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The Dan Barry Series
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Late nineteenth century Seattle, Washington — where Frederick Schiller Faust (Max Brand) was born in 1892
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San Joaquin Valley, California — Brand moved here at an early age. In his youth he undertook gruelling labour as a cowhand, which may have partly caused the chronic heart disease that troubled him in later years.


The Untamed (1919)
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Max Brands Dan Barry Series began in 1919, with the publication of The Untamed (1919) as a serial in All-Story Magazine. Barry is a mysterious figure, who roams the American West on his black stallion, Satan, with the faithful wolf-dog Black Bart in tow. Together, the trio are known as the untamed. His habit of whistling tunes to himself as he rides has earned him the nickname Whistling Dan. This is only one of the many features that earn him an almost uncanny reputation – he never shoots to kill, he comes and goes as mysteriously as a ghost and has an almost unearthly yellow gleam in his eye when he becomes angry. All of this is compounded by the mystery of his origins – his antecedents are unknown, as Dan was taken in by a cattle handler after being found wandering in the desert. Dan forms a quasi-romantic attachment with his guardians daughter Kate, which is developed as the series progresses.

The first novel in the series centres on Dans pursuit of a gang of outlaws headed by Jim Silent. A sequel, The Night Horseman (1920), appeared the year after, followed by two further sequels, The Seventh Man (1921) and Dan Barrys Daughter (1923). The latter is not a direct sequel, but rather the story of how Barrys daughter Joan continues his legacy.

In the Barry novels, Brand began an incredibly prolific and highly influential career as a writer of Westerns, transforming the genre from a mixture of romance and historical fiction to an almost mythic depiction of the old West as a land of heroes, outlaws and villains, who stalked a dreamlike landscape. In doing so, he was influenced by the classical education he received under the eye of his uncle, Thomas Downey, a high school principal that took Brand in after he was orphaned.
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Cover of All-Story Weekly, which first printed the story in 1918-1919
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George OBrien, who portrayed Dan Barry in the 1931 film Fair Warning, based on The Untamed


1. PAN OF THE DESERT
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EVEN TO A high-flying bird this was a country to be passed over quickly. It was burned and brown, littered with fragments of rock, whether vast or small, as if the refuse were tossed here after the making of the world. A passing shower drenched the bald knobs of a range of granite hills and the slant morning sun set the wet rocks aflame with light. In a short time the hills lost their halo and resumed their brown. The moisture evaporated. The sun rose higher and looked sternly across the desert as if he searched for any remaining life which still struggled for existence under his burning course.

And he found life. Hardy cattle moved singly or in small groups and browsed on the withered bunch grass. Summer scorched them, winter humped their backs with cold and arched up their bellies with famine, but they were a breed schooled through generations for this fight against nature. In this junk-shop of the world, rattlesnakes were rulers of the soil. Overhead the buzzards, ominous black specks pendant against the white-hot sky, ruled the air.

It seemed impossible that human beings could live in this rock- wilderness. If so, they must be to other men what the lean, hardy cattle of the hills are to the corn-fed stabled beeves of the States.

Over the shoulder of a hill came a whistling which might have been attributed to the wind, had not this day been deathly calm. It was fit music for such a scene, for it seemed neither of heaven nor earth, but the soul of the great god Pan come back to earth to charm those nameless rocks with his wild, sweet piping. It changed to harmonious phrases loosely connected. Such might be the exultant improvisations of a master violinist.

A great wolf, or a dog as tall and rough coated as a wolf, trotted around the hillside. He paused with one foot lifted and lolling, crimson tongue, as he scanned the distance and then turned to look back in the direction from which he had come. The weird music changed to whistled notes as liquid as a flute. The sound drew closer. A horseman rode out on the shoulder and checked his mount. One could not choose him at first glance as a type of those who fight nature in a region where the thermometer moves through a scale of a hundred and sixty degrees in the year to an accompaniment of cold-stabbing winds and sweltering suns. A thin, handsome face with large brown eyes and black hair, a body tall but rather slenderly made — he might have been a descendant of some ancient family of Norman nobility; but could such proud gentry be found riding the desert in a tall-crowned sombrero with chaps on his legs and a red bandana handkerchief knotted around his throat? That first glance made the rider seem strangely out of place in such surroundings. One might even smile at the contrast, but at the second glance the smile would fade, and at the third, it would be replaced with a stare of interest. It was impossible to tell why one respected this man, but after a time there grew a suspicion of unknown strength in this lone rider, strength like that of a machine which is stopped but only needs a spark of fire to plunge it into irresistible action. Strangely enough, the youthful figure seemed in tune with that region of mighty distances, with that white, cruel sun, with that bird of prey hovering high, high in the air.

It required some study to guess at these qualities of the rider, for they were such things as a child feels more readily than a grown man; but it needed no expert to admire the horse he bestrode. It was a statue in black marble, a steed fit for a Shah of Persia! The stallion stood barely fifteen hands, but to see him was to forget his size. His flanks shimmered like satin in the sun. What promise of power in the smooth, broad hips! Only an Arab poet could run his hand over that shoulder and then speak properly of the matchless curve. Only an Arab could appreciate legs like thin and carefully drawn steel below the knees; or that flow of tail and windy mane; that generous breast with promise of the mighty heart within; that arched neck; that proud head with the pricking ears, wide forehead, and muzzle, as the Sheik said, which might drink from a pint-pot.

A rustling like dried leaves came from among the rocks and the hair rose bristling around the neck of the wolflike dog. With outstretched head he approached the rocks, sniffing, then stopped and turned shining eyes upon his master, who nodded and swung from the saddle. It was a little uncanny, this silent interchange of glances between the beast and the man. The cause of the dogs anxiety was a long rattler which now slid out from beneath a boulder, and giving its harsh warning, coiled, ready to strike. The dog backed away, but instead of growling he looked to the man.

Cowboys frequently practise with their revolvers at snakes, but one of the peculiarities of this rider was that he carried no gun, neither six-shooter nor rifle. He drew out a short knife which might be used to skin a beef or carve meat, though certainly no human being had ever used such a weapon against a five-foot rattler. He stooped and rested both hands on his thighs. His feet were not two paces from the poised head of the snake. As if marvelling at this temerity, the big rattler tucked back his head and sounded the alarm again. In response the cowboy flashed his knife in the sun. Instantly the snake struck but the deadly fangs fell a few inches short of the riding boots. At the same second the man moved. No eye could follow the leap of his hand as it darted down and fastened around the snake just behind the head. The long brown body writhed about his wrist, with rattles clashing. He severed the head deftly and tossed the twisting mass back on the rocks.

Then, as if he had performed the most ordinary act, he rubbed his gloves in the sand, cleansed his knife in a similar manner, and stepped back to his horse. Contrary to the rules of horse-nature, the stallion had not flinched at sight of the snake, but actually advanced a high-headed pace or two with his short ears laid flat on his neck, and a sudden red fury in his eyes. He seemed to watch for an opportunity to help his master. As the man approached after killing the snake the stallion let his ears go forward again and touched his nose against his masters shoulder. When the latter swung into the saddle, the wolf-dog came to his side, reared, and resting his forefeet on the stirrup stared up into the riders face. The man nodded to him, whereat, as if he understood a spoken word, the dog dropped back and trotted ahead. The rider touched the reins and galloped down the easy slope. The little episode had given the effect of a three-cornered conversation. Yet the man had been as silent as the animals.

In a moment he was lost among the hills, but still his whistling came back, fainter and fainter, until it was merely a thrilling whisper that dwelt in the air but came from no certain direction.

His course lay towards a road which looped whitely across the hills. The road twisted over a low ridge where a house stood among a grove of cottonwoods dense enough and tall enough to break the main force of any wind. On the same road, a thousand yards closer to the rider of the black stallion, was Morgans place.


2. THE PANTHER
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IN THE RANCH house old Joseph Cumberland frowned on the floor as he heard his daughter say: It isnt right, Dad. I never noticed it before I went away to school, but since Ive come back I begin to feel that its shameful to treat Dan in this way.

Her eyes brightened and she shook her golden head for emphasis. Her father watched her with a faintly quizzical smile and made no reply. The dignity of ownership of many thousand cattle kept the old ranchers shoulders square, and there was an antique gentility about his thin face with its white goatee. He was more like a quaint figure of the seventeenth century than a successful cattleman of the twentieth.

It is shameful, Dad, she went on, encouraged by his silence, or you could tell me some reason.

Some reason for not letting him have a gun? asked the rancher, still with the quizzical smile.

Yes, yes! she said eagerly, and some reason for treating him in a thousand ways as if he were an irresponsible boy.

Why, Kate, gal, you have tears in your eyes!

He drew her onto a stool beside him, holding both her hands, and searched her face with eyes as blue and almost as bright as her own. How does it come that youre so interested in Dan?

Why, Dad, dear, and she avoided his gaze, Ive always been interested in him. Havent we grown up together?

Part ways you have.

And havent we been always just like brother and sister?

Youre talkin a little moren sisterly, Kate.

What do you mean?

Ay, ay! What do I mean! And now youre all red. Kate, I got an idea its nigh onto time to let Dan start on his way.

He could not have found a surer way to drive the crimson from her face and turn it white to the lips.

Dad!

Well, Kate?

You wouldnt send Dan away!

Before he could answer she dropped her head against his shoulder and broke into great sobs. He stroked her head with his calloused, sunburned hand and his eyes filmed with a distant gaze.

I might have knowed it! he said over and over again; I might have knowed it! Hush, my silly gal.

Her sobbing ceased with magic suddenness.

Then you wont send him away?

Listen to me while I talk to you straight, said Joe Cumberland, and accordin to the way you take it will depend whether Dan goes or stays. Will you listen?

Dear Dad, with all my heart!

Humph! he grunted, thats just what I dont want. This what Im goin to tell you is a queer thing — a mighty lot like a fairy tale, maybe. Ive kept it back from you years an years thinkin youd find out the truth about Dan for yourself. But bein so close to him has made you sort of blind, maybe! No man will criticize his own hoss.

Go on, tell me what you mean. I wont interrupt.

He was silent for a moment, frowning to gather his thoughts.

Have you ever seen a mule, Kate?

Of course!

Maybe youve noticed that a mule is just as strong as a horse—

Yes.

 — but their muscles aint a third as big?

Yes, but what on earth—

Well, Kate, Dan is built light an yet hes stronger than the biggest men around here.

Are you going to send him away simply because hes strong?

It doesnt show nothin, said the old man gently, savin that hes different from the regular run of men — an Ive seen a considerable pile of men, honey. Theres other funny things about Dan maybe you aint noticed. Take the way he has with hosses an other animals. The wildest man-killin, spur-hatin bronchos dont put up no fight when them long legs of Dan settle round em.

Because they know fighting wont help them!

Maybe so, maybe so, he said quietly, but its kind of queer, Kate, that after most a hundred men on the best hosses in these parts had ridden in relays after Satan an couldnt lay a rope on him, Dan could jest go out on foot with a halter an come back in ten days leadin the wildest devil of a mustang that ever hated men.

It was a glorious thing to do! she said.

Old Cumberland sighed and then shook his head.

It shows moren that, honey. There aint any man but Dan that can sit the saddle on Satan. If Dan should die, Satan wouldnt be no more use to other men than a piece of haltered lightnin. An then tell me how Dan got hold of that wolf, Black Bart, as he calls him.

It isnt a wolf, Dad, said Kate, its a dog. Dan says so himself.

Sure he says so, answered her father, but there was a lone wolf prowlin round these parts for a considerable time an raisin Cain with the calves an the colts. An Black Bart comes pretty close to a description of the lone wolf. Maybe you remember Dan found his dog lyin in a gully with a bullet through his shoulder. If he was a dog howd he come to be shot—

Some brute of a sheep herder may have done it. What could it prove?

It only proves that Dan is queer — powerful queer! Satan an Black Bart are still as wild as they ever was, except that they got one master. An they aint got a thing to do with other people. Black Bartd tear the heart out of a man that so much as patted his head.

Why, she cried, hell let me do anything with him!

Humph! said Cumberland, a little baffled; maybe thats because Dan is kind of fond of you, gal, an he has sort of introduced you to his pets, damn em! Thats just the pint! How is he able to make his man-killers act sweet with you an play the devil with everybody else.

It wasnt Dan at all! she said stoutly, and he isnt queer. Satan and Black Bart let me do what I want with them because they know I love them for their beauty and their strength.

Let it go at that, growled her father. Kate, youre jest like your mother when it comes to arguin. If you wasnt my little gal Id say you was plain pig-headed. But look here, aint you ever felt that Dan is what I call him — different? Aint you ever seen him get mad — jest for a minute — an watched them big brown eyes of his get all packed full of yellow light that chases a chill up and down your back like a wrigglin snake?

She considered this statement in a little silence.

I saw him kill a rattler once, she said in a low voice. Dan caught him behind the head after he had struck. He did it with his bare hand! I almost fainted. When I looked again he had cut off the head of the snake. It was — it was terrible!

She turned to her father and caught him firmly by the shoulders.

Look me straight in the eye, Dad, and tell me just what you mean.

Why, Kate, said the wise old man, youre beginnin to see for yourself what Im drivin at! Havent you got somethin else right on the tip of your tongue?

There was one day that Ive never told you about, she said in a low voice, looking away, because I was afraid that if I told you, youd shoot Black Bart. He was gnawing a big beef bone and just for fun I tried to take it away from him. Hed been out on a long trail with Dan and he was very hungry. When I put my hand on the bone he snapped. Luckily I had a thick glove on and he merely pinched my wrist. Also I think he realized what he was doing for otherwise hed have cut through the glove as if it had been paper. He snarled fearfully and I sprang back with a cry. Dan hadnt seen what happened, but he heard the snarl and saw Black Barts bared teeth. Then — oh, it was terrible!

She covered her face.

Take your time, Kate, said Cumberland softly.

Bart, called Dan, she went on, and there was such anger in his face that I think I was more afraid of him than of the big dog.

Bart turned to him with a snarl and bared his teeth. When Dan saw that his face turned — I dont know how to say it!

She stopped a moment and her hands tightened.

Back in his throat there came a sound that was almost like the snarl of Black Bart. The wolf-dog watched him with a terror that was uncanny to see, the hair around his neck fairly on end, his teeth still bared, and his growl horrible.

Dan! I called, dont go near him!

I might as well have called out to a whirlwind. He leaped. Black Bart sprang to meet him with eyes green with fear. I heard the loud click of his teeth as he snapped — and missed. Dan swerved to one side and caught Black Bart by the throat and drove him into the dust, falling with him.

I couldnt move. I was weak with horror. It wasnt a struggle between a man and a beast. It was like a fight between a panther and a wolf. Black Bart was fighting hard but fighting hopelessly. Those hands were settling tighter on his throat. His big red tongue lolled out; his struggles almost ceased. Then Dan happened to glance at me. What he saw in my face sobered him. He got up, lifting the dog with him, and flung away the lifeless weight of Bart. He began to brush the dust from his clothes, looking down as if he were ashamed. He asked me if the dog had hurt me when he snapped. I could not speak for a moment. Then came the most horrible part. Black Bart, who must have been nearly killed, dragged himself to Dan on his belly, choking and whining, and licked the boots of his master!

Then you do know what I mean when I say Dan is — different?

She hesitated and blinked, as if she were shutting her eyes on a fact. I dont know. I know that hes gentle and kind and loves you more than you love him. Her voice broke a little. Oh, Dad, you forget the time he sat up with you for five days and nights when you got sick out in the hills, and how he barely managed to get you back to the house alive!

The old man frowned to conceal how greatly he was moved.

I havent forgot nothin, Kate, he said, an everything is for his own good. Do you know what Ive been tryin to do all these years?

What?

Ive been tryin to hide him from himself! Kate, do you remember how I found him?

I was too little to know. Ive heard you tell a little about it. He was lost on the range. You found him twenty miles south of the house.

Lost on the range? repeated her father softly. I dont think he could ever have been lost. To a hoss the corral is a home. To us our ranch is a home. To Dan Barry the whole mountain-desert is a home! This is how I found him. It was in the spring of the year when the wild geese was honkin as they flew north. I was ridin down a gulley about sunset and wishin that I was closer to the ranch when I heard a funny, wild sort of whistlin that didnt have any tune to it that I recognized. It gave me a queer feelin. It made me think of fairy stories — an things like that! Pretty soon I seen a figure on the crest of the hill. There was a triangle of geese away up overhead an the boy was walkin along lookin up as if he was followin the trail of the wild geese.

He was up there walkin between the sunset an the stars with his head bent back, and his hands stuffed into his pockets, whistlin as if he was goin home from school. An such whistlin.

Nobody could ever whistle like Dan, she said, and smiled.

I rode up to him, wonderin, went on Cumberland.

Whatre you doin round here? I says.

Says he, lookin at me casual like over his shoulder: Im jest takin a stroll an whistlin. Does it bother you, mister?

It doesnt bother me none, says I. Where do you belong, sonny?

Me? says he, lookin sort of surprised, why, I belong around over there! An he waved his hand careless over to the settin sun.

There was somethin about him that made my heart swell up inside of me. I looked down into them big brown eyes and wondered — well, I dont know what I wondered; but I remembered all at once that I didnt have no son.

Whos your folks? says I, gettin more an more curious.

He jest looked at me sort of bored.

Where does your folks live at? says I.

Oh, they live around here, says he, an he waved his hand again, an this time over towards the east.

Says I: When do you figure on reachin home?

Oh, most any day, says he.

An I looked around at them brown, naked hills with the night comin down over them. Then I stared back at the boy an there was something that come up in me like hunger. You see, he was lost; he was alone; the queer ring of his whistlin was still in my ears; an I couldnt help rememberin that I didnt have no son.

Then supposin you come along with me, says I, an Ill send you home in a buckboard tomorrow?

So the end of it was me ridin home with the little kid sittin up before me, whistlin his heart out! When I got him home I tried to talk to him again. He couldnt tell me, or he wouldnt tell me where his folks lived, but jest kept wavin his hand liberal to half the points of the compass. An thats all I know of where he come from. I done all I could to find his parents. I inquired and sent letters to every rancher within a hundred miles. I advertised it through the railroads, but they said nobodyd yet been reported lost. He was still mine, at least for a while, an I was terrible glad.

I give the kid a spare room. I sat up late that first night listenin to the wild geese honkin away up in the sky an wonderin why I was so happy. Kate, that night there was tears in my eyes when I thought of how that kid had been out there on the hills walkin along so happy an independent.

But the next mornin he was gone. I sent my cowpunchers out to look for him.

Which way shall we ride? they asked.

I dont know why, but I thought of the wild geese that Dan had seemed to be followin.

Ride north, I said.

An sure enough, they rode north an found him. After that I didnt have no trouble with him about runnin away — at least not durin the summer. An all those months I kept plannin how I would take care of this boy who had come wanderin to me. It seemed like he was sort of a gift of God to make up for me havin no son. And everythin went well until the next fall, when the geese began to fly south.

Sure enough, that was when Dan ran away again, and when I sent my cowpunchers south after him, they found him and brought him back. It seemed as if theyd brought back half the world to me, when I seen him. But I saw that Id have to put a stop to this runnin away. I tried to talk to him, but all hed say was that hed better be movin on. I took the law in my hands an told him he had to be disciplined. So I started thrashin him with a quirt, very light. He took it as if he didnt feel the whip on his shoulders, an he smiled. But there came up a yellow light in his eyes that made me feel as if a man was standin right behind me with a bare knife in his hand an smilin jest like the kid was doin. Finally I simply backed out of the room, an since that day there aint been man or beast ever has put a hand on Whistlin Dan. To this day I reckon he aint quite forgiven me.

Why! she cried, I have never heard him mention it!

Thats why I know hes not forgotten it. Anyway, Kate, I locked him in his room, but he wouldnt promise not to run away. Then I got an inspiration. You was jest a little toddlin thing then. That day you was cryin an awful lot an I suddenly thought of puttin you in Dans room. I did it. I jest unlocked the door quick and then shoved you in an locked it again. First of all you screamed terrible hard. I was afraid maybe youd hurt yourself yellin that way. I was about to take you out again when all at once I heard Dan start whistlin and pretty quick your cryin stopped. I listened an wondered. After that I never had to lock Dan in his room. I was sure hed stay on account of you. But now, honey, Im gettin to the end of the story, an Im goin to give you the straight idea the way I see it.

Ive watched Dan like — like a father, almost. I think he loves me, sort of — but Ive never got over being afraid of him. You see I cant forget how he smiled when I licked him! But listen to me, Kate, that fear has been with me all the time — an its the only time Ive ever been afraid of any man. It isnt like being scared of a man, but of a panther.

Now well jest nacherally add up all the points weve made about Dan — the queer way I found him without a home an without wantin one — that strength he has thats like the power of a mule compared with a horse — that funny control he has over wild animals so that they almost seem to know what he means when he simply looks at them (have you noticed him with Black Bart and Satan?) — then theres the yellow light that comes in his eyes when he begins to get real mad — you an I have both seen it only once, but we dont want to see it again! More than this theres the way he handles either a knife or a gun. He hasnt practiced much with shootin irons, but I never seen him miss a reasonable mark — or an unreasonable one either, for that matter. Ive spoke to him about it. He said: I dunno how it is. I dont see how a feller can shoot crooked. It jest seems that when I get out a gun theres a line drawn from the barrel to the thing Im shootin at. All I have to do is to pull the trigger — almost with my eyes closed! Now, Kate, do you begin to see what these here things point to?

Tell me what you see, she said, and then Ill tell you what I think of it all.

All right, he said. I see in Dan a man whos different from the common run of us. I read in a book once that in the ages when men lived like animals an had no weapons except sticks and stones, their muscles must have been two or three times as strong as they are now — more like the muscles of brutes. An their hearin an their sight an their quickness an their endurance was about three times more than that of ordinary men. Kate, I think that Dan is one of those men the book described! He knows animals because he has all the powers that they have. An I know from the way his eyes go yellow that he has the fightin instinct of the ancestors of man. So far Ive kept him away from other men. Which I may say is the main reason I bought Dan Morgans place sos to keep fightin men away from our Whistlin Dan. So Ive been hidin him from himself. You see, hes my boy if he belongs to anybody. Maybe when time goes on hell get tame. But I reckon not. Its like takin a panther cub — or a wolf pup — an tryin to raise it for a pet. Some day it gets the taste of blood, maybe its own blood, an then it goes mad and becomes a killer. An thats what I fear, Kate. So far Ive kept Dan from ever havin a single fight, but I reckon the dayll come when someonell cross him, and then therell be a tornado turned loose thatll jest about wreck these parts.

Her anger had grown during this speech. Now she rose.

I wont believe you, Dad, she said. Id sooner trust our Dan than any man alive. I dont think youre right in a single word!

I was sure loco, sighed Cumberland, to ever dream of convincin a woman. Let it drop, Kate. Were about to get rid of Morgans place, an now I reckon there wont be any temptation near Dan. Well see what timell do for him. Let the thing drop there. Now Im goin over to the Bar XO outfit an I wont be back till late tonight. Theres only one thing more. I told Morgan there wasnt to be any gun-play in his place today. If you hear any shootin go down there an remind Morgan to take the guns offn the men.

Kate nodded, but her stare travelled far away, and the thing she saw was the yellow light burning in the eyes of Whistling Dan.


3. SILENT SHOOTS

[image: img19.jpg]

IT WAS A great day and also a sad one for Morgan. His general store and saloon had been bought out by old Joe Cumberland, who declared a determination to clear up the landscape, and thereby plunged the cowpunchers in gloom. They partially forgave Cumberland, but only because he was an old man. A younger reformer would have met armed resistance. Morgans place was miles away from the next oasis in the desert and the closing meant dusty, thirsty leagues of added journey to every man in the neighbourhood. The word neighbourhood, of course, covered a territory fifty miles square.

If the day was very sad for this important reason, it was also very glad, for rustling Morgan advertised the day of closing far and wide, and his most casual patrons dropped all business to attend the big doings. A long line of buckboards and cattle ponies surrounded the place. Newcomers gallopped in every few moments. Most of them did not stop to tether their mounts, but simply dropped the reins over the heads of the horses and then went with rattling spurs and slouching steps into the saloon. Every man was greeted by a shout, for one or two of those within usually knew him, and when they raised a cry the others joined in for the sake of good fellowship. As a rule he responded by ordering everyone up to the bar.

One man, however, received no more greeting than the slamming of the door behind him. He was a tall, handsome fellow with tawny hair and a little smile of habit rather than mirth upon his lips. He had ridden up on a strong bay horse, a full two hands taller than the average cattle pony, and with legs and shoulders and straight back that unmistakably told of a blooded pedigree. When he entered the saloon he seemed nowise abashed by the silence, but greeted the turned heads with a wave of the hand and a good-natured Howdy, boys! A volley of greetings replied to him, for in the mountain-desert men cannot be strangers after the first word.

Line up and hit the red-eye, he went on, and leaning against the bar as he spoke, his habitual smile broadened into one of actual invitation. Except for a few groups who watched the gambling in the corners of the big room, there was a general movement towards the bar.

And make it a tall one, boys, went on the genial stranger. This is the first time I ever irrigated Morgans place, and from what I have heard today about the closing I suppose it will be the last time. So heres to you, Morgan!

And he waved his glass towards the bartender. His voice was well modulated and his enunciation bespoke education. This, in connection with his careful clothes and rather modish riding-boots, might have given him the reputation of a dude, had it not been for several other essential details of his appearance. His six-gun hung so low that he would scarcely have to raise his hand to grasp the butt. He held his whisky glass in his left hand, and the right, which rested carelessly on his hip, was deeply sunburned, as if he rarely wore a glove. Moreover, his eyes were marvellously direct, and they lingered a negligible space as they touched on each man in the room. All of this the cattlemen noted instantly. What they did not see on account of his veiling fingers was that he poured only a few drops of the liquor into his glass.

In the meantime another man who had never before irrigated at Morgans place, rode up. His mount, like that of the tawny-haired rider, was considerably larger and more finely built than the common range horse. In three days of hard work a cattle pony might wear down these blooded animals, but would find it impossible to either overtake or escape them in a straight run. The second stranger, short-legged, barrel-chested, and with a scrub of black beard, entered the barroom while the crowd was still drinking the health of Morgan. He took a corner chair, pushed back his hat until a mop of hair fell down his forehead, and began to roll a cigarette. The man of the tawny hair took the next seat.

Seems to be quite a party, stranger, said the tall fellow nonchalantly.

Sure, growled he of the black beard, and after a moment he added: Been out on the trail long, pardner?

Hardly started.

Som I.

As a matter of fact, Ive got a lot of hard riding before me.

Sove I.

And some long riding, too.

Perhaps it was because he turned his head suddenly towards the light, but a glint seemed to come in the eyes of the bearded man.

Long rides, he said more amiably, are sure hell on hosses.

And on men, too, nodded the other, and tilted back in his chair.

The bearded man spoke again, but though a dozen cowpunchers were close by no one heard his voice except the man at his side. One side of his face remained perfectly immobile and his eyes stared straight before him drearily while he whispered from a corner of his mouth: How long do you stay, Lee?

Noon, said Lee.

Once more the shorter man spoke in the manner which is learned in a penitentiary: Me too. We must be slated for the same ride, Lee. Do you know what it is? Its nearly noon, and the chief ought to be here.

There was a loud greeting for a newcomer, and Lee took advantage of the noise to say quite openly: If Silent said hell come, hell be here. But I say hes crazy to come to a place full of range riders, Bill.

Take it easy, responded Bill. This hangout is away off our regular beat. Nobodyll know him.

His hide is his own and he can do what he wants with it, said Lee. I warned him before.

Shut up, murmured Bill, Heres Jim now, and Hal Purvis with him!

Through the door strode a great figure before whom the throng at the bar gave way as water rolls back from the tall prow of a ship. In his wake went a little man with a face dried and withered by the sun and small bright eyes which moved continually from side to side. Lee and Bill discovered their thirst at the same time and made towards the newcomers.

They had no difficulty in reaching them. The large man stood with his back to the bar, his elbows spread out on it, so that there was a little space left on either side of him. No one cared to press too close to this sombre- faced giant. Purvis stood before him and Bill and Lee were instantly at his side. The two leaned on the bar, facing him, yet the four did not seem to make a group set apart from the rest.

Well? asked Lee.

Ill tell you what it is when were on the road, said Jim Silent. Plenty of time, Haines.

Wholl start first? asked Bill.

You can, Kilduff, said the other. Go straight north, and go slow. Then Haines will follow you. Purvis next. I come last because I got here last. There aint any hurry — Whats this here?

I tell you I seen it! called an angry voice from a corner.

You must of been drunk an seein double, partner, drawled the answer.

Look here! said the first man, Im willin to take that any way you mean it!

An Im willin, said the other, that you should take it any way you damn please.

Everyone in the room was grave except Jim Silent and his three companions, who were smiling grimly.

By God, Jack, said the first man with ominous softness, Ill take a lot from you but when it comes to doubtin my word—

Morgan, with popping eyes and a very red face, slapped his hand on the bar and vaulted over it with more agility than his plumpness warranted. He shouldered his way hurriedly through the crowd to the rapidly widening circle around the two disputants. They stood with their right hands resting with rigid fingers low down on their hips, and their eyes, fixed on each other, forgot the rest of the world. Morgan burst in between them.

Look here, he thundered, its only by way of a favour that Im lettin you boys wear shootin irons today because I promised old Cumberland there wouldnt be no fuss. If you got troubles theres enough room for you to settle them out in the hills, but there aint none at all in here!

The gleam went out of their eyes like four candles snuffed by the wind. Obviously they were both glad to have the tension broken. Mike wiped his forehead with a rather unsteady hand.

I aint huntin for no special brand of trouble, he said, but Jack has been ridin the red-eye pretty hard and its gotten into that dried up bean he calls his brain.

Say, partner, drawled Jack, I aint drunk enough of the hot stuff to make me fall for the line youve been handing out.

He turned to Morgan.

Mike, here, has been tryin to make me believe that he knew a feller who could drill a dollar at twenty yards every time it was tossed up.

The crowd laughed, Morgan loudest of all.

Did you anyways have Whistlin Dan in mind? he asked.

No, I didnt, said Mike, an I didnt say this here man I was talkin about could drill them every time. But he could do it two times out of four.

Mike, said Morgan, and he softened his disbelief with his smile and the good-natured clap on the shoulder, you sure must of been drinkin when you seen him do it. I allow Whistlin Dan could do that an more, but he aint human with a gun.

How dyou know? asked Jack, I aint ever seen him packin a six- gun.

Sure you aint, answered Morgan, but I have, an I seen him use it, too. It was jest sort of by chance I saw it.

Well, argued Mike anxiously, then you allow its possible if Whistlin Dan can do it. An I say I seen a man who could turn the trick.

An who in hell is this Whistlin Dan? asked Jim Silent.

Hes the man that caught Satan, an rode him, answered a bystander.

Some man if he can ride the devil, laughed Lee Haines.

I mean the black mustang that ran wild around here for a couple of years. Some people tell tales about him being a wonder with a gun. But Morgans the only one who claims to have seen him work.

Maybe you did see it, and maybe you didnt, Morgan was saying to Mike noncommittally, but theres some pretty fair shots in this room, which Id lay fifty bucks no man here could hit a dollar with a six-gun at twenty paces.

While theyre arguin, said Bill Kilduff, I reckon Ill hit the trail.

Wait a minute, grinned Jim Silent, an watch me have some fun with these short-horns.

He spoke more loudly: Are you makin that bet for the sake of arguin, partner, or do you calculate to back it up with cold cash?

Morgan whirled upon him with a scowl, I aint pulled a bluff in my life that I cant back up! he said sharply.

Well, said Silent, I aint so flush that Id turn down fifty bucks when a kind Christian soul, as the preachers say, slides it into my glove. Not me. Lead out the dollar, pal, an kiss it farewell!

Wholl hold the stakes? asked Morgan.

Let your friend Mike, said Jim Silent carelessly, and he placed fifty dollars in gold in the hands of the Irishman. Morgan followed suit. The crowd hurried outdoors.

A dozen bets were laid in as many seconds. Most of the men wished to place their money on the side of Morgan, but there were not a few who stood willing to risk coin on Jim Silent, stranger though he was. Something in his unflinching eye, his stern face, and the nerveless surety of his movements commanded their trust.

How do you stand, Jim? asked Lee Haines anxiously. Is it a safe bet? Ive never seen you try a mark like this one!

It aint safe, said Silent, because I aint mad enough to shoot my best, but its about an even draw. Take your pick.

Not me, said Haines, if you had ten chances instead of one I might stack some coin on you. If the dollar were stationary I know you could do it, but a moving coin looks pretty small.

Here you are, called Morgan, who stood at a distance of twenty paces, are you ready?

Silent whipped out his revolver and poised it. Let er go!

The coin whirled in the air. Silent fired as it commenced to fall — it landed untouched.

As a kind, Christian soul, said Morgan sarcastically, I aint in your class, stranger. Charity always sort of interests me when Im on the receivin end!

The crowd chuckled, and the sound infuriated Silent.

Dont go back jest yet, partners, he drawled. Mister Morgan, I got one hundred bones which holler that I can plug that dollar the second try.

Boys, grinned Morgan, Im leavin you to witness that I hate to do it, but business is business. Here you are!

The coin whirled again. Silent, with his lips pressed into a straight line and his brows drawn dark over his eyes, waited until the coin reached the height of its rise, and then fired — missed — fired again, and sent the coin spinning through the air in a flashing semicircle. It was a beautiful piece of gun-play. In the midst of the clamour of applause Silent strode towards Morgan with his hand outstretched.

After all, he said. I knowed you wasnt really hard of heart. It only needed a little time and persuasion to make you dig for coin when I pass the box.

Morgan, red of face and scowling, handed over his late winnings and his own stakes.

It took you two shots to do it, he said, an if I wanted to argue the pint maybe you wouldnt walk off with the coin.

Partner, said Jim Silent gently, I got a wanderin hunch that youre showin a pile of brains by not arguin this here pint!

There followed that little hush of expectancy which precedes trouble, but Morgan, after a glance at the set lips of his opponent, swallowed his wrath.

I spose youll tell how you did this to your kids when youre eighty, he said scornfully, but around here, stranger, they dont think much of it. Whistlin Dan — he paused, as if to calculate how far he could safely exaggerate— Whistlin Dan can stand with his back to the coins an when theyre thrown he drills four dollars easier than you did one — an he wouldnt waste three shots on one dollar. He aint so extravagant!


4. SOMETHING YELLOW
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THE CROWD LAUGHED again at the excitement of Morgan, and Silents mirth particularly was loud and long.

An if youre still bent on charity, he said at last, maybe we could find somethin else to lay a bet on!

Anything you name! said Morgan hotly.

I suppose, said Silent, that youre some rider, eh?

I cn get by with most of em.

Yeh — I suppose you never pulled leather in your life?

Not any hoss that another man could ride straight up.

Is that so? Well, partner, you see that roan over there?

That tall horse?

You got him. You cn win back that hundred if you stick on his back two minutes. Dyou take it?

Morgan hesitated a moment. The big roan was footing it nervously here and there, sometimes throwing up his head suddenly after the manner of a horse of bad temper. However, the loss of that hundred dollars and the humiliation which accompanied it, weighed heavily on the saloon owners mind.

Ill take you, he said.

A high, thrilling whistle came faintly from the distance.

That fellow on the black horse down the road, said Lee Haines, I guess hes the one that can hit the four dollars? Ha! ha! ha!

Sure, grinned Silent, listen to his whistle! Well see if we can drag another bet out of the bar-keep if the roan doesnt hurt him too bad. Look at him now!

Morgan was having a bad time getting his foot in the stirrup, for the roan reared and plunged. Finally two men held his head and the saloon-keeper swung into the saddle. There was a little silence. The roan, as if doubtful that he could really have this new burden on his back, and still fearful of the rope which had been lately tethering him, went a few short, prancing steps, and then, feeling something akin to freedom, reared straight up, snorting. The crowd yelled with delight, and the sound sent the roan back to all fours and racing down the road. He stopped with braced feet, and Morgan lurched forwards on the neck, yet he struck to his seat gamely. Whistling Dan was not a hundred yards away.

Morgan yelled and swung the quirt. The response of the roan was another race down the road at terrific speed, despite the pull of Morgan on the reins. Just as the running horse reached Whistling Dan, he stopped as short as he had done before, but this time with an added buck and a sidewise lurch all combined, which gave the effect of snapping a whip — and poor Morgan was hurled from the saddle like a stone from a sling. The crowd waved their hats and yelled with delight.

Look out! yelled Jim Silent. Grab the reins!

But though Morgan made a valiant effort the roan easily swerved past him and went racing down the road.

My God, groaned Silent, hes gone!

Saddles! called someone. Well catch him!

Catch hell! answered Silent bitterly. There aint a hoss on earth that can catch him — an now that he aint got the weight of a rider, hell run away from the wind!

Anyway there goes Dan on Satan after him!

No use! The roan aint carryin a thing but the saddle.

Satan never seen the day he could make the roan eat dust, anyway!

Look at em go, boys!

There aint no use, said Jim Silent sadly, hell wind his black for nothin — an Ive lost the best hoss on the ranges.

I believe him, whispered one man to a neighbour, because Ive got an idea that hoss is Red Peter himself!

His companion stared at him agape.

Red Pete! he said. Why, pal, thats the hoss that Silent—

Maybe it is an maybe it aint. But why should we ask too many questions?

Let the marshals tend to him. He aint ever troubled this part of the range.

Anyway, Im goin to remember his face. If its really Jim Silent, I got something thats worth tellin to my kids when they grow up.

They both turned and looked at the tall man with an uncomfortable awe. The rest of the crowd swarmed into the road to watch the race.

The black stallion was handicapped many yards at the start before Dan could swing him around after the roan darted past with poor Morgan in ludicrous pursuit. Moreover, the roan had the inestimable advantage of an empty saddle. Yet Satan leaned to his work with a stout heart. There was no rock and pitch to his gait, no jerk and labour to his strides. Those smooth shoulders were corded now with a thousand lines where the steel muscles whipped to and fro. His neck stretched out a little — his ears laid back along the neck — his whole body settled gradually and continually down as his stride lengthened. Whistling Dan was leaning forward so that his body would break less wind. He laughed low and soft as the air whirred into his face, and now and then he spoke to his horse, no yell of encouragement, but a sound hardly louder than a whisper. There was no longer a horse and rider — the two had become one creature — a centaur — the body of a horse and the mind of a man.

For a time the roan increased his advantage, but quickly Satan began to hold him even, and then gain. First inch by inch; then at every stride the distance between them diminished. No easy task. The great roan had muscle, heart, and that empty saddle; as well, perhaps, as a thought of the free ranges which lay before him and liberty from the accursed thraldom of the bit and reins and galling spurs. What he lacked was that small whispering voice — that hand touching lightly now and then on his neck — that thrill of generous sympathy which passes between horse and rider. He lost ground steadily and more and more rapidly. Now the outstretched black head was at his tail, now at his flank, now at his girth, now at his shoulder, now they raced nose and nose. Whistling Dan shifted in the saddle. His left foot took the opposite stirrup. His right leg swung free.

The big roan swerved — the black in response to a word from his rider followed the motion — and then the miracle happened. A shadow plunged through the air; a weight thudded on the saddle of the roan; an iron hand jerked back the reins.

Red Pete hated men and feared them, but this new weight on his back was different. It was not the pressure on the reins which urged him to slow up; he had the bit in his teeth and no human hand could pull down his head; but into the blind love, blind terror, blind rage which makes up the consciousness of a horse entered a force which he had never known before. He realized suddenly that it was folly to attempt to throw off this clinging burden. He might as well try to jump out of his skin. His racing stride shortened to a halting gallop, this to a sharp trot, and in a moment more he was turned and headed back for Morgans place. The black, who had followed, turned at the same time like a dog and followed with jouncing bridle reins. Black Bart, with lolling red tongue, ran under his head, looking up to the stallion now and again with a comical air of proprietorship, as if he were showing the way.

It was very strange to Red Pete. He pranced sideways a little and shook his head up and down in an effort to regain his former temper, but that iron hand kept his nose down, now, and that quiet voice sounded above him — no cursing, no raking of sharp spurs to torture his tender flanks, no whir of the quirt, but a calm voice of authority and understanding. Red Pete broke into an easy canter and in this fashion they came up to Morgan in the road. Red Pete snorted and started to shy, for he recognized the clumsy, bouncing weight which had insulted his back not long before; but this quiet voiced master reassured him, and he came to a halt.

That red devil has cost me a hundred bones and all the skin on my knees, groaned Morgan, and I can hardly walk. Damn his eyes. But say, Dan — and his eyes glowed with an admiration which made him momentarily forget his pains— that was some circus stunt you done down the road there — that changin of saddles on the run, I never seen the equal of it!

If you got hurt in the fall, said Dan quietly, overlooking the latter part of the speech, why dont you climb onto Satan. Hell take you back.

Morgan laughed.

Say, kid, Id take a chance with Satan, but there aint any hospital for fools handy.

Go ahead. He wont stir a foot. Steady, Satan!

All right, said Morgan, every step is sure like pullin teeth!

He ventured closer to the black stallion, but was stopped short. Black Bart was suddenly changed to a green-eyed devil, his hair bristling around his shoulders, his teeth bared, and a snarl that came from the heart of a killer. Satan also greeted his proposed rider with ears laid flat back on his neck and a quivering anger.

If Im goin to ride Satan, declared Morgan, I got to shoot the dog first and then blindfold the hoss.

No you dont, said Dan. No one else has ever had a seat on Satan, but I got an idea hell make an exception for a sort of temporary cripple. Steady, boy. Here you, Bart, come over here an keep your face shut!

The dog, after a glance at his master, moved reluctantly away, keeping his eyes upon Morgan. Satan backed away with a snort. He stopped at the command of Dan, but when Morgan laid a hand on the bridle and spoke to him he trembled with fear and anger. The saloon-keeper turned away.

Thankin you jest the same, Dan, he said, I think I cn walk back. Id as soon ride a tame tornado as that hoss.

He limped on down the road with Dan riding beside him. Black Bart slunk at his heels, sniffing.

Dan, Im goin to ask you a favour — an a big one; will you do it for me?

Sure, said Whistling Dan. Anything I can.

Theres a skunk down there with a bad eye an a gun that jumps out of its leather like it had a mind of its own. He picked me for fifty bucks by nailing a dollar I tossed up at twenty yards. Then he gets a hundred because I couldnt ride this hoss of his. Which hes made a plumb fool of me, Dan. Now I was tellin him about you — maybe I was sort of exaggeratin — an I said you could have your back turned when the coins was tossed an then pick off four dollars before they hit the ground. I made it a bit high, Dan?

His eyes were wistful.

Nick four round boys before they hit the dust? said Dan. Maybe I could, I dont know. I cant try it, anyway, Morgan, because I told Dad Cumberland Id never pull a gun while there was a crowd aroun.

Morgan sighed; he hesitated, and then: But you promised youd do me a favour, Dan?

The rider started.

I forgot about that — I didnt think—

Its only to do a shootin trick, said Morgan eagerly. It aint pullin a gun on any one. Why, lad, if youll tell me you got a ghost of a chance, Ill bet every cent in my cash drawer on you agin that skunk! Youve give me your word, Dan.

Whistling Dan shrugged his shoulders.

Ive given you my word, he said, an Ill do it. But I guess Dad Cumberlandll be mighty sore on me.

A laugh rose from the crowd at Morgans place, which they were nearing rapidly. It was like a mocking comment on Dans speech. As they came closer they could see money changing hands in all directions.

Whatd you do to my hoss? asked Jim Silent, walking out to meet them.

He hypnotized him, said Hal Purvis, and his lips twisted over yellow teeth into a grin of satisfaction.

Git out of the saddle damn quick, growled Silent. It aint nacheral hed let you ride him like he was a plough-hoss. An if youve tried any fancy stunts, Ill—

Take it easy, said Purvis as Dan slipped from the saddle without showing the slightest anger. Take it easy. Youre a bum loser. When I seen the black settle down to his work, he explained to Dan with another grin, I knowed hed nail him in the end an I staked twenty on you agin my friend here! That was sure a slick change of hosses you made.

There were other losers. Money chinked on all sides to an accompaniment of laughter and curses. Jim Silent was examining the roan with a scowl, while Bill Kilduff and Hal Purvis approached Satan to look over his points. Purvis reached out towards the bridle when a murderous snarl at his feet made him jump back with a shout. He stood with his gun poised, facing Black Bart.

Whos got any money to bet this damn wolf lives moren five seconds? he said savagely.

I have, said Dan.

Who in hell are you? What dyou mean by trailing this man-killer around?

He turned to Dan with his gun still poised.

Bart aint a killer, said Dan, and the gentleness of his voice was oil on troubled waters, but he gets peeved when a stranger comes nigh to the hoss.

All right this time, said Purvis, slowly restoring his gun to its holster, but if this wolf of yours looks cross-eyed at me agin hell hit the long trail that aint got any end, savvy?

Sure, said Dan, and his soft brown eyes smiled placatingly.

Purvis kept his right hand close to the butt of his gun and his eyes glinted as if he expected an answer somewhat stronger than words. At this mild acquiesence he turned away, sneering. Silent, having discovered that he could find no fault with Dans treatment of his horse, now approached with an ominously thin-lipped smile. Lee Haines read his face and came to his side with a whisper: Better cut out the rough stuff, Jim. This hasnt hurt anything but your cash, and hes already taken water from Purvis. I guess theres no call for you to make any play.

Shut your face, Haines, responded Silent, in the same tone. Hes made a fool of me by showin up my hoss, an by God Im goin to give him a man- handlin hell never forgit.

He whirled on Morgan.

How about it, bar-keep, is this the dead shot you was spillin so many words about?

Dan, as if he could not understand the broad insult, merely smiled at him with marvellous good nature.

Keep away from him, stranger, warned Morgan. Jest because he rode your hoss you aint got a cause to hunt trouble with him. Hes been taught not to fight.

Silent, still looking Dan over with insolent eyes, replied: He sure sticks to his daddys lessons. Nice an quiet an house broke, aint he? In my part of the country they dress this kind of a man in gals clothes sos nobodyll ever get sore at him an spoil his pretty face. Better go home to your ma. This aint any place for you. Theys men aroun here.

There was another one of those grimly expectant hushes and then a general guffaw; Dan showed no inclination to take offence. He merely stared at brawny Jim Silent with a sort of childlike wonder.

All right, he said meekly, if I aint wanted around here I figger there aint any cause why I should stay. You dont figger to be peeved at me, do you?

The laughter changed to a veritable yell of delight. Even Silent smiled with careless contempt.

No, kid, he answered, if I was peeved at you, youd learn it without askin questions.

He turned slowly away.

Maybe I got jaundice, boys, he said to the crowd, but it seems to me I see something kind of yellow around here!

The delightful subtlety of this remark roused another side-shaking burst of merriment. Dan shook his head as if the mystery were beyond his comprehension, and looked to Morgan for an explanation. The saloon-keeper approached him, struggling with a grin.

Its all right, Dan, he said. Dont let em rile you.

You aint got any cause to fear that, said Silent, because it cant be done.


5. FOUR IN THE AIR
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DAN LOOKED FROM Morgan to Silent and back again for understanding. He felt that something was wrong, but what it was he had not the slightest idea. For many years old Joe Cumberland had patiently taught him that the last offence against God and man was to fight. The old cattleman had instilled in him the belief that if he did not cross the path of another, no one would cross his way. The code was perfect and satisfying. He would let the world alone and the world would not trouble him. The placid current of his life had never come to white waters of wrath.

Wherefore he gazed bewildered about him. They were laughing — they were laughing unpleasantly at him as he had seen men laugh at a fiery young colt which struggled against the rope. It was very strange. They could not mean harm. Therefore he smiled back at them rather uncertainly. Morgan slapped at his shoulder by way of good-fellowship and to hearten him, but Dan slipped away under the extended hand with a motion as subtle and swift as the twist of a snake when it flees for its hole. He had a deep aversion for contact with another mans body. He hated it as the wild horse hates the shadow of the flying rope.

Steady up, pal, said Morgan, the lads mean no harm. That tall man is considerable riled; which hell now bet his sombrero agin you when it comes to shootin.

He turned back to Silent.

Look here, partner, he said, this is the man I said could nail the four dollars before they hit the dust. I figger you dont think how it can be done, eh?

Him? said Silent in deep disgust. Send him back to his ma before somebody musses him all up! Why, he dont even pack a gun!

Morgan waited a long moment so that the little silence would make his next speech impressive.

Stranger, he said, Ive still got somewhere in the neighbourhood of five hundred dollars in that cash drawer. An every cent of it hollers that Dan can do what I said.

Silent hesitated. His code was loose, but he did not like to take advantage of a drunk or a crazy man. However, five hundred dollars was five hundred dollars. Moreover that handsome fellow who had just taken water from Hal Purvis and was now smiling foolishly at his own shame, had actually ridden Red Peter. The remembrance infuriated Silent.

Hurry up, said Morgan confidently. I dunno what youre thinkin, stranger. Which Im kind of deaf an I dont understand the way anything talks except money.

Corral that talk, Morgan! called a voice from the crowd, youre plumb locoed if you think any man in the world can get away with a stunt like that! Pick four in the air!

You keep your jaw for yourself, said Silent angrily, if he wants to donate a little more money to charity, let him do it. Morgan, Ive got five hundred here to cover your stake.

Make him give you odds, Morgan, said another voice, because—

A glance from Silent cut the suggestion short. After that there was little loud conversation. The stakes were large. The excitement made the men hush the very tones in which they spoke. Morgan moistened his white lips.

You cn see Im not packin any shootin irons, said Dan. Has anybody got any suggestions?

Every gun in the crowd was instantly at his service. They were heartily tempted to despise Dan, but as one with the courage to attempt the impossible, they would help him as far as they could. He took their guns one after the other, weighed them, tried the action, and handed them back. It was almost as if there were a separate intelligence in the ends of his fingers which informed him of the qualities of each weapon.

Nice gun, he said to the first man whose revolver he handled, but I dont like a barrel thats quite so heavy. Theres a whole ounce too much in the barrel.

What dyou mean? asked the cowpuncher. Ive packed that gun for pretty nigh eight years!

Sorry, said Dan passing on, but I cant work right with a top-heavy gun.

The next weapon he handed back almost at once.

Whats the matter with that? asked the owner aggressively.

Cylinder too tight, said Dan decisively, and a moment later to another man, Bad handle. I dont like the feel of it.

Over Jim Silents guns he paused longer than over most of the rest, but finally he handed them back. The big man scowled.

Dan looked back to him in gentle surprise.

You see, he explained quietly, you got to handle a gun like a horse. If you dont treat it right it wont treat you right. Thats all I know about it. Your gun aint very clean, stranger, an a gun that aint kept clean gets off feet.

Silent glanced at his weapons, cursed softly, and restored them to the holsters.

Lee, he muttered to Haines, who stood next to him, what do you think he meant by that? D you figger hes got somethin up his sleeve, an thats why he acts so like a damned woman?

I dont know, said Haines gravely, he looks to me sort of queer — sort of different — damned different, chief!

By this time Dan had secured a second gun which suited him. He whirled both guns, tried their actions alternately, and then announced that he was ready. In the dead silence, one of the men paced off the twenty yards.

Dan, with his back turned, stood at the mark, shifting his revolvers easily in his hands, and smiling down at them as if they could understand his caress.

How you feelin, Dan? asked Morgan anxiously.

Everything fine, he answered.

Are you gettin weak?

No, Im all right.

Steady up, partner.

Steady up? Look at my hand!

Dan extended his arm. There was not a quiver in it.

All right, Dan. When youre shootin, remember that I got pretty close to everything I own staked on you. Theres the stranger gettin his four dollars ready.

Silent took his place with the four dollars in his hand.

Are you ready? he called.

Let her go! said Dan, apparently without the least excitement.

Jim Silent threw the coins, and he threw them so as to increase his chances as much as possible. A little snap of his hand gave them a rapid rotary motion so that each one was merely a speck of winking light. He flung them high, for it was probable that Whistling Dan would wait to shoot until they were on the way down. The higher he threw them the more rapidly they would be travelling when they crossed the level of the markmans eye.

As a shout proclaimed the throwing of the coins, Dan whirled, and it seemed to the bystanders that a revolver exploded before he was fully turned; but one of the coins never rose to the height of the throw. There was a light cling! and it spun a dozen yards away. Two more shots blended almost together; two more dollars darted away in twinkling streaks of light. One coin still fell, but when it was a few inches from the earth a six-shooter barked again and the fourth dollar glanced sidewise into the dust. It takes long to describe the feat. Actually, the four shots consumed less than a second of time.

That last dollar, said Dan, and his soft voice was the first sound out of the silence, wasnt good. It didnt ring true. Counterfeit?

It seemed that no one heard his words. The men were making a wild scramble for the dollars. They dived into the dust for them, rising white of face and clothes to fight and struggle over their prizes. Those dollars with the chips and neat round holes in them would confirm the truth of a story that the most credulous might be tempted to laugh or scorn. A cowpuncher offered ten dollars for one of the relics — but none would part with a prize.

The moment the shooting was over Dan stepped quietly back and restored the guns to the owners. The first man seized his weapon carelessly. He was in the midst of his rush after one of the chipped coins. The other cowpuncher received his weapon almost with reverence.

Im thankin you for the loan, said Dan, an heres hopin you always have luck with the gun.

Luck? said the other. I sure will have luck with it. Im goin to oil her up and put her in a glass case back home, an when I get grandchildren Im goin to point out that gun to em and tell em what men used to do in the old days. Lets go in an surround some red-eye at my expense.

No thanks, answered Dan, I aint drinkin.

He stepped back to the edge of the circle and folded his arms. It was as if he had walked out of the picture. He suddenly seemed to be aloof from them all.

Out of the quiet burst a torrent of curses, exclamations, and shouts. Chance drew Jim Silent and his three followers together.

My God! whispered Lee Haines, with a sort of horror in his voice, it wasnt human! Did you see? Did you see?

Am I blind? asked Hal Purvis, an think of me walkin up an bracin that killer like he was a two-year-old kid! I figger thats the nearest I ever come to a undeserved grave, an Ive had some close calls! That last dollar wasnt good! It didnt ring true, says he when he finished. I never seen such nerve!

Youre wrong as hell, said Silent, a woman can shoot at a target, but it takes a cold nerve to shoot at a man — an this feller is yellow all through!

Is he? growled Bill Kilduff, well, Id hate to take him by surprise, sos hed forget himself. He gets as much action out of a common six-gun as if it was a gatling. He was right about that last dollar, too. It was pure — lead!

All right, Haines, said Silent. You cn start now any time, an the rest of usll follow on the way I said. Im leavin last. I got a little job to finish up with the kid.

But Haines was staring fixedly down the road.

Im not leaving yet, said Haines. Look!

He turned to one of the cowpunchers.

Whos the girl riding up the road, pardner?

That calico? Shes Kate Cumberland — old Joes gal.

I like the name, said Haines. She sits the saddle like a man!

Her pony darted off from some imaginary object in the middle of the road, and she swayed gracefully, following the sudden motion. Her mount came to the sudden halt of the cattle pony and she slipped to the ground before Morgan could run out to help. Even Lee Haines, who was far quicker, could not reach her in time.

Sorry Im late, said Haines. Shall I tie your horse?

The fast ride had blown colour to her face and good spirits into her eyes. She smiled up to him, and as she shook her head in refusal her eyes lingered a pardonable moment on his handsome face, with the stray lock of tawny hair fallen low across his forehead. She was used to frank admiration, but this unembarrassed courtesy was a new world to her. She was still smiling when she turned to Morgan.

You told my father the boys wouldnt wear guns today.

He was somewhat confused.

They seem to be wearin them, he said weakly, and his eyes wandered about the armed circle, pausing on the ominous forms of Hal Purvis, Bill Kilduff, and especially Jim Silent, a head taller than the rest. He stood somewhat in the background, but the slight sneer with which he watched Whistling Dan dominated the entire picture.

As a matter of fact, went on Morgan, it would be a ten man job to take the guns away from this crew. You can see for yourself.

She glanced about the throng and started. She had seen Dan.

How did he come here?

Oh, Dan? said Morgan, hes all right. He just pulled one of the prettiest shootin stunts I ever seen.

But he promised my father— began Kate, and then stopped, flushing.

If her father was right in diagnosing Dans character, this was the most critical day in his life, for there he stood surrounded by armed men. If there were anything wild in his nature it would be brought out that day. She was almost glad the time of trial had come.

She said: How about the guns, Mr. Morgan?

If you want them collected and put away for a while, offered Lee Haines, Ill do what I can to help you!

Her smile of thanks set his blood tingling. His glance lingered a little too long, a little too gladly, and she coloured slightly.

Miss Cumberland, said Haines, may I introduce myself? My name is Lee.

She hesitated. The manners she had learned in the Eastern school forbade it, but her Western instinct was truer and stronger. Her hand went out to him.

Im very glad to know you, Mr. Lee.

All right, stranger, said Morgan, who in the meantime had been shifting from one foot to the other and estimating the large chances of failure in this attempt to collect the guns, if youre going to help me corral the shootin irons, lets start the roundup.

The girl went with them. They had no trouble in getting the weapons. The cold blue eye of Lee Haines was a quick and effective persuasion.

When they reached Jim Silent he stared fixedly upon Haines. Then he drew his guns slowly and presented them to his comrade, while his eyes shifted to Kate and he said coldly: Lady, I hope I aint the last one to congratulate you!

She did not understand, but Haines scowled and coloured. Dan, in the meantime, was swept into the saloon by an influx of the cowpunchers that left only Lee Haines outside with Kate. She had detained him with a gesture.


6. LAUGHTER
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MR. LEE, SHE said, I am going to ask you to do me a favour. Will you?

His smile was a sufficient answer, and it was in her character that she made no pretext of misunderstanding it.

You have noticed Dan among the crowd? she asked, Whistling Dan?

Yes, he said, I saw him do some very nice shooting.

Its about him that I want to speak to you. Mr. Lee, he knows very little about men and their ways. He is almost a child among them. You seem — stronger — than most of the crowd here. Will you see that if trouble comes he is not imposed upon?

She flushed a little; there was such a curious yearning in the eyes of the big man.

If you wish it, he said simply, I will do what I can.

As he walked beside her towards her horse, she turned to him abruptly.

You are very different from the men I have met around here, she said.

I am glad, he answered.

Glad?

If you find me different, you will remember me, whether for better or worse.

He spoke so earnestly that she grew grave. He helped her to the saddle and she leaned a little to study him with the same gentle gravity.

I should like to see you again, Mr. Lee, she said, and then in a little outburst, I should like to see you a lot!Will you come to my house sometime?

The directness, the sudden smile, made him flinch. His voice was a trifle unsteady when he replied.

I shall! He paused and his hand met hers. If it is possible.

Her eyebrows raised a trifle.

Is it so hard to do?

Do not ask me to explain, he said, I am riding a long way.

Oh, a long-rider! she laughed, then of course— She stopped abruptly. It may have been imagination, but he seemed to start when she spoke the phrase by which outlaws were known to each other. He was forcing his eyes to meet hers.

He said slowly: I am going on a long journey. Perhaps I will come back. If I am able to, I shall.

He dropped his hand from hers and she remained silent, guessing at many things, and deeply moved, for every woman knows when a man speaks from his soul.

You will not forget me?

I shall never forget you, she answered quietly. Good-bye, Mr. Lee!

Her hand touched his again, she wheeled, and rode away. He remained standing with the hand she had grasped still raised. And after a moment, as he had hoped, she turned in the saddle and waved to him. His eyes were downward and he was smiling faintly when he re-entered the saloon.

Silent sat at a table with his chin propped in his hand — his left hand, of course, for that restless right hand must always be free. He stared across the room towards Whistling Dan. The train of thoughts which kept those ominous eyes so unmoving must be broken. He sat down at the side of his chief.

What the hell? said the big man, aint you started yet?

Look here, Jim, said Haines cautiously, I want you to lay off on this kid, Whistling Dan. It wont mean anything to you to raise the devil with him.

I tell you, answered Silent, itll please me moren anything in the world to push that damned girl face of his into the floor.

Silent, Im asking a personal favour of you!

The leader turned upon him that untamed stare. Haines set his teeth.

Haines, came the answer, Ill stand more from you than from any man alive. I know youve got guts an I know youre straight with me. But there aint anything can keep me from manhandlin that kid over there. He opened and shut his fingers slowly. I sort of yearn to get at him!

Haines recognized defeat.

But you havent another gun hidden on you, Jim? You wont try to shoot him up?

No, said Silent. If I had a gun I dont know — but I havent a gun. My handsll be enough!

All that could be done now was to get Whistling Dan out of the saloon. That would be simple. A single word would suffice to send the timid man helter- skelter homewards.

The large, lazy brown eyes turned up to Haines as the latter approached.

Dan, he said, hit for the timbers — get on your way — theres danger here for you!

To his astonishment the brown eyes did not vary a shade.

Danger? he repeated wonderingly.

Danger! Get up and get out if you want to save your hide!

Whats the trouble? said Dan, and his eyes were surprised, but not afraid.

The biggest man in this room is after your blood.

Is he? said Dan wonderingly. Im sorry I dont feel like leavin, but Im not tired of this place yet.

Friend, said Haines, if that tall man puts his hands on you, hell break you across his knee like a rotten stick of wood!

It was too late. Silent evidently guessed that Haines was urging his quarry to flee.

Hey! he roared, so that all heads turned towards him, you over there.

Haines stepped back, sick at heart. He knew that it would be folly to meet his chief hand to hand, but he thought of his pledge to Kate, and groaned.

What do you want of me? asked Dan, for the pointed arm left no doubt as to whom Silent intended.

Get up when youre spoke to, cried Silent. Aint you learned no manners? An git up quick!

Dan rose, smiling his surprise.

Your friend has a sort of queer way of talkin, he said to Haines.

Dont stan there like a fool. Trot over to the bar an git me a jolt of red-eye. Im dry! thundered Silent.

Sure! nodded Whistling Dan amiably, glad to! and he went accordingly towards the bar.

The men about the room looked to each other with sick smiles. There was an excuse for acquiescence, for the figure of Jim Silent contrasted with Whistling Dan was like an oak compared with a sapling. Nevertheless such bland cowardice as Dan was showing made their flesh creep. He asked at the bar for the whisky, and Morgan spoke as Dan filled a glass nearly to the brim.

Dan, he whispered rapidly, I got a gun behind the bar. Say the word an Ill take the chance of pullin it on that big skunk. Then you make a dive for the door. Maybe I can keep him back till you get on Satan.

Why should I beat it? queried Dan, astonished. Im jest beginnin to get interested in your place. That tall feller is sure a queer one, aint he?

With the same calm and wide-eyed smile of inquiry he turned away, taking the glass of liquor, and left Morgan to stare after him with a face pale with amazement, while he whispered over and over to himself: Well, Ill be damned! Well, Ill be damned!

Dan placed the liquor before Silent. The latter sat gnawing his lips.

What in hell do you mean? he said. Did you only bring one glass? Are you too damn good to drink with me? Then drink by yourself, you white-livered coyote!

He dashed the glass of whisky into Dans face. Half blinded by the stinging liquor, the latter fell back a pace, sputtering, and wiping his eyes. Not a man in the room stirred. The same sick look was on each face. But the red devil broke loose in Silents heart when he saw Dan cringe. He followed the thrown glass with his clenched fist. Dan stood perfectly still and watched the blow coming. His eyes were wide and wondering, like those of a child. The iron- hard hand struck him full on the mouth, fairly lifted him from his feet, and flung him against the wall with such violence that he recoiled again and fell forward onto his knees. Silent was making beast noises in his throat and preparing to rush on the half-prostrate figure. He stopped short.

Dan was laughing. At least that chuckling murmur was near to a laugh. Yet there was no mirth in it. It had that touch of the maniacal in it which freezes the blood. Silent halted in the midst of his rush, with his hands poised for the next blow. His mouth fell agape with an odd expression of horror as Dan stared up at him. That hideous chuckling continued. The sound defied definition. And from the shadow in which Dan was crouched his brown eyes blazed, changed, and filled with yellow fires.

God! whispered Silent, and at that instant the ominous crouched animal with the yellow eyes, the nameless thing which had been Whistling Dan a moment before, sprang up and forward with a leap like that of a panther.

Morgan stood behind the bar with a livid face and a fixed smile. His fingers still stiffly clutched the whisky bottle from which the last glass had been filled. Not another man in the room stirred from his place. Some sat with their cards raised in the very act of playing. Some had stopped midway a laugh. One man had been tying a bootlace. His body did not rise. Only his eyes rolled up to watch.

Dan darted under the outstretched arms of Silent, fairly heaved him up from the floor and drove him backwards. The big man half stumbled and half fell, knocking aside two chairs. He rushed back with a shout, but at sight of the white face with the thin trickle of blood falling from the lips, and at the sound of that inhuman laughter, he paused again.

Once more Dan was upon him, his hands darting out with motions too fast for the eye to follow. Jim Silent stepped back a half pace, shifted his weight, and drove his fist straight at that white face. How it happened not a man in the room could tell, but the hand did not strike home. Dan had swerved aside as lightly as a wind-blown feather and his fist rapped against Silents ribs with a force that made the giant grunt.

Some of the horror was gone from his face and in its stead was baffled rage. He knew the scientific points of boxing, and he applied them. His eye was quick and sure. His reach was whole inches longer than his opponents. His strength was that of two ordinary men. What did it avail him? He was like an agile athlete in the circus playing tag with a black panther. He was like a child striking futilely at a wavering butterfly. Sometimes this white-faced, laughing devil ducked under his arms. Sometimes a sidestep made his blows miss by the slightest fraction of an inch.

And for every blow he struck four rained home against him. It was impossible! It could not be! Silent telling himself that he dreamed, and those dancing fists crashed into his face and body like sledgehammers. There was no science in the thing which faced him. Had there been trained skill the second blow would have knocked Silent unconscious, and he knew it, but Dan made no effort to strike a vulnerable spot. He hit at anything which offered.

Still he laughed as he leaped back and forth. Perhaps mere weight of rushing would beat the dancing will-o-the-wisp to the floor. Silent bored in with lowered head and clutched at his enemy. Then he roared with triumph. His outstretched hand caught Dans shirt as the latter flicked to one side. Instantly they were locked in each others arms! The most meaning part of the fight followed.

The moment after they grappled, Silent shifted his right arm from its crushing grip on Dans body and clutched at the throat. The move was as swift as lightning, but the parry of the smaller man was still quicker. His left hand clutched Silent by the wrist, and that mighty sweep of arm was stopped in mid- air! They were in the middle of the room. They stood perfectly erect and close together, embraced. Their position had a ludicrous resemblance to the posture of dancers, but their bodies were trembling with effort. With every ounce of power in his huge frame Silent strove to complete his grip at the throat. He felt the right arm of Dan tightening around him closer, closer, closer! It was not a bulky arm, but it seemed to be made of linked steel which was shrinking into him, and promised to crush his very bones. The strength of this man seemed to increase. It was limitless. His breath came struggling under that pressure and the blood thundered and raged in his temples. If he could only get at that soft throat!

But his struggling right hand was held in a vice of iron. Now his numb arm gave way, slowly, inevitably. He ground his teeth and cursed. His curse was half a prayer. For answer there was the unearthly chuckle just below his ear. His hand was moved back, down, around! He was helpless as a child in the arms of its father — no, helpless as a sheep in the constricting coils of a python.

An impulse of frantic horror and shame and fear gave him redoubled strength for an instant. He tore himself clear and reeled back. Dan planted two smashes on Silents snarling mouth. A glance showed the large man the mute, strained faces around the room. The laughing devil leaped again. Then all pride slipped like water from the heart of Jim Silent, and in its place there was only icy fear, fear not of a man, but of animal power. He caught up a heavy chair and drove it with all his desperate strength at Dan.

It cracked distinctly against his head and the weight of it fairly drove him into the floor. He fell with a limp thud on the boards. Silent, reeling and blind, staggered to and fro in the centre of the room. Morgan and Lee Haines reached Dan at the same moment and kneeled beside him.


7. THE MUTE MESSENGER
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ALMOST AT ONCE Haines raised a hand and spoke to the crowd: Hes all right, boys. Badly cut across the head and stunned, but hell live.

There was a deep gash on the upper part of the forehead. If the cross-bar of the chair had not broken, the skull might have been injured. The impact of the blow had stunned him, and it might be many minutes before his senses returned.

As the crowd closed around Dan, a black body leaped among them, snarling hideously. They sprang back with a yell from the rush of this green-eyed fury; but Black Bart made no effort to attack them. He sat crouching before the prostrate body, licking the deathly white face, and growling horribly, and then stood over his fallen master and stared about the circle. Those who had seen a lone wolf make its stand against a pack of dogs recognized the attitude. Then without a sound, as swiftly as he had entered the room, he leaped through the door and darted off up the road. Satan, for the first time deserted by this wolfish companion, turned a high head and neighed after him, but he raced on.

The men returned to their work over Dans body, cursing softly. There was a hair-raising unearthliness about the sudden coming and departure of Black Bart. Jim Silent and his comrades waited no longer, but took to their saddles and galloped down the road.

Within a few moments the crowd at Morgans place began to thin out. Evening was coming on, and most of them had far to ride. They might have lingered until midnight, but this peculiar accident damped their spirits. Probably not a hundred words were spoken from the moment Silent struck Dan to the time when the last of the cattlemen took to the saddle. They avoided each others eyes as if in shame. In a short time only Morgan remained working over Dan.

In the house of old Joe Cumberland his daughter sat fingering the keys of the only piano within many miles. The evening gloom deepened as she played with upward face and reminiscent eyes. The tune was uncertain, weird — for she was trying to recall one of those nameless airs which Dan whistled as he rode through the hills. There came a patter of swift, light footfalls in the hall, and then a heavy scratching at the door.

Down, Bart! she called, and went to admit him to the room.

The moment she turned the handle the door burst open and Bart fell in against her. She cried out at sight of the gleaming teeth and eyes, but he fawned about her feet, alternately whining and snarling.

What is it, boy? she asked, gathering her skirts close about her ankles and stepping back, for she never was without some fear of this black monster. What do you want, Bart?

For reply he stood stock still, raised his nose, and emitted a long wail, a mournful, a ghastly sound, with a broken-hearted quaver at the end. Kate Cumberland shrank back still farther until the wall blocked her retreat. Black Bart had never acted like this before. He followed her with a green light in his eyes, which shone phosphorescent and distinct through the growing shadows. And most terrible of all was the sound which came deep in his throat as if his brute nature was struggling to speak human words. She felt a great impulse to cry out for help, but checked herself. He was still crouching about her feet. Obviously he meant no harm to her.

He turned and ran towards the door, stopped, looked back to her, and made a sound which was nearer to the bark of a dog than anything he had ever uttered. She made a step after him. He whined with delight and moved closer to the door. Now she stopped again. He whirled and ran back, caught her dress in his teeth, and again made for the door, tugging her after him.

At last she understood and followed him. When she went towards the corral to get her horse, he planted himself in front of her and snarled so furiously that she gave up her purpose. She was beginning to be more and more afraid. A childish thought came to her that perhaps this brute was attempting to lure her away from the house, as she had seen coyotes lure dogs, and then turn his teeth against her. Nevertheless she followed. Something in the animals eagerness moved her deeply. When he led her out to the road he released her dress and trotted ahead a short distance, looking back and whining, as if to beg her to go faster. For the first time the thought of Dan came into her mind. Black Bart was leading her down the road towards Morgans place. What if something had happened to Dan?

She caught a breath of sharp terror and broke into a run. Bart yelped his pleasure. Yet a cold horror rose in her heart as she hurried. Had her father after all been right? What power had Dan, if he needed her, to communicate with this mute beast and send him to her? As she ran she wished for the day, the warm, clear sun — for these growing shadows of evening bred a thousand ghostly thoughts. Black Bart was running backwards and forwards before her as if he half entreated and half threatened her.

Her heart died within her as she came in sight of Morgans place. There was only one horse before it, and that was the black stallion. Why had the others gone so soon? Breathless, she reached the door of the saloon. It was very dim within. She could make out only formless shades at first. Black Bart slid noiselessly across the floor. She followed him with her eyes, and now she saw a figure stretched straight out on the floor while another man kneeled at his side. She ran forward with a cry.

Morgan rose, stammering. She pushed him aside and dropped beside Dan. A broad white bandage circled his head. His face was almost as pale as the cloth. Her touches went everywhere over that cold face, and she moaned little syllables that had no meaning. He lived, but it seemed to her that she had found him at the legended gates of death.

Miss Kate! said Morgan desperately.

You murderer!

You dont think that I did that?

It happened in your place — you had given Dad your word!

Still she did not turn her head.

Wont you hear me explain? Hes jest in a sort of a trance. Hell wake up feelin all right. Dont try to move him tonight. Ill go out an put his hoss up in the shed. In the mornin hell be as good as new. Miss Kate, wont you listen to me?

She turned reluctantly towards him. Perhaps he was right and Dan would waken from his swoon as if from a healthful sleep.

It was that big feller with them straight eyes that done it, began Morgan.

The one who was sneering at Dan?

Yes.

Werent there enough boys here to string him up?

He had three friends with him. It would of taken a hundred men to lay hands on one of those four. They were all bad ones. Im goin to tell you how it was, because Im leavin in a few minutes and ridin south, an I want to clear my trail before I start. This was the way it happened—

His back was turned to the dim light which fell through the door. She could barely make out the movement of his lips. All the rest of his face was lost in shadow. As he spoke she sometimes lost his meaning and the stir of his lips became a nameless gibbering. The grey gloom settled more deeply round the room and over her heart while he talked. He explained how the difference had risen between the tall stranger and Whistling Dan. How Dan had been insulted time and again and borne it with a sort of childish stupidity. How finally the blow had been struck. How Dan had crouched on the floor, laughing, and how a yellow light gathered in his eyes.

At that, her mind went blank. When her thoughts returned she stood alone in the room. The clatter of Morgans galloping horse died swiftly away down the road. She turned to Dan. Black Bart was crouched at watch beside him. She kneeled again — lowered her head — heard the faint but steady breathing. He seemed infinitely young — infinitely weak and helpless. The whiteness of the bandage stared up at her like an eye through the deepening gloom. All the mother in her nature came to her eyes in tears.


8. RED WRITING
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HE STIRRED.

Dan — dear!

My head, he muttered, it sort of aches, Kate, as if—

He was silent and she knew that he remembered.

Youre all right now, honey. Ive come here to take care of you — I wont leave you. Poor Dan!

How did you know? he asked, the words trailing.

Black Bart came for me.

Good ol Bart!

The great wolf slunk closer, and licked the outstretched hand.

Why, Kate, Im on the floor and its dark. Am I still in Morgans place? Yes, I begin to see clearer.

He made an effort to rise, but she pressed him back.

If you try to move right away you may get a fever. Im going back to the house, and Ill bring you down some blankets. Morgan says you shouldnt attempt to move for several hours. He says youve lost a great deal of blood and that you mustnt make any effort or ride a horse till tomorrow.

Dan relaxed with a sigh.

Kate.

Yes, honey.

Her hand travelled lightly as blown snow across his forehead. He caught it and pressed the coolness against his cheek.

I feel as if Id sort of been through a fire. I seem to be still seein red.

Dan, it makes me feel as if I never knew you! Now you must forget all that has happened. Promise me you will!

He was silent for a moment and then he sighed again.

Maybe I can, Kate. Which I feel, though, as if there was somethin inside me writ — writ in red letters — I got to try to read the writin before I can talk much.

She barely heard him. Her hand was still against his face. A deep awe and content was creeping through her, so that she began to smile and was glad that the dark covered her face. She felt abashed before him for the first time in her life, and there was a singular sense of shame. It was as if some door in her inner heart had opened so that Dan was at liberty to look down into her soul. There was terror in this feeling, but there was also gladness.

Kate.

Yes — honey!

What were you hummin?

She started.

I didnt know I was humming, Dan.

You were, all right. It sounded sort of familiar, but I couldnt figger out where I heard it.

I know now. Its one of your own tunes.

Now she felt a tremor so strong that she feared he would notice it.

I must go back to the house, Dan. Maybe Dad has returned. If he has, perhaps he can arrange to have you carried back tonight.

I dont want to think of movin, Kate. I feel mighty comfortable. Im forgettin all about that ache in my head. Aint that queer? Why, Kate, what in the world are you laughin about?

I dont know, Dan. Im just happy!

Kate.

Yes?

I like you pretty much.

Im so glad!

You an Black Bart, an Satan—

Oh! Her tone changed.

Why are you tryin to take your hand away, Kate?

Dont you care for me any more than for your horse — and your dog?

He drew a long breath, puzzled.

Its some different, I figger.

Tell me!

If Black Bart died—

The wolf-dog whined, hearing his name.

Good ol Bart! Well, if Black Bart died maybe Id some day have another dog Id like almost as much.

Yes.

An if Satan died — even Satan! — maybe I could sometime like another hoss pretty well — if he was a pile like Satan! But if you was to die — itd be different, a considerable pile different.

Why?

His pauses to consider these questions were maddening.

I dont know, he muttered at last.

Once more she was thankful for the dark to hide her smile.

Maybe you know the reason, Kate?

Her laughter was rich music. His hold on her hand relaxed. He was thinking of a new theme. When he laughed in turn it startled her. She had never heard that laugh before.

What is it, Dan?

He was pretty big, Kate. He was biggern almost any man I ever seen! It was kind of funny. After he hit me I was almost glad. I didnt hate him—

Dear Dan!

I didnt hate him — I jest nacherally wanted to kill him — and wantin to do that made me glad. Isnt that funny, Kate?

He spoke of it as a chance traveller might point out a striking feature of the landscape to a companion.

Dan, if you really care for me you must drop the thought of him.

His hand slipped away.

How can I do that? That writin I was tellin you about—

Yes?

Its about him!

Ah!

When he hit me the first time—

I wont hear you tell of it!

The blood come down my chin — jest a little trickle of it. It was warm, Kate. That was what made me hot all through.

Her hands fell limp, cold, lifeless.

Its as clear as the print in a book. Ive got to finish him. Thats the only way I can forget the taste of my own blood.

Dan, listen to me!

He laughed again, in the new way. She remembered that her father had dreaded the very thing that had come to Dan — this first taste of his own powers — this first taste (she shuddered) of blood!

Dan, youve told me that you like me. You have to make a choice now, between pursuing this man, and me.

You dont understand, he explained carefully. I got to follow him. I cant help it no moren Black Bart can help howlin when he sees the moon.

He fell silent, listening. Far across the hills came the plaintive wail of a coyote — that shrill bodiless sound. Kate trembled.

Dan!

Outside, Satan whinnied softly like a call. She leaned and her lips touched his. He thrust her away almost roughly.

Theys blood on my lips, Kate! I cant kiss you till theyre clean.

He turned his head.

You must listen to me, Dan!

Kate, would you talk to the wind?

Yes, if I loved the wind!

He turned his head.

She pleaded: Here are my hands to cover your eyes and shut out the thoughts of this man you hate. Here are my lips, dear, to tell you that I love you unless this thirst for killing carries you away from me. Stay with me! Give me your heart to keep gentle!

He said nothing, but even through the dark she was aware of a struggle in his face, and then, through the gloom, she began to see his eyes more clearly. They seemed to be illuminated by a light from within — they changed — there was a hint of yellow in the brown. And she spoke again, blindly, passionately.

Give me your promise! It is so easy to do. One little word will make you safe. It will save you from yourself.

Still he answered nothing. Black Bart came and crouched at his head and stared at her fixedly.

Speak to me!

Only the yellow light answered her. Cold fear fought in her heart, but love still struggled against it.

For the last time — for Gods sake, Dan!

Still that silence. She rose, shaking and weak. The changeless eyes followed her. Only fear remained now. She backed towards the door, slowly, then faster, and faster. At the threshold she whirled and plunged into the night.

Up the road she raced. Once she stumbled and fell to her knees. She cried out and glanced behind her, breathing again when she saw that nothing followed. At the house she made no pause, though she heard the voice of her father singing. She could not tell him. He should be the last in all the world to know. She went to her room and huddled into bed.

Presently a knock came at her door, and her fathers voice asked if she were ill. She pleaded that she had a bad headache and wished to be alone. He asked if she had seen Dan. By a great effort she managed to reply that Dan had ridden to a neighbouring ranch. Her father left the door without further question. Afterwards she heard him in the distance singing his favourite mournful ballads. It doubled her sense of woe and brought home the clinging fear. She felt that if she could weep she might live, but otherwise her heart would burst. And after hours and hours of that torture which burns the name of woman in the soul of a girl, the tears came. The roosters announced the dawn before she slept.

Late the next morning old Joe Cumberland knocked again at her door. He was beginning to fear that this illness might be serious. Moreover, he had a definite purpose in rousing her.

Yes? she called, after the second knock.

Look out your window, honey, down to Morgans place. You remember I said I was goin to clean up the landscape?

The mention of Morgans place cleared the sleep from Kates mind and it brought back the horror of the night before. Shivering she slipped from her bed and went to the window. Morgans place was a mass of towering flames!

She grasped the window-sill and stared again. It could not be. It must be merely another part of the nightmare, and no reality. Her fathers voice, high with exultation, came dimly to her ears, but what she saw was Dan as he had laid there the night before, hurt, helpless, too weak to move!

Theres the end of it, Joe Cumberland was saying complacently outside her door. There aint goin to be even a shadow of the saloon left nor nothin thats in it. I jest travelled down there this mornin and touched a match to it!

Still she stared without moving, without making a sound. She was seeing Dan as he must have wakened from a swoonlike sleep with the smell of smoke and the heat of rising flames around him. She saw him struggle, and fail to reach his feet. She almost heard him cry out — a sound drowned easily by the roar of the fire, and the crackling of the wood. She saw him drag himself with his hands across the floor, only to be beaten back by a solid wall of flame. Black Bart crouched beside him and would not leave his doomed master. Fascinated by the raging fire the black stallion Satan would break from the shed and rush into the flames! — and so the inseparable three must have perished together!

Why dont you speak, Kate? called her father.

Dan! she screamed, and pitched forward to the floor.


9. THE PHANTOM RIDER
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IN THE DAYTIME the willows along the wide, level river bottom seemed an unnatural growth, for they made a streak of yellow-green across the mountain- desert when all other verdure withered and died. After nightfall they became still more dreary. Even when the air was calm there was apt to be a sound as of wind, for the tenuous, trailing branches brushed lightly together, making a guarded whispering like ghosts.

In a small clearing among these willows sat Silent and his companions. A fifth member had just arrived at this rendezvous, answered the quiet greeting with a wave of his hand, and was now busy caring for his horse. Bill Kilduff, who had a natural inclination and talent for cookery, raked up the deft dying coals of the fire over which he had cooked the supper, and set about preparing bacon and coffee for the newcomer. The latter came forward, and squatted close to the cook, watching the process with a careful eye. He made a sharp contrast with the rest of the group. From one side his profile showed the face of a good- natured boy, but when he turned his head the flicker of the firelight ran down a scar which gleamed in a jagged semi-circle from his right eyebrow to the corner of his mouth. This whole side of his countenance was drawn by the cut, the mouth stretching to a perpetual grimace. When he spoke it was as if he were attempting secrecy. The rest of the men waited in patience until he finished eating. Then Silent asked: What news, Jordan?

Jordan kept his regretful eyes a moment longer on his empty coffee cup.

There aint a pile to tell, he answered at last. I suppose you heard about what happened to the man you beat up at Morgans place the other day?

Who knows that I beat him up? asked Silent sharply.

Nobody, said Jordan, but when I heard the description of the man that hit Whistling Dan with the chair, I knew it was Jim Silent.

What about Barry? asked Haines, but Jordan still kept his eyes upon the chief.

They was sayin pretty general, he went on, that you needed that chair, Jim. Is that right?

The other three glanced covertly to each other. Silents hand bunched into a great fist.

He went loco. I had to slam him. Was he hurt bad?

The cut on his head wasnt much, but he was left lyin in the saloon that night, an the next mornin old Joe Cumberland, not knowin that Whistlin Dan was in there, come down an touched a match to the old joint. She went up in smoke an took Dan along.

No one spoke for a moment. Then Silent cried out: Then what was that whistlin Ive heard down the road behind us?

Bill Kilduff broke into rolling bass laughter, and Hal Purvis chimed in with a squeaking tenor.

We told you all along, Jim, said Purvis, as soon as he could control his voice, that there wasnt any whistlin behind us. We know you got powerful good hearin, Jim, but we all figger you been makin somethin out of nothin. Am I right, boys?

You sure are, said Kilduff, I aint heard a thing.

Silent rolled his eyes angrily from face to face.

Im kind of sorry the lad got his in the fire. I was hopin maybe wed meet agin. Theres nothin Id rather do than be alone five minutes with Whistlin Dan.

His eyes dared any one to smile. The men merely exchanged glances. When he turned away they grinned broadly. Hal Purvis turned and caught Bill Kilduff by the shoulder.

Bill, he said excitedly, if Whistlin Dan is dead there aint any master for that dog!

What about him? growled Kilduff.

Id like to try my hand with him, said Purvis, and he moistened his tight lips. Did you see the black devil when he snarled at me in front of Morgans place?

He sure didnt look too pleasant.

Right. Maybe if I had him on a chain I could change his manners some, eh?

How?

A whip every day, damn him — a whip every time he showed his teeth at me. No eats till he whined and licked my hand.

Hed die first. I know that kind of a dog — or a wolf.

Maybe hed die. Anyway Id like to try my hand with him. Bill, Im goin to get hold of him some of these days if I have to ride a hundred miles an swim a river!

Kilduff grunted.

Let the damn wolf be. You cn have him, I say. What Im thinkin about is the hoss. Hal, do you remember the way he settled to his stride when he lighted out after Red Pete?

Purvis shrugged his shoulders.

Youre a fool, Bill. Which no man but Barry could ever ride that hoss. I seen it in his eye. Hed cash in buckin. Hed fight you like a man.

Kilduff sighed. A great yearning was in his eyes.

Hal, he said softly, theys some men go around for years an huntin for a girl whose picture is in their bean, cached away somewhere. When they see her they jest nacherally goes nutty. Hal, I dont give a damn for women folk, but Ive travelled around a long time with a picture of a hoss in my brain, an Satan is the hoss.

He closed his eyes.

I cn see him now. I cn see them shoulders — an that head — an, my God! them eyes — them fire eatin eyes! Hal, if a man was to win the heart of that hoss hed lay down his life for you — hed run himself plumb to death! I wont never sleep tight till I get the feel of them satin sides of his between my knees.

Lee Haines heard them speak, but he said nothing. His heart also leaped when he heard of Whistling Dans death, but he thought neither of the horse nor the dog. He was seeing the yellow hair and the blue eyes of Kate Cumberland. He approached Jordan and took a place beside him.

Tell me some more about it, Terry, he asked.

Some more about what?

About Whistling Dans death — about the burning of the saloon, said Haines.

What the hell! Are you still thinkin about that?

I certainly am.

Then Ill trade you news, said Terry Jordan, lowering his voice so that it would not reach the suspicious ear of Jim Silent. Ill tell you about the burnin if youll tell me something about Barrys fight with Silent!

Its a trade, answered Haines.

All right. Seems old Joe Cumberland had a hunch to clean up the landscape — old fool! so he jest up in the mornin an without sayin a word to any one he downs to the saloon and touches a match to it. When he come back to his house he tells his girl, Kate, what he done. With that she lets out a holler an drops in a faint.

Haines muttered.

Whats the matter? asked Terry, a little anxiously.

Nothin, said Haines. She fainted, eh? Well, good!

Yep. She fainted an when she come to, she told Cumberland that Dan was in the saloon, an probably too weak to get out of the fire. They started for the place on the run. When they got there all they found was a pile of red hot coals. So everyone figures that he went up in the flames. Thats all I know. Now what about the fight?

Lee Haines sat with fixed eyes.

There isnt much to say about the fight, he said at last.

The hell there isnt, scoffed Terry Jordan. From what I heard, this Whistling Dan simply cut loose and raised the devil more general than a dozen mavericks corralled with a bunch of yearlings.

Cutting loose is right, said Haines. It wasnt a pleasant thing to watch. One moment he was about as dangerous as an eighteen-year-old girl. The next second he was like a panther thats tasted blood. Thats all there was to it, Terry. After the first blow, he was all over the chief. You know Silents a bad man with his hands?

I guess we all know that, said Jordan, with a significant smile.

Well, said Haines, he was like a baby in the hands of Barry. I dont like to talk about it — none of us do. It makes the flesh creep.

There was a loud crackling among the underbrush several hundred yards away. It drew closer and louder.

Start up your works agin, will you, Bill? called Silent. Here comes Shorty Rhinehart, an hes overdue.

In a moment Shorty swung from his horse and joined the group. He gained his nickname from his excessive length, being taller by an inch or two than Jim Silent himself, but what he gained in height he lost in width. Even his face was monstrously long, and marked with such sad lines that the favourite name of Shorty was affectionately varied to Sour-face or Calamity. Silent went to him at once.

You seen Hardy? he asked.

I sure did, said Rhinehart, an its the last time Ill make that trip to him, you can lay to that.

Did he give you the dope?

No.

What do you mean?

I jest want you to know that this heres my last trip to Elkhead — on any business.

Why?

I passed three marshals on the street, an I knew them all. They was my friends, formerly. One of them was—

What did they do?

I waved my hand to them, glad an familiar. They jest grunted. One of them, he looked up an down the street, an seein that no one was in sight, he come up to me an without shakin hands he says: Im some surprised to see you in Elkhead, Shorty. Why, says I, the towns all right, aint it? Its all right, he says, but youd find it a pile more healthier out on the range.

What in hell did he mean by that? growled Silent.

He simply meant that theyre beginnin to think a lot more about us than they used to. Weve been pullin too many jobs the last six months.

Youve said all that before, Shorty. Im runnin this gang. Tell me about Hardy.

Im comin to that. I went into the Wells Fargo office down by the railroad, an the clerk sent me back to find Hardy in the back room, where he generally is. When he seen me he changed colour. Id jest popped my head through the door an sung out: Hello, Hardy, hows the boy? He jumped up from the desk an sung out sos his clerk in the outside room could hear: How are you, lad? an he pulled me quick into the room an locked the door behind me.

Now what in hell have you come to Elkhead for? says he.

For a drink says I, never battin an eye.

Youve come a damn long ways, says he.

Sure, says I, thats one reason Im so dry. Will you liquor, pal?

He looked like he needed a drink, all right. He begun loosening his shirt collar.

Thanks, but I aint drinkin, says he. Look here, Shorty, are you loco to come ridin into Elkhead this way?

Im jest beginnin to think maybe I am, says I.

Shorty, he says in a whisper, theyre beginnin to get wise to the whole gang — includin me.

Take a brace, says I. They aint got a thing on you, Hardy.

That dont keep em from thinkin a hell of a pile, says he, an I tell you, Shorty, Im jest about through with the whole works. It aint worth it — not if there was a million in it. Everybody is gettin wise to Silent, an the rest of you. Pretty soon hells goin to bust loose.

Youve been sayin that for two years, says I.

He stopped an looked at me sort of thoughtful an pityin. Then he steps up close to me an whispers in that voice: Dyou know whos on Silents trail now? Eh?

No, an I dont give a damn, says I, free an careless.

Tex Calder! says he.

Silent started violently, and his hand moved instinctively to his six- gun.

Did he say Tex Calder?

He said no less, answered Shorty Rhinehart, and waited to see his news take effect. Silent stood with head bowed, scowling.

Tex Calders a fool, he said at last. He ought to know bettern to take to my trail.

Hes fast with his gun, suggested Shorty.

Dont I know that? said Silent. If Alvarez, an Bradley, an Hunter, an God knows how many more could come up out of their graves, theyd tell jest how quick he is with a six-gun. But Im the one man on the range thats faster.

Shorty was eloquently mute.

I aint askin you to take my word for it, said Jim Silent. Now that hes after me, Im glad of it. It had to come some day. The mountains aint big enough for both of us to go rangin forever. We had to lock horns some day. An I say, God help Tex Calder!

He turned abruptly to the rest of the men.

Boys, I got somethin to tell you that Shorty jest heard. Tex Calder is after us.

There came a fluent outburst of cursing.

Silent went on: I know jest how slick Calder is. Im bettin on my draw to be jest the necessary half a hair quicker. He may die shootin. I dont lay no bets that I cn nail him before he gets his iron out of its leather, but I say hell be shootin blind when he dies. Is there any one takin that bet?

His eyes challenged them one after another. Their glances travelled past Silent as if they were telling over and over to themselves the stories of those many men to whom Tex Calder had played the part of Fate. The leader turned back to Shorty Rhinehart.

Now tell me what he had to say about the coin.

Hardy says the shipments delayed. He dont know how long.

Howd it come to be delayed?

He figures that Wells Fargo got a hunch that Silent was layin for the train that was to carry it.

Will he let us know when it does come through?

I asked him, an he jest hedged. Hes quitting on us cold.

I was a fool to send you, Shorty. Im goin myself, an if Hardy dont come through to me—

He broke off and announced to the rest of his gang that he intended to make the journey to Elkhead. He told Haines, who in such cases usually acted as lieutenant, to take charge of the camp. Then he saddled his roan.

In the very act of pulling up the cinch of his saddle, Silent stopped short, turned, and raised a hand for quiet. The rest were instantly still. Hal Purvis leaned his weazened face towards the ground. In this manner it was sometimes possible to detect far-off sounds which to one erect would be inaudible. In a moment, however, he straightened up, shaking his head.

What is it? whispered Haines.

Shut up, muttered Silent, and the words were formed by the motion of his lips rather than through any sound. That damned whistling again.

Every face changed. At a rustling in a near-by willow, Terry Jordan started and then cursed softly to himself. That broke the spell.

Its the whisperin of the willows, said Purvis.

You lie, said Silent hoarsely. I hear the sound growing closer.

Barry is dead, said Haines.

Silent whipped out his revolver — and then shoved it back into the holster.

Stand by me, boys, he pleaded. Its his ghost come to haunt me! You cant hear it, because he aint come for you.

They stared at him with a fascinated horror.

How do you know its him? asked Shorty Rhinehart.

There aint no sound in the whole world like it. Its a sort of cross between the singing of a bird an the wailin of the wind. Its the ghost of Whistlin Dan.

The tall roan raised his head and whinnied softly. It was an unearthly effect — as if the animal heard the sound which was inaudible to all but his master. It changed big Jim Silent into a quavering coward. Here were five practised fighters who feared nothing between heaven and hell, but what could they avail him against a bodiless spirit? The whistling stopped. He breathed again, but only for a moment.

It began again, and this time much louder and nearer. Surely the others must hear it now, or else it was certainly a ghost. The men sat with dilated eyes for an instant, and then Hal Purvis cried, I heard it, chief! If its a ghost, its hauntin me too!

Silent cursed loudly in his relief.

It aint a ghost. Its Whistlin Dan himself. An Terry Jordan has been carryin us lies! What in hell do you mean by it?

I aint been carryin you lies, said Jordan, hotly. I told you what I heard. I didnt never say that there was any one seen his dead body!

The whistling began to die out. A babble of conjecture and exclamation broke out, but Jim Silent, still sickly white around the mouth, swung up into the saddle.

That Whistlin Dan Im leavin to you, Haines, he called. Ive had his blood onct, an if I meet him agin theres goin to be another notch filed into my shootin iron.


10. THE STRENGTH OF WOMEN
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HE RODE SWIFTLY into the dark of the willows, and the lack of noise told that he was picking his way carefully among the bended branches.

It seems to me, said Terry Jordan, which Im not suggestin anything — but it seems to me that the chief was in a considerable hurry to leave the camp.

He was, said Hal Purvis, an if you seen that play in Morgans place you wouldnt be wonderin why. If I was the chief Id do the same.

Me speakin personal, remarked Shorty Rhinehart, I aint layin out to be no man-eater like the chief, but I aint seen the man thatd make me take to the timbers that way. I dont noways expect there is such a man!

Shorty, said Haines calmly, we all knows that youre quite a man, but you and Terry are the only ones of us who are surprised that Silent slid away. The rest of us who saw this Whistling Dan in action arent a bit inclined to wonder. Suppose you were to meet a black panther down here in the willows?

I wouldnt give a damn if I had my Winchester with me.

All right, Terry, but suppose the panther, broke in Hal Purvis, could sling shootin irons as well as you could — maybe thatd make you particler pleased.

It aint possible, said Terry.

Sure it aint, grinned Purvis amiably, an this Barry aint possible, either. Where you going, Lee?

Haines turned from his task of saddling his mount.

Private matter. Kilduff, you take my place while Im gone. I may be back tomorrow night. The chief isnt apt to return so soon.

A few moments later Haines galloped out of the willows and headed across the hills towards old Joe Cumberlands ranch. He was remembering his promise to Kate, to keep Dan out of danger. He had failed from that promise once, but that did not mean that he had forgotten. He looked up to the yellow-bright mountain stars, and they were like the eyes of good women smiling down upon him. He guessed that she loved Barry and if he could bring her to Whistling Dan she might have strength enough to take the latter from Silents trail. The long rider knew well enough that to bring Dan and Kate together was to surrender his own shadowy hopes, but the golden eyes of the sky encouraged him. So he followed his impulse.

Haines could never walk that middle path which turns neither to the right nor the left, neither up nor down. He went through life with a free-swinging stride, and as the result of it he had crossed the rights of others. He might have lived a lawful life, for all his instincts were gentle. But an accident placed him in the shadow of the law. He waited for his legal trial, but when it came and false witness placed him behind the bars, the revolt came. Two days after his confinement, he broke away from his prison and went to the wilds. There he found Jim Silent, and the mountain-desert found another to add to its list of great outlaws.

Morning came as he drew close to the house, and now his reminiscences were cut short, for at a turn of the road he came upon Kate galloping swiftly over the hills. He drew his horse to a halt and raised his hand. She followed suit. They sat staring. If she had remembered his broken promise and started to reproach, he could have found answer, but her eyes were big with sorrow alone. He put out his hand without a word. She hesitated over it, her eyes questioning him mutely, and then with the ghost of a smile she touched his fingers.

I want to explain, he said huskily.

What?

You remember I gave you my word that no harm would come to Barry?

No man could have helped him.

You dont hold it against me?

A gust of wind moaned around them. She waved her arm towards the surrounding hills and her laugh blended with the sound of the wind, it was so faint. He watched her with a curious pang. She seemed among women what that morning was to the coming day — fresh, cool, aloof. It was hard to speak the words which would banish the sorrow from her eyes and make them brilliant with hope and shut him away from her thoughts with a barrier higher than mountains, and broader than seas.

I have brought you news, he said at last, reluctantly.

She did not change.

About Dan Barry.

Ay, she changed swiftly enough at that! He could not meet the fear and question of her glance. He looked away and saw the red rim of the sun pushing up above the hills. And colour poured up the throat of Kate Cumberland, up even to her forehead beneath the blowing golden hair.

Haines jerked his sombrero lower on his head. A curse tumbled up to his lips and he had to set his teeth to keep it back.

But I have heard his whistle.

Her lips moved but made no sound.

Five other men heard him.

She cried out as if he had hurt her, but the hurt was happiness. He knew it and winced, for she was wonderfully beautiful.

In the willows of the river bottom, a good twenty miles south, he said at last, and I will show you the way, if you wish.

He watched her eyes grow large with doubt.

Can you trust me? he asked. I failed you once. Can you trust me now?

Her hand went out to him.

With all my heart, she said. Let us start!

Ive given my horse a hard ride. He must have some rest.

She moaned softly in her impatience, and then: Well go back to the house and you can stable your horse there until youre ready to start. Dad will go with us.

Your father cannot go, he said shortly.

Cannot?

Lets start back for the ranch, he said, and Ill tell you something about it as we go.

As they turned their horses he went on: In order that you may reach Whistling Dan, youll have to meet first a number of men who are camping down there in the willows.

He stopped. It became desperately difficult for him to go on.

I am one of those men, he said, and another of them is the one whom Whistling Dan is following.

She caught her breath and turned abruptly on him.

What are you, Mr. Lee?

Very slowly he forced his eyes up to meet her gaze.

In that camp, he answered indirectly, your father wouldnt be safe!

It was out at last!

Then you are—

Your friend.

Forgive me. You are my friend!

The man whom Dan is following, he went on, is the leader. If he gives the command four practised fighters pit themselves against Barry.

It is murder!

You can prevent it, he said. They know Barry is on the trail, but I think they will do nothing unless he forces them into trouble. And he will force them unless you stop him. No other human being could take him off that trail.

I know! I know! she muttered. But I have already tried, and he will not listen to me!

But he will listen to you, insisted Haines, when you tell him that he will be fighting not one man, but six.

And if he doesnt listen to me?

Haines shrugged his shoulders.

Cant you promise that these men will not fight with him?

I cannot.

But I shall plead with them myself.

He turned to her in alarm.

No, you must not let them dream you know who they are, he warned, for otherwise—

Again that significant shrug of the shoulders.

He explained: These men are in such danger that they dare not take chances. You are a woman, but if they feel that you suspect them you will no longer be a woman in their eyes.

Then what must I do?

I shall ride ahead of you when we come to the willows, after I have pointed out the position of our camp. About an hour after I have arrived, for they must not know that I have brought you, you will ride down towards the camp. When you come to it I will make sure that it is I who will bring you in. You must pretend that you have simply blundered upon our fire. Whatever you do, never ask a question while you are there — and Ill be your warrant that you will come off safely. Will you try?

He attempted no further persuasion and contented himself with merely meeting the wistful challenge of her eyes.

I will, she said at last, and then turning her glance away she repeated softly, I will.

He knew that she was already rehearsing what she must say to Whistling Dan.

You are not afraid?

She smiled.

Do you really trust me as far as this?

With level-eyed tenderness that took his breath, she answered: An absolute trust, Mr. Lee.

My name, he said in a strange voice, is Lee Haines.

Of one accord they stopped their horses and their hands met.


11. SILENT BLUFFS
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THE COMING OF the railroad had changed Elkhead from a mere crossing of the ways to a rather important cattle shipping point. Once a year it became a bustling town whose two streets thronged with cattlemen with pockets burdened with gold which fairly burned its way out to the open air. At other times Elkhead dropped back into a leaden-eyed sleep.

The most important citizen was Lee Hardy, the Wells Fargo agent. Office jobs are hard to find in the mountain-desert, and those who hold them win respect. The owner of a swivel-chair is more lordly than the possessor of five thousand dogies. Lee Hardy had such a swivel-chair. Moreover, since large shipments of cash were often directed by Wells Fargo to Elkhead, Hardys position was really more significant than the size of the village suggested. As a crowning stamp upon his dignity he had a clerk who handled the ordinary routine of work in the front room, while Hardy set himself up in state in a little rear office whose walls were decorated by two brilliant calendars and the coloured photograph of a blond beauty advertising a toilet soap.

To this sanctuary he retreated during the heat of the day, while in the morning and evening he loitered on the small porch, chatting with passers-by. Except in the hottest part of the year he affected a soft white collar with a permanent bow tie. The leanness of his features, and his crooked neck with the prominent Adams apple which stirred when he spoke, suggested a Yankee ancestry, but the faded blue eyes, pathetically misted, could only be found in the mountain-desert.

One morning into the inner sanctum of this dignitary stepped a man built in rectangles, a square face, square, ponderous shoulders, and even square- tipped fingers. Into the smiling haze of Hardys face his own keen black eye sparkled like an electric lantern flashed into a dark room. He was dressed in the cowboys costume, but there was no Western languor in his make-up. Everything about him was clear cut and precise. He had a habit of clicking his teeth as he finished a sentence. In a word, when he appeared in the doorway Lee Hardy woke up, and before the stranger had spoken a dozen words the agent was leaning forward to be sure that he would not miss a syllable.

Youre Lee Hardy, arent you? said he, and his eyes gave the impression of a smile, though his lips did not stir after speaking.

I am, said the agent.

Then youre the man I want to see. If you dont mind—

He closed the door, pulled a chair against it, and then sat down, and folded his arms. Very obviously he meant business. Hardy switched his position in his chair, sitting a little more to the right, so that the edge of the seat would not obstruct the movement of his hand towards the holster on his right thigh.

Well, he said good naturedly, Im waitin.

Good, said the stranger, I wont keep you here any longer than is necessary. In the first place my name is Tex Calder.

Hardy changed as if a slight layer of dust had been sifted over his face. He stretched out his hand.

Its great to see you, Calder, he said, of course Ive heard about you. Everyone has. Here! Ill send over to the saloon for some red-eye. Are you dry?

He rose, but Calder waved him back to the swivel-chair.

Not dry a bit, he said cheerily. Not five minutes ago I had a drink of — water.

All right, said Hardy, and settled back into his chair.

Hardy, theres been crooked work around here.

What in hell—

Get your hand away from that gun, friend.

What the devils the meaning of all this?

Thats very well done, said Calder. But this isnt the stage. Are we going to talk business like friends?

Ive got nothing agin you, said Hardy testily, and his eyes followed Calders right hand as if fascinated. What do you want to say? Ill listen. Im not very busy.

Thats exactly it, smiled Tex Calder, I want you to get busier.

Thanks.

In the first place Ill be straight with you. Wells Fargo hasnt sent me here.

Who has?

My conscience.

I dont get your drift.

Through a moment of pause Calders eyes searched the face of Hardy.

Youve been pretty flush for some time.

I aint been starvin.

There are several easy ways for you to pick up extra money.

Yes?

For instance, you know all about the Wells Fargo money shipments, and there are men around here whod pay big for what you could tell them.

The prominent Adams apple rose and fell in Hardys throat.

Youre quite a joker, aint you Calder? Who, for instance?

Jim Silent.

This is like a story in a book, grinned Hardy. Go on. I suppose Ive been takin Silents money?

The answer came like the click of a cocked revolver.

You have!

By God, Calder—

Steady! I have some promising evidence, partner. Would you like to hear part of it?

This country has its share of the worlds greatest liars, said Hardy, I dont care what youve heard.

That saves my time. Understand me straight. I can slap you into a lock- up, if I want to, and then bring in that evidence. Im not going to do it. Im going to use you as a trap and through you get some of the worst of the long riders.

Theres nothin like puttin your hand on the table.

No, there isnt. Ill tell you what youre to do.

Thanks.

The marshal drove straight on.

Ive got four good men in this town. Two of them will always be hanging around your office. Maybe you can get a job for them here, eh? Ill pay the salaries. You simply tip them off when your visitors are riders the government wants, see? You dont have to lift a hand. You just go to the door as the visitor leaves, and if hes all right you say: So long, well be meeting again before long. But if hes a man I want, you say Good-bye. Thats all. My boys will see that it is good-bye.

Go on, said the agent, and tell the rest of the story. It starts well.

Doesnt it? agreed Calder, and the way it concludes is with you reaching over and shaking hands with me and saying yes!

He leaned forward. The twinkle was gone from his eyes and he extended his hand to Hardy. The latter reached out with an impulsive gesture, wrung the proffered hand, and then slipping back into his chair broke into hysterical laughter.

The real laugh, said Calder, watching his man narrowly, will be on the long riders.

Tex, said the agent. I guess you have the dope. I wont say anything except that Im glad as hell to be out of the rotten business at last. Once started I couldnt stop. I did one favour for these devils, and after that they had me in their power. I havent slept for months as Im going to sleep tonight!

He wiped his face with an agitated hand.

A week ago, he went on, I knew you were detailed on this work. Ive been sweating ever since. Now that youve come — why, Im glad of it!

A faint sneer touched Calders mouth and was gone.

Youre a wise man, he said. Have you seen much of Jim Silent lately?

Hardy hesitated. The role of informer was new.

Not directly.

Calder nodded.

Now put me right if I go off the track. The way I understand it, Jim Silent has about twenty gun fighters and long riders working in gangs under him and combining for big jobs.

Thats about it.

The inside circle consists of Silent; Lee Haines, a man who went wrong because the law did him wrong; Hal Purvis, a cunning devil; and Bill Kilduff, a born fighter who loves blood for its own sake.

Right.

Heres something more. For Jim Silent, dead or alive, the government will pay ten thousand dollars. For each of the other three it pays five thousand. The notices arent out yet, but they will be in a few days. Hardy, if you help me bag these men, youll get fifty per cent of the profits. Are you on?

The hesitancy of Hardy changed to downright enthusiasm.

Easy money, Tex. Im your man, hand and glove.

Dont get optimistic. This game isnt played yet, and unless I make the biggest mistake of my life well be guessing again before we land Silent. Ive trailed some fast gunmen in my day, and I have an idea that Silent will be the hardest of the lot; but if you play your end of the game we may land him. I have a tip that hes lying out in the country near Elkhead. Im riding out alone to get track of him. As I go out Ill tell my men that youre O.K. for this business.

He hesitated a moment with his hand on the door knob.

Just one thing more, Hardy. I heard a queer tale this morning about a fight in a saloon run by a man named Morgan. Do you know anything about it?

No.

I was told of a fellow who chipped four dollars thrown into the air at twenty yards.

Thats a lie.

The man who talked to me had a nicked dollar to prove his yarn.

The devil he did!

And after the shooting this fellow got into a fight with a tall man twice his size and fairly mopped up the floor with him. They say it wasnt a nice thing to watch. He is a frail man, but when the fight started he turned into a tiger.

Wish Id seen it.

The tall man tallies to a hair with my description of Silent.

Youre wrong. I know what Silent can do with his hands. No one could beat him up. Whats the name of the other?

Barry. Whistling Dan Barry.

Calder hesitated.

Right or wrong, Id like to have this Barry with me. So long.

He was gone as he had come, with a nod and a flash of the keen, black eyes. Lee Hardy stared at the door for some moments, and then went outside. The warm light of the sun had never been more welcome to him. Under that cheering influence he began to feel that with Tex Calder behind him he could safely defy the world.

His confidence received a shock that afternoon when a heavy step crossed the outside room, and his door opening without a preliminary knock, he looked up into the solemn eyes of Jim Silent. The outlaw shook his head when Hardy offered him a chair.

Whats the main idea of them two new men out in your front room, Lee? he asked.

Two cowpunchers that was down on their luck. I got to stand in with the boys now and then.

I spose so. Shorty Rhinehart in here to see you, Lee?

Yep.

You told him that the town was gettin pretty hot.

It is.

You said you had no dope on when that delayed shipment was comin through?

Hardy made lightning calculations. A half truth would be the best way out.

Ive just got the word you want. It come this morning.

Silents expression changed and he leaned a little closer.

Its the nineteenth. Train number 89. Savvy? Seven oclock at Elkhead!

How much? Same bunch of coin?

Fifty thousand!

Thats ten more.

Yep. A new shipment rolled in with the old one. No objections?

Silent grinned.

Any other news, Lee?

Shorty told you about Tex Calder?

He did. Seen him around here?

The slightest fraction of a second in hesitation.

No.

Was that the straight dope you give Shorty?

Straightern hell. Theyre beginnin to talk, but I guess I was jest sort of panicky when I talked with Shorty.

This Tex Calder—

What about him? This with a trace of suspicion.

Hes got a long record.

Sove you, Jim.

Once more that wolflike grin which had no mirth.

So long, Lee. Ill be on the job. Lay to that.

He turned towards the door. Hardy followed him. A moment more, in a single word, and the job would be done. Five thousand dollars for a single word! It warmed the very heart of Lee Hardy.

Silent, as he moved away, seemed singularly thoughtful. He hesitated a moment with bowed head at the door — then whirled and shoved a six-gun under the nose of Hardy. The latter leaped back with his arms thrust above his head, straining at his hands to get them higher.

My God, Jim!

Youre a low-down, lyin hound!

Hardys tongue clove to the roof of his mouth.

Damn you, dyou hear me?

Yes! For Gods sake, Jim, dont shoot!

Your life aint worth a dime!

Give me one more chance an Ill play square!

A swift change came over the face of Silent, and then Hardy went hot with terror and anger. The long rider had known nothing. The gun play had been a mere bluff, but he had played into the hands of Silent, and now his life was truly worth nothing.

You poor fool, went on Silent, his voice purring with controlled rage. You damn blind fool! Dyou think you could double cross me an get by with it?

Give me a chance, Jim. One more chance, one more chance!

Even in his terror he remembered to keep his voice low lest those in the front room should hear.

Out with it, if you love livin!

I — I cant talk while you got that gun on me!

Silent not only lowered his gun, but actually returned it to the holster. Nothing could more clearly indicate his contempt, and Hardy, in spite of his fear, crimsoned with shame.

It was Tex Calder, he said at last.

Silent started a little and his eyes narrowed again.

What of him?

He came here a while ago an tried to make a deal with me.

An made it! said Silent ominously.

No gun pointed at him this time, but Hardy jerked his hands once more above his head and cowered against the wall.

So help me God he didnt, Jim.

Get your hands down.

He lowered his hands slowly.

I told him I didnt know nothin about you.

What about that train? What about that shipment?

Its jest the way I told you, except that its on the eighteenth instead of the nineteenth.

Im goin to believe you. If you double cross me Ill have your hide. Maybe theyll get me, but therell be enough of my boys left to get you. You can lay to that. How much did they offer you, Lee? How much am I worth to the little old U.S.A.?

I — I — it wasnt the money. I was afraid to stick with my game any longer.

The long rider had already turned towards the door, making no effort to keep his face to the agent. The latter, flushing again, moved his hand towards his hip, but stopped the movement. The last threat of Silent carried a deep conviction with it. He knew that the faith of long riders to each other was an inviolable bond. Accordingly he followed at the heels of the other man into the outside room.

So long, old timer, he called, slapping Silent on the shoulder, Ill be seein you agin before long.

Calders men looked up with curious eyes. Hardy watched Silent swing onto his horse and gallop down the street. Then he went hurriedly back to his office. Once inside he dropped into the big swivel-chair, buried his face in his arms, and wept like a child.


12. PARTNERS
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DUST POWDERED HIS hat and clothes as Tex Calder trotted his horse north across the hills. His face was a sickly grey, and his black hair might have been an eighteenth century wig, so thoroughly was it disguised. It had been a long ride. Many a long mile wound back behind him, and still the cattle pony, with hanging head, stuck to its task. Now he was drawing out on a highland, and below him stretched the light yellow-green of the willows of the bottom land. He halted his pony and swung a leg over the horn of his saddle. Then he rolled a cigarette, and while he inhaled it in long puffs he scanned the trees narrowly. Miles across, and stretching east and west farther than his eye could reach, extended the willows. Somewhere in that wilderness was the gang of Jim Silent. An army corps might have been easily concealed there.

If he was not utterly discouraged in the beginning of his search, it was merely because the rangers of the hills and plains are taught patience almost as soon as they learn to ride a horse. He surveyed the yellow-green forest calmly. In the west the low hanging sun turned crimson and bulged at the sides into a clumsy ellipse. He started down the slope at the same dog-trot which the pony had kept up all day. Just before he reached the skirts of the trees he brought his horse to a sudden halt and threw back his head. It seemed to him that he heard a faint whistling.

He could not be sure. It was so far off and unlike any whistling he had ever heard before, that he half guessed it to be the movement of a breeze through the willows, but the wind was hardly strong enough to make this sound. For a full five minutes he listened without moving his horse. Then came the thing for which he waited, a phrase of melody undoubtedly from human lips.

What puzzled him most was the nature of the music. As he rode closer to the trees it grew clearer. It was unlike any song he had ever heard. It was a strange improvisation with a touch of both melancholy and savage exultation running through it. Calder found himself nodding in sympathy with the irregular rhythm.

It grew so clear at last that he marked with some accuracy the direction from which it came. If this was Silents camp, it must be strongly guarded, and he should approach the place more cautiously than he could possibly do on a horse. Accordingly he dismounted, threw the reins over the ponys head, and started on through the willows. The whistling became louder and louder. He moved stealthily from tree to tree, for he had not the least idea when he would run across a guard. The whistling ceased, but the marshal was now so near that he could follow the original direction without much trouble. In a few moments he might distinguish the sound of voices. If there were two or three men in the camp he might be able to surprise them and make his arrest. If the outlaws were many, at least he could lie low near the camp and perhaps learn the plans of the gang. He worked his way forward more and more carefully. At one place he thought a shadowy figure slipped through the brush a short distance away. He poised his gun, but lowered it again after a moments thought. It must have been a stir of shadows. No human being could move so swiftly or so noiselessly.

Nevertheless the sight gave him such a start that he proceeded with even greater caution. He was crouched close to the ground. Every inch of it he scanned carefully before he set down a foot, fearful of the cracking of a fallen twig. Like most men when they hunt, he began to feel that something followed him. He tried to argue the thought out of his brain, but it persisted, and grew stronger. Half a dozen times he whirled suddenly with his revolver poised. At last he heard a stamp which could come from nothing but the hoof of a horse. The sound dispelled his fears. In another moment he would be in sight of the camp.

Do you figger youll find it? asked a quiet voice behind him.

He turned and looked into the steady muzzle of a Colt. Behind that revolver was a thin, handsome face with a lock of jet black hair falling over the forehead. Calder knew men, and now he felt a strange absence of any desire to attempt a gun-play.

I was just taking a stroll through the willows, he said, with a mighty attempt at carelessness.

Oh, said the other. It appeared to me you was sort of huntin for something. You was headed straight for my hoss.

Calder strove to find some way out. He could not. There was no waver in the hand that held that black gun. The brown eyes were decidedly discouraging to any attempt at a surprise. He felt helpless for the first time in his career.

Go over to him, Bart, said the gentle voice of the stranger. Stand fast!

The last two words, directed to Calder, came with a metallic hardness, for the marshal started as a great black dog slipped from behind a tree and slunk towards him. This was the shadow which moved more swiftly and noiselessly than a human being.

Keep back that damned wolf, he said desperately.

He aint goin to hurt you, said the calm voice. Jest toss your gun to the ground.

There was nothing else for it. Calder dropped his weapon with the butt towards Whistling Dan.

Bring it here, Bart, said the latter.

The big animal lowered his head, still keeping his green eyes upon Calder, took up the revolver in his white fangs, and glided back to his master.

Jest turn your back to me, an keep your hands clear of your body, said Dan.

Calder obeyed, sweating with shame. He felt a hand pat his pockets lightly in search for a hidden weapon, and then, with his head slightly turned, he sensed the fact that Dan was dropping his revolver into its holster. He whirled and drove his clenched fist straight at Dans face.

What happened then he would never forget to the end of his life. Calders weapon still hung in Dans right hand, but the latter made no effort to use it. He dropped the gun, and as Calders right arm shot out, it was caught at the wrist, and jerked down with a force that jarred his whole body.

Down, Bart! shouted Dan. The great wolf checked in the midst of his leap and dropped, whining with eagerness, at Calders feet. At the same time the marshals left hand was seized and whipped across his body. He wrenched away with all his force. He might as well have struggled with steel manacles. He was helpless, staring into eyes which now glinted with a yellow light that sent a cold wave tingling through his blood.

The yellow gleam died; his hands were loosed; but he made no move to spring at Dans throat. Chill horror had taken the place of his shame, and the wolf-dog still whined at his feet with lips grinned back from the long white teeth.

Who in the name of God are you? he gasped, and even as he spoke the truth came to him — the whistling — the panther-like speed of hand— Whistling Dan Barry.

The other frowned.

If you didnt know my name why were you trailin me?

I wasnt after you, said Calder.

You was crawlin along like that jest for fun? Friend, I figger to know you. You been sent out by the tall man to lay for me.

What tall man? asked Calder, his wits groping.

The one that swung the chair in Morgans place, said Dan. Now youre goin to take me to your camp. I got something to say to him.

By the Lord! cried the marshal, youre trailing Silent.

Dan watched him narrowly. It was hard to accuse those keen black eyes of deceit.

Im trailin the man who sent you out after me, he asserted with a little less assurance.

Calder tore open the front of his shirt and pushed back one side of it. Pinned there next to his skin was his marshals badge.

He said: My names Tex Calder.

It was a word to conjure with up and down the vast expanse of the mountain-desert. Dan smiled, and the change of expression made him seem ten years younger.

Git down, Bart. Stand behind me! The dog obeyed sullenly. Ive heard a pile of men talk about you, Tex Calder. Their hands and their eyes met. There was a mutual respect in the glances. An Im a pile sorry for this.

He picked up the gun from the ground and extended it butt first to the marshal, who restored it slowly to the holster. It was the first time it had ever been forced from his grasp.

Who was it you talked about a while ago? asked Dan.

Jim Silent.

Dan instinctively dropped his hand back to his revolver.

The tall man?

The one you fought with in Morgans place.

The unpleasant gleam returned to Dans eyes.

I thought there was only one reason why he should die, but now I see theres a heap of em.

Calder was all business.

How long have you been here? he asked.

About a day.

Have you seen anything of Silent here among the willows?

No.

Do you think hes still here?

Yes.

Why?

I dunno. Ill stay here till I find him among the trees or he breaks away into the open.

Howll you know when he leaves the willows?

Whistling Dan was puzzled.

I dunno, he answered. Somethin will tell me when he gets far away from me — he an his men.

Its an inner sense, eh? Like the smell of the bloodhound? said Calder, but his eyes were strangely serious.

This days about done, he went on. Have you any objections to me camping with you here?

Not a cowpuncher within five hundred miles but would be glad of such redoubted company. They went back to Calders horse.

We can start for my clearing, said Dan. Bartll bring the hoss. Fetch him in.

The wolf took the dangling bridle reins and led on the cowpony. Calder observed his performance with starting eyes, but he was averse to asking questions. In a few moments they came out on a small open space. The ground was covered with a quantity of dried bunch grass which a glorious black stallion was cropping. Now he tossed up his head so that some of his long mane fell forward between his ears and at sight of Calder his ears dropped back and his eyes blazed, but when Dan stepped from the willows the ears came forward again with a whinny of greeting. Calder watched the beautiful animal with all the enthusiasm of an expert horseman. Satan was untethered; the saddle and bridle lay in a corner of the clearing; evidently the horse was a pet and would not leave its master. He spoke gently and stepped forward to caress the velvet shining neck, but Satan snorted and started away, trembling with excitement.

How can you keep such a wild fellow as this without hobbling him? asked Calder.

He aint wild, said Dan.

Why, he wont let me put a hand on him.

Yes, he will. Steady, Satan!

The stallion stood motionless with the veritable fires of hell in his eyes as Calder approached. The latter stopped.

Not for me, he said. Id rather rub the moustache of the lion in the zoo than touch that black devil!

Bart at that moment led in the cowpony and Calder started to remove the saddle. He had scarcely done so and hobbled his horse when he was startled by a tremendous snarling and snorting. He turned to see the stallion plunging hither and thither, striking with his fore-hooves, while around him, darting in and out under the driving feet, sprang the great black wolf, his teeth clashing like steel on steel. In another moment they might sink in the throat of the horse! Calder, with an exclamation of horror, whipped out his revolver, but checked himself at the very instant of firing. The master of the two animals stood with arms folded, actually smiling upon the fight!

For Gods sake! cried the marshal. Shoot the damned wolf, man, or hell have your horse by the throat!

Leave em be, said Dan, without turning his head. Satan an Black Bart aint got any other dogs an hosses to run around with. Theys jest playing a little by way of exercise.

Calder stood agape before what seemed the incarnate fury of the pair. Then he noticed that those snapping fangs, however close they came, always missed the flesh of the stallion, and the driving hoofs never actually endangered the leaping wolf.

Stop em! he cried at last. It makes me nervous to watch that sort of play. It isnt natural!

All right, said Dan. Stop it, boys.

He had not raised his voice, but they ceased their wild gambols instantly, the stallion, with head thrown high and arched tail and heaving sides, while the wolf, with lolling red tongue, strolled calmly towards his master.

The latter paid no further attention to them, but set about kindling a small fire over which to cook supper. Calder joined him. The marshals mind was too full for speech, but now and again he turned a long glance of wonder upon the stallion or Black Bart. In the same silence they sat under the last light of the sunset and ate their supper. Calder, with head bent, pondered over the man of mystery and his two tamed animals. Tamed? Not one of the three was tamed, the man least of all.

He saw Dan pause from his eating to stare with wide, vacant eyes among the trees. The wolf-dog approached, looked up in his masters face, whined softly, and getting no response went back to his place and lay down, his eyes never moving from Dan. Still he stared among the trees. The gloom deepened, and he smiled faintly. He began to whistle, a low, melancholy strain so soft that it blended with the growing hush of the night. Calder listened, wholly overawed. That weird music seemed an interpretation of the vast spaces of the mountains, of the pitiless desert, of the limitless silences, and the whistler was an understanding part of the whole.

He became aware of a black shadow behind the musician. It was Satan, who rested his nose on the shoulder of the master. Without ceasing his whistling Dan raised a hand, touched the small muzzle, and Satan went at once to a side of the clearing and lay down. It was almost as if the two had said good-night! Calder could stand it no longer.

Dan, Ive got to talk to you, he began.

The whistling ceased; the wide brown eyes turned to him.

Fire away — partner.

Ay, they had eaten together by the same fire — they had watched the coming of the night — they had shaken hands in friendship — they were partners. He knew deep in his heart that no human being could ever be the actual comrade of this man. This lord of the voiceless desert needed no human companionship; yet as the marshal glanced from the black shadow of Satan to the gleaming eyes of Bart, and then to the visionary face of Barry, he felt that he had been admitted by Whistling Dan into the mysterious company. The thought stirred him deeply. It was as if he had made an alliance with the wandering wind. Why he had been accepted he could not dream, but he had heard the word partner and he knew it was meant. After all, stranger things than this happen in the mountain-desert, where man is greater and convention less. A single word has been known to estrange lifelong comrades; a single evening beside a camp- fire has changed foes to partners. Calder drew his mind back to business with a great effort.

Theres one thing you dont know about Jim Silent. A reward of ten thousand dollars lies on his head. The notices arent posted yet.

Whistling Dan shrugged his shoulders.

I aint after money, he answered.

Calder frowned. He did not appreciate a bluff.

Look here, he said, if we kill him, because no power on earth will take him alive — well split the money.

If you lay a hand on him, said Dan, without emotion, we wont be friends no longer, I figger.

Calder stared.

If you dont want to get him, he said, why in Gods name are you trailing him this way?

Dan touched his lips. He hit me with his fist.

He paused, and spoke again with a drawling voice that gave his words an uncanny effect.

My blood went down from my mouth to my chin. I tasted it. Till I get him there aint no way of me forgettin him.

His eyes lighted with that ominous gleam.

Thats why no other man cn put a hand on him. Hes laid out all for me. Understand?

The ring of the question echoed for a moment through Calders mind.

I certainly do, he said with profound conviction, and Ill never forget it. He decided on a change of tactics. But there are other men with Jim Silent and those men will fight to keep you from getting to him.

Im sorry for em, said Dan gently. I aint got nothin agin any one except the big man.

Calder took a long breath.

Dont you see, he explained carefully, if you shoot one of these men you are simply a murderer who must be apprehended by the law and punished.

It makes it bad for me, doesnt it? said Dan. An I hope I wont have to hurt moren one or two of em. You see, — he leaned forward seriously towards Calder— Id only shoot for their arms or their legs. I wouldnt spoil them altogether.

Calder threw up his hands in despair. Black Bart snarled at the gesture.

I cant listen no more, said Dan. I got to start explorin the willows pretty soon.

In the dark? exclaimed Calder.

Sure. Black Bartll go with me. The dark dont bother him.

Ill go along.

Id rather be alone. I might meet him.

Any way you want, said Calder, but first hear my plan — it doesnt take long to tell it.

The darkness thickened around them while he talked. The fire died out — the night swallowed up their figures.


13. THE LONG RIDERS ENTERTAIN
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WHEN LEE HAINES rode into Silents camp that evening no questions were asked. Questions were not popular among the long riders. He did not know more than the names of half the men who sat around the smoky fire. They were eager to forget the past, and the only allusions to former times came in chance phrases which they let fall at rare intervals. When they told an anecdote they erased all names by instinct. They would begin: I heard about a feller over to the Circle Y outfit that was once ridin— etc. As a rule they themselves were that feller over to the Circle Y outfit. Accordingly only a few grunts greeted Haines and yet he was far and away the most popular man in the group. Even solemn-eyed Jim Silent was partial to the handsome fellow.

Heard the whistling today? he asked.

Purvis shook his head and Terry Jordan allowed as how it was most uncommon fortunate that this Barry feller didnt start his noise. After this Haines ate his supper in silence, his ear ready to catch the first sound of Kates horse as it crashed through the willows and shrubs. Nevertheless it was Shorty Rhinehart who sprang to his feet first.

Theys a hoss there comin among the willows! he announced.

Maybe its Silent, remarked Haines casually.

The chief dont make no such a noise. He picks his goin, answered Hal Purvis.

The sound was quite audible now.

Theys been some crooked work, said Rhinehart excitedly. Somebodys tipped off the marshals about where were lyin.

All right, said Haines quietly, you and I will investigate.

They started through the willows. Rhinehart was cursing beneath his breath.

Dont be too fast with your six-gun, warned Haines.

Id rather be too early than too late.

Maybe it isnt a marshal. If a man were looking for us hed be a fool to come smashing along like that.

He had scarcely spoken when Kate came into view.

A girl, by God! said Rhinehart, with mingled relief and disgust.

Sure thing, agreed Haines.

Lets beat it back to the camp.

Not a hope. Shes headed straight for the camp. Well take her in and tell her were a bunch from the Y Circle X outfit headed north. Shell never know the difference.

Good idea, said Rhinehart, and he added with a chuckle, its been nigh three months since Ive talked to a piece of calico.

Hey, there! called Haines, and he stepped out with Rhinehart before her horse.

Oh! cried Kate, reining up her horse sharply. Who are you?

A beaut! muttered Rhinehart in devout admiration.

Were from the Y Circle X outfit, said Haines glibly, camping over here for the night. Are you lost, lady?

I guess I am. I thought I could get across the willows before the night fell. Im trying to find a man who rode in this direction.

Come on into the camp, said Haines easily. Maybe some of the boys can put you on his track. What sort of a looking fellow is he?

Rides a black horse and whistles a good deal. His name is Barry. They call him Whistling Dan.

By God! whispered Rhinehart in the ear of Haines.

Shut up! answered Haines in the same tone. Are you afraid of a girl?

Ive trailed him south this far, went on Kate, and a few miles away from here I lost track of him. I think he may have gone on across the willows.

Havent seen him, said Rhinehart amiably. But come on to the camp, lady. Maybe one of the boys has spotted him on the way. Whats your name?

Kate Cumberland, she answered.

He removed his hat with a broad grin and reached up a hand to her.

Im most certainly glad to meet you, an my names Shorty. This here is Lee. Want to come along with us?

Thank you. Im a little worried.

S all right. Dont get worried. Well show you the way out. Just follow us.

They started back through the willows, Kate following half a dozen yards behind.

Listen here, Shorty, said Haines in a cautious voice. You heard her name?

Sure.

Well, thats the daughter of the man that raised Whistling Dan. I saw her at Morgans place. Shes probably been tipped off that hes following Silent, but she has no idea who we are.

Sure she hasnt. Shes a great looker, eh, Lee?

Shell do, I guess. Now get this: The girl is after Whistling Dan, and if she meets him shell persuade him to come back to her fathers place. Shell take him off our trail, and I guess none of usll be sorry to know that hes gone, eh?

I begin to follow you, Lee. Youve always had the head!

All right. Now well get Purvis to tell the girl that hes heard a peculiar whistling around here this evening. Well advise her to stick around and go out when she hears the whistling again. That way shell meet him and head him off, savvy?

Right, said Rhinehart.

Then beat it ahead as fast as you can and wise up the boys.

Thats me — specially about their bein Y Circle X fellers, eh?

He chuckled and made ahead as fast as his long legs could carry him. Haines dropped back beside Kate.

Everything goes finely, he assured her. I told Rhinehart what to do. Hes gone ahead to the camp. Now all you have to do is to keep your head. One of the boys will tell you that weve heard some whistling near the camp this evening. Then Ill ask you to stay around for a while in case the whistling should sound again, do you see? Remember, never ask a question!

It was even more simple than Haines had hoped. Silents men suspected nothing. After all, Kates deception was a small affair, and her frankness, her laughter, and her beauty carried all before her.

The long riders became quickly familiar with her, but through their rough talk, the Westerners reverence for a woman ran like a thread of gold over a dark cloth. Her fear lessened and almost passed away while she listened to their talk and watched their faces. The kindly human nature which had lain unexpressed in most of them for months together burst out torrent-like and flooded about her with a sense of security and power. These were conquerors of men, fighters by instinct and habit, but here they sat laughing and chattering with a helpless girl, and not a one of them but would have cut the others throats rather than see her come to harm. The roughness of their past and the dread of their future they laid aside like an ugly cloak while they showed her what lies in the worst mans heart — a certain awe of woman. Their manners underwent a sudden change. Polite words, rusted by long disuse, were resurrected in her honour. Tremendous phrases came labouring forth. There was a general though covert rearranging of bandanas, and an interchange of self- conscious glances. Haines alone seemed impervious to her charm.

The red died slowly along the west. There was no light save the flicker of the fire, which played on Kates smile and the rich gold of her hair, or caught out of the dark one of the lean, hard faces which circled her. Now and then it fell on the ghastly grin of Terry Jordan and Kate had to clench her hand to keep up her nerve.

It was deep night when Jim Silent rode into the clearing. Shorty Rhinehart and Hal Purvis went to him quickly to explain the presence of the girl and the fact that they were all members of the Y Circle X outfit. He responded with nods while his gloomy eyes held fast on Kate. When they presented him as the boss, Jim, he replied to her good-natured greeting in a voice that was half grunt and half growl.


14. DELILAH
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HAINES MUTTERED AT Kates ear: This is the man. Now keep up your courage.

He doesnt like this, went on Haines in the same muffled voice, but when he understands just why youre here I think hell be as glad as any of us.

Silent beckoned to him and he went to the chief.

What about the girl? asked the big fellow curtly.

Didnt Rhinehart tell you?

Rhineharts a fool and so are the rest of them. Have you gone loco too, Haines, to let a girl come here?

Wheres the harm?

Why, damn it, shes marked every man here.

I let her in because she is trying to get hold of Whistling Dan.

Which no fool girl cn take that feller off the trail. Nothin but lead can do that.

I tell you, said Haines, the boys in love with her. I watched them at Morgans place. She can twist him around her finger.

A faint light broke the gloom of Silents face.

Yaller hair an blue eyes. They cn do a lot. Maybe youre right. Whats that? His voice had gone suddenly husky.

A russet moon pushed slowly up through the trees. Its uncertain light fell across the clearing. For the first time the thick pale smoke of the fire was visible, rising straight up until it cleared the tops of the willows, and then caught into swift, jagging lines as the soft wind struck it. A coyote wailed from the distant hills, and before his complaint was done another sound came through the hushing of the willows, a melancholy whistling, thin with distance.

Well see if thats the man you want, suggested Haines.

Ill go along, said Shorty Rhinehart.

And me too, said a third. The whole group would have accompanied them, but the heavy voice of Jim Silent cut in: Youll stay here, all of you except the girl and Lee.

They turned back, muttering, and Kate followed Haines into the willows.

Well? growled Bill Kilduff.

What I want to know— broke in Terry Jordan.

Go to hell with your questions, said Silent, but until you go there youll do what I say, understand?

Look here, Jim, said Hal Purvis, are you a king an we jest your slaves, maybe?

Youre goin it a pile too hard, said Shorty Rhinehart.

Every one of these speeches came sharply out while they glared at Jim Silent. Hands were beginning to fall to the hip and fingers were curving stiffly as if for the draw. Silent leaned his broad shoulders against the side of his roan and folded his arms. His eyes went round the circle slowly, lingering an instant on each face. Under that cold stare they grew uneasy. To Shorty Rhinehart it became necessary to push back his hat and scratch his forehead. Terry Jordan found a mysterious business with his bandana. Every one of them had occasion to raise his hand from the neighbourhood of his six- shooter. Silent smiled.

A fine, hard crew you are, he said sarcastically at last. A great bunch of long riders, lettin a slip of a yaller-haired girl make fools of you. You over there — you, Shorty Rhinehart, youd cut the throat of a man that looked crosswise at the Cumberland girl, wouldnt you? An you, Purvis, youre aching to get at me, aint you? An youre still thinkin of them blue eyes, Jordan?

Before any one could speak he poured in another volley between wind and water: One slip of a girl can make fools out of five long riders? No, you aint long riders. All you cn handle is hobby hosses!

What do you want us to do? growled swarthy Bill Kilduff.

Keep your face shut while Im talkin, thats what I want you to do!

There was a devil of rage in his eyes. His folded arms tugged at each other, and if they got free there would be gun play. The four men shrank, and he was satisfied.

Now Ill tell you what were goin to do, he went on. Were goin out after Haines an the girl. If they come up with this Whistlin Dan were goin to surround him an fill him full of lead, while theyre talkin.

Not for a million dollars! burst in Hal Purvis.

Not in a thousan years! echoed Terry Jordan.

Silent turned his watchful eyes from one to the other. They were ready to fight now, and he sensed it at once.

Why? he asked calmly.

It aint playin square with the girl, announced Rhinehart.

Purvis, said Silent, for he knew that the opposition centred in the figure of the venomous little gun fighter; if you seen a mad dog that was runnin straight at you, would you be kep from shootin it because a pretty girl hollered out an asked you not to?

Their eyes shifted rapidly from one to another, seeking a way out, and finding none.

An is there any difference between this hero Whistlin Dan an a mad dog?

Still they were mute.

I tell you, boys, we got a better chance of dodgin lightnin an puttin a bloodhound off our trail than we have of gettin rid of this Whistlin Dan. An when he catches up with us — well, all Im askin is that you remember what he done to them four dollars before they hit the dust?

The chiefs right, growled Kilduff, staring down at the ground. Its Whistlin Dan or us. The mountains aint big enough to hold him an us!

* * * * *

Before Whistling Dan the great wolf glided among the trees. For a full hour they had wandered through the willows in this manner, and Dan had made up his mind to surrender the search when Bart, returning from one of his noiseless detours, sprang out before his master and whined softly. Dan turned, loosening his revolver in the holster, and followed Bart through the soft gloom of the tree shadows and the moonlight. His step was almost as silent as that of the slinking animal which went before. At last the wolf stopped and raised his head. Almost instantly Dan saw a man and a woman approaching through the willows. The moonlight dropped across her face. He recognized Kate, with Lee Haines walking a pace before her.

Stand where you are, he said.

Haines leaped to one side, his revolver flashing in his hand. Dan stepped out before them while Black Bart slunk close beside him, snarling softly.

He seemed totally regardless of the gun in Hainess hand. His manner was that of a conqueror who had the outlaw at his mercy.

You, he said, walk over there to the side of the clearing.

Dan! cried Kate, as she went to him with extended arms.

He stopped her with a gesture, his eyes upon Haines, who had moved away.

Watch him, Bart, said Dan.

The black wolf ran to Haines and crouched snarling at his feet. The outlaw restored his revolver to his holster and stood with his arms folded, his back turned. Dan looked to Kate. At the meeting of their eyes she shrank a little. She had expected a difficult task in persuading him, but not this hard aloofness. She felt suddenly as if she were a stranger to him.

How do you come here — with him?

He is my friend!

You sure pick a queer place to go walkin with him.

Hush, Dan! He brought me here to find you!

He brought you here?

Dont you understand?

When I want a friend like him, Ill go huntin for him myself; an Ill pack a gun with me!

That flickering yellow light played behind Dans eyes.

I looked into his face — an he stared the other way.

She made a little imploring gesture, but his hand remained on his hips, and there was no softening of his voice.

What fetched you here?

Every word was like a hand that pushed her farther away.

Are you dumb, Kate? What fetched you here?

I have come to bring you home, Dan.

Im home now.

What do you mean?

Theres the roof of my house, he jerked his hand towards the sky, the mountain passes are my doors — an the earth is my floor.

No! No! We are waiting for you at the ranch.

He shrugged his shoulders.

Dan, this wild trail has no end.

Maybe, but I know that feller can show me the way to Jim Silent, an now—

He turned towards Haines as he spoke, but here a low, venomous snarl from Black Bart checked his words. Kate saw him stiffen — his lips parted to a faint smile — his head tilted back a little as if he listened intently, though she could hear nothing. She was not a yard from him, and yet she felt a thousand miles away. His head turned full upon her, and she would never forget the yellow light of his eyes.

Dan! she cried, but her voice was no louder than a whisper.

Delilah! he said, and leaped back into the shade of the willows.

Even as he sprang she saw the flash of the moonlight on his drawn revolver, and fire spat from it twice, answered by a yell of pain, the clang of a bullet on metal, and half a dozen shots from the woods behind her.

That word Delilah! rang in her brain to the exclusion of all the world. Vaguely she heard voices shouting — she turned a little and saw Haines facing her with his revolver in his hand, but prevented from moving by the wolf who crouched snarling at his feet. The order of his master kept him there even after that master was gone. Now men ran out into the clearing. A keen whistle sounded far off among the willows, and the wolf leaped away from his prisoner and into the shadows on the trail of Dan.

* * * * *

Tex Calder prided himself on being a light sleeper. Years spent in constant danger enabled him to keep his sense of hearing alert even when he slept. He had never been surprised. It was his boast that he never would be. Therefore when a hand dropped lightly on his shoulder he started erect from his blankets with a curse and grasped his revolver. A strong grip on his wrist paralysed his fingers. Whistling Dan leaned above him.

Wake up, said the latter.

What the devil— breathed the marshal. You travel like a cloud shadow, Dan. You make no sound.

Wake up and talk to me.

Im awake all right. Whats happened?

There was a moment of silence while Dan seemed to be trying for speech.

Black Bart, at the other side of the clearing, pointed his nose at the yellow moon and wailed. He was very close, but the sound was so controlled that it seemed to come at a great distance from some wild spirit wandering between earth and heaven.

Instead of speaking Dan jumped to his feet and commenced pacing up and down, up and down, a rapid, tireless stride; at his heels the wolf slunk, with lowered head and tail. The strange fellow was in some great trouble, Calder could see, and it stirred him mightily to know that the wild man had turned to him for help. Yet he would ask no questions.

When in doubt the cattleman rolls a cigarette, and that was what Calder did. He smoked and waited. At last the inevitable came.

How old are you, Tex?

Forty-four.

Thats a good deal. You ought to know something.

Maybe.

About women?

Ah! said Calder.

Bronchos is cut out chiefly after one pattern, went on Dan.

Theys chiefly jest meanness. Are women the same — jest cut after one pattern?

What pattern, Dan?

The pattern of Delilah! They aint no trust to be put in em?

A good many of us have found that out.

I thought one woman was different from the rest.

We all think that. Woman in particular is divine; woman in general is — hell!

Ay, but this one— He stopped and set his teeth.

What has she done?

She— he hesitated, and when he spoke again his voice did not tremble; there was a deep hurt and wonder in it: She double-crossed me!

When? Do you mean to say youve met a woman tonight out here among the willows? — Where — how—

Tex — !

Ay, Dan.

Its — its hell!

It is now. But youll forget her! The mountains, the desert, and above all, time — theyll cure you, my boy.

Not in a whole century, Tex.

Calder waited curiously for the explanation. It came.

Jest to think of her is like hearing music. Oh, God, Tex, what cn I do to fight agin this here cold feelin at my heart?

Dan slipped down beside the marshal and the latter dropped a sympathetic hand over the lean, brown fingers. They returned the pressure with a bone- crushing grip.

Fight, Dan! It will make you forget her.

Her skin is softern satin, Tex.

Ay, but youll never touch it again, Dan.

Her eyes are deepern a pool at night an her hair is all gold like ripe corn.

Youll never look into her eyes again, Dan, and youll never touch the gold of that hair.

God!

The word was hardly more than a whisper, but it brought Black Bart leaping to his feet.

Dan spoke again: Tex, Im thankin you for listenin to me; I wanted to talk. Bein silent was burnin me up. Theres one thing more.

Fire it out, lad.

This evenin I told you I hated no man but Jim Silent.

Yes.

An now theys another of his gang. Sometime — when shes standin by — Im goin to take him by the throat till he dont breathe no more. Then Ill throw him down in front of her an ask her if she cn kiss the life back into his lips!

Calder was actually shaking with excitement, but he was wise enough not to speak.

Tex!

Ay, lad.

But when Ive choked his damned life away—

Yes?

Ay, lad.

Therell be five more that seen her shamin me. Tex — all hell is bustin loose inside me!

For a moment Calder watched, but that stare of cold hate mastered him. He turned his head.


15. THE CROSSROADS
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AS BLACK BART raced away in answer to Dans whistle, Kate recovered herself from the daze in which she stood and with a sob ran towards the willows, calling the name of Dan, but Silent sprang after her, and caught her by the arm. She cried out and struggled vainly in his grip.

Dont follow him, boys! called Silent. Hes a dog that can bite while he runs. Stand quiet, girl!

Lee Haines caught him by the shoulder and jerked Silent around. His hand held the butt of his revolver, and his whole arm trembled with eagerness for the draw.

Take your hand from her, Jim! he said.

Silent met his eye with the same glare and while his left hand still held Kate by both her wrists his right dropped to his gun.

Not when you tell me, Lee!

Damn you, I say let her go!

By God, Haines, I stand for too much from you!

And still they did not draw, because each of them knew that if the crisis came it would mean death to them both. Bill Kilduff jumped between them and thrust them back.

He cried, Aint we got enough trouble without roundin up work at home? Terry Jordan is shot through the arm.

Kate tugged at the restraining hand of Silent, not in an attempt to escape, but in order to get closer to Haines.

Was this your friendship? she said, her voice shaking with hate and sorrow, to bring me here as a lure for Whistling Dan? Listen to me, all of you! Hes escaped you now, and hell come again. Remember him, for he shant forget you!

You hear her? said Silent to Haines.

Is this what you want me to turn loose?

Silent, said Haines, it isnt the girl alone youve double crossed. Youve crooked me, and youll pay me for it sooner or later!

Day or night, winter or summer, Im willing to meet you an fight it out. Rhinehart and Purvis, take this girl back to the clearing!

They approached, Purvis still staring at the hand from which only a moment before his gun had been knocked by the shot of Whistling Dan. It was a thing which he could not understand — he had not yet lost a most uncomfortable sense of awe. Haines made no objection when they went off, with Kate walking between them. He knew, now that his blind anger had left him, that it was folly to draw on a fight while the rest of Silents men stood around them.

An the rest of you go back to the clearin. I got somethin to talk over with Lee, said Silent.

The others obeyed without question, and the leader turned back to his lieutenant. For a moment longer they remained staring at each other. Then Silent moved slowly forward with outstretched hand.

Lee, he said quietly, Im owin you an apology an Im man enough to make it.

I cant take your hand, Jim.

Silent hesitated.

I guess you got cause to be mad, Lee, he said. Maybe I played too quick a hand. I didnt think about double crossin you. I only seen a way to get Whistlin Dan out of our path, an I took it without rememberin that you was the safeguard to the girl.

Haines eyed his chief narrowly.

I wish to God I could read your mind, he said at last, but Ill take your word that you did it without thinking.

His hand slowly met Silents.

An what about the girl now, Lee?

Ill send her back to her fathers ranch. It will be easy to put her on the right way.

Dont you see no reason why you cant do that?

Are you playing with me?

Im talkin to you as Id talk to myself. If shes loose shell describe us all an set the whole range on our trail.

Haines stared.

Silent went on: If we cant turn her loose, theys only one thing left — an thats to take her with us wherever we go.

On your honour, do you see no other way out?

Do you?

She may promise not to speak of it.

There aint no way of changin the spots of a leopard, Lee, an there aint no way of keepin a womans tongue still.

How can we take a girl with us.

It aint goin to be for long. After we pull the job that comes on the eighteenth, well blow farther south an then well let her go.

And no harm will come to her while shes with us?

Heres my hand on it, Lee.

How can she ride with us?

She wont go as a woman. Ive thought of that. I brought out a new outfit for Purvis from Elkhead — trousers, chaps, shirts, an all. Hes small. Theyll near fit the girl.

There isnt any other way, Jim?

I leave it to you. God knows I dont want to drag any damn calico aroun with us.

As they went back towards their clearing they arranged the details. Silent would take the men aside and explain his purpose to them. Haines could inform the girl of what she must do. Just before they reached the camp Silent stopped short and took Haines by the shoulder.

Theys one thing I cant make out, Lee, an thats how Whistlin Dan made his getaway. Id of bet a thousand bones that he would be dropped before he could touch his shootin irons. An then what happened? Hal Purvis jest flashed a gun — and that feller shot it outn his hand. I never seen a draw like that. His hand jest seemed to twitch — I couldnt follow the move he made — an the next second his gun went off.

He stared at Lee with a sort of fascinated horror.

Silent, said Haines, can you explain how the lightning comes down out of the sky?

Of course not.

Then dont ask me to explain how Whistling Dan made his getaway. One minute I heard him talkin with the girl. The next second there was two shots and when I whirled he was gone. But hell come back, Jim. Were not through with him. He slipped away from you and your men like water out of a sieve, but we wont slip away from him the same way.

Silent stared on again with bowed head.

He liked the girl, Lee?

Any one could see that.

Then while shes with us hell go pretty slow. Lee, thats another reason why shes got to stay with us. My frien, its time we was moving out from the willows. The next time he comes up with us he wont be numb in the head. Hell be thinkin fast an hell be shootin a damn sight faster. We got two jobs ahead of us — first to get that Wells Fargo shipment, and then to get Whistling Dan. There aint room enough in the whole world for him and me.


16. THE THREE OF US
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IN THE CLEARING of Whistling Dan and Tex Calder the marshal had turned into his blankets once more. There was no thought of sleep in Dans mind. When the heavy breathing of the sleeper began he rose and commenced to pace up and down on the farther side of the open space. Two pairs of glowing eyes followed him in every move. Black Bart, who trailed him up and down during the first few turns he made, now sat down and watched his master with a wistful gaze. The black stallion, who lay more like a dog than a horse on the ground, kept his ears pricked forwards, as if expecting some order. Once or twice he whinnied very softly, and finally Dan sat down beside Satan, his shoulders leaned against the satiny side and his arms flung out along the stallions back. Several times he felt hot breath against his cheek as the horse turned a curious head towards him, but he paid no attention, even when the stallion whinnied a question in his ear. In his heart was a numb, strange feeling which made him weak. He was even blind to the fact that Black Bart at last slipped into the shadows of the willows.

Presently something cold touched his chin. He found himself staring into the yellow-green eyes of Black Bart, who panted from his run, and now dropped from his mouth something which fell into Dans lap. It was the glove of Kate Cumberland. In the grasp of his long nervous fingers, how small it was! And yet the hand which had wrinkled the leather was strong enough to hold the heart of a man. He slipped and caught the shaggy black head of Bart between his hands. The wolf knew — in some mysterious way he knew!

The touch of sympathy unnerved him. All his sorrow and his weakness burst on his soul in a single wave. A big tear struck the shining nose of the wolf.

Bart! he whispered. Did you figger on plumb bustin my heart, pal?

To avoid those large melancholy eyes, Bart pressed his head inside of his masters arms.

Delilah! whispered Dan.

After that not a sound came from the three, the horse, the dog, or the man. Black Bart curled up at the feet of his master and seemed to sleep, but every now and then an ear raised or an eye twitched open. He was on guard against a danger which he did not understand. The horse, also, with a high head scanned the circling willows, alert; but the man for whom the stallion and the wolf watched gave no heed to either. There was a vacant and dreamy expression in his eye as if he was searching his own inner heart and found there the greatest enemy of all. All night they sat in this manner, silent, moveless; the animals watching against the world, the man watching against himself. Before dawn he roused himself suddenly, crossed to the sleeping marshal, and touched him on the arm.

Its time we hit the trail, he said, as Calder sat up in the blanket.

Whats happened? Isnt it our job to comb the willows?

Silent aint in the willows.

Calder started to his feet.

How do you know?

They aint close to us, thats all I know.

Tex smiled incredulously.

I suppose, he said good humouredly, that your instinct brought you this message?

Instinct? repeated Dan blankly, I dunno.

Calder grew serious.

Well take a chance that you may be right. At least we can ride down the river bank and see if there are any fresh tracks in the sand. If Silent started this morning I have an idea hell head across the river and line out for the railroad.

In twenty minutes their breakfast was eaten and they were in the saddle. The sun had not yet risen when they came out of the willows to the broad shallow basin of the river. In spring, when the snow of the mountains melted, that river filled from bank to bank with a yellow torrent; at the dry season of the year it was a dirty little creek meandering through the sands. Down the bank they rode at a sharp trot for a mile and a half until Black Bart, who scouted ahead of them at his gliding wolf-trot, came to an abrupt stop. Dan spoke to Satan and the stallion broke into a swift gallop which left the pony of Tex Calder labouring in the rear. When they drew rein beside the wolf, they found seven distinct tracks of horses which went down the bank of the river and crossed the basin. Calder turned with a wide-eyed amazement to Dan.

Youre right again, he said, not without a touch of vexation in his voice; but the dog stopped at these tracks. How does he know we are hunting for Silents crew?

I dunno, said Dan, maybe he jest suspects.

They cant have a long start of us, said Calder. Lets hit the trail. Well get them before night.

No, said Dan, we wont.

Why wont we?

Ive seen Silents hoss, and Ive ridden him. If the rest of his gang have the same kind of hoss flesh, you cn never catch him with that cayuse of yours.

Maybe not today, said Calder, but in two days well run him down. Seven horses cant travel as two in a long chase.

They started out across the basin, keeping to the tracks of Silents horses. It was the marshals idea that the outlaws would head on a fairly straight line for the railroad and accordingly when they lost the track of the seven horses they kept to this direction. Twice during the day they verified their course by information received once from a range rider and once from a man in a dusty buck-board. Both of these had sighted the fast travelling band, but each had seen it pass an hour or two before Calder and Dan arrived. Such tidings encouraged the marshal to keep his horse at an increasing speed; but in the middle of the afternoon, though black Satan showed little or no signs of fatigue, the cattle-pony was nearly blown and they were forced to reduce their pace to the ordinary dog-trot.


17. THE PANTHERS PAW
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EVENING CAME AND still they had not sighted the outlaws. As dark fell they drew near a house snuggled away among a group of cottonwoods. Here they determined to spend the night, for Calders pony was now almost exhausted. A man of fifty came from the house in answer to their call and showed them the way to the horse-shed. While they unsaddled their horses he told them his name was Sam Daniels, yet he evinced no curiosity as to the identity of his guests, and they volunteered no information. His eyes lingered long and fondly over the exquisite lines of Satan. From behind, from the side, and in front, he viewed the stallion while Dan rubbed down the legs of his mount with a care which was most foreign to the ranges. Finally the cattleman reached out a hand toward the smoothly muscled shoulders.

It was Calder who stood nearest and he managed to strike up Danielss extended arm and jerk him back from the region of danger.

Whatn hell is that for? exclaimed Daniels.

That horse is called Satan, said Calder, and when any one save his owner touches him he lives up to his name and raises hell.

Before Daniels could answer, the light of his lantern fell upon Black Bart, hitherto half hidden by the deepening shadows of the night, but standing now at the entrance of the shed. The cattlemans teeth clicked together and he slapped his hand against his thigh in a reach for the gun which was not there.

Look behind you, he said to Calder. A wolf!

He made a grab for the marshals gun, but the latter forestalled him.

Go easy, partner, he said, grinning, thats only the running mate of the horse. Hes not a wolf, at least not according to his owner — and as for being wild — look at that!

Bart had stalked calmly into the shed and now lay curled up exactly beneath the feet of the stallion.

The two guests received a warmer welcome from Sam Daniels wife when they reached the house. Their son, Buck, had been expected home for supper, but it was too late for them to delay the meal longer. Accordingly they sat down at once and the dinner was nearly over when Buck, having announced himself with a whoop as he rode up, entered, banging the door loudly behind him. He greeted the strangers with a careless wave of the hand and sat down at the table. His mother placed food silently before him. No explanations of his tardiness were asked and none were offered. The attitude of his father indicated clearly that the boy represented the earning power of the family. He was a big fellow with broad, thick wrists, and a straight black eye. When he had eaten, he broke into breezy conversation, and especially of a vicious mustang he had ridden on a bet the day before.

Speakin of hosses, Buck, said his father, theys a black out in the shed right now thatd make your eyes jest nacherally pop outn their sockets. No moren fifteen hands, but a reglar picture. Must be greased lightnin.

Ive heard talk of these streaks of greased lightnin, said Buck, with a touch of scorn, but Ill stack old Mike agin the best of them.

An theres a dog along with the hoss — a dog thats the nearest to a wolf of any I ever seen.

There was a sudden change in Buck — a change to be sensed rather than definitely noted with the eye. It was a stiffening of his body — an alertness of which he was at pains to make no show. For almost immediately he began to whistle softly, idly, his eyes roving carelessly across the wall while he tilted back in his chair. Dan dropped his hand close to the butt of his gun. Instantly, the eyes of Buck flashed down and centered on Dan for an instant of keen scrutiny. Certainly Buck had connected that mention of the black horse and the wolf-dog with a disturbing idea.

When they went to their room — a room in which there was no bed and they had to roll down their blankets on the floor — Dan opened the window and commenced to whistle one of his own wild tunes. It seemed to Calder that there was a break in that music here and there, and a few notes grouped together like a call. In a moment a shadowy figure leaped through the window, and Black Bart landed on the floor with soft padding feet.

Recovering from his start Calder cursed softly.

Whats the main idea? he asked.

Dan made a signal for a lower tone.

There aint no idea, he answered, but these Daniels people — do you know anything about them?

No. Why?

They interest me, thats all.

Anything wrong?

I guess not.

Why did you whistle for this infernal wolf? It makes me nervous to have him around. Get out, Bart.

The wolf turned a languid eye upon the marshal.

Let him be, said Dan. I dont feel no ways nacheral without havin Bart around.

The marshal made no farther objections, and having rolled himself in his blankets was almost immediately asleep and breathing heavily. The moment Dan heard his companion draw breath with a telltale regularity, he sat up again in his blankets. Bart was instantly at his side. He patted the shaggy head lightly, and pointed towards the door.

Guard! he whispered.

Then he lay down and was immediately asleep. Bart crouched at his feet with his head pointed directly at the door.

In other rooms there was the sound of the Daniels family going to bed — noises distinctly heard throughout the flimsy frame of the house. After that a deep silence fell which lasted many hours, but in that darkest moment which just precedes the dawn, a light creaking came up the hall. It was very faint and it occurred only at long intervals, but at the first sound Black Bart raised his head from his paws and stared at the door with those glowing eyes which see in the dark.

Now another sound came, still soft, regular. There was a movement of the door. In the pitch dark a man could never have noticed it, but it was plainly visible to the wolf. Still more visible, when the door finally stood wide, was the form of the man who stood in the opening. In one hand he carried a lantern thoroughly hooded, but not so well wrapped that it kept back a single ray which flashed on a revolver. The intruder made a step forward, a step as light as the fall of feathers, but it was not half so stealthy as the movement of Black Bart as he slunk towards the door. He had been warned to watch that door, but it did not need a warning to tell him that a danger was approaching the sleeping master. In the crouched form of the man, in the cautious step, he recognized the unmistakable stalking of one who hunts. Another soft step the man made forward.

Then, with appalling suddenness, a blacker shadow shot up from the deep night of the floor, and white teeth gleamed before the strangers face. He threw up his hand to save his throat. The teeth sank into his arm — a driving weight hurled him against the wall and then to the floor — the revolver and the lantern dropped clattering, and the latter, rolling from its wrapping, flooded the room with light. But neither man nor wolf uttered a sound.

Calder was standing, gun in hand, but too bewildered to act, while Dan, as if he were playing a part long rehearsed, stood covering the fallen form of Buck Daniels.

Stand back from him, Bart! he commanded.

The wolf slipped off a pace, whining with horrible eagerness, for he had tasted blood. Far away a shout came from Sam Daniels. Dan lowered his gun.

Stand up, he ordered.

The big fellow picked himself up and stood against the wall with the blood streaming down his right arm. Still he said nothing and his keen eyes darted from Calder to Whistling Dan.

Give me a strip of that old shirt over there, will you, Tex? said Dan, an keep him covered while I tie up his arm.

Before Calder could move, old Daniels appeared at the door, a heavy Colt in his hand. For a moment he stood dumbfounded, but then, with a cry, jerked up his gun — a quick movement, but a fraction of a second too slow, for the hand of Dan darted out and his knuckles struck the wrist of the old cattleman. The Colt rattled on the floor. He lunged after his weapon, but the voice of Buck stopped him short.

The games up, Dad, he growled, that older feller is Tex Calder.

The name, like a blow in the face, straightened old Daniels and left him white and blinking. Whistling Dan turned his back on the father and deftly bound up the lacerated arm of Buck.

In the name o God, Buck, moaned Sam, what you been tryin to do in here?

What youd do if you had the guts for it. Thats Tex Calder an this is Dan Barry. Theyre on the trail of big Jim. I wanted to put em off that trail.

Look here, said Calder, howd you know us?

Ive said my little say, said Buck sullenly, an youll get no more out of me between here an any hell you can take me to.

He knew us when his father talked about Satan an Black Bart, said Dan to Tex. Maybe hes one of Silents.

Buck, for Gods sake tell em you know nothin of Silent, cried old Daniels. Boy, boy, its hangin for you if they get you to Elkhead an charge you with that!

Dad, youre a fool, said Buck. I aint goin down on my knees to em. Not me.

Calder, still keeping Buck covered with his gun, drew Dan a little to one side.

What can we do with this fellow, Dan? he said. Shall we give up the trail and take him over to Elkhead?

An break the heart of the ol man?

Buck is one of the gang, thats certain.

Get Silent an there wont be no gang left.

But we caught this in red blood—

He aint very old, Tex. Maybe he could change. I think he aint been playin Silents game any too long.

We cant let him go. It isnt in reason to do that.

I aint thinkin of reason. Im thinkin of old Sam an his wife.

And if we turn him loose?

Hell be your man till he dies.

Calder scowled.

The whole range is filled with these silent partners of the outlaws — but maybe youre right, Dan. Look at them now!

The father was standing close to his son and pouring out a torrent of appeal — evidently begging him in a low voice to disavow any knowledge of Silent and his crew, but Buck shook his head sullenly. He had given up hope. Calder approached them.

Buck, he said, I suppose you know that you could be hung for what youve tried to do tonight. If the law wouldnt hang you a lynching party would. No jail would be strong enough to keep them away from you.

Buck was silent, dogged.

But suppose we were to let you go scot free?

Buck started. A great flush covered his face.

Im taking the advice of Dan Barry in doing this, said Calder. Barry thinks you could go straight. Tell me man to man, if I give you the chance will you break loose from Silent and his gang?

A moment before, Buck had been steeled for the worst, but this sudden change loosened all the bonds of his pride. He stammered and choked. Calder turned abruptly away.

Dan, he said, heres the dawn, and its time for us to hit the trail.

They rolled their blankets hastily and broke away from the gratitude which poured like water from the heart of old Sam. They were in their saddles when Buck came beside Dan. His pride, his shame, and his gratitude broke his voice.

I aint much on words, he said, but its you Im thankin!

His hand reached up hesitatingly, and Dan caught it in a firm grip.

Why, he said gently, even Satan here stumbles now an then, but that aint no reason I should get rid of him. Good luck — partner!

He shook the reins and the stallion leaped off after Calders trotting pony. Buck Daniels stood motionless looking after them, and his eyes were very dim.

For an hour Dan and Tex were on the road before the sun looked over the hills. Calder halted his horse to watch.

Dan, he said at last, I used to think there were only two ways of handling men — one with the velvet touch and one with the touch of steel. Mine has been the way of steel, but I begin to see theres a third possibility — the touch of the panthers paw — the velvet with the steel claws hid beneath. Thats your way, and I wonder if it isnt the best. I think Buck Daniels would be glad to die for you!

He turned directly to Dan.

But all this is aside from the point, which is that the whole country is full of these silent partners of the outlaws. The law plays a lone hand in the mountain-desert.

Youve played the lone hand and won twenty times, said Dan.

Ay, but the twenty-first time I may fail. The difference between success and failure in this country is just the length of time it takes to pull a trigger — and Silent is fast with a gun. Hes the root of the outlaw power. We may kill a hundred men, but till hes gone weve only mowed the weeds, not pulled them. But whats the use of talking? One second will tell the tale when I stand face to face with Jim Silent and we go for our six-guns. And somewhere between that rising sun and those mountains Ill find Jim Silent and the end of things for one of us.

He started his cattle-pony into a sudden gallop, and they drove on into the bright morning.


18. CAIN
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HARDLY A SCORE of miles away, Jim Silent and his six companions topped a hill. He raised his hand and the others drew rein beside him. Kate Cumberland shifted her weight a little to one side of the saddle to rest and looked down from the crest on the sweep of country below. A mile away the railroad made a streak of silver light across the brown range and directly before them stood the squat station-house with red-tiled roof. Just before the house, a slightly broader streak of that gleaming light showed the position of the siding rails. She turned her head towards the outlaws. They were listening to the final directions of their chief, and the darkly intent faces told their own story. She knew, from what she had gathered of their casual hints, that this was to be the scene of the train hold-up.

It seemed impossible that this little group of men could hold the great fabric of a train with all its scores of passengers at their mercy. In spite of herself, half her heart wished them success. There was Terry Jordan forgetful of the wound in his arm; Shorty Rhinehart, his saturnine face longer and more calamitous than ever; Hal Purvis, grinning and nodding his head; Bill Kilduff with his heavy jaw set like a bull dogs; Lee Haines, with a lock of tawny hair blowing over his forehead, smiling faintly as he listened to Silent as if he heard a girl tell a story of love; and finally Jim Silent himself, huge, solemn, confident. She began to feel that these six men were worth six hundred.

She hated them for some reasons; she feared them for others; but the brave blood of Joe Cumberland was thick in her and she loved the danger of the coming moment. Their plans were finally agreed upon, their masks arranged, and after Haines had tied a similar visor over Kates face, they started down the hill at a swinging gallop.

In front of the house of the station-agent they drew up, and while the others were at their horses, Lee Haines dismounted and rapped loudly at the door. It was opened by a grey-bearded man smoking a pipe. Haines covered him. He tossed up his hands and the pipe dropped from his mouth.

Whos in the house here with you? asked Haines.

Not a soul! stammered the man. If youre lookin for money you cn run through the house. You wont find a thing worth takin.

I dont want money. I want you, said Haines; and immediately explained, youre perfectly safe. All you have to do is to be obliging. As for the money, you just throw open that switch and flag the train when she rolls along in a few moments. Well take care of the rest. You dont have to keep your hands up.

The hands came down slowly. For a brief instant the agent surveyed Haines and the group of masked men who sat their horses a few paces away, and then without a word he picked up his flag from behind the door and walked out of the house. Throughout the affair he never uttered a syllable. Haines walked up to the head of the siding with him while he opened the switch and accompanied him back to the point opposite the station-house to see that he gave the stop signal correctly. In the meantime two of the other outlaws entered the little station, bound the telegrapher hand and foot, and shattered his instrument. That would prevent the sending of any call for help after the hold-up. Purvis and Jordan (since Terry could shoot with his left hand in case of need) went to the other side of the track and lay down against the grade. It was their business to open fire on the tops of the windows as the train drew to a stop. That would keep the passengers inside. The other four were distributed along the side nearest to the station-house. Shorty Rhinehart and Bill Kilduff were to see that no passengers broke out from the train and attempted a flank attack. Haines would attend to having the fire box of the engine flooded. For the cracking of the safe, Silent carried the stick of dynamite.

Now the long wait began. There is a dreamlike quality about bright mornings in the open country, and everything seemed unreal to Kate. It was impossible that tragedy should come on such a day. The moments stole on. She saw Silent glance twice at his watch and scowl. Evidently the train was late and possibly they would give up the attempt. Then a light humming caught her ear.

She held her breath and listened again. It was unmistakable — a slight thing — a tremor to be felt rather than heard. She saw Haines peering under shaded eyes far down the track, and following the direction of his gaze she saw a tiny spot of haze on the horizon. The tiny puff of smoke developed to a deeper, louder note. The station-agent took his place on the track.

Now the train bulked big, the engine wavering slightly to the unevenness of the road bed. The flag of the station-agent moved. Kate closed her eyes and set her teeth. There was a rumbling and puffing and a mighty grinding — a shout somewhere — the rattle of a score of pistol shots — she opened her eyes to see the train rolling to a stop on the siding directly before her.

Kilduff and Shorty Rhinehart, crouching against the grade, were splintering the windows one by one with nicely placed shots. The baggage-cars were farther up the siding than Silent calculated. He and Haines now ran towards the head of the train.

The fireman and engineer jumped from their cab, holding their arms stiffly above their heads; and Haines approached with poised revolver to make them flood the fire box. In this way the train would be delayed for some time and before it could send out the alarm the bandits would be far from pursuit. Haines had already reached the locomotive and Silent was running towards the first baggage-car when the door of that car slid open and at the entrance appeared two men with rifles at their shoulders. As they opened fire Silent pitched to the ground. Kate set her teeth and forced her eyes to stay open.

Even as the outlaw fell his revolver spoke and one of the men threw up his hands with a yell and pitched out of the open door. His companion still kept his post, pumping shots at the prone figure. Twice more the muzzle of Silents gun jerked up and the second man crumpled on the floor of the car.

A great hissing and a jetting cloud of steam announced that Haines had succeeded in flooding the fire box. Silent climbed into the first baggage-car, stepping, as he did so, on the limp body of the Wells Fargo agent, who lay on the road bed. A moment later he flung out the body of the second messenger. The man flopped on the ground heavily, face downwards, and then — greatest horror of all! — dragged himself to his hands and knees and began to crawl laboriously. Kate ran and dropped to her knees beside him.

Are you hurt badly? she pleaded. Where? Where?

He sagged to the ground and lay on his left side, breathing heavily.

Where is the wound? she repeated.

He attempted to speak, but only a bloody froth came to his lips. That was sufficient to tell her that he had been shot through the lungs.

She tore open his shirt and found two purple spots high on the chest, one to the right, and one to the left. From that on the left ran a tiny trickle of blood, but that on the right was only a small puncture in the midst of a bruise. He was far past all help.

Speak to me! she pleaded.

His eyes rolled and then checked on her face.

Done for, he said in a horrible whisper, that devil done me. Kid — cut out — this life. Ive played this game — myself — an now — Im goin — to hell for it!

A great convulsion twisted his face.

What can I do? cried Kate.

Tell the world — I died — game!

His body writhed, and in the last agony his hand closed hard over hers. It was like a silent farewell, that strong clasp.

A great hand caught her by the shoulder and jerked her to her feet.

The charge is goin off! Jump for it! shouted Silent in her ear.

She sprang up and at the same time there was a great boom from within the car. The side bulged out — a section of the top lifted and fell back with a crash — and Silent ran back into the smoke. Haines, Purvis, and Kilduff were instantly at the car, taking the ponderous little canvas sacks of coin as their chief handed them out.

Within two minutes after the explosion ten small sacks were deposited in the saddlebags on the horses which stood before the station-house. Silents whistle called in Terry Jordan and Shorty Rhinehart — a sharp order forced Kate to climb into her saddle — and the train robbers struck up the hillside at a racing pace. A confused shouting rose behind them. Rifles commenced to crack where some of the passengers had taken up the weapons of the dead guards, but the bullets flew wide, and the little troop was soon safely out of range.

On the other side of the hill-top they changed their course to the right. For half an hour the killing pace continued, and then, as there was not a sign of immediate chase, the long riders drew down to a soberer pace. Silent called: Keep bunched behind me. Were headed for the old Salton place — an a long rest.


19. REAL MEN
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SOME PEOPLE POINTED out that Sheriff Gus Morris had never made a single important arrest in the ten years during which he had held office, and there were a few slanderers who spoke insinuatingly of the manner in which the long riders flourished in Morriss domain. These knockers, however, were voted down by the vast majority, who swore that the sheriff was the finest fellow who ever threw leg over saddle. They liked him for his inexhaustible good-nature, the mellow baritone in which he sang the range songs at any ones request, and perhaps more than all, for the very laxness with which he conducted his work. They had had enough of the old school of sheriffs who lived a few months gun in hand and died fighting from the saddle. The office had never seemed desirable until Gus Morris ran for it and smiled his way to a triumphant election.

Before his career as an office-holder began, he ran a combined general merchandise store, saloon, and hotel. That is to say, he ran the hostelry in name. The real executive head, general manager, clerk, bookkeeper, and cook, and sometimes even bartender was his daughter, Jacqueline. She found the place only a saloon, and a poorly patronized one at that. Her unaided energy gradually made it into a hotel, restaurant, and store. Even while her father was in office he spent most of his time around the hotel; but no matter how important he might be elsewhere, in his own house he had no voice. There the only law was the will of Jacqueline.

Out of the stable behind this hostelry Dan and Tex Calder walked on the evening of the train robbery. They had reached the place of the hold-up a full two hours after Silents crew departed; and the fireman and engineer had been working frantically during the interim to clean out the soaked fire box and get up steam again. Tex looked at the two dead bodies, spoke to the conductor, and then cut short the voluble explanations of a score of passengers by turning his horse and riding away, followed by Dan. All that day he was gloomily silent. It was a shrewd blow at his reputation, for the outlaws had actually carried out the robbery while he was on their trail. Not till they came out of the horse- shed after stabling their horses did he speak freely.

Dan, he said, do you know anything about Sheriff Gus Morris?

No

Then listen to this and salt every word away. Im an officer of the law, but I wont tell that to Morris. I hope he doesnt know me. If he does it will spoil our game. I am almost certain he is playing a close hand with the long riders. Ill wager hed rather see a stick of dynamite than a marshal. Remember when we get in that place that were not after Jim Silent or any one else. Were simply traveling cowboys. No questions. I expect to learn something about the location of Silents gang while were here, but well never find out except by hints and chance remarks. We have to watch Morris like hawks. If he suspects us hell find a way to let Silent know were here and then the hunters will be hunted.

In the house they found a dozen cattlemen sitting down at the table in the dining-room. As they entered the room the sheriff, who sat at the head of the table, waved his hand to them.

Hware ye, boys? he called. Youll find a couple of chairs right in the next room. Got two extra plates, Jac?

As Dan followed Tex after the chairs he noticed the sheriff beckon to one of the men who sat near him. As they returned with the chairs someone was leaving the room by another door.

Tex, he said, as they sat down side by side, when we left the dining- room for the chairs, the sheriff spoke to one of the boys and as we came back one of them was leavin through another door. Dyou think Morris knew you when you came in?

Calder frowned thoughtfully and then shook his head.

No, he said in a low voice. I watched him like a hawk when we entered. He didnt bat an eye when he saw me. If he recognized me hes the greatest actor in the world, bar none! No, Dan, he doesnt know us from Adam and Abel.

All right, said Dan, but I dont like somethin about this place — maybe its the smell of the air. Tex, take my advice an keep your gun ready for the fastest draw you ever made.

Dont worry about me, smiled Calder. How about yourself?

Hello, broke in Jacqueline from the end of the table. Look who weve picked in the draw!

Her voice was musical, but her accent and manner were those of a girl who has lived all her life among men and has caught their ways — with an exaggeration of that self-confidence which a woman always feels among Western men. Her blue eyes were upon Dan.

Aint you a long ways from home? she went on.

The rest of the table, perceiving the drift of her badgering, broke into a rumbling bass chuckle.

Quite a ways, said Dan, and his wide brown eyes looked seriously back at her.

A yell of delight came from the men at this naive rejoinder. Dan looked about him with a sort of childish wonder. Calders anxious whisper came at his side: Dont let them get you mad, Dan! Jacqueline, having scored so heavily with her first shot, was by no means willing to give up her sport.

With them big eyes, for a starter, she said, all you need is long hair to be perfect. Do your folks generally let you run around like this?

Every man canted his ear to get the answer and already they were grinning expectantly.

I dont go out much, returned the soft voice of Dan, an when I do, I go with my friend, here. He takes care of me.

Another thunder of laughter broke out. Jacqueline had apparently uncovered a tenderfoot, and a rare one even for that absurd species. A sandy- haired cattle puncher who sat close to Jacqueline now took the cue from the mistress of the house.

Aint you a bit scared when you get around among real men? he asked, leering up the table towards Dan.

The latter smiled gently upon him.

I reckon maybe I am, he said amiably.

Then you must be shakin in your boots right now, said the other over the sound of the laughter.

No, said Dan, I feel sort of comfortable.

The other replied with a frown that would have intimidated a balky horse.

What dyou mean? Aint you jest said men made you sort of — nervous?

He imitated the soft drawl of Dan with his last words and raised another yell of delight from the crowd. Whistling Dan turned his gentle eyes upon Jacqueline.

Pardon me, maam, he began.

An instant hush fell on the men. They would not miss one syllable of the delightful remarks of this rarest of all tenderfoots, and the prelude of this coming utterance promised something that would eclipse all that had gone before.

Talk right out, Brown-eyes, said Jacqueline, wiping the tears of delight from her eyes. Talk right out as if you was a man. I wont hurt you.

I jest wanted to ask, said Dan, if these are real men?

The ready laughter started, checked, and died suddenly away. The cattlemen looked at each other in puzzled surprise.

Dont they look like it to you, honey? asked Jacqueline curiously.

Dan allowed his eyes to pass lingeringly around the table from face to face.

I dunno, he said at last, they look sort of queer to me.

For Gods sake cut this short, Dan, pleaded Tex Calder in an undertone. Let them have all the rope they want. Dont trip up our party before we get started.

Queer? echoed Jacqueline, and there was a deep murmur from the men.

Sure, said Dan, smiling upon her again, they all wear their guns so awful high.

Out of the dead silence broke the roar of the sandy-haired man: Whatn hell dyou mean by that?

Dan leaned forward on one elbow, his right hand free and resting on the edge of the table, but still his smile was almost a caress.

Why, he said, maybe you cn explain it to me. Seems to me that all these guns is wore so high theys more for ornament than use.

You damned pup— began Sandy.

He stopped short and stared with a peculiar fascination at Dan, who started to speak again. His voice had changed — not greatly, for its pitch was the same and the drawl was the same — but there was a purr in it that made every man stiffen in his chair and make sure that his right hand was free. The ghost of his former smile was still on his lips, but it was his eyes that seemed to fascinate Sandy.

Maybe Im wrong, partner, he was saying, an maybe you cn prove that your gun aint jest ornamental hardware?

What followed was very strange. Sandy was a brave man and everyone at that table knew it. They waited for the inevitable to happen. They waited for Sandys lightning move for his gun. They waited for the flash and the crack of the revolver. It did not come. There followed a still more stunning wonder.

You cn see, went on that caressing voice of Dan, that everyone is waitin for you to demonstrate — which the lady is most special interested.

And still Sandy did not move that significant right hand. It remained fixed in air a few inches above the table, the fingers stiffly spread. He moistened his white lips. Then — most strange of all! — his eyes shifted and wandered away from the face of Whistling Dan. The others exchanged incredulous glances. The impossible had happened — Sandy had taken water! The sheriff was the first to recover, though his forehead was shining with perspiration.

Whats all this stuff about? he called. Hey, Sandy, quit pickin trouble with the stranger!

Sandy seized the loophole through which to escape with his honour. He settled back in his chair.

All right, govnor, he said, I wont go spoilin your furniture. I wont hurt him.


20. ONE TRAIL ENDS

[image: img19.jpg]

BUT THIS DECEIVED no one. They had seen him palpably take water. A moment of silence followed, while Sandy stared whitefaced down at the table, avoiding all eyes; but all the elements of good breeding exist under all the roughness of the West. It was Jacqueline who began with a joke which was rather old, but everyone appreciated it — at that moment — and the laughter lasted long enough to restore some of the colour to Sandys face. A general rapid fire of talk followed.

How did you do it? queried Calder. I was all prepared for a gun- play.

Why, you seen I didnt do nothin.

Then what in the world made Sandy freeze while his hand was on the way to his gun?

I dunno, sighed Dan, but when I see his hand start movin I sort of wanted his blood — I wanted him to keep right on till he got hold of his gun — and maybe he seen it in my eyes an that sort of changed his mind.

I havent the least doubt that it did, said Calder grimly.

At the foot of the table Jacquelines right-hand neighbour was saying: What happened, Jac?

Dont ask me, she replied. All I know is that I dont think any less of Sandy because he backed down. I saw that strangers face myself an Im still sort of weak inside.

How did he look?

I dunno. Jest — jest hungry. Understand?

She was silent for a time, but she was evidently thinking hard. At last she turned to the same man.

Did you hear Brown-eyes say that the broad-shouldered feller next to him was his friend?

Sure. I seen them ride in together. That other one looks like a hard nut, eh?

She returned no answer, but after a time her eyes raised slowly and rested for a long moment on Dans face. It was towards the end of the meal when she rose and went towards the kitchen. At the door she turned, and Dan, though he was looking down at his plate, was conscious that someone was observing him. He glanced up and the moment his eyes met hers she made a significant backward gesture with her hand. He hesitated a moment and then shoved back his chair. Calder was busy talking to a table mate, so he walked out of the house without speaking to his companion. He went to the rear of the house and as he had expected she was waiting for him.

Brown-eyes, she said swiftly, that feller who sat beside you — is he your partner?

I dunno, said Dan evasively, why are you askin?

Her breath was coming audibly as if from excitement.

Have you got a fast hoss?

There aint no faster.

Believe me, he cant go none too fast with you tonight. Maybe theyre after you, too.

Who?

I cant tell you. Listen to me, Brown-eyes. Go get your hoss an feed him the spur till youre a hundred miles away, an even then dont stop runnin.

He merely stared at her curiously.

She stamped.

Dont stop to talk. If theyre after him and youre his partner, they probably want you, too.

Ill stay aroun. If theyre curious about me, Ill tell em my name — Ill even spell it for em. Who are they?

They are — hell — thats all.

Id like to see em. Maybe theyre real men.

Theyre devils. If I told you their names youd turn stiff.

Ill take one chance. Tell me who they are.

I dont dare tell you.

She hesitated.

I will tell you! Youve made a fool out of me with them big baby eyes. Jim Silent is in that house!

He turned and ran, but not for the horse-shed; he headed straight for the open door of the house.

* * * * *

In the dining-room two more had left the table, but the rest, lingering over their fresh filled coffee cups, sat around telling tales, and Tex Calder was among them. He was about to push back his chair when the hum of talk ceased as if at a command. The men on the opposite side of the table were staring with fascinated eyes at the door, and then a big voice boomed behind him: Tex Calder, stan up. Youve come to the end of the trail!

He whirled as he rose, kicking down the chair behind him, and stood face to face with Jim Silent. The great outlaw was scowling; but his gun was in its holster and his hands rested lightly on his hips. It was plain for all eyes to see that he had come not to murder but to fight a fair duel. Behind him loomed the figure of Lee Haines scarcely less imposing.

All eternity seemed poised and waiting for the second when one of the men would make the move for his gun. Not a breath was drawn in the room. Hands remained frozen in air in the midst of a gesture. Lips which had parted to speak did not close. The steady voice of the clock broke into the silence — a dying space between every tick. For the second time in his life Tex Calder knew fear.

He saw no mere man before him, but his own destiny. And he knew that if he stood before those glaring eyes another minute he would become like poor Sandy a few minutes before — a white-faced, palsied coward. The shame of the thought gave him power.

Silent, he said, theres a quick end to the longest trail, because—

His hand darted down. No eye could follow the lightning speed with which he whipped out his revolver and fanned it, but by a mortal fraction of a second the convulsive jerk of Silents hand was faster still. Two shots followed — they were rather like one drawn-out report. The woodwork splintered above the outlaws head; Tex Calder seemed to laugh, but his lips made no sound. He pitched forward on his face.

He fired that bullet, said Silent, after mine hit him.

Then he leaped back through the door.

Keep em back one minute, Lee, an then after me! he said as he ran. Haines stood in the door with folded arms. He knew that no one would dare to move a hand.

Two doors slammed at the same moment — the front door as Silent leaped into the safety of the night, and the rear door as Whistling Dan rushed into the house. He stood at the entrance from the kitchen to the dining-room half crouched, and swaying from the suddenness with which he had checked his run. He saw the sprawled form of Tex Calder on the floor and the erect figure of Lee Haines just opposite him.

For Gods sake! screamed Gus Morris, dont shoot, Haines! Hes done nothin. Let him go!

My life — or his! said Haines savagely. Hes not a man — hes a devil!

Dan was laughing low — a sound like a croon.

Tex, he said, Im goin to take him alive for you!

As if in answer the dying man stirred on the floor. Haines went for his gun, a move almost as lightning swift as that of Jim Silent, but now far, far too late. The revolver was hardly clear of its holster when Whistling Dans weapon spoke. Haines, with a curse, clapped his left hand over his wounded right forearm, and then reached after his weapon as it clattered to the floor. Once more he was too late. Dan tossed his gun away with a snarl like the growl of a wolf; cleared the table at a leap, and was at Hainess throat. The bandit fought back desperately, vainly. One instant they struggled erect, swaying, the next Haines was lifted bodily, and hurled to the floor. He writhed, but under those prisoning hands he was helpless.

The sheriff headed the rush for the scene of the struggle, but Dan stopped them.

All you cn do, he said, is to bring me a piece of rope.

Jacqueline came running with a stout piece of twine which he twisted around the wrists of Haines. Then he jerked the outlaw to his feet, and stood close, his face inhumanly pale.

If he dies, he said, pointing with a stiff arm back at the prostrate figure of Tex Calder, you — youll burn alive for it!

The sheriff and two of the other men turned the body of Calder on his back. They tore open his shirt, and Jacqueline leaned over him with a basin of water trying to wipe away the ever recurrent blood which trickled down his breast. Dan brushed them away and caught the head of his companion in his arms.

Tex! he moaned, Tex! Open your eyes, partner, I got him for you. I got him alive for you to look at him! Wake up!

As if in obedience to the summons the eyes of Calder opened wide. The lids fluttered as if to clear his vision, but even then his gaze was filmed with a telltale shadow.

Dan — Whistling Dan, he said, Im seeing you a long, long ways off. Partner, Im done for.

The whole body of Dan stiffened.

Done? Tex, you cant be! Five minutes ago you sat at that there table, smilin an talkin!

It doesnt take five minutes. Half a second can take a man all the way to hell!

If youre goin, pal, if you goin, Tex, take one comfort along with you! I got the man who killed you! Come here!

He pulled the outlaw to his knees beside the dying marshal whose face had lighted wonderfully. He strained his eyes painfully to make out the face of his slayer. Then he turned his head.

He said: The man who killed me was Jim Silent.

Dan groaned and leaned close to Calder.

Then Ill follow him to the end— he began.

The feeble accent of Calder interrupted him.

Not that way. Come close to me. I cant hear my own voice, hardly.

Dan bowed his head. A whisper murmured on for a moment, broken here and there as Dan nodded his head and said, Yes!

Then hold up your hand, your right hand, said Calder at last, audibly.

Dan obeyed.

You swear it?

So help me God!

Then heres the pledge of it!

Calder fumbled inside his shirt for a moment, and then withdrawing his hand placed it palm down in that of Dan. The breath of the marshal was coming in a rattling gasp.

He said very faintly: Ive stopped the trails of twenty men. It took the greatest of them all to get me. He got me fair. He beat me to the draw!

He stopped as if in awe.

He played square — hes a better man than I. Dan, when you get him, do it the same way — face to face — with time for him to think of hell before he gets there. Partner, Im going. Wish me luck.

Tex — partner — good luck!

It seemed as if that parting wish was granted, for Calder died with a smile.

When Dan rose slowly Gus Morris stepped up and laid a hand on his arm: Look here, there aint no use of bein sad for Tex Calder. His business was killin men, an his own time was overdue.

Dan turned a face that made Morris wince.

Whats the matter? he asked, with an attempt at bluff good nature. Do you hate everyone because one man is dead? Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill loan you a buckboard an a pair of hosses to take Tex back to Elkhead. As for this feller Haines, Ill take care of him.

I sure need a buckboard, said Dan slowly, but Ill get the loan from a — white man!

He turned his back sharply on the sheriff and asked if any one else had a wagon they could lend him. One of the men had stopped at Morriss place on his way to Elkhead. He immediately proposed that they make the trip together.

All right, said Morris carelessly. I wont pick trouble with a crazy man. Come with me, Haines.

He turned to leave the room.

Wait! said Dan.

Haines stopped as though someone had seized him by the shoulder.

What the devil is this now? asked Morris furiously. Stranger, dyou think you cn run the world? Come on with me, Haines!

He stays with me, said Dan.

By God, began Morris, if I thought—

This aint no place for you to begin thinkin, said the man who had offered his buckboard to Dan. This feller made the capture an hes got the right to take him into Elkhead if he wants. Theys a reward on the head of Lee Haines.

The arrest is made in my county, said Morris stoutly, an Ive got the say as to whats to be done with a prisoner.

Morris, said Haines earnestly, if Im taken to Elkhead itll be simply a matter of lynching. You know the crowd in that town.

Right — right, said Morris, eagerly picking up the word. Itd be plain lynchin — murder—

Dan broke in: Haines, step over here behind me!

For one instant Haines hesitated, and then obeyed silently.

This is contempt of the law and an officer of the law, said Morris. An Ill see that you get fined so that—

Better cut it short there, sheriff, said one of the men. I wouldnt go callin the attention of folks to the way Jim Silent walked into your own house an made his getaway without you tryin to raise a hand. Law or no law, Im with this stranger.

Me too, said another; any man who can fan a gun like him dont need no law.

The sheriff saw that the tide of opinion had set strongly against him and abandoned his position with speed if not with grace. Dan ordered Haines to walk before him outside the house. They faced each other in the dim moonlight.

Ive got one question to ask you, he said.

Make it short, said Haines calmly. Ive got to do my talking before the lynching crowd.

You can answer it in one word. Does Kate Cumberland — what is she to you?

Lee Haines set his teeth.

All the world, he said.

Even in the dim light he saw the yellow glow of Dans eyes and he felt as if a wolf stood there trembling with eagerness to leap at his throat.

An what are you to her?

No more than the dirt under her feet!

Haines, you lie!

I tell you that if she cared for me as much as she does for the horse she rides on, Id let the whole world know if I had to die for it the next moment.

Truth has a ring of its own.

Haines, if I could hear that from her own lips, Id let you go free. If youll show me the way to Kate, Ill set you loose the minute I see her.

I cant do it. Ive given my faith to Silent and his men. Where she is, they are.

Haines, that means death for you.

I know it.

Another plan had come to Dan as they talked. He took Haines inside again and coming out once more, whistled for Bart. The wolf appeared as if by magic through the dark. He took out Kates glove, which the wolf had brought to him in the willows, and allowed him to smell it. Bart whined eagerly. If he had that glove he would range the hills until he found its owner, directed to her by that strange instinct of the wild things. If Kate still loved him the glove would be more eloquent than a thousand messages. And if she managed to escape, the wolf would guide her back to his master.

He sat on his heels, caught the wolf on either side of the shaggy head, and stared into the glow of the yellow green eyes. It was as if the man were speaking to the wolf.

At last, as if satisfied, he drew a deep breath, rose, and dropped the glove. It was caught in the flashing teeth. For another moment Bart stood whining and staring up to the face of his master. Then he whirled and fled out into the night.


21. ONE WAY OUT
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IN A ROOM of the Salton place, on the evening of the next day after Calders death, sat Silent, with Kilduff, Rhinehart, and Jordan about him. Purvis was out scouting for the news of Haines, whose long absence commenced to worry the gang. Several times they tried to induce Kate to come out and talk with them, but she was resolute in staying alone in the room which they had assigned to her. Consequently, to while away the time, Bill Kilduff produced his mouth organ and commenced a dolorous ballad. He broke short in the midst of it and stared at the door. The others followed the direction of his eyes and saw Black Bart standing framed against the fading daylight. They started up with curses; Rhinehart drew his gun.

Wait a minute, ordered Silent.

Damn it! exclaimed Jordan, dont you see Whistling Dans wolf? If the wolfs here, Dan isnt far behind.

Silent shook his head.

If theres goin to be any shootin of that wolf leave it to Hal Purvis. Hes jest nacherally set his heart on it. An Whistlin Dan aint with the wolf. Look! theres a womans glove hangin out of his mouth. He picked that up in the willows, maybe, an followed the girl here. Watch him!

The wolf slunk across the room to the door which opened on Kates apartment. Kate threw the door open — cried out at the sight of Bart — and then snatched up the glove he let drop at her feet.

No cause for gettin excited, said Silent. Whistlin Dan aint comin here after the wolf.

For answer she slammed the door.

At the same moment Hal Purvis entered. He stepped directly to Silent, and stood facing him with his hands resting on his hips. His smile was marvellously unpleasant.

Well, said the chief, whats the news? You got eloquent eyes, Hal, but I want words.

The news is plain hell, said Purvis, Haines—

What of him?

Hes in Elkhead!

Elkhead?

Whistling Dan got him at Morriss place and took him in along with the body of Tex Calder. Jim, you got to answer for it to all of us. You went to Morriss with Lee. You come away without him and let him stay behind to be nabbed by that devil Whistlin Dan.

Right, said Kilduff, and his teeth clicked. Is that playin fair?

Boys, said Silent solemnly, if I had knowed that Whistlin Dan was there, Id of never left Haines to stay behind. Morris said nothin about Calder havin a runnin mate. Me an Haines was in the upstairs room an about suppertime up came a feller an told us that Tex Calder had jest come into the dinin-room. That was all. Did Whistlin Dan get Lee from behind?

He got him from the front. He beat Lee to the draw so bad that Haines hardly got his gun out of its leather!

The feller that told you that lied, said Silent. Haines is as fast with his shootin iron as I am — almost!

The rest of the outlaws nodded to each other significantly.

Purvis went on without heeding the interruption. After I found out about the fight I swung towards Elkhead. About five miles out of town I met up with Rogers, the deputy sheriff at Elkhead. I thought you had him fixed for us, Jim?

Damn his hide, I did. Is he playing us dirt now?

A frosty mornin in December was nothin to the way he talked.

Cut all that short, said Rhinehart, an lets know if Rogers is goin to be able to keep the lynching party away from Haines!

He says he thinks it cn be done for a couple of days, said Purvis, but the whole range is risin. All the punchers are ridin into Elkhead an wantin to take a look at the famous Lee Haines. Rogers says that when enough of em get together theyll take the law in their own hands an nothin can stop em then.

Why dont the rotten dog give Haines a chance to make a getaway? asked Silent. Aint we paid him his share ever since we started workin these parts?

He dont dare take the chance, said Purvis. He says the boys are talkin mighty strong. They want action. Theyve put up a guard all around the jail an they say that if Haines gets loose theyll string up Rogers. Everyones wild about the killin of Calder. Jim, ol Saunderson, hes put up five thousand out of his own pocket to raise the price on your head!

An this Whistlin Dan, said Silent. I spose theyre makin a hero out of him?

Rogers says every man within ten miles is talkin about him. The whole rangell know of him in two days. He made a nice play when he got in. You know theys five thousand out on Hainess head. It was offered to him by Rogers as soon as Dan brought Lee in. What dyou think he done? Pocketed the cheque? No, he grabbed it, an tore it up small: I aint after no blood money, he says.

No, said Silent. He aint after no money — hes after me!

Tomorrow they bury Calder. The next day Whistlin Danll be on our trail again — an hell be playin the same lone hand. Rogers offered him a posse. He wouldnt take it.

Theys one pint that aint no nearer bein solved, said Bill Kilduff in a growl, an thats how youre goin to get Haines loose. Silent, its up to you. Which you rode away leavin him behind.

Silent took one glance around that waiting circle. Then he nodded.

Its up to me. Gimme a chance to think.

He started walking up and down the room, muttering. At last he stopped short.

Boys, it can be done! Theys nothin like talkin of a woman to make a man turn himself into a plumb fool, an Im goin to make a fool out of Whistlin Dan with this girl Kate!

But how in the name of God cn you make her go out an talk to him? said Rhinehart.

Son, answered Silent, theys jest one main trouble with you — you talk a hell of a pile too much. When Ive done this Ill tell you how it was figgered out!


22. THE WOMANS WAY
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IT WAS A day later, in the morning, that a hand knocked at Kates door and she opened it to Jim Silent. He entered, brushing off the dust of a long journey.

Good-mornin, Miss Cumberland.

He extended a hand which she overlooked.

You still busy hatin me?

Im simply — surprised that you have come in here to talk to me.

You look as if you seen somethin in my face? he said suspiciously. What is it? Dirt?

He brushed a hand across his forehead.

Whatever it is, she answered, you cant rub it away.

Im thinkin of givin you a leave of absence — if youll promise to come back.

Would you trust my honour?

In a pinch like this, he said amiably, I would. But heres my business. Lee Haines is jailed in Elkhead. The man that put him behind the bars an the only one that can take him out agin is Whistlin Dan. An the one person who can make Dan set Lee loose is you. Savvy? Will you go an talk with Dan? This wolf of his would find him for you.

She shook her head.

Why not? cried Silent in a rising voice.

The last time he saw me, she said, he had reason to think that I tried to betray him because of Lee Haines. If I went to him now to plead for Haines hed be sure that I was what he called me — Delilah!

Is that final?

Absolutely!

Now get me straight. Theys a crowd of cowpunchers gatherin in Elkhead, an today or tomorrow theyll be strong enough to take the law into their own hands and organize a little lynchin bee, savvy?

She shuddered.

It aint pleasant, is it, the picture of big, good-lookin Lee danglin from the end of a rope with the crowd aroun takin pot-shots at him? No, it aint, an youre goin to stop it. Youre goin to start from here in fifteen minutes with your hoss an this wolf, after givin me your promise to come back when youve seen Whistlin Dan. Youre goin to make Dan go an set Lee loose.

She smiled in derision.

If Dan did that hed be outlawed.

You wont stir?

Not a step!

Well, kid, for everything that happens to Lee somethin worse will happen to someone in the next room. Maybe youd like to see him?

He opened the door and she stepped into the entrance. Almost opposite her sat old Joe Cumberland with his hands tied securely behind his back. At sight of her he rose with a low cry. She turned on big Silent and whipped the six-gun from his hip. He barely managed to grasp her wrist and swing the heavy revolver out of line with his body.

You little fiend, he snarled, drop the gun, or Ill wring your neck.

I dont fear you, she said, never wincing under the crushing grip on her wrists, you murderer!

He said, calmly repossessing himself of his gun, Now take a long look at your father an repeat all the things you was just sayin to me.

She stared miserably at her father. When Silent caught Kates hand Cumberland had started forward, but Kilduff and Rhinehart held him.

What is it, Kate, he cried. What does it mean?

She explained it briefly: This is Jim Silent!

He remained staring at her with open mouth as if his brain refused to admit what his ear heard.

There aint no use askin questions how an why shes here, said Silent. This is the pint. Lee Haines is behind the bars in Elkhead. Whistlin Dan put him there an maybe the girl cn persuade Dan to bring him out again. If she dont — then everything the lynchin gang does to Haines were goin to do to you. Git down on your ol knees, Cumberland, an beg your daughter to save your hide!

The head of Kate dropped down.

Untie his hands, she said. Ill talk with Dan.

I knew youd see reason, grinned Silent.

Jest one minute, said Cumberland. Kate, is Lee Haines one of Silents gang?

He is.

An Dan put him behind the bars?

Yes.

If Dan takes him out again the boyll be outlawed, Kate.

Cumberland, broke in Kilduff savagely, heres your call to stop thinkin about Whistlin Dan an begin figgerin for yourself.

Dont you see? said Kate, its your death these cowards mean.

Cumberland seemed to grow taller, he stood so stiffly erect with his chin high like a soldier.

You shant make no single step to talk with Dan!

Cant you understand that its you they threaten? she cried.

I understan it all, he said evenly. Im too old to have a young man damned for my sake.

Shut him up! ordered Silent. The old fool!

The heavy hand of Terry Jordan clapped over Joes mouth effectually silenced him. He struggled vainly to speak again and Kate turned to Silent to shut out the sight.

Tell your man to let him go, she said, I will do what you wish.

Thats talkin sense, said Silent. Come out with me an Ill saddle your hoss. Call the wolf.

He opened the door and in response to her whistle Black Bart trotted out and followed them out to the horse shed. There the outlaw quickly saddled Kates pony.

He said: Whistlin Dan is sure headin back in this direction because hes got an idea Im somewhere near. Bart will find him on the way.

Silent was right. That morning Dan had started back towards Gus Morriss place, for he was sure that the outlaws were camped in that neighbourhood. A little before noon he veered half a mile to the right towards a spring which welled out from a hillside, surrounded by a small grove of willows. Having found it, he drank, and watered Satan, then took off the saddle to ease the stallion, and lay down at a little distance for a ten-minute siesta, one of those half wakeful sleeps the habit of which he had learned from his wolf.

He was roused from the doze by a tremendous snorting and snarling and found Black Bart playing with Satan. It was their greeting after an absence, and they dashed about among the willows like creatures possessed. Dan brought horse and dog to a motionless stand with a single whistle, and then ran out to the edge of the willows. Down the side of the hill rode Kate at a brisk gallop. In a moment she saw him and called his name, with a welcoming wave of her arm. Now she was off her horse and running to him. He caught her hands and held her for an instant far from him like one striving to draw out the note of happiness into a song. They could not speak.

At last: I knew youd find a way to come.

They let me go, Dan.

He frowned, and her eyes faltered from his.

They sent me to you to ask you — to free Lee Haines!

He dropped her hands, and she stood trying to find words to explain, and finding none.

To free Haines? he repeated heavily.

It is Dad, she cried. They have captured him, and they are holding him. They keep him in exchange for Haines.

If I free Haines theyll outlaw me. You know that, Kate?

She made a pace towards him, but he retreated.

What can I do? she pleaded desperately. It is for my father—

His face brightened as he caught at a new hope.

Show me the way to Silents hiding place and Ill free your father an reach the end of this trail at the same time, Kate!

She blenched pitifully. It was hopeless to explain.

Dan — honey — I cant!

She watched him miserably.

Ive given them my word to come back alone.

His head bowed. Out of the willows came Satan and Black Bart and stood beside him, the stallion nosing his shoulder affectionately.

Dan, dear, wont you speak to me? Wont you tell me that you try to understand?

He said at last: Yes. Ill free Lee Haines.

The fingers of his right hand trailed slowly across the head of Black Bart. His eyes raised and looked past her far across the running curves of the hills, far away to the misty horizon.

Kate—

Dan, you do understand?

I didnt know a woman could love a man the way you do Lee Haines. When I send him back to you tell him to watch himself. Im playin your game now, but if I meet him afterwards, Ill play my own.

All she could say was: Will you listen to me no more, Dan?

Heres where we say good-bye.

He took her hand and his eyes were as unfathomable as a midnight sky. She turned to her horse and he helped her to the saddle with a steady hand.

That was all. He went back to the willows, his right arm resting on the withers of Black Satan as if upon the shoulder of a friend. As she reached the top of the hill she heard a whistling from the willows, a haunting complaint which brought the tears to her eyes. She spurred her tired horse to escape the sound.


23. HELL STARTS
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BETWEEN TWILIGHT AND dark Whistling Dan entered Elkhead. He rose in the stirrups, on his toes, stretching the muscles of his legs. He was sensing his strength. So the pianist before he plays runs his fingers up and down the keys and sees that all is in tune and the touch perfect.

Two rival saloons faced each other at the end of the single street. At the other extremity of the lane stood the house of deputy sheriff Rogers, and a little farther was the jail. A crowd of horses stood in front of each saloon, but from the throngs within there came hardly a sound. The hush was prophetic of action; it was the lull before the storm. Dan slowed his horse as he went farther down the street.

The shadowy figure of a rider showed near the jail. He narrowed his eyes and looked more closely. Another, another, another horseman showed — four in sight on his side of the jail and probably as many more out of his vision. Eight cattlemen guarded the place from which he must take Lee Haines, and every one of the eight, he had no doubt, was a picked man. Dan pulled up Satan to a walk and commenced to whistle softly. It was like one of those sounds of the wind, a thing to guess at rather than to know, but the effect upon Satan and Black Bart was startling.

The ears of the stallion dropped flat on his neck. He began to slink along with a gliding step which was very like the stealthy pace of Black Bart, stealing ahead. His footfall was as silent as if he had been shod with felt. Meantime Dan ran over a plan of action. He saw very clearly that he had little time for action. Those motionless guards around the jail made his task difficult enough, but there was a still greater danger. The crowds in the two saloons would be starting up the street for Haines before long. Their silence told him that.

A clatter of hoofs came behind him. He did not turn his head, but his hand dropped down to his revolver butt. The fast riding horseman swept and shot on down the street, leaving a pungent though invisible cloud of dust behind him. He stopped in front of Rogerss house and darted up the steps and through the door. Acting upon a premonition, Dan dismounted a short distance from Rogerss house and ran to the door. He opened it softly and found himself in a narrow hall dimly lighted by a smoking lamp. Voices came from the room to his right.

What dyou mean, Hardy? the deputy sheriff was saying.

Hells startin!

Theres a good many kinds of hell. Come out with it, Lee. I aint no mind reader.

Theyre gettin ready for the big bust!

What big bust?

It aint no use bluffin. Aint Silent told you that Im on the inside of the game?

You fool! cried Rogers. Dont use that name!

Dan slipped a couple of paces down the hall and flattened himself against the wall just as the door opened. Rogers looked out, drew a great breath of relief, and went back into the room. Dan resumed his former position.

Now talk fast! said Rogers.

About time for you to drop that rotten bluff. Why, man, I could even tell you jest how much youve cost Jim Silent.

Rogers growled: Tell me whats up.

The boys are goin for the jail tonight. Theyll get out Haines an string him up.

Its comin to him. Hes played a hard game for a long time.

An so have you, Rogers, for a damn long time!

Rogers swallowed the insult, apparently.

What can I do? he asked plaintively. Im willin to give Silent and his gang a square deal.

You should of done something while they was only a half-dozen cowpunchers in town. Now the towns full of riders an theyre all after blood.

An my blood if they dont get Haines! broke in the deputy sheriff.

Hardy grunted.

They sure are, he said. Ive heard em talk, an they mean business. All of em. But howd you answer to Jim Silent, Rogers? If you let em get Haines — well, Haines is Silents partner an Jimll bust everything wide to get even with you.

I cn explain, said Rogers huskily. I cn show Silent how Im helpless.

Footsteps went up and down the room.

If they start anything, said Rogers, Ill mark down the names of the ringleaders and Ill give em hell afterwards. Thatll soothe Jim some.

You wont know em. Theyll wear masks.

Dan opened the door and stepped into the room. Rogers started up with a curse and gripped his revolver.

I never knew you was so fond of gun play, said Dan. Maybe that gun of yours would be catchin cold if you was to leave it out of the leather long?

The sheriff restored his revolver slowly to the holster, glowering.

An Rogers wont be needin you for a minute or two, went on Dan to Hardy.

They seemed to fear even his voice. The Wells Fargo agent vanished through the door and clattered down the steps.

How long you been standin at that door? said Rogers, gnawing his lips.

Jest for a breathin space, said Dan.

Rogers squinted his eyes to make up for the dimness of the lamplight.

By God! he cried suddenly. Youre Whistlin Dan Barry!

He dropped into his chair and passed a trembling hand across his forehead.

He stammered: Maybe youve changed your mind an come back for that five thousand?

No, Ive come for a man, not for money.

A man?

I want Lee Haines before the crowd gets him.

Would you really try to take Haines out? asked Rogers with a touch of awe.

Are there any guards in the jail?

Two. Lewis an Patterson.

Give me a written order for Haines.

The deputy wavered.

If I do that Im done for in this town!

Maybe. I want the key for Hainess handcuffs.

Go over an put your hoss up in the shed behind the jail, said Rogers, fighting for time, an when you come back Ill have the order written out an give it to you with the key.

Why not come over with me now?

I got some other business.

In five minutes Ill be back, said Dan, and left the house.

Outside he whistled to Satan, and the stallion trotted up to him. He swung into the saddle and rode to the jail. There was not a guard in sight. He rode around to the other side of the building to reach the stable. Still he could not sight one of those shadowy horsemen who had surrounded the place a few minutes before. Perhaps the crowd had called in the guards to join the attack.

He put Satan away in the stable and as he led him into a stall he heard a roar of many voices far away. Then came the crack of half a dozen revolvers. Dan set his teeth and glanced quickly over the half-dozen horses in the little shed. He recognized the tall bay of Lee Haines at once and threw on its back the saddle which hung on a peg directly behind it. As he drew up the cinch another shout came from the street, but this time very close.

When he raced around the jail he saw the crowd pouring into the house of the deputy sheriff. He ran on till he came to the outskirts of the mob. Every man was masked, but in the excitement no one noticed that Dans face was bare. Squirming his way through the press, Dan reached the deputys office. It was almost filled. Rogers stood on a chair trying to argue with the cattlemen.

No more talk, sheriff, thundered one among the cowpunchers, weve had enough of your line of talk. Now we want some action of our own brand. For the last time: Are you goin to order Lewis an Patterson to give up Haines, or are you goin to let two good men die fightin for a damn long rider?

What about the feller whos goin to take Lee Haines out of Elkhead? cried another.

The crowd yelled with delight.

Yes, where is he? What about him?

Rogers, glancing down from his position on the chair, stared into the brown eyes of Whistling Dan. He stretched out an arm that shook with excitement.

That feller there! he cried, that one without a mask! Whistlin Dan Barry is the man!


24. THE RESCUE
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THE THRONG GAVE back from Dan, as if from the vicinity of a panther. Dan faced the circle of scowling faces, smiling gently upon them.

Look here, Barry, called a voice from the rear of the crowd, why do you want to take Haines away? Throw in your cards with us. We need you.

If its fightin you want, cried a joker, maybe Lewis an Patterson will give us all enough of it at the jail.

I aint never huntin for trouble, said Dan.

Make your play quick, said another. We got no time to waste even on Dan Barry. Speak out, Dan. Heres a lot of good fellers aimin to take out Haines an give him whats due him — no more. Are you with us?

Im not.

Is that final?

It is.

All right. Tie him up, boys. There aint no other way!

Look out! shouted a score of voices, for a gun flashed in Dans hand.

He aimed at no human target. The bullet shattered the glass lamp into a thousand shivering and tinkling splinters. Thick darkness blotted the room. Instantly thereafter a blow, a groan, and the fall of a body; then a confused clamour.

Hes here!

Give up that gun, damn you!

You got the wrong man!

Im Bill Flynn!

Guard the door!

Lights, for Gods sake!

Help!

A slender figure leaped up against the window and was dimly outlined by the starlight outside. There was a crash of falling glass, and as two or three guns exploded the figure leaped down outside the house.

Follow him!

Who was that?

Get a light! Whos got a match?

Half the men rushed out of the room to pursue that fleeing figure. The other half remained to see what had happened. It seemed impossible that Whistling Dan had escaped from their midst. Half a dozen sulphur matches spurted little jets of blue flame and discovered four men lying prone on the floor, most of them with the wind trampled from their bodies, but otherwise unhurt. One of them was the sheriff.

He lay with his shoulders propped against the wall. His mouth was a mass of blood.

Who got you, Rogers?

Wheres Barry?

The jail, the jail! groaned Rogers. Barry has gone for the jail!

Revolvers rattled outside.

Hes gone for Haines, screamed the deputy. Go get him, boys!

How can he get Haines? He aint got the keys.

He has, you fools! When he shot the lights out he jumped for me and knocked me off the chair. Then he went through my pockets and got the keys. Get on your way! Quick!

The lynchers, yelling with rage, were already stamping from the room.

With the jangling bunch of keys in one hand and his revolver in the other, Dan started full speed for the jail as soon as he leaped down from the window. By the time he had covered half the intervening distance the first pursuers burst out of Rogerss house and opened fire after the shadowy fugitive. He whirled and fired three shots high in the air. No matter how impetuous, those warning shots would make the mob approach the jail with some caution.

On the door of the jail he beat furiously with the bunch of keys.

Whats up? Whos there? cried a voice within.

Message from Rogers. Hells started! Hes sent me with the keys!

The door jerked open and a tall man, with a rifle slung across one arm, blocked the entrance.

Whats the message? he asked.

This! said Dan, and drove his fist squarely into the others face.

He fell without a cry and floundered on the floor, gasping. Dan picked him up and shoved him through the door, bolting it behind him. A narrow hall opened before him and ran the length of the small building. He glanced into the room on one side. It was the kitchen and eating-room in one. He rushed into the one on the other side. Two men were there. One was Haines, sitting with his hands manacled. The other was the second guard, who ran for Dan, whipping his rifle to his shoulder. As flame spurted from the mouth of the gun, Dan dived at the mans knees and brought him to the floor with a crash. He rose quickly and leaned over the fallen man, who lay without moving, his arms spread wide. He had struck on his forehead when he dropped. He was stunned for the moment, but not seriously hurt. Dan ran to Haines, who stood with his hands high above his head. Far away was the shout of the coming crowd.

Shoot and be damned! said Haines sullenly.

For answer Dan jerked down the hands of the long rider and commenced to try the keys on the handcuffs. There were four keys. The fourth turned the lock. Haines shouted as his hands fell free.

After me! cried Dan, and raced for the stable.

As they swung into their saddles outside the shed, the lynchers raced their horses around the jail.

Straightaway! called Dan. Through the cottonwoods and down the lane. After me. Satan!

The stallion leaped into a full gallop, heading straight for a tall group of cottonwoods beyond which was a lane fenced in with barbed wire. Half a dozen of the pursuers were in a position to cut them off, and now rushed for the cottonwoods, yelling to their comrades to join them. A score of lights flashed like giant fireflies as the lynchers opened fire.

Theyve blocked the way! groaned Haines.

Three men had brought their horses to a sliding stop in front of the cottonwoods and their revolvers cracked straight in the faces of Dan and Haines. There was no other way for escape. Dan raised his revolver and fired twice, aiming low. Two of the horses reared and pitched to the ground. The third rider had a rifle at his shoulder. He was holding his fire until he had drawn a careful bead. Now his gun spurted and Dan bowed far over his saddle as if he had been struck from behind.

Before the rifleman could fire again Black Bart leaped high in the air. His teeth closed on the shoulder of the lyncher and the man catapulted from his saddle to the ground. With his yell in their ears, Dan and Haines galloped through the cottonwoods, and swept down the lane.


25. THE LONG RIDE
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A CHEER OF triumph came from the lynchers. In fifty yards the fugitives learned the reason, for they glimpsed a high set of bars blocking the lane. Dan pulled back beside Haines.

Can the bay make it? he called.

No. Im done for.

For answer Dan caught the bridle of Lees horse close to the bit. They were almost to the bars. A dark shadow slid up and over them. It was Black Bart, with his head turned to look back even as he jumped, as if he were setting an example which he bid them follow. Appallingly high the bars rose directly in front of them.

Now! called Dan to the tall bay, and jerked up on the bit.

Satan rose like a swallow to the leap. The bay followed in gallant imitation. For an instant they hung poised in air. Then Satan pitched to the ground, landing safely and lightly on four cat-like feet. A click and a rattle behind them — the bay was also over, but his hind hoofs had knocked down the top bar. He staggered, reeled far to one side, but recovering, swept on after Satan and Dan. A yell of disappointment rang far behind.

Glancing back Haines saw the foremost of the pursuers try to imitate the feat of the fugitives, but even with the top bar down he failed. Man and horse pitched to the ground.

For almost a mile the lane held straight on, and beyond stretched the open country. They were in that free sweep of hills before the pursuers remounted beyond the bars. In daytime a mile would have been a small handicap, but with the night and the hills to cover their flight, and with such mounts as Satan and the tall bay, they were safe. In half an hour all sound of them died out, and Haines, following Dans example, slowed his horse to an easy gallop.

The long rider was puzzled by his companions horsemanship, for Dan rode leaning far to the right of his saddle, with his head bowed. Several times Haines was on the verge of speaking, but he refrained. He commenced to sing in the exultation of freedom. An hour before he had been in the rat-trap with a circle of lynchers around him, and only two terror-stricken guards to save him from the most horrible of deaths. Then came Fate and tore him away and gave him to the liberty of the boundless hills. Fate in the person of this slender, sombre man. He stared at Dan with awe.

At the top of a hill his companion drew rein, reeling in the saddle with the suddenness of the halt. However, in such a horseman, this could not be. It must be merely a freak feature of his riding.

Move, said Dan, his breath coming in pants. Line out and get to her.

To who? said Haines, utterly bewildered.

Delilah!

What?

Damn you, shes waitin for you.

In the name of God, Barry, why do you talk like this after youve saved me from hell?

He stretched out his hand eagerly, but Dan reined Satan back.

Keep your hand. I hate you worsen hell. There aint room enough in the world for us both. If you want to thank me do it by keepin out of my path. Because the next time we meet youre goin to die, Haines. Its writ in a book. Now feed your hoss the spur and run for Kate Cumberland. But remember — Im goin to get you again if I can.

Kate— began Haines. She sent you for me?

Only the yellow blazing eyes made answer and the wail of a coyote far away on the shadowy hill.

Kate! cried Haines again, but now there was a world of new meaning in his voice. He swung his horse and spurred down the slope.

At the next hill-crest he turned in the saddle, saw the motionless rider still outlined against the sky, and brought the bay to a halt. He was greatly troubled. For a reason mysterious and far beyond the horizon of his knowledge, Dan was surrendering Kate Cumberland to him.

Hes doing it while he still loves her, muttered Haines, and am I cur enough to take her from him after he has saved me from God knows what?

He turned his horse to ride back, but at that moment he caught the weird, the unearthly note of Dans whistling. There was both melancholy and gladness in it. The storm wind running on the hills and exulting in the blind terror of the night had such a song as this to sing.

If he was a man, Haines argued briefly with himself, Id do it. But he isnt a man. Hes a devil. He has no more heart than the wolf which owns him as master. Shall I give a girl like Kate Cumberland to that wild panther? Shes mine — all mine!

Once more he turned his horse and this time galloped steadily on into the night.

When Haines dropped out of sight, Dans whistling stopped. He looked up to the pitiless glitter of the stars. He looked down to the sombre sweep of black hills. The wind was like a voice saying over and over again: Failure. Everything was lost.

He slipped from the saddle and took off his coat. From his left shoulder the blood welled slowly, steadily. He tore a strip from his shirt and attempted to make a bandage, but he could not manage it with one hand.

The world thronged with hostile forces eager to hunt him to the death. He needed all his strength, and now that was ebbing from a wound which a child could have staunched for him, but where could he find even a friendly child? Truly all was lost! The satyr or the black panther once had less need of mans help than had Dan, but now he was hurt in body and soul. That matchless co- ordination of eye with hand and foot was gone. He saw Kate smiling into the eyes of Haines; he imagined Bill Kilduff sitting on the back of Satan, controlling all that glorious force and speed; he saw Hal Purvis fighting venomously with Bart for the mastery which eventually must belong to the man.

He turned to the wild pair. Vaguely they sensed a danger threatening their master, and their eyes mourned for his hurt. He buried his face on the strong, smooth shoulder of Satan, and groaned. There came the answering whinny and the hot breath of the horse against the side of his face. There was the whine of Black Bart behind him, then the rough tongue of the wolf touched the dripping fingers. Then he felt a hot gust of the wolfs breath against his hand.

Too late he realized what that meant. He whirled with a cry of command, but the snarl of Black Bart cut it short. The wolf stood bristling, trembling with eagerness for the kill, his great white fangs gleaming, his snarl shrill and guttural with the frenzy of his desire, for he had tasted blood. Dan understood as he stared into the yellow green fury of the wolfs eyes, yet he felt no fear, only a glory in the fierce, silent conflict. He could not move the fingers of his left hand, but those of his right curved, stiffened. He desired nothing more in the world than the contact with that great, bristling black body, to leap aside from those ominous teeth, to set his fingers in the wolfs throat. Reason might have told him the folly of such a strife, but all that remained in his mind was the love of combat — a blind passion. His eyes glowed like those of the wolf, yellow fire against the green. Black Bart crouched still lower, gathering himself for the spring, but he was held by the mans yellow gleaming eyes. They invited the battle. Fear set its icy hand on the soul of the wolf.

The man seemed to tower up thrice his normal height. His voice rang, harsh, sudden, unlike the utterance of man or beast: Down!

Fear conquered Black Bart. The fire died from his eyes. His body sank as if from exhaustion. He crawled on his belly to the feet of his master and whined an unutterable submission.

And then that hand, warm and wet with the thing whose taste set the wolfs heart on fire with the lust to kill, was thrust against his nose. He leaped back with bared teeth, growling horribly. The eyes commanded him back, commanded him relentlessly. He howled dismally to the senseless stars, yet he came; and once more that hand was thrust against his nose. He licked the fingers.

That blood-lust came hotter than before, but his fear was greater. He licked the strange hand again, whining. Then the master kneeled. Another hand, clean, and free from that horrible warm, wet sign of death, fell upon his shaggy back. The voice which he knew of old came to him, blew away the red mist from his soul, comforted him.

Poor Bart! said the voice, and the hand went slowly over his head. It werent your fault.

The stallion whinnied softly. A deep growl formed in the throat of the wolf, a mighty effort at speech. And now, like a gleam of light in a dark room, Dan remembered the house of Buck Daniels. There, at least, they could not refuse him aid. He drew on his coat, though the effort set him sweating with agony, got his foot in the stirrup with difficulty, and dragged himself to the saddle. Satan started at a swift gallop.

Faster, Satan! Faster, partner!

What a response! The strong body settled a little closer to the earth as the stride increased. The rhythm of the pace grew quicker, smoother. There was no adequate phrase to describe the matchless motion. And in front — always just a little in front with the plunging forefeet of the horse seeming to threaten him at every stride, ran Black Bart with his head turned as if he were the guard and guide of the fugitive.

Dan called and Black Bart yelped in answer. Satan tossed up his head and neighed as he raced along. The two replies were like human assurances that there was still a fighting chance.

The steady loss of blood was telling rapidly now. He clutched the pommel, set his teeth, and felt oblivion settle slowly and surely upon him. As his senses left him he noted the black outlines of the next high range of hills, a full ten miles away.

He only knew the pace of Satan never slackened. There seemed no effort in it. He was like one of those fabled horses, the offspring of the wind, and like the wind, tireless, eternal of motion.

A longer oblivion fell upon Dan. As he roused from it he found himself slipping in the saddle. He struggled desperately to grasp the saddlehorn and managed to draw himself up again; but the warning was sufficient to make him hunt about for some means of making himself more secure in the saddle. It was a difficult task to do anything with only one hand, but he managed to tie his left arm to the bucking-strap. If the end came, at least he was sure to die in the saddle. Vaguely he was aware as he looked around that the black hills were no longer in the distance. He was among them.

On went Satan. His breath was coming more and more laboured. It seemed to Dans dim consciousness that some of the spring was gone from that glorious stride which swept on and on with the slightest undulation, like a swallow skimming before the wind; but so long as strength remained he knew that Satan would never falter in his pace. As the delirium swept once more shadow-like on his brain, he allowed himself to fall forward, and wound his fingers as closely as possible in the thick mane. His left arm jerked horribly against the bonds. Black night swallowed him once more.

Only his invincible heart kept Satan going throughout that last stretch. His ears lay flat on his neck, lifting only when the master muttered and raved in his fever. Foam flew back against his throat and breast. His breath came shorter, harder, with a rasp; but the gibbering voice of his rider urged him on, faster, and faster. They topped a small hill, and a little to the left and a mile away, rose a group of cottonwoods, and Dan, recovering consciousness, knew the house of Buck. He also knew that his last moment of consciousness was come. Surges of sleepy weakness swept over his brain. He could never guide Satan to the house.

Bart! he called feebly.

The wolf whining, dropped back beside him. Dan pointed his right arm straight ahead. Black Bart leaped high into the air and his shrill yelp told that he had seen the cottonwoods and the house.

Dan summoned the last of his power and threw the reins over the head of Satan.

Take us in, Bart, he said, and twisting his fingers into Satans mane fell across the saddlehorn.

Satan, understanding the throwing of the reins as an order to halt, came to a sharp stop, and the body of the senseless rider sagged to one side. Black Bart caught the reins. They were bitter and salt with blood of the master.

He tugged hard. Satan whinnied his doubt, and the growl of Black Bart answered, half a threat. In a moment more they were picking their way through the brush towards the house of Buck Daniels.

Satan was far gone with exhaustion. His head drooped; his legs sprawled with every step; his eyes were glazed. Yet he staggered on with the great black wolf pulling at the reins. There was the salt taste of blood in the mouth of Black Bart; so he stalked on, saliva dripping from his mouth, and his eyes glazed with the lust to kill. His furious snarling was the threat which urged on the stallion.


26. BLACK BART TURNS NURSE
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IT WAS OLD Mrs. Daniels who woke first at the sound of scratching and growling. She roused her husband and son, and all three went to the door, Buck in the lead with his six-gun in his hand. At sight of the wolf he started back and raised the gun, but Black Bart fawned about his feet.

Dont shoot — its a dog, an theres his master! cried Sam. By the Lord, theys a dead man tied on that there hoss!

Dan lay on Satan, half fallen from the saddle, with his head hanging far down, only sustained by the strength of the rein. The stallion, wholly spent, stood with his legs braced, his head low, and his breath coming in great gasps. The family ran to the rescue. Sam cut the rein and Buck lowered the limp body in his arms.

Buck, is he dead? whispered Mrs. Daniels.

I dont feel no heart beat, said Buck. Help me fetch him into the house, Dad!

Look out for the hoss! cried Sam.

Buck started back with his burden just in time, for Satan, surrendering to his exhaustion, pitched to the ground, and lay with sprawling legs like a spent dog rather than a horse.

Let the hoss be, said Buck. Help me with the man. Hes hurt bad.

Mrs. Daniels ran ahead and lighted a lamp. They laid the body carefully upon a bed. It made a ghastly sight, the bloodless face with the black hair fallen wildly across the forehead, the mouth loosely open, and the lips black with dust.

Dad! said Buck. I think Ive seen this feller. God knows if hes livin or dead.

He dropped to his knees and pressed his ear over Dans heart.

I cant feel no motion. Ma, get that hand mirror—

She had it already and now held it close to the lips of the wounded man. When she drew it away their three heads drew close together.

Theys a mist on it! Hes livin! cried Buck.

It aint nothing, said Sam. The glass aint quite clear, thats all.

Mrs. Daniels removed the last doubt by running her finger across the surface of the glass. It left an unmistakable mark.

They wasted no moment then. They brought hot and cold water, washed out his wound, cleansed away the blood; and while Mrs. Daniels and her husband fixed the bandage, Buck pounded and rubbed the limp body to restore the circulation. In a few minutes his efforts were rewarded by a great sigh from Dan.

He shouted in triumph, and then: By God, its Whistlin Dan Barry.

It is! said Sam. Buck, theys been devils workin tonight. It sure took moren one man to nail him this way.

They fell to work frantically. There was a perceptible pulse, the breathing was faint but steady, and a touch of colour came in the face.

His arm will be all right in a few days, said Mrs. Daniels, but he may fall into a fever. Hes turnin his head from side to side and talkin. Whats he sayin, Buck?

Hes sayin: Faster, Satan.

Thats the hoss, interpreted Sam.

Hold us straight, Bart! Thats what hes sayin now.

Thats the wolf.

An its all for Delilah! Whos Delilah, Dad?

Maybe its some feller Dan knows.

Some feller? repeated Mrs. Daniels with scorn. Its some worthless girl who got Whistlin Dan into this trouble.

Dans eyes opened but there was no understanding in them.

Haines, I hate you worsen hell!

Its Lee Haines who done this! cried Sam.

If it is, Ill cut out his heart!

It cant be Haines, broke in Mrs. Daniels. Old man Perkins, didnt he tell us that Haines was the man that Whistlin Dan Barry had brought down into Elkhead? How could Haines do this shootin while he was in jail?

Ma, said Sam, you watch Whistlin Dan. Buck an mell take care of the hoss — that black stallion. Hes pretty near all gone, but hes worth savin. What I dont see is how he found his way to us. Its certain Dan didnt guide him all the way.

How does the wind find its way? said Buck. It was the wolf that brought Dan here, but standin here talkin wont tell us how. Lets go out an fix up Satan.

It was by no means an easy task. As they approached the horse he heaved himself up, snorting, and stood with legs braced, and pendant head. Even his eyes were glazed with exhaustion, but behind them it was easy to guess the dauntless anger which raged against these intruders. Yet he would have been helpless against them. It was Black Bart who interfered at this point. He stood before them, his hair bristling and his teeth bared.

Sam suggested: Leave the door of the house open an let him hear Whistlin Dans voice.

It was done. At once the delirious voice of Dan stole out to them faintly. The wolf turned his head to Satan with a plaintive whine, as if asking why the stallion remained there when that voice was audible. Then he raced for the open door and disappeared into the house.

Hurry in, Buck! called Sam. Maybe the wolfll scare Ma!

They ran inside and found Black Bart on the bed straddling the body of Whistling Dan, and growling at poor Mrs. Daniels, who crouched in a corner of the room. It required patient work before he was convinced that they actually meant no harm to his master.

Whats the reason of it? queried Sam helplessly. The damn wolf let us take Dan off the hoss without makin any fuss.

Sure he did, assented Buck, but he aint sure of me yet, an every time he comes near me he sends the cold chills up my back.

Having decided that he might safely trust them to touch Dans body, the great wolf went the round and sniffed them carefully, his hair bristling and the forbidding growl lingering in his throat. In the end he apparently decided that they might be tolerated, though he must keep an eye upon their actions. So he sat down beside the bed and followed with an anxious eye every movement of Mrs. Daniels. The men went back to the stallion. He still stood with legs braced far apart, and head hanging low. Another mile of that long race and he would have dropped dead beneath his rider.

Nevertheless at the coming of the strangers he reared up his head a little and tried to run away. Buck caught the dangling reins near the bit. Satan attempted to strike out with his forehoof. It was a movement as clumsy and slow as the blow of a child, and Buck easily avoided it. Realizing his helplessness Satan whinnied a heart-breaking appeal for help to his unfailing friend, Black Bart. The wail of the wolf answered dolefully from the house.

Good Lord, groaned Buck. Now well have that black devil on our hands again.

No, we wont, chuckled Sam, the wolf wont leave Dan. Come on along, old hoss.

Nevertheless it required hard labour to urge and drag the stallion to the stable. At the end of that time they had the saddle off and a manger full of fodder before him. They went back to the house with the impression of having done a days work.

Which it shows the fool nature of a hoss, moralized Sam. That stallion would be willin to lay right down and die for the man thats jest rode him up to the front door of death, but he wishes everlastingly that he had the strength to kick the daylight out of you an me thats been tryin to take care of him. You jest write this down inside your brain, Buck: a hoss is like a woman. They jest nacherally aint no reason in em!

They found Dan in a heavy sleep, his breath coming irregularly. Mrs. Daniels stated that it was the fever which she had feared and she offered to sit up with the sick man through the rest of that night. Buck lifted her from the chair and took her place beside the bed.

No one but me is goin to take care of Whistlin Dan, he stated.

So the vigil began, with Buck watching Dan, and Black Bart alert, suspicious, ready at the first wrong move to leap at the throat of Buck.


27. NOBODY LAUGHS
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THAT NIGHT THE power which had sent Dan into Elkhead, Jim Silent, stood his turn at watch in the narrow canyon below the old Salton place. In the house above him sat Terry Jordan, Rhinehart, and Hal Purvis playing poker, while Bill Kilduff drew a drowsy series of airs from his mouth-organ. His music was getting on the nerves of the other three, particularly Jordan and Rhinehart, for Purvis was winning steadily.

Let up! broke out Jordan at last, pounding on the table with his fist. Your damn tunes are gettin my goat. Nobody can think while youre hittin it up like that. This aint no prayer meetin, Bill.

For answer Kilduff removed the mouth-organ to take a deep breath, blinked his small eyes, and began again in a still higher key.

Go slow, Terry, advised Rhinehart in a soft tone. Kilduff aint feelin none too well tonight.

Whats the matter with him? growled the scar-faced man, none too anxious to start an open quarrel with the formidable Kilduff.

Rhinehart jerked his thumb over his shoulder.

The gal in there. He dont like the game the chief has been workin with her.

Neither do I, said Purvis, but Id do worse than the chief done to get Lee Haines back.

Get Haines back? said Kilduff, his voice ominously deep. There aint no chance of that. If there was I wouldnt have no kick against the chief for what hes done to Kate.

Maybe theres some chance, suggested Rhinehart.

Chance, hell! cried Kilduff. One man agin a whole town full? I say all that Jim has done is to get Whistlin Dan plugged full of lead.

Well, said Purvis, if thats done, aint the game worth while?

The rest of the men chuckled and even Kilduff smiled.

Old Joe Cumberland is sure takin it hard, said Calamity Rhinehart. All day hes been lightin into the girl.

The funny part, mused Purvis, is that the old boy really means it. I think hed of sawed off his right hand to keep her from goin to Whistlin Dan.

An her sittin white-faced an starin at nothin an tryin to comfort him! rumbled Kilduff, standing up under the stress of his unwonted emotion. My God, she was apologizin for what she done, an tryin to cheer him up, an all the time her heart was bustin.

He pulled out a violently coloured bandana and wiped his forehead.

When we all get down to hell, he said, theyll be quite a little talkin done about this play of Jims — you cn lay to that.

Whos that singin down the canyon? asked Jordan. It sounds like—

He would not finish his sentence as if he feared to prove a false prophet. They rose as one man and stared stupidly at one another.

Haines! broke out Rhinehart at last.

It aint no ways possible! said Kilduff. And yet — by God, it is!

They rushed for the door and made out two figures approaching, one on horseback, and the other on foot.

Haines! called Purvis, his shrill voice rising to a squeak with his excitement.

Here I am! rang back the mellow tones of the big long rider, and in a moment he and Jim Silent entered the room.

Glad faces surrounded him. There was infinite wringing of his hand and much pounding on the back. Kilduff and Rhinehart pushed him back into a chair. Jordan ran for a flask of whisky, but Haines pushed the bottle away.

I dont want anything on my breath, he said, because I have to talk to a woman. Wheres Kate?

The men glanced at each other uneasily.

Shes here, all right, said Silent hastily. Now tell us how you got away.

Afterwards, said Haines. But first Kate.

Whats your hurry to see her? said Kilduff.

Haines laughed exultantly.

Youre jealous, Bill! Why, man, she sent for me! Sent Whistling Dan himself for me.

Maybe she did, said Kilduff, but that aint no particlar sign Im jealous. Tell us about the row in Elkhead.

Thats it, said Jordan. We cant wait, Lee.

Just one word explains it, said Haines. Barry!

What did he do? This from every throat at once.

Broke into the jail with all Elkhead at his heels flashing their six- guns — knocked down the two guards — unlocked my bracelets (God knows where he got the key!) — shoved me onto the bay — drove away with me — shot down two men while his wolf pulled down a third — made my horse jump a set of bars as high as my head — and here I am!

There was a general loosening of bandanas. The eyes of Jim Silent gleamed.

And all Elkhead knows that hes the man who took you out of jail? he asked eagerly.

Right. Hes put his mark on them, responded Haines, but the girl, Jim!

By God! said Silent. Ive got him! The whole world is agin him — the law an the outlaws. Hes done for!

He stopped short.

Unless youre feelin uncommon grateful to him for what he done for you, Lee?

He told me he hated me like hell, said Haines. Im grateful to him as Id be to a mountain lion that happened to do me a good turn. Now for Kate!

Let him see her, said Silent. Thats the quickest way. Call her out, Haines. Well take a little walk while youre with her.

The moment they were gone Haines rushed to the door and knocked loudly. It was opened at once and Kate stood before him. She winced at sight of him.

Its I, Kate! he cried joyously. Ive come back from the dead.

She stepped from the room and closed the door behind her.

What of Dan? Tell me! Was — was he hurt?

Dan? he repeated with an impatient smile. No, he isnt hurt. He pulled me through — got me out of jail and safe into the country. He had to drop two or three of the boys to do it.

Her head fell back a little and in the dim light, for the first time, he saw her face with some degree of clearness, and started at its pallor.

Whats the matter, Kate — dear? he said anxiously.

What of Dan? she asked faintly.

I dont know. Hes outlawed. Hes done for. The whole range will be against him. But why are you so worried about him, Kate? — when he told me that you loved me—

She straightened.

Love? You?

His face lengthened almost ludicrously.

But why — Dan came for me — he said you sent him — he— he broke down, stammering, utterly confused.

This is why I sent him! she answered, and throwing open the door gestured to him to enter.

He followed her and saw the lean figure of old Joe Cumberland lying on a blanket close to the wall.

Thats why! she whispered.

How does he come here?

Ask the devil in his human form! Ask your friend, Jim Silent!

He walked into the outer room with his head low. He found the others already returned. Their carefully controlled grins spoke volumes.

Wheres Silent? he asked heavily.

Hes gone, said Jordan.

Hal Purvis took Haines to one side.

Take a brace, he urged.

She hates me, Hal, said the big fellow sadly. For Gods sake, was there no other way of getting me out?

Not one! Pull yourself together, Lee. There aint no one for you to hold a spite agin. Would you rather be back in Elkhead dangling from the end of a rope?

It seems to have been a sort of — joke, said Haines.

Exactly. But at that sort of a joke nobody laughs!

And Whistling Dan Barry?

Hes done for. Were all agin him, an now even the rangers will help us hunt him down. Think it over careful, Haines. Youre agin him because you want the girl. I want that damned wolf of his, Black Bart. Kilduff would rather get into the saddle of Satan than ride to heaven. An Jim Silent wont never rest till he sees Dan lyin on the ground with a bullet through his heart. Heres four of us. Each of us want something that belongs to him, from his life to his dog. Haines, Im askin you man to man, was there any one ever born who could get away from four men like us?


28. WHISTLING DAN, DESPERADO
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IT WAS AN urgent business which sent Silent galloping over the hills before dawn. When the first light came he was close to the place of Gus Morris. He slowed his horse to a trot, but after a careful reconnoitring, seeing no one stirring around the sheriffs house, he drew closer and commenced to whistle a range song, broken here and there with a significant phrase which sounded like a signal. Finally a cloth was waved from a window, and Silent, content, turned his back on the house, and rode away at a walk.

Within half an hour the pounding of a horse approached from behind. The plump sheriff came to a halt beside him, jouncing in the saddle with the suddenness of the stop.

Whats up? he called eagerly.

Whistlin Dan.

Whats new about him? I know theyre talkin about that play he made agin Haines. Theys some says hes a faster man than you, Jim!

They say too damned much! snarled Silent. This is whats new. Whistlin Dan Barry — no less — has busted open the jail at Elkhead an set Lee Haines free.

The sheriff could not speak.

I fixed it, Gus. I staged the whole little game.

You fixed it with Whistlin Dan?

Dont ask me how I worked it. The pint is that he did the job. He got into the jail while the lynchers was guardin it, gettin ready for a rush. They opened fire. It was after dark last night. Haines an Dan made a rush for it from the stable on their hosses. They was lynchers everywhere. Haines didnt have no gun. Dan wouldnt trust him with one. He did the shootin himself. He dropped two of them with two shots. His devil of a wolf-dog brung down another.

Shootin at night?

Shootin at night, nodded Silent. An now, Gus, theys only one thing left to complete my little game — an thats to get Whistlin Dan Barry proclaimed an outlaw an put a price on his head, savvy?

Why dyou hate him so? asked Morris curiously.

Morris, why dyou hate smallpox?

Because a mans got no chance fightin agin it.

Gus, thats why I hate Whistlin Dan, but I aint here to argue. I want you to get Dan proclaimed an outlaw.

The sheriff scowled and bit his lip.

I cant do it, Jim.

Why the hell cant you?

Dont go jumpin down my throat. It aint human to double cross nobody the way youre double crossin that kid. Hes clean. He fights square. Hes jest done you a good turn. I cant do it, Jim.

There was an ominous silence.

Gus, said the outlaw, how many thousand have I given you?

The sheriff winced.

I dunno, he said, a good many, Jim.

An now youre goin to lay down on me?

Another pause.

People are gettin pretty excited nowadays, went on Silent carelessly. Maybe theyd get a lot more excited if they was to know jest how much Ive paid you, Gus.

The sheriff struck his forehead with a pudgy hand.

When a mans sold his soul to the devil they aint no way of buyin it back.

When youre all waked up, said Silent soothingly, they aint no more reasonable man than you, Gus. But sometimes you get to seein things cross- eyed. Heres my game. What do you think theyd do in Elkhead if a letter came for Dan Barry along about now?

The boys must be pretty hot, said the sheriff. I suppose the letterd be opened.

It would, said the outlaw. Youre sure a clever feller, Gus. You cn see a white hoss in the sunlight. Now what dyou suppose theyd think if they opened a letter addressed to Dan Barry and read something like this:

Dear Dan: You made great play for L.H. None of us is going to forget it. Maybe the thing for you to do is to lay low for a while. Then join us any time you want to. We all think nobody could of worked that stunt any smoother than you done. The rest of the boys say that two thousand aint enough for the work youve done. They vote that you get an extra thousand for it. Im agreeable about that, and when you get short of cash just drop up and see us — you know where.

Thats a great bluff youve made about being on my trail. Keep it up. Itll fool everybody for a while. Theyll think, maybe, that what you did for L.H. was because he was your personal friend. They wont suspect that youre now one of us. Adios,

J.S.

Silent waited for the effect of this missive to show in Morriss face.

Supposin they was to read a letter like that, Gus. Dyou think maybe itd sort of peeve them?

Hed be outlawed inside of two days!

Right. Heres the letter. An youre goin to see that its delivered in Elkhead, Morris.

The sheriff looked sombrely on the little square of white.

I sort of think, he said at last, that this heres the death warrant for Whistlin Dan Barry.

So do I, grinned Silent, considerably thirsty for action. Thats your chance to make one of your rarin, tearin speeches. Then you hop into the telegraph office an send a wire to the Governor askin that a price be put on the head of the bloodthirsty desperado, Dan Barry, commonly known as Whistlin Dan.

Its like something out of a book, said the sheriff slowly. Its like some damned horror story.

The minute you get the reply to that telegram swear in forty deputies and announce that theys a price on Barrys head. So long, Gus. This little playll make the boys figger youre the most efficient sheriff that never pulled a gun.

He turned his horse, laughing loudly, and the sheriff, with that laughter in his ears, rode back towards his hotel with a downward head.

* * * * *

All day at the Danielss house the fever grew perceptibly, and that night the family held a long consultation.

Theys got to be somethin done, said Buck. Im goin to ride into town tomorrow an get ahold of Doc Geary.

There aint no use of gettin that fraud Geary, said Mrs. Daniels scornfully. I think that if the boy cn be saved I cn do it as well as that doctor. But there aint no doctor cn help him. The trouble with Dan aint his wound — its his mind thats keepin him low.

His mind? queried old Sam.

Listen to him now. Whats all that talkin about Delilah?

If it aint Delilah its Kate, said Buck. Always one of the two hes talkin about. An when he talks of them his fever gets worse. Whos Delilah, an whos Kate?

Theys one an the same person, said Mrs. Daniels. It do beat all how blind men are!

Are we now? said her husband with some heat. An what good would it do even if we knowed that they was the same?

Because if we could locate the girl theys a big chance shed bring him back to reason. Shed make his brain quiet, an then his bodyll take care of itself, savvy?

But theys a hundred Kates in the range, said Sam. Has he said her last name, Buck, or has he given you any way of findin out where she lives?

There aint no way, brooded Buck, except that when he talks about her sometimes he speaks of Lee Haines like he wanted to kill him. Sometimes hes dreamin of havin Lee by the throat. Dyou honest think that havin the girl here would do any good, ma?

Of course it would, she answered. Hes in love, that poor boy is, an love is worse than bullets for some men. I dont mean you or Sam. Lord knows you wouldnt bother yourselves none about a woman.

Her eyes challenged them.

He talks about Lee havin the girl? asked Sam.

He sure does, said Buck, which shows that hes jest ravin. How could Lee have the girl, him bein in jail at Elkhead?

But maybe Lee had her before Whistlin Dan got him at Morriss place. Maybe shes up to Silents camp now.

A girl in Jim Silents camp? repeated Buck scornfully. Jimd as soon have a ton of lead hangin on his shoulders.

Would he though? broke in Mrs. Daniels. Youre considerable young, Buck, to be sayin what menll do where theys women concerned. Where is this camp?

I dunno, said Buck evasively. Maybe up in the hills. Maybe at the old Salton place. If I thought she was there, Id risk goin up and gettin her — with her leave or without it!

Dont be talkin fool stuff like that, said his mother anxiously. You aint goin near Jim Silent agin, Buck!

He shrugged his shoulders, with a scowl, and turned away to go back to the bedside of Whistling Dan.

In the morning Buck was hardly less haggard than Dan. His mother, with clasped hands and an anxious face, stood at the foot of the bed, but her trouble was more for her son than for Dan. Old Sam was out saddling Bucks horse, for they had decided that the doctor must be brought from Elkhead at once.

I dont like to leave him, growled Buck. I misdoubt what may be happenin while Im gone.

Dont look at me like that, said his mother. Why, Buck, a body would think that if he dies while youre gone youll accuse your father an mother of murder.

Dont be no minute away from him, urged Buck, thats all I ask.

Cure his brain, said his mother monotonously, an his bodyll take care of itself. Whos that talkin with your dad outside?

Very faintly they caught the sound of voices, and after a moment the departing clatter of a galloping horse. Old Sam ran into the house breathless.

Who was it? Whats the matter, pa? asked his wife, for the old cowpunchers face was pale even through his tan.

Young Seaton was jest here. He an a hundred other fellers is combin the range an warnin everyone agin that Dan Barry. The bullet in his shoulder — he got it while he was breaking jail with Lee Haines. An he shot down the hosses of two men an his dog pulled down a third one.

Busted jail with Lee Haines! breathed Buck. It aint no ways nacheral. Which Dan hates Lee Haines!

He was bought off by Jim Silent, said old Sam. They opened a letter in Elkhead, an the letter told everything. It was signed J.S. an it thanked Dan for gettin L.H. free.

Its a lie! said Buck doggedly.

Buck! Sam! cried Mrs. Daniels, seeing the two men of her family glaring at each other with something like hate in their eyes. Sam, have you forgot that this lad has eat your food in your house?

Sam turned as crimson as he had been pale before.

I forgot, he muttered. I was scared an forgot!

An maybe youve forgot that Id be swingin on the end of a rope in Elkhead if it wasnt for Dan Barry? suggested Buck.

Buck, said his father huskily, Im askin your pardon. I got sort of panicky for a minute, thats all. But what are we goin to do with him? If he dont get help hell be a dead man quick. An you cant go to Elkhead for the doctor. Theyd doctor Dan with six-guns, thats what theyd do.

What could of made him do it? said Mrs. Daniels, wiping a sudden burst of tears from her eyes.

Oh, God, said Buck. Howd I know why he done it? Howd I know why he turned me loose when he should of took me to Elkhead to be lynched by the mob there? The girls the only thing to help him outside of a doctor. Im goin to get the girl.

Where?

I dunno. Maybe Ill try the old Salton place.

And take her away from Jim Silent? broke in his father. You might jest as well go an shoot yoursef before startin. Thatll save your hoss the long ride, an itll bring you to jest the same end.

Listen! said Buck, theys the wolf mournin!

Buck, youre loco!

Hush, pa! whispered Mrs. Daniels.

She caught the hand of her brawny son.

Buck, Im no end proud of you, lad. If you die, its a good death! Tell me, Buck dear, have you got a plan?

He ground his big hand across his forehead, scowling.

I dunno, he said, drawing a long breath. I jest know that I got to get the girl. Words dont say what I mean. All I know is that Ive got to go up there an get that girl, and bring her back sos she can save Dan, not from the people thats huntin him, but from himself.

There aint no way of changin you? said his father.

Pa, said Mrs. Daniels, sometimes youre a plumb fool!

Buck was already in the saddle. He waved farewell, but after he set his face towards the far-away hills he never turned his head. Behind him lay the untamed three. Before him, somewhere among those naked, sunburned hills, was the woman whose love could reclaim the wild.

A dimness came before his eyes. He attempted to curse at this weakness, but in place of the blasphemy something swelled in his throat, and a still, small music filled his heart. And when at last he was able to speak his lips framed a vow like that of the old crusaders.


29. WEREWOLF
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BUCKS CATTLE PONY broke from the lope into a steady dog- trot. Now and then Bucks horse tossed his head high and jerked his ears quickly back and forth as if he were trying to shake off a fly. As a matter of fact he was bothered by his masters whistling. The only sound which he was accustomed to hear from the lips of his rider was a grunted curse now and then. This whistling made the mustang uneasy.

Buck himself did not know what the music meant, but it brought into his mind a thought of strong living and of glorious death. He had heard it whistled several times by Dan Barry when the latter lay delirious. It seemed to Buck, while he whistled this air, that the spirit of Dan travelled beside him, nerving him to the work which lay ahead, filling the messenger with his own wild strength.

As Buck dropped into a level tract of country he caught sight of a rider coming from the opposite direction. As they drew closer the other man swung his mount far to one side. Buck chuckled softly, seeing that the other evidently desired to pass without being recognized. The chuckle died when the stranger changed direction and rode straight for Buck. The latter pulled his horse to a quick stop and turned to face the on-comer. He made sure that his six-gun was loose in the holster, for it was always well to be prepared for the unusual in these chance meetings in the mountain-desert.

Hey, Buck! called the galloping horseman.

The hand of Daniels dropped away from his revolver, for he recognized the voice of Hal Purvis, who swiftly ranged alongside.

Whats the dope? asked Buck, producing his tobacco and the inevitable brown papers.

Jest lookin the landscape over an scoutin around for news, answered Purvis.

Pick up anything?

Yeh. Ran across some tenderfoot squatters jest out of Elkhead.

Buck grunted and lighted his cigarette.

Which youve been sort of scarce around the outfit lately, went on Purvis.

Im headin for the bunch now, said Buck.

Dyou bring along that gun of mine I left at your house?

Didnt think of it.

Lets drop back to your house an get it. Then Ill ride up to the camp with you.

Buck drew a long puff on his cigarette. He drew a quick mental picture of Purvis entering the house, finding Dan, and then — 

Sure, he said, you cn go back to the house an ask pa for the gun, if you want to. Ill keep on for the hills.

Whats your hurry? It aint moren three miles back to your house. You wont lose no time to speak of.

It aint time Im afraid of losin, said Buck significantly.

Then what the devil is it? I cant afford to leave that gun.

All right, said Buck, forcing a grin of derision, so long, Hal.

Purvis frowned at him with narrowing eyes.

Spit it out, Buck. Whats the matter with me goin back for that gun? Aint I apt to find it?

Sure. Thats the point. Youre apt to find lots of guns. Heres what I mean, Hal. Some of the cowpunchers are beginnin to think Im a little partial to Jim Silents crowd. An theyre watchin my house.

The hell!

Youre right. It is. Thats one of the reasons Im beatin it for the hills.

He started his horse to a walk. But of course if youre bound to have that gun, Hal—

Purvis grinned mirthlessly, his lean face wrinkling to the eyes, and he swung his horse in beside Buck.

Anyway, said Buck, Im glad to see you aint a fool. Hows things at the camp?

Rotten. Theys a girl up there—

A girl?

You look sort of pleased. Sure theys a girl. Kate Cumberland, shes the one. She seen us hold up the train, an now we dont dare let her go. Shes got enough evidence to hang us all if it came to a show-down.

Kate! Delilah.

What you sayin?

I say its damn queer that Jimll let a girl stay at the camp.

Cant be helped. Shes makin us more miserable than a whole army of men. We had her in the house for a while, an then Silent rigged up the little shack that stands a short ways—

I know the one you mean.

She an her dad is in that. We have to guard em at night. She aint had no good word for any of us since shes been up there. Every time she looks at a feller she makes you feel like you was somethin low-down — a snake, or somethin.

Dyou mean to say none of the boys please her? asked Buck curiously. He understood from Dans delirious ravings that the girl was in love with Lee Haines and had deserted Barry for the outlaw. Say, aint Haines goodlookin enough to please her?

Purvis laughed unpleasantly.

Hed like to be, but he dont quite fit her idea of a man. Wed all like to be, for that matter. Shes a ravin beauty, Buck. One of these blue-eyed, yaller-haired kind, see, with a voice like silk. Speakin personal, Im free to admit shes got me stopped.

Buck drew so hard on the diminishing butt of his cigarette that he burned his fingers.

Cant do nothin with her? he queried.

What you grinnin about? said Purvis hotly. Dyou think youd have any better luck with her?

Buck chuckled.

The trouble with you fellers, he said complacently, is that youre all too damned afraid of a girl. You all treat em like they was queens an you was their slaves. They like a master.

The thin lips of Purvis curled.

Youre quite a man, aint you?

Man enough to handle any woman that ever walked.

Purvis broke into loud laughter.

Thats what a lot of us thought, he said at last, but she breaks all the rules. Shes got her heart set on another man, an shes that funny sort that dont never love twice. Maybe youll guess who the man is?

Buck frowned thoughtfully to cover his growing excitement.

Give it up, Buck, advised Purvis. The feller she loves is Whistlin Dan Barry. You wouldnt think no woman would look without shiverin at that hell-raiser. But shes goin on a hunger strike on account of him. Since yesterday she wouldnt eat none. She says shell starve herself to death unless we turn her loose. The hell of it is that she will. I know it an so does the rest of the boys.

Starve herself to death? said Buck exuberantly. Wait till I get hold of her!

You?

Me!

Purvis viewed him with compassion.

Me bein your friend, Buck, he said, take my tip an dont try no fool stunts around that girl. Which she once belongs to Whistlin Dan Barry an therefore shes got the taboo mark on her for any other man. Everything hes ever owned is different, damned different!

His voice lowered to a tone which was almost awe.

Speakin for myself, I dont hanker after his hoss like Bill Kilduff; or his girl, like Lee Haines; or his life, like the chief. All I want is a shot at that wolf-dog, that Black Bart!

You look sort of het up, Hal.

He come near puttin his teeth into my leg down at Morgans place the day Barry cleaned up the chief.

Why, any dog is apt to take a snap at a feller.

This aint a dog. Its a wolf. An Whistlin Dan— he stopped.

You look sort of queer, Hal. Whats up?

You wont think Im loco?

No.

Theys some folks away up north that thinks a man now an then turns into a wolf.

Buck nodded and shrugged his shoulders. A little chill went up and down his back.

Heres my idea, Buck. Ive been thinkin — no, its more like dreamin than thinkin — that Dan Barry is a wolf turned into a man, an Black Bart is a man turned into a wolf.

Hal, you been drinkin.

Maybe.

What made you think— began Buck, but the long rider put spurs to his horse and once more broke into a fast gallop.


30. THE MANHANDLING
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IT WAS CLOSE to sunset time when they reached the old Salton place, where they found Silent sitting on the porch with Haines, Kilduff, Jordan, and Rhinehart. They stood up at sight of the newcomers and shouted a welcome. Buck waved his hand, but his thoughts were not for them. The music he had heard Dan whistle formed in his throat. It reached his lips not in sound but as a smile.

At the house he swung from the saddle and shook hands with Jim Silent. The big outlaw retained Bucks fingers.

Youre comin in mighty late, he growled, Didnt you get the signal?

Buck managed to meet the searching eyes.

I was doin better work for you by stayin around the house, he said.

How dyou mean?

I stayed there to pick up things you might want to know. It wasnt easy. The boys are beginnin to suspect me.

The cowpunchers is gettin so thick around those parts, broke in Purvis, that Buck wouldnt even let me go back to his house with him to get my gun.

The keen eyes of Silent never left the face of Daniels.

Dont you know that Gus Morris gives us all the news we need, Buck?

Rhinehart and Jordan, who were chatting together, stopped to listen. Buck smiled easily.

I dont no ways doubt that Morris tells you all he knows, he said, but the pint is that he dont know everything.

Hows that?

The rangers is beginnin to look sidewise an whisper when Morris is around. Hes played his game with us too long, an the boys are startin to think. Thinkin is always dangerous.

You seem to have been doin some tall thinkin yourself, said Silent drily; you guess the cowpunchers are goin on our trail on their own hook?

There aint no doubt of it.

Whered you hear it?

Young Seaton.

Hes one of them?

Yes.

Ill remember him. By the way, I see you got a little token of Whistlin Dan on your arm.

He pointed to the bandage on Bucks right forearm.

It aint nothin, said Buck, shrugging his shoulders. The cuts are all healin up. The arms as good as ever now.

Anyway, said Silent, you got somethin comin to you for the play you made agin that devil.

He reached into his pocket, drew out several twenty dollar gold pieces (money was never scarce with a long rider) and passed them to Buck. The latter received the coin gingerly, hesitated, and then returned it to the hand of the chief.

What the hells the matter? snarled the big outlaw. Aint it enough?

I dont want no money till I earn it, said Buck.

Lifes gettin too peaceful for you, eh? grinned Silent.

Speakin of peace, chimed in Purvis, with a liberal wink at the rest of the gang, Buck allows hes the boy who cn bring the dove o the same into this camp. He says he knows the way to bring the girl over there to see reason.

Buck followed the direction of Purviss eyes and saw Kate sitting on a rock at a little distance from the shanty in which she lived with her father. She made a pitiful figure, her chin cupped in her hand, and her eyes staring fixedly down the valley. He was recalled from her by the general laughter of the outlaws.

You fellers laugh, he said complacently, because you dont know no more about women than a cow knows about pictures.

What do you think we should do with her, Solomon? Buck met the cold blue eye of Haines.

Maybe I aint Solomon, he admitted genially, but I dont need no million wives to learn all there is to know about women.

Dont make a fool of yourself, Buck, said Silent. There aint no way of movin that damn girl. Shes gone on a hunger strike an shell die in it. We cant send her out of the valley. Its hell to have her dyin on our hands here. But there aint no way to make her change her mind. Ive tried pleadin with her — Ive even offered her money. It dont do no good. Think of that!

Sure it dont, sneered Buck. Why, you poor bunch of yearlin calves, she dont need no coaxin. What she needs is a manhandlin. She wants a master, thats what she wants.

I suppose, said Haines, you think youre man enough to change her?

None of that! broke in Silent. Dyou really think you could do somethin with her, Buck?

Can I do somethin with her? repeated Buck scornfully. Why, boys, there aint nothin I cant do with a woman.

Is it because of your pretty face or your winnin smile? growled the deep bass of Bill Kilduff.

Both! said Buck, promptly. The wilder they are the harder they fall for me. Ive had a thirty-year old maverick eatin out of my hand like shed been trained for it all her life. The edyoucated ones say Im different; the old maids allow that Im naive; the pretty ones jest say Im a man, but they spell the word with capital letters.

Daniels, youre drunk, said Haines.

Am I? Itll take a better man than you to make me sober, Haines!

The intervening men jumped back, but the deep voice of Silent rang out like a pistol shot: Dont move for your six-guns, or youll be playin agin me!

Haines transferred his glare to Silent, but his hand dropped from his gun. Daniels laughed.

I aint no mile post with a hand pointin to trouble, he said gently. All I say is that the girl needs excitement. Lifes so damned dull for her that she aint got no interest in livin.

If youre fool enough to try, said Silent, go ahead. What are you plannin to do?

Youll learn by watchin, grinned Buck, taking the reins of his horse. Im goin to ask the lady soft an polite to step up to her cabin an pile into some ham an eggs. If she dont want to Ill rough her up a little, an shell love me for it afterwards!

The way she loves a snake! growled Kilduff.

By God, Silent, said Haines, his face white with emotion, if Buck puts a hand on her Ill—

Act like a man an not like a damn fool boy, said Silent, dropping a heavy hand on the shoulder of his lieutenant. He wont hurt her none, Lee. Ill answer for that. Come on, Buck. Speakin personal, I wish that calico was in hell.

Leading his horse, Buck followed Silent towards the girl. She did not move when they approached. Her eyes still held far down the valley. The steps of the big outlaw were shorter and shorter as they drew close to the girl. Finally he stopped and turned to Buck with a gesture of resignation.

Look at her! This is what shes been doin ever since yesterday. Buck, its up to you to make good. There she is!

All right, said Buck, its about time for you amachoors to exit an leave the stage clear for the big star. Now jest step back an take notes on the way I do it. In fifteen minutes by the clock shell be eatin out of my hand.

Silent, expectant but baffled, retired a little. Buck removed his hat and bowed as if he were in a drawing-room.

Maam, he said, I got the honour of askin you to side-step up to the shanty with me an tackle a plate of ham an eggs. Are you on?

To this Chesterfieldian outpouring of the heart, she responded with a slow glance which started at Bucks feet, travelled up to his face, and then returned to the purple distance down the canyon. In spite of himself the tell- tale crimson flooded Bucks face. Far away he caught the muffled laughter of the outlaws. He replaced his hat.

Dont make no mistake, he went on, his gesture including the bandits in the background, and Silent particularly, I aint the same sort as these other fellers. I cn understand the way you feel after bein herded around with a lot of tin horns like these. Im suggestin that you take a long look at me an notice the difference between an imitation an a real man.

She did look at him. She even smiled faintly, and the smile made Bucks face once more grow very hot. His voice went hard.

For the last time, Im askin if youll go up to the cabin.

There was both wonder and contempt in her smile.

In an instant he was in his saddle. He swung far to one side and caught her in his arms. Vaguely he heard the yell of excitement from the outlaws. All he was vividly conscious of was the white horror of her face. She fought like a wildcat. She did not cry out. She struck him full in the face with the strength of a man, almost. He prisoned her with a stronger grip, and in so doing nearly toppled from the saddle, for his horse reared up, snorting.

A gun cracked twice and two bullets hummed close to his head. From the corner of his eye he was aware of Silent and Rhinehart flinging themselves upon Lee Haines, who struggled furiously to fire again. He drove his spurs deep and the cattle pony started a bucking course for the shanty.

Dan! he muttered at her ear.

The yells of the men drowned his voice. She managed to jerk her right arm free and struck him in the face. He shook her furiously.

For Whistling Dan! he said more loudly. Hes dying!

She went rigid in his arms.

Dont speak! he panted. Dont let them know!

The outlaws were running after them, laughing and waving their hats.

Dan!

Faint, you fool!

Her eyes widened with instant comprehension. Every muscle of her body relaxed; her head fell back; she was a lifeless burden in his arms. Buck dismounted from the saddle before the shanty. He was white, shaking, but triumphant. Rhinehart and Purvis and Jordan ran up to him. Silent and Kilduff were still struggling with Haines in the distance.

Rhinehart dropped his head to listen at her breast for the heartbeat.

Shes dead! cried Jordan.

Youre a fool, said Buck calmly. Shes jest fainted, an when she comes to, shell begin tellin me what a wonderful man I am.

She aint dead, said Rhinehart, raising his head from her heart, but Hainesll kill you for this, Buck!

Kate! cried an agonized voice from the shanty, and old white-haired Joe Cumberland ran towards them.

Jest a little accident happened to your daughter, explained Buck. Never mind. I cn carry her in all right. You fellers stay back. A crowd aint no help. Aint no cause to worry, Mr. Cumberland. She aint hurt!

He hastened on into the shanty and laid her on the bunk within. Her father hurried about to bathe her face and throat. Buck pushed the other three men out of the room.

She aint hurt, he said calmly, shes jest a little fussed up. Remember I said in fifteen minutes Id have her eatin out of my hand. Ive still got ten minutes of that time. When the ten minutes is up you all come an take a look through that window. If you dont see the girl eatin at that table, Ill chaw up my hat.

He crowded them through the door and shut it behind them. A cry of joy came from old Joe Cumberland and Buck turned to see Kate sitting up on the bunk.


31. LAUGH, DAMN IT!
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SHE BRUSHED HER fathers anxious arms aside and ran to Buck.

Shut up! said Buck. Talk soft. Better still, dont say nothin!

Kate, stammered her father, what has happened?

Listen an youll learn, said Buck. But get busy first. I got to get you out of here tonight. Youll need strength for the work ahead of you. You got to eat. Get me some eggs. Eggs and ham. Got em? Good. You, there! (This to Joe.) Rake down them ashes. On the jump, Kate. Some wood here. I got only ten minutes!

In three minutes the fire was going, and the eggs in the pan, while Joe set out some tin dishes on the rickety table, under orders from Buck, making as much noise as possible. While they worked Buck talked. By the time Kates plate was ready his tale was done. He expected hysterics. She was merely white and steady-eyed.

Youre ready? he concluded.

Yes.

Then begin by doin what I say an ask no questions. Silent an his crewll be lookin through the window over there pretty soon. You got to be eatin an appearin to enjoy talkin to me. Get that an dont forget it. Mix in plenty of smiles. Cumberland, you get back into the shadow an stay there. Dont never come out into the light. Your face tells moren a whole book, an believe me, Jim Silent is a quick reader.

Joe retreated to a corner of the room into which the light of the lamp did not penetrate.

Sit down at that table! ordered Buck, and he placed a generous portion of fried eggs and ham before her.

I cant eat. Is Dan—

I hear em at the window!

He slipped onto a box on the opposite side of the table and leaned towards her, supporting his chin in his hands. Kate began to eat hurriedly.

No! no! advised Buck. You eat as if you was scared. You want to be slow an deliberate. Watch out! Theyve moved the board that covers the window!

For he saw a group of astonished faces outside.

Smile at me!

Her response made even Buck forget her pallor. Outside the house there was a faint buzz of whispers.

Keep it up!

Ill do my best, she said faintly.

Buck leaned back and burst into uproarious laughter.

Thats a good one! he cried, slamming the broad palm of his hand against the table so that the tin dishes jumped. I never heard the beat of it! And in a whispered tone aside: Laugh, damn it!

Her laughter rang true enough, but it quavered perilously close to a sob towards the close.

I always granted Jim Silent a lot of sense, he said, an has he really left you alone all this time? Damn near died of homesickness, didnt you?

She laughed again, more confidently this time. The board was suddenly replaced at the window.

Now I got to go out to them, he said. After what Silent has seen hell trust me with you. Hell let me come back.

She dropped her soft hands over his clenched fist.

It will be soon? Minutes are greater than hours.

I aint forgot. Tonights the time.

Before he reached the door she ran to him. Two arms went round his neck, two warm lips fluttered against his.

God bless you! she whispered.

Buck ran for the door. Outside he stood bareheaded, breathing deeply. His face was hot with shame and delight, and he had to walk up and down for a moment before he could trust himself to enter the ranch house. When he finally did so he received a greeting which made him think himself a curiosity rather than a man. Even Jim Silent regarded him with awe.

Buck, said Jordan, you dont never need to work no more. All you got to do is to walk into a town, pick out the swellest heiress, an marry her.

The trouble with girls in town, said Buck, is that there aint no room for a man to operate. You jest nacherally cant ride a hoss into a parlour.

Lee Haines drew Buck a little to one side.

What message did you bring to her, Buck? he said.

What dyou mean?

Look here, friend, these other boys are too thick-headed to understand Kate Cumberland, but I know her kind.

Youre a little peeved, aint you Lee? grinned Buck. It aint my fault that she dont like you.

Haines ground his teeth.

It was a very clever little act that you did with her, but it couldnt quite deceive me. She was too pale when she laughed.

A jealous feller sees two things for every one that really happens, Lee.

Who was the message from?

Did she ever smile at you like she done at me?

Was it from Dan Barry that you brought word?

Did she ever let her eyes go big an soft when she looked at you?

Damn you.

Did she ever lean close to you, sos you got the scent of her hair, Lee?

Ill kill you for this, Daniels!

When I left she kissed me good-bye, Lee.

In spite of his bravado, Buck was deeply anxious. He watched Haines narrowly. Only two men in the mountain-desert would have had a chance against this man in a fight, and Buck knew perfectly well that he was not one of the two.

Watch yourself, Daniels, said Haines. I know youre lying and Im going to keep an eye on you.

Thanks, grinned Buck. I like to have a friend watchin out for me.

Haines turned on his heel and went back to the card table, where Buck immediately joined the circle.

Wait a minute, Lee, said Silent. Aint it your turn to stand guard on the Cumberlands tonight?

Right — O, answered Haines cheerfully, and rose from the table.

Hold on, said Buck. Are you goin to spoil all the work I done today with that girl?

Whats the matter? asked Silent.

Everythings the matter! Are you goin to put a man she hates out there watchin her.

Damn you, Daniels, said Haines fiercely, youre rolling up a long account, but it only takes a bullet to collect that sort of a bill!

If it hadnt been for Haines, would the girls father be here? asked Buck. Besides, she dont like blonds.

What type does she like? asked Silent, enjoying the quarrel between his lieutenant and the recruit.

Likes em with dark hair an eyes, said Buck calmly. Look at me, for instance!

Even Haines smiled, though his lips were white with anger.

Dyou want to stand guard over her yourself? said the chief.

Sure, grinned Buck, maybe shed come out an pass the time o night with me.

Go ahead and take the job, nodded Silent. I got an idea maybe she will.

Silent, warned Haines, hasnt it occurred to you that theres something damned queer about the ease with which Buck slid into the favour of the girl?

Well?

All his talk about manhandling her is bunk. He had some message for her. I saw him speak to her when she was struggling in his arms. Then she conveniently fainted.

Silent turned on Buck.

Is that straight?

It is, said Daniels easily.

The outlaws started and their expectant grins died out.

By God, Buck! roared Silent, if youre double crossin me — but I aint goin to be hasty now. What happened? Tell it yourself! What did you say to her?

While she was fightin with me, said Buck, she hollered: Let me go! I says: Ill see you in hell first! Then she fainted.

The roar of laughter drowned Hainess further protest.

You win, Buck, said Silent. Take the job.

As Buck started for the door Haines called to him:

Hold on, Buck, if youre aboveboard you wont mind giving your word to see that no one comes up the valley and that youll be here in the morning?

The words set a swirling blackness before Bucks eyes. He turned slowly.

Thats reasonable, said Silent. Speak up, Daniels.

All right, said Buck, his voice very low. Ill be here in the morning, and Ill see that no one comes up the valley.

There was the slightest possible emphasis on the word up.

On a rock directly in front of the shanty Buck took up his watch. The little house behind him was black. Presently he heard the soft call of Kate: Is it time?

His eyes wandered to the ranch house. He could catch the drone of many voices. He made no reply.

Is it time? she repeated.

Still he would not venture a reply, however guarded. She called a third time, and when he made no response he heard her voice break to a moan of hopelessness. And yet he waited, waited, until the light in the ranch house went out, and there was not a sound.

Kate! he said, gauging his voice carefully so that it could not possibly travel to the ranch house, which all the while he carefully scanned.

For answer the front door of the shanty squeaked.

Back! he called. Go back!

The door squeaked again.

Theyre asleep in the ranch house, she said. Arent we safe?

S — sh! he warned. Talk low! They arent all asleep. Theres one in the ranch house wholl never take his eyes off me till morning.

What can we do?

Go out the back way. You wont be seen if youre careful. Haines has his eyes on me, not you. Go for the stable. Saddle your horses. Then lead them out and take the path on the other side of the house. Dont mount them until youre far below the house. Go slow all the way. Sounds travel far up this canyon.

Arent you coming with us?

No.

But when they find us gone?

Think of Dan — not me!

God be merciful to you!

In a moment the back door of the shanty creaked. They must be opening it by inches. When it was wide they would run for the stable. He wished now that he had warned Kate to walk, for a slow moving object catches the eye more seldom than one which travels fast. If Lee Haines was watching at that moment his attention must be held to Buck for one all important minute. He stood up, rolled a cigarette swiftly, and lighted it. The spurt and flare of the match would hold even the most suspicious eye for a short time, and in those few seconds Kate and her father might pass out of view behind the stable.

He sat down again. A muffled sneeze came from the ranch house and Buck felt his blood run cold. The forgotten cigarette between his fingers burned to a dull red and then went out. In the stable a horse stamped. He leaned back, locked his hands idly behind his head, and commenced to whistle. Now there was a snort, as of a horse when it leaves the shelter of a barn and takes the first breath of open air.

All these sounds were faint, but to Buck, straining his ears in an agony of suspense, each one came like the blast of a trumpet. Next there was a click like that of iron striking against rock. Evidently they were leading the horses around on the far side of the house. With a trembling hand he relighted his cigarette and waited, waited, waited. Then he saw them pass below the house! They were dimly stalking figures in the night, but to Buck it seemed as though they walked in the blaze of ten thousand searchlights. He held his breath in expectancy of that mocking laugh from the house — that sharp command to halt — that crack of the revolver.

Yet nothing happened. Now he caught the click of the horses iron shoes against the rocks farther and farther down the valley. Still no sound from the ranch house. They were safe!

It was then that the great temptation seized on Buck.

It would be simple enough for him to break away. He could walk to the stable, saddle his horse, and tear past the ranch house as fast as his pony could gallop. By the time the outlaws were ready for the pursuit, he would be a mile or more away, and in the hills such a handicap was enough. One thing held him. It was frail and subtle like the invisible net of the enchanter — that word he had passed to Jim Silent, to see that nothing came up the valley and to appear in the ranch house at sunrise.

In the midst of his struggle, strangely enough, he began to whistle the music he had learned from Dan Barry, the song of the untamed, those who hunt for ever, and are for ever hunted. When his whistling died away he touched his hand to his lips where Kate had kissed him, and then smiled. The sun pushed up over the eastern hills.

When he entered the ranch house the big room was a scene of much arm stretching and yawning as the outlaws dressed. Lee Haines was already dressed. Buck smiled ironically.

I say, Lee, he said, you look sort of used up this mornin, eh?

The long rider scowled.

Id make a guess youve not had much sleep, Haines, went on Buck. Your eyes is sort of hollow.

Not as hollow as your damned lying heart!

Drop that! commanded Silent. You hold a grudge like a woman, Lee! How was the watch, Buck? Are you all in?

Nothin come up the valley, an here I am at sunrise, said Buck. I reckon that speaks for itself.

It sure does, said Silent, but the gal and her father are kind of slow this mornin. The old man generally has a fire goin before dawn is fairly come. There aint no sign of smoke now.

Maybe hes sleepin late after the excitement of yesterday, said Bill Kilduff. You must of thrown some sensation into the family, Buck.

The eyes of Haines had not moved from the face of Buck.

I think Ill go over and see whats keeping them so late in bed, he said, and left the house.

He takes it pretty hard, said Jordan, his scarred face twisted with Satanic mirth, but dont go rubbin it into him, Buck, or youll be havin a man-sized fight on your hands. Id jest about as soon mix with the chief as cross Haines. When he starts the undertaker does the finishin!

Thanks for remindin me, said Buck drily. Through the window he saw Haines throw open the door of the shanty.

The outcry which Buck expected did not follow. For a long moment the long rider stood there without moving. Then he turned and walked slowly back to the house, his head bent, his forehead gathered in a puzzled frown.

Whats the matter, Lee? called Silent as his lieutenant entered the room again. You look sort of sick. Didnt she have a bright mornin smile for you?

Haines raised his head slowly. The frown was not yet gone.

They arent there, he announced.

His eyes shifted to Buck. Everyone followed his example, Silent cursing softly.

As a joker, Lee, said Buck coldly, youre some Little Eva. I spose they jest nacherally evaporated durin the night, maybe?

Haines, said Silent sharply, are you serious?

The latter nodded.

Then by God, Buck, youll have to say a lot in a few words. Lee, you suspected him all the time, but I was a fool!

Daniels felt the colour leaving his face, but help came from the quarter from which he least expected it.

Jim, dont draw! cried Haines.

The eyes of the chief glittered like the hawks who sees the field mouse scurrying over the ground far below.

He aint your meat, Lee, he said. Its me hes double crossed.

Chief, said Haines, last night while he watched the shanty, I watched him!

Well?

I saw him keep his post in front of the cabin all night without moving. And he was wide awake all the time.

Then how in hell—

The back door of the cabin! said Kilduff suddenly.

By God, thats it! They sneaked out there and then went down on the other side of the house.

If I had let them go, interposed Buck, do you suppose Id be here?

The keen glance of Silent moved from Buck to Haines, and then back again. He turned his back on them.

The quiet which had fallen on the room was now broken by the usual clatter of voices, cursing, and laughter. In the midst of it Haines stepped close to Buck and spoke in a guarded voice.

Buck, he said, I dont know how you did it, but I have an idea—

Did what?

The eyes of Haines were sad.

I was a clean man, once, he said quietly, and youve done a clean mans work!

He put out his hand and that of Bucks advanced slowly to meet it.

Was it for Dan or Kate that you did it?

The glance of Buck roamed far away.

I dunno, he said softly. I think it was to save my own rotten soul!

On the other side of the room Silent beckoned to Purvis.

What is it? asked Hal, coming close.

Speak low, said Silent. Im talking to you, not to the crowd. I think Buck is crooked as hell. I want you to ride down to the neighbourhood of his house. Scout around it day and night. You may see something worth while.

Meanwhile, in that utter blackness which precedes the dawn, Kate and her father reached the mouth of the canyon.

Kate, said old Joe in a tremulous voice, if I was a prayin man Id git down on my knees an thank God for deliverin you tonight.

Thank Buck Daniels, whos left his life in pawn for us. Ill go straight for Bucks house. You must ride to Sheriff Morris and tell him that an honest man is up there in the power of Silents gang.

But— he began.

She waved her hand to him, and spurring her horse to a furious gallop raced off into the night. Her father stared after her for a few moments, but then, as she had advised, rode for Gus Morris.


32. THOSE WHO SEE IN THE DARK
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IT WAS STILL early morning when Kate swung from her horse before the house of Buck Daniels. Instinct seemed to lead her to the sick-room, and when she reached it she paid not the slightest attention to the old man and his wife, who sat nodding beside the bed. They started up when they heard the challenging growl of Black Bart, which relapsed into an eager whine of welcome as he recognized Kate.

She saw nothing but the drawn white face of Dan and his blue pencilled eyelids. She ran to him. Old Sam, hardly awake, reached out to stop her. His wife held him back.

Its Delilah! she whispered. I seen her face!

Kate was murmuring soft, formless sounds which made the old man and his wife look to each other with awe. They retreated towards the door as if they had been found intruding where they had no right.

They saw the fever-bright eyes of Dan open. They heard him murmur petulantly, his glance wandering. Her hand passed across his forehead, and then her touch lingered on the bandage which surrounded his left shoulder. She cried out at that, and Dans glance checked in its wandering and fixed upon the face which leaned above him. They saw his eyes brighten, widen, and a frown gradually contract his forehead. Then his hand went up slowly and found hers.

He whispered something.

What did he say? murmured Sam.

I dunno, she answered. I think it was Delilah! See her shrink!

Shut up! cautioned Sam. Ma, hes comin to his senses!

There was no doubt of it now, for a meaning had come into his eyes.

Shall I take her away? queried Sam in a hasty whisper. He may do the girl harm. Look at the yaller in his eyes!

No, said his wife softly, its time for us to leave em alone.

But look at him now! he muttered. Hes makin a sound back in his throat like the growl of a wolf! Im afeard for the gal, ma!

Sam, youre an old fool!

He followed her reluctantly from the room.

Now, said his wife, we cn leave the door a little open — jest a crack — an you cn look through and tell when shes in any real danger.

Sam obeyed.

Dan aint sayin a word, he said. Hes jest glarin at her.

An whats she doin? asked Mrs. Daniels.

Shes got her arm around his shoulders. I never knew they could be such a pile of music in a gals voice, ma!

Sam, you was always a fool!

Hes pushin her away to the length of his arm.

An she? An she? whispered Mrs. Daniels.

Shes talkin quick. The big wolf is standin close to them an turnin his head from one face to the other like he was wonderin which was right in the argyment.

The ways of lovers is as queer as the ways of the Lord, Sam!

Dan has caught an arm up before his face, an hes sayin one word over an over. Shes dropped on her knees beside the bed. Shes talkin. Why does she talk so low, ma?

She dont dare speak loud for fear her silly heart would bust. Oh, I know, I know! What fools all men be! What fools! Shes askin him to forgive her.

An hes tryin all his might not to, whispered Mrs. Daniels in an awe- stricken voice.

Black Bart has put his head on the lap of the gal. You cn hear him whine! Dan looks at the wolf an then at the girl. He seems sort of dumbfoundered. Shes got her one hand on the head of Bart. Shes got the other hand to her face, and shes weepin into that hand. Martha, shes give up tryin to persuade him.

There was a moment of silence.

Hes reachin out his hand for Black Bart. His fingers is on those of the girl. Theys both starin.

Ay, ay! she said. An what now?

But Sam closed the door and set his back to it, facing his wife.

I reckon the rest of its jest like the endin of a book, ma, he said.

Men is all fools! whispered Mrs. Daniels, but there were tears in her eyes.

Sam went out to put up Kates horse in the stable. Mrs. Daniels sat in the dining-room, her hands clasped in her lap while she watched the grey dawn come up in the east. When Sam entered and spoke to her, she returned no answer. He shook his head as if her mood completely baffled him, and then, worn out by the long watching, he went to bed.

For a long time Mrs. Daniels sat without moving, with the same strange smile transfiguring her. Then she heard a soft step pause at the entrance to the room, and turning saw Kate. There was something in their faces which made them strangely alike. A marvellous grace and dignity came to Mrs. Daniels as she rose.

My dear! she said.

Im so happy! whispered Kate.

Yes, dear! And Dan?

Hes sleeping like a child! Will you look at him? I think the fevers gone!

They went hand in hand — like two girls, and they leaned above the bed where Whistling Dan lay smiling as he slept. On the floor Black Bart growled faintly, opened one eye on them, and then relapsed into slumber. There was no longer anything to guard against in that house.

* * * * *

It was several days later that Hal Purvis, returning from his scouting expedition, met no less a person than Sheriff Gus Morris at the mouth of the canyon leading to the old Salton place.

Lucky I met you, Hal, said the genial sheriff. Ive saved you from a wild-goose chase.

Hows that?

Silent has jest moved.

Where?

Hes taken the trail up the canyon an cut across over the hills to that old shanty on Bald-eagle Creek. It stands—

I know where it is, said Purvis. Whyd he move?

Things was gettin too hot. I rode over to tell him that the boys was talkin of huntin up the canyon to see if they could get any clue of him. They knowed from Joe Cumberland that the gang was once here.

Cumberland went to you when he got out of the valley? queried Purvis with a grin.

Straight.

And then where did Cumberland go?

I spose he went home an joined his gal.

He didnt, said Purvis drily.

Then where is he? An who the hell cares where he is?

Theyre both at Buck Danielss house.

Look here, Purvis, aint Buck one of your own men? Why, I seen him up at the camp jest a while ago!

Maybe you did, but the next time you call around hes apt to be missin.

Dyou think—

Hes double crossed us. I not only seen the girl an her father at Bucks house, but I also seen a big dog hangin around the house. Gus, it was Black Bart, an where that wolf is you cn lay to it that Whistlin Dan aint far away!

The sheriff stared at him in dumb amazement, his mouth open.

Theys a price of ten thousand on the head of Whistlin Dan, suggested Purvis.

The sheriff still seemed too astonished to understand.

I spose, said Purvis, that you wouldnt care special for an easy lump sum of ten thousand, what?

In Buck Danielss house! burst out the sheriff.

Yep, nodded Purvis, thats where the money is if you cn get enough men together to gather in Whistlin Dan Barry.

Dyou really think Id get some boys together to round up Whistlin Dan? Why, Hal, you know there aint no real reason for that price on his head!

Dyou always wait for real reasons before you set your fat hands on a wad of money?

The sheriff moistened his lips.

Ten thousand dollars!

Ten thousand dollars! echoed Purvis.

By God, Ill do it! If I got him, the boys would forget all about Silent. Theyre afraid of Jim, but jest the thought of Barry paralyzes them! Ill start roundin up the boys I need today. Tonight well do our plannin. Tomorrer mornin bright an early well hit the trail.

Why not go after him tonight?

Because hed have an edge on us. I got a hunch that devil cn see in the dark.

He grinned apologetically for this strange idea, but Purvis nodded with perfect sympathy, and then turned his horse up the canyon. The sheriff rode home whistling. On ten thousand dollars more he would be able to retire from this strenuous life.


33. THE SONG OF THE UNTAMED
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BUCK AND HIS father were learning of a thousand crimes charged against Dan. Wherever a man riding a black horse committed an outrage it was laid to the account of this new and most terrible of long riders. Two cowpunchers were found dead on the plains. Their half-emptied revolvers lay close to their hands, and their horses were not far off. In ordinary times it would have been accepted that they had killed each other, for they were known enemies, but now men had room for one thought only. And why should not a man with the courage to take an outlaw from the centre of Elkhead be charged with every crime on the range? Jim Silent had been a grim plague, but at least he was human. This devil defied death.

These were both sad and happy days for Kate. The chief cause of her sadness, strangely enough, was the rapidly returning strength of Dan. While he was helpless he belonged to her. When he was strong he belonged to his vengeance on Jim Silent; and when she heard Dan whistling softly his own wild, weird music, she knew its meaning as she would have known the wail of a hungry wolf on a winter night. It was the song of the untamed. She never spoke of her knowledge. She took the happiness of the moment to her heart and closed her eyes against tomorrow.

Then came an evening when she watched Dan play with Black Bart — a game of tag in which they darted about the room with a violence which threatened to wreck the furniture, but running with such soft footfalls that there was no sound except the rattle of Barts claws against the floor and the rush of their breath. They came to an abrupt stop and Dan dropped into a chair while Black Bart sank upon his haunches and snapped at the hand which Dan flicked across his face with lightning movements. The master fell motionless and silent. His eyes forgot the wolf. Rising, they rested on Kates face. They rose again and looked past her.

She understood and waited.

Kate, he said at last, Ive got to start on the trail.

Her smile went out. She looked where she knew his eyes were staring, through the window and far out across the hills where the shadows deepened and dropped slanting and black across the hollows. Far away a coyote wailed. The wind which swept the hills seemed to her like a refrain of Dans whistling — the song and the summons of the untamed.

That trail will never bring you home, she said.

There was a long silence.

You aint cryin, honey?

Im not crying, Dan.

I got to go.

Yes.

Kate, you got a dyin whisper in your voice.

That will pass, dear.

Why, honey, you are cryin!

He took her face between his hands, and stared into her misted eyes, but then his glance wandered past her, through the window, out to the shadowy hills.

You wont leave me now? she pleaded.

I must!

Give me one hour more!

Look! he said, and pointed.

She saw Black Bart reared up with his forepaws resting on the window- sill, while he looked into the thickening night with the eyes of the hunter which sees in the dark.

The wolf knows, Kate, he said, but I cant explain.

He kissed her forehead, but she strained close to him and raised her lips.

She cried, My whole soul is on them.

Not that! he said huskily. Theres still blood on my lips an Im goin out to get them clean.

He was gone through the door with the wolf racing before him.

She stumbled after him, her arms outspread, blind with tears; and then, seeing that he was gone indeed, she dropped into the chair, buried her face against the place where his head had rested, and wept. Far away the coyote wailed again, and this time nearer.


34. THE COWARD
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BEFORE THE COYOTE cried again, three shadows glided into the night. The lighted window in the house was like a staring eye that searched after them, but Satan, with the wolf running before, vanished quickly among the shadows of the hills. They were glad. They were loosed in the void of the mountain-desert with no destiny save the will of the master. They seemed like one being rather than three. The wolf was the eyes, the horse the strong body to flee or pursue, and the man was the brain which directed, and the power which struck.

He had formulated no plan of action to free Buck and kill Silent. All he knew was that he must reach the long riders at once, and he would learn their whereabouts from Morris. He rode more slowly as he approached the hotel of the sheriff. Lights burned at the dining-room windows. Probably the host still sat at table with his guests, but it was strange that they should linger over their meal so late. He had hoped that he would be able to come upon Morris by surprise. Now he must take him in the midst of many men. With Black Bart slinking at his heels he walked softly across the porch and tiptoed through the front room.

The door to the dining-room was wide. Around the table sat a dozen men, with the sheriff at their head. The latter, somewhat red of face, as if from the effort of a long speech, was talking low and earnestly, sometimes brandishing his clenched fist with such violence that it made his flabby cheeks quiver.

Well get to the house right after dawn, he was saying, because thats the time when most men are so thick-headed with sleep that—

Not Whistling Dan Barry, said one of the men, shaking his head. He wont be thick-headed. Remember, I seen him work in Elkhead, when he slipped through the hands of a roomful of us.

A growl of agreement went around the table, and Black Bart in sympathy, echoed the noise softly.

Whats that? called the sheriff, raising his head sharply.

Dan, with a quick gesture, made Black Bart slink a pace back.

Nothin, replied one of the men. This business is gettin on your nerves, sheriff. I dont blame you. Its gettin on mine.

Im trustin to you boys to stand back of me all through, said the sheriff with a sort of whine, but Im thinkin that we wont have no trouble. When we see him we wont stop for no questions to be asked, but turn loose with our six-guns an shoot him down like a dog. Hes not human an he dont deserve — Oh, God!

He started up from his chair, white faced, his hands high above his head, staring at the apparition of Whistling Dan, who stood with two revolvers covering the posse. Every man was on his feet instantly, with arms straining stiffly up. The muzzles of revolvers are like the eyes of some portraits. No matter from what angle you look at them, they seem directed straight at you. And every cowpuncher in the room was sure that he was the main object of Dans aim.

Morris! said Dan.

For Gods sake, dont shoot! screamed the sheriff. I—

Git down on your knees! Watch him, Bart!

As the sheriff sank obediently to his knees, the wolf slipped up to him with a stealthy stride and stood half crouched, his teeth bared, silent. No growl could have made Bart more terribly threatening. Dan turned completely away from Morris so that he could keep a more careful watch on the others.

Call off your wolf! moaned Morris, a sob of terror in his voice.

I ought to let him set his teeth in you, said Dan, but Im goin to let you off if youll tell me what I want to know.

Yes! Anything!

Wheres Jim Silent?

All eyes flashed towards Morris. The latter, as the significance of the question came home to him, went even a sicklier white, like the belly of a dead fish. His eyes moved swiftly about the circle of his posse. Their answering glares were sternly forbidding.

Out with it! commanded Dan.

The sheriff strove mightily to speak, but only a ghastly whisper came: You got the wrong tip, Dan. I dont know nothin about Silent. Id have him in jail if I did!

Bart! said Dan.

The wolf slunk closer to the kneeling man. His hot breath fanned the face of the sheriff and his lips grinned still farther back from the keen, white teeth.

Help! yelled Morris. Hes at the shanty up on Bald-eagle Creek.

A rumble, half cursing and half an inarticulate snarl of brute rage, rose from the cowpunchers.

Bart, called Dan again, and leaped back from the door, raced out to Satan, and drove into the night at a dead gallop.

Half the posse rushed after him. A dozen shots were pumped after the disappearing shadowy figure. Two or three jumped into their saddles. The others called them back.

Dont be an ass, Monte, said one. You got a good hoss, but you aint fool enough to think he cn catch Satan?

They trooped back to the dining-room, and gathered in a silent circle around the sheriff, whose little fear-bright eyes went from face to face.

Ah, this is the swine, said one, that was guardin our lives!

Fellers, pleaded the sheriff desperately, I swear to you that I jest heard of where Silent was today. I was keepin it dark until after we got Whistling Dan. Then I was goin to lead you—

The flat of a heavy hand struck with a resounding thwack across his lips. He reeled back against the wall, sputtering the blood from his split mouth.

Pat, said Monte, your hoss is done for. Will you stay here an see that he dont get away? Well do somethin with him when we get back.

Pat caught the sheriff by his shirt collar and jerked him to a chair. The body of the fat man was trembling like shaken jelly. The posse turned away.

They could not overtake Whistling Dan on his black stallion, but they might arrive before Silent and his gang got under way. Their numbers were over small to attack the formidable long riders, but they wanted blood. Before Whistling Dan reached the valley of Bald-eagle Creek they were in the saddle and riding hotly in pursuit.


35. CLOSE IN!
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IN THAT TIME ruined shack towards which the posse and Dan Barry rode, the outlaws sat about on the floor eating their supper when Hal Purvis entered. He had missed the trail from the Salton place to the Bald-eagle half a dozen times that day, and that had not improved his bitter mood.

You been gone long enough, growled Silent. Sit down an chow an tell us what you know.

I dont eat with no damned traitors, said Purvis savagely. Stan up an tell us that youre a double crossin houn, Buck Daniels!

You better turn in an sleep, said Buck calmly. Ive knowed men before that loses their reason for want of sleep!

Jim, said Purvis, turning sharply on the chief, Barry is at Bucks house!

You lie! said Buck.

Do I lie? said Purvis, grinding his teeth. I seen Black Bart hangin around your house.

Jim Silent reached out a heavy paw and dropped it on the shoulder of Buck. Their eyes met through a long moment, and then the glance of Buck wavered and fell.

Buck, said Silent, I like you. I dont want to believe what Purvis says. Give me your word of honour that Whistlin Dan—

Hes right, Jim, said Buck.

An he dies like a yaller cur! broke in Purvis, snarling.

No, said Silent, when one of the boys goes back on the gang, they pay me, not the rest of you! Daniels, take your gun and git down to the other end of the room an stand with your face to the wall. Ill stay at this end. Keep your arms folded. Haines, you stand over there an count up to three. Then holler: Fire! an well turn an start shootin. The rest of you cn be judge if thats fair.

Too damned fair, said Kilduff. I say: String him up an drill the skunk full of holes.

Without a word Buck turned on his heel.

One moment, said Haines.

He aint your meat, Lee, said Silent. Jest keep your hand out of this.

I only wish to ask him a question, said Haines. He turned to Buck: Do you mean to say that after Barrys wolf cut up your arm, youve been giving Whistling Dan a shelter from the law — and from us?

I give him a place to stay because he was damned near death, said Buck. An theres one thing youll answer for in hell, Haines, an thats ridin off an leavin the man that got you out of Elkhead. He was bleedin to death.

Shot? said Haines, changing colour.

Silent broke in: Buck, go take your place and say your prayers.

Stay where you are! commanded Haines. And the girl?

He was lyin sick in bed, ravin about Delilah an Kate. So I come an got the girl.

Haines dropped his head.

An when he was lyin there, said Silent fiercely, you could of made an end of him without half liftin your hand, an you didnt.

Silent, said Haines, if you want to talk, speak to me.

What in hell do you mean, Lee?

You cant get at Buck except through me.

Because that devil Barry got a bullet for your sake are you goin to—

Ive lived a rotten life, said Haines.

An I suppose you think this is a pretty good way of dyin? sneered Silent.

I have more cause to fight for Barry than Buck has, said Haines.

Lee, weve been pals too long.

Silent, Ive hated you like a snake ever since I met you. But outlaws cant choose their company.

His tawny head rose. He stared haughtily around the circle of lowering faces.

By God, said Silent, white with passion, Im beginnin to think you do hate me! Git down there an take your place. Youre first an Daniels comes next. Kilduff, you cn count!

He stalked to the end of the room. Haines lingered one moment.

Buck, he said, theres one chance in ten thousand that Ill make this draw the quickest of the two. If I dont, you may live through it. Tell Kate—

Haines, git to your mark, or Ill start shootin!

Haines turned and took his place. The others drew back along the walls of the room. Kilduff took the lamp from the table and held it high above his head. Even then the light was dim and uncertain and the draughts set the flame wavering so that the place was shaken with shadows. The moon sent a feeble shaft of light through the window.

One! said Kilduff.

The shoulders of Haines and Silent hunched slightly.

Two! said Kilduff.

God, whispered someone.

Three. Fire!

They whirled, their guns exploding at almost the same instant, and Silent lunged for the floor, firing twice as he fell. Hainess second shot split the wall behind Silent. If the outlaw chief had remained standing the bullet would have passed through his head. But as Silent fired the third time the revolver dropped clattering from the hand of Haines. Buck caught him as he toppled inertly forward, coughing blood.

Silent was on his feet instantly.

Stand back! he roared to his men, who crowded about the fallen long rider. Stand back in your places. I aint finished. Im jest started. Buck, take your place!

Boys! pleaded Buck, hes not dead, but hell bleed to death unless—

Damn him, let him bleed. Stand up, Buck, or by God Ill shoot you while you kneel there!

Shoot and be damned!

He tore off his shirt and ripped away a long strip for a bandage.

The revolver poised in Silents hand.

Buck, Im warnin you for the last time!

Fellers, its murder an damnation for all if you let Haines die this way! cried Buck.

The shining barrel of the revolver dropped to a level.

Ive given you a mans chance, said Silent, an now youll have the chance of—

The door at the side of the room jerked open and a revolver cracked. The lamp shivered to a thousand pieces in the hands of Bill Kilduff. All the room was reduced to a place of formless shadow, dimly lighted by the shaft of moonlight. The voice of Jim Silent, strangely changed and sharpened from his usual bass roar, shrilled over the sudden tumult: Each man for himself! Its Whistling Dan!

Terry Jordan and Bill Kilduff rushed at the dim figure, crouched to the floor. Their guns spat fire, but they merely lighted the way to their own destruction. Twice Dans revolver spoke, and they dropped, yelling. Pandemonium fell on the room.

The long riders raced here and there, the revolvers coughing fire. For an instant Hal Purvis stood framed against the pallid moonshine at the window. He stiffened and pointed an arm toward the door.

The werewolf, he screamed.

As if in answer to the call, Black Bart raced across the room. Twice the revolver sounded from the hand of Purvis. Then a shadow leaped from the floor. There was a flash of white teeth, and Purvis lurched to one side and dropped, screaming terribly. The door banged. Suddenly there was silence. The clatter of a galloping horse outside drew swiftly away.

Dan!

Here!

Thank God!

Buck, one got away! If it was Silent — Here! Bring some matches.

Someone was dragging himself towards the door in a hopeless effort to escape. Several others groaned.

You, there! called Buck. Stay where you are!

The man who struggled towards the door flattened himself against the floor, moaning pitifully.

Quick, said Dan, light a match. Morriss posse is at my heels. No time. If Silent escaped—

A match flared in the hands of Buck.

Whos that? Haines!

Let him alone, Dan! Ill tell you why later. Theres Jordan and Kilduff. That one by the door is Rhinehart.

They ran from one to the other, greeted by groans and deep curses.

Whos that beneath the window?

Too small for Silent. Its Purvis, and hes dead!

Bart got him!

No! It was fear that killed him. Look at his face!

Bart, go out to Satan!

The wolf trotted from the room.

My God, Buck, Ive done all this for nothin! It was Silent that got away!

Whats that?

Over the groans of the wounded came the sound of running horses, not one, but many, then a call: Close in! Close in!

The posse! said Dan.

As he jerked open the door a bullet smashed the wood above his head. Three horsemen were closing around Satan and Black Bart. He leaped back into the room.

Theyve got Satan, Buck. Weve got to try it on foot. Go through the window.

Theyve got nothing on me. Ill stick with Haines.

Dan jumped through the window, and raced to the shelter of a big rock. He had hardly dropped behind it when four horsemen galloped around the corner of the house.

Johnson and Sullivan, ordered the voice of Monte sharply, watch the window. Theyre lying low inside, but weve got Barrys horse and wolf. Now well get him.

Come out or well burn the house down! thundered a voice from the other side.

We surrender! called Buck within.

A cheer came from the posse. Sullivan and Johnson ran for the window they had been told to guard. The door on the other side of the house slammed open.

Its a slaughter house! cried one of the posse.

Dan left the sheltering rock and raced around the house, keeping a safe distance, and dodging from rock to rock. He saw Satan and Black Bart guarded by two men with revolvers in their hands. He might have shot them down, but the distance was too great for accurate gun-play. He whistled shrilly. The two guards wheeled towards him, and as they did so, Black Bart, leaping, caught one by the shoulder, whirling him around and around with the force of the spring. The other fired at Satan, who raced off towards the sound of the whistle. It was an easy shot, but in the utter surprise of the instant the bullet went wide. Before he could fire again Satan was coming to a halt beside Dan.

Help! yelled the cattleman. Whistling Dan!

The other guard opened fire wildly. Three men ran from the house. All they saw was a black shadow which melted instantly into the night.


36. FEAR

[image: img19.jpg]

INTO THE DARK he rode. Somewhere in the mountains was Silent, and now alone. In Dans mouth the old salt taste of his own blood was unforgotten.

It was a wild chase. He had only the faintest clues to guide him, yet he managed to keep close on the trail of the great outlaw. After several days he rode across a tall red-roan stallion, a mere wreck of a horse with lean sides and pendant head and glazed eye. It was a long moment before Dan recognized Silents peerless mount, Red Pete. The outlaw had changed his exhausted horse for a common pony. The end of the long trail must be near.

The whole range followed that chase with breathless interest. It was like the race of Hector and Achilles around the walls of Troy. And when they met there would be a duel of giants. Twice Whistling Dan was sighted. Once Jim Silent fought a running duel with a posse fresh from Elkhead. The man hunters were alert, but it was their secret hope that the two famous outlaws would destroy each other, but how the wild chase would end no one could know. At last Buck Daniels rode to tell Kate Cumberland strange news.

When he stumbled into the ranch house, Kate and her father rose, white- faced. There was an expression of waiting terror in their eyes.

Buck! cried Joe.

Hush! Dad, said Kate. It hasnt come yet! Buck, what has happened?

The end of the world has come for Dan, he said. That devil Silent—

Dan, cried old Joe, and rushed around the table to Buck.

Silent has dared Dan to meet him at three oclock tomorrow afternoon in Tullys saloon in Elkhead! Hes held up four men in the last twenty-four hours and told them that hell be at Tullys tomorrow and will expect Dan there!

It isnt possible! cried Kate. That means that Silent is giving himself up to the law!

Buck laughed bitterly.

The law will not put a hand on them if it thinks that theyll fight it out together, he said.

Therell be a crowd in the saloon, but not a hand will stir to arrest Silent till after the fight.

But Dan wont go to Tullys, broke in old Joe. If Silent is crazy enough to do such a thing, Dan wont be.

He will, said Kate. I know!

Youve got to stop him, urged Buck. Youve got to get to Elkhead and turn Dan back.

Ay, said Joe, for even if he kills Silent, the crowd will tackle him after the fight — a hundred against one.

She shook her head.

You wont go?

Not a step.

But Kate, dont you understand — ?

I couldnt turn Dan back. There is his chance to meet Silent. Do you dream any one could turn him back?

The two men were mute.

Youre right, said Buck at last. I hoped for a minute that you could do it, but now I remember the way he was in that dark shanty up the Bald-eagle Creek. You cant turn a wolf from a trail, and Whistling Dan has never forgotten the taste of his own blood.

Kate! called her father suddenly. Whats the matter, honey?

With bowed head and a faltering step she was leaving the room. Buck caught old Joe by the arm and held him back as he would have followed.

Let her be! said Buck sharply. Maybe shell want to see you at three oclock tomorrow afternoon, but until then shell want to be alone. Therell be ghosts enough with her all the time. You cn lay to that.

Joe Cumberland wiped his glistening forehead.

There aint nothin we cn do, Buck, but sit an wait.

Buck drew a long breath.

What devil gave Silent that idea?

Fear!

Jim Silent dont know what fear is!

Any one whos seen the yaller burn in Dans eyes knows what fear is.

Buck winced.

Cumberland went on: Every night Silent has been seein them eyes that glow yaller in the dark. They lie in wait for him in every shadow. Between dark and dawn he dies a hundred deaths. He cant stand it no more. Hes goin to die. Somethin tells him that. But he wants to die where theys humans around him, and when he dies he wants to pull Dan down with him.

They sat staring at each other for a time.

If he lives through that fight with Silent, said Buck sadly, the crowd will jump in on him. Their numbersll make em brave.

An then?

Then maybe hed like a friend to fight by his side, said Buck simply. So long, Joe!

The old man wrung his hand and then followed him out to the hitching-rack where Bucks horse stood.

Aint Dan got no friends among the crowd? asked Cumberland. Dont they give him no thanks for catching the rest of Silents gang?

They give him lots of credit, said Buck. An Haines has said a lot in favour of Dan, explainin how the jail bustin took place. Lee is sure provin himself a white man. Hes gettin well of his wounds and its said the Governor will pardon him. You see, Haines went bad because the law done him dirt a long time ago, and the Governor is takin that into account.

But theyd still want to kill Dan?

Half of the boys wouldnt, said Buck. The other half is all wrought up over the killings thats been happenin on the range in the last month. Dan is accused of about an even half of em, an the friends of dead men dont waste no time listenin to arguments. They say Dans an outlawed man an that theyre goin to treat him like one.

Damn them! groaned Cumberland. Dont Morriss confession make no difference?

Morris was lynched before he had a chance to swear to what he said in Dans favour. Kilduff an Jordan an Rhinehart might testify that Dan wasnt never bought over by Silent, but they know theyre done for themselves, an they wont try to help anybody else, particular the man that put em in the hands of the law. Kilduff has swore that Dan was bribed by Silent, that he went after Silent not for revenge, but to get some more money out of him, an that the fight in the shanty up at Bald-eagle Creek was because Silent refused to give Dan any more money.

Then there aint no hope, muttered Cumberland. But oh, lad, it breaks my heart to think of Kate! Dan cn only die once, but every minute is a death to her!


37. DEATH
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BEFORE NOON OF the next day Buck joined the crowd which had been growing for hours around Tullys saloon. Men gave way before him, whispering. He was a marked man — the friend of Whistling Dan Barry. Cowpunchers who had known him all his life now avoided his eyes, but caught him with side glances. He smiled grimly to himself, reading their minds. He was more determined than ever to stand or fall with Whistling Dan that day.

There was not an officer of the law in sight. If one were present it would be his manifest duty to apprehend the outlaws as soon as they appeared, and the plan was to allow them to fight out their quarrel and perhaps kill each other.

Arguments began to rise among separate groups, where the crimes attributed to Whistling Dan Barry were numbered and talked over. It surprised Buck to discover the number who believed the stories which he and Haines had told. They made a strong faction, though manifestly in the minority.

Hardly a man who did not, from time to time, nervously fumble the butt of his six-gun. As three oclock drew on the talk grew less and less. It broke out now and again in little uneasy bursts. Someone would tell a joke. Half-hysterical laughter would greet it, and die suddenly, as it began. These were all hard-faced men of the mountain-desert, warriors of the frontier. What unnerved them was the strangeness of the thing which was about to happen. The big wooden clock on the side of the long barroom struck once for half-past two. All talk ceased.

Men seemed unwilling to meet each others eyes. Some of them drummed lightly on the top of the bar and strove to whistle, but the only sound that came through their dried lips was a whispering rush of breath. A grey-haired cattle ranger commenced to hum a tune, very low, but distinct. Finally a man rose, strode across the room, shook the old fellow by the shoulder with brutal violence, and with a curse ordered him to stop his damned death song!

Everyone drew a long breath of relief. The minute hand crept on towards three oclock. Now it was twenty minutes, now fifteen, now ten, now five; then a clatter of hoofs, a heavy step on the porch, and the giant form of Jim Silent blocked the door. His hands rested on the butts of his two guns. Buck guessed at the tremendous strength of that grip. The eyes of the outlaw darted about the room, and every glance dropped before his, with the exception of Bucks fascinated stare.

For he saw a brand on the face of the great long rider. It lay in no one thing. It was not the unusual hollowness of eyes and cheeks. It was not the feverish brightness of his glance. It was something which included all of these. It was the fear of death by night! His hands fell away from the guns. He crossed the room to the bar and nodded his head at the bartender.

Drink! he said, and his voice was only a whisper without body of sound.

The bartender, with pasty face, round and blank, did not move either his hand or his fascinated eyes. There was a twitch of the outlaws hand and naked steel gleamed. Instantly revolvers showed in every hand. A youngster moaned. The sound seemed to break the charm.

Silent put back his great head and burst into a deep-throated laughter. The gun whirled in his hand and the butt crashed heavily on the bar.

Drink, damn you! he thundered. Step up an drink to the health of Jim Silent!

The wavering line slowly approached the bar. Silent pulled out his other gun and shoved them both across the bar.

Take em, he said. I dont want em to get restless an muss up this joint.

The bartender took them as if they were covered with some deadly poison, and the outlaw stood unarmed! It came suddenly to Buck what the whole manoeuvre meant. He gave away his guns in order to tempt someone to arrest him. Better the hand of the law than the yellow glare of those following eyes. Yet not a man moved to apprehend him. Unarmed he still seemed more dangerous than six common men.

The long rider jerked a whisky bottle upside down over a glass. Half the contents splashed across the bar. He turned and faced the crowd, his hand dripping with the spilled liquor.

Whose liquorin? he bellowed.

Not a sound answered him.

Damn your yaller souls! Then all by myself Ill drink to—

He stopped short, his eyes wild, his head tilted back. One by one the cowpunchers gave back, foot by foot, softly, until they stood close to the opposite wall of the saloon. All the bar was left to Silent. The whisky glass slipped from his hand and crashed on the floor. In his face was the meaning of the sound he heard, and now it came to their own ears — a whistle thin with distance, but clear.

Only phrases at first, but now it rose more distinct, the song of the untamed; the terror and beauty of the mountain-desert; a plea and a threat.

The clock struck, sharp, hurried, brazen — one, two, three! Before the last quick, unmusical chime died out Black Bart stood in the entrance to the saloon. His eyes were upon Jim Silent, who stretched out his arms on either side and gripped the edge of the bar. Yet even when the wolf glided silently across the room and crouched before the bandit, at watch, his lips grinned back from the white teeth, the man had no eyes for him. Instead, his stare held steadily upon that open door and on his raised face there was still the terror of that whistling which swept closer and closer.

It ceased. A footfall crossed the porch. How different from the ponderous stride of Jim Silent! This was like the padding step of the panther. And Whistling Dan stood in the door. He did not fill it as the burly shoulders of Silent had done. He seemed almost as slender as a girl, and infinitely boyish in his grace — a strange figure, surely, to make all these hardened fighters of the mountain-desert crouch, and stiffen their fingers around the butts of their revolvers! His eyes were upon Silent, and how they lighted! His face changed as the face of the great god Pan must have altered when he blew into the instrument of reeds and made perfect music, the first in the world.

Bart, said the gentle voice, go out to Satan.

The wolf turned and slipped from the room. It was a little thing, but, to the men who saw it, it was terrible to watch an untamed beast obey the voice of a man.

Still with that light, panther-step he crossed the barroom, and now he was looking up into the face of the giant. The huge long rider loomed above Dan. That was not terror which set his face in written lines — it was horror, such as a man feels when he stands face to face with the unearthly in the middle of night. This was open daylight in a room thronged with men, yet in it nothing seemed to live save the smile of Whistling Dan. He drew out the two revolvers and slipped them onto the bar. They stood unarmed, yet they seemed no less dangerous.

Silents arms crept closer to his sides. He seemed gathering himself by degrees. The confidence in his own great size showed in his face, and the blood- lust of battle in his eyes answered the yellow light in Dans.

Dan spoke.

Silent, once you put a stain of blood on me. Ive never forgot the taste. Its goin to be washed out today or else made redder. It was here that you put the stain.

He struck the long rider lightly across the mouth with the back of his hand, and Silent lunged with the snarl of a beast. His blow spent itself on thin air. He whirled and struck again. Only a low laughter answered him. He might as well have battered away at a shadow.

Damnation! he yelled, and leaped in with both arms outspread.

The impetus of his rush drove them both to the floor, where they rolled over and over, and before they stopped thin fingers were locked about the bull neck of the bandit, and two thumbs driven into the hollow of his throat. With a tremendous effort he heaved himself from the floor, his face convulsed.

He beat with both fists against the lowered head of Dan. He tore at those hands. They were locked as if with iron. Only the laughter, the low, continual laughter rewarded him.

He screamed, a thick, horrible sound. He flung himself to the floor again and rolled over and over, striving to crush the slender, remorseless body. Once more he was on his feet, running hither and thither, dragging Dan with him. His eyes swelled out; his face blackened. He beat against the walls. He snapped at the wrists of Dan like a beast, his lips flecked with a bloody froth.

That bull-dog grip would not unlock. That animal, exultant laughter ran on in demoniac music. In his great agony the outlaw rolled his eyes in appeal to the crowd which surrounded the struggling two. Every man seemed about to spring forward, yet they could not move. Some had their fingers stiffly extended, as if in the act of gripping with hands too stiff to close.

Silent slipped to his knees. His head fell back, his discoloured tongue protruding. Dan wrenched him back to his feet. One more convulsive effort from the giant, and then his eyes glazed, his body went limp. The remorseless hands unlocked. Silent fell in a shapeless heap to the floor.

Still no one moved. There was no sound except the deadly ticking of the clock. The men stared fascinated at that massive, lifeless figure on the floor. Even in death he was terrible. Then Dans hand slid inside his shirt, fumbled a moment, and came forth again bearing a little gleaming circle of metal. He dropped it upon the body of Jim Silent, and turning, walked slowly from the room. Still no one moved to intercept him. Passing through the door he pushed within a few inches of two men. They made no effort to seize him, for their eyes were upon the body of the great long rider.

The moment Dan was gone the hypnotic silence which held the crowd, broke suddenly. Someone stirred. Another cursed beneath his breath. Instantly all was clamour and a running hither and thither. Buck Daniels caught from the body of Jim Silent the small metal circle which Dan had dropped. He stood dumbfounded at the sight of it, and then raised his hand, and shouted in a voice which gathered the others swiftly around him. They cursed deeply with astonishment, for what they saw was the marshals badge of Tex Calder. The number on it was known throughout the mountain-desert, and seeing it, the worst of Dans enemies stammered, gaped, and could not speak. There were more impartial men who could. In five minutes the trial of Whistling Dan was under way. The jury was every cowpuncher present. The judge was public opinion. It was a grey-haired man who finally leaped upon the bar and summed up all opinion in a brief statement.

Whatever Whistlin Dan has done before, he said, this day hes done a man-sized job in a mans way. Morris, before he died, said enough to clear up most of this lads past, particular about the letter from Jim Silent that talked of a money bribe. Morris didnt have a chance to swear to what he said, but a dying man speaks truth. Lee Haines had cleared up most of the rest. We cant hold agin Dan what he done in breakin jail with Haines. Dan Barry was a marshal. He captured Haines and then let the outlaw go. He had a right to do what he wanted as long as he finally got Haines back. And Haines has told us that when he was set free Barry said he would get him again. And Barry did get him again. Remember that, and he got all the rest of Silents gang, and now there lies Jim Silent dead. Theys two things to remember. The first is that Whistlin Dan has rid away without any shootin irons on his hip. That looks as if hes come to the end of his long trail. The second is that he was a bunkie of Tex Calder, an a man Tex could trust for the avengin of his death is good enough for me.

There was a pause after this speech, and during the quiet the cowpunchers were passing from hand to hand the marshals badge which Calder, as he died, had given to Dan. The bright small shield was a more convincing proof than a hundred arguments. The bitterest of Dans enemies realized that the crimes of which he was accused were supported by nothing stronger than blind rumour. The marshals badge and the dead body of Jim Silent kept them mute. So an illegal judge and one hundred illegal jurymen found Whistling Dan not guilty.

Buck Daniels took horse and galloped for the Cumberland house with the news of the verdict. He knew that Whistling Dan was there.


38. THE WILD GEESE
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SO WHEN THE first chill days of the late autumn came the four were once more together, Dan, Kate, Black Bart, and Satan. Buck and old Joe Cumberland made the background of their happiness. It was the latters request which kept the wedding a matter of the indefinite future. He would assign no reason for his wish, but Kate guessed it.

All was not well, she knew. Day after day, as the autumn advanced, Dan went out with the wolf and the wild black stallion and ranged the hills alone. She did not ask him where or why, for she understood that to be alone was as necessary to him as sleep is to others. Yet she could not explain it all and the cold fear grew in her. Sometimes she surprised a look of infinite pity in the eyes of Buck or her father. Sometimes she found them whispering and nodding together. At last on an evening when the three sat before the fire in solemn silence and Dan was away, they knew not where, among the hills, she could bear it no longer.

Do you really think, she burst out, that the old wildness is still in Dan?

Wild? said her father gently. Wild? I dont say hes still wild — but why is he so late tonight, Kate? The grounds all covered with snow. The winds growin sharper an sharper. This is a time for all reasonable folk to stay home an git comfortable beside the fire. But Dan aint here. Where is he?

Hush! said Buck, and raised a hand for silence.

Far away they heard the wail of a wolf crying to the moon. She rose and went out on the porch of the house. The others followed her. Outside they found nothing but the low moaning of the wind, and the snow, silver glimmering where the moonlight fell upon it. Then they heard the weird, inhuman whistling, and at last they saw Dan riding towards the house. A short distance away he stopped Satan. Black Bart dropped to his haunches and wailed again. Dan was staring upwards.

Look! said Kate, and pointed.

Across the white circle of the moon drove a flying wedge of wild geese. The wail of the wolf died out. A faint honking was blown to them by the wind, now a distant, jangling chorus, now a solitary sound repeated like a call.

Without a word the three returned to their seats close by the fire, and sat silent, staring. Presently the rattle of the wolfs claws came on the floor; then Dan entered with his soft step and stood behind Kates chair. They were used to his silent comings and goings. Black Bart was slinking up and down the room with a restless step. His eyes glowed from the shadow, and as Joe looked up to the face of Dan he saw the same light repeated there, yellow and strange. Then, like the wolf, Dan turned and commenced that restless pacing up and down, up and down, a padding step like the fall of a panthers paw.

The wild geese— he said suddenly, and then stopped.

They are flying south? said Kate.

South! he repeated.

His eyes looked far away. The wolf slipped to his side and licked his hand.

Kate, Id like to follow the wild geese.

Old Joe shaded his eyes and the big hands of Buck were locked together.

Are you unhappy, Dan? she said.

The snow is come, he muttered uneasily.

He began pacing again with that singular step.

When I went out to Satan in the corral this evenin, I found him standin lookin south.

She rose and faced him with a little gesture of surrender.

Then you must follow the wild geese, Dan!

You dont mind me goin, Kate?

No.

But your eyes are shinin!

Its only the reflection of the firelight.

Black Bart whined softly. Suddenly Dan straightened and threw up his arms, laughing low with exultation. Buck Daniels shuddered and dropped his head.

I am far behind, said Dan, but Ill go fast.

He caught her in his arms, kissed her eyes and lips, and then whirled and ran from the room with that noiseless, padding step.

Kate! groaned Buck Daniels, youve let him go! Weve all lost him for ever!

A sob answered him.

Go call him back, pleaded Joe. He will stay for your sake.

She whispered: I would rather call back the wild geese who flew across the moon. And they are only beautiful when they are wild!

But youve lost him, Kate, dont you understand?

The wild geese fly north again in spring, said Buck, and hell—

Hush! she said. Listen!

Far off, above the rushing of the wind, they heard the weird whistling, a thrilling and unearthly music. It was sad with the beauty of the night. It was joyous with the exultation of the wind. It might have been the voice of some god who rode the northern storm south, south after the wild geese, south with the untamed.

THE END


The Night Horseman (1920)
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1. THE SCHOLAR
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AT THE AGE of six Randall Byrne could name and bound every state in the Union and give the date of its admission; at nine he was conversant with Homeric Greek and Caesar; at twelve he read Aristophanes with perfect understanding of the allusions of the day and divided his leisure between Ovid and Horace; at fifteen, wearied by the simplicity of Old English and Thirteenth Century Italian, he dipped into the history of Philosophy and passed from that, naturally, into calculus and the higher mathematics; at eighteen he took an A.B. from Harvard and while idling away a pleasant summer with Hebrew and Sanskrit, he delved lightly into biology and its kindred sciences, having reached the conclusion that Truth is greater than Goodness or Beauty, because it comprises both, and the whole is greater than any of its parts; at twenty-one he pocketed his Ph.D. and was touched with the fever of his first practical enthusiasm — surgery. At twenty-four he was an M.D. and a distinguished diagnostician, though he preferred work in his laboratory in his endeavor to resolve the elements into simpler forms; also he published at this time a work on anthropology whose circulation was limited to two hundred copies, and he received in return two hundred letters of congratulation from great men who had tried to read his book; at twenty-seven he collapsed one fine spring day on the floor of his laboratory. That afternoon he was carried into the presence of a great physician who was also a very vulgar man. The great physician felt his pulse and looked into his dim eyes.

You have a hundred and twenty horsepower brain and a runabout body, said the great physician.

I have come, answered Randall Byrne faintly, for the solution of a problem, not for the statement thereof.

Im not through, said the great physician. Among other things you are a damned fool.

Randall Byrne here rubbed his eyes.

What steps do you suggest that I consider? he queried.

The great physician spat noisily.

Marry a farmers daughter, he said brutally.

But, said Randall Byrne vaguely.

I am a busy man and youve wasted ten minutes of my time, said the great physician, turning back to his plate glass window. My secretary will send you a bill for one thousand dollars. Good-day.

And therefore, ten days later, Randall Byrne sat in his room in the hotel at Elkhead.

He had just written (to his friend Swinnerton Loughburne, M.A., Ph.D., L.L.D.):

Incontrovertibly the introduction of the personal equation leads to lamentable inversions, and the perceptive faculties when contemplating phenomena through the lens of ego too often conceive an accidental connotation or manifest distortion to be actuality, for the physical (or personal) too often beclouds that power of inner vision which so unerringly penetrates to the inherent truths of incorporeity and the extramundane. Yet this problem, to your eyes, I fear, not essentially novel or peculiarly involute, holds for my contemplative faculties an extraordinary fascination, to wit: wherein does the mind, in itself a muscle, escape from the laws of the physical, and wherein and wherefore do the laws of the physical exercise so inexorable a jurisdiction over the processes of the mind, so that a disorder of the visual nerve actually distorts the asomatous and veils the pneumatoscopic?

Your pardon, dear Loughburne, for these lapses from the general to the particular, but in a lighter moment of idleness, I pray you give some careless thought to a problem now painfully my own, though rooted inevitably so deeply in the dirt of the commonplace.

But you have asked me in letter of recent date for the particular physical aspects of my present environment, and though (as you so well know) it is my conviction that the physical fact is not and only the immaterial is, yet I shall gladly look about me — a thing I have not yet seen occasion to do — and describe to you the details of my present condition.

Accordingly, at this point Randall Byrne removed from his nose his thick glasses and holding them poised he stared through the window at the view without. He had quite changed his appearance by removing the spectacles, for the owlish touch was gone and he seemed at a stroke ten years younger. It was such a face as one is glad to examine in detail, lean, pale, the transparent skin stretched tightly over cheekbones, nose, and chin. That chin was built on good fighting lines, though somewhat over-delicate in substance and the mouth quite colourless, but oddly enough the upper lip had that habitual appearance of stiff compression which is characteristic of highly strung temperaments; it is a noticeable feature of nearly every great actor, for instance. The nose was straight and very thin and in a strong sidelight a tracery of the red blood showed through at the nostrils. The eyes were deeply buried and the lower lids bruised with purple — weak eyes that blinked at a change of light or a sudden thought — distant eyes which missed the design of wall paper and saw the trees growing on the mountains. The forehead was Byrnes most noticeable feature, pyramidal, swelling largely towards the top and divided in the centre into two distinct lobes by a single marked furrow which gave his expression a hint of the wistful. Looking at that forehead one was strangely conscious of the brain beneath. There seemed no bony structure; the mind, undefended, was growing and pushing the confining walls further out.

And the fragility which the head suggested the body confirmed, for he was not framed to labor. The burden of the noble head had bowed the slender throat and crooked the shoulders, and when he moved his arm it seemed the arm of a skeleton too loosely clad. There was a differing connotation in the hands, to be sure. They were thin — bones and sinews chiefly, with the violet of the veins showing along the backs; but they were active hands without tremor — hands ideal for the accurate scalpel, where a fractional error means death to the helpless.

After a moment of staring through the window the scholar wrote again: The major portion of Elkhead lies within plain sight of my window. I see a general merchandise store, twenty-seven buildings of a comparatively major and eleven of a minor significance, and five saloons. The streets—

The streets, however, were not described at that sitting, for at this juncture a heavy hand knocked and the door of Randall Byrnes room was flung open by Hank Dwight, proprietor of Elkheads saloon — a versatile man, expert behind the bar or in a blacksmith shop.

Doc, said Hank Dwight, youre wanted. Randall Byrne placed his spectacles more firmly on his nose to consider his host.

What— he began, but Hank Dwight had already turned on his heel.

Her name is Kate Cumberland. A little speed, doc. Shes in a hurry.

If no other physician is available, protested Byrne, following slowly down the stairs, I suppose I must see her.

If they was another within ten miles, dyou spose Id call on you? asked Hank Dwight.

So saying, he led the way out onto the veranda, where the doctor was aware of a girl in a short riding skirt who stood with one gloved hand on her hip while the other slapped a quirt idly against her riding boots.


2. WORDS AND BULLETS
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HERES A GENT that calls himself a doc, said Hank Dwight by way of an introduction. If you can use him, Miss Cumberland, fly to it!

And he left them alone.

Now the sun lay directly behind Kate Cumberland and in order to look at her closely the doctor had to shade his weak eyes and pucker his brows; for from beneath her wide sombrero there rolled a cloud of golden hair as bright as the sunshine itself — a sad strain upon the visual nerve of Doctor Randall Byrne. He repeated her name, bowed, and when he straightened, blinked again. As if she appreciated that strain upon his eyes she stepped closer, and entered the shadow.

Doctor Hardin is not in town, she said, and I have to bring a physician out to the ranch at once; my father is critically ill.

Randall Byrne rubbed his lean chin.

I am not practicing at present, he said reluctantly. Then he saw that she was watching him closely, weighing him with her eyes, and it came to the mind of Randall Byrne that he was not a large man and might not incline the scale far from the horizontal.

I am hardly equipped— began Byrne.

You will not need equipment, she interrupted. His trouble lies in his nerves and the state of his mind.

A slight gleam lighted the eyes of the doctor.

Ah, he murmured. The mind?

Yes.

He rubbed his bloodless hands slowly together, and when he spoke his voice was sharp and quick and wholly impersonal. Tell me the symptoms!

Cant we talk those over on the way to the ranch? Even if we start now it will be dark before we arrive.

But, protested the doctor, I have not yet decided — this precipitancy—

Oh, she said, and flushed. He perceived that she was on the verge of turning away, but something withheld her. There is no other physician within reach; my father is very ill. I only ask that you come as a diagnostician, doctor!

But a ride to your ranch, he said miserably. I presume you refer to riding a horse?

Naturally.

I am unfamiliar with that means of locomotion, said the doctor with serious eyes, and in fact have not carried my acquaintance with the equine species beyond a purely experimental stage. Anatomically I have a superficial knowledge, but on the one occasion on which I sat in a saddle I observed that the docility of the horse is probably a poetic fallacy.

He rubbed his left shoulder thoughtfully and saw a slight tremor at the corners of the girls mouth. It caused his vision to clear and concentrate; he found that the lips were, in fact, in the very act of smiling. The face of the doctor brightened.

You shall ride my own horse, said the girl. She is perfectly gentle and has a very easy gait. Im sure youll have not the slightest trouble with her.

And you?

Ill find something about town; it doesnt matter what.

This, said the doctor, is most remarkable. You choose your mounts at random?

But you will go? she insisted.

Ah, yes, the trip to the ranch! groaned the doctor. Let me see: the physical obstacles to such a trip while many are not altogether insuperable, I may say; in the meantime the moral urge which compels me towards the ranch seems to be of the first order. He sighed. Is it not strange, Miss Cumberland, that man, though distinguished from the lower orders by mind, so often is controlled in his actions by ethical impulses which override the considerations of reason? An observation which leads us towards the conclusion that the passion for goodness is a principle hardly secondary to the passion for truth. Understand that I build the hypothesis only tentatively, with many reservations, among which—

He broke off short. The smile was growing upon her lips.

I will put together a few of my things, said the doctor, and come down to you at once.

Good! said the girl, Ill be waiting for you with two horses before you are ready.

He turned away, but had taken hardly a step before he turned, saying: But why are you so sure that you will be ready before I— but she was already down the steps from the veranda and stepping briskly down the street.

There is an element of the unexplainable in woman, said the doctor, and resumed his way to his room. Once there, something prompted him to act with the greatest possible speed. He tossed his toilet articles and a few changes of linen into a small, flexible valise and ran down the stairs. He reached the veranda again, panting, and the girl was not in sight; a smile of triumph appeared on the grave, colourless lips of the doctor. Feminine instinct, however, is not infallible, he observed to himself, and to one of the cowboys, lounging loosely in a chair nearby, he continued his train of thoughts aloud: Though the verity of the feminine intuition has already been thrown in a shade of doubt by many thinkers, as you will undoubtedly agree.

The man thus addressed allowed his lower jaw to drop but after a moment he ejaculated: Now what in hell dyou mean by that?

The doctor already turned away, intent upon his thoughts, but he now paused and again faced the cowboy. He said, frowning: There is unnecessary violence in your remark, sir.

Duck your glasses, said the worthy in question. You aint talkin to a book, youre talking to a man.

And in your attitude, went on the doctor, there is an element of offense which if carried farther might be corrected by physical violence.

I dont foller your words, said the cattleman, but from the drift of your tune I gather youre a bit peeved; and if you are—

His voice had risen to a ringing note as he proceeded and he now slipped from his chair and faced Randall Byrne, a big man, brown, hard-handed. The doctor crimsoned.

Well? he echoed, but in place of a deep ring his words were pitched in a high squeak of defiance.

He saw a large hand contract to a fist, but almost instantly the big man grinned, and his eyes went past Byrne.

Oh, hell! he grunted, and turned his back with a chuckle.

For an instant there was a mad impulse in the doctor to spring at this fellow but a wave of impotence overwhelmed him. He knew that he was white around the mouth, and there was a dryness in his throat.

The excitement of imminent physical contest and personal danger, he diagnosed swiftly, causing acceleration of the pulse and attendant weakness of the body — a state unworthy of the balanced intellect.

Having brought back his poise by this quick interposition of reason, he went his way down the long veranda. Against a pillar leaned another tall cattleman, also brown and lean and hard.

May I inquire, he said, if you have any information direct or casual concerning a family named Cumberland which possesses ranch property in this vicinity?

You may, said the cowpuncher, and continued to roll his cigarette.

Well, said the doctor, do you know anything about them?

Sure, said the other, and having finished his cigarette he introduced it between his lips. It seemed to occur to him instantly, however, that he was committing an inhospitable breach, for he produced his Durham and brown papers with a start and extended them towards the doctor.

Smoke? he asked.

I use tobacco in no form, said the doctor.

The cowboy stared with such fixity that the match burned down to his fingertips and singed them before he had lighted his cigarette.

S that a fact? he queried when his astonishment found utterance. What dyou do to kill time? Well, I been thinking about knocking off the stuff for a while. Mame gets sore at me for having my fingers all stained up with nicotine like this.

He extended his hand, the first and second fingers of which were painted a bright yellow.

Soap wont take it off, he remarked.

A popular but inexcusable error, said the doctor. It is the tarry by-products of tobacco which cause that stain. Nicotine itself, of course, is a volatile alkaloid base of which there is only the merest trace in tobacco. It is one of the deadliest of nerve poisons and is quite colourless. There is enough of that stain upon your fingers — if it were nicotine — to kill a dozen men.

The hell you say!

Nevertheless, it is an indubitable fact. A lump of nicotine the size of the head of a pin placed on the tongue of a horse will kill the beast instantly.

The cowpuncher pushed back his hat and scratched his head.

This is worth knowin, he said, but Im some glad that Mame aint heard it.

Concerning the Cumberlands, said the doctor, I—

Concerning the Cumberlands, repeated the cattleman, its best to leave em to their own concerns. And he started to turn away, but the thirst for knowledge was dry in the throat of the doctor.

Do I understand, he insisted, that there is some mystery connected with them?

From me, replied the other, you understand nothin. And he lumbered down the steps and away.

Be it understood that there was nothing of the gossip in Randall Byrne, but now he was pardonably excited and perceiving the tall form of Hank Dwight in the doorway he approached his host.

Mr. Dwight, he said, I am about to go to the Cumberland ranch. I gather that there is something of an unusual nature concerning them.

There is, admitted Hank Dwight.

Can you tell me what it is?

I can.

Good! said the doctor, and he almost smiled. It is always well to know the background of a case which has to do with mental states. Now, just what do you know?

I know— began the proprietor, and then paused and eyed his guest dubiously. I know, he continued, a story.

Yes?

Yes, about a man and a hoss and a dog.

The approach seems not quite obvious, but I shall be glad to hear it.

There was a pause.

Words, said the host, at length, is worsen bullets. You never know what theyll hit.

But the story? persisted Randall Byrne.

That story, said Hank Dwight, I may tell to my son before I die.

This sounds quite promising.

But Ill tell nobody else.

Really!

Its about a man and a hoss and a dog. The man aint possible, the hoss aint possible, the dog is a wolf.

He paused again and glowered on the doctor. He seemed to be drawn two ways, by his eagerness to tell a yarn and his dread of consequences.

I know, he muttered, because Ive seen em all. Ive seen — he looked far, as though striking a silent bargain with himself concerning the sum of the story which might safely be told— Ive seen a hoss that understood a mans talk like you and me does — or better. Ive heard a man whistle like a singing bird. Yep, that aint no lie. You jest imagine a bald eagle that could lick anything between the earth and the sky and was able to sing — thats what that whistlin was like. It made you glad to hear it, and it made you look to see if your gun was in good workin shape. It wasnt very loud, but it travelled pretty far, like it was comin from up above you.

Thats the way this strange man of the story whistles? asked Byrne, leaning closer.

Man of the story? echoed the proprietor, with some warmth. Friend, if he aint real, then Im a ghost. And theys them in Elkhead thats got the scars of his comin and goin.

Ah, an outlaw? A gunfighter? queried the doctor.

Listen to me, son, observed the host, and to make his point he tapped the hollow chest of Byrne with a rigid forefinger, around these parts you know jest as much as you see, and lots of times you dont even know that much. What you see is sometimes your business, but mostly it aint. He concluded impressively: Words is worsen bullets!

Well, mused Byrne, I can ask the girl these questions. It will be medically necessary.

Ask the girl? Ask her? echoed the host with a sort of horror. But he ended with a forced restraint: Thats your business.


3. THE DOCTOR RIDES
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HANK DWIGHT DISAPPEARED from the doorway and the doctor was called from his pondering by the voice of the girl. There was something about that voice which worried Byrne, for it was low and controlled and musical and it did not fit with the nasal harshness of the cattlemen. When she began to speak it was like the beginning of a song. He turned now and found her sitting a tall bay horse, and she led a red-roan mare beside her. When he went out she tossed her reins over the head of her horse and strapped his valise behind her saddle.

You wont have any trouble with that mare, she assured him, when the time came for mounting. Yet when he approached gingerly he was received with flattened ears and a snort of anger. Wait, she cried, the left side, not the right!

He felt the laughter in her voice, but when he looked he could see no trace of it in her face. He approached from the left side, setting his teeth.

You observe, he said, that I take your word at its full value, and placing his foot in the stirrup, he dragged himself gingerly up to the saddle. The mare stood like a rock. Adjusting himself, he wiped a sudden perspiration from his forehead.

I quite believe, he remarked, that the animal is of unusual intelligence. All may yet be well!

Im sure of it. said the girl gravely. Now were off.

And the horses broke into a dog trot. Now the gait of the red roan mare was a dream of softness, and her flexible ankles gave a play of whole inches to break the jar of every step, the sure sign of the good saddle-horse; but the horse has never been saddled whose trot is really a smooth pace. The hat of Doctor Byrne began to incline towards his right eye and his spectacles towards his left ear. He felt a peculiar lightness in the stomach and heaviness in the heart.

The t-t-t-trot, he ventured to his companion, is a d-d-d-dam—

Dr. Byrne! she cried.

Whoa! called Doctor Byrne, and drew mightily in upon the reins. The red mare stopped as a ball stops when it meets a stout wall; the doctor sprawled along her neck, clinging with arms and legs. He managed to clamber back into the saddle.

There are vicious elements in the nature of this brute, he observed to the girl.

Im very sorry, she murmured. He cast a sidelong glance but found not the trace of a smile.

The word upon which I—

Stopped? she suggested.

Stopped, he agreed, was not, as you evidently assumed, an oath. On the contrary, I was merely remarking that the trot is a damaging gait, but through an interrupted — er — articulation—

His eye dared her, but she was utterly grave. He perceived that there was, after all, a certain kinship between this woman of the mountain-desert and the man thereof. Their silences were filled with eloquence.

Well try a canter, she suggested, and I think youll find that easier.

So she gave the word, and her bay sprang into a lope from a standing start. The red mare did likewise, nearly flinging the doctor over the back of the saddle, but by the grace of God he clutched the pommel in time and was saved. The air caught at his face, they swept out of the town and onto a limitless level stretch.

Sp-p-p-peed, gasped the doctor, has never been a p-p-passion with me!

He noted that she was not moving in the saddle. The horse was like the bottom of a wave swinging violently back and forth. She was the calm crest, swaying slightly and graciously with a motion as smooth as the flowing of water. And she spoke as evenly as if she were sitting in a rocking chair.

Youll be used to it in a moment, she assured him.

He learned, indeed, that if one pressed the stirrups as the shoulders of the horse swung down and leaned a trifle forward when the shoulders rose again, the motion ceased to be jarring; for she was truly a matchless creature and gaited like one of those fabulous horses of old, sired by the swift western wind. In a little time a certain pride went beating through the veins of the doctor, the air blew more deeply into his lungs, there was a different tang to the wind and a different feel to the sun — a peculiar richness of yellow warmth. And the small head of the horse and the short, sharp, pricking ears tossed continually; and now and then the mare threw her head a bit to one side and glanced back at him with what he felt to be a reassuring air. Life and strength and speed were gripped between his knees — he flashed a glance at the girl.

But she rode with face straightforward and there was that about her which made him turn his eyes suddenly away and look far off. It was a jagged country, for in the brief rainy season there came sudden and terrific downpours which lashed away the soil and scoured the face of the underlying rock, and in a single day might cut a deep arroyo where before had been smooth plain. This was the season of grass, but not the dark, rank green of rich soil and mild air — it was a yellowish green, a colour at once tender and glowing. It spread everywhere across the plains about Elkhead, broken here and there by the projecting boulders which flashed in the sun. So a great battlefield might appear, pockmarked with shell-holes, and all the scars of war freshly cut upon its face. And in truth the mountain desert was like an arena ready to stage a conflict — a titanic arena with space for earth-giants to struggle — and there in the distance were the spectator mountains. High, lean-flanked mountains they were, not clad in forests, but rather bristling with a stubby growth of the few trees which might endure in precarious soil and bitter weather, but now they gathered the dignity of distance about them. The grass of the foothills was a faint green mist about their feet, cloaks of exquisite blue hung around the upper masses, but their heads were naked to the pale skies. And all day long, with deliberate alteration, the garb of the mountains changed. When the sudden morning came they leaped naked upon the eye, and then withdrew, muffling themselves in browns and blues until at nightfall they covered themselves to the eyes in thickly sheeted purple — Tyrian purple — and prepared for sleep with their heads among the stars.

Something of all this came to Doctor Randall Byrne as he rode, for it seemed to him that there was a similarity between these mountains and the girl beside him. She held that keen purity of the upper slopes under the sun, and though she had no artifice or careful wiles to make her strange, there was about her a natural dignity like the mystery of distance. There was a rhythm, too, about that line of peaks against the sky, and the girl had caught it; he watched her sway with the gallop of her horse and felt that though she was so close at hand she was a thousand miles from him. She concealed nothing, and yet he could no more see her naked soul than he could tear the veils of shadow from the mountains. Not that the doctor phrased his emotions in words. He was only conscious of a sense of awe and the necessity of silence.

A strange feeling for the doctor! He came from the region of the mind where that which is not spoken does not exist, and now this girl was carrying him swiftly away from hypotheses, doubts, and polysyllabic speech into the world — of what? The spirit? The doctor did not know. He only felt that he was about to step into the unknown, and it held for him the fascination of the suspended action of a statue. Let it not be thought that he calmly accepted the sheer necessity for silence. He fought against it, but no words came.

It was evening: the rolling hills about them were already dark; only the heads of the mountains took the day; and now they paused at the top of a rise and the girl pointed across the hollow. There we are, she said. It was a tall clump of trees through which broke the outlines of a two-storied house larger than any the doctor had seen in the mountain-desert; and outside the trees lay long sheds, a great barn, and a wide-spread wilderness of corrals. It struck the doctor with its apparently limitless capacity for housing man and beast. Coming in contrast with the rock-strewn desolation of the plains, this was a great establishment; the doctor had ridden out with a waif of the desert and she had turned into a princess at a stroke. Then, for the first time since they left Elkhead, he remembered with a start that he was to care for a sick man in that house.

You were to tell me, he said, something about the sickness of your father — the background behind his condition. But weve both forgotten about it.

I have been thinking how I could describe it, every moment of the ride, she answered. Then, as the gloom fell more thickly around them every moment, she swerved her horse over to the mare, as if it were necessary that she read the face of the doctor while she spoke.

Six months ago, she said, my father was robust and active in spite of his age. He was cheerful, busy, and optimistic. But he fell into a decline. It has not been a sudden sapping of his strength. If it were that I should not worry so much; Id attribute it to disease. But every day something of vitality goes from him. He is fading almost from hour to hour, as slowly as the hour hand of a clock. You cant notice the change, but every twelve hours the hand makes a complete revolution. Its as if his blood were evaporating and nothing we can do will supply him with fresh strength.

Is this attended by irritability?

He is perfectly calm and seems to have no care for what becomes of him.

Has he lost interest in the things which formerly attracted and occupied him?

Yes, he minds nothing now. He has no care for the condition of the cattle, or for profit or loss in the sales. He has simply stepped out of every employment.

Ah, a gradual diminution of the faculties of attention.

In a way, yes. But also he is more alive than he has ever been. He seems to hear with uncanny distinctness, for instance.

The doctor frowned.

I was inclined to attribute his decline to the operation of old age, he remarked, but this is unusual. This — er — inner acuteness is accompanied by no particular interest in any one thing?

As she did not reply for the moment he was about to accept the silence for acquiescence, but then through the dimness he was arrested by the lustre of her eyes, fixed, apparently, far beyond him.

One thing, she said at length. Yes, there is one thing in which he retains an interest.

The doctor nodded brightly.

Good! he said. And that — ?

The silence fell again, but this time he was more roused and he fixed his eyes keenly upon her through the gloom. She was deeply troubled; one hand gripped the horn of her saddle strongly; her lips had parted; she was like one who endures inescapable pain. He could not tell whether it was the slight breeze which disturbed her blouse or the rapid panting of her breath.

Of that, she said, it is hard to speak — it is useless to speak!

Surely not! protested the doctor. The cause, my dear madame, though perhaps apparently remote from the immediate issue, is of the utmost significance in diagnosis.

She broke in rapidly: This is all I can tell you: he is waiting for something which will never come. He has missed something from his life which will never come back into it. Then why should we discuss what it is that he has missed.

To the critical mind, replied the doctor calmly, and he automatically adjusted his glasses closer to his eyes, nothing is without significance.

It is nearly dark! she exclaimed hurriedly. Let us ride on.

First, he suggested, I must tell you that before I left Elkhead I heard a hint of some remarkable story concerning a man and a horse and a dog. Is there anything—

But it seemed that she did not hear. He heard a sharp, low exclamation which might have been addressed to her horse, and the next instant she was galloping swiftly down the slope. The doctor followed as fast as he could, jouncing in the saddle until he was quite out of breath.


4. THE CHAIN
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THEY HAD HARDLY passed the front door of the house when they were met by a tall man with dark hair and dark, deep-set eyes. He was tanned to the bronze of an Indian, and he might have been termed handsome had not his features been so deeply cut and roughly finished. His black hair was quite long, and as the wind from the opened door stirred it, there was a touch of wildness about the fellow that made the heart of Randall Byrne jump. When this man saw the girl his face lighted, briefly; when his glance fell on Byrne the light went out.

Couldnt get the doc, Kate? he asked.

Not Doctor Hardin, she answered, and Ive brought Doctor Byrne instead.

The tall man allowed his gaze to drift leisurely from head to foot of Randall Byrne.

Then: Hware you, doc? he said, and extended a big hand. It occurred to Byrne that all these men of the mountain-desert were big; there was something intensely irritating about their mere physical size; they threw him continually on the defensive and he found himself making apologies to himself and summing up personal merits. In this case there was more direct reason for his anger. It was patent that the man did not weight the strange doctor against any serious thoughts.

And this, she was saying, is Mr. Daniels. Buck, is there any change?

Nothin much, answered Buck Daniels. Come along towards evening and he said he was feeling kind of cold. So I wrapped him up in a rug. Then he sat some as usual, one hand inside of the other, looking steady at nothing. But a while ago he began getting sort of nervous.

What did he do?

Nothing. I just felt he was getting excited. The way you know when your hoss is going to shy.

Do you want to go to your room first, doctor, or will you go in to see him now?

Now, decided the doctor, and followed her down the hall and through a door.

The room reminded the doctor more of a New England interior than of the mountain-desert. There was a round rag rug on the floor with every imaginable colour woven into its texture, but blended with a rude design, reds towards the centre and blue-greys towards the edges. There were chairs upholstered in green which looked mouse-coloured where the high lights struck along the backs and the arms — shallow-seated chairs that made ones knees project foolishly high and far. Byrne saw a cabinet at one end of the room, filled with sea-shells and knicknacks, and above it was a memorial cross surrounded by a wreath inside a glass case. Most of the wall space thronged with engravings whose subjects ranged from Niagara Falls to Lady Hamilton. One entire end of the room was occupied by a painting of a neck and neck finish in a race, and the artist had conceived the blooded racers as creatures with tremendous round hips and mighty-muscled shoulders, while the legs tapered to a faun-like delicacy. These animals were spread-eagled in the most amazing fashion, their fore-hoofs reaching beyond their noses and their rear hoofs striking out beyond the tips of the tails. The jockey in the lead sat quite still, but he who was losing had his whip drawn and looked like an automatic doll — so pink were his cheeks. Beside the course, in attitudes of graceful ease, stood men in very tight trousers and very high stocks and ladies in dresses which pinched in at the waist and flowed out at the shoulders. They leaned upon canes or twirled parasols and they had their backs turned upon the racetrack as if they found their own negligent conversation far more exciting than the breathless, driving finish.

Under the terrific action and still more terrific quiescence of this picture lay the sick man, propped high on a couch and wrapped to the chest in a Navajo blanket.

Dad, said Kate Cumberland, Doctor Hardin was not in town. Ive brought out Doctor Byrne, a newcomer.

The invalid turned his white head slowly towards them, and his shaggy brows lifted and fell slightly — a passing shadow of annoyance. It was a very stern face, and framed in the long, white hair it seemed surrounded by an atmosphere of Arctic chill. He was thin, terribly thin — not the leanness of Byrne, but a grim emaciation which exaggerated the size of a tall forehead and made his eyes supernally bright. It was in the first glance of those eyes that Byrne recognized the restlessness of which Kate had spoken; and he felt almost as if it were an inner fire which had burned and still was wasting the body of Joseph Cumberland. To the attentions of the doctor the old man submitted with patient self-control, and Byrne found a pulse feeble, rapid, but steady. There was no temperature. In fact, the heat of the body was a trifle sub-normal, considering that the heart was beating so rapidly.

Doctor Byrne started. Most of his work had been in laboratories, and the horror of death was not yet familiar, but old Joseph Cumberland was dying. It was not a matter of moment. Death might be a week or a month away, but die soon he inevitably must; for the doctor saw that the fire was still raging in the hollow breast of the cattleman, but there was no longer fuel to feed it.

He stared again, and more closely. Fire without fuel to feed it!

Doctor Byrne gave what seemed to be an infinitely muffled cry of exultation, so faint that it was hardly a whisper; then he leaned closer and pored over Joe Cumberland with a lighted eye. One might have thought that the doctor was gloating over the sick man.

Suddenly he straightened and began to pace up and down the room, muttering to himself. Kate Cumberland listened intently and she thought that what the man muttered so rapidly, over and over to himself, was: Eureka! Eureka! I have found it!

Found what? The triumph of mind over matter!

On that couch was a dead body. The flutter of that heart was not the strong beating of the normal organ; the hands were cold; even the body was chilled; yet the man lived.

Or, rather, his brain lived, and compelled the shattered and outworn body to comply with its will. Doctor Byrne turned and stared again at the face of Cumberland. He felt as if he understood, now, the look which was concentrated so brightly on the vacant air. It was illumined by a steady and desperate defiance, for the old man was denying his body to the grave.

The scene changed for Randall Byrne. The girl disappeared. The walls of the room were broken away. The eyes of the world looked in upon him and the wise men of the world kept pace with him up and down the room, shaking their heads and saying: It is not possible!

But the fact lay there to contradict them.

Prometheus stole fire from heaven and paid it back to an eternal death. The old cattleman was refusing his payment. It was no state of coma in which he lay; it was no prolonged trance. He was vitally, vividly alive; he was concentrating with a bitter and exhausting vigour day and night, and fighting a battle the more terrible because it was fought in silence, a battle in which he could receive no aid, no reinforcement, a battle in which he could not win, but in which he might delay defeat.

Ay, the wise men would smile and shake their heads when he presented this case to their consideration, but he would make his account so accurate and particular and so well witnessed that they would have to admit the truth of all he said. And science, which proclaimed that matter was indestructible and that the mind was matter and that the brain needed nourishment like any other muscle — science would have to hang the head and wonder!

The eyes of the girl brought him to halt in his pacing, and he stopped, confronting her. His excitement had transformed him. His nostrils were quivering, his eyes were pointed with light, his head was high, and he breathed fast. He was flushed as the Roman Conqueror. And his excitement tinged the girl, also, with colour.

She offered to take him to his room as soon as he wished to go. He was quite willing. He wanted to be alone, to think. But when he followed her she stopped him in the hall. Buck Daniels lumbered slowly after them in a clumsy attempt at sauntering.

Well? asked Kate Cumberland.

She had thrown a blue mantle over her shoulders when she entered the house, and the touch of boyish self-confidence which had been hers on the ride was gone. In its place there was something even more difficult for Randall Byrne to face. If there had been a garish brightness about her when he had first seen her, the brilliancy of a mirror playing in the sun against his feeble eyes, there was now a blending of pastel shades, for the hall was dimly illumined and the shadow tarnished her hair and her pallor was like cold stone; even her eyes were misted by fear. Yet a vital sense of her nearness swept upon Byrne, and he felt as if he were surrounded — by a danger.

Opinions, said the doctor, based on so summary an examination are necessarily inexact, yet the value of a first impression is not negligible. The best I can say is that there is probably no immediate danger, but Mr. Cumberland is seriously ill. Furthermore, it is not old age.

He would not say all he thought; it was not yet time.

She winced and clasped her hands tightly together. She was like a child about to be punished for a crime it has not committed, and it came vaguely to the doctor that he might have broached his ill tidings more gently.

He added: I must have further opportunities for observance before I give a detailed opinion and suggest a treatment.

Her glance wandered past him and at once the heavy step of Buck Daniels approached.

At least, she murmured, I am glad that you are frank. I dont want to have anything kept from me, please. Buck, will you take the doctor up to his room? She managed a faint smile. This is an old-fashioned house, Doctor Byrne, but I hope we can make you fairly comfortable. Youll ask for whatever you need?

The doctor bowed, and was told that they would dine in half an hour, then the girl went back towards the room in which Joe Cumberland lay. She walked slowly, with her head bent, and her posture seemed to Byrne the very picture of a burden-bearer. Then he followed Daniels up the stairs, led by the jingling of the spurs, great-rowelled spurs that might grip the side of a refractory horse like teeth.

A hall-light guided them, and from the hall Buck Daniels entered a room and fumbled above him until he had lighted a lamp which was suspended by two chains from the ceiling, a circular burner which cast a glow as keen as an electric globe. It brought out every detail of the old-fashioned room — the bare, painted floor; the bed, in itself a separate and important piece of architecture with its four tall posts, a relic of the times when beds were built, not simply made; and there was a chest of drawers with swelling, hospitable front, and a rectangular mirror above with its date in gilt paint on the upper edge. A rising wind shook the window and through some crack stirred the lace curtains; it was a very comfortable retreat, and the doctor became aware of aching muscles and a heavy brain when he glanced at the bed.

The same gust of wind which rattled the window-pane now pushed, as with invisible and ghostly hand, a door which opened on the side of the bedroom, and as it swung mysteriously and gradually wide the doctor found himself looking into an adjoining chamber. All he could see clearly was a corner on which struck the shaft of light from the lamp, and lying on the floor in that corner was something limp and brown. A snake, he surmised at first, but then he saw clearly that it was a chain of formidable proportions bolted against the wall at one end and terminating at the other in a huge steel collar. A chill started in the boots of the doctor and wriggled its uncomfortable way up to his head.

Hell! burst out Buck Daniels. Howd that door get open? He slammed it with violence. Shes been in there again, I guess, muttered the cowpuncher, as he stepped back, scowling.

Who? ventured the doctor.

Buck Daniels whirled on him.

None of your— he began hotly, but checked himself with choking suddenness and strode heavily from the room.


5. THE WAITING
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THE DOCTOR REMOVED his coat with absent-minded slowness, and all the time that he was removing the dust and the stains of travel, he kept narrowing the eye of his mind to visualise more clearly that cumbersome chain which lay on the floor of the adjoining room. Now, the doctor was not of a curious or gossipy nature, but if someone had offered to tell him the story of that chain for a thousand dollars, the doctor at that moment would have thought the price ridiculously small.

Then the doctor went down to the dinner table prepared to keep one eye upon Buck Daniels and the other upon Kate Cumberland. But if he expected to learn through conversation at the table he was grievously disappointed, for Buck Daniels ate with an eye to strict business that allowed no chatter, and the girl sat with a forced smile and an absent eye. Now and again Buck would glance up at her, watch her for an instant, and then turn his attention back to his plate with a sort of gloomy resolution; there were not half a dozen words exchanged from the beginning to the end of the meal.

After that they went in to the invalid. He lay in the same position, his skinny hands crossed upon his breast, and his shaggy brows were drawn so low that the eyes were buried in profound shadow. They took positions in a loose semi-circle, all pointing towards the sick man, and it reminded Byrne with grim force of a picture he had seen of three wolves waiting for the bull moose to sink in the snows: they, also, were waiting for a death. It seemed, indeed, as if death must have already come; at least it could not make him more moveless than he was. Against the dark wall his profile was etched by a sharp highlight which was brightest of all on his forehead and his nose; while the lower portion of the face was lost in comparative shadow.

So perfect and so detailed was the resemblance to death, indeed, that the lips in the shadow smiled — fixedly. It was not until Kate Cumberland shifted a lamp, throwing more light on her father, that Byrne saw that the smile was in reality a forcible compression of the lips. He understood, suddenly, that the silent man on the couch was struggling terribly against an hysteria of emotion. It brought beads of sweat out upon the doctors tall forehead; for this perfect repose suggested an agony more awful than yells and groans and struggles. The silence was like acid; it burned without a flame. And Byrne knew, that moment, the quality of the thing which had wasted the rancher. It was this acid of grief or yearning which had eaten deep into him and was now close to his heart. The girl had said that for six months he had been failing. Six months! Six eternities of burning at the stake!

He lay silent, waiting; and his resignation meant that he knew death would come before that for which he waited. Silence, that was the key-note of the room. The girl was silent, her eyes dark with grief; yet they were not fixed upon her father. It came thrilling home to Byrne that her sorrow was not entirely for her dying parent, for she looked beyond him rather than at him. Was she, too, waiting? Was that what gave her the touch of sad gravity, the mystery like the mystery of distance?

And Buck Daniels. He, also, said nothing. He rolled cigarettes one after another with amazing dexterity and smoked them with half a dozen Titanic breaths. His was a single-track mind. He loved the girl, and he bore the sign of his love on his face. He wanted her desperately; it was a hunger like that of Tantalus, too keen to be ever satisfied. Yet, still more than he looked at the girl, he, also, stared into the distance. He, also, was waiting!

It was the deep suspense of Cumberland which made him so silently alert. He was as intensely alive as the receiver of a wireless apparatus; he gathered information from the empty air.

So that Byrne was hardly surprised, when, in the midst of that grim silence, the old man raised a rigid forefinger of warning. Kate and Daniels stiffened in their chairs and Byrne felt his flesh creep. Of course it was nothing. The wind, which had shaken the house with several strong gusts before dinner, had now grown stronger and blew with steadily increasing violence; perhaps the sad old man had been attracted by the mournful chorus and imagined some sound he knew within it.

But now once more the finger was raised, the arm extended, shaking violently, and Joe Cumberland turned upon them a glance which flashed with a delirious and unhealthy joy.

Listen! he cried. Again!

What? asked Kate.

I hear them, I tell you.

Her lips blanched, and parted to speak, but she checked the impulse and looked swiftly about the room with what seemed to Byrne an appeal for help. As for Buck Daniels, he changed from a dark bronze to an unhealthy yellow; fear, plain and grimly unmistakable, was in his face. Then he strode to the window and threw it open with a crash. The wind leaped in and tossed the flame in the throat of the chimney, so that great shadows waved suddenly through the room, and made the chairs seem afloat. Even the people were suddenly unreal. And the rush of the storm gave Byrne an eerie sensation of being blown through infinite space. For a moment there was only the sound of the gale and the flapping of a loose picture against the wall, and the rattling of a newspaper. Then he heard it.

First it was a single note which he could not place. It was music, and yet it was discordant, and it had the effect of a blast of icy wind.

Once he had been in Egypt and had stood in a corridor of Cheops pyramid. The torch had been blown out in the hand of his guide. From somewhere in the black depths before them came a laugh, made unhuman by echoes. And Byrne had visioned the mummied dead pushing back the granite lids of their sarcophagi and sitting upright.

But that was nothing compared with this. Not half so wild or strange.

He listened again, breathless, with the sharp prickling running up and down his spine. It was the honking of the wild geese, flying north. And out of the sound he builded a picture of the grey triangle cleaving through the cold upper sky, sent on a mission no man could understand.

Was I right? Was I right? shrilled the invalid, and when Byrne turned towards him, he saw the old man sitting erect, with an expression of wild triumph. There came an indescribable cry from the girl, and a deep throated curse from Buck Daniels as he slammed down the window.

With the chill blast shut off and the flame burning steadily once more in the lamp, a great silence besieged the room, with a note of expectancy in it. Byrne was conscious of being warm, too warm. It was close in the room, and he was weighted down. It was as if another presence had stepped into the room and stood invisible. He felt it with unspeakable keenness, as when one knows certainly the thoughts which pass in the mind of another. And, more than that, he knew that the others in the room felt what he felt. In the waiting silence he saw that the old man lay on his couch with eyes of fire and gaping lips, as if he drank the wine of his joyous expectancy. And big Buck Daniels stood with his hand on the sash of the window, frozen there, his eyes bulging, his heart thundering in his throat. And Kate Cumberland sat with her eyes closed, as she had closed them when the wind first rushed upon her, and she still smiled as she had smiled then. And to Byrne, more terrible than the joy of Joseph Cumberland or the dread of Buck Daniels was the smile and the closed eyes of the girl.

But the silence held and the fifth presence was in the room, and not one of them dared speak.


6. THE MISSION STARTS
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THEN, WITH A shifting of the wind, a song was blown to them from the bunk-house, a cheerful, ringing chorus; the sound was like daylight — it drove the terror from the room. Joe Cumberland asked them to leave him. That night, he said, he would sleep. He felt it, like a promise. The other three went out from the room.

In the hall Kate and Daniels stood close together under a faint light from the wall-lamp, and they talked as if they had forgotten the presence of Byrne.

It had to come, she said. I knew it would come to him sooner or later, but I didnt dream it would be as terrible as this. Buck, what are we going to do?

God knows, said the big cowpuncher. Just wait, I spose, same as weve been doing.

He had aged wonderfully in that moment of darkness.

Hell be happy now for a few days, went on the girl, but afterwards — when he realises that it means nothing — what then, Buck?

The man took her hands and began to pat them softly as a father might soothe a child.

I seen you when the wind come in, he said gently. Are you going to stand it, Kate? Is it going to be hell for you, too, every time you hear em?

She answered: If it were only I! Yes, I could stand it. Lately Ive begun to think that I can stand anything. But when I see Dad it breaks my heart — and you — oh, Buck, it hurts, it hurts! She drew his hands impulsively against her breast. If it were only something we could fight outright!

Buck Daniels sighed.

Fight? he echoed hopelessly. Fight? Against him? Kate, youre all tired out. Go to bed, honey, and try to stop thinkin — and — God help us all!

She turned away from him and passed the doctor — blindly.

Buck Daniels had set his foot on the stairs when Byrne hurried after him and touched his arm; they went up together.

Mr. Daniels, said the doctor, it is necessary that I speak with you, alone. Will you come into my room for a few moments?

Doc, said the cattleman, Im short on my feed and I dont feel a pile like talkin. Cant you wait till the morning?

There has been a great deal too much waiting, Mr. Daniels, said the doctor. What I have to say to you must be said now. Will you come in?

I will, nodded Buck Daniels. But cut it short.

Once in his room the doctor lighted the lamp and then locked the door.

Whats all the mystery and hush stuff? growled Daniels, and with a gesture he refused the proffered chair. Cut loose, doc, and make it short.

The little man sat down, removed his glasses, held them up to the light, found a speck upon them, polished it carefully away, replaced the spectacles upon his nose, and peered thoughtfully at Buck Daniels.

Buck Daniels rolled his eyes towards the door and then even towards the window, and then, as one who accepts the inevitable, he sank into a chair and plunged his hands into his pockets, prepared to endure.

I am called, went on the doctor dryly, to examine a case in which the patient is dangerously ill — in fact, hopelessly ill, and I have found that the cause of his illness is a state of nervous expectancy on the part of the sufferer. It being obviously necessary to know the nature of the disease and its cause before that cause may be removed, I have asked you to sit here this evening to give me whatever explanation you may have for it.

Buck Daniels stirred uneasily. At length he broke out: Doc, I size you up as a gent with brains. I got one piece of advice for you: get the hell away from the Cumberland Ranch and never come back again!

The doctor flushed and his lean jaw thrust out.

Although, he said, I cannot pretend to be classed among those to whom physical fear is an unknown, yet I wish to assure you, sir, that with me physical trepidation is not an overruling motive.

Oh, hell! groaned Buck Daniels. Then he explained more gently: I dont say youre yellow. All I say is: this mess aint one that you can straighten out — nor no other man can. Give it up, wash your hands, and git back to Elkhead. I dunno what Kate was thinkin of to bring you out here!

The excellence of your intention, said the doctor, I shall freely admit, though the assumption that difficulty in the essential problem would deter me from the analysis is an hypothesis which I cannot leave uncontested. In the vulgar, I may give you to understand that I am in this to stay!

Buck Daniels started to speak, but thinking better of it he shrugged his shoulders and sat back, resigned.

Well, he said, Kate brought you out here. Maybe she has a reason for it. What dyou want to know?

What connection, said the doctor, have wild geese with a man, a horse, and a dog?

What in hell dyou know about a horse and a man and a dog — and wild geese? inquired Buck in a strained voice.

Rumour, said the doctor, has been in this instance, unfortunately, my only teacher. But, sir, I have ascertained that Mr. Cumberland, his daughter, and you, sir, are all waiting for a certain thing to come to this ranch, and that thing I naturally assume to be a man.

Doc, said the cowpuncher sarcastically, there aint no doubt you got a wonderful brain!

Mockery, pronounced the man of learning, is a use of the mental powers which is both unworthy and barren and does not in this case advance the argument, which is: Who and what is this man for whom you wait?

He came, said Buck Daniels, out of nowhere. Thats all we know about who he is. What is he? Ill tell you easy: hes a gent that looks like a man, and walks like a man, and talks like a man — but he aint a man.

Ah, nodded the philosopher, a crime of extraordinary magnitude has, perhaps, cut off this unfortunate fellow from communication with others of his kind. Is this the case?

It aint, replied Buck. Doc, tell me this: Can a wolf commit a crime?

Admitting this definition: that crime is the breaking of law, and that law is a force created by reason to control the rational, it may be granted that the acts of the lower animals lie outside of categories framed according to ethical precepts. To directly answer your not incurious question: I believe that a wolf cannot commit a crime.

Buck Daniels sighed.

Dyou know, doc, he said gravely, that you remind me of a side-hill goat?

Ah, murmured the man of learning, is it possible? And what, Mr. Daniels, is the nature of a side-hill goat?

Its a goat thats got the legs of one side shorter than the legs on the other side, and the only way he can get to the top of a hill is to keep trottin around and around the hill like a five per cent. grade. He goes a mile to get ten feet higher.

This fact, said Byrne, and he rubbed his chin thoughtfully, is not without interest, though I fail to perceive the relation between me and such a creature, unless, perhaps, there are biologic similarities of which I have at present no cognition.

I didnt think youd follow me, replied Buck with an equal gravity. But you can lay to this, Doc; this gent were waitin for aint committed any more crimes than a wolf has.

Ah, I see, murmured the doctor, a man so near the brute that his enormities pass beyond—

Get this straight, said Buck, interrupting with a sternly pointed finger: There aint a kinder or a gentler man in the mountain-desert than him. Hes got a voice softer than Kate Cumberlands, which is some soft voice, and as for his heart — Doc, Ive seen him get off his horse to put a wounded rabbit out of its pain!

A ring of awe came in the throat of Daniels as he repeated the incredible fact.

He went on: If I was in trouble, Id rather have him beside me than ten other men; if I was sick Id rather have him than the ten best doctors in the world; if I wanted a pal that would die for them that done him good and go to hell to get them that done him bad, Id choose him first, and there aint none that come second.

The panegyric was not a burst of imagination. Buck Daniels was speaking seriously, hunting for words, and if he used superlatives it was because he needed them.

Extraordinary! murmured the doctor, and he repeated the word in a louder tone. It was a rare word for him; in all his scholastic career and in all of his scientific investigations he had found occasion to use so strong a term not more than half a dozen times at the most. He went on, cautiously, and his weak eyes blinked at Daniels: And there is a relation between this man and a horse and dog?

Buck Daniels shuddered and his colour changed.

Listen! he said, Ive talked enough. You aint going to get another word out of me except this: Doc, have a good sleep, get on your hoss to-morrow mornin, and beat it. Dont even wait for breakfast. Because, if you do wait, you may get a hand in this little hell of ours. You may be waiting, too! A sudden thought brought him to his feet. He stood over the doctor. How many times, he thundered, have you seen Kate Cumberland?

To-day, for the first time.

Well, said Daniels, growling with relief, youve seen her enough. I know. And he turned towards the door. Unlock, he commanded. Im tired out — and sick — of talking about him.

But the doctor did not move.

Nevertheless, he stated, you will remain. There is something further which you know and which you will communicate to me.

Buck Daniels turned at the door; his face was not pleasant.

While observing you as you talked with the girl, Byrne said, it occurred to me that you were holding information from her. The exact nature of that information I cannot state, but it is reasonable to deduct that you could, at the present moment, name the place where the man for whom Mr. Cumberland and his daughter wait is now located.

Buck Daniels made no reply, but he returned to his chair and slumped heavily into it, staring at the little doctor. And Byrne realised with a thrill of pleasure that he was not afraid of death.

I may further deduct, said the doctor, that you will go in person to the place where you know this man may be found and induce him to come to this ranch.

The silent anger of Daniels died away. He smiled, and at length he laughed without mirth.

Doc, he said, if you knew where there was a gun, would that make you want to put it up agin your head and pull the trigger?

But the doctor proceeded inexorably with his deductions: Because you are aware, Mr. Daniels, that the presence of this man may save the life of Mr. Cumberland, a thought, to be sure, which might not be accepted by the medical fraternity, but which may without undue exaggeration devolve from the psychological situation in this house.

Doc, said Daniels huskily, you talk straight, and you act straight, and I think you are straight, so Ill take off the bridle and talk free. I know where Whistling Dan is — just about. But if I was to go to him and bring him here Id bust the heart of Kate Cumberland. Dyou understand? His voice lowered with an intense emotion. Ive thought it out sideways and backwards. Its Kate or old Joe. Which is the most important?

The doctor straightened in the chair, polished his glasses, and peered once more at the cowpuncher.

You are quite sure, also, that the return of this man, this strange wanderer, might help Mr. Cumberland back to health?

I am, all right. Hes sure wrapped up in Whistlin Dan.

What is the nature of their relations; what makes him so oddly dependent upon the other?

I dunno, doc. Its got us all fooled. When Dan is here it seems like old Cumberland jest nacherally lives on the things Dan does and hears and sees. Weve seen Cumberland prick up his ears the minute Dan comes into the room, and show life. Sometimes Dan sits with him and tells him what hes been doin — maybe it aint any more than how the sky looks that day, or about the feel of the wind — but Joe sits with his eyes dreamin, like a little kid hearin fairy stories. Kate says its been that way since her dad first brought Dan in offn the range. Hes been sort of necessary to old Joe — almost like air to breathe. I tell you, its jest a picture to see them two together.

Very odd, very odd, brooded the doctor, frowning, but this seems to be an odd place and an odd set of people. Youve no real idea why Dan left the ranch?

Ask the wild geese, said Buck bitterly. He added: Maybe youd better ask Dans black hoss or his dog, Bart. Theyd know bettern anything else.

But what has the man been doing since he left? Have you any idea?

Get a little chatter, now and then, of a gent thats rid into a town on a black hoss, prettiern anything that was ever seen before.

Its all pretty much the same, what news we get. Mostly I guess he jest wanders around doin no harm to nobody. But once in a while somebody sicks a dog on Bart, and Bart jest nacherally chaws that dog in two. Then the owner of the dog may start a fight, and Dan drops him and rides on.

With a trail of dead men behind him? cried the doctor, hunching his shoulders as if to shake off a chill.

Dead? Nope. You dont have to shoot to kill when you can handle a gun the way Dan does. Nope, he jest wings em. Plants a chunk of lead in a shoulder, or an arm, or a leg. Thats all. They aint no love of blood in Dan — except—

Well?

Doc, said Buck with a shudder, I aint goin to talk about the exceptions. Mostly the news we gets of Dan is about troubles hes had. But sometimes we hear of gents hes helped out when they was sick, and things like that. They aint nobody like Dan when a gent is down sick, Ill tell a man!

The doctor sighed.

He said: And do I understand you to say that the girl and this man — Whistling Dan, as you call him — are intimately and sentimentally related?

She loves him, said Daniels slowly. She loves the ground he walks on and the places where hes been.

But, sir, it would seem probable from your own reasoning that the return of the man, in this case, will not be unwelcome to her.

Reason? broke out Daniels bitterly. What the hell has reason got to do with Whistling Dan? Man, man! if Barry was to come back dyou suppose hed remember that hed once told Kate he loved her? Doc, I know him as near as any man can know him. I tell you, he thinks no more of her than — than the wild geese think of her. If old Joe dies because Dan is away — well, Cumberland is an old man anyway. But how could I stand to see Barry pass Kate by with an empty eye, the way hed do if he come back? Id want to kill him, and Id get bumped off tryin it, like as not. And what would it do to Kate? Itd kill her, Doc, as sure as youre born.

Your assumption being, murmured the doctor, that if she never sees the man again she will eventually forget him.

Dyou forget a knife thats sticking into you? No, she wont forget him. But maybe after a while shell be able to stand thinkin about him. Shell get used to the hurt. Shell be able to talk and laugh the way she used to. Oh, doc, if you could of seen her as Ive seen her in the old days—

When the man was with her? cut in the doctor.

Buck Daniels caught his breath.

Damn your eternal soul, doc! he said softly.

And for a time neither of them spoke. Whatever went on in the mind of Daniels, it was something that contorted his face. As for Byrne, he was trying to match fact and possibility and he was finding a large gap between the two; for he tried to visualise the man whose presence had been food to old Joe Cumberland, and whose absence had taken the oil from the lamp so that the flame now flickered dimly, nearly out. But he could build no such picture. He could merely draw together a vague abstraction of a man to whom the storm and the wild geese who ride the storm had meaning and relationship. The logic which he loved was breaking to pieces in the hands of Randall Byrne.

Silence, after all, is only a name, never a fact. There are noises in the most absolute quiet. If there is not even the sound of the cricket or the wind, if there are not even ghost whispers in the house, there is the sigh of ones own breathing, and in those moments of deadly waiting the beat of the heart may be as loud and as awful as the rattle of the death-march. Now, between the doctor and the cowpuncher, such a silence began. Buck Daniels wanted nothing more in the world than to be out of that room, but the eye of the doctor held him, unwilling. And there began once more that eternal waiting, waiting, waiting, which was the horror of the place, until the faint creakings through the windshaken house took on the meaning of footsteps stalking down the hall and pausing at the door, and there was the hushing breath of one who listened and smiled to himself! Now the doctor became aware that the eye of Buck Daniels was widening, brightening; it was as if the mind of the big man were giving way in the strain. His face blanched. Even the lips had no colour, and they moved, gibberingly.

Listen! he said.

It is the wind, answered the doctor, but his voice was hardly audible.

Listen! commanded Daniels again.

The doctor could hear it then. It was a pulse of sound obscure as the thudding of his heart. But it was a human sound and it made his throat close up tightly, as if a hand were settling around his wind-pipe. Buck Daniels rose from his chair; that half-mad, half-listening look was still in his eyes — behind his eyes. Staring at him, the doctor understood, intimately, how men can throw their lives away gloriously in battle, fighting for an idea, or how they can commit secret and foul murder. Yet he was more afraid of that pulse of sound than of the face of Buck Daniels. He, also, was rising from his chair, and when Daniels stalked to the side door of the room and leaned there, the doctor followed.

Then they could hear it clearly. There was a note of music in the voice; it was a woman weeping in that room where the chain lay on the floor, coiled loosely like a snake. Buck Daniels straightened and moved away from the door. He began to laugh, guarding it so that not a whisper could break outside the room, and his silent laughter was the most horrible thing the doctor had ever seen. It was only for a moment. The hysteria passed and left the big man shaking like a dead leaf.

Doc, he said, I cant stand it no longer. Im going out and try to get him back here. And God forgive me for it.

He left the room, slamming the door behind him, and then he stamped down the hall as if he were trying to make a companion out of his noise. Doctor Randall Byrne sat down to put his thoughts in order. He began at the following point: The physical fact is not; only the immaterial is. But before he had carried very far his deductions from this premise, he caught the neighing of a horse near the house; so he went to the window and threw it open. At the same time he heard the rattle of galloping hoofs, and then he saw a horseman riding furiously into the heart of the wind. Almost at once the rider was lost from sight.


7. JERRY STRANN
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THE WRATH OF the Lord seems less terrible when it is localised, and the world at large gave thanks daily that the range of Jerry Strann was limited to the Three Bs. As everyone in the mountain-desert knows, the Three Bs are Bender, Buckskin, and Brownsville; they make the points of a loose triangle that is cut with canyons and tumbled with mountains, and that triangle was the chosen stamping ground of Jerry Strann. Jerry was not born in the region of the Three Bs and why it should have been chosen specially by him was matter which the inhabitants could not puzzle out; but they felt that for their sins the Lord had probably put his wrath among them in the form of Jerry Strann.

He was only twenty-four, this Jerry, but he was already grown into a proverb. Men of the Three Bs reckoned their conversational dates by the visits of the youth; if a storm hung over the mountains someone might remark: It looks like Jerry Strann is coming, and such a remark was always received in gloomy silence; mothers had been known to hush their children by chanting: Jerry Strann will get you if you dont watch out. Yet he was not an ogre with a red knife between his teeth. He stood at exactly the perfect romantic height; he was just six feet tall; he was as graceful as a young cotton-wood in a windstorm and he was as strong and tough as the roots of the mesquite. He was one of those rare men who are beautiful without being unmanly. His face was modelled with the care a Praxiteles would lavish on a Phoebus. His brown hair was thick and dark and every touch of wind stirred it, and his hazel eyes were brilliant with an enduring light — the inextinguishable joy of life.

Consider that there was no malice in Jerry Strann. But he loved strife as the young Apollo loved strife — or a pure-blooded bull terrier. He fought with distinction and grace and abandon and was perfectly willing to use fists or knives or guns at the pleasure of the other contracting party. In another age, with armour and a golden chain and spurs, Jerry Strann would have been — but why think of that? Swords are not forty-fives, and the Twentieth Century is not the Thirteenth. He was, in fact, born just six hundred years too late. From his childhood he had thirsted for battle as other children thirst for milk: and now he rode anything on hoofs and threw a knife like a Mexican — with either hand — and at short range he did snap shooting with two revolvers that made rifle experts sick at heart.

However, the men of the Three Bs, as everyone understands, are not gentle or long-enduring, and you will wonder why this young destroyer was allowed to range at large so long. There was a vital reason. Up in the mountains lived Mac Strann, the hermit-trapper, who hated everything in the wide world except his young brother, the beautiful, wild, and sunny Jerry Strann. And Mac Strann loved his brother as much as he hated everything else; it is impossible to state it more strongly. It was not long before the men of the Three Bs discovered how Mac Strann felt about his brother. After Jerrys famous Halloween party in Buckskin, for instance, Williamson, McKenna, and Rath started out to rid the country of the disturber. They went out to hunt him as men go out to hunt a wild mustang. And they caught him and bent him down — those three stark men — and he lay in bed for a month; but before the month was over Mac Strann came down from his mountain and went to Buckskin and gathered Williamson and McKenna and Rath in one public place. And when the morning came Williamson and McKenna and Rath had left this vale of tears and Mac Strann was back on his mountain. He was not even arrested. For there was a devilish cunning about the fellow and he made his victims, without exception, attack him first; then he destroyed them, suddenly and surely, and retreated to his lair. Things like this happened once or twice and then the men of the Three Bs understood that it was not wise to lay plots for Jerry Strann. They accepted him, as I have said before, as men accept the wrath of God.

Let it not be thought that Jerry Strann was a solitary like his brother. When he went out for a frolic the young men of the community gathered around him, for Jerry paid all scores and the red-eye flowed in his path like wine before the coming of Bacchus; where Jerry went there was never a dull moment, and young men love action. So it happened that when he rode into Brownsville this day he was the leader of a cavalcade. Rumour rode before them, and doors were locked and windows were darkened, and men sat in the darkness within with their guns across their knees. For Brownsville lay at the extreme northern tip of the triangle and it was rarely visited by Jerry; and it is well established that men fear the unfamiliar more than the known.

As has been said, Jerry headed the train of revellers, partially because it was most unwise to cut in ahead of Jerry and partially because there was not a piece of horseflesh in the Three Bs which could outfoot his chestnut. It was a gelding out of the loins of the north wind and sired by the devil himself, and its spirit was one with the spirit of Jerry Strann, perhaps because they both served one master. The cavalcade came with a crash of racing hoofs in a cloud of dust. But in the middle of the street Jerry raised his right arm stiffly overhead with a whoop and brought his chestnut to a sliding stop; the cloud of dust rolled lazily on ahead. The young men gathered quickly around the leader, and there was silence as they waited for him to speak — a silence broken only by the wheezing of the horses, and the stench of sweating horseflesh was in every mans nostrils.

Who owns that hoss? asked Jerry Strann, and pointed.

He had stopped just opposite OBriens hotel, store, blacksmith shop, and saloon, and by the hitching rack was a black stallion. Now, there are some men who carry tidings of their inward strength stamped on their foreheads and written in their eyes. In times of crises crowds will turn to such men and follow them as soldiers follow a captain, for it is patent at a glance that this is a man of men. It is likewise true that there are horses which stand out among their fellows, and this was such a horse. He was such a creature that, if he had been led to a barrier, the entire crowd at the race track would rise as one man and say: What is that horse? There were points in which some critics would find fault; most of the men of the mountain-desert, for instance, would have said that the animal was too lightly and delicately limbed for long endurance; but as the man of men bears the stamp of his greatness in his forehead and his eyes, so it was with the black stallion. When the thunder of the cavalcade had rushed upon him down the street, he had turned with catlike grace and raised his head to see, and his forehead and his eyes arrested Jerry Strann like a levelled rifle. Looking at that proud head one forgot the body of the horse, the symmetry of curves exquisite beyond the sculptors dream, the arching neck and the steel muscles; one was only conscious of the great spirit. In Human beings we refer to it as personality.

After a little pause, seeing that no one offered a suggestion as to the identity of the owner, Strann said, softly: That hoss is mine.

It caused a stir in the crowd of his followers. In the mountain-desert one may deal lightly with a mans wife and lift a random cow or two and settle the score, at need, with a snug forty-five chunk of lead. But with horses it is different. A horse in the mountain-desert lies outside of all laws — and above all laws. It is greater than honour and dearer than love, and when a mans horse is taken from him the men of the desert gather together and hunt the thief whether it be a day or whether it be a month, and when they have reached him they shoot him like a dog and leave his flesh to the buzzards and his bones to the merciless stars. For all of this there is a reason. But Jerry Strann swung from his mount, tossed the reins over the head of the chestnut, and walked towards the black with hungry eyes. He was careless, also, and venturing too close — the black whirled with his sudden, catlike agility, and two black hoofs lashed within a hairs breadth of the mans shoulder. There was a shout from the crowd, but Jerry Strann stepped back and smiled so that his teeth showed.

Boys, he said, but he was really speaking to himself, theres nothing in the world I want as bad as I want that hoss. Nothing! Im going to buy him; wheres the owner?

Dont look like a hoss a man would want to sell, Jerry, came a suggestion from the cavalcade, who had dismounted and now pressed behind their leader.

Jerry favoured the speaker with another of his enigmatic smiles: Oh, he chuckled, hell sell, all right! Maybe hes inside. You gents stick out here and watch for him; Ill step inside.

And he strode through the swinging doors of the saloon.

It was a dull time of day for OBrien, so he sat with his feet on the edge of the bar and sipped a tall glass of beer; he looked up at the welcome click of the doors, however, and then was instantly on his feet. The good red went out of his face and the freckles over his nose stood out like ink marks.

Theres a black hoss outside, said Jerry, that Im going to buy. Wheres the owner?

Have a drink, said the bartender, and he forced an amiable smile.

I got business on my hands, not drinking, said Jerry Strann.

Lost your chestnut? queried OBrien in concern.

The chestnut was all right until I seen the black. And now he aint a hoss at all. Wheres the gent I want?

The bartender had fenced for time as long as possible.

Over there, he said, and pointed.

It was a slender fellow sitting at a table in a corner of the long room, his sombrero pushed back on his head. He was playing solitaire and his back was towards Jerry Strann, who now made a brief survey, hitched his cartridge belt, and approached the stranger with a grin. The man did not turn; he continued to lay down his cards with monotonous regularity, and while he was doing it he said in the gentlest voice that had ever reached the ear of Jerry Strann: Better stay where you are, stranger. My dog dont like you.

And Jerry Strann perceived, under the shadow of the table, a blacker shadow, huge and formless in the gloom, and two spots of incandescent green twinkling towards him. He stopped; he even made a step back; and then he heard a stifled chuckle from the bartender.

If it had not been for that untimely mirth of OBriens probably nothing of what followed would have passed into the history of the Three Bs.


8. THE GIFT-HORSE
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YOUR DOG IS your own dog, remarked Jerry Strann, still to the back of the card-laying stranger, but this aint your back-yard. Keep your eye on him, or Ill fix him so he wont need watching!

So saying he made another step forward, and it brought a snarl from the dog; not one of those high-whining noises, but a deep guttural that sounded like indrawn breath. The gun of Jerry Strann leaped into his hand.

Bart, said the gentle-voiced stranger, lie down and dont talk. And he turned in his chair, pulled his hat straight, and looked mildly upon the gunman. An artist would have made much of that picture, for there was in this man, as in Strann, a singular portion of beauty. It was not, however, free from objection, for he had not the open manliness of the larger of the two. Indeed, a feminine grace and softness marked him; his wrists were as round as a girls, and his hands as slender and as delicately finished. Whether it be the white-hot sun of summer or the hurricane snows of winter, the climate of the mountain-desert roughens the skin, and it cuts away spare flesh, hewing out the face in angles; but with this man there were no rough edges, but all was smoothed over and rounded with painful care, as if nature had concentrated in that birth to show what she could do. Such fine workmanship, perhaps, would be appreciated more by women than by men; for men like a certain weight and bulk of bone and muscle — whereas this fellow seemed as light of body as he was of hand. He sat now watching Strann with the utmost gravity. He had very large brown eyes of a puzzling quality; perhaps that was because there seemed to be no thought behind them, and one caught the mystery and the wistfulness of some animals from a glance at him.

The effect of that glance on Strann was to make him grin again, and he at once banished the frown from his forehead and put away his gun; the big dog had slunk deeper into the shadow and closer to his master.

Im Strann. Maybe youve heard of me.

My name is Barry, said the other. Im sorry that I havent heard of you before.

And the sound of his voice made Jerry Strann grin again; it was such a low, soft voice with the velvet of a young girls tone in it; moreover, the brown eyes seemed to apologise for the ignorance concerning Stranns name.

You got a hoss out in front.

A nod of agreement.

Whats your price?

None.

No price? Look here, argued Strann, everythings got a price, and I got to have that hoss, understand? Got to! I aint bargaining. I wont try to beat you down. You just set a figger and Ill cover it. I guess thats square!

He aint a gentle hoss, said Barry. Maybe you wouldnt like him.

Oh, thats all right about being gentle, chuckled Strann. Then he checked his mirth and stared piercingly at the other to make out if there were a secret mockery. It could not, however, be possible. The eyes were as gravely apologetic as ever. He continued: I seen the hell-fire in him. Thats what stopped me like a bullet. I like em that way. Much rather have em with a fight. Well, lets have your price. Hey, OBrien, trot out your red-eye; Im going to do some business here!

OBrien came hastily, with drinks, and while they waited Strann queried politely: Belong around these parts?

No, answered the other softly.

No? Where you come from?

Over there, said Barry, and waved a graceful hand towards half the points of the compass.

H-m-m! muttered Strann, and once more he bent a keen gaze upon his companion. The drinks were now placed before them. Here, he concluded, is to the black devil outside! And he swallowed the liquor at a gulp, but as he replaced the empty glass on the table he observed, with breathless amazement, that the whiskey glass of the stranger was still full; he had drunk his chaser!

Now, by God! said Strann in a ringing voice, and struck a heavy hand upon the top of the table. He regained his control, however, instantly. Now about that price!

I dont know what horses are worth, replied Barry.

To start, then — five hundred bucks in cold cash — gold! — for your — whats his name?

Satan.

Eh?

Satan.

H-m-m! murmured Strann again. Five hundred for Satan, then. How about it?

If you can ride him, began the stranger.

Oh, hell, smiled Strann with a large and careless gesture, Ill ride him, all right.

Then I would let you take him for nothing, concluded Barry.

Youd — what? said Strann. Then he rose slowly from his chair and shouted; instantly the swinging doors broke open and a throng of faces appeared at the gap. Boys, this gent here is going to give me the black — ha, ha, ha! — if I can ride him! He turned back on Barry. Theyve heard it, he concluded, and this bargain is going to stick just this way. If your hoss can throw me the deals off. Eh?

Oh, yes, nodded the brown-eyed man.

Whats the idea? asked one of Jerrys followers as the latter stepped through the doors of the saloon onto the street.

I dunno, said Jerry. That gent looks kind of simple; but it aint my fault if he made a rotten bargain. Here, you!

And he seized the bridle-reins of the black stallion. Speed, lightning speed, was what saved him, for the instant his fingers touched the leather Satan twisted his head and snapped like an angry dog. The teeth clicked beside Stranns shoulder as he leaped back. He laughed savagely.

Thatll be took out of him, he announced, and damned quick!

Here the voice of Barry was heard, saying: Ill help you mount, Mr. Strann. And he edged his way through the little crowd until he stood at the head of the stallion.

Look out! warned Strann in real alarm, or hell take your head off!

But Barry was already beside his horse, and, with his back towards those vicious teeth, he drew the reins over its head. As for the stallion, it pricked one ear forward and then the other, and nuzzled the mans shoulder confidingly. There was a liberal chorus of astonished oaths from the gathering.

Ill hold his head while you get on, suggested Barry, turning his mild eyes upon Strann again.

Well, muttered the big man, may I be eternally damned! He added: All right. Hold his head, and Ill ride him without pulling leather. Is that square?

Barry nodded absently. His slender fingers were patting the velvet nose of the stallion and he was talking to it in an affectionate undertone — meaningless words, perhaps, such as a mother uses to soothe a child. When Strann set his foot in the stirrup and gathered up the reins the black horse cringed and shuddered; it was not a pleasant thing to see; it was like a dog crouching under the suspended whip. It was worse than that; it was almost the horror of a man who shivers at the touch of an unclean animal. There was not a sound from the crowd, and every grin was wiped out. Jerry Strann swung into the saddle lightly.

There he sat, testing the stirrups. They were too short by inches but he refused to have them lengthened. He poised his quirt and tugged his hat lower over his eyes.

Turn him loose! he shouted. Hey!

And his shrill yell went down the street and the echoes sent it barking back from wall to wall; Barry stepped back from the head of the black. But for an instant the horse did not stir. He was trembling violently, but his blazing eyes were fixed upon the face of his owner. Barry raised his hand.

And then it happened. It was like the release of a coiled watch-spring; the black whirled as a top spins and Strann sagged far to the left; before he could recover the stallion was away in a flash, like a racer leaving the barrier and reaching full speed in almost a stride. Not far — hardly the breadth of the street — before he pitched up in a long leap as if to clear a barrier, landed stiff-legged with a sickening jar, whirled again like a spinning top, and darted straight back. And Jerry Strann pulled leather — with might and main — but the short stirrups were against him, and above all the suddenness of the start had taken him off guard for all his readiness. When the stallion dropped stiff-legged Jerry was thrown forward and an unlucky left foot jarred loose from the stirrup; and when the horse whirled Strann was flung from the saddle. It was a clean fall. He twisted over in the air as he fell and landed in deep dust. The black stallion had reached his master and now he turned, in that same catlike manner, and watched with pricking ears as Strann dragged himself up from the dust.

There was no shout of laughter — no cheer for that fall, and without a smile they watched Strann returning. Big OBrien had seen from his open door and now he laid a hand on the shoulder of one of the men and whispered at his ear: Theres going to be trouble — bad trouble, Billy. Go for Fatty Matthews — hes a deputy marshal now — and get him here as quick as you can. Run!

The other spared time for a last glance at Strann and then hurried down the street.

Now, a man who can lose and smile is generally considered the most graceful of failures, but the smile of Jerry Strann as he walked slowly back worried his followers.

We all hit dust sometime, he philosophized. But one try dont prove nothin. I aint near through with that hoss!

Barry turned to Strann. If there had been mockery in his eyes or a smile on his lips as he faced Jerry there would have been a gun play on the spot; but, instead, the brown eyes were as dumbly apologetic as ever.

We didnt talk about two tries, he observed.

We talk about it now, said Strann.

There was one man in the crowd a little too old to be dangerous and therefore there was one man who was in a position to speak openly to Strann. It was big OBrien.

Jerry, you named your game and made your play and lost. I guess you aint going to turn up a hard loser. Nobody plays twice for the same pot.

The hazel eye of Strann was grey with anguish of the spirit as he looked from OBrien to the crowd and from the crowd to Satan, and from Satan to his meek-eyed owner. Nowhere was there a defiant eye or a glint of scorn on which he could wreak his wrath. He stood poised in his anger for the space of a breath; then, in the sharp struggle, his better nature conquered.

Come on in, all of you, he called. Well liquor, and forget this.


9. BATTLE LIGHT
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OBRIEN PRESSED CLOSE to Barry.

Partner, he said rapidly, youre clear now — youre clear of more hell that you ever dream. Now climb that hoss of yours and feed him leather till you get clear of Brownsville — and if I was you Id never come within a days ride of the Three Bs again.

The mild, brown eyes widened.

I dont like crowds, murmured Barry.

Youre wise, kid, grinned the bartender— a hell of a lot wiser than you know right now. On your way!

And he turned to follow the crowd into the saloon. But Jerry Strann stood at the swinging doors, watching, and he saw Barry linger behind.

Are you coming? he called.

I got an engagement, answered the meek voice.

You got another engagement here, mocked Strann. Understand?

The other hesitated for an instant, and then sighed deeply. I suppose Ill stay, he murmured, and walked into the bar. Jerry Strann was smiling in the way that showed his teeth. As Barry passed he said softly: I see we aint going to have no trouble, you and me! and he moved to clap his strong hand on the shoulder of the smaller man. Oddly enough, the hand missed, for Barry swerved from beneath it as a wolf swerves from the shadow of a falling branch. No perceptible effort — no sudden start of tensed muscles, but a movement so smooth that it was almost unnoticeable. But the hand of Strann fell through thin air.

Youre quick, he said. If you was as quick with your hands as you are with your feet—

Barry paused and the melancholy brown eyes dwelt on the face of Strann.

Oh, hell! snorted the other, and turned on his heel to the bar. Drink up! he commanded.

A shout and a snarl from the further end of the room.

A wolf, by God! yelled one of the men.

The owner of the animal made his way with unobtrusive swiftness the length of the room and stood between the dog and a man who fingered the butt of his gun nervously.

He wont hurt you none, murmured that softly assuring voice.

The hell he wont! responded the other. He took a pass at my leg just now and dam near took it off. Got teeth like the blades of a pocket-knife!

Youre on a cold trail, Sam, broke in one of the others. That aint any wolf. Look at him now!

The big, shaggy animal had slunk to the feet of his master and with head abased stared furtively up into Barrys face. A gesture served as sufficient command, and he slipped shadow-like into the corner and crouched with his head on his paws and the incandescent green of his eyes glimmering; Barry sat down in a chair nearby.

OBrien was happily spinning bottles and glasses the length of the bar; there was the chiming of glass and the rumble of contented voices.

Red-eye all round, said the loud voice of Jerry Strann, but theres one out. Whos out? Oh, its him. Hey OBrien, lemonade for the lady.

It brought a laugh, a deep, good-natured laugh, and then a chorus of mockery; but Barry stepped unconfused to the bar, accepted the glass of lemonade, and when the others downed their fire-water, he sipped his drink thoughtfully. Outside, the wind had risen, and it shook the hotel and carried a score of faint voices as it whirred around corners and through cracks. Perhaps it was one of those voices which made the big dog lift its head from its paws and whine softly! surely it was something he heard which caused Barry to straighten at the bar and cant his head slightly to one side — but, as certainly, no one else in the barroom heard it. Barry set down his glass.

Mr. Strann? he called.

And the gentle voice carried faintly down through the uproar of the bar.

Sister wants to speak to you, suggested OBrien to Strann.

Well? roared the latter, what dyou want?

The others were silent to listen; and they smiled in anticipation.

If you dont mind, much, said the musical voice, I think Ill be moving along.

There is an obscure little devil living in all of us. It makes the child break his own toys; it makes the husband strike the helpless wife; it makes the man beat the cringing, whining dog. The greatest of American writers has called it the Imp of the Perverse. And that devil came in Jerry Strann and made his heart small and cold. If he had been by nature the bully and the ruffian there would have been no point in all that followed, but the heart of Jerry Strann was ordinarily as warm as the yellow sunshine itself; and it was a common saying in the Three Bs that Jerry Strann would take from a child what he would not endure from a mountain-lion. Women loved Jerry Strann, and children would crowd about his knees, but this day the small demon was in him.

You want to be moving along mimicked the devil in Jerry Strann. Well, you wait a while. I aint through with you yet. Maybe— he paused and searched his mind. Youve given me a fall, and maybe you can give the rest of us — a laugh!

The chuckle of appreciation went up the bar and down it again.

I want to ask you, went on the devil in Jerry Strann, where you got your hoss?

He was running wild, came the gentle answer. So I took a walk, one day, and brought him in.

A pause.

Maybe, grinned the big man, you creased him?

For it is one of the most difficult things in the world to capture a wild horse, and some hunters, in their desperation at seeing the wonderful animals escape, have tried to crease them. That is, they strive to shoot so that the bullet will barely graze the top of the animals vertebrae, just behind the ears, stunning the horse and making it helpless for the capture. But necessarily such shots are made from a distance, and little short of a miracle is needed to make the bullet strike true — for a fraction of an inch too low means death. So another laugh of appreciation ran around the barroom at the mention of creasing.

No, answered Barry, I went out with a halter and after a while Satan got used to me and followed me home.

They waited only long enough to draw deep breath; then came a long yell of delight. But the obscure devil was growing stronger and stronger in Strann. He beat on the bar until he got silence. Then he leaned over to meet the eyes of Barry.

That, he remarked through his teeth, is a damned — lie!

There is only one way of answering that word in the mountain-desert, and Barry did not take it. The melancholy brown eyes widened; he sighed, and raising his glass of lemonade sipped it slowly. Came a sick silence in the barroom. Men turned their eyes towards each other and then flashed them away again. It is not good that one who has the eyes and the tongue of a man should take water from another — even from a Jerry Strann. And even Jerry Strann withdrew his eyes slowly from his prey, and shuddered; the sight of the most grisly death is not so horrible as cowardice.

And the devil which was still strong in Strann made him look about for a new target; Barry was removed from all danger by an incredible barrier. He found that new target at once, for his glance reached to the corner of the room and found there the greenish, glimmering eyes of the dog. He smote upon the bar.

Is this a damned kennel? he shouted. Do I got to drink in a barnyard? Whats the dog doin here?

And he caught up the heavy little whiskey glass and hurled it at the crouching dog. It thudded heavily, but it brought no yelp of pain; instead, a black thunderbolt leaped from the corner and lunged down the room. It was the silence of the attack that made it terrible, and Strann cursed and pulled his gun. He could never have used it. He was a whole half second too late, but before the dog sprang a voice cut in: Bart!

It checked the animal in its very leap; it landed on the floor and slid on stiffly extended legs to the feet of Strann.

Bart! rang the voice again.

And the beast, flattening to the floor, crawled backwards, inch by inch; it was slavering, and there was a ravening madness in its eyes.

Look at it! cried Strann. By God, its mad!

And he raised his gun to draw the bead.

Wait! called the same voice which had checked the spring of the dog. Surely it could not have come from the lips of Barry. It held a resonance of chiming metal; it was not loud, but it carried like a brazen bell. Dont do it, Strann!

And it came to every man in the barroom that it was unhealthy to stand between the two men at that instant; a sudden path opened from Barry to Strann.

Bart! came the command again. Heel!

The dog obeyed with a slinking swiftness; Jerry Strann put up his gun and smiled.

I dont take a start on no man, he announced quite pleasantly. I dont need to. But — you yaller hearted houn — get out from between. When I make my draw Im goin to kill that damn wolf.

Now, the fighting face of Jerry Strann was well known in the Three Bs, and it was something for men to remember until they died in a peaceful bed. Yet there was not a glance, from the bystanders, for Strann. They stood back against the wall, flattening themselves, and they stared, fascinated, at the slender stranger. Not that his face had grown ugly by a sudden metamorphosis. It was more beautiful than ever, for the man was smiling. It was his eyes which held them. Behind the brown a light was growing, a yellow and unearthly glimmer which one felt might be seen on the darkest night.

There was none of the coward in Jerry Strann. He looked full into that yellow, glimmering, changing light — he looked steadily — and a strange feeling swept over him. No, it was not fear. Long experience had taught him that there was not another man in the Three Bs, with the exception of his own terrible brother, who could get a gun out of the leather faster than he, but now it seemed to Jerry Strann that he was facing something more than mortal speed and human strength and surety. He could not tell in what the feeling was based. But it was a giant, dim foreboding holding dominion over other mens lives, and it sent a train of chilly-weakness through his blood.

Its a habit of mine, said Jerry Strann, to kill mad dogs when I see em. And he smiled again.

They stood for another long instant, facing each other. It was plain that every muscle in Stranns body was growing tense; the very smile was frozen on his lips. When he moved, at last, it was a convulsive jerk of his arm, and it was said, afterward, that his gun was all clear of the leather before the calm stranger stirred. No eye followed what happened. Can the eye follow such speed as the cracking lash of a whip?

There was only one report. The forefinger of Strann did not touch his trigger, but the gun slipped down and dangled loosely from his hand. He made a pace forward with his smile grown to an idiotic thing and a patch of red sprang out in the centre of his breast. Then he lurched headlong to the floor.


10. SWEET ADELINE
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FATTY MATTHEWS CAME panting through the doors. He was one of those men who have a leisurely build and a purely American desire for action; so that he was always hurrying and always puffing. If he mounted a horse, sweat started out from every pore; if he swallowed a glass of red-eye he breathed hard thereafter. Yet he was capable of great and sustained exertions, as many and many a man in the Three Bs could testify. He was ashamed of his fat. Imagine the soul of a Bald Eagle in the body of a Poland China sow and you begin to have some idea of Fatty Matthews. Fat filled his boots as with water and he made a squnching sound when he walked; fat rolled along his jowls; fat made his very forehead flabby; fat almost buried his eyes. But nothing could conceal the hawk-line of his nose or the gleam of those half-buried eyes. His hair was short-cropped, grey, and stood on end like bristles, and he was in the habit of using his panting breath in humming — for that concealed the puffing. So Fatty Matthews came through the doors and his little, concealed eyes darted from face to face. Then he kneeled beside Strann.

He was humming as he opened Jerrys shirt; he was humming as he pulled from his bag — for Fatty was almost as much doctor as he was marshal, cowpuncher, miner, and gambler — a roll of cotton and another roll of bandages. The crowd grouped around him, fascinated, and at his directions some of them brought water and others raised and turned the body while the marshal made the bandages; Jerry Strann was unconscious. Fatty Matthews began to intersperse talk in his humming.

You was plugged from in front — my beauty — was you? grunted Fatty, and then running the roll of bandage around the wounded mans chest he hummed a bar of:

Sweet Adeline, my Adeline,

At night, dear heart, for you I pine.

Was Jerry lookin the other way when he was spotted? asked Fatty of the bystanders. OBrien, you seen it?

OBrien cleared his throat.

I didnt see nothin, he said mildly, and began to mop his bar, which was already polished beyond belief.

Well, muttered Fatty Matthews, all these birds get it. And Jerry was some overdue. Lew, you seen it?

Yep.

Some drunken bum do it?

Lew leaned to the ear of the kneeling marshal and whispered briefly. Fatty opened his eyes and cursed until his panting forced him to break off and hum.

Beat him to the draw? he gasped at length.

Jerrys gun was clean out before the stranger made a move, asserted Lew.

It aint possible, murmured the deputy, and hummed softly:

In all my dreams your fair face beams.

He added sharply, as he finished the bandaging: Whered he head for?

No place, answered Lew. He just now went out the door.

The deputy swore again, but he added, enlightened; Going to plead self-defense, eh?

Big OBrien leaned over the bar.

Listen, Fatty, he said earnestly, There aint no doubt of it. Jerry had his war-paint on. He tried to kill this feller Barrys wolf.

Wolf? cut in the deputy marshal.

Dog, I guess, qualified the bartender. I dunno. Anyway, Jerry made all the leads; this Barry simply done the finishing. I say, dont put this Barry under arrest. You want to keep him here for Mac Strann.

Thats my business, growled Fatty. Hey, half a dozen of you gents. Hook on to Jerry and take him up to a room. Ill be with you in a minute.

And while his directions were being obeyed he trotted heavily up the length of the barroom and out the swinging doors. Outside, he found only one man, and in the act of mounting a black horse; the deputy marshal made straight for that man until a huge black dog appeared from nowhere blocking his path. It was a silent dog, but its teeth and eyes said enough to stop Fatty in full career.

Are you Barry? he asked.

Thats me. Come here, Bart.

The big dog backed to the other side of the horse without shifting his eyes from the marshal. The latter gingerly approached the rider, who sat perfectly at ease in the saddle; most apparently he was in no haste to leave.

Barry, said the deputy, dont make no play when I tell you who I am; I dont mean you no harm, but my names Matthews, and— he drew back the flap of his vest enough to show the glitter of his badge of office. All the time his little beady eyes watched Barry with bird-like intentness. The rider made not a move. And now Matthews noted more in detail the feminine slenderness of the man and the large, placid eyes. He stepped closer and dropped a confidential hand on the pommel of the saddle.

Son, he muttered, I hear you made a clean play inside. Now, I know Strann and his way. He was in wrong. There aint a doubt of it, and if I held you, youd get clear on self-defense. So I aint going to lay a hand on you. Youre free: but one thing more. You cut off there — see? — and bear away north from the Three Bs. You got a hoss that is, and believe me, youll need him before youre through. He lowered his voice and his eyes bulged with the terror of his tidings: Feed him the leather; ride to beat hell; never stop while your hoss can raise a trot; and then slide off your hoss and get another. Son, in three days Mac Strannll be on your trail!

He stepped back and waved his arms.

Now, vamos!

The black stallion flicked back its ears and winced from the outflung hands, but the rider remained imperturbed.

I never heard of Mac Strann, said Barry.

You never heard of Mac Strann? echoed the other.

But Id like to meet him, said Barry.

The deputy marshal blinked his eyes rapidly, as though he needed to clear his vision.

Son, he said hoarsely. I cn see youre game. But dont make a fool play. If Mac Strann gets you, hell California you like a yearling. You wont have no chance. Youve done for Jerry, there aint a doubt of that, but Jerry to Mac is like a tame cat to a mountain-lion. Lad, I cn see youre a stranger to these parts, but ask me your questions and Ill tell you the best way to go.

Barry slipped from the saddle.

He said: Id like to know the best place to put up my hoss.

The deputy marshal was speechless.

But I spose, went on Barry, I can stable him over there behind the hotel.

Matthews pushed off his sombrero and rubbed his short fingers through his hair. Anger and amazement still choked him, but he controlled himself by a praiseworthy effort.

Barry, he said, I dont make you out. Maybe you figure to wait till Mac Strann gets to town before you leave; maybe you think your hoss can outrun anything on four feet. And maybe it can. But listen to me: Mac Strann aint fast on a trail, but the point about him is that he never leaves it! You can go through rain and over rocks, but you cant never shake Mac Strann — not once he gets the wind of you.

Thanks, returned the gentle-voiced stranger. I guess maybe hell be worth meeting.

And so saying he turned on his heel and walked calmly towards the big stables behind the hotel and at his heels followed the black dog and the black horse. As for deputy marshal Matthews, he moistened his lips to whistle, but when he pursed them, not a sound came. He turned at length into the barroom and as he walked his eye was vacant. He was humming brokenly:

Sweet Adeline, my Adeline,
At night, dear heart, for you I pine.

Inside, he took firm hold upon the bar with both pudgy hands.

OBrien, he said, red-eye.

He pushed away the small glass which the bartender spun towards him and seized in its place a mighty water-tumbler.

OBrien, he explained, I need strength, not encouragement. And filling the glass nearly to the brim he downed the huge potion at a single draught.


11. THE BUZZARD

[image: img19.jpg]

MOST ANIMALS HAVE their human counterparts, and in that room where Jerry Strann had fallen a whimsical observer might have termed Jerry, with his tawny head, the lion, and OBrien behind the bar, a shaggy bear, and the deputy marshal a wolverine, fat but dangerous, and here stood a man as ugly and hardened as a desert cayuse, and there was Dan Barry, sleek and supple as a panther; but among the rest this whimsical observer must have noticed a fellow of prodigious height and negligible breadth, a structure of sinews and bones that promised to rattle in the wind, a long, narrow head, a nose like a beak, tiny eyes set close together and shining like polished buttons, and a vast Adams apple that rolled up and down the scraggy throat. He might have done for the spirit of Famine in an old play; but every dweller of the mountain-desert would have found an apter expression by calling him the buzzard of the scene. Through his prodigious ugliness he was known far and wide as Haw-Haw Langley; for on occasion Langley laughed, and his laughter was an indescribable sound that lay somewhere between the braying of a mule and the cawing of a crow. But Haw-Haw Langley was usually silent, and he would sit for hours without words, twisting his head and making little pecking motions as his eyes fastened on face after face. All the bitterness of the mountain-desert was in Haw-Haw Langley; if his body looked like a buzzard, his soul was the soul of the vulture itself, and therefore he had followed the courses of Jerry Strann up and down the range. He stuffed his gorge with the fragments of his leaders food; he fed his soul with the dangers which Jerry Strann met and conquered.

In the barroom Haw-Haw Langley had stood turning his sharp little eyes from Jerry Strann to Dan Barry, and from Dan Barry back to Strann; and when the shot was fired something like a grin twisted his thin lips; and when the spot of red glowed on the breast of the staggering man, the eyes of Haw-Haw blazed as if with the reflection of a devouring fire. Afterwards he lingered for a few minutes making no effort to aid the fallen man, but when he had satisfied himself with the extent of the injury, and when he had noted the froth of bloody bubbles which stained the lips of Strann, Haw-Haw Langley turned and stalked from the room. His eyes were points of light and his soul was crammed to repletion with ill-tidings.

At the hitching rack he stepped into the saddle of a diminutive horse, whirled it into the street with a staggering jerk of the reins, and buried the spurs deep in the cow-ponys flanks. The poor brute snorted and flirted its heels in the air, but Langley wrapped his long legs around the barrel of his mount and goaded it again.

His smile, which began with the crack of Barrys gun in OBriens place, did not die out until he was many a mile away, headed far up through the mountains; but as he put peak after peak behind him and as the white light of the day diminished and puffs of blue shadow drowned the valleys, the grin disappeared from Haw-Haws face. He became keenly intent on his course until, having reached the very summit of a tall hill, he came to a halt and peered down before him.

It was nearly dusk by this time and the eyes of an ordinary man could not distinguish a tree from a rock at any great distance; but it seemed that Haw-Haw was gifted with eyes extraordinary — the buzzard at the top of its sky-towering circles does not see the brown carcass far below with more certainty than Haw-Haw sensed his direction. He waited only a few seconds before he rolled the rowel once more along the scored flanks of his mustang and then plunged down the slope at a reckless gallop.

His destination was a hut, or rather a lean-to, that pressed against the side of the mountain, a crazy structure with a single length of stove pipe leaning awry from the roof. And at the door of this house Haw-Haw Langley drew rein and stepped to the ground. The interior of the hut was dark, but Haw-Haw stole with the caution of a wild Indian to the entrance and reconnoitered the interior, probing every shadowy corner with his glittering eyes. For several long moments he continued this examination, and even when he was satisfied that there was no one in the place he did not enter, but moved back several paces from the door and swept the sides of the mountains with an uneasy eye. He made out, a short distance from the door, a picketed horse which now reared up its head from the miserable scattering of grass on which it fed and stared at the stranger. The animal must have bulked at least twice as large as the mount which had brought Langley to the mountain-side. And it was muscled even out of proportion to its bulk. The head was so tremendously broad that it gave an almost square appearance, the neck, short and thick, the forelegs disproportionately small but very sturdy; and the whole animal was built on a slope towards the hind quarters which seemed to equal in massiveness all the rest of the body. One would have said that the horse was a freak meant by nature for the climbing of hills. And to glance at it no man could suppose that those ponderous limbs might be moved to a gallop. However, Haw-Haw Langley well knew the powers of the ugly beast, and he even made a detour and walked about the horse to view it more closely.

Now he again surveyed the darkening landscape and then turned once more to the house. This time he entered with the boldness of a possessor approaching his hearth. He lighted a match and with this ignited a lantern hanging from the wall to the right of the door. The furnishings of the dwelling were primitive beyond compare. There was no sign of a chair; a huddle of blankets on the bare boards of the floor made the bed; a saddle hung by one stirrup on one side and on the other side leaned the skins of bob-cats, lynx, and coyotes on their stretching and drying boards. Haw-Haw took down the lantern and examined the pelts. The animals had been skinned with the utmost dexterity. As far as he could see the hides had not been marred in a single place by slips of the knife, nor were there any blood stains to attest hurried work, or careless shooting in the first place. The inner surfaces shone with the pure white of old parchment But Haw-Haw gave his chief attention to the legs and the heads of the skins, for these were the places where carelessness or stupidity with the knife were sure to show; but the work was perfect in every respect. Until even the critical Haw-Haw Langley was forced to step back and shake his head in admiration. He continued his survey of the room.

In one corner stood a rifle and a shot-gun; in another was a pile of provisions — bacon, flour, salt, meal, and little else. Spices and condiments were apparently unknown to this hermit; nor was there even the inevitable coffee, nor any of the molasses or other sweets which the tongue of the desert-mountainer cannot resist. Flour, meat, and water, it seemed, made up the entire fare of the trapper. For cookery there was an unboarded space in the very centre of the floor with a number of rocks grouped around in the hole and blackened with soot. The smoke must rise, therefore, and escape through the small hole in the centre of the roof. The length of stove-pipe which showed on the roof must have been simply the inhabitants idea of giving the last delicate touch of civilisation; it was like a tassel to the cap of the Turk.

As Haw-Haws observations reached this point his sharp ear caught the faint whinny of the big horse outside. He started like one caught in a guilty act, and sprang to the lantern. However, with his hands upon it he thought better of it, and he placed the light against the wall; then he turned to the entrance and looked anxiously up the hillside.

What he saw was a form grotesque beyond belief. It seemed to be some gigantic wild beast — mountain lion or great bear, though of a size beyond credence — which slowly sprawled down the slope walking erect upon its hind feet with its forelegs stretched out horizontal, as if it were warning all who might behold it away. Haw-Haw grew pale and involuntarily reached for his gun as he first beheld this apparition, but instantly he saw the truth. It was a man who carried a burden down the mountain-side. The burden was the carcass of a bear; the man had drawn the forelegs over his shoulders — his jutting elbows making what had seemed the outstretched arms — and above the head of the burden-bearer rose the great head of the bear. As the man came closer the animals head flopped to one side and a red tongue lolled from its mouth. Haw-Haw Langley moved back step by step through the cabin until his shoulders struck the opposite wall, and at the same time Mac Strann entered the room. He had no ear for his visitors hail, but cast his burden to the floor. It dropped with a shock that shook the house from the rattling stove-pipe to the crackling boards. For a moment Mac Strann regarded his prey. Then he stooped and drew open the great jaws. The mouth within was not so red as the bloody hands of Mac Strann; and the big, white fangs, for some reason, did not seem terrible in comparison with the hunter. Having completed his survey he turned slowly upon Haw-Haw Langley and lowered his eyebrows to stare.

So doing, the light for the first time struck full upon his face. Haw-Haw Langley bit his thin lips and his eyes widened almost to the normal.

For the ugliness of Mac Strann was that most terrible species of ugliness — not disfigured features but a discord which pervaded the man and came from within him — like a sound. Feature by feature his face was not ugly. The mouth was very large, to be sure, and the jaw too heavily square, and the nose needed somewhat greater length and less width for real comeliness. The eyes were truly fine, being very large and black, though when Mac Strann lowered his bush of brows his eyes were practically reduced to gleams of light in the consequent shadow. There was a sharp angle in his forehead, the lines of it meeting in the centre and shelving up and down. One felt, unpleasantly, that there were heavy muscles overlaying that forehead. One felt that to the touch it would be a pad of flesh, and it gave to Mac Strann, more than any other feature, a peculiar impression of resistless physical power.

In the catalogue of his features, indeed, there was nothing severely objectionable; but out of it came a feeling of too much strength! A glance at his body reinsured the first thought. It was not normal. His shirt bulged tightly at the shoulders with muscles. He was not tall — inches shorter than his brother Jerry, for instance — but the bulk of his body was incredible. His torso was a veritable barrel that bulged out both in the chest and the back. And even the tremendous thighs of Mac Strann were perceptibly bowed out by the weight which they had to carry. And there was about his management of his arms a peculiar awkwardness which only the very strongest of men exhibit — as if they were burdened by the weight of their mere dangling hands.

This giant, having placed his eyes in shadow, peered for a long moment at Haw-Haw Langley, but very soon his glance began to waver. It flashed towards the wall — it came back and rested upon Langley again. He was like a dog, restless under a steady stare. And as Haw-Haw Langley noted this a glitter of joy came in his beady eyes.

Youre Jerrys man, said Mac Strann at length.

There was about his voice the same fleshy quality that was in his face; it came literally from his stomach, and it made a peculiar rustling sound such as comes after one has eaten sticky sweet things. People could listen to the voice of Mac Strann and forget that he was speaking words. The articulation ran together in a sort of glutinous mass.

Im a friend of Jerrys, said the other. Im Langley.

The big man stretched out his hand. The hair grew black, down to the knuckles; the blood of the bear still streaked it; it was large enough to be an organism with independent life. But when Langley, with some misgiving, trusted his own bony fingers within that grasp, it was only as if something fleshy, soft, and bloodless had closed over them. When his hand was released he rubbed it covertly against his trowser leg — to remove dirt — restore the circulation. He did not know why.

Whos bothering Jerry? asked Mac Strann. And where is he?

He went to the wall without waiting for an answer and took down the saddle. Now the cowpunchers saddle is a heavy mass of leather and steel, and the saddle of Mac Strann was far larger than the ordinary. Yet he took down the saddle as one might remove a card from a rack. Haw-Haw Langley moved towards the door, to give himself a free space for exit.

Jerrys hurt, he said, and he watched.

There was a ripple of pain on the face of Mac Strann.

Hoss kicked him — fall on him? he asked.

It werent a hoss.

Huh? A cow?

It werent no cow. It werent no animal.

Mac Strann faced full upon Langley. When he spoke it seemed as if it were difficult for him to manage his lips. They lifted an appreciable space before there was any sound.

What was it?

A man.

Langley edged back towards the door.

What with?

A gun.

And Langley saw the danger that was coming even before Mac Strann moved. He gave a shrill yelp of terror and whirled and sprang for the open. But Mac Strann sprang after him and reached. His whole body seemed to stretch like an elastic thing, and his arm grew longer. The hand fastened on the back of Langley, plucked him up, and jammed him against the wall. Haw-Haw crumpled to the floor.

He gasped: It werent me, Mac. For Gawds sake, it werent me!

His face was a study. There was abject terror in it, and yet there was also a sort of grisly joy, and his eyes feasted on the silent agony of Mac Strann.

Where? asked Mac Strann.

Mac, pleaded the vulture who cringed on the floor, gimme your word you aint goin to hold it agin me.

Tell me, said the other, and he framed the face of the vulture between his large hands. If he pressed the heels of those hands together bones would snap, and Haw-Haw Langley knew it. And yet nothing but a wild delight could have set that glitter in his little eyes, just as nothing but a palsy of terror could have set his limbs twitching so.

Who shot him from behind? demanded the giant.

It wasnt from behind, croaked the bearer of ill-tidings. It was from the front.

While he wasnt looking?

No. He was beat to the draw.

Youre lyin to me, said Mac Strann slowly.

So help me God! cried Langley.

Who done it?

A little feller. He aint half as big as me. Hes got a voice like Kitty Jackson, the school-marm; and hes got eyes like a starved pup. It was him that done it.

The eyes of Mac Strann grew vaguely meditative.

Nope, he mused, in answer to his own thoughts, I wont use no rope. Ill use my hands. Whered the bullet land?

A fresh agony of trembling shook Langley, and a fresh sparkle came in his glance.

Betwixt his ribs, Mac. And right on through. And it come out his back!

But there was not an answering tremor in Mac Strann. He let his hands fall away from the face of the vulture and he caught up the saddle. Langley straightened himself. He peered anxiously at Strann, as if he feared to miss something.

I dunno whether hes livin right now, or not, suggested Haw-Haw.

But Mac Strann was already striding through the door.

* * * * *

Sweat was pouring from the lather-flecked bodies of their horses when they drew rein, at last, at the goal of their long, fierce ride; and Haw-Haw slunk behind the broad form of Mac Strann when the latter strode into the hotel. Then the two started for the room in which, they were told, lay Jerry Strann.

There it is, whispered Haw-Haw, as they reached the head of the stairs. The doors open. If he was dead the door would be closed, most like.

They stood in the hall and looked in upon a strange picture, for flat in the bed lay Jerry Strann, his face very white and oddly thin, and over him leaned the man who had shot him down.

They heard Dan Barrys soft, gentle voice query: How you feelin now, partner?

He leaned close beside the other, his fingers upon the wrist of Jerry.

A pile better, muttered Jerry Strann. Seems like I got moren a fightin chance to pull through now.

Jest you keep lyin here quiet, advised Dan Barry, and dont stir around none. Dont start no worryin. Youre goin to lives long as you dont lose no more blood. Keep your thoughts quiet. They aint no cause for you to do nothin but jest keep your eyes closed, and breathe, and think of yaller sunshine, and green grass in the spring, and the wind lazyin the clouds along across the sky. Thats all you got to think about. Jest keep quiet, partner.

Its easy to do it now youre with me. Seems like theys a pile of strength runnin into me from the tips of your fingers, my frien. And — I was some fool to start that fight with you, Barry.

Jest forget all that, murmured the other. And keep your voice down. Ive forgot it; you forget it. It aint never happened.

Whats it mean? frowned Mac Strann, whispering to Haw-Haw.

The eyes of the latter glittered like beads.

Thats him that shot Jerry, said Haw-Haw. Him!

Hell! snarled Mac Strann, and went through the door.

At the first sound of his heavy footfall, the head of Barry raised and turned in a light, swift movement. The next instant he was on his feet. A moment before his face had been as gentle as that of a mother leaning over a sick child; but one glimpse of the threat in the contorted brows of Mac Strann set a gleam in his own eyes, an answer as distinct as the click of metal against metal. Not a word had been said, but Jerry, who had lain with his eyes closed, seemed to sense a change in the atmosphere of peace which had enwrapped him the moment before. His eyes flashed open; and he saw his burly brother.

But Mac Strann had no eye for any saving Dan Barry.

Are you the creepin, sneakin snake that done — this?

You got me figured right, answered Dan coldly.

Then, by God — — began the roaring voice of Mac, but Jerry Strann stirred wildly on the bed.

Mac! he called, Mac! His voice went suddenly horribly thick, a bubbling, liquid sound. For Gods sake, Mac!

He had reared himself up on one elbow, his arm stretched out to his brother. And a foam of crimson stood on his lips.

Mac, dont pull no gun! It was me that was in wrong!

And then he fell back in the bed, and into the arms of Mac, who was beside him, moaning: Buck up, Jerry. Talk to me, boy!

Mac, youve finished the job, came the husky whisper.

Mac Strann raised his head, and his terrible eyes fixed upon Dan Barry. And there was no pity in the face of the other. The first threat had wiped every vestige of human tenderness out of his eyes, and now, with something like a sneer on his lips, and with a glimmer of yellow light in his eyes, he was backing towards the door, and noiselessly as a shadow he slipped out and was gone.


12. FINESSE
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A MAN TALKS because hes drunk or lonesome; a girl talks because thats her way of takin exercise.

This was a maxim of Buck Daniels, and Buck Daniels knew a great deal about women, as many a school marm and many a ranchers daughter of the mountain-desert could testify.

Also Buck Daniels said of women: It aint what you say to em so much as the tune you put it to.

Now he sat this day in OBriens hotel dining-room. It was the lazy and idle hour between three and four in the afternoon, and since the men of the mountain-desert eat promptly at six, twelve, and six, there was not a soul in the room when he entered. Nor was there a hint of eating utensils on the tables. Nevertheless Buck Daniels was not dismayed. He selected a corner-table by instinct and smote upon the surface with the flat of his hand. It made a report like the spat of a forty-five; heavy footsteps approached, a door flung open, and a cross-eyed slattern stood in the opening. At the sight of Buck Daniels sitting with his hands on his hips and his sombrero pushed back to a good-natured distance on his head the lady puffed with rage.

What in hell dyou think this is? bellowed this gentle creature, and the tone echoed heavily back from all four walls. Youre three hours late and you get no chuck here. On your way, stranger!

Buck Daniels elevated himself slowly from the chair and stood at his full height. With a motion fully as deliberate he removed his sombrero and bowed to such a depth that the brim of the hat brushed the floor.

Lady, he said humbly, I was thinkin that some gent run this here eatin place. Which if youll excuse me half a minute Ill ramble outside and sluice off some of the dust. If Id known you was here I wouldnt of thought of comin in here like this.

The lady with the defective eyes glared fiercely at him. Her judgment wavered two ways. Her first inclination was to hold that the fellow was jibing at her covertly, and she followed her original impulse far enough to clasp a neighboring sugar-bowl in a large, capable hand. A second and more merciful thought entered her brain and stole slowly through it, like a faint echo in a great cave.

You dont have to make yourself pretty to talk to me, she said thoughtfully. But if youre here for chow youre too late.

Maam, said Buck Daniels instantly, when I come in here I was hungry enough to eat nails; but Ill forget about chuck if youll sit down an chin with me a while.

The large hand of the cross-eyed lady stole out once more and rested upon the sugar-bowl.

Dyou mind sayin that over agin? she queried.

Lonesomeness is worsen hunger, said Buck Daniels, and he met her gaze steadily with his black eyes.

The hand released the sugar-bowl once more; something resembling colour stole into the brown cheeks of the maiden.

She said, relentingly: Maybe you been off by yoursef mining, stranger?

Buck Daniels drew a long breath.

Mines? he said, and then laughed bitterly. If that was all I been doin— he began darkly — and then stopped.

The waitress started.

Maybe this here is my last chance to get chuck for days an days. Well, let it go. If I stayed here with you Id be talkin too much!

He turned slowly towards the door. His step was very slow indeed.

Wait a minute, called the maiden. There aint any call for that play. If youre in wrong somewhere — well, stranger, just take that chair and Ill have some ham-and in front of you inside of a minute.

She had slammed through the door before Buck turned, and he sat down, smiling pleasantly to himself. Half of a mirror decorated the wall beside his table, and into this Buck peered. His black locks were sadly disarrayed, and he combed them into some semblance of order with his fingers. He had hardly finished this task when the door was kicked open with such force that it whacked against the wall, and the waitress appeared with an armful of steaming food. Before Bucks widening eyes she swiftly set forth an array of bread, butter in chunks, crisp French-fried potatoes, a large slab of ham on one plate and several fried eggs on another, and above all there was a mighty pewter cup of coffee blacker than the heart of night. Yearning seized upon Buck Daniels, but policy was stronger than hunger in his subtle mind. He rose again; he drew forth the chair opposite his own.

Maam, said Buck Daniels, aint you going to favor me by sittin down?

The lady blinked her unfocused eyes.

Aint I what? she was finally able to ask.

I know, said Buck Daniels swiftly, that youre terrible busy; which you aint got time to waste on a stranger like me.

She turned upon Buck those uncertain and wistful eyes. It was a generous face. Mouth, cheekbones, and jaw were of vast proportions, while the forehead, eyes, and nose were as remarkably diminutive. Her glance lowered to the floor; she shrugged her wide shoulders and began to wipe the vestiges of dishwater from her freckled hands.

You men are terrible foolish, she said. There aint no tellin what you mean by what you say.

And she sank slowly into the chair. It gave voice in sharp protest at her weight. Buck Daniels retreated to the opposite side of the table and took his place.

Maam, he began, dont I look honest? So saying, he slid half a dozen eggs and a section of bacon from the platter to his plate.

I dunno, said the maiden, with one eye upon him and the other plunging into the future. There aint no trusting men. Take em by the lot and theyre awful forgetful.

If you knowed me better, said Buck sadly, disposing of a slab of bread spread thick with the pale butter and following this with a pile of fried potatoes astutely balanced on his knife. If you knowed me better, maam, you wouldnt have no suspicions.

What might it be that you been doin? asked the girl.

Buck Daniels paused in his attack on the food and stared at her.

He quoted deftly from a magazine which had once fallen in his way: Some day maybe I can tell you. Theres something about your eyes that tells me youd understand.

At the mention of her eyes the waitress blinked and stiffened in her chair, while a huge, red fist balled itself in readiness for action. But the expression of Buck Daniels was as blandly open as the smile of infancy. The lady relaxed and an unmistakable blush tinged even her nose with colour.

It aint after my nature to be askin questions, she announced. You dont have to tell me no moren you want to.

Thanks, said Buck instantly. I knew you was that kind. It aint hard, he went on smoothly, to tell a lady when you see one. I can tell you this much to start with. Im lookin for a quiet town where I can settle down permanent. And as far as I can see, Brownsville looks sort of quiet to me.

So saying, he disposed of the rest of his food by an act akin to legerdemain, and then fastened a keen eye upon the lady. She was in the midst of a struggle of some sort. But she could not keep the truth from her tongue.

Take it by and large, she said at length, Brownsville is as peaceable as most; but just now, stranger, its all set for a big bust. She turned heavily in her chair and glanced about the room. Then she faced Daniels once more and cupped her hands about her mouth. Stranger, she said in a stage whisper, Mac Strann is in town!

The eyes of Buck Daniels wandered.

Dont you know him? she asked.

Nope.

Never heard of him?

Nope.

Well, sighed the waitress, youve had some luck in your life. Take a cross between a bulldog and a mustang and a mountain-lion — thats Mac Strann. Hes in town, and hes here for killin.

You dont say, maam. And why dont they lock him up?

Because he aint done nothin yet to be locked up about. Thats the way with him. And when he does a thing he always makes the man hes after pull his gun first. Smart? Ill say hes just like an Indian, that Mac Strann!

But whos he after?

The feller that plugged his brother, Jerry.

Kind of looks like he had reason for a killing, then.

Nope. Jerry had it comin to him. He was always raising trouble, Jerry was. And this time, he pulled his gun first. Everybody seen him.

He run into a gunman?

Gunman? she laughed heartily. Partner, if it wasnt for something funny about his eyes, I wouldnt be no more afraid of that gunman than I am of a tabby-cat. And me a weak woman. The quietest lookin sort that ever come to Brownsville. But theres something queer about him. He knows that Mac Strann is here in town. He knows that Mac Strann is waiting for Jerry to die. He knows that when Jerry dies Mac will be out for a killin. And this here stranger is just sittin around and waitin to be killed! Can you beat that?

But Buck Daniels had grown strangely excited.

What did you say there was about his eyes? he asked sharply.

She grew suddenly suspicious.

D you know him?

No. But you was talkin about his eyes?

I dunno what it is. I aint the only one thats seen it. There aint no word you can put to it. Its just there. Thats all.

The voice of Buck Daniels fell to a whisper.

Its sort of fire, he suggested. Aint it a kind of light behind his eyes?

But the waitress stared at him in amazement.

Fire? she gasped. A light behind his eyes? Mfrien, are you tryin to string me?

Whats his name?

I dunno.

Maam, said Daniels, rising hastily. Heres a dollar if youll take me to him.

You dont need no guide, she replied. Listen to that, will you?

And as he hearkened obediently Buck Daniels heard a strain of whistling, needle-sharp with distance.

Thats him, nodded the woman. Hes always goin about whistling to himself. Kind of a nut, he is.

Its him! cried Buck Daniels. Its him!

And with this ungrammatical burst of joy he bolted from the room.


13. THE THREE
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THE WHISTLING CAME from behind the hotel, and although it ended as soon as he reached the veranda of the building, Buck Daniels hurried to the rear of the place. There were the long, low sheds of the barn, and behind these, he knew, must be the corrals. He raced around the corner of the shed and there came to a halt, for he saw a thing that turned his blood to ice.

One of those rare rains of the mountain-desert had recently fallen and the corrals behind the barn were carpeted with a short, thick grass. In the small corral nearest him he beheld, rolling on that carpet of grass, a great wolf — or a dog as large and as rough-coated as a wolf, and a man; and they were engaged in a desperate and silent struggle for mastery. Their movements were so lightning fast that Buck Daniels could not make out distinct forms from the tangle. But he saw the great white teeth of the wolf flash in the sun one instant, and the next the man had whirled on top. It was Dan and Bart at play.

No outcry from Dan; no growl from the wolf. Buck felt the old chill which never left him when he saw the fierce game of the wolf and the wolf-man. All this passed in the twinkling of an eye, and then Dan, by a prodigious effort, had thrown the great beast away from him, so that Bart fell upon its back. Dan leaped with outstretched arms upon the fallen animal, and buried his clutching hands in the throat of the beast.

Yet still there was a thrill to add to these, for now a black horse appeared in the picture, a miracle of slender, shimmering grace — and he rushed with flattened ears upon the two twisting, writhing, prostrate figures. His teeth were bared — he was more like a prodigious dog than a horse. And those teeth closed on the back of the mans neck — or did they merely pinch his shirt? — and then Dan was dragged bodily away from the wolf and thrown through the air by a flirt of the stallions head.

Horrible! Buck Daniels shuddered and then he grinned shamefacedly in apology to himself.

The three of em! he grunted, and stepped closer to the fence to watch.

The instant the man was torn away by the intercession of the horse, the wolf regained its feet and rushed upon him; but Dan had landed from his fall upon his feet, with catlike agility, and now he dodged the rush of the wolf and the arrowy spring of the creature, and sprang in his turn towards the stallion.

The black met this attack by rearing, his ears flattened, his teeth bared, his eyes terrible to behold. As the man raced close the stallion struck with lightning hoofs, but the blow failed of its mark — by the breadth of a hair. And the assailant, swerving like a will-o-the-wisp, darted to the side of the animal and leaped upon its back. At the same instant the wolf left the ground with terribly gaping mouth in a spring for the rider; but Dan flattened himself along the shining back of his mount and the wolf catapulted harmlessly past.

After this failure the wolf-dog seemed to desire no further active part in the struggle, but took up a position to one side, and there, with lolling tongue and red-stained eyes, watched the battle continue. The stallion, to be sure, kept up the conflict with a whole-hearted energy. Never had Buck Daniels in a long and varied career seen such wild pitching. The black leaped here and there, doubling about with the sinuous speed of a snake, springing high in the air one instant, and landing the next on stiff legs; dropping to the ground the next second, and rolling to crush the rider; up again like a leaf jerked up by a gale of wind, and so the fierce struggle continued, with the wild rider slapping the neck of the horse as if he would encourage it to more terrible efforts, and drumming its round barrel with vindictive heels. His hair blew black; his face flushed; and in his eyes there was the joy of the sailor, long land-bound, who climbs at last the tallest mast and feels it pitch beneath him and catches the sharp tang of the travelled wind.

The struggle ceased as if in obedience to an inaudible command. From the full frenzy of motion horse and man were suddenly moveless. Then Dan slipped from his seat and stood before his mount. At once the ears of the stallion, which had been flat back, pricked sharply forward; the eyes of the animal grew luminous and soft as the eyes of a woman, and he dropped the black velvet of his muzzle beneath the masters chin. As for Dan Barry, he rewarded this outburst of affection with no touch of his hand; but his lips moved, and he seemed to be whispering a secret to his horse. The wolf in the meantime had viewed this scene with growing unrest, and now it trotted up and placed itself at the side of the man. Receiving no attention in this position, it caught the arm of the man between its great fangs and drew his hands down. The stallion, angered by this interruption, raised a delicate forefoot to strike, and was received with a terrific snarl — the first sound of the entire scene.

Bart, said the man, and his voice was not raised or harsh, but came as softly as running water, if you aint going to be a gentleman, I got to teach you manners. Get up on Satans back and lie down till I tell you to get off.

The wolf received this command with a snarl even more blood-curdling than before, but he obeyed, slinking sidewise a reluctant pace or two, and then springing to the back of the stallion with a single bound. There he crouched, still snarling softly until his master raised a significant forefinger. At that he lowered his head and maintained a fiercely observant silence.

Dan! called Buck Daniels.

The other whirled.

Speakin of pets, observed Buck Daniels, I heard tell once about a gent that had a tame lion. Which you got the outbeatingest pair I ever see, Dan. Gentle, aint they, like a stampede of cows!

But Barry left this remark unanswered. He ran to the tall fence, placed his hand on the top rail, and vaulted lightly over it. Then he clasped the hand of the larger man, and his face lighted.

Buck, he said, I been sort of lonesome. It feels pretty good to see you agin.

Oh man, answered Buck Daniels, speakin of bein lonesome— He checked himself. How about steppin inside and havin a talk?

The other started forward agreeably, but stopped almost at once.

Heel! he called, without turning his head.

Black Bart left the back of the stallion in a long bound that carried him half way to the fence. His next leap brought him over the rail and beside his master. Buck Daniels moved back a step involuntarily.

Bart, he said, dyou know me?

He stretched out his hand; and was received with a sudden baring of the fangs.

Nice dog! said Buck sarcastically. Regular house-pet, aint he?

The other apparently missed the entire point of this remark. He said in his gentle, serious way: He used to be real wild, Buck. But now he dont mind people. He let the cook feed him a chunk o meat the other day; and you remember he dont usually touch stuff that other men have handled.

Yep, grunted Buck, its sure disgustin to have a dog as tame as that. Id bet he aint killed another dog for a whole day, maybe!

And still Barry saw no irony in this.

He answered, as gravely as before: No, it was the day before yesterday. Somebody come to town and got drunk. He had two dogs, and sicked em on Bart.

Buck Daniels controlled an incipient shudder.

Both dead?

I was inside the house, said Dan sadly, and it took me a couple of seconds to get outside. Of course by that time Bart had cut their throats.

Of course. Didnt the drunk guy try to pot Bart?

Yes, he got out his gun; but, Mr. OBrien, the bartender, persuaded him out of it. I was glad there wasnt no trouble.

My God! exclaimed Buck Daniels. And then: Well, lets go inside. Well take your man-eater along, if you want to.

A shadow came in the eyes of Barry.

Cant we talk jest as well out here?

Whats the matter with findin some chairs?

Because I dont like to get inside walls. You know how four walls seem like so many pairs of eyes standin around you?

No, said Buck bluntly, I dont know nothin of the kind. What dyou mean?

I dunno, answered Barry, depressed. It jest seems that way. Aint you noticed how sort of close it is in a house? Hard to breathe? Like you had on a shirt too small for you.

Well stay out here, then.

The other nodded, smiled, and made a gesture to the dog behind him. Black Bart crouched on the ground, and Dan Barry sat down cross-legged, his shoulders leaning against the shaggy pelt of Bart. Daniels followed the example with less grace. He was thinking very hard and fast, and he rolled a Durham cigarette to fill the interlude.

I spose youre bustin to find out the news about the folks, he said dryly, at last.

The other sat with his hands loosely clasped in his lap. His wide eyes looked far away, and there was about his lips that looseness, that lack of compression, which one sees so often in children. He might have sat, in that posture, for the statue of thoughtlessness.

What folks? he asked at last.

Buck Daniels had lighted a match, but now he sat staring blank until the match burned down to his fingers. With an oath he tossed the remnant away and lighted another. He had drawn down several long breaths of smoke to the bottom of his lungs before he could speak again.

Some people you used to know; I suppose youve forgotten all about em, eh? His eyes narrowed; there was a spark of something akin to dread in them. Kate Cumberland? he queried.

A light came in the face of Dan Barry.

Kate Cumberland? he repeated. How is she, Buck? Lately, I been thinkin about her every day.

A trembling took the body and the voice of Daniels; his errand, after all, might meet some success.

Kate? he repeated. Oh, ay, shes well enough. But Joe Cumberland aint.

No?

Hes dyin, Dan.

And Dan replied calmly. Hes kind of old, I spose.

Old? said Buck, with a sort of horror. Yes, hes old, right enough. Dyou know why hes dying? Its because you went away the way you done, Dan. Thats whats killin him.

Something of thought came in the face of Barry.

Maybe I understand, he said slowly. If I was to lose Satan, or Bart— here the great dog whined at the mention of his name, and Barry dropped a slender hand across the scarred forehead of his servant. If I was to lose em, Id sort of mourn for em, maybe.

Buck Daniels set his teeth.

I dont suppose it seems possible, he said, that a man could miss another man the way you could miss your — dog, eh? But it is! Joe Cumberland is dying for you, Dan, as sure as if youd put a bullet in his bowels.

The other hesitated and then frowned and made a gesture of vague dismissal.

Dont you figure on doin nothing about it? asked Buck softly.

What could I do?

My God Amighty, aint you got no human feelins?

I dunno what you mean, said the soft voice.

This! Cant you git on your hoss and ride back with me to Cumberland Ranch? Stay with the old man till he gets back on his feet. Aint that easy to do? Is your time so damned valuable you cant spare a few days for that?

But I am goin back, answered Dan, in a rather hurt voice. They aint no need for cussin me, Buck. I been thinkin of Kate, every day, almost.

Since when?

I dunno. Dan stirred uneasily. He looked up, and far above Buck, following the direction of Dans eyes, saw a pattern of wild geese. I been sort of driftin North towards the Cumberland Ranch and Kate, went on Dan. He sighed: I been thinkin of her eyes, which is blue, Buck, and her hair, and the soft sound of her voice. They been hangin in my ears, stayin behind my eyes, lately, and I been driftin up that way steady.

Why, man, cried Buck, then whats there to keep you here? Jump on your hoss, and well head North in ten minutes.

I will! said Dan, full as eagerly. Well start full speed.

Come on, then.

Wait a minute! said Dan, his voice growing suddenly cold. I been forgettin something.

Buck Daniels turned and found his companion strangely changed. There was a set expression of coldness about his face, and a chill glitter in his eyes.

I got to wait here for something.

Whats that?

Theys a man in town that may want to see me.

Mac Strann! Ive heard about him. Dan, are you goin to let Joe Cumberland die because you want to stay here and fight it out with a dirty cutthroat?

I dont want to fight, protested Barry. No, there aint nothin I like less than fightin!

Buck Daniels cursed softly and continuously to himself.

Dan, he said, can you sit there and lie like that to me? Aint I seen you in action? Dont I remember the way you trailed Jim Silent? Dont I remember how we all got down and prayed you to keep away from Jim? Dont I remember how you threw everything to hell sos you could get your hands on Jim? My God Amighty, man, didnt I see your face when you had your fingers in Silents throat?

An expression of unutterable revulsion rippled over the face of Dan Barry.

Stop! he commanded softly, and raised his slender hand. Dont keep on talkin about it. It makes me sick — all through. Oh, Buck, theys a tingle in the tips of my fingers still from the time I had em in his throat. And it makes me feel unclean — the sort of uncleanness that wont wash out with no kind of soap and water. Buck, Id most rather die myself than fight a man!

A vast amazement overspread the countenance of Buck Daniels as he listened to this outburst; it was as if he had heard a healthy man proclaim that he had no desire for bread and meat. Something rose to his lips, but he swallowed it.

Then it looks kind of simple to me, he said. You hate fightin. This gent Mac Strann likes it; he lives on it; he dont do nothing but wait from day to day hungerin for a scrap. Whats the out? Jest this! You hop on your hoss and ride out with me. Young Jerry Strann kicks out — Mac Strann starts lookin for you — he hears that youve beat it — he goes off and forgets about you. Aint that simple?

The old uneasiness returned to the far-seeing eyes of Dan Barry.

I dunno, he said, maybe—

Then he paused again.

Have you got anything to say agin it? urged Buck, arguing desperately.

I dunno, repeated Barry, confused, except that I keep thinking what a terrible disappointment itll be to this Mac Strann when his brother dies and I aint around.

Buck Daniels stared, blinked, and then burst into unmelodious laughter. Satan trotted across the corral and raised his head above the fence, whinnying softly. Barry turned his head and smiled up to the horse.

Then he said: Seems like if Jerry Strann dies I owe somebody something. Who? Mac Strann, I reckon. I sort of got to stay and give him his chance.

I hope to God, burst out Daniels, smashing his hands together, that Mac Strann beats you to a pulp! Thats what I hope!

The eyes of Dan Barry widened.

Why dyou hope that? he asked gently.

It brought Daniels again to speechlessness.

Is it possible? he growled to himself. Are you a human bein and yet you think more of your hoss and your damned wolf-dog than you do of the life of a man? Dan, Im askin you straight, is that a square thing to do?

The fragile hands went out to him, palm up.

Dont you see, Buck? I dont want to be this way. I jest cant help it!

Then the Lord help poor old Joe Cumberland — him that took you in out of the desert — him that raised you from the time you was a kid — him that nursed you like you was his own baby — him that loved you moren he loved Kate — him thats lyin back there now with fire in his eyes, waitin, waitin, waitin, for you to come back. Dan, if you was to see him youd go down on your knees and ask him to forgive you!

I spose I would, murmured Barry thoughtfully.

Dan, youre goin to go with me!

I dont somehow think its my time for movin, Buck.

Is that all you got to say to me?

I guess maybe it is, Buck.

If I was to beg you to come for old-times sake, and all we been through together, you and me, wouldnt it make no difference to you?

The large, gentle eyes focused far beyond Buck Daniels, somewhere on a point in the pale, hazy blue of the spring sky.

Im kind of tired of talkin, Buck, he said at length.

And Buck Daniels rose and walked slowly away, with his head fallen. Behind him the stallion neighed suddenly and loud, and it was so much like a blast of defiant triumph that Buck whirled and shook his clenched fist at Satan.


14. MUSIC FOR OLD NICK
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A THOUGHT IS like a spur. It lifts the head of a man as the spur makes the horse toss his; and it quickens the pace with a subtle addition of strength. Such a thought came to Buck Daniels as he stepped again on the veranda of the hotel. It could not have been an altogether pleasant inspiration, for it drained the colour from his face and made him clench his broad hands; and next he loosened his revolver in its holster. A thought of fighting — of some desperate chance he had once taken, perhaps.

But also it was a thought which needed considerable thought. He slumped into a wicker chair at one end of the porch and sat with his chin resting on his chest while he smoked cigarette after cigarette and tossed the butts idly over the rail. More than once he pressed his hand against his lips as though there were sudden pains there. The colour did not come back to his face; it continued as bloodless as ever, but there was a ponderable light in his eyes, and his jaws became more and more firmly set. It was not a pleasant face to watch at that moment, for he seemed to sit with a growing resolve.

Long moments passed before he moved a muscle, but then he heard, far away, thin, and clear, whistling from behind the hotel. It was no recognisable tune. It was rather a strange improvisation, with singable fragments here and there, and then wild, free runs and trills. It was as if some bird of exquisite singing powers should be taken in a rapture of song, so that it whistled snatches here and there of its usual melody, but all between were great, whole-throated rhapsodies. As the sound of this whistling came to him, Buck raised his head suddenly. And finally, still listening, he rose to his feet and turned into the dining-room.

There he found the waitress he had met before, and he asked her for the name of the doctor who took care of the wounded Jerry Strann.

There aint no doc, said the waitress. Its Fatty Matthews, the deputy marshal, who takes care of that Strann — bad luck to him! Fattys in the barroom now. But whats the matter? You seem like you was hearin something?

I am, replied Daniels enigmatically. Im hearin something that would be music for the ears of Old Nick.

And he turned on his heel and strode for the barroom. There he found Fatty in the very act of disposing of a stiff three-fingers of red-eye. Daniels stepped to the bar, poured his own drink, and then stood toying with the glass. For though the effect of red-eye may be pleasant enough, it has an essence which appalls the stoutest heart and singes the most leathery throat; it is to full-grown men what castor oil is to a child. Why men drink it is a mystery whose secret is known only to the profound soul of the mountain-desert. But while Daniels fingered his glass he kept an eye upon the other man at the bar.

It was unquestionably the one he sought. The excess flesh of the deputy marshal would have brought his nickname to the mind of an imbecile. However, Fatty was humming softly to himself, and it is not the habit of men who treat very sick patients to sing.

Ill hit it agin, said Fatty. I need it.

Have a bad time of it to-day? asked OBrien sympathetically.

Bad time to-day? Yep, an every day is the same. I tell you, OBrien, it takes a pile of nerve to stand around that room expectin Jerry to pass out any minute, and the eyes of that devil Mac Strann followin you every step you make. Dyou know, if Jerry dies I figure Mac to go at my throat like a bulldog.

Youre wrong, Fatty, replied OBrien. That aint his way about it. He takes his time killin a man. Waits till he can get him in a public place and make him start the picture. Thats Mac Strann! Remember Fitzpatrick? Mac Strann followed Fitz nigh onto two months, but Fitz knew what was up and he never would make a move. He knowed that if he made a wrong pass it would be his last. So he took everything and let it pass by. But finally it got on his nerves. One time — it was right here in my barroom, Fatty—

The hell you say!

Yep, that was before your time around these parts. But Fitz had a couple of jolts of red-eye under his vest and felt pretty strong. Mac Strann happened in and first thing you know they was at it. Well, Fitz was a big man. I aint small, but I had to look up when I talked to Fitz. Scotch-Irish, and they got fightin bred into their bone. Mac Strann passed him a look and Fitz come back with a word. Soon as he got started he couldnt stop. Wasnt a pretty thing to watch, either. You could see in Fitzs face that he knew he was done for before he started, but he wouldnt let up. The booze had him going and he was too proud to back down. Pretty soon he started cussing Mac Strann.

Well, by that time everybody had cleared out of the saloon, because they knowed that them sort of words meant bullets comin. But Mac Strann jest stood there watchin, and grinnin in his ugly way — damn his soul black! — and never sayin a word back. By God, Fatty, he looked sort of hungry. When he grinned, his upper lip went up kind of slow and you could see his big teeth. I expected to see him make a move to sink em in the throat of Fitz. But he didnt. Nope, he didnt make a move, and all the time Fitz ravin and gettin worse and worse. Finally Fitz made the move. Yep, he pulled his gun and had it damned near clean on Mac Strann before that devil would stir. But when he did, it was jest a flash of light. Both them guns went off, but Macs bullet hit Fitzs hand and knocked the gun out of it — so of course his shot went wild. But Fitz could see his own blood, and you know what that does to the Scotch-Irish? Makes some people quit cold to see their own blood. I remember a kid at school that was a whale at fightin till his nose got to bleedin, or something, and then hed quit cold. But you take a Scotch-Irishman and it works just the other way. Show him his own colour and he goes plumb crazy.

Thats what happened to Fitz. When he saw the blood on his hand he made a dive at Mac Strann. After that it wasnt the sort of thing that makes a good story. Mac Strann got him around the ribs and I heard the bones crack. God! And him still squeezin, and Fitz beatin away at Macs face with his bleedin hand.

Will you blieve that I stood here and was sort of froze? Yes, Fatty, I couldnt make a move. And I was sort of sick and hollow inside the same way I went one time when I was a kid and seen a big bull horn a yearlin.

Then I heard the breath of Fitz comin hoarse, with a rattle in it — and I heard Mac Strann whining like a dog thats tasted blood and is starvin for more. A thing to make your hair go up on end, like they say in the story-books.

Then Fitz — he was plumb mad — tried to bite Mac Strann. And then Mac let go of him and set his hands on the throat of Fitz. It happened like a flash — Im here to swear that I could hear the bones crunch. And then Fitzs mouth sagged open and his eyes rolled up to the ceiling, and Mac Strann threw him down on the floor. Just like that! Damn him! And then he stood over poor dead Fitz and kicked him in those busted ribs and turned over to the bar and says to me: Gimme!

Like a damned beast! He wanted to drink right there with his dead man beside him. And what was worse, I had to give him the bottle. There was a sort of haze in front of my eyes. I wanted to pump that devil full of lead, but I knowed it was plain suicide to try it.

So there he stood and ups with a glass that was brimmin full, and downs it at a swallow — gurglin — like a hog! Fatty, how long will it be before theres an end to Mac Strann?

But Fatty Matthews shrugged his thick shoulders and poured himself another drink.

There aint a hope for Jerry Strann? cut in Buck Daniels.

Not one in a million, coughed Fatty, disposing of another formidable potion.

And when Jerry dies, Mac starts for this Barry?

Whos been tellin you? queried OBrien dryly. Maybe you been readin minds, stranger?

Buck Daniels regarded the bartender with a mild and steadfast interest. He was smiling with the utmost good-humour, but there was that about him which made big OBrien flush and look down to his array of glasses behind the bar.

I been wondering, went on Daniels, if Mac Strann mightnt come out with Barry about the way Jerry did. Aint it possible?

No, replied Fatty Matthews with calm decision. It aint possible. Well, Im due back in my bear cage. Yought to look in on me, OBrien, and see the mountain-lion dyin and the grizzly lookin on.

Will it last long? queried OBrien.

Somewheres about this evening.

Here Daniels started violently and closed his hand hard around his whiskey glass which he had not yet raised towards his lips.

Are you sure of that, marshal? he asked. If Jerrys held on this long aint there a chance that hell hold on longer? Can you date him up for to-night as sure as that?

I can, said the deputy marshal. It aint hard when you seen as many go west as Ive seen. It aint harder than it is to tell when the sand will be out of an hour glass. When they begin going down the last hill it aint hard to tell when theyll reach the bottom.

Aint you had anybody to spell you, Fatty? broke in OBrien.

Yep. I got Haw-Haw Langley up there. But he aint much help. Just sits around with his hands folded. Kind of looks like Haw-Haw wanted Jerry to pass out.

And Matthews went humming through the swinging door.


15. OLD GARY PETERS
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FOR SOME MOMENTS after this Buck Daniels remained at the bar with his hand clenched around his glass and his eyes fixed before him in the peculiar second-sighted manner which had marked him when he sat so long on the veranda.

Funny thing, began OBrien, to make conversation, how many fellers go west at sunset. Seems like they let go all holts as soon as the dark comes. Hey?

How long before sunset now? asked Buck Daniels sharply.

Maybe a couple of hours.

A couple of hours, repeated Daniels, and ground his knuckles across his forehead. A couple of hours!

He raised his glass with a jerky motion and downed the contents; the chaser stood disregarded before him and OBrien regarded his patron with an eye of admiration.

You long for these parts? he asked.

No, Im strange to this range. Riding up north pretty soon, if I can get someone to tell me the lay of the land. Dyou know it?

Never been further north than Brownsville.

Couldnt name me someone thats travelled about, I spose?

Old Gary Peters knows every rock within three days riding. He keeps the blacksmith shop across the way.

So? Thanks; Ill look him up.

Buck Daniels found the blacksmith seated on a box before his place of business; it was a slack time for Gary Peters and he consoled himself for idleness by chewing the stem of an unlighted corn-cob, whose bowl was upside down. His head was pulled down and forward as if by the weight of his prodigious sandy moustache, and he regarded a vague horizon with misty eyes.

Seen you comin out of OBriens, said the blacksmith, as Buck took possession of a nearby box. Whats the news?

Aint any news, responded Buck dejectedly. Too much talk; no news.

Thats right, nodded Gary Peters. OBrien is the out-talkingest man I ever see. Aint nobody on Brownsville can get his tongue around so many words as OBrien.

So saying, he blew through his pipe, picked up a stick of soft pine, and began to whittle it to a point.

In my part of the country, went on Buck Daniels, they dont lay much by a man that talks a pile.

Here the blacksmith turned his head slowly, regarded his companion for an instant, and then resumed his whittling.

But, said Daniels, with a sigh, if I could find a man that knowed the country north of Brownsville and had a hobble on his tongue I could give him a nights work thatd be worth while.

Gary Peters removed his pipe from his mouth and blew out his dropping moustaches. He turned one wistful glance upon his idle forge; he turned a sadder eye upon his companion.

I could name you a silent man or two in Brownsville, he said, but there aint only one man that knows the country right.

That so? And who might he be?

Me.

You? echoed Daniels in surprise. He turned and considered Gary as if for the first time. Maybe you know the lay of the land up as far as Hawkins Arroyo?

Me? Son, I know every cactus clear to Bald Eagle.

H-m-m! muttered Daniels. I spose maybe you could name some of the outfits from here on a line with Bald Eagle — say you put em ten miles apart?

Nothin easier. I could find em blindfold. First due out theys McCauleys. Then lay a bit west of north and you hit the Circle K Bar — thats about twelve mile from McCauleys. Hit er up dead north again, by east, and you come eight miles to Three Roads. Go on to—

Partner, cut in Daniels, I could do business with you.

Maybe you could.

My names Daniels.

Im Gary Peters. Hware you?

They shook hands.

Peters, said Buck Daniels, you look square, and I need you in square game; but there aint any questions that go with it. Twenty iron men for one days riding and one days silence.

Mfrien, murmured Peters. In my day Ive gone three months without speakin to anything in boots; and I wasnt hired for it, neither.

You know them people up the line, said Daniels. Do they know you?

Ill tell a man they do! Know Gary Peters?

Partner, this is what I want. I want you to leave Brownsville inside of ten minutes and start riding for Elkhead. I want you to ride, and I want you to ride like hell. Every ten miles, or so, I want you to stop at some place where you can get a fresh hoss. Get your fresh hoss and leave the one youve got off, and tell them to have the hoss you leave ready for me any time to-night. Itll take you clear till to-morrow night to reach Elkhead, even with relayin your hosses?

Round about that, if I ride like hell. What do I take with me?

Nothing. Nothing but the coin I give you to hire someone at every stop to have that hoss youve left ready for me. Better still, if you can have em, get a fresh hoss. Would they trust you with hosses that way, Gary?

Gimme the coin and where they wont trust me Ill pay cash.

I can do it. Itll about bust me, but I can do it.

You going to try for a record between Brownsville and Elkhead, eh? Got a bet up, eh?

The biggest bet you ever heard of, said Daniels grimly. You can tell the boys along the road that Im tryin for time. Have you got a fast hoss to start with?

Got a red mare that aint much for runnin cattle, but shes greased lightnin for a short bust.

Then get her out. Saddle her up, and be on your way. Heres my stake — Ill keep back one twenty for accidents. First gimme a list of the places youll stop for the relays.

He produced an old envelope and a stub of soft pencil with which he jotted down Gary Peters directions.

And every second, said Buck Daniels in parting, that you can cut off your own time will be a second cut offn mine. Because Im liable to be on your heels when you ride into Elkhead.

Gary Peters lifted his eyebrows and then restored his pipe. He spoke through his teeth.

You aint got a piece of money to bet on that, partner? he queried softly.

Ten extra if you get to Elkhead before me.

Theys limits to hoss-flesh, remarked Peters. What time you ridin against?

Against a cross between a bullet and a noreaster, Gary. Im going back to drink to your luck.

A promise which Buck Daniels fulfilled, for he had need of even borrowed strength. He drank steadily until a rattle of hoofs down the street entered the saloon, and then someone came in to say that Gary Peters had started out of town to beat all hell, on his red mare.

After that, Buck started out to find Dan Barry. His quarry was not in the barn nor in the corral behind the barn. There stood Satan and Black Bart, but their owner was not in sight. But a thought came to Buck while he looked, rather mournfully, at the stallions promise of limitless speed. If I can hold him up jest half a minute, murmured Buck to himself, jest half a minute till I get a start, Ive got a rabbits chance of livin out the night!

From the door of the first shed he took a heavy chain with the key in the padlock. This chain he looped about the post and the main timber of the gate, snapped the padlock, and threw the key into the distance. Then he stepped back and surveyed his work with satisfaction. It would be a pretty job to file through that chain, or to knock down those ponderous rails of the fence and make a gap. A smile of satisfaction came on the face of Buck Daniels, then, hitching at his belt, and pulling his sombrero lower over his eyes, he started once more to find Dan Barry.

He was more in haste now, for the sun was dipping behind the mountains of the west and the long shadows moved along the ground with a perceptible speed. When he reached the street he found a steady drift of people towards OBriens barroom. They came by ones and twos and idled in front of the swinging doors or slyly peeked through them and then whispered one to the other. Buck accosted one of those by the door and asked what was wrong.

Hes in there, said the other, with a broad and excited grin. Hes in there — waitin!

And when Buck threw the doors wide he saw, at the farther end of the deserted barroom, Dan Barry, seated at a table braiding a small horsehair chain. His hat was pushed far back on his head; he had his back to the door. Certainly he must be quite unaware that all Brownsville was waiting, breathless, for his destruction. Behind the bar stood OBrien, pale under his bristles, and his eyes never leaving the slender figure at the end of his room; but seeing Buck he called with sudden loudness: Come in, stranger. Come in and have one on the house. There aint nothing but silence around this place and its getting on my nerves.

Buck Daniels obeyed the invitation at once, and behind him, stepping softly, some of them entering with their hats in their hands and on tiptoe, came a score of the inhabitants of Brownsville. They lined the bar up and down its length; not a word was spoken; but every head turned as at a given signal towards the quiet man at the end of the room.


16. THE COMING OF NIGHT
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IT WAS NOT yet full dusk, for the shadows were still swinging out from the mountains and a ghost of colour lingered in the west, but midnight lay in the open eyes of Jerry Strann. There had been no struggle, no outcry, no lifting of head or hand. One instant his eyes were closed, and then, indeed, he looked like death; the next instant the eyes open, he smiled, the wind stirred in his bright hair. He had never seemed so happily alive as in the moment of his death. Fatty Matthews held the mirror close to the faintly parted lips, examined it, and then drew slowly back towards the door, his eyes steady upon Mac Strann.

Mac, he said, its come. I got just this to say: whatever you do, for Gods sake stay inside the law!

And he slipped through the door and was gone.

But Mac Strann did not raise his head or cast a glance after the marshal. He sat turning the limp hand of Jerry back and forth in his own, and his eyes wandered vaguely through the window and down to the roofs of the village.

Night thickened perceptibly every moment, yet still while the eastern slope of every roof was jet black, the western slopes were bright, and here and there at the distance the light turned and waned on upper windows. Sleep was coming over the world, and eternal sleep had come for Jerry Strann.

It did not seem possible.

Some night at sea, when clouds hurtled before the wind across the sky and when the waves leaped up mast-high; when some good ship staggered with the storm, when hundreds were shrieking and yelling in fear or defiance of death; there would have been a death-scene for Jerry Strann.

Or in the battle, when hundreds rush to the attack with one man in front like the edge before the knife — there would have been a death-scene for Jerry Strann. Or while he rode singing, a bolt of lightning that slew and obliterated at once — such would have been a death for Jerry Strann.

It was not possible that he could die like this, with a smile. There was something incompleted. The fury of the death-struggle which had been omitted must take place, and the full rage of wrath and destruction must be vented. Can a bomb explode and make no sound and do no injury?

Yet Jerry Strann was dead and all the world lived on. Someone cantered his horse down the street and called gayly to an acquaintance, and afterwards the dust rose, invisible, and blew through the open window and stung the nostrils of Mac Strann. A child cried, faintly, in the distance, and then was hushed by the voice of the mother, making a sound like a cackling hen. This was all!

There should have been wailing and weeping and cursing and praying, for handsome Jerry Strann was dead. Or there might have been utter and dreadful silence and waiting for the stroke of vengeance, for the brightest eye was misted and the strongest hand was unnerved and the voice that had made them tremble was gone.

But there was neither silence nor weeping. Someone in a nearby kitchen rattled her pans and then cursed a dog away from her back-door. Not that any of the sounds were loud. The sounds of living are rarely loud, but they run in an endless river — a monotone broken by ugly ripples of noise to testify that men still sleep or waken, hunger or feed. Another ripple had gone down to the sea of darkness, yet all the ripples behind it chased on their way heedlessly and babbled neither louder nor softer.

There should have been some giant voice to peal over the sleeping village and warn them of the coming vengeance — for Jerry Strann was dead!

The tall, gaunt figure of Haw-Haw Langley came on tiptoe from behind, beheld the dead face, and grinned; a nervous convulsion sent a long ripple through his body, and his Adams-apple rose and fell. Next he stole sideways, inch by inch, so gradual was his cautious progress, until he could catch a glimpse of Mac Stranns face. It was like the open face of a child; there was in it no expression except wonder.

At length a hoarse voice issued from between the grinning lips of Haw-Haw.

Aint you goin to close the eyes, Mac?

At this the great head of Mac Strann rolled back and he raised his glance to Haw-Haw, who banished the grin from his mouth by a vicious effort.

Aint he got to see his way? asked Mac Strann, and lowered his glance once more to the dead man. As for Haw-Haw Langley, he made a long, gliding step back towards the door, and his beady eyes opened in terror; yet a deadly fascination drew him back again beside the bed.

Mac Strann said: Kind of looks like Jerry was ridin the home trail, Haw-Haw. See the way hes smilin?

The vulture stroked his lean cheeks and seemed once more to swallow his silent mirth.

And his hands, said Mac Strann, is just like life, except that theys gettin sort of chilly. He dont look changed, none, does he, Haw-Haw? Except that hes seein something off there — away off there. Looks like he was all wrapped up in it, eh? He leaned closer, his voice fell to a murmur that was almost soft. Jerry, what you seein?

Haw-Haw Langley gasped in inaudible terror and retreated again towards the door.

Mac Strann laid his giant hand on the shoulder of Jerry. He asked in a raised voice: Dont you hear me, lad? Sudden terror caught hold of him. He plunged to his knees beside the bed, and the floor quaked and groaned under the shock. Jerry, whats the matter? Are you mad at me? Aint you going to speak to me? Are you forgettin me, Jerry?

He caught the dead face between his hands and turned it strongly towards his own. Then for a moment his eyes plumbed the shadows into which they looked. He stumbled back to his feet and said apologetically to Haw-Haw at the door: I kind of forgot he wasnt livin, for a minute. He stared fixedly at the gaunt cowpuncher. Speakin man to man, Haw-Haw, dyou think Jerry will forget me?

The terror was still white upon the face of Haw-Haw, but something stronger than fear kept him in the room and even drew him a slow step towards Mac Strann; and his eyes moved from the face of the dead man to the face of the living and seemed to draw sustenance from both. He moistened his lips and was able to speak.

Forget you, Mac? Not if you get the man that fixed him.

Would you want me to get him, Jerry? asked Mac Strann. And he waited for an answer.

I dunno, he muttered, after a moment. Jerry was always for fightin, but he wasnt never for killin. He never liked the way I done things. And when he was lyin here, Haw-Haw, he never said nothin about me gettin Barry. Did he?

Astonishment froze the lips of Haw-Haw. He managed to stammer: Aint you going to get Barry? Aint you goin to bust him up, Mac?

I dunno, repeated the big man heavily. Seems like Ive got no heart for killing. Seems like theys enough death in the world. He pressed his hand against his forehead and closed his eyes. Seems like theys something dead in me. Theys an ache that goes ringin in my head. Theys a sort of hollow feelin inside me. And I keep thinkin about times when I was a kid and got hurt and cried. He drew a deep breath. Oh, my God, Haw-Haw, Id give most anything if I could bust out cryin now!

While Mac Strann stood with his eyes closed, speaking his words slowly, syllable by syllable, like the tolling of a bell, Haw-Haw Langley stood with parted lips — like the spirit of famine drinking deep; joy unutterable was glittering in his eyes.

If Jerryd wanted me to get this Barry, hed of said so, repeated Mac Strann. But he didnt. He turned towards the dead face. Look at Jerry now. He aint thinkin about killins. Nope, hes thinkin about some quiet place for sleep. I know the place. Theys a spring that come out in a holler between two mountains; and the wind blows up the valley all the year; and theys a tree that stands over the spring. Thats where Ill put him. He loved the sound of runnin water; and the windll be on his face; and the treell sort of mark the place. Jerry, lad, would ye like that?

Now, while Mac Strann talked, inspiration came to Haw-Haw Langley, and he stretched out his gaunt arms to it and gathered it in to his heart.

Mac, he said, dont you see no reason why Jerry wouldnt ask you to go after Barry?

Eh? queried Mac Strann, turning.

But as he turned, Haw-Haw Langley glided towards him, and behind him, as if he found it easier to talk when the face of Mac was turned away. And while he talked his hands reached out towards Mac Strann like one who is begging for alms.

Mac, dont you remember that Barry beat Jerry to the draw?

Whats that to do with it?

But he beat him bad to the draw. I seen it. Barry waited for Jerry. Understand?

What of that?

Mac, youre blind! Jerry knowed youd be throwing yourself away if you went up agin Barry.

At this Mac Strann whirled with a suddenness surprising for one of his bulk. Haw-Haw Langley flattened his gaunt frame against the wall.

Mac! he pleaded, I didnt say youd be throwin yourself away. It was Jerrys idea.

Did Jerry tell you that? he asked.

So help me God!

Did Jerry want me to get Barry?

Why wouldnt he? persisted the vulture, twisting his bony hands together in an agony of alarm and suspense. Aint it nacheral, Mac?

Mac Strann wavered where he stood.

Somehow, he argued to himself, it dont seem like killin is right, here.

The long hand of Langley touched his shoulder.

He whispered rapidly: You remember last night when you was out of the room for a minute? Jerry turned his head to me — jest the way hes lyin now — and I says: Jerry, is there anything I can do for you?

Mac Strann reached up and his big fingers closed over those of Haw-Haw.

Haw-Haw, he muttered, you was his frien. I know that.

Haw-Haw gathered assurance.

He said: Jerry answers to me: Haw-Haw, old pal, there aint nothin you can do for me. Im goin West. But after Im gone, keep Mac away from Barry.

I says: Why, Jerry?

Because Barryll kill him, sure, says Jerry.

Ill do what I can to keep him away from Barry, says I, but dont you want nothin done to the man what killed you?

Oh, Haw-Haw, says Jerry, I aint goin to rest easy, I aint goin to sleep in heaven — until I know Barrys been sent to hell. But for Gods sake dont let Mac know what I want, or hed be sure to go after Barry and get what I got.

Mac Strann crushed the hand of Haw-Haw in a terrible grip.

Partner, he said, dyou swear this is straight?

So help me God! repeated the perjurer.

Then, said Mac Strann, I got to leave the buryin to other men what Ill hire. Me — Ive got business on hand. Where did Barry run to?

He aint run, cried Haw-Haw, choking with a strange emotion. The fool — the damned fool! — is waiting right down here in OBriens bar for you to come. Hes darin you to come!

Mac Strann made no answer. He cast a single glance at the peaceful face of Jerry, and then started for the door. Haw-Haw waited until the door closed; then he wound his arms about his body, writhed in an ecstasy of silent laughter, and followed with long, shambling strides.


17. BUCK MAKES HIS GET-AWAY
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STRAIGHT FROM THE room of the dead man, Fatty Matthews had hurried down to the bar, and there he stepped into the silence and found the battery of eyes all turned upon that calm figure at the end of the room. Upon this man he trotted, breathing hard, and his fat sides jostled up and down as he ran. According to Brownsville, there were only two things that could make Fatty run: a gun or the sight of a drink. But all maxims err. When he reached Barry he struck him on the shoulder with a heavy hand. That is, he struck at the shoulder, but as if the shadow of the falling hand carried a warning before it, at the same time that it dropped Barry swerved around in his chair. Not a hurried movement, but in some mysterious manner his shoulder was not in the way of the plump fist. It struck, instead, upon the back of the chair, and the marshal cursed bitterly.

Stranger, he said hotly, I got one thing to say: Jerry Strann has just died upstairs. In ten seconds Mac Strann will be down here lookin for you!

He stepped back, humming desperately to cover his wheezing, but Barry continued to braid the horsehair with deft fingers.

I got a double knot thats kind of new, he said. Want to watch me tie it?

The deputy sheriff turned on the crowd.

Boys, he exclaimed, waving his arms, hes crazy. You heard what he said. You know Ive give him fair warning. If we got to dig his grave in Brownsville, is it my fault? It aint! He stepped to the bar and pounded upon it. OBrien, for Gods sake, a drink!

It was a welcome suggestion to the entire nervous crowd, but while the glasses spun across the bar Buck Daniels walked slowly down the length of the barroom towards Barry. His face was a study which few men could have solved; unless there had been someone present who had seen a man walk to his execution. Beside Dan Barry he stopped and watched the agile hands at work. There was a change in the position of Barry now, for he had taken the chair facing the door and the entire crowd; Buck Daniels stood opposite. The horsehair plied back and forth. And Daniels noted the hands, lean, tapering like the fingers of a girl of sixteen. They were perfectly steady; they were the hands of one who had struggled, in life, with no greater foe than ennui.

Dan, said Buck, and there was a quiver of excitement in his voice, like the tremor of a piano string long after it has been struck. Dan, I been thinking about something and now Im ready to tell you what it is.

Barry looked up in slow surprise.

Now the face of Buck Daniels held what men have called a deadly pallor, that pallor which comes over one who is cornered and about to fight for his life. He leaned closer, resting one hand upon the edge of the table, so that his face was close to Dan Barry.

Barry, he said, Im askin you for the last time: Will you get your hoss and ride back to Kate Cumberland with me?

Dan Barry smiled his gentle, apologetic smile.

I dont no ways see how I can, Buck.

Then, said Buck through his teeth, of all the lyin hounds in the world youre the lyinest and meanest and lowest. Which they aint words to tell you what I think of you. Take this instead!

And the hand which rested on the table darted up and smote Dan Barry on the cheek, a tingling blow. With the same motion which started his hand for the blow, Buck Daniels turned on his heel and stepped a pace or two towards the centre of the room.

There was not a man in the room who had not heard the last words of Buck Daniels, and not a man who had not seen the blow. Everyone of them had seen, or heard accurately described, how the slender stranger beat Jerry Strann to the draw and shot him down in that same place. Such a moan came from them as when many men catch their breath with pain, and with a simultaneous movement those who were in line with Buck Daniels and Barry leaped back against the bar on one side and against the wall on the other. Their eyes, fascinated, held on the face of Barry, and they saw the pale outline which the fingers of Daniels had left on the cheek of the other. But if horror was the first thing they felt, amazement was the next. For Dan Barry sat bolt erect in his chair, staring in an astonishment too great for words. His right hand hung poised and moveless just above the butt of his gun; his whole posture was that of one in the midst of an action, suspended there, frozen to stone. They waited for that poised hand to drop, for the slender fingers to clutch the butt of the gun, for the convulsive jerk that would bring out the gleaming barrel, the explosion, the spurt of smoke, and Buck Daniels lurching forward to his face on the floor.

But that hand did not move; and Buck Daniels? Standing there with his back to the suspended death behind him, he drew out Durham and brown papers, without haste, rolled a cigarette, and reached to a hip pocket.

At that move Dan Barry started. His hand darted down and fastened on his gun, and he leaned forward in his chair with the yellow glimmering light flaring up in his eyes. But the hand of Buck Daniels came out from his hip bearing a match. He raised his leg, scratched the match, there was a blue spurt of flame, and Buck calmly lighted his cigarette and started towards the door, sauntering.

The instant the swinging doors closed Barry started from his chair with a strange cry — none of them had ever heard the like from human lips — for there was grief in it, and above all there was a deadly eagerness. So a hungry man might cry out at the sight of food. Down the length of the barroom he darted and was drawing his gun as he whipped through the doors. A common rush followed him, and those who reached the open first saw Buck Daniels leaning far forward in his saddle and spurring desperately into the gloom of the night. Instantly he was only a twinkling figure in the shadows, and the beat of the hoofs rattled back at them. Dan Barry stood with his gun poised high for a second or more. Then he turned, dropped the gun into the holster, and with the same strange, unearthly cry of eagerness, he raced off in the direction of the barns.

There were some who followed him even then, and this is what they reported to incredulous ears when they returned. Barry ran straight for the left hand corral and wrenched at the gate, which appeared to be secured by a lock and chain. Seeing that it would not give way he ran around to the barn, and came out again carrying a saddle and bridle. These he tossed over the high fence into the corral. Then he picked up a loose scantling and with it pried and wrenched off the top bar of the fence in one section and vaulted into the enclosure.

The black stallion had whinnied once or twice during this time and the great black, shaggy dog had come snarling and whining about the feet of his master. Now the stranger tossed on the saddle and cinched it with amazing speed, sprang onto his mount, and urged it across to the other side of the corral. Up to that moment no one in the little crowd of watchers had suspected the intention of the rider. For the fence, even after the removal of the top bar, was nearly six feet in height. But when Barry took his horse to the far side of the corral and then swung him about facing the derailed section, it was plain that he meant to attempt to jump at that place. Even then, as OBrien explained later, and many a time, the thing was so impossible that he could not believe his eyes. There was a dreamlike element to the whole event. And like a phantom in a vision he saw the black horse start into a sharp gallop; saw the great dog sail across the fence first; saw the horse and rider shoot into the air against the stars; heard the click of hoofs against the top rail; heard the thud of hoofs on the near side of the fence, and then the horseman flashed about the corner of the barn and in an instant his hoofs were beating a far distant tattoo.

As for the watchers, they returned in a dead silence to the barroom and they had hardly entered when Mac Strann stalked through the doors behind them; he went straight to OBrien.

Somewhere about, he said in his thick, deep voice, theys a man named Dan Barry. Where is he?

And OBrien answered: Mac, he was sittin down there at that table until two minutes ago, but where he is now I aint any idea.

The tall, skeleton form of Haw-Haw Langley materialised behind Mac Strann, and his face was contorted with anger.

If he was here two minutes ago, he said, he aint more than two minutes away.

Which way? asked Mac Strann.

North, answered a score of voices.

OBrien stepped up to Mac Strann. He said: Mac, we know what you got in your mind. We know what youve lost, and there aint any of us that aint sorry for Jerry — and for you. But, Mac, I can give you the best advice you ever heard in your life: Keep offn the trail of Barry!

Haw-Haw Langley added at the ear of Mac Strann: That was Jerrys advice when he lay dyin. An its my advice, too. Mac, Barry aint a safe man to foller!

Haw-Haw, answered Mac Strann, Will you gimme a hand saddlin my hoss? I got an appointment, an Im two minutes late already.


18. DOCTOR BYRNE ANALYSES
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IN THE ROOM which had been assigned to his use Doctor Randall Byrne sat down to an unfinished letter and began to write.

Dinner has interrupted me, my dear Loughburne. I have dined opposite Miss Cumberland — only the two of us at a great table — with a wide silence around us — and the Chinese cook padding to and fro from the kitchen. Have I told you of that room? No, I believe that I have made no more than casual mention of my environment here, for reasons which are patent. But to-night I wished that you might look in upon the scene. Along the walls hang a rope with which Mr. Cumberland won a roping and tieing contest in his youth — a feat upon which he prides himself highly; at another place hang the six-shooters of a notorious desperado, taken from his dead body; there is the sombrero of a Mexican guerilla chief beside the picture of a prize bull, and an oil painting of Mr. Cumberland at middle age adjoins an immense calendar on which is portrayed the head of a girl in bright colours — a creature with amazing quantities of straw-coloured hair. The table itself is of such size that it is said all the guests at a round-up — a festival of note in these barbaric regions — can be easily seated around it. On one side of this table I sat — and on the other side sat the girl, as far away as if an entire room had separated us.

Before going down to the meal I had laid aside my glasses, for I have observed that spectacles, though often beneficial to the sight, are not always equally commendable in the opinion of women; and it should assuredly be ones endeavour to become agreeable to those about us.

Be it noted at this point, my dear Loughburne, that I have observed peculiar properties in the eyes of Miss Cumberland. Those of all other humans and animals that have fallen under my observance were remarkable only for their use in seeing, whereas the eyes of Miss Cumberland seem peculiarly designed to be seen. This quality I attribute to the following properties of the said eyes. First, they are in size well beyond the ordinary. Secondly, they are of a colour restful to behold. It is, indeed, the colour of the deep, blue evening sky into which one may stare for an incalculable distance.

As I have said, then, I noted a glow in these eyes, though they were so immediately lowered that I could not be sure. I felt, however, an extraordinary warmth beneath my collar, the suffusion of blood passing swiftly towards my forehead. I inquired if she had smiled and for what reason; whereat she immediately assured me that she had not, and smiled while making the assurance.

I was now possessed of an unusual agitation, augmented by the manner in which Miss Cumberland looked at me out of twinkling but not unkindly eyes. What could have caused this perturbation I leave to your scientific keenness in analysis.

I discovered an amazing desire to sing, which indecorous impulse I, of course, immediately inhibited and transferred the energy into conversation.

The weather, said I. has been uncommonly delightful to-day.

I observed that Miss Cumberland greeted this sentence with another smile.

Presently she remarked: It has seemed a bit windy to me.

I recalled that it is polite to agree with ladies and instantly subjoined with the greatest presence of mind: Quite right! A most abominably stormy day!

At this I was astonished to be greeted by another burst of laughter, even more pronounced than the others.

Doctor Byrne, she said, you are absolutely unique.

It is a point, I said earnestly, which I shall immediately set about to change.

At this she raised both hands in a gesture of protest, so that I could observe her eyes shining behind the slender, brown fingers — observe, Loughburne, that white skin is falsely considered a thing of beauty in women — and she remarked, still laughing: Indeed, you must not change!

I replied with an adroit change of front: Certainly not.

For some mysterious reason the girl was again convulsed and broke off her laughter to cry in a voice of music which still tingles through me: Doctor Byrne, you are delightful!

I should gladly have heard her say more upon this point, but it being one which I could not gracefully dispute with her, and being unwilling that she should lapse into one of her usual silences, I ventured to change the subject from myself to her.

Miss Cumberland, I said, I remark with much pleasure that the anxiety which has recently depressed you seems now in some measure lessened. I presume Mr. Daniels will be successful in his journey, though what the return of Mr. Daniels accompanied by Mr. Barry can accomplish, is, I confess, beyond my computation. Yet you are happier in the prospect of Mr. Barrys return?

I asked this question with a falling heart, though I remain ignorant of the cause to which I can attribute my sudden depression. Still more mysterious was the delight which I felt when the girl shook her head slowly and answered: Even if he comes, it will mean nothing.

I said: Then let us intercept him and send him back!

She cried out, as if I had hurt her: No, no, no! and twisted her fingers together in pain. She added at once: What of poor Dad?

Your father, I confessed, had for the moment slipped my mind.

It seemed to me, however, that it was not wholly on her fathers account that she was grieved. She wished Mr. Barry to return, and yet she dreaded his coming. It was most mysterious. However, I had started Miss Cumberland thinking. She stopped eating and began to stare before her. Presently she said: It is strange that we dont hear from Buck. What can have held him so long?

I regretted extremely that I had introduced the topic and cast about in my mind for another, but could not find one. I then expressed regret that I had revived her worries, but received in reply a smile in which there was no life: the very colour had died out from her cheeks. And she sat during the rest of the meal without speaking a word.

Afterwards I went in with her to see Mr. Cumberland. His condition was not materially changed. The marvel of it grows upon me more and more. It is a freak which defies medical science. There lies a man at the point of dissolution. His body has died of old age, and yet the life principle remains. He does not eat — at least, the nourishment he takes is wholely negligible. But he still has energy. To be sure, he rarely moves about and his body remains practically inert. But we must never forget that the mind is a muscle and calls for continual rebuilding. And the mind of Mr. Cumberland is never inactive. It works ceaselessly. It will not permit him to sleep. For three days, now, as far as I can tell, he has not closed his eyes. It might be assumed that he is in a state of trance, but by a series of careful experiments, I have ascertained that he is constantly thinking in the most vigourous fashion.

What does it mean? There is in the man a flame-like quality; something is burning in him every instant. But on what does the flame feed? I know that material cannot be created and that energy means dissolution of matter: but why does not the life of Joseph Cumberland dissolve?

The subject possesses me. I dare not ponder it too steadily or my brain begins to whirl. I make no progress towards any reasonable solution. I only feel that I am living in the presence of an astounding mystery.

Strange thoughts possess me. What is the fire that burns but does not consume Joe Cumberland? What is the thing in the wandering Dan Barry which Kate Cumberland fears and yet waits for? Why was it that Daniels trembled with dread when he started out to find a man who, by his own profession, he holds to be his best friend?

You see how the mystery assumes shape? It is before me. It is in my hand. And yet I cannot grasp its elements.

The story of a man, a horse, and a dog. What is the story?

To-day I wandered about the great corrals and came to one which was bounded by a fence of extraordinary height. It was a small corral, but all the posts were of great size, and the rails were as large as ordinary posts. I inquired what strange beasts could be kept in such a pen, and the man-of-all-work of whom I asked replied: Thats Satans corral.

I guessed at some odd story. The devil? I cried, Do they fence the devil in a corral?

Oh, ay, said the fellow, hes a devil, right enough. If wed let him run with the other hosses hed have cut em to ribbons. Thats what kind of a devil he is!

A story of a man, a horse, and a dog. I think I have seen the great chain which bound the dog. Was that the place where they kept the horse?

And, if so, what bonds are used for the man? And what sort of man can he be? One of gigantic size, no doubt, to mate his horse and his dog. A fierce and intractable nature, for otherwise Kate Cumberland could not dread him. And yet a man of singular values, for all this place seems to wait for his return. I catch the fire of expectancy. It eats into my flesh. Dreams haunt me night and day. What will be the end?

Now I am going down to see Mr. Cumberland again. I know what I shall see — the flickering of the fire behind his eyes. The lightning glances, the gentle, rare voice, the wasted face; and by him will be Kate Cumberland; and they both will seem to be listening, listening — for what?

No more to-night. But, Loughburne, you should be here; I feel that the like of this has never been upon the earth.

Byrne.


19. SUSPENSE
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HE FOUND THEM as he had expected, the girl beside the couch, and the old man prone upon it, wrapped to the chin in a gaudy Navajo blanket. But to-night his eyes were closed, a most unusual thing, and Byrne could look more closely at the aged face. For on occasions when the eyes were wide, it was like looking into the throat of a searchlight to stare at the features — all was blurred. He discovered now wrinkled and purple-stained lids under the deep shadow of the brows — and eyes were so sunken that there seemed to be no pupils there. Over the cheek bones the skin was drawn so tightly that it shone, and the cheeks fell away into cadaverous hollows. But the lips, beneath the shag of grey beard, were tightly compressed. No, this was not sleep. It carried, as Byrne gazed, a connotation of swifter, fiercer thinking, than if the gaunt old man had stalked the floor and poured forth a tirade of words.

The girl came to meet the doctor. She said: Will you use a narcotic?

Why? asked Byrne. He seems more quiet than usual.

Look more closely, she whispered.

And when he obeyed, he saw that the whole body of Joe Cumberland quivered like an aspen, continually. So the finger of the duellist trembles on the trigger of his gun before he receives the signal to fire — a suspense more terrible than the actual face of death.

A narcotic? she pleaded. Something to give him just one moment of full relaxation?

I cant do it, said Byrne. If his heart were a shade stronger, I should. But as it is, the only thing that sustains him is the force of his will-power. Do you want me to unnerve the very strength which keeps him alive?

She shuddered.

Do you mean that if he sleeps it will be — death?

I have told you before, said the doctor, that there are phases of this case which I do not understand. I predict nothing with certainty. But I very much fear that if your father falls into a complete slumber he will never waken from it. Once let his brain cease functioning and I fear that the heart will follow suit.

They stood on the farther side of the room and spoke in the softest of whispers, but now the deep, calm voice of the old man broke in: Doc, they aint no use of worryin. They aint no use of medicine. All I need is quiet.

Do you want to be alone? asked the girl.

No, not so long as you dont make no noise. I can most hear something, but your whisperin shuts it off.

They obeyed him, with a glance at each other. And soon they caught the far off beat of a horse in a rapid gallop.

Is it that? cried Kate, leaning forward and touching her fathers hand. Is that horse what you hear?

No, no! he answered impatiently. That aint what I hear. It aint no hoss that I hear!

The hoof-beats grew louder — stopped before the house — steps sounded loud and rattling on the veranda — a door squeaked and slammed — and Buck Daniels stood before them. His hat was jammed down so far that his eyes were almost buried in the shadow of the brim; the bandana at his throat was twisted so that the knot lay over his right shoulder; he carried a heavy quirt in a hand that trembled so that the long lash seemed alive; a thousand bits of foam had dried upon his vest and stained it; the rowels of his spurs were caked and enmeshed with horsehair; dust covered his face and sweat furrowed it, and a keen scent of horse-sweat passed from him through the room. For a moment he stood at the door, bracing himself with legs spread wide apart, and stared wildly about — then he reeled drunkenly across the room and fell into a chair, sprawling at full length.

No one else moved. Joe Cumberland had turned his head; Kate stood with her hand at her throat; the doctor had placed his hand behind his head, and there it stayed.

Gimme smoke — quick! said Buck Daniels. Run out of Durham a thousan years ago!

Kate ran into the next room and returned instantly with papers and a fresh sack of tobacco. On these materials Buck seized frantically, but his big fingers were shaking in a palsy, and the papers tore, one after another, as soon as he started to roll his smoke. God! he cried, in a burst of childish desperation, and collapsed again in the chair.

But Kate Cumberland picked up the papers and tobacco which he had dashed to the floor and rolled a cigarette with deft fingers. She placed it between his lips and held the match by which he lighted it. Once, twice, and again, he drew great breaths of smoke into his lungs, and then he could open his eyes and look at them. They were not easy eyes to meet.

Youre hungry, Buck, she said. I can see it at a glance. Ill have something for you in an instant.

He stopped her with a gesture.

I done it! said Buck Daniels. Hes comin!

The doctor flashed his glance upon Kate Cumberland, for when she heard the words she turned pale and her eyes and her lips framed a mute question; but Joe Cumberland drew in a long breath and smiled.

I knowed it! he said softly.

The wind whistled somewhere in the house and it brought Buck Daniels leaping to his feet and into the centre of the room.

Hes here! he yelled. God help me, wherell I go now! Hes here!

He had drawn his revolver and stood staring desperately about him as if he sought for a refuge in the solid wall. Almost instantly he recovered himself, however, and dropped the gun back into the holster.

No, not yet, he said, more to himself than the others. It aint possible, even for Dan.

Kate Cumberland rallied herself, though her face was still white. She stepped to Buck and took both his hands.

Youve been working yourself to death, she said gently. Buck, youre hysterical. What have you to fear from Dan? Isnt he your friend? Hasnt he proved it a thousand times?

Her words threw him into a fresh frenzy.

If he gets me, its blood on your head, Kate. It was for you I done it.

No, no, Buck. For Dans sake alone. Isnt that enough?

For his sake? Buck threw back his head and laughed — a crazy laughter. He could rot in hell for all of me. He could foller his wild geese around the world. Kate, it was for you!

Hush! she pleaded. Buck, dear!

Do I care who knows it? Not I! I got an hour — half an hour to live; and while I live the whole damned world can know I love you, Kate, from your spurs to the blue of your eyes. For your sake I brung him, and for your sake Ill fight him, damn him, in spite—

The wind wailed again, far off, and Buck Daniels cowered back against the wall. He had drawn Kate with him, and he now kept her before him, towards the door.

He began to whisper, swiftly, with a horrible tremble in his voice: Stand between me, Kate. Stand between me and him. Talk for me, Kate. Will you talk for me? He drew himself up and caught a long, shuddering breath. What have I been doin? What have I been ravin about?

He looked about as if he saw the others for the first time.

Sit here, Buck, said Kate, with perfect quiet. Give me your hat. Theres nothing to fear. Now tell us.

A whole day and a whole night, he said, I been riding with the fear of him behind me. Kate, I aint myself, and if I been sayin things—

No matter. Only tell me how you made him follow you.

Buck Daniels swept his knuckles across his forehead, as though to rub out a horrible memory.

Kate, he said in a voice which was hardly more than a whisper, why did he follow Jim Silent?

The doctor slipped into a chair opposite Buck Daniels and watched him with unbelieving eyes. When he had last seen Buck the man had seemed an army in himself; but now a shivering, unmanned coward sat before him. Byrne glanced at Kate Cumberland for explanation of the mysterious change. She, also, was transformed with horror, and she stared at Buck Daniels as at one already among the dead.

Buck, you didnt — strike him?

Buck Daniels nodded jerkily.

Ill try to tell you straight from the beginning. I found Dan in Brownsville. I begged him to come back with me, but he wouldnt stir. This was why: A gunman had come to the town lookin for trouble, and when he run acrost Dan he found plenty of it. No, dont look like that, Kate; it was self-defense, pure and simple — they didnt even arrest Dan for it. But this dyin mans brother, Mac Strann, come down from the hills and sat beside Jerry Strann waitin for him to go west before he started out to clean up on Dan. Yesterday evenin Jerry was near dead and everybody in Brownsville was waitin to see what would happen, because Dan wouldnt budge till Mac Strann had had his chance to get back at him. So I sent a feller ahead to fix a relay of hosses to Elkhead, because I made up my mind I was going to make Dan Barry chase me out of that town. I walked into the saloon where Dan was sittin — braidin a little horsehair strand — my God, Kate, think of him sittin there doin that with a hundred fellers standin about waitin for him to kill or be killed! I went up to him. I picked a fight, and then I slapped him — in the face.

The sweat started on Daniels forehead at the thought.

But youre still alive cried Kate Cumberland. Had you handled his gun first?

No. As soon as I hit him I turned my back to him and took a couple of steps away from him.

Oh, Buck, Buck! she cried, her face lighting. You knew he wouldnt shoot you in the back!

I didnt know nothin. I couldnt even think — and my body was numb as a dead mans all below the hips. There I stood like I was chained to the floor — you know how it is in a nightmare when something chases you and you cant run? That was the way with me.

Buck! And he was sitting behind you — while you stood there?

Ay, sitting there with my death sittin on his trigger finger. But I knowed that if I showed the white feather, if I let him see me shake, hed be out of his chair and on top of me. No gun — he dont need nothin but his hands — and what was in front of my eyes was a death like — like Jim Silents!

He squinted his eyes close and groaned. Once more he roused himself.

But I couldnt move a foot without my knees bucklin, so I takes out my makins and rolls a cigarette. And while I was doin it I was prayin that my strength would come back to me before he come back to himself — and started!

It was surprise that held him, Buck. To think of you striking him — you who have saved his life and fought for him like a blood-brother. Oh, Buck, of all the men in the world youre the bravest and the noblest!

They aint nothin in that brand of talk, growled Buck, reddening. Anyway, at last I started for the door. It wasnt farther away than from here to the wall. Outside was my hoss, and a chance for livin. But that door was a thousand years away, and a thousand times while I walked towards it I felt Dans gun click and bang behind me and felt the lead go tearin through me. And I didnt dare to hurry, because I knew that might wake Dan up. So finally I got to the doors and just as they was swingin to behind me, I heard a sort of a moan behind me—

From Dan! whispered the white-faced girl. I know — a sort of a stifled cry when hes angered! Oh, Buck.

My first step took me ten yards from that door, reminisced Buck Daniels, and my next step landed me in the saddle, and I dug them spurs clean into the insides of Long Bess. She started like a watch-spring uncoilin, and as she spurts down the streets I leans clean over to her mane and looks back and there I seen Dan standin in the door with his gun in his hand and the wind blowin his hair. But he didnt shoot, because the next second I was swallowed up in the dark and couldnt see him no more.

But it was no use! cried the girl. With Black Bart to trail you and with Satan to carry him, he overtook you — and then—

He didnt, said Buck Daniels. Id fixed things sos he couldnt get started with Satan for some time. And before he could have Satan on my trail Id jut put a long stretch behind me because Long Bess was racin every step. The lay of the land was with me. It was pretty level, and on level goin Long Bess is almost as fast as Satan; but on rocky goin Satan is like a goat — nothin stops him! And I was ridin Long Bess like to bust her heart, straight towards McCauleys. We wasnt moren a mile away when I thought — the wind was behind me, you see — that I heard a sort of far off whistling down the wind! My God!

He could not go on for a moment, and Kate Cumberland sat with parted lips, twisting her fingers together and then tearing them apart once more.

Well, that mile was the worst in my life. I thought maybe the man Id sent on ahead hadnt been able to leave me a relay at McCauleys, and if he hadnt I knew Id die somewhere in the hills beyond. And they looked as black as dead men, and all sort of grinnin down at me.

But when I got to McCauleys, there stood a hoss right in front of the house. It didnt take me two second to make the saddle-change. And then I was off agin!

A sigh of relief came from Byrne and Kate.

That hoss was a beauty. Not long-legged like Bess, nor half so fast, but he was jest right for the hills. Climbed like a goat and didnt let up. Up and up we goes. The wind blows the clouds away when we gets to the top of the climb and I looks down into the valley all white in the moonlight. And across the valley I seen two little shadows slidin, smooth and steady. It was Dan and Satan and Black Bart!

Buck!

My heart, it stood plumb still! I gives my hoss the spurs and we went down the next slope. And I dont remember nothin except that we got to the Circle K Bar after a million years, most, and when we got there the piebald flops on the ground — near dead. But I made the change and started off agin, and that next hoss was even better than the piebald — a sure goer! When he started I could tell by his gait what he was, and I looked up at the sky—

He stopped, embarrassed.

And thanked God, Buck?

Kate, I aint ashamed if maybe I did. But since then I aint seen or heard Dan, but all the time I rode I was expecting to hear his whistle behind me, close up.

All the life died from her face.

No, Buck, if hed a followed all the way he would have caught you in spite of your relay. No, I understand what happened. After a while he remembered that Mac Strann was waiting for him back in Brownsville. And he left your trail to be taken up later and went back to Brownsville. You didnt see him follow you after you left the Circle X Bar?

No. I didnt dare look back. But somehow I knew he was comin.

She shook her head.

He wont come, Buck. Hell go back to meet Mac Strann — and then— She ran to the chair of Buck swiftly and caught his hands: What sort of a man is Mac Strann?

But Buck smiled strangely up into her face.

Does it make any difference, he said, to Dan?

She went slowly back to her place.

No, she admitted, no difference.

If you came by relays for twenty-four hours, said the doctor, numbering his points upon accurate fingertips, it is humanly impossible that this man could have followed you very closely. It will probably take him another day to arrive.

But here his glance fell upon old Joe Cumberland, and found the cattleman smiling faintly to himself.

Buck Daniels was considering the last remark seriously.

No, he said, it aint possible. Besides, what Kate says may be true. She ought to know — she says hell wait for Mac Strann. I didnt think of that; I thought I was savin Dan from another — well, what a damn fool I been!

He unknotted his bandana and with it mopped his face to a semblance of cleanliness.

It was the ridin that done it, he explained, shame-faced. You put a man on a hoss for a certain time, and after a while he gets so he cant think. Hes sort of nutty. That was the way with me when I come in.

Open the window on the veranda, said Joe Cumberland. I want to feel the wind.

The doctor obeyed the instruction, and again he noted that same quiet, contented smile on the lips of the old man. For some reason it made him ill at ease to see it.

He wont get here for eight or ten hours, went on Buck Daniels, easing himself into a more comfortable position, and raising his head a little higher. Ten hours more, even if he does come. Thatll give me a chance to rest up; right now Im kind of shaky.

A condition, you will observe, in which Mr. Barry will also be when he arrives, remarked the doctor.

Shaky? grinned Buck Daniels. Mfrien, you dont know that bird! He sat up, clenching his fist. And if Dan does come, he cant affod to press me too far! Ill take so much, and then—

He struck his fist on the arm of the chair.

Buck! cried Kate Cumberland. Are you mad? Have you lost your reason? Would you face him?

Buck Daniels winced, but he then shook his head doggedly.

He had his chance down in Brownsville, he said. And he didnt take it. Why? Because my back was turned? Well, he could of got in front of me if hed been terrible anxious. Ive seen Dan in action; hes seen me in action! Maybe hes seen too much. Theyve been stranger things than that, in this world! He hitched his belt so that the butt of his revolver came farther forward. But now Kate Cumberland advised: Buck, youre tired out; you dont know what youre saying. Better go up to bed.

He flushed a ruddy bronze.

Dyou think Im jest talkin words, Kate, to hear myself talk?

Listen! broke in Joe Cumberland, and raised a bony forefinger for silence.

* * * * *

And the doctor noted a great change in the old man. There was no longer a tremor in his body. There was only a calm and smiling expectation — a certainty. A tinge of colour was in his withered face for the first time since Byrne had come to the ranch, and now the cattleman raised his finger with such an air of calm authority that at once every voice in the room was stilled.

Dye hear?

They did not. They heard only the faint rushing of the air through the window. The flame danced in the chimney of the lamp and changed the faces in phantastic alteration. One and all, they turned and faced the window. Still there was not a sound audible, but the doctor felt as if the noise were approaching. He knew it as surely as if he could see some far-off object moving near and nearer. And he knew, as clearly, that the others in the room felt the same thing. He turned his glance from the window towards Kate Cumberland. Her face was upturned. There was about it a transparent pallor; the eyes were large and darkly ringed; the lips parted into the saddest and the most patient of smiles; and the slender fingers were interwoven and pressed against the base of her throat.

For the first time he saw how the fire that was so manifest in the old man had been consuming her, also. It left no mark of the coming of death upon her. But it had burned her pure and left her transparent as crystal. Pity swelled in the throat of Byrne as he realised the anguish of her long waiting. Fear mingled with his pity. He felt that something was coming which would seize on her as the wind seizes on the dead leaf, whirling her off into an infinity of storm and darkness into which he could not follow a single pace.

He turned back towards the window. The rush of air played steadily, and then in pulses, upon his face. Then even the wind ceased; as if it, too, were waiting. Not a sound. But silence has a greater voice than discord or music. It seemed to Byrne that he could tell how fast each heart was beating.

The old man had closed his eyes again. And yet the rigid forefinger remained raised, and the faint smile touched at the corners of his mouth. Buck Daniels sat lunging forward in his chair, his knees supporting his elbows, and scowled up at the window with a sort of sullen terror.

Then Byrne heard it — so small a voice that at first he thought it was only a part of the silence. It grew and grew — in a sudden burst it was clear to every ear — the honking of the wild geese!

And Byrne knew the picture they made. He could see them far up in the sky — a dim triangle of winter grey — moving with the beat of lightning wings each in an arrowy flight north, and north, and north. Creatures for sport all the world over; here alone, in all the earth, in the heart of this mountain-desert, they were in some mysterious wise messengers. Once more the far discord showered down upon them, died as they rose, perhaps, to a higher level, and was heard no more.


20. THE COMING
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THEN A PADDING step, light, lighter than the sound of the softest thought. It was passing near; the faint breeze blew the sound to them, around them, behind them. Each man felt as if some creature were stalking him, unseen. Next — it appeared by magic against the blue black of the night — the head of a great wolf, quite black, shaggy, with sharply pointed ears. And the eyes stared at them, green eyes with lights that swirled as the flame jumped in the throat of the lamp. For a long moment the horror lasted. Then the head, as it had come, disappeared, and the light, light foot fall, faded away.

Buck Daniels had risen, now. The sound of his whisper made them start.

Im going up — to my room — and lock the door — for Gods sake — keep — him away!

And so he stole soundlessly away, and then they heard the creaks which announced his progress up the stairs.

Not Buck Daniels alone. In the deadly silence Kate rose to her feet; and the old man, the invalid — he with the dead body and the living brain, rose from his couch and stood as erect as a soldier on parade. The doctor was conscious of repeating to himself, hurriedly, a formula something like this: The thing which is coming is human; it cannot be more than human; as long as it is human it is nothing to fear; the laws of truth are irrevocably fixed; the laws of science will not change. Yet in spite of this formula he was deadly cold, as if a wind were blowing through his naked soul. It was not fear. It was something beyond fear, and he would not have been otherwhere for any reward. All his mind remained poised, expectant, as the astronomer waits for the new star which his calculations have predicted to enter the field of his telescope.

He caught the sound of another horse coming, far different even to his unpracticed ear from the beat of hoofs which announced the coming of Buck Daniels. The rhythm of their fall was slower, as if the stride of the animal were much longer. He pictured a mighty creature with a vast mane blown back against the chest of a giant rider. There was a murmur from Kate: Dan, my dear, my dear!

Then he heard a padding footfall, hardly louder than the light, light step of the wolf. The knob of the door turned slowly, without a sound; it opened, and a man stepped in. He was not larger than the doctor — a slender fellow, almost dapper in his dress, with hardly a sign of travel about him, except that the brim of his sombrero was folded back from his face as if from continual pressure of wind. These things Randall Byrne noted vaguely; what he was sharply aware of were the eyes of the man. He had the feeling that he had seen them before; he remembered the yellow light that had swirled in the eyes of the wolf at the window.

The newcomer flashed a glance about the room, yet for all its speed it seemed to linger an instant on each face, and when it crossed the stare of Byrne the doctor shrank.

Where is Buck? asked the man. Ive come for him!

As if in answer, the great, shaggy dog slipped through the entrance past his master and glided across the room. As he passed, Kate held out a hand to him. She called softly: Bart! but she was greeted with a silent baring of fangs; and she caught her hand back against her breast, with the tears springing in her eyes. On the other side of the room the black dog paused and looked back to his master, while Byrne realised with a shudder that the door before which it stood was the door through which Buck Daniels had disappeared. Straight to that door Barry stepped, and Byrne realised, with an eerie emotion, that the footfalls made no sound.

Before he reached the door, however, the girl started forward and sprang before him. With her outstretched arms she barred the way. Her skirt brushed almost in the face of the dog, and the beast shrank away not in fear, but crouching in readiness to leap. The sharp ears twitched back; a murderous snarl rolled up from between the wicked teeth. Yet she did not cast a single glance at him; she faced the greater danger.

She was saying: Whatever Buck did, it wasnt done to hurt you, Dan; it was done for your own sake. And for Dads sake. You shant pass here!

From his position, the doctor could not see the face of Dan Barry, but he guessed at it through the expression of Kate. Such terror and horror were in her eyes as though she were facing a deaths head inches away. Then he saw the slender hand of Barry rise and move towards the girl, slowly, tremblingly, as though one fierce impulse urged him to thrust her to one side and as though another held back his arm. The doctor could not watch the girl longer; fear and pity were wringing him as he lowered his glance to the floor.

Then he heard her cry: Have you forgotten me, like Bart? Like Bart, have you forgotten me, Dan?

His hand fell to his side and he glided back from her; but now Byrne could see that the eyes of Barry were looking past the girl, as though he stared through the solid wood of the door and found his prey beyond it. The stranger slipped towards the door by which he had entered, with the great dog slinking at his heels. Kate Cumberland leaned heavily against the wall, her arm thrown across her face, but there was no consciousness of her in the face of Barry. Yet at the very door he paused and straightened; Byrne saw that he was staring towards Joe Cumberland; and the old man reached a bony hand out.

Oh, lad, he said softly, I been waitin for you years an years, seems like!

Barry crossed the room as noiselessly, as swiftly, as a flying shadow.

Sit down! he commanded, and Byrne caught a faint ring in the voice, like the shiver of metal striking steel.

Joe Cumberland obeyed without a word, and then lay back at full length upon the couch — a palsy had seized on him, and the hand which rested on the shoulder of Dan Barry was shaking. By the couch came the tall dog, and crouched, staring up in the masters face; then the younger man turned his face towards Byrne and the girl. Those thin-cut nostrils expanded, the lips compressed, and Byrne dared not look into the flare of the eyes.

Who done this? asked Barry, and still the shiver of cold metal rang in his voice. Whos done this?

Steady, lad, said Joe Cumberland faintly. They aint no call for fightin. Steady, Dan, boy. An dont leave me!

Byrne caught a signal from Kate and followed her obediently from the room.

Let them be alone, she said.

Impossible! protested the doctor. Your father is lapsed into a most dangerous condition. The physical inertia which has held him for so long is now broken and I look for a dangerous mental and nervous collapse to accompany it. A sedative is now imperative!

He laid his hand on the knob of the door to return, but the girl blocked his way.

Dont go in, she commanded feebly. I cant explain to you. All I can say is that Dad was the one who found Dan Barry and theres something between them that none of us understand. But I know that he can help Dad. I know Dad is in no danger while Dan is with him.

A pleasant superstition, nodded the doctor, but medicine, my dear Miss Cumberland, does not take account of such things.

Doctor Byrne, she said, rallying a failing strength for the argument, I insist. Dont ask me to explain.

In that case, he answered coldly, I cannot assume responsibility for what may happen.

She made a gesture of surrender, weakly.

Look back in on them now, she said. If you dont find father quiet, you may go in to him.

Doctor Byrne obeyed, opening the door softly. He saw Joe Cumberland prone, of course, upon the couch. One hand lay as usual across his breast, but the other was at his side, clasped in the hands of Dan Barry. The old cattleman slept. Yes, there was no doubt that for the first time in many days he slumbered soundly. The lean, narrow chest rose and fell with deep, slow breaths; the eyes were closed, and there was no twitching of muscles to betray ragged nerves or a mind that dreamed fiercely while the body slept. Far over the sleeping man leaned the stranger, as if he were peering closely into the closed eyes of Joe Cumberland. There was a tenseness of watching and waiting in his attitude, like the runner on the mark, or like the burden-bearer lifting a great weight, and Byrne gathered, in some mysterious manner, the impression that Barry sent through his hands and into the body of Cumberland a continual stream of nervous strength — an electric thing. Nonsense, of course. And it was nonsense, also, to think that the huge dog which lay staring up into the face of the master understood all this affair much better than the practiced mind of the physician. Yet the illusion held with Randall Byrne in spite of all his scepticism.

He was certain that he had made not the slightest sound in opening the door, but presently the head of the watcher turned slowly, and Byrne was looking into those same yellow, terrible eyes. At the same instant the sick man moaned faintly. The doctor closed the door as softly as he had opened it and turned a drawn face upon Kate Cumberland.

I dont understand; it isnt possible! he whispered.

No one understands, said the girl, and smiled mirthlessly. Dont try to, Doctor Byrne. Go to bed, and sleep. If you can. Good night.

But you, said Byrne, following her, are almost as ill as your father. Is there nothing I can do for you?

You? she asked, surprised. No, nothing.

But theres not the slightest colour in your face. And you are trembling, Miss Cumberland!

She did not seem to hear him.

Will he stay? she asked of herself. Will he leave before the morning?

I shall see that he stays, said the doctor. I will stay here outside the door and see that he does not leave, if you wish.

Once more she smiled in that baffling manner.

Could you keep the wind from blowing, Doctor Byrne? If I thought that he could be kept— she stopped. He has forgotten us. He has forgotten all of us except Dad. And if Dad cannot keep him, nothing will keep him. Its useless for you to wait here. Good night again, Doctor Byrne.

He watched her up the stairs. By the dim light he saw her hand catching at the balustrade as if she were drawing herself up, step by step. When she reached the landing and turned half towards him, he saw that her head was fallen.

Not a glance, not a thought for me, murmured the doctor. But if the stranger does leave— Instead of finishing the muttered sentences, he drew a chair back against the wall and sat down with folded hands to wait.


21. MAC STRANN DECIDES TO KEEP THE LAW
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IT WAS HOURS later that night when Haw-Haw Langley and Mac Strann sat their horses on the hill to the south. Before them, on the nearest rise of ground, a clump of tall trees and the sharp triangle of a roof split the sky, while down towards the right spread a wide huddle of sheds and barns.

Thats where the trail ends, said Mac Strann, and started his horse down the slope. Haw-Haw Langley urged his little mount hurriedly alongside the squat bulk of his companion. He looked like the skeleton reality, and Mac Strann the blunt, deformed shadow.

You aint going into the house lookin for him, Mac? he asked, and he lowered his voice to a sharp whisper in spite of the distance. Maybe theres a pile of men in that house. Its got room for a whole army. You aint going in there by yourself, Mac?

Haw-Haw, explained the big man quietly, I aint going after Barry. Im going to make him come after me.

Haw-Haw considered this explanation for a dazed moment. It was far too mysterious for his comprehension.

What you goin to do? he asked again.

Would you know that black hoss agin if you seen him? asked Mac Strann.

In a thousand.

That hoss has had a long ride; and Barry has put him in one of them barns, they aint no doubt. Most like, the dog is with the hoss.

It looks a considerable lot like a wolf, muttered Langley. I wouldnt choose meetin up with that dog in the dark. Besides, what good is it goin to do you to find the dog?

If you hurt a mans dog, explained Mac Strann calmly, youre hurting the man, aint you? Im going to hurt this mans dog; afterwards the dogll bring the man to me. They aint no doubt of that. I aint goin to kill the dog. Im goin to jest nick him sos hell get well and then hit my trail.

What sense is they in that?

If Barry comes to me, aint he the one thats breakin the law? If I kill him then, wont it be in self-defense? I aint no law-breaker, Haw-Haw. It aint any good bein a law-breaker. Them lawyers can talk a man right into a grave. Theys worse nor poison. Id rather be caught in a bear trap a hundred miles from my shack than have a lawyer fasten onto my leg right in the middle of Brownsville. No, Haw-Haw, I aint going to break any law. But Im going to fix the wolf sos hell know me; and when he gets well hell hit my trail, and when he hits my trail hell have Barry with him. And when Barry sees me, then— he raised his arms above him in the dark. Then! breathed Mac Strann, Jerry can start sleepin sound for the first time!

Haw-Haw Langley wrapped his long arms about himself.

An Ill be there to watch. Ill be there to see fair play, dont you never doubt it, Mac. Why didnt I never go with you before? Why, Jerry never done anything to touch this! But be careful, Mac. Dont make no slip up to-night. If theys trouble — I aint a fighting man, Mac. I aint no ways built for it.

Shut your mouth, said Mac Strann bluntly. I need quiet now.

For they were now close to the house. Mac Strann brought his horse to a jog trot and cast a semi-circle skirting the house and bringing him behind the barns. Here he retreated to a little jutting point of land from behind which the house was invisible, and there dismounted.

Haw-Haw Langley followed example reluctantly. He complained: I aint never heard before of a man leavin his hoss behind him! It aint right and it aint policy.

His leader, however, paid no attention to this grumbling. He skirted back behind the barns, walking with a speed which extended even the long legs of Haw-Haw Langley. Most of the stock was turned out in the corrals. Now and then a horse stamped, or a bull snorted from the fenced enclosures, but from the barns they heard not a sound. Now Mac Strann paused. They had reached the largest of the barns, a long, low structure.

This here, said Mac Strann, is where that hoss must be. They wouldnt run a hoss like that with others. Theyd keep him in a big stall by himself. Well try this one, Haw-Haw.

But Haw-Haw drew back at the door. The interior was black as the hollow of a throat as soon as Mac Strann rolled back the sliding door, and Haw-Haw imagined evil eyes glaring and twinkling at him along the edges of the darkness.

The wolf! he cautioned, grasping the shoulder of his companion. You aint goin to walk onto that wolf, Mac?

The latter struck down Haw-Haws hand.

A wolf makes a noise before it jumps, he whispered, and that warnin is all the light I need.

Now their eyes grew somewhat accustomed to the dark and Haw-Haw could make out, vaguely, the posts of the stalls to his right. He could not tell whether or not some animal might be lying down between the posts, but Mac Strann, pausing at every stall, seemed to satisfy himself at a glance. Right down the length of the barn they passed until they reached a wall at the farther end.

He aint here, sighed Haw-Haw, with relief. Mac, if I was you, Id wait till they was light before I went huntin that wolf.

He ought to be here, growled Mac Strann, and lighted a match. The flame spurted in a blinding flash from the head of the match and then settled down into a steady yellow glow. By that brief glow Mac Strann looked up and down the wall. The match burned out against the calloused tips of his fingers.

That wall, mused Strann, aint made out of the same timber as the side of the barn. That wall is whole years newer. Haw-Haw, that aint the end of the barn. Theys a holler space beyond it. He lighted another match, and then cursed softly in delight. Look! he commanded.

At the farther side of the wall was the glitter of metal — the latch of a door opening in the wooden wall. Mac Strann set it ajar and Haw-Haw peered in over the big mans shoulder. He saw first a vague and formless glimmer. Then he made out a black horse lying down in the centre of a box stall. The animal plunged at once to its feet, and crowding as far as possible away against the wall, turned its head and stared at them with flashing eyes.

Its him! whispered Haw-Haw. Its Barrys black. They aint another hoss like him on the range. An the wolf — thank God! — aint with him.

But Mac Strann closed the door of the stall, frowning thoughtfully, and thought on the face of Strann was a convulsion of pain. He dropped the second match to his feet, where it ignited a wisp of straw that sent up a puff of light.

Ah-h! drawled Mac Strann. The wolf aint here, but well soon have him here. And the thing that brings him here will get rid of the black hoss.

Are you goin to steal the hoss?

Steal him? He couldnt carry me two mile, a skinny hoss like that. But if Barry ever gets away agin on that hoss I aint never goin to catch him. That hoss has got to die.

Haw-Haw Langley caught his breath with a harsh gurgle. For men of the mountain-desert sometimes fall very low indeed, but in their lowest moments it is easier for him to kill a man than a horse. There is the story, for instance, of the cattleman who saw the bull-fight in Juarez, and when the bull gored the first horse the cowpuncher rose in the crowd and sent a bullet through the picador to square the deal. So Haw-Haw sighed.

Mac, he whispered, has it got to be done? Aint there any other way? Ive seen that hoss. When the sun hits him it sets him on fire, hes that sleek. And his legs is like drawn-iron, theyre that fine. And hes got a head thats finer than a mans head, Mac.

Ive seen him close enough, answered Mac Strann grimly. An Ive follered him for a day and a half, damn near. Spose Barry finds out Im on his trail; spose he wont foller the wolf when the wolf tries to lead him to me. Spose he gets on this hoss and cuts away? Can I foller the wind, Haw-Haw? This hoss has got to die!

From the manger he threw out several armfuls of hay, wrenched down from behind the manger several light boards, and tossed them on the hay. He lighted a match and was approaching the small flame to the pile of inflammables when Haw-Haw Langley cried softly: Hark, Mac!

The big man instantly extinguished the match. For a moment they could distinguish nothing, but then they heard the sharp, high chorus of the wild geese flying north. Haw-Haw Langley snickered apologetically.

That was what I heard a minute ago! he said. And it sounded like voices comin.

A snarl of contempt came from Mac Strann; then he scratched another match and at once the flame licked up the side of the hay and cast a long arm up the wooden wall.

Out of this, quick! commanded Mac Strann, and they started hastily down the barn towards the door. The fire behind them, after the puff of flame from the hay, had died away to a ghastly and irregular glow with the crackle of the slowly catching wood. It gave small light to guide them — only enough, indeed, to deceive the eye. The posts of the stalls grew into vast, shadowy images; the irregularities of the floor became high places and pits alternately. But when they were halfway to the door, Haw-Haw Langley saw a form too grim to be a shadow, blocking their path. It was merely a blacker shape among the shades, but Haw-Haw was aware of the two shining eyes, and stopped short in his tracks.

The wolf! he whispered to Mac Strann. Mac, whatre we goin to do?

The other had not time to answer, for the shadow at the door of the barn now leaped towards them, silently, without growl or yelp or snarl. As if to guide the battle, the kindling wood behind them now ignited and sent up a yellow burst of light. By it Haw-Haw Langley saw the great beast clearly, and he leaped back behind the sheltering form of Mac Strann. As for Mac, he did not move or flinch from the attack. His revolver was in his hand, levelled, and following the swift course of Black Bart.


22. PATIENCE
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THERE IS ONE patience greater than the endurance of the cat at the hole of the mouse or the wolf which waits for the moose to drop, and that is the patience of the thinking man; the measure of the Hindoos moveless contemplation of Nirvana is not in hours but in weeks or even in months. Randall Byrne sat at his sentinel post with his hands folded and his grave eyes steadily fixed before him, and for hour after hour he did not move. Though the wind rose, now and again, and whistled through the upper chambers or mourned down the empty halls, Randall Byrne did not stir so much as an eyelash in observance. Two things held him fascinated. One was the girl who had passed up yonder stairs so wearily without a single backward glance at him; the other was the silent battle which went on in the adjoining room. Now and then his imagination wandered away to secondary pictures. He would see Barry meeting Buck Daniels, at last, and striking him down as remorselessly as the hound strikes the hare; or he would see him riding back towards Elkhead and catch a bright, sad vision of Kate Cumberland waving a careless adieu to him, and then hear her singing carelessly as she turned away. Such pictures as these, however, came up but rarely in the mind of Byrne. Mostly he thought of the stranger leaning over the body of old Joe Cumberland, reviving him, restoring him with electric energy, paying back, as it were, some ancient debt. And he thought of the girl as she had turned at the landing place of the stairs, her head fallen; and he thought of her lying in her bed, with her arm under the mass of bright hair, trying to sleep, very tired, but remorsely held awake by that same power which was bringing Joe Cumberland back from the verge of death.

It was all impossible. This thing could not be. It was really as bad as the yarn of the Frankenstein monster. He considered how it would seem in print, backed by his most solemn asseverations, and then he saw the faces of the men who associated with him, pale thoughtful faces striving to conceal their smiles and their contempt. But always he came back, like the desperate hare doubling on his course, upon the picture of Kate Cumberland there at the turning of the stairs, and that bent, bright head which confessed defeat. The man had forgotten her. It made Byrne open his eyes in incredulity even to imagine such a thing. The man had forgotten her! She was no more to him than some withered hag he might ride past on the road.

His ear, subconsciously attentive to everything around him, caught a faint sound from the next room. It was a regular noise. It had the rhythm of a quick footfall, but in its nature it was more like the sound of a heavily beating pulse. Randall Byrne sat up in his chair. A faint creaking attested that it was, indeed, a footfall traversing the room to and fro, steadily.

The stranger, then, no longer leaned over the couch of the old cattleman. He was walking up and down the floor with that characteristic, softly padding step. Of what did he think as he walked? It carried Byrne automatically out into the darkest night, with a wind in his face, and the rhythm of a long striding horse carrying him on to a destination unknown.

Here he heard a soft scratching, repeated, at the door. When it came again he rose and opened the door — at once the tall, shaggy dog slipped through the opening and glided past him. It startled Byrne oddly to see the animal stealing away, as if Barry himself had been leaving. He called to the beast, but he was met by a silent baring of white fangs that stopped him in his tracks. The great dog was gone without a sound, and Byrne closed the door again without casting a look inside. He was stupidly, foolishly afraid to look within.

After that the silence had a more vital meaning. No pictures crowded his brain. He was simply keyed to a high point of expectancy, and therefore, when the door was opened silently, he sprang up as if in acknowledgment of an alarm and faced Barry. The latter closed the door behind him and glided after the big dog. He had almost crossed the big room when Byrne was able to speak.

Mr. Barry! he called.

The man hesitated.

Mr. Barry, he repeated.

And Dan Barry turned. It was something like the act of the wolf the moment before — a swift movement, a flash of the eyes in something like defiance.

Mr. Barry, are you leaving us?

Im going outside.

Are you coming back?

I dunno.

A great joy swelled in the throat of Doctor Byrne. He felt like shouting in triumph; yet he remembered once more how the girl had gone up the stairs, wearily, with fallen head. He decided that he would do what he could to keep the stranger with them, and though Randall Byrne lived to be a hundred he would never do a finer thing than what he attempted then. He stepped across the room and stood before Barry, blocking the way.

Sir, he said gravely, if you go now, you will work a great sorrow in this house.

A glint of anger rose in the eyes of Barry.

Joe Cumberland is sleepin soun, he answered. Hell be a pile rested when he wakes up. He dont need me no more.

Hes not the only one who needs you, said Byrne. His daughter has been waiting impatiently for your coming, sir.

The sharp glance of Barry wavered away.

Id kind of like to stay, he murmured, but I got to go.

A dull voice called from the next room.

Its Joe Cumberland, said Byrne. You see, he is not sleeping!

The brow of Barry clouded, and he turned gloomily back.

Maybe I better stay, he agreed.

Yet before he made a step Byrne heard a far-away honking of the wild geese, that musical discord carrying for uncounted miles through the windy air. The sound worked like magic on Barry. He whirled back.

I got to go, he repeated.

And yet Byrne blocked the way. It required more courage to do that than to do anything he had ever attempted in his life. The sweat poured out from under his armpits as the stranger stepped near; the blood rushed from his face as he stared into the eyes of Barry — eyes which now held an uncanny glimmer of yellow light.

Sir, said Byrne huskily, you must not go! Listen! Old Cumberland is calling to you again! Does that mean nothing? If you have some errand out in the night, let me go for you.

Partner, said the soft voice of Barry, stand aside. I got no time, Im wanted!

Every muscle of Randall Byrnes body was set to repulse the stranger in any effort to pass through that door, and yet, mysteriously, against his will, he found himself standing to one side, and saw the other slip through the open door.

Dan! Are ye there? called a louder voice from the room beyond.

There was no help for it. He, himself, must go back and face Joe Cumberland. With a lie, no doubt. He would say that Dan had stepped out for a moment and would be back again. That might put Cumberland safely to sleep. In the morning, to be sure, he would find out the deception — but let every day bury its dead. Here was enough trouble for one night. He went slowly, but steadily enough, towards the door of what had now become a fatal room to the doctor. In that room he had seen his dearest doctrines cremated. Out of that room he had come bearing the ashes of his hopes in his hands. Now he must go back once more to try to fill, with science, a gap of which science could never take cognizance.

He lingered another instant with his hand on the door; then he cast it wide bravely enough and stepped in. Joe Cumberland was sitting up on the edge of his couch. There was colour in the old mans face. It almost seemed, to the incredulous eyes of Byrne, that the face was filled out a trifle. Certainly the fire of the old cattlemans glance was less unearthly.

Wheres Dan? he called. Whered he go?

It was no longer the deep, controlled voice of the stoic; it was the almost whining complaint of vital weakness.

Is there anything I can do for you? parried Byrne. Anything you need or wish?

Him! answered the old man explosively. Damn it, I need Dan! Where is he? He was here. I felt him here while I was sleepin. Where is he?

He has stepped out for an instant, answered Byrne smoothly. He will be back shortly.

He — has — stepped — out? echoed the old man slowly. Then he rose to the full of his gaunt height. His white hair, his triangle of beard and pointed moustache gave him a detached, a mediaeval significance; a portrait by Van Dyck had stepped from its frame.

Doc, youre lyin to me! Where has he gone?

A sudden, almost hysterical burst of emotion swept Doctor Byrne.

Gone to heaven or hell! he cried with startling violence. Gone to follow the wind and the wild geese — God knows where!

Like a period to his sentence, a gun barked outside, there was a howl of demoniac pain and rage, and then a scream that would tingle in the ear of Doctor Randall Byrne till his dying day.


23. HOW MAC STRANN KEPT THE LAW
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FOR WHEN THE dog sprang, Mac Strann fired, and the wolf was jerked up in the midst of his leap by the tearing impact of the bullet. It was easy for Strann to dodge the beast, and the great black body hurtled past him and struck heavily on the floor of the barn. It missed Mac Strann, indeed, but it fell at the very feet of Haw-Haw Langley, and a splash of blood flirted across his face. He was too terrified to shriek, but fell back against the wall of the barn, gasping. There he saw Black Bart struggle to regain his feet, vainly, for both of the animals forelegs seemed paralyzed. Now the yellow light of the fire rose brightly, and by it Haw-Haw marked the terrible eyes and the lolling, slavering tongue of the great beast, and the fangs like ivory daggers. It could not regain its feet, but it thrust itself forward by convulsive efforts of the hind legs towards Mac Strann.

Haw-Haw Langley stared for a single instant in white-faced fear, but when he realised that Black Bart was helpless as a toothless old dog, the tall cowpuncher twisted his lean fingers with a silent joy. Once more Bart pushed himself towards Mac Strann, and then Haw-Haw Langley stepped forward, and with all the force of his long leg smashed his heavy riding boot into the face of the dog. Black Bart toppled back against the base of the manger, struggled vainly to regain his poise, and it was then that he pointed his nose up, and wailed like a lost soul, wailed with the fury of impotent hate. Mac Strann caught Haw-Haw by the arm and dragged him back towards the door.

I dont want to kill the dog, he repeated. Get out of here, Haw-Haw. Barryll be comin any minute.

He could have used no sharper spur to urge on the laggard. Haw-Haw Langley raced out of the barn a full stride before Mac Strann. They hurried together to the little rise of ground behind which they had left their horses, and as they ran the scream which had curdled the blood of Randall Byrne rang through the night. In a thousand years he could never have guessed from what that yell issued; his nearest surmise would have been a score of men screaming in unison under the torture. But Mac Strann and Haw-Haw Langley knew the sound well enough.

When they mounted their saddles they could look over the top of the little hill and observe everything easily without being seen, for the hill-top commanded a range of the corrals and a view of the fronts of the barns and sheds which opened upon the fenced enclosures. The largest and longest of these buildings was now plainly visible, for a long arm of fire reached above the roof on one side of the low shed and by this growing light the other barns, the glimmering-eyed horses and cattle of the corrals, the trees about the house, the house itself, were in turn visible, though vaguely, and at times, as the flame lapsed, all were lost in a flood of swift darkness. Once more that unhuman shriek echoed from hill to hill and from building to building. It was Satan in his box stall. The flames were eating through the partition, and the stallion was mad with fear.

Lights flashed, here and there, in the big ranch house; and from the bunk-house on the farther side of the corrals rose a volley of curses and yells of dismay. The cattle began milling blindly, bellowing and stamping, and the horses ranged at a mad gallop back and forth across their corrals, wild-eyed with terror. It was like the tumult of a battle, and sharper than a trumpet a new sound cut through the din — it was a short, high whistle, twice repeated. An answer came from the burning barn — the long, strong neighing of the stallion.

Dye hear? muttered Mac Strann. Its the hoss talkin to his master!

And there he comes! said Haw-Haw Langley. Runnin like the wind!

The flame, picked up by the gale, tore for itself a wider breathing space through the roof and sent up an audibly roaring column of blinding red. By that light, Mac Strann, following Haw-Haws directing arm, saw a lithe figure vault over the fence on the farther side of the corral and dart forward among the milling cattle.

Now, when cattle begin to mill it takes a brave man on a brave, well-trained horse to trust his chances in the midst of that ocean of tossing horns. But this man ventured it on foot. Mac Strann could follow him easily, for the mans hat was off, and the firelight glittered on his black hair. That glimmering head darted here and there among the circling cattle. Now it was lost, swamped, to all appearances, under a score of trampling hooves. Again it reappeared on the further side. Mac Strann could see the runner in a comparatively open space, racing like a trained sprinter, and he headed straight towards a wall of tossing horns. They were long-horns, and one sway of those lowered heads could drive the hard, sharp point through and through the body of a man. Yet straight at this impassable wall the stranger rushed, like a warrior in his Berserker madness leaping naked upon a hedge of spears. At the verge of the danger the man sprang high into the air. Two leaps, from back to back among the herd, and he was across the thicket of danger, down once more on the ground, and dodging past the outskirts of the bellowing cows. Over the nearer fence he vaulted and disappeared into the smoke which vomited from the mouth of the burning barn.

God Amighty, groaned Haw-Haw Langley, can he get the hoss out?

It aint possible, answered Mac Strann. All hosses goes mad when they gets in a fire — even when they sees a fire. Look at them fools over yonder in the corral.

Indeed, in the horse-corral a score of frantic animals were attempting to leap the high rails in the direction of the burning barn. Their stamping and snorting came volleying up the hill to the watchers.

All hosses goes mad, concluded Mac Strann, an Barryll get tramped under the feet of his own hoss even if he gets to the stall — which he wont. Look there!

Out of the rush of fire and smoke at the door of the barn Dan Barry stumbled, blindly, and fell back upon the ground. Haw-Haw Langley began to twist his cold hands together in an ecstasy.

The hoss is gone and the wolf is gone, and Barry is beat! he chuckled to himself. Mac, I wouldnt of missed this for a ten days ride. Its worth it. But see the gal and that new gent, Mac!

* * * * *

For when the clamour arose outside the house, Buck Daniels had run to the window. For many reasons he had not taken off his clothes this night, but had lain down on the bed and folded his hands behind his head to wait. With the first outcry he was at the window and there he saw the flames curling above the roof of the barn, and next, by that wild light, how Dan Barry raced through the dangerous corral, and then he heard the shrill neighing of Satan, and saw Dan disappear in the smoking door of the barn.

Fear drew Buck Daniels one way but a fine impulse drew him another. He turned away from the window with a curse; he turned back to it with a curse, and then, muttering: He went through hell for me; and him and me together, well go through hell again! he ran from the room and thundered down the crazy stairs.

As he left the house he found Kate Cumberland, and they went on together, running without a word to each other. Only, when he came beside her, she stopped short and flashed one glance at him. By that glance he knew that she understood why he was there, and that she accepted his sacrifice.

They hurried around the outer edge of the corrals, and as they approached the flaming barn from one side the men from the bunk-house rushed up from the other. It was Buck Daniels who reached Dan as the latter stumbled back from the door of the barn, surrounded by a following cloud of smoke, and fell stumbling to the ground. And Buck raised him.

The girl was instantly beside them.

She had thrown on a white dressing gown when she rose from bed. It was girded high across her breast, and over it showered her bright hair, flashing like liquid gold in growing light. She, now, received the semi-conscious burden of Dan Barry, and Buck Daniels stepped forward, close to the smoke. He began to shout directions which the two watchers behind the hill could not hear, though they saw his long arms point and gesticulate and they could see his speaking lips. But wild confusion was on the crowd of cowpunchers. They ran here and there. One or two brought buckets of water and tossed the contents uselessly into the swirling, red-stained hell of smoke. But most of them ran here and there, accomplishing nothing.

An all this come from one little match, Mac, cried Haw-Haw ecstatically at the ear of Mac Strann. All what were seein! Look at the gal, Mac! Shes out of her wits! Shes foolin about Barry, doin no good.

A gust of smoke and fire must have met Barry face to face when he entered the barn, for he seemed now as helpless as if he were under a strong narcotic influence. He leaned heavily back into the arms of the girl, his head rolling wildly from side to side. Then, clearer than before, dominating all the confusion of noise, and with a ringing, trumpet note of courage in it, the black stallion neighed again from his burning stall. It had a magic effect upon Barry. He stood up and tore himself from the arms of the girl. They saw her gesture and cry to the surrounding men for help, and a dozen hands were stretched out to keep the madman from running again into the fire. They might better have attempted to hold a wild horse with their naked hands. He slipped and broke through their grips, and a second later had leaped into the inferno of smoke, running bent close to the ground where the pure air, if there were any, was sure to be.

The gals sick! said Haw-Haw Langley. Look, Mac!

And he began to laugh in that braying voice which had given him his nickname. Yet even in his laughter his eyes were brightly observant; not a single detail of misery or grief was lost upon him; he drank it in; he fed his famine-stricken soul upon it. Kate Cumberland had buried her face in her arms; Buck Daniels, attempting to rush in after Dan Barry, had been caught beneath the arms by Doctor Byrne and another and was now borne struggling back.

From the very heart of the burning barn the sharp single whistle burst and over the rolling smoke and spring fire rose the answering neigh. A human voice could not have spoken more intelligibly: I wait in trust!

After that neigh and whistle, a quiet fell over the group at the barn door. There was nothing to do. There was not enough wind to blow the flames from this barn to one of the neighbouring sheds; all they could do was to stand still and watch the progress of the conflagration.

The deep, thick voice of Mac Strann broke in: Start prayin, Haw-Haw, that the hoss dont kill Barry when he gets to him. Start prayin that Barry is left for me to finish.

He must have meant his singular request more as a figure of speech than a real demand, but an hysteria was upon Haw-Haw Langley. He stretched up his vast, gaunt arms to the dim spot of red in the central heavens above the fire, and Haw-Haw prayed for the first and last time in his life.

O Lord, gimme this one favour. Bring Barry safe out of the barn. Bring him out even if you got to bring the damned hoss with him. Bring him out and save him for Mac Strann to meet. And, God Amighty, let me be around somewheres when they meet!

This strange exhibition Mac Strann watched with a glowering eye.

But it aint possible, he said positively. I been in fires. Barry cant live through the fire; an if he does, the hoss will finish him. It aint possible for him to come out!

From half the roof of the shed flames now poured, but presently a great shower of sparks rose at the farther end of the barn, and then Haw-Haw heard the sound of a beating and crashing.

Hey! he screamed, Barrys reached the black hoss and the black hoss is beating him into the floor!

You fool! answered Mac Strann calmly, Barry has got a beam or something and hes smashing down the burning partition of the box stall. Thats what hes doing; listen!

High over the fire, once again rose the neighing of the black horse, a sound of unspeakable triumph.

Youre right, groaned Haw-Haw, downcast. Hes reached the hoss!

He had hardly finished speaking when Mac Strann said: Anyway, hell never get out. This end wall of the barn is fallin in.

Indeed, the outer wall of the barn, nearest the door, was wavering in a great section and slowly tottering in. Another moment or two it would crash to the floor and block the way of Dan Barry, coming out, with a flaming ruin. Next the watchers saw a struggle among the group which watched. Three men were struggling with Buck Daniels, but presently he wrenched his arms free, struck down two men before him with swinging blows of his fists, and leaped into the smoke.

Hes gone nutty, like a crazy hoss with the sight of the fire, said Mac Strann quietly.

He aint! He aint! cried Haw-Haw Langley, wild with excitement. Hes holdin back the burnin wall to keep the way clear, damn him!

Indeed, the tottering wall, not having leaned to a great angle, was now pushed back by some power from the inside of the barn and kept erect. Though now and again it swayed in, as though the strength which held it was faltering under the strain.

Now the eyes of the watchers were called to the other end of the barn by a tremendous crashing. The entire section of that part of the roof fell in, and a shower of sparks leaped up into the heart of the sky, lighting the distant hills and drawing them near like watchers of the horror of the night.

Thats the end, said Mac Strann. Haw-Haw, they wasnt any good in your prayer.

I aint a professional prayin man, answered Haw-Haw defensively, but I done my best. If— He was cut short by a chorused cry from the watchers near the door of the barn, and then, through the vomited smoke and the fire, leaped the unsaddled body of Satan bearing on his back the crouched figure of Dan Barry, and in the arms of Barry, limp, his head hanging down loosely, was the body of the great black dog, Bart.

A fearful picture. The smoke swept following around the black stallion, and a great tongue of flame licked hungrily after the trio. But the stallion stood with head erect, and ears flattened, pawing the ground. With that cloud of destruction blowing him he stood like the charger which the last survivor might ride through the ruin of the universe in the Twilight of the Gods.

At the same instant, another smoke-clad figure lunged from the door of the barn, his hands outstretched as though he felt and fumbled his way through utter darkness. It was Buck Daniels, and as he cleared the door the section of tottering wall which he had upheld to keep the way clear for the Three, wavered, sagged, and then sank in thunder to the floor, and the whole barn lay a flame-tossed mass of ruin.

The watchers had scattered before the plunge of Satan, but he came to a sliding halt, as if his rider had borne heavily back upon the reins. Barry slipped from the stallions back with the wounded dog, and kneeled above the limp figure.

It aint the end, growled Mac Strann, that hoss will go runnin back into the fire. It aint hoss nature to keep from goin mad at the sight of a fire!

In answer to him, the black stallion whirled, raised his head high, and, with flaunting mane and tail, neighed a ringing defiance at the rising flames. Then he turned back and nuzzled the shoulder of his master, who was working with swift hands over the body of Black Bart.

Anyway, snarled Haw-Haw Langley, the damned wolf is dead.

I dunno, said Mac Strann. Maybe — maybe not. Theys quite a pile that we dunno.

If you want to get rid of the hoss, urged Haw-Haw, writhing in the glee of a new inspiration, nows the time for it, Mac. Get out your gun and pot the black. Before the crowd can get after us, well be miles away. They aint a saddled hoss in sight. Well, if you dont want to do it, I will! And he whipped out his gun.

But Mac Strann reached across and dragged the muzzle down.

We done all were goin to do to-night. Seems like Gods been listenin pretty close, around here!

He turned his horse, and Haw-Haw, reluctantly, followed suit. Still, as they trotted slowly away from the burning barn, Haw-Haw kept his glance fixed behind him until a final roaring crash and a bellying cloud of fire that smote the zenith announced the end of the barn. Then Haw-Haw turned his face to his companion.

Now what? he demanded.

We go to Elkhead and sit down and wait, answered Mac Strann. If the dog gets well hell bring Barry to us. Then all Ive got to do is defend myself.

Haw-Haw Langley twisted up his face and laughed, silently, to the red-stained sky.


24. DOCTOR BYRNE LOOKS INTO THE PAST

[image: img19.jpg]

THE BLACK HEAD of Barry, the brown head of Randall Byrne, the golden head of Kate Cumberland, were all bowed around the limp body of Black Bart. Buck Daniels, still gasping for breath, stood reeling nearby.

Let me attempt to resuscitate the animal, offered the doctor.

He was met by a blank look from Barry. The hair of the man was scorched, his skin was blistered and burned. Only his hands remained uninjured, and these continued to move over the body of the great dog. Kate Cumberland was on her knees over the brute.

Is it fatal, Dan? she asked. Is there no hope for Bart?

There was no answer from Barry, and she attempted to raise the fallen, lifeless head of the animal; but instantly a strong arm darted out and brushed her hands away. Those hands fell idly at her sides and her head went back as though she had been struck across the face. She found herself looking up into the angry eyes of Randall Byrne. He reached down and raised her to her feet; there was no colour in her face, no life in her limbs.

Theres nothing more to be done here, apparently, said the doctor coldly. Suppose we take your father and go back to the house.

She made neither assent nor dissent. Dan Barry had finished a swift, deft bandage and stopped the bleeding of the dogs wounds. Now he raised his head and his glance slipped rapidly over the faces of the doctor and the girl and rested on Buck Daniels. There was no flash of kindly thanks, no word of recognition. His right hand raised to his cheek, and rested there, and in his eyes came that flare of yellow hate. Buck Daniels shrank back until he was lost in the crowd. Then he turned and stumbled back towards the house.

Instantly, Barry began to work at expanding and depressing the lungs of the huge animal as he might have worked to bring a man back to life.

Watch him! whispered the doctor to Kate Cumberland. He is closer to that dog — that wolf, it looks like — than he has ever been to any human being!

She would not answer, but she turned her head quickly away from the man and his beast.

Are you afraid to watch? challenged Byrne, for his anger at Barrys blunt refusals still made his blood hot. When your father lay at deaths door was he half so anxious as he is now? Did he work so hard, by half? See how his eyes are fixed on the muzzle of the beast as if he were studying a human face!

No, no! breathed the girl.

I tell you, look! commanded the doctor. For theres the solution of the mystery. No mystery at all. Barry is simply a man who is closer akin to the brute forces in nature. See! By the eternal heavens, hes dragging that beast — that dumb beast — back from the door of death!

Barry had ceased his rapid manipulations, and turned the big dog back upon its side. Now the eyes of Black Bart opened, and winked shut again. Now the master kneeled at the head of the beast and took the scarred, shaggy head between his hands.

Bart! he commanded.

Not a stir in the long, black body. The stallion edged a pace closer, dropped his velvet muzzle, and whinnied softly at the very ear of the dog. Still, there was not an answering quiver.

Bart! called the man again, and there was a ring of wild grief — of fear — in his cry.

Do you hear? said Byrne savagely, at the ear of the girl. Did you ever use such a tone with a human being? Ever?

Take me away! she murmured. Im sick — sick at heart. Take me away!

Indeed, she was scarcely sure of her poise, and tottered where she stood. Doctor Byrne slipped his arm about her and led her away, supporting half her weight. They went slowly, by small, soft steps, towards the house, and before they reached it, he knew that she was weeping. But if there was sadness in Byrne, there was also a great joy. He was afire, for there is a flamelike quality in hope. Loss of blood and the stifling smoke, rather than a mortal injury or the touch of fire, had brought Black Bart close to death, but now that his breathing was restored, and almost normal, he gained rapidly. One instant he lingered on the border between life and death; the next, the brutes eyes opened and glittered with dim recognition up towards Dan, and he licked the hand which supported his head. At Dans direction, a blanket was brought, and after Dan had lifted Black Bart upon it, four men raised the corners of the blanket and carried the burden towards the house. One of the cowpunchers went ahead bearing the light. This was the sight which Doctor Byrne and Kate Cumberland saw from the veranda of the ranch-house as they turned and looked back before going in.

A funeral procession, suggested the doctor.

No, she answered positively. If Black Bart were dead, Dan wouldnt allow any hands save his own to touch the body. No, Black Bart is alive! Yet, its impossible.

The word impossible, however, was gradually dropping from the vocabulary of Randall Byrne. True, the wolf-dog had seemed dead past recovery and across the eyes of Byrne came a vision of the dead rising from their graves. Yet he merely shook his head and said nothing.

Ah! she broke in. Look!

The procession drew nearer, heading towards the back of the big house, and now they saw that Dan Barry walked beside the body of Black Bart, a smile on his lifted face. They disappeared behind the back of the house.

Byrne heard the girl murmuring, more to herself than to him: Once he was like that all the time.

Like what? he asked bluntly.

She paused, and then her hand dropped lightly on his arm. He could not see more than a vague outline of her in the night, only the dull glimmer of her face as she turned her head, and the faint whiteness of her hand.

Lets say good-night, she answered, at length. Our little worlds have toppled about our heads to-night — all your theories, it seems, and, God knows, all that I have hoped. Why should we stay here and make ourselves miserable by talk?

But because we have failed, he said steadily, is that a reason we should creep off and brood over our failure in silence? No, lets talk it out, man to man.

You have a fine courage, said the girl. But what is there we can say?

He answered: For my part, I am not so miserable as you think. For I feel as if this night had driven us closer together, you see; and Ive caught a perspective on everything that has happened here.

Tell me what you know.

Only what I think I know. It may be painful to hear.

Im very used to pain.

Well, a moment ago, when Barry was walking beside his dog, smiling, you murmured that he once was like that always. It gave me light. So Id say that there was a time when Dan Barry lived here with you and your father. Am I right?

Yes, for years and years.

And in those times he was not greatly different from other men. Not on the surface.

No.

You came to be very fond of him.

We were to marry, answered Kate Cumberland, and Byrne winced.

He went on: Then something happened — suddenly — that took him away from you, and you did not see him again until to-night. Am I right?

Yes. I thought you must have heard the story — from the outside. Ill tell you the truth. My father found Dan Barry wandering across the hills years ago. He was riding home over the range and he heard a strange and beautiful whistling, and when he looked up he saw on the western ridge, walking against the sky, a tattered figure of a boy. He rode up and asked the boy his name. He learned it was Dan Barry — Whistling Dan, he was called. But the boy could not, or would not, tell how he came to be there in the middle of the range without a horse. He merely said that he came from over there, and waved his hand to the south and east. That was all. He didnt seem to be alarmed because he was alone, and yet he apparently knew nothing of the country; he was lost in this terrible country where a man could wander for days without finding a house, and yet the boy was whistling as he walked! So Dad took him home and sent out letters all about — to the railroad in particular — to find out if such a boy was missing.

He received no answer. In the meantime he gave Dan a room in the house; and I remember how Dan sat at the table the first night — I was a very little girl then — and how I laughed at his strange way of eating. His knife was the only thing he was interested in and he made it serve for knife, fork, and spoon, and he held the meat in his fingers while he cut it. The next morning he was missing. One of Dads range riders picked up Dan several miles to the north, walking along, whistling gayly. The next morning he was missing again and was caught still farther away. After that Dad had a terrible scene with him — I dont know exactly what happened — but Dan promised to run away no more, and ever since then Dad has been closer to Dan than anyone else.

So Dan grew up. From the time I could first distinctly remember, he was very gentle and good-natured, but he was different, always. After a while he got Black Bart, you know, and then he went out with a halter and captured Satan. Think of capturing a wild mustang with nothing but a halter! He played around with them so much that I was jealous of them. So I kept with them until Bart and Satan were rather used to me. Bart would even play with me now and then when Dan wasnt near. And so finally Dan and I were to be married.

Dad didnt like the idea. He was afraid of what Dan might become. And he was right. One day, in a saloon that used to stand on that hill over there, Dan had a fight — his first fight — with a man who had struck him across the mouth for no good reason. That man was Jim Silent. Of course youve heard of him?

Never.

He was a famous long-rider — an outlaw with a very black record. At the end of that fight he struck Dan down with a chair and escaped. I went down to Dan when I heard of the fight — Black Bart led me down, to be exact — but Dan would not come back to the house, and hed have no more to do with anyone until he had found Jim Silent. I cant tell you everything that happened. Finally he caught Jim Silent and killed him — with his bare hands. Buck Daniels saw it. Then Dan came back to us, but on the first night he began to grow restless. It was last Fall — the wild geese were flying south — and while they were honking in the sky Dan got up, said good-bye, and left us. We have never seen him again until to-night. All we knew was that he had ridden south — after the wild geese.

A long silence fell between them, for the doctor was thinking hard.

And when he came back, he said, Barry did not know you? I mean you were nothing to him?

You were there, said the girl, faintly.

It is perfectly clear, said Byrne. If it were a little more commonplace it might be puzzling, but being so extraordinary it clears itself up. Did you really expect the dog, the wolf-dog, Black Bart, to remember you?

I may have expected it.

But you were not surprised, of course!

Naturally not.

Yet you see that Dan Barry — Whistling Dan, you call him — was closer to Black Bart than he was to you?

Why should I see that?

You watched him a moment ago when he was leaning over the dog.

He watched her draw her dressing gown closer about her, as though the cold bit more keenly then.

She said simply: Yes, I saw.

Dont you see that he is simply more in tune with the animal world? And its really no more reasonable to expect Black Bart to remember you than it is to expect Dan Barry to remember you? Its quite plain. When you go back to the beginning man was simply an animal, without the higher senses, as we call them. He was simply a brute, living in trees or in caves. Afterwards he grew into the thing we all know. But why not imagine a throw-back into the earlier instincts? Why not imagine the creature devoid of the impulses of mind, the thing which we call man, and see the splendid animal? You saw in Dan Barry simply a biological sport — the freak — the thing which retraces the biological progress and comes close to the primitive. But of course you could not realise this. He seemed a man, and you accepted him as a man. In reality he was no more a man than Black Bart is a man. He had the face and form of a man, but his instincts were as old as the ages. The animal world obeys him. Satan neighs in answer to his whistle. The wolf-dog licks his hand at the point of death. There is the profound difference, always. You try to reconcile him with other men; you give him the attributes of other men. Open your eyes; see the truth: that he is no more akin to man than Black Bart is like a man. And when you give him your affection, Miss Cumberland, you are giving your affection to a wild wolf! Do you believe me?

He knew that she was shaken. He could feel it, even without the testimony of his eyes to witness. He went on, speaking with great rapidity, lest she should escape from the influence which he had already gained over her.

I felt it when I first saw him — a certain nameless kinship with elemental forces. The wind blew through the open door — it was Dan Barry. The wild geese called from the open sky — for Dan Barry. These are the things which lead him. These the forces which direct him. You have loved him; but is love merely a giving? No, you have seen in him a man, but I see in him merely the animal force.

She said after a moment: Do you hate him — you plead against him so passionately?

He answered: Can you hate a thing which is not human? No, but you can dread it. It escapes from the laws which bind you and which bind me. What standards govern it? How can you hope to win it? Love? What beauty is there in the world to appeal to such a creature except the beauty of the marrow-bone which his teeth have the strength to snap?

Ah, listen! murmured the girl. Here is your answer!

And Doctor Randall Byrne heard a sound like the muted music of the violin, thin and small and wonderfully penetrating. He could not tell, at first, what it might be. For it was as unlike the violin as it was like the bow and the rosined strings. Then he made out, surely, that it was the whistling of a human being.

It followed no tune, no reasoned theme. The music was beautiful in its own self. It rose straight up like the sky-lark from the ground, sheer up against the white light of the sky, and there it sang against heavens gate. He had never heard harmony like it. He would never again hear such music, so thin and yet so full that it went through and through him, until he felt the strains take a new, imitative life within him. He would have whistled the strains himself, but he could not follow them. They escaped him, they soared above him. They followed no law or rhythm. They flew on wings and left him far below. The girl moved away from him as if led by an invisible hand, and now she stood at the extremity of the porch. He followed her.

Do you hear? she cried, turning to him.

What is it? asked the doctor.

It is he! Dont you understand?

Barry? Yes! But what does the whistling mean; is it for his wolf-dog?

I dont know, she answered quickly. All I understand is that it is beautiful. Where are your theories and explanations now, Doctor Byrne?.

It is beautiful — God knows! — but doesnt the wolf-dog understand it better than either you or I?

She turned and faced Byrne, standing very close, and when she spoke there was something in her voice which was like a light. In spite of the dark he could guess at every varying shade of her expression.

To the rest of us, she murmured, Dan has nothing but silence, and hardly a glance. Buck saved his life to-night, and yet Dan remembered nothing except the blow which had been struck. And now — now he pours out all the music in his soul for a dumb beast. Listen!

He saw her straighten herself and stand taller.

Then through the wolf — Ill conquer through the dumb beast!

She whipped past Byrne and disappeared into the house; at the same instant the whistling, in the midst of a faint, high climax, broke, shivered, and was ended. There was only the darkness and the silence around Byrne, and the unsteady wind against his face.


25. WERE-WOLF
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DOCTOR BYRNE, PACING the front veranda with his thoughtful head bowed, saw Buck Daniels step out with his quirt dangling in his hand, his cartridge belt buckled about his waist, and a great red silk bandana knotted at his throat.

He was older by ten years than he had been a few days before, when the doctor first saw him. To be sure, his appearance was not improved by a three days growth of beard. It gave his naturally dark skin a dirty cast, but even that rough stubble could not completely shroud the new hollows in Daniels cheeks. His long, black, uncombed hair sagged down raggedly across his forehead, hanging almost into his eyes; the eyes themselves were sunk in such formidable cavities that Byrne caught hardly more than two points of light in the shadows. All the devil-may-care insouciance of Buck Daniels was quite, quite gone. In its place was a dogged sullenness, a hang-dog air which one would not care to face of a dark night or in a lonely place. His manner was that of a man whose back is against the wall, who, having fled some keen pursuit, has now come to the end of his tether and prepares for desperate even if hopeless battle. There was that about him which made the doctor hesitate to address the cowpuncher.

At length he said: Youre going out for an outing, Mr. Daniels?

Buck Daniels started violently at the sound of this voice behind him, and whirled upon the doctor with such a set and contorted expression of fierceness that Byrne jumped back.

Good God, man! cried the doctor. Whats up with you?

Nothin, answered Buck, gradually relaxing from his first show of suspicion. Im beating it. Thats all.

Leaving us?

Yes.

Not really!

Dyou think I ought to stay? asked Buck, with something of a sneer.

The doctor hesitated, frowning in a puzzled way. At length he threw out his hands in a gesture of mute abandonment.

My dear fellow, he said with a faint smile, Ive about stopped trying to think.

At this Buck Daniels grinned mirthlessly.

Now youre talkin sense, he nodded. They aint no use in thinking.

But why do you leave so suddenly?

Buck Daniels shrugged his broad shoulders.

I am sure, went on Byrne, that Miss Cumberland will miss you.

She will not, answered the big cowpuncher. Shes got her hands full with — him.

Exactly. But if it is more than she can do, if she makes no headway with that singular fellow — she may need help—

He was interrupted by a slow, long-drawn, deep-throated curse from Buck Daniels.

Why in hell should I help her with — him?

There is really no reason, answered the doctor, alarmed, except, I suppose, old friendship—

Damn old friendship! burst out Buck Daniels. Theres an end to all things and my friendship is worn out — on both sides. Its done!

He turned and scowled at the house.

Help her to win him over? Id rather stick the muzzle of my gun down my throat and pull the trigger. Id rather see her marry a man about to hang. Well — to hell with this place. Im through with it. Slong, doc.

But Doctor Byrne ran after him and halted him at the foot of the steps down from the veranda.

My dear Mr. Daniels, he urged, touching the arm of Buck. You really mustnt leave so suddenly as this. There are a thousand questions on the tip of my tongue.

Buck Daniels regarded the professional man with a hint of weariness and disgust.

Well, he said, Ill hear the first couple of hundred. Shoot!

First: the motive that sends you away.

Dan Barry.

Ah — ah — fear of what he may do?

Damn the fear. At least, its him that makes me go.

It seems an impenetrable mystery, sighed the doctor. I saw you the other night step into the smoking hell of that barn and keep the way clear for this man. I knew, before that, how you rode and risked your life to bring Dan Barry back here. Surely those are proofs of friendship!

Buck Daniels laughed unpleasantly. He laid a large hand on the shoulder of the doctor and answered: If them was the only proofs, doc, I wouldnt feel the way I do. Proofs of friendship? Dan Barry has saved me from the — rope! — and hes saved me from dyin by the gun of Jim Silent. He took me out of a rotten life and made me a man that could look honest men in the face!

He paused, swallowing hard, and the doctors misty, overworked eyes lighted with some comprehension. He had felt from the first a certain danger in this big fellow, a certain reckless disregard of laws and rules which commonly limit the actions of ordinary men. Now part of the truth was hinted at. Buck Daniels, on a time, had been outside the law, and Barry had drawn him back to the ways of men. That explained some of the singular bond that lay between them.

That aint all, went on Buck. Blood is thick, and Ive loved him better nor a brother. Ive gone to hell and back for him. For him I took Kate Cumberland out of the hands of Jim Silent, and I left myself in her place. I took her away and all sos she could go to him. Damn him! And now on account of him I got to leave this place.

His voice rose to a ringing pitch.

Dyou think its easy for me to go? Dyou think it aint like tearing a finger-nail offn the flesh for me to go away from Kate? God knows what she means to me! God knows, but if He does, Hes forgotten me!

Anguish of spirit set Buck Daniels shaking, and the doctor looked on in amazement. He was like one who reaches in his pocket for a copper coin and brings out a handful of gold-pieces.

Kind feelins dont come easy to me, went on Buck Daniels. I been raised to fight. I been raised to hard ridin and dust in the throat. I been raised on whiskey and hate. And then I met Dan Barry, and his voice was softern a girls voice, and his eyes didnt hold no doubt of me. Me that had sneaked in on him at night and was goin to kill him in his sleep — because my chief had told me to! That was the Dan Barry what I first knew. He give me his hand and give me the trust of his eyes, and after he left me I sat down and took my head between my hands and my heart was like to bust inside me. It was like the clouds had blowed away from the sun and let it shine on me for the first time in my life. And I swore that if the time come Id repay him. For every cent he give me Id pay him back in gold. Id foller to the end of the world to do what he bid me do.

His voice dropped suddenly, choked with emotion.

Oh, doc, they was tears come in my eyes; and I felt sort of clean inside, and I wasnt ashamed of them tears! That was what Dan Barry done for me!

And I did pay him back, as much as I could. I met Kate Cumberland and she was to me among girls what Dan Barry was to me among men. I aint ashamed of sayin it. I loved her till they was a dryness like ashes inside me, but I wouldnt even lift up my eyes to her, because she belonged to him. I follered her around like a dog. I done her bidding. I asked no questions. What she wanted — that was law to me, and all the law I wanted. All that I done for the sake of Dan Barry. And then I took my life in my hands for him — not once, but day after day.

Then he rode off and left her and I stayed behind. Dyou think its been easy to stay here? Man, man, Ive had to hear her talkin about Dan Barry day after day, and never a word for me. And I had to tell her stories about Dan and what hed used to do, and shed sit with her eyes miles away from me, listenin an smilin and me there hungerin for just one look out of her eyes — hungerin like a dyin dog for water. And then for her and Joe I rode down south and when I met Dan Barry dyou think they was any light in his eyes when he seen me?

No, hed forgotten me the way even a hoss wont forget his master. Forgot me after a few months — and after all thatd gone between us! Not even Kate — even she was nothin to him. But still I kept at it and I brought him back. I had to hurt him to do it, but God knows it wasnt out of spite that I hit him — God knows!

And when I seen Dan go into that burnin barn I says to myself: Buck, if nothin is done that wall will fall and theres the end of Dan Barry. Theres the end of him, that aint any human use, and when hes finished after a while maybe Kate will get to know that theys other men in the world besides Dan. I says that to myself, deep and still inside me. And then I looked at Kate standin in that white thing with her yaller hair all blowin about her face — and I wanted her like a dyin man wants heaven! But then I says to myself again: No matter whats happened, hes been my friend. Hes been my pal. Hes been my bunkie.

Doc, you aint got a way of knowin what a partner is out here. Maybe you sit in the desert about a thousand miles from nowhere, and across the little mesquite fire, theres your pal, the only human thing in sight. Maybe you go months seein only him. If youre sick he takes care of you. If youre blue he cheers you up. And thats what Dan Barry was to me. So I stands sayin these things to myself, and I says: If I keep that wall from fallin Danll know about it, and they wont be no more of that yaller light in his eyes when he looks at me. Thats what I says to myself, poor fool!

And I went into the fire and I fought to keep that wall from fallin. You know what happened. When I come out, staggerin and blind and three parts dead, Dan Barry looks up to me and touches his face where Id hit him, and the yaller comes up glimmerin and blazin in his eyes. Then I went back to my room and I fought it out.

And heres where I stand now. If I stay here, if I see that yaller light once more, they wont be no waitin. Him and mell have to have it out right then. Am I a dog, maybe, that I got to stand around and jump when he calls me?

My dear fellow — my dear Mr. Daniels! cried the horrified Doctor Byrne. Surely youre wrong. He wouldnt go so far as to make a personal attack upon you!

Wouldnt he? Bah! Not if he was a man, no. I tell you, he aint a man; hes what the canuks up north call a were-wolf! There aint no mercy or kindness in him. The blood of a man means nothin to him. The world would be better rid of him. Oh, he can be soft and gentle as a girl. Mostly he is. But cross him once and he forgets all you done for him. Give him a taste of blood and he jumps at your throat. I tell you, Ive seen him do it!

He broke off with a shudder.

Doc, he said, in a lower and solemn voice. Maybe Ive said too much. Dont tell Kate nothin about why Im goin. Let her go on dreamin her fool dream. But now hear what Im sayin. If Dan Barry crosses me once more, one of us two dies, and dies damned quick. It may be me, it may be him, but Ive come to the end of my rope. Im leavin this place till Barry gets a chance to come to his senses and see what Ive done for him. Thats all. Im leavin this place because theys a blight on it, and that blight is Dan Barry. Im leaving this place because — doc — because I can smell the comin of bloodshed in it. Theys a death hangin over it. If the lightnin was to hit and burn it up, house and man, the range would be better for it!

And he turned on his heel and strode slowly down towards the corral. Doctor Byrne followed his progress with staring eyes.


26. THE BATTLE
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THE CHAIN WHICH fastened Black Bart had been passed around the trunk of a tree that stood behind the ranch house, and there the great dog lay tethered. Doctor Byrne had told Whistling Dan, with some degree of horror, that the open air was in the highest degree dangerous to wounds, but Whistling Dan had returned no answer. So Black Bart lay all day in the soft sand, easing himself from time to time into a new position, and his thoughtful eyes seemed to be concentrated on the desire to grow well. Beside him was the chair in which Dan Barry sat for many an hour of the day and even the night.

Kate Cumberland watched the animal from the shadow of the house; his eyes were closed, and the long, powerful head lay inert on the sand, yet she knew that the wolf-dog was perfectly aware of her presence. Day after day since he lay there, she had attempted to approach Black Bart, and day after day he had allowed her to come within reaching distance of him, only to drive her back at the last moment by a sudden display of the murderous, long fangs; or by one of those snarls which came out of the black depths of his heart. Now, a dog snarls from not far down in its throat, but the noise of an angered wild beast rolls up out of its very entrails — a passion of hate and defiance. And when she heard that sound, or when she saw the still more terrible silent rage of the beast, Kate Cumberlands spirit failed, and she would shrink back again to a safe distance.

She was not easily discouraged. She had that grim resolution which comes to the gambler after he has played at the same table night after night, night after night, and lost, lost, lost, until, playing with the last of his money, he begins to mutter through his set teeth: The luck must change! So it was with Kate Cumberland. For in Black Bart she saw the only possible clue to Whistling Dan. There was the stallion, to be sure, but she knew Satan too well. Nothing in the wide world could induce that wild heart to accept more than one master — more than one friend. For Satan there was in the animal world Black Bart, and in the world of men, Dan Barry. These were enough. For all the rest he kept the disdainful speed of his slender legs or the terror of his teeth and trampling hoofs. Even if she could have induced the stallion to eat from her hand she could never have made him willing to trust himself to her guidance. Some such thing she felt that she must accomplish with Black Bart. To the wild beast with the scarred and shaggy head she must become a necessary, an accepted thing.

One repulse did not dishearten her. Again and again she made the trial. She remembered having read that no animal can resist the thoughtful patience of thinking man, and hour after hour she was there, until a new light in the eye of the wolf-dog warned her that the true master was coming.

Then she fled, and from a post of vantage in the house she would watch the two. An intimacy surpassing the friendships and devotions of human beings existed between them. She had seen the wolf lie with his great head on the foot of his master and the unchanging eyes fixed on Barrys face — and so for an hour at a stretch in mute worship. Or she had watched the master go to the great beast to change the dressing — a thing which could not be done too often during the day. She had seen the swift hands remove the bandages and she had seen the cleansing solution applied. She knew what it was; it stung even the unscratched skin, and to a wound it must be torture, but the wolf lay and endured — not even shuddering at the pain.

It had seemed to her that this was the great test. If she could make the wolf lie like this for her, then, truly, she might feel herself in some measure admitted to that mystic fellowship of the three — the man, the stallion, and the wolf. If she could, with her own unaided hands, remove the bandages and apply that solution, then she could know many things, and she could feel that she was nearer to Whistling Dan than ever before.

So she had come, time and again, with the basin and the roll of cloth in her arm, and she had approached with infinite patience, step by step, and then inch by inch. Once it had taken a whole hour for her to come within a yard of the beast. And all that time Black Bart had lain with closed eyes. But at the critical instant always there was the silent writhing up of the lips and the gleam of hate — or the terrible snarl while the eyes fastened on her throat. Her heart had stopped in mid-beat; and that day she ran back into the house and threw herself on her bed, and would not come from her room till the following morning.

Now, as she watched from the shadow of the house, with the basin of antiseptic under her arm, the gamblers desperation rose stronger and stronger. She came out, at length, and walked steadily towards Black Bart. She had grown almost heedless of fear at this moment, but when she was within a pace, once more the head reared back; the teeth flashed. And the heart of Kate Cumberland, as always, stopped. Yet she did not retreat this time. All the colour left her face, so that her eyes seemed amazingly blue and wide. One foot drew back, tremblingly ready to spring to safety; yet she held her place. She moved — and it was towards Black Bart.

At that came a snarl that would have made the heart of a lone grizzly quake and leave his new-found nuts. One further pace she made — and the beast plunged up, and braced itself with its one strong fore leg. A devil of yellow-green gleamed in either eye, and past the grinning fangs she saw the hot, red throat, and she saw the flattened ears, the scars on the bony forehead, the muscles that bulged on the base of the jaw. Ay, strength to drive those knife-like teeth through flesh and bone at a single snap. More — she had seen their effect, and the throat of a bull cut at a single slash. And yet — she sank on her knees beside the monster.

His head was well nigh as high as hers, then; if he attacked there could be no dream of escape for her. Or she might drag herself away from the tearing teeth — a disfigured horror forever. Think not that an iota of all these terrors missed her mind. No, she felt the fangs buried in her throat and heard the snarl of the beast stifled with blood. Yet — she laid her hand on the bandage across the shoulder of Black Bart.

His head whirled. With those ears flattened, with that long, lean neck, it was like the head of a striking snake. Her sleeve was rolled up to the elbow, and over the bare skin the teeth of the wolf-dog were set. The snarl had grown so deep and hideous that the tremor of it fairly shook her, and she saw that the jaws of the beast slavered with hunger. She knew — a thousand things about Black Bart, and among the rest that he had tasted human blood. And there is a legend which says that once a wild beast has tasted the blood of man he will taste it a second time before he dies. She thought of that — she dared not turn her head lest she should encounter the hellfire of Barts eyes. Yet she had passed all ordinary fear. She had reached that exquisite frenzy of terror when it becomes one with courage. The very arm over which the wolfs teeth were set moved — raised — and with both hands she untied the knot of the bandage.

The snarling rose to a pitch of maniacal rage; the teeth compressed — if they broke the skin it was the end; the first taste of blood would be enough! — and drew away her arm. If she had started then, all the devil in the creature would be loosed, for her terror taught her that. And by some mysterious power that entered her at that moment she was able to turn her head, slowly, and look deep into those terrible eyes.

Her arm was released.

But Black Bart crouched and the snakelike head lowered; he was quivering throughout that steel-muscled body to throw himself at her throat. The finger was on the hair-trigger; it needed a pressure not greater than a bodiless thought. And still she looked into the eyes of the wolf-dog; and her terror had made her strangely light of body and dizzy of mind. Then the change came, suddenly. The yellow-green changed, swirled in the eyes of Black Bart; the eyes themselves wavered, and at last looked away; the snarl dropped to a sullen growl. And Black Bart lay down as he had been before.

His head was still turned towards her, to be sure. And the teeth were still bared, as with rapid, deft fingers she undid the bandage; and from instant to instant, as the bandage in spite of her care pressed against the wound, the beast shivered and wicked glances flashed up at her face. The safe-blower who finds his soup cooling and dares not set it down felt as Kate Cumberland felt then.

She never knew what kept her hands steady, but steady they were. The cloth was removed, and now she could see the red, angry wound, with the hair shaven away to a little distance on every side. She dipped her cloth into the antiseptic; it stung her fingers! She touched the cloth lightly against the wound; and to her astonishment the wolf-dog relaxed every muscle and let his head fall to the ground; also the growl died into a soft whine, and this in turn ended.

She had conquered! Ay, when the wound was thoroughly cleansed and when she started to wind the bandage again, she had even the courage to touch Black Barts body and make him rise up so that she could pass the cloth freely. At her touch he shuddered, to be sure, as a man might shudder at the touch of an unclean thing, but there was no snarl, and the teeth were not bared.

As she tied the knot which secured the bandage in its place she was aware that the eyes of Bart, no longer yellow-green, watched her; and she felt some vague movement of the wonder that was passing through the brute mind. Then the head of the wolf-dog jerked up; he was staring at something in the distance, and there was nothing under heaven that Bart would raise his head to look at in this manner except one thing. The fingers of Kate grew stiff, and trembled. Slowly, in a panic, she finished the knot, and then she was aware of someone who had approached without sound and now stood behind her.

She looked up, at length, before she rose to her feet.

Thankfulness welled up warm in her heart to find her voice steady and commonplace when she said: The wound is much better. Bart will be well in a very few days now.

Whistling Dan did not answer, and his wondering eyes glanced past her own. She saw that he was staring at a double row of white indentations on her forearm, where the teeth of Black Bart had set. He knew those marks, and she knew he knew. Strength was leaving her, and weakness went through her — water where blood should have been. She dared not stay. In another moment she would be hopelessly in the grip of hysteria.

So she rose, and passed Dan without a word, and went slowly towards the house. She tried to hurry, indeed, but her legs would not quicken their pace. Yet at length she had reached shelter and no sooner was she past the door of the house than her knees buckled; she had to steady herself with both hands as she dragged herself up the stairs to her room. There, from the window, she looked down and saw Whistling Dan standing as she had left him, staring blankly at the wolf-dog.


27. THE CONQUEST
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THERE WAS NO star-storming confidence in Kate Cumberland after that first victory. Rather she felt as the general who deploys his skirmishers and drives in the outposts of an enemy. The advantage is his, but it has really only served to give him some intimation of the strength of the enemy. At the supper table this night she found Whistling Dan watching her — not openly, for she could never catch his eye — but subtly, secretly, she knew that he was measuring her, studying her; whether in hostility, amity, or mere wonder, she could not tell. Finally a vast uneasiness overtook her and she turned to the doctor for relief. Doctor Randall Byrne held a singular position in the attention of Kate. Since the night of the fire and her open talk with him, the doctor knew everything, and women are troubled in the presence of a man who knows the details of the past.

The shield behind which they hide in social intercourse is a touch of mystery — or at least a hope of mystery. The doctor, however, was not like other men; he was more similar to a precocious child and she comforted herself in his obvious talent for silence. If he had been alert, strong, self-confident, she might have hated him because he knew so much about her; but when she noted the pale, thoughtful face, the vast forehead outbalancing the other features, and the wistful, uncertain eyes, she felt nothing towards him stronger than pity.

It is good for a woman to have something which she may pity, a child, an aged parent, or a house-dog. It provides, in a way, the background against which she acts; so Kate, when in doubt, turned to the doctor, as on this night. There was a certain cruelty in it, for when she smiled at him the poor doctor became crimson, and when she talked to him his answers stumbled on his tongue; and when she was silent and merely looked at him that was worst of all, for he became unable to manage knife and fork and would sit crumbling bread and looking frightened. Then he was apt to draw out his glasses and make a move to place them on his nose, but he always caught and checked himself in time — which added to his embarrassment.

These small maneuvres had not lasted long before the girl became aware that the silent attention of Whistling Dan had passed from her to the doctor — and held steadily upon him. She did not go so far as to call it jealousy, but certainly it was a grave and serious consideration that measured the doctor up and down and back again; and it left her free to examine the two men in contrast. For the first time it struck her that they were much alike in many ways. Physically, for instance, there was the same slenderness, the same delicacy with which the details were finished — the same fragile hands, for instance. The distinction lay in a suggestion of strength and inexhaustible reserve of energy which Dan Barry possessed. The distinction lay still more in their faces. That of Byrne was worn and palled from the long quest and struggle for truth; the body was feeble; the eyes were uncertain; but within there was a powerful machine which could work infallibly from the small to the large and the large to the small. With Whistling Dan there was no suggestion at all of mental care. She could not imagine him worrying over a problem. His knowledge was not even communicable by words; it was more impalpable than the instinct of a woman; and there was about him the wisdom and the coldness of Black Bart himself.

The supper ended too soon for Kate. She had been rallying Randall Byrne, and as soon as he could graciously leave, the poor fellow rose with a crimson face and left the room; and behind him, sauntering apparently in the most casual manner, went Whistling Dan. As for Kate Cumberland, she could not put all the inferences together — she dared not; but when she lay in her bed that night it was a long time before she could sleep, for there was a voice inside her, singing.

She chose her time the next day. Dan alternated between Black Bart and old Joe Cumberland during most of the day, and no sooner had he left the wolf-dog in the morning than she went out to Bart.

As always, Black Bart lay with his head flattened against the sand, dreaming in the sun, and not an eyelid quivered when she approached, yet she understood perfectly that the animal knew every move she made. She would have attempted to dress the wound again, but the memory of the ordeal of yesterday was too terrible. She might break down in the midst of her effort, and the first sign of weakness, she knew, was the only spur which Black Bart needed. So she went, instead, to the chair where Dan often sat for hours near the dog, and there she took her place, folded her hands on her lap, and waited. She had no particular plan in mind, more than that she hoped to familiarize the great brute with the sight of her. Once he had known her well enough, but now he had forgotten all that passed before as completely, no doubt, as Whistling Dan himself had forgotten.

While she sat there, musing, she remembered a scene that had occurred not many a month before. She had been out walking one fall day, and had gone from the house down past the corrals where a number of cattle newly driven in from the range were penned. They were to be driven off for shipment the next day. A bellowing caught her ear from one of the enclosures and she saw two bulls standing horn to horn, their heads lowered, and their puffing and snorting breaths knocking up the dust while they pawed the sand back in clouds against their flanks. While she watched, they rushed together, bellowing, and for a moment they swayed back and forth. It was an unequal battle, however, for one of the animals was a hardened veteran, scarred from many a battle on the range, while the other was a young three-year old with a body not half so strong as his heart. For a short time he sustained the weight of the larger bull, but eventually his knees buckled, and then dropped heavily against the earth. At that the older bull drew back a little and charged again. This time he avoided the long horns of his rival and made the unprotected flank of the animal his target. If he had charged squarely the horns would have been buried to the head; but striking at an angle only one of them touched the target and delivered a long, ripping blow. With the blood streaming down his side, the wounded bull made off into a group of cows, and when the victor pursued him closely, he at length turned tail and leaped the low fence — for the corral was a new one, hastily built for the occasion. The conqueror raised his head inside the fence and bellowed his triumph, and outside the fence the other commenced pawing up the sand again, switching his tail across his bleeding side, and turning his little red eyes here and there. They fixed, at length, upon Kate Cumberland, and she remembered with a start of horror that she was wearing a bright red blouse. The next instant the bull was charging. She turned in a hopeless flight. Safety was hundreds of yards away in the house; the skirts tangled about her legs; and behind her the dull impacts of the bulls hoofs swept close and closer. Then she heard a snarl in front, a deep-throated, murderous snarl, and she saw Black Bart racing towards her. He whizzed by her like a black thunderbolt; there was a roar and bellow behind her, and at the same time she stumbled over a fence-board and fell upon her knees. But when she cast a glance of terror behind her she saw the bull lying on its side with lolling tongue and glazing eyes and the fangs of Black Bart were buried in its throat.

When she reached this point in her musings her glance naturally turned towards the wolf-dog, and she started violently when she saw that Bart was slinking towards her, trailing the helpless leg. The moment he felt her eyes upon him, Bart dropped down, motionless, with a wicked baring of his teeth; his eyes closed, and he seemed, as usual, dreaming in the sun.

Was the brute stalking her? It was worse, in a way, than the ordeal of the day before, this stealthy, noiseless approach. And in her panic she first thought of springing from her chair and reaching a distance which the chain would keep him from following. Yet it was very strange. Black Bart in his wildest days after Dan brought him to the ranch had never been prone to wantonly attack human beings. Infringe upon his right, come suddenly upon him, and then, indeed, there was a danger to all saving his master. But this daylight stalking was stranger than words could tell.

She forced her eyes to look straight ahead and sat with a beating heart, waiting. Then, by slow degrees, she let her glance travel cautiously back towards Bart without turning her head. There was no doubt about it! The great wolf-dog was slinking towards her on his belly, still trailing the wounded foreleg. There was something snakelike in that slow approach, so silent and so gradual.

And yet she waited, moving neither hand nor foot.

A sort of nightmare paralysis held her, as when we flee from some horror in our dreams and find that our limbs have grown numb. Behind us races the deadly thing, closer and closer; before us is the door of safety — only a step to reach it — and yet we cannot move a foot!

It was not all pure terror. There was an incredible excitement as well — her will against the will of the dumb brute — which would conquer?

She heard a faint rustling of the sand beside her and could hardly keep from turning her head again. But she succeeded. Waves of coldness broke on her mind; her whole body would have shuddered had not fear chilled her into motionlessness. All reason told her that it was madness to sit there with the stealthy horror sliding closer; even now it might be too late. If she rose the shaggy form might spring from the ground at her. Perhaps the wolf had treasured up the pain from the day before and now — 

A black form did, indeed, rise from the ground, but slowly. And standing on three legs, Bart stood a moment and stared in the face of the girl. The fear rushed out of her heart; and her face flushed hotly with relief. There was no enmity in the steady stare of the wolf-dog. She could feel that even though she did not look. Something that Whistling Dan had said long before came to her: Even a hoss and a dog, Kate, can get terrible lonesome.

Black Bart moved until he faced her directly. His ears were pricking in eagerness; she heard a snarl, but so low and muffled that there was hardly a threat in it; could it be a plea for attention? She would not look down to the sharp eyes, until a weight fell on her knees — it was the long, scarred head of the wolf! The joy that swelled in her was so great that it pained her like a grief.

She stretched out her hand, slowly, slowly towards that head. And Black Bart shrank and quivered, and his lips writhed back from the long, deadly teeth, and his snarl grew to a harsher, hoarser threat; still he did not remove his head, and he allowed the hand to touch him between the eyes and stroke the fur back to between the ears. Only one other hand had ever touched that formidable head in such a manner! The teeth no longer showed; the keen, suspicious eyes grew dim with pleasure; the snarl sank to murmur and then died out.

Bart! commanded the girl, sharply.

The head jerked up, but the questing eyes did not look at her. He glanced over his shoulder to find the danger that had made her voice so hard. And she yearned to take the fierce head in her arms; there were tears she could have wept over it. He was snarling again, prepared already to battle, and for her sake.

Bart! she repeated, more gently. Lie down!

He turned his head slowly back to her and looked with the unspeakable wistfulness of the dumb brutes into her eyes. But there was only one voice in which Bart could speak, and that was the harsh, rattling snarl which would have made a mountain-lion check itself mid-leap and slink back to its lair. In such a voice he answered Kate, and then sank down, gradually. And he lay still.

So simply, and yet so mysteriously, she was admitted to the partnership. But though one member of that swift, grim trio had accepted her, did it mean that the other two would take her in?

A weight sank on her feet and when she looked down she saw that Black Bart had lowered his head upon them, and so he lay there with his eyes closed, dreaming in the sun.


28. THE TRAIL
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BANDAGES AND ANTISEPTICS and constant care, by themselves, could not have healed Black Bart so swiftly, but nature took a strong hand. The wound closed with miraculous speed. Three days after he had laid his head on the feet of Kate Cumberland, the wolf-dog was hobbling about on three legs and tugging now and again at the restraining chain; and the day after that the bandages were taken off and Whistling Dan decided that Bart might run loose. It was a brief ceremony, but a vital one. Doctor Byrne went out with Barry to watch the loosing of the dog; from the window of Joe Cumberlands room he and Kate observed what passed. There was little hesitancy in Black Bart. He merely paused to sniff the foot of Randall Byrne, snarl, and then trotted with a limp towards the corrals.

Here, in a small enclosure with rails much higher than the other corrals, stood Satan, and Black Bart made straight for the stallion. He was seen from afar, and the black horse stood waiting, his head thrown high in the air, his ears pricking forward, the tail flaunting, a picture of expectancy. So under the lower rail Bart slunk and stood under the head of Satan, growling terribly. Of this display of anger the stallion took not the slightest notice, but lowered his beautiful head until his velvet nose touched the cold muzzle of Bart. There was something ludicrous about the greeting — it was such an odd shade close to the human. It was as brief as it was strange, for Black Bart at once whirled and trotted away towards the barns.

By the time Doctor Byrne and Whistling Dan caught up with him, the wolf-dog was before the heaps and ashes which marked the site of the burned barn. Among these white and grey and black heaps he picked his way, sniffing hastily here and there. In the very centre of the place he sat down suddenly on his haunches, pointed his nose aloft, and wailed with tremendous dreariness.

Now, murmured the doctor to Dan, that strikes me as a singular manifestation of intelligence in an animal — he has found the site of the very barn where he was hurt — upon my word! Even fire doesnt affect his memory!

Here he observed that the face of Whistling Dan had grown grim. He ran to Bart and crouched beside him, muttering; and Byrne heard.

Thats about where you was lyin, said Dan, and you smell your own blood on the ground. Keep tryin, Bart. Theys something else to find around here.

The wolf-dog looked his master full in the face with pricking ears, whined and then started off sniffling busily at the heaps of ashes.

The shooting of the dog is quite a mystery, said Byrne, by way of conversation. Do you suppose that one of the men from the bunk-house could have shot him?

But Dan seemed no longer aware of the doctors presence. He slipped here and there with the wolf-dog among the ash-heaps, pausing when Bart paused, talking to the brute continually. Sometimes he pointed out to Bart things which the doctor did not perceive and Bart whined with a terrible, slavering, blood-eagerness.

The wolf-dog suddenly left the ash-heaps and now darted in swiftly entangled lines here and there among the barns. Dan Barry stood thoughtfully still, but now and then he called a word of encouragement.

And Black Bart stayed with his work. Now he struck out a wide circle, running always with his nose close to the ground. Again he doubled back sharply to the barn-site, and began again in a new direction. He ran swiftly, sometimes putting his injured leg to the ground with hardly a limp, and again drawing it up and running on three feet. In a moment he passed out of sight behind a slight rise of ground to the left of the ash-heaps, and at some little distance. He did not reappear. Instead, a long, shrill wail came wavering towards the doctor and Dan Barry. It raised the hair on the head of the doctor and sent a chill through his veins; but it sent Whistling Dan racing towards the place behind which Black Bart had disappeared. The doctor hurried after as fast as he might and came upon the wolf-dog making small, swift circles, his nose to the ground, and then crossing to and fro out of the circles. And the face of the master was black while he watched. He ran again to Bart and began talking swiftly.

Dyou see? he asked, pointing. From behind this here hill you could get a pretty good sight of the barn — and you wouldnt be seen, hardly, from the barn. Someone must have waited here. Look about, Bart, youll be findin a pile of signs, around here. It means that them that done the shootin and the firin of the barn stood right here behind this hill-top and watched the barn burn — and was hopin that Satan and you wouldnt ever come out alive. Thats the story.

He dropped to his knees and caught Bart as the big dog ran by.

Findem, Bart! he whispered. Findem!

And he struck sharply on the scar where the bullet had ploughed its way into Barts flesh.

The answer of Bart was a yelp too sharp and too highly pitched to have come from the throat of any mere dog. Once more he darted out and ran here and there, and Doctor Byrne heard the beast moaning as it ran. Then Bart ceased circling and cut down the slope away from the hill at a sharp trot.

A cry of inarticulate joy burst from Dan, and then: Youve found it! You have it! and the master ran swiftly after the dog. He followed the latter only for a short distance down the slope and then stood still and whistled. He had to repeat the call before the dog turned and ran back to his master, where he whined eagerly about the mans feet. There was something uncanny and horrible about it; it was as if the dumb beast was asking for a life, and the life of a man. The doctor turned back and walked thoughtfully to the house.

At the door he was met by Kate and a burst of eager questions, and he told, simply, all that he had seen.

Youll get the details from Mr. Barry, he concluded.

I know the details, answered the girl. Hes found the trail and he knows where it points, now. And hell want to be following it before many hours have passed. Doctor Byrne, I need you now — terribly. You must convince Dan that if he leaves us it will be a positive danger to Dad. Can you do that?

At least, said the doctor, there will be little deception in that. I will do what I can to persuade him to stay.

Then, she said hurriedly, sit here, and I shall sit here. Well meet Dan together when he comes in.

They had hardly taken their places when Barry entered, the wolf at his heels; at the door he paused to flash a glance at them and then crossed the room. On the farther side he stopped again.

I might be tellin you, he said in his soft voice, that nows Barts well I got to be travellin again. I start in the morning.

The pleading eyes of Kate raised Byrne to his feet.

My dear Mr. Barry! he called. The other turned again and waited. Do you mean that you will leave us while Mr. Cumberland is in this critical condition?

A shadow crossed the face of Barry.

Id stay if I could, he answered. But it aint possible!

What takes you away is your affair, sir, said the doctor. My concern is Mr. Cumberland. He is in a very precarious condition. The slightest nerve shock may have — fatal — results.

Dan Barry sighed.

Seemed to me, he answered, that he was buckin up considerable. Dont look so thin, doc.

His body may be well enough, said the doctor calmly, but his nerves are wrecked. I am afraid to prophesy the consequences if you leave him.

It was apparent that a great struggle was going on in Barry. He answered at length: How long would I have to stay? One rain could wipe out all the sign and make me like a blind man in the desert. Doc, how long would I have to stay?

A few days, answered Byrne, may work wonders with him.

The other hesitated.

Ill go up and talk with him, he said, and what he wants Ill do.


29. TALK

[image: img19.jpg]

HE WAS LONG in getting his answer. The hours dragged on slowly for Kate and the doctor, for if Joe Cumberland could hold Dan it was everything to the girl, and if Barry left at once there might be some root for the hope which was growing stronger and stronger every day in the heart of Randall Byrne. Before evening a not unwelcome diversion broke the suspense somewhat.

It was the arrival of no less a person than Marshal Jeff Calkins. His shoulders were humped and his short legs bowed from continual riding, and his head was slung far forward on a gaunt neck; so that when he turned his head from one to another in speaking it was with a peculiar pendulum motion. The marshal had a reputation which was strong over three hundred miles and more of a mountain-desert. This was strange, for the marshal was a very talkative man, and talkative men are not popular on the desert; but it had been discovered that on occasion his six-gun could speak as rapidly and much more accurately than his tongue. So Marshal Calkins waxed in favour.

He set the household at ease upon his arrival by announcing that they hadnt nothin for him there. All he wanted was a place to bunk in, some chow, and a feed for the horse. His trail led past the Cumberland Ranch many and many a dreary mile.

The marshal was a politic man, and he had early in life discovered that the best way to get along with any man was to meet him on his own ground. His opening blast of words at Doctor Byrne was a sample of his art.

So youre a doc, hey? Well, sir, when I was a kid I had a colt that stuck its foreleg in a hole and busted it short and when that colt had to be shot they wasnt no holdin me. No, sir, I could of cleaned up on the whole family. And ever since then Ive had a hankerin to be a doc. Something about the idea of cuttin into a man that always sort of tickled me. Theys only one main thing that holds me back — I dont like the idea of knifin a feller when he aint got a chance to fight back! Thats me!

To this Doctor Randall Byrne bowed, rather dazed, but returned no answer.

And hows your patient, doc? pursued the irresistible marshal. Hows old Joe Cumberland? I remember when me and Joe used to trot about the range together. I was sort of a kid then; but think of old Joe bein down in bed — sick! Why, I aint never been sick a day in my life. Sick? Id laugh mysef plumb to death if anybody ever wanted me to go to bed. Whats the matter with him, anyway?

His nerves are a bit shaken about, responded the doctor. To which I might add that there is superimposed an arterial condition—

Cut it short, Doc, cried the marshal goodnaturedly. I aint got a dictionary handy. Nerves bad, eh? Well, I dont wonder about that. The old mans had enough trouble lately to make anybody nervous. I wouldnt like to go through it myself. No, sir! What with that Dan Barry — I aint steppin on any corns, Kate, am I?

She smiled vaguely, but the marshal accepted the smile as a strong dissent.

They was a time not so long ago when folks said that you was kind of sweet on Dan. Glad to hear they aint nothin in it. S a matter of fact—

But here Kate interrupted with a raised hand. She said: I think that was the supper gong. Yes, there it is. Well go in now, if you wish.

Theys only one sound in the world thats better to me than a dinner gong, said the profuse marshal, as they seated themselves around the big dining table, and that was the sound of my wifes voice when she said I will. Queer thing, too. Maria aint got a very soft voice, most generally speakin, but when she busted up in front of that preacher and says I will, why, God Amighty — askin your pardon, Kate — they was a change come in her voice that was like a bell chimin down in her throat — a bell ringin away off far, you know, sos you only kind of guess at it! But comin back to you and Dan, Kate—

It was in vain she plied the marshal with edibles. His tongue wagged upon roller-bearings and knew no stopping. Moreover, the marshal had spent some portion of his life in a boarding house and had mastered the boarding-house art of talking while he ate.

Comin back to you and Dan, we was all of us sayin that you and Dan kind of had an eye for each other. I spose we was all wrong. You see, that was back in the days before Dan busted loose. When he was about the range most usually he was the quietest man I ever sat opposite to barrin one — and that was a feller that went west with a bum heart at the chuck table! Ha, ha, ha! The marshals laughter boomed through the big room as he recalled this delightful anecdote. He went on: But after that Jim Silent play we all changed our minds, some. Dyou know, doc, I was in Elkhead the night that Dan got our Lee Haines?

Ive never heard of the episode, murmured the doctor.

You aint? Well, I be damned! — askin your pardon, Kate — But you sure aint lived in these parts long! Which you wouldnt think one man could ride into a whole town, go to the jail, knock out two guards that was proved men, take the keys, unlock the irons offn the man he wanted, saddle a hoss, and ride through a whole town — full of folks that was shootin at him. Now, would you think that was possible?

Certainly not.

And it aint possible, Im here to state. But they was something different about Dan Barry. Dyou ever notice it, Kate?

She was far past speech.

No, I guess you never would have noticed it. You was livin too close to him all the time to see how different he was from other fellers. Anyway, he done it. They say he got plugged while he was ridin through the lines and he bled all the way home, and he got there unconscious. Is that right, Kate?

He waited an instant and then accepted the silence as an affirmative.

Funny thing about that, too. The place where he come to was Buck Daniels house. Well, Buck was one of Jim Silents men, and they say Buck had tried to plug Dan before that. But Dan let him go that time, and when Buck seen Dan ride in all covered with blood he remembered that favour and he kept Dan safe from Jim Silent and safe from the law until Dan was well. I seen Buck this morning over to Raffertys place, and—

Here the marshal noted a singular look in the eyes of Kate Cumberland, a look so singular that he turned in his chair to follow it. He saw Dan Barry in the act of closing the door behind him, and Marshal Calkins turned a deep and violent red, varied instantly by a blotchy yellow which in turn faded to something as near white as his tan permitted.

Dan Barry! gasped the marshal, rising, and he reached automatically towards his hip before he remembered that he had laid his belt and guns aside before he entered the dining-room, as etiquette is in the mountain-desert. For it is held that shooting at the table disturbs the appetite.

Good evenin, said Dan quietly. Was it Buck Daniels that you seen at Raffertys place, Marshal Calkins?

Him, nodded the marshal, hoarsely. Yep, Buck Daniels.

And then he sank into his chair, silent for the first time. His eyes followed Barry as though hypnotized.

Im kind of glad to know where I can find him, said Barry, and took his place at the table.

The silence continued for a while, with all eyes focused on the new-comer. It was the doctor who had to speak first.

Youve talked things over with Mr. Cumberland? he asked.

We had a long talk, nodded Dan. You was wrong about him, doc. He thinks he can do without me.

What? cried Kate.

He thinks he can do without me, said Dan Barry. We talked it all over.

The silence fell again. Kate Cumberland was staring blankly down at her plate, seeing nothing; and Doctor Byrne looked straight before him and felt the pulse drumming in his throat. His chance, then, was to come. By this time the marshal had recovered his breath.

He said to Dan: Seems like you been away some time, Dan. Where you been hangin out?

I been ridin about, answered Dan vaguely.

Well, chuckled the marshal, Im glad they aint no more Jim Silents about these parts — not while youre here and while Im here. You kept things kind of busy for Glasgow, Dan.

He turned to Kate, who had pushed back her chair.

Whats the matter, Kate? he boomed. You aint lookin any too tip-top. Sick?

I may be back in a moment, said the girl, but dont delay supper for me.

She went out of the room with a step poised well enough, but the moment the door closed behind her she fairly staggered to the nearest chair and sank into it, her head fallen back, her eyes dim, and all the strength gone from her body and her will. Several minutes passed before she roused herself, and then it was to drag herself slowly up the stairs to the door of her fathers room. She opened it without knocking, and then closed it and stood with her back against it, in the shadow.


30. THE VOICE OF BLACK BART
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HER FATHER LAY propped high with pillows among which his head lolled back. The only light in the room was near the bed and it cast a glow upon the face of Joe Cumberland and on the white linen, the white hair, the white, pointed beard. All the rest of the room swam in darkness. The chairs were blotches, indistinct, uncertain; even the foot of the bed trailed off to nothingness. It was like one of those impressionistic, very modern paintings, where the artist centres upon one point and throws the rest of his canvas into dull oblivion. The focus here was the face of the old cattleman. The bedclothes, never stirred, lay in folds sharply cut out with black shadows, and they had a solid seeming, as the mort-cloth rendered in marble over the effigy. That suggested weight exaggerated the frailty of the body beneath the clothes. Exhausted by that burden, the old man lay in the arms of a deadly languor, so that there was a kinship of more than blood between him and Kate at this moment. She stepped to the side of the bed and stood staring down at him, and there was little gentleness in her expression. So cold was that settled gaze that her father stirred, at length, shivered, and without opening his eyes, fumbled at the bed-spread and drew it a little more closely about his shoulders. Even that did not give him rest; and presently the wrinkled eyelids opened and he looked up at his daughter. A film of weariness heavier than sleep at first obscured his sight, but this in turn cleared away; he frowned a little to clear his vision, and then wagged his head slowly from side to side.

Kate, he said feebly, I done my best. It simply wasnt good enough.

She answered in a voice as low as his, but steadier: What could have happened? Dad, what happened to make you give up every hold on Dan? What was it? You were the last power that could keep him here. You knew it. Why did you tell him he could go?

The monotone was more deadly than any emphasis of a raised word.

If youd been here, pleaded Joe Cumberland, youd have done what I done. I couldnt help it. There he sat on the foot of the bed — see where them covers still kind of sag down — after he told me that he had something to do away from the ranch and that he wanted to go now that Black Bart was well enough to travel in short spells. He asked me if I still needed him.

And you told him no? she cried. Oh Dad, you know it means everything to me — but you told him no? He raised a shaking hand to ward off the outburst and stop it.

Not at first, honey. Gimme a chance to talk, Kate. At first I told him that I needed him — and God knows that I do need him. I dunno why — not even Doc Byrne knows what there is about Dan that helps me. I told Dan all them things. And he didnt say nothin, but jest sat still on the foot of the bed and looked at me.

It aint easy to bear his eyes, Kate. I lay here and tried at first to smile at him and talk about other things — but it aint easy to bear his eyes. You take a dog, Kate. It aint supposed to be able to look you in the eye for long; but spose you met up with a dog that could. Itd make you feel sort of queer inside. Which I felt that way while Dan was lookin at me. Not that he was threatenin me. No, it wasnt that. He was only thoughtful, but I kept gettin more nervous and more fidgety. I felt after a while like I couldnt stand it. I had to crawl out of bed and begin walkin up and down till I got quieter. But I seen that wouldnt do.

Then I begun to think. I thought of near everything in a little while. I thought of what would happen spose Dan should stay here. Maybe you and him would get to like each other again. Maybe youd get married. Then what would happen?

I thought of the wild geese flyin north in the spring o the year and the wild geese flyin south in the fall o the year. And I thought of Dan with his heart followin the wild geese — God knows why! — and I seen a picture of him standin and watchin them, with you nearby and not able to get one look out of him. I seen that, and it made my blood chilly, like the air on a frosty night.

Kate, theys something like the power of prophecy that comes to a dyin man!

Dad! she cried. What are you saying?

She slipped to her knees beside the bed and drew his cold hands towards her, but Joe Cumberland shook his head and mildly drew one hand away. He raised it, with extended forefinger — a sign of infinite warning; and with the glow of the lamp full upon his face, the eyes were pits of shadow with stirring orbs of fire in the depths.

No, I aint dead now, he said, but I aint far away from it. Maybe days, maybe weeks, maybe whole months. But Ive passed the top of the hill, and I know Im ridin down the slope. Pretty soon Ill finish the trail. But what little time Ive got left is worth moren everything that went before. I can see my life behind me and the things before like a cold mornin light was over it all — you know before the sun begins to beat up the waves of heat and the mist gets tanglin in front of your eyes? You know when you can look right across a thirty mile valley and name the trees, amost the other side? Thats the way I can see now. They aint no feelin about it. My body is all plumb paralyzed. I jest see and know — thats all.

And what I see of you and Dan — if you ever marry — is plain — hell! Love aint the only thing they is between a man and a woman. Theys something else. I dunno what it is. But its a sort of a common purpose; its havin both pairs of feet steppin out on the same path. Thats what it is. But your trail would go one way and Dans would go another, and pretty soon your love wouldnt be nothin but a big wind blowin between two mountains — and all it would do would be to freeze up the blood in your hearts.

I seen all that, while Dan was sittin at the foot of the bed. Not that I dont want him here. When I see him I see the world the way it was when I was under thirty. When there wasnt nothin I wouldnt try once, when all I wanted was a gun and a hoss and a song to keep me from tradin with kings. No, it aint goin to be easy for me when Dan goes away. But whats my tag-end of life compared with yours? You got to be given a chance; you got to be kept away from Dan. Thats why I told him, finally, that I thought I could get along without him.

Whether or not you save me, she answered, you signed a death warrant for at least two men when you told him that.

Two men? Theys only one hes after — and Buck Daniel has had a long start. He cant be caught!

That Marshal Calkins is here to-night. He saw Buck at Raffertys, and he talked about it in the hearing of Dan at the table. I watched Dans face. You may read the past and see the future, Dad, but I know Dans face. I can read it as the sailor reads the sea. Before to-morrow night Buck Daniels will be dead; and Dans hands will be red.

She dropped her head against the bedclothes and clasped her fingers over the bright hair.

When she could speak again she raised her head and went on in the same swift, low monotone: And besides, Black Bart has found the trail of the man who fired the barn and shot him. And the body of Buck wont be cold before Dan will be on the heels of the other man. Oh, Dad, two lives lay in the hollow of your hand. You could have saved them by merely asking Dan to stay with you; but youve thrown them away.

Buck Daniels! repeated the old man, the horror of the thing dawning on him only slowly. Why didnt he get farther away? Why didnt he ride night and day after he left us? Hes got to be warned that Dan is coming!

Ive thought of that. Im going into my room now to write a note and send it to Buck by one of our men. But at the most hell have less than a days start — and what is a day to Satan and Dan Barry?

I thought it was for the best, muttered old Joe. I couldnt see how it was wrong. But I can send for Dan and tell him that Ive changed my mind. He broke off in a groan. No, that wouldnt be no good. Hes set his mind on going by this time, and nothing can keep him back. But — Kate, maybe I can delay him. Has he gone up to his room yet?

Hes in there now. Talk softly or hell hear us. Hes walking up and down, now.

Ay, ay, ay! nodded old Joe, his eyes widening with horror, and his footfall is like the padding of a big cat. I could tell it out of a thousand steps. And I know whats going on inside his mind!

Yes, yes; hes thinking of the blow Buck Daniels struck him; hes thinking of the man who shot down Bart. God save them both!

Listen! whispered the cattleman. Hes raised the window. I heard the rattle of the weights. Hes standing there in front of the window, letting the wind of the night blow in his face!

The wind from the window, indeed, struck against the door communicating with Joe Cumberlands room, and shook it as if a hand were rattling at the knob.

The girl began to speak again, as swiftly as before, her voice the barely audible rushing of a whisper: The law will trail him, but I wont give him up. Dad, Im going to fight once more to keep him here — and if I fail, Ill follow him around the world. Such words should have come loudly, ringing. Spoken so softly, they gave a terrible effect; like the ravings of delirium, or the monotone of insanity. And with the white light against her face she was more awe-inspiring than beautiful. He loved me once; and the fire must still be in him; such fire cant go out, and Ill fan it back to life, and then if it burns me — if it burns us both — the fire itself cannot be more torture than to live on like this!

Hush, lass! murmured her father. Listen to whats coming!

It was a moan, very low pitched, and then rising slowly, and gaining in volume, rising up the scale with a dizzy speed, till it burst and rang through the house — the long-drawn wail of a wolf when it hunts on a fresh trail.


31. THE MESSAGE
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BUCK DANIELS OPENED his eyes and sat bolt-upright in bed. He had dreamed the dream again, and this time, as always, he awakened before the end. He needed no rubbing of eyes to rouse his senses. If a shower of cold water had been dashed upon him he could not have rallied from sound slumber so suddenly. His first movement was to snatch his gun from under his mattress, not that he dreamed of needing it, but for some reason the pressure of the butt against his palm was reassuring. It was better than the grip of his friend — a strong man.

It was the first grey of dawn, a light so feeble that it served merely to illuminate the darkness, so to speak. It fell with any power upon one thing alone, the bit of an old, dusty bridle that hung against the wall, and it made the steel glitter like a watchful eye. There was a great dryness in the throat of Buck Daniels; and his whole big body shook with the pounding of his heart.

He was not the only thing that was awake in the grey hour. For now he caught a faint and regular creaking of the stairs. Someone was mounting with an excessively cautious and patient step, for usually the crazy stairs that led up to this garret room of the Rafferty house creaked and groaned a protest at every footfall. Now the footfall paused at the head of the stairs, as when one stops to listen.

Buck Daniels raised his revolver and levelled it on the door; but his hand was shaking so terribly that he could not keep his aim — the muzzle kept veering back and forth across the door. He seized his right hand with his left, and crushed it with a desperate pressure. Then it was better. The quivering of the two hands counteracted each other and he managed to keep some sort of a bead.

Now the step continued again, down the short hall. A hand fell on the knob of the door and pressed it slowly open. Against the deeper blackness of the hall beyond, Buck saw a tall figure, hatless. His finger curved about the trigger, and still he did not fire. Even to his hysterical brain it occurred that Dan Barry would be wearing a hat — and moreover the form was tall.

Buck! called a guarded voice.

The muzzle of Daniels revolver dropped; he threw the gun on his bed and stood up.

Jim Rafferty! he cried, with something like a groan in his voice. What in the name of God are you doin here at this hour?

Someone come here and banged on the door a while ago. Had a letter for you. Must have rid a long ways and come fast; while he was givin me the letter at the door I heard his hoss pantin outside. He wouldnt stay, but went right back. Heres the letter, Buck. Hope it aint no bad news. Got a light here, aint you?

All right, Jim, answered Buck Daniels, taking the letter. I got a lantern. You get back to bed.

The other replied with a noisy yawn and left the room while Buck kindled the lantern. By that light he read his name upon the envelope and tore it open. It was very brief.

Dear Buck,

Last night at supper Dan found out where you are. In the morning hes leaving the ranch and we know that he intends to ride for Raffertys place; hell probably be there before noon. The moment you get this, saddle your horse and ride. Oh, Buck, why did you stay so close to us? Relay your horses. Dont stop until youre over the mountains. Black Bart is well enough to take the trail and Dan will use him to follow you. You know what that means. Ride, ride, ride!

Kate.

He crumpled up the paper and sank back upon the bed.

Why did you stay so close?

He had wondered at that, himself, many times in the past few days. Like the hunted rabbit, he expected to find safety under the very nose of danger. Now that he was discovered it seemed incredible that he could have followed so patently foolish a course. In a sort of daze he uncrumpled the note again and read the wrinkled writing word by word. He had leaned close to read by the uncertain light, and now he caught the faintest breath of perfume from the paper. It was a small thing, smaller among scents than a whisper is among voices, but it made Buck Daniels drop his head and crush the paper against his face. It was a moment before he could uncrumple the paper sufficiently to study the contents of the note thoroughly. At first his dazed brain caught only part of the significance. Then it dawned on him that the girl thought he had fled from the Cumberland Ranch through fear of Dan Barry.

Ay, there had been fear in it. Every day at the ranch he had shuddered at the thought that the destroyer might ride up on that devil of black silken grace, Satan. But every day he had convinced himself that even then Dan Barry remembered the past and was cursing himself for the ingratitude he had shown his old friend. Now the truth swept coldly home to Buck Daniels. Barry was as fierce as ever upon the trail, and Kate Cumberland thought that he, Buck Daniels, had fled like a cur from danger.

He seized his head between his hands and beat his knuckles against the corrugated flesh of his forehead. She had thought that!

Desire for action, action, action, beset him like thirst. To close with this devil, this wolf-man, to set his big fingers in the smooth, almost girlish throat, to choke the yellow light out of those eyes — or else to die, but like a man proving his manhood before the girl.

He read the letter again and then in an agony he crumpled it to a ball and hurled it across the room. Catching up his hat and his belt he rushed wildly from the room, thundered down the crazy stairs, and out to the stable.

Long Bess, the tall, bay mare which had carried him through three years of adventure and danger and never failed him yet, raised her aristocratic head above the side of the stall and whinnied. For answer he shook his fist at her and cursed insanely.

The saddle he jerked by one stirrup leather from the wall and flung it on her back, and when she cringed to the far side of the stall, he cursed her again, bitterly, and drew up the cinch with a lunge that made her groan. He did not wait to lead her to the door before mounting, but sprang into the saddle.

Here he whirled her about and drove home the spurs. Cruel usage, for Long Bess had never denied him the utmost of her speed and strength at the mere sound of his voice. Now, half-mad with fear and surprise, she sprang forward at full gallop, slipped and almost sprawled on the floor, and then thundered out of the door.

At once the soft sandy-soil received and deadened the impact of her hoofs. Off she flew through the grey of the morning, soundless as a racing ghost.

Long Bess — there was good blood in her. She was as delicately limbed as an antelope, and her heart was as strong as the smooth muscles of her shoulders and hips. Yet to Buck Daniels her fastest gait seemed slower than a walk. Already his thoughts were flying far before. Already he stood before the ranch house calling to Dan Barry. Ay, at the very door of the place they should meet and one of them must die. And better by far that the blood of him who died should stain the hands of Kate Cumberland.


32. VICTORY
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THE GREY LIGHT, which Buck Daniels saw that morning, hardly brightened as the day grew, for the sky was overcast with sheeted mist and through it a dull evening radiance filtered to the earth. Wung Lu, his celestial, slant eyes now yellow with cold, built a fire on the big hearth in the living-room. It was a roaring blaze, for the wood was so dry that it flamed as though soaked in oil, and tumbled a mass of yellow fire up the chimney. So bright was the fire, indeed, that its light quite over-shadowed the meagre day which looked in at the window, and every chair cast its shadow away from the hearth. Later on Kate Cumberland came down the backstairs and slipped into the kitchen.

Have you seen Dan? she asked of the cook.

Wung Lu make nice fire, grinned the Chinaman. Misser Dan in there.

She thought for an instant.

Is breakfast ready, Wung?

Pretty soon quick, nodded Wung Lu.

Then throw out the coffee or the eggs, she said quickly. I dont want breakfast served yet; wait till I send you word.

As the door closed behind her, the eye-brows of Wung rose into perfect Roman arches.

Ho! grunted Wung Lu, O ho!

In the hall Kate met Randall Byrne coming down the stairs. He was dressed in white and he had found a little yellow wildflower and stuck it in his button-hole. He seemed ten years younger than the day he rode with her to the ranch, and now he came to her with a quick step, smiling.

Doctor Byrne, she said quietly, breakfast will be late this morning. Also, I want no one to go into the living-room for a while. Will you keep them out?

The doctors smile was instantly gone.

He hasnt gone, yet? he queried.

Not yet.

The doctor sighed and then, apparently following a sudden impulse, he reached his hand to her.

I hope something comes of it, he said.

Even then she could not help a wan smile.

What do you mean by that, doctor?

The doctor sighed again.

If the inference is not clear, he said, Im afraid that I cannot explain. But Ill try to keep everyone from the room.

She nodded her thanks, and went on; but passing the mirror in the hall the sight of her face made her stop abruptly. There was no vestige of colour in it, and the shadow beneath her eyes made them seem inhumanly large and deep. The bright hair, to be sure, waved over her head and coiled on her neck, but it was like a futile shaft of sunlight falling on a dreary moor in winter. She went on thoughtfully to the door of the living-room but there she paused again with her hand upon the knob; and while she stood there she remembered herself as she had been only a few months before, with the colour flushing in her face and a continual light in her eyes. There had been little need for thinking then. One had only to let the wind and the sun strike on one, and live. Then, in a quiet despair, she said to herself: As I am — I must win or lose — as I am! and she opened the door and stepped in.

She had been cold with fear and excitement when she entered the room to make her last stand for happiness, but once she was in, it was not so hard. Dan Barry lay on the couch at the far end of the room with his hands thrown under his head, and he was smiling in a way which she well knew; it had been a danger signal in the old days, and when he turned his face and said good-morning to her, she caught that singular glimmer of yellow which sometimes came up behind his eyes. In reply to his greeting she merely nodded, and then walked slowly to the window and turned her back to him.

It was a one-tone landscape. Sky, hills, barns, earth, all was a single mass of lifeless grey; in such an atmosphere old Homer had seen the wraiths of his dead heroes play again at the things they had done on earth. She noted these things with a blank eye, for a thousand thoughts were leaping through her mind. Something must be done. There he lay in the same room with her. He had turned his head back, no doubt, and was staring at the ceiling as before, and the yellow glimmer was in his eyes again. Perhaps, after this day, she should never see him again; every moment was precious beyond the price of gold, and yet there she stood at the window, doing nothing. But what could she do?

Should she go to him and fall on her knees beside him and pour out her heart, telling him again of the old days? No, it would be like striking on a wooden bell; no echo would rise; and she knew beforehand the deadly blackness of his eyes. So Black Bart lay often in the sun, staring at infinite distance and seeing nothing but his dreams of battle. What were appeals and what were words to Black Bart? What were they to Dan Barry? Yet once, by sitting still — the thought made her blood leap with a great, joyous pulse that set her cheeks tingling.

She waited till the first impulse of excitement had subsided, and then turned back and sat down in a chair near the fire. From a corner of her eye she was aware that Whistling Dan had turned his head again to await her first speech. Then she fixed her gaze on the wall of yellow flame. The impulse to speak to him was like a hand tugging to turn her around, and the words came up and swelled in her throat, but still she would not stir.

In a moment of rationality she felt in an overwhelming wave of mental coldness the folly of her course, but she shut out the thought with a slight shudder. Silence, to Dan Barry, had a louder voice and more meaning than any words.

Then she knew that he was sitting up on the couch. Was he about to stand up and walk out of the room? For moment after moment he did not stir; and at length she knew, with a breathless certainty, that he was staring fixedly at her! The hand which was farthest from him, and hidden, she gripped hard upon the arm of the chair. That was some comfort, some added strength.

She had now the same emotion she had had when Black Bart slunk towards her under the tree — if a single perceptible tremor shook her, if she showed the slightest awareness of the subtle approach, she was undone. It was only her apparent unconsciousness which could draw either the wolf-dog or the master.

She remembered what her father had told her of hunting young deer — how he had lain in the grass and thrust up a leg above the grass in sight of the deer and how they would first run away but finally come back step by step, drawn by an invincible curiosity, until at length they were within range for a point-blank shot.

Now she must concentrate on the flames of the fireplace, see nothing but them, think of nothing but the swiftly changing domes and walls and pinnacles they made. She leaned a little forward and rested her cheek upon her right hand — and thereby she shut out the sight of Dan Barry effectually. Also it made a brace to keep her from turning her head towards him, and she needed every support, physical and mental.

Still he did not move. Was he in truth looking at her, or was he staring beyond her at the grey sky which lowered past the window? The faintest creaking sound told her that he had risen, slowly, from the couch. Then not a sound, except that she knew, in some mysterious manner, that he moved, but whether towards her or towards the door she could not dream. But he stepped suddenly and noiselessly into the range of her vision and sat down on a low bench at one side of the hearth. If the strain had been tense before, it now became terrible; for there he sat almost facing her, and looking intently at her, yet she must keep all awareness of him out of her eyes. In the excitement a strong pulse began to beat in the hollow of her throat, as if her heart were rising. She had won, she had kept him in the room, she had brought him to a keen thought of her. A Pyrrhic victory, for she was poised on the very edge of a cliff of hysteria. She began to feel a tremor of the hand which supported her cheek. If that should become visible to him he would instantly know that all her apparent unconsciousness was a sham, and then she would have lost him truly!

Something sounded at one of the doors — and then the door opened softly. She was almost glad of the interruption, for another instant might have swept away the last reserve of her strength. So this, then, was the end.

But the footfall which sounded in the apartment was a soft, padding step, with a little scratching sound, light as a finger running on a frosty window pane. And then a long, shaggy head slipped close to Whistling Dan. It was Black Bart!

A wave of terror swept through her. She remembered another scene, not many months before, when Black Bart had drawn his master away from her and led him south, south, after the wild geese. The wolf-dog had come again like a demoniac spirit to undo her plans!

Only an instant — the crisis of a battle — then the great beast turned slowly, faced her, slunk with his long stride closer, and then a cold nose touched the hand which gripped the arm of her chair. It gave her a welcome excuse for action of some sort; she reached out her hand, slowly, and touched the forehead of Black Bart. He winced back, and the long fangs flashed; her hand remained tremulously poised in air, and then the long head approached again, cautiously, and once more she touched it, and since it did not stir, she trailed the tips of her fingers backwards towards the ears. Black Bart snarled again, but it was a sound so subdued as to be almost like the purring of a great cat. He sank down, and the weight of his head came upon her feet. Victory!

In the full tide of conscious power she was able to drop her hand from her face, raise her head, turn her glance carelessly upon Dan Barry; she was met by ominously glowing eyes. Anger — at least it was not indifference.

He rose and stepped in his noiseless way behind her, but he reappeared instantly on the other side, and reached out his hand to where her fingers trailed limp from the arm of the chair. There he let them lie, white and cool, against the darkness of his palm. It was as if he sought in the hand for the secret of her power over the wolf-dog. She let her head rest against the back of the chair and watched the nervous and sinewy hand upon which her own rested. She had seen those hands fixed in the throat of Black Bart himself, once upon a time. A grim simile came to her; the tips of her fingers touched the paw of the panther. The steel-sharp claws were sheathed, but suppose once they were bared, and clutched. Or she stood touching a switch which might loose, by the slightest motion, a terrific voltage. What would happen?

Nothing! Presently the hand released her fingers, and Dan Barry stepped back and stood with folded arms, frowning at the fire. In the weakness which overcame her, in the grip of the wild excitement, she dared not stay near him longer. She rose and walked into the dining-room.

Serve breakfast now, Wung, she commanded, and at once the gong was struck by the cook.

Before the long vibrations had died away the guests were gathered around the table, and the noisy marshal was the first to come. He slammed back a chair and sat down with a grunt of expectancy.

Mornin, Dan, he said, whetting his knife across the table-cloth, I hear youre ridin this mornin? Aint going my way, are you?

Dan Barry sat frowning steadily down at the table. It was a moment before he answered.

I aint leavin, he said softly, at length, postponed my trip.


33. DOCTOR BYRNE SHOWS THE TRUTH
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ON THIS DAY of low-lying mists, this day so dull that not a shadow was cast by tree or house or man, there was no graver place than the room of old Joe Cumberland; even lamp light was more merciful in the room, for it left the corners of the big apartment in obscurity, but this meagre daylight stripped away all illusion and left the room naked and ugly. Those colours of wall and carpet, once brighter than spring, showed now as faded and lifeless as foliage in the dead days of late November when the leaves have no life except what keeps them clinging to the twig, and when their fallen fellows are lifted and rustled on the ground by every faint wind, with a sound like breathing in the forest. And like autumn, too, was the face of Joe Cumberland, with a colour neither flushed nor pale, but a dull sallow which foretells death. Beside his bed sat Doctor Randall Byrne and kept the pressure of two fingers upon the wrist of the rancher.

When he removed the thermometer from between the lips of Cumberland the old man spoke, but without lifting his closed eyelids, as if even this were an effort which he could only accomplish by a great concentration of the will.

No fever to-day, doc?

You feel a little better? asked Byrne.

They aint no feelin. But I aint hot; jest sort of middlin cold.

Doctor Byrne glanced down at the thermometer with a frown, and then shook down the mercury.

No, he admitted, there is no fever.

Joe Cumberland opened his eyes a trifle and peered up at Byrne.

You aint satisfied, doc?

Doctor Randall Byrne was of that merciless modern school which believes in acquainting the patient with the truth.

I am not, he said.

H-m-m! murmured the sick man. And what might be wrong?

Your pulse is uneven and weak, said the doctor.

I been feelin sort of weak since I seen Dan last night, admitted the other. But that news Kate brought me will bring me up! Shes kept him here, lad, think of that!

I am thinking of it, answered the doctor coldly. Your last interview with him nearly — killed you. If you see him again I shall wash my hands of the case. When he first came you felt better at once — in fact, I admit that you seemed to do better both in body and mind. But the thing could not last. It was a false stimulus, and when the first effects had passed away, it left you in this condition. Mr. Cumberland, you must see him no more!

But Joe Cumberland laughed long and softly.

Life, he murmured, aint worth that much! Not half!

I can do no more than advise, said the doctor, as reserved as before. I cannot command.

A bit peeved, doc? queried the old man. Well, sir, I know they aint much longer for me. Lord, man, I can feel myself going out like a flame in a lamp when the oil runs up. I can feel life jest makin its last few jumps in me like the flame up the chimney. But listen to me— he reached out a long, large knuckled, claw-like hand and drew the doctor down over him, and his eyes were earnest— I got to live till I see em standin here beside me, hand in hand, doc!

The doctor, even by that dim light, had changed colour. He passed his hand slowly across his forehead.

You expect to see that?

I expect nothin. I only hope!

The bitterness of Byrnes heart came up in his throat.

It will be an oddly suited match, he said, if they marry. But they will not marry.

Ha! cried Cumberland, and starting up in bed he braced himself on a quaking elbow. Whats that?

Lie down! ordered the doctor, and pressed the ranchman back against the pillows.

But what dyou mean?

It would be a long story — the scientific explanation.

Doc, where Dan is concerned I got more patience than Job.

In brief, then, I will prove to you that there is no mystery in this Daniel Barry.

If you can do that, doc, youre more of a man than I been guessing you for. Start now!

In primitive times, said Doctor Randall Byrne, man was nearly related to what we now call the lower animals. In those days he could not surround himself with an artificial protective environment. He depended on the unassisted strength of his body. His muscular and sensuous development, therefore, was far in advance of that of the modern man. For modern man has used his mind at the expense of his body. The very quality of his muscles is altered; and the senses of sight and hearing, for instance, are much blunted. For in the primitive days the ear kept guard over man even when he slept in terror of a thousand deadly enemies, each stronger than he; and the eye had to be keenly attuned to probe the shadows of the forest for lurking foes.

Now, sir, there is in biology the thing known as the sport. You will have heard that all living organisms undergo gradual processes of change. Season by season and year by year, environment affects the individual; yet these gradual changes are extremely slow. Between steps of noticeable change there elapse periods many times longer than the life of historic man. All speed in changes such as these comes in what we call sports. That is, a particular plant, for instance, gradually tends to have fewer leaves and a thicker bark, but the change is slight from age to age until suddenly a single instance occurs of plant which realises suddenly in a single step the ideal towards which the species has been striving. In a word, it has very, very few leaves, and an extraordinarily thick bark.

For a particular instance, one species of orange tended to have few and fewer seeds. But finally came an orange tree whose fruit had no seeds at all. That was the origin of the navel orange. And that was a typical sport.

Now, there is the reverse of the sport. Instead of jumping long distance ahead, an individual may lapse back towards the primitive. That individual is called an atavism. For instance, in this mountain-desert there has, for several generations, been a pressure of environment calling for a species of man which will be able to live with comparative comfort in a waste region — a man, in a word, equipped with such powerful organisms that he will be as much at home in the heart of the desert as an ordinary man would be in a drawing-room. You gather the drift of my argument.

I have observed this man Barry carefully. I am thoroughly convinced that he is such an atavism.

Among other men he seems strange. He is different and therefore he seems mysterious. As a matter of fact, he is quite a common freak. I could name you others like him in differing from common men, though not differing from them in exactly the same manner.

You see the result of this? Daniel Barry is a man to whom the desert is necessary, because he was made for the desert. He is lonely among crowds — you have said it yourself — but he is at home in a mountain wilderness with a horse and a dog.

Doc, you talk well, broke in Joe Cumberland, but if he aint human, why do humans like him so much? Why does he mean so much to me — to Kate?

Simply because he is different. You get from him what you could get from no other man in the world, perhaps, and you fail to see that the fellow is really more akin to his wolf-dog than he is to a man.

Supposin I said you was right, murmured the old man, frowning, how dyou explain why he likes other folks. According to you, the desert and the mountains and animals is what he wants. Then how is it that he took so much care of me when he come back this time? How is it that he likes Kate, enough to give up a trail of blood to stay here with her?

It is easy to explain the girls attraction, said the doctor. All animals wish to mate, Mr. Cumberland, and an age-old instinct is now working out in Dan Barry. But while you and Kate may please him, you are not necessary to him. He left you once before and he was quite happy in his desert. And I tell you, Mr. Cumberland, that he will leave you again. You cannot tame the untameable. It is not habit that rules this man. It is instinct a million years old. The call which he will hear is the call of the wilderness, and to answer it he will leave father and wife and children and ride out with his horse and his dog!

The old man lay quite motionless, staring at the ceiling.

I dont want to believe you, he said slowly, but before God I think youre right. Oh, lad, why was I bound up in a tangle like this one? And Kate — what will she do?

The doctor was quivering with excitement.

Let the man stay with her. In time she will come to see the brute nature of Daniel Barry. That will be the end of him with her.

Brute. Doc. They aint nobody as gentle as Dan!

Till he tastes blood, a lion can be raised like a house-dog, answered the doctor.

Then she mustnt marry him? Ay, Ive felt it — jest what youve put in words. Its livin death for Kate if she marries him! Shes kept him here to-day. To-morrow something may cross him, and the minute he feels the pull of it, hell be off on the trail — the blow of a man, the hollering out of the wild geese — God knows what itll take to start him wild again and forget us all — jest the way a child forgets its parents!

A voice broke in upon them, calling far away: Dan! Dan Barry!


34. THE ACID TEST
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IN THE LIVING-ROOM below they heard it, Dan and Kate Cumberland. All day she had sat by the fire which still blazed on the hearth, replenished from time to time by the care of Wung Lu. She had taken up some sewing, and she worked at it steadily. Some of that time Dan Barry was in the room, sitting through long intervals, watching her with lynx-eyed attention. Very rarely did he speak — almost never, and she could have numbered upon her two hands the words he had spoken — ay, and she could have repeated them one by one. Now and again he rose and went out, and the wolf-dog went with him each time. But towards the last Black Bart preferred to stay in the room, crouched in front of her and blinking at the fire, as if he knew that each time his master would return to the fire. Then, why leave the pleasant warmth for the chilly greyness of the day outside?

There he remained, stirring only now and then to lift a clumsy paw and brush it across his eyes in an oddly human gesture. Once or twice, also, he lifted that great, scarred head and laid it on her knees, looking curiously from her busy hands to her face, and from her face back again to her work, until, having apparently assured himself that all was well, he dropped his head again and lay once more motionless. She could see him open a listless eye when the master entered the room again. And with each coming of Dan Barry she felt again surrounded as if by invisible arms. Something was prying at her, striving to win a secret from her.

As the day wore on, a great, singing happiness rose in her throat, and at about the same time she heard a faint sound, impalpable, from the farther side of the room where Dan Barry sat. He was whistling.

A simple thing for a man to do, to be sure, but the astonishment of it nearly stopped the heart of Kate Cumberland. For in all her life she had never before heard him whistle except when he was in the open, and preferably when he was astride of the strength and the speed of Satan, with Black Bart scouting swiftly and smoothly ahead. But now he whistled here by the warmth of the fire. To be sure the sound was small and thin, but there was such music in it as she had never heard before. It was so thin that it was almost ghostly, as if the soul of wild Paganini played here on a muted violin. No tune that might be repeated, but as always when she heard it, a picture rose before the eyes of Kate. It wavered at first against the yellow glow of the firelight. Then it quite shut out all else.

It was deep night, starry night. The black horse and his rider wound up a deep ravine. To one side a bold mountain tumbled up to an infinite height, bristling with misshapen trees here and there, and losing its head against the very stars. On the other side were jagged hills, all carved in the solid rock. And down the valley, between the mountains and the stars, blew a soft wind; as if that wind made the music. They were climbing up, up, up, and now they reach — the music rising also to a soft but triumphant outburst — a high plateau. They were pressed up against the heart of the sky. The stars burned low, and low. Around them the whole earth seemed in prospect at their feet. The moon burst through a mass of clouds, and she saw, far off, a great river running silver through the night.

Happy? Ay, and he was happy too, and his happiness was one with hers. He was not even looking out the window while he whistled, but his eyes were fixed steadily, unchangingly, upon her face.

It was then that they heard it: Dan! Dan Barry! Come out!

A hoarse, ringing cry, as of one who is shouting against a great wind: Dan! Dan Barry! Come out!

Dan Barry was on his feet and gliding to the wall, where he took down his belt from a nail and buckled it swiftly around him. And Kate ran to the window with the wolf-dog snarling beside her and saw standing in front of the house, his hat off, his black hair wildly tumbled, and two guns in his hands, Buck Daniels! Behind him the tall bay mare shook with her panting and glistened with the sweat of the long ride.

She heard a scratching next and saw the wolf-dog rear up and paw at the door. Once through that door and he would be at the throat of the man outside, she knew. Nor he alone, for Dan Barry was coming swiftly across the room with that strange, padding step. He had no eye for her. He was smiling, and she had rather have seen him in a cursing fury than to see this smile. It curled the upper lip with something like a sneer; and she caught the white glint of his teeth; the wolf-dog snarled back over his shoulder to hurry his master. It was the crisis which she had known all day was coming, sooner or later. She had only prayed that it might be delayed for a little time. And confronting the danger was like stepping into the path of runaway horses. Fear ruled her with an iron hand, and she swayed back against the wall and supported herself with an outstretched hand.

What was there to be done? If she stepped in between him and his man, he would brush her aside from his path and out of his life forever. If he went on to his vengeance he would no less be started on the path which led around the world away from her. The law would be the hound which pursued him and relentlessly nipped at his heels — an eternal terror and unrest. No thought of Buck Daniels who had done so much for her. She cast his services out of her mind with the natural cruelty of woman. Her whole thought was, selfishly, for the man before her, and for herself.

He was there — his hand was upon the knob of the door. And then she remembered how the teeth of Black Bart had closed over her arm — and how they had not broken even the skin. In an instant she was pressed against the door before Dan Barry — her arms outstretched.

He fell back the slightest bit before her, and then he came again and brushed her slowly, gently, to one side, with an irresistible strength. She had to meet his eyes now — there was no help for it — and she saw there that swirl of yellow light — that insatiable hunger. And she knew, fully and bitterly, that she had failed. With the wolf-dog, indeed, she had conquered, but the man escaped her. If time had been granted her she would have won, she knew, but the hand of Buck Daniels, so long her ally, had destroyed her chances. It was his hand now which shook the knob of the door, and she turned with a sob of despair to face the new danger.

In her wildest dreams she had never visioned Buck Daniels transformed like this. She knew that in his past, as one of those long-riders who roam the mountain-desert, their hand against the hands of every man, Buck Daniels had been known and feared by the strongest. But all she had seen of Buck Daniels had been gentleness itself. Yet what faced her as the door flew wide was a nightmare thing with haggard face and shadow-buried, glittering eyes — unshaven, unkempt of hair, his shirt open at the throat, his great hands clenched for the battle. The wolf-dog, at that familiar sight, whined a low greeting, but with a glance at his master knew that there was a change — the old alliance was broken — so he bared his white teeth and changed his whine to a snarl of hate.

Then a strange terror struck Kate Cumberland. She had never dreamed that she could fear for Dan Barry at the hands of any man, but now the desperate resolve which breathed from every line of Buck Daniels, chilled her blood at the heart. She sprang back before Dan Barry. Facing him, she saw that demoniac glitter of yellow rising momently brighter in his eyes, and he was smiling. No execration or loud voiced curse could have contained the distilled malignancy of that smile. All this she caught in a single glimpse. The next instant she had whirled and stood before Dan, shielding him with outspread arms and facing Buck Daniels. The latter thrust back into the holster the gun which he had drawn when he entered the room.

Stand away from him, Kate, he commanded, and his eyes went past her to dwell on the face of Barry. Stand away from him. Its been comin for a long time, and now its here. Barry Im takin no start on you. Stand away from the girl and pull your gun — and Ill pump you full of lead.

The softest of soft voices murmured behind her: I been waitin for you, Buck, days and days and days. I aint never been so glad to see anybody!

And she felt Barry slip shadowlike to one side. She sprang in front of him again with a wild cry.

Buck! she begged, dont shoot!

Laughter, ringing and unhuman, filled the throat of Buck Daniels.

Is it him youre beggin for? he sneered at her. Is it him you got your fears for? Aint you got a word of pity for poor Buck Daniels that sneaked off like a whipped puppy? Bah! Dan Barry, the time is come. I been leadin the life of a houn dog for your sake. But its ended. Pull your gun and get out from behind the skirts of that girl!

As long as they faced each other with the challenge in their eyes, nothing on earth could avert the fight, she knew, but if she could delay them for one moment — she felt that swift moving form behind her slipping away from behind her — she could follow Barrys movements by the light in Daniels eyes.

Buck! she cried, for Gods sake — for my sake turn away from him — and — roll another cigarette!

For she remembered the story — how Daniels had turned under the very nose of danger and done this insane thing in the saloon at Brownsville and in her despair she could think of no other appeal.

It was the very strangeness of it that gave it point. Buck Daniels turned on his heel.

Its the last kindness I do you, Dan, he said, with his broad back to them. But before you die you got to know why Im killin you. Im going to roll one cigarette and smoke it and while I smoke it Im goin to tell you the concentrated truth about your worthless self and when Im done smokin Im goin to turn around and drop you where you stand. Dye hear?

Theys no need of waitin, answered the soft voice of Barry. Talkin dont mean much.

But Kate Cumberland turned and faced him. He was fairly a-quiver with eagerness and the hate welled and blazed and flickered in his eyes; his face was pale — very pale — and it seemed to her that she could make out in the pallor the print of the fingers of Buck Daniels and that blow those many days before. And she feared him as she had never feared him before — yet she blocked his way still with the outspread arms.

They could hear the crinkle of the cigarette paper as Buck rolled his smoke.

No, said Buck, his voice suddenly altered to an almost casual moderation, talk dont mean nothin to you. Talk is human, and nothin human means nothin to you. But I got to tell you why you ought to die, Barry.

I started out this mornin hatin the ground you walked on, but now I see that they aint no use to hate you. Is they any use hatin a mountain-lion that kills calves? No, you dont hate it, but you get a gun and trail it and shoot it down. And thats the way with you.

They heard the scratch of his match.

Thats the way with you. I got my back to you right now because if I looked you in the eye I couldnt let you live no moren I could let a mountain-lion live. I know youre faster with your gun than I am and stronger than I am, and made to fight. But I know Im going to kill you. Youve done your work — youve left hell on all sides of you — its your time to die. I know it! You been lyin like a snake in the rocks with your poison ready for any man that walks past you. Now your poison is about used up.

He paused, and then when he spoke again there was a ring of exultation in his voice: I tell you, Dan, I dont fear you, and I know that the bullet in this gun here on my hips is the one thats goin to tear your heart out. I know it!

Something like a sob came from the lips of Dan Barry. His hands moved out towards Buck Daniels as though he were plucking something from the empty air.

Youve said enough, he said. You said plenty. Now turn around and fight!

And Kate Cumberland stepped back, out of line of the two. She knew that in what followed she could not play the part of the protector or the delayer. Here they stood, hungry for battle, and there was no power in her weak hands to separate them. She stood far back and fumbled with her hands at the wall for support. She tried to close her eyes, but the fascination of the horror forced her to watch against her strongest will. And the chief part of that dreadful suspense lay in the even, calm voice of Buck Daniels as he went on: Ill turn around and fight soon enough. But Kate asked me to smoke another cigarette. I know what she means. She wants me to leave you the way I done in the saloon that day. I aint goin to leave, Dan. But Im glad she asked me to turn away, because it gives me a chance to tell you some things you got to know before you go west.

Dan, you been like a fire that burns every hand that touches you. He inhaled a long breath of smoke and blew it up towards the ceiling. Youve busted the heart of the friend that follered you; youve busted the heart of the girl that loves you.

He paused again, for another long inhalation, and Kate Cumberland, staring in fearful suspense, waiting for the instant when Buck should at last turn and when the shots should explode, saw that the yellow glow was now somewhat misted in the eyes of Barry. He frowned, as one bewildered.

Think of her, Dan! went on Buck Daniels. Think of her wasting herself on a no-good houn dog like you — a no-good wild wolf! My God Amighty, she might of made some good man happy — some man with a soul and a heart — but instead of that God sent you like a blast across her — you with your damned soul of wind and your heart of stone! Think of it! When you see what you been, Barry, I wonder you dont go out and take your own gun and blow off your head.

Buck, called Dan Barry, so help me God, if you dont turn your face to me — Ill shoot you through the back!

I knew, said the imperturbable Daniels, that youd come to that in the end. You used to fight like a man, but now youre followin your instincts, and you fight like a huntin wolf. Look at the brute thats slinkin up to me there! Thats what you are. You kill for the sake of killin — like the beasts.

If you was a man, could you treat me like youve done? Your damned cold heart and your yaller eyes and all would of burned up in the barn the other night — you and your wolf and your damned hoss. Why didnt I let you burn? Because I was a fool. Because I still thought they was something of the man in you. But I seen afterwards what you was, and I rode off to get out of your way — to keep your hands from gettin red with my blood. And then you plan on follerin me — damn you! — on follerin me!

So that, Dan, is why Ive come to put you out of the world — as Im goin to do now! Once you hated to give pain, and if you hurt people it was because you couldnt help it. But now you live on torturin others. Barry, pull your gun!

And as he spoke, he whirled, the heavy revolver leaping into his hand.

Still Kate Cumberland could not close her eyes on the horror. She could not even cry out; she was frozen.

But there was no report — no spurt of smoke — no form of a man stumbling blindly towards death. Dan Barry stood with one hand pressed over his eyes and the other dangled at his side, harmless, while he frowned in bewilderment at the floor.

He said slowly, at length: Buck, I kind of think youre right. They aint no use in me. I been rememberin, Buck, how you sent Kate to me when I was sick.

There was a loud clatter; the revolver dropped from the hand of Buck Daniels.

The musical voice of Dan Barry murmured again: And I remember how you stood up to Jim Silent, for my sake. Buck, whats come between us since them days? You hit me a while back, and since then I been wantin your blood — but hearin you talk now, somehow — I feel sort of lost and lonesome — like Id thrown somethin away that I valued most.

Buck Daniels threw out his great arms and his voice was broken terribly.

Oh, God Amighty, Dan, he cried, jest take one step back to me and Ill come all the way around the world to meet you!

He stumbled across the floor and grasped at the hand of Barry, for a mist had half-blinded his eyes.

Dan, he pleaded, aint things as they once was? Dyou forgive me?

Why, Buck, murmured Dan Barry, in that same bewildered fashion, seems like we was bunkies once.

Dan, muttered Buck Daniels, choking, Dan— but he dared not trust his voice further, and turning, he fairly fled from the room.

The dazed eyes of Dan Barry followed him. Then they moved until they encountered the face of Kate Cumberland. A shock, as if of surprise, widened the lids. For a long moment they stared in silence, and then he began to walk, very slowly, a step at a time, towards the girl. Now, as he faced her, she saw that there was no longer a hint of the yellow in his eyes, but he stepped closer and closer; he was right before her, watching her with an expression of mute suffering that made her heart grow large.

He said, more to himself than to her: Seems like I been away a long time.

A very long time, she whispered.

He drew a great breath.

Is it true, what Buck said? About you?

Oh, my dear, my dear! she cried. Dont you see?

He started a little, and taking both her hands he made her face the dull light from the windows.

Seems like youre kind of pale, Kate.

The colour went while I waited for you, Dan.

But there comes a touch of red — like morning — in your throat, and runnin up your cheeks.

Dont you see? Its because youve come back!

He closed his eyes and murmured: I remember we was close — closer than this. We were sittin here — in this room — by a fire. And then something called me out and I follered it.

The wild geese — yes.

Wild geese? he repeated blankly, and then shook his head. How could wild geese call me? But things happened. I was kept away. Sometimes I wanted to come back to you, but somehow I could never get started. Was it ten years ago that I left?

Months — months longer than years.

What is it? he asked. I been watchin you, and waitin to find out what was different in you. Black Bart seen something in you. I dunno what. Today I sort of guessed what it is. I can feel it now. Its something like a pain. It starts sort of in the stomach, Kate. Its like bein away from a place where you want to be. Queer, aint it? I aint far from you. Ive got your hands in mine, but somehow you dont feel near. I want to walk — a long ways — closer. And the pain keeps growin.

His voice fell away to a murmur, and now a deadly silence lay between them, and it seemed as if lights were varying upon their faces, so swift and subtle were the changes of expression. And they drew closer by imperceptible degrees. So his arms, fumbling, found their away about her, drew her closer, till her head drooped back, and her face was close beneath his.

Was it true, he whispered, what Buck said?

Theres nothing true except that were together.

But your eyes are brimful of tears!

The same pain you feel, Dan; the same loneliness and the hurt.

But its going now. I feel as if Id been riding three days without moren enough water to moisten my tongue every hour; with the sand white hot, and my hoss staggerin, and the sun droppin closer and closer till the mountains are touched with white fire. Then I come, in the evenin, to a valley with cool shadows beginning to slip across from the western side, and I stand in the shadow and feel the red-hot blood go smashin, smashin, smashin in my temples — and then — a sound of runnin water somewhere up the hill-side. Runnin, cool, fresh, sparkling water whispering over the rocks. Ah, God, thats what it means to me to stand here close to you, Kate!

And its like standin up in the mornin on the top of a high hill and seein the light jump up quick in the east, and there lies all the world at my feet, mile after mile of it — theys a river like silver away off yonder — and theys range after range walkin off into a blue nothing. Thats what its like to stand here and look down into them blue eyes of yours, Kate — miles and miles into em, till I feel as if I seen your heart beneath. And theys the rose of the mornin on your cheeks, and the breath of the mornin stirrin between your lips, and the light of the risin sun comes flarin in your eyes. And I own the world — I own the world.

Two burnin pieces of wood, thats you and me, and when I was away from you the fire went down to a smoulder; but now that were close a wind hits us, and the flames come together and rise and jump and twine together. Two pieces of burnin wood, but only one flame — dyou feel it? — Oh, Kate, our bodies is ashes and dust, and all thats worth while is that flame blowin up from us, settin the world on fire!


35. PALE ANNIE
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EVEN IN ELKHEAD there were fires this day. In the Gilead saloon one might have thought that the liquid heat which the men imbibed would serve in place of stoves, but the proprietor, Pale Annie, had an eye to form, and when the sky was grey he always lighted the stove.

Pale Annie he was called because his real name was Anderson Hawberry Sandringham. That name had been a great aid to him when he was an undertaker in Kansas City; but Anderson Hawberry Sandringham had fallen from the straight and narrow path of good undertakers some years before and he had sought refuge in the mountain-desert, where most things prosper except sheriffs and grass. He was fully six inches more than six feet in height and his face was so long and pale that even Haw-Haw Langley seemed cheerful beside the ex-undertaker. In Kansas City this had been much prized, for that single face could lend solemnity to any funeral. In Elkhead it was hardly less of an asset.

People came out of curiosity to see Pale Annie behind the bar with his tall silk hat — which he could never bring himself to lay aside — among the cobwebs of the rafters. They came out of curiosity and they remained to drink — which is a habit in the mountain-desert. A travelling drummer or a patent medicine man had offered Pale Annie a handsome stake to simply go about with him and lend the sanction of his face to the talk of the drummer, but Pale Annie had discovered a veritable philosophers stone in Elkhead and he was literally turning whiskey into gold.

This day was even more prosperous than usual for Pale Annie, for the grey weather and the chilly air made men glad of the warmth, both external and internal, which Pale Annie possessed in his barroom. His dextrous hands were never for a moment still at the bar, either setting out drinks or making change, except when he walked out and threw a fresh feed into the fire, and stirred up the ruddy depths of the stove with a tall poker. It was so long, indeed, that it might have served even Pale Annie for a cane and it was a plain untapered bar of iron which the blacksmith had given him as the price of a drink, on a day. He needed a large poker, however, for there was only the one stove in the entire big room, and it was a giant of its kind, as capacious as a hogshead. This day Pale Annie kept it red hot, so that the warmth might penetrate to the door on the one hand and to the rear of the room where the tables and chairs were, on the other.

Since Pale Annies crowd took little exercise except for bending their elbows now and again, and since the majority of them had been in the place fully half the day, by ten in the evening sounds of hilarity began to rise from the saloon. Solemn-faced men who had remained in their places for hour after hour, industriously putting away the red-eye, now showed symptoms of life. Some of them discovered hitherto hidden talents as singers, and they would rise from their places, remove their hats, open their bearded mouths, and burst into song. An antiquarian who had washed gold in 49 and done nothing the rest of his life save grow a prodigious set of pure white whiskers, sprang from his place and did a hoe-down that ravished the beholders. Thrice he was compelled to return to the floor, and in the end his performance was only stopped by an attack of sciatica. Two strong men carried him back to his chair and wept over him, and there was another drink all around.

In this scene of universal joy there were two places of shadow. For at the rear end of the room, almost out of reach of the lantern-light, sat Haw-Haw Langley and Mac Strann. The more Haw-Haw Langley drank the more cadaverous grew his face, until in the end it was almost as solemn as that of Pale Annie himself; as for Mac Strann, he seldom drank at all.

A full hour had just elapsed since either of them spoke, yet Haw-Haw Langley said, as if in answer to a remark: Hes heard too much about you, Mac. He aint no such fool as to come to Elkhead.

He aint had time, answered the giant.

Aint had time? All these days?

Wait till the dog gets well. Hell follow the dog to Elkhead.

Why, Mac, the trails been washed out long ago. That wind the other day would of knocked out any trail lessn a big waggon.

It wont wash out the trail for that dog, said Mac Strann calmly.

Well, snarled Haw-Haw, I got to be gettin back home pretty soon. I aint rollin in coin the way you are, Mac.

The other returned no answer, but let his eyes rove vacantly over the room, and since his head was turned the other way, Haw-Haw Langley allowed a sneer to twist at his lips for a moment.

If I had the price, he said, wed have another drink.

I aint drinkin, answered the giant monotonously.

Then Ill go up and bum one offn Pale Annie. About time he come through with a little charity.

So he unfurled his length and stalked through the crowd up to the bar. Here he leaned and confidentially whispered in the ear of Pale Annie.

Partner, I been sprinklin dust for a long time in here, and there aint been any reward. Im dry, Annie.

Pale Annie regarded him with grave disapproval.

My friend, he said solemnly, liquor is the real root of all evil. For my part, I quench my thirst with water. Theys a tub over there in the corner with a dipper handy. Dont mention it.

I didnt thank you, said Haw-Haw Langley furiously. Damn a tight-wad, say I!

The long hand of Pale Annie curled affectionately around the neck of an empty bottle.

I didnt quite gather what you said? he remarked courteously, and leaned across the bar — within striking distance.

Ill tell you later, remarked Haw-Haw sullenly, and turned his shoulder to the bar.

As he did so two comparatively recent arrivals came up beside him. They were fresh from a couple of months of range-finding, and they had been quenching a concentrated thirst by concentrated effort. Haw-Haw Langley looked them over, sighed with relief, and then instantly produced Durham and the brown papers. He paused in the midst of rolling his cigarette and offered them to the nearest fellow.

Smoke? he asked.

Now a man of the mountain-desert knows a great many things, but he does not know how to refuse. The proffer of a gift embarrasses him, but he knows no way of avoiding it; also he never rests easy until he has made some return.

Sure, said the man, and gathered in the tobacco and papers. Thanks!

He covertly dropped the cigarette which he had just lighted, and stepped on it, then he rolled another from Haw-Haws materials. The while, he kept an uneasy eye on his new companion.

Drinkin? he asked at length.

Not jest now, said Haw-Haw carelessly.

Always got room for another, protested the other, still more in earnest as he saw his chance of a return disappearing.

All right, then, said Haw-Haw. Jest one more.

And he poured a glass to the brim, waved it gracefully towards the others without spilling a drop, and downed it at a gulp.

Been in town long? he asked.

Not long enough to find any action, answered the other.

The eye of Haw-Haw Langley brightened. He looked over the two carefully. The one had black hair and the other red, but they were obviously brothers, both tall, thick-shouldered, square-jawed, and pug-nosed. There was Irish blood in that twain; the fire in their eyes could have come from only one place on earth. And Haw-Haw grinned and looked down the length of the room to where Mac Strann sat, a heavy, inert mass, his fleshy forehead puckered into a half-frown of animal wistfulness.

You aint the only ones, he said to his companion at the bar. Theys a man in town who says they dont turn out any two men in this range that could give him action.

The hell! grunted he of the red hair. And he looked down to his blunt-knuckled hands.

S matter of fact, continued Haw-Haw easily, hes right here now!

He looked again towards Mac Strann and remembered once more the drink which Mac might so easily have purchased for him.

It aint Pale Annie, is it? asked the black-haired man, casting a dubious glance up and down the vast frame of the undertaker.

Him? Not half! grinned Haw-Haw. Its a fet feller down to the end of the bar. I guess hes been drinkin some. Kind of off his nut.

He indicated Mac Strann.

He looks to me, said the red-haired man, setting his jaw, like a feller that aint any too old to learn one more thing about the range in these parts.

He looks to me, chimed in the black haired brother, like a feller that might be taught something right here in Pale Annies barroom. Anyway, hes got room at his table for two more.

So saying the two swallowed their drinks and rumbled casually down the length of the room until they came to the table where Mac Strann sat. Haw-Haw Langley followed at a discreet distance and came within earshot to hear the deep voice of Mac Strann rumbling: Sorry, gents, but that chair is took.

The black-haired man sank into the indicated chair.

Youre right, he announced calmly. Anybody could see with half an eye that you aint a fool. Its took by me!

And he grinned impudently in the face of Mac Strann. The latter, who had been sitting with slightly bent head, now raised it and looked the pair over carelessly; there was in his eye the same dumb curiosity which Haw-Haw Langley had seen many a time in the eye of a bull, leader of the herd.

The giant explained carefully: I mean, theys a friend of mine thats been sittin in that chair.

If I aint your friend, answered the black-haired brother instantly, it aint any fault of mine. Lay it up to yourself, partner!

Mac Strann stretched out his hand on the surface of the table.

He said: I got an idea you better get out of that chair.

The other turned his head slowly on all sides and then looked Mac Strann full in the face.

Maybe theys something wrong with my eyes, he said, but I dont see no reason.

The little dialogue had lasted long enough to focus all eyes on the table at the end of the room, and therefore there were many witnesses to what followed. The arm of Mac Strann shot out; his hand fastened in the collar of the black-haired mans shirt, and the latter was raised from his seat and propelled to one side by a convulsive jerk. He probably would have been sent crashing into the bar had not his shirt failed under the strain. It ripped in two at the shoulders, and the seeker after action, naked to the waist, went reeling back to the middle of the room, before he gained his balance. After him went Mac Strann with an agility astonishing in that squat, formless bulk. His long arms were outstretched and his fingers tensed, and in his face there was an uncanny joy; his lip had lifted in that peculiarly disheartening sneer.

He was not a pace from him of the black hair when a yell of rage sounded behind him, and the other brother leaped through the air and landed on Mac Stranns back. He doubled up, slipped his arms behind him, and the next instant, without visible reason, the red-headed man hurtled through the air and smashed against the bar with a jolt that set the glassware shivering and singing. Then he relaxed on the floor, a twisted and foolish looking mass.

As for the seeker after action, he had at first reached after his revolver, but he changed his mind at the last instant and instead picked up the great poker which leaned against the stove. It was a ponderous weapon and he had to wield it in both hands. As he swung it around his head there was a yell from men ducking out of the way, and Pale Annie curled his hand again around his favorite empty bottle. He had no good opportunity to demonstrate its efficiency, however. Mac Strann, crouching in the position from which he had catapulted the red-haired man, cast upwards a single glance at the other brother, and then he sprang in. The poker hissed through the air with the vigour of a strong mans arms behind it and it would have cracked the head of Mac Strann like an empty egg-shell if it had hit its mark. But it was heaved too high, and Mac Strann went in like a football player rushing the line, almost doubled up against the floor as he ran. His shoulders struck the other hardly higher than the knees, and they went down together, but so doing the head of Mac Stranns victim cracked against the floor, and he also was still.

The exploit was greeted by a yell of applause and then someone proposed a cheer, and it was given. It died off short on the lips of the applauders, however, for it was seen that Mac Strann was not yet done with his work, and he went about it in a manner which made men sober suddenly and exchange glances.

First the stranger dragged the two brothers together, laying one of them face down on the floor. The second he placed over the first, back to back. Next he picked up the long poker from the floor and slipped it under the head and down to the neck of the first man. The bystanders watched in utter silence, with a touch of horror coming now in their eyes.

Now Mac Strann caught the ends of the iron and began to twist up on them. There was no result at first. He refreshed his hold and tried again. The sleeves of his shirt were seen to swell and then grow hard and taut with vast play of muscle beneath. His head bowed lower between his shoulders, and those shoulders trembled, and the muscles over them quivered like heat-waves rising of a spring morning. There was a creaking, now, and then the iron was seen to shiver and then bend, slowly, and once it was wrenched out of the horizontal, the motion was more and more rapid. Until, when the giant was done with his labor, the ends of the iron over-lapped around the necks of the two luckless brothers. Mac Strann stepped back and surveyed his work; the rest of the room was in silence, saving that the red-headed man was coming back to consciousness and now writhed and groaned feebly. He could not rise; that was manifest, for the thick band of iron tied his neck to the neck of his brother.

Upon this scene Mac Strann gazed with a thoughtful air and then stepped to the side of the room where stood a bucket of dirty water, recently used for mopping behind the bar. This he caught up, returned, and dashed the black, greasy water over the pair.

If it had been electricity it could not have operated more effectively. The two awoke with one mind, and with a tremendous spluttering and cursing struggled to regain their feet. It was no easy thing, however, for when one stood up the other slipped and in his fall involved the brother. In the meantime it made a jest exactly suited to the mind of Elkhead, and shrieks of hysterical laughter rewarded their struggles. Until at length they sat solemnly, back to back, easing the pressure of the iron as best they might with their hands. Assembled Elkhead reeled about the room, drunken with laughter. But Mac Strann went quietly back to his table and paid no attention to the scene.

There is an end to all good things, however, and finally the two brothers concerted action together, rose, and then side-stepped towards the door, dripping the mop-water at every step. Obviously they were bound for the blacksmiths to loose their collar, and everyone in the saloon knew that the blacksmith was not in town.

The old man who had done the hoe-down hobbled to the end of the barroom and before the table of Mac Strann made a speech to the effect that Elkhead had everything it needed except laughter, that Mac Strann had come to their assistance in that respect, and that if he, the old man, had the power, he would pension such an efficient jester and keep him permanently in the town. To all of this Mac Strann paid not the slightest heed, but with his fleshy brow puckered considered the infinite distance. Even the drink which Pale Annie, grateful for the averted riot, placed on the table before him, Mac Strann allowed to stand untasted. And it was private stock!

It was at this time that Haw-Haw Langley made his way back to the table and occupied the contested seat.

That was a bum play, he said solemnly to Mac Strann. When Barry hears about what you done here to two men, dyou think that hell ever hit your trail?

The other started.

I never thought about it, he murmured, his thick lips, as always, framing speech with difficulty. Dyou spose Id ought to go back to the Cumberland place for him?

A yell rose at the farther end of the room.

A wolf! Hey! Shoot the damn wolf!

You fool! cried another. He aint skinny enough to be a wolf. Besides, whoever heard of a tame wolf comin into a barroom?

Nevertheless many a gun was held in readiness, and the men, even the most drunken, fell back to one side and allowed a free passage for the animal. It seemed, indeed, to be a wolf, and a giant of its kind, and it slunk now with soundless step through the silence of the barroom, glancing neither to right nor to left, until it came before the table of Mac Strann. There it halted and slunk back a little, the upper lip lifted away from the long fangs, its eyes glittered upon the face of the giant, and then it swung about and slipped out of the barroom as it had come, in utter silence.

In the utter silence Mac Strann leaned across the table to Haw-Haw Langley.

Hes come alone this time, he said, but the next time hell bring his master with him. Well wait!

The Adams-apple rose and fell in the throat of Haw-Haw.

Well wait, he nodded, and he burst into the harsh, unhuman laughter which had given him his name.


36. THE DISCOVERY OF LIFE
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THIS IS THE letter which Swinnerton Loughburne received over the signature of Doctor Randall Byrne. It was such a strange letter that between paragraphs Swinnerton Loughburne paced up and down his Gramercy Park studio and stared, baffled, at the heights of the Metropolitan Tower.

Dear Swinnerton,

Ill be with you in good old Manhattan about as soon as you get this letter. Im sending this ahead because I want you to do me a favour. If I have to go back to those bare, blank rooms of mine with the smell of chemicals drifting in from the laboratory, Ill — get drunk. Thats all!

Here Swinnerton Loughburne lowered the letter to his knees and grasped his head in both hands. Next he turned to the end of the letter and made sure that the signature was Randall Byrne. He stared again at the handwriting. It was not the usual script of the young doctor. It was bolder, freer, and twice as large as usual; there was a total lack of regard for the amount of stationery consumed.

Shaking his head in bewilderment, Swinnerton Loughburne shook his fine grey head and read on:

What I want you to do, is to stir about and find me a new apartment. Mind you, I dont want the loft of some infernal Arcade building in the Sixties. Get me a place somewhere between Thirtieth and Fifty-eighth. Two bed-rooms. I want a place to put some of the boys when they drop around my way. And at least one servants room. Also at least one large room where I can stir about and wave my arms without hitting the chandelier. Are you with me?

Here Swinnerton Loughburne seized his head between both hands again and groaned: Dementia! Plain and simple dementia! And at his age, poor boy!

He continued:

Find an interior decorator. Not one of these fuzzy haired women-in-pants, but a he-man who knows what a he-man needs. Tell him I want that place furnished regardless of expense. I want some deep chairs that will hit me under the knees. I want some pictures on the wall — but nothing out of the Eighteenth Century — no impressionistic landscapes — no girls dolled up in fluffy stuff. I want some pictures I can enjoy, even if my maiden aunt cant. There you are. Tell him to go ahead on those lines.

In a word, Swinnerton, old top, I want to live. For about thirty years Ive thought, and now I know that theres nothing in it. All the thinking in the world wont make one more blade of grass grow; put one extra pound on the ribs of a long-horn; and in a word, thinking is the bunk, pure and simple!

At this point Swinnerton Loughburne staggered to the window, threw it open, and leaned out into the cold night. After a time he had strength enough to return to his chair and read through the rest of the epistle without interruption.

You wonder how Ive reached the new viewpoint? Simply by seeing some concentrated life here at the Cumberland ranch. My theories are blasted and knocked in the head — praise God! — and Ive brushed a million cobwebs out of my brain. Chemistry? Rot! Theres another sort of chemistry that works on the inside of a man. Thats what I want to study. There are three great preliminary essentials to the study:

1st: How to box with a man.
2nd: How to talk with a girl.
3rd: How to drink old wine.

Try the three, Swinnerton; they arent half bad. At first they may give you a sore jaw, an aching heart, and a spinning head, but in the end they teach you how to keep your feet and fight!

This is how my eyes were opened.

When I came out to this ranch it was hard for me to ride a horse. So Ive been studying how it should be done. Among other things, you should keep your toes turned in, you know. And there are many other things to learn.

When I had mastered them one by one I went out the other day and asked to have a horse saddled. It was done, and a lantern-jawed cowpuncher brought out a piebald gelding with long ears and sleepy eyes. Not a lovely beast, but a mild one. So I went into the saddle according to theory — with some slight hesitations here and there, planted my feet in the stirrups, and told the lantern-jawed fellow to turn loose the head of the piebald. This was done. I shook the reins. The horse did not move. I called to the brute by name. One ear wagged back to listen to me.

I kicked the beast in the ribs. Unfortunately I had forgotten that long spurs were on my heels. The horse was instantly aware of that fact, however. He leaped into a full gallop. A very jolty process. Then he stopped — but I kept on going. A fence was in the way, so I was halted. Afterwards the lantern-jawed man picked me up and offered to carry me back to the house or at least get a wheelbarrow for me. I refused with some dignity. I remarked that I preferred walking, really, and so I started out across the hills and away from the house. My head was sore; so were my shoulders where I hit the fence; I began to think of the joy of facing that horse again, armed with a club.

It was evening — after supper, you see — and the light of the moon was already brighter than the sunlight. And by the time I had crossed the first range of hills, it was quite dark. As I walked I brooded upon many things. There were enough to disturb me.

There was old Joe Cumberland, at deaths door and beyond the reach of my knowledge; and he had been taken away from death by the wild man, Dan Barry. There was the girl with the bright hair — Kate Cumberland. In education, nothing; in brain, nothing; in experience, nothing; and yet I was attracted. But she was not attracted in the least until along came the wild man again, and then she fell into his arms — actually fought for him! Why? I could not tell. My name and the things I have done and even my money, meant nothing to her. But when he came it was only a glance, a word, a smile, and she was in his arms. I felt like Caligula. I wished the world had only one neck, and I an axe. But why should I have felt depressed because of failures in the eyes of these silly yokels? Not one of them could read the simplest chemical formula!

All very absurd, you will agree, and you may get some inkling as to my state of mind while I walked over those same dark hills. I seemed a part of that darkness. I looked up to the stars. They were merely like the pages of a book. I named them off hand, one after the other, and thought of their characteristics, their distances, their composition, and meditated on the marvels the spectrum has made known to us. But no sooner did such a train of thoughts start in my brain, than I again recurred to the girl, Kate Cumberland, and all I was aware of was a pain at heart — something like homesickness. Very strange.

She and the man are together constantly. The other day I was in Joseph Cumberlands room and we heard whistling outside. The face of the old man lighted, They are together again, he said. How do you guess at that? I asked. By the sound of his whistling, he answered. For he whistles as if he expected an answer — as if he were talking with someone. And by the Lord, the old man was right. It would never have occurred to me!

Now as I started down the farther slope of a hill a whistling sound ran upon me through the wind, and looking back I saw a horseman galloping with great swiftness along the line of the crest, very plainly outlined by the sky, and by something of smoothness in the running of the horse I knew that it was Barry and his black stallion. But the whistling — the music! Dear God, man, have you read of the pipes of Pan? That night I heard them and it made a riot in my heart.

He was gone, suddenly, and the whistling went out like a light, but something had happened inside me — the first beginning of this process of internal change. The ground no longer seemed so dark. There were earth smells — very friendly — I heard some little creature chirruping contentedly to itself. Something hummed — a grasshopper, perhaps. And then I looked up to the stars. There was not a name I could think of — I forgot them all, and for the first time I was contented to look at them and wonder at their beauty without an attempt at analysis or labelling.

If I say that I went back to the ranch-house with my feet on the ground and my heart up there among the stars, will you understand?

I found the girl sewing in front of the fire in the living room. Simply looked up to me with a smile, and a certain dimness about the eyes — well, my breath stopped.

Kate, said I, I am going away to-morrow morning!

And leave Dad? said she.

To tell you the truth, I answered, there is nothing I can do for him. There has never been anything I could do for him.

I am sorry, said she, and lifted up her eyes to me.

Now, I had begun by being stiff with her, but the ringing of that whistling — pipes of Pan, you know — was in my ears. I took a chair beside her. Something overflowed in my heart. For the first time in whole days I could look on her beauty without pain.

Do you know why Im going? I asked.

She waited.

Because, said I, and smiled right into her face, I love you, Kate, most infernally; and I know perfectly well that I will get never the devil a bit of good out of it.

She peered at me. You arent jesting? says she. No, youre serious. Im very sorry, Doctor Byrne.

And I, I answered, am glad. I wouldnt change it for the world. For once in my life — to-night — Ive forgotten myself. No, I wont go away and nurse a broken heart, but Ill think of you as a man should think of something bright and above him. Youll keep my heart warm, Kate, till Im a very old man. Because of you, Ill be able to love some other girl — and a fine one, by the Lord!

Something in the nature of an outburst, eh? But it was the music which had done it. All the time it rang and echoed through my ears. My words were only an echo of it. I was in tune with the universe. I was living for the first time. The girl dropped her sewing — tossed it aside. She came over to me and took my hands in a way that would have warmed even the icicles of your heart, Swinnerton.

Doctor, says she, I know that you are going to be very happy.

Happiness, said I, is a trick, like riding a horse. And I think that Ive learned the trick. Ive caught it from you and from Barry.

At that, she let go my hands and stepped back. The very devil is in these women, Swinnerton. You never can place them for a minute at a time.

I am trying to learn myself, she said, and there was a shadow of wistfulness in her eyes.

In another moment I should have made a complete fool of myself, but I remembered in time and got out of the room. To-morrow I start back for the old world but I warn you beforehand, my dear fellow, that Im bringing something of the new world with me.

What has it all brought to me? I am sad one day and gay the next. But at least I know that thinking is not life and now Im ready to fight.

Randall Byrne.


37. THE PIEBALD
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THE MORNING OF the doctors departure witnessed quite a ceremony at the Cumberland ranch, for old Joe Cumberland insisted that he be brought down from his room to his old place in the living-room. When he attempted to rise from his bed, however, he found that he could not stand; and big Buck Daniels lifted the old man like a child and carried him down the stairs. Once ensconced on the sofa in the living-room Joe Cumberland beckoned his daughter close to him, and whispered with a smile as she leaned over: Heres what comes of pretendin, Kate. I been pretending to be too sick to walk, and now I cant walk; and if Id pretended to be well, Id be ridin Satan right now!

He looked about him.

Wheres Dan? he asked.

Upstairs getting ready for the trip.

Trip?

Hes riding with Doctor Byrne to town and hell bring back Doctor Byrnes horse.

The old man grew instantly anxious.

Theys a lot of things can happen on a long trip like that, Kate.

She nodded gravely.

But we have to try him, she said. We cant keep him here at the ranch all the time. And if he really cares, Dad, hell come back.

And you let him go of your own free will? asked Joe Cumberland, wonderingly.

I asked him to go, she answered quietly, but some of the colour left her face.

Of course its going to come out all right, nodded her father.

I asked him when hed be back, and he said he would be here by dark to-night.

The old man sighed with relief.

He dont never slip up on promises, he said. But oh, lass, Ill be glad when hes back again! Buck, howd you and Dan come along together?

We dont come, answered Buck gloomily. I tried to shake hands with him yesterday and call it quits. But he wouldnt touch me. He jest leaned back and smiled at me and hated me with his eyes, that way he has. He dont even look at me except when he has to, and when he does I feel like someone was sneaking up behind me with a knife ready. And he aint said ten words to me since I come back. He paused and considered Kate with the same dark, lowering glance. To-morrow I leave.

Youll think better of that, nodded Joe Cumberland. Heres the doctor now.

He came in with Dan Barry behind him. A changed man was the doctor. He was a good two inches taller because he stood so much more erect, and there was a little spring in his step which gave aspiration and spirit to his carriage. He bade them good-bye one by one, and by Joe Cumberland he sat down for an instant and wished him luck. The old ranchman drew the other down closer.

Theys no luck for me, he whispered, but dont tell none of em. Im about to take a longer trip than youll ride to-day. But first Ill see em settled down here — Dan quiet and both of em happy. Slong, doc — thanks for takin care of me. But this here is something that cant be beat no way. Too many yearsll break the back of any man, doc. Luck to ye!

If youll step to the door, said the doctor, smiling upon the rest, youll have some fun to watch. Im going to ride on the piebald.

Him that throwed you yesterday? grinned Buck Daniels.

The same, said the doctor. I think I can come to a gentlemans understanding with him. A gentleman from the piebalds point of view is one who is never unintentionally rude. He may change his mind this morning — or he may break my back. One of the two is sure to happen.

In front of the house Dan Barry already sat on Satan with Black Bart sitting nearby watching the face of his master. And beside them the lantern-jawed cowpuncher held the bridle of the piebald mustang. Never in the world was there a lazier appearing beast. His lower lip hung pendulous, a full inch and a half below the upper. His eyes were rolled so that hardly more than the whites showed. He seemed to stand asleep, dreaming of some Nirvana for equine souls. And the only signs of life were the long ears, which wobbled, occasionally, back and forth.

When the doctor mounted, the piebald limited all signs of interest to opening one eye.

The doctor clucked. The piebald switched his tail. Satan, at a word from Dan Barry, moved gracefully into a soft trot away from the house. The doctor slapped his mount on the neck. An ear flicked back and forth. The doctor stretched out both legs, and then he dug both spurs deep into the flanks of the mustang.

It was a perfectly successful maneuvre. The back of the piebald changed from an ugly humped line to a decidedly sharp parabola and the horse left the ground with all four feet. He hit it again, almost in the identical hoof-marks, and with all legs stiff. The doctor sagged drunkenly in the saddle, and his head first swung far back, and then snapped over so that the chin banged against his chest. Nevertheless he clung to the saddle with both hands, and stayed in his seat. The piebald swung his head around sufficiently to make sure of the surprising fact, and then he commenced to buck in earnest.

It was a lovely exhibition. He bucked with his head up and his head between his knees. He bucked in a circle and in a straight line and then mixed both styles for variety. He made little spurts at full speed, leaped into the air, and came down stiff-legged at the end of the run, his head between his braced forefeet, and then he whirled as if on a peg and darted back the other way. He bucked criss-cross, jumping from side to side, and he interspersed this with samples of all his other kinds of bucking thrown in. That the doctor stuck on the saddle was a miracle beyond belief. Of course he pulled leather shamelessly throughout the contest, but riding straight up is a good deal of a myth. Fancy riding is reserved for circus men. The mountain-desert is a place where men stick close to utility and let style go hang.

And the doctor stuck in the saddle. He had set his teeth, and he was a sea-sick greenish-white. His hat was a-jog over one ear — his shirt tails flew out behind. And still he remained to battle. Aye, for he ceased the passive clinging to the saddle. He gathered up the long quirt which had hitherto dangled idly from his wrist, and at the very moment when the piebald had let out another notch in his feats, the doctor, holding on desperately with one hand, with the other brandished the quirt around his head and brought it down with a crack along the flanks of the piebald.

The effect was a little short of a miracle. The mustang snorted and leaped once into the air, but he forgot to come down stiff-legged, and then, instantly, he broke into a little, soft dog trot, and followed humbly in the trail of the black stallion. The laughter and cheers from the house were the sweetest of music in the ears of Doctor Randall Byrne; the most sounding sentences of praise from the lips of the most learned of professors, after this, would be the most shabby of anticlimaxes. He waved his arm back to a group standing in front of the house — Buck Daniels, Kate, the lantern-jawed cowboy, and Wung Lu waving his kitchen apron. In another moment he was beside the rider of the stallion, and the man was whistling one of those melodies which defied repetition. It simply ran on and on, smoothly, sweeping through transition after transition, soaring and falling in the most effortless manner. Now it paused, now it began again. It was never loud, but it carried like the music of a bird on wing, blown by the wind. There was about it, also, something which escaped from the personal. He began to forget that it was a man who whistled, and such a man! He began to look about to the hills and the sky and the rocks — for these, it might be said, were set to music — they, too, had the sweep of line, and the broken rhythms, the sense of spaciousness, the far horizons.

That day was a climax of the unusual weather. For a long time the sky had been periodically blanketed with thick mists, but to-day the wind had freshened and it tore the mists into a thousand mighty fragments. There was never blue sky in sight — only, far up, a diminishing and lighter grey to testify that above it the yellow sun might be shining; but all the lower heavens were a-sweep with vast cloud masses, irregular, huge, hurling across the sky. They hung so low that one could follow the speed of their motion and almost gauge it by miles per hour. And in the distance they seemed to brush the tops of the hills. Seeing this, the doctor remembered what he had heard of rain in this region. It would come, they said, in sheets and masses — literal water-falls. Dry arroyos suddenly filled and became swift torrent, rolling big boulders down their courses. There were tales of men fording rivers who were suddenly overwhelmed by terrific walls of water which rushed down from the higher mountains in masses four and eight feet high. In coming they made a thundering among the hills and they plucked up full grown trees like twigs thrust into wet mud. Indeed, that was the sort of rain one would expect in such a country, so whipped and naked of life. Even the reviving rainfall was sent in the form of a scourge, and that which should make the grass grow might tear it up by the roots.

That was a time of change and of portent, and a day well fitted to the mood of Randall Byrne. He, also, had altered, and there was about to break upon him the rain of life, and whether it would destroy him or make him live, and richly, he could not guess. But he was naked to the skies of chance — naked as this landscape.

Far past the mid-day they reached the streets of Elkhead and stopped at the hotel. As the doctor swung down from his saddle, cramped and sore from the long ride, thunder rattled over the distant hills and a patter of rain splashed in the dust and sent up a pungent odor to his nostrils. It was like the voice of the earth proclaiming its thirst. And a blast of wind leaped down the street and lifted the brim of Barrys hat and set the bandana at his throat fluttering. He looked away into the teeth of the wind and smiled.

There was something so curious about him at the instant that Randall Byrne wanted to ask him into the hotel — wanted to have him knee to knee for a long talk. But he remembered an old poem — the sea-shell needs the waves of the sea — the bird will not sing in the cage. And the yellow light in the eyes of Barry, phosphorescent, almost — a thing that might be nearly seen by night — that, surely, would not shine under any roof. It was the wind which made him smile. These things he understood, without fear.

So he said good-bye, and the rider waved carelessly and took the reins of the piebald and turned the stallion back. He noted the catlike grace of the horse in moving, as if his muscles were steel springs; and he noted also that the long ride had scarcely stained the glossy hide with sweat — while the piebald reeked with the labour. Randall Byrne drew thoughtfully back onto the porch of the hotel and followed the rider with his eyes. In a moment a great cloud of dust poured down the street, covered the rider, and when it was gone he had passed around a corner and out of the life of the doctor.


38. THE CHALLENGE
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ALL THIS TIME Black Bart had trotted contentedly ahead of Satan, never having to glance back but apparently knowing the intended direction; save that when Dan Barry turned to the road leading out of the little town, the wolf-dog had turned in an opposite direction. The rider turned in the saddle and sent a sharp whistle towards the animal, but he was answered by a short howl of woe that made him check Satan and swing around. Black Bart stood in the centre of the street facing in the opposite direction, and he looked back over his shoulder towards his master.

There was apparently a perfect understanding between them, and the master first glanced up and made sure of the position of the sun and the length of time he might allow for the trip home, before he decided to follow the whim of the wolf-dog. Then he turned Satan and cantered, with the piebald trailing, back towards Black Bart.

At this the wolf-dog began to trot down the street, turned the next corner, and drew up at the door of a rambling building above which hung a dirty, cracked sign: GILEAD SALOON and underneath in smaller letters was painted the legend: Heres where you get it!

Black Bart strolled up to the swinging doors of the emporium and then turned to look back at his master; clearly he wished Dan to enter the place. But the rider shook his head and would certainly have ridden on had not, at that moment, the rain which had hitherto fallen only in rattling bursts, now burst over the roofs of the town with a loud roaring as of wind through a forest. It was possible that the shower might soon pass over, so Dan rode under the long shelter which stretched in front of the saloon, dismounted, and entered behind Black Bart.

It was occupied by a scattering of people, for the busy time of the day had not yet commenced and Pale Annie was merely idling behind the bar — working at half-speed, as it were. To this group Black Bart paid not the slightest heed but glided smoothly down the centre of the long room until he approached the tables at the end, where, in a corner, sat a squat, thick-chested man, and opposite him the most cadaverously lean fellow that Whistling Dan had ever seen. Before these two Black Bart paused and then cast a glance over his shoulder towards the master; Whistling Dan frowned in wonder; he knew neither of the pair.

But Black Bart apparently did. He slouched a pace closer, crouched, and bared his fangs with a tremendous snarl. At this the lean man left his chair and sprang back to a distance. Terror convulsed his face; but his eyes glittered with a fascinated interest, and he glanced first at his companion and then at the great wolf-dog, as if he were making a comparison between them. It was the broad-shouldered man who first spoke.

Partner, he said in a thick voice, in which the articulation was almost lost, maybe you better take your dog out before he gets hurt. He dont like me and I dont like him none too much.

Bart! called Dan Barry.

But Black Bart gave no heed. There had been a slight flexing of his muscles as he crouched, and now he leaped — a black bolt of fighting weight — squarely in the face of the giant. He was met and checked midway in his spring. For the two long arms darted out, two great hands fastened in the throat of the beast, and Black Bart fell back upon the floor, with Mac Strann following, his grip never broken by the fall.

A scurry of many feet running towards the scene; a shouting of twenty voices around him; but all that Whistling Dan saw were the fangs of Bart as they gnashed fruitlessly at the wrists of Mac Strann, and then the great red tongue lolling out and the eyes bulging from their sockets — all he heard was the snarling of the wolf and the peculiar whine of rage which came from the throat of the man-beast fighting the wolf. Then he acted. His hands darted between the thick forearms of Mac Strann — his elbows jerked out and snapped the grip; next he dragged Black Bart away from the danger.

The wolf was instantly on his feet and lunging again, but a sharp Heel! from Dan checked him mid-leap. He came to a shuddering halt behind the legs of his master. Whistling Dan slipped a little closer to the giant.

I should have knowed you before, he said in a voice which carried only to the ears of Strann. Youre the brother of Jerry Strann. And theys a reason why Bart hates you, partner!

The thick upper lip of Strann lifted slightly as he spoke.

Him or you — you and your wolf together or one by one — it dont make no difference to me. Ive come for you, Barry!

The other straightened a little, and his eyes travelled slowly up and down the form of Strann.

I been hungering to meet a man like you, he said. Hungerin, partner.

North of town theys the old McDuffy place, all in ruins and nobody ever near it. Ill be there in an hour, mfrien.

Ill be waiting for you there, nodded Mac Strann, and so saying, he turned back to his table as if he had been interrupted by nothing more than a casual greeting. Still Dan Barry remained a moment with his eyes on the face of Mac Strann. And when he turned and walked with his light, soundless step down the length of the silent barroom, the wolf-dog slunk at his heels, ever and anon swinging his head over his shoulder and glancing back at the giant at the end of the room. As the door closed on man and dog, the saloon broke once more into murmur, and then into an excited clamoring. Pale Annie stepped from behind the bar and leaned upon the table beside Mac Strann. Even while leaning in this manner the bartender was as tall as the average man; he waved back the others with a gesture of his tremendous arm. Then he reached out and took the hand of Mac Strann in his clammy fingers.

My friend, said the ex-undertaker in his careful manner, I seen a man once California a husky two-year-old — which nobody said could be done, and Ive seen some other things, but Ive never seen anything to touch the way you handled Black Bart. Dyou know anything about that dog?

Mac Strann shook his ponderous head and his dull eyes considered Pale Annie with an expression of almost living curiosity.

Black Bart has a record behind him that an old time gun-man would have heard with envy. There are dead men in the record of that dog, sir!

All this he had spoken in a comparatively loud voice, but now, noting that the others had heeded his gesture and had made back towards the bar to drink on the strength of that strange fight between man and beast, the bartender approached his lips close to the ear of the giant.

He said in a rapid murmur: I watched you talking with Dan Barry and I saw Barrys face when he went out. You and he are to meet somewhere again to-day. My friend, dont throw yourself away.

Here Mac Strann stared down at his mighty hand — a significant answer, but Pale Annie went on swiftly: Yes, youre strong, but strength wont save you from Dan Barry. We know him here in Elkhead. Do you know that if he had pulled his gun and shot you down right here where you sit, that he could have walked out of this room without a hand raised to stop him? Yes, sir! And why? Because we know his record; and Id rather go against a wolf with my bare hands — as you did — than stand up against Dan Barry with guns. I could tell you how he fought Jim Silents gang, one to six. I could tell you a lot of other things. My friend, I will tell you about em if youll listen.

But Mac Strann considered the speaker with his dull eyes.

I never was much on talkin, he observed mildly. I dont understand talkin very well.

Pale Annie started to speak again, but he checked himself, stared earnestly at Mac Strann, and then hurried back behind his bar. His face was even graver than usual; but business was business with Pale Annie — and all men have to die in their time! Haw-Haw Langley took the place which Pale Annie had left vacant opposite Mac Strann.

He cast a frightened glance upward, where the rain roared steadily on the roof of the building; then his eyes fluttered back until they rested on the face of his companion. He had to moisten his thin lips before he could speak and even then it was a convulsive effort, like a man swallowing too large a morsel.

Well? said Haw-Haw. Is it fixed?

Its fixed, said Mac Strann. Maybe youd get the hosses, Haw-Haw. If youre comin with me?

A dark shadow swept over the face of Haw-Haw Langley.

Youre going to beat it? he sneered. After you come all this way youre going to run away from Barry? And him not half your size?

Im going out to meet him, answered Mac Strann.

Haw-Haw Langley started up as if he feared Mac Strann would change his mind if there were any delay. His long fingers twisted together, as if to bring the blood into circulation about the purple knuckles.

Ill have the hosses right around to the front, he said. By the time you got your slicker on, Mac, Ill have em around in front!

And he stalked swiftly from the room.


39. THE STORM
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WHEN THEY RODE out of the town the wet sand squashed under the feet of their horses and splashed up on their riding boots and their slickers. It even spotted their faces here and there, and a light brown spray darted out to right and left of the falling hoofs. For all the streets of Elkhead were running shallow rivers, with dark, swift currents, and when they left the little town the landscape was shut out by the falling torrents. It made a strange and shifting panorama, for the rain varied in its density now and again, and as it changed hills which had been quite blotted out leaped close upon them, like living things, and then sprang back again into the mist.

So heavy was that tropical fall of water that the horses were bothered by the beating of the big drops, and shook their heads and stamped fretfully under the ceaseless bombardment. Indeed, when one stretched out his hand the drops stung him as if with lashes of tiny whips. There was no wind, no thunder, no flash of lightning, only the tremendous downpour which blended earth and sky in a drab, swift river.

The air was filled with parallel lines, as in some pencil drawings — not like ordinary rain, but as if the sky had changed into a vast watering-spout and was sending down a continuous flood from a myriad holes. It was hard to look up through the terrific downpour, for it blinded one and whipped the face and made one breathless, but now and again a puff of the rare wind would lift the sodden brim of the sombrero and then one caught a glimpse of the low-hanging clouds, with the nearest whiffs of black mist dragging across the top of a hill. Without noticeable currents of wind, that mass of clouds was shifting slowly — with a sort of rolling motion, across the sky. And the weight of the rain forced the two to bend their heads and stare down to where the face of the earth was alive with the gliding, brown waters, whose surface was threshed into a continual foam. To speak to each other through the uproar, they had to cup their hands about their lips and shout. Then again the rainfall around them fell away to a drizzling mist and the beating of the downpour sounded far away, and they were surrounded by distant walls of noise. So they came to the McDuffy place.

It was a helpless ruin, long abandoned. Not an iota of the roof remained. The sheds for the horses had dropped to the earth; but the walls of the house still remained standing, in part, with the empty windows looking out with a mocking promise of the shelter which was not within. Upon this hollow shack the rain beat with redoubled fury, and even before they could make out the place through the blankets of rain, they heard the hollow drumming. For there were times, oddly enough, when any sound would carry a great distance through the crashing of the rain.

A wind now sprang up and at once veered the rain from its perpendicular fall. It slashed them in the face under the drooping brims of their sombreros, so they drew into the shelter of the highest part of the standing wall. Still some of the rain struck them, but the major part of it was shunted over their heads. Moreover, the wall acted as a sort of sounding board, catching up every odd noise from the storm-beaten plain beyond. They could speak to each other now without effort.

Dyou think, asked Haw-Haw Langley, pressing his reeking horse a little closer to Mac Strann, that hell come out after us in a rain like this?

But simple-minded Mac Strann lifted his head and peered through the thick curtains of rain.

Dyou think, he parried, that Jerry could maybe look through all this and see what Im doin to-day?

It made Haw-Haw Langley grin, but peering more closely and observing that there was no mockery in the face of the giant, he wiped out his grin with a scrubbing motion of his wet hand and peered closely into the face of his companion.

They aint any doubt of it, he said reassuringly. Hell know what you do, Mac. What was it that Pale Annie said to you?

Wanted me not to meet Barry. Said that Barry had once cleaned up a gang of six.

And here we are only two.

You aint to fight! warned Mac Strann sharply. Itll be man to man, Haw-Haw.

But he might not notice that, cried Haw-Haw, and he caressed his scrawny neck as though he already felt fingers closing about his windpipe. Him bein used to fight crowds, Mac. Did you think of that?

I never asked you to come, responded Mac Strann.

Mac, cried Haw-Haw in a sudden alarm, spose you wasnt to win. Spose you wasnt able to keep him away from me?

The numb lips of Mac Strann sprawled in an ugly smile, but he made no other answer.

You dont think youll lose, hurried on Haw-Haw, but neither did them six that Pale Annie was tellin about, most like. But they did! They lost; but if you lose whatll happen to me?

They aint no call for you to stay here, said Mac Strann with utter indifference.

Haw-Haw answered quickly: I wouldnt go — I wouldnt miss it for nothin. Aint I come all this way to see it — I mean to help? Would I fall down on you now, Mac? No, I wouldnt!

And twisting those bony fingers together he burst once more into that rattling, unhuman laughter which all the Three Bs knew so well and dreaded as the dying dread the sight of the circling buzzard above.

Stop laughin! cried Mac Strann with sudden anger. Damn you, stop laughin!

The other peered upon Mac Strann with incredulous delight, his broad mouth gaping to that thirsted grin of enjoyment.

You aint gettin nervous, Mac? he queried, and thrust his face closer to make sure. You aint bothered, Mac? You aint doubtin how thisll turn out? There was no answer and so he replied to himself: I know what done it to you. I seen it myself. It was that yaller light in his eyes, Mac. My God, it come up there out of nothin and it wasnt a light that ought to come in no mans eyes. It was like Id woke up at night with a cold weight on my chest and found two snakes eyes glitterin close to my face. Makes me shivery, like, jest to think of it now. Dyou notice that, Mac?

Im tired of talkin, said Mac Strann hoarsely, damned tired!

And so saying he swung his great head slowly around and glared at Haw-Haw. The latter shrank away with an undulatory motion in his saddle. And when the head of Mac Strann turned away again the broad mouth began gibbering: Its gettin him like it done me. Hes scared, scared, scared — even Mac Strann!

He broke off, for Mac Strann had jerked up his head and said in a strangely muffled voice: What was that?

The bullet head of Haw-Haw Langley leaned to one side, and his glittering eyes rolled up while he listened.

Nothin! he said, I dont hear nothin!

Listen again! cried Mac Strann in that same cautious voice, as of one whispering in the night in the house of the enemy. Its like a voice in the wind. It comes down the wind. Dye hear now — now — now?

It was, indeed, the faintest of faint sounds when Haw-Haw caught it. It was, in the roar of the rain, as indistinct as some distant light on the horizon which may come either from a rising star or from the window of a house. But it had a peculiar quality of its own, even as the house-light would be tinged with yellow when the stars are cold and white. A small and distant sound, and yet it cut through the crashing of the storm more and more clearly; someone rode through the rain whistling.

Its him! gasped Haw-Haw Langley. My God Amighty, Mac, hes whistlin! It aint possible!

He reined his horse closer to the wall, listening with mouth agape.

He shrilled suddenly: What if he should hit us both, seein us together? They aint no heart in a feller that can whistle in a storm like this!

But Mac Strann had lowered his head, bulldog-like, and now he listened and thrust out his blunt jaw farther and farther and returned no answer.

God gimme the grit to stick it out, begged Haw-Haw Langley in an agony of desire. God lemme see how it comes out. God lemme watch em fight. One of em is goin to die — may be two of em — nothin like it has ever been seen!

The rain shifted, and the heart of the storm rolled far away. For the moment they could look far out across the shadow-swept hills, and out of the heart of the desolate landscape the whistling ran thrilling upon them. It was so loud and close that of one accord the two listeners jerked their heads about and stared at each other, and then turned their eyes as hastily away, as though terrified by what they had seen — each in the face of the other. It was no idle tune which they heard whistled. This was a rising, soaring paean of delight. It rang down upon the wind — it cut into their faces like the drops of the rain; it branded itself like freezing cold into their foreheads.

And then, upon the crest of the nearest hill, Haw-Haw Langley saw a dim figure through the mist, a man on a horse and something else running in front; and they came swiftly.

Its the wolf thats runnin us down! screamed Haw-Haw Langley. Oh, God Amighty, even if we was to want to run, the wolf would come and pull us down. Mac, will you save me? Will you keep the wolf away?

He clung to the arm of his companion, but the other brushed him back with a violence which almost unseated Haw-Haw.

Keep offn me, growled Mac Strann, because when you touch me, it feels like somethin dead was next to my skin. Keep offn me!

Haw-Haw dragged himself back into the saddle with effort, for it was slippery with rain. His face convulsed with something black as hate.

It aint long youll do the orderin and be so free with your hands. Hes comin — soon! Mac, Id like to stay — Id like to see the finish— he stopped, his buzzard eyes glittering against the face of the giant.

The rain blotted out the figure of the coming horseman, and at the same instant the whistling leaped close upon them. It was as if the whistling man had disappeared at the place where the rain swallowed his form, and had taken body again at their very side. Mac Strann shrank back against the wall, bracing his shoulders, and gripped the butts of his guns. But Haw-Haw Langley cast a frightened glance on either side, his head making birdlike, pecking motions, and then he leaned over the pommel of his saddle with a wail of despair and spurred off into the rain.


40. THE ARROYO
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HE DISAPPEARED, INSTANTLY, in that shivering curtain of greyness. Mac Strann sat by the ruined house alone.

Now, in a time of danger a child will give courage to the strong man. There is a wonderful communion between any two in time of crisis; and when Haw-Haw Langley disappeared through the rain it was to Mac Strann as it was to Patroclus when Apollo struck the base of his neck and his armour of proof fell from him. Not only was there a singular sense of nakedness, but it seemed to him also that the roaring of the rain became a hostile voice of threatening at the same instant.

He had never in his life feared any living thing. But now there was a certain hollowness in the region of his stomach, and his heart fluttered like a bird in the air, with appalling lightness. And he wished to be far away.

With a clear heaven above him — ay, that would be different, but God had arranged this day and had set the earth like a stage in readiness for a death. And that was why the rain lashed the earth so fiercely. He looked down. After his death the wind would still continue to beat that muddy water to foam. Ay, in that very place all would be as it was at this moment. He would be gone, but the sky and the senseless earth would remain unchanged. A sudden yearning seized him for the cabin among the mountains, with the singing of the coffee pot over the fire — the good, warm, yellow fire that smoked between the rocks. And the skins he had left leaning against the walls of the cabin to dry — he remembered them all in one glance of memory.

Why was he here, then, when he should have been so far away, making his roof snug against this torrent of rain. Now, there would be no rain, surely, in those kindly mountains. Their tall peaks would shut out the storm clouds. Only this plain, these low hills, were the place of hell!

He swung the head of his horse to one side, drove deep the spurs, and leaning his head to the volleying of the rain he raced in a direction opposite to that in which Haw-Haw Langley had disappeared, in a direction that led as straight as the line of a flying bird towards that cabin in the mountains.

Now and then the forefeet of his great horse smashed into a pool and sent a muddy shower of rain flying up. It crackled against his slicker; it beat like hands against his face. Everything was striving — all the elements of wind and rain — to hold him back.

Yet flight brought a blessed sense of relief and of safety. He eased the pace of his horse to a moderate gallop, and no longer driving blindly through the hills, he made out, by peering into the blast of rain, some of the pools which lay in his path, and swung aside to avoid them.

The rain lightened again about him; he caught a view of the kindly, sheltering hills on all sides; but as he urged his horse on towards them a shrill flight of whistling fell upon his ears from behind. He drew his horse at once to a halt and listened with his heart knocking at his teeth.

It was impossible, manifestly, that the fellow could have followed his track through the rain. For that matter, if the wolf-fiend could follow traces over a plain awash with water, why might they not as well follow the tracks of Haw-Haw Langley? There was no good reason.

The whistling? Well, the whistler was far away in the heart of the storm, and the sound was merely blown against the wind by a chance echo. Yet he remained holding his rein taut, and listening with all his might.

It came again, suddenly as before, sharp, and keen as a shaft of light in the blackest heart of night, and Mac Strann leaned over the pommel of his saddle with a groan, and drove the spurs home. At the same instant the rain shut in over the hills again; a fresher wind sprang up and drove the downpour into his face. Also its roar shut out the possibility of any sound reaching him from behind.

He was the worse for that. As long as the whistling might reach him he could tell how near the pursuer rode; but in this common roar of the rain the man might be at any distance behind him — on his very heels, indeed. Ay, Dan Barry might rush upon him from behind. He had seen that black stallion and he would never forget — those graceful, agile lines, that generous breast, wide for infinite wind and the great heart. If the stallion were exerted, it could overtake his own mount as if he were standing still. Not on good footing, perhaps, but in this mucky ground the weight of his horse was terribly against him. He drove the spurs home again; he looked back again and again, piercing the driving mist of rain with starting eyes. He was safe still; the destroyer was not in sight; yet he might be riding close behind that wall of rain.

His horse came to a sudden halt, sliding on all four feet and driving up a rush of dirty water before him; even then he had stopped barely in time, for his forefeet were buried to the knees in water. Before Mac Strann lay a wide arroyo. In ordinary weather it was dry as all the desert around, but now it had cupped the water from miles around and ran bank full, a roaring torrent. On its surface the rain beat with a continual crashing, like axes falling on brittle glass; and the downpour was now so fearful that Mac Strann, for all his peering, could not look to the other side.

He judged the current to see if he might swim his horse across. But even while he stared the stump of a cottonwood went whirling down the stream, struck a rock, perhaps, on the bottom, flung its entire bulk out of the water with the impact, and then floundered back into the stream again and whirled instantly out of sight in the sheeted rain.

No horse in the world could live through such a current. But the arroyo might turn. He swung his horse and spurred desperately along the bank, keeping his eye upon the bank. No, the stream cut back in a sharp curve and headed him farther and farther in the direction of the pursuer. He brought the mighty horse to another sliding halt and swung about in the opposite direction, for surely there must lie the point of escape. Desperately he rode, for the detour had cost him priceless time, yet it might be made up. Ay, the stream sloped sharply into the direction in which he wished to ride. For a distance he could not judge, since seconds were longer than minutes to Mac Strann now.

And then — the edge of the stream curved back again. He thought it must be a short twist in the line of the arroyo, but following it a little further he came to realise the truth. The arroyo described a wide curve, and a sharp one, and to ride down its banks on either side was merely to throw himself into the arms of Whistling Dan.

Once he struck his fleshy forehead, and then turned with gritting teeth and galloped back for the point at which he had first arrived. To his maddened brain it occurred that the current of the arroyo might by this time have somewhat abated. He might now make his way across it. So he halted once more on the bank at the point where the stream doubled back on its course and once more, in an agony, studied the force of the current. It seemed so placid at the first glance that he was on the verge of spurring the horse into the wide, brown stream, but even as he loosened the reins a gap opened in the middle of the water, widened, whirling at the brim, and drew swiftly into a fierce vortex with a black, deep bottom. Mac Strann tightened his reins again, and then turned his horse, and waited.

Back the veriest coward against the wall and he becomes formidable, and Mac Strann was one who had never feared before either man or beast or the powers of the storm. Even now he dreaded no reality, but there dwelt in his mind the memory of how Dan Barry had glared at him in the Gilead Saloon, and how a flicker of yellow light had glowed in the mans eyes — a strange and phosphorescent glimmer that might be seen in the darkness of night. When he turned the head of his horse away from the arroyo, he waited as one waits for the coming of a ghost. There was the same chill tingling in his blood.

Now the blanket of rain lifted and shook away to comparative clearness — lifted, and for the first time he could look far away across the plains. Nothing but grey, rain-washed desert met his eyes, and then the whistling broke once more upon him at the crest of a thrilling run. Mac Strann strained his eyes through the mist of the storm and then he saw, vaguely as a phantom, the form of a horseman rushing swiftly into the very teeth of the wind. The whistle wavered, ended, and in its place the long yell of a wolf cut the air. Mac Strann brandished a ponderous fist in defiance that was half hysterical. Man or beast alone he would meet — but a wolf-man! — he whirled the horse again and urged him heedlessly into the water.

The whirlpool no longer opened before him — it had passed on down the arroyo and left in its wake a comparative calm. So that when the horse took the water he made good progress for some distance, until Mac Strann could see, clearly, the farther bank of the stream. In his joy he shouted to his horse, and swung himself clear from his saddle to lighten the burden. At the same time they struck a heavier current and it struck them down like a blow from above until the water closed over their heads.

It was only for a moment, however; then they emerged, the horse with courageously pricking ears and snorting nostrils just above the flood. Mac Strann swung clear, gripping the horn of the saddle with one hand while with the other he hastily divested himself of all superfluous weight. His slicker went first, ripped away from throat and shoulders and whipped off his body by one tug of the current. Next he fumbled at his belt and tossed this also, guns and all, away, striking out with his legs and his free arm to aid the progress that now forged ahead with noticeable speed.

The current, to be sure, was carrying them farther down the stream, but they were now almost to the centre of the arroyo and, though the water boiled furiously over the back of the horse, they forged steadily closer and closer to the safe shore.

It was chance that defeated Mac Strann. It came shooting down the river and he saw it only an instant too late — a log whipping through the surface of the stream as though impelled by a living force. And with arrowy straightness it lunged at them. Mac Strann heaved himself high — he screamed at the horse as though the poor brute could understand his warning, and then the tree-trunk was upon them. Fair and square it struck the head of the horse with a thud audible even through the rushing of the stream. The horse went down like lead, and Mac Strann was dragged down beneath the surface.

He came up fighting grimly and hopelessly for life. For he was in the very centre of the stream, now, and the current swept him relentlessly down. There seemed to be hands in the middle of the arroyo, and when he strove to battle his way to the edge of the water the current tangled at his legs and pulled him back. Yet even then he did not fear. It was death, he knew, but at least it was death fighting against a force of nature rather than destruction at the hands of some weird and unhuman agency. His arms began to grow numb. He raised his head to pick out the nearest point on the shore and make his last struggle for life.

What he saw was a black head cutting the water just above him, and beside the horse, one hand upon the beasts mane, swam a man. At the same instant a hand fastened on his collar and he was drawn slowly against the force of the river.

In the stunning surprise of the first moment he could make no effort to save himself, and as a result, all three were washed hopelessly down the current, but a shrill warning from his rescuer set him fighting again with all the power of his great limbs. After that they forged steadily towards the shore. The black horse swam with amazing strength, and breaking the force of the current for the men, they soon passed from the full grip of the torrent and forged into the smoother shallows at the side of the stream. In a moment firm land was beneath the feet of Mac Strann, and he turned his dull eyes of amazement upon Dan Barry. The latter stood beside the panting black horse. He had not even thrown off his slicker in the fording of the stream — there had been no time for even that small delay if he wished to save Strann. And now he was throwing back the folds of the garment to leave free play for his arms. He panted from the fierce effort of the fording, but his head was high, a singular smile lingered about the corners of his mouth, and in his eyes Mac Strann saw the gleam of yellow, a signal of unfathomable danger.

From his holsters Barry drew two revolvers. One he retained; the other he tossed towards Mac Strann, and the latter caught it automatically.

Now, said the soft voice of Barry, were equally armed — Down, Bart!— (for the wolf-dog was slinking with ominous intent towards the giant) and theres the dog you shot. If you drop me, you can send your next shot into Bart. If I drop you, the teeth of Bart will be in your throat. Make your own terms; fight in the way you want; knives, if you like em better than guns, or— and here the yellow flamed terribly in Barrys eyes— bare hand to hand!

The grim truth sank slowly home in the dull mind of Mac Strann. The man had saved him from the water to kill him on dry land.

Barry, he said slowly, it was your bullet that brung down Jerry, but youve paid me back here. Theys nothin left on earth worth fightin for. Theres your gun.

And he threw the revolver into the mud at Barrys feet, turned on his heel, and lumbered off into the rain. There was no voice of answer behind him, except a shrill whine of rage from Black Bart and then a sharp command: Down! from the master. As the blanket of rain shut over him, Mac Strann looked back. There stood the strange man with the wolf crouched at his feet, and the teeth of Bart were bared, and the hum of his horrible snarling carried to Strann through the beat of the rain. Mac Strann turned again, and plodded slowly through the storm.

And Dan Barry? Twice men had stood before him, armed, and twice he had failed to kill. Wonder rose in him — wonder and a great fear. Was he losing the desert, and was the desert losing him? Were the chains of humanity falling about him to drag him down to a tamed and sordid life? A sudden hatred for all men, Mac Strann, Daniels, Kate, and even poor Joe Cumberland, welled hot in the breast of Whistling Dan. The strength of men could not conquer him; but how could their very weakness disarm him? He leaped again on the back of Satan, and rode furiously back into the storm.


41. THE FALLING OF NIGHT
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IT HAD BEEN hard to gauge the falling of night on this day, and even the careful eyes of the watchers on the Cumberland Ranch could not tell when the greyness of the sky was being darkened by the coming of the evening. All day there had been swift alterations of light and shadow, comparatively speaking, as the clouds grew thin or thick before the wind. But at length, indubitably, the night was there. Little by little the sky was overcast, and even the lines of the falling rain were no longer visible. Before the gloom of the darkness had fully settled over the earth, moreover, there came a change in the wind, and the watchers at the rain-beaten windows of the ranch-house saw the clouds roll apart and split into fragments that were driven from the face of the sky; and from the clean washed face of heaven the stars shone down bright and serene. And still Dan Barry had not come.

After the tumult of that long day the sudden silence of that windless night had more ill omen in it than thunder and lightning. For there is something watching and waiting in silence. In the living room the three did not speak.

Now that the storm was gone they had allowed the fire to fall away until the hearth showed merely fragmentary dances of flame and a wide bed of dull red coals growing dimmer from moment to moment. Wung Lu had brought in a lamp — a large lamp with a circular wick that cast a bright, white light — but Kate had turned down the wick, and now it made only a brief circle of yellow in one corner of the room. The main illumination came from the fireplace and struck on the faces of Kate and Buck Daniels, while Joe Cumberland, on the couch at the end of the room, was only plainly visible when there was an extraordinarily high leap of the dying flames; but usually his face was merely a glimmering hint in the darkness — his face and the long hands which were folded upon his breast. Often when the flames leapt there was a crackling of the embers and the last of the log, and then the two nearer the fire would start and flash a glance, of one accord, towards the prostrate figure on the couch.

That silence had lasted so long that when at length the dull voice of Joe Cumberland broke in, there was a ring of a most prophetic solemnity about it.

He aint come, said the old man. Dan aint here.

The others exchanged glances, but the eyes of Kate dropped sadly and fastened again upon the hearth.

Buck Daniels cleared his throat like an orator.

Nobody but a fool, he said, would have started out of Elkhead in a storm like this.

Weather makes no difference to Dan, said Joe Cumberland.

But hed think of his hoss—

Weather makes no difference to Satan, answered the faint, oracular voice of Joe Cumberland. Kate!

Yes?

Is he comin?

She did not answer. Instead, she got up slowly from her place by the fire and took another chair, far away in the gloom, where hardly a glimmer of light reached to her and there she let her head rest, as if exhausted, against the back of the seat.

He promised, said Buck Daniels, striving desperately to keep his voice cheerful, and he never busts his promises.

Ay, said the old man, he promised to be back — but he aint here.

If he started after the storm, said Buck Daniels.

He didnt start after the storm, announced the oracle. He was out in it.

What was that, cried Buck Daniels sharply.

The wind, said Kate, for its rising. It will be a cold night, to-night.

And he aint here, said the old man monotonously.

Aint there things that might hold him up? asked Buck, with a touch of irritation.

Ay, said the old rancher, theys things thatll hold him up. Theys things thatll turn a dog wild, too, and the taste of blood is one of em!

The silence fell again.

There was an old clock standing against the wall. It was one of those tall, wooden frames in which, behind the glass, the heavy, polished disk of the pendulum, alternated slowly back and forth with wearisome precision. And with every stroke of the seconds there was a faint, metallic clangor in the clock — a falter like that which comes in the voice of a very old man. And the sound of this clock took possession of every silence until it seemed like the voice of a doomsman counting off the seconds. Ay, everyone in the room, again and again, took up the tale of those seconds and would count them slowly — fifty, fifty-one, fifty-two, fifty-three — and on and on, waiting for the next speech, or for the next popping of the wood upon the hearth, or for the next wail of the wind that would break upon the deadly expectancy of that count. And while they counted each looked straight before him with wide and widening eyes.

Into one of these pauses the voice of Buck Daniels broke at length; and it was a cheerless and lonely voice in that large room, in the dull darkness, and the duller lights.

Dyou remember Shorty Martin, Kate?

I remember him.

He turned in his chair and hitched it a little closer to her until he could make put her face, dimly, among the shadows. The flames jumped on the hearth, and he saw a picture that knocked at his heart.

The little bow-legged feller, I mean.

Yes, I remember him very well.

Once more the flames sputtered and he saw how she looked wistfully before her and above. She had never seemed so lovely to Buck Daniels. She was pale, indeed, but there was no ugly pinching of her face, and if there were shadows beneath her eyes, they only served to make her eyes seem marvelously large and bright. She was pallid, and the firelight stained her skin with touches of tropic gold, and cast a halo of the golden hair about her face. She seemed like one of those statues wrought in the glory and the rich days of Athens in ivory and in gold — some goddess who has heard the tidings of the coming fall, the change of the old order, and sits passive in her throne awaiting the doom from which there is no escape. Something of this filtered through to the sad heart of Buck Daniels. He, too, had no hope — nay, he had not even her small hope, but somehow he was able to pity her and cherish the picture of her in that gloomy place. It seemed to Buck Daniels that he would give ten years from the best of his life to see her smile as he had once seen her in those old, bright days. He went on with his tale.

You would have busted laughin if youd seen him at the Circle Y Bar roundup the way I seen him. Shorty aint so bad with a rope. Hes always talkin about what he can do and how he can daub a rope on anything thats got horns. He aint so bad, but then he aint so good, either. Specially, he aint so good at ridin — you know what bowed legs hes got, Kate?

I remember, Buck.

She was looking at him, at last, and he talked eagerly to turn that look into a smile.

Well, they was the three of us got after one two year old — a bull and a bad un. Shorty was on one side and me and Cuttle was on the other side. Shorty daubed his rope and made a fair catch, but when his hoss set back the rope busted plumb in two. Now, Shorty, he had an idea that he could ease the work of his hoss a whole pile if he laid holts on the rope whenever his hoss set down to flop a cow. So Shorty, he had holt on this rope and was pulling back hard when the rope busted, and Shorty, he spilled backwards outn that saddle like hed been kicked out.

Whilst he was lyin there, the bull, that had took a header when the rope busted, come up on his feet agin, and Ill tell a man he was rarin mad! He seen Shorty lyin on the ground, and he took a run for Shorty. Me and Cuttle was laughin so hard we couldnt barely swing our ropes, but I made a throw and managed to get that bull around both horns. So my Betty sits down and braces herself for the tug.

In the meantime little Shorty, he sits up and lays a hand to his head, and same time he sees that bull come tearin for him. Up he jumps. And jest then the bull come to the end of the line and wonk! — down he goes, head over heels, and hits the sand with a bang that must of jostled his liver some, Ill be sayin!

Well, Shorty, he seen that bull fly up into the air and he lets out a yell like the world was comin to an end, and starts runnin. If hed run straight back the other way the bull couldnt of run a step, because I had him fast with my rope, but Shorty seen me, and he come tearin for my hoss to get behind him.

That bull was like a cat gettin to his feet, and he sights Shorty tearin and lights out after him. There they went lickety-split. That bull was puffin on the seat of Shortys trowsers and tossin his horns and jest missin Shorty by inches; and Shorty had his mouth so wide open hollerin that you could have throwed a side of beef down his throat; and his eyes was buggin out. Them bow-legs of his was stretchin ten yards at a clip, most like, and the boys says they could hear him hollerin a mile away. But that bull, stretch himself all he could, couldnt gain an inch on Shorty, and Shorty couldnt gain an inch on the bull, till the bull come to the other end of the forty-foot rope, and then, whang! up goes the heels of the bull and down goes his head, and his heels comes over — wonk! and hits Shorty right square on the head.

Been an ordinary feller, and he wouldnt of lived to talk about it afterwards, but seein it was Shorty, he jest goes up in the air and lands about ten yards away, and rolls over and hits his feet without once gettin off his stride — and then he did start runnin, and he didnt stop runnin nor hollerin till he got plumb back to the house!

Buck Daniels sat back in his chair and guffawed at the memory. In the excitement of the tale he had quite forgotten Kate, but when he remembered her, she sat with her head craned a little to one side, her hand raised for silence, and a smile, indeed, upon her lips, but never a glance for Buck Daniels. He knew at once.

Is it him? he whispered. Dyou hear him?

Hush! commanded two voices, and then he saw that old Joe Cumberland also was listening.

No, said the girl suddenly, it was only the wind.

As if in answer, a far, faint whistling broke upon them. She drew her hands slowly towards her breast, as if, indeed, she drew the sound in with them.

Hes coming! she cried. Oh, Dad, listen! Dont you hear?

I do, answered the rancher, but what Im hearin dont warm my blood none. Kate, if youre wise youll get up and go to your room and dont pay no heed to anything you might be hearin to-night.


42. THE JOURNEY INTO NIGHT
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THERE WAS NO doubting the meaning of Joe Cumberland. It grew upon them with amazing swiftness, as if the black stallion were racing upon the house at a swift gallop, and the whistling rose and rang and soared in a wild outburst. Give the eagle the throat of the lark, and after he has struck down his prey in the centre of the sky and sent the ragged feathers and the slain body falling down to earth, what would be the song of the eagle rising again and dwindling out of sight in the heart of the sky? What terrible paean would he send whistling down to the dull earth far below? And such was the music that came before the coming of Dan Barry. It did not cease, as usual, at a distance, but it came closer and closer, and it swelled around them. Buck Daniels had risen from his chair and stolen to a corner of the room where not a solitary shaft of light could possibly reach him; and Kate Cumberland slipped farther into the depths of the big chair.

So that, in their utter silence, in spite of the whistling that blew in upon them, they could hear the dull ticking of the tall clock, and by a wretched freak of fate the ticking fell exactly in with the soaring rhythm of the whistle and each had a part in the deadliness of the other.

Very near upon them the music ceased abruptly. A footfall swept down the hall, a weight struck the door and cast it wide, and Black Bart glided into the room. He cast not a glance on either side. He turned his head neither to right nor to left. But he held straight on until he came to Kate Cumberland and there he stood before her.

She leaned forward.

Bart! she said softly and stretched out her hands to him.

A deep snarl stopped the gesture, and at the flash of the long fangs she sank into the chair. Old Joe Cumberland, with fearful labour, dragged himself to a sitting position upon the couch, and sitting up in this fashion the light fell fully upon his white face and his white hair and his white beard, so that he made a ghostly picture.

Then an outer door slammed and a light step, at an almost running pace speeded down the hall, the door was swung wide again, and Dan was before them. He seemed to bring with him the keen, fresh air of the night, and at the opening of the door the flame in the lamp jumped in its chimney, shook, and fell slowly back to its original dimness; but by that glow of light they saw that the sombrero upon Dan Barrys head was a shapeless mass — his bandana had been torn away, leaving his throat bare — his slicker was a mass of rents and at the neck had been crumpled and torn in a thousand places as though strong teeth had worried it to a rag. Spots of mud were everywhere on his boots, even on his sombrero with its sagging brim, and on one side of his face there was a darker stain. He had ceased his whistling, indeed, but now he stood at the door and hummed as he gazed about the room. Straight to Kate Cumberland he walked, took her hands, and raised her from the chair.

He said, and there was a fibre and ring in his voice that made them catch their breaths: Theres something outside that Im following to-night. I dont know what it is. It is the taste of the wind and the feel of the air and the smell of the ground. And Ive got to be ridin. Im saying good-bye for a bit, Kate.

Dan, she cried, whats happened? Whats on your face?

The mark of the night, he answered. I dont know what else. Will you come with me, Kate?

For how long? Where are you going, Dan!

I dont know where or how long. All I know is Ive got to be going. Come to the window. Take the air on your face. Youll understand!

He drew her after him and cast up the window.

Do you feel it in the wind? he called to her, turning with a transfigured face. Do you hear it?

She could not speak but stood with her face lifted, trembling.

Look at me! he commanded, and turned her roughly towards him. There he stood leaning close to her, and the yellow light flickered and waned and burned again in his eyes.

He had held her hands while he stared. Now he dropped them with an exclamation.

Youre blank, he said angrily. Youve seen nothing and heard nothing.

He turned on his heel.

Bart! he called, and walked from the room, and they heard the padding of his soft step down the hall and on the porch and then — silence.

Black Bart slunk to the door and into the hall, but instantly he was back and peering into the gloom of the silent place like an evil-eyed spectre.

A sharp whistle rang from outside, and Black Bart started. Still he glided on until he stood before Kate; then turned and stalked slowly towards the door, looking back after her. She did not move, and with a snarl the wolf-dog whirled again and trotted back to her. This time he caught a fold of her skirt in his teeth and pulled on it. And under the pressure she made a step.

Kate! called Joe Cumberland. Are you mad, girl, to dream of goin out in a night like this?

Im not going! she answered hurriedly. Im afraid — and I wont leave you, Dad!

She had stopped as she spoke, but Black Bart, snarling terribly, threw his weight back, and dragged her a step forward.

Buck, cried old Joe Cumberland and he dragged himself up and stood tottering. Shoot the damned wolf — for Gods sake — for my sake!

Still the wolf-dog drew the girl in that snarling progress towards the door.

Kate! cried her father, and the agony in his voice made it young and sent it ringing through the room. Will you go out to wander between heaven and hell — on a night like this?

Im not going! she answered, I wont leave you — but oh — Dad!—

He opened his lips for a fresh appeal, but the chorus of the wild geese swept in upon the wind, blown loud and clear and jangling as distant bells out of tune. And Kate Cumberland buried her face in her hands and stumbled blindly out of the room and down the hall — and then they heard the wild neighing of a horse outside.

Buck! commanded Joe Cumberland. Hes stealin my girl — my Kate — go out! call up the boys — tellem to stop Dan from saddlin a horse for Kate—

Wait and listen! cut in Buck Daniels. Dyou hear that?

On the wet ground outside they heard a patter of galloping hoofs, and then a wild whistling, sweet and keen and high, came ringing back to them. It diminished rapidly with the distance.

Hes carryin her off on Satan! groaned Joe Cumberland, staggering as he tried to step forward. Buck, call out the boys. Even Satan cant beat my hosses when hes carryin double — call em out — if you bring her back—

His voice choked and he stumbled and would have fallen to his knees had not Buck Daniels sprang forward and caught him and carried him back to the couch.

Whats happened there aint no man can stop, said Buck hoarsely. Gods work or devils work — I dunno — but I know there aint no place for a man between Dan and Kate.

Turn up the lights, commanded Joe Cumberland sharply. Got to see; I got to think. Dyou hear?

Buck Daniels ran to the big lamp and turned up the wick. At once a clear light flooded every nook of the big room and showed all its emptiness.

Cant you make the lamp work? asked the old ranchman angrily. Aint they any oil in it? Why, Buck, they aint enough light for me to see your face, hardly. But Ill do without the light. Buck, how far will they go? Kates a good girl! She wont leave me, lad!

She wont, agreed Buck Daniels. Jest gone with Dan for a bit of a canter.

The devil was come back in his eyes, muttered the old man. God knows where hes headin for! Buck, I brought him in offn the range and made him a part of my house. I took him into my heart; and now hes gone out again and taken everything that I love along with him. Buck, why did he go?

Hell come back, said the big cowpuncher softly.

Its gettin darker and darker, said Joe Cumberland, and theys a kind of ringing in my ears. Talk louder. I dont hear you none too well.

I said they was comin back, said Buck Daniels.

Something like a light showed on the face of Joe Cumberland.

Ay, lad, he said eagerly, I can hear Dans whistlin comin back — nearer and nearer. Most like he was jest playin a joke on me, eh, Buck?

Most like, said Buck, brokenly.

Ay, there its ringin at the door of the house! Was that a footstep on the hall?

It was, said Buck. Theys comin down the hall!

But far, far away he heard the whistling of Dan Barry dying among the hills.

You let the lamp go out, said Joe Cumberland, and now I cant see nothing. Are they in the room?

Theyre here, said Buck Daniels, comin towards you now.

Dan! cried the old man, shading his eyes and peering anxiously— no, I cant see a thing. Can you find me, lad?

And Buck Daniels, softening his voice as much as he could, answered. I can find you.

Then gimme your hand.

Buck Daniels slipped his own large hand into the cold fingers of the dying cattleman. An expression of surpassing joy lay on the face of Joe Cumberland.

Whistlin Dan, my Dan, he murmured faintly, Im kind of sleepy, but before I go to sleep, to-night, I got to tell you that I forgive you for your joke — pretendin to take Kate away.

Theys nothin but sleep worth while — and goin to sleep, holdin your hand, lad—

Buck Daniels dropped upon his knees and stared into the wide, dead eyes. Through the open window a sound of whistling blew to him. It was a sweet, faint music, and being so light it seemed like a chorus of singing voices among the mountains, for it was as pure and as sharp as the starlight.

Buck Daniels lifted his head to listen, but the sound faded, and the murmur of the night-wind came between.

THE END
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1. SPRING
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A MAN UNDER thirty needs neighbors and to stop up the current of his life with a long silence is like obstructing a river — eventually the water either sweeps away the dam or rises over it, and the stronger the dam the more destructive is that final rush to freedom. Vic Gregg was on the danger side of thirty and he lived alone in the mountains all that winter. He wanted to marry Betty Neal, but marriage means money, therefore Vic contracted fifteen hundred dollars worth of mining for the Duncans, and instead of taking a partner he went after that stake single handed. He is a very rare man who can turn out that amount of labor in a single season, but Gregg furnished that exception which establishes the rule: he did the assessment work on fourteen claims and almost finished the fifteenth, yet he paid the price. Week after week his set of drills was wife and child to him, and for conversation he had only the clangor of the four-pound single-jack on the drill heads, with the crashing of the shots now and then as periods to the chatter of iron on iron. He kept at it, and in the end he almost finished the allotted work, but for all of it he paid in full.

The acid loneliness ate into him. To be sure, from boyhood he knew the mountain quiet, the still heights and the solemn echoes, but towards the close of the long isolation the end of each day found him oppressed by a weightier sense of burden; in a few days he would begin to talk to himself.

From the first the evening pause after supper hurt him most, for a man needs a talk as well as tobacco, and after a time he dreaded these evenings so bitterly that he purposely spent himself every day, so as to pass from supper into sleep at a stride. It needed a long day to burn out his strength thoroughly, so he set his rusted alarm-clock, and before dawn it brought him groaning out of the blankets to cook a hasty breakfast and go slowly up to the tunnel. In short, he wedded himself to his work; he stepped into a routine which took the place of thought, and the change in him was so gradual that he did not see the danger.

A mirror might have shown it to him as he stood this morning at the door of his lean-to, for the wind fluttered the shirt around his labor-dried body, and his forehead puckered in a frown, grown habitual. It was a narrow face, with rather close-set eyes and a slanted forehead which gave token of a single- track mind, a single-purposed nature with one hundred and eighty pounds of strong sinews and iron-hard muscle to give it significance. Such was Vic Gregg as he stood at the door waiting for the coffee he had drunk to brush away the cobwebs of sleep, and then he heard the eagle scream.

A great many people have never heard the scream of an eagle. The only voice they connect with the kind of the air is a ludicrously feeble squawk, dim with distance, but in his great moments the eagle has a war-cry like that of the hawk, but harsher, hoarser, tenfold in volume. This sound cut into the night in the gulch, and Vic Gregg started and glanced about for echoes made the sound stand at his side; then he looked up, and saw two eagles fighting in the light of the morning. He knew what it meant — the beginning of the mating season, and these two battling for a prize. They darted away. They flashed together with reaching talons and gaping beaks, and dropped in a tumult of wings, then soared and clashed once more until one of them folded his wings and dropped bulletlike out of the morning into the night. Close over Greggs head, the wings flirted out — ten feet from tip to tip — beat down with a great washing sound, and the bird shot across the valley in a level flight. The conqueror screamed a long insult down the hollow. For a while he balanced, craning his bald head as if he sought applause, then, without visible movement of his wings, sailed away over the peaks. A feather fluttered slowly down past Vic Gregg.

He looked down to it, and rubbed the ache out of the back of his neck. All about him the fresh morning was falling; yonder shone a green-mottled face of granite, and there a red iron blow-out streaked with veins of glittering silicate, and in this corner, still misted with the last delicate shades of night, glimmered rhyolite, lavender-pink. The single-jack dropped from the hand of Gregg, and his frown relaxed.

When he stretched his arms, the cramps of labor unkinked and let the warm blood flow, swiftly, and in the pleasure of it he closed his eyes and drew a luxurious breath. He stepped from the door with his, head high and his heart lighter, and when his hobnailed shoe clinked on the fallen hammer he kicked it spinning from his path. That act brought a smile into his eyes, and he sauntered to the edge of the little plateau and looked down into the wide chasm of the Asper Valley.

Blue shadows washed across it, though morning shone around Gregg on the height, and his glance dropped in a two-thousand-foot plunge to a single yellow eye that winked through the darkness, a light in the trappers cabin. But the dawn was falling swiftly now, and while Gregg lingered the blue grew thin, purple-tinted, and then dark, slender points pricked up, which he knew to be the pines. Last of all, he caught the sheen of grass.

Around him pressed a perfect silence, the quiet of night holding over into the day, yet he cast a glance behind him as he heard a voice. Indeed, he felt that some one approached him, some one for whom he had been waiting, yet it was a sad expectancy, and more like homesickness than anything he knew.

Aw, hell, said Vic Gregg, its spring.

A deep-throated echo boomed back at him, and the sound went down the gulch, three times repeated.

Spring, repeated Gregg more softly, as if he feared to rouse that echo, damned if it aint!

He shrugged his shoulders and turned resolutely towards the lean-to, picking up the discarded hammer on the way. By instinct he caught it at exactly the right balance for his strength and arm, and the handle, polished by his grip, played with an oiled, frictionless movement against the callouses of his palm. From the many hours of drilling, fingers crooked, he could only straighten them by a painful effort. A bad hand for cards, he decided gloomily, and still frowning over this he reached the door. There he paused in instant repugnance, for the place was strange to him.

In thought and wish he was even now galloping Grey Molly over the grass along the Asper, and he had to wrench himself into the mood of the patient miner. There lay his blankets, rumpled, brown with dirt, and he shivered at sight of them; the night had been cold. Before he fell asleep, he had flung the magazine into the corner and now the wind rustled its torn, yellowed pages in a whisper that spoke to Gregg of the ten-times repeated stories, tales of adventure, drifts of tobacco smoke in gaming halls, the chant of the croupier behind the wheel, deep voices of men, laughter of pretty girls, tatoo of running horses, shouts which only redeye can inspire. He sniffed the air; odor of burned bacon and coffee permeated the cabin. He turned to the right and saw his discarded overalls with ragged holes at the knees; he turned to the left and looked into the face of the rusted alarm clock. Its quick, soft ticking sent an ache of weariness through him.

Whats wrong with me, muttered Gregg. Even that voice seemed ghostly loud in the cabin, and he shivered again. I must be going nutty.

As if to escape from his own thoughts, he stepped out into the sun again, and it was so grateful to him after the chill shadow in the lean-to, that he looked up, smiling, into the sky. A west wind urged a scattered herd of clouds over the peaks, tumbled masses of white which puffed into transparent silver at the edges, and behind, long wraiths of vapor marked the path down which they had traveled. Such an old cowhand as Vic Gregg could not fail to see the forms of cows and heavy-necked bulls and running calves in that drift of clouds. About this season the boys would be watching the range for signs of screw worms in the cattle, and the bog-riders must have their hands full dragging out cows which had fled into the mud to escape the heel flies. With a new lonesomeness he drew his eyes down to the mountains.

Ordinarily, strange fancies never entered the hard head of Gregg, but today it seemed to him that the mountains found a solemn companionship in each other.

Out of the horizon, where the snowy forms glimmered in the blue, they marched in loose order down to the valley of the Asper, where some of them halted in place, huge cliffs, and others stumbled out into foothills, but the main range swerved to the east beside the valley, eastward out of his vision, though he knew that they went on to the town of Alder.

Alder was Vic Greggs Athens and Rome in one, its schoolhouse his Acropolis, and Captain Lorrimers saloon his Forum. Other people talked of larger cities, but Alder satisfied the imagination of Vic; besides, Grey Molly was even now in the blacksmiths pasture, and Betty Neal was teaching in the school. Following the march of the mountains and the drift of the clouds, he turned towards Alder. The piled water shook the dam, topped it, burst it into fragments, and rushed into freedom; he must go to Alder, have a drink, shake hands with a friend, kiss Betty Neal, and come back again. Two days going, two days coming, three days for the frolic; a week would cover it all. And two hours later Vic Gregg had cached his heavier equipment, packed his necessaries on the burro, and was on the way.

By noon he had dropped below the snowline and into the foothills, and with every step his heart grew lighter. Behind him the mountains slid up into the heart of the sky with cold, white winter upon them, but here below it was spring indubitably. There was hardly enough fresh grass to temper the winter brown into shining bronze, but a busy, awakening insect life thronged through the roots. Surer sign than this, the flowers were coming. A slope of buttercups flashed suddenly when the wind struck it and wild morning glory spotted a stretch of daisies with purple and dainty lavender. To be sure, the blossoms never grew thickly enough to make strong dashes of color, but they tinted and stained the hillsides. He began to cross noisy little watercourses, empty most of the year, but now the melting snow fed them. From eddies and quiet pools the bright watercress streamed out into the currents, and now and then in moist ground under a sheltering bank he found rich patches of violets.

His eyes went happily among these tokens of the glad time of the year, but while he noted them and the bursting buds of the aspen, reddish-brown, his mind was open to all that middle register of calls which the human ear may notice in wild places. Far above his scale were shrilling murmurs of birds and insects, and beneath it ran those ground noises that the rabbit, for instance, understands so well; but between these overtones and undertones he heard the scream of the hawk, spiraling down in huge circles, and the rapid call of a grouse, far off, and the drone of insects about his feet, or darting suddenly upon his brain and away again. He heard these things by the grace of the wind, which sometimes blew them about him in a chorus, and again shut off all except that lonely calling of the grouse, and often whisked away every murmur and left Gregg, in the center of a wide hush with only the creak of the pack-saddle and the click of the burros accurate feet among the rocks.

At such times he gave his full attention to the trail, and he read it as one might turn the pages of a book. He saw how a rabbit had scurried, running hard, for the prints of the hind feet planted far ahead of those on the forepaws. There was reason in her haste, for here the pads of a racing coyote had dug deeply into a bit of soft ground. The sign of both rabbit and coyote veered suddenly, and again the trail told the reason clearly — the big print of a lobos paw, that gray ghost which haunts the ranges with the wisest brain and the swiftest feet in the West. Vic Gregg grinned with excitement; fifty dollars bounty if that scalp were his! But the story of the trail called him back with the sign of some small animal which must have traveled very slowly, for in spite of the tiny size of the prints, each was distinct. The man sniffed with instinctive aversion and distrust for this was the trail of the skunk, and if the last of the seven sleepers was out, it was spring indeed. He raised his cudgel and thwacked the burro joyously.

Get on, Marne, he cried. Were overdue in Alder.

Marne switched her tail impatiently and canted back a long ear to listen, but she did not increase her pace; for Marne had only one gait, and if Vic occasionally thumped her, it was rather by way of conversation than in any hope of hurrying their journey.


2. GREY MOLLY
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IF HER SOUL had been capable of enthusiasm, Marne could have made the trip on schedule time, but she was a burro good for nothing except to carry a pack well nigh half her own weight, live on forage that might have starved a goat, and smell water fifteen miles in time of drought. Speed was not in her vocabulary, and accordingly it was late afternoon rather than morning when Gregg, pointing his course between the ears of Marne, steered her through Murphys Pass and came out over Alder. There they paused by mutual consent, and the burro flicked one long ear forward to listen to the rushing of the Doane River. It filled the valley with continual murmur, and just below them, where the brown, white-flecked current twisted around an elbow bend, lay Alder tossed down without plan, here a boulder and there a house. They seemed marvelously flimsy structures, and one felt surprise that the weight the winter snow had not crushed them, or that the Doane River had not sent a strong current licking over bank and tossed the whole village crashing down the ravine. One building was very much like other, but Greggs familiar eye pierced through the roofs and into Widow Sullivans staggering shack, into Hezekiah Whittlebys hushed sitting-room, down to the moist, dark floor of the Captains saloon into that amazing junkshop, the General Merchandise store; but first and last he looked to the little flag which gleamed and snapped above the schoolhouse, and it spelled my country to Vic.

Marne consented to break into a neat-footed jog-trot going down the last slope, and so she went up the single winding street of Alder, grunting at every step, with Greggs whistle behind her. In town, he lived with his friend, Dug Pym, who kept their attic room reserved for his occupancy, so he headed straight for that place. What human face would he see first?

It was Mrs. Sweeneys little boy, Jack, who raced into the street whooping, and Vic caught him under the armpits and swung him dizzily into the air.

By God, muttered Vic, as he strode on, thats a good kid, that Jack. And he straightway forgot all about that knife which Jackie had purloined from him the summer before. Me and Betty, he thought, well have kids, like Jack; toughern leather.

Old Garrigan saw him next and cackled from his truck garden in the backyard, but Vic went on with a wave of his arm, and on past Gertie Vincents inviting shout (Gertie had been his particular girl before Betty Neal came to town), and on with the determination of a soldier even past the veranda of Captain Lorrimiers saloon, though Lorrimer himself bellowed a greeting and Chick Stewart crooked a significant thumb over his shoulder towards the open door. He only paused at the blacksmith shop and looked in at Dug, who was struggling to make the print of a hot shoe on a hind foot of Simpsons sorrel Glencoe.

Hey, Dug!

Pym raised a grimy, sweating forehead.

You, boy; easy, damn you! Hello, Vic! and he propped that restless hind foot on his inner thigh and extended a hand.

Go an workin, Dug, because I cant stop; I just want a rope to catch Grey Molly.

You red devil — take that rope over there, Vic. You wont have no work catchin Molly. Which shes plumb tame. Stand still, damn you. I never seen a Glencoe with any sense! — Where you goin, Vic? Up to the school?

And his sweaty grin followed Vic as the latter went out with the coil of rope over his shoulder. When Gregg reached the house, Nelly Pym hugged him, which is the privilege of fat and forty, and then she sat at the foot of the stairs and shouted up gossip while he shaved with frantic haste and jumped into his best clothes. He answered her with monosyllables and only half his mind.

Finish up your work, Vic?

Nope.

You sure worked yourself all thin. I hope somebody appreciates it. She chuckled. Aint been sick, have you?

Say, who dyou thinks in town? Sheriff Glass!

This information sank in on him while he tugged at a boot at least a size and half too small.

Pete Glass! he echoed. Then: Whos he after?

I dunno. Vic, he dont look like such a bad one.

Hes plenty bad enough, Gregg assured her. Ah-h-h!

His foot ground into place, torturing his toes.

Well, considered Mrs. Pym, in a philosophic rumble, I spose them quiet gents is the dangerous ones, mostly; but looking at Glass you wouldnt think hed ever killed all those men. Know about the dance?

Nope.

Down to Singers place. Betty goin with you?

He jerked open the door and barked down at her: Who else would she be goin with?

Dont start pullin leather before the horse bucks, said Mrs. Pym. I dont know who else shed be goin with. You sure look fine in that red shirt, Vic!

He grinned, half mollified, half shame-faced, and ducked back into the room, but a moment later he clumped stiffly down the stairs, frowning. He wondered if he could dance in those boots.

Feel kind of strange in these clothes. How do I look, Nelly? And he turned in review at the foot of the stairs.

Slick as a whistle, Ill tell a man. She raised her voice to a shout as he disappeared through the outer door. Kiss her once for me, Vic.

In the center of the little pasture he stood shaking out the noose, and the three horses raced in a sweeping gallop around the fence, looking for a place of escape, with Grey Molly in the lead. Nothing up the Doane River, or even down the Asper, for that matter, could head Molly when she was full of running, and the eyes of Gregg gleamed as he watched her. She was not a picture horse, for her color was rather a dirty white than a dapple, and besides, there were some who accused her of tucked up belly. But she had the legs for speed in spite of the sloping croup, and plenty of chest at the girth, and a small, bony head that rejoiced the heart of a horseman. He swung the noose, and while the others darted ahead, stupidly straight into the range of danger, Grey Molly whirled like a doubling coyote and leaped away.

Good girl! cried Vic, in involuntary approbation. He ran a few steps. The noose slid up and out, opened in a shaky loop, and swooped down. Too late the gray saw the flying danger, for even as she swerved the riata fell over her head, and she came to a snorting halt with all fours planted, skidding through the grass. The first thing a range horse learns is never to pull against a rope.

A few minutes later she was getting the pitch out of her system, as any self-respecting cattle horse must do after a session of pasture and no work. She bucked with enthusiasm and intelligence, as she did all things. Sun- fishing, sun-fishing is the most deadly form of bucking, for it consists of a series of leaps apparently aimed at the sun, and the horse comes down with a sickening jar on stiff front legs. Educated pitchers land on only one foot, so that the shock is accompanied by a terrible sidewise, downward wrench that breaks the hearts of the best riders in the world. Grey Molly was educated, and Mrs. Pym stood in the doorway with a broad grin of appreciation on her red face, she knew riding when she saw it. Then, out of the full frenzy, the mare lapsed into high-headed, quivering attention, and Gregg cursed her softly, with deep affection. He understood her from her fetlocks to her teeth. She bucked like a fiend of revolt one instant and cantered like an angel of grace the next; in fact she was more or less of an equine counterpart of her rider.

But now he heard shrill voices passing down the street and he knew that school was out and that he must hurry if he wanted to ride home with Betty, so he waved to Mrs. Pym and cantered away. For over two days he had been rushing towards this meeting; all winter he had hungered for it, but now that the moment loomed before him he weakened; he usually did when he came close to the girl. Not that her beauty overwhelmed him, for though she had a portion of energetic good-health and freckled prettiness, he had chosen her as an Indian chooses flint for his steel; one could strike fire from Betty Neal. When he was far away he loved her without doubt or question and his trust ran towards her like a river setting towards the ocean because he knew that her heart was as big and as true as the heart of Grey Molly herself. Only her ways were fickle, and when she came near, she filled him with uneasiness, suspicion.


3. BATTLE
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ON THE ROAD he passed Miss Brewster — for the Alder school boasted two teachers! — and under her kindly, rather faded smile he felt a great desire to stop and take her into his confidence; ask her what Betty Neal had been doing all these months. Instead, he touched Grey Molly with the spurs, and she answered like a watch-spring uncurling beneath him. The rush of wind against his face raised his spirits to a singing pitch, and when he flung from the saddle before the school he shouted: Oh, Betty!

Up the sharply angling steps in a bound, and at the door: Oh, Betty!

His voice filled the room with a thick, dull echo, and there was Betty behind her desk looking up at him agape; and beside her stood Blondy Hansen, big, good looking, and equally startled. Fear made the glance of Vic Gregg swerve — to where little Tommy Aiken scribbled an arithmetic problem on the blackboard — afterschool work for whispering in class, or some equally heinous crime. The tingling voices of the other children on their way home, floated in to Tommy, and the corners of his mouth drooped.

To regain his poise, Vic tugged at his belt and felt the weight of the holster slipping into a more convenient place, then he sauntered up the aisle, sweeping off his sombrero. Every feeling in his body, every nerve, disappeared in a crystalline hardness, for it seemed to him that the air was surcharged by a secret something between Betty and young Hansen. Betty was out from behind her desk and she ran to meet him and took his hand in both of hers. The rush of her coming took his breath, and at her touch something melted in her.

Oh, Vic, are you all through?

Gregg stiffened for the benefit of Hansen and Tommy Aiken.

Pretty near through, he said carelessly. Thought Id drop down to Alder for a day or two and get the kinks out. Hello, Blondy. Hey, Tommy!

Tommy Aiken flashed a grin at him, but Tommy was not quite sure that the rules permitted speaking, even under such provocation as the return of Vic Gregg, so he maintained a desperate silence. Blondy had picked up his hat as he returned the greeting.

I guess Ill be going, he said, and coughed to show that he was perfectly at ease, but it seemed to Vic that it was hard for Blondy to meet his eye when they shook hands. See you later, Betty.

All right. She smiled at Vic — a flash — and then gathered dignity of both voice and manner. You may go now, Tommy.

She lapsed into complete unconsciousness of manner as Tommy swooped on his desk, included hat and book in one grab, and darted towards the door through which Hansen had just disappeared. Here he paused, tilting, and his smile twinkled at them with understanding. Good-night, Miss Neal. Hope you have a good time, Vic. His heel clicked twice on the steps outside, and then the patter of his racing feet across the field.

The little mischief! said Betty, delightfully flushed. It beats everything, Vic, how Alder takes things for granted.

He should have taken her in his arms and kissed her, now that she had cleared the room, he very well knew, but the obvious thing was always last to come in Greggs repertoire.

Why not take it for granted? It aint going to be many days, now.

He watched her eyes sparkle, but the pleasure of seeing him drowned the gleam almost at once.

Are you really almost through? Oh, Vic, youve been away so long, and I— She checked herself. There was no overflow of sentiment in Betty.

Maybe I was a fool for laying off work this way, he admitted, but I sure got terrible lonesome up there.

Her glance went over him contentedly, from the hard brown hands to the wrinkle which labor had sunk in the exact center of his forehead. He was all man, to Betty.

Come on along, he said. He would kiss her by surprise as they reached the door. Come on along. Its sure enough spring outside. I been eating it up, and — we can do our talking over things at the dance. Lets ride now.

Dance?

Sure, down to Singers place.

Its going to be kind of hard to get out of going with Blondy. He asked me.

And you said youd go?

What are you flarin up about?

Look here, how long have you been traipsin around with Blondy Hansen?

She clenched one hand beside her in a way he knew, but it pleased him more than it warned him, just as it pleased him to see the ears of Grey Molly go back.

Whats wrong about Blondy Hansen?

Whats right about him? he countered senselessly.

Her voice went a bit shrill. Blondy is a gentleman, Ill have you know.

Is he?

Dont you sneer at me, Victor Gregg. I wont have it!

You wont, eh?

He felt that he was pushing her to the danger point, but she was perfectly, satisfyingly beautiful in her anger; he taunted her with the pleasure of an artist painting a picture.

I wont! she repeated. Something else came to her lips, but she repressed it, and he could see the pressure from within telling.

Dont get in a huff over nothing, he urged, in real alarm. Only, it made me kind of mad to see Blondy standing there with that calf-look.

What calf-look? Hes a lot better to look at than youll ever be.

A smear of red danced before the vision of Gregg.

I dont set up for no beauty prize. Tie a pink ribbon in Blondys hair and take him to a baby show if you want. Hes about young enough to enter.

If she could have found a ready retort her anger might have passed away in words, but no words came, and she turned pale. It was here that Gregg made his crucial mistake, for he thought the pallor came from fear, fear which his sham jealousy had roused in her, perhaps. He should have maintained a discreet silence, but instead, he poured in the gall of complacency upon a raw wound.

Blondys all right, he stated beneficently, but you just forget about him tonight. Youre going to that dance, and youre going with me. If theres any explanations to be made, you leave em to me. Ill handle Blondy.

You handle Blondy! she whispered. Her voice came back; it rang: You couldnt if he had one hand tied behind him. She measured him for another blow. Im going to that dance and Im going with Mr. Hansen.

She knew that he would have died for her, and he knew that she would have died for him; accordingly they abandoned themselves to sullen fury.

Youre out of date, Vic, she ran on. Men cant drag women around nowadays, and you cant drag me. Not — one — inch. She put a vicious little interval between each of the last three words.

Ill be calling for you at seven oclock.

I wont be there.

Then Ill call on Blondy.

You dont dare to. Dont you try to bluff me. Im not that kind.

Betty, dyou mean that? Dyou think that Im yaller?

I dont care what you are.

I ask you calm and impersonal, just think that over before you say it.

Ive already thought it over.

Then, by God, said Gregg, trembling, Ill never take one step out of my way to see you again.

He turned, so blind with fury that he shouldered the door on his way out and so, into the saddle, with Grey Molly standing like a figure of rock, as if she sensed his mood. He swung her about on her hind legs with a wrench on the curb and a lift of his spurs, but when she leaped into a gallop he brought her back to the walk with a cruel jerk; she began to sidle across the field with her chin drawn almost back to her breast, prancing. That movement of the horse brought him half way around towards the door and he was tempted mightily to look, for he knew that Betty Neal was standing there, begging him with her eyes. But the great, sullen pain conquered; he straightened out the mare for the gate.

Betty was indeed at the door, leaning against it in a sudden weakness, and even in her pain she felt pride in the grace and skill of Vics horsemanship. The hearts of both of them were breaking, with this rather typical difference: that Gregg felt her to be entirely at fault, and that she as fully accepted every scruple of the blame. He had come down tired out and nervous from work he had done for her sake, she remembered, and if he would only glance back once — he must know that she was praying for it — she would cry out and run down to him; but he went on, on, through the gate.

A flash of her passion returned to her. I shall go with Blondy — if it kills me. And she flung herself into the nearest seat and wept.

So when he reached the road and looked back at last, the doorway yawned black, empty, and he set his teeth with a groan and spurred down the road for Alder. He drew rein at Captain Lorrimers and entered with curt nods in exchange for the greetings.

Red-eye, he ordered, and seized bottle and glass as Lorrimer spun them deftly towards him.

Captain Lorrimer picked up the bottle and gazed at it mournfully when Vic had poured his drink.

Son, he murmured, youve sure raised an awful thirst.


4. KING HOL
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THERE IS A very general and very erroneous impression that alcohol builds the mood of a man; as a matter of fact it merely makes his temper of the moment fast — the man who takes his first drink with a smile ends in uproarious laughter, and he who frowns will often end in fighting. Vic Gregg did not frown as he drank, but the corners of his lips turned up a trifle in a smile of fixed and acid pleasantry and his glance went from face to face in the barroom, steadily, with a trifling pause at each pair of eyes. Beginning with himself, he hated mankind in general; the burn of the cheap whisky within served to set the color of that hatred in a fixed dye. He did not lift his chaser, but his hand closed around it hard. If some one had given him an excuse for a fist- fight or an outburst of cursing it would have washed his mind as clean as a new slate, and five minutes later he might have been with Betty Neal, riotously happy. Instead, everyone overflowed with good nature, gossip, questions about his work, and the danger in him crystallized. He registered cold reasons for his disgust.

Beginning in the first person, he loathed himself as a thick-headed ass for talking to Betty as he had done; as well put a burr under ones saddle and then feel surprise because the horse bucks. He passed on to the others with equal precision. Captain Lorrimer was as dirty as a greaser; and like a greaser, loose-lipped, unshaven. Chick Stewart was a born fool, and a fool by self-culture, as his never changing grin amply proved. Lew Perkins sat in the corner on a shaky old apple barrel and brushed back his long mustaches to spit at the cuspidor — and miss it. If this were Vic Greggs saloon he would teach the old loafer more accuracy or break his neck.

How are you, Gregg? murmured some one behind him.

He turned and found Sheriff Pete Glass with his right hand already spread on the bar while he ordered a drink for two. That was one of the sheriffs idiosyncrasies; he never shook hands if he could avoid it, and Gregg hated him senselessly, bitterly, for it. No doubt every one in the room noticed, and they would tell afterwards how the sheriff had avoided shaking hands with Vic Gregg. Cheap play for notoriety, thought Gregg; Glass was pushing the bottle towards him.

Help yourself, said Gregg.

This is on me, Vic.

I most generally like to buy the first drink.

Pete Glass turned his head slowly, for indeed all his motions were leisurely and one could not help wondering at the stories of his exploits, the tales of his hair-trigger alertness. Perhaps these half legendary deeds sent the thrill of uneasiness through Vic Gregg; perhaps it was owing to the singular hazel eyes, with little splotches of red in them; very mild eyes, but one could imagine anything about them. Otherwise there was nothing exceptional in Glass, for he stood well under middle height, a starved figure, with a sinewy crooked neck, as if bent on looking up to taller men. His hair was sandy, his face tawny brown, his shirt a gray blue, and every one knew his dusty roan horse; by nature, by temperament and by personal selection he was suited to blend into a landscape of sage-dotted plains or sand. Tireless as a lobo on the trail, swift as a bobcat in fight, hunted men had been known to ride in and give themselves up when they heard that Pete Glass was after them.

Anyway you want, partner, he was saying, in his soft, rather husky voice.

He poured his drink, barely enough to cover the bottom of his glass, for that was another of Petes ways; he could never afford to weaken his hand or deaden his eye with alcohol, and even now he stood sideways at the bar, facing Gregg and also facing the others in the room. But the larger man, with sudden scorn for this caution, brimmed his own glass, and poised it swiftly. Heres how! and down it went.

Ordinarily red-eye heated his blood and made his brain dizzy, it loosened his tongue and numbed his lips, but today it left him cool, confident, and sharpened his vision until he felt that he could see through the minds of every one in the room. Captain Lorrimer, for instance, was telling a jocular story to Chick Stewart in the hope that Chick would set them up for every one; and old Lew Perkins was waiting for the treat; and perhaps the sheriff was wondering how he could handle Vic in case of need, or how long it would take to run him down. Not long, decided Gregg, breathing hard; no man in the world could put him on the run. Glass was treating in turn, and again the brimming drink went down Vics throat and left his brain clear, wonderfully clear. He saw through Betty Neal now; she had purposely played off Blondy against him, to make them both jealous.

Wont you join us, Dad? the sheriff was saying to Lew Perkins, and Vic Gregg smiled. He understood. The sheriff wanted an excuse to order another round of drinks because he had it in mind to intoxicate Gregg; perhaps Glass had something on him; perhaps the manhunter thought that Vic had had a part in that Wilsonville affair two years back. That was it, and he wanted to make Vic talk when he was drunk.

Dont mind if I do, Lew said, slapping both hands on the bar as if he owned it; and while he waited for his drink: What are they going to do with Swain?

The doddering idiot! Swain was the last man Glass had taken, and Lew Perkins should have known that the sheriff never talked about his work; the old ass was in his green age, his second childhood.

Swain turned states evidence, said Pete, curtly. Hell go free, I suppose. Fill up your glass, partner. Can see youre thirsty yet.

This was to Gregg, who had purposely poured out a drink of the sheriffs own chosen dimension to see if the latter would notice; this remark fixed his suspicions. It was certain that the manhunter was after him, but again, in scorn, he accepted the challenge and poured a stiff dram.

Thats right, nodded the sheriff. You got nothing on your shoulders. You can let yourself go, Vic. Sometimes I wish — he sighed— I wish I could do the same!

The sneaky coyote, thought Gregg, hes lurin me on!

Turned states evidence! maundered Lew Perkins. Well, theys a lot of em that lose their guts when theyre caught. I remember way back in the time when Bannack was runnin full blast—

Why did not some one shut off the old idiot before he was thoroughly started? He might keep on talking like the clank of a windmill in a steady breeze, endlessly. For Lew was old-seventy-five, eighty, eighty-five — he himself probably did not know just how old — and he had lived through at least two generations of pioneers with a myriad stories about them. He could string out tales of the Long Trail: Abilene, Wichita, Ellsworth, Great Bend, Newton, where eleven men were murdered in one night; he knew the vigilante days in San Francisco, and early times in Alder Gulch.

Nobody would of thought Plummer was yaller, but he turned out that way, droned on the narrator. Grit? He had enough to fit out twenty men. When Crawford shot him and busted his right arm, he went right on and learned to shoot with his left and started huntin Jack again. Packed that lead with him till he died, and then they found Jacks bullet in his wrist, all worked smooth by the play of the bones. Afterwards it turned out that Plummer ran a whole gang; but before we learned that wed been fools enough to make him sheriff. We got to Plummer right after hed finished hangin a man, and took him to his own gallows.

Youd of thought a cool devil like that would of made a good end, but he didnt. He just got down on his knees and cried, and asked God to help him. Then he begged us to give him time to pray, but one of the boys up and told him he could do his prayin from the cross-beam. And that was Henry Plummer, that killed a hundred men, him an his gang.

H-m-m, murmured the sheriff, and looked uneasily about. Now that his eyes were turned away, Vic could study him at leisure, and he wondered at the smallness of the man. Suppose one were able to lay hands on him it would be easy to — 

See you later, boys, drawled Glass, and sauntered from the room.

Lew Perkins sighed as the most important part of his audience disappeared, but having started talking the impetus carried him along, he held Vic Gregg with his hazy eyes.

But they didnt all finish like Plummer, not all the bad ones. No sirree! There was Boone Helm.

Ive heard about him, growled Vic, but the old man had fixed his glance and his reminiscent smile upon the past and his voice was soft with distance when he spoke again.

Helm was a sure enough bad one, son. They dont grow like him no more. Wild Bill was a baby compared with Helm, and Slade wasnt no man at all, even leavin in the lies they tell about him. Why, son, Helm was just a lobo, in the skin of a man—

Like Barry? put in Lorrimer, drifting closer down the bar.

Whos he?

Aint you heard of Whistlin Dan? The one that killed Jim Silent and busted up his gang. Why, they say hes got a wolf that he can talk to like it was a man.

Old Lew chuckled.

They say a lot of things, he nodded, but Ill tell a man that a wolf is a wolf and they aint nothin that can tame em. Dont you let em feed you up on lies like that, Lorrimer. But Helm was sure bad. He killed for the sake of killin, but he died game. When the boys run him down he swore on the bible that hes never killed a man, and they made him swear it over again just to watch his nerve; but he never batted an eye.

The picture of that wild time grew up for Vic Gregg, and the thought of free men who laughed at the law, strong men, fierce men. What would one of these have done if the girl he intended to marry had treated him like a foil?

Then they got him ready for the rope, went on Lew Perkins.

Ive seen a tolerable lot of death, says Helm. I aint afraid of it.

There was about six thousand folks had come in to see the end of Boone Helm. Somebody asked him if he wanted anything.

Whisky, says Boone. And he got it.

Then he shook his hand and held it up. He had a sore finger and it bothered him a lot more than the thought of hangin.

You gents get through with this or else tie up my finger, he kept sayin.

Helm wasnt the whole show. There was some others bein hung that day and when one of them dropped off his box, Boone says: Theres one gone to hell. Pretty soon another went, and hung there wiggling, and six times he went through all the motions of pullin his six-shooter and firin it. I counted. Kick away, old fellow, says Boone Helm, Ill be with you soon. Then it came his turn and he hollered: Hurrah for Jeff Davis; let her rip! That was how Boone Helm—

The rest of the story was blotted from the mind of Vic Gregg by the thud of a heavy heel on the veranda, and then the broad shoulders of Blondy Hansen darkened the doorway, Blondy Hansen dressed for the dance, with the knot of his black silk handkerchief turned to the front and above that the gleam of his celluloid collar. It was dim in the saloon, compared with the brightness of the outdoors, and perhaps Blondy did not see Vic. At any rate he took his place at the other end of the bar. Three pictures tangled in the mind of Gregg like three bodies in a whirlpool — Betty, Blondy, Pete Glass. That strange clearness of perception increased and the whole affair lay plainly before him. Betty had sent Hansen, dressed manifestly for the festival, to gloat over Vic in Lorrimers place. He was at it already.

All turned out for the dance, Blondy, eh? Takin a girl?

Betty Neal, answered Blondy.

The hell you are! inquired Lorrimer, mildly astonished. I thought — why, Vics back in town, dont you know that?

He aint got a mortgage on what she does.

Then, guided by the side-glance of Lorrimer, Hansen saw Gregg, and he stiffened. As for Vic, he perceived the last link in his chain of evidence. Hansen was going to a dance, and yet he wore a gun, and there could be only one meaning in that: Betty had sent him down there to wind up the affair.

Didnt see you, Vic, Blondy was saying, his flushed face seeming doubly red against the paleness of his hair. Have something?

I aint drinkin, answered Gregg, and slowly, to make sure that no one could miss his meaning, he poured out a glass of liquor, and drank it with his face towards Hansen. When he put his glass down his mind was clearer than ever; and with omniscient precision, with nerveless calm, he knew that he was going to kill Blondy Hansen; knew exactly where the bullet would strike. It was something put behind him; his mind had already seen Hansen fall, and he smiled.

Dead silence had fallen over the room, and in the silence Gregg heard a muffled, ticking sound, the beating of his heart; heard old Lew Perkins as the latter softly, slowly, glided back out of the straight line of danger; heard the quick breathing of Captain Lorrimer who stood pasty pale, gaping behind the bar; heard the gritted teeth of Blondy Hansen, who would not take water.

Vic, said Blondy, it looks like you mean trouble. Anyway, you just now done something that needs explaining.

He stood straight as a soldier, rigid, but the fingers of his right hand twitched, twitched, twitched; the hand itself stole higher. Very calmly, Vic hunted for his words, found them.

A cattle rustler is bad, he pronounced, a hoss thief is worse, but youre the lowest sneak of the lot, Blondy.

Again that silence with the pulse in it, and Vic Gregg could feel the chill which numbed every one except himself.

The lower jaw of Captain Lorrimer sagged, and his whisper came out in jerking syllables: God Almighty! Then Blondy went for his gun, and Vic waited with his hand on the butt of his own, waited with a perfect, cold foreknowledge, heard Blondy moan as his Colt hung in the holster, saw the flash of the barrel as it whipped out, and then jerked his own weapon and fired from the hip. Blondy staggered but kept himself from falling by gripping the edge of the bar with his left hand; the right, still holding the gun, raised and rubbed across his forehead; he looked like a sleeper awakening.

Not a sound from any one else, while Vic watched the tiny wraith of smoke jerk up from the muzzle of his revolver. Then Blondys gun flashed down and clanked on the floor. A red spot grew on the breast of Hansens shirt; now he leaned as if to pick up something, but instead, slid forward on his face. Vic stepped to him and stirred the body with his toe; it wobbled, limp.


5. THE FIGHT

[image: img19.jpg]

THERE WERE THREE spots of white in the dim saloon, the faces of Stewart, Lorrimer, and old Lew Perkins, and at the feet of Vic grew a spot of red. Knowing with calm surety that no hand would lift against him even if he turned his back, he walked out the door without a word and swung into the saddle. There, for an instant, he calculated chances, for the street stretched empty before and behind with not a sound of warning stirring in the saloon. He was greatly tempted to ride to Dug Pyms for his blanket roll and a few other traveling necessities, but he remembered that the men of Alder rose to action with astonishing speed; within five minutes a group of hard riders would be clattering up his trail with Pete Glass at their head. An unlucky Providence had sent Pete to Alder on this day of all days. There stood his redoubtable dusty roan at the hitching rack, her head low, one ear back and one flopped forward, her under lip pendulous — in a pasture full of horses one might pick her last either for stout heart or speed. Even in spite of her history Vic would have engaged Grey Molly to beat the roan at equal weights, but since he outbulked the sheriff full forty pounds, he weighed in nice balance the necessity of shooting the roan before he left Alder. It was, he decided, unpleasant but vital, and his fingers had already slid around the butt of his gun when a horse whinnied far off and the roan twitched up her head to listen. She was no longer a cloddish lump of horseflesh, but an individual, a soul; Greggs hand fell from his gun. Cursing his sentimental weakness, he lifted Molly into a canter down the street. Still no signs of awakening behind him or about; only little Jack Sweeney playing tag with a black-and-tan puppy, the triumphant cackle of a hen somewhere to the left; but as he neared the end of the street, where the trail swung into the rocks of the slope, a door banged far off and a voice was screaming: Pete! Pete Glass!

Grey Molly switched her tail nervously at the shout, but Vic was too wise to let her waste strength hurrying up so sharp a declivity; that dusty roan whose life he had spared would be spending it prodigally to overtake him before long and Mollys power must be husbanded. So he kept her at a quick walk by pressing the calf of one leg into her flank and turned in the saddle to watch the town sink behind him. Sometime in the vague, stupid past Marne had jog- trotted down this slope, but now he was a new man with an eye which saw all things and a gun which could not fail. Figures, singularly tiny and singularly distinct, swarmed into the street from nowhere, men on horses, men swinging into saddles; here and there the slant light of the afternoon twinkled on gun barrels, and ludicrous thin voices came piping up the hill. As he reached the nether lip of Murphys Pass a small cavalcade detached itself from the main mass before Captain Lorrimers saloon and swept down the street, first a dusty figure on a dusty horse, hardly visible; then a spot of red which must be Harry Fisher on his blood-bay, with a long-striding sorrel beside him that could carry no one except grim old Sliver Waldron. Behind these rode one with the light glinting on his silver conchos — Mat Henshaw, the town Beau Brummel — then the black Guss Reeve, and last of all Ronicky Joe on his pinto; Ronicky Joe, handy man at all things, and particularly guns. It showed how fast Pete Glass could work and how well he knew Alder, for Vic himself could not have selected five cooler fighters among the villagers or five finer mounts. The posse switched around the end of the street and darted up the hill like the curling lash of a whip.

Good, said Vic Gregg. The damn fools will wind their horses before they hit the pass.

He put Grey Molly into an easy trot, for the floor of the pass dipped up and down, littered with sharp-toothed rocks or treacherous, rolling ones, as bad a place for speed as a stiff upslope. According to his nicest calculation the posse could not reach the edge of the gulch before he was at the farther side, out of range of everything except a long chance shot, so he took note of things as he went and observed a spot of pale silver skirting through the brush on the eastern ridge of the gorge. There would be moonlight that night and another chance in favor of Pete Glass. He remembered then, with quiet content, that jogging in the holster was a power which with six words might stop those six pursuers.

A long halloo came barking down the pass, now drawling out, now cut away to silence as the angling cliffs sent on the echo, and Vic loosened the rein. Grey Molly swung out with a snort of relief to a free-swinging gallop and they swept down a great, gentle slope where new grass padded the fall of her hoofs, yet even then he kept the mare checked and held her in touch with an easily playing wrist. He did not imagine that even the sheriff on the dusty roan would dream of trying to swallow up Grey Molly in a short sprint but that assurance nearly cost Vic his life. The roar of hoofs in the gulch belched out into the comparative silence of the open space beyond and just as he gave the mare her head a gun coughed and an angry humming darted past his ear.

Molly lengthened into full speed. He could not tell on account of the muffling grass whether the pursuit was gaining or losing. He trusted blindly to the mare and when he looked back they were already pulling their mounts down to a hand gallop. That would teach them to match Molly in a sprint, roan or no roan!

He slapped her below the withers, where the long, hard muscles rippled back and forth. She was full of running, her gallop as light as the toss of a bough in the wind, and now as he pulled her back to a swinging canter her head went high, with pricking ears. Suddenly his heart went out to her; she would run like that till she died, he knew.

Good girl, he whispered huskily.

The day was paling towards the end when he headed into the foothills of the White Mountains. He drew up Molly for a breath on a level shoulder. Already he was close to the snow line with ragged heads of white rearing above him. Far below, a pale streak of moonlight was the Asper. Then, out of that blacker night on the slopes beneath, he heard the clinking hoofs of the posse; the quiet was so perfect, the air so clear, that he even caught the chorus of straining saddle leather and then voices of men. All this time the effects of the whisky had been wearing away by imperceptible degrees and at that sound all his old self rushed back on Vic Gregg. Why, they were his friends, his partners, these voices in the night, and that clear laughter floated up from Harry Fisher who had been his bunkie at the Circle V Bar ranch three years ago. He felt an insane impulse to lean over the edge of the cliff and shout a greeting.


6. THE RIFLE
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DAWN FOUND HIM over the first crest; at noon he was struggling up the slope of the second range, whose rise was not half so sharp as the upward plunge out of the Asper, but in spite of that easier ground Grey Molly could not gain. She went with shorter steps, now, and her head hung lower and lower, yet when a down stretch opened before her she went at it with a gallop as light, almost, as her race out of Murphys Pass. Not once had she offered to stop; not once had she winced from the labor of some sharp up-pitch; but still six horsemen hung behind her, and at their head rode a little dusty man on a little dusty roan. It was the lack of training as well as the rough going which held Molly back.

Beyond that second range, however, the down slope stretched smoothly, evenly, for mile on mile and mile on mile; perfect going for Grey Molly over easy hills with patches of forest here and there where he might double, or where he might stop with the hunt sweeping past. All this the sheriff must have known perfectly well, for he no longer kept back with his pack of five, but skirted on ahead, hunting alone. Again and again Vic heard the little shrill whistle with which Pete Glass encouraged the roan. Vic used the spurs twice, and then he desisted from the useless brutality for Molly was doing her best and no power on earth could make her do more. After all, her best would be good enough, for now Vic looked up and his heart leaped into his throat; there was only one more rise above him, and beyond lay the easy ground and a running chance for Mollys slender legs. Even as he raised his head something whined evilly over him, followed by a sound like two heavy hammers swung together, face to face, and shattered by the stroke. A rifle!

He looked back, saw the roan standing broadside towards him, watched the sun waver and then flash in a straight steady line along the barrel of the sheriffs gun. The line of light jerked up, and before the sound reached him a blow on his right shoulder sent Vic lurching forward against the pommel. Afterwards the voice of the rifle rang around him and a sharp pain twitched up and down his side, then ran tingling to his fingertips.

It was the stunning blow which saved him, for the sheriff had the range and his third bullet would have clipped Vic between the shoulders, but Glass had seen his quarry pitch forward in the saddle and he would not waste ammunition. The thrift of his New England ancestry spoke in Pete now and then and he could only grit his teeth when he saw Vic, disappearing on the other side of the crest, straighten in the saddle; the next instant the top of the hill shielded the fugitive.

Well and nobly, then, Grey Molly repaid all the praise, all the tenderness and care which Vic had lavished upon her in the past years, for with her legs shaking from the struggle of that last climb, with a rider who wobbled crazily in his seat, with reins hanging loose on her neck, with not even a voice to guide or to encourage her, she swept straight across the falling ground, gaining strength and courage at every stride. By the time Vic had regained his self-control and rallied a little from that first terrible falling of the heart, the dusty roan was over the crest and streaking after the game. Grey Molly gained steadily, yet even when he gathered the reins in his left hand Vic knew that the fight was done, in effect. How could he double or dodge when his own blood spotted the trail he kept, and how long could he keep the saddle with the agony which tore like saw teeth at his shoulder?

Grey Molly plunged straight into the shadow of pine trees, and the cool gloom fell like a blessing upon Vic in his torment; it was heaven to be sheltered even for a few moments from the eyes of the posse. At the opposite edge of the wood he drew rein with a groan. Some devil had prompted Gus Reeve and some devil had poured Reeves horse full of strength, for yonder down the valley, not a hundred yards away, galloped a rider on a black horse; yet Vic could have sworn that when he looked back from the crest he had seen Gus riding the very last in the posse. An instant later the illusion vanished, for the black horse of Gus was never an animal such as this, never had this marvelous, long gait. Its feet flicked the earth and shot it along with a reaching stride so easy, so flowing that only the fluttered mane and the tail stretching straight behind gave token of the speed. For the rest, it carried its head high, with pricking ears, the sure sign of a horse running well within his strength, yet Grey Molly, fresh and keen for racing, could hardly have kept pace with the black as it slid over the hills. God in heaven, if such a horse were his a thousand sheriffs on a thousand dusty roans could never take him; five minutes would sweep him out of sight and reach.

Before the horseman ran a tall dog, wolfish in head and wolfish in the gait which carried it like a cloud shadow over the ground, but it was over- large for any wolf Vic had ever seen. It turned its head now, and leaped aside at sight of the stranger, but the rider veered from his course and swept down on Vic. He came to a halt close up without either a draw at the reins or a spoken word, probably controlling his mount with pressure of the knees, and Gregg found himself facing a delicately handsome fellow. He was neither cowpuncher nor miner, Vic knew at a glance, for that face had never been haggard with labor. A tenderfoot, probably, in spite of his dress, and Vic felt that if his right arm were sound he could take that horse at the point of his gun and leave the rider thanking God that his life had been spared; but his left hand was useless on the butt of a revolver, and three minutes away came the posse, racing. There was only time for one desperate appeal.

Stranger, he burst out, Im follered. I got to have your hoss. Take this one in exchange; its the best I ever threw a leg over. Heres two hundred bucks— he flung his wallet on the ground and swung himself out of the saddle.

The wolfish dog, which had growled softly all this time and roughed up the hair of its neck, now slunk forward on its belly.

Heel, Bart! commanded the stranger sharply, and the dog whipped about and stood away, whining with eagerness.

The moment Greggs feet struck the ground his legs buckled like saplings in a wind for the long ride had sapped his strength, and the flow of blood told rapidly on him now. The hills and trees whirled around him until a lean, strong hand caught him under either armpit. The stranger stood close.

You could have my hoss if you could ride him, said he. His voice was singularly unhurried and gentle. But youd drop out of the saddle in ten minutes. Whos after you?

A voice shouted far off beyond the wood; another voice answered, nearer, and the whole soul of Gregg turned to the stallion. Grey Molly was blown, she stood now with hanging head and her flanks sunk in alarmingly at every breath, but even fresh from the pasture she was not a rag, not a straw compared to the black.

For Gods sake, groaned Vic, loan me your hoss!

You couldnt stick the saddle. Come in here out of sight; Im going to take em off your trail.

While he spoke, he led, half carried Vic, into a thicket of shrubs with a small open space at the center. The black and the wolf-dog followed and now the stranger pulled at the bridle rein. The stallion kneeled like a trained dog, and lying thus the shrubbery was high enough to hide him. Closer, sweeping through the wood, Vic heard the crash of the pursuit, yet the other was maddeningly slow of speech.

You stay here, partner, and sit over there. Im borrowin your gun — a swift hand appropriated it from Vics holster and his own fingers were too paralyzed to resist— and dont you try to ride my hoss unless you want them teeth in your throat. Lie quiet and tie up your hurt. Bart, watch him!

And there sat Gregg where he had slipped down in his daze of weakness with the great dog crouched at his feet and snarling ominously every time he raised his hand. The voices came closer; the crashing burst on his very ears, and now, through the interstices of the shrubbery he saw the stranger swing into the saddle on Grey Molly and urge her to a gallop. He could follow them for only an instant with his eyes, but it seemed to Vic that Molly cantered under her new rider with strange ease and lightness. It was partly the rest, no doubt, and partly the smaller burden.

A deep beat of racing hoofs, and then the dusty roan shot out of the trees close by with the sheriff leaning forward, jockeying his horse. It seemed that no living thing could escape from that relentless rider. Then right behind Vic a horse snorted and grunted — as it leaped a fallen log, perhaps — and he watched in alarm to see if the stallion would answer that sound with start or whinney. The black lay perfectly still, and instead of lifting up to answer or to look, the head lowered with ears flat back until the long, outstretched neck gave the animal a snaky appearance. The dog, too, though it showed murderous fangs whenever Vic moved, did not stir from his place, but lay flattening into the ground.

Cut to the right! Cut to the right, Harry! came the voice of the sheriff, already piping from the distance as the last of the posse brushed out from the trees. Yo hoi! Gus, take the left arroyo!

Two answering yells, and then the rush of hoofs fell away. They were cornering the stranger, no doubt, and Vic struggled to lift himself to his feet and watch until a faint sound from the dog made him look down. Bart lay with his haunches drawn up under him, his forepaws digging into the soft loam, his eyes demoniac. Instinctively Vic reached for his absent gun, and then, despairing, relaxed to his former position. The wolf-dog lowered his head to his paws and there remained with the eyes following each intake of Greggs breath. A rattle of gunshots flung back loosely from the hills, and among them Vic winced at the sound of the sheriffs rifle, clear and ringing over the bark of the revolvers.

Had they nailed the stranger? The firing recommenced, more faintly and prolonged, so that it was plain the posse maintained a running fusilade after the fugitive. After that fear of his own growing weakness shut out all else from the mind of Gregg as he felt his senses, his physical strength, flowing out like an ebb tide to a sea which, he knew, was death. He began to work desperately to bind up the wound and stop the flow of blood and it was fear which gave him momentary strength to tear away his shirt and then with his teeth and left hand rip it into strips. After that, heedless of the pain, he constructed a rude bandage, very clumsily, for he had to work over his shoulder. Here his teeth, once more, were almost as useful as another hand, and as the bandage grew tight the deadly, warm trickle along his side lessened and his fingers fell away from the last knot. He fainted.


7. JOAN DISOBEYS
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WHAT HE NEXT knew was a fire of agony that wrapped his whole body and consciousness flashed back on him. Strong arms lifted him up, up; above him he sensed the eyes of his torturer, dim in moonlight, and he beat his clubbed left fist into that face. After that he knew he was being dragged onto a saddle, but a wave of pain rushed up his side and numbed his brain. Thereafter his senses returned by fits and starts, vaguely. Once he felt a steel cable that girdled his waist and breast and held him erect, though his head flopped back and forth; once his eyes opened and above him glittered the bright field of stars towards which he drifted through space, a mind without a body; once a stab of torment wakened him enough to hear: Easy Satan; watch them stones. One more jolt like that will send him clear to— And the voice glided into an eternity of distance. Yet again he swung tip from the pit of darkness and became aware of golden hair around a womans face, and a marvelous soft, cool hand upon his forehead. Her voice reached him, too, and made him think of all things musical, all things distant, like the sounds of birds falling from the sky and though he understood not a syllable, a sweet assurance of safety flooded through him. He slept.

When he woke again, it was from a dream of fleeing through empty air swifter than the wind with a wolf-dog looming behind him out of space, but presently he found that he was lying in a bed with a stream of sunlight washing across a white coverlet. A door at his right swung open and there in the entrance stood the wolf-dog of his vision with a five-year-old girl upon its back.

Dont go in there, Bart! whispered the child. Go on back!

She took one of those pointed wolf-ears in her chubby fist and tugged to swing him around, but Bart, with a speed which the eye could not follow, twisted his head and the rows of great teeth closed over her hand. It was so horrible that the cry froze in the throat of Gregg, yet the child, with only a little murmur of anger, reached over with her other hand and caught the wolf by the nose.

Bad Bart! she whispered, and raised the hand which he instantly released. White marks showed on the pudgy tan. Bad dog! she repeated, and beat his neck with an impotent little fist. The wolf-dog cringed, and turned from the door.

Come in, invited Gregg. He was surprised to find his voice thin, apt to swing up to a high pitch beyond his control. A shower of golden curls tossed away from her face as she looked to him. Oh! she cried, still with a guarded voice. She leaned far over, one hand buried in the ruff of Barts neck to secure her balance, and with the other she laid hold of his right ear and drew him around facing the door once more. This time he showed his teeth but submitted, only twitching the ear back and forth a time or two when she relaxed her hold.

Come in, repeated Gregg.

She canted her head to one side and considered him with fearless blue eyes.

I want to, she sighed.

Why cant you, honey?

Munner says no.

He attempted to turn further towards her, but the pain in his right shoulder prevented. He found that his arm was bandaged to the elbow and held close to his side by a complex swathing.

Who is your mother? asked Vic.

Munner? she repeated, frowning in wonder. Why, munner is — my munner.

Oh, smiled he, and whos your pa?

What?

Whos your father? Whos your dad?

Daddy Dan. You ask a lot of things, she added, disapprovingly.

Come on in, pleaded Vic Gregg, and I wont ask nothin more about you.

Munner says no, she repeated.

She employed the moment of indecision by plucking at the hair of Barts shoulders; he growled softly, terribly, but she paid not the slightest heed.

Your mother wont care, asserted Vic.

I know, she nodded, but Daddy will.

Spanking?

She looked blankly at him.

What will he do, then, if you come in to see me?

Hell look at me. She grew breathless at the thought, and cast a guilty glance over her shoulder.

Honey, chuckled Gregg, weakly, Ill take all the blame. Just you come along in and hell do his lookin at me.

He thought of the slender fellow who had rescued him and his large, gentle brown eyes, but to a child even those mild eyes might seem terrible with authority.

Will you, true? said the child, wistfully.

Honest and true.

All right. She made up her mind instantly, her face shining with excitement. Giddap, Bart. And she thumped the wolf-dog vigorously with her heels.

He carried her in with a few gliding steps, soundless, except for the light rattle of claws on the floor, but he stopped well out of reach of the bed and when Vic held his left hand as far as he could across his chest, Bart winced and gave harsh warning. Vic had seen vicious dogs in his day, seen them fighting, seen them playing, but he had never heard one of them growl like this. The upper lips of the animal twitched dangerously back and the sound came from the very depths of his body. It made the flesh crawl along Vics back; one rip of those great teeth could tear a mans throat open. The child thudded her heels against the ribs of Bart again.

Giddap! she cried.

The wolf-dog shuddered but would not budge an inch.

Naughty Bart! She slipped off to the floor. Ill make him come, she said.

If its the same to you, said Vic, rather hastily, Id just as soon he stayed where he is.

Hes got to do what I want, she answered. She shook a tiny forefinger at him. Bart, you just come here!

The dog turned his blazing eyes on her and replied with a growl that shook his sides.

Stop! she ordered, and struck him sharply on the nose. He blinked and lowered his head under the blow, but though the snarling stopped his teeth flashed. She caught him by both jowls and tugged him forward.

Let him be! urged Vic.

Hes got to come!

And come he did, step by halting step, while she hauled him, and now the snarling hoarse intakes of breath filled the room. Once she moved a little to one side and Vic caught the glint of two eyes, red-stained, which were fixed undeviatingly upon her face. Mixed with Vics alarm at the great fighting beast was a peculiar uneasiness, for there was something uncanny in the determination, the fearlessness of this infant. When she stepped away the wolf- dog stood trembling visibly but his eyes were still not upon the man he hated or feared to approach but upon the childs face.

Can you pat him now? she asked, not for an instant turning to Gregg.

No, but its close enough, he assured her. I dont want him any closer.

Hes got to come. She stamped. Bart, you come here!

He flinched forward, an inch. Bart! Her hands were clenched and her little body quivered with resolution; the snake-like head came to the very edge of the bed.

Now pat him! she commanded.

By very unpleasant degrees, Vic stretched his hand towards that growling menace.

Hell take my arm off, he complained. Shame kept him from utterly refusing the risk.

He wont bite you one bit, declared the child. But Ill hold his nose if youre afraid. And instantly she clasped the pointed muzzle between her hands.

Even when Vics hand hovered above his head Bart had no eye for him, could not divert his gaze from the face of the child. Once, twice and again, delicately as one might handle bubbles, Gregg touched that scarred forehead.

I made him come, didnt I? she cried in triumph, and turned a tense little face towards Vic, but the instant her eyes moved the wolf-dog leaped away half the width of the room, and stood shivering, more devilish than ever. She stamped again.

Bad, bad, bad Bart, she said angrily. Shall I make him come again?

Leave him be, muttered Vic, closing his eyes. Leave him be where he is. I dont want him.

Oh, she said, its hard to make him do things, sometimes. But Daddy Dan can make him do anything.

Humph! grunted Vic. He was remembering how, at the masters order, Bart had crouched at his feet in the wood, an unchained murderer hungrily waiting for an excuse to kill. There was something very odd about the people of this house; and it would be a long time before he rid himself of the impression of the cold, steady eyes which had flashed up to him a moment before out of that baby face.

Joan! called a voice from beyond, and the soft fiber of it made Vic certain that it belonged to the rider of the black stallion. The little girl ran a step towards the door, and then stopped and shrank back against the bed.

If youre afraid your Dadll find you here, said Vic, just you run along.

She was nervously twisting her hands in her dress.

Daddy Danll know, she whispered without turning. And — and — he wont let me be afraid — even of him!

A small hand slipped up, fumbled a bit, found the thumb of Vic Gregg, and closed softly over it. With this to steady her, she waited, facing the door.


8. DISCIPLINE
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A LIGHT STEP crossed the outer room, with something peculiar in its lightness, as if the heel were not touching the floor, with the effect of the padded fall of the feet of some great cat; there was both softness and the sense of weight. First the wolf-dog pricked his ears and turned towards the door, the pudgy fist closed convulsively over Vics thumb, and then his rescuer stood in the entrance.

Hello, partner, called Vic. I got company, you see. The door blew open and I asked your little girl in.

I told you not to come here, said the other. Vic felt the child tremble, but there was no burst of excuses.

She didnt want to come, he urged. But I kep on askin her.

The emotionless eye of Daddy Dan held upon Joan. I told you not to come, he said. Joan swallowed in mute agony, and the wolf-dog slipped to the side of the master and licked his hand as though in dumb intercession. The blood ran coldly in the veins of Gregg, as if he saw a fist raised to strike the little girl.

You go out.

She went swiftly, at that, sidled past her father with her eyes lifted, fascinated, and so out the door where she paused an instant to flash back a wistful appeal. Nothing but silence, and then her feet pattering off into the outer room.

Maybe you better go keep her company, Bart, said the father, and at this sign of relenting Vic felt his tensed muscles relaxing; the wolf whined softly and glided through the door.

You feeling better?

Like a hoss off green feed. I been lyin here drinkin up the sunshine.

The other stood beside the open window and there he canted his head, his glance far off and intent.

Dyou hear? he asked, turning sharply.

There was a fierce eagerness in his face.

Hear what?

Its spring, he murmured, without answering more directly than this, and Vic felt that the other had changed again, grown understandable. Nevertheless, the shock of that sudden alteration at the window kept him watching his host with breathless interest. Whatever it was that the strange fellow heard, a light had gleamed in his eyes for a moment. As he sauntered back towards the bed just a trace of it lingered about him, a hint of sternness.

Spring? answered Gregg. Yep, I smelled spring a few days back and I started out to find some action. You can see for yourself that I found it, partner. He stirred, uneasily, but it was necessary that the story should be told lest it reach the ears of this man from another source. It was one thing to shelter a fugitive from justice whose crime was unknown, perhaps trifling, but it might be quite another story if this gentle, singular man learned that his guest was a new-made murderer. Better that he should learn the tale now and form his prejudices in favor of Gregg. Ill tell you the whole story, he began.

But the other shrugged his shoulders.

You leave the story be, he said, and there was something in the quiet firmness of his manner which made it impossible for Vic to continue. Youre here and youre hurt and you need a pile of rest. Thats about enough story for me.

Vic put himself swiftly in the place of the other. Suppose that he and Betty Neal should have a cabin off in the mountains like this, how would they receive a wounded fugitive from justice? As unquestioningly as this? In a surge of gratitude he looked mistily towards his host.

Stranger, he said, youre white. Damned white. Thats all. My names Vic Gregg and I come from—

Thanks, cut in the other. Im glad to know your name but in case anybody might be askin me I wouldnt care to know where you come from. He smiled. Im Dan Barry.

It had to be a left-handed shake on the part of Vic, a thing of which he often thought in the days that followed, but now he sent his memory hunting.

Seems like Ive heard your name before, he murmured. I dunno where. Were you ever around Alder, Barry?

No. His manner suggested that the topic might as well be closed. He reached over and dropped his hand lightly on the forehead of Vic. A tingling current flowed from it into the brain of the wounded man. Your bloods still a bit hot, he added. Lie quiet and dont even think. Youre safe here. They aint a thing goin to get at you. Not a thing. Youll stay till you get ready to leave. Slong. Ill see that you get something to eat.

He went out with that unusual, padding step which Vic had noticed before and closed the door softly behind him. In spite of that barrier Gregg could hear the noises from the next room quite clearly, as some one brought in wood and dropped it on a stone hearth, rattling. He fell into a pleasant doze, just stretching his body now and then to enjoy the coolness of the sheets, the delicious sense of being cared for and the returning strength in his muscles. Through that haze he heard voices, presently, which called him back to wakefulness.

That ought to be good for him. Take it in, Kate.

I shall. Dan, what has Joan done?

She went in there. I told her to leave him alone.

But she says he asked her to come in — said he would take the blame.

I told her not to go.

Poor baby! Shes outside, now, weeping her eyes out on Barts shoulder and hes trying to comfort her.

It was purer English than Vic was accustomed to hear even from his schoolmistress, but more than the words, the voice surprised him, the low, controlled voice of a woman of gentle blood. He turned his head and looked out the window, baffled. Far above, shooting out of sight, went the slope of a mountain, a cliff shining in the slant sun of the afternoon here, a tumbled slide of rocks and debris there, and over the shoulder of this mountain he saw white-headed monsters stepping back in range beyond range. Why should a girl of refinement choose the isolation of such a place as this for her home? It was not the only strange thing about this household, however, and he would dismiss conjectures until he was once more on his feet.

She was saying: Wont you speak to her now?

A little pause. Then: No, not until evenin.

Please, Dan.

Shes got to learn.

A little exclamation of unhappiness and then the door moved open; Vic found himself looking up to the face with the golden hair which he remembered out of his nightmare. She nodded to him cheerily.

Im so happy that youre better, she said. Dan says that the fever is nearly gone. She rested a large tray she carried on the foot of the bed and Vic discovered, to his great content, that it was not hard to meet her eyes. Usually girls embarrassed him, but he recognized so much of Joan in the features of the mother that he felt well acquainted at once. Motherhood, surely, sat as lightly on her shoulders as fatherhood did on Dan Barry, yet he felt a great pity as he looked at her, this flowerlike beauty lost in the rocks and snow with only one man near her. She was like music played without an audience except senseless things.

Yep, Im a lot better, he answered, but it sure makes me terrible sorry, maam, that I got your little girl in trouble. Mostly, it was my fault.

She waved away all need of apology.

Dont think an instant about that, Mr. Gregg. Joan needs a great deal of disciplining. She laughed a little. She has so much of her father in her, you see. Now, are you strong enough to lift yourself higher in the pillows?

They managed it between them, for he was weaker than he thought and when he was padded into position with cushions she laid the tray across his knees. His head swam at sight of it. Forty-eight hours of fasting had sharpened his appetite, and the loaded tray whetted a razor edge, for a great bowl of broth steamed forth an exquisite fragrance on one side and beside it she lifted a napkin to let him peek at a slice of venison steak. Then there was butter, yellow as the gold for which he had been digging all winter, and real cream for his coffee — a whole pitcher of it — and snowy bread. Best of all, she did not stay to embarrass him with her watching while he ate, since above all things in the world a hungry man hates observation when the board is spread.

Afterwards, consuming sleep rippled over him from his feet to his eyes to his brain. He partially roused when the tray was removed, and the pillows slipped from under his back, but with a vague understanding that expert hands were setting the bed in order his senses fled once more.

Hours and hours later he opened his eyes in utter darkness with a thin, sweet voice still ringing in his ears. He could not place himself until he turned his head and saw a meager, broken, rectangular line of light which was the door, and immediately afterwards the voice cried: Oh, Daddy Dan! And what did the wolf do then?

Im comin to that, Joan, but dont you talk about wolves so loud or old Black Bartll think youre talkin about him. See him lookin at you now?

But please go on. I wont say one little word.

The mans voice began again, softly, so that not a word was audible to Gregg; he heard the crackle of burning logs upon the hearth; saw the rectangle of light flicker; caught a faint scent of wood smoke, and then he slept once more.


9. THE LONG ARM OF THE LAW
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FROM THE FIRST the wound healed rapidly, for Vics blood was perfectly pure, the mountain air a tonic which strengthened him, and his food and care of the best. The high-powered rifle bullet whipped cleanly through his shoulder, breaking no bone and tearing no ligament, and the flesh closed swiftly. Even Vics mind carried no burden to oppress him in care for the future or regret for the past, for if he occasionally remembered the limp body of Hansen on the floor of Captain Lorrimers saloon he could shrug the picture into oblivion. It had been fair fight, man to man, with all the odds in favor of Blondy, who had been allowed to pull his gun first. If Vic thought about the future at all, it was with a blind confidence that some time and in some unrevealed way he would get back to Alder and marry Betty Neal. In the meantime, as the days of the spring went mildly by, he was up and about and very soon there was only a little stiffness in his right arm to remind him of Pete Glass and the dusty roan.

He spent most of his time close to the cabin, for though he had forgotten the world there was no decisive proof that the world would forget him half so easily; that was not the way of the sheriff. He had been known to spend years in the hunt for a single misdoer and Vic had no care to wander out where he might be seen. Besides, it was very pleasant about the cabin. The house itself was built solidly, roomily, out of logs hewn on the timbered slopes above and dragged down to this little plateau. Three mountains, to the north, south and west, rolled back and up, cutting away the sunlight in the early afternoon, but at this point the quick slopes put out shoulders and made, among them, a comfortable bit of rolling ground, deep soiled and fertile. Here, so Kate Barry assured him, the wild flowers came even earlier than they did in the valley so far below them, and to be sure when Vic first walked from the house he found the meadow aflame with color except for the space covered by the truck-garden and the corral. In that enclosure he found Grey Molly fenced away from the black with several other horses of commoner blood, for the stallion, he learned, recognized no fraternity of horseflesh, but killed what he could reach. Grey Molly was quite recovered from her long run, and she greeted him in her familiar way, with ears flattened viciously.

He might have stayed on here quite happily for any space of time, but more and more Vic felt that he was an intruder; he sensed it, rather than received a hint of word or eye. In the first place the three were complete in themselves, a triangle of happiness without need of another member for variety or interest. It was plain at a glance that the girl was whole-heartedly happy, and whatever incongruity lay between her and these rough mountains he began to understand that her love for Barry and the child made ample amends. As for the other two, he always thought of them in the same instant, for if the child had her eyes and her hair from her mother, she had her nature from the man. They were together constantly, on walks up the mountain, when she rode Black Bart up the steep places: on dips into the valley, when he carried her before him on the stallion. She had the same soft voice, the same quick, furtive ways, the same soundless laughter, at times; and when Barry sat in the evening, as he often did for hours, staring at empty air, she would climb on his knee, place his unresisting arm around her, and she looking up into his face, sharing his silences. Sometimes Vic wondered if the young mother were not troubled, made a little jealous by this perfect companionship, but he never found a trace of it. It was she, finally, who made him determine to leave as soon as his shoulder muscles moved with perfect freedom, for as the days slipped past he felt that she grew more and more uneasy, and her eyes had a way of going from him to her husband as though she believed their guest a constant danger to Barry. Indeed, to some small extent he was a danger, for the law might deal hardly with a man who took a fugitive out of the very grip of its hand.

By a rather ironical chance, on the very morning when he decided that he must start his journey the next day but one, Vic learned that he must not linger even so long as that. Pete Glass and the law had not forgotten him, indeed, nearly so well as he had forgotten the law and Pete Glass, for as he sat in his room filling a pipe after breakfast the voice of Barry called him out, and he found his host among the rocks which rimmed the southern end of the plateau, in front of the house. To the north the ground fell away smoothly, rolled down to the side of the mountain, and then dipped easily to the valley — the only direction from which the cabin was accessible, though here the grade was possible for a buckboard. To the south the plateau ended in a drop that angled sharply down, almost a cliff in places, and from this point of vantage the eye carried nameless miles down the river.

Are them friends of yours? asked Dan Barry, as he stood among those rocks. Take a long look. And he handed a strong pair of field glasses to Gregg.

The latter peered over the dizzy edge. Down there, in the very act of fording the river to get to their side of it, he marked five horsemen — no, six, for he almost missed the leader of the troop, a dusty figure which melted into the background. All the terror of the first flight rushed back on Vic. He stood palsied, not in fear of that posse but at the very thought of pursuit.

Theres only one way, he stammered at length. Ill — Dan, give me a hand to get a saddle on Grey Molly and Ill laugh at em yet. Damn em!

What you goin to do? It was the same unhurried voice which had spoken to Vic on the day of the rescue and it irritated him in the same manner now. Kate had come running from the house with her apron fluttering.

Im going down that slope to the north, said Vic, and Ill get by em hell-bent-for-election. Once I show my heels to that lot theyre done!

He talked as much to restore his courage as from, confidence, for if the posse sighted him going down that slope on the gray it would take a super- horseman and a super-horse to escape before they closed the gap. Barry considered the situation with a new gleam in his eye.

Wait a minute, he said, as Vic started towards the corral. That way you got planned is a good way — to die. You listen to me.

But here Kate broke in on them. Dan, what are you going to do?

Im going to take the gray and go down the slope. Im going to lead em off Vics trail, said Barry quietly, but it seemed to Vic that he avoided his wifes eye.

The voice of Betty Neal, Vic knew, would have risen shrill at a time like this. Kate spoke even more low than usual, but there was a thing in her voice that struck a tremor through Gregg. If its death for him, what is it for you?

Nothing at all. If they see me and head for me before the ways clear, Ill let em come up and see they have the wrong man. If I get the chance, Ill lead em away. And Vic, youll hit between those two mountains — see em? — and cut across country. No hoss could carry you there, except Satan, and you couldnt ride him. Youll have to go on foot but theyll never look for you on that side. When you get to the easygoin, down in the valley, buy a hoss and hit for the railroad.

Kate turned on Vic, trembling. Are you going to let him do it? she asked. Are you going to let him do it, again?

He had seen a certain promise of escape held before him the moment before, but pride made him throw that certainty away.

Not in a million years, he answered.

Youll do what I say, and youll start now. I got a better idea than that. If you head just over the side of that north mountain youll find a path that a hoss can follow. It wont take you clear away from them down below, but there aint a chance in ten that theyll come that way. Take my old brown hoss with the white face. Hell carry you safe.

Vic hesitated. The fierce eyes of Kate were on him and with all his soul he wanted to play the man, but liberty was sweet, sweeter than ever to Vic. She seemed to give him up as he stood there with his heart, in his throat; she turned back to Barry.

Dan! she pleaded.

She had not touched him, but he made a vague gesture as though brushing away a restraining hand. She cried: If you come close to them — if, they start shooting — you might want to fight back—

They shot before, he answered, and I didnt fire once.

But the second time?

To be sure, there would be danger in it, but as Barry himself had said, if the way was closed to him he could surrender to them, and they could not harm him. Vic tried in vain to understand this overmastering terror in the girl, for she seemed more afraid of what Dan might do to the posse than what the posse might do to Dan.

This aint a day for fightin, said Dan, and he waved towards the mountains. It was one of those misty spring days when the sun raises a vapor from the earth and the clouds blow low around the upper peaks; every ravine was poured full of blue shadow, and even high up the slopes, where patches of snow had melted, grass glimmered, a tender green among the white. This aint a day for fighting, he repeated.

A shrill, quavering neigh, like the whinney of a galloping horse, rang from beyond the house, and Vic saw the black stallion racing up and down his corral. Back and forth he wove, then raced straight for the bars, flashed above them, and stood free beyond, with the sunshine trembling on him. He seemed to pause, wondering what to do with his new freedom, then he came at a loose gallop for the master. Not Satan alone, for now Black Bart slid across the plateau like a shadow, weaving among the boulders, and came straight towards Barry. Vic himself felt a change, a sort of uneasy happiness; he breathed it with the air. The very sunlight was electric. He saw Kate run close to Barry.

If you go this time, youll never come back, Dan!

The black stallion swung up beside them, and as he halted his hoofs knocked a rattling spray of pebbles ahead. On the other side of the woman and the man the wolf-dog ran uneasily here and there, trying to watch the face of the master which Kate obscured.

I aint goin far. I just want to get a hoss runnin under me enough to cut a wind.

Even Satan and Bart feel what I feel. They came without being called. They never do that unless theres danger ahead. What can I do to convince you? Dan, youll drive me mad!

He made no answer, and if the girl wished him to stay now seemed the time for persuasion; but she gave up the argument suddenly. She turned away, and Vic saw in her face the same desperate, helpless look as that of a boy who cannot swim, beyond his depth in the river. There was no sign of tears; they might come afterwards.

What had come over them? This desperation in Kate, this touch of anxiety in the very horse and the wolf-dog? Vic forgot his own danger while he stared and it seemed to him that the spark of change had come from Barry. There was something in his eyes which Vic found hard to meet.

The moment you came I knew you brought bad luck with you! cried Kate. He brought you in bleeding. He saved you and came in with blood on his hands and I guessed at the end. Oh, I wish you—

Kate! broke in Barry.

She dropped upon one of the stones and buried her face in her hands and Dan paid no more attention to her.

Hurry up, he said. Theyre across the river.

And Vic gave up the struggle, for the tears of Kate made him think of Betty Neal and he followed Dan towards the corral. Around them the stallion ran like a hunting dog eager to be off.


10. ONE TRAIL ENDS
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YOU CAN TRUST Grey Molly to me, Vic, said Dan, standing at the head of the gray mare. Ill keep her as safe as if she was Satan.

Gregg watched her almost sadly. He had always taken a rather childish pride in her fierceness. She knew him as a dog knows its master and he had always been the only one who could handle her readily in the saddle. But one who knew nothing of horses and their ways could see the entente which had been instantly established between Barry and Grey Molly. When he spoke her ears pricked. When he raised his hand she stretched her nose inquisitively.

There was no pitch in her when Barry swung into the saddle and that was a thing without precedent in Mollys history. She tried none of her usual catlike side-steps and throwing of the head. Altogether, Vic was troubled even as he would have been at the sight of Betty Neal in the arms of another man. It was desertion.

Dan, he said, I know what youve done for me and I know what youre doin now. He took the slender hand of the other in his big paw.

If the time comes when I can pay you back, so help me God—

Oaths dont do no good, cut in Barry without a trace of emotion. He added frankly: It aint altogether for your sake. Those gents down there have played tag once with me and now Id like to play with them. Mollys fresh today.

He was already looking over his shoulder while he spoke; as if his mind were even then at work upon the posse.

Slong.

Slong, partner. Good luck.

So they parted and Vic, jogging slowly up the steep path, saw Grey Molly wheeled and sent at a sweeping gallop over the meadow. His heart leaped jealously and the next moment went out in a flood of gratitude, admiration, as Barry swung off the shoulder of the mountain, waved his hat towards Kate, and dipped at once out of sight.

The shelving ground along which Barry rode sometimes was a broad surface like a spacious, graded road; again it shelved away and opened a view of all the valley. When he reached the first of these places the rider looked back and down and saw the posse skirting rapidly on his side of the river, behind him and close to the cliff. They rode at an easy lope, and he could see that their heads were bent to watch the ground. Even at this casual gait they would reach the point at which he and the gray must swing onto the floor of the valley before him unless he urged Molly to top speed. He must get there at a sufficient distance from them to escape close rifle fire, and certainly beyond point-blank revolver range. Accordingly he threw his weight more into the stirrups and over the withers of the mare. This brought greater poundage on her forehand and made her apt to stumble or actually miss her step, but it increased her running power.

There was no need of a touch of the spurs. The gathering of the reins seemed to tell Molly everything. One ear flickered back, then she leaped out at full speed. It was as though the mind of the man had sent an electric current down the reins and told her his thought. Now she floundered at her foot, struck a loose stone, now she veered sharply and wide to escape a boulder, now she cleared a gulley with a long leap, and riding high as he was, bent forward out of balance to escape observation from below. It was only a miracle of horsemanship that kept her from breaking her neck as they lurched down the pitch. Grey Molly seemed to be carrying no weight, only a clinging intelligence.

At this speed he was sure to reach the valley safely in front unless the posse caught sight of him on the way and gave chase, and Barry counted on that instinct in hunting men which makes them keep their eyes low — the same sense which leads a searcher to look first under the bed and last of all at the wall and ceiling. Once more, as he neared his goal, he looked back and down, and there came the six horsemen, their quirts swinging, their hat-brims blown straight up they raced at full speed. They had seen the gray and they rode for blood.

The outstretched neck of Grey Molly, her flattened ears, the rapid clangor of her hoofs on the rocks, seemed to indicate that she already was doing her uttermost, but after the glimpse of the pursuit, Barry crouched a little lower, his hand gathering the reins just behind her head, his voice was near her, speaking softly, quickly. She responded with a snort of effort, as though she realized the danger and willingly accepted it. One ear, as she rushed down the slope, was pricked and one flagged back to the guiding, strengthening voice of the rider.

The path wound in leisurely curves now, but there was a straight cut down a slide of gravel, a dangerous slope even in firm ground, a terrible angle with those loose pebbles underfoot. Yet this was a time for chance-taking. Already the dusty man on the roan rode with his revolver balanced for the snap shot. The next instant his gun swung down, he actually reined up in astonishment. The fugitive had flung himself far back against the cantle and sent Grey Molly at the slide. It was not a matter of running as the mare shot over the brink. Molly sat back on her haunches, braced her forelegs, and went down like an avalanche. Over the rush and roar of the pebbles, over the yell of wonder from the pursuers, she heard the voice of her rider, a clear and steady voice, and the tautened reins telegraphed to her bewildered mind the wish of the man. She struck the level with stunning force, toppled, nearly fell, and then straightened along her course in a staggering gallop. Started from its nice balance by the rush of stones they loosened, a ten-ton rock came toppling after, leaped up from the valley floor like a live thing, and then thundered away towards the river.

Grey Molly, finding her legs once more, tried the level going. She had beaten the same horses before under the crushing impost of Greggs weight. With this lighter rider who clung like a part of her, who gave perfectly to the rhythm of her gallop, she fairly walked away from the posse. Once, twice and again the gun spoke from the hand of Pete Glass, but it was the taking of a long last chance rather than a sign of closing on his chase. In ten minutes Grey Molly dipped out of sight among the hills.

After the first hour Barry could have cut away across country with little fear of discovery from the sheriff, but he was in no hurry to escape. Sometimes he dismounted and looked to his cinches and talked to the horse. Grey Molly listened with pricking ears and often canted her head to one side as though she strove to understand the game.

It was a new and singular pleasure to Barry. He was accustomed to the exhaustless, elastic strength of Satan, with the cunning brain of a beast of prey and the speed of an antelope. On the black horse he could have ridden circles around that posse all day. But Grey Molly was a different problem. She was not a force to be simply directed and controlled. She was something to be helped. Her very weakness, compared with the stallion, appealed to him. And it was a thrilling pleasure to feel his power over her grow until she, also, seemed to have entered the game.

A game it was, as he had said to Vic when they parted, with the rather essential difference that in this pastime one was tagged with a forty-five caliber chunk of lead and was quite apt to remain it for the remainder of eternity. Barry dropped further and further back towards the posse. The danger fascinated him. Once he whistled high and shrill as a hawks scream from the top of a bluff while the posse labored through a ravine below. He saw the guns flash out, and waited. He heard the sing of the bullets around him, and the splashing lead on a solid-rock face just beneath him; he listened till the deep echoes spoke from the gulch, then waved his hat and disappeared.

This was almost defeating the purpose of his play for if he came that close again they would probably make out that they were following a decoy. Accordingly, since he had now drawn them well away from Vics line of escape, he turned his back reluctantly on the posse and struck across the hills.

He kept on for the better part of an hour before he doubled and swung in a wide circle towards his cabin. He had laid out a course which the wise sheriff could follow until dark and be none the wiser; and if Pete Glass were the finest trailer who ever studied sign and would never be able to read the tokens of the return ride. Accordingly, with all this well in mind, he brought Grey Molly to a full halt and gazed around, utterly stunned by surprise, when, half way up the valley, a rifle spoke small but sharp from one side, and a bullet clipped the rocks not the length of the horse away. He understood. When he cut straightaway across the country he had indeed left a baffling trail, a trail so dim, in fact, that Pete Glass had wisely given it up and taken the long chance by cutting back to the point at which the hunt began. So their paths crossed.

Barry spoke sharply to the mare and loosed the reins, but she started into a full gallop too late. There came a brief hum, a thudding blow, and Grey Molly pitched forward.


11. A NEW TRAIL BEGINS
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IF HE HAD been an ordinary rider, sitting heavily far back in the saddle, at the end of a long ride, Barry would either have been flung clear and smashed horribly against the rocks, or, more likely, he would have been entangled in the stirrups and crushed to death instantly by the weight of his horse; but he rode always lightly poised and when the mare pitched forward his feet were already clear of the stirrups. He landed, catlike, on hands and feet, unhurt.

It had been a long shot, a lucky hit even for a marksman of the sheriffs caliber, and now the six horsemen streamed over a distant hilltop and swept into the valley to take their quarry dead, or half dead, from his fall. However, that approaching danger was nothing in the eye of Barry. He ran to the fallen mare and caught her head in his arms. She ceased her struggles to rise as soon as he touched her and whinneyed softly. The left foreleg lay twisted horribly beneath her, broken. Grey Molly had run her last race, and as Barry kneeled, holding the brave head close to him, he groaned, and looked away from her eyes. It was only an instant of weakness, and when he turned to her again he was drawing his gun from its holster.

The beating hoofs of the posse as they raced towards him made a growing murmur through the clear air. Barry glanced towards them with a consummate loathing. They had killed a horse to stop a man, and to him it was more than murder. What harm had she done them except to carry her rider bravely and well? The tears of rage and sorrow which a child sheds welled into the eyes of Dan Barry. Every one of them had a hand in this horrible killing; was, to that half animal and half-childish nature, a murderer.

His chin was on his shoulder; the quiver of pain in her nostrils ended as he spoke; and while the fingers of his left hand trailed caressingly across her forehead, his right carried the muzzle to her temple.

Brave Molly, good girl, he whispered, theyll pay for you a death for a death and a man for a hoss. The yellow which had glinted in his eyes during the run was afire now. It aint far; only a step to go; and then youll be where they aint any saddles, nor any spurs to gall you, Molly, but just pastures thats green all year, and nothin to do but loaf in the sun and smell the wind. Heres good luck to you, girl.

His gun spoke sharp and short and he laid the limp head reverently on the ground.

It had all happened in very few seconds, and the posse was riding through the river, still a long shot off, when Barry drew his rifle from its case on the saddle. Moreover, the failing light which had made the sheriffs hit so much a matter of luck was now still dimmer, yet Barry snapped his gun to the shoulder and fired the instant the butt lay in the grove. For another moment nothing changed in the appearance of the riders, then a man leaned out of his saddle and fell full length in the water.

Around him his companions floundered, lifted and placed him on the bank, and then threw themselves from their horses to take shelter behind the first rocks they could find; they had no wish to take chances with a man who could snap-shoot like this in such a light, at such a distance. By the time they were in position their quarry had slipped out of sight and they had only the blackening boulders for targets.

God amighty, cried Ronicky Joe, are you goin to let that murderin hound-dog get clear off, Pete? Boys, whos with me for a run at him?

For it was Harry Fisher who had fallen and lay now on the wet bank with his arms flung wide and a red spot rimmed with purple in the center of his forehead; and Fisher was Ronicky Joes partner.

You lay where you are, commanded the sheriff, and indeed there had been no rousing response to Ronicky Joes appeal.

You yaller quitters, groaned Joe. Give me a square chance and Ill tackle Vic Gregg alone day or night, on hoss or on foot. Are we five goin to lay down to him?

If that was Vic Gregg, answered the sheriff, slipping over the insult with perfect calm, I wouldnt of told you to scatter for cover; but that aint Vic.

Pete, what in hell are you drivin at?

I say it aint Vic, said the sheriff. Vic is a good man with a hoss and a good man with a gun, but he couldnt never ride like the gent over there in the rocks, and he couldnt shoot like him.

He pointed, in confirmation, at the body of Harry Fisher.

You can rush that hill if you want, but speakin personal, I aint ready to die.

A thoughtful silence held the others until Sliver Waldron broke it with his deep bass. You aint far off, Pete. I done some thinkin along them lines when I seen him standin up there over the arroyo wavin his hat at the bullets. Vic didnt never have the guts for that.

All the lower valley was gray, dark in comparison with the bright peaks above it, before the sheriff rose from his place and led the posse towards the body of Grey Molly. There they found as much confirmation of Petes theory as they needed, for Vics silver-mounted saddle was known to all of them, and this was a plain affair which they found on the dead horse. Waldron pushed back his hat to scratch his head.

Look at them eyes, boys, he suggested. Molly has been beatin us all day and she looks like shes fightin us still.

The sheriff was not a man of very many words, and surely of little sentiment; perhaps it was the heat of the long chase which now made him take off his hat so that the air could reach his sweaty forehead. Gents, he said, she lived game and she died game. But they aint no use of wastin that saddle. Take it off.

And that was Grey Mollys epitaph.

They decided to head straight back for the nearest town with the body of Harry Fisher, and, fagged by the desperate riding of that day, they let their horses go with loose rein, at a walk. Darkness gathered; the last light faded from even the highest peaks; the last tinge of color dropped out of the sky as they climbed from the valley. Now and then one of the horses cleared its nostrils with a snort, but on the whole they went in perfect silence with the short grass silencing the hoofbeats, and never a word passed from man to man.

Beyond doubt, if it had not been for that same silence, if it had not been for the slowness with which they drifted through the dark, what follows could never have happened. They had crossed a hill, and descended into a very narrow ravine which came to so sharp a point that the horses had to be strung out in single file. The ravine twisted to the right and then the last man of the procession heard the sheriff call: Halt, there! Up with your hands, or Ill drill you! When they swung from side to side, craning their heads to look, they made out a shadowy horseman facing Pete head on. Then the sheriffs voice again: Gregg, Im considerable glad to meet up with you.

If that meeting had taken place in any other spot probably Gregg would have taken his chance on escaping through the night, but in this narrow pass he could swing to neither side and before he could turn the brown horse entirely around the sheriff might pump him full of lead. They gathered in a solemn quiet around him; the irons were already upon his wrists.

All right, boys, he said, youve got me, but youll have to give in that you had all the luck.

A moment after that sharp command in the familiar, dreaded voice of Pete Glass, Vic had been glad that the lone flight was over. Eventually this was bound to come. He would go back and face the law, and three men lived to swear that Blondy had gone after his gun first.

Maybe luck, said the sheriff. How d you come back this way?

Made a plumb circle, chuckled Gregg. Rode like a fool not carin where I hit out for, and the end of it was that it was dark before Id had sense to watch where the sun went down.

Kind of cheerful, aint you? cut in Ronicky Joe, and his voice was as dry as the crisping leaves in an autumn wind.

They aint any call for me to wear crepe yet, answered Gregg. Worst fool thing I ever done was to cut and run for it. The old Captain will tell you gents that Blondy went for his gun first — had it clean out of the leather before I touched mine.

He paused, and the silence of those dark figures sank in upon him.

I got to warn you, said Pete Glass, that what you say now can be used again you later on before the jury.

My God, boys, burst out Vic, dyou think Im a plain, low-down, murderin snake? Harry, aint you got a word for me? Are you like the rest of em?

No voice answered.

Harry, said Ronicky, why dont you speak to him?

It was a brutal thing to do, but Ronicky was never a gentle sort in his best moments; he scratched a match and held it so that under the spluttering light Gregg found himself staring into the face of Harry Fisher. And he could not turn his eyes away until the match burned down to Ronickys finger tip and then dropped in a streak of red to the ground.

Then the sheriff spoke cold and hard.

Partner, he said, in the old days, maybe your line of talk would do some good, but not now. You picked that fight with Blondy. You knew you was faster on the draw and Hansen didnt have a chance. He was the worst shot in Alder and everybody in Alder knew it. You picked that fight and you killed your man, and youre goin to hang for it.

Another hush; no murmur of assent or dissent.

But theys one way out for you, Gregg, and Im layin it clear. We wanted you bad, and we got you; but theys another man we want a lot worse. A pile! Gregg, take me where I can find the gent what done for Harry Fisher and youll never stand up in front of a jury. You got my word on that.


12. THE CRISIS
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THOSE MOUNTAINS ABOVE the Barry cabin were, as he told Vic Gregg, inaccessible to men on horseback except by one path, yet there was a single class of travelers who roamed at will through far more difficult ground than this. Speaking in general, where a man can go a burro can go, and where a burro can go he usually manages to carry his pack. He crawls up a raged down-pitch of rocks that comes dangerously close to the perpendicular; he walks securely along a crumbling ledge with half his body over a thousand yards of emptiness. Therefore the prospectors with their burros have combed the worst mountains of the West and it was hardly a surprise to Kate Barry when she saw two men come down the steepest slope above the cabin with two little pack animals scrambling and sliding before them. It was still some time before nightfall, but the sun had dropped out of sight fully an hour ago and now the western mountains were blackening against a sky whose thin, clear blue grew yellow towards evening.

Against that dark mass of the mountainside, she could not make out the two travelers clearly, so she shaded her eyes and peered up, high up. The slope was so sheer that if one of the four figures lost footing it would come crashing to her very feet. When they saw her and shouted down the sound fell as clearly as if they had called from the cabin, yet they had a good half hours labor between that greeting and the moment they came out on the level before Kate. From the instant they called she remained in motionless, deep thought, and when they came now into full view, she cried out joyously: Buck, oh Buck! and ran towards them. Even the burros stopped and the men stood statue-like; it is rarely enough that one finds a human being in those mountains, almost an act of Providence that lead to a house, and a miracle when the trail crosses the path of a friend. The prospectors came out of their daze with a shout and rushed to meet her. Each of them had her by a hand, wringing it; they talked all together in a storm of words.

Kate, Im dreamin! — Dear old Buck! — Have you forgotten me? — Lee Haines! I should say not. — Dont pay any attention to him. Five years. And Ive been hungerin to see you all that — . — Where have you been? — Everywhere! but this is the best thing Ive seen. — Come in. — Wait till we get these packs off the poor little devils. — Oh, Im so glad to see you; so glad! — Hurry up, Lee. Your fingers asleep? — How long have you been out? — Five months. — Then youre hungry. — Weve just ate. — But a piece of pie? — pie? Ive been dreamin of pie!

A fire already burned in the big living-room of the cabin, for at this season, at such an altitude, the shadows were always cold, and around the fire they gathered, each of the men with half a huge pie before him. They were such as one might expect that mountain region to produce, big, gaunt, hard-muscled. They had gone unshaven for so long that their faces were clothed not with an unsightly stubble but with strong, short beard that gave them a certain grim dignity and made their eyes seem sunken. They were opposite types, which is usually the case when two men strike out together. Buck Daniels was black- haired, with an ugly, shrewd face and a suggestion of rather dangerous possibilities of swift action; but Lee Haines was a great bulk of a man, with tawny beard, handsome, in a leonine fashion, more poised than Daniels, fitted to crush. The sharp glance of Buck flitted here and there, in ten seconds he knew everything in the room; the steady blue eye of Lee Haines went leisurely from place to place and lingered; but both of them stared at Kate as if they could not have enough of her. They talked without pause while they ate. A stranger in the room would have sealed their lips in utter taciturnity, but here they sat with a friend, five months of loneliness and labor behind them, and they gossiped like girls.

Into the jangle of talk cut a thin, small voice from outside, a burst of laughter. Then: Bart, you silly dog! and Joan stood at the open door with her hand buried in the mane of the wolf-dog. The fork of Buck Daniels stopped halfway to his lips and Lee Haines straightened until the chair groaned.

They spoke together, hushed voices: Kate!

Come here, Joan! Her face glistened with pride, and Joan came forward with wide eyes, tugging Black Bart along in a reluctant progress.

It aint possible! whispered Buck Daniels. Honey, come here and shake hands with your Uncle Buck. The gesture called forth deep throated warning from Bart, and he caught back his hand with a start.

Its always that way, said Kate, half amused, half vexed; Bart wont let a soul touch her when Dan isnt home. Good old Bart, go away, you foolish dog! Dont you see these are friends?

He cringed a little under the shadow of the hand which waved him off but his only answer was a silent baring of the teeth.

You see how it is. Im almost afraid to touch her myself when Dans away; she and Bart bully me all day long.

In the meantime the glance of Joan had cloyed itself with sufficient examination of the strangers, and now she turned back towards the door and the meadow beyond.

Bart! she called softly. The sharp ears of the dog quivered; he came to attention with a start. Look! Get it for me!

One loud scraping of his claws on the floor as he started, and Black Bart went like a bolt through the door with Joan scrambling after him, screaming with excitement; from the outside, they heard the cry of a frightened squirrel, and then its angry chattering from a place of safety up a tree.

Shall I call her back again? asked Kate.

Not if Bart comes with her, answered Lee Haines. Ive seen enough of him to last me a while.

Well, well have her to ourselves when Dan comes; of course Bart leaves her to tag around after Dan.

When is he comin back? asked Buck, with polite interest.

Anytime. I dont know. But hes always here before its completely dark.

The glance of Buck Daniels kicked over to Lee Haines, exchanged meanings with him, and came back to Kate.

Terrible sorry, he said, but I spose well have to be on our way before its plumb dark.

Go so soon as that? Why, I wont let you.

I— began Haines, fumbling for words.

We got to get down in the valley before its dark, filled in Buck.

Suddenly she laughed, frankly, happily.

I know what you mean, but Dan is changed; he isnt the same man he used to be.

Yes? queried Buck, without conviction.

Youll have to see him to believe; Buck, he doesnt even whistle any more.

What?

Only goes about singing, now.

The two men exchanged glances of such astonishment that Kate could not help but notice and flush a little.

Well, murmured Buck, Bart doesnt seem to have changed much from the old days.

She laughed slowly, letting her mind run back through such happiness as they could not understand and when she looked up she seemed to debate whether or not it would be worth while to let them in on the delightful secret. The moment she dwelt on the burning logs they gazed at her and then to each other with utter amazement as if they sat in the same room with the dead come to life. No care of motherhood had marked her face, but on the white, even forehead was a sign of peace; and drifting over her hands and on the white apron across her lap the firelight pooled dim gold, the wealth of contentment.

If youd been here today you would have seen how changed he is. We had a man with us whom Dan had taken while he was running from a posse, wounded, and kept him here until he was well, and—

Thats Dan, murmured Lee Haines. Hes gold all through when a mans in trouble.

Shut up, Lee, cut in Buck. He sat forward in his chair, drinking up her story.

Go on.

This morning we saw the same posse skirting through the valley and knew that they were on the old trail. Dan sent Gregg over the hills and rode Vics horse down so that the posse would mistake him, and he could lead them out of the way. I was afraid, terribly, I was afraid that if the posse got close and began shooting Dan would—

She stopped; her eyes begged them to understand.

Go on, said Lee Haines, shuddering slightly. I know what you mean.

But I watched him ride down the slope, she cried joyously, and I saw the posse close on him — almost on top of him when he reached the valley. I saw the flash of their guns. I saw them shoot. I wasnt afraid that Dan would be hurt, for he seems to wear a charm against bullets — I wasnt much afraid of that, but I dreaded to see him turn and go back through that posse like a storm. But— she caught both hands to her breast and her bright face tilted up— even when the bullets must have been whistling around him he didnt look back. He rode straight on and on, out of view, and I knew — her voice broke with emotion— oh, Buck, I knew that he had won, and I had won; that he was safe forever; that there was no danger of him ever slipping back into that terrible other self; I knew that Id never again have to dream of that whistling in the wind; I knew that he was ours — Joans and mine.

By God, broke out Buck, Im happier than if youd found a gold mine, Kate. It dont seem no ways — but if you seen that with your own eyes, its possible true. Hes changed.

Ive been almost afraid to be happy all these years, she said, but now I want to sing and cry at the same time. My heart is so full that its overflowing, Buck.

She brushed the tears away and smiled at them.

Tell me all about yourselves. Everything. You first, Lee. Youve been longer away.

He did not answer for a moment, but sat with his head fallen, watching her thoughtfully. Women had been the special curse in Lee Haines life; they had driven him to the crime that sent him West into outlawry long years before; through women, as he himself foreboded, he would come at last to some sordid, petty end; but here sat the only one he had loved without question, without regret, purely and deeply, and as he watched her, more beautiful than she had been in her girlhood, it seemed, as he heard the fitful laughter of Joan outside, the old sorrow came storming up in him, and the sense of loss.

What have I been doing? he murmured at length. He shrugged away his last thoughts. I drifted about for a while after the pardon came down from the governor. People knew me, you see, and what they knew about me didnt please them. Even today Jim Silent and Jim Silents crew isnt forgotten. Then dont look at me like that, Kate; no, I played straight all the time — then I ran into Buck and he and I had tried each other out, we had at least one thing in common — here he looked at Buck and they both flushed— and we made a partnership of it. Weve been together five years now.

I knew you could break away, Lee. I used to tell you that.

You helped me more than you knew, he said quietly.

She smiled and then turned to escape him. And now you, Buck?

Since then weve made a bit of coin punching cows and weve blown it in again prospecting. Blown it in? Kate, weve shot enough powder to lift that mountain yonder but all weve got is color. You could gild the sky with what weve seen but we havent washed enough dust to wear a hole in a tissue-paper pocket. Ill tell you the whole story. Lee packs a jinx with him. But — Haines, did you ever see a lion as big as that?

The dimness of evening had grown rapidly through the room while they talked and now the light from the door was far less than the glow of the fire. The yellow flicker picked out a dozen pelts stretching as rugs on the floor or hanging along the wall; that to which Buck pointed was an enormous skin of a mountain lion stretched sidewise, for if it had been hung straight up a considerable portion of the tail must have dragged on the floor. Buck went to examine it. Presently he exclaimed in surprise and he passed his fingers over it as though searching for something.

Where was it shot, Kate? I dont find nothin but this cut that looks like his knife slipped when he was skinnin.

It was a knife that killed it.

What!

Dont ask me about it; I see the picture of it in my dreams still. The lion had dragged the trap into a cave and Bart followed it. Dan went in pushing his rifle before him, but — when he tried to fire it jammed.

Yes? they cried together.

Dont ask me the rest!

They would hardly have let her off so easily if it had not been for the entrance of Joan who had come back on account of the darkness. Black Bart went promptly to a corner of the hearth and lay down with his head on his paws and the little girl sat beside him watching the fire, her head leaning wearily on his shoulder. Kate went to the door.

Its almost night, she said. Why isnt he here?

Buck, they couldnt have overtaken—

She started. Dan?

Buck Daniels grinned reassuringly.

Not unless his hoss is a pile of bones; if it has any heart in it, Danll run away from anything on four legs. No call for worryin, Kate. Hes simply led em a long ways off and waited for evenin before he doubled back. Hell come back right enough. If they didnt catch him that first run theyll never get the wind of him.

It quieted her for a time, but as the minutes slipped away, as the darkness grew more and more heavy until a curtain of black fell across the open door, they could see that she was struggling to control her trouble, they could see her straining to catch some distant sound. Lee Haines began to talk valiantly, to beguile the waiting time, and Buck Daniels did his share with stories of their prospecting, but eventually more and more often silences came on the group. They began to watch the fire and they winced when a log crackled, or when the sap in a green place hissed. By degrees they pushed farther and farther back so that the light would not strike so fully upon them, for in some way it became difficult to meet each others eyes.

Only Joan was perfectly at ease. She played for a time with the ears of Black Bart, or pried open his mouth and made him show the great white fangs, or scratched odd designs on the hearth with pieces of charcoal; but finally she lost interest in all these things and let her head lie on the rough pelt of the wolf-dog, sound asleep. The firelight made her hair a patch of gold.

Black Bart slept soundly, too, that is, as soundly as one of his nature could sleep, for every now and then one of his ears twitched, or he stirred a paw, or an eyelid quivered up. Yet they all started when he jumped from his sleep into full wakefulness; the motion made Joan sit up, rubbing her eyes, and Black Bart reached the center of the room noiselessly. He stood facing the door, motionless.

Its Dan, cried Kate. Bart hears him! Good old Bart!

The dog pointed up his nose, the hair about his neck bristled into a ruff, and out of his quaking body came a sound that seemed to moan and whimper from the distance at first, but drew nearer, louder, packed the room with terror, the long drawn howl of a wolf.


13. EQUAL PAYMENT
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THEY KNEW WHAT it meant; even Joan had heard the cry of the lone wolf hunting in the lean time of winter, and of all things sad, all things lonely, all things demoniacal, the howl of a wolf stands alone. Lee Haines reached for his gun, little Joan stood up silent on the hearth, but Kate and Buck Daniels sat listening with a sort of hungry terror, as the cry sobbed away to quiet. Then out of the mountains and the night came an answer so thin, so eerie, one might have said it was the voice of the mountains and white stars grown audible; it stole on the ear as the pulse of a heart comes to the consciousness.

Truly it was an answer to the cry of the wolf-dog, for in the slender compass it carried the same wail, the same unearthly quality with this great difference, that a thrilling happiness went through it, as if some one walked through the mountains and rejoiced in the unknown terrors. A sob formed in the throat of Kate and the wolf turned its head and looked at her, and the yellow of things that see in the night swam in its eyes. Lee Haines struck the arm of Buck Daniels.

Buck, lets get clear of this. Lets start. Hes coming.

At the whisper Buck turned a livid face; one could see him gather his strength.

I stick, he said with difficulty, as though his lips were numb. Shell need me now.

Lee Haines stood in a moments indecision but then settled back in his chair and gripped his hands together. They both sat watching the door as if the darkness were a magnet of inescapable horror. Only Joan, of all in that room, showed no fear after the first moment. Her face was blanched indeed, but she tilted it up now, smiling; she stole towards the door, but Kate caught the child and gathered her close with strangling force. Joan made no attempt to escape. S-sh! she cautioned, and raised a plump little forefinger. Munner, dont you hear? Dont you like it?

As if the sound had turned a corner, it broke all at once clearly over them in a rain of music; a mans whistling. It went out; it flooded about them again like beautiful, cold light. Once again it stopped, and now they sensed, rather than heard, a light, rapid, padding step that approached the cabin. Dan Barry stood in the door and in that shadowy place his eyes seemed luminous. He no longer whistled, but a spirit went from him which carried the same sense of the untamed, the wild happiness which died out with his smile as he looked around the room. The brim of his hat curved up, his neckerchief seemed to flutter a little. The wolf-dog reached the threshold in the same instant and stood looking steadily up into the face of the master.

Daddy Dan! cried Joan.

She had slipped from the nerveless arms of Kate and now ran towards her father, but here she faltered, there she stopped with her arms slowly falling back to her sides. He did not seem to see her, but looked past her, far beyond every one in the room as he walked to the wall and took down a bridle that hung on a peg. Kate laid her hands on the arms of the chair, but after the first effort to rise, her strength failed.

Dan! she said. It was only a whisper, a heart-stopping sound. Dan! Her voice rang, then her arms gathered to her, blindly, Joan, who had shrunk back. Whats happened?

Molly died.

Died.

They broke her leg.

The posse!

With a long shot.

What are you going to do!

Get Satan. Go for a ride.

Where?

He looked about him, troubled, and then frowned. I dunno. Out yonder.

He waved his arm. Black Bart followed the turn of the masters body, and switching around in front continued to stare up into Dans face.

Youre going back after the posse?

No, Im done with them.

What do you mean?

They paid for Grey Molly.

You shot one of their — horses?

A man.

God help us! Then life came to her; she sprang up and ran between him and the door. You shant go. If you love me! She was only inches from Black Bart, and the big animal showed his teeth in silent hate.

Kate, Im goin. Dont stand in the door.

Joan, slipping around Bart, stood clinging to the skirts of her mother and watched the face of Dan, fascinated, silent.

Tell me where youre going. Tell me when youre coming back. Dan, for pity!

Loud as a trumpet, a horse neighed from the corral. Dan had stood with an uncertain face, but now he smiled.

Dyou hear? I got to go!

I heard Satan whinney. But what does that mean? How does that make you go?

Somewhere, he murmured, somethings happening. I felt it on the wind when I was comin up the pass.

If you — oh, Dan, youre breaking my heart!

Stand out of the door.

Wait till the morning.

Dont you see I cant wait?

One hour, ten minutes. Buck — Lee Haines—

She could not finish, but Buck Daniels stepped closer, trying to make a smile grow on his ashen face.

Another minute, Dan, and Ill tell a man youve forgotten me.

Barry pivoted suddenly as though uneasy at finding something behind him, and Daniels winced.

Hello, Buck. Didnt see you was here. Lee Haines? Lee, this is fine.

He passed from one to the other and his handshake was only the elusive passage of his fingers through their palms. Haines shrugged his shoulders to get rid of a weight that clung to him; a touch of color came back to his face.

Look here, Dan. If youre afraid that gang may trail you here and start raising the devil — how many are there?

Five.

Im as good with a gun as I ever was in the old days. So is Buck. Partner, lets make the show down together. Stick here with Kate and Joan and Buck and I will help you hold the fort. Dont look at me like that. I mean it. Do you think Ive forgotten what you did for me that night in Elkhead? Not in a thousand years. Dan, Id rather make my last play here than any other place in the world. Let em come! Well salt them down and plant them where they wont grow.

As he talked the pallor quite left him, and the fighting fire blazed in his eyes, he stood lion-like, his feet spread apart as if to meet a shock, his tawny head thrown back, and there was about him a hair-trigger sensitiveness, in spite of his bulk, a nervousness of hand and coldness of glance which characterizes the gun-fighter. Buck Daniels stepped closer, without a word, but one felt that he also had walked into the alliance. As Barry watched them the yellow which swirled in his eyes flickered away for a moment.

Why, gents, he murmured, they aint any call for trouble. The posse? Whats that got to do with me? Our accounts are all squared up.

The two stared dumbly.

They killed Grey Molly; I killed one of them.

A horse — for a man? repeated Lee Haines, breathing hard.

A life for a life, said Dan simply. They got no call for complainin.

Glances of wonder, glances of meaning, flashed back and forth from Haines to Buck.

Well, then, said the latter, and he took in Kate with a caution from the corner of his eye, if thats the case, lets sit down and chin for a minute.

Dan stood with his head bowed a little, frowning; two forces pulled him, and Kate leaned against the wall off in the shadow with her eyes closed, waiting, waiting, waiting through the crisis.

Id like to stay and chin with you, Buck — but, I got to be off. Out there — in the night — something may happen before mornin. Black Bart licked the hand of the master and whined. Easy, boy. Were startin.

But the nights just beginnin, said Buck Daniels genially. You got a world of time before you, and with Satan to fall back on you dont have to count your minutes. Pull up a chair beside me, Dan, and—

The latter shook his head, decided. Buck, I cant do it. Just to sit here — he looked about him— makes me feel sort of choked. Them walls are as close — as a coffin.

He was already turning; Kate straightened in the shadow, desperate.

As a matter of fact, Dan, said Lee Haines, suddenly, we need your help badly.

Help?

The heart of Kate stood in her eyes as she looked at Lee Haines.

Sit down a minute, Dan, and Ill tell you about it.

Barry slipped into a chair which he had pulled to one side — so that the back of it was towards the wall, and every one in the room was before him.


14. SUSPENSE
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THE HELP WHICH Lee Haines wanted, it turned out, was guidance across a difficult stretch of country which he and Buck Daniels wanted to prospect, and while he talked Barry listened uneasily. It was constitutionally impossible for him to say no when a favor was asked of him, and Haines counted heavily on that characteristic; in the meantime Black Bart lay on the hearth with his wistful eyes turned steadily up to the master; and Buck Daniels went to Kate on the farther side of the room. She sat quivering, alternately crushing and soothing Joan with the strength of her caresses. Buck drew a chair close, with his back half towards the fire.

Turn around a little, Kate, he cautioned. Dont let Dan see your face.

She obeyed him automatically.

Is there a hope, Buck? What have I done to deserve this? I dont want to live; I want to die! I want to die!

Steady, steady! he cut in, and his face was working. If you keep on like this youll bust down in a minute or two. And you know what tears do to Dan; hell be out of this house like a scairt coyote. Brace up!

She struggled and won a partial control.

Im fighting hard, Buck.

Fight harder still. You ought to know him better than I do. When hes like this it drives him wild to have other folks thinkin about him.

He looked over to Dan. In spite of the bowed head of the latter as he listened to Haines yarning he gave an impression of electric awareness to all that was around him.

Talk soft, whispered Buck. Maybe he knows were talkin about him.

He raised his voice out of the whisper, breaking in on a sentence about Joan, as if this were the tenor of their talk. Then he lowered his tone again.

Think quick. Talk soft. Do you want Dan kept here?

For Gods sake, yes.

Suppose the posse gets him here?

We musnt dodge the law.

They were gauging their voices with the closest precision. Talking like this so close to Barry was like dancing among flasks of nitroglycerine. Once, and once only, Lee Haines cast a desperate eye across to them, begging them to come to his rescue, then he went back to his talk with Dan, raising his voice to shelter the conference of the other two.

If they come, hell fight.

No, he isnt at the fighting pitch yet, I know!

If youre wrong theyll be dead men here.

He sees no difference between the death of a horse and the death of a man. He feels that the law has no score against him. Hell go quietly.

And well find ways of fightin the law?

Yes, but it needs money.

Ive got a stake.

God bless you, Buck.

Take my advice.

What?

Let him go now.

She glanced at him wildly.

Kate, hes gone already.

No, no, no!

I say hes gone. Look at his eyes.

I dont dare.

The yaller is comin up in em. Hes wild again. She shook her head in mute agony. Buck Daniels groaned, softly.

Then theys goin to be a small-sized hell started around this cabin before mornin.

He got up and went slowly back towards the fire. Lee Haines was talking steadily, leisurely, going round and round his subject again and again, and Barry listened with bowed head, but his eyes were fixed upon those of the wolf- dog at his feet. When he grew restless, Haines chained him to the chair with some direct question, yet it was a hard game to play. All this time the posse might be gathering around the cabin; and the forehead of Haines whitened and glistened with sweat. His voice was the only living thing in the cabin, after a time, sketching his imaginary plans for the benefit of Barry — his voice and the wistful eyes of Joan which kept steadily on Daddy Dan. Something has come between them and lifted a barrier which she could not understand, and with all her aching childs heart she wondered at it.

For the second time that evening the wolf stood up on the hearth, but he was not yet on his feet before Dan was out of his chair and standing close to the wall, where the shadows swallowed him. Lee Haines sat with his lips frozen on the next unspoken word. Two shadows, whose feet made no sound, Black Bart and Dan glided to the door and peered into the night — then Barry went back, step by step, until his back was once more to the wall. Not until that instant did the others hear. It was a step which approached behind the house; a loud rap at the back door.

It was the very loudness of the knock which made Kate draw a breath of relief; if it had been a stealthy tap she would have screamed. He who rapped did not wait for an answer; they heard the door creak open, the sound of a heavy mans step.

Its Vic, said Dan quietly, and then the door opened which led into the kitchen and the tall form of Gregg entered. He paused there.

Here I am again, maam.

Good evening, she answered faintly.

He cleared his throat, embarrassed.

Darned if I didnt play a fool game today — hello, Dan.

The other nodded.

Rode in a plumb circle and come back where I started. He laughed, and the laughter broke off a little shortly. He stepped to the wall and hung up his bridle on its peg, which is the immemorial manner of asking hospitality in the mountain-desert. Hope I aint puttin you out, Kate. I see you got company.

She started, recalled from her thoughts.

Excuse me, Vic. Vic Gregg, Buck Daniels, Lee Haines.

They shook hands, and Vic detained Haines a moment.

Seems to me Ive heard of you, Haines.

Maybe.

Gregg looked at the big man narrowly, and then swung back towards Dan. He knew many things, now. Lee Haines — yes, that was the name. One of the crew who followed Jim Silent; and Dan Barry? What a fool he had been not to remember! It was Dan Barry who had gone on the trail of Silents gang and hounded it to death; Lee Haines alone had been spared. Yes, half a dozen years before the mountain-folk had heard that story, a wild and improbable one. It fitted in with what Pete Glass had told him of the shooting of Harry Fisher; it explained a great deal which had mystified him since he first met Barry; it made the thing he had come to do at once easier and harder.

I spose Molly showed a clean pair of heels to the whole lot of em? he said to Dan.

Shes dead.

Dead? His astonishment was well enough affected. God amighty, Dan, not Grey Molly — my hoss?

Dead. I shot her.

Vic gasped. You?

Theyd busted her leg. I put her out of pain.

Gregg dropped into a chair. It was not altogether an affectation, not altogether a piece of skilful acting now, for though the sheriff had told him all that happened he had not had a chance to feel the truth; but now it swept over him, all her tricks, all her deviltry, all that long companionship. His head bowed.

No smile touched the faces of the others in the room, but a reverent silence fell on the room. Then that figure among the shadows moved out, stepped to the side of Vic, and a light hand rested on his shoulder. The other looked up, haggard.

Shes gone, partner, Dan said gently, but shes paid for.

Paid for? Dan, they aint any money could pay me back for Grey Molly.

I know; I know! Not that way, but there was a life given for a life.

Eh?

One man died for Molly.

As the meaning came home to Gregg he blinked, and then, looking up, he found a change in the eyes of Barry, for they seemed to be lighted from within coldly, and his glance went down to the very bottom of Vics soul, probing. It was only an instant, a thing of which Gregg could not make sure, and then Dan slipped back into his place among the shadows by the wall. But a chill sense of guilt, a premonition of danger, stayed in Gregg. The palms of his hands grew moist.


15. SEVEN FOR ONE
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DANGEROUS MEN WERE no novelty for Gregg. He had lived with them, worked with them, as hard-fisted himself as any, and as ready for trouble, but the man of the mountain-desert has a peculiar dread for the practiced, known gun- fighter. In the days of the rapier when the art of fence grew so complicated that half a life was needed for its mastery, men would as soon commit suicide as ruffle it with an assured duellist; and the man of the mountain-desert has a similar respect for those who are born, it might be said, gun in hand. There was ample reason for the prickling in his scalp, Vic felt, for here he sat on an errand of consummate danger with three of these deadly fighters. Two of them he knew by name and repute, however dimly, and as for Buck Daniels, unless all signs failed the dark, sharp-eyed fellow was hardly less grim than the others. Vic gauged the three one by one. Daniels might be dreaded for an outburst of wild temper and in that moment he could be as terrible as any. Lee Haines would fight coolly, his blue eyes never clouded by passion, for that was his repute as the right hand man of Jim Silent, in the days when Jim had been a terrible, half-legendary figure. One felt that same quiet strength as the tawny haired man talked to Barry now; his voice was a smooth, deep current. But as for Barry himself, Gregg could not compute the factors which entered into the man. By all outward seeming that slender, half-timid figure was not a tithe of the force which either of the others represented, but out of the past Greggs memory gathered more and more details, clear and clearer, of the wolf-dog, the black stallion, and the whistling man who tracked down Silent— Whistling Dan Barry; that was what they called him, sometimes. Nothing was definite in the mind of Gregg. The stories consisted of patched details, heard here and there at third or fourth hand, but he remembered one epic incident in which Barry had ridden, so rumor told, into the very heart of Elkhead, taken from the jail this very man, this Lee Haines, and carried him through the cordon of every armed man in Elkhead. And there was another picture, dimmer still, which an eye witness had painted: of how, at an appointed hour, Barry met Jim Silent and killed him.

Out of these thoughts he glanced again at the man in the shadow, half expecting to find his host swollen to giant size. Instead, he found the same meager form, the same old suggestion of youth which would not age, the same pale hands, of almost feminine litheness. Lee Haines talked on — about a porphyry dyke somewhere to the north — a ledge to be found in the space of ten thousand square miles — a list of vague clues — an appeal for Barry to help them find it — and Barry was held listening though ever seeming to drift, or about to drift, towards the door. Black Bart lay facing his master, and his snaky head followed every movement. Kate sat where the firelight barely touched on her, and in her arms she held Joan, whose face and great bright eyes were turned towards Daddy Dan. All things in the room centered on the place where the man sat by the wall, and the sense of something impending swept over Gregg; then a wild fear — did they know the danger outside? He must make conversation; he turned to Kate, but at the same moment the voice of Buck Daniels beside him, close.

I know how you feel, old man. I remember an old bay hoss of mine, a Morgan hoss, and when he died I grieved for near onto a year, mostly. He wasnt much of a hoss to look at, too long coupled, youd say, and his legs was short, but he got about like a coyote and when he sat down on a rope you couldnt budge him with a team of Percherons. Thats how good he was! When he was a four year old I was cutting out yearlins with him, and how—

The loud, cheerful tone fell away to a confidential murmur, Daniels leaned closer, with a smile of prospective humor, but the words which came to Gregg were: Partner, if I was you Id get up and git and I wouldnt stop till I put a hell of a long ways between me and this cabin!

It spoke well of Vics nerve that no start betrayed him. He bowed his head a little, as though to catch the trend of the jolly story better, nodding.

Whats wrong? he muttered back.

Barrys watchin you out of the shadow.

Then: You fool, dont look!

But there was method in Vics raising his head. He threw it back and broke into laughter, but while he laughed he searched the shadow by the wall where Dan sat, and he felt glimmering eyes fixed steadily upon him. He dropped his head again, as if to hear more.

Whats it mean, Daniels?

You ought to know. I dont. But he dont mean you no good. Hes lookin at you too steady. If I was you—

Through the whisper of Buck, through the loud, steady talk of Lee Haines, cut the voice of Barry.

Vic!

The latter looked up and found that Barry was standing just within the glow of the hearth-light and something about him made Greggs heart shrink.

Vic, how much did they pay you?

He tried to answer; he would have given ten years of life to have his voice under control for an instant; but his tongue froze. He knew that every one had turned toward him and he tried to smile, look unconcerned, but in spite of himself his eyes were wide, fixed, and he felt that they could stare into the bottom of his soul and see the guilt.

How much?

Then his voice came, but he could have groaned when he heard its crazily shaken, shrill sound.

What dyou mean, Dan?

The other smiled and Gregg added hastily: If you want me to be movin along, Dan, of course youre the doctor.

How much did they pay? repeated the quiet, inexorable voice.

He could have stood that, even without much fear, for no matter how terrible the man might be in action his hands were tied in his own house; but now Kate spoke: Vic, what have you done?

Then it came, in a flood. Hot shame rolled through him and the words burst out:

Im a yaller houn-dog, a sneakin no-good cur! Dan, youre right. Ive sold you. Theyre out there, all of em, waitin in the rocks. For Gods sake take my gun and pump me full of lead!

He threw his arms out, clear of his holster and turned that Barry might draw his revolver. Vaguely he knew that Haines and Buck had drawn swiftly close to him from either side; vaguely he heard the cry of Kate; but all that he clearly understood was the merciless, unmoved face of Barry. It was pretense; with all his being he wanted to die, but when Barry made no move to strike he turned desperately to the others.

Do the job for him. He saved my life and then I used it to sell him. Daniels, Haines, I got no use for livin.

Vic, he said, take — this! — and march to your friends outside; and when you get through them, plant a forty-five slug in your own dirty heart and then rot. Haines held out his gun with a gesture of contempt.

But Kate slipped in front of him, white and anguish.

It was the girl you told me about, Vic? she said. You did it to get back to her?

He dropped his head.

Dan, let him go!

I got no thought of usin him.

Why not? cried Vic suddenly. Ill do the way Haines said. Or else let me stay here and fight em off with you. Dan, for Gods sake give me one chance to make good.

It was like talking to a face of stone.

The doors open for you, and waitin. One thing before you go. Thats the same gang you told me about before? Ronicky Joe, Harry Fisher, Gus Reeve, Mat Henshaw, Sliver Waldron and Pete Glass?

Harry Fishers dead, Dan, if youll give me one fightin chance to play square now—

Tell em that I know em. Tell em one thing more. I thought Grey Molly was worth only one man. But I was wrong. Theyve done me dirt and played crooked. They come huntin me — with a decoy. Now tell em from me that Grey Molly is worth seven men, and shes goin to be paid for in full.

He stepped to the wall and took down the bridle which Vic had hung there.

I guess youll be needin this?

It ended all talk; it even seemed to Gregg that as soon as he received the bridle from the hand of Barry the truce ended with a sudden period and war began. He turned slowly away.


16. MAN-HUNTING
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AS VIC GREGG left the house, the new moon peered at him over a black mountain-top, a sickle of white with a half imaginary line rounding the rest of the circle, and to the shaken mind of Vic it seemed as if a ghostly spectator had come out to watch the tragedy among the peaks. At the line of the rocks the sheriff spoke.

Gregg, youve busted your contract. You didnt bring him out.

Vic threw his revolver on the ground.

I bust the rest of it here and now. Im through. Put on your irons and take me back. Hang me and be damned to you, but Ill do no more to double-cross him.

Sliver Waldron drew from his pocket something which jangled faintly, but the sheriff stopped him with a word. He sat up behind his rock.

I got an idea, Gregg, that youve finished up your job and double- crossed us! Does he know that Im out here? Sit down there out of sight.

Ill do that, said Gregg, obeying, because you got the right to make me, but you aint got the right to make me talk, and nothin this side of hell can pry a word out of me!

The sheriff drew down his brows until his eyes were merely cavities of blackness. Very tenderly he fondled the rifle-butt which lay across his knees, and never in the mountain-desert had there been a more humbly unpretentious figure of a man.

He said: Vic, I been thinkin that you had the man-sized makins of a skunk, but Im considerable glad to see Ive judged you wrong. Sit quiet here. I aint goin to put no irons on you if you give me your parole.

Ill see you in hell before I give you nothin. I was a man, or a partways man, till I met up with you tonight, and now Im a houn-dog thats done my partner dirt! God amighty, what made me do it?

He beat his knuckles against his forehead.

What youve done you cant undo, answered the sheriff. Vic, Ive seen gents do considerable worse than youve done and come clean afterwards. Youre goin to get off for what youve done to Blondy, and youre goin to live straight afterwards. Youre goin to get married and youre goin to play white. Why, man, I had to use you as far as I could. But you think I wanted you to bring me out Barry? You couldnt look Betty square in the face if youd done what you set out to do. Now, I aint pressin you, but I done some scouting while you was away, and I heard four mens voices in the house. Can you tell me whos there?

Youve played square, Pete, answered Vic hoarsely, and Ill do my part. Go down and get on your hosses and ride like hell; because in ten minutes youre goin to have three bad ones around your necks.

A mutter came from the rest of the posse, for this was rather more than they had planned ahead. The sheriff, however, only sighed, and as the moonlight increased Vic could see that he was deeply, childishly contented, for in the heart of the little dusty man there was that inextinguishable spark, the love of battle. Chance had thrown him on the side of the law, but sooner or later dull times were sure to come and then Pete Glass would cut out work of his own making go bad. The love of the man-trail is a passion that works in two ways, and they who begin by hunting will in the end be the hunted; the mountain- desert is filled with such histories.

Three to five, said the sheriff, sounds more interestin, Vic.

A sudden passion to destroy that assured calm rose in Gregg.

Three common men might make you a game, he said, glowering, but them aint common ones. One of em I dont know, but he has a damned nervous hand. Another is Lee Haines!

He had succeeded in part, at least. The sheriff sat bolt erect; he seemed to be hearing distant music.

Lee Haines! he murmured. That was Jim Silents man. They say he was as fast with a gun as Jim himself. He sighed again. Theys nothing like a big man, Vic, to fill your sights.

Daniels and Haines, suppose you count them off agin the rest of your gang, Pete. That leaves Barry for you. He grinned maliciously. Dyou know what Barry it is?

Its a kind of common name, Vic.

Pete, have you heard of Whistlin Dan?

No doubt about it, he had burst the confidence of the sheriff into fragments. The little man began to pant and even in the dim light Vic could see that his face was working.

Him! he said at length. And then: I might of knowed! Him! He leaned closer. Keep it to yourself, Vic, or youll have the rest of the boys runnin for cover before the fun begins.

He snuggled a little closer to his rock and turned his head towards the house.

Him! he said again.

Columbus, when he saw the land of his dream wavering blue in the distance, might have hailed it with such a heart-filling whisper, and Vic knew that when these two met, these two slender, small men — with the uneasy hands, there would be a battle whose fame would ring from range to range.

If they was only a bit more light, muttered the sheriff. My God, Vic, why aint the moon jest a mite nearer the full!

After that, not a word for a long time until the lights in the house were suddenly extinguished,

So they wont show up agin no background when they make their run, murmured the sheriff. He pushed up his hat brim so that it covered his eyes more perfectly. Boys, get ready. Theyre comin now!

Mat Henshaw took up the word, and repeated it, and the whisper ran down the line of men who lay irregularly among the rocks, until at last Sliver Waldron brought it to a stop with a deep murmur. Not even a whisper could altogether disguise his booming bass. It seemed to Vic Gregg that the air about him grew more tense; his arm muscles commenced to ache from the gripping of his hands. Then a door creaked — they could tell the indubitable sound as if there were a light to see it swing cautiously wide.

Theyre goin out the back way, interpreted the sheriff, but theyll come around in front. They aint any other way they can get out of here. Pass that down the line, Mat.

Before the whisper had trailed out half its course, a woman screamed in the house. It sent a jag of lightning through the brain of Vic Gregg; he started up.

Get down, commanded the sheriff curtly. Or theyll plant you.

For Gods sake, Pete, hes killin his wife — an — hes gone mad — I seen it comin in his eyes!

Shut up, muttered Glass, an listen.

A pulse of sound floated out to them, and stopped the breath of Gregg; it was a deep, stifled sobbing.

Shes begged him to stay with her; hes gone, said the sheriff. Now itll come quick.

But the sheriff was wrong. There was not a sound, not a sign of a rush.

Presently: What sort of a lass is she, Gregg?

All yaller hair, Pete, and the softes blue eyes you ever see.

The sheriff made no answer, but Vic saw the little bony hand tense about the barrel of the rifle. Still that utter quiet, with the pulse of the sobbing lying like a weight upon the air, and the horror of the waiting mounted and grew, like peak upon peak before the eyes of the climber.

Watch for em sneakin up on us through the rocks. Watch for em close, lads. It aint goin to be a rush.

Once more the sibilant murmur ran down the line, and the voice of Sliver Waldron brought it faintly to a period.

Three of em, continued the sheriff, and most likely theyll come at us three ways.

Through the shadow Vic watched the lips of Glass work and caught the end of his soft murmur to himself : ...all three!

He understood; the sheriff had offered up a deep prayer that all three might fall by his gun.

Up from the farther end of the line the whisper ran lightly, swiftly, with a stammer of haste in it: To the right!

Ay, there to the right, gliding from the corner of the house, went a dark form, and then another, and disappeared among the rocks. They had offered not enough target for even chance shooting.

Hold for close range ordered the sheriff, and the order was repeated. However much he might wish to win all the glory of the fray, the sheriff took no chances — threw none of his odds away. He was a methodical man.

A slight patter caught the ear of Vic, like the running of many small children over a heavy carpet, and then two shades blew around the side of the house, one small and scudding close to the ground, the other vastly larger — a man on horseback. It seemed a naked horse at first, so close to the back did the rider lean, and before Vic could see clearly the vision burst on them all. Several things kept shots from being fired earlier.

The first alarm had called attention to the opposite side of the house from that on which the rider appeared; then, the moon gave only a vague, treacherous light, and the black horse blended into it — the grass lightened the fall of his racing feet.

Like a ship driving through a fog they rushed into view, the black stallion, and Bart fleeting in front, and the surprise was complete. Vic could see it work even in the sheriff, for the latter, having his rifle trained towards his right jerked it about with a short curse and blazed at the new target, again, again, and the line of the posse joined the fire. Before the crack of their guns went from the ears of Vic, long before the echoes bellowed back from the hills, Satan leaped high up. Perhaps that change of position saved both it and its rider. Straight across the pale moon drove the body with head stretched forth, ears back, feet gathered close — a winged horse with a buoyant figure upon it. It cleared a five foot rock, and rushed instantly out of view among the boulders. The fugitive had fired only one shot, and that when the stallion was at the crest of its leap.


17. THE SECOND MAN
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THE SHERIFF WAS on his feet, whining with eagerness and with the rest of his men he sent a shower of lead splashing vainly into the deeper night beside the mountain, where the path wound down.

Its done! Hold up, lads! called Pete Glass. Hes beat us!

The firing ceased, and they heard the rush of the hoofs along the graveled slope and the clanging on rocks.

Its done, repeated the sheriff. How?

And he stood staring blankly, with a touch or horror in his face.

By God, Mats plugged.

Mat Henshaw? Wha — ?

Clean through the head.

He lay in an oddly twisted heap, as though every bone in his body were broken, and when they drew him about they found the red mark in his forehead and even made out the dull surprise in his set face. There had been no pain in that death, the second for the sake of Grey Molly.

The other two! said the sheriff, more to himself than to Vic, who stood beside him.

Easy, Pete, he cautioned. You got nothin agin Haines and Daniels.

The sheriff flashed at him that hungry, baffled glance.

Maybe I can find something. You Gregg, keep your mouth shut and stand back. Halloo!

He sent a long call quavering between the lonely mountains.

You yonder — Lee Haines! Dyou give up to the law?

A burst of savage laughter flung back at him, and then: Why the hell should I?

Haines, I give you fair warnin! For resistin the law and interferin, I ask you, do you surrender?

Who are you?

The big voice fairly swallowed the rather shrill tone of the sheriff.

Im sheriff Pete Glass.

You lie. Whoever heard of a sheriff come sneakin round like a coyote lookin for dead meat?

Pete Glass grinned with rage.

Haines, you aint much bettern spoiled meat if you keep back. I gave you till I count ten—

Why, you bob-tailed skunk, shouted a new voice. You bone-spavined, pink-eyed rat-catcher, continued this very particular describer, what have you got on us? Come out and dicker and well do the same!

The sheriff sighed, softly, deeply.

I thought maybe they wouldnt get down to talk, he murmured. But since the last chance for a battle was gone, he stepped fearlessly from behind his rock and advanced into the open. Two tall figures came to meet him.

Now, said Lee Haines, stalking forward. One bad move, just the glint of a single gun from the rest of you sheep thieves, and Ill tame your pet sheriff and send him to hell for a model.

They halted, close to each other, the two big men, Haines in the front, and the sheriff.

Youre Lee Haines?

Youve named me.

And youre Buck Daniels?

Thats me.

Gents, youve resisted an officer of the law in the act of makin an arrest. I spose you know what that means?

Big Lee Haines laughed.

Dont start a bluff, sheriff. I know a bit about the law.

Maybe by experience?

It was an odd thing to watch the three, every one of them a practiced fighter, every one of them primed for trouble, but each ostentatiously keeping his hands away from the holsters.

What we might have done if we had come to a pinch, said Haines, is one thing, and what we did do is another. Barry was started and off before we had a chance to show teeth, my friend, and you never even caught the flash of our guns. If hed waited but he didnt. Theres nothing left for us to do except say good-by.

The little dusty man stroked his moustaches thoughtfully. He had gone out there hoping against hope that his chance might come — to trick the two into violence, even to start an arrest for reasons which he knew his posse would swear to; but it must be borne in mind that Pete Glass was a careful man by instinct. Taking in probable speed of hand and a thousand other details at a glance, Pete sensed the danger of these two and felt in his heart of hearts that he was more than master of either of them, considered alone; better than Buck Daniels by an almost safe margin of steadiness; better than Lee Haines by a flickering instant of speed. Had either of them alone faced him, he would have taken his chance, perhaps, to kill or be killed, for the long trail and the escape had fanned that spark within him to a cold, hungry fire; but to attempt a play with both at the same time was death, and he knew it. Seeing that the game was up, he laid his cards on the table with characteristic frankness.

Gents, he said, I reckon youve come clean with me. You aint my meat and I aint goin to clutter up your way. Besides — even in the dull moonshine they caught the humorous glint of his eyes— a friend is a friend, and Ill say Im glad that you didnt step into the shady side of the law while Barry was gettin away.

No one could know what it cost Pete Glass to be genial at that instant, for this night he felt that he had just missed the great moment which he had yearned for since the day when he learned to love the kick of a six-shooter against the heel of his hand. It was the desire to meet face to face one whose metal of will and mind was equal to his own, whose nerves were electric energies perfectly under command, whose muscles were fine spun steel. He had gone half a lifetime on the trail of fighters and always he had known that when the crisis came his hand would be the swifter, his eyes the more steady; the trailing was a delight always, but the actual kill was a matter of slaughter rather than a game of hazard. Only the rider of the black stallion had given him the sense of equal power, and his whole soul had risen for the great chance of All. That chance was gone; he pushed the thought of it away — for the time — and turned back to the business at hand.

Theys only one thing, he went on. Sliver! Ronicky! Step along, gents, and well have a look at the insides of that house.

Steady! broke in Haines. He barred the path to the front door. Sheriff, you dont know me, but Im going to ask you to take my word for whats in that house.

Glass swept him with a look of a new nature.

I got an idea your word might do. Well, whats in the house?

A little five-year-old girl and her mother; nothing else worth seeing.

Nothing else, considered the sheriff, but thats quite a lot. Maybe his wife could tell me where hes going? Give me an idea where I might call on him?

Partner, you cant see her.

Cant?

No, by God!

H-m-m! murmured the sheriff. He watched the big man plant himself, swaying a little on his feet as though poising for action, and beside him a slightly smaller figure not less determined.

That girl in there is old man Cumberlans daughter, said Daniels, and no matter what her — what Dan Barry may be, Kate Cumberland is white folks.

The sheriff remembered what Vic had said of yellow hair and soft blue eyes.

Leastways, he said, she seems to have a sort of way with the men.

Sheriff youre on a cold trail, said Haines. Inside that house is just a heart-broken girl and her baby. If you want to see them — go ahead!

She might know something, mused the sheriff, and I spose Id ought to pry it out of her right now: but I dont care for that sort of pickins. He repeated softly: A girl and a baby! and turned on his heel. All right, boys, climb your hosses. Two of you take Mat. Well bury him where we put Harry. I guess we can pack him that far.

Hows that? This from Haines. One of your gang dropped?

He is.

They followed him and stood presently beside the body. Aside from the red mark in the forehead he seemed asleep, and smiling at some pleasant dream; a handsome fellow in the strength of first manhood, this man who was the second to die for Grey Molly.

Its the end of Dan Barry, said Buck. Lee, well never have Whistlin Dan for a friend again. Hes wild for good.

The sheriff turned and eyed him closely.

Hes got to come back, said Haines. Hes got to come back for the sake of Kate.

Hed better be dead for the sake of Kate, answered Buck.

Why, partner, this isnt the first time hes gone wild.

Dont you see, Lee?

Well?

Hes fighting to kill. Hes shooting to kill, and he aint ever done that before. He crippled his men; he put em out of the way with a busted leg or a plugged shoulder; but now hes out to finish em. Lee, hell never come back.

He looked to the white face of Vic Gregg, standing by, and he said without anger; Maybe it aint your fault, but youve started a pile of harm. Look at these gents around you, the sheriff and all — theyre no bettern dead, Gregg, and thats all along of you. Barry has started on the trail of all of you. Look at that house back there. Its packed full of hell, and all along of you. Lee, lets get back. Im feelin sick inside.


18. CONCERNING THE STRENGTH OF WOMEN
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THERE WERE THREE things discussed by Lee Haines and Buck Daniels in the dreary days which followed. The first was to keep on their way across the mountains and cut themselves away from the sorrow of that cabin. The second was to strike the trail of Barry and hunt until they found his refuge and attempt to lead him back to his family. The third was simply to stay on and where they found the opportunity, help Kate. They discarded the first idea without much talk; it would be yellow, they decided, and the debt they owed to the Dan Barry of the old days was too great to be shouldered off so easily: they cast away the second thought still more quickly, for the trail which baffled the shrewd sheriff, as they knew, would be too much for them. It remained to stay with Kate, making excursions through the mountains from day to day to maintain the pretence of carrying on their own business, and always at hand in time of need.

It was no easy part to play, for in the house they found Kate more and more silent, more and more thoughtful, never speaking of her trouble, but behind her eyes a ghost of waiting that haunted them. If the wind shrilled down the pass, if a horse neighed from the corral, there was always the start in her, the thrill of hope, and afterwards the pitiful deadening of her smile. She was not less beautiful they thought, as she grew paler, but the terrible silence of the place drove them away time and again. Even Joan no longer pattered about the house, and when they came down out of the mountains they never heard her shrill laughter. She sat cross-legged by the hearth in her old place during the evenings with her chin resting on one hand and her eyes fixed wistfully upon the fire; and sometimes they found her on the little hillock behind the house, from the top of which she could view every approach to the cabin. Of Dan and even of Black Bart, her playmate she soon learned not to speak, for the mention of them made her mother shrink and whiten. Indeed, the saddest thing in that house was the quiet in which the child waited, waited, waited, and never spoke.

She aint moren a baby, said Buck Daniels, and you can leave it to time to make her forget.

But, growled Lee Haines, Kate isnt a baby. Buck, it drives me damn near crazy to see her fade this way.

Now you lay to this, answered Buck. Shell pull through. Shell never forget, maybe, but shell go on livin for the sake of the kid.

You know a hell of a lot about women, dont you? said Haines.

I know enough, son, nodded Buck.

He had, in fact, reduced women to a few distinct categories, and he only waited to place a girl in her particular class before he felt quite intimate acquaintance with her entire mind and soul.

Itll kill her, pronounced Lee Haines. Why, shes like a flower, Buck, and sorrow will cut her off at the root. Think of a girl like that thrown away in these damned deserts! It makes me sick — sick! She ought to have nothing but velvet to touch — nothing but a millionaire for a husband, and never a worry in her life. He grew excited. But heres the flower thrown away and the heel crushing it without mercy.

Buck Daniels regarded him with pity.

I feel kind of sorry for you, Lee, when I hear you talk about girls. No wonder they make a fool of you. A flower crushed under the foot, eh? You just listen to me, my boy. You and me figure to be pretty hard, dont we? Well, soft pine stacked up agin quartzite, is what we are compared to Kate.

Lee Haines gaped at him, too astonished to be angry. He suggested softening of the brain to Buck, but the latter waved aside the implications.

Now, supposin Kate was one of these dark girls with eyes like black diamonds and a lot of snap and zip to her. If she was like that I spose youd figure her to forget all about Dan inside of a month — and maybe marry you?

You be damned!

Maybe I am. Them hard, snappy lookin girls are the ones that smash. Theyre brittle, thats why; but you take a soft lookin girl like Kate, maybe she aint a diamond point to cut glass, but shes tempered steel thatll bend, and bend, and bend, and then when you wait for it to break it flips up and knocks you down. Thats Kate.

Lee Haines rolled a cigarette in silence. He was too disgusted to answer, until his first puff of smoke dissolved Buck in a cloud of thin blue.

You ought to sing to a congregation instead of to cows, Buck. You have the tune, and you might get by in a church; but cows have sense.

Kate will buckle and bend and fade for a while, went on Buck, wholly unperturbed, but just when you go out to pick daisies for her youll come back and find her singing to the stove. Her strength is down deep, like some of these outlaw hosses that got a filmy, sleepy lookin eye. They save their hell till you sink the spurs in em. You think she loves Dan, dont you?

I have a faint suspicion of it, sneered Haines. I suppose Im wrong?

You are.

Buck, I may have slipped a nickel into you, but youre playing the wrong tune. Knock off and talk sense, will you?

When you grow up, son, youll understand some of the things Im tryin to explain in words of one syllable.

She dont love Dan. She thinks she does, but down deep they aint a damned thing in the world she gives a rap about exceptin Joan. Men? What are they to her? Marriage? Thats simply an accident thats needed so she can have a baby. Delicate, shrinkin flower, is she? I tell you, my boy, if it was necessary for Joan shed tear out your heart and mine and send Dan plumb to hell. You fasten on to them words, because theyre gospel.

It was late afternoon while they talked, and they were swinging slowly down a gulch towards the home cabin. At that very time Kate, from the door of the house where she sat, saw a dark form slink from rock to rock at the rim of the little plateau, a motion so swift that it flicked through the corner of her eye, a thing to be sensed rather than seen. She set up very stiff, her lips white as chalk, but nothing more stirred. A few minutes later, when her heart was beating almost at normal she heard Joan scream from behind the house, not in terror, or pain, as her keen mother-ear knew perfectly well, but with a wild delight. She whipped about the corner of the house and there she saw Joan with her pudgy arms around the neck of Black Bart.

Bart! Dear old Bart! Has he come? Has he come?

And she strained her eyes against the familiar mountains around her as if she would force her vision through rock. There was no trace of Dan, no sign or sound when she would even have welcomed the eerie whistle. The wolf-dog was already at play with Joan. She was on his back and he darted off in an effortless gallop, winding to and fro among the rocks. Most children would have toppled among the stones at the first of his swerves, but Joan clung like a burr, both hands dug into his hair, shrieking with excitement. Sometimes she reeled and almost slid at one of those lightning turns, for the game was to almost unseat her, but just as she was sliding off Bart would slacken his pace and let her find a firm seat once more. They wound farther and farther away, and suddenly Kate cried, terror-stricken: Joan! Come back!

A tug at the ear of the wolf-dog swung them around; then as they approached, the fear left the mind of the mother and a new thought came in its place. She coaxed Joan from Bart — they could play later on, she promised, to their hearts desire — and led her into the house. Black Bart followed to the door, but not all their entreaty or scolding could make him cross the threshold. He merely snarled at Kate, and even Joans tugging at his ears could not budge him. He stood canting his head and watching them wistfully while Kate changed Joans clothes.

She dressed her as if for a festival, with a blue bonnet that let the yellow hair curl out from the edges, and a little blue cloak, and shiny boots incredibly small, and around the bonnet she laid a wreath of yellow wild flowers. Then she wrote her letter, closed it in an envelope, and fastened it securely in the pocket of the cloak.

She drew Joan in front of her and held her by both hands.

Joan, darling, she said, munner wants you to go with Bart up through the mountains. Will you be afraid?

A very decided shake of the head answered her, for Joans eyes were already over her shoulder looking towards the big dog. And she was a little sullen at these unnecessary words.

It might grow dark, she said. You wouldnt care?

Here Joan became a little dubious, but a whine from Bart seemed to reassure her.

Bart will keep Joan, she said.

He will. And hell take you up through the rocks to Daddy Dan.

The face of the child grew brilliant.

Daddy Dan? she whispered.

And when you get to him, take this little paper out of your pocket and give it to him. You wont forget?

Give the paper to Daddy Dan, repeated Joan solemnly.

Kate dropped to her knees and gathered the little close, close, until Joan cried out, but when she was eased the child reached up an astonished hand, touched the face of Kate with awe, and then stared at her finger tips.

A moment later, Joan stood in front of Black Bart, with the head of the wolf-dog seized firmly between her hands while she frowned intently into his face.

Take Joan to Daddy Dan, she ordered.

At the name, the sharp ears pricked; a speaking intelligence grew up in his eyes.

Giddap, commanded Joan, when she was in position on the back of Bart. And she thumped her heels against the furry ribs.

Towards Kate, who stood trembling in the door, Bart cast the departing favor of a throat-tearing growl, and then shambled across the meadow with that smooth trot which wears down all other four-footed creatures. He was already on the far side of the meadow, and beginning the ascent of the first slope when the glint of the sun on the yellow wild flowers flashed on the eye of Kate. It had all seemed natural until that moment, the only possible thing to do, but now she felt suddenly that Joan was thrown away thought of the darkness which would soon come — remembered the yellow terror which sometimes gleamed in the eyes of Black Bart after nightfall.

She cried out, but the wolf-dog kept swiftly on his way. She began to run, still calling, but rapidly as she went, Black Bart slid steadily away from her, and when she reached the shoulder of the mountain, she saw the dark form of Bart with the blue patch above it drifting up the wall of the opposite ravine.

She knew where they were going now; it was the old cave upon which she and Dan had come one day in their rides, and Dan had prowled for a long time through the shadowy recesses.


19. THE VENTURE
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FROM THE MOMENT Joan gave the name of Daddy Dan, the wolf- dog kept to the trail with arrowy straightness. Whatever the limitations of Barts rather uncanny intelligence, upon one point he was usually letter-perfect, and even when a stranger mentioned Dan in the hearing of the dog it usually brought a whine or at least an anxious look. He hewed to his line now with that animal sense of direction which men can never wholly understand. Boulders and trees slipped away on either side of Joan; now on a descent of the mountain-side he broke into a lope that set the flowers fluttering on her bonnet; now he prowled up the ravine beyond, utterly tireless.

He was strictly business. When she slipped a little from her place as he veered around a rock he did not slow up, as usual, that she might regain her seat, but switched his head back with a growl that warned her into position. That surprise was hardly out of her mind when she saw a gay patch of wild- flowers a little from the line of his direction, and she tugged at his ear to swing him towards it. A sharp jerk of his head tossed her hand aside, and again she caught the glint of wild eyes as he looked back at her. Then she grew grave, puzzled. She trusted Black Bart with all her heart, as only a child can trust dumb animals, but now she sensed a change in him. She had guessed at a difference on that night when Dan came home for the last time; and the same thing seemed to be in the dog today.

Before she could make up her mind as to what it might be, Black Bart swung aside up a steep slope, and whisked her into the gloom of a cave. Into the very heart of the darkness he glided and stopped.

Daddy Dan! she called.

A faint echo, after a moment, came back to her from the depths of the cave, making her voice strangely deep. Otherwise, there was no answer.

Bart! she whispered, suddenly frightened by the last murmur of that echo, Daddy Dans not here. Go back!

She tugged at his ear to turn him, but again that jerk of the head freed his ear. He caught her by the cloak, crouched close to the floor, and she found herself all at once sitting on the gravelly floor of the cave with Bart facing her.

Bad Bart! she said, scrambling to her feet.

Naughty dog!

She was still afraid to raise her voice in that awful silence, and in the dark. When she glanced around her, she made out vague forms through the dimness that might be the uneven walls of the cave, or might be strange and awful forms of night.

Take me home!

A growl that went shuddering down the cave stopped her, and now she saw that the eyes of Bart glowed green and yellow. Even then she could not believe that he would harm her, and stretched out a tentative hand. This time she made out the flash of his teeth as he snarled. He was no longer the Bart she had played with around the cabin, but a strange wild thing, and with a scream she darted past him toward the door. Never had those chubby legs flown so fast, but even as the light from the mouth of the cave glimmered around her, she heard a crunching on the gravel from behind, and then a hand, it seemed, caught her cloak and jerked her to a stop.

She fell sprawling, head over heels, and when she looked up, there sat Bart upon his haunches above her, growling terribly, and gripping the end of the cloak. No doubt about it now. Black Bart would have his teeth in her throat if she made another movement toward the entrance. A city child would have either gone mad with terror or else made that fatal struggle to reach the forbidden place, but Joan had learned many things among the mountains, and among others, she knew the difference between the tame and the free. The old dappled cow was tame, for instance; and the Maltese cat, which came too close to Bart the year before and received a broken back for its carelessness, had been tame; and the brown horse with the white face and the dreary eyes was tame. They could be handled, and teased, and petted and bossed about at will. Other creatures were different. For instance, the scream of the hawk always made her shrink a little closer to the ground, or else run helter-skelter for the house, and sometimes, up the gulches, she had heard the wailing of a mountain lion on the trail, hunting swiftly, and very hungry. There was even something about the dead eyes of certain lynxes and coyotes and bobcats which Daddy Dan trapped that made Joan feel these animals belonged to a world where the authority of man was only the strength of his hand or his cunning. Not that she phrased these thoughts in definite words, but Joan was very close to nature, and therefore her instincts gave her a weird little touch of wisdom in such matters.

And when she lay there tangled in her cloak and looked up into the glowing eyes of Bart and heard his snarling roll around her, and pass in creepy chills up her back, she nearly died of fear, to be sure, but she lay as still as still, frozen into a part of the rock. Black Bart was gone, and in his place was a terrible creature which belonged there among the shadows, for it could see in the night.

Presently the bright eyes disappeared, and now she saw that Bart lay stretched across the entrance to the cave, where the long shadow was now creeping down the slope. Inches by inches she ventured to sit up, and all it brought from Bart was a quick turn of the head and a warning growl. It meant as plainly as though he had spoken in so many words: Stay where you are and I dont care in the least what you do, but dont try to cross this entrance if you fear the length of my teeth and the keenness thereof. And she did fear them, very much, for she remembered the gashes across the back and the terrible rips up the side, of the dead Maltese cat.

She even took a little heart, after a time. A grownup cannot feel terror or grief as keenly as a child, but neither does terror or grief pass away a tithe as fast. She seemed at liberty to roam about in the cave as long as she did not go near the entrance, and now the shadows and the dimness no longer frightened her. Nothing was terrible except that long, dark body which lay across the entrance to the cave, and she finally got to her feet and began to explore. She came first on a quantity of dead grass heaped in a corner that was where Satan was stalled, no doubt, and it made all the cave seem almost homelike. She found, too, a number of stones grouped together with ashes in the hollow circle-that was where the fires were built, and there to the side lay the pile of dead wood. A little down the cave and directly in the center of the top, she next saw the natural aperture where the smoke must escape and last of all she came on the bed. Boughs heaped a foot thick with the blankets on top, neatly stretched out, and the tarpaulin over all, made a couch as soft as down and fragrant with the pure scent of evergreens.

Joan tried the surface with a foot that sank to her ankle, then with her hands, and finally sat down to think. The first fear was almost gone; she understood that Bart was keeping her here until Dan came home, and fear does not go hand in hand with understanding. She only wondered, now, at the reason that kept Daddy Dan living in this cave so far from the warm comfort of the cabin, and so far away from her mother; but thinking makes small heads drowsy, and in five minutes Joan lay with her head pillowed on her arm, sound asleep.

When she awoke, the evening-gray of the cave had given place to utter blackness, alarming and thick. Joan sat up with a start; she would have cried out, bewildered, but now she heard a noise on the gravel, and turned to see Daddy Dan entering the cave with Satan behind him, quite distinctly outlined by the sunset outside. Black Bart walked first, looking back over his shoulder as though he led the way.

It was partly because the black, silhouetted figures awed her, somewhat, and partly because she wished to give Daddy Dan a gay surprise, that Joan did not run to him. And then, in the darkness, she heard Satan munching the dried grass, and the squeak and rattle as the saddle was drawn off and hung up, scraping against the rock.

What you been doin, Bart? queried the voice of Daddy Dan, and the last of Joans fears fell from her as she listened. You act kind of worried. If you been runnin rabbits all day and got your pads full of thorns Ill everlastinly treat you rough.

The wolf-dog whined.

Well, speak up. What you want? Want me over there?

It would have been a trifle unearthly to most people, but Joan knew the ways of Daddy Dan with Satan and Black Bart. She lay quite still, shivering with pleasure as the footsteps approached her. Then a match scratched — she saw by the blue spurt of flame that he was lighting a pine torch, then whirling it until the flame ate down to the pitchy knot. He held it above his head, and now she saw him plainly: the light cascaded over his shoulders, glowed on his eyes, and then puffed out sidewise in a draught.

Joan was upon her feet, and running toward him with a cry of joy, until she remembered that he was not to be approached like her mother. There were never any bear-hugs from him, no caresses, not much laughter. She stopped barely in time, and stood with her fingers interlaced, staring up at him, half delighted, half afraid. She read his mind by microscopic changes in his eyes and lips.

Munner sent me.

That was wrong, she saw at once.

And Bart brought me. Much better, now. And oh, Daddy Dan, Ive been lonesome for you!

He continued to stare at her for another moment, and even Joan could not tell whether be were angry or indifferent or pleased.

Well, he murmured at length, I guess youre hungry, Joan?

She knew it was complete acceptance, and she could hardly keep from a shout of happiness. Daddy Dan had a great aversion to sudden outcries.

I guess I am, said Joan.


20. DISCIPLINE
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HE MADE THE preparation for supper with such easy speed that everything seemed to be done by magic hands. When Joans mother cooked supper there was always much rattling of the stove, then the building of the fire, a long preparation of food, and another interval when things steamed and sizzled on the fire. There followed the setting of the table, and then a long, aching time of hunger when the food was in sight, but one could not eat until Daddy Dan had done this, and Munner had done that. Also, when one did eat, half the taste was taken from things by the necessity of various complicated evolutions of knife and fork. Instance the absurdity of taking the fork under the thumb with the forefinger pressing along the back of the wobbly instrument, when any one could see that the proper, natural way of using a fork was to grasp it daggerwise and drive it firmly through that skidding piece of meat. Not only this, but a cup must be held in one hand, and bread must be broken into little pieces before putting butter on it. Above all, no matter how terribly hard one tried, there was sure to be a mistake, and then a: Now, Joan, dont do that. This is the way—

But how different everything was in this delightful house of Daddy Dan!

In an incredibly short time three torches flared about them and filled the air with scents of freshness and the outdoors-scents that went tingling up the nose and filled one with immense possibilities of eating. At the very same time, a few motions caused a heap of wood to catch fire and blaze among the stones while a steady stream of blue-white smoke wavered up toward the top of the cave and disappeared in the shadows. After this her father showed her a little stream of water which must come from a spring far back in the cave, and the current slipped noiselessly along one wall, and dipped of sight again before it reached the entrance to the place. Here she discovered a little bowl, made out of small stones nicely fitted together, and allowing the water to pour over one edge and out at another with a delicious purling — such crystal clear water that one actually wanted to wash in it even if it was cold, and even if one had the many sore places on fingers and nose and behind the ears.

Behold! no sooner did one turn from the washing of hands and face than the table was miraculously spread upon the surface of a flat rock, with other stones nearby to serve as chairs; and on the table steamed pone, warmed over; coffee with milk in it — coffee, which was so strictly banned at home! — potatoes sliced to transparent thinness and fried to crisp brown at the edges, and a great slab of meat that fairly shouted to the appetite.

So far so good, but the realization was a thousand fold better than anticipation. No cutting of ones own meat at this enchanted board! The shining knife of Daddy Dan divided it into delectable bits with the speed of light, and it needed only the slightest amount of experimenting and cautious glances to discover that one could use a fork daggerwise, and when in doubt even seize upon a morsel with ones fingers and wipe the fingers afterwards on a bit of the dry grass. One could grasp the cup by both sides, scorning the silly handle, and if occasionally one sipped the coffee with a little noise — which added astonishingly to the taste — there was no sharp warning, no frowning eye to overlook. Besides, at Munners table, there was never time to pay attention to Joan, for there was talk about vague, abstract things — the price of skins, the melting of the snows, the condition of the passes, the long and troubling argument about the wicker chairs, with some remarkably foolish asides, now and then, concerning happiness and love — when all the time any one with half an eye could see that the thing to do was to eat and eat and eat until that hollow place ceased to be. Talking came afterwards.

In the house of Daddy Dan all these things were ordered as they should be. Not a word was said; not a glance of criticism rested upon her; when her tin plate was cleared she heard no reproofs for eating too greedily, but she was furnished anew from the store of good things on the rock.

In place of conversation, there were other matters to occupy the mind during the meal. For presently she observed the beautiful head of Satan just behind his master — Satan, who could pass over noisy gravel with the softness of a cat, and now loomed out of the deeper night down the cavern. Inch by inch, with infinite caution and keenly pricked ears, the head lowered beside Dan, and the quivering, delicate muzzle stole towards a fragment of the pone. Joan watched breathlessly and then she saw that in spite of the caution of that movement her father knew all about it — just a glint of amusement in the corner of his eyes, just a slight twitch at the corners of his mouth to tell Joan that he was as delighted as a boy playing a trick. Barely in time to save the morsel of pone, he spoke and the head was dashed up. Yet Satan was not entirely discouraged. If he could not steal the bread he would beg for it. It made Joan pause in her destruction of the edibles, not to watch openly, for an instinct told her that the thing to do was to note these by-plays from the corner of ones eye, as Daddy Dan did, and swallow the ripples of mirth that came tickling in the throat. She knew perfectly well that Satan would have it in the end, for of all living things not even Munner had such power over Dan as the black stallion. He maneuvered adroitly. First he circled the table and stood opposite the master, begging with his eyes, but Dan looked fixedly down at the rock until an impatient whinny called up his eyes. Then he pretended the most absolute surprise.

Why, Satan, you old scoundrel, what are you doin over there? Get back where you belong?

He gestured with a thumb over his shoulder and Satan glided around the rock and stood once more behind Dan.

Manners? continued Dan. You aint got em. Youll be tryin to sit down at the table with me, pretty soon. He concluded: But Ill teach you one of these days, and youll smart for a week.

Even at the mock menace Joan trembled a little, but to her astonishment Satan paid not the slightest heed. Dan sat with his hat on his head — which was a new and delightful event at the table — and now the stallion took the hat by the crown, dexterously, and raised it just an inch and put it back in place. Black Bart, having crept out of the shadows sat down near Joan with his long red tongue lolling out. This procedure called a growl from him, but the master continued eating without the slightest interest, apparently, in Satans insolence.

A velvety muzzle appeared, with the chin resting on the shoulder of Dan and the great, luminous eyes above. He whinnied so softly that it was not more than a human whisper, and meant almost as much.

Oh, said Dan, in all seeming just roused to attention, hungry, old boy?

He raised the morsel of pone between thumb and forefinger, holding it tightly. Then it was a joy to watch Satan. He tried to tug it all away at once, but only a fragment broke off. He stamped in impatience, and then went to work to nibble the bread away on all sides of Dans fingers, very fine work for such broad, keen chisels as Satans teeth, but he went about it with the skill of long practice, turning his head this way and that and always watching the face of the master with sidewise eyes, one ear forward and one ear back. Finally the tight fingers opened out, and Satan gathered the last crumbs from the smooth palm.

Two or three times during this performance Black Bart had half risen from his haunches and a growl swelled almost inaudibly in his throat, but now he stalked around the table and pushed his narrow head between Dans shoulder and the stallion. A snarl of incredible ferocity made Satan turn, but without the slightest dread, apparently. For an instant the two stood nose to nose, Black Bart a picture of snarling danger and Satan with curiously pricking ears and bright eyes. The growling rose towards a crescendo, a terrible sound; then a lean hand shot out with that speed which Joan could never comprehend — and which always made her think, rather breathlessly, of the strike of a snake. The fingers settled around the muzzle of Bart.

Of all the no-good houn-dogs, declared Dan, youre the worst, and the most jealousest. Lie down!

Bart obeyed, slowly, but his evil eyes were fixed upwards upon the head of Satan.

If you got any manners, remarked Dan, youll be sayin that youre sorry.

The ears flattened along the snaky head; otherwise no answer.

Sorry! repeated the master.

Out of the deep throat of Black Bart, infinitely, ludicrously small, came a whine which was more doglike than anything Joan had ever heard, before, from the wolf.

Now, continued the implacable master, you go over in that corner, and lie down.

Black Bart arose with a finally ugly look for Satan and sneaked with hanging head and tail to the outer edge of the circle of light.

Farther! Clear over there in the dark, came the order, and Bart had to uncoil himself again in the very act of lying down and retreat with another ominous growl clear into the darkness. Satan held his head high and watched triumphantly.

But Joan felt that this was a little hard on Bart; she wanted to run over and comfort him, but she knew from of old that it was dangerous to interfere where Daddy Dan was disciplining either horse or wolf; besides, she was not quite free from her new awe for Bart.

All right, said the master presently, and without raising his voice.

It brought a dark thunder bolt rushing into the circle of the light and stopping at Dans side with such suddenness that his paws slid in the gravel. There he stood, actually wagging his bushy tail — an unprecedented outburst of joy for Bart! — and staring hungrily into the face of Dan. She saw a wonderful softening in the eyes of her father as he looked at the great, dangerous beast.

You aint a bad sort, he said, but you need puttin in place continual.

Black Bart whined agreement.

After that, when the dishes were being cleared away and cleaned with a speed fully as marvelous as the preparation of the supper, Joan remembered with a guilty start the message which she should have given to Daddy Dan, and she brought out the paper, much rumpled.

He stood by the fire to read the letter.

Dan come back to us. The house is empty and theres no sign of you except your clothes and the skins you left drying in the vacant room. Joan sits all day, mourning for you, and my heart is breaking. Oh, Dan, I dont grieve so much for what has been done, but I tremble for what you may do in the future.

With the letter still in his hand Dan walked thoughtfully to Satan and took the fine head between his fingers.

Spose some gent was to drop you, Satan, he murmured. Spose he was to plug you while you was doin your best to take me where I want to go. Spose he shot you not for anything youd done but because of something agin me. And spose after killin you he was to sneak up on me with a lot of other gents and try to murder me before I had a chance to fight back. Satan, wouldnt I be right to trail em all — and kill em one by one? Wouldnt it?

Joan heard very little of the words — only a soft murmur of anxiety, and she saw that Daddy Dan was very thoughtful indeed. The stallion reached for the brim of Dans hat — it was withdrawn from his reach — his head bowed, like a nod of assent.

Why, even Satan can see Im right, murmured Dan, and moving back to the fire, he tore the letter into many pieces which fluttered down in a white stream and made the blaze leap up.


21. THE ACID TEST
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MRS. JOHNNY SOMMERS managed to preserve her dignity while she escorted the visitor into the front room, and even while she asked him to sit down and wait, but once she had closed the door behind her she cast dignity far away and did two steps at a time going upstairs. The result was that she, reached the room of Betty Neal entirely out of breath; two hundred pounds of fat, good- natured widowhood do not go with speed. She tossed open the door without any preliminary knock and stood there very red with a clearly defined circle of white in the center of each check. For a moment there was no sound except her panting and Betty Neal stared wildly at her from above her book.

Hes come! gasped Mrs. Sommers.

Who?

Him!

As if this odd explanation made everything clear, Betty Neal sprang from her chair and she grew so pale that every freckle stood out.

Him! she echoed ungrammatically.

Then: Where is he? Let me downstairs.

But the widow closed the door swiftly behind her and leaned her comfortable bulk against it.

You aint goin, she asserted. You aint goin, leastways not till you got time to think it over.

I havent time to think. I — he—

That was the way with me, nodded Mrs. Sommers, and her eyes were tragic. I went ahead and married Johnny in spite of everything, and look at me now — a widder! No, I aint sorry for myself because I was a fool.

Mrs. Sommers, said Betty, will you please step out of my way?

Honey, for heavens sake think a minute before you go down and face that man. Hes dangerous. When I opened the door and seen him, I tell you the shivers went up my back.

Is he thin? Is he pale? cried Betty Neal. How did he get away? Did he escape? Did they parole him? Did they pardon him? Did he—

Let me get down! she cried.

Mrs. Sommers flung away from the door.

Then go and marry your man-killer!

But Betty Neal was already clattering down the stairs. Half way to the bottom her strength and courage ebbed suddenly from her; she went on with short steps, and when at last she closed the parlor door behind her, she was staring as if she looked at a ghost.

Yet Vic Gregg was not greatly changed — a little thinner perhaps, and just now he certainly did not have his usual color. The moment she appeared he jumped to his feet as if he had heard a shot, and now he stood with his feet braced a little to meet a shock, one hand twitching and playing nervously with the embroidered cloth on the table. She did not speak; merely stood with her fingers still gripping the handle of the door as if she were ready to dart away at the first alarm. A wave of pain went over the face of Vic Gregg and remained looking at her out of his eyes, for all that his single-track, concentrated mind could perceive in her was the thing he took for fear.

Miss Neal, he said. His voice shook, straightened out again. He made her think of one of her big school boys who had forgotten his lesson and now stood cudgeling his memory and dreading that terrible nightmare of staying after school. She had a wild desire to laugh.

Miss Neal, I aint here to try to take up things that cant be took up agin. Apparently he had prepared the speech carefully, and now he went on with more ease: Im leavin these here parts for some place unknown. Before I go I jest want to say I know I was wrong from the beginnin. All I want to say is that I was jest all sort of tied up in a knot inside and when I seen you with him— He stopped. I hope you marry some gent thats worth you, only they aint any such. An — I want to wish you good-luck, an say good-by—

He swept the perspiration from his forehead, and caught up his hat; he had been through the seventh circle of torture.

Oh, Vic, dear! cried a voice he had never heard before. Then a flurry of skirts, then arms about him, then tears and laughter, and eyes which went hungrily over his face.

I been a houn-dog. My God, Betty, you dont mean—

That I love you, Vic. I never knew what it was to love you before.

After I been a man-killin, lyin, sneakin—

Dont you say another word. Vic, it was all my fault.

It wasnt. It was mine. But if youd only kind of held off a little and gone easy with me

You didnt give me a chance.

When I looked back from the road you wasnt standin in the door.

I was. And you didnt look back.

I did.

Vic Gregg, are you trying to—

But the anger fled from her as suddenly as it had come.

I dont care. Ill take all the blame.

I dont want you to. I wont let you.

She laughed hysterically.

Vic, tell me that youre free?

Im paroled.

Thank God! Oh, Ive prayed and prayed — Vic, dont talk. Sit down there — so! I just want to look and look at you. Theres a hollow, hungry place in me thats filling up again.

It was Pete Glass, said Gregg brokenly. He — he trusted me clean through when the rest was lookin at me like I was a snake. Pete got word to the governor, an—

There followed a long interval of talk that meant nothing, and then, as the afternoon waned towards evening, and the evening toward dark, he told her the whole story of the long adventure. He left out nothing, not a detail that might tell against him. When he came to the moment when Glass persuaded him to go back and betray Barry he winced, but set his jaw and plunged ahead. She, too, paled when she heard that, and for a moment she had to cover her eyes, but she was older by half a life-time than she had been when he was last with her, and now she read below the surface. Besides, Vic had offered to undo what he had done, had offered to stay and fight for Barry, and surely that evened the score!

There was a light rap on the door, and then Mrs. Sommers came in with a tray.

Maybe you young folks forgot about supper, she said. I just thought Id bring in a bite for you.

She placed it on the table, and then lingered, delighted, while her eyes went over them together and one by one. Perhaps Betty Neal was a fool for throwing herself away on a gun-fighter, but at least Mrs. Sommers was furnished with a story which half Alder would know by tomorrow. The walls of her house were not sound proof. Besides, Mrs. Sommers had remarkably keen ears.

Theys been a gentleman here ask for you, Vic, she said, but I thought maybe you wouldnt like it much to be disturbed. So I told him you wasnt here.

Her smile fairly glowed with triumph.

Thanks, said Gregg, but who was he?

I never seen him before. Anyway, it didnt much matter. He wanted to see some of the rest of the boys quite bad: Pete Glass and Ronicky Joe, and Sliver Waldron, and Gus Reeve. He seemed to want to see em all particular bad.

Pete Glass and Ronicky and — the posse! murmured Vic. He grew thoughtful. He wanted to see me, too?

Very particular, and he seemed kind of down-hearted when he found that Pete was out of town. Wanted to know when he might be back.

What sort of a lookin gent was he? asked Vic, and his voice was sharp.

Him? Oh, he looked like a tenderfoot to me. Terrible polite, though, and he had a voice that wasnt hardly roughern a girls. Seemed like he was sort of embarrassed jest talkin to me. She smiled at the thought, but Gregg was on his feet now, his hands on the shoulders of Mrs. Sommers as though he would try to shake information from her loose bulk.

Look quick, now, he said. Where did you send him?

How you talk! Why, where should I send him? I told him like as not Ronicky and Sliver and Gus would be down to Lorrimers—

The groan of Vic made her stop with a gasp.

What did be look like?

Mrs. Sommers was very sober. Her smile congealed.

Black hair, and young, and good-lookin, and b-b-brown eyes, and—

God!

Vic, cried Betty Neal, what is it! She looked around her in terror.

Its Barry.

He turned towards the door, and then stopped, in an agony of indecision. Betty Neal was before him, blocking the way with her arms outstretched.

Vic, you shant go. You shant go. Youve told me yourself that hes sure death.

God knows he is.

You wont go, Vic?

But the others! Ronicky — Gus—

She stammered in her fear.

Thats their lookout! Theyre three to one. Let them kill—

But they dont know him. Theyve never been close enough to see his face. Besides, no three men I — he — for Gods sake tell me what to do!

Stay here — if you love me. I wont let you go. I wont!

I got to warn them.

Youll be killed!

He tore away her hands.

I got to warn them — but wholl I help? Them three against Dan? He saved me — twice! But — I got. I got to go.

If you fight for him first hell only turn on you afterwards. Vic, stay here.

What goods my life? What goods it if Im a yaller dog agin? Im goin out — and be a man!


22. THE FIFTH MAN
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THE MOMENT VIC Gregg stood in the open air, with the last appeal of Betty ringing still at his ear, he felt a profound conviction that he was about to die and he stood a moment breathing deeply, taking the faint alkali scent of the dust and looking up to the stars. It was that moment when night blends with day and there is no sign of light in the sky except that the stars burn more and more bright as the darkness thickens, and Vic Gregg watched the stars draw down more closely and believed that he was seeing this for the last time. Alder seemed inexpressibly dear to him as he stood there through a little space, and the vaguely discernible outlines of the shacks along the street were like the faces of friends. In that house behind him was Betty Neal, waiting, praying for him, and indeed, had it not been for shame, he would have weakened now and turned back. For he hardly knew which way to turn. He wanted to save Ronicky and the other two from the attack of Barry, yet he would not lay a trap for Dan. To Barry he owed a vast debt; his debt to the three was that which any human being owes to another. He had to save them from the wolf which ran through the night in the body of a man.

That thought sent him at a run for Captain Lorrimers saloon. It was lighted brilliantly by the gasoline lamp within, but a short distance away from it he heard no sound and his imagination drew a terrible picture of the big, empty room, with three dead men lying in the center of it where the destroyer had reached them one by one. That was what took the blood from his face and made him a white mask of tragedy when he stepped into the door of the saloon. It was quiet, but half a dozen men sat at the tables in the corner, and among them were Ronicky and the other two. Sliver Waldron was in the very act of pulling back his chair, and perhaps all three had just come in. Perhaps Barry had come here to look for his quarry and found them not yet arrived; perhaps he was now hunting in other places through the town; perhaps he was even now crouched in the shadow near at hand and ready to attack.

It made the hand of Vic Gregg contract with a cruel pressure when it fell on the shoulder of Sliver Waldron.

Now, what in hell! grunted that hardened warrior.

He had no love for Vic Gregg since that day when the posse rode through the hills after him; neither had Ronicky or Gus Reeve, who rose from their chairs as if at a signal. Come with me, gents, said Vic. An come quick!

They asked no questions and did not stay to argue the point for he had that in his face which meant action. He led them outside, and behind the horse shed of the saloon.

Were alone? he asked.

Nothin in sight.

Look sharp.

They peered about them through the night, and a wan moon only helped to make the darkness visible.

Gents, we may be alone now, but we aint goin to be alone long. Get your bosses and ride like hell. Barry is in town!

Vic, youre drunk.

I tell you, hes been seen—

Then by God, growled Sliver Waldron, lead me to him. I need to have a little talk with that gent.

Lead you to him? echoed Vic Gregg. Sliver, are you hungerin to push daisies?

Look here, Bud, answered the older man, and he laid a hand on the shoulder of Vic. You been with this Barry, gent, and youve lived in his house. Dyou mean to say youre one of the lot that talks about him like he was a ghost bullets couldnt harm? I tell you, son, theys been so much chatter about him that folks forget hes human. Im goin to remind em of that little fact.

Vic Gregg groaned. Even while he talked he was glancing over his shoulder as if he feared the shadows under the moon. His voice was half gasp, half whisper.

Sliver — Ronicky — dont ask me how I know — jest believe me when I say Dan Barryll never die by the hand of any man. I tell you — he can see in the dark!

A soft oath from Gus Reeve; a twitching of Ronickys head told that this last had taken effect. Sliver Waldron suddenly altered his manner.

All right, Vic. Trot back into town, or come with us. Were going to move out.

The wisest thing you ever done, Sliver.

Im feelin the same way, breathed Gus Reeve.

Slong, whispered Vic Gregg, and faded into the night, running.

The others, without a word among themselves, gathered their horses and struck down the valley out of Alder. The padding and swish of the sand about the feet of their mounts; the very creaking of the saddle leather seemed to alarm them, and they were continually turning and looking back. That is, Gus Reeve and Ronicky Joe manifested these signs of trouble, but Sliver Waldron, riding in the center of the trio, never moved his head. They were hardly well out of the town when a swift rush of hoof beats swept up from behind, and a horseman darted into the pale mist of the valley bending low over his pommel to cut the wind of his riding.

Who is it?

Vic Gregg! muttered Gus Reeve. Stir, along, Sliver. Vic aint lingerin any!

But Sliver Waldron drew rein, and let his horse go on at a walk.

Hearin you talk, Ronicky, he said, youd think you was really scared of Dan Barry.

Ronicky Joe stiffened in his saddle and peered through the uncertain light to make out if Sliver were jesting. But the latter seemed perfectly grave.

A gent would almost think, went on Sliver, that we three was runnin away from Barry, instead of goin out to set a trap for him,

There was something nearly akin to a grunt from Gus Reeve, but Ronicky merely continued to stare at the leader.

S a matter of fact, said Sliver, when Vic was talkin I sort of felt the chills go up my back. How about you, Ronicky?

Ill tell a man, sighed Ronicky. While Vic was talkin I seen that devil comin on his hoss like he done when he broke out of the cabin that night. Ill tell you straight, Sliver. I had my gun drilled on him. I couldnt of missed; but after I fired he kept straight on. It was like puncturin a shadow!

Sure, nodded Sliver. Shootin by night aint ever a sure thing.

Ronicky wiped his heated brow.

So I sent Vic away before he had a chance to get real nervous. But when he comes back — well, boys, itll be kind of amusin to watch Vics face when he saunters into town tomorrow and sees Dan Barry — maybe dead, maybe in the irons. Eh?

Only a deep silence answered him, but in the interest which his words excited the terror seemed to have left Ronicky and Gus. They rode close, their heads toward Sliver alone.

There goes Vic, mused Sliver. There he goes — go on. Mac, you old fool! — scared to death, ridin for his life. And why? Because he believes some ghost stories hes heard about Dan Barry!

Ghost stories? echoed Reeve. Some of em aint fairy tales, Sliver.

Jest name one that aint!

Well, the way he trailed Jim Silent. Weve all heard of Silent, and Barry — was too good for him.

Bah, sneered Sliver. Too good for Silent? Ye lied readily enough: booze done for Silent long before Barry come along.

That right?

Ill tell a man it is. Mind you, I dont say Barry aint handy with his gun; but hes done a little and the gents have furnished the trimmins. Look here, if Barry is the man-eater they say, why did he pick a time for comin down when the sheriff was out of town?

By God! exclaimed Ronicky. I never thought of that!

Sure you didnt, chuckled Sliver. But this sucker figures that you and Gus and me will be easy pickins. He figures well do what Vic did — hit for the tall pines. Then hell blow around how he ran the four of us out of Alder. Be pleasant comin back to talk like that, eh?

There was a volley of rapid curses from the other two.

Well get this cheap skate, Sliver, suggested Ronicky. Well get this ghost and tie him up and take him back to Alder and make a show of him.

We will, nodded Sliver. Have you figured how?

Lie out here in the bush. Hell hunt around Alder all night and when the mornin comes hell leave and hell come out this way. Well be ready for him where the valleys narrow down there. They say his hoss and his dog is as bad as any two ordinary men. Well, thats three of them and heres three of us. Its an even break, eh?

Ronicky, murmured Sliver, I always knowed you had the brains. Well take this gent and tame him, and run him back to Alder on the end of a rope.

Gus Reeve whooped and waved his hat at the thought.

So the three reached the point where the shadowy walls of the valley narrowed, drew almost together. There they placed the horses in a hollow near the southern cliff, and they returned to take post. There was only one bridle path which wound through the gulch here, and the three concealed themselves behind a thicket of sagebrush to wait.

They laid their plan carefully. Each man was to have his peculiar duty: Gus Reeve, an adept with the rope, would wait until the black stallion was cantering past and then toss his noose and throw the horse. At the same instant, Ronicky Joe would shoot the wolf-dog, and Sliver Waldron would perforate Dan Barry while the latter rolled in the dust, unless, indeed, he was pinioned by the fall of his horse, in which case they would have the added glory of taking him alive.

By the time all these details were settled the pale moonlight was shot through with the rose of dawn. Then, rapidly, the mountains lifted into view, range beyond range, all their gullies deep blue and purple, and here and there sharp triangles of snow. There was not a cloud, not a trace of mist, and through the crisp, thin air the vision carried as if through a telescope. They could count the trees on the upper ridges; and that while the floor of the valley was still in shadow. This in turn grew brilliant, and everywhere the sage brush glittered like foliage carved in gray-green quartz.

It was then that they saw Dan Barry, while the dawn was still around them, and before the sun pushed up in the east above the mountains. He came winding down the bridle path with the dawn glittering on the side of Satan, and a dark, swift form spiriting on ahead.

Look at him! muttered Sliver Waldron. The damned wolf is a scout. See him nose around that hummock? Watch him smell behind that bush. The black devil!

Bart, in fact, wove a loose course before his master, running here and there to all points of vantage, as if he knew that danger lurked ahead, but where he came close, with only the narrow passage between the cliffs, he seemed to make up his animal brain that there could be no trouble in so constricted a place, and darted straight ahead.

Theyre ours, whispered Waldron. Steady, boys. Gus, get your rope, get ready!

Gus tossed the noose a little wider, and gathered himself for the throw, but it seemed as if the wolf saw or heard the movement. He stopped suddenly and stood with his head high; behind him the rider checked the black horse; all three waited.

Hes tryin to get the wind, chuckled Waldron, but the wind is agin our faces!

It was only a slight breeze, but it came directly against the lurking three; and moreover the scent of the sage was particularly keen at this time of the day, and quite sufficient to blur the scent of man even in the keen nostrils of Black Bart. Only for a second or so he stood there sniffing the wind, a huge animal, larger than any wolf the three had ever seen; his face wise in a certain bear-like fashion from the three gray marks in the center of his forehead. Now he trotted ahead, and the stallion broke into a gallop behind.

My God, whispered Sliver to Gus, dont spoil that hoss when you daub the rope on him! Look at that action; like runnin water!

They came more rapidly. As if the rider knew that a point of danger was there to be passed, he spoke to his mount, and Satan lengthened into a racing gait that blew the brim of the riders hat straight up. On they came. The wolf- dog darted past. Then as the horse swept by, Gus Reeve rose from behind his bush and the rope darted snakelike from his hand. The forefeet of Satan landed in the noose, and the next instant the back-flung weight of Gus tightened the rope, and Satan shot over upon his side, flinging the master clear of the saddle.

It sent him rolling over and over in the dust, and Sliver Waldron was on his feet with both guns in action, sending bullet after bullet towards the tumbling body. Gus Reeve was running towards the stallion, his rope in action to entangle one of the hindfeet and make sure of his prey; Ronicky Joe had leaped up with a yell and blazed away at Black Bart.

It was no easy mark to strike, for the moment the rope shot out from the hand of Gus, the wolf-dog whirled in his tracks and darted straight for the scene of action. It was that, perhaps, which troubled the aim of Ronicky more than anything else, for wild animals do not whirl in this fashion and run for an assailant. He had expected to find himself plugging away at a flying target in the distance; instead, the black monster was rushing straight for him, silently. Indeed, all that followed was in silence after that first wild Indian yell from Ronicky Joe. His gun barked, but Black Bart was running like a football player down a broken field, swerving here and there with uncanny speed. Again, again, Joe missed, and then flung up his arm toward the flying danger. But Black Bart shot from the ground to make his kill. He could bring down the strongest bull in the herd. What was the arm of a man to him? His snake-like head shot through that futile guard; his teeth cut off the screams of Ronicky Joe. Down they went. The gun flew from the hand of Ronicky; for an instant he struggled with hands and writhing legs, and then the murderous teeth of Bart sank deeper, found the life. The dead body was limp, but Bart, shaking his hold deeper to make sure, glared across to the fallen master.

The third man had died for Grey Molly.

All this had happened in a second, and the body of Barry was still rolling when a gun flashed in his hand, drawn while he tumbled. It spat fire, and Sliver Waldron staggered forward drunkenly, waved both his armed hands as if he were trying to talk by signal, and pitched on his face into the dust.

The fourth man had died for Grey Molly.

No gun was destined for Gus Reeve, however. Black Bart had left the lifeless body of his victim and was darting towards the third man; the master was on his knee, raising his gun for the last shot; but Gus Reeve was blind to all that had happened. He saw only the black stallion, the matchless prize of horseflesh. He tossed a loop in the taut rope to entangle a bind foot, but that slackening of the line gave Satan his instants purchase, and a moment later he was on his feet, whirled, and two iron-hard hoofs crushed the whole framework of the mans chest like an egg-shell. The impact lifted him from his feet, but before that body struck the ground the life was fled from it. The fifth man had died for Grey Molly.


23. BAD NEWS

[image: img19.jpg]

NEWS OF THE Killing at Alder, as they call that nights slaughter to this day in the mountain-desert, traveled swiftly, and lost nothing of bulk and burden on the way; so that two days later, when Lee Haines went down for mail to the wretched little village in the valley, he heard the store-keeper retailing the story to an awe-stricken group. How the tale had crossed all the wild mountains which lay between in so brief a space no man could say, but first there ran a whisper and then a stir, and then half a dozen men came in at once, each with an elaboration of the theme more horrible than the last. The store-keeper culled the choicest fragments from every version, strung them together with a narrative of his own fertile invention, polished off the tale by a few rehearsals in his home, and then placed his product on the open market. The very first day he kept the store-room well filled from dawn until dark.

And this was the creation to which Lee Haines had to listen, impatient, sifting the chaff from the grains of truth. Down upon Alder, exactly at midnight, had ridden a cavalcade headed by that notorious, half-legendary man- slayer, Dan Barry — Whistling Dan. While his crew of two-score hardened ruffians held the doors and the windows with leveled rifles, Barry had entered with a gun and a wolf — a wild wolf, and had butchered ten men, wantonly. To add to the mystery, there was no motive of robbery for the crime. One sweeping visitation of death, and then the night-riders had rushed away. Nor was this all, for Sheriff Pete Glass, hearing of the tragedy, had ridden to Rickett, the county seat, and from this strategic point of vantage he was sending out a call for the most practised fighters on the mountain-desert. He wanted twenty men proved beyond the shadow of question for courage, endurance, speed, and surety in action.

And, concluded the store-keeper, fixing his eye upon Lee Haines, if you want a long ride free of charge, and ten bucks a day with chow thrown in — some of you gents ought to go to Rickett and chin with Pete.

Haines waited to hear no more. He even forgot to ask for the Barry mail, swung into his saddle, and rode with red spurs back to the cabin in the mountains. There he drew Buck Daniels aside, and they walked among the rocks while Haines told his story. When it was ended they sat on adjoining boulders and chucked pebbles aimlessly into the emptiness beyond the cliff.

Maybe, said Buck suddenly, it wasnt Dan at all. He sure wouldnt be ridin with no crowd of gents like that.

A fool like that store-keeper could make a crowd of Indians out of one papoose, answered Haines. It was Dan. Who else would be traipsing around with a dog that looks like a wolf — and hunts men?

I remember when Dan cornered Jim Silent in that cabin, and all Jims gang was with him. Black Bart—

Buck, cut in Haines, youve remembered plenty.

After a moment: When are you going in to break the news to Kate?

Buck Daniels regarded him with angry astonishment.

Me? he cried. Id sooner cut my tongue out! He drew a great breath. I feel like — like Dan was dead!

The best thing for Kate if he were.

Thats a queer thing to say, Lee. The meat would be rotted off your bones six years ago in Elkhead if it hadnt been for Whistlin Dan.

I know it, Buck. But Ill tell you straight that I could never feel towards Dan as if he were a human being, but a wolf in the hide of a man. He turned my blood cold; he always has.

Buck Daniels groaned aloud as thoughts poured back on him.

Of all the pals that ever a man had, he said sadly, there never was a partner like Whistlin Dan. There was never another gent that would go through hell for you jest because youd eaten meat with him. The first time I met him I tried to double-cross him, because I had my orders from Silent. And Dan played clean with me — by God, he shook hands with me when he left.

He straightened a little.

So help me God, Lee, Ive never done a crooked thing more since I shook hands with Dan that day. He sat silent, but breathing hard. Well, this is the end of Whistlin Dan. The law will never let up on him now; but I tell you, Haines, Im sick inside and Id give my right hand plumb to the wrist to set him straight and bring him back to Kate. Go in and tell her, Lee. I — Ill wait for you here.

Youll be damned, cried Haines. Ive done my share by bringing the word this far. You can relay it.

Buck Daniels produced a silver dollar.

Heads or tails?

Heads! said Haines.

The dollar spun upwards, winking, and clanked on the rocks, tails up. Haines stared at it with a grisly face.

Good God, he muttered, whatll I do, Buck, if she faints?

Faints? echoed Daniels, theres no fear of that! The first thing youll have to do is to saddle her horse.

Now, what in hell are you driving at?

Shell be thinkin of Joan. God knows she worried enough because Dan hasnt brought the kid back before this, but when she hears what hes done now, shell know that hes wild for keeps and shell be on the trail to bring the youngun home.

He turned his back cleanly on the house and set his shoulders tense.

Go on, Lee. Be a man.

He heard the steps of Haines start briskly enough for the house, but they trailed away, slowly and more slowly, and finally there was a long pause.

Hes standing at the door, muttered Buck. Thank God I aint in his boots.

He jerked out his papers and tobacco, but in the very act of twisting the cigarette tight the door slammed and he ripped the flimsy thing in two. He started to take another paper, but his fingers were so unsteady that he could not pull away the single sheet of tissue which he wanted. Then his hands froze in place.

A faint tapping came out to him.

He — hes rapping on her door, whispered Buck, and remained fixed in place, his eyes staring straight before him.

The seconds slipped away.

Hes turned yaller, murmured Buck. He couldnt do it. Itll be up to me!

But he had hardly spoken the words when a low cry came out to him from the house. Then the silence again, but Buck Daniels began to mop his forehead.

After that, once, twice, and again he made the effort to turn towards the house, but when he finally succeeded it was whole minutes later, and Lee Haines was leading a saddled horse from the coral. Kate stood beside the cabin, waiting.

When he reached her, she was already mounted. He halted beside her, panting, his hand on her bridle.

Dont do it, Kate! he pleaded. Lemme go with you. Lemme go and try to help.

The brisk wind up the gulch set her clothes fluttering, stirred the hair about the rim of her hat, and she seemed to Buck more gracefully, more beautifully young than he had ever seen her; but her face was like stone.

Youd be no help, she answered. When I get to the place I may have to meet him! Would you face him, Buck?

His hand fell away from the bridle. It was not so much what she said as the cold, steady voice with which she spoke that unnerved him. Then, without a farewell, she turned the brown horse around and struck across the meadow at a swift gallop. Buck turned to meet the sick face of Haines.

Well? he said.

Let me have that flask.

Buck produced a metal life-saver, and Haines with nervous hands unscrewed the top and lifted it to his lips. He lowered it after a long moment and stood bracing himself against the wall.

It was hell, Buck. God help me if I ever have to go through a thing like that again.

I see what you done, said Buck angrily. You walked right in and took your story in both hands and knocked her down with it. Haines, of all the ornery, thick-headed cayuses I ever see, youre the most out-beatinest!

I couldnt help it.

Why not?

When I went in she took one look at me and then jumped up and stood as straight as a pine tree.

Lee, she said, what have you heard?

About what? I asked her, and I looked sort of indifferent.

Dan! snorted Buck. She could see death an hell written all over your face, most like.

I suppose, muttered Haines, I — I was sick!

Tell me! she said, coming close up.

Hes gone wild again, was all I could put my tongue to.

Then I blurted it out. I had to get rid of the damned story some way, and the quickest way seemed the best — how Dan rode into Alder and did the killing.

When I got to that she gave one cry.

I know, said Buck, shuddering. Like something dying.

Then she asked me to saddle her horse. I begged her to let me go with her, and she said to me what she just now said to you. And so I stayed. What good could we do against that devil?


24. THE MUSIC
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TO THE LAST ravine Kates horse carried her easily enough, but that mountain pass was impenetrable through all its length to anything except the uncanny agility of Satan, and so she left the cow-pony in the bottom of the gorge and climbed the last rise on foot.

On the mountainside above her, it was not easy to locate the cave, for the slope was clawed into ravines and confused with meaningless criss-cross gulches. Whatever scrub evergreens grew there stood under the shade of boulders which threatened each instant to topple over and go thundering to the base. She had come upon the cave by chance in her ride with Dan, and now she hunted vainly through the great stones for the entrance. A fresh wind, chill with the snows of the upper peaks, pulled and tugged at her and cut her face and hands with flying bits of sand. It kept up a whistling so insistent that it was some time before she recognized in the hum of the gale a different note, not of pleasant music, but a thin, shrill sound that blended with the voice of the wind.

The instant she heard it she stopped short on the lee side of a tall rock and looked about her in terror. The mountains walked away on every side, and those resolute masses gave her courage. She listened, for the big rock cut away the breath of the wind about her ears and she could make out the whistling more clearly. It was a strain as delicate as a pin point ray of light in a dark room, but it made Kate tremble.

Until the sound ended she stayed there by the rock, hearkening, but the moment it ceased she gathered her resolution with a great effort and went straight toward the source of the whistling. It was only a moment away, although the wind had made it seem much farther, and she came on the tall, narrow opening with Joan sitting on a rock just within. Instead of the blue cloak, she was wrapped in a tawny hide, and the yellow hair blew this way and that, unsheltered from the wind. The loneliness of the little figure made Kates heart ache, made her pause on her way, and while she hesitated, Joans head rested back against the rock, her eyes half closed, her lips pursed, she began to whistle that same keen, eerie music.

It brought Kate to her in a rush.

Oh Joan! she cried. My baby!

And she would have swept the child into her arms, but Joan slipped out from under her very fingers and stood a little distance off with her hands pressed against the wall on either side of her, ready to dart one way or the other. It was not sudden terror, but rather a resolute determination to struggle against capture to the end, and her blue eyes were blazing with excitement. Kate was on her knees with her arms held out.

Joan, dear, have you forgotten munner?

The wildness flickered away from the eyes of the child little by little.

Munner? she repeated dubiously.

No shout of welcome, no sudden rush, no arms to fling about her mother. But if her throat was dry and closed Kate allowed no sign of it to creep into her voice.

Wheres Daddy Dan?

Hes gone away.

Where?

Oh — over there!

The mother rose slowly to her feet, and looked out across the mountains as if in search of aid. For her mind had harked back to that story her father used to tell of the coming of Dan Barry; how he had ridden across the hills one evening and saw, walking against the sunset, a tattered boy who whistled strangely as he went, and when old Joe Cumberland asked where he was going he had only waved a vague hand toward the north and answered, Oh — over there. It was sufficient destination for him, it was sufficient explanation now for the child. She remembered how she, herself a child then, had sat at her fathers table and watched the brown face of the strange boy with fascination, and the wild, quick eyes which went everywhere and rested in no one place. They were the eyes which looked up to her now from Joans face, and she felt suddenly divorced from her baby, as if all the blood in Joan were the blood of her father.

He left you here alone? she murmured.

The child looked at her with a sort of curious amazement.

Joan isnt alone.

She whistled softly, and around the corner of the rock peered two tiny, beady-bright eyes, and the sharp nose of a coyote puppy. It disappeared at once at the sight of the stranger, and now all the strength went from Kate. She slipped helplessly down, and sat on a boulder trying to think, trying to master the panic which chilled her; for she thought of the day when Whistling Dan brought home to the Cumberland Ranch the wounded wolf-dog, Black Bart. But the call of Joan had traveled far, and now a squirrel came in at a gallop with his vast tail bobbing behind him, and ran right up the rock until he was on the shoulder of the child. From this point of vantage, however, he saw Kate, and was instantly on the floor of the cave and scurrying for the entrance, chattering with rage.

The wild things came to Joan as they came to her father, and the eyes of the child were the eyes of Dan Barry. It came home to Kate and she saw the truth for the first time in her life. She had struggled to win him away from his former life, but now she knew that it was not habit which controlled him, for he was wild by instinct, by nature. Just as the tang of his untamed blood had turned the child to this; and a few days more of life with him would leave her wild forever.

He left you alone here! she repeated fiercely. Where a thousand things might happen. Thank God Ive found you.

Even if her words conveyed little meaning to Joan, the intonation carried a message which was perfectly clear.

Dont you like Daddy Dan?

Joan, Joan, I love him! Of course.

But Joan sat with a dubious eye which quickly darkened into fear.

Oh, Munner, dont take us back!

Such horror and terror and sadness mixed! The tears rushed into the eyes of Kate.

Do you want to stay here, sweetheart?

Yes, munner.

Without me?

At first Joan shook her head decidedly, but thereafter she quickly became thoughtful.

No, except when we eat.

You dont want me here at dinner-time? Poor munner will get so hungry.

A great concession was about to burst from the remorseful lips of Joan, but again second thought sobered her. She remained in a quandary, unable to speak.

Dont you want me even when you wake up at night?

Why?

Because youre so afraid of the dark.

Joans not afraid. Oh, no! Joan loves the dark.

If Kate maintained a smile, it was a frozen grimace. It had only been a few days — hardly yesterday — that Joan left, and already she was a little stranger. Suppose Dan should refuse to come back himself; refuse even to give up Joan! She started up, clutching the hand of the child.

Quick, Joan, we must go!

Joan doesnt want to go!

Well go — for a little walk. We — well surprise Daddy Dan.

But Daddy Dan wont come back for long, long time. Not till the sun is away down behind that hill.

That should mean two hours, at least, thought Kate. She could wait a little.

Joan, what taught you not to be afraid of the dark?

This problem made Joan look about for an answer, but at length she called softly: Jackie!

She waited, and then whistled; at once the bright eyes of the little coyote appeared around the edge of the rock.

Come here! she commanded.

He slunk out with his head turned towards Kate and cowered at the feet of the child. And the mother cringed inwardly at the sight; all wild things which hated man instinctively with tooth and claw were the friends, the allies of Whistling Dan, and now Joan was stepping in her fathers path. A little while longer and the last vestige of gentleness would pass from her. She would be like Dan Barry, following calls which no other human could even hear. It meant one thing: at whatever cost, Joan must be taken from Dan and kept Away.

Jackie sleeps near me, Joan was saying. We can see in the dark, cant we, Jackie?

She lifted her head, and the moment her compelling eyes left him, Jackie scooted for shelter. The first strangeness had worn away from Joan and she began to chatter away about life in the cave, and how Satan played there by the firelight with Black Bart, and how, sometimes — wonderful sight! — Daddy Dan played with them. The recital was quite endless, as they pushed farther and farther into the shadows, and it was the uneasiness which the dim light raised in her that made Kate determine that the time had come to go home.

Now, she said, were going for that walk.

Not away down there! cried Joan.

Kate winced.

Its lots nicer here, munner. Youd ought to just see what we have to eat! And my, Daddy Dan knows how to fix things.

Of course he does. Now put on your hat and your cloak, Joan.

This is lots warmer, munner.

Dont you like it? she added in alarm, stroking the delicate fur.

Take it off!

Kate ripped away the fastenings and tossed the skin far away.

Oh! breathed Joan.

It isnt clean! It isnt clean, cried Kate. Oh, my poor, darling baby! Get your bonnet and your cloak, Joan, quickly.

Were coming back?

Of course.

Joan trudged obediently to the side of the cave and produced both articles, sadly rumpled, and Kate buttoned her into them with trembling fingers. Something akin to cold made her shake now. It was very much like a childs fear of the dark.

But as she turned towards the entrance to the cave and caught the hand of Joan, the child wrenched herself free.

Well never come back, she wailed. Munner, I wont go!

Joan, come to me this instant.

Grief and fear and defiance had set the child trembling, but what the mother saw was the glint of the eyes, uneasy, hunting escape with animal cunning. It turned her heart cold, and she knew, with a sad, full knowledge that Dan was lost forever and that only one power could save Joan. That power was herself.

I wont go!

Joan!

A resolute silence answered her, and when she went threateningly forward, Joan shrank into the shadows near the rock. It was the play of light striking slantwise from the entrance, no doubt, but it seemed to Kate that a flicker of yellow light danced across the eyes of the child. And it stopped Kate took her breath with a new terror. Dan Barry, in the old days, had lived a life as quiet as a summers day until the time Jim Silent struck him down in the saloon; and she remembered how Black Bart had come for her and led her to the saloon, and how she found Dan lying on the floor, streaked with blood, very pale; and how she had kneeled by him in a panic, and how his eyes had opened and stared at her without answer and the yellow, inhuman light swirled in them until she rose and backed out the door and fled in a hysteria of fear up the road. That had been the beginning of the end for Dan Barry, that instant when his eyes changed; and now Joan — she ran at her swiftly and gathered her into her arms. One instant of wild struggling, and then the child lay still, her head straightened a little, a shrill whistle pealed through the cave.

Kate stopped that piercing call with her hand, but when she turned, she saw in the entrance the dark body of Bart and his narrow, snake-like head.


25. THE BATTLE
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ITS DAN, WHISPERED Kate. Hes come.

Maybe Daddy Dan sent Bart back alone, munner.

Does he do that often? Come quickly, Joan. Run!

She ran towards the entrance, stumbling over the uneven ground and dragging Joan behind her, but when they came close the wolf-dog bristled and sent down the cavern a low growl that stopped them like an invisible barrier. The softest sounds in his register were ominous warnings to those who did not know Black Bart, but Kate and Joan understood that this muttering, harsh thunder was an ultimatum. If she had worn her revolver, a light, beautifully mounted thirty-two which Dan had given her, Kate would have shot the wolf and gone on across his body; for she had learned from Whistling Dan to shoot quickly as one points a finger and straight by instinct. Even as she stood there barehanded she looked about her desperately for a weapon, seeing the daylight and the promise of escape beyond and only this dumb beast between her and freedom.

Once before, many a year before, she had gone like this, with empty hands, and subdued Black Bart simply through the power of quiet courage and the human eye. She determined to try again.

Stand there quietly, Joan. Dont move until I tell you.

She made a firm step towards Bart.

Manner, hell bite!

Hush, Joan. Dont speak!

At her forward movement the wolf-dog flattened his belly to the rock, and she saw his forepaws, large, almost, as the hands of a man, dig and work for a purchase from which he could throw himself at her throat.

Steady, Bart!

His silence was more terrible than a snarl; yet she stretched out her hand and made another step. It brought a sharp tensing of the body of Bart — the fur stood up about his throat like the mane of a lion, and his eyes were a devilish green. Another instant she kept her place, and then she remembered the story of Haines — how Bart had gone with his master to that killing at Alder. If he had killed once, he would kill again; wild as he had been on that other time when she quelled him, he had never before been like this. The courage melted out of her; she forgot the pleasant day outside; she saw only those blazing eyes and shrank back towards the center of the cave. The muscles of the wolf relaxed visibly, and not till that moment did she realize how close she had been to the crisis.

Bad Bart! cried Joan, running in between. Bad, bad dog!

Stop, Joan! Dont go near him!

But Joan was already almost to Bart. When Kate would have run to snatch the child away that deep, rattling growl stopped her again, and now she saw that Joan ran not the slightest danger. She stood beside the huge beast with her tiny fist raised.

Ill tell Daddy Dan on you, she shrilled.

Black Bart made a furtive, cringing movement towards the child, but instantly stiffened again and sent his warning down the cave to Kate. Then a shadow fell across the entrance and Dan stood there with Satan walking behind. His glance ran from the bristling body of Bart to Kate, shrinking among the shadows, and lingered without a spark of recognition.

Satan, he ordered, go on in to your place.

The black stallion glided past the master and came on until he saw Kate. He stopped, snorting, and then circled her with his head suspiciously high, and ears back until he reached the place where his saddle was usually hung. There he waited, and Kate felt the eyes of the horse, the wolf, the man, and even Joan, curiously upon her. Evenin, nodded Dan, might you have come up for supper? That was all. Not a step towards her, not a smile, not a greeting, and between them stood Joan, her hands clasped idly before her while she looked from face to face, trying to understand. All the pangs of heart which come to woman between girlhood and old age went burningly through Kate in that breathing space, and afterwards she was cold, and saw herself and all the others clearly.

I havent come for supper. Ive come to bring you back, Dan.

Not that she had the slightest hope that he would come, but she watched him curiously, almost as if he were a stranger, to see how he would answer.

Come back? he echoed. To the cabin?

Where else?

It aint happy there. He started. You come up here with us, Kate.

And raise Joan like a young animal in a cave?

He looked at her with wonder, and then at the child.

Aint you happy, Joan, up here?

Oh, Daddy Dan, Joans so happy!

You see, he said to Kate, shes terribly happy.

It was his utter simplicity which convinced her that arguments and pleas would be perfectly useless. Just behind the cool command which she kept over herself now was hysteria. She knew that if she relaxed her purposefulness for an instant the love for him would rush over her, weaken her. She kept her mind clear and steady with a great effort which was like divorcing herself from herself. When she spoke, there was another being which stood aside listening in wonder to the words.

Youve chosen this life, Dan, I wont blame you for leaving me this time any more than I blamed you the other times. I suppose it isnt you. Its the same impulse, after all, that took you south after — after the wild geese. She stopped, almost broken down by the memory, and then recalled herself sternly. Its the same thing that led you away after MacStrann through the storm. But whether its a weakness in you, or the force of something outside your control, I see this thing clearly; we cant go on. This is the end.

He seemed troubled, vaguely, as a dog is anxious when it sees a child weep and cannot make out the reason.

Oh, Dan, she burst out, I love you more than ever! If it were I alone, Id follow you to the end of the world, and live as you live, and do as you do. But its Joan. She has to be raised as a child should be raised. She isnt going to live with — with wild horses and wolves all her life. And if she stays on here, dont you see that the same thing which is a curse in you will grow strong and be a curse in her? Dont you see it growing? Its in her eyes! Her step is too light. Shes lost her fear of the dark. Shes drifting back into wildness. Dan, she has to go with me back to the cabin!

At that she saw him start again, and his hand went out with a swift, subtle gesture towards Joan.

Let me have her! I have to have her! Shes mine! Then more gently: You can come to see her whenever you will. And, finally pray God you will come and stay with us always.

He had stepped to Joan while she spoke, and his hands made a quick movement of cherishing about her golden head, without touching it. For the first and the last time in her life, she saw something akin to fear in his eyes.

Kate, I cant come back. I got things to do — out here!

Then let me take her.

She watched the wavering in him.

Things would be kind of empty if she was gone, Kate.

Why? she asked bitterly. You say you have your work to do — out here?

He considered this gravely.

I dunno. Except that I sort of need her.

She knew from of old that such questions only puzzled him, and soon he would cast away the attempt to decide, and act. Action was his sphere. There was only one matter in which he was unfailingly, relentlessly the same, and that was justice. To that sense in him she would make her last appeal.

Dan, I cant take her. I only ask you to see that Im right. She belongs to me, I bought her with pain.

It was a staggering blow to Whistling Dan. He took off his sombrero and passed his hand slowly across his forehead, then looked at her with a dumb appeal.

I only want you to do the thing you think is square, Dan.

Once more he winced.

Then, slowly: Im tryin to be square. Tryin hard. I know you got a claim in her. But it seems like I have, too. Shes like a part of me, mostly. When shes happy, I feel like smilin sort of. When she cries it hurts me sos I cant hardly stand it.

He paused, looking wistfully from the staring child to Kate.

He said with sudden illumination: Let her do the judgin! You ask her to go to you, and Ill ask her to come to me. Aint that square?

For a moment Kate hesitated, but as she looked at Joan it seemed to her that when she stretched out her arms to her baby nothing in the world could keep them apart.

Its fair, she answered. Dan dropped to one knee.

Joan, you got to make up your mind. If you want to stay with, with Satan — speak up, Satan!

The stallion whinnied softly, and Joan smiled.

With Satan and Black Bart — the wolf-dog had glided near, and now stood watching— and with Daddy Dan, you just come to me. But if you want to go to — to Munner, you just go. On his face the struggle showed — the struggle to be perfectly just. If you stay here, maybe itll be cold, sometimes when the wind blows, and maybe itll be hard other ways. And if you go to munner, she always be takin care of you, and no harmll ever come to you and youll sleep soft between sheets, and if you wake up in the night shell be there to talk to you. And youll have pretty little dresses with all kinds of colors on em, most like. Joan, do you want to go to munner, or stay here with me?

Perhaps the speech was rather long for Joan to follow, but the conclusion was plain enough; and there was Kate, she also upon one knee and her arms stretched out.

Joan, my baby, my darling!

Munner! whispered the child and ran towards her.

A growl came up in the throat of Black Bart and then sank away into a whine; Joan stopped short, and turned her head.

Joan! cried Kate.

Anguish made her voice loud, and from the loudness Joan shrank, for there was never a harsh sound in the cave except the growl of Bart warning away danger. She turned quite around and there stood Daddy Dan, perfectly erect, quite indifferent, to all seeming, as to her choice. She went to him with a rush and caught at his hands.

Oh, Daddy Dan, I dont want to go. Dont you want Joan?

He laid a hand upon her head, and she felt the tremor of his fingers; the wolf-dog lay down at her feet and looked up in her face; Satan, from the shadows beyond, whinnied again.

After that there was not a word spoken, for Kate looked at the picture of the three, saw the pity in the eyes of Whistling Dan, saw the wonder in the eyes of Joan, saw the truth of all she had lost. She turned towards the entrance and went out, her head bowed, stumbling over the pebbles.


26. THE TEST
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THE MOST THAT could be said of Rickett was that it had a courthouse and plenty of quiet so perfect that the minds of the office holders could turn and turn and hear no sound saving their own turning. There were, of course, more buildings than the courthouse, but not so many that they could not be grouped conveniently along one street. The hush which rested over Rickett was never broken except in the periods immediately after the spring and fall round-ups when the saloons and gaming tables were suddenly flooded with business. Otherwise it was a rare event indeed which injected excitement into the village.

Such an event was the gathering of Sheriff Pete Glass posse.

There had been other occasions when Pete and officers before his time had combed the county to get the cream of the fighting men, but the gathering of the new posse became different in many ways. In the first place the call for members was not confined to the county, for though it stretched as large as many a minor European kingdom, it had not the population of a respectable manufacturing town, and Pete Glass went far beyond its bounds to get his trailers. Everywhere he had the posters set up and on the posters appeared the bait. The state began the game with a reward of three thousand dollars; the county plastered two thousand dollars on top of that to make it an even five: then the town of Alder dug into its deep pockets and produced twenty-five hundred, while disinterested parties added contributions which swelled the total to a round ten thousand. Ten thousand dollars reward for the man described below, dead or alive. Ten thousand dollars which might be earned by the investment of a single bullet and the pressure on trigger; and above this the fame which such a deed would bring — no wonder that the mountain- desert hummed through all its peaks and plains, and stirred to life. Moreover, the news had gone abroad, the tale of the Killing of Alder and everything that went before. It went West; it appeared in newspapers; it cropped up at firesides; it gave a spark of terror to a myriad conversations; and every one in Rickett felt that the eye of the nation was upon it; every one in Rickett dreamed nightly of the man described: Daniel Barry, called Whistling Dan, about five feet nine or ten, slender, black hair, brown eyes, age about thirty years.

Secretly, Rickett felt perfectly convinced that Sheriff Pete Glass alone could handle this fellow and trim his claws for they knew how many a bad man had built a reputation high as Babel and baffled posses and murdered right and left, until the little dusty man on the little dusty roan went out alone and came back alone, and another fierce name went from history into legend. However, there were doubters, since this affair had new earmarks. It had been buzzed abroad that Whistling Dan was not only the hunted, but also the hunter, and that he had pledged himself to strike down all the seven who first took his trail. Five of these were already gone; two remained, and of these two one was Vic Gregg, no despicable fighter himself, and the other was no less than the invincible little sheriff himself. To imagine the sheriff beaten in the speed of his draw or the accuracy of his shot was to imagine the First Cause, Infinity, or whatever else is inconceivable; nevertheless, there were such possibilities as bullets fired at night through the window, and attacks from the rear. So Rickett waited, and held its breath and kept his eyes rather more behind than in front.

In the meantime, there was no lack of amusement, for from the four corners, blown by the four winds, men rode out of the mountain-desert and drifted into Rickett to seek for a place on that posse. Twenty men, that was the goal the sheriff had set. Twenty men trained to a hair. Beside the courthouse was a shooting gallery not overmuch used except during the two annual seasons of prosperity and reckless spending, and Pete Glass secured this place to test out applicants. After, they passed this trial they were mustered into his presence, and he gave them an examination for himself. Just what he asked them or what he could never be known, but some men came from his presence very red, and others extremely pale, and some men blustered, and some men swore, and some men rode hastily out of town and spoke not a word, but few, very few, were those who came out wearing a little badge on their vest with the pride of a Knight of the Garter. At first the hordes rode in, young and old, youths keen for a taste of adventure, rusty fellows who had once been noted warriors; but these early levies soon discovered that courage and willingness was not so much valued as accuracy, and the old-timers learned, also, that accuracy must be accompanied by speed; and even when a man possessed both these qualities of hand and eye the gentle, inscrutable little man in his office might still reject them for reasons they could not guess.

This one thing was certain: the next time Pete Glass ran for office he would be beaten even by a greaser. He made enemies at the rate of a hundred a day during that period of selection.

Still the twenty was not recruited to the full. Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen were gathered into the fold, but still five men were lacking to complete the toll. Most men would have started their man-hunt with that formidable force, but Pete Glass was methodical. In his own heart of hearts he would have given his hope of heaven to meet Barry face to face and hand to hand, and see which was the better man, but Pete Glass owed a duty to his state before he owed a duty to himself. He stuck by his first plan. And every day the inhabitants of Rickett gathered at the shooting gallery to watch the tests and wonder at the successes and smile at the failures.

It was a very hard test which the sheriff had imposed. A man stood to one side of the iron-plate back wall which served as the target. He stood entirely out of sight and through an aperture in the side wall, at a signal, he tossed a round ball of clay, painted white. The marksman stood a good ten paces off, and he must strike that clay ball as it passed across the target. The balls were so small that even to strike them when they were stationary was a difficult task, and to hit them in motion was enough to task the quickest eye and the cunningest hand.

It was old Pop Giersberg who stood with his ancient forty-five behind the counter, with his feet braced, on this bright morning, and behind him half of Rickett was gathered.

Dyou give me warnin, son? he inquired of the man at the counter.

Nary a warnin, grinned the other, who was one of the chosen fifteen.

He wished Pop well. So did they all, but they had seen every man fail for two days at that target and one and all they had their doubts. Pop had been a formidable man in his day, but now his hand was stiff and his hair gray. He was at least twenty years older than he felt.

He had hardly finished asking his question when a white ball was tossed across the target. Up came the gun of Pop Giersberg, exploded, and the bullet clanged on the iron; the white ball floated idly on across the wall and disappeared on the other side.

Gimme another chance! pleaded Pop, with a quaver in his voice. That was just a try to get my eye in shape.

Sure, chuckled the deputy. Everybody gets three tries. It aint hardly nacheral to hit that ball the first crack. Leastways, nobody aint done it yet. You jest keep your eye peeled, Pop, and that ball will come out agin.

And Pop literally kept his eye peeled.

He had double reason to pray for success, for his old woman had smiled and shook her head when he allowed that he would try out for a place on that posse. All his nerves grew taut and keen. He waited.

Once more the white streak appeared and surely he who threw the ball had every wish to see Pop succeed, for he tossed it high and easily. Again the gun barked from Giersbergs hand, and again the ball dropped almost slowly out of sight.

Its a trick! gasped Pop. Its something damned queer.

Theys a considerable pile of gents, that think the same way you do, admitted the deputy sheriff, dryly.

Pop glared at him and gritted his teeth.

Lead the damn thing on agin, he said, and muttered the rest of his sentence to himself. He jerked his hat lower over his eyes, spread his feet a little more, and got ready for the last desperate chance.

But fate was against Pop. Twenty years before he might have struck that mark if he had been in top condition, but today, though he put his very soul into the effort, and though the ball for the third time was lobbed with the utmost gentleness through the air, his bullet banged vainly against the sheet of iron and the white, inoffensive ball continued on its way.

Words came in the throat of Pop, reached his opened mouth, and died there. He thrust the gun back into its holster, and turned slowly toward the crowd. There was no smile to meet his challenging eye, for Pop was a known man, and though he might have failed to strike this elusive mark that was no sign that he would fail to hit something six feet in height by a couple in breadth. When he found that no mockery awaited him, a sheepish smile began at his eyes and wandered dimly to his lips.

Well, gents, he muttered, I guess I aint as young as I was once. Slong!

He shouldered his way to the door and was gone.

Thats about all, friends, said the deputy crisply. I guess there aint any more clamorins for a place today?

He swept the crowd with a complacent eye.

If you got no objection, murmured a newcomer, who had just slipped into the room, Id sort of like to take a shot at that.


27. THE SIXTH MAN
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IT CAUSED A quick turning of heads.

I dont want to put you out none, said the applicant gently. His voice was extremely gentle, and there was about him all the shrinking aloofness of the naturally timid. The deputy looked him over with quiet amusement — slender fellow with the gentlest brown eyes — and then with a quick side glance invited the crowd to get in on the joke.

You aint puttin me out, he assured the other. Not if you pay for your own ammunition.

Oh, yes, answered the would-be man-hunter, I reckon I could afford that.

He was so serious about it that the crowd murmured its amusement instead of bursting into loud laughter. If the man was a fool, at least he was not aggressive in his folly. They gave way and he walked slowly towards the counter and stepped into the little open space beside the master of ceremonies. Very obviously he was ill at ease to find himself the center of so much attention.

I spose you been practicin up on tin-cans? suggested the deputy, leaning on the counter.

Sometimes I hit things and sometimes I dont, answered the stranger.

Well, and this was put more crisply as the deputy brought out a large pad of paper, jest gimme your name, partner.

Joe Cumber. He grew still more ill at ease. I hear that even if you hit the mark you got to talk to the sheriff himself afterwards?

Yep.

The applicant sighed.

Why dyou ask?

I aint much on words.

But hell with your gun, eh? The deputy sheriff grinned again, but when the other turned his head toward him, his smile went out, suddenly while the wrinkle of mirth still lay in his cheek. The deputy stroked his chin and looked thoughtful.

Get your gun ready, he ordered.

The other slipped his hand down to his gun-butt and moved his weapon to make sure that it was perfectly loose in the leather.

Aint you goin to take your gun out? queried the deputy.

Can I do that?

I reckon not, said the deputy, and looked the stranger straight in the eyes.

His change to deadly earnestness put a hush over the crowd.

Across the target, not tossed easily as it had been for Pop Giersberg, but literally thrown, darted the line of white, while the gun flipped out of its holster as if it possessed life of its own and spoke. The white line ended half way to the farther side of the target, and the revolver slid again into hiding.

A clamor of amazement broke from the crowd, but the deputy looked steadily, without enthusiasm, at the stranger.

Joe Cumber, he said, when the noise fell away a little, I guess youll see the sheriff. Harry, take Joe Cumber up to Pete, will you?

One of the bystanders jumped at the suggestion and led the other from the room, with a full half of the crowd following. The deputy remained behind, thoughtful.

Whats the matter? asked one of the spectators. You look like youd seen a ghost.

Gents, answered the deputy, do any of you recollect seein this feller before?

They did not.

Theys something queer about him, muttered the deputy.

He may be word-shy, proffered a wit, but he sure aint gun-shy!

When he looked at me, said the deputy, more to himself than to the others, it seemed to me like they was a swirl of yaller come into his eyes. Made me feel like some one had sneaked up behind me with a knife.

In his thoughtfulness his eyes wandered, and wandering, they fell upon the notice of the reward for the capture, dead or alive, of Daniel Barry, about five feet nine or ten, slender, with black hair and brown eyes.

My God! cried the deputy.

But then he relaxed against the counter.

It aint possible, he murmured.

What aint possible?

However, Im goin to go and hang around. Gents, I got a crazy idea.

He had no sooner started toward the door than he seemed to gain surety out of the motion.

Its him! he cried. He turned toward the others, white of face. Come on, all of you! Its him! Barry!

But in the meantime Harry had gone on swiftly to the office of the sheriff with Joe Cumber. Behind him swirled the curious crowd and for their benefit he asked his questions loudly.

Partner, that was sure a pretty play you made. Ive seen em all try out to crack them balls, but I never seen none do it the way you did — with your gun in the leather at the start. What part of the country might you be from?

The other answered gently: Why, from over yonder.

The T O outfit, eh?

Beyond that.

Up in the Gray Mountains? That so! I spose you been on trails like this before?

Nothin to talk about.

There might have been a double meaning in this remark, and Harry looked twice to make sure that there was no guile.

Well, here we are. He threw open a door which revealed a bald-headed clerk seated at a desk in a little bare room. Billy, heres a gent that cracked it the first whack and started his gun from the leather, by God. He—

Jest kindly close the door, Harry, said Billy. Step in, partner. Gimme your name?

The door closed on the discomfited Harry, and Joe Cumber stood close to it, apparently driven to shrinking into the wall in his embarrassment, but while he stood there his hand fumbled behind him and turned the key in the lock, and then extracted it.

My names Joe Cumber.

Joe Cumber, — this while inscribing it.

Age?

About thirty-two, maybe.

Dont you know?

I dont exactly.

His eyes were as vague as his words, gentle, and smiling.

Thirty-two? said Billy sharply. You look more like twenty-five to me. Spose we split the difference, eh?

And with a grin he wrote: Age twenty-two or three.

Business?

Trapper.

Good! The sheriff is pretty keen for em. You gents in that game got a sort of nose for the trail, mostly. All right, Cumber, youll see Glass.

He stood at the door.

By the way, Cumber, is that straight about startin your shot with your gun in the holster?

I spose it is.

You spose? grunted the clerk. Well, come on in.

He banged once on the door and then threw it open. Joe Cumber, Pete. And he drilled the ball startin his gun out of the leather. Heres his card.

He closed the door, and once more the stranger stood almost cringing against it, and once more his fingers deftly turned the key — softly, silently — and extracted it from the lock.

The sheriff had not looked up from the study of the card, for reading was more difficult to him than man-killing, and Joe Cumber had an opportunity to examine the room. It was hung with a score of pictures. Some large, some small, but most of them enlargements, it was apparent of kodak snapshots, for the eyes had that bleary look which comes in photographs spread over ten times their intended space. The faces had little more than bleary eyes in common, for there were bearded men, and smooth-shaven faces, and lean and fat men; there were round, cherubic countenances, and lean, hungry heads; there were squared, protruding chins, and there were chins which sloped away awkwardly toward the neck; in fact it seemed that the sheriff had collected twenty specimens to represent every phase of weakness and strength in the human physiognomy. But beneath the pictures, almost without exception, there hung weapons: rifles, revolvers, knives, placed criss-cross in a decorative manner, and it came to Joe Cumber that he was looking at the galaxy of the dead who had fallen by the hand of Sheriff Pete Glass. Not a face meant anything to him but be knew, instinctively, that they were the chosen bad men of the past twenty years.

So youre Joe Cumber?

The sheriff turned in his swivel chair and tossed his cigarette butt through the open window.

What can I do for you?

I got an idea, sheriff, that maybe youd sort of like to have my picture.

The sheriff looked up from his study of the card, and having looked up his eyes remained riveted. The other no longer cringed with embarrassment, but every line of his body breathed a great happiness. He was like one who has been riding joyously, with a sharp wind in his face.

There was a distant rushing of feet, a pounding on the door of the next room.

Whats that? muttered the sheriff, his attention called away.

They want me.

Wait a minute, called the voice of Billy without.

Ill open the door. By God, its locked!

They want me — five feet nine or ten, slender, black hair and brown eyes—

Barry!

Glass, Ive come for you.

And Im ready. And Ill say this — he was standing, now, and his nervous hands were at his sides— I been hungerin and hopin for this time to come. Barry, before you die, I want to thank you!

Youve followed me like a skunk, said Barry, from the time you killed a hoss that had never done no harm to you. You got on my trail when I was livin peaceable.

There was a tremendous beating on the outer door of the other room, but Barry went on: You took a gent that was livin straight and you made a sneak and a crook out of him and sent him to double-cross me. You aint worth livin. Youve spent your life huntin men, and now youre at the end of your trail. Think it over. Youre ready to kill agin, but are you ready to die?

The little dusty man grew dustier still. His mouth worked.

Damn you, he whispered, and went for his gun.

It was out, his finger on the trigger, the barrel whipping into line, when the weapon in Barrys hand exploded. The sheriff spun on his heel and fell on his face. Three times, as he lay there, dead in all except the instinctive movement of his muscles, his right hand clawed at the empty holster at his side. The sixth man had died for Grey Molly.

The outer door of Billys room crashed to the floor, and heavy feet thundered nearer. Barry ran to the window and whistled once, very high and thin. It brought a black horse racing around a corner nearby; it brought a wolf- dog from an opposite direction, and as they drew up beneath the window, he slid out and dropped lightly, catlike, to the ground. One leap brought him to the saddle, and Satan stretched out along the street.


28. THE BLOOD OF THE FATHER
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ON THE NIGHT of her failure at the cave, Kate came back to the cabin and went to her room without any word to Buck or Lee Haines, but when they sat before the fire, silent, or only murmuring, they could hear her moving about. Whatever sleep they got before morning was not free from dreams, for they knew that something was impending, and after breakfast they learned what it was. She struck straight out from the shoulder. She was going up to the cave and if Dan was away she would take Joan by force; she needed help; would they give it? They sat for a long time, looking at each other and then avoiding Kate with their eyes. It was not the fear of death but of something more which both of them connected with the figure of Whistling Dan. It was not until she took her light cartridge belt from the wall and buckled on her gun that they rose to follow. Before the first freshness of the morning passed they were winding up the side of the mountain, Kate a little in the lead, for she alone knew the way.

Where they rounded the shoulder, the men reined the horses with which Kate had provided them and sat looking solemnly at each other.

Maybe well have no chance to talk alone again, said Lee Haines. This is the last trail either for Barry or for us. And I dont think that Barry is that close to the end of his rope. Buck, give me your hand and say good-bye. All that a man can do against Whistling Dan, and that isnt much, Ill do. Having you along wont make us a whit stronger.

Thanks, growled Buck Daniels. Jes save that kind farewell till I show yaller. Hurry up, shes gettin too far ahead.

At the bottom of the ravine, where they dismounted for the precipitous slope above, Kate showed her first hesitation.

You both know what it means? she asked them.

We sure do, replied Buck.

Dan will find out that youve helped me, and then hell never forgive you. Will you risk even that?

Kate, broke in Lee Haines, dont stop for questions. Keep on and well follow. I dont want to think of what may happen.

She turned without a word and went up the steep incline.

What dyou think of your soft girl now? panted Buck at the ear of Haines. The latter flashed a significant look at him but said nothing. They reached the top of the canyon wall and passed on among the boulders.

Kate had drawn back to them now, and they walked as cautiously as if there were dried leaves under foot.

She had only lifted a finger of warning, and they knew that they were near to the crisis. She came to the great rock around which she had first seen the entrance to the cave on the day before. Inch by inch, with Buck and Lee following her example, they worked toward the edge of the boulder and peered carefully around it.

There opened the cave, and in front of it was Joan playing with what seemed to be a ball of gray fur. Her hair tumbled loose and bright about her shoulders; she wore the tawny hide which Kate had seen before, and on her feet, since the sharp rocks had long before worn out her boots, she had daintily fashioned moccasins. Bare knees, profusely scratched, bare arms rapidly browning to the color of the fur she wore, Haines and Buck had to rub their eyes and look again before they could recognize her.

They must have made a noise — perhaps merely an intaking of breath inaudible even to themselves but clear to the ears of Joan. She was on her feet, with bright, wild eyes glancing here and there. There was no suggestion of childishness in her, but a certain willingness to flee from a great danger or attack a weaker force. She stood alert, rather than frightened, with her head back as if she scented the wind to learn what approached. The ball of gray fur straightened into the sharp ears and the flashing teeth of a coyote puppy. Buck Daniels foot slipped on a pebble and at the sound the coyote darted to the shadow of a little shrub and crouched there, hardly distinguishable from the shade which covered it, and the child, with infinitely cunning instinct, raced to a patch of yellow sand and tawny rocks among which she cowered and remained there moveless.

One thing at least was certain. Whistling Dan was not in the cave, for if he had been the child would have run to him for protection, or at least cried out in her alarm. This information Haines whispered to Kate and she nodded, turning a white face toward him. Then she stepped out from the rock and went straight toward Joan.

There was no stir in the little figure. Even the wind seemed to take part in the secret and did not lift the golden hair. Once the eyes of the child glittered as they turned toward Kate, but otherwise she made no motion, like a rabbit which will not budge until the very shadow of the reaching hand falls over it.

So it was with Joan, and as Kate leaned silently over her she sprang to her feet and darted between the hands of her mother and away among the rocks. Past the reaching hands of Lee Haines she swerved, but it was only to run straight into the grip of Buck Daniels. Up to that moment she had not uttered a sound, but now she screamed out, twisted in his arms, and beat furiously against his face.

Joan! cried Kate. Joan!

She reached Buck and unwound his arms from the struggling body of the child.

Honey, why are you afraid? Oh, my baby!

For an instant Joan stood free, wavering, and her eyes held steadily upon her mother bright with nothing but fear and strangeness. Then something melted in her little round face, she sighed.

Munner! and stole a pace closer. A moment later Kate sat with Joan in her arms, rocking to and fro and weeping.

Whats happened? gasped Haines to Daniels. Whats happened to the kid?

Dont talk, answered Buck, his face gray as that of Kate. Its Dans blood.

He drew a great breath.

Did you see her try to — to bite me while I was holdin her?

Kate had started to her feet, holding Joan in one arm and dashing away her tears with the free hand. All weakness was gone from her.

Hurry! she commanded. We havent any time to lose. Buck, come here! No, Lee, youre stronger. Honey, this is your Uncle Lee. Hell take care of you; he wont hurt you. Will you go to him?

Joan shrank away while she examined him, but the instincts of a child move with thrice the speed of a mature persons judgment; she read the kindly honesty which breathed from every line of Haines face, and held out her arms to him.

Then they started down the slope for the horses, running wildly, for the moment they turned their backs on the cave the same thought was in the mind of each, the same haunting fear of that small, shrill whistle pursuing. Half running, half sliding, they went down to the bottom of the gorge. While the pebble they started rushed after them in small avalanches, and they even had to dodge rocks of considerable size which came bounding after, Joan, alert upon the shoulder of Lee Haines, enjoyed every moment of it; her hair tossed in the sun, her arms were outstretched for balance. So they reached the horses, and climbed into the saddles. Then, without a word from one to the other, but with many a backward look, they started on the flight.

By the time they reached the shoulder of the hill on the farther side, with a long stretch of down slope before, they had placed a large handicap between them and the danger of pursuit, but still they were not at ease. On their trail, sooner or later, would come three powers working towards one end, the surety of Black Bart following a scent, the swiftness of Satan which never tired, and above all the rider who directed them both and kept them to their work. His was the arm which could strike from the distance and bring them down. They spurted down the hill.

No sooner were they in full motion than Joan, for the first time, seemed to realize what it was all about. She was still carried by Lee Haines, who cradled her easily in his powerful left arm, but now she began to struggle. Then she stiffened and screamed: Daddy Dan! Daddy Dan!

For Gods sake, stop her mouth or hell hear! groaned Buck Daniels.

He cant! said Haines. Were too far away even if he were at the cave now.

I tell you hell hear! Dont talk to me about distance.

Kate reined her horse beside Lee.

Joan! she commanded.

They were sweeping across the meadow now at an easy gallop. Joan screamed again, a wild plea for help.

Joan! repeated Kate, and her voice was fierce. She raised her quirt and shook it. Be quiet, Munner whip — hard!

Another call died away on the lips of Joan. She looked at her mother with astonishment and then with a new respect.

If you cry once more, munner whip!

And Joan was silent, staring with wonder and defiance.

When they came close to the cabin, Lee Haines drew rein, but Kate motioned him on.

Where to? he called.

Back to the old ranch, she answered. Weve got to have help.

He nodded in grim understanding, and they headed on and down the slope towards the valley.


29. BILLY THE CLERK
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IF SHERIFF PETE Glass had been the typical hard-riding, sure-shooting officer of the law as it is seen in the mountain-desert, his work would have died with his death, but Glass had a mind as active as his hands, and therefore, for at least a little while, his work went on after him. He had gathered fifteen practiced fighters who represented, it might be said, the brute body of the law, and when they, with most of Rickett at their heels, burst down the door of the Sheriffs office and found his body, they had only one thought, which was to swing into the saddle and ride on the trail of the killer, who was even now in a diminishing cloud of dust down the street. He was riding almost due east, and the cry went up: Hes streakin it for the Morgan Hills. Git after him, boys! So into the saddle they went with a rush, fifteen tried men on fifteen chosen horses, and went down the street with a roar of hoof-beats. That was the body and muscle of the sheriffs work going out to avenge him, but the mind of the law remained behind.

It was old Billy, the clerk. No one paid particular attention to Billy, and they never had. He was useless on a horse and ridiculous with a gun, and the only place where he seemed formidable was behind a typewriter. Now he sat looking, down into the dead face of Pete Glass, trying to grasp the meaning of it all. From the first he had been with Pete, from the first the invincibility of the little dusty man had been the chief article of Billys creed, and now his dull eyes, bleared with thirty years of clerical labor, wandered around on the galaxy of dead men who looked down at him from the wall. He leaned over and took the hand of the sheriff as one would lean to help up a fallen man, but the fingers were already growing cold, and then Billy realized for the first time that this was death. Pete Glass had been; Pete Glass was not.

Next he knew that something had to be done, but what it was he could not tell, for he sat in the sheriffs office and in that room he was accustomed to stop thinking and receive orders. He went back to his own little cubby-hole, and sat down behind the typewriter; at once his mind cleared, thoughts came, and linked themselves into ideas, pictures, plans.

The murderer must be taken, dead or alive, and those fifteen men had ridden out to do the necessary thing. They had seemed irresistible, as they departed; indeed, no living thing they met could withstand them, human or otherwise, as Billy very well knew. Yet he recalled a saying of the sheriff, a thing he had insisted upon: No man on no hoss will ever ride down Whistlin Dan Barry. Its been tried before and its never worked. Ive looked up his history and it cant be done. If hes goin to be ran down its got to be done with relays, like you was runnin down a wild hoss. Billy rubbed his bald head and thought and thought.

With that orderliness which had become his habit of mind, from work with reports and papers, sorting and filing away, Billy went back to the beginning. Dan Barry was fleeing. He started from Rickett, and nine chances out of ten he was heading, eventually, towards those practically impenetrable mountain ranges where the sheriff before had lost the trail after the escape from the cabin and the killing of Mat Henshaw. Towards this same region, again, he had retreated after the notorious Killing at Alder. There was no doubt, then, humanly speaking, that he would make for the same safe refuge.

At first glance this seemed quite improbable, to be sure, for the Morgan Hills lay due east, or very nearly east, while the place from which Barry must have sallied forth and to which be would return was somewhere well north of west, and a good forty miles away. It seemed strange that he should strike off in the opposite direction, so Billy closed his eyes, leaned back in his chair, and summoned up a picture of the country.

Five miles to the east the Morgan Hills rolled, sharply broken ups and downs of country — bad lands rather than real hills, and a difficult region to keep game in view. That very idea gave Billy his clue. Barry knew that he would be followed hard and fast, and he headed straight for the Morgans to throw the posse off the final direction he intended to take in his flight. In spite of the matchless speed of that black stallion of which the sheriff had learned so much, he would probably let the posse keep within easy view of him until he was deep within the bad-lands. Then he would double, sharply around and strike out in the true direction of his flight.

Having reached this point in his deductions, Billy smote his hands together. He was trembling with excitement so that he filled his pipe with difficulty. By the time it was drawing well he was back examining his mental picture of the country.

West of Rickett about the same distance as Morgan Hills, ran the Wago Mountains, low, rolling ranges which would hardly form an impediment for a horseman. Across these Barry might cut at a good speed on his western course, but some fifteen or twenty miles from Rickett he was bound to reach a most difficult barrier. It was the Asper river, at this season of the year swollen high and swift with snow-water — a rare feat indeed if a man could swim his horse across such a stream. There were only two places in which it could be forded.

About fifty miles north and a little east of the line from Rickett the Asper spread out into a broad, shallow bed, its streams dispersed for several miles into a number of channels which united again, farther down the course, and made the same strong river. Towards this ford, therefore, it was possible that Dan Barry would head, in the region of Caswell City.

There was, however, another way of crossing the stream. Almost due west of Rickett, a distance of fifteen miles, Tucker Creek joined the Asper. Above the point of junction both the creek and the river were readily fordable, and Barry could cross them and head straight for his goal.

It was true that to make Tucker Creek he would have to double out of the Morgan Hills and brush back perilously close to Rickett, but Billy was convinced that this was the outlaws plan; for though the Caswell City fords would be his safest route it would take him a days ride, on an ordinary horse, out of his way. Besides, the sheriff had always said: Barry will play the chance!

Billy would have ventured his life that the fugitive would strike straight for the Creek as soon as he doubled out of Morgan Hills.

Doors began to bang; a hundred pairs of boots thudded and jingled towards Billy; the noise of voices rolled through the outer hall, poured through the door, burst upon his ears. He looked up in mild surprise; the first wave of Ricketts men had swept out of the courthouse to take the trail of the fugitive or to watch the pursuit; in this second wave came the remnants, the old men, the women; great-eyed children. In spite of their noise of foot and voice they appeared to be trying to walk stealthily, talk so softly. They leaned about his desk and questioned him with gesticulations, but he only stared. They were all dim as dream people to Billy the clerk, whose mind was far away struggling with his problem.

Pore old Billy is kind of dazed, suggested a woman. Dont bother him, Bud. Look here!

The tide of noise and faces broke on either side of the desk and swayed off towards the inner office and vaguely Billy felt that they should not be there — the sheriffs privacy — the thought almost drew him back to complete consciousness, but he was borne off from them, again, on a wave of study, pictures. Off there to the east went the fifteen best men of the mountain-desert on the trail of the slender fellow with the black hair and the soft brown eyes. How he had seemed to shrink with aloofness, timidity, when he stood there at the door, giving his name. It was not modesty. Billy knew now; it was something akin to the beasts of prey, who shrink from the eyes of men until they are mad with hunger, and in the slender man Billy remembered the same shrinking, the same hunger. When he struck, no wonder that even the sheriff went down; no wonder if even the fifteen men were baffled on that trail; and therefore, it was sufficiently insane for him, Billy the clerk, to sit in his office and dream with his ineffectual hands of stopping that resistless flight. Yet he pulled himself back to his problem.

Considering his problem in general, the thing was perfectly simple: Barry was sure to head west, and to the west there were only two gates — fording the creek and the river above the junction in the first place, or in the second place cutting across the Asper far north at Caswell City.

If he could be turned from the direction of Tucker Creek he would head for the second possible crossing, and when he drew near Caswell City if he were turned by force of numbers again he would unquestionably skirt the Asper, hoping against hope that he might find a fordable place as he galloped south. But, going south, he might be fenced again from Tucker Creek, and then his case would be hopeless and his horse worn down.

It was a very clever plan, quite simple after it was once conceived, but in order to execute it properly it was necessary that the outlaw be pressed hard every inch of the way and never once allowed to get out of sight. He must be chased with relays. In ordinary stretches of the mountain-desert that would have been impossible, but the country around Rickett was not ordinary.

Between the Morgan Hills and Wago there were considerable stretches of excellent farm land in the center of which little towns had grown up. Running north from the country seat, they were St. Vincent, Wago, and Caswell City. Coming south again along the Asper River there were Ganton and Wilsonville, and just above the junction of the river with Tucker Creek lay the village of Bly Falls. There was no other spot in the mountain-desert, perhaps, which could show so many communities. Also it was possible to get in touch with the towns from Rickett, for in a wild spirit of enterprise telephones had been strung to connect each village of the group.

His hand went out mechanically and pushed in an open drawer of his filing cabinet as if he were closing up the affair, putting away the details of the plan. Each point was now clear, orderly assembled. It meant simply chasing Barry along a course which covered close to a hundred miles and which lay in a loosely shaped U. St. Vincents was the tip of the eastern side of that U. The men of St. Vincents were to be called out to turn the outlaw out of his course towards Tucker Creek, and then, as he struck northeast towards Caswell City, they were to furnish the posse with fifteen fresh horses, the best they could gather on such short notice. Swinging north along that side of the U, Wago would next be warned to get its contribution of fifteen horses ready, and this fresh relay would send Barry thundering along towards Caswell City at full speed. Then Caswell City would send out its contingent of men and horses, and turn the fugitive back from the fords. By this time, unless his horse were better winded than any that Billy had ever dreamed of, it would be staggering at every stride, and the fresh horses from Caswell City would probably ride him down before he had gone five miles. Even in case they failed in this, there was the little town of Ganton, which would be ready with its men and mounts. Perhaps they could hem in the desperado from the front and shoot him down there, as he skirted along the river. At the worst they would furnish the fresh horses and the fifteen hardy riders would spur at full speed south along the river. If again, by some miracle, the black stallion lasted out this run, Wilsonville lay due ahead, and that place would again give new horses to the chase.

Last of all, the men of Bly Falls could be warned. Bly Falls was a town of size and it could turn out enough men to block a dozen Dan Barrys, no matter how desperate. If he reached that point, he must turn back. The following posse would catch him from the rear, and between two fires he must die ingloriously. Taking the plan as a whole it meant running Barry close to a hundred miles with six sets of horses.

It all hinged, however, on the first step: Could the men of St. Vincent turn him out of his western course and send him north towards Caswell City? If they could, he was no better than a dead man. All things favored Billy. In the first place it was still morning, and eight hours of broad daylight would keep the fugitive in view every inch of the way. In the second place, much of the distance was cut up by the barb-wire fences of the farm-lands, and he must either jump these or else stop to cut them.

A crackle of laughter cut in on Billy the clerk. They were laughing in that inner office, where the sheriff lay dead. Blood swept across his eyes, set his brain whirling, and he rushed to the door.

You yelpin coyotes! shouted Billy the clerk. Get out. I got to be alone! Get out, or by God—

It was not so much his words, or the fear of his threats, but the very fact that Billy the clerk, harmless, smiling old Billy, had burst into noisy wrath, scared them as if an earthquake had gripped the building. They went out sidling, and left the rooms in quiet. Then Billy took up the phone.

Pete Glass is dead, he was saying a moment later to the owner of the general merchandise store at St. Vincent. Barry came in this morning and shot him. The boys have run him east to the Morgan Hills. Johnny, listen hard and shut up. You got half an hour to turn out every man in your town. Ride south till you get in the hills on a bee-line east of where Tucker Creek runs into the old Asper. Dye hear? Then keep your eyes peeled to the east, and watch for a man on a black hoss ridin hard, because Barry is sure as hell goin to double back out of the Morgan Hills and come west like a scairt coyote. The posse will be behind him, but they most like be a hell of a ways to the bad. Johnny, everything hangs on your turnin Barry back. And have fifteen fresh hosses, the best St. Vincent has, so that the boys in the posse can climb on em and ride hell-bent for Wago. Johnny, if we get him started north hes dead — and if you turn him like I say Ill see that you come in on the reward. Dye hear?

But there was only an inarticulate whoop from the other end of the wire.

Billy hung up. A little later he was talking to Wago.


30. THE MORGAN HILLS
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ONCE OUT OF Rickett, Barry pulled the stallion back to an easy canter. He had camped during the latter part of the night near the town and ridden in in the morning, so that Satan was full of running. He rebelled now against this easy pace, and tossed his head with impatience. No curb restrained him, not even a bit; the light hackamore could not have held him for an instant, but the voice of the rider kept him in hand. Now, out of Ricketts one street, came the thing for which Barry had waited, and delayed his course — a scudding dust cloud. On the top of a rise of ground he brought Satan to a halt and looked back, though Black Bart ran in a circle around him, and whined anxiously. Bart knew that they should be running; there was no good in that ragged dust-cloud. Finally he sat down on his haunches and looked his master in the face, quivering with eagerness. The posse came closer, at the rate of a racing horse, and near at hand the tufts of dust which tossed up above and behind the riders dissolved, and Whistling Dan made them out clearly, and more clearly.

For one form he looked above all, a big man who rode somewhat slanting; but Vic Gregg was not among the crowd, and for the rest, Barry had no wish to come within range of their harm. The revolver at his side, the rifle in the case, were for the seventh man who must die for Grey Molly. These who followed him mattered nothing — except that he must not come within their reach. He studied them calmly as they swept nearer, fifteen chosen men as he could tell by their riding, on fifteen choice horses as he could tell by their gait. If they pushed him into a corner — well, five men were odds indeed, yet he would not have given them a thought; ten men made it a grim affair, but still he might have taken a chance; however, fifteen men made a battle suicide — he simply must not let them corner him. Particularly fifteen such men as these, for in the mountain-desert where all men are raised gun in hand, these were the quickest and the surest marksmen. Each one of them had struck that elusive white ball in motion, and each had done it with a revolver. What could they do with a rifle?

That thought might have sent him rushing Satan down the farther slope, but instead, he raised his head a little more and began to whistle softly to himself. Satan locked an ear back to listen; Black Bart rose with a muffled growl. The posse rode in clear view now, and at their head was a tall, lean man with the sun glinting now and again on his yellow moustaches. He threw out his arm and the posse scattered towards the left. Obviously he was the accepted leader, and indeed few men in the mountain-desert would not willingly have followed Mark Retherton. Another gesture from Retherton, and at once a dozen guns gleaned, and a dozen bullets whizzed perilously close to Barry, then the reports came barking up to him; he was just a little out of range.

Still he lingered for a moment before he turned Satan reluctantly, it seemed, and started him down the far slope, straightaway for the Morgan Hills as old Billy had prophesied. It would be no exercise canter even for Satan, for the horses which followed were rare of their kind, and the western horse at the worst has manifold fine points. His ancestor is the Barb or the Arab which the Spaniards brought with them to Mexico and the descendants of that finest of equine bloods made up the wild herds which soon roamed the mountain-desert to the north. Long famines of winter, hot deserts in summer, changed their appearance. Their heads grew lumpier, their necks more scraggy, their croups more slanting, their legs shorter; but their hoofs grew denser, hardier, their shorter coupling gave them greater weight-carrying possibilities, the stout bones and the clean lines of their legs meant speed, and above all they kept the stout heart of the thoroughbred and they gained more than this, an indomitable, bulldog persistence. The cheapest Western cow-pony may look like the cartoon of a horse, but he has points which a judge will note, and he will run a picture horse to death in three days.

Such were the horses which took the trail of Satan and they were chosen specimens of their kind. Up the slope they stormed and there went Satan skimming across the hollow beneath them. Their blood was his blood, their courage his courage, their endurance his endurance. The difference between them was the difference between the factory machine and the hand made work of art. From his pasterns to his withers, from his hoofs to his croup every muscle was perfectly designed and perfectly placed for speed, tireless running; every bone was the maximum of lightness and strength combined. A feather bloom on a steady wind, such was the gait of Satan.

Down the hollow the posse thundered, and up the farther slope, and still the black slipped away from them until Mark Retherton cursed deeply to himself.

Dont race your hosses, boys, he shouted. Keep em in hand. That devil is playing with us.

As a result, they checked their mounts to merely a fast gallup, and Barry, looking back, laughed softly with understanding. Far different the laborious pounding of the posse and the light stretch of Satan beneath him. He leaned a little until he could catch the sound of the breathing, big, steady draughts with comfortable intervals between. He could run like that all day, it seemed, and Whistling Dan ran his fingers luxuriously down the shining neck. Instantly the head tossed up, and a short whinney whipped back to him like a question. Just before them the Morgan Hills jutted up, like stiff mud chopped by the tread of giants. Now, partner, murmured Barry, show em what you can do! Jest lengthen out a bit.

The steady breeze from the running sharpened into a gale, whisking about his face; there was no longer the wave-like rock of that swinging gallup but a smooth, swift succession of impulses. Rocks, shrubs darted past him, and he felt a gradual settling of the horse beneath him as the strides lengthened, From behind a yell of dismay, and with a backward glance he saw every man of the posse leaning forward and swinging his quirt. An instant later half a dozen of the ragged little hills closed between them.

Once fairly into the heart of the Morgans, he called the stallion back from the racing stride to a long canter, and from the gallop to a rapid trot, for in this broken country it was wearing on an animal to maintain a lope up hill and down the quick, jerking falls. The cowpuncher hates the trot, for his ponies are not built for it, but the deep play of Satans fetlock joints broke the hard impacts; his gait now was hardly more jarring than the flow of the single-foot in an ordinary animal.

Black Bart, who had been running directly under the nose of the stallion, now skirted away in the lead. Here and there he twisted among the gullies at a racing clip, his head high, and always he picked out the smoothest ground, the easiest rise, the gentlest descent which lay more or less straight in the line of his masters flight. It cut down the work of the stallion by half to have this swift, sure scout run before and point out the path, yet it was stiff labor at the best and Barry was glad when he came on the hard gravel of an old creek bed cutting at right angels to his course.

From the first he had intended to run towards the Morgans only to cover the true direction of his flight, and now, since the posse was hopelessly left behind him, well out of hearing, he rode Satan into the middle of the creek bed and swung him north.

It was bad going for a horse carrying a rider, and even the catlike certainty of Satans tread could not avoid sharp edges here and there that might cut his hoofs. So Barry leaped to the ground and ran at full speed down the bed. Behind him Satan followed, his ears pricked uneasily, and Black Bart, at a signal from the master, dropped back and remained at the first bend of the old, empty stream. In a moment they wound out of sight even of Bart, but Barry kept steadily on. It would take a magnifying glass to read his trail over those rocks.

He had covered a mile, perhaps, when Bart came scurrying again and leaped joyously around the master.

Theyve hit the creek, eh? said Whistling Dan. Well, theyll mill around a while and like as not theyll run a course south to pick me up agin.

He gestured toward the side, and as soon as Satan stood on the good going once more, Barry swung into the saddle and headed straight back west. No doubt the posse would ride up and down the creek bed until they found his trail turning back, but they would lose precious minutes picking it up, and in the meantime he would be far, far away toward the ford of Tucker Creek. Then, clearly, but no louder than the snapping of a dry twig near his ear, he heard the report of a revolver and it spoke to him of many things as the baffled posse rode up and down the creek bed hunting for the direction of his escape. Some one had fired that shot to relieve his anger.

He neither spoke to Satan nor struck him, but there was a slight leaning forward, an imperceptible flexing of the leg muscles, and in response the black sprang again into the swift trot which sent him gliding over the ground, and twisting back and forth among the sharp-sided gullies with a movement as smooth as the run of the wolf-dog, which once again raced ahead.

When they came out in view of the rolling plain Barry stopped again and glanced to the west and the north, while Black Bart ran to the top of the nearest hill and looked back, an ever vigilant outpost. To the north lay the fordable streams near Caswell City, and that way was perfect safety, it seemed. Not perfect, perhaps, for Barry knew nothing of the telephones by which the little bald headed clerk at the sheriffs office was rousing the countryside, but if he struck toward Caswell City from the Morgans, there was not a chance in ten that scouts would catch him at the river which was fordable for mile after mile.

That way, then, lay the easiest escape, but it meant a long detour out of the shortest course, which struck almost exactly west, skirting dangerously close to Rickett. But, as Billy had presupposed, it was the very danger which lured the fugitive. Behind him, entangled in the gullies of the bad-lands, were the fifteen best men of the mountain-desert. In front of him lay nothing except the mind of Billy the clerk. But how could he know that?

Once again he swayed a little forward and this time the stallion swung at once into his ranging gallop, then verged into a half-racing gait, for Barry wished to get out of sight among the rolling ground before the posse came out from the Morgan Hills on his back trail.


31. THE TRAP
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HE HAD ALREADY covered a good ten miles, and a large part of that through extremely rough going, but the black ran with his head as high as the moment he pulled out of Rickett that morning, and there was only enough sweat to make his slender neck and greyhound flanks flash in the sun. Back he winged toward Rickett, running as freely as the wild leader of a herd, sometimes turning his fine head to one side to look back at the master or gaze over the hills, sometimes slackening to a trot up a sharper ascent or lengthening into a fuller gallop on an easy down-slope. There seemed no purpose in the reins which were kept just taut enough to give the rider the feel of his mount, and the left hand which held them was never still for a moment, but played back and forth slightly with the motion of the head. Except in times of crisis those reins were not for the transmission of orders, it seemed, but they served as the wires through which the mind of the man and the mind of the horse kept in telegraphic touch.

In the meantime Black Bart loafed behind, lingering on the crest of each rise to look back, and then racing to catch up, but halfway back to Rickett he came up beside the master, whining, and leaping as high as Barrys knee.

You seen something? queried Barry. Are they comin on the trail again?

He swayed a bit to one side and diverted Satan out of his course so as to climb one of the more commanding swells. From this point he glanced back and saw a dust cloud, much like that which a small whirlwind picks up, rolling down the nearest slope of the Morgan Hills. At that distance the posse looked hardly larger than one unit, and certainly they could not see the single horseman they followed; however, they could follow the trail easily across this ground. Satan had turned to look back.

Shall we go back and play around em, boy? asked Barry.

Black Bart had run on ahead, and now he turned with a short howl.

The partner says no, continued the master. Of all the dogs I ever see, Bart plays the most careful game, but out on the trail, Satan — here he sent the stallion into the sweeping lope— Bart knows moren you an me put together, so well do what he says.

For answer, Satan lengthened a little into his stride. As for the wolf- dog, he went off like a black bolt into the eye of the wind, streaking it west to hunt out the easiest course. A wolf — and surely there was more of wolf than of dog in Black Bart — has a finer sense for the lay of ground than anything on four feet. He knows how to come down the wind on his quarry keeping to the depressions and ravines so that not a taint of his presence is blown to the prey; and he will skulk across an open plain, stealing from hollow to hollow and stalking from bush to bush, so that the wariest are taken by surprise. As for Black Bart, he knew the kind of going which the stallion liked as well, almost, as he knew his own preferences, and he picked out a course which a surveyor with line and spirit-level could hardly have bettered. He wove across the country in loosely thrown semicircles, and came back in view of the master at the proper point. There was hardly much point in such industry in a country as smooth as this, not much more difference, say, than the saving of distance which the horse makes who hugs the fence on the turn and on account of that sticks his head under the finish wire a nose in front; and Bart clung to his work with scrupulous care.

Sometimes he ran back with lolling, red tongue, when the course lay clear even to the duller sense of a human, and frisked under the nose of Satan until a word from Barry sent him scurrying away like a pleased child. His duties comprehended not only the selection of the course but also an eagle vigilance before and behind, so that when he came again with a peculiar whine, Barry leaned a little from the saddle and spoke to him anxiously.

Dyou mean to say that they been gainin ground on us old boy?

Black Bart leaped sidewise, keeping his head toward the master, and he howled in troubled fashion.

Whereaway are they now? muttered Barry, and looked back again.

A great distance behind, hardly distinguishable now, the dust of the posse was blending into the landscape and losing itself against a gray background.

If theys nothin wrong behind, whats bitin you, Bart. You gettin hungry, maybe? Want to hurry home?

Another howl, still louder, answered him.

Go on, then, and show me where theys trouble.

Black Bart whirled and darted off almost straight ahead, but bearing up a hill slightly south of their course. Toward the top of this eminence he changed his lope for a skulking trot that brought his belly fur trailing on the ground.

Theys somethin ahead of us, Satan! cried the master softly. What could that be? Its men, by the way Bart sneaks up to look at em. Theys nothin else that hed do that way for. Easy, boy, and go soft!

The stallion cut his gallop into a slinking trot, his head lowered, even his ears flat back, and glided up the hillside. Barry swung to the ground and crawled to the top of the hill. What he saw was a dozen mounted men swinging down into the low, broad scoop of ground beyond the hill. They raced with their hatbrims standing stiff up in the wind.

Theyve been watchin us with glasses! whispered Dan to Bart, and the wolf-dog snarled savagely, his neck-fur ruffling up.

The dozen directly in front were not all, for to the right, bearing straight across his original course, came another group almost as strong, and to the left eight more riders spurred at top speed.

We almost walked into em, said Barry, but they aint got us yet. Back, boy!

The wolf dog slunk down the hill until it was out of sight from the farther side of the slope, and the master imitated these tactics until he was close to Satan. Once in the saddle he made up his mind quickly. Someone in Rickett had guessed his intention to double back toward Tucker Creek, and they had cut him off cleverly enough and in overwhelming force. However, no one in Rickett could guess that another way out remained for him in the fords below Caswell City, and even if they knew, their knowledge would do them no good. They could not wing a message to that place to head him off; it was not humanly possible. For Dan knew nothing of the telephone lines which brought Caswell City itself within speaking distance of far away Rickett. Caswell City, then, was his goal, but to get toward it he must circle far back toward the Morgan Hills, back almost into the teeth of the posse in order to skirt around the right wing of these new enemies. Even then, to double that flank, he must send Satan ahead at full speed. As he swung around, the eight men of that end party crashed over the hill five hundred yards away, and their yell at the view of the quarry went echoing up the shallow valley.

The slayer of Pete Glass, he who had done the notorious Killing at Alder, was almost in touch of their revolvers — and their horses were fresh. Not one of that eight but would have given odds on his chances of sharing the capture money. There were no spurs on the heels of Barry to urge Satan, and no quirt in his hand, but a single word sent the black streaking down the hill.

Going into the Morgan Hills he had gone like the wind, but now he rushed like a thoroughbred standing a challenge in the homestretch. His nose, and his flying tail were a straight line and the flash of his legs was a tangle which no eye could follow as he shot east on the back trail, straight toward the posse. For a mile or more that speed did not slacken, and at the end of that distance he began to edge to the right.

The men behind him knew well enough what the plan of the fugitive was, and they angled farther toward the north; there in the distance came the posse, the cloud of dust breaking up now into the dark figures of the fifteen, and if the men from St. Vincent could hold the pace a little longer they would drive Barry between two fires. They flattened themselves along their horses necks at infinite risk to their necks in case of a stumble, and every spur in the crowd was dripping red; horseflesh could do no more, and still the black drew ahead inches and inches with every stride.

If they could not turn him with their speed another way remained, and by swift agreement the four best horses were sent ahead at full speed while the other riders caught their reins over the pommels and jerked out their rifles; a quartet of bullets went screaming after the black horse.

Indeed, there was little enough chance that a placed shot would go home, but their magazines were full, and a chance hit would do the work and kill both man and horse at that rate of speed. Dan Barry knew it, and when the bullets sang he whirled in the saddle and swept out his rifle from its case in the same movement. That yellow devil of anger flared in his eyes as he pitched the butt to his shoulder and straight into the circle of the sight rode Johnny Gasney of St. Vincent. Another volley whistled about him and his finger trembled on the trigger. No chance work with Barry, for he knew the gait of Satan as a practized naval gunner knows the swing of his ship in a smooth sea, and that circle of doom wavered over Johnny Gasney for a dozen strides before Dan turned with a faint moan and jammed the rifle back in its case. Once again he was balancing in his stirrups, leaning close to cut the wind with his shoulders.

I cant do it, Satan. I got nothin agin them. They think theyre playin square. I cant do it. Stretch out, old boy. Stretch out! It seemed impossible that the stallion could increase his exertions, but with that low voice at his ear he did literally stretch along the ground and jerked himself away from the pursuit like a tall ship when a new sail spreads in a gale.

The men from St. Vincent saw that the game was lost. Every one of the eight had his rifle at the shoulder and the bullets hissed everywhere about him. Right into his face, but a greater distance away, rode the posse from Rickett, the fifteen tried men and true; and having caught the scheme of the trap they were killing their horses with a last effort.

It failed through no fault of theirs. Just as the jaws of the trap were about to close the black stallion whisked out from danger, lunged over a swell of ground, and was out of view. When they reached that point, yelling, Barry raced his black out of range of all except the wildest chance shot. The eight from St. Vincent drove their weapons sullenly into the holsters; for the last five minutes they had been silently dividing ten thousand dollars by eight, and the awakening left a taste of ashes.

They could only follow him now at a moderate pace in the hope of wearing him down, and since a slight pause made little difference in the result — it would even be an advantage to breathe their horses after that burst, — they drew rein and cursed in chorus.


32. RELAYS
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THE HORSES FROM St. Vincent already wheezed from the run, but the mounts of the posse were staggering completely blown. Ever since they left Rickett they had been going at close to top speed and the last rush finished them; at least seven of that chosen fifteen would never be worth their salt again, and they stood with hanging heads, bloody foam upon their breasts and dripping from their mouths, their sides laboring, and breathing with that rattle which the rider dreads. The posse, to a man, swung sullenly to the ground.

Whos boss, boys? called Johnny Gasney, puffing in his saddle as he rode up. By God, well get him yet! Theys a devil in that black hoss! Whos boss?

I aint exactly boss, answered Mark Retherton, whom not even fear of death could hurry in his ways of speech, but maybe I can talk for the boys. What you want, Johnny?

You gentsll be needin new hosses?

Well be needin graves for the ones we got, growled Mark, and he stared gloomily at the dull eye of his pinto. The best cuttin out hoss I ever throwed a leg over, and now — look at him!

Heres your relay! cut in Johnny Gasney. Old Billy phoned down. Five men came leading three spare horses apiece. He phoned down and asked me to get fifteen hosses ready. He must of guessed where Barry would head. And here they are — the best ponies in St. Vincent — but for Gods sake use em bettern you did that set!

The other members of the posse set to work silently changing their saddles to the new relay, and Mark Retherton tossed his answer over his shoulder to Johnny Gasney while he drew his cinch brutally tight.

Theys a pile of hoss-flesh in these parts, but they aint moren one Barry. You gents can say good-bye to your hosses unless we nail him before theyre run down,

Johnny Gasney rubbed his red, fat forehead, perplexed.

Its all right, he decided, because it aint possible the black hoss can outlast these. But — he sure seemed full of runnin! One thing more, Mark. You dont need to fear pressin Barry, because he wont shoot. He had his gun out, but I guess he dont want to run up his score any highern it is. He put it back without firin a shot. Go on, boys, and go like hell. Billy has lined up a new relay for you at Wago.

They made no pause to start in a group, but each sent home the spurs as soon as he was in the saddle. They had ridden for the blood of Pete Glass before, but now at least seven of them rode for the sake of the horses they had ruined, and to a cow-puncher a favorite mount is as dear as a friend.

They expected to find the black out of sight, but it was a welcome surprise to see him not half a mile away wading across St. Vincent Creek; for Barry quite accurately guessed that there would be a pause in the pursuit after that hair-breadth escape, and at the creek he stopped to let Satan get his wind. He would not trust the stallion to drink, but gave him a bare mouthful from his hat and loosened the cinches for an instant.

Not that this was absolutely necessary, for Satan was neither blown nor leg-weary. He stood dripping with sweat, indeed, but poised lightly, his head high, his ears pricked, his nostrils distended to transparency as he drew in great breaths. Even that interval Barry used, for he set to work vigorously massaging the muscles of shoulders and hips and whipping off the sweat from neck and flank. It was several moments, and already Satans breath came easily, when Black Bart shot down from his watch-post and warned them on with a snarl, but still, before he tightened the cinches again and climbed to the saddle Barry took the fine head of the stallion between his hands.

Between you and me, Satan, he murmured, our days work is jest beginnin. Are you feelin fit?

Satan nuzzled the shoulder of the master and snorted his answer; Black Bart had given the warning, and the stallion was eager to be off.

They crossed the creek at a place where the stones came almost to the surface, since nothing is more detrimental to the speed of a horse than a plunge in cold water, and with the hoofbeats of the posse growing up behind they cantered off again a little cast of north, straight for Caswell City.

There was little work for Black Bart in such country as this, for there was rarely a rise of ground over which a man on horseback could not look, and the surface was race-track fast. Once Satan knew the direction there was nothing for it but to sit the saddle and let him work, and he fell into his long-distance gait. It was a smart pace for any ordinary animal to follow through half a days journey, and Barry knew with perfect certainty that there was not the slightest chance of even the fresh horses behind him wearing down Satan before night; but to his astonishment the trailers rode as if they had limitless horseflesh at their command. Perhaps they were unaware of the running that was still in Satan, so Barry sent the stallion on at a free gallop that shunted the sagebrush past him in a dizzy whirl.

A mile of this, but when he looked back the posse were even closer. They were riding still with the spur! It was madness, but it was not his part to worry for them, and it was necessary that he maintain at least this interval, so he leaned a little forward to cut the wind more easily, and Satan leaped into a faster pace. He had several distinct advantages over the mounts of the posse. At their customary rolling lope they will travel all day with hardly a break, but they have neither the size nor the length of leg for sustained bursts of speed. Moreover, most of the cowponies who now raced on the trail of Satan carried riders who outweighed Barry by twenty pounds and in addition to this they were burdened by saddles made ponderously to stand the strain of roping cattle, whereas Barrys specially made saddle was hardly half that weight. Perhaps more than all this, the cowponies rode by compulsion, urged with sharp spurs, checked and guided by the jaw-breaking curb, whereas Satan frolicked along at his own will, or at least at the will of a master which was one with his. No heavy bit worried his mouth, no pointed steel tormented his flanks. He had only one handicap — the weight of his rider, and that weight was balanced and distributed with the care of a perfect horseman.

With all this in mind it was hardly wonderful that the stallion kept the posse easily in play. His breathing was a trifle harder, now, and perhaps there was not quite the same light spring in his gallop, but Barry, looking back, could tell by the tossing heads of the horses which followed that they were being quickly run down to the last gasp. Mile after mile there was not a pause in that murderous pace, and then, cutting the sky with a row of sharply pointed roofs, he saw a town straight ahead and groaned in understanding.

It was rather new country to Barry, but the posse must know it like a book. They were spending their horses freely because they hoped to arrange for a fresh series of mounts in Wago. However, it would take some time for them to arrange the details of the loan, and by that time he would be out of sight among the hills which stretched ahead. That would give him a sufficient start, and he would make the fords near Caswell City comfortably ahead. At Caswell City, indeed, they might get a still other relay, but just beyond the Asper River rose the Grizzly Peaks — his own country, and once among them he could laugh the posse to scorn.

He patted Satan on the shoulder and swept on at redoubled speed, skirting close to the town, while the posse plunged straight into it.

Listening closely, he could hear their shouts as they entered the village, could mark the cessation of their hoof-beats.

Ten minutes, five minutes at least for the change of horses, and that time would put him safety among the hills.

But the impossible happened. There was no pause of minutes, hardly a pause of seconds, when the rush of hoofbeats began again and poured out from the town, fifteen desperate riders on fifteen fresh mounts. By some miracle Wago had been warned and the needed horses had been kept there saddled and ready for the relay.

It turned an easy escape into a close chance, but still his faith in Satan was boundless to reach the fords in time, and the safety of the mountains beyond. Another word, and with a snort the great-hearted stallion swept up the slope, with Black Bart at his old work, skirting ahead and choosing the easiest way. That was another great handicap in favor of the fugitive, and every advantage counted with redoubled significance now, every foot of distance saved, every inch of climb avoided.

A new obstacle confronted him, for the low, rolling hills were everywhere checkered with squares and oblongs of plowed ground, freshly turned, and guarded by tall fences of barbed-wire. They could be jumped, but jumping was no easy matter for a tiring horse, and Barry saw, with a sigh of relief, a sharp gulch to the left which cut straight through that region of broken farms and headed north and east pointing like an arrow in the direction of the fords. He swung down into it without a thought and pressed on. The bottom was gravelly, here and there, from the effect of the waters which had once washed through the ravine and cut these sides so straight, but over the greater part of the bottom sand had drifted, and the going was hardly worse than the hilly stretches above.

The sides grew higher, now, with great rapidity. Already they were up to the shoulder of Satan, now up to his withers, and from behind the roar of the posse racing at full speed, filled the gulch with confusion of echoes. They must be racing their horses as if they were entering the homestretch, as if they were sure of the goal. It was strange.


33. THE JUMP
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HE BROUGHT SATAN back to a hand canter, and so he pulled around the next curve of the gulch and saw the trap squarely in front. He came to a full halt. For he saw a tall, strong barbed-wire fence stretching across the stream-bed, and beyond the fence were a litter of chicken-coops, iron bands from broken barrels, and a thousand other of those things which brand the typical western farm-yard; above the top of the bank to his left he caught a glimpse of the sharp roof of the house.

He looked back, but it was far too late to turn, ride down the ravine to a place where the bank could be scaled, and cut across country once more. The posse came like a whirlwind, yelling, shooting as if they hoped to attract attention, and attention they certainly won, for now Dan saw a tall middle-aged fellow, his long beard blowing over one shoulder as he ran, come down into the farm-yard with a double-barreled shotgun in his hands. He was a type of those who do not know what it is to miss their target — probably because ammunition comes so high; and with a double load of buckshot it was literally death to come within his range.

Dan knew that a great many chances may be taken against a revolver and even a rifle can be tricked, but it is suicide to flirt with a shotgun in the hands of one used to bring down doves as they sloped out of the air toward a water-hole. The farmer stood with his broad-brimmed straw hat pushed far back on his head looking up and down the ravine, a perfect target, and Barrys hand slipped automatically over his rifle.

His fingers refused to close upon it.

I cant do it, Satan, he whispered. We got to take our chances of gettin by, thats all. He couldnt have no hand with Grey Molly.

Narrow chances indeed, by this time, for the brief pause had brought the posse fairly upon his heels; the farmer saw the fugitive and brought his shotgun to the ready; and Black Bart in an agony of impatience raced round and round the master. A wild cheer rose from the posse and came echoing about him; they had sighted their quarry. From Rickett to Morgan Hills, from Morgan Hills to St. Vincent, from St. Vincent to Wago and far beyond; but this was the end of an historic run.

Dye see? whispered Barry, leaning close to Satans ears. Lad, dye see what youve got to do?

The black stood with his head very high, quivering through his whole body while he eyed the fence. It was murderously high, and all things were against him, the long run, the rise of the ground going toward the fence, and the gravel from which he must take off for the jump.

You can do it, said the master. You got to do it! Go for it, boy. We win or lose together!

He swayed forward, and Satan leaped ahead at full speed, gathering impetus, scattering the gravel on either side. The farmer on the inside of the fence raised his shotgun leisurely to his shoulder and took a careful aim. He knew what it all meant. He had heard of the outlaw, Barry, with his black horse and his wolf-dog — everyone in the desert had, for that matter — and even had he been ignorant the shouting of the posse which now raced down the canyon in full view would have told him all that he needed to know. How many things went through his mind while he squinted down the gleaming barrel! He thought of the long labor on the farm and the mortgage which still ate the life of his produce every year; he thought of the narrow bowed shoulders of his wife; he thought of the meager faces of his children; and he thought first and last of ten thousand dollars reward! No wonder the hand which supported the barrels was steady as an iron prop. He was shooting for his life and the happiness of five souls!

He would save his fire till he literally saw the white of the enemys eyes: until the outlaw reached the fence, No horse on the mountain-desert could top that highest strand of wire as he very well knew; and in his youth, back in Kentucky, he had ridden hunters. That fence came exactly to the top of his head, and the top of his head was six feet and two inches from the ground. To make assurance doubly sure he dropped upon one knee and made that shotgun an unstirring part and portion of himself.

Nobly, nobly the black came on, his ears pricking as he judged the great task and his head carried a little high and back as any good jumper knows his head must be carried.

The practiced eye of the farmer watched the outlaw gather his horse under him. Well he knew the meaning of that shortening grip on the reins to give the horse the last little lift that might mean success or failure in the jump. Well he knew that rise in the stirrups, that leaning forward, and his heart rose in unison and went back to the blue grass of Kentucky glittering in the sun.

Before them went the wolf-dog, skimming low, reached the fence, and shot over it in a graceful, high-arched curve.

Then the shout of the rider: Up! Up!

And the stallion reared and leaped. He seemed to graze it coming up, so close was his take-off; he seemed to be pawing his way over with the forefeet; and then with both legs doubled close, hugging his body, he shot across and left the highest strand of the wire quivering and humming.

The farmer hurled his best shotgun a dozen yards away and threw up his hat.

Go it, lad! God bless ye; and good luck!

The hand of the rider lifted in mute acknowledgment, and as he shot past, the farmer caught a glimpse of a delicately handsome face that smiled down at him.

The left gate! The left gate! he shouted through his cupped hands, and as the fugitive rushed through the upper gate he turned to face the posse which was already pulling up at the fence and drawing their wirecutters.

As Barry shot out onto the higher ground on the other side of the farmhouse he could see them severing the wires and the interruption of the chase would be only a matter of seconds. But seconds counted triply now, and the halt and the time they would spend getting up impetus all told in favor of the fugitive.

Thirty-five miles, or thereabouts, since they left Rickett that morning, and still the black ran smoothly, with a lilt to his gallop. Dan Barry lifted his head and his whistling soared and pulsed and filled the air. It made Bart come back to him; it made Satan toss his head and glance at the master from the corner of his bright eye, for this was an assurance that the battle was over and the rest not far away.

On they drove, straight as a bird flies for Caswell City, and Black Bart, ranging ahead among the hills, was picking the way once more. If the stallion were tired, he gave no sign of it. The sweep of his stride brushed him past rocks and shrubs, and he literally flowed uphill and down, far different from the horses which scampered in his rear, for they pounded the earth with their efforts, grunting under the weight of fifty pound saddles and heavy riders. Another handicap checked them, for while Satan ran on alone, freely, the bunched pursuers kept a continual friction back and forth. The leaders reined in to keep back with the mass of the posse, and those in the rear by dint of hard spurring would rush up to the front in turn until some spirited nag challenged for the lead, so that there was a steady interplay among the fifteen. Their gait at the best could not be more than the pace, of their slowest member, but even that pace was diminished by the difficulties of group riding. Yet Mark Retherton refused to allow his men to scatter and stretch out. He kept them in hand steadily, a bunched unit ready to strike together, for he had seen the dead body of Pete Glass and he kept in mind a picture of what might happen if this fellow should whirl and pick off the posse man by man. Better prolong the run, for in the end no single horse could stand up against so many relays. Yet it was maddening to watch the stallion float over hill and dale with that same unbroken stride.

Once and again he sent the fresh horses from Wago after the fugitive in a sprinting burst, but each time the black drifted farther away, and mile after mile Mark Retherton pulled his field glasses to his eyes and strained his vision to make out some sign of labor in the gait of Satan. There was no change. His head was still high, the rhythm of his lope unfaltering.

But here the Wago Mountains — not more than ragged hills, to be sure — cut across the path of the outlaw and in those hills, unless the message which waited for him at Wago had been false, should be the men of Caswell City, two score or more besides the fifteen fresh horses for the posse. Two score of men, at least, Caswell could send out, and from the heights they could surely detect the coming of Barry and plant themselves in his way. An ambush, a volley, would end this famous ride.

The hills came up on them swiftly, now, and if the men of Caswell failed in their duty it meant safety for the fugitive, because two miles beyond were the willows of the marshes and the fords across the Asper River. There could only be two alternatives, since not a man showed on the hills. Either they waited in ambush, or else they had mistaken the route along which Barry would come, and the latter was hardly possible. With his glasses Mark Retherton scanned the hills anxiously and it was then that he saw the dark form of the wolf-dog skulking on before the outlaw. He had watched Black Bart before this, of course, but never with suspicion until he noted the peculiar manner in which the animal skirted here and there through the rough ground, pausing on high places, weaving back and forth across the course of his master.

Like a scout, thought Retherton. And by God, there he comes to report!

For Black Bart had whirled and raced straight back for Dan. There was no need of howl or whine to give the reason of his coming; the speed of his running meant business, and Barry shortened the pace of Satan while he looked over the hills, incredulous, despairing.

It could not be that men lurked there to cut him off. No living thing could have raced from Rickett to Caswell City to warn them of his coming. Nevertheless, there came Bart with the ill tidings, and it only remained to skirt swiftly east, round the dangerous ground, and strike the marshes first. He swung Satan around on the new course with a pressure of his knees and loosed him into a freer gallop.

They must have sensed the meaning of this maneuver at once, for hardly had he stretched out east when voices shouted out of the hills, and around and over several low knolls came forty horsemen, racing. Half a dozen were already due east — no escape that way; and the long line of the others came straight at him with the slope of the ground to give them velocity.


34. THE WARNING
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ALL IN A grim instant he saw the trap. It closed upon his consciousness with a click, and as he doubled Satan around he knew that the only escape was in running southeast along the banks of the Asper. Even that was a desperate, a forlorn chance, for if that omnipotent voice could reach from Rickett to Caswell City, fifty miles away, certainly it must have warned the river towns of Ganton and Wilsonville and Bly Falls where Tucker Creek ran into the Asper. But this was no time for thinking. Already, looking back, he saw the posse changing their saddles to fifteen fresh mounts, and he headed Satan across the Wago Hills, West and South.

It was hot work. Even the steel-wire muscles of Black Bart were weakening under the tremendous labors of that day, and as he scouted ahead his head was low and his red tongue lolled, and surest sign of all, the bushy tail drooped; yet it was time to make a new call upon both wolf-dog and horse, for the posse was racing after him as before, giving even the fresh, willing mounts the urge of spurs and quirts. He ran his hand down the dripping neck and shoulder of Satan; he called to him; and with a snort the stallion responded. He felt the quiver as the muscles tightened for the work; he felt the settling as Satan lengthened to racing speed.

Through the Wago Hills, then, with Bart picking the way as before, and never a falter in the sweep of Satans running. If his head was a little lower, if his ears lay flat, only the master knew the meaning, and still, when he spoke, the glistening ears pricked up, and they bounded on to a greater speed than before. The flight of a gull on unstirring wings when the wind buoys it, the glide of water over the descent of smooth rock, with never a ripple, like all things effortless, swift, and free, such was the gait of Satan as he fled. Let them spur the fresh horses from Caswell City till their flanks dripped red, they would never gain on him.

On through the hills, and now the heave of his great breaths told of the strain, down like an arrow into the rolling ground, and now they galloped beside the Asper banks. The master looked darkly upon that water.

Ten days before, when the snows had not yet reached the climax of melting, ten days later when that climax was overpassed, the Asper would have been fordable, but now a brown flood stormed along the gully, ate away the banks, undermined the willows here and there, and rolled stones larger than a man could lift. It went with an angry shouting as if it defied the fugitive. It was narrow, maddeningly narrow, almost small enough to attempt a leap across to the safety of the thickets on the farther side, but the force of the water alone was enough to warn the bravest swimmer away, and here and there, like teeth in the mouth of the shark, jagged stones cut the surface with white foam streaking out below them; as if to prove its power, even while Dan turned South along the bank a dead trunk shot down the stream and split on one of the Aspers teeth.

Even then he felt the temptation. There lay the forest on the farther side, a forest which would shelter him, and above the forest, hardly a mile back, began the Grizzly Peaks. They lunged straight up to snowy summits, and all along their sides blue shadows of the afternoon drifted through a network of ravines — a promise of peace, a surety of safety if he could reach that labyrinth.

He was almost glad when he left the mockery of the rivers noise to turn aside for Ganton. There it lay in a bend of the Asper in the low-lands, and every town where men lived was an enemy. He could see them now gathered just outside the village, twenty men, perhaps and fifteen spare horses, the best they had, for the posse.

On past Ganton, and again a call upon Satan to meet the first spurt of the posse on its new horses. There was something in the stallion to answer, some incredible reserve of nerve strength and courage. There was a slight labor, now, and something of the same heave and pitch which comes in the gait of a common horse; also, when he put Satan up the first slope beyond Ganton he noted a faltering, a deeper lowering of the head. When his hoofs struck a loose rock he no longer had the easy recoil of the morning. He staggered like a graceful yacht chopped by a cross-current. Now down the slope, now back to the roar of the Asper once more, for there the going was most level, but always the strides were shortening, shortening, and the head of the stallion nodded at his work.

All that was seen by Mark Retherton through his glasses, though they were almost close enough now to see details through the naked eye. He turned in the saddle to the posse, grim faces, sweat and dust clotted in their moustaches, their faces drawn and gray with streaks over the nose and under the eyes where perspiration ran. They rode crookedly, now, for seventy miles at full speed had racked them, twisted them, cramped their muscles. Scotty kept his head tilted far back, for his spinal column seemed about to snap. Walsh leaned to his right side which a tormenting pain drew at every stride, and Hendricks cursed in gasps through a wry mouth. It had been an hour since Mark Retherton last spoke, and when he attempted it now his voice was as hoarse as a croaking frog.

Boys, buck up! Hes done! Dye see the black laborin. Dye see it? Hey, Lew, Garry, weve got the best hosses among us three. Nows the time for a spurt, and by God, well run him down. Im startin!

He made his word good with an Indian yell and a wave of his hat that sent his buckskin leaping straight into the air, to land with stiff legs, swallowing its head, but then it straightened out in earnest. That buckskin had a name from Bly Falls to Caswell City speed and courage, and it lived up to the record in the time of need. Close behind it came Lew and Garry ponies scarcely slower than the buckskin, and they closed rapidly on Satan. The plan of Retherton was plain: now that the black was running on its nerve a spurt might bring them within striking distance and if they could check the flight for an instant by opening advance guard fire, they might drive the fugitive into a corner by the river and hold him there until the main body the posse came up. The three of them running alone the lead could do five yards for every four of the slow horses, and the effect showed at once.

Going up a slope the trot of the stallion maintained or even increased his lead, but when they reached the easier ground beyond they drew rapidly upon him. They saw Barry bend low; they saw the stallion increase its pace.

By God, shouted Retherton in involuntary admonition, Id rather have that hoss than the ten thousand. But feed em the spurs, boys, and hell come back to us inside a mile.

And Retherton was right. Before that mile was over the black slipped back inch by inch, until at length Retherton called: Now grab your guns boys and see if you can salt him down with lead. Give your hosses their heads and turn loose!

They pulled their guns to their shoulders and sent a volley at the outlaw. One bullet clipped a spark from the rocks just behind the stallions feet; the other two must have gone wide. Once more Barry flinched closer over the neck of Satan and once again the horse answered with a fresh burst of speed, but in a few moments he came back to them. Flesh could not stand that pace after seventy-five miles of running.

They saw the rider straighten and look back; then the sun flashed on his rifle.

Feed em the spur! shouted Retherton. If we cant hit him shooting ahead, he aint got a chance to hit us shootin backwards. For it is notoriously hard to turn in the saddle and accomplish anything with a rifle. One is moving away from the target instead of toward it, and every condition of ordinary shooting is reversed; above all, the moment a man turns his head he is completely out of touch with his horse. Apparently the fugitive knew this and made no attempt to place his shots. He merely jerked his gun to the shoulder and blazed away as soon as it was in place; half a dozen yards in front of Retherton the bullet kicked up the dust.

I told you, he shouted. He cant do nothin that way. Close in, boys. Close in for Gods sake!

He himself was flailing with his quirt, and the buckskin grunted at every strike. Once more the rifle pitched to the outlaws shoulder, and this time the bullet clicked on a rock not ten feet from Retherton, and again on a straight line for him.

Damned if that aint shootin! called Garry, and Retherton, alarmed, swung the buckskin out to one side to throw the marksman out of line. He had turned again in the saddle, and as though the episode were at an end, restored his rifle to its case, but when they poured in another volley about him, he swung sharply roundabout again, gun in hand. Once more the rifle went to his shoulder, and this time the bullet knocked a puff of dust into the very nostrils of the buckskin. Retherton reined in with an oath.

Hes been warn in me, boys, he called. That devil has the range like he was sitting in a rockin chair shooting at a tin-can. Hes warnin us back to the rest of the gang. And damned if we aint goin!

It was quite patent that he was right, for three bullets sent on a line for one horse, and each of them closer, could mean only one thing. They checked

their horses, and in a moment the rest of the posse was clattering around them.

It dont make no difference, called Retherton, savin in time. Maybe hell last to Wilsonville, but he cant stay in three miles when we hang onto him with fresh hosses. The black is runnin on nothin but guts right now.


35. THE ASPER
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NINETY MILES OF ground, at least, had been covered by the black stallion, since he left Rickett that morning, yet when he galloped across the plain in full sight of Wilsonville there were plenty of witnesses who vowed that Satan ran like a colt frolicking over a pasture. Mark Retherton knew better, and the posse to a man felt the end was near. They changed saddles in a savage silence and went down the street out of town with a roar of racing hoofs.

And Barry too, as he watched them whip around the corner of the last house and streak across the fields, knew that the end of the ride was near. Strength, wind and nerve were gone from Satan; his hoofs pounded the ground with the stamp of a plowhorse; his breath came in wheezes with a rattle toward the end; the tail no longer fluttered out straight behind. Yet when the master leaned and called he found something in his great heart with which to answer. A ghost of his old buoyancy came in his stride, the drooping head rose, one ear quivered up, and he ran against the challenge of those fresh ponies from Wilsonville. There were men who doubted it when the tale was told, but Mark Retherton swore to the truth of it.

Even then that desperate effort was failing. Not all the generous will in the heart of the stallion could give his legs the speed they needed; and he fell back by inches, by feet, by yards, toward the posse. They disdained their guns now, and kept them in the cases; for the game was theirs.

And then they noted an odd activity in the fugitive, who had slipped to one side and was fumbling at his cinches. They could not understand for a time, but presently the saddle came loose, the cinches flipped out, and the whole apparatus crashed to the ground. Nor was this all. The rider leaned forward and his hands worked on the head of his mount until the hackamore also came free and was tossed aside. To that thing fifteen good men and true swore the next day with strange oaths, and told how a man rode for his life on a horse that wore neither saddle nor bridle but ran obediently to voice and hand.

Every ounce counted, and there were other ounces to be spared. He was leaning again, to this side and then to that, and presently the posse rushed past the discarded riding-boots.

There lay the rifle in its case on the saddle far behind. And with the rifle remained all the fugitives chances of fighting at long range. Now, following, came the heavy cartridge belt and the revolver with it. The very sombrero was torn from his head and thrown away.

His horse was failing visibly; not even this lightening could keep it away from the posse long; and yet the man threw away his sole chance of safety. And the fifteen pursuers cursed solemnly as they saw the truth. He would run his horse to death and then die with it empty handed rather than let either of them fall a captive.

Unburdened by saddle or gun or trapping, the stallion gave himself in the last effort. There ahead lay safety, if they could shake off this last relay of the posse, and for a time he pulled away until Retherton grew anxious, and once more the bullets went questing around the fugitive. But it was a dying effort. They gained; they drew away; and then they were only holding the posse even, and then once more, they fell back gradually toward the pursuit. It was the end, and Barry sat bolt erect and looked around him; that would be the last of him and the last scene he should see.

There came the posse, distant but running closer. With every stride Satan staggered; with every stride his head drooped, and all the lilt of his running was gone. Ten minutes, five minutes more and the fifteen would be around him. He looked to the river which thundered there at his side.

It was the very swiftest portion of all the Asper between Tucker Creek and Caswell City. Even at that moment, a few hundred yards away, a tall tree which had been undermined, fell into the stream and dashed the spray high; yet even that fall was silent in the general roar of the river. Checked by the body and the branches of the tree for an instant before it should be torn away from the bank and shot down stream, the waters boiled and left a comparatively smooth, swift sliding current beyond the obstruction; and it gave to Barry a chance or a ghost of a chance:

The central portion of the river bed was chopped with sharp rocks which tore the stream into white rages of foam; but beyond these rocks, a little past the middle, the tree like a dam smoothed out the current; it was still swift but not torn with swirls or cross-currents, and in that triangle of comparatively still water of which the base was the fallen tree, the apex lay on a sand bar, jutting a few yards from the bank. And the forlorn hope of Barry was to swing the stallion a little distance away from the banks, run him with the last of his ebbing strength straight for the bank, and try to clear the rocky portion of the river bed with a long leap that might, by the grace of God, shoot him into the comparatively protected current. Even then it would be a game only a tithe won, for the chances were ten to one that before they could struggle close to the shore, the currents would suck them out toward the center. They would never reach that shelving bit of sand, but the sharp rocks of the stream would tear them a moment later like teeth. Yet the dimmest chance was a good chance now.

He called Satan away from his course, and at the change of direction the stallion staggered, but went on, turned at another call, and headed straight for the stream. He was blind with running; he was numbed by the long horror of that effort, no doubt, but there was enough strength left in him to understand the masters mind. He tossed his head high, he flaunted out his tail, and sped with a ghost of his old sweeping gallop toward the bank.

Bart! shouted the master, and waved his arm.

And the wolf saw too. He seemed to cringe for a moment, and then, like some old leader of a pack who knows he is about to die and defies his death, he darted for the river and flung himself through the air.

An instant later Satan reared on the bank and shot into the air. Below him the teeth of the rocks seemed to lift up in hunger, and the white foam jumped to take him. The crest of the arc of his jump was passed; he shot lower and grazing the last of the stones he plunged out of sight in the swift water beyond. There were two falls, not one, for even while the black was in the air Barry slipped from his back and struck the water clear of Satan.

They came up again struggling in the last effort toward the shore. The impetus of their leap had washed them well in toward the bank, but the currents dragged them out again toward the center of the stream where the rocks waited. Down river they went, and Black Bart alone had a ghost of a chance for success. His leap had been farther and he skimmed the surface when he struck so that by dint of fierce swimming he hugged close to the shore, and then his claws bedded in the sand-bank.

As for Barry, the waters caught him and sent him spinning over and over, like a log, whipping down stream, while the heavier body of Satan was struggling whole yards above. There was no chance for the master to reach the sand-bank, and even if he reached it he could not cling; but the wolf-dog knew many things about water. In the times of famine long years before the days of the master there had been ways of catching fish.

He edged forward until the water foamed about his shoulders. Down came Dan, his arms tumbling as he whirled, and on the sleeve of one of those arms the teeth of Bart closed. The cloth was stout, and yet it ripped as if it were rotten veiling, and the tug nearly swept Bart from his place. Still, he clung; his teeth shifted their hold with the speed of light and closed over the arm of the master itself, slipped, sank deeper, drew blood, and held. Barry swung around and a moment later stood with his feet buried firmly in the bank.

He had not a moment to spare, for Satan, only his eyes and his nose showing, rushed down the current, making his last fight. Barry thrust his feet deeper in the sand, leaned, buried both hands in the mane of the stallion. It was a far fiercer tug-of-war this time, for the ample body of the horse gave the water a greater surface to grapple on, yet the strength of the man sufficed. His back bowed; his shoulders ached with the strain; and then the forefeet of Satan pawed the sand, and all three staggered up the shelving bank, reeled among the trees, and collapsed in safety.

So great was the roar of the water that they heard neither shouts nor the reports of the guns, but for several minutes the bullets of the posse combed the shrubbery as high as the breast of a man.


36. THE EMPTY CAVE
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THROUGH TEN MONTHS of the year a child of ten could wade the Asper but now its deep roaring that set the ground quivering under Barry gave him perfect assurance of safety. Not one of that posse would attempt the crossing, he felt, but he slipped back through the shrubbery close to the bank to make sure. He was in time to see Mark Retherton give a command with gestures that sent reluctant guns into the holsters. Fists were brandished toward the green covert on the farther side of the river, so close, such an unreachable distance. One or two rode their horses down to the very edge of the water, but they gave up the thought and the whole troop turned back toward Wilsonville; even the horses were down-headed.

Back in the covert he found Bart lying with his head on his paws, his eyes closed, his sides swelling and closing till every rib seemed broken; yet now and then he opened one red eye to look at Satan. The stallion lay in almost exactly the same position, and the rush and rattle of his breathing was audible even in the noise of the Asper; Barry dropped prone and pressed his ear against the left side of the horse, just behind the shoulder. The fierce vibration fairly shook his head; he could hear the rush of the blood except when that deadly rattling of the breath came. When he rose to his knees the face of the master was serious, thoughtful.

Satan! he called, but the river must have drowned his voice. Only when he passed his fingers down the wet neck, one of Satans ears pricked, and fell instantly back. It would not do to let him lie there in the cool mold by the water, for he knew that the greatest danger in overheating a horse is that it may cool too quickly afterward.

He stooped directly in front of Satan and swept up an arm in command; it brought only a flicker of the eyelid, the eyelid which drooped over a glazing eye.

Up! he commanded.

One ear again pricked; the head lifted barely clear of the ground; the forelegs stiffened with effort, trembled, and were still again.

Bart! shouted the master, wake him up!

The voice could not have carried to the wolf through the uproar of the waters, but the gesture, the expression brought home the order, and Black Bart came to his feet, staggering. Right against the nose of Satan he bared his great teeth and his snarl rattled. No living creature could hear that sound without starting, and the head of Satan raised high. Still before him Bart growled and under his elbow and his chest the hands of the master strained up. He swayed with a snort very like a human groan, struggled, the forelegs secured their purchase, and he came slowly to his feet. There he stood, braced and head low; a child might have caught him by the mane and toppled him upon his side, and already his hind legs were buckling.

Get on! cried Barry.

There was a lift of the head, a quivering of the tensed nostrils, but that was all. He seemed to be dying on his feet, when the master whistled. The sound cut through the rushing of the Asper as a ray of light probes a dark room, shrill, harsh, like the hissing of some incredible snake, and Satan went an uncertain step forward, reeled, almost fell; but the shoulder of the master was at his side lifting up, and the arm of the master was under his chest, raising. He tried another step; he went on among the trees with his forelegs sprawling and his head drooped as though he were trying to crop grass. Black Bart did his part to recall that flagging spirit. Sometimes it was his snarl that startled the black; sometimes he leaped, and his teeth clashed a hairs breadth from Satans nose.

By degrees the congealing blood flowed freely again through Satans body; he no longer staggered; and now he lifted a forepaw and struck vaguely at Bart as the wolf-dog leaped. Barry stepped away.

Bart! he called, and the shouting of the Asper was now so far away that he could be heard. Come round here, old boy, and stop botherin him. Hes goin to pull through.

He leaned against a willow, his face suddenly old and white with something more than exhaustion, and laughed in such an oddly pitched, cracked tone that the wolf-dog slunk to him on his belly and licked the dangling hand. He caught the scarred head of Bart and looked steadily down into the eyes of the wolf.

It was a close call, Bart. There wasnt more than half an inch between Satan and—

The black turned his head and whinnied feebly.

Listen to him callin for help like a new-foaled colt, said the master, and went to Satan.

The head of the stallion rested on his shoulder as they went slowly on.

Tonight, said the master, you get two pieces of pone without askin. The cold nose of the jealous wolf-dog thrust against his left hind. You too, Bart. You showed us the way.

The rattle had left the breathing of Satan, the stagger was gone from his walk; with each instant he grew perceptibly larger as they approached the border of the wood. It fell off to a scattering thicket with the Grizzly Peaks stepping swiftly up to the sky. This was their magic instant in all the day, when the sun, grown low in the west, with bulging sides, gave the mountains a yellow light. They swelled up larger with warm tints of gold rolling off into the blue of the canyons; at the foot of the nearest slope a thicket of quaking aspens was struck by a breeze and flashed all silver. Not many moments more, and all the peaks would be falling back into the evening,

It seemed that Satan saw this, for he raised his head from the shoulder of the master and stopped to look.

Step on, commanded Barry.

The stallion shook himself violently as a dog that knocks the water from his pelt, but he took no pace forward.

Satan!

The order made him sway forward, but he checked the movement.

I ask you man to man, Bart, said the master in sudden anger, was there ever a worse fool hoss than him? He wont budge till I get on his back.

The wolf-dog shoved his nose again into Barrys hand and growled. He seemed quite willing to go on alone with the master and leave Satan forgotten.

All right, said Barry. Satan, are you comin?

The horse whinnied, but would not move.

Then stay here.

He turned his back and walked resolutely across the meadow, but slowly, and more slowly, until a ringing neigh made him stop and turn. Satan had not stirred from his first halting place, but now his head was high and his cars pricked anxiously. He pawed the ground in his impatience.

Look there, Bart, observed the master gloomily. Theres pride for you. He wont let on that hes too weak to carry me. Now Id ought to let him stay there till he drops.

He whistled suddenly, the call sliding up, breaking, and rising again with a sharp appeal. Satan neighed again as it died away.

If that wont bring him, nothin will. Back we got to go. Bart, you jest take this to heart: It aint any use tryin to bring them to reason that aint got any sense.

He went back and sprang lightly to the back of the horse and Satan staggered a little under the weight but once, as if to prove that his strength was more than equal to the task, he broke into a trot. A harsh order called him back to a walk, and so they started up into the Grizzly Peaks.

By dark, however, a few halts, a chance to crop grass for a moment here and there, a roll by the next creek and a short draught of water, restored a great part of the blacks strength, and before the night was an hour old he was heading up through the hills at a long, swift trot.

Even then it was that dark, cold time just before dawn when they wound up the difficult pass toward the cave. The moon had gone down; a thin, high mist painted out the stars; and there were only varying degrees of blackness to show them the way, with peaks and ridges starting here and there out of the night, very suddenly. It was so dark, indeed, that sometimes Dan could not see where Bart skulked a little ahead, weaving among the boulders and picking the easiest way. But all three of them knew the course by instinct, and when they came to a more or less commanding rise of ground in the valley Dan checked the stallion and whistled.

Then he sat canting his head to one side to listen more intently. A rising wind brought about him something like an echo of the sound, but otherwise there was no answer.

She aint heard, muttered Dan to Bart, who came running back at the call, so familiar to him and to the horse. He whistled again, prolonging the call until it soared and trembled down the gulch, and this time when he stopped he sat for a long moment, waiting, until Black Bart whined at his side.

She aint learned to sleep light, yet, muttered Barry. An I spose shes plumb tired out waitin for me. But if somethings happened — Satan!

That word sent the stallion leaping ahead at a racing gait, swerving among rocks which he could not see.

Theys nothin wrong with her, whispered Barry to himself. They cant be nothin happened to her!

He was in the cave, a moment later, standing in the center of the place with the torch high above his head; it flared and glimmered in the great eyes of Satan and the narrow eyes of Bart. At length he slipped down to a rock beside him while the torch, fallen from his hand, sputtered and whispered where it lay on the gravel.

Shes gone, he said to emptiness. Shes lef me— Black Bart licked his limp hand but dared not even whine.


37. BEN SWANN
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SINCE THE NIGHT when old Joe Cumberland died and Kate Cumberland rode off after her wild man, Ben Swann, the foreman of the Cumberland ranch, had lived in the big house. He would have been vastly more comfortable in the bunkhouse playing cards with the other hands, but Ben Swann felt vaguely that it was a shame for so much space in the ranch house to go to waste, and besides, Bens natural dignity was at home in the place even if his mind grew lonely. It was Ben Swann, therefore, who ran down and flung open the door, on which a heavy hand was beating. Outside stood two men, very tall, taller than himself, and one of them a giant. They had about them a strong scent of horses.

Get a light said one of these. Run for it. Get a light. Start a fire, and be damned quick about it!

And who the hell might you gents be? queried Ben Swann, leaning against the side of the doorway to dicker.

Throw that fool on his head, said one of the strangers, and go on in, Lee!

Stand aside, said the other, and swept the doorknob out of Bens grip, flattening Ben himself against the wall. While he struggled there, gasping, a man and a woman slipped past him.

Tell him who we are, said the womans voice. Well go to the living- room, Buck, and start a fire.

The strangers apparently knew their way even in the dark, for presently he heard the scraping of wood on the hearth in the living-room. It bewildered Ben Swann. It was dream-like, this sudden invasion.

Now, who the devil are you?

A match was scratched and held under his very nose, until Ben shrank back for fear that his splendid mustaches might ignite. He found himself confronted by one of the largest men he had ever seen, a leonine face, vaguely familiar.

You Lee Haines! he gasped. What are you doin here?

Youre Swann, the foreman, arent you? said Haines. Well, come out of your dream, man. The owner of the ranch is in the living-room.

Joe Cumberlands dead, stammered Ben Swann.

Kate Cumberland.

Her! And — Barry — the Killing at Alder—

Shut up! ordered Haines, and his face grew ugly. Dont let that chatter get to Kates ears. Barry aint with her. Only his kid. Now stir about.

After the first surprise was over, Ben Swann did very well. He found the fire already started in the living-room and on the rug before the hearth a yellow-haired little girl wrapped in a tawny hide. She was sound asleep, worn out by the long ride, and she seemed to Ben Swann a very pretty picture. Surely there could be in her little of the father of whom he had heard so much — of whom that story of the Killing at Alder was lately told, He took in that picture at a glance and then went to rustle food; afterward he went down to sleep in the bunkhouse and at breakfast he recounted the events of the night with a relish. Not one of the men had been more than three years on the place, and therefore their minds were clean slates on which Swann could write his own impressions.

Appearances is deceivin concluded the foreman. Look at Mrs. Dan Barry. They tell you around these parts that shes pretty, but they dont tell you how damned fine lookin she is. Shes got a soft look and youd never pick her for the sort that would run clean off with a gent like Barry. Barry himself wasnt so bad for looks, but theyll tell you in Elkhead how bad be is in action, and maybe theys some widders in Alder that could put in a word. Take even the kid. She looks no moren a baby, but what dyou know is inside of her?

Speakin personal, gents, I dont put no kind of trust in that houseful yonder. Here they come in the middle of the night like there was a posse after em. They climb that house and sit down and eat like theyd ridden all day. Maybe they had. Even while they was eatin they didnt seem none too happy.

That loose shutter upstairs come around in the wind with a bang and Buck Daniels comes out of his chair as fast as powder could blow him. He didnt say nothin. Just sat down lookin kind of sick, and the other two was the same way. When they talked, theyd bust off in the middle of a word and let their eyes go trailin into some corner of the room that was plumb full of shadow. Then Lee Haines gets up and walks up and down.

Swann, says he, how many good men have you got on the place?

Why, says I, theyre all good!

Huh, says Haines, and he puts a hand on my shoulder, Just how good are they, Swann?

I seen what he wanted. He wanted to know how many scrappy gents was punchin cows here; maybe them three up there figures that they might need help. From what? What was they runnin away from?

Hey! broke in one of the cowpunchers, pointing with a dramatic fork through the window.

It was a bright spot of gold that disappeared over the top of the nearest hill; then it came into view again, the whole body of a yellow-haired child, clothed in a wisp of white, and running steadily toward the north.

The kid! gasped the foreman. Boys, grab her. No, youd bust her; I know how to handle her!

He was gone through the door with gigantic leaps and shot over the crest of the low hill. Then those in the cookhouse heard a small, tingling scream; after it, came silence, and the tall foreman striding across the hill with the child high in his arms. He came panting through the door and stood her up on the end of the table, a small and fearless creature. She wore on her feet the little moccasins which Dan himself had fashioned for her, but the tawny hide was not on her — perhaps her mother had thrown the garment away. The moccasins and the white nightgown were the sum and substance of her apparel, and the cowpunchers stood up around the table to admire her spunk.

Damed near spat pizen, observed Ben Swann, when I hung into her — tried to bite me, but the minute I got her in my hands she quit strugglin, as reasonable as a grown-up, by God!

Shut up, Ben. Dont you know no bettern to cuss in front of a kid?

The great, dark eyes of Joan went somberly from face to face. If she was afraid, she disguised it well, but now and then, like a wild thing which sees that escape is impossible, she looked through the window and out over the open country beyond.

Where was you headed for, honey? queried Ben Swann.

The child considered him bravely for a time before she replied.

Over there.

Over there? Now what might she mean by that? Headed for Elkhead — in a nightgown? Any place I could take you, kid?

If she did not altogether trust Ben Swann, at least she preferred him to the other unshaven, work-thinned faces which leered at her around the table.

Daddy Dan, she said softly. Joan wants to go to Daddy Dan.

Daddy Dan — Dan Barry, translated Ben Swann, and he drew a bit away from her. Boys, that mankillin devil must be around here; and thats what them up to the house was runnin from — Barry!

It scattered the others to the windows, to the door.

What dyou see?

Nothin.

Swann, if Barry is comin to these parts, Im goin to pack my war- bag.

Me too, Ben. Them that get ten thousandll earn it. I heard about the Killin at Alder.

Listen to me, gents, observed Ben Swann. If Barry is comin here we aint none of us goin to stay; but dont start jumpin out from under till I get the straight of it. Im goin to take the kid up to the house right now and find out.

So he wrapped up Joan in an old blanket, for she was shivering in the cold of the early morning, and carried her up to the ranchhouse. The alarm had already been given. He saw Buck Daniels gallop toward the front of the place leading two saddled horses; he saw Haines and Kate run down the steps to meet them, and then they caught sight of the foreman coming with Joan on his shoulder.

The joy of that meeting, it seemed to Ben Swann, was decidedly one-sided. Kate ran to Joan with a little wailing cry of happiness and gathered her close, but neither big Lee Haines nor ugly Buck Daniels seemed overcome with happiness at the regaining of Joan, and the child herself merely endured the caresses of her mother. Ben Swann made them a speech.

He told them that anybody with half an eye could tell they were bothered by something, that they acted as if they were running away. Now, running in itself was perfectly all right and quite in order when it was impossible to outface or outbluff a danger. He himself, Ben Swann, believed in such tactics. He wasnt a soldier; he was a cowpuncher. So were the rest of the boys out yonder, and though theyd stay by their work in ordinary times, and theyd face ordinary trouble, they were not minded to abide the coming of Dan Barry.

So, concluded Swann, I want to ask you straight. Is him they call Whistlin Dan comin this way? Are you runnin from him? And did you steal the kid from him?

Lee Haines took upon his competent shoulders the duty of answering.

You look like a sensible man, Swann, he said severely. Im surprised at you. In the first place, two men dont run away from one.

A fleeting smile appeared and disappeared on the lips of Ben Swann. Haines hastily went on: As for stealing the baby from Dan Barry, good heavens, man, dont you think a mother has a right to her own child? Now go back to that scared bunch and tell them that Dan Barry is back in the Grizzly Peaks.

For several reasons this did not completely satisfy the foreman, but he postponed his decision. Lee Haines spoke like one in the habit of giving orders, and Swann walked slowly back to the cookhouse.


38. THE NEW ALLIANCE
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AND SO, SAID Lee Haines, when he joined Buck Daniels in the living- room, there goes our reinforcements. That whole crew will scatter like dead leaves when Barry breezes in. It looks to me—

Shut up! cut in Daniels. Shut up!

His dark, homely face turned to the larger man with a singular expression of awe. He whispered: Dyou hear? Shes in the next room whippin Joan for runnin away, and never a yap out of the kid!

He held up a lean finger for caution and then Haines heard the sound of the willow switch. It stopped.

If you run away again, warned Kate, her voice pitched high and trembling, munner will whip harder, and put you in a dark place for a long, long time.

Still there was not a sound of the childs voice, not even the pulse of stifled weeping. Presently the door opened and Kate stood there.

Go out in the kitchen and tell Li to give you breakfast. Naughty girls cant eat with munner.

Through the door came Joan, her little round face perfectly white, perfectly expressionless. She did not cringe, passing her mother; she walked steadily across the room, rose on tip-toe to open the kitchen door, and disappeared through it. Kate dropped into a chair, shaking.

Out! whispered Buck to Lee Haines. Beat it. I got to talk alone. And as soon as Haines obeyed, Buck sat down close to the girl. She was twisting and untangling her fingers in a dumb agony.

What has he done to her, Buck? What has he done?

It was a maxim with Buck that talk is to woman what swearing is to man; it is a safety valve, and therefore he waited in silence until the first rush of her grief had passed.

She only looked at me when I whipped her. My heart turned in me. She didnt cry; she wasnt even angry. She just stood there — my baby! — and looked at me!

She threw herself back in the chair with her eyes closed, and he saw where the trouble had marked her face. He wanted to lean over and take her in his arms.

Im going mad, Buck. I cant stand it. How could he have changed her to this?

Listen to me, Kate. Joan aint been changed. Shes only showin what she is.

The mother stared wildly at him.

Dont look like I was a murderer. God knows Im sorry, Kate, but if theys Dans blood in your little girl it aint my fault. It aint anything hes taught her. Its just that bein alone with him has brought out what she really is.

I wont believe you, Buck. I dont dare listen to you!

You got to listen, Kate, because you know Im right. Dyou think that any kind of teachin could make her learn how to stand and keep from cryin when she was whipped?

I know.

She spoke softly, as if some terrible power might overhear them talk, and Buck lowered his voice in turn.

Shes wild, Kate, I knew it when I seen the way she handled Bart. Shes wild!

Then Ill have her tame again.

You tried that once and failed.

Dan was a man when I tried, and his nature was formed. Joan is only a baby — my baby. Shes half mine. She has my hair and my eyes.

I dont care what the color of her eyes is, I know whats behind them. Look at em, and then tell me who she takes after.

Buck, why do you talk like this? What do you want me to do?

A hard thing. Send Joan back to Dan.

Never!

Hell never give her up, I tell you.

Oh, God help me. What shall I do? Ill keep her! Ill make her tame.

But youll never keep her that way. Think of Dan. Think of the yaller in his eyes, Kate.

Until I die, she said with sudden quiet, Ill fight to keep her.

And he answered with equal solemnity: Until Dan dies hell fight to have her. And hes never been beat yet.

Through a breathing space he stared at her and she at him, and the eyes of Buck Daniels were the first to turn. Everything that was womanly and gentle had died from her face, and in its stead was something which made Buck rise and wander from the room.

He found Lee Haines and told him briefly all that had passed. The great battle, they decided, had begun between Kate and Barry for the sake of the child, and that battle would go on until one of them was dead or the prize for which they struggled lost. Barry would come on the trail and find them at the ranch, and then he would strike for Joan. And they had no help for the struggle against him. The cowpunchers would scatter at the first sign of Barry, at the first shrill of his ill-omened whistling. They might ride for Elkhead and raise a posse from among the citizens, but it would take two days to do that and gather a number of effective fighters for the crisis, and in the meantime the chances were large that Barry would strike the ranch while the messenger was away. There was really nothing to do but sit patiently and wait. They were both brave men, very; and they were both not unpracticed fighters; but they began to wait for the coming of Barry as the prisoner waits for the day of his execution.

It spoke well for the quality of their nerves that they would not speak to Kate of the time to come; they sat back like spectators at a play and watched the maneuvers of the mother to win back Joan.

There was not an idle moment from breakfast to dark. They went out to gather wildflowers on the western hill from the house; they sat on the veranda where Kate told Joan stories of the ranch and pointed out the distant mountains which were its boundaries, and explained that all between them would one day be her own land; that the men who rode yonder were doing her work; that the cattle who ranged the hills were marked with her brand. She said it all in small words so that Joan could understand, but as far as Buck and Lee could make out, there was never a flicker of intelligence or interest in the eyes of the child.

It was a hard battle every hour, and after supper Kate sat in a big chair by the fire with her eyes half closed, admitting defeat, perhaps. For Joan was curled up on the couch at the farthest, dimmest end of the room, and with her chin propped in both small hands she stared in silence through the window and over the darkening hills. Buck and Lee were there, never speaking, but now and then their eyes sought each other with a vague hope. For Kate might see that her task was impossible, send Joan back, and that would free them of the danger.

But where Kate left off, chance took up the battle and turned the scales. Old Li, the Chinese cook, had not seen Kate for six long years, and now he celebrated the return by hanging about her on a thousand pretexts. It was just after he had brought in some delicacy from the kitchen, leaving the door a little ajar, when a small ball of gray fur nosed its way through the aperture and came straight for the glare of the fire on the hearth. It was a small shepherd puppy, and having observed the faces of the men with bright, unafraid eyes, it went wobbling on to the very hearth, sniffling. Even at that age it knew enough to keep away from the bright coals of wood, but how could it know that the dark, cold-looking andirons had been heated to the danger point by the fire? It thrust out a tentative nose, touched the iron, and then its shrill yelp of pain went startlingly through the room. It pulled the three grown-ups out of their thoughts; it brought Joan scampering across the room with a little happy cry.

The puppy would have escaped if it could, for it had in mind the dark, warm, familiar corner in Lis kitchen where no harm ever came near, but the agile hands of Joan caught him; he was swept into her arms. That little wail of helpless pain, the soft fluff of fur against her cheek, wiped all other things from Joans mind. Out the window and across the gloomy hills she had been staring at the picture of the cave, and bright-eyed Satan, and the shadowy form of Bart, and the swift, gentle hand of Daddy Dan; but the cry of the puppy blotted the picture out. She was no longer lonely, having this small, soft body to protect. There sat her mother, leaning a little toward her with a glance at once misted and bright, and she forgot forthwith all the agency of Kate in carrying her away from that cave of delight.

Look, munner! Hes burned his nose!

The puppy was licking the injured nose industriously and whimpering the while. And Joan heard no answer from her mother except an inarticulate little sound somewhere deep in Kates throat. Over her child mind, vaguely, like all baby memories, moved a recollection of the same sound, coming deeply from the throat of the mother and marvelously soothing, reassuring. It moved a fiber of trust and sympathy in Joan, an emotion as real as the sound of music, and with the puppy held idly in her arms for a moment, she looked curiously into Kates face. On her own, a faint smile began in the eyes and spread to the lips.

Poor little puppy, munner, said Joan.

The hands of Kate trembled with desire to bring Joan closer to her, but very wisely she merely stroked the cringing head of the dog.

Poor little puppy, she echoed.


39. VICTORY
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THE ENTRANCE OF the puppy, to liken small things to great, was the coming of Blucher in Kates life, for the battle turned, and all in five minutes she had gone from defeat to victory. She sat by the fire with Joan sleeping in her arms, and the puppy in turn in the arms of Joan. It was such a foolish trick of chance that had given her all this, she was almost inclined to laugh, but something of tragedy in the faces of Buck and Lee Haines made her thoroughly serious. And she readily saw the truth for after all a childs brain is a small affair; it holds so much and no more. One instant the longing for Dan was all that Joan could think of; the next she had no room for anything more than the burned nose of the puppy — if there were other phases to this matter — such as Buck Daniels had pointed out — fear that in some future crisis the blood of the father might show in the child, Kate pushed such thoughts away. She was too full of the present happiness.

Now, while she sat there in the firelight, she sang softly into the dreams of Joan, and watched the smile of sleep grow and wane faintly on the lips of the child as the rhythm of her singing lifted and fell. One half of her mind was empty, that part where Dan should have been, and a dozen times she checked an impulse to turn to him in the place where he should be sitting and invite him with a smile to share her happiness. When her eyes moved they only fell on the gaunt, intent face of Buck or the leonine head of Haines. Whistling Dan was gone and if he ever came again her fear of him, her fear for Joan, would be greater than her love. Yet Dan being gone so finally, she knew that she would never be truly happy again. Her spring of life was ended, but even now she was grateful for the full richness of those six years with Dan; and if she turned from him now it was only because a mighty instinct commanded her and a voice without words drove her — Joan must go on to a normal, womanly happiness. Dan Barry lived from day to day, glutting himself with a ride in the wind, or the whistle of a far-off bird, or the wail of a mountain-lion through the night. Each instant was to him complete, but the eye of Kate looked far away and saw the night when this daughter of hers should sit holding an infant by such a fire, and her heart was both empty and full.

It was no wonder, then, that she heard the first sound long before either Haines or Buck Daniels, for her mind was on guard against dangers which might threaten her baby. It was a faint slipping, scratching noise on the veranda; then a breathing at the front door. Kate turned, and the men followed the terror of her eyes in time to see the door fall open, and a broad paw appear in the interval. The snaky head of Black Bart thrust into the room.

Without a word, Daniels drew his gun.

Wait! commanded Kate. Joan awoke with a start at the sharpness of this voice. Dont shoot, Buck. See that bit of paper under his throat. Hes bringing a message.

Bart! cried Joan, slipping to the floor from her mothers lap, but when she ran toward the wolf-dog, that tremendous snarl of warning stopped her short. Bart slunk toward Kate.

Look out, Kate! cried Haines. The black devil means murder.

Dont move, or hell go at your throat, she answered. Theres no danger to me. Hes been ordered to go to me and he wont let even Joan touch him. See!

He had glided past the amazed, outstretched arms of Joan and went straight to Kate and stopped beside her, obviously expectant. She reached for the slip of folded paper, and as her hand approached he crouched a little, growling; but it was only to caution her, apparently, and though he distrusted the hand, he allowed it to unfasten the missive.

She untwisted the note, she read aloud: Kate, send Joan back to me or I come for her. Send her with Bart.

It seemed as though the wolf-dog understood the written words, for now he moved toward Joan and she, with a cry, dropped the squealing puppy and caught the great head of Bart in her arms. The puppy wailed, sitting down on his haunches, and quivering with grief.

Daddy Dan wants me, explained Joan with bright eyes. Hes sent for me. Go quick, Bart!

The big animal lay down to facilitate her mounting.

Joan! called Kate. The child hesitated and turned toward her. Her mother had taken up that light revolver which Dan had taught her to use so well, and now, as she leveled it at the wolf-dog, Bart laid his fangs bare in silent hate. The weapons of Buck and Lee Haines were ready, and now Bart raised himself a little and commenced to drag gradually forward to leaping distance.

Drop your gun, Kate, cautioned Buck. For Gods sake drop your gun. Even if you hit him with a bullet, hell be at your throat. Unless you kill him with the first shot hell have you. Drop your gun, and then hell go at us.

But Joan knew perfectly well what those gleaming bits of steel meant. She had seen Daddy Dan shoot and kill, and now she ran screaming between Bart and danger.

Munner! she cried. You bad, bad men. I wont let you hurt Bart.

They wont hurt you, Bart, explained Joan, taming much mollified to the great wolf-dog. Theyre just playin. Now well go.

And she started toward the door, with Bart slinking in front and keeping a watchful lookout from a corner of his eye.

Are you going to leave the poor little puppy, Joan? said the mother, keeping her voice steady, for all the force of the two men could not help her now. It rested with her wit.

Ill take him with me, answered Joan, and caught up the howling puppy from the floor. His wails died out against her breast.

But you mustnt do that, honey. Hed die in this cold night wind long before you got there.

Oh! sighed Joan, and considered her mother with great eyes. Black Bart turned and uneasily tugged at her dress.

Will you take good care of him, munner? Till I come back?

But I dont know how to take care of him, dear. If you go hell cry and cry and cry until he dies.

Joan sighed.

See how quiet he is when you hold him, Joan!

Oh, muttered Joan again. The distress of the problem made her wrinkle her forehead. She turned to Kate for help.

Munner, whatll I do?

Youd best stay here until the puppy is strong enough to go with you.

She kept her voice well under control; it would not do to show the slightest emotion, and now she sat down and half turned away from the child. With her eyes she flashed a signal at the two troubled men and they followed her lead. Their center of vision was now upon the fire. It left Joan, to all appearances, quite out of notice.

Oh, thatll be a long, long time, munner.

Only a little while, Joan.

But Daddy Danll be lonesome up there.

He has Satan and Bart to keep him company.

Dont you think he wants Joan, munner?

Not as much as the poor little puppy wants you, Joan.

She added, with just the slightest tremor: You decide for yourself, Joan. Go if you think it is best.

Bart, whatll Joan do? queried the child, turning in dismay toward the wolf-dog, but as soon as he saw the puppy in her arms, he greeted her with a murderous snarl.

You see, suggested her mother, that Black Bart would eat up the poor little puppy if you went now with him.

At this alarming thought, Joan shrank away from Bart and when he followed her, anxiously, she cried: Go away! Bad dog! Bad Bart!

He caught the edge of her dress and drew back toward the door, and this threw Joan into a sudden panic. She struck Bart across his wrinkled forehead.

Go away! he slunk back, snarling at the puppy.

Go back to Daddy Dan. Then, as he pricked his ears, still growling like distant thunder: Go tell Daddy Dan that Joan has to stay here a while. Munner, how long?

Maybe a week, dear.

A whole week? she cried, dismayed.

Perhaps only one or two or three days, said Kate.

Some of her tenseness was leaving as she saw victory once more inclining to her standards.

One, two, five days, counted Joan, and then come for me again. Tell Daddy Dan that, Bart.

His eyes left her and wandered around the room, lingering for a vicious instant on the face of each, then he backed toward the door.

Hes clear of Joan now, Kate, whispered Buck. Let me shoot!

No, no! Dont even look at him.

Then, with a scratching of sudden claws, Bart whirled at the door and was gone like a bolt down the hall. Afterwards for a time there was no sound in the room except the murmurings of Joan to her puppy, and then they heard that most mournful of sounds on the mountain-desert, the long howl of a wolf which has missed its kill, and hunts hungry on a new trail.


40. THE FAILURE
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WHEN BLACK BART returned without Joan, without even a note of answer about his neck, the master made ready to take by force. First he went over his new outfit of saddle and guns, looking to every strap of the former, and the latter, revolvers and rifle, he weighed and balanced with a meditative look, as if he were memorizing their qualities against a time of need. With Satan saddled and Bart on guard at the mouth of the cave, he gathered up all the accumulation of odds and ends, provisions, skins, and made a stirring bonfire in the middle of the gravel floor. It was like burning his bridges before starting out to the battle; he turned his back to the cave and started on his journey.

He had to travel in a loose semicircle, for there were two points which he must reach on the ride, the town of Alder, where lived the seventh man who must die for Grey Molly, and the Cumberland ranch, last of all, where he would take Joan. Very early after his start he reached the plateau where he had lived all those years with Kate, and he found it already sinking back to ruin, with nothing in the corrals, and the front door swinging to and fro idly in the wind, just as Joan had often played with it. Inside, he knew, the rooms were empty; a current of air down the chimney had scattered the ashes from the hearth all about the living room. Here must be a chair overturned, and there the sand had drifted through the open door. All this he saw clearly enough with his minds eye, and urged Satan forward. For a chill like the falling of sudden night had swept over him, and he shrugged his shoulders with relief when he swept past the house. Yet when he came to the long down-slope which pitched into the valley so far below him, he called Satan to a halt again, and swung to look at the house. He could hear the clatter of the front door as it swung; it seemed to be waving a farewell to him.

It was all the work of a moment, to ride back, gather a quantity of paper and readily inflammable materials, soak them in oil, and scratch a match. The flames swept up the sides of the logs and caught on the ceiling first of all, and Dan Barry stood in the center of the room until the terrified whining of Black Bart and the teeth of the wolf-dog at his trousers made him turn and leave the house. Outside, he found Satan trembling between two temptations, the first to run as far and as fast as he could from that most terrible thing — fire; and the second to gallop straight into the blaze. The voice of the master, a touch quieted him, and Black Bart lay down at the feet of the master and looked up into his face.

By this time the fire had licked away a passage through the roof and through this it sent up a yellow hand that flicked up and down like a signal, or a beckoning, and then shot up a tall, steady, growing, roaring column of red. No man could say what went through the mind of Dan Barry as he stood there watching the house of his building burn, but now he turned and threw his arms over the neck and back of Satan, and dropped his forehead against the withers of the black. It troubled the stallion. He turned his head, and nosed the shoulder of the master gently, and Black Bart, in an agony of anxiety, reared up beside Dan and brought his head almost up to the head of the man; there he whined pleadingly for never before had he seen the master hide his face.

A deep, short report made the master stand away from Satan. The fire had reached a small stock of powder, and the shock of the explosion was followed by a great crashing and rending as an inner wall went down. That fall washed a solid mass of yellow flame across the front door, but the fire fell back, and then Dan saw the doll which he himself had made for Joan; it had been thrown by the smashing of the wall squarely in front of the door, and now the fire reached after it — long arms across the floor. It was an odd contrivance, singularly made of carved wood and with arms and legs fastened on by means of bits of strong sinew, and Joan prized it above all the rosy faced dolls which Kate had bought for her. For an instant Dan stood watching the progress of the fire, then he leaped through the door, swerved back as an arm of fire shot out at him, ran forward again, caught up the doll and was outside rubbing away the singed portions of brows and lashes.

He did not wait until the house was consumed, but when the flames stood towering above the roof, shaking out to one side with a roar when the wind struck them, he mounted Satan once more, and made for the valley.

He wanted to reach Alder at dark, and he gauged the time of his ride so accurately that when he pulled out of the mouth of Murphys Pass, the last light of the day was still on the mountains and in the pass, but it was already dark in the village, and a score of lights twinkled up at him like eyes.

He left Satan and Bart well outside the town, for even in the dark they might easily be recognized, and then walked straight down the street of Alder. It was a bold thing to do, but he knew that the first thing which is seen and suspected is the skulker who approaches from covert to covert. They knew he had ridden into Alder before in the middle of the night and they might suspect the danger of such another attack, but they surely would not have fear of a solitary pedestrian unless a telltale light were thrown upon his face.

He passed Captain Lorrimers saloon. Even in this short interval it had fallen into ill-repute after the killing at Alder. And a shanty farther down the street now did the liquor business of the town; Captain Lorrimers was closed, and the window nailed across with slats. He went on. Partly by instinct, and partly because it was aflame with lights, he moved straight to the house at which he had learned tidings of three men he sought on his last visit to Alder. Now there were more lights showing from the windows of that place than there were in all the rest of Alder; at the hitching racks in front, horses stood tethered in long double rows, and a noise of voices rolled out and up and down the street. Undoubtedly, there was a festival there, and all Alder would turn out to such an affair. All Alder, including Vic Gregg, the seventh man. A group came down the street for the widows house; they were laughing and shouting, and they carried lanterns; away from them Barry slipped like a ghost and stood in the shadow of the house.

There might be other such crowds, and they were dangerous to Barry, so now he hunted for a means of breaking into the house of the widow unseen. The windows, as he went down the side of the building, he noted to be high, but not too high to be reached by a skillful, noiseless climber. In the back of the house he saw the kitchen door, illumined indeed, but the room, as far as he could see, empty.

Then very suddenly a wave of silence began somewhere in a side of the house and swept across it, dying to a murmur at the edges. Barry waited for no more maneuvers, but walked boldly up the back stairs and entered the house, hat in hand.

The moment he passed the door he was alert, balanced. He could have swung to either side, or whirled and shot behind him with the precision of a leisurely marksman, and as he walked he smiled, happily with his head held high. He seemed so young, then, that one would have said he had just come in gaily from some game with the other youths of Alder.

Out of the kitchen he passed into the hall, and there he understood the meaning of the silence, for both the doors to the front room were open, and through the doors he heard a single voice, deep and solemn, and through the doors he saw the crowd standing motionless. Their heads did not stir, — heads on which the hair was plastered smoothly down — and when some one raised a hand to touch an itching ear, or nose, he moved his arm with such caution that it seemed he feared to set a magazine of powder on fire. All their backs were towards Barry, where he stood in the hall, and as he glided toward them, he heard the deep voice stop, and then the trembling voice of a girl speak in reply.

At the first entrance he paused, for the whole scene unrolled before him. It was a wedding. Just in front of him, on chairs and even on benches, sat the majority of adult Alder, — facing these stood the wedding pair with the minister just in front of them. He could see the girl to one side of the ministers back, and she was very pretty, very femininely appealing, now, in a dress which was a cloudy effect of white; but Barry gave her only one sharp glance. His attention was for the men of the crowd. And although there were only backs of heads, and side glimpses of faces he hunted swiftly for Vic Gregg.

But Gregg was not there. He surveyed the assembly twice, incredulous, for surely the tall man should be here, but when he was on the very point of turning on his heel and slinking down the hall to pursue his hunt in other quarters, the voice of the minister stopped, and the deep tone of Vic himself rolled through the room.

It startled Barry like a voice out of the sky; he stared about, bewildered, and then as the minister shifted his position a little he saw that it was Gregg who stood there beside the girl in white, — it was Gregg being married. And at the same moment, the eyes of Vic lifted, wandered, fell upon the face which stood there framed in the dark of the doorway. Dan saw the flush die out, saw the narrow, single-purposed face of Gregg turn white, saw his eyes widen, and his own hand closed on his gun. Another instant; the minister turned his head, seemed to be waiting, and then Gregg spoke in answer: I will!

A thousand pictures rushed through the mind of Barry, and he remembered first and last the wounded man on the gray horse who he had saved, and the long, hard ride carrying that limp body to the cabin in the mountains. The man would fight. By the motion of Greggs hand, Dan knew that he had gone even to his wedding armed. He had only to show his own gun to bring on the crisis, and in the meantime the eyes of Vic held steadily upon him past the shoulder of the minister, without fear, desperately. In spite of himself Dans hand could not move his gun. In spite of himself he looked to the confused happy face of the girl. And he felt as he had felt when he set fire to his house up there in the hills. The wavering lasted only a moment longer; then he turned and slipped noiselessly down the hall, and the seventh man who should have died for Grey Molly was still alive.


41. THE WILD GEESE
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TWENTY-FOUR HOURS FROM Alder to Elkhead, and beyond Elkhead to the Cumberland ranch, is long riding and hard riding, but not far after dark on the following night, Joan lifted her head, where she played with the puppy on the hearth, and listened. There was no sound audible to the others in the living room; they did not even mark the manner in which she sat up, and then rose to her feet. But when she whispered Daddy Dan! it brought each of the three out of his chair. Still they heard nothing, and Buck and Lee Haines would have retaken their chairs had not Kate gone to the window and thrown it wide. Then they caught it, very far off, very thin and small, a delicate thread of music, an eerie whistling. Without a word, she closed the window, crossed the room and from the table she took up a cartridge belt from which hung the holster with the revolver which Whistling Dan taught her to use so well. She buckled it about her. Lee Haines and Daniels, without a word, imitated her actions. Their guns were already on — every moment since they reached the ranch they had gone armed but now they looked to them, and tried the actions a few times before they thrust them back into the holsters.

It was odd to watch them. They were like the last remnant of a garrison, outworn with fighting, which prepares in grim quiet for the final stand.

The whistling rose a little in volume now. It was a happy sound, without a recognizable tune, but a gay, wild improvisation as if a violinist, drunk, was remembering snatches of masterpieces, throwing out lovely fragments here and there and filling the intervals out of his own excited fancy. Joan ran to the window, forgetful of the puppy, and kneeled there in the chair, looking out. The whistling stopped as Kate drew down the curtain to cut out Joans view. It was far too dark for the child to see out, but she often would sit like this, looking into the dark.

The whistling began again as Joan turned silently on her mother, uncomplaining, but with a singular glint in her eyes, a sort of flickering, inward light that came out by glances and starts. Now the sound of the rider blew closer and closer. Kate gestured the men to their positions, one for each of the two inner doors while she herself took the outer one. There was not a trace of color in her face, but otherwise she was as calm as a stone, and from her an atmosphere pervaded the room, so that men also stood quietly at their posts, without a word, without a sign to each other. They had their unspoken order from Kate. She would resist to the death and she expected the same from them. They were prepared.

Still that crescendo of the whistling continued; it seemed as if it would never reach them; it grew loud as a bird singing in that very room, and still it continued to swell, increase — then suddenly went out. As if it were the signal for which she had been waiting all these heartbreaking moments, Kate opened the front door, ran quickly down the hall, and stood an instant later on the path in front of the house. She had locked the doors as she went through, and now she heard one of the men rattling the lock to follow her. The rattling ceased. Evidently they decided that they would hold the fort as they were.

Her heel hardly sank in the sand when she saw him. He came out of the night like a black shadow among shadows, with the speed of the wind to carry him. A light creak of leather as he halted, a glimmer of star light on Satan as he wheeled, a clink of steel, and then Dan was coming up the path.

She knew him perfectly even before she could make out the details of the form; she knew him by the light, swift, almost noiseless step, like the padding footfall of a great cat — a sense of weight without sound. Another form skulked behind him — Black Bart.

He was close, very close, before he stopped, or seemed to see her, though she felt that he must have been aware of her since he first rode up. He was so close, indeed, that the starlight — the brim of his hat standing up somewhat from the swift riding — showed his face quite clearly to her. It was boyish, almost, in its extreme youth, and so thinly molded, and his frame so lightly made, that he seemed one risen from a wasting bed of sickness. The wind fluttered his shirt and she wondered, as she had wondered so often before, where he gained that incredible strength in so meager a body. In all her life she had never loved him as she loved him now. But her mind was as fixed as a star.

You cant have her, Dan. You cant have her! Dont you see how terrible a thing youd make her? Shes my blood, my pain, my love, and you want to take her up yonder to the mountains and the loneliness — Ill die to keep her!

Now the moon, which had been buried in a drift of clouds, broke through them, and seemed in an instant to slide a vast distance towards the earth, a crooked half moon with its edges eaten by the mist. Under this light she could see him more clearly, and she became aware of the thing she dreaded, the faint smile which barely touched at the corners of his mouth; and in his eyes a swirl of yellow light, half guessed at, half real. All her strength poured out of her. She felt her knees buckle, felt the fingers about the light revolver butt relax, felt every nerve grow slack. She was helpless, and it was not fear of the man, but of something which stalked behind him, inhuman, irresistible; not the wolf-dog, but something more than Satan, and Bart, and Whistling Dan, something of which they were only a part.

He began to whistle, thoughtfully, like one who considers a plan of action and yet hesitates to begin. She felt his eyes run over her, as if judging how he should put her most gently to one side; then from the house, very lightly, hardly more than an echo of Dans whistling, came an answer — the very same refrain. Joan was calling to him.

At that he stepped forward, but the thing which stirred him, had hardened the mind of Kate. The weakness passed in a flash. It was Joan, and for Joan!

Not a step! she whispered, and jerked out her gun. Not a step!

He stood with one hand trailing carelessly from his hip, and at the gleam of her steel his other hand dropped to a holster, fumbled there, and came away empty; he could not touch her, not with the weight of a finger. That thoughtful whistle came again: once more the answering whistle drifted out from the house; and he moved forward another pace.

She had chosen her mark carefully, the upper corner of the seam of the pocket upon his shirt, and before his foot struck the ground she fired. For an instant she felt that she missed the mark, for he stood perfectly upright, but when she saw that the yellow was gone from his eyes. They were empty of everything except a great wonder. He wavered to his knees, and then sank down with his arms around Black Bart. He seemed, indeed, to crumple away into the night. Then she heard a shouting and trampling in the house, and a breaking open of doors, and she knew that she had killed Whistling Dan. She would have gone to him, but the snarl of Bart drove her back. Then she saw Satan galloping up the path and come to a sliding halt where he stood with his delicate nose close to the face of the master. There was no struggle with death, only a sigh like a motion of wind in far off trees, and then, softly, easily Black Bart extricated himself from the master, and moved away down the path, all wolf, all wild. Behind him, Satan whirled with a snort, and they rushed away into the night each in an opposite direction. The long companionship of the three was ended, and the seventh man was dead for Grey Molly.

Lee Haines and Buck Daniels were around her now. She heard nothing distinctly, only a great, vague clamor of voices while she kneeled and turned the body of Barry on its back. It was marvelously light; she could almost have picked it up in her arms, she felt. She folded the hands across his breast, and the limp fingers were delicate as the fingers of a sick child. Buck Daniels lay prone by the dead man weeping aloud; and Lee Haines stood with his face buried in his hands; but there was no tear on the face of Kate.

As she closed the eyes, the empty, hollow eyes, she heard a distant calling, a hoarse and dissonant chiming. She looked up and saw a wedge of wild geese flying low across the moon.

THE END


Dan Barrys Daughter (1923)
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CHAPTER I. THE WILD GEESE ARE CALLING — CALLING
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SOMETIMES IT SOUNDED like the barking of dogs rushing down a trail and closing on their quarry; and again there was a shower of calls like no other sound on earth; and sometimes single voices came dropping, telling wonderfully of distance. So the wild geese came out of darkness, dipping toward the earth, and were lost again in the northern night.

Joan closed her book. Over her shoulder had slipped a heavy braid of dark, metal-gold hair; she put it back with an involuntary gesture, and raised her face, but all she saw were the hewn beams which supported the upper floor of the ranch-house. Darkened by the smoke that had rolled out of the stove on many a winter evening, they still showed every stroke of the ax which had formed them.

If she heard the rustling of the newspaper which Buck Daniels lowered to look at her, she paid no attention to him, not even when he sat up and watched her with a frown of alarm. For she laid aside her book and went to the window. By pressing close to the pane she could look past the reflection of the room and the high light which the lamp threw in the glass; she could look past this to the shadow of the desert — and she saw, like ghosts, the shining of the stars.

She went outside to the night. She could see far more, now — from the line of cottonwoods by the creek bed to the black rolling of the hills toward the west beyond the house — and it seemed to Joan as though the walls of her mind were pushed back, also.

The stars which she had seen from the window were bright and cold, and still the honking of the wild geese dropped in hurried choruses or lonely single notes. The calling died off toward the north, and she waited through a silence as if for an answer from the earth to those voices from the sky. When it came it was from the cottonwoods, perhaps, but it appeared to be blowing from any corner of the compass — the wailing of a coyote. It quavered and rose.

The back door of the house closed, the screen jingling softly.

Joan! called Buck Daniels.

She could not answer at once. It was as though a hand were drawing her back from something beautiful and strange, back to the old, familiar commonplaces of the ranch.

Joan! he called again; and this time the sharp note of alarm made her turn quickly.

Yes, dad, she answered.

He came half running toward her. He caught her by the arm.

Why didnt you answer up when I called? he demanded, panting. But he did not wait for an excuse. Come back into the house, he went on. Come back out of this darkness — this—

She went back obediently beside him, but his hand did not loose her arm even while he was opening and closing the door. He did not even free her when they were back in the kitchen-living room of the house; but holding her at arms length, he studied her as if her face were a page on which strange things might have been written in the last few moments.

Why didnt you answer when I called you the first time? he asked again. Why did you stop? What were you thinking about? Why did you go outside, Joan?

She looked upon him with a frank wonder. Time and many sorrows had so seamed and weatherbeaten his face that every strong emotion looked like anger; but although his brows beetled and his eyes glared and his lips compressed, she knew that it was fear which had touched him. Fear of what?

She had no time to ask or to answer, for he went on again:

You go back to your book. You go right back and sit down there!

He actually led her to the chair. He drew it closer to the lamp on the table.

Now, honey, he said, when she was seated with the book in her lap, aint you comfortable here? Is the light where you want it?

She smiled up to him and saw him turn away to his own place. And so a silence came into the room once more, but it was no longer like the silence which had preceded it, sleepy, dull, a long drawn period at the end of the day and the beginning of the night. There was a pulse in this quiet, and Joan began to grow aware of tingling nerves to the tips of her fingers.

Buck Daniels spoke again. Joan—

She turned toward him and smiled.

Joan, you aint happy?

He was deeply moved by something, for she could see that he had locked his hands together as if to keep the fingers from showing any unsteadiness. And indeed there had been something most unusual about his manner of bringing her into the house and his hurried and broken sentences. It could not come from anything she had done.

While she mused over an answer she heard the rattling of wheels and the rapid beat of horses hoofs on the road which passed their house not many rods away; and as the noise passed there was a sudden break of laughter — deep laughter of men, and the sweet, singing laughter of girls.

Every voice was like a song to Joan.

Why do you say that? she asked. Why do you say Im not happy?

Im asking questions, Joan — I aint stating facts. But tell me true. What you got on your mind, honey?

She shook her head. Nothing.

He pointed at her a forefinger like the pointing of a gun.

She studied the worn face behind the hand with wonder and tenderness and pity.

I seen you sitting over your book for fifteen minutes and never turning a page. Does that mean that you aint got nothing on your mind, Joan?

I was just thinking, she said.

Of what?

Of nothing, said Joan, truly feminine.

A flush of anger rose to his cheeks. And she marked the jump of his passions by the quick and hard gripping of his fingers.

What made you get up and leave the room a while back? he cross-examined her.

It was a little warm in here, said Joan.

Joan, it was so plumb chilly that you wondered if it wouldnt be a good idea to start a fire a while back, and you put on a coat instead.

It was an attack so direct that she changed color a little, and she could only avoid him by suddenly smiling straight in his eyes.

As a matter of fact, Ive forgotten why I wanted to leave the room. There was no reason.

Buck Daniels sighed.

Have you started in to cover up things from me, Joan? I suppose such things have got to come to every man. The time comes along when his children dont trust him no more. But its a mighty hard thing to face, honey!

She was instantly driven to retreat.

Listen! she exclaimed.

And far away they heard another faint and dying burst of laughter down the road.

I never go where other girls go, she said.

You mean to dances and such like?

Yes.

Wait till youve growed up, Joan.

Im eighteen, dad.

He blinked. Whats eighteen? Nothing but a baby!

She said nothing, but looked him quietly in the face. It was a habit of hers, and the result was that he was invariably upset. After a moment he could not meet her eyes. She herself looked down, for she was rather ashamed of her power over him.

Its what your mother wanted, Joan. She wanted you to live quiet till you were growed up.

But when will that be?

Maybe when youre twenty.

Four years ago you said it would be when I was eighteen.

Instead of answering, he changed the subject.

When you went outside what were you listening to?

The wild geese, she answered.

There was something in that answer which lifted him from his chair. He walked hastily across the room, pretended that he had gone to find his pipe, and came back frowning and idling with it.

And when you heard em, Joan — when you heard em, what went on inside of you?

It was her turn to be startled.

How did you know that? she breathed.

Ah, honey, he said with an air of indescribable sadness, I know more about you than youd guess at. I know more about you than you know about yourself!

Then tell me why I went out to listen to the wild geese!

He shook his head, and then, drawing his chair closer, he took her hand. She felt the rough, calloused palm stroking her soft skin.

When folks take their thoughts and lock em up inside of their heads, he said gently, them thoughts begin to get heavier and heavier. Too much silence is a sort of a poison, Joan. What did God give us tongues and throats for except to talk out the things that are bothering us? It wont do no good for me to tell you whats wrong. You got to find your own words and say it in your own way. And once youve said it, youll find that you feel a pile easier. Try to tell me, Joan.

Behind that quiet voice she could feel the fear working. What that fear could be of was beyond her guessing. And after a while she said:

Of course, the geese are nothing. But theyre like milestones along a road; they point out a way, you know.

A way to what — a way to what, Joan?

Dad, why are you so excited?

Excited? I aint excited. Only — my God, who ever heard of wild geese as milestones? But go on, Joan.

I mean that when I hear them crying in the middle of the sky and know that theyre going north—

Well? he murmured, as she paused.

I dont know how it is, but pictures simply tumble into my mind.

Of what, dear?

Of happiness — of a queer, sad happiness — a wonderful, lonely, free happiness.

He passed a hand hurriedly across his face. Then he peered at her again, anxiously, eagerly.

Pictures of happiness? What sort of pictures, Joan?

Why — just what every one thinks about — of mountains, and the big trees, and the wind everywhere, and noises coming down it of all sorts of hunting creatures and creatures that are being hunted—

You think of all that?

Of course — and a thousand things more. Sometimes, when I listen, I feel as though I were trying to remember some thing that Id known before. I dont know just what it is — but I begin to ache with longing, dad. My whole heart begins to ache, you know, to get north and find the place—

What place?

I dont exactly know. But if I found it Id recognize it. A place where one would be wonderfully happy. That would be the end of the journey, until—

Until what?

But in the fall when they fly south—

He had dropped his face upon his hand, but she was so deep in her thoughts that she did not see. For she was feeling her way forward through an undiscovered country in her mind.

But in the fall when the days begin to grow shorter and the wild geese fly south, of course, theyre pointing to much different things. One cant help thinking of warm winds, and great blue bayous, and reeds as high as ones head around the shores, and flowers even in winter.

Joan, what put this into your head?

She looked closely at him now, and she saw enough in his face to make her cry out:

Why, dad! Youre as pale as a ghost! Are you sick?

No, no!

Is there anything so very wrong in what Ive said?

No — but— He paused again, struggling with his explanation. I once knew a man who found all those things in his head when the wild geese flew over.

Oh, cried Joan, tell me about him!

But he drew himself back from her and exclaimed sharply:

Never! Never ask me about him!

Oh, he was an enemy of yours? asked Joan.

He was my dearest friend?

And to the utter wonder of Joan, she saw that tears were in the eyes of Buck Daniels. It was the more mysterious because, so far as she knew, he had no friends. And if he insisted that she lead the life of a hermit on the ranch, seeing no young company, meeting no one indeed, old or young, he led the same life himself, driving to town only for supplies and coming hastily home again.

She had thought of him as a recluse always. Indeed, how he could have met and managed to win the love of her mother she could never imagine. This was opening the book to an unexpected place. This was to find poetry instead of prose.

But surely, said Joan, you can tell me about him?

You? cried Buck Daniels, starting from his chair beside her. Not for the whole world. And — its time for you to turn in, Joan. Its your bedtime. Run along.

She hesitated. There was a storm of questions lying locked behind her teeth. But she let them remain unspoken. When this man chose to be silent there was no winning him to speech.

And, besides, he had said enough to make her wish to be alone, so that she could turn all that had happened over and over in her mind. So, after that thoughtful instant, she kissed the bronzed cheek of the big man and went slowly up the stairway, which creaked and groaned beneath her footfalls.

Buck Daniels watched her going with an anguished face, and when she had disappeared he swiftly packed a pipe, lighted it, and went outside to walk up and down, up and down, for a long time. It was the beginning of the end, he felt. And he was filled with a cold and helpless sense of doom.

The tobacco had been long burned to an ash before he finally went inside again. Up the stairs he climbed and paused at the door of the girl.

Joan! he called very gently.

There was no answer, and, confident that she was asleep, he went on to his own room. But Joan only waited until his footfall had gone down the hall; then she slipped from her bed.


CHAPTER II. WHERE THE LAW SLEPT
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TO HAL SPRINGER and Rudy Nichols, the setting of the sun was most welcome, for when one has broken ground all day, and when the ground is hard quartz, fatigue becomes a thing which bites clear to the soul. And, as a matter of fact, they could not have sustained the burden as well as they had done had it not been for certain gleaming little threads of rich yellow in the stone which told them that their labor now meant rest in the days to come.

When they laid aside their double jacks and their drills, however, they did not instantly set about preparing supper. They were too wise for that. For they first sat down on a stone and lighted their pipes. To be sure the twilight would make the cooking of supper more difficult, more unpleasant, but this small interval was refreshing their muscles, their very hearts. They did not even waste strength in words, but from the mountain side they looked out with mild, tired eyes upon the progress of the shadows in the valleys.

They were of an age — perhaps forty-five — and although in body and feature they were as different as men could be, yet their expressions were so similar that they might have been taken for brothers. For each of them had spent twenty years wandering through the mountains, steering a course sighted between the ears of the burro which was driven ahead. They had chipped rocks with their hammers from Canada to Mexico.

Their minds were packed with all manner of information about strange trails and strange adventures, and strange as was their knowledge their hopes were even stranger. Each of them felt that he had rubbed elbows with huge fortunes time and again; each of them kept in the back of his mind precious information about spots where gold had to be; each of them had lived so long a solitary life that this association with two others seemed like existence in the midst of a roaring crowd.

The third partner, Harry Gloster, was absent hunting to stock their larder. And his absence was welcome. Not that they disliked him, but they preferred absolute solitude to any human company, and next to absolute solitude it was best to be near one of their own kind, calm, silent, gray as the stone, with eyes worn dull by searching for the spot where the rainbow touches the earth.

They began to hear, now, the sharp sound of shod hoofs striking the rocks below them, a noise which constantly climbed closer. They knew who it was. As a matter of fact, for the last two hours they had watched the rider working up the valley from far away, the distance diminishing his size although the clear mountain air let them see him distinctly enough.

They had watched him, from time to time, when they came out from the shaft to let the wind blow them cool. But neither had said a word to the other. As a matter of fact, they had not spoken a syllable since Gloster left them early that morning.

But as the noise of the horse came closer, Hal Springer went to the little shack, half cabin and half dugout, in which they bunked, and came back wearing his cartridge belt with the revolver dragging the right side of it far down over the hip.

His companion appeared to take not the slightest note of this preparation. He seemed to be only intent upon certain light effects and climbing shadows which were blurring the harsh outlines of a southern peak. But after a dozen puffs at his pipe, he also arose and went to the shack and returned similarly accoutered.

He had barely appeared when the stranger came into view. He had been obscured for some time by the sharp angle of the mountain side, now he was seen to be a fellow in the prime of life, wide shouldered, long-armed, and sitting as lightly in the saddle as if he had not been riding hard through the entire day. He dismounted, throwing his reins, while the hungry horse, daring not to move, reached in a guilty fashion after a blade of grass which was near its head.

Hello, Hal, he said. Hows things?

Things are tolerable well, Macarthur, said Springer, and he took the hand of the other in a relaxed grip. It was plain that he was not nearly as well pleased to be seen as to see. This is Rudy Nichols, he said. Make you known to Joe Macarthur, Rudy.

The two shook hands, but Macarthur swung back to Springer. He wasted no time in preliminary remarks, but went directly to the point, which was what one would expect from his strong features and his steady, bright eyes.

The damn vein pinched out on me, he said.

There was no response other than a puff of smoke from Springers pipe.

Looked like the real thing, went on Macarthur. Then it faded. Never was worse fooled in my life. Showed the thing to old man Shaughnessy. He said the same thing.

Too bad, drawled Springer, without interest.

So your grubstake was throwed away, went on Macarthur.

Springer shrugged his shoulders. He appeared to have found with his glance the same mountain which had so fascinated Nichols a short time before. He studied it as one stares at a picture of dubious merit, making a judgment.

What Im up here about, went on Macarthur, smoothly, taking a seat on a rock which enabled him to face Springer, and at the same time sifting some tobacco into a brown cigarette paper, what Im up here about is another grubstake.

The silence of Springer was as profound as the silence of the mountains around them.

Ive found the real thing at last, went on Macarthur, as he twisted and licked his cigarette paper. He lighted it and turned his head to watch the match fall. If I told you all the facts about where and what it was, youd pack up your things and leave this here hole in the ground and come along with me.

Maybe, said Springer.

Its rich! cried Macarthur with a contagious enthusiasm. All you got to do is to give the rock one clip with a hammer and you see enough to start you dancing!

Ive done my dancing, drawled Springer.

Hal, said Macarthur, leaning forward and speaking in the soft voice of persuasion, you may have used up a lot of hope on me since that last job didnt pan out, but take this from me: youre a fool if you dont try another try.

I could of got backing a good many places with a specimen like this to show. But I wanted you to get your money back — and more too. So I come clear up here instead of showing this here ore to Milligan or to one of them other rich gents that aint got the guts to gamble on nothing but a sure thing. Take a look!

He tossed a little fragment of rock to Springer.

Take a look at your hoss, said Springer.

Macarthur turned. The pony, straying away after a tempting bunch of grass, had been held back by the reins catching on a projecting rock. A strong jerk of the head had broken the head band and allowed the bridle to slip down.

The darned old fool! exclaimed Macarthur. But hell stand without no bridle at all. What dyou think of that sample, Hal?

For a sample, murmured Springer, it looks like something.

And he tossed it back.

The other pocketed the specimen in silence. His jaw had thrust out and his scowl was black.

That means you dont give a damn about making your fortune? he asked.

There was another depressing interval of silence.

Hal, said Macarthur at last, dont you believe me?

There was another little interval of dragging pause in which Nichols discovered something of interest some distance down the slope and rose and sauntered down.

I dont believe in you, answered Springer at last, with all the deliberation of a matured judgment. When I grub staked you, I was drunk. You got me when I was in town drunk, and you worked on me until I handed over enough money for you to use as a grubstake, as you called it. That made us come up to this job short of everything that we needed.

Macarthur bit his lip.

Look at the sample, though, he pleaded, fighting down his passion.

Samples aint hard to get. Some buy em, and some borrow em.

Macarthur arose to his feet. It was too direct an affront.

Springer, he said, what dyou mean by that?

I mean just this, said the other, spelling out the words on his fingers, Ive looked you up, and what Ive heard would of made a dog sick. You aint no good, Macarthur. You skinned me out of one neat little bunch of money. You wont skin me out of another. Thats the straight of it. Im through with your kind. Ive heard how you—

He stopped. Something had happened in Macarthur like a silent explosion. His lips were trembling and his lean face seemed to have swollen.

You damned old fool! he whispered.

Look here— began Springer, but in stead of finishing his sentence, with a gasp which let the pipe fall from between his teeth he reached for his gun.

It glided out of the scabbard with an ease which told of a skill which had at one time, perhaps, been great.

But fast as his movement was, it was like standing still compared with the flying hand of Macarthur. His gun spoke before the muzzle of Springers revolver was clear of the leather, and the miner, with a cough, twisted around and slumped over to one side. There was a yell from Rudy Nichols.

You damned cutthroat! he was screaming, his voice thrown into a high falsetto by his emotion, and he ran forward, pumping away with his revolver. Not a bullet hummed close to the mark. His aim was so wild that Macarthur raised his own weapon with the calm precision of one firing at a target, and Nichols pitched on his face while his gun rolled and clattered down the slope.

Macarthur waited until the echoes died down. He faced his horse, which had raised its head and was regarding the motionless bodies with a mild interest.

This is hell, breathed Macarthur. I didnt mean—

However, the thing was done, and since it was accomplished only a fool would let a twinge of conscience drive him away before he had reaped the harvest of a crime. He went to the shack, searched it thoroughly, and found a little cash, a ten pound sack of gold which was a prize almost worth the shooting, he decided, and finally he took from the wall a bridle with which to replace his own broken one. In five minutes he was riding down the mountain again.

He paused at the first crossing of the river in the valley. He tied a heavy rock to his bridle and threw it in. After that, how was any human being to tell that he had been there? For not a soul in the world knew to what destination he had been riding that day and certainly the keenest eyes in the world could never trace him over the rocks on which he had been riding.

But before he reached that river, Harry Gloster returned to the mine and he returned leading his horse, which was loaded down with game. He was a poor shot. Practice had never been able to help the skill of the big fellow. But luck had been with him twenty times this day. It had seemed that he could not miss.

He came back, however, to the black and silent cabin, and when he lighted the lantern he carried it out and found the two dead men lying as they had fallen. The lantern shuddered in his hand. First he hurried back to the cabin.

The motive for the double killing was patent at once. For the gold was gone. He went back and carried the dead men to the same spot. And when they lay on their backs with the dirt brushed from their faces, they were wonderfully unchanged from the two he had left that morning.

They must be buried. And he buried them in miners fashion. He took them to the old shaft which they had begun to dig until the false vein disappeared. At the mouth of the hole he sank a drill a few inches, wielding a double jack with one hand and raining the blows as if he were swinging a carpenters hammer, for he was a giant of strength. Then he put in his stick of powder, lighted the fuse, and watched the explosion roll twenty tons of stone across the entrance.

Now for the ride to town! He saddled his horse, the only horse of the three which they pastured near the mine which was capable of bearing his weight. It was not until the saddle was in place that the other thought came to him. Suppose that he rode into town and told them what he had found. They would come pouring out to see the site of the tragedy.

But no sooner were they there than they would begin to ask questions, and those questions would be prompted by the discovery that the mine was paying in rich ore. A rich mine owned by three partners of whom two are suddenly and sadly killed! How fortunate, how extremely fortunate for the third member of the group!

It came sickeningly home to him. He was new to that land. No one knew him. No one would vouch for him. Strangers would compose the jury that tried him. A strange judge would advise them. A furious prosecutor would pour forth his eloquence about this dastardly crime — the murder of two honest, old prospectors!

Sweat stood upon his forehead. Sweat poured out at his armpits. And every mile that he traveled gave him time for thoughts. The beat of the hoofs of his horse turned into words, and they were the words of the charge of the judge to the jury pointing out all the damning evidence and, in summing up, showing that if such a crime went unpunished it would encourage other men to destroy their partners when a mine began to pay. For how simple was it, in the lonely mountains, to destroy a man, and how easy it was to put the blame upon an unknown stranger and say that one had been out hunting that day!

He went to the town, indeed, but he did not ride into the center of it. Instead, he left his horse at the outskirts, saddle and all. There he paused a moment to rub the nose of the honest mustang and murmur: Theyll find you, old timer. Theyll give you some chuck. I know youre hungry as sin! Then he went on.

He sneaked through the village. He came to the railroad station, and half an hour later he was aboard a freight train and bound for parts farther south.

When the rattling wheels had spun beneath the train for two hours, he dropped off at a place where it had stopped for water. For he must leave a broken trail behind him, he decided, and he was already far, far away from the place of the double murder.

He cut across the country. In the gray of the dawn when day could hardly have been said to have begun he came to a ranch house. There, in the barn, he found saddle and bridle. In the corral were a dozen horses.

He picked the stoutest, without regard for lines which might indicate speed, for his first requirement of a horse was the strength to bear up his unusual bulk. On the back of this animal he threw the saddle, lowered the bars, led the horse out, and then rode south, south at a steady jog. It would not do to use too much early speed, for the road was long which led across the desert. But somewhere ahead of him was Mexico, and there, unless men lied, the law sometimes slept.


CHAPTER III. THE CLENCHED FIST

[image: img19.jpg]

THERE WAS A fluster in the kitchen of the hotel. The heart of Mary, the waitress, chambermaid and occasionally clerk in the General Merchandise Store, was full. She had to talk. She would have talked to the wall had not the Chinese cook been there.

Hes about that tall, said Mary, reaching high above her head. Hes about that broad. Why, hed fill that door plumb full. And hes all man, Wu. There he goes now! Hes finished washing up and hes going around in front. Look quick through the window—

But Wu, with a grunt which might have been directed either at the frying steak or at her remark, turned his narrow back upon her and reached for the salt. One glance showed Mary that her confidant was a thing of stone.

So she kneeled on the chair and poured her heart through the window toward the big man. He was not quite as large as she had made him out, but he was big enough. And he was one of those men who carry about them such an air of conscious strength, such a high headed and frank eyed good nature, that they appear larger than they are.

He carried his hat in his hand, which showed all of a handsome, sunbrowned face. He had taken off his bandanna, also, and opened his shirt at the throat to the evening air. His whole manner was one of utter carelessness, and Mary, when she had peered until he was out of sight, sat down suddenly in the chair with her head thrown back and a foolish little smile upon her lips.

As for Harry Gloster, he paused at the front of the building to laugh at two sweating boys who, in the middle of a great dust cloud, were attempting to drive back a pig which had broken through the fence on the farther side of the street. Then he entered the hotel and went into the dining room.

There was only one other present, and this was a pleasant companion. He was one of those men who show age in the face and not in the body. His shoulders were as wide, his chest as high arched, the carriage of his head as noble as that of any athletic youth.

But his hair was almost a silver-gray and his face was broken and haggard with time and trouble. If his face alone were noted he looked all of sixty. But taking his erect and strong body into consideration, one reduced the age to forty-five. And that must have come close to the truth.

Harry Gloster waved a hand in greeting and sat down beside the other.

Riding through or living here? he asked.

Riding through, answered the older man. You?

Just blowing north, said Harry Gloster.

So am I, said the other. In a rush, as a matter of fact. We might ride on together to-morrow.

Harry Gloster eyed him askance.

I may be starting in a little while — may not wait for morning, he parried.

He could have sworn that the other smiled, although very faintly. And Gloster leaned suddenly forward and looked his companion squarely in the eyes.

Whats on your mind? he asked sharply.

The older man hesitated an instant and then laughed. He added, speaking softly: Its all right, son. But theres no red dirt of that color south of the town. Youre just off the Pebbleford trail. Youre heading south. The twinkle in his eyes focused to a gleam. Youre for the Rio Grande — pronto!

He spoke just in time to save the heart of Mary from complete wreckage, for at this moment she came in, staggering under the weight of a great tray of food and dishes, yet with her glance fastened on the face of Harry Gloster — who gave her not a look.

To be sure, he had not changed color at the last words of his tablemate; he even managed to maintain a smile, but the big muscles at the base of his jaw were bulging a little and he stared straight before him. The moment Mary was gone again, however, with a last languishing glance from the door to the kitchen, Gloster touched the arm of the other.

What do you mean by that? he asked.

Nothing, said the older man. Nothing, except that I dont like to be bluffed. He made a gesture of perfect openness with a bandaged right hand. You have nothing to fear from me, he added quietly.

At this Harry Gloster grew a little pale.

What do you know? he said.

If I were sheriff, said the other, Id lock you up on suspicion and hold you until Id had a look at your back trail. But Im not sheriff — not by a considerable distance!

Then thats finished?

It is!

They exchanged eloquent glances, and Harry Gloster drew a great breath of relief. Before he could speak again a third man entered the room, stopped short as his glance fell upon Glosters companion, and then advanced again, slowly, with an indescribable change in his manner and step which told that he was facing danger. As for the man beside Gloster, he, too, had altered, sitting a little straighter in his chair, and with an outthrust of his lower jaw.

Yet he said calmly enough: Hello, Joe.

Howdy, nodded the other. Kind of far south for you, Lee, aint it?

A little far south, answered Lee, while the other drew back a chair with his left hand and sat down slowly, gingerly, never taking his eyes from Lee. He was one of those long legged, long armed men whose weight is condensed almost entirely around herculean shoulders.

He was handsome, in a way, but his features were all overshadowed, as one might say, by the very shadow of his physical strength. It showed in the straight line of his compressed mouth, in the forward jutting of his head, and most significantly in a cruel flare of the nostrils.

Yes, went on Lee as calmly as before, Im a little farther south than usual. Im on a trail. Maybe you could give me a few pointers, Joe.

Joe grinned, and there was no mirth in his smile.

Sure, he said dryly. Aint it nacheral for me to do anything for you that I could?

Here Mary came to get the order of the newcomer. He snapped a request for ham and eggs at her without moving his eyes from Lee.

Im looking for a woman, said Lee, continuing as soon as the girl had left the room.

We all are, said Joe, grinning again.

Her name, said Lee, is Kate Cumberland. That is, it used to be. Shes the widow of Dan Barry.

Never heard of her or him, said Joe.

Or of Jim Silent? asked Lee, and it seemed to Harry Gloster that there was a tremor of seriousness in the manner of the speaker.

Silent? Nope.

Or you? asked Lee, glancing earnestly at Gloster.

Never heard of him. Who was he?

I have no luck, said Lee, deep in gloom, and avoiding the direct question. That trail has gone out!

The comment of Joe was a grin of cruel disinterest. And Harry Gloster said kindly: Old friends of yours?

Dan Barry — an old friend? muttered Lee as much to himself as to the others. I dont know. He sighed and looked across the room with blank eyes. God knows what he was to me or to any other human being. And he added, sadly: He was a man I wronged, and he was a man who gave me my life when he had it like that — to take if he wanted it—

He raised his hand and closed it as though he were crushing an invisible something against his palm.

Well, said Joe with sinister meaning, gents like that come few and far between, eh?

They do, answered Lee. There are some folks that hold a small grudge to the end of time. Ive met men like that. The meaning could not be misunderstood.

And suddenly Joe turned white. It was not hard to see that a great emotion had been working in him ever since he entered the room. And now it leaped up from his heart and mastered him.

His head lowered and thrust out a bit more than usual; he pushed back his chair somewhat from the table so as to give his knees clearance for quick action. And his right hand dropped patently close to his hip.

Youve met one of them men in me, Haines, he said, breathing hard, and yet growing whiter and whiter as the passion mounted. Ive been thinking and thinking about — you and me. And Im tolerable glad that weve met up. Tolerable glad!

And, indeed, the battle lust shook him like a leaf.

Harry Gloster eyed them shrewdly. He had been among fighting men all his life. They were a sort of language which he could read with a perfect fluency.

But as he looked from one to the other of these two he could not tell which was the more formidable. There was more nervous energy in Joe, but in the man who had just been called Haines there was a calm reserve of strength which might be employed in the crisis. He was older, to be sure, but he was not yet old enough to be slow.

There was one determining factor which Gloster could see, but which Joe could not. The right hand of Haines had been kept scrupulously out of sight beneath the table from the moment Joe entered. It had appeared to Harry at first that this might be from fear lest the other should note his infirmity and take advantage of it to fly at his throat.

But now that the actual danger of battle had become almost unavoidable, there might be another reason which induced Haines to conceal his wound — and that was an indomitable pride which kept him from taking advantage of a weakness to put off a danger. And, in fact, he was now meeting the last outburst of Joe with a calm smile of scorn.

Yet, certainly, he was helpless. The four fingers of his right hand were bound together with one bandage. He could not possibly use a gun under such a handicap unless he were ambidextrous — and on his left side he wore no gun!

To reach across to his right hip would be impossible — opposite him there was a man quivering with hate and with murder in his face. At the first suspicious move he would strike and his stroke would be as devastating as a lightning flash.

Wait a minute! cried Gloster. Wait a minute, will you? My friend here has a bad hand — he cant—

You carry people along to beg off for you? sneered Joe.

Ive never met this man before, said Haines slowly. And I need no advice or help. When I fight a rat, I fight alone!

It came home to Harry Gloster with a sickening surety. It was simply the suicide of a man tired of life and preferring to die by the hand of another rather than his own. He watched the lip of Joe curl; he saw him take a short breath, as if he were drinking the insult to the last drop, and then there was a convulsive movement of his right arm. The elbow jerked back and up and the big revolver came spinning out of its holster.

Lee Haines had not stirred; indeed, the smile with which he had uttered his last remark was still on his lips. But Harry Gloster had begun to move the split part of a second before the man across the table.

It was a long distance, but the arm of Gloster was a long arm. One foot planted behind him braced his weight. His fist shot across the table with all his bulk in motion behind it. His hip struck the table, tilted it, sent the crockery spilling and crashing to the floor. But before the first cup fell, his fist cracked on the point of the aggressors jaw.

Had it landed solidly, it would have knocked Joe half the length of the room. But as it was, he flinched back at the last instant, seeing the flying danger from the corner of his eye. So the blow merely grazed the bone and partly stunned him for the fraction of a minute.

He staggered up from his chair and back a step. The revolver dropped down to the tips of his unnerved fingers and hung there by the trigger guard. The very curse which he uttered was blurred and half spoken.

Keep out of this! commanded Haines, and reached for the shoulder of his table companion. His grip was strong, but his fingers slipped from a mass of contracted muscles. He might as well have laid an arresting hand on the flank of an avalanche.

Harry Gloster went over the table and landed first with his fist on the face of Joe, and secondly, with his feet on the floor. The half numbed fingers of Joe were gathering the revolver again.

The blow landed in the nick of time and it ended the fight, whirling him about and pitching him into the wall with a force that jarred the room. He slumped loosely back upon the floor.

Mary, brought by the uproar to the door of the kitchen, screamed and ran back, and Wu raised a shrill chattering. Lee Haines was already kneeling beside the fallen man, whom he turned on his back.

Not even a broken jaw, he said. He must be made of India rubber. He arose and faced Gloster, and laid his bandaged hand on the shoulder of the other. His calm was amazing to Harry Gloster.

That was fast work, Haines said, and it saved me from being filled full of lead, which is bad enough, or begging off, which is worse. But if youre headed for the Rio Grande, dont let this hold you back. And if you come back again, dont come back this way. Hes bad medicine, you understand?

Ive never side-stepped a man yet, Harry Gloster replied, shaking his head.

Youre not too old to form a good habit, Haines rejoined. He scanned the magnificent body of Gloster, and last of all his glance dwelt on the hands. His own fingers, and those of Joe, lying unconscious on the floor, were long, slender, bony — intended for movements of electric speed. But the fingers of Harry Gloster were square-tipped, built for crushing power. No, he continued, keep away from him and youll have better luck. And start moving now!

There was such a solemn assurance in his voice that it was impossible for Harry Gloster to answer. He looked down again to the long arms of Joe, sprawled across the floor, and to the long fingered, sun blackened hands. And a shudder of instinctive dread passed through Gloster. He turned to speak again to Lee Haines, to learn some thing of the history and of the accomplishments of this man — of his full name — but Haines was already moving swiftly through the door.


CHAPTER IV. MOON-MAD
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THE RANCH HOUSE in which Buck Daniels and Joan lived was not old, but the parching sun of a few summers had drawn the life from the wood and warped it loose, and a score of wild sandstorms had battered and twisted it. So that a voice sounded from corner to corner of the building and a footfall started small murmurs squeaking across the house.

But when Joan arose from her bed it was like the rising of a shadow; there was not even a whispering of the covers as they were laid back. And so gingerly did she thrust her weight to the floor that it gave not the slightest sound back to her. And to tell how great a need there was for caution, at that moment Buck Daniels turned in his bed and there was a grinding of the springs as plainly audible as if it had been in Joans own apartment.

So, for a moment, she stood quietly, thinking and planning and weighing chances, with a hand pressing a hollow into her cheek. And perhaps timidity would have conquered now as it had conquered with her before had it not been that her window opened to the east and, looking through it across the night, she saw what seemed the rising of a great fire along the black edges of the eastern mountains.

But no forest fire could spread so rapidly, and no forest fire at such a distance could throw such a glow into the upper sky. For that matter, as she very well knew, there were no trees on the mountains — nothing but a wretched scattering of sunburned brush and spine covered cactus.

Presently an orange rim pushed up, and then grew into a great half circle which framed the ragged heads of three peaks. And then the moon went up until it stood all exposed, resting only on its lower edge upon the very tip of the highest peak. It was pulled out to the sides like puffed cheeks — a blunted ellipse — and it began to gild with gold the white dunes of the desert and at the same time it seemed to pour the dark over the mountains and made them visible with blackness against the eastern sky.

And the light fell fairly through the window upon Joan so that the white of her nightgown, when she looked down, had been changed to a softly shimmering rich color. Or so it seemed to her excited fancy.

She turned her head. She could see the familiar bureau in the corner and the sheen of the glass above it. And yonder was the chair, and there was the table beside her bed, with a misshapen heap of books upon it.

A glittering point of light rested on the knob of her door; she could almost distinguish the worn and pulpy fabric of the matting upon her floor. And all the dreary sense of poverty and dullness, all the weight of monotonous years in which every day was like its fellow, rolled suddenly upon Joan and made a sigh swell in her throat.

She could not stay. Something was whipping her out. The moon was lifting momently high and higher up the sky. And now it lost all sense of weight. It was floating on nothingness and pouring down bright and brighter light.

At least, it gave her light enough for dressing. And when she was dressed — and every move now swift and noiseless — she drifted across the room to the bureau and picked up the hand mirror. When she had brought it back before the window she had to turn it to a particular angle before she could see herself.

Surely it seemed that such a change as she felt in herself must show in the face, but she found no alteration. They were the same girl features. Only her eyes were a little wider and more glistening with eagerness. And something was lacking which she felt in her heart.

She took the long, soft, thick masses of her hair, but instead of twining it swiftly into the usual braids, she began to work it high on her head. It required an infinite number of pins before it would hold, but when she looked again, Joan caught her breath.

Instinct had told her surely what to do.

The change was worked and she felt that she had stepped away from an old self and into a new. She was instantly far older.

She threw the mirror on the bed and crossed to the door. A whole long minute was needed for the turning of that treacherous knob with all its squeaks. But finally the lock clicked back as softly as if muffled in cotton. She stepped into the hall, closed the door with the same caution, and then went on to the stairs.

They were the chief trial. She had never gone either up or down them before without making noise enough to arouse a sleeping regiment. But now there was a wonderful difference. She had grown lighter, so it seemed, and in her very feet there was a guiding intelligence. Without a sound she passed to the bottom and stood in the main downstairs room with a beating heart of triumph.

But still she was not outside. The old atmosphere still clung around her. The odor of Buck Danielss last pipe still hovered in the air, suffocatingly thick and sweet, and that worn and splintered floor which she had scrubbed so often was full of voices.

They did not waken under her now. That strange lightness of foot was still hers. And all at once it seemed to Joan that all these dead things were her inanimate allies, helping her toward freedom. But where should she go even when she was outside? The night would tell her that. That outer night would lead her!

She was under the stars at last. In the flooding moonshine they were withdrawn to small points of light, for the sky was thick with a haze of radiance. It was all new to her. She had seen it before, no doubt. But now she was looking with new eyes, and the voices of a band of wild geese, dropping in chilly harmony about her, were like so many words, each a message in a foreign tongue and yet with a meaning to be half guessed.

She went out to the barn, found her saddle in the dark, and passed on to the corral. There were a half dozen horses there, but she knew them all. Their silhouettes were as familiar as human faces, although they were crowded in a farther corner.

They snorted and broke apart when she approached them, but when she called to them they halted again. They stood shaking their heads up and down as horses do when instinct tells them that all men are terrible and reason tells them that one man, at least, is kind.

She called again, very softly so that not even the keenest ear could hear her from the house, and the horses came slowly toward her, still putting back their ears and making a pretense of biting at one another, as if ashamed of any but compulsory obedience. They gathered in a thick little semi-circle before her, their eyes as bright as metal, for the moon was in them.

She had a touch and a word for each of them, as though she needed to give an excuse for her choice. Pinto was lame, and Bob White was tired after a days gallop, and Jack had done his share this week, and poor old Mike and Brownie would never do for such work as she had in mind.

Because where Im going I dont know — and when Ill come back I dont know — but I think it will be a longer way than Ive ever ridden before. So youre the one for me, Peter, dear!

She rubbed the nose of a shining bay and he stood like a rock while she drew the saddle onto his back, and like a well mannered horse refrained from puffing out his body when she drew the cinches taut. And when the bit, that dread of range horses, appeared under his nose, he opened his teeth for it and pricked his ears as she slipped the headband over them.

One and all, they followed her to the gate. And when she opened it and led Peter out, they crowded against the bars and whinnied softly after her so that she turned her head anxiously toward the house.

Such small sounds, however, could surely never reach the ears of Buck Daniels. But when she swung into the saddle she kept the high spirits of Peter in check and made him walk the first hundred yards. It was not until she was fairly assured that the distance and the soft going would muffle the beating of his hoofs that she loosed the reins, and Peter sprang away at full speed.

Oh, the wind of that wild gallop in her face, and the fences pouring past her as she rode south, and south! It seemed to Joan for a while that this was all she wanted; when she jumped Peter over a gate and, glancing up, saw the stars blurred above her, she was doubly sure that this was goal enough for her journey.

After all, even Peter, in spite of slender legs made for speed and a great heart of courage, could not race all the night, and when she drew him to a walk, she heard them again — the far-off calling of the wild geese flying north. She stopped the good horse and listened. There was the sound of his breathing, and the faint squeaking of leather as his heaving sides pressed against the cinches; but the crying of the wild geese was very clear overhead, and the strange melancholy and the strange restlessness grew stronger than ever.

She thought back to her talk with Buck Daniels. After all, what she had been able to explain to him had been very little of what was big in her heart. It seemed to her that if her mother, who had died ten years before, had been living now it would have been easier to tell her what she meant.

But even of that she was in doubt. The more clearly she recalled the soft blue eyes and the gentle face of that mother the more certain she was that there would have been no confidant.

No, even her horse knew more. A wedge of the geese streamed black across the face of the moon, and Peter looked up to them with pricking ears. What was going on inside that wise head of his? She felt that she would have given a treasure to know.

There was a rattle of single-trees not far away, and a swift drumming of hoofs. The road was not far behind her, and on this night she wished to be far from roads. The deeper the wilderness into which she could pass, the better.

So she sent Peter away at that matchless gallop, jumped another fence, and was on the very verge of a swale which would shut out all sound from the road when she heard what had thrilled her once before that evening — the high, light laughter of a girl. It was almost inaudible, but even through the distance it trailed like a hand across her heart.

She stopped Peter with a gasping word and listened. There it came again, beautiful as music over water, and wading, fading until it went out. Something had unlocked the soul of that unknown girl and let the laughter out. But the door was still closed in Joan. Indeed, could it ever be opened?

She looked down the hollow to the twisting line of cottonwoods which ran near the dry creek. And beyond the tree tops rolled the moon-whitened dunes, crisply cut against the far shadow of the mountains. Once more the shower of melodious dissonance came dropping from the wild geese in the heart of the sky, and for a strange instant it almost seemed to Joan that the laughter of the girl was falling again, out of the deep bosom of the heavens.

Somewhere in that great world there was a secret of happiness. And those voices which she had heard travelling down the road, might not they be all bound toward it? She turned Peter and headed him back at a gallop again.


CHAPTER V. THE VENTURESOME MOTH
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SHE HAD RIDDEN three miles to the west when she came suddenly on the place, for as Peter carried her over the top of a dune, she saw the schoolhouse below her with light pouring out of every open window. There were dozens of horses and buckboards tethered near the building and as dance started at this moment, she heard not only the music, but even the whisper of the many feet across the floor — so plainly did sound travel through the desert night!

It acted strangely upon Joan. She knew that this was the place she sought. She knew it as plainly as if a door had closed upon her and shut her into the midst of happiness. And yet at the same time she was frightened. She could not have kept away from the place any more than if she had been a moth fluttering near a flame, and yet she felt a dread as of fire itself.

She skirted to the side until she reached a little forest of cactus and scrub cedar tall enough to conceal her horse. There she left Peter with the reins thrown and a reassuring pat on his nose. Starting on again, she became as cautious as when she had stolen about in the ranch house this night in dread of waking Buck Daniels. And there was need of care, for here and there about the schoolhouse couples were strolling who had danced their fill for the time being, and every couple was a man and a woman.

The heart of Joan beat strangely as she watched them. They walked very near to each other. Their heads were close together. They paused often and, raising their faces in unison, looked up to the moon. It had floated well up in the heavens, now, and it looked like a buckler of priceless sliver. Around it was spread a halo of color — a rainbow of fantastic delicacy.

Indeed, it was worth looking at, that moon. But Joan, crouched behind a rock and watching with the intentness of a wild cat, studied the faces of two who paused just before her to stare at the sky, and certainly it appeared to her that she had never seen a more foolish expression. Their lips were parted a little and their hands were clasped — he a gaunt fellow, bowed and old with labor even at thirty years, and she big-handed from work and her face parched and thin from the lack of happiness.

What were they murmuring?

I love you, Margie, dear.

Oh, Bill — I love you, too!

They turned away, slowly, and escaped another pair that was coming up.

Love! murmured Joan to herself with magnificent scorn. What stupid things they are?

She tried to tell herself that she was losing all desire to be inside that schoolroom with its music and its dancers, and yet something held her with a small, sure thread.

Here was another couple. At least they were not gaping at the moon. The girl was so pretty that it made Joan smile with pleasure to see her. And then with a piercing eye she examined the dress of her. There was a peculiar magic in it. It was only a simple pink frock, but it fluffed around the body of the girl like a clinging bit of sun-tinted cloud.

One half expected to look through the mist to the outline of the graceful body. And yet there was nothing immodest.

The man, too, was quite different from that other of the crooked shoulders and the wan face. He was a handsome fellow, arrowy straight, with a pair of level black brows and keen eyes beneath them.

Hell tell her that he loves her, said Joan to herself. I hope he does! And what will she do then?

But their conversation was not at all what she had wished.

Weve gone about far enough, said the girl, coming to a halt and facing her companion so that her profile came into line with the watchful eyes of Joan. Now, what do you want to say to me?

Just what you know Im going to say! exclaimed the man.

Havent the least idea.

You have, though. Youve broken your promise again!

What promise?

That youd stop flirting.

John Gainor! Besides — I dont know what you mean.

You do, though.

Will you explain?

Theres Chick Montague been following you all evening like your shadow. You danced with him twice. And he looked plumb foolish while he was dancing!

Are you jealous again?

Jealous? Of course not! I just want to keep you from being talked about.

Dont worry about me.

I say, Nell, you got to stop!

Whatll make me? When Im doing nothing wrong—

Dyou call it nothing wrong when you make every man you dance with figure that youre tired of me and mighty glad that youve rid of me for a while, at least?

Ive never said that in my life.

Not in so many words. But words aint the only things that count. Theres a way you got of looking down and looking up sudden and bright at a gent that knocks em flat — and you know it as well as I do. And then youve got a way of smiling at them sort of sad and sweet as if there was something youd like to tell em, if you only could!

John, you talk as if I were a — a — Im not going to say another word to you to-night.

Then Ill take you home now.

I wont go a step! Im having the best time in my life — and you want me to give it up!

Nell!

Oh! cried Nell, stamping, you make me so—

Suddenly Gainor drew himself up. And Joan trembled with excitement. She wanted to go out and take his arm and say: Oh, dont speak too quickly! Shes meant to do no wrong!

But, of course, she could only stay where she was and shiver with apprehension as Gainor said coldly: If youre tired of me, I aint going to bother you no more, Nell. But we got to have a show-down right here and now!

What would Nell do now, Joan wondered. What defiance would spring out of her pride? But she was astonished to see Nell throw out her hands in an appealing gesture.

Youre trying to break my heart! she sobbed.

Oh, Nell, cried the man softly. Oh, honey, Id go through fire to make you happy. Dont you know that?

And, quite regardless of whoever might be looking, he caught Nell in his arms. It was such an unexpected ending to the little drama that Joan caught her breath, smiling and nodding in sympathy. She was so glad the breach was healed that she wanted to run out and shake their hands and tell them how happy she was.

Stop crying, dear, Gainor was saying. Im a brute the way I been talking to you. Id like to get down on my knees and beg your pardon. Please stop crying, Nell, and Ill never talk about flirting again!

And indeed the whole body of Nell was shaken and quivering. But it was not with sobs. To the utter amazement of Joan, straight toward whom the face of the girl was turned, Nell was laughing, impudently, silently, with her face crushed close to the shoulder of her lover.

But folks will see us! Gainor muttered, drawing back.

Nell buried her face in her hands.

Oh, Nell, groaned the man, Ill never forgive myself! Will you?

He thought she was still crying, no doubt. But Joan, shocked and thunderstruck, knew well enough that she was merely hiding the last of her laughter.

Oh, shameless woman, she thought. And her anger arose. Oh, wretched, guileful woman! How she shamed all her sex!

And now they were walking off affectionately arm in arm with the girl looking sadly up at Gainor and saying: I only want you to be kind to me, John. Just a little kind to me!

Kind to you! Gainor replied, his voice a great tremor of enthusiasm. Nell, Ill work for you until my hands are raw. Ill make you happy if I have to—

His voice faded in the distance. So to the very end Nell had tricked him, using the tears which laughter had brought to her eyes to subdue him. He should be warned, thought Joan; he should certainly be warned about the vixen.

She mused about how it might be done until she was astonished to find herself laughing softly. She checked that laughter at once, only to have it break out again.

After all, Joan murmured to herself, she was wonderful! I wonder if any other woman in all the world could do that to a man?

In the meantime, the music inside the school had swung into the air of a Spanish waltz song whose words she had heard and learned from a cowpuncher who had once worked for Buck Daniels. And the lilt of it entered her blood, irresistibly. She found her hand stirring in the rhythm. Her very pulse was beating to it. It became vitally necessary to her to look once inside that room at the dancers.

She stole around to the farther side of the school. There she found that the way was easy, for the foundation had been laid close to a ragged mass of black rocks. Up these she climbed and at the top found herself at the level of a window not more than three feet away. And by shifting her head from side to side she could survey the whole room.

But she did not care to shift it, for the instant her glance passed across the room it fell upon the form of a man like a lion compared with the best of all the others — a big, wide shouldered fellow who overflowed the chair he sat on, with a head covered with curling tawny hair thrown back to rest against the wall, and a face half stern and half handsome, and wholly careless of all that went on around him.

Two youngsters of sixteen or seventeen went spinning by in double time, through the mazes of a new dance, and the big man of the tawny hair so far roused himself as to lounge forward in his chair and clap his hands in the swift time of their shuffling feet. But then he leaned back again and ran his eyes negligently over the maze of faces before him as if he found nothing worth a particular examination.

Finally he arose, threw back his shoulders, and stretched himself a little — he loomed a whole head taller than the crowd — and left the hall. Now she could look about to see who else was there. But when she looked she found that she was seeing nothing on every side of her but that handsome, bronzed face and the head of tawny hair. And fear, too, had come to her, so that she felt a great desire to be back home and in her bed with the covers drawn tightly around her neck.

What it was she feared she could not tell. But it was something like a childs dread of the lonely dark — filled with unseen faces, and hands that might seize one by surprise, and great voices that might ring at ones ear.

She stole back down the rock. All at once it seemed to her that she had been incredibly bold in adventuring as she had done.

And if Buck Daniels should ever know — 

She hurried around the school again. She slipped away into the tangle of cedar and cactus until she reached Peter again, and as he whinnied a welcome no louder than a whisper, she threw her arms around his honest head and drew it close to her.

Oh, Peter, she murmured, Ive seen such strange things, and Ive heard such strange things. Take me home as fast as you can.

But when she had mounted to the saddle, trembling with weakness and fear and haste, her courage returned. For here was Peter under her, and in case of danger she could launch away on his back like an arrow from the string. One dance had ended; another dance was beginning. But its music was nothing. For still the words and the rhythm of the Spanish waltz rang through her head, and, tilting up her face, she began to sing them.


CHAPTER VI. THE GENTLE FLAME
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T MADE NO difference that she did not understand the words; that did not lessen her enjoyment of the rhythm.



Que viva la rumba;
Que viva, que viva placer;
Que vivan las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,
Y guapas que saben querer!



She ended with laughter in her throat.

Hello! called a mans voice, approaching the thicket. Whos yonder?

Joan gathered the reins with a jerk that tensed Peter for a start. But instead of fleeing at once she looked back and saw the figure of a big man striding across the clearing.

Between the heads of two scrub cedars she could see him, and now he crossed a shaft of light which spilled out from a window, and she saw that it was the man of the tawny hair. Indeed, since he was carrying his sombrero in his hand, the light tangled and kindled for an instant in his hair before he stepped on into the next shadow.

Now, Peter, breathed Joan, faster than youve ever run before!

And yet she did not relax her pull on the reins. It was as if her conscious will strove to carry her away and a stronger subconscious power kept her there and made her glance hastily around her.

There was a labyrinth of passages twisting among the shrubs, made doubly baffling by the white light and the black shadows cast by the moon.

And, instead of fleeing, she reined Peter backward into a thick circle of the cedars, sprang to the ground, and took shelter behind a big cactus.

Hello! called the voice of the man again. Whos there?

Why are you coming? asked Joan, and her voice shook with excitement.

Because Id walk ten miles and swim a river to see the girl that was singing that old song, he answered. Just a minute until I get through this cactus — the stuff is like a lot of fish-hooks.

She slipped to the side. He must not come too close to Peter. And from a fresh covert she called softly:

Who are you?

My name is Harry Gloster. What is yours? Hello — where have you gone?

He had come out on the farther side of the thicket.

Not far from you, she answered.

He hurried toward her. And in the moonshine he appeared a giant. Back among the cedars she stole, and that same ability to move like a soundless shadow which had been hers when she was leaving the ranch-house was with her again.

Then she stood fast in the deep shadow of a tall shrub, and saw Gloster blunder past her, sweeping the very spot where she stood, but seeing nothing. It was as if she were wrapped in some fabled cloak of darkness.

And in her heart she wished that she could step out before him. If clever Nell were there, that was what she would have done. But Nell was dressed like a bit of sunset cloud, and Joan was clad in khaki. How could she let him see her, drab as that shadow in which she stood?

And yet, it was hard to leave him, also!

She stepped to the other side of the cedar, peering through its branches, and saw him come running back, then stop in an open space. The moon struck full upon him. He was half laughing and half frowning, and such was his excitement that he still carried his hat in his hand, crushed to a shapeless mass in his fingers.

Where are you? he cried again, guarding his voice that it might not penetrate farther than the little copse and to the ears of some strolling couples in the clearing beside the school.

The wind increased at that moment, with a rustling and rushing among the branches, and Joan, pitching her voice far and thin, answered him.

Here! she called.

He turned about face.

The devil, she heard him mutter, she has wings! He added aloud: I wont hunt for you if you dont want me to.

Do you promise that? asked Joan.

He faced sharply toward her again, appeared about to make a step in her direction, and checked himself.

Ill promise if I have to, said Harry Gloster gloomily.

Then Ill stay a while, she answered. But why have you come running in here?

You know better than I do.

I havent the least idea.

Why do birds sing in the spring?

To call a— She checked herself in confusion.

Thats right! he laughed. To call a mate. And when you said in that song that you understood love—

The song may have said it. I did not.

Your whole voice was full of it.

I know nothing about the tricks my voice may have been playing.

He moved a half step closer.

Your promise! she cried.

He retreated again with a sort of groan, and Joan wondered at him. If she had been in his place, strong as a giant and free as the wind, would a single promise have held her back? She decided with a little shudder that it would not.

And, in the meantime, she was studying him intently. She knew little about men. She had seen cow-punchers on the ranch, of course, but Buck Daniels appeared to have a penchant for old and withered fellows who had lost interest in everything except their cigarettes and their stories of their youth. And every one else she had met, with hardly an exception, had been merely in passing.

A thousand times, by hints and direct commands, Buck Daniels had ordered her to pay no attention to men — to young men. And she had obeyed. Sometimes, when it was necessary for her to go into the town, she had felt eyes taking hold on her, but she had never looked back to meet those glances.

It seemed to her now that she was seeing a man for the first time. And what a man he was! How he had stood forth in the schoolhouse dance hall among the crowd! There was power in a simple gesture to have crushed an ordinary man, she felt. And yet at the same time there was a gentleness in him so that his promise could tie up all his strength.

Ill keep my promise, he was saying, if you want to hold me to it. But its sort of hard to talk to a tree, this way.

I dont see why, Joan murmured. You can hear me — I can hear you.

It aint the words that I mean, he insisted. Theyre the least part of a talk.

What is it made up of, then?

The way you turn your head, the way you lift your eyes, the way you smile or you frown, and the color of your hair, is a pile more important than a hundred words, the best words that ever come out of any ones mouth.

What color, then, is it? she asked.

He considered a moment.

The chief light that I got to see you by, he confessed, is that song that I heard you singing. And out of that Id say that your hair is black, and your eyes are black, and your skin is sort of olive with the color under it. Am I right?

She paused before she could answer. It had been a grievous blow, for some foolish reason, to hear him. Every stroke in the picture had been so utterly unlike the truth that it lay like a weight upon her. What she wanted to do was to step out and show him the truth — but something held her back. For if she showed him the truth, would he not turn his back on her? But if she left him with his illusion, he might carry away his false picture linked up with her real voice, and so for a time she would live in his memory — a sort of ghostly travesty of what she really was.

Am I right? he was repeating.

Yes, she answered, youre right — that is, in general.

What does that mean? But I dont care about that. What I want to hear is your name and what I want to see is your face.

She was silent.

Are you afraid even to tell me your name? he asked.

Still she did not speak, and she saw him drop his head a little and close his hands.

Listen to me, he said almost sternly. If youve run away from your husband and gone gadding to-night — no matter what it is that makes you want to keep in secret, Ill keep that secret on my honor. But let me know enough so that I can find you again!

She saw the picture in vivid colors — this big fellow coming home to call on her, and Buck Daniels meeting him at the door; terrible Buck Daniels, in whose hands the metal and wood of a revolver became a living thing which could not fail to kill. She had seen him tear to pieces with a bullet a little squirrel sitting up on a limb like a tiny peg. She had seen him do this from a galloping horse. She had seen him casually clip high twigs from trees in order to cut loose and float down to her a nest which she wished to have.

And with that artistry of destruction arrayed against him, all the strength of Harry Gloster would be of no avail. She knew more than this — that sooner than see her become acquainted with a young man, Buck Daniels would pick the quarrel and force the fight. And while all her heart was knocking in her throat, choking her with the desire to speak the truth, she found that fear of Buck was even greater, and she could not say a word.

I cant tell you, she said.

But, if you dont, Ill never be able to find you. Yet I shall find you, if I have to spend ten years hunting. But, good God — with only your voice to go on! Will you change your mind?

I cannot, she cried, half sobbing.

But you want to! By the Lord, I can feel it in your voice.

No, no!

Will you do one thing for me?

All I can, with all my heart.

My God, cried the big man, Id give ten years of my life for one look at you; but if I cant have that, will you sing the song again for me?

Why?

Its the only clew that Im going to have. And it aint much to give away.

Ill sing it, then.

Twice she tried the opening note, and twice her voice shook away to nothingness and failed her. But then the sound arose very soft and yet clear as a bell ringing:



Que viva la rumba;
Que viva, que viva placer;
Que vivan las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,
Y guapas que saben querer!



And as she sang she began to move slowly back from behind the shrub, raising her voice in volume a little as she stole away so that he might not guess her maneuver. Why she should run away so suddenly she was not sure, but she felt a storm of emotions racking her. She was no longer sure of herself. It was not Harry Gloster she feared so much as she feared herself.

And when the last note died away she was only a step from Peter. It was not until that moment that Harry Gloster seemed to realize that she was deserting him.

She heard his voice crying out after her, and then she was lost in a blind panic which made her rush for Peter and then sent her flying away on his back The sound of his feet over rocks and sand and the panting breath he drew drowned any calling from behind.

A moment later she was out of earshot and, looking back, she saw that she was unpursued.


PART TWO
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CHAPTER VII. OUT OF SIGHT
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THERE WAS AN excellent reason for that. Harry Gloster had heard her horse break out of the shrubbery and, running to the place, he was in time to see the bay gelding, glistening in the moonshine, darting away at full speed. Even with an equal start he knew that he could not keep in touch with that fugitive. And through a strange country by night it was impossible to trace her.

Yet he was so excited that for a time reason had nothing to do with his actions. He ran a short distance on foot before he realized his folly. Then, standing for another moment, he watched the horse fade into the moon-haze and knew that he had lost her indeed.

The sound of her voice and Que viva la rumba was all that he had by which to trail her. It would have been better to have had nothing at all. He tried the effect of cold-blooded argument as he turned and walked slowly back. In the first place, he had not seen her face. In the second place he knew nothing whatever about her. She might be a mere imp of the desert with sunfaded hair and freckles strewn across her nose.

But he found that impulse was breaking through reason again and again. He had heard only her voice, but it was a voice to dream of — low, sweet-toned, gentle — and all the freshness of girlhood was in it. She must be beautiful, he told himself, with such a voice as that.

He was beginning to feel that an ugly fate had hold of him in this country. In the first place, there had been that singular meeting with a man whose eyes had such power that they had pierced through and through him and got quite at the heart of his story. He was fleeing for the Rio Grande and if he was caught the chances were considerably more than three out of four that he would be swung from the gallows for having shortened the life of a fellow man.

Lee Haines had looked him through and through, and for that very reason he should have started south again as fast as a staggeringly weary horse could take him. But he had lingered until he was drawn into battle again, and in that fight he had made a mortal enemy of Joe. Joe Macarthur he had learned that the mans name was, and Haines had understated the formidable character of the fellow.

Now, then, that one man had discovered that he was a fugitive and that another was on his trail to get him, certainly he had reasons enough for wishing to leave the town at a full gallop. But he had deliberately lingered, jogging only a mile or two south and then making a detour.

Joe Macarthur would thunder south along the trail which a dozen people could point out to him. Let him go! Harry Gloster would start later and by a different route. For he had no desire to meet a man who was a professional in the use of a gun.

He himself could occasionally hit a target — if it were large enough and he had time enough to aim with care, but this magic of swift drawing and murderous straight shooting combined was quite beyond him. Fighting for its own sake he loved with a passionate devotion.

But to face a gunman would be suicide. So he had lingered in the town until the dark, and then he started forth leisurely on a trail that ran south and west. So it was that he came to the lighted school-house. Twice he rode by it, and twice he turned and came back to listen to the gusts of young voices and to the bursts of the music. All common sense told him to be off and away. But it was a year since he had danced, and Harry Gloster was young.

So he went inside the school, but once inside he regretted his step more than ever. Something had died in him, so it seemed, during that last year. The music was flat; not a smile which his great size and his handsome face won for him penetrated his armor of indifference, and after he had spent fifteen minutes in the hall he got up and left. He was on his way to his horse when he heard

Que viva la rumba,
Que viva, que viva placer—

ring sweet and thin from the thicket.

And now he was coming back toward his horse with the solemn realization that there would be no shelter for him below the Rio Grande. For, sooner or later, he must come back to find the trail of this nameless girl, and when he returned he would be placing his head in the lions mouth of the law. But he knew himself too well to dream that he could hold out long against the temptation.

He paused again on his way to the horse. The music had a different meaning, now. His pulse was quick. His blood was hot. And there was a tingle of uneasiness which ran from hand to foot. Had he known that Joe Macarthur himself was in that dancehall, he would have entered again and taken his chance, which was not a chance at all.

Up the steps he went, and into the hurly-burly of a dance which was just beginning. He was too late to get a partner. As usual, there were three men for every two girls at this Western dance. Every girl was swept up in half a minute after a dance began, and still there were men along the walls and smoking on the steps.

Harry Gloster went to the orchestra. It consisted of a drummer, a cornetist, a violinist, and an individual playing a braying trombone which from time to time shook the whole place with its thunder. Into the hand of the violinist Harry Gloster slipped a five dollar bill.

Switch back to Que viva la rumba when you get a chance, he said, and walked hurriedly away; for if he had stayed the old musician would doubtless have had pride enough to refuse the money. It was a tag dance which he was watching, a queer institution installed particularly for merrymakings in which there was a shortage of girls. Once the dance was under way the men from the sides worked onto the floor and touched the arms of those who were dancing with the girls of their choice. And so there was, perforce, a change of partners, and many a girl found herself whirling away in the arms of a man she had never known before.

Harry Gloster, from the side, watched the jumble of interweaving forms — saw the vain effort of dancing couples to elude the approach of the taggers — heard the uproar of laughter which almost drowned the strain of the waltz. There was a brief pause in the music, then the orchestra struck into the pleasant rhythm of Que viva la rumba, and the dance, which had hardly paused, started again more wildly than ever.

Gloster, searching the faces, felt that they had been transformed. That old touch of magic which he had felt in his boyhood, now had returned. Yonder in the moonshine he had been touched by the wand and poured full of the enchantment. And he knew it well enough. But so long as the illusion lasted, why should he give up the happiness? One dance, then away for the border!

How should he choose? They all appeared delightful enough to him now. Their smiles were like glimpses of blue sky after storm, and their bodies seemed floating and whirling lightly on the stream of the music. Yonder one with red hair was tagged so often that she was repeatedly whirling from the arms of one man to another, and yet her laughter never stopped. Should he touch her arm?

And there was another, slender, joyous — who changed partners often enough, but never lost her step. And here was a third with great, brown eyes and brown hair coiled low on her neck and dressed in a clinging mist of a gown like sunset-tinted bit of cloud — 

Instantly, Harry Gloster was through the press, moving with wonderful lightness for so large a man. He touched the arm of the man who danced with that pink-clad vision, and received a stare of surprise from under level black brows.

Next time around, Nell, said he, stepping slowly back and still keeping his glance fixed upon Gloster.

All right, John, she answered, and then was away in the arms of Gloster.

Nobody was tagging you, he said.

No, she answered, demurely.

Why not? Engaged to friend John?

Maybe, she answered, without raising her eyes.

But Harry Gloster only laughed.

Ive broken the ice for you, then. Here comes a couple to get you. Shall I let them have you?

And at this, finally, she looked up. They were great brown eyes, indeed, and filled with an almost too perfect meekness.

Can you help it? she asked.

Say the word and Ill show you the trick.

Some of the meekness left her eyes and a glimmer of mischief took its place.

If you can— she said.

It was done with miraculous skill. A slight increase in their speed — they whirled toward one prospective and eager-faced tagger, then away from his reaching fingertips — then toward the other, and away again, like a leaf which wind currents throw up and down, suddenly, but never with jar or jerk.

How in the world did you do it? she was laughing up to him.

He drank in that laughter, frankly, meeting her eyes as he had never met the eyes of any woman before. What did it matter? She was only a ghost. The reality was far away, fleeing through the haze of moonshine.

Youre going to forget John — for this one dance, he commanded. Youre engaged to me, understand? — for five minutes!

What do you mean? gasped Nell.

You know what I mean.

He dodged an aggressive tagger and then sped on.

If John doesnt get me, she was saying, on this round, hell be furious.

It does John good to be furious, answered Gloster. Were too happy to be bothered.

We?

You are or will be. Im happy enough to make up for two. Its overflowing. Dyou feel it come out of my fingertips at your back, like electricity?

Her eyes were frightened, but her lips were smiling.

What are you doing?

Taking you with me. For five minutes, you understand? Going to see how much action we can crowd into that time—

And after that—

Im going away. Never see you again!

Youre not like other people, she said almost wistfully.

Not a bit. Heres John again! Dance faster. Longer steps! Were going to dodge him if you help—

And help she did. She became as light as that whirling leaf he had thought of before. It seemed that his mere volition was guiding her.

The devil! muttered Harry Gloster. Someone tagged me then. But were going on—

Oh, therell be trouble about it! Its the rule!

Dyou care about rules?

Not the least in the world!

She had caught the fire at last. A rioting carelessness was in her eyes.

Theres another hand at my shoulder!

They had swerved deftly away, but John had apparently been watching the previous tactics of this big stranger, and his hand touched Gloster. But Gloster danced on, with the girl in his arms.

What will happen? What will they do? the girl was breathing close to his face.

Thats for them to worry about. This dance is ours!

He drew her a little closer.

I feel your heart keeping time — with the music, he whispered.

You mustnt look at me like that!

Why not?

Theyll know what youre saying—

Theyll only wish theyd said it first—

And John will be wild—

The wilder he is to-night the tamer hell be to-morrow! By the Lord, youre too wonderful to be true!

I wont listen to you!

Close your ears to me, then, and listen to the music. Dyou hear it?



Que viva la rumba;
Que viva, que viva placer;
Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,
Y guapas que saben querer.



Its talking for me, Nell!

There! You were tagged again!

What do I care?

Oh, everyone is looking at us!

Let them look. Youre worth seeing, Nell!

Theyll fight you about this.

Do you mind being fought for? Id like to fight for you, Nell. Theres John again — but this time weve dodged him. But look at them coming! A dozen ready to tag me. Nell, youre a popular girl! Confound them, they wont have you yet!

Please!

Please what? Do you want me to let you go?

I — I — no! She pressed a little closer to him. Dont let them take me!



Que viva la rumba,
Que viva, que viva placer—



He sang it in a ringing bass.

Every person is looking at you!

No — at you, Nell. Two minutes out of my five are left. Im going to have you to myself that long!

What are you going to do?

Take you out of this place before they tag me with a club.

Take me where?

Outside. Were going to sit on the moonlight side of a tree, and Im going to make love to you, Nell, as you were never made love to before.

Do you think Ive gone mad? I wont go a step with you!

Hush, Nell. I know that you trust me.

Not a bit.

Look me in the eye when you say that.

She flushed gloriously and her eye wavered under his glance.

Youre a dear, Nell. But I want to have you where its quiet to tell you just how dear you are. When we get to the end of the hall, out through the door we go together. You understand?

Yes — no! Of course I wont go.

I wont try to make you. Tell me for the last time? Youre going to hear me? Only for two minutes, and then Im gone!

Oh! cried she. My head is swimming!

With the music!

Ill go. I dont care what they say!

Nor I what they do.

They reached the end of the hall, swung deftly through the outer line of the dancers, and were suddenly through the door, leaving a gasp of wonder behind them. They stood at the head of the steps, worn and hollowed by the scraping feet of school children. Before them was the moonlit world.


CHAPTER VIII. AN OUTLANDER OFFENDS
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THERE WAS NO lack of brains behind the level black brows of John Gainor. His temper was as eager and as sanguinary as that of any man, but he was possessed of a controlling discretion. When, after having tagged Gloster, he saw the big man dance serenely on, his first impulse was to jump at his throat and tear him away. But the very size of Harry Gloster was enough to make Gainor doubly thoughtful.

So, instead of acting on the first rash impulse, he stepped back to consider the situation again. Had it been the first time that Nell had stepped from the conventional path, passion might have carried him away, but he had watched her flirting a dozen times, and this was simply the old story retold, he decided. It would not do to make himself ridiculous before the crowd.

Again, he was by no means sure how far he could go with Nell. Whether she was in love with him or with his fathers ranch he had never been quite able to make up his mind. On occasion he presumed on the rights of being her fiancé, but those occasions were few and far between. That same night he had already laid down the law to her, and she had submitted, as he thought, with tears.

So far, so good. But if he tempted her again, might she not fling away from him and wreck all his hopes with a single fiery sentence? He knew her well enough to feel the danger. And this, plus the physical dimensions of Harry Gloster, made him pause to consider.

In another moment he was glad that he had delayed, for Gloster was tagged by half a dozen other men, and yet still went serenely on and showed not the slightest intention of abandoning his partner. It was not Gainor alone who had been insulted, but a whole group of men, and every one of them was on fire with rage. Moreover, they were not fellows to lie down under such an insult. Indeed, Gainor could not have named a more formidable group of cow-punchers, selected at random, than Bud Lane and Lefty Wallace and the others who had just been offended.

In fact, they were such men that he could not imagine what had led Nell to permit her partner to offend them. For Gainor knew that, no matter how willful and careless and emotional Nell might seem, at heart she was a profound little diplomat, and only gave offense to-day that she might be the more gracious to the offended to-morrow. She had been worshiped by a score of admirers in her time, and although they were without hope to-day, they still continued to worship.

Something most extraordinary must have happened to sweep Nell off her feet in such a fashion. He studied her with a painful anxiety and closeness. What he saw was that there were ample grounds for fear. For Nell was transformed and radiant in the arms of this big man. She leaned back in them and looked up to him with laughter on her lips. She was so enchanting that the heart of John Gainor throbbed.

But still he took no hasty steps. It was not until he saw the couple swing off the dance floor at the end of the hall and disappear through the door that he began to act in the offensive.

The whole room was buzzing with it. The orchestra labored in vain at the animated strains of Que viva la rumba for the dancers were lagging at their work and busily exchanging murmurs and glances. On the farther side of the room the half dozen men who had been directly insulted by Gloster had gathered in a close group. And for these John Gainor made. The ground was plowed. He had only to drop the seed with a few words.

What shall I do, boys? he asked. Take this for a joke, or go out and tear into that fellow? Whats his name? Who is he? Friend of any of you?

Slick stranger! said big Bud Lane. He was one of those blond, gentle giants who do not know fear, but who are rarely kindled to anger. It took a long time for rage to penetrate to the farthest corners of his being; but this was one of the exceptions. That gent aint one that works with friends. He plays a lone hand. And if it wasnt for Nell, Id go out and bust his head wide open for him.

Thats it, nodded Gainor sadly. I dont want to offend Nell. I dunno what happened. He mustve hypnotized her.

Thats what he done. I seen how fast he was talking, put in Lefty. There aint any honest man that can talk as fast as he was talking. A gent dont get thoughts that quick.

Im going out to have a look at him, declared Gainor.

Im coming along, said Bud.

And the rest, with a resolute clamor, crowded along, while a hush fell over the dancers and the orchestra increased its pace to rush the piece to its close.

Outside passed that little impromptu posse.

Mind you, boys, said Gainor, no guns!

He would be held up as the ringleader of that group and if serious harm came to Gloster he would be made to account for it.

Its fists! rumbled Bud Lane. I dont want a gun. I just want to set my hands on him—

And he stretched out his big fists. Gainor looked upon him with vast approval. He recalled having seen Bud pull over two strong men in a tug-of-war. He had seen him throw up a three-hundred-pound bale of hay four high with the hooks.

And the story of how Bud Lane wrecked Murphys place when he was short changed there was a tale of Homeric qualities. Every year the story was told and every year it grew a little, perhaps, but the sheriff himself was witness to the final picture of five men piled crisscross in the center of the wreckage on Murphys floor with Bud Lane sitting on top of them and rolling a cigarette. Gainor remembered that tale, and he moistened his dry lips.

But where were Nell and the stranger?

The posse passed to the foot of the steps and went by the sheriff himself. He was sitting on a stump smoking, and he grinned at them in a friendly fashion which plainly bade them go as far as they liked. For the sheriff was a wise man and he knew the difference between a duty done and a vote lost.

Were all right, boys, declared Gainor as they went on. Sim Haynes passed me the wink. We can go the limit with the big stranger!

There they are! whispered some one.

And to the shocked and astonished eyes of John Gainor there was revealed the following picture. Beneath a tree not twenty yards away sat Nell and the stranger, brazenly facing toward the moon, and that cruelly clear white light showed them leaning close together — mortally close.

It could not be, and yet it indubitably was true, that the arm of the big man was around Nell, and that her head was back against his shoulder, and that she was faintly smiling up to him with eyes half closed. A sword of fire was struck through the heart of Gainor. The big man leaned. His head of tawny, shaggy hair obscured the face of the girl. He had kissed her!

John Gainor found himself walking alone toward the place. He had covered half the distance before the first swirl of rage abated. And he slackened his pace so that the others might catch up with him. They paused a short distance away as Gainor stepped forward again and stood before the guilty pair.

Nell sat up with a little cry. Hypnotism it surely had been. She looked around her with bewildered, unseeing eyes, and then suddenly threw her hands before her face.

But Harry Gloster arose, leisurely and faced the other. After all, he was not so tall. He seemed much larger than he was considered by himself. In cold fact, when compared with another, he was hardly more than six feet. John Gainor thrilled with surprise to find that he was looking almost level into the eyes of the stranger.

I — weve come out to have a little talk with you, he declared.

Im a busy man, said Harry Gloster, shamelessly. But go ahead and do the talking.

Gainor bit his lip. It was a rare thing for his fathers son to be talked to in this fashion.

Most like, he said, you aint been to many dances?

Considerable some, admitted Gloster.

Which you dont seem to know whats manners on a dance floor.

Harry Gloster sighed.

Son, he said. Im a plumb peaceful man. Are you trying to pick trouble with me?

Were looking for an apology, said John, more mildly. Youve insulted six of us here.

I hate apologies, said Gloster easily. I sure hate em.

The damned pup! exploded a voice from the background. Lemme talk to him!

Did I hear you cussing out me? asked Harry Gloster, smiling.

You sure did! cried Andrews, pressing to the fore. And, whats more—

He proceeded no farther, for he was struck down by something as inescapable as a lightning flash. It is the instinct of a fighting man to lean back and start his fist far behind him so that it flies through a wide arc and it is seen coming far away.

But now and again one comes upon warriors who understand the value of the jab. The jab, strictly speaking, is not a movement of the arm. It is a jerk of the entire body, a convulsive twist of muscles which shoots the whole mass from head to foot into motion.

The arm is simply made into a rigid part of the body and the fist is the focal point which strikes the enemy. The whole distance the striking fist covers is short. Perhaps it only travels six inches. But the effect is astounding.

Imagine, for instance, a hundred and fifty pound cube of iron lifted six inches from the floor and allowed to drop. The shock makes the floor quake. Now supply the iron mass with a projecting knob with a surface of a few square inches and let the mass fall again. This time, if it does not break the flooring with the concentrated impact, it will at least grind deep into the solid wood. Such is the jab.

With feet braced and fist extended and arm made rigid, the body is suddenly twisted and the blow darts home. Amateurs never use it unless they are possessed of an inborn genius. Even in the professional ring there are few, wonderfully few, adepts. But now and then, as the gladiators come together in the middle of the ring, it is seen that one of them, without an apparent blow having been struck, shudders from head to foot and suddenly collapses inert along the floor.

There is no use waiting for the count. Rubbing and water and care will bring back his senses in five minutes or more. What has struck him, then? Dismiss all doubt. It is the jab which has been used.

Or perhaps there is a variation. Instead of striking straight with rigid forearm, the fighter twists his fists and jerks it in and down a trifle. The result is hardly less of a shock combined with a tearing jar which, if the blow lands on the side, almost rips the flesh loose from the ribs, and if it strikes on the jaw converts a mans muscles into water and lets him flow to the floor a stunned, senseless thing.

From which it might be judged that all fighters would use this blow. But that is not the case for two reasons. A long, straight punch or a sweeping swing is so terrible to the eye, so impressive to the imagination, that it is an undying temptation. But the chief reason that the jab is not popular is that so few can use it, unless the word is applied to its distant cousin, the stiff armed, long distance left jab. And the reason it cannot be used by most is that it requires a sort of explosion of nerve energy, a tensing of muscles until they be come rock, so that the striking is like the leap of an electric spark.

All this has been said to explain what happened to Andrews. For to every one, including himself, it afterward seemed a miracle. He had floundered in close to Harry Gloster with his fists ready. He was a big man, was Andrews. He was not a giant like Bud Lane, but he was fully the equal in mass of Harry Gloster.

Suddenly he was struck to the earth and lay writhing, unable to groan, his arms wrapped around his ribs, his mouth gasping and his teeth biting at the air which he could not get. And all that had happened to account for this catastrophe had been a slight twitch of the body and shoulder of Gloster.

He now stepped over the prostrate Andrews and faced John Gainor. Gainor did not like fighting because even money can not avoid wounds. Nevertheless, he was not a coward. And if ever a man had reason to fight well, he had it.

Yonder sat his lady in the light of the moon, entranced with terror and wonder — with perhaps a primitive dash of delight to see herself fought for. And around Gainor, with a rush, came five hard fighting men. So John Gainor put all his might behind his fists and drove them at the head of the other.

The blows plunged through thinnest air. Harry Gloster had stepped with amazing lightness to the side and now another light dancing step brought him close in. His feet were firm planted, his body loose. Suddenly it contracted. Body and head jerked stiffly halfway round and a bony fist jarred against Gainers jaw.

John threw up his arms, left his feet, described a perfect half circle, and landed on the back of his neck, his full length away from the spot where he had stood. It had not been like the striking of a blow. It was rather an explosion of dynamite. Flesh could not resist.

To the honor of the other five, be it said that they would never have imposed such odds upon any man, no matter what a villain. But they had no choice. They were assailed by a dodging tornado, so to speak. They saw before them a solid bulk of two hundred pounds.

They struck at the midst of that bulk, and their fists either bit the air or else glanced from a raised shoulder or a brawny arm. And in return they received a machine gun fire of blows which were like the hammer of a double jack against the steel drill head.

No swinging punches which could be blocked in the distance or avoided, but short, sharp hammer strokes came home against them. If a man happened to be firmly planted, he went down to rise no more for some minutes. If he was recoiling from the attack, he was merely half stunned. There was a brief swirl.

When Harry Gloster stepped out of it, two more men were down. And of the other three, two were gaping and wild eyed. Only big Bud Lane had not been touched.

At him drove Harry Gloster, high on his toes with little swift dancing steps so that he seemed to float over the ground. But the other two threw themselves between.

A piston thrust of the left hand and one went down with a gasp. A jerk of the right and stalwart Lefty crashed at the very feet of Bud Lane.

But the battle now had swept to the grip of Bud himself. He was no dancing fighter. He did his best work with the foeman inside his arms, and that was where Harry Gloster found himself.

He had no time to strike again. A semi-jab landed on Buds ribs and felt to him as if he had grazed a projecting knob of granite. But the pain merely made him exert himself, and when he exerted himself he was irresistible.

Gathered in that bear hug, Gloster swayed a moment and then they went down together. It was what Bud wanted. He had wrestled all his life, and on the ground he was perfectly at home. Lying flat on his back he was still as formidable as a mountain lion.

He reached for a half nelson as they were falling, got it, told himself that the glory was his — and then found that his hand had slipped off. Gloster had shelled his head between the outthrust of his big shoulders.

There was a whirling activity under Bud Lane. He felt as if he were lying on six small men instead of one big one. And no matter where he reached he could not secure a grip. Suddenly the victim was away. A voice was calling joyously above Bud: All right, partner. Another whirl — best time Ive had in ten years—

Bud Lane sat up, dazed and unhappy with wonder, and at that moment he saw the sheriff himself step into view with the long and glistening form of a six-shooter in his hand.

Son, he said to Gloster, youve had a nice little party out here. I figure that maybe Id better take you to town where you can have a nice little rest! This is after sunset and I sure enough hate to see a gent working overtime!


CHAPTER IX. QUE VIVA LA RUMBA.
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THE FEAR WHICH drove Joan lasted well-nigh until she had reached the house of Buck Daniels. Then it disappeared, only to be replaced by another dread. What if he should know that she had left the house?

However, that was a bridge that must be crossed when she came to it. She brought Peter back to his corral, and unsaddled him by pauses, her mind was so filled with other things.

But she recalled the necessities of the moment enough to scatter earth over Peters sweating body. In the morning it would look as if he had simply rolled, during the night, near the water hole at the farther end of the corral, and no one who did not look very close would distinguish the sweat-marks.

When she had done this she went back toward the house. It had been a very futile and foolish thing, she felt, this ride through the darkness, and, above all, the talk with Harry Gloster. And yet, somehow, she was returning richer than when she had started.

She entered the house and went through it with the same ghostly silence, and again, as she climbed the stairs, there was not a sound underfoot. But when she opened the door to her room she saw the broad outline of a mans shoulders against the stars beyond her window. It stopped her with a shock of fear, but the gentle voice of Buck Daniels spoke immediately.

Joan?

Yes.

Ill light the lamp.

His voice was perfectly quiet and half of her fear died away until she watched his hand as he held the match to the wick of the lamp, for that hand was trembling. And a sudden concern for him swallowed her terror.

She half expected that he would raise the lamp and stare at her by its light. And if he did so it seemed to Joan that he could not help but see much that was newly written in her face.

But, although the language of Buck was not polished nor his manners either, he was full of a native gentleness. It never had showed more than at present as he went back to his chair, sat down, and rolled a cigarette, his eyes never lifted to Joan.

It was as if he bade her rally herself for the ordeal; it was like a declaration that he would not spy upon her mind. And when at length he raised his glance to her, it was with an effort that crossed his forehead with wrinkles of pain.

Joan, dear— he said, and stopped.

She wanted to run to him and fall on her knees by his chair. She wanted to throw her arms around him and pour out the whole story of everything that had happened since she last saw him. But the thing which had held her back like a hand more than once before held her back now.

Have you been doing this much? he asked at last.

She shook her head. Never before.

Never?

She nodded.

He went on smoking and watching her steadfastly until he had finished his cigarette, and then he said, suddenly: Here you are standing and me sitting down! And he started to his feet.

Dad! she cried, tears rushing into her eyes. After youve worked all the day and then waited up for me so many hours to-night?

She curled up on the bed with her elbow on the footboard. That brought her face perilously close to him. He would be able to watch and estimate every alteration of her expression. Nevertheless, there she sat.

It seemed to her that he would never begin. She would much rather have faced an outburst of extravagant anger and yet more extravagant threats and commands. But she felt rather helpless in the face of this working soul of Buck Daniels. He went forward slowly, with a weight of grief and anxiety weighing him down.

Joan, he said at last, I guess Ive made you pretty unhappy here.

Oh, no!

He shook his head.

That means yes. Well, I aint very entertaining, and youre pretty young. Maybe youll be glad to know that were going to leave the ranch pretty soon?

Leave the ranch?

I got an offer a while back. I think Ill take it.

That offer from Mr. Calkett?

Thats the one.

But you said that was terribly small?

Its large enough. Itll do to move us.

But where, dad?

East.

East!

To some city. Maybe to New York.

Oh, do you mean that?

That d make you happy, Joan?

Oh, yes!

He sighed.

But what about you, dad? What would you do away from the mountains and the desert?

Man of my age gets on mostly any place.

Dad, it would be only for my sake! But because I take a ride by night, why should we have to leave the country?

Will you tell me where you went, Joan?

I cant do that.

She watched his face turn gray, although he said not a word.

I want to tell you, dad — but some thing—

Joan, something has happened between us. Its been a couple of years since youve changed toward me. What is it?

Nothing, she said stanchly.

Tell me the true of it, Joan.

She shook her head again, and as she did so she heard a voice come clear and small across the night from the direction of the road — a voice full of quavers such as are thrown into singing by the jolting of a buck-board. And the song he sang was:



Que viva la rumba;
Que viva, que viva placer;
Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,
Y guapas que saben querer.



It brought her to her feet, trembling, listening with her soul in her face. And as the voice faded out with a swiftness which spoke eloquently of the speed with which the singer was travelling, Joan looked down to Buck and knew that he had seen enough.

Youve been seeing a man! he cried. My God, is that it?

His horror was so strong that she went a little back from him.

Why shouldnt I see a man? she asked.

Who is it? groaned Buck Daniels in a sort of ecstasy of rage and grief. Whats his name?

She shook her head. It was a very wonderful thing to see Buck so perturbed. She could never have imagined it. But watching him now, she knew that he was a man capable of violence. He was beginning to walk up and down the room, pausing sharply now and again, and then walking on once more with his fingers working and a wedge of muscle thrusting out from the base of his jaw.

When did you first meet him? he asked at length.

To-night, she answered.

Dont tell that lie to me! he thundered. This gent has turned your head. Want me to think that he did it at one meeting? No, you aint plumb crazy, and dont think that Im crazy, too.

She had never heard such words from him before; she had never dreamed that he was even capable of uttering them. But she made no reply, merely sitting quietly and staring into his excited face.

Talk, talk! he commanded. Lemme hear what you got to say for yourself!

She shook her head; and this denial threw him into such a frenzy that she was almost afraid, for the moment, that he was going to strike her. It was not really fear that she felt, however, so much as a sad marvelling at these passions in him.

What was the song that I heard some body singing a while ago on the road — the one that made you jump up to listen?

She hesitated. But as she wavered, doubtful, so many things came back upon her mind out of that strange and happy night, that the song began to swell in her throat of her own accord. And so it came out, in the end, clear ringing, but small as the whistle of a bird:



Que viva la rumba;
Que viva, que viva placer;
Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,
Y guapas que saben querer.



He greeted this quiet little ditty with a growl of disapproval.

I dunno that lingo, he declared, and Im glad that I dont. No good never come out of it. Whats that song about?

She hesitated. When one thought of the actual translation of the words, syllable by syllable, it was enough to bring the color into her cheeks. The swinging rhythm, the music itself, the pleasure of singing had obscured the syllables before. She even bit her lip now, as she remembered that she had sung this song for a man — to a man — a stranger.

Its a — a song of happiness, I suppose I may call it, she said at last.

Happiness? Happiness? And in that lingo? growled Buck. They dont have no such songs as that in that language. Youre keeping things back from me, and that makes me know that this is the beginning of the end. There aint no doubt about that. Its the beginning of the end, because well never trust each other again.

Dad! she cried. Oh, dad, why do you say that?

I got a thousand good reasons. I got reasons so good — theyd turn your blood cold!

What do you mean? Wont you tell me? Do you think I cant stand hearing them?

You couldnt stand it, he said. And, going back to her, he laid a hand upon her shoulder and another upon her hair, Theres things about you, he said, that nobody living can guess, except me. When you sit alone and do your thinking and turn over your queer ideas in you head, you think that nobody knows. But I know, Joan. I know things about you that youll never know, God willing.

And youve tried to keep me here away from people so that I might never find out?

Thats it.

But now Ill go mad with eagerness to learn.

You will learn, now that youve started on the out trail. But Im going to fight to keep you back from it as long as I can.

Why do you do it, dad? Why cant I live as other young girls live? Is there anything wrong with it?

Not for them. They can do their laughing and their chattering. But youre meant for something else. And Ive sworn that Id keep you to a quiet life—

Who had the right to make you swear such a thing as that?

Your mother, Joan.

My mother!

And she saw a picture of that gentle face, unsmiling, with the gold hair framing it and tarnishing slowly to gray. Could such a woman have locked up a secret?

Oh, what is it? she pleaded.

Youll learn it all. Only I hope to God that the day when you learn it is far away ahead of you. If these were the old days when a man had power over his family, Id close you into a room and keep you there for a year, until the last echo of this Que viva la rumba had worked out of your head!


CHAPTER X. ITS THE NICKNAME THAT COUNTS
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WHY THE DEVIL, said Sheriff Sim Hargess, do you waste all that fine singing on the empty night? Might get paid for it in town!

Im a gent open-handed by nature, declared Harry Gloster. I like to give things away — including my songs.

All I got to say, growled the sheriff, is that you might save your singing for them that would appreciate it a pile more than I would.

I aint singing to you, declared the prisoner who was chained to the seat beside the sheriff. Im singing to the world in general. How dyou know what might be hearing me?

A coyote, maybe, taking lessons off yonder on a hill, suggested the sheriff.

Maybe, said Gloster with the most perfect good nature. I wouldnt grudge him none. Speaking of singing, the drinks are on me, and Im setting up to entertain.

Rats! said the sheriff. You talk plumb foolish.

You got no heart in you, said Gloster. What functions for you is just a chunk of the law. If I was to shake you, I could hear the pages rustle. Otherwise, youd see that I was overflowing with happiness.

I never took none to singing, observed the sheriff dryly.

Dont give up trying, though, urged Gloster. Listen to this!

And, tilting back his head, his voice rose and rang:



Que viva la rumba;
Que viva, que viva placer;
Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,
Y guapas que saben querer.



The sheriff groaned as the last note floated afar. And then, out of the thin distance, a coyote wailed an answer.

Youve waked em up, grinned the sheriff. You got your audience, I see. Whered you learn that fool thing?

Mexico.

For Mexico it might do, said the sheriff pointedly.

Youre talking sort of straight, said Harry Gloster suddenly.

Thats me. I always make a habit of talking right out what I mean.

Then swaller your tongue when youre talking to me, said Gloster, and turning in the seat as much as his handcuffs and the chain permitted, he stared fixedly into the face of Sim Hargess. I dont need your conversation to make me happy.

The sheriff met that cold eye for an instant and then turned his attention back to his span of mustangs. He felt, in fact, that he had gone too far. And like every man who felt that he was in the wrong, he was beginning to hate his companion. But, after a moment of silence, he found that his anger was dissipating. He was a man among men, was Sim Hargess, and presently he said:

I guess youre right, partner. You got a right to sing if you want to. Im kind of out of sorts to-night.

Im sorry for that, replied the other amiably. Whats wrong, may I ask?

Got a fine little sorrel filly. Went lame on me this morning.

Thats sure tough, agreed Gloster. Lemme have a look at her when we have a chance. I know something about a hoss.

He turned and looked back to his own mount trotting contentedly behind the buckboard, swinging over to one side to get free from the dust.

Yep, thats a good one you got for yourself.

Not bad.

We been so dog-gone busy that I forgot to ask your name.

Sandy Williams, said Gloster. That is my name.

I mean your real name.

Thats it.

The sheriff laughed.

You waited just a minute too long before you spoke, he said. But well let it go at that, Sandy. By the way, where did you learn how to handle your fists? Been in the ring?

Nope.

You aint? But you sure can step! I started out to get you as soon as the fight begun. Didnt want the mob to smash you all up. But when I seen your style, I thought Id wait and let you work.

Thanks, said Gloster. It was a fine little party while it lasted.

While it lasted, it sure was.

They reached the town and presently the jail. It was a snug little building, recently built, and the sheriff was immoderately proud of his accommodations.

Wall a foot and a half thick, he said, tapping on it. All hard stone, too. And these here bars are all tool-proof stuff. There aint no better steel made.

Harry Gloster paused on his way down the aisle and gripped a bar in his manacled hands. There was a convulsive twist of his shoulders and the great steel framework shuddered violently. In the distance a lock began to swing and jingle.

Youre big, muttered the sheriff, watching closely, but youre stronger than you look — by a pile.

I sure hope that I dont have to bust out and spoil all your decorations, said Harry Gloster politely. Hate to leave a hole in that wall.

The sheriff grinned and led on to the door which the deputy who acted as jailer had opened before them. There were a dozen cells on the floor, each surrounded by open bars. It was possible to survey every cell in detail at a glance.

Into one of these Gloster was led and the irons removed. He was made comfort able. Fresh drinking water was brought to fill his pitcher, and then he was locked in for the night and left reclining on his bunk and smoking a cigarette with a meditative air of content.

You had a look at him? asked Sim Hargess of his deputy when they were seated in the office a moment later. You had a good look at him, George?

Fair to middling.

If you was to pick out a nickname to fit him, what would you land on?

George studied a moment. Might call him — er— Little Joe, or Happy, or something like that.

The sheriff nodded.

Little Joe would be a fit, he declared. But how would Sandy do?

Sandy? His hairs too yaller for any name like that, dont you figure? But how come youre aiming to pick out a name for him, Sim?

Said he was called Sandy Williams.

He paused again.

How did he look to you, George?

Sort of good-natured.

Wouldnt mind getting into a fracas with him?

George reached for his gun. Instinct and much training at the draw made the gesture lightning fast.

Not if there was enough light for straight shooting, he said, with a rather twisted grin.

Thats the way I figured it, nodded the sheriff, and he frowned very seriously. George, that fellows got a record of some sort.

He has? What is it?

I dunno. Im going to find out. He wouldnt be travelling with a crooked name if there wasnt something wrong with him. Well have a look around the country and listen in on what we can. Take a telegram down to the office, will you?

And so, before many minutes, a message was ticking across the wires, north and south and east and west, inquiring from the sheriffs of many counties if a yellow-haired man over six feet tall and weighing about two hundred pounds, but looking thirty pounds bigger, were wanted for any crime.

But while this was going on, the yellow-haired man who weighed two hundred pounds and might look to be even thirty pounds heavier, lay on his back on his bunk in the jail with his head pillowed on one thick arm, sound asleep and smiling in his dream.


CHAPTER XI. THE HAPPY PRISONER
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IT HAD BEEN the intention of Lee Haines to leave the town the next morning. And he had been on his way across the veranda of the hotel after paying his bill when he received news which halted him. A tall, well-proportioned fellow with a very handsome face and black eyes under level black brows was passing. A black plaster covered one side of his chin and the face seemed swollen and discolored.

There was a chuckle from a chair near by after the young fellow passed.

Young Gainor aint going to be so darned free handed after this, rumbled a cowpuncher, cocking his sombrero on the back of his head.

He aint, agreed his nearest neighbor. He sure got plenty. Pretty near got a busted jaw, they say. Took him fifteen minutes before he could sit up and ask where he was.

There was another laugh.

He swears that somebody sneaked up behind him and hit him with a crowbar on the back of the head.

Wasnt no such thing. I seen it all. He got soaked so hard that it lifted him off of his feet and landed him on the back of his neck.

Lee Haines looked thoughtfully after the retreating back of the man who had just passed. He was well above average size. He was solidly built. He might weigh, perhaps, a hundred and eighty pounds.

And then Haines found himself subconsciously struggling to create the picture of the man who had lifted this fellow off his feet with a blow and dropped him upon the back of his head. But his mind refused to function for such a purpose. He kept imagining a giant seven feet tall with a fist as big as a water bucket. The problem fascinated him so that he turned to the cow-punchers with a question.

Did I hear that straight? Somebody lifted him off his feet and dumped him on the back of his neck?

Two grave pairs of eyes encountered him and examined him. He was a stranger, and a stranger was not to be answered in haste. But one of them decided that he would do.

Aint you heard about the fracas? he asked in turn.

I slept late, said Lee.

Gent named Sandy Williams cleaned up John Gainor and six more last night at the dance.

Seven men!

All of seven. It was a mighty pretty thing to watch. Drifted through em like quicksilver through sand. All good fighting men, too. Gainor, yonder, hes spent a lot of time on boxing lessons.

Whats Sandy? A giant?

The two considered the question soberly.

He looks bigger than he is, one said, and the second agreed.

Lee Haines recalled the stalwart who had walked into the hotel dining room the day before, but who, when he sat down, was hardly higher at the shoulders than Lee himself. He recalled, too, the blows that had dropped Joe Macarthur and left him senseless.

Got a bush of curly yellow hair? he asked.

Dyou know him? they asked in chorus. Hes a stranger around these parts.

Ive seen him. Seems to be quite a man.

They declared fervently that he was two men rolled into one, and there followed a graphic description of the fight.

Which he was laughing all the way through, one declared. Youd of thought that he was dancing, or something like that. Took everything plumb easy. Floated around and jerked his fists into em, and every punch was like the tap of a sledge-hammer.

I knew a man once— began Lee Haines, and then his voice trailed away and his glance was lost in the sweep of a distant cloud. Whats become of Sandy?

Jail.

Eh?

Five hundred dollars bail. For disturbing the peace, they say. But take it by and large, it was a mighty quiet disturbance. Judge Conleyll give him about five days in jail to let him think things over and then turn him loose. Conley is a good sort. He talks mighty loud, but the things he says aint so bad.

Lee Haines forgot the journey which was before him. Instead, he went to the jail, and there he interviewed George, the deputy and jail keeper.

Hows the patient? he asked.

Wants more ham and eggs. It d bust the county to feed two like him. Hes all stomach.

May I see him?

Everybody else has seen him. I guess you can, nodded George. Might think he was a ghost and not a man the way folks come around to stare at him.

Does he mind it?

Not him. Hes got a word for em all. Hell have a word for you. You watch!

He escorted Haines into the main room of the jail, and then sank onto a stool.

Dont try to pass him nothing. Im watching, he yawned. Darned if I aint tired out. There he is.

It was more than Haines had dared to hope for. He went hurriedly down the aisle between the rows of bars, and presently he was before the cell in which was Harry Gloster, alias Sandy Williams.

And he found Harry on his knees, working with a deft and hasty pencil on the smooth stone flagging which had been whitened by much scrubbing. And growing upon the floor was the face of a girl, shadowy, coming out of a mist of many lines in the background. All that was real of her features and expression was the big eyes and their straight, far off look, and the curving smile, faint upon her lips.

One might have said that it was a portrait of every pretty girl in the world; certainly it was a picture of no individual. There were too many places where the imagination was left to do as it pleased.

Well? Whos that? asked Haines.

The other whirled on him.

Another? he growled, and then, seeing who it was, he arose to his feet with a smile. Hello, Haines, he said. Things have been happening since I saw you last.

Quite a lot, nodded Lee Haines. You got into one mess on my account. Now youre in another on your own. What Ive come to find out is this: How important is it for you to get across the border?

The other considered with a perfect gravity.

The difference is between living and dying, taking it by and large, he said, and he actually grinned at Haines.

I thought it was something like that, nodded Haines, without showing the slightest surprise or shock. What the devil made you hang around here all yesterday?

No reason. Just because I was a fool.

Why did you fight last night?

Been a month since Ive had a fight.

Thats not true. You mixed with Joe Macarthur yesterday afternoon.

That wasnt a fight. He just did the receiving. I got the jump on him, you see.

Lee Haines sighed.

Youre a queer one, he declared. Is that the girl you left behind you?

He pointed toward the floor.

Thats the girl I havent seen, he said.

Whats that? The one youve dreamed about, eh?

More than that. I heard her voice once.

What sort of crazy talk— began Haines, and then shook his head. Youre past me, partner. Where did you pick up the knack? That looks like professional work to me!

Ive always handled a pencil and paints when I run onto em. My father showed me how when I was a kid.

Your father?

Up in Colorado, you know. Consumption.

Haines nodded.

Is it straight that your bail is five hundred?

Something like that.

Son, Ive got less than a hundred dollars with me.

Why, Haines, I dont expect you to help me out of this boat. You didnt put me here. Its not your party.

I believe you mean it, said Haines, gnawing his lip thoughtfully. You saved me yesterday; you expect me to ride along and let you rot to-day. But there are things about me you dont know yet! Partner, Im going to have you out of this.

Thats sure fine of you, Haines.

The thing to do, of course, is to get that bail money before they find out whats against you and hold you without bail.

Thats the natural way of going about it, I should say.

Tell me one thing: if they get you for whatever else youre accused of, are they sure to convict you?

On the testimony against me, they could hang ten men.

Haines looked at him sharply. He had spent more than half of a wild life among criminals of one kind or another; but he could not place the open face of Harry Gloster in that category unless a sudden burst of passion. That, he decided, must be it. The outthrust of the jaw, the imperious nose, the restless eye were all typical of a highly excitable nature.

While he paused, a small thread of singing came wavering into the jail through a barred window which was open.



Que viva la rumba;
Que viva, que viva placer—



Oh, Lord! cried Harry Gloster, and suddenly his shrill whistle caught up the air:



Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,
Y guapas que saben querer.



Is that a signal? asked Haines.

But Gloster, a man transformed with happy excitement, returned no answer. He did not even speak when Haines bade him farewell and left the jail.


CHAPTER XII. A VAIN SACRIFICE
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THERE WAS A swirl of people before the veranda of the hotel when Haines stepped down from the door of the jail. The group was constantly recruited. It revolved around a shining bay horse of which Haines could see the tossed head and the shining coat only by glimpses through the crowd.

But what chiefly held his eye and the eye of all the others, was a girl standing on the verge of the veranda, with her hand raised, as if asking for attention. And she was getting it in a rush.

The hat which she had been waving to call attention was in her hand. Her head was exposed, covered with a softly waved mass of golden hair — the metal gold which turns to fire when the sun strikes on it.

And her flushed face, her eager eyes, drew men as honey draws flies. Lee Haines was past the days of romance, perhaps, but nevertheless, he hastened with the others toward the focal point.

Say it over again, someone was calling as he arrived. Were late. We didnt hear you the first time.

Im going to sell this horse to the highest bidder, the girl answered. You can try out his paces, if you wish. But Ill give you my word that hes gentle—

There was a deep hum of chuckling from the crowd. Not a man there who did not enjoy a little pitching when he swung into the saddle of a morning. It was the quickest way of warming up both man and beast for the days work.

Lets have a look at him, they began to urge. Get out of the way, Shorty. Youve had a chance to size up the hoss! Lemme have a look, Sam!

But those in the front rank, merely turning their heads with grins, announced that they had the first seats and that they intended to hold them, come what might. And so the little crowd became a heavily jammed mass. When a newcomer strove to press through he might send a wave of motion through the whole group, but he could not dislodge a single man.

But no one was looking at the horse. Instead, there was a profound concentration of attention upon the face of the girl. They gazed silently, with great wide eyes which banished the man in their faces and let the boy shine through.

They dwelt on her timidity, shrinking before so many eyes, and on her courage which spurred her on and brought the high color into her cheeks. And they drank in the delicate contours of her face and her throat, forever changing as she turned her head.

It was as if a wild creature had dared to come in among the habitations of man in the middle of the day. An aroma of strangeness hung around her.

Who is it? whispered Haines, laying his hand on the shoulder of the man in front of him.

There was no answer.

Who is it? he repeated, increasing the strong pressure of his fingers.

His hand was struck away, but there was no other retort. In the meantime, the girl was apparently embarrassed and bewildered by the battery of eyes which searched her with never a pause. She reached down, and putting her hand under the chin of Peter, raised his head.

Can you all see him? she asked.

Scatter out, you there in front, came a roar of voices from the rear. We cant see nothing.

Of course, it was not Peter they alluded to and although they were close enough to see the girl, Lee Haines did not blame them for wanting to be closer. He wished to be closer himself. He felt a tingle of pleasure at the thought of standing near her, as though, indeed, she were surrounded by an electric atmosphere.

And he knew that a close eye would find no imperfections, that the careful examination would reveal no trace of wrinkles around the eyes, no weariness about the mouth. It was as if the freshness of the dawn were to step into the middle of the noonday and refuse to fade with all its delicate colors.

Peter, dear, he heard the voice of the girl saying, and his heart melted at the sound. Come up here where they can see you. Good boy! Up!

She clapped her hands together, leaning and smiling down to the horse. And up he leaped like a dog, and whirled hastily to keep his eye on this unaccustomed crowd. There was a rumble of admiration and applause, for both the girl and the horse.

And indeed, Peter was as worthy of attention as the girl, in his own way. He stood not more than an inch or two over fifteen hands, and he was delicately made, but every scruple of his body was formed with a perfect hand. He could have stepped into a book as a type of what a horse should be. And yet he had strength as well.

One could see that he could run smoothly and as long as a clock could tick. There was a catlike nimbleness about him. And as he stood on the boards of the veranda, shifting his feet as he felt the old wood yield under him, he gave an impression of wonderful lightness, as though he would have bounded, the next instant, over the heads of the crowd and darted away for freedom.

Into the place which he had left vacant at the edge of the veranda the crowd had washed instantly. A thick row of sombreros tilted up as their wearers stared at the girl.

Here is Peter, she said, and as she extended a hand toward him he pricked his ears and thrust out his nose to sniff at it. And, oh, if I should tell you what a good horse he is, youd hardly be able to believe!

Well believe, rumbled someone, and there was an eloquent grunt from the others. They would have believed any thing from her lips, felt Lee Haines. He was ready for the same thing himself.

You wont have to chase him across fields the way Ive seen some people chasing horses. When you go to the fence and call hell come to you. And if you havent any sugar, hes just as happy!

There was a faint chuckle from the crowd. The thought of carrying sugar for a horse was a stretch outside of their imaginations.

You wont need a whip or spurs for Peter. Hell run till his heart breaks for you!

Her eyes grew bright with tears, so great was her earnestness. In quite forgetting all her timidity in her enthusiasm for Peter, she stood straighter and her voice rose a little, while she passed an affectionate arm under Peters head — and he stood as still as a rock.

And hes always the same. Hes never tired. You can ride him every day. Hell never be lame. Hes true gold all the way through! On my honor!

She paused and drew another breath.

I have to sell him, she said sadly. To some man wholl be kind to him, I know. For who could help being kind to Peter?

She paused again with a hand extended frankly, as though to invite them into her perfect confidence in all mankind, and there was a little sway and stir in the crowd as every man vainly strove to get closer.

And so, if any one will offer a price—

Ill say three hundred, said one.

Threefifty!

Four!

Five hundred dollars!

Five fifty!

It was much money for cattlemen to pay for a horse, but Lee Haines knew that they were bidding for a smile from the girl, not for the horse itself. And though yonder in the jail was a man to whom he owed his life and for whom he would have laid down his own safety, yet he knew that if he had the money in his pocket he would have joined the most enthusiastic bidders. The mere cow-punchers had drawn away a little, hopeless when they saw such money offered. It was only the ranchers who were calling now.

But the voice of Joan halted them, saying: Five hundred is what I need. Who offered that?

I! came the shout, and there were six voices in it.

She shook her head, bewildered.

Who offered it? she asked.

I offered it, said Jud Carter, pushing his gaunt form through the crowd.

Then Peter is yours!

There was a shout of protest from, the others.

He was up for the highest bidder, lady! You got to sell him that way.

But five hundred, she argued, is all that I need — poor Peter! Good boy!

A wave of grief called her attention from the men to the horse beside her, and the demands of the higher bidders were as suddenly forgotten.

And here, said Jud Carter, climbing to her side, is the coin. Lucky I had it handy with me!

He removed his hat with a flourish, very conscious that he was making a picture which would be long remembered, and not at all aware that it would be remembered mostly because it was ridiculous in the contrast of the slender girl, graceful as music, with his bony, work-twisted body, as he leaned above her.

She took the money, rewarded poor Jud with a trembling smile, and then threw her arms around Peter. A gaping crowd saw the tears tumble out of her eyes, saw her lift his head and press her cheek against his muzzle, and then she was gone, while Peter turned and trotted after her, raising a cloud of dust from the veranda flooring.

Jud Carter by a burst of sprinting, captured the horse and led him down to the ground, and there he was surrounded by a clamorous crowd, laughing, roaring out a hundred comments.

But Joan had hurried straight down the street with a step as free and athletic as the stride of a boy. And so she came to the courthouse and the city hall, combined in one wide, low-fronted building. From the old pensioner at the door she asked the way to Judge Conleys office, and the ancient unkinked his back and strode grinning beside her until he had brought her to the sanctum of the judge himself.

They are all kind, thought Joan as she entered the office of the judge. All these men are so gentle, I wonder why my mother wanted to keep me away from them? Why could it be?

So she stood in front of Judge Conley who, as he turned in his swivel chair, was encountered by the eloquent wink of the old man who was just closing the door. Therefore, the judge, to cover a responsive grin, had to frown and clear his throat, a proceeding which made Joan back a step away.

He seated her in another moment, however. And when all the wrinkles were out of his forehead, it seemed to Joan that he was like all the rest of his kind — overflowing with good-nature and eagerness to help her. And as he drew the chair out of the shaft of sunshine and waved her into it, he remained leaning over it with one hand rested on the arm.

It brought him so close to Joan that she had to lean farther back in the chair to smile up at him. But smile she did, although there was a wild riot of fear and hope and grief — for Peter — in her heart. For she was beginning to find that smiles worked wonderfully well with men. A smile struck a light into their eyes, made them alert, suppled the very joints of their limbs.

So it was with the judge now. He beamed down upon her, a veritable rain of good will.

And whats the trouble now? he asked. Whats the trouble, since nothing but trouble brings people to me? Lets start right in with your name and then well go through with the rest of the story.

Joan Daniels, she answered.

The judge recoiled, struck the back of his knees against the edge of his swivel chair, and sat down heavily within it. The force jogged the spectacles low on his chin, and the knowledge that he had appeared ungraceful made him scowl to recover his lost ground.

Ah, said he, then youre the one that Ive heard of — that lives all by herself with a silent man for a father? Well, well! Ive heard a good deal about you!

She shook her head, saying that she did not know who could have talked about her, because she knew no one, but she had heard that he was the man to whom one came when one whished to pay a bail.

A bail! exclaimed the judge, starting in his chair, and then rocking far back in it until his short legs swung clear of the floor. Bail? Who the devil — I mean, what bail do you want to pay?

His violence drove some of the color out of Joans cheeks, and as she stared at him, he sat forward again and managed to reach out and pat her hand.

There, there, he said. I didnt mean to frighten you. Whose bail do you want to pay?

She swallowed.

There is a man who was arrested last night. I think hes called Sandy Williams—

She saw the face of the judge darken.

My dear — Miss Daniels, said the judge, what interested you in him?

I cant tell you that, she admitted. But here I have the money to pay — the whole five hundred, you see!

And she leaned forward, her eyes bright with delight. The judge, however, paid not the slightest heed to the money. Instead, he picked up a yellow telegraph slip from the desk beside him and extended it toward her.

I dont know what you know about the man who calls himself Sandy Williams. But no matter whatever else you know about him, I imagine that you dont know this — and you ought to!

She looked down to the slip of paper and saw typewritten across it in capitals:



HOLD SANDY WILLIAMS UNTIL MY ARRIVAL. HIS REAL NAME, HARRY GLOSTER, WANTED HERE FOR MURDER OF HAL SPRINGER AND RUDY NICHOLS LAST WEEK. TWO THOUSAND DOLLARS REWARD WILL BE PAID TO — 



The brief remainder danced into a smudge of black.


PART THREE
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CHAPTER XIII. THROWING DICE WITH DEATH
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NOW THAT THE girl was gone, the center of attention was the horse. And with the horse was unlucky Jud Carter as the cynosure of all eyes.

And what, said some one, dyou aim to do with that hoss, Jud?

Why, announced Jud, still somewhat crestfallen over the sudden disappearance of the girl, but his eye brightening as he looked over the racy lines of Peter, I reckon that I can use him well enough. Couldnt you?

Maybe I could, said the other, but I dunno that I would.

What might you be meaning by that?

Why dyou think that most of the gents were bidding in on that hoss?

Why — I dunno—

Aint it true that there aint a man here that would want to pay five hundred for one hoss when he could get five hosses thatd be good to work cattle with?

Maybe thats true.

Then why did they all bid up?

Why — matter of fact—

Matter of fact, they were just trying to help that girl out of the trouble that made her need five hundred dollars.

Jud came from a thrifty family. He looked about him in amazement.

You mean to say that they wanted to give away five hundred?

No, was the response; because they figured that it was worth that much to get an introduction to the girl.

Jud Carter passed a work hardened hand across his forehead. But before his wits had cleared after this argument, and while he was still surrounded by men who were striving to show him an impossible point of view, he was removed from his difficulties by a new intervention.

For Joan herself came slowly down the street and through the crowd and went straight to Jud. She carried in her hand, still, the same money which he had given her. And coming to him, she looked up in his face with great, fear stricken, wistful eyes.

Do you think, she asked, that I could buy Peter back from you for just as much as you paid? Here is the same money, you see!

It was the smile from heaven for Jud. He had been swept off his feet a little before — with all of the others around him — but the thought of losing five hundred dollars or the respect of the community had sobered his close figuring brain completely. His throat closed so tight that he could only reach for the money with one hand and gesture to Peter with the other.

All in an instant Joan had given a faint cry of joy and was back in the saddle. A twitch of the reins and Peter was through the midst of them. A word and he was kicking the dust behind him as be galloped down the street.

As for those who had done the bidding for Peter a little while before, they glanced after her with the wistful eyes of youth, seeing that one has only to turn the corner with any man in order to find him in his boyhood again. But while they were still gaping and had not said a word, news came hobbling out to them in the form of the old man who was the office boy, janitor, and all around messenger of the courthouse, with more knowledge about each office in the old building than had the very tenants themselves.

It was he who now spread the word. How he knew no one could guess, for Judge Conley had certainly not told him. But perhaps the walls in that building were overly thin, or else keyholes were overly large. At any rate, he bore tidings of everything — of how the girl had come with five hundred dollars bail to get Sandy Williams free; and of how the judge had placed before her a telegram announcing that Williams was no other than a certain Harry Gloster, who had killed two men a week before, and therefore he was not open to bail of any amount.

This was the news which sent a buzz of wonder through the town. It was a salve for the battered jaws and the sore ribs of the men who had stood up to Harry Gloster the night before and found themselves going down like nine pins. For, after all, a man who was capable of a double murder was capable of almost anything.

But the only one who felt no thrill of excitement was Lee Haines. For when he heard the news it seemed as though a weight had fallen upon his shoulders, bowing him, and that a shadow had dropped across his eyes.

At any rate, he went slowly, slowly back to the hotel, rented his room for another day, and when in the room he first of all carefully removed the bandage from his right hand. That hand was stiff, and the ragged wound in the palm was still un-healed.

But, making a grimace from the pain it caused him, he began to open and shut the fingers. A few drops of blood oozed out as be continued, but he kept working until the hand was supple.

After that, to rest the aching nerves of the hand, he lay on his back on the bed and ran his eyes over the cracks on the ceiling, and for every branching and turning of the long cracks above him he found branchings and turnings in his own life. He could read them as if they were notes to freshen his memory and bring up to his mind all that ever he had done or seen.

And he had done too much; he had seen too much. So that from time to time he would close his eyes and relax, outworn by the effort, and at such times, his face relaxing, the flesh about his mouth and under his eyes sank in a little so that his face was like a death mask — or like death itself.

The day sloped into the quiet and the shadow of the evening. When he was aware of the incessant beat and metal hammering in the blacksmith shop by its cessation; when the subdued voices which had gone on all the day were hushed away, and there were single calls from children in the street or bursts of laughter from a group of merrymakers, then he sat up on the bed, slowly, and leaned his head in his hand.

There he sat until the darkness was complete. And when he began to move again it was with such a faltering slowness that indeed he seemed a feeble old fellow who has lived out the appointed threescore and ten, instead of a burly and vigorous man in the latter prime of life.

However, what he was doing had a significance which was young enough. He was looking to his revolver. And he was looking to it in the utter blackness of the dark!

His fingers seemed to have eyes for that work. They worked swiftly, and yet were unhurried. The big weapon was first unloaded, and then it was taken apart all in the dark, and all in the dark it was reassembled, the shells inserted again, and the cylinder was spun. And the action was as smooth as silk.

If any one could have watched, they would have wondered not so much at the thing that was done, but that any man would have spent all the countless hours that must have been required in practice before he could have become so familiar with all the parts of a revolver that he would know each by the touch. But such, however, was the skill of Lee Haines, and the fact that he had such a skill threw a sharp light down his past.

When his gun was ready and loaded once more he was still not ready. He lighted a lamp, drew his shade, and spent an hour in a strange practice, which consisted of jerking the gun from the holster on his thigh with lightning speed and leveling it at some object in the room, which might be the knob of the door or the high light which lay along the rim of the bowl on the wash-stand. Then he began to walk softly to and fro in the room, and when the impulse moved him he jerked out his weapon and whirled, aiming it again.

They were adroit movements, but always they appeared to disappoint Haines. And finally he went to the stained and cracked mirror, and, holding the lamp above his head, he examined his face with a care which plainly showed that he considered himself an old man.

After he set down the lamp he clapped a hat on his head, however, and went straight down the stairs to the rear of the hotel, and thence to the stable which was behind it. There he entered a stall in which was a great black stallion, a giant of his kind, yet built for speed as well as strength. In the days of old he could have galloped at high speed with all the crushing impost of a knight in full armor upon his back.

Even the solid bulk of so big a man as Lee Haines would be nothing to his strength. He could trot along all day, just as a range mustang could trot under the burden of an ordinary man. He saddled the great black horse, arranged the pack behind the saddle, all with the consummate care of one who knows that little details count most in big affairs, and then led the spirited animal out and mounted.

His journey led straight down the street of the village where the greatest number of eyes would fall upon him, but the moment he was clear of the outskirts of the town he turned to the left and made a swift semicircle which brought him back to the vicinity of the jail. Here he dismounted.

There was a thicket behind the building.

It had been cleared away for ten paces, but after this the brush was thick and high enough to hide a mounted man. Here he threw the reins of the black horse and dismounted; and as he did so he heard a girls voice singing not far away a Mexican waltz song:



Que viva la rumba;
Que viva, que viva placer.



He listened to the singing for a moment. There was something so joyous and careless in it that it made his mood of the moment darker than ever. She might be still singing, this happy passer-by, when guns were sounding in the jail.

After that he went forward again, circled the building, and came to the front entrance. It was surrounded by a group of men talking idly of idle things, but there was no doubt that they had been drawn there by the knowledge that a murderer was inside.

The door to the office was open, and in it were Sim Hargess and his deputy, with a half dozen others. Lee Haines picked Hargess from the rest and drew him to one side.

Sheriff, he said, I have something of importance to tell you. It has to do with your man, Harry Gloster, inside.

Lets have it, then.

Rather have you alone when I tell it.

The sheriff regarded him for a moment of doubt, then he sent the others from the room and shut the door behind them.

I guess you got no objections to George staying? he said.

Id rather have you alone, sheriff.

Again the sheriff hesitated. But eventually, with a shrug, he bade George follow the others.

Mind if I lock the door behind him? asked Haines, doing the thing before he received an answer.

What the devil! growled Hargess. You afraid that theyll break in to hear what you have to say?

Theyd spoil everything for me, answered Haines seriously, if they should hear. Sit down, sheriff. It wont take me long once Im started to—

He stepped to a chair as he spoke, and the sheriff leaned to be seated, but as he did so his eyes caught on a glint of metal. He cursed softly and straightened again, staring into the muzzle of Hainess revolver.

Very neat, damn you! he said bitterly.

Sorry, sheriff. But put them up quick. Im pressed for time even with the door locked.

The sheriff raised his hands obediently.

The keys? demanded Haines.

On the desk there.

Thanks. What horse is that tied behind the jail?

Mine.

Going to have to borrow that roan, sheriff. Return him to you when I get a chance.

Youll sweat for this one of these days.

Most likely I shall. Step inside, will you?

He waved to the jail entrance, and Sim Hargess obediently led the way. Obedience was in his manner, but not in his mind, however, for as he stepped through the door into the cell room he leaped to the side of the door with a shout and drew his revolver as he whirled.

It took Lee Haines by surprise. Other wise there would have been no time for even the shout. But as it was, he tapped the sheriff over the head with the long barreled weapon which he carried. The sheriff dropped on his face, as loosely sprawling as if a ten ton wagon had rolled over him.

Outside the building there was an answering yell of inquiry from Deputy George. At the door it was taken up by the clamor of a dozen voices.


CHAPTER XIV. FREEDOM HAS ITS SHACKLES
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THAT CALLING TRANSFORMED the leisurely movements of Haines into wild haste. He leaned to scoop up the gun which was still clasped by the unnerved fingers of the sheriff; then he raced down the aisle to the cell of Harry Gloster.

Harry! he called as he ran. Were leaving together. Take this! He tossed the revolver to him. Now if I can find the key that fits this damned door—

He began to work feverishly, groaning as every key failed to fit the lock. Gloster had merely scooped up his hat and placed it on his head, completing his readiness to leave. Now he took the revolver, spun it in his hand, and then tossed it onto his bunk.

Ill leave this where itll do no harm, he said. A gun like that is apt to do a lot of killing if a man doesnt look out.

Haines favored him and the discarded weapon with a glance of rapt wonder.

Thats a fools idea! he declared. But— Here the lock turned and the door was cast open by Glosters shoulder.

Now for the rear door! cried Haines. Right outside the sheriffs horse is tied. Jump into the saddle. Ill cut the reins loose. Fast, Gloster, for Gods sake!

Down the sides of the building ran voices, and at the front door there was a furious battering. And far away, up and down the village street, they could hear the shouts and the beating of hoofs as men, attracted by the clamor at the jail, threw themselves into the saddle and scurried for the scene of action.

The two inside reached the rear door, twisted at the knob, and found it locked. It meant another search among the keys, and such a search meant a delay which would render all escape hopeless.

Haines, with a groan, started to fit the keys, however — since even hopeless work is better than inaction — but Gloster warned him away, and as he stepped aside a human battering ram went past him and hurled itself against the door.

It was a stout door. The safety of the cells depended on the tool-proof steel of the bars, alone, but nevertheless, all the approaches to the building were strongly blocked. And now the door flung back the heavy body of Gloster as if he were a rubber ball. He staggered away, found footing once more, and returned to the charge, shooting straight ahead, then swerving at the last instant and giving the wood the rubbery mass of muscle on his shoulders as a pad for his weight.

The shock cracked the lock as if it were castiron. The door flew open and spilled Gloster into the outer night where he was welcomed by a yell from half a dozen throats.

Lee Haines jumped out to join the fracas, his deadly long revolver poised. But Gloster arose from the shadow at his feet, where he had fallen, and struck the weapon out of his hand.

No shooting for me! he commanded, and lunged at the sheriffs roan horse.

As for Haines, with an oath of helpless anger, he stooped, caught up his fallen gun, and arose to find some one running straight on him, firing at every step. No doubt it was the jar of his own running that ruined the aim of the oncomer.

But Haines had no time to find the trigger of his own weapon. He had seized it by the barrel, and now he dashed the heavy butt into the face of his assailant. The man went down with a gasp, and Haines turned toward Gloster long enough to see that the other was hopelessly lost.

Three men had thrown themselves upon him as he was wrenching apart the reins that tethered the roan. And Haines gave up a lost cause and raced for the shelter of the bush.

He was neglected for the instant, as all the rest were focusing on Gloster, and Lee ventured a glance back from the shrubbery.

What he saw was Gloster rising out of a cluster of men as a dog shakes himself free from a scrambling, weak-toothed litter of puppies. One of the three was prostrate, a second went down at that instant as if struck with a club; the third staggered away, and then, encouraged by the yells of a solid group which was charging to his assistance, dived in again to the attack.

Haines saw him picked up, heaved into the air as if he were no more than the fragile body of a child, and then flung into the faces of the onrushing men. The leaders went down under the blow. Those behind them were entangled, and before the tangle cleared, Gloster was on the back of the roan and dashing for the crowded shadows of the shrubbery.

He plunged past Haines, three steps away, and was gone with a crash among the young trees. On the scene of the battle, men were picking themselves up, cursing brokenly. A roar of guns followed, the bullets rattling through the brush, and Gloster called hastily: Haines! Haines! For Gods sake, where are you?

He reined in his horse, needless of the bullets which were whistling near him. But there was no answer from Haines.

Instead, a slenderer and smaller figure now rushed a horse out of the darkness where he had expected to see the other man come to join. He jerked his horse around and charged the newcomer to strike him to the ground.

But the latter dodged, with a horse as slippery as an eel. And, the next instant, a girls voice was crying to him: Follow me! This way! Ride hard!

Amazement engulfed him, and then he rode as fast as the sheriffs horse would take him, in pursuit of the girl. She led him straight at a thick, low copse. But when he half expected to see her and her horse come to ruin in the wall of brush they suddenly ducked out of sight in it.

And, at the very verge of the thicket, he saw a narrow opening which twisted to the left, made by grazing cattle, perhaps, breaking a path through to come at near by water. He reined back the roan and wound through the brush at a more moderate pace, coming out on the farther side into a little hollow which pointed down a shallow arroyo. And in the hollow was the girl, waiting for him.

Youve gained on them! she cried, clapping her hands together in her delight. Theyll have to ride around the thicket to come on your trail again. Ride fast — ride hard! Or if you stay at all, only stay to take my horse. Theres nothing in the country that can come up with him for running—

He could not believe his ears. Beyond the thicket, men were shouting, men were riding here and there, baffled by his disappearance. These were precious moments to put a distance between himself and them. But instead of taking her advice, he pressed closer to her and peered down into her face. The starlight was bright — bright enough to give him a thousand hints of her beauty, and yet so dim that a shadow still lay across her features.

Youre the girl, he said. I knew that voice as well as though Id heard you singing the song—

Dont stop to talk! she cried. Be gone at once. Dont you hear them? Dont you hear them?

In fact, the noise of horses and of shouting was spreading, behind them, to either edge of the thicket, and before long the riders would swarm out into the arroyo.

I cant leave till I know your name.

Joan. Joan Daniels. Now — quickly—

Im not going yet. What brought you here?

I dont know, except that something was telling me that perhaps — she broke off to say, pressing closer to him and putting a hand on his arm— the two men they say you killed—

I never laid a hand on them. They were my partners, Joan. I came back from hunting. I found them dead, and I ran for it, because I knew that I didnt have any defense—

I knew you couldnt have done it. I knew that, but I wanted to hear what—

Ive been trying to draw your face, Joan, but everything that Ive imagined has been wrong. Youre a thousand times more beautiful. Id give a year of life to see you only once in the sunlight—

You mustnt talk of that! Dont you hear them coming? Dont you hear them riding around the thicket?

The hand on his arm trembled. He took it in both his own, and as he drew her a little nearer, she raised her head and looked steadily up into his face. The noise of the riders faded from his mind.

What is your hair, Joan? In the star light it looks only like a pale glow of light. Is it gold?

Its yellow hair, she said.

Its metal gold, he answered. And what color are your eyes, Joan?

Blue. Now go, Harry, for Gods sake, go!

Youre not happy with me here?

So happy its like sadness. Oh, being near you is a wild happiness! And when I touch you, its as though I took all of your strength into my hand.

And when I touch you, Joan, I feel as if Id taken the blue out of the sky and all the gold out of the mountains, and all the laughing and the singing out of the world.

Hush! she pleaded. If you say such things, Ill be begging you to stay. And now they come — oh, dont you see?

What do I care? Im living a year every second. Ive spent a whole life of happiness right here trying to tell you how much I love you, Joan. But the words dont tell you what I mean.

Then for my sake go!

Ask me again, Joan.

For my sake.

And you care for me — just a little to begin with?

Yes!

Then— He took her in his arms, but with her face raised to his, something weakened and snapped in him. And in her face and her eyes he found a solemn power which kept him from touching her with his lips.

Another moment and he was spurring away for freedom.


CHAPTER XV. THE VALLEY OF THE SHADOW
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IT WAS JUST as Gloster plunged into the wood near the jail that a bullet struck Haines. And there was a sting of irony that went almost as deep as the plunging bullet in the knowledge that he was struck by a random shot. After the thousand dangers he had faced, to be killed by accident — 

He thought of all that as he sagged against a tree trunk, watching with dim eyes the shadowy horsemen who were racing through the wood in the pursuit of the escaped man. Then, as he strove to get to the black stallion, his foot caught. He fell heavily and struck the side of his head against a stump.

He lay only a few moments on the ground, but it seemed to him an eternity. He was faint and weak when his eyes opened again, and the roar of voices in the town and about the jail had grown into a heavy chorus.

He felt of the blood which trickled from his wounds where the bullet had entered and left his body, and he knew that he was indeed no better than a dead man. What he wanted most of all was to get into the open, lie flat on his back and, watching the cold stars grow dim, so die. If only he could find water in the sands, for a fire of thirst was burning in him, closing his dry throat.

Stumbling on in this fashion through the wood, with shadows already swinging before his eyes, he ran against a projecting branch, a stiff and strong-tipped bough which cut against the wound. He clapped his hand over the place, felt the blood gush, and staggered weakly on toward the black horse.

The stallion remained honestly where he had been placed, but his low neigh of greeting came faint and far to Lee. He reached for the pommel and then found that he would never have the strength to pull himself into the saddle.

Lee Haines! some one was calling.

Not he! answered Haines, staggering as he turned. Not Haines, Gloster. Come get me, and be damned to you—

And then his misting eyes saw that it was only a girl who stood before him, and he knew that it was a girls voice that had spoken.

It is Haines! she was crying eagerly.

Wheres Gloster?

Hes gone as fast as a fast horse can take him away.

Thank God!

They were interrupted by a rushing of men and horses through the brush, and the clamor of a score of voices calling. Already the light cavalry of the town had swept into the pursuit; others were following. A cluster plunged past the girl and Haines not a dozen feet away. But they were looking for moving figures, and these stationary shadows remained unseen.

Why arent you riding? she asked.

Riding? Haines echoed. Ill go as far as water and stay there. Is there water near here—

He coughed, and the excruciating pain stopped his voice. She stepped close to him, and as the agony abated a little, he could see that it was the girl who had sold Peter that day and bought him back again.

Youre wounded — badly, she was saying.

Im nicked — nothing bad. If you can tell me where theres water and—

He stumbled and would have fallen, but her shoulder caught under his, and held him strongly up. She drew one of his dangling arms around her neck. Her right arm she passed around him, and now half his weight slumped lifelessly upon her.

Try to walk — slowly! she gasped, and they staggered on through the darkness.

Doesnt amount to anything, she heard him say. Ill just tie up the place they nicked me — be all right in a minute and — you go along about your business — nobody must find you with me—

But no matter how bravely he talked, she saw that his head had fallen far for-word so that he was blinded to the way they went, and every moment the weight she was carrying increased. There was a wild fear in her. She felt that at any moment it might overtake her and paralyze her. And so she fought it back savagely and centered all her mind on the need of the big man whose weight was lurching to and fro against her.

She had seen an old cabin, more than half ruined, which stood among the trees, and to this she now led Lee Haines. He was barely past the door when he slumped down, his weight tearing away from her gripping hands, while he murmured: Ill just sit down here to rest a minute. Be all right — you run along now—

His weakening voice and his fall told her a thousand things more than his words.

Have you a match? she cried. Oh, quickly!

Heres one. Did I hear water running some place near?

She took the box of matches from his hand. It was always that way, she understood, with men who had been badly wounded. A torturing thirst burned in them.

She struck a light and looked anxiously around her. The cabin was a wreck indeed. There was no flooring. Half of the roof had caved in under the weight of a falling branch which thrust a great cluster of dead boughs and twigs into the building. Red rust was eating the remnants of an iron stove to dust in a corner.

In another space there was a bunk built against the wall: It must have been two or more years since the place was inhabited, yet by the bunk stood a singularly vivid memento of the man who had once dwelt here. It was a candlestick with a short section of time-yellowed candle still in it.

Here her match burned out. With a second one she lighted the candle.

Not too much light! Haines gasped. I want to die away from em. I dont want them around me yapping and asking questions. Put something around it. And a little water—

His voice was cut away by another cough and she saw his big limbs contracted by a spasm of agony. No doubt that wound was grimly serious, but water seemed to her the most crying need.

Not ten steps from the door she found the pump, still used by random passers-by, it appeared, for it was primed. She filled Hainess canteen with clear, cool water and brought it back to him.

He caught it with a great shaking hand that spilled half the contents down his breast. She had to hold it for him and his eyes made her shudder. They were like the tortured eyes of a dumb beast dying in agony. But this creature who lay mute was a man!

After that she looked to his wound. His whole right side was adrip with blood, and when she cut away the shirt with his own knife, she saw a purple rimmed hole — 

Blackness swam across her eyes. Then she got swaying to her feet.

Ill have a doctor here in one minute—

He shook his head with such an expression of earnest entreaty in his face that she paused.

All this needs is to be plugged — to stop bleeding. After that, Ill be all right—

You cant be sure! And when I see it—

I know. Youve never seen a fellow clipped with a slug before. But this is nothing. Leaves you weak for a little while. After that, when the blood stops running — a man is all right. Ill be walking around in an hour!

She studied his face anxiously, but he smiled back at her, and she dropped to her knees beside him.

Then tell me what to do. Tell me how to help you!

If I had a pad of cloth—

She turned from him, ripped away her underskirt, and tore it into strips. He followed her movements, nodding with a sort of weak admiration.

Very strong for a girl, he said. Very strong! Never would dream it from the size of your wrist.

She wondered that he could say such things; but after all she decided that he must be very familiar with wounds and must know that this one was not deadly. She made pads of the cloth.

With his own hands he placed those pads over the wound behind and the wound in front. Then she tied the bandage around him, drawing it to such a point of tightness as he demanded.

After that, he wanted water again. She brought it, and again held the canteen to his lips.

Some of the pain was gone from his eyes, now. And in its place there was a shadow like sleepiness, very like it!

She was rejoiced when he smiled faintly at her, and in her happiness, smiling back to him, she took one of his hands and cherished it between both her own.


CHAPTER XVI. EYES THAT SAW NOT
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IT APPEARED TO her that he was growing momentarily older and older, that his cheeks were thinner and that his eyes were sinking into a shadow, while a pale circle came around his mouth. His lips seemed tinted with blue.

Youre sure that this is the right thing to do — that theres no danger? she asked.

Not a bit.

What can I do now?

Go home and go to bed and forget that you saw me.

Do you really want me to do that?

Of course. You mustnt be found with me.

But wholl take care of you?

Ill be away in half an hour.

Away?

On my horse, I mean.

You couldnt possibly ride, after being so hurt.

You dont know. Ive been sliced up worse than this before. This is an old, old story!

She hesitated, but at last she shook her head with conviction.

I wont say a word if you dont want to be bothered, she assured him. But I want to stay here to try to make you comfortable. For instance, dont you want something under your head?

And taking off her jacket, she rolled it and placed it under his head. Whatever his words had been, he accepted her ministrations. And looking down into his eyes as she leaned above him, it seemed to her that they were bottomless wells of gratitude.

Thats good, he whispered to her. But why are you doing these things for me?

You risked yourself to save another man, she explained. Isnt it right that I should help you?

Is Gloster your brother?

Oh, no;

Ah, nodded Haines. I see how it is! Poor girl, youre engaged to Harry.

But Im not, you know.

What!

Hes never even seen me.

He stared blankly at her.

Well, he said, Ill ask no questions. And no matter whats against Gloster, hes a man. As for what Ive done for him, its nothing. Hes already done as much for me. Hand and hand about, you know, thats the only way people can get on.

Hes helped you? Tell me about that!

He smiled at her eagerness, with that sleepy shadow, as she thought it, gradually deepening in his eyes.

An enemy of mine found me when I had this hand bandaged the other day.

He exposed that hand, with blood crusted on the palm from the use of his revolver. The friction of the butt must have caused him exquisite pain, and the girl shuddered at the raw-edged wound.

It was about to be my finish, went on Lee Haines, but Harry Gloster stepped in between me and the other fellows gun.

He paused and then added softly: Never had met me before — never heard of me — hadnt talked with me five minutes — but he jumped right in between me and a fellow who can make a revolver talk seven languages. Gloster hit twice, and that ended the fight. Bare handed work against a revolver. It was a pretty fine thing!

But just like him! cried the girl.

I thought you didnt know him?

Ive seen him.

And having seen him, you know all about him?

Suddenly he reached for her hand, found it, and drew it close to his breast. And the fingers which touched hers she thought colder than running water.

My dear, said Haines, I once knew a girl that was in love with a fellow like Gloster. No, he was really like nobody in the world. But like Gloster, the law made no difference to him. Will you let me tell you what happened to her?

She nodded.

She looked like you. Thats what put it into my head. She had the same sort of metal gold hair and the same kind of blue eyes. Mind you, she was still as different from you as Gloster is from the man she loved.

She was very quiet; very gentle; and to see her, youd wonder how any man — or woman either, for that matter — could bear to make her suffer. But the man she loved — well, to tell you the short of it, he tortured her!

Oh, murmured Joan. How terrible! If a man were so cruel to be — no matter how I loved him—

What would you do?

Id leave him, even if my heart were to break.

Ah, but you see, as I said before, youre quite different from Kate Cumberland.

Was that her name?

Yes.

Kate was my mothers name, mused the girl. But wont you tell me what happened?

Yes. Dan Barry was the man she loved — but I suppose youve never heard of him?

Never.

There was a time when I thought everyone in the world would know about him sooner or later. Just what he was, I dont know. Nobody knows. He was simply different.

Old Joe Cumberland, the squarest old rancher that ever lived, was riding about sunset time, one day, and he heard a queer whistling on the brow of a hill. He rode up there and he saw a boy — just a youngster — bare legged and dressed in rags — walking along with his head back, watching the wild geese flying north and whistling up at them.

Ah? murmured the girl, and she leaned forward, pushing the candle closer, as though its light on the face of the man might help her to understand his story.

Joe took the youngster home and raised him. Had a hard time. Dan Barry — he gave that for his name — didnt seem to know where his mother or his father was. And when he was asked where he came from, he simply waved a hand at the southern horizon. And when he was asked where he was going and why, he didnt know. He tried to run away at first, but when he was always caught, he gave it up. Finally he seemed to be quite happy.

But he was different from other people. He was as quiet as a girl, most of the time. But when he was stirred up, he turned into a fighting devil. A fighting devil, repeated Haines with a sort of religious awe. And when he fought, though he wasnt a big man, he had the strength of half a dozen men. Imagine a hundred and fifty pound wildcat, you see?

Cumberland had seen him in a couple of passions when he was a youngster, and he made up his mind that the only way to keep Dan from getting into trouble was to keep guns out of his hands when he was around other men. Hed let him hunt as much as he pleased, but he never let him wear a gun when he was going to town.

And Barry lived mostly in the mountains — mighty little at home. He came back with a wounded wolf one day. Barry called it a dog. But he was the ringer of a black-coated wolf, and a mighty big one. That was the dog that Dan called Black Bart. It was danger on four paws, that wolf. Ready to tear the heart out of any other man and ready to die for Dan.

Another time he came back with a black stallion, the finest I ever saw. I have a fine horse of my own and it happens to be black, but the Captain isnt worth one of Satans hoofs. And yet for all that Ive never found a horse that could pass the Captain or outlast him.

But the point of it was that Satan kept the strength of anything that is wild and free. You see? He served Dan, but he served him for love, you might say. Can you understand the difference? There is a difference.

It took me a year to teach the Captain that it didnt pay to buck even if he threw me off, now and then. Now he lets me ride him, but hes waiting to get me at a disadvantage and tear me to bits.

Why do you keep him?

Because hes the best horse in the mountains. Thats one reason. Another is that I think hes one of Satans colts. I got him when he was a yearling, and he was in the mustang band that old Satan was still leading. Some of the old blood runs in him. And if he had another Dan Barry on his back — how can I tell? — he might be every bit as good as his father ever was!

But to get back to Barry himself, I say he used to go around the country on the back of a horse he didnt need a bridle to handle and with a wolf trailing him and doing his errands—

How wonderful! cried the girl; oh, how wonderful!

You think so? A little bit terrible you would have found it, too, if you had seen them as I have seen them. Ive watched them play a game, all three of them. Mind you, this was when they thought they were quite unwatched.

Satan would trot away to a little distance. Then Black Bart attacked Dan — like a demon, with his fur bristling and his great teeth slashing the air a hairs breadth from Dans face, who would fend the brute off with his hands, dancing here and there like the shadow of a leaf in a whirlpool of wind.

And Satan would come to the rescue with the sun winking on him, and his mane blowing above his head; just a fraction of a seconds pause at the scene of the fight — and then Dan had dived at him, caught him in some way around the neck and then twisted on to his back. So off they would go with Black Bart after them, sailing through the air with his teeth aimed at Dans throat — imagine catching a hundred and thirty pound wolf coming at you like an arrow with his own speed plus the speed of a racing horse! But thats what Dan Barry would do, and off they would go with Satan carrying both of them and thinking nothing whatever about it!

Ah, murmured the girl, how beautiful and how free! Such a man could do no wrong!

Let me tell you what he did. Ive been saying all this just to work up to the point. He married beautiful Kate Cumberland. He settled down. He forgot his wildness. They had a youngster. Mind you, I say that he forgot his wildness. Rather I should say that he kept putting the impulses behind him. But finally they broke loose again. Seven men chased him. Seven men killed the horse he was riding — it wasnt Satan — and Dan started to get the seven, one by one. He forgot Kate. He forgot the youngster. He went on a blood trail—

Why not? cried the girl. If Peter were killed—

But for the sake of a borrowed horse — to kill six men? That was why Kate left him. She still loved him, but she saw that she could not stay with him on account of their little girl.

You see, Dan was willing to leave, but he couldnt bear to let the little girl stay behind him. And that wildness was beginning to show in the youngster. It drove her mother frantic with fear to see it; and finally, while she was sitting in their cabin one night, she heard a whistling out in the night and she saw the little girl get up from the fire and cross the room and stand there with her baby face pressed against the glass and looking out into the night.

She wanted to get to her father?

God knows! Shed have walked out into the teeth of wolves when she heard that whistle. And when Kate saw that look in the eyes of the baby, she knew — she knew—

Here the voice of Lee Haines faltered and died away. The flame of the candle had leaped high and, pouring up a steady little stream of black smoke, it had rapidly eaten away the candle itself until now the fire was guttering, half inside the holder and half outside — so that the house was swept with alternate waves of light and shadow, and the only fixed point of illumination was a small circle on the ceiling.

It was in one of these passing shadows that Haines saw something in the face of the girl which shook his nerves. Or at least he thought he saw it; but when the flame spouted up again he changed his mind, only to see it once more when the shadow waved across them again.

Whats the matter? she asked, frightened.

Hold the candle higher! he demanded.

She obeyed.

Now, he said, his eyes great and shining as he watched her, I was saying that the girl, when she heard her fathers whistling, went to the window and looked out and then she tried to climb up on the sill—

His voice stopped again, and it seemed to Joan that he watched her with a fascinated horror.

Who are you? he asked.

Joan Daniels, she answered; but tell me more about Dan Barry. It seems to me — I dont know why — it pours me full of wonder, happiness, fear, to hear you speak of him.

What Daniels? Haines persisted.

Buck Daniels.

What? He wasnt married fifteen years ago. How could he have a daughter of your age?

Do you know him?

He disregarded the question.

Tell me about your mother.

She looked a little like me. I mean, she had yellow hair and blue eyes.

And her name—

I told you before — it was Kate.

He had raised himself, tensed with the effort. Now he sank back, supine, with his eyes closed. And Joan leaned anxiously above him.

Whats wrong? Are you worse? she cried.

Worse every minute, he said calmly, without opening his eyes.

Ill get help—

Stay close to me, Joan. Ive only a minute or two left. I knew when I had one look at the place that slug hit me that I was finished. Ive seen too many wounds not to know. Dont go for help. The last thing I can do is to tell you a thing you ought to know.

She took his hands. By the force in her own young arms she seemed striving to drive new life into him.

I saw it in your face, he murmured, when the candle began to die — that same wild look Ive seen in the face of your father—

Wild look — in dads face?

Not Buck Daniels.

His next words were an obscure muttering. She leaned closer and she heard him saying:

Dan Barrys girl was named Joan. His wife was named Kate, and you—

He drew a great breath, and then his eyes fixed blankly upon the shattered roof of the cabin.


CHAPTER XVII. HARE AND HOUNDS
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THE SHERIFFS ROAN was as trim a gelding as ever jogged across desert sands, and if it came to a dash over good going he had a turn of speed which would make a rival sick in half a mile of work. So that, during the first ten minutes of his ride, Harry Gloster watched his progress with the utmost satisfaction and heard the noise of the pursuit beat away into the distance.

But he presently discovered that the roan was beginning to slacken his efforts. His gallop was losing its elasticity, and his fore hoofs struck the earth with a lifeless beat which meant a very great deal to the rider. He recalled the sheriff — a lean and sun withered man who might well be fifty pounds lighter than himself. Perhaps it was his weight which was killing the roan. Perhaps it was the great speed with which he had covered the first two miles out from the town. No doubt, both causes combined. But he presently was sure that he had killed the speed of the mount.

He drew to a walk and dropped out of the saddle. The instant he struck the ground he saw how much worse matters were than he had dreamed. He had to draw the roan along by the reins. The poor animal dragged back on the bit with dull eyes and flagging ears, and his hoofs trailed in the dust; and he got his wind back with amazing slowness.

For a blown horse is not like a blown man. Many a good athlete runs himself to a faint in a half mile race, lies ten minutes flat on his back, consciously relaxing every muscle, and then arises to run a mile event and win it. But when the ribs of a horse begin to heave in a certain manner, his flanks ballooning in and out, and when his head begins to jerk down at every stride, a rest of a few minutes does him little good.

The roan was not yet in this completely run out condition; he had something left, but it tortured Gloster to think of squeezing the last of life out of the beast.

He continued walking until a dull and muffled pounding was plainly audible behind him, and he knew that the pursuers were gaining fast. Then he brought the roan to a trot and went forward at a smart dip, with the gelding beside him. Perhaps he covered a mile in this fashion, but by that time the noise from the rear was very distinct and he dared not linger any more.

In the meanwhile, although the roan was by no means recovered from the effects of that heavy weight in the saddle and the terrific pace of the first two miles, at least it was no longer pulling back on the bridle; and when Gloster, somewhat winded by his efforts on foot, climbed into the saddle again, the horse went off at a trot.

A trot, indeed, was all that could be reasonably managed in the soft silt of the desert. It was muffling the noise of those who came behind. But from what he heard, Gloster knew that they had spread out in a thin, long line, and were coming straight down his trail. They had heard his retreat over the harder ground nearer the town; and now he would be lucky indeed if he managed to get out of sight before the light of the dawn began.

An arroyo crossed his way. He dropped into it with a sigh of relief and raised the gelding to a gallop again. A moment later the dry ravine was filled with a clamoring as the whole posse swung in behind him, and, with the good footing beneath them, they gained upon him at an appalling rate.

Five minutes would see the finish of that race. No — less time than that. They were sweeping around a curve just behind and in ten seconds they would have full view of him. And a view by the clear starlight would be almost as good as a view in the day. Certainly they would open with their guns, and his own thigh was weighted by no revolver, to say nothing of a rifle under his leg.

He swung out of the saddle, balanced his weight on one stirrup for an instant, and then dropped to the ground. The tired gelding would have dropped back to a trot at once. The gentle beast even tried to halt and return to its late rider; but Gloster scooped out a handful of pebbles, sent the horse flying on with the force of them, and then threw himself back against the wall of the ravine.

He was plainly enough visible. The arroyo was not wide, and the stars were deadly bright. He could only hope that, by drawing the brim of his sombrero over his face, and flattening himself against the wall, he would not be seen as the front of the posse rolled by.

They came now, with three or four eager riders rushing in the lead and riding all the harder as they heard the beat of hoofs from their quarry so short a distance before them. These were no short winded sprinters, overburdened by riders of un usual weight. Every one was the favorite mount of the fellow who bestrode it. At least, so they appeared to Gloster; and they rode like avenging whirlwinds.

On they pushed, and then raised a yell, for down the canon ahead of them the noise of the geldings gallop had fallen away to a trot.

Scatter, boys! yelled the commanding voice of Sheriff Sim Hargess. He had recovered quickly from his hurt and joined in this work to revenge his disgrace. That devil is slowin up to fight. Shoot straight when you see him—

His voice was blotted out by the roar of hoofs as the main body of the posse rode past. In a few more seconds they would find that he was not with the gelding; then a brief search as they scattered in all directions, and finally he must be taken back to prison, trussed up like a calf.

There were forty men in that group, and in the rear came two or three stragglers. One, it appeared, had fallen behind because something had gone wrong with his cinches. At any rate, he was now overtaking the main body hand over hand.

With a secret pang Gloster saw the wide shoulders of that horse working. With such a mount to carry him — 

He leaped from his place with a shout. The racing horse, seeing this sudden apparition, snorted and, throwing back its weight, tried to swerve away. That was the moment that Gloster chose for leaping. In spite of its efforts to stop, the horse was dashing away at a smart pace, and the double impact of the speed of the horse and Glosters leap was all transferred to the luckless rider.

He was smitten from his place as cleanly as any champion in the olden days picked an enemy out of the saddle in the lists and sent him crashing to the ground.

Down he went, and into his place in the saddle slipped Harry Gloster, with a new lease of life if he could take advantage of all the chances. But that would be no easy thing to do. To be sure, the whole posse had whirled past him; to be sure, they were now somewhat tangled in a mass farther down the arroyo, while the leaders were yelling that Gloster was not on the sheriffs roan, and some of the members were still pushing ahead, not having seen what happened to the rear.

But those horses were nearly all out of the great school of the cow ranges. They could turn on a ten cent piece, and it was nothing to weave a way through a crowd of horses, compared with working a calf out from the packed herd.

In their scrambling start Harry Gloster gained some thirty or forty lengths. He might have gained even more. But he had learned one lesson this night, and he was not apt to kill off his mount by too much sprinting in the beginning of a long run.

He saw a narrow cattle path going up the side of the arroyo. Up this he went. The posse stormed after him. They were far too impatient to go up the path one by one; so they crashed up the steep bank with plying spurs and many oaths. There were three falls and a thousand curses, but in a few seconds all were over the edge and headed into the plain beyond.

Nevertheless, they had taken more out of their horses in that brief group of seconds than in a mile of hard running. That handicap might balance the weight of Gloster in the saddle.

So, at least, he hoped. And after the next furious half mile, in which he barely managed to hold them even, his hopes increased. Some of them were using their guns, pumping shot after shot in his direction. But he did not mind this. There was hardly more than a chance in a thousand that a bullet would strike home from revolver fired at night from galloping horses. Even in the daylight he had seen many pounds of ammunition wasted in a similar fashion. Their shooting would simply make them ride slower.

For his own part, he was jockeying his horse with the utmost care, swaying with every stride, leaning to cut the pressure of the wind. Yet all would not do. They began to gain again. The firing stopped.

There was a period of fierce and silent riding, and then he saw that they were creeping up steadily on either flank.

Desperately he looked about him. Had he a gun, he might have driven them back to arms length and given a chance for some sort of maneuvering. But now all he could do was to use up the last strength of the mustang in a final burst.

Where should he direct his flight? East of him the ground fell away, and the down slope was one temptation. Going down hill his weight would not tell so much against the laboring horse that carried him. And in the hollow there was a long line of trees. Willows, no doubt, were most of them, but they could give him shelter, and if he could gain that screen they would hunt him cautiously. How could they tell that he had no gun, and even if he had one, that he was determined not to use it?

He flattened himself along the neck of his mount, drove home the spurs, and felt the gallant mustang pour out the strength of his heart in the final effort. Down the hill they raced, drawing away from the clustered men of the posse at every jump. A bullet sung at his ear, followed by the creck of the report. And then the trees were before him with the rush of the hard riders just behind. They passed the screen of the first trees. The others entered with a roar.

He kicked his feet out of both stirrups, halted the horse on braced and sliding hoofs, true cow pony fashion, and then swung himself up onto an overhanging branch. A touch of the rowel as he pulled himself up sent the horse on at a fresh gallop, and, lying on the limb, he saw the others rush past him.

He waited until the last had gone by. Then he dropped to the ground and started back, doubling on his tracks and running as he had never run before. If he could gain the top of the rising ground before they found the riderless horse and came back to look for him, he might be able to get a sufficient distance and disappear in the night, but he was scarcely out of the willows when he heard the yell which announced that his second mount of that night had been found.

On he ran. The ground had appeared firm enough when his mustang was racing down the incline, and the slope slight enough. But now his boots were slipping in sand, and the slope was like a mountain side rolling up against the stars. A short, quick step, driving, down on a flat foot, was what he must use.

So he toiled with all his might, grinding his teeth at the constant slipping. He reached the crest. His body would show there against the skyline as if he were a house. So he dropped flat and looked back in time to see the posse come boiling out from the trees.

They scattered here and there, rode toward him, then turned and rode back again. Plainly they did not know what to do, and then he heard the voice of the sheriff as plainly as if the latter had been at his elbow.

Scatter down the trees. Five of you — you five there! — ride down a mile, then cut through the trees and start working down toward me. Five more ride up a mile and do the same thing. Half a dozen more go through to the opposite side and watch, scattered out. The rest of us will stay here. Take your rifles, boys. If you do any talking, make it short. If you start shooting when you see him, you wont get hanged for it. Now go!

They were off with yells, and Harry Gloster, lying flat on the sand and gasping in his breath, shuddered with thankfulness. Had he indeed tried to hide in the willows, they would have closed in on him and crushed out his life. Half an hour would have ended him.

He waited to see no more, but crawled a hundred yards on his hands and knees until he was over the ridge and until the voices from the hollow came small and faint to him. Then he arose to his feet and struck away across the sand at a jog trot. He had learned that trick of running from the Indians, who will keep up their dog trot under a furnace of a sun and cover a hundred miles in twenty-four hours, running down horse and man. To be sure, he could not match the Indians, but at least he could run astonishingly well for a man of his bulk.

For a full five miles he did not slacken; then, as the wind freshened to the north and west, coming full in his face, he dropped to a walk, but kept steadily on. He could only pray the wind might raise to a gale and wash sand across his trail, but he crossed firm ground in spots here and there, and those spots, he well knew, would be found, and in every one his flight prints would be like arrows pointing out the direction of his flight to the sheriff.

And the picture of Sim Hargess came before him again, sun withered, wrinkled, and light of limb, as though he had been fashioned on purpose to live in a land of little rain. He was made for the country just as the beasts and birds were made for it. To attempt to escape from him would be like attempting to escape from Nemesis.

A shadow formed against the sky to his right. He dropped to his knees that he might view it more clearly and at a better angle, and it appeared to him that there was a sharpness of outline which could only come from a house. He turned straight toward it, and in a few minutes he was sure.

A little later and he saw the whole cluster of the ranch buildings. It grew in distinctness, and now he put on his best speed. For, as he glanced behind him, he saw that a light was winking on the desert, then other lights, like a swarm of distant fireflies of a giant size. He understood what that meant. They had been using their pocket electric torches to find his trail, and, having found it, they were doubtless tracking him across the desert almost as fast as their horses could gallop.

If the wise old sheriff could do all this by night, how long would Gloster have lasted by the day? He thought of this as he ran, and it gave him a great burst of speed, for he carried his bulk as lightly as any track athlete.

By the time he reached the barns and sheds of the ranch the lights had disappeared behind him. They had made up their minds that he was breaking for the sheds, and, for that matter, he did not need the light to tell him of the rate of their approach, for now in the starlight he could make out the indistinct forms of the horsemen, a great blot of shadow coming rapidly over the sands.

He found the saddles after a brief search in one of the sheds. And with saddle and bridle over his arm he ran out into the corral. The horses milled before him; but he pressed resolutely in, regardless of possible flying heels, for in the distance the beat of hoofs was growing and he could hear a voice calling — that must be the sheriff— Spread out! Spread out!

He crowded a horse into a corner and in a moment had the saddle and bridle on it. Then he let down the bars to the corral. They would have their work cut out for them if they tried to catch fresh mounts to follow him, while those mustangs had a thousand acre field to run in. He yelled, and the horses poured through the gap and away into freedom, snorting and tossing their heels in the air.

Other shouts came from the posse as they understood the meaning of the tumult from the corral. He saw a scattered line of horsemen spurring as hard as they could to surround him, and then he gave his pony the reins.

It was all over in two minutes. The fagged mounts of the posse dropped almost instantly behind him; their guns began to pop at random — sure sign that they were beaten on this stage of the hunt, at the least.


CHAPTER XVIII. HALF QUEEN AND HALF CHILD
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IT DID NOT matter that they were long overdue at home, Peter was sent slowly home that night. For, now and again, Joan was blinded to the way, recalling how Harry Gloster had come thundering out of the jail with the splinters of the broken door showering about him, and how he had beaten the three men to the earth and thrown one of them into the face of the crowd which was attacking.

Whenever she thought of these things she could not help twisting suppositions back and forth in her mind, striving to understand how he could have been so near to mortal danger and yet could have escaped without a serious injury. It was almost as if the sheriff and his men had loaded their weapons with blank cartridges. But if they had, Lee Haines would still be living.

Dan Barry, Black Bart, Satan, Joe Cumberland — there was hardly an end to the procession of figures which had been crowded into her mind by the talk with Haines. The tears came when she recalled how calmly and hopelessly he had met his end, and how smoothly he had persuaded her that it was only a trifling wound. Now, when they found him, he would be thrown into a nameless grave.

When she came in sight of the house her fear of Buck Daniels was gone forever. She rode with reckless noise past the house, and Buck himself came running out. She did not heed his challenging shout, but went blithely on to the corral, where she unsaddled Peter and brought him to an ample feed of grain. It was not until she had finished all these things that she went back to the ranch house.

Buck Daniels walked in front of it, up and down, up and down, with a glow of light from his pipe now and again showing the storm in his face. She called to him, received no answer, and went into the kitchen. She was hard at work getting her supper when the door banged heavily, sending a long series of murmurs and squeaks like strange echoes through the house. Buck stood before her with war in his face.

Well, he said, what you got to say for yourself?

She smiled across the stove at him.

I said Hello when I came in from the corral.

Hell! said Buck Daniels, and clamped his teeth together to keep back worse words than this. It was apparent that her smile had done more harm to his peace of mind than her words, although they had been airily independent enough.

What have you been doing?

Finding out the price of Peter.

What do you mean by that?

I mean five hundred dollars. Thats what hes worth.

Youve sold him?

Yes.

Without asking me?

I bought him back again.

Joan, what the devil is in you?

She shrugged her shoulders and went on with her work. Fried potatoes and a great slice of ham and a mighty cup of coffee and hot milk would not be too much for her.

You been riding to a fall, Joan, and now doggone me if the time aint come when you got to hear some talk that aint going to be like any other talk you ever heard! In the first place what I want—

Hush! whispered Joan.

She raised her hand, and into the silence which she had interposed floated the shrill crying of the wild geese as some thick wedge of them fled up the northern sky. It was a marvelous music to Joan. It chimed and echoed in her very heart of hearts.

She even opened the door, but as she stood there against the outer blackness of the night, looking northward to the sky, Buck caught at her shoulder and drew her back into the room. He closed the door hastily and stood with his shoulders braced against it. His eyes were a little wide, as he faced her, and she thought that there was still a slight tremor of the upper lip as if, the instant before, he had received a great shock.

But she was too filled with great memories this evening to pay much attention to Buck and his ideas of her. The careless smoothness with which she spoke to him was the only tone possible to her. If she had tried to speak soberly, she would have burst into tears and been unable to proceed.

She would have turned back to the stove, but he caught her and stopped her again.

Ive had hell two nights hand running on account of you, he told her, and Im damned if Im going to have it again. Understand?

She did not answer. She hardly heard the words he had thundered at her.

Joan! Where have you been?

With a man.

I knew it! he groaned. I knew it. Who?

A man you know.

And he hasnt seen the last of me whoever he is!

Lee Haines was his name.

It was a strong name, indeed. It seemed to have the strength of a club to strike down Buck Daniels. He fumbled, found a chair, and lowered himself into it without taking his glance from her face.

What did Lee tell you? Where is he? Where did you meet him? What did he tell you, Joan?

He told me about my father.

It was a second blow and it made him drop his face in his hands. She stood over him, trembling with anger.

Youve kept it away from me all these years, and what right had you to do that? Ive lived in the center of a lie!

He made a gesture as though brushing her words away to get at something more important.

Did he tell you how — how your father died, Joan?

All but that, she answered.

Thank God!

But Ill find it out! Ill find out every word that can be known about him!

Joan, I wont let you. We start back East to-morrow. Ive made arrangements. Were going to go—

Not a step! she cried. Oh, do you think Id give him up? Ive been cheated of him all this time, but Im going to make it up!

He arose and began to pace the room, swinging through it, back and forth, with an uneven step as his thoughts spurred and checked him. But at last he stopped short and faced her.

Ive got to tell you things I been praying all this time that you wouldnt hear. Ill tell it short, because I aint got the strength to tell all the small things that go into the making of it. When your father died — when Dan Barry died, he began, his words coming forth haltingly, I went to Kate — your mother. I told her I wanted to help, and she told me that the great thing to be done was to take you out of a country where Dan had lived and get you into a new place where folks had never heard of him.

She wanted to go East, but I showed her that there wasnt enough money between us to support us in the East in a city. But there was enough to start a small ranch. That was what we done. We came away down here and got this place between us, and the best way to cover up tracks seemed to be for her and you to take my name.

She didnt marry you after he died, then?

When he died, she died, said Daniels. That is, all except that part of her that was wrapped-up in you. And that part kept her alive for a few years. But she was moren half dead. You remember how quiet she was — wouldnt speak through a whole day, maybe, except to give you your lessons?

Yes. And when she walked around the house, I used to feel, sometimes, as though she were afraid of the noise she was making.

But I remember her as happy as sunshine, full of singing and laughing. Made people smile just to see her pass. All that had died out of her when Dan was gone. You never knew moren the shadow of your mother, Joan. And when she come to die, she begged me to take you away from the West as soon as I could—

He paused for a moment, then went on again.

She begged me to keep the name of your father away from you—

A great new thought had come to Joan.

But how could she ask you to do all these things if you — if you were not even my stepfather?

Because she knew that I loved her, Joan, more than I loved God or feared the devil. She knew that she could trust me for her sake to do my best for you, and Ive done it, Joan, as well as I could, but I guess that I aint done more than to make you unhappy—

Dont! gasped Joan. Oh, when I think how patient and how gentle youve been — when I think of that and how youve—

Tears flooded down her face.

Ive done no more than any man would of done for her, he insisted calmly. There was never a woman like her before and therell never be another like her again. Youre a pretty girl, Joan. You got a stronger mind and a stronger body than she had. But she was sort of half queen and half child, and between them two things she worked on the heart of a man till hed die to give her one happy day.

And Dan Barry? she asked. Did it help you to hate him because you loved my mother so much?

Joan, the other day I was telling you about one man in all my life that was a friend to me.

Ill never forget what you said. It seemed as though Id never known you until you told me that!

Well, Dan Barry was that man. Does that help you to understand?

Again she was stricken dumb. She had gone for years feeling that the most prossaic man in the world was this same fellow she had called dad, but now she discovered enough to make her think of endless possibilities in him. And, indeed, she suspected that he belonged to a former generation which was bolder, stronger, more noble than the people among whom she lived.

He was saying now: But Ive never forgotten that as Kate died she asked me to take you East as soon as I could. Ive been saving and scraping ever since. And though I aint got quite enough together, we can make it do. I can find work of some sort that will pay — all I want is your promise to try to go on doing what your mother wanted you to do.

And Joan, drying her eyes, was about to answer in the affirmative when, through the open kitchen window, the faint calling of the northbound wild geese floated into the room, a chill and dissonant sound. It stopped her voice.

Buck Daniels, with a stifled oath, strode to the window and slammed it down to shut out those wild voices, but the old building was full of rifts and cracks which served now as ears. He himself could hear nothing, but he knew from the quivering lips and the far-seeing eyes of the girl that she still was listening.

Joan! he called roughly.

She roused herself with a start.

Yes?

I want your answer. Youre going with me, Joan?

She hesitated.

There aint nothing more sacred than the wish of a dying mother, Joan!

But, instead of answering, her head bent back a little, her glance roved far past him, and he knew that her thoughts were flying north and north lighted by a newly risen moon.


PART FOUR
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CHAPTER XIX. THE UNCONQUERABLE CAPTAIN
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CHARLIE PURVIS DONATED his big corral for the show. It contained nearly an acre, surrounded with a lofty and solid fence. On the outside of that fence leaned the men and the women; the youngsters were perched on the top rail; for the entire population had turned out to witness the contest. For the quality of the combatants was known.

Now and again eyes turned to a rear window of the Purvis house. Stretched in agony on his bed, with three ribs smashed in, a great scalp wound furrowing his head, and his left arm fractured in three places, Charlie Purvis could still turn his head and see the battle through his window. It was for that reason that he had donated the corral, as every one knew. He had tried to ride the Captain the day before, and now he wanted to see some other hero conquer where he had failed — or fail and perhaps pay a penalty almost as grim as his own.

The picked riders of the county had gathered for the testing. There were a score who had courage enough to make an attempt to conquer the great black stallion. And there were three famous horsemen who were believed to have an excellent chance of riding the big devil. These were Lefty Gilmore, Sam Ricks, and Champ Hudson, men of genius, every one, when it came to the governing of a pitching horse.

Now entered the great antagonist, dragged along by a half dozen ropes twisted over the saddle horns of tugging cow ponies. He came raging and rearing, already dripping with sweat so that the sun glittered and shimmered and washed in waves of blinding light along his sides. He had done a days work in the passage from the stable behind the hotel to the field of action, and yet it was plain to see that his mettle had simply been aroused by what he had already done.

Hes ready to go! cried a chorus of the spectators. And there was a little shivering cry of admiration and fear from the women, old and young, for there was enough fiend in the huge animal to thrill them with wonder and with terror at the same time.

It was said that after Lee Haines died, the stallion had been suddenly changed, so that from perfect docility he passed at a step into the most demoniacal temper. It might have been explained that he simply was ill at ease in the hands of a stranger and that he naturally expressed his nervousness with his heels and his teeth.

But no one cared to have a common place explanation of an extraordinary thing. It was believed that there was an unearthly connection between the mind of the horse and the mind of the dead master so that the moment the latter passed away the rebellious soul of the stallion arose in a struggle for freedom.

And the horse gained the more significance when the town came to know more about the identity of this Lee Haines. They had found him dead in a little shack among the trees, laid out with his eyes closed, his weary face composed, and his hands folded calmly upon his breast. Some one had been with him when he passed away. Who could it have been? No one could guess. And that was another added element of the mystery.

But that was not all. When they examined his effects, it was found that he carried a wallet, on the inside of which were the half obliterated initials of a farmer who had been one of the victims in a celebrated train robbery three years before, who had resisted being plundered and who had been killed. It started people on a new train of thought.

The authorities sent out a flood of telegrams and very soon they began to learn startling things — that this man was no other than the same Lee Haines who had, seventeen or eighteen years before, ridden in the outlaw gang of Jim Silent; and they gathered additional information to the effect that he was one of a famous band which, for a number of years, had been operating up and down the mountains. It was even believed that he was the leader of the outfit.

What desperate considerations could have led him to take his life in his hands and appear in open daylight in the center of a town was another mystery. His reason must have been good or else the value which he placed upon his life must have been small.

There was still another conclusion. Harry Gloster must have been an ally or even a member of Hainess gang. That was why Haines had thrown himself away in the effort to rescue the younger man. What other explanation could there have been? And was it not known that solemn vows of mutual fidelity held outlaws one to another?

So that, in the days following the death of Haines, his name began to acquire greater and greater significance. And when the posse returned from the long and fruitless pursuit of Gloster, a work which had been taken up by the sheriff of the adjoining county, they found the home town humming with excitement, as if the jail delivery were only a day old.

And some of the significance of Haines himself was passed on to his very horse. They had identified Lee with a long life of successful crime, and here was his horse, a king of beasts as his master had been a king among men. Was it not natural to graft the qualities of the one upon the other?

And when the Captain came plunging into the corral, looking so mighty and so swift and terrible that the strong ropes which held him appeared no more than intangible spider threads, another picture darted into the minds of those who beheld the sight. They saw Lee Haines, outlaw and gun-fighter, raging through a battle.

Only to Joan it suggested something else. She had come among the last. She did not actually advance to the fence until the Captain entered the lists and every eye was so fastened upon him that she ran small risk of being closely observed. But then, having found her place behind the bars, she looked through and saw a thing which was more terrible and wonderful to her than had been even the spectacle of Lee Haines and Harry Gloster breaking out of the crowd and smashing their way through the night to freedom.

She did not think of the Captain as a mere horse when he first entered. Peter was her idea of a horse, gentle, sweet tempered, faithful. She could rule him with a whisper. The least pressure of her knee would swerve him. But, after all, Peter was a born servant. He would obey any other man or woman in the world almost as well as he would obey her. And he could have lived happily enough in the stall of a purchaser.

But here was quite another story. To see the Captain, one wondered how he could have ever been controlled by mere bridle and saddle. For he was a giant. By actual rule he might not have stood more than sixteen hands and two inches. But he seemed a full hand taller; he dwarfed the cow horses to puny insignificance; for his soul was greater than his body.

One could not conceive and remember him in such a background, tied with ropes and surrounded by gaping people in a fenced inclosure; for seeing him, one thought of windy mountains, of far ridges thrown like waves against the sky, or of vast deserts which his matchless speed and endurance turned into a pasture lot. One saw him as a king should be, the wild, free leader of a herd of his own kind.

A dozen men now attacked him, moving behind a screen of their own trained but frightened saddle horses. They pressed close. Then they darted out. He was snared with new ropes. Men clung to his writhing, pitching body like dangling ants.

One went down with a yell of pain, twisted over and over in the dust, and was then dragged away by helping hands. They carried him off the field. His shoulder had been horribly crushed by a tap of those flying forehoofs.

And Joan remembered what Haines had told her of her father and Satan. It seemed to her that she could see Dan Barry seated on the back of that struggling giant of a horse, could watch the Captain quieted and subdued by the strange touches of her fathers hand, the stranger touches of his voice.

Ah, for such a power as he had had! To sit like a king on a throne with this indomitable soul at ones command! Not a slave like mild mannered Peter beneath the saddle, but a free companion. There was the great difference. To own the confidence of the Captain meant the taking on of wings, the collapsing of distances.

And an ache of desire entered her heart. Not a passing hurt of longing, but an irresistible passion took hold on her. She looked down to her hands, slender, childish, and the small, round wrists. Truly, she was impotent. It would need Hercules himself to conquer the Captain.

She watched the progress of the work not as a fair contest but as a picture, terrible and beautiful beyond words. There was no hope for the men. She knew that. Vaguely she heard, here and there, voices of men calling out wagers that Lefty or Champ or Sam would stick in the saddle so many minutes; or that one of them would ride the black to a finish. She heard them, but she regarded them not.

They were strong men and dexterous men, but there was not strength or skill enough in all three were they rolled into one man to subdue the stallion. It took forty minutes to snub the nose of the horse to a saddle horn and then to saddle and to bridle him, though experts were doing the work. But eventually Sam Ricks was thrown up into the saddle, the hood was jerked from the eyes of the Captain, and he was gone!

Not uncontrolled by others, however. Three ropes were still fastened to him. He had to tug against those ropes and buck at the same time. And he managed it!

Sam Ricks had appeared a famous man when he first settled onto the leather. But he began to shrink and shrink as the black horse struggled. He became a little child clinging to the straps. His hat had blown off. His long hair was lifted and shaken by the wind. And even across the corral, Joan saw the terror in his face.

It could not last long. The Captain was not a horse. He was ten black panthers compacted in one. And bounding like a rubber ball, twisting like a flashing snake of light, he shook one of Sams feet out of a stirrup. In vain the cow-puncher sank his spur in the thick cinch.

Another buck, a yell from Sam, and he was snapped out of his seat as a child squeezes out a watermelon seed between thumb and forefinger. He landed far off in the dirt. And at him went the Captain with a rush, his mouth gaping, his mane flying above his flattened ears.

The yell of horror from the crowd crashed against her ears, but she felt no horror herself. It all was a natural thing. If men will venture into the den of the tiger, they must expect the tigers teeth and claws.

Then the ropes drew taut, the great horse was stopped, staggered. And, of an instant, he ceased fighting and let men drag away the senseless form of Sam Ricks.

The Captain drew himself up with that blown mane and arching tail, his beautiful head high, his ears pricking, his eyes fixed far off where the play of the heat waves turned the distant mountains into nebulous, half living things.


CHAPTER XX. SPIRIT OF THE HEIGHTS

[image: img19.jpg]

JOAN FOLLOWED THE direction of that stare, and a door opened somewhere in her heart. She understood now what she would not have understood that morning a half hour earlier. All was as clear to her as if the stallion had spoken words.

And by that understanding a bond was established between them. Watching him half in worship, half in sympathy, she found her fear diminishing. He drew her with a great power of which she was half afraid, from time to time, as though there were a black magic in it.

Now they were at him again in a worrying cloud, and he sprang into action, fighting back desperately, magnificently. But that lasted only a moment. He seemed to realize that hopeless odds were against him and became perfectly docile.

She watched him being led back to the waiting horses. She saw his nose snubbed against the pommel of another saddle. She saw the celebrated Lefty Gilmore hobble out to mount, for his legs had been broken so many times that they were twisted out of shape. They seemed like mechanical pieces.

His feet were fixed in the stirrups now. The hood was snatched from the head of the Captain and, instead of the burst of pitching, he remained quiet, looking curiously about him as if he did not even know that there was a man on his back.

It brought a gasp of wonder from the crowd. And beside Joan a man began to sing out: Good boy, Lefty! Youre better than coin in the pocket—

Here his voice was cut away, and the Captain was seen to leave the ground without visible crouching and preparation. He simply shot away into the air, landed on stiff legs, a shock that swayed Lefty to the side, swaying far out, and before he had recovered his position the stallion was in the air again. When he landed, Lefty kept on travelling. He struck a dozen feet away and, like Sam Ricks, he did not stir to rise.

This time, however, there was apparently no need of ropes to hold back the Captain. He became oblivious of his rider the instant the man was out of the saddle.

And as patiently as before, he allowed himself to be led back and held while Champ Hudson flung himself into the saddle. The other two had been good riders. But Champ Hudson was one of those poetic figures who raise riding to a sort of chivalric height. He was desperate, now.

Joan could see his mouth set in a straight line and could imagine the glare of his eyes as he told them to turn the stallion loose. But she watched what followed with a calm unconcern. They could not tame the Captain.

Even Lee Haines had dreaded the horse to the last, and he was a man of a greater force than any of these. But force was not what could beat the Captain. He must be won, not conquered.

In the meantime this battle gave her a chance to see him in action, and it was a picture worth a year of waiting. It was longer this time. Some of the furious power was gone from the Captain. The long struggle against the ropes and then against the two previous riders had sapped some of his strength.

For two long minutes Champ Hudson sat the saddle straight up ; for another minute he remained pulling leather with might and main. And then he was catapulted from his place. The fight was over, and man was defeated for the moment. He would come back to the assault later on.

Joan knew well enough that a brute beast could not win in the end. They might starve him to weakness and then ride him — there were a dozen tricks which they might try. They might in the end even break his spirit. But as she watched him being led away she felt that he would break his heart first in revolt against all tyranny.

How had Lee Haines managed it, she wondered? In the first place he had caught the big fellow when he was only a yearling colt. And doubtless he had consumed an immense amount of time and patience. Even so, his conquest, by his own confession, had been incomplete and he had felt that the great brute would murder him sooner or later.

The crowd streamed on behind to watch the Captain after he had been unsaddled and restored to the little corral behind the hotel stable, where he was kept as county property. There they stayed for half an hour or so.

But the Captain stood like a statue and paid no attention to them. Not even a portion of hay could win a glance from him, but with his head raised high he looked over their heads and at the distant peaks.

Men cannot bear to be snubbed; not even by a dumb beast. And in a half hour the watchers had their fill of it. They broke up suddenly, as if a command had been given, and in another moment they were gone.

Joan alone remained leaning against the big gate post. She was perfectly content. For, watching the stallion, she was seeing the mountains with his eyes, and seeing the mountains, she was guessing at a thousand unborn happinesses which might be found there if one could see and know.

Presently the Captain put down his head to the hay, but with the first wisp gathered into his teeth he jerked up with a snort and bounded back across half the breadth of the small inclosure. He had seen her after having forgotten that there was a human being.

Now he came rapidly toward her for a few steps, paused, came closer, halted again. His eyes were on fire. And whether with anger or fear, all his big body was trembling.

It filled Joan with awe. He had been huge enough in the distance; but as he drew nearer, his great nostrils expanded and quivering, and with his ears pricked and his head high, he seemed to loom like a mountain above her — a mountain of beauty and strength.

She put out her hand. He was instantly across the corral and. turning in a whirl of dust, looked defiance and fear back at her. Yes, it was manifestly fear. All in all, it was a marvelously strange thing that he should have endured the scrutiny of a whole crowd without flinching, and then should have become as skittish as a mustang colt that has never seen a human being, simply because a harmless girl was standing at the gate of his inclosure.

But she remained there with her hand extended, and she spoke to him. He snorted, shook his head with an almost human semblance of denial, and backed still farther away until his rump came against the barn wall and he could retreat no farther. It was as if a fawn should make a lion crawl growling back to his den.

Joan smiled a little, but there was something deeper than smiles could express in her heart, for between the brute mind and the woman mind a current of electric communication was in operation.

Now he deliberately turned his back on her and approached the hay to eat. But it was only a semblance of eating. That prehensile upper lip had not gathered a single wisp when he whirled and confronted her with a snort. One would have thought that he had heard the whistle of the cow-punchers rope over his back.

She spoke to him again, and once more it was as though she had touched him with fire. This time he plunged around the corral at full speed, bucking and dancing and shaking his head, and snapping an imaginary rider from his back, then whirling like a tiger and tearing the victim to shreds.

When he had demonstrated his powers and when the white dust cloud of his raising had dissipated somewhat, he began to stalk her. There was no other word for it. His long and soundless steps were taken with a sinister care, like those of a great cat which crouches to its belly and works through the grass. More than once he stopped.

As he came closer he flattened his ears, and she saw the upper lip twitching back over white teeth. And for all his size and beauty, he made her think of a wolf. But she could not turn away, even when he was so close that a rush forward would bring him unescapably upon her.

It was a danger which she could not fail to appreciate, seeing what she had seen in the Purvis corral not long before. Yet it was a sweet pleasure to take fire in her hand and watch it burn.

Moreover, greater than her fear was a joy in her knowledge of what passed in the mind of the brute. She knew it as by revelation. She could judge all the cunning which was used to disarm her by a gentle approach. She could guess at the savage hatred of man which was in the stallion; she could guess at it so perfectly that she shook from head to foot with an intense sympathy.

Now, towering close before her, his nose came to her hand. There he paused for a few long seconds, and Joan began to talk. She had no idea of what she said, but she knew that she must keep on saying something, anything, in a certain voice which she had never used before but which came to her by inspiration.

New chords in her throat were touched by those low tones. The quality of the speech affected all her body with a sort of physical pleasure and sense of power.

It was affecting the stallion in the same way, she knew, even before he gave a sign. But at last one ear pricked, and the other wavered forward. He sniffed cautiously at the extended hand — and then she left him. It was very hard to do, but she knew that it was wisest to go away before the great horse should be wearied by the strain of that peculiar war which had been going on between them. She went back to the side of the stable, sat down on a box, and remained there for a whole long hour with her arms locked around her knees, holding a sort of holy pleasure in her heart so that it kept her smiling for reasons which she knew not.

After a time she would go back to him. And presently she noticed an oddly shaped shadow stealing along the ground toward her as the sun sloped west and westward. She looked up, and there stood the Captain watching her around the corner of the barn. She arose and went to him, and although he flinched back, he did not retreat. Not even from her extended hand did he flee, but let it touch his nose — let it stroke him — let it wander higher and higher up his head until the slender brown fingers lay squarely between his eyes.

Not that he was entirely passive. She read a constantly changing story of suspicion, hatred, wonder, shuddering fear and joy in his eyes. He shrank away by fits and starts, and came back gingerly to her touch and to the sound of her voice. For the hand alone was almost powerless, but hand and voice together seemed to be two great magnets whose power he could not resist.

It was the happiest moment of Joans life. The touch of that silken coat was more to her than the flowing of gold coins through the fingers of a miser.

She looked past him to the pile of hay. It was undisturbed. He had not touched it after she went, as she thought, out of his sight, but following to the corner of the corral he had been watching her from the very first until the sun brought his shadow beside her.

It was wise to let well enough alone. She knew that the stallion would never forget her. She needed no one to tell her that she had already gained far more impression upon him than ever Lee Haines had done. And now it would be wisdom to go; and so, of course, she stayed.

The temptation of the contrast was too great. She had seen him raging like a lion among strong men not so very long before. Now, if she should dare to stand inside his corral, and if he did not attack her with teeth and hoofs — 

If she had waited to think it over, she would never have found the courage. But the first strong impulse made her bend over and slip between the heavy bars of the fence. There she stood at last on the farther side of the corral, to be sure, but with nothing but thin air between her and the man-killer.

But there was no danger. There was not an instant of doubt in her mind the moment she faced him, and presently he came shrinking forward, stopped in the middle of the corral, and raising his head toward those distant mountains, now growing blue with the afternoon shadows, he neighed a soft complaint.
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SHE DID NOT think of it at the time, for her mind was filled brim full of delight, and there was no place for thought. And, all the time she was in the corral until she watched the Captain begin eating the hay with as little fear of her as if she had not been one of the human species, she was too busy with his beauty and his pride and his grace, and above all else with the sense of overwhelming power which had drawn him to her and drawn her to him with a telepathy as subtle as that which draws together two humans.

If any other ideas came to her at that time, they were of her father. For her fathers horse had sired this stallion; and such a horse as the Captain had Satan been, less gigantic of body but fully as great of soul. He would have known how to handle the big black, that father of hers. With his voice alone he had ruled Satan; with his voice alone he could have ruled the Captain. From him came her own authority over the black; and so the stallion was the bond which allied her to the ghost of Dan Barry.

All of this was in her mind, but when the afternoon shadows slanted sharply and the night wind began to move in cool and quiet from the desert, she went back to the place where she had tethered Peter, and mounted him for the return to the ranch.

The glory was gone from poor Peter. Never had he galloped more smoothly or fleetly. Never had his temper been so kind. Never had he borne his fine head so jauntily, canting it a little to the side as if to watch her and his road at the same time. And yet for all that, he had no interest for her, except a sort of sadness which began to ache in her heart, like that lonely sorrow that comes to a man who returns from the city to the village of his youth.

Peter had shrunk away to a tame shadow of a horse. The reality was the raging black plunging hither and thither in the Purvis corral and making foolish and ineffective shams of the men who strove to battle with him.

She was barely home in time to cook supper for Buck Daniels. He was unchanged since she had seen him last that morning. The silence which had descended on him since she had revealed what Lee Haines told her had continued unbroken. He was an older and a sadder man. Once or twice during the meal he tried to make conversation. He told of an old cow of crossed Durham and Hereford blood, a mighty mother of nine children, which had been bogged down at a water hole, and how he had dragged her back to a safe footing, and how she had afterward followed him toward home for more than a mile, following after him as if she wished to express her gratitude. He told her of how a long section of barbed wire on the fence had fallen.

Each time Joan strove to answer him cheerfully and take up the burden of the talk. Yet in spite of herself the silences would come as her mind rambled far off to the scenes of the day. And sometimes she felt a smile starting on her lips as she remembered how she had faced the Captain, and how, at last, he had come to her hand.

She was trembling with eagerness. She was like a child who had received a toy beyond even the highest hopes at Christmas and can sleep only with the treasure in its arms. So Joan felt. She wondered if she could close her eyes that night. And when she went back the next day, would the Captain remember her?

Might it be that youve been to town to-day? Buck asked with some hesitation.

Remembering the fiercely dictatorial Buck Daniels of other days, tears started to her eyes. She jumped up from her place and ran around the table to him.

Oh! she exclaimed, with her arms around his neck and her cheek beside his cheek. Is there such a terrible distance as this between us? Dont you see that I love you more than ever? Is there another man in all the world who would have done for the child of his friend what you have done for me? I never forget it. It follows me through the day. And if I dont do just as you want me to—

Hush, Joan! he said, seeming more startled than pleased by the outbreak of affection. Hush, honey! You dont have to do no explaining to me!

He patted her hands in a perfunctory fashion, and she returned slowly to her place. Truly she had not dreamed that the gap was as great as this. And when she sat down again and dropped her chin on her hand, even though her eyes were lowered, she knew that he was staring half frightened at her while he stirred his sugar into his coffee.

What had come into her that had made Buck Daniels afraid? She considered it carefully, biting her lower lip.

Aint you going to eat? she heard Buck saying softly at last.

Glancing up, she saw him rolling a cigarette with uncertain fingers, staring at her the while with an intolerable concern. And for a moment she almost wished that she had learned nothing of the truth, but that she could have gone on as before, looking upon honest Buck Daniels as her father. He began to take up the conversation at the point where it had been left off.

I asked if youd been to town? he said.

She nodded.

It was considerable of a fight they had with that black hoss, the Captain? he suggested.

Hes a lion of a horse! she said.

Hes a man-killer, observed Buck.

I hear they aint even going to try to sell him.

What in the world will they do with him, then? Give him away?

The sheriff dont see it that way, said Buck. Hes going to take no more chances of having gents busted up. Hes going to put a chunk of lead into the Captains head.

It struck Joan dumb. It was impossible for her to talk anymore, and the supper was finished in a still more wretched silence. But when she was doing the dishes, a little later, a determination began to grow up in her mind.

The Captain, at all odds, must be saved. She could not beg him from Sim Hargess. She had seen that man, and his thin, hard features were still vivid in her mind. He would treat her request as a foolish childs desire. How could he possibly understand? And yet the Captain must be saved!

When she finished her work she opened the back door and went outside. Buck Daniels was pacing solemnly to and fro in the darkness, with a cloud of fragrance from his pipe following him. The sight of his solitary figure stirred her with pity. Those evenings were ended when she had read to him out of her books and when he had stopped her here and there to ask the meanings of the rarer words. Those cheerful hours were ended, she knew.

And though she wanted to go out to him and take his arm for a while, she was held back by a feeling that he would be ill at ease. She did not wish to hear that new diffidence in his voice and guess at that startled look in his eyes.

As she climbed the stairs to her room she strove to explain it, and what she decided was that he was attaching to her all the awe which he must have once felt for her father. Now that she knew her blood, he was afraid and he could not help but show it.

In her room she threw herself on the bed without undressing and waited a long age until Buck came upstairs. He did not pause at her door this evening to say good night, but with a loud, stamping step went on to his own room. She listened to the creaking of the floor until he was in bed.

Then she was up at once and down the stairs, all silently, not in dread lest Buck should hear her now, but in pity lest he should wake and worry for her until her return.

In the pasture she found and saddled honest Peter, and a few moments later they were bound for the town at a gallop. She cut around behind the houses, according to the plan which she had worked out before, tethered Peter at a little distance, and then, carrying a halter and lead rope, she started through the trees toward the hotel stable and the corral behind it. Voices in the darkness stopped her.

This is where Haines was hit, one of two men was saying. This is where they picked up the blood trail. If him and this Harry Gloster had ever got together again with that gang of theirs up in the mountains, theyd of been hard to beat, eh?

Joan slipped away to the side and passed in a circle around the pair. But she was deeply grateful for the thought which they had given to her. Harry Gloster had been one of the gang of Lee Haines. Of course that was self evident, for otherwise why should Haines have risked his life and lost it to save Gloster?

That point having been settled, it was clear that Gloster himself must have spurred across country and driven on the camp of the outlaws, that same place, no doubt, toward which the Captain had been looking when he stared far off at the mountains. And if he were given his head, would he not fly to it as an eagle flies?

She hurried on until she reached the corral. There were many voices near it. Two or three men were busy in the stable behind the hotel. And in a back yard adjoining, two youngsters were talking in shrill voices.

The Captain himself, lighted by the stars, seemed more formidable than ever. His black body was half swallowed among the shadows. Only a ghostly high light was struck out here and there, so that all his pride and his beauty were rather to be guessed at than seen.

She called to him in a whisper. There was a snort of fear and anger from the great horse, and someone thundered from the barn:

Dam you. Jimmy, if you bother that Captain hoss again Ill come out there and wring your confounded little neck!

There was no answer from Jimmy. She waited again for a moment and then spoke not in a whisper, but in a low pitched voice. There was an instant effect on the stallion. He had crowded away to the farther corner of the corral. Now he came forward in that stealthy way of his until he was in the middle of the inclosure, paused, then moved straight on to her at the gate.

He had not forgotten! He even stretched out his nose as if to find her hand, and he did not stir when she slipped the halter over his head!

But that was not all. When she opened the gate he came meekly forth at the first twitch of the lead rope, and when she started on he followed obediently. Peter himself was not more docile, except that he always walked behind, and this great fellow strode up beside her and forged a little ahead. And again there was that strange feeling that he was a companion rather than a servant, that he was obeying her mind rather than her signals.

She brought him into the open behind the village, and there she took off the halter. It was the hardest thing she had ever done in her life. How simple it would have been to take him back to the ranch!

But that would have meant the coming of stern Sim Hargess to claim the property of the county, and the coming of Sim Hargess meant a bullet through the head of the black horse. And if she could not have him, better — far better that the mountains should claim him once more.

So she unbuckled the halter and let it drop. She waved it above her head, and the Captain, with a snort of alarm, vanished as if on wings into the night. She stared after him for a while with a heavy heart and then looked up to the northern and western horizon where the mountains blocked away the stars in shadowy pyramids and low running lines. Yonder was his goal, and how soon he would be among them, bathed in freedom!

After that, she went back to Peter. She had been hoping, a little before, that she might be able to follow the drifting form of the black horse through the night, but a moment of reflection told her how impossible this would be. It would be easier to follow a dead star through the sky. And she must surrender the vague belief that the Captain would lead her back to the mountains and to Harry Gloster himself.

She mounted Peter, therefore, and started sadly away toward the ranch. Three mighty influences had poured into her life one after another. Of these, Lee Haines was dead and Gloster and the Captain were gone forever. What remained to her was the dreadful monotony of the ranch life and the long, sad silences of Buck Daniels.

Peter, swinging on at his smooth canter, started sharply to the side and doubled his pace. Out of a hole straight before them swept a shadow. And, although she could not make it out, the sudden fear of Peter caught hold on Joan. She sent him on at a racing gait, and leaning close to his neck, jockeyed him ahead.

Now hoofbeats sounded behind her and began to thunder past. She looked over in astonishment. It was not possible that any horse could pass Peter so easily.

And then she saw a great black horse sweeping away into the night before her without a rider on his back. It was the Captain!


CHAPTER XXII. THE GYPSY TRAIL
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IF SOME OF her fear left her, her wonder increased many fold. She shot Peter straight on, and the good horse worked at top speed with his ears flagging back, so great was his effort.

Yet, blinking through the wind which that gallop raised, she saw the Captain swing back again into view, coming past on her right; then, a moment later, he walked up on her left — and she understood. He was using that matchless speed of his literally to run circles around Peter.

She drew up the gelding and waited. It was only a pause of a few seconds. Then the Captain came flying out of the night with his mane combed back and his tail drawn straight out by the arrowy speed of his coming.

He shot at poor Peter with gaping mouth and eyes which, it seemed to Joan, were devilishly bright. Peter whirled away, and the great stallion went by, missing them narrowly. Joan dropped to the ground as Peter, mastered by terror, darted away with a flying pair of bridle reins. He was not pursued.

The Captain, after catapulting past, swept around in a short circle, sent after the flying Peter a triumphant neigh, and then brought up before Joan. He had an advantage of ground which added to his lofty stature so that he blocked away the stars, and like stars were his great eyes, half shadowed under a brush of forelock.

Joan, looking up to the giant animal, laughed joyously. It was more beautiful than a dream to her. He had followed her through the night as a dog might have followed, and now he let her take him by the mane and lead him after panicky Peter.

For yonder stood Peter on a swale of sand, neighing his dread which drew him one way and his love of his mistress which urged him in the opposite direction. So she halted the Captain, then ran on to Peter.

When she had the reins of the gelding again, looking back with speechless anxiety, she saw that the Captain had not left the spot where she had stationed him. He was watching her with a high head, and Joan knew now that she could never abandon him.

With fingers trembling with her haste, she tore the saddle from Peter and then his bridle. Then, with a wave of the hand, she sent him on his way. He, at least, would not misunderstand that signal. He would never stop running until he was outside the gate to his corral at home and there he would wait until Buck Daniels came out in the morning.

Dragging the trappings with her, she went back to the Captain. Under his head she dropped them in a pile and let him investigate. He was not at all pleased, it was plain to see.

First he sniffed at the saddle and bridle, rank with the sweat of Peter. He even pawed at them disdainfully, tumbling them over and over in the sand. Then he went to Joan and, swinging around behind her, he looked down over her shoulder at the gear she had brought.

What would happen when she attempted to put that saddle on his back? She was agreeably surprised. He did not stir when she lifted it high to swing it up to his withers.

And although he swung his head around to watch the proceedings, he did not object when she drew up the cinches. They had to be lengthened, of course, for having been set for the deerlike body of Peter, they could not encompass the ample girth of the Captain.

It was done, at last, and the head strap of the bridle having been lengthened, it was fitted to the head of the stallion. And so, finally, her foot was in the stirrup and she drew herself up to her place.

It was the crucial test. She had heard of many a horse which a child could mount barebacked, but which turned into a fury when a saddle was used. But the Captain made not the slightest trouble about it. He only twisted his head around until he had sniffed at her foot in the stirrup. Then, as she loosed the reins, he straightened away at a flying gallop.

Peter was no common horse, but how different was this from the stride of Peter. Between the beat of the Captains hoofs, he seemed to float away on wings, a long and rolling gait which made her think of the lift and the swing of waves in the deep ocean. And yet it was all as effortless as the motion of the waves.

She could only tell the speed at which she was travelling by the rate at which the ground shot past beneath her and the fanning of the wind in her face. As for the jerk of laboring muscles, there was none of that.

She made no attempt to guide him. But when they came to a stretch where the footing was firm, she sent him away at full speed with a cry.

Full speed? She had not dreamed what speed could be. As his stride lengthened he appeared to flatten toward the earth. The long roll came out of his gallop. It was like the dart of water down a long, smooth flume of rock. And it increased steadily to such a point that she began to gasp for breath and then drew back on the reins.

Instantly he returned to his former pace, rocking along as before without effort, and with no wheezing or laboring for breath in spite of all his work. But here was enough of play and it was high time for her to go home. She swung him about and headed him for the ranch.

There was an instant change in the manner of the stallion. He fell at once to a jerky, high headed trot, and when she strove to urge him ahead faster, he shook his head in a very human denial and cut down his gait still further. Presently he was walking. She struck him with the flat of her hand on the flank, but at that he came to a halt, and twisting halfway around, he turned his head toward those western mountains which were his goal.

Here was a new feature. To be sure, he was docile as a lamb at times, but that was only when she chose a way which was his way also. She struck him again with the flat of her hand on the silk of his flank. This time he shuddered under the blow and his ears flattened. He was angry now. Another moment, for all she could tell, and he would be pitching as she had seen him pitch in the Purvis corral.

So, with her heart hammering in her throat, she began to consider what she could do. She must leave him where he was if she hoped to get back to the ranch before the morning, and if she did not arrive there, poor Buck Daniels would go half mad with anxiety.

A tinkling dissonance began to fall toward her from the sky. She raised her head and looked up. There was nothing to be seen, but now the crying grew stronger and stronger as some unseen wedge of wild geese flowed north through the upper darkness.

The thought of Buck Daniels grew dim in her mind. Still watching the stars above her, she became aware that the stallion was in motion again, that he was turning, that he was heading north again at a trot and then at a canter and then at the mile devouring gallop. But she had no power to resist.

Every moment her happiness was increasing, and she had a feeling that she had been cut away, at last, from restraints which she hated and that she was being launched on the road which was truly her road because her father had traveled it before her. Where it would lead her she could not guess; and because she could not guess it was a double delight.

Conscience was not a small power in her, but when once one has turned ones back on conscience the chase is long before it overtakes one. So it was with Joan. Although she knew that duty led her back toward Buck Daniels there was something far stronger than duty which carried her toward the mountains.

Hour after hour the desert flowed beneath them. They began to wind among low foothills. At last a dim scent of pines began to blow toward her from the upper reaches of the slopes and, as the dawn began to grow gray, they came to a pleasant spot. Here a stream trickled around the shoulder of a hill, dropped away in a musical cascade, and formed beneath in a deep pool, still black with night, although the upper peaks were beginning to grow out into the day.

Around the little lake there was a small meadow rich with grass, and the meadow was bordered in turn with shrubs and little stunted evergreens. Here she stopped.

The Captain had no objection. When the saddle was removed he went down to the water and drank before she could prevent him. But he took only a few swallows and turned away to the grass. Peter, she knew, if he had been as hot, would have buried his head to the eyes and drunk enough to make himself sick, but the Captain needed no human wisdom to teach him how best to care for himself.

In the meantime she must prepare for her own breakfast, and it was a simple matter. Buck Daniels himself had taught her to carry fishing tackle always with her when she rode out, as well as the meager roll of a blanket wrapped in the slicker behind her saddle.

So she rigged a hook and line on a straight stick which she cut, and sat down on a stone by the pool to try her luck.

She had a bite almost at once, and then another.

And in her excitement she quite forgot that she was fishing for food and not for sport until a shadow fell across the water before her, and she looked up to find that the Captain had left his grass and come over to watch the game.


CHAPTER XXIII. YOU AINT NO KILLER!
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THREE TIMES THE pursuers came again upon the trail of Harry Gloster. And then they lost it, but not until the sheriffs of four counties, with their posses, had taken their fling at him, singly and united.

For one thing, it would have been a feather in any mans cap to have taken him. His record included a double killing; the suggestion, which was believed far and wide, that he was a member of the old Haines gang, and a jail break at the expense of so famous a custodian of the law as Sim Hargess. But fame was not all that would be gained by his capture.

His career had caught the public eye. He had been near to destruction so many times that men began to feel that he enjoyed a charmed life. And, all in the space of a comparatively few hours, the reward which was offered for his apprehension dead or alive grew by leaps and by bounds.

Any rancher who numbered his cattle by the thousand could afford to bring his name to attention by adding a few hundreds to the reward. It passed ten thousand dollars. The entire section of desert and mountains went wild with the man hunt fever.

A slug of lead which cost a few cents would make some lucky man the possessor of a small fortune, to say nothing of reputation which might easily lead him into office as sheriff of some unquiet county. Crack shots mounted upon their best horses literally swarmed out by the score. There was no trail too obscure for their notice. They combed the nooks and crannies.

And yet Gloster shook them off. He managed it by a clever move, although he did not at all consider it as a wise measure when he took it. He had to see Joan again, no matter at what a risk, and so he doubled straight back into the region of his jail break!

He felt that it was like putting his head into the lions mouth. And every one else seemed to feel that such a march would be the same thing. They hunted with increasing fury, but they hunted in a growing circle, the activity being on the rim while the center of the circle was the town of Sim Hargess and the jail break. That center was quiet, and near it, toward the ranch of Buck Daniels, came the outlaw.

The town itself was humming this morning with a new excitement of which Gloster could know nothing. For, at dawn, it was found that the big black stallion had been turned out of his corral — the gate had been deliberately unbarred, and it was the opinion of all that some member of the Haines gang had come down to claim the great horse.

That so much should have been ventured was considered a double insult — to Sim Hargess and to the prowess of every gun bearing man in the whole town. There were angry little conclaves at the hotel and the general merchandise store. There was gritting of teeth and a looking to weapons.

None of this was known to Gloster himself, for he came shortly after the dawn in sight of the little ranch house, installed his horse near the cottonwoods, and stalked the house itself. He had hardly taken covert in a shed when Buck Daniels appeared, and uttered a shout of surprise at the sight of a trim built gelding standing near the gate of the corral and touching noses with the horses within.

After that the rancher acted like a man possessed with fear. In another moment he had thrown a saddle and bridle on a horse and was riding north and east, leaning far from the saddle and studying a trail. He dipped into a swale, and as soon as he had disappeared Gloster came from his hiding and ran to examine the marks in the sand.

It was at once apparent that Daniels was following the back trail of a horse, and it was not hard to put two and two together. Yonder was the gelding with the saddle mark still showing on his back; and Daniels had left with such haste that he had not even turned the beautiful animal into the corral.

And Gloster remembered the outline of the horse which he had seen Joan riding the night of the jail break. He could not recognize it, of course, having only seen it by starlight, but there was enough similarity to make him feel reasonably sure. Joans horse had come back to the ranch without saddle or bridle, and now the rancher was following the back trail to find what had become of his girl.

So Gloster returned to the cottonwoods and took up the pursuit. It was not easy work. All day he lay in the rear trying to keep Daniels in sight without being seen himself, and although in the beginning there was some shelter behind which he could ride from point to point, yet it was always difficult to remain unseen.

In two hours of the slow journey, he saw Daniels change his direction to north and west, and start riding with increased vigor. He himself soon came to the spot, although he was not an expert trailsman, yet it was easy enough to read the sign here. Yonder the marks of the geldings hoofs crossed the sign of a much larger horse, as was shown by the size of the prints and the depths to which they had sunk. Here, too, was a place where the sand was raked, as if the saddle had been brushed across it.

What had happened, Gloster could not dream, unless at this point Joan had caught a fresh horse which might have been wandering loose. Yet what horse could it have been for which she would have given up the fine gelding he had seen at the ranch?

He went on, pondering these things, and finding his trailing problem more and more difficult. Daniels was showing the way. But now they were climbing into the foothills, giving the rancher a chance to look back and down and discover his pursuer. However, the roughness of the country was an aid to Gloster, and by keeping a sharp lookout before him, he felt reasonably secure. The afternoon wore on. The sun was westering rapidly when the blow came.

He had rounded a little pyramid of jumbled rocks as large as a cabin when a dry, unhurried voice said behind him: This is my turn to say  tag, Gloster. Just shove up your hands, will you?

And over his shoulder he saw the deep-lined, solemn face of Buck Daniels appearing over a boulder with a rifle leveled steadily upon him. He hesitated. To be taken prisoner meant death just as surely as it meant death if he trifled with the steady hands which had now drawn a bead upon him. And yet, if he surrendered now, there might be a possibility of taking Daniels unawares later on.

Well, Daniels, he said, turning his horse with a twist of his knees so that he could face his captor, and pushing his big hands above his head, it looks like youre about ten thousand dollars richer right now than you were five minutes ago.

The rancher arose to full view and stepped from behind the rocks. His horse followed, him out.

He dropped his rifle now into the crook of his arm. Now, thought Gloster, was the time to whip out a gun and try a snap shot. But he was held back by the consideration that it would be poor work to dodge hanging on account of a double killing of which he was innocent, by murdering another man. Besides, the calmness of Daniels bespoke an infinite sureness in himself.

Ten thousand? said Daniels. Man, they aint put that price on you, have they?

I saw a handbill that was posted up on a fence post this morning, said Gloster. Ten thousand it is. It may be raised to fifteen thousand by the time you get to town.

Ten thousand! echoed Daniels in more disgust than triumph, so far as Gloster could see. Ten thousand for a gent that done nothing but murder a couple of harmless old sourdoughs that couldnt get a gun out of leather under five minutes of work. Ten thousand for that? Whats the country coming to?

It is getting sort of low, Gloster nodded.

In my day, went on Daniels, they didnt put that much on the head of a man that would of turned and shot the rifle out of my hands before I could of pulled the trigger on him!

Was there ever a man as fast and sure as that?

There was, son. There was. Just slip off that hoss, and without letting your hands come down. Thanks!

The last word was as he drew the revolver from Glosters holster, patted him for other weapons, and stepped back.

You can put your hands down. I suppose that the gent that brings you in will be made a hero out of.

Sure, youll be famous by night, Daniels.

Bah! snorted the other in the most profound disgust. A yaller livered skunk like you cant make nobody famous; aint worth nothing but to feed to the buzzards!

I kind of wish, said Gloster slowly, that Id taken a chance on that gun of yours.

A murdering hound like you dont take no chances at all, said Daniels. He wants a sure thing like the killing of two old, stiff handed miners. But the next thing I want to know is why you been trailing me all day?

All day? echoed Gloster.

Sure. I seen you coming this morning. But I didnt figure that youd stay after me all through the trail. Now, whats in your head?

The same thing, take it by and large, thats in your head.

What dye mean by that? And, mind you, Gloster, I want to hear you talk short and sweet. Id mind sinking a chunk of lead into you no moren Id mind sinking it into a fence post. You aint a man. You got the heart of a dog wrapped up in a mans skin!

There was no doubt that he meant what he said. Honest and fierce scorn glared out of his eyes at Gloster.

What I mean, explained the big man, is that Im looking for what youre looking for — Joan.

The rancher started violently. And it appeared that he was about to execute the threat of a moment before, for his hand clutched the stock of his rifle hard and the forefinger curled around the trigger. His jaw set and his face blackened with his emotion.

I know how she tried to bail you out, he said at last. I know that youd been sneaking around seeing her by night. But how come you to be trailing her now instead of running hell-bent north or south to save your rotten hide?

Look here, said Gloster, did it ever pop into your head that maybe I didnt kill my two old partners up there at the mine, but that I come home from hunting and found em lying there dead, and then cut and run for it because I knew that the blame would be sure to fall on me?

What? growled Daniels. Dyou figure me for a downright fool, Gloster?

If Id been out to kill, would I have wasted time working with my fists to get out of the mess Haines and I tumbled into when we broke out of the jail?

Buck Daniels started to answer, changed his mind, and finally said:

Put down your hands. I got to think things over. It aint nothing that youve said that makes me want time for considering. Its just — what would I do with you if I took you along?

Maybe that reward sort of bothers you — wouldnt know what to do with it? Gloster grinned.

But there was no mirth in the eyes of Daniels. He was staring at Harry Gloster with a sort of wistful wonder.

Gloster, he said at last, there aint nobody in the world that I got so much cause for hating. But somehow when Im here looking at you, I cant keep on hating. I suppose that youre crooked as a snake — but you look straight.

The only crooked things Ive ever done was swiping the horses that I had to have to save my hide once I started running, said his captive. That was where I was a fool — in running like that!

Maybe you were right, though. It would of looked black against you.

No. If Id stood my ground everybody would of remembered that I couldnt shoot straight enough with a revolver to scare a jackrabbit twenty yards away.

For a long moment Daniels bit his lip and studied his captive, staring steadily at his feet and then flashing quick glances up to his face. Suddenly he tossed across the revolver which he had taken from the big man.

Theres your gun, he said.

And then he watched, catlike, and saw Gloster deliberately shoving the revolver down into the holster. A man who knows horses will judge anothers ability to ride by the very way he swings into the saddle. A man who knows how to handle a revolver for a quick draw can tell one of his peers by the way he handles the weapon even in the most insignificant motions. For a heavy weapon runs lightly over the very finger tips of the expert. Buck Daniels had been an expert in his day. He watched closely the manner in which that gun was restored to the holster. Then he stepped forward with arm outstretched.

Gloster, he said, youre straight. You aint no killer. And Im mighty sorry for the cussing I give you a while back.


CHAPTER XXIV. THE FORCES OF EVIL
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IT HAD BEEN a stiff climb upward, and Joe Macarthur halted his horse at the mouth of the crevice which cut the mountainside. It was a long raw gash which divided the mountain to its top, some four hundred or five hundred feet above, and apparently water could not have cut the gorge, for the sides were a mass of squared boulders and great rising steps almost as inaccessible as the face of a cliff.

It appeared that here the rock fold had yawned asunder and had remained in this fashion unchanged since the day of its making. Half a dozen mountain sheep were feeding in the scant pasture at the bottom of the canon. When Macarthur appeared the wild things apparently showed that there was no interior exit to the gorge, for, instead of running in, they began to mount the cliff face itself with great dexterity. They attacked it with a rush and sprang up its perpendicular front as if the rocks were iron and their feet strong magnets. Neither did their strength give out, but they went up the five hundred foot ascent as though they were being jerked along by great cables strung from above.

Macarthur had reached for his revolver, but before he could fire they were already up so high and pursuing such a dodging course that it was almost impossible to hit a target. So he merely watched the four legged acrobats out of sight and then turned to continue his way.

He found, however, that a man had appeared as if by magic from among the rocks and now, leaning upon a long rifle, was rolling a cigarette. Apparently he was quite unaware of Macarthurs presence.

He was a singular figure. He wore a silk shirt whose hue was a violent blue, with lower sleeves which had been scuffed away to rags. His hands were covered with gauntlet gloves which, however, did not impede the rolling of the cigarette, for the good reason that the tips of the fingers were completely missing.

He did not wear overalls, but a pair of what had once been very good whipcord riding breeches. These, however, had been worn out and rent in many places, and every hole was covered with a patch of overall material sewed on in great stitches with twine for thread.

His boots were those of a man who spends most of his time on horseback. They fitted the foot with shop made care and rose halfway up the calf of his leg. A crimson silk bandanna of immense size and a Mexican sombrero richly ornamented with silver medallions completed his attire.

He was a very fat little man. He did not stand more than two or three inches over five feet and yet his weight could not have been much short of two hundred pounds. That weight was not concentrated in a great paunch, but it was spread over all his body in an equal layer of fat. It bulged over the tops of his boots; it wrinkled on his neck; it stuffed out his shirt so that his upper arm was as large as a mans thigh.

He had pushed his sombrero onto the back of his head, bringing out from shadow a pug nosed, round cheeked, good humored face which was powerfully reminiscent of a prize Poland China pig. To show his nonchalance, or else to call attention to the silver quality of his whistle, he was trilling out a sentimental ballad with all the quavers and sharp runs of a professional musician.

By God! cried Macarthur. Its good old Fatty himself!

The other removed his hat and bowed so that a wrinkle formed heavily across his waist.

How are things, Joe? he asked. I aint seen you this long time.

Whos the leader now that Haines is bumped off? asked Macarthur.

I dunno what you mean, said Fatty.

Come clean, Fatty. Tell me the straight of it Im back here to join the gang.

What gang?

All right, said Macarthur. I cant make you talk.

What made you think that there was any gang up here?

I knew that youd left the old hangout. And once when I was ducking for cover, about five years back, I run onto the hollow inside the mountain, here. Thinking things over, and the queer way that the Haines boys have been melting into the rocks up here, I figured that this must be the new hangout. Am I right?

Hangout for what? asked Fatty innocently.

Ill ride through the passage and take a look for myself, then.

He urged his mustang forward, but he was stopped by a sharp word from the fat man, who had pitched his rifle across the crook of his arm and laid his finger on the trigger.

Everything slow and easy, Joe, he said.

Sure, Fatty. I dont want to do no rushing. But I claim that my place is back with the gang. It was Haines that threw me out, not the rest of you; and Ive got a plant laid, Fatty, thatll give us all enough to retire on. The Wickson Bank, Fatty!

The little round eyes of Fatty shone as greed took hold upon him. The Wickson Valley rolled before his eyes, beautiful little Wickson Valley, green and filled with growing things from the network of irrigating canals which trenched its flat bottom lands.

The Wickson Bank! Of course, they had thought of that before, but the thought of a retreat through so thickly populated a region was not encouraging. They might blow the safe to smithereens, but as for a get-away, with hundreds of angry farmers taking rifles and blocking the way to the mountains — that put a very sad face to the affair. However, if Joe Macarthur had really been able to arrange a plant, that was quite another matter.

Itll be the last job youll ever have to do, Fatty, Macarthur continued coolly. He had touched Fatty at another sensitive point. For as flesh grew upon him, a pound a month, Fatty had realized long since that he must not hope to continue a roving life forever. And he had a favorite dream tucked away into a corner of his heart of buying a small ranch somewhere — some where farther north than the noise of his fame had ever spread, say, and there settling down to peace and plenty.

Ah, how his tender flesh ached at the thought of soft feather beds and a wide armed easy chair! His dream was still misty in his eyes as he looked up into the face of Macarthur again.

Come on in, Joe. All you got to do is to make the boys feel pretty sure that you mean what you say, and that you aint trying to double cross em for a reward.

Double cross? Listen, Fatty, what sort of a life do I figure to fit into except one with a gang of boys like you and the rest?

And Fatty, looking up, could not but agree.

The gorge narrowed as they went, but now opened into a strange hollow chopped out of the head of the mountain. It was a basin of some seven or eight acres surrounded by five hundred feet cliffs to the east and other walls sloping down until, to the west, the barrier was hardly ten paces high. There were dusters of pines here and there, a little stream running from a spring to a pool against the western cliff without visible outlet, and several acres of rich pasture.

What Macarthur saw last in the hollow was a cabin among the trees, built at random of squared logs and unsquared, of piled rocks and of rocks laid in courses. It was a mysterious hodgepodge such as might have been thrown together by a madman with a giants strength. For in spite of its singular mixture of building materials, it appeared strong and lasting, and although every wind that stooped into the hollow was sure to send a hundred drafts through a hundred chinks in the crazy walls, yet the strongest of winds could not knock it over like the house of cards it appeared.

The interior was as strange as the exterior. It had been used always as a temporary residence, and yet it had been used very often and sometimes for extended periods so that the upper timbers and wall surfaces of the big room — for one large chamber occupied the majority of the floor space — were blackened with many coatings of soot which had drifted up to them from the fire which smoked in the exact center of the room.

There was no chimney except an irregular hole which had been broken through the roof as if at the last moment those who had built the house remembered that it must have a fire in it, and had made this preparation. There was no stove, no oven. Instead, a circle of fire blackened stones of many sizes surrounded the smoking coals. Some of these stones, heated by the fire, had been touched by a fall of cold water and had split apart; the white belly of one showed like a streak of paint among the sooty rocks.

As for furniture, there was little in the house save the saddles and bridles which hung from pegs along the wall or had been thrown aside carelessly in the corner. There was, however, what seemed to be the bottom of a wrecked buckboard — though it was strange indeed that the most durable buck-board in the world could ever have been driven to this point in the wilderness. This fragment now served as the top to a table, the legs of which were four great rocks, each a burden for two men to lift.

Around this table, on other stones, sat four solemn men. Their faces and characters were so unusual that one might have skimmed all the villainy in the wild West without finding a more dangerous quartet, and justice should be done to each in turn.

Foremost in avoirdupois was Babe Cooney, a swarthy skinned man so smoothly shaven, always, that in some lights his face seemed to have the texture and luster of youth. He was not more than thirty, perhaps, at the most, but the double battering of years and a hard life had reduced him. The lines around his mouth and eyes would have done credit to his elder by twenty years. And there was a cynical lifelessness in his eyes such as usually does not come until later middle age, at the earliest — not a scorn of the world and the people he found in it, so much as profound weariness with what he had met.

He was a bulky fellow and it could be seen that he had put his strength, at one period in his life, to an effective use. His nose was hammered out of shape and appeared to be spongy, as if there were no bone in it, his grin was made horrible by the absence of several of his front teeth, and his right ear was that mass of fleshy convolutions which has adorned so many of the heroes of the ring and which is called a cauliflower.

There were other signs, also, that he had been of the profession of the squared circle. His body was a great wedge of which the spreading shoulders were the base and the feet the apex. He tapered sharply to the hips and still more sharply from the hips to the feet, so that the lower part of his legs were comparatively as meager as the legs of a goat. And yet above the waist he was a giant.

However long it had been since he stood on the canvas and scuffed the rosin under the soles of his fighting shoes, he still had a certain dexterity of hand which showed in his gestures. And he had a way of looking people searchingly squarely in the eye which is learned by pugilists; for the good warrior with the gloves looks into the eyes of his foe and sees all the rest by intuition and from the corners of his eyes.

Such was Babe Cooney. If he had been carved in two, each half would have been as large as his left-hand neighbor at the table. This was Sliver Martin. The Sliver was so named because the word was most appropriate. All on his body was shrunken skin and bone. When he lowered his eyes, his face was the face of a cadaver.

There was purple of cold under his cheek bones. His eyelids were puffy and red, and all the flesh around his mouth was sunken. To make his leanness more ominous, his hands and feet were of huge size. Even the bulky fist of Babe Cooney would have been lost inside the claws of the Sliver.

To the left of Sliver appeared Lew Cambridge. Lew made a strange appearance with an abnormally small head and a large body. The face had one large feature, which was the enormous nose, overshadowing all else, the childish mouth, the dwarfed and slanted forehead. In the expanse of those wide shoulders the head seemed like that of an infant.

The huge body of Lew Cambridge was his chief interest in life. He was a self-conscious athlete. His setting-up exercises were gone through religiously night and morning. He studied the growth of his biceps as another studies the growth of his millions.

He was one of those omnipotent men who can do anything. He could pitch horse shoes, walk on his hands, chin himself with one hand, run, climb, fight, wrestle, throw a knife, do gun tricks — in fact, anything which asked for steady nerves or strong muscles or both he felt to be in his special province. Now and then he arose from the chair and walked about the room, stretching himself to keep deadly cramps and chills out of his muscles.

The fourth and last member of the group was quite different from the other three. Although each of these was remarkable enough, and each was formidable in mind and appearance, one felt that Dud Rainey was most distinctly out of place. He was such a man, in appearance, as one finds about a university, seated in study rooms, delving into postgraduate courses, heaping up degrees for no purpose and constantly gathering materials for constantly unwritten books.

He had a towering and nobly formed forehead, beneath which his bloodshot eyes blinked behind strong glasses. His cheeks were thin and pale to match the deep furrows of thought that creased his forehead. The weight of his head was poorly supported by a scrawny neck and a hollow chest. When he spoke his voice was low and monotonous and his diction pure.

This was the group which had gathered about the table. They were playing poker. And ragged as were their clothes and poor as was the room in which they sat, their stakes consisted of stacks of gold pieces, fives and tens and broad faced twenties. The ante was five dollars. The bets on the smallest hands were apt to run into a few hundreds. Moreover, they one and all handled the yellow coin as if it were so much dirt.

They were betting now before the draw, Lew Cambridge forcing up the draw on the strength of three jacks, and Babe Cooney still more confident because of a straight, and when the stack of gold in the center of the table had grown high, and when the other two had been forced out of the hand, Cooney suddenly stood up, agape, and pointed through the door. The beautiful straight fluttered from his hand and strewed the floor. The others crowded about him.

Its Joe Macarthur come back to us — now hell will be popping again! cried Dud Rainey.


CHAPTER XXV. THE DOVE IN THE HAWKS EERIE
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WHAT THE BLACK, sharp eyes of Macarthur saw first, as he passed through the door of the cabin, was the yellow gleam of the gold which was scattered upon the table. But he did not give it a second glance.

One wild evening at cards had stripped him of the gold he stole from Springer and Nichols and Gloster. His purse was as flat as a punctured balloon, and that gold spoke to him with a welcome voice. However, he centered his attention upon the men immediately before him, and he saw at once that all was not going to pass off smoothly. They shook hands with him, but there was an obvious restraint.

Hes come up with a plant on the Wickson Bank! Fatty called out cheerfully, entering behind Macarthur. I guess were glad to see him, boys?

The Wickson Bank! shouted Lew Cambridge, and smote Cooney heavily upon the shoulder.

But the other three showed no enthusiasm. Indeed, a little silence fell upon the group.

Its all worked out, said Macarthur. I got an inside man on the job. Hes cheap and safe. And thats what we want. All I need is some men that can be depended on. Of course, I could of picked em up anywhere. But I looked back to the old days with the gang. And I figured it was worth while to give you all a split to show you that my heart was in the right place.

The gloom of three of the men had spread to the other two. Fatty and Lew were waiting to see in what direction the wind would blow. It was Dud Rainey who spoke, first arranging his glasses so that he could fix his mild eyes more directly upon Macarthur.

Joe, he said, the upshot of this is that you want to be back with us?

Of course. What threw me out before was that I had trouble with Haines. Him and me never did get on. You all know that. He always hated me. Hated me from the first minute he laid eyes on me.

He had reasons, answered Rainey.

Big Macarthur flushed.

Reasons? he echoed gloomily.

What did he say when he told you that you had to leave?

Are you going to remember that against me, Dud?

Haines was a square man, said Dud. He had a heart as big as a mountain. I remember what he said in front of all of us. He said that youd made trouble from the first day you came in with us. He said you were a killer, Macarthur. And he named the men youd killed. I agreed with Haines then and I agree with him still. I dont think youre the right sort of a man to have in with us, Joe.

The anger of Macarthur turned his face purple. But he bit his lip and then managed to smile at a great cost of effort.

In the old days Haines and you may have been right, he said. But things have changed since then. In the old days, if a gent had said to me what youve just said now, Id of had my gun out and working. But Im changed, Dud. Have you heard of any killings being chalked up against my account lately?

You were always a smooth, quiet worker, answered Rainey.

But the others seemed to have been much impressed by the speech of Macarthur. Indeed, when Dud had at first denounced the gunfighter, the others had stepped back a little as if to get from the path of bullets which they expected to fly. When they heard Macarthur answering with words instead of his revolver, they were plainly astonished.

Dont do your thinking too quick, Dud, remarked Lew Cambridge. Anybody can change, cant he?

And he wagged his little head wisely upon his immense shoulders.

But they dont when they developed along certain lines, replied Dud, blinking behind his glasses. You can make a pet out of a mountain lion. But let him taste a mans blood and no amount of petting will ever make him tame again; the devil is inside him to stay.

And when a man finds out that theres fun in taking a chance with his own life in order to gamble at the life of another man, he never changes. If he likes excitement, theres no excitement to equal it.

Why, the rest of you ought to know it! Theres not one of us that hasnt had to use his gun now and then. But we use it because we have to, not because its a game with us. Macarthur is different. If he smells a fight ten miles away, he rides for it.

Son, said Sliver Martin, them words sound pretty wise. But I dunno that I understand just what they mean. Whats plain to me is that theres a difference here. Some of the boys want Joe back. Some dont. Well throw a coin to decide. Is that square?

They agreed that it was eminently just. And Sliver, producing a broad silver dollar from his pocket, spun it in the air as high as the roof. There it hung an instant at the top if its rise, a glittering point of light, then swooped. It did not strike the floor at once, however. With the oily ease of long practice, Macarthur slipped his weapon from its holster and fired. The dollar disappeared, clanged against the farther wall, and dropped heavily. One side of it was torn away.

There was a general uproar, not of anger, but of admiration. Then followed a scramble to get the coin, which Babe Cooney, by dint of tearing the others away, managed to capture as a souvenir.

By God, Joe! cried Fatty Guiness, you have been practicing!

Boys, said Macarthur, keeping back a smile of pride with an effort, this here thing means too much to me. I cant leave it to chance. I ask you again: will you take me in?

There was no doubt now. The eye of every man had kindled, and still, with a courtesy far more profound than many a circle of clubmen could have shown, they held back and suspended their own opinions until they had heard the final voice of their companion, Rainey.

Perhaps Dud had been swept off his feet, like the others, by this timely exhibition of skill, or perhaps he had noted the change in the faces of his friends. At any rate, he now stepped to Macarthur and offered his hand. It was accepted at once.

Joe, said Rainey, you know that I always say what I think. I said it in the first place. I suppose the rest of the boys will think that if you come back into the gang Id better get out if I care to keep a whole skin. But theyre wrong. Ive taken the privilege of changing my mind. We need men with an eye and a hand as fast as yours. Besides, you learned when Haines was with us, poor devil, that you couldnt bully the gang, and I dont think that youll ever try it again. Im with you, for one!

After that, there was not a dissentient voice, and when the clamor ended, Rainey spoke again.

But theres only one way, partners, he said, that Macarthur can fit in with the scheme of things. He cant play number two. Haines was a cleverer and bigger man than any Ive ever met. Joe couldnt even play second to him. If Joe is back with us. I say that hes got to be first. He gets what Haines got: two shares in every deal we push through. He gets what Haines got: our obedience whenever he gives an order. How does that sound to you?

It caused an argument, but only a brief one. There was no one who did not have to admit that they stood on a precarious basis so long as every man voted on every course of action. They could not be successful without a head to direct them. And, no matter what faults could be found with Macarthur in other respects, they were all agreed that he had the brains for such a position.

In ten minutes, from being a candidate with dubious probability of being elected, the big fellow was installed as chief, had received the grip of every one of the other five, and had their solemn promise to follow his orders as if he were a general and they privates in an army. The rule of Lee Haines had been as absolute as that of a captain on a ship at sea; it was agreed that Macarthur should have the same powers.

He lost no time in taking up his duties. At the table where the poker game had been interrupted by his arrival, he sat down and planned for them the robbery of the Wickson Bank. With little piles of gold pieces he checked off the positions of the houses along the main street. With a greater pile he indicated the bank itself.

Then he told them what he had done. It was the old story. He had known of the cashiers need for money. He had approached the man diplomatically, and in a single interview he had gained what he wanted — the combination of the safe, the promise that the watchman should be discharged on the day of the robbery, and that a new one should not be hired in his place, and in return for this delivery of his honor, Samuel Carney had received in exchange a promise that he should have fifteen per cent of the profits, and those profits promised to be large. A full hundred thousand dollars in cash should be gained from the safe of the bank.

Such figures made the gang sit up. They glanced at one another with bright eyes and then openly complimented their new commander. He proceeded with the details. There was a stretch of thirty miles between them and the town of Wickson. But the trail was entirely, or almost entirely downhill. They could cover that distance easily in four or four and a half hours.

Therefore they would leave the camp at midnight and arrive in the heart of the little valley in the dark of the early morning, that dead time of the night when men sleep most soundly. After that it would be a simple thing to do their work. There was not even the need of soup to blow the safe. They had the combination and could simply talk to it and have the door to the safe open.

There was nothing, in fact, which required more than one man for the job except that there might be an accident — a chance passer — and in that case there might be a call for guns that would shoot straight, and several of them, for the farmers of the Wickson Valley were a fighting strain.

It was at the conclusion of this talk that they first heard the singing. It came with echoes through the narrow gorge which opened into the hollow, and it was silver thin and high:



Que viva la rumba;
Que viva, que viva placer;
Que viva las niñas, chulitas, bonitas,
Y guapas que saben querer.



Lew Cambridge was the first to reach the door.

By the Great Horn Spoon! he cried, for he was somewhat old-fashioned in his oaths. Its a girl riding the Captain, and shes coming into the hollow!


PART FIVE

[image: img19.jpg]


CHAPTER XXVI. THE MIGHT OF INNOCENCE
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THEY POURED OUTDOORS, the four giants, the bespectacled student, and pudgy Guiness. Beyond the little stream they saw the black stallion; he was neighing to one of his old companions which was staked out in the pasture.

On the back of the Captain was a girl whose wide-brimmed hat was pushed back from a face that made their hearts jump. She waved gaily to them and sang out: Is Harry Gloster here?

There was no answer for a moment. In fact, not one of them could speak until Macarthur muttered: Let me talk to her! This Gloster is worth somewhere between ten and fifteen thousand to the gent that turns him over to the law. And if shes looking for him, you can lay to it that hes looking for her!

So saying, he stepped out in front of the others and approached her, sweeping off his hat.

Harrys away just now, he said. But hell be back! Climb down and stay a while.

She slipped from the saddle. She appeared younger and more frail than ever, contrasted with the black horse towering above her. He flattened his ears and snorted with anger as Macarthur drew nearer.

Look out! he warned Joan. That big black devil is getting ready to put his teeth in you—

But at that she laughed, and to the speechless amazement of them all, she turned and, reaching up, took the Captain by the forelock and pulled down his head. And he, like some fierce Samson beguiled by a Delilah, pricked his ears and made his eyes soft with content.

You see, she said, advancing toward Macarthur again, hes really as gentle as a lamb.

Behind her came the Captain and Macarthur hastily gave ground.

Keep that black demon away from me! he pleaded. He nearly took my head off once.

She regarded him with surprise, then stripped the saddle and bridle from him, patted his sleek neck and waved him away to go frolic with the other horses in the pasture. And off he went with mane shaking with his speed and the ground quivering under the impact of his hoofs. He threw three swift circles around the enclosure, to show his happiness in being home again. Then he went about to visit the other horses. Cunning cruel as he might be to the men who strove to ride him, he was perfectly gentle with those of his own herd.

What did you do to him? asked Macarthur, still gaping at her.

I gave him his own way, she said. That was all there was to it!

The others had drawn near by this time, and it appeared to Joan that she had never seen or heard of such men except Lee Haines. Haines, who was wise and strong enough to defy Sim Hargess and the whole town and liberate a prisoner from the jail single handed, was dead, but in all of these men saving two she could see qualities just as strong.

There stood four men, shoulder to shoulder, who seemed capable of breaking through a dozen ordinary people. And as for Guiness and Dud Rainey, she changed her mind about their inefficiency as she came nearer and was introduced to them one by one. For Guiness, in spite of his good natured round face, had an eye as straight and cold as the eye of a bird, and about the lips of Dud Rainey there lingered a faint smile which, mild as his features were, gave a hint of quiet, limitless cruelty.

Yes, there was not one of the six who was not strong enough to be worthy of Lee Haines. And perhaps it was their sheer strength which had attracted Harry Gloster to them. They asked her how she had known that Gloster was one of them; if he himself had told her that he would meet her here, but she answered that she had simply deducted his membership in the gang from the fact that Haines had given his life to save him.

It was Fatty Guiness who suggested that she might be hungry. In an instant they were all busy. Some were cutting wood. Some were preparing food. All the old cabin was filled with bustle, half of which was the frantic effort to make the big room seem more presentable when Macarthur should bring the girl there.

In the meantime, fragments of the conversation between the chief and Joan were repeated, and the work of slicing bacon or brewing coffee, or sweeping out with a heavy pine bough, or kicking soiled clothes and tattered garments into an obscure corner, all ceased while the report was listened to which the last man to bring in wood or water had heard as he went past the couple.

Macarthur is gone, was the first bulletin. Hes sitting there with a fool smile on his face. He looks like a six year old born without no brains. And he cant keep his eyes offn the girl.

 How long can you be staying here to wait for Harry? said Joe. Till sometime this afternoon?

 Or longer than that, says she. Im in no hurry. Its so beautiful up here. I could stay a month and be happy.

Joe looks as if shed tapped him between the eyes with a monkey wrench.

 A month? he croaks. Aint your folks going to miss you a little bit before that time comes along?

 My father and mother are dead, says she. Theres only Buck Daniels to miss me. But then, you know, I had to leave him sometime. And why shouldnt it be now?

It was Lew Cambridge who repeated this choice bit of talk which he had overheard to and from the pond to carry water, straining, to catch the syllables, ears which had been nicely trained in the greatest of all schools for hearing — burglary! His report was greeted with a murmur of the profoundest interest.

You heard that, boys? asked big Babe Cooney, his warrior face growing pale with emotion. You heard that talk? She aint had a mother and father to look after her. She dont know nothing about the dangers of the world. And now, damn my soul if she dont come up here and right in among us like a bird flying in out of a storm — but no harm aint going to come to her! No harm aint going to come to her!

He repeated the solemn warning and rolled his terrible eyes around the room from face to face. But he found that all the others were equally busy scowling at one another as if to find some shadow of guilt revealed. All saving Dud Rainey, who was merely blinking behind his glasses, as usual, and rubbing the tips of his fingers carefully over his chin. Four suspicious glances centered sharply upon him. But, with a sigh, he resumed his work of sweeping again, unhurried, dreamy.

It was Sliver Martin who brought the next tidings. He staggered through the door with his face so lengthened that his cheeks seemed to be flattened together. He let his armful of wood crash upon the floor.

My God, boys, he groaned, listen to what I heard! Macarthur was pumpin her as fast as he could work.

 You and Gloster been engaged quite a while? he says.

 Engaged? says she. Oh, no!

 But aint you come clear up here to see Harry? says Macarthur.

 Yes. Why shouldnt I? says she.

I tell you, boys, that skunk Gloster has been deceiving her. Besides, what gent with half a heart would keep right on making love to a girl like that when he was outlawed and a price put on his head?

A gent that would murder two stiff-armed old sourdoughs would do that same thing, remarked Fatty Guiness. Why damn a low hound like him! But you heard the chiefs plan, and I say its a mighty good one. We keep the girl here for bait long enough to draw in Gloster. Then tap him on the head unbeknownst to her and go down, one of us that aint known in the town, and collect the reward. Thats good business. The best thing that can happen to that girl is to have Gloster wiped up dry!

You think she loves him? asked the mild voice of Dud Rainey.

Listen to old four-eyes! sneered Lew Cambridge, who had a natural antipathy for the quiet voice and the careful diction of the little man. Look at the old owl that sees everything by night and cant see nothing when the sun is shining on it for him. Why did she come up here if she aint in love with him? You talk ridiculouser than hell, Dud!

Youve learned a number of new words, I see, said Dud Rainey, and smiled upon him deliberately, showing every one of his white teeth.

And suddenly Lew Cambridge caught his breath and changed color. It was plainly to be seen that he knew he must resent this affront if he wished to keep his head high in the gang; and yet it was equally plain that he knew he was dealing with dynamite if he crossed the smaller man. But Fatty Guiness averted a crisis by stepping suddenly between the two.

What d you-all mean by this fool talk? he inquired. Are you going to spoil her party by starting a whole flock of shooting? If you scare her away, youll have Macarthur himself in here with two guns ready for work.

I said that anybody could see that she was in love, remarked Lew Cambridge, leaving out his former emphasis.

There was a general murmur of assent, but Rainey answered: Perhaps she does. I dont know. But for my part, I dont think that she could love a man. She has a long-distance look in her eye—

What the devil are you driving at now? asked Babe Cooney.

Nothing, murmured Dud Rainey, and went on with his work.

Yet he had said enough to make them all watch her like hawks when at length she was called in for her dinner. It was noted that Joe Macarthur did not sit down with her to the table, although as chief of the band he had the right to assume the place of host.

Instead, he wandered out of the house into the open, wearing an expression half strained and half gloomy as if he had been brought in contact with something which he needed time to think over. But though they saw this to begin with, and they noticed Dud Rainey standing apart and studying the girls face with his peculiar cold smile, as if he were striving to remember it for a drawing, the four others could see no reason to think Joan other than a very young, very innocent, and strangely charming girl.

She made herself as perfectly at home as if they were all old friends sitting at the table in her own ranch. She chatted away busily, and they watched her slim brown hands and the change and shimmer of light in her hair and the blue of her eyes with a hushed fascination.

She told them how she had won the black stallion, and then how he had brought her through the mountains, picking his own way, while she sat in the saddle and let him go where he would. She told them how he had watched her fish, and how he had stood over her and observed the process of building a fire and cooking with a scrupulous interest as if it were something which he wished to learn for his own sake.

She told all this, moreover, with such enthusiasm, with such graceful and eager little gestures, that they laughed when she laughed and smiled when she smiled. They were so rapt in her words that they quite forgot about serving her and left it to Dud Rainey quietly to refill her tin cup with coffee and place more crisped slices of bacon on her plate.

Certainly there was nothing peculiar about her, except that she was more lovely, more naive than any girl they had ever dreamed of, far less seen. And then, in the very midst of a sentence, she stopped speaking, straightened a little, and stared far off before her. They glanced hastily around at the doorway. But it was empty.

What is it? asked Babe Cooney, his rough voice reduced to a whisper.

Hush! Dont you hear? she asked them.

They heard it then for the first time, the faint dissonance of wild geese crying out of the heart of the sky. They heard it and looked back to the girl and now they saw the shadow of a smile beginning on her lips but never growing, a smile which was neither sad nor happy.

But suddenly every man looked thoughtfully down, and into their minds rushed the same picture of a wedge of the wild geese streaming north and north to a land of blue lakes and shadowy virgin forests and mountains from whose heads the snow never melted.


CHAPTER XXVII. AN UNEXPECTED MERCY
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PRESIDENT OSCAR FERN of the Wickson Bank was one of those persons who are envied not for their brains, but for their luck. He controlled the banking business of the rich little irrigation district not because men believed in his business intelligence, but because there was a vast confidence in his good luck. If luck served Oscar Fern well, it must necessarily serve his depositors well, also.

When his career was mentioned, it was always recounted how he just happened to have bought one of the largest of the old cattle ranches in the valley just before water was brought in. And again, he just happened to have good fortune and hang onto his lands after the first water boom had failed and men were selling out right and left because of the terrible pressure of the water taxes.

Oscar did not sell, not because he saw through the present difficulty into a radiant future, but because he had not the energy to split up his big property and get rid of it in small parcels. So he survived the blue days and became wealthy.

When he established his bank there was no competitor. As a matter of fact, people have a greater respect for luck than they have for intelligence. They respected not Oscar himself but the quality which had fallen from heaven upon him.

And as Samuel Carney, the lean and gray headed, terrier like man who was cashier of the bank, walked down the street this morning, nearly every man who passed him said: There goes the brains of the Wickson Bank. Fern is a mighty lucky fellow to get such a man for mere wages! One of these days Carney will be made a partner, and then watch his dust! Hes got the genius!

Such was the atmosphere of adulation through which Samuel Carney walked. It had lightened his step on many a day back and forth from the grind of the work at the bank. But to-day it did not help him. The morning was very hot, although the spring was not yet old and the hour was early; but here was a little foretaste of the blast of the summer sun, and the sidewalk burned Carneys feet through the thin soles of his shoes.

He hurried on to get out of the heat, and yet as he found that he was coming so rapidly to the bank he slowed his pace again. The bank had suddenly become like a plague house to him. In that building he had built his reputation. In that bank he had established himself as a man of spotless integrity, of sound mind, and scrupulously honest business methods.

It had been the great jewel of his life, this repute for honor and honesty. His neighbors had brought to him their little fine points of behavior. He split the straws for them and showed them the right path. He was surrounded, in the eyes of the good people of the town of Wickson, with all the solemn atmosphere of a judge.

This was the thing which had been enshrined in the bank. Now he was to throw the idol away. He was to deceive his very employer, share in the loot that a band of ruffians secured, and afterward he must continue in his place, wear a solemn face about the crime, and in a year or more, perhaps, gravely accept the place of partner in the firm from which he had stolen.

As he thought of all this he grew cold at heart in spite of the heat of the day, and he went on with his fighting jaw thrust out. And, like a cunning man, he began to prove to himself that he had made a bargain worth while, after all, by estimating for the hundredth time the gains as contrasted with the losses. To begin with, there was the vital need which he had had to meet.

There was the musical training for which Clare had eaten out her heart in yearning, and yet in silence, since her childhood. There was the privilege of sending his wife to New York for the best medical treatment which might, even now, save her. Yes, fifteen thousand dollars would easily do all of these things.

The fifteen thousand, being spent away from the home town, would awaken no suspicions. Moreover, who could ever connect him with such a crime? It could not be! His position in the town of Wickson was a brazen tower of strength. No eye would dream of looking toward him. And, therefore, no eye would see him.

He saw, then, as a result of his connivance at the theft, a solid financial gain which would be an inestimable boon to his family and which would in no wise endanger his position. But could the taking of a hundred thousand dollars from the bank be really looked upon as a barren theft? No, he felt that it was not.

In the long course of his connection with the bank he had surely given them a hundredfold more than the salary which had been paid to him. He could point back, during the last three years alone, to definite places where his advice had been sought for and accepted and out of which the bank had actually gained more in solid cash than the hundred thousand of which he now proposed to deprive it.

Fortified with these thoughts, he advanced more easily toward the bank and opened the door, whistling softly, as was his custom, through his teeth. He almost ran into the president himself as he stepped inside, and he gasped with a touch of horror. The swelling form and the rosy, smiling face of Oscar Fern might have been a nightmare. This was a whole hour earlier than the time at which the president generally appeared.

What could have brought him here this day of all days? A fire of shame and terror penetrated to the heart of the cashier.

Whats wrong, Sammy? asked Fern. You look like the devil — all shot, for a fact. No sleep?

No sleep, muttered Carney, his eyes on the floor. And although he fought to look up he could not.

This damned touch of hot weather was what did it, Fern declared; kind of bothered me myself!

And he laughed apologetically, as if there was something ridiculous in the thought that anything could really trouble him in his sleep. Carney glanced up, curiously. No, nothing could bother Oscar Fern. No qualms of conscience, at least, would ever stab his brain in the middle of the night and make him stare into the dark with a weakly fluttering heart and a sense of mortal shame and fear.

He tried to rouse his own anger. This man should have doubled his salary three years ago — and should have doubled it again.

What you need to do is to take a day off, Fern suggested. Damned if you dont look hard hit!

A day off? said Carney, seizing easily on grounds which would serve as a basis to work himself into an anger. A day off? Where the devil would things be?

The president caught his breath, frowned, and then looked somewhat agape over the head of his cashier.

Doggoned if you aint right, Sammy, he murmured. Matter of fact, you never do take a day off, do you?

If a vacation came up and stared me in the face, said Carney, I wouldnt know what to call it.

That so? I was talking to Green on the phone. He says its true. The F. L. and M. is going to build a branch line into the valley.

Carney listened with half his mind. It was well enough to turn the subject, but he brooded savagely on his injuries as he went on into his room. They had brought it on themselves, he vowed. And then he flung himself into his work with a savage energy.

But, in spite of himself, he found himself coming to a pause every now and then, his eye possessed with a hazy vision of his wife, Agnes, meeting him at the door some night with a white face and saying: I know it all! I know it all! Oh, Sammy dear, we wont talk about it. I dont accuse you. I know it was for Clares sake and mine — but, oh, God. Sammy, weve thrown away our honor and we can never get it back again! Weve thrown away our honor and nothing in the world can ever bring it back!

Always he came out of this dream to hear his assistant murmuring beside him: I say, Mr. Carney, if youll excuse me for interrupting you, I want to bring this little matter to your attention and—

When noon came he did not eat. Instead he took a walk through the fierce sun. He filled his lungs to the bottom with air. Then he came back and went at his work again.

The heavy footfall of the fat president entered the bank an hour and a half later. Oscar Fern kept Paris hours as far as the noonday meal was concerned. And Carney ground his teeth.

You fat faced fool! he snarled to himself. You have the front. But who does the work? Who has the brains? Whos holding you up? I do it! I do it!

Here there was a murmur from the little muffled bell in his room. It was a summons from the president, and he went in slowly, gathering up on the way two letters about which he must consult Fern. What jokes those consultations were! For five years he had never been crossed.

He found Fern tilted back in his chair with his thumbs hooked into the armholes of his vest, his rubber heels on the top of the desk, and a fat cigar in his mouth. He was frowning at the ceiling and rolling the cigar from one side of his mouth to the other, champing at it nervously. He paid no attention to Carney as the latter entered.

Heres another letter from Dundee about the terms, began Carney.

Damn Dundee! said Oscar Fern. I want to talk to you, Sammy.

Heard a good yarn? asked the cashier with a secret contempt.

How much money have you saved?

It was a bolt from the blue. Persipration stood out on Carneys upper lip. He wiped it away with the tips of his fingers.

Why — a few thousand—

Hows Agnes? blurted out the president.

It made Carney start, almost rise from his chair.

Shes the same.

You ought to get her out of town.

Silence.

Carney, you have to get her out of town. I saw her while I was going home for lunch. She smiled at me from your door. She looked like the very devil, Carney, I — her face has been haunting me!

And me! groaned Carney.

Ah, lad! murmured Oscar Fern, and laid his fat hand on the shoulder of his cashier. And never a word from you about her. Thats whats been eating your heart out? But no talk; no complaining!

Sammy, theres going to be a change — a great big change! In the first place, you get a bonus of five thousand in hard cash payable in ten minutes to yourself. In the second place, you get a raise. You could use another fifteen hundred a year.

My girl tells me that your Clare has always wanted to go away to study music. I dunno why. Seems to me that she plays real pretty on the piano the way it is. But if shes got her heart set on it — why, she ought to go! And go she shall, Sammy.

And theres another thing — when I seen you this morning looking so damned thin and black around the eyes, it hurt me, Sammy. My God, am I a slave driver? Are my dollars just drops of blood? No, sir! Id throw the damned money into the river first! Id give it back to the place it came from. And one of the places is from you.

Sammy, you pack up to-night and hop a train to-morrow. Youre going to take Agnes to New York. Youre going to get her cured and youre going to take in the sights for yourself—

Wait— gasped Carney.

Well?

Oscar — Oscar—

His face had convulsed. A shuddering weakness entered him. He hid his face with his gnarled fingers and the sobs swelled in him. He fought them back, and they choked him.

Good God! Good God! whispered Oscar Fern.

He stole tiptoe to the door. He locked it, and as if this were not security enough, he put his thick shoulders against it, and turning, stared at his cashier, sweating. Was this Bulldog Carney? Was this the man of iron?

He went back and put his arms around the thin, labor-stooped shoulders.

Sammy! he whispered. Dont do it, Sammy! It makes me sick! It makes a fool out of me. Dont do it, Sammy!

Tears began to roll down his fat, rosy, face.

I aint through, old friend, he gasped. I never thought of it before. I never thought about what you might be needing. But just ask me what you want. I dont care what. Ill give it. The whole damn bank aint worth a thing like this—

A choked, groaning voice from Samuel Carney answered: Im a dog, Oscar. Im a low hound. Im worse than that. Im lower than a snake—

You?

Listen to me. I got to tell you, Oscar. Ill tell you the truth and then get out!

And tell the truth he did, haltingly, with out excuses, the whole horrible tale of how Macarthur had approached him, of how he had been talked into a plot, of how he had given the combination of the safe, of the fifteen thousand dollars he was to get.

He told it all with his face still in his hands, his head bowed low, and after he had ended, for some time, he heard the thick, hurried panting of Oscar Fern. Then that familiar, fat hand reached his and took the screen away from his face.

Dear old Sammy! he heard Oscar say.

He looked up, mortally ashamed of his tears, but he was comforted by the gray face and the trembling lips of Oscar. And there was something so childish in the fat mans staring round eyes of horror and grief, that he almost wanted to laugh.

Man, man! gasped Oscar Fern. I dunno how you could of been tempted like that and not fallen. Thank God, you were strong enough to tell me — out of your own free will—

Dont say that! groaned Carney, You forced it out of me with that great kind heart of yours, and—

Hush up! Shut up, damn it! Why, Sammy, I feel like this here thing had made us brothers. That skunk — that snake Macarthur — well be ready when he comes—

Not that, Oscar. Id be a murderer if I let him walk into a trap.

When was this to happen?

To-night.

Then warn him off. Can you send a messenger?

Yes.

 Do that. But just in case the messenger doesnt reach him in time, well be ready, Sammy! Ill have guns enough ready to blow them to bits!


CHAPTER XXVIII. THE WILD HEART
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AT LEAST THIS is sure, said Buck Daniels, shes riding one of the finest hosses that ever stepped and shes riding it like it wild woman!

They had come to a small stream in the evening of the day. The prints of a pair of real hoofs were deep in the bank beneath them, there was a polished streak on a big rock in the middle of the stream as if a shod hoof had slipped, and on the farther bank they could see where the horse had landed again.

She jumped her hoss across that! breathed Harry Gloster.

Then, in silence, they hunted for shallow water, crossed the ford, and returned to the trail.

And you cant guess where shes bound? asked Daniels. No idea at all? I know that shes never been up here before. Shes just wandering. And what Im surest of is that shell never come back.

Well find her, though, and bring her, insisted Gloster. Well use force if we have to. But we cant let her—

Force? cried Buck Daniels. Son, dont you know that shes Dan Barrys daughter?

Who was Dan Barry? And what does that mean?

Ill tell you about Dan later on. But it means that Id rather handle a raw lightning flash than try to make her do any thing.

He let Gloster brood over that until in the twilight, they halted and cooked their meal. They had become good friends in a few hours of trailing this day. As for Gloster, he was as open as noonday. He

described frankly all his adventures from the moment he returned from his hunting trip and found his two partners at the mine dead, to the time he heard the girl singing near the schoolhouse and how he had talked to her and tried to find her which was like chasing a shadow.

But since then, he went on, Ive been through a couple of kinds of hell, yet Ive never had the thought of her out of my mind.

Then, said Buck, Ill tell you about her father; thatll cure you, son.

There by the fire, as they finished their coffee, he told the story of Dan Barry, how he had come out of the south, drifting north and north, how Joe Cumberland had taken him in and had to keep him by force, of how he grew up to love Kate Cumberland; of how, at last, he married her; of how a girl was born to Kate; of how they lived happily in a cabin among the mountains with Dan tamed at last, so it seemed; of how he had taken up the defense of a fugitive from justice and by that had been led onto a long blood trail and into becoming a leader of outlaws.

Until at last, said Buck Daniels, Kate saw that there was a wildness in him which would never go out. She could see that Joan had the same spark in her. She had no fear of animals, just like Dan; and she could do all sorts of queer things with them. Finally she made up her mind that for Joans sake, she had to leave Dan.

Dan had taken Joan, that wee mite of a girl, up into the mountains with him to the cave he was living in. Kate trailed her baby there. And she found Joan as wild as a little rabbit. She stole Joan away and brought her down to the ranch.

I and a couple of other men stayed there with her. We knew that Dan would come for Joan sooner or later, and we knew that we had to try to keep him away, and we knew that we didnt have a ghost of a chance to do it, him being a tiger in a fight.

So finally one night when we were all sitting around the fire and Joan getting sleepy, she raised up her head with a queer look. Then she got up and went over to the window and pulled the curtain aside and looked out into the black of the night.

It sure was a ghostly thing to see a mite of a kid do.

And pretty soon we heard that whistle of Dan Barrys coming away off in the night and we knew that Joan had heard it first. It gave me the horrors. Kate sent one look at her baby and knew that it was either Joan or Dan that had to be sacrificed.

She ran out of the house and met Dan coming down the path. She told him to go back, that she still loved him, but that he would ruin all their lives if he didnt go away. I was looking out watching with a gun in my hand and my hand shaking like a leaf.

I seen Dan standing in the path with his hat pushed back from his face smiling at her. He started walking toward her. She warned him. He kept on. And then she fired.

His wolf-dog stood over his body and snarled at us until Dan was dead, and then the dog and the black hoss went tearing off through the night. I picked Dan up in my arms. Hed been a lion of a man when he was alive. But being dead, he wasnt hardly no moren a boy in his weight.

But that was the end of Dan Barry, Gloster. And what Ive been waiting for all these years has been in fear that the same wildness would come out in Joan. And it came! It started the night she talked to you at the dance.

And now shes cut loose from me and gone -off by herself, shell never come back and nothing can make her. Its a wild goose chase were following, Gloster!

The big man had listened like a child, and now he sighed and looked down to his hands, as though he found a subtle comfort in the contemplation of the strength which was in them.

Ill find a way, he said at last.

Buck Daniels shook his head.

Because, said Gloster, no matter what a man may be, a girl is different. The woman in her makes her different.

They did not speak again, but by mutual consent they packed again, put the saddles once more on the weary horses, and pushed on. So it was that they came, when the last of the sunset light had faded out, to a rough cleft in the face of the mountain which lifted its head a full five hundred feet above them.

It was too dark to follow the trail farther, and Buck Daniels suggested that they camp for the night where they were. Accordingly, there they put down their blankets, and in five minutes Buck Daniels was snoring noisily.

But the thoughts of Harry Gloster gave him no rest. The bright shining of the stars became entangled with the wild tale that Daniels had told him. The full horror of it had only gradually sunk in upon his brain, but now he could not tell which was more blood-curdling — the slaying of Dan Barry by Joans mother, or those first stirrings of mysterious wild instincts in Joan herself.

He saw, at length, that there was no sleep for him on this night. So he pulled on his boots and stepped away for a walk and a quiet pipe by himself. He turned down the narrow defile. At the place where the rock walls came together, he could find the perfect seclusion which he wanted.

But the rock walls did not join. Instead, the narrow defile twisted to one side and presently he found himself in a large hollow carved mysteriously out of the mountain, a sort of natural fort with solid cliffs for walls. There were trees scattered here and there. He saw horses grazing, and, above all, his eye caught a gleam of light.

It was a startling thing to know that there was a human residence here in the heart of the mountains, but he now made out the big outlines of the house and he approached at once, not boldly, but with a sufficient stealth, for there might be reasons enough why the man who dwelt there chose to live in solitude. There were the horses, too, which must not sight or scent him unless he chose to be betrayed by their neighing.

The door of the house was open. All was silent within, and the smoky lantern, having been turned down low, threw the feeblest of lights. He stole past the door and, glancing within, he made out two or three bunks against the farther wall, with a man in each. He could see enough of the rest of the room to make out that it was furnished in the most primitive and make shift fashion.

He had seen enough, moreover, to make him understand that it would be very wise if he did not venture in among these men or wake them with questions. Men did not sleep with rifles leaning beside them if they were of a pacific character.

He retreated a little into the deeper darkness to think over his position. Some of these fellows might well have seen Joan if she had come this way. But it took time before he could make up his mind to risk inquiry.

Then, at a little distance from the larger building he saw a second which was a small shed, and, starting to investigate this also, he found that the door of the shed was likewise open. No sooner had he approached it than he inhaled a fragrance of evergreens.

He leaned in. A bed of evergreens, in fact, had been piled on the floor, and the pine boughs had been leaned against the corners of the little room as if by way of decoration. By the time his eyes were a little more accustomed to the murkiness, he saw that the blankets on the bed were tenantless.

Whoever had been sleeping there had risen and gone out, it appeared. In that case, he was in the most imminent danger of being discovered when the other man returned. And in the case of such a discovery he had no doubt that the challenge he would receive would be an unheralded bullet without a word of warning.

He was wrong. For at the very moment of his withdrawal, before he had time to turn, he heard a voice murmur behind him: Whos there? Put your hands up and dont turn around! Whos there?

The words were formidable enough, but it was the voice which had a meaning for Gloster.

Joan! he gasped. Joan!

He whirled upon her. She slipped away beyond his arms. He blundered a pace after her and then saw that it was useless to pursue a phantom.

Its Harry Gloster, Joan! he pleaded. Dont you understand?

She was silent, leaning her back against the trunk of a small sapling that deepened the shadow of the night upon her. Yet, Gloster could feel her eyes watching him.

Joan! he repeated in a wild alarm, as she neither stirred nor spoke. Whats happened? Whats wrong?

He strode into the shadow of the tree, but her voice stopped him short.

Dont come closer. Stay there, Harry. I — it chokes me to have you closer!

And, with a sickening of the heart, he knew that he had lost her indeed.


CHAPTER XXIX. THE UNTAMABLE SOUL
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HE STEPPED BACK out of the deeper dark under the tree as though there had been a poison in its influence, and, when he had waited for her to speak, he said at last: Will you come out here where I can see you, Joan? The starlight is dim enough, but it may help me to understand whats wrong.

She waited another moment, and then she came slowly toward him. When she paused, he could see her face, half by guess. And yet he could not understand.

I know, he said at last. Youve finally believed the lies they tell about me. You believe that I killed Nichols and Springer. Is that it, Joan?

She shook her head.

It isnt that, Harry.

Then what have I done?

Nothing. You see, all thats wrong is wrong in me.

Her voice was half sad, half wondering. Dont ask me any more, she added.

Tell me only why youre here?

I came up here hunting for you.

Joan!

He would have gone to her, but she stopped him with a small gesture.

But I know now that I was really hunting for something else. After Lee Haines set you free, every one knew that you belonged to his gang. And I thought that his horse might guide me up to the rendezvous, where Id find you. He brought me here—

Is that the gang of Lee Haines in the big house?

Yes.

God in heaven! Youre in their hands?

Theres no harm in them for me. From Joe Macarthur to—

Who?

Joe Macarthur.

Hes there?

Hes the new leader. Dont you know that?

Ive never been one of them. Did they tell you that I was?

Yes.

It was a trap, Joan. Macarthur hates me. I never followed Haines. I never knew him until the day before he freed me from the jail. But well talk of it afterward. Now we must go at once — quickly, Joan, before one of those sleeping tigers in there hears us!

She shook her head.

I cant go, Harry.

He said the words over to himself. Then a possible explanation came into his mind.

Youve found a man here that you care for!

Not one, but all of them—

Are murderers!

Theyre free men, said Joan.

What lies have they been telling you about themselves?

Its in their faces, Harry. Its in nothing they say.

Joan, some strange idea has come to you. Come away with me. Well talk of it when youre back in your fathers house. And Ill teach you to care for me again. Believe me, Joan, by all thats holy!

I care more for you now, Harry, than I ever did.

Do you mean that?

Ah, a thousand times! But dont come near me! Dont come a step nearer!

Joan, you drive me mad! Why must I stay away?

Because, if you touched me, something would break in me. Id laugh — Id cry — I dont know what. But my heart would nearly break, Harry. I know that!

He could not help but come close. She made no effort to escape him and so, suddenly, she was in his arms. But when he leaned to her he found he could not touch her lips. It was as if an arm stronger than his held him back.

Let me go, Harry! Let me go, she was whispering.

Not if God can help me to keep you!

God would not bring that unhappiness into your life.

Joan, have you gone mad?

Ive seen the truth about myself.

Let me tell you that truth. Here I can see only a shadow of all that you are. But even that shadow is beautiful as a bright morning. No king in the world is as great a man as I if I can hear you say that you love me.

I do love you, dear.

Then come with me.

It would ruin your life. You dont know me, Harry. My heart is aching to let you take me away with you, and to give up thinking, and to put all the burden of my life on your shoulders—

Theyre strong enough to hold it. Listen to me, Joan, Ive never fought for things worth having. Ive played along through my life. But now Im ready to work, and what Ill do for you — Joan, Id tear the hills up by the roots for your sake!

We would have one month of happiness, Harry, and then all the rest would be sorrow!

Give me your trust, and Ill build happiness for both of us and base it on solid rock!

Its that which I dread. What would you do, Harry?

Make you a home for our family.

Thats what I dread. I want to be free to ride north in the winter and south in the summer. I dont want to be rooted in one place like a tree.

Then well live in a camp wagon — or well live in the saddle.

She freed herself from his hands. And he felt that it was a hopeless battle after that instant.

Will you let me try to tell you every thing?

For Gods sake, do.

When I went on the trail with the Captain, I thought that I was trying to find you. But I was wrong. What I really was hunting for was what I guessed at when I first saw you — strength, strong enough to be free and to stand by yourself. And I felt that there was something behind you — that wild freedom into which you could take me with you. But you came to-night claiming me, reaching for me—

My heads spinning like a top, Joan. Im fighting hard to understand, but I never said that I wanted to own you.

You dont call it that. But you want to marry me.

God willing. And then work for you with all the strength of my soul and my hands.

 Ah, there it is! Every bit of work you did for me would be another anchor weight around my feet keeping me with you. Id owe you gratitude and pity for your pain and trouble.

Id have servants for you, Joan. Thered be no drudgery for you.

Do you dream that I dread just physical work? No, no! Not that, but the freedom, Harry. Every spring and every fall when the wind blows in a certain way and the wild geese are crying, there would come a time when I would wish to go.

Then you could go, Joan, and come back again.

Leave you — and you not knowing where I had gone? Harry, I could do it — but, oh, it would kill you! I know it would. I was never meant to give a man happiness. I was meant only to find the one man I could love — one whom I loved more than myself — one whom I loved enough to give up my dreams.

For what, Joan?

Ah, if I understood why, I could conquer it. But all I know is that sometimes when the geese are flying it seems to me that I shall die unless I can follow them to some glorious place — and now that Ive started to follow them, Harry, Ill never turn back! Her tone was dreamily inexorable.

Had he been a smaller man he would have stormed at her. But as it was he waited for a while, realizing the inevitable, determined to battle against it still, but bowing to it for the time being.

He said soberly, after a moment: Good-by, Joan, for a little while.

For both our sakes, Harry, its good-by forever.

Instead of answering he stepped closer to her and, taking her face between both his big hands, he tilted back her head and kissed her lips. They were as cold as her cheeks, and her eyes, he thought, looked up to him as if he were as far removed as the stars above them.


CHAPTER XXX. THE FOURTH WHITE PEBBLE
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HE WENT BACK to the entrance to the hollow and, looking around, he saw Joan still watching him. So he went on to Buck Daniels sleeping at the mouth of the gap. He shook Buck into wakefulness, and when he was sitting up in his blanket, told him briefly and clearly everything that had happened. When he had finished he waited for a reply.

But, first of all, Buck found his pipe, filled it very slowly, and lighted it. He puffed away at it for a time.

I knew when I hit the trail, he said at length, that it aint no good. It was the same way with the trails that I took after Dan Barry. Once I tried to bring him back to Kate. And the way I worked it was by insulting Dan. I hit him across the face in front of a lot of other gents.

Then I turned and ran for it. He came fast, but I had a relay of hosses fixed up, and they got me back to the ranch in the nick of time. And handling Joan is like handling the ghost of Dan. There aint nothing we can do for her. Our work is ended, Harry.

We leave her here with this gang of cutthroats?

Shes safe enough with them. There aint a man born that wouldnt go barefooted to Jerusalem for her if she asked him to.

Youre going back to the ranch?

I dunno. It sort of takes the interest out of life for me. I was fighting all these years to keep away whats happened. Now its here. She seen the wild geese flying. Shes listened to them and shes heard things that you and me and nobody else could ever understand. Let her go her own way, Harry. Youd just be spoiling her life to follow.

Harry shook his head.

I cant give her up, he said. And the farther she is away from me, the more I want her. Buck, Ive got a plan that may sound crazy, but its one Im going to stick to.

Lemme hear it.

Im going to join Macarthurs gang.

Youll join a slug of lead out of Macarthurs gun, you mean.

I dont think that he can turn me down. The rest of his men will want me, simply because Im outlawed. Theyll think Im more valuable than I am. And theyll vote Macarthur down and take me in.

That way Ill be close to Joan while shes with them. And when she leaves, I leave! And suppose that you, Buck, hung around in the offing and waited for a chance. I dont know what might come up, but theres always a chance, you know. Two men can do a lot. You and I might be able to get Joan away. Does it sound good to you?

To me, murmured Buck, it sounds like fool talk.

He added: But I was always nine-tenths fool myself. If you want to take the big chance, Ill take the little one. But nothing will come out of this but a considerable bunch of hell fire for all of us. You mark my words, Harry!

But the big man could not be moved. He saddled his horse, while Buck did the same and started off down the mountainside to find covert. Gloster himself, mounting, rode straight back through the defile and into the hollow. Joan had disappeared from the door of her hut. No doubt, by this time, she had shrugged away the thought of him and banished whatever regrets might have lingered in that strange, cold heart of hers.

Indeed, as he thought of it and grinding his teeth, he swore that he would not go another step on this wild trail. But still he went on. For the more distant she became the more all the man in him rose up in a fierce determination to fight the great fight until he had won her. And as he remembered her slender grace and thought of his own huge power which nothing in his life had ever fully taxed, it seemed impossible that he should fail.

Straight to the door of the hut he went, dismounted, and striding into the room, stamped heavily upon the floor. Six figures started up. But only five guns glistened. For Gloster had stepped to Macarthur in the farther corner and, as the chief started up, his wrists were caught and his arms were twisted up behind his back.

He was only momentarily at a disadvantage, of course, for the guns of his followers were trained on his assailant. But in the meantime, this was a shameful thing, to be mastered by the hands of any single man. He writhed with all his power. The answer was merely an increased power.

Be quiet, Macarthur, said Harry Gloster. Be quiet, or Ill break your arms for you. Boys, hold off with your guns till I have a talk with you. Macarthur here has a grudge against me. But Ive come up here to join you if youll take me. My names Harry Gloster. And the countrys too hot for me. What do you say? Do I get a hearing?

Take him off! groaned Macarthur. Blow his head off, Babe. The skunk took me by surprise—

Wait a minute, said Babe, stretching the sleep out of his arms and deliberately dropping his gun back into his holster. If theres only one, I guess that there aint any need of making a hurry call on the lead. What are you aiming at, Gloster?

At a chance to talk without having Macarthur blow my head off.

Here he shifted both of Macarthurs arms, held them with the mighty grip of his one hand, and then snatched the weapons from the holsters of the leader, for Macarthur wore two guns.

Thats a lot better, he declared, and rising, he stepped away from his victim.

Macarthur leaped to his feet with a yell of rage and whirled at Gloster. But his own weapons covered him, and the rest of the gang stood by, if not indifferent, at least more than a little amused. They respected the fighting qualities of Joe Macarthur. Yet they were not at all unwilling to see him somewhat humbled.

Damn you all! shouted Macarthur. What dye mean by it? Dud, lend me a gun and Ill—

There aint anybody else in sight, declared Sliver Martin, coming back from the door. We got this game in our hand. Might as well let him take a trick or two to begin with. What you after, Gloster? A place with us, dye mean?

What else is there left for me? asked Gloster with a shrug of his broad shoulders. Id hunt up a crew where the leader didnt hate my heart, but I want to work with men, and thats what Hainess old crowd is made up of by all reports. What I say is: give me a chance, fellows. Youll find Ill go as far as any of you!

If thats the run of it, said Macarthur, well talk first — and you and mell have our little party afterward, Gloster. You say you came up here to join?

No, I came up here on the trail of a girl.

His frankness staggered the leader.

Talk straight, Gloster. You came for the girl and you didnt find her — now you want to join us?

I found her. And I found that I wasnt wanted. He managed to smile. I found that out and I found out who you fellows were. Its an ill wind that blows nobody good, old son. Will you give me a try?

Macarthur spoke slowly.

This gent comes up here, he said, talks to Joan, finds she dont want nothing to do with him, and then comes begging us to take him in. What he wants aint action, but just a chance to be near her. Aint that reasonable? Besides, what I say is that we dont want to have in the gang any skunk that would murder two harmless old sourdoughs. Am I right?

Right! blurted out Babe Cooney.

Right! chimed in the others, with the exception of Dud Rainey. The latter, as usual when he was most thoughtful, was rubbing his finger tips lightly over his chin.

If he killed the two old boys, he said quietly, we certainly dont want him.

He killed them? roared Macarthur. If he didnt, who the hell did? Aint they got a price laid on his head? Did he stand his trial or did he cut and run for it?

Does he look like murder to you? asked Dud, as quietly as ever.

It was only a small argument, but it came at exactly the right time and, in contrast with the heap of damning statements from Macarthur, this suggestion had a peculiar weight. All eyes swept to Harry Gloster, and the sight of his frank and open face told heavily in his favor.

Besides, went on Dud, what have you got against him, Joe?

It was another facer for Joe. He considered Dud with actual hatred for a moment and then, thrusting out his jaw, he turned on Gloster.

You tell it, he said.

We had a little argument, said Gloster. That was all. But Macarthur took it to heart.

The leader lost some of his purple color of rage. He had not expected that Gloster would fail to take advantage of this chance to tell how he had floored the gunfighter.

Well vote on this thing, he said. Dont have to do it out loud. Pick up some pebbles, boys. White ones let him in and black ones turn him out Theres my hat to drop them in.

Pebbles were immediately at hand, for most of the floor of the building was gravel. The site had been selected for the cabin because it was near wood and water, and the frame had been built even around two or three large stones which cropped out nearer the western end of the apartment.

The voting idea was eagerly taken up by the gang. They hurried to pick up their particular choice, And going to the hat they dropped in their votes. Macarthur raised his sombrero and poured out the contents into the palm of his hand.

Three of us have voted him in, he remarked, and theres three that want him to stay out. Im one of them, and since by rights I ought to have two votes anyway, and vote again and that vote is to—

Wait a minute, broke in Gloster as he saw the tide turning against him. Ive got something to add.

He went to the end of the room and leaned over a projecting rib of limestone which the soot from the fire had only succeeded in turning a dark gray. Over this he bent, laid hold upon it with his hands, and began to lift.

But the rock was lodged deep in the earth, and that earth had been tramped solid as stone itself. Yet he increased his effort instead of giving up his purpose, whatever that might be. The members of the gang gathered to watch, half in wonder and half in appreciation.

For they needed no scales to tell them that Gloster was attempting to budge a great weight. Even the mass of stone which projected above the ground appeared more than any one man could stir and there was an unknown portion of the whole mass hidden from sight, besides which, it was fixed in its place.

Dont try to pull the mountain up by the roots, cautioned Dud Rainey, but the chuckle which followed this sally was very short.

They were far too much interested in the effort of Gloster. Their faces worked with the pain of sympathy and their hands closed. He had sunk to a half-crouching position, now. His back bowed with the immense pressure. His arms quivered under the strain as ropes tremble when horses pull against them, yet still that pressure was being increased.

It was as though there was a fountain of power in his body and this was being drained to the last drop. Now his shoulders began to rise. His head bowed between them and his swelled neck was purple with congested blood.

There was a slight noise.

Its started! gasped Babe Rooney who, strong man as he was, was gazing now as a child stares when it hears a fable.

But it had not been budged. The noise had come from the ripping of Glosters coat over one shoulder. The swelling, iron-hard muscles had parted the stout cloth as if it were tissue paper.

He sank a bit lower. The ground was not particularly moist, but his feet were sinking into it. The seam of his trousers over the bulging thigh parted. Now his whole body jerked up a fraction of an inch — the stone had budged!

By God! whispered some one. Hes winning!

There was not a man who had not crouched in sympathy, saving only Dud Rainey, who was still rubbing his finger tips across his chin.

Now! they muttered in a faint chorus.

For suddenly the stone had risen six inches. They were beginning to guess at the full hugeness of its mass. But it caught again and then with a great wrench, Gloster tore it out. The entire lower section of it was gleaming white, a deep and ragged hole was left in the floor, and walking as though he were carrying a mere armfull of wood, Gloster crossed the room and cast down the mass at the feet of Macarthur.

The very ground quaked under the impact. Gloster stepped back, his purple face distorted with the effort.

You were wrong, Joe, he said. There are four white pebbles instead of three! And I stay in the crowd, eh?

Whatever hatred Macarthur might have felt for the new applicant, he was swept away for the moment by his enthusiasm for Glosters physical power. He clapped him heartily on the shoulder.

Harry, he said, youre one of us, and as good a one as any!


CHAPTER XXXI. BLOOD BROTHERS
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SO HARRY GLOSTER became a sworn member of the band. It was a curious ceremony, the taking of that oath. Macarthur called upon Dud Rainey to administer it for the very good reason that slang cannot be a solemn medium, and there was no one but Dud capable of speaking pure English.

But if the others had not the language for their parts, they at least made an effective background. They took off their sombreros and put on grave frowns as they stood about in a semicircle facing Gloster, each man with his eyes riveted upon the face of the new member. Upon his good faith all their lives might depend, for all they knew, before that very night was ended.

They, who would have thought nothing of perjury in a court of law, would sooner have cut off their right hands than break the word pledged to their fellows in crime. For if faith in such cases began to be broken, there was no holding together, and if they could not hold together, they would be hunted down like dogs by the servants of the law.

They were putting their lives into the hands of this new man. No wonder, then, that as they faced him, they searched him to the very soul.

Gloster, said Dud Rainey, theres no Bible in this oath. Theres not a word about God. We put a man upon his own honor, because we know that no matter what any of us may have done, every man here has that honor. Keep that in mind. And then listen to me and repeat after me.

He began speaking, making a pause here and there so that Gloster might repeat what he had said.

I, Harry Gloster, give my honor and pledge my word that I shall truly and faithfully live with all the men who are now with me. If I have any old quarrel or grievance against any of them, I shall bury it and never bring it to the light again.

I shall hold the safety of the man I least care for among these men before me to be of greater importance to me than my own safety. I shall never fail them in danger, but with all my strength and with all my ability I shall stand at their sides.

What the chief commands me to do, I shall do no matter what I may think of it myself with one exception, always, that he shall not have the right to order me to kill any man, and understanding that in a vote the majority of the men will over rule the command of the chief.

With all these things in mind, I give my honor and I pledge my word that when there is work to be done, whether we are fighting or fleeing, I shall hold every man here as if he were my dearest brother.

Here he ended and Gloster, having repeated the oath to the last word, considered that the ceremony was at an end. But Dud Rainey now turned to the silent witnesses, and propounded the same oath to them. And every man answered, slowly, solemnly, his eyes never leaving the face of Gloster for an instant, as if to drive every word deep in his mind. He watched Macarthur particularly, as the big chief was repeating after Rainey:

If I have any old quarrel or grievance against this man, I shall bury it and never bring it to the light again.

Here Macarthur made such a long pause that the others had finished speaking the sentence before he began. His brow was as dark as thunder and his eyes flashing, yet speak it he did in a strained and halting voice which grew smoother with every word until at the end he gave an emphatic nod.

It was a solemn thing to Gloster. He himself had repeated the oath hardly knowing what he did. His mind had been too filled with other things — the strangeness of his situation, and the thought of Joan. But now he realized what he had done.

Even Joe Macarthur, malignant as a plague, had buried the hatchet, and he could not doubt that the big man was sincere to the bottom of his heart. So were all the others. Their gravity was written deep in their faces.

And now, last of all, Dud Rainey himself repeated the oath which he had been giving to the others. That faint smile which never left his lips was gone now. A frown gathered in his forehead. He removed his glasses as though there must be nothing artificial between his eyes and the eyes of Gloster. When he was ended, he shook hands. The others came up one by one and followed his example.

Macarthur was the last, and his grip lingered in that of Gloster for a long moment. Finally his hand fell, and Fatty Guineas broke the strain of the moment by saying:

The hell of it is that when Im taking that oath I always see myself already dead for the sake of the new gent. I feel like a funeral for two days.

You seem to be tolerable alive under the fat, remarked Sliver Martin.

Ill never die for you, blast you, Fatty retorted. The laughter went around, but not loudly, as the hand of Macarthur was raised and he cautioned them.

We got to get out of the hollow without waking Joan, boys. Were going to be back here in the morning before shes moren up and got her breakfast.

It caused the sweat to start from every pore of Glosters body. They were to ride that very night, then! But, looking down to the floor so that none of them might read the horror in his eyes, he set his teeth and decided that he would find a way of withdrawing before the actual scene of the crime to be was reached.

Go out and saddle, one by one, boys, sos Joan wont hear, went on Macarthur. Lead your hosses down through the gap and wait out there until we all are together, then well start.

They began to follow his commands while Macarthur drew Gloster to one side and explained to him in detail the plan for the robbery of the Wickson Bank. Two men at the most would be all that were needed to make an entry into the bank. But the other four would be posted at intervals here and there to guard against any possible danger. Now that Gloster was there, it meant that there were five extras.

An easy job for you this time, Gloster, said Macarthur. And youll hook in on your full share of the coin. You ought to be moren ten thousand dollars to the good before morning!

Gloster nodded. After all, the thing could be managed. As Macarthur pointed out, this was an inside job and there would be virtually no risk attached to it.

He need not keep the stolen money which fell to his lot. He could simply leave it behind him at the camp when he departed. Or, better still, he could send it back to the Wickson Bank. He would have no actual share in the crime.

And when the good time came and he found that mysterious murderer of Nichols and Springer, he could return to the ranks of law-abiding men with a reputation unstained. By that time, too, he should have found some way to convince Joan that she could not lead the wild life which she had chosen.

Macarthur broke in upon his thoughts. He had been watching carefully the rapt face of the new recruit.

Thats the way it always is, he said. Its hard to take the plunge. But once youre in the water the swimming is fine. Id a pile rather have a man that goes at the work slow and with regrets than a gent that makes a game of it right off from the start.

He beckoned Gloster to him, and going to the wall he took down a bridle.

Gloster, he said, what you find out in this here gang is kept secret. You know that?

I know that.

It aint to be used against any man. Youve swore to treat the worst of us like he was your best brother.

Ive sworn, said Gloster gloomily.

Then, look at this.

He tossed the bridle to Gloster.

What about it? asked the latter.

Look it over.

He obeyed, scrutinizing it carefully, but on the outside it was certainly the most ordinary of bridles in appearance. He looked on the inside, and at the top of the head band, half obscured by an incrustation of horse sweat, he found the initials H. S. cut into the leather.

H. S., he muttered to himself. Whos that? H. S. Hal Springer!

He jerked up his head.

Good God! he breathed.

Macarthur had folded his arms. But although he had to set his teeth to force himself to it, he managed to meet, the eye of Gloster.

Yep, he said. I done that job.

And tried to make me swing for it?

Im a hard man, Gloster, said Macarthur, but a faint flush of shame had appeared in his cheeks. Id of let you swing and been glad of it. When one gent swings for a killing there aint any looking for an other killer. But now youre one of us. Ive swore solemn that Id treat you like you was a brother of mine. And Im telling you the truth.

Gloster groaned. There was such a mixture of astonishment and anger in his heart that he was breathing hard.

I didnt go up there to do no harm to Nichols, Macarthur went on. I was flat and I wanted to touch the old boy — but he seen through me, and that made me mad. There wouldnt have been no more than words, though, but when I got mad Nichols got scared and being scared he reached for his gun.

Then hell broke loose. In a couple of seconds I come back to my senses. And there they lay dead on the ground. I grabbed what was worth grabbing then, being flat, and beat it.

Gloster, thats the whole yarn, Its the worst thing that I ever done. And the way I let em hound you for the job was worse still. But — Id of let you go to the gallows right up to the time that you got to be one of us. Gloster, if you dont want to serve under me after hearing that, youre free to go where you want to go. If youll stick with us in spite of that, theres my hand!

For the split part of a second Harry Gloster fought his battle with himself. But after all, there was no choice. He was free to leave the band, to be sure, but if he left them it meant that he left Joan.

And, in another moment, he found himself shaking hands with the murderer of his two old partners!


CHAPTER XXXII. RIDERS IN THE NIGHT
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THERE HAD BEEN no truth in the supposition of Harry Gloster that Joan had gone back to her hut to sleep as soon as he left. Strange as she was, she had been profoundly stirred by the quiet and the dignity of her lover as he left her. And never had her new choice of a way in life seemed so hard to her as when she saw him striding away toward the defile.

Had he paused and turned back to her with a final appeal, she could not have resisted. She would have run to his arms and gone out with him to take his way in the world, no matter what it might have been.

But he went on steadily, with no sign of faltering, and when he had disappeared she was filled with a desperate sense of loneliness. Worst of all, she knew at once that the companionship of the men who were now sleeping in that big house near by could never make up to her for what she had lost in losing Harry Gloster.

She went to the Captain, and when she was still fifty steps away he scented her coming and raced to meet her like a great happy dog when it sees its master. He threw a swift circle around her, then came to a pause in front of her with his head tossed in the air and his eyes shining.

They had a talk together after their own way. She whispered to him while she rubbed his nose, and he whinneyed his reply no louder than her own hushed voice. Of him she asked her questions — where were they going? What would they see, and what would they do on the long trail which they were starting together? And then a gust of wind struck them and brought the stallions head up, pointing north, and the cry of an owl blew vaguely and mournfully to them on the breeze.

That was the answer, as she had known even before she asked. They were bound north and north.

She went back to the hut, and there she sat cross-legged at the entrance like an Indian under the flap of his tent. So she saw Harry Gloster ride back in the hollow, saw him dismount in front of the cabin door, saw him stride inside.

Instantly she was up and after him, and from the outside she spied on everything that followed. She saw him holding Macarthur, and she noted with wonder and awe how impotent were the struggles of the chief in Glosters grip. She heard the denunciation. She saw Harry Gloster tear from the earth his own pebble and cast the vote for his admittance. She saw the crowd swept off its feet.

And then she understood what it was all about. He had asked to join simply that he might be near her. It could be for no other reason. They were fools if they looked into that frank and open face of his and did not see that he was not of their kind and never could be like them.

She herself could see it clearly enough, just as clearly as she knew that he could never have been guilty of the murder of the two old miners. And, being confident, she did not even ask to hear an explanation.

He had joined that crew in order that he might be near her. That was the meaning of his quiet air as he said good-by that night. It was not to her that he was saying farewell, but he was leaving his old life in order to enter a new one with her.

It touched her to the heart. She was on the verge of running in and warning him back from the step he was about to take. But she kept herself in check. She must not interfere now. Her care must be to remove herself from the hollow and ride off to the north so fast and so far that Harry Gloster could find no trace of her. And when he found that she had left the valley, she was confident that he would leave the band.

So, with that resolution, she watched until the oath had been taken so solemnly. Then she hurried away and found the Captain, led him by the mane to her hut and, beyond the farther side of it where eyes from the larger house could not perceive her, she saddled and bridled him. It was not necessary to warn him to be silent and cautious of his movements. The great horse had fallen into the very spirit of the thing. Her stealthy approach and her whispering voice had been enough to make his steps as careful as that of a stalking cat.

She had saddled him and was ready to mount when she saw a man carrying a saddle go through the starlight into the pasture. She reined the black horse back into a copse and there waited. She saw the fellow — it was the familiar bulging out lines of Fatty Guiness which she recognized — saddling his horse and then riding out of the hollow. He was no sooner gone than another man went out from the cabin, and then a third.

One by one they were capturing their mounts and departing from the hollow; and the meaning of it gradually came to her. This was the reason they had retired so early that night. There was a midnight ride ahead of them. And would Harry Gloster be one of the party?

The hope that he would not was hardly born when she saw two men whose height and bulk showed them unmistakably to be Gloster and Macarthur, leave the door of the house and go out into the pasture.

In another few moments, they were riding out of the valley. What was there that she could do?

She must simply wait until they were gone, of course. Then she could ride north as far as she pleased and before Harry Gloster and the rest came back to the mountains she would be far away beyond their ken. No horse of theirs could ever keep pace with the stallion once they were started!

She went out to the defile and looked north in the direction she must journey. But yonder the noise of seven horsemen was going down the mountainside, and all of her heart turned strongly after them. What was coming to Harry Gloster on this night of nights?

She had heard Buck Daniels describe a train robbery, at one time, and she had never forgotten the tale of how the great engine had been brought to a screeching halt at the turn, and how the robbers had rushed out from the place of concealment, and how one man went to help that member of the gang who had boarded the train at the last station, then worked himself forward over the roofs of the cars until he dropped down into the cab and with his gun at the head of the engineer had forced that poor fellow to stop the train at the appointed spot.

When the train was halted, some had gone to keep eyes and guns over the passengers and make them come out and stand in an orderly line beside the track that they might be most conveniently robbed. Others made the engineer flood the firebox, so that after the robbery the train could not rush on to the next station, give the news and spread the alarm by telegraph through the mountains and start five hundred armed men swarming on the trail.

Then the gang had approached the mail car, the door had come open, and from within, two men with double barrelled shotguns began to pour out a withering fire — and when she came to that part of the picture it was harry Gloster whom she saw receiving the bullets in his breast and falling on his face — there to lie in the mud until his body was kicked out of the way!

She drew a great breath. The North Star was as bright as ever, but for Joan, it had lost some of its power. If she could not prevent or help, as least, she could be a witness. And if they fled again, she might help them flee!

She turned the head of the Captain to follow, but as she did so an eighth horseman started out of the woods just beneath her and began to wind slowly along the hillside. Was this some man of the law, trailing the band? She stared until her eyes ached, but she could make out nothing more than his shadowy outline. He disappeared into the trees, and she followed. She could not keep away, now!

From a hill top, she marked out the course which they must be taking. They were crossing the summit, and dipping down on the father side, heading almost due west. She took a different course, so that she might not be heard following them, and she sent the Captain in a wide detour to cut in ahead of them.

It was wonderful, indeed, to be on his back as he worked through the mountains by night. There was no need of sunlight for him, apparently. One might have thought that this was the trail to home which she had put him upon. Through the trees and over the rocks he picked his steps, plunging down wild slopes which brought Joans heart into her throat.

They came to the ravine which she had selected as being the one through which the riders must pass. And, ten minutes after the Captain had brought her there, she saw them pass.

They rode in single file on account of the broken nature of the ground with Macarthur, as his duty was, leading the way and making the trail. Behind him came the six, and last of them all was the bulky form of Harry Gloster. She could almost have reached out and touched him!

They passed on, but still she did not ride out. For there was yet another man to be watched, and this was the one she had seen on the mountainside following the others. A full ten minutes she waited, and then he came, jogging his cow-pony steadily along, a man who wore his hat in a strangely familiar way, canted to one side. He passed, and his horse stumbled.

Steady, boy! muttered the rider, and rode on.

But he left Joan stunned behind him, for she had heard and recognized the voice of Buck Daniels.


PART SIX

[image: img19.jpg]


CHAPTER XXXIII. A FATAL MISCHANCE
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SAMUEL CARNEY WAS enough of a Christian to believe in the efficacy of forgiveness of sins, but if he had had any doubt it would have been removed on this day. Even a sense of shame had left him. He was filled with a mild peace and feeling of purification.

But the vision which occupied his mind substituted, in place of the unseen visage of the Almighty Father, the fat and rosy face of Oscar Fern. The devotion which he felt for the good natured banker and millionaire was a cross between the devotion of a soldier for his captain and of his son for a father.

New lights also had been breaking in upon him. As he reviewed his labors for the bank he decided that there might be at least a shadow of doubt as to whether he had been absolutely essential to the welfare of the institution. He mused, also, upon the often repeated remarks concerning the stupidity and luck of Oscar Fern.

Here, after all, had been another one of Oscars pieces of luck. He had saved the bank and himself a loss of a hundred thousand dollars, buckled to his side the services of his cashier who was faltering from the straight and narrow path, and avoided a scandal which would have shocked the community to its core.

It could be called luck, to be sure, but it seemed to Sam Carney that there was an other name for it. One might call it instinct, say. At least, there was no doubt that that kind and shallow eye could sometimes look deep, deep beneath the surface.

If he had not seen Carneys mind, at least he had seen his suffering.

It was a strangely humbled Samuel Carney, therefore, who prepared for the work which lay ahead of him that night. It was not pleasant work. It meant that he must ride after dark out of the valley and into the foothills to the deserted shack on the old Tompson ranch.

And Sam Carney was not at all fond of riding. He spent his days at his desk, his evenings at his newspaper and his books, and the nights puzzling over business problems and fighting for sleep. A spin through the fresh open air was an unknown novelty to him. But it was necessary this evening.

Men were coming down from the mountains into a death trap which, they had been assured by his own lips, would not exist. He must warn them off. Therefore, he saddled a horse and rode away as soon as the darkness fell.

On the way he thought over what he should say to Joe Macarthur. That was not to be a pleasant interview. He could hear the curses and see the black looks in prospect. But all of this must be ventured.

He had in his pockets five hundred dollars in cold cash. That might help to soothe the wounded feelings of the outlaw and pay him for the wasted ride of the night. If it would not do, he could not help it.

One fierce ten minutes of conversation, and then the affair would be off his shoulders forever, and he could go on to face the prospect of a happy and peaceful life to the end of his days, music for his daughter, health for his wife, and the undying love and faith of his employer! Tears rose to his eyes at the thought of Oscar Fern, and when the lump melted away from his throat, he swore aloud that the rest of his life should be spent in the service of the banker.

His spirits, naturally enough, began to rise. And the ride was not so uncomfortable as he had expected. He had his daughters favorite saddle horse beneath him, and the wise footed old gelding moved along with a gait as comfortably smooth as flowing water. He picked his way with an unerring skill over the easy road and the rough.

It was a two hour ride to the Tompson place. He would reach it long before the outlaws arrived. But, no matter for that, he must be there in plenty of time. Otherwise there was a chance that the gang might get by him and go on to the trap. For he had agreed with Macarthur, in their final understanding, that if he were not at the Tompson shack when the troop arrived, it might be understood by the robbers that all was well and that the plans went forward without interruption.

That all was well! He shuddered as he thought of the precautions of Oscar Fern. Not before that day had he suspected that there was such a bloodthirsty fighting strain in the banker. But Fern had thrown himself into the game with the enthusiasm of a boy.

Twenty men had been employed. They were not casually picked up about the town but here and there through the valley Fern had sent his couriers. They had gone to call on old ranchers who had been in the Wickson Valley in the days when the cow business was the only business — men who had lived with saddle and gun and who had forgotten the use of neither.

They called also upon young fellows who were ardent hunters and who were noted for their skill with weapons. And, as the afternoon wore on toward evening, one by one they had come to call on the president, all flattered by the summons to visit the rich man unless, as was the case with not a few of them, they had mortgages on which interest was overdue. They had been brought into his private office, and there they had received their instructions, with Samuel Carney present.

That was Oscars way of printing on the mind of every one of his men the fact that Carney represented the power of the bank. And although Carney appreciated that fact, it was a gruesome affair to him.

He heard Fern tell each man that a tip had come to him from a source which could not be revealed, that the bank was to be robbed that night. There was, indeed, just a possibility that the robbers might become suspicious and not attempt to push through the work. But there was at least one chance in three that they would make the effort.

And he wanted a strong reception committee in waiting in case that attempt were made. Therefore he had picked out the best men in the valley to fight the fight. For one thing, they would confer a great obligation on him; again, they were upholding the law; and yet again, they should all be liberally paid for the nights work — or waiting — if they would accept his money.

Money, however, was not what they wanted. Carney saw their eyes light at the prospect of battle, and grim a fighter as Joe Macarthur was, he knew that there would be more than he could do to meet such warriors as these.

No, the entire gang would go down full of lead unless they were forewarned. And, since some of them were sure to be wounded and not killed outright, before they died they were certain to give the name of the cashier who had first promised to betray the bank and had then betrayed his tools.

And this would as effectually ruin the reputation of Sam Carney as if he himself had been caught in an act of theft. Such were the reflections that filled his mind as he made his way toward the Tompson shack. And they so excited him that he began to push the horse forward relentlessly. But when he reached the shack, there was no sign of any one near it.

He lighted matches, and by their light he examined the ground around the shack. All the hoofmarks were old which had traveled that trail that had once been a comfortable wagon road. No party of hard riders had gone by that way this night.

He sat down at the door of the old cabin and began his vigil. But it was a lonely place to keep watch. Every murmur of the wind through the thousand cracks and broken roof of the shack sounded like a secret whispering of voices behind him.

Besides, he must not be found by any chance wanderer sitting in front of this deserted cabin. It would make a strange story to be told in the town the next day. And Carney was in no situation to have stories about clandestine meetings spread abroad.

He changed his place. There was a cluster of saplings, growing thick, about fifty yards from the house. It was on rising ground, and in the starlight he could sweep all the approaches to the cabin with his eyes. To these saplings he removed himself, tethered the horse in the midst of the trees, and began the wait.

He consulted his watch. It was still early in the night, and the robbers were not apt to reach the cabin before two in the morning, at the earliest. The ground was hard, so he broke off a few brittle boughs to make a comfortable seat. There he rested with his back against the trunk of a tree.

It was a pleasant place and a pleasant night. The hills rolled gently toward the east and south, and behind them shot up the stern mountains. He had never liked the mountains. He always connected them with sweat and burning sunshine or cold nights and hunger. In the winter, when snow collected on the summits, he was fond of looking up from the valley on the white caps, and then he would rub his hands and congratulate himself on the life of sheltered comfort which he lived.

But this evening the air was soft, the stars were bright, and the song of a far off coyote gave a weird and thrillingly romantic touch to the moment. The mountains, too, now that he was so close to their feet, were more imposing than ever, but there was a more beautiful majesty about them. He decided that he must unmake his mind about many things, and, just as he had discovered a new point of view about Oscar Fern, he must look again upon all of his old preconceptions.

And so, with these mild thoughts, he was lulled fast asleep! He wakened again, with his heart pounding, and a wild sense of alarm in his brain. He looked about him. All was unchanged. Except that the stars were dimmer, the mountains more easily visible — yes, there was an old moon standing in the eastern sky!

He whipped out his watch. The first match broke in his trembling fingers. But the second gave a light by which he saw that it was three oclock. He stood up stiff and straight, with a stifled cry. He had slept at his post and they had gone by him.

God help me — and them! moaned Carney, and ran out into the trail.

There, on his knees, he lighted more matches. And instantly he saw the hoof-prints. It looked to his inexperienced eyes as if twice ten horses had passed. He turned down the road. There was nothing in sight. The moon haze closed together not so far away.

He raced back to his waiting horse, loosed the rope, flung himself into the saddle, and spurred with might and main for the town. He had an hour — if they did not begin their work until four. A whole hour. And that was enough to reach the town if the horse held out!

Low over the neck of the gelding he bent as he had seen riders in pictures leaning over racers, and the good old bay bent to his work with all the strength in his body and his heart.


CHAPTER XXXIV. THE VENGEFUL BULLETS
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THEY HAD MADE the trip down from the mountains perhaps half an hour before their schedule time, so well had the horses done their work and so eager were the riders to get to the town. The clearness of the light from even that old moon which hung in the sky had worried them a little as they came down the valley, but before they reached the town of Wickson the high blown haze of clouds had passed across the surface of the moon and made it as dim as a sickle of tarnished tin. Under these favorable auspices they reached the town itself.

Sweeping in a half circle around it ran the river which had furnished the wealth to the valley, now a dull and muddy trickle in a shallow basin, for most of the current had been drawn off higher up the course to water the fields. The hoofs of the horses sounded hollow on the bridge and then they entered the long main street.

Wickson was soundly asleep. At least, there was not a light shining in a single window and the houses watched them go by with blank faces.

At the first corner they separated, as the previous agreement had been. Gloster and Macarthur rode on up the main street, the others turned to the sides. They were to circle around the block and come in again to wait near the bank in case of an alarm.

All was so carefully arranged that there appeared slight danger of any interruption, and yet the heart of Harry Gloster was hammering as he went on with the leader. Not a word passed between them, however. They left their horses behind the bank and passed around to the front. The key which the cashier had furnished to Macarthur fitted the door. It opened to them, and they stepped into the black interior.

All was perfectly still, except that the wind which had entered with them rattled a paper somewhere in the distance. But when the door was closed behind them, there was a perfect quiet.

With his electric pocket torch Macarthur cast a swift ray of light around the place, so swift indeed that Gloster saw nothing but a blur of many outlines, but to the leader all seemed to be as clear as day, for he went on now, with a perfect assurance, and after Gloster had stumbled over a chair he fell in behind Macarthur.

They found their way straight to the safe, on which Macarthur flashed the light, partly hooding it with his hand, so that only a dim radiance fell on the combination. He took a slip of paper from his pocket and as he read the numbers Gloster worked the combination, and as he worked it his heart sank within him.

Once, indeed, his numbed fingers refused to stir the disk and he was about to stand up and confess that he could go no farther. But if he did that, he was erecting a wall between himself and the chance of seeing Joan again. So he kept on until, with a faint click, the heavy door yawned slowly wide before them.

There was little time for conscience to work then. In a moment Macarthur had unlocked the drawer which Carney had previously designated. It was a deep compartment, and from it he drew out small packages done up in strong paper. Half of them he gave to Gloster. The other half he stuffed in his own pockets.

This here job, he said with a grin finally, is what you might call getting the stuff deluxe, eh?

Not so loud! gasped Gloster.

Macarthur raised his eyes quickly.

You look as white as a sick kid, he commented. Kind of weak in the stomach, Harry?

The latter shrugged his shoulders.

Dont let that worry you none, Macarthur went on. Thats the way with the best of us the first time out. It sure bites in on a fellow his first trip. But the second is easy as pie. Thats always the way. Lets have a look at that stuff.

For Gods sake! breathed Gloster. Are you going to waste time now?

Macarthur chuckled, and his voice sounded deep and strong in the room.

There aint no danger, he declared. This is a cinch for us, Gloster. The old town is sound asleep. I can almost hear em snoring. Cant you?

Gloster set his teeth. Since it had to be endured, he could at least compel himself to be calm.

In the meantime, the leader had torn loose one of the wrappers which secured the packages, and it exposed within a thick little sheaf of greenbacks. They were stiff with newness, and as he ran his fingers over the edge of the pack they rattled like playing cards.

Only twenties in this lot, murmured Macarthur.

He added suddenly: What the devil is this? And with that he tore the money from its sheath. He stared at it for a long moment and then let it flutter in a green cloud to the floor.

Whats wrong? Gloster asked.

By God, Macarthur muttered to himself, I didnt think that the little shriveled up shrimp would have the nerve to try it on me!

Try what?

Shut up with your fool questions, Macarthur responded. Then he added, between his teeth: Its queer. All queer—

He snatched another package from his pocket, tore off the wrapper, and gave the contents a hasty scrutiny. This he dashed to the floor with an oath.

Counterfeit — stage money, he groaned. Ill turn Carney into a sieve for this; the fool ought to have known it!

Good God! murmured Gloster. Then they double-crossed you?

He has!

That means theyre watching for us to-night.

It does, answered the leader.

Then — for Gods sake, hurry, Joe! Well have to ride for our lives.

Damn our lives, said Macarthur. Weve lost a fortune to-night.

And he shook his fist at the safe as if that senseless mass of toolproof steel were to blame.

Next, however, he drew his revolver and held it in a stiff clutch. He gestured to Gloster to do the same. And as he made the motion, there was the soft but unmistakable sound of a door being closed somewhere near them.

All the strength passed out of Glosters big limbs and left him shaking. It appeared to him that the sound of that closing door was the sound of the prison gate clanging loudly upon him, and the voice of the hangman at his ear.

Even Macarthur had started. Now he switched off his light.

Fire at anything that moves! he cautioned, and led the way back, stealing with wonderful skill among the desks and chairs.

But Gloster did not draw his gun. If there was fighting to do, he would use his hands to the best of his ability, if only the blood would run back into the muscles of his arms again. But he would not take a life — 

They had come to the outer corridor when half a dozen shadows sprang up before them, soft and confused objects against the light colored wall. And the gun of Macarthur exploded.

The flash showed Gloster, for the smallest glimpse, six resolute faces, six gleaming guns. The reply was a blasting volley which would have torn them to pieces had it gone home, but, at the instant of Macarthurs shot, the two big men dropped for the floor, Macarthur as a clever maneuver, and Gloster because his shaking legs refused to bear him up.

Take em alive! yelled a voice.

The six plunged at them. A knee struck Gloster on the ribs, another grazed his head, and half a dozen hands tore at him, striving for a grip.

That contact of flesh against flesh sent the blood shooting hot through his veins once more. He heaved himself up. His assailants spilled off him, then grappled close, but not close enough.

Near him he saw Macarthur struggling with the men who had fallen upon him, and while the assailants were slight, Macarthur was cursing in a steady stream, although softly, as if even now he were striving to keep from alarming the town — as if that thundering volley whose sound still made Glosters ears ache had not aroused every one within a mile of them.

But in the meantime he had one arm and hand free — a hand which could be balled into a lump as hard and as effective as the jagged head of a club. One man had his arms around his waist, driving him back against the steel fence behind him.

He struck that fellow above the ear, and he went down limply. A swinging hook brought down the next. The third leaped back with a cry of alarm from this fighter of such inhuman strength and swung up his gun.

It was never discharged. Unseen ruin sped at him through the darkness. There was only the flash of the fist before his eyes as it struck. Down he went, toppling head over heels, and firing his bullet into the ceiling.

Then Gloster turned to Macarthur. The latter was big enough to have handled two men, but here were three of them, and each a sturdy fellow. He was down on the floor, his curses stifled as his face was bashed against the concrete.

Gloster picked off one man as he might have picked an apple from the ground. He dashed him face down on the floor. The victim lay without a quiver.

He leaned and crashed his swinging fist into the back of anothers neck. The third he tied into a knot and cast away. Then he jerked Macarthur to his feet.

Damn them! gasped Joe, by way of thanks. Now fast work, Harry!

He plunged for the door with Gloster at his heels. They smashed against it. It had been locked from the inside and the key was removed. But now a bullet smashed the pane of plate glass and showed them the best way out. In the street there was a steady fusillade and a rising roar of voices. They beat out the rest of the glass with the butts of their guns and scrambled forth.

They could see well enough, and everywhere they looked was ruin. At their feet before the door, sprawled on his back with his arms thrown wide, lay big Lew Cambridge. His face was unmistakable. He had come loyally to the defense of his leader and companion when the crisis came. So, too, had Sliver Martin, whose lean body was now crouched near by taking vain shelter behind a concrete hitching post while he emptied his revolver at the windows of near-by houses.

And every one of those windows, so it seemed, was filled with fighters who had waited prepared for the signal for battle. Against the blackness of the interiors of the rooms were fire-fly glows as rifles and revolvers spoke. The doors of the bank were a ruin from the concentrated fire which had been centered there. Now Sliver dropped to his side with one gasp and did not stir.

Fatty Guiness and Dud Rainey rushed up, bringing a group of led horses.

Joe! Joe! cried Fatty. For the love of Heaven, Joe and Harry, where are you?

There was heroism worthy of any battlefield. No gallant soldier who ran out from the trenches to carry in a wounded comrade better deserved a decoration than Fatty and Rainey. But the reward which Fatty collected at once was a bullet through the head which drove him headlong to the ground. One of the horses squealed with pain as a bullet raked across its back, and the whole group bolted, saving only Rainey on his own horse.

He was out of the saddle, now, and across the street came Babe Cooney. He had stood off making a separate point of diversion. But now he came to join the others at their Waterloo only to receive a bullet from behind that dropped him on his face in the dust.

And all of this in the space of three seconds as Macarthur and Gloster clambered through the broken door!


CHAPTER XXXV. THE STURDY MEN OF WICKSON
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CERTAINLY OSCAR FERN had chosen his men well! Never had there been straighter shooting, although indeed that mass of lead which was sweeping toward the bank was sure to wash down any life that might be in its way.

Around the corner! cried Macarthur, and they darted away.

They were out of the main focus of the bullets, to be sure. People could no longer shoot at them from three corners. But right across the street were five men kneeling, each with a magazine rifle from which they were pumping a stream of lead. The windows on that side of the bank began to go out with a crash, and Macarthur, with a gasp, dropped to his knees.

Two unwounded bandits remained, and of these only Rainey had a weapon in his hand. He fired at that kneeling row of marksmen. The center figure dropped. The four remaining fled to a place of safety and the wounded man crawled after them.

But, still, where could the fugitives go? There was only one horse for the two unhurt men and for one wounded — and this was Raineys gallant pony, which had trotted around the corner to join him. There was only one horse for three men, and the whole town, as could be told by far off shooting, was rising.

And then it was that they saw two horses racing down the main street — Ferns men had chosen to charge home, then?

No, for the voice of one rider was shouting: Gloster! Harry Gloster!

And he recognized Buck Daniels, with an answering shout of joy. Yet Daniels did not reach them first. From behind him shot a great black horse with a slim figure in the saddle — a giant of a horse which came sliding to a halt before them in a cloud of stinging dust.

Harry! cried Joan. Harry, are you here?

He had no time to feel horror that she should be there.

Hell carry two — swing up behind — quick!

But there, gasping in the dirt beside him, was Joe Macarthur, to whom he had sworn, looking into his eyes, that he would be faithful. He scooped the heavy body up in his arms, ran forward, and tossed Macarthur across the pommel of the saddle.

What was that which Macarthur had groaned as he lifted him? Save yourself, Harry. Im done!

Down the street, Joan, Gloster shouted, as fast as the horse will run!

I cant leave you!

For Gods sake, Joan!

Buck Daniels had drawn up beside them and behind his saddle had leaped Dud Rainey. They moved off down the street with Gloster racing between the two horses, and behind them was a new roar of guns and a shout of rage.

They were out of one trap, indeed, but they were already in the jaws of another. Straight before them a dozen men ran out into the street and threw themselves on their bellies. In another instant the bullets were whistling.

There was no facing that fire. Aiming by starlight, and shaken with excitement, the prone men were missing, to be sure, but they were finding their range. In a moment they would begin to plant their shots.

Down the street there was a confusion of yells as men were mounting horses which had been kept carefully concealed in back yards of the houses. Now they rushed for the pursuit. Ahead and behind, then, their way was totally blocked.

Buck Daniels, pushing to the lead, turned them into a new direction. The double doors of a livery stable yawned wide to their right. A single lantern burned dimly in the interior. They might sweep through this place and gain an exit to the open country behind. Even that, however, would not avail them long, with only two horses for five persons. But in the stable itself they might be able to get new mounts.

So, with a roar of hoof-beats, they dashed into the old building. Some one rushed for cover, throwing away a rifle in his haste, but Dud Rainey dived from the horse of Buck Daniels and caught the fellow with a flying tackle. Down they went with a crash.

By the time they had risen, the others had halted their horses, Joe Macarthur lay stretched on the floor where Harry Gloster had laid him gently, and Joan, dropping from the saddle on the lofty Captain, was kneeling at the side of the wounded man.

In the meantime, with a yell of exultation, the crowd in the street poured around the stables. On either side and to the rear they ran, firing in the air in blind joy, and it was plain that they felt that the group was trapped. Half a dozen ran for the open double doors themselves, but Buck Daniels ripped up the floor with a few bullets at their feet and drove them helter-skelter back.

There was still something to be done before they took the building from the rear. Harry Gloster sped to the rear entrance, and from the single door, fired blindly, half a dozen times, at skulking figures. The reply was a rain of bullets, and one or two yells of alarm, but the skulkers disappeared behind cover and it might be taken for granted that they would not soon try to approach the stable from that direction.

So Gloster returned to the corner in which the others had gathered and where little Dud Rainey had his captive by the collar. The latter was a much larger man, but his spirit was completely cowed. Fear of death filled up his eyes, which were starting from their sockets.

The first care was for the wounded man. He had been shot through the body and he was bleeding fast. Buck Daniels made a brief examination and reported that only a good doctor could give help to the injured outlaw. But how could they bring a doctor in to him?

From the shadow behind the door, Harry Gloster called to the crowd:

Is the sheriff out there?

We dont need a sheriff, thundered some one, to handle a lot of hounds like you! Well give you a bellyful before were done with it.

There was a loud roar of applause which was taken up with a cheer from the distance. For men were gathering rapidly from every part of the town toward the sound of the firing.

Is there anybody out there in command? thundered Gloster again.

Theyve got enough. Theyd rather hang than get their medicine now, came the answer. Send for President Fern. Hell do the talking in good shape.

Ferns voice came across the street. And it was not raised high, yet it pierced through the tumult easily and reduced the others to silence at once.

If you want to surrender, he said, Ill see that you are brought safely to the jail. Is that what you want to know?

Weve got a man badly hurt in here, Gloster replied. If we bring him to the door, will some of you carry him to the doctor?

And get our heads blowed off when we come for him? taunted some one. We wasnt born yesterday, old son!

Whats our guarantee that youll play fair and square? asked Fern.

Ill bring him out and stand beside him, answered Gloster. Will that be a guarantee? If anybody goes down, Ill be the man.

Thats fair and reasonable, said Fern. Well deal fairly by you, my brave fellow! Bring him out.

Gloster went back to the others, but he found that there was a decided difference of opinion. What he had said had been heard, of course, by his companions in the stable.

Joan, working with flying hands to bandage Macarthur, said nothing, but she raised her head and gave him a look that he could never forget. How he should interpret it he could not tell, but it seemed to him that her eyes overflowed with her joy of him. But Daniels and Dud Rainey were strongly against the risk.

Somebody will take a chance and dump a shot at you, said Rainey. Besides, there isnt a chance for poor Macarthur. When a man gets a bullet where he got one, its all over.

Daniels nodded agreement, and Joe Macarthur himself groaned from the floor: Youve done noble by me already, Harry. God knows that you aint had any call to be so square. Let me die here quiet. It d ease me a pile more than thinking of being hung if I should get well.

They might as well have talked to the wind. Gloster leaned over the injured man, gathered him in his arms, and brushing through the others as if they had been no more than stubble, walked to the open door and through it. He marched on to the center of the street. There he paused.

Ive got a man that may be dying, he said. If theres anybody yonder with a drop of mercy in him, come out and take him to a doctor.

There was no answer. That yawning door behind Gloster was like the open mouth of a cannon. Presently Oscar Fern shouted: Im coming, friend. Boys, wont one of you help me carry him in?

He started running across the street. That appeal was too much for the manhood of the citizens of Wickson, and a round dozen followed. They swept around Harry Gloster.

Weve got him! said one of the last comers. Why not take him back along with his wounded man?

Therell be none of that! announced the authoritative voice of Oscar Fern. By no means! Ive never seen a braver thing than this in my life, and not a hand is going to be raised against this man!

Two or three of his companions took the heavy body of Macarthur into his arms, and the outlaw groaned with the agony of their touch.

Gently! cautioned Fern. Dr. Sand will take a hand with him — and do his best! And you, my friend, whats your name?

Gloster, he answered.

That name brought a growl from the bystanders. It was too much to ask that they should be allowed to permit that notorious murderer to escape even for the moment. But the admiration of Fern appeared hardly shaken.

Gloster, he said, no matter what there may be in your record, this is a fine thing. And — I wish you luck, lad, and better habits. If we take you alive out of that building, youll find a friend in me!

Gloster thanked him briefly. He stepped to Macarthur as the latter was being carried away.

Joe, he said, good luck — fight it through!

God bless you, Harry, gasped the wounded man. But Ill see hell before you do. Im fixed.

So Harry Gloster turned away and walked slowly back across the street to the door of the stable. Not a shot was fired behind him and that, after all, was a fine tribute to the sturdy men of Wickson.


CHAPTER XXXVI. A STRATAGEM OF DESPERATION
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HE FOUND BUCK Daniels and Dud Rainey in close conversation when he rejoined the group. As for Joan, she had withdrawn into the background, where she kept the Captain quiet with her hand against his neck. His head was turning constantly from side to side, and his eyes flashed as though he realized the full significance of the scene through which he had just galloped, but he did not stir from his place.

Rainey was trying to persuade Daniels that it was foolish for him to throw in his destiny with theirs when he had taken no part in the attempt on the bank, but it was not hard for Buck to prove to Dud that he was wrong. There would be a mob trial and mob justice for every unwounded man taken from the stable that night.

They would not wait to ask questions and learn the truth, but like a pack of hounds which has been lately blooded, they would be eager for another kill. There was no real reply to such a statement, and Rainey fell silent.

They turned back to their captive, whose fear had a little abated. They demanded to know the two best horses in the stable. He took them at once to the stalls. The prosperity of the town of Wickson was amply attested by the condition of its leading livery stable. For there were fully thirty animals in the stalls and most of them were excellent mounts.

There was no need for him to point out the best of the lot. A tall, wide shouldered roan, apparently capable of bearing even the bulk of Harry Gloster, and a slender limbed little brown mare stood out head and shoulders above the rest. They saddled these and brought them back in silence. For it was plain that they had only one chance, and that chance was really a delusion. They must attempt to break out through the front or the rear entrance to the stable and ride to liberty.

It was, indeed, worse than hopeless, for the street in front of the stable was lined with fine marksmen, all grouped within easy range of the door of the stable. Rainey went to the rear of the building to explore and came back with a report that the roof of every shed near the stable was thick with armed men. Whether they tried the front or the rear exit, there was sure to be a flood of lead poured at them.

It was agreed that the best thing for Joan was to leave her behind in the stable. After the attempt to escape, when the crowd invaded the stable itself, they would find her and let her go. Nothing else could be done with a woman by Westerners. And one glance at her would be sufficient to convince even the harshest of the mob that she was no Amazon.

It was Rainey who thought of the stratagem which gave them at least a ghost of a hope.

Whats the worst mark in the world to shoot at? he asked.

None of the others could answer.

What about a gang of horses stampeding?

They nodded. Any man who had seen a mob of horses running wild, their heads packed full of fear, dashing on with a mad impetus which would carry them with equal recklessness into a fence or over a cliff would have to agree that it was almost impossible to pick out one mark in the midst of the swirling, racing bodies.

But whats that got to do with us? asked Gloster.

Theres two horses here we have to ride, answered Rainey. But there are twenty-eight more, and twenty-eight will make a pretty imitation of a stampede. Suppose we get them ready, put our horses in the middle, and then let go their halter ropes and give a yell? Theyll be ready for fast work. Listen to them now.

For the stable was in a growing turmoil. In every stall there was a fretting horse. They had smelled powder smoke. They had glimpsed, here and there through the cracks in the wall, the flashing of guns outside. And, above all, they had heard the battle shouts of men, which drive all animals into a frenzy of fear and excitement.

It was done at once. They led out the stamping, rearing, snorting horses and gathered them four abreast in the driveway of the stable. Their lead ropes were tied together, which would keep them from scattering. In seven ranks they were ranged. In the center the riders would take their station and move with the mass, although at the imminent danger of having themselves bumped out of the saddles.

There was only one thing left, and that was to say good-by to Joan. She had not stirred or spoken since she took up her place at the side of the great black horse. Buck Daniels came to her first.

Joan, he said, to-night will show you what a free life means. This is the sort of thing that it runs into. When a gent tries to run free and take his own way, he runs into hell early. Theres only one smooth way of traveling, and thats to keep with the herd, the way they go. I aint saying this with the hope of changing your mind, but give it a think, Joan. Theres something in it!

She had listened impassively, her wide eyes fixed upon his face.

It was all for my sake, she said at last. There would have been none of this if I hadnt left. And, oh — dad—

She paused there on that old word, and it shook Buck Daniels as if she had been a man and struck him heavily.

Dont say that, honey, he answered gently. No matter what comes out of this break to get away, it dont make much difference to me. You see, Joan, I been tired of living for a considerable stretch now. It took something out of me when Dan Barry died. It took a pile more when Kate followed him. After that I was sort of living on the inside of a lie. And that dont do a man no good.

Sometimes, in the old days, when you called me dad, it used to make things worth while. But I knew that before the end came, I had to tell you the truth. And that took the salt out of life. Now I come to the final round-up — and Im glad of it!

She bowed her head.

Say so-long to me, Joan. And say it with a smile. Im aching to see you smile, dear.

If I could live it over again! she breathed fiercely. Oh, if I had another chance, Id make you happy, dad, if it took the last drop of blood in my body!

Things cant be changed, Joan, he said. What happens is whats planned. The older I get, the more I see it. There was a time when I loved Kate Cumberland and had a hope that I might make her love me some day. That day never come. There was a time when I tried to kill Dan Barry.

But when the wind-up comes, what have I been? Just a tool, Joan. Something else took hold of me and used me to work for Dan and Kate and then used me to work for you. I aint regretting. But thats been my life. And youll do the same way — not what you try to make out of yourself, but whats been planned for you away back in the beginning. Good-by, dear.

Somehow, she was able to raise her fallen head, she was able to smile into his face, and then he was gone. She saw Dud Rainey before her.

Wish me bon voyage, he said cheerfully.

Good luck! Good luck! she whispered. She caught one of his hands. Nothing can happen to you. I know it — I know it!

He laughed and stepped away. And there was the towering form of Harry Gloster. His face was in shadow. But she knew that it was working, and that words were forming in his throat and never reaching his lips. Then he was gone after the others, in silence.

She tried to cry out to stop him, but she could not speak. She tried to run after him, but her feet were weighed down with lead. With all her mind and heart turned to ice, she watched the final preparations.

They went about their work calmly, methodically, as men should do. There was no delay, no trembling, no vain regrets. The three saddle horses were brought into the center of the group of stable animals. Then Dud Rainey, with a gun in either hand, went to the back of the stable, and they heard him kick open a door and begin to blaze away into the outer night.

There was an answering roar of guns which quite drowned his. Then came a yelling of a hundred men, swarming back to meet the rear attack. That was the moment for which they had waited.

Rainey came racing back and leaped into his saddle. And all three, yelling like wild Indians, turned the stable horses loose. Out they thundered! The din of their hoofs turned the stable into pandemonium, and from the street came the blaze of revolvers and rifles.

Yet it was not a third of the volume which it would have been a little before. Many a score of good men had run toward the back of the stable when it appeared that the attempt would be made in that direction. Those who remained were enough to have riddled ten times as many fugitives with bullets.

But they had no fair mark. Out from the stable rushed a mass of horses, their heads stretched out with the fury of their speed. And it was hard indeed to mark the ones which actually carried riders on their backs, for those riders were flattened across the pommels of their saddles, showing almost nothing to the eye.

Men who stood on the level of the street could do nothing. Only those who were posted in the windows had a half chance, and these, although they turned loose a plunging fire, were shooting wildly. They had expected, at the most, four horses. Here was a herd of wild animals plunging down the street. And, indeed, it seemed to the excited imagination of more than one man that there was a rider on the back of every animal — and that the four had been transformed by black magic into a host.

There was no time for a second thought. That stream of horseflesh swept to the left as it shot out of the stable door and it whipped away like a thrown javelin. All in a moment, there remained only a cloud of dust which made rifle work like shooting in a fog and which stung the eyes and the nostrils.

From every crevice, with wails of fury and rage, they ran into the street. They turned a storm of lead down the street, but it is an old maxim that one good marksman can often do more damage than a score of hysterical fighters.

Not a single man was ready to whirl and fire in a new direction when, from the door of the stable, another figure started forth on an immense black horse, plunged through them, and raced away down the street with a form no larger than the form of a boy flattened along his back.


CHAPTER XXXVII. COMPASSIONATE SHADOWS
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THE ROOM IN which Joe Macarthur lay was filled with silence and the stir of great shadows. Not very far away townsmen were besieging the companions of the robber, and although they would have had their guns ready to kill in a moment had he himself been able to stand and fight, yet now they were all subdued.

For Joe Macarthur was dying. So the doctor had pronounced, rising from his examination while his shadow rose on the wall beyond him, black, shapeless and immense.

There was only one source of light in the room, and that was a single lamp which stood on a center table. It had been held close so that the doctor could see his work until he gave a signal with a brusque gesture that he was through, or at least that he had seen all that he needed to see. Then the lamp was replaced on the table. And it cast just enough light to print black silhouettes which were as ugly as caricatures on the walls behind the watchers.

Perhaps a dozen men stood in the room. Not that they were shirkers who were unwilling to take their part in any fighting which might go on around the stable where the others were besieged. On the contrary, most of these were old hands — men who had been in brawls before and knew all about the kick of a revolver against the heel of the hand and the hum of other bullets past ones own head. They had seen such things in plenty and the raw edge of the novelty had been worn off for them.

They left younger men, therefore, men who had not yet proved themselves, to press around the stable, hungry as wolves to hear the singing of bullets and fight to kill. For their own part, they knew that there was more of real importance apt to go on within this quiet chamber where the wounded chieftain was lying, so they had followed those who bore him there.

It was a grocery store. Along the shelves the tinned food glittered like a thousand small, dull eyes. Glass cases shone faintly, also. The smell of onions and the earthy odor of potatoes and a peculiar pungency of molasses was in the air. As for the couch of Joe Macarthur, it was a saddle blanket spread upon the top of the low, broad counter over which sugar and flour were wrapped and passed.

The doctor was a busy little man. He had an ungracious personality, and would have starved in a new community. But he had grown up in Wickson, and therefore his peculiarities were taken for granted.

As a matter of fact, he was a dull fellow. But his waspish temper gave him an air that passed for acuteness among the townsfolk. He had no sympathy with pain and sorrow, but his cold eye and his compressed lips were taken as a sign of devotion to his science, and they were forgiven for that reason. He now stood beside Macarthur and looked down into the steady but fast fading eyes of the robber.

What dyou want? he asked.

Eh? murmured Macarthur.

What is there that you want?

Macarthur closed his eyes. His lips twitched. But when he looked up again his face was once more calm.

Im as far gone as that, eh?

Youre far gone, Macarthur, snapped the doctor. So if you want anything, shout for it now. Whisky?

His brutality did not bother Macarthur. The latter had been brutal in turn, many a time. He was willing to take all the bitter dose of medicine and drain it to the last drop, but he raised his right hand to stop the flow of words.

How long have I got? he asked.

Maybe five minutes.

No moren that?

Im a doctor, not a prophet. You might last out an hour, I suppose. But now Ive done my duty and I guess Im through?

He turned a hasty glance over the assemblage. Not a man had stirred. During the time of his examination there had not been a whisper in the store. But there they stood in stiff attitudes.

And when they heard his judgment, someone removed his hat. The others followed the example, and all unconsciously. No matter where and how Macarthur had sinned, he was swiftly passing toward a place where they were all bound. There were no young men there, and death is most terrible to the young. But even these hardened fellows were impressed by the sudden snuffing out of so much power of hand and brain as that which now lay stretched upon the counter.

If I have only five minutes — itll do. Ive got something to say. Has anybody got a pencil and some paper?

It caused a stir. A dozen hands shifted into pockets. Papers and many pencils were produced.

Carney — youre the man for this. You understand these things bettern the rest of us.

So designated, and urged forward by hands on either side, Samuel Carney went slowly to the dying man. He had not failed to note the quick turn of the head with which Joe Macarthur had heard the name pronounced. And Carney, his brain reeling, crept slowly forward, feeling that if Macarthur was facing death, he himself was facing something which was far worse!

After all, how beautifully just it was — how accurately destiny was dealing with him! On the very day when he had confessed his sin and when that confession had been rewarded, as he felt, with utter absolution, he was to stand beside a man who had been his unwilling victim and write down the words which were to damn himself forever in the eyes of the community,

For there was no mistaking the cruel satisfaction which sparkled now in the eyes of the dying man. He had been trapped and betrayed and now he should have the consummate satisfaction of betraying the traitor. Yet there was no drawing back for Carney. His gray face was set. He prepared to suffer the crucifixion.

After that night he could never face the rest of the world. But there was a short cut to a refuge. The gun in his house was stanch enough to send a bullet into his brain, and he could confidently leave the care of his wife and of his daughter to the great heart of Oscar Fern. They would not suffer. They could go East and change their ruined name for a new one.

I got something to say, went on Joe Macarthur, thatll give Sam Carney a lot of fun to write down.

He paused, and his wicked grin froze the very heart of the poor cashier.

Come closer the rest of you, he commanded. I want you to hear it — in case he aint going to write it down — fast enough!

They glided obediently closer.

Put something under my head. Its hard to talk lying flat this way.

Again they obeyed.

Whisky!

A flask was instantly at his lips.

Now Im ready—

Here he coughed violently, and again more weakly. A bloody bubble rose to his lips, broke, and he wiped away the red drops with the back of his hand. Then his arm dropped and hung limp down from the counter — a great long arm, so that the fingers actually touched the dust.

And it flashed through the mind of Carney that this moment the outlaw had actually come to deaths door and that there would be no narrative.

But no, now he was speaking. His voice was low and hurried, but each word was perfectly distinct. If the stumbling pencil failed to record those words, a dozen ears would be ready to swear to them the next day.

I aint got much time. I got to hurry — I got to begin with the most important part of what I got to say.

He turned his head and rolled his eyes around the semicircle of faces.

Is what I say going to be believed?

There was a general nodding of heads. And an unaccustomed touch of mercy made some one step closer and advise him that he had better save his strength and do no talking.

To hell with that! answered Macarthur with a faint shadow of his old sneer returning. I got the life of another man on my hands. I got to get rid of it! So to start right there:

It was me that killed Nichols and Springer. Gloster didnt have nothing to do with it. He wasnt at the mine. He was away hunting. When he come back and found the two of em dead, I guess he knew how folks would figure. That little old mine was opening up a rich vein. Everybody would of thought that hed bumped off his two partners to get the whole thing into his hands!

He rolled his eyes around at the others, savagely challenging them.

Youll be thinking that Im saying that just because I know that Im going to pass out and that I might as well save the neck of my bunkie while Im about it. But, for Gods sake, boys, believe what Im saying. Ill tell you all the straight of it. Ive been gunning for Gloster. But hes showed white clear through. There aint no yaller in him.

One thing more. He joined the gang. But he didnt join it for the money nor because hed been hounded into going where he could get help agin half the sheriffs in the West out after his head. He joined because Joan Barry was up in the hills where we was hanging out, and he wanted to be near her. Shes down there in the stable.

A girl? gasped the listeners faintly, for the starlight had been too dim and the speed of the black horse too great to enable them to distinguish anything definite about the rider in the saddle on the Captain.

A girl, I say. And Buck Daniels is with her. He aint had any part in this fracas. He come trailing Joan, and she come trailing us, most like.

Is there anybody in that stable, asked the doctor dryly, thats broken the law?

Dud Rainey, answered Macarthur. God knows, Dud is square. But I got to tell the truth to save the rest. And every word Ive spoke is the truth and the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

A great tremor passed through his body. He gasped. And then his eyes closed.

Surely, thought Carney in his agony, the man would die now. And out of his heart of hearts went up a prayer, wordless, and stronger than words, to the God of mercy, that he might be spared this worse than death.

Hes making a good end, said one of the watchers. Hes clearing off his slate. And if what he says is true, wed ought to get Gloster and Daniels out of that mess safe and sound.

If what he says is true! added an other significantly. A mighty slim chance that its true — Look — hes gone now—

His voice died away, for the eyes of Macarthur had opened again.

You lie, he breathed. So help me God and everything holy — you lie! Ive spoken the truth — Gloster is innocent — and—

He coughed again, appeared to half strangle, and then went on speaking in a rapid, rattling whisper which the others could barely make out.

Now I got one more thing to say. Im going to tell you how come that I ran into this trap to-night. Im going to tell you how five straight shooters and fast workers come to be butchered by a bunch of skunks and squareheads like you gents. Them five deaths, they go all to the account of one sneaking, double-crossing hound thatll go to hell fast on account of what hes done. And that man is—

There was a sharp crackling of guns. In spite of themselves, the listeners started with an exclamation which drowned the name on the lips of Macarthur. And, before he could speak again, there was a loud noise like thunder near at hand, and then the entire town seemed to be shouting with one voice.

Theyre breaking out! cried one of the men. Theyre gone! And weve missed it!

A stampede started for the door, and in an instant the room was deserted. Even the doctor left, not that he wanted to be in the fight, but that he would be glad enough to be one of the first to arrive after the danger had passed.

There remained only the dying man and Samuel Carney. And the latter looked clown into the dull eyes of Macarthur.

You lucky dog — lucky — lucky! whispered Macarthur.

Listen to me, cried Carney eagerly. What mattered it to him that the rest of the town was in an uproar? He had only a few speeding seconds in which to attempt to clear himself with a man who was bound for another world.

Listen to me, and try to believe me, Macarthur. I rode out there to warn you to-night. My nerve failed me to-day. I went out to the Thompson place this evening and waited for you. The trouble was that I got there hours too early. I waited, and while I was waiting I fell asleep. When I woke up, youd gone by with your men. I lighted matches, and saw by the light the marks of the hoofs of your horses going down the trail.

Then I jumped on my horse and rode like mad for Wickson. But nothing was any good. By the time I came in, guns were crackling. Macarthur, thats the truth. Id taken out five hundred to pay you for the trouble youd taken to work the deal through.

If Raineys taken, would you use that five hundred to clear him? Would you use it to hire a real lawyer to fight for his skin, Carney?

I would! I shall!

There aint no use. Theyve butchered them all by this time! But — you wouldnt do it anyway. There aint no truth in you, nothing but lies — nothing but lies! And me after what Ive been and after what Ive done — to be took in by such a skunk as you!

Macarthur, if youll—

Dont talk. I aint got time to listen. Theres other things. God, what a pile I got to think about! What a pile! Only—

He paused.

Is Gloster going to be safe?

And Daniels too, Macarthur! Youve cleared them completely!

Thank God for that!

Another pause.

Suddenly he started.

Shoot low, boys, and shoot fast! he cried aloud, and then dropped back with a thud upon the counter. This was the death of Joe Macarthur.


CHAPTER XXXVIII. WHITE MAGIC
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THE RAY OF light which struck through the darkness and among the trees was instantly lost again. Joan reined back the Captain to the spot from which she had first seen it, and there she made it out again, a steady yellow streak through the blackness. She located it carefully and then struck forward again.

All day she had been wandering on horseback since they had broken out of Wickson just before the dawn. But the stallion went up the slope as easily as if he had not done a days work for a month.

She had taken care to approach the place stealthily. But now she rode straight in upon it, and there she found a very small fire which had been built in the center of a number of large boulders. There was no one beside it, neither were there any footprints, for there was nothing but rocks on which to step.

Yet she hesitated only an instant, and then called loudly: Harry! Harry Gloster!

There was no answer. She called again, and, since the silence continued, she sank down upon a stone and, dropping her face upon her hands, gave herself over to the thoughts which had been riding with her all the day.

Then, for no reason, she looked up suddenly, and saw that Harry Gloster was standing before her. His rifle was in his hand. A blood stained rag was tied around his face, and the face itself was pale and drawn, with something in it which she had never seen there before.

There was an unyielding hardness in his look — a gloomy desperation. But the blood and the bandage banished the smaller details, to her mind.

Oh, Harry! she cried. Theyve hurt you!

He looked down at her in wonder, as she arose; then he touched his head as if suddenly remembering of what she could be speaking.

Thats nothing. Just a nick.

She breathed a sigh of relief.

And dad? Is he back there waiting? Didnt he recognize my voice? I want him here, too, before I tell you the great news!

There was no answer from Gloster.

Harry! she whispered. What happened — where is he?

Where he cant answer you, Joan. But he left something for you that he said youd never seen.

He took out a large oval locket, and handed it to her. She received it with trembling fingers.

Tell me the whole truth, she pleaded.

He rode on with the rest of us after we got out of Wickson. He said nothing about being hurt, but after wed decided that each of us had better go his own way, and Rainey had gone off, I said good-by to Buck, and noticed that he was riding shaky in the saddle. I sneaked along behind.

As soon as he was beyond a hill he sort of fell out of the saddle — more like a fall than a getting off. He pulled off his coat. Then I saw what had happened and went up to him.

He paused.

In the end, he concluded, Buck wanted me to give you his love if I ever saw you again, and give you this pair of pictures.

She opened the locket, wiping away her fast falling tears to see what was inside. Within she found two pictures, one of a smiling girl enough like Joan to be her sister. But the fashion of her clothes was that of twenty years gone by, and she knew it was her mother, unhappy Kate Cumberland. The opposite face was the strangest she had ever seen. It was that of a young man, with dark hair and eyes, a face spirit-thin and wonderfully handsome. There was a suggestion about it that the man would instantly leap into violent action.

She did not need to be told his name. It was her father, Dan Barry, from the knowledge of whom she had been so carefully shielded through so many years. She closed the locket again, but still the two faces burned themselves into her brain.

Her heart had softened when she looked at her mother; it had leaped when she saw Dan Barry at last. There was a strange feeling that he stood, with a gaze just as in he picture, directly behind her. And, in deed, she knew that something of him was still living in her own spirit.

She looked up to Harry Gloster again, and by his expression she knew that she had seen the resemblance also. That was why he stood so far from her.

I came to tell dad, she said slowly, that you and he are free. Joe Macarthur, as he lay dying, made a full confession that showed you had nothing to do with the killing of Nichols and Springer, and that there was really no crime to charge to either of you. I came to tell you that you were both free, and now—

He neither stirred nor spoke, but watched her with a cold and distant regard that froze up her power of speech. Fear was taking her by the throat.

Harry, she whispered, what has happened? Why look at me like that?

I saw Daniels die, Joan. He died for you. And I swore then that Id never take a step to win you away from that wild freedom that you love. Thats your life and thats your happiness, and God pity the man that tries to step between you and it.

But if I come to you, Harry, and tell you that I know how terrible and how foolish are the things I have done—

Joan, a step toward me would mean—

And so, suddenly, they were in each others arms.

A wedge of wild geese, flying low, sent down their wavering and dissonant chorus, but Dan Barrys daughter did not hear.

THE END


The Ronicky Doone Trilogy
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University of California, Berkeley — where Brand was educated


Ronicky Doone (1921)
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Ronicky Doone was introduced in the novel of the same name, published in 1921. It relates the adventures of the eponymous cowboy, Ronicky Doone, who battles a master criminal – the Man with the Sneer – whilst helping his friend win the hand of the woman he has fallen in love with. Unusually for a novel in the Western genre, their quest leads the protagonists to the east, with much of the action taking place in New York City. 

Two sequels followed in 1922, both of which position Doone as the mysterious outsider who, in typical Western fashion, rides into town to help solve a local difficulty. In Ronicky Doones Treasure, Doone races into action when he overhears a plot by a villainous gang leader to murder one of the gangs ex-members, while the third novel, Ronicky Doones Rewards sees the hero intervene in a violent family feud, after arriving in the town of Twin Springs.
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The first edition
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1. A HORSE IN NEED

[image: img24.jpg]

HE CAME INTO the town as a solid, swiftly moving dust cloud. The wind from behind had kept the dust moving forward at a pace just equal to the gallop of his horse. Not until he had brought his mount to a halt in front of the hotel and swung down to the ground did either he or his horse become distinctly visible. Then it was seen that the animal was in the last stages of exhaustion, with dull eyes and hanging head and forelegs braced widely apart, while the sweat dripped steadily from his flanks into the white dust on the street. Plainly he had been pushed to the last limit of his strength.

The rider was almost as far spent as his mount, for he went up the steps of the hotel with his shoulders sagging with weariness, a wide-shouldered, gaunt-ribbed man. Thick layers of dust had turned his red kerchief and his blue shirt to a common gray. Dust, too, made a mask of his face, and through that mask the eyes peered out, surrounded by pink skin. Even at its best the long, solemn face could never have been called handsome. But, on this particular day, he seemed a haunted man, or one fleeing from an inescapable danger.

The two loungers at the door of the hotel instinctively stepped aside and made room for him to pass, but apparently he had no desire to enter the building. Suddenly he became doubly imposing, as he stood on the veranda and stared up and down at the idlers. Certainly his throat must be thick and hot with dust, but an overmastering purpose made him oblivious of thirst.

Gents, he said huskily, while a gust of wind fanned a cloud of dust from his clothes, is there anybody in this town can gimme a hoss to get to Stillwater, inside three hours riding?

He waited a moment, his hungry eyes traveling eagerly from face to face. Naturally the oldest man spoke first, since this was a matter of life and death.

Any hoss in town can get you there in that time, if you know the short way across the mountain.

How do you take it? Thats the way for me.

But the old fellow shook his head and smiled in pity. Not if you aint rode it before. I used to go that way when I was a kid, but nowadays nobody rides that way except Doone. That trail is as tricky as the ways of a coyote; youd sure get lost without a guide.

The stranger turned and followed the gesture of the speaker. The mountain rose from the very verge of the town, a ragged mass of sand and rock, with miserable sagebrush clinging here and there, as dull and uninteresting as the dust itself. Then he lowered the hand from beneath which he had peered and faced about with a sigh. I guess it aint much good trying that way. But I got to get to Stillwater inside of three hours.

Theys one hoss in town can get you there, said the old man. But you cant get that hoss today.

The stranger groaned. Then Ill make another hoss stretch out and do.

Cant be done. Doones hoss is a marvel. Nothing else about here can touch him, and hes the only one that can make the trip around the mountain, inside of three hours. Youd kill another hoss trying to do it, what with your weight.

The stranger groaned again and struck his knuckles against his forehead. But why cant I get the hoss? Is Doone out of town with it?

The hoss aint out of town, but Doone is.

The traveler clenched his fists. This delay and waste of priceless time was maddening him. Gents, he called desperately, I got to get to Martindale today. Its more than life or death to me. Wheres Doones hoss?

Right across the road, said the old man who had spoken first. Over yonder in the corral — the bay.

The traveler turned and saw, beyond the road, a beautiful mare, not very tall, but a mare whose every inch of her fifteen three proclaimed strength and speed. At that moment she raised her head and looked across to him, and the heart of the rider jumped into his throat. The very sight of her was an omen of victory, and he made a long stride in her direction, but two men came before him. The old fellow jumped from the chair and tapped his arm.

You aint going to take the bay without getting leave from Doone?

Gents, I got to, said the stranger. Listen! My names Gregg, Bill Gregg. Up in my country they know Im straight; down here you aint heard of me. I aint going to keep that hoss, and Ill pay a hundred dollars for the use of her for one day. Ill bring or send her back safe and sound, tomorrow. Heres the money. One of you gents, thats a friend of Doone, take it for him.

Not a hand was stretched out; every head shook in negation.

Im too fond of the little life thats left to me, said the old fellow. I wont rent out that hoss for him. Why, he loves that mare like she was his sister. Hed fight like a flash rather than see another man ride her.

But Bill Gregg had his eyes on the bay, and the sight of her was stealing his reason. He knew, as well as he knew that he was a man, that, once in the saddle on her, he would be sure to win. Nothing could stop him. And straight through the restraining circle he broke with a groan of anxiety.

Only the old man who had been the spokesman called after him: Gregg, dont be a fool. Maybe you dont recognize the name of Doone, but the whole name is Ronicky Doone. Does that mean anything to you?

Into the back of Greggs mind came several faint memories, but they were obscure and uncertain. Blast your Ronicky Doone! he replied. I got to have that hoss, and, if none of youll take money for her rent, Ill take her free and pay her rent when I come through this way tomorrow, maybe. Slong!

While he spoke he had been undoing the cinches of his own horse. Now he whipped the saddle and bridle off, shouted to the hotel keeper brief instructions for the care of the weary animal and ran across the road with the saddle on his arm.

In the corral he had no difficulty with the mare. She came straight to him in spite of all the flopping trappings. With prickly ears and eyes lighted with kindly curiosity she looked the dusty fellow over.

He slipped the bridle over her head. When he swung the saddle over her back she merely turned her head and carelessly watched it fall. And when he drew up the cinches hard, she only stamped in mock anger. The moment he was in the saddle she tossed her head eagerly, ready to be off.

He looked across the street to the veranda of the hotel, as he passed through the gate of the corral. The men were standing in a long and awe- stricken line, their eyes wide, their mouths agape. Whoever Ronicky Doone might be, he was certainly a man who had won the respect of this town. The men on the veranda looked at Bill Gregg as though he were already a ghost. He waved his hand defiantly at them and the mare, at a word from him, sprang into a long- striding gallop that whirled them rapidly down the street and out of the village.

The bay mare carried him with amazing speed over the ground. They rounded the base of the big mountain, and, glancing up at the ragged canyons which chopped the face of the peak, he was glad that he had not attempted that short cut. If Ronicky Doone could make that trail he was a skillful horseman.

Bill Gregg swung up over the left shoulder of the mountain and found himself looking down on the wide plain which held Stillwater. The air was crystal-clear and dry; the shoulder of the mountain was high above it; Gregg saw a breathless stretch of the cattle country at one sweep of his eyes.

Stillwater was still a long way off, and far away across the plain he saw a tiny moving dot that grew slowly. It was the train heading for Stillwater, and that train he must beat to the station. For a moment his heart stood still; then he saw that the train was distant indeed, and, by the slightest use of the mares speed, he would be able to reach the town, two or three minutes ahead of it.

But, just as he was beginning to exult in the victory, after all the hard riding of the past three days, the mare tossed up her head and shortened her stride. The heart of Gregg stopped, and he went cold. It was not only the fear that his journey might be ruined, but the fear that something had happened to this magnificent creature beneath him. He swung to the side in the saddle and watched her gallop. Certain she went laboring, very much as though she were trying to run against a mighty pull on the reins.

He looked at her head. It was thrown high, with pricking ears. Perhaps she was frightened by some foolish thing near the road. He touched her with the spurs, and she increased her pace to the old length and ease of stride; but, just as he had begun to be reassured, her step shortened and fell to laboring again, and this time she threw her head higher than before. It was amazing to Bill Gregg; and then it seemed to him that he heard a faint, far whistling, floating down from high above his head.

Again that thin, long-drawn sound, and this time, glancing over his right shoulder, he saw a horseman plunging down the slope of the mountain. He knew instantly that it was Ronicky Doone. The man had come to recapture his horse and had taken the short cut across the mountain to come up with her. Just by a fraction of a minute Doone would be too late, for, by the time he came down onto the trail, the bay would be well ahead, and certainly no horse lived in those mountains capable of overtaking her when she felt like running. Gregg touched her again with the spurs, but this time she reared straight up and, whirling to the side, faced steadily toward her onrushing master.


2. FRIENDLY ENEMIES
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AGAIN AND AGAIN Gregg spurred the bay cruelly.

She winced from the pain and snorted, but, apparently having not the slightest knowledge of bucking, she could only shake her head and send a ringing whinny of appeal up the slope of the mountain, toward the approaching rider.

In spite of the approaching danger, in spite of this delay which was ruining his chances of getting to Stillwater before the train, Bill Gregg watched in marvel and delight the horsemanship of the stranger. Ronicky Doone, if this were he, was certainly the prince of all wild riders.

Even as the mare stopped in answer to the signal of her owner, Ronicky Doone sent his mount over the edge of a veritable cliff, flung him back on his haunches and slid down the gravelly slope, careening from side to side. With a rush of pebbles about him and a dust cloud whirling after, Ronicky Doone broke out into the road ahead of the mare, and she whinnied softly again to greet him.

Bill Gregg found himself looking not into the savage face of such a gunfighter as he had been led to expect, but a handsome fellow, several years younger than he, a high-headed, straight-eyed, buoyant type. In his seat in the saddle, in the poise of his head and the play of his hand on the reins Bill Gregg recognized a boundless nervous force. There was nothing ponderous about Ronicky Doone. Indeed he was not more than middle size, but, as he reined his horse in the middle of the road and looked with flashing eyes at Bill Gregg, he appeared very large indeed.

Gregg was used to fighting or paying his way, or doing both at the same time, as occasion offered. He decided that this was certainly an occasion for much money and few words.

Youre Doone, I guess, he said, and you know that Ive played a pretty bad trick on you, taking your hoss this way. But I wanted to pay for it, Doone, and Ill pay now. Ive got to get to Stillwater before that train. Look at her! I havent hurt her any. Her wind isnt touched. Shes pretty wet, but sweat never hurt nothing on four feet, eh?

I dunno, returned Ronicky Doone. Id as soon run off with a mans wife as his hoss.

Partner, said Bill Gregg desperately, I have to get there!

Then get there on your own feet, not the feet of another gents hoss.

Gregg controlled his rising anger. Beyond him the train was looming larger and larger in the plain, and Stillwater seemed more and more distant. He writhed in the saddle.

I tell you Ill pay — Ill pay the whole value of the hoss, if you want.

He was about to say more when he saw the eyes of Ronicky Doone widen and fix.

Look, said the other suddenly, youve been cutting her up with the spurs!

Gregg glanced down to the flank of the bay to discover that he had used the spurs more recklessly than he thought. A sharp rowel had picked through the skin, and, though it was probably only a slight wound indeed, it had brought a smear of red to the surface.

Ronicky Doone trembled with anger.

Confound you! he said furiously. Any fool would have known that you didnt need a spur on that hoss! What part dyou come from where they teach you to kill a hoss when you ride it? Can you tell me that?

Ill tell you after I get to Stillwater.

Ill see you hung before I see you in Stillwater.

Youve talked too much, Doone, Gregg said huskily.

Ive just begun, said Doone.

Then take this and shut up, exclaimed Bill Gregg.

Ordinarily he was the straightest and the squarest man in the world in a fight. But a sudden anger had flared up in him. He had an impulse to kill; to get rid of this obstacle between him and everything he wanted most in life. Without more warning than that he snatched out his revolver and fired point blank at Ronicky Doone. Certainly all the approaches to a fight had been made, and Doone might have been expecting the attack. At any rate, as the gun shot out of Greggs holster, the other swung himself sidewise in his own saddle and, snapping out his revolver, fired from the hip.

That swerve to the side saved him, doubtless, from the shot of Gregg; his own bullet plowed cleanly through the thigh of the other rider. The whole leg of Gregg went numb, and he found himself slumping helplessly to one side. He dropped his gun, and he had to cling with both hands to lower himself out of the saddle. Now he sat in the dust of the trail and stared stupidly, not at his conqueror, but at the train that was flashing into the little town of Stillwater, just below them.

He hardly heeded Ronicky Doone, as the latter started forward with an oath, knelt beside him and examined the wound. Its clean, Doone said, as he started ripping up his undershirt to make bandages. Ill have you fixed so you can be gotten into Stillwater.

He began to work rapidly, twisting the clothes around Greggs thigh, which he had first laid bare by some dexterous use of a hunting knife.

Then Gregg turned his eyes to those of Doone. The train had pulled out of Stillwater. The sound of the coughing of the engine, as it started up, came faintly to them after a moment.

Of all the darned fools! said the two men in one voice.

And then they grinned at each other. Certainly it was not the first fight or the first wound for either of them.

Im sorry, they began again, speaking together in chorus.

Matter of fact, said Ronicky Doone, that bay means a pile to me. When I seen the red on her side—

Cant be more than a chance prick.

I know, said Ronicky, but I didnt stop to think.

And I should of give you fair warning before I went for the gat.

Look here, said Ronicky, you talk like a straight sort of a gent to me.

And you thought I was a cross between a hoss thief and a gunfighter?

I dunno what I thought, except that I wanted the mare back. Stranger, Im no end sorry this has happened. Maybe youd lemme know why you was in such a hurry to get to Stillwater. If theys any trouble coming down the road behind you, maybe I can help take care of it for you. And he smiled coldly and significantly at Bill Gregg.

The latter eyed with some wonder the man who had just shot him down and was now offering to fight for his safety. Nothing like that, said Bill. I was going to Stillwater to meet a girl.

As much of a rush as all that to see a girl?

On that train.

Ronicky Doone whistled softly. And I messed it up! But why didnt you tell me what you wanted?

I didnt have a chance. Besides I could not waste time in talking and explaining to everybody along the road.

Sure you couldnt, but the girlll forgive you when she finds out what happened.

No, she wont, because shell never find out.

Eh?

I dont know where she is.

Riding all that way just to see a girl—

Its a long story, partner, and this leg is beginning to act up. Tell you the best thing would be for you to jump on your mare and jog into Stillwater for a buckboard and then come back and get me. What dyou say?

Twenty minutes after Ronicky Doone had swung into the saddle and raced down the road, the buckboard arrived and the wounded man was helped on to a pile of blankets in the body of the wagon.

The shooting, of course, was explained by the inevitable gun accident. Ronicky Doone happened to be passing along that way and saw Bill Gregg looking over his revolver as he rode along. At that moment the gun exploded and — 

The two men who had come out in the buckboard listened to the tale with expressionless faces. As a matter of fact they had already heard in Stillwater that no less a person than Ronicky Doone was on his way toward that village in pursuit of a man who had ridden off on the famous bay mare, Lou. But they accepted Ronickys bland version of the accident with perfect calm and with many expressions of sympathy. They would have other things to say after they had deposited the wounded man in Stillwater.

The trip in was a painful one for Bill Gregg. For one thing the exhaustion of the long three days trip was now causing a wave of weariness to sweep over him. The numbness, which had come through the leg immediately after the shooting, was now replaced by a steady and continued aching. And more than all he was unnerved by the sense of utter failure, utter loss. Never in his life had he fought so bitterly and steadily for a thing, and yet he had lost at the very verge of success.


3. AT STILLWATER
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THE TRUE STORY was, of course, known almost at once, but, since Ronicky Doone swore that he would tackle the first man who accused him of having shot down Bill Gregg, the talk was confined to whispers. In the meantime Stillwater rejoiced in its possession of Ronicky Doone. Beyond one limited section of the mountain desert he was not as yet known, but he had one of those personalities which are called electric. Whatever he did seemed greater because he, Ronicky Doone, had done it.

Not that he had done a great many things as yet. But there was a peculiar feeling in the air that Ronicky Doone was capable of great and strange performances. Men older than he were willing to accept him as their leader; men younger than he idolized him.

Ronicky Doone, then, the admired of all beholders, is leaning in the doorway of Stillwaters second and best hotel. His bandanna today is a terrific yellow, set off with crimson half-moon and stars strewn liberally on it. His shirt is merely white, but it is given some significance by having nearly half of a red silk handkerchief falling out of the breast pocket. His sombrero is one of those works of art which Mexican families pass from father to son, only his was new and had not yet received that limp effect of age. And, like the gaudiest Mexican head piece, the band of this sombrero was of purest gold, beaten into the forms of various saints. Ronicky Doone knew nothing at all about saints, but he approved very much of the animation of the martyrdom scenes and felt reasonably sure that his hatband could not be improved upon in the entire length and breadth of Stillwater, and the young men of the town agreed with him, to say nothing of the girls.

They also admired his riding gloves which, a strange affectation in a country of buckskin, were always the softest and the smoothest and the most comfortable kid that could be obtained.

Truth to tell, he did not handle a rope. He could not tell the noose end of a lariat from the straight end, hardly. Neither did Ronicky Doone know the slightest thing about barbed wire, except how to cut it when he wished to ride through. Let us look closely at the hands themselves, as Ronicky stands in the door of the hotel and stares at the people walking by. For he has taken off his gloves and he now rolls a cigarette.

They are very long hands. The fingers are extremely slender and tapering. The wrists are round and almost as innocent of sinews as the wrists of a woman, save when he grips something, and then how they stand out. But, most remarkable of all, the skin of the palms of those hands is amazingly soft. It is truly as soft as the skin of the hand of a girl.

There were some who shook their heads when they saw those hands. There were some who inferred that Ronicky Doone was little better than a scapegrace, and that, in reality, he had never done a better or more useful thing than handle cards and swing a revolver. In both of which arts it was admitted that he was incredibly dexterous. As a matter of fact, since there was no estate from which he drew an income, and since he had never been known in the entire history of his young life to do a single stroke of productive work of any kind, the bitter truth was that Ronicky Doone was no better and no worse than a common gambler.

Indeed, if to play a game of chance is to commit a sin, Ronicky Doone was a very great sinner. Yet it should be remarked that he lacked the fine art of taking the money of other less clever fellows when they were intoxicated, and he also lacked the fine hardness of mind which enables many gamblers to enjoy taking the last cent from an opponent. Also, though he knew the entire list of tricks in the repertoire of a crooked gambler, he had never been known to employ tricking. He trusted in a calm head, a quick judgment, an ability to read character. And, though he occasionally met with crooked professionals who were wolves in the guise of sheep, no one had ever been known to play more than one crooked trick at cards when playing against Ronicky Doone. So, on the whole, he made a very good living.

What he had he gave or threw away in wild spending or loaned to friends, of whom he had a vast number. All of which goes to explain the soft hands of Ronicky Doone and his nervous, swift-moving fingers, as he stood at the door of the hotel. For he who plays long with cards or dice begins to have a special sense developed in the tips of his fingers, so that they seem to be independent intelligences.

He crossed his feet. His boots were the finest leather, bench-made by the best of bootmakers, and they fitted the high-arched instep with the elastic smoothness of gloves. The man of the mountain desert dresses the extremities and cares not at all for the mid sections. The moment Doone was off his horse those boots had to be dressed and rubbed and polished to softness and brightness before this luxurious gambler would walk about town. From the heels of the boots extended a long pair of spurs — surely a very great vanity, for never in her life had his beautiful mare, Lou, needed even the touch of a spur.

But Ronicky Doone could not give up this touch of luxury. The spurs were plated heavily with gold, and they swept up and out in a long, exquisite curve, the hub of the rowel set with diamonds.

In a word Ronicky Doone was a dandy, but he had this peculiarity, that he seemed to dress to please himself rather than the rest of the world. His glances never roved about taking account of the admiration of others. As he leaned there in the door of the hotel he was the type of the young, happy, genuine and carefree fellow, whose mind is no heavier with a thousand dollars or a thousand cents in his pocket.

Suddenly he started from his lounging place, caught his hat more firmly over his eyes, threw away his unlighted cigarette and hurried across the veranda of the hotel. Had he seen an enemy to chastise, or an old friend to greet, or a pretty girl? No, it was only old Jud Harding, the blacksmith, whose hand had lost its strength, but who still worked iron as others mold putty, simply because he had the genius for his craft. He was staggering now under a load of boards which he had shouldered to carry to his shop. In a moment that load was shifted to the shoulder of Ronicky Doone, and they went on down the street, laughing and talking together until the load was dropped on the floor of Hardings shop.

And hows the sick feller coming? asked Harding.

Coming fine, answered Ronicky. Couple of days and Ill have him out for a little exercise. Lucky thing it was a clean wound and didnt nick the bone. Soon as its healed over hell never know he was plugged.

Harding considered his young friend with twinkling eyes. Queer thing to me, he said, is how you and this gent Gregg have hit it off so well together. Might almost say it was like youd shot Gregg and now was trying to make up for it. But, of course, that aint the truth.

Of course not, said Ronicky gravely and met the eye of Harding without faltering.

Another queer thing, went on the cunning old smith. He was fooling with that gun while he was in the saddle, which just means that the muzzle must of been pretty close to his skin. But there wasnt any sign of a powder burn, the doc says.

But his trousers was pretty bad burned, I guess, said Ronicky.

H-m, said the blacksmith, thats the first time Ive heard about it. He went on more seriously: I got something to tell you, Ronicky. Ever hear the story about the gent that took pity on the snake that was stiff with cold and brought the snake in to warm him up beside the fire? The minute the snake come to life he sunk his fangs in the gent that had saved him.

Meaning, said Ronicky, that, because Ive done a good turn for Gregg, Id better look out for him?

Meaning nothing, said Harding, except that the reason the snake bit the gent was because hed had a stone heaved at him by the same man one day and hadnt forgot it.

But Ronicky Doone merely laughed and turned back toward the hotel.


4. HIS VICTIMS TROUBLE
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YET HE COULD not help pondering on the words of old Harding. Bill Gregg had been a strange patient. He had never repeated his first offer to tell his story. He remained sullen and silent, with his brooding eyes fixed on the blank wall before him, and nothing could permanently cheer him. Some inward gloom seemed to possess the man.

The first day after the shooting he had insisted on scrawling a painfully written letter, while Ronicky propped a writing board in front of him, as he lay flat on his back in the bed, but that was his only act. Thereafter he remained silent and brooding. Perhaps it was hatred for Ronicky that was growing in him, as the sense of disappointment increased, for Ronicky, after all, had kept him from reaching that girl when the train passed through Stillwater. Perhaps, for all Ronicky knew, his bullet had ruined the happiness of two lives. He shrugged that disagreeable thought away, and, reaching the hotel, he went straight up to the room of the sick man.

Bill, he said gently, have you been spending all your time hating me? Is that what keeps you thin and glum? Is it because you sit here all day blaming me for all the things that have happened to you?

The dark flush and the uneasy flicker of Greggs glance gave a sufficient answer. Ronicky Doone sighed and shook his head, but not in anger.

You dont have to talk, he said. I see that Im right. And I dont blame you, Bill, because, maybe, Ive spoiled things pretty generally for you.

At first the silence of Bill Gregg admitted that he felt the same way about the matter, yet he finally said aloud: I dont blame you. Maybe you thought I was a hoss thief. But the thing is done, Ronicky, and it wont never be undone!

Gregg, said Ronicky, dyou know what youre going to do now?

I dunno.

Youre going to sit there and roll a cigarette and tell me the whole yarn. You aint through with this little chase. Not if I have to drag you along with me. But first just figure that Im your older brother or something like that and get rid of the whole yarn. Got to have the ore specimens before you can assay em. Besides, itll help you a pile to get the poison out of your system. If you feel like cussing me hearty when the time comes go ahead and cuss, but I got to hear that story.

Maybe it would help, said Gregg, but its a fool story to tell.

Leave that to me to say whether its a fool story or not. You start the talking.

Gregg shifted himself to a more comfortable position, as is the immemorial custom of story tellers, and his glance misted a little with the flood of recollections.

Started along back about a year ago, he said. I was up to the Sullivan Mountains working a claim. There wasnt much to it, just enough to keep me going sort of comfortable. I pegged away at it pretty steady, leading a lonely life and hoping every day that Id cut my way down to a good lead. Well, the fine ore never showed up.

Meantime I got pretty weary of them same mountains, staring me in the face all the time. I didnt have even a dog with me for conversation, so I got to thinking. Thinking is a bad thing, mostly, dont you agree, Ronicky?

It sure is, replied Ronicky Doone instantly. Not a bit of a doubt about it.

It starts you doubting things, went on Gregg bitterly, and pretty soon youre even doubting yourself. Here he cast an envious glance at the smooth brow of his companion. But I guess that never happened to you, Ronicky?

Youd be surprised if I told you, said Ronicky.

Well, went on Bill Gregg, I got so darned tired of my own thoughts and of myself that I decided something had ought to be done; something to give me new things to think about. So I sat down and went over the whole deal.

I had to get new ideas. Then I thought of what a gent had told me once. Hed got pretty interested in mining and figured he wanted to know all about how the fancy things was done. So he sent off to some correspondence schools. Well, theyre a great bunch. They say: Write us a lot of letters and ask us your questions. Before youre through youll know something you want to know. See?

I see.

I didnt have anything special I wanted to learn except how to use myself for company when I got tired of solitaire. So I sat down and wrote to this here correspondence school and says: I want to do something interesting. How dyou figure that I had better begin? And what dyou think they answered back?

I dunno, said Ronicky, his interest steadily increasing.

Well, sir, the first thing they wrote back was: We have your letter and think that in the first place you had better learn how to write. That was a queer answer, wasnt it?

It sure was. Ronicky swallowed a smile.

Every time I looked at that letter it sure made me plumb mad. And I looked at it a hundred times a day and come near tearing it up every time. But I didnt, continued Bill.

Why not?

Because it was a woman that wrote it. I told by the hand, after a while!

A woman? Go on, Bill. This story sure sounds different from most.

It aint even started to get different yet, said Bill gloomily. Well, that letter made me so plumb mad that I sat down and wrote everything I could think of that a gent would say to a girl to let her know what I thought about her. And what dyou think happened?

She wrote you back the prettiest letter you ever seen, suggested Ronicky, saying as how shed never meant to make you mad and that if you—

Say, broke in Bill Gregg, did I show that letter to you?

Nope; I just was guessing at what a lot of women would do. You see?

No, I dont. I could never figure them as close as that. Anyway thats the thing she done, right enough. She writes me a letter that was smooth as oil and suggests that I go on with a composition course to learn how to write.

Going to have you do books, Bill?

I aint a plumb fool, Ronicky. But I thought it wouldnt do me no harm to unlimber my pen and fire out a few words a day. So I done it. I started writing what they told me to write about, the things that was around me, with a lot of lessons about how you cant use the same word twice on one page, and how terrible bad it is to use too many passive verbs.

Whats a passive verb, Bill?

I didnt never figure it out, exactly. However, it seems like theyre something that slows you up the way a muddy road slows up a hoss. And then she begun talking about the mountains, and then she begun asking — 

About you! suggested Ronicky with a grin.

Confound you, said Bill Gregg. How come you guessed that?

I dunno. I just sort of scented what was coming.

Well, anyways, thats what she done. And pretty soon she sent me a snapshot of herself. Well—

Lemme see it, said Ronicky Doone calmly.

I dunno just where it is, maybe, replied Bill Gregg.

Ill tell you. Its right around your neck, in that nugget locket you wear there.

For a moment Bill Gregg hated the other with his eyes, and then he submitted with a sheepish grin, took off the locket, which was made of one big nugget rudely beaten into shape, and opened it for the benefit of Ronicky Doone. It showed the latter not a beautiful face, but a pretty one with a touch of honesty and pride that made her charming.

Well, as soon as I got that picture, said Bill Gregg, as he took back the locket, I sure got excited. Looked to me like that girl was made for me. A lot finer than I could ever be, you see, but simple; no fancy frills, no raving beauty, maybe, but darned easy to look at.

First thing I done I went in and got a copy of my face made and rushed it right back at her and then— He stopped dolefully. What dyou think, Ronicky?

I dunno, said Ronicky; what happened then?

Nothing, not a thing. Not a word came back from her to answer that letter Id sent along.

Maybe you didnt look rich enough to suit her, Bill.

I thought that, and I thought it was my ugly face that might of made her change her mind. I thought of pretty near everything else that was bad about me and that she might of read in my face. Sure made me sick for a long time. Somebody else was correcting my lessons, and that made me sicker than ever.

So I sat down and wrote a letter to the head of the school and told him Id like to get the address of that first girl. You see, I didnt even know her name. But I didnt get no answer.

Ronicky groaned. It dont look like the best detective in the world could help you to find a girl when you dont know her name. He added gently: But maybe she dont want you to find her?

I thought that for a long time. Then, a while back, I got a letter from San Francisco, saying that she was coming on a train through these parts and could I be in Stillwater because the train stopped there a couple of minutes. Most like she thought Stillwater was just sort of across the street from me. Matter of fact, I jumped on a hoss, and it took me three days of breaking my neck to get near Stillwater and then— He stopped and cast a gloomy look on his companion.

I know, said Ronicky. Then I come and spoiled the whole party. Sure makes me sick to think about it.

And now shes plumb gone, muttered Bill Gregg. I thought maybe the reason I didnt have her correcting my lessons any more was because shed had to leave the schools and go West. So, right after I got this drilling through the leg, you remember, I wrote a letter?

Sure.

It was to her at the schools, but I didnt get no answer. I guess she didnt go back there after all. Shes plumb gone, Ronicky.

The other was silent for a moment. How much would you give to find her? he asked suddenly.

Half my life, said Bill Gregg solemnly.

Then, said Ronicky, well make a try at it. I got an idea how we can start on the trail. Im going to go with you, partner. Ive messed up considerable, this little game of yours; now Im going to do what I can to straighten it out. Sometimes two are better than one. Anyway Im going to stick with you till youve found her or lost her for good. You see?

Bill Gregg sighed. Youre pretty straight, Ronicky, he said, but what good does it do for two gents to look for a needle in a haystack? How could we start to hit the trail?

This way. We know the train that she took. Maybe we could find the Pullman conductor that was on it, and he might remember her. They got good memories, some of those gents. Well start to find him, which had ought to be pretty easy.

Ronicky, Id never of thought of that in a million years!

It aint thinking that we want now, its acting. When can you start with me?

Ill be fit tomorrow.

Then tomorrow we start.


5. MACKLINS LIBRARY
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ROBERT MACKLIN, PULLMAN conductor, had risen to that eminent position so early in life that the glamour of it had not yet passed away. He was large enough to have passed for a champion wrestler or a burly pugilist, and he was small enough to glory in the smallest details of his work. Having at the age of thirty, through a great deal of luck and a touch of accident, secured his place, he possessed, at least, sufficient dignity to fill it.

He was one of those rare men who carry their dignity with them past the doors of their homes. Robert Macklins home, during the short intervals when he was off the trains, was in a tiny apartment. It was really one not overly large room, with a little alcove adjoining; but Robert Macklin had seized the opportunity to hang a curtain across the alcove, and, since it was large enough to contain a chair and a bookshelf, he referred to it always as his library.

He was this morning seated in his library, with his feet protruding through the curtains and resting on the foot of his bed, when the doorbell rang. He surveyed himself in his mirror before he answered it. Having decided that, in his long dressing gown, he was imposing enough, he advanced to the door and slowly opened it.

He saw before him two sun-darkened men whose soft gray hats proclaimed that they were newly come out of the West. The one was a fellow whose face had been made stern by hard work and few pleasures in life. The other was one who, apparently, had never worked at all. There was something about him that impressed Robert Macklin. He might be a young Western millionaire, for instance. Aside from his hat he was dressed with elaborate care. He wore gray spats, and his clothes were obviously well tailored, and his necktie was done in a bow. On the whole he was a very cool, comfortable looking . The handkerchief, which protruded from his breast pocket and showed an edging of red, was a trifle noisy; and the soft gray hat was hardly in keeping, but, on the whole, he was a dashing-looking . The bagging trousers and the blunt- toed shoes of his companion were to Robert Macklin a distinct shock. He centered all of his attention instantly on the younger of his two visitors.

Youre Mr. Macklin, I guess, said the handsome man.

I am, said Macklin, and, stepping back from his door, he invited them in with a sweeping gesture.

There were only two chairs, but the younger of the strangers immediately made himself comfortable on the bed.

My names Doone, he said, and this is Mr. William Gregg. We think that you have some information which we can use. Mind if we fire a few questions?

Certainly not, said Robert Macklin. At the same time he began to arm himself with caution. One could never tell.

Matter of fact, went on Ronicky smoothly, lighting a tailor-made cigarette, while his companion rolled one of his own making, we are looking for a lady who was on one of your trains. We think you may possibly remember her. Heres the picture.

And, as he passed the snapshot to the Pullman conductor, he went on with the details of the date and the number of the train.

Robert Macklin in the meantime studied the picture carefully. He had a keen eye for faces, but when it came to pretty faces his memory was a veritable lion. He had talked a few moments with this very girl, and she had smiled at him. The memory made Robert Macklins lips twitch just a trifle, and Ronicky Doone saw it.

Presently the dignitary returned the picture and raised his head from thought. It is vaguely behind my mind, something about this lady, he said. But Im sorry to say, gentlemen, I really dont know you and—

Why, dont you know us! broke in Bill Gregg. Aint my partner here just introduced us?

Exactly, said Robert Macklin. And his opinion of the two sank a full hundred points. Such grammar proclaimed a ruffian.

You dont get his drift, Ronicky was explaining to his companion. I introduced us, but he doesnt know who I am. We should have brought along a letter of introduction. He turned to Macklin. I am mighty sorry I didnt get one, he said.

It came to Macklin for the fraction of a second that he was being mocked, but he instantly dismissed the foolish thought. Even the rough fellows must be able to recognize a man when they saw one.

The point is, went on Ronicky gently, that my friend is very eager for important reasons to see this lady, to find her. And he doesnt even know her name. Here his careful grammar gave out with a crash. You cant beat a deal like that, eh, Macklin? If you can remember anything about her, her name first, then, where she was bound, who was with her, how tall she is, the color of her eyes, wed be glad to know anything you know. What can you do for us?

Macklin cleared his throat thoughtfully. Gentlemen, he said gravely, if I knew the purpose for which you are seeking the lady I—

The purpose aint to kidnap her, if thats your drift, said Ronicky. We aint going to treat her wrong, partner. Out in our part of the land they dont do it. Just shake up your thoughts and see if something about that girl doesnt pop right into your head.

Robert Macklin smiled and carefully shook his head. It seems to be impossible for me to remember a thing, he asserted.

Not even the color of her eyes? asked Ronicky, as he grinned. He went on more gravely: Im pretty dead sure that you do remember something about her.

There was just the shade of a threat in the voice of this slender youngster, and Robert Macklin had been an amateur pugilist of much brawn and a good deal of boxing skill. He cast a wary eye on Ronicky; one punch would settle that fellow. The man Gregg might be a harder nut to crack, but it would not take long to finish them both. Robert Macklin thrust his shoulders forward.

Friends, he said gruffly, I dont have much time off. This is my day for rest. I have to say good-by.

Ronicky Doone stood up with a yawn. I thought so, he said to his companion. Mind the door, Gregg, and see that nobody steps in and busts up my little party.

What are you going to do?

Going to argue with this gent in a way hell understand a pile better than the chatter weve been making so far. He stepped a long light pace forward. Macklin, you know what we want to find out. Will you talk?

A cloud of red gathered before the eyes of Macklin. It was impossible that he must believe his ears, and yet the words still rang there.

Why, curse your little rat-face! burst out Robert Macklin, and, stepping in, he leaned forward with a perfect straight left.

Certainly his long vacation from boxing had not ruined his eye or stiffened his muscles. With delight he felt all the big sinews about his shoulders come into play. Straight and true the big fist drove into the face of the smaller man, but Robert Macklin found that he had punched a hole in thin air. It was as if the very wind of the blow had brushed the head of Ronicky Doone to one side, and at the same time he seemed to sway and stagger forward.

A hard lean fist struck Robert Macklins body. As he gasped and doubled up, clubbing his right fist to land the blow behind the ear of Ronicky Doone, the latter bent back, stepped in and, rising on the toes of both feet, whipped a perfect uppercut that, in ring parlance, rang the bell.

The result was that Robert Macklin, his mouth agape and his eyes dull, stood wobbling slowly from side to side.

Here! called Ronicky to his companion at the door. Grab him on one side, and Ill take the other. Hes out on his feet. Get him to that chair. With Greggs assistance he dragged the bulk of the man there. Macklin was still stunned.

Presently the dull eyes cleared and filled immediately with horror. Big Robert Macklin sank limply back in the chair.

Ive no money, he said. I swear I havent a cent in the place. Its in the bank, but if a check will—

We dont want your money this trip, said Ronicky. We want talk, Macklin. A lot of talk and a lot of true talk. Understand? Its about that girl. I saw you grin when you saw the picture; you remember her well enough. Now start talking, and remember this, if you lie, Ill come back here and find out and use this on you.

The eyes of Robert Macklin started from his head, as his gaze concentrated on the black muzzle of the gun. He moistened his white lips and managed to gasp: Everything I know, of course. Ill tell you everything, word for word. She — she — her name I mean—

Youre doing fine, said Ronicky. Keep it up, and you keep away, Bill. When you come at him with that hungry look he thinks youre going to eat him up. Fire away, Macklin.

What first?

Whats she look like?

Soft brown hair, blue eyes, her mouth—

Is a little big. Thats all right. You dont have to be polite and lie. We want the truth. How big is she?

About five feet and five inches, must weigh around a hundred and thirty pounds.

You sure are an expert on the ladies, Macklin, and Ill bet you didnt miss her name?

Her name?

Dont tell me you missed out on that!

No. It was — Just a minute!

Take your time.

Caroline.

Take your time now, Macklin, youre doing fine. Dont get confused. Get the last name right. Its the most important to us.

I have it, Im sure. The whole name is Caroline Smith.

There was a groan from Ronicky Doone and another from Bill Gregg.

Thats a fine name to use for trailing a person. Did she say anything more, anything about where she expected to be living in New York?

I dont remember any more, said Macklin sullenly, for the spot where Ronickys fist landed on his jaw was beginning to ache. I didnt sit down and have any chats with her. She just spoke to me once in a while when I did something for her. I suppose you fellows have some crooked work on hand for her?

Were bringing her good news, said Ronicky calmly. Now see if you cant remember where she said she lived in New York. And he gave added point to his question by pressing the muzzle of the revolver a little closer to the throat of the Pullman conductor. The latter blinked and swallowed hard.

The only thing I remember her saying was that she could see the East River from her window, I think.

And thats all you know?

Yes, not a thing more about her to save my life.

Maybe what you know has saved it, said Ronicky darkly.

His victim eyed him with sullen malevolence. Maybe therell be a new trick or two in this game before its finished. Ill never forget you, Doone, and you, Gregg.

You havent a thing in the world on us, replied Ronicky.

I have the fact that you carry concealed weapons.

Only this time.

Always! Fellows like you are as lonesome without a gun as they are without a skin.

Ronicky turned at the door and laughed back at the gloomy face, and then they were gone down the steps and into the street.


6. THE NEW YORK TRAIL
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ON THE TRAIN to New York that night they carefully summed up their prospects and what they had gained.

We started at pretty near nothing, said Ronicky. He was a professional optimist. We had a picture of a girl, and we knew she was on a certain train bound East, three or four weeks ago. Thats all we knew. Now we know her name is Caroline Smith, and that she lives where she can see the East River out of her back window. I guess that narrows it down pretty close, doesnt it, Bill?

Close? asked Bill. Close, did you say? Well, we know the trail, said Ronicky cheerily. All weve got to do is to locate the shack that stands beside that trail. For old mountain men like us that ought to be nothing. What sort of a stream is this East River, though?

Bill Gregg looked at his companion in disgust. He had become so used to regarding Doone as entirely infallible that it amazed and disheartened him to find that there was one topic so large about which Ronicky knew nothing. Perhaps the whole base for the good cheer of Ronicky was his ignorance of everything except the mountain desert.

A rivers a river, went on Ronicky blandly. And its got a town beside it, and in the town theres a house that looks over the water. Why, Bill, shes as good as found!

New York runs about a dozen miles along the shore of that river, groaned Bill Gregg.

A dozen miles! gasped Ronicky. He turned in his seat and stared at his companion. Bill, you sure are making a man-sized joke. There aint that much city in the world. A dozen miles of houses, one right next to the other?

Yep, and one on top of the other. And that aint all. Start about the center of that town and swing a twenty-mile line around it, and the end of the line will be passing through houses most of the way.

Ronicky Doone glared at him in positive alarm. Well, he said, thats different.

It sure is. I guess weve come on a wild-goose chase, Ronicky, hunting for a girl named Smith that lives on the bank of the East River! He laughed bitterly.

How come you know so much about New York? asked Ronicky, eager to turn the subject of conversation until he could think of something to cheer his friend.

Books, said Bill Gregg.

After that there was a long lull in the conversation. That night neither of them slept long, for every rattle and sway of the train was telling them that they were rocking along toward an impossible task. Even the cheer of Ronicky had broken down the next morning, and, though breakfast in the diner restored some of his confidence, he was not the man of the day before.

Bill, he confided, on the way back to their seats from the diner, there must be something wrong with me. What is it?

I dunno, said Bill. Why?

People been looking at me.

Aint they got a right to do that?

Sure they have, in a way. But, when they dont seem to see you when you see them, and when they begin looking at you out of the corner of their eyes the minute you turn away, why then it seems to me that theyre laughing at you, Bill.

What they got to laugh about? Id punch a gent in the face that laughed at me!

But Ronicky fell into a philosophical brooding. It cant be done, Bill. You can punch a gent for cussing you, or stepping on your foot, or crowding you, or sneering at you, or talking behind your back, or for a thousand things. But back here in a crowd you cant fight a gent for laughing at you. Laughing is outside the law most anywheres, Bill. Its the one thing you cant answer back except with more laughing. Even a dog gets sort of sick inside when you laugh at him, and a man is a pile worse. He wants to kill the gent thats laughing, and he wants to kill himself for being laughed at. Well, Bill, thats a good deal stronger than the way they been laughing at me, but they done enough to make me think a bit. They been looking at three things — these here spats, the red rim of my handkerchief sticking out of my pocket, and that soft gray hat, when I got it on.

Derned if I see anything wrong with your outfit. Didnt they tell you that that was the style back East, to have spats like that on?

Sure, said Ronicky, but maybe they didnt know, or maybe they go with some, but not with me. Maybe Im kind of too brown and outdoors looking to fit with spats and handkerchiefs like this.

Ronicky, said Bill Gregg in admiration, maybe you aint read a pile, but you figure things out just like a book.

Their conversation was cut short by the appearance of a drift of houses, and then more and more. From the elevated line on which they ran presently they could look down on block after block of roofs packed close together, or big business structures, as they reached the uptown business sections, and finally Ronicky gasped, as they plunged into utter darkness that roared past the window.

We go underground to the station, Bill Gregg explained. He was a little startled himself, but his reading had fortified him to a certain extent.

But is there still some more of New York? asked Ronicky humbly.

More? We aint seen a corner of it! Bills superior information made him swell like a frog in the sun. This is kinder near One Hundredth Street where we dived down. New York keeps right on to First Street, and then it has a lot more streets below that. But thats just the Island of Manhattan. All around theres a lot more. Manhattan is mostly where they work. They live other places.

It was not very long before the train slowed down to make Grand Central Station. On the long platform Ronicky surrendered his suit case to the first porter. Bill Gregg was much alarmed. Whatd you do that for? he asked, securing a stronger hold on his own valise and brushing aside two or three red caps.

He asked me for it, explained Ronicky. I wasnt none too set on giving it to him to carry, but I hated to hurt his feelings. Besides, theyre all done up in uniforms. Maybe this is their job.

But suppose that feller got away out of sight, what would you do? Your brand-new pair of Colts is lying away in it!

He wont get out of sight none, Ronicky assured his friend grimly. I got another Colt with me, and, no matter how fast he runs, a forty-five slug can run a pile faster. But come on, Bill. The word in this town seems to be to keep right on moving.

They passed under an immense, brightly lighted vault and then wriggled through the crowds in pursuit of the astonishingly agile porter. So they came out of the big station to Forty-second Street, where they found themselves confronted by a taxi driver and the question: Where?

I dunno, said Ronicky to Bill. Your reading tell you anything about the hotels in this here town?

Not a thing, said Bill, because I never figured that Id be fool enough to come this far away from my home diggings. But here I am, and we dont know nothing.

Listen, partner, said Ronicky to the driver. Wheres a fair-to-medium place to stop at?

The taxi driver swallowed a smile that left a twinkle about his eyes which nothing could remove. What kind of a place? Anywhere from fifty cents to fifty bucks a night.

Fifty dollars! exclaimed Bill Gregg. Can you lay over that, Ronicky? Our wad wont last a week.

Say, pal, said the taxi driver, becoming suddenly friendly, I can fix you up. I know a neat little joint where youll be as snug as you want. Theyll stick you about one-fifty per, but you cant beat that price in this town and keep clean.

Take us there, said Bill Gregg, and they climbed into the machine.

The taxi turned around, shot down Park Avenue, darted aside into the darker streets to the east of the district and came suddenly to a halt.

Did you foller that trail? asked Bill Gregg in a chuckling whisper.

Sure! Twice to the left, then to the right, and then to the left again. I know the number of blocks, too. Aint no reason for getting rattled just because a joint is strange to us. New York may be tolerable big, but its got men in it just like we are, and maybe a lot worse kinds.

As they got out of the little car they saw that the taxi driver had preceded them, carrying their suit cases. They followed up a steep pitch of stairs to the first floor of the hotel, where the landing had been widened to form a little office.

Hello, Bert, said their driver. I picked up these gentlemen at Grand Central. They aint wise to the town, so I put em next to you. Fix em up here?

Sure, said Bert, lifting a huge bulk of manhood from behind the desk. He placed his fat hands on the top of it and observed his guests with a smile. Ill make you right to home here, friends. Thank you, Joe!

Joe grinned, nodded and, receiving his money from Bill Gregg, departed down the stairs, humming. Their host, in the meantime, had picked up their suit cases and led the way down a hall dimly lighted by two flickering gas jets. Finally he reached a door and led them into a room where the gas had to be lighted. It showed them a cheerless apartment in spite of the red of wall paper and carpet.

Only three bucks, said the proprietor with the air of one bestowing charity out of the fullness of his heart. Bathroom only two doors down. I guess you cant beat this layout, gents?

Bill Gregg glanced once about him and nodded.

You come up from the South, maybe? asked the proprietor, lingering at the door.

West, said Bill Gregg curtly.

You dont say! Then you boys must be used to your toddy at night, eh?

Its a tolerable dry country out there, said Ronicky without enthusiasm.

All the more reason you need some liquor to moisten it up. Wait till I get you a bottle of rye I got handy. And he disappeared in spite of their protests.

I aint a drinking man, said Gregg, and I know you aint, but its sure insulting to turn down a drink in these days!

Ronicky nodded, and presently the host returned with two glasses, rattling against a tall bottle on a tray.

Say, when, he said, filling the glasses and keeping on, in spite of their protests, until each glass was full.

I guess it looks pretty good to you to see the stuff again, he said, stepping back and rubbing his hands like one warmed by the consciousness of a good deed. It aint very plentiful around here.

Well, said Gregg, swinging up his glass, heres in your eye, Ronicky, and heres to you, sir!

Wait, replied Ronicky Doone. Hold on a minute, Bill. Looks to me like you aint drinking, he said to the proprietor.

The fat man waved the suggestion aside. Never touch it, he assured them. Used to indulge a little in light wines and beers when the country was wet, but when it went dry the stuff didnt mean enough to me to make it worth while dodging the law. I just manage to keep a little of it around for old friends and men out of a dry country.

But we got a funny habit out in our country. We cant no ways drink unless the gent thats setting them out takes something himself. It aint done that way in our part of the land, said Ronicky.

It aint?

Never!

Come, come! Thats a good joke. But, even if I cant be with you, boys, drink hearty.

Ronicky Doone shook his head. No joke at all, he said firmly. Matter of politeness that a lot of gents are terrible hard set on out where we come from.

Why, Ronicky, protested Bill Gregg, aint you making it a little strong? For my part Ive drunk twenty times without having the gent that set em up touch a thing. I reckon I can do it again. Heres how!

Wait! declared Ronicky Doone. And there was a little jarring ring in his voice that arrested the hand of Bill Gregg in the very act of raising the glass.

Ronicky crossed the room quickly, took a glass from the washstand and, returning to the center table, poured a liberal drink of the whisky into it.

I dunno about my friend, he went on, almost sternly, to the bewildered hotel keeper. I dunno about him, but some gents feel so strong about not drinking alone that theyd sooner fight. Well, sir, Im one of that kind. So I say, theres your liquor. Get rid of it!

The fat man reached the center table and propped himself against it, gasping. His whole big body seemed to be wilting, as though in a terrific heat. I dunno! he murmured. I dunno whats got into you fellers. I tell you, I never drink.

You lie, you fat fool! retorted Ronicky. Didnt I smell your breath?

Bill Gregg dropped his own glass on the table and hurriedly came to confront his host by the side of Ronicky.

Breath? asked the fat man hurriedly, still gasping more and more heavily for air. I — I may have taken a small tonic after dinner. In fact, think I did. Thats all. Nothing more, I assure you. I — I have to be a sober man in my work.

You got to make an exception this evening, said Ronicky, more fiercely than ever. I ought to make you drink all three drinks for being so slow about drinking one!

Three drinks! exclaimed the fat man, trembling violently. It — it would kill me!

I think it would, said Ronicky. I swear I think it would. And maybe even one will be a sort of a shock, eh?

He commanded suddenly: Drink! Drink that glass and clean out the last drop of it, or well tie you and pry your mouth open and pour the whole bottle down your throat. You understand?

A feeble moan came from the throat of the hotel keeper. He cast one frantic glance toward the door and a still more frantic appeal centered on Ronicky Doone, but the face of the latter was as cold as stone.

Then take your own glasses, boys, he said, striving to smile, as he picked up his own drink.

You drink first, and you drink alone, declared Ronicky. Now!

The movement of his hand was as ominous as if he had whipped out a revolver. The fat man tossed off the glass of whisky and then stood with a pudgy hand pressed against his breast and the upward glance of one who awaits a calamity. Under the astonished eyes of Bill Gregg he turned pale, a sickly greenish pallor. His eyes rolled, and his hand on the table shook, and the arm that supported him sagged.

Open the window, he said. The air — there aint no air. Im choking — and—

Get him some water, cried Bill Gregg, while I open the window.

Stay where you are, Bill.

But he looks like hes dying!

Then hes killed himself.

Gents, began the fat man feebly and made a short step toward them. The step was uncompleted. In the middle of it he wavered, put out his arms and slumped upon his side on the floor.

Bill Gregg cried out softly in astonishment and horror, but Ronicky Doone knelt calmly beside the fallen bulk and felt the beating of his heart.

He aint dead, he said quietly, but hell be tolerably sick for a while. Now come along with me.

But whats all this mean? asked Bill Gregg in a whisper, as he picked up his suit case and hurried after Ronicky.

Doped booze, said Ronicky curtly.

They hurried down the stairs and came out onto the dark street. There Ronicky Doone dropped his suit case and dived into a dark nook beside the entrance. There was a brief struggle. He came out again, pushing a skulking figure before him, with the mans arm twisted behind his back.

Take off this gents hat, will you? asked Ronicky.

Bill Gregg obeyed, too dumb with astonishment to think. Its the taxi driver! he exclaimed.

I thought so! muttered Ronicky. The skunk came back here to wait till we were fixed right now. Whatll we do with him?

I begin to see whats come off said Bill Gregg, frowning into the white, scowling face of the taxi driver. The man was like a rat, but, in spite of his fear, he did not make a sound.

Over there! said Bill Gregg, nodding toward a flight of cellar steps.

They caught the man between them, rushed him to the steps and flung him headlong down. There was a crashing fall, groans and then silence.

Hell have a broken bone or two, maybe, said Ronicky, peering calmly into the darkness, but hell live to trap somebody else, curse him! And, picking up their suit cases again, they started to retrace their steps.


7. THE FIRST CLUE
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THEY DID NOT refer to the incidents of that odd reception in New York until they had located a small hotel for themselves, not three blocks away. It was no cheaper, but they found a pleasant room, clean and with electric lights. It was not until they had bathed and were propped up in their beds for a good- night smoke, which cow-punchers love, that Bill Gregg asked: And what gave you the tip, Ronicky?

I dunno. In my business you got to learn to watch faces, Bill. Suppose you sit in at a five-handed game of poker. One gent says everything with his face, while hes picking up his cards. Another gent dont say a thing, but he shows what hes got by the way he moves in his chair, or the way he opens and shuts his hands. When you said something about our wad I seen the taxi driver blink. Right after that he got terrible friendly and said he could steer us to a friend of his that could put us up for the night pretty comfortable. Well, it wasnt hard to put two and two together. Not that I figured anything out. Just was walking on my toes, ready to jump in any direction.

As for Bill Gregg, he brooded for a time on what he had heard, then he shook his head and sighed. Id be a mighty helpless kid in this here town if I didnt have you along, Ronicky, he said.

Nope, insisted Ronicky. Long as you use another gent for a sort of guide you feel kind of helpless. But, when you step off for yourself, everything is pretty easy. You just were waiting for me to take the lead, or youd have done just as much by yourself.

Again Bill Gregg sighed, as he shook his head. If this is what New York is like, he said, were in for a pretty bad time. And this is what they call a civilized town? Great guns, they need martial law and a thousand policemen to the block to keep a gents life and pocketbook safe in this town! First gent we meet tries to bump us off or get our wad. Dont look like were going to have much luck, Ronicky.

We saved our hides, I guess.

Thats about all.

And we learned something.

Sure.

Then I figure it was a pretty good night.

Another thing, Bill. I got an idea from that taxi gent. I figure that whole gang of taxi men are pretty sharp in the eye. What I mean is that we can tramp up and down along this here East River, and now and then well talk to some taxi men that do most of their work from stands in them parts of the town. Maybe we can get on her trail that way. Anyways, its an opening.

Maybe, said Bill Gregg dubiously. He reached under his pillow. But Im sure going to sleep with a gun under my head in this town! With this remark he settled himself for repose and presently was snoring loudly.

Ronicky presented a brave face to the morning and at once started with Bill Gregg to tour along the East River. That first day Ronicky insisted that they simply walk over the whole ground, so as to become fairly familiar with the scale of their task. They managed to make the trip before night and returned to the hotel, footsore from the hard, hot pavements. There was something unkindly and ungenerous in those pavements, it seemed to Ronicky. He was discovering to his great amazement that the loneliness of the mountain desert is nothing at all compared to the loneliness of the Manhattan crowd.

Two very gloomy and silent cow-punchers ate their dinner that night and went to bed early. But in the morning they began the actual work of their campaign. It was an arduous labor. It meant interviewing in every district one or two storekeepers, and asking the mail carriers for Caroline Smith, and showing the picture to taxi drivers. These latter were the men, insisted Ronicky, who would eventually bring them to Caroline Smith. Because, if theyve ever drove a girl as pretty as that, theyll remember for quite a while.

But half of these gents aint going to talk to us, even if they know, Bill Gregg protested, after he had been gruffly refused an answer a dozen times in the first morning.

Some of em wont talk, admitted Ronicky, but thats probably because they dont know. Take em by and large, most gents like to tell everything they know, and then some!

As a matter of fact they met with rather more help than they wanted. In spite of all their efforts to appear casual there was something too romantic in this search for a girl to remain entirely unnoticed. People whom they asked became excited and offered them a thousand suggestions. Everybody, it seemed, had, somewhere, somehow, heard of a Caroline Smith living in his own block, and every one remembered dimly having passed a girl on the street who looked exactly like Caroline Smith. But they went resolutely on, running down a thousand false clues and finding at the end of each something more ludicrous than what had gone before. Maiden ladies with many teeth and big glasses they found; and they discovered, at the ends of the trails on which they were advised to go, young women and old, ugly girls and pretty ones, but never any one who in the slightest degree resembled Caroline Smith.

In the meantime they were working back and forth, in their progress along the East River, from the slums to the better residence districts. They bought newspapers at little stationery stores and worked up chance conversations with the clerks, particularly girl clerks, whenever they could find them.

Because women have the eye for faces, Ronicky would say, and, if a girl like Caroline Smith came into the shop, shed be remembered for a while.

But for ten days they labored without a ghost of a success. Then they noticed the taxi stands along the East Side and worked them as carefully as they could, and it was on the evening of the eleventh day of the search that they reached the first clue.

They had found a taxi drawn up before a saloon, converted into an eating place, and when they went inside they found the driver alone in the restaurant. They worked up the conversation, as they had done a hundred times before. Gregg produced the picture and began showing it to Ronicky.

Maybe the ladys around here, said Ronicky, but Im new in this part of town. He took the picture and turned to the taxi driver. Maybe youve been around this part of town and know the folks here. Ever see this girl around? And he passed the picture to the other.

The taxi driver bowed his head over it in a close scrutiny. When he looked up his face was a blank.

I dont know. Lemme see. I think I seen a girl like her the other day, waiting for the traffic to pass at Seventy-second and Broadway. Yep, she sure was a ringer for this picture. He passed the picture back, and a moment later he finished his meal, paid his check and went sauntering through the door.

Quick! said Ronicky, the moment the chauffeur had disappeared. Pay the check and come along. That fellow knows something.

Bill Gregg, greatly excited, obeyed, and they hurried to the door of the place. They were in time to see the taxicab lurch away from the curb and go humming down the street, while the driver leaned out to the side and looked back.

He didnt see us, said Ronicky confidently.

But what did he leave for?

Hes gone to tell somebody, somewhere, that were looking for Caroline Smith. Come on! He stepped out to the curb and stopped a passing taxi. Follow that machine and keep a block away from it, he ordered.

Bootlegger? asked the taxi driver cheerily.

I dont know, but just drift along behind him till he stops. Can you do that?

Watch me!

And, with Ronicky and Bill Gregg installed in his machine, he started smoothly on the trail.

Straight down the cross street, under the roaring elevated tracks of Second and Third Avenues, they passed, and on First Avenue they turned and darted sharply south for a round dozen blocks, then went due east and came, to a halt after a brief run.

Hes stopped in Beekman Place, said the driver, jerking open the door. If I run in there hell see me.

Ronicky stepped from the machine, paid him and dismissed him with a word of praise for his fine trailing. Then he stepped around the corner.

What he saw was a little street closed at both ends and only two or three blocks long. It had the serene, detached air of a village a thousand miles from any great city, with its grave rows of homely houses standing solemnly face to face. Well to the left, the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge swung its great arch across the river, and it led, Ronicky knew, to Long Island City beyond, but here everything was cupped in the village quiet.

The machine which they had been pursuing was drawn up on the right-hand side of the street, looking south, and, even as Ronicky glanced around the corner, he saw the driver leave his seat, dart up a flight of steps and ring the bell.

Ronicky could not see who opened the door, but, after a moment of talk, the chauffeur from the car they had pursued was allowed to enter. And, as he stepped across the threshold, he drew off his cap with a touch of reverence which seemed totally out of keeping with his character as Ronicky had seen it.

Bill, he said to Gregg, weve got something. You seen him go up those steps to that house?

Sure.

Bill Greggs eyes were flashing with the excitement. That house has somebody in it who knows Caroline Smith, and that somebody is excited because were hunting for her, said Bill. Maybe it holds Caroline herself. Who can tell that? Lets go see.

Wait till that taxi driver goes. If hed wanted us to know about Caroline hed of told us. He doesnt want us to know and hed maybe take it pretty much to heart if he knew wed followed him.

What he thinks dont worry me none. I can tend to three like him.

Maybe, but you couldnt handle thirty, and coyotes like him hunt in packs, always. The best fighting pair of coyotes that ever stepped wouldnt have no chance against a lofer wolf, but no lofer wolf could stand off a dozen or so of the little devils. So keep clear of these little rat-faced gents, Bill. They hunt in crowds.

Presently they saw the chauffeur coming down the steps. Even at that distance it could be seen that he was smiling broadly, and that he was intensely pleased with himself and the rest of the world.

Starting up his machine, he swung it around dexterously, as only New York taxi drivers can, and sped down the street by the way he had come, passing Gregg and Ronicky, who had flattened themselves against the fence to keep from being seen. They observed that, while he controlled the car with one hand, with the other he was examining the contents of his wallet.

Money for him! exclaimed Ronicky, as soon as the car was out of sight around the corner. This begins to look pretty thick, Bill. Because he goes and tells them that hes taken us off the trail they not only thank him, but they pay him for it. And, by the face of him, as he went by, they pay him pretty high. Bill, its easy to figure that they dont want any friend near Caroline Smith, and most like they dont even want us near that house.

I only want to go near once, said Bill Gregg. I just want to find out if the girl is there.

Go break in on em?

Break in! Ronicky, thats burglary!

Sure it is.

Ill just ask for Caroline Smith at the door.

Try it.

The irony made Bill Gregg stop in the very act of leaving and glance back. But he went on again resolutely and stamped up the steps to the front door of the house.

It was opened to him almost at once by a woman, for Bills hat come off. For a moment he was explaining. Then there was a pause in his gestures, as she made the reply. Finally he spoke again, but was cut short by the loud banging of the door.

Bill Gregg drew himself up rigidly and slowly replaced the hat on his head. If a man had turned that trick on him, a .45-caliber slug would have gone crashing through the door in search of him to teach him a Westerners opinion of such manners.

Ronicky Doone could not help smiling to himself, as he saw Bill Gregg stump stiffly down the stairs, limping a little on his wounded leg, and come back with a grave dignity to the starting point. He was still crimson to the roots of his hair.

Lets start, he said. If that happens again Ill be doing a couple of murders in this here little town and getting myself hung.

What happened?

An old hag jerked open the door after I rang the bell. I asked her nice and polite if a lady named Caroline Smith was in the house? No, says she, and if she was, whats that to you? I told her Id come a long ways to see Caroline. Then go a long ways back without seeing Caroline, says this withered old witch, and she banged the door right in my face. Man, Im still seeing red. Them words of the old woman were whips, and every one of them sure took off the hide. I used to think that old lady Moore in Martindale was a pretty nasty talker, but this one laid over her a mile. But were beat, Ronicky. You couldnt get by that old woman with a thousand men.

Maybe not, said Ronicky Doone, but were going to try. Did you look across the street and see a sign a while ago?

Which side?

Side right opposite Carolines house.

Sure. Room To Rent.

I thought so. Then thats our room.

Eh?

Thats our room, partner, and right at the front window over the street one of us is going to keep watch day and night, till we make sure that Caroline Smith dont live in that house. Is that right?

Thats a great idea! He started away from the fence.

Wait! Ronicky caught him by the shoulder and held him back. Well wait till night and then go and get that room. If Caroline is in the house yonder, and they know were looking for her, its easy that she wont be allowed to come out the front of the house so long as were perched up at the window, waiting to see her. Well come back tonight and start waiting.


8. TWO APPARITIONS
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THEY FOUND THAT the room in the house on Beekman Place, opposite that which they felt covered their quarry, could be secured, and they were shown to it by a quiet old gentlewoman, found a big double room that ran across the whole length of the house. From the back it looked down on the lights glimmering on the black East River and across to the flare of Brooklyn; to the left the whole arc of the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge was exposed. In front the windows overlooked Beekman Place and were directly opposite, the front of the house to which the taxi driver had gone that afternoon.

Here they took up the vigil. For four hours one of the two sat with eyes never moving from the street and the windows of the house across the street; and then he left the post, and the other took it.

It was vastly wearying work. Very few vehicles came into the light of the street lamp beneath them, and every person who dismounted from one of them had to be scrutinized with painful diligence.

Once a girl, young and slender and sprightly, stepped out of a taxi, about ten oclock at night, and ran lightly up the steps of the house. Ronicky caught his friend by the shoulders and dragged him to the window. There she is now! he exclaimed.

But the eye of the lover, even though the girl was in a dim light, could not he deceived. The moment he caught her profile, as she turned in opening the door, Bill Gregg shook his head. Thats not the one. Shes all different, a pile different, Ronicky.

Ronicky sighed. I thought we had her, he said. Go on back to sleep. Ill call you again if anything happens.

But nothing more happened that night, though even in the dull, ghost hours of the early morning they did not relax their vigil. But all the next day there was still no sign of Caroline Smith in the house across the street; no face like hers ever appeared at the windows. Apparently the place was a harmless rooming house of fairly good quality. Not a sign of Caroline Smith appeared even during the second day. By this time the nerves of the two watchers were shattered by the constant strain, and the monotonous view from the front window was beginning to madden them.

Its proof that she aint yonder, said Bill Gregg. Heres two days gone, and not a sign of her yet. It sure means that she aint in that house, unless shes sick in bed. And he grew pale at the thought.

Partner, said Ronicky Doone, if they are trying to keep her away from us they sure have the sense to keep her under cover for as long as two days. Aint that right? It looks pretty bad for us, but Im staying here for one solid week, anyway. Its just about our last chance, Bill. Weve done our hunting pretty near as well as we could. If we dont land her this trip, Im about ready to give up.

Bill Gregg sadly agreed that this was their last chance and they must play it to the limit. One week was decided on as a fair test. If, at the end of that time, Caroline Smith did not come out of the house across the street they could conclude that she did not stay there. And then there would be nothing for it but to take the first train back West.

The third day passed and the fourth, dreary, dreary days of unfaltering vigilance on the part of the two watchers. And on the fifth morning even Ronicky Doone sat with his head in his hands at the window, peering through the slit between the drawn curtains which sheltered him from being observed at his spying. When he called out softly, the sound brought Gregg, with one long leap out of the chair where he was sleeping, to the window. There could be no shadow of a doubt about it. There stood Caroline Smith in the door of the house!

She closed the door behind her and, walking to the top of the steps, paused there and looked up and down the street.

Bill Gregg groaned, snatched his hat and plunged through the door, and Ronicky heard the brief thunder of his feet down the first flight of stairs, then the heavy thumps, as he raced around the landing. He was able to trace him down all the three flights of steps to the bottom.

And so swift was that descent that, when the girl, idling down the steps across the street, came onto the sidewalk, Bill Gregg rushed out from the other side and ran toward her.

They made a strange picture as they came to a halt at the same instant, the girl shrinking back in apparent fear of the man, and Bill Gregg stopping by that same show of fear, as though by a blow in the face. There was such a contrast between the two figures that Ronicky Doone might have laughed, had he not been shaking his head with sympathy for Bill Gregg.

For never had the miner seemed so clumsily big and gaunt, never had his clothes seemed so unpressed and shapeless, while his soft gray hat, to which he still clung religiously, appeared hopelessly out of place in contrast with the slim prettiness of the girl. She wore a black straw hat, turned back from her face, with a single big red flower at the side of it; her dress was a tailored gray tweed. The same distinction between their clothes was in their faces, the finely modeled prettiness of her features and the big, careless chiseling of the features of Bill Gregg.

Ronicky Doone did not wonder that, after her first fear, her gesture was one of disdain and surprise.

Bill Gregg had dragged the hat from his head, and the wind lifted his long black hair and made it wild. He went a long, slow step closer to her, with both his hands outstretched.

A strange scene for a street, and Ronicky Doone saw the girl flash a glance over her shoulder and back to the house from which she had just come. Ronicky Doone followed that glance, and he saw, all hidden save the profile of the face, a man standing at an opposite window and smiling scornfully down at that picture in the street.

What a face it was! Never in his life had Ronicky Doone seen a man who, in one instant, filled him with such fear and hatred, such loathing and such dread, such scorn and such terror. The nose was hooked like the nose of a bird of prey; the eyes were long and slanting like those of an Oriental. The face was thin, almost fleshless, so that the bony jaw stood out like the jaw of a deaths-head.

As for the girl, the sight of that onlooker seemed to fill her with a new terror. She shrank back from Bill Gregg until her shoulders were almost pressed against the wall of the house. And Ronicky saw her head shake, as she denied Bill the right of advancing farther. Still he pleaded, and still she ordered him away. Finally Bill Gregg drew himself up and bowed to her and turned on his heel.

The girl hesitated a moment. It seemed to Ronicky, in spite of the fact that she had just driven Bill Gregg away, as if she were on the verge of following him to bring him back. For she made a slight outward gesture with one hand.

If this were in her mind, however, it vanished instantly. She turned with a shudder and hurried away down the street.

As for Bill Gregg he bore himself straight as a soldier and came back across the pavement, but it was the erectness of a soldier who has met with a crushing defeat and only preserves an outward resolution, while all the spirit within is crushed.

Ronicky Doone turned gloomily away from the window and listened to the progress of Gregg up the stairs. What a contrast between the ascent and the descent! He had literally flown down. Now his heels clumped out a slow and regular death march, as he came back to the room.

When Gregg opened the door Ronicky Doone blinked and drew in a deep breath at the sight of the poor fellows face. Gregg had known before that he truly loved this girl whom he had never seen, but he had never dreamed what the strength of that love was. Now, in the very moment of seeing his dream of the girl turned into flesh and blood, he had lost her, and there was something like death in the face of the big miner as he dropped his hat on the floor and sank into a chair.

After that he did not move so much as a finger from the position into which he had fallen limply. His legs were twisted awkwardly, sprawling across the floor in front of him; one long arm dragged down toward the floor, as if there was no strength in it to support the weight of the labor-hardened hands; his chin was fallen against his breast.

When Ronicky Doone crossed to him and laid a kind hand on his shoulder he did not look up. Its ended, said Bill Gregg faintly. Now we hit the back trail and forget all about this. He added with a faint attempt at cynicism: Ive just wasted a pile of good money-making time from the mine, thats all.

Hm! said Ronicky Doone. Bill, look me in the eye and tell me, man to man, that youre a liar! He added: Can you ever be happy without her, man?

The cruelty of that speech made Gregg flush and look up sharply. This was exactly what Ronicky Doone wanted.

I guess they aint any use talking about that part of it, said Gregg huskily.

Aint there? Thats where you and me dont agree! Why, Bill, look at the way things have gone! You start out with a photograph of a girl. Now youve followed her, found her name, tracked her clear across the continent and know her street address, and youve given her a chance to see your own face. Aint that something done? After youve done all that are you going to give up now? Not you, Bill! Youre going to buck up and go ahead full steam. Eh?

Bill Gregg smiled sourly. Dyou know what she said when I come rushing up and saying: Im Bill Gregg! Dyou know what she said?

Well?

Bill Gregg? she says. I dont remember any such name!

That took the wind out of me. I only had enough left to say: The gent that was writing those papers to the correspondence school to you from the West, the one you sent your picture to and—

Sent my picture to! she says and looks as if the ground had opened under her feet. Youre mad! she says. And then she looks back over her shoulder as much as to wish she was safe back in her house!

Dyou know why she looked back over her shoulder?

Just for the reason I told you.

No, Bill. There was a gent standing up there at a window watching her and how she acted. Hes the gent that kept her from writing to you and signing her name. Hes the one whos kept her in that house. Hes the one that knew we were here watching all the time, that sent out the girl with exact orders how she should act if you was to come out and speak to her when you seen her! Bill, what that girl told you didnt come out of her own head. It come out of the head of the gent across the way. When you turned your back on her she looked like shed run after you and try to explain. But the fear of that fellow up in the window was too much for her, and she didnt dare. Bill, to get at the girl you got to get that gent I seen grinning from the window.

Grinning? asked Bill Gregg, grinding his teeth and starting from his chair. Was the skunk laughing at me?

Sure! Every minute.

Bill Gregg groaned. Ill smash every bone in his ugly head.

Shake! said Ronicky Doone. Thats the sort of talk I wanted to hear, and Ill help, Bill. Unless Im away wrong, itll take the best that you and me can do, working together, to put that gent down!


9. A BOLD VENTURE
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BUT HOW TO reach that man of the smile and the sneer, how, above all, to make sure that he was really the power controlling Caroline Smith, were problems which could not be solved in a moment.

Bill Gregg contributed one helpful idea. Weve waited a week to see her; now that weve seen her lets keep on waiting, he said, and Ronicky agreed.

They resumed the vigil, but it had already been prolonged for such a length of time that it was impossible to keep it as strictly as it had been observed before. Bill Gregg, outworn by the strain of the long watching and the shock of the disappointment of that day, went completely to pieces and in the early evening fell asleep. But Ronicky Doone went out for a light dinner and came back after dark, refreshed and eager for action, only to find that Bill Gregg was incapable of being roused. He slept like a dead man.

Ronicky went to the window and sat alone. Few of the roomers were home in the house opposite. They were out for the evening, or for dinner, at least, and the face of the building was dark and cold, the light from the street lamp glinting unevenly on the windowpanes. He had sat there staring at the old house so many hours in the past that it was beginning to be like a face to him, to be studied as one might study a human being. And the people it sheltered, the old hag who kept the door, the sneering man and Caroline Smith, were to the house like the thoughts behind a mans face, an inscrutable face. But, if one cannot pry behind the mask of the human, at least it is possible to enter a house and find — 

At this point in his thoughts Ronicky Doone rose with a quickening pulse. Suppose he, alone, entered that house tonight by stealth, like a burglar, and found what he could find?

He brushed the idea away. Instantly it returned to him. The danger of the thing, and danger there certainly would be in the vicinity of him of the sardonic profile, appealed to him more and more keenly. Moreover, he must go alone. The heavy-footed Gregg would be a poor helpmate on such an errand of stealth.

Ronicky turned away from the window, turned back to it and looked once more at the tall front of the building opposite; then he started to get ready for the expedition.

The preparations were simple. He put on a pair of low shoes, very light and with rubber heels. In them he could move with the softness and the speed of a cat. Next he dressed in a dark-gray suit, knowing that this is the color hardest to see at night. His old felt hat he had discarded long before in favor of the prevailing style of the average New Yorker. For this night expedition he put on a cap which drew easily over his ears and had a long visor, shadowing the upper part of his face. Since it might be necessary to remain as invisible as possible, he obscured the last bit of white that showed in his costume, with a black neck scarf.

Then he looked in the glass. A lean face looked back at him, the eyes obscured under the cap, a stern, resolute face, with a distinct threat about it. He hardly recognized himself in the face in the glass.

He went to his suit case and brought out his favorite revolver. It was a long and ponderous weapon to be hidden beneath his clothes, but to Ronicky Doone that gun was a friend well tried in many an adventure. His fingers went deftly over it. It literally fell to pieces at his touch, and he examined it cautiously and carefully in all its parts, looking to the cartridges before he assembled the weapon again. For, if it became necessary to shoot this evening, it would be necessary to shoot to kill.

He then strolled down the street, passing the house opposite, with a close scrutiny. A narrow, paved sidewalk ran between it and the house on its right, and all the windows opening on this small court were dark. Moreover, the house which was his quarry was set back several feet from the street, an indentation which would completely hide him from anyone who looked from the street. Ronicky made up his mind at once. He went to the end of the block, crossed over and, turning back on the far side of the street, slipped into the opening between the houses.

Instantly he was in a dense darkness. For five stories above him the two buildings towered, shutting out the starlight. Looking straight up he found only a faint reflection of the glow of the city lights in the sky.

At last he found a cellar window. He tried it and found it locked, but a little maneuvering with his knife enabled him to turn the catch at the top of the lower sash. Then he raised it slowly and leaned into the blackness. Something incredibly soft, tenuous, clinging, pressed at once against his face. He started back with a shudder and brushed away the remnants of a big spider web.

Then he leaned in again. It was an intense blackness. The moment his head was in the opening the sense of listening, which is ever in a house, came to him. There were the strange, musty, underground odors which go with cellars and make men think of death.

However, he must not stay here indefinitely. To be seen leaning in at this window was as bad as to be seen in the house itself. He slipped through the opening at once, and beneath his feet there was a soft crunching of coal. He had come directly into the bin. Turning, he closed the window, for that would be a definite clue to any one who might pass down the alley.

As he stood surrounded by that hostile silence, that evil darkness, he grew somewhat accustomed to the dimness, and he could make out not definite objects, but ghostly outlines. Presently he took out the small electric torch which he carried and examined his surroundings.

The bin had not yet received the supply of winter coal and was almost empty. He stepped out of it into a part of the basement which had been used apparently for storing articles not worth keeping, but too good to be thrown away — an American habit of thrift. Several decrepit chairs and rickety cabinets and old console tables were piled together in a tangled mass. Ronicky looked at them with an unaccountable shudder, as if he read in them the history of the ruin and fall and death of many an old inhabitant of this house. It seemed to his excited imagination that the man with the sneer had been the cause of all the destruction and would be the cause of more.

He passed back through the basement quickly, eager to be out of the musty odors and his gloomy thoughts. He found the storerooms, reached the kitchen stairs and ascended at once. Halfway up the stairs, the door above him suddenly opened and light poured down at him. He saw the flying figure of a cat, a broom behind it, a woman behind the broom.

Whisht! Out of here, dirty beast!

The cat thudded against Ronickys knee, screeched and disappeared below; the woman of the broom shaded her eyes and peered down the steps. A queer cat! she muttered, then slammed the door.

It seemed certain to Ronicky that she must have seen him, yet he knew that the blackness of the cellar had probably half blinded her. Besides, he had drawn as far as possible to one side of the steps, and in this way she might easily have overlooked him.

In the meantime it seemed that this way of entering the house was definitely blocked. He paused a moment to consider other plans, but, while he stayed there in thought, he heard the rattle of pans. It decided him to stay a while longer. Apparently she was washing the cooking utensils, and that meant that she was near the close of her work for the evening. In fact, the rim of light, which showed between the door frame and the door, suddenly snapped out, and he heard her footsteps retreating.

Still he delayed a moment or two, for fear she might return to take something which she had forgotten. But the silence deepened above him, and voices were faintly audible toward the front of the house.

That decided Ronicky. He opened the door, blessing the well-oiled hinges which kept it from making any noise, and let a shaft from his pocket lantern flicker across the kitchen floor. The light glimmered on the newly scrubbed surface and showed him a door to his right, opening into the main part of the house.

He passed through it at once and sighed with relief when his foot touched the carpet on the hall beyond. He noted, too, that there was no sign of a creak from the boards beneath his tread. However old that house might be, he was a noble carpenter who laid the flooring, Ronicky thought, as he slipped through the semi-gloom. For there was a small hall light toward the front, and it gave him an uncertain illumination, even at the rear of the passage.

Now that he was definitely committed to the adventure he wondered more and more what he could possibly gain by it. But still he went on, and, in spite of the danger, it is doubtful if Ronicky would have willingly changed places with any man in the world at that moment.

At least there was not the slightest sense in remaining on the lower floor of the house. He slipped down the shadow of the main stairs, swiftly circled through the danger of the light of the lower hall lamp and started his ascent. Still the carpet muffled every sound which he made in climbing, and the solid construction of the house did not betray him with a single creaking noise.

He reached the first hall. This, beyond doubt, was where he would find the room of the man who sneered — the archenemy, as Ronicky Doone was beginning to think of him. A shiver passed through his lithe, muscular body at the thought of that meeting.

He opened the first door to his left. It was a small closet for brooms and dust cloths and such things. Determining to be methodical he went to the extreme end of the hall and tried that door. It was locked, but, while his hand was still on the knob, turning it in disappointment, a door, higher up in the house, opened and a hum of voices passed out to him. They grew louder, they turned to the staircase from the floor above and commenced to descend at a running pace. Three or four men at least, there must be, by the sound, and perhaps more!

Ronicky started for the head of the stairs to make his retreat, but, just as he reached there, the party turned into the hall and confronted him.


10. MISTAKEN IDENTITY
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TO FLEE DOWN the stairs now would be rank folly. If there happened to be among these fellows a man of the type of him who sneered, a bullet would catch the fugitive long before he reached the bottom of the staircase. And, since he could not retreat, Ronicky went slowly and steadily ahead, for, certainly, if he stood still, he would be spoken to. He would have to rely now on the very dim light in this hall and the shadow of his cap obscuring his face. If these were roomers, perhaps he would be taken for some newcomer.

But he was hailed at once, and a hand was laid on his shoulder.

Hello, Pete. Whats the dope?

Ronicky shrugged the hand away and went on.

Wont talk, curse him. Thats because the plant went fluey.

Maybe not; Pete dont talk much, except to the old man.

Lemme get at him, said a third voice. Beat it down to Rooneys. Im going up with Pete and get what he knows.

And, as Ronicky turned onto the next flight of the stairway, he was overtaken by hurrying feet. The other two had already scurried down toward the front door of the house.

I got some stuff in my room, Pete, said the friendly fellow who had overtaken him. Come up and have a jolt, and we can have a talk. Lefty and Monahan think you went flop on the job, but I know better, eh? The old man always picks you for these singles; he never gives me a shot at em. Then he added: Here we are! And, opening a door in the first hall, he stepped to the center of the room and fumbled at a chain that broke loose and tinkled against glass; eventually he snapped on an electric light. Ronicky Doone saw a powerfully built, bull-necked man, with a soft hat pulled far down on his head. Then the man turned.

It was much against the grain for Ronicky Doone to attack a man by surprise, but necessity is a stern ruler. And the necessity which made him strike made him hit with the speed of a snapping whiplash and the weight of a sledge hammer. Before the other was fully turned that iron-hard set of knuckles crashed against the base of his jaw.

He fell without a murmur, without a struggle, Ronicky catching him in his arms to break the weight of the fall. It was a complete knock-out. The dull eyes, which looked up from the floor, saw nothing. The square, rather brutal, face was relaxed as if in sleep, but here was the type of man who would recuperate with great speed.

Ronicky set about the obvious task which lay before him, as fast as he could. In the mans coat pocket he found a handkerchief which, hard knotted, would serve as a gag. The window curtain was drawn with a stout, thick cord. Ronicky slashed off a convenient length of it and secured the hands and feet of his victim, before he turned the fellow on his face.

Next he went through the pockets of the unconscious man who was only now beginning to stir slightly, as life returned after that stunning blow.

It was beginning to come to Ronicky that there was a strange relation between the men of this house. Here were three who apparently started out to work at night, and yet they were certainly not at all the type of night clerks or night-shift engineers or mechanics. He turned over the hand of the man he had struck down. The palm was as soft as his own.

No, certainly not a laborer. But they were all employed by the old man. Who was he? And was there some relation between all of these and the man who sneered?

At least Ronicky determined to learn all that could be read in the pockets of his victim. There was only one thing. That was a stub-nosed, heavy automatic.

It was enough to make Ronicky Doone sigh with relief. At least he had not struck some peaceful, law-abiding fellow. Any man might carry a gun — Ronicky himself would have been uncomfortable without some sort of weapon about him but there are guns and guns. This big, ugly automatic seemed specially designed to kill swiftly and surely.

He was considering these deductions when a tap came on the door. Ronicky groaned. Had they come already to find out what kept the senseless victim so long?

Morgan, oh, Harry Morgan! called a girls voice.

Ronicky Doone started. Perhaps — who could tell — this might be Caroline Smith herself, come to tap at the door when he was on the very verge of abandoning the adventure. Suppose it were someone else?

If he ventured out expecting to find Greggs lady and found instead quite another person — well, women screamed at the slightest provocation, and, if a woman screamed in this house, it seemed exceedingly likely that she would rouse a number of men carrying just such short-nosed, ugly automatics as that which he had just taken from the pocket of Harry Morgan.

In the meantime he must answer something. He could not pretend that the room was empty, for the light must be showing around the door.

Harry! called the voice of the girl again. Do you hear me? Come out! The chief wants you! And she rattled the door.

Fear that she might open it and, stepping in, see the senseless figure on the floor, alarmed Ronicky. He came close to the door.

Well? he demanded, keeping his voice deep, like the voice of Harry Morgan, as well as he could remember it.

Hurry! The chief, I tell you!

He snapped out the light and turned resolutely to the door. He felt his faithful Colt, and the feel of the butt was like the touch of a friendly hand before he opened the door.

She was dressed in white and made a glimmering figure in the darkness of the hall, and her hair glimmered, also, almost as if it possessed a light and a life of its own. Ronicky Doone saw that she was a very pretty girl, indeed. Yes, it must be Caroline Smith. The very perfume of young girlhood breathed from her, and very sharply and suddenly he wondered why he should be here to fight the battle of Bill Gregg in this matter — Bill Gregg who slept peacefully and stupidly in the room across the street!

She had turned away, giving him only a side glance, as he came out. I dont know whats on, something big. The chiefs going to give you your big chance — with me.

Ronicky Doone grunted.

Dont do that, exclaimed the girl impatiently. I know you think Pete is the top of the world, but that doesnt mean that you can make a good imitation of him. Dont do it, Harry. Youll pass by yourself. You dont need a make-up, and not Petes on a bet.

They reached the head of the stairs, and Ronicky Doone paused. To go down was to face the mysterious chief whom he had no doubt was the old man to whom Harry Morgan had already referred. In the meantime the conviction grew that this was indeed Caroline Smith. Her free-and-easy way of talk was exactly that of a girl who might become interested in a man whom she had never seen, merely by letters.

I want to talk to you, said Ronicky, muffling his voice. I want to talk to you alone.

To me? asked the girl, turning toward him. The light from the hall lamp below gave Ronicky the faintest hint of her profile.

Yes.

But the chief?

He can wait.

She hesitated, apparently drawn by curiosity in one direction, but stopped by another thought. I suppose he can wait, but, if he gets stirred up about it — oh, well, Ill talk to you — but nothing foolish, Harry. Promise me that?

Yes.

Slip into my room for a minute. She led the way a few steps down the hall, and he followed her through the door, working his mind frantically in an effort to find words with which to open his speech before she should see that he was not Harry Morgan and cry out to alarm the house. What should he say? Something about Bill Gregg at once, of course. That was the thing.

The electric light snapped on at the far side of the room. He saw a dressing table, an Empire bed covered with green-figured silk, a pleasant rug on the floor, and, just as he had gathered an impression of delightful femininity from these furnishings, the girl turned from the lamp on the dressing table, and he saw — not Caroline Smith, but a bronze-haired beauty, as different from Bill Greggs lady as day is from night.


11. A CROSS-EXAMINATION
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HE WAS CONSCIOUS then only of green-blue eyes, very wide, very bright, and lips that parted on a word and froze there in silence. The heart of Ronicky Doone leaped with joy; he had passed the crisis in safety. She had not cried out.

Youre not— he had said in the first moment.

I am not who? asked the girl with amazing steadiness. But he saw her hand go back to the dressing table and open, with incredible deftness and speed, the little top drawer behind her.

Dont do that! said Ronicky softly, but sharply. Keep your hand off that table, lady, if you dont mind.

She hesitated a fraction of a second. In that moment she seemed to see that he was in earnest, and that it would be foolish to tamper with him.

Stand away from that table; sit down yonder.

Again she obeyed without a word. Her eyes, to be sure, flickered here and there about the room, as though they sought some means of sending a warning to her friends, or finding some escape for herself. Then her glance returned to Ronicky Doone.

Well, she said, as she settled in the chair. Well?

A world of meaning in those two small words — a world of dread controlled. He merely stared at her thoughtfully.

I hit the wrong trail, lady, he said quietly. I was looking for somebody else.

She started. You were after— She stopped.

Thats right, I guess, he admitted.

How many of you are there? she asked curiously, so curiously that she seemed to be forgetting the danger. Poor Carry Smith with a mob— She stopped suddenly again. What did you do to Harry Morgan?

I left him safe and quiet, said Ronicky Doone.

The girls face hardened strangely. What you are, and what your game is I dont know, she said. But Ill tell you this: Im letting you play as if you had all the cards in the deck. But you havent. Ive got one ace thatll take all your trumps. Suppose I call once whatll happen to you, pal?

You dont dare call, he said.

Dont dare me, said the girl angrily. I hate a dare worse than anything in the world, almost. For a moment her green-blue eyes were pools of light flashing angrily at him.

Into the hand of Ronicky Doone, with that magic speed and grace for which his fame was growing so great in the mountain desert, came the long, glimmering body of the revolver, and, holding it at the hip, he threatened her.

She shrank back at that, gasping. For there was an utter surety about this mans handling of the weapon. The heavy gun balanced and steadied in his slim fingers, as if it were no more than a feathers weight.

Im talking straight, lady, said Ronicky Doone. Sit down — pronto!

In the very act of obedience she straightened again. Its bluff, she said. Im going through that door! Straight for the door she went, and Ronicky Doone set his teeth.

Go back! he commanded. He glided to the door and blocked her way, but the gun hung futile in his hand.

Its easy to pull a gun, eh? said the girl, with something of a sneer. But it takes nerve to use it. Let me through this door!

Not in a thousand years, said Ronicky.

She laid her hand on the door and drew it back — it struck his shoulder — and Ronicky gave way with a groan and stood with his head bowed. Inwardly he cursed himself. Doubtless she was used to men who bullied her, as if she were another man of an inferior sort. Doubtless she despised him for his weakness. But, though he gritted his teeth, he could not make himself firm. Those old lessons which sink into a mans soul in the West came back to him and held him. In the helpless rage which possessed him he wanted battle above all things in the world. If half a dozen men had poured through the doorway he would have rejoiced. But this one girl was enough to make him helpless.

He looked up in amazement. She had not gone; in fact, she had closed the door slowly and stood with her back against it, staring at him in a speechless bewilderment.

What sort of a man are you? asked the girl at last.

A fool, said Ronicky slowly. Go out and round up your friends; I cant stop you.

No, said the girl thoughtfully, but that was a poor bluff at stopping me.

He nodded. And she hesitated still, watching his face closely.

Listen to me, she said suddenly. I have two minutes to talk to you, and Ill give you those two minutes. You can use them in getting out of the house — Ill show you a way — or you can use them to tell me just why youve come.

In spite of himself Ronicky smiled. Lady, he said, if a rat was in a trap dyou think hed stop very long between a chance of getting clear and a chance to tell how he come to get into the place?

I have a perfectly good reason for asking, she answered. Even if you now get out of the house safely youll try to come back later on.

Lady, said Ronicky, do I look as plumb foolish as that?

Youre from the West, she said in answer to his slang.

Yes.

She considered the straight-looking honesty of his eyes. Out West, she said, I know you men are different. Not one of the men I know here would take another chance as risky as this, once they were out of it. But out there in the mountains you follow long trails, trails that havent anything but a hope to lead you along them? Isnt that so?

Maybe, admitted Ronicky. Its the fever out of the gold days, lady. You start out chipping rocks to find the right color; maybe you never find the right color; maybe you never find a streak of pay stuff, but you keep on trying. Youre always just sort of around the corner from making a big strike.

She nodded, smiling again, and the smiles changed her pleasantly, it seemed to Ronicky Doone. At first she had impressed him almost as a man, with her cold, steady eyes, but now she was all woman, indeed.

Thats why I say that youll come back. You wont give up with one failure. Am I right?

He shrugged his shoulders. I dunno. If the trail fever hits me again — maybe I would come back.

You started to tell me. Its because of Caroline Smith?

Yes.

You dont have to talk to me, said the girl. As a matter of fact I shouldnt be here listening to you. But, I dont know why, I want to help you. You — you are in love with Caroline?

No, said Ronicky.

Her expression grew grave and cold again. Then why are you here hunting for her? What do you want with her?

Lady, said Ronicky, Im going to show you the whole layout of the cards. Maybe youll take what I say right to headquarters — the man that smiles — and block my game.

You know him? she asked sharply.

Apparently that phrase, the man who smiles, was enough to identify him.

Ive seen him. I dunno what he is, I dunno what you are, lady, but I figure that you and Caroline Smith and everybody else in this house is under the thumb of the gent that smiles.

Her eyes darkened with a shadow of alarm. Go on, she said curtly.

Im not going on to guess about what you all are. All I know is what Im here trying to do. Im not working for myself. Im working for a partner.

She started. Thats the second man, the one who stopped her on the street today?

Youre pretty well posted, replied Ronicky. Yes, thats the one. He started after Caroline Smith, not even knowing her name — with just a picture of her. We found out that she lived in sight of the East River, and pretty soon we located her here.

And what are you hoping to do?

To find her and talk to her straight from the shoulder and tell her what a pile Bill has done to get to her — and a lot of other things.

Cant he find her and tell her those things for himself?

He cant talk, said Ronicky. Not that Im a pile better, but I could talk better for a friend than he could talk for himself, I figure. If things dont go right then Ill know that the trouble is with the gent with the smile.

And then? asked the girl, very excited and grave.

Ill find him, said Ronicky Doone.

And—

Lady, he replied obliquely, because I couldnt use a gun on a girl aint no sign that I cant use it on a gent!

Ive one thing to tell you, she said, breaking in swiftly on him. Do what you want — take all the chances you care to — but, if you value your life and the life of your friend, keep away from the man who smiles.

Ill have a fighting chance, I guess, said Ronicky quietly.

Youll have no chance at all. The moment he knows your hand is against him, I dont care how brave or how clever you are, youre doomed!

She spoke with such a passion of conviction that she flushed, and a moment later she was shivering. It might have been the draft from the window which made her gather the hazy-green mantle closer about her and glance over her shoulder; but a grim feeling came to Ronicky Doone that the reason why the girl trembled and her eyes grew wide, was that the mention of the man who smiles had brought the thought of him into the room like a breath of cold wind.

Dont you see, she went on gently, that I like you? Its the first and the last time that Im going to see you, so I can talk. I know youre honest, and I know youre brave. Why, I can see your whole character in the way youve stayed by your friend; and, if theres a possible way of helping you, Ill do it. But you must promise me first that youll never cross the man with the sneer, as you call him.

Theres a sort of a fate in it, said Ronicky slowly. I dont think I could promise. Theres a chill in my bones that tells me Im going to meet up with him one of these days.

She gasped at that, and, stepping back from him, she appeared to be searching her mind to discover something which would finally and completely convince him. At length she found it.

Do I look to you like a coward? she said. Do I seem to be weak- kneed?

He shook his head.

And what will a woman fight hardest for?

For the youngsters shes got, said Ronicky after a moments thought. And, outside of that, I suppose a girl will fight the hardest to marry the gent she loves.

And to keep from marrying a man she doesnt love, as shed try to keep from death?

Sure, said Ronicky. But these days a girl dont have to marry that way.

I am going to marry the man with the sneer, she said simply enough, and with dull, patient eyes she watched the face of Ronicky wrinkle and grow pale, as if a heavy fist had struck him.

You? he asked. You marry him?

Yes, she whispered.

And you hate the thought of him!

I — I dont know. Hes kind—

You hate him, insisted Ronicky. And hes to have you, that cold-eyed snake, that devil of a man? He moved a little, and she turned toward him, smiling faintly and allowing the light to come more clearly and fully on her face. Youre meant for a king o men, lady; you got the queen in you — its in the lift of your head. When you find the gent you can love, why, lady, hell be pretty near the richest man in the world!

The ghost of a flush bloomed in her cheeks, but her faint smile did not alter, and she seemed to be hearing him from far away. The man with the sneer, she said at length, will never talk to me like that, and still — I shall marry him.

Tell me your name, said Ronicky Doone bluntly.

My name is Ruth Tolliver.

Listen to me, Ruth Tolliver: If you was to live a thousand years, and the gent with the smile was to keep going for two thousand, itd never come about that he could ever marry you.

She shook her head, still watching him as from a distance.

If Ive crossed the country and followed a hard trail and come here tonight and stuck my head in a trap, as you might say, for the sake of a gent like Bill Gregg — fine fellow though he is — what dyou think I would do to keep a girl like you from life-long misery?

And he dwelt on the last word until the girl shivered.

Its what it means, said Ronicky Doone, life-long misery for you. And it wont happen — it cant happen.

Are you mad — are you quite mad? asked the girl. What on earth have I and my affairs got to do with you? Who are you?

I dunno, said Ronicky Doone. I suppose you might say Im a champion of lost causes, lady. Why have I got something to do with you? Ill tell you why: Because, when a girl gets past being just pretty and starts in being plumb beautiful, she lays off being the business of any one gent — her father or her brother — she starts being the business of the whole world. You see? They come like that about one in ten million, and I figure youre that one, lady.

The far away smile went out. She was looking at him now with a sort of sad wonder. Do you know what I am? she said gravely.

I dunno, said Ronicky, and I dont care. What you do dont count. Its the inside that matters, and the inside of you is all right. Lady, so long as I can sling a gun, and so long as my name is Ronicky Doone, you aint going to marry the gent with the smile.

If he expected an outbreak of protest from her he was mistaken. For what she said was: Ronicky Doone! Is that the name? Ronicky Doone! Then she smiled up at him. Im within one ace of being foolish and saying — But I wont.

She made a gesture of brushing a mist away from her and then stepped back a little. Im going down to see the man with the smile, and Im going to tell him that Harry Morgan is not in his room, that he didnt answer my knock, and then that I looked around through the house and didnt find him. After that Im coming back here, Ronicky Doone, and Im going to try to get an opportunity for you to talk to Caroline Smith.

I knew youd change your mind, said Ronicky Doone.

Ill even tell you why, she said. It isnt for your friend whos asleep, but its to give you a chance to finish this business and come to the end of this trail and go back to your own country. Because, if you stay around here long, therell be trouble, a lot of trouble, Ronicky Doone. Now stay here and wait for me. If anyone taps at the door, youd better slip into that closet in the corner. Will you wait?

Yes.

And youll trust me?

To the end of the trail, lady.

She smiled at him again and was gone.

Now the house was perfectly hushed. He went to the window and looked down to the quiet street with all its atmosphere of some old New England village and eternal peace. It seemed impossible that in the house behind him there were — 

He caught his breath. Somewhere in the house the muffled sound of a struggle rose. He ran to the door, thinking of Ruth Tolliver at once, and then he shrank back again, for a door was slammed open, and a voice shouted — the voice of a man: Help! Harrison! Lefty! Jerry!

Other voices answered far away; footfalls began to sound. Ronicky Doone knew that Harry Morgan, his victim, had at last recovered and managed to work the cords off his feet or hands, or both.

Ronicky stepped back close to the door of the closet and waited. It would mean a search, probably, this discovery that Morgan had been struck down in his own room by an unknown intruder. And a search certainly would be started at once. First there was confusion, and then a clear, musical mans voice began to give orders: Harrison, take the cellar. Lefty, go up to the roof. The rest of you take the rooms one by one.

The search was on.

Dont ask questions, was the last instruction. When you see someone you dont know, shoot on sight, and shoot to kill. Ill do the explaining to the police — you know that. Now scatter, and the man who brings him down Ill remember. Quick!

There was a new scurry of footfalls. Ronicky Doone heard them approach the door of the girls room, and he slipped into the closet. At once a cloud of soft, cool silks brushed about him, and he worked back until his shoulders had touched the wall at the back of the closet. Luckily the enclosure was deep, and the clothes were hanging thickly from the racks. It was sufficient to conceal him from any careless searcher, but it would do no good if any one probed; and certainly these men were not the ones to search carelessly.

In the meantime it was a position which made Ronicky grind his teeth. To be found skulking among womans clothes in a closet — to be dragged out and stuck in the back, no doubt, like a rat, and thrown into the river, that was an end for Ronicky Doone indeed!

He was on the verge of slipping out and making a mad break for the door of the house and trying to escape by taking the men by surprise, when he heard the door of the girls room open.

Some ex-pugilist, he heard a mans voice saying, and he recognized it at once as belonging to him who had given the orders. He recognized, also, that it must be the man with the sneer.

You think he was an amateur robber and an expert prize fighter? asked Ruth Tolliver.

It seemed to Ronicky Doone that her voice was perfectly controlled and calm. Perhaps it was her face that betrayed emotion, for after a moment of silence, the man answered.

Whats the matter? Youre as nervous as a child tonight, Ruth?

Isnt there reason enough to make me nervous? she demanded. A robber — Heaven knows what — running at large in the house?

Hm! murmured the man. Devilish queer that you should get so excited all at once. No, its something else. Ive trained you too well for you to go to pieces like this over nothing. What is it, Ruth?

There was no answer. Then the voice began again, silken-smooth and gentle, so gentle and kindly that Ronicky Doone started. In the old days you used to keep nothing from me; we were companions, Ruth. That was when you were a child. Now that you are a woman, when you feel more, think more, see more, when our companionship should be like a running stream, continually bringing new things into my life, I find barriers between us. Why is it, my dear?

Still there was no answer. The pulse of Ronicky Doone began to quicken, as though the question had been asked him, as though he himself were fumbling for the answer.

Let us talk more freely, went on the man. Try to open your mind to me. There are things which you dislike in me; I know it. Just what those things are I cannot tell, but we must break down these foolish little barriers which are appearing more and more every day. Not that I mean to intrude myself on you every moment of your life. You understand that, of course?

Of course, said the girl faintly.

And I understand perfectly that you have passed out of childhood into young womanhood, and that is a dreamy time for a girl. Her body is formed at last, but her mind is only half formed. There is a pleasant mist over it. Very well, I dont wish to brush the mist away. If I did that I would take half that charm away from you — that elusive incompleteness which Fragonard and Watteau tried to imitate, Heaven knows with how little success. No, I shall always let you live your own life. All that I ask for, my dear, are certain meeting places. Let us establish them before it is too late, or you will find one day that you have married an old man, and we shall have silent dinners. There is nothing more wretched than that. If it should come about, then you will begin to look on me as a jailer. And—

Dont!

Ah, said he very tenderly, I knew that I was feeling toward the truth. You are shrinking from me, Ruth, because you feel that I am too old.

No, no!

Here a hand pounded heavily on the door.

The idiots have found something, said the man of the sneer. And now they have come to talk about their cleverness, like a rooster crowing over a grain of corn. He raised his voice. Come in!

And Ronicky Doone heard a panting voice a moment later exclaim: Weve got him!


12. THE STRANGE BARGAIN
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RONICKY DREW HIS gun and waited. Good, said the man of the sneer. Go ahead.

It was down in the cellar that we found the first tracks. He came in through the side window and closed it after him.

That dropped him into the coal bin. Did he get coal dust on his shoes?

Right; and he didnt have sense enough to wipe it off.

An amateur — a rank amateur! I told you! said the man of the sneer, with satisfaction. You followed his trail?

Up the stairs to the kitchen and down the hall and up to Harrys room.

We already knew hed gone there.

But he left that room again and came down the hall.

Yes. The coal dust was pretty well wiped off by that time, but we held a light close to the carpet and got the signs of it.

And where did it lead?

Right to this room!

Ronicky stepped from among the smooth silks and pressed close to the door of the closet, his hand on the knob. The time had almost come for one desperate attempt to escape, and he was ready to shoot to kill.

A moment of pause had come, a pause which, in the imagination of Ronicky, was filled with the approach of both the men toward the door of the closet.

Then the man of the sneer said: Thats a likely story!

I can show you the tracks.

Hm! You fool, they simply grew dim when they got to this door. Ive been here for some time. Go back and tell them to hunt some more. Go up to the attic and search there. Thats the place an amateur would most likely hide.

The man growled some retort and left, closing the door heavily behind him, while Ronicky Doone breathed freely again for the first time.

Now, said the man of the sneer, tell me the whole of it, Ruth.

Ronicky set his teeth. Had the clever devil guessed at the truth so easily? Had he sent his follower away, merely to avoid having it known that a man had taken shelter in the room of the girl he loved?

Go on, the leader was repeating. Let me hear the whole truth.

I — I— stammered the girl, and she could say no more.

The man of the sneer laughed unpleasantly. Let me help you. It was somebody you met somewhere — on the train, perhaps, and you couldnt help smiling at him, eh? You smiled so much, in fact, that he followed you and found that you had come here. The only way he could get in was by stealth. Is that right? So he came in exactly that way, like a robber, but really only to keep a tryst with his lady love? A pretty story, a true romance! I begin to see why you find me such a dull fellow, my dear girl.

John— began Ruth Tolliver, her voice shaking.

Tush, he broke in as smoothly as ever. Let me tell the story for you and spare your blushes. When I sent you for Harry Morgan you found Lochinvar in the very act of slugging the poor fellow. You helped him tie Morgan; then you took him here to your room; although you were glad to see him, you warned him that it was dangerous to play with fire — fire being me. Do I gather the drift of the story fairly well? Finally you have him worked up to the right pitch. He is convinced that a retreat would be advantageous, if possible. You show him that it is possible. You point out the ledge under your window and the easy way of working to the ground. Eh?

Yes, said the girl unevenly. That is—

Ah! murmured the man of the sneer. You seem rather relieved that I have guessed he left the house. In that case—

Ronicky Doone had held the latch of the door turned back for some time. Now he pushed it open and stepped out. He was only barely in time, for the man of the sneer was turning quickly in his direction, since there was only one hiding place in the room.

He was brought up with a shock by the sight of Ronickys big Colt, held at the hip and covering him with absolute certainty. Ruth Tolliver did not cry out, but every muscle in her face and body seemed to contract, as if she were preparing herself for the explosion.

You dont have to put up your hands, said Ronicky Doone, wondering at the familiarity of the face of the man of the sneer. He had brooded on it so often in the past few days that it was like the face of an old acquaintance. He knew every line in that sharp profile.

Thank you, responded the leader, and, turning to the girl, he said coldly: I congratulate you on your good taste. A regular Apollo, my dear Ruth.

He turned back to Ronicky Doone. And I suppose you have overhead our entire conversation?

The whole lot of it, said Ronicky, though I wasnt playing my hand at eavesdropping. I couldnt help hearing you, partner.

The man of the sneer looked him over leisurely. Western, he said at last, decidedly Western.

Are you staying long in the East, my friend?

I dunno, said Ronicky Doone, smiling faintly at the coolness of the other. What do you think about it?

Meaning that Im liable to put an end to your stay?

Maybe!

Tush, tush! I suppose Ruth has filled your head with a lot of rot about what a terrible fellow I am. But I dont use poison, and I dont kill with mysterious X-rays. I am, as you see, a very quiet and ordinary sort.

Ronicky Doone smiled again. You just oblige me, partner, he replied in his own soft voice. Just stay away from the walls of the room — dont even sit down. Stand right where you are.

Youd murder me if I took another step? asked the man of the sneer, and a contemptuous and sardonic expression flitted across his face for the first time.

Id sure blow you full of lead, said Ronicky fervently. Id kill you like a snake, stranger, which I mostly think you are. So step light, and step quick when I talk.

Certainly, said the other, bowing. I am entirely at your service. He turned a little to Ruth. I see that you have a most determined cavalier. I suppose hell instantly abduct you and sweep you away from beneath my eyes?

She made a vague gesture of denial.

Go ahead, said the leader. By the way, my name is John Mark.

Im Doone — some call me Ronicky Doone.

Im glad to know you, Ronicky Doone. I imagine that name fits you. Now tell me the story of why you came to this house; of course it wasnt to see a girl!

Youre wrong! It was.

Ah? In spite of himself the face of John Mark wrinkled with pain and suspicious rage.

I came to see a girl, and her name, I figure, is Caroline Smith.

Relief, wonder, and even a gleam of outright happiness shot into the eyes of John Mark. Caroline? You came for that? Suddenly he laughed heartily, but there was a tremor of emotion in that laughter. The perfect torture, which had been wringing the soul of the man of the sneer, projected through the laughter.

I ask your pardon, my dear, said John Mark to Ruth. I should have guessed. You found him; he confessed why he was here; you took pity on him — and— He brushed a hand across his forehead and was instantly himself, calm and cool.

Very well, then. It seems Ive made an ass of myself, but Ill try to make up for it. Now what about Caroline? There seems to be a whole host of you Westerners annoying her.

Only one: Im acting as his agent.

And what do you expect?

I expect that you will send for her and tell her that she is free to go down with me — leave this house — and take a ride or a walk with me.

As much as that? If you have to talk to her, why not do the talking here?

I dunno, replied Ronicky Doone. I figure shed think too much about you all the time.

The basilisk, eh? asked John Mark. Well, you are going to persuade her to go to Bill Gregg?

You know the name, eh?

Yes, I have a curious stock of useless information.

Well, youre right; Im going to try to get her back for Bill.

But you cant expect me to assent to that?

I sure do.

And why? This Caroline Smith may be a person of great value to me.

I have no doubt she is, but I got a good argument.

What is it?

The gun, partner.

And, if you couldnt get the girl — but see how absurd the whole thing is, Ronicky Doone! I send for the girl; I request her to go down with you to the street and take a walk, because you wish to talk to her. Heavens, man, I cant persuade her to go with a stranger at night! Surely you see that!

Ill do that persuading, said Ronicky Doone calmly.

And, when youre on the streets with the girl, do you suppose Ill rest idle and let you walk away with her?

Once were outside of the house, Mark, said Ronicky Doone, I dont ask no favors. Let your men come on. All I got to say is that I come from a county where every man wears a gun and has to learn how to use it. I aint terrible backward with the trigger finger, John Mark. Not that I figure on bragging, but I want you to pick good men for my trail and tell em to step soft. Is that square?

Aside from certain idiosyncrasies, such as your manner of paying a call by way of a cellar window, I think you are the soul of honor, Ronicky Doone. Now may I sit down?

Suppose we shake hands to bind the bargain, said Ronicky. You send for Caroline Smith; Im to do the persuading to get her out of the house. Were safe to the doors of the house; the minute we step into the street, youre free to do anything you want to get either of us. Will you shake on that?

For a moment the leader hesitated, then his fingers closed over the extended hand of Ronicky Doone and clamped down on them like so many steel wires contracting. At the same time a flush of excitement and fierceness passed over the face of John Mark. Ronicky Doone, taken utterly by surprise, was at a great disadvantage. Then he put the whole power of his own hand into the grip, and it was like iron meeting iron. A great rage came in the eyes of John Mark; a great wonder came in the eyes of the Westerner. Where did John Mark get his sudden strength?

Well, said Ronicky, weve shaken hands, and now you can do what you please! Sit down, leave the room — anything. He shoved his gun away in his clothes. That brought a start from John Mark and a flash of eagerness, but he repressed the idea, after a single glance at the girl.

Weve shaken hands, he admitted slowly, as though just realizing the full extent of the meaning of that act. Very well, Ronicky, Ill send for Caroline Smith, and more power to your tongue, but youll never get her away from this house without force.


13. DOONE WINS
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A SERVANT ANSWERED the bell almost at once. Tell Miss Smith that shes wanted in Miss Tollivers room, said Mark, and, when the servant disappeared, he began pacing up and down the room. Now and then he cast a sharp glance to the side and scrutinized the face of Ronicky Doone. With Ruths permission, the latter had lighted a cigarette and was smoking it in bland enjoyment. Again the leader paused directly before the girl, and, with his feet spread and his head bowed in an absurd Napoleonic posture, he considered every feature of her face. The uncertain smile, which came trembling on her face, elicited no response from Mark.

She dreaded him, Ronicky saw, as a slave dreads a cruel master. Still she had a certain affection for him, partly as the result of many benefactions, no doubt, and partly from long acquaintance; and, above all, she respected his powers of mind intensely. The play of emotion in her face — fear, anger, suspicion — as John Mark paced up and down before her, was a study.

With a secret satisfaction Ronicky Doone saw that her glances continually sought him, timidly, curiously. All vanity aside, he had dropped a bomb under the feet of John Mark, and some day the bomb might explode.

There was a tap at the door, it opened and Caroline Smith entered in a dressing gown. She smiled brightly at Ruth and wanly at John Mark, then started at the sight of the stranger.

This, said John Mark, is Ronicky Doone.

The Westerner rose and bowed.

He has come, said John Mark, to try to persuade you to go out for a stroll with him, so that he can talk to you about that curious fellow, Bill Gregg. He is going to try to soften your heart, I believe, by telling you all the inconveniences which Bill Gregg has endured to find you here. But he will do his talking for himself. Just why he has to take you out of the house, at night, before he can talk to you is, I admit, a mystery to me. But let him do the persuading.

Ronicky Doone turned to his host, a cold gleam in his eyes. His case had been presented in such a way as to make his task of persuasion almost impossible. Then he turned back and looked at the girl. Her face was a little pale, he thought, but perfectly composed.

I dont know Bill Gregg, she said simply. Of course, Im glad to talk to you, Mr. Doone, but why not here?

John Mark covered a smile of satisfaction, and the girl looked at him, apparently to see if she had spoken correctly. It was obvious that the leader was pleased, and she glanced back at Ronicky, with a flush of pleasure.

Ill tell you why I cant talk to you in here, said Ronicky gently. Because, while youre under the same roof with this gent with the sneer — he turned and indicated Mark, sneering himself as he did so— youre not yourself. You dont have a halfway chance to think for yourself. You feel him around you and behind you and beside you every minute, and you keep wondering not what you really feel about anything, but what John Mark wants you to feel. Aint that the straight of it?

She glanced apprehensively at John Mark, and, seeing that he did not move to resent this assertion, she looked again with wide-eyed wonder at Ronicky Doone.

You see, said the man of the sneer to Caroline Smith, that our friend from the West has a child-like faith in my powers of — what shall I say — hypnotism!

A faint smile of agreement flickered on her lips and went out. Then she regarded Ronicky, with an utter lack of emotion.

If I could talk like him, said Ronicky Doone gravely, I sure wouldnt care where I had to do the talking; but I havent any smooth lingo — I aint got a lot of words all ready and handy. Im a pretty simple-minded sort of a gent, Miss Smith. Thats why I want to get you out of this house, where I can talk to you alone.

She paused, then shook her head.

As far as going out with me goes, went on Ronicky, well, theys nothing I can say except to ask you to look at me close, lady, and then ask yourself if Im the sort of a gent a girl has got anything to be afraid about. I wont keep you long; five minutes is all I ask. And we can walk up and down the street, in plain view of the house, if you want. Is it a go?

At least he had broken through the surface crust of indifference. She was looking at him now, with a shade of interest and sympathy, but she shook her head.

Im afraid— she began.

Dont refuse right off, without thinking, said Ronicky. Ive worked pretty hard to get a chance to meet you, face to face. I busted into this house tonight like a burglar—

Oh, cried the girl, youre the man — Harry Morgan— She stopped, aghast.

Hes the man who nearly killed Morgan, said John Mark.

Is that against me? asked Ronicky eagerly. Is that all against me? I was fighting for the chance to find you and talk to you. Give me that chance now.

Obviously she could not make up her mind. It had been curious that this handsome, boyish fellow should come as an emissary from Bill Gregg. It was more curious still that he should have had the daring and the strength to beat Harry Morgan.

What shall I do, Ruth? she asked suddenly.

Ruth Tolliver glanced apprehensively at John Mark and then flushed, but she raised her head bravely. If I were you, Caroline, she said steadily, Id simply ask myself if I could trust Ronicky Doone. Can you?

The girl faced Ronicky again, her hands clasped in indecision and excitement. Certainly, if clean honesty was ever written in the face of a man, it stood written in the clear-cut features of Ronicky Doone.

Yes, she said at last, Ill go. For five minutes — only in the street — in full view of the house.

There was a hard, deep-throated exclamation from John Mark. He rose and glided across the room, as if to go and vent his anger elsewhere. But he checked and controlled himself at the door, then turned.

You seem to have won, Doone. I congratulate you. When hes talking to you, Caroline, I want you constantly to remember that—

Wait! cut in Ronicky sharply. Shell do her own thinking, without your help.

John Mark bowed with a sardonic smile, but his face was colorless. Plainly he had been hard hit. Later on, he continued, well see more of each other, I expect — a great deal more, Doone.

Its something Ill sure wait for, said Ronicky savagely. I got more than one little thing to talk over with you, Mark. Maybe about some of them well have to do more than talking. Good-by. Lady, Ill be waiting for you down by the front door of the house.

Caroline Smith nodded, flung one frightened and appealing glance to Ruth Tolliver for direction, then hurried out to her room to dress. Ronicky Doone turned back to Ruth.

In my part of the country, he said simply, theys some gents we know sort of casual, and some gents we have for friends. Once in a while you bump into somebody thats so straight and square-shooting that youd like to have him for a partner. If you were out West, lady, and if you were a man — well, Id pick you for a partner, because youve sure played straight and square with me tonight.

He turned, hesitated, and, facing her again, caught up her hand, touched it to his lips, then hurried past John Mark and through the doorway. They could hear his rapid footfalls descending the stairs, and John Mark was thoughtful indeed. He was watching Ruth Tolliver, as she stared down at her hand. When she raised her head and met the glance of the leader she flushed slowly to the roots of her hair.

Yes, muttered John Mark, still thoughtfully and half to himself, theres really true steel in him. Hes done more against me in one half hour than any other dozen men in ten years.


14. HER LITTLE JOKE
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A BRIEF TEN minutes of waiting beside the front door of the house, and then Ronicky Doone heard a swift pattering of feet on the stairs. Presently the girl was moving very slowly toward him down the hall. Plainly she was bitterly afraid when she came beside him, under the dim hall light. She wore that same black hat, turned back from her white face, and the red flower beside it was a dull, uncertain blur. Decidedly she was pretty enough to explain Bill Greggs sorrow.

Ronicky gave her no chance to think twice. She was in the very act of murmuring something about a change of mind, when he opened the door and, stepping out into the starlight, invited her with a smile and a gesture to follow. In a moment they were in the freshness of the night air. He took her arm, and they passed slowly down the steps. At the bottom she turned and looked anxiously at the house.

Lady, murmured Ronicky, theys nothing to be afraid of. Were going to walk right up and down this street and never get out of sight of the friends you got in this here house.

At the word friends she shivered slightly, and he added: Unless you want to go farther of your own free will.

No, no! she exclaimed, as if frightened by the very prospect.

Then we wont. Its all up to you. Youre the boss, and Im the cow- puncher, lady.

But tell me quickly, she urged. I — I have to go back. I mustnt stay out too long.

Starting right in at the first, Ronicky said, I got to tell you that Bill has told me pretty much everything that ever went on between you two. All about the correspondence-school work and about the letters and about the pictures.

I dont understand, murmured the girl faintly.

But Ronicky diplomatically raised his voice and went on, as if he had not heard her. You know what hes done with that picture of yours?

No, she said faintly.

He got the biggest nugget that hes ever taken out of the dirt. He got it beaten out into the right shape, and then he made a locket out of it and put your picture in it, and now he wears it around his neck, even when hes working at the mine.

Her breath caught. That silly, cheap snapshot!

She stopped. She had admitted everything already, and she had intended to be a very sphinx with this strange Westerner.

It was only a joke, she said. I — I didnt really mean to—

Do you know what that joke did? asked Ronicky. It made two men fight, then cross the continent together and get on the trail of a girl whose name they didnt even know. They found the girl, and then she said shed forgotten — but no, I dont mean to blame you. Theres something queer behind it all. But I want to explain one thing. The reason that Bill didnt get to that train wasnt because he didnt try. He did try. He tried so hard that he got into a fight with a gent that tried to hold him up for a few words, and Bill got shot off his hoss.

Shot? asked the girl. Shot?

Suddenly she was clutching his arm, terrified at the thought. She recovered herself at once and drew away, eluding the hand of Ronicky. He made no further attempt to detain her.

But he had lifted the mask and seen the real state of her mind; and she, too, knew that the secret was discovered. It angered her and threw her instantly on the aggressive.

I tell you what I guessed from the window, said Ronicky. You went down to the street, all prepared to meet up with poor old Bill—

Prepared to meet him? She started up at Ronicky. How in the world could I ever guess—

She was looking up to him, trying to drag his eyes down to hers, but Ronicky diplomatically kept his attention straight ahead.

You couldnt guess, he suggested, but there was someone who could guess for you. Someone who pretty well knew we were in town, who wanted to keep you away from Bill because he was afraid—

Of what? she demanded sharply.

Afraid of losing you.

This seemed to frighten her. What do you know? she asked.

I know this, he answered, that I think a girl like you, all in all, is too good for any man. But, if any man ought to have her, its the gent that is fondest of her. And Bill is terrible fond of you, lady — he dont think of nothing else. Hes grown thin as a ghost, longing for you.

So he sends another man to risk his life to find me and tell me about it? she demanded, between anger and sadness.

He didnt send me — I just came. But the reason I came was because I knew Bill would give up without a fight.

I hate a man who wont fight, said the girl.

Its because he figures hes so much beneath you, said Ronicky. And, besides, he cant talk about himself. Hes no good at that at all. But, if it comes to fighting, lady, why, he rode a couple of hosses to death and stole another and had a gunfight, all for the sake of seeing you, when a train passed through a town.

She was speechless.

So I thought Id come, said Ronicky Doone, and tell you the insides of things, the way I knew Bill wouldnt and couldnt, but I figure it dont mean nothing much to you.

She did not answer directly. She only said: Are men like this in the West? Do they do so much for their friends?

For a gent like Bill Gregg, thats simple and straight from the shoulder, they aint nothing too good to be done for him. What Id do for him hed do mighty pronto for me, and what hed do for me — well, dont you figure that hed do ten times as much for the girl he loves? Be honest with me, said Ronicky Doone. Tell me if Bill means anymore to you than any stranger?

No — yes.

Which means simply yes. But how much more, lady?

I hardly know him. How can I say?

Its sure an easy thing to say. Youve wrote to him. Youve had letters from him. Youve sent him your picture, and hes sent you his, and youve seen him on the street. Lady, you sure know Bill Gregg, and what do you think of him?

I think—

Is he a square sort of gent?

Y-yes.

The kind youd trust?

Yes, but—

Is he the kind that would stick to the girl he loved and take care of her, through thick and thin?

You mustnt talk like this, said Caroline Smith, but her voice trembled, and her eyes told him to go on.

Im going back and tell Bill Gregg that, down in your heart, you love him just about the same as he loves you!

Oh, she asked, would you say a thing like that? It isnt a bit true.

Im afraid thats the way I see it. When I tell him that, you can lay to it that old Bill will let loose all holds and start for you, and, if theys ten brick walls and twenty gunmen in between, it wont make no difference. Hell find you, or die trying.

Before he finished she was clinging to his arm.

If you tell him, youll be doing a murder, Ronicky Doone. What hell face will be worse than twenty gunmen.

The gent that smiles, eh?

Yes, John Mark. No, no, I didnt mean—

But you did, and I knew it, too. Its John Mark thats between you and Bill. I seen you in the street, when you were talking to poor Bill, look back over your shoulder at that devil standing in the window of this house.

Dont call him that!

Dyou know of one drop of kindness in his nature, lady?

Are we quite alone?

Not a soul around.

Then he is a devil, and, being a devil, no ordinary man has a chance against him — not a chance, Ronicky Doone. I dont know what you did in the house, but I think you must have outfaced him in some way. Well, for that youll pay, be sure! And youll pay with your life, Ronicky. Every minute, now, youre in danger of your life. Youll keep on being in danger, until he feels that he has squared his account with you. Dont you see that if I let Bill Gregg come near me—

Then Bill will be in danger of this same wolf of a man, eh? And, in spite of the fact that you like Bill—

Ah, yes, I do!

That you love him, in fact.

Why shouldnt I tell you? demanded the girl, breaking down suddenly. I do love him, and I can never see him to tell him, because I dread John Mark.

Rest easy, said Ronicky, youll see Bill, or else hell die trying to get to you.

If youre his friend—

Id rather see him dead than living the rest of his life, plumb unhappy.

She shook her head, arguing, and so they reached the corner of Beekman Place again and turned into it and went straight toward the house opposite that of John Mark. Still the girl argued, but it was in a whisper, as if she feared that terrible John Mark might overhear.

* * * * *

In the home of John Mark, that calm leader was still with Ruth Tolliver. They had gone down to the lower floor of the house, and, at his request, she sat at the piano, while Mark sat comfortably beyond the sphere of the piano light and watched her.

Youre thinking of something else, he told her, and playing abominably.

Im sorry.

You ought to be, he said. Its bad enough to play poorly for someone who doesnt know, but its torture to play like that for me.

He spoke without violence, as always, but she knew that he was intensely angry, and that familiar chill passed through her body. It never failed to come when she felt that she had aroused his anger.

Why doesnt Caroline come back? she asked at length.

Shes letting him talk himself out, thats all. Carolines a clever youngster. She knows how to let a man talk till his throat is dry, and then shell smile and tell him that its impossible to agree with him. Yes, there are many possibilities in Caroline.

You think Ronicky Doone is a gambler? she asked, harking back to what he had said earlier.

I think so, answered John Mark, and again there was that tightening of the muscles around his mouth. A gambler has a certain way of masking his own face and looking at yours, as if he were dragging your thoughts out through your eyes; also, hes very cool; he belongs at a table with the cards on it and the stakes high.

The door opened. Heres young Rose. Hell tell us the truth of the matter. Has she come back, Rose?

The young fellow kept far back in the shadow, and, when he spoke, his voice was uncertain, almost to the point of trembling. No, he managed to say, she aint come back, chief.

Mark stared at him for a moment and then slowly opened a cigarette case and lighted a smoke. Well, he said, and his words were far more violent than the smooth voice, well, idiot, what did she do?

She done a fade-away, chief, in the house across the street. Went in with that other gent.

He took her by force? asked John Mark.

Nope. She slipped in quick enough and all by herself. He went in last.

Damnation! murmured Mark. Thats all, Rose.

His follower vanished through the doorway and closed the door softly after him. John Mark stood up and paced quietly up and down the room. At length he turned abruptly on the girl. Good night. I have business that takes me out.

What is it? she asked eagerly.

He paused, as if in doubt as to how he should answer her, if he answered at all. In the old days, he said at last, when a man caught a poacher on his grounds, do you know what he did?

No.

Shot him, my dear, without a thought and threw his body to the wolves!

John Mark! Do you mean—

Your friend Ronicky, of course.

Only because Caroline was foolish are you going to—

Caroline? Tut, tut! Caroline is only a small part of it. He has done more than that — far more, this poacher out of the West!

He turned and went swiftly through the door. The moment it was closed the girl buried her face in her hands.


15. THE GIRL THIEF
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BEFORE THAT DEATH sentence had been passed on him Ronicky Doone stood before the door of his room, with the trembling girl beside him.

Wait here, he whispered to her. Wait here while I go in and wake him up. Its going to be the greatest moment in his life! Poor Bill Gregg is going to turn into the richest man in New York City — all in one moment!

But I dont dare go in. It will mean—

It will mean everything, but its too late to turn back now. Besides, in your heart of hearts, you dont want to turn back, you know!

Quickly he passed into the room and hurried to the bed of Bill Gregg. Under the biting grip of Doones hand Bill Gregg writhed to a sitting posture, with a groan. Still he was in the throes of his dream and only half awakened.

Ive lost her, he whispered.

Youre wrong, idiot, said Ronicky softly, youre wrong. Youve won her. Shes at the door now, waiting to come in.

Ronicky, said Bill Gregg, suddenly awake, youve been the finest friend a man ever had, but, if you make a joke out of her, Ill wring your neck!

Sure you would. But, before you do that, jump into your clothes and open the door.

Sleep was still thick enough in the brain of Bill Gregg to make him obey automatically. He stumbled into his clothes and then shambled dizzily to the door and opened it. As the light from the room struck down the hall Ronicky saw his friend stiffen to his full height and strike a hand across his face.

Stars and Stripes! exclaimed Bill Gregg. The days of the miracles aint over!

Ronicky Doone turned his back and went to the window. Across the street rose the forbidding face of the house of John Mark, and it threatened Ronicky Doone like a clenched hand, brandished against him. The shadow under the upper gable was like the shadow under a frowning brow. In that house worked the mind of John Mark. Certainly Ronicky Doone had won the first stage of the battle between them, but there was more to come — much more of that battle — and who would win in the end was an open question. He made up his mind grimly that, whatever happened, he would first ship Bill Gregg and the girl out of the city, then act as the rear guard to cover their retreat.

When he returned they had closed the door and were standing back from one another, with such shining eyes that the heart of Ronicky Doone leaped. If, for a moment, doubt of his work came to him, it was banished, as they glanced toward him.

I dunno how he did it, Bill Gregg was stammering, but here it is — done! Bless you, Ronicky.

A minute ago, said Ronicky, it looked to me like the lady didnt know her own mind, but that seems to be over.

I found my own mind the moment I saw him, said the girl.

Ronicky studied her in wonder. There was no embarrassment, no shame to have confessed herself. She had the clear brow of a child. Suddenly, it seemed to Ronicky that he had become an old man, and these were two children under his protection. He struck into the heart of the problem at once.

The main point, he said, is to get you two out of town, as quick as we can. Out West in Bills country he can take care of you, but back here this John Mark is a devil and has the strength to stop us. How quick can you go, Caroline?

I can never go, she said, as long as John Mark is alive.

Then hes as good as dead, said Bill Gregg. We both got guns, and, no matter how husky John Mark may be, well get at him!

The girl shook her head. All the joy had gone out of her face and left her wistful and misty eyed. You dont understand, and I cant tell you. You can never harm John Mark.

Why not? asked Bill Gregg. Has he got a thousand men around him all the time? Even if he has theys ways of getting at him.

Not a thousand men, said the girl, but, you see, he doesnt need help. Hes never failed. Thats what they say of him: John Mark, the man who has never lost!

Listen to me, said Ronicky angrily. Seems to me that everybody stands around and gapes at this gent with the sneer a terrible lot, without a pile of good reasons behind em. Never failed? Why, lady, heres one night when hes failed and failed bad. Hes lost you!

No, said Caroline.

Not lost you? asked Bill Gregg. Say, you aint figuring on going back to him?

I have to go back.

Why? demanded Gregg.

Its because of you, interpreted Ronicky Doone. She knows that, if she leaves you, Mark will start on your trail. Mark is the name of the gent with the sneer, Bill.

Hes got to die, then, Ronicky.

I been figuring on the same thing for a long time, but hell die hard, Bill.

Dont you see? asked the girl. Both of you are strong men and brave, but against John Mark I know that youre helpless. It isnt the first time people have hated him. Hated? Who does anything but hate him? But that doesnt make any difference. He wins, he always wins, and thats why Ive come to you.

She turned to Bill Gregg, but such a sad resignation held her eyes that Ronicky Doone bowed his head.

Ive come to tell you that I love you, that I have always loved you, since I first began writing to you. All of yourself showed through your letters, plain and strong and simple and true. Ive come tonight to tell you that I love you, but that we can never marry. Not that I fear him for myself, but for you.

Listen here, said Bill Gregg, aint there police in this town?

What could they do? In all of the things which he has done no one has been able to accuse him of a single illegal act — at least no one has ever been able to prove a thing. And yet he lives by crime. Does that give you an idea of the sort of man he is?

A low hound, said Bill Gregg bitterly, thats what he shows to be.

Tell me straight, said Ronicky, what sort of a hold has he got over you? Can you tell us?

I have to tell you, said the girl gravely, if you insist, but wont you take my word for it and ask no more?

We have a right to know, said Ronicky. Bill has a right, and, me being Bills friend, I have a right, too.

She nodded.

First off, whats the way John Mark uses you?

She clenched her hands. If I tell you that, you will both despise me.

Try us, said Ronicky. And you can lay to this, lady, that, when a gent out of the West says partner to a girl or a man, he means it. What you do may be bad; what you are is all right. We both know it. The inside of you is right, lady, no matter what John Mark makes you do. But tell us straight, what is it?

He has made me, said the girl, her head falling, a thief!

Ronicky saw Bill Gregg wince, as if someone had struck him in the face. And he himself waited, curious to see what the big fellow would do. He had not long to wait. Gregg went straight to the girl and took her hands.

Dyou think that makes any difference? he asked. Not to me, and not to my friend Ronicky. Theres something behind it. Tell us that!

There is something behind it, said the girl, and I cant say how grateful I am to you both for still trusting me. I have a brother. He came to New York to work, found it was easy to spend money — and spent it. Finally he began sending home for money. We are not rich, but we gave him what we could. It went on like that for some time. Then, one day, a stranger called at our house, and it was John Mark. He wanted to see me, and, when we talked together, he told me that my brother had done a terrible thing — what it was I cant tell even you.

I wouldnt believe at first, though he showed me what looked like proofs. At last I believed enough to agree to go to New York and see for myself. I came here, and saw my brother and made him confess. What it was I cant tell you. I can only say that his life is in the hand of John Mark. John Mark has only to say ten words, and my brother is dead. He told me that. He showed me the hold that Mark had over him, and begged me to do what I could for him. I didnt see how I could be of use to him, but John Mark showed me. He taught me to steal, and I have stolen. He taught me to lie, and I have lied. And he has me still in the hollow of his hand, do you see? And thats why I say that its hopeless. Even if you could fight against John Mark, which no one can, you couldnt help me. The moment you strike him he strikes my brother.

Curse him! exclaimed Ronicky. Curse the hound! Then he added: Theys just one thing to do, first of all. You got to go back to John Mark. Tell him that you came over here. Tell him that you seen Bill Gregg, but you only came to say good-by to him, and to ask him to leave town and go West. Then, tomorrow, well move out, and he may think that weve gone. Meantime the thing you do is to give me the name of your brother and tell me where I can find him. Ill hunt him up. Maybe something can be done for him. I dunno, but thats where weve got to try.

But— she began.

Do what he says, whispered Bill Gregg. Ive doubted Ronicky before, but look at all that hes done? Do what he says, Caroline.

It means putting him in your power, she said at last, just as he was put in the power of John Mark, but I trust you. Give me a slip of paper, and Ill write on it what you want.


16. DISARMING SUSPICION
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FROM THE HOUSE across the street Caroline Smith slipped out upon the pavement and glanced warily about her. The street was empty, quieter and more villagelike than ever, yet she knew perfectly well that John Mark had not allowed her to be gone so long without keeping watch over her. Somewhere from the blank faces of those houses across the street his spies kept guard over her movements. Here she glanced sharply over her shoulder, and it seemed to her that a shadow flitted into the door of a basement, farther up the street.

At that she fled and did not stop running until she was at the door of the house of Mark. Since all was quiet, up and down the street, she paused again, her hand upon the knob. To enter meant to step back into the life which she hated. There had been a time when she had almost loved the life to which John Mark introduced her; there had been a time when she had rejoiced in the nimbleness of her fingers which had enabled her to become an adept as a thief. And, by so doing, she had kept the life of her brother from danger, she verily believed. She was still saving him, and, so long as she worked for John Mark, she knew that her brother was safe, yet she hesitated long at the door.

It would be only the work of a moment to flee back to the man she loved, tell him that she could not and dared not stay longer with the master criminal, and beg him to take her West to a clean life. Her hand fell from the knob, but she raised it again immediately.

It would not do to flee, so long as John Mark had power of life or death over her brother. If Ronicky Doone, as he promised, was able to inspire her brother with the courage to flee from New York, give up his sporting life and seek refuge in some far-off place, then, indeed, she would go with Bill Gregg to the ends of the earth and mock the cunning fiend who had controlled her life so long.

The important thing now was to disarm him of all suspicion, make him feel that she had only visited Bill Gregg in order to say farewell to him. With this in her mind she opened the front door and stepped into the hall, always lighted with ominous dimness. That gloom fell about her like the visible presence of John Mark.

A squat, powerful figure glided out of the doorway to the right. It was Harry Morgan, and the side of his face was swathed in bandages, so that he had to twist his mouth violently in order to speak.

The chief, he said abruptly. Beat it quick to his room. He wants you.

Why? asked Caroline, hoping to extract some grain or two of information from the henchman.

Listen, kid, said the sullen criminal. Dyou think Im a nut to blow what I know? You beat it, and hell tell you what he wants.

The violence of this language, however, had given her clues enough to the workings of the chiefs mind. She had always been a favored member of the gang, and the men had whistled attendance on her hardly less than upon Ruth Tolliver herself. This sudden harshness in the language of Harry Morgan told her that too much was known, or guessed.

A sudden weakness came over her. Im going out, she said, turning to Harry Morgan who had sauntered over to the front door.

Are you? he asked.

Im going to take one turn more up the block. Im not sleepy yet, she repeated and put her hand on the knob of the door.

Not so you could notice it, you aint, retorted Morgan. Weve taken lip enough from you, kid. Your days over. Go up and see what the chief has to say, but you aint going through this door unless you walk over me.

Those are orders? she asked, stepping back, with her heart turning cold.

Think Im doing this on my own hook?

She turned slowly to the stairs. With her hand on the balustrade she decided to try the effect of one personal appeal. Nerving herself she whirled and ran to Harry Morgan. Harry, she whispered, let me go out till Ive worked up my courage. You know hes terrible to face when hes angry. And Im afraid, Harry — Im terribly afraid!

Are you? asked Morgan. Well, you aint the first. Go and take your medicine like the rest of us have done, time and time running.

There was no help for it. She went wearily up the stairs to the room of the master thief. There she gave the accustomed rap with the proper intervals. Instantly the cold, soft voice, which she knew and hated so, called to her to enter.

She found him in the act of putting aside his book. He was seated in a deep easy-chair; a dressing gown of silk and a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles gave him a look of owlish wisdom, with a touch of the owls futility of expression, likewise. He rose, as usual, with all his courtesy. She thought at first, as he showed her to a chair, that he was going to take his usual damnable tack of pretended ignorance in order to see how much she would confess. However, tonight this was not his plan of battle.

The moment she was seated, he removed his spectacles, drew a chair close to hers and sat down, leaning far forward. Now, my dear, foolish girl, said the master thief, smiling benevolently upon her, what have you been doing tonight to make us all miserable?

She knew at once that he was aware of every move she had made, from the first to the last. It gave her firmness to tell the lie with suavity. Its a queer yarn, John, she said.

Im used to queer yarns, he answered. But where have you been all this time? It was only to take five minutes, I thought.

She made herself laugh. Thats because you dont know Ronicky Doone, John.

Im getting to know him, however, said the master. And, before Im done, I hope to know him very well indeed.

Well, he has a persuasive tongue.

I think I noticed that for myself.

And, when he told me how poor Bill Gregg had come clear across the continent—

No wonder you were touched, my dear. New Yorkers wont travel so far, will they? Not for a girl, I mean.

Hardly! But Ronicky Doone made it such a sad affair that I promised Id go across and see Bill Gregg.

Not in his room?

I knew you wouldnt let him come to see me here.

Never presuppose what Ill do. But go on — Im interested — very. Just as much as if Ronicky Doone himself were telling me.

She eyed him shrewdly, but, if there were any deception in him, he hid it well. She could not find the double meaning that must have been behind his words. I went there, however, she said, because I was sorry for him, John. If you had seen youd have been sorry, too, or else you would have laughed; I could hardly keep from it at first.

I suppose he took you in his arms at once?

I think he wanted to. Then, of course, I told him at once why I had come.

Which was?

Simply that it was absurd for him to stay about and persecute me; that the letters I wrote him were simply written for fun, when I was doing some of my cousins work at the correspondence schools; that the best thing he could do would be to take my regrets and go back to the West.

Did you tell him all that? asked John Mark in a rather changed voice.

Yes; but not quite so bluntly.

Naturally not; youre a gentle girl, Caroline. I suppose he took it very hard.

Very, but in a silly way. Hes full of pride, you see. He drew himself up and gave me a lecture about deceiving men.

Well, since you have lost interest in him, it makes no difference.

But in a way, she said faintly, rising slowly from her chair, I cant help feeling some interest.

Naturally not. But, you see, I was worried so much about you and this foolish fellow that I gave orders for him to be put out of the way, as soon as you left him.

Caroline Smith stood for a moment stunned and then ran to him.

No, no! she declared. In the name of the dear mercy of Heaven, John, you havent done that?

Im sorry.

Then call him back — the one you sent. Call him back, John, and Ill serve you the rest of my life without question. Ill never fail you, John, but for your own sake and mine, for the sake of everything fair in the world, call him back!

He pushed away her hands, but without violence. I thought it would be this way, he said coldly. You told a very good lie, Caroline. I suppose clever Ronicky Doone rehearsed you in it, but it needed only the oldest trick in the world to expose you.

She recoiled from him. It was only a joke, then? You didnt mean it, John? Thank Heaven for that!

A savagery which, though generally concealed, was never far from the surface, now broke out in him, making the muscles of his face tense and his voice metallic. Get to your room, he said fiercely, get to your room. Ive wasted time enough on you and your brat of a brother, and now a Western lout is to spoil what Ive done? Ive a mind to wash my hands of all of you — and sink you. Get to your room, and stay there, while I make up my mind which of the two I shall do.

She went, cringing like one beaten, to the door, and he followed her, trembling with rage.

Or have you a choice? he asked. Brother or lover, which shall it be?

She turned and stretched out her hands to him, unable to speak; but the man of the sneer struck down her arms and laughed in her face. In mute terror she fled to her room.


17. OLD SCARS
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IN HIS ROOM Bill Gregg was striding up and down, throwing his hands toward the ceiling. Now and then he paused to slap Ronicky Doone on the back.

Its fate, Ronicky, he said, over and over again. Thinking of waking up and finding the girl that youve loved and lost standing waiting for you! Its the dead come to life. Im the happiest man in the world. Ronicky, old boy, one of these days Ill be able— He paused, stopped by the solemnity of Doones face. Whats wrong, Ronicky?

I dont know, said the other gloomily. He rubbed his arms slowly, as if to bring back the circulation to numbed limbs.

You act like youre sick, Ronicky.

Im getting bad-luck signs, Bill. Thats the short of it.

How come?

The old scars are prickling.

Scars? What scars?

Aint you noticed em.

It was bedtime, so Ronicky Doone took off his coat and shirt. The rounded body, alive with playing muscles, was striped, here and there, with white streaks — scars left by healed wounds.

At your age? A kid like you with scars? Bill Gregg had been asking, and then he saw the exposed scars and gasped. How come, Ronicky, he asked huskily in his astonishment, that you got all those and aint dead yet?

I dunno, said the other. I wonder a pile about that, myself. Fact is Im a lucky gent, Bill Gregg.

They say back yonder in your country that you aint never been beaten, Ronicky.

They sure say a lot of foolish things, just to hear themselves talk, partner. A gent gets pretty good with a gun, then they say hes the best that ever breathed — that hes never been beat. But they forget things that happened just a year back. No, sir; I sure took my lickings when I started.

But, dog-gone it, Ronicky, you aint twenty-four now!

Between sixteen and twenty-two I spent a pile of time in bed, Bill, and you can lay to that!

And you kept practicing?

Sure, when I found out that I had to. I never liked shooting much. Hated to think of having a gents life right inside the crook of my trigger finger. But, when I seen that I had to get good, why I just let go all holds and practiced day and night. And I still got to practice.

I seen that, said Bill Gregg. Every day, for an hour or two, you work with your guns.

Its like being a musician, said Ronicky without enthusiasm. I heard about it once. Suppose a gent works up to be a fine musician, maybe at the piano. Youd think, when he got to the top and knew everything, he could lay off and take things easy the rest of his life. But not him! Nope, hes got to work like a slave every day.

But how come you felt them scars pricking as a bad-luck sign, Ronicky? he asked after a time. Is there anything thats gone wrong, far as you see?

I dunno, said Ronicky gravely. Maybe not, and maybe so. I aint a prophet, but I dont like having everything so smooth — not when theys a gent like the man with the sneer on the other end of the wire. It means hes holding back some cards on us, and Id sure like to see the color of what hes got. What Im going to work for is this, Bill: To get Carolines brother, Jerry Smith, and rustle him out of town.

But how can you do that when John Mark has a hold on him?

Thats a pile of bunk, Bill. I figure Mark is just bluffing. He aint going to turn anybody over to the police. Less he has to do with the police the happier hell be. You can lay to that. Matter of fact, hes been loaning money to Carolines brother. You heard her say that. Also, he thinks that Mark is the finest and most generous gent that ever stepped. Probably a selfish skunk of a spoiled kid, this brother of hers. Most like he puts Mark up as sort of an ideal. Well, the thing to do is to get hold of him and wake him up and pay off his debts to Mark, which most like run to several thousand.

Several thousand, Ronicky? But wherell we get the money?

You forget that I can always get money. It grows on the bushes for me. He grinned at Bill Gregg.

Once we get Jerry Smith, then the whole gang of us will head straight West, as fast as we can step. Now lets hit the hay.

Never had the mind of Ronicky Doone worked more quickly and surely to the point. The case of Jerry Smith was exactly what he had surmised. As for the crime of which John Mark knew, and which he held like a club over Jerry Smith, it had been purely and simply an act of self-defense. But, to Caroline and her brother, Mark had made it seem clear that the shadow of the electric chair was before the young fellow.

Mark had worked seriously to win Caroline. She was remarkably dexterous; she was the soul of courage; and, if he could once make her love her work, she would make him rich. In the meantime she did very well indeed, and he strengthened his hold on her through her brother. It was not hard to do. If Jerry Smith was the soul of recklessness, he was the soul of honor, also, in many ways. John Mark had only to lead the boy toward a life of heavy expenditures and gaming, lending him, from time to time, the wherewithal to keep it up. In this way he anchored Jerry as a safeguard to windward, in case of trouble.

But, now that Ronicky Doone had entered the tangle, everything was changed. That clear-eyed fellow might see through to the very bottom of Marks tidewater plans. He might step in and cut the Gordian knot by simply paying off Jerrys debts. Telling the boy to laugh at the danger of exposure, Doone could snatch him away to the West. So Mark came to forestall Ronicky, by sending Jerry out of town and out of reach, for the time being. He would not risk the effect of Ronickys tongue. Had not Caroline been persuaded under his very eyes by this strange Westerner?

Very early the next morning John Mark went straight to the apartment of his protege. It was his own man, Northup, who answered the bell and opened the door to him. He had supplied Northup to Jerry Smith, immediately after Caroline accomplished the lifting of the Larrigan emeralds. That clever piece of work had proved the worth of the girl and made it necessary to spare no expense on Jerry. So he had given him the tried and proven Northup.

The moment he looked into the grinning face of Northup he knew that the master was not at home, and both the chief and the servant relaxed. They were friends of too long a term to stand on ceremony.

Theres no one here? asked Mark, as a matter of form.

Not a soul — the kid skipped — not a soul in the house.

Suppose he were to come up behind the door and hear you talk about him like this, Northup? Hes trim you down nicely, eh?

Him? asked Northup, with an eloquent jerk of his hand. Hes a husky young brute, but it aint brute force that I work with. He smiled significantly into the face of the other, and John Mark smiled in return. They understood one another perfectly.

When is he coming back?

Didnt leave any word, chief.

Isnt this earlier than his usual time for starting the day?

It is, by five hours. The lazy pup dont usually crack an eye till one in the afternoon.

What happened this morning.

Something rare — something it would have done your heart good to see!

Out with it, Northup.

I was routed out of bed at eight by a jangling of the telephone. The operator downstairs said a gentleman was calling on Mr. Smith. I said, of course, that Mr. Smith couldnt be called on at that hour. Then the operator said the gentleman would come up to the door and explain. I told him to come ahead.

At the door of the apartment I met as fine looking a youngster as I ever laid eyes on, brown as a berry, with a quick, straight look about the eyes that would have done you good to see. No booze or dope in that face, chief. He said—

How tall was he? asked the chief.

About my height. Know him?

Maybe. What name did he give?

Didnt give a name. Ive come to surprise Jerry, he says to me.

Anybody would surprise Jerry at this hour of the morning, says I.

Its too early, I take it? says he.

About five hours, says I.

Then this is going to be one of the exceptions, says he.

If you knew Jerry better you wouldnt force yourself on him, says I.

Son, says this fresh kid—

Is this the way you talk to Smith? broke in Mark.

No, I can polish up my lingo with the best of em. But this brown-faced youngster was a card. Son, he says to me, Ill do my own explaining. Just lead me to his dugout.

I couldnt help laughing. Youll get a hot reception, says I.

I come from a hot country, says he, and I got no doubt that Jerry will try to make me at home, and he grinned with a devil in each eye.

Come in, then, says I, and in he steps. And mind your fists, says I, if you wake him up sudden. He fights sometimes because he has to, but mostly because its a pleasure to him.

Sure, says he. Thats the way I like to have em come.

And he went in? demanded John Mark.

Whats wrong with that? asked Northup anxiously.

Nothing. Go ahead.

Well, in he went to Jerrys room. I listened at the door. I heard him call Jerry, and then Jerry groaned like he was half dead.

I dont know you, says Jerry.

You will before Im through with you, says the other.

Who the devil are you? asks Jerry.

Doone is my name, says he.

Then go to the devil till one oclock, says Jerry. And come back then if you want to. Heres my time for a beauty sleep.

If its that time, says Doone, youll have to go ugly today. Im here to talk.

I heard Jerry sit up in bed.

Now what the devils the meaning of this? he asked.

Are you awake? says Doone.

Yes, but be hung to you! says Jerry.

Dont be hanging me, says Doone. You just mark this day down in red — its a lucky one for you, son.

An how dyou mean that? says Jerry, and I could hear by his voice that he was choking, he was that crazy mad.

Because its the day you met me, says Doone; thats why its a lucky one for you.

Listen to me, says Jerry, of all the nervy, cold-blooded fakers that ever stepped youre the nerviest.

Thanks, says Doone. I think I am doing pretty well.

If I wanted to waste the time, says Jerry, Id get up and throw you out.

Its a wise man, says Doone, that does his talking from the other side of a rock.

Well, says Jerry, dyou think I cant throw you out?

Anyway, says Doone, Im still here.

I heard the springs squeal, as Jerry went bouncing out of bed. For a minute they wrestled, and I opened the door. What I see was Jerry lying flat, and Doone sitting on his chest, as calm and smiling as you please. I closed the door quick. Jerrys too game a boy to mind being licked fair and square, but, of course, hed rather fight till he died than have me or anybody else see him give up.

I dunno how you got there, says Jerry, but, if I dont kill you for this later on, Id like to shake hands with you. It was a good trick.

The gent that taught me near busted me in two with the trick of it, said Doone. Spose I let you up. Is it to be a handshaking or fighting?

My wind is gone for half an hour, says Jerry, and my head is pretty near jarred loose from my spinal column. I guess itll have to be hand-shaking today. But I warn you, Doone, he says, someday Ill have it all out with you over again.

Any time you mention, says Doone, but, if youd landed that left when you rushed in, I would have been on the carpet, instead of you.

And Jerry chuckles, feeling a pile better to think how near hed come to winning the fight.

Wait till I jump under the shower, says Jerry, and Ill be with you again. Have you had breakfast? And what brought you to me? And who the devil are you, Doone? Are you out of the West?

He piles all these questions thick and fast at Doone, and then I seen right off that him and Doone had made up to be pretty thick with each other. So I went away from the door and didnt listen any more, and in about half an hour out they walk, arm in arm, like old pals.

It was perfectly clear to John Mark that Ronicky had come there purposely to break the link between him and young Jerry Smith. It was perfectly plain why he wanted to do it.

How much does Jerry owe me? he asked suddenly.

The other drew out a pad and calculated for a moment: Seven thousand eight hundred and forty-two, he announced with a grin, as he put back the pad. Thats what hes sold himself for, up to this time.

Too much in a way and not enough in another way, replied John Mark. Listen, if he comes back, which I doubt, keep him here. Get him away from Ronicky — dope him — dope them both. In any case, if he comes back here, dont let him get away. You understand?

Nope, but I dont need to understand. Ill do it.

John Mark nodded and turned toward the door.


18. THE SPIDERS WEB
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ONLY THE SELECT attended the meetings at Fernands. It was doubly hard to choose them. They had to have enough money to afford high play, and they also had to lose without a murmur. It made it extremely difficult to build up a clientele, but Fernand was equal to the task. He seemed to smell out the character of a man or woman, to know at once how much iron was in their souls. And, following the course of an evenings play, Fernand knew the exact moment at which a man had had enough. It was never twice the same for the same man. A rich fellow, who lost twenty thousand one day and laughed at it, might groan and curse if he lost twenty hundred a week later.

It was Fernands desire to keep those groans and curses from being heard in his gaming house. He extracted wallets painlessly, so to speak.

He was never crooked; and yet he would not have a dealer in his employ unless the fellow knew every good trick of running up the deck. The reason was that, while Fernand never cheated in order to take money away from his customers, he very, very frequently had his men cheat in order to give money away.

This sounds like a mad procedure for the proprietor of a gaming house, but there were profound reasons beneath it. For one of the maxims of Fernand — and, like every gambler, he had many of them — was that the best way to make a man lose money is first of all to make him win it.

Such was Monsieur Frederic Fernand. And, if many compared him to Falstaff, and many pitied the merry, fat old man for having fallen into so hard a profession, yet there were a few who called him a bloated spider, holding his victims, with invisible cords, and bleeding them slowly to death.

To help him he had selected two men, both young, both shrewd, both iron in will and nerve and courage, both apparently equally expert with the cards, and both just as equally capable of pleasing his clients. One was a Scotchman, McKeever; the other was a Jew, Simonds. But in looks they were as much alike as two peas out of one pod. They hated each other with silent, smiling hatred, because they knew that they were on trial for their fortunes.

Tonight the Jew, Simonds, was dealing at one of the tables, and the Scotchman, McKeever, stood at the side of the master of the house, ready to execute his commissions. Now and again his dark eyes wandered toward the table where the Jew sat, with the cards flashing through his fingers. McKeever hungered to be there on the firing line! How he wished he could feel that sifting of the polished cardboard under his finger tips. They were playing Black Jack. He noted the smooth skill with which Simonds buried a card. And yet the trick was not perfectly done. Had he, McKeever, been there — 

At this point he was interrupted by the easy, oily voice of M. Fernand. This is an infernal nuisance!

McKeever raised his eyebrows and waited for an explanation. Two young men, very young, very straight, had just come into the rooms. One he knew to be Jerry Smith.

Another table and dealer wasted, declared M. Fernand. Smith — and, by heavens, hes brought some friend of his with him!

Shall I see if I can turn them away without playing? asked McKeever.

No, not yet. Smith is a friend of John Mark. Dont forget that. Never forget, McKeever, that the friends of John Mark must be treated with gloves — always!

Very good, replied McKeever, like a pupil memorizing in class.

Ill see how far I can go with them, went on M. Fernand. He went straight to the telephone and rang John Mark.

How far should I go with them? he asked, after he had explained that Smith had just come in.

Is there someone with him? asked John Mark eagerly.

A young about the same age — very brown.

Thats the man I want!

The man you want?

Fernand, said Mark, without explaining, those youngsters have gone out there to make some money at your expense.

M. Fernand growled. I wish youd stop using me as a bank, Mark, he complained. Besides, it costs a good deal.

I pay you a tolerable interest, I believe, said John Mark coldly.

Of course, of course! Well — this in a manner of great resignation— how much shall I let them take away?

Bleed them both to death if you want. Let them play on credit. Go as far as you like.

Very well, said Fernand, but—

I may be out there later, myself. Good-by.

The face of Frederic Fernand was dark when he went back to McKeever. What do you think of the fellow with Jerry Smith? he asked.

Of him? asked McKeever, fencing desperately for another moment, as he stared at Ronicky Doone.

The latter was idling at a table close to the wall, running his hands through a litter of magazines. After a moment he raised his head suddenly and glanced across the room at McKeever. The shock of meeting glances is almost a physical thing. And the bold, calm eyes of Ronicky Doone lingered on McKeever and seemed to judge him and file that judgment away.

McKeever threw himself upon the wings of his imagination. There was something about this fellow, or his opinion would not have been asked. What was it?

Well? asked Frederic Fernand peevishly. What do you think of him?

I think, said the other casually, that hes probably a Western gunman, with a record as long as my arm.

You think that? asked the fat man. Well, Ive an idea that you think right. Theres something about him that suggests action. The way he looks about, so slowly — that is the way a fearless man is apt to look, you know. Do you think you can sit at the table with Ronicky Doone, as they call him, and Jerry Smith and win from them this evening?

With any sort of luck—

Leave the luck out of it. John Mark has made a special request. Tonight, McKeever, its going to be your work to make the luck come to you. Do you think you can?

A faint smile began to dawn on the face of McKeever. Never in his life had he heard news so sweet to his ear. It meant, in brief, that he was to be trusted for the first time at real manipulation of the cards. His trust in himself was complete. This would be a crushing blow for Simonds.

Mind you, the master of the house went on, if you are caught at working—

Nonsense! said McKeever happily. They cant follow my hands.

This fellow Doone — I dont know.

Ill take the chance.

If youre caught I turn you out. You hear? Are you willing to take the risk?

Yes, said McKeever, very pale, but determined.

At the right moment McKeever approached Jerry and Ronicky, dark, handsome, smoothly amiable. He was clever enough to make no indirect effort to introduce his topic. I see that you gentlemen are looking about, he said. Yonder is a clear table for us. Do you agree, Mr. Smith?

Jerry Smith nodded, and, having introduced Ronicky Doone, the three started for the table which had been indicated.

It was in an alcove, apart from the sweep of big rooms which were given over to the players. It lay, too, conveniently in range of the beat of Frederic Fernand, as he moved slowly back and forth, over a limited territory and stopped, here and there for a word, here and there for a smile. He was smoothing the way for dollars to slide out of wallets. Now he deliberately stopped the party in their progress to the alcove.

I have to meet you, he said to Ronicky. You remind me of a friend of my father, a young Westerner, those many years ago. Same brown skin, same clear eye. He was a card expert, the man Im thinking about. I hope youre not in the same class, my friend!

Then he went on, laughing thunderously at his own poor jest. Particularly from the back, as he retreated, he seemed a harmless fat man, very simple, very naive. But Ronicky Doone regarded him with an interest both cold and keen. And, with much the same regard, after Fernand had passed out of view, the Westerner regarded the table at which they were to sit.

In the alcove were three wall lights, giving an ample illumination — too ample to suit Ronicky Doone. For McKeever had taken the chair with the back to the light. He made no comment, but, taking the chair which was facing the lights, the chair which had been pointed out to him by McKeever, he drew it around on the far side and sat down next to the professional gambler.


19. STACKED CARDS
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THE GAME OPENED slowly. The first, second, and third hands were won by Jerry Smith. He tucked away his chips with a smile of satisfaction, as if the three hands were significant of the whole progress of the game. But Ronicky Doone pocketed his losses without either smile or sneer. He had played too often in games in the West which ran to huge prices. Miners had come in with their belts loaded with dust, eager to bet the entire sum of their winnings at once. Ranchers, fat with the profits of a good sale of cattle, had wagered the whole amount of it in a single evening. As far as large losses and large gains were concerned, Ronicky Doone was ready to handle the bets of anyone, other than millionaires, without a smile or a wince.

The trouble with McKeever was that he was playing the game too closely. Long before, it had been a maxim with the chief that a good gambler should only lose by a small margin. That maxim McKeever, playing for the first time for what he felt were important stakes in the eyes of Fernand, followed too closely. Stacking the cards, with the adeptness which years of practice had given to him, he never raised the amount of his opponents hand beyond its own order. A pair was beaten by a pair, three of a kind was simply beaten by three of a kind of a higher order; and, when a full house was permitted by his expert dealing to appear to excite the other gamblers, he himself indulged in no more than a superior grade of three of a kind.

Half a dozen times these coincidences happened without calling for any distrust on the part of Ronicky Doone, but eventually he began to think. Steady training enabled his eyes to do what the eyes of the ordinary man could not achieve, and, while to Jerry Smith all that happened in the deals of McKeever was the height of correctness, Ronicky Doone, at the seventh deal, awakened to the fact that something was wrong.

He hardly dared to allow himself to think of anything for a time, but waited and watched, hoping against hope that Jerry Smith himself would discover the fraud which was being perpetrated on them. But Jerry Smith maintained a bland interest in the game. He had won between two and three hundred, and these winnings had been allowed by McKeever to accumulate in little runs, here and there. For nothing encourages a gambler toward reckless betting so much as a few series of high hands. He then begins to believe that he can tell, by some mysterious feeling inside, that one good hand presages another. Jerry Smith had not been brought to the point where he was willing to plunge, but he was very close to it.

McKeever was gathering the youngster in the hollow of his hand, and Ronicky Doone, fully awake and aware of all that was happening, felt a gathering rage accumulate in him. There was something doubly horrible in this cheating in this place. Ronicky set his teeth and watched. Plainly he was the chosen victim. The winnings of Jerry Smith were carefully balanced against the losses of Ronicky Doone. Hatred for this smooth-faced McKeever was waxing in him, and hatred in Ronicky Doone meant battle.

An interruption came to him from the side. It came in the form of a brief rustling of silk, like the stir of wind, and then Ruth Tollivers coppery hair and green-blue eyes were before him — Ruth Tolliver in an evening gown and wonderful to look at. Ronicky Doone indulged himself with staring eyes, as he rose to greet her. This, then, was her chosen work under the regime of John Mark. It was as a gambler that she was great. The uneasy fire was in her eyes, the same fire that he had seen in Western gold camps, in Western gaming houses. And the delicate, nervous fingers now took on a new meaning to him.

That she had won heavily this evening he saw at once. The dangerous and impalpable flush of the gamester was on her face, and behind it burned a glow and radiance. She looked as if, having defeated men by the coolness of her wits and the favor of luck, she had begun to think that she could now outguess the world. Two men trailed behind her, stirring uneasily about when she paused at Ronickys alcove table.

Youve found the place so soon? she asked. How is your luck?

Not nearly as good tonight as yours.

Oh, I cant help winning. Every card I touch turns into gold this evening. I think I have the formula for it.

Tell me, then, said Ronicky quickly enough, for there was just the shadow of a backward nod of her head.

Just step aside. Ill spoil Mr. McKeevers game for him, Im afraid.

Ronicky excused himself with a nod to the other two and followed the girl into the next room.

I have bad news, she whispered instantly, but keep smiling. Laugh if you can. The two men with me I dont know. They may be his spies for all we can tell. Ronicky Doone, John Mark is out for you. Why, in Heavens name, are you interfering with Caroline Smith and her affairs? It will be your death, I promise you. John Mark has arrived and has placed men around the house. Ronicky Doone, he means business. Help yourself if you can. Im unable to lift a hand for you. If I were you I should leave, and I should leave at once. Laugh, Ronicky Doone!

He obeyed, laughing until the tears were glittering in his eyes, until the girl laughed with him.

Good! she whispered. Good-by, Ronicky, and good luck.

He watched her going, saw the smiles of the two men, as they greeted her again and closed in beside her, and watched the light flash on her shoulders, as she shrugged away some shadow from her mind — perhaps the small care she had given about him. But no matter how cold-hearted she might be, how thoroughly in tune with this hard, bright world of New York, she at least was generous and had courage. Who could tell how much she risked by giving him that warning?

Ronicky went back to his place at the table, still laughing in apparent enjoyment of the jest he had just heard. He saw McKeevers ferretlike glance of interrogation and distrust — a thiefs distrust of an honest man — but Ronickys good nature did not falter in outward seeming for an instant. He swept up his hand, bet a hundred, with apparently foolish recklessness, on three sevens, and then had to buy fresh chips from McKeever.

The coming of the girl seemed to have completely upset his equilibrium as a gambler — certainly it made him bet with the recklessness of a madman. And Frederic Fernand, glancing in from time to time, watched the demolition of Ronickys pile of chips, with growing complacence.

Ronicky Doone had allowed himself to take heed of the room about him, and Frederic Fernand liked him for it. His beautiful rooms were pearls cast before swine, so far as most of his visitors were concerned. A moment later Ronicky had risen, went toward the wall and drew a dagger from its sheath.

It was a full twelve inches in length, that blade, and it came to a point drawn out thinner than the eye could follow. The end was merely a long glint of light. As for Ronicky Doone, he cried out in surprise and then sat down, balancing the weapon in his hand and looking down at it, with the silent happiness of a child with a satisfying toy.

Frederic Fernand was observing him. There was something remarkably likable in young Doone, he decided. No matter what John Mark had said — no matter if John Mark was a genius in reading the characters of men — every genius could make mistakes. This, no doubt, was one of John Marks mistakes. There was the free and careless thoughtlessness of a boy about this young fellow. And, though he glanced down the glimmering blade of the weapon, with a sort of sinister joy, Frederic Fernand did not greatly care. There was more to admire in the workmanship of the hilt than in a thousand such blades, but a Westerner would have his eye on the useful part of a thing.

How much dyou think thats worth? asked McKeever.

Dunno, said Ronicky. Thats good steel.

He tried the point, then he snapped it under his thumb nail and a little shiver of a ringing sound reached as far as Frederic Fernand.

Then he saw Ronicky Doone suddenly lean a little across the table, pointing toward the hand in which McKeever held the pack, ready for the deal.

McKeever shook his head and gripped the pack more closely.

Do you suspect me of crooked work? asked McKeever. He pushed back his chair. Fernand, studying his lieutenant in this crisis, approved of him thoroughly. He himself was in a quandary. Westerners fight, and a fight would be most embarrassing. Do you think— began McKeever.

I think youll keep that hand and that same pack of cards on the table till Ive had it looked over, said Ronicky Doone. Ive dropped a cold thousand to you, and youre winning it with stacked decks, McKeever.

There was a stifled oath from McKeever, as he jerked his hand back. Frederic Fernand was beginning to draw one breath of joy at the thought that McKeever would escape without having that pack, of all packs, examined, when the long dagger flashed in the hand of Ronicky Doone.

He struck as a cat strikes when it hooks the fish out of the stream — he struck as the snapper on the end of a whiplash doubles back. And well and truly did that steel uphold its fame.

The dull, chopping sound of the blow stood by itself for an instant. Then McKeever, looking down in horror at his hand, screamed and fell back in his chair.

That was the instant when Frederic Fernand judged his lieutenant and found him wanting. A man who fainted in such a crisis as this was beyond the pale.

Other people crowded past him. Frightened, desperate, he pushed on. At length his weight enabled him to squeeze through the rapidly gathering crowd of gamblers.

The only nonchalant man of the lot was he who had actually used the weapon. For Ronicky Doone stood with his shoulders propped against the wall, his hands clasped lightly behind him. For all that, it was plain that he was not unarmed. A certain calm insolence about his expression told Frederic Fernand that the teeth of the dragon were not drawn.

Gents, he was saying, in his mild voice, while his eyes ran restlessly from face to face, I sure do hate to bust up a nice little party like this one has been, but I figure them cards are stacked. I got a pile of reasons for knowing, and I want somebody to look over them cards — somebody that knows stacked cards when he sees em. Mostly it aint hard to get onto the order of them being run up. Ill leave it, gents, to the man that runs this dump.

And, leaning across the table, he pushed the pack straight to Frederic Fernand. The latter set his teeth. It was very cunningly done to trap him. If he said the cards were straight they might be examined afterward; and, if he were discovered in a lie, it would mean more than the loss of McKeever — it would mean the ruin of everything. Did he dare take the chance? Must he give up McKeever? The work of years of careful education had been squandered on McKeever.

Fernand looked up, and his eyes rested on the calm face of Ronicky Doone. Why had he never met a man like that before? There was an assistant! There was a fellow with steel-cold nerve — worth a thousand trained McKeevers! Then he glanced at the wounded man, cowering and bunched in his chair. At that moment the gambler made up his mind to play the game in the big way and pocket his losses.

Ladies and gentlemen, he said sadly, placing the cards back on the edge of the table, I am sorry to say that Mr. Doone is right. The pack has been run up. There it is for any of you to examine it. I dont pretend to understand. Most of you know that McKeever has been with me for years. Needless to say, he will be with me no more. And, turning on his heel, the old fellow walked slowly away, his hands clasped behind him, his head bowed.

And the crowd poured after him to shake his hand and tell him of their unshakable confidence in his honesty. McKeever was ruined, but the house of Frederic Fernand was more firmly established than ever, after the trial of the night.


20. TRAPPED!
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GET THE MONEY, said Ronicky to Jerry Smith.

There it is!

He pointed to the drawer, where McKeever, as banker, had kept the money. The wounded man in the meantime had disappeared.

How much is ours? asked Jerry Smith.

All you find there, answered Ronicky calmly.

But theres a big bunch — large bills, too. McKeever was loaded for bear.

He loses — the house loses it. Out in my country, Jerry, that wouldnt be half of what the house would lose for a little trick like whats been played on us tonight. Not the half of what the house would lose, I tell you! He had us trimmed, Jerry, and out West wed wreck this joint from head to heels.

The diffident Jerry fingered the money in the drawer of the table uncertainly. Ronicky Doone swept it up and thrust it into his pocket. Well split straws later, said Ronicky. Main thing we need right about now is action. This coin will start us.

In the hall, as they took their hats, they found big Frederic Fernand in the act of dissuading several of his clients from leaving. The incident of the evening was regrettable, most regrettable, but such things would happen when wild men appeared. Besides, the fault had been that of McKeever. He assured them that McKeever would never again be employed in his house. And Fernand meant it. He had discarded all care for the wounded man.

Ronicky Doone stepped to him and drew him aside. Mr. Fernand, he said, Ive got to have a couple of words with you.

Come into my private room, said Fernand, eager to get the fighter out of view of the rest of the little crowd. He drew Ronicky and Jerry Smith into a little apartment which opened off the hall. It was furnished with an almost feminine delicacy of style, with wide-seated, spindle-legged Louis XV. chairs and a couch covered with rich brocade. The desk was a work of Boulle. A small tapestry of the Gobelins made a ragged glow of color on the wall. Frederic Fernand had recreated an atmosphere two hundred years old.

He seated them at once. And now, sir, he said sternly to Ronicky Doone, you are aware that I could have placed you in the hands of the police for what youve done tonight?

Ronicky Doone made no answer. His only retort was a gradually spreading smile. Partner, he said at length, while Fernand was flushing with anger at this nonchalance on the part of the Westerner, they might of grabbed me, but they would have grabbed your house first.

That fact, said Fernand hotly, is the reason you have dared to act like a wild man in my place? Mr. Doone, this is your last visit.

It sure is, said Ronicky heartily. Dyou know what would have happened out in my neck of the woods, if there had been a game like the one tonight? I wouldnt have waited to be polite, but just pulled a gat and started smashing things for luck.

The incident is closed, Fernand said with gravity, and he leaned forward, as if to rise.

Not by a long sight, said Ronicky Doone. I got an idea, partner, that you worked the whole deal. This is a square house, Fernand. Why was I picked out for the dirty work?

It required all of Fernands long habits of self control to keep him from gasping. He managed to look Ronicky Doone fairly in the eyes. What did the youngster know? What had he guessed?

Suppose I get down to cases and name names? The gent that talked to you about me was John Mark. Am I right? asked Ronicky.

Sir, said Fernand, thinking that the world was tumbling about his ears, what infernal—

Im right, said Ronicky. I can tell when Ive hurt a gent by the way his face wrinkles up. I sure hurt you that time, Fernand. John Mark it was, eh?

Fernand could merely stare. He began to have vague fears that this young devil might have hypnotic powers, or be in touch with he knew not what unearthly source of information.

Out with it, said Ronicky, leaving his chair.

Frederic Fernand bit his lip in thought. He was by no means a coward, and two alternatives presented themselves to him. One was to say nothing and pretend absolute ignorance; the other was to drop his hand into his coat pocket and fire the little automatic which nestled there.

Listen, said Ronicky Doone, suppose I was to go a little farther still in my guesses! Suppose I said I figured out that John Mark and his men might be scattered around outside this house, waiting for me and Smith to come out: What would you say to that?

Nothing, said Fernand, but he blinked as he spoke. For a feat of imagination as great as that I have only a silent admiration. But, if you have some insane idea that John Mark, a gentleman I know and respect greatly, is lurking like an assassin outside the doors of my house—

Or maybe inside em, said Ronicky, unabashed by this gravity.

If you think that, went on the gambler heavily, I can only keep silence. But, to ease your own mind, Ill show you a simple way out of the house — a perfectly safe way which even you cannot doubt will lead you out unharmed. Does that bring you what you want?

It sure does, said Ronicky. Lead the way, captain, and youll find us right at your heels. He fell in beside Jerry Smith, while the fat man led on as their guide.

What does he mean by a safe exit? asked Jerry Smith. Youd think we were in a smugglers cave.

Worse, said Ronicky, a pile worse, son. And theyll sure have to have some tunnels or something for get-aways. This aint a lawful house, Jerry.

As they talked, they were being led down toward the cellar. They paused at last in a cool, big room, paved with cement, and the unmistakable scent of the underground was in the air.

Here we are, said the fat man, and, so saying, he turned a switch which illumined the room completely and then drew aside a curtain which opened into a black cavity.

Ronicky Doone approached and peered into it. How does it look to you, Jerry? he asked.

Dark, but good enough for me, if youre all set on leaving by some funny way.

I dont care how it looks, said Ronicky thoughtfully. By the looks you cant make out nothing most of the time — nothing important. But theys ways of smelling things, and the smell of this here tunnel aint too good to me. Look again and try to pry down that tunnel with your flash light, Jerry.

Accordingly Jerry raised his little pocket electric torch and held it above his head. They saw a tunnel opening, with raw dirt walls and floor and a rude framing of heavy timbers to support the roof. But it turned an angle and went out of view in a very few paces.

Go down there with your lantern and look for the exit, said Ronicky Doone. Ill stay back here and see that we get our farewell all fixed up.

The damp cellar air seemed to affect the throat of the fat man. He coughed heavily.

Say, Ronicky, said Jerry Smith, looks to me that youre carrying this pretty far. Lets take a chance on what weve got ahead of us?

The fat man was chuckling: You show a touching trust in me, Mr. Doone.

Ronicky turned on him with an ugly sneer. I dont like you, Fernand, he said. Theys nothing about you that looks good to me. If I knew half as much as I guess about you Id blow your head off, and go on without ever thinking about you again. But I dont know. Here youve got me up against it. Were going to go down that tunnel; but, if its blind, Fernand, and you trap us from this end, it will be the worst day of your life.

Take this passage, Doone, or turn around and come back with me, and Ill show some other ways of getting out — ways that lie under the open sky, Doone. Would you like that better? Do you want starlight and John Mark — or a little stretch of darkness, all by yourself? asked Fernand.

Ronicky Doone studied the face of Fernand, almost wistfully. The more he knew about the fellow the more thoroughly convinced he was that Fernand was bad in all possible ways. He might be telling the truth now, however — again he might be simply tempting him on to a danger. There was only one way to decide. Ronicky, a gambler himself, mentally flipped a coin and nodded to Jerry.

Well go in, he said, but man, man, how my old scars are pricking!

They walked into the moldy, damp air of the tunnel, reached the corner, and there the passage turned and ended in a blank wall of raw dirt, with a little apron of fallen debris at the bottom of it. Ronicky Doone walked first, and, when he saw the passage obstructed in this manner, he whirled like a flash and fired at the mouth of the tunnel.

A snarl and a curse told him that he had at least come close to his target, but he was too late. A great door was sliding rapidly across the width of the tunnel, and, before he could fire a second time, the tunnel was closed.

Jerry Smith went temporarily mad. He ran at the door, which had just closed, and struck the whole weight of his body against it. There was not so much as a quiver. The face of it was smooth steel, and there was probably a dense thickness of stonework on the other side, to match the cellar walls of the house.

It was my fool fault, exclaimed Jerry, turning to his friend. My fault, Ronicky! Oh, what a fool I am!

I should have known by the feel of the scars, said Ronicky. Put out that flash light, Jerry. We may need that after a while, and the batteries wont last forever.

He sat down, as he spoke, cross-legged, and the last thing Jerry saw, as he snapped out the light, was the lean, intense face and the blazing eyes of Ronicky Doone. Decidedly this was not a fellow to trifle with. If he trembled for himself and Ronicky, he could also spare a shudder for what would happen to Frederic Fernand, if Ronicky got away. In the meantime the light was out, and the darkness sat heavily beside and about them, with that faint succession of inaudible breathing sounds which are sensed rather than actually heard.

Is there anything that we can do? asked Jerry suddenly. Its all right to sit down and argue and worry, but isnt it foolish, Ronicky?

How come?

I mean it in this way. Sometimes when you cant solve a problem its very easy to prove that it cant be solved by anyone. Thats what I can prove now, but why waste time?

Have we got anything special to do with our time? asked Ronicky dryly.

Well, my proof is easy. Here we are in hard-pan dirt, without any sort of a tool for digging. So we sure cant tunnel out from the sides, can we?

Looks most like we cant, said Ronicky sadly.

And the only ways that are left are the ends.

Thats right.

But one end is the unfinished part of the tunnel; and, if you think we can do anything to the steel door—

Hush up, said Ronicky. Besides, there aint any use in you talking in a whisper, either. No, it sure dont look like we could do much to that door. Besides, even if we could, I dont think Id go. Id rather take a chance against starvation than another trip to fat Fernands place. If I ever enter it again, son, you lay to it that hell get me bumped off, mighty pronto.

Jerry Smith, after a groan, returned to his argument. But that ties us up, Ronicky. The door wont work, and its worse than solid rock. And we cant tunnel out the side, without so much as a pin to help us dig, can we? I think that just about settles things. Ronicky, we cant get out.

Suppose we had some dynamite, said Ronicky cheerily.

Sure, but we havent.

Suppose we find some?

Jerry Smith groaned. Are you trying to make a joke out of this? Besides, could we send off a blast of dynamite in a closed tunnel like this?

We could try, said Ronicky. Way Im figuring is to show you its bad medicine to sit down and figure out how youre beat. Even if you owe a pile of money theys some satisfaction in sitting back and adding up the figures so that you come out about a million dollars on top — in your dreams. Before we can get out of here we got to begin to feel powerful sure.

But you take it straight, friend: Fernand aint going to leave us in here. Nope, hes going to find a way to get us out. Thats easy to figure out. But the way hell get us out will be as dead ones, and then he can dump us, when he feels like it, in the river. Aint that the simplest way of working it out?

The teeth of Jerry Smith came together with a snap. Then the thing for us to do is to get set and wait for them to make an attack?

No use waiting. When they attack itll be in a way thatll give us no chance.

Then you figure the same as me — were lost?

Unless we can get out before they make the attack. In other words, Jerry, there may be something behind the dirt wall at the end of the tunnel.

Nonsense, Ronicky.

Theres got to be, said Ronicky very soberly, because, if there aint, you and me are dead ones, Jerry. Come along and help me look, anyway.

Jerry rose obediently and flashed on his precious pocket torch, and they went down to pass the turn and come again to the ragged wall of earth which terminated the passage. Jerry held the torch and passed it close to the dirt. All was solid. There was no sign of anything wrong. The very pick marks were clearly defined.

Hold on, whispered Ronicky Doone. Hold on, Jerry. I seen something. He snatched the electric torch, and together they peered at the patch from which the dried earth had fallen.

Queer for hardpan to break up like that, muttered Ronicky, cutting into the surface beneath the patch, with the point of his hunting knife. Instantly there was the sharp gritting of steel against steel.

The shout of Ronicky was an indrawn breath. The shout of Jerry Smith was a moan of relief.

Ronicky continued his observations. The thing was very clear. They had dug the tunnel to this point and excavated a place which they had guarded with a steel door, but, in order to conceal the hiding place, or whatever it might be, they cunningly worked the false wall of dirt against the face of it, using clay and a thin coating of plaster as a base.

Its a place they dont use very often, maybe, said Ronicky, and thats why they can afford to put up this fake wall of plaster and mud after every time they want to come down here. Pretty clever to leave that little pile of dirt on the floor, just like it had been worked off by the picks, eh? But weve found em, Jerry, and now all we got to do is to get to the door and into whatever lies beyond.

Wed better hurry, then, cried Jerry.

How come?

Take a breath.

Ronicky obeyed; the air was beginning to fill with the pungent and unmistakable odor of burning wood!


21. THE MIRACLE
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NO GREAT INTELLIGENCE was needed to understand the meaning of it. Fernand, having trapped his game, was now about to kill it. He could suffocate the two with smoke, blown into the tunnel, and make them rush blindly out. The moment they appeared, dazed and uncertain, the revolvers of half a dozen gunmen would be emptied into them.

Its like taking a trap full of rats, said Ronicky bitterly, and shaking them into a pail of water. Lets go back and see what we can.

They had only to turn the corner of the tunnel to be sure. Fernand had had the door of the tunnel slid noiselessly open, then, into the tunnel itself, smoking, slowly burning, pungent pieces of pine wood had been thrown, having been first soaked in oil, perhaps. The tunnel was rapidly filling with smoke, and through the white drifts of it they looked into the lighted cellar beyond. They would run out at last, gasping for breath and blinded by the smoke, to be shot down in a perfect light. So much was clear.

Now back to the wall and try to find that door, said Ronicky.

Jerry had already turned. In a moment they were back and tearing with their fingers at the sham wall, kicking loose fragments with their feet.

All the time, while they cleared a larger and larger space, they searched feverishly with the electric torch for some sign of a knob which would indicate a door, or some button or spring which might be used to open it. But there was nothing, and in the meantime the smoke was drifting back, in more and more unendurable clouds.

I cant stand much more, declared Jerry at length.

Keep low. The best air is there, answered Ronicky.

A voice called from the mouth of the tunnel, and they could recognize the smooth tongue of Frederic Fernand. Doone, I think I have you now. But trust yourselves to me, and all may still be well with you. Throw out your weapons, and then walk out yourselves, with your arms above your heads, and you may have a second chance. I dont promise — I simply offer you a hope in the place of no hope at all. Is that a good bargain?

Ill see you hung first, answered Ronicky and turned again to his work at the wall.

But it seemed a quite hopeless task. The surface of the steel was still covered, after they had cleared it as much as they could, with a thin, clinging coat of plaster which might well conceal the button or device for opening the door. Every moment the task became infinitely harder.

Finally Jerry, his lungs nearly empty of oxygen, cast himself down on the floor and gasped. A horrible gagging sound betrayed his efforts for breath.

Ronicky knelt beside him. His own lungs were burning, and his head was thick and dizzy. One more try, then well turn and rush them and die fighting, Jerry.

The other nodded and started to his feet. Together they made that last effort, fumbling with their hands across the rough surface, and suddenly — had they touched the spring, indeed? — a section of the surface before them swayed slowly in. Ronicky caught the half-senseless body of Jerry Smith and thrust him inside. He himself staggered after, and before him stood Ruth Tolliver!

While he lay panting on the floor, she closed the door through which they had come and then stood and silently watched them. Presently Smith sat up, and Ronicky Doone staggered to his feet, his head clearing rapidly.

He found himself in a small room, not more than eight feet square, with a ceiling so low that he could barely stand erect. As for the furnishings and the arrangement, it was more like the inside of a safe than anything else. There were, to be sure, three little stools, but nothing else that one would expect to find in an apartment. For the rest there was nothing but a series of steel drawers and strong chests, lining the walls of the room and leaving in the center very little room in which one might move about.

He had only a moment to see all of this. Ruth Tolliver, hooded in an evening cloak, but with the light gleaming in her coppery hair, was shaking him by the arm and leaning a white face close to him.

Hurry! she was saying. There isnt a minute to lose. You must start now, at once. They will find out — they will guess — and then—

John Mark? he asked.

Yes, she exclaimed, realizing that she had said too much, and she pressed her hand over her mouth, looking at Ronicky Doone in a sort of horror.

Jerry Smith had come to his feet at last, but he remained in the background, staring with a befuddled mind at the lovely vision of the girl. Fear and excitement and pleasure had transformed her face, but she seemed trembling in an agony of desire to be gone. She seemed invincibly drawn to remain there longer still. Ronicky Doone stared at her, with a strange blending of pity and admiration. He knew that the danger was not over by any means, but he began to forget that.

This way! called the girl and led toward an opposite door, very low in the wall.

Lady, said Ronicky gently, will you hold on one minute? They wont start to go through the smoke for a while. Theyll think theyve choked us, when we dont come out on the rush, shooting. But theyll wait quite a time to make sure. They dont like my style so well that theyll hurry me. He smiled sourly at the thought. And we got time to learn a lot of things that well never find out, unless we know right now, pronto!

He stepped before the girl, as he spoke. How come you knew we were in there? How come you to get down here? How come you to risk everything you got to let us out through the treasure room of Marks gang?

He had guessed as shrewdly as he could, and he saw, by her immediate wincing, that the shot had told.

You strange, mad, wild Westerner! she exclaimed. Do you mean to tell me you want to stay here and talk? Even if you have a moment to spare you must use it. If you knew the men with whom you are dealing you would never dream of—

In her pause he said, smiling: Lady, its tolerable clear that you dont know me. But the way I figure it is this: a gent may die any time, but, when he finds a minute for good living, hed better make the most of it.

He knew by her eyes that she half guessed his meaning, but she wished to be certain. What do you intend by that? she asked.

Its tolerable simple, said Ronicky. Ive seen square things done in my life, but Ive never yet seen a girl throw up all she had to do a good turn for a gent shes seen only once. You follow me, lady? I pretty near guess the trouble youre running into.

You guess what? she asked.

I guess that youre one of John Marks best cards. Youre his chief gambler, lady, and he uses you on the big game.

She had drawn back, one hand pressed against her breast, her mouth tight with the pain. You have guessed all that about me? she asked faintly. That means you despise me!

What folks do dont matter so much, said Ronicky. Its the reasons they have for doing a thing that matters, I figure, and the way they do it. I dunno how John Mark hypnotized you and made a tool out of you, but I do know that you aint changed by what youve done.

Ronicky Doone stepped to her quickly and took both her hands. He was not, ordinarily, particularly forward with girls. Now he acted as gracefully as if he had been the father of Ruth Tolliver. Lady, he said, youve saved two lives tonight. Thats a tolerable lot to have piled up to anybodys credit. Besides, inside youre snow-white. Weve got to go, but Im coming back. Will you let me come back?

Never, never! declared Ruth Tolliver. You must never see me — you must never see Caroline Smith again. Any step you take in that direction is under peril of your life. Leave New York, Ronicky Doone. Leave it as quickly as you may, and never come back. Only pray that his arm isnt long enough to follow you.

Leave Caroline? he asked. Ill tell you what youre going to do, Ruth. When you get back home youre going to tell Caroline that Jerry, here, has seen the light about Mark, and that he has money enough to pay back what he owes.

But I havent, broke in Jerry.

I have it, said Ronicky, and thats the same thing.

Ill take no charity, declared Jerry Smith.

Youll do what I tell you, said Ronicky Doone. You been bothering enough, son. Go tell Caroline what Ive said, he went on to the girl. Let her know that theys no chain on anybody, and, if she wants to find Bill Gregg, all shes got to do is go across the street. You understand?

But, even if I were to tell her, how could she go, Ronicky Doone, when shes watched?

If she cant make a start and get to a man that loves her and is waiting for her, right across the street, she aint worth worrying about, said Ronicky sternly. Do we go this way?

She hurried before them. Youve waited too long — youve waited too long! she kept whispering in her terror, as she led them through the door, paused to turn out the light behind her, and then conducted them down a passage like that on the other side of the treasure chamber.

It was all deadly black and deadly silent, but the rustling of the girls dress, as she hurried before them, was their guide. And always her whisper came back: Hurry! Hurry! I fear it is too late!

Suddenly they were climbing up a narrow flight of steps. They stood under the starlight in a back yard, with houses about them on all sides.

Go down that alley, and you will be on the street, said the girl. Down that alley, and then hurry — run — find the first taxi. Will you do that?

Well sure go, and well wait for Caroline Smith — and you, too!

Dont talk madness! Why will you stay? You risk everything for yourselves and for me!

Jerry Smith was already tugging at Ronickys arm to draw him away, but the Westerner was stubbornly pressing back to the girl. He had her hand and would not leave it.

If you dont show up, lady, he said, Ill come to find you. You hear?

No, no!

I swear!

Bless you, but never venture near again. But, oh, Ronicky Doone, I wish ten other men in the whole world could be half so generous and wild as you! Suddenly her hand was slipped from his, and she was gone into the shadows.

Down the alley went Jerry Smith, but he returned in an agony of dread to find that Ronicky Doone was still running here and there, in a blind confusion, probing the shadowy corners of the yard in search of the girl.

Come off, you wild man, said Jerry. Theyll be on our heels any minute — they may be waiting for us now, down the alley — come off, idiot, quick!

If I thought they was a chance of finding her Id stay, declared Ronicky, shaking his head bitterly. Whether you and me live, dont count beside a girl like that. Getting soot on one tip of her finger might mean moren whether you or me die.

Maybe, maybe, said the other, but answer that tomorrow; right now, lets start to make sure of ourselves, and we can come back to find her later.

Ronicky Doone, submitting partly to the force and partly to the persuasion of his friend, turned reluctantly and followed him down the alley.


22. MARK MAKES A MOVE
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PASSING HURRIEDLY OUT of the cloakroom, a little later, Ruth met Simonds, the lieutenant of Frederic Fernand, in the passage. He was a ratfaced little man, with a furtive smile. Not an unpleasant smile, but it was continually coming and going, as if he wished earnestly to win the favor of the men before him, but greatly doubted his ability to do so. Ruth Tolliver, knowing his genius for the cards, knowing his cold and unscrupulous soul, detested him heartily.

When she saw his eyes flicker up and down the hall she hesitated. Obviously he wished to speak with her, and obviously he did not wish to be seen in the act. As she paused he stepped to her, his face suddenly set with determination.

Watch John Mark, he whispered. Dont trust him. He suspects everything!

What? Everything about what? she asked.

Simonds gazed at her for a moment with a singular expression. There were conjoined cynicism, admiration, doubt, and fear in his glance. But, instead of speaking again, he bowed and slipped away into the open hall.

She heard him call, and she heard Fernands oily voice make answer. And at that she shivered.

What had Simonds guessed? How, under heaven, did he know where she had gone when she left the gaming house? Or did he know? Had he not merely guessed? Perhaps he had been set on by Fernand or Mark to entangle and confuse her?

There remained, out of all this confusion of guesswork, a grim feeling that Simonds did indeed know, and that, for the first time in his life, perhaps, he was doing an unbought, a purely generous thing.

She remembered, now, how often Simonds had followed her with his eyes, how often his face had lighted when she spoke even casually to him. Yes, there might be a reason for Simonds generosity. But that implied that he knew fairly well what John Mark himself half guessed. The thought that she was under the suspicion of Mark himself was terrible to her.

She drew a long breath and advanced courageously into the gaming rooms.

The first thing she saw was Fernand hurrying a late comer toward the tables, laughing and chatting as he went. She shuddered at the sight of him. It was strange that he, who had, a moment before, in the very cellar of that house, been working to bring about the death of two men, should now be immaculate, self-possessed.

A step farther and she saw John Mark sitting at a console table, with his back to the room and a cup of tea before him. That was, in fact, his favorite drink at all hours of the day or night. To see Fernand was bad enough, but to see the master mind of all the evil that passed around her was too much. The girl inwardly thanked Heaven that his back was turned and started to pass him as softly as possible.

Just a minute, Ruth, he called, as she was almost at the door of the room.

For a moment there was a frantic impulse in her to bolt like a foolish child afraid of the dark. In the next apartment were light and warmth and eager faces and smiles and laughter, and here, behind her, was the very spirit of darkness calling her back. After an imperceptible hesitation she turned.

Mark had not turned in his chair, but it was easy to discover how he had known of her passing. A small oval mirror, fixed against the wall before him, had shown her image. How much had it betrayed, she wondered, of her guiltily stealthy pace? She went to him and found that he was leisurely and openly examining her in the glass, as she approached, his chin resting on one hand, his thin face perfectly calm, his eyes hazy with content. It was a habit of his to regard her like a picture, but she had never become used to it; she was always disconcerted by it, as she was at this moment.

He rose, of course, when she was beside him, and asked her to sit down.

But Ive hardly touched a card, she said. This isnt very professional, you know, wasting a whole evening.

She was astonished to see him flush to the roots of his hair. His voice shook. Sit down, please.

She obeyed, positively inert with surprise.

Do you think I keep you at this detestable business because I want the money? he asked. Dear Heaven! Ruth, is that what you think of me? Fortunately, before she could answer, he went on: No, no, no! I have wanted to make you a free and independent being, my dear, and that is why I have put you through the most dangerous and exacting school in the world. You understand?

I think I do, she replied falteringly.

But not entirely. Let me pour you some tea? No?

He sighed, as he blew forth the smoke of a cigarette. But you dont understand entirely, he continued, and you must. Go back to the old days, when you knew nothing of the world but me. Can you remember?

Yes, yes!

Then you certainly recall a time when, if I had simply given directions, you would have been mine, Ruth. I could have married you the moment you became a woman. Is that true? Yes, she whispered, that is perfectly true. The coldness that passed over her taught her for the first time how truly she dreaded that marriage which had been postponed, but which inevitably hung over her head.

But I didnt want such a wife, continued John Mark. You would have been an undeveloped child, really; you would never have grown up. No matter what they say, something about a woman is cut off at the root when she marries. Certainly, if she had not been free before, she is a slave if she marries a man with a strong will. And I have a strong will, Ruth — very strong!

Very strong, John, she whispered again. He smiled faintly, as if there were less of what he wanted in that second use of the name. He went on: So you see, I faced a problem. I must and would marry you. There was never any other woman born who was meant for me. So much so good. But, if I married you before you were wise enough to know me, you would have become a slave, shrinking from me, yielding to me, incapable of loving me. No, I wanted a free and independent creature as my wife; I wanted a partnership, you see. Put you into the world, then, and let you see men and women? No, I could not do that in the ordinary way. I have had to show you the hard and bad side of life, because I am, in many ways, a hard and bad man myself!

He said it, almost literally, through his teeth. His face was fierce, defying her — his eyes were wistful, entreating her not to agree with him. Such a sudden rush of pity for the man swept over her that she put out her hand and pressed his. He looked down at her hand for a moment, and she felt his fingers trembling under that gentle pressure.

I understand more now, she said slowly, than I have ever understood before. But Ill never understand entirely.

A thing thats understood entirely is despised, he said, with a careless sweep of his hand. A thing that is understood is not feared. I wish to be feared, not to make people cower, but to make them know when I come, and when I go. Even love is nothing without a seasoning of fear. For instance — he flushed as the torrent of his speech swept him into a committal of himself— I am afraid of you, dear girl. Do you know what I have done with the money youve won?

Tell me, she said curiously, and, at the same time, she glanced in wonder, as a servant passed softly across the little room. Was it not stranger than words could tell that such a man as John Mark should be sitting in this almost public place and pouring his soul out into the ear of a girl?

I shall tell you, said Mark, his voice softening. I have contributed half of it to charity.

Her lips, compressed with doubt, parted in wonder. Charity! she exclaimed.

And the other half, he went on, I deposited in a bank to the credit of a fictitious personality. That fictitious personality is, in flesh and blood, Ruth Tolliver with a new name. You understand? I have only to hand you the bank book with the list of deposits, and you can step out of this Tolliver personality and appear in a new part of the world as another being. Do you see what it means? If, at the last, you find you cannot marry me, my dear, you are provided for. Not out of my charity, which would be bitter to you, but out of your own earnings. And, lest you should be horrified at the thought of living on your earnings at the gaming table, I have thrown bread on the waters, dear Ruth. For every dollar you have in the bank you have given another to charity, and both, I hope, have borne interest for you!

His smile faded a little, as she murmured, with her glance going past him: Then I am free? Free, John?

Whenever you wish!

Not that I ever shall wish, but to know that I am not chained, that is the wonderful thing. She looked directly at him again: I never dreamed there was so much fineness in you, John Mark, I never dreamed it, but I should have!

Now I have been winning Caroline to the game, he went on, and she is beginning to love it. In another year, or six months, trust me to have completely filled her with the fever. But now enters the mischief-maker in the piece, a stranger, an ignorant outsider. This incredible man arrives and, in a few days, having miraculously run Caroline to earth, goes on and brings Caroline face to face with her lover, teaches Jerry Smith that I am his worst enemy, gets enough money to pay off his debt to me, and convinces him that I can never use my knowledge of his crime to jail him, because I dont dare bring the police too close to my own rather explosive record.

I saw them both here! said the girl. She wondered how much he guessed, and she saw his keen eyes probe her with a glance. But her ingenuousness, if it did not disarm him, at least dulled the edge of his suspicions.

He was here, and the trap was laid here, and he slipped through it. Got away through a certain room which Fernand would give a million to keep secret. At any rate the fellow has shown that he is slippery and has a sting, too. He sent a bullet a fraction of an inch past Fernands head, at one point in the little story.

In short, the price is too high. What I want is to secure Caroline Smith from the inside. I want you to go to her, to persuade her to go away with you on a trip. Take her to the Bermudas, or to Havana — any place you please. The moment the Westerner thinks his lady is running away from him of her own volition hell throw up his hands and curse his luck and go home. They have that sort of pride on the other side of the Rockies. Will you go back tonight, right now, and persuade Caroline to go with you?

She bowed her head under the shock of it. Ronicky Doone had begged her to send Caroline Smith to meet her lover. Now the counterattack followed.

Do you think shed listen?

Yes, tell her that the one thing that will save the head of Bill Gregg is for her to go away, otherwise Ill wipe the fool off the map. Better still, tell her that Gregg of his own free will has left New York and given up the chase. Tell her you want to console her with a trip. Shell be sad and glad and flattered, all in the same moment, and go along with you without a word. Will you try, Ruth?

I suppose you would have Bill Gregg removed — if he continued a nuisance?

Not a shadow of a doubt. Will you do your best?

She rose. Yes, said the girl. Then she managed to smile at him. Of course Ill do my best. Ill go back right now.

He took her arm to the door of the room. Thank Heaven, he said, that I have one person in whom I can trust without question — one who needs no bribing or rewards, but works to please me. Good-by, my dear.

He watched her down the hall and then turned and went through room after room to the rear of the house. There he rapped on a door in a peculiar manner. It was opened at once, and Harry Morgan appeared before him.

A rush job, Harry, he said. A little shadowing.

Harry jerked his cap lower over his eyes. Gimme the smell of the trail, Im ready, he said.

Ruth Tolliver has just left the house. Follow her. Shell probably go home. Shell probably talk with Caroline Smith. Find a way of listening. If you hear anything that seems wrong to you — anything about Caroline leaving the house alone, for instance, telephone to me at once. Now go and work, as you never worked for me before.


23. CAROLINE TAKES COMMAND
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RUTH LEFT THE gaming house of Frederic Fernand entirely convinced that she must do as John Mark had told her — work for him as she had never worked before. The determination made her go home to Beekman Place as fast as a taxicab would whirl her along.

It was not until she had climbed to Caroline Smiths room and opened the door that her determination faltered. For there she saw the girl lying on her bed weeping. And it seemed to the poor, bewildered brain of Ruth Tolliver, as if the form of Ronicky Doone, passionate and eager as before, stood at her side and begged her again to send Caroline Smith across the street to a lifelong happiness, and she could do it. Though Mark had ordered the girl to be confined to her room until further commands were given on the subject, no one in the house would think of questioning Ruth Tolliver, if she took the girl downstairs to the street and told her to go on her way.

She closed the door softly and, going to the bed, touched the shoulder of Caroline. The poor girl sat up slowly and turned a stained and swollen face to Ruth. If there was much to be pitied there was something to be laughed at, also. Ruth could not forbear smiling. But Caroline was clutching at her hands.

Hes changed his mind? she asked eagerly. Hes sent you to tell me that hes changed his mind, Ruth? Oh, youve persuaded him to it — like an angel — I know you have!

Ruth Tolliver freed herself from the reaching hands, moistened the end of a towel in the bathroom and began to remove the traces of tears from the face of Caroline Smith. That face was no longer flushed, but growing pale with excitement and hope.

Its true? she kept asking. It is true, Ruth?

Do you love him as much as that?

More than I can tell you — so much more!

Try to tell me then, dear.

Talking of her love affair began to brighten the other girl, and now she managed a wan smile. His letters were very bad. But, between the lines, I could read so much real manhood, such simple honesty, such a heart, such a will to trust! Ruth, are you laughing at me?

No, no, far from that! Its a thrilling thing to hear, my dear.

For she was remembering that in another man there might be found these same qualities. Not so much simplicity, perhaps, but to make up for it, a great fire of will and driving energy.

But I didnt actually know that I was in love. Even when I made the trip West and wrote to him to meet the train on my return — even then I was only guessing. When he didnt appear at the station I went cold and made up my mind that I would never think of him again.

But when you saw him in the street, here?

John Mark had prepared me and hardened me against that meeting, and I was afraid even to think for myself. But, when Ronicky Doone — bless him! — talked to me in your room, I knew what Bill Gregg must be, since he had a friend who would venture as much for him as Ronicky Doone did. It all came over me in a flash. I did love him — I did, indeed!

Yes, yes, whispered Ruth Tolliver, nodding and smiling faintly. I remember how he stood there and talked to you. He was like a man on fire. No wonder that a spark caught in you, Caroline. He — hes a — very fine-looking fellow, dont you think, Caroline?

Bill Gregg? Yes, indeed.

I mean Ronicky.

Of course! Very handsome!

There was something in the voice of Caroline that made Ruth look down sharply to her face, but the girl was clever enough to mask her excitement and delight.

Afterward, when you think over what he has said, it isnt a great deal, but at the moment he seems to know a great deal — about whats going on inside one, dont you think, Caroline?

These continual appeals for advice, appeals from the infallible Ruth Tolliver, set the heart of Caroline beating. There was most certainly something in the wind.

I think he does, agreed Caroline, masking her eyes. He has a way, when he looks at you, of making you feel that he isnt thinking of anything else in the world but you.

Does he have that same effect on every one? asked Ruth. She added, after a moment of thought, Yes, I suppose its just a habit of his. I wish I knew.

Why? queried Caroline, unable to refrain from the stinging little question.

Oh, for no good reason — just that hes an odd character. In my work, you know, one has to study character. Ronicky Doone is a different sort of man, dont you think?

Very different, dear.

Then a great inspiration came to Caroline. Ruth was a key which, she knew, could unlock nearly any door in the house of John Mark.

Do you know what we are going to do? she asked gravely, rising.

Well?

Were going to open that door together, and were going down the stairs — together.

Together? But we — Dont you know John Mark has given orders—

That Im not to leave the room. What difference does that make? They wont dare stop us if you are with me, leading the way.

Caroline, are you mad? When I come back—

Youre not coming back.

Not coming back!

No, youre going on with me!

She took Ruth by the arms and turned her until the light struck into her eyes. Ruth Tolliver, aghast at this sudden strength in one who had always been a meek follower, obeyed without resistance.

But where? she demanded.

Where Im going.

What?

To Ronicky Doone, my dear. Dont you see?

The insistence bewildered Ruth Tolliver. She felt herself driven irresistibly forward, with or without her own will.

Caroline, she protested, trying feebly to free herself from the commanding hands and eyes of her companion, are you quite mad? Go to him? Why should I? How can I?

Not as Im going to Bill Gregg, with my heart in my hands, but to ask Ronicky Doone — bless him! — to take you away somewhere, so that you can begin a new life. Isnt that simple?

Ask charity of a stranger?

You know he isnt a stranger, and you know it isnt charity. Hell be happy. Hes the kind thats happy when hes being of use to others?

Yes, answered Ruth Tolliver, of course he is.

And youd trust him?

To the end of the world. But to leave—

Ruth, youve kept cobwebs before your eyes so long that you dont see whats happening around you. John Mark hypnotizes you. He makes you think that the whole world is bad, that we are simply making capital out of our crimes. As a matter of fact, the cold truth is that he has made me a thief, Ruth, and he has made you something almost as bad — a gambler!

The follower had become the leader, and she was urging Ruth Tolliver slowly to the door. Ruth was protesting — she could not throw herself on the kindness of Ronicky Doone — it could not be done. It would be literally throwing herself at his head. But here the door opened, and she allowed herself to be led out into the hall. They had not made more than half a dozen steps down its dim length when the guard hurried toward them.

Talk to him, whispered Caroline Smith. Hes come to stop me, and youre the only person who can make him let me pass on!

The guard hurriedly came up to them. Sorry, he said. Got an idea youre going downstairs, Miss Smith.

Yes, she said faintly.

The fellow grinned. Not yet. Youll stay up here till the chief gives the word. And I got to ask you to step back into your room, and step quick. His voice grew harsh, and he came closer. He told me straight, youre not to come out.

Caroline had shrunk back, and she was on the verge of turning when the arm of Ruth was passed strongly around her shoulders and stayed her.

Shes going with me, she told John Marks bulldog. Does that make a difference to you?

He ducked his head and grinned feebly in his anxiety. Sure it makes a difference. You go where you want, any time you want, but this—

I say shes going with me, and Im responsible for her.

She urged Caroline forward, and the latter made a step, only to find that she was directly confronted by the guard.

I got my orders, he said desperately to Ruth.

Do you know who I am? she asked hotly.

I know who you are, he answered, and, believe me, I would not start bothering you none, but I got to keep this lady back. I got the orders.

Theyre old orders, insisted Ruth Tolliver, and they have been changed.

Not to my knowing, replied the other, less certain in his manner.

Ruth seized the critical moment to say: Walk on, Caroline. If he blocks your way— She did not need to finish the sentence, for, as Caroline started on, the guard slunk sullenly to one side of the corridor.

It aint my doings, he said. But they got two bosses in this joint, and one of them is a girl. How can a gent have any idea which way he ought to step in a pinch? Go on, Miss Smith, but youll be answered for!

They hardly heard the last of these words, as they turned down the stairway, hurrying, but not fast enough to excite the suspicion of the man behind them.

Oh, Ruth, whispered Caroline Smith. Oh, Ruth!

It was close, said Ruth Tolliver, but were through. And, now that Im about to leave it, I realize how Ive hated this life all these years. Ill never stop thanking you for waking me up to it, Caroline.

They reached the floor of the lower hall, and a strange thought came to Ruth. She had hurried home to execute the bidding of John Mark. She had left it, obeying the bidding of Ronicky Doone.

They scurried to the front door. As they opened it the sharp gust of night air blew in on them, and they heard the sound of a man running up the steps. In a moment the dim hall light showed on the slender form and the pale face of John Mark standing before them.

Caroline felt the start of Ruth Tolliver. For her part she was on the verge of collapse, but a strong pressure from the hand of her companion told her that she had an ally in the time of need.

Tut tut! Mark was saying, whats this? How did Caroline get out of her room — and with you, Ruth?

Its idiotic to keep her locked up there all day and all night, in weather like this, said Ruth, with a perfect calm that restored Carolines courage almost to the normal. When I talked to her this evening I made up my mind that Id take her out for a walk.

Well, replied John Mark, that might not be so bad. Lets step inside and talk it over for a moment.

They retreated, and he entered and clicked the door behind him. The main question is, where do you intend to walk?

Just in the street below the house.

Which might not lead you across to the house on the other side?

Certainly not! I shall be with her.

But suppose both of you go into that house, and I lose two birds instead of one? What of that, my clever Ruth?

She knew at once, by something in his voice rather than his words, that he had managed to learn the tenor of the talk in Carolines room. She asked bluntly: What are you guessing at?

Nothing. I only speak of what I know. No single pair of ears is enough for a busy man. I have to hire help, and I get it. Very effective help, too, dont you agree?

Eavesdropping! exclaimed Ruth bitterly. Well — its true, John Mark. You sent me to steal her from her lover, and Ive tried to steal her for him in the end. Do you know why? Because she was able to show me what a happy love might mean to a woman. She showed me that, and she showed me how much courage love had given her. So I began to guess a good many things, and, among the rest, I came to the conclusion that I could never truly love you, John Mark.

Ive spoken quickly, she went on at last. It isnt that I have feared you all the time — I havent been playing a part, John, on my word. Only — tonight I learned something new. Do you see?

Heaven be praised, said John Mark, that we all have the power of learning new things, now and again. I congratulate you. Am I to suppose that Caroline was your teacher?

He turned from her and faced Caroline Smith, and, though he smiled on her, there was a quality in the smile that shriveled her very soul with fear. No matter what he might say or do this evening to establish himself in the better graces of the girl he was losing, his malice was not dead. That she knew.

She was my teacher, answered Ruth steadily, because she showed me, John, what a marvelous thing it is to be free. You understand that all the years I have been with you I have never been free?

Not free? he asked, the first touch of emotion showing in his voice. Not free, my dear? Was there ever the least wish of yours since you were a child that I did not gratify? Not one, Ruth; not one, surely, of which I am conscious!

Because I had no wishes, she answered slowly, that were not suggested by something that you liked or disliked. You were the starting point of all that I desired. I was almost afraid to think until I became sure that you approved of my thinking.

That was long ago, he said gravely. Since those old days I see you have changed greatly.

Because of the education you gave me, she answered.

Yes, yes, that was the great mistake. I begin to see. Heaven, one might say, gave you to me. I felt that I must improve on the gift of Heaven before I accepted you. There was my fault. For that I must pay the great penalty. Kismet! And now, what is it you wish?

To leave at once.

A little harsh, but necessary, if you will it. There is the door, free to you. The change of identity of which I spoke to you is easily arranged. I have only to take you to the bank and that is settled. Is there anything else?

Only one thing — and that is not much.

Very good.

You have given so much, she ran on eagerly, that you will give one thing more — out of the goodness of that really big heart of yours, John, dear!

He winced under that pleasantly tender word.

And she said: I want to take Caroline with me — to freedom and the man she loves. That is really all!

The lean fingers of John Mark drummed on the back of the chair, while he smiled down on her, an inexplicable expression on his face.

Only that? he asked. My dear, how strange you women really are! After all these years of study I should have thought that you would, at least, have partially comprehended me. I see that is not to be. But try to understand that I divide with a nice distinction the affairs of sentiment and the affairs of business. There is only one element in my world of sentiment — that is you. Therefore, ask what you want and take it for yourself; but for Caroline, that is an entirely different matter. No, Ruth, you may take what you will for yourself, but for her, for any other living soul, not a penny, not a cent will I give. Can you comprehend it? Is it clear? As for giving her freedom, nothing under Heaven could persuade me to it!


24. THE ULTIMATE SACRIFICE
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SHE STARED AT him, as the blow fell, and then her glance turned slowly to Caroline who had uttered a sharp cry and sunk into a chair.

Help me, Ruth, she implored pitifully. No other person in the world can help me but you!

Do you see that, asked Ruth quietly of John Mark, and still it doesnt move you?

Not a hairbreadth, my dear.

But isnt it absurd? Suppose I have my freedom, and I tell the police that in this house a girl against her will—

Tush, my dear! You really do not know me at all. Do you think they can reach me? She may be a hundred miles away before you have spoken ten words to the authorities.

But I warn you that all your holds on her are broken. She knows that you have no holds over her brother. She knows that Ronicky Doone has broken them all — that Jerry is free of you!

Ronicky Doone, said Mark, his face turning gray, is a talented man. No doubt of it; his is a very peculiar and incisive talent, I admit. But, though he has broken all the old holds, there are ways of finding new ones. If you leave now, I can even promise you, my dear, that, before the next day dawns, the very soul of Caroline will be a pawn in my hands. Do you doubt it? Such an exquisitely tender, such a delicate soul as Caroline, can you doubt that I can form invisible bonds which will hold her even when she is a thousand miles away from me? Tush, my dear; think again, and you will think better of my ability.

Suppose, Ruth said, I were to offer to stay?

He bowed. You tempt me, with such overwhelming generosity, to become even more generous myself and set her free at once. But, alas, I am essentially a practical man. If you will stay with me, Ruth, if you marry me at once, why, then indeed this girl is as free as the wind. Otherwise I should be a fool. You see, my dear, I love you so that I must have you by fair means or foul, but I cannot put any chain upon you except your own word. I confess it, you see, even before this poor girl, if she is capable of understanding, which I doubt. But speak again — do you make the offer?

She hesitated, and he went on: Be careful. I have had you once, and I have lost you, it seems. If I have you again there is no power in you — no power between earth and heaven to take you from me a second time. Give yourself to me with a word, and I shall make you mine forever. Then Caroline shall go free — free as the wind — to her lover, my dear, who is waiting.

He made no step toward her, and he kept his voice smooth and clear. Had he done otherwise he knew that she would have shrunk. She looked to him, she looked to Caroline Smith. The latter had suddenly raised her head and thrown out her hands, with an unutterable appeal in her eyes. At that mute appeal Ruth Tolliver surrendered.

Its enough, she said. I think there would be no place for me after all. What could I do in the world except what youve taught me to do? No, let Caroline go freely, and I give my—

Stop!

He checked her with his raised hand, and his eyes blazed and glittered in the dead whiteness of his face. Dont give me your word, my dear. I dont want that chain to bind you. There might come a time when some power arose strong enough to threaten to take you from me. Then I want to show you that I dont need your promise. I can hold you for myself. Only come to me and tell me simply that you will be mine if you can. Will you do that?

She crossed the room slowly and stood before him. I will do that, she said faintly, half closing her eyes. She had come so close that, if he willed, he could have taken her in his arms. She nerved herself against it; then she felt her hand taken, raised and touched lightly against trembling lips. When she stepped back she knew that the decisive moment of her life had been passed.

You are free to go, said John Mark to Caroline. Therefore dont wait. Go at once.

Ruth! whispered the girl.

Ruth Tolliver turned away, and the movement brought Caroline beside her, with a cry of pain. Is it what I think? she asked. Are you making the sacrifice all for me? You dont really care for him, Ruth, and—

Caroline! broke in John Mark.

She turned at the command of that familiar voice, as if she had been struck with a whip. He had raised the curtain of the front window beside the door and was pointing up and across the street.

I see the window of Greggs room, he said. A light has just appeared in it. I suppose he is waiting. But, if you wish to go, your time is short — very short!

An infinite threat was behind the calmness of the voice. She could only say to Ruth: Ill never forget. Then she fled down the hall and through the door, and the two within heard the sharp patter of her heels, as she ran down to the street.

It was freedom for Caroline, and Ruth, lifting her eyes, looked into the face of the man she was to marry. She could have held out, she felt, had it not been for the sound of those departing footsteps, running so blithely toward a lifetime of happiness. Even as it was she made herself hold out. Then a vague astonishment came to clear her mind. There was no joy in the face of John Mark, only a deep and settled pain.

You see, he said, with a smile of anguish, I have done it. I have bought the thing I love, and that, you know, is the last and deepest damnation. If another man had told me that I was capable of such a thing, Id have killed him on the spot. But now I have done it!

I think Ill go up to my room, she answered, her eyes on the floor. She made herself raise them to his. Unless you wish to talk to me longer?

She saw him shudder.

If you can help it, he said, dont make me see the brand I have put on you. Dont, for Heavens sake, cringe to me if you can help it.

Very well, she said.

He struck his clenched hand against his face. Its the price, he declared through his teeth, and I accept it. He spoke more to himself than to her, and then directly: Will you let me walk up with you?

Yes.

He took her passive arm. They went slowly, slowly up the stairs, for at each landing it seemed her strength gave out, and she had to pause for a brief rest; when she paused he spoke with difficulty, but with his heart in every word.

You remember the old Greek fable, Ruth? The story about all the pains and torments which flew out of Pandoras box, and how Hope came out last — that blessed Hope — and healed the wounds? Here, a moment after the blow has fallen, I am hoping again like a fool. I am hoping that I shall teach you to forget; or, if I cannot teach you to forget, than I shall even make you glad of what you have done tonight.

The door closed on her, and she was alone. Raising her head she found she was looking straight across the street to the lighted windows of the rooms of Ronicky Doone and Bill Gregg. While she watched she saw the silhouette of a man and woman running to each other, saw them clasped in each others arms. Ruth dropped to her knees and buried her face in her hands.


25. UNHAPPY FREEDOM
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ONCE OUT IN the street Caroline had cast one glance of terror over her shoulder at the towering facade of the house of John Mark, then she fled, as fast as her feet would carry her, straight across the street and up the steps of the rooming house and frantically up the stairs, a panic behind her.

Presently she was tapping hurriedly and loudly on a door, while, with her head turned, she watched for the coming of some swift-avenging figure from behind. John Mark had given her up, but it was impossible for John Mark to give up anything. When would he strike? That was the only question.

Then the door opened. The very light that poured out into the dim hall was like the reach of a friendly hand, and there was Ronicky Doone laughing for pure joy — and there was Bill Greggs haggard face, as if he saw a ghost.

I told you, Bill, and here she is!

After that she forgot Ronicky Doone and the rest of the world except Gregg, as he took her in his arms and asked over and over: How did it come about? How did it come about?

And over and over she answered: It was Ronicky, Bill. We owe everything to him and Ruth Tolliver.

This brought from Ronicky a sudden question: And what of her? What of Ruth Tolliver? She wouldnt come?

It pricked the bubble of Carolines happiness, that question. Staring at the frowning face of Ronicky Doone her heart for a moment misgave her. How could she tell the truth? How could she admit her cowardice which had accepted Ruths great sacrifice?

No, she said at last, Ruth stayed.

Talk about that afterward, Ronicky, pleaded Bill Gregg. I got about a million things to say to Caroline.

Im going to talk now, said Ronicky gravely. Theys something queer about the way Caroline said that. Will you let me ask you a few more questions?

Wont you wait? asked Caroline, in an agony of remorse and shame. Wont you wait till the morning?

Ronicky Doone walked up and down the room for a moment. He had no wish to break in upon the long delayed happiness of these two. While he paced he heard Bill Gregg saying that they must start at once and put three thousand miles between them and that devil, John Mark; and he heard Caroline say that there was no longer anything to fear — the claws of the devil had been trimmed, and he would not reach after them — he had promised. At that Ronicky whirled sharply on them again.

What made Mark change his mind about you? he asked. He isnt the sort to change his mind without a pretty good reason. What bought him off? Nothing but a price would change him, I guess.

And she had to admit: It was Ruth.

She paid the price? he asked harshly. How, Caroline?

She promised to marry him, Ronicky.

The bitter truth was coming now, and she cringed as she spoke it. The tall body of Ronicky Doone was trembling with excitement.

She made that promise so that you could go free, Caroline?

No, no! exclaimed Bill Gregg.

Its true, said the girl. We were about to leave together when John Mark stopped us.

Ruth was coming with you? asked Ronicky.

Yes.

And when Mark stopped you she offered herself in exchange for your freedom?

Y-yes!

Both she and Bill Gregg looked apprehensively at the dark face of Ronicky Doone, where a storm was gathering.

But he restrained his anger with a mighty effort. She was going to cut away from that life and start over — is that straight, Caroline?

Yes.

Get the police, Ronicky, said Bill Gregg. They sure cant hold no woman agin her will in this country.

Dont you see that it is her will? asked Ronicky Doone darkly. Aint she made a bargain? Dont you think shes ready and willing to live up to it? She sure is, son, and shell go the limit to do what shes said shell do. You stay here — Ill go out and tackle the job.

Then I go, too, said Bill Gregg stoutly. You been through enough for me. Heres where I go as far as you go. Im ready when youre ready, Ronicky.

It was so just an offer that even Caroline dared not cry out against it, but she sat with her hands clasped close together, her eyes begging Ronicky to let the offer go. Ronicky Doone nodded slowly.

I hoped youd say that, Bill, he said. But Ill tell you what: you stay here for a while, and Ill trot down and take a look around and try to figure out whats to be done. Cant just walk up and rap at the front door of the house, you know. And I cant go in the way I went before. No doubt about that. I got to step light. So let me go out and look around, will you, Bill? Then Ill come back and tell you what Ive decided.

Once in the street Ronicky looked dubiously across at the opposite house. He realized that more than an hour had passed since Caroline had left John Marks house. What had happened to Ruth in that hour? The front of the house was lighted in two or three windows, but those lights could tell him nothing. From the inside of the house he could locate Ruths room again, but from the outside it was impossible for him to do it.

The whole house, of course, was thoroughly guarded against his attack, for attack they knew he would. The only question was from what angle he would deliver his assault. In that case, of course, the correct thing was to find the unexpected means. But how could he outguess a band of trained criminals? They would have foreseen far greater subtleties than any he could attempt. They would be so keen that the best way to take them by surprise might be simply to step up to the house, ring the door bell and enter, if the door were opened.

The idea intrigued him at once. They might be, and no doubt were, guarding every obscure cellar window, every skylight. To trick them was impossible, but it was always possible to bluff any man — even John Mark and his followers.

Straight across the street marched Ronicky Doone and up the steps of the opposite house and rang the bell — not a timid ring, but two sharp pressures, such as would announce a man in a hurry, a brisk man who did not wish to be delayed.

He took only one precaution, pulling his hat down so that the black shadow of the brim would fall like a robbers mask across the upper part of his face. Then he waited, as a man both hurried and certain, turning a little away from the door, at an angle which still more effectually concealed him, while he tapped impatiently with one foot.

Presently the door opened, after he made certain that someone had looked out at him from the side window. How much had they seen? How much had they guessed as to the identity of this night visitor? The softness of the opening of the door and the whisper of the wind, as it rushed into the hall beyond, were like a hiss of threatening secrecy. And then, from the shadow of that meager opening a voice was saying: Whos there?

The very caution, however, reassured Ronicky Doone. Had they suspected that it was he they would either have kept the door definitely closed, or else they would have flung it open and boldly invited him in.

I want to see Harry Morgan — quick! he said and stepped close to the door.

At his bold approach the door was closed like the winking of an eye, until it was barely an inch ajar.

Keep back! came the warning through this small opening. Keep clear, bo!

Damnation! exclaimed Ronicky. Whats the idea? I want Harry, I tell you.

Harry aint here.

Just hand me that piece of paper over there, and Ill write out the message, said Ronicky, pointing to the little table just beyond the doorman. The latter turned with a growl, and the moment he was halfway around Ronicky Doone sprang in. His right arm fastened around the head of the unlucky warder and, passing down to his throat, crushed it in a strangle hold. His other hand, darting out in strong precision, caught the right arm of the warder at the wrist and jerked it back between his shoulders. In an instant he was effectively gagged and bound by those two movements, and Ronicky Doone, pausing for an instant to make sure of himself, heard footsteps in the hall above.

It was too late to do what he had hoped, yet he must take his prize out of the way. For that purpose he half carried, half dragged his victim through the doorway and into the adjoining room. There he deposited him on the floor, as near death as life. Relaxing his hold on the mans throat, he whipped out his Colt and tucked the cold muzzle under the chin of the other.

Now dont stir, he said; dont whisper, dont move a muscle. Partner, Im Ronicky Doone. Now talk quick. Wheres Ruth Tolliver?

Upstairs.

In her room?

Yes.

Ronicky started to rise, then, for there had been a slight fraction of a seconds pause before the victim answered, he changed his mind. I ought to smash your head open for that lie, he said at a random guess. Tell me straight, now, wheres Ruth Tolliver?

How can I tell, if she aint in her room?

Look, said Ronicky Doone, if anyone comes into the hall before youve told me where the girl is, youre dead, partner. Thats straight, now talk.

Shes with Mark.

And wheres he?

Hed kill me if I tell.

Not if I find him before he finds you. His killing days are ended! Wheres Mark and the girl? Has he run off with her?

Yes.

Theyre married? asked Ronicky, feeling that it might be a wild-goose chase after all.

I dunno.

But where are they?

Heaven help me, then! Ill tell you.

He began to whisper swiftly, incoherently, his voice shaking almost to silence, as he reached the heart of his narrative.


26. HILLS AND SEA
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THE SUMMERHOUSE LAY in a valley between two hills; resting on the lawn before it Ruth Tolliver lay with her head pillowed back between her hands, and the broad brim of her straw that flopped down to shade her eyes. She could look up on either side to the sweep of grass, with the wind twinkling in it — grass that rolled smoothly up to the gentle blue sky beyond. On the one hand it was very near to her, that film of blue, but to her right the narrow, bright heads of a young poplar grove pushed up beyond the hilltop, and that made the sky fall back an immeasurable distance. Not very much variety in that landscape, but there was an infinite variety in the changes of the open-air silence. Overtones, all of them — but what a range!

If she found that what was immediately overhead and beside her was too bland, if she wearied of that lovely drift of clouds across the sky, then she had only to raise herself upon one elbow and look down to the broad, white band of the earth, and the startling blue of the ocean beyond. She was a little way up among the hills, to be sure, but, in spite of her elevation, when she looked out toward the horizon it seemed that the sea was hollowed like a great bowl — that the horizon wave was apt at any moment to roll in upon the beach and overwhelm her among the hills.

Not a very great excitement for such a girl as Ruth Tolliver, to be sure. Particularly when the faint crease between her eyes told of a perpetual worry and a strain under which she was now living. She was trying to lose herself in forgetfulness, in this open, drowsy climate.

Behind her a leisurely step came down one of the garden paths. It brought her to attention at once. A shadow passed across her face, and instantly she was sitting up, alert and excited.

John Mark sat down cross-legged beside her, a very changed John Mark, indeed. He wore white trousers and low white shoes, with a sack coat of blue — a cool-looking man even on this sultry day. The cane, which he insisted upon at all times, he had planted between his knees to help in the process of lowering himself to the ground. Now he hooked the head over his shoulder, pushed back his hat and smiled at the girl.

Everything is finished, he said calmly. How well you look, Ruth — that hair of yours against the green grass. Everything is finished; the license and the clergyman will arrive here within the hour.

She shrugged her shoulders. As a rule she tried at least to be politely acquiescent, but now and then something in her revolted. But John Mark was an artist in choosing remarks and moments which should not be noticed. Apparently her silence made not even a ripple on the calm surface of his assurance.

He had been so perfectly diplomatic, indeed, during the whole affair, that she had come to respect and fear him more than ever. Even in that sudden midnight departure from the house in Beekman Place, in that unaccountable panic which made him decide to flee from the vicinity of Ronicky Doone — even in that critical moment he had made sure that there was a proper eron with them. During all her years with him he had always taken meticulous care that she should be above the slightest breath of suspicion — a strange thing when the work to which he had assigned her was considered.

Well, he asked, now that youve seen, how do you like it? If you wish, well move today after the ceremony. Its only a temporary halting place, or it can be a more or less permanent home, just as you please.

It rather amused her to listen to this deprecatory manner of speech. Of course she could direct him in small matters, but in such a thing as the choice of a residence she knew that in the end he would absolutely have his own way.

I dont know, she said. I like silence just now. Ill stay here as long as youre contented.

He pressed her hand very lightly; it was the only time he had caressed her since they left New York, and his hand left hers instantly.

Of course, he explained, Im glad to be at a distance for a time — a place to which we cant be followed.

By Ronicky Doone? Her question had sprung impulsively to her lips.

Exactly. From the first he had been amazingly frank in confessing his fear of the Westerner. Who else in the world would I care about for an instant? Where no other has ever crossed me once successfully, he has done so twice. That, you know, makes me begin to feel that my fate is wrapped up in the young devil.

He shuddered at the thought, as if a cold wind had struck him.

I think you need not worry about him, said the girl faintly. I suppose by this time he is in such a condition that he will never worry another soul in the world.

The other turned and looked at her for a long, grave moment.

You think he attempted to break into the house?

And didnt you expect the same thing? Why else did you leave New York?

I confess that was my idea, but I think no harm has come to him. The chances are nine out of ten, at least, that he has not been badly hurt.

She turned away, her hands clenched hard.

Oh my honor, he insisted with some emotion. I gave directions that, if he made an attack, he was not to be harmed more than necessary to disarm him.

Knowing that to disarm him would mean to kill him.

Not at all. After all he is not such a terrible fellow as that — not at all, my dear. A blow, a shot might have dropped him. But, unless it were followed by a second, he would not be killed. Single shots and single blows rarely kill, you know.

She nodded more hopefully, and then her eyes turned with a wide question upon her companion.

He answered it at once with the utmost frankness.

You wonder why I gave such orders when I dread Doone — when I so dread Doone — when I so heartily want him out of my way forever? Ill tell you. If Doone were killed there would be a shadow between us at once. Not that I believe you love him — no, that cannot be. He may have touched your heart, but he cannot have convinced your head, and you are equal parts of brain and soul, my dear. Therefore you cannot love him.

She controlled the faintest of smiles at the surety of his analysis. He could never escape from an old conclusion that the girl must be in large part his own product — he could never keep from attributing to her his own motives.

But just suppose, she said, that Ronicky Doone broke into your house, forced one of your men to tell him where we are, and then followed us at once. He would be about due to arrive now. What if all that happened?

He smiled at her. If all that happened, you are quite right; he would be about due to arrive. I suppose, being a Westerner, that the first thing he would do in the village would be to hire a horse to take him out here, and he would come galloping yonder, where you see that white road tossing over the hills.

And what if he does come? she asked.

Then, said John Mark very gravely, he will indeed be in serious danger. It will be the third time that he has threatened me. And the third time—

Youve prepared even for his coming here? she asked, the thought tightening the muscles of her throat.

When you have such a man as Ronicky Doone on your hands, he confessed, you have to be ready for anything. Yes, I have prepared. If he comes hell come by the straightest route, certain that we dont expect him. Hell run blindly into the trap. Yonder — you see where the two hills almost close over the road — yonder is Shorty Kruger behind the rocks, waiting and watching. A very good gunman is Shorty. Know him?

Yes, she said, shuddering. Of course I know him.

But even suppose that the he passes Kruger — down there in the hollow, where the road bends in toward us, you can see Lefty himself. I wired him to come, and there he is.

Lefty? asked the girl, aghast.

Lefty himself, said John Mark. You see how much I respect Ronicky Doones fighting properties? Yes, Lefty himself, the great, the infallible Lefty!

She turned her back on the white road which led from the village and faced the sea.

If we are down here long enough, he said, Ill have a little wharf built inside that cove. You see? Then we can bring up a motor boat and anchor it in there. Do you know much about boats?

Almost nothing.

Thats true, but well correct it. Between you and me, if I had to choose between a boat and a horse I dont know which I should—

Two sharp detonations cut off his words. While he raised a startled hand for silence they remained staring at one another, and the long, faint echoes rolled across the hills.

A revolver shot first, far off, he said, and then a rifle shot. That metallic clang always means a rifle shot.

He turned, and she turned with him. Covering their eyes from the white light of the sun they peered at the distant road, where, as he had pointed out, the two hills leaned together and left a narrow footing between.

The miracle has happened, said John Mark in a perfectly sober voice. It is Ronicky Doone!


27. THE LAST STAND
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AT THE SAME instant she saw what his keener eye had discerned the moment before. A small trail of dust was blowing down the road, just below the place where the two hills leaned together. Under it was the dimly discernible, dust- veiled form of a horseman riding at full speed.

Fate is against me, said John Mark in his quiet way. Why should this dare-devil be destined to hunt me? I can gain nothing by his death but your hate. And, if he succeeds in breaking through Lefty, as he has broken through Kruger, even then he shall win nothing. I swear it!

As he spoke he looked at her in gloomy resolution, but the girl was on fire — fear and joy were fighting in her face. In her ecstasy she was clinging to the man beside her.

Think of it — think of it! she exclaimed. He has done what I said he would do. Ah, I read his mind! Ronicky Doone, Ronicky Doone, was there ever your like under the wide, wide sky? Hes brushed Kruger out of his way—

Not entirely, said John Mark calmly, not entirely, you see?

As he spoke they heard again the unmistakable sound of a rifle shot, and then another and another, ringing from the place where the two hills leaned over the road.

Its Kruger, declared John Mark calmly. That chivalrous idiot, Doone, apparently shot him down and didnt wait to finish him. Very clever work on his part, but very sloppy. However, he seems to have wounded Kruger so badly that my gunman cant hit his mark.

For Ronicky Doone, if it were indeed he, was still galloping down the road, more and more clearly discernible, while the rifle firing behind him ceased.

Of course that firing will be the alarm for Lefty, went on John Mark, seeming to enjoy the spectacle before him, as if it were a thing from which he was entirely detached. And Lefty can make his choice. Kruger was his pal. If he wants to revenge the fall of Kruger he may shoot from behind a tree. If not, hell shoot from the open, and it will be an even fight.

The terror of it all, the whole realization, sprang up in the girl. In a moment she was crying: Stop him, John — for Heavens sake, find a way to stop him.

There is only one power that can turn the trick, Im afraid, answered John Mark. That power is Lefty.

If he shoots Lefty hell come straight toward us on his way to the house, and if he sees you—

If he sees me hell shoot me, of course, declared Mark.

She stared at him. John, she said, I know youre brave, but you wont try to face him?

Im fairly expert with a gun. He added: But its good of you to be concerned about me.

I am concerned, more than concerned, John. A woman has premonitions, and I tell you I know, as well as I know Im standing here, that if you face Ronicky Doone youll go down.

Youre right, replied Mark. I fear that I have been too much of a specialist, so I shall not face Doone.

Then start for the house — and hurry!

Run away and leave you here?

The dust cloud and the figure of the rider in it were sweeping rapidly down on the grove in the hollow, where Lefty waited. And the girl was torn between three emotions: Joy at the coming of the adventurer, fear for him, terror at the thought of his meeting with Mark.

It would be murder, John! Ill go with you if youll start now!

No, he said quietly, I wont run. Besides it is impossible for him to take you from me.

Impossible? she asked. What do you mean?

When the time comes youll see! Now hes nearly there — watch!

The rider was in full view now, driving his horse at a stretching gallop. There was no doubt about the identity of the man. They could not make out his face, of course, at that distance, but something in the careless dash of his seat in the saddle, something about the slender, erect body cried out almost in words that this was Ronicky Doone. A moment later the first treetops of the grove brushed across him, and he was lost from view.

The girl buried her face in her hands, then she looked up. By this time he must have reached Lefty, and yet there was no sound of shooting. Had Lefty found discretion the better part of valor and let him go by unhindered? But, in that case, the swift gallop of the horse would have borne the rider through the grove by this time.

Whats happened? she asked of John Mark. What can have happened down there?

A very simple story, said Mark. Lefty, as I feared, has been more chivalrous than wise. He has stepped out into the road and ordered Ronicky to stop, and Ronicky has stopped. Now he is sitting in his saddle, looking down to Lefty, and they are holding a parley — very like two knights of the old days, exchanging compliments before they try to cut each others throats.

But, even as he spoke, there was the sound of a gun exploding, and then a silence.

One shot — one revolver shot, said John Mark in his deadly calm voice. It is as I said. They drew at a signal, and one of them proved far the faster. It was a dead shot, for only one was needed to end the battle. One of them is standing, the other lies dead under the shadow of that grove, my dear. Which is it?

Which is it? asked the girl in a whisper. Then she threw up her hands with a joyous cry: Ronicky Doone! Ronicky, Ronicky Doone!

A horseman was breaking into view through the grove, and now he rode out into full view below them — unmistakably Ronicky Doone! Even at that distance he heard the cry, and, throwing up his hand with a shout that tingled faintly up to them, he spurred straight up the slope toward them. Ruth Tolliver started forward, but a hand closed over her wrist with a biting grip and brought her to a sudden halt. She turned to find John Mark, an automatic hanging loosely in his other hand.

His calm had gone, and in his dead-white face the eyes were rolling and gleaming, and his set lips trembled. You were right, he said, I cannot face him. Not that I fear death, but there would be a thousand damnations in it if I died knowing that he would have you after my eyes were closed. I told you he could not take you — not living, my dear. Dead he may have us both.

John! said the girl, staring and bewildered. In the name of pity, John, in the name of all the goodness you have showed me, dont do it.

He laughed wildly. I am about to lose the one thing on earth I have ever cared for, and still I can smile. I am about to die by my own hand, and still I can smile. For the last time, will you stand up like your old brave self?

Mercy! she cried. In Heavens name—

Then have it as you are! he said, and she saw the sun flash on the steel, and he raised the gun.

She closed her eyes — waited — heard the distant drumming of hoofs on the turf of the hillside. Then she caught the report of a gun.

But it was strangely far away, that sound. She thought at first that the bullet must have numbed, as it struck her. Presently a shooting pain would pass through her body — then death.

Opening her bewildered eyes she beheld John Mark staggering, the automatic lying on the ground, his hands clutching at his breast. Then glancing to one side she saw the form of Ronicky Doone riding as fast as spur would urge his horse, the long Colt balanced in his hand. That, then, was the shot she had heard — a long-range chance shot when he saw what was happening on top of the hill.

So swift was Doones coming that, by the time she had reached her feet again, he was beside her, and they leaned over John Mark together. As they did so Marks eyes opened, then they closed again, as if with pain. When he looked again his sight was clear.

As I expected, he said dryly, I see your faces together — both together, and actually wasting sympathy on me? Tush, tush! So rich in happiness that you can waste time on me?

John, said the girl on her knees and weeping beside him, you know that I have always cared for you, but as a brother, John, and not—

Really, he said calmly, you are wasting emotion. I am not going to die, and I wish you would put a bandage around me and send for some of the men at the house to carry me up there. That bullet of yours — by Harry, a very pretty snap shot — just raked across my breast, as far as I can make out. Perhaps it broke a bone or two, but thats all. Yes, I am to have the pleasure of living.

His smile was ghastly thing, and, growing suddenly weak, as if for the first time in his life he allowed his indomitable spirit to relax, his head fell to one side, and he lay in a limp faint.


28. HOPE DEFERRED
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TIME IN SIX months brought the year to the early spring, that time when even the mountain desert forgets its sternness for a month or two. Six months had not made Bill Gregg rich from his mine, but it had convinced him, on the contrary, that a man with a wife must have a sure income, even if it be a small one.

He squatted on a small piece of land, gathered a little herd, and, having thrown up a four-room shack, he and Caroline lived as happily as king and queen. Not that domains were very large, but, from their hut on the hill, they could look over a fine sweep of country, which did not all belong to them, to be sure, but which they constantly promised themselves should one day be theirs.

It was the dull period of the afternoon, the quiet, waiting period which comes between three or four oclock and the sunset, and Bill and his wife sat in the shadow of the mighty silver spruce before their door. The great tree was really more of a home for them than the roof they had built to sleep under.

Presently Caroline stood up and pointed. Shes coming, she said, and, looking down the hillside, she smiled in anticipation.

The rider below them, winding up the trail, looked up and waved, then urged her horse to a full gallop for the short remnant of the distance before her. It was Ruth Tolliver who swung down from the saddle, laughing and joyous from the ride.

A strangely changed Ruth she was. She had turned to a brown beauty in the wind and the sun of the West, a more buoyant and more graceful beauty. She had accepted none of the offers of John Mark, but, leaving her old life entirely behind her, as Ronicky Doone had suggested, she went West to make her own living. With Caroline and Bill Gregg she had found a home, and her work was teaching the valley school, half a dozen miles away.

Any mail? asked Bill, for she passed the distant group of mail boxes on her way to the school.

At that the face of the girl darkened. One letter, she said, and I want you to read it aloud, Caroline. Then well all put our heads together and see if we can make out what it means. She handed the letter to Caroline, who shook it out. Its from Ronicky, she exclaimed.

Its from Ronicky, said Ruth Tolliver gravely, so gravely that the other two raised their heads and cast silent glances at her.

Caroline read aloud:

Dear Ruth, I figure that Im overdue back at Bills place by about a month—

By two months, corrected Ruth soberly.

And Ive got to apologize to them and you for being so late. Matter of fact I started right pronto to get back on time, but something turned up. You see, I went broke.

Caroline dropped the letter with an exclamation. Do you think hes gone back to gambling, Ruth?

No, said the girl. He gave me his promise never to play for money again, and a promise from Ronicky Doone is as good as minted gold.

It sure is, agreed Bill Gregg.

Caroline went on with the letter:

I went broke because Pete Darnely was in a terrible hole, having fallen out with his old man, and Pete needed a lift. Which of course I gave him pronto, Pete being a fine gent.

There was an exclamation of impatience from Ruth Tolliver.

Isnt that like Ronicky? Isnt that typical?

Im afraid it is, said the other girl with a touch of sadness. Dear old Ronicky, but such a wild man!

She continued in the reading:

But Ive got a scheme on now by which Ill sure get a stake and come back, and then you and me can get married, as soon as you feel like saying the word. The scheme is to find a lost mine—

A lost mine! shouted Bill Gregg, his practical miners mind revolting at this idea. My guns, is Ronicky plumb nutty? Thats all hes got to do — just find a lost mine? Well, if that aint plenty, may I never see a yearling agin!

Find a lost mine, went on Caroline, her voice trembling between tears and laughter, and sink a new shaft, a couple of hundred feet to find where the old vein—

Sink a shaft a couple of hundred feet! said Bill Gregg. And him broke! Wherell he get the money to sink the shaft?

When we begin to take out the pay dirt, went on Caroline, Ill either come or send for you and—

Hush up! said Bill Gregg softly.

Caroline looked up and saw the tears streaming down the face of Ruth Tolliver. Im so sorry, poor dear! she whispered, going to the other girl. But Ruth Tolliver shook her head.

Im only crying, she said, because its so delightfully and beautifully and terribly like Ronicky to write such a letter and tell of such plans. Hes given away a lot of money to help some spendthrift, and now hes gone to get more money by finding a lost mine! But do you see what it means, Caroline? It means that he doesnt love me — really!

Dont love you? asked Bill Gregg. Then hes a plumb fool. Why—

Hush, Bill, put in Caroline. You mustnt say that, she added to Ruth. Of course you have reason to be sad about it and angry, too.

Sad, perhaps, but not angry, said Ruth Tolliver. How could I ever be really angry with Ronicky? Hasnt he given me a chance to live a clean life? Hasnt he given me this big free open West to live in? And what would I be without Ronicky? What would have happened to me in New York? Oh, no, not angry. But Ive simply waked up, Caroline. I see now that Ronicky never cared particularly about me. He was simply in love with the danger of my position. As a matter of fact I dont think he ever told me in so many words that he loved me. I simply took it for granted because he did such things for me as even a man in love would not have done. After the danger and uniqueness were gone Ronicky simply lost interest.

Dont say such things! exclaimed Caroline.

Its true, said Ruth steadily. If he really wanted to come here — well, did you ever hear of anything Ronicky wanted that he didnt get?

Except money, suggested Bill Gregg. Well, he even gets that, but most generally he gives it away pretty pronto.

Hed come like a bullet from a gun if he really wanted me, said Ruth. No, the only way I can bring Ronicky is to surround myself with new dangers, terrible dangers, make myself a lost cause again. Then Ronicky would come laughing and singing, eager as ever. Oh, I think I know him!

And what are you going to do? asked Caroline.

The only thing I can do, said the other girl. Im going to wait.

* * * * *

Far, far north two horsemen came at that same moment to a splitting of the trail they rode. The elder, bearded man, pointed ahead.

Thats the roundabout way, he said, but its sure the only safe way. Well travel there, Ronicky, eh?

Ronicky Doone lifted his head, and his bay mare lifted her head at the same instant. The two were strangely in touch with one another.

I dunno, he said, I aint heard of anybody taking the short cut for years — not since the big slide in the canyon. But I got a feeling Id sort of like to try it. Save a lot of time and give us a lot of fun.

Unless it breaks our necks.

Sure, said Ronicky, but you dont enjoy having your neck safe and sound, unless you take a chance of breaking it, once in a while.

THE END
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I. STRANGE COMPANY
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SNOW HAD ALREADY fallen above timber line, and the horseman, struggling over the summit, looked eagerly down into the broad valleys below, dark with evergreens. There was half an hour more of sunshine, but by the time he had ridden through the belt of lodge-pole pines, those stubborn marchers up to the mountaintops, a stiffening north wind had sheeted the sky from horizon to horizon with clouds.

Even before the rain began he put on his slicker to turn the edge of the gale, but, as he came out of the pines and into the more open and gently rolling lands beyond, the rain was beginning to drive down the valley. The lower he dropped toward the bottom lands the lower dropped the storm clouds above him, until the summits were quite lost in rolling gray masses and a mist of thin rain slanted across the trail.

The mare turned her head sideways to it, taking the brunt on one flattened ear and from time to time shaking off the drops of moisture. Between her and the rider there existed an almost conversational intimacy, it seemed. He had spread out the skirt of his slicker so as to cover as great a portion of her barrel as possible; as the chill of the rain increased, he encouraged her with talk. She replied with a slight pricking of her ears from time to time and often threw up her head in that way horses have when they wish to see the master the more clearly.

Meanwhile, she descended the precipitous trail with such cat-footed activity that it was plain she had spent her life among the mountains. The rider made little effort to direct her but allowed her to follow her own fancy, as though confident that she would take the quickest way to the bottom of the slope. This, indeed, she did, sometimes slackening her pace for a moment to study the lay of the land ahead, sometimes taking a steep down pitch on braced legs, sometimes wandering in easy loops to one side or the other.

In such a manner she came in the dusk of that late, stormy afternoon to the almost level going of the valley floor. Now it was possible to see her at her best, for she sprang out in a smooth and stretching gallop with such easily working muscles that her gait was deceptively fast. Here, again, the rider simply pointed out the goal and then let her take her own way toward it.

That goal was the only building in sight. Perhaps for miles and miles it was the only structure, and the face of the rider brightened as he made out the sharp angle of the roof. The ears of the mare pricked. Their way across the mountains had been a long one; they had been several hours in the snows above timber line; and this promise of shelter was a golden one.

But it was a deceptive promise, for when they came in the face of the driving storm they found that the tall building was not a ranch house but merely a ruined barn. It had once been a portion of a large establishment of some cattle owner, but the house proper and its outlying structures had melted away with the passage of time and the beating of such storms as that of this day. The sheds were mere crumbling ridges; the house was a ragged mound from which rotting timber ends projected. Only the barn subsisted.

It was of vast size. Hundreds of tons of loose hay could have been stored in its mow; scores of horses could have been stalled along its sides. And it had been built with such unusual solidity that, whereas the rest of the buildings had disintegrated, this one kept its original dimensions intact through half of its length. The south front was whole. Only the northern portion of the building had crushed in. But for some reason this combination of ruin and repair was more melancholy than the utter destruction of the rest of the ranch.

The horseman regarded this sight with a shake of the head and then looked again up the valley. But it would be difficult to continue. By this time it must have been sunset, and the storm dimmed the earth to the colors of late twilight. Every moment the wind freshened out of the north, picking up the drifts of rain and whirling them into gray ghost forms. To continue down a blind trail in the face of this gale, with no definite destination, was madness. The horseman resigned himself with a sigh to staying in the ruined barn until dawn.

He rode the mare, therefore, through a fallen section of the south front of the structure and into what had once been the mow. Stale scents of moldy straw still lingered in it.

Once inside, there was barely sufficient light to show the wanderer the dim outlines of the barn, and it was even more imposing in dimensions from within than from without. To the roof was a dizzy rise. A broad space extended on either side to the supporting walls. Half a regiment might bivouac here. Most important of all, the north gable was almost entirely blocked. That end of the building, though fallen, had not yet crumbled to the ground, and the broken roof formed a sort of enormous apron extending against the wind.

As soon as he had discovered this, the wanderer began at once to make systematic preparations for spending the night. He first rode the mare back into the open air to a rain rivulet, where she was allowed to drink. Then he returned, dismounted, gathered some fragments of wood, and lighted a fire.

The first leap of the yellow light transfigured the gloomy place. It started a shudder and dance of great shadows among the network of rafters above and in the corners of the building; it also showed the mare, from which the traveler now removed the saddle and rubbed her down — a bit of work of which most of the other riders of the Rocky Mountains would not have thought. He dried her as well as he could, and, before paying the slightest attention to his own wants, he produced from his saddle bags a mixture of chopped hay and crushed barley, a provision for his horse which he carried with him wherever he went. His glance wandered affectionately over her, for truly she was a beautiful creature.

In color she was a rich bay. Her stature was rather less than the average, for she was not more than fifteen hands and three inches in height; but what she lacked in height she made up in the exquisite nicety of her proportions. At first glance she looked rather too fine for hard mountain work, but a little closer examination showed ample girth at the cinches, nobly sloped shoulders, and quarters to match. In fact, she could have carried a heavyweight, and the bulk of her owner was a trifle for her strength.

He proved a slenderly made fellow as he turned away from the mare and threw more wood on the fire — a man of medium height and in no way imposing physically. His carriage alone struck the eye. He was erect as a whipstock, bore his head high and proudly, and moved with a light, quick step, as though he had been forced to act quickly so often that the habit had formed and hardened on him. That alert and jaunty carriage would in itself have won him some respect, even if his name had not been Ronicky Doone, whose fame in the more southerly ranges was already a notable thing. Horse-breaker, mischief- maker, adventurer by instinct, and fighter for sheer love of battle, he carried on his young body enough scars to have decked out half a dozen hardy warriors of the mountains, but the scars were all he had gained. The quarrels he fought had been the quarrels of others; and, since he was a champion of lost causes, the rewards of his actions went to others.

Now he rolled down his blanket beside the fire, which he had built for the sake of warmth and good cheer rather than for cooking. His fare consisted of hard crackers and was finished off with a draft of cold water from his canteen; then he was ready for sleep.

He found shelter at the north end of the mow. Here a great section of the disintegrating roof had fallen and stood end up, walling away a little room half a dozen paces in length and something more than half of that in width. By the vague light cast from the fire, which was rapidly blackening under the downpour of the rain, he took up his new abode for the night, and Lou followed him into it, unbidden.

He was wakened, after how long an interval he could not guess, by the sound of Lou getting to her feet, and a moment later he heard voices sounding in the big mow of the barn. Other travelers had taken refuge from the storm, it seemed. Ronicky Doone, glad of a chance to exchange words with men, rose hastily and walked to the entrance his quarters.

As he did so, a match was lighted, revealing two men standing beside their horses in the center of the great inclosure.

A fine place for a meeting, said he who held the match. How come we got to ride out here to the end of the world?

His companion answered: Maybe youd have us meet up in a hotel or something, where the sheriff could scoop the whole bunch of us in. Is that your idea, Marty?

Ronicky Doone had already advanced a step toward the newcomers, but as he heard these speeches he slipped back again, and, putting his hand over the nose of Lou, he hissed a caution into her ear. And glad he was that he had taught her this signal for silence. She remained at his back, not daring to stir or make a sound, and Ronicky, with a beating heart, crouched behind his barrier to spy on these strangers.


II. THE PLOT
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ALL I SAY, Baldy McNair, said Marty, Is that the old man is sure stepping out long and hard to make things seem as mysterious as he can. Which they aint no real need to come clean out here. This makes fifty miles Ive rode, and youve come nigher onto eighty. What sense is in that, Baldy?

The match burned out. Baldy spoke in the dark.

Maybe the work hes got planned out lies ahead — lies north.

Maybe. But it sure grinds in on me the way he works. Never no reasons. Just orders. Meet here today after sunset. Thats all he says. I up and asks him: Why after sunset, Jack? Afraid theyll be somebody to see us out there — a coyote or something, maybe? But he wouldnt answer me nothing. You do what I say,  says he, and figure out your reasons for yourself. Thats the way he talks. I say: Is it fit and proper to talk to a gent like he was a slave?

Lets start a fire, said his companion. Talk a pile better when we get some light on the subject.

In a minute or two they had collected a great pile of dry stuff; a little later the flames were leaping up in great bodies toward the roof and puffing out into the darkness.

The firelight showed Ronicky two men who had thrown their dripping slickers back from their shoulders. Marty was a scowling fellow with a black leather patch over his right eye. His companion justified his nickname by taking off his hat and revealing a head entirely and astonishingly free from hair. From the nape of his neck to his eyebrows there was not a vestige or a haze of hair. It gave him a look strangely infantile, which was increased by cheeks as rosy as autumn apples.

Now, went on Baldy McNair, let me put something in your ear, Lang. A lot of the boys have heard you knock the chief. Which maybe the chief himself has heard.

Hes give no sign, muttered Marty.

Son, said Baldy, who was obviously much younger than the man of the patched eye, but who apparently gained dignity by the baldness of his head, when Jack Moon gives a sign, its the first sign and the last sign all rolled into one. First youll hear of it will be Moon asking you to step out and talk to him. And Moonll come back from that talk alone and say that you started out sudden on a long trip. You wouldnt be the first. There was my old pal Lefty and Gunner Matthews. There was more, besides. Always that way! If they start getting sore at the way he runs things, he just takes them out walking, and they all go on that long journey that youll be taking one of these days if you dont mind your talk, son! Im telling you because Im your friend, and you can lay to that!

What I dont see, answered Marty Lang, is why the chief wants to hang on to a gent forever. You make it out? Once in the band, always in the band. That aint no sense. A gent dont want to stick to this game forever.

Oh, ho! chuckled Baldy. Is that the way of it? Well, son, dont ever let the chief hear you say that! Sure we get tired of having to ride wherever he tells us to ride, and we want to settle down now and then — or we think that we want to — and lead a quiet life and have a wife and a house and a family and all that. For that matter, theres nothing to keep us from it. The chief dont object.

Dont object? How can a gent settle down at anything when hes apt to get a call from the chief any minute?

Wrong again. Not moren once every six months. Thats about the average. And then its always something worth while. How long you been with us?

Four years.

Ever gone hungry for four years?

No.

When you was sick, two years back, were you took care of?

Sure.

What did you have when the chief picked you up?

Nothing.

All right. You were down to zero. He picked you up. He gave you a chance to live on the fat. All you got to do in return is to ride with him once in six months and to promise never to leave the band. Why? Because he knows that if ever a gent shakes clear of it hell be tempted to start talking some day, and a mighty little talk would settle the hash of all of us. Thats the why of it! Hes a genius, Moon is. How long dyou think most long riders last?

I dunno. They get bumped off before long.

Sure they do. Know why? Because the leaders have always kept their men together in a bunch most of the time. Moon seen that. What does he do? He gets a picked lot together. He gets a big money scheme all planned. Then he calls in his men. Some of em come fifty miles. Some of em live a hundred miles away. They all come. They make a dash and do the work. Soons its done they scatter again. And the posse that takes the tracks has five or six different trails to follow instead of one. Result? They get all tangled up. Jack Moon has been working twenty years and never been caught once! And hell work twenty years more, son, and never be caught. Because why? Because hes a genius! Steady up! Whos that?

Straight through the entrance to the mow came two riders.

Silas Treat and the chief himself, said Lang.

What Ronicky Doone saw were two formidable fellows. One, mounted on a great roan horse, was a broad-shouldered man with a square-cut black beard which rolled halfway down his chest. The other was well-nigh as large, and when he came into the inner circle of the firelight Ronicky saw one of those handsome, passionless faces which never reveal the passage of years. Jack Moon, according to Baldy, had been a leader in crime for twenty years, and according to that estimate he must be at least forty years old; but a casual glance would have placed him closer to thirty-three or four. He and his companion now reined their horses beside the fire and raised their hands in silent greeting. The black-bearded man did not speak. The leader, however, said:

Who started that fire?

My idea, confessed Baldy. Matter of fact, we both had the same idea. Didnt seem anything wrong about starting a fire and getting warm and dry.

I seen that fire a mile away, said the leader gloomily. It was a fool idea.

But theys nobody else within miles.

Aint there? Have you searched all through the barn?

Why — no.

How dyou know somebody didnt come here?

But whod be apt to come this way?

Look at those cinders over there. That shows that somebody lately has been here and started a fire. If they come here once, why not again?

I didnt notice that place, said Baldy regretfully. Sure looks like Ive been careless. But Ill give the barn a search now.

Only one place to look, said Jack Moon, and thats behind that chunk of the roof where its fallen down yonder.

All right! The other nodded and started straight for the hiding place of Ronicky Doone.

The latter reached behind him and patted the nose of the mare, Lou, in sign that she must still preserve the utmost silence. Then he drew his revolver. There was no question about what would happen if he were discovered. He had been in a position to overhear too many incriminating things. Unlucky Baldy, to be sure, would be an easy prey. But the other three? Three to one were large odds in any case, and every one of these men was formidable.

Straight to the opening came Baldy and he peered in, though he remained at a distance of five or six paces. Ronicky Doone poised his gun, delayed the shot, and then frowned in wonder. Baldy had turned and was sauntering slowly back toward his companions.

Nothing there, he said to the chief, as he approached.

Ronicky hardly believed his ears, but a moment of thought explained the mystery. It was pitch dark behind that screening wall, and the darkness was rendered doubly thick by Baldys probable conviction that there must be nothing to see behind the fallen roof section. He had come there prepared to find nothing, and he had found the sum of his expectations and no more.

Sure there aint? and Jack Moon nodded. Which dont mean that you wasnt a fool to light a fire and give somebody a light to shoot you by in case they was somebody lying around. Now, into the saddle both of you. We got a hard ride ahead.

Something big on hand? asked Marty Lang.

Theres a lesson for yaller-livered sneaks on hand, said Jack Moon, his deep bass voice floating smoothly back to the ear of Ronicky. Hugh Dawn has come back to Trainor. Were going to drop in and call on him and ask him what hes been doing all these ten years.

The low, growling murmur of the other three rolled away in the rush of rain beyond the door of the barn. The four horsemen disappeared, and Ronicky stepped out into the light of the dying fire. He had hardly taken a step forward when he shrank back against the wall.

Straight into the door came Jack Moon, who peered uneasily about the barn. Then he whirled his horse away and disappeared into the thick downpour. He had seen nothing, and yet the true and suspicious instinct of the man had brought him back to take a final glance into the barn to make sure that no one had spied on the gathering of his little band.


III. THE DAWN HOUSE
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SMALL THINGS ARE often more suggestive, more illuminating, than large events. All that Ronicky had heard Baldy say about Jack Moon and his twenty years career of crime had not been so impressive as that sudden reappearance of the leader with all the implications of his hair-trigger sensitiveness. Ronicky Doone was by no means a foolish dreamer apt to be frightened away from danger by the mere face of it, but now he paused.

Plainly, Hugh Dawn was a former member of the band, and this trip of Moons was undertaken for the purpose, perhaps the sole purpose, of killing the offender who had left his ranks. Ronicky Doone considered. If Hugh Dawn had belonged to this crew ten years before, he had probably committed crimes as terrible as any in the band. If so, sympathy was wasted on him, for never in his life had Ronicky seen such an aggregation of dangerous men. It scarcely needed the conversation of Lang and Baldy to reveal the nature of the organization. Should he waste time and labor in attempting to warn Hugh Dawn of the coming trouble?

Trainor, he knew, was a little crossroads village some twenty miles to the north. He might outdistance the criminal band and reach the town before them, but was it wise to intervene between such a man as Jack Moon and his destined victim? Distinctly it was not wise. It might call down the danger on his own head without saving Dawn. Moreover, it was a case of thief against thief, murderer against murderer, no doubt. If Dawn were put out of the way, probably no more would be done than was just.

And still, knowing that the four bloodhounds were on the trail of one unwarned man, the spirit of Ronicky leaped with eagerness to be up and doing. Judgment was one thing, impulse was another, and all his life Ronicky Doone had been the creature of impulse. One man was in danger of four. All his love of fair play spurred him on to action.

In a moment more the saddle was on the back of the mare, he had swung up into his place, flung the slicker over his shoulders, and cantered through the door of the barn.

He turned well east of the trail which wound along the center of the valley. This, beyond question, the band would follow, but inside of half an hour Ronicky estimated that his mount, refreshed by her food and rest, would outfoot them sufficiently to make it safe to drop back into the better road without being in danger of meeting the four.

Such, accordingly, was the plan he adopted. He struck out a long semicircle of half a dozen miles, which carried him down into the central trail again; then he headed straight north toward Trainor. The rain had fallen off to a mere misting by this time, and the wind was milder and came out of the dead west, so that there was nothing to impede their progress. The mountains began to lift gloomily into view, the walls of the valley drew steadily nearer on either side, and at length, at the head of the valley, he rode into the town of Trainor.

With the houses dripping and the street a river of mud under the hoofs of Lou, the town looked like a perfect stage for a murder. Ronicky Doone dismounted in front of the hotel.

There was no one in the narrow hallway which served as clerks office and lobby. He beat with the butt of his gun against the wall and shouted, for there was no time to delay. At the most he could not have outdistanced Jack Moon by more than half an hour, and that was a meager margin in which to reach the victim, warn him, and see him started in his flight.

Presently an old fellow with a goat beard stumbled down the stairs, rubbing his eyes.

And what might you want this late, partner? he inquired.

Hugh Dawn, said Ronicky. Where does Hugh Dawn live?

Hugh Dawn? said the other, his eyes blank with the effort of thought. Then he shook his head. Dunno as I ever heard about any Hugh Dawn. Might be you got to the wrong town, son.

It was partly disappointment, partly relief that made Ronicky Doone sigh. After all, tie had done his best; and, since his best was not good enough, Hugh Dawn must even die. However, he would still try.

Youre sure theres no Dawn family living in these parts?

Dawn family? Sure there is. But there aint no Hugh Dawn ever I heard of.

How long you been around here?

Eight years come next May Day.

Very well, said Ronicky brusquely, recalling that it was ten years before that Hugh Dawn, according to Jack Moon, had disappeared. Where is the Dawn house?

Old Grandpa Dawn, said the proprietor, used to live out there, but he died a couple of years back. Now they aint nobody but Jerry Dawn.

The son?

It aint a son. Shes a girl. Geraldine is her name. Most always shes called Jerry, though. She teaches the school and makes out pretty good and lives in that big house all by herself.

And Wheres the house, man? cried Ronicky, wild with impatience.

Out the east road about a couple of miles. Cant help knowing it, its so big. Stands in the middle of a bunch of pines and—

The rest of his words trailed away into silence. Ronicky Doone had whipped out of the door and down the steps. Once in the saddle of Lou again, he sent her headlong down the east road. Would he be too late, after this delay at the hotel and the talk with the dim-minded old hotel proprietor?

The house, as he had been told, was unmistakable. Dense foresting of pines swept up to it on a knoll well back from the road, and over the tops of the trees, through the misting rain and the night, he made out the dim triangle of the roof of the building. In a moment the hoofs of the mare were scattering the gravel of the winding road which twisted among the trees, and presently he drew up before the house.

The face of it, as was to be expected at this hour of the night, was utterly blank, utterly black. Only the windows, here and there, glimmered faintly with whatever light they reflected from the stormy night, the panes having been polished by the rain water. As he had expected, it was built in the fashion of thirty or forty years before. There were little decorative turrets at the four comers of the structure and another and larger turret springing from the center of the room. He had no doubt that daylight would reveal much carved work of the gingerbread variety.

A huge and gloomy place it was for one girl to occupy! He sprang from the saddle and ran up the steps and knocked heavily on the front door. Inside, he heard the long echo wander faintly down the hall and then up the stairs, like a ghost with swiftly lightening footfall. There was no other reply. So he knocked again, more heavily, and, trying the knob of the door, he found it locked fast. When he shook it there was the rattle of a chain on the inside. The door had been securely fastened, to be sure. This was not the rule in this country of wide-doored hospitality.

Presently there was the sound of a window being opened in the story of the house just above him. He looked up, but he could not locate it, since no lamp had been lighted inside.

Whos there? called a girls voice.

It thrilled Ronicky Doone. He had come so far to warn a man that his life was in danger. He was met by this calm voice of a girl.

Who I am doesnt matter, said Ronicky Doone. Ive come to find Hugh Dawn. Is he here?

There was a slight pause, a very slight pause, and one which might have been interpreted as meaning any of a dozen things. Then: No, Hugh Dawn is not here.

Lady, said Ronicky Doone, are you Geraldine Dawn?

Yes, said the voice. I am she.

Ive heard of you, said Ronicky; and Ive heard of Hugh Dawn. I know that hes in this house. What I want to do is—

Whatever you want to do, broke in that amazingly mild voice, you will have to wait till morning. I am alone in this house. I do not intend to have it entered before daylight comes. Hugh Dawn a not here. If you know anything about him, you also know that he hasnt been here for ten years.

And there was the sound of a window being closed with violence.

To persist in efforts at persuasion in the face of such a calm determination was perfect folly. Besides, there were many explanations. Perhaps Jack Moon had heard simply that Hugh Dawn was coming back to his home, and the traitor to the band had not yet arrived at his destination. Perhaps at that moment the leader was heading straight for a distant point on the road to lay an ambush. Dawn is in Trainor, he had said, but that might be a metaphorical statement. It might simply mean that he was on the way toward the town. Or perhaps the fugitive had received a warning and had already fled. At any rate, Ronicky Doone felt that he had done more than enough to free his conscience.

But there was one thing that upset this conviction as Ronicky swung back into his saddle and turned the head of weary Lou back down the road through the pines. This was the memory of the voice of the girl. There is no index of character so perfect and suggestive as the voice, and that of Jerry Dawn was soft, quiet, steady. It had neither trembled with fear nor shrilled with indignation. If any of the blood of Hugh Dawn ran in her veins, then surely the man could not be altogether bad.

Of course, this was wild guesswork at best, but it carried a conviction to Ronicky, and when, halfway down to the main road, he remembered how Jack Moon had returned to the door of the barn to investigate a suspicion which was based on nothing but the most shadowy material — when, above all, he recalled how justified that suspicion was — Ronicky Doone determined to imitate the maneuver. For were there not reasons why the girl should refuse to admit that this man Hugh Dawn — her father, perhaps — had returned to his house?

No sooner had the determination come to Doone than he turned the head of his horse and swerved back toward the house for a second time. He now rode off the noisy gravel, walking Lou in the silent mold beneath the trees; and so he came back again to the edge of the clearing. Here he tethered the mare, skirted under shelter of the trees halfway around the house, and then ran swiftly out of the forest and up to the steep shelter of the wall of the dwelling. Here he paused to take breath and consider again what he had done and the possibilities that lay before him.

He could have laughed at the absurdity of what he had done. He was, in reality, stalking a big house which contained no more than one poor girl, badly frightened already, no doubt, in spite of that steady and brave voice. What he was actually doing was spying on the possibility of Hugh Dawn — trying to force himself on the man in order to save his life!

Very well. He would be a sane and thinking man once more. The devil might now fly away with Hugh Dawn for all of him. Let there be an end of this foolishness, Ronicky Doone would turn his back on Dawn and all connected with him. His own path led otherwhere.

He had made up his mind to this point and was turning away, when he heard that within the house which made him stop short and flatten his ear against the wall.

It has already been said that sound and echoes traveled easily in that frame building, with its time-dried wood. And now what Ronicky Doone heard was a slow repetition of creaking sounds one after another, moving through the second story of the building. He recognized the intervals; he recognized the nature of the squeaking and straining. Some very heavy person was moving by stealth, slowly, down one of the upper halls.

Certainly it was not the girl who had spoken to him. Could it be Hugh Dawn? Or was it a member of Moons band, who might have slipped into the building from the rear, say?

Ronicky Doone intended to investigate.


IV. WARNING
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HE BEGAN AT once to search for a means of entrance. Ordinarily he would have attempted to get in through one of the windows of the basement, but when he tried them, he found every one staunchly secured from within, and when he attempted to turn the catch with the blade of his knife, he could not succeed. The locks had been rusted strongly in place.

Since he could not take the bottom way in, he would take an upper. Yonder, the turret which projected from the upper corner of the building was continued all the way to the ground through the three stories of the house in a set of bow windows. The result was that between the angle of the projecting windows and the wall of the house itself there were scores of footholds, precarious and small to an inexpert climber, but to athletic Ronicky Doone as safe as walking up a stairway.

The chance to use his muscles, moreover, after this chilling wait, was welcome to him, and he went up with the agility of a monkey until he reached the smaller window on the third story of the structure. Here he clambered onto the projecting sill and tried to lift the window. It was locked as securely as those of the basement. There was only the chance that it might have been used more recently and had not been rusted into place.

Accordingly, he opened his stout-bladed knife again and inserted it in the crack between the upper and the lower sash, feeling along toward the center until he reached the little metal crossbar which made the windows secure. It resisted the first tentative pressure. But the second and more vigorous effort made the lock give with a faint squeaking sound. In another instant Ronicky had raised the window and thrust his head into the room.

His whole body followed at once, and, lowering himself cautiously into the room, he found himself at last definitely consigned to the adventure, whatever it might bring forth.

A new atmosphere had at once surrounded him. The air was warmer, less fresh, drier. But more than all these things, it was filled with the personality, so to speak, of human beings. The darkness had a quality not unlike that of a human face. It watched Ronicky Doone; it listened to him as he crouched by the wall and waited and listened.

For now, no matter how innocent his errand, the people of the house, if indeed there were more than the girl present, would be amply justified in treating as a criminal a man who had forced his way into their home. If he were shot on sight the law would not by the weight of a single finger attempt to punish the slayers. And still he persisted in the adventure.

Eventually, by whatever uneasy light filtered from the night and through the window, he made out that the room in which he stood was utterly bare of furniture of any kind. It was deserted. By the soft feel of dust beneath his shoe he shrewdly guessed that it had been deserted a matter of many years, and when he tried the boards with his weight his conjecture was further reinforced by the whisper which replied, and which would have grown into a prodigious squeak had he allowed his whole weight to fall.

This particular made his exit from the room a delicate matter. He managed it without noise only by staying close to the edge of the wall, where the flooring, being here firmly attached, could not possibly have any great play. Facing out to the center of the room, since in this manner he could slide closest to the wall, he managed to get to the hall door of the room and thence into the hall without making a whisper loud enough to have caught the attentive ear of a cat.

Once there he paused again, swaying a little, so lightly was he poised, with the rhythm of his breathing. The house below was still as the grave, but presently it was filled with murmurs. For the wind had freshened and was now striking the house with a renewed vigor. His thought flashed back to Lou, standing patiently in the shelter of the pines, and then he turned again to the work before him.

It was peculiarly embarrassing. He could not simply stand in the hall and shout his good intentions and his warnings. That would be sheer madness. There remained nothing but to hunt through the house and hope to find Hugh Dawn, surprise him, perhaps cover him with a gun, and then deliver his tidings at its point. For otherwise Hugh Dawn, no doubt in terrible fear of his old band, would shoot the first stranger on sight.

Ronicky began to slip down the hall. The noise of the wind, starting a thousand creaks in the house, favored his progress immensely. It covered other footfalls, to be sure, but it also covered his own. In order that the noise he made might be completely blanketed by the shakings of the wind, he waited for flurries of the storm and took advantage of them to make swift progress forward, then paused through the intervals of comparative silence.

So he rumbled down the upper hall balustrade until it swerved to the right and down, leading him onto the stairs. In this way he came down to the second story, where, he was sure, he had first heard the footfalls. It was in utter darkness. Yet by striving continually to pierce the wall of shadow he had so far accustomed his eyes to the strain that he could make out the vague proportions of that wide and lofty hall.

Where the stairs turned easily onto the hall flooring he paused a moment, in a lull of the gale, to wait for the next flurry and the crashing of the rain against the roof. The moment it began he started once more, turning to the right, determined to try each door he came to and so start a gradual examination of the house. But he had hardly taken a step on his way when a light click sounded close behind him, and then a shaft of light struck past his head.

Ronicky Doone whirled and dived down, not away from the direction of the light, but toward it, whipping out his revolver as he fell upon his supporting left arm. The shaft of light, launched from a pocket electric torch, was wandering wildly. Behind it he caught the dimly outlined figure of a man. Then the light fell on him as he gathered himself for another leap, and a revolver roared straight before him.

There was a twitch at the shoulder of his coat — the bullet had come as close as that! — then Ronicky Doone sprang, animallike, from hands to knees, swerving out of the flash of the light as the gun spoke again and missed again. He struck with his left hand as he shot in. All his force, multiplied threefold by nervous ecstasy, went into that whipping punch, and the knuckles crunched home against bone. It was a solid impact. The jar of it left his arm numb to the shoulder, and the vague outline of the man behind the light collapsed.

As he did so, the electric torch fell from his hand, spinning and filling the hall with wild flashings until it struck the floor. The revolver crashed to the boards an instant later, and Ronicky, scooping up the light, turned it down into the face of his victim.

It was a big body, lying with the long arms thrown out crosswise, so completely stunning had the blow been. Ronicky, estimating the power in that now inert bulk, was grateful that his first punch had struck home. In a struggle hand to hand he would not have had a chance for victory.

Somewhere in the distance there was a womans shrill cry of terror. Ronicky paid little heed to it, for he was too busy examining that upturned face. His victim was a man of about forty-five, with a seamed and lined face, clean shaven, rather handsome, and sadly worn by the passage of time and many troubles, no doubt. But the expression was neither savage nor sneaking. The forehead was broad and high with noble capacity for thought. The nose was strongly but not cruelly arched. The mouth was sensitive. If this were Hugh Dawn, he was by no means the criminal type as Ronicky Doone knew it, and in his wanderings he had known many a yegg, many a robber.

The knocked-out man began to revive and came suddenly to his senses, sitting up and blinking at the dazzling shaft of light. Then he reached for his fallen gun, but the foot of Ronicky stamped over it at the same instant.

All this, of course, from the first snapping on of the light, had filled only a few seconds. Now the calling of the girl broke out clearly upon them as she threw open a door. Ronicky saw her form rushing down toward them and heard the rustling of her clothes. There was the dim flicker of a gun in her hand.

Lady, said Ronicky, holding the electric light far from him, but still keeping it focused on the face of the other man so that his own body would be in deep comparative shadow. Im here for no harm. But mind your gun. If this is Hugh Dawn — if he means anything to you — mind what you do. Ive got him covered!

Oh, dad! cried the girl excitedly. Are you—

Im not hurt, replied the other. Theyve got me, thats all. Stand up?

Stand up, said Ronicky. Are you Hugh Dawn?

The other rose. He was even larger than he had seemed when he was lying on the floor, and his glance wistfully sought his fallen revolver.

Im Hugh Dawn, right enough, he said. I dont figure that you knew that? And he sneered mockingly at Ronicky. The girl, despite the warnings of Ronicky, had slipped to his side. Now he caught the revolver out of her hand and glared at his captor.

I see the gun, said Ronicky. Dont try any play with it, Mr. Dawn. Im sure watching you close. Understand?

The other nodded and swallowed. But there was a desperate determination about his face that made Ronicky uneasy.

Wheres — the chief? gasped Hugh Dawn. Wheres he?

And his glance rolled up and down the hall.

Not here, said Ronicky, but coming.

The other quaked and then shrugged his shoulders.

Well?

Get me straight, said Ronicky. Ive not come here to get you. If I wanted to do that I could shoot you down now. I want something else.

I know what you want, shouted the other, but you wont get it! Not if I have to die ten times! Never!

What youre talking about, said Ronicky, I dont know. Heres my yarn; believe it or not, as you want to! I lay out in a barn tonight, heard Jack Moon and his crew plot to come here and grab you, and rode on around them to give you a warning. Thats why Im here. I tried to get through the door. The lady, here, wouldnt talk to me. I played a hunch that you might be here, anyway. I came back, shinnied up the wall, opened a window, and here I am. Does that sound like straight talk to you?

Straight enough, said the other gloomily. Except that its a lie. Moon and you and the rest — I know Im through with my trail. I know that I got my back agin the wall, but I dont care a rap for you all! I wont beg, and I wont tell you where Purchass hid his stuff. Thats final! Bring on Moon. Ill tell him the same thing!


V. HIS HAT IN THE RING

[image: img24.jpg]

WHAT IT ALL meant Ronicky could only vaguely guess. It was not only the death of Dawn that Moon wished. The renegade also possessed a secret which the outlaws considered beyond price, and for the retention of this secret the man was willing to lay down his life. Naturally enough, the man refused to believe that Ronicky was not an agent of the leader.

Partner, said Ronicky, my names Doone. I aint very well known up around these parts of the range, but down farther south theyll tell you that Im a tolerable square shooter. Maybe I aint any wonder, but nobody that walks on two feet ever accused me of lying. And I give you my word of honor that I got nothing to do with Jack Moon or whatever his name is — him and his men. Ive come here to tell you the straight of what I heard tonight. I rode ahead to warn you to start on your way if you want to start without being salted down with lead.

The other was staggered a little.

How come you to beat out Moon? he asked.

Ive got the fastest trick in the line of hossflesh that ever packed a saddle, said Ronicky proudly. I got half an hour to the good on Moon. But youve used up most of that time already. I say, Dawn, if you want to save your life and your secret, whatever that is, start riding now!

And jump into the hands of Moon the minute I leave the house? cried Dawn, the perspiration streaming down his face. No, sir.

For the first time the girl turned from her father and faced Ronicky. She was not beautiful, but she was very pretty. Her hair was sand-colored and further faded by the sun. Constant exposure had tanned her dark bronze. But her big gray eyes were as bright and as steady as the torch in Ronickys hand. There was something wonderfully honest and wonderfully feminine about her whole body and the carriage of her head. Ronicky guessed at once that here was a true Western girl who could ride like a man, shoot like a man, perhaps, and then at the end of the trail be gentleness itself. She was tensed with excitement as she looked to Ronicky now.

Dad, she cried suddenly, I believe every word hes spoken. His name is Doone. He has nothing to do with the band. And hes come here out of the honest goodness of his heart to warn you of Moons intentions.

Thanks, lady, said Ronicky. It sure does me proud to hear you say that! Dawn, will you come to and see that what she says is the truth? Ill go one further. Now, Dawn, were on even terms. Would one of Moons men put you there?

Hugh Dawn was staggered, for Ronicky had slipped his revolver back into his holster at his right hip. It was worse than an even break for Doone, because Dawn held in his hand, bared of the leather, the light thirty-two- caliber revolver which he had taken from the girl.

Jerry, he said, I dunno — I dunno. Moons more full of tricks than a snake is of poison. But maybe this is square. Maybe this gent aint got a thing to do with Moon.

Then, cried Ronicky Doone, with a sudden passion, for Heavens sake act on it! Jump out of this house, saddle your hoss, and ride! Because Moons coming!

There was such honest eagerness in his voice that Hugh Dawn started as though to execute the suggestion. He only hesitated to say: How come you to do all this riding and talking for me? What dyou get out of it? What am I to you?

Youre a gent with four crooks on your heels, said Ronicky calmly. I heard them talk. I couldnt let a murder be done if I could keep you from it. Thats why Im here.

The other shook his head. But the girl cried: Dont you see, dad? Hes simply — white! For Heavens sake, believe him — trust in my trust. Get your things together. Ill saddle the gray and—

The storm of her excited belief swept the other off his feet. He flashed one glance at Ronicky Doone, then turned on his heel and ran for his room.

The girl raced the other way, clattering down the stairs. Perhaps when she sprang outside into the night Jack Moon and his men would already be there. But she had never a thought for danger.

Ronicky Doone only delayed to run into the front room on that floor — the room from which the girl had spoken to him when he tried the front door — and there he lighted the lamp and placed it on the table near the window. After that he sped down the stairs, untethered Lou from her tree at the side of the house, and hurried with her to the back of the house and the old, tumble-down horseshed which stood there.

Lantern light showed there, where the girl was saddling a tall, gray gelding. She was working the cinch knots tight as Ronicky appeared, so fast had been her work, and now her father came from the house at a run, huddling himself into his slicker.

How could they find out that I come here? he asked. After ten years!

No time for questions, his daughter said, panting. Oh, dad, for Heavens sake use the spurs tonight. Go back. Never return!

And leave you here alone? asked Ronicky sternly. Not when Moon and his gang are on the way. I seen their faces, lady, and they aint a pretty lot! Leave you to be found by them? Not in a thousand years.

She grew a little pale at that, but she still kept her head high. Ive nothing to fear, she said. They wouldnt dare harm me.

Ill trust em dead, not living, said Ronicky. Youre going to ride with your father and on that hoss yonder!

There was a companion to the gray, hardly so tall, but even better formed.

Hes right, said Hugh Dawn. As he spoke he caught saddle and bridle from their hooks and slapped them onto the horse. I aint thinking right tonight. I aint understanding things. Doone, you put shame on me! Of course I aint going to leave her alone!

Ronicky heard these remarks with only half an ear.

He called from the door of the shed, where he had taken his stand: Now put out the lantern! No use calling them this way with a light!

He was hastily obeyed. Through the darkness they led out the two grays beside Lou.

And you, Doone, said Hugh Dawn, who seemed to have been recovering his poise rapidly during the past seconds, ride down the east road. Well go over the hills. Tomorrow Jerry can come back, when its safe. And — Doone, shake hands! I forgive that punch that knocked me cold. Some day we—

Shut up, whispered Ronicky Doone impolitely and with savage force. There they come!

Four ghostly, silent figures, stooping low, advancing with stealthy stride, came out of the pines and slid toward the house. They could not be distinguished individually. They were simply blurs in the mist of rainfall, but for some reason their very obscurity made them more significant, more formidable. Ronicky Doone heard a queer, choked sound — Hugh Dawn swallowing a horror that would not down.

And — and I near stayed there in the house and waited — for this! he breathed.

Ronicky Doone jerked up a threatening fist. Not that there was a real danger that they might be overheard at that distance, but because he had odd superstitions tucked away in him here and there, and one of those superstitions was that words were more than mere sounds. They were thoughts that went abroad in an electric medium and possessed a life of their own. They might dart across a great space, these things called words. They might enter the minds and souls of men to whom they were not addressed. The idea had grown up in Ronicky Doone during long periods of silence in the mountains, in the desert where silence itself is a voice.

That raised fist brought the hunted mans teeth together with a snap. Then the gesture of Ronicky commanded them to go forward, on foot, leading their horses. He himself went last and acted as the rear guard while they trudged out past the horse-shed — blessing the double night of its shadow! — and up the grade, then swerving around among the trees on the narrow uptrail which would eventually take them over the hills. They came even with the side of the house.

Good Lord! breathed Dawn. They sure aint got up that high already — but — theys a light in the front room — your room, Jerry!

I left that lamp, Ronicky Doone told them, grinning. I thought itd keep em nice and quiet for a while and make em sneak up to that door slow and easy, slow and easy — then pop! wide goes the door, and they run in and find — nothing!

He laughed fiercely, silently — no sound coming save the light catching of his breath.

You got a brain, said the rescued man.

Heaven bless you! whispered his daughter.

We can climb the hosses now, said Ronicky, who seemed to have been admitted into the post of commander. No danger of being seen. But ride slow. Things that move fast are seen a pile quicker than things that stand still. Now!

He gave the example of swinging into the saddle on Lou. The girl, as she imitated, went up lightly as a feather, but Hugh Dawns great bulk brought a loud grunt from the gray he bestrode, and the three sat a moment, straining in fear. But there was no sound. The four shadows had melted into the greater shadow of the house.

They began at a walk. They climbed higher on the swinging trail among the trees until they were above another eminence and looked down. The house seemed as near as ever, the trail had zigzagged so much to make the altitude. They could see the front of the building clearly, and suddenly the light wobbled, flashed to the side, and almost went out; then it grew dimmer in the center of the apartment.

Theyve found out the trick, said Ronicky Doone, speaking in a natural voice and chuckling.

Hush! panted the girl.

We can talk out now, longs we dont do no shouting. Theyve sprung the trap, and theyve got nothing! Not a thing! He laughed again.

Thanks to you, partner, said Hugh Dawn. Thanks to you, lad! There was a ring to his low voice.

The girl added a pleasant grace note to what her father had said: To think, she said, that when you spoke from the door — such a little time ago! — I was paralyzed with fear. I thought you were they. I thought they had come for dad! And — well, every day that he lives from now on, is a day due to you, Mr. Doone; and he will never forget. I will never forget.

For some reason that assurance that she would never forget meant more to Ronicky Doone than any assurance from the grown man.

Look here, he said, you dont owe nothing to me. Its Lou that done it. Its Lou that outfooted their hosses and give me the half hours head start. She piled that up inside of twenty miles running, too, and after shed gone a weary way yesterday. Yep, if you got anything to thank, its Lou. Me, I just done what anybodyd do. Ill leave you folks here, he added, as he got to the top of the crest of the hills with them.

Leave us? Oh, no! cried the girl and added hastily: But of course. You see, I forget, Mr. Doone. It seems that so many things have happened to the three of us tonight that we are all bound together.

I wish we were, said Hugh Dawn. But you got your business, lad. Besides, I bring bad luck. Stay clear of me, or youll have the back luck, too!

Ronickys esteem of the man rose up the scale.

Folks, he said kindly, Im one of them with nothing on my hands but a considerable lot of time and an itch for action. Seems to me that there may be some more action before this games done and over, and Id sort of like to horn in and have my say along with you, Dawn — if you want me and need me, I mean!

Dawn answered: Its on your own head, if you do. Doone, Im in fear of death. But — need you? Why, man, I have the greatest thing in the world to do, and Im single-handed in the doing of it. Thats all. But if youll take the chance, why, Ill trust you, and Ill let you in on the ground floor. But if you come with me, lad, youll be taking the chances. Youll be playing for millions of dollars. But youll be putting up your life in the gamble. How does that sound to you? But remember that if you come along with me, you get Jack Moon and his tribe of bloodhounds on your trail, and if they ever come up with you, youre dead. Understand?

Dad, cried the girl, Im burning with shame to hear you talk—

Its his concern! declared her father. Let him talk out. Dyou know what Im talking about? Millions, girl, millions — not just mere thousands! Millions in bullion!

Millions of fun, and Ronicky Doone laughed. Thats what it sounds like to me.

Then, said the older man eagerly, suppose we shake on it!

No, no! cried Jerry Dawn. She even rode in between them.

What dyou mean, Jerry? asked her father impatiently.

Oh, she said, every one has tried the cursed thing, and every one has gone down; and now you take in the one generous and kind and pure-hearted man who has ever come into our lives. You take him, and you begin to drag him down in the net. Oh, Dad, is this a reward for him? Is this a reward for him?

There was almost a sob in her voice.

Lady, said Ronicky Doone, youre sure kind, but Ive made up my mind. Remember that story about Bluebeards wife? She had all the keys but one, and she plumb busted her heart because she couldnt get that one key and see inside that one room. Well, lady, the sames true with me. Suppose I had the key to everything else in the world and just this one thing was left that I could get at; well, Id turn down all the other things in the world that I know about and take to this one thing that I dont know anything about, just because I dont know it. Danger? Well, lady, danger is the finest bait in the world for any gent like me thats fond of action and aint never been fed full on it. Thats the straight of it.

Then, said the girl sadly, Heaven forgive us for bringing this down on your generous heart! And she drew her horse back.

The two men reached through the dark night and the rain. Their wet, cold hands fumbled, met, and closed in a hard grasp. It was like a flash of light, that gripping of the hands. It showed them each others minds as a glint of light would have shown their faces.


VI. A PAUSE FOR REST
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AS THE TRIO plodded on steadily through the night, many things about the father and daughter impressed Ronicky Doone favorably.

There was something so fine, sat naturally well-bred about their whole attitude, that he felt his heart warming to both; and yet there were reasons enough for him to maintain an attitude of suspicion and caution so far as the pair was concerned. He was calling the girl Jerry before the ride was ended; both father and daughter were calling him Ronicky. Those were the chief conversational results of the night.

The ride lasted all the night and well on into the morning. Lou, great- heart that she was, bore up wonderfully. She had the endurance of an Arab horse, and indeed she resembled an Arab in her staunch and tapering build. The big grays struck a hard pace and kept to it, but Lou matched them with her smooth-flowing gait. Her head went down a little as time passed, but when the dawn came, gray and cold under a rainless sky, it showed her still with an ample reserve of strength, while the grays were well-nigh as fagged as though they had covered all her distance of miles in the past twenty-four hours.

For the sake of Ronickys horse, knowing the distance the mare had covered, the Dawns would have stopped the journey for rest, but Ronicky would not hear of it. As he pointed out, Jack Moon could not attempt to pick up the trail until the morning; and then he probably would only be able to locate it by striking out in a great circle with the house as the center of his sweeping radius. If they pushed straight ahead, stopping only when they had put a solid days march behind them, they would doubtless pass well beyond the reach of that radius, particularly since the outlaws would be looking for the signs of two horses instead of three. These reasons were so patent that they were accepted, and so the party held on its way.

By midmorning they came in sight of a village among the hills to their left. Ronicky — because he would not be recognized by Moons scouts in case they inquired after Dawn in that place — rode down into the town and bought supplies; then he rejoined the group on the trail four miles out from the village, and they pressed on for another hour. The sight of a little ruined shack here proved too strong a temptation for them, and they determined to make their days halt. They were too tired to prepare a meal. Canned beans, crackers, and coffee were their portion. They slept wrapped in their blankets.

At four in the afternoon Ronicky wakened to find that Hugh Dawn was already up. He had kindled a fire in the wrecked stove which, without a chimney, stood in one corner of the shack; and now he sat beside it, his hands wrapped about his knees, a big black pipe clenched between his teeth, and his eyes fixed, through the doorway, upon the south trail. The broad shoulders, which could not be pulled forward even by the draw of the arms in this position; the forward thrust of the heavy head and the powerful neck; the solemn and alert expression of the face — all of these things went to convince Ronicky, as he lay unstirring for a moment in his blankets, that his new-found companion was by no means a soft variety of adventurer. The night before he had shown himself in the most unfavorable, and almost a cowardly, light. But no doubt that was explained as a result of a long hounding — explained by the fact that he was returning from safety into a region where his life would constantly be in danger.

Ronicky could not help admiring the quiet with which the man had been able to light the fire and break up wood and handle the noisy plates of the stove without making sufficient disturbance to waken either him — a remarkably light sleeper at all times — or the girl.

She lay in the position she had taken when she first wrapped herself in the blankets, her face turned up and pillowed in the tumbled masses of her hair. But on her lips, strangely enough, there was the smile of complete happiness and joyous dreams. Ronicky saw the face of the father, as it turned for an instant to the girl, soften wonderfully and lose every stern line. Again his heart warmed to the man.

He sat up in his blankets, was greeted by a smile and a silent raising of the hand, and, after folding his blanket, went outside to find water. He discovered a place a hundred yards away, where a little freshet had pooled its waters in a small lake, and that tempted him to a swim. He came back from his bath and shave, and saw that the father had not changed his position. Only iron muscles and a mind wrapped in the profoundest meditations could have kept him in that cramping posture.

At sight of Ronicky he rose, and, crossing the rotted boards of the floor with marvelous softness, considering his bulk, he came out to greet his new friend.

What I been thinking, he said, after he had drawn Ronicky far enough away to be out of earshot of the girl, is that we better get ready for a start and go on, leaving Jerry a note to say that shes better at the house than she is with us. What do you think of that?

Only one thing, said Ronicky Doone, after a moment of consideration. Does Jerry know where youre bound?

In a general way she does.

Then, said Ronicky, if she knows in a general way, shes apt to follow on and try to find us. Or, if she doesnt do that, shell go back to the big house and die of loneliness, wondering whats happening to you. And at the house, who knows if Moon wont drop in on her, and take some means of finding out from her where youve gone — eh?

Itd take torture to get that out of her.

Thats just what I mean.

Hugh Dawn started.

Ronicky explained: I only saw his face once. You must know him a pile better than I do. But I got this to say, that if ever I saw a cold-blooded devil in the form of a man, Jack Moon is him. Am I right?

A thousand times right! and Hugh Dawn sighed. But Ive been so long away — Ive looked back on the West as a place where women at least are sacred — that I plumb forgot what a fiend Moon is. Ronicky, youre correct. We cant leave the girl. But if we take her with us, wont she run into the same danger?

No, because if shes with us shell not have any information to give Moon — nothing to be browbeaten about or hurt. I take it that if he finds us where were going, hell know everything.

I guess so, said the older man, knotting his brows anxiously.

Unless, suggested Ronicky, you can afford to send her back and get the protection of the law for her; but I gather that you dont want to bring yourself to the notice of the law much more than you want to bring yourself to the notice of Jack Moon.

Right! The big man nodded sadly. Thats just the place I stand in. Poor Jerry! Ronicky, theys a curse on this treasure were after. Maybe Jerrys right. I was all wrong to bring you in on it. But, playing my lone hand, I was pretty sure I could never beat Moon. With you I figured that wed all have a chance — of being rich!

Ronicky nodded.

And I suppose you want to know something, Ronicky, about me and the treasure and Moon and all?

I want to know just as much as comes easy for you to tell me, Dawn.

To begin with, what dyou know already?

Only bits that I gathered, which round up to something like this: That once you belonged to Moons crowd. That you broke away from the crowd ten years ago. That in Moons crew the punishment for desertion is death. That you ran out of the country to keep clear of him. That he worked hard to get on your trail all the time. That the minute you got back, he learned about it. That hes trying to kill you now. That you came back here partly because you wanted to see the girl. That another thing brought you back, which was this treasure you talk about. Thats much as I know, or think I know. Am I right? Mind you, I aint asking for a thing that comes hard for you to tell. Every gent has shadowy places in his life. I have em. Everybody has em. The other man drank in the words hungrily.

What youve said, he declared eagerly, makes it plumb easy to talk to you compared with anybody else Ive ever knowed. Ive only got this to say, that Im going to make a clean breast of everything to you. Itll take time, but we got time. Jerry needs another hour for rest. Girls aint like men. They get plumb no-good unless they have their sleep. Speaking of Jerry, I got to say that she dont know the half of what Im going to tell you — and I dont expect her ever to learn anything more from you.

Partner, said Ronicky, I understand.


VII. THE TREASURE TALE
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DAWN CAST ABOUT in his mind for an easy method of opening a rather difficult narrative. It was essential that he should not lose the respect of his new-found ally; for he sensed at once the vital truth that Ronicky Doone could not work for an instant with a companion whom he did not trust.

At length he hit upon a lucky beginning and pointed down the hillside.

You see that old pine tree down there on the side of the hill among the rocks? he said.

Yes.

And you see that other one on the level shoulder? Well, one of em is packed in among rocks and hasnt a square chance to grow; and even when it grows, it pitches out to the side, all crooked. And the other goes up big and straight as a king, eh? Ronicky, its the same way with humans. Take two men of the same kind and give one a chance and one a hard row. One of em goes straight, the other goes crooked. Well, Ronicky, thats my case.

My father built that big house you saw last night, and I grew up in it. He was a moneymaker, an easygoing fellow, too, and he liked to spend money as well as he liked to make it. Mines were his meat, and you know how cheap you regard gold that you dig out of dirt. He treated me the same way he treated himself. I grew up just the way I felt like growing. He didnt make me do anything. I didnt feel like going off to school, and he didnt make me. Result was that I just ran wild, got to be a man, married the finest girl that ever stepped, had a girl born — and then the mines went smash, and dad went smash with them. Left me stranded. I didnt have any occupation. I didnt know anything about ranch work, even. And how was I to support my family? Then came a hard winter. My father and my wife died and left me with the baby girl to take care of. That hit me pretty hard. When your wife goes hungry its bad enough; but when a kid cries for food, it sure cuts you up.

I started out to get coin. And I got it! Tried my hand at gambling, and I had a beginners luck that lasted me two years. Then that luck petered out, and I was flat as ever — and nothing saved of all the money Id made.

When I was down and out, Jack Moon met me. Hed been watching me for a long time like the fox that he is. He saw me going downhill and he waited for the right time. When it came, he was ready. He put up his game to me, and I fell for it. I was desperate, you see? And the way he told me was that I wouldnt have to ride with him moren a couple of times a year. The only hard thing was that, once in the band, I had to stay with it all my life. But even that I was willing to do, because there was Jerry, nearly eight years old, pretty as a picture, and needing a pile of things to keep her happy. So I gave Moon my word and went in with him.

He didnt call on me for six months. Meantime, he gave me money, kept me easy, and built up a big debt that I owed him. End of the six months he called on me. It was a safe-blowing job. I rode with Moon and two others, and I didnt do much but look on; but afterward I got a split on the profits. Well, Ronicky, that night when I saw the soup explode and the door of the safe blown off, it seemed to me I was seeing the whole power of the law blown to the devil. It was moren I could stand. I got Moon aside and told him that I was pretty well tired of the whole thing and I wanted to turn in my share to pay off my debts to him and get myself out of the band. But Moon only laughed at me. He said that every man was a little hard hit his first time out, but afterward he got used to it. Besides, he said that I had the makings of a new leader, if anything happened to him; and he tried to flatter me into being happy.

It didnt work, but he said enough to show me that hed never let me get out of his control. That started me thinking faster and harder than Id ever thought before.

About two months later he called on me. I can see now that he simply wanted to test me out. He said he knew that I was a hard rider and a good shot, and he said, too, that he was going to honor me by giving me the job of running down a skunk that had tried to double-cross his band. This was the story that Moon told me, and Ill try to give you every point just as he gave em to me.

A good many years back, they made the gold strikes along the Jervey River — youve heard about em?

Of course! Ronicky nodded.

Well, those strikes were about the richest ever made, according to what Moon told me. The boys dug out the gold like dirt. They got it by the millions. It was all surface stuff, and the claims gave out quick; but while they lasted — about two years and a half — they were mints. The chief trouble with the mines along the Jervey was that they wasnt any railroad within three hundred miles, and the gold had to be carted out on mules and hosses along the trails across the mountains. Naturally there was a lot of robbing and holdups going on — such a pile of it that nobody could say how much gold was lost or how many men murdered in the business. But Jack Moon says that out of about sixty millions taken from the Jervey claims, not moren twenty millions ever was got across the mountains by them that shipped it out!

Forty millions was lost. Think of that! Youd think that losses like that would have brought out the whole United States army to look after things. But the whole army wasnt very big in those days, and it was tolerable busy with the Indians. Besides, when the stories got East, they werent believed; or if they were believed, nobody cared very much. They were used to hearing all kinds of wild tales about gold coming out of the West, and most generally they figured that the gold diggers were a set of rascals, one about as bad as the other. So nothing was done till the miners done it.

They bore up for a long time, until after a while pretty nigh none of the gold ever got across the mountains. Then they stopped digging and got ready to fight, and they were about as good at one thing as the other. They meant trouble, and they meant trouble in heaps. In a couple of weeks something broke. They sent out a fake gold convoy. There wasnt any gold, but there were ten mules and only ten men — and behind the ten came close to fifty with rifles. Sure enough, the ten were jumped, there was a big fight, and half a dozen of the robbers were shot down. The miners were so mad that they didnt leave em live long. But one gent kept a spark of life, and he lived long enough to tell em that the whole system of robbing was run under one head, and that that head was the gent that was sheriff of the district where the mines was! The skunk had worked a double game and won both ways. His name was Hampden.

Them fifty men went back to the claims and rounded up Hampden. At first he put up quite a talk; but they faced him with the dying gent, and he weakened. He was smooth as oil, but there was some things that he couldnt answer. When they searched his cabin and found under the flooring some guns that was known to belong to gents that had been murdered on the gold trails, they give that sheriff a short time for living.

His nerve held good till they tied the knot around under his ear and got him ready for the swing, and then he buckled. He begged em to give him a chance. He swore that he wasnt any more than a tool, and that the gent that had planned all the organized robbery was really to blame, and that if theyd spare his life hed take them to that gent and they could not only get him that was the root of the whole affair, but they could get the gold that had been stolen — a third or half of it, anyway, because that was the share, he said, that the master kept for himself.

Of course the vigilantes figured this talk to be just plumb fear. Hampden wanted to live, and so he was lying and putting the blame on somebody that didnt exist. Anyway, they cut him short by kicking the box from under him, and Hampden swung still trying to talk and explain as long as he had a breath in him.

Now lets go back to Jack Moon. He heard about this story; and he had an idea that they was something in it. Seems he hunted around for ten years trying to locate who the master mind had been, if there was such a man; and finally he hit on a gent named Boyd Cosslett that lived in a cabin right up on a cliff over the Cunningham River. He was a queer old gent with yards of white beard, and always packing the Bible around and living quiet. What started the suspicions of Moon was that no letters and no money ever come in for old Boyd Cosslett, but every now and then he went down to town and bought supplies, and what he paid down was always raw gold or dust!

Well, Moon had him watched for nigh onto a year, trying to see if the old boy would ever leave his cabin and go out to his treasure — if he really had a treasure buried some place. But nothing happened, so one day he took a couple of the boys, Whitwell and another, and rushed Cossletts shack at night.

The old miser must of had the ears of a fox. He heard em coming. When they smashed through the door, they found him closing something into an iron box on the table. Moon shot him twice with his revolver, but Cosslett lived long enough to snap his box shut and throw it into the river. Then he turned around and laughed and shook his fist at Moon and dropped.

They looked out the window and saw that the box must of fallen straight over the cliff and down into the lake, because thats the place where the Cunningham River widens out and fills the ravine and makes Cunningham Lake.

Cosslett lived about an hour, and Moon tried to make him talk; but the old boy just lay reading his Bible out loud and waiting for death.

After he died, they buried him all proper. Moons a stickler for things like that. Then they went down and dragged the lake to get the iron box, because they figured that it must contain something they could use as a clue to finding the treasure. But the bottom of that lake was thick with mud, and they got nothing but tired arms for their work.

Now, about a month after this Whitwell disappeared, and they didnt find him for a long time. And he stayed away so long that Moon knew he had quit the band. After a while they pick up his trail and find him not far from Cossletts cabin. And there they find him dragging the lake!

Its easy to figure what he was doing. He was trying to get his hands on that iron box of old Cossletts and he wanted to get it for himself and not have to share up with the band. Moon let him stay on there for a month, hoping that maybe Whitwell would find the box; and then theyd kill Whitwell and take the box from him. But Whitwell didnt have any luck, it seemed, so finally Moon came to me and gave me the job of killing Whitwell.

I tried to beg out of it, but there was nothing to do but go and kill or else get killed myself. That was the rule under Jack Moon, and thats the rule under him still.

When I reached Cunningham Lake, I found that Whitwell was gone; but I picked up a fresh trail and followed it two days. It brought me up at last to an old deserted camp, and there I nailed Whitwell. There wasnt anything to it. He was sound asleep in a chair. When he woke up, I had my gun shoved under his chin.

Well, he didnt even so much as blink. He just sat up and grinned at me. First thing he said was: Im ready to divvy up, if thats what you want.

Divvy up on what? I asked him.

The box,  says he. I found it.

That took my breath. Id heard so much from Moon, he seemed so sure that that box held the clue to the treasure, that I gaped at Whitwell. He went on to talk smooth and easy. He figured that Id come along for him. He admitted that I had him, and that I could blow his head off, but what was the good? I told him, and I told him true, that I couldnt kill him, that the job had been forced on me, and that I hated Moon and the rest of his band. That was music to Whitwell. He told me the whole story right off. Hed found the box by dragging. But it was heavy; weighed forty pounds, even if it was small. He tried to break it open, but he didnt have a sledge hammer; and while he was trying to smash the lock against a rock he saw somebody coming up the river road. He took his glasses and made out that it was me.

He knew, of course, why I was after him. He saddled and jumped onto his horse. But he couldnt take that heavy box with him, so he left it behind at Cossletts house and then tore off across the hills. What he intended to do was to shake me off the trail, get some giant powder, return and blow up the box, and then see what was to be seen.

Now he offered to share everything with me. I thanked him, and we were shaking hands to seal the bargain when a gun was fired through the window, and Whitwell was shot out of his chair.

Of course Moon had just been trying me out, and when he sent me on the trail he sent a tried man after me to see what I did. He had orders to simply kill me if I tried to dodge the work. And that was what his man tried to do, because the second Whitwell spilled out of his chair, another shot was sent at me and just clipped through my hair. I dropped to the floor beside Whitwell. My ear was close to his lips. I heard him whisper: Under the veranda,  and then he was dead.

In the meantime, the front door of the cabin opened, and big Si Treat came in. He figured that hed killed us both with those two shots, from the way wed both dropped. There was nothing for it but to get him out of the way. I shot for his legs, saw him go down, and then I scrambled through the door and rode like mad for Cunningham Lake.

But I never got there. Treat hadnt come alone. Moon and two others were with him, and they rode like devils to cut me off. They did it and turned me into the south mountains. For a month they hunted me, and for a month I managed to keep out of bullet range. By that time I was away south, and I saw that the country was too hot for me. I could never get back to Jerry. Theyd watch around her and lay for me. There was only one thing left and that was to get as far away as I could, start to work, and support Jerry.

I couldnt send for her, because the minute she left that devil Moon would trail her to me. I just had to live where I was and work and send her the money to live on. And thats what I did. Ten years of it, lad, without ever seeing her face. But I gave her enough for an education. Then when she was independent I made up my mind that Id come back and risk the chance to get Cossletts gold. I came back then, told Jerry simply that I was in danger from Moon and his band, and started to plan to get to Cunningham Lake and Cossletts old shack. But before I got well started, you know what happened. You arrived in time to drag me out to safety. You arrived in time to give me a fighting chance at that money — and give yourself a chance at the same thing!

And Jerry knows—

Only that were trying to get that iron box. She knows the story behind that, and how Moon killed the old man. She knows that I cant call down the law on the head of Moon because there are complications; but just what those complications are, she cant say. Is it all clear to you now, Ronicky, just how we stand?

All clear, I guess, said Doone. But it looks to me as though theres a trail of crimson, spilled all around that gold of Cossletts. First men were killed so that he could get his hands on it. Then other gents were bumped off because they were his agents. Then Cosslett was killed because he had the gold; and then several other gents were killed because they were trying to find out where Cosslett hid the stuff. Now here we go, you and me, and take your girl with us; and all three of us walk up and rap at the same door. Well, Dawn, it looks like black business to me!

Youre losing heart, Ronicky? asked the elder man gloomily.

Ill stay with it as long as the next man, declared Ronicky. One thing Id like to know. Wont Moon suspect that were heading for Cossletts old shack? Wont he be apt to drive straight for that place and wait for us there?

Its a chance, said Hugh Dawn, but thats a chance we got to take. Moon dont know Whitwells secret. Im the only one that knows it except you and Jerry.

But if he strikes around blind for the trail and doesnt find it, said Ronicky, he might start straight for Cossletts, and then wed simply be running into the trap. Besides, maybe he guesses that you know something.

He guesses that Whitwell knew something, and that Whitwell told me. What it is, he cant guess. But if hes at Cossletts — then thats fate. And if fates agin us, well be beat any way we look at it. But we wont be beat, son. I feel lucky! We can get to Cossletts inside of two hours of hard riding. And Moon aint apt to get there as quick as that. Then a look under the veranda—

But what if somebody else has looked there in the last ten years?

Not a chance. That veranda was built close to the ground. If Whitwell put it there, he must have put it there because he knew nobodyd look there.

Then, Hugh, well start.

Yes. Jerry has rested enough by this time!


VIII. AT COSSLETTS CABIN
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IT SEEMED TO Ronicky that there was more than an ordinary admixture of superstition in the nature of Hugh Dawn. If fate aided him, he would get Cossletts gold. If fate were against him, he would get death instead. So he went ahead blindly trusting in luck. He had made only one sensible provision to meet danger, and that was enlisting the aid of another man, Ronicky himself. The more Ronicky thought of the affair, the more of a wild-goose chase it seemed to him.

Yet he knew that it was madness to attempt to dissuade Hugh Dawn, and he dared not let the big fellow go on with his daughter to face Moon. And face the outlaw chief he knew they would, before the adventure was finished.

Returning to the cabin, they found Geraldine Dawn already up, and they found, moreover, that she had reached the conclusion to which they had already come. She dared not go back and live alone in the big house of her father; a thousand times she would rather continue the trip and face whatever lay before them, than make the return.

Only one thing upset her — what would the people of Trainor say when she did not appear to teach the school? But there was, in the village, a girl who had substituted for her once before during an illness. Therefore the classes would be taken care of. With that scruple cared for — how slight a thing it seemed to Ronicky Doone! — she was ready to face the adventure.

They started on within a few minutes, swerving now to the left and striking through rougher mountain trails. Hugh Dawn had correctly estimated the distance. In the early evening they came upon Cossletts cabin.

It stood in an imposing place on the cliff above Cunningham Lake. On all sides the ground sloped back. There were no trees near, though in all other directions the forest stepped down from the mountaintops to the very edge of the lake.

You see? exclaimed Hugh Dawn. The old boy picked a place where he could look on all sides of him. He wouldnt trust a forest where gents could sneak up on him.

Ronicky smiled to himself. Such reasoning simply proved that Dawn had already convinced himself, and was willing to pick up minute circumstances and weave them into the train of proof.

They climbed the slope and found that ten years had dealt hard with the little house. The roof was smashed in. The sides caved out, as though the pressure of time were overcoming them. But the first place to which they ran, the veranda, showed no opening beneath its floor and the ground.

Hugh Dawn looked at it in despair. The ground, indeed, was flush with the top of the flooring.

I must of remembered wrong, he muttered, but it seems to me that in the old days they used to be a space between the floor and the hill. I dunno how this come!

Ronicky had been surveying the site carefully.

Maybe the house had settled, he suggested. Well tear up the boards and see.

It was easily done. The rotted wood gave readily around the nail-heads, and in a minute or two every board had been torn up. But they saw beneath no sign of such a thing as a forty-pound iron chest. Hugh Dawn was in despair.

Maybe somebody else has lived here and found it and—

He could not complete the sentence, so great was his disappointment. Ronicky, expecting nothing at all, was quite unperturbed. He looked at Jerry Dawn. She was as calm as he, but something of pity was in her eyes as she looked to her father. Was it possible that she, too, saw through the whole hoax and had simply undertaken the ride to appease the hungry eagerness of her father?

Well go inside, she suggested.

They entered the cabin through the front doorway, stepping over the door itself, which had fallen on the inside. All within was at the point of disintegration. The cast-iron stove was now a red, rusted heap in a corner. The falling of a rafter had smashed the bunk where it was built against the wall. The boards of the floor gave and creaked beneath their steps. In the corners were little yellowed heaps of paper — old letters, they seemed. And on the floor beneath the bunk Jerry Dawn found, face down, and yet with every page intact, the Bible which was always mentioned whenever the name of Cosslett was brought into conversation.

When she raised the book, it seemed that she raised the ghost of the old white-bearded hermit at the same time. In spite of the ruin, the terrible scene rushed back upon the memory of each of the three — Jack Moon and his men tumbling through the door — the two explosions of guns — the hurling of the casket through the window — the fall of the hermit.

Suddenly Hugh Dawn shouted in alarm. Making a careless step with his great weight, he had driven his foot crashing and rending through the flooring where rain had rotted away the wood except for a mere shell. He scrambled out of his trap, half laughing and half alarmed.

The old gent had a cellar, said Ronicky, judging by the way your leg went through that floor.

Jerry Dawn looked up from the Bible, whose yellowed, time-stained leaves she had been turning with reverent fingers. The awe went out of her eyes, and bright interest came in its place.

A cellar? she asked. Then lets look at it. Perhaps thats the place where he hid all the gold, dad?

Her father snorted.

Are you trying to make a joke out of this? he asked heavily. Hide the gold in the cellar! Hide fifteen or twenty million dollars worth of gold in a cellar!

Twenty millions? gasped Ronicky, beginning to fear for the sanity of his companion. Are you serious about that, Dawn?

Why not? The band must of took a clean forty millions, and out of everything that they took, that old hawk, according to Hampden, got fifty per cent. He was a business man, right enough! And whats half of forty? Twenty millions, boy!

That hungry glittering came into his glance again, and Ronicky shook his head.

But well see about the cellar. He nodded to Jerry Dawn.

She leaned to see him put his fingers through a gaping crack between boards, work them to a firm grip, and then rip up the whole length of the plank. Below them opened the black depth of the cellar. Ronicky lighted a match and dropped it into the aperture.

Six foot of hole, he announced. Down I go!

Two more boards were torn away, and he prepared to lower himself.

But what good does all that foolishness do? groaned the despairing fortune hunter. If the box aint under the veranda—

Ladies bring luck, answered Ronicky, grinning. Im going to follow her orders every time I get a chance.

And down he dropped into the hole.

Ever hear of such crazy work? growled the father.

But Jerry was becoming interested in the fate of her own suggestion.

Whod put a box like that in a cellar! exclaimed Hugh Dawn. Whod do that — put it right out in plain view!

Plain view? Who suspected a cellar under a house like this until you put your foot through the floor?

Ronicky was lighting matches in the darkness below. Presently he called: I see how come the veranda to be down to the ground level. All the stringers holding up the floor on this side are rotten and smashed over sidewise. And—

He stopped.

Were beat, said Hugh Dawn, before we get fairly started. Ive come back and put my head into the mouth of the lion for nothing. That skunk Whitwell aimed to make a fool of me, that was all! Why should he of told me the truth, anyway?

Because dying men dont lie! shouted Ronicky Doone through the hole in the floor, and at the same time he cast up what looked like a great, rectangular chunk of rust. It fell with a crash onto the floor, the jar of the impact knocking off from its sides long flakes of the red dust, so that the metal looked forth from beneath.

Ronicky vaulted up through the hole and stood exultant beside them.

He did put it under the veranda! he cried. He put it so far under that it rolled right on down into the cellar. And there its laid ever since!

They stood about it in trembling excitement, Jerry so agape with astonishment that it was plain she had considered, up to this point, that the whole story was a myth. Hugh Dawn was beyond use of his muscles. Only Ronicky Doone had not been incapacitated by wonder and excitement.

For unquestionably it was the forty-pound box so often referred to. Even Ronicky Doone was convinced. Of course there was no reason to think that the box proved anything, or that its discovery lead to important things. But as it stood there in the center of the three, a mass of red rust, its presence verified one step in the story of the Cosslett treasure, and thereby the whole trail seemed to be the truth. The rotting strong box was like a fourth presence. Its silence was more eloquent than a voice.


IX. THE IRON BOX
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ITS HEAVY ENOUGH to have a tidy bunch of gold in it, said Ronicky. Lets get her open. Did you bring a sledge hammer, Dawn?

The latter looked at him reproachfully.

Figure Id come on a trip like this without getting a pack ready long before? Nope, Ronicky, I had my pack under my arm when I left the house on the run last night, and the things in the pack are a pick and a shovel and a chisel and an eight-pound sledge.

As he enunciated the last word Ronicky disappeared through the door. Hugh Dawn picked up the strong box and, carrying it outside, had braced it firmly, lock up, between two big stones ready for the hammering which was to open it. Ronicky came a moment later with the hammer.

Now, Hugh cried, brandishing the hammer about his head, look sharp!

He loosed a terrific blow which landed fairly and squarely upon the lock. But the hammer, after crunching through the rust, rebounded idly. The lock had not even been cracked. He whirled it again, again, and again. His back went up and down, and the sledge became a varying streak of light that struck against the box, always hitting accurately on one spot. Ronicky Doone looked on in amazement, and the girls eyes shone in delight at the prowess of her father, when there was a slight sound of cracking; at another blow the box flew open.

Inside there were exposed a few scraps of paper, and nothing else!

Ronicky Doone gasped with excitement. Was it true, then, that what the box was used for was to guard a secret and not money?

Hugh Dawn, panting with labor and joy, gathered the paper fragments in trembling fingers.

Read em, Jerry, he said. I — my eyes are all blurred. Wheres the map, first off?

There were three slips of paper, apparently fly leafs of books torn off, and the girl examined them.

Theres no map, she said. Im sorry, dad.

No map! he shouted. Let me see! Let me see!

He snatched them from her, glaring; then he crumpled the paper into a ball and cast it to the ground.

No wonder Cosslett died with a smile, he groaned. It was only a joke that he locked up in that box and threw away so careful. If ghosts walk the earth, hes somewhere in the air now laughing at me. He looked up as though he half expected to see the old face take form out of the empty atmosphere.

Nothing but a list of names and some figuring, the girl said with a sigh. Im afraid it was only a jest.

Ronicky Doone alone had not seen the writing. He ran a few steps after the ball of paper as it rolled along in the breeze, picked it up, and smoothed out the separate bits. What he found was exactly what had been reported. First there were two slips covered with a list of names and dates:

H. L. L. — September 22. Gregory — May 9. Scottie — August 14.

The list continued, each separate name followed by dates ranging through two years until October of the second year. With this month the dates were crowded together. Half of the first slip and all of the second were covered with names and dates of that month. And last of all was the name Hampden, October 19.

It struck a faint light in Ronickys groping imagination.

Hampden was the gent that run the affair for Cosslett, wasnt he? he asked.

What of it?

Heres his name the last of the lot.

And what does that mean? Hugh Dawn asked.

Jerry Dawn came and peered with interest over the shoulder of Ronicky.

It goes to prove that were working on more than hearsay, the girl said. Goes to prove that there was really a connection between Cosslett and Hampden, and in that case, why, Cosslett is simply a murderous old miser who used other men to do killings so that he could get gold, and who then sat down with his Bible and thought about his ill-gotten gains.

I knew all that before, declared her father. But this is a blank trail, Jerry. Cossletts gold will rest and rot. No manll ever find it — all them millions!

Ronicky turned to the third slip. It was a compact jumble of figures. He read as follows:

(1, 1, 3, 2; 1, 1, 6, 5; 1, 1, 9, 1; 1, 1, 12, 5) (2, 9, 1, 13; 2, 9, 1, 4; 2, 9, 3, 6)

So it ran on through line after line of bracketed numbers with commas and semicolons interspersed.

Ronicky Doone dropped the paper to his side. Dawn, he said, I figure that every word youve said is right, except where you begin to give up hope. But this mess of figures — I dunno what could have been in Cossletts head when he started to make it up. Anyway, it cant do us any good.

He was about to throw the papers to the wind, but the girl stayed his hand.

Just a moment, she said hastily, and, taking the slip which contained the figures, she perused it carefully.

Ronicky and her father anxiously turned toward her. Since both of them were convinced that the trail to the treasure began at the shack of Cosslett, and since there was no possible clue save that piece of paper and the list of numbers, they hoped against hope that Jerry could make something out of it.

If theys any sense to it, said her father, Jerryll get at it. She always was a wonder at puzzles, even when she was no biggern a minute.

The girl raised her fine head, and now the gray eyes were glinting with excitement.

Its a message of some kind written in a code, she announced. Theres no doubt about that.

The two men crowded about her.

You see? she pointed out. There are thirteen of those bracketed groups. Inside the brackets the numbers are separated with commas and grouped with semicolons. I counted the groups set off by the semicolons, and altogether there are fifty-eight of them. Well, the average length of a word is about five letters. Five goes into fifty-eight eleven times and a little over. Thats near enough. Fifty-eight letters to make up eleven words. And those eleven words — since they were locked up so carefully in the strong box — may they not form the directions to the place where the treasure is buried? I admit that I dont see how he could have written complete directions with so few words; but at least it gives us a new hope, doesnt it?

The cheer from the two men was answer enough.

After all, said Ronicky, that leaves us almost as much in the dark as ever. See any way you can get at the code?

I dont know, said the girl, shaking her head. It looks hard. But then, most puzzles seem hard until you get at them, you know; and, once theyre deciphered, they seem so simple that everyone is surprised he didnt see through the thing before. There are lots of ways of making up codes, of course. The oldest way is the worst. You simply substitute particular characters for the different letters. In that way you simply have a new alphabet.

That sounds hard enough to suit me, said her father, peering anxiously over her shoulder at the paper.

But, you see, explained Geraldine, that there are ways of distinguishing letters by the frequency with which they are used. E is used much more than any other letter. Then come T, A, N, O, I, et cetera, in that same order. And—

Where in the world, broke in Ronicky Doone, did you learn all that?

Shes had a pile of schooling, replied the proud father.

Not schooling, Jerry Dawn said, with a laugh. Its just that Ive always been interested in puzzles, and Ive picked up odds and ends of information that way. But to come back to this conundrum. It obviously isnt one of the simple types of codes. Im certain that each group inside a semicolon represents a letter, and not one of the groups is identical with another. So the substituted alphabet code isnt used at all. Outside of that code, there are scores of others, of course. Anyone can make up a code with a little forethought, and probably each code will be quite unlike, in several features, any other code in the world.

Then were through, said her father bitterly. He wiped the perspiration from his forehead.

Please give me a chance to think, pleaded the girl, with a touch of irritation. It isnt absolutely hopeless. At least theres room for work. For instance, inside of each bracket the first letter of each group is the same. And in each succeeding bracket the first letter is one larger. The characters of the first bracket run one, one, three, two; one, one, six, five; et cetera. In the second bracket they run two, nine, one, thirteen; two, nine, one, four, et cetera. And this continues right down to the last bracket, where the first character is thirteen.

But what on earth does that show?

It shows an amateur maker of codes, said the girl firmly. He could have left out the first character in every instance and found it simply by getting the number of the bracket in each case. Isnt that clear? But lets look at some other interesting features. The first character in each group is the same throughout the individual bracket. The second character is also identical throughout each bracket. In the first bracket the second character is everywhere one; in the second it is nine; in the third it is eighteen; in the fourth it is six. Each group is made up of four characters. The first two are regular throughout and follow some definite plan. The third character varies in the first two brackets only. In the first it is three, six, nine, twelve. In the second it is one, one, three. But after that the third character also becomes regular. In the third bracket it is always two, and in the fourth bracket it is always two; while in other brackets other numerals are used, but each is constant throughout the individual bracket. But the fourth character in each group is the variant. It changes continually.

It all sounds like Greek to me, said Ronicky.

I suppose it does, said the girl, but thats simply because you havent worked over things like this before. The regularity of the first three characters of the groups shows me that they are intended as guides. But the actual distinguishing element in each group is the last or fourth character. All of this, I admit, goes for nothing unless I get at some clue to the problem.

Maybe we can help, suggested Ronicky, when it comes to clues.

They are of all kinds, said the girl, these clues I refer to. They come out of the character and life of the man who makes the code, as a rule. This man, so far as I know, was a clever criminal. He also was fond of isolation and the Bible. Perhaps he thought he could read his way out of guilt and responsibility for his sins. At any rate, Im going to think over what I know about him. The whole thing may clear up in a moment.

And she walked away meditatingly tapping the Bible which had belonged to the dead Cosslett.

Shes got book, ter, and verse, Ronicky Doone remarked, with a grin, and, as long as shes that far along shell find the words pretty soon.

These words were hardly out of his mouth when the girl turned on him in a flash.

Do you mean that seriously? she cried eagerly.

Excuse me, murmured Ronicky. I was only joking, and if—

Why not? she exclaimed, more to herself than to him.

Then, to their astonishment, she pushed the paper into the hand of Ronicky and opened the Bible.

Read the first group! she commanded.

One, one, three, two, said Ronicky obediently.

Book one. Thats Genesis. Chapter one, third verse, second word— God.  Ronicky, perhaps we have it, but I mistrust that beginning. People dont begin codes with the word God. But no! What hed used would be merely the first letter of the word. That must be it. The first letter is G. Next?

One, one, six, five, read Ronicky dutifully, but his voice was uneven with his excitement.

Book one, ter one, sixth verse, fifth word! translated Jerry Dawn. And the word is there.  Oh, Ronicky, were lost! There isnt a word in the English language that begins with Gt. But go on.

One, one, nine, one. And dont give up. Were on the track of something!

Hugh Dawn said nothing. He sat on a rock with his head buried in his hands, hardly able to endure the tension.

Ninth verse, first word, A.  Gta. Ronicky, were lost, indeed. That isnt the beginning of any word!

Wait a minute, urged Ronicky, as she closed the book with a slam. Count off the letters in the verses instead of the words. First book, first ter, third verse, second letter. What does that give you?

N.

Now sixth verse and fifth letter.

O.

Ninth verse and first letter.

A.

Twelfth verse and fifth letter.

H. It spells N-O-A-H! Ronicky, we have it!

A groan of happiness came from Hugh Dawn, who rose and came stumbling to them. Steadily the spelling went on, Ronicky, scribbling down the letters as fast as the girl located them.

In conclusion he read:

Noah and the crescent in line with ravenhead and the vixen twenty down.

Noah and the crescent in line with ravenhead and the vixen twenty down, repeated Hugh Dawn sourly. And what the devil good does all the work do when it only brings us to this? Noah and the crescent — twenty down!

He groaned again.

Just a minute more, said his daughter, more eagerly than ever. Doesnt it strike you that those words are like names of places? Noah may be the name of a town. Then The Crescent,  and Ravenhead,  and The Vixen. 

But what good do four jumbled names do us, asked the father.

I have it! cried Ronicky. Its sure plain now that its down in black and white. Get Noah and The Crescent in line, and then get The Vixen and Ravenhead in line. And at the point where the lines cross, dig down twenty feet!

Both father and daughter shouted as the whole riddle became clear.

Heaven bless that iron box! cried Hugh Dawn.

And the hammer that busted it! Ronicky supplemented.

Were rich, went on Hugh Dawn. The moneys as good as ours. We can start planning how to spend twenty millions. Dont I know the old Ravenhead Mountain? And dont I know The Crescent? And maybe theys a couple of smaller mountains around them parts that are called The Vixen and Mount Noah. I dunno. But well start right now for old Ravenhead Mountain!


X. DISASTER
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IN THAT DETERMINATION, however, he was ruled down by Ronicky and Jerry Dawn. For now the twilight was deepening, and the way toward Ravenhead, over rough trails and twenty miles away, according to Dawns recollection, would make bitter work in the darkness. It was determined, therefore, to wait until the morning. With the first gray of dawn they would start, and by that light they should easily manage to get over the trail to Ravenhead by midmorning.

Ronicky Doone estimated the time at their disposal.

We ought, he said, to have the stuff located by tomorrow night, and while were working Jerry can ride over the hills and get a wagon and a team of hosses from the nearest town. Well load and start straight back, and when we get near civilization we can hire enough gents to hold off Moon and his three.

His three? Hugh Dawn groaned. His thirty, more like! Hes got em scattered through the country, son, and he has ways of getting in touch with em pronto. If he got excited about this trail, he might have the whole crowd out combing the country for me inside of twenty-four hours. Still, I think we got time. Hell spend most of today hunting by himself. Tonight hell send out his call. Tomorrow theyll spend getting together. And day after tomorrow in the morning hell be ready to send out his search parties. Ive seen him work that way before. But when he sends em out, well already be snaking south for the railroad, hit it, and slide off east! Ronicky, for the first time in his life Moon is going to be beat! Not a chance in a million that hell ever connect me up with the old Cosslett treasure. Not a chance that hell think Im hunting for it. Hell figure me to be lying out in the hills waiting for a few days. And hell comb the country around Trainor before he steps out farther.

The matter was allowed to rest there. Before the shack of Cosslett they built a fire of the wood which had been torn from the little veranda floor, and there they cooked their evening meal.

It was dark before they had ended. Afterward they went inside the shack. It was possible to clear the bunk and prop up its broken side after removing the fallen rafter. That made a comfortable bed for the girl. As for Ronicky and Hugh Dawn, they would sleep on the floor.

In the meantime, after putting down their blankets, Ronicky declared his intention of taking a ride on Lou by way of a nightcap. For he declared that he could not possibly sleep so soon after their rest of the midday. Father and daughter had too much to talk over to object strenuously. And a moment later he left the cabin. They heard his mare whinny a greeting to him, and then the roll of her gallop passed down the hill and out of hearing. Hugh Dawn listened to the disappearing sound, his head cocked upon one side.

There, he said, goes a queer one!

Queer? echoed Jerry, with a distinct lack of enthusiasm.

Thats what I said. Never saw the like of him yet, and Ive seen a pile of men, rough and smooth and all kinds.

Of all the kinds Ive known, said his daughter hotly, hes the the finest, the bravest, the most generous.

Sure, sure! Hes all of that and more. Im not holding it against him. But hes a wild one, if ever I saw a man!

Wild?

What dyou call it when a fellow hears news about somebody hes never heard mentioned before, and then rides twenty miles and takes his life in his hands to give a warning?

You havent told me yet — so many things have been happening — how you came to catch him in the hall of the house.

I was at the window in the hall. I saw Ronicky climb up the side of the house, but the distance and the dark made it a hard job to shoot from where I was, even though I was sure that he was one of Moons men come for me. I sneaked around into the place in front of the stairs where they turn into the hall on the second floor, and when he came down I flashed the electric torch at him and shot. How I missed, I dont know. But he changed into a wild cat the minute the light hit him. He jumped here and there like a flash, and before I could land him he swung on me and knocked me out. Where he got the muscle to do it out of those skinny arms of his, beats me; but it aint the only thing about him that beats me. Look at the way he talks to his hoss like she was human. Look at the way he goes off riding alone by night!

I can understand everything you mention, replied his daughter.

Sure you can, and Hugh Dawn grinned. Thats because hes smiled at you a couple of times today.

Do you mean to infer— began Jerry.

Dont be proud, chuckled her father.

I never heard of anything so absurd, said Jerry indignantly. Why, I — I dont know the man! Hes a stranger!

Sure. Thats why youre blushing like this. You are your mother all over again, my dear, and she was always forming quick likes and dislikes. Heaven bless her! But me, I take more time to think things and folks over. Youll find out that it pays, Jerry, in the long run.

I dont know what all the talks about, said the girl a trifle uneasily. If you think that Ive been forward with Mr. Doone—

There you go! Her father laughed as he spoke. I will ask you to stop climbing mountains, and you jump over a cliff instead. I dont mean nothing, except for you to watch your ways with Ronicky. You aint an ordinary girl, Jerry, dear. You got more looks than most. Not that youre the most beautiful I ever seen, but you got a downright pleasing way, and when you smile your whole face lights up a lot.

Of course all this is absurd, said Jerry. But if I choose to be courteous to a man who saved your life — both our lives, perhaps — is there anything wrong in it?

Courtesy is one thing; it aint what Im talking about, said her father gravely.

And the other thing?

Well, Jerry, Id a pile rather see you dead than get seriously interested in a gent like Ronicky Doone.

She stared at him, almost frightened.

I see, said he, very grave, that youve been thinking even more than I suspected.

Dad, she cried, this is insufferable. Oblique expressions like these only serve to—

Tie them big words up, brand em, and keep em for the fancy markets, said her father gruffly. I dont foller em easy. Talk plain. Im a plain man. And I tell you plainly that I love you too much to see you throw away time on one like Doone. For why? Because hes a will-o-the-wisp, my dear. Hes one of these gents who go through life without ever settling down to one thing. Hes about what? Twenty-five, Id take him to be. Well, Jerry, hes crammed ten times more fighting inside his twenty-five years than Ive put inside forty- five. A fighting man is like a fighting wolf — theyd better hunt alone!

You dont mean, she said, that hes a gun fighter!

Dont I? Well, honey, you got to learn to use your eyes! What does it mean when a gent carries his holster slung away down low on his right hip sos its just within twitching distance of his finger tips? Aint that to have it ready for a fast draw? And what does it mean when a gents left hand is all pale from being in a glove, and when his right hand is brown as a berry?

Because the left hand is the bridle hand.

Because the right hand is the gun hand, Jerry!

She winced at his surety.

Im as sure of it, said her father, blowing a great cloud of smoke from his pipe, as I am that my name is Hugh Dawn. And watch his hands. Long and slender and nervous. No flesh on em. Hes never made a living by work. No calluses on those hands. Nothing to keep them from being fast as a flash of light — like the hands of a musician, they look to me. Always doing something with that right hand of his. His left hand is used to hanging steady on the reins, and its always lying still. But his right hand aint never still. Its always jumping about and rapping on something, or going here and there and everywhere just for the sake of being under way. Ill tell you why: Because thats the right hand thats saved the life of Ronicky Doone moren once! Its the hand thats got his trigger finger! Its his fortune!

You mean, breathed the girl, that hes a professional gunman — a murderer?

Not a bit! He wouldnt take advantage of his skill with a gun — not to hurt anybody. But Ill wager hes got his man before now. Ill wager that before he dies hell get a pile more. Its wrote in big letters all over him.

Hell change, said Jerry Dawn feverishly. I know that hell change!

Maybe you could do the changing? said her father.

Her flush was at least a partial admission that she had had the thought.

Some girls, said he, are so plumb good that they marry a man for the sake of being close to him and reforming him. Sometimes they do. Ronicky Doone is a fine gent. Brave, honest as the days long, generous. But he aint meant for a girl to love. Im putting it strong. I dont mean that you feel anything like that for him yet. Im just warning you. Because if you just give a gent like that a kind look, you may set him on fire; he starts making love like a fire in a storm; first thing you know, youre engaged. And thats the end. Jerry, youll watch out?

As he leaned earnestly toward her he saw her face whiten, saw her eyes widen. There was a ghost-seeing look about her, and instantly Hugh Dawn knew that a horror was standing in the door of the cabin. Instinctively he measured the distance to his gun. Like a fool he had hung it with his belt on a nail against the wall. It was hopelessly out of arms length.

He turned his head with a convulsive jerk, and there in the door he saw Jack Moon.


XI. THE TRAP
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THERE WAS NO gun in his hand, and yet the man radiated danger. His silent coming, the very smile with which he looked down on them, were filled with terror-inspiring qualities. As for Hugh Dawn, he uttered a faint groan and then whirled out of his chair and stood upon his widely braced feet. Even when Dawn reeled back within reaching distance of his gun on the wall and made a motion toward it, the tall man in the door did not offer to draw his own weapon, but the smile hardened a little on his mouth, and his eyes grew fixed.

Jerry knew that it was Jack Moon. She had never seen his face, never even heard it accurately described; but somehow she knew that the man there in the doorway was the root of all evil.

Suddenly she leaped from the bunk and cast herself before her father. That sudden motion had brought the revolver into the hand of Moon, but it was instantly restored to its holster. The double movement had been merely a flash of light. Such speed of hand was uncanny.

Steady, said the outlaw. No cause for jumping in front of the sneak, lady. I aint going to shoot him right away. Not right away. Maybe never. All depends on how him and me come to agree. Or maybe well agree to disagree. Just you sit down yonder where you were, miss. No harmll come to you. He removed his hat and bowed to her, and in so doing he half turned his back on her father.

She knew that the devilish brain of the man had inspired this maneuver to tempt her father into action. But Hugh Dawn was in no condition to fight. His will was paralyzed. He could not fight any more than the bird can escape from the hypnotic eye of the snake.

They tell hard tales about Jack Moon, went on the big man, thus announcing himself, but they never yet whispered a story about him laying a finger on a woman, young or old. I can tell you to lay to it that youre as safe with me as if you was a six-months-old baby in the arms of your mother. It aint you I aim to talk to — its that!

He indicated her father with a jerk of his thumb. But for some reason his contempt did not degrade Hugh Dawn. The man would fight willingly enough against odds which were at all even. But he recognized the madness of a bulldog attacking a lion. Even as great as this was the contrast, it was not that Moon was so much larger in physical dimensions. But he was made bigger by an inward lordliness that overflowed. The poise of his head was that of a conqueror. His spirit towered above her father like the young Achilles over some nameless Trojan warrior.

I seen the box outside, said Jack Moon. What was in it, Dawn?

There was no resistance in Dawn. He pointed sullenly to the slip of paper lying on the bed — the paper on which had been written the directions for reaching the site of the treasure.

The bandit strode across the room and reached for it, but the girl, with a lightning movement, forestalled him. She swept it up, leaped away from Moon, who followed with a startled exclamation, and, balling the paper to a hard knot as she ran, she reached the window above the lake and threw the paper as far as her strength allowed. The wind was blowing in that direction, and the precious slip would be wafted down to the waters of the lake.

The hand of Jack Moon was checked in the very act of falling on her shoulder and turning her around. But when she faced him, white and drawn about the lips, he was smiling again.

That took nerve, he said, seeing the reputation I got around these parts. But I got to tell you this, lady. It dont do even for ladies to fool with Jack Moon. I dont handle em the way I handle men, but most generally I find ways of makin em behave. Now — and here he turned on Hugh Dawn— tell me what was on that paper!

No, no, shouted the girl. Dont you see, dad, that its the price of your own head?

There you are again, said Jack Moon sternly, seeing that the exclamation had sealed the lips of Dawn as the latter was about to speak. Youll have to learn better than that, lady, before youre with me long. Dawn, will you open up and tell me?

The gun gleamed in his hand. He thrust it against the breast of Dawn.

Now talk quick, he muttered. I know everything, Dawn. Treat heard you and Whitwell, but I want to get the yarn out of your own mouth. Ill tell you this, Dawn: if you open up, maybe theyll be a way out for you!

Dont talk, dont talk! cried Jerry Dawn. Dont trust him, dad!

If you care for your rotten soul, said Jack Moon, come out with it, Dawn!

The latter groaned: What price dyou pay, Moon?

Price? What sort of a price dyou ask?

Freedom, said Dawn. And your word on it.

Would you trust him? moaned Jerry.

Be quiet, Jerry, said her father. No matter what else Moon is, hes a man of his word. Its never been broke yet.

But its seldom given, replied Moon coolly. Why should I give it to you now?

How high, retorted Dawn, dyou put the price on my life?

Prices? I dunno. Prices change. Ive known gents Id shoot as soon as Id kill a dog. Ive known some that would have to pay thousands to buy themselves off. But for a gent thats double crossed me the way youve done — well, itd have to be high!

Hugh Dawn nodded.

How high? he asked.

Everything you got, said the outlaw, would be enough.

To the astonishment of the girl, her father shook his head, puzzled.

You can make your choice, said Moon. Either you turn over the whole Cosslett stuff to me or—

I havent got the Cosslett money. You know that!

Youve got the plan to show where it is.

Suppose the plan turns out wrong?

The admission implied in this question made the eyes of Jack Moon blaze.

By the gods, he whispered, you did get it!

You lied to me, then, growled Dawn. Treat didnt hear Whitwell talk about the box and what he thought was in it!

Treat didnt hear anything. But now that I know youve got the plan inside your head, come out with it, Dawn, and you and me will make a dicker. Wait! Heres something that the rest of the boys have got to vote on. You can thank your stars that Ive got the majority of the crew with me!

He whistled, a shrill, fluting sound long prolonged, and there was a rushing of horses hoofs up the slope to the crest of the hill. Presently the door and the windows were packed with ominous faces, and there was everywhere the glittering of drawn guns. Nearly a dozen men had gathered around the little ruined shanty in the space of a few seconds. Well indeed had it been for Hugh Dawn that he had not attacked the leader when the latter was seemingly alone.

Boys, said Jack Moon to the dark faces which waited silently, all turned toward Dawn and his daughter, Ive run him down, but it seems that he can offer a price. I want to know what figure youd put on his head?

Whitwell was my pal, said a voice sternly. What price was he given a chance to pay? I say shoot the skunk and have it done with.

Another voice growled: What price was Gandil given a chance to pay? Wasnt he a better man than Dawn ever dreamed of being? I say shoot the skunk!

Wait a minute, boys, said the leader, raising his hand. You got as good a right to vote on this as I have. And youre going to have your way. You know I always see to that. But first I want you to know the whole facts. The price that Dawn can pay is the whole Cosslett treasure.

That astonishing news brought a gasp from every member of the band. Evidently Moon had talked about that accumulation of wealth enough to have filled the fancies of his wild followers.

Are you sure of that? asked a number of voices.

Im sure hes got the plan.

And if we dont find the stuff?

Then Dawn dies. Thats easy, aint it? We give him our word that if we get the gold, he goes scot-free. If we dont get it, he dies. Are you with me, boys?

How much, said another voice, dyou figure that gold would come to?

Five millions at least, and maybe anything up to twenty. Hard to believe all the yarns they told about that gold. Sometimes they got so excited they multiplied everything by four. Sometimes they got so careless about gold, and so used to it, that they understated things. I dunno how the Cosslett treasure stands, but I figure on five millions as the least wed get. Think it over, boys! You and me! altogether, make fourteen. Add three more shares for me, which is only my right, and that makes seventeen. Seventeen into five million — how much does that make? Close to three hundred thousand dollars apiece, lads. Close to three hundred thousand! Put that out at seven per cent. That gives you twenty thousand a year. Think it over! Thats the price that Hugh Dawn can offer for his life. The biggest haul that was ever made in the mountains. Twenty thousand dollars to every one of you every year of your lives. Is it worth his life to you, boys?

There was a moment of bewildered silence, and then a mutter of astonishment. Those eyes were calculating, spending, already.

Cut all that down by one third, said Hugh Dawn suddenly. Ive just thought of something.

Moon turned on him with a snarl of anger.

Are you going to bargain with me about it? he asked. Aint you satisfied with having your ratty life?

For the first time Hugh Dawn did not shrink. He met the eye of Jack Moon steadily.

Tell you how it is, he said. I can buy you off with my share of the stuff, and Jerrys share. But she and me aint the only ones. Theys another gent that has to be figured in. Twasnt for him wed never be here. It was him that warned me you was coming, him that got us safely up here, and him that helped us work out the puzzle. Moon, you got nothin agin him, and hes got to come in for a third of everything you get! Understand?

The girl was amazed. Her heart had been sinking, her blood growing cold, in the feeling that her father had from first to last in this encounter played the part of a coward. This sudden defiance of Jack Moon bewildered her. Then she began to make out the reasons for it. It was not the actual danger that terrified her father; he was simply paralyzed by the name and the presence of Moon. The outlaw was as amazed as any one could have been by this resistance, and by the revelation of these secrets.

The gent that warned you? he echoed. Warned you I was coming?

He heard everything. He was in the barn. He rode around you and got to me and fought his way into the house to tell me you was coming.

I got a lot to thank this gent for, said the leader calmly. Him and me ought to be able to come to an understanding. Whats his name?

Ronicky Doone, he called himself. And hes sure a square shooter.

Ronicky Doone? echoed the outlaw. Well, Ill pass the word to the boys that if a gent shows up pretty soon, theyre not to take a pot shot at him. They got a habit of using up ammunition plumb careless that way. Si!

Treat strode through the door.

You remember how Dawn plugged you through the leg? Now you stay here and watch him, Si, and see he dont get loose from you. Understand?

The teeth of Treat showed through the tangles of his black beard and mustache. Calmly he drew his revolver and sat down with the weapon balanced on his knee and pointing toward Hugh Dawn.

The leader left the shack and with a gesture gathered half a dozen of his men around him.

Baldy, you take charge. Take these gents along with you. Post em scattering out along the hillside sos to cover every direction. You heard the name of the gent thats up here along with Hugh?

Nope.

Ronicky Doone! Ever hear of him?

Seems like I have, sort of in patches, somewhere.

If youd ever been down South youd of heard a pile more than patches about him. Hes the most nacheral gun fighter that ever drilled a gent full of lead. Baldy, go out on the hill and watch. Dont shoot till you get him close. And then dont ask no questions. Just blaze away. Im going back inside and tell em that Ive arranged for a nice quiet reception for Doone. When youve dropped him, Ill go busting out and raise the devil, like Id give you strict orders not to do any shooting. Understand?

Baldy whispered an assent.

If you want to have something to give you a grudge agin him, I can tell you that this is the gent that overheard us in the barn, and that rode ahead and warned Dawn we were coming. Now scatter out yonder, and mind you shoot low.


XII. BARGAIN
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WELL GO ON with the dicker, explained Jack Moon, returning to the cabin, as soon as this Doone comes along. Well settle down all nice and peaceable and get to an agreement like friends. Which there aint any reason why we shouldnt be friends, Dawn; and so far as youre concerned, I dont see no reason why I couldnt fix you up with one of my shares of the stuff before were through.

Jerry studied the man with the most intense curiosity. Certainly he was a person of varying moods. Now, when he talked again, she noted that he paid more and more attention to her and less and less to her father, as though he recognized in her a force which had to be reckoned with. According to his explanation, everything would work out smoothly. As soon as Ronicky Doone approached, they would sit down and come to an understanding. He had already sent out his men, he said, to watch for the coming of Doone, and he would be brought in to share the discussion on equal terms. It might be difficult to induce his men, he said, to consent to so large a share as one third going to Doone. But no doubt they could compromise handsomely, and every one would be satisfied.

Yet, while he talked, she branded every one of his words as a lie. Not that she hated him. There was a mixture of respect with the fear with which she regarded him, and where respect enters in, there is never a complete detestation. But it was respect for his cool prowess rather than for his moral qualities. What gave her the chief doubt was that he, having so manifestly the upper hand, should be so carefully considerate of others as he was pretending to be of Dawn, herself, and the absent Ronicky Doone. How greatly would the whole problem of the division be simplified, for instance, if a bullet should strike down Ronicky Doone!

No sooner had the idea occurred to her than she was reasonably sure that it had occurred to the bandit also, and she began to strain her ear painfully for the first sound of the sand and gravel under the hoofs of the approaching Lou. In the meantime, Hugh Dawn had recovered his mental poise to a large degree, and when the leader spoke to him, he was able to answer calmly. He even entered into some details of his experiences in the East since he left Trainor, and told of the hard work which had enabled him to make enough money to support his girl from the distance and send her to school.

But what beats me, said Jack Moon, is that you didnt send for her. Why not, Hugh?

Because, said the other quietly, I knew pretty well that you were watching her close all the time, and that the minute she made a move out of the country youd follow her on the chance that she might be trying to get to see me. If I sent for her, Id be doing the same thing as sending for you.

Jack Moon shook his head.

You see, he complained to the girl, theys some folks that never get over being suspicious. Follow a girl trying to get back to her father? I leave it to you, Miss Dawn, if I look to be that sort of a—

Here she lost track of his words, because far off she heard the hoofs of a horse crunching into the gravel at the bottom of the hill on which Cossletts shack stood. The horse came at a steady and swinging gallop. The picture of Ronicky Doone on the lively mare rushed into her mind. Suddenly she started to her feet and shouted: Ronicky! Danger!

Far away through the night thrilled her voice. Before an echo could pick it up, there was the crash of half a dozen firearms. Then came the rushing of the galloping horse withdrawing, and last of all a far-flung yell of defiance. Ronicky Doone had escaped.

The girl turned from the window.

Is this the square deal youd planned for Ronicky Doone? she asked fiercely. Is this what you did? Ah, I read your mind all the while.

The bandit was shaking his head as though bewildered.

How come all this, I dunno. Maybe when Doone heard you yell he fired, and my boys answered him. Thats human nature, and you cant blame them for doing it, I guess. Eh?

She smiled scornfully.

Treat! called the leader.

When the black-bearded man entered, Jack Moon left the cabin hastily. Ill make out if the fools have done any harm to him, he called back to Jerry Dawn.

Once outside, however, he broke into a run, cursing under his breath, and so came to the group of Baldys men making slowly back toward the cabin. Jack Moon plunged through their midst until he came to his lieutenant, whose shoulder he gripped with fingers of iron.

Curse you for a fool! he said bitterly. I told you to hold your fire till you were sure of him!

Then why didnt you keep that she-devil from screeching? He was about in point-blank range. I was all ready to give the signal, and then she yelled, and he turned.

Did you drill him at all?

What chance did I have in this light? Even the stars are dim. And he started his hoss swerving. No more chance of dropping him than there was of killing a cloud shadow. He was gone, and that was all there was to it.

Jack Moon cursed again, and without further speech he turned on his heel and strode back for the cabin.

But he was smiling again when he got to the place.

Just as I figured, he said. When you yelled you scared Doone into pulling his gun and shooting at the first shadow he saw, and my boys figured he was shooting at them, so they gave him a volley. That was all they was to it. But he got off without being hurt. He went on soberly: But this messes things up. Most likely this Ronicky Doone will send back for help to get you folks free. That being the case, we got not a ghost of a chance to get to the treasure. He knows the secret, and hell lead all the men he can raise straight to the spot and keep me off; and that, Dawn, makes it pretty hard on you, Id say — pretty hard!

His eyes bored cruelly into the eyes of his intended victim.

There goes your price that you was going to pay, he continued. There it goes up in smoke. Before morning Doone will have fifty men headed for the place!

Hugh Dawn raised a hand.

Gimme one minute alone with you, he urged.

The leader assented, and Dawn stepped out of the door and into the darkness.

You dont need to have no fear of Doone, he said, as soon as they were safely out of earshot of the girl. He knows that I aint much more of a friend to the law than you are. He knows that I cant have a sheriff asking me questions. He knows, besides, that I was a member of your crowd once.

You think, for your sake, hell let five million dollars go?

I dont think. I know, replied the other. Thats the kind of a gent he is. Not ordinary by no means, Moon.

What dyou figure on doing now? What am I to do? Take a chance that this man-killing Doone, that Ive heard about, wont call in a crowd to clean up on me? From what Ive heard about him, Dawn, hed rather find a fight than a million, and when he gets a chance for fighting and money at the same time, why, hell just start and run amuck. Im talking to you straight, son, because I dunno how to figure. You know him, and I dont.

Ill tell you this, said Hugh Dawn, knowing that in spite of the quiet of Moon, the subject up for discussion was whether or not he, Dawn, should be killed and left or whether the outlaw should bargain his life against his secret. Ill tell you this: Ronicky Doone wont make a move to get help, because he knows that the minute he shows up with a crowd behind him, the first thing youll do will be to plug me.

Is he as fond of you as all that?

Moon, this gent Doone is a killer. I guess you know that already, but if you dont know it, Ill tell you. But besides being a killer, hes as square a shooter as ever I seen! He shook hands to go through this game with me, and hell go through thinking just as much of my skin as if it was his own. You can lay to that positive. I know!

There was something entirely convincing about his manner of speaking. And indeed he was one of the few men in the world whom Moon was willing to believe, at least in part. He stood somewhat in awe of the honesty of Hugh Dawn. This was the only man that had ever come into his clutches and escaped unstained by grim crimes. There was not another man in his band at the present moment that had not committed at least one murder or participated in a killing. Dawn alone had withdrawn from the horrible necessity of obeying the leader, even though he knew that that withdrawal drew down the vengeance of the band on his head.

Hugh, he said at last. Im going to take the chance. The stakes large enough to make it worth while. Tell me the secret you learned out of the box, and Ill give you my word and my hand, before we take another step, that no harm shall come to you from me. Will you do that?

And Doone? insisted Hugh Dawn stubbornly.

Doones share? The best I can promise is that Ill get the boys to vote him as much as I can. Will that do?

Itll have to, admitted Hugh Dawn. And heres my hand, Jack.


XIII. TRAILING
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THE WHISPER OF bullets about his head, as he whirled his mare down the slope of the hill, had given Ronicky Doone a veritable volume of explanations. The number of the guns and the girls shrill cry of warning to which he owed his safety, were ample testimony that Jack Moon and his band had reached the cabin and captured the rather and daughter.

But had they spared the girl and killed the man, as it seemed that their most logical course of action would dictate? That problem filled the mind of Ronicky as he scurried away to the safety of the trees and the darkness. And it stayed with him during the long vigil of the night.

If Hugh Dawn were dead, then the great necessity was to gather other men at once and free the girl from Moons band. But if there had been a chance for talk, it stood to reason that they could bargain with Moon, the treasure against their lives. If he rashly brought on a posse to free the prisoners, it also stood to reason that Moon would kill Hugh Dawn before he fled from the power of the law.

He reviewed the case, in fact, exactly as Hugh Dawn had prophesied he would. The best conclusion to which he could come was that he had better linger on the outskirts on the march of the outlaws and do them what damage he could until he had reduced their numbers, or until he found an opportunity of making a dash to win the freedom of the girl and her father in case both were alive. What he chiefly worried about was the man, for he knew Westerners and their ways well enough to understand that a girl need have no fear, so long as she was in their midst. The most they would do would be to keep the pair for some time in their company until they had reached a far portion of the mountains, and then they would send her back. But even on the point of their treatment of the girl he could not be sure, for his memory of the pale, handsome face of Jack Moon brought up the most evil forebodings. The man must be capable of any crime.

With these thoughts to disturb him, Ronicky passed a miserable night, and in the first gray of the dawn he made out, from the shack on the hill beside Cunningham Lake, the signs of preparations for breakfast.

His own meal consisted of hard-tack, while Lou grazed in a meadow of rich grass which he had found behind the outskirts of the trees.

The meal on the cliff was followed by saddling and mounting, and now Ronicky strained his eyes from the covert of the trees as he had never strained them before.

He could not distinguish faces. But he made out the form of the girl on her gray horse, placed about halfway down the long procession, and beside her rode another figure on another gray horse. It must be her father.

He waited, however, until the whole cavalcade had moved on. There were now fourteen men besides the girl and her father; evidently the whole Moon band had assembled at the Cosslett cabin during the night. The thirteen were led by one so formidable as lack Moon. It was indeed a Herculean task even to dream of thwarting so many practiced fighters. And yet the eyes of Ronicky Doone gleamed with evil desire, and he caressed the butt of his rifle. Rapid fire might greatly reduce that company, but at the first shot he knew another bullet would be driven into the body of Hugh Dawn.

He dismissed all shadow of doubt as to whether or not Hugh Dawn lived by climbing into the saddle on Lou and riding to the cabin. There he made a careful search for crimson stains, and, finding none, he was certain that there had been no death in Cossletts shack.

It needed a long detour to the left to come in sight of the riders again. He picked them up in the midst of a difficult trail, almost blind, that ran among the mountains north and west. The direction made the heart of Ronicky leap, for it convinced him that Jack Moon had at length learned the secret of the treasure. The bargain had indeed been made!

After that Ronicky hung less closely on the heels of the riders. It was a needless courting of danger, and if the distance to the burial place were twenty miles, as Dawn had estimated, he need not dog their footsteps every inch of the way.

He contented himself with coming into view only occasionally, weaving from one side of the trail to the other so that, in case he had been seen and a small rear party were detached to take him, he would not be located in the expected place. But always, when he had a chance to count the numbers of the procession, the original fifteen came to view.

It was mid-morning when they debouched out of the upper mountains into a steep-sided hollow. To the southeast a narrow, deep ravine carried out into the distance the waters of a little creek which flashed with arrowy swiftness from among the pines of the northern slope. Wood, water, a shelter from the winds — what more could man wish for in a camping ground? The existence of the trail across the mountains was readily explained by the pitted sides of the hollow. There had been mines here, many a year before, and the trail had been worn by the hundreds of pack mules and horses; rocks had been cleared away here, trees hewn down there.

Ronicky was in time to see the procession turn into a mad rush for the bottom of the hollow as soon as the crest was topped. Helter-skelter down the side they rushed, and in the bottom land below he saw them dancing like mad creatures as they flung themselves from their horses. Only the two figures on the grays retained their saddles. The rest seemed to be intoxicated, and no doubt this was the gold-madness taking hold of them.

After the first frenzy they were seen to be swirling around a central, commanding figure seated on a bay horse of unusual size, and Ronicky did not need a field glass to pick the man out as Jack Moon. For this was the directing mind which presently sent men scrambling here and there. He himself joined the workers, and after a time Ronicky could make out that they were lining up two tall mountains to the north and crossing this line with another drawn through two other peaks in the east.

If he had doubted before, this work convinced him that he was right. Yonder sway-backed mountain to the east — that was unquestionably The Crescent. After a time, on the far side of a little mound in the hollow, three shovels and as many picks began to flash rhythmically and swiftly. The task of digging had commenced.

Most of the party remained here. But Jack Moon, the Dawns, and two more men rode up the course of the creek and disappeared under the pines, obviously in search of a good camping place. Ronicky turned Lou to the left and cut around the hollow to make out what luck they had.

He left Lou a short distance back in the woods, after he had come reasonably close to the course of the brook, and went out cautiously on foot. It was not hard to skulk safely through the forest, since there was a dense growth of virgin wood in many places, and, in others, thickets even more favorable to secret approaches. So he came to an opening in the woods and found there the whole party which had climbed from the hollow. He was quite near — not more than a hundred yards away, perhaps; and he made out the face of Hugh Dawn for the first time, standing beside Jack Moon.

Around them spread five little shanties which in the days of the mines had been put up by the laborers close together for the sake of sharing the advantages of the natural clearing and enjoying one anothers company. Time had not completely ruined the little buildings, for they were of logs, rudely squared to be sure, but put together solidly enough to stand another generation, perhaps. The two men of Moons band who had joined the party of exploration were already busy clearing some fallen logs to the entrance of one of the huts.

This was as much as Ronicky desired to learn. Before late afternoon the hut would be occupied, the horses picketed in the rich surrounding meadow, and the whole band quartered at ease. Ronicky could not but admire such a faultless system as this. The chances were that they would be able to get down to the treasure by the digging of a single day. But if they did not, here he was equipped with a flawless camp. It was a part of good generalship.

With this much ascertained, Ronicky started back to find Lou and locate some close quarters of his own in the near distance.


XIV. THE FIRST ATTEMPT

[image: img24.jpg]

THE HOLE WAS deepening rapidly. The few hours of work had brought about amazing results, for the ground in this place was a loose mixture of sand and gravel; without using picks to loosen it first, the men simply shoveled as fast as their arms and backs could swing. They had made the first cut amply wide, and now, narrowing the pit at the depth of twelve feet, they left a ledge onto which the diggers cast up the dirt while two men on the shelf tossed it up again in relay to a great heap which was growing on the lip of the cut. They were down sixteen feet, and who could tell when a thrusting shovel might strike the treasure? So they were working like mad, never speaking, never even pausing to wipe the dropping sweat from their faces. Only the occasional grunt of effort rolled up, hollow and dull-sounding, from the deep hole.

Go up the hill and bring Dawn and his girl, said the chief. Ought to be getting close to twenty feet now, and I want em to see as much as we see.

Accordingly, a messenger hurried up the course of the creek to the hut and returned to Dawn and the girl. In the meantime, the men had been arranged in four shifts by the leader. Three men were always on guard, overlooking the hole and at the cabins. Three more dug in the pit, and six were kept in reserve. Every half hour the shifts changed. The workers from the pit went up to stand their guard. The guard came back to wait for a turn in the pit, and three fresh men jumped down to take the shovels whose handles were kept warm from the friction of labor.

Meanwhile Dawn and Jerry arrived.

A tape was now run down the side of the pit, and a shout of exultation announced that they had cut a full nineteen feet. They gathered in a rush around the edges of the hole, so close, indeed, that the lip of the pit caved under one man and precipitated him, tumbling and yelling, to the bottom. But he came to his feet, snatched the shovel from the hands of a tired worker, and himself assailed the bottom-ground with fury.

The dirt came up in a steady shower now, and there was no sound but the ringing scrape of little stones on the thin metal of the shovel blades as the gravel was flung high. The watchers swayed and stooped in harmony with the workers, as though by joining the rhythm they were joining the labor and helping. Now the tape measured twenty feet at the edges of the hole. In the center it reached to twenty-one.

The laborers paused. Of one accord they raised their gloomy faces to the watchers above. Then, with not a word said by those above or those below, the task began again. Two more feet the hole was sunk. And then, uncalled, the men in the pit clambered to the surface, bringing their tools with them.

Solid silence continued. The digging of the hole had brought the thought of the golden hoard close to every one. For an hour, every time a worker had thrust in his shovel and turned the edge against a solid rock, he had jerked it out expecting to find the tip bright with glittering yellow. At length:

We must of made wrong measurements, said Moon. We sure must of got the mountains lined up wrong, boys!

No one else ventured to answer until Silas Treat spoke.

Jack, he said, I looked over those sightings. I got em lined up proper. Theres The Vixen; theres The Crescent, and the point at the left is the peak of The Crescent. Theres Mount Noah, and theres The Ravenhead. Dont I know this country like I was born and raised here? No, sir, we sure got the right peaks lined up, and we sunk the old hole moren twenty feet. Jack, they simply aint no treasure here, and old Cosslett, cuss his white-livered hulk, had a laugh at us while he was dying! Wish I had him here now, so I could plug him once more myself.

Afterward, Jerry Dawn wondered why that brutal speech did not shock her. But at the time she was intent on only one interest — gold! She paid no attention to even the surly faces around her. Here was a problem, and the reward for solving it was thousands of pounds of solid gold. She could not doubt that the treasure was buried in this vicinity. The slip of paper and the figures on it had been real; the code could not have lied to her.

But suppose, she said at length, that Cosslett didnt know this country as well as you, Mr. Treat. To him it might be impossible to calculate which tip of The Crescent is the highest. It lies there like a new moon, on its back. Suppose he took the other tip as his guide and lined it up with Mount Noah beyond. That would bring the line farther over to our right.

She began walking, climbed a little mound, and stood on the top of it, shading her eyes and peering under the flat of her hand.

Heres where the line would fall, Mr. Treat. And surely the chance is worth trying. I know we cant fail.

The black look with which Jack Moon had been regarding Hugh Dawn cleared a little.

Boys, he said, shall we try it? Not now, because weve done a days work already, and nights almost here. But tomorrow?

The expectant face of the girl had produced the inevitable reaction. The gold fever, which had exhausted them with the first great disappointment, returned with new force. There was but one gloomy voice of foreboding.

Heres the place, right enough, said Silas Treat, following the girl and, like her, squinting to line Mount Noah with the south crest of The Crescent, but look here. How come old Cosslett was so strong he could bury his gold under rocks like this one?

He pointed to a great boulder on which he was standing. He leaned and laid hold on a ragged projecting edge. The rock did not move.

Cosslett wasnt never the man I am, he declared. If I cant budge this rock, how come it that old Cosslett could ever have put stones like this in the way?

He might have had other men working for him, answered Jack Moon. That aint hard to explain.

Hire gents? Gents that would know where the gold was buried as well as he knew? That dont sound like Cosslett! He always played safe!

Maybe when the hole was dug he just up and plugged em and buried em on top of the money, suggested Jack Moon. That sounds reasonable.

Maybe its got a reasonable sound to you, Silas Treat returned gruffly, but its got a devilish bad sound to me. Anyway, if you want to dig, Ill bear a hand. Only, how come these big rocks here?

Jerry Dawn pointed up the nearest side of the hollow.

See where the trees have been torn away along the hill by a landslide? she exclaimed. That same landslide must have rolled these rocks down. It made the mound, too. And well have to dig through the mound and then twenty feet beneath it. But I know that the gold is here! I feel it!

Thats what all green hands at prospecting talk like, declared one of the men.

The girls talking sense, though, retorted another. More sense than ever come out of your head, Nick! Well make that try, Jack!

Good! the leader said.


XV. MOTIVES AND MEN
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THE DIRT BEGAN to crash back into the hole as Jerry Dawn turned away and looked upon the ending of the strangest day of her life. All the forested sides of the evergreen hollow were gilded now with sunset colors falling on the trees, crimsons and golds of exquisite dimness, pastel shades almost too faint for the most exact eye. Beyond, the greater mountaintops walked up to the brighter color of the horizon sky, and to the zenith was an infinite reach of the eye — the purity of blue distance.

The girl drew close to her father with a chastened heart. Looking into his seamed, sorrow-worn face, she was able to understand those wild moments of his younger life which now placed him in peril. She was able to forgive the cruelty of carelessness and neglect which had broken the heart of her mother. For the big man was only a product of this big country — intense in passions, big of will, great of heart, and sublime in indifference.

Such men are needed to make the Western mountains, she thought. If she were able to extend her influence around him, how vitally he might be changed, and in how short a time! His had been too muscular a nature to submit to life and gain lessons from it in his youth. The milder hours of receptivity were reserved for his maturer years. She looked on him with a touch of pity, a hallowed emotion; she looked on him as she might have looked on a child.

His face, also, had been raised as he followed her glance to the central sky. But when he looked down to her he murmured: Well, Jerry, heres another day ending, and Im still alive!

She only took his hand in both of hers and gripped it hard. Her finger tips closed over deep, stiff calluses. However wild he might once have been, he had proved his worth by the bitter labor which earned money enough to give her a schooling. Through her mind flashed in swift procession, memories of the letters which had come to her from the East, never with an address to guide her answer, for fear that that address might become known to Jack Moon.

Each letter had contained a money order; and about each money order was always wrapped a bit of paper over which, in a sprawling, stiff hand, were traced a few formal words. Their formality she had not been able to understand until she grew much older. And then she knew that it is typical of the uneducated. The written word is to them a fearsome thing. Their thoughts come forth haltingly on paper. They blush at attempted tenderness. They feel that they are addressing the world, and therefore they write to their nearest and dearest as though they were writing to strangers.

She was still thinking of these things when she heard the deep and musical voice of Jack Moon behind her. It was a voice rare indeed! It might have been used to move thousands of men. And always when the man spoke she was conscious of the strong mind, the strong will behind the words. There was ever something about Jack Moon as strong as his muscles, as big as his body. Beyond the power of the flesh there was a secondary power of the spirit. The longer she saw him, the more she knew of him, the greater seemed the extent of the undiscovered bourn behind his eyes.

He was giving his orders for the night, and he issued them with a military precision. To some he gave the task of collecting wood for the big camp fire which was to be built in the central space among the huts. Others still would care for the unpacking. A third crew would do the cooking. And finally the fourth would relieve the two watchers in the forest, who were keeping ward against Ronicky Doone, and would call them toward the cabins, where a fresh guard must be mounted all night to keep off the expected marauder.

With this accomplished, the bandit leader overtook Hugh Dawn and his daughter.

You, Dawn, he said gruffly; maybe you think you got a free ticket to chuck and bed and everything, eh? Not a hope of that, son! You mosey along and do your share. You can help the boys with the unpacking. Treat will give you orders just what to do. And mind that you keep in sight. No trying to run off through the trees. Treat has a terrible nervous trigger finger. Now off with you! Go tell Treat that I sent you!

Hugh Dawn cast a glance at his daughter and then departed.

And now, said Moon, his voice changed adroitly to fit her hearing, I got a chance to talk to you private. I been wanting to all day, but one thing or another kept coming up. What I got to say is this: Me and the boys all like you fine, and we aim to give you as good a time as we can, considering everything.

She turned a little and looked him squarely in the eye, smiling whimsically.

I suppose, said Jack Moon, grave before her subdued mirth, that that sounds pretty queer to you. I suppose that you got us all wrote down as man- eaters that do a couple of murders before breakfast to work up an appetite. That it?

She examined him somewhat cautiously. She had always thought that the fellow was far too intelligent to have any illusions about himself or about what others might think of him. Now, searching for a trace of stupidity or of weak conceit, she was unable to find it. She saw a noble cast of features, strange only in their unvarying pallor. She had heard of men like this before, whose skins were apparently impervious to the burning rays of the mountain suns, but Moon was the first she had seen.

Aside from his complexion, however, there was nothing curious about his make-up. The mouth was generously large, and formed with a promise of sensitiveness. The chin was cut in a manner to suggest plenty of solid bone beneath. The nose was straight, large enough to give dominance to his face, but perfectly formed. The eyes were large and well separated, and they looked straight as the flight of an arrow. The forehead above was magnificently high and broad, and crowning all was a luxuriant mass of chestnut-colored hair. His face, indeed, was like his body, flawless in proportions; and the unmanageable hair suggested the mane of a lion — a leonine head, a leonine nature formed to command. By his looks, by his voice, by his glance, he could have been picked among ten thousand chosen men.

It suddenly came to her that perhaps such a fellow, framed for superiority, might have chafed against the bonds of society, learned the fierce empire of the outlawed world, and broken away to it.

I thought, she said, deciding that frankness was entirely permissible with such a man, that you would understand everything. I thought you wouldnt make friendly speeches that seem to require friendly answers. Because, you know, I have to do what Im expected to do. If you want friendliness, Ill have to act the part. Is that the order?

He smiled again, enjoying her mood.

Whats always queer to me about folks like you, he said, clean-bred, clean-raised, clean-taught, is that you aint got the imagination to put yourselves in the boots of the other fellow. You see, we know were a hard lot. We know you know it. But we figured you to have a sense of humor, lady. We figured youd be able to forget what cant be helped for a day or two, and make yourself sociable. Understand?

Back in the old days they had what they called The Truce of Heaven. I think it lasted from Thursday nights to Mondays. I dunno for sure, but a schoolteacher told me about it once. Those were the times when every gent done his bit of fighting pretty regular and counted a week lost that didnt see him whaling away at some other gent in armor. Well, when Thursday night come, they quit the fighting. They laid off their armor and called on their enemies and sat down and had a smoke together, so to speak — because they wasnt any use talking mean and acting mean between Thursday and Monday. Well, I thought it was kind of the same way with us. Suppose it takes us a couple of days to dig that next hole. Does it pay for us to keep our claws out all the time during them two days? Cant we use the velvet paw, lady? Cant we call it The Truce of Heaven till we sink that hole and find out if the treasure of Cosslett is down under it.

And if the treasure isnt there?

Then out come the claws. I have a bargain with your father, lady. You know that!

She shuddered.

But thats a good way off — two days, three days — three centuries! he suggested.

She nodded, intensely curious at this working of his mind.

Youd gain one thing, he said. If youd give me your word not to try to leave and get to a town through the mountains, Id parole you. Savvy?

You would accept my word? she queried.

As free as youd accept mine, he answered at once.

She bit her lips to keep back the smile.

I know, he said. But when you come to think it over, you would take my word on anything. Go all through the mountains. Thats what Im known as — a gent that never busted a promise. Lot of other things charged up again me, but never a real promise that Ive broke.

For instance, she said, last night you promised that Ronicky Doone would be received as a friend, and yet your men opened fire on him!

Sure, he replied, absolutely unabashed. I just stated that hed be received that way. I didnt promise. I didnt take no oath. I didnt give anybody my hand on it.

She observed the distinction with a thoughtful mind. There was a distinction. Even the low took heed of the difference between an oath and a mere given word.

Its hard for me to sympathize with that viewpoint, she said coldly. In my world we could not call it fair play.

Im not asking for sympathy, he replied readily. Not a bit. I aint asking you to step inside my world. But I want to find out if my world is so plumb far away from yours that you cant even see it through a telescope, so to speak. Is it?

No, she said, I think I can understand a good many things. And Ill give you my word that I wont attempt to escape until—

He did not wait for her to finish the difficult sentence.

Mind shaking on that? he said.

No.

They shook hands. His palm was as soft as a womans, well nigh. No labor had ever hardened it. For some reason the touch of that hand convinced her more than a thousand words, a thousand deeds, of the essential evil of the man.

This is fine! he said. Well have a couple of good days out of this. Why not? Every minute you save out of being sad is a minute thats gained.

But what if sorrow comes afterward?

Well, what happens tomorrow doesnt change what happens today.

It was the root, she felt, of his philosophy.

I suppose not, she said cautiously. Then she became frank again. After all, he was distinctly worth frankness. Good or bad, he was a man. Everything is very new to me here, as you understand. Im trying to make it out.

I wish youd postpone judging me for a while, he begged. Will you do that? I know its hard for you to make me out. You cant know how a gent gets hungry to be free.

I think I do know, she insisted. Ive met Ronicky Doone, and if ever there was a man who lives to be free, it is he!

Her head went up with her enthusiasm; his head went down in thought, and he examined her with a keen glance.

You figure hes a lot better than the ordinary, eh?

Dont you? But then, you dont know him.

Lady, said the other, I know him like a book.

Youve met him?

Never laid eyes on his face.

You admit it!

I dont have to. Ive heard about him. Hes too important for me not to have heard. Gents like him and me cant live within a thousand miles of each other without knowing what the other fellow is.

But he doesnt know you.

Sure he dont. Thats where hes weaker.

Ah! Weaker?

Thats what I said. Hes got his parts. But hes too much of a fighter to be at the top of any game.

It was so absurd that she laughed. You object to fighting? she said.

I wish youd try to understand, he said, irritated. You can if you want to. But you cant get all I mean with the first jump of your mind, every time. Sure I object to fighting. Thats a last resource. Gents that do nothing but fight their way into trouble and out of it are like wolves. No better. Theyre beasts. Maybe fine beasts, but beasts just the same. What makes men different? Brains, lady, brains! It aint how hard a gent can hit or how quick and straight he can shoot. Its what hes got above the eyes. Understand me?

Of course I understand you; and of course I agree. She was piqued by his bluntness. And yet at the same time it made her wish more than ever to have his respect. The respect of Jack Moon! Afterward, she would marvel at herself and her mood during that talk! But you have to admit that it sounds queer coming from Jack Moon.

Sure — Jack Moon the way you know him now. Not the Jack Moon I hope youll get to know.

Do you really want me to know you? Wouldnt you be less strong, less invincible, if any one really understood you?

You wont, said he calmly. But Im going to show you my insides if I can. The more you show of yourself the more people miss you.

Where are your weaknesses? she said.

Thats asking. But Ill tell you. Im vain. I like to be flattered.

But you intend to be forearmed, I see!

Dont do any good to be prepared for a thing. Thats my weakness. Youd laugh if you knew the way it works. Aint a man in my crowd that I dont want to have respect me. If I cant get em to love me, I want em to fear me; and you can lay to it that they all do!

And that flatters you?

Of course. Take you, for instance. If I cant make you like me — like to talk to me; of course I dont mean anything moren that — then the next best is to have you shake every time I come near you.

She looked at him out of narrowed eyes. And she knew that the fellow was actually telling the truth! And yet the door he had opened let in only enough light upon his involute nature to give her a deceptive feeling of knowledge. The main theme — the key to the mystery — was still farther beyond.

A little knowledge is a dangerous thing, Im afraid, she said. Im not going to use what I know.

Thanks, said the outlaw. Here we are almost home!

The clearing of the shacks was before them, and the crowd, which had hurried on ahead of them, was already busy at twenty preparations for the night and the evening meal. The sunset was touching only the tops of the trees now. All beneath was swiftly deepening shadow.

However, she said as a parting shot, Im going to maintain that there are two types of freedom — yours and Ronickys!

You know him well enough to call him Ronicky?

Yes.

And he calls you Jerry!

Why not?

No harm. Well, I tell you what: I could take this Ronicky Doone and wind him around my finger. I could make him my man! I could get him into my crowd if I wanted to!

She flushed with her anger.

Thats simply impossible! Ronicky Doone? Hes the soul of everything honorable!

Actions speak, lady, and Jack Moon grinned. Suppose I was to go out and bring him into this camp!

You could only bring him dead!

That so? Id bet on it, though.

As a member of your band?

Thats what I said. Have him in here sleeping right along with the rest of the boys. Hed take Harry Bushs place!

You cant do it, Jack Moon! I — unless youre a hypnotist.

Youre weakening, said the other coldly. Must be kind of fond of this gent if you cant believe anything wrong about him!

Ill tell you this, she said firmly. If he came down here as a member of your band, Id despise him with all my heart. Id loathe him!

Thats hard on me, remarked Jack Moon. But it sounds to me like a bet. What say? Shall I go out and try to get him down here?

If you go to face him, youd risk your life!

Not the first time. Besides, itd be worth it.

How?

To see your face when I bring him in. Shall I try?

Youll gain nothing from me, sir! She was trembling with excitement. But go out. Try him. If hes as weak as that, then theres no steady faith, no honesty, no truth in any man in the world! But how — how could you get him?

Aint there gold over yonder? Wouldnt he like a share in it?

Youd buy him!

They say everybody has a price, and I can bid pretty high right now!

Youll fail, Jack Moon!

He laughed mockingly and turned abruptly on his heel and strode out into the shade of the trees.


XVI. BROKEN FAITH
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HIS FIRST HUNDRED yards were made at a rapid pace, but after that, finding himself entirely alone and well out of possible observation from behind, he reduced his gait and went on more slowly, more cautiously, keeping a sharp lookout through the tree trunks around him. Indeed, so sensitive had he suddenly become that now and again he paused and whirled toward the movement of a wind-swayed sapling or the swing of a bough. His progress, however, was fairly steady. He paused only to break off a slender dead branch some six feet long, and at the top of this he tied a white handkerchief.

In this wise he broke from the trees and came into the clearing at the bottom of the hollow. He must now be well beyond earshot of the camp, and suddenly he began to shout: Doone! Ronicky Doone! Oh, Doone!

He repeated the call in a high and piercing wail several times, and yet it was strange that he should expect the man to come to what might well be considered a trap. Strange, too, that he should expect to find him so near the scene of danger. Yet at the third repetition of the call a voice spoke behind him.

Im here. Whats the racket about?

He turned slowly, very slowly. It was a maxim with him that quick moves were very dangerous.

He found himself looking at Ronicky Doone, though the latter was so covered with a mottling of shadows that he was almost rendered invisible. It was a sort of protective coloration — or shadowing, to be more accurate.

Been following me long? said the outlaw, leaning on his branch.

Only since you started away from the shacks, said Ronicky.

Well, well, and Moon sighed, you sure are handy in a forest. Must of learned young.

Tolerable.

Aint it kind of dangerous trusting yourself on foot, when we got so many men to cut in around you on hossback?

As a reply Ronicky whistled very softly, so softly that it barely reached the ears of the bandit leader, and out of the denser night of the trees behind Ronicky came the form of Lou. She was almost lost in the sea of shadow. Only her head, with the pricking ears and the bright eyes, appeared at the shoulder of her master.

By Jiminy! exclaimed Jack Moon, smiling with an almost boyish pleasure. Thats sure a hoss, that one of yours. Lou?

Youve heard of her?

Everybody thats heard of you has heard of her, if they have any ears to listen to folks talk, said the other. Shes handy herself, aint she? How come she dont make any more noise going through a wood?

Training, answered Ronicky Doone. Took a pile of pains.

I reckon!

But now she knows enough not to step where the dead leaves are thick or on a branch or nothing like that. Besides, Ive got her sos she knows when she aint to make any noise like whinnying.

That must of took time, Ronicky!

About two years, training her every day.

You dont say! Well, you sure are the out-beatingest gent for patience, Ronicky!

The other returned no answer. It was very strange to hear them conversing in so frank a manner, making no mysteries with each other — the one asking simple questions, the other answering them with fully as much simplicity. One might have thought them old and familiar acquaintances. Neither had raised his voice since Ronicky answered the third call.

How come you to foller so close? went on Jack Moon.

Im going to kill you, Moon, said the smaller man, as gentle of voice as ever.

The devil you are! murmured Moon, also without violence. How come?

They wont hear the gun. Not with that wood-chopping going on and at this distance.

No, maybe not. And then what?

Hide your body and then drift back to the camp and get Dawn and the girl tonight.

You agin a dozen?

A dozen? Theys only a man and a half in that camp. And youre the whole man, partner.

I take that kind of you, Ronicky.

Dont mention it.

But theyll have numbers on you!

Numbers aint anything. Not in night work. Not when you got the instinct for shooting. Id sort of like it.

You would?

Yep. I never met up with so many gents that was all ripe for shooting, Moon. And I sure would like to get busy right among all them targets.

Why dont you get a job with a sheriff? asked Moon. Thatd keep your hand in on the work you like.

I wouldnt make it professional. I aint that low. I shoot to kill when I have to, thats all.

But you sort of like to have to, eh?

I guess thats it. Ah!

The last monosyllable was a snarl of eagerness, and the hand of Ronicky flashed down to his revolver — but it came away again and rested carelessly on his hip. He had mistaken a movement of the outlaws right hand.

Sorry, said Ronicky.

Thats all right. I got steady nerves. Well, Ronicky, its sure fine to have met you after hearing so much about you. And its fine to see you so fit.

Thanks, said Ronicky. Im waiting for you to start something, Jack.

Want me to start for my gat first? I never take gifts, Ronicky. They cost too much!

Hm! said Ronicky. Youre a queer bird, Jack.

Yep. Thats right. Im queer. Pretty near as queer as you. Youre so sure youd beat me if we come to pulling guns.

That aint queer, said Ronicky. Its just a feeling you get.

Like shooting in the dark?

Kind of. I know Im a faster man than you, Jack. Shooting you is pretty near to murder — except that you been such a devil that you deserve a thousand killings.

Thanks! But they aint going to be no gun play, son.

No?

Ive said they wasnt, and I mean it. Youre going to come back in camp with me. Youre going to come back as one of my men.

Ronicky started and then shook his head.

You got me figured all wrong, he said patiently. I aint your kind, Jack.

Nobody is, said the other. But youll come.

To get a share of the Cosslett gold if its found?

Dyou think Id try to buy you with gold, Ronicky? Son, you must think Im a plumb fool. No, money aint your price.

I got a price, have I?

Ill show you. Youll come into camp with me because you want to get Dawn and the girl off.

Well? Aint they made a bargain? They show you the treasure, and you set em free.

You know as well as me that they aint any treasure, son. Im digging just for the fun of it. One chance in a thousand, maybe, and its worth the try.

Moon, said the other, straightening, it aint any good. I know you.

Youre the only gent in the world that does, then, said Jack Moon.

Maybe you think that. Maybe youre right. I dont want to get close enough to a gent like you to find out the truth. I want to put on gloves when I handle you.

Thats sort of strong, son!

Curse you! said Ronicky Doone, his voice trembling suddenly with a horror and loathing which he had been repressing all of this time. I can understand and forgive some gents for killing. Some men kill because they go plumb mad with anger. And Id forgive them. But you — youre never going to lose your temper. Youre not fond of nothing but yourself. You kill because things get in your way. You kill by rule, the way other folks build a house or do rithmetic. Moon, of all the gents I ever hear about, youre the worst. Im going to finish you, right here under these trees!

Sure sorry! the outlaw chuckled. But, Ronicky, I wont fight!

The other gasped.

You? Not fight? Jack Moon not fight?

Thats what I said.

You lie!

Nope. Why should I get myself dropped? Right now I know youre a better man than I am.

Moon, Im going to pull my gun. Defend yourself like a man, or Ill shoot you like the skunk you are!

But Jack Moon dropped both hands on his hips and smiled straight at the set face of Ronicky Doone.

You cant do it, Ronicky, he said. Thats the trouble with fools like you. You cant do a lot of things you ought to do. You wont shoot till I move for my gun. I aint going to move!

Ill let the mountains know youre yaller, Moon!

Tell the mountains, then. None of the men would believe it.

Ronicky Doone ground his teeth, knowing the truth.

Come out with your game, Jack, he said at last. How you going to get me? Why dyou want me? How come you think Im such a fool Ill go into your camp with you where Id be helpless?

The leader laughed softly, more to himself — an inward mirth.

Dyou expect me to answer all them questions? All Ill tell you is this: Im going to get you into camp sos I can down you by myself, Ronicky. Youre a better man than me right now. The first Ive ever met! But after Ive had you with me for twenty-four hours, youll begin to get weak — without knowing it. And when the bust comes, Ill win! Thats the main reason!

You think Im a plumb fool, Jack, said Ronicky. Come into your camp? Whatd make me want to do that?

Because youre weak in the head, said the outlaw, with the utmost calm. You took up Dawns fight for no good reason, and now you got to fight it through, or you cant never respect yourself again. And the only way you can help Dawn is by getting into camp, where you and Dawn can try to make your break side by side or fight us to the finish back to back! You know that, and thats why youll take my offer. You talk about rushing the camp at night. Thats fool talk. You knows well as I know that the first shot fired would be by my man Treat into the head of Hugh Dawn.

Ronicky glowered. Indeed, the bait was almost irresistible, even though he was warned at the same time that, if he took it, the trap would close over him sooner or later.

You can come in with me, said Jack Moon, but when you come, you got to act like one of my men. And Ill make them like it! Theyll want to finish you the first week or so. But youll take care of that. I trust you to sort of make your own way!

He grinned at Ronicky with malevolent meaning.

Suppose I was to start a riot and shoot up some of your men, Jack? Think about that?

You wont do it. You aint the kind that can kill without cause. Youll just bluff them down.

Suddenly Ronicky started.

Suppose I was to take up your offer — which I aint going to do, of course — what would Dawn and the girl think, not knowing the truth, and thinking that Ive took the oath and become one of your men? I didnt think of that before!

Theyll think youre a skunk, said Jack Moon. Thats the main reason I want to get you there. The girls too fond of you.

Again Ronicky started.

Talk soft about her, he said fiercely.

Sure, and the outlaw nodded. I like her fine. No fear of me talking hard about her. Matter of fact, Im bringing you in sos I can show her that Ive done what I told her Id do — wind you right around my little finger!

You swine! muttered Ronicky.

What difference does that make? Even if she despises you for a couple of days, wont you still have your chance to play hero later on and save her and her father? And when you get away with them, cant you explain how everything lies? He paused, then added: But while youre in camp youll explain nothing to nobody. Ill have your word on that before you go in!

Im not going in, said Ronicky. I got a little sense left!

Youre afraid Ill hypnotize you, or something? said the leader. Afraid of my men? Far as that goes, Ill give you my word that I wont let the crowd jump you. A couple might try to measure you, but you can take care of yourself, I reckon. Later on, when Im ready, you and mell have it out! Make your play, Ronicky. Will you come, or will you just hang around here in the trees and do no good? You cant get help. You know I got enough on Dawn to have him sent up or executed along with me if were caught. And Id sure bust myself wide open to do it. One down, all down. Thats my motto.

Ronicky sighed. Im coming, he said. Im coming. Jack. I start in feeling that Im beat. Youre too clever for me. But I aint going to admit Im beat till you drop me full of lead as a roast is full of cloves. Lead on, partner.

You understand everything?

I go in and let on that Ive took the oath to stick with your crowd.

And you promise that you wont use what you might learn from the boys if they should get to talking promiscuous to you about what weve done in the old days.

Ill promise that. Im not to do any explaining to anybody, the girl in particular. Im to work under your orders until I get my chance to make my own play. Same time you contract that you wont send your whole crowd after me. Thats what we shake on?

Thats what we shake on. The only show-down will be between you and me. The girl—

Leave her out, said Ronicky sharply.

The other laughed. Anyway you want. But Im going to show her that Im a better man than you are.

Shes got too much sense not to see through you, Moon!

Has she? I like em clever, Doone. They play better into my hand when theyre that way! Do we shake hands and start back?

Ronicky bowed his head, though never for an instant taking his eyes off the big figure in front of him. A few minutes before he had been on the point of drawing his revolver and shooting to kill. But the man had bound his arms with an invisible cord and had netted him in an hypnotic influence. He felt that to bow to the will of the outlaw would be disastrous. Yet, was it not cowardice to refuse? Was there really anything to dread save mob action on the part of the crowd? If he could trust Moons word to prevent such action, what else was there to worry over? In the meantime, the man to whom he had given his promise that he would see him through to the end was a helpless, hopeless prisoner in the midst of the band.

Ill go, said Ronicky at last, on your own terms. You take me in to prove to the girl that Im crooked. I accept because I want to get the girl and her father loose. We both have our eyes open — we play the game — we hope to plant each other under the sod in the end. Lets start back!

Good! said the outlaw, and, stepping briskly forth to lead the way, he began laughing softly to himself.

As for Ronicky, his mind was in a whirl of doubts as he followed. This was not his sphere, this atmosphere of trickery and suspicion. He was meant for swift decisions swiftly acted upon. But, having committed himself to this course of action, he could do nothing but submit and let chance bring what it would. At least, he could be constantly on the alert, and if Moon strove to strike by surprise the blow might recoil on his own head.

They came to the edge of the clearing. The shacks were indistinct masses of shadow now, save for the faces on which the firelight struck. A mass of dead logs had been heaped in the center of the open space, and the flames from them leaped straight up until the wind, which stirred above the treetops, lopped off the fire in great billows and extinguished them in waves of darkness.

This fire was for the purpose of giving heat, as the night was coming on chill; the cooking fire was a much humbler affair drawn well to one side. Scattered about it was the expectant circle. What Ronicky Doone saw was a blur of strong, ill-shaven faces, alternately played upon by light and shade as the men leaned toward the fire or sat back. Next he saw the shining hair of the girl, turning to red gold where the firelight struck through it.

She sat with her fingers locked about her knees, and she was talking with animation to the solemn-faced Silas Treat, her nearest neighbor on the right. Hugh Dawn flanked her on the other side.

Looks kind of at home already, dont she? asked Jack Moon. Shes one in a thousand, that girl!

Sure, said Ronicky Doone. Shes smart enough to know how to act a part.

But he was ill at ease. If in five minutes the outlaw leader had been able to change the mind of a man bent on killing him, and had brought the would- be combatant peaceably back to his camp and really into his power, what could he not do with a girl of an impressionable age? Something must be done about this. The girl must be warned sharply to be on her guard, not against physical danger, because that could not exist among Westerners for her, but against the insidious words of Jack Moon.

It seemed that Moon read his thoughts and defied him.

Ill make a place for you between Treat and the girl, he said. You see, I figure to keep you happy, Ronicky!

He stepped forward to the girl, and Ronicky saw her lift her head with a start and then stare beyond the leader into the darkness. Seeing no one — perhaps the firelight blinded her — she laughed and seemed highly pleased. Then he made out Moons voice saying: Thought youd be getting lonely, maybe, among all us rough gents. So I brought you a friend.

At that she started to her feet, and Ronicky came on toward her, smiling. At sight of him she stiffened, at first as though in horror, and then with an exclamation of scorn which Ronicky Doone was never to forget.

Dont come near me! she cried fiercely. Dont come near me! Jack Moon, Id rather have any member of your crew beside me than that — creature! I thought there was one man in the world who valued himself above a price. But now I see theres none. None!

Jerry, said Ronicky eagerly, inside of three days youll know the truth about this.

For money! breathed the girl, white of face. Sold for money! Why, a man like Jack Moon who defies the law is far finer than you! At least he isnt sold. He may buy, but hes never bought!

I could talk forever now, said Ronicky, and never show you why Im here. But when the time comes, youll know.

Whatever you say, she replied, remember this: I dont care to hear you. Youve sold more than yourself. Youve sold my faith in you. And that can be sold only once. This is the last word Ill address to you, sir!

She turned her back and sat down.

I didnt figure, said Jack Moon, that youd come so close to saying kind things about me so soon.

Kind? she answered. Suddenly her anger melted almost to the point of tears. Dont you see I hate you for what youve done to him? It — its worse than killing a man. Its devilish, this buying of a soul!


XVII. REWARD OF SERVICE
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BUT THE LEADER seemed quite unperturbed by her words. He turned cheerfully to the circle of men, and they interrupted their own talk to stare at the newcomer.

Gents, said Moon, this is Ronicky Doone. Ive brought him around to our way of thinking. I want you to take to him, and Im pretty sure that hell take to us. I guess they aint anybody here thatd vote agin letting Ronicky have a share of the plunder if we find Cossletts gold. If they is, speak up!

Ronicky could see the point of this speech. Without making a definite statement, the bandit allowed it to be clearly inferred that the offer of a share in the gold had been the purchase price of the new member of the band. Now the wave of silence traveled around the circle, and keen eyes looked at him from under grimly gathered brows.

Silas Treat spoke first. This kid looks tolerable young to me. I got a right to talk. Any gent thats brought in may be sent out with me to do a little job later on. I want to know what hell turn when it comes to taking a trick. How does he ride? How does he shoot? What does he know? Whats he done?

Ill answer that, said the leader. First place, Ill answer for him as a fighting man. They aint such a thing as luck in a gun play. Or if there is, lucky gents are what we want. Ive heard about Doone for two years. Take too long to tell you all. But the first of you that gets tangled with him, will find out a bunch of things pronto. About the rest — well, call your hoss, Ronicky!

Wondering what point there could be in this, Ronicky whistled sharply, and from behind came the swift beating of hoofs. The bay mare shot into the circle of the firelight and stood, a gleaming, beautiful figure, beside her master. There she fidgeted, turning this way and that and eying the bandits with uneasy glances, as though she were not at all pleased to find her owner in such company.

Look her over, boys, said Moon. Is they a hoss in the outfit that can touch her? Is a hoss like that ever going to be run down on the trail? And cant you judge a gent pretty much by the hoss he rides?

These words were to a large degree drowned by the murmur which had risen simultaneously from many throats, drawn forth by the exquisite lines of Lou. All doubt at once vanished.

Glad to see you, pal, said Silas Treat, advancing across the circle until he loomed huge above Ronicky, and he stretched forth his hand. It was not taken, and Treat drew himself back a pace.

Gents, said Ronicky, I sure appreciate being taken in. But you dont know me yet. Wait till youve found out what I am. If you feel the same way then — why, well shake hands. But you cant tell in the beginning of some things how theyre going to end. Just leave this up in the air. Later on — well, well know each other a pile better!

The speech was well received, particularly by Silas Treat.

That sounds like more sense than I figure on hearing out of a gent ten years older than you, son, he declared. All right. Well try you out, but I aim to say that I think youll live up to standard fine! How about it, boys?

There was a growl of assent. The bright eyes still probed suspiciously at Ronicky, but there was a willingness now to find some measure of good in him. But Ronicky was delighted because he had avoided giving his hand to the whole circle. That would have tied him down. Now he was frankly on trial with the band and the band was on trial with him. He glanced at Moon and saw that the leader was biting his lips in vexation. He, at least, was clever enough to understand the meaning of Ronickys maneuver.

In the meantime, Ronicky sat down, withdrawing a little from the intimate, inner circle about the fire. He looked squarely across at the girl. She was talking quite gayly with her father. Now and then some one of the men addressed a remark to her, and she answered. But always, in flitting here and there, her glance became a blank when it passed over the spot where Ronicky was sitting.

This hurt him; and the injustice was inclined to make him sulk. Yet he could not help admiring her, even impersonally. Here, playing her part among men who might, within two or three days, be the murderers of her father, striving with all her force to gain such a hold upon them that in the crisis she might be able to turn them from their purpose, she was at her very best. Firelight had turned the sand-colored hair to a rich gold; excitement brought color to her cheeks and set her eyes gleaming.

Look here, said a voice from the far side of the circle. Aint you going to change seats after a while, Treat? Dyou sit beside the lady all evening?

I aint heard her shouting out loud for you to come and rescue her, said Treat.

You see, explained the girl, I plan to take Si back with me.

And why not me, too? came a chorus.

Because youre all known men, she answered. But Si carries his mask about with him.

Silas Treat stroked the dense mustaches and beard which had inspired the remark and grinned down at the girl. As the laughter died, Baldy McNair slipped into a place beside Ronicky.

You were lying up in the barn the other night, he said. You heard me and Marty talking, I understand?

Thats it.

And that was what started you going?

Yep.

Baldy McNair sighed.

Well, he murmured at length, you started on the trail of doing a pretty good thing. Im sort of sorry, partner, to see you wind up in this joint. But — that aint my business.

Ronicky looked steadily into the open eyes of the ruddy-faced man.

Ill get to know you better, he said. Id like to, a pile.

In the meantime, the outlaw chief had taken a place just behind Jerry Dawn, and gradually he drew her attention away from the circle and into earnest conversation with himself. Ronicky noted the changes from positive distaste, which she could barely conquer at first, to interest and then even to excitement. What they said was pitched well beneath the sustained chatter of the men, but by the expression of the girl Ronicky knew that she was by no means unhappy in the company of Moon.

He shook his head in wonder. It seemed utterly impossible that she could stay near him for an instant — near this man whose known crimes were too numerous for memory, and whose unknown deeds made probably an even blacker record. But he knew that women have strange powers of forgetfulness. The past of Jack Moon no doubt was beginning to grow dim in her mind. The present was all she was capable of knowing. Even the future danger impending over her father was probably forgotten for the moment. All she saw, all she heard, were the handsome face, the smooth voice of Jack Moon, leader of men.

Indeed, between a king and the ruler of a pirate crew there is a similarity. To be a single robber is a despicable thing; to be a mighty leader of robbers is to be — a Tamerlane, perhaps. And if Jack Moon were not in the latter class, he was certainly not in the first. An air of superiority clothed him. Among such fellows as these, he seemed a giant. When the thought of his crimes obtruded, might she not be tempted to a greater pity than condemnation? Hitherto he had struck no one of hers. Her father was still safe. And as to what he had done in the rest of the world, were not all women full of forgiveness for handsome, smooth-tongued rascals?

Sick at heart, finally he turned away and stepped out into the darkness of the trees. This, then, was the reward of service!

Ronicky could gladly have walked on through the forest and the night, and left it all behind him. What had happened to Jerry Dawn? What had become of her trust in him, her enthusiastic admiration? Now she seemed to regard the outlaw chief, terrible Jack Moon, as a friend!

If that were her attitude, was it not better to shake the whole matter from his attention and let Hugh Dawn and his daughter solve their own problem? One thing held him, and that a potent chain — his word passed to Dawn to see him through the trouble.

Accordingly he came back and entered the clearing. Things were rapidly settling down for the night, since most of the men were worn out by the labors of the day. Half a dozen were already preparing their bunks in the shacks. Moon stood in front of the little hut which had been reserved for Jerry Dawn, and he was talking with the girl before she went in to sleep. Her father sat entirely alone — but watched by how many wolfish eyes! — near the fire.

Ronicky went straight to him and sat down at his side.

Hugh, he said, whats come over Jerry? Has she lost her head? Has she gone mad, talking to Moon like that? Look at em over there! Youd think he wasnt himself. Youd think he wasnt planning to get your scalp if he can! Youd think he was an old family friend or a suitor, or something like that!

Hugh Dawn did not turn his head. But he smiled sorrowfully at the younger man.

Its Moon getting in his work, he said. You cant beat Jack Moon! No way of doing it!

Thats foolish talk! Anybody can be beaten!

Can they? Well, maybe. I dont pretend to know everything.

Moon has the strength of twelve men behind him. Thirteen to two is the odds against us. Little more than six to one is hard odds, but its been beat before.

Hes got more than that on his side, son. Hes got our weaknesses.

Ronicky Doone, after all, was very young, very impetuous, and not extremely thoughtful. I dont follow that, he admitted.

Ill show you, said Hugh. Whats your weakness and Jerrys weakness, far as Jacks concerned? Your honor. Your words good, and sos hers. Hes made you promise something — I dont know what. Anyway, hes brought you in here, and hes keeping you. And hes got Jerry to promise not to try to run away.

But what could he do if she did run away? What could I do? How can we bring help? The minute outsiders come, Moon would put a bullet through your head. She knows it; I know it.

Sure. Maybe thats what Moons worked on. Anyway, hes done it. Hes tying your hands with your weaknesses.

But Moons own word is good as gold. You told me so yourself.

Sure it is. Because his price has never been bid.

But doesnt Jerry realize what you understand — that though I seem to be down here as one of Moons men—

He stopped, realizing that his promise to Moon kept him from explaining.

She aint the reasoning kind, said the older man. She jumps to a conclusion the way a hoss jumps a fence into a new pasture. All she knows is that youre here, and that you seem to be one of Moons men.

But she talks to Moon like a friend, yet she sure knows that hes a murderer a hundred times over!

Shes never seen him do a murder. And the things that count with women are the things theyve seen. Theyre a practical lot, and you can lay to that. She thought Moon was a skunk at first. That was because she liked you. Now she thinks youre one of Moons men, and so youre worse than Moon. How Jack got you, I dont ask. Youre here and thats the main point.

But, man, will you put in a word with her for me?

Its no good. Moons got her all trained against you. It was strange to see the big fellow surrender so entirely to the very presence of the outlaw chief. All hope seemed to have left.

Itll come out right in the end, insisted Ronicky. You have his word that if the golds found, you go free.

His word? Hell find a way to keep me. Think hell give me up, knowing that when I leave Jerry goes with me and he sees the last of her?

Ronicky gasped.

You think he wants to — to marry her?

I dunno. Ive never known him to waste time on a girl before. Jerrys the first.

Sweat stood out on the forehead of Ronicky. At last he muttered: Anyway, youre safe as longs shes with you here!

Safe? Hugh Dawn laughed without mirth. You wait and see. A gunll go off by accident, in the end — or a rockll roll down a hill as Im walking beneath it. Thats the way itll happen.

Then, cried Ronicky, lets you and me pull out guns and grab the girl and make a break for it! Are you going to stay and get murdered?

No use, and Hugh Dawn sighed. Im watched. I couldnt run a step without getting dropped. Same way with you. You cant beat Jack Moon!


XVIII. GOLD!
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THE LITTLE CAMP awakened to a swirl of activity in the morning. Whatever were the problems of Dawn and Ronicky, the rest of the crowd was interested in gold. Gold had haunted their dreams. Gold wakened them in the first gray of dawn. Gold drove them through a hasty breakfast, and for the sake of gold their picks and shovels were deep in the dirt in the hollow well before sunrise.

Their united efforts had rolled away the boulders which were scattered over the surface of the designated spot. Below, they found a soft soil, and the hole sank rapidly. Five feet down, however, they struck a dense layer of clay, which had to be chewed out bit by bit with picks.

The laborers paused, growling, but Jack Moon himself leaped down into the pit and caught up a pick. The others now fell to with a will, and an hour of terrific labor pierced the clay and let them down again into gravel and sand.

They had driven through the depth of the mound which the landslide had tumbled over the place, when the sun rose red through the eastern trees, and now, warming to the work, they pushed the hole deeper and deeper.

Learning from the experience of the first pit, they made the excavation this second time much wider at the top and sank it in two steps, from each of which, when the bottom was reached, they could pass the soil in relays to the surface. By noon they were down a full fifteen feet below the true surface of the ground, and now the entire crowd was at work at the same time. The pace was slower than when they worked in shifts, but the progress downward was more steady, a continuous stream of sand and gravel pouring over the lip of the pit as it was deepened below.

Two men brought down provisions for a quick lunch, and in ten minutes the work was resumed. For there was great need of haste. Never before had the band of Jack Moon been retained so long in one place. The long immunity which Moon and his followers had enjoyed was indubitably owing to the swiftness with which they gathered, worked, and dispersed, each man to a separate quarter. One day together was comparatively safe. Two became rash. And to spend three days together was actually putting ones head in the noose. This being the third day of their assemblage, and the second they had camped on one spot, there was not only love of gold but fear of death to spur them on.

Midafternoon saw them down to twenty feet; but now they were working through a dense stratum, and the progress was slow. Besides, the whole crowd, from Hugh Dawn to Ronicky, was exhausted.

Suddenly there was a yell from little Bud Kent as he jerked something from the ground with his shovel. He had pried up an ancient pick, and now he raised it above his head, the iron a mass of black rust, and the haft sadly decayed. But it was proof positive that they were not on a blind trail. Some one had dug here before!

Who thought of weariness now? On they went with a shout and a roar. The gravel and sand flew up in a ceaseless shower. A dozen backs were rising and falling swiftly. The pebbles chimed and rang as they whipped up from the polished shovel blades.

It was exactly half past four when the next sensation came. They were down a shade more than twenty-two feet when Jack Moon, again in the pit, raised, without a word, poising it high on his shovel — the blackened skull of a man.

That hideous specter cast a blanket of silence over the group, then a groan of disappointment. Jerry had turned away, sick.

Nothing more! Bud Kent remarked in disgust. Maybe old Cosslett did dig this hole and dug it deep; but it was only because he wanted to get this gent out of sight. Its a burial ground, not a treasure cache. Boys, were through!

Wait a minute, Bud, called Jack Moon. Look here. Theres a nice little hole drilled through this skull between the eyes. Took a bullet to do that, son. What did somebody say awhile back? That Cosslett might of had a couple of gents dig this hole and then shot them into it and covered the bodies up? Well?

That possible explanation at least gave them renewed hope. Labor began again. And in ten minutes they had uncovered and removed two complete skeletons!

Still the hole sank to twenty-three feet, twenty-three and a half, twenty- four, twenty-four and a half! Not a word had been spoken, now, for an hour. Lanterns had been brought and were lighted, ready for use as the evening came on. And already their glow began to be as bright as the twilight.

Presently from Corrigan, a big brute of a man, wielding a shovel with steady might, came a dull roar of excitement. The gravel flew up from his blade as the others in the narrow pit stood back. Then, from the three workers in those cramped quarters, came a single-throated wail of excitement. The scraping shovel had cleaned off the top of an iron-bound chest!

The yelling from the bottom of the hole was redoubled by the echoes along the sides of the pit and raised again by the men working at the mouth. They crowded about it as Jack Moon, with a hoarse shout, called to those below to make way for him.

Next instant he was down into the bottom of the pit, he wrenched a pick from the hands of one of the diggers, and, sinking it through the top boards of the chest, he tore one of them up. Below was a quantity of cloth or canvas. One slash of his knife divided it. Then by the light of the lanterns which had been lowered from the surface as far as possible, every eye at once caught the gleam and glitter of yellow — the unmistakable shimmer of gold!

The heart of the girl swelled until she could hardly breathe as she waited for the shouts of rejoicing. But not one came. Men were trembling, wild of eye, but their loudest voice was a husky whisper. Only Jack Moon was speaking aloud, and he was ordering them to pass the stuff up to the surface. It rose from shaking hand to shaking hand, and up on the lip of the pit came a gathering heap of gold spilling at the feet of the girl. She gazed on it, incredulous.

There was power, happiness, freedom in that growing heap of yellow. It was an arm to pursue and a strong hand to support. It could reward and punish. It could actually buy a life. How many, indeed, had already been paid down freely to win this same metal from the earth, to take it again from the rightful owners, and, last of all, to hide it?

Her father, frantic with joy, clambered from the pit, kneeled by the mass, buried his hands in it, and then looked up to her with a maniacal laugh! Others were coming up. The chest had been gutted of its contents. And as fast as they reached the top of the ground, hand after hand, shaking with joy, was buried in the treasure. Then Baldy McNair broke the charm.

Get down again, boys! he cried. This is only the beginning. Theres a ton of gold here. But whats that? Not seven hundred thousand dollars! There must be more — ten times as much — maybe twenty times as much! Who knows? Come down again and dig!

But the heavy voice of the leader answered him as Jack Moon climbed up from the pit.

Hold the lanterns out. Look down yonder, he commanded.

They obeyed. The chest had been smashed to pieces by Moon and put to one side, and in the clear place below it they saw the wet glimmer of bedrock.

Theres no more, explained Moon. One dollar of gold always makes ten dollars worth of talk. And there you are! Youll find no more treasure. Thats what Cosslett put down under ground, and thats all he got. The rest is just talk — that I believed like a fool. But aint this enough? Over six hundred thousand dollars, boys. Split that by twenty for example — there you have thirty-three thousand dollars apiece. Is it enough?

They had been promised ten times that much before. But half a million in talk did not equal the actuality of less than a tenth of that in sheer gold. On the damp pile of sand on the edge of the pit they apportioned the loot, with the aid of a pocket scales. There was a share for each of Moons twelve men, and for the leader himself three shares. To Ronicky and Dawn went also a share apiece. Seventeen shares, then, were apportioned.

Full darkness came while Moon still weighed and apportioned the gold with his scales. The dust had been hammered into small bars of every conceivable shape for the sake of security in handling, and now the men put their shares away in saddlebags or pieces of the canvas which had been used to cover the treasure in the chest, and some even divided the loot in small pieces and put it in their pockets.

And so at length they started up the hill for their camp, staggering under their burdens, yelling and singing as they walked, for all the world like a procession of wild drunkards. Corrigan helped the leader bear the crushing burden of his own portion.

On the way Moon found an opportunity to drop back to the side of Jerry Dawn.

Dont worry, he said softly. Ill find a means of getting all this into the hands of the gent to whom it belongs — your father!

No, no! whispered the girl, by this time completely misled. You mustnt dream of it! Theyd do murder before theyd give it up. Besides, were amply repaid!

Tush! Jack Moon smiled. Theres ways of handling these gents. And I know all the ways!


XIX. DOONES SHARE
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HUNGER, THIRST, AND food were forgotten in the excitement that followed the division of the gold. Only the cursing and the fierce commands of Jack Moon made his followers build a big fire and prepare a hasty supper. It was eaten by some, uneaten by others. The shouting and singing had no end. And the quick, bright, covetous glances were continually traveling toward the stores of neighbors.

Ronicky Doone found Hugh and his daughter a little removed. He dropped his canvas bag with its precious contents of gold at the feet of Dawn.

I never would of taken it in the first place, he said simply, except to get more for you. There you are and welcome, Hugh; and if I could get more away from em and give it to you, I would. Its yours by right.

Hugh Dawn clutched the bag, his eyes glittering.

Son, he said, Ive always swore by you. But this is just too much, and—

His daughter drew his hands from the canvas.

Dad! she cried in shame. Youre not going to take it?

Its his, said Ronicky cheerfully. Its his — or else it lies there where it is. I dont want it!

You dont want it? echoed the girl, staring up to him.

Money had always been scant and hard earned in her life. She saw this fellow giving her father what was the equivalent of the salary of forty years of school teaching, and her head turned at the mere thought of it.

I dont want it, said Ronicky firmly. Tell you why. I dont figure a gent can ever get something for nothing. If youre going to get money, you got to work for it some way. What work have I done to get this? Nope, I dont want it.

Youve worked as much as anyone, said Hugh Dawn, urged on by a glance of his daughter to refuse the money.

Well, said Ronicky, even if I have, I dont want it. Theys been too many lives lost over the stuff to suit me. You take my share, partner. You couldnt force the stuff on me. Not for a free gift!

He leaned over the older man, who sat speechless before such generosity.

Nows the time to begin watching, Hugh. Watch every step. And when the pinch comes, get your back against my back!

He straightened, turned, and was gone.

Is it possible? breathed the girl. Is it possible that he can mean it? Gave all of that to us?

Look here! exclaimed her father gruffly. Youve been letting Jack Moon poison you again Ronicky. But I tell you straight: wild as Ronicky is, his heart is cleaner than the gold in that sack. A pile cleaner! And his little finger is worth moren all of Jack Moon. Moon? You think hell let me go now, and live up to his word? Wait and see, girl. Wait and see!

She caught her breath.

Then lets go ask him now. Ask him for liberty to start, dad!

He got to his feet unwillingly.

Its no good forcing Jacks hand, he said faintly.

I tell you, insisted the girl, hes a better man than we dreamed. If he hasnt told me the truth, then theres no truth in any living man! Dad, he means to do all he can for us!

That, said her father, is what you said about Ronicky Doone. And now youve changed your mind.

Ronicky Doone has some purpose, she insisted. Jack explained him. He means well enough. He acts on impulse. Just now he has given you gold. In ten minutes he may murder you to get it back again! Thats his character — as unstable as wind!

Her father merely snorted in answer.

All right, he said. Im going to walk right up to Jack and tell him Im ready to start. And you see what happens!

She followed at a distance of a few paces. And it was her wide, frightened eyes of which Jack Moon was aware, not the strained face of Hugh himself.

Jack, said the suppliant, Ive come to ask you to live up to the promise you made. I want to know when I can start home to Trainer.

The answer of the leader was made instantly.

Any time you want — now, if you say the word!

It staggered Hugh more than a blunt refusal. He could merely gape at Moon, and the latter was conscious of the flush of happiness which overspread the face of the girl. It was a dangerous game he was playing, and for the sake of bringing that flush into her face it well might be that he was giving her up forever. He went on smoothly enough.

Blaze away for Trainor this minute if you want, Hugh. Theys two things agin it, but neither of them is me and what I want. Youre free as the wind to start, and good luck go with you. But its a tolerable bad trip in the night, riding through those mountains, and even if you got easygoing hosses youre apt to be plumb tired before you hit Trainor to-morrow. But theys another thing. Hugh — here his voice lowered and grew gentry confidential— youd ought to get moren one share of this stuff. Try to hang on. Im going to see what can be done for you.

The astonishment of Hugh Dawn was as great as though the ground had opened before his feet. He blinked. He tried to speak.

You mean— he began.

I mean what I say, said Jack Moon, smiling. If youre in doubt, just ask your daughter. Ive told her everything. Now go back to your shack and go to sleep. Main reason being because you need rest, and I aim to get you on your way before sunup. No use letting the rest of the crowd know that youve slipped away. I may decide to tell em that youve just given us the slip. But if you want to go now, start — and Ill see that they aint a hand raised to stop you!

Hugh Dawn hesitated, then nodded. The dominant tone of the outlaw overwhelmed him.

Youre mostly always right, he admitted, though it sure strikes me dumb having you thinking on my side of things like this!

The hand of Moon fell gently on the shoulder of his old follower.

Partner, he said, Ive been thinking on your side ever since I saw your girl. The father of a girl like that is all right!

He had allowed his voice to swell as though in the stress of his honest emotion, and from the corner of his eye he studied the effect of his words upon the girl. He was amply rewarded by the shining of her eyes.

I wanted to throw a scare into you, Hugh. I sure wanted to do that. But I never meant to do any more — after I seen you and the girl together at Cossletts the other night. Before that I figured you were no good, you see? Just a traitor to me and the crowd and your word of honor. Afterward I seen why you had to leave us, and I didnt much blame you. With a daughter like that to take care of, youd of been a no-good skunk to of stayed with me. Go back to your shack now, Hugh. Have a sleep. Ill tend to all the rest!

He struck him lightly and reassuringly on the shoulder as he spoke, and Hugh Dawn flushed with gratitude. After all, his was a hearty nature, and the reaction from his long suspicion of Moon was sudden and violent.

Jack, he said, in an uneven voice, I been thinking a lot of hard thoughts about you. I been telling the girl she was a fool to believe you, but I see that youre straight, after all. No matter what youve done to others, youre playing a white game with me, and if a pinch ever comes later on when I can help you, lay to it that Im your man!

He shook hands strongly with Moon and turned away.

His daughter swung in beside him with tears bright in her eyes. I told you, she was saying. Hes a good man at heart, dad, just as I said he was!

Hes been changed, muttered her father, with great emotion, and its you thats done the changing; almost by his account you are, Jerry. And Heaven bless you for it. Its the smile of your mother that youve got. Jerry. And thats whats saved me this time from a dogs death!

He had picked up his own gold and the share which Ronicky had given him, and under that great weight he walked with slow, short steps toward the shack in which he had spent the preceding night. From the door, where he deposited it, he and Geraldine looked back at the party around the camp fire.

It had been growing wilder and noisier during the past hour. The camp fire had been built up to a comfortable height, so that the heat of it carried even to the shack where the girl and her father stood. It threw, also, a terrible and living light on the faces of the band of Jack Moon where they sat in groups of four, playing cards. Three groups of four, and on the table before each player was a glittering little pile of yellow metal. Usually gambling was a silent and serious effort, but tonight, with raw gold for the stakes, they played like madmen, shouting and calling from table to table. Pounds of gold were wagered on a single hand, and the loser laughed at his losses. For they had seen a fortune taken out of mother earth that day, and, if this were gone, might there not be another horde some place, discoverable by such lucky fellows as those who followed that prince of leaders, Jack Moon? Such, at least, seemed to be their spirit as they played poker. The unshaven faces grew more and more animal-like as, from the distance, the firelight seemed redder and the shadows blacker than ever.

Theyre terrible men, said the girl. Ah, dad, what if Jack Moon should lose control of them!

Him? The father chuckled confidently. Hell never lose control. Little you know Jack Moon, girl, if you think that any dozen men can get the upper hand of him!

But suppose some of them should lose a great deal and remember that you have money and—

Long as Moon is on our side, were safe as though we had a thousand. Stop worrying. Go to sleep — and trust in Jack Moon. Fear him when hes agin you; but trust him like a rock when hes behind you. No, sir, no dozen men can handle him. But if it come to a pinch — I dunno; yonder may be a man thatd give him a hard rub!

Where?

Close to that pine.

He pointed again, and she made out the form of Ronicky Doone where he stood with his arms folded across his chest, looking on at the games.

He doesnt play, she remarked.

Hes smelling trouble, said her father, and thats why hes keeping his nerves steady. If him and the chief meet up, thenll come the big noise and the big trouble, girl. You lay to that! One nacheral fighting man is worsen a hundred common ones to handle!


XX. BEATEN
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AS HUGH DAWN disappeared inside his shack, Jerry strolled slowly toward her own hut. She recalled the man who had brought her and her father safely from the house when Moon and his band stole toward it. She recalled the keen face of Ronicky when they worked over the puzzling record through which Cosslett had left trace of his buried treasure. Swift of hand, steady of eye, resourceful of brain — after all, her father might be right, and in the slender figure of Ronicky there might be locked sufficient power to match the big body and the strong brain of Jack Moon. What the eyes told her was simply an overwhelming contrast; what the memory told her equaled the scales to some extent. But how could her father speak of Ronicky and Moon as though they were antagonists, when Ronicky was now, it seemed, a member of Moons own band? Did he mean that the two might battle for supremacy inside the band?

She swerved directly so as to pass close to Ronicky Doone, and she noted that he paid not the slightest heed to her. At that, she paused. He had admired her before, she knew. Perhaps it might have been more than admiration, but now he looked past her into thin space.

Ronicky! she murmured, as she paused near him.

His glance turned upon her swiftly, and he nodded; but then his eyes traveled past her again and toward those groups of gamblers, flashing from face to face as though he found the twelve an intricate and dangerous study. Why was that? she wondered.

Ive come to tell you, Ronicky, she went on, that our troubles are ended. Jack Moon is going to let dad leave in the morning. In fact, we can leave now, if we wish!

You can? cried Ronicky, in such a tone of amazement that she stared at him. Then — then how quick can you get going?

But were not going to go until the morning.

Ronicky sighed. I thought not, he muttered. I spose Moon told you itd be better to wait till there was some light on the trails over the mountains. Hes deep!

You hate him blindly, insisted the girl. But that isnt the point. In the morning I may leave without having a chance to see you again. Now that youve taken up this terrible life, I suppose Ill never see you again after tomorrow!

I sure take it kind, said Ronicky, but his voice was cold, that youve wasted any time thinking about that.

Oh, Ronicky, cried the girl, I know youre close to hating me for things Ive said to you in the last few days, but its always been because it hurt me to see you go the way youve gone. But to the end of my life, Ronicky, Ill keep hold on my first impression of you, generous and brave, and kinder than any man who has ever come into my life. I want you to know this before I see you for the last time!

To her surprise, the tribute merely made him smile, and there was no gentleness in his face.

You aint seeing me for the last time, he declared. And — Heaven willing — tomorrow aint going to be the last day, either. Jack Moonll see to that.

You think he doesnt mean what hes promised? That hell keep us after all?

Ronicky merely smiled. And she was angered again.

You hate him, she said fiercely, merely because you know that he sees through you; and that — thats contemptible! I came here to tell you how sorry I am that youve gone the way you are going — but now I only have to say that I scorn your suspicions — and I scorn you!

But as she turned away she saw that he still was paying no heed to her but kept his eager, intent gaze fixed upon the gamblers.

The ending of that interview had been marked by Jack Moon, and when he saw the girl toss her head and turn away he smiled with satisfaction. It meant that his most daring scheme had met with perfect success. Only by using Ronicky Doone as a foil had he been able to worm his way into the confidence of the girl. Now he was on the high road to success. That road was a difficult and long one to travel, even now. But much might be done with caution and steady diplomacy. Great problems still confronted him. Hugh Dawn must be disposed of. And terrible Ronicky Doone must be brushed from the way. Most difficult of all, the girl must listen to him when he decided to talk as he had never yet talked to any human being.

There would be time for these things. Meanwhile, the last few minutes had brought about a state of affairs for which he had been watching and waiting.

The gambling had ceased to be a gay and noisy affair. The exuberance of spirits which naturally followed the finding of the gold had gradually died away, and the silence of the gaming hall now brooded over the little groups, each squatted cross-legged about saddle blankets. The winner now dragged in his stakes with a glint of the eye. The loser saw his gold go with a savage out- thrust of the lower jaw.

The losers were more numerous than the winners. Silas Treat had almost cleaned out the entire stakes of his own group. Baldy McNair had well nigh emptied the pockets at another blanket. Indeed, in each group there gradually came to be one corner toward which there was a steady drifting of profits. There was a natural reason. The best gamblers had avoided one anothers company, and each had selected a place where he would have a chance for uninterrupted fleecing.

In only one place had things gone amiss, and that was with the most expert gambler of all, Bud Kent. The little bow-legged, broad-shouldered fellow ordinarily was a steady winner, and this night he saw a chance to win, at his own blanket, a hundred thousand dollars in better than cash. So, with glinting eyes, he had settled to his task. But fate, called luck among gamblers, was against him. His three of a kind was invariably topped by a higher three. And once a flush was beaten by a higher flush! When he bluffed, someone was sure to call him. When he nursed the betting cautiously in the beginning to keep from betraying the real strength of his hand, someone was sure to call him, and his winnings were paltry. And at length, plunging his last four pounds of metal on a full house, he lost his final scrap of the treasure and rose from the blanket — broke!

Not a word, not a glance followed him. The remaining three shifted their places a little and closed the gap which he had left, as well-drilled soldiers close the gap where a comrade falls in the charge. Each of the three had shared in the plundering of Bud; each of the three was confident he could keep on winning from his companions. But Kent went gloomily to the leader.

You seen that? he said, in a deep voice of disgust.

I seen it. The chief nodded.

Can you beat it?

Hard luck, said Jack Moon, who knew perfectly what was coming.

Well, sir, went on Bud Kent, there lies a hundred thousand in gold, and if I hadnt hit that last streak of bad luck Id of cleaned the whole thing up. Eh?

Maybe you would, said the leader.

Maybe? Id of been sure to! Aint I played with all these gents time and again and always trimmed them? They cant sit in the same game with me. Only the luck held steady for them and steady against me. But a couple more hands would of changed things. Luck? I never seen it hold like this! See that brace of bullets and the three nines I held? And four measly deuces come out and beat me!

He groaned at the thought.

If you was to back me, he said suddenly, I could clean out the whole mess. If you was to back me, Id split the winnings with you, Jack.

Thanks, said Jack Moon soberly.

Id make it two parts for you and one part for me, persisted Bud Kent.

I cant do it, Bud, said Moon as kindly as possible. You know how it is with me. If I backed you, then the next fellow who went busted would come and ask me to back him. And then the next and the next. Of course you and me know that its different with you. We know that you sure can gamble. But the other boys wouldnt see it that way. Theyd think that because I backed you I ought to back them. Theyd accuse me of playing favorites. Thats clear, aint it, Bud?

But you wouldnt have to say anything, suggested Bud. Just slip me a handful of the stuff and—

Theyd know where you got it. Nobody but me would stake any of the boys. If you think Im wrong, go around to some of the other blankets and ask some of the fellows for a handout. See what you get!

I know, grunted Bud Kent, and he rolled his eyes savagely at his former companions. Ill make em pay sooner or later, he declared. The swine! Not a one in the crowd thatll stake me!

What about Hugh Dawn? suggested the leader.

Bud Kent looked up at him sharply. But Jack Moon, having dropped his sinister suggestion, was staring idly up to the dark of the sky.


XXI. MOON IS BAFFLED
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THE SILENCE CONTINUED through a breathless moment.

Dyou mean it? gasped Bud Kent at last.

Mean what? said Jack Moon, and his eye was innocent as the eye of a child.

Bud Kent considered his master. The moods of Jack Moon, he knew, were variable as the moods of the west wind. Other members of the crowd strove, from time to time, to find the meanings hidden in that implacable and cunning mind, but Bud Kent, the oldest member of the crew, had ceased striving to find the clue to the riddle. What Moon thought was his own property, and it was dangerous to attempt to read two meanings into his words. But now Bud scanned the face of the master and hungered for knowledge. What was the significance of that short phrase of a moment ago?

You think, said Bud at length, very slowly and very cautiously, that Hugh aint got much use for his money?

I dunno, said the leader, as carelessly as ever. I aint asked him about it.

It might take a lot of persuading, said Bud Kent, and I aint much at talk.

Sure you aint, said the other. So you better arrange it sos there wont be no need for chatter.

Bud Kent moistened his Ups, parted them to speak, changed his mind, and finally managed to whisper: Chief, talk out. I dont foller you exactly.

How to stop talk? replied the leader casually. Any fool knows that. What mostly keeps a gent from talking?

Being persuaded, I guess.

Think you can persuade a man out of thirty thousand dollars?

Bud swallowed hard.

I dunno, he said desperately. You might stop a gent by gagging him.

He grinned, so that this last suggestion might pass in lieu of a jest if need be. But Jack Moon kept an entirely sober face. All the time he was watching the effect on Bud Kent. He was as interested as the scientist who watches the insect wriggle under the touch of acid.

Gagging? said he. Thats a fool idea.

What is your idea? asked Bud.

Look here. I had to promise Dawn his share before I could find out where the gold was, didnt I? And then I gave him the gold, didnt I?

Sure.

But I aint his guardian, am I? After giving the stuff to him, I dont have to stay up all night to guard it, do I?

No, no! breathed Bud, beginning to see the light.

It sure ought to be clear to you, Bud, that it dont make me any too happy to see a skunk like Dawn, thats left the crowd once, get away with all that loot.

Thats clear, chief.

Then, if a gent was to slip in soft to Hughs hut and grab the coin—

With three other men sleeping around him?

Ill see that he sleeps alone tonight. They aint any need of guarding him. He thinks hes extra safe with us now!

Ah! murmured Bud.

What you want is a stake, went on Jack Moon. Tonight aint the only night for poker. Theyll be another and then another, until the gold is all collected up in the hands of two or three of the boys. Well, Bud, youre soft moving and silent. If you was to slide in and take the stuff, it wouldnt make me extra mad. But mind this: Theys no harm to come to Hugh Dawn!

Bud Kent replied with a broad grin, nodded, and then said suddenly: But suppose he makes a kick about his money in the morning when he finds its gone? Suppose they search for it and find it in my saddlebags?

If youre enough of a fool not to bury it, son, I suppose they would find it in your saddlebags.

Bud Kent waited to hear no more, but, nodding to his chief with a whispered word of gratitude, he sauntered back to watch the game he had just left.

On and on to midnight the game continued, but by this time the terrific labors of the last two days began to tell. The gold fever was dying out, and, without this stimulant to keep them going, heads began to nod and eyes began to grow filmy. Seymour and Craig by this time were also broke; they joined Bud Kent as a gallery to watch the others. But at length, by mutual consent and almost at the same moment, the games were broken up and the gamblers staggered hollow-eyed toward their shacks. Here Jack Moon, who had been waiting for this moment, assigned them swiftly to their separate lodgings. He kept his promise to Bud, steering the others away from the hut of Dawn. The pretext was easily found — no use waking up a sleeper when there was plenty of room in other huts. One shack for the girl, one for her father, and the other structures afforded room for thrice the whole number of men.

Meanwhile Ronicky waited until the leader was out of sight. Then he glanced about the clearing. Other than himself, every man in the crowd was busy with getting into his blankets — all except the two outposts detailed to keep watch south and north, unfailing precautions which the bandit chief never overlooked. But the clearing itself was the very apotheosis of peace. Not a voice sounded, not a footfall was to be heard. All was dull quiet, and Ronicky turned his back on the scene, entered the hut, and straightened out his own blanket.

One by one the breathing of the men in the hut became more deep and regular. He himself imitated the same sound and lay back, veiling his eyes with the lids and only peering out through the curtain of lashes. The silence grew more and more deep, it seemed to him. The heavier sound of Treats breathing sounded above the hushed chorus of the others. Someone was snoring in a nearby hut. But beyond and above was the silence.

It was, indeed, too quiet. It was the quiet of a snare, an illusion, a trap. And one of those impulses, which no man can really explain, came to Ronicky. An hour had passed since he lay down, and still sleep was far from his eyes. At length, with the softness of a guilty man who dreads oversight, he drew back his blanket and sat up. Finally he rose to a crouching position, stole to the door, and looked out onto the clearing.


XXII. TWO AGAINST TWELVE
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HE SAW NOTHING at first, and he was about to dismiss his foolish fears when something stirred near the hut in which the girl slept. Ronicky Doone was instantly alert. Staring fixedly, he saw the thing again.

It was the form of a man crawling in an almost prone position so that the ground shadows well nigh covered him from the most searching view. Suspicion had been like a searchlight to pick out the figure for Ronicky Doone. Ordinarily, he would never have seen it.

The fellow, whoever he might be, had just crawled out of sight behind the shack of the girl. Ronicky slid back to his blankets, buckled his cartridge belt about him, and, blessing the fact that he had no riding boots to encumber his stockinged feet, he stole again to the door, prepared to stalk toward the hut of Jerry Dawn.

But as he reached the door again, the figure reappeared on the nearer side of the girls hut and crawled on until it passed behind the next shack, that where Hugh Dawn slept, and, though Ronicky waited an ample time, the stalker did not reappear. Then suddenly it flashed across the mind of the watcher that Hugh Dawn slept alone in that shack this night! Was there some ulterior purpose in the kindly insistence of Moon that Hugh be allowed to sleep on, undisturbed by the coming of others in his shack?

Ronicky did not pause to dissect possibilities. That was not his habit. He was instantly out of the door and going across the clearing at a stealthy pace.

Was it Moon himself who wandered about the camp and spied on Hugh Dawn, fearful lest the man steal away with his share of the gold during the night?

Another moment and Ronicky was crouched just under the wall of the cabin. Slowly, inch by inch — how painful was the movement! — he raised his head and looked into the interior of the shack from the window at the side of the building.

He was right. The stalker had aimed at entering the shack of Dawn, for the back door of the little house was still ajar, and standing framed in it was the figure of the intruder. Hugh Dawn himself lay near the wall, his right arm thrown loosely about the sack which contained his share of Cossletts plunder.

Ronicky Doone drew his revolver and waited.

The progress of the thief, if that were indeed his purpose, was infinitely slow. His forward glide was hardly faster than the steady drifting of the second hand around the dial of a watch. Presently, he leaned above the sleeper and laid hold on the canvas bag. With a cautious slowness he began to lift the burden.

The straining eyes of Ronicky now enabled him to see more details. When the bag began to be moved, for instance, he saw the hand of Dawn stir, and as it stirred a bright bit of steel was raised and poised in the hand of the thief. Now the bag, however, was safely drawn above the encircling arm of Dawn.

It was the gold itself which betrayed the thief. For as he came on his feet with that burden, the rotten old boards which floored the shack gave under him, and there was a faint squeak as board rubbed against board.

Instantly the sleeper wakened with a gasp that promised to be his last, for the knife flashed up in the hand of the thief. No mistaking that motion. He meant to strike, and he meant to strike home. Ronicky Doone fired.

When he leaped around the corner of the house and sprang through the door, he saw Hugh Dawn standing with a revolver in each hand, while a still form lay on the floor before him. Those two guns jumped up and were leveled against Ronicky.

Dont shoot! cried Ronicky. Light your lantern. Quick, Hugh! Is it Moon?

And all his heart rose up in hope that it might indeed be the master criminal.

You, Ronicky? breathed Dawn. I might of knowed youd be the one to keep watch over me tonight when I trusted to Moons word, like a fool, and figured myself safe. Heres a light. I seen the knife drop in his hand when you shot. Fifth part of another second, and Id be where he is now!

His trembling hands ignited a lantern, and as the smoking flame rose Ronicky turned the dead man upon his back. They both looked down into the sullen, relaxed features of Bud Kent. The bullet had struck him in the back of the head and came out again squarely between the eyes, a grisly wound. In falling, the canvas bag had struck the floor beside the victim, and part of the gleaming contents had tumbled beside him. If ever gold had killed a man, here was a sample! Ronicky turned to Hugh Dawn, the latter trembling from the narrowness of his escape.

Now, he said, were in for thunder and battle, Dawn. Guard the house, Im going to try to get Jerry in here, or otherwise the swine Moon will—

He stopped, for the sound of clamoring voices broke in upon him. Then there was a rush of running feet and shouting across the clearing and the well- known bass thunder of Jack Moons voice calling: Steady, boys, and get back here. Ill do the exploring!

Ronicky jumped to the front door.

Every man of the band was out in the clearing, and guns gleamed in every hand. Jack Moon was striding toward the shack at a long-gaited run. It was too late to reach Jerry Dawn unless she would come at his call.

Jerry! he shouted. Jerry Dawn!

And he halted Moon with a clear-ringing warning: Get back, Moon, or Ill drill you through!

The bandit stopped as the frightened face of Jerry appeared at the door of her shack.

Jerry! called Ronicky Doone. Come here, quick! Dont stop for nothing!

Si! shouted Moon in counter warning. Get the girl and keep her from that throat-cutter. Jerry, if you trust Ronicky, you trust a man thats just done murder!

That word was decisive. She shrank back from the door with a cry of terror, and at the same time Silas Treat, who had apparently been running up from the other side of the shack, out of sight of Ronicky, swerved into view for a moment and then sprang into the shack with the girl. Taken by surprise though he was, Ronicky managed to get in a shot, but his aim was so hurried that, even at that short distance, he missed. He was only able to knock the hat from the head of the big man, and the wide sombrero fluttered clumsily toward the ground.

In the meantime, the rest of the band in the clearing had dived for cover, and as they did so they sent a volley which crashed into the solid log walls of the hut about the doorway where Ronicky stood. He himself took to cover, calling to Hugh Dawn to turn down the flame of the lantern so as to give the enemy a dimmer target.

An instant of silence settled over the battlefield. In that breathing space Ronicky turned to his older companion and found Dawn cool and steady as a rock. The time had come for action now, and the big fellow was ready. He had now taken his post in the corner of the shack, covering, in that fashion, both the rear door and the single window to the east, facing the hut which now contained his daughter and Silas Treat.

Get out of line! warned Ronicky hastily. Get out of line, Hugh! Theyll be trying pot shots at the window and at the door pretty pronto.

The other nodded and stepped back. And then they heard the wailing voice of Jerry Dawn crying: Dad! Oh, dad! Are you there? Are you safe?

He roared the answer: Safe and sound, girl, thanks to Ronicky Doone! Murder they can call it if they will, but it was Bud Kent or me. Ronicky dropped Bud in time to save my neck. Watch yourself, Jerry, and come to us when you can! You—

A shouting rose in the clearing, and then a crackle of guns, which Ronicky shrewdly guessed was more to drown the sound of Hughs voice than in the hope of dropping one of the two.

Then came a frightened cry: Dad! Help!

But it was Ronicky Doone who responded to that call.

Theyre taking her away from the shack! he cried to Dawn. The dogs!

He started for the door with a fierce murmur, like that of a bull terrier before it springs at the throat of an enemy. Hugh Dawn hurled himself after his companion and gathered the smaller man into the huge embrace of his arms, where Ronicky strove vainly to worm his way toward liberty, writhing and twisting and panting.

Let me go, Hugh! he shouted. Let me get at em!

You fool! gasped Dawn. Dont you know that the minute you show your head itll be loaded with bullets? And when you go, I go, too! One man cant hold two doors and a window. Ronicky, for both our sakes we got to play safe!

Ronicky Doone, weak with rage and disappointment, submitted and stood leaning against the wall.

Theyve got her, he groaned. And now theyll ride off with her, Hugh. Theyve got her and most of the money that Cosslett buried. And now — Heaven knows whatll happen! When I had that chance to fight Moon man to man, why didnt I take it? He added sadly: Now Ive lost everything!

Shell come to no harm in their hands, insisted the girls father.

No harm? said Ronicky. They wont lay a hand on her. I know that. But the main danger is that Moon has a chance to talk to her, the snake! And no one knows what hell be able to persuade her to!

After hes sent a man to murder me? After hes taken her and is keeping her away from me by force? After hes set a siege to the cabin where I am? Dyou think he can persuade away all those things?

He could persuade the angels that he was one of em, if he had a chance, said Ronicky gloomily. Hush! Theres the devil himself calling to us.

Doone! Ronicky Doone! called the voice of Jack Moon.

I hear you, answered Ronicky. Talk out, Moon.

Do I get a truce? said Moon. If I come out to talk to you, Ronicky, will you and Hugh promise to gimme a chance to get back safe? I want to tell you—

Come out, said Ronicky. You know I wont plug you. I wish I was the kind that would take an advantage. But I aint your brand of man, Jack Moon!

Without waiting for a further assurance, Jack Moon appeared across the clearing at the door of the shack facing that of Ronicky and Hugh. He advanced until he was three paces from Ronicky, who remained in the shadow at the door.

Stop there! commanded Ronicky. Thats close enough for talk.

If you dont trust me, said Moon, right enough! But here I am one man against two, and yet youre afraid.

Ronicky answered indirectly.

Watch the back of the house, Hugh, he directed, and watch sharp. If a head or a hand shows, take a potshot. They might try to rush from behind while Moon chats here in front. Now go on and talk, Moon. I suppose you want the body of Kent?

Was it Bud Kent you murdered, Ronicky?

Murdered? And you mean to say you didnt send him? You didnt send him to knife Hugh and get Hughs share of the stuff?

They aint no use trying to persuade you different, said the leader gravely, if you look at it that way. But use sense, Ronicky, and youll see that it didnt mean anything to me to wipe Hugh out of the way! You know what means more to me than anything else, and thats the good opinion of Jerry. Would I get that if I had her father killed?

Youd of talked her into thinking that you didnt send Kent.

And I didnt!

You lie, Moon. I saw you talking to him.

He was asking me for money. He lost all his share, and he wanted another stake to gamble with. I wouldnt give him anything, and the dog came here to steal. Ronicky — and you, Dawn — I want you to listen to sense. The boys are red-hot for action. They want the scalps of both of you, and if theys any more resistance, theyll get your scalps! But you know the way I stand. Ive got to get you off if I can, for the sake of the girl and what shell think. Boys, if youll come out with me and give yourselves up and trust me, I can get you scot-free, I think. Otherwise, youre no bettern dead.

I trusted you once before, said Hugh Dawn, and near got my gullet opened for it. No more of that, Moon. I aint a plumb fool!

No use trying to argue you out of that, said Moon, if youve got your mind all set that way. But youll see how it comes out. The boysll roast you out of the shack. But thats up to you. Meantime, give me Kents body, and Ill take it back — and Heaven help you for whats coming!

Hugh Dawn raised the dead man and gave the burden to the waiting arms of the leader, who now turned his back and trudged slowly away, bearing his grisly load.

Then Dawn turned with a gray face to Ronicky. Id forgot the danger of fire, he said. Dyou think hell use it?

Hell use anything, if he can get at us. But we got to wait and see. How much water have we here?

Hugh Dawn raised his canteen and shook it. There was a sound of water slushing inside the tin.

One quart, he said.

That was their total supply.


XXIII. MOONS SINCERITY
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COVERED BY THE forest, three men watched the hut which was the fortress of Dawn and Ronicky. Eight remained to receive the leader and his burden, Bud Kents body. Behind the shelter of the shacks which cut them away from the sight and the guns of Ronicky and Dawn, the outlaws stood in a loosely formed circle and stared silently down into the face of Kent. There was no expression of sorrow from those fierce fellows. They had seen too many companions drop before. But there was a universal turning of eyes to the direction of hidden Ronicky and his companion.

Jerry Dawn, her face hidden in her hands, leaned almost fainting against a tree near by, with Silas Treat, her guard, close to her.

Si, ordered the commander, take Miss Dawn away. Give her a walk through the trees.

She submitted to Treats touch, and they disappeared among the forests shadows.

Now, boys, said Jack Moon, you see the luck thats followed us?

A dead and ominous silence greeted his speech.

Are you set on giving the house a rush? he asked.

Why not fire? suggested the crafty Baldy McNair.

Why not a torch and a signal fire to call everybody in the mountains this way? the leader countered, with a sneer.

It was something the others had not thought of. But now Baldy returned on a different tack.

We can get close to them in the shack that stands alongside of theirs. There wont have to be no forest fire. We can throw burning sticks onto the roof of their house and rout them out that way, and then the rest of us can stand by and plug them when they try to run. Aint that simple enough?

Mighty simple! again Jack Moon sneered. Too simple. The logs of that shack are soaked as wet as they can be from the rains of the last week. And theres been too much shade over the house for the rain to get all dried out again. Most you could do would be to start a slow fire smoldering, and we cant wait for a slow fire to eat into that cabin.

The argument seemed unanswerable.

But, persisted McNair, we got to do something. Otherwise, well be a laughing stock. Whats mostly kept us safe all of this time? The fact that nobody knew our faces or what we were like. It was just known that Jack Moon and his band were worse than the devil, and that we couldnt be follered and found. But if gents get to know that weve let two men sift through our fingers, and if those two gents go out and give a description of what we look like and all that, how long dyou think well last? Boys, well be signing our own death warrant if we let them two go free! They got to die. And they got to die, even if it costs the chief the good liking of that girl yonder!

Boys, said Moon, lets do the wise thing. I aint going to stay here and waste words talking and arguing with Baldy McNair about his crazy idea that I want the girl. Im willing to admit that wed ought to make a final try at the cabin, and well attempt to plug the gents thats in it.

Well work out a way of getting at it somehow or other, and then well try to finish up Doone and Hugh. But I warn you, it aint going to be any easy job. If we fail, Im for starting back over the hills as fast as we can travel, carrying the girl with us, as a hostage, and then, after we get a little distance off, Im for splitting up and each man going for his home. Does that sound like good sense to the rest of you?

They all had to admit that it was the best plan. To wait to burn wet logs would be foolish. It might take them two days. To attempt to lay a long siege to the hut which sheltered the two enemies, was even more insane. But by a single rush, using weight of sheer numbers, they might do much. Then, as the leader had suggested, the possession of the girl might prove a point of the utmost importance, if they failed to capture the hut; for, while she was in their hands during their flight, Doone and Hugh, even though they followed, certainly would not dare to call up the powers of the law to run down the outlaw band.

Baldy, said the leader, you and the boys put your heads together and lay a plan. Im going out to get Si Treat. And when I come back Ill go over the scheme with you. Weve got to make the plan and try it out before dawn. By daylight weve got to be on our way north!

Yet the preparations of Jack Moon, considering the fact that he had just arranged for an attack, were most singular. First he slipped around to the rearmost hut of the three which faced the clearing on this side, opposite to the one in which Doone and Hugh were.

Behind this shack he found in the woods the two tall grays which the girl and her father had ridden out onto the trail. Tall and long of limb they were, and in a pinch it would go hard indeed if the common cow ponies of the band could keep pace with the big fellows.

These two horses he saddled, putting the girls saddle upon one and his own upon the other. But his preparations did not stop there. From the rest of the horses he selected the two which combined the greatest speed and strength. Then, having saddled them, he packed upon them his own three shares of the gold, shares which he had weighed out so cunningly that in reality there was the weight of four, and close to a hundred thousand dollars worth of the precious metal was included in the double load.

Still he was not content. Slipping into the next shack, unobserved all this time by the grave council which was deliberating on ways and means of attacking the house of Ronicky, he brought forth another load of the gold, the share of what member of the band he could not tell. This burden he divided carefully between the two grays, putting more than two thirds of it in the saddle-bags of the girl. Before he had ended, he had given to each of the four horses a well-apportioned load equal in weight to a very heavy rider. This done, he advanced, leading the four straight into the wood, making what speed he could, because time was infinitely precious — five minutes saved now might mean four horse-loads of gold saved later on.

He advanced until he was far up on the side of the hill, where he tethered the four horses to a tree of conspicuous size, easily located from a distance. Then he turned back, and after a few minutes of search he found the girl and Silas Treat, who, with stolid obedience, had taken her well on into the forest and was now keeping her in a little clearing.

Go back to the boys, said the leader to Treat, and tell them that Im going to dispose of the girl and then follow later on.

How is it that you can leave the girl off here and come back yourself? asked Treat curiously.

Ill manage that, said the leader. There are lots of ways of managing.

This? queried Treat, and with a broad grin he passed his forefinger across his throat.

It was done with such inhuman complacence that even the hard heart of Jack Moon revolted.

Maybe that way, he admitted, eager simply to get rid of his gigantic follower and be alone with the girl. Now get back, Si, and tell the boys to watch sharp, because Ronicky may start a rush. Thats his kind. He dont like inaction, and when he starts hell do enough to keep all of you warm.

Jerry had not made an effort to escape during the conversation while the two men had turned their backs to her. Instead, she sat on a fallen log with her head supported in both hands, and the leader, approaching, had time even in his rush of thoughts, even in his eagerness to get away, to mark the slenderness of the fingers against her hair.

Jerry! he called softly.

She raised her head and stared at him blankly. But even now, after all she had seen and heard, there was no sign of hysterical terror about her. From the first, when a crisis came, she had made no outcry, no noisy appeals, but like a man of firm nerve she had waited for events to develop before she made her decisions, before she moved. She was waiting still as she faced the outlaw, and the big man admired her from the bottom of his heart and pitied her for the lie which he was about to tell.

Jerry, he went on, Ive come to ask you to trust in me another time.

Her answer was a smile, no more, but the smile was of greater import than a thousand words of scorn, contempt, accusation. Moon winced before her, but he went on as smoothly as possible: Wait till I get through talking before you make up your mind. Jerry, you know my place in the world. You know how Ive fought to gain it. You know that up here in the mountains Im as good as a king, with a kingdom and followers. Well, Ive decided to give it all up — for your sake!

He waited for that point to tell.

But she said: So youve hemmed in my father. Youve set your bloodhounds around him. And any moment, perhaps now, your men are sneaking up to set fire to his hiding place and shoot him as he runs out. Youve done that also for my sake, Jack Moon?

He wondered at her calmness, until he saw that her hands were gripped. In a man such calm would have preceded a fierce attack. He said: Thisll go to show how wrong it is for folks to make up their minds about other gents until they know! Now listen to whats really happened. My boys want to kill, and they want to kill your father. I guess you know that.

She nodded.

They were so dead set against him that I didnt dare let them see you around while I was talking to em. Seeing you would of made em think more and more about Hugh and made em wilder and wilder to get at him. Thats why I sent you away with Si Treat — sos I could have a chance to be alone with em and try to make em talk sense and see sense. Well, when you were gone, I tried a high hand with em. I knew right enough that they could burn out your father and Ronicky like rats out of a hole. But because of you I had to stop em. So I piled up the difficulties and made it look bad to try. Anyway, I made em change their minds, which I couldnt of done if youd been there to sort of urge em on to get at Hugh. I made em promise to get away as soon as they could and follow after me. So theyre going to stay behind me and—

And you and I? queried the girl, vaguely groping toward his meaning.

And you and I, Jerry, wont be on the north road at all! Well be driving west as fast as the spurs will send the hosses! Aint it clear, and aint it a beauty? There was your father and Doone no bettern dead men, and here Ive gotten em off free and sound!

It was all clear to her. Suddenly she cried, with a great impulse of thanksgiving: Heaven bless you for it!

Let them bless you, said the outlaw. Because, except for you, theyd of been finished sure!

But you and I ride west, and your men ride north — Jack Moon, does it mean that youve broken away from them, that you never intend to ride with them again, that youve given up your life of crime?

Its all according to what you want it to mean.

Ah, she murmured, if I could only trust you for half a minute! If I could only be sure of the thoughts that are going on in that wild, cruel mind of yours! Tell me, are you speaking true?

Can you ask that? he said, dodging her swiftly. Then he cried with utter sincerity: Id make myself over a thousand times if one shape of me would get a single smile out of you, Jerry. Will you believe that?

After what Ive seen—

Youve seen nothing. Neither you nor anybody else has ever seen a thing! My real self is a buried self, girl! And theys only one thing in the world that can make me what I ought to be.

I think I know what you mean, she said faintly. And — and in spite of myself I think you mean what you say. Otherwise, how could you dare to leave your men — to betray them in order to ride with me? Because, Jack Moon, if you have left them, if you are speaking the truth to me, there are some of them who will never leave your trail until they have run you down and killed you like a dog! You know that!

Ay, if they could run me down. But they cant. That west road I start on is going to swing off to an east road before long, and you and I are going—

Back to Trainor?

He winced, but then he went on glibly: Were going to follow it wherever you want it to be followed. But the first thing now is for you and me to get onto our hosses and ride as we never rode before. Will you come?

Ill come.

And trust me?

What else can I do?

Then, cried the outlaw, Ive started a new life.

And, for the first time in his wild life, he meant what he said!


XXIV. PREPARATIONS
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ALL UNCONSCIOUS OF the fact that their leader, so long trusted, had at last betrayed them, the band of Jack Moon gathered around Silas Treat when the black-bearded giant strode out of the trees and stood before them.

Wheres Moon? asked one.

Back with the girl. Going to put her out of the way while we plan to tackle the house. I told him hed better knife the filly. Thats what hell do.

Youre a fool, Treat, said Baldy McNair, who took greater liberties in his speech and manner than any other in the band. Youre a fool and a swine. But the chiefs right. Hell tie up the girl and leave her in the woods. No use having her around when we rush the house. And no use having her so near she can hear any yells. Has he got her far enough back sos she wont hear much?

Pretty near, said Si Treat. Back there in that little clearing up the hill. The trees would cut off most of the noise near the ground from this direction.

How longll it take him?

Not long, and he says for us to keep right on planning till he shows up.

Weve made our plan. Were going to scatter and rush the shack from all sides at once. The old boy, Baldy went on to explain, always figures that we aint got the gumption to do anything or plan anything while hes away. Like as not hes lying back there in the brush and laughing to himself because we sit around and do nothing, with dead Bud Kent lying here to urge us along. Well, boys, lets up and show lack Moon that with him or without him we can get along. Its time he was showed that, anyway! I say, lets scatter. Best place to start from is the shack beside Ronickys. Well, lets half of us get in there and the rest scatter out sort of promiscuous and get ready for the run. Well call in the other gents that are watching now, and then well let drive. If them two in the shack aint got nine lives apiece, well salt em away and plant em under ground. Are you with me?

There was a grumble of sullen acquiescence in answer, and the eight began to spread swiftly around the edges of the clearing, taking advantage of all shelter of the trees until they should be within short sprinting distance of the shack.

That hut, in the meantime, remained as silent and as black as though the two men who formerly occupied it had long since taken to flight, melting unseen into the forest by mysterious stealth.

As a matter of fact, they had been hard at work during most of the past hour. It was Ronicky who possessed the feverish urge to get out of the confining quarters of the shack and strive to break through the lines of the enemy by a surprise attack. But the sober warnings of his companion deterred him. As Hugh Dawn repeatedly pointed out, they were being watched all the time, no matter how hushed the silence around the clearing might be. They were being watched by eyes that squinted down the deadly length of rifle barrels, and if they left their shelter and the thick log walls which were strong enough to stop a revolver bullet at least, they would certainly go down before they had taken more than two steps from their place of refuge.

Ronicky Doone submitted.

But it sure galls me, he had remarked through his teeth, to think of lying here and getting trapped like a rat! It sure galls me, Hugh. Id rather die ten times fighting in the open than once behind the walls of a cage!

The other had nodded, and, reaching through the darkness of the shack, he had laid his hand on the shoulder of his young friend and pressed it with a reassuring firmness. Indeed, Hugh was a rock of unperturbed strength during the entire crisis.

We got the strong position, he kept assuring Ronicky.

But suppose they rush us? It aint moren a couple of jumps to that nearest hut.

Thats right. But a gent can do a pile of shooting while somebody else is taking a couple of steps.

In the night?

That makes it bad, all right. But I dont think theyll rush your guns, Ronicky! We might hang out the lantern after lighting it. Thatd give us some light on one side of the house, anyway.

Ronicky merely laughed at the absurdity of the suggestion.

Theyd smash the lantern to bits with a couple of shots.

Didnt think of that.

How much oil is in that lantern? asked Ronicky suddenly.

Its a big one. About a quart of oil in it, I guess.

And whats that old mattress in the corner stuffed with?

I dunno.

Ronicky crossed the floor and ripped open the small section of mattress which had once served on the corner bunk. An instant later he muttered a low exclamation of satisfaction and came back with a liberal armful of the waste with which the mattress had been stuffed.

Now lemme have the lantern, he suggested.

It was given him, and to the astonishment of the elder man Ronicky opened the bottom of the tin support and thoroughly wet large portions of the waste with the kerosene.

And what in Sam Hill, muttered Hugh Dawn, dyou figure to win by wasting all that oil, son?

Ill show you in a minute.

He continued by lighting the lantern and taking off the chimney. Then he turned down the wick, so that there was only a quivering tongue tip of flame visible.

Theys enough oil, he explained, to keep that lantern going till pretty near morning, if we dont bum it no fastern that.

I dont foller you, Ronicky.

Well, explained the other, here I put a pile of this oil-soaked stuff in my corner, and there I put a pile of it alongside of you. Suppose they was to start a rush. The first one of us that sees a move gives a yell and instead of shooting grabs up the waste and passes it over the lantern. The minute the oil comes anywhere near that flame it will bust into fire, and we throw the stuff out through the windows. Itll light up everything for a minute or two. Itll make us miss a half second that we could of used for shooting, but itll also give us a chance to get in three or four aimed shots. Id rather have one aimed shot than ten chance cracks at shadows.

Hugh Dawn, as the idea struck home to him, gasped with pleasure.

I been lying here waiting to die, he admitted. And now I figure that we got a ghost of a chance to keep em off. Just a ghost of a chance. But, Ronicky, ghosts can be mighty important things!

There was another time of silence. The hour was now close to half past four in the morning, or thereabouts, and it was the period of greatest fatigue, when nervous reactions are slower, when the muscles are deadened for lack of sleep, and the mind is sick for weariness. And yet, once or twice at about this time, Ronicky heard humming.

After all, happiness is a comparative thing. Hugh Dawn had felt that he was to be slaughtered without a chance even to fight. The fighting chance was now to him almost as much as the promise of complete safety to most men. Ronicky, listening, wondered and admired.

Suppose Jerry could look inside here and see you fighting for me, Ronicky. Shed have to change her mind about a couple of things, eh?

Not while Moon is there to talk to her. He wont give her a chance to think. The skunk has double crossed me, Hugh. I was a fool ever to listen to him, but I took his word. He swore that if there was trouble coming, hed never let his crowd jump me. Him and me would fight it out man to man. Thats why I come in — like a fool, partner! But here we are, both trapped, and me in no position to help the way Id be if I was loose out there among the trees!

Maybe not, son. And if there was ever a square-shooter, its you, Ronicky. Look! Dawn pointed suddenly. I seen something move behind the trees.

And me! answered Ronicky. I think I hear somebody sneaking beside the other shack and—

Suddenly he leaped up from his knees with a yell.

Hugh! Theyre at us!


XXV. THE ATTACK
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RONICKY HAD SEEN two low-moving shadows detach themselves from the front of the neighboring shack and start toward the front of his own at full speed, while from the window of the hut a rifleman began blazing away at his window. That hurricane of bullets, one after the other, should have the effect of making it lively for a marksman attempting to shoot from the aperture.

Ronicky scooped up a quantity of the waste and passed it over the lantern. Instantly the flames burst out, fed by the kerosene, and he hurled the armful, with the flames already sweeping back across his shirt, through the window and out into the night. It fell a considerable distance from the wall, and the wind, catching the flames, lifted them high so that all the surroundings were suddenly and brilliantly illumined.

It revealed the sharpshooter at the opposite window. It revealed the two skulkers midway between the fronts of the shacks. It showed, to the rear, three more breaking toward the shack at full speed. But one and all were checked. They yelled with astonishment and fear at this unexpected flood of light, while at the same time reechoed shouts of rage and fear from the other side of the house proved that Hugh Dawn had carried out his portion of the maneuver with equal success. Ronicky, aiming only at light, gained more than light. He derived the advantage of a surprise attack.

He began shooting — and shooting to kill. Across the room he heard the roaring of Hugh Dawns gun as the sturdy old warrior began pumping lead from two revolvers at the same time. Very well. He might make a terrific amount of noise, but it was hardly likely that he would do as much execution as this slender, keen-eyed fellow at the window, planting his shots and wasting few of them indeed.

First of all he fired not at the onrushing forms, but directed his attention to the man at the opposite window. For he possessed a rifle, and he could take advantage of the flaring light from the waste, as it burned, to drive home a fatal shot. Straight at him Ronicky drove his first bullet, and he saw the other fling up his arms and sink from sight without a word.

In the meantime, the two men in the front had, after their moment of hesitation on being flooded with light, resumed their forward run, and another stride would take them into shelter around the corner of the hut. One of these Ronicky nailed midstride and saw the fellow pitch to his fate with a shrill scream of pain. But his companion shot out of view behind the corner of the logs.

There would be a future danger, for the man was now under the wall, and the logs protected him fully as much as they protected the men inside the hut.

Ronicky gave that danger only a fleeting thought. He had whirled, and now he looked to the south, where the three had been sweeping up from the woods.

His first bullet went wild — the sudden change of direction had thrown him off. His second bullet made the middle man of the three stagger and reel, but the ruffian kept on running. His third shot sent the left-hand fellow whirling about, and he dropped on his face. Before he could fire again, both of the survivors of the rush were under the protection of the walls.

At the same instant the firing of Hugh Dawn stopped, and Ronicky wheeled toward his companion.

How many? he whispered.

Nailed one, sure, replied Hugh Dawn, breathing hard. And you?

Three! murmured Ronicky. Down, Hugh!

He followed his own precepts by flattening himself against the floor. Well for him that he did so! Scarcely was he down and Hugh crouched likewise in the far and shadowy corner of the hut, when a shadowy form darted into the open doorway and blazed away at the window where Ronicky had been standing. Too late the outlaw saw the target sprawled along the floor instead of erect, and changed his aim. Before he could get in a second shot Ronicky had fired for the sixth time, and the other, gasping with agony, spun over and disappeared through the doorway and into the outer night.

Then came silence.

Did you turn em? whispered Ronicky.

Every one! One down and four went back — and a couple of them, I think, was nicked a little!

His exultation shook his voice. But Ronicky pointed to the rear of the house with a warning gesture.

Of the eleven men of Moons band, four had fallen dead, or apparently dead, in the attack. Two had been badly wounded by Ronicky, and perhaps one or more of the others had been struck by the bullets of Hugh Dawn. In a word, where the odds had been, counting Jack Moon, twelve to two, they had suddenly shrunk through this rushing assault and its attendant casualties to the far less imposing total of seven to two. Of the seven, at least two were badly hurt. It left at the most not more than five fighting effectives. But Ronicky, not knowing that Jack Moon had deserted his men, and never dreaming but that he was the directing mind behind the rush, counted the odds still three to one.

The attack had at least placed the outlaws in a superior position to that which they had held before. One wounded man and one man sound in body and limb were now under the rear wall of the shack, sheltered by their nearness to it against gunfire from Ronicky or Dawn. Moreover — an incalculable advantage — they could attack suddenly, and they could overhear any but the most secretly whispered communications of Ronicky and Dawn.

That very nearness, however, suggested to Ronicky the next maneuver.

Watch that rear wall, Hugh! he called loudly.

Two of the skunks are behind it and may fire through the logs. Watch it close!

He added in a sudden whisper at the very ear of his companion: Weve got to get out now, Hugh, or wait here and be stuck like rats in the morning. We got to get out! The only way is to make a break across the clearing. You see? Theyve got two men right under the rear wall now, and that makes it sos we cant shoot out from the back door. The rest of em will come up on that side, and then theyll have us six to two, and were goners at close range!

Hugh Dawn nodded.

Straight across the clearing when I give the word, said Ronicky swiftly, taking command as though it had been agreed to put matters into his hands in the crisis. The older man nodded without a word and set his jaw grimly at the thought of that desperate venture.

Ronicky, meantime, was calmly reloading his revolver, keeping the weapon which he had taken from the holster of Bud Kent as a reserve of ammunition. Hugh Dawn imitated the good example.

The fire from the flaming waste was gradually decreasing. The oil which had made the flare so great had now been well nigh exhausted, and the hard light decreased in proportion; but it was still far too bright to admit of a rush for the safe darkness of the trees. A new and more dangerous expedient came to Ronicky Doone.

Watch well and keep your nerve, he cautioned Dawn, still in the most guarded whisper. Im going to explore!

So saying, he dropped to his knees and boldly slid out from the front door of the little building and toward its left side. In that direction, as he had noted with a glance, the quantity of ignited waste which Hugh Dawn had thrown through the rear door had been far less than that which he himself had flung out. Accordingly, while that which he himself had tossed out was still blazing, the waste of Hugh Dawn was now a darkening mass of cinders casting hardly any light. In that direction, therefore, he hoped to escape observation.

He stayed close to the wall, wriggling forward slowly and constantly scanning the trees before him in search of the glint of a rifle or revolver raised to shoot. But he caught no such deadly glimmer, and for sound there came only the stifled groaning of the wounded men.

So he came, pushing his revolver before him in extended right hand, to the rear of the house and glanced around the corner. As he had expected, he found two men there. But their condition was not at all what he had anticipated. The one lay on his back with his arms cast out crosswise. Above him knelt the huge body of Silas Treat who was making gestures toward the forest as though silently to encourage his backward comrades to come to his aid in this advanced position.

Perhaps they could not see him; perhaps their nerve was not up to undertaking. At any rate, no one had as yet ventured forth. As for the wounded man, it must be he who had stumbled when Ronicky fired the second time at the group of three; and he was far gone, if not fatally hurt. Not an arms length away was the immense back of Si Treat, seemingly confident that his closeness to the wall made attack from the house impossible.

Ronicky shoved his revolver against the back of the giants neck. There was a quiver and then a stiffening in that immense body. Then Silas Treat turned his head slowly and without a sound stared into the face of Ronicky.

Why they were not observed, Ronicky could not tell, unless the rest of the band had now shifted around to the shack from which the first of the assault had been launched.

Drop your gun! commanded Ronicky, noting from the corner of his eye that the wounded man made no effort to interfere — perhaps he was swooning, as a matter of fact.

Si Treat obeyed without a word, tossing the gun into the shadows.

Crawl past me, whispered Ronicky to his captive, and mind that you go slow sos nobody can see you from the forest. With the first shot thats fired, I sink a chunk of lead into your heart, Si! Now move!

Without answer Silas Treat began obediently to work his way around Ronicky, past the corner of the shack, and down its side until at Ronickys order he turned into the interior of the little house.

Now get back against that wall, commanded Ronicky, and keep your hands over your head. Thats right. Hugh, get that rope and tie him, and tie him hard. I ought to stick a knife into the skunk, and I will if he dont talk out!

Hugh Dawn, muttering in his astonishment, obeyed and bound their formidable captive tightly. Si Treat, in the meantime, retained an immobile expression, as they could see by the last glimmer of the burning waste.

Now, said Ronicky, talk fast and talk straight. Part of what Im going to ask you I already know. If I catch you in a lie, its the last word you speak. Understand?

Treat nodded.

First: Wheres the rest of em?

Gone blind, said the big man savagely, or else youd be dead sure, Doone! But theyre gone blind. Most like theyve sneaked back in the trees to tie up some little cut places where they got nicked. They aint got the nerve of Baldy McNair. He kept coming after he was drilled for fair.

Thats Baldy lying behind the house?

Thats him.

Are any of em in the shack next to us here?

Nope. Not a soul, unless they sneaked there, and I didnt see em. But they wont come that close. Theyre licked! The yaller dogs! Theyre licked, or theyd of follered me, and then wed of had you!

Maybe, said Ronicky, stumbling in his haste to get at the desired information, but Wheres Jack Moon? Did he go down?

Moon? I dunno where he is. Maybe hes deserted. I left him in that little clearing up the hill with the girl. Maybe hes run off with her. He aint showed up since we started the party.

Ronicky Doone groaned.

Gone off with Jerry?

Hugh Dawn inhaled audibly. Its a lie! he cried.

Look here, said Silas Treat, in the same singular calm. I aint got any call for lying or playing in with the rest of them swine outside. I done my part. They didnt do theirs. Im through with em. All the good ones are done for, anyway, and Moons band is busted up. Kent and Bush are dead. Corrigans dead. Craig is dead and others along with him, and Baldy McNair is lying on his back nearer death than living. Moons band is busted up, and Moon himself has beat it off with a piece of calico. Ill never trust or foller another man so longs I live!

Gag him! commanded Ronicky. Gag him sos he cant yell. Hugh, we got to make our break, and we got to make it now. First: Wheres the hosses?

Over in the woods behind the third shack.

Any of em saddled?

Three or four, I guess.

Thats all!


XXVI. ESCAPE
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AT THE WORD Dawn clapped the gag, which he had meantime improvised, between the teeth of the captive and secured it firmly.

Now, said Ronicky, run for it!

And he darted through the door, followed at his heels by the older man. Half the distance to the trees they had covered with flying haste when there was a yell behind them — a yell from Silas Treat, who had so quickly worked out the gag that silenced him. Then — he must have burst the cords that held him by an exertion of his tremendous strength and scooped up a fallen revolver — a storm of bullets was driven after the fugitives.

But the distance was great, and Ronicky set the example of dodging from side to side as he ran. In a moment, though, the bullets still whistling and crashing through the boughs around them, Ronicky had reached the safety of the forest and turned panting to Dawn.

Safe? he asked.

Thank Heaven! And you, Ronicky?

Make for the hosses. Get two and come back. Ill keep em dancing to our music while you get em!

Dawn disappeared, and Ronicky faced the enemy. There was a new confusion of shouts. The enormous voice of Silas Treat was giving directions. The rest of Moons shattered crew was coming to the firing line, and a scattering of shots was pumped toward the place where Ronicky had disappeared. He must give them the opinion that he and Dawn were preparing to make at least a short stand in this direction. Accordingly, he began to run from tree to tree, firing two shots in quick succession and then two more from another place, so as to give the effect of a pair of fighters working along the edge of the forest. He was aiming at the flashes on the far side of the clearing, but he had no hope of striking a target, and he was not surprised when no cries of pain greeted his attack. In a moment they would send a couple of men sifting around the edge of the clearing to make a flank attack, but now came Hugh Dawn leading one horse and riding another. One bound carried Ronicky into the saddle, and he and Dawn spurred recklessly into the heart of the woods.

Behind them rose fresh yells of dismay, and the firing ceased. Of course they would pursue, but unless Ronicky were hugely mistaken, they would not pursue far through the darkness of the woods. Dawn was indeed beginning in the east, but the pines were thick enough to shut out the scattered rays of light and leave deep night beneath the lower branches.

And to follow an armed enemy who had proved the sharpness of his teeth through such a thicket as this would probably overtask the worn nerves of the outlaws. Besides, he shrewdly guessed that they had had enough of fighting to last them for many days.

Another interest was larger in the mind of Ronicky. He plunged with Hugh Dawn straight up the slope until he came to the clearing where Treat had said Jack Moon had last gone with the girl.

It was quite empty, as he broke into the open space with his revolver poised. Drawing up his horse with a groan, he cried to Dawn: Treat was right. The devil has taken Jerry.

Ay, said the despairing father, devil he is and doubly a devil, but well never get him tonight, Ronicky. Hes taken the grays. I seen that they werent among the rest of the hosses, though I looked for em. On the grays hell shake his heels in our faces, lad, or the faces of any hosses in these parts. Theyve got the foot. We cant catch em!

For answer Ronicky looked a moment in silence at his companion and then whistled a peculiarly high and piercing note, long held. Then he sat with his head canted a little to one side, listening intently.

How come? growled Hugh Dawn uneasily. Calling up Moons gang of cutthroats?

But far away, faint as a small echo, the answer came in the form of a neigh. Ronicky smiled and shook his head at his companion.

You hear?

Its Lou, said the other, a little awed. Shes like a man for sense, Ronicky.

Bettern most men, answered Ronicky tersely and whistled again.

The answer this time was much closer. Then they heard a crashing in the underbrush, and the beautiful mare came like a bullet out of the trees and glinted in the dawnlight of the clearing. Beside Ronicky she drew up, snorting her pleasure at the reunion.

A change of saddles was quickly made, and now, on the back of the mare, Ronicky laughed with joy.

Now let Jack Moon ride hard, he said, because, no matter how much foot the grays have, Im going to run em into the ground — if I can ever pick up the trail. But Lord knows where theyve gone. Can you guess, Hugh?

Cant make a good guess, the older man returned, watching with an appreciative eye while the bay mare danced in her eagerness to be off. But howm I to keep up with that little streak of lightning youre on now?

You wont keep up, answered Ronicky. Never come across a hoss in the mountains that could keep up, partner.

Now the gray morning was brightening each moment, and already the light was so clear that they could look back into the heart of the hollow and see the clearing and the shacks. There was no pursuit apparently. Small figures of men moved here and there hurriedly. There was a knot of horses, looking as small as ants in the distance, in the central space.

I knew, muttered Ronicky Doone, that there was a curse on that treasure of Cossletts. We aint the men that dug the stuff out of the ground in the first place, and neither did they give it to us. Hugh, theys going to be a curse wherever that gold travels!

I got none of it, said Hugh Dawn almost cheerfully. Left it all behind in the shack. And I think youre right, Ronicky. But now where do we head?

We can only guess. Where would a smart gent like Jack Moon go if he wanted to throw folks off the trail?

North was where he and the band expected to head.

Thats why he wont head there. And over to the east the ground slopes too easy and smooth. Thats where folks would naturally think that Moon had gone trying to get away. But most like, just to throw us off, Moon has taken the west road, through those hills. The harder the road, the less chance wed have to foller him on it. Aint that the way hed think?

I dunno, Ronicky. But it sounds pretty reasonable, except that for my part Id take the east road. Thats where he must of gone.

Take it if you want. I go west.

Take it, then. Well each try a road. And if we both miss?

Ill see you in Trainor — if I come through alive.

Good-by, Ronicky — and Heaven bless you!

Ronicky Doone waved his hand cheerfully.

You look happy, said the older man curiously, like you was going to a party, son!

I am, said Ronicky Doone. Im going on the trail of the gent Id rather meet than anybody in the world. Good luck, Hugh!

Hugh Dawn waved again and then watched Ronicky send his mare at a gallop down through the sparsely wooded slope leading toward the west. He kept on watching as the rider disappeared in the thicket in the lower hollow, and until Ronicky came into view again on the farther slope. He was still allowing Lou to keep a swift pace, and he was riding jauntily erect, as though he rode to a feast.

Then Hugh Dawn turned his face east and trotted down through the trees.


XXVII. THE THREAT
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IT WAS, INDEED, down the western trail taken by Ronicky, that Jack Moon had urged his horses with Jerry Dawn at his side, and never before had the leader ridden with such high hopes of great success to lure him on. The weariness of the girl was a great part in his favor. He had well nigh convinced her of the honesty of his intentions during the first part of the ride, and now, as the long strain of anxiety and of physical effort during the past few days began to tell upon her, she turned to the strong man beside her automatically for assistance and guidance. If she had been in full possession of her natural keenness, she might have probed motives and probabilities far more deeply. But as it was, she took for granted, it seemed, in the mental fog that springs out of physical exhaustion, that Jack Moon was a rock of support.

She had ceased riding erect and lightly in the saddle by the time the sun pushed up out of the eastern trees and looked down at them as they twisted along a narrow trail on a mountainside. Now her head had lowered a little, and one hand rested heavily on the pommel of the saddle. Sometimes he thought that she was on the verge of falling asleep, so heavily she swung to one side or another as the big gray turned a sharp corner of the trail, but these swerves always wakened her a little and made her smile at her companion with dim amusement. The outlaw pressed close to her side to make sure that she should not fall.

In all his dark and cruel career he had never come so close to a good and pure emotion as he had come now. To him the girl in her weariness and helplessness was a more controlling power than a hundred men with guns rushing at him. The night of sleeplessness, with other dreary nights of watching before, had robbed her of all sprightliness of mind, all elasticity of body. She had become, mentally and physically, a child. He could mold her as he would. Should he take advantage of her now, to press on her the great desire which had been beating at his brain since he first saw her those few short days before?

Watching her wavering in the saddle, he decided that for very shame he could not trouble her with his importunities. But looking more closely again, and this time at her bowed face, it seemed to Jack Moon that there was nothing in the world so tender or so perfectly beautiful as the line of her profile, curving over brow and nose and lips and chin and rounded throat. Behind all the gentleness, he knew there was more courage than ordinarily comes to the lot of woman. All in all, it seemed to him that he had at last found a helpmate — the woman he wished to make his wife.

It must be said in justice to the man that in his associations with women he had ever played an honorable role. Whatever his ways with men, he had kept his trickery for them alone, and he had reserved for womankind as much reverence as he possessed. He was one of those odd fellows who, in the midst of a thousand crimes, retain a measure of self-respect by adhering to standards of one kind or another. It is not an unusual characteristic of criminals. There are murderers who kill for a price, and a cheap price, at that, who would scorn to commit an act of thievery. There are robbers who would not keep themselves from starving by descending to such a pitifully small act as picking a pocket. But with Jack Moon the exception had been a very large one — he had built a solid reputation as a man who never broke his word.

He writhed with shame and anguish of spirit to think that at last he had shattered the painfully acquired repute. He had betrayed his own followers, he had tricked and betrayed Ronicky Doone, he had betrayed Hugh Dawn. But he had lied and perjured himself for the sake of the girl, and he had the price of his sin with him. At least he had her presence. How far he was from having won her confidence, her affection, remained to be seen. In the meantime, she was here beside him, and as the miser, looking at his gold, makes small the privations he has endured to heap up the money, so Jack Moon, looking at the girl, sneered at the lost honor which she had cost him.

Yet, how much of her was his? How truly did she trust him? Might it not be that he had paid the terrible price simply for the sake of a single ride with her? All of these possibilities swarmed through the tormented mind of the outlaw, but he forced them away. It was too much to be considered. Never before had he laid siege to the mind of a man without eventually winning him over, and surely a single, weak woman could not endure against his persuasiveness!

But before she could even listen to him, she must be stimulated to complete wakefulness. He halted his party, helped the girl dismount, and built a camp fire hastily. Over it he made coffee, finding all the materials necessary in the pack which was behind the saddle on Jerrys horse. Having prepared a steaming cup of the coffee, he gave it to the girl. Bacon and cracker sandwiches completed the meal, but they both ate ravenously; and before the brief repast was ended, the color was coming back into the face of the girl. Still he did not begin his talk, but waited until they were once more on the trail.

Of course there was not a chance in a thousand that he would be pursued — not a chance, unless Ronicky Doone escaped from the band — which was absurd — and then was able to guess what trail the fugitive leader had taken. But there was not a single danger in a thousand possibilities that Ronicky Doone, if he escaped from the besieged shack, would even be able to guess that the leader of the outlaws was a fugitive! Still Jack Moon preferred to make surety doubly sure. So he pressed steadily westward. Before long they would come down into the lowlands; they would begin to enter a district where the plain was green with irrigation, and where little agricultural villages were dotting the green here and there. In one of these, if his persuasions took effect, he could find the minister. In one of these the ceremony could be performed.

Still he delayed beginning the talk. It was hard to find the right opening. His heartbeat began to quicken; and he could have blessed her when she said suddenly: Its all like a happy dream, you know. Weve been through a nightmare time; its unreal. Ive been trying to convince myself that Ive actually seen Cossletts gold, but I cant.

And yet we have four horses here, all loaded with it! More than a hundred thousand dollars, Jerry!

I wish it werent here! she answered. Theres no luck about it.

If you want, he answered, Ill pitch the gold down into that ravine and let it lie there. Just say the word!

The violence of his expression made her glance up to his face, startled; she glanced away as quickly. Such talk as this could mean only one thing. Moreover, she had seen a pale, intense face and eyes that burned out of it at her. The usual pale calm was gone from Jack Moon. He was no longer the aloof, superior leader. He was simply a man, a man in love. She was frightened, but she was not altogether displeased. She cast about, however, for some other topic to carry the talk away from the danger point.

Perhaps you should. I dont know. Perhaps Ronicky was right.

Moon, gritting his teeth, saw that he must not take up the subject. Apparently the girl had recovered from her former aversion to Ronicky.

Doone is all right, he said mildly. Anyway, he stuck by your father in the last pinch.

I dont know what to make of it, she murmured. First he seems to throw his own life away, fighting for us against you and your men. He does it for nothing — without a hope of reward. Then he sells his honor and becomes one of your band. Next he leaves the band and at the last moment throws himself on the side of my father again. How do you explain him?

I dont try to, said the leader carelessly, far more carelessly than he really wished to speak. Hes just a wild man. Thats all! Some gents are all straight and sane about most things, but go off on one subject. Thats the way with Doone. Talks straight till he gets a chance to fight. Then he goes mad.

Theres only one thing Im sorry about, went on Moon, changing the subject, and thats the gold. I promised to get all of it for your father. But all I can give him is the stuff we have with us.

Youre going to give that to him?

Do you think Im carrying it for my own use? asked the bandit sorrowfully.

That won him a smile of gratitude.

I knew you were brave, she said, and I knew you could be gentle and kind, but I didnt know that you could be so generous.

Its not for my sake or for his, answered Jack Moon. Its you that have taught me what to do.

He had come close to the point now, and he must press on.

Will you let me tell you what Ive been planning?

She knew well enough what direction he was taking now, yet she could not stop him.

Im going East, said Jack Moon. You might think that thats a fool play to make. But mighty few people have ever seen my face. And them that have, would never know me when Im dressed up in store clothes and wearing gloves and talking smooth. I can put on smooth talk well enough, and lay off on the bum grammar, too, Jerry. You trust to that! So whats to keep me from popping up in the East — in New York, say, with a new name and plenty of money to start me off in business of some kind? Whats to stop me from all of that?

Nothing, said the girl heartily. I wish you joy with all my heart. I know you can win out. Nobody would trail you there.

Nobody, echoed Jack Moon. And by the same way that Ive made a place for myself in the mountains, Ill make a place for myself in business, and Ill make money for myself, too. It wont be hard!

No, agreed the girl. You were born to lead men, Jack, and you can lead them in cities as well as you can in the mountains!

Yet, said Jack Moon, all the money in the world, tied up with a life in a city, wouldnt make up for the freedom I have in the mountains. Up here Im a king. Down there Ill be just lost in the crowd. You see?

She nodded, dreading what was to come.

But theres one thing that would make me go — one thing that would lead me anywhere, Jerry, and thats you! Understand? You, Jerry!

He swerved his horse close to her and rode with his left hand on the cantle of her saddle. He was leaning so that, when she looked up to him, his tensed face was hardly an inch away. Jerry Dawn grew pale. His words came in a stream now.

Since I met you, Jerry, Ive wanted one thing in the world more than all the rest of it, and thats you. Ive quit the band, to follow you. Ive given up what its taken me years to build, to follow you. Understand? Im through with the mountains — Im through with the men. Ive given it up for a new life, and the heart of the new life is you, Jerry. Without you, its nothing to me. With you, its everything. Youre getting pale, honey, but its not because youre afraid. Youre too steady to do that. You know that, whatever Ive been to the rest of the world, you can trust me to the finish. Will you tell me that, Jerry? Look up and tell me that!

She flushed, frightened and miserable.

But dont you see. Jack, that I can only answer you — honestly — in one way, if I answer yes to all that?

What way?

I can only say that I care for you as you care for me. I — I dont, Jack.

You couldnt, went on Moon. It aint possible that you could. I dont expect you to — yet. But with time, Jerry, Ill pour so much love around you that you cant help giving some of it back, any more than a mirror can help shining back some firelight! Will you believe that, or dyou see me only as an outlaw talking crazy words that mean nothing?

Whatever you may have been, she answered, I tell you truly now that youve honored me by saying all this to me. But what can I do? I simply dont care for you in that way, Jack. I know that I owe the life of my father to you, and still—

Jerry, he implored her, think it over. Think quick and hard. If you turn me down, I go back where I started. I build a new band. I run the mountains again. But if you say the word, Ill leave the hills. Ill go to the city. Ill work to make you a home and happiness as no other man ever worked for a woman.

Sincerity was in his voice and in his heart. The very fact that she was repulsing him made her the more desirable to Jack Moon. It seemed to him then that the cool gray eyes and the pale, trembling lips of the girl were worth more to him than ten thousand treasures as rich as the treasure of Cosslett.

I cant answer you in any other way, answered Jerry.

Is there somebody else? he said through his teeth.

Nobody.

Its that smooth-faced, smiling, good-looking Ronicky Doone?

On my honor, theres no one!

Then, Jerry, the fact that you dont love me as much as I do you is just nothing! I cant expect you to. But in time Ill teach you how. It takes time for all great things. Ill surround you with it like a wall. Youll know nothing else. Look here. I know what it is to run men. Its better than running a thousand horses to run one man. And me, Jerry — Ive run men and run em by the scores; and wherever I go, Ill still run men!

He raised his great head, and his voice swelled.

Wherever Ive gone, Ive been king, he declared. Ive never met a man that could match me if it came to strength of muscles or strength of quick thinking. Ive planned better than the others, and Ive beat em in cunning and in tricks. Ive read their minds and beat them always. Just the same way, when it come to fighting, Ive beat em at fighting. Im going to go East, Jerry, if you say the word, and do the same thing there that Ive done in the West. Im going to run men — run em by the score — have em working for me! And you, Jerry — youll be the power behind. Youll be the rider with your hand on the reins. Ill run scores, and youll run me. Youll be like a queen on a throne, Jerry. You hear?

She believed him, as she had reason to. It was within his capabilities to do as he said — to build up a power relentlessly strong, to make her rich, to pour treasures into her lap. Wherever he went, he would be king, and she, by very virtue of the fact that she did not love him blindly, could be absolute dictator in his life and carry the great power of the man in the palm of her hand to do with it as she pleased.

Yet she shook her head, though she paused a moment before she answered. It had been a great temptation. Moreover, she knew that the man would lead as straight a life, for her sake, as he had led a criminal one for his own sake.

I cant do it, she said simply. I tell you frankly, Jack, that I admire you for your strength, and Im grateful with all my soul for what youve done for me. But I respect you too much, and I respect all the possibilities in you too much, to do what you ask. Theres no use talking any further!

It was her calmness that laid the whip on him more than her words. He had debased himself before her. He had offered to sell himself. He had, so to speak, put a saddle on his back and offered to go where she bid him, and her refusal tortured him.

Then, he said suddenly, Heaven help Hugh Dawn!

She winced and stared at him.

I say it again, said the outlaw. Heaven help Hugh Dawn!


XXVIII. THE LAST CARD
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THERE WAS NO question about the threat which his words implied. He had drawn away from her as he spoke, and now he sat gloomily, drawing his horse to a halt.

Heres where I leave you, said Jack Moon. You go on with the hosses, and you take the gold. Ive promised you that, and I keep my promise.

Do you think I value the money a straws weight? she cried in terror. Jack, what do you mean about my father?

Why, Jerry, he said, frowning in wonder that she did not understand, you see there aint moren two ways open to me. Either I sell myself out to you and go East as your husband, or else I go back up the north trail and meet my boys and take command again. Ill have to find an explanation for being away so long, but Ill explain it away, right enough, and take command; and, once back in command, Ill forget about you as though you never existed!

But my father?

Why, the boys have a claim on his life — and hes got to go! He owes us a debt, and hes got to pay. Ive busted too many rules already. Once back at the head of the band, I play the game.

You cant do it, breathed the girl. You cant do it!

You think so? he answered, almost sneering. You dont know me, Jerry. Theres one thing I love more than the rest of the world, and thats you; but next to you I love power, and to me power is the band. The way I hold the band together is by being as cold as iron and as hard as iron. I rule em with a stiff rod, and they come to me when I tell em to come, they go when I tell em to go. One sign of softening, and theyll turn and sink their teeth in me. So I wont soften!

It was a bluff. He knew that he had already hopelessly lost the band. But it was a bluff which must win.

If I dont soften, Ive got to get your father out of the way. His life is a forfeit. And its got to be paid down. I go back up the north trail. I find the boys and swing em southward. Before night I ride down your father on the way to Trainor and leave him dead on the trail. Theres nothing else to do.

He turned his horse, waving to her, settled his hat more firmly on his head, and touched the gray with the spurs, but at the first leap he heard her voice calling faintly after him. He checked the gray and turned, his heart bounding with triumph.

There she sat with her eyes almost closed in the pain of what she was to do, and both her hands clutched hard over the pommel of the saddle.

Come back to me, said Jerry Dawn sadly. I didnt know it was possible. Even now Id go down on my knees and beg with you, Jack Moon, except that I know its worse than useless! You are what you say — hard as iron. I surrender. Tell me what I have to do. Ill do it. But I never will forgive you.

A strange sound of choked triumph came from the throat of the outlaw. He had played his last card, to be sure, but that last card had been enough, and he had won. He forbore, however, from pressing his triumph on her.

Well ride out of the hills and down into the valley, he said quietly. And there well find a minister in the first town. In that town well be married. You understand, Jerry?

She swallowed and then nodded, never looking at him.

But when were East, Jerry, Ill teach you to forgive me. This thing may be hard for you to do. But someday—

She raised a hand in mute entreaty, and he stopped abruptly. So they rode on in silence until they reached the crest of the highest mountain, where the trail drove straight down before them. Faraway, beyond the foothills, stretched the green fields of that rich farming country, and he could see the windows of the first town gleaming faintly in the early rays of the morning sun. There was, indeed, his promised land!

There was a sound of a caught breath from the girl. He glanced aside at her and saw that she had turned in the saddle and was looking back, though when he turned to her she instantly righted herself in the saddle and faced forward again. But that stifled exclamation of pleasure, or fear, aroused his interest, and, searching the ranges of hills which stretched behind and below him in wave after wave, he saw, two crests away, the form of a horseman riding over a summit at full gallop.

The outlaw set his teeth and whipped out the field glasses from the saddle pocket. By the time he had focused the glasses, he was able to catch only a glimpse as the horseman dipped out of sight among the trees, but that glimpse had been enough. He had made out the flashing sides of a bay horse. He had marked the gait of the animal, long and free as the flight of a swallow, dipping lightly up and down on the wind. There was no other horse in the range of the mountains with that high-headed grace, that spiritlike ease of gait. It was the mare, Lou, and that rider was Ronicky Doone!

Ride! he called to the girl. Ride hard, Jerry. Dont put your hopes in the fool behind us. Hes late. Hes too late, like all the rest that come up against Jack Moon. Hes late, and hes beaten!

Who is it? cried the girl above the roar of the hoofs as the horses broke down the slope of the mountain.

Nobody worth thinking about, said the other. A gent I could wait for and salt away with lead. But I aint going to stain our first ride together.

He saw a fleeting sneer cross her face, and the expression was to him like a blow. Then: Its Ronicky Doone! she cried. Ah, Heaven bless him! Its Ronicky Doone, and youre running from him like a coward. Running from one man like a coward!

She was even more clever than he had suspected. But after all it was a childish ruse to attempt to badger him into pausing to vindicate his prowess in single combat, while she, perhaps in the midst of the battle, slipped away to safety and rode to warn her father that the devil himself was on their trails! No, Jack Moon merely smiled to himself. Let her show her teeth now. Later on he would teach her what discipline meant! As they spurred on, he noticed that her expression was rather thoughtful than sullen, rather studious than terrified.

They came off the first long down slope of the mountain, and they began to climb the slope of the hill beyond, only a short rise before they would again have a declining grade to make their way the easier and the swifter. Here the girl fell a little behind, but still he could hear her speaking to the horse to urge it on.

Then he heard the grunt of a horse brought to a halt, or wrenched away in a new direction. He turned in haste. Jerry Dawn had whirled the tall gray and was dashing back down the trail as fast as the spurs would drive her mount, and the lead rope which had been bringing the horse on was dangling in the air where she had severed it with a single slash of her knife.


XXIX. A VITAL BLOW
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THE OUTLAW JERKED loose the knot which bound him to his own lead horse, swinging his gray about at the same time, and so he was off in pursuit, his teeth set, and one of those red rages which occasionally swept over him now blurring his eyes. Jerry had reached the long upslope of the mountain while he was still coming down from the hill, so that he gained with tremendous bounds on her, but now she was reaching into the saddlebags and throwing out the treasure of gold which weighted her horse. It fell on the grass and gleamed there, unregarded. What was gold, save a heavy metal, a worse than useless thing to her?

Cursing bitterly, the leader saw the horse of the girl pull away, thus lightened, and he followed the example, hurling out what was in his own saddlebags. Then he bent himself to the serious work of the pursuit.

She was not a dozen feet away. With a lariat he could have roped her horse and brought it to a halt, but there was no rope on his saddle, and he groaned because of the lack. With all his skill brought to bear on the problem, with merciless spurs urging on his mount, he tore after her, but, to favor her horse, she was a full seventy pounds lighter than her gigantic pursuer, and she rode with all the energy she could bring to bear.

No matter how he swung himself with the gallop of his gray, still her mount drew away little by little, widening the gap between them. For they were going up a steep grade, and her weight told as it would never have done on the level; all of the outlaws skill in the saddle was wasted. He could not gain, he could not keep even with the fugitive. He saw her turn her head and then shout with joyous triumph!

It was worse than merely being distanced. In that merciless drive at full speed up the side of the hill they were burning up precious strength, and the grays would be far from the horses they had been before the spur was started. With spurs, with beating quirt, he drove his gray until he heard the breath of the honest beast come in great, wheezing gasps — and still the other gained, for the girl was whipping as fiercely as himself.

There was nothing else for it. To continue that stern chase was simply to waste valuable time. Moon drew his revolver and poised it. Perhaps bluff, which had won for him before, would win again.

Jerry! he shouted. Stop or Ill shoot.

She turned toward him, and he glimpsed the white, set face.

I swear it! called Jack Moon. Ill shoot unless you stop.

But she merely raised her clenched fist and shook it back at him in hatred and defiance. And suddenly he loved her more than he had ever loved her before. Here, indeed, in this fearless girl, was a mate for him! But could he let her go? Yonder, once over the crest of the hill, she would have downslope to give her horse impetus, and they would be driving straight into the arms of Ronicky Doone. No, he decided fiercely, it was better, far better, to see her die than to let that chance come to him. He aimed with all the skill at his command at the right off hind leg of the fleeing gray and fired. In response there was only a greater burst of speed, and a streak of crimson leaped out on the hip of the wounded horse.

Once more he fired, taking still more careful aim, and this time his bullet struck. The gray pitched up with a snort of pain; then his quarters crumbled beneath him as he strove to take the next driving stride uphill. He sank to the right, and he fell heavily, the girl being flung out of the saddle and turning twice over and over before she struck.

She lay where she dropped, a queerly twisted body with outflung arms, and Jack Moon felt in his heart that she was dead. He was out of the stirrups in an instant and beside her, lifting her in his arms. There was a long gash in her forehead, but it was only a shallow flesh wound where the edge of a sharp rock had clipped the skin. For the rest, as he ran his swift hands over her body, he could feet no broken bones.

Jerry was still alive, she was still with him. Though they had wasted priceless time and burned up the strength of one horse and destroyed another, there was still, perhaps, a fighting chance.

The girl was not badly injured — merely stunned, it seemed; but the cut on her face was flowing. He whipped out his bandanna and knotted it as a crimson bandage about her head. Then he picked her up lightly, as though she had been a child, and ran back to the gray. Once more in the saddle, he spurred back along the hill, heading toward the two led horses. They must be his last resource now — and a bad one to mate against the speed and great-hearted courage of the bay mare, Lou.

But in the meantime, here was the girl, for one moment at least, his. No matter that she was unconscious, for when her senses returned she would either weep or moan her despair. Only for this instant, as the gray bore them with staggering gallop down the hill and the wind whipped into his face, she was his beyond question. Gathering her close to him, he cupped her head in his free hand and kissed her lips.

By the time he reached the led horses and drew up his own mount, the gray was broken of wind and trembling of limb. That burst up the hill had completely shattered his running powers, and he would not be good for an hour more of going such as lay before them. Therefore, he was less than nothing to Jack Moon.

Instead, the outlaw intended to use the two remaining horses. Into one saddle he raised the girl. Into the other he cast himself; first emptying the gold from the pouches along the saddles, he sent the horses ahead at a reckless gallop. The girl, since he could no longer trust her for an instant, he allowed to sit motionless in her saddle; taking the reins of her mount, he urged on both horses.

Truly, the girl had worked better than she knew. She had not delayed them in actual time more than ten minutes, but in fact the delay would prove a far more vital thing. Instead of the ground-devouring swing of the grays there was now the choppy stride of the cow ponies. The leader remembered how the bay mare, Lou, had skimmed over the ground. She was the queen of horses, and this pair were like dirt compared with her! Yes, Jerry Dawn had struck her blow at the vital moment, and perhaps in the end she would win. With anxious eyes Jack Moon turned and scanned what lay behind.

All his sacrifice, he felt a moment later, would be in vain, for now, over the top of the mountain far behind, skimmed the form of the bay mare, Lou, running as smoothly as ever, running with exhaustless strength, and with the sunlight flashing from her wet sides. While Moon looked, the pursuer, small in the distance, tore off his hat and waved it — a cheering sign to the girl, a nameless threat to Jack Moon.


XXX. THE TRAIL ENDS
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STRAIGHT WEST RONICKY Doone had sent Lou when he parted from Hugh Dawn. There was not a chance in ten that he would come on signs of the fugitive, if indeed the bandit had taken this way. It only remained to play the single chance bravely and strongly. So he laid a true course due west and let the mare do her gallant best. Then, when the sun was well up, and before and behind him the mountains were tossing in endless waves of rocky summits, he saw the two figures hurrying far before him over a crest two ranges away. At the very moment when the two looked back and saw him, he had sighted them, and, though at that distance he could not tell whether or not one was a man and one was a woman, he sent Lou like a red-bay streak down the mountainside.

But when he struck the opposite slope, unlike the blind eagerness of the outlaw, and even though he were groaning at the thought of a further delay, Ronicky drew down the willing mare to a slow trot. In this fashion he climbed the steep slope, even forcing Lou to come back to a steady walk when the trail rose sheer before him, and finally slipping from the saddle and trotting at the side of the beautiful creature.

She knew what this meant. When the master so favored her, to lighten her burden, it meant that he expected her, sooner or later, to give every ounce of her energy in his service. Well, let him make the call; she was prepared to answer. How different from the method of huge Jack Moon was this partnership of man and beast! As he trotted beside his struggling mare along that heartbreaking trail, Ronicky called out to her cheerily and patted her shining shoulder. When they reached the top of the heavy grade, he jumped into the saddle and was off like the wind.

Down the next mountainside they dipped and climbed the farther rise. Down they went again, and, reaching the farther summit, Ronicky stiffened in the saddle and cried out in joy.

Straight down below him lay the struggling figure of the prostrate gray, ruined forever. Farther still, in the hollow before the first rise, there was the glint of gold which had been thrown away. And over the first foothill — could he believe his eyes? — were the girl and Jack Moon, so close that he could identify the broad shoulders of the outlaw!

He took the shorter slope of the hill swiftly and broke on to the rolling surface of the foothills. Now, indeed, the mare could run, and Ronicky let her head go. He kept a rein just strong enough to steady her and keep her running straight, just firm enough to straighten her out in case of a stumble; and so they flashed over range after range of the softly molded hills and came again in sight of the fugitives.

They were riding on the last range of the hills, the girl sitting straight in the saddle with the red silk bandanna fluttering about her head. Jack Moon was flogging with his quirt and alternately spurring his own mount and the horse of the girl.

But he was lost. Even had he had the speed of the long-legged grays to help him, he could not have stood off the steady challenge of Lou. She came like the wind overtaking a ship. In five minutes she would range beside them. Now lack Moon knew that the girl had indeed ruined his effort. The delay had been fatal.

He made up his mind instantly, it seemed. Ronicky saw him cast loose the reins of the girls horse and draw his revolver, and a terrible premonition darted through the brain of Ronicky. Was the heartless devil going to murder the woman he could not carry away with him?

But that was not the purpose of the outlaw.

Swear by everything thats holy, he called to Jerry Dawn, that youll stand by with your hoss and not try to escape. Otherwise Ill kill the roan while I go back and attend to the fool thats coming up on us!

There was no hesitation in the mind of the girl. She had seen one poor creature pistoled by this remorseless fiend of a man, and she could not face the thing again.

Ill promise, she said. And she added fiercely: But youll never come back, Jack Moon!

He laughed scornfully.

The man aint born, he declared, that can stand me off in man-to-man fight.

That, said the girl coldly, is why youve run away like a whipped cur ever since you sighted Ronicky Doone. Bah!

He blinked before her scorn, and then, through his teeth, he answered: I played safe. I took no chances. But if you think I fear him or any man, watch me now! Ill come back riding Lou!

She trembled at the thought, but she kept her head high and showed no sign of her fear.

You dare not face him, Jack Moon, she said fiercely. Its the beginning of the end. Youve failed from the first, ever since Ronicky Doone crossed your path. I begin to see a hundred things. Somehow youve lied and blinded me with your lies. But now, in my heart, I know that Ronicky Doone was never untrue to my father. Jack Moon, heaven pity you, because as sure as honesty is stronger than crime, Ronicky Doone is going to kill you here on this hill. And all your tricks wont help you!

He looked to the side.

There came the pursuer, drawing his mare back to a long and swinging canter as he saw that the outlaw no longer fled.

Moon knew that, whatever happened, he had already lost Jerry. Stand by, he said. Watch Ronicky Doone go down. And before I go, Ill tell you the truth. Ive made my play, and Ive lost; but Ill show you how little youve won. It wasnt a bluff that I told my boys to run back there in the hollow. I told them to rush the house and shoot to kill. And thats what they done. Doone got away — to be finished by me. But your father is dead back yonder in the hollow. Otherwise, wouldnt he be there with Ronicky? Hes dead, and thats the end of his story. And now Ill finish Ronickys.

He saw her lips part and her eyes widen with horror; then he shut out the picture by whirling his horse toward the oncoming rider.

Ronicky Doone made out no detail of that conversation, of course, but its general tenor was unmistakable. There sat the girl with her head bowed, and her face covered by her hands. Here was Jack Moon cantering toward him.

He stopped Lou on the crest of the hill and slipped from the saddle. Why should he imperil her life by putting her in the way of a chance bullet, so long as the enemy were coming on to fight the battle out bravely, man to man, in fair contest? The good mare followed him a pace or two, whinnying softly as though to ask why he had left the saddle, but he checked her advance with a sharp word, and she halted obediently, lifting her head and pricking her ears in curiosity.

Half a dozen paces from her, Ronicky paused and dropped his right hand on his hip, for the approaching rider had also slipped his revolver into the holster now. Though he did not follow Ronickys humane example and dismount, he came on with one hand raised in the time-honored fashion of those who request a truce. Ronicky raised his own left hand as signal that the truce was granted, and the outlaw halted not more than half a dozen paces away, still in the saddle.

He waited, his head high, his clear eye sparkling with alertness. Not a movement of the sweat-brightened body of the horse, not a stir of the face of the outlaw, escaped him.

That face was set with unutterable grimness, though Jack Moon was striving to relax his expression and adopt one of careless self-confidence. He so far succeeded that he was able to smile down to Ronicky.

I see, he said, that youre so plumb tired of living that you pretty near wore out your hoss trying to get close to me.

I see, answered Ronicky, with a smile to match that of the big fellow, that youre so plumb fond of life that you wore out two horses trying to get away from me.

Unquestionably, if there were an advantage in that exchange of words, it lay on the side of Ronicky Doone. Since, in a manner, this was the first blow for him, Jack Moon set his teeth and strove to drive away the gloomy foreboding which flooded his mind. The words of the girl, too, rang through his memory. She had been strangely confident that her champion must win. That confidence had gleamed in her steady eyes, and the memory of that light now served to darken the vision of the outlaw. But he must rouse himself from this depression. In another moment his life would be staked upon his speed of hand, his lightning surety of eye, and he would be mated against a fighter such as he had never before in his life faced.

Accordingly, he stared straight into the eyes of Ronicky Doone. He had many a time made men cringe under the weight of his dominant will, but now the glance of Ronicky clashed against his own with equal force. This was to be no cheaply won victory!

But the youngster was smiling — no, he was sneering.

Your nerves going, Moon, he was saving calmly. Youd better make your play now before its all gone.

Make my play now? Make my play first? I aint sunk to that, kid!

Youll sink to that now, said Ronicky Doone. Because youre wilting, Jack. The skunk in you is coming out to the surface. Youre beat, and you know it. If you wait a minute more, youll begin begging for life!

The sweat poured out on the forehead of Jack Moon. For it was true! And he did know it. A great weakness was sweeping over him. The nervous, lean fingers of Ronicky Doone fascinated him. How could he expect to beat the speed of those fingers with his own great paws? If only the smaller man were within grip — 

But he must act at once. Behind him the girl would look on. But the moment his hand moved for his gun there would be a convulsive downward flick of the hand now hanging so loosely, so carelessly at the hip of Ronicky. How cool the man was! What a devil of surety was in him!

The chestnut, impatient, pranced a little and turned sidewise toward Ronicky. Then the trick came to the outlaw. The horse would be his bulwark. Mighty must be the bullet that could plow through the body of a horse and reach him. Quick as thought he flung himself down along the chestnut, whipping out his revolver as he fell, and, encircling the neck of the horse with his left hand, he leveled the revolver and fired under the throat of his mount point- blank at Ronicky Doone.

But swift though his maneuver had been, it was slow compared with the lightning gun play of Ronicky. At the first twitch of the big mans body, the gun had been conjured into those lean fingers, and as the right shoulder and chest of the outlaw surged down on the other side of the horse — after all, it was an old Indian trick — the blaze of Doones gun beat that of the man-killers by a split part of a second. A small interval, indeed, very small — but just long enough to send the soul of a man winging from its body.

Jack Moon, without a sound, without a groan, slipped out of the saddle and landed with heavy inertness on the ground, face down, and Ronicky Doone touched his shirt sleeve, where the bullet had flicked through the cloth.

He went to Jack Moon and gave the fallen man a cursory examination. It had been instant death. Ronicky looked down with a sort of childlike wonder. How could one bullet have opened the way for the passage of the vital spirit from that enormous frame, so cunningly made for strength and endurance, so trained to feats of strength? How could one bullet have stopped forever the machinations of that crafty brain?

Ronicky went slowly to the girl.

She still sat with her face bowed in her arms, but when he came near, still covering her eyes, she reached out one hand toward him, fumbling like a blind person.

Ronicky! she whispered.

Yes? he said gently.

Dad?

Alls well with him, thank Heaven!

Thank Heaven, and thanks to you. Oh, Ronicky, what have you done for us?

Only helped your dad fight a ghost out of his past, said Ronicky Doone as gently as before. Now that the ghosts gone, lets forget all about it!

THE END
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I. ENTER, BLONDY
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THE RIDER SHOT down the street, swung out of one stirrup, and rested all this weight on the other; then, when his pony flung back on braced legs, still traveling with great speed, he leaped down and ran up the steps to the hotel. His eyes were shining. He whipped off his hat and beat the dust from the crown against his leg, a great cloud of it rolling lazily down the wind.

Boys, he cried, what dyou thinks up? Old Steve Bennetts new man has come to town!

This announcement was greeted with such a roar of cheers that even Ronicky Doone turned his head. He was seated at the far end of the veranda, stretched low in his chair and so posed that the keen, hot sunshine fell upon all of him, saving one shoulder and his head, above which his arms were thrown for greater ease. He was taking a sun bath which might have set a lizard boiling, but Ronicky Doone enjoyed every instant of it. As he turned he literally flashed with color, turning from sunlight into shadow. For Ronicky was one of those dandies of the mountain desert who adopted the gaudiness of the Spanish-Indian habits. No band but one of carved gold could surround his sombrero. No ready-made boot could surround his ankles and slope with glove- fitted smoothness about his feet The red of his bandanna was glowing scarlet and of the purest silk. Silk also was his shirt, though of a heavier and coarser make. What vain, and almost womanly, vanity had made him have such gloves worked to order? The leather was as thin as a fine tissue, it seemed, and clothed his hand so that it hardly impeded the movement of the fingers in flexing. Even his cartridge belt, that symbol of all the grimmer side of the cow business, could not be allowed to remain as it had come from its maker. No, the webbing must needs be taken to some Mexican silver worker who wrought upon it, with infinite patience and skill, figures of birds and beasts and the strange flowers of cacti.

He stretched himself in the shadow now, as if he enjoyed the coolness fuface, dark of skineyes and with a singularly youthful look. The strangeness of those youthful lines came out of the contrast with a certain weariness which, now and again, dulled his eyes. Just as one was about to write him down as a half-breed for his luxurious laziness and his olive skin, one caught a glimpse of that time-tired look in his eyes, and there was a suggestion of sadness beyond words.

It came and went in his face, however, so quickly that the observer could not be entirely sure. So he lounged in his chair, for he had appropriated to his uses the only long wicker chair in that vast county. It creaked with shrill voices whenever he stirred.

As for the rider who had dismounted in such haste to rush upon the hotel veranda with the tidings that old Steve Bennetts new man had come to town, he had stepped back, laughing and still dusting clouds out of his sombrero and nodding his head to affirm his tidings, as the cow-punchers yelled.

Its the blond-headed kid, he repeated. Hes come in to look us over, maybe.

This remark provoked a yet heartier chorus of mirth, and Ronicky Doone thrust himself slowly into a more erect position.

Whos the blond-headed kid? he asked. And whos Bennett?

Now, as a rule, people west of the Rockies avoid direct questions and prefer to learn by inference and by patient waiting. He who bluntly asked to find out what he wishes to know, instead of trailing the information stealthily to the ground, is usually put down as a greenhorn; or else he is an established man with a known reputation, a man born and bred in the West and possessed of sufficient fame to free him from the danger of being put down as a blockhead.

The man to whom Ronicky Doone had put the question had never seen his face before that day, nevertheless, no matter to what other conclusions he may have come, he decided that the olive-skinned youth was not a tenderfoot. The smile of cold derision and aloofness faded instantly from his lips, and he returned: Youre new to these parts, I reckon?

Im plumb new, admitted Ronicky.

Bennett is the old gent tried to put Al Jenkins out of business thirty years back. But now Jenkins has come back after making a stake in Alaska gold. He sunk that gold right back in the oil range land, bought in the acres that Bennett had robbed him of, and now hes giving Bennett some of his own medicine. And Bennett dont like it. This blond-headed kid — well, I dunno. Every now and then Bennett gets some new hands, and they try to hold down jobs for a while on the ranch, but sooner or later they got to come to town. Well, partner, when they come to town they meet up with the boys, and the boys give em a pretty rough ride. You watch the way they handle Blondy when he sails in. Maybe hell sashay into town as a peacock, but before he leaves Twin Springs I reckon some of the starch will be took out of him!

He twisted himself from side to side in the ecstasy of his emotion.

Yes sir, something is sure going to happen to that gun fighter!

Gunfighter? echoed Ronicky. You know this Blondy, then?

Sure I dont. But I know that everybody out on Bennetts ranch has to know that when they wander into Twin Springs theyre going to have a rough ride. And the ones that come in, come because theyre all set for the party. They know well that the man that can ride into Twin Springs offn the ranch of old Steve Bennett and get out without having his guns and his spurs took from him, is quite some party!

He set his teeth to prove the strength of his own convictions on the matter.

Why, continued Ronicky, forced to raise his voice because of the gathering clamor, as new men came out from the interior of the hotel to hear the tidings, why should the whole town be agin Bennett and for Al Jenkins?

Thats easy, responded his informant It works this way. The money that Al Jenkins sunk into Twin Springs is what brung it to life. Youd ought to have seen this here town a few years back. Any respectable junk dealer would have laughed himself to death if hed been asked to make a bid on it. There wasnt a piece of a board in it that wasnt rotten. There wasnt a nail that wasnt rusted in two. Why? Just because the old toll road had been allowed to go bust. Thats why! When the railroad picked out The Falls as the place it was going to run through, why everybody in Twin Springs just sat down and folded their hands and said: Heres where we slip off the map and get all rubbed out!

And thats what was happening, too. Twin Springs done just that same thing. It begun to die like a tree when the taproots cut. The old toll road was allowed to go to pieces. The rains of a couple of winters put a crimp in that roadbed and made every teamster take chances on cross-country rather than use the old toll road from here to The Falls.

Well, then along comes old Al Jenkins that Bennett had run out of the country a half lifetime before. What did he do? Did he sit down and fold his hands in his lap like the rest of em? No, sir!

If the old town is dead, he says, well bring the old town back to life, says he.

And that is what hes done, just as sure as if youd read about him in the Bible. He climbed down into his purse and come up covered with gold and greenbacks. He spilled money everywhere, and everything that money touched turned green and begun to put out shoots like springtime. Yes, sir, he was like irrigation. Old Al Jenkins, the first thing he done, was to send out a gang to work on the toll road, and he got that back into better shape than it ever was before. It cost a sight of money but he slicked it up as smooth as glass. He got all the old-timers that had used to team on it before the railroad went through, and he got them to tell him every good feature of the old road. After theyd told him, he went ahead and fixed up this road just the same and better. He got it so good that not a one of the old boys could drive over it without admitting that that road couldnt give a man a bump in the worst wagon that was ever made.

And when the road was fixed, Twin Springs begin to come to life. The railroad went to The Falls, sure, and so Glendon Falls now is a real city. But we aint dead any more, no, sir. Were alive and coming! Look down the street. You see all those new houses? Well, they mean new folks and folks with money and folks that are making more money and spending it right where they make it, improving Twin Springs, all because Al Jenkins has put faith in em that Twin Springs means good business next year as well as this year. Yes, sir, the railroad is a long way off, and stuff has to be hauled to it, and Twin Springs is a good halfway point. So they all stop here. Theres blacksmith shops for shoeing the hosses and fixing the wagons; and theres saddle stores and harness shops; and theres them two eating houses. And — well, everywhere along the line youll see the signs of what Al Jenkins has done for the town.

And he done it all for charity? asked Ronicky Doone.

Why should he do it for charity? asked his companion hotly. No, sir. What he done was to show his faith by buying up a lot of the old folks around here that had let the town die on their hands and the result is now that he owns pretty near all of the ground that the town is built on and—

Hm, chuckled Ronicky Doone. I call it good business, partner.

I call it public spirit! asserted the other stoutly. Apparently that was the interpretation which the townsmen and those from the adjacent country wished to place upon the conduct of old Al Jenkins, and it was folly to argue with them. This mans eye lighted to fiery earnestness the moment he suspected that the intentions of Jenkins were being questioned. And Ronicky at once shrugged his shoulder and turned his head away. It made small difference to him what the opinions of this or any other man in the town might be on this or any other subject, but, just as he was sliding back into his old mental languor, he heard the voices near him hushed, and then a warning murmur: Watch yourselves, now. Here comes Blondy. Make out that you dont know who he is or where he come from.


II. THE TIME MATCH
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UNABLE TO REMAIN indifferent when such a crisis had come, Ronicky turned his head again to observe.

What he saw was a youth in his early twenties, riding jauntily down the exact center of the street, sitting his pony straight and tall, with one hand dropped in careless self-assurance on his hip and the broad brim of his sombrero furling back from his face. It was a handsome, clean-cut face. The sun and wind had tanned him deepest brown, and out of the tan looked two clear eyes, ready to exchange glances with any one in the world.

His horse, also, though hardly above the average diminutive stature of cow ponies, was rather smaller in the head and more shapely of neck and quarters than the general run of such animals. This was one point on which Ronicky Doone was an expert. He read the capabilities of a horse at a glance, just as some master minds are able to penetrate to the character of other men. And this horse he knew to be a speedster of the first water. Instinctively his glance turned to the side where his own mare stood under the shed, a silken- flanked bay running to black points and with a white-starred forehead. As if she felt the power of his glance, she jerked up her head and whinnied to him softly. He replied with a low whistle which, it seemed, contented her as much as speech would have contented a human being. For she lowered her head again and resumed her occupation of worrying at some shreds of grass.

Ronicky looked back. The youth had brought his horse to a halt before the hotel and was now making a pretense, having dismounted, at tethering the animal. Yet it was only a pretense, as Ronickys accurate eye could see. The reins were wrapped around and around the crossbar, but they were not slipped one above the other to form a fast knot. One strong jerk was all that was needed to free those reins and set the horse at liberty to run.

Plainly, then, the blond-headed rider expected that he might have need of making a quick exit from the village. Mentally Ronicky Doone sat up. When both sides were prepared for mischief, it would be strange indeed, considering the metal of which they were made, if the sparks did not fly.

Blondy was a big fellow, strongly made around the shoulders, narrow of hips, long and lean of legs — in short, the beau ideal of the cow-puncher who must live so large a portion of his life in the saddle. Ronicky himself, an athlete from his head to his feet, looked with suspicion upon such a build, but he knew it was the height of good opinion.

The moment Blondy turned from his horse Ronicky knew that the youngster had courage. His head was still high. His cheek had blanched a little, to be sure, as he approached the long line of prospective enemies, but his eye was still bold and unabashed. And he walked with an unshortened stride.

And something about him — his youth, his boldness — appealed strongly to Ronicky. He lunged forward until he was erect, sitting lightly on the very edge of his chair and ready to jump into action in any direction.

Whether the courage of the stranger was the courage of mere dare-deviltry which makes a man ready in taking up a dare, for instance, he could not guess. But something told him that it was well for Blondy that the test he was meeting was merely to pass through the village rather than one which demanded a long stay under fire in it. There was something immensely attractive in this proposition to Ronicky. If Blondy could stay here on the veranda of the hotel for the length of time needed to pass a few words about the weather, for instance, and then step back to his horse and ride on out of town, all would be well. He would have accomplished the thing which the men of Twin Springs had sworn that no hired man of Bennett could ever do.

But, before he had been ten seconds on that veranda, it was very probable that about twenty different kinds of trouble would start happening to the tall cow-puncher.

He advanced magnificently up the steps, however, waving his hand in careless good cheer to the waiting line. And when he reached the top of the steps he said to the nearest man, smiling: Mighty hot day, partner, eh?

Much, much would depend upon the manner in which that question was answered. If the person addressed acquiesced with a nod, all was well. But he might make some impertinent answer which, to be sure, would draw danger upon his own head, but which would also insure him the enlisted support of all the other men on either side of him. Ronicky listened breathlessly.

The man addressed was little. He was wiry and sun-dried in appearance. And he had two yellow streaks of mustaches which dripped down past his mouth. He took some moments in answering.

I dunno, he said at last. It might be hot to some and cold to others. But I always been taught: If you dont like a place, leave it!

This had been uttered in the unmistakable accent. It was surcharged with scorn. But the important point was that the old man had not been able to find a remark stinging enough to force Blondy into a sharp retort which, in turn, would have precipitated action of one kind or another. The best that the old cow-puncher had been able to find in his mental armory had been a remark which might have its point turned in the manner in which it was taken, and this was exactly what Blondy proceeded to do. He took off his hat, nodded, and laughed good-naturedly.

Thats just what Ive done, you see, he said. I was hot in the sun, so Ive come into the shade.

And so saying, he slowly and deliberately turned his back upon the other and stood resting one shoulder against a pillar of the porch.

It had been very well done, Ronicky decided, Blondy had acquitted himself with just the right edge to his voice. He had not been sickeningly acquiescent. Neither had he been stupidly defiant. But with a nice twist of the wrist he had avoided the full brunt of danger and still retained his dignity. And now, behold, his broad back was turned full upon the others!

The beauty of this maneuver actually filled Ronicky with awe. It was, he decided, perfect. They could not strike a man from behind. Neither could they find it very easy to think up insulting things to say to that same back. Ronicky Doone clasped his hands around his knees and rocked himself back and forth in a silent ecstasy. He was delighted.

And now he saw Blondy slowly produce cigarette papers and tobacco. He saw the cigarette manufactured; he saw it placed between Blondys lips; he saw the sulphur match separated carefully from the rest of the pack; he saw the cigarette lighted; he saw the handsome head of Blondy wreathed in thin blue- brown smoke.

And every other person on the veranda was following every act with similar exactitude of interest and observation. For they had instantly seen the throwing of the gage. The unspoken challenge of Blondy, as plain as words could have stated it, was this: I shall stand here calmly upon the veranda, roll my cigarette, light and smoke it, and then depart. And if I am able to do this in peace, then I shall consider myself at liberty to go forth into the world and tell other men that I have bearded the citizens of Twin Springs and come off unscathed.

This was all understood. Not only that, but it drew a scowl of rage from the stupidest of the men on the veranda. They were challenged, and yet they knew not how to rise to meet the challenge. Of course some one could arise and, striding forward, shout an insult. But this would make Blondy, if he were half of the man that he seemed to be, whirl upon his heel and pump a stream of leaden slugs at the other. And gun play was not what was desired. The rules of the game required that Blondy should be taken in hand and disciplined for his folly. But the rules also required that he should not be fatally injured unless he really made himself obnoxious. Certainly that should not be done when such tremendous odds were arrayed against him.

The quandary grew. The perspiration poured down the faces of those horny- handed sons of battle. Not a man there but would have sooner died than be shamed. But would could they do?

Ronicky Doone, fairly quivering with excitement, leaned forward and scanned the line of faces. He saw hands go convulsively back and grasp at gun butts and then drop, as though ashamed of the impulse. He saw jaws thrusting out, as the rage for battle grew. But still there did not arise any young Napoleon to show them the manner in which they should strike in honor. One giant-limbed cow-puncher half arose from his chair, as though about to stride up to Blondy and call to him to turn.

His shadow fell across the feet of Blondy, and Ronicky saw the hand of the youth tremble, so that the thin line of smoke rising from the tobacco quivered also. He was afraid, but it was no wonder. If the test were hard on the many, how stern it must be for the one?

But the big man settled back in his chair with a fault sigh and a great creaking of the chair, as it felt his weight. And now the cigarette was half consumed!

Good boy! thought Ronicky. Keep it up!

He literally hurled the strength of his good will as a guardian cloud around the form of Blondy. He shifted a little, so that his holster hung well clear of the edge of his chair. If any one should make a mistake and attempt to take a cowardly advantage of the fact that Blondys back was turned — well, the mistake would never be regretted, because the man would not live to repeat!

But there was no question of fair play. The cow-punchers were simply combing the air for a courteous means of making Blondy turn upon them. But if they could not find that, they would not bully him into a fight. The cigarette, however, which was the time match of that strange trial, was now almost burned out, and in an excess of careless confidence Blondy stretched out his hand and snapped the cigarette with his middle finger.

Alas, he struck it too hard. Not only were the ashes jarred off, but the burning tobacco was loosened from the paper as well, and it dropped to the floor of the veranda and fumed there. Not only that, but the loose tobacco also streamed from the butt and left only a seared, fluttering wisp of paper in the fingers of the big man.

The crisis had come. Would he dare to wait to roll another cigarette? Or would his little accident give the slow-witted cow-punchers a clew to some means of baiting Blondy?


III. BLONDYS BLUNDER
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HE HAD NOT long to wait before there was an answer to the question. The big man who had first risen, as though about to stride up to Blondy and attack him, now sat forward again. No word had risen in his dull brain, but he contrived to bring forth an immense laugh which fairly shook the pillars supporting the veranda. More than all, that laughter broke the spell. It dissolved the bewilderment of the other cow-punchers and made them capable of action. It roused their brains until they could function smoothly once more.

Hey! cried a man directly behind Blondy. Hey, big fellow!

Blondy did not turn, did not answer. Instead he drew forth cigarette papers and tobacco, and again the heart of Ronicky Doone went out to him. He was taking the hardest way out. He was going to try to stay there on the veranda until he had smoked a second cigarette clear down to the butt.

He dont know his name! called another cow-puncher cheerily. Ring a bell for him. Maybe thatll bring him.

Maybe hes like a hoss — he sleeps standing!

But these rough jests apparently had no effect upon Blondy. He took out a cigarette paper. He held it with thumb and forefinger ready to sift the tobacco into it. The tobacco fell in a small brown stream, some grains caught by the heavy, warm wind and sent winking away through the sunshine and into the shadow to the feet of Ronicky Doone. And he felt as though they bore a message and an appeal to him, as the one fair-minded human being present. But how long could it be before big Blondy was forced by the taunts to turn and face the crowd, or else lose his honor and self-respect by enduring the baiting? And, once he turned, they would probably make for him and swamp him in a real old-fashioned rough-house.

Yet his nerve was iron, this tall, yellow-haired youth! He stood as jauntily, as easily as ever. For only that one instant had his self-control been shaken, when he struck the other cigarette too strongly and knocked off both ash and fire. Now his hands were steady again.

Ronicky saw the cord of the tobacco sack caught between the teeth of Blondy and the top of the sack pulled shut. He saw the tobacco and the papers stowed away in the shirt-breast pocket. And now with a deft twist the cigarette was rolled. Ah, but just as Ronicky felt like cheering, came a second calamity. Those fingers were under a hard-forced control. They tore the paper in a deep rent. In vain Blondy strove to moisten the paper so that it would hold. For when he lighted the cigarette, it refused to draw, and presently from the torn place a few grains of tobacco fell.

It brought another roar of laughter from the big aggressive puncher.

What sort of a puncher are you, bud? he bellowed. Aint you been raised to roll your own? Hey, gents, heres one that was raised with a silver spoon in his mouth. He had a greaser hired to roll his smokes for him, he did! Ha, ha, ha!

Again he roared with laughter, joined by the entire assemblage on the veranda, and Blondy turned suddenly on his heel. And when he turned his face was a revelation. It was as gray as dust. The mouth and the eyes were framed in deeply incised lines. That mouth was pressed straight, and the eyes were shadowed by beetling brows. All the energy of Blondy had been exhausted in fighting the silent battle, with his back turned to the crowd. And now his strength was gone. He was weak. The only way he could maintain his honor was by rushing instantly into action. If be waited any longer he was afraid that he would become a trembling coward.

And Ronicky Doone, who had seen men crushed and made worthless vagabonds through mental pressure alone, set his teeth at the sight of Blondys face. Even the cow-punchers along the veranda sensed that the matter had passed beyond the realm of horseplay and tomfoolery. There was a sudden change. Tragedy was in the air. Every laugh stopped short. Now, if Blondy had been calm, all trouble could have been averted. But he was not calm. He dared not wait any longer. He was afraid of what he himself would do, and that is the most horrible fear in the world. It makes men run from a shadow; and it makes men storm forts.

And Id like to know, cried Blondy, what in thunder all this talk and this laughing is about! Can anybody tell me?

No one answered. But there was a settling forward in the chairs, as every man there came to the swift and melancholy realization that this affair must end in disaster. Open insults were being cast in the face of the town of Twin Springs. Such things could not be tolerated.

You, there, went on Blondy, pointing out the big man. Seems to me that Ive heard you make some kind of remark while my back was turned. Well, it aint turned any more. Im looking right at you, friend, and Im waiting to hear when you talk up. Am I going to have to listen long?

The big man did not stir. At last he sighed. Was he going to back out of the quarrel? Ronicky Doone and the others looked with sick anxiety at him, for it is easier to watch a man die than to watch him accepting a shame. But the big man was not going to be shamed. It was needless for his neighbor on the right to whisper: Great guns, Oliver Hopkins, say something!

For instantly he spoke: I sure dunno why youre talking to me, you nester. What you mean by talking up loud while theys growed men around?

Growed men around? cried Blondy, trembling with anger, as the fear was convened into fighting rage, to which he gave the rein until it galloped. Growed men around? Why, I aint seen that kind of men around these parts. They tell me that they dont have that kind of men around this town of Twin Springs!

It had come. There was no turning from that remark. It had to be answered with the pulling of a gun. Ronicky Doone marked the companions of the big man drawing away to the right or the left, to keep clear of the bullets when they flew. And he decided that he would do his best to stop the murder, or murders, before they took place. He rose and stepped between the two combatants, turning his back to the big man and his face to Blondy.

Blondy, he said, I guess this here has gone about far enough. There aint any need in you two boys making a killing party out of what ought to be only a joke!

He was a slender, boyish figure standing between those two mighty men of war, as Oliver Hopkins rose from his chair to confront Blondy. But though the spirit of the whole group had been expressed by Ronicky Doone, it was by no means possible to stop Blondys course of anger through mere words. He was wild with rage.

And who in hell are you? he roared at Ronicky.

A gent that means well by you, Blondy, said Ronicky gently.

You talk too smooth to mean well by anybody. You sat back there and laughed at me a minute ago.

I didnt laugh at anyone, said Ronicky; and though he set his jaw, he continued to smile.

You lie, said Blondy.

Would Ronicky Doone draw a gun? No, no, he was no hair-trigger man-killer to shoot at the first opportunity. He merely raised a protesting hand.

You can do the talking now, Blondy, he said. You and me can find plenty of time to argufy about these things later on. Right now we had ought to talk hoss sense, and hoss sense means for you to sit down and me to—

But the big man felt that he was being stifled with words. He brushed all kindness away.

I dont know you, he roared. Who are you?

Ronicky Doone, said Ronicky.

At that announcement two or three of the watchers pricked up their heads and gasped. But the name had no influence with Blondy. He merely shook his big head and scowled more heavily than before.

Get out of my way, cried Blondy. These boys want something out of me, and theyre going to get it. Theyve been raising trouble too long, right here in Twin Springs. Its about time that somebody stepped up and asked em what was what. And Im the gent to do it. Stand out of the way, Doone, or Ill knock you out of the way!

Blondy! pleaded Ronicky.

Curse you, then. Take it! shouted the madman and smashed out with his great right fist, a blow made quick as the stroke of a snakes head by the loosing of his power of anger. In vain Ronicky Doone cast up a guard. The blow smashed through his blocking forearm, brushed that guard aside, and thudded heavily on his forehead. He was bent almost double backward and fell with a shock that made the floor of the veranda shake. And, as he fell, the blow to the back of his head so paralyzed him that he lay stretched out, incapable of movement, but still his mind and his eye were clear.

The striking of the blow had been enough to clear the brain of Blondy. He gasped in amazement at the prostrate form of Ronicky, as though he were waking from a dream. Then he whirled on his heel, strode to his horse, jerked the reins loose, and flung himself into the saddle.

A deep shout of protest and excitement rose from the men on the veranda at this point, half of them clamoring that he should not be permitted to get away, and the other half saying that there would be another day to make up for this, and that there was no need in staining the repute of Twin Springs on account of a fist fight and some foolish words.

They even tried to drag Oliver Hopkins back, as he started forward. But here they could not prevail. Slow to have an idea seep into his mind, he was, nevertheless, sure as death, once he was started. Now he cast away men from either arm and leaped to the ground beyond the veranda, a magnificent figure of a man, straight, sinewy, active in spite of his great bulk.

Look here, he cried, nobody can fight my fights for me. I dont need to have anybody do it. Blondy, you got to get off that hoss and talk business to me for what youve done!

Ill see you in China first, cried Blondy.

Youve said enough. Blondy, get off that hoss, or Ill—

He gripped his revolver as he spoke, but before the barrel had been jerked clear there was a wink and flash of steel in the hand of Blondy, as the latter made a lightning draw. The gun exploded, and Hopkins cast up both arms, hurling the revolver far from him. As it fell in a shining arc, Hopkins whirled and toppled forward upon his side. Ronicky, drawing himself up upon one hand, looked down from the edge of the porch and saw the big benumbed face and heard the fallen giant gasping: It hadnt ought to have happened — it aint right! It was all because of an accident that—

And then he fainted.


IV. RONICKY SADDLES LOU
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IT CAUSED A yell of mingled horror and anger from the men on the veranda, that revolver shot and that fall. For it so chanced that there was not a man in Twin Springs more popular, and justly so, than Oliver Hopkins. He had been born and raised in the vicinity; and his course of life had been as honest as it was dull and stupid. Half a dozen guns winked in the sunshine to avenge his fall, but they had reckoned without big Blondy.

The latter snapped his cat-footed horse around and shot him about the corner of the building and out of sight as the first brace of wild shots hummed after him harmlessly. The entire crowd lunged for the side of the house to open fire, but, by the time they reached it, Blondy, flattened along the neck of his horse and whipping and spurring for dear life — in all the meaning of that phrase — had placed many a priceless yard between him and the guns of the townsmen.

Instantly they sent a rattling volley after him, but one discharge of shots was all that they could manage; for in the very next instant he had whipped out of sight behind the corner of the first house down the street from the hotel and was sliding away toward security. It seemed incredible that he could have vanished so soon.

A wild rush for the horses and the beginning of the pursuit followed. And, as they swung into the saddles, they saw the familiar form of the bald- headed old doctor run out of the hotel and drop upon his knees by the side of big Hopkins. Then he started up from the fallen man and raised high in the air two hands which were incarnadined.

Hes dead, boys! he shouted. Poor Hopkins is dead! Get the skunk that done this!

And that announcement sent the whole troup away with yells and wails of rage. They had seen a fall, and they had seen crimson stains, and now there was sad need of haste and help for big Blondy. For the best fighting men of a fighting community, mounted upon horses as durable as buckskin, were upon his trail, and a death trail it must prove unless the unprecedented happened.

Ronicky Doone, glancing over his shoulder, saw the gang shoot away into a flurry of dust, man after man swinging into his saddle and plunging away in that direction with a yell, as he got under way. And Ronicky himself drew a deep breath of sobbing rage.

Would they catch him before he arrived? Ronicky hurled the saddle on the back of the bay mare, Lou. And then the cinches were made literally to fly into place. An instant later he was off, riding like a jockey and calling the name of the mare softly, softly in her ear. Down his face, as he rode, streaked the crimson of the cut on his forehead, where the knuckle of the big man had split the skin. And that crimson stain touched his mouth.

Brushing his face with the back of his hand, he saw the stain and cursed. There are some men whom the sight of their own blood throws into a panic, some whom it horrifies, and others, again, whom it drives into a frenzy of cold rage. And Ronicky Doone was one of the last-named kind. He was ready to kill now. He had attempted his best in the interests of big Blondy, and he had been struck down as a reward for his pains. Moreover, the lightning speed with which Blondy had whipped the gun out of its holster and the sureness of his shot were ample demonstration that he was an expert in the use of the weapon. And the thought of that expertness, instead of appalling Ronicky, filled him with a fierce, warm exaltation. This was game worthy of his own hand, he declared to himself, as he urged Lou forward.

So fast did she shoot down the street, that the cry of men running out of the houses, as she passed, were blurred and mixed together. Once he glanced over his shoulder to see yet others mounting for the pursuit.

Then he plunged out of the town and into the open country with a full view of the chase. What he saw was the horse of Blondy streaking up the trail, with a rapidly increasing advantage, while behind him the posse lost ground at every stride. Ronicky Doone showed his teeth in the fierceness of his satisfaction. He only had one regret, he told himself, as he sent the mare on: that was that the men of the posse would not be near enough to witness the action when he killed this man!

In the meantime, whether a poor rider, or simply overconfident in the ability of his horse, Blondy was sending his fleet pony away at a heartbreaking rate. Perhaps he wished to shake off the crowd at once, so as to be able to double around and cut through the country. But Ronicky laughed exultantly to himself as he held in Lou. There was no need of her bolting away at full speed up this killing grade. Never yet had he seen her speed matched over such country as this. Though there might be horses who could best her on the flat he would challenge the world in a run over hill and dale.

Already the leading horses of the posse began to draw back to him, and when they topped the first long slope rising out of Twin Springs, he was neck and neck with the two leaders. They were two hardy veterans of the cow country, he could tell at a glance, and by their greeting he guessed that they both might have heard of him before, for they called: Pull your hoss in, Doone. Give us a chance at the fun, too, wont you? Dont hog it all. Were Twin Springs men, and its up to us to be in at the death.

But, instead of obeying, he merely waved his hand and let Lou drift easily away toward the lead; and so she shot down the road and twisted around the next turn.

The gray pony of Blondy was no longer racing in front. Far to the left down a gulley went the speedy little streak of horseflesh. Lou herself did not relish the plunge in pursuit, but, after shaking her wise head as one in doubt, she dipped over the edge of the ravine and went down, sliding like a dog.

The rest of the riders from Twin Springs milled for a time on the verge of the drop, and then a few began to go over, but they went so slowly, and so many of the horses refused, even when the riders were willing, that Ronicky, glancing back when the opportunity came to him, could see at a glance that the race was ended, except between him and Blondy.

He was in no haste to make up ground going down the sharp declivity. The limbs of Lou were more precious to him than his revenge. And when they came to the killing angle of the far slope, he again let her take her time, talking kindly to her and bidding her find the best way. And she, big heart that she was, alternately laid an ear back to listen to the voice of the master and again pricked it, as she examined her course. She could judge ground with the wisdom of a very Solomon. She knew at a glance, or so it seemed, when a rock might roll under her weight, and when an apparently loose slide of gravel was in reality cemented to solidity. And therefore, of course, she was invaluable to Ronicky in his careless cross-country cuts. For he scorned beaten trails and was accustomed to strike across country with the freedom of a bird picking its way.

Now Lou gained the crest of the slope, and they entered upon better ground beyond. It was still not a well-beaten trail, but it was well enough defined by cattle to give Lou good footing. And here she commenced to gain in real earnest. For the early burst of speed had told sadly upon the wind and strength of the gray pony, and now, though he still ran gallantly and would so run until he dropped, he had not his first fire and edge for a dash. And Lou began to walk up on him, hand over hand. Ronicky Doone began to enjoy the ride for another reason, a rare and a cruel one. He began to feel that it might be amusing to allow this man-killer to trail along a little distance ahead of him, playing with hope, and then to strike him down at last, at the very time when the big man began to feel truly secure. That savage determination grew fixed and strong in the mind of Ronicky. And he checked Lou back and let her creep up on the gray only by inches.

As for the rest of the posse, they were out of sight, out of sound. Indeed, why so bold a man as big Blondy did not turn and give battle to his solitary pursuer, was more than Ronicky could understand unless it might be that the fugitive, not being able to see any distance behind him, made up his mind that Ronicky was only the fore-runner of the rest, and that if he turned to fight there would be a whole cloud of horsemen on him at once.

At least Blondy showed no inclination to turn, but held straight away on his course, sometimes casting hasty glances over his shoulder, always followed by fresh spurring and whipping to drive the brave little gray forward. And still Ronicky gained as he pleased, not in great leaps, but in terrible inches, each inch eating up the distance between them. When would the big man turn?

Blondy had turned into a steep-sided ravine now, with a strong river rushing and roaming in the bottom; the walls were sometimes sheer cliffs of rock, and again they were long slides of gravelly ground. On this heavy going, along an obscure trail which had been eaten away by the action of the river and the weather, the gray began to labor more and more; for the great weight of his rider, combined with the nature of the ground underfoot, placed him under a sad handicap. In five minutes, at any time he wished, Ronicky felt that he could close on the fugitive. And then it was that disaster overtook him, and it came with terrible and startling suddenness. He had darted around a curve in the ravine when the side of a whole bank melted away under his feet, and Lou was pitched down toward the river.


V. CLEAN FROM THE HEART
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THE DESPERATE SCRAMBLING of Lou twisted her around so that her head pointed up the bank away from the trail, but that same twist, coming almost instantly after the plunge down and to the side, had the effect of the snapping of a whip. And Ronicky, fine horseman that he was, was taken by surprise and jerked out of the saddle.

He himself would have been flung into the boiling current, but, whirling over and over in the soft ground, he managed to clutch a projecting shrub, and there he clung, groaning with despair, as he saw the bay lurch down into the rush of the river. She was more to him than any friend had ever been. She was more to him, he often thought, than any human friend could be. Because in all the time of her service she had never once failed him in his need, saving on this sole occasion, when her failure and her death were apt to come together.

He saw her go down into the water. He saw her rise again. When, looking straight down the stream, he perceived the explanation of the heavier roaring down the valley. The floor of it dropped out of view, and the river with it. Here there was a waterfall, and that waterfall, unless she were stopped in the meantime, must be the death of poor Lou. For, gallantly though she swam, her ears pricking through the foam, she could make no headway toward the shore in that terrific current. She could only keep her head up the stream, fighting with all her power to gain the bank.

Assistance must come from the shore, and already she was rods down the stream toward the fall. Ronicky rose and labored toward the top of the slope, for he could not progress along the shore of the stream. He must first gain the firmer footing above, on the trail from which they had fallen. He gained the top, or nearly the top, when a treacherous stone slipped under his foot and rolled him down again; when he recovered and stopped his fall, he was halfway toward the water.

He looked in a horror of fear toward the mare and saw at a glance that it was too late. He could never reach her in time to save her. Should he shoot her rather than let her be mangled in the rocks below the fall? He jerked his gun into his hand and poised it, but the sight of that gallant head in the water, where she labored still with undaunted courage, unnerved him. He put the gun away and with a breaking heart turned to climb the slope again, knowing it was vain to attempt to come to her, and yet unable to endure the inaction of waiting for her death.

So, groaning and panting with the effort, he staggered up to the trail and whirled to race downstream. But the current was even more terrible in its speed than he had suspected. Lou was struggling, so it seemed, on the verge of the falling water, where the current was pulled out slick and flat, without a fleck of foam.

He saw that in the first glance, and the second look was called up the bank by a heartening shout. He could not believe that which he saw. Yonder down the trail stood the little gray horse, his head hanging from the terrific labors through which he had passed. And now, down the bank slid big Blondy, with his rope coiled in his hand. He was giving up his own chance for life and liberty for the sake of rescuing the horse from the water. And the heart of Ronicky Doone literally stood still.

He saw the big cow-puncher reach the edge of the water, saw him plant and brace his feet on the rocks, and then the rope shot out from his hand toward the head of the mare. It struck true on its target, but the current swung it on past the head of Lou.

Ronicky Doone closed his eyes. When he looked again, expecting to see an empty stretch of water and the horror ended, he was amazed to see the courageous mare still near to the verge, but not yet swept over. Perhaps she had struck shallows and was dragging at the yielding sand with her hoofs. At any rate now was her last moment.

The rope shot again from the hand of Blondy. It poised in the air at the end of the throw, then it shot down. Heavy with the water, the noose struck true around the head of Lou and disappeared under the surface. And then Blondy began to pull back. At once the rope was whipped above the river; the noose had tightened around the neck of the mare, and she was saved.

Saved, at least, if they could draw her to the bank before she was drowned or strangled.

It seemed to Ronicky afterward that his feet were rooted deep in the ground, and that he could hardly move in that nightmare, and run to the help of big Blondy. As a matter of fact he literally flung himself over the intervening distance and reached the bank and the side of the rescuer.

Swiftly, with their combined strength, pursued and pursuer, tugged on the rope and swept the bay closer to the shore, dragged her in the lee of it to still water, and then of one accord they both leaped, found the water not higher than their breasts, loosed the strangling knot from the neck of Lou, and raised her head above the water.

And for a moment, deafened by the roar of the waterfall, they waited until they were sure. But it was only an instant before the glazed eyes cleared and the breathing recommenced. And the two opened their mouths and shouted with all their power, a faint, small sound in the infernal uproar of the fall.

After that they turned their attention to getting her up the bank, but this proved a smaller matter than they had expected; for Lou was quickly herself again, and with her own unaided strength she clambered up to the dry land, shook herself like a dog, and then struggled up to the trail above.

She was touching friendly noses with the gray when the two weary, dripping men dragged themselves to the same place and faced each other. And not until that moment did they realize what had happened — the fugitive with the charge of murder on his head shaking hands with one of his pursuers whom he had insulted mortally with words and with a blow.

Partner, Ronicky Doone was saying, Ive seen gents do some fine things in my time, but never one that was cleaner from the heart than what you done right now.

Its nothing, Blondy was answering. Youd have done the same if youd seen my Jack, yonder, in the same sort of a mess.

I dunno, said Ronicky. Id like to think that I would, but if I was streaking it with a bunch like that behind me I—

He paused, and big Blondy drew back. They had both remembered all that went before, and both their faces had darkened, Blondys with pride, and Ronicky Doones with savagery.

Doone, said Blondy, I aint ashamed out here by ourselves to say that Im sorry I knocked you down that way when you were stepping in to keep me out of trouble. But I was seeing black and—

Listen, son, answered Ronicky. Youve saved my hoss. And that makes up for the words you said. Yes, it moren makes up. But it dont make up for the fist you hit me with.

He quivered with a sudden influx of wrath.

Ive been over quite a pile of country, Blondy. And Ive had dealings with a whole pile of folks, but I never had anybody do what youve done to me. And he touched the wound and the swelling on his forehead.

Blondy glanced up the mountainside and made out that there was no pursuit in sight.

Do what you please, he said coldly. You dont have to bust yourself wide open to thank me for getting the mare. I done that for her sake, not for yours!

Partner, Ill write that down and remember it, said Ronicky. If you—

Id like to stand and chatter with you, said Blondy scornfully, but I aint got the time. If you want to do something about that knockdown, start it right now!

There was an instant when Ronicky was on the verge of accepting the invitation, and then it was that the bay mare touched his shoulder with her nose. And he relented.

I cant do it, he muttered. You go down your trail, Blondy, and Ill go back down mine. You start streaking, because the boys will sure be along this way before long. Ride like the wind and get shut of them and this whole section of the country, Blondy. After youve done that, then you can start worrying about me and what I might do.

Thanks, said Blondy, still sneering. I aint ever formed the habit of worrying about any man and what he might do!

Thats because youre a kid, said Ronicky with more calm.

I aim to be about as old as you, Doone.

Years aint what count. But let that go. Start on down the trail, Blondy. But, after youve got out of this section, you can lay to it that Im going to come after you; and when we meet up therell be trouble to pay. Understand? Im going to have you where you had me — lying flat on your back, bleeding and helpless. The only thing is that I wont do just the way you did — Ill tell you Im ready to fight when the time comes and give you a chance to get in shape to protect yourself.

The blow told, for the big man flushed hotly, seemed on the verge of attacking Ronicky, and then changed his mind and swung into the saddle on the gray, which had now had a chance to catch a second wind.

He hesitated again.

Doone, he said, will you tell me if that gent is going to be laid up long with that slug I sent into him?

Kind of long, said Ronicky coldly. Hes dead.

Dead! gasped Blondy. My God!

He lost all vestige of color, rubbed the back of his hand across his face, as though the blow had numbed him, and then turned the gray horse down the trail. His head was sagging. He was as spent in spirit as Jack was spent in wind.


VI. RONICKY REFLECTS

[image: img24.jpg]

AFTER HE HAD watched the other out of sight, Ronicky then sat down to wait for what he knew must happen. First he stripped Lou of the saddle and turned it up so that the wind and sun might begin to dry the blanket and padding. Lou herself found a grassy place for rolling, and in a trice she was dry and, stripped of both saddle and bridle, had wandered up the slope and was nibbling here and there.

So carefree were they, Ronicky smoking at his ease, and the mare roving as her pleasure dictated, that no one could have surmised that a few moments before poor Lou had been struggling at the very door of death. But now and again Ronicky would turn and look fondly after her, or with a low whistle he brought her to him, as readily as a dog answers a call.

There was a fine, free spirit in the mare. She carried herself with the nonchalance and the gayety and good nature of a man who has no heavy burdens on his conscience. So she would play around Ronicky Doone, and he followed her with a lazy and contented eye through the drifts and hazes of his cigarette smoke. She was all that he wished in the line of horseflesh. And, as he often said to his friends, she was better than most company because she never lost her temper and started talking back and thinking for herself in a crisis when he needed cooperation. So it was with her on this day. And when she strayed near him, his hand would go out and pass in a caress down her silken neck.

They had idled there for some minutes before the sound of hoofs, for which he had been waiting, came up the ravine toward him, and then, around the corner of the valley, there pounded half a dozen riders, all that were left from the horde which started out of Twin Springs. They shouted at the sight of Ronicky Doone, and in another instant they were halting their horses around him. They wanted to know, in a burst of questioning, exactly what had happened, and he told them, while they wondered.

When he ended, they wanted to know why he had not fought it out with the murderer before the latter left. Because, they declared, saving the life of a horse was one thing, but taking the life of a man was quite another, and so completely did it outbalance the former that it ceased to exist on the books. But Ronicky Doone was not of that opinion. And when they asked him if he were not going to saddle and continue the trail with them, he rose and made his answer briefly and to the point

Gents, Id sure like to see the insides of big Blondy. But Id rather be plugged myself, I guess, than to have another gent do the opening of him. No, I aint going to ride down that trail any more, and if you ask me straight, I dont mind saying that Im plumb set against any of the rest of you riding down that trail. Is that clear?

They could hardly believe him. For upon his head they could see still the crimson imprint which the fist of big Blondy had made. And yet here was the enemy barring their way!

They shouted furiously at him to step aside, but he remained firm in their path.

In the first place, he told them, Ive promised Blondy that he aint going to be followed after to-day, and that hes going to have a chance to get clean of this section of the country. And I aim to do what Ive said for him. In the second place, boys, before you get all riled and boiling and ready to eat me up, you can lay to it that you wouldnt never catch him even if you went on ahead. That little gray hoss of his has a pile of running in it still. It could take up with the best hoss in your whole bunch and run the legs right off of it.

Dyou think, they roared, that were going to turn around and go back and tell the boys that the six of us got scared or tired of following the trail of the gent that killed poor Oliver Hopkins?

What I think youll do, said Ronicky, diplomatically, is to go back to Twin Springs and tell the folks there that when you come up with me and seen what Blondy had stopped and done for my hoss when it was drowning, you just nacherally didnt have it in your hearts to go after him any more that day. Besides, he was too far ahead of you anyway! Thatll sound good, and itll give all the boys a fine warm feeling, like theyd had a good drink or just finished the reading of a pretty story.

He grinned as he spoke, and the others were forced to agree with him. There was nothing else for them to do but bring their horses about and journey slowly, wearily back toward the little town, and this finally they did. But all the way the bay mare, Lou, with the dried saddle bound once more upon her back, danced along among the jaded horses, as though she had not that day run down one good horse and looked death in the face.

So that they all agreed, as they neared the town of Twin Springs, that there was never a horse more honest and fleet of foot than Lou. Moreover, there was no particular sting of shame in having been blocked in their pursuit by Ronicky Doone. As a matter of fact he had simply warned them that if they continued on the trail of Blondy, there would be trouble in great chunks ahead of them. But he had said it in such a manner that they were fairly certain he would never make what he had done a subject of boasting. There was nothing insulting in his attitude, as they returned. He picked up with them the subject of Blondy, and be agreed with them that for what he had done that day Blondy must die. It merely happened that on this occasion Blondys horse had been good enough to outfoot the pursuers.

And yet, they admitted, when they cantered back into Twin Springs, aint it a shame that a game gent like Blondy has to be plugged because he done what any one of the rest of us, being in Blondys boots, would have done.

No sooner were they within the confines of Twin Springs, however, than they began to learn new things with great rapidity. In the first place they were greeted by a crowd of men at the hotel, where, as at the seat of knowledge, the crowd was assembled to await bulletins which would give them the latest information from the battle front, so to speak. And when the little host learned that big Blondy still rode unmolested over the hills, there was a howl of rage.

The reason for their sorrow was a strange one. For it was discovered that Oliver Hopkins was not dead — he was not even seriously wounded; for the bullet had simply taken a glancing course around his body, and what had seemed mortal had been no more than a stunning and surface injury! Oliver Hopkins was not dead, and therefore there was no reason for killing the victor. But there was another angle from which the case had to be viewed.

When it was thought that Oliver was dead, the whole affair had taken on a somber and gloomy atmosphere. What had started as a prank had resulted as a killing, and only grim and joyless duty forced the riders along the trail of Blondy. But now it appeared that Hopkins lived, and the infuriated townsmen knew that they had been insulted, slapped in the face, and baffled!

It was enough to spread a thick layer of shame over two generations, such an event as this. The cow-punchers ground their teeth. All sympathy for Blondy was conjured away into a thin mist immediately, and in its place there was fury. Law had now nothing to do with it The insult had been to the entire town. It became known that that morning Blondy had loudly boasted of how he intended to ride into Twin Springs, show his undaunted face wheresoever he pleased, and then return unscathed and thereby break the spell of dread with which the cow- punchers at the Bennett Ranch had come to regard the village.

What was more, old Bennett had tried to dissuade him. And pretty Elsie Bennett, so they said, had followed him clear to his horse, entreating him with tears in her eyes not to take such a terrible chance.

And how had he answered? He had laughed loudly as he sat in the saddle, and, waving his hat to her, he had cried that they didnt make men big enough in Twin Springs to keep him from riding peaceably into the town and peaceably out again.

And he had done what he promised!

In the completeness of their rage the foiled townsmen could not devise future punishment terrible enough to satisfy their spirits. Some suggested tar and feathers when they caught him. Others would have been content with riding him on a rail and kindred amusements. But here Ronicky Doone murmured his belief that the fugitive would never come back to face them. They laughed him to scorn. Short as was the time Blondy had been on the Bennett Ranch, it was an open secret that he was devoted body and soul to gay little Elsie. He would return to her as inevitably as iron must go to the magnet. As a matter of fact, they swore, he had simply undertaken this daring feat to make himself out a hero in the eyes of the girl.

And Ronicky left them, while they were still devising ways and means and grinding their communal teeth, so to speak. He went up to his room in the hotel and sat before the window to watch in solitude the coming of the sunset

He was in a gloomy humor. The mention of the girl had, for some reason, poured salt into his wounds. Here was young Blondy starting on a career of glory for fame and for the lady. And there sat he, Ronicky Doone, with the thin fingers of a thousand ghostly deeds plucking at his memory, but nothing left of all he had done! His life had left no solid body. The revolver at his hip, the rifle on his saddle, the horse he rode, the gay clothes upon his back and a pittance in his pocket — this represented the total gain of his labors.

With a sad pride he told himself that at least he had never debased himself to win money or reputation. He had labored for others more than for himself. And yet these were small consolations. The mere name of the unseen girl, linked with the thought of Blondy, tormented him. Blondy and Elsie Bennett would someday, he felt by premonition, be happy together. And he, Ronicky Doone, could never reach that wished for goal. He knew it with all the greater certainty, as the brilliance of the sunset faded out, and there fell over the town the partial night cast by the western mountains. Out of the past he carried nothing, he kept repeating — he carried nothing! Such a monody, drumming into the ear and the spirit of a young man is not good for the soul, and Ronicky Doone finally dropped his head on his fist in a joyless study.

It was certain that he could not leave the community until he had confronted big Blondy, and yet he longed with all his soul to leave the town and the men in it behind him and ride on. That had been the course of his past years — riding on and on, from one set of acquaintances and from one community to another until there was behind him a wild and swiftly shifting host of recollections — no fixed group of men and women and events such as make up the background of our average life.

Here he was surprised and startled by a heavy knocking at the door, delivered so strongly as to suggest that the door had been kicked with the boot rather than struck by the hand. Ronicky rose in some anger.


VII. AN INVITATION TO JOIN UP
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HE HAD NO more than time to rise and turn, however, when the door opened, and it opened in such a way as to indicate the manner in which the knocks had been delivered. It flew wide and folded back on the wall with a crash, and the foot of the man in the hall was stretched forth in mid-stride. He had announced himself by booting the door. And now he had kicked it open and stepped in before Ronicky, at the same time turning carelessly and waving toward some people on the outside.

Ill be down in a minute, boys. Start eating, and tell em that its on me tonight. Everybody eats free on Al Jenkins!

And with this introduction he made a back swipe with his heel, caught the edge of the door with his spur, and slammed it shut as violently as he had opened it, the rowel cutting a visible gash in the wood. Then he advanced upon Ronicky.

He was a man of middle height, though so stoutly built from head to foot that he seemed much less. Ronicky was surprised to find the eyes of Al Jenkins almost on a level with his own, and he hastily recast his first conception and mental measurements of the man. Truly Al was a mighty man. It would have been inappropriate to speak of his fifty winters; summers was the word for Al Jenkins. For there was a bloom and gloss to his cheek like the cheek of an apple when the leaves begin to bronze, and the apples shine on the bough. His eye was as bright as his cheek. His teeth when he smiled — and he was always smiling — were polished and white. He had a hand as big as two, and his foot was well nigh in the same proportion. So that Ronicky Doone could hardly repress a smile at the thought of such a man as this setting siege to the heart of a pretty girl and making and wrecking his life because of her.

Yet he had once been other than he was now. His hand was made gross with flesh, whereas it had once been simply wide and strong. His waist, too, was unduly corpulent, and in a leaner youth those shoulders and that chest must have swelled with a suggestion of herculean power. Even at fifty be was a mighty man. Not only was he mighty in muscle, but his personality struck Ronicky in the face and made him look down. The great hand was stretched toward him. Youre Ronicky Doone?

Im him, said Ronicky and gingerly intrusted his fingers to the bone- breaking possibilities of that great paw. To his surprise the grip of Al Jenkins proved to be as gentle as the touch of a girl, and it told Ronicky, more strongly than words could have done, that Al Jenkins was as considerate as he was powerful. In a flash he understood the popularity of Al in the town. Money alone could not have purchased such a repute west of the rockies.

Been hearing about you, said Al Jenkins.

I been hearing more about you, said Ronicky.

Thats a lie, said Jenkins. Because the gent that told me about you can tell more in a minute than another man can tell in a year. I mean old Sam Tompson. Most of what he says is lies, but he strings his lies together pretty well. He makes em look good. The only thing I balked on about you is when he told me that you was a mass of scars from head to foot, and that you done all he said youd done and are still shy of twenty-seven. Turn around here and let me have a look at you!

He had a great proprietary, possessive air which was not really offensive. Now with one hand he turned Ronicky Doone around. With the other hand he struck a match and lighted a lamp and then held the light high, so that in the dusk he could examine the face of the youth. In another man it would have been intolerable impertinence, but in Al Jenkins it was simply an idiosyncrasy with which Ronicky for one was quite willing to put up. He even broke into laughter, as Al Jenkins stepped back and lowered the lamp, shaking his head in bewilderment.

What plumb beats me, said Al Jenkins, is how he can keep a straight face when he tells them lies, that Tompson! He said that you — why, half of the things that he said about you would have filled a book, Ronicky. How much of em are straight? Whats all this about you being a fire-eating, man- killing terror? Is that the truth about the time when you—

Its all wrong, said Ronicky instantly. Im the most gentlest, peaceablest, law-abidingest gent you ever seen, Mr. Jenkins. You can lay to that! I dunno where old Tompson got hold of his yarns about me, but—

He got em down south. Says that once on the Staked Plains—

Oh, he dont know what hes talking about, said Ronicky calmly. There aint no use talking about what he said.

For the first time I begin to think that theres something in what he told me, replied Jenkins.

He now folded his arms above his stomach and planted his legs well apart. Doone, he said, I guess this is a lucky day for both of us.

I hope so, said Ronicky politely.

Well, Im going to make it so! boomed the big man. Hope is all well and good. But its better off when its left inside the covers of a book. It aint a good word for a man to use. Hes got hands to make things and to take things with. Thats better than a dreamers head to hope!

He brought his sentence to a conclusion by crashing the flat of his hand down upon the table, so that that flimsy article of furniture sagged sadly to one side with a great groan. Al Jenkins straightened it with a jerk that set the lamp to dancing, and the flame to leaping in the glass chimneys throat. But Jenkins allowed the lamp to stagger unregarded. He was already pacing up and down the room, now and then coming to a pause in front of Ronicky and directing the full power of his resonant voice and his bright, clear eyes upon the younger man.

Heres what Im driving at, said Jenkins. You been in town long enough to know what Im doing around here?

I got a general idea, said Ronicky, fumbling to find the words which would most gently approach the truth. They tell me that youre sort of interested in road building and real estate and that you are buying a good deal of land.

Thunder! burst in Jenkins. They tell you a lot of rot. What Im after is old Bennett, and, if they talked to you about me at all, they told you that first off. Im here doing things for the town, and maybe some of them are done because I do like the place. But right down in the bottom of your heart you can get to the real facts, which I dont try to hide: that Im in here helping Twin Springs because I want Twin Springs to help me. And why do I need help? Because Im smashing Bennett — because Im smashing him root and branch!

As he spoke he crashed his fist into the palm of his other hand repeatedly with force enough to have knocked down an ordinary man. The energy of the rancher was amazing. No wonder he had succeeded in tearing wealth out of the frozen land of Alaska. He put enough effort into five minutes of conversation to have enabled another to run a mile.

Hm. said Ronicky, I see. Well I did hear a little about that—

And you thought I was a mean old scoundrel for doing it, eh?

Why—

Dont deny it! Thats what you thought! Well, theres no harm in thinking what you please. This is a mighty free country, son, and I want it to stay free so far as Im concerned. Think what you please, Doone, but just listen to me while I talk sense to you. Ronicky, Ive got a need of you. I want you on my side!

Ronicky Doone regarded him with wonder.

You got the wrong idea about me, he said. I aint floating through here aiming to get into trouble on one side or the other. Matter of fact all that I want to do is to get even with big Blondy, and then Ill be traveling along, I guess.

Sure, said Al Jenkins hastily, waving his hand in large agreement with this statement. Dont I know whats going on inside of your head, boy? Youre plumb peaceable. All you want to do is to finish up Blondy. But, Ronicky, I aim to tell you that before youve finished up Blondy youll be a mite older than you are.

Ronicky shook his head.

I finish my business quick, he declared. Either he gets me, or I get him. Thats all there is to it. As soon as he finds out that Oliver Hopkins aint dead, hell be back on the Bennett place as big as life. So I guess it wont be long before him and me meet up.

Al Jenkins shook his head.

Son, he said, Id like to trust you to do the right thing, but I cant. You go to kill Blondy — dont shake your head and cuss because I say that. Youre going to fight him, and the only way you can stop one of Blondys kind is to kill him. I know! But when you go out to the ranch, nine chances out of ten, the person you run into will be old Bennett, with a tongue slicker than a snakes tongue. And hell talk you around onto his side quickern you can wink. Oh, hes a fine talker, old Bennett is. Why he picked a job where hed have to talk to cows instead of to men, I cant make out! He could steal a baby out of the arms of the judge, if he was a lawyer, and have the jury weeping and swearing that the kid belonged to him, all inside of the shake of a lambs tail. Thats the sort of a pizen gent this Bennett is!

But Im not going out to talk, said Ronicky. I—

He might as well have tried to stop the rush of an undammed stream. Al Jenkins when he began to talk kept on until his mind was empty of ideas.

Or if it aint the old man, then his girl will get you. Have you heard anything about his girl?

Only that shes pretty, said Ronicky.

The older man stared at him in disgust.

What kind of men do they breed nowadays? he roared at last. Ill tell you all about Elsie Bennett, son. Shes the living image of her mother. Oh my, oh my, oh my!

He brought out the exclamations partly as devout sighs and partly as groans.

Know what that means? That means that shes one of them deadly blondes. Shes one of them kind that got hair thats a sort of a palpitating gold. Pale gold, you see, with the sun in it, is what her hair is. Shes got blue eyes. She may be thinking up more kinds of deviltry than there are underground, but all the time shell have a look in her eye that makes a man think of heaven. Shes got a dimple tucked away in one cheek and a sort of a little crooked smile. That smile always seems to be at you as much as it is with you. She aint got one of these tissue-paper skins with color in her cheeks like it was slapped on with a paint brush — one of them skins that fade and wrinkle up by the time a girls thirty, in this here climate. No, sir. Her skin is just sort of creamy, with a look like it had been rubbed and sponged till it was fresh and clear as crystal. Dyou foller me, son?

He had changed his tone wonderfully in speaking of the girl. He stood with his head thrown back, so that the immense column of this throat was exposed. But out of that great throat came a voice soft and deep and tremulous with an edging of emotion that cut to Ronickys quick.

Oh, lad, said the big man, a girl like her hadnt ought to belong to no one man. Why, she should be private property. Shed ought to be taken around where everybody could see her and be happy looking at her. A sight of her is better than good news. And a picture of her smiling, or the hearing of her laugh, is like striking gold in the desert.

He raised his head again and scowled at Ronicky Doone.

Why aint you standing on tiptoe, champing and chawing the bit to get out and see her, you young rapscallion? he roared.

I can get along tolerable well without seeing her, admitted Ronicky Doone.

Bah! said Al Jenkins. You maybe think that youre in love with some other girl, but you aint! It aint no ways possible for a man to be really in love except with a woman like she is, or her mother was before her! Why, I got more reasons for hating Bennett and the Bennett stock than a spider has got for hating a wasp. But I dont dare get within range of that girl. All my hate would wither up. Id soften up like a sponge. Id begin to grin and gape at her. And Id be lost, and she could do what she wanted with me. Inside of a minute Id be signing over half of my land to that skunk of a father of hers. Thats the sort of a girl she is! He concluded with another explosion of sound.

And you think that youd be safe if you went out to shoot Blondy and met her instead? Bah! Shed make a fool of you. Youd crawl around on your hands and knees begging for a chance to work for her and fight for her!

How does it come, suggested Ronicky, that she doesnt have the same effect on the other men around these parts? Why doesnt she get a whole army of em for her father?

Ill tell you why: folks are blind to what they grow up next to. I was born by the sea. And I never seen nothing in it. I come west and went plumb batty with a case of desert fever, and here I stick. And do you hear them that are born on the desert talking a lot about it? No, you dont. Theyre too used to it. When you take em away from it after a while, they may begin to mourn for it. But its the things you aint never lacked that you cant appreciate. Same way with the young folks around here and that flower of a girl, Elsie Bennett. Theyve growed up in the same schools with her. Theyve seen her playing dolls with other little girls and putting on long skirts to play grownups. Theyve seen her get into the feet-hands-and-elbows stage, when all girls look plumb ugly. Theyve seen all that, and no wonder they dont know what she is! One or two have rubbed their eyes and waked up and found out the truth and gone batty about her for a while, but she gives them the cold shoulder when they come talking marriage, and they wander off some other place to keep from busting their hearts. Thats why they dont know what she is.

Ronicky had listened with the most profound interest, not so much caught by the warnings and the pictures of Jenkins, but intrigued by the revelation of the old mans character.

But why are you so set on getting me? he asked at length.

Ill tell you why. Because things aint now the way they used to be. I dont mean to speak light of you, Doone, after all that Ive heard about you. But I just want you to know that twenty years ago I wouldnt have given a shake which side you joined, because with my money and my men I could wipe out old Bennett any time I took a mind to it. But them days aint no morel Them days aint no more! Theyre gone!

He groaned bitterly.

When Bennett wanted to run me out of the country twenty years ago, what did he do? He simply hired a bunch of men and run off my cows in a gang. He didnt waste no time thinking and planning. He scooped what I had and left me busted. Easy for him! Oh, curse his hide! But when I come back with some money of my own and find him down, times have changed. A gent cant come in and do what he pleases. No, sir; hes got to wait around and see what the public sentiment is. Like as not, if he lifts a hand, hell get hanged for it. So Ive been laboring here these years working up my case against Bennett. I have things all worked up fine and ready to squash Bennett when along comes this big Blondy and makes this play of his. Well, folks didnt take him none too serious before. But they begin to now, and they take Bennett serious along with Blondy. And now if you go in and join up with Bennett — why, itd be a mighty serious thing, and it might stall me altogether! You got brains, both you and Blondy, and youre both born fighters. And if you teamed it on the same side you might bust up my little game for me and spoil things all around.

His frankness made Ronicky gasp. Certainly there was an old-fashioned honesty underlying the malignant hatred with which Jenkins pursued Bennett.

Talk straight out, he said finally. I dont mind saying that I like you, Mr. Jenkins, and Id like to please you. Just tell me where I could fit into your plans, and Ill see what I can do for you.

Thats talk of the right kind! cried Al Jenkins. Its taken a long tune to get around to it, but I seen when I laid eyes on you that I couldnt get you in a second. Ronicky, dyou ever ride the range?

Thats my regular way of making a living.

Are you aiming to take a job pretty soon?

Maybe.

Then line up for a month under me, Ronicky. I just want to make sure that you aint going to be against me. I aint buying you, and I aint offering to, because I know that money couldnt do it. Im just saying: Will you come out and hang up your saddle in my bunk house for a while?

And if I dont? asked Ronicky.

If you dont, and particular if you line up with Bennett, its going to go hard with you. Im ready to close in on them, son. Ive got public opinion switched over my way. Were a long, long ways from the law. And if I should clean up Bennetts beef now, the way he done with mine, I dont think hed have much of a chance to prove anything against me and my men. What dyou say, Ronicky?

Im going to take a ride around tonight, said Ronicky, checking himself on the verge of agreeing. When I come back Ill let you know.

Right! said Al Jenkins. A gent that thinks before he does a thing is a gent that dont change his mind afterward. Good-by!


VIII. A CRY FROM THE SHRUBS
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AFTER AL JENKINS left the room there were still a few moments during which Ronicky Doone sat by the black square of the window, staring out on the shadows of the street, broken by the bars of yellow lamplight. The acrid scent of dust impregnated with bitter alkali floated toward him in thin drifts from time to time, after a horseman had lurched up or down the street, his hoofbeats muffled to soft thuds by the thick layer of dust through which they struck. While he sat there, letting the peace of the village steal over him and all the quiet of the mountains, he revolved in his mind what Al Jenkins had said to him, and the more he pondered the stranger the position seemed to him.

Yet what Jenkins wanted was understandable. He had reduced Bennett to such a point that he could soon crush his rival. But the addition of the slightest strength might unbalance the scale and postpone the destruction of Bennett for an indefinite period. One more daring deed performed in the name of Bennett, as Blondy had performed his deed this day, would convince the men of the village that Bennett had under him something beside a number of tramps. Public sentiment might swing mightily toward the opposite side. Therefore Jenkins had tried to make doubly sure of Ronicky.

As for Ronicky, the old urge to go on and on and on which whipped him remorselessly through the mountains, was now dying out. Twin Springs was becoming a focus around which his thoughts gathered and centered. Just in this fashion men find a new place strange and desolate which, after a little living, seems to become the center of the world, all their lives moving within its bounds. And Ronicky, looking out of the window, felt that he was looking into the heart of the town and the country around it.

Necessarily he must join the forces of honest Al Jenkins, if he stayed. And he must stay to fight big Blondy. And if he stayed to fight Blondy he must be with those who were opposed to Bennett. What could be more logical than this strain of reasoning? And yet, because he hated alliances of all kinds, he delayed and determined to have that ride before his mind was made up.

When he went down to the veranda of the hotel a score of heads — for the porch was well filled — turned toward him at once in greeting. That days work had got him known. More than that, those who had heard of him had been about buzzing the rumors which they had picked up. He was a known man, indeed.

He stepped down through a murmur of greetings and went out to the shed, where Lou was stabled. He groomed her by lantern light. For, though she was one of the tough mustang breed that live as happily without brushing as with it, yet it was a custom which Ronicky had started and could not stop. He worked until the red bay was a shining velvet, with high lights from the lantern splashed along the silk of her flanks. Then he saddled her and swung up in the stirrups.

She slipped out from the shed, as light of foot and eager on the bit as though she had been in pasture for a month. Truly she was made of watch springs and leather, a tireless mechanism! At the trough he gave her one swallow of water and then sent her across the country. He picked the course at random. East and west rose rough-sided mountains. He did not wish to break the heart of Lou with such work. They were out for a pleasure walk, so to speak, not for labor. To the south the hills separated in uninteresting monotony. But to the north a valley lay like a funnel into the heart of the mountains. And into this funnel he sent Lou.

There might be no road at all. But for that he did not care. Straight across the country fled Lou, running among shrubs, with a smoothly wavering line, just as a dry twig is floated down among stones by the current of a brook, twisted here and there quickly, but with never a jar. When a fence rose before her, she rose and cleared it in lovely style, tucking up her heels beneath her in the most approved manner, which a trained hunter might have envied. Over the meadows she struck a hotter pace; in the rough ground she went more slowly, but still fast enough. And all this while the rein was dangling loose on her neck!

Yes, once the direction was given to her, it was not necessary that he concern himself with the course she picked. She would keep on in the line selected, diverging here and there, as the lay of the land forced her to do, but swinging always back to the original direction, as the needle swings toward the pole. She kept her head high, for the sky was made darker than usual by a highflying sheet of clouds, which were swept rapidly across the heavens by a wind not felt in the valleys. That high head enabled her to pierce the dimness for some distance and plan her course with fair accuracy. And all the while she was enjoying her work just as much as Ronicky Doone enjoyed his ride.

Lou had so beautifully free and elastic a stride that by her way of going one would have guessed her to be ever on the trail for home; yes, one would have thought that she was every minute passing familiar landmarks which called into her mind the old home and brought the very scent of the sweet hay and the warm barn into her nostrils. This night ride was to her a frolic and more joyous than to her master. As for Ronicky, he had only to half close his eyes, as the deliciously cool air whirred against his face, and let his mind wander where it would.

He did not rouse himself into full consciousness of his direction until he felt Lou throw up her head with a little start, such as she always gave when there was before her a problem which she felt might better have the attention of the master. At the same time she quickened her stride, settling down toward the ground a little, in the manner which unmistakably betokens a leap to come.

Ronicky looked up barely in time to see before him a wide, still stretch of water, shining faintly in the darkness of the night. Where a star, looking through the swirl of dizzy clouds above, peered down at the water, there was a point of light. He saw that and measured with a sudden concern the width of the leap; then Lou rose like a swallow against a sudden gust of wind and sailed high in the air.

He could tell by the convulsive effort with which she flung herself up and forward that she knew the leap to be close to the limit of her ability. And, as she passed the apex of her spring and began to shoot down, it seemed to Ronicky a certain thing that she would dip in the water. But she shot on, and her forehoofs landed on the dry ground, and her hind toes scooped up a spray of the water, but the next moment she was cantering on, only laboring a little in the heavy going which the water of the creek had impregnated. But she had hardly taken a stride — indeed, it was almost simultaneous with her landing across the water — when there was a faint cry and then a shrill one from some shrubs to Ronickys right. At once he whirled the mare toward the voice.


IX. IN THE DARK
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IT WAS A womans voice; the first sound coming as though she was half choked by surprise, and the second shrill with terror. Ronicky ranged his horse behind the shrubs, just as she darted out, an indistinct figure in the night, He halted her with a shout, at the same time peering on all sides to make out the light of her home, but there was no such light in view. She seemed to have been standing there in the thicket by choice. Ronicky had heard, however, of female tramps, though even in his wide wanderings he had never seen one. But such she must unquestionably be.

Look here, he said, there aint any call for running. I aint going to harm you. Who might you be?

She paused at the side of a tree, more distinctly visible to him, now that he was able to fix her with his eyes. Moreover she was wearing a dress of some light color which helped to define her in the night.

Who are you? she asked in turn. And what are you doing here, off the road?

The first sound of her voice convinced Ronicky that he had been wrong in his surmise about the female tramp. Never in the world could there be a wanderer of the road with such a voice. He could guess at other things, too, having once heard her speak. She had courage, or her voice would not have been so even. She had surprising courage considering the youth which her voice suggested, and the lateness of the hour and the midnight dark.

Me? answered Ronicky, with as much daylight good humor as he could manage to throw into his voice, Why, Im just a stranger out riding for the sake of the ride.

She remained silent, as one who did not believe what she had heard, but who considered that it would be bad policy to dispute with the unknown.

I might be asking you, said Ronicky, what youre doing out here at this time of night — away from the road?

Oh, Ill tell you how to reach it, she said, not answering this question. You start over to your right and keep going till you reach a fence. Then ride down the fence, turning north until you come to a gate. That gate opens onto the road to Twin Springs. I suppose thats the place youre trying to find?

Thats the place Ive just left, said Ronicky, and I dont worry about the road. My hoss and me — we sort of get along where there aint no road to speak of.

Again she was silent, but what little she had spoken left such a pleasant impression on Ronicky that he paused and hunted through his mind for the means of prolonging the talk.

Id an idea, he murmured at length, that maybe you was lost yourself, being out here alone in the night. You see?

Still she did not speak, and he could see by the increasing dimness of her figure that she was slowly drawing back from him. All at once Ronicky Doone began to laugh.

Lady, he said, its sure a queer thing what the sun does to us. If this was by daylight, you wouldnt think nothing of meeting me here, but because its night, you figure that theres danger. Is that it?

Theres no danger of course, said the girl, her voice as steady as ever, in spite of her retreat. Then suddenly she was laughing, also. Who are you? she asked.

My name, he answered, dont matter particular. Im just drifting through. Most like Ill never be in this valley again. What might the valley be, lady?

If youll never see it again, she answered, I dont suppose the name matters much.

Oh, if youre going to put it that way, said Ronicky, Ill tell you. My name is Ronicky Doone.

Ronicky Doone! she gasped, and then again she repeated: Ronicky Doone! Youre the man that Charlie Loring—

She stopped short, but Ronicky continued for her in perfect good nature. Is that big Blondys name? Yes, Im the man that Charlie Loring knocked down and beat up, and then he got away clean, and I didnt do a thing to him!

But, oh, she broke in, youre the man whose horse he saved from the river, so you bear him no grudge, of course!

No grudge? asked Ronicky. Well, he saved the hoss right enough, but he also knocked me flat when Id done nothing to him. For saving Lou Id sure like to save a dozen hosses for him, but for knocking me down — but women cant understand things like that.

Cant we? But we do! And youve come up here trying to find him in the dark because you dont care to face him in the daylight. Oh, how cowardly!

If she had struck him suddenly in the face Ronicky Doone could not have been more surprised. He fumbled for an answer, found no polite rejoinder, and was still, a silence which she instantly interpreted as a confession. Certainly if she had been afraid before, all fear now vanished, as she came swiftly toward him and only halted when she was under the very nose of the mare. And she stood there, regardless of the fearless and inquisitive muzzle which Lou poked toward her. For the bay mare had the trust of those animals which have never endured pain from the hand of man. In her fury, however, the girl paid no heed to that reaching head.

Before you can do what you hope to do, she said fiercely, youll have to be ten times the man that you are. Oh, I know what stories they brought out — about Ronicky Doone the gun fighter and the man-killer, but no man who hunts in the dark and sneaks around to strike from behind can ever beat Charlie Loring. No man!

She stopped. He heard her panting with her rush of anger, as she waited for his retort, but he only said, light breaking in on him: I guess this is Hanshaw Valley? And youre Elsie Bennett?

What of that? she asked.

Only that I wont be bothering you no more, said Ronicky Doone dryly, and he turned Lou away into the darkness.

Wait! Wait! she cried after him, but Ronicky had had enough of facing such guns in battle. He sent Lou away at a brisk canter and shot away out of view over the next swell of ground, and the calling of the girl died out behind him.

No sooner was the rim of the hill between them, however, than he turned about and slipped back in the direction from which he had come until his head was just above the edge of the hill. There he paused: scanning the shrubbery beside the water carefully, he was able to make out the dim outlines of the upper part of the body of the girl, as she stood among the bushes with the flat surface of the pool behind her.

There was only one reason why she should be standing there, it seemed to Ronicky, and that was to meet Blondy. It had occurred to him as soon as he guessed her identity. This was a secret meeting place which she and the big fellow had agreed upon, and now that he was in trouble she was waiting out for him here, confident that he would come, if that were possible, and then she could tell him the good news, without which he might wander on for days and days, unknowing. She could tell him that death did not hang over his head after all, for big Oliver Hopkins had recovered. And then they would go happily back to the house together. And on the way she would tell him how she had met his enemy, Ronicky Doone, and how Ronicky had slipped away into the night.

If all of these surmises proved correct, then that blind ride into the darkness from Twin Springs had taken him directly to his enemy. The thought warmed his heart. There was only a matter of a few minutes to wait now, before he received verification of his suspicions. For in the distance he heard the sound of a jogging horse. And then, as that sound approached, he made out the shadowy form of a horseman who approached the stream and the wide pool from the farther side. This traveler presently halted his horse and sent a low-pitched, wavering whistle up the hill, which was immediately answered by another from the shrubs by the water.

The heart of Ronicky leaned, as he saw that his guess had been perfectly accurate. Now the rider urged his mount, so it seemed, straight into the water, though Ronicky shrewdly guessed that he was riding out on a firm sand bar, from which the easiest leap would carry him safe to the farther shore. Presently the rider was in the shrubs, off the horse, and beside the girl.

So hushed was the night air that Ronicky could hear the murmur of their voices distinctly. Then after a moment or two they began to walk toward the hill, with the vague form of the gray horse drifting along behind them. No matter how queenly Elsie Bennett might be — and from the description of old Al Jenkins she must be a heart-stopping beauty — she had apparently made her choice. The handsome form of big, blond-headed Charlie Loring was her selection as a husband, it seemed. For surely only love could keep a girl waiting in such a place at such a time, alone. Indeed it must be an affair of long standing, comparatively speaking, or they would not have agreed so perfectly on their meeting point and on their system of signals.

In the meantime Ronicky must remove himself from their course. For they were making straight for the hill, and he must take care that Lou moved softly, since the wind was blowing down to them and would carry every sound a considerable distance. So Ronicky leaned and whispered in the ear of the bay mare, at the same time bringing the most careful pressure to bear on the reins. The result was astonishing, for Lou was converted in a trice into a stealthy- stepping cat. Crouching a little and gliding with such a delicate foot-fall that the grass was hardly disturbed underfoot, she slipped away to the shelter of a low line of trees. Behind these Ronicky Doone turned her and there cautioned her once more in a whisper to which she listened with her ears pricked anxiously forward. Having been warned in this fashion, nothing could make her betray their position with a neigh.

In fact the girl and the man, with the staunch little gray horse dragging wearily in the rear, passed within fifteen yards without giving a sign that anything was suspected. Just as they were by, however, and Ronicky was congratulating himself that the maneuver was so successfully accomplished, the gray tossed his head and neighed. Ronicky ground his teeth, as the girl and her escort stopped and turned with exclamations. But the gray was too tired to continue his whinnying. They apparently took it for granted that the little outburst was simply due to the fact that the hungry horse sensed his nearness to home and a well-earned portion of grain; for they went on almost at once and faded into the darkness. No sooner were they a glimmering, almost invisible shadow ahead of him, than Ronicky Doone sent the light-footed Lou out from the trees once more, and so he stole along on the trail of the two.


X. IN THE BARN
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HE FELT SOMEWHAT as he would have felt had he been eavesdropping, but now stealth was necessary, for he had to make these people his guide to the house which, beyond doubt, was their destination — that of Steve Bennett. There the girl would probably go inside the house, while Charlie Loring went out to put up his horse, and Ronicky could stop him on the way. Or perhaps they could finish their argument by lantern light in the barn. Why not?

All turned out as he hoped. Before long, as they worked their way up that rolling, pleasant valley, he saw from the crest of a rise the yellow window lights of a house which, as he drew nearer, assumed large dimensions. For the wind had shifted in the past half hour or more and had scoured the sky clean of clouds, and the big house was distinctly drawn across the stars. Beyond it stretched the usual array of barns and the gloomy network of fences around corrals which goes with the Western ranch. In the starlight, too, it was easily possible to trace the movements of the two by the gray horse. Ronicky stayed just within sight of that spot of color, trusting that the drab color of Lou would not be visible.

For a moment they paused at the house, and then the gray horse and the man went on toward the barn, alone. Ronicky at once dropped out of the saddle, threw his reins to make Lou keep to that spot until he needed her, and hurried on after Blondy. It was not exactly a joyous occasion for him. He had no feeling of personal animosity against Blondy Loring. But it was necessary in the strictest sense of the term that he should clear his honor. For he could not leave that district until he had finished with Loring. And now was as good a time as any, or better.

Vaguely he wondered what would happen. He would not shoot to kill, if it had to come to a gun play, as it probably would. But if he did not shoot to kill, there was a vast probability that Charlie Loring would. This, however, was a problem which he had faced before, and he was not unnerved by it now. He saw the door of the house open and let out a shaft of light which framed the black form of the girl and glimmered in her hair. Then the door closed, and Ronicky hurried on until he picked the barn into which big Blondy Loring and the gray horse disappeared.

Here, before resuming his pursuit, he paused a moment to take his bearings as accurately as he could. And, as one long familiar with danger, he now worked most coolly, jotting down in his mind an elaborate sketch in which the position of the house, the fences, what seemed to be the bunk house, and the outlying sheds were all marked. When he left that barn he might be in considerable haste, so that it would pay him to know exactly in what direction he had best race to get to the mare. He would start her toward him with his alarm whistle, as soon as he left the barn, and they would meet midway.

With his retreat thus cared for, or at least carefully considered, he turned his back resolutely on the past and fronted the work just before him. And, so doing, he settled himself into a strange attitude of mind which an ordinary man could never have achieved.

Carefully he cut out and threw from his attention all his past. And of his future nothing was left to concern him except the events of the next few instants. He was about to confront an antagonist who had given the most conclusive proof that he was a foeman worthy of the steel of even a Ronicky Doone. For that reason the heart of Ronicky began to rise. On times before this he had been forced by public opinion into battle with men who were beaten before the fight began. But this case was distinctly different, and he rallied himself to meet it.

He found something to rejoice in. There was war ahead of him. He could turn himself for the nonce into a wild man. The law would not strike him down even if he killed. And, though he would fight to conquer, not to destroy, this was a consolation; they would consider this battle as a duel.

When he reached the entrance to the long barn, at the side where the gray horse had entered, Ronicky was high of head, almost smiling, and with a fierce joy keeping him tensed and keen. In the darkness of the barn he saw a match struck, a sharp line of blue leaping out, as the match was drawn over the trousers of Blondy. Then the head spurted into flame. Next, as that flame gathered strength, it showed the hand, the intent, tired face of Charlie Loring, and the glass of the lantern he was lighting. The head of the gray horse was shown, also, and the light rudely outlined the forms of two or three other horses. But this was the season when most of the stock would be running on pasture.

As soon as the lantern chimney was drawn down into place, shutting off the wind, the flame steadied, and the light was multiplied tenfold. Blondy hung the light at the side of the barn and, after tethering his horse, climbed into the mow and threw a quantity of hay into the manger. In the meantime Ronicky turned and looked back toward the ranch house. There was only one lighted window when the place was looked at from this direction, and that light was bleared to a greasy effect, perhaps by cobwebs and other dirt Yet it gave Ronicky the effect of an eye overlooking him from behind.

And might they not come out of the house toward him? No, the great chances were that the girl had stolen from the house without telling anyone of her intention of meeting Blondy. Her father would not have permitted it. Besides it would have revealed the secret meeting place, and that no girl could have consented to. So it stood to reason that she had gone out secretly after supper, and now she was secretly returning. So that there was no danger of an alarm being spread among the men to send them out to congratulate big Blondy on his escape of that day and his epic achievement in riding into Twin Springs. Such an errand would have brought them squarely upon Ronicky Doone.

This decision heartened Ronicky still more. He had waited just outside the door, and now he stepped in, as Blondy swung down from the manger and came whistling toward the lantern. Certainly he was a magnificent man! The lantern threw a giant shadow behind him, blotching the far side of the almost empty haymow, and yet there was no need of shadows to exaggerate the size of those wide shoulders. He was as huge as two ordinary men rolled into one.

Just as he was reaching for the lantern he saw Ronicky and with an oath sprang back.

By Heaven, cried Blondy Loring, she was right!

What that meant Ronicky did not pause to consider, for his mind was stunned by perceiving that the gun belt had been left off, and that Charlie Loring was weaponless before him! So thoroughly was he prepared to see Loring armed that he had not been able to see the truth until he waited for the big mans hand to go for the revolver. Then he discovered the truth. Loring stepped back and folded his arms.

Youve got me, he said. Youve got me I guess, Doone. Going to make it a cold murder, eh?

Dont talk like a rat, answered Ronicky, very angry at this insinuation. You know that I aint that kind of a hound. If you dont know it, its time that you did. I aint going to take advantage. Ive come here for a fair fight, Loring. You come up here where you left your saddle and your gun; then put your gat back on. Then well have it out, fair and square. Does that suit you?

Right in here — where wed scare the hosses?

The nerve of big Blondy was a fine thing to see, and Ronicky grinned in whole-souled appreciation.

It sure goes against the grain, he told Blondy. But Ive done what I could to pay you back for saving Lou. Ive kept em off of your trail, and I gave you a chance to find out the truth. I dont aim to say that that makes us even up, but I hope it shows that I mean right by you, Blondy.

But I mean right by you, too, said Blondy, still chuckling, as though the outcome of the battle were a foregone conclusion. I mean right by you, and Ill see that you get a fair and even break out of his, Ronicky. Ill bury you in style when this is over, and Ill do up your coffin all in velvet. What you say to that?

Ronicky smiled again.

Help yourself, he said gallantly, and stepping back, as Loring drew near, he waved toward the gun belt.

As he did so he saw that Blondy was very pale. Yes, there were even little beads visible, as the lantern light struck aslant upon his forehead. It astonished Ronicky so much that for the moment his mind was dizzy and refused to act. Still Blondy was smiling, and yet the smile, which had seemed so real at a little distance, was a stiff, carved image of a smile, now that it was seen at close hand. Indeed it looked for all the world as though Blondy was in a blue funk.

That, Ronicky knew, could not be true. He had tried the courage of Blondy and believed it to be faultless. He had stood by and seen Blondy draw a gun with a nerve and hand as steady as though he were at target work.

Go ahead, said Ronicky, as the big man turned toward the saddle. You dont need to worry. I aint going to shoot you in the back, Blondy!

Blondy shuddered and jerked about. His face was now positively ghastly. He had seemed a carefree boy a few moments before. Now he was a gray-faced old man.

How do I know? he snarled, grown suddenly vicious.

Ronicky Doone blinked at him. He could not believe his eyes.

How do you know? Why, because you know that I aint that kind!

Blondy ground his teeth. He seemed for all the world like a man striving vainly to lash himself into a temper.

I know nothing about you, he said.

Then Ill stand back as far as you want, said Ronicky coldly. But if—

He got no farther with his offer. Blondy, turning as though to listen and consider the new proposal, now continued his turn until he was directly facing Ronicky, and at the same time he leaped out and hurled his whole great weight at Ronicky. Quick as a cats paw works, Ronicky side-stepped, but he was too close to have a chance at maneuvering. The great left arm of Blondy shot around him. In another moment the other arm of the big man got its hold, and Ronicky was lifted from the ground in arms which constricted like shrinking bands of hot steel around him, threatening to break every bone in his body.


XI. BLONDYS BASE MOVE
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IT SEEMED AT first, by the savage and animal-like snarling of Blondy, that this was indeed his purpose, to half strangle Ronicky in mid-air and then finish the work by dashing him upon the ground. Never had Ronicky dreamed that a mere man could possess such herculean powers.

You rat! breathed Charlie Loring, and then, as though the surety of his victory restored his mental balance to some degree, he turned and strode forward through the door of the barn, still bearing Ronicky securely trussed in his arms.

It was in vain that Ronicky kicked and squirmed and struggled to be free. He was of average weight and of vastly more than average strength and activity, but caught unprepared, his agility neutralized by the surprise attack, he was perfectly helpless, and now every struggle only served to make the grip of Charlie sink more deeply into his body.

Then Ronicky went sick, almost fainted, as the sickening degradation to which he was going to be exposed was revealed to him. It was the purpose of Charlie Loring to take his captive straight into the big house and there, before Bennett and Elsie Bennett and whatever hands might be on the place, show Ronicky helpless in his hands!

Every step of the way the certainty grew until at last, as they reached the door of the bouse, Ronicky gasped: Blondy, if you take me inside like this, youll have to kill me; because if you dont Ill get you sure for this.

Bah! answered Blondy. When I get through with you, Doone, you aint going to be able to lift your hands as high as your head for a year. Just lay to that and keep your mouth shut. Im running this little party from now on! And he kicked open the door and strode into the house.

The room in which he entered held both Bennett and the girl. There was no chance for Ronicky to steel himself against the shock. But all in a flash he found himself before them, and then he was crashed down into a chair with a force that stunned him, and his gun belt was torn from him. After that, Blondy stood behind the chair, with a revolver jammed against Ronickys neck.

And the latter looked miserably at Bennett and the girl.

Of course they had risen, as Blondy entered, the girl with an exclamation which identified her, if identification was needed, as she whom Ronicky had encountered near the brook so short a time before. And now that he could see her in the full light of the room, he felt that Al Jenkins had not exaggerated in his description of her. Blue, starry eyes and lighted hair of gold and features modeled with exquisite nicety, Ronicky had never before seen such a face in all his wide wanderings. Scorn and anger now made her eyes wide.

Thats he! she cried to a whiteheaded man. Thats the man who spoke to me, I know! Oh, Charlie, I was right! He was sneaking somewhere near, and he followed you!

The hound! growled the old man, shaking his venerable locks in detestation of such rascally work. And he folded his arms across his thin chest and glowered at Ronicky. He looked like a picture of a type — that type which is supposed to be represented in the gentlemen of the South, with fluffs of hair grown long, and wide mustaches made to bristle out in spikes or tufts, according to the fancy of the wearer, and nicely pointed beard. They have weary, droop-lidded eyes, these men of the fanciful Southland; they have erect, martial bearing, and their manner can rise to great heights of pomposity.

Such, in every detail, was the picture of Stephen Bennett who had conducted the long war against Al Jenkins. He had won at first, but now he was fallen on declining fortunes. The room in which he and his daughter had been reading, showed unmistakable signs of the loss of money. It had at one time been furnished with some elegance, for that section of the country. But the upholstery on the chairs was now sadly worn. The very pictures on the wall seemed to have faded. And only under the shelter of the great round center table did the carpet retain the pristine vigor of its color and design.

In the costume of Steve Bennett the same disrepair showed. He was wearing a long Prince Albert of faded cloth which went most inappropriately with the rather unclean riding boots on his feet and the much cheaper trousers. But he wore that Prince Albert in the way that makes one address the possessor as colonel; and he thrust out his breast as though it supported a row of medals.

In this fashion he looked down upon Ronicky Doone, striding toward him so brusquely and towering so high and so close above him that Ronicky would not have been surprised if the bony old fist had been dashed into his face.

In the meantime big Blondy was telling a strange story. He was pouring grain into the feed box of the gray, he declared, when he heard what was much like the sound of a stealthy footfall behind him. He had waited cautiously for a moment until he made sure that he who approached was close to him; and then he had whirled and discovered Ronicky Doone, stealing up with leveled revolver.

In the same motion with which he had whirled, he struck the weapon from the hand of the astonished Ronicky, and the next moment the would-be murderer was helpless in his arms. And here he was. He, Blondy, wanted to turn the hound loose and kick him off the place after disarming him, but he decided that it might not be well to leave such a sneak to wander near the premises. And for that reason he had decided to bring him in and allow Steve Bennett and Elsie to have a chance to pass judgment upon the villain.

This astounding story he told with the utmost fluidity and even with an air of indifference. It was not, he insisted, because he had the slightest desire to persecute this treacherous rascal, that he had brought him here. But something should be done as an example.

It was typical of father and daughter that, when the sordid recital was ended, the former drew closer, and the latter drew back.

To think that I was within arms reach of him tonight! breathed Elsie. And — and that I thought his laugh was frank and manly! Oh! Words failed her. Her father spoke. This — this vermin, he said, ought to be tried in the courts of the law, Loring. But we aint got courts of law around Twin Springs.

He shook his head and took a turn through the room, with one hand thrust into the breast of his coat and the other crossed upon the small of his back.

Yes, sir, he said, the damnation truth — pardon me, Elsie — but it is the damnation truth that there aint justice to be had in the courts where the influence of that snake, Jenkins, reaches. There aint any justice, and there aint any chance of justice. Hes got folks so much in the palm of his hand that they cant put him and wrongdoing in the same sentence, or even in the same day. Because he spent some money on a road, they got him worked up into a saint. I never seen anything like it! And more than that, if he wants to back up a man, there aint any power that dares to put out a hand to stop the man that Al Jenkins has picked. And all that Jenkins would need to do to keep this murderer of his—

Father! cried the girl. Do you really think that he sent this — this creature to kill Charlie Loring?

Do I think it? Bah! I know it! I know the workings of his reptile mind! And what can we do? If we harm this man seriously well have to answer for it in the courts which Jenkins controls. If we dont harm him, a flock of Jenkins other assistants of the same sort will be out here and after us! No sir! It aint any trouble to Jenkins if I have just a bunch of worn-out tramps working my range for me, men thatll close their eyes when the rustlers want to run off some cows. That dont mean nothing to Jenkins, but when it comes to letting me have a real honest-injun man like Charlie Loring, why, thats a different yarn altogether. Hes going to get Loring away from me. If he can do it with fair play, well enough; but if he cant hell try dirty means. So hes sent this hound out here. Charlie, I near forget myself when I think of it!

He fairly swelled with a poisonous anger. But the detestation in the face of the girl was what bowed the head of Ronicky and crushed his spirit. It made little difference that this was all blindest injustice. What mattered was that she should be able to scorn him so utterly. Out of that pit of wretchedness he could never climb to good esteem, he felt.

Which all narrows the thing down, said the rancher, and leaves us only one thing to do, namely, to call the boys together at breakfast to-morrow and turn Ronicky over to them. Just let Charlie Loring stand up and tell em what hes told us, and then let the boys be alone for five minutes with this Ronicky Doone. When theyre through with him, I guess hell be punished enough!

He rubbed his hands violently together. The perfect thought grew upon his mind and entranced him.

Therell be justice done! he cried.

And Ronicky Doone looked in horror at Charlie Loring to see if he would protest, but the handsome face of the big man was set and hard, and his eyes were glittering. No doubt remained that the mind of Loring was made up. The greatest possible evil that could be inflicted upon Ronicky Doone was, in the eyes of Loring, the greatest possible good. Only the girl cried out in a protest for which Ronicky could have blessed her.

But father! she exclaimed. Thats worse than death, almost, if they mob him! You know what happened to that man of ours when he—

I do remember, said Stephen Bennett, and thats just exactly why I propose to see to it that the same thing happens to Ronicky Doone. Our man very foolishly tried to steal a cow. This man tried to steal a human life. Does that answer you, Elsie?

And Ronicky knew. Three or four times he had seen such things happen, though luckily his hands were clean of guilt. But he had seen the lynching of a horse thief, and more than that, he had seen the mobbing of a sneak who attempted a murder — not a fair fight, gun to gun, and man to man, but a shooting from behind, just of the nature of which big Blondy was about to accuse him. What had happened to that man had been so terrible that Ronicky had never dared recall the picture in its entirety.

And now he was in the same situation. The full and consummate cruelty of the rancher struck home in his mind, and he merely bowed his head still lower.

Of what use were words?


XII. OLD-FASHIONED IRONS
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HE WOULD NEVER forget what followed. Old Steve Bennett left the room, was gone for a minute, and then returned with an accompanying sound of clanking iron. When he reappeared he carried manacles in his hand.

Old-fashioned irons, but strong, he told Charlie Loring. Like a lot of old-fashioned things, they dont look as good as they really are. And he snapped them over the wrists of Ronicky. Here the girl protested again.

Charlie — father! she exclaimed, coming between them and Ronicky. Theres something wrong about all this. He — he might have something to say. Why dont we give him a chance to talk — to explain — perhaps to put forward his side of the story.

Charlie Loring fired into a rage at once.

Dyou think there is another side to the story? he asked.

No, no! Dont lose your temper, Charlie. I only mean that he should have a chance to talk. Men have that right in a law court. Why shouldnt we give him that right here?

Nobodys stopping him from talking, said Charlie Loring, but the scowl with which he turned upon Ronicky was thunderous in blackness. Go ahead and tell your little lie, Ronicky. We aint stopping you!

He stepped back, his face working and pale, and the fingers with which he rolled his cigarette were uneasy at their work.

Look at him! said Ronicky Doone. Does he look like a gent thats just finished telling the truth, or like a liar that figures his lie might possibly be found out?

You— cried Charlie Loring. He crushed the cigarette to shapelessness and stepped a long stride toward Ronicky, but Elsie Bennett faced him and pushed him back with the lightest pressure of her hand.

Why, Charlie! she cried, and again, Why, Charlie!

Al Jenkins is right, thought Ronicky in the depths of his miserable heart. Shes an angel! Shell look right through him!

Charlie Loring was facing the girl in desperation.

You werent going to strike him when his hands are in the irons? she asked, wonder and a tinge of scorn giving her voice an edge.

I — Ive stood a good deal from him, Elsie, said the big man. I saved his hoss to-day and might have throwed my life away doing it, with that posse of madmen spurring down the trail to get at me. And after doing that for him, he comes and tried to kill me from behind. Aint that enough to make a gent forget himself?

I suppose it is, said Elsie Bennett and turned toward Ronicky, with a peculiar mixture of loathing and curiosity. He met her glance. His own eyes widened to meet it. For a moment they stared steadily at each other, and with all his might he was sending the message to her through that glance: Dont you see that Im an honest man?

Some of the loathing finally passed from her expression. She came a little closer and no longer held her skirts together, as though in touching him they might float against a permanent defilement.

Talk, she said. Tell us what you have to say to explain yourself!

Ronicky Doone smiled and shook his head.

I tell you seriously, said the girl, that if you dont talk youll be given to-morrow morning, a terrible punishment for what youve tried to do.

Again he shook his head, again he smiled faintly, and Steve Bennett said angrily: Dont you see that he aint able to frame a lie to fit? Thats the only reason he aint wagging his tongue this minute, girl!

She turned troubled eyes to her father and then looked back to Ronicky.

I dont know, she whispered more to herself than to the others. But you two know so much more than I do. Surely you wont make a mistake!

Make a mistake? Of course not! The hound knows what hes done, and he knows what he has to expect if hes caught trying to do it. Hell have the nerve to take his dose without whining beforehand, I hope!

This from Charlie Loring, and again Ronicky Doone favored the big man with an eloquent glance. The girl had stepped back again, but still she studied the prisoner, as if her mind were not yet entirely made up, as though she still leaned toward mercy.

If there is a mistake, she said at last, as Ronicky rose in obedience to a command from Loring, its a most terrible one. I warn you of that, Charlie!

Charlie Loring turned at the door.

Whats the matter, Elsie? he asked. Good Lord, if you almost believe his silence, what would you do if he started talking?

But she made no answer, merely bowing her head in thought. And the last Ronicky saw of her, as he went through the door, was the gold of her head against the blue-gray of the faded wall paper.

Then he turned his eyes to the front and followed old Steve Bennett, as the latter mounted the steps, with a lamp raised high above his head and the lamplight brilliant in the edges of his white and misty hair. Just behind him followed Charlie Loring, revolver in hand.

Watch yourself every minute, Charlie advised Steve Bennett. This fellow is apt to try some snake trick almost any minute.

Ronicky plodded on. He might cast himself suddenly back down the stairs and trust to luck that movement would surprise Loring. But he had a shrewd idea that if he tried such a maneuver a forty-five slug, would tear through his vitals. He slowed up, thinking of this problem, and was prodded in the small of the back by the muzzle of the big gun. Yes, it would not do to attempt a surprise movement while Charlie Loring walked behind him with a gun. In the upper hall they turned aside into the first room, and there the lamp was placed on the floor.

There was no other place for it. The room was denuded of all furniture. Dust was thick on walls and floor, and an atmosphere of unutterable desolation pervaded the apartment.

You make yourself comfortable here, said the old man with a grim humor. Just take as much room as you want. And if you got any requests, holler.

He turned his back to leave.

Are you going to leave this light here? asked Charlie Loring.

Why not? Or would it be too much comfort for him if he could have the light to see by?

The thoughts he has to think aint going to be much more pleasant in the light than in the dark, chuckled Charlie. But the hound might dump the lamp over and trust to luck that the flames would bite down through the floor, and so he could get loose. Well leave him no light, I guess. What about the window?

There aint nothing that he can climb down by without using his arms. If he tries to get out that way, we wont have to bother the boys with him in the morning.

This thought pleased Steve Bennett, and he continued to chuckle the rest of the time that he was in the room. This was not long, for Charlie said that he wished to have a moment alone with Ronicky, and the rancher obligingly stepped out of the room. When he was gone, the big man stepped over to the prisoner, holding the lamp high. There he waited, his forehead covered with wrinkles of doubt and thought which were deeply outlined in shadows which struck up from the lamp in his hand. And his whole face in that manner was made older in appearance.

Ronicky, he said very softly, I hate what Ive been doing. I hate it like death. But I had to do it. And now Ive got in so deep that Ive got to go through with it

You think you will, said Ronicky, but youll change your mind. Youll change your mind when the morning comes, Charlie. Thats why I didnt talk downstairs, I wanted to give you a chance to work out of this all by yourself, because I know you aint snake enough to do what youre trying to do.

Charlie Loring waited and said nothing. A hundred things seemed to be pressing toward the tip of his tongue, but none of them was formed into words.

Good Heaven! he muttered at last. I only wish—

His wish was never expressed, but turning hastily on his heels, he literally fled out of the room and slammed the door heavily and locked it behind him.

Ronicky heard his steps descending the stairs, and a little later he could make out the voices, as the girl and her father and Charlie talked. And by the sharp sounds he knew that a hot argument was in progress. For a time he strained his ears to make out the words, but after a while he abandoned that effort, because each syllable was sufficiently removed to blur.

This continued for some time, and after that he heard them go off to bed, Charlie Loring remaining in the house. This struck Ronicky as odd indeed. The report had it that Charlie was a new man on the Bennett ranch, but while the other cow-punchers slept in the bunk house, which he had distinguished by its lights, he, the new hand, was given the privilege of sleeping in the owners house. And the granting of that privilege showed what a poor judge of human nature Bennett was. It was enough to raise a revolt among self-respecting cow- punchers. Only tramps and loafers would submit to the making of such distinctions, no matter how necessary Charlie might have made himself to Bennett, or how agreeable to the girl.

He heard the voices of Charlie and Elsie now mount the stairs until they reached the hall just opposite his door, and now he could understand the words they spoke.

Stop thinking about him, Charlie Loring was saying to her. You just stop worrying about him, will you? What he gets wont be moren whats coming to him.

If I could stop thinking about him, Heaven knows I would. But it was his silence, Charlie, that unnerved me, and that calls my mind back to him now. I cant forget it — that and the way he had of looking at me.

Hush, he may hear you.

What difference does it make if he hears?

I know, but — Elsie, are you really angry?

No, no, Im trying not to be. Good night!

Wait!

But she did not wait. Her steps hurried away down the hall. The heavy stride of Charlie Loring carried his two hundred and more pounds of flesh a little way after her. and then he turned and went slowly in the opposite direction, a door finally closing that sound away.


XIII. DELIVERANCE
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THE KNOWLEDGE THAT the others were awake, even though they were unseen and no matter how hostile to him they might be, had kept Ronicky company, as he lay in his dark room. But, as the voices died out and all the house finally slept, he passed into a new state of alertness. It was something as sharp as that emotion to which he worked himself when he was preparing to step in and fight Charlie Loring to the death. But where there had been a fierce joy and excitement in that prospect, there was only a dreary feeling of doom in this.

Yet it was not a dull surrender. His mind kept fighting against the facts for a time and striving to contrive a means of escape. But when he got stealthily to his feet and went to the window, he saw that the rancher had spoken the truth, so far as he could make out by the starlight. There was no sign of a ledge beneath the window on which he could have secured sufficient purchase for his feet. So he returned to his place by the wall, where he sat down cross-legged and resumed his black reflections.

The time would not be very long, now, before the morning came and the tragedy with it. It might not be actual death that he would come to, but it would be something closely akin to death. He would be nearly a murdered man before the cow-punchers were through with one whom they would be led to consider a treacherous man-killer.

His hope had been that Charlie Loring could not carry the thing through. He would be forced to repent before the moment came to execute his diabolical plan.

And, as he thought of this he was brought back with a shock to the consideration of Loring and his impulses. For what could be the reason underlying and explaining the big fellows actions? Nothing could have been finer than the actions of Loring in Twin Springs earlier on that same day, when he faced the crowd for the sake of an idea — and Elsie Bennett. No doubt the consummate loveliness of the girl explained part of the reckless gallantry with which Charlie Loring had ridden into Twin Springs and flirted with death. But the beauty of Elsie Bennett could surely have nothing to do with the generous and big-hearted carelessness with which he again risked his safety in order to ride down the slope and save Lou from the waterfall.

The memory of that act increased the rhythm of the pulse of Ronicky Doone. It had been as fine a thing as he had ever witnessed. And now could he believe that such a man, capable of such actions, was the cunning trickster and dastard which Charlie Loring had shown himself to be on this night.

Now the wonder of it appalled him, and he bowed his head.

There was only one thing remaining for him to do, and that was to accept the villainy of Charlie Loring as an accomplished fact and, putting this and all hope behind him, turn toward the morning and the dangers which loomed before him. He must steady his nerve until it was iron. He must be ready to endure the most horrible tortures of shame and of actual physical agony when he faced the cow-punchers. And for this he already began to set his teeth.

Indefinitely the silence of the night had worn on when Ronicky heard another sign of life in the house, just loud enough to be audible above the night whispers which went to and fro in the big place. This sound was a light creaking in the hall, a creaking which advanced slowly, but regularly, toward the door of his room and stopped. It occurred to Ronicky that some of the cow- punchers on the place might well have heard of his capture, and that they had made up their minds to kidnap him from the house of the owner and take him out for a lynching, or for an ordeal nearly as terrible. So he waited breathlessly until the door opened, and through the opening a strong, cold draught blew over him. But with the wind he heard a rustling of garments at the door.

When it was closed he knew that Elsie Bennett was with him in the dark. But there was no striking of a light. Only the whisper of her gown told of her progress across the floor. She came straight to the center of the floor and paused there, quite close to Ronicky.

Ronicky Doone! she called, for there was a quality in her whisper that made it like a cry of alarm.

Here! he answered in the same tone.

He could tell by the breath she drew and the flutter of skirts that she had drawn suddenly away from the sound of his voice.

Be quiet! she cautioned him. It is I, Elsie Bennett. Ive come to do you no harm. But be quiet — make no noise, or it will be the worse for you.

In spite of his situation he could not help smiling. There was so much frightened childishness in her caution. She had not come to harm him!

A match scratched, and presently a long, trembling flame grew up from a candle. She shielded it with one gleaming hand so that her own face was thrown in deeper shadow, while a pale glow fell upon Ronicky Doone, as he rose to his feet and stood frowning at the light. No doubt he looked villainous enough, but he set his teeth when she gave back from him in manifest fear. She began to talk rapidly, to get the message with which she had come out of her mind, so that she could be gone.

Ronicky Doone, she said, Ive come to save you — you understand? Ive come so that you may be let loose — on condition.

All right, said Ronicky.

On condition — and here a forefinger was raised in stiff caution— that you give me your solemn word of honor that you will never harm Charlie Loring on account of all that has happened between you two. I have a key here which will fit the irons that are on your wrists, and Ill set you free. But only if you promise never to hurt him!

Ronicky stared patiently at her. It made him feel sadly wicked and ancient to witness such innocence. He waited until the last sound of her vibrating and eager voice had died away from his ear, for it seemed to cling there. It was odd that he should feel so detached. It was as though he stood in the distance and looked in upon this scene, noting down coldly the questions and answers. And always, as they talked, his glances were prying past that single gleaming hand and the pale circle of the candle glow and trying to get at the reality of her face; and he could never succeed.

Why dont you answer? she asked suddenly. Are you sick? Or do you think I dont mean it? I tell you, here is the key!

She held it up. It came to Ronicky that in spite of his manacled hands he could leap at her, knock her down, tear the key from her, and unfasten his own bonds by using a little dexterity of wrist and fingers. But the thought was a distant and unreal picture to him. He could never use violence against her. The danger even could not persuade him to a serious consideration of that possibility.

Youre wasting your time, he answered her finally. I wont give you that promise, maam.

The jerk of the hand which held the light and the corresponding flutter and leap of the flame, told how much she was startled by this announcement. She could not speak at once. Finally she said: But Im not joking with you. Im offering you your liberty — really. Otherwise your promise wouldnt mean anything.

I cant give it, said Ronicky.

But, she went on, you dont understand. They might even kill you in the morning. They are going to be told how you stole up behind Charlie Loring and tried to — oh, when our men hear that, theyll be simply mad with rage, Ronicky Doone. Keep that picture in mind. Our cow-punchers are rough — very rough!

He watched her steadily. She had come a little nearer. People always do when they are persuading.

Yes, I know that theyre rough, he replied, but still I cant promise.

Why not?

I couldnt hold up my head if I did. A man has one thing thats worth moren his life, lady, and thats his honor.

Honor! gasped Elsie Bennett. Honor — from you!

She recovered at once.

I didnt mean to say that. I didnt mean to hurt you unnecessarily. But a man who would slip up with a revolver behind another man — and still worry about such scruples as—

She paused.

Im sorry, said Ronicky. But I told you before. Youre just wasting your time!

She passed a hand across her forehead. This time she came so close that he could make her out quite distinctly. And in that dim light, against the velvet darkness, she seemed to Ronicky as lovely as a jewel and as radiant. And he felt again the sense of awe with which he had first looked at her, though then that emotion had been covered with a more profound feeling of shame.

I try to make out what can be in your mind and behind your words, said the girl faintly. But I cant. You bewilder me. You seem to be throwing away a—

Miss Bennett, said Ronicky, I figure that youll have to work it out this way: that if you believe everything Charlie Loring said about me, you never can understand.

You ask me to put him down as a liar?

I dont ask that. Only — maybe hes mistaken.

Ah, yes. Im foolish to say so, but I cant help it. I was interested from the very first. It was hard to believe of you all that my father, for instance, believes. And Im half prepared to sympathize with any good explanation you can offer. You had no chance to talk downstairs. Will you talk now — to me?

He was sharply tempted, but he shook his head.

Words aint going to help me none, declared Ronicky. Nope! Whats needed is a little action. When Ive done a few things, maybe youll be willing to take another think. But if I talk to-night, Blondy Loring will talk in the morning. And what he says will wipe out what I say.

It was such frank, clear-cut talk that she was amazed and showed her surprise.

You really dont intend to buy your liberty with a promise? she asked.

Look here, said Ronicky argumentatively, you talk as if a promise I gave might be worth something.

Of course!

Then you figure that my honor is worth something. And if it is, I sure cant wait around after Charlie Loring has knocked me down and — lied about me! Miss Bennett, I got to fight back!

Then you cant expect me to help you!

Why not? Ill give you this promise — that I wont hurt him on this ranch. Will that suit you? And if I ever get the upper hand with him, Ill promise to go easy for your sake.

At this she smiled in frank scorn. It was plain that her mind was unable to grasp the possibility of big Charlie Loring being defeated by any man that lived.

Very good, she said thoughtfully. Suppose I let you go and trust to your promise — it seems to me that Im doing a great deal for a very small return and no security — at least none that a bank would take.

Itll be the first time, said Ronicky, that Ive had this sort of a favor done me. But wait and see. In the end, maybe, I can pay you back.

She bit her lip and looked down at the floor, and by that he knew that she would do as he wished.

Im going to take your word and let you go, she said at the last. And your word is simply that youll never come back to the Bennett Ranch to hunt down Charlie — and lie in wait for him on the range.

He nodded, and Elsie Bennett without another word unlocked the handcuffs and stepped back from him, a little frightened by the possibilities of what he might do. He reassured her with a smile and by chafing his wrists to restore the circulation. Then, as she backed toward the door, he followed her to it.

She put out the candle before she stepped into the hall. There, swallowed again in the gloom, they exchanged some whispered words.

I suppose its for the sake of your name that Im doing this, she said. But theres such a fine free swing to that name — Ronicky Doone — that I couldnt hold all the evil against you that my father does, for instance.

Ive noticed it before, said Ronicky Doone, that a good woman dont need any long list of reasons for doing a good thing. God bless you for this one!

She could literally feel the quiver of the gesture with which he jerked his liberated hands above his head and shook them at nothingness, rejoicing in his freedom. Then he turned down the stairs, but with his foot on the first step he turned back again toward the dim form in the hall.

And when they start in damning me to-morrow and the days that come after, he said, will you keep a place in the back of your brain where you cache away a couple of good, man-sized doubts? Just wait to be showed?

I think I shall, said the girl. At least Ill honestly try to!

Then — good-by!

Good-by, said Elsie Bennett, and he felt her leaning above him in the darkness, as he glided down the steps.

The consummate noiselessness of that descent roused the old alarm and suspicion in the heart of Elsie Bennett. She hurried to her own room on the front of the big house and leaned out the window to watch her freed prisoner depart. She had a great and swelling desire suddenly to rouse the people in the house and endeavor to reclaim the fugitive. It seemed madness, this thing she had done. It was sending danger of death to hover over the head of Charlie Loring.

And then, out of the night beneath her window, she heard a faint whistle. It was keyed so high that it pierced to a great distance. The whistle was repeated. Ronicky Doone was standing beneath the window waiting — for what?

There came a rapid beat of hoofs. The form of a horse glimmered in the night, and Ronicky Doone swung into the saddle and disappeared at a rapid gallop.

With a beating heart she watched him fade out.

He cant be all bad, said Elsie Bennett. He cant be all bad when he has a horse that comes to his whistle.


XIV. JENKINS GETS A JOLT
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OF ALL THE winged things in the world, there is nothing that flies so fast as rumor, and of all rumors there is none so fleet as bad news.

Ronicky Doone reached Twin Springs late, very late. And he slept till noon at the hotel. When he wakened he found that the town knew more about his adventure of the night before than he knew himself. He could tell by the first face he confronted down the stairs that all was known — at least from the viewpoint of Blondy Loring.

Another man would have lost all appetite for the day when he confronted that expression of sneering disgust on the face of the hotel keeper. But Ronicky Doone merely drew the belt of his trousers tighter and walked into the dining room for lunch.

He ate it in profound silence. Not a man spoke to him except one or two who happened to catch his eye full upon them, and they favored him with a muffled grunt. Plainly he was in the deepest disgrace into which it is possible for a man to fall; at least in the West.

He finished his lunch slowly, however, admirable testimony that his nerve was as cold as steel in a crisis, and he looked up unabashed when the proprietor of the hotel paused at his table in his round of the room to inquire after the comfort of his guests.

Look here, said the proprietor, looking out the window above the head of Ronicky, so that he might not be forced to encounter the eyes of the despicable gunman who stole upon his victims from behind. Look here, Doone, I got a terrible rush of business coming, and when I looked over the list I seen how Id reserved all the rooms. Ill have to use your place to-night, so I guess youll be moseying along to-day. And he turned his back without further explanation. But the hand of Ronicky shot out and touched his arm.

Turn around, said Ronicky.

The other turned a quarter of the way.

Look me in the eye, said Ronicky.

Reluctantly it was done.

Ill stay till Im good and ready to go, said Ronicky. You write that down in red and start betting on it. Ill stay here till I cant pay for my room no more. Thats final.

The proprietor started to hurl a loud protest upon Ronickys head. But apparently he found something in the eye of Ronicky that was in sharp contrast with the reports of Ronickys meeting with Blondy Loring, which had been retailed throughout the town during the morning. At any rate the host retreated to a corner, muttering like a dog over a bone.

And Ronicky rose, stretched himself, carelessly picked up every disgusted, scornful eye that dwelt upon him, and then sauntered out of the room.

As on the day before, he selected the one, large, easy chair on the veranda and bore it to the edge of the shadow, where he stretched out luxuriously in the sun; and while the heat seeped through his tissues and filled him with a pleasant drowsiness, he smoked a cigarette and watched the smoke drift up, blue-brown in the sun, rising sometimes a considerable distance until it vanished in a touch of the wind.

In the meantime Ronicky was thinking, buried in the most profound reflection. He was picking up one idea at a time and turning it and examining it, as an expert raises and turns a jewel, criticizing every tiny facet. And all this he did with a sleepy face. For the brow of a philosopher is never wrinkled.

The other men began to troop out. He heard the jingling of their spurs as from a great distance. Loud laughter somewhere jarred on his ear; and the murmur of other voices made a smooth current bearing one on toward sleep. Ronicky Doone regarded them not. He was forgetting the village of Twin Springs rapidly. He was totally occupied with the more vitally engrossing problem of how he could draw to him big Blondy.

For it stood to reason that Charlie Loring would never come to meet him. For some reason the big fellow had wished to avoid a man-to-man conflict with Ronicky. No matter what that reason was — and Ronicky could not discover it — if it had made Charlie take the risk of being shot while he sprang barehanded upon Ronicky in the barn, it would make him resort to other and stranger methods to avoid the conflict. Since Ronicky could not hunt him down on Blondys own range, Ronicky must induce his quarry to come to his place.

He was still struggling with this great problem when a heavy foot crunched on the boards near him, and a cloud of smoke billowed across him. Ronicky turned and saw big Al Jenkins standing there, and the look on Als face was by no means an invitation to cordial talk.

I been hearing things, was what Jenkins said, and the things that I been hearing about you, stranger, is enough to turn a mans hair gray. It seems that you aint Ronicky Doone at all. It seems that you just been wandering around and using his name promiscuous without being him at all!

Ronicky covered a yawn. He turned his head a little and considered Jenkins with solemn gravity. But he did not speak, and this silence caused the lower jaw of Jenkins to thrust out. He even made a motion with his big hands, as though he were about to grasp Ronicky and break him like a stick of kindling. He gathered himself into control after a moment, and he went on: I suppose that that dont mean much in your life, son. But around Twin Springs were a queer lot of people. And we take every man for what he says he is. Thats why, when we hear that a gent has been telling a flock of lies about himself, it riles us, son — it sure riles us terrible!

And he waited, grinding his teeth with increasing fury. Here Ronicky Doone yawned again, and this caused Jenkins to stamp with such convulsive energy that the board beneath his heel cracked loudly. He had to shift to one side to avoid a possible fall through the broken flooring.

Dyou hear me talk? he roared at last. Dyou hear what Im saying to you?

Yes, said Ronicky gently.

And what dyou think about it?

The voice of Ronicky was more gentle than ever.

Youre too old, he said, for me to tell you what I think. Thats all.

Al Jenkins, the fearless, the battle-hardened, the man-breaker, was struck purple. His face swelled. Dark veins stood out on the temples.

You insulting young rat! he thundered. I got a mind to tear the hide off of you and—

He paused. Ronicky Doone had swung to a sitting posture. It was amazing to watch him. A cat does not glide from deep sleep to wakefulness more suddenly or completely. One second her eyes are dull; the next they are balls of baleful fire. And the change in the face of Ronicky Doone was hardly less.

Back up, he said. Youre right on the edge of a cliff. Back up and start pawing for a good road, said Ronicky. Now tell me what you want.

In fact the rich man gave back a short step in his astonishment. He had had much to do with men of all kinds, and cowards among them. And he had more use for a mangy dog, he often said, than for a man with a streak of yaller in him. Yet the actions of Ronicky Doone were not at all such actions as one would ordinarily attribute to a coward. His eye did not waver. His voice did not shake. And the hand with which he removed the cigarette from his lips was steady as a rock.

Also, it was to be noted, and be sure the glance of Al Jenkins did not fail to note, that the hand which held the cigarette was the left hand, and that the right hand dangled carefully near the hip of the youth. Jenkins glowered at him uneasily. Literally, he was mentally and physically upon one foot.

Ill tell you what we want, he went on, his voice now somewhat abated in violence. We want you to get out of this town, Doone, or whatever your name is. Theres some here that think wed ought to make an example of you. But theres others, like myself, that aint for no tar-and-feather party. It makes too much talk, and Twin Springs is plumb agin talk. Is that plain?

That all sounds like English. Couldnt be clearer if Id read it in a book, said Ronicky Doone.

Then start moving, said Jenkins. We allow you about ten minutes to pack up and start. Lemme see you do something.

Sure, said Ronicky. Look all you want. And he turned and stretched out at ease along the big chair.

Al Jenkins gasped, blinked, and then said: Son, dont make no mistake. We dont want to start no party around here. But if we have to well stage one all trimmed in red pepper — one thatll keep you stinging for a year and a day. Are you going to git?

No, said Ronicky, without turning his head, I aint going to git.

And he drew forth his cigarette tobacco and papers. The head of Al Jenkins spun like a top. Was he seeing correctly? Was this the despicable coward of whom they had been told this morning, who, the very night before, had sneaked up behind big Blondy and attempted to blow off the head of the cow- puncher? Was this that dastardly assassin who had been released from his due and merited punishment by the foolish mercy of a girl?

And staring closely at Ronicky Doone, the rancher saw that the eyes of Ronicky, though apparently fixed straight before him, were in reality inclined a little toward him, and that the lips of the slender fellow were a little compressed, just a trifle compressed and colorless.

Jenkins fell into another quandary. He knew suddenly that this man was either a coward acting a part with consummate skill, or else he was a fighting man who lay there in a wild, senseless passion, inviting the entire town to attack him and rejoicing in the prospect of a kill. So shocking was the very thought of this second possibility that Al Jenkins recoiled a little more and became entirely uncertain. There was one clew to cowardice. Cowards generally try to talk themselves out of corners. And this man was silent.

On the other hand Al was so old a veteran that he knew that there are exceptions necessary to the proving of every rule. And in his wisdom he could not be sure that Ronicky was not a yellow liver playing a role. What could he do? Should he call in the townsmen to share in the mobbing of a fighter, or should he kick a coward off the porch, chair and all, and then jump after him and bring him wriggling in his arms back to the crowd, just as it was reported big Blondy had borne the same man into Bennetts house the night before?

Hesitation and too much thought is not the mother of strong action. Al Jenkins sighed, paused, and noticed the slender grace and surety of the fingers which were whipping the cigarette into shape. It was placed in the lips of Ronicky, and now it was lighted.

At this, Jenkins frankly cursed in his bewilderment.

Hang it, man, he said, you know what weve heard. Tell us your side of the story. Were willing to give you a hearing.

Thanks, said Ronicky Doone, but he said not a word more.

Al Jenkins was perspiring with anger and uneasiness. He was a fighter, but no gunman.

What dyou want to do? he said.

Wait here, said Ronicky. Wait here for Blondy Loring.

He had not thought of it before. It needed the badgering of the rancher to force him into this inspired conclusion and solution of the difficulty.

Wait for him here? Wait for Loring, the gent that—

Thatd take a little trouble off your hands, wouldnt it? You and the boys wouldnt have to kick me out of town. You could just wait until big Blondy comes along, and then hed do the job for you. Aint that satisfactory?

Al Jenkins paused. It might be — there was one chance in many — that the youth was not bluffing. And if he were not bluffing, it was a bitter shame that Twin Springs should miss the beautiful spectacle that was promised.

What dyou mean? asked Al to draw out Ronicky.

I mean just this, said Ronicky Doone. If Blondy Loring was to take it into his head that itd be a good thing to do to come into town and have a chat with me, Id be right here and waiting for him, say at noon tomorrow. You might send him word, if you want to!


XV. CURLY CARRIES A MESSAGE
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TWO MINUTES LATER Al Jenkins, whose word ruled Twin Springs, and whose nod shook it as truly as the nod of Homers Zeus ever shook Olympus, was busied in the hotel, telling the boys about the agreement which had been made. Ronicky Doone was to stay there quietly at the hotel, while word was sent to Blondy Loring that his enemy awaited him here. It was to be, in a way, a repetition of the incursion of the day before. Then Charlie Loring had cantered into town for the first time, an unknown quantity. He had taken the townsmen by surprise and swept them off their feet. If he came to-morrow he would not have that advantage.

On the other hand, if he came in to-morrow, their hands would be tied. He would be coming for the express purpose of disposing definitely of a man whom he had twice before beaten. And if he did that he could go away, and they were in honor bound not to hamper his going.

So the matter of which Al Jenkins spoke was reviewed from two angles by the crowd, and while there were many favorable voices for it, there were many against it who declared that the town, in effect, ought to wash its own dirty linen. They should kick the pseudo Ronicky Doone out of their precincts and let him do as he would on the outside.

To this Al Jenkins returned the rather pointed observation that if any single man cared to do the kicking, he was welcome to the task, but that he, Al Jenkins, was not at all eager for the task because he had a lingering suspicion that this stranger might be the real and actual Ronicky Doone in person, in which case the kicking was apt to be accompanied with difficulties in the shape of large slugs of lead driven as hard as powder could drive.

The remarks of Jenkins were at least so taken to heart that, though several young men who hankered for a reputation loitered near Ronickys post that afternoon, none of them ventured to actually disturb the dreamer. And that evening he went into supper, the center of attention once more, even though that attention were hardly as favorable to him as it had been twenty-four hours previous. At least Twin Springs had decided to keep its utter condemnation in abeyance until Ronicky had been given another chance to redeem himself.

In the meantime Al Jenkins had selected from the ranks of his retainers a hardy and devoted servant. This was no other than Curly. He derived his name from the quantity of hair which was twisted tight around his head in dense, glistening masses of blue-black. Curly had no other name than the one drawn from his hair. He came out of nowhere. He had no past; he answered no questions with the truth. In short he was a big, powerful, round-cheeked, swarthy- skinned, merry-eyed individual who parried all inquiries about his past with lies, the first that came to his mind.

It was impossible to extract the truth out of Curly. Also it was impossible to corner him with a quantity of his own lies and embarrass him. He simply refused to worry. If an old woman asked him about his childhood, he was apt to tell a particularly pathetic tale of a fond mother who died young, of the cruel stepmother who came into the house; of cruel and insidious persecution which finally drove him out of the house to find his own fortune where he might.

If a young woman asked him the same question. Curly answered according to her complexion. If she were dark, he told her of the plantation in the sunny South which he called home, and to which he would some day return to claim his own. If she were a blonde, he related a pretty fable of meadow lands and rich orchards and mighty barns, well stocked; this was the paternal estate which must on a day become his. And to it he would assuredly go, but only when his taste for freedom was dulled. In the meantime he preferred to wander.

These wild yarns of Curly had opened the door to many a ladys heart, but of late years they had accomplished little for him. And when he began to talk men relaxed their minds and their attentions and allowed themselves to revel in the fancies and the cunning inventions of the story-teller. This was the man who started for the Bennett place. Such an errand was not one which Al Jenkins would have easily intrusted to another of his men. For when a Jenkins adherent and a Bennett met on soil which was not neutral, there was generally a crash which started echoes flying through the hills. But Curly was such a good- natured soul that Jenkins felt he could safely be trusted to get to the Bennett Ranch and off again with his message. So he waved him down the road and then sat down to chuckle and wonder how Curly would deliver the message. Certainly that fertile brain would not pass the challenge through his hands without embroidering some new designs unheard of by the creators. But no matter what he said, or how strong he made it, the purpose would be answered by bringing Charlie Loring back into town either to expose the cheat, or to battle with the stranger.

It was a blithe day for Curly. Rocking down the road on his cow pony, he sent his whistle thrilling before him until he came in view of the house of Bennett. Then he hastened his gait and rode on headlong, arriving with his horse in a lather. He flung himself down to the ground, rushed to the door, and beat on it with the butt of his quirt. Two pairs of footsteps came hurrying to answer him. He was confronted when the door was jerked open, by both Charlie Loring and Steve Bennett. And in the distance his quick eyes took in the form of beautiful Elsie Bennett, with a lapful of sewing.

The two men started a little at the sight of an emissary from the hostile camp, but they stepped back to allow Curly to enter. He availed himself of the offer only by stepping into the doorway, so that he could look about the room at leisure, and also appear to the eyes of the girl, framed in the most impressive manner to bring out his size.

Al Jenkins, began Curly, in the manner of one in great haste, told me to rush out here as fast as I could and tell you that you was needed in Twin Springs tomorrow at noon. He turned to Charlie Loring directly. And he says for you to bring your favorite shooting irons with you because—

There was a shrill cry from the girl. She sprang up and came running toward them.

You fool! snarled Charlie Loring at Curly.

The rancher turned to his daughter.

Keep back, he said. Dont be bothering us now. Its kind of late for you to be pretending a pile of interest in what happens to Charlie, after you turned loose the rat that Charlie trapped out here. You go on out of the room and dont be troubling us.

She backed toward the door to which he had pointed.

Oh, Charlie, she pleaded, promise me that—

Later, said Charlie Loring. Ill promise you later. Just now Ive got to talk to this man. Dont worry, Elsie. Dont keep bothering about what happens to me, because—

Curley looked gloomily toward the girl and big Blondy, as the latter went to escort her from the room.

Shes out of her head about him, sighed Curly to himself. Curse it, thats what comes of a gent being close around where theres some action in sight. He gets the action, and the rest of us that stays off in the background get nothing but the whiff of his dust, as he rides over the sky line.

These were the reflections which Curly interrupted, as big Blondy Loring and the rancher turned back toward their visitor. But now he was surprised to find that Blondy Loring was not exhibiting the anger which Curly had reckoned upon. Of course it had been a tactless thing to do — this announcement of the danger which impended over the head of Blondy, in the presence of the girl. And of course Curly had made that announcement with a full understanding of what he was doing, and with the purpose of beating the bird out of the bush, so to speak, and discovering what was the real attitude of beautiful Elsie Bennett to the big cow-puncher.

He had now found out and greatly to his own dissatisfaction. And he glowered at Bennett and Loring, as they came hastily toward him, having shut Elsie away.

Whats up? asked Stephen Bennett.

Well, Ill tell you, said Curly. Last night Ronicky Doone comes riding into town with a yarn about how he came out here and licked you, Loring, and made you take water. And when—

What! shouted Bennett and his new foreman in loud unison. Why, the truth is that—

But Curly held up his hand.

I aint out here arguing, gents, he declared. Im just, out here spreading the news around. Im telling you whats been told to us in the town. If you want to talk, go into Twin Springs and do your talking in there. What Doone told us was that he came out here and tried to get Loring to fight, and that Charlie wouldnt fight, and that he stepped up and punched Charlie Loring in the Jaw and dropped him flat on his back, and that when Charlie waked up, he didnt reach for his gun but just crawled over to Ronicky, begging him not to shoot. And—

There was a hoarse cry from Charlie Loring.

Ill kill him for this! he shouted. The dog.

The yaller hound, cried the rancher. Why, son, right here in this room I—

Oh, I know, said Curly, you and Charlie know all the facts of the case, and youre agreed on em fine and slick. But I aint out here arguing, as I said before. Im just circulating with the news of what theyre talking about in Twin Springs. Now Ive told you, and Im about through. The next thing that comes, though, is something that you might sort of want to hear. When we up and asked Doone how hed prove what he said to be true, he said: Just go out and ask Charlie Loring if he wants to come in and meet me to-morrow at noon in front of the hotel. Ill be here waiting.

And thats why Im out here, Loring. To-morrow at noon the boys will be waiting and watching for you. Just come in and let your gun talk for you. Good luck!

He turned, but as he turned, he heard Bennett crying to his foreman: Its a trap all laid for you, Charlie, but I aint going to let you go. I aint going to let you go!

Hell. answered Charlie Loring. I got to go!

Sure, chuckled Curly, as he swung into the saddle, hes got to go.

And he rode away with the happy smile of one who is conscious of having performed a good deed.


XVI. JENKINS TALKS TO HIS HENCHMAN
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ALL THE WAY back to Twin Springs, Curly retained that joyous smile, for he had with him the sense of a perfectly fulfilled piece of work. When he arrived in the dusk, he sauntered onto the veranda of the hotel, only to be instantly surrounded by a score of curious men, all anxious to learn the facts of the case as the Bennetts might have retold them. But Curly made sure that his voice would carry to the drowsy form of Ronicky Doone, where the latter lay stretched at his ease, partly in sun and partly in shadow.

When I went out and told em what had happened, he said, I didnt get no cheers out of em. When I told em that Ronicky Doone was going to wait for Charlie Loring here at the hotel until noon to-morrow, Bennett and Charlie just started laughing, and they kept on laughing until I looked around behind me to find out where the joke might be. But pretty soon, out of what they said, I made out that they thought that Doone was just bluffing, and that hed rather stay to see snow in the desert than stay to see Charlie Loring come riding into the town.

There was a murmur from the men, and many heads turned to watch the news taking effect upon Ronicky Doone. They only saw one slender hand, bearing the inevitable cigarette, rise slowly from his lips, and the white haze of smoke drifted upward, dissolving slowly in the dusky air.

Pretty soon Charlie was able to talk for laughing, said Curly raising his voice still more, because it seemed impossible that his words could have carried to the impassive form in the distance without bringing forth some sign of life; and he boomed now: When Charlie could talk after hed eased up on the laughing, he says to me that when noon shows up to-morrow hell probably be sliding into town. Not that he expects to find any Ronicky Doone around, but sos he can have a laugh at the dumbbells in Twin Springs that would believe a yarn like the one Doone told us.

This remark brought forth a loud howl of rage from the crowd. They became so excited that they forgot to watch the face of Ronicky. That is, all failed to watch him except Al Jenkins and Curly. And they saw Ronicky close his eyes, as he inhaled another deep breath of the smoke, and then smile, as he blew it forth into nothingness.

Al Jenkins pulled his henchman to one side. I dont believe that he even heard what you was saying, he declared to Curly.

I dunno, said Curly. I sure was watching him all the time and trying to get some sort of action put of him. But I guess hes made up solid.

Hes a queer sort, said Jenkins. Either hes a fighting devil, or hes a coward and fine actor. Any way you take him, hes different from anything that weve ever had in Twin Springs.

Yes, he is, admitted Curly. I never seen his like except once back in Omaha. I was a young feller, then. I had just come into a little stake that an uncle of mine left to me when he died. It was only a couple of thousand, but it looked good to me. Well, I had my wallet bulging with this loot, and I was walking down the street when—

When you met this gent youre leading up to, eh? snorted Al Jenkins. And he went on, interrupting gracelessly: Now tell me the truth about what you saw out there.

Plain facts? sighed Curly.

Thats what I want. If you can separate yourself from your dreams about what things might be, and see em the way they really are, Id sure take it kind of you, Curly!

Well, said Curly, she loves him.

Who loves what?

Elsie and Blondy.

A terrific stream of oaths burst forth from the lips of Al Jenkins. Liar was the mildest term he applied to Curly for having brought this news to Twin Springs.

Liar, am I? cried Curly at last, drawing himself up. Lemme tell you what happened! When they opened the door the first thing they done was to flip out their guns — it was that nacheral for them to go for their gats when they seen one of your men around. And—

Curly, if you lie about this Ill print the lie on hot iron and make, you eat it!

These are honest truths, said Curly sadly. Itd make a dog sick, the amount of suspicion I got to live with around these parts.

Go on, then!

Well, when I out and told Charlie that he was going to be waited for with a gun at noon to-day, she let out a screech that you gents would have heard in Twin Springs, here, if youd yanked the stuffing out of your ears and! been listening! Never heard such a holler in my life, not since the time Hugh Tullys wife seen the coyote playing with her two-year-old boy and—

Here Al Jenkins exploded again.

You told Blondy that, with the girl inside of hearing distance?

Sure.

You ought to be tarred and feathered, Curly. You got no sense, and you got no feeling.

I done it on purpose, protested Curly. I wanted to find out if there was anything between her and Blondy. And I sure succeeded.

Another stream of curses issued from the lips of Jenkins.

It aint possible, he declared at last. Shes worth ten like him. Shes too good for any man Ive ever seen, if shes half as good as her mother, but a big, thick-skulled fellow like that Loring, why—

He broke off with a groan.

Go on, Curly. What happened then?

She goes and throws her arms around Lorings neck.

Dearest, says she, youll break my heart if you—

Shut up, bellowed Jenkins. I cant stand even listening to it. How could you stand hearing it and seeing it?

Well, proceeded the truthful Curly, she was run out of the room by Blondy and her father, and then they come back to me and asked me if I was plumb crazy, because they wouldnt believe that this gent calls himself Ronicky Doone is really going to wait for Blondy to come in to-morrow. Do you believe it, chief?

If hes using his right name, said Jenkins, hell do that and more.

Then how come he tried to murder Blondy from behind.

Maybe Blondy lied about it.

But old Bennett and the girl both seen Blondy carry Doone into the house.

Now, groaned Jenkins, I dunno what to think. All I know is this: that if Blondy Loring rides into town tomorrow and dont find nobody waiting for him, or if he comes in and cleans up on Ronicky Doone, Twin Springs as a town aint going to have no more name than a jack rabbit around these parts.

Curly nodded.

Theys a worse thing than that, he said. Some of the boys take to Blondy real strong. They say that if a gent like Blondy will stick to Bennett, Bennett cant be so bad. And, besides, Ive heard em talking that youre kind of hard on the old man, the colonel, as they call him.

Colonel nothing! shouted Jenkins. All it needs is a little bit more, Curly declared, and Bennett can have a fine crew of hands working out on his ranch, and then the rustling stops!

He lowered his voice and became serious as he said this. Jenkins also glanced guiltily around.

You talk like it was murder, he muttered at length. But all Im doing is what was done to me. Bennett busted me the same way that Im busting him. Besides he stabbed me in the back when I thought he was my friend. But what Im doing to him he knows Im doing.

Well, said Curly, you can call it what you want; Id hate to get caught at it. But you got to step light, chief. You got a bunch of rough customers working for you, and they can scare out a bunch of regular cow- punchers, and they can buy out a lot of tramps like them that are working for Bennett now. But if you was to run into some real fighters on the Bennett range you might have a hand full of trouble.

Al Jenkins nodded. The truth of this was manifest.

I know that, he agreed. Its a ticklish business. But, Curly, Im going to stay by it till I do to him the same as hes done to me in the past. Aint that fair and square?

Curly nodded. Such argument seemed to him too clearly established to admit of dispute.

You got the right of it, chief, he said. The only thing is that it would look sort of crooked if every one was to find out whats going on. And if some more like Blondy get up on the Bennett ranch, youll have a lot on your hands.

No more like him are going to get there, affirmed Jenkins. One week from to-day Im going to make a scoop — a scoop thatll clean him out and break his heart!

And he turned away upon his heel and went off, humming to himself. As for Curly, he stared after his master with amazement and awe. Such hardness of heart was to him something to be admired from a great distance. And yet, as he had told Jenkins, the justice of it was unimpeachable. But how were they to stampede Blondy?

Looking toward the end of the veranda, his eye rested upon the slender form of Ronicky Doone in the chair, a form now barely perceptible against the gathering darkness. Curly shook his head. Such a man as this was hardly the force which should be pitted against big Blondy Loring.

Also his heart ached for the fair town of Twin Springs. Just as Al Jenkins said, if big Blondy were allowed to ride unscathed and defiant into Twin Springs and out of it again, the reputation of those who dwelt in the little place would be down at zero.

Whats on old Jenkins mind? asked a cow-puncher, coming near him.

Ill tell you, said Curly solemnly. Al took me aside and says to me: I mislike having this Ronicky Doone picked to stand up to a man like Blondy in the name of Twin Springs. If it was you, Curly, he says, Id feel a lot better about it.


XVII. WOODEN SLUGS
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FOR TWIN SPRINGS the night was a troubled one, as it turned and tossed, full of nervous expectation of the trial of the day to come. For Ronicky Doone, who by force of circumstances had become the champion of the town, the night was long and quiet. For he retired and slept until dawn, the sleep of the blessed. Then he wakened, went to the window, saw the industrious world stirring about its work in the beginning of the cold day, and went back to bed to sleep again. For, as he put it himself: The best time for sleep is the time you steal for it.

It was midmorning before he rose from his bed, and when he came down the stairs a little later he was given the attention of a king. On every side of him he found anxious faces. Without a murmur, breakfast was served to him late in the dining room, and by the proprietor himself. A score of times he was asked how he felt, and how he had slept; and the whole atmosphere in which he found himself was one of kindly concern — more than that, there was at times an air of desperate interest! And Ronicky, remembering the day before, enjoyed every scruple of the altered temperature.

After breakfast he sought as usual his chair on the edge of the veranda, and there he stretched half in sun and half in shade, awaiting the hour of the battle. And the populace of Twin Springs, fast assembling in points of advantage to await the shooting, looked upon their champion with amazement. Al Jenkins, having by common assent been appointed to the position of manager and chief functionary at this shooting, was bewildered.

Either hes a great bluff, he declared, or else hes dead sure of himself. But he aint seeming to worry about the condition his gun is in, or how his nerves might be. He seems to figure that everything is the way it ought to be. Im going to talk to him a little. The rest of you keep clear of him. Too much talking might be bad for him.

And so saying he approached Ronicky Doone and stood beside him, just as he had stood the day before. Only now how different was his attitude, how different the voice in which he spoke.

Doone, he said, you seem to be getting on pretty well.

Tolerable well, said Ronicky. Thanks.

Which I been thinking back to our talk of yesterday, went on Al. And I been figuring out that I said a lot too much and a lot too loud.

Forget about it, said Ronicky, the same as I have forgotten.

Al Jenkins sighed. This was more than he could have hoped. At the same time he reserved a deep suspicion in his brain. These smooth-speaking fellows were apt to carry a poisoned knife.

I was just wondering, said Jenkins, if you wouldnt want to oil up your gun and get it warmed up a bit. I got all the ammunition that you want ready and handy for you, and theres a nice clear stretch right behind the hotel where you could unlimber a few slugs, if you felt like it.

Thanks, said Ronicky Doone. But shooting plumb jars my hands. I dont do no more of it than I can help. You see?

Al Jenkins gasped.

You dont practice much? he asked.

I practice a bit now and then, said Ronicky. But I figure that a gent has to trust a lot to luck when it comes to hitting anything with a revolver.

Jenkins merely turned on his heel and hurried away. This was an attitude before a mortal combat which he had never before encountered, and which he never expected to find again. He turned into the hotel and in the lobby he sat down panting in the circle of serious-faced men. They became doubly concerned when they noted the expression on his face.

Whats happened? they asked. Is Doone losing his nerve?

I dunno, groaned Jenkins. He beats me. Hes just different! He says that he doesnt do much practicing because it jars his hands too much!

His gasp found a score of echoes.

Anyway, went on Jenkins, the only thing that we can do is to wait and hope. Here, Curly! You go out and start talking to Doone and telling him some stories thatll cheer him up. Just talk about anything so long as itll keep his mind off the subject of whats about to happen to him. But Im afraid that it aint going to be much good. That gent out there that calls himself Ronicky Doone is just some nut thats got a pet illusion that hes a gun fighter. But go ahead, Curly. Do what you can!

Feeling that the hopes of Twin Springs were, to no small degree, resting upon his shoulders, Curly sauntered out upon the veranda, tightening his belt as he went and rolling a thousand possible topics in his mind. Actually to be encouraged to talk was a new experience for Curly. After all, the quality for which they so often laughed at him or abused him, they were now coming to applaud as a rare talent.

Going to Ronicky he broached conversation easily on the first topic that came into his head, which happened to be the fine make of boots which now clothed the feet of the cow-puncher. And when Ronicky replied with the usual kindness and quiet of voice, Curly drew up a chair and sat down. He would have passed from the topic of the boots to some kindred vein, but Ronicky rather abruptly stopped him with the question: What dyou know about this Blondy Loring that Im going to meet up with to-day, partner?

Curly scratched his head. He had an idea that the last thing his employer wanted him to do was to talk about Loring with the champion. But a great and evil idea popped into his head. He could not resist it. As a matter of fact, he knew nothing at all about Loring. Neither did any one else in Twin Springs, except that Blondy had come into that part of the country some few weeks before, and that since then he had been the active partisan of Bennett. Other than this, Blondy was a perfect stranger to them all. It was the very meagerness of his knowledge that supplied so powerful a stimulus to the brain of Curly.

He sighed as he leaned back in the chair.

Blondy Loring? he said. Sure I know about him. I used to live across the street from him in his own home town.

The devil you did!

The devil I didnt! Me and Loring was pals together when I started to school—

You look eight years older than Blondy, though.

Blondy? Who said anything about Blondy? I said Loring — Blondys brother, Jack Loring. Him and me went to school together. But Jack ran away before he got through the third grade and never was heard of again. Sure I know Blondy Loring.

Well, what dyou know about him?

Nothing thats good, said Curly sadly. I sure dont know nothing thats good about him. He was always a devil from the time that he sicced his dog on my old cat, Jerry, the best squirrel catcher I ever seen. His dog killed Jerry. I never seen such a cat; and while the dog was chewing up old Jerry, Blondy Loring stood right across the street, dancing and clapping his hands together. Thats the kind he was when he was a kid.

Ronicky Doone, shifting a little in his chair, turned a keen glance upon Curly. But the face of the latter was impenetrably sad. He had that gift which only comes after years of practice — he began to believe his own lies as soon as he started to fabricate them.

But kids often change, said Ronicky. Ive knowed the worst kids in the world to turn into good men. And Ive seen the best of em go bad when they get started out. Maybe its the same way with Blondy. Have you knowed him since he was a kid?

Knowed him all his life, off and on, said Curly curtly. If I didnt know him personal, I knowed them that was close to him. Hes a plain bad one, Doone. Dyou know what he is?

He leaned forward. His face was drawn, his brow puckered, his eyes straining at the grisly truth.

What? asked Ronicky, aghast.

Hes a man-killer!

Ronicky sat bolt erect in his chair.

Curly flopped back in his.

A man-killer! breathed Ronicky.

You hear me saying it! Tha4ts what he is!

Hm, said Ronicky. Him a man-killer?

Thats what I said. Why, down in Tuxson—

But Ronicky Doone had risen from his chair and was pacing up and down the veranda, with short, quick steps. Finally he jumped down from it and disappeared around the corner of the hotel, leaving the narrative of how Blondy Loring killed two men on the same day in Arizona, unfinished behind him. Curly went back into the lobby of the hotel, as the entrance hail with the stove in the center, was called.

Well? they asked him. Why did you leave so soon?

He was restless, said Curly. He couldnt sit still and listen to me talking long. He got up and left.

What did you talk to him about? asked one. About one time up in Montana I was riding range in the winter for—

Here a man came running in from the front of the hotel and tossed a cartridge into the lap of Al Jenkins. Whats that? he asked.

Al Jenkins looked it over quickly and then looked up with a start.

Its a wooden slug! he exclaimed. Where did you get this?

I was around behind the hotel a while back, said the man. And I seen Ronicky Doone — or him that lets on to be Ronicky Doone — break his gun open and dump out a whole cylinder full of these. Then he loaded up with some new ones out of his cartridge belt, and he kicked the dummies into the dust before he went away. He give a hard look around, like hed have done a murder if anybodyd seen him. But he didnt get a sight of me. After he went on, I sneaked out and picked up that. I couldnt believe my eyes at first. What might he be doing with wooden plugs like that in his gat?

There was a subdued muttering of comments. But Curly rose from his chair and started for the door. It was his news that Blondy was a man-killer that had made Ronicky load his weapon with real slugs; but what a dauntless courage was his if he had been determined, before that, to fight with fake bullets? Curly reached the door.

Blondys coming! called some one across the street. Hes ahead of time.


XVIII. DOONE DRAWS
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AND CURLY STEPPING through the doorway saw that it was indeed the truth. Swinging around the bend of the street, nearly at the far side of the village, came a big man on a small horse — at least the rider was so much larger than the average that he made the horse seem small. It was Blondy Loring, and he was coming fast, while at the end of the veranda was Ronicky Doone, stretched again in his usual chair, with his hands folded behind his head!

And Curly, in an agony of spirit, stood undecided. He felt like a murderer. If Charlie Loring were killed in the fight that was to come, he Curly, would be to blame for having deliberately lied about Bennetts foreman. But now it was too late to speak and tell the truth, he decided. In another moment Loring would be upon Ronicky, and the letters nerves must not be upset by conflicting statements.

He glanced across the street. It seemed that hundreds were in view, crowding windows, placed everywhere that they could be in safety, at the same time commanding a view of the battle to be. He saw women; he saw white-faced girls and round-eyed boys. But there was no one there who felt as Curly did. With all his faults, he had a kindly heart, and now he honestly wished that the place of one of the fighters could be given to him. He saw the dust curling up above the head of Blondy, as the latter came rushing on. But what was the matter with Ronicky? Why did he not arise?

Ah, now he sat up, and Twin Springs breathed a sigh of relief. He sat up, and he was rolling a cigarette. Incredible though it seemed, he was going to smoke while he encountered this formidable foeman.

There was a swish of dust spurting sidewise, as Blondy twisted his horse to a halt and swung down from the saddle. Straight toward Ronicky he strode, his left hand clenched, his right hand ungloved and carried frankly near the butt of the revolver that was exposed in the holster on his thigh. His face was set, almost convulsed with his emotions. Never had Curly seen such battle fury, and he half felt that the story which he had told to Ronicky Doone might after all be the true one concerning Bennetts foreman.

Doone! cried Charlie Loring.

Ronicky lifted his head. At the same instant the right hand of Blondy Loring flipped around the butt of his revolver and jerked it almost all the way from the sheath. But the other combatant did not stir. He merely followed the gesture with studious eyes and continued to calmly roll his cigarette, smoothing it into shape as a perfect cylinder. Then he placed it in his mouth and drew out matches. And there was a groan from the good men of Twin Springs. Was this strange fellow about to disgrace the town by taking water from Charlie Loring, as he had been reputed to have done once before?

You dirty hound! Loring was crying, so that every one could hear. You been talking about me here in town. You been lying about me! You know why Im here!

Youre talking sort of loud, said Ronicky Doone, mouthing the words with some clumsiness, as he kept the cigarette in his lips and lighted it. This aint a high wind, Loring. I can hear you tolerable well even when you speak nacheral. Or maybe you want all of them folks at the windows to hear you, eh?

In spite of the quiet tone in which he spoke, his words were audible for a considerable distance. For all of Twin Springs was holding its breath, except one irrepressible dog in the back yard of one of the houses. He had been barking most of the morning, barking at the flies that flew past him, barking at the chain which held him. And he barked at this juncture.

At the sharp noise Blondy Loring started a little and changed color, though why that should be, Curly, for one, could not imagine. He noticed now, also, that the red was fading quickly from the face of Loring and turning to a gray.

Ive brought a gun with me, same as you asked me to, said Blondy. And I see you got one with you. Lets see why you wear it.

Sure, nodded Ronicky Doone. Theres lots of time for that. But I aint ready yet. I aint near ready, Loring!

Youre going to show the yaller streak again, eh?

Maybe youd call it that, but Im one of them that like to take things slow and easy. Right now, for instance, I got an idea that youre a sneaking hound, but Im just letting that idea filter around through my head until Im plumb certain. Then — then Im going to kill you, Loring!

He spoke it softly, but he spoke it with a savage satisfaction, and to the amazement of Curly, big Loring winced. Then Curly began to see some purpose in the delay of Doone. If, indeed, the smaller man possessed nerves of steel, as he seemed to, he was trying to break down the poise of Loring by taunts and by prolonging that critical moment which precedes actual combat.

I give you ten seconds, said Loring, with a sudden burst of curses, in a voice that was pitched almost femininely high and small. I give you ten seconds for getting out your gun and defending yourself if you can. I call on the rest of you gents of Twin Springs to hear me when I tell him. Because I mean business — and business quick!

But Ronicky Doone merely laughed. It was a fearful thing to watch him laughing in the face of a hysterical fighter such as Loring.

Youre talking plumb foolish, he assured the big man. We aint going to shoot according to when you get ready. Were going to have a signal; and when the signal comes, well shoot. He jumped down from the edge of the veranda. He stood at ease before Blondy, with one hand draped from his hip and a smile on his lips. And still his left hand was occupied with the cigarette. He seemed to be in the act of casually opening conversation with the big man. And very big indeed did Blondy seem by contrast with the slender, agile form which confronted him.

You and the rest of em have framed some trick, exclaimed Blondy, falling back. I got odds of a hundred to one against me in here. Before I give you a chance to take advantage of me, Im going to—

What? asked Ronicky.

The answer was deadly silence, and beads stood out glistening on the forehead of Blondy Loring.

You listen to me, and Ill tell you what youre going to do, said Ronicky. Youre going to wait right here with me until we hear the yap of that dog behind one of the houses yonder. And when the dog yaps, Im going to shoot; thats your signal, Loring!

And he blew out a cloud of cigarette smoke and through it stared steadily at Loring.

The latter glanced aside, and even behind him, and fell back again.

Whats the matter? asked Ronicky Doone. Dont you like close attention? He added: But I do! I want to get close enough to watch the way your eyes work, Loring!

And he stepped nearer, smiling.

Curse you! gasped Charlie Loring with inexpressible horror and rage in his voice. Curse you!

Watch for the dog barking, partner, advised Ronicky. Thats what we got to keep an ear open for. Hes talking to both of us when he speaks again.

The hand of Loring made a convulsive movement. It almost seemed that he was about to tear the gun from its holster without awaiting the signal. And once, but this must have been merely the effect of a gust of wind fluttering his clothes, he seemed to tremble.

Ronicky Doone was saying: I want you to hark back to what you been saying about me, Loring. I want you to remember what you been saying about how I tried to sneak up behind you and murder you with your back turned to me, Loring. And how, when you turned around and knocked me down, I crawled to you and begged you not to shoot! Keep thinking about that, Loring. Because the rest of the folks in Twin Springs are thinking about it now. Theyre all thinking; theyre keeping it in mind, that yarn that you spun about me. And if they believe it, then Im a fool!

Loring moistened his dry, white lips, and he could not answer. And it seemed to Curly, though the idea was so strange that he never dared to mention it to another soul so long as he lived, that big, blond Charlie Loring was actually in fear; at least his face was the white mask of fear and rage commingled.

Then the dog barked.

Blondy Loring with a gasping intake of breath — a gasp of actual joy, as the moment for action came upon him — grasped at his weapon and brought it out with the skill of one who has practised the movement until the execution of it is perfected to the last detail. But Ronicky Doone whipped out his gun almost carelessly and without even coming to an erect position from his slouching pose. The gun exploded, but Blondy Lorings gun did not.

It was not yet raised to the level when the slug from Ronickys gun struck him. And with a sweep of his arm he flung his unexploded gun from him, clutched at his breast, and fell.

Ronicky Doone did not stir. He stood staring scornfully down at his victim. When the others ran in they found that the bullet had cut straight through the body of big Blondy. He was no better than dead, to all appearances.

Most amazing had been that fall. And more amazing still were the words which they heard the stricken man murmuring: Thank God that its over!


XIX. WAITING
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THEY CARRIED HIM into the hotel and placed him in the proprietors own room. Nothing was too good for a dying man. They brought the doctor, he who had pronounced Oliver Hopkins dead before his time. But on this occasion he did not jump to conclusions. He had been shamed in the eyes of the entire town by his mistake of a few days before. Now he would make certain not to fall into the same error. He would recall what had been drummed ceaselessly into his brain during his first year in the West — that men toughened by a constant life in the wind and all weathers are sure to die hard.

And, while they waited for the doctors verdict, the men of Twin Springs came around Ronicky Doone and congratulated him, and Al Jenkins apologized frankly and humbly for the insults which in the near past he had heaped upon the head of Ronicky. But the warmth of the townsmen received somewhat of a damper from the bearing of Ronicky Doone. He was smoking again in the most nonchalant manner. He received their congratulations with modesty — with more than modesty — indifference. And such coldness was a terrible thing to see. They began to draw back from him.

In short he was too deadly a marksman to be altogether pleasant company. When a man is so sure with his weapons that he kills another between smokes, without lifting an eyebrow or changing color, he is not altogether a comfortable companion. Yet the utter indifference of Ronicky Doone to the thing he had done continued until big Curly broke through the group and drew Ronicky to one side.

Ronicky, he said, if you pull a gun on me for what Im going to tell you, I wont blame you. Nobody would blame you.

Go ahead, said Ronicky. I aint a gun-fighter every day of my life. Go ahead, Curly.

Well, said the wretched Curly, from what Ive found out, you were figuring on using fake slugs on Blondy — you were figuring on using wooden slugs that would just knock him down if they were planted right. Is that the straight of it?

Who told you that? asked Ronicky. Whos been spreading that sort of talk around about me?

You were seen to dump em out of your gun, said Curly. I got one in my pocket now. But the point is this — that you dumped out them wooden slugs after I talked to you. And what I want to know, Ronicky, is: Did you dump em out because of what I said to you? Ronicky paused. Then the cigarette crumpled between his fingers. He caught Curly by the shoulder with fingers that gripped deep in his flesh.

Curly, he gasped, dont tell me that what you said aint the truth. Dont tell me that! But Curly dropped his head.

Being sorry aint a help — its that wagging tongue of mine. I cant stop it when it gets started, Doone.

If he expected denunciation or violence from Ronicky, however, he was mistaken. The smaller man merely glided past him like a ghost and fled through the door of the hotel.

What did you do to bring him to life? asked some one. What yarn did you tell him this time, Curly?

But the miserable Curly went away trailing his feet in the deep, soft dust and answering nothing.

Outside the door of the proprietors room Ronicky confronted the doctor, as that worthy came out. And there was something ominous in the softness with which he closed the door.

Whats the news? asked Ronicky sharply.

But the doctor raised his hand, as one who protests against too much noise in a holy place. And the cold dread came to Ronicky that it was the nearness of death which had awed the doctor.

I fear, said the doctor sadly, that there is no hope. Where—

You lie! groaned Ronicky.

Young man? queried the doctor sternly. Where, I was about to say, can we get in touch with his family?

Ronicky started for the door, but the doctor barred the way.

No one must enter. He is now in a state of coma. If he wakens from that condition, then we may begin to hope. But I fear — I greatly fear he will never waken.

Carry the news out to the Bennett place, then, said some one softly. He done this thing for the sake of old Bennett — in a way. Bennett sure had ought to take care of him.

You dont know him! snarled Al Jenkins in answer. But Ill see that the boy is cared for. If theres a bunch of bills, send em to me. I aint no friend to Bennett nor none of them that fight for him, but when they get past fighting for him and are flat on their backs, theyll find that I aint as hard as they think.

He was as good as his word. Not a penny was another person allowed to contribute to the care of Charlie Loring. In the meantime two men were chosen to go to the Bennett Ranch bearing the news that Loring had fallen in battle.

And Ronicky Doone sat down to wait in the lobby, regardless of the men around him, though nearly all of them strove to draw him into conversation. He was waiting on the reports which were sent out from the sick room. On the whole they told a steady story of decline, or else there was no change.

Ronicky had paid the doctor liberally to have these ten-minute reports sent out. And once, when the physician himself came out and walked up and down, not displeased at his opportunity to allow the world to see him engaged in the battle with death, Ronicky went up to the good man and inquired again.

Its just as I sent you word, said the doctor. There is little use in watching him closely. The bullet entered adjacent to the—

But Ronicky waved the technical details away. He had heard them rehearsed three or four times before, because the description contained several large words which the doctor was fond of turning over his tongues tip.

I dont give a hang about the facts. I just want to know whats in your mind?

Facts — you dont care — my mind? stammered the doctor. My boy—

Listen to me, said Ronicky, and at the same time he stuffed his entire stock of money into the coat pocket of the doctor. You are going back into that room, and youre going to stick with Blondy Loring until there aint a chance left for him. And every minute that youre in there youre going to keep hammering the same thought at him; that hes going to get well!

But, Doone, he cant hear a word — hes senseless.

Hell feel your thinking. He cant help it. And, besides, if you go in there to watch a man die, youre going to see him die. But if you go in there to keep a man from dying, you got half a chance in ten of bringing him through. Go on back!

And the doctor went. It was not altogether the money that persuaded him. His heart was kindly enough and generous enough, but now and then most of us need to be shaken together, so to speak, and brought to a crisper sense of things. And this was what Ronicky had done for the doctor. He sent the good man back in a fighting humor, and for half an hour no message came out of the room.

In the meantime the townsmen were baffled by the change in Ronicky. They had seen him perfectly indifferent one moment and wildly anxious the next. They had seen him sneering at the man who lay bleeding at his feet. And now they saw him pacing nervously up and down through the lobby, throwing himself into a chair, rising, and pacing again, and never stopping movement of one kind or another.

He offered no explanation. And Curly waited wretchedly until he was sure that Ronicky would not speak of the lie which had been told him. When Curly was sure that this explanation was not forthcoming he offered one of his own to the others.

He looked like he was taking everything easy, said Curly. He was even rolling a cigarette with Blondy dying at his feet. But all the time there wasnt really nothing going on inside of his head. It was just misty in there. But after a while the mist cleared off. He seen what hed done. He heard that Blondy was dying, and then he come out of it with a jump and got the way you see him now.

This explanation had to pass.

Al Jenkins approached Ronicky with an excellent proposal to the effect that Ronicky should come out to his ranch with him and look around until he found a place on it that suited him. Then he was to name his own salary.

And there youll stay, said the rancher, until Im through with Bennett. Maybe you think, lad, that I aint a man that remembers. But when you knocked over big Blondy you took the wind out of Bennetts sails. Hes done for now. And when I clean up the old hound and back him off the range, the same way that he done with me years back, Ill be thinking that you had a hand in the shaping of the game, son!

But Ronicky refused to listen to him. He thanked the rancher for the offer. But just now, he declared, he could not think and did not wish to think of anything but the condition of Charlie Loring.

Theres a pile of ranches in the world, said Ronicky. But there aint another Charlie Loring. Ill talk to you to-morrow, maybe, or whenever theres a decision about Charlie. Up till then my time belongs to him!

If youre that fond of him, grumbled the rancher, why did you ever pull a gat on him?

But Ronicky turned his back and walked away.

In the meantime the hours drifted slowly, wearily past. And still the condition of Charlie Loring was unchanged. And as every hour passed, the hopes of Ronicky increased. For if Charlie had held out as long as this, might he not eventually recover?

The doctor issued again from the room, but this time it was only for an instant.

He was a wonderfully and sadly changed man. There were pouches beneath his eyes. His shoulders were stooped. His every gesture betokened uneasiness. And when he saw Ronicky his face brightened a little.

Its a queer thing to see, he declared in a murmur. Its something I wouldnt believe if I werent in there watching. But — come in for yourself! Hes living in spite of everything. God knows what keeps him up!

He dragged Ronicky through the door and closed it softly. Then he stole across the room to the bedside. Ronicky, following, looked down, cold with horror, on the face of the wounded man.

For there was a strange alteration. It was no longer the rosy-cheeked Charlie Loring — Blondy — who had dazzled Twin Springs with his courage and his headlong taking of chances. Instead it was a thin-featured man that Ronicky saw. The flesh around the mouth had sagged away, making a ghastly caricature of a smile. The temples seemed to have fallen. The nose seemed sharper, thinner. Altogether there was the appearance of one who had been sick for a long time.

Hes dead! breathed Ronicky, for it seemed impossible that there could be any life behind that mask of a face.

But the doctor shook his head. Still living! he insisted.

Is there a hope? whispered Ronicky.

No — I think not.

There is a hope, said Ronicky, because theres got to be.

The doctor made a gesture of abandon. Then there was a light, fluttering tap at the door.

Theyve got to stop bothering me, said the doctor. I cant work when theyre holding my hands like this.

Ill go, said Ronicky. Ill throw them out, the fools! Theyd ought to have better sense!

He strode to the door and opened it with a jerk, his brow black as thunder, and he found himself glowering at Elsie Bennett.


XX. ALL AROUND A CIRCLE
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SHE REPAID HIS scowl with an indignant, scornful glance which said plainly enough, You here? And then, as he fell in chagrin and surprise, she stepped into the room. She left Ronicky to close the door behind her. The throwing out of her arms narrowed all the world to what lay before her hands, and that one thing was Charlie Loring.

Ronicky Doone was so fascinated by what followed that he only subconsciously and ineffectually resisted the pressure upon the door from the outside. When the door opened again and another stood beside him, Ronicky made no move to shut out the newcomer. He was too busy filling his eyes with the sight of beautiful Elsie Bennett dropping on her knees by the side of the bed of Charlie Loring. He saw the slender hands cherishing the pale face of Charlie Loring. And Ronicky Doone groaned silently. If they brought a man to this, the work of bullets was not all tragic.

Then he turned his head and saw that he who had just intruded was not Bennett, as he had subconsciously expected, but Al Jenkins himself! The big fellow had settled his shoulders against the door, as though to endure a shock, and with his head thrust forward between his great shoulders he was glaring at Elsie Bennett, as though she were an enemy with a gun pointed at him. Ronicky could see the stiff lips of the man working a little. But the murmur was inaudible. Then the doctor drew Elsie from the bed.

Youre apt to do him harm, said he. Hes got to have quiet. But if youll stay and help nurse him — if youll stay and take care of him, thats just what I want. He needs a womans hands around him. The hands of a man are too thick, too heavy. Will you stay and help me with him?

Will I stay? murmured she. No one could make me leave!

She turned and saw Ronicky and Al Jenkins together. There was one flash of anger and scorn for Ronicky, and then her gaze centered bright and wide upon big Al Jenkins. She pointed.

Who is that? she whispered.

You dont know him? Thats Jenkins — Al Jenkins!

Oh! cried the girl and buried her face in her hands. It seemed impossible to Ronicky that she should never have seen the big rancher before. But then he remembered how recently it was that Jenkins had come back to that district, and how his way with Bennett must have kept the two apart, and the mystery was not so strange. It dawned on him in a burst that these two were seeing one another actually for the first time, the girl and her formidable antagonist. Ronicky was struck by the horror in the face of Jenkins, the look as if he were facing a ghost. Perhaps that sprang from the similarity he saw between her and her mother whom he had loved before her.

At any rate she recovered before he did. Jenkins was still leaning against the door, overcome as it. seemed, when Elsie Bennett came swiftly to them, flushed with a lofty anger.

You and your hired man! she said to Jenkins. Is there no shame in you? Have you come here to gloat over him? Oh, Ive heard of base things, but never anything so base as this! Will you go?

They looked at one another, as though each hoped the other would be able to speak, and then they turned of one accord and faded through the doorway.

Im going up to my room, said Ronicky, when they stood outside, silent and shamefaced.

And Im going with you, declared Jenkins. They climbed the stairs together, but at his door Ronicky turned to his companion. Id sort of like to be alone, he said. You think you would, said Jenkins, but youre wrong. You wouldnt like it a bit. You need company. Im going in there and get you cheered up.

To this insistence there was nothing which Ronicky could oppose, and they went into the room and sat down. But almost immediately Ronicky was up and walking to and fro. The rancher watched him with a keen and measuring eye. Presently Ronicky spoke.

Did you ever see such love as she has for Blondy? Did you ever see anything like it, Jenkins?

He stopped, stared at the wall or vacancy, and shook his head as he remembered. To Ronickys surprise, Al Jenkins merely shrugged his shoulders.

It looks like love to you, son. But you never can tell.

Eh? cried Ronicky. What do you mean by that?

How old are you? asked the rancher.

Twenty-seven, said Ronicky. But what the devil has that to do with—

Twenty-seven! Thats about what I thought. Youre too young.

Too young for what? asked Ronicky, his irritation growing apace under the cross fire of apparently irrelevant questions.

To young to know anything about women. About ten years is what you need on top of your age, son.

Ronicky merely glared. His face might be youthful, he told himself, but inside him there was a weary sense of age. Im old enough to use my eyes and my ears, he said. I could see what she did and hear what she said.

Sure you could, said Jenkins, yawning. My guns, aint she beautiful, Ronicky? Ive only seen her a couple of times in the distance before. But today when I stood up and faced her in the same room, it was like having a gun shoved in my face. It carried me back twenty years in a second!

He stopped and sighed.

But what she did and said dont mean nothing, he declared presently.

Maybe shes sort of weak-minded? asked Ronicky fiercely. Maybe thats why what she says and does dont mean anything?

This savage sarcasm left Jenkins untouched. He yawned again.

Shes in love with the idea of being in love, maybe, he said at last.

Now what the devil do you mean by that?

Shes at the ripe age for it, you see, said Jenkins. Most likely shes been cramming her head full of stories about love, poems about love, music about love. Understand?

Im trying to follow you, said Ronicky. Go on.

And presently along comes a young gent pretty well set up and with a good clear voice and a fine set of teeth and a handsome face. Well, she brings herself up short. This is a man, says she to herself. Hes young; hes handsome; hes a stranger. Why aint I in love with him?

Well, sir, if you ask old folks a question the first thing that pops into their heads is to say no tolerable loud. But if you ask young folks they all have yes bubbling right behind their teeth. Take you, for instance. If I say to you: Lets start out and go to Alaska tomorrow, the first way you feel is that youd sure like it a terrible lot if you could go. And you want to say yes. And it aint no different with girls.

They look different, but right down under their hides theyre just the same as boys, only more so. Well, when she asked herself that question about Charlie Loring, the first thing she did was to say yes to herself. And no sooner did she say yes than she began to think the same way that shed been talking. Its easy to do that. Dont take much to change a mans mind. If you frown by accident, pretty soon youre beginning to feel mad all the way through. But if you make yourself smile, pretty soon youre smiling all the way through. So after shed said yes, pretty soon she was feeling that she was in love with Loring!

Here Ronicky interrupted with an infusion of spectacular oaths that would have done credit to a mule skinner on a mountain road.

It was a fool question to ask herself! he declared.

If that was the only fool thing that girls do, said Jenkins, it wouldnt be so bad. But Ive knowed it to go on and get worse and worse. Yes, sir, Ive known girls to start fooling themselves that way and never wake up out of their dream till they was gray-headed grandmothers. And then all at once they give a start and a shake like Rip van Winkle. Why, says they to themselves, I been sleeping; I aint been living all this! And they wake up and get ready to live their real lives, but they find that their real lives are just about up, and by the time they find out what theyve done with themselves theyre ready to die.

He concluded this dark sermon with a shake of his ponderous head, leaning back in his chair until it creaked loudly.

What difference does it make? asked Ronicky gloomily. If they go ahead and marry and all that, because theyre sort of hypnotized, whats the real difference between hypnotism and being awake? It gives you the same results!

Dyou think it does? asked Al Jenkins with a singular smile. No, lad! There was Elsies mother before her. She hypnotized herself and married that skunk Bennett But the real girl that I knew was never Bennetts wife. No, sir. Things aint always what they look to be. Inside the shell theys a kernel. What she was, I know. But she wasnt the woman that the world thought she was — the whole damned world, starting right in with Bennett himself! Same way with Elsie, now. Shes got a flying start to make a fool of herself. Shes picked out a gent and told herself that shes crazy about him. Then along come you, Doone, and shoot him up, so that shes got a chance to get foolisher still about him. Nothing that makes a woman so in love with a man as finding him helpless on her hands. She begins by feeling proud. She winds up by feeling humble. And when she starts pitying him, its just the same as putting a crown of glory on him. And for that, Doone, you can blame yourself.

Ronicky Doone glowered at him.

What she does, and what she thinks, he said, aint anything to me. I cant control her.

But you can start wishing, said Al Jenkins, that youd shot him dead. That would have been better for Elsie Bennett.

I dunno, said Ronicky gloomily. Aint he good enough?

Answer that for yourself, said Jenkins. What dyou think about Blondy?

I dunno what to think, said Ronicky.

Al Jenkins sat quiet and rubbed his chin with his fist

Youll find out after a while, he said. Oh, youll find out!

What are you aiming at? asked Ronicky sharply. Youre talking all around a circle, Jenkins.

Im just trying to tell you that she aint got a wedding ring on — yet!


XXI. THE LIFTED SHUTTER
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WHY JENKINS SHOULD have said this, and particularly why it should have been accompanied by a tremendous wink, Ronicky could not tell. But Jenkins himself seemed to be perfectly satisfied. He changed the subject abruptly, and when he left a little later, he paused at the door.

The sheriff may be up to see you, he said, but you can lay to it that Ill see the sheriff before he sees you, so I guess he wont take up much of your time. About the girl — 

Here he paused and studied Ronicky with narrowed eyes.

Youve started your fight, said Jenkins, and youll have to keep it up along the same lines. Youve started by knocking down the walls around her and getting at her that way. Youll have to keep it up, son, until youve taken her by force. And as soon as you see that Im right, I guess youll be coming along to talk to Uncle Al Jenkins. Good-by for a while!

He turned away but checked himself again.

Theres seven days left, he said. Im going to give Bennett seven days grace to get a new foreman to take Blondys place. And when that times up, Im going to start a drive thatll sweep Bennetts place as clean as the palm of your hand. Get ready to be with me before that time comes, Ronicky!

With his final advice he left the younger man and sauntered away. Ronicky remained in his room, plunged in his sorrowful reflections and walking hastily up and down. Every now and then he paused, and whenever he paused, it was because a new picture of the face of the girl had started up before him and startled him to a stop. She was beginning to grow into his mind and become a part of him from which he could not rid himself.

In the evening, just after the rim of the sun was down, his meditations were broken in upon by a sudden hubbub in the street of the town, and Ronicky jerked up the window and leaned out to listen.

He could not hear enough to form any connected story. But he gathered by the disjointed exclamations that the good people of Twin Springs were greatly distraught because of a daring and outrageous raid which had recently been made, half a dozen outlaws having scooped up a freight wagon, loaded with all manner of supplies, and taken it away with them into the mountains toward their camp. More than this, they had ridden on down the road, leaving the driver of the wagon bound behind them, and they had come to the very outskirts of Twin Springs, where they had gathered in a large quantity of money from one of the leading citizens of Twin Springs.

Then, leaving their victims bound and gagged, they had stolen away again and were safely gone, leaving behind them no clew except the sound of their voices and the description of their masks. And Twin Springs was literally roaring with rage and excitement. Ronicky caught a little of the drift of the talk from the window of his room. When he went down stairs, eager to mix in anything that would free him from the burden of his own thoughts, he heard the details.

No one blamed the sheriff for failing to apprehend the criminals. It was simply that they had found a secure refuge among the impregnable mountains near Twin Springs. The vital question was whether or not the forces of the entire town would be able to find the robbers and rout them. Ronicky drew the soberest man he could find to one side and learned still more about the men who lived beyond the law.

On the crests of Solomon Mountain, which was really many mountains rising to one ragged top, the gang had lived for several months now, growing in strength from time to time, as the rumor of their impregnable position spread abroad and drew in recruits of chosen skill. And as their strength of numbers and quality increased, so also did their boldness. At first they had secured their shelter by committing their depredations at a distance. And so long as they did this, the men of Twin Springs were by no means inclined to bother with the formidable little group, but since then they had begun to come nearer and nearer to the town on occasion, and now at last the blow which all had been dreading, had fallen. The Solomon Mountain gang had struck the precincts of Twin Springs itself, and now the honor of the town was pledged to run them down.

When Ronicky inquired why this was a task of such size, he was informed that Solomon Mountain was a literal labyrinth of canyons and sharp-sided gorges, running one into the other and connecting in a thousand unsuspected places by underground tunnels which were mostly natural caves. A little adroit blasting and pick-and-shovel work had opened them up and made them practicable for man and horse. Not only was this a hole-in-the-wall country, where the shrewdest sheriff in the world would be baffled with a posse of a thousand men, but it was also a place where the outlaws had laid up such provisions that they could stand siege and disappear into their subterranean resorts for an indefinite period. Moreover, it was possible to take advantage of the broken nature of the ground and the many outlook points so as to keep an advancing force under observation and, drifting just ahead and inside the limits of safety, make life wretched for those who attempted to break through and capture the miscreants.

There were already a score of stories to be told, in spite of the fact that the headquarters on Solomon Mountain was new, of celebrated man hunters who had rushed at the stronghold and broken the teeth of their reputation on its jagged sides and gone back shorn of honor. Ronicky Doone, as he heard these things, looked up from the town to the ragged crest of the peak and then turned back to the hotel, carrying with him the interesting item that recruits were added to the gang simply by riding to the top of the mountain in broad daylight and waiting for what would happen to them. No matter where they paused, they would be sure to be looked over by some invisible spy, and, if they proved acceptable, they would be taken into the inner circle.

But Ronicky paid little heed to the story. His interests were too closely attached to the proprietors room in the hotel. Here the doctor and Elsie Bennett were fighting to save the life of the man he had shot down.

He learned that Blondy, though still living, was still hardly improved. He had come out of the coma, but he had passed into the almost equally dreaded state of delirium, and now the shrill sounds of his ravings at times were clearly audible through the halls of the ramshackle building. Ronicky walked past the room on the rear veranda and paused by the two big windows which opened upon it from Blondys quarters. And he heard the murmurings of the injured man clearly. The strong manliness had passed out of the voice. It was a whining complaint.

What have I done that I got to stand for this? Wheres old Bennett? Why aint he standing his share? Wheres the girl? Wheres Elsie? Why aint she helping — why— Ronicky felt his heart leap into his throat and swell there to choking. A great sense of wretchedness swept over him. With his bullet he had not only struck down a strong man, but, worse than this, he had destroyed his pride.

A cool-toned, pleasant voice broke in on the rough current of the raving: Im here, Charlie. Im here, dear. Theres nothing to worry about; youre only having bad dreams now. Dont you see? Youre only having bad dreams now!

He looked through the door, feeling like a miserable spy, and he saw her sitting by the bed. The lamp had been lighted, as the dusk of the evening increased. And now it was so placed that, while the man on the bed was left veiled in the darkness, a mild radiance fell upon Elsie Bennett. Her hand was on the forehead of Blondy. She was looking down to him with a smile. And at the tenderness in her voice, in her smile, Ronicky felt his pulse leap again.

What lucky star had Charlie Loring been born under? He reverted to what wise old Al Jenkins had said and shook his head. Wise Jenkins might be, but in this case he was mistaken. With all his heart and soul she loved the man she had chosen, or else Ronicky felt that there was no such thing as true and faithful love of woman for man.

He listened, with a guilty and tortured happiness in hearing her, until she rose from the bed and went to the doctor. The latter sat near the lamp with a newspaper shaken out before him, the very picture of indifferent ease. He bent his head and looked up at the girl over the rim of his glasses, still keeping his paper spread out

Doctor, she was saying, is that the true man that Im hearing talk over there? Can I believe what hes saying about himself and about other people?

There was a rustling of the bedclothes, as Charlie Loring stirred his nervous arms.

If I can only get it over with in a rush, he was saying in a mutter. If I can only get at him and kill him — shoot him down before I got to stand up to them eyes of his — them clear, straight-looking eyes!

Here the girl caught her breath in something between a sob and a gasp of horror, and the sound apparently broke into the delirious mind of the man, for his talking ceased.

Does it mean that he was really afraid of Ronicky Doone? asked the girl faintly. Oh, doctor, tell me true!

The doctor lowered his paper, cleared his throat, scratched his head. In short he had not the slightest idea what to answer.

It might be true, and then again it mightnt, he said. The mind turns a lot of corners from the truth in a delirium, sometimes. But then again a man will tell the naked truth.

It cant be the truth here, sighed Elsie Bennett. Dont you see? Hes saying to face Ronicky Doone! And that would mean that he — that he had not told the truth about how he offered to fight Ronicky in the barn at our place. But he said that Ronicky was afraid — that Ronicky crawled and begged to get out of it and—

Miss Bennett, said the doctor, they say that Ronicky Doone was able to face Charlie Loring fairly well today. At least he shot with a steady hand. We have evidence yonder on the bed for that.

But that may have been shame.

Shame?

Oh, dont you see? In private, with no one to see, Ronicky Doone may have shrunk from Charlie. And Ronicky Doone impressed me as a man who might. He is proud — he is terribly proud. But perhaps it is only the pride that makes him want to appear brave to the crowd. He doesnt care at all what any one man thinks.

What gave you such an insight into the character of Doone?

I saw him. I talked with him.

Hm! said the doctor in heavy disapproval.

They were speaking very softly, lest their voices should disturb the wounded man, and Ronicky listened with a strange fascination to the changing emotions so subtly expressed by the voice of the girl, fear, sorrow, horror, all in a murmur hardly louder than a whisper.

And now this terror that keeps coming back to Charlie in his delirium—

Well, asked the doctor: bluntly, what if he is afraid of Ronicky Doone? I understand that a lot of men have feared that young man.

Ronicky guessed that she shivered at this.

But that would mean— She paused and did not complete her sentence.

Ronicky waited in a bitter suspense. Would she see the truth?

No, she cried at length, it isnt right. I wont believe him against himself. It was no lie that he told to us when he carried Ronicky Doone into the house. And Ill wait till he is well and able to talk for himself before I think of it again!

That sounds sensible, said the doctor. That sounds mighty sensible.

With a sigh Ronicky stole back through the gathering shadows and then stepped from the veranda onto the ground. He felt a shutter had been lifted, and he had seen his future course as it must be.


XXII. RONICKY DECIDES
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WHAT THAT COURSE must be he dared not, however, reveal to himself in a single flash of comprehension. It was too much for his mind to grasp at one stretch. There were results involved which spun out before him in a dizzy succession. He could not see exactly where they would lead him.

But step by step he went down the trail until he decided that it was time to put his thoughts into the realization of action. He went straight into the front of the hotel, found Al Jenkins, as usual, with a dense group rotating around him, and drew him to one side.

Mr. Jenkins, he said, youve been sort of hard on me once, but, take you all in all, youve been pretty square, Jenkins, or at least youve tried to be square, and so—

Wait! said the big man.

And laying his mighty grip upon the shoulder of Ronicky he fairly swept him through the night outside, pungent with dust raised by a horse which had just pounded by at a canter.

When a man begins like you just done, chuckled Al Jenkins, the best thing to do is to dodge him and get him to think of something else as quick as you can. I cant get you to thinking of something else, but as least I can get you out here by ourselves. Now, Ronicky, you were getting all ready to tell me a piece of bad news. Do you have to tell me still?

It wont mean much to you, said Ronicky, but what I have to say is that Ive made up my mind. I thought at first that I was going to be able to get out of Twin Springs without taking any sides in the fight that was going on. But now I see that everything I do has brought me in deeper and deeper. And now Ive picked my side in the fight, and Im sorry to say that Im against you!

There was a grunt from Jenkins, an absurdly realistic imitation of the sound a man makes when he has received a heavy body blow.

But, he protested, you cant mean it, Ronicky. Youre crazy about the girl.

I never said that, said Ronicky.

Sure you didnt, agreed Jenkins. But I say youre wild about her. Well, if you fight on her side, youll be fighting on the same side with Blondy Loring. And that means youll be fighting his fight. Dont you see that now that hes down and out shes got to stay with him, and that her loyalty wouldnt let her desert Blondy for anybody else — that little fool!

I see all that, said Ronicky gloomily. But the point is — Ive made up my mind!

Jenkins was silent a moment, and then he laid his hand kindly on Ronickys shoulder.

My boy, said he, if you were like the main run of the young gents that I meet nowdays, Id let you go and say nothing about it. You aint going to make me or break me. But Ill take time out and tell you that if you buck up against me, youd better be bucking up against a stone wall. Understand?

I know, admitted Ronicky. Ive imagined a good lot of things about you, Jenkins. I know you put on your gloves when you begin to work. I know that youve got all the odds on your side.

Hang it! exploded the rancher. I half begin to think that thats why youre against me. You got a sneaking idea that because Bennett is the under dog you ought to help him. Is that it?

That hound! said Ronicky. I tell you straight I aint wasting any thoughts on him.

Jenkins sighed and began to speak.

When we meet up, he said, remember that Ill be bound on a blood trail — if it has to be one. But no matter what I have to climb over to get to the end of it, Im going to smash Bennett before Im through. Is that clear? And when you and me smash together head-on, I got an idea that youll be the one that falls. Keep all them things in mind, son, before you make up your mind for good and all. Will you?

Thanks, said Ronicky. Ill have my own gloves on.

You realize that youll be all alone? You know that there aint a real man on the whole Bennett place? You realize that the old man is going busted, anyway, because hes up to the ears in debt? And you realize that Ive got every decent man in the country right behind me?

I know all that.

Then, said Jenkins, God help you. Good-by and good luck!

He caught the hand of Ronicky in a great pressure, turned on his heel, and before he reached the veranda steps Ronicky heard him humming again. Then Ronicky himself started around the corner of the building. He paused a moment as he passed the spot where he had stood to confront Charlie Loring earlier that day. Where would the result of the firing of that shot some time place him?

In the shed, he saddled the bay mare and led her out. He left her near the front of the hotel, went to his room, made his pack quickly and deftly, and came down again. A moment later he was galloping through the night on the back of Lou and facing a strange future, indeed.

Knowing the lay of the land better now, he bore off to the right until he reached the road running up the valley to the Bennett place, and on this smooth going the mare made excellent time, never checked her pace until the buildings of the ranch rolled up into his view.

Ronicky dismounted at the side of the ranch house and knocked at the door.

Come in! called a voice which he recognized as belonging to the rancher.

He opened the door and stood in the presence of Steve Bennett. His effect was magical. It brought Bennett jumping out of his chair and placed him in a straddle-legged position in front of the fireplace, his gaunt right hand clutching at the butt of his revolver.

Whatever the other faults of the father of Elsie Bennett, cowardice was not one of them. A fire burned up in his buried eyes, and color flared in his cheeks, while he set his teeth and stood ready to fight and kill, or be killed, for apparently he took it for granted that this must be the reason for Ronickys coming.

But the latter kicked the door shut behind him. He dared not expose himself by turning aside for an instant from the malignant face of the other.

Now, said Ronicky, we can talk.

Aye, we can. About what, though?

About Charlie Loring.

I know all that. But mind yourself, Doone. I got four of my men in yonder room. If I call em—

Dont lie. I know that you aint got a man in the house except yourself.

And what if that were the truth? I aint as old as I look. I could give you a game that would warm up your face before you saw the finish of Steve Bennett, lad!

Ronicky nodded, grinning a fierce appreciation. He liked the hardy fellow better than he could ever have dreamed he might like him.

About Loring, he began saying. Ive come to tell you that Loring aint dead yet.

I knew that. I figure that Id have heard Elsie wailing and crying for him if he was. And the devil knows how long hell be lying yonder and my girl with him. There aint a soul here to do the cooking that—

Ronicky stopped him with a gesture and an ugly look. Such cold indifference to the welfare of his champion was more than the cow-puncher could stand. But he presently restored himself and leaned against the wall, watching the rancher closely all the time.

Sit down, said Bennett, now that youre here.

Ill stand up for a while, said Ronicky. I like the feel of a wall behind me. It has a sort of an honest way about it.

He looked Bennett straight in the eyes as he spoke, but he relaxed his vigilance enough to start rolling a cigarette.

First of all, said Ronicky, you got a week to get ready in. Jenkins is giving you that much time before he comes after you.

The upper lip of Bennett lifted. Otherwise, he made no sign that he understood.

A week is a long time, he said at length. By that time Ill be ready to run his dirty gang of cutthroats off the range.

How? asked Ronicky,

Are you asking me to tell you? All I got to say is that I can get the men for it.

You cant, said Ronicky. There aint enough fighting men in the mountains that would hire under you to fight against Al Jenkins.

A single deep-voiced curse was the reply of Bennett.

That, said Ronicky, is why Ive come out here.

Get finished with your chatter, said Bennett. I hate your infernal croaking, but, if youre bound to talk, I suppose that I got to listen. Blaze away and finish up.

He lighted a cigarette of his own making and closed his eyes as he inhaled the smoke. His face at once assumed the appearance of great age and deathly thinness. Then, opening his eyes as he blew forth the smoke, he was looking out to Ronicky through a thin veil, and for the moment Ronicky caught the impression — a very ghost of an impression — of a startlingly handsome face, poetic, unusual. That was the face of the man who had married the mother of Elsie Bennett.

Had Jenkins been right? Had she wakened in her age to find out the truth concerning the man she had married? Ronicky could only hope, for her own sake and the sake of her daughter, that she had remained blind to the end.

Well? Bennett was urging him. Are you going to talk? Or are you going to stand there the rest of the night like a buzzard looking at a dead cow?

Bennett, said Ronicky, suppose a real man was to offer to work for you, what sort of terms would you make with him?

A real man? asked Bennett, but at the suggestion a flare of fire altered his eyes.

I mean a man thats square and a man thats not afraid to fight for himself and his boss.

Bennett threw himself back in the chair with a grim laugh.

They dont come that way any more, he said. When I was your age wed all have risked our lives for the sake of one hoof of the scrawniest yearling on the boss range. We took it for granted. He paid us to look out for his interests. But nowadays its different. You cant get men.

Not if you underpay em, underfeed em and treat em like a lot of dogs. Real men wont work for you then, thats dead sure.

Well, snarled Bennett, anxiety and anger combining to bring his tone to a singularly piercing whine, whats up?

Bennett, Ill come out here, if you can hit up the right terms with me.

Steve Bennett gasped, glared with a wild hope, and then sank back into his chair, from which he had half risen, with something between a growl and a groan.

This is some of Al Jenkins work, he vowed. Hes sent you out here to get a job so that you can dig the ground from under me, and when hes ready he can—

Stop that kind of talk, said Ronicky. It just peeves me and it dont bring you no place in particular, Bennett.

The rancher shrugged his bony shoulders.

I say again, said Ronicky, Ill work on your place for you.

Bennett merely stared. Not at Ronickys face, but in a grim effort to get at his secret mind.

Its the girl! he exclaimed suddenly. Shes got enough of her mother in her for that. Its Elsie thats bringing you.

He chuckled and twisted one hand inside the other, as though he were trying to warm them. And more and more the wonder grew in Ronicky that beautiful Elsie Bennett could be the daughter of this man.

No matter whats bringing me, said Ronicky, Im here to hit up a bargain with you. Ill run your place until youre through with the fight with Jenkins. Ill do that, if youll give me full swing and let me run everything. Ill do it, if youll let me hire your men and fire em, just as I see fit. Does that sound good to you at all, Bennett?

The rancher, breathing hard, stepped up from his chair and elevated his tall form by the table. He glowered at Ronicky like a famine-stricken wretch who sees food, but fears that it is poisoned.

How would I know that you aint from Jenkins? he asked. How would I know that you aint out here to arrange sos he can scoop up the last of my cattle — the unhung robber! — and get off clean and free with it? How am I to know that?

I dunno, said Ronicky. unless you read my mind. But you got no other chance, Bennett. Its up to you to do this or go under. You got no real men on your ranch. You—

A lot of cowards — a lot of yallarlivered—

Then let me fire them and get a new set.

You cant. You cant pick up a crew in Twin Springs — not for my ranch. Jenkins, curse him, with his bought men and his bought lies — hes seen to that! Hell be singed for it! Oh, hell burn for it.

In the strength of his malice he literally gnashed his teeth, and then he brought his attention back to Ronicky Doone. He stalked slowly forward. He laid a gaunt, cold hand upon Ronickys shoulder.

Ah, he said, you got an honest face, Doone. You got an honest face, after all!

Ronicky struck his hand away with an irresistible outbreak of disgust. For he was remembering how Bennett had stood over him on the evening when big Blondy carried him into this very room and denounced him.

I dont want your lies, said Ronicky. You and me might as well come out in the clear quick, Bennett. I aint doing this to please you, none. And I aint doing it for your money, because you aint got none. But I want your promise to let me go straight ahead and run things. Will you do that?

And take a chance of getting the house burned down right from over my head, so far as I know?

He was fairly shaken by dread and temptation combined.

And take that chance, yes, admitted Ronicky. It seemed that this admission that he had no proof of good faith to offer made a great impression upon the other. For his face brightened at once.

I was always a good gambler, he said. Ive gambled on life and death. And why shouldnt I gamble on this ranch that never brought me luck?

He turned to a cabinet, drew out a bottle, and placed two glasses upon the table.

I aint drinking, said Ronicky in return to the questioning glance. I dont drink when I got hard work ahead.

Then, said the old man, Ill drink to myself. Itll give me heart for the chance that Im taking.

And he poured the little glass full and tossed it off, and then he leaned back against the wall, watching Ronicky with blurred eyes of pleasure, as the alcohol burned home in him.


XXIII. RONICKYS FIRST MOVE
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THIS, THEN, WAS the father of Elsie Bennett. It made Ronicky think of some graceful and lovely orchid rooted in decay. Yet, on a day, no doubt, the mind and the body of Bennett had been far other than it now was. He must have been handsome, strong, vivacious. And such a man as that had married the mother of the girl. The betrayal of Al Jenkins, in the first place, must have begun to undermine his nature. That was the seed of poison which spread until now he was only a ghost of his old self, a ghost in very fact. The long years of failure had put their mark on him. They had made him into a vicious-minded, cruel- witted fellow, such as now leered at Ronicky.

And now, asked the rancher, where dyou begin?

With sleep, said Ronicky. Wheres a bed for me? The old man broke into his harsh laughter, still rubbing his hands with glee and still unable to work any warmth into the bony fingers.

Sleep? he asked. Aye, thats the best place for a beginning, and thats the usual place for an ending, too! Yes, thats where they all end up. Im close to it. But the rest will finish the same way. You — Loring — Elsie — youll all end up in a sleep!

This he muttered to himself, some words audible, others mere indistinct murmurs. And in the meantime he picked up the lamp and went toward the door of the room behind him, walking back into the shadows which finally rushed across it, as the rancher passed into the hall.

He climbed the stairs with Ronicky behind him, thinking sharply back to that other night when he had climbed the same stairs behind the same lamp bearer, with manacles on his wrists. At the head of the stair Bennett stepped aside, allowed him to climb to the top, and then went to the door of the room where Ronicky had been a prisoner, and, pushing it open, turned to him with an evil grin of enjoyment.

It seemed to Ronicky, as he stared into the flat wall of darkness which the lamplight failed to penetrate, that a ghost of himself must still be within, so vivid was his recollection of his waiting in the place for the morning. Now Bennett went on down the hall and took Ronicky to an end room. It was very dingy. The curtains at the window, even, seemed worn and rubbed by age. Here the rancher put the light down and bade his guest farewell for the night. But he paused again at the door still grinning. Then he shook a long forefinger at Ronicky.

I aint asking no more questions, he said. You notice that, Ronicky Doone. I aint asking what might be in your head, or what your motives could be. No, sir, all Im doing is waiting — and waiting — waiting to see how things turn out, eh?

Then he turned and walked off into the darkness of the hall, still muttering to himself and occasionally breaking into a chuckle, a strange and conversational effect that made the body of Ronicky lose some warmth. He harkened to the steps of the rancher going down the stairs slowly, but surely. No one would ever have dreamed that he was walking without a light, to listen to that unfumbling step.

For a time Ronicky sat on the edge of the bed, pondering on the place where he found himself, on the events which were around him, behind and before. And it was like walking in a dream, so unreal was it. When he closed his eyes for a moment he half expected that when he opened them he would find himself back on the veranda of the hotel in Twin Springs, sunning himself lazily, with only his head in the shadow, while some one announced again that Blondy Loring was coming to town.

But when he did open his eyes his glance fell upon the bureau on the far side of the room, with a silver brush upon it, and on either side of the brush was a dainty little bottle of perfume, while still farther on either side — 

Suddenly Ronicky sprang up with a stifled oath. He looked around him again. He noted the bright color of the curtain, no matter how faded from the original. He glanced down to the flowered rug beside the bed. He turned to the bed itself and the stainless white of the spread which covered it.

Lord above, said Ronicky, hes given me her room!

And all at once he felt like rushing out into the hall and shouting curses down at the old man and demanding a different place. But what difference did it make? And, after all, perhaps there was no other place for him to sleep in the house on that particular night. Besides, why should he feel like an eavesdropper, an interloper, because he was in the room?

Nevertheless, he did feel that way. Something pressed on his mind from every side. It was shouting out at him now — something of which he had been totally unaware when he first came into the apartment. There were photographs on the wall, photographs of young men and girls. And there was a chest of some dark wood under the window, and upon it lay a dress of dull red. It was her room. A faint perfume had been unnoticeable before. Now it drifted to him clearly. It was like sight of her face, sound of her voice. It brought her bodily within the walls.

Ronicky sat down again gingerly on the bed. How completely the sense of her had wiped out the rest of the world! And when he slept that night she still was walking and talking in his dreams.

In the morning he wakened with the knowledge that only six days remained in which he was to build up the power to foil big Al Jenkins. Six days to meet and counterbalance a strength which had been slowly accumulating for the past years in Twin Springs, nourished by the wealth and by the personality of the rancher. And yet Ronicky Doone, glancing out of the window at the red sky of the dawn, merely tugged his belt tight and shrugged his shoulders.

He was whistling when he went down to breakfast and looked over the cow- punchers who came into the dining room. They were an odd lot and a bad lot. Four sad-faced, underfed, ragged men as ever he had seen, ate their meal in the midst of complete gloom. They were nameless hobos of the range, poor, broken- spirited men who had failed in every other place and had at last drifted to this last resort, knowing perfectly well that they could remain here only because there were no others to replace them.

But what most interested Ronicky was the figure of old Bennett sitting at the head of the table, with a grand manner. He was amiable, smooth-tongued, courteous to these wrecks who worked as cow-punchers on his ranch, selling him out at every turn, as all knew, to Al Jenkins. Ronicky had expected to see fire poured every moment upon the punchers. But he gradually came to the solution of the problem. Only with such as these was Steve Bennett able to act in the grand manner. And therefore he was making the most of the opportunity. Only one voice was heard — the voice of Bennett narrating, and then the polite chuckles and the nods and the grins and sympathetic exclamations, as those rags of humanity jibed in with the master of the pay roll, applauding exactly where applause was expected and needed.

Ronicky watched them in increasing disgust. After breakfast he was drawn to one side by old Bennett.

Are you going to fire them now? he asked eagerly. Are you going to run em all off this morning?

His eagerness was horrible to Ronicky. Here the rancher had been playing the part of the amiable host the one moment, and the next he was ready to knife his late guests.

Letem stay, said Ronicky. Let em be where they are. They can do the work, or not do it, for the next six days. End of that time I hope that Ill be coming back with some way of helping out.

Youre leaving now? asked Bennett sharply.

Dyou think Im enough, all by myself, to stop Jenkins and his gang? asked Ronicky scornfully.

The other nodded and drew back, and from that moment until the time Ronicky left the house the rancher watched him with ratty eyes of suspicion. Up to that moment, perhaps, he had been hoping against hope that Ronicky actually intended to help him. But now he was sure that it was only a bluff.

And Ronicky gladly heard the door slam behind him as he went out to Lou. He saddled the bay mare at once and rode her out from the barn and onto the road, or rather the wagon trail, which led up the valley toward the ranch. Then, after surveying the landscape carelessly, he picked out as his goal no less a target than the ragged summits of Mount Solomon, and toward this he directed Lou in all her eagerness of morning freshness.


XXIV. CURLYS CAPTURE
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THE WAY WOUND off from the main floor of the valley after a time, and he headed into a narrow gorge forested closely on either side and with only an open runway of a dozen feet in the center, worn there by the sudden floods which tore down the side of the mountain during the heavy rains. Here the trees closed in on either hand, their branches intertwining across the blue sky above him. He rode under a continually changing pattern too busy with the irregularities of the ground underfoot, however, to pay much heed to what was above him or on either side. And that was the reason, perhaps, that he encountered the danger which almost immediately befell him.

It came unheralded. There was only a faint whisper in the air behind him, such a hissing as a branch makes when it sways through the wind: Yet that noise was sufficient to make Ronicky Doone whirl In his saddle. He was in time to see the open noose of rope hovering above his head, and at the far end of the noose was a man just on the verge of starting out from the edge of the trees, from the shelter of which he had made his cast.

Ronicky saw him in the flash of time that it took him to whirl. But the next moment the rope had whipped down, and his arms were pinned to his sides. His right hand, the fingers of which were just in the act of curling around the butt of his revolver, was paralyzed at the root of its strength. And at the same moment the forward swing of Lou, checked too late by the shout of Ronicky, snapped the rope taut, and Ronicky was lifted from the saddle as cleanly as in the days of old an expert spearsman hurled his foeman over the croup in full career.

It might have broken his neck, that fall. But he unstrung his limbs in mid-air, so to speak, relaxing himself so that every muscle was soft. And he landed on that cushioning of muscle which is the natural pad against shocks at the back of the neck. The impetus of that rolling fall swung him onto his feet again, but still he was helpless.

In the air before him and above him the rope became a living thing. It twisted and writhed and coiled, and every twist was a new bond laid about the struggling form of Ronicky Doone. In five seconds he was trussed securely and sat helpless on the ground, looking up into the face of his captor.

That captor was no other than the celebrated Ananias of Twin Springs, Curly. The usual calm of Curly was gone. The mist of thoughtfulness was gone from his eyes, which sparkled with joy. And he stood with his hands planted on his hips, the fingers of one hand still gripping the end of the rope which he had used with such dexterity.

Both he and his captive were panting from the brief struggle.

You! said Ronicky, disgusted beyond measure that the victor should prove this man of all men — this creator of myths.

Me! said the other.

This is the second time, said Ronicky. I sure got to write you down in my books, Curly. First you tell me the lie about Blondy. And now you—

Rage choked him.

But the attitude of Curly was one of conscious and easy virtue.

I done this to make up for the other, be said.

What? cried Ronicky.

Sure, said Curly. I make it a rule never to have no fallings out with no gun fighters. When I seen how you just wished your gat out of the leather and pumped that slug into Blondy before I could have thought about shooting, I said to myself right there that you were a gent that Id never have no trouble with if I could help it!

Ronicky stared at him, helpless with amazement.

I dont foller you, he gasped. I sure dont function fast enough for my brain to keep up with you, Curly! Here you—

He stopped again. Lou came back to him anxiously and snuffed at his dust covered shoulder. And he directed her to stand back with a savage jerk of his head. She obeyed, while Curly swore with admiration at her trained docility.

I never seen her equal! he declared.

They dont grow hosses as fine as that in these parts! But to come back to you and me, Ronicky. Can I trust you if I take that rope off of you?

Would you trust me if I gave you my word? asked Ronicky, very curious.

Sure, answered Curly cheerfully. Id trust you to the end of the earth if you just gave me the word to!

Hm, said Ronicky, some of his original fury leaving him. And how do you work this out, Curly? I aint going to give you my word, so you can leave the rope around me. But how do you work it out that roping me and jerking me off my hoss was doing me a favor? Leaving out that there was nine chances out of ten that youd break my neck, how do you work it out?

Nine chances out of ten with some folks, admitted Curly. But not with you. I could tell after watching you take two steps that there was no more chance of throwing you on your head than there would be of throwing a cat. Youd twist around and manage to land right.

Hm, said Ronicky again, and still he studied big Curly intently. Go on, he said. Al Jenkins sent you out to get me out of the way, I guess?

He didnt, said the surprising fellow. He told me to keep away from you lessn I wanted to get hurt, and hurt bad. He added: The plan is for Al and his men to get together in a flock and herd you into a corner, and then make you give up by force of numbers.

Get me to take water, eh? asked Ronicky.

Which simply means, said Curly, that they had figured on wiping you off the face of the earth and putting up a stone to show where you made your last appearance, as they say about the lady singer. But I took to thinking things over, Ronicky. I seen as how if there was a crowd, Id have to be in it. And if there was any shooting at you, youd be doing some shooting back. And if you done some shooting back, youd pick out somebody you wasnt partial to for a target. And if you done that, Id stand a pretty good show of getting into the center of the stage, you see?

I see, said Ronicky.

So what I thought would be better, said Curly, was for me to go out where you and me could have our little party all over by ourselves. When I heard that youd gone out to old Bennetts, I climbed on my hoss about daybreak and sloped out here and got onto the top of a hill — you see that round topped feller over yonder — sos I could get a good look at the Bennett house. I had my glasses here along with me, and when you come out, I clamped these glasses onto the house and made out quick that it was you. Then I waited until I seen you going down the valley. That made me lose hope for a while. I thought you were aiming at Twin Springs again. But pretty soon I seen you head in for the gulley.

I slid over here ahead of you and just got planted comfortable when you come by, and here you are! He stopped with a grin of satisfaction.

All right, said Ronicky. I suppose you start herding me back for Twin Springs now? Itll make you pretty much of a big gun, Curly, to go down the street with me marching in front, and you with a gat on me from behind!

Curly merely shook his head.

You dont get the way Im drifting, he said. Suppose I was to do that! Why, the minute you got loose of me youd be a whooping for my insides!

I didnt mean Twin Springs. I mean Al Jenkins headquarters.

That wouldnt do, neither. Al aint a murderer, Ronicky. No, sir. What Im doing is looking out for my own hide. Im going to run this little game all my own way, and you wont be able to guess how until you see my cards!

He concluded by asking Ronicky to rise; and, having disarmed his captive, he mounted his horse, retaining one end of the rope, and allowed the bay mare to follow as she would, knowing that she would not leave her master. Straight down the gulley they proceeded for a short distance, and then turned, at Curlys suggestion, up a side path.

Never in his life had Ronicky been placed in so humiliating a position. Driven like a bull on a rope, with the driver, goading him from behind, he fairly trembled with desire to turn and fling himself at Curly.

But the latter dissuaded him by a comment which he made almost as soon as that shameful journey began.

Im praying for two things, Ronicky, he said. The first is that you dont try to side-step into one of them bushes alongside the road, because if you did, Id have to start in shooting. The second is that nobody goes by and sees me this way and you that way. Because if they did, Id know that it meant the same thing. Id have to kill you, or else youd kill me when you got loose.

And do you think that it makes any difference? asked Ronicky, black with rage. Dyou think that Ill go around spreading good news about you anyway, Curly?

Wait and see, said Curly. Wait and see!

After a time they turned out from the path, plunged through the forest for three hundred yards, and then came suddenly into view of a little clearing and a small cabin in the midst of it.

Here we are, said Curly. Heres home!

He explained casually, while he put up the horses and consigned Ronicky to a comfortable place in the house. He had found the cabin during one of his rides in the vicinity of Twin Springs, a ride that started in a drunken condition and led him by unknown routes until he arrived, out of the midst of the forest, upon this shack. There he slept, and when he wakened in the morning he took note of the place. The shack itself was then a mere wreck of a place, but he had been fond of it simply because it was unknown to any other man. Five or six years before, some one had started the clearing and built the home, but the undertaking had been quickly abandoned, and now the place was forgotten by the rest of the world. But Curly had been enchanted by the very secrecy of this uncharted home. He spent his spare time from that moment in making expeditions to the shack and bringing it slowly to a state of repair.

So that if I ever fell foul of the law, he explained to Ronicky now, I could just simply fade out and nobody would ever find me again.

With that introduction they settled down in the house.


XXV. WATCHFUL WAITING
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IT HAD BEEN fitted up comfortably enough, and Ronicky could have looked forward without dread to a stay of a few days in the cabin had it not been that the time was wearing on and that he was needed to help in the fight against Al Jenkins for the sake of Elsie Bennett. The purpose of Curly became apparent almost at once. Curly would win the undying gratitude of Al Jenkins by removing from the scene of battle the chief man among the enemy, until the ruin of Bennett had been accomplished. Then he could turn Ronicky loose.

And when I turn you loose, said Curly, you may be tolerable mad, but you aint going to be raving to kill, because youll have lived here with me for quite a spell before that happens, and a gent like you, that aint plumb unreasonable, cant hang out with another gent like me, that aint plumb poisonous, without getting to sort of see that he aint all bad. Youll be sort of used to me before I turn you loose, Ronicky. All I got to do in the meantime is to see that you dont turn a trick on me and take me by surprise.

Ronicky made no answer. In his heart of hearts he felt that what he wanted to do most in all the world was to have this man under the cover of his gun and make him beg for mercy. But again he told himself that he must resign himself to patience, for surely the time would quickly come when he could free himself from his bonds. He might burn them in two. He might find an opportunity to get a knife edge against them and shear them apart. Any of these opportunities was most likely to come his way before he had been twenty-four hours in the house.

But twenty-four hours dragged themselves along, and still no chance had been shown to him. He had reckoned without his host. Several times he had a few minutes to himself when Curly was outside tending to the horses in the little shed, but, before he could accomplish anything of importance, Curly was always back in the one room of the shack. And neither knife nor fire was ever exposed.

In the meantime Ronickys hands were kept behind his back, saving for a few moments every day when he was allowed to exercise the stiffening muscles. And each day was an eternity to Ronicky. The first, the second, the third sunset followed. Finally he knew that within twenty-four hours Al Jenkins would loose his men against poor Bennett, and there would be an end of the war. His ranch swept clean of cattle, Bennett would be the victim of the first of his creditors who chose to foreclose upon him. And that meant dire poverty for Elsie Bennett.

More than this, it meant that his own promise to the rancher was going for nothing. It meant that all his force was being bottled and made useless by Curly, the shiftless, careless, good-natured liar. He writhed in an agony of humiliation and rage when he thought of this.

But though he hounded himself with savage energy all the day, striving to come to some sort of solution of the problem, he could find none. And so the morning as last dawned above him, and he was twenty-four hours from the finish still held fast in Curlys grasp.

Curly himself had not yet wakened. He lay sleeping, heavily snoring. Indeed, it was this snoring which had wakened Ronicky before his usual hour. He hunched himself up awkwardly, bracing his shoulders against the wall and taking no care to keep from waking the sleeper. What difference did it make? The more trouble he could inflict upon Curly the better, for he was beginning to realize that, in spite of all his early vows of undying vengeance, Curly had been right. Their life together had made Ronicky so familiar with the jovial, carefree fellow that he could not hate him.

He looked across the room, in this dull morning light, and saw Curly prone on his back in his blankets. His mouth was open and his features were relaxed in utter sleep. It suddenly came to Ronicky that this was by no means the face which he was accustomed to associating with the voice of Curly. The eyes were surrounded by great hollows; the checks were somewhat fallen; there were lines about the mouth. Altogether it was a face expressing great exhaustion.

And another thing occurred to Ronicky as strange. What he had first noticed during his captivity was that his captor never slept soundly. The least stir on Ronickys part had always been sufficient to open the eyes of Curly. At first Ronicky had taken it for granted that Curly was simply a marvelously light sleeper by nature. But now, as he stared at the worn face of the cow- puncher, another explanation was suggested to him — that it was only by the immense effort of his will that Curley had been able to keep guard during his sleep. He had filled his mind so full of the determination to watch Ronicky that there was a subconscious mind forever on guard and warning him the instant that Ronicky made a move, day or night.

This was the meaning, also, of the great quantities of coffee which Curly had been drinking. In every possible manner he had been filing his nerves to the point of highest sensibility. But gradually his strength had been giving way, and though for five days he had been strung on a hair trigger, now he had given way and was sleeping like one stunned by a blow.

All of this Ronicky noted without at first taking any comfort to himself. But, as he worked himself to his sitting posture and then continued by climbing to his feet, he was given a thrill of sudden hope by the sight of the eyes of the sleeper, still closed. He took a step. The floor creaked heavily beneath him. And still the snoring of the other continued uninterrupted.

What this liberty of the moment could gain for him he could not tell. There was no manner of escaping from the cabin. The window was too small for him to work his way through it. The door was heavily bolted and locked, and there was no way for him to get the key unless he could reach under the shoulders of the sleeper who slept upon the guns and the key.

Nothing in the cabin showed any sign of life. There was nothing to catch the light of the increasing day except the chimney of the lantern. But even this gave Ronicky his first hope, combined as the sight of it was, with the heavy sleep of Curly.

He went to the side of the cabin. On a small shelf there was a bunch of sulphur matches. He worked off one of the matches with his teeth. Then, using his teeth again, he lifted the lantern from its peg to the floor. He knelt with his back to it, and by careful manipulation he managed to work off the chimney. Once the glass squeaked against one of the guards, but the sleeper still slept.

Then he crouched still more, picked up the matches, and went across the room to the stove. He turned his back to it and strove to scratch a match. But the process, which was so simple when he had a free hand, now proved strangely difficult. He could give no easy, smooth flexion of hand and wrist to make the match travel swiftly over a surface and by the friction ignite the head. The match broke under his hand, and he had to cross the room and work off another match with his teeth.

He returned to the stove. The surface of this was at once smooth and rough enough to give him a promise of igniting the match. Finally it succeeded. The flame spurted, and Ronicky hurried back toward the lantern. But his haste set up a current of air in which the match went out.

Again he returned and repeated the performance; an agony of suspense was growing in him every moment. For now the light of the day was increasing rapidly, and at any moment that light might pry open the eyes of the sleeper.

This time he succeeded in igniting the wick of the lantern. No sooner did the flame rise from it than he knelt again and thrust into the fire the stout rope which bound his wrists together.

It was no easy task. He swung his wrists as far as he could to one side and then twisted his head until his neck threatened to break. But still it was hard to keep the rope accurately above the flame. And when at last it did remain long enough in the flame to begin to burn, there was an immediate complication.

For it sent up a strong, pungent smoke, and Ronicky glanced in alarm at big Curly. It was utterly impossible that he should continue to sleep very much longer in an atmosphere such as this was now becoming.

And to give point to his dread, Curly coughed heavily, raised himself upon his elbow, and then turned and began snoring again!

Ronicky, warned back to his work by the sear of the flame against his wrist, as he watched Curly, thrust the rope into the fire once more, and now he heard a light crackling. For the fire was eating into the heart of the stout rope, and the strands were parting, one by one, though there was still strength enough in what remained to have held a horse.

There was still another complication. Not only did the fire eat straight up through the rope, but it began, as well, to spread sidewise and it threatened to eat into his flesh, also, in a very few seconds.

He could only wait, with the perspiration pouring out on his forehead. Presently more strands of the rope parted with a light snap, but at the same time the volume of the smoke increased, and there was a sneeze from the bunk where Curly was sleeping. Ronicky dared not look. He twisted his head still farther, turned still more; and peered at the burning rope. The fire was edging to his skin, and though the central part of the rope between his wrists was a glowing, blackening mass, he could not tell whether or not the fire had reached the heart of the rope.

In the meantime there was a creaking of the bunk, and Ronicky turned his head in time to see the hands of Curly raised toward his face, where he was slowly rubbing his eyes. Was the cow-puncher about to waken? Or was this simply a motion in his sleep? Or would the rubbing work some of the stinging smoke from the rope into his eyes?

Slowly Curly sat up on the bunk, turned, and directed his dull, sleep- hazy eyes toward Ronicky. At the same time, while he frowned, unable to comprehend, the fire touched both the wrists of Ronicky, and he jumped to his feet, unable to restrain the start under the spur of that pain.

Hell! cried Curly, and reached for his gun.

At the same instant, under the tug of his tightened muscles, the ropes which bound the wrists of Ronicky parted. He was free to fight!


XXVI. FREE AND AWAY
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NO, IT WAS only a false sense and promise of freedom, for, as Curly reached for the gun, and Ronicky leaped forward, his arms swung at his sides, dead weights. The binds had been on them so long that, for the time at least, the blood flowed too sluggishly in them. They were paralyzed.

He changed his mind and his purpose as he lurched forward. He had intended to lash out with his fists. But that would never do. He would not have been able to hit the mark, and if he did he would have no force. Instead of striking with his fist he used his whole body as a projectile. He sprang from the floor and, hurling himself forward, swung in mid-air a little to one side, presenting a hard shoulder with all of his driving weight behind it. And with this he crashed into the body of Curly, half raised from the bunk and half turned to reach for his gun.

The big man was driven with a crash against the side of the shack. Such was the force that the board on which they struck bulged out. Ronicky struck for the head of the other, but his hand was limp and helpless!

With a groan of rage he sprang back, just as Curly, the gun having slipped from his grip in the surprise of that attack, turned with a bellow of rage and fear and determination to grapple with his far slighter opponent.

By a scant inch Ronicky evaded that grip. And Curly, following his lunge blindly, tumbled off the bunk and rolled on the floor. He struck the legs of Ronicky. Down they went. Down they went together, and Curly, with a single turn, was on top, pinioning the body of Ronicky against the floor with his great bulk.

So suddenly awakened from sleep, no doubt his mind was not yet half recovered. He was still in a dream, a nightmare. And the yell with which Curly realized his position of advantage and prepared to take advantage of it had no human quality in it. It was simply a brute roar of fury.

His fists were heavy and strong enough, but they were not the weapons he had in mind. He reached, instead, for the last billet of firewood which he had cut the night before and which was now beside the stove. This he gripped, heaved up and prepared to strike. The blow would have dashed out the brains of Ronicky.

He had no power to interpose. Blood was coursing tinglingly through his arms again, as he fought, but still their old strength had not returned. But he struck up, and the red-hot fuming rope end which was attached to his wrist jabbed into the face of Curly. At once there was a shriek of pain. Again Ronicky struck with that red-hot weapon, and a shower of sparks was thrown off, as it ground into the flesh of Curlys face.

Dropping the billet of wood, he reeled back to his feet with a scream of horror and pain. For the moment he was blinded. That moment sufficed Ronicky to regain his own feet and tear the rope ends from his scorched wrists. Now, free at last from all bondage and with the power returned to his arms, he could face the other with his full strength.

But Curly was no longer a mere man; he was a huge maniac. His sleep- deadened mind had been startled into wakefulness. Then in a moment he had been struck by pain and fear, and for the moment at least his reason was unhinged. His blackened face contorted with his fury and he made straight at Ronicky, his great hands outstretched. Ronicky dived under those reaching arms and struck into the body and up to the face of the monster, with all his might.

It was like striking a falling wall. Curly still came on. Ronicky dodged and struck again. This time Curly was staggered, for the blow had caught him squarely on the point of the chin, but one shake of his head drove the haze away from his mind, and the next instant his grip was on Ronickys shirt.

Ronicky whirled in terror. The cloth parted and ripped away in the fingers of Curly. Ronicky was free, but he found himself cornered. There was no chance to dodge. Straight at him came Curly, shouting wildly in exultation and fury. Ronicky dropped to his knees, hoping that the rush would carry the big man straight over him and stun him against the wall. At the same time his right hand closed on cold metal, and he jerked the fallen revolver from beneath the bunk.

His first hope was only partially true. Curly crashed against the wall, but he was not stunned. The next instant his weight dropped upon Ronicky, pinning the latter to the floor. In two seconds of fierce struggling Ronicky was flattened, and a great hand was tearing for a grip at his throat.

And even then he did not use the muzzle of the gun. But, reversing his hold to the barrel, he smashed the heavy, steel-bound butt of the weapon into the face of his foe. He saw a crimson stain start across the forehead of Curly, and then the whole bulk of the other became a limp burden from which he easily rolled.

Ronicky looked down at the sprawling, senseless figure in alarm. It seemed impossible that one blow should have robbed the big frame of its strength. Then, alarmed by the red stream which was trickling down the face of the injured man, he knelt and listened to the breast. The heart beat strong and steadily, though slow, and Ronicky knew that it was only the stunned condition of a moment from which Curly would recover in five minutes. There was no need of staying to help him.

It was better to leave before he recovered, and so avoid the necessity of either binding the big fellow or else continuing the battle. He reached for the key beneath the blankets on the bunk, found it almost at once, and then hurried for the door.

Once outside he lost no time. Lou was hastily saddled, and then, swinging into the stirrups, he started across the clearing. He had not passed over half the distance when he heard a sort of strangled shout behind him and he saw Curly coming in pursuit

Never in his life had Ronicky seen so terrible a figure. The face was blackened by the charred rope end, and yet it was covered with crimson from the blow with the revolvers butt. His features were convulsed by the frenzy of rage and pain — surely a temporary madness — and his great arms were outflung.

Even Loring himself might well have turned and fled at the sight of this raging demon temporarily clad in human flesh. And Ronicky blessed the speed of Lou and clapped her on the flank.

Her answer was a gallop that sent him rushing among the trees, while the wild shouting of Curly died away in the distance behind them. In a few minutes more Ronicky Doone was safe and free again on the trail up the narrow gorge which led toward the ragged crests of Solomon Mountain.

He was free, and his work lay clear before him. But there was one great difference; whereas he had had six whole days in which to accomplish his ends before, he now had a mere twenty-four hours. And there was the pain in his blackened wrists to tell him what manner of men he had to match and beat in that space of time. Perhaps it was the bulldog in him, rather than the reasoning man, that made him simply thrust out his jaw and urge Lou on up the trail to the mountain.


XXVII. THE MAN WITH THE MUSTACHES
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HE HAD NEVER had a very definite plan. With the greater part of a week before him, he had felt that no finely drawn plan was needed. But he must first of all learn the all-important fact: was Blondy Loring still alive, or was he dead from the effects of the wound? Was he, Ronicky Doone, a murderer — no matter under what mitigating circumstances — or was he merely a man who had struck down another while rightfully defending himself from violence?

But this news he could learn, no doubt, as well at the top of Solomon Mountain as in Twin Springs itself. So he kept steadily on his way.

It was the bright, hot middle of the morning before Lou came to a sweating halt on the first thing which approached level land at the crest, and Ronicky looked about him with interest. He had heard often of this mountaintop, but it was the first time he had ever seen Solomon Mountain.

It was a rather small, very high plateau, so far as he could make out. Some great outcropping of the rock-fold had thrust up a great prominence here. The top of that table-land had been scored and worn away, not in the symmetrical shape of a single top, but in a hundred small summits, carved in a fantastic manner, with a hundred different patterns drawn freely out of the brain of the carver. Twisting passages ran in every direction. On either hand he could choose half a dozen different courses to run in any way he wished to travel. No wonder, he thought to himself, that men living beyond the law had chosen to live here. For here they could not be cornered by a thousand men. It would take more than that to watch the exits.

Ronicky continued down the first passage that opened before him, shivering a little as he looked around him. The sides went sheer up on either hand to ragged edges above him. Five hundred men could be in hiding among the rocks, within a radius of a hundred feet, and while they watched his every movement, he could not see a thing. A child could have destroyed the greatest giant that ever walked through the pages of fable, in such a place as this pass. It had only to topple a rock loose somewhere above and let it bound down toward the enemy. If the rock missed its mark, it mattered not, for it would also knock loose in its course half a dozen other stones which projected from the slope, and these would volley down with it to crush the stranger.

Here the way widened out into a perfect little amphitheater, with a hundred exits from the pit. Pausing in the very center of the place Ronicky looked around him in amazement; for it was like a gigantic trap, contrived with the labor of a myriad men and during countless years. Suppose that an attacking party should pour into this place, hurrying as they saw the opening before them — they would be lost, condemned to massacre. Ringing those summits in any direction, a few expert marksmen, lying in perfect security for themselves, could demolish hundreds in a few seconds. Or if they tired of bullets and wished to make a quick destruction, there were the rocks here, as everywhere, masses upon masses of rocks which only needed that one be pried loose at the top of a slope in order to send a vast volley of them thundering to the bottom.

So rapt in interest was he by the natural features of the fortifications, that Ronicky Doone allowed himself to be easily surprised by a horseman who wandered into the amphitheater from behind. When Ronicky turned his head he saw a cow-puncher sitting at ease in the saddle, twisted sideways, with one foot out of the stirrup and one hand combing his long mustaches.

Ronicky looked at him with surprise. He was like a man out of a book. This was one of those formidable-appearing punchers who are described so often in books, but whom Ronicky had never seen before in real life.

How are you, partner? exclaimed Ronicky.

Hello, said the other.

You sure must have velvet on your hoss, said Ronicky.

Oh, I dunno. You was so darned set on seeing everything in here that I guess you didnt listen particular careful. Wasnt that it?

Maybe. I sure can hear him now, plenty loud.

For, as the cow pony on which the other was mounted took a few steps into the arena, each footfall beat up long echoes, riding the overlooking slopes.

Well, said the stranger, I dunno what you think about it, but I figure that I was sent up here on a wild-goose chase!

You were? asked Ronicky.

Yes, sir. I was told that up here the mountain was just plain climbing with outlaws and man-eaters.

Did you come up hunting em? asked Ronicky, amused.

The other chuckled and nodded. His voice and manner by no means bore out his formidable mustaches. The one was as soft as a childs, and the other was perfectly calm and gentle.

Anyways, he said, if I did come up here hunting for em, it dont seem no ways likely that Ill find none — unless youre one of em?

And here he looked sharply at Ronicky, though with a smile still lingering in the corners of his eyes, as though he were willing to laugh heartily at his own suggestion, as soon as Ronicky gave him the clew.

Well, said Ronicky, you cant never tell. I might be. Just my saying no wouldnt prove nothing, I guess.

I dunno, replied the other, combing his mustaches gravely. All them that Ive ever knowed always get tolerable hot under the collar when theyre accused of being crooks.

That, said Ronicky, is because most of the stick-up gents and yeggs that you meet wandering around these parts are a ratty low gang. But I guess youre new around here, eh?

Im new, all right, said the other. I just come in from away out Denver way. I dont just exactly fit in, I find. So I aint breaking my heart trying to find a job. Im just spending a little time and money and trying to get used to new ways. .

Youve made a long jump, said Ronicky, all the way from Denver to here!

Im used to long jumps, said the other, and a slight cloud crossed his forehead. But go on. You was about to tell me that them that hang out up here are not the same lot of yeggs that wander around most places?

Sure they aint, said Ronicky. Want me to tell you why?

Go ahead.

Well, its a long ways to the top of this mountain, aint it?

Tolerable long.

And it takes a lot of muscle and patience to make the trip, dont it?

Reasonable much.

Well, partner, all the yaller-livered crooks Ive ever knowed hate work; and all the downright smart ones know that they got to work, for what they get, just the same as them that are living inside of the law. And all these gents that make headquarters on the top of old Mount Solomon — you can lay to it that theyre a uppish crew!

If it takes work either way, said the man of the whiskers, why dont they stay where they wont have to climb so far? Why dont they just remain down below and work like the rest of us?

Because they like the taking of a chance, said Ronicky. Speaking personal, I dont give much for a gent that wont take a chance once in a while. And these boys up here — well, they just nacherally figure it out that they can do better by taking this sort of a chance than they can by staying below and playing the game like the rest of us do.

Hm, said the other, and he scratched his chin. You talk pretty convincing, he chuckled after a moment. You make it look so dog-gone different from what I was thinking that Im half minded to try to find some of them gents and ask how about joining up with em. I wonder how it would be best to go about that, eh?

Why, said Ronicky carelessly, you wouldnt have to look at all.

The other started.

What? he asked.

Sure you wouldnt, said Ronicky. Why, these men up here are pretty wise, aint they? They want new men all the time, dont they? Well, you can lay to it that when a man rides up to the top of Solomon Mountain, he gets a pretty good looking-over!

Hm, said the other. You dont say! You sure talk familiar. Maybe youve had a pal that joined up?

No, Im just using common sense.

Maybe you think that you and me are being spied on?

Maybe.

Theyre sizing us up from behind one of them rocks, maybe?

Nope, they wouldnt do that. All the looking in the world dont help as much for sizing up a gent as it does to have a couple of words with him and see how he talks. No, sir!

What would they do then?

Oh, when a man comes up to the top of the mountain, most like theyd send out a man to see him.

You dont say! Just walk a man right out and let him start in talking to you?

No, theyd probably put him onto a hoss and let him ride out.

What would he say?

Oh, theys a big enough pile of things that he could say, partner. Just anything to start up the conversation. But of course theyd have to pretend to be plumb innocent. Just happened to be riding up on the top of the mountain, you see?

Like me, say, or you?

Thats right, said Ronicky. And to ease the conversation along hed probably say that he come from some place a long ways off — Denver, maybe.

The other laughed, but his eye was sober. Well, asked Ronicky suddenly, what have you decided about me, partner? Will I do for a try?


XXVIII. SOLOMON MOUNTAIN MEN
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WHILE HE WAS not at all sure, Ronicky took the chance and faced it out with the most perfect assurance. The wink which he gave the stranger was a marvel of confidence exchanged. It invited a confession better than spoken words. But the man of the long mustaches regarded him with a dull and wondering eye.

I dunno what youre talking about, he said.

All right, answered Ronicky. If you feel that way about it, of course I aint the man to bother you none. Lets talk about something else — Denver, say.

The other said nothing, but he continued to regard Ronicky with eyes which were so steady that they would have been impertinent had they not been so misted over with unconcern.

Denver? he asked. Why, sure. Im always glad to talk about Denver. Know any other folks from Denver?

Plenty, said Ronicky.

Lets hear. Maybe we got some mutual friends.

Maybe we have. There was Pete the Blacksmith. Did you know him?

Didnt hang out with the blacksmiths much.

He got his name from the way he could handle a drill, said Ronicky, staring closely at the other.

I aint a miner either, said he of the mustaches. There was Lefty Joe, too, said Ronicky. I think you must have heard of him.

He was inventing names as well as he could, such names as yeggs might have, the one with the other. But still the man of the mustaches shook his head.

Never knowed a Lefty Joe in Denver, he said.

Well, said Ronicky, determined to make one desperate rally and beat down the reserve of the other, you ought to have knowed him. Hes a first- class inside man. Ive seen him do everything from the making of soup to the making of the mold and the running of the soup in it.

He of the mustaches stopped combing them for a moment.

Look here, said Ronicky, I aint a fool. Loosen up and talk. Whats your monica?

And like light from a great distance, a smile began to spread over the hardy features of the other. It increased finally to a rather sad-faced grin which was apparently the nearest approach to mirth of which the man was capable. A pressure of his knees brought his cow pony close to Lou. He stretched out his hand.

Put it there, he said. I thought at first you were four-flushing. But I see you aint. Im Montana Charlie. Maybe weve met up before some place I disremember, or was I so bad that you just read right through me?

Bad actor? asked Ronicky, eager to make sure that the pride of his new companion should not be injured. I should say not. Matter of fact you were so smooth, Charlie, that I began to think that I was all wrong about you. But I have seen you somewhere. I disremember where. Were you working with Mississippi Fatty three years back?

Nope, because three years back I was playing a lone hand and doing pretty well with it, at that. This here is the first time that Ive ever throwed in with a gang. But I got sort of lonesome and decided that I needed a change. So thats why Im down here with the boys on Solomon Mountain. What do you think of it?

Slick as grass, said Ronicky. Of course Ive heard about it a pile. But this is my first trip up, and it sure looks better than anything that theyve said about it, and that means a lot. Eh?

Yep, that means a lot. We been breaking the heart of one sheriff a month, on the average, ever since we got together here. But whats your name, partner?

Ronicky Doone reflected swiftly. Should he give them his true name? That name was too clearly known by this time as that of a cow-puncher. Ronicky Doone was no name by which a lawbreaker would travel. On the other hand it was possible that some one might have seen him in Twin Springs. In that case he would be known. He summed up the chances. It was very possible that to assume a new name would be fatal. If they had seen him and known him in Twin Springs, then the fact that he had changed his name would be heavy evidence against him. But if he did not assume a name the chances were great that he would never see the interior dens of Mount Solomon. And that was the purpose for which he had taken this ride. Moreover it might very well be that no one from the mountain had been in Twin Springs while he was there. While they, no doubt, got daily news of everything that happened in the town, there was also no doubt that this news must be relayed to them. He determined then to run the risk and give a false name.

Im Texas Slim, he said. Maybe where you and me bumped into each other away back was out in that direction.

Maybe it was, agreed Montana Charlie. Ive sure hunted the old Lone Star from one end to the other and got some fat pickings.

Sure, replied Ronicky, nodding.

Well, went on Montana, lets get down below. And what did you think of my make-up — tell me straight!

He fumbled at his face. The long mustaches disappeared. And at the same time it even seemed to Ronicky that some of the wrinkles of age, which doubtless only his imagination had furnished, had disappeared at the same moment. He found himself staring at the face of a man not more than thirty years old. His eyes were keen, and, as he straightened out of his lazy slouch on the horse, never had Ronicky seen the very heart of a man changed so quickly. Montana Charlie had become in a second or two a young man fairly alive with energy, and he sat in his saddle, laughing at Ronickys bewilderment.

You ought to be on the stage, Ronicky assured him. You sure know how to make up!

Montana Charlie was as happy as a child over the effect which he had produced.

I pretty near come to laughing, he said, when you said that youd met me in some place before.

Maybe I have, though, said Ronicky. And maybe it was just the sound of your voice or something like that that made me recognize you.

In the meantime Montana Charlie was leading the way to the side and through a narrow passage. Ronicky turned to listen to the echoes which went chiming high above them, and when he faced the front again, the other had disappeared. He stared around him bewildered, until there was a burst of laughter immediately before him, and presently Montana Charlie appeared again from around the corner of an immense boulder.

You see what sort of a place we got up here, he said. We could make a posse so sick and dizzy that itd never find itself again after it chased us for ten full minutes. Look here!

He beckoned Ronicky to him and showed behind the rock the opening of a high and narrow passage. It was hardly noticeable from either end of the boulder, but it was of sufficient size for horse and man to disappear into it. Montana led through the opening and checked his horse again just inside the entrance.

If you got any doubts about belonging up here, he said gravely, you better come no farther, Texas. Because them that get inside of here on a bluff, sure are made sorry for it before they get out again!

But Ronicky, having committed himself to the adventure, would not draw back again. He waved Montana on with a laugh, and the two presently rode out of the narrow passage, turned to the right into a spacious hall formed by a great cleft in the rock, with air and light filtering through in plenty from fissures above, and followed this hall until it widened suddenly into a large chamber, where Ronicky found himself in the presence of half a dozen lolling figures.

They showed their self-assurance by regarding him with more or less indifference.

Here he is, exclaimed Montana Charlie. Heres the man, boys, that Whitey reported down to us. And hes one of the right kind — one of our kind. Hes Texas Slim. Anybody here know him?

The six men represented six silences. They sat up now, however, abandoning their occupations of the moment, whether this were tinkering with guns, or the repair of worn clothes, or the mending of bridles and saddle straps. They regarded Ronicky with the most solemn attention. And he in turn looked back to them with an eager regard.

He had traveled far and wide, but never had he seen such an assemblage. Tall and short and thick and lean, there were men of every complexion and size, so it seemed, in that meager half dozen. And each man by himself was a separate and interesting study. Weather-beaten, sharp of eyes, hard of jaw, each was formidable in his own way. There could be no mistaking them. These were either soldiers for the law or soldiers against it. A child could have guessed as much at the first glance.

Nobody, it seemed, knew Texas Slim. So there was a little pause which took Ronickys breath, though he managed to maintain a smile of indifference and meet their questioning glances, one by one.

I was down Texas way last year, said a beetle-browed individual at the farther end of the rock cavern, and Ive been down there off and on for the last seven years. I never heard tell of no Texas Slim.

Sure you didnt, said Montana Charlie. In Texas they dont call each other Tex.

And this appropriate remark drew a hearty burst of laughter from the crowd.

Laughter after all is our best introduction. In a trice all was good humor among them. Furthermore they liked Ronicky Doone for the manner in which he bore himself.

All man and a yard wide, they decided that he was. And they came up and shook hands with him, one by one, giving their names a little solemnly. For an introduction among their kind was a solemn matter. It meant to a certain extent the acceptance of the other as a companion, and by that acceptance it meant that they were intrusting their safety in his hands.

Ronicky Doone was equally grave. And he knew that now a single false step would ruin him. He could only pray that his time on Solomon Mountain need not be long.


XXIX. THE DOCTOR SPEAKS TO BLONDY
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IN THE MEANTIME the six days had been filled with a bitter fight for life and against death in the hotel at Twin Springs. For there the doctor and Elsie Bennett were struggling for the life of Charlie Loring, and through the first four days he hung literally between life and death, the balance turning first one way and then the next.

But on the fifth day there was a turn for the better, and on the sixth Blondy opened his eyes, and for the first time they were cleared of delirium and gleamed with intelligence again. The girl, leaning above him, studied sadly and gladly, in strange mixture, the features which showed how near death had been to the sick man. They were sadly hollowed and worn. The square jaw was now lean and pointing. The flesh drew back, leaving the nose sharp and high and pulling the corners of the mouth into a sullen expression of discontent. His unshaven beard covered his face, and his hair would not be subdued to any regular shape, but was continually put on end by the turning and twisting of the wounded man.

Now he looked up at the girl searchingly, and then with a frown of disappointment Elsie? he asked, half in wonder and half, she thought, in disgust.

Yes, she answered and patted his hand reassuringly.

She forced a steady, almost careless smile. He would cling to her hand and pour out a tale of gratitude to her. And she must endure the tide of thanks and accept it as a mere nothing. But what was this he was saying?

You aint the same. Youre different. Why, Elsie, you look ten years older!

She shrank away from the bed, still managing to continue a ghost of her smile, but it was a wan ghost indeed! And here the doctor stepped in between them. He had proved himself a fine and faithful type, this doctor. There was no money in the case for him, saving that first money which Ronicky Doone had thrust into the pocket of his coat. But he had stayed steadily by the bed and had even outdone Elsie Bennett in the rigors of his watching and nursing. For, whereas her strength had twice given out and forced her to sleep, the doctor seemed to need no rest. Day by day he would sit in the corner, and though he nodded a little from time to time, yet he was never soundly asleep for any long period, and it was never hard to rouse him when he was needed.

Between them they had brought the wounded man through. And now there was the authority of a long and close companionship in the familiar manner in which the doctor pushed the girl away from the bed, parting her hand from the hand of Charlie Loring.

You go lie down, he commanded.

But Charlie— she began.

No matter about Charlie right now. You need sleep.

I could sleep while—

You go try. If you cant sleep, black is white.

She wavered.

But I want to talk to her! said Charlie.

She was resolute again.

You see how it is, doctor? He needs me still. I must stay here until—

Until hes delirious again? I tell you, you got to go and sleep! Go this moment, Elsie!

She backed away toward the cot on the far side of the room. But still she was reluctant, uneasy, and she glanced frowningly from the doctor to the patient.

All right, said Charlie Loring, with the petulance which so often goes with the sick bed. All right, Ill lie here and wait till she wakes up, I suppose.

Doctor! cried the girl. It isnt safe for me to leave him when—

When fiddlesticks, said the doctor brutally. I dont want him bothered. I have a reason. You lie down!

He advanced toward her almost threateningly, and she reluctantly sat down on the couch and then reclined, under his further threat, to one side.

Close your eyes, said the doctor, setting his teeth a little, as the great, purple-shadowed eyes stared up at him, puzzled.

She obeyed.

But I cant sleep, she insisted. I know that I cant sleep.

Im not asking you to sleep, said the doctor. Im just asking you to close your eyes. Will you do that? Just keep them closed for ten minutes. Youll find it a curious experiment in relaxing.

For ten minutes, sighed the girl. All right, then, for just ten minutes Ill do as you say. But the moment Charlie needs anything Ill—

Her voice had gone haltingly to the close of this phrase, but now she stopped altogether. The next word trembled for an instant on her lips, and then her whole body seemed to settle and melt. The features relaxed. Her head fell back a little into the pillow, her breast rose slowly with a long breath, and one hand slipped from the edge of the couch, and the arm dangled toward the floor. The doctor crossed hastily to her and, raising the arm, replaced it beside her, palm up, in the attitude of the greatest rest.

Shes sort of tuckered out, aint she? asked the wounded man.

Shut up! said the doctor, whirling fiercely on his patient.

Charlie Loring started and blinked under the shock of that speech.

You — you cant talk like that to me! he gasped. You — youll start me bleeding again!

Hell! said the doctor. I hardly care if you bleed to death. But if you keep on talking loud enough to disturb her, Ill— He finished the sentence with a most unprofessionally ugly glance at the other, and Loring was astonished.

Charlie was only dimly conscious that, during a long, faintly remembered period, he had been cared for as though he were an infant. This harsh, fierce tone of the doctor, as though he had been guilty of some crime, astonished him.

Tuckered out! exclaimed the doctor. I should say she is. And then you tell her that she looks ten years older!

He began to tramp fiercely up and down the room, wrath fairly dripping from him, his fists clenching and relaxing in swift successions. At length he came back and faced his patient again.

Blondy, he said, Ive got a couple of things to say to you. Im not like a lot of doctors. There are some that think a man when hes sick and delirious never shows anything thats on his mind. But Im different from that sort of a doctor. I believe theres a certain element of truth in delirious ravings!

As he said this he saw that Blondy Loring contracted in every muscle and cast a sharp glance at him, as though he wished at a single fierce effort to pierce through to the full meaning of the doctor.

Whats up with you now? he asked, a little hoarse with his emotion. Whats bothering you now, doc?

And there was something of a challenge and also something of a plea in what he said.

Im not going to tell you, said the doctor. I cant tell you that — I dont think that it would be professional honesty to tell you in your sane moments of the things which you have said during delirious moments.

Perspiration issued bright and gleaming upon the forehead of the other, his lips worked, as he glared at the doctor.

Suddenly he was half whispering: Come around here; come around here where I can get a good look at you, will you?

The doctor obeyed without a murmur. Then the wasted hand of Blondy reached up and gripped at his.

What the dickens are you driving at? asked Blondy. What do you mean by the things that you overheard me say? What did I say?

Ive already told you that I couldnt tell you now, said the doctor, much as Id like to!

Youre trying to bluff me about something, said Blondy, but his nervousness belied his attempted smile of indifference.

Im not trying to bluff you, said the doctor. I wouldnt talk to you now except that I see your fever is nearly gone, and its worth risking a relapse just to straighten out your relations with the girl a little!

Eh? grunted the other.

I mean what I say!

Are you interfering between Miss Bennett and me?

Dont talk that way, said the doctor, and he raised a hand in protest. It makes me tired to hear you, Blondy. Look here: Everything that Ive heard, the girl has heard — and more!

Again there was that guilty start from Charlie Loring.

About what? he gasped.

Everything, Blondy. Everything! said the merciless doctor. We know all about you now from A to Z!

Blondy winced and closed his eyes. The gray pallor which overspread his face made the sick pallor of the moment before seem the color of hearty youth.

Tell me everything you know! he said at last.

You seem sort of cut up about even guessing at what we know, said the doctor sternly.

Well, gasped Blondy, everybody has something on his conscience, in one shape or another. They all got something. How would you like to have folks know everything that ever went on in your brain, doc?

Why, said the doctor, I might blush, my son, but I should never tremble!

Tremble?

Thats what I said — tremble! Which is what you would do, Blondy, if we were to tell what we know.

I dont believe it, murmured Charlie Loring savagely. Ive got nothing against me — much!

Nothing much? echoed the doctor. Do you call this nothing much?

He leaned and whispered in the ear of the youth.

Then he stepped back and saw in the wide eyes of the sick man a great terror. But almost immediately the fear vanished, and in its place there was a contemptuous unconcern.

Nobody would believe you if you was to tell that, said Charlie Loring. Besides, what sort of proof can you rake up against me, doc?

Doesnt that sound like enough? asked the doctor grimly. Then listen to this.

This time he remained bowed at the ear of Loring, whispering for some time. And, as he reached the end of each sentence, he would half straighten, and then, observing upon the face of the wounded man an expression as of one who had just been struck a brutal blow, he would lean hastily down again and strike once more. Until finally Charlie Loring went crimson and then white and pressed both of his trembling hands across his face.

When Charlie covered his face, the doctor, as though satisfied, stepped back and left Loring to digest the substance of those whispers, while he walked back and forth through the room. And there was a sort of strut to his stride, as the pace of one who has done a good deed. Yet it seemed a very cruel thing that he had done to poor Charlie Loring, Blondy the big puncher of the Bennett Ranch.

He turned again to his patient and this time saw that Blondy had turned his head so as to observe him, and in the eyes of the patient there was a consuming, a withering hatred. It made the doctor start, and then, shrugging his shoulders, he cast the horror from him.

Again he went to Blondy.

Ill tell you the crowning hell of all your case, Loring, he said. Ill tell you at once. Its this: the girl wanted to marry you before because she thought that you were a sort of a knight that had just stepped out of the pages of one of the old fool books that shed been reading. And now she wants to marry you to save you from yourself!

He made a gesture, calling heaven to witness the prodigious absurdity of this. And then he strode up and down the room through two or three turns.

Its ghastly! Its positively ghastly! he declared to the world at large and to Blondy Loring in particular. Then he paused beside the bed and shook his forefinger at the sufferer.

But you can bet your bottom dollar that matters will go no farther than this! he vowed. You can lay your last cent on that, Loring. And the reason that Im telling you all of the things that I know about you is so that you will be in my power — and know that you are in my power!

He looked down thoughtfully.

If you tell what you know, said Loring, you break your oath which you took when you became a doctor.

The doctor glanced up hastily and, as he did so, saw the face of Blondy suddenly convulsed to a wolfish ferocity. A veritable devil had peered out for the instant, as from behind a mask.

Break my oath? asked the doctor sadly. That, Loring, is something I never expected that I could do. But my honor as a doctor is worth less than the soul of this girl. Never dream, Loring, that Ill let it be thrown away on you!

Loring raised his hand in sudden surrender and closed his eyes as though physically, mentally he had given way under the sudden strain. But it was a false surrender.

Youll try nothing like that? asked the doctor.

Nothing like that, whispered Charlie Loring.

But his mind was ceaselessly revolving the problem. There was some way of evading the danger from the doctor, and he would find that way.


XXX. NEWS FROM TWIN SPRINGS
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ALMOST AT ONCE Ronicky Doone found himself adopted by the man who had first met up with him. He was drawn out from the main chamber where, for that day, at least, the outlaws of Mount Solomon had established their headquarters, and he was taken into a small adjoining room or rather cave, where Montana Charlie had taken up his own quarters on this date.

But Ronicky noted that there were no permanent features of furniture in the cave. Indeed it would be difficult in the extreme to bring up such luxuries to the top of Mount Solomon. Moreover if they led a shifting life, moving here and there, the probabilities were that they could not possibly carry their conveniences with them. Montana Charlie soon explained the whole matter in detail.

The originator of the scheme of making Mount Solomon a stronghold for his kind, had drawn up a complete plan by which it should operate. And one of the first things which he laid down as an inviolable rule was that there should be no articles of furniture either brought up the mountains or made at the top.

The idea was that such things would tend to fix the life of the citizens of Mount Solomon in the furnished caves, whereas, ideally, they should be constantly wandering. Moving from cave to cave they could leave fewer traces of habitation. And, also, if they lived on what they carried on their horses up the slope, they would not be tempted to stay too long on the crest. Ronicky was surprised by this point in the rules and their purposes. But the point was readily explained.

This, said Montana Charlie, is just sort of a camping place for overnight. It aint a place for gents to hang out when they are flush and want to spend their money. Its just a place where they can duck to when the whole land is hot on their trail; and its the sort of a place where they can come to meet up with some of their pals, and here they can fix up their layouts for their next jobs. But nobody, not even the best, can lay up here for more than one week. If a gent comes in on a Sunday, he has to go out some time before midnight the next Sunday. And thats the way it works all the time.

But who sees to it that the rules are kept? asked Ronicky.

Why, the majority, said Montana cheerfully. You see this is a real democracy, partner! Or, rather, its like a club. We elect our members.

Am I elected then? asked Ronicky.

Nope, only part way. I brought you in. That means that you can stay with us in this one hang-out. But before you can begin to circulate around, you got to be taken around by somebody else. Any two can elect you, and it takes moren half to keep you out on a vote.

Ronicky nodded, surprised at the wisdom of these arrangements which provided for the safety of all.

Who fixed up these rules? he asked at length.

Who dyou think? asked the other. Why, it was Kit himself.

He said this as one delivering a master stroke, and Ronicky managed to muster enough surprise to suit the occasion.

Kit? he echoed. Not Kit!

Yep, Christopher was the boy that done it. There was some up to that time that figured that Kit was just good for gun plays and that sort of thing. But when he planned how the boys was to use Mount Solomon, we changed our minds about him.

What does he get out of it? asked Ronicky. Does he get the right to dig out a part of the profits of everybody that hangs out here regular?

Nope, he dont. The surprising thing is that Kit dont ask for a darn thing except one. And that one thing is that hes to be allowed to stay here just as much as he pleases. And even that he dont use as much as he might!

Ronicky sketched for the satisfaction of his imagination the picture of an all-wise and deep-seeing crook who had seen the possibilities of the mountain and had planned to gather around him for his own protection as well as for theirs a host of expert fighters. There were always enough men present, Charlie told him, to insure the presence of two or three guards who, posted upon a few prominent places on the tops of the ridges, could keep an easy survey sweeping across the sides and make sure that no unwanted stranger climbed toward the top.

And when a man was observed climbing, glasses were at once focused on him. If he were recognized as a friend, he was, of course, allowed to come on at his pleasure. But if he were not so recognized, he was surveyed as a possibility. It might be that he would prove to be some man of the law. And in that case he would find the top of the mountain totally deserted in appearance, while spies watched him from covert. Or, if he seemed a promising youth, a man would be sent out, as Montana Charlie had been sent, to encounter him and examine him cautiously. Conducted in this fashion and adhering strictly to the rules which had been laid down by the celebrated gun fighter, Christopher, the club on top of Mount Solomon gave promise of flourishing for an indefinite period. The beautiful part of its organization was that it depended upon no central head who, knowing things and having a power which none of the others possessed, could make or break the rest by his guidance. This was a group which produced its leader from among its own numbers. This was fortunate, for Christopher had been absent for months.

These details Ronicky listened to with the greatest interest. He was only surprised by the name of the leader, Christopher. This was his first incursion in these lands, but he had heard in the north of an outlaw of that name. However there was no atmosphere of celebrity attaching to the name of Christopher, surely not enough to make him the accepted founder of such an institution as this. Perhaps this was the first great thing which he had done, and from what Montana Charlie had said Ronicky gathered that this must be the case.

Here the narrative of Montana broke off sharply, and canting his head to one side he listened to the voice of a man who had just entered the larger rock- chamber and was greeted with a rumble of voices from the outlaws.

Its Cook, said Montana, raising himself eagerly. Its old Cook himself. Hes come in with the news, I guess. It must be something pretty important

Wheres he come from? asked Ronicky carelessly.

From Twin Springs, was the answer, and Ronicky caught his breath sharply.

What an irony of Fate it was that his entry had been so successful, only to have his exit blocked by a man who would be sure to know all about the shooting of Blondy Loring? He could only hug one faint hope to his bosom, and that was that Cook had gone to Twin Springs after the shooting took place, so that he had not seen Ronicky himself.

And hell have some news about Kit, said Montana Charlie. Hell know how the old man is coming along, and he will be able to tell us whether Kit is going to be able to get back on his feet or not

Christopher is sick? asked Ronicky.

Sure! Dont you know that? Aint you been in Twin Springs?

Ronicky made no answer, fearing to expose his ignorance. Luckily at that moment, while Montana Charlie was waiting for his response, the newly arrived man in the other part of the cave began to speak, and Montana was instantly all ears, putting away the gun belt he had been repairing, in order to listen.

Hes doing fine, said Cook. He aint on his feet. Matter of fact hes a considerable long distance from being on his feet. But the girl is treating him fine. Never leaves him night or day.

Its about time she should pay some attention to him, answered another, after all the months that hes been working for her old man and waiting for his pay.

Well, said Cook, you can lay to it that shes paying him back all that he ever done for her father and her. The doctor says that without her hed never have been able to pull Kit through. Poor Kit! I had a look at him the other day. Couldnt get near to look at him before. But the doctor finally let me open the door and take a squint at him. What I seen would have made your head spin. You remember him with the complexion of a girl in a high wind? Well, hes as pale as ashes, all you can see of him, except that hes got a faded yaller beard over the most of his face. Hes mighty thin, and he looks plumb played out.

I know, said another. I know that look that comes onto a gent after hes been pretty near to dying. Theres a sort of a shadow lying all over him. Like he didnt care much what hed been near to. Sort of dull-like. Aint that the way that Christopher looks now?

Not a bit, said Cook. He had an eye that was on fire. He give me a look and a signal to come nearer the minute he clapped his eyes onto me. But when I tried to come in the doctor shuts me out.

I just wanted to show you that hes better and that his head is cleared, said the doc. Now run along and tell the rest of his friends that hes all right.

And so I couldnt do nothing but what he said. I went out and told everybody, and everybody seemed mighty glad to hear. Yes, sir, you wouldnt never think that Christopher would have many friends in a place like Twin Springs. But gents that would run a mile if you just whispered the name of C. L. Christopher into their ear, now smile and grin and want to know all about Charlie Loring!

This brought a chuckle of amusement from the crowd, but Ronicky Doone sat with his head bowed toward the ground. It had burst upon him like a shell exploding. The tall fair-haired youth who had impressed him so favorably in Twin Springs, when he had ridden into the town, was no other than the known desperado and youthful bandit, Christopher. He had apparently made no effort to disguise himself beyond taking the first two of his real names, and so he had made himself known as Charlie Loring instead of Charlie L. Christopher.

The consummate boldness of it stunned Ronicky. And still his brain refused to grasp the whole truth. He found points which stuck in his crop, so to speak. What, for instance, could have induced such a man as Christopher to accept employment as a cow-puncher on a ranch? Yet was that not answered by the beauty of Elsie Bennett? Yes, for her sake he had played the game and striven to pose as an honest man.

Swift confirmation was coming from the round of talk in the next apartment of the cave.

Im glad hes out of it, said one. But after all hes only got what was coming to him for being such a fool and trying to live two lives instead of one. Aint I right, boys?

Maybe, they answered, but that dont keep us from being sorry. Besides, said one, you got to admire him for the way he worked things. Think of him riding down to drag Doones hoss out of the river that day!

Yes, said another, thats something that I never could make out. Why did he make that play about the hoss?

Sos folks would never be able to make a guess about what he really was, said another. He wanted to make em think — even when he thought that he was running away from a bunch that were riding to get him for murder — that he was the honest young gent who was plumb drove against his will into shooting to kill. He knowed quick that if he made that play to save the hoss, while he was running for his life, that no jury in the mountains would ever hang him. Besides, the news of that must sure have made the girls heart start beating quick.

But this Ronicky Doone, said another. How come that he was able to beat the chief to the draw?

Because he waited and kept right on waiting until Kits nerve begin to rub thin. He held off and held off until Kit got nervous. And you know what he is then. He aint half of a man. He needs to act right on the spur of the moment. And some day somebody else that knows how the trick is done, is going to wait out on Kit until his nerve is gone, and then hell kill him plumb easy.

Hm, said a companion. That sounds easy, but Id hate to be taking the chance.

And the general chuckle confirmed this last opinion.

Lets go out and get some more news out of Cook, said Montana cheerfully. Thats sure good news about Kit being on the way to getting well, eh?

Yes, replied Ronicky and rose reluctantly to his feet.

He had come to the test. Would Cook know him as the conqueror of Blondy Loring Christopher? If so, his lease on life was short indeed! Yet he could do nothing other than follow his companion.


XXXI. A DOUBLE DILEMMA
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IN THE MEANTIME in the hotel at Twin Springs the doctor rested content. He had, he felt, effectually tied the hands of his patient, and now he had only to sit back and watch the recovery of the body of a man whose mind, he knew, was irretrievably damned.

For out of the ravings of Blondy Loring, both he and the girl had learned the truth, that the seemingly lighthearted, harmless cow-puncher was in reality the dreaded outlaw, Christopher. And this was the truth which he had whispered into the ear of Blondy to paralyze the resistance of the big wounded fellow.

It had been a hard task for the girl to be convinced. No matter what damning details dropped from the lips of Blondy during his sickness she would not believe that he could be guilty. Though the entire facts about a robbery were given in a fairly consecutive story by Blondy, yet she declared that he might have heard the story from some other person, and so he had repeated them with the peculiar vividness which any tale receives when it drops from the lips of a delirious person.

It was only when tale after tale was told in part or in the whole, by exact description or by inference, that she began to be shaken in her belief. And whereas at first she had beaten down all of the doctors attempted arguments by simply saying: Look at his face! How can you believe such things of him? — she at last changed her attitude.

Her attitude, in short, was altered to one which was most difficult for the doctor to combat. Instead of pointing to him as she had done in the first place, and demanding who could believe wrong of a man with a face so nobly chiseled, she now pointed to him and demanded to know who could possibly believe that evil was ineradicably planted in his soul?

When this question was first asked in a trembling voice and with shining eyes, the doctor was too dumfounded to answer.

I dont know about it. Im not the sky pilot of the town, he said. Evil in his soul? Well, since it is nothing that can be cut out with a knife, or rooted out with medicine, I cant pretend to argue about it. I wont answer you.

Because you have a blind prejudice against him, said the girl hotly. But I tell you, doctor, there is something in instinct, and instinct tells me—

Here the doctor threw up both hands and groaned. Instinct! he said. Thats the last resort of my dear wife. And Ive learned not to run against that wall of rock. If youve come to the question of instinct, this is no longer an argument. But go on, and Ill try to listen calmly.

I knew you would act in this manner, said Elsie Bennett sadly. You wouldnt understand how, the first moment I laid eyes on him, I said to myself that there was something he needed, and which I could give him.

Hm, said, the doctor.

It was instinct! cried Elsie Bennett. And though my faith was shaken for a little while by — by — by what weve found out—

By the fact that we now know Blondy Loring is the thief, hypocrite, and murderer, Charlie Christopher?

The array of unbeautiful words jolted at her shrewdly and made her head come up by jerks and stole her color away.

You dont know everything! she managed to exclaim faintly.

Do you? demanded the doctor.

What temptations may have been in his path, and how he may have been forced by circumstances—

Forced? Bah! said the brutal doctor. I tell you, my dear girl, that every one knows the story of Christopher. And every one knows that he was given a good education — good enough so that he should have been able to know right from wrong, anyway! But he was spoiled, and he got into the habit of wanting his own way. So when his father died and left Christopher without any money, the boy went bad. He got at the point of a gun what he used to get from his father. And thats all there is to it. He went from bad to worse. And now here he is!

From bad to worse! cried the girl indignantly and skipping over the part of the doctors remark which appeared to her unanswerable. From bad to worse! Do you call it worse for him to have worked as he has done for my poor father, without even wages to encourage him or for him to hope for?

Here the doctor actually burst into laughter, regardless of the sleeping patient.

Wages? Nonsense! Hed seen you, my dear. Hed seen you, and your pretty face was what he was working for, and any boy I know of would consider the hope of you wages enough!

This bluntness brought a wonderful crimson up her cheeks. She stared angrily at the doctor, but it was through a mist of tears.

How dare— she began and then changed her plan and the point of her remark.

He has always been the height of courtesy to me, she said.

I have never denied him good sense, said the doctor.

Here she stamped as one provoked well-nigh beyond endurance.

It was something in him, she declared, speaking to something in me.

If youre in love with him, said the doctor, Ill stop arguing.

Im not in — you have no right — oh, wont you understand? she cried and threw out her hands in such a fashion that the doctor, who certainly could make no sense at all out of this sentence, nodded and smiled in the kindliest and briskest manner possible.

Now, my dear, my dear! said he, and gathering in both her hands he patted them. Dont be silly. In the end you will have your own way. Youre too pretty for it to be otherwise, and thats the curse of pretty girls — all that Ive known.

Im not asking anything, said she. All I want to do is to convince you that I havent the slightest feeling about Charlie except in so far as I can help him. We have very little in common, he and I.

Here the doctor coughed, and she was instantly angered out of reason.

You are mocking me? she asked.

Tush! said the doctor. The neatest little tragedy Ive ever had under my eyes is in progress, and do you think that I could mock? No, I am sorry to say that my heart is not as hard as that, and the mores the pity. I should have been a rich man, otherwise!

Tragedy? she asked.

You are beginning to pity him, said the doctor. And if that doesnt lead to a tragedy, I confess myself a blind idiot unable to see the width of my hand into the future.

Pity! she exclaimed. I should not dare to say as much as that! But I simply see an opportunity for service. Perhaps I can be the small lever that will pry him out of his old ways and lift him to a higher level where—

The groan of the doctor ended her discourse.

Marriage? he asked.

She flushed still more hotly.

Why not?

Here the doctor leaned forward and punched his remarks with a stubby forefinger into the palm of his opposite hand.

The minute you start to marry him, he said, I expose the facts about Christopher to the entire world. His wedding ceremony will put a rope around his neck. I tell you, Im not going to see your life sacrificed!

And he left the room, while Elsie Bennett sat stark and stiff in her chair and stared after him and studied blankly the panels of the door through which he had disappeared.

This was the conversation which preceded the wakening of the outlaw on the sixth morning, when he looked about him, with a steady pulse, a normal temperature, and a clear eye. In the last long sleep he had advanced to absolute safety so far as the results of that bullet wound were concerned.

He had improved so much that even the talk with the doctor did not throw him back into a fever. To be sure the threats of the honest physician made his pulses jump, but he controlled them with a great effort and managed to establish one of those calms in which the mind works hard, beating back every impulse toward hysteria.

His foolhardiness in venturing out of his stronghold in the mountains and his double safeguard of the outlaw companion seemed now little short of insanity. And yet, when he turned his head and looked toward the girl, where she was sleeping on the couch on the far side of the room, he could not question but that she was a prize worthy of a great risk.

Worthy of a great risk, indeed, but certainly not worth his own life. He gritted his teeth at the thought. He even felt a huge wave of resentment against her rising in him. It was as though she had deliberately tricked him into loving her. In truth there was little room in the heart of Charlie Loring Christopher for love of another; his affection and esteem for himself occupied most of the available space. And though the beauty of Elsie Bennett thrilled him, he had looked forward to a wedding with her rather as a proof of his own daring and a glove thrown in the face of the law-abiding world, than because his happiness would be unassured until she was his. It had been a great adventure. Instead of bullion, there was a girl. And now, like the treasure seeker wrecked on a desert island, he was apt to curse the goal which had induced him to set sail and trust to chance.

She was very beautiful, but she was not beautiful enough to make up for the pain he was undergoing and the downright peril which now threatened him in case he should push forward his schemes concerning the girl.

But one thing worried him terribly. As long as the doctor knew the truth about him, was it not true that the doctor would conceal his knowledge only so long as the outlaw was sick, and as soon as he approached a cure, would not the physician turn over his patient to the hangman?

Any other course than this seemed to Christopher impossible. And this for the simple reason that he would have adopted no other course himself had he been in the doctors position.

His dilemma then began to grow blacker and blacker. He must provide against the future danger. He must manage in some way to tie the hands of the doctor. And what instrument did he possess with which he could make the doctor his man? Hunting desperately for a solution he turned his head after the fashion worried men have, and his eyes rested upon the girl. They lingered long on her pale, tired face, and the longer he looked the more brightly a fire began to blaze up in them.

He did not see the solution, but he began to see a light which was a hope of help.


XXXII. HELD BY THE OUTLAWS
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AS HE STEPPED from the recess where he had been talking with Montana Charlie, Ronicky Doone took care to hang back, so that the attention of Cook would not be immediately called to him. Luckily for him the talk was now so busy and unceasing that there was no attention paid to him. Not even Montana gained a word; for when he hailed Cook, the new arrival merely waved and went on with his narrative of news.

And Ronicky employed the interval in studying the face of Cook. He could not remember a man with such features in Twin Springs. And he felt a great sense of relief as he made sure of the fact. However his memory for the faces of the men in Twin Springs would not be particularly keen, for most of the time he spent in the village had been passed in lounging in the sunshine and smoking innumerable cigarettes. Moreover there was nothing by which Cook could have been easily remembered. He was simply the usual type of sun-blackened, lean, hard-skinned cow-puncher. He was neither young nor old, big nor small, blond nor dark, but in all things he was average. He would have faded into the background of any crowd.

He was enjoying his prominence of the moment on Mount Solomon, as though this were an unaccustomed thing. But Ronicky ground his teeth, as the talk, by evil chance, swung around and centered upon himself.

What about this Ronicky Doone?

Cook replied: Of course I looked up as much as I could about him. There were a couple of gents in Twin Springs that claimed to know all about him. I talked to them. They said that farther up north, Ronicky Doone had a mighty big name for fighting of any kind. And when I asked em some more about him, each of em come out with a string of yarns big enough to choke a hoss. That was all good enough, but the main trouble was that the yarns didnt hitch up together at all! Wasnt two alike in either set!

Was old Ingram one of them that talked? asked Montana Charlie.

Sure he was one.

Hes made up of nothing but lies, said Montana. I guess maybe both of em were just stringing you along a little, eh? They found out that nobody in town knew any facts, so they got a little attention by making up histories of Ronicky Doone, eh?

Maybe they done that easy enough, said Cook. Fact remains that he was good enough to down Christopher.

Might have been some luck in that, remarked another. Which reminds me of a time down near the Rio Grande when—

The talk veered away from the subject of Ronicky Doone as quickly as it had focused upon him, and he was duly grateful. He began edging more deeply into the shadow by the wall of the cave, where the light from the fissure above fell dim and uncertain. In this light, unless Cook were entirely sure of his man, he would probably go unrecognized. And before he stirred out of that shadow, who could tell but that Cook might be called off on a mission of some sort that would carry him away from Mount Solomon?

So he sat down and literally made himself small while he waited. In half an hour he saw Cook rise and stretch.

I got to be drifting on, he said. I took up too much time in Twin Springs the way it was, and now I got to ride.

Ronicky felt a thrill of gratification and an odd fear commingled. For was it not too good to be true that Cook was actually leaving? They were all bidding Cook good-by, waving and calling. Ronicky waved with the rest to make himself less conspicuous than he might have been had he remained motionless.

But the instant he spoke, the head of Cook snapped toward him. And Ronicky knew that he was lost. That sudden turning of the head, that brightening and hardening of the eyes, recalled him to some face which he had seen at the moment of his encounter with Blondy Loring. Whether he had seen the man at a window or an open door, or merely on the far side of the street, he could not tell. But during the moments when he was facing Loring and waiting for the bark of the dog, all his senses had been raised to a new level of keen alertness. He had seen as though all objects were outlined in fire.

And now he recalled that face of Cook in fiery vividness. Cook had seen him shoot down Blondy. Cook had heard him speak. Would he come back now to further investigate the voice which had sounded familiarly upon his ear?

Cook stood with his legs braced, his thumbs hooked into his belt, glaring into the shadow. Apparently in the distance he mistook Ronicky for another companion.

Now he laughed, saying: That was funny. Just for a minute I took Hank, yonder, for — well, I wont say who. But it was plumb funny what a trick my ear played on me. So long, boys.

He waved again, and, as Ronickys panic-stricken heart stopped its thunder and relapsed into a steadier beating, Cook turned on his heel and disappeared in the passage which led out toward the daylight. Here a red- shirted man arose from a sitting posture to his heels and loosed a stentorian roar: Cook!

Well? called Cook.

Come back here!

What do you want? he asked with a curse.

But in spite of his curses Cook reappeared.

Whod you call Hank? asked the red-shirted man. Hank aint here. He left yesterday.

What?

Ronicky found himself freezing to the rigidity of the stone against which his shoulders leaned. Then Cook strode toward him, and Cooks right hand was held dangerously near to his holster.

Ronicky began to estimate chances. He could do one of two things: He could stay where he was and start shooting from the little niche into which he had squeezed himself to take advantage of the shadow, or else he could plunge for the opening of the passage which led out of the cave. In the former case the chances were ten to one against him. In the latter case the chances of taking so many and such men by surprise were almost equally small.

He decided to do neither, but sat perfectly still; and now Cook halted two paces away, with an oath that rang up and down the cave.

Its Doone! he called. Its Ronicky Doone! What is he doing here?

There was a shout from the others. In an instant a solid semicircle of men hemmed in Ronicky, and each of them was perilously prepared for shooting. Ronicky rolled up to his feet slowly, so that they could watch his every motion, and he confronted them with his arms folded high, for in this fashion they were most clearly able to see that his hands were kept well away from his revolver.

Im Ronicky Doone, he said quietly, and I guess Ive jammed into a sort of a mess.

He could see that they were too unutterably amazed at his presence to make head or tail of him.

Dyou mind, he asked, if I try to tell you just why Ive come up here?

They were falling back a little, as he stepped out where the light fell clearly upon his face. Now they studied him with scowls of the most intense interest, and he looked gradually from one to another until he had surveyed the entire group as he spoke.

Ill tell you what, he said. A shooting is a pile easier to think about than it is to do. I thought that shooting up Blondy would be plumb satisfactory, but when I seen him drop it made me sick. And when I heard how the Bennett place would go bust with Blondy off of it, it made me a lot sicker. On top of that I seen the girl, and she made me sicker still!

He sighed and went on: I made up my mind that, even if Id pushed Blondy off the stage for a while, Id try to keep his work from going smash all around. So I went out to the Bennett place to see what I could do. And the first and last thing I seen that I had to do was to get men, plenty of men, fighting men, to stave off Al Jenkins when he starts to clean up the ranch and rustle off the cows. And I made up my mind that Id take a chance. Id go up to Mount Solomon, try to play the part of being one of you gents, and finally get half a dozen of you to come down and spend a weeks vacation just riding the range for Bennett! Well, I was held up for the most part of the week by a lot of bad luck. And now Ive got roped by Cook, and I guess a plan that looked sort of crazy to start with is sure turning out crazy all around! But Ive told you the straight of this yarn sos you can know just where to figure me.

He stepped back again and leaned once more against the rock wall. For a moment the outlaws were bewildered. Then Cook, edged back toward the exit by the necessity of his sudden departure, spoke before he left.

Boys, he said, go easy on believing a yarn like that. It sounds too saintly to be true. And just put this inside of your heads: if the gents in Twin Springs ever wake up to the fact that the man they got on the sick bed down there is Christopher, it may come in pretty handy to us and to Christopher if we have somebody up here that we could trade in for him. Aint that reasonable? Keep the gent that knocked Blondy over, for them, and if theyre men theyll trade even Christopher to see that no harm comes to Doone. Anyway keep thinking about that hard and fast. I got to go!

He disappeared. But he had fired a shot which, it seemed, was to sink the ship of Ronickys hopes. The certainty of Cook was all they needed.

Quickly they rehearsed the possibilities. They dared not turn him loose at once and let him go. He had learned too much about the men and the ways of Mount Solomon. And yet if they kept him as an exchange, he would carry an even greater knowledge away with him when he left.

They decided that the only thing to do was to follow the advice of Cook and keep Ronicky Doone a secure prisoner until they were assured that Christopher was back on his feet and safely out of the town.

And when Kit is up on his feet and back among us once more, suggested the man in the red shirt, we dont have to worry none about what to do with Doone. Because maybe Kit will have a couple of suggestions about that, all out of his own head!

This suggestion brought an ominous laugh, and Ronicky saw that he was fettered again. To be restrained by big Curly had been bad enough. But to be a captive in the hands of all these fighters was a thousand times worse. Five seconds later they had his gun, and he was more helpless than the rope of Curly had rendered him.


XXXIII. LORING LIES
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THE HOPE WHICH had glowed in the eyes of Blondy Christopher, as he lay in his bed and stared at the girl, continued until it was a flame. He spoke her name softly. She did not respond at once, but the complete relaxation of her features and her body changed. He spoke again, and her eyes were suddenly open.

She sat up on the couch, swaying slightly from side to side, still drugged by unsatisfied needs of sleep, white with exhaustion, and rendered to the eye of Blondy far from beautiful by the disarray of her hair. She had to pucker her brows into a frown before she could focus her misted glance upon him. But then she smiled instantly.

How she loves me! thought Blondy. How she loves me — the little fool!

A tolerant warmth filled him. He stretched out his hand to her with a great pity and scorn. And she stood by the bed holding that big hand to which the strength was so rapidly returning. Indeed, so swiftly was his vigor coming back that it made him grind his teeth to think that he could not leap up on his feet and break through these foolish bonds which held him. But, no; instead of that he must lean upon a weak woman for help and turn to her for his aid.

In the meantime he looked curiously into her face. He must know how far he could go with her, and he must learn it quickly. And yet he must not press her too soon. The color had sprung back into her cheek at a single step, as she stood looking down upon him. And one or two dexterous touches had done wonders for the disarrayed hair. Her eyes, too, were cleared, and all in all she was not easily recognizable for the girl at whom he had been staring the moment before, as she lay on the couch.

He placed his other hand over hers, pressing it lightly, but she warned him back and made him lie in a more composed position. He must be careful, she declared. If he moved with unnecessary violence he might start a hemorrhage which would kill him in a few moments. But he merely laughed at her, and he could see that his recklessness pleased her.

A great idea dawned in his brain, as he lay there looking up to her smile. If she could smile upon him, though she knew all that the doctor knew about him, her faith must be indestructible.

Ive been walking in a sort of a cloud, he told her, gathering the gloomiest possible expression to his face. Seems to me like Ive been living in a solid block of night, dyou know?

Youve been delirious, she said gently. But youre better, much better now. Did you want something? You called me?

I want something, yes, he said slowly, looking down, as though it was hard to face her. I — I want a listener. Ive got to talk to you, Elsie.

About nothing that will excite you!

It wont excite me. Its something that Ive got to talk off my mind. You see?

She nodded.

And youre the only one that I dare tell it to!

At this she grew more serious than before, but she was by no means afraid to hear. Straightway he plunged into the narration. He had had to make up his mind on the spur of the moment, and he had to invent as he went. He must cling as closely as possible to the truth, the truth which he had revealed during his delirium. But he must qualify the brutal facts of his life so far that the girl would see them in a new light.

After all it was a simple tale which he told her. He merely dragged in an imaginary person and then built all the guilt of his career around the newcomer. There was one thing which must be explained away before all else, and that was the act of highway robbery with which his career had begun.

It all started one evening, he said to the girl. There was a friend of mine called, but even now I cant tell you what his name was. Only, he was the best friend I had, I thought. He came to me, scared stiff and looking for help. Seems that he was hard up against it for money, and the reason was that hed taken a lot of coin out of the safe where—

He stopped with a sharp click of his teeth and frowned.

Im afraid Im talking too much.

Oh, Ill remember nothing, said the girl. Its all sealed and forgotten, as far as I am concerned.

Well, I sure trust you, Elsie, said the outlaw, with a quiet pretense of trust which almost convinced himself. Anyway my partner was sure a gone goose if he didnt get five hundred. And there was no way he could get it except from me. But I didnt have a cent. Id been raised expecting to have enough to live easy on without even lifting a hand. But there was a crash, and I got nothing. Well, I sat by myself thinking things over. There was my best friend nearly wild for the want of a miserable five hundred, and me with my hands tied, you might say. Well, Elsie, Im one that takes the wants of his friends to heart more than he takes his own.

I believe it, Charlie, she cried. I do believe it, indeed!

And the thrill in her voice trickled pleasantly into his consciousness and filled his eyes with a moisture of self-esteem, self-pity.

Anyway, went on Blondy Christopher with a short gesture, as though he refused to dwell upon his own virtues at any great length, anyway I left the house and went out to walk and to try to think of some way to raise five hundred. I went to everybody I knew, but it seemed that they didnt know me well enough to give me that money.

The hard-hearted wretches! cried Elsie.

And finally, as I was drifting along on the edge of the town, I seen old William Lucas walking out there. He went with his head down and his hands stuck in the hollow of his back, like he was afraid that he would break in two if he didnt hold himself together. I thought back about all Id heard of Lucas. There was a man that could let me have a thousand times five hundred, if he was a mind. He always went with a couple of thousand dollars in his wallet, lest he should come across a good chance of picking something up mighty good and cheap for ready cash. And how had he got his money? By pressing in on them that worked hard and honest, but that couldnt quite meet the interest that the old hound got out of them. All along his way of life hed left wrecks behind him. Big men had killed themselves, women had busted their hearts, and kids had starved, just because old Lucas wanted to squeeze out a few more dollars. I thought about all that, Elsie, when I seen him. And it made me bitter. Dyou know how bitter a gent can feel about a thing like that?

But no matter how you felt, she cried, you surely wouldnt have hurt a helpless old man like that to get some money away from him?

Hurt him? Charlie laughed. Here, at least, he was telling the truth, and he rejoiced in the memory of the encounter. Didnt I say that he always carried a couple of thousand along with him? Well, do you think that old skinflint would have gone out with all that money and nothing but his own withered-up hands to protect it? You dont know Lucas! No, sir, he never stirred that he didnt have a couple of big-nephews of his along, regular bulldogs they were! Theyd as soon shoot a man down as a dog. Theyd both had their killings to their credit. Anyway, when I looked at them three, I said to myself that it sure wouldnt be harming the world none if I took from Lucas five hundred dollars to save my best friend. So I fixed up a mask out of my handkerchief and—

Oh, Charlie!

It was for my friend, I tell you!

I know, but — go on, go on!

I slipped around in front of em, jumped out, and stuck em up.

You did what?

Shoved my gun under their noses and asked them to put their hands up. The old man was yaller. He stuck his hands up quick enough, but his two nephews just let out growls like a coupla of bulldogs. They both dived to the side and went for their guns.

Here he paused significantly, while the girl trembled with excitement.

When the smoke cleared away, said Charlie sadly, they was both on the ground, and I was still on my feet, and the old man was begging for mercy!

You — you didnt hurt him?

Hurt an old man like him? Of course not! I just took his wallet and went on my way!

And the two — the two — they — they werent dead, Charlie?

But they werent dead, said Charlie. They were hurt considerable, because a forty-five slug aint exactly a needle going through a gent. But they both got well, and I paid their doctor bills!

The last was a grace note in the way of a lie of which he had not thought until the spur of the moment, but the effect of it was completely to convince the girl. Instantly she was all flushed with pleasure.

Oh, that was a fine thing to do, Charlie! And your friend? Your money saved him?

He turned straight and never touched the coin of other folks afterward, lied Charlie Christopher calmly. A month later he was married to one of the finest girls you ever laid eyes on. They got twin boys and a little girl now.

Elsie gasped, and Charlie looked sharply at her. Had he piled this on a little too thick? He had not. Starry-eyed she was looking into the dim future.

But thats something that I got no right to think about, said Charlie gloomily. Its the one thing that I want moren anything else — thats kids of my own, I take to em nacheral, but I can never have one!

Why not? Oh, why not, Charlie?

Because of the life I led, said Charlie. What I done when I held up Lucas was only a start. I was seen and recognized. And after that, no matter how hard I tried to go straight, they wouldnt let me. If I went into a town and started to work quiet and honest, pretty soon somebody would drift into town that had heard of me, and then Id have to get out. They hunted me the way theyd hunt a wolf. Nobody in the whole range of the mountains ever done anything real bad that wasnt blamed onto me. Why, sometimes Ive heard crimes laid up to me so thick and so horrible, that I almost got to believing that I done them myself.

Yes, yes! she said eagerly. I can see perfectly how that might be.

Not that I didnt do enough, said the outlaw sadly. Yes, I got so that I didnt care what become of me. They hated me; they were hunting me. So I just hit back at em. What I needed I took, and I took it at the point of a gun, simply because I didnt have a chance to make money by honest work.

I believe it! she cried. She made a gesture to show that a vast burden was falling from her heart. Oh, Charlie, Ive known all this before — all about the terrible things youve done. You told of them when you were delirious; one by one you told about them — horrible things that youve done, or planned to do. But thats in the past. Thats forgotten. All the things youve done were in other places. And people dont know your face. You can stay here in Twin Springs when youre well, or on our ranch — if we still have it!

On your ranch? asked Charlie softly, and he drew at her hand until she was close to him. Elsie, its the love of you that kept me on your ranch, do you know that? And if Im ever a good man again, itd be the love of you that has made me. Elsie, do you care even half of a little bit for me?

He expected her to wince with joy, grow crimson, and pale in turn. Instead, to his profound astonishment, she simply pressed his hand gently and looked down at him with a peculiar, brooding quiet in her eyes which reminded him of the look of motherhood.

Poor Charlie! she said. Do you really care as much as that?

It amazed and shocked him. Was she pitying him?

I wish — I profoundly wish, she was saying, that I could say I love you. But love is something made up of fire and wonder. Isnt it?

Book talk, said Charlie, hoarse with shame and anger.

And in real life, too. But I havent it in me, Charlie, the thing that makes you red in the face and white about the lips. I have no emotion as intense as that for you.

She was attributing the color of his anger to love. He could have laughed in her face, had he dared!

But at least I respect you, I see the possibilities of a fine manhood in you, Charlie. And if I could help you to realize your possibilities — why, what more could any woman wish for in her life? If I could be a true helpmate to you — do you understand what I am trying to say, Charlie?

He cast his hand across his eyes as though to hide his emotion, and his emotion was a raging shame. She was daring to talk down to him — to Charlie Christopher — to the adored of a hundred pretty girls, in a hundred scattered towns through the mountains. He wanted to cut at her with scornful jests and throw her loving-kindness back in her face. But, instead, he must lie there and endure it all for fear of death. And it was almost worse than death to Charlie, this trial of pride!

She was continuing, her voice the soul of gentleness: But even if I wish to help you in all that a woman can help a man, even if I should be your wife, Charlie, and should try to bring more happiness into this wild, strong life of yours — I couldnt stir to help you. The doctor knows all that I know! And he hates you so much that if he thought we were to be married, he would expose you and turn you over to the law!

Even as she spoke, Charlie saw the loophole through which he must escape if he escaped at all. And he sprang at the chance.

The doctor? That old fool!

Fool? He saved your life, Charlie!

Of course! And hes a good man, Elsie, but the trouble is that he thinks Im worse than I am. However, as much as he hates me, he loves you. And if once you and I were man and wife, do you think that hed even dream of accusing me? No, no! He would never do it! Hed rather die first, Elsie!

She pondered on what he said for a moment. If we were actually married — if we were man and wife. Then the whole idea came home to her.

But he was continuing with his persuasion.

Besides, Elsie, I cant trust him the way it is. As soon as I get a little better he may turn me over to the sheriff. I got no guarantee. But if you and I were married, hed grind his teeth maybe, but hed have to give up and give in! Hed feel like cursing me, but he wouldnt betray me. Aint that clear?

It was almost too clear. For the moment she looked at him doubtfully. This was strangely like cowardice. This was strangely like shielding himself behind her. But in an instant, as he smiled at her in his excitement, she forgot the ugly suspicion. He was brave, if ever a man were brave. Besides, what he suggested was dangerously intriguing. It meant marriage by stealth. It would be an undoing of the stern old doctors precautions. It only needed that they should take him by surprise, or render him helpless for a few short moments.

She knew the minister who would come to her in no matter what situation, and at her will he would perform the ceremony. And she thought of nothing else — just the excitement and the opportunity, as she felt it to be, of helping Charlie Christopher. But that she was binding herself for life to a man she did not love and whose past was black with crime — this slipped out of her thoughts.

Charlie, lying tense in the bed, knew by the dawning radiance in her face that she was swinging around to the acceptance of his proposal.


XXXIV. RONICKY PREVAILS
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THE MEN OF Mount Solomon took the story which Ronicky Doone had told them as a joke. Had they detected anything overcunning in the narrative which he presented for their inspection, they might have resented the attempt to pull the wool over their eyes. But the truth, exactly as he told it, seemed so entirely absurd that they laughed heartily, and still more heartily whenever they thought of it.

And afterward, when they found that he was quite willing to be laughed at, and even would smile with them, they liked him for it and accepted him as a whole-hearted good fellow. For he had proved both courage and fighting skill in downing Christopher, and this adventure onto Mount Solomon was only an excess of foolhardiness.

They even began to banter him about his good intentions in riding to Mount Solomon and posing as a recruit for the band, all for the sake of leading some half dozen fighters down to mask the batteries of terrible Al Jenkins.

Maybe, they suggested, youre kind of fond of Charlie and hate to see his work wasted on the Bennett place.

Thats just it, said Ronicky. And they roared with laughter at the thought of it. And why, they asked, are you so thick with Charlie?

He saved my hoss, said Ronicky. This brought fresh laughter. Everything he said seemed to amuse them. They threw back their heads and shouted with pleasure at the thought of a man venturing his neck to repay the saving of a horse. For horses in their minds were simply the tough, ugly little cow ponies of the Western mountains.

Ronicky cut their laughter short. With a low whistle he brought a short neigh of response, and then out of the entrance passage flashed the bay mare and came straight to him, dancing eagerly and tossing her head at the strangers. Her beauty brought a volley of admiration and curses from the outlaws. To them such speed as her shapely body and strong legs represented, might mean the difference between freedom and imprisonment, or life and death. And then a wave of Ronickys hand sent her back to her original hiding place.

There was no need of words. The sight of the mare had been enough to convince them of the importance of the action whereby Christopher had drawn her from the very grip of death. And they looked at Ronicky with a renewed respect and interest.

But they went back in their banter to another subject: the pretense of Ronicky that he would attempt to persuade them to go down and ride herd for Steve Bennett.

How would you go about persuading a gent to leave off a free life and the ability to do what he wants, in order to go down there and be the slave of another man? they asked.

Ronickys answer was ready.

You sure got a lot of fine freedom up here, he said. Living in a hole like rats and sitting on stones — thats a fine freedom, gents. But Id rather be a slave and live easy, while Im living. Were a long time dead.

This pointed remark brought something of a growl from them.

Youd have us leave off and work on cows, eh? Twelve hours a day running the doggies?

How many hours do you work at your jobs that you got now? he asked them.

Only when we feel like it! They answered him in a chorus. Evidently this was one point which they relished most.

Sure, said Ronicky, you only work when you feel like it, but it seems to me that you must feel like it all the time. Theres old Cook. He just come in from a hard trail, and he had to go right out again. He didnt have time to do much moren say hello. But didnt he want to stay here? Sure he did, only he was due a long ways off, and if he misses connections at the other end of that ride hell have to turn around and come clear back, living on hope most of the way, going and coming. I sure dont cotton to that sort of a life, boys, because, take me by and large, youll find me a lazy cuss! I like the ease of punching cows.

They regarded him almost agape. Such reasoning was beyond them, although the bitter truth of the last remark he had made was bearing in on the mind of every one of them. They, all of them, had ridden their trails which had no ending, and they had turned back from a lost goal, hungry and weary and hopeless.

Besides, the odds are too big, said Ronicky, continuing a monologue which was addressed to himself as much as to them — for he seemed to be merely thinking aloud. You boys against the rest of the world. Nobody can beat that game forever.

In protest they shrugged their shoulders.

Freedom, said Ronicky, you aint got. And a chance for a lazy life you sure aint got. What else is on your side of the fence, boys?

Money, said the red-shirted man hotly. We got some coin to spend, now and then. Thats moren the cow-punchers have!

Well, said Ronicky, how much are you ahead of the game?

Ive been rich, pretty near, said the other reminiscently. He rocked back on the big stone on which he was sitting and, clasping his knee in his hands, gazed intently into his past. There was a month right after a little job that me and Turk Ralston done in Nevada, when we was rolling in loot. Yep, we sure had lots of the kale. I had close to twenty-five thousand on me then!

There was a little murmur that passed around the circle. All eyes turned upon Ronicky. Certainly he was answered this time. Ronicky himself took off his hat and waved it to the other.

If you got twenty-five thousand, he said, you sure have a lot moren Ill ever get out of cow-punching.

Oh, I didnt mean that I have it now, said the other. And he shivered a little as he spoke. The joy went out of his face, and a wintry darkness took its place. Nope, right after that, Ralston, the dog, double-crossed me and turned me over to the sheriff. And the sheriff got the loot and me with it. I got five years for that!

All right, said Ronicky. That sort of changes things. I was envying you a lot a while back, but I feel a little different right now. You have twenty-five thousand to look at for a month, and then you paid for it by busting rocks for five years for nothing. Is that right?

He of the red shirt moistened his lips with the tip of his tongue and cast an ugly look at Ronicky. He did not like to have the glory of that twenty- five-thousand-dollar haul besmirched so rudely.

Its moren youll ever put your finger on, son, he said sharply.

Sure it is, said Ronicky, because I cant figure on paying a price as high as that for money. Not for one months worth of money! You see, I like my freedom too well!

There was a moment of silence, while the outlaws reflected darkly upon these remarks. It seemed that they were being backed up against the wall, and yet they felt that there must be some escape.

Now, theres Bud, yonder, said he of the red shirt at last. He aint ever spent a day in jail in his life. Theres freedom for you!

At once the case of Bud was taken up with acclaim.

Yep, lets have any of the cow-punchers, beginning with yourself, stand up and say that theyve led as free a life as Bud has led!

Ronicky looked closely at Bud. He was a very tall, very thin man. Eternal melancholy sat upon his eyes. His cheek were drawn famine-thin. And there was a faint and uncertain spot of color in each cheek, although the rest of his face was deathly white. Even as Ronicky looked at him, Bud coughed, a racking cough that tore his frame.

All right, said Ronicky with deadly solemnity. I guess Bud may have lived a free life. But theres other ways of paying for freedom than in a prison. I wish Bud all the freedom he can get and the best time!

Plainly he had guessed the grim secret of Bud and a heavy silence fell on the circle.

In the whole bunch of you, asked Ronicky suddenly, is there just one thats got a thousand dollars?

The silence was an eloquent answer in the negative.

Among the whole bunch of you, demanded Ronicky, is there a one that aint paid for his times when he was flush, by months of prison and hard riding in all kinds of weather, and being hounded here and there through the mountains, till you had to keep your eyes peeled on every bush that you passed? Is there a one of you that doesnt have to look extra hard when a new man comes into the room, because that new gent may be somebody that you fell foul of?

He paused abruptly from the tirade and found that one and all were watching him, with haunted eyes of dread. It seemed that he was speaking for each man in words which revealed his own peril most intimately.

Finally he of the red shirt, but in a harsh, choked voice, said: Well, Ronicky, I dunno where you aim to drive with all this chatter. You sure dont expect that wed go down onto Bennetts Ranch and really ride herd for you.

Why not? asked Ronicky sharply.

Why — thunder! Us? Theyd have us hung inside of ten days at the most!

Why would they? You boys aint been operating around here. Nine chance out of ten they wont be a soul around thatll know you at all.

Go into slavery? asked one.

Why not try it for a week — or for a day? asked Ronicky. Theres nobody to make you do anything longer than you want to.

The novelty of the idea began to appeal to them suddenly.

Why, boys, said the tall man, Bud, raising his great length and looking hungrily at Ronicky, if I could get to a real, honest-Injun bed for one night, I figure that it might do me some good, eh?

Itd be sort of fun to sing to the doggies, too, said another reflectively.

And as he says, we dont have to stay.

But what about keeping him here for a hostage until Christopher is in the clear?

Tell that idea to your hat. He aint going to blow on Kit. Hes got too much sense. He knows that if he starts anything like that hell have the whole mob of us after him, and he sure aint lining out any sort of a future like that for himself!

Ronicky Doone said not a word. He was looking down at his watch. It was still only a little after noon, and there was time if they acted at once!


XXXV. RONICKYS TRIUMPH
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THE GREATEST DAY of Al Jenkins life had come. He sat his horse on the tallest hill near his house, and he could look across more than the mere ground. What he was seeing was his entire past life reduced to pictures. Just below him was the small house where he had begun his struggle. It was a battered and sadly worn house. Once it had represented almost an ideal to him, because it had been around that house that he had grouped his hopes for a home. He remembered when he had planted the small orchard to the left of the house, and the line of trees which was to fence in the drive out to the main road up the valley.

All of these things he had done in the flush of youth, when both he and young Steve Bennett had been fighting fiercely for the hand of the same girl. Far, far away to his right, buried from sight among the hills, was the old Bennett house. It had gone to rack and ruin long since; it had not been lived in for twenty years, for Bennett married a home as well as a wife. Yonder thin streak of blue against the brown hillside told of the big house. This, also, was falling to pieces in the Bennett regime. They were doomed to be destroyers, so it seemed. But in the old days that big house, of which the rising smoke was telling, had been the show place of the mountains.

It was for the sake of the big house and the big property, as much as for the girl, Al could not help but feel, that Steve Bennett had betrayed him. Had it been for love alone, Al vowed that he could have forgiven his lucky rival for his success, but he had always felt that love for the girl was only one small part of it.

He turned his glance back to the little house in the hollow beneath him. Certainly it had not been her wealth that had been the loadstone to him. It was not the thought of the big ranch and what he could have done with it, that made his heart heavy as lead. It was she who might have made his life a heaven upon earth!

It was with a sharp pang that he stared down on the house. He could remember the planting of every one of those trees, he felt. They would tempt her eye, he had felt at the time. He would make this so smiling a home that she could not but cast a longing glance toward it.

The orchard was withered now. Only a few withered, writhen trunks, here and there, told of the labor that had made it and the hopes that had been planted with it. The paint, too, which he had plastered on the house with such a devout joyousness, was long since peeled and cracked away, and it left the boards a sturdy and weathered brown. It was a symbol of the changes in his whole life, he told himself.

He had started out the gayest and gentlest of men. And now long experience, bitter disappointments, had taught him that no man was to be trusted outside of his interests. He might reproach himself for his lack of faith in his fellow men, but no amount of self-reproaching could change his mental furniture. And it seemed to Al Jenkins that he sat his horse in the midst of a desert. There was no joy in it; there was no joy in his life. At least there was no pleasure other than the pleasure of great power. He was the strongest man in that district, he assured himself. No one could stand up against him. As for Steve Bennett, there was no real war with him now. There was no suspense other than that which he himself had provided by delaying the destruction of the other for a few days. He could have struck as soon as Blondy Loring was shot down. But he had delayed those six days to give poor Bennett a chance to fight against the inevitable. Inevitable the conclusion certainly must be!

There was only the shadowy form of Ronicky Doone, that strange youth who had forwarded his plans an immense step by removing the formidable and active Blondy, only to turn around and swear that he intended to do his best for Bennett. Ronicky Doone, to be sure, had loomed large in his minds eye for a few days. But now that the week was almost lapsed, Al Jenkins was beginning to consign Ronickys threats and promises to the region of the thin and shadowy spirits. Ronicky had made a few boasts and then ridden off and left Al to digest them the rest of his life.

Besides, what could one man do to stop him?

Al Jenkins turned his head. Beside him and behind him there were three stalwarts, chosen men of war in case of need. And yonder, scattered at different points through the mountains on the Bennett ranch, there were twenty more picked men, ready for any sort of trouble. These were the ones who were about to close in upon the rancher and scoop his ranges clean of cattle. How could one man block schemes as widely extended as these?

And there was more, much more to be said. For behind him stood arrayed a solid body of public opinion which would back him against any odds and against all foes. Truly he was well fortified. He looked back of him to the very crest of the hill. At that highest point there was a great pile of wood. It was a truly imposing mass, which had been collected for weeks and months, no one being able to understand its purpose. And now it had been recently finished off, to the complete wonder of Als men, with a thick crown of green wood and foliage.

They could not understand, but a torch applied to that heap of wood would send a vast smoke column standing stiffly into the air, and the sight of that smoke column would warn every one of the score of men scattered among the hills, that the time to begin the drive had come; and they would set to work just as in the old days that same Steve Bennett had launched a brutal host against him and swept his smaller ranch clean.

No wonder that Al Jenkins delayed in applying the torch. For he was in the position of Jove. At his nod the lightning flew. But it would only fly once; and he lingered, delaying the stroke for the joy of balancing the destruction in the palm of his hand.

But at last he made up his mind that the time had come past delay. His men must be safely in their appointed places for the beginning of the round-up. The cowardly crew of cow-punchers who had been working for Bennett before, had been seen to leave the ranch long ago, warned of the impending blow. All the stage was set for the catastrophe. In the meantime the sun had reached the late afternoon, and already its light was beginning to turn yellow and give a less biting brilliance, a less withering blast of heat

He turned to give the signal which would sweep Steve Bennett into pauperism, and then he delayed the signal for yet another moment. For his eye had caught an advancing group of horsemen who had just wound into view on the valley road. He lowered the hand which he was about to wave, as he called to Freckles to light the match that would start the fire. For there was something in the manner of riding in that group and in the group itself, that arrested his attention.

In the first place there were eight men, which was a larger number than generally gathered together going to and from a ranch. In the second place they rode well bunched together and went along at a steady gait as though they were in a businesslike mood and had a distinct destination just before them.

And above all, as they drew nearer, a rather small bay horse, which even in the distance showed the utmost delicacy and beauty of line, flashed into the lead and then turned suddenly into the very driveway which led to Al Jenkins house!

Jenkins forgot all about the high-built bonfire behind him. He uttered an exclamation of the keenest wonder and interest.

Its Ronicky Doone! he cried. Its Ronicky Doone, boys, and if I aint mistaken, hes here to raise trouble with me!

The announcement caused a burst of consternation. The defeat of Blondy Loring in the center of Twin Springs had been spectacular enough to impress even the dullest minds and the least apprehensive spirits. But the sight of such a man, riding at the head of seven followers who, so far as was known, might be men of his own caliber, was a thunderbolt to their plans and their confidence. They packed in close around the rancher and waited eagerly for his decision.

Immediately they grew nervous when he did not give a command for them to turn the heads of their horses and start traveling in the opposite direction. Especially now that the advancing party swarmed around the house, apparently found at once that there was no one in it, and then straightened out for the place where Jenkins and his smaller party waited.

Freckles voiced the opinion of the others.

If Ronicky Doone is working for Bennett, he said, and if hes got us, eight to four, dont it seem sort of nacheral and wise for us to vamoose, chief?

But Al Jenkins waved the thought aside.

If Blondy Loring on his little bunch of gray lightning couldnt ride away from that bay mare, what chance do you think wed have with our hosses? No, if he wants to talk to us, let him come up here and talk. Im going to stay right here, but the rest of you can do what you want to do.

They made no reply, but, reigning their horses back, they prepared to wait for the attack.

It came with a rush and a swirl. Up the hill dashed the eight in a scattered line, but what Al Jenkins looked at was not the row of horses, stretching in a hard gallop up the slope, but the riders who spurred them on. He thought that he had never seen seven such formidable characters. There was a wide-shouldered man in a red shirt riding right behind Ronicky Doone, an ugly man, the ugliest that Al Jenkins could remember encountering. And he had a purposeful manner about him that suggested great readiness with weapons. At one end of the line there was a man famine-thin and very tall. And his lean face had the ferocious eagerness of a shark. And all the other men in between were hardly less impressive. If it came to a show-down, God pity my men, thought the rancher.

In the meantime he summoned a cheerful smile and rode out a pace or two in the front. Ronicky brought the bay mare to a halt immediately before him.

He had expected a triumphant defiance in the manner of the fighting youth. He was agreeably surprised when Ronicky came to him with a smile and an outstretched hand. They shook hands to the mutual bewilderment of the opposing parties, both of which were glowering darkly at one another.

Im mighty glad to see you again, said Ronicky. Were lined up on the wrong sides in this party, it looks like, but Im aiming to play clean and fair, Mr. Jenkins!

Al Jenkins was so relieved that he broke into laughter and smote Ronicky a tremendous blow on the shoulder.

Ive never yet worked crooked, he said, and I aint going to begin. But what you driving at, Ronicky?

The explanation of Ronicky was brief and wholly to the point.

Ive come down with some partners of mine, he said, to give things a look around these parts. We aim to be friends of Steve Bennett, all of us. And being friends of his. we thought maybe you might like to know that we was around in this neighborhood.

Sure. said Al Jenkins, falling at once into the spirit of this talk. Im a public-spirited man, son, and Im always interested in the folks that call on my neighbors. Youre going to stay with Steve Bennett for a while?

Sure! Were his new hands. Me and the boys figured that maybe hed be losing some of his hands before long, and that hed want to take on a few more.

Right. replied Al Jenkins. His whole gang quit just this morning. But I didnt know that he ever used a crowd as big as eight, outside of a rush season?

But this, said Ronicky, is a rush season with Bennett, though I suppose that youd never guess it.

The innuendoes were hugely to the taste of the cow-punchers on both sides, and they grinned at each other with a mutual understanding. Now Ronicky and Al Jenkins drew to one side.

It means that your game is called off, Jenkins, said Ronicky. These boys of mine may not be as many as the ones that youve got working for you. But they got something better than numbers — they got good steady hands and quick trigger fingers. Look em over, Jenkins. And, besides, theyre better than they look!

In one sense I suppose that they are, said Jenkins gloomily. His good humor was rapidly vanishing, as he saw the chance for action on this day removed. Then he added with a touch of malice: Id like to have the history of every one of that gang. I think it might be interesting to people — particularly to the sheriff!

Sure it would be, said Ronicky. It would be mighty interesting. But it would be awful hard on the gent that started out to collect the news. And hed waste a pile of hossflesh doing it. I hope you aint aiming at that right away?

Jenkins sighed.

Right now, he said, it looks like I got to postpone the deal. You know what I mean. But sooner or later, it dont make no difference, Bennett has got to go down. You wont have your friends with you all the time! You wont even be here all the time yourself, Ronicky!

Ronicky nodded.

Im only asking a fighting chance for the girl, he said.

Sos her father can gamble it away? asked Jenkins.

Ill tend to him, said Ronicky. Dont you be worrying about that. And in the meantime, Jenkins, I know that Ive got the upper hand. You can beat Bennett and me together next month; but this month him and me have the upper hand. Is that clear?

Clear, admitted Jenkins through his teeth. Son, does it come into your head that one of these days I may make you sweat for interfering?

Ive sweated already over this job, admitted Ronicky frankly. And I guess that Ill sweat again. Good-by, Jenkins. Heres the last thing I got to say: if your men should happen to be riding promiscuous around on the Bennett place in the next few days, my boys are apt to be going around with rifles all ready to shoot quick — theyre as nervous as that!

And he swung Lou around.


XXXVI. SKINNYS STORY
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WHAT DOES IT all mean? asked the dazed followers of Al Jenkins, gaping after Ronicky and his men, as the wild riders plunged down the slope toward the house again.

It means, said Al Jenkins savagely, that Ive been beat at the last minute by a kid half my age. It means that Ive been a blockhead and fool not to jump Bennett a week ago when I had him down and out. Ive waited too long. Ive tried to give him a sporting chance to fight for his life, and now Im dynamited by this man of powder and lightning! Look at him go!

There was a gloomy admiration mingled with his anger, as he saw Ronicky dart out to the head of his men, the beautiful bay mare running smoothly as flowing water.

And now maybe itll take me another year of waiting till I get Bennett rounded up.

As for Ronicky Doone, riding at the head of his little band, he felt singing and laughter overflowing in his heart. Truly the story of these past six days had been a crowded narrative, and now he was coming to the reward of honest labor, and that reward was sweet in the prospect. He could go to Elsie Bennett and say to her:

Here is your father preserved, your ranch retained, and all is well for a little longer. The great Al Jenkins has been foiled! What would she say in reply? He did not guess; that part was a happy blur.

Just as evening fell, he and his men hurried up the trail toward the Bennett place.

That pile of wood was to make the smoke that was to start the drive, Ronicky declared confidently to the outlaws. And as long as we dont see that behind us, were safe enough, and theres no big cause for hurry. He wont try anything to-day. And if he does, therell be a fight. I guess you boys aint unwilling?

They grinned broadly at the thought Unwilling? Unwilling to take part in a fight in which they would not have the banded powers of the law against them, but in which they would be defending a mans legal rights against the aggressions of another? Such a battle would be after their inmost wishes.

Above all they were delighted by the thought that they were fighting the battle of their leader, and that while he lay helpless in Twin Springs, feeling that all of his work in the name of Bennett had been in vain, they, his men from Mount Solomon, were fighting his fight unknown to him.

But what beats me, said the tall man who was usually known as Bud, though Skinny was also a favorite name, what beats me is that Kit should waste so much time over a girl like Elsie Bennett I dunno how his mind works. Or maybe hes getting reformed!

Why not? asked Ronicky. Why shouldnt he reform and settle down and marry? Hes not known in this part of the country. Matter of fact, his face doesnt seem to be well known in any part!

But Skinny merely shook his head.

Sure, he said. It would be all fine for Blondy to settle down with a wife. But in the first place he aint the kind that settles down.

How do you know? interrupted Ronicky. Shes pretty enough to tame wilder men than Christopher ever was!

Is she? I dunno but what she is, said Skinny. Here he paused and looked around so as to bring all eyes upon him. And since they were walking their horses up a steep grade and had plenty of leisure to make their observations, they turned readily to the speaker.

I dunno but what she is pretty enough to tame wilder men than Kit, but the point is that he dont stay tamed very long.

How do you know? asked Ronicky, an ugly suspicion beginning to grow in his mind, as he watched the face of the tall man.

Ill tell you why, said Skinny. I know because I know that hes already tried this settling-down idea!

This announcement brought an incredulous roar from the others. What, Christopher married? They could not and would not believe it. But Bud persisted.

It was a full year and a half before, he said, that he and Christopher had been working on a job together, and that during their adventure they had encountered a pretty black-eyed girl who made a complete conquest of Blondy. Twelve hours after they met they were married, and he, Skinny, was the witness to the ceremony.

He told the story with so many details that there was no doubting him. He would not have had the imagination to furnish forth the story so completely.

As for Ronicky Doone, while the band of outlaws exclaimed, he was silent, stunned, and thoughtful. Yet it seemed to him that only a kindly Fate had revealed these tidings to him through the lips of Skinny. And a hope, which he had carefully stifled, burst into a blaze of joyous strength.

But what had been the purpose of Blondy Christopher, as it was revealed by the information which Skinny had just given them? Did Blondy really have a big and generous heart? Had the beauty of the girl simply worked upon him like water on a sandy soil and brought forth a surprising fruit? Had his months of labor at the Bennett place been only to help Elsie Bennett by helping her father?

It was a fine thing to think about, but another grim doubt arose in the heart of Ronicky, and he shook his head at the prospect He could not help doubting the existence of such altruistic virtues in the heart of the big man. What should he do next, therefore, in the light of all that he had heard? He must get to the girl at once and watch over her and keep her safe!

There would be only a brief stay on the Bennett ranch. But here he was abruptly recalled to the way and to the story of Skinny, which had been proceeding all the time, but to which his own thoughts had strongly deafened him.

And when I got the letter from her, Skinny was saying, I didnt know what to do. I didnt feel like riding two hundred miles sos a girl could cry on my shoulder and ask me to bring her husband back to her. If Kit was tired of her, that was Kits business. But after a while I couldnt help remembering her happy face, when she stood up beside Kit and married him and swore shed stay by him, and he swore hed stay by her! I got to thinking about that so much that finally I couldnt stand it no longer. And thats why I lit out a couple of weeks ago. I went right down to see Ruth. And what dyou think she done when she seen me? She led me into the next room and showed me a baby asleep in a cradle. And there she picks it up and starts crying over it and telling me how bad she and the baby need Kit.

It sure put a dent in me to hear the way she went on about it. I done what I could for her, and I promised that Id sure enough get Kit back to her. So then I hotfooted it back here, but when I landed yesterday I heard all this yarn about Kit being laid up with a slug through the middle of things. Then I started to thinking. Id sworn to Kit that Id never tell a soul about him being married, but I figure that the best thing for all the three of them is to tell what I know, so that Kitll be shamed into going back and taking care of the two of them. The girl would sure do her best to make him happy, and if hes any kind of a man hed ought to be happy to have a Charlie junior hanging around his house. Am I right, boys?

They replied with great vehemence that he was, and then a moment of damning silence held the group. Plainly they did not think many favorable things about the conduct of Kit in this affair, and if he had been there he might have learned various strongly worded opinions at first hand.

Its plumb bad, said the man in the red shirt. This is something that Kitll have to fight hard to live down. I never guessed anything as black as this about him!

And that was the concensus of opinion, as they rattled into the open space beside the Bennett house. Their shout brought a slow opening of the door, and then a shrill cry of joy, as old Bennett cast the door wide and ran out to them.

Ronicky Doone! he cried. Youve come back after all! Youve come back after all! And all these gentlemen ready to work for me? But not work first, lads! Its gun play that Im needing! Theyre swarming yonder through the hills! Ive gone up and seen em. I spotted three with my own eyes, and they got a lot more lying here and there. They got every man of mine off the ranch, and now theyre ready for their drive.

He was close to an hysteria of excited joy; he began to stammer thanks, orders, prayers, but Ronicky Doone was giving quiet and efficient directions, sending off his warriors in three directions, two pairs and a group of three. It would go hard with any skulkers who encountered any of that array!

Then Ronicky turned to face the old man alone.


XXXVII. PAVING THE PRIMROSE PATH
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THE EXCITEMENT OF the game still kept Elsie Bennett employed. Only the adventure of it was brought home to her mind. In the morning what would people say when they knew that she had married Blondy Loring? And she herself — how strange it would be to know that she was bound for life to him!

She began what she felt was to prove a life of obedience to her husband by letting him lay all the plans; and he made those plans with a cunning which delighted and surprised her. The license had to be obtained, and that was no easy matter to arrange secretly. And after the license had been obtained, there was the necessity of getting the doctor out of the room long enough to permit her friend, the minister, to come in and perform the ceremony.

To accomplish these desirable ends the outlaw gave full directions, going into every detail, and at noon she issued from the hotel to get the license. It entailed a brief and exciting interview with a boy who had gone to the same village school with her, but who assumed a tremendously judicial air when he heard of her business. Finally he was persuaded to move the sanctity of his office to the hotel during the noon hour, and there in the bedroom the necessary questions were asked and answered, and the license was issued.

After that she went in search of the minister. She found the good man walking in his garden, which was in the rear of his house. For the Reverend Philip Walt on had brought back from England this purely English taste. The back of his house was turned to the street in Twin Springs, and the front of it faced on a little garden which he had laid out, planted, and cared for in all its growth with his own hands. It was not big enough, to be sure, for a man of any length of stride to pace up and down in with much comfort. But Philip Walton was a very little man, with a very little withered body and legs in proportion, and a stride which had never been very long or very elastic, was now shortened still more by an advancing age. Two things about him remained young: his quick glance and the crispness with which he spoke. But though his accent and enunciation were as brisk as ever, the voice was sadly inclined to crack, and the glance, no matter though it were as quick as ever in its birdlike suddenness of movement, was filmed over.

He was a tremendously cheerful little man. Nothing could dull and diminish his good humor. His family history was one of continued tragedy. A poverty-stricken and work-laden childhood had passed into an early manhood of heartbreaking study, and this was lightened by only the briefest of romances which terminated, a month after his wedding, in the death of his wife. But from that moment on a curse seemed to hang over his relations, until eventually he was left the last of his clan. Yet, when he heard the quick step of the girl, he turned to face her with a smile as gay as her own and an impulsive movement of his hand in greeting.

Under the shade of the arbor she sat down beside him. It was hardly large enough to accommodate them both, and there she told him her great news. He listened gravely, eagerly; and when she had concluded, he shook his head.

When I was a boy, he began, unheeding the sigh with which she greeted this introduction to a story, I had an uncle who was fond of saying: That which begins in the shadow is apt to end in the shadow: if you want your plants to live and flourish, put them in the sun! And that, Elsie, is what I have done in my garden. And that, child, is what I strongly advise that you do with your life. Keep in the sun. Never do things in the shadow.

Youve heard so many evil things about him, said Elsie, that youre prejudiced against poor Charlie. Confess that thats it!

But still he shook his head, smiling at her.

I dont listen to evil gossip, he said. Such stuff doesnt stay in my mind. Because, you see, I have hardly sufficient space to crowd in all the pleasant things I know. But aside from all that — and Im afraid its a rather foolish reason — Im standing against you here simply because you wish to do this thing in such secrecy. That is all! You dont want any one to know. I must come to you and marry you and promise not to tell a soul until you say that I may. You say that this will not be for long. But how do I know? To- morrow you may change your mind. You may come begging that I still delay telling the world my great news. And you know that I never can resist you when you seriously want me, Elsie!

She smiled kindly at him.

But, he said, a marriage under the rose — I dont know anything in the world that could be more distasteful to me. Will you believe me, my dear, and will you try to think on my side of the question a little bit?

She promised that she would, and no sooner had she promised than she began to attack him again with such an array of arguments that poor Mr. Philip Walton held his withered little hands over his ears and shook his head and laughed at her.

Of course I shall go there when you wish me to, he said. I am protesting merely to make an honorable surrender possible, and so that I may reserve the right to say I told you so, later on! When do you need me?

Just after dark— she began.

And here he interrupted: Its in actual shadow, then? Ah, Elsie, it isnt fair to the rest of us. Weve been waiting all these years in the hope that eventually we should see you walk up the aisle in the church and—

He stopped and shook his head again.

But Ill come there to-night as you wish, and if an old mans honest blessing can help you to happiness, you shall have it, my dear. You shall have it!

And so she left him. But when she reached the street on the way back to the hotel, she found that she was not happy at all. Indeed a darkness had fallen upon her spirit. And this with a blessing hardly yet silent in her ears! But it was simply because the old man had brought such an air of solemnity to the occasion. And now Elsie began to remember that weddings were times of tears and sad thought as well as of merriment and laughter. A wedding was the death of a name, the death of an old life, and the beginning of a new.

So she said to herself as she went slowly onward. But the happiness was taken out of her heart. Moreover, now that two of the steps had been taken, there seemed no great need for anxiety about the third. This was the step which was most important of all, and in the eyes of Blondy it would be the most difficult for her to accomplish. But he did not know her power.

On the outskirts of the town, where it began to run into the western hills, she stopped before a small cottage set well back from the street, and at her coming a tall, brown-faced, long-shanked boy in the awkward age of fifteen, rose and uncoiled his length to greet her. His grin abashed and diminished all the other features of his face.

Why a cousin of her own should look like this she could not tell, though she had often asked that question of an uncommunicative Providence. But from his birth, it seemed, Willie Chalmers had been mostly mouth, so far as his face was concerned, and mostly legs in the rest of his make-up. She could not look beyond the veil of the future and see him a stalwart, fine-looking youth a short three years hence.

Willie, she asked, why have you never come to see me all the time Ive been at the hotel?

I sort of thought, he answered, that youd be busy, Elsie. Thats why I never come. But I sure enough thought about it a couple of times. Hows everything with you been going?

He advanced toward the gate and faced her, dropping the heel of his right shoe most awkwardly upon the toes of his left and thrusting his hands into bottomless pockets.

So she explained to him, still smiling and watching him during every instant of that smile, that on that very night she would have a tremendous need of him, and she wondered if she could depend on him. Willie was so eager that he swallowed before he could answer. Of course she could use him as she pleased to use him!

How far is it, she asked, to the Roger place?

About a mile and a half, said Willie.

And how long would it take a man to ride that far?

All depends, said Willie. If he went like lickety he might get there in five minutes, I suppose.

It has to be farther then, she said. But how far is it to the Chalmers place?

Thats three mile, I guess.

Oh, three miles — then it will take twice as long.

Moren that His hoss would get pretty tired before it hit the last mile and a half at that clip.

Well, thats good! Willie, you know the Chalmers boy?

Joe Chalmers? Sure, him and me fought every other week last year. I busted his face good for him. Sure I know Joe. Him and me are chums. Were going shooting next month!

She was too serious to smile at this strange recital of the bases of friendship among the young.

Willie, she said, this is to be kept a dead secret, you see?

His eyes grew very wide.

Cross my heart to die! whispered Willie in delight. I sure wont breathe a word of it to nobody!

Then you come running to the hotel to-night at a quarter to eight — mind you, at seven-forty-five sharp! And you come shouting for the doctor!

Why for the doctor?

Because the Chalmers boy has been thrown from a horse and broken his leg.

Thrown from a hoss? Why, there aint a hoss in the world that could throw — oh!

With this exclamation the light dawned upon Willie in a great and a blinding burst, so that he gasped, choked, and then was silent.

Will you do it? she asked.

Will I do it? exclaimed Willie. Didnt that damn doctor — excuse me for swearing, Elsie — pretty near raise me on castor oil?


XXXVIII. A FORMULA FOR HAPPINESS
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PERHAPS THE AGREEMENT at which Ronicky Doone arrived with the rancher was not large in words, but it was eloquent in substance.

How come youve lost so much coin? asked Ronicky when he came to the gist of his argument in the growing twilight before the ranch house.

By bad luck, said the other sadly. Nobody in the world, hardly, has had such bad luck as Ive had!

At what?

Cows — men — everything that I count on goes wrong.

Chiefly cards, though, said Ronicky.

Eh? The cards? Ive had my ups and downs with em! Are you feeling up to a small game of stud?

But Ronicky was shaking his head and grinning scornfully.

I can see through you like glass, Bennett, he said. Its the cards that have taken everything away from you. If you and me hit up for an agreement, we got to start right there!

Right where? asked the rancher, dismayed.

Right at the cards! Bennett, youre through. You never lay a bet on the turn of a card again so long as you live. Understand?

Steve Bennett gasped a protest, but Ronicky raised his hand to silence the older man.

These boys I brung down here, he said, will be plumb happy to work for you and to clean up on Jenkins men. But the minute I give em the word theyll be against you and for Jenkins. And the first time that I hear of you putting up some stakes Im going to send word to the boys. Is that clear, and does that go?

Bennett swallowed and nodded sadly.

I was thinking of keeping em amused, he began.

You keep em amused, said Ronicky, by starting your chink to cooking the best dinner that he ever turned out. Thats the best way to keep them amused. And dont mind it if they make a mite of racket. Theyre that kind.

Again Bennett could only mutely agree with the terms laid down by the dictator.

Im going to slide off to Twin Springs, said Ronicky. But tell the boys that Im coming back to-night. There aint going to be no trouble and no shooting scrapes come out of this little party. Everything is going to be plumb quiet, but to-morrow morning early Im going to be back on the job, rounding up all the chances for a fight with Jenkins gang. But I think weve got em beat!

We have!, shouted Bennett savagely. Weve beat em, and when I see him again, the skunk, Im going to tell him just what I—

But Ronicky had no desire to hear more of this meaningless boasting. He turned Lou with a twist of his body and, waving farewell to Bennett, galloped down the valley toward the little town.

It was completely dark before he had covered more than half of the distance. In the shadows of the full night he swung down the street of Twin Springs, the bay mare rocking along as tirelessly as when he began the long run of that days journeying. And so he came to the hotel.

But he did not choose to enter from the front. There might be too much talk, too much comment from the other men of the town. It seemed far better to Ronicky to send Lou between the two buildings next to the hotel and so around to the rear of the place. Here he dismounted and slipped up onto the veranda.

There he paused, recalling the picture which he had last seen from that veranda, looking through the big window into the room where Blondy Loring lay. Now, stepping close to the outside edge, so that the boards would not creak under his weight, he stole softly on.

As he went he heard a regular murmuring from the room — the low, low voice of the girl — the voices of two men — but all was kept so indistinct that he could not understand a syllable of it until he came opposite the window, and then a single glance was more eloquent with meaning than a thousand words.

For there sat Elsie Bennett, wonderfully beautiful in an old yellow dress, with little flowers worked obscurely upon it in pastel shades, her blonde hair done low upon her forehead and upon her neck, her face quite pale with emotion that seemed to Ronicky to be fear. But with all her heart and soul she seemed to be driving herself forward.

Beside her lay Blondy Loring, one hand stretched out from the bed and holding her hand. Over them stood a man reading from a book, a little man, with a high light thrown from the lamp on the back of his very bald head, and the light also shining in the aureole of misty hair which floated around the edge of the bald spot.

And now the voice of Blondy, repeating the words of the minister, rose in a deep, heavy volume: With this ring I thee wed! And then the pale face of the girl was bowed over Blondy to kiss him.

One step took Ronicky to the window, and another carried him over the low ledge and into the room. At the very shadow of his coming Elsie Bennett had started back. In vain Blondy strove to detain her with his big arm. She slipped out of his grasp and stood back against the farther wall, gasping, while the minister turned agape to face the intruder. Blondy was barely able to turn his head to view Ronicky.

Youre too late for the fun, son, he sneered at Ronicky. Im sorry you didnt come for the rest of the show!

Ive come to give it the last send-off, though, said Ronicky grimly. Ive come to bring you good news.

What news?

A son has been born to your wife, and shes sent for you — she needs you, Christopher!

He could not tell that this last name was already known to the girl. But it was not the name which struck her dumb; it was that first horrible message. Little Philip Walton reached her in time to lower her into a chair, where she sat nearly fainting and staring at Ronicky with uncomprehending eyes.

Ronicky stepped to the bed and towered over the cringing, trembling outlaw. All the courage had gone out of the body of the bold Christopher, like the water out of a squeezed sponge.

Im going to get you safe out of this, said Ronicky Doone. But when youre safe and well, Im going to run you down and kill you, you hound. At first I thought you were a sort of hero, and then I took you for a wolf of a man, Blondy, but finally I seen that all you were was just a miserable, sneaking coyote. And thats the way Im going to hound you, and Im going to kill you in the end! But the time aint come yet. Im not going to let the law finish you. I want to leave that for myself!

And to crown the horror, when the girl finally looked at her pseudo husband, she found him shaking and quivering and begging like a whipped dog. She got up from the chair, cold and perfectly calm, and walked straight to Ronicky and took his hand in both of hers.

Ive been a great fool, she said, and youve saved me from myself!

So she turned and left the room, as quietly as though she were slipping out to let the patient get his rest undisturbed.

Ah, said the minister, what a woman she is! And what a Gods blessing, young man, that you came when you did. Now lets find the sheriff!

But from that resolution Ronicky carefully dissuaded him in a long argument which lasted until the light burned low and until Christopher was nearly dead with fear and shame on the bed. Then the minister gave in, and he took Ronicky home with him.

At the gate they parted.

Its made me young again. said the minister, listening to you talk. Its made me young again. But what I continually wonder at, Ronicky Doone, is where you get your reward?

Why, said Ronicky, Ive been thinking about that myself. I figure a gent gets his reward when he sees other people happy. As long as I can help other people to their happiness, I dont require no other reward. But Im going to stay around here and wait.

He added this with a little emphasis, and the minister chuckled.

I see, he said. I see perfectly. Yes, I think that would be the best thing to do after all — just wait!

And he was still chuckling when he went into his house.

But Ronicky went back down the street full of a sad happiness and with his brain full of Elsie Bennett. He could not guess — that night — that she was watching from an upper window of the hotel every step he took that night.

THE END


The Silvertip Series
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Modesto, California, 1890 — Brands uncle Thomas Downey was principal of Modesto High School and became the orphans guardian. Brand credited Downey with the classical education that was an important an influence on his fiction.


Silvertip (1941)
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Max Brands Silvertip (real name Jim Silver) is a misanthropic anti-hero. Self-reliant almost to a fault, he is a sharp-shooter that confines himself to the backwoods, where he can commune with nature and where he neednt rely on anything other than his own wits for survival. Yet, Silver has a rigid moral code – a fanatical belief that the innocent should be protected and the wicked punished, by any means necessary. This comes into play most obviously in his ongoing battle with his handsome criminal nemesis, Barry Christian. 

The first full-length novel to feature the character was Silvertip (1941). After his vendetta against the villainous Bandini results in the death of a young man, Silvertip decides to make amends to the boys family and carry out the quest of the man he has killed. The boys father is a cattle farmer, who is being slowly ruined by an unscrupulous rival. Silvertip sets about helping to save the familys ranch, whilst also tracking down Bandini.

Although this was the first full length Silvertip novel to appear, the series actually began much earlier, in 1933, with the publication of abridged or serialised versions of the novels in Western Story Magazines. They were later issued in unexpurgated form by the publisher Dodd, Mead, many of them posthumously. In fact, the first narrative to feature Silvertip, was The Stolen Stallion, a condensed version that appeared in Western Story Magazine on 11 March 1933. The novels are presented here in order of first book publication, but collectors may be interested to know the original order in which the books appeared as magazine stories and serials, which is as follows:


	The Stolen Stallion – 11/3/1933

	Silvertip – 25/3/1933 

	Man from Mustang – 15/4/1933 

	Silvertips Strike – 20/5/1933 

	Silvertips Roundup – 10/6/1933 

	False Rider – 1/7/1933 

	Silvertips Trap – 22/7/1933 

	Silvertips Chase – 5/8/1933 

	The Fighting Four – 26/8/1933 

	Silvertips Search – 23/9/1933 

	Valley Thieves – 28/10/1933 to 25/11/1933

	Mountain Riders – 16/12/1933 to 6/1/1934

	Valley of Vanishing Men – 2/6/1934 to 23/6/1934
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The Stolen Stallion was the first Silvertip story to appear in print, in this issue of Western Story Magazine
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Silvertip, the second story to feature the eponymous hero, as it first appeared in Western Story Magazine
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Cover of Western Story Magazine from 2 June 1934, which carried the first instalment of the final Silverpoint story, The Valley of Vanishing Men (published in book in 1947)


I. BECKONING LIGHTS
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SILVERTIP WAS WHAT men called him, since the other names he chose to wear were as shifting as the sands of the desert; but he was more like a great stag than a grizzly. For he was built heavy to the waist; below, he was as slender as any swift-running deer. Yet the nickname was no accident. Above his young face, high up in the hair over his temples, appeared two tufts of gray that at times and in certain lights had the look of small horns. For this reason the Mexicans were apt to call him El Diablo, but Americans knew him as Silvertip, which they shortened often to Silver, or Tip.

On this day, he had ridden out of the green of the higher mountains, and now, among the brown foothills, he sat on his mustang and looked over the gray of the arid plains below. The day had hardly stopped flushing the upper peaks with color, but night was already rolling in across the plain beneath. It covered the river; it covered Cruces for a few moments, also, but then the lights of the town began to shine through.

The place glimmered in the thickening welter of shadows, and as Silvertip watched the gleaming, he remembered the little garden restaurant of Antonio Martinelli, down yonder in Cruces. He remembered the taste of the acrid red wine, and the heaping plates of spaghetti, seasoned with Bolognese sauce and powdered with Parmesan cheese.

He knew, then, why he had ridden down through the upper valleys. It was not only because the law did not threaten him, at the moment, but because he was a little tired of venison or mountain grouse roasted over a camp fire. It was dangerous for him to leave the fastnesses and descend into the plains, for even when the law did not want him, there were always sundry men who did. If they could not pull him down single-handed, they would try in numbers. They had tried before, and his body was streaked and spotted with silver where their grip had touched him.

But just as an old grizzly rouses from the whiter sleep in the highlands and looks off the brow of some mountain promontory down into the shadows of the plains, remembering the danger of guns and dogs and men, feeling his ancient wounds ache, but recalling also the taste of fat beef and, above all, the delight of the dangerous game — so Silvertip looked down into the shadows and smiled a little. With an unconscious reaction, his right hand went up under his coat to the butt of the six-gun that hung beneath the pit of his left arm, in a clip holster; then Silver started the gelding down into the night.

It was not long before his horse was slipping and stumbling over the water-polished rocks at the bottom of the ford; then the close warmth within the streets of the town received him, the half-sweet, half-pungent odors. The children were still playing, flashing through pale shafts of lamplight and turning dim in the darkness beyond; the house dogs ran with them; only the pigs had gone to sleep.

A sense of comfortable security began to come over Silvertip. He fought against that as a traveler in the arctic struggles against the fatal drowsiness of cold. He sat straighter hi the saddle, shrugged back his shoulders, expanded his nostrils to take a deeper breath. As he rode on, his head automatically kept turning a trifle from side to side while his practiced eyes, with side glances, studied the houses at hand and all the street behind him, as well as the way before.

He had to go most of the way through Cruces before he came to the jingling sound of a mandolin and the noise of jolly laughter that told him he was near Antonio Marti-nellis place. It stood off by itself, surrounded by the olive trees and grapevines, which only the pain of Italian handwork could make flourish in the dry West. The two windmills which gave life and greenness to that spot were both whirling their wheels high overhead with a soft, well-oiled clanking.

He did not go directly in, but first rode past the lighted front of the saloon, hotel, and restaurant; for Martinellis place was complete. He rode close, piercing the windows with his glance, peering over the top of the swinging doors of the saloon through the smoke wreaths at the faces within. All seemed friendliness and cheer; the dangerous feeling of security welled up in him, again, irresistibly. His taut mind relaxed as a body relaxes, after labor, in a warm bath.

He rode straight back around the building to the stable, and led the mustang inside. The horse drew back, cowering a little. It snorted and stamped; it trembled at the unfa-miliarness of inclosing walls, for it was as wild as the mountains among which Silvertip had caught it.

High up on the mow, a voice was singing. Hay rustled and thumped down into a manger.

Hey, Piero! called Silvertip.

Hey? Whos there? called the voice of a man from the top of the haymow. Then, as though the tones of Silvertip had gradually soaked deeper into his memory: Oh, Silver! Is it Silvertip?

Yes, said Silver.

I am coming — quickly! panted Piero Martinelli. Oh, Silver, this is good! Is it safe for you to be here? Are we to hide you? Must I talk softly? How long will you stay? Father will be happy — mother will dance and sing. Ah, Silvertip, he finished, as he came breathless to the bottom of the ladder and gripped the hand of the larger man, how happy I am to see you again! said Silver. And I dont have to hide, this time. Look out — this is a wild devil of a horse.

I know, said Piero, laughing. You dont like tame things; you like them wild. Oh, we all know about that. I wont come near those heels. Does it bite and strike?

Like a mountain lion, said Silvertip, stripping the saddle from the round, strong barrel of the horse. Theres plenty of hay for him. Will you come in with me? Are you through here?

Of course Im through, said Piero. The work ends when you come. Ill tell every one that—

No, cautioned Silvertip. Dont do that. I want a corner table in the garden; to be -as quiet as possible; to hear the singing; to eat pounds of spaghetti. You know, Piero, that the day has passed when I could walk into a crowd and be comfortable. Its bad medicine for me to have any one standing at my back.

Ah, ah, groaned the other. I know! Well, well go in the side door.

They walked out into the open, following a curving path covered with gravel. The step of Piero was a loud crunching, but the foot of Silver, in spite of his weight, made hardly a sound.

Tell me whos inside, said Silvertip.

All good fellows, answered Piero. All except one.

Never mind about the others, then. Tell me about him.

The Mexican, Bandini, he—

You mean Jose Bandini?

Yes, that one — with the record of killing so many men — that same Jose Bandini.

Hes a bad hombre, remarked Silvertip, pausing. And theres an old grudge between us.

Hi! exclaimed Piero under his breath. Is there an old grudge? And will he face you? Will he really dare to face you, Silver?

Hell face anybody if he has to, answered Silver. But hed rather shoot from behind. Bandinis there, is he? Well, thats bad. He walked on, slowly, saying in addition: I know him and I know his record. But his killings are mostly talk. Like mine, Piero. You know what they say of me, and its mostly talk.

Ah — yes? murmured Piero politely. Then he went on, with a touch of passion: That Bandini is with another Mexican — a young man — a very fine-looking young Mexican. They are eating together in one of the small rooms. Bandini is making trouble. We hear their voices jump up high, for a minute or two, and then drop away, again. There is a lot of trouble between them. My mother is worried.

If Bandinis talking, said Silvertip, you dont need to worry. That sort of snake doesnt rattle before it strikes.

They went in through a side door into a kitchen filled with smoke and whirling wreaths of steam, for all the cooking was done at a great open hearth, with black pots hoisted on cranes in various places above the flames. Two women were working, one slender and young, one overflowing with fat and energy and high spirits. Her rosy face grew redder still when she saw Silvertip. She threw out her arms as though she would embrace him, and then with moist hands, took both of his and struck them softly together.

Ah, Silver, she cried, I speak of you, and you come. But I am always speaking of you, and you are seldom here. Look, Maria! Do you see him? He is bigger than I said, eh? See the gray spots in his hair? See how brown he is, too, and how his eyes laugh. See how he smiles, exactly as I said; mostly with his eyes. Look at him! Youll never see such a man again, so good and so bad and so gentle and cruel and so much of everything that we love. We have reason to love him; Ive told you the reason, too.

The girl began to blush and laugh. Silvertip, with that faint smile of his, picked a handful of smoke out of the air and made as though to throw it into the face of Mrs. Martinelli.

What do you have, Silver? she asked him. Antonio has a bottle of red wine saved for you. It is the last of the old wine, that you liked. It is down in the cellar, covered with dust, old with waiting for you. But what will you eat? Look — here are Spanish beans — yonder is roast kid — heres roast chicken. Look at the brown of it, Silver! And here—

Spaghetti, thats what I want, said Silvertip.

Spaghetti of course, and then?

Spaghetti first, with that meat sauce, and lots of Parmesan cheese to sprinkle on it. I cant think about what Ill want next until Ive looked at that spaghetti.

You see, Maria? said Mrs. Martinelli. I told you that he was true Italian. He will have his pasta. And if—

No! cried a voice from beyond the wall on the left. No, Jose!

That cry struck a silence through the kitchen, and banished all the smiles except that quiet smile of Silvertip which was so often on his face.

There! There! whispered Mrs. Martinelli. You hear, Silver? Its Bandini. Theres murder in the air. Its Ban-dini — and he means to kill, Im sure.

Tush, said Silver. Hes talking too much. Therell be no shooting.

Ah, said Mrs. Martinelli, you may say that, but I tell you, Silver, that a mans eyes — even your eye — can only see what it falls on. But I see something more. And there is death in the air tonight. Some one will die before the kind daylight comes back.

A door opened, with a sudden bang, and Jose Bandini stood on the kitchen threshold.


II. THE SHOT IN THE DARK
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EVEN WITHOUT THE force of his reputation, Bandini would have given pause to the eye and the mind of any observer. He was one of those tall men with narrow shoulders and long fingers, who are strong as apes in spite of their slen-derness. Of the meager width of his shoulders he was very conscious, and usually wore, as he was doing now, a cloak with a wide-flaring collar. He was dressed like a Mexican cow-puncher on holiday, with a silk shirt and a colorful scarf tied about his hips. But nothing mattered, on second glance, except the face of the man. For it was built back from the chin in a series of steps, all rugged. Chin and mouth, nose, brow, receded in due order, and yet there was plenty of brain capacity in that head. It was a handsome face, in a strange way, time-battered, life-worn; and at will Bandini could be either charmingly pleasant, or savagely dangerous.

He was dangerous now. He thrust forward his head a little and blazed his eyes at Mrs. Martinelli.

You woodenhead! he shouted. Wheres the pepper sauce for those frijoles? And send me a waiter with another face, because if I see the fool again, Im going to scramble his brains on the floor!

Suddenly he was silent. He had seen the face of Silver-tip, and the faint, small smile on it. The fingers of the right hand of Bandini made a sudden movement which could hardly be followed; it was the sign against the evil eye. The glance of Bandini lifted to the small gray tufts, like incipient horns, high above the temples of Silvertip. Senior Silver, said Bandini, and made an ironic bow. Then he came across the room, deliberately. It was plain that he was afraid, but a devil of the perverse in him forced him on into the danger. He stood right in front of Silvertip, and eye to eye.

Have you come to see me, senior? he asked. Silvertip said nothing. He kept on smiling, and looking. The moment lasted ten grim seconds. Suddenly Bandini turned white, and shouted:

Have you come here to insult me? You know where to find me! Bandini does not run!

I want to talk with you, said Silver. Come outside into the dark for a moment, will you?

Bandini turned yellow-white about the corners of his mouth.

Only for talking; I want a word with you alone, said Silver.

Dark or light and day or night, I avoid no man, said Bandini, and went out through the door with a swagger that brushed his cloak against both sides of it.

Silver took heed of the round eyes of fear that were fixed upon him from both sides, and he reassured them with a smile. Then he stepped behind Bandini into the darkness, and pulled the door shut behind him.

There was only starlight here, and the stars were dim lanterns by which to follow the movements of Bandini.

Silver became just a trifle more alert than a hunting cat.

Now! breathed Bandini. And what do you want?

I want some news, said Silver. I want to know about the fellow whos having dinner with you. I want to know whats in the air.

Just a fool of a boy — thats all he is, said Bandini. after a moment. But there was that in his eyes that made Silvertip yearn to see the face. A single glint of light would have helped then, to reveal a story. And what business is it of yours?

It ought to be every mans business, said Silvertip, to watch you. No good ever came out of you, Bandini.

Do you insult me? snarled the Mexican.

You dont understand me, Bandini, said Silvertip. I dont insult you. A man doesnt insult a rattlesnake; he shoots it. And thats what will happen between us, before the wind-up.

He heard no answer — only the heavy, irregular breathing of the Mexican. Bandini was afraid — sick with fear — and Silver knew it.

Every man who has ever seen you at work has reasons enough to wish you dead, Bandini. Thats why Im asking you what deviltry youre up to with that other young Mexican, to-night?

No matter what fear there was in Bandini, he exclaimed suddenly: Is every man to tell you his secrets — or be murdered?

Silver, gritting his teeth slowly together, mused on that answer before he said: Ive seen you deal crooked cards; Ive seen the scar of your knife left on a mans back; I knew some of the dead men youve left behind you. Now youre at some deviltry again, and youre not going through with it, if I can help it. Im going to give you time to think it over. Pull yourself together and make up your mind.

Theres no reason why we should spoil our dinners about this. But by nine thirty Ill look for you in front of the restaurant — anywhere on the street in front of it. If youre there, Ill know that you want to have it out with me. If youre not there, Ill know that youve left town. But if youre neither in the street nor out of town, Im going to start looking for you, Bandini, and Ill break down doors until I get at you. It was never intended that rats like you should go about the world gnawing at the lives of honest men!

There was another moment of pause; he heard, again, the hurried breathing of the Mexican, like that of a man who has been running hard. Then Bandini turned on his heel. His cloak swished with a whispering sound through the air, and he passed back into the kitchen. As Silvertip entered in turn, the farther door banged behind Bandini, and Silver stepped into a strained moment of silence in the kitchen.

Silver turned with a sudden cheerfulness to Piero.

If theres a corner table in the garden, Im going to have it, Piero.

Come! said Piero Martinelli.

No, said Silvertip. Quietly does the trick. Ill find my way. Im hungry for that spaghetti, Mrs. Martinelli.

Then he went out toward the garden. The bustling in the kitchen began again, behind him.

Wake up! cried Mrs. Martinelli to the kitchen maid. Get the pepper sauce for that Bandini devil. Fan that charcoal and bring it to life. Do something! Whats the matter with you?

Maria looked at her with wide, dark eyes.

You were right, she said. There will be a killing. And Bandini will be the dead man!

Then she fell to her work again.

But out in the garden, there never was a more tranquil face than that of Silvertip as he passed under the high grape arbors until he found a small corner table. All the rest of the little garden was filled with family groups, Americans, flavoring their food with hearty portions of the red, home-made wine of Martinelli. No one paid any attention to Silvertip as he passed. Americans lack the public curiosity of the Latins, and only unhappiness makes them aware of the outside world. A contented party is surrounded by an unpenetrable wall of its own pleasure, as it were, and that wall is rarely peered over. So those ranchers, miners, town tradesmen and shopkeepers of Cruces, with their families about them, talked high or low, and paid no heed to Silvertip as he went by.

He, apparently, had no more eye for them, and yet he studied every face in turn, analyzed it, shaved a mustache here to see if the naked skin might bring out a dangerous likeness; put on a beard there for the same reason. By the time he had reached his corner table, he was fairly well convinced that he knew none of them, and that none of them knew him.

Still, as he sat down, he was by no means willing to relax. He measured the height of the wall behind him.

He regarded the thickness of the arbor foliage, behind which a man might easily hide.

For Bandini was near, and Bandini would kill him by courage or by craft, if possible.

Antonio Martinelli came hobbling on his crippled leg. He embraced one of Silvertips hands in both of his. He leaned over Silvers table, and beamed upon him.

How are things? said Silvertip.

How can anything be bad with me? How can I ever complain? said Martinelli. I have a leg and a half, instead of no legs at all. Therefore we all thank God and Silvertip every day of our lives. Look! Here is the wine. If it is not beautiful, every drop, you shall have the blood out of my heart.

Silvertip made him sit down at the table. They tried the wine together, Martinelli smacking his lips.

Whats happening in there between Bandini and his friend? asked Silvertip.

Its no friend thats with Bandini, said Martinelli. All I know is that Bandini wants something out of that young Mexican, and cant get it. But therell be trouble! Therell be trouble!

I think so, too, said Silvertip, with a voice filled with quiet meaning. I wish youd watch and listen as much as you can. And let me know if a break seems to be coming on.

You would help? You would stop the trouble? asked Martinelli. You know what one gun fight does — it spoils the name of a place. It takes away the cheerfulness. If people say: Martinellis, where the man was killed the other day — if they say that, they will come to me no more. Ill go and watch them like a hawk. I would give twenty dollars to have them under my eye as well as under my ear. I can only hear mumblings through the door, and very few words.

He went off, and Maria came, bearing a plate, the grated cheese, the Bolognese sauce, and a great platter of spaghetti. She put all the dishes down, deftly, and arranged them without making a clatter, and yet all the time her thoughtful eyes were on the face of Silvertip, not on her automatic work.

She paused one instant, watching Silvertip lift from the platter the first white-dripping forkful of spaghetti and bring it over to his plate.

You think of him still, said the girl, But he will not harm you if you keep away from him.

She hurried away, as though frightened by her own boldness in giving an opinion, and the hazel-gray eyes of Silvertip watched her out of sight, before he moved his hand again.

He finished the spaghetti slowly. The goodness of the food to one who had eaten little except meat for many weeks, filled him again with that sleepy content against which he had to be so on guard. Finally he roused himself, as Martinelli came hobbling up the path, ducking under the trailing green of the arbor.

His face beamed a brighter red than before, as he exclaimed: It is all finished; it is all well; and theyre in the saloon drinking together like brothers!

Are they? said Silvertip. Then the trouble is right on the verge of breaking. I know the sort of brotherhood there is in Bandini!

He looked at his watch. It was nine thirty.

He finished his wine with a gulp, and rising from the table, with a swift, secret gesture he touched the revolver that hung under his coat. Martinelli gaped vaguely at the form that strode so quickly before him, and started to hobble in pursuit.

But Silvertip entered the barroom far ahead. One glance showed him that Bandini was not there, in the long irregular line of noisy drinkers. He called the bartender with a crooking of his forefinger.

Bandini? he said.

Bandinis just gone out with a young fellow, a friend who—

Silvertip waited to hear no more. He felt sure that the young fellow was now indeed in grave danger, so he slipped out of the swinging doors onto the street. He whipped that street from end to end with a rapid glance, and saw the mere fluttering of a cloak as a man passed from view. Bandini, after all, was awaiting him in the street!

That was enough for Silvertip. He ran like a greyhound to that corner. A dark, narrowly winding alley moved away on his left. He winced back a little from that darkness, as a kennel terrier might wince from the black tunnel of a foxs earth. Then he hurried straight forward, stepping long and light, every nerve in his body made acute, every sense working with electric surety and speed.

Something moved before him. Heels ground against the earth. He saw the swaying of a cloak, dimly seen through the shadows.

Are you ready? cried Silvertip. Then fill your hand!

The form whirled toward him, the cloak fanning well out to the side. One hand rose, as if to let go with the gun it seemed to hold. The other did not rise.

Take it then, damn you! muttered Silvertip, and drawing, he fired.

The finger of red fire flicked out of the muzzle of the gun, as though pointing the way for the bullet with the death it carried. That flash showed Silvertip not the face of Bandini, but a dark-skinned, handsome youth. The horror in those wide eyes flashed at Silvertip for an instant, and then the inflooding darkness covered the falling body.

Silvertip could not move; he could not catch that weight before it struck solidly against the ground. The dust that puffed out under the impact rose in a cloud, acrid against the nostrils of Silvertip.

He kneeled and put his hand over the heart of the fallen body. There was no beat. The coat was wet and warm with blood.

Silvertip, still kneeling, lifted his head as though to listen, but he was not heeding any human sound, far or near. He had killed the man he would have protected. A vow was forming in his heart, filling his throat


III. CROSS AND SNAKE BRAND
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WHEN SILVERTIP ROSE, he was carrying the loose weight of the body in his arms. He felt the sway of the hanging head, the swinging of the feet with every step he took. There was still the warmth of life coming out of the body. The weight made his own step loud and heavy, like the footfall of a stranger, to his ear; and already his heart was heavier, too, with the double burden which he had taken upon himself.

He rounded to the rear of the restaurant of Martinelli, and through a side door carried the dead man straight into the small room where, only a few minutes before, this youth and Bandini had been at dinner. Two crumpled napkins lay on the table, now, and a scattering of soiled dishes, and glasses dimly stained by wine.

He put the body down in a chair. The form sagged helplessly against him, the head hanging, the arms dropping straight down toward the floor. Still supporting the inert thing, he cleared half the table with a few sweeps of his arm; then he laid out the young Mexican in the free space.

The puncture in the coat was a neat little round hole. There was not much blood anywhere on his clothing. He straightened the legs and the arms. They did not seem to lie naturally along the side, so he folded them across the stomach of the dead man. The lips were still parted, as though in a gasp; the eyes of horror stared upward, unwinkingly, at the ceiling.

A footfall paused at the door; then Mrs. Martinellis scream rose in shrill, endless waves that cut ceaselessly through his whirling brain.

Other people came, running. He regarded them not at all. He closed the eyes, and they remained closed. He touched the tip of the chin, still soft and warm, and brought the lips together.

It was as though he had dragged the soul of the dead man up from hell to heaven, for it was a faintly smiling face, a happy, dreaming face. He was not more, this handsome young Mexican, than twenty or twenty-two; and the features were beautifully carved. There was strength and manliness in the face, also; and Silvertip felt that Fate, with sinister malice, had driven his bullet into one of the chosen men of the earth. If there had been a garden of weeds with one priceless flower blooming, he, like a blind gardener, had felled the once choice plant.

In a hundred years of striving, what could he do for the world that would equal the value of the life he had canceled?

Silvertip, stirring from his dream, took a handkerchief, and wiped the dust from the black, silky hair. There was still warmth in the brow, also. With every touch it seemed to Silvertip that the life could not actually have gone, that the forward running of the years could not have ended, as a river ends at the sea.

Silvertip himself was not so many years the senior of this dead man, yet he felt like an old man beside a child. What would that child have grown into? Upon what labors would it have set its hands?

He regarded the soft, slender tapering of the fingers — far unlike his own hands.

And now, as he looked down at the still face, he laid his grip on the two hands which he had joined, and groaned.

Some great purpose burns in every soul; if only he could penetrate into the dead mystery of that mind, he swore, in that solemnity of silence, that he would undertake the unfinished labor of this life.

A voice broke in upon him. He looked up. People were staring at him, not at the dead man, for there was something in the face of Silver that filled them with awe.

It was the sheriff speaking.

Silvertip, can you tell us about this?

I found the dead body in the alley one block down from the restaurant, said Silvertip.

Bandini! cried the voice of young Piero Martinelli. Jose Bandini was with him all the evening, right here in this room. Bandini did it.

Bandini? said the sheriff. Where is he?

Not Bandini, said Silvertip firmly. I saw him going down the street a minute or two before the shot was fired. It certainly wasnt Bandini.

No, said the bartender. It couldnt have been Bandini. He may have been arguing with this poor kid, but he stopped the arguing before they left the barroom. I seen them make up and shake hands. I seen Bandini go and take off his cloak and put it around the shoulders of this dead kid. I seen him do it, kind of like a gift, to show that he meant to be friends, honest and straight.

Silvertip looked up, slowly, into the eyes of the bartender. The trick of Bandini had been too simple for belief. By that simple change of dress he had made another man walk in his own footsteps to meet a death that should have been his own.

It was not just chance that had killed this victim. It was not the hand of Silvertip, either, though he had fired the shot. It was Bandinis craft that had performed the murder!

Silvertip drew in a great, slow breath.

The sheriff said again, slowly: Silver, I know that it aint like you to be shootin gents in dark alleys. It aint your style or your cut. But youve used guns, plenty. Where was you, all the evening?

He was in there in the barroom, said the bartender. When the gun went off, I heard the shot. I heard it, but I didnt think much about it. Silvertip hadnt hardly got through the door.

Silvertip looked into the broad, red face of the bartender and silently thanked him for that lie.

Its goin to be one of them mysteries, said the sheriff sadly. Does anybody know who he is?

No one knew. So the sheriff started a careful examin-ation of the pockets.

They revealed very little. There was a small pearl-handled pocket-knife which made some of the men smile a little. There was a little .32-caliber revolver of a bulldog model that would fit neatly into almost any pocket. There was a bill fold containing a hundred and forty-seven dollars. There was a gold watch of a fine Swiss make, with a delicately worked gold chain that had been simply dropped into the pocket that held the watch.

The sheriff pried open the back of the watch, examined it with care, and replaced it with the little heap of belongings.

He turned his baffled eyes upon Silvertip. Silver, he said, you look kind of cut up. Wasnt he a friend of yours?

No, said Silvertip. Hes just so young — thats all! He added: Have you looked at his horse? They trooped out to the stable and found the horse. It was a high-headed queen of a mare, a blood bay with four black silk stockings on her legs and eyes like liquid diamonds that turned and shone in the lantern light. On of her quarters was burned a cross with a wavering under it. Thats the Cross and Snake brand of old Arturo Monterey, down in the Haverhill River country, said the sheriff. I know that brand! Maybe down there I could pick up a clew to the name of this gent. Why, its a fifty-mile ride.

Silvertip touched the sheriffs shoulder.

Ill go, he said. Ive never been down there, but I know the way. Ill take the outfit of that poor fellow; Ill take his horse along, too.

Would the outfit and the horse arrive if you started with em? asked the sheriff tersely.

Then, under the steady eye and the faint smile of Silvertip, he flushed.

I didnt mean that. It just sort of come popping out, he explained. Silver, no matter what some say about you, Ill trust you around the world and back. When will you start?

Now, said Silvertip.

You mean in the morning?

I mean — now!

The sheriff nodded slowly. Something about this job has sort of burned you up, Silver, eh? Take the lot and start now, then, if you want to. Find old Arturo Monterey if you can. They say hes a hard case; I dunno in what way. But find out if he remembers selling a hoss like this to anybody, and the name of the hombre that got it. Thats all. Then youll come back here and let me know?

Ill come back, said Silvertip.

He was lifting his saddle off a peg as he spoke, and the sheriff, after pausing for a last glance at his messenger, went back to the restaurant and the dead body, the curious crowd following him. Only the red-faced bartender remained.

I would have been in the soup, Silvertip told him curtly. Thanks for that lie.

You did the job, eh? said the bartender, leaning against the manger on one hand and peering into the face of Silver.

I did the job.

Thinking it was Bandini?

Yes.

The bartender nodded his head slowly. A kind of an idea come over me, he said. A kind of an idea that there was a dirty trick in the brain of Bandini when he give that kid his cloak. He aint the kind that gives something for nothing.

You saved my neck, said Silver.

Thats all right, said the bartender. But Id kind of like to ask you a question.

Anything you like.

You got something in your mind, Silver. Whats dragging you down into that hell hole, the Haverhill?

Because theres a brand on the boys horse; and the brand come out of the Haverhill Valley, they say.

Yeah, thats all right. But theres something more on your mind than that. Whats on your mind, Silver?

Ive killed a man, said Silver.

According to yarns, he aint the first.

Ive had fights with men who were born with guns in their hands, said Silvertip. Ive fought in the dark, too, as far as that goes. But this was no fight. It wasnt murder, either. There cant be a murder except when theres murder in your mind. I was sure he had drawn on me. What was it, then?

It was just a kind of a wiping out of the poor young gent suggested the bartender.

I wiped him out, said Silvertip slowly. And by the look of him, he was a better man than Ill ever be. What can I do? Two things, partner, and, by heavens, Im going to do them!

Two things? said the bartender.

If I can find out his name and the lives that he fitted into, I can find out at the same time what he was meant to do in the world. By the look of him, that would be something too fine for my hands. But whatever his job was, I can try to do it, partner.

The bartender shrugged.

I see what you mean, Silver, said he. And a doggone strange thing it seems to me. Now, supposing that this here gent, maybe, has got a wife and a coupla brats stowed somewhere? What would you do? Marry the widow?

Work for her and the youngsters, said Silvertip solemnly, till I rubbed the flesh off the bones of my hands.

Would you? said the bartender. Well, you beat me. But that aint queer. You beat most people. Well, thats the first thing you wanta do. Mind telling me the second?

Ill tell you, said Silvertip, through his teeth, and suddenly in a cold rage. You ought to be able to guess, though.

I know, agreed the bartender, Bandini is the bird that fixed up this job on you. You never would a picked out the kid for a gun play except that he was wearing the cloak — and Bandini must a known that. Are you going after him?

Before I die, said Silvertip, Ill see Bandini in front of me, and Ill get at him with a gun or a knife or my bare hands.

Yeah, said the bartender. You will! I can see it like a picture in a book, Silver, Im goin to wish you luck. Youre a cut different from all the rest of us — but Im goin to wish you luck. But fit yourself into the skin of another gents life? Man, man, nobody in the world ever had an idea like that!

That was all he said before he went out from the barn.

Silvertip, in the meantime, finished saddling and bridling. He saddled and bridled the bay mare, also, and tied her lead rope to his pommel. Then he brought the two horses out into the open and mounted.

He wanted, above all else, to go back into the restaurant and look once more at the delicate, olive-skinned beauty of that dead face, but he kept that impulse in check.

He gathered the reins for the start; inside the house he could hear the high-pitched, excited voice of Mrs. Marti-nelli, babbling out her woes.

The broncho moved suddenly and set jingling all the possessions of the dead man, which the sheriff had poured into one of the saddlebags. So Silvertip rode from Cruces into the night.


IV. THE HAVERHILL COUNTRY
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IT WAS EARLY morning when he got through the Haverhill pass and looked down along the valley of the Haverhill River. As far as his eye could reach, from the height, the bright water was running in wide, sweeping curves, silver-clear just below him, and a dull-blue sheen far off, with winkings of high lights on it now and then.

Men had told him that there was a curse on this country, and, in fact, he had always heard strange tales of it.

So had every one. Very few exact reports came through,

But there were mysterious murmurings. Now and then some one was pointed out as a Haverhill man, and that fellow was sure to be avoided by all other people on the range. At least, until he had proved himself anew.

There was always talk about the Haverhill country, yet it was odd that so few people had accurate knowledge.

It was not simply that the high mountains encircled it.

Mountains cannot fence any place from a Westerner. But those who went into the valley seldom came out, and if they did, they were not easily drawn into talk. One might have thought that it was a hellish place — but never had silvertip looked on pleasanter country.

There was plenty of water, for one thing. He had ridden up out of a plain where the grass was all dust-gray, but what he looked on now was a soft green comfort to the eye. And from the highlands on both sides he had glimpses of brooks running silver and white down the slopes to the Haverhill River below. Moreover, there were trees. There were big, roundheaded trees in groves that hung against the more brilliant green of the grass hillsides like dark clouds against the blue sheen of the sky. A heavenly place altogether, he decided. Nothing but gossip could poison it.

He made a cigarette, lighted it, began to inhale smoke in great whiffs.

He laughed, threw his hat in the air, and caught it again in spite of the frantic dodging and bucking of the mustang beneath him. He had changed from saddle to saddle all the way during the night. The horses were still fresh, especially that deer-shaped, wing-footed bay mare; so he made no longer halt, but rode down the trail toward the little village that lay at the side of the stream in the central valley beneath.

The trail was very winding, and he never could endure to push a horse going downhill. It meant ruined shoulders too often. So it was nearly prime of the morning before he came off the trail onto a beaten road near the town.

A man in a buckboard came past him from the village. Silvertip lifted his hat and called good morning.

The fellow kept his reins in one hand and his stub of a buggy whip in the other. He kept jerking at the reins constantly, and tapping at the down-headed span of mustangs with the other, without in the slightest degree altering their gait. He returned no salute or gesture or word. The wind tipped the brim of his felt hat up and down, but there was not even a nod of actual greeting.

Silver turned in the saddle and looked back. The stranger had turned also, and was staring. He was a gaunt man, of late middle age. The stubble of his beard gave a gray sheen to his face. His eyes were set in dark hollows. It was a craggy face. It was to the faces of other men as a rocky upland farm is to the rich green acres of a smooth river bottom.

At length Silver faced the town again, frowning. He had been through a great part of the West, and he had been through it on horseback or on foot. He had used his eyes, too, simply because he had to use them to save his scalp. But he could never remember encountering behavior like this.

All that he had heard of the Haverhill country swept over his mind again like clouds across a sunny day.

He rode on at a walk, because he wanted to digest this town as well as he could with his eyes before he entered it.

It looked like any of a thousand other Western villages. There were the same flimsy shacks that seemed to have been thrown together at random — mere tents to be occupied by an army that would soon pass on. For Westerners have had something to do other than lavish time on places to eat and sleep and sit. They have had business to do, and their business has been the whole outdoors.

This was like all the rest, in so far as Silvertip could see, and there was little that his keen eye missed. He hunted every board, every shingle, every window like a hawk searching for game.

As he came into the single winding street, he heaved a sigh of relief. Everything was the same. The signs in front of the shops, and the stores, and the hotel, and the saloons — all were the true Western pattern.

Then he saw a small boy of eight standing in an open doorway with a grown-ups shotgun in his hands.

Hello, son! called Silvertip.

The boy made no answer. He turned his grave face to stare after Silvertip, but he spoke not a word, made not a gesture. It was a broad, roughly made face with an expression far older than the possible years. And the eyes were set in deep hollows filled with shadow!

The chill struck again through the blood and up the spinal marrow of Silvertip.

Men may be different in varying parts of the world, but the children should all be the same.

Then he heard the cheerful beating of hammers on an anvil. Yonder was a blacksmiths shop with horses tethered before it, waiting to be shod. And through the open doors drifted thin puffs of blue coal smoke.

Silvertip breathed more easily again. The noise of the hammers rejoiced him, at that moment, as much as the sound of human voices could have done.

He halted in front of the shop, dismounted, and looked inside. A cow-puncher sat just inside the door, making a cigarette as he sat on an upturned tempering tub. The elderly blacksmith was holding a bar of iron with a large pair of pincers, and as he turned it and tapped it with his light hammer, a powerful striker banged on the indicated spots with a twelve-pound sledge.

The head blacksmith spoke two words, or three — no more. And then both turned full on Silvertip. He saw their faces were broad, their eyes set in deep, shadowy hollows!


V. THE SILENT MEN
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THERE HAD BEEN something of a nightmare ghastliness about the passing of that farmer down the road silently, and the sight of that silent lad on the porch, gun in hand, silent, also. But now the dreamlike quality departed from the scene and left to Silvertip a most absolute sense of reality. A grim reality, but one with the full sun of truth playing on it. He had simply run into a backward lot of sour men who had migrated, no doubt, from some single section of the East or of the Old World, and had developed a common surliness of manner just as they had grown to be similar in features. That cow-puncher who sat by the door, at least, was a distinct type. He was small, wizened, with a birdlike beak of a nose and birdlike eyes. But there was no more friendliness in him than in the others.

Morning to you all, said Silvertip cheerfully.

A nod of greeting is an inclination of the head; the head blacksmith merely jerked his up a trifle. His striker did not move at all. Their heavy, obstinate, unlighted eyes weighed down upon the face of Silvertip in silence.

He ran on briskly: Ive got a mare out there with a brand that Ive heard called the Cross and Snake brand. Ive heard that the brand comes out of this valley. Is that right?

He was incredulous when silence greeted this direct question. Anger burned up in him with a gust, like flame through dry tinder. He mastered it at once. He had learned, by hard lessons, that a quick temper must not be allowed to flare — no, never!

However, there is such a thing as standing up for ones rights. And he said coldly: I asked a question. Did any of you hear me?

He smiled as he said that. There was something about that smile of Silvers that cut like a knife edge through the most obdurate stupidity and the most sullen resentment. It never failed to point his words.

The elder blacksmith jerked a thumb toward the cow-puncher who sat by the door.

You talk to him, Ed, he said.

The little man by the door pushed back his sombrero, scratched his head until a bushy forelock fell down across his eyes, lighted a cigarette, threw the match away, inhaled and exhaled the first smoke cloud.

I dunno much about brands here, said Ed.

Well, answered Silvertip, suppose you come out and take a look, partner?

I dunno that looking would do much good, said Ed. I aint a brand expert.

He became aware, then, of the small, cold smile of Silvertip, and rose slowly to his feet.

Aint any harm in taking a look, I guess, said he.

He stood by the mare. The sight of the brand did not seem sufficient to him. He had to run a forefinger across the lines of it. Then he had to thumb up the gloss of the hair to see the print of the scars on the hide.

At last he stood back and shook his head.

Never saw that brand before? asked Silvertip.

A man sees a lot of brands here and there, said Ed, looking at his cigarette.

How long have you been living in Haverhill Valley?

Why, quite a spell, said Ed.

What do you mean by quite a spell? asked Silvertip.

Why, quite a heap, said Ed.

Oh, youve stayed here quite a heap, have you? Ever heard of a Mexican called Arturo Monterey?

Arturo Monterey? asked Ed, looking still at the fuming point of his cigarette.

Yes, Arturo Monterey.

Well, it seems to me, remarked Ed, that Ive heard the name somewheres. I aint well acquainted around Haverhill Valley.

He turned and walked back into the blacksmith shop slowly, dragging the heels of his boots in the dust, and sat down again in the shadow within the door.

Silvertip took a deep breath and let curses flow out silently with the exhalation. It was a new experience for him. He had been through many difficult times, and through many dangers among savage and brutal men; but he had never been badgered like this before. Something about him usually prevented light treatment at the hands of others.

He went back to the door of the blacksmith shop and made for himself a new cigarette. The clangor of the hammers on the iron had recommenced, and every beat of the metal on metal sent a savage pulse through his body and through his brain.

Slowly he made the cigarette, and slowly he lighted it. He was aware — as if through the back of his head — that Ed had smiled at the blacksmith, and that the blacksmith had smiled at Ed. The poison of anger invaded every portion of Silvertips being.

And yet his hands were tied. Besides, he had been forewarned. Men had told him that there was danger and death in the very air of the Haverhill Valley. He could understand that now. He had a strong feeling, amounting to surety, that if he attempted to discipline any one of these three, they would all be at him, like so many wolves of a pack. No matter what else could be said of them, they seemed all capable of giving a good account of themselves with their hands. They were made to endure shocks and to give them.

So he stood there, trying to think, but unable to connect one idea with another.

And then he told himself, suddenly and grimly, that this was as it should be. He was trying to find the unfinished life of a, dead man and complete it, and therefore every step of the way, from the beginning, was sure to be hard. It was better so. Only with pain could he pay his debt, and far bitterer pain than this must be his before the end.

Ed stood up presently, and sauntered out of the shop and up the street. A butcher — wearing the badge of a red-stained apron — walked out with a bucket of slops, which he threw into the dust of the street. It made a great black triangle of mud in the midst of the white.. Ed paused by him, spoke to him. And the butcher turned sharply around to stare at Silvertip.

Then he laughed.

That whip cut made Silvertip tremble as though a cold wind had struck him.

Ed and the butcher went into the shop door together, the butcher still laughing. The sound of his laughter came braying down the street even when he was inside his shop again.

Silver turned his head. The blacksmith was grinning, too. He looked steadily back at Silver, all the while busy with both hands at his work, and continued to grin. Silver glanced quickly back at the street.

Out of the distance a sound of a herd of cattle driven on a narrow trail had been growing, a thunder of lowing mingled with sharp, clashing sounds, such as horns make against horns, or splay hoofs clacking together. Now the river of noise entered the street, was confined by the houses, and doubled and redoubled suddenly.

He looked back and saw the swaying fronts of the steers coming, big, wide-shouldered, deep-bodied animals. Two Mexicans rode before them, slender, graceful fellows with enormous hats set over the darkness of their faces. They rode proudly, as all Mexicans ride.

They went by. The steers followed. The wide wash of that crowded herd almost scraped against fences and posts on either side of the roadway. They came in a thin smother of dust, like a blowing sea mist that rolls over the waves. Silvertip saw the red shining of the eyes, the sheen of the long, lyre-shaped horns, the glistening of the wet noses.

They were fat, these great brutes. They showed the green grass they had been battening on. Rolls of heavy flesh were bouncing up and down their flanks. Their tails swung like great flails. They beat up a clashing uproar with their feet, and the dust squirted out in thickening clouds.

But in a moment more Silvertip saw something else to take his eye. For on one of the quarters of every one of these animals there was the big pattern of a very distinct brand — a cross with a wavering line beneath it!

This was the brand about which Ed was not sure — not sure whether he had seen it or not — not sure that it belonged to the herds of Arturo Monterey or no!

He turned and saw the blacksmiths laughing in unison, boldly, openly, laughing Silvertip to scorn, laughing in his very face. And still he controlled himself.

The end of the herd poured past in thick dust masses; the mouths of the steers were hanging open; they crowded against those in the lead, just like fish swarming in a shoal. Close behind them came more riders.

Silvertip stepped out through the billowing mist and waved his hand before a rider. The man drew up with a jerk. His gray-powdered face turned impatiently toward the questioner.

Partner, said Silvertip, I want to know where I can find the house of Arturo Monterey? The teeth of the Mexican flashed. Gringo swine! he yelled, and sent his mustang ahead again with a slash of the quirt.

Silver turned, and saw that the blacksmith and his helper were both standing hi the door of the shop, swaying with delighted laughter.

Another rider galloped up the street, the last of the lot. Silver sprang before him with raised hand. The horse dodged.

Out of my way, gringo! yelled the Mexican with a curse.

The refined steel of Silvertips patience parted with a snap. With one long bound he reached that Mexicans side and caught him by the wrist and the collar. The speed of the horse did the rest. It tore the Mexican from his saddle and rolled him with Silvertip in the deepness of the dust. Something winked before Silvers eyes. He reached at the flash and caught the wrist of the Mexicans knife hand.

One twist and the knife dropped. Silver stood up, lifting the cow-puncher with him. Dust poured down like water from the clothes of both of them. The roar of the herd departed; the shouted laughter of the blacksmiths began to predominate.

Suddenly that laughter had increased, not diminished in volume, and Silvertip was more bewildered than ever. Was it a common thing to the people of these parts to see a dashing Mexican caballero, a man with the shoulders of a bull, plucked from his horse and disarmed as he drew a knife? .

He laid the point of that knife against the shirt of the herdsman.

Now, amigo, said Silvertip, we talk.

The Mexican glanced over his shoulder at the diminishing cloud of dust that was the herd. And Silver could read the thought. How long before the fellows companions saw a riderless horse coming after them and turned back to learn the fate of their companion?

We talk, said Silvertip. I ask you, first, if the Cross and Snake brand belongs, really, to Arturo Monterey?

The vaquero stared into his face with eyes yellow and red-stained by fury. He said nothing.

Tell me, said Silver.

The body of the Mexican was shaking with rage. His hands kept flexing and unflexing.

Yes, he said at last.

Very well, said Silver: And where is the house of Monterey?

Even fear of the knife could not prevent the Mexican from shouting savagely: In its own place, gringo!

And he swayed forward a little, as though expecting the thrust of the knife.

Look at that bay mare, said Silvertip. Did you ever see her before?

The Mexican glanced at the high-headed beauty. His eyes widened; his jaw dropped; his very color changed, it seemed to Silvertip. Then the big head of the man swung back, and he scowled at his questioner.

It was plain to Silvertip that he had reached the end of the rope, that he could extract no more words from this fellow. It was equally plain that the mare was known to the Mexican intimately. Yet it seemed that all the men of the Haverhill Valley would rather die, almost, than talk.

All right, hombre, said Silvertip, and tossed the knife to him carelessly. The Mexican caught it out of the air with a hungry hand. He had the air, for an instant, of one about to leap forward; but again there was something in the faint smile and the steady eyes of Silvertip that discouraged attack. Presently the big man turned and strode off down the street, making violent gestures, cursing volubly to himself.

The two blacksmiths had stopped their laughter. They remained in the doorway and watched with brutally inexpressive faces while Silver remounted and rode down the street to a hotel. He found stable room behind the place; when he entered the hotel itself, a lowering clerk seemed unwilling to give him a room at first, but eventually he was shown to a dingy corner apartment that overlooked a side lane and the back yard. There he sat down and took his head between his hands. He was sleepy from his all-night ride, but the jumping of his nerves kept him from lying down.

He was half beaten within an hour of his arrival in the Haverhill Valley. All the self-confidence had melted from him, and he felt that he was leaning the weight of his mind against an impenetrable wall.


VI. THE HOUSE OF MONTEREY
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HE STRETCHED ON the bed at last, for he could find no solution to his problem, and he knew that he needed sleep. When he wakened, a few hours later, a whispering air fanned his face, and he saw the door slowly swinging open.

When it was wide, Silvertip was already sitting up, at watch, and he observed on the threshold a man whose face was of the brutal type which he had seen so often before this in the Haverhill Valley. He was making a cigarette, leaning one shoulder against the jamb, and dripping tobacco unconcernedly over the floor. He was big, like most of these Haverhill men; and, like the rest of them, he stared heavily and steadily, without a shift in his eyes.

Youre the gent that slammed Juan Perez, are you? asked the stranger.

Who are you, brother? asked Silvertip.

Chuck Terry. Alligator sent me down to get you.

Get me for what? asked Silvertip.

For the ranch.

Im not looking for a job.

Sure you aint, agreed Chuck Terry. The jobs looking for you. Grade-A pay, and the best eats in the land. Is that the sort of a picture you wanta step into? Silvertip stood up.

Look here, said he. Whos the Alligator? I never heard of him.

Chuck Terry came suddenly to life, stepped into the room, and closed the door behind him.

You never heard of Alligator Hank? he repeated. You never heard of Drummon?

No, said Silver. Never heard of either of em.

With amazement, with long-drawn-out disgust, Chuck Terry regarded him.

Well, whats the use, then? said Chuck. Whatre you driving at in the valley, anyway? You slam a greaser, and yet you aint throwing in with Drummon?

Should I? asked Silvertip.

You know your own business bettern I do, replied Chuck Terry.

What I want to do, first of all, said Silvertip, is to find the place of Arturo Monterey.

This announcement was so interesting to Terry that he came a step or two closer to Silver, peering earnestly at him all the time.

You wanta find out where Monterey lives? he asked.

Ive asked a lot of people already, said Silvertip, and they laugh at me.

Terry himself began to grin.

All right, he answered. Ill tell you. You want to see Monterey, do you? Well, ride right on down the valley and take the first road that forks over to the left. Keep down that left fork till you sight a house that looks like a doggone old castle out of a fairy-story book. And somewheres around there, likely youll run into this gent, this Arturo Monterey, all right.

Terry struggled with a grin that would not be totally suppressed. It worked and twisted at his face.

So long, brother, he said. You go and find Don Arturo.

And, striding to the door, Terry cast it wide, slammed it behind him, and hurried down the hall. A noise of suppressed laughter, then a roar of it, came echoing back to Silvertip.

He went to the window and looked out at the brightness of the day, at the roofs of the town with quivering heat waves dancing over them, and beyond were the muscular knees of the mountains and their bare upward shoulders. For the first time since his childhood he felt the cold fear of this physical world reach him and finger his very heart. He seemed to have entered a region of ironical Titans. Among them he was reduced to an absurdity, and that purpose which had brought him to the place became more dreamlike than ever.

But his trail, he was sure, would take him far out of the Haverhill Valley. If he felt like a stranger in the place, it was certain that the slender fellow he had killed could never have lived here. It was merely to pick up some clew of him and then to be gone on the out trail that Silver lingered in Haverhill Valley. And with all his heart, he yearned to be gone at once!

He went down to the stable, saddled his own mustang and the mare, and rode down the street with grinning faces at watch on either side of him. They knew where he was going. They knew all about it. And they foresaw disaster, which pleased them to the heart. A group of boys tumbling in a vacant lot jumped up and shouted and pointed at him. Even the children understood things that were curtained away from his understanding.

He was glad to be out of that town, as if escaping from a curse, into the green, open arms of the country. The bright running of the river washed away some of the shadows that were pouring up in his mind. To his desert-bred eyes, the green undulations of the valley were more than waves of gold, and peace came to him as he watched the cattle grazing or lying in dim shadows under the trees. The strength flowed back, and that self-confidence which never had been lost to him for so many years until he entered the town of Haverhill.

He found the branching road that ran to the left. It was worn more by hoofs than wheels, and it mounted into the throat of a narrow valley. Great walls of rock went straight up on either side, one blue with shadow, one on fire with the sun, and through the middle of the canyon a creek ran with a sound of rushing, like a wind. The way up the valley was half blocked by the house of Arturo Monterey.

He knew it by Terrys description, for the road wound up a steep slope toward the entrance; on the other side was a precipitous fall of rocks, and above rose old adobe walls and one blunt tower of stone.

Up the winding way, Silvertip came to the house itself, and a great stone arch across the entrance to the patio. A big Mexican appeared suddenly and stood in his way. Silvertip dismounted.

Amigo, he said, Ive come up here to find out, if I can, if Senior Monterey ever owned this horse, and who he sold it to. Maybe you can tell me and save me a lot of trouble?

The Mexican regarded him with a long side glance in silence. Then he turned toward the mare with a sudden start, as though there were something about the animal which had jarred home upon his memory.

Wait! he said to Silver, and hurried back into the patio.

Silvertip looked curiously about him. Chuck Terrys description had been a little from the point; the place was more like a fortress than a castle, and the weather-worn adobe had the look of immense age. The patio was flagged with great stones and surrounded by an arching arcade, under the shadow of which he could see doors of heavy oak. The faces of those doors were seamed and cracked by dry old age.

His Mexican reappeared now, and not alone. Two other men walked briskly through the entrance arch, went by Silvertip, then halted suddenly. The man to whom he had spoken came up more slowly, with the look of a hunter who has marked down prey. A door opened on the farther side of the patio; more footsteps approached; and Silver knew that he was trapped.

White men or Mexicans, the Haverhill Valley seemed to be filled with madmen! He glanced over his shoulder toward the first pair who had passed through the arch; they faced him now, one with a drawn gun, one with his hand on a revolver butt. He thought of mounting and trying to break through, and cast that hope away even as it entered his mind.

Two newcomers loomed now at the side of the patio entrance. One of those he knew by the bull face and the sleek round of the neck, that same fellow whom he had pulled from a horse that morning, and to whom Terry had given the name of Juan Perez. He opened eyes and mouth, then grinned gapingly with joy.

The gringo! he cried, and reached for his gun.

Retreat was thoroughly blocked; Silvertip followed his normal instinct by advancing. He jumped like a scared cat at his first interlocutor, who had called out all this show of strength against him. The fellows face convulsed, reaching for a weapon.

Stop! cried a womans voice. Juan Perez, stop!

Nothing, could have nullified the motion which Perez had begun. There was a Colt already in the hand of Silver, but he held fire, and saw the fingers of Perez open, so that the revolver he had drawn flicked away and went spinning and rattling and slithering over the pavement of the patio.

Other guns were burning in the keen sunlight all around Silver. If he had been in danger before in his life, it was never a greater danger than that which surrounded him now. The voice of the woman had saved him. The mellow sound of her words still lingered in his mind, tasted and retasted.

She had suspended all the murderous action that had been in progress.

Then Juan Perez was crying out as he turned to the side, gesticulating violently: This is the man with the horse of Pedrillo! Look! Look for yourself, señorita!

Past the arch of the entrance a girl came into view. She wore sandals and a wide-brimmed hat of cheap straw, like any peon woman, but her dress was the white translucency of fine linen, and there was a dark Latin beauty in her face. A careless glance might have passed her over in a crowd; but a second look would be sure to dwell on her, and little else.

She came straight toward Silver, and paused at a distance which maintained her dignity.

What is your name? she asked.

Silver, said he.

He took off his hat before her. The brilliance of the sun struck a dazzle across his eyes. He put on his hat again and looked steadily at her through the protecting shadow that fell across his eyes.

You have the horse of Pedro Monterey, said the girl. How did it come to you?

He is dead, said Silver.

He heard them all cry out. He saw them all surge in toward him and stop again, as though his words had first drawn and then repelled them, as the edge of a cliff draws frightened men. Only the girl remained motionless and well poised, though he could see the pain had gone through her wide eyes and was still working in her.

He added: I say that hes dead. I only know that the man who rode this horse was middle height, slender, handsome, dark, about twenty or twenty-two years old.

That was Pedro Monterey, said the girl. His father will see you.

She turned about. One of the vaqueros hurried to take her arm, but she paused and said in her distinct, quiet voice: I can walk very well by myself. Call the senior.

Then she passed out of view with the same unhurried step.


VII. DON ARTURO
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SILVER LOOKED AROUND on the stricken faces of the Mexicans who surrounded him. That sorrow was not strange to him, nor the blow which the girl had received so calmly and so deeply. It was right that the man he had killed should have come from such a place as this, with the air of a manor about it. Perhaps the girl was his sister, and these were the adherents of the house. The dead face had been that of an aristocrat, and it was from such a setting as this that he must have come. Long generations of breeding and culture will carve the features with more delicacy, and refine the body itself.

And the very soul of Silver expanded. If he had undertaken a great task, it was in a worthy cause. But more than ever he was baffled and bewildered. For how could he set his great hands to any task that had been important in the life of that dead man who now had a name — Pedro Mon-terey? Pedrillo, the vaqueros had called him, with an affectionate intonation.

They still pressed close, watching Silver like so many wolves about a helpless elk. He had put away his useless gun. Against such numbers it was a folly to show any sign of resistance. The least gesture in such a moment as this would bring the end of him, he knew that perfectly well.

He made a cigarette, lighted, and began to smoke it.

The news he brought had entered the house. These vaqueros who stood on guard about him had endured the shock steadily enough, but there were women in the big, sprawling house, and now voices rang out here and there in wild peals of grief that came through the walls as though through compressed lips.

The vaqueros began to be moved by those audible signs of woe. Some of them started swaying a little from side to side. Voices rose half audibly, bubbling and moaning, struggling in their throats, wordlessly.

But other words came. He heard them say: The gringo! and again: The gringo dog! The dog!

He was the messenger of bad news, and that was enough to insure him a bad reception. Lucky for him if the reaction consisted of words only.

The hinges of a heavy door grated. And then a slow footfall came across the patio.

It is Don Arturo — God help him! God be merciful to him! Silver heard one of the men murmur.

All of the Mexicans drew back a little, as though in respect, and in sympathy, while an old man with sweeping silver hair and a pointed gray beard came out into the patio. Time had pinched his shoulders a little, and perhaps it was the flow of hair that made the head seem disproportionately large. All his features were accented, together with the whiteness of his hair, by a band of black cloth which passed across his forehead, to be lost immediately under the flow of his hair. He would be a more imposing figure seated than standing; but even as he stood, he was a man of mark. He walked with a slim cane in his hand, his meager fingers spread out on the round head of it. And as he came to a halt, he stood very straight, as if at attention.

The blow had fallen on him, and, like the girl, he had received it calmly. The weight of it had not broken him. No doubt there was a deeper shadow under his brows now than there had been a few moments before. Perhaps his lips were pressed more tightly together. But his voice was calm as he said:

You are Señor Silver?

I am, said Silver.

You come to tell me that Pedro Monterey is dead?

The man who rode that horse — a young man — dark, handsome— began Silver.

But the other lifted his hand.

What was the manner of his dying, Senior Silver? he asked.

The girl had come out from the house. She stood in the shadow of the arcade that surrounded the patio. One fold of her linen skirt thrust forward, and flashed like snow in the sunshine that touched it. She looked like the dead youth; she must be his sister, in fact. But what manner of people were these, when a father and sister could take the news of a death in such a way?

May I speak to you alone? said Silver.

Arturo Monterey drew himself up a little.

In twenty years, he said, no American has entered this house. May it be another hundred years before one of your race passes through my door. You stand in my patio; and even that is very much, indeed! But come closer to me, if you will. My sons, fall back.

The vaqueros moved off a little distance, their spurs rattling. Silver moved forward until he was close to the older Monterey. And just at that moment the opening of a door, as it seemed, allowed a wild cry of lament to break out from the house, a single dreadful note of grief, shut away to dimness again, as though the door had been suddenly closed once more.

Silver saw the chin of the old man jerk up, as he endured the thrust of that keening. But nothing seemed able really to shock Arturo Monterey.

It was in Cruces, said Silver. Do you know the place?

Arturo Monterey made a slowly sweeping gesture.

The mountains of the Haverhill, he said, are the boundaries of my life.

Its a small town, said Silver, fifty miles from here, beyond the mountains. I was there, and I met an enemy of mine, who was with your son.

What was his name? asked Monterey.

Bandini.

Bandini is an enemy of yours?

So much so, that we agreed to meet at a certain hour, and fight out our arguments together. At that time, I went into the street to find him. I saw a man wearing Bandinis cloak. I followed him, and stopped him. Señor, a man does not pause to ask many questions, at such a time. I was sure that it was Bandini. I challenged him with enough words to give him a chance to draw a gun. It seemed to me that he drew. Then I pulled my gun and fired. And the fire that spurted out of the gun showed me not the face of Bandini, but that of a stranger. He fell dead! I took his horse and his possessions, and traced him through the horse to this house. And what I wish to say is— Perez! Juan! gasped Monterey. He gripped his walking stick with both hands, and leaned a little on it.

Take him! groaned Monterey through his teeth, as the men came running to him. Take the cursed gringo! God told me, twenty-five years ago, that nothing but evil could come to me from them, and here is another proof! Take him — away from my eyes — out of my sight — where I shall not hear the death cry! Make of him what my son is — a dead thing!

They closed on Silver from either side, suddenly. Many pairs of hands gripped him with a force that ground the muscles against the bones, and paralyzed the nerves. In an instant he was as helpless as though he had lain for a month in benumbing fetters.

What a savage joy there was in their eyes, in the twisting of their mouths as they grasped and shook him! The grip of their fingers on his body seemed to feed them, like so many dogs tearing at living flesh.

And then he heard the girl calling out, not loudly: Uncle Arturo, what are you doing?

I am finding justice, justice, justice on the gringo! cried Arturo Monterey. Quickly, my sons — quickly! Juan Perez, you will take charge, for you have seen this man before, and know a little about him. No torments — let death kill with a sharp edge, suddenly!

There was bunding joy in the eyes of Perez, as though he looked upon a bright treasure, in beholding Silver.

They swung their prisoner about. They began to sweep him down the roadway that led up to the house.

Behind them, Silver heard the girl saying: A man who trusted you, brought you the news of the death, and the horse of Pedro for the proof! Uncle Arturo, what has come of the honor of the Montereys?

Where is there honor among the gringos? thundered Monterey in answer. His voice swelled out enormously, from that withering body. Do you speak to a Mexican of honor in dealing with them? Honor, in handling a brute who brings me the horse of my dead boy, and the word that he has killed him? Honor?

The Mexicans had come to the horse of Silver, and now they flung him upon it. They had taken his guns, his knife. Some held the bridle of the horse; others gripped the legs, the arms of the prisoner. Still more were riding up horses from the patio, coming on the gallop. But the voice of the girl, like a meager hope of salvation and life, still found the ears of Silver, dimly, through the tumult.

She was saying: He had faith in you. If you betray faith, God will never forgive you. What a man does innocently is not done at all. Uncle Arturo, you have only this moment to decide. They are taking him away — it will be too late — you will be shamed — and you will let in the law on us all. If you let him be killed, it is murder in the eyes of Heaven, and in the eyes of the law, also. Oh, if the ghost of Pedro is near us, it is giving an echo to what I say!

But now the cavalcade had formed, half on horseback and half on foot, bearing Silver with them resistlessly, carrying him forward toward the quick ending of his life. He could see the big barrier of the mountains surging in steep-sided waves across the sky before him. His horse was shaking its head, and making the bridle ring. One of the Mexicans had a broad red stain on the shoulder of his white shirt. A wild jumble of detached observations came flooding into the brain of Silver. And through it, the voice of the girl, raised by desperation as distance made it fade.

Afterward, a dull cry reached them, calling Juan Perez. The man turned.

She has persuaded him, said one of the escort. Perez, what do you say? Shall we sweep him away? Aye, or kill him here in the roadway! Kill him here, and have it done?

Perez, looking back up the road, saw something that made him fix on Silver the eye of a maniac. Then, with a gesture of despair, he halted the troop.

Take him back! he commanded. The señor calls for him. The girl has won again. She always wins. We are only dogs to be barked back and forth. Perhaps this gringo fills her eyes; perhaps we shall have to lick his feet before long!

The whole escort turned, gradually, and Silver could see again the stern old man standing as erect as ever, with his two hands resting on the head of his cane. The girl was beside him, withdrawn a little.

So they came straight back to confront Don Arturo. The passion was working in his face, still, and he was paler than before.

He cried out in that great voice which seemed to make his body smaller than ever, by contrast: He has come to me, Juan Perez, and I must take thought before I put hands on him. But for his sake I shall forget the vow I made twenty-five years ago. He shall enter my house! He shall be taken into it now. Perez, carry him down to the cellar, to the lowest and the darkest room. There are irons to fit on him. Load him until his body is safely held. You, Perez, are his keeper, and shall answer to me for him! Uncle Arturo— cried out the girl. Be still — be still! exclaimed the old man. Do you talk to me of honor and kindness? They have shamed me, they have dishonored my house, they have ravaged my lands, and now they have slain my son, and leave me a dry, dead stalk! Juan Perez, do as I command!


VIII. IMPRISONED
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THEY CARRIED SILVER rapidly into the house. The last he heard from the sunlit outdoors was the voice of the girl, raised higher than before as she passionately implored Don Arturo to remember himself, and the loud, stern cry of the old man as he bade her be quiet.

Out of a big corridor, they turned through a high and narrow doorway down a steep flight of steps. Lanterns were carried. Their swinging light began to flash far ahead, glimmering along damp walls, or throwing a dull sheen across the water that lay on the stones they trod, as they penetrated story after story, deep and deeper into the rock.

Juan Perez went first. Of the crowd, perhaps only half a dozen remained to hustle Silver along. And it seemed as though they were not descending through the cellars of a house, but through the galleries of some old mine, that had been worked for centuries, drill and pick and shovel digging into the living stone to find the treasure. It was a wilderness. Silver had attempted to keep track of the turns, the descents, the stairs, the sloping passages, but he gave it up. And three or four times even Juan Perez, who seemed to know the place well, came to a halt and swung his lantern from side to side before he made a choice between one gallery or another.

Once he stopped at a corridor hewn to a great size, and Juan Perez commented to his awed companions, that this was the place where the heart of the great lode had been found.

It was, in fact, through the galleries of an ancient mine that they were passing. But now they paused and took from a room a set of manacles brown with time. With these they went forward only a short distance until they came to another door, and opening this, the lantern light revealed a little room perhaps three steps by two in dimensions. On the irregular floor of it water had gathered, which had been scummed over with green; the air itself was very foul; and the odor of the slime was like a throttling hand on the throat.

There they fitted the irons to the body of Silver. Juan Perez, with a key, opened and locked them again. Then he stood back and lifted a lantern until the sheen of it fell upon the captive.

Half in dry stone and half in slime sat Silver, and met the eye of Juan Perez calmly. There was no word spoken. He heard only the softly inhaled breath of Perez, and saw the flash of his eyes and teeth as he grinned. Then the Mexicans left him. The door slammed shut with the booming noise of a cannon shot. And far away he heard the departing troop. They were laughing and shouting; even that laughter and derisive shouting seemed to Silver a precious thing to be harkened after with an eager ear. He strained his senses to hear every scruple of it; and when at last he could make out no more sound, the darkness was suddenly trebled about him, and a weight fell crushingly on his lungs.

It was the impure air that sickened him and made breathing almost futile. Presently he forgot the slime in which he lay, and, stretched flat on his back, did his best to calm the insane fear which was working in his brain. Then began the first eternity, black, still, foul, breathless. He secured hope out of one strange thought — that he had appointed himself to redeem the lost life of Pedro Monterey, and that therefore he must suffer worse than death, and then be given the chance to use his hands and his brain. He must nearly die, but some life would surely be left to him.

When we are in bed, clean, clear reason departs from us. And it departed, now, from Silver, as he lay in the stifling black of that prison. His second occupation was to employ his mind with dreams of what the life of Pedro Monterey must have been in this house with the stern old man for a father, and with all the fierce vaqueros ready to ride or to fight at his bidding. The girl, however, was not his sister. She was merely a cousin, more or less distant. And there was mercy in her which the pure strain of these Montereys seemed incapable of feeling.

She kept moving across the close velvet blackness that filled the eyes of Silver. She moved like a light before him, and filled his mind with a singular happiness.

Now, at the end of that eternity, there was the faint sound of footfalls. The lock of the door turned. A lantern flashed, blinding bright, throwing intolerable diamonds of brilliance into the eyes of Silver. By that light, dimly, he saw a jug put down beside the door, and a lump of bread was thrown toward him. It splashed in the slimy water. A voice laughed, and the door shut heavily again.

But he found himself forgetful of the spoiling of the bread, and of the contents of the jug, though he was starving for food, and famished for water. All that he bent his attention on was the noise of the retreating footfalls.

When it had dissolved, still a faint echo worked in his brain, as though to reassure him that there were human beings left in the world. Then he started toward the door, dragging his body along with great difficulty. He found the jug and sniffed at it. He had hoped for something better than water, but when he lifted the pitcher with his manacled hands, it was water alone that he tasted. Yet it flooded his hot throat with wonderful relief.

When he had drunk, hunger returned to him with new force. He had seen the bread fall into the rotten slime, but revolting as the sight had been, he sought for that bread now, and found it, and tried to eat it, but the repulsive taste made the walls of his stomach close together in nausea. He threw the food from him and stretched himself again to wait.

The cold of the stone was sinking into his body, reaching the bone. He knew that weakness caused by lack of food was making him more and more susceptible to the cold. He must use his muscles to gain heat from them, no matter how the efforts increased his hunger. So he devised a regular system, getting painfully to his feet, bowing, forward and backward, swaying to the side, stretching his loaded arms as far as the chains permitted, then squatting and rising, squatting and rising until he was numb with the efforts.

Those exercises kept his blood coursing in the veins. And afterward it was easier to sleep. But sleep occupied only a small portion of the second infinity of darkness before he saw more light. When he wakened, there was a new, pungent, horrible odor in the air, a sort of sickening sweetness, and a moment later he heard the pattering of infinitely light feet, the squeak and gibbering of sharp voices. Rats were in the room with him! He felt a sudden blind horror, a horror of squeamish-ness. He actually parted his lips to scream out; but the man in him came to his rescue and sternly throttled back that weakness. Yet what would he be in the course of a few weeks or months? But were there not men who had lain for long years in darkness, like beasts, and still endured? Hope came to him with the rats. If they had entered, it was by some hole, and if there were a small hole, he might enlarge it. He began to work with his finger tips across the entire surface of the wall, knowing that touch would give to him the effect of sight, in a sense.

What he found, at last, was a narrow crevice, so small that it seemed impossible that even a mouse could have come through. But it was not in masonry that might be crumbled gradually away from this small start; it was a rift in the living stone, strong as iron on either side of the little aperture.

He gave up that hope slowly, and his spirits and his strength seemed to ebb away from him for a long time afterward.

He went through the exercises again, as he had devised them. And now he sat in a dry corner and waited.

At last the steps came again, the door opened, and again a light shone on him. The lantern was raised high; he saw the face of the girl beneath it, as she saw him.

Phaugh! she cried. Rats, and slime, and filth for a Christian man. In the name of mercy, Juan Perez, what—

The voice of Perez answered sullenly: Any sort of life is too good for him. The rats keep him company. Some day I hope theyll eat him!

She stepped in, and pushed the door shut behind her. And her coming poured upon Silver wave after wave of incredible comfort and joy. He had hardly thought her more than pretty in the sunlight; in the dark, damp room she seemed to have the radiant beauty of an angel.

Perez was calling out, beyond the door. She silenced him with two or three sharp words of command. Then she came closer, picking her way between the puddles of slime. Silver struggled, and rose to his feet with a clanking of chains.

He towered above her, and she with a lifted face looked at him with pity and with pain.

Have they given you food? she asked.

They threw one lump of bread — into the slime, he said. They knew I could not eat it, after that.

No food, then? Three days without food? she cried. Three days?

Three years, it seems to me, said Silver, of this darkness.

She hurried to the door and pulled the weight of it open.

Perez, she gasped, her voice shaking with anger. Quickly! Run to the kitchen. Bring meat — a good meal — a huge meal — and wine — and bring it with your own hands — quickly!

Juan Perez snarled like a dog, but his footfall departed.


IX. SEÑORITA JULIA
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SHE CAME SLOWLY back, a step or two, and then paused. They have treated you like a dog, she said, and I knew when I first saw you, that you are an honest man. Youre weak. Sit down and — Great heavens, youve nothing to sit on but the damp of the stone! Phaugh! The rats want to come back!

They had scampered through the crevice in the wall, as she entered with the light, their naked tails flicking like whiplashes out of view. Now their eyes glittered from the-mouth of the covert again.

God forgive Uncle Arturo, she said. And then she broke out: Yet theres no kinder or more gentle man in the world. But his son is dead, and his hope is dead, too, and hes half insane with grief. He had to put his hands on something, and there were you in his grasp! And then Drummons — whats left to him now for the fight with them? Only his own hands, and mine, and only half my blood is that of the Montereys! You can understand him a little, and forgive him a little?

He said nothing.

I came to ask you one definite thing, she said, when she saw that he would not speak on the other subject. What was in your mind when you came to this house to tell us that you had killed poor Pedro?

Have they sent for his body? Will he be buried here? asked Silver.

They have sent for him, she answered.

When I saw by the flash of my own gun that I had shot the wrong man, said Silver, I dont think I would have cared so much if he had been older. But he was at the start of everything. He hadnt had a chance to prove himself. And — well, its a hard thing to talk about. I really cant tell you what I thought.

He ended abruptly, but she was watching him with such studious and yet such gentle eyes that presently his words began again, as if of their own accord.

I thought, said Silver, that I could try to fill in some of the gap left by his death. I was a fool. I couldnt tell that he was the only son of this old man. I thought that I could do something about him. And somehow, he added, his voice swelling as the old resolution burned back into his brain hotter than ever, and more inwardly bright, and somehow, I think Ill manage to put my hands on something that he left unfinished, and complete it for him. I suppose this sounds like crazy talk to you. And I wont beat about the bush. Ive killed other men — more than one or two! But this time it was different. To kill a man is bad enough; but to finish a life thats hardly begun to cut its own way through the world — that was what made me sick, then! And—

He paused, with a gesture. He felt that he had talked absolutely in vain.

She merely said: I believe you, and I understand you. And for that bigness of heart, youve been thrown into this blackness and treated like a murderer! Ah, but my uncle shall hear about it from me! Ill make him understand!

Then, turning, she exclaimed: Heres Juan Perez back again. You shall eat, now!

The door was pushed open, and it was Juan Perez indeed. He carried a small half loaf of bread in one hand and a jug of water in the other. He put down the jug, laid the bread across the mouth of it, and then straightened to face the girl with a grin.

That smile made him look more like a hungry tiger than ever.

Señorita Julia, he said, the señor forbids the prisoner to have more than bread and water.

You went to him? exclaimed the girl. You went to him, after I had given you my orders?

We serve you, señorita, said the politely sneering Perez, as we would serve an angel. But there is only one master in the house of Monterey!

He made a little bow to her, and lifting his head again, he stared not at her but at Silver, with unabated hatred. The girl was instantly calm.

I shall see my uncle, said she. And some changes will be made. You shall have a bed. I think I can make him change your room. Perhaps there will be decent food, after a little while.

She went to the door and turned suddenly. Her eyes flashed. Her voice flared up. Color burned into her face. Day and night, she exclaimed, I shall try to serve you, señor!

She was gone. Perez, lantern in hand, looked after her, toward the door, and then shook his forefinger in the air. He began to laugh, in a silent convulsion of mirth.

Those words will undo everything else she may say to the master, he told Silver. Day and night she will serve you, gringo. Is that the truth? Señor Monterey shall hear what she said. I shall see to that. And afterward — hai! Youll feel the spur as well as the toe of the boot!

He laughed again, this time out loud, and left Silver in the black darkness.

And there Silver crouched, chewing eagerly at the bread, while the rats swarmed over his feet, leaped up on his clothes, in their eagerness to come at the food. The air was foul with the smell of their vile bodies, but the ravenous hunger of Silver stilled all the other senses. He ate, drank the water to the last drop, and then lay down and slept. Something would be done for him. The girl had promised. And he would believe her more than the oaths of a hundred men.

But nothing was done!

Bread and water were brought to him regularly, once a day, and that was all. The cell was not changed. Not one item of comfort was added to him. And two days later, Juan Perez came again, alone. He unlocked the door, put the lantern on the floor, and made a cornucopia-shaped cigarette, which he lighted, and then blew the smoke toward Silver, to make sure that the full flavor of the tobacco would reach him. The very heart of Silver quaked with yearning, but he made his eye calm, and kept it fixed on the Mexican.

So I repeated the kind words of the Señorita Julia to the master, said Juan Perez. And you see what has happened? You see the comfortable bed you lie on? You see the warm sunshine that streams through your window? You taste the good tobacco that is given you to smoke? You breathe the pure air? You relish the fine roasts and the stews and the dried meats that are brought to you? For all of those things, Senior Fool, Senior Dog, you can thank Juan Perez!

Silver slowly dragged up his legs until they were half doubled under him. A plan was forming dimly in his brain. Now he merely smiled at Perez. That smile seemed to strike the Mexican like a blow. He started, and then scowled.

You think that youve tormented me, Perez, said Silver. As a matter of fact, I have to stay here for another day or two. That is all. Then I shall leave. Before I go, I shall have certain words to say to you, certain blows to strike you with a whip, certain speeches that I shall listen to you making on your knees, while you grovel before me, and beg for your life.

Dog! breathed Juan Perez. You mean that I, Perez, shall be on my knees before you? You mean that in a day or two youll be gone? Ah, I see — your mind is touched, you are losing your wits in the long darkness!

Poor Perez! said Silver. You cannot understand?

Understand? said the Mexican, coming a stride closer. What is there to understand?

That you have been a fool from the first! You cant understand that? said Silver.

I? I a fool? I who walk with free feet and eat and sleep as I will, and breathe the fresh air — I am the fool — and you are the wise man?

He drew a shade closer.

Silver leaned his head and shoulders back against the wall. And he smiled at Juan Perez as if out of the deeps of a profound contentment.

Poor Juan Perez! he said, and shook his head a little, as though words could not fit the matter.

Gringo beast! gasped Perez suddenly, and striding one step nearer, he struck Silver full in the face.

The next instant the legs of the Mexican were knocked from under him, for the two manacled feet of Silver had shot out with a true aim and a desperate vigor. Perez, falling, pitched straight forward at the prisoner. Silver, with both hands raised, met the dropping body with a club stroke over the head. The weight of the irons on his wrists helped home that blow, and Juan Perez lay face down on the stones, without a quiver.

Silver went through the mans pockets. He knew, he thought, the very look and face of the key that fitted into his manacles. And he found it in the pocket of the deerskin vest of Perez. It was clumsy work to fit that key into the lock of the hand irons, and it was impossible to turn it with his fingers. He had to go to the little crevice in the wall, and there laboriously fit the handle of the key into the base of the crack, and then turn his arms until the lock was sprung. But a moment later he was free, both In arms and hands and feet.

A wave of half hysterical delight shot through him, and centered in his throat.

It was dashed away, a moment later, by the fear that he heard footfalls hurrying down the corridor outside his room. Then he realized that it was merely the beat and flutter of his racing heart.

Juan Perez groaned, and sat up. He saw Silver standing over him, with the gun of Perez himself in his hand, and he groaned. In the rage of his despair, he cast himself back, and the slime into which he fell was flung out in a fine spray on either side.

You see, Perez? said Silver. After all, you were a fool, and sooner than you expected. But be patient, my friend. When you leave this room, a good many things may have happened, and, above all, the whole world will know that Perez is a fool! He took the lantern, and left the Mexican groaning, beating his head with his hands. He left the room. A small, cold draft was stirring in the corridor, and as Silver locked the heavy door behind him, and pocketed the key, it seemed to him that all the freshness of the spring and the sweetness of spring flowers was in that air!

He went up the hallway. There was no plan in his mind. He must simply pray that it was night, that he could be able to reach the outer door that led into the patio, that he could pass from the patio into freedom.

And leave behind him the great task unfinished, and poor Pedro Monterey doubly dead?

His heart failed him, when he thought of making such a surrender. Have not men said that nothing is impossible to the resolute mind? He thought of that saying, also, as he roamed up the corridors beneath the house of Monterey. But it seemed to him that it would be almost a sufficient miracle if he could save his life from the hands of the old man.

But the thing persisted in him. He had set his soul on the purpose for too long. And the completion of the life of Pedro Monterey had become a spiritual necessity to him. That was why, as he roved through the passages, he began to deny in himself the thought of mere flight and take to his heart a greater steadiness.

If he were to remain near Monterey, another miracle must happen, greater than any which had gone before. But Silver determined to let the events of each moment dictate what he was to do with himself in the immediate future.

There was the problem of getting up from the cellars at all. And that seemed enough to fill his mind. For hours he wandered, and always he was coming to the end of passages that stopped against solid stone. The flame in the lantern burned low, flickered, died. He was left in a horror of darkness that seemed to keep flowing past him.

A man might pass days, fumbling through that blindness, and never come to an exit. He might be so far lost that not even the faintest echo of his voice would reach to any ears.

Silver leaned against a wall and closed his eyes, and tried to find in his mind some solution, but all his thoughts were whirling, spinning like foolish squirrels in a cage.

He was still standing there when something clinked like the lock of a door. He looked up, and a flash of light entered the passage just before him, and footfalls came clumping down steps. Then light shone again, swinging out from behind the voluminous skirts of a woman.

Silver crouched close to the floor, with hope once more in his heart. The light disappeared. The woman was singing softly as she went on some familiar errand, her wooden heels bumping on the stone.

But what was important to Silver was that door through which she had come, for it seemed that his lantern had failed him when he was a very few steps from salvation.

He hurried through the darkness, spreading his hands far out before him. Then his feet struck the steps. He climbed. He came, at the top of the steps, to the kind touch of wood, and fumbling, he soon found the knob.

Softly he opened the door, and peered out. At once the rattle of many voices in laughter and raillery struck on his ears as if with open mockery of all that he was attempting.


X. IN THE GARDEN
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HE SHRANK BACK, then thrust the door wide in a sudden desperation. And springing out into the hall, he discovered to his amazement that it was empty.

Still the voices persisted, but plainly they must come from some adjoining room, beating through a thin partition.

He went rapidly to the end of the hall. The clinking of his spurs followed him like an accusing voice, so he drew off his boots, and left them in a corner.

He tried the nearest door. It opened with a dull groan of hinges and let him into a big room. He knew its bigness, only, by the faintest of high lights that glimmered here and there in the chamber. It was a bedroom, and crossing it to the stars that filled a window, he looked out and down.

Beneath him, he saw still another drop of twenty feet of unbroken wall, with a garden spread over the ground under the window. He must be on the first floor of the house, but on this side another story was added below. It was just the garden that a Mexican would conceive in happy dreams — a little flat of ground with a, canal of water lilies driven through it, and a rectangular pool at one end, with a fountain rising over it. That was the chief feature, together with a semicupola, a sort of open-faced summer-house raised on narrow columns, so that one would have both shade and wind.

Silvertip saw this by the light of a big yellow moon which was lilting over the eastern mountains with its cheeks still puffed beyond the full. And this light showed him, moreover, a table laid in the cool beside the canal of water lilies. The girl, Julia, sat there, and opposite her old Monterey, rigid with dignity. The moon gleamed faintly on his long hair and his pointed beard.

There was no escape by that window. So Silvertip turned, and, crouching low so that no light might strike up and outward through the window, he scratched a match. Cupping the flame securely in his hands, he threw the dull flash of it here and there about the room. He saw, at once, a small door to the right; he saw the big bed, like a mahogany house, the fireplace, and above it a portrait that drew him suddenly across the room. He ventured rising and passing the light from the match across the face in the picture. It was Pedro Monterey, younger, and alive and smiling.

The flame of the match seared the fingers of Silvertip before he dropped it on the hearth, and still in the darkness he remained staring before him as though he could still see the portrait. The bitterness he had been feeling toward old Monterey now vanished. It was only strange to him that the slayer of the son had not been slain out of hand.

He fumbled his way with outstretched hands through the darkness and came to the little door that he had seen on the right. When he opened it, a cool breath of air moved upward into his face. And he had a sense, though no sight, of steps descending through the shadows before him. With his foot he reached and found, as he had expected, a stairway that led down. He shut the door behind him. The draft no longer blew. A close dampness of moist stone surrounded him as he descended a winding way until one outstretched hand told him of another door.

He opened it with great care, and instantly found the outdoors before his face, the yellow of the moonlight striking directly against him. It was the garden where the girl sat with Monterey.

The silhouette of a man moved before him, close enough to touch. But the figure did not pause at the partially opened door. It went on, bearing a large tray with glasses twinkling on it, and a luster of half-seen silver.

Silvertip ventured outside. Other people moved here and there, but all at a sufficiently safe distance, so he stole for the nearest shelter. It was a bank of shadow that looked to him like brush, but turned out to be tall flowers, which were hedged up here as a margin and border to surround the garden.

Delicately he moved forward, putting the great, rank stalks aside until he had made for himself a covert of darkness. There he crouched, and parting the branches before him, he could look out on the garden scene and the table with a more intimate eye.

They spoke suddenly, and then turned their faces directly toward him.

There is something in the flowers, said the girl.

There is the wind, said the voice of Senior Monterey.

Something moved in there, slowly, she Insisted.

A snake, perhaps, suggested the old man.

He dismissed the subject with a wave of his hand. The wind stirred his long hair, and his beard, and the moon glittered over him till he looked to Silvertip like a patriarchal form that had walked out of a distant age.

You think of him still, said Monterey suddenly.

The bowed head of the girl lifted slowly. And a touch on the heart of Silver told him that it was of him that Monterey was speaking. That was hardly strange.

I think of him, she answered. I keep thinking. I keep trying for words that will move you, Uncle Arturo.

The old man answered: You would not need to whisper to me, Julia, if I dreamed that he is what you say — honest! But he cant be honest. There is no honesty in his race. I have suffered at their hands enough to have broken the hearts of twenty stronger men than I, and only my hope for revenge keeps life in me. Now that my boy is gone, you will wonder that I can still hope even for revenge, but let me tell you that the dream has been in my heart so long that it cannot die as quickly as Pedrillo did.

I think that even bullets could not kill it. If my body came to an end, the hate for the gringos would still live. It would take a bodiless form; it would walk the earth like a ghost. But no matter how I hate his race, if this man were honest, I would set him free, reward him, beg for his pardon.

He is honest, if I ever saw honesty! said the girl. And now he lies in a pen where you would not even put swine!

He is like his people — a liar and a traitor! exclaimed Monterey. How many times they have betrayed me, Julia! You know only a little of it! And now I think of how he tried to deceive you, of how he told you that he came here only hoping that he could fill the place of my dead boy, in some way. Oh, my child, it was the sort of a story that a man might use to a woman, but never to another man.

Uncle Arturo, said the girl, he came with the horse, he told the truth of the death of poor Pedro, and he put himself in your hands. How could he have done those things unless he meant honestly?

But there was no response to her plea. After a pause of silence, the girl stirred.

To the good, all creatures are virtuous, said Monterey, and there is such a well of goodness in you that you could forgive the devil himself for his craft and his fiendishness. You would pity him for the pain that he lies in. But let me tell you that I shall never again believe well of a gringo until his virtue is established more plainly than the mountains that stand by the Haverhill Valley!

She looked steadily at the old man for a moment. Then she sighed.

Its time to go in, said Julia. Onate and Alvarez have been quarreling again, and youll have to see them.

I can see them out here, said Arturo Monterey.

Its not safe, she answered. She leaned a little across the table. The men of Drummon are bolder every day; how can you tell how bold theyll be at night? They may slip up here. They have a moon to show them their way.

They may be here now. What I heard there among the flowers may be one of them lying still and watching, and listening.

Let them watch, and let them listen, said Monterey.

I have a feeling, Julia, that Ive come to the end of my day. Let it close as soon as it will. Im ready for it.

The girl waited an instant. Then she said: Youre tired to-day, Uncle Arturo. And when a person is tired, the gloomy thoughts are the ones that come up in the mind.

He answered: Ive been marked by my shame long enough, and if I am to die, I am ready for it.

He touched his forehead significantly as he spoke, on the band of dark cloth that crossed his forehead.

The girl would have spoken again, but he stopped her with a raised hand, saying:

There is nothing but cold and emptiness in my heart. And I should die even gladly, except that there is the one great purpose of all these years unaccomplished.

But if you stay out here, said the girl, if you throw yourself away into the hands of Drummons brutes — is there any chance, then, of doing what you promised yourself?

He answered: If the hand of God is against me, why should I attempt to defend myself?


XI. BRAND OF SHAME
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OLD MONTEREY WAS asking to have Onate and Alvarez brought before him. They must have been attending close at hand, for now they came in, together, escorted by two vaqueros who had bound the hands of the pair. And they stood with bowed heads before the master. One was young, one a grizzled veteran. They were peons of the field, not cattle herders; they wore huarachos on their bare feet, and they were dressed in white cotton that shimmered in the moonlight.

Now, Tonio? said Arturo Monterey.

One of the vaqueros made half a step forward. He was a solid fellow with a grave, steady look.

Their houses are side by side, as you know, senior, said Tonio. They have always been friends. Onate is a good man, and he has helped Alvarez. Hes older, this Onate, and he has a head on his shoulders. But now, all at once, they are enemies. They run at each other with knives. We ask them why they quarrel. They give us no answer. They will not speak to each other. They will not speak to us. So we have brought them to you, senior.

Who began this quarrel? asked Monterey.

The two peons looked at one another, and were silent, staring again at the ground.

Answer! cried Monterey, lifting his voice suddenly to thunder.

They both started violently, and with one voice, both exclaimed: I started the trouble, señor.

Then they were mute, and again gaped on one another.

You both began the fight? said Monterey, amused and interested. How could you both begin it?

It was I, senior, said Onate. I am sorry, and I repent.

I am sorry, and I repent, also, said Alvarez. Then, losing his control for an instant, he exclaimed: But this Onate is a liar and a fool!

Onate, grinding his teeth, said nothing. He continued to look merely at the ground.

You both began the fight; you both repent; and one of you is a liar and a fool. How, Onate? Are you the liar and the fool?

Onate jerked up his head savagely. Then something from within gave him pause. He drew a breath and gasped, Yes, senior.

Monterey regarded them both soberly.

They have seen you; perhaps it is enough. They will not fight again, senior, observed Tonio.

Monterey hushed him with a gesture.

Fire can burn underground, but it will always break out when a wind blows, he said. Why did you quarrel, you two?

Again the pair regarded one another, gloomily.

Speak! commanded Monterey.

Onate said slowly: I, senior, said a foolish thing. I am sorry. I angered Alvarez. I ask him to forgive me. I am — a liar — a fool!

He brought out the last words with a bitter effort.

There is no more lying in you, Onate, than in a blessed saint, declared Monterey. What was it you talked about?

There was another pause, but not so long that Monterey had to lay the whip of his impatience on either of them again. For Alvarez muttered:

About you, señor, and God forgive us!

God will forgive you and so shall I, probably, said Monterey. What was it that you said about me?

This time the full pause lasted so long, before an answer, that the silence itself became more of a threat than any words from Monterey could have been. It was this quiet pressure that made Alvarez say:

I asked Onate if he knew why the senior wore the cloth band about his head, always, day and night. And then he told me such a great lie that my knife got into my hand. But even a good man will lie, sometimes, to make talk. I am sorry. But the senior is my father; he is the father to us all.

Monterey was so moved by something in this speech that he stood up from his chair, suddenly.

What did you say, Onate? he demanded.

Señor, he said, if you ask me for my words, I shall seem to you a traitor and a scoundrel. In the name of Heaven, do not make me speak, and forgive me!

Monterey bowed his head for a moment in thought.

The time has come, Onate, he said, when secret shame should be bared before the world. My son has gone from me, Onate, and I fear that he will not return. Perhaps the secrecy with which I have kept that shame of mine is the reason that God chooses to punish me. Speak out, freely. What did you say to Alvarez?

Onate flung himself suddenly on his knees.

Señor, he groaned, it is a foul story that has been in the air for many years, since the night when Señor Drum-mon and his men poured into the house. And it is said — forgive me for repeating it! — but it is said that on that night the brand of the Cross and Snake was burned into your forehead with your own branding iron by the gringo devils!

He put up a hand before his face, as though to shield himself from an unexpected blow.

The girl sprang up and hurried to the side of Arturo Monterey, anxiously, as though to be a shield to any object of his wrath. But the old man, after a moment, cried out:

It is the will of God that the whole world should know. Onate, you spoke the truth.

With that, he suddenly tore the cloth band from about his head, and the brightness of the moon showed to them all, and above all to the straining eyes of Silvertip, a small cross printed in a shadowy furrow in the brow of Monterey, and beneath it a wavering line — the complete brand of the Cross and Snake.

The Mexicans, both the prisoners and the vaqueros who had guarded them, slowly drew back from that sight, then turned, and fairly fled. Monterey slipped back into his chair and the girl, lifting the cloth circle from the ground, fitted it carefully over the bowed head again. She was weeping, stifling her sobs as well as she could. Then she sat beside him, watching his bowed face.

The whole world had heard of it, said Monterey. You have heard of it also, Julia. Drummon has talked of it and boasted of it among his men. That is why the gringos laugh, when they look at me, and laugh, also, when they speak of me.

The cruel, savage dogs! sobbed the girl. I had heard of it, Uncle Arturo, but I would never believe. None of us would ever believe. Why did you show it to them?

The will of God, repeated Monterey. Who can avoid that? And yet perhaps, before the end, I shall be able to strike one blow at Drummon. I have prayed for that. I have yearned for it, since that night when Drummon and his men broke into this house and lashed me to a chair in my own hall, and heated the branding iron in the coals of my own fire.

No! cried the girl. No one could do that to you! Not even a beast like Drummon, or the brutes that follow him!

He told me, said Monterey, that since I fought with him about the cattle in the valley, and since I claimed more than was mine, he would put my own brand where the devil himself and every man could always see it. And then he took the branding iron with his own hands. It was white-hot. It threw out snapping sparks, and the heat seemed to drip away, in shining water. He stamped the brand in the middle of the forehead, and burned the flesh through, to the bone. Then he left me, and I heard their laughter go like a roaring wind through the house. He left me with the brand on my forehead, and a ruined right hand, so that I could never strike back.

He lifted that hand, and Siivertip saw for the first time that it was a withered, twisted, inturned claw.

Do you wonder, Julia, said Monterey, that I raised Pedrillo to be a warrior, and that I taught him very little besides riding and shooting with rifles and revolvers? Do you wonder that I brought in the gun fighter and man-killer, Jose Bandini, to be a tutor to him, at last? For I had sworn that when he reached his twenty-first year, he should have to leave my house, and never return to it unless he had fulfilled my promise to Drummon. I swore to him, Julia, as he stood back from me — I swore to Drummon, when the pain had blinded me, that I would do to him as he had done to me, but more, and lay this brand of mine on the door of his house, on his forehead, and over his heart. Do you understand why I have waited these years? I married in hope of having a son; when he was born, I gave my life to raising him for that one purpose. And he is gone, Julia. He has been swept away. So I remain alone, with only this to perform my task!

And he lifted, again, the withered right hand which was his only tool for labor.


XII. DRUMMONS MEN
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IT HAD COME to Silvertip like a thunderstroke of revelation. The sense of folly and of wasted effort departed from him; the whole cloud of obscurity was not lifted, but he could see his major purpose emerge clear and straight before him. He knew to what end the life of Pedrillo Mon-terey had been aimed; now he had before him, clearly, the definite goal. On the door of the Drummon house, on Drummons brow, and over his heart to place the brand which had been stamped so brutally into the forehead of Monterey — that was to be the task. The joy that swelled suddenly in the heart of Silvertip could not be contained by the cold constriction of fear that also gathered about it.

And as the bewilderment left him, as the purpose became clear before him, he was struck again with wonder as to how he should be able to approach Monterey, to offer his services. His face was known in the house — and the Mexicans were prepared to hunt him like a beast.

He heard the girl saying: We must go in, Uncle Arturo. Its growing very cool, now. And its late.

Its late, said Monterey, and its too cool for you out here now. But I want to be alone, Julia. I have to be alone for a time. Go in, my dear, and Ill stay out here for a few moments.

Then let me call some of the men, said the girl.

So that they can guard me under the wall of my own house? asked Monterey angrily. So that they can stare at me, and whisper to each other because of the shame theyve seen stamped on my face forever, this evening? No, Ill stay here alone. And if Drummons hunting wolves come near enough to nip me, they will not be taking a great prize. Go in, Julia.

She lingered for a moment, then, as though persuaded by some inward impulse, she left him silently, and passed into the house.

Arturo Monterey, when she had gone, walked to each side of the terrace, and peered across the hollow of the valley. Then he returned and sat at the table, staring north. A gust of wind, iced from the mountain snows, struck coldly across the garden, making the tall perennials around Silvertip whip up and down with a rushing sound. The breeze fell away, and old Monterey remained at his place unmoved by the cold, lost in his thoughts. Again the wind fanned his silver hair, ruffling and raising it, sending through the flowers rustlings that seemed to continue even after all the breeze had died.

It was time, Silver knew, to step out and confront the Mexican. Sooner or later he had to face him and make his offer, in whatever words he could find. But still he delayed. One shout from Monterey would bring men pouring out from the house; and perhaps the shout would come before he could explain himself.

So he waited, irresolute, and now heard the rustling among the tall flowers again, though it seemed to him that there was no wind at all. Something pulled his glance suddenly up, and he saw two figures rise almost beside him. The back of Monterey was turned toward them; it did not need a glimpse of the shotgun one carried or of the revolver that shimmered in the hand of the other to tell Silvertip that these were the men of Drummon. They were black against the sky, their faces darkened under the wide brims of their sombreros as though they had been rubbed with charcoal.

Silvertips Colt was in his grip as he rose, shouting: Monterey!

The old man leaped up; a revolver spat twice. To Silvertip the gun seemed to make hardly a sound; he was more aware of the shotgun, which was being swung toward him; and at that fellow he fired.

The man dropped his weapon. He ran stumbling forward, stretching out his arms before him as one who has lost balance. Right between Silvertip and the second of Drummons men he ran, and lurched into the flowers at Silvers feet with a crash. Silvertip was already firing over him, as the body fell, but the second stalker had taken to flight and ran like a snipe flying down wind.

Already he was through the opposite border of flowers, and racing down the slope beyond. Silver, running in pursuit, saw old Monterey standing by the table with a small pocket pistol raised to an attitude of attention, like a duelist in another day, waiting for the word to fire.

When Silvertip gained the edge of the terrace, he saw his quarry already in a cluster of tall shrubbery, out of which the fugitive sped away on a horse. There was no purpose in pursuit. The moon flashed for an instant on the striding of the mustang; then it was lost among great trees, like a hawk in a dark cloud.

Silvertip whirled back, to find that Monterey already was kneeling beside the fallen body, trying to turn it over. That task Silvertip performed for him, and as a door of the house crashed open, as wild voices poured out at them, Silver turned on its back the powerful body and the wide, brutal face of Chuck Terry.

His mind flashed back to the picture of young Pedrillo Monterey, lying smiling at the ceiling, and Silver felt that at last he had made one long stride down the trail on which he had set his foot.

They were all around him now, Tonio and the girl among the first, with others filling in the background. Every man of them was armed. They would have pulled down Silvertip like a pack of hungry dogs, if the voice of Monterey had not stopped them.

That is the gringo who brought the mare, senior! shouted some one.

By the grace of God! said Monterey. Otherwise I should have lain where this one is lying. He has saved me, my children. He has killed this murderer, and made another run like a deer. Do you know the face of the dead man, any one of you?

They came up to look at that immobile face, and as they passed by Silvertip, they looked with fear, with wonder, with hatred, also, upon him. He felt the shifting of their eyes upward, to the two gray tufts of his hair, like incipient horns rising. Tonio made the sign against the evil eye.

This one is called Terry, said Tonio. He is one of the leaders for Drummon. He is one who hires others. We have seen him before come near the house, like a buzzard sailing in a clear sky. And now hes caught and down — caught and down! Gringo! Hai! You grin at us now, eh? But we are laughing. If all—

Be quiet, Tonio, said Monterey. Do you forget that this man who has saved my life is also an American? He went up to Silver and faced him closely. All of Mon-tereys visage was old, the lines down-flowing from the brows and the mouth, but the eyes remained unflattened and undimmed by years, like the eyes of an artist.

Take the body away, said Monterey to the peons. And leave me alone with this man.

He remained standing close to Silver. The girl had come up beside him. And the servants rapidly picked up and carried away the dead man. One of his arms hung down, and the loose, dead fingers trailed along the ground.

Sit down, said Monterey suddenly. Sit here. You are weak. Julia, pour some wine. Here, senior. Sit down!

He made Silver take the very chair in which he had been seated. He took the glass of wine from Julia, and passed it to Silver.

I cannot drink alone! said Silver. You shall not, said Arturo Monterey, and put a little wine in two more glasses.

The old man held up one of them as high as his head, until the wine sparkled in the moonlight.

I see you in clothes covered with the slime of the cellar water, said Monterey. I see you with a haggard and unshaven face, senior, and for every hair that grows upon it, I know you have had a bitter thought about me. How I wish, now, that I could have seen you with the clear eyes of Julia! But I can only drink to you now out of the gratitude of my heart. Gratitude, señor, to the man who killed my—

The words disappeared in a groan.

I ask your forgiveness, went on Monterey, suddenly, as Silver rose from the chair. I drink to kindliness between us, and perfect trust!

To the trust between us! said Silver, and drank the wine. And over the edge of the glass his eyes found the eyes of old Monterey, and held them.

They lowered the glasses, all three.

Were you here when I spoke to Julia of the past? asked Monterey.

I was here, said Silver.

You have seen the Drummons, said Monterey, and everything that I said about them is less than the truth. One of them you have killed. Therefore the whole tribe will hunt you down. You must leave the valley. You shall have guides and fast horses. Once beyond the mountains, you will be safe. In five minutes you must leave!

Not unless you gather your men and have me tied into a saddle and make them lead me out, answered Silver.

Do you hear? said the girl softly. Uncle Arturo, do you hear? He will not leave you!

He must leave me, answered Monterey. He has been treated like a dog. There must still be hatred in him.

The wine has washed it away, answered Silver. Señor, I am bound to this valley by an oath.

To whom? asked Monterey.

To a dead man, said Silver. It is a promise I made to Pedro Monterey as he lay dead. I swore then that I would never give up his back trail until I found what purpose he had in life, and that I would try to fulfill it. Tonight Ive heard of the thing he was to do. I shall stay here in the Haverhill until there is the Cross and Snake brand on the door of the Drummon house, on the forehead of Drummon, and over his heart.

The words were somewhat magniloquent; the voice that spoke them was perfectly quiet and subdued. Arturo Monterey stared at the speaker, and then at the girl.

I understand, he said at last. And now that you have spoken, there is no word fit to make a reply to you. You have spoken to Juan Perez. Even Perez could believe you, and that is why you were free to come here?

Silver smiled faintly.

Perez is lying in the room where I was kept, he answered. He came to see me. I managed to knock his feet from under him, stun him, get the key, and free myself. After that I locked the door on him, and it was mostly chance that brought me here.

Chance? cried Monterey. Chance? There is no chance in it! If ever God showed His hand, it is in this.

Monterey turned to the girl.

Do you hear, Julia? he asked.

I hear, she said, watching the face of Silver all the while.

The old man lifted his voice, suddenly and loudly: I believe! Do you see a justice in this? The very people who wronged me have sent me a champion. Providence is working. In every way, this surpasses ordinary human accident. The man is sent to me as a helper; he is attacked in front of my house; he is imprisoned; he breaks out to save my life, and offers me his own good right hand to help me in the fight. Do you see, Julia? It is a stroke out of the sky!

He lifted his hand over his head as he spoke, and Silver-tip saw the grisly distortion of it, a black, twisted thing against the brilliance of the moonlit sky. The voice and the hand of old Monterey fell at one moment. The strength dissolved out of him. He took the arm of the girl on one side and the arm of the gringo on the other, and so went slowly into the house.


XIII. ACCEPTED
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MONTEREY HIMSELF LED the way to a closed door and paused before it. He said to Silvertip: When a man comes closer to the grave, he comes nearer to a belief in many things formerly deemed incredible. I am old, my friend, and therefore I am superstitious. I take you as a great gift out of the hand of fortune. Senior Silver, for twenty-five years nobody of your race has entered this house, but now I am opening a room for you. I open this door for you, I open my hand and my heart and my faith to you, also. He cast the door open. A servant carried in a lighted lamp before them to reveal a big chamber. Silvertip saw a gleaming of dark, polished wooden chests of drawers and a huge wardrobe, and the slender, shining posts of another big four-poster bed. The servant pushed open the heavy shutters of two windows and let the thin dappling of the stars be seen. They looked both close and dim, except one burning yellow eye of light. Old Monterey took Silvers hand. In everything you say and everything you do he said, you are now as the master of the house. Senior, good night. An old man gives you his blessing.

The girl went out with him. The servant remained for a moment, moving slowly here and there to open the bed, to dust the window sills, which were covered with fine silt. Before he left, the fellow paused at the door and looked at Silvertip out of narrowed eyes. He continued to stare, unwinking, for a moment, then he nodded, and, with a muttered good night, left the room.

Silver could not settle down at once. He had to walk between the hall door and the windows, back and forth, back and forth, struggling with the thoughts that worked like moles under the surface of his mind.

As he looked back on the events that had occurred since that evening when he rode down from the mountains into Cruces, it seemed to him that miraculous influences had been working on him all the while. He had been seized upon like driftwood by a powerful current, and brought straight down to the moment he desired. Now he was accepted by the family of the man he had killed. All the strength of Monterey and his men would be focused to help him in his work, and he was given freely his opportunity to step into the shoes of the dead man. In a sense, the ghost of young Pedro Monterey was most certainly walking up and down with him.

Other things, small problems, remained to be explained. For one thing, if Bandini had been retained as a tutor to educate Pedro as a fighting man, it was odd that the teacher and the pupil should have been so obviously quarreling when they were in Cruces together. But this was a minor point. The main fact was that at last he was confronting the unfinished life work of the dead man. He could not falter now. But though that work was exactly where his strength was the greatest, he felt assured that there were odds against him too great to be overcome. Monterey, with all of his men, had struggled vainly these many years. It would be strange indeed if he could succeed where so many had failed utterly.

Even when he had been imprisoned he had hardly felt a more intimate sense of peril than that which followed him coldly up and down through this room. And in the background of his brain the thought of the Drummons rose up like thunderheads in a winter sky.

He was still pacing the floor when a tap came at the door, and he opened it on Julia. There seemed to be no light whatever in the hallway. The black hand of darkness held her in sharp relief.

Is your uncle still holding a stiff upper lip? asked Silver. Ive never seen a stronger will.

Hes shaking like a leaf now, said the girl. But he wont let himself think about Pedrillo. He keeps poor Pedro out of his mind. Thats the reason why hes able to bear up. And hell keep fighting back the sorrow, because that alone would be enough to kill him, and he wont die until hes made the Drummons suffer.

Silver nodded. Señorita, he said, I want to know a few things.

I thought you would, she answered. Ask me.

About you first. Who are you?

Im the waif, the orphan, the poor relation. My name is Monterey, also.

Youre no more Mexican, said he, than I am.

My mother was American, she told him. Thats all about me.

Your father and your mother died, and Don Arturo took you in?

Yes.

And youve been happy here?

Who can be really happy in the Haverhill? Theres a curse on the entire valley.

How close a relation are you of this family?

A third cousin.

And you want to leave the Haverhill and the Casa Monterey?

Not until Uncle Arturo is either happy or — dead.

Tell me about Pedro. Sit down and tell me.

She sat on the edge of a chair. He sat down in turn and took his unshaven, unclean face between his hands. Pedro was handsome — but you saw him. The finest-looking lad I ever saw. And he was the true steel all the way through. He laughed a little too much to please his father. But he had the making of a fine man.

I knew it, said Silver bitterly. There was no flaw in him, and I— He finished with a gesture. Tell me more about him, he urged.

You only shortened his life a little, she answered. He was to go against the Drummons in a short time, and they would have crushed him at once. Pedro was not clever. He was not very wise or strong-minded, either. He was simply honest and cheerful and brave. He would not have known how to meet the Drummons. He would have ridden straight at them — and that would have been the end.

Silver lifted his head and looked at her, but he was seeing the face of the dead man again. He felt that it was true — that young Pedro would have charged a mountain blindly.

Theres another thing — Bandini, he said.

Bandini is a rascal.

Does Monterey know that?

No. Uncle Arturo loves him — simply because he can ride well and shoot straight, and because he pretends to have a deathless devotion to my uncle and his cause. But as a matter of fact, all that hes interested in is in lining his wallet with more money. Im sure of it. He worked here teaching Pedro how to ride, how to shoot, even how to fight with a knife. It used to be a savage thing to see them fighting, even although the knives were wood! But Uncle Arturo believes in Bandini almost as he believes in the Bible,

Where will Bandini be now?

Taking charge of the body of poor Pedrillo, seeing that its embalmed, bringing it back toward the Haverhill.

Hell be here soon?

Yes. What else do you want to know?

His eyes surveyed her face curiously. She was not beautiful, but something from the mind spoke in her face. The lips and chin were modeled with the tender delicacy of childhood still; but across the forehead and eyes she was a woman.

Only one other thing, said Silvertip. Thats about the servants. They hate me. But will you try to tell them that Im not a monster?

Youre wise, she answered. Youre so wise that youll add a few days to your life, perhaps.

A few days? said Silver. Ill live to be as old as Monterey.

She looked up at him and smiled.

I hope so, she said, and almost immediately she said good night, and walked off into the thick blackness of the hall with the surety of one born blind and stepping through a familiar place.

Silver closed the door, stripped, took a sponge bath in cold water, and went to bed. The coolness of the sheets soothed him. All the blood of his body seemed to be gathered in his head, and to be whirling and churning there.

He looked to the side out the window. Now that the room was thoroughly darkened, the stars were both brighter and more distant. He watched the patterning in which they were set. By degrees it grew confused. The points of light seemed to be moving a little. They softened, blurred, and Silver was asleep.


XIV. THE SHERIFF
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THE SHERIFF CAME up with the sun, so to speak, and old Arturo Monterey and Silver had to go out and meet him on the terrace garden behind the house. Silver had risen to find that fresh clothes were laid out on a chair beside his bed. When he had shaved, he looked at a face four shades paler than it had been for years, and chiseled lean and hard by pain. And then he tried on the clothes and found that they fitted almost miraculously.

But they were Mexican type. There was a tightly fitted jacket, with his big shoulders exploding out above the narrowness of the waist, and there was a sash that went about the hips, and all the middle of his body was incased as in armor, though the trousers flared out at the bottom a little. His own old sombrero looked sadly out of place with such an outfit. There was another hat with the clothes, one with a silver band of Mexican wheelwork girdling the crown, but he could not induce himself to put this on. It was bad enough to be Mexican to the neck; his head had to remain in an American fashion.

He had barely finished dressing when he received the summons to join Monterey in the terrace garden behind the house. He went uneasily, wondering about the cat-footed one who had been able to enter his room unheard during the night and place that outfit at his hand. There the body of Chuck Terry was laid out among the tall flowers exactly where the imprint of it had fallen the night before.

The sheriff considered the situation with a sour eye. He was a true Haverhill man, with the jowls, the blunt jaw and nose, the huge brows that kept the eyes in shadow. And, like the rest of the tribe, it seemed as though the sun could have no power to influence his skin; very few of those men were tanned. The majority, and the sheriff was one of them, kept an unhealthy white, like that of things which seldom see the day. Those Haverhill men all looked as though they were freshly out of prison.

He listened to the story with angry eyes that shifted from the face of Monterey to that of Silver.

How would you know? challenged the sheriff. How would you know that poor Chuck here wasnt just comin up to make a friendly call?

Perhaps that was all he was doing. In that case, we made an unhappy mistake, said Monterey.

The profound irony of this remark influenced even the mind of the sheriff. He kicked the ground and stamped on it impatiently.

You gents, said the sheriff, oughta take your time about things. Theres been too much shootin around the Haverhill. And its gotta stop. Im goin to stop it. You all hear me? Here comes Chuck. Just kind of curious. He was only a kid. He was younger than his years. Everybody knew that. Just a great big, open-hearted, fine kid. Just curious. Like the way an antelope is curious, the poor fool! And he comes up here with a friend, and they wanta have a look at the great Arturo Monterey. Thats all they wanta do. And by thunder, Im goin to jail the pair of you for murder, is what Im goin to do! There aint any sense. There aint right in it. There aint any judge, and there aint any jury that wouldnt call it murder!

When a fellows so curious that he and his pal start sneaking up behind a man at night, said Silver, and when they start shooting as soon as they hear some one behind them sing out—

Just kind of startled, maybe, suggested the sheriff.

But presently he was scowling at the ground.

Monterey, in that moment, let his eyes run over the new clothes on the body of Silver, and at the new face which had been revealed by the shaving away of the shaggy growth of beard. He seemed to find much that was worth seeing, and his glance wandered intently from feature to feature. To Silver, aware of the survey, it seemed as though the old man were weighing him in a fine balance and accepting him as a thing of price.

All right, said the sheriff. I oughta take up the two of you, but theres enough trouble already, and thisll just make more. Ill leave you go free. You, Monterey — and youre the gent called Silver?

Yes, said he.

Youre the one with the white horns, are you? said the sheriff. Well, young feller, if youd keep your horns out of this business here in Haverhill Valley, youd be a lot better off, and so would we. You been makin trouble, and youre goin to make a lot more trouble, and before the end, maybe youll wish that you never seen the Haverhill River, or the Haverhill men that the whole valley had oughta belong to!

After that he had the body of the dead man placed in his buckboard and drove off, but his venomous eyes dwelt continually on Silver all the time that the preparations were going on; particularly after he had stared for a time at the red spot on the left breast of the coat of Chuck Terry.

Theyve laid their eyes on you now, señor, said Monterey, and that means that the air you breathe in this valley is poisoned from this moment on. But you have a horse, and yonder is the nearest way to the first pass. And in two hours you can be safely over the hills. Think carefully, my friend. Every chance is against us. They have numbers. They have craft. They have the cruelty of devils and the persistence of hungry beasts. Nothing but the last chance is left to you if you remain!

It was not half-hearted persuasion. As in the eyes of the girl now and again, so in the eyes of Monterey, something came up from the spirit and spoke to Silvertip.

But he slowly shook his head and smiled.

Julia came suddenly out to them from the house. Her glance found Silver and dwelt on him with a smile. He knew that she had picked the outfit, by the look she gave it.

I have stopped trying to persuade him, said Monterey. If he is to stay here, Heaven knows it is of his own free will; and like a gift from Heaven I take him. You have news in your face, Julia. What is it?

Juan Perez is a madman, said the girl. He has bitten his lips till they bleed. I tried to speak to him. But he lay on a bed and kept beating his head with his hands. He says that he is shamed forever. Something will have to be done about him. You must go to him, Uncle Arturo.

No, said Silver. Ill go myself.

You? she cried. He will try to kill you! There is a wild devil in him. Its more dangerous to rob a man of his self-respect than to take the cubs from a she-bear.

Im the man to see him, said Silver. Let me go to him.

Perhaps, said Arturo Monterey. But I shall go with you. Juan Perez is the most faithful of the faithful, but there never was a more dangerous man.

Show me to the door of his room, said Silver. Then leave me there.

The two of them conducted him. They went across the  patio and into the long wing where the servants were housed. At the end of the long and narrow upper hall, Arturo Monterey stopped before a door.

Go back now, said Silver. Or else stand here quietly. I know how to handle this case. And if I dont manage him now, hell put a knife in my back later on. Stand quietly, and dont argue. I have to have my way about this.

He knocked at the door. A faint groan answered him. He opened the door and stepped into a naked little room with only the mask of a grizzly hanging on the wall, and the claws of the great bear strung on a half necklace below the head. On a cot lay the tall form of Perez, face down.

Juan Perez! said Silver.

The Mexican came to life with a bound. He said nothing. The devil that was in him needed no sound for expression. The writhing face of Juan Perez expressed him fully enough.

The Mexican had thrown off his belt. Now he caught from it the long hunting knife whose handle projected from a leather sheath. The steel flashed in the dim room as Perez leaped.

But Silver put his hands behind his back and waited. The left hand of Perez caught at his throat. The knife trembled with the tense strength of the arm that wielded it. But it was not driven home.

Will you listen to me? said Silver.

Juan Perez thrust himself back to arms length. The gringo was in his power. The point of that knife could find the life with a single slight gesture. But though the Mexican was half mad with shame, there was manliness in him that made it impossible to strike an unresisting enemy.

Now, gringo — now, dog, he groaned. Take your gun and fight me man to man!

We are serving the same master, Juan Perez, said Silver. Will he gain very much if we kill one another? The Drummons will laugh; they will be the ones to gain.

You tore me from my horse in the town; you have beaten me senseless and left me in your own prison; and the people are laughing at me! cried Juan Perez.

And you, said Silver, have thrown me into the slime of a dark cellar, and tossed my bread into the foul water, and left me there to starve and go mad in the dark. Which of us has suffered the most from the other?

The logic of this statement was so convincing that the left hand of Perez fell away from the collar of Silvers jacket. He retreated a step, breathing very hard. His teeth were set. He seemed striving to work himself again to the height of his passion, but an increasing calmness appeared, in his eyes.

If I forgive you, said Silver, it will be a greater thing in the eyes of every one than if you forgive me. And that is what I have come to say to you. Let us forgive one another. Let me have your hand. We are each wise enough to know that the other man is worth fear. Therefore he is worth respect. I respect you, Juan Perez. I want you for my friend. That is why I have come here. That is why I humble myself and take the first long steps. They told me that you would kill me the instant I appeared, but I knew that you are an honorable man. Here is my hand, Perez. Give me yours!

And how about my shame? muttered Perez. The smiles? The sneers?

I have seen a great many brave men in the world, said Silver, but I dont know one brave enough to sneer or smile when he sees Juan Perez and Silver walking shoulder to shoulder as friends.

Juan Perez suddenly clasped the hand of Silver. The other hand of the Mexican was struck against his forehead.

What am I doing? he exclaimed. Have my wits gone?

Is it a foolish thing, said Silver, to turn an enemy into a friend? Are you afraid of what old women will say, or do you want the friendship of true men?

You are right, said Perez, taking his breath in great gulps. There is no more truth in all the blue sky than in what you have said. But let me be alone for a little longer. Let me prepare myself. Then I shall walk out into the open day and take your hand where every one can see us. And if there are smiles—

He ground his teeth together at the thought. Silver dropped a hand on his shoulder.

This is the beginning, brother, said he. Before the end of the trail, we shall have ridden through some strange places together. Come when you wish. Call for me if you please. I am in your service and you are in mine, and we shall fight for the same master. Adios!

He went out of the room, and down the hall he saw the Montereys standing side by side. To their astonished eyes, he smiled and waved; and when he joined them, old Monterey exclaimed:

What has happened?

We have shaken hands, said Silver. We are now brothers. We shall go to one another whenever we are called, and we shall serve one master.

He went down the stairs before them. And he heard Monterey saying:

You understand, Julia? As I said before, it is not chance. There is fate in it. If Juan Perez is won over, then all the others will be ready to follow him. They will ride behind him just as though he were my own son and wore my proper name!

Silver went back to his own room, and there a servant brought him fresh chocolate, and bread, baked in small brown loaves, with butter. He ate and drank hungrily. There was a full pot of frothed chocolate, and he drained it to the last sip. Then he smoked a cigarette and watched the wreaths of blue-white rising up against the ceiling. He could think of nothing except the round, brown face of Tonio for the purpose he had in mind. Tonio to-day — Juan Perez on other occasions.

So he went out into the patio and sent for Tonio. The minute the man appeared, Silver knew that his interview with Perez had become known, for there was no hostility in the big eyes.

The eyes of Tonio were pale and a little prominent. They blinked twice as he greeted Silver. Then he began to smile.

Tonio, will you help me to-day? asked Silver.

There is nothing every one on the place wishes except to serve the señor, said Tonio. For my part, no trouble would be too great; we know what service was done the night before in the garden terrace.

Youll help me then, Tonio? asked Silver. The first thing is to take me out riding and show me the way to the house of Henry Drummon. Will you do that?

Tonios round fat face wrinkled like the skin of an overripe apple.

Then he sighed and nodded. But he added: This is war now, señor.

He waved his hand at the breadth of the valley, the pale-green of the grass, with the wind and the sun giving it a shimmering life, and the trees rolling in darker clouds across it.

War now, said Tonio. There has been almost peace for these last years, but now there is another death, and the war commences once more. If we go to look at the Drummons, be sure that the Drummons are coming to look at us. There will be cattle rustling, horse stealing, and every rock, and every stump, and every bush will have a rifle behind it, perhaps. But if you wish to ride to see the Drummons, Ill show you the way.

They went to the stable, where Silver found his mustang. In the patio, the girl came out to watch them leave. She had on a wide-brimmed straw hat, tipped so that the brim was a halo for her face; and she wore a blue dress with yellow Mexican embroidery spilling across it.

Silvertip waited for her to say something, but she said nothing at all. She merely came out to the patio entrance and watched them go through the arch. The sun flamed on the whitewash of the wall behind her as she watched them pass. Silver turned suddenly to speak to her; the words stuck in his throat; he rode on silently. There was something fixed and still about her smile, and a pallor around the mouth that told him she was smiling merely as a soldier smiles when he faces the firing squad. Perhaps she was guessing what errand he rode on with Tonio. Perhaps she was assuring herself that neither of them would ever come back again.

Juan Perez was gone with Monterey; Tonio was with Silver; no one remained in the house to give guidance to the ignorant, clumsy peons, and the unruly vaqueros who could protect her in case the Drummons, in fact, were reaching out at that moment toward the house of Monterey.

But he went on.

Gallop, Tonio! he called, and they raced down the slope and swung down the easy pitch toward the middle of the valley, then out from it into the broader expanse of the Haverhill Valley itself.

Presently, when their horses were black with sweat, they drew rein at a signal from Tonio. His lifted hand pointed toward a group of cattle that seemed to Silver a smaller and a scrawnier breed, less square in the quarters than the stock of Monterey.

You see the brand? You know it? asked Tonio.

Silver singled out a steer and drifted slowly down toward it, until he made out the loom and strike of the brand against the skin of one of the quarters.

Bar 17 Bar called he to Tonio. Is that the brand?

Thats it. Thats the Drummon brand.

Silver looked around him with an appreciative eye. He could understand that in the Drummon range it was necessary to go on more carefully.

Where did the men of this valley come from? he asked.

Tonio made a great gesture toward the east. A long time ago they were in England, some people that looked like beasts, I suppose, said Tonio. Then they move out and go to Carolina. They go back up into mountains. They stay there till their neighbors begin to hunt them like beef. They leave that country and they go West. They come to the valley here. They kill the Haverhills, who own half the valley. They start fighting the Montereys. They keep on fighting the Montereys. Now there is one old man left to us, and there are plenty of Drummons remaining. They stay all the same. When strangers come into the valley, the Drummons ride them down. They burn the houses the squatters build. Sometimes they burn the squatters with the houses.

And nothing is done to em? asked Silver.

The sheriff is Drummon, the jury is Drummon, the judge is Drummon, said Tonio calmly.

Then his eyes rolled, and his teeth flashed in something that was not a smile.

Before I die, I shall do something! said Tonio. I have already done a little bit in my life!

He held up one finger as he spoke, and drew in his breath through his teeth, as though he were drinking.

He had killed at least one Drummon; that was fairly clear.

How many have gone down in the fighting? asked Silvertip. He took off his hat and ran his hand over his head as he waited for the answer.

Who knows? asked Tonio cheerfully. Fifty years — and who knows? When I was a boy there were two other little towns in the valley. They were both Mexican towns. Now they are gone. The fire caught hold of them on windy nights, and theyre both gone. Look there — by the edge of the river — yonder!

Silver could see it — a curious dark smudge, covered with small mounds.

That was one of them. That was the last one. The grass hasnt begun to grow on them yet, said Tonio. There is only Haverhill now. But who can tell? Some night the wind may blow up the valley, and there may be fire in that wind; and then there will be no Haverhill town, either.

He began to laugh and nod. And Silvertip saw the picture of the flames whirling, and the houses dissolving, and the people running into the night, dragging with them what they were trying to save from the ruin, and clouds of sparks exploding up into the sky.

Perhaps he would have to see that, picture painted brightly in before he came to the end of his days.


XV. THE DRUMMON PLACE
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THEY CAME TO the verge of the bright water, with its currents running like half-luminous shadows beneath the surface.

This is the limit, said Tonio. This is as far as we can go. Over there is the home of Henry Drummon — beyond that hill, with the trees covering it. If any of the men of Monterey are found across this river, we are shot like dogs. It is the dead line.

We could ford the stream right here, I think, said Silver.

Yes, said Tonio, and we could be shot on the other bank.

Silver scanned the wooded head of that hill and knew perfectly that he would have to cross to the other side of it. He knew, rising in him, the peculiar force of the temptation, and he set his teeth against the surge of it in vain.

At last he said: Wed better go over to have a bit of a look, Tonio, dont you think so?

Tonio stared at him.

This, he said, making an appropriate gesture, is the dead line. He indicated the river with the sweep of his hand, and continued by drawing the edge of the hand across his throat suddenly. Besides, he said, this is the daylight. And they are all hawks and owls. They can see miles and miles even in the half light. What do you wish to do, señor?

Silver drew up his belt a notch, as though he were hungry.

Ill go over and take a look at the house, he said. Go back in there among those trees, Tonio, and wait for me. If you hear guns, and dont see me come pelting back over the head of that hill, youll know that theyve got me, and you wont have to wait any longer.

Tonio shouted in rapid protest, but Silver was already riding into the water. He would not look back, in spite of the heated arguments that Tonio poured into his ears from a distance. But when he gained the farther bank, he turned and waved his hand. Tonio, with both arms moving, was indicating to heaven and earth that he abandoned the cause of a madman. Silver cantered his mustang up the easy slope and made straight at the hill.

As he came to it, he swung the horse to the side, and well away from a road that cleft through the trees. He had barely changed direction when he heard the beating of many hoofs, the creaking of leather, the notes of raised voices. And as the trees began to spread their branches above him, he saw a cavalcade of half a dozen riders sweep over the top of the hill, with a cluster of dogs racing about the horses, or frolicking in the lead.

It was a group of the Drummons. He could have known them at a greater distance by the way the big, blocky heads were set on the thick necks, and by the way the necks grew out of the shoulders. He could have judged, too, by something devil-may-care in the free swing of their riding. The very dogs had a look that to Silver seemed harmonious in the entire picture. They were huge brutes, all of a type, and the type something between wolfhound and mastiff.

When he came to a good thickness of brush, Silver dropped from the saddle, threw the reins, and made sure that he was well hidden from the eye of any observer. With a rattle and a roar, the group went by down the road.

He breathed more easily, and was about to toss the reins over the head of the sweating mustang again when a hound gave tongue on a note that approached him rapidly. A voice yelled out of the distance: Belle! Hey, Belle, you brindle-faced fool, stop running that rabbit track! Come back here, Belle!

But the baying of the dog still approached, and now a great brute with a brindled head and a white-and-tan body broke through the shrubbery, hesitated, then hurled itself straight at Silver.

He aimed at the head of Belle a kick that missed but made her swerve. Her bared teeth almost gripped his leg. As he turned, she was swerving, leaping full at his head. Instinct made him reach both hands forward, and luck gave him a double handhold just under the jaws. He let the big dog swing with the impetus of its own leap and flung her heavily on her back, his own weight behind the fall.

She lay still, on her side, with her long red tongue lolling out onto the dust and no sign of motion in her sides. He was afraid for an instant that she was dead, and if her master found her stretched out, he would not pause until he had found the cause that had brained her.

Through the trees, through the shrubbery, a horse was crashing its way, and the voice of the master was roaring:

Belle, you woodenheaded fool! Belle! Come here! Hey,

Belle! Im going to have the hide off you; Im going to have it off with a whip!

The dog revived all in an instant. Once on her feet, she stood swaying for a moment, her red eyes fixed eagerly on Silvertip; then she swung to the side and went hurtling away toward the calling voice.

Silver heard the man cursing. They were so close that he could even make out the whistling of the whip with which he struck at the dog. Then all those noises receded. He heard the pounding of hoofs, and the high-pitched halloo of the rider, hastening after his mates.

Silvertip took the loop of the reins over his arm and walked on among the trees slowly, scanning the vistas which opened among the trunks, and swerved away and closed to either side. He went on until he reached the brow of the hill. The trees stopped there suddenly. Through the verge of them he glimpsed a picture still obscured and brown-striped by the tree trunks which intervened between him and the open.

He saw a shallow valley, with a crooked flash of water streaked across the center of it, trees clustering here and there, and a long, low-fronted house that had once been painted white, though now the weather had scraped the wood bare in most places, and left merely a look of wet dust. The tramping of many hoofs had worn away all grass near the house, and across the face of the building stretched a hitch rack whose beams had been gnawed thin in many places. The front door-was set off by an ornamental hood of carved wood, and there was a brass knocker that looked foolishly out of place.

Silvertip left his mustang and rounded to the rear of the house. A narrow veranda ran along it. A workbench had been rigged here by laying a few long boards across two sawbucks. On the bench appeared the keel and the ribs of a sharp-ended rowboat which was probably intended for the stream that ran down the hollow near the house, and not for the Haverhill Valley itself. There was a litter of wood shavings on the floor, and spilling off onto the ground. From pegs along the outer wall hung bits of harness, and coats and hats mostly green with age, as though they had been hung up one day and then forgotten during years.

Silvertip tapped at the open kitchen door. He could see no one inside — only the worn tatters of some linoleum on the floor, and a broom with half the straw scrubbed from it, and a big rusty range on which a few pots were steaming idly. But a stifled voice called from an unseen corner of the room, and Silver went in.

In a corner near the sink, at a little kitchen table, sat a lad of fifteen, chewing at a big mutton bone, ripping off the shreds of flesh, or gnawing at the knuckle with strong, white teeth. He kept on gnawing, his eyes half closed with content, half buried by the upward snarling of his face muscles. Even at fifteen, he had the perfect Drummon features beneath a ragged mop of hair. He continued to chew at the bone, mumbling around it:

Whore you?

Im a new man, said Silver, and walked over to the stove, where he lifted the lid, replenished the fire box with wood, and thrust the heavy poker into the rising of the flames. With the lids replaced, except one which the poker shaft lifted askew, Silver turned toward young Drummon and found that the latter, having put down his bone for a moment, was licking his chops and staring with insolent eyes. He looked as dangerous as a half-grown mountain lion; and one could be sure that he was far more formidable than that.

Youre the new man, are you? asked young Drummon.

Yes. Im the new man.

The devil you are. There aint any new man.

You ask your old man, said Silver.

Whatcha mean? That a way of telling me to go to the devil?

why? Is he dead? said Silver.

Yeah. Sure, hes dead. The greasers got him. But Im goin to get me a coupla yaller skunks to make up before Im a lot older. Whats your name? Who are you?

Im a fellow that keeps my mouth shut, said Silver, and never asks a lot of questions, and doesnt answer em, either.

You dont, dont you? asked the lad, rising. He showed six feet and an inch of tough muscle laid over a burly frame. His neck was already as thick as a wrestlers; and his pale Drummon eyes glared at Silvertip. Youre goin to talk, or youre goin to get out, said young Drummon. If Alligator Hank was here, hed know if you was one of the real men. But he aint far away, and I could call him. But I dont need to call him. Whatcha doin with that poker? Back up and lemme hear you chatter! I mean it. Turn around here and talk or Im goin to sock you.

The voice of the lad was rising as he spoke. It reached a high-pitched snarl at this moment, and he leaped with no further warning at Silver. Silver was loath to strike. But it was not defending himself against a boy so much as against a dangerous young beast of prey. He let the hard-driven fist of Drummon go past his head, and clipped him on the chin as he swayed forward.

The hair flew up on the head of the youth. He stood rocking, with blank eyes. Silver took him under the armpits, led him to the door, and thrust him outside. He walked away with drunken, fumbling steps, and Silver, turning back to the stove, drew out the poker.

It was white-hot, throwing out a shower of coruscations. He went through the house and opened the front door. On the solid face of it he fulfilled the first vow of old Arturo Monterey by searing into the wood the sign of the Cross, with the wavering line of the Snake underneath it.


XVI. THE PURSUIT
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HE RETRACED THE line of the Snake with the tip of the poker, now a dull red, and heard from the rear of the house a loud shouting, answered from not far off. Silver threw the poker away and ran for the woods where his mustang was left. He had hoped that all the Drummon men would be in the party which he had watched ride out hunting. But, as in a hornets nest, there appeared to be a continual reserve of warriors about the camp. For now he heard the thudding of hoofs, and he looked back as the big youngster, running on foot, turned the corner of the house with three horsemen sweeping up behind him.

They were Drummons, every one, and the central figure of the three bore a face which Silvertip would never forget. It was the true Drummon type, with fleshy, battered brow, and skull-like eyes, but the neck and the features of the man were flushed over and swollen with whisky bloat, like a raw sunburn.

He led the way, and, pointing to the side, toward the front door of the house, uttered a sudden wild yell of rage. For he had seen the newly drawn brand!

Silver was already inside the brush. It crashed and crackled around him. A rapid fire of bullets searched it, also. One of them nicked the mustang as Silver mounted. It reared, struck out at the air, then fled unmanageably among the trees. There was more danger from its running than from the gunfire to the rear. The branches of the trees seemed to reach out and then stoop suddenly at the head of the rider. The tree trunks threatened to strike him on either side and fling him with a broken body to the ground.

At last, sawing savagely at the reins, he managed to get the head of the frightened horse under control. They were already nearing the edge of the woods; now they swept out into the open, and Silvertip saw a cavalcade coming up on the farther side of the river, the same rout of horsemen and dogs that had streamed past him not long before. But there was one difference now. For in the midst of them, his hands tied behind his back, rode Tonio.

The distance was still great, but by the horse Silver knew his companion. The little mustang went proudly along, as though feeling that it was a guard of honor that accompanied its master. But the sight was a stroke to the very heart of Silvertip. For Tonio had protested; he had not come blindly into the region of danger, but had been persuaded and drawn on against his will.

Retreat in the direction of the river was impossible.

Silver turned the horse back into the trees. The three riders, yelling loudly, poured into the open, had a glimpse of him, and hurtled in pursuit again.

He ran the horse hard, so that the brush cracked noisily about him. Then, making a sudden halt, he turned to the side and walked the mustang a few quiet steps into high brush.

It might be that he could lose them in that way. He heard them come with a sweep; he saw, through the screen of branches, shadowy forms leaping past him, two of them in succession. But a third drove straight at his place of concealment. Only chance was aiming that course; but it came near to being the death of Silvertip. He had to get his mustang under way with a rush, swerving it well to the side.

It was the man of the bloated face, looking redder than ever because of the white flash of his bared teeth as he fired on Silver. The first bullet sang at the ear of Silver; the second knocked the hat from his head.

Alligator — hey, Hank — you got him? yelled a voice from in front.

Ive nicked him. Turn to the right and well bag him. We got him! Hes the one that killed Terry!

But Silvertips mustang already had taken him clear of the woods. He took an angling course to the right, down the slope of the hill. The guns began again behind him. Then the trees of an open grove received him, flicking back in a shadowy throng, like the pickets of a fence.

That patch of trees shielded him from gunfire for a little distance. He reached the small stream in the center of the hollow at a narrows, and the mustang leaped the gap. On the farther slope he gained another cluster of trees.

The Drummons were not gaining. They had been too eager with their guns, and a man cannot shoot and ride his best at the same time. They gave up gun work now. Their hat brims blown and flapping like open jaws, they came now with a rush; and off to the side, from the big barn behind the house, the youngster was quirting a mustang into full speed, trying to cut across the line of the flight.

Silvertip angled again to the right. There were more trees in clusters that received him as clouds in the sky receive a fugitive bird when the hawks are flying near.

Then the mouth of a narrow canyon opened to his left. He shot into it. A yell of frenzied delight rang behind him, to give warning that he was in a trap, and, scudding around the next corner, he saw the very face of the danger. For the ravine ended against a sheer wall of rock fifty feet high, with a dribble of water dropping into mist from the lip of the rock.

He snatched the rifle from its saddle holster and leaped to the ground while the mustang was still running.

To the left the wall of the ravine went up like the flat of a hand; to the right a rubble and scattering of great boulders climbed in broken stairs toward the sky line. Silver was instantly in the heart of that rocky confusion.

The Drummons were already at the spot. They were out of the saddle; they were pouring in among the big boulders, calling directions.

Silver lay out on the flat forehead of a rock and waited. A head bobbed at the side of a great stone twenty yards beneath him.

He knocked the hat off that head. Another man lurched into view and dodged back to shelter again with a yelp; a bullet from Silvers gun had slipped through his arm.

Then Silver continued his retreat, for he knew that they would not press him too closely. Twice he came into the open; twice they salted the rocks around him with splashes-of lead. But he was not touched in body. He had lost a hat; his coat was torn with a great gash close to the pit of his right arm; and that was the only mark he bore.

He reached the top of the divide. Beneath him was another valley; or he could go up or down the divide itself. But he chose, as an alternative, to double back down the hillside which he had just climbed. He could hear the gritting of heels among the stone. So he pulled off his riding boots and feathered his way among the boulders in his stockinged feet.

Just before him he heard the grunt and stifled gasp of a man doing hard labor. Silver dropped to a knee with his gun ready. The sun beat on him with sudden strength. He was aware of the gleaming of the rocks around him. For an instant all of that great face of nature was still, and all its eyes seemed to be focused upon him.

He waited with his teeth set behind that faint smile of his. If the fellow who puffed and panted among the rocks so close to him came in view, there would have to be a death. His own position among the rocks would be revealed, and the others could take him from above and hunt him down with ease.

But the hurrying climber went by on the left, out of view. And Silvertip continued to work down among the rocks.

Above him he heard voices ring out; then the sounds grew dim, as though the Drummons had clambered into the valley just beyond them.

He reached the floor of the ravine. Looking up, he saw one form looking gigantic against the sky, rifle at the ready, as the lookout turned gradually, scanning all about him.

Yet he never looked down into the floor of the canyon, where Silvertip was now stealing toward his mustang.

He gained the saddle before a yell from the middle of the sky, as it seemed, floated down to him; then bullets. Those bullets merely helped him. Nothing is harder than to shoot accurately from a height at a running target. The gunfire aided Silver to rouse the four other horses to a frenzy of panic, and they scattered at full speed before him down the canyon, out into the pleasant, open green of the valley.

There was no more pursuit. There could be no more. He caught up those four Drummon horses, fastened their lead ropes together, and trotted straight back toward the house of Monterey.

Nothing happened on the way. He saw not a soul. Nothing lived in the valleys except the slowly browsing cattle, or the bright wind riffles that ran over the grass.

So he came up the narrower valley into view of the fortress house of Monterey. It seemed to him like a picture of a gallant last stand, a great castle without a garrison. There were armed men within, to be sure, but at their head was a tired, grim, despairing old man.

He came up to the patio gate; and there a house mozo greeted him, stared at the horses, then saw the brands on their sides, and gave token of news to the entire household with a yell.


XVII. IN THE NIGHT
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IT WAS LIKE the alarming of a garrison, indeed. Distant shouts, distant footfalls beat inside the house; doors slammed like muffled reports of cannon; then the torrent of humanity came sweeping out into the patio. Male and female, they gathered about the four captured horses; they examined the bleeding cut where a bullet had nicked Silvers mustang across the quarters. They laid their fingers on the shot-torn cantle of his saddle. They noted the absence of his hat, and they looked with a deep interest on the torn side of his coat. But even more than these signs of battle, they regarded the horses of the Drummons with a sort of startled awe, at first, but afterward with a joyous laughter.

Julia Monterey came out, last of all, and Silvertip told her, shortly:

Tonios gone. We got to the river, and I wanted to go across to see the Drummon house. Tonio hid and waited for me. I went on to the house, and burned the brand on the door of it. The Drummons chased me. The head of the gang was with the rest. They hunted me up to the rocks.

I managed to get around em and bring back the horses. And I saw a whole herd of the Drummons leading Tonio up to the Drummon house. Its a bad business, Julia. And theres the whole of it.

Tonio? It seemed as though his life or death were of no interest at all to the other Mexicans, compared with the immense fact that the first step of Montereys vow had been performed. That vow was known to the whole world, it appeared. It was the battle song which the Monterey faction followed. They were like happy children. Three of the vaqueros rode in from the upper valley, heard the news, and turned the demonstration into a frenzy.

Silvertip escaped into the house. He went out onto the garden terrace at the back of the house with Julia, and a house mozo brought out a decanter of strong wine and another of rye whisky. Silver took the whisky. He drank it in small sips, letting the sick burn of it fume in his nose and up like a mounting smoke into his brain. It was bright and hot on the open terrace, but he would not move into the skeleton shade which the pergola offered to them. Instead, he chose to soak in the sunshine, relaxed, inert.

The girl sat opposite him with the same broad hat on her head. At a distance, it buried her features in shadow. At close hand, the color burned through from her cheeks, and her eyes. Her eyes were not Mexican black. They were paler, clearer. There seemed to be more of spirit and less of race in them.

Arturo Monterey walked back and forth across the terrace. He had not spoken a word to Silver about the branding of the door of the Drummons. What he felt about the accomplishment of the first portion of his vow was too great for speech. But as he walked back and forth, once he paused and dropped his hand on the shoulder of the American. Then he continued pacing, and halting at the farther end of the terrace, he stood staring over the lowlands beyond, lost in a dream of hope.

He even forgets Pedro, said the girl softly. Dont doubt that he loved his son, but a thousand children would be nothing to him compared with the filling of his vow. Twenty-five years of hating and hoping!

And Tonio? said Silvertip. .

The sun that blazed on his head made the gray tufts above his temples glisten like metal indeed.

Tonio? What does he matter? asked the girl. She laughed bitterly. Tonio was simply an old adherent, the wisest and the best man in the whole valley, the kindest to me, the truest to his master, the most faithful to his friends. But it doesnt matter. What does the life of one man mean, compared with putting the mark on the door of the Drummon house? Oh, nothing at all!

She fell silent. He watched the pinching of her lips and the slight flaring of her nostrils. The battle spirit was in her, also, he could see. And out of the distance, he could hear the Mexicans singing. The noise sometimes drove close to them with the opening of a door, then receded, and grew as far away as a thought.

Her chin was dropped on one brown fist that was whitened at the knuckles by the force with which she gripped it. His head was far back; she watched the faintness of his smile.

She looked at him with a queer mixture of horror and admiration.

You want trouble, she said. You live by it.

Ill die by it, too, said Silvertip gloomily.

What gave you the gray markings in your hair? she asked. That wasnt just chance, was it?

No. Its a long story, he told her. Stop talking about me. I want to know about Tonio. Whatll they do to him?

Hell disappear, thats all. Hell never be seen by his friends again.

Theyll kill him out of hand, eh?

Not at all, she answered. Hell simply be riding through the woods, and hell brain his head against a bough of a tree. Or else hell fall off his horse and drown in the rapids. Or he might even have an accident with his own revolver. There are lots of ways. The Drummons wont know anything about it.

He nodded. Tonio, said Silvertip, you think quite a lot of him, dont you?

He taught me to ride, she said. He taught me to shoot. He taught me the old Mexican and Indian legends of everything. Whatever I know thats worth knowing, he taught me.

Silvertip nodded again.

That means I have to get him back, he said. At this, she looked him over quizzically, dropping her glance from his eyes to his smile. Then she seemed to rally to a sudden realization that he meant what he had said.

How could you do it? How could you even try to do it? she asked.

He looked at the horizon line, where it slid up and down the ragged sides of the mountains, across the valley.

You cant go with numbers; theyd be seen, said she. And if you go alone, how do you dream you could take Tonio away from them? They know that hes important to Arturo Monterey. Theyll keep him caged and watched all the time.

Ill go off and think, said Silvertip. He went to his room to be alone. But the four walls looked in upon his mind like four faces.

He went up to the roof of the old house, where a low wall was built around an open promenade. There he remained for hours, smoking cigarettes, staring at the mountains, growing constantly more nervous and tense. Something was gathering in him, as water gathers behind a dam; something was kindling in him. His smile was seen no more. As the evening came nearer, he began to pace the roof restlessly with a step longer and more silent. He watched the evening begin, the color burn up in the west like a red thunderhead.

Then he went down to the dining room and sat silently at one end of the long table, Monterey at the other, the girl between. She tried to talk; Silver answered in murmurs. The windows grew black with night, the yellow image of the table lamp sitting deep in the glass.

At last he left her, suddenly, and felt the drift of her eyes, as her glance followed him across the room. He knew that she understood where he was going, but she said nothing. An American girl would have had to speak, but the Mexican blood was enough to keep her silent. He felt, at that moment, that to look into her mind would be to look into a greater darkness than the night.

Outside, he went to the stable. Two vaqueros appeared from nowhere and attached themselves to him. Their attitude was a queer mixture of suspicion and respect. He wanted a horse, a fresh horse. They took him with a lantern into the corral behind the stable, and flashed the light for him over the string of mustangs that were kept on hand. He picked a bay gelding, built long and low, with a pair of fine shoulders. He had not made a mistake; he knew that by the way the two looked at one another. They roped that mustang, together with another, at his request. They wielded long, rawhide lariats, heavy and supple as quicksilver, and made their casts with a queer underhand flick, effortless and sure. The rawhide noose stuck with a report, like the slap of a hand.

The pair were saddled. Silvertips rifle was brought, examined by one of the vaqueros, and slid into the saddle holster. The Mexicans escorted him to the gate of the patio. They held up their lantern to light him on his way; he saw the flash of their teeth and their eyes, and the gleam of perspiration on their dark faces. Then he was gone down the road.

A voice called after him. As he halted, Juan Perez galloped up and drew rein with a jerk.

You are riding alone, amigo, said Juan Perez. How is that? It is too dark to see anything. It is too dark to find anything except trouble. Let me go with you!

No, said Silver. This is a case, Juan, where two men are too many, and where one is almost too much. But when the right time comes, I shall call on no one but you, amigo.

He left Juan Perez sitting the saddle disconsolately, and went on along the road.

He passed a small group of bushes. A figure rose out of it.

Who goes? called a voice. And it added instantly:

Señor Silver?

Yes! said Silvertip.

Good fortune! called the voice.

Silver rode on. At the mouth of the ravine, two more shadows arose, hailed him, let him pass. It was clear that the men of Monterey would keep good watch.

He kept steadily on across the valley of the Haverhill. The stirrups had been tied up so that they would not flop and make a noise. But as he drew near the ford of the river, the hoofbeats of his mustang seemed to grow louder and louder, for they were entering the domain of the Drummons, and armed men might grow up out of the ground at any moment.

He rode into the ford. The water dashed about the two horses; it seemed to burn with a white fire, to the excited eye of Silvertip. His long-geared mustang grunted as it climbed the farther bank, and it seemed to Silvertip that the sound must reverberate to the very edge of the hills. But still there was no sign of an enemy. So he reached the trees that covered the hill before the house of Drummon. There he dismounted, and led the horses slowly through the double blackness beneath the branches until, from the brow of the slope, he saw the long line of lights across the face of the Drummon house. It was not so much like a private dwelling as a hotel.

Many men had gathered; it was no wonder that every room seemed to be lighted. More than a dozen horses were tethered at the hitch rack, hanging their heads patiently, each of them pointing one rear hoof.

He saw the details as he went forward, after throwing the reins of his own pair. He had to move slowly enough to allow the casual eye small chance of seeing him, but there were eyes far from casual now sweeping the night. He saw one dull silhouette of a man move against the wall of the house. Another approached from the left and joined the first at the corner. Silver lay flat in the dust and waited. A tall clump of grass sheltered him.

He heard the voices challenge one another quietly: All well? and the answer: All well. It aint so well for the greaser, said one, and chuckled. And is he goin to hold out? Not when Hank Drummon gets working on him. The two separated, and drifted away, passing dimly down the wall of the house again. Silver, setting his teeth, contemplated a retreat, for it seemed obvious that he would not be able to come closer to a place so well-guarded. He turned his head and looked back; it seemed to him that the ground over which he had wormed his way was clearly lighted by the stars, and that retreat was almost as dangerous as to advance. Twice more, he saw the sentries meet at the corner, and separate again; and now he got to feet and hands, and went rapidly forward.

The fellow who moved to the right, toward the back of the house, was his goal. The ghostlike footfall of Silver followed him to the end of his beat; and as the man turned, swinging carelessly about, Silvertip laid the muzzle of a revolver against his breast.

What kind of a fool game is this, Jerry? asked the guard. What kind of tricks are you up to, you fool?

Hoist your hands, and keep walking, said Silvertip, and dont speak out loud again. Im from the house of Monterey.

He heard a sound out of the choking throat of the other. The hands went up slowly. When they were shoulder-high, they paused; and the fellow groaned, faintly, as he struggled between fear and a desire to fight back.

But at last he surrendered, and walked on toward the corner of the house. The rapid hand of Silvertip already had taken the gun that hung in the thigh holster.

To that other hombre you meet at the corner, Im Jerry, said Silvertip. You dont stop to talk to him. You turn around, and walk back with me. Weve something to talk about.

Beyond the dark line of the corner of the house stepped the second guard.

Thought I heard you sing out, Bud? said he.

Yeah. Heres Jerry got something to talk over with me, said Bud, and turned on his heel, with Silver swinging around beside him.

Jerry? exclaimed the first guard. Looks like Jerry had growed a few inches since supper-time. Hey, wait a minute!

But they walked on slowly. The left hand of Silver kept a firm grip on the arm of his companion. He felt the big muscles slip up and down, like snakes moving beneath the skin. He felt the tremor of shame and disgust that worked in his companion.

Stop here! commanded Silver.

They were just under a lighted window, shuttered fast, the lamplight working dimly through the cracks. But one leaf of the shutter was broken out, and since it was fairly close to the level of the eye of Silvertip, he could look into the room. It was fairly crowded with a dozen or more men. He saw first the red of the whisky-bloated face of that Drummon who had helped to hunt him on this same day. And now he saw Tonio, tied to a chair and directly confronting the window outside of which Silvertip stood.

The man of the red, swollen face stood beside the prisoner, with his arms folded.

Who is it? asked Silvertip. The older one — with the red mug?

Him? muttered Bud. Thats Hank. Thats Hank himself.

Silver looked into the puffed brutality of those features with a lingering and curious horror.

He heard a thick voice, husky and powerful, that matched the look of the man, saying: All right, Tonio. This is the night when we ride at the house of Monterey. You go along and show us where the guards may be, and save your hide. We been handlin you with gloves, Tonio, but now Im goin to cut deepern the skin. Are you swingin over to our side?

Tonio leaned his head back a trifle and laughed in the face of Drummon.


XVIII. THE TORTURE JOB
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IT SEEMED TO Silvertip incredible that any human being could show such immense assurance, such carelessness of his life, as to insult Henry Drummon at such a time. The whole roomful of men surged toward the prisoner, but the older man and leader held up his hand and checked the advance.

You aint goin to help us, eh, Tonio? he said.

Tonio was silent.

It wouldnt be much to do, declared Drummon. All we want is to have the posts of the guards pointed out to us. And the entrance to the cellar under the house. That aint much to do. We dont ask you to help in the fight, because we want all of that for ourselves. You hear me, Tonio?

Tonio yawned. A bystander lifted a gun butt to strike into the captives face, but again the chief of the clan checked his followers.

This aint a time or a place for us to make any hurry, he said. We gotta think this over. We gotta get the best ideas to use on Tonio. Hes goin to be worth em, and hes goin to last for a while. Get the Runt in. Hes the one that will have the best ideas.

Some one laughed loudly — a long, braying sound of pleasure — and strode out of the room slamming the door behind him with such force that it sent a deep vibration down the slender iron chain which supported a lamp above the center table. The table was large and massive, and looked as though it could seat twenty men; and the varnished surface shone under the glare from the great double burner above.

Silvertip, marking that slender chain that held the lamp, felt, for the first time, that perhaps he would not be forced to stand as an idle spectator of the horror which he knew was about to come. For he had no doubt that Henry Drummon intended to torture Tonio to death by the most lingering means possible. And now, as he studied the place where the iron chain met the ceiling, between the two white circles of light above the lamp, there was the glimmering of a hope in him, a vague and far-off thing.

A footfall came toward them from the left; it was the second guard come to inquire into the reason that kept his companion still.

Send him back, said Silver to Bud. Curse him out, and send him back.

The other had come almost up to them, when Bud turned fiercely on him.

Get back on your own beat, commanded Bud. What the devil you doin on my side of the house?

Whats the matter with you? asked the second guard. He recoiled a little as he spoke. You act crazy, Bud! What the devil has Jerry put into your head? Has he been talkin about me?

Never mind, growled Bud. Get out of here, and leave my side of the house, or Ill climb your frame.

You will, will you? said the other angrily. He paused for a moment, swaying a little forward, as though he were about to hurl himself at Bud. But caution came gradually over him.

Ill be seein you to-morrow about this, he declared. If somebody finds out that you aint been walkin your beat, youll have your explainin to do, first, and your fight with me, afterward.

He retreated, however. And Bud, leaning against the wall of the house, groaned softly, in his anguish; but the muzzle of Silvertips gun was constantly pressed against his ribs.

Inside the room, the Drummons were waiting for the coining of the Runt. The pause was filled with odd conversation.

How much Spanish in you, Tonio? asked Hank Drummon.

Yo soy puro Indio, said the Mexican, lifting his head a bit.

I thought so, said Drummon. It takes an Indian to stand what youre goin to have to stand. But listen to me — Monterey aint Indian. There aint no blood in him except Spanish. Why do you stick to him in a pinch like this? Can you tell me that?

Tonios round face grew flushed, and his eyes glimmered.

Because the Senior Monterey is father and uncle and brother to me, he answered. And if all the gringos, and all their lands, and all their money were offered to me instead, I would rather be a slave to the Cross and Snake brand.

Two or three of the Drummons cursed Tonio savagely, but Hank Drummon merely laughed. He seemed to gain a great contentment out of this scene, and now he walked up and down and back and forth, chuckling and rubbing his great red hands together.

With fascinated eyes, Silvertip regarded him. For this was the man on whose brow the brand of Monterey was to be planted, the Cross and Snake.

The thing seemed hugely impossible. The man himself was a Titan; and around him were gathered the brutal ranks of the Drummons, those great-shouldered and heavy-jawed fighting men.

You know the dog who put the mark on my door? asked Drummon. That mongrel called Silvertip? That fellow they say has the gray spots in his hair, just like horns?

Tonio nodded. I know him.

What sort of a man is he? asked Drummon.

A man, said Tonio, who is worth knowing. Most things — they are nothing to him. He finds life very dull. The taste of it is like flat beer to him. But there is one thing that amuses him a little. That is to hunt a Drummon, and kill him; or to lead them like blind dogs across the country, and take the horses from six or seven of them, and send them home on foot. When he is ready, hell come to the Drummon house and run them down as a cat runs mice.

Drummon stepped to the prisoner, swung his hand back, and struck him heavily, squarely, across the face.

The head of Tonio bounced back from the blow. A thin stream of blood broke from his nose and mouth, and descended across his chin.

Then the door opened, and the Runt came in.

He was like all the other Drummons in his main features, but he was qualified in two important ways. His bulk was condensed into a height a head shorter than most of his clan; and a frightful event in his youth had stripped the skin from his face, so that it was a silver white, streaked here and there with a grotesque patterning of red. All his features had been pulled slightly awry by the same accident, and the resultant draw of the skin. He walked with a distinct waddle and a sway of his broad shoulders, entering the room.

Coming straight up before the prisoner, the Runt said:

There aint more than one way to handle him. Fix him the way the Apaches fixed me. Take the skin off of him.

The whole clan applauded. And Silvertip would never forget the face of one man, the mouth gaping, the eyes closed with mirth, as he staggered this way and that, howling his glee.

Wholl do the job? asked the Runt, turning his head slowly, this way and that.

Who but you? answered Hank Drummon. You oughta know how to work a skinning knife on human skin. The Indians done it on you, Runt. And this here is a pure Indian. Hes just been gloryin in it. Take a hold on him, and work slow, because Im waitin for him to break down — and youre the gent to do the trick.

The Runt, when he heard this, looked once more around the room, but this time with a frightful air of satisfaction.

He fastened his gaze, at last, on Tonio, drew out a knife, and commenced to whet the glistening edge of it on the sole of his boot.

All the while, he looked not at all at his work, but at the face of Tonio.

The Mexican was daunted, at last. That courage which had enabled him to endure the prospect of the torment, began to fail him when he saw the preparations in progress. For nothing in the world is so revolting to the man of Indian blood as is the thought of mutilation before his death. Christianity cannot dim the old legendary pictures of the unhappy warrior who goes broken and maimed to the happy hunting grounds, to perpetuate his shame and sorrows.

So Tonio looked at the bright flashing of the knife, and strained at his ropes, and leaned forward in his chair, in an agony of terror. No sound as yet had come from him, but he was white about the lips, and his nostrils flared with the beastly breath of fear.

The Drummons gathered close before him, shouting, laughing, pointing to his distorted face. And the Runt, having finished his preparations, took Tonio by the nose with the whole of his hand, and raised the blade for the first incision.

Around the forehead first, right by the roots of the hair, said the Runt. Then well peel it off in strips. Ill give him plenty of time to feel everything. Oh, I aint goin to hurry any more than the swine done when they worked on me.

He leaned closer over Tonio, and a shriek came tearing from the Mexicans throat.

Silvertip, with a groan, jerked up his revolver and fired. The chain that held up the lamp snapped in two under the impact of the bullet. The great double lamp fell, the flames leaping brilliantly up the chimney throats.


XIX. THE SECOND BRANDING
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THE ROUND HOLDERS that supported the lamp were of strong iron, like the chain which had held up the heavy weight, but the body of the lamp itself was glass that shattered suddenly and completely. Flaming oil spurted to all sides; fire leaped in sparks, in crimson and yellow globules, in long streaks of brilliance, as high as the ceiling and far out to the walls. The whole room flared up with one might of illumination that died, suddenly, and left only dim welters of blue fire clinging here and there, spilling across the table, dripping in fits of flame to the floor, and on the floor itself giving out smudges of smoke, and rolling fire from whole pools of the liquid.

The chamber was filled with a mad dance. Shadowy bodies sprang, here and there. One man hurled himself against the door, trusting to the impact of his body to cast it open, shattered. But the door held and flung him flat down in a pool of the flaming oil.

His shriek went upward shriller than the rest, as he rebounded to his feet.

Other hands tore open the shutters of the window. One, and then another fugitive flung himself wildly out toward safety, and the first man began to roll on the ground like a dog, to rub out the fire that stung him.

Then Silvertip swung himself through the open window and ran forward. He had no knife. But that which the Runt had been prepared to wield was in plain view on the table. He snatched it up and made Tonio a free man with a stroke.

He heard the names of saints come grunting from the throat of the Mexican. The oil already had caught on the woodwork, and snakes of the fire were working up the walls and creeping along the floor.

They could not return by the window through which Silver had entered. Other men were fairly sure to be watching that exit. Tonio led the way toward the door that opened into the hall.

He swerved out into it with Silvertip running at his heels. Before him Silver saw the length of a narrow corridor. Women were in it, running forward, carrying buckets of water. Men came, also. Voices and footfalls thundered. There were hands brandished, and frantic faces of rage. Silvertip fired three shots over the shoulder of Tonio as they ran forward.

He fired above the heads of the Drummons, because the women were there; because of the women, too, those shots were enough. Panic takes faster than fire in dead grass. The whole rout turned and poured back, yelling. Into doorways, down the next hall, they ran, while Silvertip and Tonio held straight forward toward the opposite end of the hall.

The window was open, there, and promised them escape. They dived through it as into water, tumbled on the ground, lurched to their feet again, and confronted a gun spitting fire, and a mighty voice that boomed through the night.

It was the voice of Hank Drummon, and Silvertip knew it. Something in the greasy huskiness of the sound was unlike the speaking of any other man. Tonio knew it, also, and as though convinced that no human power could avail against the power of this man, he threw up his arms in despair.

Silvertip, instead, was shooting.

He intended the bullet for the heart; he thought, when the silhouette toppled, that he had struck his mark; but then he saw the form struggle on the ground, and leaped at it.

He took Hank Drummon by the hair of the head, jammed it back against the ground and, in the dimness of the starlight, cut quickly, but surely. He felt the edge of the blade grate against bone.

The second branding, Drummon! he shouted, and sped away with Tonio into the dark.

There was no need for very great haste. Behind them, even the mighty voice of Drummon, shouting orders, could not bring order out of the chaos that had seized the household. Some of them ran here and there, probing a feeble distance into the darkness. But the majority, men and women, were laboring to extinguish the fire. Nothing, not even peril to human lives, seems as terrible and as important as the destruction which a fire works on a home. Bucket lines had been formed; both men and women, and children as well, were swaying the buckets forward, shouting to one another. The hiss of the water could be heard as it pulsed with a regular rhythm into the burning room. And huge clouds of steam and smoke, expressed through the-windows.

From the shadows at the margin of the trees, the two watched the scene; and now and then a sudden flickering light within the house told that the flames were by no means conquered, as yet. Tonio, swaying from side to side, thumped his fists against his face and his breast.

Now for ten good rifles, and we shoot them by the light of their own fire. Ah, Señor Silver! Now we could sweep them away!

Silvertip said nothing. There was nausea in his heart and a tingling and shuddering up his arm; and still it seemed to him that he could feel the grating of the knife against the bone of Drummons skull.

But he had accomplished the second part of Pedrillos threefold task. One step remained. He might have made that, also, before aid came to Drummon in the dark of the night. He might have literally cut the brand of Monterey into the heart of his old enemy. But he could not have done that. He felt that he never could do it. He would have been glad enough if his bullet had struck the heart of Drummon; but he could not murder a man already wounded.

He brooded gloomily on that, as he stood beside Tonio watching the gradual subduing of the fire.

Then he said: Wed better go back, because theyre putting out the fire, Tonio, and theyll come straight for the Monterey house like so many hawks. Its war to the finish, now. Because the Cross and Snake is on the forehead of Hank Drummon.

They hurried back to the horses, mounted, and fled through the darkness, down the slope to the tarnished silver of the ford, with a few bright stars burning in the quiet waters of the margin. They put out those stars as they entered the stream. They came out on the farther bank and galloped, while Tonio shouted through the wind of the riding:

Is it true, senior? Have you put the mark on Drummon?

Silvertip waved his hand in acquiescence. He heard the Mexican break out into a wild, drunken song, swinging himself from side to side in the saddle with the rhythm of the music. It was a sort of laughing madman that accompanied Silver across the darkness and into the stern ravine which the house of Monterey overpeered, now, with a few lighted windows.

Only when Tonio came near to the house did he master himself, and as he dismounted in the entrance patio, he was as calm as ever. The same two vaqueros who had helped Silver depart, were now on hand to welcome him. But they gave him hardly a glance. Their gaping, their startled eyes, were all for Tonio. They insisted on touching him with their hands.

Then they heard the story of the brand that had been cut on the forehead of Drummon and seemed to go mad, as Tonio had been during the ride across the valley.

Some of them began to dance and yell on the spot. A few more reckless ones burst open the wine cellar and rolled out a keg which they staved in, ladling out great dripping portions to all who asked.

The sleeping children, wakened by the riot, began to run down into the patio. The domestics were already there.

The fierce, slender vaqueros poured in. Some one began to ring the great wide-mouthed bell which gave the signal of alarm and joy to the lands and the people of Monterey. Festival rang through the air; and in the midst of it, Silver-tip saw the girl come out into the patio with Monterey.

She had on a black mantilla. She had on a black dress, too, with a red rose at her shoulder. As Silver watched her, he thought she was coming toward him — that she had singled him out, so that she could praise him for what he had done. But she paused, meeting him with her eyes only.

Monterey went to the first horse that stood near by, and swung up into the stirrup, standing there at ease in spite of the winceings and the prancing of the mustang which felt its withers wrung by the twisting weight.

He called out, and the crowd fell silent.

He was saying: This is a good time for drunkenness and noise making! The brand is on Drummon now, and hell be here soon. He has the law in his pocket. He can do as he pleases, unless the men of Monterey are wide awake. Tonio! Drive them out of the patio! Whip them out, if you have to. Get them back to watch posts. You fellows who have sworn you would die for me — you, Juan — you, Jose — Orthez — do you want the house knocked down about our ears? You knew there was reason to be on watch, today; there is a hundred times more reason now. A million times more!

They obeyed him suddenly and cheerfully. Nothing could cool their spirits now. They were like an army which has been trembling on the verge of defeat, and which is now restored to a hope of victory.

Silvertip saw them scurry away, each to an appointed post, to take turn and turn about during the watch. For his own part, he felt that Mexican eyes and ears could be trusted more than his own.

They went into the big hall together, Monterey, and Silver, and the girl. They entered the library, where two lamps threw yellow pools on the floor without really penetrating the gloom. The girl had paused by the door.

Come in, Julia, said Don Arturo.

I am going to bed, she said.

Going to bed before we hear from our friend the full story of what he has done?

She kept drawing back a little as though she were afraid. There was something about her that made Silver want to go straight up to her and look into her face. But an odd constraint held him back.

I dont think hell talk about it, said Julia Monterey. And I have to go to bed. I have a headache.

Headache? exclaimed Monterey. Headache? Wheres the Monterey blood in you? Now that you know the Drummon wears the mark — you talk of headache? Havent you—

He broke off suddenly, and then added: Well, my dear, go along then, and good night.

Good night, she said. And Senior Silver, good night.

She went out; the door closed noiselessly behind her.

Whats the matter? asked Silver. Theres something wrong with her. What is it?

Monterey shrugged his shoulders. What does it matter? I want to talk with you of the great thing you have done, my son. I want to know every step you made, and every gesture of your hand. Tonio is telling the peons his story, and the vaqueros are there, too, listening. Let me sit here and listen to you? Glory comes back to my house, and you have brought it!

Ive told what happened, said Silver. Theres no more than that, and Im no good at descriptions. But whats the matter with the Seniorita Julia? Do you know?

She is afraid, said Monterey.

Afraid? Of what?

Of you, said the old man.

The body of Silver jerked straight in his chair.

You dont know why? asked Monterey.

Ive no idea. What have I done to her?

Fair women, and brave men — that is the old story, said Monterey. She has gone away for fear her eyes should tell you things that she would not speak with her lips. My friend, suppose that you seek her to-morrow, it would not be hard for you to learn what she knows.

Silver sat like a stone, staring.

Old Monterey stood up, moved to another chair, and sat again, leaning far forward.

You have no real name — you hardly seem to have a country. What is it that drives you around the world? asked Monterey.

A hard thing to name, answered Silver. The hope of what lies around the corner. You understand?

A little. Tell me more.

The other side of the mountain always seems to be best; the man I havent met is the fellow I want for a friend; the town I havent seen is the place I want to go to; and the house Im not in is the one I want to live in. Does that give you an answer?

That gives me an answer, agreed Monterey, frowning. And of women, also? I would not offer you Julia, except that she seems ready to offer herself. But now I can say that I am old, that the name of my family dies with me, and that your blood, senior, though it is not that of my race, would be nearer and dearer than that of any other man. If you marry Julia, you can be as a king on a throne, and in her there is nothing but courage, faith, and truth!

He paused, and Silver fought to find an answer. He could live here, it seemed, a baronial life, freed from all care. The grandeur of old Monterey and the beauty of the girl moved him.

But suddenly he was saying: You offer me everything that a man can give. But I cant take it. I cant change the fever in the blood, senior. I have to keep hunting; there always seems to be something waiting beyond the rim of the horizon.

Its a foolish thought, said Monterey gently. One person is about as good as another, and one place is about as good as another, also.

I know that, too, said Silvertip. Thats common sense. But it doesnt keep me from chasing around the world hunting, and hunting. Thats why Ive left my name behind me. It would tie me down. I have a father and a mother, a brother and sisters. If I used my name, theyd locate me, before long. Theyd look me up. It would tear my heart! Theyve looked me up before this, and Ive gone back home and loved it for a week or a month. But then one day I wake up in the middle of the night, and the four walls of the room take hold of me like four hands, and hold me down. Then I know I have to go, and I go — before morning. I cant tell when the impulse will come. It simply grabs me — and then Ive got to move on.

No friends?

No close ones, said Silver.

No family.

Ive lost it for good and all now.

No home?

No, only a wish for all those things that keep me scampering. Im a fool. I know that. But something has hold on me. I have to keep going on.

Like the wandering Jew, said Monterey gravely.

Well, I suppose theres something in what you say. Is there a curse on me, too?

Youll get over it, Monterey answered. You think that youre condemned for life and as a matter of fact — Why, youre not thirty!

No, said Silvertip.

Then youre simply being young — thats all. Good night! Go to your, room and rest. The minute that theres so much as the stamp of a horse or the whistle of a bird, well call you. But were all brave and strong now, because we have you with us.

Silver went to his room, closed the door and threw himself, dressed as he was, on the bed. The lamp still shone, but he was not troubled by that light in his eyes, as he began to think into his past and look blindly forward into his future.

He remembered what Monterey had said — that he was simply young — and it was like a promise of happiness and security to him. Under that influence he went suddenly to sleep. When he awakened, the rose of the day was pouring through the window, gunshots were sounding in the distance, and a hand beat furiously against his door.


XX. BANDINIS PLAN
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THE GUNSHOTS NO longer boomed distantly on the ear, by the time Silvertip had raced down to the patio. An outcry came from the watchers beyond the house; hoofbeats crackled over rocks or beat more dimly on the ground. And here came Jose Bandini with a small cavalcade, and a horse litter that bore a large, swathed burden.

Through the wide arch of the patio gate came Jose Bandini first, lean, erect, graceful in the saddle.

Utter loathing brought a faint smile to the lips of Silver-tip. He turned his back on that new-come hero, and went into the house.

He did not see Jose Bandini again until just before the burial ceremony, when with all the other adherents of Monterey, Silvertip entered the chapel and filed past the body of the dead youth.

There was no alteration, it seemed to him, since he had last seen that face. It was still gray marble with a faint swarthy tinge of yellow in it, and about the eyes a shadow of blueness. There was the same sense of defeated weakness about the features; there was the same smile.

The hands were crossed on the breast. He touched them, and the thrill of mortal cold ran up through his fingers to his heart, as he recalled the vow he had made over the dead man.

Two parts of it were fulfilled. But before the third part was accomplished, all the mourners in this room might be dead.

He turned, and encountered the steady, strange glance of Julia Monterey, reading his mind as she had read it more than once before.

He saw Jose Bandini, watching him like a bright-eyed snake, and Arturo Monterey with head borne high and blank, dreadful eyes.

Afterward, they went down into the crypt beneath the chapel floor, where all the Montereys had been buried for generations. There they saw the coffin inserted in the wall, and the small door sealed over with cement. Even then, Arturo Monterey did not break down. And directly that they had come up to the patio, he called Silvertip and Jose Bandini to him. He took one of them on either arm, and walked up and down the patio with them.

My friends, he said, I know that there is bad blood between you. But this is the time to forget it. This is the last moment of my life, beginning. I know, with a very clear knowledge, that I shall not endure long. There is only one purpose remaining for which I can exist. You understand what that purpose is. I have made a vow, and you understand its nature.

He freed one of his hands, and touched the black band of cloth that encircled his forehead.

Two parts have been accomplished, he went on. You have done both things, Señor Silver, and it is a kind miracle of Heaven that lets you be still alive to walk here with me. But for the last of the three parts of my vow, no one man can suffice in action. It will need the strength and the wisdom and the courage of all of us. I dont know how I have deserved to have such friends gathered about me. But here you stand, and there is only one way for us to meet success. You must join your hands, my friends.

He took their right hands and tried to draw them together.

Jose Bandini murmured: Everything at your will, Señor Monterey.

But Silvertip shook his head.

He answered: There are reasons that even you would not understand, Señor Monterey, why I cannot take the hand of Bandini. Let me walk aside with him, and Ill explain matters.

So he went off, with Bandini walking slowly at his side.

I have no wish to take your hand, Silver, said Bandini. Id rather see the hand rotted off your arm by fire than take it in my own. Only, to please the old man—

You murdered Pedro Monterey, said Silvertip.

You lie, said Bandini. His lean face wrinkled with a sneer. Your gun killed poor Pedro, he said.

My gun did the work, but you did the managing of it, said Silvertip. How did he come to have your cloak?

We had been arguing a little, said Bandini, with detestable smugness, and I gave him the cloak, at the end of the argument, as a sign that we were reconciled friends again. That was all, in fact. A gift out of the kindness of my heart.

Bandini, said Silvertip, you knew that Id look for you at that special hour that night. You were afraid. And you passed the cloak to young Pedro Monterey in the hope that Id mistake him for you, during the night. And your idea worked out.

You say this, Silver, answered Bandini, shrugging his shoulders. But what you say means nothing. Every gringo is a natural liar.

I am going to kill you, Bandini, said Silvertip gravely. I warn you again. Im going to kill you the moment that Montereys work is done.

Why do you wait? asked Bandini. Here is a time now. I am ready for you, Silver, night or day!

Silvertip looked at him with curious eyes. No, he answered, shaking his head. Youre not ready, Jose. Youll never be ready. Theres a curdling of your heart when you think of having to stand up to me.

Do you think so? Try me now, eye to eye! exclaimed Bandini.

Silvertip smiled. You know that Im tied to my place here, with Monterey, he answered. That makes you feel safe. But dont be a fool, Bandini. Sooner or later Ill have it out with you, and the sooner the better! Not here. Monterey wouldnt allow that. But one of these days, well meet outside the house.

The minute you say, answered Bandini, Ill be ready for you!

They parted on that note.

Old Arturo Monterey moved calmly through the day. The sense of destiny about to be achieved never left him. There was in him a perfect surety that his vow would be accomplished, and Drummon delivered into his hands for the final vengeance to be taken. After that, he himself would die.

And he was ready for the end. Twenty-five years of brooding upon one purpose had perhaps unsettled his mind a little, and now the death of his son, the pinching out of the line of Monterey, left him ready to hurry to his grave after his great purpose had been accomplished.

For some time, there was no sign of danger from the Drammons. Perfect peace seemed to fill the bright days, and when scouting parties went out beyond the grazing grounds of the cattle, they rarely sighted so much as a herdsman attendant of Drummon.

No one was deceived. The danger was present, but merely delayed, and the Drummons were preparing their blow.

To Silvertip, it was a strange time. He had become, in the house of Monterey, a great figure. The Mexicans could not accept him as a friend; the age-long prejudice was too compelling for that. But they could look up to him as a force without which they could hardly win their war. So they attended him with respectful glances whenever he appeared, and he could not stir from the house without having two or three of the half wild vaqueros appear to join in his company of their own volition. Above all, Juan Perez was his shadow.

It was the second day after the burial of Pedrillo, that Jose Bandini encountered Silver in the patio and said to him, with a glance that moved grimly up and down his body: Senior Silver, there is one great thing true in this world — that we hate one another. A gringo, like a swine, is able to lie in the mud of his passion; but I am not. I cannot sleep at night, Senior Silver, for thinking of the moment when you and I shall be face to face. And I have made a plan.

Go on, said Silvertip.

Its a simple one, and a good one. If the two of us fight near the house, the one who survives will be known as the killer. That is bad. When I have killed you, I lose my chance to get a reward out of the money box of the mad old man, Monterey. If you kill me, he will detest you, because he thinks that Pedro loved me. But suppose that we ride out, to-day, and come onto the lands of the Drummons — onto the verge of them. And suppose that we fight out our fight there, Silver? Why, then the one of us who remains alive can gallop back and talk about an ambush laid by the Drummons, and how their bullets killed the man!

Silvertip scanned the face of Bandini with care. And then, suddenly, a fury of passionate hatred subdued all the soberer part of his mind and made him throw away suspicion.

Bandini, he said, get your horse, Ill saddle mine. And in two hours one of us will be finished!


XXI. TONIOS WARNING
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OUT IN THE corral, the horses swept in waves, back and forth, as Silvertip advanced on them with his rope. He singled out the one he wanted, that same long, low-built bay which had carried him so well before, and dropped the rope on it at the first gesture.

Tonio came to him as he was saddling the broncho. There was concern in the big, round face, and the wise brow of the Mexican.

You and Bandini, señor, you are riding out together? he said.

Yes, said Silvertip. Whats the matter?

He hates you so much that he groans when he hears your name, said Tonio.

I know it, answered Silver.

Hatred, said Tonio, is a food that breeds thought. A great hate will make a fool wise. And Bandini is not a fool. I shall ride out with you.

No, said Silver.

Then keep eyes in the back of your head, went on Tonio. I saw the face of Bandini, just now, and he was laughing to himself.

That warning from Tonio should have put Silvertip on guard, but the thought that he was about to confront Bandini face to face and so accomplish a great purpose, or end all things in the effort, worked like fire in his brain, and clouded and smoked over his better judgment.

He joined Jose Bandini, therefore, and they cantered side by side down the narrow ravine below the house of Monterey.

It was easy to believe that Bandini had been laughing before. He was still in the midst of a smiling humor, and when he turned his glance toward Silvertip, repeatedly there was a gleam in his eye and a chuckle from his throat.

You gringos, he said to Silver, think that you are the greatest fighting men in the world; and you, Silver, think that you are in the front rank of them. Now Im not a distinguished man among my people, particularly, but—

No, said Silvertip. Only distinguished for murder, not for fighting!

I am not particularly distinguished, went on Bandini, smoothly overriding the insulting interruption of his companion, and yet, Señor Silver, this day I am going to eat your heart!

Youre sure, Bandini, said Silvertip, because youve learned a new trick in the pulling of a gun. Or you have a better revolver, and think that itll act of its own accord. But that is only how you feel before we fight.

Another lie! said Bandini.

No, its true, said Silver. The fact is that when you stand up to me, Jose, youll turn into a snowman, and melt the strength out of your knees, and your hands will be shaking, and your heart will be beating in the hollow of your throat. How many times have you really stood up to a fighting man? You have a little reputation, but how many times have you earned it?

He was amazed when Jose Bandini answered, with perfect cheerfulness:

Never once! Ive never had to. Most of the men Ive met could be outmaneuvered. And any fellows a fool if he thinks that its dishonorable to take an enemy from behind. What does the lion do, for that matter?

Bandini made a sweeping gesture to the sky.

As the lion, so is Bandini, he said.

And youre the rat that Monterey hired to teach his son how to fight?

If Im a rat, said Bandini, who seemed willing to endure any epithet, Pedro was only a mouse. He thought me a hero. I laughed continually behind his back.

They came out of the Monterey ravine, and thence rode across the valley of the Haverhill. Suddenly Bandini pointed out a group of low hills, though that was too large a name for them — they were mere swales of land, and over them grew entanglements of shrubbery.

Theres the place for us, he said to Silvertip. When we get into that scrub, no one will be able to see us, and we can fight it out. Not an eye will fall on us, and afterward I can ride back to Monterey and tell him that unlucky Silvertip has been killed by sneaking, murdering assassins.

Silvertip said nothing. He merely smiled, and looked straight ahead as though already he were seeing a death — and not his own!

So, at the side of Bandini, he entered the brush and found himself in the midst of a small hollow around which the shrubbery gathered in what was almost a wall.

Now! cried Bandini, cheerfully, and sprang down from his horse. Silver followed that example, instantly.

Whatll you have? demanded Silvertip. Turn back to back and take ten steps? Or fire at the drop of a handkerchief? Take your choice — one way or the other — or anything else that pleases you better?

The first idea is a good idea, said the Mexican. We turn back to back, and take ten steps.

I take ten steps, and you turn at the fifth and shoot me through the back, said Silvertip. That would be the way of it, and you know it, you yellow rat.

Again the insult slipped away from the easy mind of the Mexican.

Well, then, he said, you can tell me what next way you want. We can face each other — and the first man to go for his gun gives the signal?

Perfect! said Silvertip.

He stood back a little. His shoulders dropped forward; his body flexed a trifle; a smile twitched at his lips, was gone, returned again; and his eyes shown. Are you ready, Bandini? he demanded.

To his amazement, Bandini laughed loud and long, once more.

Ready for what? asked Bandini.

Ready to stand your ground? asked Silvertip, bewildered.

But why should I stand my ground? asked Bandini. You fool, do you think that I brought you out here to put my life in your hands?

And still he laughed, putting his hands on the red and yellow scarf that was bound about his slender hips, and swaying rhythmically from side to side.

Silvertip stared for one more moment. Then a shudder of apprehension went with electric suddenness up his spine. He turned his head, slowly, and saw, standing head and shoulders above the line of brush behind him, the grinning faces of four men — a Drummon every one. Two held at the ready double-barreled shotguns, one of them with sawed-off barrels. The others covered him with rifles.

And still the laughter of Bandini rang and beat against his ears.

In a dream, Silver turned his body toward the line of guns. He heard one of the men say:

Take him from behind, Bandini. Rope him, boy!

And the thin shadow of a falling noose flicked past Silvertips eyes; the lariat drew taut, and he was jerked to his back.


XXII. DOOMED!
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THEY DRAGGED SILVERTIP at the end of the lariat. Through the brush, they pulled him, while the thorns and the tips of the sharp branches ripped his clothes, and the flesh beneath them.

Then they paused to confer with Bandini, and let Silver get to his feet.

The conference was not long.

Heres half your money, said one of the Drummons. You get the rest from Hank, when you come to the house.

He was counting out greenbacks into the hand of Bandini.

Its a pity to take the money, said Bandini, still chuckling. I ought to pay you for this job. But now I have to ride back to the Monterey house like mad, and give the alarm: Silver is taken! The Drummons came down in force and mobbed him. I tried to help. But it was no good. Here — put a few bullets in this!

He pulled off his jacket and tossed it into the air. Three rifles cracked before he caught the garment again. Holding it up, he exhibited three holes that had been drilled through it by the volley.

That is how bravely Bandini stayed and fought, said the Mexican. Monterey will thank me for that. There is only one trouble — that flat-faced Tonio loves the gringo so much that hell be apt to suspect that I had a hand in his taking. However, we have to take these small chances. For I have to keep the confidence of Monterey, friends, if Im to do the important work for you.

They spoke little more. Bandini merely lingered to say:

Keep him alive until I get there. I want to see the finish of him. To-night, if I can, Ill go out by myself, like a hero — he still was laughing— and go all alone into that dangerous house of the Drummons — to rescue Silver, or die for him!

The Drummons could appreciate a joke of this nature. They greeted it with a hoarse thundering of mirth. And as Bandini rode off, they started toward their own place, in triumph.

Like a band of wild Indians they galloped, dragging Silvertip on the ground behind them; and when they slowed enough to enable him to regain his feet, they were soon off again, jerking him flat.

His body was raw, his wits half senseless, by the time they reached the river. Through it they dragged him, and brought him senseless indeed to the farther bank.

When he recovered, they were working his arms and his legs to get his breathing started again. And he heard one say:

If old Hank gets a dead man, out of this, instead of a gent that he can work on, hes goin to skin us, and dont you forget it. Throw him up there on a horse, will you?

They flung Silvertip into the saddle of the bay gelding which he had ridden from the house of Monterey. The lariat still bound his arms. His feet were tied into the stirrups. And gradually his mind cleared.

It was the end, he was sure. There was a sense of perfected doom that gathered over him. He had known in the beginning, he felt, that he would find his death in the Haverhill Valley. Julia Monterey had told him the same thing in clear words. He had guessed at defeat and at death when he was first in the village of Haverhill and endured the jests of the brutal clansmen.

Now they were gathered around him. His body was covered with a thousand cuts and bruises the sting of which set him on fire; and the warmth of his own blood covered him. His clothes were practically ripped from his body. He was a ragged statue, soaked in crimson, as they led him up the trail toward the Drummon house.

Their yells and the noise of their gunshots sounded far before them. A flight of hard riders came lurching down the way, men first, and then a scattering of half-naked boys riding bareback, all screeching like Indians.

They swarmed about the captive and the captors. They were like the creatures of a lost and barbaric age. One lad came near enough to plaster the blood of Silvertip over his hands, instantly all the others had to do the same. Here and there they galloped, yelling, waving their bloodstained hands, filling the air with their ecstasy.

And so Silvertip was brought over the brow of the hill and into sight of the house of Drummon.

The whole corner of it was blackened and charred by the fire which he had kindled. That in itself was a warning of what might happen to him at the hands of these savages.

He was dragged from the horse and hauled into the house to a room where Hank Drummon himself sat in a chair, with his wounded leg extended on another. Silvertip stood wavering before him, while Drummon ran his eyes little by little over the battered figure.

He was very angry, this chief of the clan.

You done this for yourselves, eh? said he. You took and helped yourselves to him, did you? Why, you might a knowed that it wouldnt be enough for me if there was twenty of him. I got that in me that could eat twenty like him! But you helped yourself to the cream, did you? You bring him in here half dead? Well, Ill see that you pay for it! Here — some of you throw him on the couch there, and some of the rest of you go and get cloth for bandages. Are you goin to let the lifeblood all run out of him before I have my chance at him?

It was done as he commanded, briefly and with rough-handed speed. They brought water to wash his wounds. Some thoughtful spirit had poured a cupful of salt into the dishpan, and the brine searched every crevice of the wounds with bitter fire. The sweat of agony rolled from Silvertip, as he endured, his jaws locked.

Then the wounded flesh was bandaged, and he was allowed the privilege of stretching out on the couch. His head rang still; and a hammer seemed to be tapping regularly at the base of his brain.

Give him a shot of whisky, ordered Drummon. Im goin to talk to this hombre. He oughta be worth talkin to before hes bumped off. Hey, sheriff!

For the front door had slammed, and now the grizzled, sodden face of the sheriff appeared in the doorway. He came in slowly, his eyes fixed on the swathed body of Silver.

Heres the one that the greasers call Senior Silver, said Drummon. Take a look at the murderin hoss thief, sheriff, will you?

The sheriff stood over Silver with his hands on his hips, and grinned and chuckled. Kind of had an accident, brother, eh? said he.

Silver looked up into the face of the man of the law, and said nothing. There was no help to be expected here, of course.

I been lookin into his record, said the sheriff. Its a long one, Hank.

Whats he been and done, outside of the trouble hes made in the Haverhill? asked Hank Drummon, and pressed his hand lightly against the white bandage that ran around his wounded forehead.

One of the younger men lifted the head of Silver and poured a glass of whisky down his throat.

He heard the sheriff saying: Hes one of these here self-defense boys. When troubles in the air, he never makes the first move. He dont have to. One of them chain-lightning gun-trick boys. You pick your hand, and he fills it for you — with lead. One of them gents that are outside the law except on Sundays and holidays. One of them that keep movin, and move alone. Thats the sort of a bird that youve caught here, Hank. Howd you get him?

Brains, said Hank Drummon, who never moved his eyes from the face of Silvertip. Brains, and a little spot cash, and a dirty sneak of a traitor to deal with.

You pry one of the greasers loose from Monterey? asked the sheriff, astonished. Thats about the first time that was managed, aint it?

The first time, but it aint a Haverhill Mexican. Its that slick greaser from the outside, that one called Bandini.

I know him, said the sheriff. Id like to have the hangin of him one of these days.

Maybe you will, said Drummon. But take em one at a time. I aint through usin Bandini. That lads bright. Hes goin to show us the easy way into Montereys house, I reckon, sheriff. And once we get inside that place, were goin to wash down the walls with blood! Understand?

I hear you talk, Hank, said the sheriff, but you take an honest sheriff like me, and I cant listen to talk of killin like that. It kind of rankles inside of me, to hear you talk like that, Hank!

He roared with hearty laughter as he said this. Every one in the room joined in the pleasant jest.

And Silver, looking up at the ceiling, drew a slow, deep breath.

It was going to be hard, and very hard; but he kept his mind fixed far forward upon the future, when they would be bringing him toward the moment of his death.

He would have been sure of himself even if there were wild Indians to complete the tortures, he thought. But these devils were different. He could remember the Runt standing over the horrified face of Tonio; he could remember the frightful yell that had burst from the lips of the stolid Mexican at the mere thought of the thing that was about to be done to him. And how would he endure? He feared death far less than he feared the loss of his self-control.

How many laid up? asked the sheriff of Drummon.

Five, said Drummon. Theres two of em down bad. The oil soaked into the clothes and kept the fire burnin right into the skin, and down deep. And theres three more thats burned enough sos bein up and around is pretty miserable. And theres me thats down, besides!

He leaned forward a little and stared heavily at Silvertip.

Yeah, said the sheriff. Hes done a job, all right. I dunno, Hank, but what we could make a law case out of this agin him, except that you boys was about to skin Tonio, the greaser. That would kind of stand out agin you in a court of law.

To the devil with the law, said Hank Drummon. The cursed Cross and Snake has been carved on my hide, sheriff. Its carved on there so deep that it aint goin to come off. And old Monterey is goin mad with pleasure every time he thinks that two of the things he promised to me twenty years ago has been done. Theres one more left to go!

Yeah, said the sheriff. The door, the forehead, and the heart. I know!

He looked suddenly over his shoulder, and his face puckered with horror and with disgust.

I been shamed, said Hank Drummon slowly, the words bubbling huskily up out of his throat. I been shamed and made a fool of, and every Drummon in the Haverhill has been shamed and made a fool of alongside of me. And its been a swine of a white man that sides with greasers thats done it to me. When I start thinkin about it, I pretty nigh lose the head off of my shoulders!

Youll keep your head on your shoulders, declared the sheriff, until youve had your chance at workin on him. He added: What kind of ideas might you use, Hank?

I dunno, said Hank Drummon with a sigh.

He touched the bandage that made the round of his head, and sighed again.

I dunno, he repeated. Fact is, sheriff, that for twenty-four hours I been turnin the thing around and around in my head. It might be that I could set by and see him stretched out on an ant heap. We got some red ants around here that sting like poison. They might start and work on him.

Well, said the sheriff, I always held to the idea that a gent sewed up in green rawhide, and left to be squeezed as the stuff started shrinkin in the sun, would sure know he was dyin for a long while before he finished off.

Its an idea, agreed Hank Drummon almost tenderly. I didnt think of that one, but I thought of other things, all right. I thought of leavin him out where the bluebottles would get at him. I wouldnt mind seein him turned into a pile of fly-blowed meat.

The sheriff struck his hands together with a grunt of admiration. You got ideas, Hank, he said. You got a pile of ideas, and nobody can take that credit away from you! You got some of the best ideas that I ever heard about! Or hangin a gent by the arms with a weight on the feet — that aint a bad thing. The Indians, they used that idea often.

They done that same thing, agreed Hank Drummon. But I reckon that Im goin to improve on what the Indians done before I start to work on this gent.

Yeah, agreed the sheriff, suppose that you was to work on him and finish him off — youd feel pretty sick if you thought of a better way afterward.

I sure would feel pretty sick, said Hank Drummon. Hes put the mark on me. There wont be no way of takin the scar off. When I get to hell, theyll take me for one of Montereys beefs. Theyll take me for one of the greasers men when they see the sign on my face.

He groaned, and, closing his eyes, he allowed his great head to fall back against the edge of the chair.

Whisky! Gimme a shot of whisky! exclaimed Drummon, and held out his hand.

One of the younger men who had remained in the room, still feasting their eyes on the picture of the prisoner, instantly picked up a jug, filled a glass with pale moonshine, and offered it to Hank Drummon. Hank tossed it off.  Mother! he ordered.

His cupbearer had seemed to know the drinking habits of the head of the clan, and the jug had been maintained in readiness. Another glass was filled, and the liquor poured down the throat of Hank.

Now get out of here, said Hank Drummon. The whole flock of you haul out of here and leave me be.

Better have somebody around to fetch and carry for you, chief, said one.

Get out and stay out! Im goin to be alone, said Drummon. Im goin to lay here and look at this here skunk of a Silvertip. And Im goin to turn over ideas in my head. And its goin to be like listenin to music to me to set here and think of what Im goin to do to him. Its goin to be like a poet settin and pullin his hair, and waitin for words, and lookin at the sky, and admirin of the birds. Get out of here, the whole tribe of you. Get out and stay out, and if I want anything, Ill beller at you fast enough. Just keep inside of call!


XXIII. BANDINIS PRICE
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SILVERTIP LAY IN a spiders web. He kept thinking of that. The pain of his wounds, bathed as they had been in brine, did not cease, but grew steadily. Hammers beat in his brain; torment writhed in the pit of his stomach. He kept closing and unclosing his hands.

Conversation was forced on him now and then. For Hank Drummon, as he lay in his chair, brooding with eyes of insatiate evil, sometimes asked questions. He seemed to have an almost tender curiosity about the life and the character of this man whom he intended to destroy. And Silvertip told him stray bits about his adventures, about men he had known and fought with, about strange places he had visited.

Silvertip had no hope, and yet he felt that he was pushing the inevitable moment away from him little by little.

The evening came nearer. The strength which had run out of the body of Silvertip with his blood was diminished further by the long pressure of the pain. Here and there ragged rock edges had cut deeply into his flesh; but worst of all were the bruises which had hurt him to the bone.

Now and again a spell of dizziness nearly carried his senses away. And in every one of those moments he remembered suddenly the face of the dead man, Pedro Monterey, sallow, gray as stone, and smiling.

After all, the third part of Montereys vow had been unfulfilled, and it would probably remain unfulfilled. The life of Pedrillo was lost; Silvertip, who had stepped into his shoes in the strangest of all manners, was about to die; and old Arturo Monterey would quickly follow them to destruction.

This brute of the fleshy forehead and the yellow-stained eyes had overthrown them all — he and the treachery of Bandini. Silvertip could forget even the pain of his wounds and his weakness when he considered how the consummate trickery of Bandini had twice succeeded.

It was dark, and the chief of the Drummon clan had not yet chosen definitely among the thousand schemes of torture which had been drifting through his mind.

Many a rare device had made him grin and smack his thick lips with laughter; but when he stared again at the big body of Silvertip and thought of what this man had accomplished already in the Haverhill Valley, besides uncounted exploits in other places, it always seemed to Drummon that his best ideas were inadequate.

Besides, there was no hurry.

There was no danger from the Montereys, for he had tied their right hand; he had paralyzed them by taking Silvertip.

Now he could sit back at his ease, like a spider that has lashed its victims in the sticky silk from its spinerets, and contemplate in advance the joy that would be his.

He was still contemplating when Bandini arrived, at the very moment when the supper gong was booming like a church bell, calling the Drummons to their food.

Silvertip, turning his head, saw the slender Mexican walk into the room, laughing, and, still laughing, come to stand over the prisoner.

You see? said Drummon to the traitor. Silvertips wearin out. I been waitin a good long part of the day for him to give up and start groanin, but he aint quite weak enough yet. When we washed him in salt water, you could see the flash of his eyes as he rolled em from side to side.

But all hes been doin since then is to open his hands and shut em, like a fish workin its gills. Hes in hell, Bandini.

Thats where he belongs, said the Mexican. Thats where hell stay. But what do you mean by letting him stay alive this long?

What do I mean by— began Drummon, his voice rousing to a roar of anger. Then he stopped himself and sat with his swollen face, puffing and glaring. Well, Bandini, he said, youve done your share of work for me, and you been useful. But dont start tellin me what to do. I aint used to it, and I wont stand it.

Youd better stand more than that, said Bandini. I can tell you things about this devil that you wont believe. I can tell you that where a snake can slip, hell pass, also. I can tell you of pinches hes been in that would have cost the lives of twenty men, but he always gets out. The harder you shut your hand on him, the farther he pops away — like a wet watermelon seed.

Yeah? growled Drummon.

He swung his heavy head and glowered at the captive. Silver! he commanded.

Well? said Silvertip.

Your legs is free enough. Stand up, directed Drummon.

There was no point in opposing him. Silvertip swung his legs from the couch and put them on the floor. The move was an agony. He rose half to his feet, but there his bruised leg muscles refused to support him, and he pitched to the floor on his hands. His arms were strong enough, but the rest of his body was inert as a worm.

Both Drummon and the Mexican laughed loudly. You see? said Drummon in triumph.

I see, said Bandini. Its all right if its real, if hes not pretending.

Ill answer for that, said Drummon. If he wasnt made of whalebone and India rubber, every bone in his body would a been busted by the dragging that they gave him on the way here. Hes done for. Hes as good as in a grave. All it needs is for me to pick out the right way of layin on the finishin touches.

Lay them on soon, advised Bandini, shaking his head and frowning. His hands are still strong enough, and theres magic in them.

You been useful to me, said Drummon, but advice is something that I dont like and I dont want, no matter what you done for me.

What Ive done is nothing, said the Mexican. What Im going to do is the important thing.

More important than catching that piece of wildfire? asked Drummon, pointing to Silvertip.

The captive turned his head as he lay on the floor, and regarded Bandini. The Mexican stepped to him and kicked the prostrate, helpless body, not hard, but as a gesture of infinite contempt.

Aye, Silver, he said. I can do more than handle you. Brains, Silver; brains, Senior Silver. Thats what a man needs to beat you. You have a fairly good head — but not strong enough in brains, Silvertip. And thats why Ive picked you up in the hollow of my hand and closed the fingers on you one by one. You can listen to what my brains are working on now. Monterey — you came to fight for him. Youd take the place of his son. Youd be the hero, eh? Oh, youre a hero, well enough — but Bandini undoes all that youve tried to do — in one day!

He turned back to Drummon, who was leaning forward in his chair, scowling with incredulity.

I give you the Monterey house and all the people in it — at my own price! You understand? said Bandini.

Price? shouted Drummon. Price? Ill sell my soul and give you the price of that! Open the house of Monterey to me? Can you do that?

Aye, said Bandini, and all that I want is part of the price of the things that are inside.

Tell me what, said the other. Speak out, you fool, before I burn up!

The price, said Bandini, is all in one room. An old safe, Drummon. I want the lining of it!

Youll have it, said Drummon. He paused suddenly with a groan of distress.

I know what you mean, he said. Its the safe where the old man has piled up his money for twenty-five years. And youre to get that? Itll make you rich — it would make the whole Drummon tribe rich, too. But thats no matter.

What I want is to put an end to twenty-five years of waitin. And the end may be comin now! You mean what you say? You can open the house to us?

You give your word? demanded Bandini.

Give my word? Yes, and my hand with it! Here!

Drummon stretched out his massive arm, but the other pushed it aside rudely.

Call in the rest, he demanded. I want witnesses. I want the crew of em to be witnesses.

Drummons voice rose to the bellow of a bull; and all the pattering of feet and the noise of voices that had moved toward the house at the summons from the supper gong now focused like the sound of a storm toward the chiefs room.

They came in a flood to answer him, the big, burly, heavy-faced men standing shoulder to shoulder, thronging around their wounded leader. And they stared hungrily down at Silvertip, stretched on the floor.

They seemed to think that the moment for ending him had surely come at last.

But Hank Drummon was shouting: Heres Bandini wants witnesses that I swear to give him the safe of Monterey and every dollar thats in it, and I swear it now, in front of the whole of you. You hear me talk? Heres my right hand! He raised it. Ill give the safe to Bandini if he shows us the way into the Monterey house!

Into the house? rumbled the chorus.

Yes, into the house! said Bandini. Theres an old door that leads to the cellar at the bottom of the cliff. It was walled up. But its not walled up now, my friends. Its ready to be opened from the outside. I worked a few hours to-day, and the wall that used to block it up is gone.

They shouted. They smote each other on the shoulders. They looked about them with glimmering, drunken eyes. And the outcry which they had raised spread as if in strangely distorted echoes through the house, where women and children began to laugh and shout.

Presently Drummon cried: Well start now!

Its the best time, said Bandini. Theyre weak as  children over there at the Monterey house. Theyre expecting the sky to fall, and theyre ready to run at a whisper since theyve lost this Silvertip, this Senior Silvertip, as they love to call him. Bah! The girls white as a sheet, and shaking. Loves you, Silver, does she? Lost her heart to the great gringo, eh? Well, if you ever see her again, it will have to be in another world. Because youll kill him before we start?

He turned to Hank Drummon as he spoke the last words.

But Hank Drummon pursed out his lips and then shook his head.

There aint time to do the job right, and when this gent dies, hes goin to die right.

He added, rolling from side to side in the chair: Take me out of this. Rig that litter up. Im goin to be on hand when the Monterey house goes down. Im goin to be there. Here, Runt. You stay and take care of this gent — this Silvertip. Make sure of him.

And leave me out of the big party? shouted the Runt.

Listen, Señor, said Bandini to the Runt. To take care of Silvertip might be a harder job than to capture the Monterey house.


XXIV. THE TIME TO DIE
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THE RAGE AND the despair of Runt was a thing frightful to watch when he saw the rest of the Drummons throng out of the room. Hank Drummon himself could be heard cursing violently all the way to the outside of the house, where the horse litter was brought up for him, and the yelling of the Drummons went up through the brain of Silvertip like so many towering columns of flame.

It was the end of the Montereys, he knew. Suddenly he looked up to the ceiling of the room and wondered, desperately, how Heaven could permit him to lie there helpless while the Drummons rolled on, like so many wild beasts, to the accomplishment of their purpose.

The Runt stood over him with hands that moved and twisted like two great, hairy spiders.

I aint goin to stay here! said the Runt. I wont be left out of the killin of the Montereys! Im goin to get over there if I gotta wring your neck before I go — your damn neck! he repeated through his teeth, and, leaning, he fixed his grasp on the throat of Silvertip.

The whole massive body of Silver was lifted lightly in the frightful grasp of the Runt.

But as the shoulders of Silvertip were heaved high, his long arms gave him the chance he wanted. Too late, the Runt felt the weight of the revolver slipped out of the holster on his thigh.

He released his hold, and Silvertip fell heavily back upon the floor. A shower of red sparks flashed in front of his eyes, but through them he was seeing the Runt and covering him carefully. And the Runt moaning, trembling with eagerness to attack, hung on tiptoe, controlled by the small, dark mouth of the gun.

Pick me up, said Silvertip.

You mean it? asked the Runt.

I mean it. Pick me up and carry me in your arms.

Ill see you damned first, said the Drummon.

Dyou think Ill hesitate about shooting, Runt? said Silvertip. Pick me up, and handle me with care. Youre strong enough for the job. Put me astraddle on your back, because I cant stand. And move slowly — my fingers on the trigger all the time.

Cursing through his teeth in long, whispering, frothing sounds, the Runt lifted that burden and shuddered under it. But the pressure of the muzzle of the gun against his body ruled him.

He opened the side door and carried Silvertip out into the open night.

There was little danger for the moment.

The men of the Drummons were, without exception, journeying through the night; slowly, because the horse litter that supported Hank Drummon could not be moved rapidly. And as for the women and children, they were gathered inside the big house, celebrating in anticipation of the ending of the long feud.

So the Runt got Silvertip safely to the barn. His back against the manger, Silver directed the choice of a horse and the saddling of it, and finally he was lifted up and his feet fitted into the stirrups, and then tied there, and the rope passed beneath the belly of the horse.

If there were a fall, he would be killed by the rolling of the horse; but there must be no fall.

At the door of the barn he gathered the reins and let the Runt step back.

Dont follow me, Runt, he said. Its no use. Ill be safely off before you can have a nag saddled and get a gun. Run for your own life, because when Hank Drummon knows that youve let me get away, hell flay you again the way you were flayed once before. But this time you wont live through it.

Then he loosed the reins, and the horse fled through the dark.

Every swing of that gallop was a torture to the rider. And his battered legs refused to take and sustain a hold, so that his weight kept slipping to one side and then to the other. With his hands on the pommel, he had to right himself, and the strength even of his arms began to give way.

He reached the river. Its bright face was a blurred flash, tarnished by the pain he endured.

The dashing of the water wet him to the shoulders, and was a blessing of assuaging coolness.

And then he went on, until faintness kept him gasping for breath. Twice he lurched far to the side, and the exquisite pain that he felt was all that rallied his senses.

But his head was bowed on the mane of the horse when, at last, he heard voices not far away, and looked up with amazement to find himself directly before the house of Monterey.

It seemed to him that there was a roaring of tumult in the air, and he thought that the battle must be in progress. But then he realized that it was only the pounding and the thundering of the blood in his own ears.

He came closer to lights. A voice shouted, and then many others joined in a chorus. Men walked beside him, supporting him. Others led his horse. He tried to stare through the bright mist and make out faces vainly. Then he heard the shrill, musical cry of Julia Monterey as the peons lifted him tenderly to the ground.

At that his brain cleared suddenly.

He could not stand. His whole body below the shoulders was limp.

The outer door at the bottom of the cliff — the cellar door — Bandini has unwalled it from the inside to-day! Dyou hear me, Julia? Bandini, and the whole crowd of the Drummons are down there, or almost there. Call the men and turn them loose. Start Tonio — wheres Tonio? Wheres Juan Perez?

There was a rush of the party for the house, a storming of footfalls wending down into the cool dimness of the cellars.

He saw Arturo Monterey come for an instant into sight, then disappear into the house, calling orders loudly to his men. He saw Julia Monterey from a corner of his eye, he hardly knew where.

Those who supported him had dropped his body to rush after their master, Monterey. He lay sprawling. He raised himself to his hands and shouted out the name of the one man who, he felt, might come to him before all others.

Juan Perez! Juan Perez!

There was no answer.

It seemed to Silver that all the vast effort had been in vain, and that the oath he had breathed silently above the dead man in Cruces had been taken to no end, for now that the greatest need of Pedro Montereys aid had come, his substitute had to sit sprawling on the pavement of the patio of the house, helpless.

Juan Perez! he screamed.

Then he looked up and saw Perez standing by him. Other feet were running close by. That was Julia Monterey. He looked at her face as through a fog. There was no need of women at a time like this. Men had died in this cause, and more men were about to die unless the premonition in his mind were very wrong indeed.

Lift me, Perez — help me! he said.

The strong hands of the Mexican raised him suddenly to his feet. Where the hands touched his wounded body, they burned him with fiery pain. But he was all one wound, and therefore the pain was not strange.

I shall take you to a safe place, Perez was saying. And I shall not leave you. Have no fear, senior!

Safe place? groaned Silver. Take me down into the cellars. Take me down into the old mine. I have a gun and I can still use it. Perez, lend me your strength and take me where I can help!

I shall! cried Juan Perez. Oh, that there should be such a man in the world!

Perez! Hes dying now! cried the voice of the girl.

She tried to break in between them.

Leave him — only help me take him to a bed, she commanded.

Away with her — shes only a woman — theres no place for em now! shouted Silver. While we talk the fighting has started!

He shall have his way! cried Perez to Julia Monterey.

It will be murder, not fighting, if you go down among the guns! she pleaded, turning to Silver.

I tell you, said Silver in a frenzy, this is the time to die!

It is the time to die! echoed Perez, and began to help Silver strongly forward.

More help came to that wounded, half-naked body from the other side. He looked in bewilderment, and saw that it was Julia Monterey who had passed an arm around him and placed her strong shoulder beneath his. A good part of his weight she was supporting.

They passed through the door of the house. She it was who picked up a lantern, never relaxing her efforts to help sustain the half-benumbed body of Silver.

Juan Perez pulled open the tall door that led to the cellar. Out from the dimness came a medley of departing shouts that sank deeper and deeper into the gloom.

Go back, Julia! commanded Silver. Youre not needed. I dont want you! Go back!

No, she said. Steady, Juan Perez! The steps are slippery.

Julia, go back! shouted Silver.

It is the time to die, she answered. Heaven knows how willingly I come to that time!

Perez! cried Silver as he was taken swiftly down the first flight of the steps and into the gloom of a great gallery.

Yes, senior, said Perez, already panting.

Send the girl back! It is no place for her.

Alas, senior, said Juan Perez, she is a Monterey, and their women are as the men, ever ready for death.

Before them, out of what seemed an infinite distance, came explosions that struck with rapid impacts against the ear of Silver. And he knew that he was too late to be in the forefront of the battle. The men of Drummon already had come through the river door, and the shooting had commenced.


XXV. THE BATTLE

[image: img30.jpg]

AS THE SOUND of the firing stopped their progress, with a silent assent, Silver said: Julia, you know a place, perhaps, where theyre apt to come if theres a retreat of Montereys men. Is there one place theyre apt to pass?

Two places, where big shafts join together, she said. Ah!

She cried out at a nearer echo of a death yell that rang out far away.

Take me to one of the two places. No, tell Juan Perez how to go there, and then run back!

Turn to the right — here, said the girl. Quickly, Juan Perez! There may not be time. The Drummons are so many devils, and our men cannot stop them. Quickly — quickly — if we are to reach the place in time where we may fight. Now to the left — now down these steps.

Julia, tell us the way and go back! shouted Silver.

Am I a child? she panted. I shall not leave you. If you die, there is one of the Montereys ready to die with you. Juan Perez — faster — faster!

They reached the bottom of a long descent, and then hurried forward to a place where several galleries converged in a meeting point powerfully sustained by great buttresses of the living rock. The lantern light glimmered brightly over the moisture that covered the stone.

Now! said the girl breathlessly. If we place the lantern here in this gap — so! — the light shines down the passages they may come by. And we are left in shadow. Juan Perez, have you a second gun? I can shoot, also!

They had placed Silver where he sat with his back against a wall, his legs sprawled out helplessly before him. With the lantern put in an adjoining corridor, it flung its light straight on down a mighty hall, where the pick marks showed on all sides, and left the three of them in the darker shadow.

I have a second gun, said Juan Perez, but that is for the señor. There is no way for you to help us now. Go back, señorita.

Go back! Go back! yelled Silver desperately. There is no way that you can help here. Go back to the house — they are coming, Julia! Are you to stay here and drive us mad?

I am going, answered the girl quietly. Juan Perez, guard him with your life!

She was gone from the sight of Silver.

He heard Perez murmuring: I have already sworn it. My life for yours, señor, and your life for mine. And that is the way that dying is easy. They are coming! Now we shall mow them down!

Look sharp! answered Silver. It may be that they are the men of Monterey retreating. Listen!

For wild cries in Spanish now broke on their ears as the approaching tumult swept around an adjacent corner of the tunnels. And then the lantern light struck on a mob of frantic faces — the men of the house of Monterey in headlong flight, reaching out their hands before them as they dashed through the gloom, screeching out the names of their patron saints.

Curse them! groaned Juan Perez. Oh, dogs who betray the hand that fed them. Look — the master is among them — he beats them — but they will not turn and fight!

For yonder was the silver hair and the white beard of Monterey as he was borne headlong by the current of the flight.

From the rear came the bawling voices of the Drum-mons in the height of their victory.

Now, behind the place where Silver sat, with a gun in either hand, and Juan Perez kneeling beside him in desperate readiness, he heard the shrill voice of Julia crying:

Turn back! There is help here! Senior Silver is here — and Juan Perez — and great help! The fight is ours! Turn back, cowards! Turn back and face the bullets with me! Senior Silver is here, and he cannot die alone!

He heard the girls shouting as the leaders of the Drummon throng poured around the next bend of the hallway. He saw their faces gleaming white in the dull light of the lantern, like sickly creatures of the sea seen deep down in the shadowy water.

Right into the faces of those charging men Silver and Juan Perez poured a deadly fire.

He saw one man fall. He saw another pitch sidewise. He saw a third leap upward like a wounded deer, yelling. And the whole rout slowed, wavered.

A gap opened. In the rear he had a glimpse of the great form of Hank Drummon, borne on his litter by several pairs of hands. He had stripped himself to the waist, naked, like a sailor going into action on a battleship of the old days, and as though he expected to bathe in blood. In his hands were weapons. About his head was the broad white bandage. He seemed like a pirate picture out of the past.

Jose Bandini! he was thundering. Show these cowardly fools the way to go forward. Charge the dogs! Charge em home and theyll vanish. Come on, boys!

Into the van leaped the brilliant form of Jose Bandini. If he were a thousand times a villain, he was a thousand times a hero, also. He ran straight forward to lead the rest, and as he ran he laughed with the joy of the conflict, and waved a revolver above his head.

Behind him, the men of the Drummons rallied and surged ahead in a wave.

Silver, leveling his revolver, was about to fire with a deadly aim at Bandini when another form intervened before him.

It was old Arturo Monterey, running straight at his enemy, with his white hair blown back from his head. He shouted a wordless battle cry as he ran.

The moment was lost to Silver. The next instant he saw vast forms bulking above him, and loosed the fire of his gun among them. Half lighted by the lantern, but only enough to make them jumping, swaying, whirling silhouettes, he saw the men of Drummon rush at him.

He saw the fine form of Jose Bandini lead the others. At that body he fired as Bandini leveled a gun and rushed at him, guided by the darting fires from the mouth of Silvers Colt.

It seemed a bitter shame to meet that moment seated.

With a vast effort, Silver struggled to one knee. A bullet struck his body, he knew not where. The weight of the impact flattened him back against the wall.

A swinging foot kicked the gun from his left hand — that in the right was already empty. He was caught by the hair of the head and jerked forward on his face. And, turning as he fell, he saw Bandini lift a revolver by the barrel. That gun must have been empty, also, but a stroke with the butt of it would crack his skull.

His own hands were empty. But beside him lay Juan Perez, senseless, his face covered with blood that poured from a scalp wound, his arms outflung; and in the nearer hand, held out as though it were an offering in time of need to his friend, there was a Colt lying.

Silver threw up his left arm. The falling heel of the gun that Bandini wielded crushed the flesh against the bone, and beat the whole arm heavily down against his face.

But at the same instant his right hand had caught the weapon from the hand of poor Juan Perez.

Take that! cried Bandini. I wish there were a thousand lives in you that I could beat out one by one. Gringo — take this! And—

Silver fired upward, the muzzle of his gun inches from the body of Bandini. And the man fell forward on him, a loose, soft, warm weight.

The brain of Silver reeled.

He could hear two voices. The first was that of the girl, who was still crying out to the men of Monterey. And they had rallied. That was the meaning of the trampling and the stamping all around him. That was the meaning of the curses in Spanish and in English, one mixed with the other.

And the second voice was wailing not far away: The Alligators dead — save yourselves! Hank Drummons dead!

It was that yelling voice of dismay that beat the Drummons more than the sudden, fierce, and unexpected rally of the Mexicans. The cry that one man had started was taken up by others. As Silver worked the weight of the dead Bandini from his body and sat up, he saw the gallery filled with the thronging flight of the Drummons, the big men fighting to get one past the other. After them ran the victorious men of Monterey, yelling insanely with their victory.

Behind them were the dead!

It was amazing that so few had fallen in a fight so close and hot. Bandini was dead, to be sure. And two of the men of Monterey. And yonder sat the great Drummon in his litter, bloodstained about the breast where a great cross had been slashed with a knife, and under it a wavering line — the brand of the Cross and Snake!

On the floor beside him was a small body, with a head of white hair, but that body stirred, moved, stood up, staggering.

Juan Perez, who had recovered consciousness, was leaning over him, asking how he was. And then the girl slipped in between them and caught Silver in her arms, saying:

Do you ask questions like a fool? Hes shot through the body! Hes dying! Call for help! If hes lost, theres no glory left in this day for the house of Monterey!


XXVI. GEESE ACROSS THE MOON
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IF SILVER DID not die, it would be because, said the two doctors who worked over him by day and by night, he obstinately refused to give up life, even when all that remained to him was only a little handful of the immortal fire.

But he lived, and when he could sit up in the bed, he learned the great tidings of events that had happened while he lay senseless, near to death.

The Drummons were gone. Their long fight, for generations, to win and hold the Haverhill Valley for themselves, had failed. Their leader was dead. Their spirits were broken. And they had sold out their lands for a song and left the Haverhill in a great procession of horses and wagons, like a picture of emigration out of an earlier day. Farther west and farther north, they would try to find a new home for themselves.

In the meantime, old Arturo Monterey, at the end of his life, had swept in for little cost all the lands that he had fought for so long. As for the village, it was gone. On the morning of the day when the Drummons moved out, a fire had started mysteriously, and in a few hours it was uncontrollably sweeping the place. Now rains were beating and winds blowing the black ash heaps of the spot where the place had stood.

All of these things Silver heard. And he could have guessed them, he often thought, merely by the sounds of song and laughter which, all day long, flowed through the house of Monterey — now near at hand, now sweet with distance.

He began to recover rapidly. The day came when he could walk, and then he could ride out with Juan Perez. And the peons in the fields ran to the fences and shouted and cheered him like a hero.

It made Silver laugh with joy to hear them.

Every day he rode out, and every day, when he returned, he felt that he was being brought nearer and nearer to the crucial point of his life. Monterey had said nothing; the girl had said nothing; but he knew that their eyes were waiting for him to speak. And the question that he must answer was as to whether or not he chose to spend his life here in Haverhill, now that it was purged of its plague.

If he spoke, he knew without vanity that the girl would marry him, and that old Monterey would leave the whole estate to her. But neither of them spoke, and he, day by day, tried to face the question, and could not.

His thought was totally in solution, and something from the outside was needed to precipitate it in the form of action.

It was turning cool now in the evenings, but still they dined on the garden terrace and in the twilight of this day a big golden moon came up out of the east and climbed softly up the sky.

A streak of shadow moved across it. Silver stared, and could not understand, for no cloud could be at once so narrow and so dark a line, nor could the wind blow any mist with such speed, he felt.

A breeze cut at them from the mountains. And Julia went into the house to get a heavier cloak. But old Monterey remained seated in his chair, his eyes rarely leaving the face of Silver.

It was the night when some word must be spoken, Silver felt. There was a warm and happy flow of temptation when he thought of the quiet days of contentment which could stretch before him if he married the girl and settled to life in the Haverhill.

And yet something checked him, and he could not tell what.

More often, day by day, he thought of young Pedro Monterey, to whom this place should have gone in right succession. He could think without sharp pain of the dead man now, for the vow he had made silently in Cruces had been discharged. And still Pedro Monterey remained the shadow on his mind.

So on this night, as he sat with old Monterey in the garden, he heard a vague sound come out of the upper air, and looked up, startled.

He could see nothing.

It was a cry that he had heard before, he could not tell where. His inactive brain would not place the note that had reached his ears. But it stirred infinite echoes within him.

What is it, my son? said the gentle voice of Don Arturo.

Nothing, said Silver briefly.

But his heart began to throb uneasily. A melancholy desire for he knew not what possessed him.

He stood up and began to walk the terrace with rapid steps, feeling the glance of Monterey swing back and forth with him.

Again the dark, triangular line swept across the face of the moon, and a moment later the cry came out of the sky again.

Wild geese! Wild geese flying south! Now he knew what it was that stirred in his blood. He, also, wanted to be on the wing to another land. And suddenly the mountains on either side of the Haverhill rose for him like prison walls.

Again that half melodious, half brazen call came tingling out of the upper air and ran through all his blood.

Im going inside, he said thickly. Ill get — something to put on!

That was how he left them.

It was not many minutes afterward that Julia Monterey came down and looked eagerly, anxiously, but saw that Silver was gone. Monterey answered her look.

He has gone inside to get a heavier coat, said the old man. He is very restless. He has been walking up and down the terrace. Tonight, my dear, he is surely going to speak. And after that we shall be happy together forever.

Restless? He may be restless to leave us! she exclaimed. What did he say when he went in?

Only that he was going to get something to put on. The wild geese had flown across the moon; when they called | out of the sky, he looked up suddenly. And then I suppose that he felt the cold as he heard them, and he went inside.

The wild geese? she murmured.

And she in turn heard the distant chorus swept down from the chilly regions about. Between her and the moon the unseen hosts were flying and sending their harsh music toward the earth.

The wild geese — and he has gone! He has gone to follow them. He has gone to—

She fled suddenly from the terrace. Arturo Monterey stood up, startled and amazed. He cried after her.

But she, unheeding, ran on into the house, and hurried to the room of Silver. There was no answer to her knock. She threw the door open, and the darkness seemed to roll out just like a thick mist across her eyes.

She fled down to the patio.

Senior Silver! she cried to one of the house mozos. Have you seen him?

Going toward the stable, said the servant.

The stable! moaned Julia Monterey, and ran on, breathless with fear.

It was near the stable that she met with Juan Perez, walking with his head thoughtfully bowed.

Juan! she cried. Juan, have you seen Senior Silver? Has he been here?

Here and gone again, said Juan Perez. There was trouble in his face. And he left this for you and the senior.

She snatched the letter and tore it open, to read:



My Dear Friends: It came over me all at once, tonight, that I must go. I wanted to stay and say good-by to you, but I knew that you would be kind, and ask me why I should leave, and then I would be able to give no answer.

Forgive me for leaving like a thief in the night.

Some day I shall surely come to you again. From wherever I light, I shall write to you everything.

Adios, Adios.



She crushed the paper in her hand and ran across the patio to the great entrance arch, crying out his name. The sound of her voice passed down the road and echoed back to her emptily from the hillside.

It was dawn of the next day. High up in the center of the northern pass, Silvertip turned in the saddle and looked back on the blue of the river and the green, rolling lands that swept up from the stream. He could see the cattle as dull spots of color, and the distant house of Monterey was like a childs toy that one could have picked up between thumb and forefinger.

He looked at it until a certain mistiness came over his eyes. Then he turned and walked the horse little by little over the ridge.

He knew that he was leaving a glorious chance of happiness behind him; but he closed his eyes to it.

The chance was so great indeed that he felt it pulling at his heart with hands.

He would not surrender to it. The old unrest moved in him like new blood. The wind of the mountains vainly caused his new wounds to ache.

He set his teeth firmly and aimed his course toward the blue and crystal-white of distant mountains.


The Man from Mustang (1942)
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CHAPTER I
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ON THE BROW of the last hill that spilled from the knees of the mountains toward the prairie, under the last tree, Silver sat with his knees hugged in his arms and watched the rider in the distance, and the prairie fire behind him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Silver had the bridle on Parade almost before he had finished noting these things. For both horse and man lay directly in the path of the fire.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The stranger looked up and down, but saw no gun. A gleaming gesture made a big Colt with three extra inches of barrel on it appear from beneath the coat of Silver and disappear again.

Im thankin you, said the stranger. And you didnt have no lot of time on your hands, neither.

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

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

All right, answered Silver.

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

I know, said Silver.

The stranger glanced toward Parade.

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

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

What happened? asked the man.

He put his foot in a hole in the ground, I guess, said Silver. He broke his leg when he fell, and he couldnt get up.

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

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

Silver shook the hand.

People call me Jim, he said, or Arizona Jim, or Arizona. I dont care much what Im called.

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

Any name is the right name, he said, for me to tell you that Ive had my hide saved by you. The day before my wedding day, too!

He grinned broadly, and the ugliness disappeared from his face, it was so lighted.

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

It does, agreed Silver.

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

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

I want to see it, said Silver. Lets have a look.

That was enough.

Ned Kenyon opened the leather case and displayed the picture.

It dont do her justice, he said, sidling around to Silver. But you just get a sort of general idea, is all.

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

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

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

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

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

Kenyon took it in both hands and shook his head.

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

Ill put money that she is, said Silver.

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

He put the picture back inside his coat.

To-morrow at noon, said he, were going to be married in Mustang. And I wish that you were going to be there, partner. Thats what I wish. That you were going to be there, so that she could thank you face to face. Id like to have you hear her voice — just once. Because its the sort of a thing that youd never forget if you lived for a hundred years.

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

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

How far is Mustang? he asked.

Only twenty miles! said the other eagerly.

Then Ill go there with you, said Silver. Its a long time since Ive seen a wedding.


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

He was ready to talk of her. Words about her overflowed his lips.

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

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

Youve known her a long time? asked Silver.

Seven days! said Kenyon.

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

Thats not long, remarked Silver. Love at first sight, I suppose?

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

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

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

You talked of a lot of things? asked Silver.

We talked about me, said the stage driver. She seemed a lot interested in that. I told her about being a kid on the farm in Dakota, and about the way the winter lasted, and the way the spring came up, and the way the snow first melted, and the spring skating, and a lot of things like that, and how I came farther west, and about prospecting, and all that, and how I started to drive the stage, and got along at that because I got a way with horses. And she listened like a baby to music all the time, with her head a little over on one side, and now and then turning her head, and smiling at me a bit. In a way, said Kenyon, that I couldnt tell you about it. Just a kind of a smile that soaked into you, like spring sunshine!

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

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

You go on and ride, Kenyon was saying. I dont mind walking. Im pretty good at it. And with Edith to talk about, I could walk to the end of the world.

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

If you could ride half the time while I walked, said Silver, it would be all right. But this horse doesnt like most people, and hed be fighting every minute to get you out of the saddle.

Would he? murmured Kenyon.

He gave the brim of his hat a jerk.

I aint boasting, he said, but the fact is that Im pretty fair with horses my own self. Id like to try him, if you dont mind, stallion or no stallion!

Would you? said Silver, smiling. Then he laid a hand on Kenyons bony shoulder and added: Dont do it. Hes a trickster. He knows a thousand ways of getting a man out of the saddle, and the worst of him is that when the rider drops, he has a way of trying to savage the unlucky fellow. Id be on hand, but I might not be close enough to call him off in time. I dont doubt that youre a good rider — but Id rather not have you try him.

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

You know your own self and your own horse better than anybody else, he observed. And its the seeing of a man like you, Arizona, with a horse like that, that makes me wonder how Edith can look at me once and want to look at me twice. But I remember folks saying years ago that the likes of men for women and women for men theres no accounting for. Only, when I think of you, riding on a horse like that — well, I cant help thinking that Edith may shake her head a coupla times. Only I know that theres nothing in her but faith. For what would the world amount to, Arizona, if there was anything behind a face and an eye and a voice like hers except truth and honesty, and the kind of love that wont die in a long winter?

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

He said at last: A man or a woman that lied to you, Ned, would need a hanging; and Id be glad to pull on the rope!

Would you, Arizona? asked the simple man. I think you mean it, too. I think its been a great day for me, Arizona. Because, look here — a man cant live by a woman only, but he needs a friend, too. And I dont know that Ive ever had a real friend in all my born days.

Never a friend? asked Silver. Do you mean that, Kenyon? Do you mean that youve seen through the lot and found them all a worthless gang?

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

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

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

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

Then Kenyon began to laugh out of pure pleasure.

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

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

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

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

Look! cried Kenyon. Theres Mustang — and theres Edith Alton! Do you need moren a sight of the way of her to tell that theres no other woman like her on earth?


CHAPTER III
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MUSTANG WAS A flourishing centre of trade, as was proved by the five roads that led into it, all whitened by constant travel, to say nothing of the irregular trails that were traced threadlike over the surrounding hills. Mustang Creek darted through the midst of the town, with two bridges over its narrow banks, and scattered groves of pines came down from the hills and right into the town itself. What more could the heart of any mountaineer require than such profusion of wood and water? Moreover, the town was placed where it could serve the great mountain region that tumbled behind it to the north and west, and also send out its freighters through the plains beyond the southern and the eastern hills.

But Silver gave that picture only a glance. Neither did he regard the huge wagon, drawn by fourteen mules, that was rolling down one of the white roads toward Mustang, sending the screech of brakes, like the screaming of hawks or bagpipes, through the still air toward him. What he watched was the girl who came pitching down a trail on the other side of the valley, swerving her horse through brush and among boulders, with the wind of the gallop fanning the brim of her sombrero straight up, and her bandanna fluttering behind her neck like a flag.

And thats Edith Alton? said Silver thoughtfully, shaking his head a little. Shes a Western girl, then, Kenyon?

No more Western, said Kenyon, grinning, than Boston and New York. But shes the sort that knows how to do what other folks do, wherever she goes. She could ride Eastern, and it dont take much for them to learn to ride Western. Ive stood and seen her, Arizona — Ive stood and seen her thrown four times hand running from a pitching broncho, and get up and take the saddle, and never pull leather till that mustang fitted to her like a silk glove and said Yes and No just the way she wanted! And there she goes, sailing. And that black mare of hers is a piece of silk all over, too. Id know that mare, and Id know that girl, by the sassy way theyve got about them!

Silver let this talk slip easily through his mind while he studied the disappearing rider. She rode, in fact, as though she had been raised in the saddle. Some of the dark suspicion went out of Silvers heart, for what Western man can resist the sight of a woman who knows how to ride straight up and hell bent?

She looks like one in a million, he said to Kenyon. I suppose youve wanted to paint her or do her in words!

Paint her? Me? I can paint a barn; I wouldnt aim to even paint a house except on a bet. Words? Ive written ten letters in my life, I guess, and thats about all!

It seemed to Silver that the last possible way of understanding Kenyons hold on this girl had been removed. If there had been mystery before, it was doubly dark now.

They came down into the village, Kenyon explaining why he had been riding across country. He had gone to the nearest railroad to telegraph to his distant parents the news of his approaching wedding, and to buy in a larger town a suit of store clothes that would be a credit to him when he stood up in church. But when he and Silver had examined the pack behind the saddle of the dead Jerry, they had found it almost totally consumed.

It dont matter so much, declared Kenyon. She aint the kind to care much about clothes. They wouldnt make much difference to her! Its the other things that count with her.

Every word he spoke, every expression of trust and faith, pulled at the heart of Silver as though he heard them spoken by a child who was about to be disillusioned in this savage world of facts.

They went to the hotel.

The time you get straightened up, said Kenyon, Ill tell her that youre coming in to eat supper with us in the dining room. Shell be right glad. Theres only one other thing. She wants the wedding to be a surprise to everybody back home; everybody that knows her. She dont want it to be talked about here. Youll understand how it is, Arizona?

Silver nodded and smiled, but his smile was very faint; and as he heard this, something rang like a bell in his mind, and made him surer than ever that the whole thing was a cruel illusion which was being built up around his companion.

After watering the stallion, Silver put Parade into the stable behind the hotel, and saw that he was well-fed with clean hay of barley and wild oats. After that he took a room in the hotel and went up to shave and wash and brush his clothes clean of the dust of the long walk.

He was not tired. That body of his was furnished with steel springs so tempered that no ordinary strain could make an impression on him. And now, with a light step, he went down into the lobby and waited in the little square hall.

The girl came first. He watched her down the stairs. If all the features of her picture had been blurred, he told himself that he would have known her by something high and proud in the carriage of her head. And though she wore a plain khaki riding skirt and the most ordinary of blue silk blouses with full sleeves that ended at the elbows, she seemed dressed for the pleasure of the most critical eye in the world.

She was a smiling girl, of the sort that people like to see even in a stage or a railroad carriage, or in a ballroom, or on a street, merely. Glances trailed after her, and strange expressions of homesickness appeared for a fading moment in the faces of the men in the lobby.

She seemed to know the names of most of them, and she spoke to them all. In another part of the world she would have been surrounded at once, but in the West a woman generally belongs to some man, and outsiders are not in haste to rush in and make fools of themselves. She came straight across to Silver and held out her hand.

Ned told me about you, she said. Youre Arizona, and you dont bother about other names except Jim. And he told me how you saved him from the fire, and that youre going to have supper with us so that I can thank you.

He looked straight back into her eyes. As far as he could penetrate them, there was nothing but candor. And yet there was a trick somewhere. It could not be honest. It must be a sham. She had blue eyes, a little stained with shadow on the lower lids, almost as though with a cosmetic. Her brow was as clear as a sculptors marble. He could not find a place to put his finger and say that this or that might be the sign and the symbol of deceit. And her beauty drew at him like the first day of spring after a long, white winter.

I dont want thanks, he said. Ive had a chance to talk to Kenyon, and Ive learned to know him a little on the way here. Thats better than having thanks.

She sat down beside him, explaining that Kenyon would be with them later. It seemed to Silver that perhaps she had turned to her chair a little too quickly, when she heard this deliberate praise of her fiancé. She went on to say that it generally took Ned a good bit of time to get his hair in order.

It sticks up like fingers around the crown, she said, and laughed a little.

Silver did not laugh. He was looking back into his brain, running over his memories of other women. There had been none that gave a clew to her. There was an air of perfect calmness, of self-possession and strength, that set her apart from the rest.

She was talking again, in spite of his silence. Her whole attitude was one of gratitude and almost of reverence, though she would not touch again on the thing he had done that day for Kenyon.

Outside, the sunset was drawn red across the window. He wished that the full light of the day were striking about them, and that he could keep studying her face. But perhaps it was better this way, for he could face almost away from her and still regard her from the corner of his eye. That is an art. The cultivation of it had saved the life of Silver on more than one day.

She was saying: Ned tells me that you dont talk about the past; that its all future with you, Arizona. But I suppose that youve been what every one is out here, part prospector, cow-puncher, lumberman?

He turned up the palm of his hand. The fingers were straight and lithe, as the fingers of a child. There were no callouses. Labor never had deformed that supple hand.

No, he said simply.

And for the first time he had touched her. It was only a single upward flash of her eyes, and perhaps she felt that she was shielded from his observation because he was not directly facing her. But in that flash he thought he read suspicion and sudden fear.

He explained his simple negative. Im one of the drifters. Im one of the idlers. Ive daubed a rope on a cow now and then; and Ive chipped rock with a hammer, too, and swung an ax now and then. But business never has interfered with pleasure.

And pleasure? she asked.

Pleasure? said he. Oh, it comes in its own form. I never can tell where Ill find it, or what it will be like. To-morrow I ought to find it, though, when I see you stand up before the preacher with my friend, Kenyon.

She did not wince. She did not blush. She began to nod a little, and she kept on smiling. But he felt that the smile was a trifle too fixed.

All of his suspicions took him by the throat. What she could possibly gain from a marriage with Kenyon he could not guess. But in that instant he was convinced that it was not the man she wanted, but something else that she would reach through him.

And all her beauty seemed to drop away from her suddenly, as though a hailstorm had swept across the spring day of which she had reminded him, darkening the skies in a moment and battering grass and flowers into a common mud. So it was for Silver in that instant, and he could face her now with his own faint smile, that seemed to come from nothing except sunshiny content of the heart. It would be a contest between them, and in the angry mood that possessed him, he almost pitied the girl who sat there, still smiling, still making pleasant conversation. The ice already must be entering her heart. She had guessed that he was hostile. She must be choosing the weapons with which she would fence.

Far back in his mind he cast, to find some possible goal of the deception she was practicing on poor Ned Kenyon. Silver could think of none unless it were a matter of property. And what property would a man like Kenyon be apt to have? He must make inquiry about that.

Kenyon came down. They went into the dining room together. They sat at the table, and made conversation amiably until poor Kenyon fell into a silence and merely stared hungrily at the girl.

If she were embarrassed, Silver helped her at that moment, for he began to tell stories of old Mexico that soon had both of the others agape with excitement.

Afterward they went out onto the veranda to watch the moonlight that poured down into the valley, making the upper branches of the pines a luminous mist. Kenyon went to buy tobacco for his pipe. And she said to Silver, in the shadow that covered them:

Why are you against me? Why are you hating me? Why are you getting ready to crush me in the palm of your hand?

He merely looked down at her and said nothing. Then he drew on his cigarette to complete, in this way, the perfection of the insult, and so that by the glowing tip of the cigarette she would be able to see his face dimly lighted, and his smile.


CHAPTER IV
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AFTER NED KENYON returned, the girl remained with them only a short time. When she had excused herself and said good night, Silver was left alone with his new friend. He found Kenyon overflowing with questions. It was not that the man doubted the beauty, the grace, the wonder of the girl, but it was simply that he preferred hearing Silver reassure him, because there was no other subject in the world of half so much importance to him. It was for the moment the subject that was most on the mind of Silver, also; but he wanted silence to think the thing over. He was glad when Kenyon suggested a drink.

They went across the street diagonally into the Lone Star Saloon and found a dozen men leaning their elbows on the bar. Luck favored them in finding a vacant space at the extreme end. Silver put his back against the wall.

It was the ordinary type of saloon, the room long and narrow, with a few tables against the wall, and a strewing of sawdust on the floor.

Silver had barely taken his place when he heard a voice say:

Is that Kenyon?

Thats him, said another. Wanta be introduced?

I dont hanker to have nobody introduce me to a skunk, said the first speaker. Ill introduce myself with the toe of my boot. Because Im goin to kick some new wrinkles into his spinal column.

By this time the attention of the entire saloon was focused on the fellow. He was one of the picturesque Western types, with blond, saber-shaped mustache, and a lean face a little too pale to belong to an honest man in this part of the world, unless he had just risen from a sick bed. He wore the finest of shop-made boots; his shirt was of yellow silk; and above all, his revolver had a handle of shining pearl. Yet it was apparently not a tenderfoots gun worn for show, but a useful tool. The way the holster was buckled about the thigh showed that, and the low pitch of the gun, angling forward a trifle so that the butt would be conveniently ready for a whip-snap draw. If ever this fellow worked, it was fairly apparent that his business must have to do with Colt revolvers.

He was coming forward now, and Silver took heed of Kenyon as the acid test was about to be applied to him. There are few grimmer moments than that in which a man is asked to defend his personal dignity and life from the attack of an armed stranger.

Ned Kenyon turned gray with fear and shuddered, so that the heart of Silver sickened. He closed his eyes for an instant, to shut out the picture of that terror.

And this was the man that Edith Alton had said she would marry the next day?

The bartender glanced at Kenyon and then shook his head.

Whats the matter, Buck? he asked gently. Kenyon never makes no trouble for nobody!

Buck kicked a chair out of his path. It caromed across the floor and crashed against the wall.

Thats what you say, you square-headed fool of a beer-drinking Dutchman! cried Buck. But I say different. And I got in mind right now to ask Mr. Kenyon to up and say is he a sneaking skunk or aint he?

Ned Kenyon turned around slowly. Silver half expected him to bolt for the door. Instead, his voice came out thin and sharp through the nose, but with a tone steady enough.

I dont know you, Buck, said Ned Kenyon. And I guess you dont know me. But anyway you look at it, Im a peaceable fellow. I dont want trouble.

Im askin you, said Buck, are you a hound, or aint you a hound? And if you aint a hound, how you goin to prove that to me? Hey?

He thrust out his head. His lips twitched back to show the yellow line of his teeth. He was cold sober, and he was doing his best to work himself into a fighting rage.

Kenyon sighed very audibly.

Well, he said, I take everybody to witness that Im not hunting for a fight. I never have in my life. I never so much as pointed a gun at any man. But on the other hand, I guess I never took water, that I can recollect, and I dont aim to start taking it now.

Silver, bewildered and delighted, could hardly believe his ears. Buck, also, was so amazed that he halted for an instant. Then a swift flash of joy crossed his face. For after this speech of Kenyons, the fight that was to be would be in the nature of a fair battle, fairly accepted — the sort of thing which too often passes as self-defense west of the Mississipi.

At the same time, the men along the bar who had been looking on curiously, now scattered rapidly back toward the wall, to be out of the line of a possible gun play. The bartender prepared to duck.

It was strange to see how calmly every one took this incident. Mustang, to be sure, was wide open; but even if the inhabitants had not seen gun fights before, they had heard of them often enough to brace their nerves for the shock.

Ned Kenyon stood straight and stiff. The straightness pleased Silver. The stiffness told him beforehand that his friend would die.

He took Kenyon by the shoulder and gently, irresistibly, pulled him out of the way. His left elbow was leaning on the bar. He continued to lean there, at ease, with his right hand resting on his hip.

Buck, said Silver, if you want to talk, talk to me, will you?

There aint anybody that I wont talk to, said Buck. Who in the devil are you?

Ill tell you a part of what I am, said Silver. In a way, Im your sort of an hombre, Buck. I spend a lot of time every day practicing with my guns, just as you do. Im an expert. Im such an expert that I know the average fellow, who does honest work with his hands, cant possibly stand up to me. Ned Kenyon, for one instance, probably couldnt stand up to me, any more than he can stand up to you.

It was perhaps the oddest speech that was ever heard in a Western bar-room. It struck every whisper out of the air. Winter frost could not have stilled all life more completely. Only the mouth of the bartender gaped and closed again, like a fish on dry land, making its last gasp for air.

Youre goin to put yourself in his boots, are you? said Buck. Youre goin to prove that he aint a skunk? Youll have some proving to show me what you are!

Wait a minute, Arizona, said Ned Kenyon. This here is mighty fine of you, but I aim to fight my own fights when they come my way.

Take your hand away from my shoulder! snapped Silver, sharply, so that Kenyon jumped back. And dont speak to me again. This rat here is likely to try his teeth on me the first instant he thinks that Im off guard. Do you hear me, Buck?

Hear you? Well, yes! shouted Buck. He smote the floor with the flat of his foot and swayed forward a little. Then curses began to spill out of his mouth.

Were you hired to do this? asked Silver.

The cursing stopped.

Because, said Silver, every time you swear, its going to be harder on you. I thought at first that I might have to pull a gun and put you to sleep, Buck. But I can see now that I wont have to go that far, because youre only cursing to keep yourself warm, and you wish, this minute, that you were out there in the street in the kind darkness.

Buck tried to laugh. Just a big bluff and a blowhard, he cried. And when I break him in two, youll all see yaller!

But no one nodded. No one smiled in sympathy with Bucks laugh. It had been too hollow and manifestly false.

Im going to ask you a few questions, said Silver. If you dont answer them, Ill give you a quirting. But in the first place, Ill have to take your gun away from you. Put up your hands, Buck.

He said this so quietly, with such assurance, that the spectators gaped and craned their necks, and could hardly believe that Silver did not have his man covered.

Why, you fool! shouted Buck. You think Im crazy?

You dont think that, said Silver. You know Im right, and that Ill do what I say. You know that Im a faster hand and a surer shot than you are, Buck. And your poor little soul is shrinking and dying in you. Theres a sort of pity that grows up in me when I see you turn white around the mouth, as youre doing now. And a disgust when I see your eyes begin to roll.

He stood straight, and commanded in a harsher voice.

Put up your hands!

It was a frightful thing to see that armed man, that gun fighter, that slayer of men — Buck — standing wavering as though a whole regiment of soldiers had drawn a bead on him. But all that threatened him was the empty hand and the pointing finger of Silver.

You hear me? said Silver, and took a half step forward.

A queer, bubbling sound broke out of the throat of Buck. His mouth yawned. His lips started to frame words, and could make only a hideous gibberish.

And before the eyes of the crowd the miracle happened, and his hands started to rise from the level of his pearl-handled revolver to his hips — would he try to whip out some hidden weapon, then? — and so on to his breast, and up to his shoulders, where they fluttered for an instant in feeble revolt, but then continued until they were above the top of his head.

The sickening thing was not finished. Silver stepped forward and pulled the pearl-handled gun out of its sheath, and as he drew it, a great groan of despair came from Buck. He had allowed an act of shame to be performed on him that would make him a very legendary figure of shame, a horror of which no man would gladly speak.

Yet all of those men who watched with pale, fascinated eyes, stared less at Buck in his disgrace than at the terrible face of Silvertip as he pulled that gun out, and then laid it on the bar. And more than one man wondered, if the face of Silver were before him, if he would have had the nerve to do anything other than Buck had done.

Hypnotism was what it seemed like. No man exchanged glances with his neighbor. Each man hoped that his own horror was not being observed, and each knew that the coldness of his skin meant a definite pallor.

You can get the gun afterward, said Silver. Im not going to take it and keep it. And Im not going to harm you in any way, Buck, so long as you tell me, frankly, the name of the man who hired you for this job. You were hired, I take it?

The jaw of Buck dropped. He gasped, Yes! Hired! Oh — yes, I was—

One long breath was drawn by all the men in that room. The bartender stood straight for the first time since Silver had begun speaking.

Who hired you? demanded Silver. Who? A gent by the name of Alec Wilson.

You lie! said Silver. Kenyon, get me your quirt, will you?

Not Wilson! groaned Buck. What I meant was, the gent that hired me was really—

There was an open window at the side of the room. A gun glinted beyond the sill, now, and the explosion of the shot tossed the mouth of the revolver a little up into the air.

The head of Buck dropped over on his shoulder. He slumped into the arms of Silver, slipped out of them, and spilled onto the floor.


CHAPTER V
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SILVER WENT OUT of that room like a cat after a bird, but as he turned the front corner of the building he heard the rapid beating of hoofs begin behind the saloon, and knew that the quarry was on the wing.

Oh, for five minutes of Parade, then to loose the golden stallion like an arrow at the mark — or for any horse, for that matter. But there were none except down the street, at the hitch rack on the farther side of the hotel, and that was too far away.

He went gloomily back into the saloon. Half the men had scattered to look for the murderer; half had remained to look at the victim.

He was dying, beyond doubt. The bullet had cut straight through his lungs, and Buck was already in his death agony. He kept rising on one hand, and turning his swollen face and his terrible, starting eyes from one man to another, mutely asking help.

But there was no help to be given. The finest doctor in the world could not assist, though messengers had gone to fetch all the physicians in Mustang. Buck himself seemed to realize that there were only seconds to him. Then he tried to speak, and that was the worst of all.

Silver, the indirect cause of his death, was the man he wanted most to talk to. He came clawing across the floor and reached up and caught Silvers hand in his. He tried to speak, but only a rapid succession of red bubbles burst on his lips. He was strangling. He was biting at the air, and getting none down to his lungs.

Others drew back from that sight of agony, but Silver slipped to the floor and sat by the struggling body.

Write it, Buck! he called loudly. Write it on the floor! Write the name, and I swear that Ill try to get him for you!

Buck was beating on the floor with his feet and hands, in the last struggle between death and life, but he understood Silver. He flopped heavily over on his side, dipped his right forefinger into the thick pool of his own blood, and commenced to write. Then death caught back his red-stained hand and turned him on his back. He seemed to be making a last effort to speak as he died. One long shudder ran through his body, and he was gone.

On the floor beside him was written: Nel— followed by the sweeping stroke of crimson where his finger had been snatched from the writing.

Silver folded the hands of the dead man across his breast and closed the half-open eyes. When he looked up, he saw that men were standing by with their hats in their hands, and with sick faces.

He stood up and took off his own hat.

Does anybody here know a woman named Nell, or a man named Nelson? he asked.

Theres a woman that does laundry, said the bartender, instantly.

Silver shook his head.

Theres Digger Nelson, the prospector, said another in the room.

What sort of a man? asked Silver.

A regular rock chipper. He patches the seat of his pants with flour sacks and—

No! said Silver. Hes not the man I want. Hes not the man who hired Buck to pick a fight with Ned Kenyon, and shoot it out. Hes not that sort.

The first of the doctors came hurrying in. The sheriff was just at his heels. Silver took Ned Kenyon by the arm and led him out of the bar-room into a back room, closing the door behind them. They sat down at a table.

Mustang was now well awakened. Scores of footfalls were padding up the street, or pounding loudly over the board sidewalks. Horses snorted in the distance under the spur. Voices were gathering toward the saloon like buzzing bees toward the hive. Presently the sheriff would be sure to want both Silver and Kenyon, but Silver used this interim to pump Kenyon as well as he could.

Ned, he said, do you know what to make of all this?

Im flabbergasted, said poor Kenyon. I cant make head or tail of it. But it looks as though you know the inside workings of everything!

I wish I did! Im only guessing. Im reaching into the dark and getting at nothing. Thats all! Nothing! Ned, listen to me!

The way I would to a preacher, said Kenyon, with a naïveté that made Silver faintly smile.

What does this fellow Buck hitch with?

I dont make that out, either. I never saw him before. I dont suppose that he ever saw me. He says that he was hired—

Into this stream of meaningless words Silver broke sharply.

Whats the thing we can catch on? he asked. Theres something you have, or that youre about to have, that other people want — or want to keep you from. Now tell me out and out — have you anything worth money?

Not even a horse, said the stage driver sadly. Not even Jerry, now!

You have some land, somewhere, suggested Silver.

Father has a patch — a quarter section. Thats all there is in the family.

Where? In the mountains? Some place where pay dirt may be found? Gravel, for instance? Near an old creek bed, perhaps?

Pay dirt? The clay runs down about a thousand feet. The old man works that ground about sixteen hours a day, and he hardly makes a dollar a day, clear. I never saw worse clay. Weve dug wells. We know how far that clay goes down.

Wait a moment, said Silver, violently readjusting the course of his suspicion. Theres another chance. Youve been around the world a good deal, partner. And youre sure to know a good lot. Youve looked in on some queer things in your time. Youve seen men in odd positions. You have up your sleeve something that someone would be pretty glad to hush up. Think, now. It must be that!

Kenyon thought. After his fashion, he took his time, fixing his eyes on distance, and thoroughly combing his memory. At last he said: No. Theres nothing that I can put a finger on.

There must be, insisted Silver. There has to be something! Think again.

No, Arizona — or Jim, if I can call you that — theres nothing. Nothing ever happens to me — or nothing ever did happen until—

All right, said Silver. That brings us back to Edith Alton, as far as I can see. Youre going to marry her tomorrow morning. And some one hates the idea of that. Somebody wants to stop you. Somebody with a first or a last name beginning with Nel. Who could it be?

Again Kenyon shook his head. I dont know. It beats me.

It beats you? Itll kill you before youre many days older! said Silver. Man, man, are you sure that you dont know anyone whose name begins with those three letters?

Well, Jim, said Kenyon, dont be mad at me. Im trying to think, but there are not many people whose name begins with those letters.

No, said Silver. There are not many. Thats good point in the deal. Itll narrow down the hunting field.

You look like a hunter, said Kenyon, rather overawed. But by the jumping thunder, Jim, Id hate to have you on my trail with that look in your eye and with that set to your jaw!

Im not on your trail. Im on the trail of murder, said Silver. I can smell the murder inside my nostrils. I can taste it against the roof of my mouth. Murder — phaugh!

The door opened. There stood on the threshold a man with a stocky body and a long, triangular face.

Murder is what we been talking about, in there, he said. Maybe I can talk to you two boys in here about the same thing.

Others were about to follow this stranger inside the room, but he closed the door in their faces, and they did not try to open it behind his back.

He came across the floor, opening his coat to show the badge that was pinned inside it.

Name of Philips, he said. Or maybe youll introduce me, Ned?

Kenyon started up and sawed the air with his hand, embarrassed.

This here is Sheriff Philips. Bert Philips, he said. And this is a friend of mine thats got into a lot of trouble on my account, this day. Hes Arizona Jim, sheriff. And he—

He paused. The inadequacy of that nickname seemed to fill the throat of Kenyon, at the moment that he spoke to the man of the law.

Glad to know you, Arizona, said the sheriff. Ned, who killed Buck?

I dont know. I wish—

Ever had a grudge between you?

Never. I never saw him before he—

Ned, you walk out and buy yourself a drink. I want to talk with Arizona.

Ned Kenyon went out hesitantly, as one who feels that he may be deserting a friend in a time of need, but the calm smile of Silver reassured him until the door was opened and closed again.

Then the sheriff pulled out a chair and sat down opposite Silver. He said: You know what Ive got on my knee?

Yes, said Silver. A gun.

Does that mean anything to you?

It means that youre rather young, said Silver.

The sheriff frowned. Then, suddenly, he grinned.

Youre all they say about you, — Silver, he said.

Silver said nothing at his identification by the man of the law.

A dead cool one, continued the sheriff. Now, you tell me who killed Buck.

Silver smiled.

Go on! urged the sheriff.

Otherwise youll shoot?

Suddenly Philips raised the gun into view and shoved it back inside his coat.

Maybe Ive been a fool, he said. I thought for a minute that Id call your bluff. But now I almost think you mean what youve been saying. That right?

It is.

Youre Kenyons friend?

Yes.

Do you make anything out of this mess, then?

Only guesses.

Lets have them, Silver. I dont know just how to take you. Theres some call you a crook and a man-killer, and others say that youre the whitest man on earth. Anyway, you have brains, and youve been a friend to poor Ned Kenyon. Now, tell me everything you think.

I think, said Silver, that some one wants to stop a thing thats due to happen to Kenyon to-morrow.

What?

I cant tell you. Ive promised Kenyon not to tell.

Stop him by killing him?

Gladly, if theres no other way.

Silver, how much do you know?

Hardly more than a baby.

The sheriff laid hold of his chin with a big brown hand and gripped hard, staring over his knuckles at the face of Silver.

Its hard, he said, but Im going to believe you. I want to know this: Are you working with me?

With all my might!

Good! said the sheriff. And if you have an idea, you can call on me night or day.

Ill have an idea before the end of tomorrow, said Silver. And then I may call on you to blow up half this town!


CHAPTER VI
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SILVER WENT TO his room, dipped a towel in cold water, tied it around his head, and waited for the whisky fumes to disappear. He had had only two drinks, but he felt that they were too many. He sat in the darkness, without a lamp, watching the moonlight inch its way across the floor, reach the feet of a chair, and crawl up the varnished legs.

But still he could find no answer to the questions which were whirling in his mind.

He took off his boots, left his room, and went down the stairs. The outer doors were all locked. He opened a window, got onto the veranda, and stole down it until he stepped onto the pine needles beneath the grove beside the building. There he sat with his back to a tree, not even smoking, and watched the moonlight shine on the windows of the house as on pools of black water.

The moon grew dim. Its shadows no longer made a pattern of jet and white on the ground. The dawn came, with a chill that started his flesh quaking, and then he heard the loud rattling of iron on iron, as some one began to work at the kitchen stove. Immediately afterwards, a door in the back of the hotel groaned faintly.

Silver got up, and walked behind the trees until he could see the small form of a woman hurrying toward the barn. He knew her by the walk — the girl who was to marry Ned Kenyon before noon of this day.

He rounded to the back of the stable. Two seconds after she led out the black mare he was on Parade. He was saddling as she turned down the main street of Mustang, and he was able to note the direction. A half minute later he was riding west, also, but keeping behind the most outlying houses of the town. In that way, he rounded into the head of the valley in time to see the rose of the morning bloom on all the snow-clad peaks of the distance. A solitaire was singing as though the beauty of the dawn had filled its heart. And in the distance he saw the black horse slide into the shadows of a big grove of pines.

He followed only a short distance up the valley, for he was reasonably sure, for a definite reason, that she would ride up the same trail by which he had seen her descend the evening before. Kenyon had told him that she loved to ride out by herself — generally toward the west. That was her favorite, the zigzag trail down the western hills, Kenyon had remarked.

But it would be very odd if she preferred that trail to others that were ten times more beautiful. And if she was, as Kenyon said, merely a girl tenderfoot trying to see the west for herself unimpeded by too much chaperonage, it would have been more natural for her to take all of the trails, one by one. Some singular attraction had kept her until deep into the evening of the day before among those western hills. Perhaps the same thing — not the beauty of the morning — was taking her out there before the day had well begun.

Silver rode up the slope to the left of him to the water divide above. The black mare was fast, but she could not keep pace with the cat feet and the winged stride of the golden stallion. Parade was well over the ridge and coming through a group of trees, when Silver saw the girl swinging her horse at an angle across his line. And he sighed with content. He was on the right trail. And if she were ten thousand times more beautiful than she was, he would find her share in the mystery and lay it bare.

So he shadowed her, moving Parade with care from one covert to another, half guessing the probable course of the girl a dozen times, and always hitting it correctly.

She dipped into a narrow ravine, at last, and Silver had to halt his horse on the brink of the steep ground, then rein it well back to wait for the black mare to climb out up the farther bank.

He waited a sufficient time, until a pinch of suspicion stirred him. So he dismounted, put Parade in a clump of tall brush, gave him the word that would tether him in place more strongly than ropes, and went forward on foot to investigate.

He had to lie flat and peer over the rim of the canyon, before he could see what he wanted. But the sight was reward, and a rich one. For in a clearing among the trees in the middle of the ravine he saw the girl walking up and down with a young man in a gray felt hat with a brim foolishly narrow for Western weather, and with a quick step, and nervous gestures. That was all that Silver could make out.

The stranger seemed to be pouring out a tirade, to which the girl listened most of the time with a bent head. She seemed then to be making gestures of denial, and at this he fell into an attitude of earnest argument and persuasion, until the very ears of Silver ached to hear the words.

Whatever they were, they were sufficient. Presently she was nodding in agreement, and then she was putting her head up in its characteristic fearless poise, as though she were ready to outface the world.

A few minutes later, the two disappeared under the trees, and then the black mare mounted the farther slope and tipped out over the rim of it beyond his view.

There remained the fellow in the ravine. Silver worked down the sharp slope toward him, moving more like a snake than a man. It was hard to make that descent with any surety that he was unseen, for a dozen times he was without real cover. He was perhaps twenty steps from the bottom of the valley when a rifle clanged, a bullet spatted against the ground beside his face, and he had to dive into the shrubbery before him as into water.

He was worming his way through that cover, with his revolver in his hand, when he heard the rapid thudding of hoofs that ranged up the ravine, and knew his quarry had taken to flight.

Gloomily he went on until he came to a small clearing in which a mere dog tent was pitched. There was a heap of empty cans, at one side. There was a rudely put together fireplace built of stones. And under the cover of the tent he saw a bed made down, the blankets rumpled, together with a book or two and a few magazines.

Silver went around the camp with a furtive step. This camper had been on the spot for a week, at least. He was not used to a life in the open, or he would have built his fireplace better. He was no fisherman, for he would have worn a trail along the side of the little brook, and particularly down to the edge of the broad, still pool not far away. He was, in fact, nothing but a tenderfoot.

Silver sat down on a stump and smoked a cigarette. He had plenty of facts, and he could make a few deductions.

The girl who was betrothed to Kenyon came to this place daily, so it seemed, in order to talk with a light-stepping, active young man who apparently was able to persuade her against her will on matters of importance. This young gentleman, instead of going to the hotel in the town, preferred to live in the wilderness, though he had neither talent nor apparent liking for that life — for no one who liked it could have put up with the arrangements of that camp. In addition to these things, there was the further fact that the stranger actually had tried with his rifle for the life of a man who was stealing upon his camp!

The component parts made the picture of one who could not be other than a criminal, it seemed to Silver. And if he were, it was a fact that threw keen light upon the character of the girl.

But with this much gained, Silver had to return to Mustang. He went back to Parade, and took a leisurely way to the town, his mind crammed with thought every inch of the way. In the stable behind the hotel, he put up the stallion and paused to look over the mare. She had been taken flying home. She still was head down, panting hard, and the sweat was still running on her sleek body. It was apparent that the girl had wished to be away from the hotel as short a time as possible.

Silver went up to his room, undressed, slipped into his bed, turned on his face, and slept soundly for two hours. Then the striking of the breakfast gong roused him.

A wash in cold water wakened him thoroughly. He dressed, and went down the stairs humming softly, and into the dining room, where the girl and Ned Kenyon were already having bacon and eggs, with a sooty pot of coffee beside them, for service in that hotel was not of the most polite.

A good night, Arizona? asked the girl cheerfully.

One of the best, said Silver. Did you sleep right through?

Like the dead! said she, and smiled at him.

It was a good, direct smile, with open eyes that met his, easily. He wanted to say to her: You lie well. I know the types of liars, and youre one of the best!

Yet, as he sat there with them, as he heard the softness of her voice, as he watched the clear beauty of her face, he found himself saying, against his better judgment, that she must be all right. It would be an irony, a sarcasm of nature, if she were other than honest and true.

Poor Ned Kenyon, who dwelt on her with his eyes, who devoured her every gesture, every word from her throat — what would he say if he knew of that visitation to the stranger over the hills?

Silver had a chance to find out, a few moments later, when the girl finished and excused herself from the table. As she rose from her place, her glance lingered for one serious, penetrating instant on the face of Silver. Then she went out hastily, as though not trusting the words that she was tempted to speak.

Afterward, Silver said, to the rapt face of Ned Kenyon: You love her, son.

Moren breath, said Kenyon simply.

If she turned out to be a counterfeit would that stop you?

Kenyon did not smile. He merely looked out the window for a moment, as though to contemplate the immensity of that suggestion in a calm seriousness.

Then he said: Youre a swimmer, Jim?

Yes, said Silver.

You know what it means, said Kenyon, to fetch under water for a long distance?

Silver nodded.

And the way your lungs burn — and all? Well, suppose that you came up to the surface and there was no air to breathe! And its that way with me. It aint what is right or wrong about her, any more. Its just that I couldnt live without her in every day of my life either having her, being with her, knowing all the time that she belongs to me. You see?

I see, said Silver.

Murder, said Kenyon quietly, not even if shed done murder, it wouldnt stop me. Itd matter, but itd matter as though Id done it myself. Thats all. But what was in your mind, partner?

Well, I was just thinking, was all, said Silver. I simply wanted to know how you felt.

In a couple of hours, murmured Kenyon, theres a new life waiting for me. Im not thinking about that. I dont dare. Its like thinking of walking on water, or walking on blue air. But youll be there, Jim. Youll be there to steady me. Thats what Im counting on.

Silver got out of the room like a blind man, fumbling. For he knew that to tell his friend of what he had seen this morning would be like pouring acid on a man already incurably ill. He could not speak!


CHAPTER VII
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THE CHURCH WAS a little frame box with a steeple tacked onto one side of it, like a forefinger lifted above a fist. The preacher was a good, hardworking man who covered all parts of his parish both winter and summer, climbing among ice-clad rocks in winter to places that no horse or mule could ever reach. Only a small percentage of Mustang attended his Sunday services, but there was not a man in the district who would not have fought for the sky pilot.

Silver looked on him with wonder. He was regarding all things with astonishment, at that moment, for he could not believe that Kenyon and the girl were actually standing in front of the man of God, about to be joined in wedlock. The hotel proprietor was one witness. The keeper of the general merchandise store was the other. As for Silver, he had dodged the duty. In case he served, his real name would have to be written down, and that name he preferred to keep unknown.

He stood in the back of the empty little church, acutely aware of the four windows that looked in on the scene, and prepared any instant to see the gleam of a gun outside the glass, for if they had killed one man in the cause of preventing the marriage, did it not stand to reason that they would kill another?

So, with a sense of the two revolvers that hung beneath his armpits, Silver waited, and watched, and was all eyes rather than ears. Yet he could hear the responses, too, and he could be aware of the surprised face which the minister kept continually turning toward Kenyon. Even that unworldly man could see the absurdity of such a match.

All had been done quietly. Not a soul in the village knew of what was to take place. That was the reason why the church was not crowded.

He heard the preacher saying: You promise to love, honour and obey—

Silver saw the girl turn her head suddenly, and flash her eyes at Kenyon before she answered in a forced, barely audible voice: I do.

Poor Kenyon!

It was over, suddenly. In turn, the witnesses bent to sign the little book. The preacher was shaking hands with the bride and groom. And out of a few spoken words there had been established a bond which should last until death. But would it last for even a day?

Silver watched them come down the aisle. Kenyon was a man walking above the surface of this earth. The girl was pale, with a frozen smile. A careless eye might have put her pallor down to mere timidity, but Silver saw, or felt he saw, that it was an agony of the mind that moved her.

Silver himself avoided shaking hands with them, first by opening the door for them, then by saying that he would hurry to the hotel, and see that the buckboard was ready. For the plan of Kenyon was to take her at once out of Mustang, and then over the green plains and up to the little town where his mother and father lived. It would be a simple honeymoon, but it was all that his purse could afford.

At the hotel, Silver harnessed the span of mustangs which Kenyon had bought to the small buckboard. He heaped in the baggage behind the seat, while Kenyon came out of the hotel to help where he could. But his hands were helpless, and his small eyes were continually lifting to the sky, and being dazzled until they filled with moisture.

The girl would be down in a moment from her room, Kenyon said.

But she did not come for five minutes, for ten minutes, for half an hour.

Women have always got fixings to go through, said Kenyon. It dont matter, Id rather wait for her here than dance with anybody else while a band was playin.

Silver said abruptly: Perhaps I can help her about something.

No. Leave her be. Let her take her time, said Kenyon.

But Silver was already through the door of the hotel. Once out of sight, he moved fast, up the stairs, and to the door of the girls room. He knocked. There was no answer. He pushed the door open, and no sign of Edith Alton was inside. Only a wraith of white smoke hung in the air above the little round-bellied stove that stood in a corner. And on the table was an envelope, sealed, and addressed in her handwriting to Edward Kenyon.

Silver went down to the back of the hotel and found the cook.

See Miss Alton go out toward the barn? he asked.

Half an hour ago she rode her black mare out of the barn and went up the valley, said the cook. She was traveling fast, too, like she wanted to catch a train.

Silver came through the hotel to Kenyon and took him by the arm.

Ned, he said crisply. Youve got bad news. Shes left you.

Kenyon straightened. It reminded Silver of how the man had stood the night before, in the saloon — straight, ready to meet his fate, but unable to struggle against it.

Shes left a letter for you upstairs, said Silver. That may do a little explaining. Ill wait for you down here.

The stone-gray lips of Kenyon parted stiffly. He put a hand on the shoulder of his friend.

If you wouldnt mind, Jim, said he, if it wouldnt be wrong for me to ask, Id like to have you come up there with me.

That was why Silver climbed the stairs again, suddenly feeling old and weak.

Yet there would be a sufficient strength in him, he thought, if he could lay his eyes on the girl, or on that fellow in the hills, who moved with that alert and springing step.

It seemed to Silver now that he had done everything wrong. He should have spoken his suspicions to Kenyon at once. At least he should have demanded from the girl an explanation of her morning visit to that rifleman in the hills — that young fellow who was so ready to try his hand at murder!

But now there was a ruin, and it was entirely in the life and the heart of poor Ned Kenyon.

When they got into the room, Kenyon paused a moment at the door, and took off his hat, breathing deeply.

Kind of fragrant, Jim, aint it? said he. I mean the air. Kind of like her. Like flowers, eh?

He actually smiled at Silver, to invite his agreement. But Silver, jerking his hat a little lower on his head, stalked to the window and looked down to the ruts in the dusty street, and across the roofs of the houses, above which the heat waves were shimmering and dancing. He could have drunk hot blood.

He looked sideways, curiously, at the stove, above which the wraith of smoke was dissolving. In winter weather in Mustang there would be plenty of need for stoves, but hardly at this time of the year. He opened the door. On the fire grate there was a ball of gray-and-white fluff, the ashes of small bits of paper which had been wadded together. Now the draft took hold of them and blew them dissolving up the chimney.

He opened the lower door to the ash pan and pulled the pan out. As he had expected, several of the small bits of paper had dropped through. He picked them up. It was contemptible to read them, but the girl was no longer fit to be treated as a decent human being. She was a criminal, and she had committed her crime in the most detestable fashion, against the most helpless of men.

So he stared at the few words which he found. Several of the scraps were covered with words written in the more smoothly flowing and smaller hand of a man. None were in her own writing. But of them all there was only one out of which he could make any sense. It contained the words:

out fail in Kirby Cr

That could be pieced out a little. Without fail in Kirby Creek, was perhaps the true sense of it. Suppose one went back a little and filled in: Meet without fail in Kirby Creek.

If that referred to the past, it was nothing. If it referred to the future, it might be everything.

Maybe you better read it, said Kenyon. He was holding out a letter toward Silver. Then he drew back his hand, murmuring: I dunno, Silver. Seems to me maybe it wouldnt be fair to her, hardly, if I was to show her letter to another man?

Fair to — her? asked Silver hoarsely.

Ah, but dont be too hard on her, said Kenyon. She aint very old, Jim. And she aint very used to the world, and youll see that the worlds been hard on her, poor girl.

Well, said Silver, in a voice of iron, do you want me to read the letter, or not?

Not if you talk like that, said Kenyon, drawing back his hand.

Silver laughed, in a sort of despair.

Give me the letter, he said. I need to read it. I have to read it.

Well, said Kenyon, I dont think that shed mind. Only this morning she said to me that I must always stick to you, because there was no other friend that Id find like you, in the whole world.

Did she say that? asked Silver sharply.

She did, and she had her heart in her voice, and a kind of a pity and a kindness for me in her eyes. Jim. So I guess she wouldnt mind you seeing what she wrote to me. Here it is.

Silver, taking the letter, for a moment could not look at it. His mental preoccupation was too great, as he pondered over what the girl had said. For she could not have been in doubt that he was her enemy, heartily and forever.

He went back to the window and saw, first of all, pinned to the top sheet of the letter, a check made out to Edward Kenyon for ten thousand dollars and signed Edith Alton Kenyon.

Ten thousand dollars!

Some of his walls of reservations were knocked flat as he saw the sum. If she had done Kenyon harm, she had intended to do him good, also.

The letter ran:

Dear Ned: Tomorrow I expect that we shall be married, unless your friend Arizona Jim finds a way to prevent the ceremony; because he loves you, Ned, and he guessed from the first moment when he saw me that I was not honest.

And Im not. If youre reading this letter, it is because I have married you, and left you, and this is the farewell message.

I suppose that its human nature to wish to defend ourselves. Thats why Im going to say that I dont think another woman in the world could have stood out against the terrible necessity that was pressing on me. It was a question of life or death. Not my life or death, but that of another person, infinitely of more importance to the world than I am.

I cant even explain farther than this. I only knew that I had to be married, at once. I knew that I had to be married to a kind and honest man who might never forgive me for having wronged him, but who would not pursue me.

That was why I knew I had found some one who could be of help to me when I found you. I thought of even telling you what I wanted and of asking you to marry me, and then forget me, and divorce me. But I couldnt risk that. You might say no, and then there would be no time to find another man. I had to talk with you, persuade you into asking me to marry you, and then go through with the ceremony.

Then it seemed to me that you were really growing fond of me. And my heart ached to think of it. But Ive rushed through with everything, hoping that God would understand that I meant what is right, even if kind, honest, gentle Ned Kenyon would not be able to understand, ever.

Im leaving a check with you. It isnt hush money. Its simply that I want with all my heart to help you to the thing you wish to have — a small ranch and a chance to lead your chosen life. I would make it five or ten times as much, but I know that you would never take the money.

Forgive me, forgive me.

EDITH.


CHAPTER VIII
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SILVER, AS HE finished the second reading of that letter, ground his teeth together in a helpless rage. There was a certain ring of honesty to the words. But he would believe nothing. Her troubles were unknown, distant. The grief of Ned Kenyon was a present and immediate thing. Behind her there was certainly a power of wealth. Ten thousand dollars -which she could have made fifty thousand, she said, if she had dreamed that Ned Kenyon would accept it! It argued piled treasures somewhere in her background.

He gave back the letter to Kenyon.

What do you think, Jim? asked Kenyon.

I think, said Silver, that youre the straightest fellow I ever met. I think, Ned, that I could cut her heart out, and enjoy the job. As for the letter — man, its easy to write words! Dead easy, I tell you!

You wont believe that shes honest? asked Kenyon.

Never in the world, said Silver. She knew that you loved her. A woman can never go wrong about that. And still she went ahead.

There was a matter of life or death, argued Kenyon.

Bah! said Silver. Youd believe that a frog croaks in a marsh!

Kenyon shook his head, picked up the letter, detached the check, and put the letter itself into his pocket. The check he tore into small pieces, and threw into the stove.

She knew youd do that, too, said Silver bitterly. She knew that youd never take the dirty money. Ah, Ned, youre going with me to find her, if we have to travel around the world. You understand? Im staying with you until we find her, if it takes the rest of my life!

Follow her? said Kenyon, with a look of mild surprise. No, no, Jim. I cant follow her. She doesnt want me, and I cant bother her. I cant go after her.

Are you going to sit down and take your licking — from a pretty little female crook? demanded Silver.

Kenyon turned slowly toward him.

Youre bigger, stronger, and faster than I am, Jim. But if I ever hear you say a word against her again, Im going to try to knock your head off! Im sorry to say that, but its what I mean.

Silver groaned. What are you going to do, then? he asked.

I dont know, said Kenyon. Back to driving the stage, I guess, and take up where I left off. The boys will guy me a little, when this marriage is known. But I come from the part of the world where they grow good hickory, Jim!

He smiled, as he said this, and tears suddenly stung the eyes of Silver.

He took the hand of Kenyon and gripped it hard.

Youre a better sort than I am, said Silver. Im getting out of Mustang. One of these days Ill see you again. Im going on a trip and — so long, old-timer!

He walked out of the room quickly. When he reached the head of the stairs, he could hear the voice of Kenyon calling after him, but he ran down rapidly. His trail was outward. There were many things to fill his mind, from that man who had hired Buck, whose name began with Nel, to that light-stepping friend of the girl, and there was the girl herself, and that matter of life and death about which she was so wrought up.

He paid his bill, went out to the stable, and saddled Parade. He was outside the barn before he heard the voice of Kenyon raised high in the distance, calling: Arizona! Oh, Arizona! But he put Parade into a hard gallop.

He cut back into the main street of the village, after a short distance, and stopped in front of the blacksmith shop to make his inquiry, for blacksmiths, next to bartenders, know more news than any one else in the West.

The blacksmith came out, busily tying a bandage about a bleeding finger.

Wheres Kirby Creek? asked Silver.

Kirby Creek? said the blacksmith. Never heard of it.

Theres a place of that name, said Silver.

Kirby Creek? Never heard of it.

Anything else that sounds like Kirby Cr—

The blacksmith grunted with the profundity of his mental effort. Then he said: Theres Kirby Crossing, if thats what you want to know.

I do want to know, said Silver. Where is it?

Fifty mile back into the hills. Yeah, right back into the mountains. You take the northwest road, You follow along it for twenty mile, and then you come to a trail that branches off to the left and—

Silver listened to the directions, carefully. He repeated them after his informer and was pronounced letter-perfect. After that, he would never forget. The words would stick like glue in his memory.

So he took the northwest road, keeping Parade along the edge of it where there was no dust and the footing was therefore firmer. Gradually the hills rolled up about him in greater and greater dimensions. He was climbing into the mountains when a rider with a pack mule tethered to the pommel of his saddle came down a cross trail toward the main way on which Silver was traveling.

He was a very big man, with a shag of beard covering his face almost to the eyes. And one of those eyes was covered with a great black leather patch. The size of that horseman made the mustang he rode look hardly bigger than a goat.

Silver, seeing that he was noticed, drew rein, and waited. He had reason to wait, he felt, unless he wanted a bullet through his back, for he had recognized one-eyed Harry Bench, from whom, not so very long before, he had taken two good riding horses by dint of not so much of the cash he paid down for them as of a bullet through the soft of One-eyed Harrys shoulder.

So Silver waited at the crossing, in doubt.

Those doubts were scattered in a moment, as big Harry Bench let out a whoop and spurred his mustang to a canter, the mule dangling back grimly on the end of the lead rope. Pulling his tough pony to a halt, One-eyed Harry reached far forward and caught the good right hand of Silver in a grip that threatened to break bones.

Silver! he shouted. Curse me black and white if I ever thought Id lay an eye on you agin. How come, you old rattler, that youre in this part of the range? I thought you was away far north, or away far south. What brings you around here?

Just drifting, Harry; just drifting. How are things with you?

Bettern ever before, said Harry Bench. The grouch I had at the world was all let out with the blood that run when you slid that chunk of lead through me, Silver. I done some hating of you, for a spell. But when the news got around to me, and I found out that it was Jim Silver himself that had nicked me — why, there aint no shame in being put down by Silver himself, is there? Not to my way of thinkin. The day has been, since then, that gents have seen me stripped and wanted to know where I got the scar on the shoulder, and when they hear that it was a bullet out of Silvers gun, I get a considerable pile of attention, Jim. And the boys, they most generally tell me that Im lucky not to be wearin that scar right through the heart, and make no mistake about it. Where are you bound?

He poured out the words in a hearty torrent, and in a thundering voice that plainly had been rarely confined to the echoing walls of a room.

Im bound for Kirby Crossing, said Silver.

Kirby Crossing? exclaimed the giant. And what would a gent of your size be doing in a place like Kirby Crossing, Id like to know?

Im a lot smaller than you are, Harry, said Silver.

Across the shoulder, maybe, but not across the brain, said the big man cheerfully. It would sprain Kirby Crossing in the small of the back and both ankles, to have a gent of your size of name inside of it, man!

Im not wearing the same name, answered Silver. Im a Mexican, when I go in there.

Hold on! cried One-eyed Harry. You mean that youre a bare-footed greaser in rags, like you were when I first seen you, Silver?

Thats it. Something like that.

Harry grinned. Whats the little game in the wind now? he asked.

Would you help me? asked Silver curiously.

Me? And why not? Sure Id help you. And how?

By being my boss, said Silver, and letting me drive that mule into town for you, as though it were my job.

The mirth of One-eyed Harry thundered through the air like a roaring cataract in a narrow valley. Me with a servant? he said. Me with Silver for a servant? And why not? But hold on, Jim Silver!

Well? said Silver.

Theres another way of lookin at these things. What kind of hurricane are you goin to raise when you get into Kirby Crossing? And after you raise it, how you goin to ride it? Have I gotta sit on top of the same kind of a wind that you like?

Silver smiled. I dont know whats ahead of me, he declared.

Something like Barry Christian and his thugs? asked One-eyed Harry.

I hope not.

No, said the big man, it aint likely that youll ever crash into anything as tough as Barry Christian, if you live to be a thousand. They aint hung Barry yet. You know that?

The face of Silver darkened. I know that, he agreed.

And it doesnt seem likely to me, added One-eyed Harry Bench, that they ever will hang him, because it dont seem likely that the rope was ever braided or wove thatll hang a neck like his. But about the things youre after in Kirby Crossing — tell me, Jim Silver — aint it a blood trail?

Why do you ask that? said Silver, frowning.

Because, answered Bench, Ive heard moren one gent say that you never ride on no trail at all unless its a blood trail? Is that true?

I hope not, answered Silver. I hope Im not such a devil as that, Harry.

Well, answered Bench, theres a good many men have seen you at work here and there, and they all say that they never hear of a trail of yours that wasnt spotted with red before the end of it. Is there a killing in your mind, in Kirby Crossing?

There is! said Silver, suddenly and grimly. And you can count yourself out of the party, Harry. It may be more than youll want to swallow.

A mean gent that youre after? said Bench wistfully.

A man whose face I wouldnt know, said Silver.

Not know, cried Bench. He groaned with curiosity. Then he exclaimed: Ah, well, I cant live forever. Im goin to be a fool for once more in my life. Count me in, Jim. Ill stay as long as I can!


CHAPTER IX
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THEY EXPECTED TO get into the town that night, but when they reached the place they found that Kirby Crossing was no crossing at all, for the bridge had gone down in the flood that was still roaring through the ravine. Disappointed teamsters were piling up on the two sides of the stream, waiting until the bridge could be built again, and helping earnestly in its construction. It would be another week before the flimsy structure could span the creek, though the big stone foundation for the central pier was still in place and undamaged, and though the biggest trees were being felled and dragged down to build the under-structure of the bridge.

The only other way of getting over Kirby Creek was to go nearly another fifty miles up Kirby Run, and then come down it on the farther side of the stream, after reaching the ford. However, that ford was only practical for men and horses, and active men and horses at that.

Silver and big One-eyed Harry camped for the night opposite the little mining town, and then went upstream the next morning. It was nearly sunset of the third day before they got into the place. A strange outfit they were, and no one had a glance for anything other than One-eyed Harry. His picturesqueness took all glances away from the big-shouldered, long-shanked Mexican who trotted along bareheaded, a mop of shaggy black hair falling down over his forehead, as he led on a shambling mule and a chestnut stallion that looked fit for riding, but which carried nothing but a big pack saddle.

The big horse had the legs and the look of speed, if one cared to examine closely; but it was covered with dust and had a very sad limp in a foreleg. Not a man in all of Kirby Crossing but would have laughed if he were told that this was that famous outlaw stallion, Parade, which had defied capture so long and caused such a wastage of money in the hunt for him that at last he became known as the hundred-thousand dollar horse. It was too incredible.

The little group paused in Kirby Crossing only long enough to buy flour, bacon, a few canned goods, and get the latest papers. But the newspapers were far less important than the word that ran from lip to lip.

The State penitentiary, hardly eighty miles away, had been the scene of a cunning escape. One David Holman, then lodged in the death house, had cut through the bars of his cell, gained the prison yard, and climbed over the guard wall by the aid of a ladder of silk equipped with fine aluminium grapples at one end. Finally he either had drowned in the lake in the middle of which the penitentiary stood, or else had swum the long distance to the shore on a night when a veritable hurricane was blowing. Only one thing was certain — that some of the guards must have been bribed to look the other way. But so far the investigation had convicted no one of guilt.

It was One-eyed Harry who spent an hour or more buying the food and getting the gossip. Silver, in the meantime was slipping along securely in his Mexican disguise from group to group and from window to window, until at last he had peeked into every saloon, and examined the people in the dining room of the hotel, and in the restaurant. He was searching for a man with a peculiar birdlike alertness of head and manner, and a singular lightness of step. Or if the man could not be found he hoped to get a glimpse, perhaps, of Edith Alton Kenyon.

But he was disappointed. He had to rejoin One-eyed Harry, who, in the presence of a few yawning spectators, cursed him as a lazy greaser for being late, and threatened to flay him alive if he were ever tardy again.

Then they went up the valley, and camped between the edge of Kirby Run and the trees that crowded the valley. They chose the site of some old diggings. Gold was everywhere in the sands of the creek. The only trouble was that it was scarce, and there were few places where a man could wash a days wages with any ease. However, One-eyed Harry Bench was willing to stay there as long as Silver needed him.

If it hadnt been for you routing me out with a bullet, said Bench, Id still be out there in the desert, eating sand with my bacon and hating the whole world! Ill camp anywhere you say. And what could be better than this here?

It was a good camp, with plenty of food and water, and a view of big mountains before them and behind. Kirby Crossing was only a little over a mile away.

They built a lean-to the next morning, and Silver left his friend arranging the stones for an outdoor fireplace, while he slipped up into the town again. There were other Mexicans in the town, and one saloon at the end of the street was their gathering place. Into the brown horde Silver went, to let his disguise be thoroughly tested. But he had few doubts that it would pass muster; a dozen times he had used it in old Mexico itself.

In the saloon he kept his eyes down and his ears open, while he drank tequila. But he heard nothing that had any bearing on his quest. There was only talk and more talk about the prison break. It pleased the Mexicans to know that the government and the law had failed. Their rattling voices rose to crescendos; they laughed heartily, flashing their eyes at one another.

But what was the prison break to Silver? He left the saloon and resumed his search through the town. His eye was so trained that half a seconds pause in front of a window could show him all the faces inside. And a few side glances were enough for his study of whole groups as he passed among them. But he had worked up and down the street twice before some one caught his eye.

It was a man he had seen before, seated in the back room of a saloon, playing poker and chewing nervously at a cigar. But only when he walked out onto the street did the attention of Silver fall seriously on him. For he had a quick, lightly rising step, like that of a sprinter in the pink of condition for a race. As he walked, his head had the same birdlike alertness that Silver had noted in the unknown companion of Edith Alton, that morning in the ravine. The farther the man drew into the distance, the more convinced was Silver that he had found his quarry.

A warm little glow ran through him. He had to set his teeth to keep from laughing aloud.

The stranger mounted a horse tethered in front of the saloon, and rode out of town at a dogtrot that freshened to a lope as he gained the open space beyond. But Silver was not far behind. He kept among the trees that bordered the narrow road closely on either side, and his long legs flew over the ground with the easy stride of a natural runner.

He had a chance to note several things on the way. The first was that he was behind a good horseman. The second was that the stranger was by no means used to the Western style of riding. And finally his conviction was that in spite of the cow-puncher outfit, time-rubbed as it was, his quarry was quite a stranger to the West and Western ways.

He was inclined to take the reins in both hands, for instance, instead of reining across the neck. And when they came to a runlet that ran across the road, the rider pitched forward in the saddle and hunched over, as though expecting the mustang to jump the barrier. Instead, being Western, that cow pony calmly trotted through the water.

It was not a long run. In twenty minutes or less the rider turned off toward the creek, and halted in front of an old, disused cabin, on the front of which a flap of canvas had been hung to take the place of a door. A burly young Mexican with a mustache that glistened like black glass came to take the horse of his master, throwing down the ax with which he had been chopping wood.

The rider disappeared into the cabin, while Silver sat on the edge of the woods and watched the Mexican put up the pony in a lean-to that was attached to the end of the cabin. This was only until saddle and bridle had been removed, and hobbles fitted. After that the mustang was turned loose to graze on the good grass.

When this had been done, the Mexican returned to his ax. Silver, who was now breathing easily again, came out from the trees and stood to watch. The other gave him a wave of the hand, and then went on with his swinging of the ax.

There is no chance to talk, amigo, said he. That gringo has the eye of a hawk and the ear of a grizzly bear. He keeps me working all day. Except for the good pay, I am only a slave. If you have something to say to me, wait for me tonight in the saloon in Kirby Crossing, where all of our people meet.

The fact is, said Silver, that this work is too hard for you, friend. It needs a stronger man.

A stronger man? said the Mexican, scowling. Who sent you out here to trouble me?

I came of my own accord, said Silver. I have a kind heart. I never want to see a man working beyond his strength.

You, perhaps, said the Mexican, could do this work very easily?

No doubt, said Silver.

You could cut the wood, do the cooking, wash some gold out of the creek sands? You could wash the soiled clothes and sweep out the cabin, and then find spare time to shoot fresh meat for his table?

I could do all of those things, said Silver. Whats more, I shall do them.

The Mexican stared. Then his eyes glassed over with rage. His chest swelled, his chin sank. Fool of a stone-faced half-wit! he roared. Get out before I cut you in two with the ax!

Dont lift the ax, said Silver, or Ill have to take it away from you.

A voice spoke suddenly, sharply, from the cabin doorway, and there was the master of the house.

Whats the matter out there, José, asked he.

Matter, Señor Lorens? said José. Here is a crazy man who says that this work is too hard for me, and that he is going to take my place!

Silver turned to Lorens and gave him a deep bow.

A bright day to you, señor, said Silver. May the sunshine fall on your heart; may the gold gather for you in the sands.

This flowery outburst, in swift Mexican, set Lorens chuckling.

This fellow is a poet, and poets are the devil, José, said he. Does he say that he is going to take your place?

He may be a devil, said José, grating his teeth together, but even a devil will feel the edge of this ax.

He gave it a swing as he spoke.

Whats your name? asked Lorens.

Juan, said Silver.

Juan, I like the look of you, said Lorens. Your hair might be mowed or tied back from your eyes, but you look able to do something.

I can do everything that that man can do, and then twist his neck, said Silver.

Do you hear, Señor Lorens? said José, trembling with rage. This is one of those fools who boasts and thinks that his loud talking will be the thing that weakens the heart of another man! Away with you, you lying, stealing, ragged thief! Would an honest man wear such clothes? Look, señor! His trousers are not long enough to reach his ankles, and therefore, he keeps them rolled up to his knees. There is nothing on his body but that cheap shirt. See the sandals on his feet! Señor, let me send him on his travels again!

If you can, said Lorens calmly. Drive him as far as you please — if youre able!


CHAPTER X

[image: img30.jpg]

JOSÉ, WHEN HE had received this permission, gaped at Silver with a sudden joy. Then, weighing the broad-bladed ax in both hands, he advanced at him with short, quick steps, like a boxer.

Hold on! called Lorens. An ax against a man with empty hands?

Señor, said Silver, I have a knife, but I shall not use it. Who will use weapons on children, señor?

José uttered a short howl, something like that of a dog when it starts to bay the moon. Then he came with a skip and a leap and a swing of the ax right at Silver.

In José there was no such folly as would lead him to try a downright blow that might be side-stepped. Instead, he feinted at the head, and then swept the ax around in a mighty circle. The edge of the blade flamed with keenness. It could have cloven deep into the body of Silver if it struck fairly home. Instead, it merely brushed through the top hair of his black wig as it swished by, for he had crouched suddenly close to the earth. The weight of the stroke turned José half around. He knew that he had missed, and that his failure was apt to be his ruin. Even while his arms were carrying his body around, his head turned toward Silver, and his face was desperate. But there was nothing that he could do. The blow that found him had the weight of Silver leaning straight behind it. José fell in a heap.

Silver took the ax from those numb hands and swayed it lightly into the air.

This poor rascal, said Silver, may come back to steal, señor. But if I tap him across the back of the neck until the bone snaps, then I can weight him with stones and drop him into the river. With this current he will soon be rolled to bits. In five days, if they have dragged the river, they would be able to find no more than a finger bone of all of him.

Lorens began to laugh heartily. He was a handsome fellow, a little too thin of face, a little too bright and active of eye; now he was alight with appreciation.

Dont kill the poor rat, Juan, said he. Do you think hell come back if you tell him that you dont want him around?

I must talk to him in a special way, said Silver. Permit me, señor, and his face shall never be seen around here again!

Talk to him any way you please, said Lorens. I have an idea that youre going to work for me, Juan.

Ah, señor, said Silver, to hear you say that is already as good as roast kid and frijoles in my stomach. Hey! José!

José, coming to his senses by degrees, was startled by this cry to his feet. He stood wavering, looking wildly from Silver to his master.

The honorable and rich señor, said Silver, is tired of wasting his money, tired of spending the kindness of his heart on a poor thickwit, a wretched fellow who knows nothing of cooking, who leaves the floor of the house dirty, who has no luck in finding gold, and who cannot make the smoke of the fire blow away from the house. He sends you away, José. And he tells you that if you are seen near this house again, to beg or to steal, he will make you disappear — like this!

At that he picked up a small stone from the ground, hurled it far into the air and when it spun, hovering, at the height of its rise, he flashed a revolver into his hand and fired. The glimmering stone and the bullet met with an audible impact, and the stone disappeared.

José still was blinking in the direction of that spot where the little rock had hung in the air. Now his mouth opened slowly.

He had seen something that was worth more to him than a thousand hours of explanation and lecturing. He backed up a few steps, turned, and fled dodging, like a snipe when it goes winging against the wind to avoid the gun of the hunter.

You see, señor, said Silver, that when we deal with children, we do not need weapons except to frighten the silly fools!

Juan, you speak good Spanish, said Lorens, standing in the doorway, with his chin on his fist and study in his eyes.

I learned it, my master, said Silver, in Mexico City itself. I was in service there.

What sort of service?

Shining silver, and taking the small dogs out for their walks.

Lorens smiled, but there was still dubious thought in his eyes.

How do you wear that revolver?

Here under my left arm, said Silver. Most people dont expect it to come from that place. So I have a chance to surprise them, and to please myself, and that means that everybody is happy.

Or dead, suggested Lorens.

Or dead, señor, said Silver, bowing.

A fellow with your talents, said Lorens, ought never have to work with his hands.

Observe my palms, answered Silver. They are smoother than the hands of a young maiden, señor.

Ah? said Lorens. Then why are you taking a job here with me?

I am not in my own country, where I would be known, said Silver. If I were there, señor, there are villages where the men would stop everything the instant that I appear, and the women, without being bidden, would at once begin to cook. One would roast a kid. Another would seethe a chicken. Another old woman would bring out her finest cheese, packed in wet salt grass, delicious in the mouth with wine. I should sit, señor, in front of the fonda, and drink with the head men of the town, and then eat and ask one of two of the notables to sit down with me and taste my food. And when I had finished eating, I should pay them all ten times over by telling them three true stories of three days of my life. They would give me their blessing, follow me to the edge of the town, fill my saddlebags with food, press a canteen of good red wine into my hands, place a little bottle of tequila in my coat pocket, and tell me to hurry back to them again!

He delivered this long speech with a sort of lordly flourish.

Well, said Lorens, Mexico is still in the old place. Why arent you there?

Because all of my countrymen are not so kind and so true, said Silver. There are some rude fellows that you may have heard of.

The rurales, perhaps?

The señor, said Silver, sees at a glance to the heart of everything. The rurales know that there is a price on my head. Therefore they hunt me with more passion, señor, than the Americanos of your country will hunt a wild duck — though they may have plenty of tame ducks waddling about in their back yards!

Lorens laughed again, but very shortly. Look here, Juan, he said. You wont want to be working for me very long as a cook and a hunter and a fire tender.

Señor, said Silver, you will not very long be camped by this river, pretending to hunt for gold. And before you leave this place, you may have found better ways to employ me.

What do you mean by saying that I only pretend to hunt for gold? asked Lorens.

What do I mean? Nothing! If the señor is angry, I mean nothing. I know that the señor has eyes enough for two, and ears enough for two, also, and a tongue that is capable of speaking for all his affairs.

No, but tell me why you think I only pretend to look for gold?

Because I saw you playing poker, señor. And after I had watched you shuffle the deck three times, I knew that you could dig more money out of the hands of men with a pack of cards than strong miners can earn by digging and blasting at a mountain of rock all their lives!

Lorens tapped his rapid, slender fingers against his lips, looking over his knuckles at Silver critically.

Juan, said he, youre an impudent rascal, and you see too much.

It is true, said Silver calmly, the señor does not want a blind José, but a Juan with two eyes, perhaps. Yet if you tell me to close them, I am blind!

I know what you mean, remarked Lorens. Youre able to see anything and remember only what I want you to know.

The señor understands, said Silver.

Juan, you have killed men in your time.

I have had that joy, señor, said Silver. I have seen the faces of my enemies turn black under my hands.

Lorens shrugged his shoulders as though to get rid of a feeling of cold up his spine.

What money do you want? he asked. How will you have it?

I shall be paid according to my services, said Silver. If it is to cook and clean and hunt for the señor, the scraps of food that are left will be food and pay for me. But if more important matters come, and they are put in my hands, then the señor himself will know how to reward me. It is not for money alone that I work, but for pleasure, señor, and to fill my hands with the name of a man!

This speech seemed to please Lorens more than all the rest put together.

Youre a hard bit of steel, Juan, said he. Youll take an edge and keep it. I want to know one thing from you. Did you ever hear of a man named Silver — an American?

The Señor Silver? said Silver, looking down. I have heard of him and seen him.

Tell me what sort of a man he is?

A man to beware of. He has done certain things. He shoots very straight, and he shoots very quickly. And he has killed men, señor — a great many of them.

A fellow like that, Juan — a fellow who answers the very description of this man Silver, may be on my trail. I dont know. Im not sure that he will follow me. But hes one that I should like you to have in mind. Dream of him as he was, Juan. Look for him in the shadow under every tree. Listen for his voice. Watch for the flash of his gun!

He shall be more in my mind than my own self, said Silver.

Tell me this, said Lorens. Would you stand up to a fellow like Silvertip, do you think?

Perhaps he is a larger man than I am, said Silver. But I should hope to stand up to him. A brown hand can be as quick as a white one, and a white skin does not turn bullets.

Juan, said Lorens seriously, you and I are going to get on together. You dont need to make a slave of yourself. If you can shoot fresh meat and cook it, that will be enough for me, along with some coffee. And I suppose you know how to cook frijoles?

You shall be glad I am with you, said Silver, every time you eat the food I cook.

He bowed again, and, looking up through the overhanging of his forelock, he studied the face of the man who within this week had sent a rifle bullet inches from his head. There was murder in that thin, handsome face. There were infinite possibilities of treachery in the uncertain brightness of the eyes. And behind all, there was a quick flame of intelligence. If he were to pull the wool over these eyes continually, Silver knew that he would have to be on guard constantly. He would have to live like a dog with a wolf, never knowing when the teeth would be in his throat.

But behind this man, somehow and somewhere, loomed the form of the girl. Perhaps it was in the handwriting of Lorens that the words had been written: -out fail in Kirby Cr— And perhaps through this man, also, Silver could come in touch with him who had encompassed the death of Buck, and whose name began with Nel—

Danger breathed now out of the very air, but opportunity was in it, also.


CHAPTER XI
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LUCK FAVORED SILVER in the execution of his first domestic duties for Lorens. He took the rifle of Lorens, a beautiful weapon, and walked ten minutes, straight through the woods, when a stag sprang out of a covert hardly twenty yards from him. Silver let it run until his bead was perfect, and then sank the bullet behind the shoulder.

The stag was young, but when all the less choice parts were discarded, there remained more than two hundred pounds of good, edible meat. Silver loaded himself with half of it and brought it close to the shack of Lorens. He went back and got the other half. After resting, he put the whole crushing burden on his shoulders. He stepped out from among the trees and came up to the shack with a swinging stride.

Lerons was sitting cross-legged under a tree, smoking a pipe. He sprang up with an exclamation.

Venison, man? Venison, Juan?

It is not veal, said Silver, putting down the load.

Thats something Jose could never get for me, said Lorens. He said that the deer were all frightened out of the valley, long ago.

You know, señor, said Silver, that we never find what we do not hope for. But I, Juan, will keep you in venison.

Theres enough there for a whole camp! exclaimed Lorens.

He tried to pick up the burden, and it slipped out of his straining hands.

Great guns! said Lorens under his breath, and with profound awe stared at Silver askance. He had heard the rifle crack in the far distance; he had seen his new man come swinging in with a light, long stride, carrying that weight and hardly breathing under it. He began to look now at the lean shanks of Silver.

Some men are different, Silver heard him mutter. The way mules are smaller and stronger than horses, or cats are stronger than dogs!

On venison steaks broiled to crust outside and of a melting tenderness within, they dined that night, with potatoes fried crisp, and cress from the edge of the running water, and thick, strong black coffee. And Lorens declared that he had not properly eaten since he had left — 

The name of the city remained unspoken, but Silver did not think it would be hard to fit in the name of the metropolis where this gambler had been plying his trade. For all his good looks, the man had the manner and something of the look of a rat that had lived underground most of its days.

He said, as they sipped coffee — Silver sitting farther from the fire than his employer as though out of respect, but in reality because he wished to have his face studied as little as possible: Juan, tell me something of your old life down there in Mexico, will you?

Silver pretended a distress which was not altogether unreal. Then he said: Ask me for my blood, señor, but do not ask me for my past. The old days are rope that is made: the new days are rope that is in the winding; my past may not please you, but the new rope may be what you want.

For hanging myself? asked Lorens.

The question was so apt that Silver started, but Lorens was already laughing at his own remark.

Youre right, Juan, said Lorens. The fellow who talks about his past is not likely to have much of a future. Heres a poor devil whos had a past, I suppose. A batch of these posters came to town to-day. Fast work on the printing press, eh?

He put on the ground before Silver a picture of a man of not more than thirty, with a strong, dignified, even a refined face, with every capacity of thought and feeling indicated in it. But the big print offered a reward of five thousand dollars for the apprehension of this man dead or alive. The name was David Holman, and Silver remembered hearing that this was the criminal who had recently broken out of the penitentiary, less than a hundred miles away.

What dyou think of that face? asked Lorens.

He is too strong to be only a little good, or a little bad, said Silver. He must be everything or nothing.

Lorens picked up the poster, and looked from it suddenly and piercingly at Silver.

Youre no fool, Juan, he said.

Then he added, half to himself: Dead or alive! Dead or alive! Think of that! These fellows around here will hunt for a week, every day, for the sake of bagging a timber wolf that only has a ten-dollar bounty on his scalp. Dead or alive, and five thousand dollars for the lucky fellow who draws a dead bead and pulls the trigger! Eh, Juan? he said, making his voice suddenly cheerful. That would be a handsome bit of money to have down yonder in Mexico, where things are cheaper!

Silver shook his head with real distaste.

Blood money, señor! said he. I have killed men, but never for money.

No? said Lorens.

No, said Silver. Never for money. And I never shall.

But five thousand dollars! Thats a fortune!

It would all taste of blood! said Silver.

Lorens began to brood again, the lower part of his face propped up in the flat of his hand, and his eyes lifting suddenly, now and again, to his companion. At last he said: Juan, I have to be in two places at once to-night.

Yes, señor, said Silver.

One place is in Kirby Crossing. One is right here in this camp. Understand?

A mans body cannot be in two places at once, said Silver.

One of me will have to be you.

Yes, señor.

Juan, Ive known you only for a few hours, but Im going to trust you. I want you to go into Kirby Crossing and at ten oclock stand across the street from the hotel. You hear me? At ten oclock. And stay there the rest of the night if you have to. Can you do that without closing your eyes?

Once, said Silver dreamily, for four days there were men around a little nest of rocks. If I so much as nodded, they knew it and crawled closer.

Lorens grinned, a quick contortion of the face that became still again at once.

As you wait there, said Lorens, two or three times an hour youll be smoking a cigarette.

Yes, señor.

Well, then, every time you light a cigarette, take two matches under your finger and scratch them both — so that the two will burn at the same time.

I hear you, señor.

After a time — I dont know when — I think that a woman will come up to you. She will ask for Charlie. Youll tell her that you come in his name.

Does she speak Spanish, señor?

Enough to understand that.

How shall I know that she is the right woman?

If shes young, pretty, and holds her head high, with her chin up a bit, youll know that shes the right one.

I understand, said Silver, his heart beginning to beat fast. For who could it be except Edith Alton Kenyon, that cunning trickster? And he wished, in a sudden moment of savage rage, that poor Ned Kenyon could be sitting here to listen to the words from Lorens.

You can go now, said Lorens. Buy two horses and two saddles. How much will they cost — two mighty good ones?

Five hundred dollars apiece, said Silver.

Lorens grunted. Thats worse than blood money. I mean something around a hundred and fifty dollars.

It can be done, señor. There are horses for gentlemen and there are horses for Juan. I shall buy two horses for Juan.

Thats it. Put the girl on one of em, and bring her out here.

He took out a wallet and counted the money, while Silver scowled at the fire. He liked this very little. The man was, in fact, trusting him. And to betray the trust even of a fellow who had tried to put a bullet through his head, went sore against the grain.

Heres four hundred, said Lorens. And thats a lot of money for me just now. Do your best with it.

I shall bring a hundred dollars back, said Silver, And still youll be satisfied.

I dont want a hundred back. Spend all of it. Or if you can satisfy me with less, put the change in your pocket. You can go now. Buy the horses, and be opposite the hotel at ten oclock, ready to wait there until the morning, if it should so happen you have to.

In all things, as you please, señor, said Silver.

He took the money and counted it, and rose to his feet.

One more thing, cautioned Lorens harshly. Im giving you enough money to tempt you a little, perhaps. But you remember this: Youve been a big man in your own country, but youre not a big man in this one. And if you try to run out on me, Ill have the scalp off your head and the marrow out of your bones — Ill have it, and there are plenty wholl help me to get it!

His thin face wrinkled like an old leaf with sudden malice as the mere thought of his promised vengeance passed through his mind.

Señor, said Silver, only a fool promises. A wise man waits to have judgment passed on his deeds.

All right, all right, muttered Lorens. You sound like a copy book. Ill see what you bring home to me from Kirby Crossing!


CHAPTER XII
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SILVER WENT BACK to Kirby Crossing on the run. He only slackened his pace to walk with his long stride through the town, and he lingered an instant to watch the strange spectacle of the building of a bridge by night, for the work was being pressed twenty-four hours a day. Lanterns hung in a long festoon over the timbers. The great underlogs were being wedged and bound in place, and the bridge began to look like a skeleton of what it would finally appear.

Silver went on past it. He entered the dark of the open country in the lower part of the valley, and here he sprang again into his Indian trot that shifted ground rapidly behind him. When he was not far from the lean-to which he and One-eyed Harry had put on, he whistled. And from the dark of the brush sprang Parade, and came racing, with a whinny.

He went round and round Silver like a bird in the air about to settle on a nest. He was dancing and snorting, with the hand of his master on his shoulder, when big Harry Bench came out of the lean-to. In the dark he looked more gigantic than ever.

Silver? he called. Man, man, that hoss has been about crazy while you was away. Hes come smelling around the shack, and hes still-hunted your trail down the valley. Where you been, brother?

Silver went into the lean-to and sat on a home-made stool in the corner. The stallion stood with head and shoulders intruding through the doorway.

Im up the valley on the other side of the Crossing, said Silver. Take a look at me! Im Juan, the greaser, who works for a fellow named Lorens. Ive got two minutes to spend here, and no more than that. I have to get back. Im working for a fellow with an eye like a hawk and the wit of a prairie coyote. One day, when I was wearing a white skin, this same Lorens put a bullet inches from my ear and then ran out on me. Just now he doesnt know me, but if he guesses that Im lying to him, or that my skin is not as dark as it seems to be, hell take the first good chance to shoot me in the back.

What in the nation do you wanna waste your time on him, then? said One-eyed Harry, lifting his huge voice.

Because, said Silver, Im on the outside edge of a regular whirlpool, old-timer. Lorens is the edge of the whirl, and if I stick to him, I think I may be drawn into the middle of the pool.

And who the devil wants to be drowned in a whirlpool? demanded Harry, staring.

Call it a dance instead of a whirlpool, said Silver, and all of the dancers wear knives, and Im blindfolded, and I never know what tune theyll strike up next, or where theyll step. But theres a lying crook of a woman, a murderer, and somebody whos tried to murder me. Theyre all elements in the job, and I dont know how many other forces are behind em. You can see that its a pretty picture, Harry!

You like it! exclaimed One-eyed Harry Bench. Doggone me if you dont like it a lot. Kind of makes your eye shine just to think of that dance, eh? That kind of a job is just like pork and beans to you, aint it?

Like it? said Silver. Of course I dont like it. Im likely to lose my hide any minute, and my head along with it.

You like it, said Harry Bench, pointing with his huge, grimy hand. Thats the game for you, the way poker is the game for the small-time gambler. You aint happy, by thunder, unless your life is on the table as the stakes.

He took a step toward Silver and shook his hand at him. A sort of horrified realization came over that rugged face as Bench said:

Youre goin to keep after them, youre goin to keep playin that game till youre killed. You know that, Silver? Youre goin to play with the fire till youre burned to the bone. What makes you such a fool? You cant keep ten knives in the air all your life. One of em is bound to fall sometime and stick right into your heart. Hear me talk?

Hear you? said Silver, apparently irritated. Of course I hear you, and youre talking like a half-wit, Harry. Im not up there with that tiger cat, Lorens, for pleasure. Im up there because theres a crooked game in the wind, and because a friend of mine has suffered on account of it already. Thats why Im there!

If youre not in that mess, youre in another one. Its always the frying pan or the fire for you, Silver!

Silver started to deny the charge, but as he parted his lips to speak, his glance went inward upon his life and showed him the crowded story of his past in such pictures that he was suddenly mute. It was true. All of his days he had played with fire. He could tell himself that he was simply following the courses which chance led him into, but why was it that every trail he put his feet on was a trail of danger?

So he was mute for an instant, seeing those pictures, and out of the past reading the future. For what big Harry Bench had said was indubitably true. No man could continue to play with fire without being finally burned to an ash.

Gradually he drew himself out of the dark humor and scowled up at One-eyed Harry. Bench was pacing back and forth, taking the breadth of the little room in three strides, and whirling on his heel and toe. For all the size and the bulk of that man, he as as active as a big cat. Silver vaguely admired the magnificence of that physique, so swift and yet so massive. He himself had the strength of two men in his arms, but he knew that in the grasp of this giant he would crumble like sand.

Somebody has oughta watch out after you, said Bench. There had oughta be friends to keep you hobbled. Even your hoss has to stay and worry about you!

Silver looked toward the sooty muzzle, the beautiful, deerlike eye of the stallion, and smiled. Harry, said Silver, maybe theres a lot in what you say. The more I think about it, the more I agree with you. Ive got to stop my crazy ways. And Im going to do it. Believe me, partner? This is the last job that I take over on my hands, no matter how the luck tries to drag me into trouble.

Sure! growled Harry Bench. Thats what you say now. But youll be changing your mind one of these days. If you got sense, youll stay here and let Lorens go hang.

He wont go hang, and I want the job of the hanging, said Silver. If I dont hang him myself, I want to point him out to the hangman, and turn him over with his hands tied behind his back, if hes the sort that I think I can prove he is! Now stop talking about me. I want to ask you a question.

Fire away.

Theres a fellow named David Holman—

That just escaped from the death house at the prison. Yeah. I know about that.

Ive an idea that my friend, Lorens, up the valley, has a sort of an interest in Mr. Holman. What put Holman in the death house? What did he do?

Oh, nothin much, said One-eyed Harry. He come out from the East to be a cashier in a bank over in Tuckaway. Pickin up experience, you see? But he wanted to pick up some hard cash, too. And he took it out of the vaults. After a while he was pretty far in the hole, and so this here Holman, he planned to have the bank robbed, and, of course, the robbery would cover up what hed stole.

So he got a pair of yeggs to work with him, and one night him and them robbed the bank, all right. But it happened that Sheriff Bert Philips was riding back into town that night, after chasin a half-breed hoss thief a coupla hundred miles and never sighting him. And he seen three men sneakin out from the rear of the bank, and he hollered out to them. They ducked away to their horses and run for it. He followed and yelled for help, and some gents who were havin a late night of it at a saloon, they come out and joined in the chase. And then there was a long run and the three of em got away for the time being.

But the chase was so long that this here Dave Holman didnt have a chance to fill in his plan, which was to be back in his home in bed when the day begun, with his split of the swag stowed away somewhere safe. He was still on the run at sunup. And then he says to himself, that as long as hes goin to be found out, hed better be caught for a sheep than for just a lamb. So he ups and murders them two gents, and takes their share of the loot, and lights out with it. And the sheriff and his posse comes along while theres still a spark of life in one of the dyin gents, and this feller tells about the holdup, and how Holman had planned it, and how Holman had murdered them. And the sheriff, he follers on, and gets a sight of Holman on a dead-beat horse, and runs him down and hauls him in.

When it comes to the trial, this here Holman, he puts up a cock-and-bull story about how the two thugs had come to his house in the middle of the night and forced him at the point of a gun to go to the bank with em and open the safe, and how theyd kept him under their guns, and made him run with em, and how hed taken the first chance to get hold of a revolver and shoot the pair of em. And why did he run when the sheriff came up after him? Well, it was because all of the swag was on him, and he seen that it would be hard to explain things away and prove that he was an honest man. It was a pretty far-fetched story, and the whole jury, it busted out laughin in the middle of the yarn, they say. So they made him guilty of murder, and there you are!

Silver had listened attentively to this story, and now he nodded his head. What that has to do with Lorens, he said, I dont know. But Lorens has a lot of interest in that fellow Holman, I think. Now, Harry, theres one thing more for me to say to you. Im going back up the valley. Im going to be in Kirby Corssing for a while, and then Im going on. Every day Im going to try to get in touch with you. If I dont manage that, I want you to start on the trail for me, because it may be that Ill be needing help. Will you do that?

Ill do it glad and willing, answered One-eyed Harry. Youre going back into the fire, are you?

This one job is the last one, but Ive got to finish it, said Silver uneasily.

He stood up.

Try to keep people away from Parade, he cautioned. There are more men who know that horse than there are who know me. And if Parade is spotted, people will know that Im not far away — and that will complicate everything. This disguise business is thin ice to skate on, and it wont take much to make me break through. Ill put Parade in the woods, and hell stay there till I come back. Just see that he has water and grain. And so long, Harry.

Harry followed his friend out into the night.

I hate to have you go, partner, said he. It seems to me that theres a lot of trouble pilin up in the air around us.

Perhaps there is, said Silver. But this is the last time for me, Harry.

The last time you hunt trouble? echoed Harry. You couldnt stay away from it. No more than a dope fiend can stay away from his dope. But so long, Jim. Will that hoss stay there without no hobbles, even?

They stood together in the dark of the trees near the lean-to, and Silver spoke to the horse and patted the silk of the neck.

Hell stay here till he hears me call or whistle, said he, I think hed stay here if the brush were set on fire. But your job, old son, is to keep people away from this neck of the woods during the day. Mind you, if anybody puts an eye on the horse, Im next door to a gone goose!


CHAPTER XIII
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SILVER RAN BACK to Kirby Crossing and went to the biggest horse dealers yard. It was out on the edge of the town — a little shack of a house, a sprawling shed, and a tangle of corral fences all within sound of the flowing river. The proprietor was eating his supper alone in his kitchen when Silver tapped at the open door and saw a face swollen with fat and red-stained by whisky lifted from a platter of jumbled food.

How much of a pair of horses do you want? asked the dealer sharply.

Four hundred dollars worth, said Silver simply. Horses and saddles.

The dealer ducked his head and coughed to cover his grin of satisfaction. Five minutes later Silver sat on his heels with his back against a corral fence, and watched a wrangler run half a dozen horses into the lantern light of the inclosure.

No, señor, said Silver. It is not four hundred dollars worth of horse meat that I want, but two horses at two hundred dollars apiece.

Here! exclaimed the dealer. There aint a pair of this lot that aint worth two hundred bucks.

But though he blustered, he realized that he was not dealing with a fool. He brought in new selections. It was not until twenty animals had been brought before him that Silver elected to try one. He took the one he tried. And twenty more went before him before he selected its mate. Then he had a good gray and a roan. Neither of them was a picture horse, but each promised to be full of service. It rather amused Silver to note that he was using his best endeavors for Lorens, who would eventually be his open enemy. But the instinct of the bargainer had control of him.

By the time the horses were secured, the dealer lifted his lantern and shone the light of it into the eyes of Silver.

If everybody bought horses like you do, stranger, said he, Id have to go out of business or turn myself into an honest man!

Silver took the horses with the flimsy, battered equipment that was included in the sale price, and led the pair to the long hitch rack in front of the hotel.

It was nearly ten oclock, so he went to his designated post opposite the hotel and sat down on his heels again, with his back leaned against a wall.

There were few people in the street. Only about the doors of the saloons appeared the forms of men entering or slipping away. Those lighted doors seemed to be attracting the inhabitants as lamps attract insects on a summer night. But most of the houses down the street were already darkened, because the town dwellers of a small Western community retire early and begin the day betimes. Even in the hotel, only three windows above the ground floor were lighted. And at ten oclock the veranda was empty, and the hanging lanterns that illuminated it were put out.

Silver stood up, stretched his cramped legs, and settled down on his heels again. He was perfectly content. Sometimes invisible whirlpools of dust brushed against him, and the taste of alkali came into his mouth. But in his nostrils there was the fragrance of adventure, and the light in his mind was more than lamps could shed.

The minutes went by him like stealthy feet. It was eleven, or close to that hour. Only a single window in the facade of the hotel was lamplighted. One of the saloons had closed for the night. And Silver, for the third time, lighted a cigarette, scratching two matches, so that both came into a blaze for a moment, though he held them in such a way that none of the light could fall upon his face.

Then a form came across the hotel veranda and rapidly across the street toward him. The starlight showed clearly enough that it was a woman. After her came a long-striding man, a queerly made, light-shouldered fellow who took immense steps.

The girl turned sideways from him and started to run. She thought better of it and turned suddenly to face him.

The two of them were close, by this time, and Silver had slipped back into the thicker shade of an inset doorway, where he was almost invisible.

He heard the girl saying: You cant follow me. You cant bother me like this, Perry. Its no good! It wont do. I wont have it, Perry. You have no right!

Why, I dont know, said the man. Maybe I have right enough. Maybe I have a sort of duty, Edith, to follow a woman whos run away from her husband the day of the wedding. Maybe I have a duty to show up a fraud. Thats what the thing amounts to. Fraud, Edith! You deceived a man. You led him on to marry you, and then you ducked out. Plain fraud, and there are laws that deal with it!

You ought to see him, said the girl calmly. Go see Ned Kenyon, and ask him to open suit against me.

Youre confident in him, are you? said the other, sneering. Edith, theres no shame in you, apparently!

Shame? said the girl. Shame, Perry Nellihan? Doesnt the word blister your tongue a little?

Why should it? asked Nellihan. Ive done only what any man would do to protect my rights! I was robbed of my rights. And you know it!

Suppose, said the girl, that my father had known what you are, instead of merely guessing — what do you think he would have done?

The old fool is dead, said Nellihan. I dont have to think about him. The fact is that he raised me like his own son all my life, and then he cut me off without a penny! Practically.

More than two hundred thousand dollars — is that only a penny? she asked.

Compared with what youre getting! said Nellihan.

If I had told father what I knew, he would never have left you even that.

The point is that you didnt tell him what you knew. Thats where you were a fool.

Very well, said the girl. Take your hand from my arm, Perry. I dont want you to touch me.

Im not good enough to touch you, eh?

Youre not, said she.

Ive done my share of shady things, perhaps, answered Nellihan. But Ive never done a worse thing than you worked on that poor idiot of a Kenyon.

I dont think you ever did, she agreed, with a sudden warmth that surprised Silver. But you know why I had to do it. You know that you worked me into a corner from which I couldnt dodge! There was only that way out for me!

I arranged that pretty well, said Nellihan. And he laughed.

Everything about that man was offensive to Silver for more reasons than he could put into words. And the voice, high, thin, nasal, cut into his very brainpan and put his nerves on edge.

Take your hand off my arm, she repeated.

And the striking muscles in the shoulder of Silver leaped into hardness that refused to relax.

Where do you want to go? asked Nellihan.

Thats my affair.

Girl wandering alone in the middle of the night, Nellihan sneered. Is your precious thug somewhere around here?

Silver could see him turn his head suddenly from side to side in eager curiosity.

If he were, said the girl, youd be shaking in your boots.

Nellihan laughed again. Youre wrong, honey, said he. Im no saint, but Im not a coward, either. And when it comes to gun work, Im not afraid of any man in the West. You ought to know that.

I only know that youre detestable! she exclaimed.

Listen to me, Edith, said he. Youre trying a hard game, and I can spoil it for you. Youll have to talk turkey to me.

You mean that Ill have to talk money to you?

Thats what I mean.

Id rather give you my blood than a penny of fathers money, she answered.

No matter what youd rather do, answered Nellihan, youll have to talk turkey. Ive got you where I want you, and youre a poor fool if you think that Ill let you get out from under before youve ponied up the iron men.

You havent a fingers weight of hold on me, she told him.

No? said Nellihan. Dont you suppose that I can put poor Kenyon on your trail? He can make plenty of trouble for you! Youll disgrace yourself and your family — and you wont be able to do a particle of good for the dirty rat you love.

Silver heard her sigh — a long, long breath of disgust and weariness.

Ive told you before, she said, that you cant do anything with Ned Kenyon. He wont act against me!

He will, when I show him how much money he can get out of you. He hasnt enough brains to think in terms of millions, but I can teach him the way of it! Ill put a match to his imagination and set him on fire. Then hell go after you! Before I did that, I wanted to have a talk with you. Thats all. I wanted to show you that youre in my hands!

Im not, said the girl. For Ned wont act against me. Its hard for a poor, creeping snake like you, Perry, to understand that some men may be honorable!

Well, said Nellihan, overlooking the insults blandly, and going straight on, let me tell you something. I have another hold on you. Do you know that Sheriff Bert Philips is in this town right now, looking for an escaped crook? Now, then, suppose that I tell him why youre here? Suppose I tell him that, suppose that he gets on your trail — why, what will happen then?

You wont do that, Perry, said the girl slowly. I know that youre bad. But youre not as low as that! You know that my life is smashed to bits. You know that theres no future hope for me. And you wont take away my last chance to find a few minutes of happiness?

Wont I? said Perry Nellihan. He began his snarling, savage, nasal laughter.

Oh, wont I? he repeated. Wont I squeeze you till Ive got what I want out of you? Edith, dont be such a fool! You ought to know me better than that. The next thing I know, youll be on your knees, begging. But words dont matter in my ear, Edith. Hard cash is the only thing that will talk to me!

Its true, she said. And I am a fool to talk to you.

On the other hand, said the man, take a calm look at the business and see the simple and straight way out. Im not going to try to take everything. Im going to make a fair split with you. Im only going to ask for what I should have by your fathers will — one half of the whole estate. Your half will be more money than you can spend. You know that. Why should you grudge me my bit?

The girl paused, and Silver waited, with tingling nerves, to hear her acquiesce.

Instead, she said in the same quiet way: You dont quite understand, Perry. Ive done one terribly bad thing. Ive smashed the life of Ned Kenyon — for a little while, anyway. And that one bad thing is enough. Im not going to do another. And the worst thing that I can think of would be to turn you loose on the world with money and power in your hands. The very worst thing! Better send a plague into a crowded city than put power in your hands! She paused an instant. Ive told you what I think. Now get away from me.

Youre going to visit the sheriff with me, my dear, said he grimly. Youre going straight down the street with me till I find the sheriff, and I know where to look for him. Come along!

He turned her with a violent jerk, so that she made a long, lurching step beside him. Then Silver came like a noiseless ghost behind them.

Excuse me, señor, said Silver in Spanish.

Nellihan whipped about suddenly, and the force of his turn and the driving weight of Silvers fist combined to strike him down. He bent far backward and then dropped on his side with his arms flung out.


CHAPTER XIV
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A MAN WHO falls like that does not rise suddenly. Silver gave him a single glance, and then said to the girl:

Quickly, señorita! The two horses at this end of the hitch rack — the gray and the roan! Take the roan. I have shortened the stirrups for you!

She nodded, saving her breath for her running. And, coming up with the hitch rack, she flashed into the saddle like a man, while Silver jerked loose the knot that tethered the ropes. In a moment he was jogging his horse beside hers down the street.

She had been about to break away at a mad gallop, when he cautioned her:

Señorita, a slow horse is never seen, but a galloping horse is a bonfire. All eyes find it!

They were turning the corner beyond the next saloon before Silver, looking back, saw the tall form of Nellihan stagger to its feet. They were out of sight around that corner before a sharp, wailing voice began to yammer for help.

The girl bent forward and turned her face to Silver, as though asking permission to gallop the horse. But he made a signal of denial.

That was why they went calmly, unseen through the town of Kirby Crossing. Only when they reached the upper valley road would Silvertip let the horses gallop. And as the windy darkness blew into his face, he set his teeth hard and tried to understand what he had just seen and overheard.

The whole problem remained vague and obscure in his mind, but he felt that this darkness might be that which goes before the dawn. Nellihan, it was plain, had been raised by the rich father of the girl as a member of the family, though it seemed that he had never been adopted. The man was a rascal, and Alton had suspected it; therefore Nellihan had been cut off with merely enough of an inheritance to support him in comfort. At the same time, Nellihan had managed to use his influence so that the girls own inheritance was embarrassed. And that embarrassment had forced her, it appeared, to marry Ned Kenyon.

At the thought of Kenyon, the hot anger poured through Silver again, and yet, in spite of himself, he was unable to detest the girl as he had done before. Contrasted with Nellihan, she seemed a saintly figure, almost. And furthermore, what the springs of her actions had been he could not understand, and perhaps when that understanding arrived, he would be able to forgive her, in part, even for the blow she had given to poor Ned Kenyon.

She loved a thug, as Nellihan had phrased it. Her life, she had said, was wrecked. She was fighting now to salvage from the ruin a few moments of happiness!

As Silver turned these words and ideas in his mind, he was more and more darkly baffled. She was young, beautiful, rich. How could her life be wrecked?

They were almost at the end of the ride when another though struck like red fire through his brain.

Nellihan! There was a name that began with the letters he was searching for: Nel—

And why should it not have been Nellihan? The murderer of Buck must have been tied into this great tangle in some way. The whole thing seemed to possess minute inner relations. He ran over the names — Nellihan, Edith Alton, Ned Kenyon, Lorens, Buck, and finally perhaps some vague connections with the escaped convict, David Holman. These people had entered on the stage from various directions and at various points. When would they be combined in such a way that Silver would be able to understand the entire problem?

But one thing was clear in his mind. Nellihan, he could swear, was the man who had killed Buck. He had spoken of familiarity with guns. And he was exactly the type of slayer who would shoot from the dark of an open window.

These ideas, rolling across the brain of Silver, were ended by his arrival near the cabin where Lorens lived. He held up his hand as a signal to draw rein, and presently they were dismounting near the cabin of Lorens. He whistled, and Lorens himself came out, hurrying.

Are you there? he called.

Here! said the girl.

Thank Heaven for that! said Lorens.

He told Silver to unsaddle and hobble the horses. He even lingered a moment to look over the animals and he said:

You got your moneys worth, Juan.

Then he turned away beside the girl.

Silver heard her say breathlessly: Is he here?

Not yet, answered Lorens, lowering his voice. Not yet, but he ought to get here before the morning. Did you bring it?

I have it with me — plenty! she said.

Good! said Lorens, very heartily, and they disappeared through the door of the cabin.

Silver went about the unsaddling of the horses, wondering who might the he whom the girl desired to see, and what was the it that she had brought plenty of?

He had hardly finished hobbling the horses when Lorens called him.

Juan, said the man, can you navigate on very little sleep?

Senor, said Silver, I can lay up sleep the way a cow lays up fat in summer for the winter.

Can you keep your eyes open all night long? asked Lorens.

For three nights, señor, without closing my eyes.

Good! said Lorens. Good man! The lady has told me about the way you handled Nellihan in the town. A very good bit of work, Juan. Come inside and have some coffee, and anything you want to eat.

No, señor, said Silver. I have had coffee enough; and I have eaten enough. Now I shall stay outside and watch.

She wants to thank you, Juan, said Lorens. Come in for that!

It was the last thing that Silver wished to go through. He knew the clear, quiet eyes of the girl, and he did not wish to have them fall on him now. What men could not see, she would penetrate with her womans glance, perhaps. However, there was hardly an easy way of refusing to face her, and he had to follow Lorens back into the cabin.

The girl sat at the wobbly little table in the centre of the room, eating cold venison steak with relish. She looked up at Silver, and smiled at him, while he stood with his head inclined, his feet close together, his neck thrust a little forward, and his shoulders bowed a trifle. There is nothing that confuses recollection more than a change of the habitual posture of a man. He could hope that she would never dream of the erect, straight-eyed, rather imperious Arizona Jim, when she was talking to this awkward Mexican, with the shock of black hair falling down over his eyes.

It was a very bad time for me, back yonder in the town, Juan, she said. I want to thank you for helping me. Nobody could have done better. Nobody! For hes a dangerous fellow — that one, Juan. If you hadnt stunned him, he would have been shooting while he fell!

Silver bobbed his head, made a vague, brief gesture with one hand, and then shrugged his shoulders, as much as to say that what was passed was forgotten, and that the whole affair was not really worth much consideration.

Her manner changed a little. Her head tilted a shade to the side. A certain quizzical look appeared in her face.

Then, rising, she held out her hand.

Give me your hand, Juan, said she. Because after weve shaken hands, youll believe that I wont forget you. And when I find out what you like the most in the world, Ill try to get it for you.

Silver looked down at the palm of his right hand, shrugged his shoulders again, scrubbed his hand against the white cotton trousers he wore, and then glided forward to take the hand of the girl and make a little ducking bow above it.

When he tried to withdraw his hand, she kept a firm grip on it.

It was something more than saving my life, that you did for me, she said. It was giving me a last fighting chance for happiness, Juan!

Hes tongue-tied, said Lorens, laughing. Let him go. Hes a strong devil, and brave as steel. Juan, you can go outside now, and stand watch. Keep your eyes open. What I expect is one man and one horse. If you find more than one coming this way, give me the alarm. You understand?

Silver nodded, backed through the door, and was gone.

When he was at a distance, he whistled a bar of a song to register the amount of ground that separated him from the cabin; then he turned and ran for it like a silent shadow, and paused close to the door in time enough to hear her say:

Youre sure about him?

Why not? said Lorens. Hes done enough to prove himself, Id say! Hes worked well for you. Hes bought me two fine horses for half the money that I would have had to pay.

His eyes are light, she answered.

You find plenty of light-colored eyes in Mexico, said Lorens.

They must be the exception, though, said the girl.

Well, perhaps they are.

So this man Juan is one of the exceptions, said she. Hes an exception in lots of ways. Hes bigger than most men. He has heavier shoulders and longer arms. Most peons look stupid, but he has a thinking face. There is a sort of fire of fierceness in him, but when he was standing in front of me, he tried to cover up everything.

Come, come, said Lorens. You know how that is — just nervous, just embarrassed in front of the beautiful señorita! He laughed a little.

It wasnt embarrassment, she answered. There wasnt any embarrassment in his make-up. There was no blood warming up to his skin. He was cool as a cucumber. And from the look or two I had at his eyes, it seemed to me that he was all set and intent on something, like a tightrope walker a thousand feet off the ground. He was watching his step.

I dont believe that, said Lorens.

I hope that Im wrong, she answered. But all the while it seemed to me that he was trying to prevent me from having a look at his mind. He hung his head and let his hair fall over his eyes. But it seemed to me that his natural position would be as straight as an arrow, and looking the world in the eye. Thats what I felt about him. Perhaps Im wrong. I know that Im nervous enough to make mistakes. Its because Im making my last play to win happiness, and I cant feel secure about anything. Perhaps I have an hour, or a day, or a week — if were lucky, there may be a month for us. But thats the end! Its for that instant of happiness that Im fighting and on the alert!

All right, said Lorens, his voice growing a little weary and cold. I suppose I know what you mean. But this fellow Juan — hes all right. If hes not, Ill cut out his heart and take a look at the color of it!


CHAPTER XV

[image: img30.jpg]

IT IS POSSIBLE to be grateful even to a rogue. Silver was grateful to Lorens. He knew the man was a scoundrel, as dangerous as a snake with poisonous craft, and still he was grateful because Lorens had defended him.

But as Silver drew back into the night again, he kept wondering what might be that happiness for which the girl was willing to do so much.

Now he began to make his rounds of the place, sliding shadowy among the brush and through the trees, rousing up every animal instinct to the keenest pitch of alertness. Nervous hands, as it were, began to reach out from him, and make him aware of everything near by. And yet, for all his caution, for all his spying, when he saw the figure standing at the door of the shack, it was as though the form had risen out of the ground.

He started toward the cabin, swiftly.

For one thing, they had talked about a horseman arriving, and there had not been a hoofbeat even in the distance for a long time. Silver was halfway to the door of the cabin when the shadowy form slipped suddenly through the door into the lighted cabin. Silver had a sight of a man of middle height, of rather a strong build — and as the fellow disappeared from view, the voice of the girl split the very eardrum of Silver with a scream.

He came at the cabin as fast as a tiger runs at easy prey. Through the doorway he leaped with the Colt ready in his hand — and saw Edith Alton Kenyon wrapped in the arms of the stranger, while Lorens conveniently turned his back and had started toward the door.

When Lorens saw the drawn gun, he snapped out a revolver of his own with wonderful speed, but by that time it was apparent that Silver was simply amazed, not attacking. As for the stranger, his face was visible in profile, and it clearly showed the features of the escaped criminal, the pursued murderer, David Holman!

Silver drew back toward the door, entranced. Lorens was beckoning to him to go outside again. And the last he saw was that Holman had made the girl sit down, while he kneeled in front of her and kissed her hands, and looked constantly, hungrily, into her face.

Pale from the prison confinement, his eyes deeply sunk in shadow, it seemed to Silver that David Holman could easily be capable of a murder — but hardly a murder by stealth. It was as strong a face as Silver ever had seen. There was a stonelike quality about the flesh, and there seemed to be a stonelike quality about the stare which he fixed on the girl. He was not speaking. His jaws were hard set. But it seemed to Silver that he had never seen passion so mute or so powerful. That was the index and the key of the man — power, power, and more power!

Looking at him now, it was not at all strange that he had robbed a bank and killed two assistant thieves, but it was just a trifle odd that a sheriff and a posse ever had been able to take him alive, or that he should have told such a cock-and-bull story in his trial.

But there he was in the cabin — that happiness for which the girl had been working and praying; an hour, a day, a week, a month of David Holman had been her dream. And Silver, seeing her in the fulfillment of her wish, found her transfigured. She was crying with happiness; she was a child, and yet she was more profoundly a woman than any Silver had ever before seen in his strange life.

He went out through the door into the black of the night, dazed and confused. He heard Lorens saying, within:

You two need to talk. Ill take the outer guard, and Juan will keep the door. You can talk right out. He only understands ten words of English.

He came out, calling: Juan! Come here!

Silver came slowly back to him.

You stand here by the door, Juan, said Lorens. Youve made one mistake to-night — that is to say, it might have been a mistake if that had been any man other than Holman. Now, keep your eyes a little wider open. You wont find many as shifty as Holman, but there are others who have eyes, too.

I shall watch, said Silver grimly. But if I stay close by the door, I can see only half the night.

Do as I tell you, said Lorens. Stand right by the door, and be ready to shoot if anything strange happens. You know what this means, now, Juan. You know that Holman is hunted by the law, with a price on his head. But can you trust us to give you more than the law would give you?

Señor, said Silver, the law has very seldom been my friend. Why should I work for it? And even if I could capture Señor Holman and bring him to the sheriff, ways would be found of cheating a poor Mexican like me. Besides, perhaps the law wants me, also! Lorens laughed.

Youre a useful sort of a fellow, Juan, said he. And youll be paid your weight in gold, before youre through with this business. Theres money to be had out of this affair, and trust me, I know how to get it. This whole business is dripping with coin — dripping! And you shall keep your share. Keep your eyes open. Im going to walk in a big circle around the house.

He went off into the darkness, whistling under his breath, and Silver pursed his lips in silence.

It was clearly apparent that Lorens was in this for the money, only. He had been the agent, the go-between who had helped the girl to free Holman from prison, in some way. He had distributed the bribes in the proper places, perhaps. And now that the two were together, Lorens intended to watch over them, serve them, and continually squeeze the purse of the girl for his own gain.

In the meantime, it was unpleasant to be an eavesdropper at the door of the cabin, but he could not disobey Lorens. He walked back and forth and tried to shut the voices from his ears, but they kept penetrating his brain constantly.

She was explaining: Lorens knew one of the trusties very well. He had to pour the man full of money, but at last the thing was done. Some of the bribes were handed out, here and there. And that was why the guards looked the other way when you were escaping. But I dont want to talk about that. The things done. Youre here. Nothing else matters.

I want to have everything clear in my mind, said Holmans voice. It was deep, resonant, and yet very quiet. Where did the money come from? According to your fathers will, you were not to have any real income until you married.

Light shot at last through the brain of Silver, as he listened.

The girl said nothing.

Is that hard for you to answer? asked Holman.

There was more silence.

Do I have to tell you? she asked at last.

No, said Holman. I dont want to put a fingers weight of pressure on you. Tell me only what you please.

Then forget everything in the past! she urged him. You know that we havent long together. They are going to hunt you down. Every minute is one of the last minutes. How can we waste them?

Secrets will make shadows between us — thats all, said Holman.

If I tell you, said the girl, her voice breaking, youll despise me!

A sudden fierce anxiety broke out in his next words: What thing have you done?

I found a man who would marry me, she said. I found—

You mean to say that youre married, Edith? breathed Holman.

Only in name, only in name! said the girl. Listen to me! There was no other way to get the money, and without money I couldnt help you. I found a man — the simplest fellow in the world, only interested in ranching and beef, and such things. I was going to marry him, and then disappear, and leave him a large sum of money, so that he could go ahead and lead the sort of life that he wanted to lead. And when I failed to appear again, he could get his divorce without the slightest trouble because of desertion. Dont you see? Wanted to do him no real harm, but actually to help him, and chiefly, to help you!

You wanted to do him no harm, muttered Holman. And then what happened to him?

She had to pause to rally herself for a moment, apparently, but at last she said: He grew fond of me. And he — Listen to me! You have to listen. You cant turn away like this. I know it makes you sick at heart. I know that you would never have wanted me to do it. But I couldnt dream—

Before you married him, said Holman, didnt you have an idea that he might be getting in pretty deep?

I couldnt know for sure. He was such a great, gaunt, simple creature — a caricature of a man. Every one laughed at him — and I wasnt laughing at him. No, no, I was pitying him and liking him. I began to guess that he was fond of me, really. I couldnt tell how much, though.

Holman groaned. Silver heard the spat of a fist driven into the flat of a palm.

David, what could I do? cried the girl. Look at me; tell me what I could do? I didnt dream poor Ned would be of such fine stuff. I thought he might feel one twinge of pain, and then forget all about me in the pleasure of having ten thousand dollars.

Holmans step began to pace the floor.

Whats his name? asked Holman bluntly.

Edward Kenyon. He—

Ive kept my hands clean all my life, said Holman bitterly, and only for this — to be a condemned criminal escaped from the death house owing to a fraud on the part of a woman. Im a sponger — a sneaking, cringing cur! I live on a woman; I let her torture other men for me. Ah, thats a picture to remember!

If Id opened my heart and told the whole thing to poor Ned, said the girl, he would have gone through the form of the wedding. I know that, now, but at the time I was afraid that one whisper of the truth would get out and be the ruin of my plan to set you free, David.

Hush! said Holman. Im going mad. My brains turning. I know youve done nothing for your own sake, and everything for mine. It seems that Im put on the earth to make a fool of myself and a scoundrel of every one else around me. Ive put a curse on the people I love. Ive made a sneaking, contriving, lying criminal out of you! Out of you!

Silver heard her begin to sob, not wildly, but a deep, choked sound that told how she was fighting like a man against her weakness. But Holman did not console her.

About the money, he said. How much have you spent, so far?

I dont know, David. I dont want to think of it. The money doesnt matter. Heaven knows I would have given everything for these moments with you, even if youve begun to detest and despise me!

Despise you? said Holman, in a voice that made Silver stop short in his harried pacing to and fro. Its myself thats being poisoned by every word that youve told me. I want to know the whole story. How much have you spent?

You have to know? You command me, David?

I beg you, my dear!

Its something over forty thousand dollars.

Silver heard Holman gasp.

You paid that out to whom?

To Lorens, of course. Hes handled everything.

And how much of it is left with Lorens?

Nothing, David. He had to spend floods in the prison, through the trusties.

He used up the entire forty thousand dollars? He didnt put anything in his own pocket?

No, David. Not a penny. He has hardly a cent in his wallet, now. He told me only to-day. But Ive brought more. I brought another fifty thousand out—

Fifty thousand? cried Holman. Dont you know that its enough to get you murdered? Fifty thousand dollars, carrying it around like pebbles in your pocket? But wait a moment. How much does he get of that fifty thousand? How much does he expect?

Nothing for himself, David. All that he wants to do is to see you safe. Hes had trouble with the law himself, and he took pity on us, David. He himself offered to do what he could. Ive never been able to give him a single dollar for his own pocket.

He sounds like an ideal character, said Holman dryly. But he doesnt look like one. Not by a mile! Go on, Edith. Tell me how much youll need to spend now?

Just for the moment, a good deal, said the girl. Lorens is going to arrange everything for us. He knows a section of the mountains where we can be safe, he swears. Perhaps not for days and weeks, but for years. He knows the sheriff of that county, and he knows several others who can be bribed to close their eyes and not know that were there. It will cost a good deal, to begin with, but then—

How much?

About forty thousand dollars.

Forty thousand? Forty thousand dollars, did you say? For a sheriff — and a few others? Who are the others?

I didnt ask him. I know that we can trust him. Why are you glaring like that, David?

Because the thief is bleeding you! If he spent ten thousand to get me out of the prison, he was a fool. If theres a sheriff to be fixed, either the man can be bought for five thousand, or else he couldnt be touched for five millions. And thats more apt to be the case. Have you given him that forty thousand, yet?

Yes, said the girl. Because he — What are you going to do, David? Youre not—

Holman came to the door of the shack.

Oh, Lorens! he called.

Here! answered Lorens, and came swiftly. Anything wrong? he asked cheerfully.

I think there is, said Holman. Come inside. Ive been hearing about your money dealings with Edith. Ive been hearing about your altruism, too. Ive heard that youve just bled her for another forty thousand dollars, you cur! And Im going to take that money away from you!

Lorens flashed his hand for a gun.

Holman hit out with a strength that flung Lorens back against the wall and made him drop to one knee. He was half-stunned, but not enough to spoil his shooting at such a close range. And he meant murder. The snarling look in his face was like that of a wild cat about to put his teeth in red meat.

You fool! yelled Lorens, above the cry of the girl. Ive trimmed her. And now Im going to trim you — and collect the blood money on your head!

No, señor, said Silver, and he shoved the muzzle of his Colt out of the darkness and into the verge of the light in the room.


CHAPTER XVI
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THE WHOLE SCENE was in nice balance. The girl had caught up a Winchester, but dared not swing the muzzle toward Lorens, knowing that she would be too late. So she stood with the rifle in her right hand, her left arm flung out, her face white with fear, and strained in every muscle. Holman, obviously unarmed, was on tiptoe to rush at the kneeling Lorens, but even Holman, though there was a savage fury in his face, kept himself from moving. And as for Lorens, he was tasting the kill beforehand, with an infinite relish.

But the gleaming of Silvers revolver was enough to change everything. It made Lorens glance to the side.

You rat! he yelled. Then he swung into smooth Spanish, saying: Juan, you know the hand that feeds you. You know—

I know, señor, said Silver calmly. And I know that it is the lady who will spend the money, and not you. Señor, I am sad, but if you dont put down that gun, I shall have to shoot you through the head! Quickly, amigo!

Lorens turned on Silver a frightful look. Then, in silence, his right hand jerked down inch by inch until the gun lay on the floor. Still his fingers worked on the butt, yearning to snatch it up for action. At last his hand was clear of the Colt.

Now stand up, señor, said Silver. Forgive me — but if you make one quick move, my poor thumb on the hammer of this gun will be frightened, and the hammer will fall, and you will go up to join the sky people.

Lorens stood panting, silent. He obeyed Silvers instructions, and turned his face to the wall with both arms stretched high above his head, and in this position, Silver searched him from his hair to the soles of his boots. There was plenty to find, but what mattered most was not the hidden knife and the hidden little two-barrel pistol, but the wallets. One was a good pigskin and rested in the inside coat pocket, but the others were simply a tissue of oiled silk inside the top of each boot.

In the first wallet there was intact exactly the forty thousand dollars which Lorens had been paid on this day. In the two silk swathings, there was almost thirty-two thousand more. Holman counted out that considerable fortune in greenbacks of large denominations.

In the meantime, Lorens was saying to Silver: What a cursed fool I was! Tonight I argued on your side of the fence, too. But Ill tell you, Juan — Ill find a way to come back to you. How youll pray to die — how youll beg for hell itself when my hands get to work on you, one day!

You hear him, Juan? said David Holman, in very poor Mexican dialect. He means poison. Youve given me a life thats not worth a rap, but Im thanking you for it. Thats all I can do — thank you. But the lady will try to choke you with a flood of money. Tell us, in the first place, what we can do with this fellow Lorens?

Señor, said Silver softly, what do we do when we find a snake?

Kill him? Kill him out of hand? asked Holman. You mean that, Juan?

He stepped back a little, not horrified, but looking at Silver with a sort of pitying curiosity.

Listen to me, señor, said Silver. If you try to take him with you, he will escape. If you set him free, no matter what he promises, hell have the hunters on your trail very soon. I shall not murder him. Let him have back his revolver. We shall both put our guns away, and then it will be fair and even at the start!

Good! said Lorens, with a sudden cry of relief. Ill do that, Holman! Ill take my free chance with him, first, and with you, afterward!

Holman shook his head. He lifted a finger at Juan.

Tie his hands, said Holman. Then well try to think the thing out.

Silver obediently bound the hands of Lorens. He could hardly believe the work that his fingers were doing.

He had found the trail of this adventure when he came out from the upper mountains into view of the plains. He had encountered poor Ned Kenyon and followed him into a maze of strangeness. He had outfronted Buck; he had seen Buck murdered on the verge of speaking the name which began with Nel— And he had become the Mexican servant of One-eyed Harry Bench, and then of Lorens, only to swing over to the aid of an outlaw with a price on his head!

Im wrong to keep him alive, perhaps, explained Holman to Silver, because I know that hes no great gift to the world. But at the same time, we cant have people killed like that, Juan.

The girl came up close to Lorens.

Why did you do it? she pleaded. I would have given you money. I would have given you anything you asked for. I trusted you. Dont you see, you were only harming yourself? Why did you do it?

Lorens bared his teeth as he looked at her.

Partly, he said insolently, because I felt like doing it that way — because I wanted to make a fool out of you — because I intended to suck the blood out of your fortune and leave only a shell of it. And partly I did it because I hated the sight of your face, and the yammering about Holman. Is that enough reason for you?

He was magnificent as is a fearless beast that is ready to fight to the last, and Silver dimly admired him for the savage that was in him. It was only strange, in the light of this wonderful courage, that the fellow had run away from him that day in the ravine, after firing the first shot. But perhaps that could be explained. There was no money, after all, in the murder of a stray rider, and why should such a man as the great Lorens needlessly leave dead men in his trail, so that the law could find them afterward?

Well have to talk things over, said Holman to the girl. Come outside with me, and well make a decision. You, Juan — are you intending to help us?

And you shall have as much money— cried the girl.

Hush! said Holman, lifting his hand. Theres something else. Hes not doing this all for money.

No, said Silver. If they catch me with money, theyll soon know that Juan is a rascal. Let me be a poor man, señor, and when I leave you, give me only what you please. There is no spending of money when a man is buried, señor. And cold tortillas and stale beans are better to eat than lead; neither is it easy to swallow with a rope tight around the neck. Señor, they want you, and they have put a price on you. Señor, they want poor Juan, also. There are people who would pay a price for him, too. So I shall serve you, if you please. I only wish to run back into the town. In half an hour — in an hour, I come again.

Very well, said Holman. Trot along.

Lorens began to sneer.

You see him now. When you see him again, he will have the head hunters along with him! Bah! When was there a greaser who could keep his tongue still?

Holman merely said: You can make a noise, Lorens, but you cant make a sound that any one of us wants to hear. Go on, Juan. Ill trust you. Id rather be dead than give up the hope that theres an honest man somewhere in the world!

That was what rang in the brain of Silver, as he raced down the valley toward the town again. The hope to find an honest man! It could hardly be mere hypocrisy. And was it true, therefore, that David Holman had been falsely accused, falsely sentenced?


CHAPTER XVII

[image: img30.jpg]

IT SEEMED TO Silver that he was in a labyrinth. Now and then he found or thought he found a glimmer of light, but whatever passage he took, led him eventually deeper into profound darkness. But he had the sense of one verity which measured with the simple honesty and gentleness of poor Ned Kenyon — and that was the passion that existed between Holman and the girl.

Silver ran straight on through the town. The dawn was commencing, and the edges of the river were streaked with fire. For this one hour in the day, work on the bridge almost seemed to have ceased. On through the silence of the town, and down the valley he went at full speed.

But when he was still at a distance from the lean-to, he saw the huge bulk of One-eyed Harry in front of the shack, and the smoke of the fire he had kindled rolling slowly off on the wind.

Silver leaned against the shack, panting out words.

Harry, whats your limit? Are you ready for anything?

What are you up to? asked Harry Bench, the beard puckering all over his face as he pressed his lips hard together.

Taking an outlaw and his woman where the headhunters wont find him.

Harry Bench grunted. Thats a mean job, he said. Its been tried, and it dont often work.

This time it has to work, said Silver.

What do you get out of it?

I get a barrel of fun out of it, said Silver grimly, and a chance to put my claws into one or two people who need trouble. You get any sort of pay that you want.

Well, said One-eyed Harry, considering. Ive worked a lot for a dollar and a half a day, and theres been times when Ive got two and a half a day, for a short job that was a hard one. But for a layout like this, Id want double that. Theyd have to come across with five dollars a day to me, brother!

He shook his head to emphasize his demand.

Ten dollars, call it, suggested Silver, smiling.

Ten dollars? said Harry Bench, his eyes gleaming. Then he shook his head again, but this time in denial. Its too much. There aint any man thats worth that much for the work he does with his hands. Five dollars a day does for me. No more, and no less. I aint a hog, Silver!

Saddle up, then, said Silver. Fix my outfit on Parade. Get everything together, and the pack saddle on Parade, and throw some dust on him to tame his color a little. Im going to sleep a half hour, if it takes you that long.

He lay down on his back, closed his eyes, relaxed his body, his limbs. There was a nervous twitching of his right hand which presently stilled in turn, and as it ceased, Silver was asleep. Through the noise made by the heavy stride of Bench, through the squeaking of saddle leather, he slept on, until Bench called his name.

Then they went up the valley together, as Bench protested.

It aint right to start a long march on an empty stomach, partner!

You can live on your fat, for a few days, answered Silver. Were not apt to have much time for cooking of fodder, or for the eating of it, either!

All right, said One-eyed Harry. A gent cant expect to travel Pullman when hes collecting five bucks a day. Lead on, son!

One-eyed Harry put his horse to a trot. Silver rode the mule with his own saddle on it, and Parade followed on a lead. That was how they got into Kirby Crossing just as the town wakened in earnest and the stores were opened. In the distance they could hear the shouting of voices, and the beating of hammers where the bridge was building.

Go into the grocery store, said Silver. Well need more bacon and general grubstakes for four people. Were going to hit for the tall timber, and we wont be stopping to do any shopping on the way. Pick up what you want, Harry. Ill wait out here and hold the nags.

He sat down on his heels as Harry disappeared, made a cornucopia-shaped cigarette, and smoked with his back against a post of the hitch-rack, and his eyes half closed. As a matter of fact, he was half asleep when a voice said:

Arizona, are you goin to forget your old friends?

He turned his head, suddenly, and found Ned Kenyon standing behind him, smiling a twisted smile.

Silver rose quickly to his feet.

How did you spot me? Who told you that Id be in this sort of get-up? asked Silver scanning the street up and down.

Nobody told me, said Kenyon. But there was a kind of look about this here stallion. Four legs like those aint put under every horse in the world, you know. And every man aint got a pair of shoulders like yours, Arizona. Not shaking hands?

Do you shake hands with every greaser that you meet? asked Silver.

The twisted smile of Kenyon appeared again. He was so worn about the eyes, his face was so sallow, that he looked as though he had barely dragged himself out of a sick bed.

All right, said Kenyon. No offense, Arizona. Shall I go along?

Wait a minute, answered Silver. What brought you up here to Kirby Crossing?

Theres a man by the name of Nellihan that Im goin to meet in a few minutes, said Kenyon. He got in touch with me. I guess hes not much of a man, partner, but he has an idea about me making some trouble for Edith.

The eyes of Silver narrowed.

Of course, went on the slow, weary voice of Kenyon, I dont intend to do that. But I was thinking that through Nellihan, maybe, Id be able to see her again. I managed to rake up five hundred dollars. I borrowed it here and there, and sold a coupla old saddles. And if Nellihan knows where she is, maybe for five hundred dollars hed be willing to take me to her.

Why do you want to see her again, Ned? asked Silver, setting his teeth hard as pity for his friend mastered him.

Kenyon looked far off across the roofs of the houses. He pushed his hat back and scratched his head.

Well, its like this, he said. If I could kind of tell her that there aint any hard feelings on my part, and that Im willing to go and get the divorce, if she wants me to, or keep on being married, if she wants me to, it would sort of ease me, a good bit. And moren that, to tell you the truth, theres been some minutes — since that day — that Ive sort of wished that I could see her. Just only that. To see her and not say anything, that would be better for me than venison steaks and church music, Jim!

Silver swallowed hard.

Nellihan, he said. Where are you to meet him?

Right over there, in that little shack down the street — the one thats got white paint on the front of it and no paint on the rest of it.

Are you going there now?

Im going there as soon as youre through talking to me.

Listen to me, Ned. Nellihan is a bad hombre.

He has to be, answered Kenyon, or he wouldnt want to make trouble for Edith.

You dont need to talk to him, if you want to see her. I can take you to her.

You?

Yes, said Silver. He waited for the flush to finish burning the face of Kenyon, and when the pallor had come over it again, as quickly, he said: But I wonder if its the right thing for you to do, Ned?

Maybe it aint, agreed Kenyon gently. I been thinking sort of selfish about it. But maybe it aint the right thing to do. You know better, Jim. If you think that it would hurt her to see me, I wouldnt go.

He waited, tense with anxiety, for the judgment. He was only a child, thought Silver, but never in the world had a more honest child existed.

If you want to see her, you shall, said Silver suddenly. Ill take you out there to meet her. But Id like to lay an eye on Mr. Nellihan, first.

He said it in such a way that Kenyon started.

What do you mean? he asked. You want me to take you over to him?

I want you to go over there and start talking to him, said Silver. Because theres a chance that he knows the look of me, and if he does, hes likely to out with a gun and pepper me. I want you to go in and take his eye, and then Ill try to step inside and have a few words with him. Will you do that?

Does it mean guns? asked Kenyon with a sigh. I aint any hero, Arizona. I aint like you. I got nerves, and bad ones!

I dont know what itll mean, said Silver. I want to talk to him. You understand? I have something to say to him. Thats all. He may start a fight. If he does, Ill have to try to finish it.

Kenyon bit his lip, then nodded.

Ill go in first, then, said he. You come when youre ready. So long, Arizona.

He went down the street with his long strides.

A moment later, big One-eyed Harry came out, singing from the bottom of his deep throat.

Load up the stuff, commanded Silver abruptly. Get the horses ready. And take them down the street, slowly, mind you. Dont go any farther than that white house, down there. When you get near that, find something to do about the saddle — a girth or something to fool with until you hear from me. Is that clear?

Clear as a bell, said Harry Bench. What new kind of devilry is up now?

Its all a part of one pattern that I dont quite understand, but its almost clear, now, said Silver. Do what I say. Be ready to chuck the mule loose, because we may have to start moving faster than a mule gallop.

By this time, the tall form of Kenyon had disappeared through the front door of the white-faced shack, and therefore Silver followed on at once. When he came to the steps that led up to the diminutive veranda, he was glad of the soft-soled sandals he wore. They carried him noiselessly to the door, and as he reached it, he could hear the voices inside.

The penetrating and disagreeable tone of Nellihan was saying: Business is business, Mr. Kenyon. But to go back to the beginning, youve endured a terrible wrong. That wrong ought to be righted. A fraud has been practiced on you. A terrible fraud. That marriage should not lead to a divorce. It ought to lead to an annulment. As though it never had been. It was a piece of trickery on the part of that girl. And she should be made to suffer for it. Any man with a right sense of his own dignity would be sure to see that she suffered for what shes done.

The gentle voice of Kenyon answered, drawling: I suppose that a lot of people would agree with what you have to say, Mr. Nellihan. But I dunno that I can see it that way. It aint the money that—

Money! said Nellihan his voice suddenly lowering. Money? Do you know what Im speaking about when I say money? Have you any idea of what you intend to throw out the window?

Not any clear idea, answered Kenyon.

Then listen to me — and I know what Im talking about. Its my business to know — and I know! Its a matter of between eight and ten million dollars!

Kenyon gasped very audibly; even Silver was shocked by the amount of the fortune.

Im putting my cards on the table, Mr. Kenyon, said Nellihan, I have to say to you that I was made the victim of a crooked will, a piece of fraud engineered by that same girl, and I want you to know that if I can prove that her marriage was an act of fraud, I can have the estate sealed up, make her repay the money shes stolen from the bank, and have two chances out of three to have myself declared the full or the half heir of the whole business. There are my cards, sir. Now what do you think of em?

His hand slapped the table, evidently, at this point.

Well, partner, said Kenyon, I dunno what I think. I only know what I feel when you tell me that youre goin to accuse her of anything and try to prove it by something that I say or do. And I can tell you, man to man, with all the cards face up on the table, that youre an infernal rascal, and that Ill have nothing to do with you!

You fool! gasped Nellihan.

And that was the moment when Silver pushed the door open and stepped inside.


CHAPTER XVIII
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THE GUN OF Silver appeared before his body, so the swift hand of Nellihan fluttered, but failed to complete its gesture. He stood in a rather ridiculous, namby-pamby attitude, as though he had been trying to shake mud off his fingers.

Excuse me, señor, if you please, said Silver.

Back up into the corner, Kenyon! breathed Nellihan. If weve got him between two angles, well make him jump! The greaser!

Kenyon turned quietly to Silver.

Shall I stay here? he asked.

Stand back here near the door, answered Silver, and wait till I need you.

He kept his speech in Spanish, but Nellihan cried out in the same language:

Is this a plot between the pair of you? Kenyon, are you a crook, after all? Here — you — what do you want?

Silver looked at him with a curious penetration. He was seeing Nellihan clearly for the first time, and he thought the mans face was the most detestable he had ever seen. There was something about the entire makeup of Nellihan that was revolting — a sort of cross between the bird and the beast. He had a long, gaunt pair of legs with a pair of great feet on the end of them. He had a hunched back which forced his shoulders forward and kept his head thrust forward at a sharp angle. But no bodily deformity matched his face — a sickly yellow-gray.

The colour was not all. The features could be called handsome, in a way, and a smiling way, at that, but there was a birdlike intensity of brightness about the eyes that turned the blood of Silver cold. The man was something more and something less than human. And if this were the antagonist of Edith Alton, Silver could pity her. It was no wonder that she had been driven to the wall.

What do you want? Nellihan was repeating.

Señor, said Silver, One night not long ago you killed, in a saloon in Mustang a man named Buck.

You say I killed him, said Nellihan. Is there any reason on earth why I should have done it?

Yes, said Silver. The señor hired Buck to murder Señor Kenyon here. And when Buck was about to confess that he was hired, and who had bought him, the señor fired a bullet out of the darkness. He stood safe in the night, and killed this man. But Buck lived to write on the floor!

He wrote three letters on the floor, and because theyre the first three letters of my name, dyou think that thats a proof against me? asked Nellihan. What would the law say to that? He might have been starting to write Nelson or Nelly, or I dont know what!

There are not very many names that begin with those letters, said Silver.

You poor fool, exclaimed Nellihan, you think that youll get reward money if you take me back to Mustang and lay the charge against me? Why, the whole town would laugh. Theres no motive that could be charged to me!

No? said Silver. There was first the motive of hiring Buck — to prevent the marriage of the señorita with Señor Kenyon — and then the killing of Buck to close his mouth.

Nellihan leaned over and gripped the edge of the table with both hands.

Thats the case youll talk up, my Mexican friend, is it? said he. You might raise a mob — thats all you could do against me. You never would have a grip on the law. The law would laugh at you. The sheriff would refuse to make the arrest.

A change came over Silver. He stood straighter. The mop of black hair fell back from his eyes, and let the sheen of them strike into the very soul of Nellihan.

The thing is outside of the law, señor, he said. But, I, also, am outside of the law. I am going to put up my revolver. I know you carry one. If you can murder in the dark, perhaps you can fight in the light. Now, señor!

Silver flashed his Colt back inside the looseness of his shirt, beneath the pit of the left arm.

But the fear that had been turning Nellihan to stone now was relieved, and the life gradually came back into his eyes. It had seemed to Kenyon, looking on at this strange scene, that the man had been taken into the hand of Silvers greater mind and greater emotion, and crushed. But now he recovered a little, rapidly.

I see what you are, said Nellihan. No more a peon than your eyes are black. No more a thug than a saint is. Youre one of these romantic fools, are you? Well, I wont make a move to get my gun!

If you dont— began Silver, and suddenly paused.

What could he do? There was nothing he wanted more than to rid the world of this poisonous monster. But he could not shoot down a man who refused to fight.

I wont, said Nellihan, shaking his head, smiling and sneering. Some other day — perhaps. Perhaps when Im myself. But Ive had a small shock, and Im upset. Another day, when Im myself, I might have the pleasure of putting a bullet through you — whoever you are behind your skin! But not now. I wont lift a hand — and you wont do murder!

Silver stared hard. If ever there had been a temptation toward murder, it was working now in his blood. His breath left him, in the passion of his anger and his disgust, and it would have been hard to tell what his next act might have been, when a footfall sounded on the steps of the little house, and the door was flung open by — Lorens!

The gun of Silver flashed toward him instantly, and seeing the full picture of Kenyon, Nellihan, and Silver gathered together, Lorens slammed the door again and bounded back down the steps, with a yell.

That yell went ringing through the air: Help! Help! Guns this way!

Silver rammed the muzzle of his Colt under the chin of Nellihan, and with a swift hand snatched away his two guns.

And he was saying as he fanned Nellihan: Therell be another meeting, Nellihan.

In which Ill send you to the devil! said Nellihan.

He was perfectly calm about it. If there was no shame in the man, the lack of it was an added strength for him, it appeared.

Get your horse! called Silver to Kenyon. Get your horse and ride like the devil after me. Keep the spur in its side!

Then he leaped for the door and out into the street, in time to see Lorens darting into the hotel, still shouting.

The long legs of Kenyon bore him rapidly across the street, diagonally backward. Silver himself reached Parade, and as big Harry Bench mounted his own mustang, throwing the mule adrift, Silver flung himself on top of the pack.

He was working with both hands, as the great horse sprang away, and finally managing to reach down with his hunting knife, he cut the last strap that bound the pack and the saddle to the stallion.

The whole contraption fell crashing into the street, and left Silver on the smooth, rounded, powerful back of Parade.

Looking back, he saw Kenyon streaking a horse after him, with Harry Bench already midway between the two. Still farther back, there was a rout of men tumbling out of the hotel, and mounting their horses.

Silver thundered: Harry, keep coming, Im leaving you, but Ill meet you again in five minutes up the road!

And he left them — yes, as though they were standing still, for at his call, Parade went away on wings. The green trees blurred together in walls on either side of the road, so great was his speed. It seemed hardly an instant before Silver found himself nearing the shack where Lorens had lived, and as he did so, he saw David Holman ride out on the grey horse into the trail.

Silver waved his arm frantically, as a signal for haste.

The girl! The girl! Both of you start on the run! he yelled.

Holman twisted that cow pony around as though he were an old hand on a cattle ranch, and as Silver checked the stallion opposite the shack, he saw Edith Alton swinging up onto the roan mustang. Then, in one well-formed sweep, the five riders broke away on the trail together.

Silver lingered near the front only long enough to call to Holman to learn how Lorens had escaped, and he was told that the man had been left securely tied, while Holman walked out with the girl for a few minutes. When he returned, just now, he found Lorens gone, and fearing that danger would come, he had saddled both horses and started to ride back a little down the trail to see that all was well.

The story was simple enough. The damage that was done by the fact that might be the end of them all, and Silver knew it.

He reined back beside the girl. She gave him a sidelong look of agony out of her pinched face. Her look said to him clearly: Youre Arizona Jim! Youre the friend of Ned Kenyon, and youve brought him here like a curse on me!

He answered that look by crying out: Im here to help you. So is Kenyon. Were for you, and for Holman, Well see you through!

He fell back still farther, and waved cheerfully to One-eyed Harry Bench, who gave him a tremendous scowl and a shake of the head, as though knowing that his weight would wear out any horse, in a long chase.

Still farther back, along the single file, Silver ranged up beside the white face and the shadowy, sunken eyes of Kenyon. That was what the sight of the girl had done to him.

But Silver shouted at him, almost savagely: Go up into the lead! You know all of this country like a book. Go up and lay a trail for us that will shake off the men from Kirby Crossing! Go on up to the lead, Ned, if youre half a man!


CHAPTER XIX
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THERE WERE MANY doubts in the mind of Silver, as he fell back to the place of rear guard on that procession, with the dust raised by the others whipping into his face.

With Parade beneath him, he could sweep away from all danger, easily; and the girl and Holman were well mounted, also. But the weight of Harry Bench was a ponderous load for a horse to bear, and Kenyon was a clumsy rider, and his mustang not very fast of foot. The speed of the party would have to be the speed of the slowest member in it, unless he could devise a way to split the group into sections.

What the men from Kirby Crossing wanted, of course, was David Holman, and the price that was on his head. If Bench and Kenyon, being the worst mounted of the group, could be shunted aside, it was not likely that any of the men of Kirby Crossing would tail after them. But now they left the trees and entered a great ravine where there was not even a bush or a rock to make a hiding place, and no canyons opened on either side. Perhaps a glacier, in the dead ages, had plowed out this enormous trench. At any rate, it seemed to Silver that Kenyon was leading the party into a hopeless trap, for the pursuers were rushing out from the trees in turn, and racing up the gorge.

He looked back, and gauged them. There were a full score of head hunters who had answered the call of Lorens and joined in the chase. Except for Lorens himself, five thousand dollars, even if divided into twenty parts, would give a handsome sum to each of those fellows. And if Lorens despised a cash reward as small as this, he would be gratified by revenge.

They made a formidable couple, hunting together — Lorens and Nellihan. And behind them, no doubt, was a hardy assortment of fighting men. Silver, scanning them, thought that every one of the lot rode like a vetran horseman.

He ranged Parade forward to the side of Kenyon, who galloped in the lead.

Theyre gaining on us, Ned! he said. Some of em are eating up the ground. Weve got to get into cover or broken ground before long, or theyll scoop us up.

Kenyon pointed ahead.

You cant see it yet, he said, but half a mile ahead theres a ravine opening on the right. It twists back into the mountains, and its filled with cover. Three men could hold off three hundred Injuns in that ravine.

Silver pulled back to the rear again. David Holman joined him.

Go back to the girl! Silver commanded him. I dont need you.

Youve turned from Mexican into white, Juan, have you? said Holman. She tells me that shes recognized you at last — that youre Arizona Jim — that youre the friend of — of her husband!

His face twisted as he said that.

Whatever I am, and whatever Kenyon is, said Silver, were in here to help you. You get back beside the girl.

While you stay back and catch the bullets that fly? asked Holman.

He smiled a little then, then eased the Winchester that slanted in a saddle holster under his right leg.

Ill stay back here with you, said Holman calmly.

Silver protested no longer. Those men from the town of Kirby Crossing were gaining too rapidly, and the mustang that carried the bulk of One-eyed Harry was beginning to labor and grow unsteady of foot. Loud yells came from the pursuit. Each man rode as if for a prize. And the cold sweat beaded the forehead of Silver as he heard the whoopings.

But there, on the right, opened the mouth of a narrow canyon. It looked not so much water-worn, as simply a crack in the rocks. Kenyon led the way into it, and from behind, Silver heard a redoubled shouting that seemed to be of triumph. He looked back. He saw waving hats and hands, and one of the punchers shooting a stream of bullets into the air.

That was the way men acted when they rejoiced, but why should they be triumphant now?

For the entrance to the ravine seemed to Silver to promise them an ideal retreat. The little canyon wound crookedly back into the highlands, and the floor was covered with shrubs and with rocks that had fallen from the walls. But as they turned the first elbow bend, a shout of woe went up from Kenyon.

Silver saw the trouble at a glance, and an explanation of the exultation of the men of Kirby Crossing. For the lofty wall on one side of the valley had been shaken loose by an earthquake, perhaps, and now the gorge was choked almost to the top with a mighty confusion of broken rock, great stones that had broken square or jagged, and were heaped in ten-ton fragments.

Climb! Climb! Climb! yelled Silver.

He took the lead to show them how to do it. There would be no time to dismount and gradually maneuver the horses up the face of that dangerous pile. The men of Kirby Crossing would be at them in no time, and Silver flew Parade right at the mighty barrier.

Right and left, like a mountain goat, Parade sprang up three-and four-foot stages. His feet were slipping; his iron shoes were striking fire at every move, but yet he went on swiftly. Nothing but his seventeen hands could stretch from one footing to the next, perhaps. But up to the top he went, dislodging a great boulder near the crest of the barrier.

Silver, dismounting, shouted the order that would make the stallion lie flat on his side, safe from rifle fire. Silver himself turned, rifle in hand, and dropped to his knees, for his first purpose in riding up the wall had been to get into a position from which he could cover the climbing of the rest.

He saw the boulder that had been dislodged leap down an irregular step or two, then bound outward. It missed the head of Kenyon by a hairs breadth, and smashed to bits on the rocky floor of the ravine. Kenyon himself was struggling up among the rocks. He had given up trying to lead his horse, which had promptly balked. In fact, only one horse of the outfit was climbing, and that was the gray which Holman had been riding. The tough mustang seemed to be cat-footed as it followed, though far less swiftly, where Parade had showed the way with a rider on his back. Big Harry Bench was leading in the climb, close behind the mustang, and David Holman was a little below him, helping the girl.

That was the picture at the feet of Silver when the leaders of the posse came sweeping around the corner of the canyon wall. He hoped, in his heart, that Lorens and Nellihan would be among the first, for he wanted with all his heart to put lead into them. But they were not among the leaders, and Silver could not shoot point-blank at strange men, whose hands might be clean.

He could fan their faces with his bullets, however.

Lying flat, with his rifle on a rest, he pumped six shots in rapid succession among the riders, and every bullet made some one of them jump or duck as though it had actually whipped through his flesh.

They whirled their horses, yelling, swinging forward like Indians along the necks of their horses, to make themselves into smaller targets. In a moment they were out of view, at the same time that the grey mustang gained the crest of the rock pile. Silver caught the horse, threw the reins, and let it stand. Then he lay down once more to guard the climbing of his party.

Presently, guns began to clang. The men from Kirby Crossing had dismounted, and lying behind rocks, or standing behind the edge of the elbow turn in the canyon wall, they opened fire. Two or three bullets sang in the air over Silver. Others thudded against the boulders farther down.

He answered that fire. He had only an occasional glance at the sheen of steel gun barrels, but a howl of pain answered his third shot.

An instant later, it was echoed by a cry of agony from Edith Alton. Silver looked down, in horror. It was not the girl that had been struck, however, but David Holman, who lay helpless, wedged between two rocks.

Kenyon saw that from beneath, and struggled up to help the wounded man. Greater help came from above, however, for huge One-eyed Harry sprang down, caught up Holmans body as though it were a sack of bran, and bore it unaided over the top of the rocks.

There was only one reason why every one of the climbers was not shot down, and that was the rapid fire which Silver opened on every glint of steel. Not a single rifle was answering him when Kenyon helped the girl up the last step, and the whole party ran stumbling forward into safety.

Silver looked back. He could see a red stain spreading over the back of Holmans coat, as Bench carried him trussed across his shoulders. The bullet seemed to have gone right through the centre of Holmans body! He marked the place where it had entered; he marked the white agony in the face of the girl as she ran to her lover. Then he shouted his orders.

They were to strip Holman to the waist and examine the wound, and dress it as well as they could. While the girl and Kenyon did that, Bench would clamber onto the high ground on the adjoining side of the rock heap, and cut down two straight, light-bodied saplings for the making of a litter. He, Silver, would try to keep the enemy back while these preparations were made for carrying Holman with them in their retreat.

No one answered him by word of mouth. Each dumbly set about the execution of his appointed task while Silver turned back with a freshly loaded rifle and gave his attention to the ravine below.

The men of Kirby Crossing were not apt to try to charge forward from their angle of concealment. They were more likely to try to climb the wall of the gorge at their left, and so come out on a level with their quarry. They would not be in very great haste however. For they knew that Holman had been shot, and they would not be likely to imagine that the other three men would attempt to take the desperately wounded man along with them in the retreat. No, Holman was their prize, and Holman they would soon have!

Silver could not help agreeing with that thought. Hope had dwindled in him to vanishing point, as he glanced back from his scanning of the valley and watched the girl and Kenyon at work. It was a strange sight to see the three together, the girl and the man she had wronged working with a single devotion to save her lover.

They had stripped Holman to the waist. He was still senseless. And now they were bandaging him with strips torn from shirts and the underskirt of the girl. Kenyon was lifting the body, and the girl was passing the long strips around it. She had made a pad over the wound where the bullet entered that body, and another over the more gaping mouth whereby it had torn its way out.

Were they bandaging a man already dead, or breathing his last?

Silver looked back toward the ravine again, when he heard the voice of Holman say distinctly:

The rest of you go on. Arizona — and the rest of you. Youll get long terms if youre caught helping an outlawed man to escape. And Im not worth it. The lifes running out of me. In another hour it wont matter whether youve stood by me to the finish or not! Arizona, take charge — make the rest of em march on!


CHAPTER XX
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SOMETIMES TO A lucky father there comes a moment when his son reveals by some word or some act the promise of a mind and a soul worthy of taking its place among the good and the strong men of the world. And in that moment all the pain of labor that has been spent, the anxiety, the fear, the groaning time of disappointment, are repaid, and a calm happiness comes over him.

So it was with Silver when he heard Holman speak. Much had been ventured for this fellow. Not only Silvers safety, but Bench and poor Ned Kenyon were endangered exactly as the wounded man had pointed out. But that danger mattered nothing now, because the words of Holman proved that he was worth all that could be done for him.

He heard Kenyon saying: There aint any use talking. Arizona wont leave you. And I wont leave you. And I reckon that Harry Bench wont chuck you over, neither. Here he comes now!

Bench had duly brought back the stripped sapling poles that Silver demanded. The ends of them were tied to the saddle of Parade and of the gray horse. Across the centre of them a blanket was lashed to complete the litter, and Silver helped lift the wounded man into it.

He made one final protest.

Waste is a bad thing, Arizona, said he. Why do you waste yourself and all the rest, Arizona? The life is running out of me. Its no good fighting when the fights lost beforehand!

He even turned to the girl, saying: Tell them, Edith. Tell them that theyve done enough already. If they try to go on with me, theyll simply be scooped in by Lorens and the rest. Im what those fellows are after. Theyll leave the trail if they get me!

The girl said nothing. She kept her green eyes fixed upon the face of Holman and suffered silently.

If youve got breath enough to chatter like this, youve got breath enough to live for a while, said Silver. Harry, you cant lead Parade. Hed try to eat you. Ill have to take him along. Ned will see the gray doesnt pull back. Edith, you walk beside Holman. Harry, youre the rear guard. Watch yourself, because those fellows are going to be after us on horses before long!

It was the logical danger. After the men of Kirby Crossing gained the high ground to which Silvers party was now passing, the pursuers would be sure to get at least some of their horses over the rocky barrier, and so be able to rush the fugitives.

There was one good feature. The whole of the upland was covered with boulders, with big brush, and with copses of pine; and if they could make a few trail problems, they might keep away from the pursuit until darkness gave them a real chance to slip away.

Behind them they heard not a sound as they began to climb the side of a mountain, and when they were well up, Silver looked back and halted Parade for an instant. They were among big pines, but through the trunks they had distant glimpses of the scene below, where the entire posse was at work bringing up unwilling horses to the top of the barrier. Already eleven horses were up. Two more came to the top, and instantly these were mounted, and the diminished posse rushed off in pursuit.

Ned, called Silver, theyll be on our heels in twenty minutes. Is there any way out for us?

Theres no way except one that a horse cant walk! said Kenyon. Theres nothing but the old rope bridge across Whistling Canyon. If the ropes aint rotted away!

No way except one that a horse could not take? It meant leaving the gray behind, then; above all, it meant that Parade would be lost. Silver, jerking his head suddenly back, looked up at the sky and groaned.

Youve done a grand piece of work and youve made a good try, called the voice of David Holman. But its no use. Put me down here, Arizona. Heaven bless you for what youve done, but drop me here and go on to clear your own heels before the fire gets at them!

Silver answered harshly: Save your breath, Holman. You may be needing it before the night! Ned, which way to the bridge?

Kenyon called the directions. Silver led the way, and they went slowly around the side of the mountain — slower, it seemed, than the crawling of a snail — while behind them horses were galloping on their trail! But now they came out on the side of Whistling Canyon and saw the bridge. It was a thing to take the breath, a fifty-foot stretch of ropes sagging across a gulch a hundred yards deep. And those ropes not only looked small, but they were whitened by long weathering.

The floor of the bridge was a mere cross-lashing of small ropes, stiffened by sapling poles to give a steadier footing. There was a guide rope stretched three feet above the frail bridge, and the whole supple structure was swaying in the wind that had given the canyon its name.

Silver set his teeth and looked across the span. Then he stepped on the edge of the bridge and strained on the ropes with all his might. They gave very little as he pulled up the slack. But though their strength might sustain his single weight, how would it support two men in the centre with the burden of Holman borne between them?

He dared not risk that. Two at a time would be the greatest weight that he dared to put on the ropes, he felt.

Quickly the litter was unfastened from the stirrups, and, lifting Holman to a sitting posture, Silver said to him: Hang your arms over my shoulders. Im going to carry you.

No! cried the girl. You cant balance yourself with Dave on your back. Youll both—

Silver raised his hand.

Holman said gravely: You know what youre doing. Im only a fool if I try to stop you. But Heaven help you, Arizona, when you get out there in the center, if the wind starts the bridge pitching!

Silver grunted. The fear of the thing was already a cold stone in his stomach.

Go first, Ned, he commanded Kenyon. Sneak across and try it out for us. If it holds one man, well chance it with two.

Kenyon, yellow-green with terror, cast one glance at the girl, winced back a step, and then marched straight out onto the ropes! Silver watched him, amazed at the nerve power that the poor fellow had managed to rouse in the time of need. Right out across the bridge went Kenyon, with stealthy, short steps, one hand gripping the guide rope. He reached the center. His weight there, fighting against the pressure of the wind, made the whole bridge shudder violently. But still he went on, perhaps for no other reason than because to pass on was easier than to turn back!

And now he had leaped the last yard or so and lay face down, safe on the farther side.

Big Harry Bench came grunting up, exclaiming: Theyre milling around down there on the side of the mountain, but theyll find the trail again in a minute. What the devil is this here? I been told I was goin to die by the rope, but I never seen this kind of a picture of my finish! Here, Silver! Ill pack him over! I can do it more easy than you!

Pack yourself over — and shut up, said Silver, and rose with the feeble arms of Holman hanging over his neck. He gripped those arms with one hand. The other he placed on the guide rope, and the last he saw before he stepped onto the peril of the bridge was the girl on her knees, her face buried in her hands, unable to look on.

No, there was one thing more he saw, and that was the beautiful head of Parade thrusting close to his face with pricking ears, and eyes filled with mild inquiry. He tried to speak, but no words came to Silver. It was the end of the horse for him, no doubt. Those men of Kirby Crossing would pick up the great horse as their rightful prize. And they would soon learn that it was a prize worth more than the blood money they could collect on poor David Holman.

He stepped straight past Parade and started out onto the bridge.

Step by step he went on, his teeth hard-set. And at his ear he heard the gasping breath of Holman, for, of course, the man was enduring the most frightful agony.

Silver tried to keep his glance only on the floor of the bridge, but that floor was hardly two and a half feet wide, and again and again his eyes slipped over the side and reached the bottom of the ravine, where the waters of Whistling Creek were churning themselves white and sending up an ominous voice into the shrillness of the wind. He saw a blasted pine, a naked trunk at the edge of the water, and it looked hardly larger than a walking stick.

One false step — 

And he could not trust to the guide rope except for the most treacherous bit of aid in steadying himself. He had to keep his balance almost entirely by his feet alone. It was hard enough at the side; it was a desperate business in the center, for the wind came in gusts and struck the ropes hammer blows.

But the center had been passed, and now his courage and his hope revived together. He was moving forward more rapidly when suddenly the body he carried slumped down, the full weight jerking on his shoulders as the knees that had gripped his hips lost their hold.

He staggered. For one instant he swayed far to the right. The hands which clutched the arms of Holman shuddered and almost relaxed their grip. It seemed that they were already falling, the two of them together — and then the wind knocked at the bridge and seemed to put it again under the feet of Silver.

He walked on. The feet of the senseless man he carried were dragging behind him. But there was Ned Kenyon waiting for him, holding out both hands, shouting with a white, distorted mouth, words of encouragement. So he made the last steps and stretched his burden safely on the ground.

A dead man? No, the lips of Holman were moving, though they made no sound. Neither had there been a fresh hemorrhage. And Silver began to breath out loud groans of relief.

Look at her! he heard Kenyon saying. Theres no fear in her except for him. Theres no care in her except about him, Jim! Look!

She was already halfway across the bridge, moving more rapidly than any one who had passed before her. She seemed almost to run up the last bit of the way, and now she was dropping to her knees beside Holman.

Silver merely said: Hes living, and hes going to keep on living. Ive forgotten the litter. No, theres Harry Bench bringing it. Ned, theres a man with a heart as big as his body!

For Harry Bench, with the long poles of the litter balanced on his shoulder, was now coming steadily, smoothly across the bridge, and in a moment he was with them.

Get him on the litter, commanded Silver. Quick, Harry — take his shoulders — there we have him. Ned, cut the ropes at this end, and well leave a jump that the Kirby boys cant take!

Send him back! shouted Kenyon. Look, Jim! Hes trying to cross the bridge to join you!

Silver, whirling about, saw that the great stallion had actually started out on the bridge, and was already a little distance from the farther side. Crouching low, his head thrust far out and down, the golden horse was stealing like a cat across the bridge. And he could not be sent back; he was already committed to the crossing.


CHAPTER XXI
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A STUPOR CAME over Silver as he watched. Love drew the great horse to him, he knew. But that crossing could not be made. Even if the ropes could endure the strain of that great body, Parade could not keep his balance against the battering strokes of the wind, whose force was increasing now. He had no hand to place on the guide rope and help him across the worst moments of the way.

He would fall, and the creek beneath would grind his glorious body to shreds. There would be one crimson flowing of the water, and there the end of Parade And Silver thought of the other days when he had made the great march behind the starving wild horse, and how they had journeyed up the burning valley, and drunk together from the same spring!

He had not conquered Parade. It had been simply that in the end they had given their trust to one another. And because of that trust, Parade was crossing the bridge, trembling, crouching with terror, feeling his way like a cat, but always with his ears pricked.

Silver heard the voice of Holman saying: His horse, Edith — hes giving his horse for me, too — and hed rather give up half his life than that!

Then the girl was suddenly at Silvers side, holding his arm with both hands, looking not at Parade, but at the master of the horse. She was saying:

Hes going to win across. God wont let him fall! God wont let him fall!

Silver heard her words out of a dream. She believed them, perhaps.

Parade was coming to the center of the bridge, while the ropes groaned loudly under his great weight, and the wind screeched like an angry fiend as it smote that frail structure. With every gust the huge body of Parade shuddered, and the whole bridge swayed.

If there were some way to hearten him; if there were something that could be done!

For Parade had stopped in the very center of the bridge, at last totally overcome by fear. The slight twist of his head to the side made Silver know that the horse had given up hope and was thinking of the way back. Thinking of that — and staggering and swaying, his balance going. And every hair of his golden hide was drenched now with nervous sweat.

And Silver?

He broke suddenly forth with a hoarse singing, an old song that has comforted many a night herd when it was bedded down on the trail, a song that Silver had sung more than once when he and Parade were marching through the cold and the wind of some winter evening:

Oh, Im riding down the river,
With my banjo on my knee;
Im riding down the river,
And no one else with me.
Strike up that banjo, strike her!
A song has gotta be.
Strike up that banjo, strike her!
That banjo talks to me.

As Silver worked into the song, his voice gained a ringing power and struck boldly across the canyon through the wind.

What meaning had it for Parade? Perhaps it meant for him as much as the touch of his masters hand on the reins, sending sure, calm messages from the brain of the man to the brain of the horse. For suddenly the stallion was no longer swaying, crouched till his belly almost touched the ropes. He was standing higher; he was moving forward with cautious steps; he was nearing the place where Silver stood with the agony in his eyes and the song on his lips. Now the outstretched hand of the master touched the head of Parade, and now the great horse stood shivering on safe ground!

The girl threw her arms around the wet neck of the stallion, but Silver merely laid his hand on the broad forehead of the horse and spoke words that had no meaning.

A moment later the knife of Kenyon had slashed the ropes, and the length of the bridge swished into the air and hung dangling from its moorings on the farther edge of the canyon.

After that Silver took up one end of the litter, and Harry Bench the other.

No one spoke. Something like fear was in their faces as they pressed forward among the rocks and the shrubbery, for they felt that they had been privileged to witness a miracle.

Hardly had the shrubbery closed behind them when they heard the beating of the hoofs of horses and the yells of angry men. The pursuit had reached the end of its tether for that day, at least!

They went on by slow stages to the end of the day, and so worked through the rough of the mountains to the projecting shoulder of a peak from which they could see foothills sloping down in diminishing waves to the plains beneath. In the sunset time they could see the faint golden sheen of the Tuckaway River, that wound through the level, and the windows of the town of Tuckaway itself glimmer like distant fire for a few moments before the sun went down.

It was necessary to rest at this point, for though the wounded man endured the pain of travel without a word, he would have to have sleep. It was certain, now, that the bullet had avoided injuring any vital organ; neither had there been any great loss of blood. He was simply weak from shock, and time would be needed for the healing of the wound.

It was the plan of Ned Kenyon, who knew the whole district perfectly, to leave the mountains before sunrise and trek out into the plains — chiefly because the pursuit would hardly expect such a move, and moreover because he knew of certain obscure shacks here and there where they could lie up with little danger of being discovered. As Kenyon put it: Well sit down right in front of their door, and theyll burn up their horseflesh combing the mountains for us.

The choice of that particular mountain shoulder was largely dictated by a lucky chance, for as they reached the ledge and put down the litter to take breath, a mountain sheep was seen far, far above them, looking out at the sunset. Silvers rifle clipped that prize through the head, and the sheep came pitching and rolling the great distance down to the flat, where the party waited.

Food was needed, and this was a prize. Kenyon and One-eyed Harry cut up the sheep rapidly while Silver arranged half a dozen small fires, which he fed with the wood of dead and dry brush. The changing half lights of this time of day would make it very difficult for an eye even close at hand to distinguish the misting breaths of smoke that rose from those small flames, each a mere handful of brightness. And presently there was mutton roasting on wooden spits at each of the fires.

They had not even salt; they had cold spring water instead of coffee; but ravenous hunger after the day of labor made them eat like wolves. And they were sheltered from observation for this one night, at least. Somewhere, perhaps not a mile away, the men of Kirby Crossing were bivouacking. Or had they turned back and given up the hunt? That was hardly likely — not with Nellihan and Lorens among their number to urge them on. But for this night it was almost impossible that they could close in on their quarry any farther. To-morrow the peril would recommence. This was an interlude of peace to be enjoyed to the full.

Holman was the amazing man to Silver. With every hour he seemed to be gaining in strength. He ate a share of the roasted meat, and afterward he smoked a cigarette which Silver made for him. He had been bedded down on a soft pile of pine boughs, and after his wound was washed and fresh pads placed over the bleeding places, and the bandages again drawn into place, he seemed to be suffering no great pain. The girl sat beside him silently. There seemed to be no sky, no earth, no day and no night for them; they looked only at one another.

Holman tried to express thanks to Silver. He was cut off abruptly.

If youve got any breath to waste, said Silver, use it to tell me that the yarn Ive heard about you is a lie. You didnt plan the robbing of the bank with em. What you told in the courtroom was the truth?

Silver had discarded his black wig. He had scrubbed away the dark stain on his skin. And now, through the glimmer of twilight, the girl and Holman could see the points of gray in his hair, like an incipient horn growing up above either temple. That suggestion gave him a touch of wildness, and his ragged clothes intensified the strangeness — that and the way the stallion always grazed near by, sometimes coming over to sniff at the master, sometimes lifting a lordly head to study every scent that blew toward them on the wind. It was patent that this man was at home in the wilderness, and that he asked for no better companionship than that of the stallion alone. He seemed to Holman, particularly, like a wild, migratory animal which for a moment was crouched among them, and would presently be gone, no man could tell whither.

What I told in the courtroom, said Holman, sounded like cock-and-bull, but it was the truth. Truth has a silly face a good many times.

Who was behind that pair of thugs, if you were not? asked Silver.

George Wayland. Buster Wayland.

Whos he?

He used to be vice president of the bank. Simonson was the president, and Wayland the vice president. Now Simonson is out, and Wayland is the whole thing. Hes the big boss.

You hadnt robbed the bank of a hundred thousand or so before the safe was opened that night?

How could I have been such a fool? asked Holman. I have money enough of my own. I was working in that bank to get experience. That was all. I wasnt gambling. I wasnt buying stocks on a margin. As a matter of fact, my salary was small, but I lived inside of it.

Who did rob the bank, then? asked Silver.

Wayland.

Are you sure?

Yes. I saw him do it.

When?

One night when they put guns at my head and made me go down to the bank. There were not just the two of them. Wayland was along.

If he wanted to rob the bank, why didnt he do it without you? asked Silver.

Simonson and I were the only ones who knew the combination that unlocked the safe.

And they picked on you instead of Simonson?

Simonson wouldnt be apt to rob his own bank. It was in good shape. And besides, Simonson would have fought back. They picked on me because they knew that I was yellow.

That doesnt wash, said Silver. Youre not yellow.

Perhaps not now. But I was then. And Wayland knew it. Hed bullied me in small things, and I had lain down. As a matter of fact, when they put guns to my head, I was so scared that I could hardly move. They had to carry me. When we got to the bank, my hands were shaking so that I could hardly work the combination. But I opened the door of the safe for em — and because of that, I deserved everything that happened to me afterward. Oh, I doubtless deserved even more.

No! whispered the girl.

Holman went on calmly: Wayland had a small interest in the bank, even though he was vice president. He wasnt much of a banker. And he saw his chance to make a stake for himself. Right there in the bank, they split the loot into three parts. Wayland took one part. The two yeggs took two parts. It was an equal division, except that Wayland took most of the hard cash and gave the others more of the securities. Then the yeggs went on with me. You can see how the scheme would work out. The bank robbed, the door of the safe opened, and with me gone from town, the whole suspicion would point at me. When I was taken, I might shoot my head off accusing Wayland, but he would simply laugh at me. He could depend on the crooks to keep me away for a day or two, he thought.

Well, matters went a little differently, but all the better for Wayland. The sheriff, happening by in the middle of the night, after Wayland had said good-by to the thugs and theyd started off with me, made things hard for them. Wayland got back home to his bed, but as he was turning in, the thugs were being run out of the town, and I was carried along by them. They were sticking to the promise theyd made to Wayland to the last. The posse came after us. Finally we got clear, and I saw that I was ruined unless I managed to do something.

I got desperate enough to forget some of my fear. The two yeggs despised me. They had reason to despise me, you see. And so I had a chance to get a gun from one of them. I knew a bit about shooting. And I had them by surprise. I nailed them both, and then tried to get away with the loot theyd taken. My idea was that if I could get back to Tuckaway with the money, it would be proof that Id been innocent. But when the sheriff and the posse hove in sight, I lost my head and tried to bolt again. I played the fool. They caught me. The money was on me, and when I tried to tell my story, I was laughed at.

Now see how the thing worked out for Buster Wayland. As soon as I was brought in, he swore that if I had robbed the bank that night, I had been probably robbing it before, and covering up the thefts in my books. They made an accounting and found the bank terribly short. Of course, that was because Wayland still had his share of the loot! When the bank was found short, a run on it started. Simonson had no ready cash. When the funds in the safe were used up, Wayland was in a position to hold a gun to Simonsons head.

Simonson had to see out his shares in the bank for next to nothing. And Wayland simply stepped in and filled the breach with part of the stolen money. It gave him the name of a hero and a public benefactor, too. He wound up owning the bank; hed established himself as an honest man and a strong one. The big ranchers and mine owners in the district, I understand, have been hauling their accounts out of other banks and depositing with the Wayland Bank in Tuckaway — because Wayland can now pose as the financial giant, the public-minded citizen, the man to whom honesty meant more than hard cash, the fellow who flung his private fortune into the breach and saved the widows and orphans. Simonson died of a broken heart. I was sentenced to die. And Wayland can loll back in his easy-chair and smoke some more of his fat cigars.

He ended without raising his voice. He had spoken rather as one who reads a story aloud than as one who tells it. It was almost pitch-dark, and out of the darkness came the voice of Silver, saying:

I have to be taking a trip to Tuckaway tonight!

Everyone protested, except One-eyed Harry. He said: I aint big enough to try to change his mind. Then how can the rest of you think that you got a chance?

Holman said: But I know the difficulties more than the rest of you. Arizona, let me tell you that Wayland keeps guards about him night and day. He knows how to win the faithful services of crooks, perhaps because hes such a crook himself. If it were Wayland himself — well, you might do something, though I dont see what!

I wont know till Im on the spot, said Silver. But Im going to Tuckaway. Tell me one thing more. When the posse reached the second of the yeggs you had shot up, he was alive; and as he died, he confirmed the yarn that Wayland was to tell later. Why didnt he tell the truth as he died?

Because he wanted to be sure that hed knotted the rope around my neck before he cashed in his chips. Id killed him; he wanted to be the death of me; and hed already gone over the story with Wayland in case of need.

Thats all logical, said Silver.

He went aside with One-eyed Harry and Kenyon, and said to them: Its about an hours ride from here to Tuckaway. That means two hours for going and coming back. Besides, I dont know how long Ill be in the place. It may be near to sunup before I arrive here again. Be on the watch. Lorens and Nellihan have brains in their heads, and they know how to use em. Theyre fighting men, too. And anything that a snake could do, theyll do. One of you had better keep on watch half the night, and one the other half. Ned, come and step away with me.

He led Kenyon aside and found his hand in the darkness.

Youre going through hell, said Silver, but youre going through it like a man. I know youll put up a fight if the pinch comes.

I dunno, said Kenyon. I aint much of a fighting man, but I hope Ill do my best. And it aint exactly hell that Im going through, Arizona. The fact is, its like bein in the middle of a sort of a sad dream, but not wanting to wake up from it.

Silver wrung his hand and went to the girl. She moved slowly beside him through the darkness.

Oh, have hope, said Silver. Theres luck with us, or we couldnt have lasted this long.

Weve had you from first to last, she answered. Youve saved us before, and I cannot help hoping, so long as youre in the fight!

Perhaps the whole thing is for the best, he said. Tell me one thing — were you very fond of Holman before he got into this trouble?

I was always fond of him, she answered. But he seemed a little weak and soft. He wasnt what hes grown to be. But when I heard what he was accused of, only one thing crashed into my mind — that hed fought two criminals and beaten them with their own weapons.

I almost knew it, said Silver. He never would have discovered himself if the big pinch had not come. And you would never have discovered him, either. Theres Nellihan, though? What about him? Is he as much of a snake as he seems?

The lowest creature in this world! said the girl. He was even able to put in my fathers mind some doubts about me — to make it seem best to my father that I should not come into the money till I was married. That was because Nellihan knew that I loved David Holman, that David was sentenced to death, that if he died, I would never marry anyone. Dont you see? And Nellihan was the next heir.

I understand, said Silver. And in a short time he would have found a way to put you out of your misery. I have to leave you. Holman is going to live. Dont doubt that. And trust everything to Bench and Kenyon. I know how you feel about Kenyon, but I dont know what else you could have done. You tried to do a small wrong in order to do a great right. But I suppose that sacrificing one man for another is never a good business. However, that thing will be straightened out. Kenyon will do whatever you want. Hell get a divorce in Nevada, I suppose. And afterward Ill find ways in which you and Holman can manage to repay him.

If you could do that! cried the girl.

Dont pity him too much, said Silver. Hes having his great chance to be a man just as Holman had his chance. Holman was remade. Kenyon is being remade, too. If he lives through it, hell be able to respect himself for the rest of his life. He was simply a good-natured, haphazard, ramshackle cow-puncher and stage driver before this.

And you? said the girl suddenly. What will you gain by all that youve done for Ned, for me, for David?

Im having the fun of it, said Silver with a faint laugh. And the rest of you are having the pain.

She did not try to answer him. He went back to Parade, saddled the horse, and rode him to the side of the wounded man.

Heads up, Holman? said he.

Clear up in the sky, said Holman. Arizona, Ive tried to persuade you not to go near that devil in his own roost in Tuckaway. I know that youre going, anyway. But I want to say this last thing: Everything will be harder than you expect to find it!

Thanks, said Silver. If you say that a thing is hard, I know that you mean it. But Ive got to go. Holman, adios! Well be together in a luckier time.

He turned Parade, and the stallion moved down the slope over the edge of the mountain shoulder. He went carefully, for the voice of his master was hushing him, and Parade glided through the brush like a hunting cat, making never a sound.


CHAPTER XXII
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THE HOUSE OF Buster Wayland had formerly been the house of the leading banker of the little town of Tuckaway. Simonson had taken an entire block, planted an evergreen hedge around the outside of it, and a grove of trees inside. Within the trees he had established a lawn, and within the lawn stood the house and the stables. The house itself was a frame dwelling, square, plain, and dignified, because Simonson had taste as good as it was simple.

Silver rode his horse right in through the big open gate, but turned aside from the driveway into a dark cloud of trees close to the lawn. There he dismounted and spent a few moments patting Parade and giving him those whispering injunctions which would make him stand fast until his masters whistle summoned him, or his masters voice.

In the meantime, Silver himself was taking breath, and clearing his wits, as it were, by deep breathing. He was still dressed, of course, in the ragged, stained white clothes which he had worn before. And therefore no eye could fall on him without suspicion. He would have to move invisible to the very moment when he began action. And even what that action was to be, he had very little idea. He was like an actor who walks out before the curtain to entertain a crowd, and who must improvise his speeches on the spur of the moment.

He left the horse at last and made a circle of the house. All along the front and rear and one side it was lighted. On the fourth side there was not a light showing.

The ground windows were low, and the first one that Silver looked through showed him the dining room, with Buster Wayland and three guests at the table, and a Chinaman, humpbacked with anxious effort, gliding about to serve them.

It was not hard to guess that the man at the head of the table was Wayland. All of his nickname of Buster showed in his big, florid face, in the sheen of his eyes, in his continual smiling or laughter. He was big. He was so big that he overflowed his armchair. His gestures and his voice were of the overflowing type, also, and as Silver looked at him, he could not help having a flash back at the wounded man who lay on the shoulder of the mountain with only the vaguest of hopes of giving him comfort.

As for the guests, they were men worth seeing. One of them was none other than Sheriff Bert Philips, whom Silver had last seen in the town of Mustang. The other two, it came instantly to knowledge, were deputies who were assisting Philips in the man hunt. They were talking of that, and of nothing else, and the banker was assuring the sheriff that there would be an adequate reward paid outside of the promise of the law once young Holman was accounted for.

How hes kept away this long, nobody can make out! declared Buster Wayland. He bumped the table with his fist. But its a certain sure thing he cant keep away much longer.

Its nothing but Jim Silver, or Silvertip, or whatever you want to call him. declared the sheriff. Hes the fellow who has saved the scalp of Holman. And to think that I had him under my gun in Mustang, and didnt shoot.

Aye, that was a mistake, growled the raw-boned young deputy whose fierce eyes faced Silver from the opposite side of the table.

A mistake, agreed Wayland. But I know how it is — a man wants to give the other fellow every chance, unless youre dead sure!

Theres Silvers record, besides, said the sheriff. Hes been at outs with the law before this, but he always turns up right and the law turns up wrong. He proves his case, and it aints always the laws case.

One day hell wake up dead before his proving is finished, said the deputy with the burning eyes.

But theres money behind that crowd, said Wayland. Silver, as you call him, may be honest most of the time, but that girl has money enough to bribe a saint.

Maybe so — maybe so, said the sheriff. But what counts with me is that Holman is still on the loose in the mountains.

Well hunt him out of there, said the second deputy, an older and a graver man, with a thick red neck and a bristling mustache.

I think, said Bert Philips, that maybe well do a good job if we simply keep a lot of men riding on the lookout down in the plains, not so far from Tuckaway. Remember that Ned Kenyon is with em, and Kenyon knows the lay of the land around here pretty good.

The truth of this remark pinched the memory of Silvertip. Whatever happened, he must get back to the party in time to warn them that Kenyons suggestion would simply lead them into ruin. They must keep back among the mountains.

If theyre in the mountains, said Buster Wayland, theyll soon come out on the run. That fellow Nellihan that came in and talked with me to-day, hes as keen as mustard, and he knows his business. He took all the best horses and the best riders out of this town when he scooted back for the hills. Hell work all night, if theres starlight enough to show him the difference between a rock and a bush.

Well get em, agreed the sheriff. But only because Holman is wounded. Its a good thing that Lorens shot straight that time. Because if Silvers hands werent tied down by the moving of a wounded man, I dont think that wed ever see hide or hair of that party.

The second deputy put in: What I wanta know is this — who had the nerve to tell the lie that a horse ever walked across the bridge in Whistling Canyon? I know that bridge. Ive been across it, and its made me sick at the stomach to go over. Ive ridden twenty miles out of my way to keep from having to cross that bridge. And now some blockheads tell me that a big stallion up and crossed it — this fellow Silvers horse!

Aye, but that horse is Parade, said the sheriff. You cant judge him by ordinary horses any more than you can judge Silver by ordinary men.

How come? asked Wayland.

Parade was the hundred-thousand-dollar mustang that used to run wild up there in the Sierra Blanca Desert. Never hear of that?

Sure I have! agreed Wayland.

Thats the one. Seventeen hands of thunder and lightning, and all gold and twenty-four carats. Thats Parade. They say hell stand up and cakewalk when his master whistles. And its a sure thing that he did walk that bridge, because he wasnt left on the near side with the other mustang.

Well have a drink, said Wayland. Hey, Sammy, bring in another bottle of that rye. Were going to have a drink to the lucky man that crashes a slug of lead through the brain of that scoundrel of a thief, that David Holman. The man that has that luck is going to collect an extra two thousand dollars from me, and youre all my witnesses!

They looked at one another, and Silver gritted his teeth. To cow-punchers who worked for forty-five dollars a month, two thousand meant a huge fortune. Almost anything would be done for the sake of that money. Now it was stacked on top of the original five thousand that had been hung up as a prize, and nothing could save David Holman — nothing but some way of proving his innocence.

Silver kicked off his sandals. Even their light weight would be in his way now.

He rounded to the front of the houses, shinnied up one of the wooden columns that framed the Georgian porch, and so came to the second story of the big house. A balcony ran down the side of the building, and he could move at ease down this.

There were only two lighted rooms, one a big bedroom, and one an upstairs study with a big easy-chair in front of a fireplace, and a silk dressing gown and a pair of slippers laid out. Mr. Buster Wayland would probably take his ease here after dinner had been finished.

But the furnishings of the room did not end here — there was also a big steel safe in a corner of the room. It was hardly a decorative piece, but it had more interest for the owner of the house, no doubt, than all the rest of the place that Simonson had built.

The safe was not all. There was also an element of human interest, for in a corner of the room, seated beside the only lighted lamp in the chamber, was a guard.

Holman had said that Wayland knew how to attach things to his interest, and certainly this fellow was a perfect example and type of ruffian. He was reading a magazine with such interest that his brutal head was thrust far forward on his neck, and his face snarled with the emotions that worked in him.

Something that Silver did not hear in the least reached the ear of the fellow. Instantly he was out of the chair, crouching, a gun in his hand. He went cat-like to the door, opened it, and then came slowly back, his mouth still working, his eyes glaring.

He was not a man. He was simply a formidable beast. Once back in his chair, he remained for a time alert, in a singular way, reading, or pretending to read, and suddenly flashing his glance up and around the room.

Then the truth was borne in upon Silver. It was the gaze that he himself kept fastened on the gunman that made the fellow uneasy, the insistent force of that regard constantly bearing in upon his unconscious mind, and vaguely sending messages of warning to the consciousness itself.

The man wriggled and stirred as though he were seated too close to a hot fire. Never had Silver seen instinct work more powerfully and on so slight a cause.

Presently the man sprang out of the chair and walked straight across the room and to the window where Silver was watching. Silver flattened himself close to the wall of the house, raising in his right hand a revolver which he grasped by the barrel, the butt offering as the club.

And after a moment a bullethead came out through the window, not slowly, but with a quick, dripping motion so fast that the blow that Silvertip aimed at the base of the mans neck found the very top of his head instead.

The weight of that shock drove his face down against the sill, but did not quite stun him. Silver, following his attack with wonderful speed, saw his man on one knee before the window, with a gun coming gradually into his hand. There was no need for another blow. Silver simply tapped him across the forehead and the gun slid to the rug.

The whole soul of the guard was striving to fight, but the numbed body and brain could not react. The face of the man was a frightful thing to see. It was like the twisted mask of an ape trying to bite.

He kept shaking his head to clear away the clouds that were gathering over his wits. Silver tied the vaguely struggling hands of the man behind his back before sense enough to cry out came to the thug. He tilted back his head, and his chest heaved before he let out the yell.

It was never uttered. Silver simply stepped in front of him and put the muzzle of the Colt into that open mouth. The apelike creature clamped his teeth down on the steel and gasped.

Silver removed the gun and looked over his captive.

Whats your name, brother? he asked. And talk soft when you answer.

What the devil is my name to you? snarled the captive. What Im goin to do to a sneakin slick of a second-story worker like you when I get my chance— He paused, as though realizing the futility of threats at this moment. His breath came straining and rasping in his throat. The butt of the gun had cut his scalp a little, and a crimson trickle, having worked through the hair, spilled down beside his right eye, and gradually worked in a crooked course toward the chin.

Whats your name? repeated Silver.

Lefty some call me, and Soggy some call me, said the yegg.

All right, Soggy, said Silver. That name goes for me. Tell me when Mr. Wayland comes up to this room?

Why should I tell you?

Because hes going to be wiped out of this town, Soggy, said Silver. He may be wiped off the face of the earth. I dont know. The fact is that if I have to drop him, your own name will be mud around this neck of the woods. Am I wrong?

Soggy said nothing. He merely lowered his head a little and glowered at Silver from beneath shaggy brows.

It would be hard to explain, said Silver. Wayland is a big man in this town. If anything happens to him, it might be tough on his hired gunman. Lynching parties work pretty fast around here.

Soggy pursed out his lips in thought. He said nothing.

Im going to tie you into that chair, said Silver. If I have to, Ill choke you with a gag, but Id rather give you a chance to breathe comfortably. Walk over there and sit down. Remember, Im giving you a better break than youd give me. And if you try to yell, I may have to sink a chunk of lead in you.


CHAPTER XXIII
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SOGGY, WITHOUT A word of protest, let himself be tied into the chair. And Silver even made a cigarette, lighted it, and put it between the lips of his captive. Thereafter, by ducking his head far down, Soggy could manage to transfer the cigarette from his mouth to his right hand, which was tied out on the arm of the chair in which he sat. Silver stood back and grinned at him, and Soggy grinned back.

Hard lines! sympathized Silver.

Ive seen worse, said Soggy. Ive seen worse birds than you are, too. Whats your monicker?

I work with quite a batch of em, said Silver.

Ill bet you do, agreed Soggy.

Arizona Jim, some call me.

Arizona, said Soggy, youre kind of white. Whats the game on Wayland?

Hes a thug and a crook, said Silver. He has a lot coming to him, and hes going to get part of it, or all of it, tonight.

I like to hear you, kind of, said Soggy. The while I been workin for him aint been so sweet. Easy money — but hes a bum. Hes a four-flusher.

He can fight, said Silver tentatively.

Thats what he says, answered Soggy. He added: If you hand him the rap, do you give me a break to get loose out of here?

If you dont bother me, said Silver.

Ill sit like a bird in a tree, said Soggy. Go ahead and blaze away, will you?

Ill go ahead, and Ill blaze away, agreed Silver. Know anything good about this fellow Wayland?

No. Nothin.

Dont even know when hell come up here?

No. Maybe in an hour. Maybe any time. He comes up here off and on to see how things go. Hes got his heart and his liver and his lights locked up in the safe yonder. Some mug that cracks that safe open will get a hand-out worth havin! And if—

Silver raised a hand for silence. He heard something on the stairs beyond the room. He heard a rhythmic thing — a pressure rather than a sound — coming down the hall toward the door. Stepping close to the door, flattening his body against the wall, he saw the door suddenly swing open. Big Wayland, with a step surprisingly light and fast for a man of his size, strode into the room.

His first glance was for the face of the safe. But while he was taking it, he saw his gunman tied into the chair, and the ominous gun in the hand of Silver, just beside him.

There was good fighting stuff in Wayland, after all. With his right hand he reached for his gun. With his left he drove a long, straight, whipping punch at the head of Silver. The latter let the blow go past him. He stepped in and jabbed the muzzle of his Colt into the ribs of Wayland. With his left he caught the gun hand of the big fellow.

So for an instant they faced one another. Wayland glaring, the eyes of Silver utterly cold and remorseless. The thumb of his right hand was trembling with desire to let the hammer drop and ease this crooked life out of the world.

Wayland saw the expression and seemed to understand it. He said in a low, guttural voice: All right. Youve got me. Who are you? What do you want?

Theyve been talking about me down at your table, said Silver. They call me Silver, or Silvertip, but names dont make much difference. This is a business call, Wayland. Give me that gun!

He took the gun. It was the only weapon the banker carried, as Silver discovered by sliding his hand rapidly over the body of the man.

When he was disarmed, Silver stepped back from him and said calmly:

You dont need to hoist your hands over your head. Just remember that Im watching you, Wayland. Now take a sheet of that paper, sit down at the table, unscrew your fountain pen, and write a little letter for me.

What sort? A letter of credit? Is that what youre driving at? asked Wayland.

A letter to whomever it concerns, said Silver. Saying that you hired the two crooks who took young Holman down to the bank, that you went with them, that you helped yourself to one third of the loot, that when you saved the bank afterward, you were simply using money that youd already stolen from it for that purpose, and for buying out poor Simonson before he died of a broken heart. Is that clear?

Wayland showed not the least surprise.

Write a little story that clears young Mr. Holman. Is that it? he asked.

Then he turned toward the tied-up gunman.

You let yourself be brushed out of the picture, did you, Soggy?

He socked me, said Soggy. But I dunno that Im sorry, if Im goin to have a chance to see him sock you, too!

You cant go through with this, said Wayland to Silver. I have men down there waiting for me. Theyll be up to see whats wrong if I stay here. Besides, youre only making a fool of yourself. Youre going to force a confession out of me, and a forced confession isnt worth anything, and Ive got Soggy here as a witness to the force used. Look here, Silver, youre a fellow with a bright eye. Youre the sort of a man who ought to be able to tell on which side your bread is buttered. And Im an open-handed fellow, Silver, if people approach me in the right way. You could have a fair—

He stopped. Something in the face of Silver told him he was wasting time — a cold and profound disgust.

Sit down, said Silver, and write. Begin with the date line, and go down to the finish. Understand? I know what the form should be, and so do you. Now write!

The big man sat at the table, his face shining with sweat, the fatness of the fountain pen looking actually slender in his bulky hand.

You cant bleed me, he gasped finally. You cant do anything with a forced confession. I can laugh at this tomorrow.

You wont be here to-morrow, said Silver.

Murder? said Wayland, steadily enough.

I dont think so — unless you fail to write, said Silver. To kill you wouldnt be murder, Wayland. But if you write the stuff out, Im simply going to take you downtown and see you catch the freight thats pulling out of the station in about forty minutes. Youll catch that train, and Soggy will catch it with you. When the confession is found in here and youre found gone, I think it may do something, Wayland. But because I know youd rather die than tell the truth and lose all your loot at the same time, Im going to give you another sort of a chance with that. Im going to let you open that safe and take whats in it along with you.

To become a fugitive of justice, eh? said Wayland, narrowing his eyes.

Youve been that before, or my eye cant read straight, said Silver. Start writing!

One desperate glance Wayland flung around the room. Then he compressed his lips and began to write. The room fell utterly silent, so silent that the scratching of the pen seemed to be growing louder and louder, and Silver became aware of the ticking of the big clock that stood on the mantelpiece above the chimney place.

He was aware of something else, too, after a time, and that was the approach of footfalls up the stairs. Big Wayland stopped writing, and his face lighted.

If its one of your guests, said Silver, turning the key in the door, tell him that youre busy. That youll be right down. Understand?

Wayland nodded. But a fugitive hope was glimmering in his eyes all the time.

Presently a hand beat on the door firmly.

Hello? called Wayland, looking straight into the muzzle of Silvers gun.

Hello, Wayland. This is Bert Philips. Wondered what was keeping you.

Coming down in a minute, said Wayland. But there was a shaking huskiness in his voice that made Philips exclaim:

Wayland! I want to see you, man!

He rattled the knob of the door. He had found enough in the absence of his host, he had heard enough in the voice of that host, to alarm him. There was no doubt about it. Wayland would have to admit him; at least, see him face to face.

Youve been upset, whispered Silver to Wayland. Tell him that. Go unlock the door and face him — but if you let him come into the room, I start shooting, and I shoot at you. You hear?

Wayland rolled despairing eyes. Then he nodded, went to the door and turned the key. The door came instantly open, as though Philips were pushing against it. But Wayland held it by the knob, and the sheriff was saying:

Im worried about you, man. And you look green-gray. Youre sweating. What the devils the matter? May I come in?

Ive been upset a little, is all. A little sick, muttered Wayland. You go back and keep the boys entertained. Ill be down in a little while. Dont worry, Im all right. Just keep the boys entertained for a bit, will you?

Well, said Philips uneasily, well, Ill do that. But Im worried about you. Sure that nothings wrong?

No, said Wayland. Im all right!

What torment it must have been for him to speak those words!

But they were spoken, the door closed against Philips, and the lock softly turned back.

Tottering in his step, his head hanging, Wayland went back to the table. Suddenly he said:

Silver, Ill make you rich! Ill pay you—

Listen, said Silver sternly. If you had ten millions in gold and you could give it to me with a wave of the hand, Id still laugh at you!

For one moment Wayland stared at that grim face. Then he resumed his writing.

As he finished it, Silver, looking over his shoulder, read the document, and knew as the signature went down that the thing was perfect. If anything could save Holman, this was it — if only Wayland could be removed, so that it would look as though conscience had forced a confession from him before he fled with a part of his loot.

He pushed the paper onto the center of the table, favored Silver with a scowl of the blackest hate, and then hurried to the safe. The combination wheel spun back and forth for an instant under his fat fingers. The heavy door opened with a faint puffing sound, and there was Wayland on his knees, at work.

He knew where every item of the highest value was to be found. Perhaps, crook that he was, he had the cream of his wealth collected there against just such an emergency as this. At any rate, in five minutes he was on his feet again, with his pockets stuffed. Silver, stepping to the side of Soggy, with a touch of the knife had made the thug free, merely whispering:

Soggy, youre going to climb on board the same train with him. You know where the pies are. Maybe youll be able to help yourself to some of em.

Soggy rolled up his face with a frightful grin distorting it, and a flare of the big, apish nostrils. Suddenly Silver knew that he could trust the man to work honestly with him during the rest of that adventure.

And he was right. He had no fear of the gun that he entrusted to Soggy. It was simply another proof that Wayland would not be able to get away. His figure was definitely settled.

They passed out along the balcony. Soggy went to the ground first. Wayland then with stifled grunts of effort followed, to slide down the pillar at the end of the porch, while Silver hung by his hands from the edge of the balcony above and then dropped lightly to the ground. That was how the trio reassembled, and started across the grounds. The thinnest sort of a whistle summoned Parade out of the trees to the side of his master, and now Silver walked behind the pair, occasionally spurring big Wayland forward with a word.

No one noticed the leading citizen of Tuckaway as he strode down alleys and across the little town toward the railroad station, or as he went under the guidance of Silver a little distance down the tracks to a point where a rising grade made it certain that the next freight could be boarded.

It was not until the train came groaning and thundering near, however, that Wayland realized a new feature of danger in his plight.

Youve given Soggy a gun! he exclaimed. Its the same as murder for me to get on board the train with him. Hell bump me off as sure as daylight! Hes bound to!

Ive got a spare gun for you, too, said Silver. You can have it as soon as the headlight of the engine goes by.

Hold on! yelled Soggy. Dont I get any edge on that big thug after Ive—

But the approaching thunder of the train drowned his voice. The headlight of the engine went by, printed the swinging shadows of the leaves of the bushes on the faces of the three men.

It was now that Silver put a Colt into the hand of Wayland.

Now hop that train! he shouted. Because if youre still here after it goes by, you shoot it out with me!

Then, kneeling at a gap in the brush, Silver, with poised gun, watched Wayland rush for the train. He saw Soggy leap like a monkey and catch with hands and feet. He saw big Wayland catch one of the iron ladders with almost equal agility. And then the train swayed on and passed out of view around the next turn, gathering speed all the while.

It was already shooting along with a speed which would break the neck of any man who tried to leap from it. And many and many a mile would be between Wayland and the town of Tuckaway before he could start the return journey. Day would have come again, and the news of his disappearance and of his confession, before he could get back. And with the news, there would be a run on the bank unless the directors of it closed the doors.

All the consequences were obscured before the eyes of Silver, except he knew that he had kept himself from shooting a rascal who needed killing — and that he had assured the safe return of David Holman to the ranks of the law-abiding citizens.


CHAPTER XXIV
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HE HAD ASSURED the return of Holman — if only he could bring help to his friends in the mountains before the cruel wits of Nellihan and Lorens had located the wounded man and his companions.

Silver drove Parade like a golden streak straight back for the house of Wayland. He checked the stallion in front of the porch. Inside the house, he could hear a heavy battering at a door. Were they at last sufficiently alarmed to beat down the door?

He rapped on the front door, in his turn. The Chinaman opened it before him, and then winced back at the sight of the tall body and the white rags it was dressed in.

Is the sheriff here? asked Silver. Then go tell him that Jim Silver is down here waiting to see him.

The Chinaman fled up the stairs, his hands outstretched to help him, like wings, his head jerking over a shoulder, now and then, to cast furtive glances back at the big man who waited in the hall.

Upstairs, the battering paused for an instant, and Silver heard the voice of one of the deputies exclaim: Mr. Wayland, if you dont open the door, well take it for granted that something has happened to you, and were going to break it down!

The voice of the Chinaman broke in on this. There was a sudden exclamation from the sheriff, then the stamp of his running feet on the hall floor above.

Silver sang out: Im down here, Philips, and Im not fighting.

Yet the first thing that he saw come down the dimness of the stairs was the glimmer of a revolver, and then the dark outlines of Philips crouched behind the gun.

Silver put his hands up, shoulder high. Im not fighting, he said. Tell me if you know that Wayland has run out of town with all the cash he could get together. And then come down here and pinch me, if you want to!

Break down that door, Gene! called the sheriff to one of the deputies.

Then he came hurrying down and confronted Silver.

Silver, he said, keep those hands up till Ive fanned you. You know youre wanted for knowingly and willingly and witting — or whatever the legal phrases are — helping that rat of a Dave Holman to escape!

Fan me, Bert, said Silver. Theres a gun under the pit of my left arm, and theres a knife on my left hip. Take em both!

The door went down with a crash while he was speaking. Philips took him into the dining room, where the Chinaman remained quaking in a corner.

Its the queerest layout that Ive ever seen, declared Philips. Ive never known anything like it. I hope I never do know anything like it. Wayland has turned into a green-faced mystery. You say that hes gone out of town and—

There was a loud shouting from above, and then the thundering of heavy feet on the stairs. The first deputy, he of the fierce eyes, rushed into the room, with the signed confession of Wayland fluttering like a white flag in his hand.

He slapped it onto the table in front of Philips and cried: Bert we been ridin all this way for nothin. The scalp of this here gent, this David Holman, it aint worth a damaged nickel — because the whole yarn about him robbing the bank was a lie. Heres the truth!

The sheriff was not a slow-minded man, but when he had finished reading that paper for the third time, he said: But what persuaded Wayland to confess? If hes been this much of a skunk, why should he ever have confessed?

The deputy pointed at Silver.

Him! he said. He mustve done it!

We want Wayland, not Holman, said the sheriff. Where did you say that Wayland is?

On a freight train bound east. You can telegraph ahead, but I dont think hell arrive at the first station, said Silver.

Why not? asked Philips.

Because he may have some trouble on the road, answered Silver. Philips, if you dont want Holman, you dont want me.

I dont want you, agreed Philips. I might have known that youd prove the law wrong, again! Poor Holman! Something ought to be done to make up to him what hes gone through!

Silver had lowered his hands, slowly, while Gene watched him with starved, bright eyes, as though he hated to see this quarry slip through his hands.

The great thing you can do, said Silver, is to see that the men of Kirby Crossing dont mob Holman and the others during the night. Nellihan and Lorens are leading those men from Kirby, and you can bet your money that theyll keep moving all night. Philips, will you get on your horse and make a drive toward Kendal Mountain, yonder? Thats where I left Holman and the other three — up on a shoulder.

I know the place, said the sheriff. Ill get there as fast as horseflesh is able to fetch me. Ill be with you in two minutes, as soon as we can saddle up.

Silver stepped to the window, and sent a whistle cutting into the outer night.

Im going on ahead, he said. Parade will take me there ahead of you. Theres enough moonlight for straight shooting, and Im worried about what may be happening up there. So long! You know the place! Ride your horses to a finish!

Hoofbeats sounded softly on the lawn, and came to a sliding halt on the gravel of the path beside the house. The sheriff saw the sheen of the golden stallion in the lamplight. Then Silver was through the window and into the saddle. He was gone in a flash into the night.

It was almost at that moment that on the shoulder of Kendal Mountain, Harry Bench laid his hand on his sleeping companion, Ned Kenyon. As Kenyon wakened, he heard Bench saying:

Theyre coming, Ned! Get up and out of here, fast! Theyre not fifty steps away. Listen!

Kenyon heard a soft crackling, as a twig snapped. He was up instantly, sweeping his blanket into a roll.

He saw, then, that the girl had not slept. She sat passively beside Holman. He had thrown out his hand, during his sleep, and she held it in both of hers. One gesture from Bench told her of the danger. She sprang up. Holman wakened with a start. In a moment Bench and Kenyon were carrying their wounded companion on the litter away from the little clearing.

The moon was less than half full, but it shed a light that seemed to be growing stronger and stronger, as though danger were brightening it. If those who hunted for them found the place where they had camped, might not they also be able to find the out trail they were following?

Kenyon carried the head of the litter and led the way. They went down the first slope until it entered the head of a ravine that wound on through the foothills, growing deeper every moment.

This here — its a trap! said Harry Bench. Suppose that they come down on us here, theyll just flood us away!

If we kept up there on the divides, said Kenyon, they could see us miles away under this moon. We aint in this valley because we like it, but because there aint any better place for us to go!

That was the sheer truth. They went on silently and had put a good mile behind them when a gun spoke from the cliff at their right.

No bullet came near them. Three times the rifle was fired in rapid succession, and looking up, their frightened eyes saw a horseman wheeling his mustang away from the edge of the cliff, and going out of sight at a dead gallop. His wild Indian yell came whooping dimly down to them.

The men of Kirby Crossing had found them. They could guess that, and it would not be long before the flood of fighters came sweeping down into the ravine, as fast as horseflesh could carry them. They put down the litter and stared at one another.

Holman said: Its all right, boys. Youve done more than any other men in the world could have done. The lucks against us, at last, and thats all. I can take the medicine. Stand back and hoist your hands if they sight you. Or better still, try to climb out of the canyon and get away. They may rough you up a little if they find you with me; but if youre not in sight, theyll be glad enough to get me, and theyre not likely to keep on hunting for you.

The girl said nothing. As usual, she merely looked at Harry Bench, for she was rarely able even to glance toward Ned Kenyon.

It was Kenyon who made the answer to that last remark, however. He said: Harry, were in the narrows of the canyon. One man oughta be able to hold back a crowd for quite a spell, here. And while hes holding, the other man and Edith can fetch Holman along till you come to some cut-back at the side of the ravine — some place where you can hole up and hide.

He took out a silver dollar, new-minted, flashing in the moonlight, and laid it on the back of his thumb.

Call, Harry! said he, and spun the coin high into the air.

Harry Bench looked up at the rising of the coin with despairing eyes. It was life or death, he knew, that was being tossed for. The man who remained behind, as Kenyon had so calmly suggested, would check the flood for a time, but it was sure to beat him down and roll on, before any long time.

Tails! called Bench.

The coin spatted on the palm of Kenyon. Bench leaned forward to look at it, but instantly the long fingers of Kenyon furled over it.

Its tails, said Kenyon. Its tails, all right. You win, and I stay here.

I wont stand for it! groaned Holman. Go and save yourselves, both of you, and take Edith.

Confusion of mind and doubt bred something like anger in the voice of Harry Bench.

She wont leave you, you blockhead! exclaimed Bench. There aint any other way about it than this. Heaven help Ned — but the luck was agin him. Edith, pick up the light end of the litter, there.

He himself picked up the head of the litter. But the girl had run to Kenyon.

Come on with us, Ned! she said. If anything happens to you, even if the rest of us lived, would our lives be anything but a curse and a darkness?

I aint going to be killed, said Kenyon. I feel kind of calm, and lucky. Say Good-by and go fast.

Come on! cried Bench, or Ill start draggin him by myself!

He began, in fact, to stride forward, trailing one end of the poles behind him.

Go on, said Kenyon. Its what I want you to do!

Still, for an instant, she hesitated.

Heaven will never forgive me for what Ive done to you! But can you forgive me, Ned? she asked him.

Holman was crying out wildly, ordering Bench to drop the litter, swearing that he would not accept a life given to him in this fashion. Kenyon took the girl by the arm and waved her toward Holman.

Hes a better man than me, said Kenyon. Go help him. Forgive you? Theyre aint anything to forgive. God bless you; good-by!

She seemed to Kenyon, suddenly, like a child that stared up with incredulous wonder, and awe. What she said, he could not understand, because her voice was choked. And then she was gone, and Kenyon stood looking down at the hand which she had kissed.

He saw her pick up the dragging poles of the litter, and so the group disappeared around the corner of the wall of the ravine, and the protesting voice of Holman grew faint. At the same time, the clanging hoofs of many horses came roaring into the upper end of the valley.

Kenyon looked up at the sky, where the moon made it pale with light. He looked down at the walls of the canyon, one black as ink, one shimmering softly with the moonshine. He felt that he was about to die, and this picture was in some manner entering his very soul.

There was only one bit of shelter for him — a fallen boulder that projected two feet or more above the sand. Behind that he stretched himself and put the rifle to his shoulder. And then he saw them come pouring — a great sweep of horsemen, darkly silhouetted against the moonlight wall of the ravine. He fired three shots and waited.

They were not aimed shots. He was no good with a rifle. Besides, he had no intention of shooting to kill. And he drew a great breath of relief when he saw the cavalcade split away to either side, suddenly, as though the prow of an invisible ship had cloven a way through them, pushing them back under the shadows of the cliffs. He saw one man dismount and begin to climb by a crevice up the sheer face of the ravine wall. That would be the end — when that fellow gained the top of the wall and could shoot down at an easy angle into the body of the man who blocked the passing of the ravine. But Ned Kenyon did not turn and run for his life. If there were fear in him, he could not recognize its presence, but all he felt was a calm happiness that had no regard whatever for the future.


CHAPTER XXV
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IT TOOK ONE hour for a horseman to get from Tuckaway to Kendal Mountain. It took forty minutes for Silver to rush out from the town on the back of Parade. As he reached the abandoned camping place, he heard the rifles open in the ravine below. So he swept down from the heights like a hawk from the upper air, and came into the narrow ravine where the guns boomed like small cannon. Then, at an elbow turn of the wall, he had a chance to view the scene in detail, without being looked at himself.

Close under the walls of the ravine, chiefly on the side where the shadow made a black apron, a dozen or fifteen men were taking shelter behind brush, or behind fragments of rock that had fallen from the cliffs above. Their rifles spurted little jets of fire, now and then. In answer to them there was an occasional shot from a point where the canyon narrowed until the wall of it seemed to be leaning together. Those solitary shots were fired by big Harry Bench and Kenyon, of course, and beyond the narrows of the ravine would be the wounded Dave Holman, and the girl.

Now Silver saw the greatest threatening danger — the small silhouette of a man who was climbing the eastern wall of the ravine, working himself up on the jags of a deep crevice. In a few moments, the fellow would be on the upper lip of the canyon cliff, and could destroy the defenders with ease and security.

Silver dismounted, and pressing close to the corner of the rock so that little of his body would show, he made his voice great and thundered:

Kirby Crossing! Whos there to talk to Jim Silver? Ive got news from Tuckaway. The sheriffs on the run to get out here. Buster Wayland has confessed he did the job of robbing the bank. Holman has clean hands. Hes cleared.

There was a chorus of surprised shouts, and then a yell in which he recognized the snarling, high-pitched voice of Nellihan:

He lies! Its a bluff! Why isnt the sheriff here before him? Boys, stand tight. Well bag the whole lot of them in another minute. Lorens is on top, and weve got the lot of them!

A yell of triumph ran in on the last of his words, for now the man who climbed the eastern wall had reached the top, and was running forward to gain a better position from which to shoot down into the ravine. That savage yell told Silver that he had come too late to use words. Only his rifle would help him now, and whipping it out of the saddle holster, he lay flat and drew a careful bead. First he ranged his eyes down the side of the ravine to estimate the range, then he caught the dark silhouette of the target in his sights, and began to squeeze his hand over the trigger.

At that moment, Lorens disappeared behind some upjutting rock on the verge of the cliff.

Sweat streamed down the face of Silver. But what could he do? If he rushed with Parade, he might escape the gauntlet of fire on either side of the ravine, but when he reached his friends in the narrows, he would simply be swallowed in the same trap that held them.

A moment later, the ravine was hushed, and immediately after that, he heard the clang of a rifle, fired from the top of the cliff. That shot had told, for Lorens, in excess of triumph, suddenly leaped to his feet with a yell that rang from far off, coming to the ears of Silver like the cry of a bird of prey from the central sky. It was a fatal mistake for Lorens. In rising to brandish his rifle so that it flashed in the moonlight, a meager, whirling streak of brilliance, he had jumped right into the sights of Silvers gun.

Nellihans howling voice shrilled a warning, but it was heard too late. Silver fired. And the body of Lorens leaned slowly out. The rifle dropped before him. Then he shot out into the air in a graceful arc, like a high diver, and plunged from the height.

A great yell of rage and of horror came from the men of Kirby Crossing. Before it died out, Silver was in the saddle again and sending Parade down the ravine like a glimmering bolt of lightning.

The watchers were taken totally by surprise. A few turned their guns on him, but the shots they fired were random bullets, before he plunged into the shadows of the narrows. And as he went by, he saw the body of poor Ned Kenyon, spread-eagled behind the rock.

Dead?

He ranged Parade close against the canyon wall beyond the reach of the bullets; then he ran forward, stooping low, and gained the side of Kenyon. A faint muttering sound came from the lips of his friend. He turned the limp body, and saw a patch of darkness high on the breast of Kenyon, a patch that grew.

Arizona? said Ned Kenyon faintly. I might a known that youd get in on the thing before the wind-up. Have they blotted me?

Silver thumbed the wound. The bullet had entered high on the shoulder, close to the base of the back of the neck; it had ranged forward and come out by the collar bone.

Take one deep breath — and say one word! said Silver.

Kenyon obediently breathed and said: Damn! clipping his teeth together as he spoke.

Silver sighed with relief. If that bullet had got the lungs, he said, thered be bubbles of blood in your mouth when you talk. Ned, if I can get you out of this trap, youll live! Try to lift your left arm. No? Its broken, then; the collar bones broken, at least. But thats nothing. Where are the others?

He had an answer from behind for that. They heard the crunching of a heavy footfall, and the great bulk of One-eyed Harry cast itself down beside them. He gasped:

Thank Heaven youre here, Jim. I came back as soon as I got the girl and Holman stowed away in a little canyon that rips back from this here, a short ways down. Holman is raisin the devil, and tryin to break away and crawl back here, sos he can die with the rest of us; and the girls praying for you out loud, Kenyon; and Holman says he never was worth one of your old boots. Whos that out there, looking at the moon?

For not far in front of the rock there was the body of Lorens, stretched on its back and staring steadily up at the moon, which glinted on the dead eyes.

There was no chance for Silver or Kenyon to answer the question, for the voice of Nellihan, raised to an animal howl, was now urging the men of Kirby Crossing to close in and rush the defenders. And a great, bull voice made answer:

Wheres yourself, Nellihan? Close in and lead up, instead of talkin from the back row of the church!

Im here! shouted Nellihan. Boys, all together, now. Keep shooting as we go in on em. And then—

Wait a minute! called Silver. All you fellows from Kirby Crossing — if you rush us, weve got three rifles to blow the tar out of a good many of you. If Nellihan wants us, Ill stand out and fight him. If he drops me, you can have the rest of them. Theyll surrender. If I drop him, you back up and take a rest till the morning. Does that sound fair to you?

No one answered for a moment, because there was only one man who could speak, and that was Nellihan. Suddenly his long, misshapen body appeared, striding with long steps from out of the shadows near the wall. He was desperate, as Silver knew, for on this night he was playing his last cards to ruin the life of a girl and get his hands on the fortune.

Im here, said Nellihan. Where are you? Stand out here and show us your face. Are you yellow?

Silver rose and stood out before the eyes of all those enemies. His hands were empty, and so were the hands of Nellihan, who walked straight up to him and glared into his eyes with a hellish malice.

Youve spoiled everything for me. Youve smashed every plan, and youve killed Lorens. You wont hang for that, because I guess hes wanted for more than one killing. But you wouldnt have a chance to hang, anyway. Because Im going to split your wishbone for you tonight, my friend! Are you ready to start?

Silver looked at him with a shrinking of the flesh. The man seemed neither old nor young. He was a thing of poisonous evil.

Im ready, said Silver. Well stand back to back, if you want, and walk away till somebody sings out to shoot. Does that suit you, Nellihan?

Nellihan peered into his face, as though trying to find the source of the mysterious strength that sustained this man in the time of danger.

Anything suits me, he said. Youre as good as a dead man, right now. Hey, Baldy! Sing out when you think weve walked far enough!

They stood back to back. Silver, glancing down, saw that his shadow was sloping well out before him. That meant that when he turned, the moon would be in his eyes. But that was a small disadvantage — if only he could subdue the sick shuddering of his flesh, as he thought of this half-human animal, who would soon be whipping a gun from under his coat and turning to fire. To fight men, Silver felt himself capable; but it was impossible to think of Nellihan failing. The devil he served would support him.

Start! shouted the voice of Baldy.

The murmuring of many other voices died down like a wind passing out of trees. Slowly Silver stepped away, straining every nerve to an electric tension.

Shoot! screeched the voice of Baldy. Silver whirled, snatching his gun from beneath his arm. He saw Nellihan drawing a revolver and leaping far to the side at the same instant. Fast as Silver was, that snaky hand had been faster still. The gun in Nellihans grip exploded. The brief breath of the bullet fanned the face of Silver as he fired in turn, with his gun hardly more than hip-high.

He thought he had missed, and that Nellihan had deliberately fired a bullet into the ground, for his second shot. It seemed almost — as he held his fire, with his man covered — that Nellihan was slowly dropping on one knee to take a more careful aim. But when he had come to one knee, his body continued to collapse, until he lay face down on the ground.

Death had simply laid its numbing hand upon him gradually.

And before this horror ended, or the silence after it had ceased, the ravine was echoing with the beat of the hoofs of horses. Out from the shadows at the upper end of the valley came three riders, and he who galloped in the lead was Sheriff Bert Philips, bringing up the authentic hand of the law, at last.

All was not as simple as Silver had hoped and even expected. It had looked easy enough on that night, when the men of Kirby Crossing gave up the prey that had baffled them so long, and even helped to take care of the two wounded men. There was no trouble afterward about Nellihan or Lorens, either. Because it was clear that Silver had represented law against mob violence. Furthermore, against Lorens, it was discovered, that there were many counts; and when the character of Nellihan was exposed, the world looked on his death as deliverance from a plague.

Ned Kenyon, too, had a simple role. When he was well enough to ride, he went into Nevada to get the divorce that was necessary, and he went without any soreness of the heart. He said to Silver:

The misery just kind of leaked out of me with my blood, after Lorens had sent the slug through me!

Youre going to be sensible, I hope, said Silver. Youll take the help that she and Holman want to give you?

Well, said Kenyon, now that Ive got over bein foolish about her, I guess theres something in what she says — that I worked enough to deserve some pay. So Im goin to take the coin. She wants to give me a regular cattle kings layout. But Ill stick just to the ten thousand that she wanted to give me in the beginning. Small things are better for small men, Jim, and I never was as big as my inches.

All of these matters went very well, but it was a full six months before Holman was able to shake off the hand of the law. Not that any one doubted his story, now, but there were complications which might never have been solved, had it not been that the governor of the State stepped in to cut all the red tape with a complete pardon.

But Silver was far away in the north-land when this happened, and he only heard of it through a letter that had followed him from one forwarding address to another.

It was from David Holman, and he said in part:

Weve put our heads together, but we dont know what to do. Weve owed our happiness to three people — one part to One-eyed Harry Bench, and nine parts to Ned Kenyon, and ninety parts to you. Edith has been able to content Harry and Ned. But we are sorry we cant offer you hard cash, or even a ranch. If we could think of anything you need, wed like to offer it. But a horse and a gun seem to make you a complete man. All that we can give you is gratitude.

Now that Im free, and the divorce has been granted, were going to be married quietly and go for a long trip. When we come back, well hope that one day youll drop in on us. And stay the rest of your life, if you find the place comfortable. The best of all, would be to have you at the wedding. You saw Edith at a wedding once before. That was a marriage in the dark. We hope that this one will be in the sun, with not even a shadow on its future, no matter how much wretchedness may be in its past.

When you write to us, if you ever will, we wish that you could tell us where you are riding. Or do you know yourself, but simply drift with the wind or let Parade follow his fancy?

It was a cold day, and as Silver read that letter in the little post office and then crumpled the paper, he echoed that last question in his own mind. Where was he bound? He could not tell. The ancient melancholy descended upon him, and he fell into long reflections from which he awakened, suddenly, remembering that he had left Parade shivering in the street.

THE END
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I. WYCOMBE RANCH
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WHEN JIM SILVER came over the last divide, he could see the ranch house among the low foothills, and beyond the foothills was the desert. It looked like a green smudge, an olive-green drab; but he knew that at close hand the green would thin out to a sparse scattering of shrubs, all of which were arrayed in foliage which was no more than a mist, the leaves turning their edges up so as to split the full heat of the sun that would have withered them. He knew that only the toughest grass would be found yonder, and that in occasional tufts which keep a cow steadily walking as it grazes all day long.

Yet in the distance the effect of the rolling desert was green, though it was not the luminous sheen of well-watered country, but rather as grasslands appear under cloud or seen through a fog of dust. To look at that desert made the day seem overcast, though a brilliant sun was shining. The burning weight of it on the shoulders of Jim Silver told him with what force it was shining, and so did the little white streaks of salt that appeared all over the hide of his chestnut stallion where the sweat had sprung out and dried as it began to run.

The band of his sombrero was hot and soggy. He took off the hat, pulled out a bandanna, and mopped the leather band, then dried his forehead and the back of his neck. Now that his hat was off for a moment, one could see the two marks of gray hair above his temples, like small horns breaking through. He had gained his name of Silver or Silvertip from those spots of white hair. He was called Arizona Jim and other names as well, but his real name was as much a secret as the wellspring of that quiet smile which was found more often in his eyes than about his lips.

He had the look of a man who is sufficient unto himself and who relies upon greater strength than even that which appeared in his long arms and in his heavy shoulders. Or perhaps it was the stallion — a great, glimmering sheen of gold — that made him seem as much at home on the verge of the mountains and the desert as any hawk afloat in the sky.

The smile which was habitually his disappeared as he marked the gray-white of the ranch house among the hills. For he had no need to pull the letter out of his pocket; he could remember every word that Steve Wycombe had written:



Dear Silver: Youve always hated my heart.

Thats all right, because Ive always hated yours, too. But now theres a chance that we can use one another. Im asking you to come over to see me because Ive got as big a job as you ever tackled in your life — and I know that youve had some big ones. Hard cash is what Im talking about. I pay, and you take, and your job is the sort of hell fire that you prefer to breathe.

Just by accident Ive heard that youre drifting north, and thats why Im leaving this letter in Rusty Gulch in the hope that you may call for mail there.

I want you to try to forget the old days and believe that Im talking the sort of business that you always like to hear.

Adios,

steve wycombe



Silver recalled the words of the letter, now, as he settled the hat again on his head. And, as the shadow fell over his face, the hazel of his eyes lightened to a flicker of yellow fire, as certain types of hazel eyes can do. For he could remember very well a few of those old days when he had known Steve Wycombe before the inheriting of a ranch had removed Steve from the ranks of the professional gamblers and gunmen.

Wycombe had been half fox and half wolf. He had both teeth and cunning, plus what Jim Silver hated more than anything else in the world — the smooth and ingratiating manner of the born hypocrite.

However, the letter had called Silver across the mountains. He knew that Wycombe might be setting a trap for him, but a great part of Silvers time was spent in avoiding the traps which his enemies laid for him. Besides, there was a ring of sincerity in the words of Wycombe that led Silver to believe that the man might have fallen into a need greater than his hatred; it might be just possible that Steve was willing to forget that day when Silver had shamed him before many men in Gold Gulch.

So, for the moment, Jim Silver balanced the question nicely in his mind. At last, he rubbed the tips of his gloved fingers down the arch of the stallions neck and murmured:

Parade, it looks like trouble, it feels like trouble, and it probably is trouble. But all oats and no trouble would make us too fat to work.

He spoke again, and the stallion started down the easy slope at a trot. His rider kept no rein; but, having selected a direction, gave his mind to other things while the horse picked out the way that suited him best. He was not compelled to go over hard beds of rock if he saw going more to his taste to the right or the left; he was not forced straight on through stifling dust if he wished to take a higher route; in all things he was allowed to do pretty much as he pleased, so long as he sailed by the right star, so to speak.

If the man and the saddle had been removed and the horse considered by itself, one might have said that Parade was running wild, such was the height of his head and the free fire in his eye. There was not even a bit between his teeth, but only a light hackamore of braided horsehair. But, though he picked his own way, he remained true to the direction which had been given to him, as though from the first he had seen the low, sprawling line of the ranch house with the spider-webbing of corral fences near it.

As he went over a winding trail out of the clean brown of the sun-burned mountain slopes and into the dry mauve of the desert, Jim Silver took heed of the grazing cattle, true desert types rather roached of back and down of head; lean, active creatures which could forage actively and use their legs to go from pasture to water, even at a gallop. Off to the left, four or five miles from the house, he saw the sheen of a body of water where the spring rains had been dammed up in a tank, and trailing out of the distance were dust clouds that rapidly approached the lake. Those were cattle on the run for moisture, and the sight of them at once told Silver the dimensions of the Wycombe ranch.

As far as the eye could reach, all of this land belonged to Steve Wycombe, and, no matter how many acres were needed to support a cow, there was enough mileage to give pasturage to a big herd. Therefore, one important fact was assured — that Wycombe had enough money to be in big trouble. For, if money is the root of all trouble, the size of the root is apt to gauge the size of the trouble.

The hands of big Jim Silver slid up inside his coat and touched the handles of the two oversize Colts which hung in spring holsters under the pits of his arms. He glanced down, also, at the Winchester which fitted into the saddle holster that sloped down under his right knee.

The ranch house was split into two wings, one section to give bunks for the hired hands, and the other for the occupancy of the owner; the kitchen was in the small link that joined the two. A windmill, whirring, moaning, clanking, arose on great skeleton legs of iron.

The possibility of digging down to water was enough to explain the presence of the house on this site. As he came closer, Silver could hear the plumping sound of the stream as it fell with a regular pulsation into the galvanized-iron tank near the mill. He thought instinctively of the days of calm when that wheel would not turn and when the long-handled pump would have to be used instead. Just inside the first corral there was a long line of troughs. If the tanks that held spring rain went dry, the cattle could be watered — in part, at least — from these troughs.

Silver went into that corral and slipped the hackamore off the head of the stallion. Parade was instantly eye-deep in the sparkle of the water. Silver watched the boluses of water glide rapidly down the throat of the horse. Again and again the dripping head of the horse was tossed up so that he could look around him, certain proof that he had known what it meant to run wild and fend for himself.

Silver put his hand on the neck of the horse, smiling, and after that Parade drank steadily, with eyes at peace, switching his tail and shrinking his hide to get off the flies that came swarming. As he finished drinking, the door of the house jerked open. A man with a pearl-gray sombrero on the back of his head, wearing a bright-yellow shirt and an unbuttoned vest, stood on the threshold for an instant; then he shouted, Silver! Hi! and came hurrying.

That was Steve Wycombe. Silver, watching him, knew that he could have remembered the man by the swagger of his walk and the cant of his head. A woman appeared in the dimness of the interior of the kitchen, from the door of which Wycombe had gone out. She stood close enough to the sunshine for Silver to see that her hair was bright and that her face was young. Then she closed the door.

Perhaps she was Mrs. Steve Wycombe, poor girl!

Wycombe came up with his head to one side, nodding, smiling. He had projecting upper teeth so that he could only grin broadly with a great flash of the teeth or else hang his upper lip in a crooked sneer. The grin was very broad, just now.

There is something about buckteeth that makes a man look young and innocent. That was the appearance of Wycombe, in the main, except that his eyes could be pocketed up in wrinkles that were not always lines of mirth. He was not bad-looking, but he wore his hat like a tough, and he had his blond hair combed down over his forehead so that he had to keep tossing his head to throw back the lock out of his eyes.

Old boy Jim Silver! he said with emphasis.

He came up and took Silvers hand and held it through a long moment. He was one of those fellows who stand close when they speak to a man, and use their eyes up and down. That was the way he scanned Silver.

You havent shrunk any! he said. Come on in and put yourself outside a drink. Ive got some seventeen-year-old rye. When I say seventeen, I dont mean seven. Im glad to see you, you big steer!

Im putting up the horse first, said Silver. That the shed? Or do you keep all your saddle stock out?

Thats the shed. Come along, answered Wycombe. This is Parade, eh? He looks as though he could move. Thats a shoulder! Thats as fine a shoulder as I ever saw on a thoroughbred!

Watch yourself, said Jim Silver. Hell take your arm out by the roots, if you dont.

Savage, eh? asked Wycombe. His step back was as swift as that of a dancer. The whole man became suddenly quick and light, and that reminded Silver of sundry unlucky fellows who had discovered the deftness of Wycombes gun hand too late. Doctors were of very little use after Wycombe had made his play.

They put up the horse in the shed. Silver unsaddled Parade, rubbed him down with some big twists of straw, and selected the best hay he could find in the mow of the shed. There were no oats; he poured crushed barley into the feed box.

I dont know, commented Wycombe. Take a slick horse like that, and its like a slick woman. Needs a lot of caring for. I dont know that its worthwhile. Take a mustang, you throw a rope and climb on and ride as far as you want. If the bronc is used up, throw it away; it doesnt cost anything.

Parade will stand the rough use, too, answered Silver. But a horse is like a gun. Its better clean.

Yeah. But when you need a gun, you need it, observed Wycombe.

Times when Ive needed Parade, said Silver, smiling.

Wycombe looked at him with a sudden seriousness, his upper lip crookedly suspended on his buckteeth.

Youve been through it, all right, he said. Youve seen everything that a man can see.

He added, rather sharply: You used to hate my heart. What about it, Jim?

We can all be wrong, Wycombe, said Silver coldly.

They went back to the house in a silence, with a shadow between them; but when they reached the place, Wycombe winked and nodded.

Want you to see something, he said, and opened the door to the kitchen.

The girl with the bright hair sat in a corner by the window, peeling potatoes. She had one pan in her lap, another on the floor beside her. She stood up, holding the pan between her elbows, smiling at the stranger the way Western girls are supposed to do. She had a good, straight smile, and her eyes were a stain of blue in her face. To Silver she seemed almost beautiful, which was as much as he seemed able to say about any woman.

This is Esther Maxwell, said Wycombe. Shake hands with her, Jim. She dont need an introduction to you. She knows about Jim Silver. Everybody knows about you. How big does he look to you, Esther?

She kept right on smiling at Silver, as he stepped forward.

My fingers are all sloppy from the potatoes. I cant shake hands, she said.

How big does he look to you? insisted Wycombe.

Silver glanced sidelong at his host.

He looks so big, said the girl.

Wycombe, laughing, led the way into the next room, put his back against the door as he closed it, and winked and nodded at Silver.

That doesnt wear the Wycombe brand, yet, he murmured, but its going to, boy! Pretty slick, eh? You see her dolled up for a dance and you see something. Works like a Chinaman, too.

He walked on, tapping himself on the chest, his teeth flashing.

All for me, brother, he said.

He led the way into the next room.

Office, he said. All the papers and everything. Heres where little Steve works the brains; the cowboys have to work the hands.

He kept on laughing as Silver ran his glance over the square box of a room. There was one overstuffed chair in it that looked out of place, like a fur coat on a summer day.

Sit down there while I crack open the hooch, said Wycombe. Its going to open your eye for you, brother. But tell me first what you think of that.

He hooked his thumb over his shoulder.

Shes a pretty girl, said Silver.

Shes pretty and shes handsome. Shes a performer, is what she is. All mine, brother. All for me!

He continued to chuckle as he took a bottle out of a cupboard and filled two whisky glasses. Just take a sock at this, he said.

Silver tasted it with his eyes studiously aslant. He smiled in honor of that noble liquor, not of his host; then they drank together.

Now what? asked Silver. This is good stuff. But now what?

Wycombe slowly thrust out his lower jaw as he answered: Two hombres want to lift my hair. Two real bad boys. Theyve already started on the way. They might arrive here any old time. But when they come, theyre going to find your guns working for me!


II. THE FOREMAN
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WYCOMBE HELD THE glass in his right hand with his forefinger pointing out from it at Silver, fixing him in place, preventing speech.

Dont talk, he said. Wait till I get finished. Dont say No till you understand why you ought to say Yes! You remember me out of the old days. But Im different now. Im no tinhorn gambler, these days. I can play for stakes. And what do you think that life is worth to a rich man?

Youre handy with a gun, said Silver. Take care of yourself.

Im handy. You bet, Im handy. But Im bright, too. Im so bright that I know when the other fellow has the high hand. And two high hands are going to be sitting in against me, before long.

How high? asked Silver.

Straight flushes! said Wycombe.

Silver sat up in his chair a little.

Im all right in a fight, but Im not that right, said Wycombe. I know it, and they know it. That makes it bad. I know they can beat me, and they know it, too. None of us are in the dark. Thats what makes it bad.

That makes it bad, said Silver.

Theyre coming for me with all the cards in the world, went on Wycombe, and they think that theyve got the pot already; but Im switching things on em. Theyre going to find me sitting against their two straight flushes with a royal flush. And thats you!

He kept on jabbing his forefinger in the direction of Silver.

If you see white water ahead, take a trip, said Silver. For my part, Im busy.

Busy doing what?

Im traveling.

You are always traveling. Where?

Up the line, said Silver, with a vague gesture.

No, youre not. Ive got it in my pocket.

What?

Your price.

Perhaps you have, said Silver coldly.

First, Ive got you because you love a fight, said Wycombe. Im talking right out at you, you see? You love a fight for the fights sake. A lot of people say that youre never in trouble till fools put you in it. But nobody ever killed your list without liking the feel of that last part of a second before the guns are going to be pulled. Answer me straight in the eyes. Do you like it? I mean, when the other fellows eyes turn red, and he begins to show his teeth at you, and bunch his shoulders over, and his hands start working. Do you like that?

Silver sighed and shrugged his shoulders.

Go on with it, he said.

Well, Im going to hook you with the names of the hombres that are coming to lift my hair. Because, when you hear those names, your mouth is going to water. Its the sort of meat you like. Its high! The two of em are crooks from away back. Theyve both done their killings and plenty of em. Theyre stake runners. They start from scratch when it comes to guns, and one of em is Morris Delgas. You know Delgas?

I know him, said Silver.

He killed Rex Walters and Lefty Markham; those are about the best two he killed. But theres others.

I know what Morrie Delgas has done, answered Silver.

A nice fly for a trout to rise at, eh? But the others a shade better, even. The others that devil of a Harry Rutherford! I dont need to ask if you know that little drink of poison! It wouldnt be healthy for you not to know! A little left-handed streak of misery, is what he is. Some people say hes the slickest hand with a gun that ever fanned a Colt. Thats what a lot of people say. I dont know. Id back you against him. Thats all I know. And the money I put down goes into your pocket. Listen to me, Silver. When I say money, I mean it. Big money.

Silver shook his head and stood up slowly.

Hey! cried Wycombe. Dont act that way. Wait a minute. Listen.

I dont want to listen, said Silver.

Wait! Im talking something like this — five thousand apiece. I know you, Jim. Youre not small time. For each one of those hombres, five thousand bucks paid on the spot.

I dont want it, said Silver.

A moment of silence struck between them. Silver heard the ticking of a clock that was not in the room. He heard the buzzing of a big bluebottle that circled around and around the room. He smelled the aromatic sharpness of hot varnish, and knew that his body was covered with sweat, also. Wycombe was staring at him.

Have I banked on a lame horse? Have you lost your nerve? whispered Wycombe.

Then his voice came out with a bang. I said five thousand. I mean it. Ill give you five thousand on account, Jim! Those hombres mean to murder me, I tell you. Ill pay you five thousand advance just to be the bodyguard!

I dont want the money, said Silver.

You mean, shouted Wycombe, that you dont want any part of my game. You dont want me!

Silver was silent. He knew that anything could happen now, and he was ready for it, looking fixedly into the eyes of Wycombe and watching the trembling of the upper lip that hung crookedly over the buckteeth.

Ive missed! whispered Wycombe. He cried out suddenly: Listen to me. I cant slip up. Listen to me, Jim. Ive got ten thousand dollars right here in this room. Its yours!

Silver shook his head. A whole storm of rage and darkness poured over the eyes of Wycombe. His body trembled. His mouth kept working vainly around the prominence of those big front teeth.

All right, he said at last, and, turning on his heel, he walked out of the room.

Silver followed him, looking left and right as he stepped cautiously through each doorway. As he went toward the back of the house, he heard the voice of Wycombe ring out ahead of him:

What the devil do you mean by coming up here and hanging around the kitchen? Get out on the range, where you belong. Foreman? Youre no foreman. Youre no good. Ive got a mind to fire you on the spot. Im sick of the pretty face of you.

Silver, stepping into the kitchen, saw Wycombe in the middle of the floor, shaking his fist at a tall, brown-faced youth who stood with his sombrero in the tips of his fingers, his back to the door. On the floor he had just laid the quarters of a deer. Anger had marked the cheeks of this fellow with white, and pure rage was about to burst out of his lips when the girl intervened. She was behind the back of Wycombe, so that only Silver saw her frightened gesture of entreaty. Both hands remained for an instant pressed against her throat while her eyes talked to the foreman.

He took a great breath.

I thought you folks might want some fresh venison, was all, said he.

He began to turn toward the door. It was very hard for him, Silver could see that, to swallow the string of insults that had just been poured at him. In a sense, Silver felt guilty, because it was plain that Wycombe felt himself enough of a gun fighter to handle this honest cow-puncher, and the wrath which he had accumulated during his interview with Silver was to be poured out now.

It was the girl who had stopped the retort that might have meant gunfire. And, if she had stopped it, most assuredly it had not been because her great concern was for Wycombe.

Im going to teach you, shouted Wycombe, beside himself with rage as he saw the other giving way, Im going to teach you that your place is out where—

Wait a minute, Wycombe, said Silver.

Wycombe spun about with his shoulders suddenly against the wall, the very attitude of a man who fears that he may be attacked from two sides at once.

Hey — well, what you want? he barked.

Ive been thinking things over, said Silver.

He felt the eyes of the girl suddenly on his face; he felt the wonder in them.

Wycombe was instantly changed. He seemed to forget his foreman in a flash.

You mean that, Jim? he cried. Youre going to stand by me and take a chance to—

Ill stand by you, I suppose, said Silver.

Come on back in that room, urged Wycombe. Im going to pay you now to—

Wait a moment, said Silver.

He walked slowly toward the young foreman, who was closing the door. The latter paused, opened the door again.

Wycombes temper is not worth much, said Silver, and sometimes he talks a lot.

He held out his hand with a smile.

My name is Jim Silver, he said.

The white face of the foreman turned crimson. He knew, it was clear, that this gesture on the part of Silver was purely in token that the stranger had overheard but had not lost respect for the foreman because he had taken water in the row. Never was a stronger grasp laid on the hand of Silver.

Im Dan Farrel, said he. And — thanks. Its great to meet you, Silver. Its great!

He went out, closing the door hastily behind him, as though he wished to conceal something that was coming into his face.

Silver, turning, saw Wycombe beckoning impatiently at the other door of the kitchen. He saw, also, one flash of gratitude and astonishment in the eyes of the girl. Then he went on through the door with Wycombe and back into the study.

You gave me a turn, Silver. Steve Wycombe laughed. You can throw a bluff with anybody I ever saw. I thought for a minute that you meant what you said. Wait a minute. Ten thousand, I said, and ten thousand its going to be.

He started to unlock the door of a big square-faced safe that filled a corner of the room.

No, said Silver. I dont want the cash.

You dont want what? shouted Wycombe.

I dont take blood money, said Silver.

Wycombe straightened his body with jerks and finally faced his guest with a frown.

I never was able to figure you out, he said. You beat me — but thats all right. As long as youre with me, anythings all right! Only—

He paused, and then shrugged his lean shoulders twice.

About that fellow Farrel, he said. Why did you make that funny play about him? Going up and shaking hands with the bum when hed just backed down and taken water like a cur?

Hes not a cur. Hes a man, said Silver. And Id rather murder a man than shame him.


III. SILVER LISTENS
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THEY SAT FOR a time in the office. Wycombe drank more of the old rye whisky. Silver smoked cigarettes and did the listening, as a rule.

He had merely said: Lets find out why the pair are after you. Its quite a time since you were in the games where you rubbed elbows with the pair of em. Two or three years, I should say.

All that matters, said Wycombe, is that theyre after me, and that you know what they look like.

No, said Silver. I need to know more.

Wycombe curled his upper lip to speak, and once more the lip stayed curled on the projecting teeth while Wycombe changed his mind about the words he was to have spoken.

Well, he said at last, you wont be a hired man. Youre going to have your full share in the show.

He struck out his jaw after the way he had, and tossed back the blond hair.

Im sorry I got sore in front of the girl, he said suddenly. You think she noticed?

She noticed, said Silver.

What did she look like? asked Wycombe.

Frightened, said Silver.

Wycombe lolled back in his chair, suddenly at ease.

It dont do any harm to throw a scare into a jane, he declared. Let em know that theres a real man around, and they like it all the better. You know what I mean.

I know what you mean, said Silver, probing the dark and mean soul of the man with a steady eye.

But Wycombe failed to understand the glance. He went on: You know how it is. A girl likes to see a man thats up to something. She doesnt want to have a yellow pup around. Shes always liked that foreman of mine pretty well. Shell hate his heart from now on. Eh?

Perhaps, said Silver.

They know my record, around here, went on Wycombe. They know that Im no soft-handed baby. Eh?

They ought to know that.

But, going back a little — Im kind of beat by you, Silver. You throw ten thousand dollars out the window?

Silver shrugged his shoulders.

I want to be my own man, said he. I want to do as I please. And I dont want blood money. I never took any, and I dont want it.

But youll hire out — youll stay here, I mean — and keep an eye out for me?

Ill stay here — for a while. If Morrie Delgas and Harry Rutherford show up, Ill try my hand fighting for you. Ill work for you as though youd paid me the money, Wycombe — unless you start kicking things around.

Kicking you around? said Wycombe, laughing. Im not a half-wit, old son.

Lets hear the story of why the pair are on your trail.

Why pick on that? Why does it matter?

Because, said Silver, the cause that puts a man on a trail is the grindstone that sharpens the edge of him. I want to know what sort of a temper and edge these fellows are wearing.

Wycombe considered gloomily. He made himself a cigarette and then remarked:

You know Gold Gulch?

Yes.

Know Fourth Street?

Yes.

Know the pawnshop on the corner?

Pudge Wayland used to run it.

Thats right. Know anything more about Pudge?

He was a crook and a fence.

He was a crook and a fence, all right, said Wycombe. Know what happened to him?

He was shot.

By whom? asked Wycombe.

I never heard.

Nobody else did, except a few. Im the fellow that killed him.

Silver actually sighed with relief.

Is that whats behind this trail that Morrie Delgas and Rutherford are on?

Thats it! said Steve Wycombe, brightening. I ought to have a medal and a vote of thanks for getting that fat Gila monster out of the world, instead of inheriting trouble about it, eh?

It seems that way. How did the thing happen?

Id had words with him. It was a couple of years back. Id had words with him. About nothing much. Just about a loan hed made me on a gold watch. I was sore. The next time I saw him, I was coming out of the mouth of an alley. It was night. I saw the fat back of Pudge Wayland come across the street. I sang out and swore at him. He whirled around. I was drunk. I was on a mean drunk. You know, the kind when you dont know what youre doing. I thought I saw a gun in his hand. I shot him dead. Thats all.

He stuck out his lower jaw and stared at the floor.

Thats all — except that he wasnt even wearing a gun? suggested Silver.

The fool, said Steve Wycombe, should a had one on, anyway. There was a witness, yunderstand? A sap of a no-good sneak thief. He saw everything. He spotted me. I had to give him a regular pension to keep his mouth shut. And he went off into Mexico, where hed be safe in case I decided to pay him the rest of his pension with a chunk of lead. He stayed down there and collected my checks. Just like that. And then the blockhead goes and gets into a row, a while ago, and gets himself knifed up, and the doctors say that hes going to die, and he lies there on the floor of a saloon and tells what he knows to the fellow that knifed him. Makes a confession, dyou see? And the fellow that knifed him is Harry Rutherford, and with Harry is that Morrie Delgas.

Well, this is how the thing all hitches together. That Pudge Wayland was a fence, and you know it. And hed done a lot of work for Delgas and for Rutherford, both of em, because they were working hand in glove. And when Wayland died, he had a whole slew of stolen goods on his hands, and a big pile of it belonged to those two thugs.

You see what had happened? I bump off Pudge Wayland. His heirs get everything in his shop — and its a ton! They clean out his safe. They get themselves rich, and gyp Morrie and Harry out of a whole little fortune in honest stolen goods theyd given to Pudge. That must have been the way of it.

Anyway, my man lies there on the floor of the cantina and talks his fool head off, and he sees that pair shake hands over him and swear that theyll go and bump off Wycombe, just to even the account. Theyd always hated me, anyway, since a little poker game we once played together. And then the fool fellow, he doesnt die, after all; but he gets better, and hes honest enough to write me a letter and tell me how he happened to put those two bloodhounds on my trail. But you see the funny part?

I dont know what part would be funny to you, said Silver.

Why, said Wycombe, aint it a scream thatd curdle your blood to think of me bumping off a fat fool like Pudge Wayland and then getting a pair of wildcats like those two dropped right down my back?


IV. SILVER GIVES WARNING
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THE EVENING CAME on, and Jim Silver was glad of a chance to get out of the tobacco reek and whisky smell of the closed house into the open. Besides, there was something unusual — rain promised over the desert, and thunder bumping and rumbling in the sky just like carts going over iron bridges.

Steve Wycombe went off by himself for a few moments, and Silver was gladdest of all to be alone. He wanted to do some thinking. He had come to the hardest moment of all, which is when a man tries to untangle his own actions and discover the motives of them. He kept telling himself that he was a fool to have bound himself to fight for this fellow Wycombe and, above all, to have bound himself against such formidable men as Morris Delgas and that ravenous ghost of a man, Harry Rutherford.

Certainly it was not compassion for Wycombe that kept him on the place. He could hardly put his finger on the cause until he saw young Dan Farrel walk from the first corral toward the bunk house. Then he could remember and be sure that it was something about Farrel and the girl that had turned the scales and induced him to stay. Why?

Well, he could not say exactly. He was simply a prospector in the land of trouble, and there seemed to be a rich strike of danger and complications straight ahead of him.

A pair of cow-punchers came away from the horse shed and ran sneaking up on their foreman. They were almost on him when he sidestepped. There was a swift flurry of action, an uproar of laughing voices, and the foreman went on, leaving his two men to pick themselves up from the ground. Jim Silver was pleased enough to smile. He waved Farrel over to him.

What do you say about rain, Farrel? he asked.

Farrel shook his head. Its the wrong season, he declared. You dont know how rain comes here — just a few drops at a time — just enough to keep the lips wet and the patient from dying. Just enough water to keep the grass from dying clear down to the bottom of its roots. This is a dry ranch, Silver!

He nodded and smiled as he spoke.

You like it. said Jim Silver. Theres something about it you like, or that you expect to like later on.

Why do you say that?

Because youll put up with a good deal in order to stay on it. Why, Farrel? There are plenty of jobs everywhere for good cowmen.

Farrel stared at him. Then turning toward the foothills, he waved his hand west and north and east.

You see how those mountains are heaped up in three bunches? Over there to the east are the Rendais — thats old Mount Kendal back there in blue and white, just on the right. Over here, straight north, that second bunch make up the Humphreys Mountains. I dont have to tell you which is Mount Humphreys itself. Look at the way it goes jump into the sky! Now, yonder on the left, right over there bang against the west, you see the biggest of the three bunches? Those are the Farrel Mountains.

Silver looked not so much at the silhouette of ragged blackness in the west, not so much at the three vast masses of cumulus clouds which were blossoming over the three groups of mountains, as he did into the lean, brown face of Dan Farrel. For it seemed to Silver that some of the fire and grandeur of the sunset mountains was reflected in the face of the cow-puncher.

I see, said Silver. They were named after one of your tribe?

Great-grandfather. Ever since his day theres always been a Farrel on this ground.

He hooked his thumb over his shoulder.

It isnt the house that matters. I dont give a hang about that. Its the ground that counts. Ive gone away and worked on other places — places on the ledge of the desert, like this, with mountains close by that were a lot bigger and finer than those three outfits — but I never found a place that fitted into my head the way this one does. Every time I lay an eye on those mountains, its as though Id daubed a rope on a maverick and added it to my herd. I tell you what, Silver — it may seem a funny thing to you, but its true — it seems to me that I know every wave of the ground off there to the south from the ranch house. I know just where the waves of the land are running, every one of em.

How did the Farrels lose the place? asked Silver.

My old man gambled it away to Wycombes old man, thats the whole story.

You hate to leave it?

The way youd hate to stop breathing.

Well, said Silver, it looks as though youd have to go.

Does it?

On account of the girl.

What dyou mean?

Ive been talking to Wycombe, and he wants her. If he thinks youre in his way, with her, hell cut your throat. Hell fire you off the ranch, at least.

What makes you think that theres anything between the girl and me? asked Dan Farrel.

I saw her turning white and pink, to-day in the kitchen. Farrel, youll have to move.

Farrel took off his hat, mopped his forehead, and then stood with the hat crushed in his two hands. Slowly his glance went across the mountains from the east to the west, until he was facing the last fire of the sunset. He said nothing but, after a moment, he walked away and left Silvertip in profoundly gloomy thought. Tragedy was not ten steps away from the Wycombe ranch, he felt, and it was probably even nearer than those expert gunmen, Morrie Delgas and Harry Rutherford; in fact, it probably was stepping in the boots of Dan Farrel.

Nothing like this had ever come into the ken of Jim Silver.

Through the open kitchen window, he saw the girl moving back and forth rapidly, with the haste of a cook who is making the last preparations for the service of a meal. He went to the window and leaned an elbow on the sill. The girl was pouring the water off a pot of boiled potatoes; a cloud of steam rushed up from the sink about her shoulders and head. Then she spilled the potatoes into a great dish.

Suppose, said Silver, without an introductory word, that a fellow had a good pair of hands, plenty of work anywhere he wanted to find it, and a girl willing to travel anywhere in the world with him; couldnt he be happy off the home ground?

She had turned half toward him, though without looking into his face. It was as if his words had arrested her whole mind so that a greater and a greater tension was put on her. He saw it in the stiffening of her body, in the way her head lifted. Afterward, she came to the window to confront him closely.

How much has Danny told you? she asked.

Not as much as I told him, answered Jim Silver. Do you know how close you are to trouble?

From Steve Wycombe? she asked.

Hes going to ask you to marry him. How long can you put him off? Hes used to having his own way.

She took a deep, quick breath. The shake of her head was a shudder through her entire body.

I dont know, she answered. I cant get Danny to leave the place.

Youll have to, responded Silver. Youll have to persuade him fast, too. Wycombe wants you. He wants you as much as he can want anything. If you put him off, hell be suspicious. If he grows suspicious, he cant help finding out that theres something between you and Farrel. And if he guesses that— He paused.

I know, said the girl. Hed murder Dan in a moment, I suppose. Im going to leave! Ill leave tonight. Ill leave now!

Youd better, said Silver. He pitied her, suddenly, more than he had ever pitied any other human being. The trouble which faced her seemed so totally unfair. Theres only one other thing to do — and thats to persuade Danny to live in another place.

Its no good. He has desert fever, and the only desert he can live in is this one. Hes tried to go away before this. But he came back looking like a ghost. Its the sort of homesickness that doesnt fade out.

Have you got a horse of your own? Silver asked her.

I have.

Have you money?

No. Only a little.

I can help you out with some cash.

If I have to step out of his life — out of Dannys life — forever— she murmured.

Then she straightened herself and smiled wanly at Silver.

I cant even say good-by to him, I suppose, she said.

No, I suppose not, said Silver.

He reached for his wallet and opened it.

Take this, said he, and offered a sheaf of bills. But she only shook her head.

I cant do it, she told him. I can manage with what I have.

Silver put the money back into the wallet, stared at her, and then walked away into the dusk. His thoughts were so baffled, so gloomy, that he kicked aimlessly at the ground over which he walked. He had been in tangles before, but none so thoroughly complicated as this one. The chief anger he felt was directed toward Farrel. The fellow looked as hard as nails, but his weakness was what is the strength of other men — an overmastering love for one place.

Into the darkening north Silver looked, toward the mountains. They were new enough to him, and yet already they began to stand in his mind like old, familiar faces. He remembered how Farrel had pointed to them; he remembered the reverence and affection with which the voice of Farrel had uttered the names. After all, a man cannot be blamed for passions which are bigger than himself.

He went to the pump and sloshed a tin pan full of cold water. There was soap, yellow and strong, to wash with, and a big, coarse scrubbing brush. He worked on his finger tips until he had got the leather grease out from under the nails. The rest of his washing took very little time. He managed to find a clean spot on one of the big roller towels and dried himself.

The cow-punchers were all around him, sputtering in the water, swearing as the soap got into recent cuts. One of them was red-headed, the clown of the lot. He squared off in front of Silver, swaying thick shoulders.

He aint so big, said Red.

Ill take you on for a couple of rounds, big boy.

He began to dance on the tips of his toes, easing his hands back and forth in readiness to strike or to parry. Silver finished drying his own hands and smiled.

Come on! said Red, as the others began to crow and whoop. Come on! said Red. Nobody gets by on reputation in this mans ranch. Lets see what youve got, Jim Silver!

He was dancing, still swaying himself from side to side a little, when Silver made a flashing gesture with both arms and caught the two hands of Red. He kept on smiling as he crushed those hands until he could feel the supple bones springing and giving.

In my part of the world, we shake before we fight, said Silver.

He released the hands and stepped back. Red began to open and close his fingers, laughing.

In my part of the world, when a gent shakes hands like that, we dont fight him, said Red.

The other punchers were laughing, too. The supper gong rang. Silver went in with the rest, and by the brightness of their eyes he knew that he would have no more signs of trouble from them. They had accepted him as something more than a large bubble of reputation.


V. GUNS IN THE DARK
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AS THE PUNCHERS entered, their employer was revealed walking up and down at the head of the dining room. He had dressed for dinner by buttoning his vest, sleeking the blond forelock with water, and slipping a pair of brilliant elastic garters over his sleeves to leave his wrists supple and free. As the spurs jingled and the heels thundered on the wooden floor, Mr. Wycombe made a movement of his hand that stopped every one. Then he said:

You waddies have gotta know that there are two thugs steering for this ranch, right now, and aiming to collect my scalp when they arrive. If they look in through the window and start blazing away while were having supper, they might smash up a lot of crockery. So one of you stand guard outside. Red, you take a turn. Ten or fifteen minutes and you can come back inside and somebody else will take the beat. The hombres I talk about are Morrie Delgas and that skinny little streak of murder, Harry Rutherford. If they start raising the devil, maybe my friend, Jim Silver, will help my song and dance. Thats all, boys. Set down and feed your faces.

Red took a handful of biscuits, wedged some butter into them, and left the room to stand guard. The other punchers sat down. The chairs rumbled like thunder. Dishes and cutlery began to clatter. Some one asked Wycombe what Delgas and Rutherford had against him.

Just old chums gone wrong, said Wycombe.

There were heaps of food — venison steaks, two great bowls of baked beans with a rich scum browned over the tops of them, heaps of biscuits with snowy flanks and crusty tops, mountains of potatoes, huge dishes of gravy. Forks and spoons dug into these treasures. Presently heads were seriously bent; the girl came in and filled the ponderous drinking cups from a pail of coffee. She wore a faint, fixed smile. She reminded Silver of a prize fighter sick with punishment but smiling to show that everything is all right.

When she came by Wycombe, he lifted his head and smiled like a calf at her. Then he resumed his former position, his brow reclining in the palm of his left hand while with the right he casually and in the most disinterested fashion scooped food toward his face. A profound loathing began to work at the very roots of the soul of Jim Silver.

The better the food, the swifter the eating on a Western ranch. Those punchers walked through the provisions on the table and then rolled cigarettes and sipped a second beaker of coffee. They said things to Esther as she went the round, pouring it out. Regular good stuff, said one, and another: Where you cook, this cowboy camps. Some of them said: Hows things? Every one muttered something; up to that time no one had seemed aware of her existence, except Wycombe.

The second round of coffee was finished. Whirls, clouds, long streaks of cigarette smoke hung in the air as the punchers rose, one after another, and went out. Their footfalls boomed through the room, then grew dim and muffled in the dust outside. The smoke seemed to be collecting around the two lamps that stood on the table. There remained at the table only the foreman, Silver, and Wycombe, as the girl came in to clear the dishes away. When she went past Wycombe, he put out his arm and gathered her suddenly into the hollow of it.

Hows things? asked Wycombe, smiling up at her.

She only smiled down at him vaguely. Danny Farrel grew rigid in his chair.

Ive got to finish my work, said Esther Maxwell. Please, Steve.

Maybe youre going to stop working, pretty soon, said Wycombe. Maybe theres going to be a Chinaman or something for you to boss. Maybe—

Esther! barked Farrel.

Wycombe released her suddenly. She stepped back.

Eight oclock and alls well, drawled the puncher who walked on guard outside the windows.

Farrel and Wycombe were staring at one another, Farrel still rigid, and Wycombe leaning loosely forward. In the middle of a smile, his upper lip had caught again over his projecting teeth and stayed there in a snarl. The girl hurried out of the room with a pile of empty dishes. Silver folded his arms, because in that position his hands were close to his guns. It seemed strange to him that the girl should have left the room, unaware that there was murder in the air. He himself could hear the bumping of blood against his temples as his heart beat faster and stronger.

Youve got the say with her, have you? said Wycombe.

Farrel was as straight as a stick and pale as a stone; he had his two hands on the edge of the table. The hands of Wycombe were out of sight.

I hate to see a girl mauled around, said Farrel.

You hate to see it, do you? answered Wycombe.

He worked his lips until they closed; he moistened them with the swift red tip of his tongue.

Farrel pushed back his chair.

Ill be going on, he murmured slowly.

He stood up.

Wait a minute, commanded Wycombe. Im going to find out something.

Farrel halted, halfway to the door.

Wycombe had pushed back his chair and sat forward on the edge of it with his hands still out of sight.

I wanta know, said Steve Wycombe, what that girl is to you, Farrel.

Never mind. Nothing! said Farrel.

Im not to never mind, eh? said Wycombe. He laughed suddenly, turning all white around the mouth and with a devil in his eyes. Why, Farrel, who are you?

Farrel said nothing.

Wycombe gasped: Youre going to tell me what to do and how to act in my own house, are you? Youre going to tell me how to treat a girl, are you? You dirty rat, whats the girl to you?

Im going to marry her, thats all, said Farrel.

The door opened. The girl came back, not in time to hear anything, but in time to see the attitudes of the two men. She cried out in fear.

Listen to me — you, Esther, said Wycombe. Have you been fooling me? Have you been making a fool of me? This bum of a secondhand foreman says that hes going to marry you. Is that straight?

Oh, Danny! mourned the girl.

The way she put out her hands toward Farrel told Steve Wycombe enough.

You sneaking thief! he yelled, and came out of his chair with a gun in each hand. Im going to—

Back up! called Silver, and shot the left-hand gun out of the grasp of Wycombe.

You? You, too? screamed Wycombe. Ill get you both. Ill — Ill—

He dived under the table and heaved up the side of it with a lift of his shoulders. The whole mass of crockery went to the floor. The lamps were dashed out. Darkness blotted the room, and the scream of the girl made a red zigzag like lightning across the brain of Silver.

It was not complete darkness. The flame of one lamp had ignited the oil that spread out from it in a thin layer on the floor. A blue welter of fire began to play, keeping the room awash with uncertain ebbing and flowing of shadows. Outside, the guard was shouting; the girl had not stopped screaming.

Silver, flat on his stomach in a corner of the room, extended two guns before him and waited. A gun spat fire twice from close to the opposite wall. The voice of Farrel, near the windows, cursed briefly.

Ive got one of you! screamed Wycombe.

There was the loose impact of a falling body against the floor. The guard was shouting, near the door:

What the devils up? Whats happening?

He was afraid to come in, of course.

The gun of Wycombe flashed again, and Silver shot at the glint of the face that he saw behind the little red tongue of fire. He almost felt the impact of his bullet tearing through flesh and bone.

A voice said, Ah!

That was Wycombe. There was no vocal strength to the sound; he simply breathed the word out. Light! said Wycombe. And now his voice had a great weakness of shuddering in it. Light! Im dying! Im sick—

The screaming of the girl was ended. That was one good thing. Farrel said nothing. Perhaps he was dead.

Silver went across the room to where Wycombe lay. The burning oil gave only the dimmest sort of a light, but it was enough for him to see that Farrel had been kneeling against the wall between the two windows; the body of the girl lay flat near the kitchen door; and Wycombe had slipped down with his head pressing at a breaking angle against the wall.

Get a lantern, Farrel, said Silver.

Esthers dead! shouted Farrel. Help! Hes murdered her.

Other voices, many footfalls were heard outside the door. Someone carried a lantern, its light swinging wildly across the windows and intercrossing swift shuttles of brightness over the ceiling.

The lantern was brought into the room, and showed Farrel holding the limp body of the girl in his arms. Her head hung down; her arms and legs trailed toward the floor. The wave of cow-punchers advanced in a solid mass.

Wycombe, did you shoot at the girl? murmured Silver.

No! said Wycombe. I wish I had. Im dying. You got me, you sneak, you traitor! I wish Id killed you all!

The lantern light came close and flooded over him. His whole breast was flowing with blood, it seemed. The blood ran down to the floor and gathered in two pools. The body of Wycombe was still. His arms lay limply at his sides, with the hands turned palm up. But his face was working violently, the lips covering and uncovering the gleam of the teeth.

Take Silver! he said. Red, Joe, Lefty, Mack, take Silver. He murdered me. He killed me right here. The skunk — he killed me! Shoot him to pieces!

They looked at one another; they looked at Silver; they looked vaguely back at their employer.

One of the lot helped Farrel with the girl. She had only fainted, it appeared, and now she began to moan. They carried her out of the shambles.

Silver said: Wycombe found out that Farrel is going to marry Esther. He went crazy and pulled his guns on Farrel. I knocked one gun out of his grip. He threw the table over and tried to shoot up the lot of us. That was why I plugged him. A dirty business, but it had to be done.

He kneeled beside Wycombe in an effort to feel his pulse.

Dont touch me. Keep your murdering hands away from me, said Wycombe, in a horrible, bubbling voice. Boys, dont believe him. Hes lying. Tear him apart. Let me see you split him open. Ive got a thousand dollars for the man who—

Shut up, Steve, said a voice from the doorway. He only stole a march on us.

Silver saw two men at the entrance of the room, one a great, hairy brute, and the other small and dapper, with a pale face. He knew that Delgas and Rutherford had arrived too late.


VI. WYCOMBES WILL
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SOME OF THE men threw sand on the burning oil and put it out. At the directions of Silver, two more dragged in a mattress, with the blankets folded to lift his head and shoulders, for when he lay flat his own blood choked him.

Silver cut away the clothes, tried to stop the bleeding in chest and back with handfuls of dust, and bound a thick bandage made of a torn sheet around and around the scrawny body. Hollow-chested, lean of shoulders and arms, Wycombe looked no more than a boy. It had only been his spirit that made him dangerous, and the same spirit was still green in his eyes. He kept rolling his glance from Delgas to Silver to Rutherford.

Give me a shot of hooch, he said. Ive got some thinking to do.

Silver tilted his head and applied a bottle of whisky to the lips. Wycombe drank it like water. Afterward he closed his eyes for a long moment, but he was not dead. Silver could see the pulse beat in the scrawny hollow of the throat.

I wanta have a pen and paper, said Wycombe. Silver, you write down what I say. Im going to make my will.

One of the men ran off to get what was needed.

Rutherford sat down on the floor beside Wycombe.

Im sorry to see you this way, Steve, said he. I hoped that youd be up and about when we arrived. Youre not much use to us this way, Steve. Weve been killing you every day for a long time. Now that youre passing out on your own hook, there doesnt seem to be anything left for us to do. The worlds a hollow place for us, with you out of it!

Yeah? murmured Wycombe. He shot me in the dark. He sided with that rat of a Farrel of mine. And Id hired Silver to keep the two of you away from me.

Had you? said Rutherford.

He turned his thin, handsome face toward Jim Silver and smiled.

Old Jim Silver, he said softly. Always up to something.

Delgas came and put his hands on his knees. The hair grew like fur down to the second knuckles.

How dyou feel, kid? he asked.

Theres hands inside of me tearing me apart, said Wycombe.

Too bad, said Delgas, and began to grin widely, nodding at Wycombe. We had lots of hell, but its better than nothing to get a flash of you when youre like that.

You swine! breathed Steve Wycombe.

Let him alone, Delgas, said Silver. Get up and stand back from him, Rutherford. Hes a dying man.

Oh, said Rutherford. You dont like my manners, Silver?

He rose slowly, still smiling.

I dont like your manners, said Silver.

He looked at them calmly.

Now! whispered Wycombe, his eyes burning. Are you going to take water from him, the pair of you? Jump him — blow him to pieces, boys! Ill thank you, and Ill pay you for doing it! Itll make a red-letter day in your lives, the cash Ill give you!

And be mobbed by this gang when we open up? Were not such fools, said Rutherford.

He stepped back. Wycombe glowered at Silver.

Ive got no luck, he said.

Youll be hearing from us, Silver, said Delgas.

Thanks, said Silver. Come and take tea with me, one day. Any old time would suit me.

The paper and ink and pen arrived. Silver sat down cross-legged and dipped the pen and poised it above the writing pad.

Go ahead, Wycombe, he suggested.

I want this to sound like law, said Wycombe. Write like this. Put the date down and the place, first. Then say: I, Stephen Wycombe, being in my right mind and the full possession of my faculties, make this my last will and testament. How does that sound to you, boys? Legal?

The cow-punchers formed an outer semicircle. Some of them were standing. Some were sitting on their heels, watching.

It sounds like a book, said one of them.

Thats the way you gotta sound, or else the lawyers will take you all apart, said Wycombe. Somebody wipe my mouth. I dont seem to have any hands.

Red came close and wiped the bloody lips with a bandanna. He gave Wycombe another taste of the whisky.

Its hard, said Wycombe, to think of losing out on all of that seventeen-year-old rye! Go on writing, Silver. Last will and testament. It takes the place of, and makes null, all other wills and testaments that I may have made. You see, I havent made any other wills; but youve got to talk like that in a will.

He went on: I give, devise, and bequeath to my dear friend, Morris Delgas, one third of all the bulls, steers, cows, and calves in my possession.

Hey, said Delgas. Whats this?

Shut up! whispered Wycombe. I gotta keep enough breath to finish. Go on writing, Silver. One half of all my land, except as shall hereinafter be excepted. Hows that for fancy talk? I was educated all right. A lot of good my education has done me! Go on: And to my dear friend, Henry Rutherford, I give, devise, and bequeath one third of all the live stock in my possession, together with one half of my land, except as shall be hereinafter excepted. Have you got that?

I have it, said Silver, working with a rapid pen.

Well, murmured Harry Rutherford softly, this is the richest thing that I ever heard of. Where does the poison come in, Wycombe?

Wait a minute. Hes having his joke, said Delgas. The catch is going to come now.

Go on writing, urged Wycombe. And to my dear friend called variously Arizona Jim, Silvertip, Silver, Jim Silver, and other aliases — I mean the man who caught the famous wild horse, Parade — I give, devise, and bequeath all the cash in my possession, together with the debts which I owe and one third of all the live stock on my place. In addition I give, devise, and bequeath to Jim Silver, alias Arizona Jim, alias Silvertip, all the water rights to the big tank called Johnsons Lake, and I give him outright the house and the corrals and all the ground in every direction for one half mile from the ranch house. There, boys, that looks like a pretty even split, to me. Silver dont get any land to speak of, but he gets cash and water. Give me that to sign, Jim, will you?

Silver held the pad before him. Wycombe, with a twitching mouth, scratched on his signature.

That look all right and legal, Silver? asked Wycombe.

It looks right enough to me, said Silver.

Sign it, then. Everybody in the room sign it. Silver, write down: Witnessed this day by me, and then the rest of you sign under that place. Understand?

The paper was accordingly passed around. Wycombe lay back, nodding a little as he heard the scratching of the pen. Once Silver found the eyes of the dying man fixed upon him with a deathless malice and hatred.

The gent that should have guarded me, he shoots me down! said Wycombe. Then, suddenly, he asked: Wheres the girl and wheres Farrel? Go call em in, will you? I wanta say good-by to them. I gotta remember my manners and say good-by to all of my old friends.

He closed his eyes. His mouth opened. Silver could no longer see the beat of the pulse in the hollow of the throat. When he touched the face of Wycombe, he found the skin clammy with cold sweat.

One of the punchers came back, bringing the girl and tall Dan Farrel. She held back. Farrel had an arm about her, supporting her forward. Her eyes were doubly large in the pallor of her face.

So the two of them came before the dying man.

Theyre here, said Silver.

The eyes of Wycombe fluttered and then opened. He frowned to bring his attention on the pair.

Farrel and Esther. Fine-looking pair, eh? he muttered. The two of you — I want to say something to you. Youre the ones that knifed me. Except because of your pretty mug, Esther, Id be all right now. Id be drinking rye and taking it easy, instead of going where Im bound. I— He gasped.

Whisky! he whispered.

Silver poured a large dram down his throat. He coughed and strangled feebly over it. The bubbling of his voice became greater, as though some of the liquid were in his lungs.

He said: I never wasted time on girls before I saw you, Esther.

Steve, cried the girl, I never wanted to lead you on. I never said a word to you. The only reason that I didnt tell you right away that I loved Danny was because I was afraid that hed be fired, and he cant live away from this place.

Yeah? Cant he? murmured Wycombe. Hell damned well live away from it, now that these three hombres have the place. And this is what I wanta say to the pair of you: I hope you have nothing but rotten bad luck. I hope the pair of you get sickness and meanness. I hope you start in hating each other. If you have kids, I hope that theyre halfwits and that theyre sick every day of their lives. I hope youre broke and stay broke. I hope you have to beg, and folks kick you out of their way. If theres anything in the curse of a dying man, I put it on—

His head dropped back. The girl, with her hands pressed before her eyes, shut out the grisly picture of the dying man.

Take me away, Danny! she murmured.

I put — a curse, muttered Wycombe, on — on—

He bit at the air, writhed his legs together, and sat bolt upright.

I cant breathe! he gasped. Give me air — whisky. I—

Blood bubbles broke on his lips. He twisted suddenly, fell on his side, and lay still.

Silver leaned close above him for an instant, then turned him on his back and closed the eyes. Wycombe was smiling in death as in life, with his upper lip caught crookedly across his projecting teeth. Silver, with a fold of the blanket, covered that repulsive face.

He stood up and faced the silence of the group.

Friends, he said, the law is going to put an eye on all of this. You fellows jot down everything that you can remember of exactly whats happened. Youll have to answer questions. One thing is straight — I killed Wycombe. I shot him to keep him from murdering Farrel — and myself. Farrel, were you hurt?

A graze along the ribs, said Dan Farrel. Its nothing.

Lemme tell you all something, boomed the great bass voice of Morris Delgas. I dunno just how its going to work out, but this here Wycombe was always a poison rat. It looks like hes done something for us, but before we get through well find out that hes put a knife through us, every one. Im going to go out and get some fresh air.


VII. THE NEW MANAGER
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A CORONER CAME out from Pepper Gulch the next morning and made an examination. He was an old-timer with a dull-blue eye and tobacco-stained blond mustache. His examination lasted not more than half an hour, after which he pronounced over a glass of rye whisky, aged seventeen years:

The way it looks to me, it would be pretty hard to kill a gent like Steve Wycombe without doin it in self-defense. I dunno that you could pick up any jury around this part of the world that would accuse a man of nothin more than self-defense even if there was eye-witnesses that seen somebody bash Steve over the head when his back was turned.

The reputation of Wycombe was in this manner its own reward. The body was carted to the town to be buried in the plot where other and hardly more honorable ancestors had lain before him, and the will which he had signed was promptly recorded and filed.

The result was that the three to whom the inheritance had so strangely come could enter upon the possession at once. It was not many days later that they held a conference in the very room that had formerly been the office of the dead man.

Morris Delgas, because he was the oldest and the largest of the trio, presided. He sat not in a chair but on the desk, with his shirt open and his sleeves rolled up. The man was everywhere furred over with black hair. His forehead was wide and very low, with a knob at either corner of it to match the cheek bones beneath. He looked like a perfect specimen for the prize ring, now grown a little overweight.

He wore new boots, graced with golden, spoon-handled spurs; but otherwise he showed no token of the sudden good fortune that had come to him, for his clothes were those which any cow-puncher might have donned as a working outfit. His shirt was blue flannel, in spite of the heat of the weather; his hat was a very battered old felt, and the only evidence of wealth lay in the golden spurs and in the great fat cigar into which he had sunk his teeth.

He liked the feel of it so well that he could not relax the grip of his teeth for an instant. The oily stain ran across his mouth. The tongue with which he licked those lips became stained, also. But he never touched the cigar with his hand. He smoked it rarely in puffs, but let it burn slowly with the movements of his breath, and when he changed its position, it was done by manipulations of the teeth and the tongue. In fact, he was a formidable brute of a man. His body looked too gross for activity, but his eye was as bright as the eye of a wild cat.

Sitting there on the desk, with his huge back turned to the windows, he literally cast a shadow over the other two men.

Gents, he said, we gotta get together. We gotta find out what was in the crazy bean of Steve Wycombe when he passed us this ground, and then we gotta see how we can pull together. Because look at the lay of the land. Me and Harry have got half the acres. And, believe me, theres some acres! I been out and rode all around the place, and its a long days ride. And we each got a third of the live stock, along with you, Silver. But theres another way of lookin at the thing. We got the land and our shares of the stock. But you got the most part of the water, if not all. Except for some shallow kind of pools that stand a while around in the spring rains, there aint no water on the rest of the place. The cows have gotta come in to the big tank or else theyve gotta come right in here to the home place. Its a funny business, and I guess that the brains must have run with the blood right out of poor old Steve! Nows the time for us to talk a spell and keep shut up afterward.

Wycombe wasnt crazy, said Harry Rutherford. Not a bit.

What was he, then? asked big Delgas.

He was out for blood, thats all, said Rutherford.

Go on, handsome, and tell me what you mean, said Delgas.

Aw, you tell him, Silver, said Rutherford. He cant see it. Poor old Delgas is so gentle and trusting that he doesnt know how to look around the corner and see the devil in what people do.

Silver smiled, his faint, faint smile. As Wycombe lay dying, he said, there were three men in the world that he wanted to kill. Name em, Delgas.

You first, because youd sunk a shot in him between wind and water, said Delgas presently. And I suppose that me and Rutherford would come on the list, too.

Very well, said Silver, and to whom did he leave his land?

Well, the same three. But hows he goin to kill us by givin us the land?

Because he hoped that wed not be friends. He hoped that you and Rutherford would hang together and that youd be against me, and that wed start a war and fight to a finish.

Hey! exclaimed Delgas. You mean that, Silver? You think thats the straight of it, Harry?

Harry Rutherford waved a slender hand.

Of course thats it, he said. Dont be so dumb, Brother Morris. Wycombe set us up for a battle royal. What else could he have had in his mind? Think that he wanted to reward us for being after his scalp?

Delgas champed noisily on the butt of his cigar, the smoke squeezing out of the burning end of it in little rapid puffs.

I begin to see, said he. We can starve out Silver because weve got the land, and he can starve out us because hes got the water. The minute one shuts down on the other, theres bound to be trouble. Its a fight to the finish, and a mighty quick fight.

Theres only one way out, said Rutherford.

Name it, said Delgas.

Not to fight, said Rutherford.

Sure! And thats easy, said Delgas. He turned to Silver. You got a kind of an upstage way about you, he declared. And maybe you aint been very friendly toward the pair of us, now and then. But that dont matter to me so much. I can get on with anybody. My skin is thick enough. And I got a place in my system where I could use the dough were goin to pull down out of this business.

So have I, said Rutherford. All we need to do is to lay down a scheme to run the ranch. One of us has to run it, and the others stand by, and make a few suggestions.

It wont work, said Silver.

Why not? asked Rutherford sharply.

Silver turned up the palm of his right hand.

Do the same thing, he said to the others.

They obeyed him, frowning with curiosity.

Weve got soft hands, said Silver.

Now, what the devil does that mean? asked Delgas.

Why, it means that we dont know enough about the business to run a ranch, any of us, answered Rutherford shortly.

He left his chair and walked rapidly back and forth through the room. He seemed to be angry. Now and then he swore softly under his breath.

Well, he exclaimed suddenly, stopping right in front of Silver, whats the solution?

I havent any, said Silver.

What have you got, then?

Only an idea.

Lets have it, Silver. Nobody accuses you of being a fathead. Fire away with the idea, urged Rutherford.

My idea is that we all step out and let a fourth man run the place, suggested Silver.

What man? snapped Rutherford and Delgas in one voice.

Any man we can all agree on, said Silver.

Name one, said Rutherford.

I havent any names on the tip of my tongue, said Silver. How about you?

Its all a funny business, said Delgas. I dunno. I got no ideas. I only got a hunch that maybe Wycombe was right and a lot of trouble is likely to grow out of this here deal. Dead men dont enjoy the money they spend.

There was such truth in this remark that a short silence followed.

Hows the place running now? demanded Rutherford.

Pretty well, I suppose, said Silver. The foreman knows his business. If he could suit a hound like Wycombe, he ought to suit us.

There is something in that, agreed Delgas instantly.

Make him the manager? asked Rutherford.

You fellows think that Im sure to be against you, and that Im sure to try to put one over on you, said Silver. Get that idea out of your head. If you dont want Farrel, take anybody you like — if I like him, too.

Delgas and Rutherford looked fixedly at one another.

Well, that sounds all right to me, said Delgas.

Rutherford shrugged his narrow shoulders. He sat down, made a cigarette with the fingers of a conjurer, and lighted it. He spoke, breathing out the smoke through nose and mouth.

Make it Farrel till we vote him out, suggested Rutherford. A majority vote puts one ranch manager out and a new one in. This is a democratic country, and the majority ought to rule.

Youve got your voters all in a lump, answered Silver. No. One vote has to be enough to put out the manager. And a new one cant go in until every one of the three of us is satisfied.

There was another silence.

Well, said Rutherford, that might mean never. We might never hit on the kind of a fellow who would please all of us. Im for putting this whole ranch on sale and getting rid of it.

You couldnt get a quarter of what its worth, complained Delgas. I asked a couple of bankers what this here place is worth. The money they talked made me sick, I can tell you! They dont want to pay nothing. Nothing at all! There aint any market for desert land, like this. People are afraid of a big drought when even the well might go dry, and then the cows would starve before they could be drove to the nearest water hole. And all we could do would be to sell the cattle and call it quits. And I aint ready to be robbed like that!

Nor I! said Rutherford. He turned to Silver, saying: Well start out with Farrel, then. Your man Farrel will make a start. If any of us dont like him, hes fired on the spot. That suit you?

That has to suit, answered Jim Silver.

He stood up.

You boys, he said, have been talking about building a shack up in the foothills. You dont have to. You can stay right here and live in the house. It belongs to me, but youre mighty welcome to room in it.

He walked out of the room and into the kitchen, where he saw the girl. She had had sleepless nights since the death of Wycombe, and now there were black shadows inlaid around her eyes.

Its all right, said Silver. Farrel stays on. Hes not the foreman, but the manager.

He went out to the place where Farrel was nailing some new shakes on the roof of the big shed. At the signal he gave, Farrel came quickly down to the ground.

Youre to stay on as manager, said Silver.

Thanks, said Farrel. I know you did that for me, Jim. Its not the first good thing youve done for me, though. Are things going to be all right?

All right? echoed Silver, laughing a little. Why, man, one of these days theres going to be an explosion big enough to blow up everything.

Then why do you stay? asked Farrel, agape. Two of em to one of you. Id be on your side, but Im no gunman. Why do you stay, Jim?

Because, said Silver, I dont know when the explosion will come, and I like to hear the fuse burn.


VIII. TROUBLES SIGN
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SINCE JIM SILVER looked for a storm, he was by no means deceived by the perfect peace and quiet of the first few days that followed, when big Morris Delgas and Harry Rutherford were both the perfection of consideration, as far as they knew how to be.

For one thing, they seemed to be taking very seriously their new-found duties as ranchers, for they were hardly ever at the ranch house, except for meals. The lunch hour they often missed completely when they went off on a whole day of exploration— a days hunt, as Morrie Delgas used to say, to find mountain lions, mountain sheep, or mountain suckers.

Morrie Delgas was very gay. His loud voice boomed through the house. His heavy step thundered on the floor. Rutherford, beside him, was like a cat beside a horse, speaking little, keeping himself neat always, with a pale smile on his pale face. But, by the shifting lights in his eyes, it was plain that his mind was never still.

There was only one sign of trouble, a few days after Delgas and Rutherford came to live at the house. At the breakfast table, after Delgas had had his eye opener of rye, he boomed out to Silver:

Youve got the ready cash, Silver. Youve got heaps of it, and were just about broke. How about a couple of thousand on account?

Silver looked across the table and permitted his smile to broaden a trifle.

You mean a couple of hundred, Morrie, dont you? he asked.

Delgas stared back, not at Silver but at Rutherford.

He says that I mean a couple of hundred, not grands, quoted Delgas.

Rutherford nodded. Nothing further was said, no gesture made to accept the money. Delgas seemed to be hearing what he expected, and Silver knew by a thrill in his bones that trouble had been brought still closer to him.

Two days later, Farrel reported quietly to Silver that he was beginning to have trouble with the men.

They look me in the eye and swallow their grins, said Farrel. I feel their eyes following me, too, and their grins when my back is turned.

Whats wrong? asked Silver.

You know, said Farrel, one bad apple will spoil a barrel. And this gang was always a tough lot to handle. Wycombe wanted them that way. He never employed a man that hadnt done time.

You mean all the lads on the place have a prison record of some sort? asked Silver.

Thats what I mean, answered Farrel. Wycombe always felt that he might get into a pinch where hed want tough fellows around him, to back him up. So he collected this crew. Only, when he heard that both Delgas and Rutherford were on the trail after him, he lost his nerve and sent for you. He needed a bigger gun than any hed ever hired, so he got hold of you. But theres not a man on the place that isnt pretty good with guns, in one way or another. Wycombe knew I hadnt been in jail, and that suited him because he wanted an honest foreman to handle accounts.

How have you managed to handle this gang? asked Silver curiously.

Im a little better with my hands than they are, said Farrel. Besides, I know one end of a gun from another. They dont want trouble with me unless its worth their while; but, if it is worth their while, any one of the lot would be glad enough to rip into me, I suppose.

What bad apples were dropped into the barrel? asked Silver.

You guess, answered the foreman.

You mean Delgas and Rutherford?

Theyre not too busy riding the range for the sake of hunting, said Farrel. They never bring any game in. And they dont need all of this time to look over the lay of the land on the ranch. But Ive spotted one of them time and again, off on the sky line, talking to one of the punchers and then fading out of the picture. They got up into the foothills, too. I dont know for what.

Any guesses? asked Silver.

Yes. But nothing I can back on.

Fire away.

I think that theyre in touch with crooks wholl buy a lot of cattle if they can get em at the right price. The other day I bumped into Sam Waring riding across our range. You know Sam?

No, said Silver.

He leaned back in his chair and let the sun flow over his body while his eyes were closed.

Farrel regarded the placid calm of his one-third boss with a troubled eye. He stepped closer as he added:

Sam Waring is a tough hombre. Hes as tough as they come. Hes done plenty of time, and hes been up for counterfeiting. You know that theyre tough when they handle the green goods.

Thats Federal business. Yes, theyre tough or crazy when they handle the green goods, agreed Silver, opening his eyes drowsily.

Waring, said Farrel, isnt up here for his health. Hes in on some deal or he wouldnt be around. He told me that he was just passing through on a line for the other side of the Farrel Mountains. But I think he was lying. Hed make a good running mate for Delgas and that ghoul of a Rutherford. If hes that close to them, itll be strange if they dont get together.

You dont like Rutherford? said Silver.

Do you? asked Farrel.

Hes a handsome fellow, said Silver. Go on and think out loud, Danny. Farrel hesitated.

Then he exploded: In two days the punchers on this place could sweep every sound head of cattle right off up the valleys in the foothills and turn em over to anybody with the cash to pay half value on the nail! And Waring always represents plenty of money. My hunch is that hes been sent for to take the cows — at a price.

Why does this burn you all up? asked Silver lazily.

Why? cried Farrel. Because Ive put in my years building the herd. When I came here, there was a scratch lot of worthless beef too weak to cover ground for fodder and get back to water again. Ive traded and bred and fought and prayed to make this herd what it is. I came onto the job when I was a kid. Im not very old now, but, believe me, Ive done a lifetimes work already, I think.

This herd is what it ought to be — long and rangy, with enough bone to carry flesh when the cattle go north to fatten on good grasslands. Its my work. Its the sort of a herd that used to run on the place when my father had the ground. You cant build the right sort of a herd in a minute. It takes years. Once its wiped out, you have to go clear back to the start, and thats hard. Maybe youll never hit just the right combination again. And now a pair of crooks are likely to wipe out all the work that Ive done. Thats why Im burning up! Thats why I want to know what you intend to do about it.

Nothing, said Silver.

Nothing? cried Farrel.

Not a thing — yet, said Silver.

Then youre not worth the powder it would take to blow you up! shouted Farrel.

Silver closed his half-opened eyes again.

Farrels footsteps strode to the door and halted there.

Ive said too much, he growled. You saved my hide, the other night. I forgot that for a minute. I remember it now. Silver, does it make any difference if I say Im sorry?

Sure. Its all right, said Silver. Dont worry about me. Just tell me why Delgas and Rutherford should want to sell all the stock off at about half price, will you?

He kept his eyes closed, but he could feel young Farrel coming back toward him. The voice of the foreman grew louder, more vibrant again.

Because, said Farrel, if your share is thrown in with theirs and sold, they wont be losing so very much. Because fellows like that always prefer hard cash to anything else in the world. Finally, because, once the cattle are gone, theyll soon have you off the ranch — and they hate your heart. Ive seen them looking at you when your back was turned. They hate your heart.

Silver, without opening his eyes, took a sack of tobacco out of a breast pocket, together with a little battered pack of wheat-straw papers. Deftly and blindly he made his cigarette, a trick very worthwhile to one who often must ride at night. He crimped one end of his smoke, put the other between his lips, took out a cube of sulphur matches, and scratched one of them under the arm of his chair.

He allowed that match to burn for an instant so that the sulphur fumes would clear away. Then he lighted his cigarette and threw the match into the air. The flame fluttered out. The match left in the air a little irregular-curving streak of blue smoke. And still the eyes of Silver were not open as he smoked.

Farrel, biting his lips, took heed of all of these details.

They want me out of the way? said Silver. How does having the cattle wangle that for them?

Dont you see? argued the other. Thats your hold on them in this bargain about the leaving of the ranch?

Ive got the house and the water rights.

The house doesnt matter. And the water rights dont matter if there arent any cattle to need the water. Youll be stuck here with nothing on your hands except the hard cash that you pulled down in the deal. Youll have ho land; youll have no cows; youll have to clear out; and then they will manage to sell off the land. Theyll pull the wool over the eyes of some fool of a tenderfoot buyer and make him think that he gets the water rights with the land. Isnt that clear?

Silver whistled.

I hadnt thought of all that, said he.

And now, urged Farrel, tell me what youre to do about it, will you?

Im going to think, said Silver, and continued to smoke with closed eyes.

Farrel endured the picture of indifference as long as he could. Then he turned without a word and strode out of the room.

* * * * *

Silver continued to lead the life of an idler, rarely leaving the house. He was in bed early. He was up very late. As he sat alone at his breakfast, he could sometimes feel the eye of the girl fixed upon him with a melancholy appeal, but neither she nor Farrel spoke a word to him about the subject of Farrels anxiety.

It was two days after this that the next step was made toward tragedy. Farrel came into the house in the middle of the day.

Through the window of his room, where he lounged in the easy-chair, Silver saw the foreman come from the corral with bowed head. In the kitchen, Farrel paused for a moment, and Silver heard the girl cry out sharply with pain.

By that, Silver knew what had happened. He knew still better when Farrel stood before him in the room, looking years older, wrinkled about the eyes, drawn, battered of face like one who has faced a great storm for many hours.

Delgas and Rutherford have fired me, said Farrel. They sent me to you for my pay.


IX. NINE AGAINST TWO
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FROM THE EXPRESSION in the face of Silver, it seemed that he was hearing of a thing with which he had been long familiar.

He took out a wallet.

Whats owing? he asked.

Ive had fifty from them. You owe me twenty-five.

Silver passed out the amount and replaced his wallet in his pocket. Farrel went back to the door and made a farewell speech.

I thought it might be that we could make a fight to save the herd, he declared. I thought you might be the one man in the world to beat those crooks. But I guess youre too tired. Im thanking you for the life that I still walk around with — and — so long, Silver.

He was half through the doorway when Silver, his hands folded beneath his head, his eyes lazy, turned a little in the chair and asked:

Where you going, Danny?

Going? answered Danny. I dont know. I dont care. Just somewhere.

Why not stay here?

Here? Im fired, I tell you. Ive been paid off.

Youve been paid off by the ranch. Now I hire you again at the same rate of pay, said Silver.

At this, Farrel gripped the edge of the door so that the knob of it jangled suddenly. Then he made a quick step back inside the room. He pulled the door shut as carefully as though death were in the making of a sound, and there he stood before Silver, staring with incredulous eyes.

Sit down and rest your feet, said Silver.

Tell me whats in the air? asked Farrel.

Im retaining a good man because I might need him. Youve got a room in the house. Go upstairs and use it.

How?

Go up and lie down and rest.

Rest? I dont need to rest.

Do what I tell you, said Silver quietly. There may be a time ahead when you wont rest for quite a spell. So long, Danny. Go take it easy while you can.

Farrel looked at him with blazing eyes. I might have known, he said, with a trembling voice. I might have known that you wouldnt lie down and take it — like a dog! I dont care what pops. Im with you to the finish. He went out of the room. The keen ear of Silver, afterward, heard the excited babbling of voices in the kitchen, and he smiled.

Delgas and Rutherford came in before supper time, and Delgas said carelessly: That bum of a Dan Farrel, I gave him the rush to-day. Hes no good.

Hes a tramp, said Rutherford.

Silver, reclined in his chair, looked over the two of them casually. The face of Rutherford, which generally was the color of a cellar-grown plant, was now patched with sunburn, and his lips were gray from the chapping wind raised by a galloping horse. Dust had reddened the eyes of both men. Delgas had fortified his greasy skin by letting a weeks beard darken his face. They sat down uninvited in the room of Silver and lighted cigars.

Not much cow sense — Farrel? asked Silver gently.

Cow sense? No sense at all, said Delgas. I been watching him. I been out and around, since I came onto this place. You been layin low and takin things easy. Thats all right if its your way, but I mean to make a real ranch out of this dump. Know that, Jim?

Im glad of that, said Silver.

I even got Harry Rutherford interested, said Delgas. He thinks that some of my ideas are pretty good, eh, Harry?

Rutherford shrugged his shoulders. He sat on the base of his spine and inhaled the strong smoke of the cigar and then blew it in a swift stream high toward the ceiling.

What we gotta do is use some brains, said Delgas. Thats what we gotta do. And Ill tell you the trouble with Farrel. Know what it is?

Well? said Silver.

No brains, said Delgas. Eh, Harry?

No brains, said Rutherford.

Im sorry about that, said Silver. He looks to me like a decent sort.

Yeah. Clean hands, said Delgas. Yeah, clean hands and a washout for a brain, eh, Harry?

Washout, said Harry Rutherford, coldly, to the ceiling.

Just a dumb kind of an hombre, said Delgas. Its lucky that we been out and watched him workin the men. Thats the main trouble. The men dont care a thing about him. Eh, Harry?

Not a thing, said Rutherford.

He looks like something, went on Delgas, clearing his throat, and he stands like something, and he sticks out his chest like something. But he aint nothing at all. Hes a blank. So we gave him the bums rush. Just thought wed tell you, though.

Thanks, said Silver. He made a cigarette in his unconcerned way.

Youre having a rest, Silver, eh? said Rutherford, suddenly curious. From what I knew about you, I thought you were the sort of an hombre that never ran dry, never got out of patience, never knew what it was to quit. That all wrong?

I only do what I have to do, said Silver, smiling.

Rutherford was sitting straight up, his eyes lighted with keen concentration, a focused brilliance.

Youre different from what I thought, admitted Harry Rutherford.

Sorry, said Silver, still smiling.

Rutherfords eyes were darkened by a frown.

Unless youre putting on a front for me, said Rutherford.

Aw, quit tryin to get behind everything, protested Delgas, pulling out a flask and putting it to his lips for a long swig. You take a bird like Harry, thats got brains, and the trouble with him is that hes always trying to use em. Know that? Never contented. Always got to keep hammerin away at people. Give a gent a chance to rest, will you, Harry?

Shut up, will you? answered Rutherford softly. And still he peered at Silver and at the steady, dull-eyed smile with which Silver looked back at him.

Suddenly Rutherford rose, went to the door, paused there, and finally left the room.

Delgas looked after him, his grin gradually widening on both sides of his cigar, his brown-stained lips shining with the juice from the tobacco.

Funny, aint he? he said to Silver. Hes got something in his head, has that bird Rutherford. He is like a bird — just like a bird, always cocking his head around and looking at something. He dont give you no peace, not when youre his partner. Now I tell you what — I gotta go and corral him and find out whats made him so shifty on his pins, all at once. See you later, brother.

He in turn paused at the door.

You paid off your third to Farrel? he asked.

I paid him, said Silver.

Good riddance, said Delgas. Cheap at twice the price, I say. He was smiling more broadly than ever as he turned and left the room.

Before supper time, as Silver lay quietly in his chair and watched the evening rise like blue water among the canyons of the mountains, Farrel tapped at the door and came in again. He said uneasily:

Theres going to be an explosion if I walk into that dining room after the pair of them have fired me off the place.

Well, said Silver, couching his big head in his hands again, theres got to be an explosion some time, and youve had a long rest, this afternoon.

Farrel went to the window and looked out as though something had suddenly taken his eyes, but Silver knew that he was looking at nothing but the sweetness of life. It might well be that both of them were hardly an hour from the end of everything.

There has to be a show-down, said Silver.

You told em that youd keep me on?

No, said Silver, and watched his man wince. Farrel stepped back from the window and turned a gray face to Silver.

Whats the good? he asked. Seven and two make nine. Theres nine of em. Nine against two. Thats not funny.

No, thats not funny, said Silver lazily, yawning out the words.

Farrel suddenly pointed a hand at him and said: I think you like this sort of a business! Its fun, for you.

I dont know, said Silver. It just has to be done. Thats all.

Farrel cleared his throat, made a turn through the room, confronted that placid face again.

Two men cant kill nine. Not nine like them. Not in a closed room. Theres no chance.

Theres no chance, said Silver, nodding.

Then what the devil? demanded Farrel.

Weve got to keep the devil out, Id say. Keep the devil out of their heads and the guns out of their hands.

How?

You come in after everybody else has sat down. Will you do that?

Farrel drew a long breath. His right hand doubled into a fist and then slowly relaxed again.

Yes, he said slowly. Ill come in — after everybody else is at the table.

Good boy, said Silver. Youll be heeled, eh?

Ive got a gun. So have all the rest of those tramps.

Carry two guns, and then youll be one up on some of them.

I thought you said the thing was for us to keep this from coming to a fight?

I did, answered Silver. But if the fighting starts, we want to scratch them up a little, eh? We want to make a few dents.

Silver, murmured the other, we may both be dead men, in half an hour!

We certainly may, said Silver. But there has to be a show-down, or else theyre apt simply to pick us up and throw us off the ranch. If they once have us on the run, theyll keep us there.

Farrel looked out the darkening window and muttered: Well, its better than chucking in our hand. Ill walk in — with two guns on me. And then?

Well, said Silver, after that well have to watch the play of the cards. Thats all. Just see how they fall.

Farrel smiled a twisted smile, saying: And follow the lead?

Silver sat up and suddenly caught the hand of the cow-puncher.

Thats it, Danny, he said. Play all your cards — and follow the lead!


X. THE SHOW-DOWN
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TROUBLE WAS SO thick in the air of the dining room, that night, that the girl seemed to sense it long before the men came in. Perhaps she had been watching their faces through the window, and listening to their voices. At any rate, she had a sick, pale face when Silver walked through the kitchen as the gong sounded. She stood back with a great platter of corn bread to let him pass, and her frightened eyes turned up silently to his face.

Whats the matter, Esther? he asked her.

She shook her head.

Say it, persuaded Silver. Its better to talk a thing out.

What will happen? she breathed, with a tremor of hysteria in her voice. What will they do to Danny — and you?

What does Danny think?

He hasnt said anything. But I know he was fired, and that you took him on again. You dont think—

Everything is going to be all right, said Silver. Enough has happened in that dining room already. It ought to be peaceful the rest of its life.

He walked on into the dining room, where there was a great scuffling of feet and groaning of chair legs as the punchers took their places. One thing was instantly noticeable: Delgas sat at the top of the table, which hitherto had been Silvers place, not because he had any essential right to that chair but because the weight of his name was greater than the repute of either of the other owners of the ranch. Now Delgas was there, squaring his great shoulders.

Silver went down toward the foot of the table and took a vacant chair. Delgas looked at him flat in the eye, saying:

Turn and turn about, eh, Jim? I thought Id try the fit of this place.

All eyes flashed toward Silver. When they saw him merely smile, one of the men burst out with loud laughter. He choked it off suddenly.

It was Red, who was in the act of hanging his sombrero on a peg of the wall; now he changed his mind and put the hat on the back of his head before he sat down. He sat a little sidewise, as though he were ready to talk rather than to eat. And his mischievous, bright eyes went back and forth across the other faces around him.

The clatter of the crockery and the clashing of the knives and forks had begun in another moment when tall Dan Farrel walked quietly through the door.

Hey! Theres the big stiff now! shouted a puncher.

Farrel got to the vacant chair which had not been noticed before. He was pale. He wore a wooden, brittle smile that made Silver bite his lip. For, without help, he knew that he could never win through the scene that was to come.

All the banter had disappeared from the eyes of the men about the table, as they saw Farrel sitting down. Rutherford looked straight at Silver, and seemed to wait. It was Delgas who heaved himself to his feet and bellowed:

You bum, you aint wanted. Get out of that chair! Youre fired. Get off the ranch, you namby-pamby blockhead! You aint wanted. Get out before I throw you out!

Im hired again, said Farrel, with a barely audible voice. He cleared his throat.

Hired? You lie! yelled Delgas, throwing his head from side to side. You lie and you lie loud! Who hired you again?

Jim Silver, said Farrel, sitting stiffly erect on the edge of his chair.

The words struck a silence through the room. Every man at the table stirred a little, and all eyes centered on Silver, as though Farrel no longer existed.

You? called Delgas in a mighty voice. You hired that fool again?

You know, Morrie, said Silver, that whats a fool to you might be a wise man to me. We dont all want the same things.

Delgas looked aside at Rutherford, but Rutherford stared only at Silver, like a hungry cat. He was not paler. He was simply set and ready. Silver folded his arms. He smiled straight back at Delgas.

We dont want the same things, eh? said Delgas. I wanta know what there is around here that youd like to change?

The arms of Silver unfolded, and two oversized Colts winged in his hands. One of them pointed at Rutherford. With the left-hand gun he shot the hat off the head of Red.

From the corner of his eye he saw that two guns were now in the hands of Farrel, and he breathed more easily. With that backing, he might win.

Out of the kitchen came a scream, and Silver surmised that the girl was watching through the dining-room doorway. Rutherford sat with his right hand deep beneath his coat, motionless. He had been fully prepared, and yet he was a thousandth part of a second too late, and knew it. Delgas, too, had flung a hand back to his hip and kept it there. Not a man at the table that had failed to make a move toward a gun, only to have the firing of the shot make each one realize that he was too late and that he, perhaps, would be the next target.

As for Red, he had ducked his head forward and looked at Silver as if at a hangman who was about to drop the trap.

All of this Silver saw by the time the hat of Red had flown into the air, struck the wall, and flopped loudly against the floor. All noises were loud now. With a little care, one could distinguish the breathing of every man at the table.

One thing Ill change at the start, said Silver, is the wearing of hats at the table. The second thing Ill change is cursing out any man that works for me. Delgas, watch yourself!

For the shoulder of Delgas had twitched a little.

All right, said Morris Delgas in a barely audible voice.

Silver stood up slowly. If he made a swift move, he knew that every man at the table would grab at a gun. So he rose slowly. He seemed to be watching everybody, but in reality he had his eye on Delgas and Rutherford only. Rutherford, he knew, was his chief care. However formidable Delgas might be as a great brute of a man, he was nothing compared to the catlike speed and surety of Rutherford.

Stand up, Farrel, commanded Silver. Start at the end of the table with Delgas and go around the line. See how much hardware you can collect and pile it on the floor.

If you do that— began Rutherford, and then stopped himself. He was pale enough now. All the heat and color of his body had gone into his eyes as he stared at Silvertip, and Jim Silver knew that before the end of the game one of the two of them would have to die. This moment in the dining room was only the first trick. Others would inevitably follow.

Im going to do that, said Silver. Start in, Danny. Ill try to entertain the rest of you boys while you wait. Go slow and be sure, Danny. We ought to collect quite a lot of valuable stuff, this way. Anybody would be glad to see it — a sheriff particularly. Now, the rest of you fellows, I know that youre only a lot of cheap rats. Youve followed Rutherford and Delgas, and youve burned your fingers with the first trick. Other tricks are going to come. Perhaps Ill have a chance to see the lot of you dead or jailed as a pack of dirty cattle rustlers and horse thieves. I dont know; Im just hoping. Keep your hands on the table; make no quick moves; and you can start eating as soon as youve let Danny take a weight off your mind.

Farrel had reached a long-drawn, lean-faced cow-puncher who said gently:

Im goin to cut your heart out for this, Farrel.

Farrel said nothing. He went on with his collection. There was not a man at the table who carried less than one revolver. A good many had knives, also. The collection went on gradually.

Come down here and take my place, said Silver. Down here, Delgas. I thought you might fit at the head of the table, but I see youre not man enough.

Delgas, breathing like a steam engine, walked silently down the room.

I aint hungry, he said. Im goin to go outside.

To get a rifle and start shooting through the door? asked Silver, smiling. No; wait a while, and maybe your appetite will come back.

Delgas took the vacated place where Silver had been sitting. The man seemed to be suffering from a fit that contracted the muscles of his body and twisted his face into a horror. He was insane with a rage which he dared not express in action, but his hands gripped the edge of the table so hard that his arms shuddered with the might of that grasp.

When the crew had been disarmed thoroughly, from first to last, Silver said:

Some of you boys may have a decent streak in you. If you have, stay in the room after the rest go out. Thats all. I can use a right man who thinks that he can use me. Now those of you who want to finish supper, stay right in your places. The rest of you can file out. Danny, pull down the blinds of those windows and watch the door.

He paused. Every man arose. Only Red seemed to find it hard to get out of his chair, as he kept his fascinated eyes upon the face of Silver. But Delgas, in passing, spoke one word to him, and Red nodded and followed.

They went out the door with Rutherford, as might have been expected, the last one through — a rear guard to see that the rest did the right thing for him.

For his own part, he turned and bowed to Silver, a little, short jerk of head and body, as though he were acknowledging an introduction.

Silver, youre quite a fellow, he said. When the time comes for the finish of you, it ought to be a party Ill want to remember. So long!

And he stepped out into the dark of the night.


XI. BESIEGED
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ROUTED TROOPS NEED a time for rallying, even if they have fallen back without loss. After the sinister face of Rutherford had disappeared from the doorway, the two men and the girl inside the house could hear the scattering of voices drawing gradually together, increasing in loudness. It left one moment for consultation to the three.

Silver, as he turned toward the frightened girl, saw that she was carrying a double-barreled shotgun that dragged down her arm with its weight. But, no matter how white her face or how big her eyes, it was clear that she was not near fainting. She had meant business with that powerful weapon so long as her lover was in danger.

Tall Dan Farrel locked the door swiftly. As he turned, he was saying:

Silver, if we get into the kitchen side of the house, we could stand a siege, maybe. Theyre not through with us. There are other guns theyll get their hands on. This heap isnt all that they have. Theyll come back at us.

Silver was gathering the weighty heap of revolvers; he let the big knives lie.

Youre right, he told Farrel. They may try to rush us, but I doubt it. Theres no use in trying to watch all sides of the house. We cant do it. Better get into the kitchen and wait there. It has windows looking on two sides.

What he said was law. They got into the kitchen, locked and braced chairs against the doors from it leading into the dining room and the main body of the house, and hastily threw open the windows to either side and the kitchen door which faced the big shed.

For, as Silver said, it was necessary for them to look out on the ground nearby. The lamp in the kitchen was out. The girl sat in a chair against the wall, facing the stove. Silver had for his province the window and door toward the big corral. Farrel had the surveillance of the opposite window.

Farrel sat in a chair near the window with a rifle across his knees. Silver lay flat on the floor with another rifle beside him. The girl still kept her double-barreled shotgun. If it came to a sudden rush, that weapon might do more execution than a dozen rifles. Silver expected no mass attack simply because there was little practical value behind such a move. It would gratify the spite of the offended men, but it would put no hard cash into the pockets of their leaders.

Inside, a big-lidded kettle was muttering and hissing on the stove, from which red pencils of light flowed through the darkness. But the outer night was more fully illumined. Silver could see the upward flow of the mountains against the northern stars, and the gaunt legs of the windmill, and the great, rounded mass of the iron tank which seemed suspended in the air without support. He could make out portions of the fence, also, and guess at the position of the two haystacks. The shed itself was, of course, clearly discernible as to the roof, but the rest of it merged toward the shadows of the ground. It seemed easier to look into the distance and make out the objects near the horizon than to study things close at hand.

There seemed to be a motion of the ground toward the house. The surface seemed to be pouring slowly toward his watchful eyes.

He tried his rifle sights at big objects and small. He drew a bead on the wavering streak of a fence post, even; but the star sheen along the barrel troubled him a little. He went to the stove, got some of the blacking on his fingers, and smeared that along the top of the rifle barrel. He went back and lay down.

If they put fire to the house— said the girl.

Silence! commanded Silver.

She was quiet. Farrel cleared his throat softly, very softly.

Out of the distance, now, they heard outbreaks of loud, arguing voices. These noises were interspersed with moments of silence; there followed a considerable time when not a sound was heard except from the windmill. A breeze was turning the wheel slowly; at intervals the stream from the pump dropped. The water in the tank was so low that the water fell like a hand on a brazen drum, with splashings and reverberations. This noise seemed to grow louder and louder. Sometimes it was as if the windmill and tank were moving toward the house. Silver kept on taking sights at everything he could see, making his vision small enough to grasp the least possible targets.

Then a tumult broke out in the dining room. The door went down with a crash — that door, it seemed, which communicated with the outside. Footfalls boomed on the floor. A ray of light worked fitfully around the edges of the door that closed the kitchen away from the dining room. A hand shook that door. Silver promptly put a bullet high up through the woodwork.

He had fired high on purpose. To shoot even at hostile men with nothing but blind chance to guide the bullet was against his nature, and the force of necessity had little control over his instincts. But, though he purposely had fired the warning shot high, a yell of derision came from the men in the next room. There seemed to be three or four of them, at least. Their footfalls rapidly retreated; they made no further effort, for the moment, to get into the kitchen.

After that, a portion of them, at least, were heard leaving the dining room. Perhaps one man was left there as a guard and spy to hem in the maneuvers of the three.

Silver saw a dim silhouette of a man move out toward the big corral and the shed. Another and another stealthy figure followed. Parade was out there in the shed, either munching hay or lying down at ease. Parade was there, but Silver would not fire at the unknown men on account of any hope of preserving the stallion. He had, in fact, a strong hope that the horse would be able to preserve himself.

Then Farrel fired a shot. The boom of the gun was thunderous in the small kitchen. It seemed to bring a jingling echo out of the iron-work of the stove. Outside, there was silence. Then voices stirred far away at the horse shed, followed by an outcry of curses at the farther end of the house.

I missed that one, all right, Farrel said. I wont miss the next, I hope.

They heard doors flung open, and heavy feet trampling across floors. At last there were men in the next room, where Silver had lounged all those recent days.

Someone bawled out: We got you! We know youre in the kitchen. Were goin to blow you to pieces, Silver! Were goin to smear you all over the place.

Silver said nothing.

He could make out the rumbling voice of Delgas saying: This is where the hound has been takin it easy. This is where hes been sleepin away his days. Oh, aint he goin to eat his heart — aint he eatin it now, to think what a fool weve made of him?

One of the others laughed. Someone burst out in a tirade. Silver got up and went quietly to the door that opened on this room. He began to move away, silently, the chairs that were braced against it.

Then the girl reached for him and found him in the darkness. Dont do it! Dont do it! she said.

What? whispered Silver.

You want to throw that door open and sweep them out of the house. Dont do it, Jim. Please dont go mad!

He realized that he was mad, that an overmastering hunger to destroy them like reptiles had made a blackness of his brain. He put the chair soundlessly back in place and went back to lie on the floor at the door.

Some day, he knew, he would be led to throw his life away by the headlong sweeping of one of those fighting impulses of his that throttled his good sense and judgment. He grew afraid, as he lay there, not of all the danger that lay in the outer night but of himself. He began to forget the whole situation and wonder about himself; but all the while he was as alert as a wild cat hunting over strange ground.

From the horse shed came a crashing and snorting.

It raised him to his feet. The girl was beside him again, with her hand on his arm. He struck it away and strode for the door. She gripped him again.

Theyre waiting for you to go out, when you hear Parade! she warned him. Theyre watching this door and the window, hoping that youll come out. Theyre watching from each side, I know. They want to murder you, Jim!

He thought of the soft gold of Parade and of the flexible steel that underlay the surface; he thought of the great wise brain of the stallion and the heart without fear. He began to tremble. The girls hands kept pulsing against him, not strongly, but with a steady rhythm.

No, he whispered at last. I wont go. Im ashamed. Im only a fool and a baby. And you see through me. But I wont go.

He made himself get down on one knee, and then she went back to her place against the wall.

Shes the captain, the leader, the brain, and Im only a pair of blind hands working by direction, he told himself.

He began to see her with clearness. He saw her more clearly in the darkness than ever he had seen her before in the light of the day, for he could place his memory on every bit of her.

She wore rubber gloves to keep her hands from puffing and reddening in the dishwater, but nevertheless, potatoes and onions and the handling of meat had stained her skin. Her hands were small and well-made but they were not pretty. Hands of a woman ought to be smooth and brown; they dont need to be very little, but the skin should be perfectly kept, thought Silver. And her hands would never be right because all her life she would be working away at sewing or cooking or scrubbing floors. She got right down on her knees and went after a floor with might and main. He had seen her making the suds fly. She scrubbed a floor white, like the deck of a ship. And if she were not doing work like that for a husband, she would surely be doing it for hire.

Silver decided, suddenly, that it was the matter of her hands that kept her from being beautiful, in his eyes. Her face was well enough. And her eyes were a blue stain in it. When she looked at Silver, her eyes and her mouth were still with awe; when she looked at Farrel, a smile kept dawning and dying on her lips and eyes. She kept taking gentle possession of him with her glances.

It might be a woman something like that who would one day, for the first time, fling open the door to Silvers heart and walk in and take command. Men said that when the moment came, they were helpless. They resisted, they fought against the thing, they fled from it. But they always fled in a circle and came back to the starting point. He would be like all the rest — one day!

Out of the shed figures moved again. A door opened with a crash.

Ride him, cowboy! Ride him! yelled a chorus of voices.

He heard the brazen neigh of Parade. It made him think of days of long ago when he had followed the great horse across the endless desert. That neigh had been the challenge that rung in his ears in those times until by chance and fortune and kindness, more than strength, at last he made the great horse his own. But it was not possession. He belonged to Parade as much as Parade belonged to him.

Now he was fighting against the mastery of another man, out there in the darkness. Silver heard the thumping of the hoofs on the ground, then a form exploded upward, vaguely spread-eagled against the horizon stars.

Get the rope! Hold him! Thats it! shouted voices. Now, Rutherford, if you can ride anything that wears hair, you take your turn!

They might wear down Parade among them, taking him turn after turn. A whistle trilled suddenly out of the mouth of Silver. It brought as an echo a wild tumult, an outcrying. A gun barked, and another weapon spat fire. Then a mighty form winged over the corral fence.

Silver stood up, and called. Right to the kitchen door raced Parade, skidded to a halt, then entered, crouched low, feeling his way over the sagging, creaking boards, with bended legs. Like a monstrous cat shuddering on unknown ground, surrounded by the fear of traps, the big horse entered to the voice of Silver. At another word he lay down. His great breathing filled the room. The shouting outside was a dim and vague and distant thing to Silver, as he ran his hand over the body of the stallion, feeling for blood.

He found nothing. Blood was not running onto the floor, either. The hand which gripped the heart of Silver gradually relaxed. He drew his hand slowly over the face of the horse, reading the features of it with well-remembering finger tips. Then he went back to lie down at guard in the doorway again.

Out by the shed, men were cursing, blaming one another. And Silver began to laugh, a mere soundless vibration in the darkness.

For toward the east he saw the gleam of an increasing pyramid of light on the horizon and he knew that before long the moon would be riding above the desert. The instant its bright rim was up, all of those men would be in peril around the ranch house, and they must know it by this time. A very little longer and they probably would withdraw.


XII. FARRELS DECISION
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THE MOST ALARMING outburst of all came afterward. Perhaps it was the loss of the great horse that maddened the gang, but suddenly in the house broke out a great crashing and smashing as if men with axes were breaking all they could put their hands on. Voices came into the next room and bawled out curses. Other voices shouted in triumph as various bits of loot were found.

And then Rutherford was saying in his calm way: Youve won the second round, too, Silver. But the end of the fight hasnt come yet. Something tells me that Im going to have the killing of you, Jim, and ride your horse afterward.

Although he did not lift his voice, he seemed to be speaking right there in the kitchen beside Silver. It was an uncanny thing. It sent strange shudders of apprehension through the body of Silver.

After that, the gang withdrew. In the distance behind the corral there were noises of the snorting horses as they were saddled and bridled. A few loud whoops were raised by the chorus, and after that they heard the beat of the departing hoofs.

Silver went out first, made a tour around the house, and then through the darkness of all the rooms inside it. For it was not impossible that a man or two might have been left behind to take him by surprise after he had counted on the retreat of the entire body. However, he found nothing except the smashed furniture and the ruined rooms where the thugs of Rutherford and Delgas had wreaked their angry disappointment.

It was only after he had completed his tour that Silver came back into the kitchen, called Parade into the open with a word, and gave permission for the kindling of a light. He asked for bacon and corn bread and coffee. He gave one glance at the girl and her sweetheart, their faces still pale and set from the ordeal that had been passed. Then he said:

Im going outside to have another look around and try to think out the next step. Whatever it is, youll probably have to ride with me and leave Esther behind. Say good-by before I get back. That is, if you still want to see this business through, Farrel.

He went outside and watched the rising of the moon as it puffed out its swollen yellow cheeks and then, climbing higher in the sky, drew into a smaller, brighter sphere of silver. It was one of those nights when a man thinks that he can see not the flatness of the disk but the roundness of the orb. As Silver watched the progress of the moon, he saw it strike a cloud into transparent spray and emerge on the farther side, sweeping along as though a stronger wind were in that billowing, bright sail.

He could not help wondering what that moon would see of him before the sun came up to turn its brilliance into no more than a pale-azure cloud in the Western sky. Delgas, and the crowd of punchers who had all done time, and above all, the pale, thoughtful face of Rutherford — they would have to be encountered, perhaps, before this single night had ended.

He went back, finally, into the kitchen, and as he entered, he heard young Dan Farrel laughing with the girl. The smoke and steam of cookery made a bright mist in the room. He felt a tang of appetite greater than he had known for a week. The anxiety since the supper gong sounded had been like a days labor to build hunger.

They sat together, the three of them, while the stallion wandered back and forth outside, now and then putting his head through the doorway to watch his master, recoiling again because of the offensive smell of cooked meat and steaming coffee.

Hed rather have oats, said the girl. Ill get him an apple. Will he eat apples?

Silver said vaguely: I remember a time when he ate raw meat. Raw meat, wrapped up in fat, and stuffed down his throat. He ate a lot of it. He ate nothing else for four days — and he kept on going!

On a diet of meat? cried Farrel, agape. How did that happen? In a desert somewhere?

Pretty much in a desert. Away down south in Mexico, where the mountains are all scalped and where the sun burns the grass down to the roots Sometimes I found a cactus and pared the thorns off of it and shredded the fibers and gave some of that to Parade, too. It was filthy stuff. It was like offering him dry rope. But hell eat anything in a pinch. He ran wild, you know, and wild horses know the point of eating or dying. Parade will always eat!

What was happening? asked the girl. Had you just got lost in the desert? How terrible!

Lost? said Silver, more vaguely than before. Well, thats one way of putting it. I had to be lost to the eyes of a lot of hombres who were riding after me.

After you? But they never caught up with you?

Silver looked at her with a very faint and very grim smile.

Yes, he said. Some of them caught up with me, too. But after a time that gang stopped following and turned back.

All that were left of em? suggested Farrel eagerly.

Well, said Silver, as he finished eating and confined his attention to coffee, theres still a job ahead. Farrel, you dont own a hair of a cow or an acre of land in the deal. Do you still want to ride with me?

I do, said Farrel.

Silver looked at the girl.

Do you think that he ought to? asked Silver.

She kept looking at Silver with great eyes of fear while she reached out for Farrel and blindly found him. Then as her hand tightened on him, she said:

Yes. I think he ought to go.

Youve made up your mind? asked Silver.

Id rather, said she, and paused, but went on again: Id rather remember him dead in a way like that — than dodging.

Silver said nothing. He began to frown into his coffee. It was almost unprecedented in his life. He had been with plenty of men who were willing to fight most desperately, but always because they had as great a goal as he, or a greater one. It was a novelty to him to find a fellow who was willing to throw himself away out of friendship, or gratitude for a past service.

Perhaps he should not permit that sacrifice. And yet he had in mind a reward that would repay Farrel for every effort, in the end. There was a battle to fight, first, and in that battle the odds were exactly nine to two — unless Sam Waring and perhaps sundry others were enlisted in the fight before the end.

He made a cigarette, lighted it, and tried to see the right course more clearly through the smoke.

You talk, Farrel, he commanded suddenly. You tell me what we ought to do.

Go to town, said Farrel. Thats the best way, and get a whole mob of gunmen to come out here and mop up the thugs.

How far to town? asked Silver.

Ten hours, I suppose.

And then two or three hours, anyway, to get together enough of the right sort of men and mount them. Another ten hours to get back. Thats one day.

Farrel nodded, frowning.

It wont do, said the girl.

Why not? asked Farrel. Its the best thing that we can do.

What will Rutherford do now? asked Silver of the girl.

She made a sweeping gesture.

Hell have the men clear off the whole place. Hell have them clear off every cow on the place and all the horses. Every head of live stock will be up there in the foothills, somewhere, within four or five hours. Because Danny says that the men have been drifting everything north for days. They have them ready, now, for a quick push.

Silver nodded. Thats what Rutherford will do, he agreed.

Farrel looked painfully down at the table, before he began to shake his head.

Youre right, he said. Theres not time enough to let us get to town and back. There never was time enough for that. Theres only the pair of us against the nine of them — plus a lot of others that we dont know anything about!

He took a good swallow of coffee. The girl was watching him with a peculiar anxiety. Silver watched him, too. Farrel was no lover of danger. That was clear. But he had two senses. One was of honor and one was of duty. They pinched and whitened his face, but at last he was able to lift his head.

All right, he said quietly to Silver. I didnt see, at first, just what I was heading for. Now I see and Ill go through with it if I can.

You know the lay of the land, said Silver. What ought we to do, Danny?

Farrel brushed his knuckles across his forehead and left three parallel streaks of white from the greatness of the pressure.

He flung out a hand behind him, pointing north.

Theyll scoop em all up and throw em into one of the two valleys, he declared. Theyll sweep em into the gap between the foothills of the Farrel Mountains and the hills below Mount Humphreys. Or else theyll drive through between the Humphreys Mountains and the Kendal Hills. Thats the easiest way.

Silver nodded. After that? he suggested.

Well, said Farrel slowly, as though he were willing to let his mind dwell on the details, after that theyll have no trouble. Theyll split the big herd into little sections and wind em through the mountains. You can depend upon it, if Im right and theyre ready to make their sale, somewhere up there in the mountains there are a lot of punchers ready to grab the herd for Sam Waring and push it away to markets that we dont know anything about. You could sprinkle ten million cows through those mountains and make it hard for anything but hawks to find em!

Thats what theyll do then, said Silver calmly. I believe every word that you say. But what about the pair of us? What can we do to stop em?

Farrel stirred uneasily in his chair.

Well, he said at last, I dont know. First, well have to spot the way theyre taking. That means that well have to separate. You go to the head of the valley between Humphreys and Kendal. Ill go to the head of the valley between Humphreys and Farrel Mountain. The one who sees the drift of cattle coming can climb the high hill at the foot of Humphreys. Know that hill?

No.

Youll spot it easily enough. It stands up like a spur, all by itself. A fire lighted on that hill can be seen in both valleys. It will be the call which tells the other fellow that hes wanted. And when the herd comes — and you and I are both together — well, then Heaven alone can tell what well be able to do!


XIII. THE SIGNAL FIRE
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IT WAS NOT so much the courage of Farrel that moved Silver, though it was a stirring thing to see the way the man drove his unwilling mind, as it was the strength of the girl. Not once did she falter.

The horses had been cleared out of the big corral, as a matter of course, by the retiring men of Rutherford and Delgas. But there were others in more distant fields. Silver went out on Parade and daubed a rope on a strong-looking mustang that led its herd in the effort to escape but could not lead fast enough to run away from the devouring stride of Parade. He brought that horse back and saddled it while Farrel said good-by to the girl.

She was as steady as a rock, saying good-by. Silver, when he took her hand, said:

You have to stay alone, here, and I know thats hard to do. You have to let Dan go with me. And thats harder still. Youre a brick, and Im not forgetting it.

That was all. He made her no promises of reward because he felt that such talk would be an insult to a spirit like hers. Then he rode off at the side of Farrel. They were well-armed, well-mounted, and they had their wits about them. But as they got under way and as the outlines of the foothills drew nearer to them under the brightness of the moonlight, the thing looked more and more hopeless to Silver.

Farrel drew up his horse presently and pointed off to the right.

Thats your way, Jim, said he. Ride up the valley there between the foothills. When you get to the head of it, you can wait. If my ideas right, those punchers are sweeping in the cows right now, out of the desert behind us. Once they get the herd together and start it rolling, it will move fast because these cows can run and keep on running like horses. They can be pushed like a big gang of mustangs. Youll hear em coming before you see em, maybe. And when you hear em pointing up your valley, climb the hill that will be off to the side — you wont miss it — and light the fire. If I dont see the red of the fire in this moonlight, Ill spot the rising of the smoke. Is that all straight?

Thats all straight, said Silver. Then he added:

Id very much like to know the top thing in your mind, right now.

Why, said Farrel, Im thinking about Steve Wycombe. Wherever he is, if he knows whats happening on earth, he must be laughing. See the way its all working out for him! He split up his land among three men, and now hes got a first-rate chance that theyll cut each others throats for the sake of his land. Hes got a ten-to-one chance that youll go down, anyway. And youre the one that bumped him off. Oh, Steves laughing good and hard now, all right.

Silver nodded. Let him laugh, he murmured. One chance in ten isnt bad, when the stakes run high. Every man bets on a long shot, now and then. Thats the spice of life.

Farrel stared back at him. Silver could feel the eyes under the black mask of shadow that fell across the forehead of his companion.

Id like to know one thing, Jim, said Farrel. Whats the top layer in your mind, just now?

The white of Rutherfords face, said Silver instantly. And the blue of the eyes of your girl. I hope that you get back to her. But — so long, Danny!

He shook hands with Farrel, and saw the puncher jog his mustang off to the left until it was out of sight beyond the first of the low-rolling hills that descended from the mighty knees of Mount Humphreys.

It was a bitter business, and he wondered how he could be justified by any sense of higher right in allowing this man to ride into the danger. Yet something sure and strong in the nature of Silver told him that he was right. If all worked out as he faintly hoped it might, there would be a reward for his friend, and such a reward was worth working for.

He kept telling himself that.

A wolf howled from the hillside, unseen. The doleful sound roused Jim Silver to action. He spoke, and Parade stepped out into a trot, then into a long and sweeping gallop that started him up the wide mouth of the valley, with the hills walking slowly back behind him to either side.

Nothing lived around him, and yet everything seemed at wait, the cactus with its black spot of shadow beside it, the crouching shapes of the hills themselves, and the narrow mouths of the ravines that opened ominously toward him as he went by. It was a moment not easy on the nerves; he wondered how big Dan Farrel was handling the thing.

He thought of Steve Wycombe, too, who had planned his revenge on his enemies so cunningly, as he lay dying. Poison was usually put in food; this was poison placed in rich possessions. Truly Farrel was right, and the soul of Wycombe must be laughing at thought of the evil he had left behind him on earth.

When Silver got up to the head of the valley, where the hills pinched together, he dismounted, let Parade graze on the dusty tufts of grass, here and there, and smoked a cigarette while he walked up and down.

The night was perfectly still now. It seemed as though the slightest sound must necessarily trouble and dim the pure outline of the hills against the moonlight in the sky.

He fell into a mood of absolute quiet. This sort of a time of stillness was, after all, nearer and dearer to him than anything else in life. Neither man nor woman could enter his heart so deeply. So he sat like a stone, only his eyes moving, as he heard Parade crop the grass with slight ripping noises like the tearing of bits of cloth.

He had been there for a long time when, looking up the slope toward the isolated hill of which Farrel had spoken, he saw a red flower bloom in the steep shadow of a rock high above. He knew that it was the signal fire by which Dan Farrel was calling to him for help.


XIV. A RECEPTION COMMITTEE

[image: img30.jpg]

DAN FARREL, WHEN he trotted his horse away from Silver and up the shallow mouth of the valley that lay between the sprawling hills of the Farrel Mountains and those that descended from Mount Humphreys, felt with every beat of the mustangs right forefoot that he must rein the little horse around and return to tell Silver frankly: Im not in this game. I havent the nerve. I cant do it. The cattle dont belong to me. The land doesnt belong to me. Im out of the picture.

That would have been talking the way he felt. And finally he swung the mustang sharply around only to find that the lower foothills from the Humphreys range had crawled between him and Silver. He was alone. With the moonlight gleaming in the desert dust, he seemed to be sitting in a thin, ground mist. The hammering of his heart made it hard for him to breathe; it was as though he were submerged in water.

The air was warm enough. He knew that. And yet there was cold inside him. It seemed to come out of the moonlight and run into the marrow of his bones.

Youre a yellow dog, he told himself.

His throat worked on the words. He remembered how he had sat at the table, that night, and how Jim Silver had drawn guns to protect him.

Youre a yellow dog! he said, out loud.

The bigness of his own voice amazed him. He turned his horse around and made it walk up the flat of the valley. As for fellows like Silver, why should they be praised for courage when, as a matter of fact, the God that made them had given them different nerves, different capacities? Does one praise a cat for its skill in catching a bird? No, one simply admires the delicate craftsmanship of nature which can bring foot and eye to such perfection. Does one eulogize the hawk that blows on an easy wing across the heavens?

Then why should Silver be worshiped like a glorious thing when he was simply one of natures special products, one of her fine elaborations? His eye was surer, his hand was swifter. He could take a fellow like that husky lad, Red, and paralyze him with a grip. At a single gesture he showed himself to be beyond the ken of ordinary people. And as a type of his superiority there was the horse he rode which, to other mustangs, was as an eagle to a crow. From the pursuit of Silver no man in open country could escape. From the pursuit of others, he could easily drift away.

So Farrel kept telling himself over and over again that he was a fool, that he had no business trying to follow the seven-league strides of Jim Silver. And yet, all the while something inside him made him know that he would not give up this fight until bullets or blows had forced him out of it.

He got up to the head of the valley, dismounted, threw the reins off the mustang, and started walking up and down. He was caught, he felt. He was enslaved by an idea, a sense of pride and duty. Was there not a story of the Roman sentinel who kept at his post as the city burned, simply because no orders had come relieving him? And he, Danny Farrel, was like that. He was being a blind and automatic machine. He would get no glory for it, only a hard-nosed bullet out of a Winchester to nudge the life out of him and turn him into food for buzzards.

He looked up the slope of the signal hill, again and again, each time half expecting to see the fire. He was not sure that he would be able to spot the flame. It was perhaps only the dim shimmer of the smoke as it rose through the moonlight that he would be able to distinguish. Or would Silver light the fire in the shadow of a certain tall rock, so that the flames would look out with a redder eye?

He walked up to the top of a low hummock from which he had a better view of the lower valley. He could look out onto the desert itself, which appeared as a thicker streak of mist in the distance.

He came down again to the horse. There was a sudden bond between him and that roach-backed, ewe-necked gelding. He could remember it as a yearling, as a two-year-old. A good set of legs and a body that was like a question mark. Just an ordinary dull-witted, stubborn, headstrong, savage little animal, but now the pressure of fear brought Farrel close to the horse.

The stock of the Winchester that protruded out of the saddle holster was another comfort like the face of a friend. He pulled the gun out, and after handling it a moment, he put it back inside the cover.

If he had had any sense, he would have spent time every day practicing. He would have known that, sooner or later, his life might depend upon his marksmanship. He would have known that it was better to waste a few cartridges for half an hour a day than it was to come to a moment like this. He told himself that therein lay the difference, in part, between himself and men who got on in the world. Fellows like Delgas and Rutherford, for instance, were willing to practice their card tricks and their gun work for hours every free day. That meant that they were prepared when the pinches came, the golden opportunities which so often went hand in hand with terrible dangers.

But as for himself, what was he, and what had he done? He was merely a growth from the soil and attached to it by a blind affection and yearning. He was a thing all root and no tree, like the twisted mesquite. And his labors had been given to riding herd, building fences, doctoring sick cows, tailing them out of mud-holes, keeping the night watch, singing to the dogies, breaking mean, down-headed horses, patching sheds. Why, when he died and went over the rim of things into the other world, the ghosts of real men would laugh at him when he tried to describe the still, strange beauty of the desert and the way the three mountains climbed up the northern sky.

He sighed, and then went up to the top of the hummock from which he could look out to the desert. It was just the same with some difference that he could not spot, some small difference.

Then, his mind clearing, he knew what the change was. The sheen of desert dust under the moon was no longer a low, thin streak. It rose much higher, as though a wind were blowing straight up the valley. But something more than the wind might cause the dust to rise.

He looked up at the sky and studied the thin patches of clouds for a moment. No, there was no wind.

So he hurried to his horse, with his heart beating very fast. Still, he must not merely guess, in this fashion. He must not call to Silver with an entirely false alarm.

He threw himself down on the ground and pressed his ear to it. At first he thought that he could hear a distant sound, but finally he knew that it was only the rushing of the blood through the arteries of his head. That noise grew dim, disappeared. Then he could really listen and make out a subdued murmuring. No, it was a rhythm, a pulse, and nothing more. He lay there still, holding his breath, and strained every nerve.

Then he distinguished it clearly — the noise of many, many hoofs trampling.

He was on the back of the mustang in a moment, staring under the shadow of both hands. Now, clearly, he could see the rising of the dust. He thought that he could even make out the twistings of the upper layers of it as the herd entered the mouth of the valley. Perhaps, if the men riding point had sent out a scout well ahead, the puncher in the lead might not be far from him at that moment.

But he gave only a casual glance to the floor of the valley about him. Anger such as he could hardly believe in himself was surging and rising in him. He cast a glance toward the mountains, and marked the jet-black, zigzag traceries of the innumerable canyons against the brightness of the smoother slopes. Once the herd reached that hole-in-the-wall country, pursuit would simply be ridiculous. And therefore, all the early work of his life would be wiped out. It would more than be wiped out. It would be cast into the hands of the two scoundrels, Delgas and Harry Rutherford.

The heat of his anger dissolved all fear. He put the mustang at the slope, and the little horse went up the rough and graveled surface with perfect certainty, straining, throwing itself into its labor as though it perfectly understood.

Right up toward the top they went until they reached that high rock which the glance of Farrel had picked out before this. There was plenty of brush for the kindling of a fire. However, he did not want a great deal. Even the smallest eye of red was likely to meet not only the eye of Silver, in the valley beneath, but also the attention of the men handling the herd, and on a night like this they would be on edge with nervous suspicions.

The brush was tough sage. He tore up some small bushes. The wood resisted his hands when he stripped off the branches. However, he rapidly made a small pile. The leaves which he had shaken off he swept together in a heap, and put a match to them. The flame caught in them. There was a crinkling sound. The red of the fire disappeared. A thickening white smoke went up. The breath of it was pungent and sweet to him. It reminded him of a thousand open camp fires that he had kindled before this, but never had he struck a match that might lead to what would follow now!

The flame burst up through the center of the leaves in a small volcanic eruption of red. He put on little branches of the sage. It burned with a greasy crackling. He put on the larger brush. He stood back and watched the red flower bloom in the shadow of the rock.

He had built it right on the farther edge of this little shoulder, yet it seemed to him that the feeble glow of the flame could not possibly walk so far through the moonlight as to come to the eyes of Jim Silver, in the valley beneath.

He could see that valley. Yes, and now he thought that he could see Silver, far away. A moment later, he was certain. He could not spot man and horse so well, but he was sure of the shadows which they cast on the ground.

Now, as he watched, the man mounted, and began to move straight up the slope toward him. Relief in a warm wave swept through the body and the brain of Dan Farrel. To be alone on such a night was terrible, but to be with such a man as Jim Silver would be exciting, almost glorious, perhaps.

He knew, as he stared down at the climbing form, that he had made no mistake — that he would never regret having ridden out on this night to fight for the herd. Then he thought of Esther and how she had let him go, willingly enough. People like Esther, he felt, always are right. They know how to pick between the easy way and the way of honor and duty and just pride.

After that, he muttered aloud: Good old Jim Silver.

Something jammed into the small of his back as he stood shaking his head with a new-found affection.

Yeah, said the voice of Delgas. Hell be good and old, before very long. Come here, Red. Fan this bird and get his guns. Were goin to be a reception committee, son. Because thats Jim Silver thats climbin his horse up the way!


XV. THE AMBUSH
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FARREL WAS BACKED up from the edge of the little plateau. If they could see Silver, it was just possible that Silver might be able to spot them. Red stood in front of Farrel and laughed.

What a simp you are, Danny! said he. Why didnt you turn around and look behind you, a couple of times?

It was strange to Farrel that he felt neither fear nor shame. There had been only a blinding moment of terror when the voice first spoke behind him, but now he could look steadily into the eyes of Red. He had always known the fellow was little good.

Im not clever at this sort of work, said Farrel. Ive never spent much time with crooks.

Red had just taken Farrels Colt. Now he laid the barrel suddenly along the head of Farrel and knocked him staggering.

Quit that, you fool! exclaimed Delgas. We dont want any noise up here. The first thing you know, Silver will hear something. Hes got ears like a cat. Thats what he is — a cat!

Delgas was tying the hands of Farrel behind his back. Red, tying a double knot in a big silk bandanna that he folded across, suddenly thrust it between the teeth of Farrel. It made an efficient gag.

He wont do any yelling to warn Silver. Not just now, said Red.

Good work, answered Delgas. Youve got a brain, kid. We can use you, maybe — Rutherford and me.

Jake with me, answered Red. You know how it is. There aint any use in punching cows. Ever seen an old cow-puncher? What becomes of em, then? They fade away, I tell you.

They do, agreed Delgas. The way of it is like this: Those that have got the coin keep it. The poor stiffs that try to work up, theyre just playin into the hands of the millionaire. Theres something in the Bible, even, about that. About them that have the goods are going to get the extras, too.

Yeah, and Ive seen it, and Ive read it, said Red.

He stepped cautiously across the face of the rock to peer down at the progress of Silver.

Itll take him a minute, muttered Red. Its a steep path, and even Parade cant fly that slope. They gotta zigzag up the face of it.

Sit down, ordered Delgas. Sit down and rest yourself, kid.

Farrel sat down with his back to the rock.

What about putting the fire out? asked Red.

Sure, agreed Delgas. Thatll make Silver think that Farrel sees him comin.

Red kicked the fire over the ground. The flames stopped dancing; a broader smudge arose.

The two sat on their heels and waited.

Delgas began to utter his philosophy. A gent with a bean, he said, is a gent that knows how to make the easy money. Anybody knows that. And where does the easy money lie? Why, it lies in the other fellows pocket. And how are you goin to get it out? By talkin, by turnin a key, or by usin a gun. Those are the three ways. There aint any others. A kid like you, Red, could learn a lot. You could learn to crack a safe, do some confidence steerin, and pack a gun for the pinches.

Yeah, said Red. A fellow just has to learn his line. Thats all. I guess Rutherford has a line, eh?

Thing to listen to, said Delgas, is that smooth little devil talkin his way into the confidence of a female. Thats where he shines. With a flower in his buttonhole and a hard hat on his head, and with a walkin stick in his hand and a shine of his shoes, doggone me if it dont do your heart good to see the way he walks right into the heart of a girl. Hes slick, is what he is. Understand? Hes as slick as they make em!

Yeah, yeah, muttered Red eagerly. Wouldnt I like to hear him work, though? Maybe I could do something with the ladies myself. I aint such a bad hand.

Its the way hes got of saying the simple things. Thats what counts with the females, said Delgas. You take a woman, they aint never got moren the half of a brain in their head. Kind of nutty and foolish. You cant argue with em none. You gotta let em have their own way or else just sock em and let em drop. Or else you gotta make love to em. Thats where Harry shines. Hes gotta brain, is what hes got.

Yeah, hes got a brain, agreed Red, grinning and gaping with admiration.

Lemme tell you another thing, said Delgas. A great dodge of Harrys is bein a recovered consumptive. A lunger thats gone and got well, and hes a millionaire, you see, and he wants to contribute a lot of money to make a big resort where other lungers can go and get well. Thats the line he uses in some small town in the Southwest. Anywhere in the Southwest. He gets the whole town all boiled up. Hes goin to build a great big hotel. Hes goin to bring business and lungers on the jump into the place.

The storekeepers and the ranchers and everybody chips in and raises a nice lot of money. All they gotta do is to deposit as much as the check that Harry puts into the hands of the treasurer of the company, and while Harrys just put in a check, the rest of em put in cash. Yunderstand? They put in cash and when theyve got in the fifteen or twenty thousand dollars which is to show that the town is behind the big idea and willing to help on the street improvements and all of that, then one night the treasurer and Harry disappear, and the town has to sit on its heels and cuss.

Red chuckled softly. You been the treasurer? he asked.

Yeah. I been the treasurer, said Delgas. Doggone me if I dont laugh till I cry, when I think about some of Harrys stunts. Hes gotta brain, is what hes got.

Look here, said Red. Whatcha mean by talkin all these things over in front of Danny?

Why, said Delgas, I got an idea that maybe Danny aint goin to live to talk. I got an idea that maybe hell be lyin out here mum as a stone, before very long. I just want Harrys O.K. on the job.

Even Red winced a little at this suggestion.

Youre going to — knock him right over the head? he asked huskily.

Yeah, and what difference would that make to you? Is he your long-lost brother, or something like that? asked Delgas, sneering.

No, no, muttered Red. Only — well, what Rutherford decides is all right with me.

He dont go in for the red-handed stuff, agreed Delgas. Harry is gentle — except when he makes up his mind to be the other thing. What Harry says is that its a dumb play to go and collect scalps when what you want is wallets. If somebodys gotta be sunk, hell lay em coldern a stone, all right. But he dodges the trouble. Hes that way. He dodges the blood. And I dont blame him. It gets people stirred up when they find blood on the trail. They dont like it. They begin to raise posses. Posses aint so hard to handle but sometimes they make a little trouble.

It was a posse that grabbed me and threw me in the can, observed Red thoughtfully.

You were only a kid and didnt know how to handle yourself, suggested Delgas.

Yeah. I was only a kid. I hadnt gone to college, at that time. But now that Im a graduate from the pen, you can bet that Im wiser. Only, I took a whirl at trying to go straight, till you and Harry come along and showed me that I was making a fool of myself.

Gents like Rutherford and me, that uses the bean, we dont sit down and take a kick in the face, declared Delgas. We stand up and kick somebody else.

Yeah, you do, and you get away with it, said Red, nodding his head.

He began to look with open eyes at Delgas, a sign that his mind was as open as a summers day, also.

Its better to kick than to be kicked, said Red.

Aint it, though? agreed Delgas.

Listen! said Red.

Over the edge of the hill, Farrel heard the clank of an iron-shod hoof against a stone.

Hes comin closer, said Delgas. Listen, kid. This is the greatest chance that you ever had in your life.

You mean you aint goin to take a try at him? asked Red quickly.

Sure Im goin to take a try at him. Were both goin to take a try, said Delgas. But theres enough glory in bumping off Silver to spread thick on two slices, lemme tell you. Were goin to be known, from now on, as the birds that killed Silvertip. People are goin to say: There goes the birds that bumped off Jim Silver. Those are the ones that killed Arizona Jim. Were goin to be pointed out. Understand?

Yeah. Sure, said Red. But he aint dead yet.

Hes goin to be dead. Now listen to me. When we sneak up to the edge of the hill, yonder, poke your head over dead easy. Understand? And have your rifle out in front of you. And what you shoot at is the hoss.

Parade? said Red. Morrie, you wouldnt take and kill the finest hoss in the world, would you?

Shut up and dont argue, said Delgas, drawing out a pair of Colts from which the sights and triggers had been filed away. I know best. The job that we got is to bring him down and kill him. And the first stir of anything, that stallion is goin to jump twenty feet sideways. Hes that way. The reason that Silver has got through so many tight holes is mostly that Parade is eyes and ears for him, and a jumpin fool of a jack-in-the-box, besides. He can smell trouble a mile off down wind, too.

No, kill that stallion, and Silver is half dead right then. You use your rifle. Make sure. Shoot straight. Im goin to use a Colt because Im sort of more used to it, and if I miss at a cinch of a target like that, call me an old woman and slap my face for me!

He put down his left-hand gun not far from the feet of Dan Farrel and began to do something to his other Colt.

Its time! said Red.

Wait a minute, commanded Delgas. Dont rush it. We wanta get there to the ledge just at the right second. Ill tell you when to start. My ears are measurin the sound and the distance like a tape. Ill tell you when.

He went on: You gotta learn to fan a gun, kid, and Im goin to teach you. It turns loose the bullets like drops of water out of a hose. Now shut up and dont talk. Hes too near. And the stallion can hear like a telephone receiver.

So they crouched there, hushed.

Dan Farrel, tied, gagged so that he could hardly breathe, listened to the frantic bumping of his heart. He was wet with sweat. It trickled from his forehead and ran into his helpless eyes. But he saw neither of the men before him clearly; rather he was seeing the big head and shoulders of Silver, swaying a little against the moonlight as Parade carried him lightly up the slope — a perfect target black against the moonlight! One uproar of guns and one thudding of bullets, and that would be the end of him.

It seemed to Farrel like the fall of mountains. He thought of Parade and the death of the great horse was even more impossible than the death of the man. But life can be let out by the prick of a pin. Somewhere he had found that — in a church or in a book.

He wondered if, by a great effort, he could make around the gag some sort of a strangling noise that might be a sufficient warning for Silver. But he knew that he could not manage it. His will was right. He felt that he was willing to die if he could send the message to the man who rode so helplessly into ambush. But he could do nothing.

He twisted in agony, and one foot touched the Colt which had been laid on the ground by Delgas. The electric spark of an idea leaped instantly through his brain. For the hair-trigger weapon was set so that the merest flick of the thumb on the hammer would discharge it, and if he could get his toe on the hammer for an instant — 

Vaguely he saw Red begin to crawl forward, easing the rifle along the ground, moving like a great hunting beast. And over the edge of the hill he distinctly heard the clattering fall of a stone which Parade had dislodged.

The rider was close now. Soon he would be looming above the ledge.

Now! whispered Delgas to Red, and reached a hand for the Colt he had put down.

Farrel could not be sure that he would accomplish his purpose. He could only reach out rather blindly and flick back his toe. He felt no resistance more than a mere scratch against the sole of his boot, but a deep explosion boomed instantly in his ear. He had touched the hammer by the grace of chance!

He saw Delgas turn on him like a tiger; he heard the startled snort and plunge of the horse that could not be seen. Then Red had risen to his feet and run forward. On the verge of the ledge, big against the moonlight sky, Red leveled his rifle from the shoulder and fired.

Delgas was instantly beside him, turning loose a stream of bullets.

Both stopped shooting. To look at the dead bodies tumbling down the slope? — wondered Farrel. No, for Delgas was exclaiming:

Wait — when he comes out from behind the rock — steady — get your bead to the right. Ill watch the left — now — now!

And again the guns boomed.

Delgas began to spring up and down, cursing. He threw his empty gun on the ground. His yells of rage were like the howling of a beast. But Red, rifle at the ready, was still peering at the distance, trying to get in a final shot.

Farrel took a great breath. Death would be easy to face, he felt, for he had done enough to make his life worthwhile.

Then Delgas turned and rushed snarling back at him.


XVI. THE HERD
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DELGAS MEANT MURDER. The moon was behind his head, but enough of his features showed to let Farrel see the twist and stretch of them, and the catfish gape of his grin. The big fellow took Farrel by the throat. He could not even curse. He could only gasp with the completeness of his rage. With the butt of a revolver he offered to beat Farrel over the head, then to bash in his face.

He could not make a choice when the rifle of Red cracked again and Delgas dropped Farrel flat and ran back to see what had happened.

Ive got him! yelled Red. Ive got him! Oh, no, hes gone! Hes gone. Hes made of moonshine, Delgas. Bullets just slide right through him and dont do no harm.

Hell moonshine you when he lays his hands on you! said Morris Delgas. Hell show you what moonshine can do, you flathead! What you got a rifle for? What you good for, you four-flusher, you fake of a wooden Injun?

Red gradually straightened under the pouring of the abuse. At last he said: Thats about enough out of your trap, Delgas.

Its enough, is it? shouted Delgas. Ill show you whats enough! Im goin to see whats inside you! Im goin to take a look at your lining!

He put his great grasp on Red, who slid one hand behind him as if to get at a knife. For a moment, they faced each other. Then Delgas cursed and took his hands away from Red.

I oughta eat your heart, he vowed, but itd be that much the better for the skunk thats lyin yonder laughin at us! Itd be fine for him if we choked each other and rolled down the slope here and bashed our heads in. Wouldnt that be slick for him?

I done the best shootin I could, said Red. But that hoss was maneuverin all the time like a snipe flyin down wind. There wasnt no regularity about nothin he did. He didnt keep to no straight lines, the fool. You seen that for yourself, Delgas. You had a pretty close shot at him, but you couldnt hit him.

It was Farrel that give him a couple of winks of head start, argued Delgas. The shootin off of the gun was what started that hawk flyin, and two flaps takes a bird like that a long ways. Red, Im sorry I started in to manhandle you. It wasnt your fault. But for a second, all I could think of was that Jim Silver had been inside our hands — and that we let him slip!

I know, said Red. I know how you feel. Dont I feel the same way, though? Its hell, is all that it is!

They went back to Farrel and stood over him. The hands of Morris Delgas worked at his sides. They looked to Farrel like the jaws of two fish biting at the air. He kicked Farrel in the ribs.

Get up! he commanded.

The pain of the bruised flesh sickened Farrel. The weight of the blow made it difficult for him to breathe, but he got slowly to his feet. He realized that the least hesitation might hasten his time of dying.

So he stood and confronted the pair of them. And suddenly, Delgas reached out and removed the bandanna that gagged Farrel.

You done the noble thing, didnt you? asked Delgas. Hey? It was noble, wasnt it?

Farrel said nothing.

Answer me! shouted Delgas. You was being noble, wasnt you?

Farrel said nothing. He saw Delgas swing back a fist and how the punch traveled right at his head. He had an idea that he might be able to duck the blow, but if he avoided it, he was reasonably sure that he would be murdered. It was what Delgas wanted — the least additional excuse so that he would not be killing a helpless man in cold blood. So Farrel stood still and let the fist strike him in the face.

Once he had been struck down when the massive shoulder of a hay wagon nudged him. The fist of Delgas was like that. It seemed to be faced with brass and to have a ton of driving weight behind it. It took him right off his feet and slammed him down on the back of his head. He could hear the whack of the fist against his flesh as though two hands had been clapped together. Afterward, he heard his head pound solidly against the rock.

When his wits cleared, a second later, the left side of his face was numb, with liquid trickling over the skin, tickling it. Then he realized that his cheek bone had been laid open and the blood was running down from that.

Big Morris Delgas got him by the hair of his head and jerked him to a sitting posture. He swung back his other fist.

I asked you, was you being noble? shouted Delgas. I asked you was you a dirty hound that was being noble, shooting a gun by a kick of your foot, giving Jim Silver warning. I asked you was you a dirty rat, a dirty noble rat? Was you?

He kept jerking the head of Farrel back and forth, and his right hand oscillated with terrible eagerness to beat again into the face of the prisoner.

Red broke in suddenly: Aw, back up, Delgas. Let him be.

Delgas dropped Dan Farrel and whirled about.

You want something? he yelled.

Red had backed up a little. He had his hand behind him again, and Farrel could see how the fingers were looped over the handle of a knife. He seemed to mean business, though he kept on backing up, slowly, before the truculent advance of Delgas.

I wont take water from you, Delgas, he said.

Youre butting in, you fool! shouted Delgas, wavering with the wind of his fury. Youre butting in and youre tryin to tell me whats what. Im goin to smash you!

Red kept on backing up, more and more slowly.

I wont take water from nobody, he said.

He stood still, suddenly.

I wont take water from you, Delgas, he said.

His hand came around from the small of his back. The moonlight winked along the blade of the sharpened steel.

Delgas strode close and measured himself against Red. He was so big that he had only to throw out his arms in order to embrace the smaller man. The whole body of Delgas worked in his passion, just as the entire body of a vast cat might work, as it sharpens its claws.

You poor fool, said Delgas, dyou think your toad sticker can stop me?

I dont think nothing, said Red. I just think that I wont take water from nobody.

I got a mind to bash your head in, said Delgas.

All right. I guess youre big enough to bash me, said Red, but you gotta prove it. I aint taking water from nobody.

Whats the matter with you, kid? demanded Delgas. Are you nutty or something? What you butting in for?

I dont care about him, said Red. You can take and drill him through the head, for all I care, or open him up with a knife, and its Jake with me. But I hate you to be beating up a bird that cant lift his hands.

Whats the matter with you? You aint takin the socks, are you? asked Delgas.

I dunno. It sort of makes me sick, said Red.

Delgas laughed. You are funny, he said. That is what you are. Youre just a funny hombre. I bang him in the mug and you take and get sick. Youre just a funny hombre, is what you are, Red.

All right, said Red. I cant help it.

Sure you cant help it, if youre built that way, said Delgas. Besides, I dunno that its a good idea to smear up this gent too much. Maybe its better to wait till Harry Rutherford has a look at him. Harry might have some ideas about the way to handle him, I guess.

Sure he might, agreed Red. Now youre talking, old son. Well get him back to Rutherford, down yonder, and see what Harry has to say about him.

Delgas nodded. He concluded the argument on which the life of Farrel had depended by saying: He thought he was being noble, was what made me sore. Reaching out and shooting the gun to warn his friend — you know, kind of being noble and giving himself away to the Injuns for the sake of his partner — you know, regular story stuff. That was what made me sick, him playing noble, like that. Thats why I asked him was he trying to be noble. If hed said yes, I would a bashed him to a pulp!

They mounted Farrel on his horse, tying its lead rope to the pommel of Delgass saddle, after the other two climbed on their own horses, which had been left a little down the slope. And Farrel found himself looking down to a great wave of turmoil that swept up through the valley gradually.

Over it, a great billowing mist came up in waves. There seemed to be no wind, and yet the dust kept on rising. The acrid taint of it began to stain the air around Farrel. He could look down into the thin fog and see through it the swaying, pouring multitudes of the herd. Right across the valley they spread.

They moved as a front of water moves. Sometimes a pressure of some sort caused one section to roll swiftly out ahead of the rest of the front, and then that section was delayed, as though the dry sands were drinking up the current, and another portion of the front lurched into the lead. Waves like those of water passed through the herd, also; vague perturbations and disturbances of the living mass. And the clatter and rattle of the clashing hoofs and the striking horns beat up to Farrel like a vast cymbal chorus, while the calves bawled high and the bulls roared low.

And he was the maker of that great herd. He could remember the day when he talked to old Wycombe, that cunning fox who had been the father of the dead man. He had said: Mr. Wycombe, Im fifteen. Thats why Im willing to start small and work big. You wait and see. I know the right sort of a steer to run on this sort of land. I can breed em, and I can buy em, too. I know beef as I know the flat of my own hand.

Old Wycombe had listened, and smiled, and listened. That was the day Farrel began to be a slave to an idea, and to the Wycombe family, and finally he had built up his herd, in actual fact. The size of it seemed to be magnified by the moonlight. It was flooding through his heart and soul. The mountains seemed to be trembling with the thunder of the multitude. He kept on saying to himself soundlessly: I did all of that. I raised that herd. And now its going to be wasted. Now its going to be wasted.

Big Delgas, reining close to him, said: Your face is all swelling up, kid. Im sorry that I socked you like that. But you made me sore. It makes me sore to see a gent trying to be noble. It makes me mad, is all it does.

Farrel shrugged his shoulders.

Hes thinking about the beef. Hes not thinking about himself, remarked Red, with a touch of both curiosity and of sympathy in his voice.

What you mean, hes thinking about the beef? said Delgas.

Down there, said Red, gesturing. Hes not so sorry for the beating he got, but hes sorry to see his herd break up.

He never owned no part of it, answered Degas.

He built it, brother, is what I mean, said Red. You gotta understand how youd feel if youd built something and seen it go smash.

Like a toy house. I know, said Delgas. My big brother built a kind of a toy house, one day. I come along and took and give it a shove, and it goes in a pile. Was he sore? He was sore, lemme tell you. He up and after me. And I went high-tailin through the house and outside, and he took and made a high dive off the back porch and caught me, and then did he pretty near kill me? Ill tell a man he done just that. He was kind of sore because Id spilled his house. But this guy is funny, that wants to cry when he sees his herd break up — his herd that he dont own no hair of.

Suddenly Farrel found himself, quite outside of his own expectations, making an explanation.

Suppose you had a big stretch of land, he said. Suppose you have a big stock of water behind a dam. Feed it out slow, and youve got water for the whole year through. Bust the dam, and its all gone in a day, and the ranch is thrown away. Thats the way I feel. Those cows are going to spill away through the hills and split up into a hundred different sections. Whos buying them? Sam Waring?

The heads of both Red and Delgas jerked suddenly.

Never mind whos buying them, said Delgas. Worry about the coin thats comin into your own pocket, not whats comin into mine!


XVII. SAM WARING
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THEY TALKED FOR a moment as to which end of the herd they should aim at — the rear of it or the point. Because the cattle were not being pushed ahead into the mountains. There was no very great hurry, for that matter, and, since the herding by daylight would be more assured work than herding them by night, perhaps the herd would be kept here until close to daylight, which was not very far off in any event.

Finally it was decided to go down the slope to the point of the herd, where it was held by several riders at the head of the valley. They descended rapidly, and, coming out into the open, they were assailed by angry cries that ordered them to get to work. The punchers were working short-handed, in trying to hold that confused mob of steers. But one puncher, coming near enough to identify faces, raised a whoop of exctied triumph at the sight of Farrel. He went off, waving his hat in circles and yelling like a wolf.

Your punchers dont seem to think much of you, kid, said Delgas, laughing.

Farrel made no answer. Now that he was at close range, even through the rolling and thick, fog-white outpouring of the dust, he could recognize steer and cow and calf that he had handled himself. And he ran his eyes with a strange love over the long shanks of the cattle, and the straight, lean bellies, and the high, lean backs. No sign of roaching in those backs, and no sign of weakness in the quarters. They were built like deer. They could move to forage. They could run a whole day for water after they had lived on dry feed for two days.

That line of cattle was not his discovery. The Spanish had bred it in a small version centuries before; the Texans had bred it big in more recent times; but he knew the particular brand and type that suited this special bit of desert range. He knew it like a book, and he had made it. Now it was to go. It was to pour away through the mountain canyons and be dissipated like water running through a sieve. He turned his head away. He could not face the wretched thought of all that wasted labor.

He knew now, suddenly, that a man lives not for the sake of putting hard cash into his own pocket, but for the sake of some sort of creation — a store, a poem, a herd of cows. It was all the same. To build up something where there was nothing before — that was the feeling that drove decent men. And now, in stealing the herd, they were stealing a portion of his life that could never be returned to him. The dollars could go to the devil. But time is more priceless, and it was time which they would be wasting.

Delgas aimed for a flicker of firelight that was visible at the very point of the valley, where the foot of a hill was splintered into a great shagginess of rocks. When they drew closer to the firelight, a man stood up, and they saw the sheen of the long barrel of a rifle.

This fellow, who seemed to be a guard, sang out:

Yeah? Yeah? Which way, waddies?

Delgas speakin! called Delgas.

That dont mean nothin to me, said the other.

One of the others, said Red. He added loudly: Is Rutherford around?

Rutherford is here, said the puncher with the rifle. If that means much to you, hes here and hes busy.

Take this hombre, said Delgas.

He dismounted, threw the reins of his horse to Red, and walked ahead. After a few words with the guard, he called for the others to come, and Red led in Farrel to the verge of the rocks.

The fire was blazing merrily behind them. A pair of unshaven fellows had drawn off portions of the main blaze, and on these smaller fires they were frying bacon and bringing coffee to a boil. The scent of the food was good in the nostrils of Farrel. He told himself that he would remember this — that even in the midst of misery he was able to feel hunger and desire food as though he had simply come to the end of a long, hard, successful days work.

Tethered close by, here and there, stood several good-looking horses, and a mule whose pack was being unloaded.

Go easy with that pack, you fool! sang out a voice.

Theres dynamite in that!

Everyone raised a shout at the word.

Rutherford alone did not stir. He was sitting cross-legged in front of a flat slab of rock, counting out stacks of greenbacks and weighing them down, one after another, with stones. Beside him stood the big, rounded paunch and the fat face of Sam Waring, crook extraordinary.

After the confusion caused by the word about dynamite had died down, Delgas came close up and leaned over Rutherford.

Weve got Danny Farrel, he said. We nearly got Silver, too.

You nearly got hell, said Rutherford, without looking up, continuing his count.

Farrel was signaling him, said Delgas. We waited, and Silver came right up the hill, but Farrel managed to kick the hammer of my gun, and the shot scared Silver away like a wild duck.

You talking about Arizona Jim? You talking about Jim Silver? demanded Waring, shifting the butt of his cigar rapidly across his wide mouth.

Thats the hombre, said Delgas.

I dont want any part of him! said Sam Waring hastily.

He threw out both hands in a great gesture to emphasize his point.

I dont want any part in him at all! he shouted.

I told you he was on deck, said Rutherford.

You told me youd have him under cover, answered Waring.

The fool ought to be, said Rutherford. We left him under cover, and he should have stayed there; but — well, Ive felt in my bones that Id have it out with him, before long.

Have it out with him by yourself, remarked Waring. I dont want any part of him. Hes Mr. Silver, and your honor, and anything he wants, so far as Im concerned.

Oh, shut up, Waring, said Rutherford. Youre not going to pull out because of Jim Silver.

If Id known he was to be on the loose, said Waring, Id never a worked into this here deal. Im a peaceable man. I dont want any hell for pepper in my soup, thanks. Im no fightin man, Rutherford, and you know it.

Youve got plenty of thugs along to do your fighting for you, said Rutherford.

Im an old man, answered Waring, who looked about fifty by the gray of his hair and the lines in his face. But theres still a mite of life in me, and I dont want to drain it out. One small bullet hole will let a million dollars worth run out and go to waste in half a second, brother. And I know it.

Something else took the attention of Waring, a moment later, and, before any one could comment on his last speech, he pointed silently at Farrel.

That! Who brought that man in here? said Waring.

Whats the matter with him? asked Delgas.

Hes not in on the deal! exclaimed Waring. What are you fellows trying to do? Advertise me in the newspapers?

He was very excited, and began to beat a fist into the fat palm of his hand.

Keep your hat on, advised Delgas. He aint goin to do you no harm.

Whats the matter, Sam? asked Farrel.

Its Danny Farrel, said Waring, and he knows me as well as Id know my own father. You fellows are crazy loons! Whyd you bring him in here, anyway?

Rutherford looked up from his counting.

Maybe he knows too much, anyway, before he saw you. If he knows too much, maybe well have to make him forget it, Sam.

What you mean? asked Waring.

Rutherford slid a forefinger, slowly, across his scrawny neck.

Oh, groaned Waring, do we have to have that kind of dirty work?

Yeah? said Delgas. Its your laundry that were wor-ryin about, Sam.

Waring snapped his fat fingers high above his head. He was very impatient.

Its a bad business, he said.

Worse for Farrel than for you, added Delgas.

Waring turned his back and began to walk up and down, puffing rapidly at his cigar until a veil of white formed about his head, and he kept striding back and forth through it, making gestures of protest and annoyance.

Rutherford continued his counting, laying small stones on the heaps that he put out on the rock.

Thats a lot of kale you been carrying around with you, Waring, observed Delgas.

Cash is better than carry, said Waring shortly.

He stopped in his pacing and pointed at Farrel.

Somethings gotta be done, he said.

Do it yourself, then. I guess that nobody would stop you, said Delgas. I dont love him none. My knuckles are what cut him up, the poor sucker.

Come out with it, urged Rutherford. You want him bumped off now, Waring?

Wait a minute, said Waring. Lets think it over. Maybe something can be done with him.

The heart of Farrel, which had turned to ice, began to beat again.

Get that canvas sack away from the fire! suddenly shouted some one. Thats the dynamite, you fools!

The man who was carrying the tarpaulin almost dropped it, and when he had lowered it to the ground, he jumped a rod.

Why didnt you say so before? he yelled. I got a good mind—

You got a good mind to back up, and thats what youre goin to do, said an unshaven brute, swaying to his feet from beside the fire.

Waring turned and raised one hand.

Stop! he commenced. Brick, take that dynamite back from the fire.

Brick, who had just risen ready for fight, snarled under his breath, but he picked up the tarpaulin and carried it to a crevice between two of the rocks.

The point is, said Waring, that weve got this fellow Farrel on our hands, and Jim Silver ready to poison us somewhere in the open, loose and freehanded! Silvers enough to have on the mind. And you have to tell me if Farrel can be handled.

He cant be handled, said Rutherford, still counting. Hes one of the fools who prefer to be honest if they have to die for it.

Hes the kind of a fool, broke in Delgas, that wants to do something noble. Thats the kind that he is.

And Farrel knew that he was listening to his death sentence.


XVIII. A COOL BIRD
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ONE MAN MORE than those who could be counted around the fire had heard the last speech. That was Jim Silver, who had fled from the warning sound of the shot as he rode toward the signal smoke, and who had rounded through the upper shoulder of Mount Humphreys and come down again toward the face of the herd that was now in full view, sweeping into the valley.

Farrel was gone, that was clear. His own single pair of hands could probably do nothing; but, nevertheless, he did not turn back or ride for help in the town. He kept on toward the perils of one more last chance.

A long, sharp-sided ravine gave him a good slant toward the head of the valley. When he came out of that ravine, he was low down the slope and he could see the fluttering of the firelight among rocks at the base of the hill.

Therefore, he left the great stallion behind him and came on foot, worming his way here and there, never knowing when the upthrust of a hand of fire might show him to hostile eyes. And sometimes it seemed to Silver, as he came in closer, that the light was focused upon him out of a lantern, and that eyes were fixed upon him. It seemed as though voices were raised in laughing mockery while he drew nearer. Guns must be watching him. Fingers must be curling contentedly around the polished curve of triggers.

But he came on up until the blackness of the shadows at close hand shielded him from the light of the fire, and there was only the moon to consider. That was comparatively simple, because the shadow of the next hill now sloped across half of the rock nest inside of which the fire was burning. That was why Silver was able to draw so very close up to the point of danger and of interest.

He had arrived in time to see and hear all that had recently passed. He had had the uncomfortable experience of seeing the sack of dynamite placed right before the spot where he cowered. He used it, afterward, as a better cover which enabled him to draw nearer.

So he heard the death sentence passed on Farrel, in simple words.

Look, Farrel, said Sam Waring, striding suddenly up to the prisoner. Dont you go and be a fool. You come along with us. Ill take care of you. You come along with me. Ill give you a regular split in the job. Ill take care of you. I dont want the blood of any kid on my hands.

It aint any good, argued Delgas. There we had him tied and gagged and stretched all out, and the fool, he wants to be noble and kicks my gun and makes it go off and scare away that bird, Silver. A gent that wants to be noble, said Delgas, aint any use to birds like us. You know that, Sam.

Shut up, Morrie, said Waring. I know plenty. Im asking the kid. Its up to you, Danny. Will you play with us?

Silver risked being seen, as he lifted his head to stare into the face of Farrell. That face was puffed and blood-streaked. It was set, too, in hard lines of endurance. The eyes glistened as Farrel stared back at Waring.

Weve all gotta die once, said Farrel.

Oh, hell! said Waring, turning on his heel.

He threw up his hands, as though to ask the worlds attention to the effort that he had been willing to make on behalf of this young fool.

I told you, said Delgas.

Yeah, you told me, said Waring. I wouldnt believe anybodyd be such a fool. Look here, Danny!

He whirled and faced Farrel again.

Everybodys laughing at you, you half-wit, said he. Dont hold out on us, Danny. Come in and play the game, will you? Whats the matter with you?

Hes nuts about a girl that cooks back there on the ranch, said Delgas. Look at, kid, said Delgas, stepping suddenly close to Farrel. She dont care about you. She was only givin you a play, thats all. Shed pick up anybody. She give me the sweet eye, is what she done. Shes just stringing you along.

You lie! said Farrel.

You see? said Delgas, stepping back and turning his hands palms up. Hes goin to be noble, thats all. Hes nuts about the girl, and hes goin to be noble. Shell be married to some other sap about a week after the coyotes finish lickin his bones, but hes goin to die noble and believe in her to the finish.

Shut up, Morrie, commanded Waring again. Let me talk to him. Listen to me, kid, will you?

Farrel looked straight a Waring and said nothing.

Im giving you a break, said Waring. Wake up to it, hombre. Im giving you a break, and you dont know it. Will you take a hand in our game?

Thanks, said Farrel.

Thanks what? Yes, or no?

Thanks — no, said Farrel.

The hair prickled on the head of Jim Silver, as he heard that. He took out both revolvers and made his calculations. There was plenty of cover all around. He might get two or three of them before the rest were out of sight. He might even let Farrel have a chance to get to him. But after that?

Well, after that, theyd be done for. Nothing could save them — not when fellows like Delgas and Waring and Rutherford were around. For all the pretended strength of his hatred for blood, Waring was the sort of a marksman who cannot miss, and Silver knew it very well.

It was not of Rutherfords pale face that Silver thought most, now. It was of the bucktoothed smile of Steve Wycombe, his upper lips caught and hanging. That was the way he must be smiling now. For it began to look a good bet that all the men he wanted to get would go down — Rutherford, Delgas, and Jim Silver, all three.

Decent men, it seemed to Silver, have fewer brains than rascals. Otherwise, such an inspiration could never have come into the head of Steve Wycombe.

You wont play with us? repeated Waring.

He wont, said Delgas. Hes scared stiff, and hes dyin on his feet with fear; but hes gotta be noble, the sucker! Give him the works and get rid of him, will you?

You talk as if youd like the job, Waring said. Take it, Delgas. I give you my share in him.

Am I goin to stick pigs for you, Sam? demanded Delgas. Since when, Id like to know!

All right, said Waring. Itll have to be fixed some way. One of my boys will turn the trick, I suppose. Too bad, though, because hes a pretty good kid.

Sam, said the voice of Rutherford.

Keep your eye on Farrel, said Waring to the man called Brick.

He needs plenty of watching. One fellow like that, loose in the world, could spoil my future for me.

Your futures like a fish a week out of water, said Brick gloomily, but he took up his post beside Farrel.

What is it, Harry? Waring was asking, while Silver breathed more easily for the moment.

He began to cudgel his brains. He had a conviction that, no matter how tight the pinch, no matter how hopeless a situation might be, there was always some way of solving it, some way of cutting the Gordian knot. Now he felt fairly baffled, but baffled he must not be.

He began to strain his wits. Then he told himself that ideas would not come in that fashion. Instead, he must lie still, passively, and wait for whatever would come to him. So, little by little, he relaxed.

There was a promise that he might gain a little time, for Rutherford and Waring were wrangling hotly.

Sorry, Sam, Rutherford said. Looks as though youre just fifty-seven hundred dollars short in the payment.

Hey! shouted Waring, starting violently.

Rutherford was not in the least moved. He lifted his pale face and studied Waring with a calm interest.

What you mean by fifty-seven hundred short? demanded Waring.

I mean five thousand and seven hundred dollars and no cents, said Rutherford. I mean that moneys short.

It was in the pile when I handed it to you, declared Waring.

Very gradually a smile spread over the features of Rutherford. He shook his head.

It was in the satchel when I handed it to you, said Waring.

Rutherford kept on smiling.

What the devils the matter, Harry? asked Waring You dont think that Id try to cheat you, do you?

You know, brother, said Rutherford, that we all look for a little inside profit. You wouldnt call it stealing.

Why, Harry, said Waring, Im kind of shocked by this here. It couldnt be that Ferris would a hooked a handful of dough out of that satchel, could it? You dont really mean that the coins missing, though? Youre just laughin up your sleeve at me.

Rutherford continued to smile.

When you get through talking, Sam, said he, just grab the extra cash and hand it over.

You dont understand, said Waring. Where would I get that much loose cash out of a crowd like this? Every bean that Ive got is right in there. But Ill see you in a couple or three days.

I wont be around, said Harry Rutherford. But dont you worry about the extra money, Sam.

No? Thanks, said Waring. I knew you wouldnt try to hang up a deal like this on account of a measly little five or six thousand. Ill fix it with you, one day, as straight as a road.

Of course you will, said the quiet voice of Rutherford. Youll fix it now. Ill just take that big rock you wear in your necktie, brother.

Im not wearing that diamoned now, Harry, said Waring.

Not at your neck in the bandanna, agreed Rutherford. You have it pinned under the lapel of your coat.

What? exclaimed Sam Waring. How did you—

He broke off his protesting argument and shouted with laughter.

Hey, but youre a cool bird, Harry, he said. Did anybody ever put anything over on you?

Not one, except Steve Wycombe, and hes wearing the scars of the good turn he did for me. Lets see the hard cash, brother.

Sure, said Waring.

And the brazen cheat instantly pulled out a wallet and counted the extra cash into the hand of Rutherford.


XIX. STAMPEDE
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BY THIS TIME, clouds of dust raised by the milling cattle were pouring in rapid drifts across the camp fire, turning into grit the food which the men were eating, scumming across the surface of the coffee. All complexions became gray in a moment. It was a fog, and not a thin fog, that surrounded the fire and that made the moon dim.

Silver, with the razor edge of a knife, slit the tarpaulin that covered the dynamite. Inside was a quantity of sawdust; inside the sawdust lay the corded sticks of the explosive, each one carefully wrapped. He took out half a dozen of them, short lengths, and found a quantity of fuse, also. That was what he wanted. He hardly dared to look at Dan Farrel, in the meantime, for the moment of Dans death was close at hand, plainly.

He heard Red make a feeble protest.

This here is a fellow that would keep his mouth shut, said Red. You could trust him, Waring. If he said he wouldnt talk about you, hed keep his word.

Waring went up to Red and laid a fatherly hand on his shoulder.

My dear young feller, said Waring. Youre just in the make and you aint finished, yet, or else Id be bothered about you. Id say that maybe you had a lot to learn about the way folks act when theyre under temptation.

Now, you take young Farrel here. Id say that hes a fine lad and an honest lad and a lad that means well, but I wouldnt be able to tell what he might do after givin us his word here. He might be tempted—

Here Farrel broke in, his voice dry and harsh: If I ever had a chance to hang the whole crew of you, Id do it. Id give my life to do it.

The words fell like a blow on Jim Silver. He barely heard the voice of Waring continuing: There! You can see for yourself what things are like. You can see for yourself that he aint the sort of a fellow that would make a nice, reasonable bargain, is he?

I dunno, said Red. Im kind of sick, is all I know.

That was the last that Silver heard as he withdrew like a snake among the rocks. The sweeping of the dust from the herd covered him, and the thickness of the uproar of clashing hoofs and horns, the pounding, the bellowing seemed to conceal him under a blanket of noise. The sound of a cataract draws down all eyes into it, and in the same manner, perhaps, all looks would be centering now upon the milling of the herd.

So he took chances of being seen as he hurried back toward the stallion. At any moment, even in a few seconds after he turned his back on the camp-fire scene, the thrust of a knife or the explosion of a gun might be the end of Farrel.

If Farrel died, he swore that he would spend the rest of his days tracking down every man who had appeared around that fire. But all that quantity of revenge would not bring back life to Danny Farrel or ease the heart of the girl who had sent him away to do his duty on this night.

So Silver worked with frantic haste, as he kneeled beside Parade, at last, attaching to each of the dynamite sticks a fuse of the length he had decided upon. He had three sticks and three fuses, each a little longer than the other, when he finally mounted. He proposed to save Farrel, if he could, not by shooting down the men who stood around him — there were too many of these — but by sweeping the whole gang away in the current of an action that promised to carry out from their hands the entire profits of the adventure on which they had embarked.

So he rode Parade right down the gulley to the point where it shelved off to meet the valley floor and the sweeping dust clouds which drove up above the herd and circled in the light wind toward the moon. He was doubly glad of that screen of dust now.

Closely as he harkened, he had not distinguished the sound of a gun during the interim. Perhaps Rutherford and Delgas and Waring were patching up the last details of their agreement; perhaps they intended to wait until the final moment before the herd was pushed up into the hills before they killed Dan Farrel and left him on the ground to be battered by the trampling hoofs beyond all recognition.

Silver scratched a match.

Hey, Ferris, is that you? yelled a voice not far away. Cut in there and do your bit! Climb into it, kid!

Silver touched the flame of the match to the ends of the three fuses, one quite short, the others longer. He had three portions of death in his grasp then. Even Parade, steel-nerved under most circumstances, now began to dance uneasily as he saw the sparkling blue fire run sputtering up the fuses.

Silver, with a yell, drove the stallion straight at the herd.

Off to his right, he saw a rider phantom-gray in the dust, and heard the man cursing with bewildered surprise. The sweep of the outer flank of the milling cattle came into clearer view. He saw the dull sheen of their eyes, the tossing of the horns like crooked spears continually stabbing at the air, and full at the mass of them he threw the dynamite with the shortest fuse attached.

It had seemed to him that he had waited until the fire was fairly kissing the dynamite, and yet there was no uproar of an explosion. Instead, the dynamite rolled under the feet of the first steers and was instantly out of sight.

He turned the stallion, with a groan, to try again farther down the head of the crowding cattle. Then, behind him, he heard the explosion and felt the weight of it in the air about him, a soft and ponderous blow that made Parade leap like a hare.

Glancing back, he could see several of the steers down, struggling. Those poor, mangled creatures would never rise again. But from about them the rest of the cattle were pressing back, throwing up their heads, trying to climb over the backs of the steers which still were surging up from the depths of the valley. It seemed to Silver that he had done no more than throw a bucket of water against the sweep of a sea, so small was the reaction.

But he went on, yelling like a fiend.

The second fuse had burned short. He set his teeth, counted three, and flung it. It burst in the very air, flattening several animals. He went on and cast the third stick far over against the farther side of the valleys head, into the thick of the steers.

Again some of the poor creatures went down. But the rest were turning rapidly to escape these thunderbolts. With a frantic bawling the entire front of the herd wheeled and pressed back. It was slow work. The mass of the cattle remained before the terrified vanguard, a living wall against retreat unless the panic should spread to them.

Right and left, now, Silver saw riders making toward him. He heard the shouting of the many voices. He thought he could make out the tremendous uproar of Delgas above the rest, thundering like a wounded bull.

For his own part, Silver was pushing close in behind the van, close into the stifling fog of dust through which he was only vaguely aware of the twisting, swirling masses of confused backs, and of swaying horns. It made him dizzy, like looking into the fling and leap of water as it runs down a cataract.

He shouted; he yelled; he fired guns in the face of any beast that chanced to turn back toward him. Far before him, he could hear the rear guard of cow-punchers shooting their Colts to keep the cattle near them from turning in a stampede.

Close beside him, a voice drove in, screaming out curses. A bullet touched his hat, jerked at it with a small but deadly touch. He shot that fellow out of the saddle and saw the frightened cow pony go crash into the wall of the herd.

But it was no longer quite a solid wall. It was splitting up. A shudder was working through the mass of the steers; the solidity of the throng opened into cracks that filled, closed, opened again. It was like watching a quicksand at work. Then all that quicksand began to flow, slowly, more quickly, as fast as a man could run, as fast, almost, as a horse could gallop.

Parade followed close to the swinging tails.

It was dangerous work. The dust streamed back at them in dense up-pourings that blinded the eyes. But eyes were needed to see the crumpled, red-washed bodies that lay on ground, here and there, where some unlucky steer had fallen and been beaten instantly to death by heavy hoofs.

Through rifts in the flying dust, Silver, muffled to the eyes in a bandanna so that breathing could be possible, saw the walls of the ravine, one black with shadow, one gleaming with the moon.

That gleaming wall he saw thrust out a straight-faced bluff where the valley narrowed a trifle. It was easy to see and easy to avoid, with the moon striking the front of it as if it glanced from white marble; but the steers could not turn, no matter what they saw through the blindness of their fear. There was no shifting inward, because the little valley was blocked from side to side, jammed with the sweep of the running cattle. There was no halting or turning back, because the rearward cattle picked up those in front and hurled them forward.

So Silver saw a living wave strike the face of that bluff, pile instantly high on it, bank the angle full with the dead, and so shunt the remnant safely past the danger point.

It was enough to break a mans heart to see good beef wasted in this fashion, but in a moment like that the salvation of the entire herd was what Silver had to think of.

Then, before him, he saw the herd thinning. He knew by that that they were approaching the mouth of the valley. Presently the dust cloud thinned away. Breaths and puffs of sweet, fresh air came to him like a salvation. The myriad beating of the hoofs no more kept the ground quivering beneath him, but scattered far and wide.

He rode off to the right, drawing up Parade to a canter. He was off to the side of the valleys mouth when he saw other riders fly by him, half revealed through the dust, sweeping on to head off the stampede, if possible.

But Silver, drawing back into a corner of the hills, observed the onward course of the living avalanche which he had started and was content. Stampeding steers are not easily turned, and they do not easily lose their momentum. Far, far away across the desert the dust cloud blew, rolled small and smaller, dwindled, seemed no more than an obscure smoke that was barely visible beneath the moon.

After it had dwindled like this, he saw, from his shadow-filled cranny, the thing that he had hoped to see.

Out of the valleys mouth proceeded a small group of riders, among whom he recognized Rutherford, Waring, and Red. With them came a tall fellow who sat with his hands tied behind his back and had his horses lead rope attached to Warings saddle.

That was poor Danny Farrel. The stampede had given him the grace of a little more life, but in a way it seemed to have made his death almost the more sure. For every one of the group would be savagely hungry for blood after the disappointment of that night.


XX. WARINGS PROPOSITION
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MOONLIGHT SWALLOWS THINGS quickly, even when there is the clear air of the desert for it to shine through. That cavalcade disappeared and left an ache in the back of Silvers brain as he recalled the straight back and the high head of poor Dan Farrel.

Why had they saved him? Perhaps — it had been Silvers hope from the first — because with the cattle scattered and Jim Silver abroad to make further mischief, Rutherford and the rest would be glad to have him alive as a bargaining point.

It was in this hope that he calmly unsaddled Parade that night, wrapped himself in slicker and blanket, and, with the saddle for a pillow went to sleep.

Twice Parade wakened him, snuffing close to his face and stamping to give the alarm. Once it was merely a wolf that had come out on the shoulder of the hill to look down on man. Once it was for some taint that had blown to Parade on the air; but, when Silver could see nothing, he lay down again and slept peacefully until the sun put a warm hand on his face.

He got up, washed his eyes and mouth with water from his canteen, swallowed a few drops of the liquid, and then pulled up his belt two notches to take the place of breakfast. Parade, grazing the tough gramma grass at a short distance from his master, came back and stood with downward head, dozing, while Silver smoked a cigarette.

After a time the stallion went off to graze again, while Silver waited through the hot hours. For once in his life he had no plan beyond that waiting.

A glad man was Jim Silver when, late in the morning, he saw a rider jog toward him across the sands from the direction of the ranch house. He watched the little puffs of dust that squirted out from the feet of the horse as the rider drew nearer. Then he made out the bulky form of none other than Sam Waring, who stopped at a considerable distance and waved a white rag or handkerchief slowly back and forth.

Silver grinned as he watched. He took out a bandanna and waved that in answer. Waring seemed still in doubt, but finally he came on slowly. Twice and again he paused for further thought, but at length he rode straight up to the place where Silver sat on a rock, inhaling the smoke of a cigarette.

The hesitation that had appeared in Warings actions was not in his speech. He summoned a broad smile and waved his hand at Silver.

All safe and friendly, brother, eh? he asked cheerfully.

Silver made a noncommittal gesture.

It seemed a good time for a little talk, said Waring, so the boys sent me out to find you. They thought youd be around this valley, somewhere — and here you are.

Get off the horse and sit down, Waring, suggested Silver. You dont look happy there. Youre too high in the air.

Waring laughed as he got down to the ground.

I aint what I used to be in a saddle, he confessed. There was a day when I fitted onto a hoss like a clothespin onto a line. But that days gone, and now Im kind of swelled up and wabbling with fat.

He sat down on a rock near Silver, took off his hat, mopped his fleshy brow, and went on:

Ive come to talk about young Farrel, of course.

Silver nodded.

Being a friend of yours, said Waring, nacherally you want him out of hock.

Silver nodded again.

And the fact is, said Waring, that hes been in a good deal of danger.

Has he? said Silver.

There was a time last night, said Waring, when some of the boys wanted to bump him off before he had a chance to get loose and spread the news around about the way theyd been cutting up. If it hadnt been for me talking on his side, something bad would sure a happened to him.

Thanks, said Silver. I was behind a rock near the dynamite sack, Waring, when you were interceding for him. I know the kind things you said.

He looked into the eyes of the fat man, but Waring merely laughed.

Youre a fox, Silver, said he. A regular silver fox, is what you are, and it would take a brighter man than poor old Sam Waring to put anything over on you. But, all jokes aside, young Danny Farrel is in a heap of hot trouble.

He is, agreed Silver.

So doggone much trouble that something had oughta be done about it, and thats why Im out here to talk to you, Jim!

Make your proposition, said Silver.

Its this way, said Waring. Everybody knows that Silver aint the sort of a fellow to turn down a friend. Everybody knows that youre the sort who sticks by a partner to the finish. Well, then, this is what weve got in mind: On the one side theres a few cows. On the other side theres a friend. You can make your choice, and I know what choice youll make.

Its this way, said Silver. If I agree to let you fellows get away with the cattle, youll let me have young Danny Farrel — and his girl beside him.

Aw, the girl dont count. We throw her in. Sure, you can have her, said Waring. You dont think that wed make trouble for a woman, do you, Jim? Do you think that were that sort of snake?

I think, said Silver, that youd throttle a baby in a cradle if you could make a hundred dollars out of it.

Come, come, come! protested Waring, holding up a fat, soft hand. You wouldnt wanta talk rough, Jim, would you? The fact is that you and me have to talk business, and it dont help business along to start calling names. You know that, I suppose?

I suppose I do, said Silver. But Ive named the proposition, havent I?

Exactly, said Waring. Weve got your young friend. A fine, manly, honest kid, Silver. As manly and honest as I ever seen. It would do me good to see a kid like that wearing my name, matter of fact. But, when alls said and done, business is business. How does it sound to you?

Silver rubbed his toe in the dust. I could spoil your business for you, Waring, said he. I could get to town and gather in plenty of men in a posse to wreck the job for you before your boys will ever be able to gather those cows out of the stampede.

Waring scowled at him with a sudden loss of his cheerful veneer.

Youve raised hell already, said he. Youve spilled moren a thousand dollars of good beef out of the cup already. Its lying dead back there in the valley to feed the buzzards, and thats your work. What put it into your head to use dynamite to start the stampede?

They laid the dynamite down in front of me, said Silver. You cant expect me to refuse a gift like that, can you?

Waring stared.

And then you rode right in through the bunch and got at the cows. Ferris is laid up bad. Hes shot inside the shoulder, and he might not pull through.

Im sorry for that, said Silver, frowning.

Sam Waring answered suddenly: Why lie about it, Silver? Youre glad that you nicked one of the boys. It pleases you the sames it would a pleased them to put a slug in you. I aint wrong about that.

You are, said Silver. Ive seen men that Id like to drift some lead into. But I hate to shoot at a man I dont know.

Waring grunted his disbelief as he rolled a cigarette.

How did you happen to have that dynamite along? asked Silver.

Ferris again! exclaimed Waring. The fool only got what he deserved. He was on a prospecting trip, him and a mule. We come across him in the hills, and we picked up him and our bad luck and brought em both along to help out. A lot of help he was. But come on, Silver. Make your bargain.

I give up a third of the cattle for the sake of one man? said Silver.

Waring winced, as though he felt the force of this argument.

Well, he said, thats the proposition, and I gotta stick to it.

Suddenly Silver nodded. Ill make the exchange, he said.

Waring heaved a breath of relief.

Well, he said, thats great. I gotta admit that youre a reasonable gent to do business with. Mighty reasonable. Well just run the cows out of the desert and off the ranch into the hills, and then you can have your partner. You can have him safe and sound.

Silver smiled.

Hey, whats the matter? asked Waring.

You keep him till youve got the cattle where you want em, eh? queried Silver.

Whats the matter with that? Mean that you dont trust us, old son?

Silver shook his head. If I let you get the cattle through the hills, you may turn Farrel over to me, but hell be a dead man when I find him.

I swear, said Waring, lifting one hand and rolling up his eyes with a solemn shake of his head. I swear—

Dont do it, said Silver. Take your hand down and dont swear. It doesnt work with me, Waring.

The fat man slowly dropped his hand. A faint stain of red crawled up his throat and over his face. He said nothing.

Ill have to make another sort of deal, said Silver. Ill have to have security that youll turn Farrel over to me if I let the herd go.

What sort of security? asked Waring.

A man for a man. If Delgas or Rutherford will put themselves in my hands, Ill take em as bail for Farrel.

Delgas — Rutherford — you aint crazy, Silver, are you? shouted Waring.

Its the only way Ill talk business, said Silver.

Waring stared at him, started to talk, changed his mind. Then he stood up.

How long before you expect an answer? he asked.

Sunset, said Silver. If one of em rides out from the house at sunset, Ill know that hes come to be bail for Farrel, and the deal goes through.

Waring, his head fallen in thought, rode off without another word.


XXI. TRAPPED
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SILVER WAITED OUT the hours of that long afternoon among the sun-baked hills. He was very hungry, and a big jack rabbit obligingly poked its foolish head up above a rock to make a dinner for him. He took off the head of the rabbit with a .45-caliber slug and broiled the flesh over a small fire. He ate it slowly, because he had very little water to wash it down. Parade was now so thirsty that he had stopped grazing altogether, so Silver took him across country to the verge of the big tank and let him drink from that muddy water.

In the sunset he came back toward the ranch house and stopped five hundred yards from it, where he began to drift the horse forward and backward. Nearer he dared not come, for there were men in that outfit to whom even five hundred yards was not impossible with their favorite rifle. He depended on the flare and uncertainty of the light at this time of the day.

In the meantime, he scanned the horizon and saw from south and east and west approaching clouds of dust which told him that some of the punchers were bringing up the cattle that they had collected across the face of the desert. All of those dust clouds moved toward the ranch house as a focus. Some time during the night, perhaps, the big herd would be assembled, and the drift toward the mountains would start.

Already it was rather late. He had waited long, and, if he rode to get help, they might have most of the cattle deep in the ravines before he returned.

He had thought of that all during the day, but he had not dared to ride for a posse. By that means he would be able to save the herd, of course, but he would never be able to save Danny Farrel. They would shoot him out of hand at the first sign of approaching danger, of course.

But what a quandary Delgas and the great Rutherford must be in at this moment, risking, as they were, the value of both land and cattle. For, though they might rush the cows through, they would certainly lose their landed acres as men outlawed for their crime.

It could only be that they hoped against hope that they would be able to sell the herd and deliver it, and then that they could dispose of Farrel and leave Silver with empty hands.

If afterward Jim Silver appeared in the law courts — though that was not his wont — then a staunch agreement between themselves would swear down his testimony in nearly any court of the law.

He thought of this grimly, as he saw the sun go down beneath the horizon without sign of anyone coming toward him from the ranch house.

A number of the punchers had gathered near the house, staring out toward the shimmering, golden figure of the stallion. Silver could see them watching, pointing, gesticulating. He could hear the dim tremors of their voices. He could hear a man calling from the bunk house, a sound like a bird in the far-away sky. But increasing dimness of the twilight thickened the air. And at last, as only a dull band of orange burned along the horizon, he knew that no one would come out to him.

The house disappeared in darkness, then was marked by a single ray of yellow light, which told him of poor Esther at work in her kitchen with ice in her heart.

He looked around the black immensity of the earth, and it seemed to him that his mind was as empty of all resources as the darkening vault of the sky. Still he could hear voices, the slamming of doors, from the house, though he could no longer make out individual figures. But some of the men were probably still there, staring across the night at him, wondering what he, poor fool, could do about it.

That was the thing. What could he do?

He could only grit his teeth and pray for an idea. So long as they held poor Danny Farrel, they held Jim Silver, also, and they were clever enough to know this. That was what forced him to make up his mind to the impossible. He would go straight into the house of the enemy and there do what he could for Farrel.

He rode back through the night slowly, trying to sketch a plan. The house was fairly well in his mind, but now he wished that he had drawn a print of every room and every window. He had to plan, and yet there was not much to plan about. It seemed almost better to advance blindly and leave everything to chance when he came in contact with the Rutherford and Waring men.

What worried him most of all was Rutherford. The others might be surprised, taken off their feet by a sudden move; but the imagination of Rutherford was of the capacious sort which understands what other men are likely to conceive.

The shallow draw which ran out of the desert toward the house gave Silver such good cover that he could ride the gold stallion within a very short distance of the place. There he dismounted, made the tall horse lie down, and prepared to go ahead on foot.

He turned himself into a ragamuffin for the purpose. Coat, sombrero, boots, socks went into the discard. He rolled his riding trousers to the knee. He had with him the weight of his two Colts, and that was all, when he came over the edge of the draw and started for the house.

The windmill offered some sort of cover for his advance, but it was the sort of skeleton protection which would be watched by the men on guard without actually making a shield for a spy. So he gave up the thought of the windmill and went straight at the house. He had on the straight line only the almost imperceptible undulations of the ground and one good-sized cactus. It was not protection. It was hardly a hint at protection. What he would have to rely upon was the fact that people do not look for men working like snakes in the dust, as he was working now.

He was almost at the cactus, blessing the size of its three large leaves, when lantern light began to wash across the black earth around him. Not one, but several lanterns were brought, and, while he lay there behind the wretchedly imperfect shadow of that cactus, he saw a lantern nailed up at every corner of the house!

That was Rutherford. He was the fellow who would think of bathing the house with light to expose all who approached, whereas most people would have kept their eyes open in darkness and so would have hoped to trap the invader. But Rutherford had a brain.

Not only was there a light at each corner of the irregular building, but there appeared to be a man on guard there, also.

Silver lay sweating in the dust, and it was by no means the heat of the ground that caused the water to pour.

For his position seemed to him most perfectly helpless. To worm his way forward in the darkness had been dangerous and hard enough. To worm his way backward through the light until he reached the edge of the draw would be worse than madness, he was certain. Then what remained for him to do?

In his excitement, he drew a breath that was chiefly dust, and had to lie, strangling, choking, stifling, for whole minutes, controlling the convulsions of his body with a mighty effort of the will to keep from drawing a single gasping breath.

When at last he was able to breathe again, he could give his mind to an insoluble problem. He was more and more convinced that he was hopelessly trapped. There was not even a thing to hope for, except a rain and hailstorm so tremendous that it would blot out the light of the lanterns and give him a chance to crawl away through the mud, but to pray for rain under the starry sky of the desert was like praying for a miracle. Ten months might pass, here, before so much as a shower fell.

The Rutherford men were ideally placed. They had light by which to spy him out if he so much as stirred, and they had their saddle horses at hand if the least suspicious sign appeared to their eyes. They could be in the saddle and away like bullets at the first signal. The mustangs, with thrown reins to anchor them, stood in three groups near the house, four or five in a bunch. There were more than were needed, for the reason, perhaps, that Rutherford had decided to be forehanded and equipped in every possible particular.

Silver, lying flat on his face, could have groaned with despair. He heard one of the men at the nearer corners of the house saying:

One way of looking at it, this here is a funny business — we hang out a light for a gent to shoot at us by.

He wont shoot, said the other. Silver aint that kind. There aint no Injun about him. He dont take no advantages.

Aint he a gunman? asked the other.

Sure, hes a gunman.

Then what you mean he dont take advantages? Hes faster with a gun than other folks are, and hes straighter with his shooting. That means that hes got all kind of advantages.

I mean, he dont play em. When they crowd him, he fights back, and thats all there is to it.

You sound kind of nutty to me, said the other. Heres a gent with a list of dead as long as my arm, and you say he dont take advantages? How could he have such a record if he didnt go out for scalps?

You dunno the kind of a fool this bird is. He goes where the water is likely to have fish in it, and then he waits for a fish to show. He dont drop a line in. He waits for the fish to bite him, and then he bites back.

That sounds like fool talk.

Does it? What I mean is that he waits for the other gents to crowd him. If they wont crowd him man by man, theyll crowd him in couples or gangs. There aint many stories of Silver hunted by single men. Theres plenty of stories of him hunted by a whole crew.

It looks to me as though Rutherford and Delgas and Waring have got him beat to a frazzle in this here business.

Nobodys got him beat till hes ten feet buried underground, and even then hes likely to claw his way out. But theres numbers and brains against him now. Theres Waring and Rutherford, to say nothin of Delgas, thats worth a little speech all by himself.

What is goin to happen to Danny Farrel?

The same as always happens to a gent that tries to go straight when going crooked is the way the others around him are walking.

A shadow fell over Silver as he listened to the last words. That shadow struck his brain like a bullet. He hardly dared to look up, but then he saw that it was only one of the horses which had edged close to smell at the tempting green and the bristling thorns of the big cactus. If the brute suddenly took notice of a man lying on the ground and jumped away with a snort, it was apt to bring the attention of the guards to Silver.

Then he saw that the thing might be a sort of act of Providence to give him deliverance from his danger of the moment.

Some one called out at the other end of the house. One of the nearest sentries turned to watch; the other sang out in reply.

That moment Silver used to rise slowly to his feet.

He could not sit in the saddle, of course, but he fitted his knee into the stirrup leather just above the stirrup, and, with his weight resting on that support, he slid the other leg far back, hooking his toes around the ponys quarter. With his hands he gripped the saddle flaps. He was embarked. Neither his feet nor his body showed, for the moment. He was something suspended in empty air, as it were.


XXII. IN THE HOUSE
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THE GREAT ADVANTAGE was that Silver was at last off the ground. The black shadow of the body of the horse was as a blessing to him, but that mustang was not bestowing more than one blessing at a time. He reached around, got a good grip, and took a bite at the shoulder of Jim Silver. The tough flesh slipped from under the teeth of the horse, but it was agony for Silver. He dared not move to beat the head of the horse away, at that moment, for his knee threatened to slip out of the stirrup leather and let him down with a crash in the dust.

Having taken one nip, the horse seemed content. It began to drift on away from the cactus, moving with very short steps. And Silver discovered that the brute was moving not away from the house but toward it!

It seemed to be trying to steal away from the other animals, by the shortness of its steps deceiving the eyes of the men who watched it.

One of them sang out, Whats the matter with that fool of a hoss?

Thats Jerrys hoss. Hes gone and cinched it up loose. Look at the way that saddles turned over!

I better fix it. If that hoss has to be used, its gotta be used fast and used hard.

Steps came toward Jim Silver. He loosened the grip of his right hand, though thereby he made his hold on the horse very precarious.

Wait a minute. Let Jerry do his own work. Hes always sliding out from trouble, said the other sentry.

The footfall paused.

Yeah, maybe youre right, said the second speaker, and turned back.

I never seen a freckle-nosed son that was any good, anyway, said the other. And Jerrys all over freckles.

Hes a lazy hobo, said the other sentry.

Silver, using his right hand to pluck at the mane of the mustang, tried to pull it away from the house and turn the head of the horse in another direction. But the mustang was perceptibly braced against this weight which lay along its side and therefore it naturally moved in the opposite direction. That happened to be toward the house, and nothing that Silver could do would make the pony change his mind. He dared not reach for the reins, of course.

They were now steering past the corner of the house.

That hoss is sure a drifter, said one of the watchers. He sure aims to stir around.

Its Jerry own fault, said the other. He oughta train a hoss to stand when the reins are once throwed on it.

Yeah, hed oughta do that. I wonder is Delgas socking that old rye on the nose, right now?

By this time the mustang had gone past the corner of the house. As it moved in closer to the wall, a new danger came to Silver, which was that he might now be seen by either of the guards if they chanced to make a single pace out from the wall. But now they were right beside the wall.

Silver softly dropped his feet to the ground, ducked under the neck of the mustang, and stood in front of the black, square mouth of an open window. The blaze of the lanterns struck full on him. He saw the guard off at the right, turn his head and apparently look straight at him. Yet the man in a moment turned his head once more and looked straight before him, whistling! He had seen nothing because he expected to see nothing.

Silver, the next instant, was through the black of the window and kneeling in safety on the floor of the room inside.

Safety? He could hardly call it safety to be in a house where every hand was against him, and where no hands were weak. He heard, very distinctly, the deep voice of Delgas, which was booming in another portion of the house. What a windfall it would be to Delgas and Rutherford if they could get their hands on him!

He smiled a little, as he thought of that.

Then, just outside the window, he heard a voice exclaim: Look here! Heres a footmark in the dust. Look at it. Right where the mustang was standin!

Silver moved like a snake into a corner of the room and lay still.

Yeah, said the second sentry, joining his companion. It looks like a footprint, all right.

Then a silence followed in which the imagination of Silver conceived of the truth entering the brains of those fellows.

But presently one of them said: Well, there aint any footmarks leadin up to it. You can see that for yourself.

Sure I can. But I wanta know how this here mark came.

I dunno. Maybe it dropped down out of the sky.

Dont talk like a fool. There aint anybody around this house thatd be likely to go without boots, is there?

Well, how would a mark like that come there? You think that Silver made it?

I dunno. I aint thinking.

I reckon you aint, Slim.

All I know is that its a funny thing that that marks on the ground. I dunno what to make of it.

Maybe an angel made it. Jumped down out of the sky and stamped on the ground, and jumped up into the sky agin. Maybe theres an angel laughin at us right now.

Aw, said Slim gruffly, shut up, will you? His voice entered the room, as he spoke, and now he scratched a match. Silver, curled up in a corner behind a chair, covered his man with a Colt and prayed that he would not have to shoot.

The flame of the match revealed a long, sallow, evil face, and a gaunt neck with an Adams apple that moved up and down like a fist.

Slim presently tossed the match over his shoulder and straightened.

I was just thinking, he said.

Thats likely to be kind of hard on you, said the other.

Leave me be, said Slim. Im goin to go and report this here.

Are you? Youll catch it if you do. Theres some of the boys that think you aint too bright already, Slim, and if you start in talkin about angels that leave their footprints on the ground — well, therell be trouble!

Hold your trap, said Slim, or Ill slam it shut for you. Im goin to tell Rutherford and see what hell have to say.

The footfall departed with a soft jingling of spurs.

Silver looked desperately about him in the dark of the room. He could not stay there. Where could he stay in the place when once the word was brought to the great Rutherford? The active wit of that man would not fail to hitch importance to the mystery of that footprint in the dust.

Silver found the knob of a door and opened it upon the dark of a hall. Through the darkness, voices came to him intimately, dwelling in his ear. He saw the long yellow-red slit of lamplight that showed where a door fitted poorly to its jamb.

Then, in farther distance, he could make out the sharp, high-pitched voice of Slim saying words which he did not understand, but which were undoubtedly about the mystery of that footprint. A moment later the house would be searched. There would be nothing for him except to fight as well as he could until they decided to burn him out. It would not take them very long to decide that, of course.

Another door, just a step down the hallway, yawned suddenly with a low groan of hinges. As he jerked back his head, he saw a lamp carried in the hand of Esther Maxwell, its light close to her tired face and the red blotches of her eyes.

He drew back from her sight still farther, but he called softly out of the darkness of his room, as the light walked toward him in regular pulsations down the hall.

Esther! Esther! Do you hear me? Its Jim Silver.

He heard the catch and the long take of her breath, like a soft moan. Then he ventured to step out before her. The lamp wobbled out of her hand. He caught it. He took her by the wrists and crushed them together.

Take hold of yourself! said Silver savagely.

She nodded, breathless.

Theyll be hunting for me through the house in another minute, said he, returning the lamp to her hand. Hide me somewhere. In your room is as good as the next place.

He heard the voice of Rutherford calling: Billy! Mike! Whisky Joe!

Quick! Quick! he urged her.

She tried to run past him up the stairs to show the way, but he checked her. Whatever happened, no running footfalls must be heard by those who would soon be hunting through the place for him.

They went up the narrow stairway. It had no railing for safety or comfort and it was simply bracketed out from the wall, so that squeaking was unavoidable even when he walked close to the supporting wall.

There was no hallway, only a single landing and door at the head of the steps. He opened that and glided through in the lead as a trampling of many feet came into the hall beneath and the voice of Delgas boomed:

Whos that?

Its I, said the girl. Whats wrong? Delgas imitated her stammering voice and roared with laughter.

The little fools goin to fall down on her bean, said Delgas. Shes scared pink and blue, already. Well, honey, there aint nothing wrong — yet — but if there turns out to be a man in the house, theres goin to be a whole lot wrong. Come on, boys!

The girl entered the room behind Silver and closed the door behind her, the light staggering in her frightened hand. She turned and looked with ghostly eyes at him.

What can we do? said her soundless lips.

He went across the floor like a cat, took the lamp, and put it on the center table.

Then he looked around him.

For a window there was only a pair of square holes punched into the roof, each about a foot wide. The furniture consisted of a small wardrobe, the little center table, the washstand, two narrow chairs, and an iron bedstead. There was no paint on the floor, walls, or ceiling. It was simply a bare box. The air was hot. The sun of the long afternoon had turned the room into an oven. And as the sweat trickled down the face of Silver, seeing how perfectly he was trapped, he thought once more of dead Steve Wycombe who was reaching so strongly out of the grave to draw down after him the man who had taken his life.

Then Silver turned back to the white, staring face of the girl.

Theres nothing for me to do but hide, he whispered. Theres no place for me to hide except under that bed. You do something. Sit down and write a letter. Do anything to show that youre occupied, and if they want to come in to search — dont oppose them!


XXIII. THE SEARCH
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HE SLID UNDER the bed. It was sufficiently wide and the shadow the lamp threw was sufficiently steep so that he would be hidden from the gaze of any except a man who leaned over and peered for him. But if they searched in the room at all, were they not sure to look carefully under the bed?

He could see the girl sitting at the center table. He could see her as far as her elbows; he could hear the rapid scratching of her pen.

Wheres Danny? he whispered.

Dont talk! she gasped.

They cant hear, if you whisper. Wheres Danny?

In your room. With Mr. Rutherford.

What are they going to do with him?

Keep him. Theyre going to keep him to make sure that you do nothing and then—

Even her whisper was more than she could maintain, at that point.

And Silver understood. They would keep Dan Farrel with them until the drive into the mountains had been completed and then, instead of giving him freedom, they would put a bullet through his head and leave him for the buzzards and coyotes. They would be reasonably sure that Jim Silver would not interfere so long as his friend was in their hands. It seemed to Silver, as he lay there and ran his swift eye back over the pages of his life, that all his troubles had sprung from his friendships, and yet all of those labors had not yielded him a single friend whom he cared to take with him on his adventures. Where he met a man, there he left him. His partners remained where he had found them, fixed in his memory like the mountains; only Silver went on.

He heard the girl say: I know what youve done, and no man ever did more for a friend. Ive prayed for you when I prayed for Danny.

Hush! breathed Silver, as he heard a footfall coming up the stairs.

It was a heavy step, stamping down on the boards, making the flimsy wood groan and squeak under the pressure.

Delgas beat once on the door, heavily, and then flung it open.

Hello. Whats in here? he roared.

He came thumping into the room with the jingle of the spurs at his heels. The reek of his cigar was instantly in every corner.

Just takin a quiet little minute by yourself, eh? said Delgas to the girl. You aint seen nothing of a long streak of poison called Jim Silver, have you?

She said nothing. She must have been shaking her head.

Scared stiff, eh? said Delgas. So doggone scared that she dunno what to do about it? Cant talk? Just stand there and wag your head? Well, I guess he aint in here, unless hes under the bed.

The big feet of Delgas crossed the room, and he kicked at the empty space under the bed. That maneuver came so unexpectedly that Silver barely flinched his face back in time enough to escape from catching the blow.

Delgas turned again.

There aint anything for you to be so shakin about, said Delgas. He cant do you no harm, this gent Silver. Not while gents like me are around. You know why? Because Id take care of you. Youre an uncommon pretty girl, Esther, and I been noticin you. Youd be a help to a gent. Theres only one funny thing about you, and thats why you cotton to a doggone common gent like poor Danny Farrel. Ill tell you why. Its because there aint anything to a feller like that. There aint any sand to him, and there aint any brains. Hes in the soup, and the best way for you is to forget him and take a look around for something else in the way of a man. And when youre lookin, stop your eye a minute on Morrie Delgas. He aint pretty, but hes got a silver lining!

When he finished, he broke into a great, bawling laughter that filled the room and half deafened Silver. Then, still braying, Delgas went out of the room and creaking down the stairs, slamming the door behind him.

Through the flimsy partitions, Silver could hear Delgas saying: No sign of him up there. No sign of nobody. It aint likely hed be fool enough to come into this house anyway, is it?

When you know enough, answered the voice of Rutherford, to read the mind of Jim Silver and say what hes likely to do and what hes not likely to do, Ill take my hat off to you and go to work for you, Morrie. You werent long enough in that room to search it.

Thats a lie, answered Delgas. I was long enough to search the room and kiss the girl and come back again.

And the long uproar of his laughter went quivering through the house once more.

Steady, now! whispered Silver. Thats Rutherford coming, and hes twice the danger thats in Delgas.

There was a polite rap at the door.

Come in! called the girl.

The door opened.

Sorry to bother you, Esther, said Rutherford, but I ought to glance over this room. Delgas is a little careless.

Ive been right here, said the girl.

He was in the house before you went up to your room, answered Rutherford.

He paused.

I dont see where he could be, though, said Rutherford. There was another pause.

Then he asked: Writing letters through all the excitement, Esther?

I had to do something, said the girl. Ive been half hysterical. Is Jim Silver in the house?

Excuse me a moment, said Rutherford. I hate to do this, but little things are sometimes important.

Paper rustled. He read:



Dearest Mother: Its high time that I should write you a letter because I havent written for a long time and if—



There was another pause.

Yes, said Rutherford quietly. I should say that you have been half hysterical — or else that you were simply scratching words down on paper for the sake of seeming occupied. It isnt that, my dear, is it?

Seeming occupied? the girl stammered.

Theres nothing but the bed that could hide anything, said he.

And he walked straight toward it.

Silver hesitated a tenth part of a second. He could kill Rutherford, easily enough, but the report of the gun would bring the others, and nothing in the world could save him then.

He hooked his toes inside the cross rod at the head of the bed; he grasped the cross rod at the foot of the bed; and in that manner he was able, with a great effort, to heave himself up until his back touched the springs.

He saw the slender, pointed toes of the boots of the great Rutherford approach, shining like quicksilver. The boots paused. There was the deadly gleam of a Colt six-gun beneath the hanging edge of the coverlet. Then he saw the shadow of Rutherford sweep over the floor as he bent down.

He tensed himself to receive the shock of the bullet.

Instead, Rutherford straightened again, and walked back across the room.

Well, said he, Im sorry that Ive bothered you, Esther. In a time like this, with a fellow such as Silver in the offing, I have to take precautions. You understand that?

She failed to answer. And he laughed as he said:

You look as though a glance under your bed was worse than murder, my dear.

He went out; the door closed; and Silver relaxed once more on the floor beneath the bed.

He could not believe his escape. His brain was still spinning with the sensation of imminent death, as he watched the feet of the girl go stumbling to a chair into which she fell.

He whispered. There was no answer for a long moment.

Then, very dimly, from the outside of the house he heard a man exclaiming: Hes a regular Robinson Crusoe, old Slim is. He seen a footprint in the dust and he went and raised hell about it, was what he did. Good old Slim, hes the kind of a gent that dont let none of the small change slip.

There was laughter, after this, and then the small voice of the girl close to Silver murmured:

Were saved, Jim Silver.

Silver slid out from beneath the bed and got to his feet.

Youll be safe here, she said. Her face was shining. And in the morning when they start the herd, you can get out of the house with no trouble at all.

Out of the distance, as though fulfilling a part of her words, he heard the bawling of cattle.

And Danny? he asked her.

The joy was struck out of her face. But she shook her head, answering: Youve tried to do more than any other man in the world would try. You cant do more. Youve got to hide and be quiet.

He looked at the narrow windows.

There was no way through them, of course. There was no possible exit from the room except down the narrow, squeaking stairway. But he was determined, in some manner, to get to Danny Farrel on this night.

Theres nothing more you can do, whispered the girl urgently. Dont try anything.

Ive got to think, said Silver.

He sat down in a chair, made a cigarette, remembered himself, and dropped the makings of it into his pocket. There was a wall of darkness before his brain, and it would not lift.

He looked at the girl.

She had grown older. She had been very pretty, before, but she was almost ugly, now, to the eye. What she had gained for Silver was a touch of inward beauty. If she were doddering in wrinkled age, she would never be less than beautiful to him, knowing what he knew of her.

And he whispered to her suddenly: I think that Ill have luck. I dont know how. But I think that Ill have luck.

One of the cow-punchers on guard outside the house began to sing loudly. Another sentinel exclaimed:

Shut up! Dontcha know some of the boys are tryin to get a wink of sleep now?

Silver stood up from the chair. He took the hand of the girl in silence.

Dont make a noise, he told her. I understand what Im about. Nobody can do anything without luck, anyway, and Im just going to ask for an extra slice of luck now.

Then he opened the door and looked down into the black well of the hallway.


XXIV. RUTHERFORDS OPINION
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THE GIRL CAME after him. She dared not so much as whisper, now that the door of her room was open, but she grasped his arm with both hands.

He removed her grip and closed the door in her face. Then he lay down on his side, close to the wall, and began to work his way down the stairs, feet first. In that way, his weight was distributed over a number of the steps. He was close to the wall where his poundage would exercise the least leverage on the supporting brackets. And so, inch by inch, he wormed his way down toward the hall below.

He was nearly to the bottom when a door swung open, a broad flash of light entered the hall and streamed into the eyes of Silver. On the threshold stood Red, the light glancing through his tousled hair. After a moment he closed the door softly.

What had he heard to bring him there? What had he seen when he looked through?

Silver, standing now on the floor of the hall with a gun in each hand, waited breathlessly, but he heard no alarm given, no lifting of voices, no scurrying of quick feet. Red, it seemed, had seen nothing. Once more it was proved that a man sees only what he expects to see, and a man prone on the stairs was not what a man expects to see.

Silver went to the door of that room which he had used for lounging while he was in the house. The voices inside were those of Waring, Delgas, Rutherford, and young Danny Farrel.

They were still talking about the print of the naked foot, with Waring saying:

The way I aim to live, gents, I dont get no dyspepsia about things that dont bother me none and aint in my way. If there was ten thousand footprints in the dust and a chance to grab ten bucks off a table, Id take the ten bucks and let the ten thousand footprints go.

Delgas laughed at this viewpoint, heartily.

I say the same, said he.

Look here, Farrel, said Rutherford. Youre a lad with a brain. Whatever you think, you cant help your partner, Silver. Suppose you tell me what you think made that footprint.

One of your own men trying to string the rest of you along, said Farrel instantly.

Youre all against me then, answered Rutherford. And Ill tell you what I think.

Blaze away, said Delgas.

I think, said Rutherford, that Jim Silver made the mark.

Hey! said Delgas. Watcha mean, Harry? You mean that Jim Silvers been that close to the house and not come inside? What kind of reason have you got for it, anyway?

I know something about Silver, said Rutherford. I have to study fellows like that. And its an old saying with every man West of the Mississippi who has to live by his wits that its better to have a sheriff and his posse after you than it is to have Jim Silver on your trail. Ive thought that Id always be clever enough to keep out of his way — but this time hes after me!

You dont like it, Harry, do you? asked Waring.

I hate it like the devil, answered Rutherford frankly.

Got the wind up? asked Waring, chuckling.

I have, said Rutherford. So would the rest of you, if you had any sense.

Go on, brother, and clear that up for us, suggested Delgas. Why aint we got any sense?

Because if you knew Silver, youd be as sure as I am that he left that footprint behind him.

Go on and open up, urged Waring.

Silvers like a sailor, said Rutherford. When theres dangerous work ahead, he likes to go at it with bare feet. Bare feet are the best on a slippery deck. Theyre more silent than shoes, too.

They aint so good in a fire. Waring chuckled.

Silvers are, said Rutherford.

Wait a minute, broke in Delgas. You mean, Harry, that Silver has the habit of going around in bare feet when hes about to raise the devil?

If hes going to enter a house where he wants to be as quiet as a moving shadow — yes, hed be in bare feet.

But hes not in the house, Harry.

Thats what you say.

Why, man, said Waring, aint we looked the place over from head to heel? We aint seen a thing!

Not a thing, echoed Delgas. Not a thing, and I looked over every inch of the house myself.

Nobody has seen anything, answered Rutherford. Nobody saw a man come up to the house. There were four guards out there and plenty of lantern light. But one minute that dust was clear, except for horse tracks, and the next minute, theres the print of a naked foot. Do you think it was a ghost that made the mark, Delgas?

I dunno, said Delgas. It beats me, is what it does.

Somebody came up to this house and made that mark before he got through the window — or climbed up to the roof!

Aye, the roof! cried Delgas. I never thought of that!

I did, though, said Rutherford. I thought of the roof and ran a ladder up and climbed up to the top, but theres nothing to see on the top of the house.

Hes not on the roof, and hes not in the house. And if he came up and made his mark in the dust, then he went off again the same way he came, said Delgas. Thats the long and the short of it.

Its the long of it and the wrong of it, answered Rutherford. A fellow like Silver went through a lot of danger to get that close to the house, and he wouldnt turn away again before hed accomplished something. You fellows ought to see that.

I dont get what youre drivin at. You have me beat, said Waring. It kind of sounds like geometry to me, and I never was no good in funny things like that.

Well, said Delgas, let Harry blaze away and tell us whats what. Hell be talkin about ghosts walkin, before long. Even Harry can be wrong, I guess.

You think that Silver is a ghost? asked Rutherford.

I dont say that I think that, answered Delgas.

Well, said Rutherford, I cant tell you any more reasons, unless you count the feeling in my marrow bones as a reason, but Ill tell you that Im sure that Jim Silver is in this house at this moment!

Hi! yelled Waring.

Somebody started up out of a chair and crossed the room with heavy steps and stood at the door.

You mean that, Harry? said Delgas. What makes you say so?

Ive told you my reasons, and you say theyre no good. I say that Jim Silver made that print in the dust, and that Jim Silver made that print just before he slipped through the open window into the house. We searched the place and we couldnt find him, any more than our guards outside were able to see him walk right up to the house through the lantern light. But in spite of that, hes somewhere in this house.

Where? shouted Delgas.

I dont know. Outside that door, perhaps — from the feeling thats inside my spine! said Rutherford.

Doggone if it dont begin to scare me — its a regular ghost story! exclaimed Waring. It makes me sweat, though I feel pretty cold. Is that fellow in on it? Farrel, have you got a hand in this?

How could he have a hand in it? asked Delgas. Waring, youre nutty.

What Harry says is enough to make any man nutty, cried Waring. We been over this place with a fine-toothed comb, and now we start in talkin about ghosts. I aint no hero even when it comes to fightin men, and I lay off when it comes to ghosts. I dont want no part of em!

If you got this idea in your head, said Delgas, what you want us to do about it, Harry?

I dont know, said Rutherford. Weve got the house guarded. Theres nobody asleep except in the bunk house, and theyre ready to turn out and ride at any minute. I dont very well know what more we can do.

Except to keep our eyes open, suggested Delgas.

Thats it, said Rutherford. Weve got to keep on the alert, my friends.

It makes me nervous, though, said Waring. Delgas, get away from that door. You act like you was afraid that somebody would walk in through it. If Jim Silver can do what you gents say, he dont need to open the door. Hell slide in through the keyhole, and turn out of a mist into a man, like they do in the fairy tales.

Yeah? said Delgas. I dunno.

The door jerked open so rapidly that the gesture was almost too fast for Jim Silver, even. He had barely time to snatch out a revolver as the door pulled wide and Delgas stood scowling on the threshold.

Silver beat the heavy butt of a revolver into the center of that scowl. As Delgas fell senseless on his back, Silver stepped over the body and took the remaining pair under the muzzles of his guns.


XXV. A BEATEN CREW
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RUTHERFORDS FIRST GESTURE was a flick of the fingers that nearly touched the handles of his gun beneath his coat. But his thought was faster still. It saw that he was well-covered, and his second thought brought the hand away again. He sat leaning forward a little in his chair, looking not at the leveled Colt but into the steady, gleaming eyes of Silver. They were worth seeing. A changing yellow light glowed and sank and rose again in them.

Big Waring had got his hand as far as the gun on his hip, and there his grasp froze.

It was strange that a face could change so suddenly. All his jowls and the hanging flap of the flesh beneath his chin were struck stone-white, and all about his mouth was white, too. His upper lip began to work. And his great red nose stood out like a thing painted with blood, and his eyes were as bright as the eyes of a hawk. One could tell by the look of them that the spirit in the man was greater than any professions he made of courage. Whatever his faults were, he was a fighting machine.

Here we are again, said Silver.

He kicked the door shut behind him.

Stand up and come over here, Danny, he commanded.

Farrel rose. He was shaking from head to foot. He was the only man in the room who seemed close to a break-down.

Dont get between me and either of them, said Silver.

Farrel edged around the wall as though a great fire were blazing in the center of the room. He had to take short steps because of the rope that was fastened about his knees. His hands were tied behind his back.

You two, said Silver, turn and face the wall.

He added: Hoist your hands, first. And see that the hand you lift from that hip is empty, Waring. Im watching you a little harder than Im watching Rutherford, in case youre in doubt about it.

Starting to turn, Waring and Rutherford looked at one another. They paused and seemed to consult with glances. Then they kept on turning until they were facing the wall. They lifted their hands high above their heads and stood rigid. The tail of Warings coat was hitched up almost to the small of his back, and his big-handled revolver showed.

Silver said: Im going to shift one gun into my pocket and keep you fellows covered with the right-hand gun only. If you want to try a sudden break, thatll be your opportunity.

He slipped one gun down between his legs, as he spoke. A shudder went through the body of Waring. Rutherford, who seemed to read the mind of his companion, barked suddenly:

Dont be a fool, Waring. Youll get the pair of us killed out of hand, the first thing you know.

So Waring stood fast, but the noise of his heavy breathing was loud through the room.

Silver took out a knife, pressed the spring that made the blade fly out, and, without taking his eyes from his double target, found the ropes that tied the hands of Dan Farrel.

When Farrel was free, he snatched the knife from Silver, cut the tie rope that bound his knees together, and leaned over Delgas.

This fellow first, Jim? he asked.

Take him first, agreed Silver.

He gave one glance downward to the bleeding face of Delgas. It sagged as though the blow on the forehead had smashed all the other bones of the countenance so that the features were as soft as putty.

Farrel threw the mans coat open and took away the guns from the holsters beneath the pits of the arms. He took a bit of the rope which had been used on him and trussed Delgas hand and foot. The fallen man was coming to. He breathed like one out of breath after being in water, making a heavy puffing sound.

Still his eyes were not open when Farrel left him and went across the room to the other pair. They had not stirred. Only, as the shadow of Farrel swept across the wall, Waring said half aloud:

Somebody gets it, for this.

His big, fat body was still quivering. His pretended humility left him. He was the fighting beast pure and simple, overlaid with certain layers of blubber.

Farrel got the guns, and from Waring a long, straight-bladed knife that could apparently be used for throwing as well as for handwork.

After that, he procured more rope and made the two fast. He had finished that task and armed himself with a pair of guns when the voice of Red came down the hallway, softly singing. His hand fell with a respectful knock at the door.

Come! called Silver.

The door opened, with the voice of Red coming cheerfully through the gap before the way was clear to his eyes.

The herds are coming up, he said, and were ready to start running em at the—

He had the door open by this time. He could see his three leaders helplessly tied, and the guns of Silver were hardly a yard from his breast. He put out his head in a queer way, like a rooster stretching his neck before crowing. Then he began to hoist his hands. They were level with his shoulders before Silver said:

You see the lay of the land, brother?

Red nodded convulsively.

And he whispered immediately afterward, under his breath: I had the hunch right from the start. I had the hunch that I wouldnt be able to push the thing through. I knew from the start that the crooks would go down — fool that I am!

Jim, dont do him any harm, said Danny Farrel.

He moved up a hand toward his own bruised face.

Except for Red, Id have every bone in my body broken, said Farrel. Id be dead by this time, I guess, or worse than dead, if Delgas had had his way with me, but Red stood in between.

Did he? asked Silver.

His cold eye ran slowly over the body and then over the face, over the frightened, staring soul of the cow-puncher.

Talk up for yourself, Red, said Silver. Any reason why you shouldnt go where the other three are going?

Red started to speak, thought better of it, locked his jaws. He thrust out his head still farther and looked Silver suddenly in the eyes.

You go to the devil, said Red.

At that, Silver laughed.

Not going to make any excuses, Red? he asked.

The thick shoulders of the cow-puncher shrugged.

Well, said Silver, Ill tell you what. You just ease yourself outside the door and go tell the other boys that the games up. Weve got the three of em. Weve got them, but if the rest of the boys want to take their horses and high-tail out of these diggings, nobody will stop em. Understand?

Red nodded.

Get out! commanded Silver.

Red hesitated one longer moment. Then he backed through the door with his hands still held high. He kept on backing till the dark of the hall was about to swallow him, and Silver slammed and locked the door in his face.

He turned and sat down.

Delgas woke up with a start and began to babble: Come on, boys! Come on! Down with em!

Oh, shut up, said Rutherford. Dont you know youre licked with the rest of us?

Delgas sat up, and started at Silver.

Its no good, he said. You done some mind reading, Harry — and Silver was in the house all the time.

Sure he was in the house, snarled Rutherford.

Waring sank his big chin on his chest and stared down at the table. His rage had not grown less. When his eyes stirred, they showed smoking fire.

Beaten, he said, like three curs.

It looks to me as though we can send you fellows up for close to life, Silver said. Cattle rustling doesnt go down very well in this state.

Rutherford was staring at Silver in silence. His eyes could not move from the face of the big man.

But Delgas said: Well find our way out of that.

It looks to me, said Silver, that we can make some sort of an agreement out of this thing.

He was interrupted by a sudden outburst of yelling from the men beyond the house. Some one fired three shots through the outer wall of the rooms and roared:

Rutherford! Rutherford! Speak up and lets know the truth about it!

Hello! called Rutherford calmly. That you, Lefty?

Its me, and what—

Shut up, said Rutherford. Lefty was still.

Im tied hand and foot, said Rutherford. He took out the words one by one, like a showman exhibiting his wares. The deliberation with which he spoke was apparently a sign of the exquisite agony of shame which he was enduring. He could not grow paler, because his face was normally as pale as a bone, but his mouth kept working slightly at the corners.

Youre tied hand and foot? howled Lefty. Wheres Delgas then? Is what Red tells us the straight of it?

Red tells you the straight, said Rutherford.

A torrent of cursing came from Lefty, who finished: Whats happened?

Ive been a fool, said Rutherford. Ive been handled like a baby. Theres nothing I can do. You boys take care of yourselves, because Jim Silver has won once more!

Lefty departed. He bade no farewell, but his going was announced by the diminishing volume of his voice as he went off, cursing at every step. A moment later, with a wild whooping, the whole body of the cow-punchers started to circle the house, and the louder they yelled, the faster they fired their revolvers into the building.

Nearly every one of the bullets ranged through the house from side to side. One struck the table and split it clear across. Another peeled a great splinter off the floor, slapping it up against the wall. Another smashed the knob of the door, striking out a chime as if from a bell. Still another slug took the hat off Warings head.

Danny Farrel shrank into a corner. It was notable that not one of the other four so much as stirred in his place. Silver occupied himself, during the uproar, with making a cigarette for Delgas. He put it between the lips of Delgas and lighted it. Delgas nodded his thanks as the horde of cow-punchers and ex-convicts ran yelling off across the desert.

All right, said Silver, we can talk business now. The boys have gone. Waring, I suppose youre the most poisonous of the gang. Well take enough of your money to pay for as many steers of mine as are missing, but I dont think well take your scalp. Rutherford, you and Delgas have one easy way out. Youve tried to do more harm, here, than youve managed to wangle, but—

A door slammed. The steps and the voice of the girl rapidly approached the room.

Silvers nerves for the first time showed that they were ragged. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

Go and stop that noise! he commanded Farrel.

Dan Farrel left the room. As he opened the door, Silver could hear the girl crying out in a frenzied panic.

The door shut, and Silver sighed with relief. He found that Waring was looking at him with a queer, twisted smile.

You dont like the females, Silver, eh? he asked. Maybe not, answered Silver.

Thats a weakness, said Waring. And Im glad to know that youve got one. But, believe me, brother, the bigger you are and the longer you take, the harder youll fall for em, one of these days. Go on and talk your business. Ive lost a lot on this job, and Im going to call myself lucky to get out without losing more blood than dollars.


XXVI. THE HAND FROM THE GRAVE
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THE END OF the thing was in sight. Silver was quick about it. He merely said: Delgas, you and Rutherford got in on this thing for nothing. It was Steve Wycombes idea to hook the three of us. Well, you almost snagged me, and just slipped up.

Where were you? said Delgas.

Hanging onto the rods under the girls bed, said Silver, and smiled on them.

They heard in silence. Rutherford swayed his pale face from side to side.

Yeah, said Delgas. All the big things come easy.

Now, then, said Silver, Ive plenty of stuff on you, out of this deal. I can have you sent up. But Im giving you a break.

Show me the break, and then Ill believe it, answered Delgas.

Listen and learn, said Silver calmly. Delgas, all you need to do is to sign a little paper that Ill draw up for you. That paper deeds your share of the ranch to Danny Farrel. Understand?

Hey, said Delgas, why should I deed my share to that bum. He aint the one that handed me the rap! Deed it to you, you mean?

To Farrel, said Silver. Except for him, the job would never have gone through.

He himself sat down at the table and took pen and paper. Rapidly he wrote, in a hand strangely small and swiftly flowing. When he had ended, he passed the paper to Delgas.

How does that sound to you? Silver asked.

Yeah, Ill sign, said Delgas. Same for Harry?

Ask him, said Silver.

Same for you, Harry? asked Delgas.

Rutherford merely smiled. The big hombre knows me better than I thought, he declared.

Whats that mean? asked Delgas. Have I gone and missed anything? I wont sign, then. I aint signed it yet, anyway.

Youll sign, you flat-faced fool! said Rutherford. I mean, the big boy knows whats in my mind. I dont take anything but lead from him.

Silver opened the door and called. Danny Farrel answered at once with a joyous voice, and the girls cry of triumph joined with the sound.

Danny, Silver said, get a pair of horses. Put Esther on one of em, and clear out. Dont come back to this place before morning. Stay five mile away from it, unless you want to take a chance on your hide. Get out fast.

The girls voice began to protest, but Farrel could be heard to say:

Whatever he says is good enough for me. Come on. Well ride when Silver tells us to.

I dunno what the gag is, said Delgas, agape.

Waring had closed his eyes. The motion of his lower jaw against his chest made his head sway up and down.

Theyre going to have it out, first, he said. Theyre going to shoot it out, brother. Those two hombres aint made to live and circulate. Not on one little earth like this. The continents is too frequent, and the oceans is just wet places to step across, for birds like them.

I guess we can agree, Harry, Silver said.

I guess we can, said Rutherford. Ill sign if youll fight for it afterward, Silver.

Ill fight for it, said Jim Silver.

He sat down to write, once more, and completed the second paper, by which Mr. Harry Rutherford legally transferred his rights to the Wycombe ranch to Daniel Farrel. When he had ended, he took two revolvers, laid one at each end of the table, and set Rutherford free from the ropes. He kept a gun in his hand until Rutherford had signed his name.

Funny thing, said Waring, as he looked on. Now youve done the job for him, he could let the daylight into you, Harry.

Hes an honorable man, though, answered Rutherford. His malice twisted his smile as he flung the pen down on the floor.

What happens? he asked.

Go back to that opposite wall, said Silver.

Rutherford went back to the opposite wall. Silver faced him. The table was exactly between them, and in front of each, a stride away, was a loaded gun.

Stand a few inches away from the wall, said Silver.

Rutherford obeyed.

Thats to even things up, said Silver. Im taller than you are and I could reach farther. Now, Harry, Ill just toss this gun aside, and when I do that, well both go for the guns. Is that right?

Right! said Rutherford.

He looked aside at Waring, and then he said: Silver, killing you is going to be the sweetest thing in my life! He had put so much passion into the words that his breath was exhausted. He drew it in again with a drinking sound. And his eyes devoured Silver. His head was back. The eyelids were half lowered. He had almost the look of a man staring at a thing of surpassing beauty. There was the same sort of a smile on his face.

Are you ready? asked Silver.

Ready, said Rutherford.

Are you on edge?

On edge!

Then go! said Silver, and threw his gun aside.

He leaped for the other weapon at the same instant, and saw the flash of Rutherfords hand, bright with speed like a bit of metal.

Then, before Silvers eyes, he saw the table heel over and the Colt spill off to the side. It was Waring, who with his long leg had managed to reach the foot of the table and hook it suddenly toward him, spilling both weapons at Rutherford and away from Silver.

He saw Rutherford bending, picking a falling gun out of the air. But Silver did not dodge. He went straight on, and with the lift of his shoulder caught the edge of the table, hurling it before him right at Harry Rutherford.

Catching the gun from the air with unfailing hand, Rutherford had tried a snap shot even before he straightened his body. The bullet slit open the shirt along Silvers left side. Then, with his bulk behind it, the table crashed against Rutherford.

The gun spoke again, but there was no whir of a bullet in the air. Waring was up, kicking at Silver with his spurs, using them as a game-cock fights. But Silver, bare-footed and swift as a cat, was on the other side of the table in an instant and had caught up a fallen Colt — his own. One gesture with that gun sent Waring crowding back into a corner.

Most of the body of Rutherford was hidden under the table, but his head and shoulders, jammed up against the wall, were visible. He had both arms pinned down, and he was not struggling to get free. Something about the eyes of the man told Silver just what had happened.

He jerked the table away and saw on the breast of Rutherford the spreading red stain of the blood. As the table struck him, a bullet from his own gun had penetrated his body. No doctor on earth would be able to heal that wound. Still, with a nerveless hand, he was trying to pick up the fallen revolver from the floor, but the weight of it slid through his fingers.

Rutherford began to smile.

Poor Steve Wycombe thought he could make it three for one, said he huskily. But the poor devil was out of luck. He only got an even break. He only got — me!

He seemed to nod a confirmation of his last words, but Silver knew that the head would never lift again. He picked up the body. It was hardly more heavy than the body of a child. Silver laid it straight on the floor and closed the eyes. He stood up and turned to Waring. Delgas, all this while, had sat entranced. Events had moved a little too fast for his comprehension.

I ought to put you there beside him on the floor, said Silver to Waring. But youve a little too old. Besides, I need you for a witness, on both those little documents. But the law will do the rest of the talking to you, partner. Youre old enough to need a rest, and the state will take care of you free of charge.

That was how Steve Wycombe finished off his deal. He had, most surely, put a hand from the grave and taken one living man from the face of the earth. Delgas, a discredited man among his own kind, was turned loose; and Waring went up for a long term.

As for Mr. and Mrs. Daniel Farrel, they wanted Jim Silver to stay on with them indefinitely because, as Farrel said, he would never consider that two thirds of the ranch really belonged to him. He was really holding it merely in trust for Silver. They followed Silver as far as the corner of the corral and watched him saddle Parade and mount, and still they poured out arguments.

Silver looked down at them and smiled. He had said good-by before.

I cant stay, he said. Im awash with cash that needs spending. Besides, its not the sort of a place for me.

Why not? asked Farrel. You stay here for a while, Jim, and youll love it the way I do. Those three mountains will be like three friendly faces to you, every day of your life. Whats wrong?

Its the air, said Jim Silver. Theres too much honesty in it, now, and not enough action. He smiled, and added: You see, when I came here, it was simply as a prospector in a land of trouble, with the chance of a rich strike of danger straight ahead.

Well, Jim, said Farrel, you surely made a big strike of what you were looking for. So I suppose youre satisfied.
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I. HORSESHOE FLAT
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TO TAXI, THE town of Horseshoe Flat looked cold. As the train departed, he remained on the station platform, staring until there was only a thin puff of smoke far away and a faint humming of the rails. Horseshoe Flat seemed empty. It stood all alone. The mountains around it were spectators, not a part of the scene. The day was hot enough, but the mountains were chiefly blue and white, and the sky came down too close to the ground.

There was nothing to cast shadows. The houses were too small, too far apart. There were no narrow alleys to offer mouths of twilight to one who does not desire too much observation. There were no lofty buildings cut into thin slices of regularly spaced windows, every building a wilderness where a cunning man could lose himself. There were no closely joining fields of roofs all at about one level, broken with skylights, ventilators, a forest of chimneys, where one could skulk as through a forest.

No, Horseshoe Flat seemed to be held up to the eye like a small coin in the palm of a hand. There was too much sky; there was too much light. Taxi didnt like it.

Then he remembered that he had a good pair of automatics under his coat and that his stay need not be long. Joe Feeley had been dead barely five days. Taxi had caught the first train out of New York to come West — the first train after he saw the news in the papers. And as soon as the killer of Joe Feeley was dead, Taxi could go home again.

He picked up his suitcase and walked to the corner of the platform. There sat the station agent on a hand truck, chewing a toothpick and looking at Taxi with curious eyes. Station agents are always curious. They seemed to know that sooner or later a policeman might come along and say: Did you see a man about five feet ten, with black hair and kind of pale eyes? About twenty-three or four. Youd remember him by his eyes. That was the curse of Taxis life — his eyes. He could fix himself in other ways, but he could not fix his eyes. That was why he had been in prison for ten years out of the twenty-two he had lived — prison or reform school.

Now he said to the station agent: How dyou get uptown?

The station agent pointed down. Got sore feet? he asked.

Taxi was about to look him in the face, but instinct saved him. He had learned years ago that it is better not to look people in the face; then they dont have a chance to see that you have pale eyes.

Back there in the Big Noise it meant something when Taxi looked a man suddenly and coldly in the face. When Taxi gave a man the eye, the other fellow was apt to move right on out of town, if he had his wits about him. But even out here it was best to be careful, so Taxi swallowed the discourtesy and walked up the street.

As the weight of the suitcase pulled down on his arm, he was glad that he was in training, though it was not for carrying suitcases that he slaved in a gym. It was because, on three or four occasions in every free year, he could be sure that the speed of a sidestep, the ability to give wings to his heels, or perhaps his skill in climbing up the outside of a building, would mean money or life to him. That was why he had to keep himself in good shape.

It was a wretched business heaving medicine bags, climbing ropes, wrestling with ponderous fellows who had fifty pounds plus on him, or going through grueling rounds with the gloves. He never could please Paddy Dennis until he went crazy. Whenever he went crazy, Paddy used to jump out of the ring and lean on the ropes, laughing at him.

Youve got the stuff, kid, Paddy would say on occasions like that. Youve got the stuff in your pocket, but you hate to spend it. That right hooks a nacheral. Youre a nacheral. When you go nutty, youre too nacheral for me!

That was the way Paddy used to talk. But Taxi never wanted to go crazy. He felt it was bad for him. It was bad for his brain, his nerve centers, his control. It may be all right to go crazy when youre using your fists and you have a target as big as a man at arms length, but its bad to go crazy when youre using a revolver and the other fellow is across the street. That is delicate work, the sort of delicate work that Taxi had to be in shape for every day he spent outside of prison. It must be all cool brains and speed and steady nerves, if you want to get your man. Taxi had got his man before, and he was in Horseshoe Flat to get another. But he forgave the deadly bore of the gymnasium as he walked up the street on this day, carrying the solid weight of the suitcase.

The newspaper office was so small that he almost went by it. Imagine a newspaper office like that!

He turned in and asked for a file. The red-headed girl who talked to him looked him right in the face. She put her hands on her hips and looked at him.

What sort of a woman was she to stare like that?

Are you a traveling salesman? Is that why you wanta see the file? she asked.

Ive traveled some, said Taxi. He had to look back at her. The way she was staring, he had to glance back at her, but he kept his eyes rather down so that the black of the long lashes would cover the paleness of his eyes.

She showed him where the file was, in a little cubbyhole of a room with the floor covered by cigarette butts.

This is the devil of a town, said Taxi to himself, and sat down to look over the file.

He expected the paper which contained the account of the killing five brief days before would be thumbed to wrinkles. He was surprised to find it as crisp as any of the other copies. He scanned the first page and found nothing about Joe Feeleys death.

He looked up at the date, and found that it was right. Maybe they didnt write up the news the day after a thing happened. He looked at the next paper, but there was nothing about Joe on the front page. He turned back to the first copy. Nothing on the front page. Nothing on the second page. Nothing on the third page. Nothing on the fourth page — yes, down there beside the advertising on this inside page there appeared this account of Joe Feeleys death.

Afterward, he could remember it line for line.



NEW YORKER DIES

Easterner Killed in the Round-Up Bar

Last night at 11:15 in Porky Smiths Round-up Bar a stranger named Joseph Feeley ran into Charlie Larue. They didnt argue long. Charlie Larue fanned three shots through the stranger, and when Feeley was picked up, there was a gun in his hand that hadnt been fired.

The bystanders said that there was some talk of a lady during the brief dispute. She was said to be Miss Sally Creighton, the popular young lady who runs the Creighton Boarding House. It appears that she went to a dance a few days ago with Mr. Feeley, and Mr. Larue seemed heated up about the idea.

The deputy sheriff, Mr. Tom Walters, arrived shortly after the shooting. He decided that Joe Feeley had died in self-defense.



That was about all there was to the article.

Taxi decided that he would have to go out and look this town over from a new viewpoint. They seemed to be tough, in this part of the world. A man could die of self-defense, out here.

He remembered how the girl in the outer newspaper office had put her hands on her hips and stared at him. He felt that he could understand this better now.

He closed his eyes and found himself repeating the article. There were a few lines at the bottom which he had omitted. He opened the paper and regarded them again:

Joseph Feeley will be buried some time today in the graveyard at the end of Lincoln Boulevard.

Taxi went out to the sidewalk with his hat pulled down over his eyes. The suitcase seemed to weigh nothing. And all he could see was the funny, long, laughing face of Joe Feeley. He had liked Joe Feeley. Joe Feeley was the sort of a fellow you could count on in a pinch, and he wasnt always shooting off his face about what he had done after the job was finished. Joe Feeley could drink his liquor and keep his mouth shut. He was that sort of a fellow. Plenty of fun, but no noise. No noise at the wrong moments.

Now, if Taxi could find Mr. Charlie Larue, the business might be quickly completed in this town where men died of self-defense!

There was something else to be attended to, first.

He asked for Lincoln Boulevard and was directed to it. The name was much grander than the fact. It was a long, straight, wide, dusty street. Aspiring citizens who wanted to make Horseshoe Flat bigger and better had planted trees along the sides and protected them with tall wooden cages. It looked as though some narrow-headed or long-tongued animals had been browsing off the foliage of these young trees. Those which were not chewed down had died from the lack of water.

Taxi walked to the foot of the street. Just at the point where Horseshoe Flat dissolved into open country, he found a barbed-wire fence around a plot of ground, and painted on the top board of a wooden gate were the words Boot Hill Cemetery.

He paused and regarded it with care. He had heard of such a custom in the West, where an unknown victim of a gun fight might be put away at the public expense.

The more he thought about Horseshoe Flat, the less he liked it. The more he thought about Horseshoe Flat, the less he liked the people who lived in it.

He opened the gate and went inside. Grass grew knee-high in spots. It grew over a great many of the graves. He parted the grass with his feet and found tombstones. They were just chunks of stone with one side flattened by nature or chiseling, and into the stones a few words were generally chipped.



HERE LES DICK CHANNERY
JUST THE WAY TONY FELLOWS
DROPPED HIM.



Or again he found:



BIG TIM LIES HERE
SLOW JOE MURPHY SHRANK HIM DOWN TO
THIS SIZE.



There was a fresh grave near the opposite fence. The soil had not been smoothed down. It simply lay in big, clayey shovelfuls, heaped above the surface and below the stone, blue-gray from the stone cutters chisel, on which were marked the words:



HERES JOSEPH FEELEY
WHO CAUGHT LARUE AND DIED OF IT.



The date was underneath. There had been no date on most of the other graves.

Theyre funny, said Taxi to himself. Theyre damned funny.

He turned and looked with his pale, shining eyes at the town, and hated it. Some small boys were standing at the fence now. They pointed at him and laughed.

He hated the boys even. There was nothing to be said for this great, naked section of his native country. There was nothing to be said for the people who lived in it, either. Not even for the boys!

He turned back to the grave.

Somehow, he felt that something ought to be done, but he hardly knew what. He had had little experience.

Some of his friends had gone up Salt Creek, and the State took care of fellows like that. Some of them had simply disappeared. That was usually the way. One day you saw a fellow, and the next day he was gone. Nobody knew anything about it. After a while you knew he had been taken for a ride. That was all. Or else a fellow went out of town, to Chicago or Pittsburgh, or some place like that, and he never came back. But funerals were few and far between, and this was not even a funeral. It was just a stone with a joke on it, and a pile of clods over what had been a hole in the ground.

In the tangle of the grass there were some big blue flowers growing. He could not tell what they were. He knew nothing about flowers except what you find in the window of a florists shop. Some of the fellows would pay a lot of money and send flowers like that to a girl. Taxi never did it. He had no girl.

But he picked some of these flowers. They had no fragrance, but only a green, rank smell. He picked quite a lot of them, and they made a big purple-blue bunch in his hand. When he put them on the raw, red clods, they looked rather silly, he thought. They looked as though the strength of the sun would wilt them in a few minutes. In fact, they seemed to be fading already.

He turned his back, because he did not want to see the flowers die on Joes grave. He looked around him. It was a funny thing that Joe should lie here with the big mountains looking down at him with their blue-and-white faces.


II. SALLY CREIGHTON
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WHEN TAXI LEFT the Boot Hill Cemetery, one of the boys who had been watching him yelled out: You a friend of that gents?

Wheres the Creighton Boarding House? asked Taxi.

The lad took him there, babbling questions all the way. Taxi smiled, and said nothing. When he came to the boarding house, there was a sign in front of it, offering room and board for a ridiculously small price. It was strange that Joe Feeley should have picked up with a woman who ran a place like that. Joe was generally high class in his choice of females. But its foolish to judge a man by his choice of a gun or a woman. Taxi had decided that long ago. Its just a matter of prejudice.

The boy knocked loudly at the door. Before the echoes had stopped walking up and down inside, the door was pulled open by a girl whose face was rosy with heat. Her forehead was damp. Bits of her hair stuck to the skin and looked dark, though she was quite blond.

Heres a gent thats a friend of the dead man! cried the boy. He wants to see you!

The boy stood by and watched. He had his mouth and his eyes wide open.

Run along, Willie, said the girl. She waved at the boy but he stood fast.

Come in, said the girl to Taxi. He stepped inside. It was worse, to be near the girl. It made Taxi a little sick. He felt cold about the mouth, and he hated to look at her. If she had been a beauty, it would have been different, but she was nothing much. She had a good deal of color and light in her eyes, that was all; there was color in her hair, too. She had on a blue apron. The blue was faded at the knees. Her hair was all tousled. She looked like a poor drudge, except for the light and color in her eyes. There was something young and strong in her. The youth and the strength came up into her eyes and into her voice.

She led the way into a small front room. She raised a roller curtain. It went up with a rattle and let in a great, dusty shaft of sunshine out of the west. The sunshine fell on a carpet that had a pattern of red roses on it. The sunshine fell on the battered legs of an upright piano. There was a round, mahogany table in the middle of the room with some books held up between a pair of book ends. On the wall were some enlarged photographs. The faces seemed to watch Taxi.

Sit down, please, said the girl.

He sat down on a plush chair, with his hat in his hand, his suitcase beside him. She sat down opposite him. He looked at the faded blue of the apron, across her knees. The apron was darkly splashed with water marks, and there was a white streak as of flour on it.

Are you a relative of Joe Feeley? she was asking him.

He kept looking at her knees, but through his lashes he could see her face, also. He knew how to do that without exposing the pallor of his telltale eyes.

Hes nothing to me, lied Taxi.

As he said it, he listened to himself and almost smiled. But if Joe Feeley had been near to listen in, Joe would have understood. That was the great thing about Joe. He understood. You could be silent for a week, but Joe always understood.

I got word from a friend of Feeleys who knew I was coming out this way, said Taxi. He asked me to look things over and find out what had happened. I read your name in the paper. That was all. So I came here to ask about it.

I dont know anything about it, said the girl.

Taxi nodded. He kept his face as still as a stone. That was the way to talk to a stranger. You kept your face as still as a stone, and then nobody could get anything on you. You kept your face still, and remembered the shortest way your hands could get to your guns. Woman or man, it was always best to have no expression on the face.

The expression of the girl was growing cold, also. She was narrowing her eyes and staring at him the way people did in this part of the world. Everyone stared at you, as though they were all plain-clothes men and suspected that something might be wrong.

But that was all right. That only made him feel a little more at home. That was the one home touch that he found in this town of Horseshoe Flat.

It said in the paper, said Taxi, that Feeley and a fellow called Larue had an argument about you and—

He waited, letting his voice trail away, for the girl was sitting up straighter in her chair.

Joe Feeley was a week in this house, she said. That night he was lonely. He said he was very lonely. He asked me to go to the dance. I wasnt going to the dance, because I had to be up pretty early the next morning to cook a big breakfast for some people who were making a start. But I said Id go, anyway. We went to the dance, all right. Charlie Larue was there. He had some sort of an argument with Feeley; I dont know about what.

Taxi nodded.

Larue a friend of yours? he asked.

Yes. Rather a friend. I told Joe Feeley not to have any trouble with Charlie Larue. I danced with Charlie, later on, and told him to remember that Joe Feeley was a stranger. Charlie said he would. But he didnt.

That was all. She sat back in her chair quietly, and waited. Taxi kept on looking at her knees and seeing her face.

Feeley was new to this part of the world, the way I understand it, said Taxi. I suppose he did a lot of things that he shouldnt have done. He made a lot of people mad. Was that it?

I liked him, said the girl. Ill never put an eye on Charlie Larue again. I liked Joe Feeley. He was good-natured. He had a good laugh. But Charlie Larue started drinking, and that made the trouble. I think—

She stopped. Taxi had heard the little click of her teeth and waited for her to go on.

Ill take a room here, as long as I stay over, he said. Have you got any rooms?

She looked at him silently, nodding. She rose, and he rose with her, picking up his hat. At the door into the hall she paused and turned sharply. She was shaking her head.

Youd better not, she said.

Why not? Whats the matter? asked Taxi.

You want to do something about Joe Feeleys death. Dont you try. Youd better pull out of the town and not try.

Im not going to do anything, said Taxi. What could I do?

I dont know, she said. You look quiet enough — in a way. But I want to warn you. Dont try to do anything to Charlie Larue.

She meant what she said. She had her chin up, like a person who means what he says.

I only want to find out a few things, said he. I simply want to find out what the trouble was about. Thats all.

I dont believe it, said the girl.

And Id like to have a room here, if you dont mind, he went on.

Well— She hesitated.

At last she led the way down the hall and opened a door upon a big, empty room. He saw a patch of worn linoleum in front of a washstand, a brass bedstead, a colored calendar on the wall. The wall paper was peeling.

This is the room that your friend Feeley used to have, said the girl.

He wasnt a friend of mine, said Taxi.

He stepped into the room, feeling her critical eye on him. She wanted to see if the dead mans room would have any effect on him, and he could have laughed to think that such a little thing might trouble his expression. No, not even the dead body of Feeley would trouble him. Nothing would trouble him. He was not such a fool.

This is all right, said Taxi.

He put down his suitcase and turned to her with his smile. He had worked on that smile. It meant nothing to him. But he could turn it on and off like a light. But it did things to other people. It made men call him a good fellow. It made women trust him. Sometimes it made them more than trust him. So he turned the smile loose on Sally Creighton. He thought that this might be a good spot to make use of it.

She was leaning against the door jamb, staring at him. Her eyes were so wide that something seemed to be pouring out of her, and through that wideness he could look at something — her soul, her mind — and he guessed that she was in some sort of trouble.

She stretched one arm straight above her to cushion her weight as she leaned against the door. Women when theyre playing vamp parts on the stage like to stand like that, but this girl was not playing a vamp. She was just being natural. Her loose sleeve fell down. Her forearm was brown as her face. Her upper arm was white. He could see the blue of a vein in it. It was round, and so white that it looked cold. So she leaned like that against the door jamb and stared at him.

Youre going to try to get even for Joe Feeley, she said. And you know it!

Why, said Taxi, Feeleys nothing to me. Not a great deal. Hes just the friend of a friend of mine. A fellow called Dell Simpson, out in Chicago. Hes a broker, and he happened to ask me to find out about things when I came this way.

Taxi gave the girl his smile again, and he could see it hit her. She was not so simple as some women are. Most women are pretty simple. They havent a great deal of sense. Theyre soft and sort of wide open. She was not so soft, but he could see his smile hit her. Her eyes began to sorrow over him a little.

You can lie about what you want to do here in Horseshoe Flat, she said, but youre on the wrong foot. What do you want to do in Horseshoe Flat?

He turned a little from her and waved his hand toward the great outdoors beyond the windows. There was a fenced field beside the boarding house, and in that field stood a great chestnut stallion, bright as gold, with four silk stockings on its legs, four black silk stockings. The horse looked as though it could move, all right. It looked good enough to carry Taxis money in almost any race.

Taxi waved beyond the horse, toward the mountains.

I havent been very well, he said, and the doctors told me that I ought to get out into a big country, like the West, where theres plenty of pure air. So I came out here to look for a place to stay. Thats all.

He was always pale, as a matter of fact, and no one could guess, to see his slenderness in clothes, how he looked when stripped in the gymnasium of Paddy Dennis. A good many people had told him that he ought to take care of himself. They never seemed to guess that iron is only dark with paint and not of its own nature.

The girl said: Are you rather weak?

Im not very strong, said Taxi.

She picked up the suitcase and put it on a low stand, nodding as she stepped back from it.

You can stay here if you want to, said she. But when you tell lies, stranger, you ought to pick them better.

Lies? said Taxi.

He wanted to open his eyes to express hurt amazement, but it was always better not to show his pale eyes to anyone. They could be remembered too easily.

Lies, repeated the girl sternly. You carried that fifty-pound suitcase all the way from the station, and youre not even breathing hard. If youre weak, most people are sick in bed.

She turned her back on him and went to the door, where she turned again.

You can stay here, she said. But Im going to send someone bigger than I am to talk to you. Youre here to make a big play, I know. But Ive told you before to keep your hands off Charlie Larue. Now Ill tell you the reason. Its because Barry Christian is behind him! Put that in your pipe and smoke it a while, will you?

She closed the door, and Taxi looked blankly at it.

She was different. She talked in a free and easy way, and yet she was not free and easy. She could heft a suitcase and then make some deductions from the weight of it. She had the straight look of a man and the soft eye of a woman. She was not beautiful, but there was something about her.

Far down the hall he could hear her rap at a door. Then he made out her voice saying, rather plaintively:

Excuse me, Mr. Silver. Im sorry to wake you up. But Ijust wanted to beg you to do something for me.

Taxi heard the soft, deep rumble of a mans voice, on which a door closed to give silence. What sort of a man was asleep at the fag end of a day, almost at sunset time? What was there in this part of the world to keep a fellow up late the night before?


III. ADVICE
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IT WAS ALL different. You met a woman, and she talked like a man. You met a boy, and he laughed at you. Back in New York, women were not like men. And they didnt stand around like vamps, except when they were on the stage. They didnt talk so easily. They didnt talk as though a stranger were a brother of whom they were a little tired.

He stood at the window and told himself, slowly, that perhaps there had been some excuse for poor dead Joe Feeley if he had been interested in this girl.

Had she said that she was sorry about his death? No, she had not even said that, as he remembered. She simply had said that Larue had started drinking. A nice way to run a place — when a man starts to drink and simply rounds off the party by killing another man.

There was a gentle rap at the door.

Come in, he called.

He was on edge, ready for anything, because he had not heard a footfall come down the hallway. The knob of the door turned without making a click. The door opened, and on the threshold stood a big man who might have been anything between twenty-five and thirty-five. He had a big head and a big, brown, handsome face. He looked like a wrestler or a heavyweight boxer from the waist up and like a runner from the hips down. Above his temples there were two queer little spots of gray hair that looked almost like a pair of horns beginning to grow from his head. He had a quiet smile and a pair of quiet, steady eyes. But those gray bits of hair that looked like horns gave him a sinister touch, as though he were a devil in the making.

He came in and held out his hand.

My name is Silver, he said.

Taxi took the hand.

My name is Taxi Ivors, he answered. Sit down?

Silver shook his head. He sat on the sill of the open window, instead, then seemed to recall himself with a start and hastily moved to the opposite wall of the room.

He was big and he weighed a lot, but his step was not a noise. It was only a pressure on the floor. Yet he wore boots, and, although on the heels of the boots there were no spurs, to be sure, such high heels ought to have made a good deal of noise on the bare wood of the floor.

Sally — thats the girl who runs this place, said Silver, asked me to drop in and tell you something.

She has an idea, said Taxi, that Im here to go gunning for Charlie Larue. Shes all wrong.

Is she? said Silver.

His eyes fastened on the face of Taxi. It was not a long look, but it took hold of Taxi like a hand, and he felt the tug of it. His own pale eyes opened wide against his will.

He looked aside hastily.

Shes all wrong, said Taxi. Im only here because I want to look up some things for a friend of mine.

And youre trying to find a health resort, too, she tells me, said Silver.

He was smiling. There was something about his smile that made Taxi want to smile, too. There was a reassuring geniality about it. It met one like the grip of a friendly hand, and hung on, and kept hanging on. Not even a child would mind being understood and smiled at by this big fellow.

Ive got to build myself up a little, the doctors say, said Taxi.

He saw the glance of Silver take hold of him and probe and weigh him as though he were stripped in the gymnasium. Suddenly, fervently, Taxi hoped that all the men out here in the West were not like this — that Charlie Larue, above all, was not like Silver.

This is a good place to build yourself up, said Silver. But only if youve got the right sort of a constitution to stand the air. The air here is bad for a lot of people. It was bad for your friend Feeley, for instance. Excuse me — I forgot that hes not your friend.

Taxi said nothing. It seemed to him a good time to say nothing at all, so he smiled a little and kept his lips sealed.

The big man went on talking. He said: Im going to give you some information, in case it might be useful. You know Barry Christian?

No, said Taxi. Wait a minute!

For his mind was catching at something vague, nebulous, distant. It was a name that he had heard before the girl used it. Somewhere in the back of his brain he knew about that name.

Prison break, said Taxi suddenly.

Thats it, said Silver. And a lot of other things. Nobody knows the story of Barry Christian, but everybody knows enough about it to fill a book. Christian is one of those fellows who knows how to make other people work for him. You understand? Charlie Larue, for instance, works for Barry Christian.

Taxi listened, with his eyes veiled, but he kept wanting to look up and meet the frankness of this big stranger.

Silver went on: We dont know where Barry Christian is. But we know where a good many of his men are. We never can hang anything on them. Not very often, that is. But we have an idea about who are the men of Barry Christian. Hes so big, Ivors, that a great many fairly honest fellows are not ashamed to work for him. He sticks by his friends. When one of his men is caught by trouble, Christian opens his purse wide.

If you touch one of Christians men, you touch the body of a giant. The whole body turns on you — that is to say, the whole of Christians gang. And you cant tell where youll find his friends. Your bartender may be on the pay roll of Christian. The ranch you stop at overnight may be owned by a fellow in Christians pay. The fellow you hire to punch cows may be a Christian man. Barry Christian has his hand everywhere, and the first thing we learn is to fight shy of a man who belongs to Christian.

He paused, and then added: This may mean nothing to you, Ivors. But, just in case you want to tell the mutual friend of you and Mr. Joe Feeley, you might write to him that its a good idea to keep hands off Charlie Larue.

Thanks, said Taxi. He added: No matter whether youre right or wrong about what I have on my mind, Im thanking you.

He followed another impulse which seldom came to him. He stepped up close and gripped the hand of Silver. He lifted his head, and looked with his pale hazel eyes straight into the hazel eyes of Silver.

And where do you stand about Christian? he asked.

Im different, said Silver. Barry Christian is my hobby. Every man has to have a hobby, you know.

On that speech, he left the room, and as the door closed noiselessly behind him, Taxi was willing to wager a great deal of money that Barry Christian would have preferred to be anything in this world other than the hobby of Mr. Silver.

Taxi lay down on the bed. He could think better when he was lying down. He folded his hands under his head and put his mind on the task before him. The job he had come out to do had seemed very simple. He was merely going to kill a man named Charlie Larue. Now the job seemed to be expanding. It was growing large like the mountains around him.

He got up from the bed and went to sit on the window sill and look at the golden horse that grazed in the nearby field.

As he sat in the window, he could hear beneath him, very dimly, the murmur of the girls voice, saying:

I dont care. He may be what you say. But I dont care how much of a fighting man he is — I dont want him to come to any trouble on account of his friendship for Joe Feeley. I was at the bottom of what happened to poor Joe Feeley. Mr. Silver, Im going to beg you to do something.

Ill do whatever I can, said Silver.

Then — Oh, I know that your hands are full. I know that youre after Barry Christian. Everybody knows that. I know that youre in danger of your life every minute. But please keep an eye on the stranger. Or else Ill have his death laid at my door.

Taxi had to lean out from the window to hear what followed. He could barely hear the voice of Silver saying:

Well, Ill take care of him if I can.

Taxi stood up. He wanted to laugh. It struck him as almost the most amusing thing that he had ever heard — that somebody should try to take care of him!

There were other things for him to think about, however. Most people, at first sight, took him for a harmless fellow, but this man Silver had apparently seen that he was a fighting man. Of that fighting man he had consented to take care.

This was a thing to be heard but not to be believed.

Then, looking out the window, as he heard a sharp whistle, Taxi saw the golden stallion gallop to the fence, where Silver waited for him. He saw the hand of the master sleek the shining throat of the horse. He saw the stallion nosing at the pockets of the man. And it seemed to Taxi that the two of them, in the suggestion of strength and speed and exhaustless power, were of a type — that he should have known beforehand that they fitted together to make a unit.


IV. THE ROUND-UP BAR
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THERE WERE NOT many occasions when Taxi had to spend time thinking, unless it were some such problem as to how to crack a safe or get at an enemy. The values in his accepted world were fixed, and men were known by what they contributed. All policemen were hard or crooked; all women were soft; all children were worthless and useless; and, as for men, they were all on the make.

Joe Feeley was a little different. If one had asked Taxi why he had come out West to avenge the death of Feeley, he would have been hard put to it to answer. He would have said, perhaps, that there was something about Feeley. Just something about him. That was all. He had a good grin. He knew how to tell a story. He wasnt a welsher.

But it would hardly have occurred to Taxi to call Feeley a friend. That word was an abstraction to be found in books but not in life, so far as he was concerned. Life was steel, and the wise guy was the fellow who had a diamond-drill point that would cut the steel of existence and open a way through it.

So Taxi, after he had reflected for a few moments, discarded the first wild flights of his fancy about big Silver, and decided that Silver was on the make.

Now that he had decided this, he was much more at ease, for there had been beating in on the verge of his mind the suspicion that, after all, there were men of another type in the world, men who would do something for nothing, men to whom words like loyalty, and kindness, and decency had a meaning far more concrete than anything else that could be named. If that were true, then it was also true that Taxi had spent the twenty-two complicated and crowded years of his life in a perfectly futile pursuit of goals which had no real value. For what did mere hard cash and underworld fame count against the possibilities of affection and a cleanliness of soul such as he had guessed at in Silver?

Because it would have meant this denial of all value to his years of life, his years of prison and reform school, Taxi cast the thought over his shoulder. Finally, what he could remember best about Silver was the pale glimmer of his eyes and the soundless pressure of his step on the floor. This memory assured him that Silver was, like himself, a beast of prey. The memory comforted him.

A big smart mug putting something over on me, is all, said Taxi to himself.

He opened his suitcase and put some clothes into the bureau drawers. That suitcase was packed with exquisite precision and neatness. It was always put up the same way. In the dark, his hands could go instantly to anything in it.

Now he opened a cunningly concealed false top and took out a small burglars kit. The tools were fragile to the eye, delicate, but they were of a surprising strength. Steel tubing has almost the strength of steel bars — that was one explanation of its power. And the metal itself was of the most exquisite temper.

The manufacturer of those goods put them into the hands of only a few famous and expert criminals in various parts of the world. Each set cost a small fortune; and that manufacturer equipped his favored men with the means of taking several millions of dollars out of circulation every year. The bits of his drills cut through armor-plate steel as though it were butter, and his picklock set was as supple as sword blades and as strong as hope.

All the larger tools were jointed so that they could be taken apart. Taxi was taking them apart, jointing them again, with absent movements of his supple hands, as he worked over the set. He loved every bit of it. It was like an extension of his own flesh. He had nerves in the tips of the picklocks. He had nerves in the heads of the drills. The little flashlight, hardly larger than a fountain pen but capable of throwing a sharply concentrated light for hours, was to Taxi as part of his thinking brain, its sword slash through the dark had opened for him the way through so many familiar dangers. It was his fourth set; the police had grabbed three others; and this fourth set was a little smaller, lighter, stronger than any other he had ever possessed.

He began to put away the tools. They fitted into odd places. Small mouths opened in the seams of his clothes, and into them lengths were slipped. The heels of his shoes screwed off, revealing little hollows into which various bits were put. In a moment his set was out of sight, but when he shook himself, nothing jingled. There was hardly a thing to be felt by the touch of any but the most cunning hand and the forewarned brain. And yet there were few banks in the world that would have dared to turn him loose against their thickest sets of bars and locks for half an hour undisturbed.

He felt better when he had the tools on his person. He always felt better when they were in his clothes. He was complete. Walls and locks could not hold him, now.

The room was darkening as he finished. He went to the window and saw through the dusk the strange sight of Silver playing with the stallion a sort of wild game of hide and seek in the field behind the house, sloping off toward the brook. Silver was dodging through the brush; the horse like a beast of prey was after him. It was an exciting pursuit. They were both cats, one on two legs and one on four.

No matter how the man dodged on the ground like a bat through the air, he was overtaken suddenly. The great horse reared. A cruel smile came on the lips of Taxi as he watched. And then — by magic the man was on the back of the horse, and the stallion was sweeping away with great, rejoicing strides that lifted it from the ground like the beat of wings.

Taxi kept on smiling. The cruelty was gone from his face.

Theres something in that bird, he said to himself. Maybe—

He shut the rest of that supposition out of his mind and went out to find supper. He could eat in the boarding house, of course, but the smell of cookery in the hall was not to his taste, which was always a little finicky. So he went up through the barren, open flats of the town to find a restaurant.

A boy with bare legs and trousers ragged about the knees began to walk a block behind him, turned when he turned, and went past the lunch counter which Taxi stopped at.

Even a boy can shadow a man, and Taxi knew that he had been followed and spotted down. But that was all right. It made him feel at home. It gave him an appetite for the food which he ordered. It kept him smiling down at his plate while, with uncounted side glances, he made himself aware of all that passed on the sidewalk in front of the big glass window, and every opening of the back door. At no moment was he more than a tenth of a second away from readiness to whip out his guns. He ate with his left hand, entirely, an art which he had learned and always practiced — because one never can tell.

One thing amused and entertained him and that was the increasing possibilities which he found in Horseshoe Flat. It looked like nothing but a naked junk heap to the casual eye, but there was life in the heap. There was life that had a poison tooth, perhaps.

After his supper, he wanted to find Charlie Larue who, according to fact, had killed Joe Feeley and who, it appeared, was under the protection of the gang of Barry Christian.

He could remember more about Barry Christian now. Barry Christian was one of those Western master minds of the criminal world who find their way even onto the front pages of Eastern journals. Barry Christian, he could now remember, was a fellow who had stood at the top of his profession in the West and whose capture had caused a stir only less than his escape from prison.

Well, it seemed to Taxi in a sense a pitiful thing that he and Barry Christian could not be useful to one another, in place of being at swords points because Taxi had to kill a member of the gang. What was the life of an unknown man, a Charlie Larue, compared to the benefits which two master crooks could confer upon one another?

He was thinking of this when he paid his bill. There were two sections of the mind in Taxi. With one section he could observe everything that happened near by. With the other section he could carry on his own reflections and observations. The separation of the faculties had cost him much effort and training. But then he had had ten years in which he could devote himself to the training of faculties — ten years of graduate and postgraduate work in reform schools and prisons where the active mind can learn so much.

He knew half a dozen tapping codes. He knew three or four sign languages in which he could talk almost as rapidly as he could by word of mouth. He had evolved a system of gymnastics which worked every muscle of the body, so that he could keep fit even when loaded with chains in solitary. But above all he had trained his mind to be an instrument supple, dexterous, and strong. He used to feel that his wits matched his burglar kit, and his burglar kit matched his wits.

Taxi next stopped at a clothing store and selected a wide-brimmed Stetson and a pair of boots. He had felt his own hat inadequate as a shield from the power of the Western sun, and, also, its very insignificance had seemed to make him conspicuous. For the men he saw, whatever their clothes might be, all wore hats of considerable dimensions. As for the boots, he knew that he would have some riding to do and that he would need them.

He then went up the street until, behind the flare of a gasoline street lamp, he observed the big painted sign, Round-up Bar.

That was where Joe Feeley had been shot to death casually in this cheerful little town of Horseshoe Flat. Perhaps that same town would be just as cheerful when it wakened one morning and discovered Charlie Larue, in his turn, had died of self-defense!

He pushed open the swing doors. With his first half step through the opening he saw everything. That was one thing almost above all else that he had trained his eye to do — to glance at the wall of a cell and be able to turn away and give the sum of the number of stones in that wall. To saunter by a shop window and state, afterward, every article that was in it. With two glances, he would be able to give a very fair résumé of the chief exhibits even in the crowded windows of a pawnbrokers shop.

So, with his first half step through the swing doors, he saw everything worth noting and a lot that didnt matter. The saloon was one big room, half-divided by an open partition into a front and a back room. In the front room there was no one. In the back room two men were playing cards by a dim spot of lamplight. In that first half step, he saw both the sawdust on the floor, the places where the feet of the players had swept the floor naked, and also the nature of the game. They were playing seven-up.

He saw the bartender, too, with a fat paunch which he countered in weight by leaning so as to put a sway in his back. The man had pouched, weary eyes. He was one of those men who remain a good fellow until fifty and then suddenly die. A cold turns into pneumonia. Any way you take it, you cant beat the game in the long run.

That was what Larrigan had said to Taxi. Salt Creek for you, kid. You like to see em drop. You like it too damn well.

Taxi always smiled when he thought of Larrigan, but his smile was half in earnest, too.

He went up to the bar and nodded to the bartender and asked for a beer. It was bad beer. It was thin and not bitter enough, and there was no head on it. But Taxi never made complaints in barrooms. He went off to a table and sipped his beer and smoked cigarettes.

He thought of a way of amusing himself. He went back to the bar and asked the bartender to show him how to roll a cigarette. The barman grinned, got a little sack of tobacco with a stiff paper label on it, and rolled a cigarette. His fingers moved like a flash. He held the thin tissue of the wheatstraw paper as a hollow trough. He sifted the yellow dust of tobacco into it. He closed the trough, getting one lip of the paper under the other. With a twist, he rolled the cigarette hard, clamped one end of the paper tube flat, and put the other end in his mouth. He lighted it and smiled wearily at Taxi through the smoke.

Can you manage that, kid? he asked.

Back East, nobody called Taxi kid. Somehow they knew better. He said he would try the trick, and at the first attempt he managed it, very slowly. The barman was impressed. The second time, after that one rehearsal, Taxi twisted up that cigarette faster than ever that barman had made one in all his days. He was amazed, and then he laughed.

Been kidding me a little, eh?

Taxi went back to his chair. It was always a pleasure to learn something new to occupy his fingers. Now, with the sack of tobacco and the package of wheatstraw papers, he could amuse himself, seeing how thin and hard he could roll the cigarette, or how big and firm. He smoked only a few whiffs of each cigarette; the tobacco tasted thin, and sweet, and sharp. He liked it.

Then two more men came in. One of them was a squat, waddling figure. He looked heavy with fat, at first, but afterward he was seen to be weighted down with superfluous strength. He could not keep his arms close to his sides. The bulging muscles made the arms swing wide and clear. The great hands came far down toward the knees. The other fellow was middling in height. He had a sour, sallow complexion, a tinge of red in his nose, a bright, hard eye.

You buy this round, Larue, said the short man.


V. THE PLANT
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TAXI KNEW EVERYTHING suddenly. He knew as well as if he had opened doors in the foreheads of these men and read their minds. The two fellows in the back room stopped playing their game and went up to the bar to get a drink. They should not have done that — not if they wished to make their bluff appear good. It seemed to Taxi too patent that the thing was a plant.

The boy had trailed him. These two had entered, one of them naming the man Taxi was after. And it was apparent that the people in Horseshoe Flat knew perfectly well that he was after Larue. Even the girl at the boarding house had seemed to divine it. She, no doubt, had quickly passed the word along. Or Silver had spoken. And the conversation which he had overheard between Silver and the girl — why, that was simply another part of the big plant, purposely spoken so that he might listen in to things that were untrue.

The whole picture flashed clear and true before the eyes of Taxi. And he liked it.

They had brains, these Westerners, and so did he. Wit for wit, he felt that he could match them. Only the matter of numbers was not so cheerful. Four to one. That was a heavy count. Perhaps the bartender made five.

Still, a pair of automatics can spill lead fast when an ambidexterous man is using them. The thing to do was to sit tight and drink beer — with the left hand. The bartender was setting out the drinks. He took four glasses and without moving a step, he spun them up and down the bar. Each one stopped and rocked to a standstill near one of the drinkers. Then he took out two whisky bottles and sent them spinning in the same fashion so that they found their proper halting places.

The men poured out drinks — stiff drinks.

Larue said: Water your face, Pudge.

That was the bartender. He took half a finger in the bottom of a glass and made a face over it before it passed his lips. He stuck out his lower lip, ready to receive the liquor in his mouth.

Heres in everybodys eyes, said Larue. Heres to all good guys and to hell with sneaking bums and foreign hoboes!

That was for Taxi. His pale eyes smiled behind the dark hedge of the lashes.

Here! said the other four, and they drank.

One of the two fellows who had been playing seven-up called for another round. All four swung into new position, waiting. The two end men, Larue and a fellow with black, glistening mustaches dripping from the corners of his mouth, rested their elbows on the bar. The other two stepped back and dropped the tips of their fingers on the bar. This made a hollow semicircle, fit for conversation.

They would talk about Taxi. He knew it. They were spoiling for trouble.

Good sense told him to get out of the place, but instinct told him that if he tried to withdraw, he would get bullets through the back. It was a tight fit. He was not afraid, he was simply stimulated to the dancing point, so that his feet would hardly keep still. It was always that way before a fight. He never expected to be killed. He had been shot so many times, however, that at the thought of guns exploding all his old wounds ached.

There was a spot on the back of his neck that started throbbing as though an iron finger were pressing there to find the life. That was where Nick Francolini had shot him the time he was left for dead — in the waters of the East River. That had cost him four months and a long hospital bill, but a little later Nick had had quite a surprise. He had looked more surprised than dead, as a matter of fact, as he lay on his back in his swell apartment with the thick Persian rug getting all soggy with blood. A girl had been screaming, all the while, in a corner of the room. The brain of Taxi began to ache a little as the memory of her screams beat into it again.

He was not afraid of dying. But it would be painful. All the thugs out this way, he knew, carried .45-caliber Colts, and soft-nosed bullets tear out your insides. They knock you down and tear hell out of you.

Heres to you, Scotty, they were saying to the man with the black mustache.

Heres to all good guys, said Scotty slowly, and to hell with rotten punks!

He shifted his glance and found the face of Taxi with his eyes. Taxi sipped his beer.

Words dont hurt, but Taxi had a certain code. He felt it was foolish. He knew it was foolish. But even from a cop he never took more than a certain amount. Words dont hurt you, but he was queer in that respect. After a couple of verbal socks, he wanted to kill the other fellow. It was just a little peculiarity of his. It made him go crazy just the way he went after Paddy had clouted him on the chin about six times in a row. One more remark like this and he would have to start something.

Heres to Babe and all other good guys, said Larue. He slapped the squat, mighty gorilla of a man on the shoulder, and the gorilla turned its brutal face and grinned.

Heres how, said Babe.

Ill buy one, said the second man from the card table. He had nervous hands that were always wandering over his face or rubbing a perpetual chill out of his arms. He was thin, his hair had no color, and his eyes were as pale as straw. In a horrible, dead-faced way he was handsome. He kept smiling. His mouth was as nervous and jerky as his hands. Taxi knew all about him at the first glance. That fellow was bad news.

We aint in any rush, Pokey, said Larue. Take it easy. Whats the use getting boiled on the stuff that Pudge hands out in this dump? Why dont you get some decent booze in here, Pudge?

Whats the use? said Pudge, smiling. The real men dont mind much, and the other kind drink beer.

That was for Taxi again.

He smiled at his beer and straightened in his chair a little, slowly. He knew that he was going to start something. He knew that he would continue this slow motion of his body until he was standing on his feet, saying things. He was surprised and rather awed by his own knowledge of himself. Sometimes it was like that. A will inside of him took charge and carried him along, and he could only stand by and watch where it carried him.

Im goin to buy a drink, the man called Pokey was saying. I gotta buy a drink because I feel a drink comin over me. Fill em up.

Im not going to have another for a minute.

I dont care when you have it, but fill them glasses! cried Pokey. The last three words were a yell. He stood there gripping the edge of the bar and looking with rapid movements of his head from one to the other of them. His nostrils had flared out so that the light glinted pink through the translucent flesh. Taxi knew all about Pokey, but it made him a little sick. He was bad business, Pokey was.

The others looked steadily at him; they glanced at one another; they filled their glasses.

Pudge said: Its all right, Pokey. Dont get heated up, old horse. Everybodys goin to drink with you — except one.

He did not laugh with his whole face, as he said this. Only his eyes laughed.

Pokey turned around like a flash. He was all whipcord. The muscles of his rage stood out in ropes along his neck, right up to the base of his jaw. It seemed unfair that there should be a tigers strength in a thing like that.

Hell drink, too, said Pokey. Nobody holds out on me. You drink, kid!

He pointed a swift finger at Taxi.

Not now, Pokey, said Taxi. Im having a little beer. Thats all. Ill drink with you later.

Youll drink now, or Ill pour it down your throat! yelled Pokey.

Larue broke out into laughter. But his laughter did not make him put his head back. He kept his chin down. He kept watching Taxi, and his hands were always ready.

Maybe this was a plant, too, and Pokey had been elected to bring out the Easterner, the stranger.

Then the others would step in?

Well, something had to be done. Pokey came straight for him, striding big.

Im not drinking with you now, said Taxi.

You lie! Youll drink it or choke on it! screeched Pokey.

Taxi slid out of his chair. Its an art to get out of a chair the way Taxi got out of his, with a side step that brought him to the toes of his feet, nicely balanced.

He looked at the devil in the face of the charging man. A spark leaped out of his brain, ran down his right arm, and sprang with his fist against Pokeys chin. That spark knocked the light out of Pokeys wits. His knees went to pieces. Scotty caught him as he fell backward, and leaned him against the bar. Scotty shifted the weight into the hollow of his left arm and kept his right hand free. He paid no attention to the head of Pokey that lolled on his shoulder. He simply licked his red lips with the tip of his tongue and kept watching Taxi.


VI. LAUGHING KILLER

[image: img30.jpg]

TAXI DID NOT go crazy. Just that one spark leaped and was delivered out of his fist into the brain of Pokey. Then he was master of himself again.

He saw that these four were as tough a lot as he had ever seen. That went for anywhere. They had brains and they had hands and they knew how to use them. Even Pokey had not come in wide open. He had used a beautiful long straight left that would have torn Taxis head off his shoulders if it had found a mark. But even far better men than Pokey never could fathom the crooked wiles of that right hook which was partly Paddys teaching and partly the evil genius of Taxi himself.

Now Taxi could not help wondering what manner of man Barry Christian might be, at whose feet these lesser people sat. And what manner of man, then, was that fellow Silver who made the hunting of Christian his hobby?

Silver had lied. That was all. Silver was probably simply another cog in the machine.

The wits of Taxi were moving so fast that he kept seeing everything. It was always like that when he came to a life-and-death moment. He saw everything. Just as he had seen every black wrinkle on the face of the East River that night when the gang left him for dead.

Now he saw the five faces clearly enough to paint them from memory afterwards. He saw the bottles and their images behind them in the long mirror. He saw the one crack in the face of the mirror. He saw the slow hand of Pudge automatically polishing the top of the bar with a stained cloth. He saw how the varnish had been worn off the bar at the inner edge.

He seems to want some trouble, said Larue, and smiled.

He kept looking at Taxi as he smiled. And Taxi for the first time looked up with his pale, bright eyes. It was more than a smile that came over his face. It was like silent laughter which did not shake his body. He felt that he was about to die or to kill others. And that cold ecstasy always came over him, like that.

Youre out to get me, boys, he said. Isnt that the low-down?

Look out the door, Babe, said Larue.

Babe went to the door and looked out into the street. Pudge threw the polishing cloth away and leaned and picked up something from the shelf under the bar. Taxi knew what it was.

You wanted to do a good job, and so you brought down three more to help you, Larue, said Taxi. He laughed a little, making a whispering sound with his breath. Youre such a rat, Larue, he said, that its not going to be much fun to lay you out cold!

He made a little gesture. He was showing his empty hand, but perhaps they would not understand the gesture. He wanted to keep the laughing madness out of his brain, but he knew that he couldnt manage that. In another moment it would take possession and then — 

Well, hed wake up in hell or a bed. Things would be a little blurred in his memory, if he were alive, and the wounds would hurt like the devil.

Your pals may get me, afterward, said Taxi, but you can bet on one thing. Youre dead. You are dead, Charlie. Youre in your grave. No matter what happens to me, I can get out a gun faster than any of the rest of you, and I could kill one man while Im falling dead.

He laughed again. He heard the whispering sound of his own breath. They all had their heads down, watching him from under their brows.

The streets clear, Babe said.

All right, boys, said Larue. You think Ive come to get you, stranger, and I have. Im going to do it. Right here and now. Unless you want to put up your hands and promise to be good. Then well take you along with us. Thats our job. Not to kill you unless we have to kill you. We want to take you along. Pudge, is that back door locked?

Yeah, said Pudge, its locked, all right.

The glance of Taxi wandered carefully over the face of Larue. From the corner of his eyes he saw all the rest of them, but he chiefly fed his eyes with the sight of Larue. The mans cheeks were hollowed out, and his nose was reddened toward the tip. His eyes stuck out a little, too. A mop of black hair hung down across his forehead from under the band of his hat.

But, said Larue, if you think I need help to knock you over, youre a fool.

Listen, Charlie, said Scotty. Dont be a fool. Remember orders and dont get away from yourself.

You leave this to me. This is my job, said Larue. His lips curled back from his teeth.

You sneakin fool! he shouted at Taxi. Dyou think I aint able to handle you?

Start! said Taxi.

With that flashing double gesture he showed again that his hands were empty. To their tips, his fingers were tingling.

He waited. Charlie Larue had not moved for a gun. The others were ready, but they had not made a move, either. They were watching Taxi and keeping one eye on their leader for the evening.

What was Barry Christian like, if his servants were like this?

Looks to me, said Pudge, as though this hombre wanted to make a little match of it, Charlie.

Yeah, drawled Charlie, the fool wants to take something. Well, I dont care.

The voice of Babe boomed from the floor, as it were.

You got different orders, said Babe. Mind what the orders was when we left, Charlie.

Im goin to blow him up, said Charlie Larue thoughtfully. What do I care about orders? Hes askin for something, aint he?

Hes asking for something, said Scotty.

Yeah, said Babe, hes asking for something, all right.

Babe and Scotty nodded. They considered Taxi with curious eyes.

Stand back, boys, said Larue.

They stood back. Scotty dragged the yet senseless body of Pokey for a slight distance and then dropped him with a crash on the floor.

Youre askin for it, said Charlie Larue.

I am, said Taxi. You bumped off Joe Feeley and crowded a gun into his fist afterward to make it look like a square fight. But you cant do that with me. Its no good, Larue.

Who told you that we pushed a gun into his fist afterward? Did Arizona Jim tell you that? asked Larue.

Whos Arizona Jim? asked Taxi.

Pudge laughed very briefly. His eyes were so busy wavering from side to side, taking in every detail, that he had no time to laugh his fill.

You dont know who Jim Silver is, eh? asked Larue. You never met him, even? He was sneering.

I met him once, said Taxi. He told me nothing. I simply know that Joe Feeley would eat a whole pack of the sort of cards you boys are.

Would he? said Babe, and chuckled in a profound bass. This guy is askin for something, he added, more softly.

Ill tell you, brother, said Larue, smiling. Feeley was good. He made a good try. But he was slow. Matter of fact, he got his hand on his gun, but his wishbone was split before he had it out in the open. There was a fair start in that match, too; and theres goin to be a fair start in this one. Im going to show you what kind of chance a dirty gunman out of the Big Noise has when hes up agin real work. Are you ready?

Ready, said Taxi.

He made a gesture with his left hand.

Get over on the same side of the room, will you? I dont want you all around me.

Deliberately Babe crossed the room with his waddling stride and stood beside Scotty.

Stand up alongside the bar, suggested Pudge. Then you boysll both have the same kind of light.

There was a powerful oil lamp hanging from the ceiling just above the bar. The inside of its green shade was a highly polished reflector that threw a dazzling image on the varnish of the bar.

Charlie Larue moved backward gradually.

Come on up, he invited.

Taxi came up.

Look at him, said Pudge. This hombre has been there before, and he likes it. Hes a laughin fool, and he likes it!

I like it, said Taxi, with that silent laughter still on his lips. Somebody give a sign.

Ill say Scat,  said Pudge.

Thats all right, said Taxi.

Thatll do, agreed Larue.

A genial warmth spread through the very heart of Taxi. He had heard about such things in the West. Men made a point, sometimes, of fighting fair. It was not the same process of hunt, find in the dark, shoot that he had been accustomed to. In the Big Noise it was useful to kill a man; it was rarely an honor. Out here — why, a man might build a reputation with his guns!

No wonder he laughed. A sudden glory came over him. He wondered why he had never been west of the Mississippi before.

The light from above was very strong. He bent his head a little to give shadow to his eyes. Charlie Larue had bent his head, also, but the prominence of his eyes seemed to make them catch an extra portion of light.

The seconds fell on the soul now like drops of acid. Pudge must have known it because he started to talk and kept on talking.

Take it nice and easy, boys, he said. When I say the word, you can make your guns jump. Shoot straight, and remember that old Pudge aint far out of the line of fire. Im close enough to be hit by the splash of the blood, maybe. A head shot is the best trick in a game like this. Between the eyes aint bad. A man socked through the body may still keep on shooting, if hes got the real poison in him.

Pudge was enjoying this scene. He kept turning his head from one of them to the other.

And Taxi stood there under the light, laughing. Sometimes that laughter was an audible whisper.

He likes it! said the Babe, from an infinite distance.

Shut — shut up your mouths! said Charlie Larue.

There was not a great tremor in his voice, but there was enough. Amazement and disgust poured through Taxi.

Are you breaking up, Larue? he asked.

The mouth of Larue opened as if to answer, but he merely licked his lips. His mouth remained open. He began to pant.

He was dead already. No man could handle a gun when his nerves were breaking up like that.

All right, boys, said Pudge. Now I want to tell you a last thing before—

Even the omniscient eyes of Taxi had been fastened on the face of Larue to the exclusion of all other things, and now he guessed rather than saw a swift movement on the part of Pudge. He allowed his attention to flicker to the side and then he saw the blow coming. Pudge had taken a Colt by the barrel and swung it for the head. The iron-weighted butt was hardly a foot from Taxis head when he saw it coming. Even then he had time partially to dodge. Instead of smashing in his temple, the blow landed higher up on his head and knocked him into darkness.

Yet, as he had promised, even while falling, his guns were in his hands. As he slued sidewise toward the floor, he fired from either gun. The left-hand bullet ripped through the ceiling. The right-hand bullet knocked the hat off the head of Charlie Larue.

But Taxi knew nothing about that. He had fired out of darkness with the last flicker of consciousness, as a man might point in the night.


VII. BARRY CHRISTIAN
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TAXI CAME TO his senses with a feeling that a tack hammer was being rapped against the base of his brain and a pair of cymbals crashed in his ears. Then he found that he was lying on his back on the floor of a wagon of some sort, jolting rapidly over an unknown road. His ankles and knees were tied together. His wrists were tied together behind his back. His weight lay on his arms, and they were numb to the shoulders. Something tickled the side of his face. It was blood that ran in a slow, tantalizing stream from a wound that was high on his head.

Above him appeared vague figures, four of them, two on the front seat and two on the rear seat. A chain jingled continually. It ran from his neck to the wrist of one of the men on the rear seat. The driver kept snapping a whip, swearing at the horses. He spoke in the voice of Scotty, saying:

Come on, Bec. Come on, Bird. Bec, climb into that collar. Im going to tear the outside lining off you, Bird, and dont you forget it. Giddap, girls.

He kept saying these things in a soft voice. Finally a high-pitched snarl came from the rear seat; it was Pokey, saying:

Shut up your mouth, Scotty; Im tired of hearing you yap at the plugs. Leave em be! Beat the devil out of em if you wanta. But stop yapping, will you? That doesnt matter to me.

Scotty said: Hes tired of hearing me yap, says the young man. He doesnt like the way his Uncle Scotty talks to the horses. I wonder how hed like to hear Scotty talk to a man, eh?

Quit the yipping! exclaimed the voice of Charlie Larue.

All right, Charlie, answered Pokey, suddenly subdued.

All right, Charlie, said Scotty soothingly.

They spoke as though to a sick child that must be handled with the most tender care. This amazed Taxi. But after a time he thought that he could understand. They had seen Charlie Larue weaken under the barroom light and the fixed stare of Taxi. They had seen him go to pieces until his mouth had fallen open and he had panted like a spent runner. They had seen his lithe, strong body begin to shudder with an ague spell. It was a great deal better to watch a man go to his death than to watch a mans self-respect and confidence die out of him like that.

Even Taxi, remembering, felt a bit sick for the sake of Larue. The whole human race was shamed when a thing like that happened. And as for Joe Feeley, he was sufficiently revenged, no doubt. No matter what deeds of heroism Larue might perform, from now on, men would never forget how, on an occasion, he had grown weak and melted away and become a shuddering girl in the face of danger. The story would be told. Wherever men heard of Larue, they would hear of the hideous ordeal under which he had weakened in the barroom back there in Horseshoe Flat. It was the sort of thing that men linger over and dwell on, because each man knows that his strength is no greater than that of his nerves.

Thinking of that, Taxi looked up at the figures in the rear seat, the bulky shoulders swaying against the stars. The night was clear. By the angle of the wagon bed, they were climbing a stiff slope. The horses pulled with a regular, rhythmic jerk, keeping step, taking the buckboard haltingly along behind them. They already had gone up to a considerable height, because the air was sweet, crisp and cold, and heavily perfumed with the smell of the pine trees.

Taxi told himself that he was about to die. That didnt matter so much. He had spent most of his years in the expectation of death at any moment — except during the times when he was in prison. He had one very ardent wish before the final blow should be struck. He wanted to see Barry Christian who was the master of these four strong men.

Four stronger ones, in a group, Taxi felt that he had never met in one encounter. Even Charlie Larue was strong — perhaps there was more steel in him than in any of the others. Taxi wondered if Charlie would have been the first to weaken if it had not been that the laughing madness had come upon Taxi and perhaps made him seem more demon than man. Besides, the light had shone at a troublesome angle into the prominent eyes of Charlie Larue. Perhaps the angle of that light was sufficient to account for the way his nerves had gone to pieces. People are like that. Theyll stand a lot of rubbing, but finally with one touch the fine tissue of the soul gives way and lets the darkness enter.

Some one called out. Scotty halted the horses.

Its all right, Bud. Im Scotty.

I hear you say it, said Bud gruffly. Flash a light on your face.

A ray of light bent across the night in a swift arc.

All right, said the voice of Bud.

Scotty started the horses on again. One wheel, going over a high bump, rolled Taxi on his side, and he felt in the seam pockets of his coat some of the narrow tubings of his burglar set. He was amazed. He was almost more amazed than delighted to think that these clever fellows had not been able to find the tools of his trade on his person.

But, after all, a man finds only what he expects to find. Thats always the way. These people probably had not heard anything about his past record. They had taken the guns away from him and they thought that was the end of his equipment, just as it would be the end of theirs. Perhaps they had felt for a knife and found none and considered the necessity of their search at an end.

Now they climbed down from the seats.

Only Pokey remained. His high, sharp voice said: Hey, wake up! And he kicked Taxi in the head.

The blow fell right on his fresh scalp wound. The pain made him hold his breath for an instant. Then he was able to say calmly:

Im awake, Pokey.

Sit up, then, said Pokey. Tryin to delay the game?

He caught Taxi by the hair of the head and jerked him into a sitting posture.

Use your legs. Climb down out of this! said Pokey.

Taxi rose to his feet by a difficult act of balancing.

Now jump down, commanded Pokey.

Taxi jumped. He managed to clear the side of the buckboard and the wheels, but then of course he fell helplessly forward on his face. Luckily he had dropped on grass.

Pokey was laughing. His laughter was high-pitched and long-drawn. It sounded like the neighing of a horse at a little distance.

He got hold of the hair of Taxis head again.

Somebody take his feet, said Pokey.

Ill do it, said Scotty. Lay off him a little, Pokey. He aint a dog; hes two parts man, anyway.

Shut your mouth, answered Pokey. Dont try to tell me how to handle him. Im goin to kill him! Im goin to eat him alive. Im just getting a few tastes of him now.

All right, said Scotty carelessly. I dont care what you do. Come on!

Charlie Larue and Babe had gone ahead. Now Taxi was carried under the sweet gloom of pine trees, with glimpses of the stars in between. A door opened. They passed into a very dimly lighted hall, and then into a big room.

Down in Horseshoe Flat the air had been hot and still. Up here the air was so cold that it touched his wound with fingers of aching ice. In the big room he heard the fluttering of flames. The place was pleasantly warmed. He saw wreathings of pipe smoke gathering toward the rafters. It was the smoke from a pipe because it was a heavier smell and not so sharp as that of cigarettes.

Sit him up in that chair, said a deeply musical voice. Hold on there — has he been hurt? Too bad, too bad! Thats not a way to carry a man. By the hair of the head? Pokey, youre a cruel devil. Never let me see you do that! Never again.

Sorry, chief! said Pokey.

They sat Taxi up in a comfortable canvas chair.

By the way they had been speaking, he was reasonably sure that he was at last in the presence of that great personage, Barry Christian. And he saw before him a man whose looks were worthy of his repute.

He was tall, well-made, with a good thickness of throat and the muscles stuffing out his coat across the breast and over the tips of the shoulders exactly as they should do in a perfect athlete. He was strong. He was very strong. There was not in him quite the suggestion of feline strength and speed that Taxi had felt about Arizona Jim Silver, but there was ample muscle about the man.

Yet after a glance, his body disappeared, and only the face remained, for plainly the empire of this fellow was ruled by the brain alone, rather than by hand and brain together. It was a lean, pale, handsome face. The texture and the color of the skin were that of one who leads a life sheltered from wind and rain and sun. The nostrils and mouth were very sensitive. The brow was magnificent, the eyes deeply set in big hollows. And this handsome face, this face that had the sensitive beauty of an artists, was framed by a soft flow of hair that was worn long.

He wore a long brown smoking jacket of velvet. A heavy cord of braided silk was tied loosely around it. The broad collar fell wide on his shoulders. His feet were incased in slippers of soft red morocco. He looked, in short, like some landscape painter, say, who had retired to the mountains to find the scenes he loved to put on canvas. But Taxi knew that he was in the presence of one of the great criminal minds of the world.


VIII. QUESTIONS
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CHRISTIAN SEEMED GREATLY perturbed by the ragged scalp wound on the side of his prisoners head. He sent for hot water and bandages, at once. While he waited for them to come, he had the hands of Taxi freed from the ropes, and the other ropes were cut away from his knees and feet. Pokey sat near by with a sawed-off shotgun across his knees. That weapon was enough to take the place of all the ropes and chains in the world, when it came to keeping a man in place.

Christian filled a curved pipe and lighted it with a coal from the fire. It was a thing worth watching, to see the way in which his long, delicate fingers handled the coal, lightly, surely, putting it on the tobacco for a moment and then casting it away.

Then he stood in front of the fire, teetering back and forth, shaking his head with a frown of mute concern as he looked at the bleeding head of Taxi.

It was a log cabin, Taxi saw, but well built, with thick walls. On the floor and covering a couch were a number of the big goatskins that Mexicans love to have around. There was nothing else worth comment, except a well-filled shelf of books. Christian had been reading in a big easy chair near the fireplace; the book now lay face down on the arm of the chair.

A Chinaman came in, his pigtail bobbing with haste, and put a basin of steaming water and a roll of bandage on the table. Christian himself took charge of the bathing and the bandaging. His touch was softer than the touch of a woman. He moved without haste, but always with surety.

When, at last, he had the bandage fitted well in place, he stepped back and regarded his work with a critical eye, as though the appearance of the bandage meant a great deal to him.

Is that comfortable? he asked.

Its right enough, said Taxi.

Good! said Christian. Have a drink?

No.

No drink? After that blow on the head and a long, cold ride in the night? Your hands are still blue!

Im all right, said Taxi.

No drinking, except with old friends, eh? Christian smiled. Well, I dont blame you. If a man can be sure of his company when he drinks, hes sure of a longer and a happier life, I dare say. However, if you dont mind, Ill help myself.

He poured some whisky into a long glass which he filled to the top with water. It made a thin drink, the color of the palest amber. Then he held up the glass toward Pokey.

And you? he asked.

The devil with it, said Pokey.

At this rudeness, Christian merely shook a long, straight forefinger. He shook his head, also.

You shouldnt hurt the feelings of people, he cautioned. Its a sad thing that you insist on being so rough in your talk, Pokey. It keeps you from makin friends. Some day youll regret it!

Yeah? said Pokey.

He wanted to say more. His nervous lips worked over unspoken words. His nervous fingers trembled eagerly over the lock of the shotgun. But awe of the chief kept the words unspoken.

The other men had left the room. Their voices sounded dimly in the distance. There was only Pokey with his gun, and Christian and Taxi.

What happened, Pokey? asked Christian. Youve had a fall or a blow, yourself.

Pokey lifted his left hand, keeping his nervous right forefinger constantly playing over the trigger of the gun, and made a stabbing gesture at Taxi.

Ah, he did it? He struck you, Pokey? said Christian. Too bad!

He knocked me cold. He wouldnt drink with me. I went to pour the whisky down his neck. And he popped me. He socked me. He had brass knuckles on.

Taxi smiled.

Im afraid not, said Christian. Im afraid that he only hit you with his bare hand, because I see a slightly discolored place just below his knuckles. Im afraid that there was nothing but muscle in that punch, Pokey. And let me suggest something to you. When you size up a man, dont go by his inches or his weight. Look not at the top of his neck but at the base of it. Look at his wrist to see whether it is flat or rounded. In spite of trousers, one can generally tell how a man is muscled about the knees. And if you note a few of these points in our friend, youll observe that hes a very strong fellow. Very strong, indeed.

He nodded at Pokey, who merely grunted.

And after he knocked you down — then there was a brawl? asked Christian.

He gave Larue some jaw. That was all. He and Larue jawed each other. They stood up to the bar. They were going to pass at their guns when Pudge gave the word. And this here, he stood there and laughed. He seemed to like it.

Ah, well, and perhaps he did, said Christian. We all have our little peculiarities of taste, you know, Pokey. Our friend laughed. But Larue, perhaps, didnt laugh?

Larue went rotten. He went bust. His mouth come open. He panted. He begun to look sick.

Too bad! Too bad! said Barry Christian. He made a clucking sound of regret.

Thats the great trouble with your optimistic type of man, said Christian, continuing to shake his head. The poor fellows are very good in the quick emergencies, but when there is a long strain, theyre very apt to buckle up. Im sorry to hear this about poor Charlie Larue. It will put him on the path to murder, Im afraid, to make his reputation good again. And finally, Pokey?

Well, finally Pudge saw that Charlie Larue was done in. And Pudge leaned across the bar and slogged this gent, and he dropped. As he was dropping — as he was out, complete — he gets out a pair of automatics and shoots a bullet through the ceiling, and with the other slug out of the right-hand gun, he knocks off Charlies hat.

Just before he fell? asked Christian.

No, as he was falling.

Pokey, said Barry Christian in a tone of gentle reproach, you dont mean that as he was falling, he shot the hat off the head of Charlie Larue? You mean, as he was falling senseless?

I aint talking for the fun of hearing myself talk, said Pokey. Take it or leave it. I dont care.

There you are again, said Christian. Rough talk from a rough tongue. It makes trouble, and never accomplishes any good, my friend. Im sorry to hear you talk like this.

He turned back to Taxi.

Pokey was saying: Pudge meant to bash his head in. But the kid found time to duck even when there wasnt any time. Pudge almost missed him. Just clinked the gun on him along the top of the head. You can see for yourself.

A well-trained fellow, said Barry Christian, shining his eyes at Taxi, is a pleasure to meet. A man with hand and eye working together and a quick wit and a strong body and exhaustless nerve. Its a happiness for me to be with you, my friend. Wont you tell me your name?

Taxi is as good as any, he answered.

Taxi? That will do. Taxi, because you run up high charges in a short time? Is that the reason that you were called that name?

Quite possibly, said Taxi with a smile.

Maybe hes taken a few of the gents in the Big Noise for a ride, suggested Pokey.

Why, perhaps he has, said Barry Christian. My name is Barry Christian, as you doubtless may have heard my men say. I understand your reasons for not wishing to give your own full name, but though I usually keep my own in the background, I feel that this is an occasion when I can afford to talk frankly. Shall I tell you why?

Go ahead, said Taxi.

Because I think, said Christian, that either you and I will reach an agreement or else we shall have to part company. Part company, he went on in his soft, gentle, regretful voice, in such a way that you will be leaving, at the same time, all of your old companions. You will be deserting the world you know for the unknown world. Im sorry to say this to you, Taxi.

The smooth and profound hypocrisy of the man enchanted Taxi. He studied the fine lines of that face with a renewed interest. In most criminals there is some telltale mark of weakness. There was no such mark about Barry Christian. Instead, he seemed strong at every point.

Taxi translated the last speech: I talk, or you bump me off.

Christian made a broad gesture as though putting those brutal words far away from him, yet he said:

Now that you understand me, Taxi, please tell me what youre doing in this part of the world.

Joe Feeley was a pal of mine, said Taxi. He considered the face of Barry Christian and told himself that he would speak the entire truth. To attempt to fence with this man would be insanity.

And Feeley met with an unfortunate accident, and therefore you came out West to look into the matter?

Thats it, said Taxi. I got off the train, went to the newspaper office, looked up an old file, and found out that the name of the man who killed Feeley was Charlie Larue. I found out that Feeley had died of what they call self-defense, around here. I thought that probably Charlie Larue might die of the same sort of disease. I went to the Roundup Bar. You know the rest.

A simple story, said Barry Christian in his tenderest accents. A plain, straightforward, simple tale. Dont you think so, Pokey?

Oh, hell! said Pokey.

Well, went on Christian, you also went to a boarding house run by a charming girl — Sally Creighton. There you met another man. Did you not?

I met a fellow called Jim Silver.

In brief, what did he talk to you about?

He told me to watch my step.

That was all?

That was all, said Taxi.

He did not need to make up his mind not to repeat the other things which Silver had revealed to him — such things as that Christian was his hobby, and that he, Silver, intended to take care of Taxi.

However formidable a man he might be, however filled with cunning, certainly he had failed lamentably in his promise of protection! But that was all part of the game, no doubt. Perhaps Silver and Christian worked hand in glove, no matter what had been said. Yet it was also possible that Silver had meant what he said. And because of that possibility the creed of Taxi made it impossible for him to repeat a single incriminating thing about the man.

Now, as a matter of fact, said Christian, isnt it true that you knew what had brought Feeley to this part of the world?

No, said Taxi.

Christian smiled. Isnt it true, said he, that you knew what Feeley had in hand and that you were determined to take a share after his death?

No, said Taxi.

Isnt it true that Jim Silver had sent for you?

No, said Taxi.

Christian shook his head as he responded: Im sorry that you talk in this manner, my friend. Im very sorry, because it might bring you to a great deal of trouble. You understand?

Taxi nodded. He sat straighter in his chair and lifted the dark lids and looked with his pale, bright eyes straight into the mind of Christian. There he saw, behind the velvet manner, a soul as cold as a stone, a will as relentless as steel.

I entreat you, said Christian, not to be obdurate. I beg you to believe that you are in a very considerable danger at this moment.

Taxi smiled. His bright eyes would not leave the face of Christian.

Very well, said Christian. He hesitated, considered his victim. Then, in his turn, he smiled. A sharp-eyed devil looked out of his face.

Call Babe, he said.

Pokey got up with a jump. His laughter, like the neighing of a rather distant horse, filled the room.

Thats the idea, chief, said he.

He flung the door open and called. A heavy voice rumbled in answer. Babe entered the room. Taxi, without turning his head, recognized the weight and drag of that waddling step.

Christian said: You used to be able to break a neck, Babe. What about trying the old trick?


IX. TAXIS FAILURE
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CHRISTIAN, STANDING BEFORE the fireplace, took the pipe from his teeth and ran a hand through his hair. It stood up high and wild, as though a wind had struck it. A passion of expectant delight was surging in him, making his body quiver. Pokey, crouched over his shotgun, made a sound every time he drew in a breath.

Then a pair of great, hairy hands were passed under the pits of the arms of Taxi. They swayed up and joined behind his head.

Fast or slow? asked the voice of Babe, at the rear of Taxi.

Why — slow, I should say, answered Christian.

All right, said Babe.

He put on pressure. The force of the leverage of the full nelson dragged Taxis head down. He was strong enough in the neck. A man that aint got a tough neck cant take a tough punch, Paddy was always saying. But, though he resisted, he could not prevent the irresistible pressure on the back of his head.

Well, Taxi? asked Christian.

No! said Taxi.

He could see only the floor. He felt that his spinal column would snap in an instant. Red-hot shooting pains thrust up the back of his neck and into his brain. There were dull explosions in his ears.

Tough, aint he? said the admiring voice of Babe. Real tough. So tough that Id like to try my hand at softening him up a little. What say, chief?

Soften him up? Do you think that you could soften him up, Babe? asked Christian.

Some of the frightful strain was taken off the head of Taxi. He became aware that he was breathing for the first time in many seconds. The breathing hurt his lungs.

Yeah, and Ill soften him, too! yelled Pokey suddenly.

Shut up, Pokey, urged Babe. Look at, chief. I aint had a hand in for a long time. That back room is made to order. Ill soften him up. Itll be a cinch. Ill soften him up sos hell talk his heart right out, in a day or two.

Theres a chance that Jim Silver will find his trail, said Christian. Theres a chance that wed better be leaving this house now.

If Silver comes — look, said Babe. Is there anything better than that? Were ready for him, and he comes. Hes bound to come some day, aint he? And can he come when were any better ready for him than we are now?

In your own simple, honest way, said Christian, you have ability to go straight to the point, Babe. I have an idea that you may be right. And — do you think youd really enjoy yourself with Taxi?

Enjoy myself? said Babe. Say, when have I had my hand in? When have I had it in for a year, pretty near?

True, said Christian gently. And hunting dogs should be fed plenty of red meat.

Yeah, lemme have him, said Babe. Ill spread him out thin and make him last.

Why, have it your own way, Babe, said Christian.

Hi! grunted Babe, delighted.

He took his hands from the head of Taxi. But he let his grasp fall on one of Taxis shoulders, the big, blunt fingers feeling through the flesh toward the bone with a bruising and yet a merely exploratory force.

Hes the right sort, this bird. Hes fleshed up right, said Babe.

Christian raised one finger.

Mind you, Babe, said he, if Taxi should by any chance get away, nothing will help you.

Get away? shouted Babe, filling his throat with laughter. Why, after Ive had him for a coupla hours, he wont be able to walk!

Well, well, well, murmured Christian. Do as you please. And when you think that youve softened him enough, you can call me, and Ill have a look at him.

It wont be long, said Babe. I know a coupla things, chief.

He lifted Taxi to his feet and took him with a prodigious hand by the nape of the neck.

Walk, son, said Babe.

He took Taxi into a hallway, down it, and through a door into a small room. Taxi made no effort to escape, partly because he knew that if he made a sudden lunge, that one hand might almost break his neck; partly he was quiet because he knew that Pokey was following, carrying a lantern and holding the sawed-off shotgun under his right arm. Only the rankest fools in the world take chances when there is a sawed-off shotgun in the field against them.

Pokey hung the lantern on a peg in the wall.

There was nothing in the room except a wooden cot with a pair of blankets thrown across the canvas.

Lemme stay and look, said Pokey, leering.

You get out, answered Babe.

Pokey left, cursing his luck. Im goin to have a crack at what you leave of him, one day, said Pokey, as he went out.

Yeah, answered Babe. Maybe the buzzards are goin to have their chance at this hombre.

He locked the door behind Pokey and put the key in his trousers pocket.

Taxi, seeing all of that room at a glance, saw that there was nothing that could in the least degree serve him as a weapon — nothing except a leg of the cot, if he had a chance to pull it off.

If he could get at the lantern and put it out, then in the darkness that ensued, he might be able to do something with this man beast. But he was by no means sure.

He had been at a zoo and seen an orang-utan smile, the lips wrinkling back, fold after fold, until the big canines were exposed. Babe was smiling at him the same way now. His mouth was a huge slit, but the lips were much larger than they needed to be. They were thin, and they had to pucker up in the center so that they would fit with some closeness over the teeth. And the teeth themselves, at the corners of the mouth, were extra long and extra sharp.

Taxi realized, with a sense of curious surety, that this man could hardly be blamed for anything he did with his life. There was not room for a proper brain under that cramped forehead. The back of the head actually sloped forward from the bulge of the vast neck. There was very little to the neck. Taxi felt that if he tried for a flying stranglehold a mere lowering of the vast, craggy chin would break his arm.

However, the strongest rocks may be split if they are tapped at the proper place. The proper place to tap the human rock is just beside the point of the chin.

All right, said the brute. Take off your coat, kid. I dont want no padding on you when I start patting you.

Taxi slid obediently out of his coat, seeing that his jailer was also peeling off a coat and exposing a shirt of thick red flannel. It was a perfect opportunity. Taxi spun suddenly to give the full weight to his punch. He took a flying hitch step forward and slammed his right fist, like a lump of iron, right on the button.

The shock started his arm trembling to the shoulder. The shudder of that vibration went right through his body.

It was his right hook delivered as he never had sent it home before. Paddy had said that even a giant would fall if that punch landed fairly on the button, but surety must be made extra sure.

The delivery of the blow had swung him off to the left, leaning forward. Now, as he straightened himself, he swayed all his weight, all his lifting power, all his savage despair, into two driving uppercuts. They landed, one, two, right under the chin of Babe, and Taxi stepped lightly back to let the ruin fall.

But Babe was not falling.

There was a red streak on the side of his chin where the force of the first blow had actually split the tough hide against the bone, but in the buried, apelike eyes of Babe there was no sign of dimness. He was smiling. He had not even continued his attempt to pull off the coat which was now wedged over his elbows.

He bobbed his vast head up and down in short nods, because his abbreviated neck did not allow him much of a sway. The bulge of his chest struck his chin too soon for that.

Good! said Babe. For your weight, kid, youre a beauty.

Taxi, standing back toward the opposite wall, understood that he had failed and he knew what that failure meant.

Babe finished taking off his coat. He folded it with care. He brushed off a spot of dust that troubled his eye and laid the coat out on the cot.

After that he turned slowly toward Taxi.

His loose lips were stretching, rolling back from his teeth, closing, grinning again, just as the mouth of the orang-utan in the zoo had smiled when the keeper came, bringing fresh food.

In the mind of Taxi flashed a perfect picture of the big yellow teeth sinking into his jugular.

Then he stepped out, with a good, high guard, to fight his best — though he knew that his best would not be good enough.


X. TORTURERS
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BABE COULD NOT hit Taxi. He could land on him, but never solidly. Babe tried everything he knew, and he knew a good deal. He shadow-boxed, with Taxi as the ideal target. He tried shifts and double shifts, one-two punches, overhand wallops, swinging, chops, jabs, half-arm and full-arm uppercuts. He feinted and hit; he double and triple-feinted and hit; and always he was either having his punches muffled while they were still in the air, or else Taxi rode with the blows to rob them of force.

In the meantime, Taxi was doing execution of his own. He did not hit many times, comparatively, but his strokes counted. He played on the loose lips of Babe. He played at the bony ridges which covered his eyes, and thumped him on the abortive nose which was like a shapeless lump of gristle in the middle of Babes face. He drew streams of blood from Babe before at last the gorilla decided that man-made methods of war were not for him.

He simply waded in through Taxis attack and crushed him to numb helplessness. Then he trussed Taxi under one enormous arm. He held Taxi close and beat him with a deliberate enjoyment with the other fist. It was like a lump of lead incased in a bit of rubber hose. Wherever it fell, it bruised. When he was satisfied with what he had done to Taxis face, he turned him over and beat him across the kidneys and lungs. Blows there hurt ten times as much as blows struck to the head.

After a while Taxi could not move. Then Babe took him by one foot and dragged him into the big room at the front of the cabin, where Barry Christian looked up from a book.

He can still listen to you, said Babe. Wanta talk to him?

Let me have a look at him, said Christian.

Babe took up Taxi by the nape of the neck and muscled him out at arms length. Taxi tried to stand straight, but his legs wobbled beneath him as though they were adrift in a troubled current of water. He tried to hold up his head, but Babe had beaten the base of his neck, and the nerves wouldnt work. His head fell over on his shoulder.

Sit him down by the fire, the poor fellow, said Christian. No, please not in that chair, Babe. We dont want the blood to stain everything, do we? Just leave him there. I dont imagine that hell get up and run away.

Babe laughed. He wont run away, he said. I done it scientific. He wont get up and run away.

Taxi looked at him. He could almost sympathize with the immense contentment of Babe.

It looks to me, said the gentle voice of Barry Christian, that he did a little scientific work on you, too, Babe.

Does it? asked the Babe cheerfully. He took a forefinger and collected the blood off his face and flicked it into the fire. Babe began to laugh. Yeah, hes scientific. You take a little fist, like his, and it cuts, is what it does. But I never had a better time in my life. It was like shadow boxin, and the shadow couldnt be hit. It was like punchin at a dead leaf, and the wind of your punches keeps knocking that leaf out of the way. I never had a better time. It was exercise, was what it was.

A little more exercise like that, and perhaps you wont have much of a face left, suggested Christian.

Well, said the Babe, the good thing about a mug like mine is that itll stand wear. It aint pretty but itll stand wear. Ill plant a beefsteak on it after a while, and itll be all right. Maybe Scotty will have to take a couple of stitches over this here eye. I dont know. If you got some good material, itll stand patches.

Get some vinegar, said Barry Christian.

Not for me, said Babe.

Get some vinegar, said Christian.

Babe went for some vinegar and came back with a glass half-filled with it.

Thats all the chink says that he can spare, observed Babe.

Christian held the glass in his hand and closed his eyes as he inhaled the strong fumes.

Now, Taxi, said he, can you talk?

Yes, said Taxi.

Perhaps youve observed, said Christian, that we are people who mean what we say. For my part, Ive allowed this to be done with regret. A quick and merciful killing would have served my end, but Babe thought that he could soften you a little, to use his exact words, which youll remember hearing. Therefore Ive allowed him to try his hand. And after all, Taxi, isnt it better for us to endure a little pain on earth than for us to rush straight into hellfire? Or will you go to a pleasanter place?

Taxi smiled.

A sense of humor, too, said Christian. And what could be better than that? What could be more humanly useful? It proves that a man has capacities for tact and contact, humanly speaking, when he shows a sense of humor. I hope you will prove to have sufficient sense, Taxi, to understand by this time that it would be much wiser for you to talk to me?

Well? said Taxi.

I mean to say, it would be wiser for you to tell me what I want to know — why Silver asked you to come out here and what Silver has in mind to do. What clews he picked up about — well, lets call it about Feeleys little game. Are you ready to talk?

It seemed to Taxi a fortunate thing that this was a subject on which he did not need to make a decision. The decision was already made by that code according to which he had to live or die. The code says that a man in the final pinch does not talk. He takes his medicine and does not talk because talking eventually turns a man into something worse than a dog.

No, said Taxi. Im not talking.

Listen to him, said the Babe, with enthusiasm. Hes all right, aint he? He can take it. He likes to take it, I tell you.

Christian sighed, rose from his chair, and leaning over Taxi, began to separate with his fingers the lips of the wounds on Taxis face. Into those wounds he poured vinegar. The effect was incredible. In each case it was like having the flesh seared with red-hot iron.

One groan swelled the throat of Taxi and could hardly be stifled. After that his swiftly-working brain paralyzed his entire body. It takes practice and a will of steel to be able to do that. But when one knows that the other gang is about to take possession of ones body, it is well to will the body out of existence. That was what Taxi had learned to do. He had gone through the third degree half a dozen times, also, at the hands of those earnest inquirers, the police. Therefore there was very little about the enduring pain that he did not understand.

With all the might of his brain he gripped himself, numbed himself, and withstood this torture.

Finally Christian stepped back. His nostrils were quivering as though he were inhaling a delicious fragrance. His eyes shone with the light that Taxi had seen in them once before.

Look at that bird! said the Babe. Can he take it? He can!

There remain the eyes, said Christian.

Yeah. Theres still the eyes, agreed Taxi.

And youre not talking? urged Christian.

No.

Christian leaned over him once more. He plucked up the swollen lid and allowed the vinegar to run in on the tender ball of the eye. The burning seemed to pass right on into the center of the brain. It seemed to eat away at the very core of that nerve power which had been ruling out the sensation of pain. One great shudder ran through the body of Taxi. He told himself that he was about to scream out. And then, by the grace of mercy, he fainted.

When he recovered, he was lying on a damp, cold floor of beaten earth. The lantern on the wall burned obscurely through the mist in the air that was half water vapor and half smoke.

He could see that through the slits that remained to him. It seemed strange that there was still the power of sight in his eyes. But he could see the smoking light of the lantern, and he could also see the face of Babe, who sat in a chair at a side of the room. There was no window. There was a short flight of steps leading up to a door which was flush, at the top, with the ceiling. Some small buckskin sacks were piled in the corner of the room. There was nothing else to see. Gradually he understood that he was in a cellar beneath the cabin.

He pushed himself to a sitting posture. His wrists were manacled behind his back. His legs were manacled at the knees and the ankles. His coat lay beside him on the ground.

Babe now looked up from his newspaper. He sat slued to the side in order to bring his paper into a better relation with the lantern light. Now he folded the paper and turned his battered face toward Taxi.

How feeling, boy? he asked.

Fit as a fiddle, said Taxi weakly.

Thats good, said the Babe. He asked anxiously: Feeling like talking yet?

No, said Taxi.

Babe sighed with relief. I knew you wouldnt, he remarked, almost fondly. I had a kind of a faith and a trust in you, like a baby. I knew that you wouldnt buckle and knuckle under like a cur. Theres stuff in you, kid, that I been countin on. I suppose we better take our little exercise. Kind of just a matter of form that I had to ask you, first, if you wanted to talk.

He came to Taxi and lifted him from the ground and beat him, holding him with one hand, hammering him with the other.

On every bruised place Babes fists fell with a redoubled force. The whole nervous system seemed to have been multiplied by a thousand in order to register the force of that agony. The weight of the blows drove out the breath in gasps, whistling through the clenched teeth of Taxi. But those breaths never became vocal.

After a while he knew that his senses were fading out of him. He felt that another endurance test, like this, would be the end of life in his body. Then the lantern light began to darken and ceased.

When he wakened again, he was alone in darkness. He told himself, at first, that he was simply blind, but when he spoke the name of Babe, he received no answer. He was actually alone. In addition, he felt that he was dying.

Thirst was a greater pain than the bruises which covered his body. Besides, he lay in a stinging fire of fever that consumed him.

After a while, he found that he was breathing more easily. He began to forget all the pains in his body as he concentrated on the faces of these men. He called up Barry Christian, Babe, Larue, Pudge, Scotty, Pokey. He called them up as judge and as executioner. He began to apportion deaths for them.

So it was that after a time he found that his own pains were disappearing. If he allowed his mind to turn to them, the agony rushed back over his brain in a wave. So he calmly turned his mind from the pain, and therefore it was no more.

They had left him in darkness, trusting to the irons and the effects of the beatings that had stretched him senseless to keep him quiet. Nobody in the know back East would have been so foolish, but of course these fellows could not understand what he was able to do.

He started to slip the cuff off his left hand. That was why he went, each day, through exercises which made that left hand supple. It was a painful job, but he knew all about the pain. He could draw the hand through the steel grip for a little distance, but then it stuck. And now he found that his strength was so limited that after each effort the dizzy sickness spread over his mind again.

He had to relax and devote his attention to deep breathing. Then pain would leap at him and have to be ruled away. When that was gone, he would try again. Finally he got his left hand free. The skin on the backs of the knuckles and the thumb was scraped away, but that made no difference. His left hand was free!

Next, he sat up. It was not easy. His arms were strong, but his back seemed to have been broken. Every time he stirred, he discovered that the wave of agony swept him to the verge of the abyss of darkness. So he had to handle himself very daintily.

He was a brain with a pair of able hands. He had no body at all; he had no legs, either. Babe had attended to that. Babe was thorough.

First Taxi got out the slender pencil of his flashlight and cut the darkness with the ray. In an instant he had seen all that was present.

Then he took out a picklock and almost in three touches he solved the three locks which held him. He was free — except for the weights and chains which the torture laid upon him.


XI. RAW GOLD
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CRAWLING WAS HARD. Rolling was much better, except that half of it which brought his back against the ground. With greater and greater frequency he was threatened with fainting spells. Each time he found himself lying on his face he paused to breathe a while.

When he came to the heap of little buckskin sacks, he indulged in another moment of rest, which he employed by making his hands fumble at the sacks. They were filled with something loose but so heavy that it was very hard and compact. He unknotted the ear of one sack and onto the ground poured out a stream of the contents. He put the spot of light from the torch on it and saw that it was a current of gold dust, still ebbing out rapidly. It built a glistening pyramid that pushed its head against the open place in the sack; then the fine dust ran no more.

It seemed to Taxi that everything was explained now. Where there is raw gold, men will become beasts. These fellows in the cabin were all animals because under their feet was a treasure. Mere blood is nothing. The sight of it may make a sensitive fellow a bit sick. But the sight of gold will make the same man into a ravening mad dog.

Taxi smiled, and then he went on until he was at the foot of the steps. He could not roll up them, of course. He had to lay hold on the steps one by one with his hands and edge himself higher and higher. He could only move his body with a slight serpentine wriggling in order to help his arm power. And each time he planted his chin on a higher step, he shut his bruised, burning eyes and breathed again.

When he got to the top of the stairs, there was a shallow landing. He lay there for a long time, breathing, waiting. After that, he was able to reach the knob of the door and with an effort pull himself to his knees.

Then all the strength seemed to go out of his arms. A shuddering fit of weakness threatened to let him fall. That, however, he endured.

He got out the picklock again, and worked with it in the lock. He felt almost a touch of regret as he solved the thing. It was strange that a great man such as Barry Christian should trust to such simple locks. But even the greatest of us have our weak or our careless moments.

The door pressed open. A hand from without seemed to be working it. Then he realized that it was the hand of the wind. The sweet, pure air entered his body and gave him a new soul. The old one blew away and a confident, more living soul was in him.

High above, he could see the bright glittering of the stars, dancing with the eternal life. On this dark, low earth we cannot hide our actions.

There were more steps to climb now. He went up them in the same manner, using his chin as a pry against his weight, pulling with his arms, wriggling his body a little, snakelike.

And so he came to the top and lay among leaves and pine needles that had drifted over the surface of the ground.

Out of the night the rows of big pines seemed to be slowly crowding toward him, saying: We will shield you from observation.

He had been wrong, he decided, about open country. Wherever there are men, there is pain to endure; only in the open country can one find the gentleness of nature and the peace. As for himself, he had lived among men as a wolf lives among sheep. That was the only reason why they had seemed necessary to him.

Now he could work his body sidewise and commenced the rolling. Gradually he hitched around and started turning himself. It was not so painful, out here. The needles that cushioned the ground gave him ease. He had gone perhaps ten turns of his body. He was almost among the trees when a door of the house slammed and a great ocean of lantern light began to sweep across the ground. It came in waves, measured out by the beat of the steps of the man who carried the lantern — a low, squat man. That was Babe!

He went straight on to the head of the cellar steps, humming in the depths of his throat. Then, with a shout, he whirled about. He came straight at Taxi and flopped him on his back. Taxi closed his eyes against the agony of that sudden turn. But, instantly mastering that weakness, he smiled straight up into the eyes of the giant.

By the dear old hind hinges of hells gate, said Babe, greatly moved.

He raised his voice to a thunderous roar.

Hey! Come on! he yelled. Hey, everybody come out! Everybody come on out! You hoboes, come out here and see a gent that has a brain in his head.

Pokey got there first, racing like a greyhound. He leaned over Taxi and cursed with wonder. The others came streaming after.

You seen him, said Babe, making a speech of a sort of proud despair. You seen that he couldnt walk. He cant walk now. He cant even crawl. He can only snake along. But he takes off three sets of the irons and he opens the locked door and he comes up here to take a little crawl and get the air. A kind of a constitutional was what he wanted. He sort of needed to work up an appetite, I guess. Now, you gents seen him before and right here you can see him this minute. If anybody told me this, Id bust him on the jaw and call him a liar.

He took Taxi by one foot and dragged him back to the head of the cellar stairs. He jerked him to his feet and swung back one ponderous fist.

Get back where you belong! said Babe, and smashed Taxi in the face with his full force.

The blow picked Taxi off his feet, hurled him backward. He struck on the steps below. A great red flame burst up before his mind. Then he lay at peace, perfectly still.


XII. TWO STRANGE THINGS
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JIM SILVER, LEAVING the boarding house, had merely said to Sally Creighton: You cant tell. Hes late, but he looks to me like the sort of fellow who may enjoy late hours.

She shrugged her shoulders and kept her troubled eyes on him.

I dont know, Mr. Silver, she said. I only know that Im terribly worried. Hes not like other people around here. Hes more like Joe Feeley.

Silver nodded and went out to look. The first place he looked in was the Round-up Bar, because he knew certain features of its repute. There was no one in it except Pudge, the veteran bartender.

He nodded his head and made his puffed, debauched eyes smile.

Evening, Silver! he said. Step right in and have one on the house.

Thanks, said Silver.

He took one finger of whisky and drank it slowly. The first taste was a critical one, to determine the possible presence of unknown substances in the drink. He finished and nodded to Pudge.

Have a round on me, he invited.

I dont mind if I do, said Pudge.

So the glasses were filled again.

Im looking for a fellow who may have been in here this evening, said Silver. About five ten. Slim-looking. Eastern style. Pale. Black hair.

Havent seen him, said Pudge. Hold on a minute. Yes, I guess he was in here for a minute. Had a glass of beer.

Thats right, agreed Silver. Beer is probably what he would drink. He didnt have the whisky eyes. When did he go out?

I wasnt looking at the clock, said the bartender. A while back, was all.

Anybody with him?

Not when he come in.

But when he went out?

Yeah. Hed hitched onto a party of two or three. Three there was.

Who were they?

I didnt place em, said Pudge. All strangers to me, they looked like. Big fat feller was one of em. He was talking about traps and bounties and cursing his luck this season. I guess he was a trapper, all right. There was one they called Texas, too. Had a star embroidered on the tops of his boots. And another was an old hand. About fifty, Id say. Grizzled, kind of. Sort of down on their luck, all three of em looked like to me.

Three of them, eh? said Silver. Heeled?

Heeled? Nothing on the outside, but they sort of looked heeled, if you know what I mean.

What were they talking about?

A game. I didnt hear everything they talked about. The gent youre after dont talk up very loud and bold. And you notice where theres one gent talks soft, it tames down the others, too.

It does, agreed Silver. They talked as though they were going off to start a game of cards, did they?

Thats what they talked like.

Hm-m-m, said Silver to the bar, rubbing the tips of his fingers over the smooth varnish. Cards? Cards?

In the profundity of his thought, as he tried to fit card playing into his optical and mental picture of the stranger, he lifted his head and looked toward the ceiling.

Hello! said he. Somebody been shooting up the place?

He pointed to a hole in the ceilings plaster.

Pudge turned suddenly about. With his back to Silver, he bent his head until his fat red neck formed a dozen deep wrinkles above his collar.

Oh, that? asked Pudge, pointing in turn.

He turned around and faced Silver.

That was weeks ago, said Pudge. That crazy gent, Larue, was in here. Hes always pulling a gun and doing tricks when they aint wanted. He gets to doing a double roll, and a gun goes off and Im glad to tell it didnt nick anything but the ceiling.

How long ago?

Oh, I dunno. A long spell back. That Larue is a tough hombre, Silver.

Pudge leaned a little across the bar, glanced toward the swing doors, and then lowered his voice to confidential tones.

A gent like Larue is poison to a bartender, Silver. Plain poison. Hes a bad one to have around. I dont dare to throw him out, but havin him do his drinkin here turns a terrible lot of people away from my bar. Peaceable gents dont like to have a wild cat like that rubbin elbows with em alongside a bar.

True, said Silver. They dont like it, and a lot of them wont have it.

He turned and regarded, for the first time, a small dark spot on the floor. He rubbed it with his toe, and the spot spread a little.

Blood on the floor, Pudge, said he.

Blood? said Pudge, starting a little. His eyes grew very wide and round. Then he added: How did that happen? Oh, sure. That gent — that grizzled old one — he gets a nosebleed, a regular spouter. Consumption, or something like that, Id say. By the caved-in look of his chest, consumption, Id say.

Would you? said Silver, smiling.

The bartender regarded the smile and frowned. Why, yes, he said, Id call it the con. What would you call it?

Bunk, said Silver.

Hold on, Silver. I dont foller your drift, said Pudge.

Why, there are a lot of queer things, said Silver, around your bar to-night. Theres blood that can fall all the way from a mans nose and hit the floor without spattering. And theres a bullet hole in the ceiling that still leaks a few grains of plaster from time to time, even though it was made three weeks ago. Two strange things, Id say!

Pudge grew, gradually, the deepest of crimsons. He dropped his head a little and began to polish the bar with a cloth which he picked up from the shelf beneath it.

There might even, said Silver, be a little pile of plaster on the floor under that hole in the ceiling. Mind if I take a look behind the bar?

I do mind, growled Pudge. The public aint welcome behind my bar, Silver.

Never make any exceptions? asked Silver.

Pudge put back his towel beneath the bar. His hands remained out of sight.

I dont make no exceptions, said Pudge slowly. Not even for a Silver.

So Silver dropped his left hand lightly on the edge of the bar, and his right hand, with a light gesture, picked a Colt from beneath his coat. There were four extra inches on the long barrel of that gun, and yet it was a feather in the practiced grasp of Silver.

Whatcha want? asked Pudge, as the white came into his face in streaks, to take the place of the red.

I want you to back up, said Silver. Back up slowly, Pudge. Keep your hands at your sides, and back up. Move carefully. Youre an old-timer around here, and you know that accidents can happen. Dont die of self-defense.

Something bumped with a metallic clank on the shelf below the bar. Gradually Pudge drew back against the row of bottles before his mirror. His hands were empty, and the fingers were twitching. His stomach worked in and out with his rapid breathing.

This here is an outrage, Silver, he said. You been havin your way too long, all over the map. Maybe its about time for you to hold up a little! Maybe youre startin to go too fast.

Maybe, agreed Silver, and planting his left hand again on the bar, he leaped lightly over it.

One hand of Pudge had gone out to grasp the neck of a bottle as he saw the body of Silver in the air, but observing that he was still covered by that famous long-barreled gun, he relaxed his grip again.

Silver stood before him, laughing.

Youve got the old fighting stuff in you. Youve got plenty of it, Pudge, said he. I like it, and I like you, in spots. You might hoist your hands over your head, though, while youre about it.

A plain holdup! exclaimed Pudge.

Silver pointed to the floor.

You let the dust lie on the floor for several weeks, Pudge, do you? he asked, pointing to a scattered little heap of plaster. You scrub up all the rest of the floor, but you leave that pile?

He turned back on the bartender.

And a gun under the bar, too. Its a rough town, Pudge, but not as rough as all that!

Your own business ought to keep your hands full, snarled Pudge. Edge away from mine, will you?

I cant do it, answered Silver. Im sorry, Pudge, but I simply cant do it. Because I have an idea that you may know a few things that will do me good.

He picked up the Colt that lay on the shelf beneath the bar, commenting: Good old single-action, with a filed-off trigger, eh? Didnt know that you could fan a gun, Pudge!

Pudge swore fervently.

And here, said Silver, is something that looks as though you brushed your hair with the butt of this gun. Hold on, though. Its not the color of your hair. Its black!

He pushed the gun slowly onto the bar. His face had turned rigid with anger. His eyes, for the moment, burned as pale and as bright as the fighting eyes of Taxi.

The bit of hair thats caught on the butt of your gun, Pudge, said he, would fit in with the hair on the head of Taxi, that Easterner Im looking for. Know that?

Pudge growled: Is there only one man in the world that has black hair?

You hit Taxi with that gun, said Silver. Ive almost a mind to hit you with mine, Pudge. Youre fat, and youre old, but even rats get gray and puffy, sometimes. And Ive an idea that youre a rat.

Pudge said nothing. It was not a time for speech, and he knew it.

You hit Taxi. And then some people took him away. Was Charlie Larue in the party?

The hit made Pudge wince a little. He moistened his lips and shook his head.

No, he said.

You lie, said Silver Larue was in the gang. Who else?

I dont know, said Pudge.

That blood on the floor came from Taxi, did it?

I dont know, said Pudge.

Was he killed?

I dont know, said Pudge.

Silver drew in a breath quick and deep.

If you were only ten years younger, Pudge— He sighed.

He vaulted over the bar again. Pudge stood with his hands still above his head.

Silver turned and walked deliberately toward the door. The gun of Pudge lay right before him on the bar, and still he failed to lower a hand and grab at it.

Not until the swing doors had closed behind Silver did he bring down his hands.

There was a high stool behind the bar, and onto this he slumped. The starch had gone out of him. There were no muscles in his back. He folded his hands on the bar and dropped his forehead on his hands. His shoulders heaved with his breathing.

Silver, when he reached the street, glanced up and down the wide, empty thoroughfare. It was probably useless for him to ask questions. Besides, he knew that it was the work of Barry Christians men. If Larue was in the game, then Christian had a hand in it, and that meant that the disappearance of Taxi was simply another act in the long drama of Silvers fight with the great outlaw.

He looked helplessly around him at the mighty sweep of the mountains against the stars. Barry Christian was not far away. He was reasonably sure of that. When men like Larue and Pokey and others of celebrity remained near the town, it was most highly probable that the great Barry Christian was himself close at hand. But in the great forests, in the rock nests of the higher mountains, in the entanglement of ravines that split the upper slopes, whole armies could be hidden. It was a true hole-in-the-wall country; that was one reason why Barry Christian was favoring it with his presence.

Silver went back to the boarding house and found that his hostess was in the kitchen.

She had finished washing the dishes. Now she was scrubbing out baking tins and frying pans, using sand soap and a heavy brush and a great deal of elbow grease.

Silver took a chair, leaned back against the wall, and surveyed her.

Talk or work, said the girl. Dont just sit around and be the big chief.

Ill talk, said Silver. You sit down over there and talk, too.

She turned around suddenly.

Id rather stand, she said. Have you found out anything at all? Has anything happened to him?

Sit down, commanded Silver.

She sat down on a stool near the stove. Her eyes opened at him. Suddenly she became like a child. But the anger in Silver was too profound for him to have pity.

Hes blotted out — for the time being. Maybe for good and all, he said.

She squinted her eyes shut. She gripped her hands suddenly together and shook them hard.

I knew it! she muttered. I was sure, I was sure! I felt that something had happened to him!

He went into the Round-up Bar. Pudge knocked him out with the butt of a revolver. Larue was in the party. And now Taxi has disappeared. You have a right to know that. There are some other things. There was shooting in the Round-up Bar, this evening. I dont know why there should have been shooting when the butt of a gun had already done the work. But Ill find out other things later on. What I want now is information from you.

She kept her eyes closed, and since they were closed, she was swaying a little on the stool.

Whats this Taxi Ivors to you? snapped Silver.

Nothing. I never saw him before today.

Whats Taxi to you? he insisted.

Oh, she cried out, hes a lot. I never met any one like him. There is no one like him.

Is he a fast worker? asked Silver.

He didnt look at me, he didnt lift his eyes.

Thats because he has eyes that can be too easily remembered, said Silver. But if he means something to you, well get on better. I have an idea that it wasnt murder. I dont know why I feel so sure. Barry Christians men dont tap their victims over the head unless they want to take them alive. If theyve taken him alive, he may soon wish himself dead. Unless we can find him. But youll be able to help me.

I? said the girl. Then tell me how!

By telling me about yourself and Joe Feeley, said Silver.

Theres nothing to tell you, said the girl.

He shook his head.

Youll have to talk out if you want to help, he observed.

Ill tell you anything, she said.

Were you fond of Feeley?

No. I liked him. He was jolly. I wasnt fond of him.

Was Feeley fond of you?

Yes.

Youre sure of that, and what makes you so sure?

She hesitated, then crossed the kitchen, opened a cupboard, and from the far corner of a shelf she took out a handkerchief which she unknotted.

He gave me this, she said, and poured into the palm of Silvers hand a small, gleaming heap of gold dust.


XIII. READING SIGN
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SILVER TOOK SOME of that shimmering dust and sifted it through his fingers. The girl lifted her eyes to his face. He stood back.

Well? he demanded sternly. Where did he get it?

He didnt tell me. Somewhere in the hills. Somewhere near his cabin, I suppose.

Cabin? Did he have a cabin?

Theres an old shanty up yonder in the hills. I can show you where. He used to go up there every second day and look around for deer. He never shot a deer. He was no good with a rifle. He told me that he was born with an automatic in his fingers but that he never had worked much with a rifle. He couldnt hit a deer. But one day he came back here looking scared. He showed me some gold dust in the palm of his hand. Ive found it in the ground! he said. He was wild with excitement. I asked him if it were real gold. He said he didnt know but that hed see if it were good enough to buy a drink with. So he went downtown.

Silver nodded. Thats what killed him, then, he declared. When Feeley paid with gold dust, like a fool, the whisper about it came to Christian. He put his men on Feeleys trail. They found the place where the gold was washed. When Feeley came back to town, they followed him down and killed him so that he couldnt go back to his diggings. I dont suppose theres any doubt about that. It was after the first time that Feeley brought you this gold?

It was the next evening. He went down to the saloon, the Round-up Bar, and Pudge took the dust in payment for drinks, all right. Joe Feeley was half-crazy, when he came back and told me that. He said that he was going to wash a cool million out of the ground and marry me, and all that sort of thing. He was crazy.

What about you? asked Silver.

She shook her head. Gold is catching, she said. I was excited, too. I went to the dance with him in a fever. But I knew all the time that I didnt want to marry him. After the dance, that night, he wouldnt wait for the morning. He rolled his blanket and went off in the dark to get back to his cabin. I asked him where the place was where hed found gold.

He liked me, all right, but he didnt like me well enough to tell me that. He only laughed. You dont care about the place, he said. All youll need to care about is the gold that comes out of it. Im going to buy you. Im going to put you in one side of a scales and weigh you down with gold that I stack in the other side. Understand that? Thats the way he was talking. He was on fire. He told me that money wasnt money, unless it came out of the ground. He said that it was dirty stuff and there was murder on every penny of it, except what came out of the ground.

Poor Feeley, said Silver. Im sorry about him. If I only knew where that claim is — well, Id be able to find some of Christians men there, I suppose. And if I could find the men, I could trail them home, and if I trailed them home, Id be fairly close to Taxi — if hes still above ground. Sally, come out and point the way for me. Im going up to that shanty.

Itll be hard to find the place where he washed the gold, though, said the girl. Ive been up there three times, since poor Joe was killed. I know the lie of the land, up there, and Ive searched everywhere. I couldnt find a trace.

She put the gold into the handkerchief, knotted it, and offered it to Silver.

Take it, she said. I dont want it around me. Whenever I see it on the shelf, I think of poor Joe Feeleys face laughing and wrinkling up to the eyes. He was hard as steel, but he was a good fellow.

Silver made a gesture as though to refuse that gift, but presently he changed his mind and without a word dropped it into his pocket.

Parade took him swiftly over the flat of the Horseshoe plain and up the slope of the mountain. There were seventeen hands of Parade, but the wild years when he had run free, leading a herd, had made him as wisefooted as a mountain goat. He knew by a glance the rocks that would slide under foot and those which would remain firm. He knew how to zigzag up the steepest slopes and just that throw of the foot, coming downhill, which puts the frog of the hoof against slippery ground. He needed all of these arts before he brought Jim Silver to the cabin.

It was hardly worthy of the name. It was a mere lean-to that was propped against a rocky bank and it was made of a queer mixture of sapling poles and logs and thatch. Time had broken and warped and thinned it until the eye could glance out of it in almost any direction.

Silver, standing on the floor of beaten earth, took heed of the bunk that was built against the wall, the fireplace of blackened stones that stood in front of the door, the homemade stool, the table made by stretching across a pair of large stones two logs which had been flattened by ax work. That was about all there was to see.

There was a slight natural clearing in front of the shanty, and the pine trees shouldered up in close ranks all around this open place. The ground was rather rocky and thickly covered, in most places, by pine needles. There could hardly have been more unfavorable land for trailing, but that was what Silver had to do. Somewhere, from this starting point, one of the trails which Joe Feeley had made led to his gold strike. That trail Silver was determined to find.

He disregarded the immediate vicinity of the cabin but entering the trees, he laid out several large circles which cut across semiclearings in the woods, where the soft soil would take and hold the print of feet. After a time he began to locate trails that went out and in.

As for those which went out from the cabin, they made a hopeless proposition, because it seemed that Feeley, like the usual hunter, never went out in a fixed direction but left his cabin and rambled wherever fancy led him. It was plain that Silver could work for months on those signs without reaching a definite conclusion to his labor. The incoming trails, however, were more promising.

Two or three of them, to be sure, clambered up the mountains from lower ground, but the majority came in from above. And the strongest and freshest of the trails, as Silver made out after careful study, raking away pine needles, comparing sign for sign, had been covered a number of times. It might be that this was the trail from the gold strike.

In that case, it was rather strange that there were not tracks both incoming and outgoing. Since only incoming marks were visible, it might be that Feeley, fearing he might be observed, on each occasion had left his house and gone to his mine by a circuitous route. However, having arrived at the diggings and worked them, he probably had come back in a more or less straight line.

One thing was fairly certain. From the rounded nature of the little nuggets in that bit of gold which Silver was carrying, it was reasonably sure that the metal was water-washed and shaped. Therefore he could look for some water-course, not necessarily a new one, but perhaps some dry old bed from which the stream had been turned in the process of time.

Almost every step was a difficult one and meant dropping on his knees, often, to make sure of the impressions which he sought after. Sometimes, where there was a soft undermold and only a thin layer of pine needles on top, he scraped away the needles and found beneath them the sign he was looking for. He made ten failures for one success, but the successes eventually enabled him to chart a line, and the line of course gave him a direction.

It was laborious work but it was exciting, too. The sun was very strong, but there were blowing clouds, high up, and when they crossed the sun, a wave of cool shadow washed across the mountain and left Silver in a dull twilight. But the next moment there would be sun again shining through the treetops and gleaming on the upper surfaces of the thick branches, and spilling through like sheets of gold leaf on the carpet of pine needles.

Of course the trail had variations. If it were in fact laid down by the feet of Joe Feeley, he had not taken one single route even on his return trips, but had swung to the side here and there to avoid various trees or outcroppings of rock. Silver had to put together some dozen of these different routes before, in the end, he was able to mark the signs with a multitude of little twigs. From the twigs he finally charted the eventual line which, as it seemed to him, Feeley had been walking along.

By the time he came out of the heavy press of the pines to the comparative open, he found that his line of march pointed straight at a confusion of big mountain slopes. It was close to dusk. The sun was going down and he knew that he would have to wait until the next day before he resumed his work.

He did not return to the cabin. It seemed too dangerous a business. Therefore he took Parade a hundred yards away into a clearing where some good grass was growing. He had for his supper hard-tack and water out of a runlet. Then, while it was still faintly light, he rolled himself in a blanket on a bed of heaped pine needles and went to sleep.

A pale moon looked down and wakened him once during the night. Then he slept again until the first morning light commenced. The air was almost as cold as frost, but when he got up, he stripped and washed himself at that runlet of snow water. By the time the morning gray had turned to rose and the mountains were no longer black against the sky but beginning to take on some of the dawn color, he had breakfasted on a piece of hard-tack and was back at his work.

He was disheartened when he discovered how little ground he had covered the day before. But now, calculating his line with the greatest care, he saw that it pointed straight toward a mountain with a big, round-bellied slope that poured down to the south, opposite him. He gave up that step-by-step trailing and marched straight off to make a two-mile cast ahead.

The end of his march found him on the breast of the mountain stepping over shimmering rocks without a sign of footmarks anywhere about him. Nevertheless, as the heat increased, he went over the ground inch by inch. Anything, a single impression was all that he asked for. It was nearly noon before he gave up the task.

If the rocks showed nothing, perhaps it was simply because no foot had happened to strike on one of the few bits of soil that filled the hollows among the stones. Therefore he cast straight ahead over the mountain.

Again there was nothing before him.

Parade began to grow impatient. He had followed at the heels of his master during all of this time without finding more than a few salty shrubs to graze at. Now he started walking around and around Silver in a narrowing circle. It took a matter of life or death to close the mind of Silver to the wants of his horse, but life or death was exactly what might be in the balance now. So he went on through the fierce heat of the afternoon, rather hopelessly, because there was no sign of a watercourse before him or to either side. It seemed as if water could never have been there, but as though this terrible sun must always have dried the rocks to the core.

He stood up from the vain survey of a stretch of gravel when he heard a light rushing sound like wind in the distance. No wind came to him, however, though the sound continued. He hurried forward and found himself on the bank of a little stream that ran fast as though down a flume. There was no ravine. There were no trees to mark the course. There was simply this trench slanted across the face of the rock. And Silver felt that he had found what he wanted, at last.


XIV. THE PLACER

[image: img30.jpg]

HE CLIMBED DOWN the bank and looked at the water. Everything about this creek was extraordinary, but nothing more so than the fact that the little river had been able to pick up so much mud in the course of its journey across solid rock! It should have been as limpid as crystal!

It pointed, however, straight as a rifle barrel across the slope and into the mouth of a small valley filled with stunted pines, for the elevation was great and timber line was not so very high above them. In that valley the stream might pick up soil, though it was strange that there was such variation in the degree of muddiness. As Silver watched, he saw the current run almost clear, while the next moment it was clouded brown again.

He put his hands into the wash. Something struck his fingers. He pulled up his hand with a blade of green grass laid flat across the palm.

Then he understood, and smiled. A normal stream does not eat its banks away so fast, except in floods, that the green grass is taken down the current. Up yonder in that little valley of the pines men were digging away at the soil. Men were there washing the ground for the sake of the gold that was in it. He was as sure as though he had stood on the spot and observed them bending, working the pans, spinning the water around and around in them until the sediment cleared away and the scattering of brilliant yellow remained at the bottom.

He got on Parade now, and made a detour that took him up to the head of the valley. Already the day was slipping away from him. The sun was out of sight beyond the great western mountains, and the sunset would begin to pour its dim tides among the valleys very soon. He left Parade screened from view behind a grove of young pines that were barely taller than the head of the stallion; then he went down the creek, exploring.

Its headwaters were not far above. The waters had worked out a faint depression on the shoulder of the mountain, here. Then a little runlet came in from the left with a rush that turned both currents into a shining dance of many small waves. The steady growth of the pines began here, the trees bending away from the prevailing northwestern stream of the wind. A little farther down, two more sparkling rivulets of spring water joined the main stream which now began to meander through a shallow hollow.

Voices came up to Silver from that hollow. He got down on hands and knees to worm his way through some brush, and so he came within arms length of a man seated cross-legged on the ground with a rifle across his knees. If the fellow had not moved, Silver might not have seen him until too late.

Perhaps it was too late already!

Little by little, an inch at a time, Silver drew back. The sunset color was streaming with the clouds toward the south before he had maneuvered himself to another place where he lay out, propped on his elbows, and looked down on a busy scene. There were four laborers in the bottom of the hollow. They had stripped away the upper layer of thin turf and left bare a surface of black sand, or loam. This they were cradling, standing in the run of the water and spinning the mud out of the detritus until the small residue — Silver could guess what it was — was dumped into a common milk pail.

They finished working while Silver looked at them grimly. This was the mine that poor Feeley had discovered and for which he had died. Now, no doubt, Mr. Barry Christian was giving to his devoted followers one half of the loot while he kept the other half for himself. Perhaps he had taken a fortune out of the placer already; perhaps there were more fortunes left, though it seemed to Silver that the greatest part of the gold-bearing sand in the little valley had been already washed. It was a mere pocket of a richness at which Silver could not guess. At least Barry Christian had been willing to take a life for the sake of it; but there were varying reasons for which Christian would take life, and one of them was no more than that it satisfied his naked whim.

The old anger which had gathered in the heart of Silver so often when he so much as thought of the man returned upon him now, a dark and settled hatred.

They were ending work. The picks, shovels, and cradles were laid under a tree. The milk pail was emptied into a small-mouthed buckskin sack that had a good weight to it. It must contain, however, only what they had washed on this day.

In the meantime the riflemen from the head of the valley stood up and sauntered down to the miners. They all streamed out of the hollow and took their way on foot right across the brow of the hill.

Silver, watching them through the gathering veils of the dusk, saw them enter a deep pine wood, which extended over the head of a neighboring summit. He followed when the darkness had increased a little. From the very peak of the next hill he looked over the tips of the trees and saw what he had hoped to find, a thin drift of smoke that topped the trees and melted away toward the south in the wind. That was probably where they were camped, and that was where he must hope to find Taxi, if in fact there remained any hope of locating him.

Silver returned to the stallion. With the dusk the wind had risen, well-iced off the higher summits. He felt weak, a little feverish. He kept telling himself that he had done enough for this one day, and that a good nights rest was what he needed, after bending all those hours under the hot burden of that sun. But even while he argued against conscience, he knew that conscience would win, driving him sullenly on. For if Taxi were in fact alive in the hands of Christians wolfish men, he had probably been through something that was almost worse than death.

He rode Parade down to the verge of the woods. There were horses not far away, when they entered the trees. He could tell that because twice Parade threw up his fine head to whinny, and he had to lean over quickly and catch the horse by the nose in order to stifle the sound.

He dismounted. Already it was the darkness of night under the pines, with the wind blowing the fragrance and with it the icy cold into his lungs. At such a time the temptation is either to surrender or else to stride blindly forward. Silver did neither. The more impatient he grew, the more he took hold of himself with a mighty grip and steadied his nerves.

There in the dark, he made himself halt, and standing perfectly still, he listened to every sound that breathed through the trees. He lay down and with his face against the ground hearkened again. He could hear nothing except the natural noises of the forest, the sound of the wind like the rushing of a great water, and the occasional deep groan of a branch against another.

He went on, often bending over. For an eye close to the ground sees all silhouettes in a clearer proportion. But he did not see the house until he was right at the edge of the clearing. Even then he could not make out the line of it clearly, for a time, as the pine trees beyond it make a background into which it faded so perfectly, and the only lights were thin slits of yellow around the well-shuttered windows. The size of the place surprised Silver, when at last he had completed a survey of it.

After that, he took Parade back into the woods and by pressing a foot behind the knee of the stallion gave him the signal to lie down. There he would remain prostrate even if a forest fire blew raging toward him. Silver turned back to prospect his find.


XV. A NIGHT OF WAITING
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SILVER SPENT THE majority of that night gradually freezing to stiffness and trying to get at the house. But it was a hard job. There were two men on beats, walking constantly back and forth, and each of them carried a sawed-off shotgun. Inside the clearing there would be no chance for long-range shooting, and sawed-off shotguns would be more efficient than a whole battery of rifles.

That was the Barry Christian touch, the perfect proportioning of means to ends. It seemed to Silver that he could see that handsome face, and the tall, elegant body relaxed in some easy chair near an open fire, while Christian thumbed the pages of a book, contented, or lowered the volume to see his brilliant dreams of the future build themselves in the flames of the fireplace. And that thought, like fire in the blood, sustained Jim Silver through the freezing hours of the night.

Three times he retired to a distance and ran himself warm. Three times he came back and resumed the watch. It was hopeless. He kept telling himself that and yet he kept on waiting. If Taxi had ever been there, he was probably dead long before this. Christian was unlikely to have any use for him.

Very little happened to break up the terrible monotony of the wait. Once the kitchen door opened, and a Chinaman came out and threw a pan of dish-water far out on the ground. Silver saw the pock-marked deformity of that ugly face in profile as the man turned back toward the light.

In the deep middle of the night, two men came out, and took the places of the pair that had been standing guard. Silver, lying couched in the brush near by, heard the conversation between one pair. He who had been pacing with great strides up and down beside the house exclaimed now:

Yeah, and I thought youd never come. Youre an hour late, Scotty.

Steady, Pokey, said Scotty. Im right on the dot. Maybe five minutes late, but the Chink didnt wake me up till a minute ago. I came right out.

Its a fool business, anyway, said Pokey. Whats the good of walkin a man up and down till his heart freezes inside of him? I feel as if Id swallowed a chunk of ice. And whats the good of it? Ill tell you the good. Its the way that Christian has to show us that were the dogs and hes the driver. Thats the good of it.

Silvers on the job, said Scotty tersely, and a shudder ran through Jim Silver as he listened.

Silver? exclaimed Pokey. Silvers down there in Horseshoe Flat.

Hes left the Flat, said Scotty. We got word a while ago. It came up from Pudge. Silver has tumbled to things. He knows about all he needs to know.

How could he know? demanded Pokey.

I dont figure that. He went in and made a play at Pudge. Silver knows that Taxi was knocked flat with the butt end of Pudges gun, that Larue was on the job, and that a hole was shot in the ceiling. He guesses that Taxi was taken away alive by the boys. Is that enough for him to guess?

But how? groaned Pokey. How the devil could he make that out unless he threw a scare into Pudge?

Pudge dont scare, said Scotty. Pudge is fat, but he dont scare. Hes a fighting fool. I dont know how Silver made it all out. Theres no use asking. Better ask a bloodhound how it manages to follow a trail.

I dont understand nothing, complained Pokey. I dont make out what Taxi is to Silver, anyway.

Silver must have sent for him. Thats all. And Silvers the sort that never lets up when a partner of his gets into a pinch. He goes through hell if he has to, but he never lets up. Its the nature of the fool.

Aye, said Pokey. And I hope he never gets his fool hands on me!

He went back to the house, while Silver gritted his teeth over the news that he had heard.

Yet, as he circled cautiously around the house, wondering what chance might come to him, hour by hour there was no opening. The house was entirely dark now, and around the cabin the two guards maintained a perfect watch, striding up and down with their sawed-off shotguns ready. Not once did they pause, even to make and light a cigarette. Not even Roman sentinels could have been truer to their posts.

And then the morning began, with definite notice to Silver that the end of his vigil was approaching. He felt a shuddering sense of rage and disappointment. He could have groaned aloud.

For one thing, he had not made out from the talk of the pair even so much as whether Taxi were alive or dead, though it seemed certain from what they had said that he had been alive when he was taken from the Round-up Bar.

In the meantime, he could see the fellow called Scotty more and more clearly, as the morning light commenced. He could see the steam of his breathing, and the glistening of his long mustache, and the resolute sway of his big shoulders.

And now chance for the first time inclined to Silver, for Scotty, as the light freshened, leaned his shotgun against a tree and made a moments pause to swing his arms and bring the blood back into warm circulation through his body.

Silver, rising as a cat rises from its long vigil beside the rat hole, slipped from behind his patch of brush to the rear of the tree. He was there as Scotty turned to pick up the shotgun. Instead, he got Silvers fist against his chin and dropped in a heap.

Silver gathered him up, propped the heavy, loose burden in his arms, and carried him swiftly back among the trees.

By the time Silver put him down with his shoulders against the roots of a big pine, Scotty was already opening his eyes and muttering. The chilly muzzle of a revolver laid under his chin, after Silver had found and taken the mans own gun, quickly restored Scotty to his full senses. He tried to sit up, realized exactly his position, and sank his big shoulders back against the roots, that projected like knees above the ground.

Scotty, said Silver, do you know me?

I never saw you before, said Scotty. But youre Silver.

Then you know, said Silver, that Im not here to waste time, brother?

Right, said Scotty.

I want to know, said Silver, whether Taxis alive or dead.

He— began Scotty, and then closed his teeth with a click.

Mind you, said Silver, it would be a pleasure to me to lift the top off your head. Is that clear?

Scotty locked his jaws, and said nothing.

I count to three, said Silver, and then Heaven help you!

He counted slowly, and at the third count the body of Scotty stiffened, his eyes shut tight.

Silver pulled the gun away from his chin.

All right, he said. You win, Scotty. Only its a pity that good stuff like you should work with Barry Christian. Roll over on your face. Im going to tie and gag you. I wont choke you. I know how to do the trick.

Without a word, Scotty turned on his face, and Silver took out some strong twine that was always in a pocket of his clothes and tied his man securely. Scottys own bandanna, well knotted, made a sufficient gag.

Then Silver stood up gloomily. He had secured his retreat, to be sure, but that was his total accomplishment after two long days of labor.

A voice called from the house: Scotty! Where are you, Scotty?

Silver stepped quietly back among the trees until he could see the face of the house once more, and beside it he observed the form of an ape-like man standing at the top of what were apparently the cellar stairs. The creature was blinking as he stared around him, as though even the light of this pale day were unaccustomed.

Hey, Scotty! he repeated, more loudly. Where are you, Scotty? Aint you goin to bring me my coffee? Hey, Scotty! Coffee! And a shot of whisky for Taxi, will you?

It seemed to Silver, as he heard that last word, that he was repaid for the entire length of his vigil. He kneeled behind the brush that had sheltered him before.

Just inside one of the shuttered windows he heard a voice say: Aw, shut up and leave us sleep and go get it yourself, will you?

The man by the cellar stairs turned and stared at the window from which the voice had come. Then he nodded and strode with a waddling step toward the rear of the house. He turned out of view around the corner.

For half a breath, Silver considered. If that voice through the shutter had come from one who had merely wakened and turned in bed, he was safe. If it came from a man on the alert behind the window, he would be running straight into the face of death. However, his hesitation endured only that instant. Then he started up and ran rapidly over the ground toward the cellar entrance.

It was wide and clear before him. There was the dark descent into the black of the underground room which was only half relieved by the light that burned down there.

He went down those steps in two bounds, and came, gun in hand, into the presence of a body that lay sprawling on the beaten earth of the floor. It was like a dead thing; it lay with body uncomposed, as a lifeless creature would fall. One blood-soiled bandage was wrapped around the head. The face was battered almost out of human shape and covered with cuts intermingling with the bruises, and crusted over with dry scabs of blood. He was able to recognize Taxi more by the slender frame of him and the shape of the head than by the features.

He gave one look upward toward the floor above which the men of Barry Christian, and perhaps Christian himself, were living. If all their lives had been in his palm then, he would have closed his grip. Then he sank to his knees and picked up the senseless man.

He treated that limp figure carelessly enough, throwing it like a half-filled sack over his shoulder. The hands of Taxi dangled lifelessly about his knees. But, held in this manner, with one arm he could manage the weight of Taxi, and with the other hand he could fight his way, if there were need.

Then he ran lightly up the cellar steps, a drawn gun ready in his grasp.

As he came up, he could see that the rose of the morning was now thoroughly staining the zenith; when he reached the open level, coming as he did out of semidarkness, it was like issuing into the brightness of midday. The trees around the clearing seemed to be polished with dew; they shimmered softly before him. He heard, in the house, the voice of the Chinaman raised in a shrill protest, and then the laughing, booming voice of the ape man as he issued again from the house, letting a door slam behind him.

Silver was running toward the trees, as he heard this. He ventured no glance behind him, for he knew that at any instant the ape man would turn the corner of the house and see him. And the trees drew closer and closer. The green gloom of them was more than a blue heaven to Silver.

And then: Hey! Help! Help!

An automatic opened behind him with a rattling purr.

Another voice yelled on a shrill, echoing note: Silver! Silver! Hes here!

A rifle struck out a more ringing, a more metallic note, and then Silver was with his burden among the trees. He was unhurt, if only that senseless body which was loosely pendant from his shoulder had not been struck!

He whistled.

Behind him, as he ran, he heard many voices shouting. He heard the squeal of a horse that was being mounted and started to a run by the cruel thrust of a spur into velvet flanks. And in front of him he heard the crashing of brush and the beating of hoofs; he saw the glimmer and then the whole body of Parade coming like a bird to the nest!

He swung his burden over that mighty back, mounted, and set Parade off at a large-striding gallop.

They broke out from the trees. Before them was the gradual and falling slope of the mountainside over which the morning was now brightening. Behind him the beating of hoofs sounded like a confused pulse in his ears. The arms and the legs of Taxi flopped up and down like the foolish, stuffed limbs of a doll. Silver cut to the left, and with one cry let Parade know that he was running for his life.


XVI. THE GORGE
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THE BEST COURSE for ultimate safety was straight back through the mountains toward Horseshoe Flat. But that was a helpless and hopeless ideal of safety. There had to be considered, first of all, that one horse must carry two men. And though there were seventeen hands of Parade, though no horse in the mountains could match strides with him, even his strength could not endure that weight for long.

That was why Silver sent him slanting across the long down slope as fast as he could leg it. He could only hope to put between him and the enemy a sufficient distance, early in the race, so that he could hide from the pursuit.

And that would be like trying to hide raw meat from hunting cats.

He picked up Taxi by the middle and steadied that loose bulk before him. The head of Taxi fell back on Silvers shoulder and jounced crazily up and down, up and down. Sometimes it flopped off the support and had to be replaced.

It was no time to be nice. Silver turned his head to the side and grasped a lock of Taxis hair between his teeth. That steadied the bouncing of the head. He could give both hands to the support of the body. It seemed to be broken at every joint, and a terrible fury came up in Silver that made him want to turn and charge straight back into the teeth of destruction.

There came destruction itself in the form of five riders who had swept out of the woods far behind him.

They were far behind now, and they would be still farther to the rear after the stallion had maintained this pace for a few moments. For Parade, summoned by the voice that called out to him from between the teeth of his master — a deep, groaning, appealing voice — was flinging himself over the ground with the fullness of his might.

With side glances, his head turned, Silver counted again the men behind him. He who came first was that same ape man from whose immediate hands he had stolen the prisoner. Behind him at a good distance, gaining steadily because their bulk was less in the saddle, were three more. And last of all and most of all came a man who would have been by himself enough to occupy all the brains, the cunning, the experience, the fighting hands of Jim Silver.

He knew that upright carriage, that air almost of disdain, that calm indifference with which the rider was sweeping his horse over the broken ground. Even at that distance he thought that he could tell the magnificent silhouette of the head and shoulders against the rose of the morning sky. For that was Barry Christian!

He was to the rear now. There were lighter weights in front of him, far in the lead; but before the end he was sure to be in the forefront. Merely by the gigantic power of his will he would get from his horse more than any other man could summon.

Then Taxi roused from unconsciousness.

His eyes opened, and Silver saw the flash of the pale eyes, turned up toward the flames in the sky. A faint, twisting smile touched the lips. Then the eyes closed again.

They opened once more. They turned with a vague, struggling glance on Silver and remained on his face.

Silver! said the faint and groaning voice of Taxi.

Were going to beat them, Taxi, said Silver.

He no longer steadied the head of Taxi by holding the lock of hair between his teeth. That head no longer joggled and bounced lifelessly, but was sustained almost steadily by the mans own strength. His body seemed a lifeless pulp, but there was life in the head and eyes. A little life in the hands, also; for now one of them gripped the back of the saddle to take some of the strain away from Silver.

Taxi looked back.

He saw, behind him, the streaming flight of the five riders in pursuit. Their yelling voices sounded in his ear like the voices of so many hawks, screaming in the sky. And he was the prey that an eagle had seized on and was bearing off toward safety.

His brain was still clouded. It had seemed to him, at first, that he was borne through a sort of cold fire, a world of cold fire. He was dead then. He was dead, and his soul was carried on rushing wings through the flames of hell. Soon they would winnow him with ethereal heat, but now they were still at a distance.

Then the agony of his body called him back to life in a realer measure. He was aware of the strong arms that upheld him. The gallop of Parade forced the cold sweetness of the morning air into his lungs. He could think, and his first thought was of what motive worked behind the brown face of his deliverer.

In the beginning all was mystery. How this one man could have entered the house of the enemy and taken a senseless body out — that was the greatest mystery of all.

Why, now, he risked his life by making his horse carry double in a race which must be lost if it endured long was another thunderstroke to the brain of Taxi.

There was some hidden reason, of course. People dont do things unless they have a reason. The preservation of his life was important in the eyes of Silver. Otherwise Silver would not be there. What that importance might be was a closed book to Taxi. But he was willing to wait for developments. There are many things in this life which cannot be solved by the first glance of the eye.

And above all that was strange was this sense of being cared for by the brain, the courage, the skill of a stranger. There was no bond between them. They had entered into no partnership. They belonged to no crowd.

Back in the memory of Taxi remained the words that he had overheard between Silver and the girl. Silver had said that Taxi would be his care. But it could not be that there was no profound cause for that care.

In the basement of the house of Barry Christian, there in the mountains, gold was packed in many little buckskin sacks. That, perhaps, was the reason at the base of all. Behind every mystery there is always a question of money, if you look far enough!

So these thoughts struggled through the mind of Taxi as Parade rushed him forward through the cool morning air. Sometimes his physical agony made all thoughts a blank, but he kept the screaming of his nerves far back, as a rule, buried in a corner of his consciousness. When things like this were happening, it was no time to be aware of mere bodily pain.

A ravine opened to the right.

They swept down it with a speed increased by the greater slope. It seemed impossible that the shoulders of any horse could endure the frightful strain that was falling on the forelegs of Parade. But he was all steel — all steel under a golden sheathing.

A smile came again over the face of Taxi as he muttered: What a horse!

Silver said nothing. He rode with the grip of his legs only, his hands and arms supporting the body of Taxi. Now and then he turned his head a little to measure the increasing distance between him and the men behind. They were yelling no longer. They were saving brains and breath for the work of jockeying their horses to a greater and a greater speed.

Now Parade swept out of the ravine into a more open valley. Silver groaned as he saw it, and Taxi could understand why.

The going underfoot was smooth enough, but the floor of the valley stretched before them endlessly without so much as a tree to give a hint of shelter. To the left there were trees enough, to be sure. There was a great wave of brush and pines that swept on up the mountain, and in which they well might hide themselves. But on the nearer side of the narrow canyon there was no more than an occasional lone tree.

Whats up? asked Taxi.

Were done for, said Silver through his teeth. Parade is almost finished. Theres no cover. And we cant stand off five men when one of em is Barry Christian.

That was simple mathematics. No, they could not stand off five men when one of them was Barry Christian!

Far behind them came the enemy, streaking. Tasxi, as he glanced back, saw them waving their hats in circles, a certain sign that they considered the battle won.

Then Silver with one sharp call brought Parade to a halt, and flung himself down to the ground.

Still with his hand he supported the limp body of Taxi.

Taxi said: Go on, you fool! Let em have me. You cant beat em. But if youre riding alone in the saddle this pony will walk away from that crowd. Go on, Silver. I dont know what you expect to get back from me, but its not worth the price!

Silver made no answer. He had cut off the reins close to the head stall of the hackamore which served him instead of a bridle. Now, with the reins, he lashed the feet of Taxi beneath the belly of the stallion, and, drawing Taxi forward flat on his face, tied his hands with full force around the neck of Parade.

Next he picked up the light end of a fallen tree trunk that lay close to the verge of the little ravine. Years had stripped away its foliage. He upended it, walked it up into the air, and let it topple forward.

Crouched forward, tense with anxiety, Taxi saw Silver standing as the trunk fell straight and true across the dozen yards that separated the walls of the little ravine. It dropped with such force that it seemed certain that the slender tip of the tree would be broken off. But there was seasoned strength in the long, fragile sapling. The tip of it recoiled and bounced up from the shock, and the long trunk lay trembling across the breach.

Taxi could understand now. It was a sort of bridge that Silver had laid down across the stream with this one swift gesture. But what living man could cross such a structure, what walker of the loose wire, even, could step across that trembling, uncertain, rolling support?

The thought of walking was not in Silvers mind, however. But, swinging out from the near side of the gorge, he grasped the round of the trunk between his hands and so carried himself on, swinging pendulous from his hands, taking one great arm haul after another like a sailor on a rope.

That was the meaning of the big shoulders, the long and powerful arms.

To the left, rushing down the valley, came the five, with big Barry Christian already in the lead and pulling a rifle out of its sheath as he saw what went on before him. To win Taxi, to win the great horse, Parade, might be something; but it was nothing compared with the loss of such a prize as Silver. That was plain.

Taxi saw that Silver was close to the farther end of the trunk. He saw the meager tip of the tree bend, sag terribly, slip away at the point where it rested on the opposite rock. And then feebly Taxi yelled the warning, and saw the tree go down. Silver disappeared.

No, it seemed as though a mysterious hand caught and buoyed him up in mid-air while the trunk leaped like a living thing into that hundred-foot abyss.

Some projecting ridge, invisible to the eyes of Taxi at that angle, had been found by the catlike feet of Silver as the man fell. Now he was swarming up the face of the rock, standing on the top of it, shouting a wild appeal to Parade.

For what? To come to him!

The breath left the body of Taxi as the great stallion came to the edge of the ravine, so that Taxi could look down into the chasm and hear and see the white frothing of the stream. It sang on a hollow note, prolonged by endless echoing.

On the verge of the gorge Parade reared. The strength of his neighing sent a great shudder through the body of Taxi. Then the big horse whirled and ran back.

With dizzy eyes, as Parade turned, Taxi saw the men of Christian racing toward him. Christian himself, well in the lead, was firing shot after shot, not attempting to level the rifle from his shoulder on that racing horse, but shooting it from the ready. How closely he was edging the target was told by the keen wasp sounds that darted by the ears of Taxi.

And now, turning back toward the gorge, Parade rushed it at full speed. He was going to try the leap. Taxi knew that. There was no more turning the massive rush of the horse than of checking a huge avalanche.

That was as good a way as any, when a man had to die. Better than the torturing hands of Babe.

Then Parade left the ground with a wrench that jerked Taxi far to the side. Along the flank of the stallion he lay bunched beside the saddle. Beneath him he saw the white of the churning water. They seemed to hang in mid-air. They dropped. The hoofs of Parade struck the rock with a force that drove Taxi almost under his belly.

The big stallion was still struggling to gain a footing on the ledge when consciousness left Taxi.


XVII. THE CARE
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WHEN TAXI RECOVERED his wits, he lay in semidarkness with a smell of moist earth strong in his nostrils. When he stirred, the voice of Silver said beside him, in a whisper:

Be still! Dont stir! Dont breathe.

Taxi turned his head. He was looking out toward the source of light now, and against it he could see the dull shimmer of gold along the flank of Parade. Outside, toward the open air, there were other noises now. There was trampling through brush, and the sound of voices far off, answered nearer at hand.

Then two were speaking close by.

That was Pokey who cried out: Hes got to be around here, somewhere. Jim Silver and his horse cant evaporate, can they?

Dont ask me what the devil they can do, said Barry Christian.

Well, Ill crawl back into this here cave, said Pokey.

You fool, said Christian. Even if a man could get back in there under the rock, how could a horse do it? Lie on its side and crawl like a snake?

Yeah, said Pokey. But a man could get back in there.

Youll find Silver where you find the horse, said Christian firmly. I know it in my bones. Ive always known it. Therell be no end to Silver until theres an end to the horse. The two of them are tied together.

Theres Babe yelling down there in the hollow. Blast him, hes the one that lost Taxi for us! cried the high, snarling voice of Pokey.

Babe did everything he was able to do, said Christian, with surprising moderation. I was the fool to leave Taxi in the hands of Babe after I knew that Silver had started on the trail. There was no way for Silver to trail us, but I might have known that he would find us, in the end. And how could Babe tell that Scotty had been caught and gagged by Silver? Theres no one to blame except the devil thats inside Jim Silver, and that devil Ill have out of his body. One day Ill see what his heart is made of, or hell see mine.

He said this with a calm determination that baffled Taxi. It was as though the man had seen the future and knew to a degree what it held. And he thought of that intellectual and cruel face, and it seemed to Taxi that it would be worth while to die at once, if only he could first put a bullet through the brain, between the eyes of Barry Christian.

The voices retreated, after a time, and left Taxi to the long agony of his bruised body.

Half a dozen times, during the next few days, voices again came by them, very close, and half a dozen times they went away again before, at last, Silver said:

Were going to chance it and get out in the sun. The sun may do more for you than I can.

There had been, in the interim, such care from the hands of Silver as it seemed only a physician could give. He went out once a day to go to a distance, cut a burden of grass, trap fresh meat, cook it, and then carry the supplies back to the darkness of the cave. That was how Taxi and Parade were supported during the interim of twilight in that refuge. Then, with his saddlebags as buckets, Silver carried in water for the horse and fell to his usual occupation of massaging the invalid.

He seemed to need no light; but, as one who knew every muscle like an anatomist, he carefully rubbed the battered body of Taxi. It was agony to endure. It was exhausting, at first, to such a degree that Taxi always fell into a long sleep, after the massage had ended. But with each treatment more use of his limbs returned to him.

He did not need to be carried, when Silver at last gave the word and they went from the inner into the outer cave. There, lying prone on the verge of the golden day, with the sun soaking through his clothes, reaching his body with healing fingers of warmth, Taxi saw the mystery solved.

The inner cave was blocked off from the outer by two great rocks, under which there was left a hole through which a man could barely crawl. But Silver, grasping the lower edge of one of those boulders, gradually managed to turn it until it fell clear and crashed against the side wall. Then it seemed to fit into an old notch, and Silver called to Parade, who came out like a huge dog, flat on his belly, crawling and scratching until he was through and at last stood in the sun and threw up his head to neigh his delight in the world.

Stop him! cried Taxi. Dont let him whinny — theyll hear sure as shooting!

Silver shook his head. Weve stopped playing safe. Were taking chances now, he said.

Taxi lay back and wondered at him.

In fact, Silver set to work to make a home of this place, since he had decided that they were to take chances and no longer live a secret existence.

He made a fireplace of stone, in front of the cave and just to the side of it, so that as little smoke as possible might blow inside. He cut down with a hand ax a quantity of pine boughs and saplings to build two huge, soft beds of the fragrant evergreens. He built two windbreaks that cost him a whole days labor. And when the next storm came they had reason to be thankful for the shelter.

In the meantime, Taxi increased in strength each day. The diet was cold water, unsalted meat, and certain roots which Silver baked with the meats; besides, there were herbs to make a green salad and go down with the meat.

There was a great, hollow-topped rock near the entrance to the cave. That hollow Silver filled with water every day, and then built a fire about the rock until the water inside it was hot. To that he carried Taxi and gave him as warm a bath as he could stand, followed by massage.

That was a help, but most of all to make the cure, the heat of the sun was at work every day. Silver made Taxi lie out stripped in the white fire that fell through the trees, and the searching heat went to the very marrow of his bones.

Every day he could do more. He could crawl. He could prop himself up on his arms and sit with his back against a tree: Then he could pull himself up along the tree and stand. Finally he could walk, brief, tottering steps.

He was never still while he was awake. To regain control of himself was his present goal. He bent every energy of his keen brain to the task. As soon as he could use a muscle, he was at it constantly. He got a gun from Silver and, sitting under the tree, practiced for hours, making the draw from whatever part of his clothes held the weapon.

It was not like his automatics. It was a big single action Colt with a huge barrel that had, in length, at least four extra inches added. The trigger had been filed away. The sights were filed off, also. And the hammer worked on an easy spring, so that it could be fanned.

There was practically no conversation between him and Silver, because he felt it was dishonorable for him to ask Silver what the hidden purpose behind the rescue might be, and until Silver told him, there was a barrier between them. However, he could at least ask why this weapon pleased Silver more than an automatic.

Silver answered the question readily enough.

When you use an automatic, he said, the kick of the first shot throws the gun out of line for the second one. Youre not placing every shot with care. Youre sprinkling lead out of a hose, so to speak, and none of the drops may hit the bulls-eye. Besides, the mechanism of an automatic will go out of shape, now and then; and if its only once in a thousand times, that once is enough to be the death of you, I suppose.

It seemed to Taxi a fine calculation of chances, this last bit of the argument.

As for the rest, he answered: Im fair with my automatics. They shoot pretty straight for me. Will you let me see you work?

Certainly, said Silver.

It had seemed to Taxi that there had been just a shade of boasting about the previous comparison between a single-shot, old-fashioned Colt and the newest pride of the gunsmiths. Now, moved by a malicious impulse, he picked up two small rocks from the ground beside him and tossed them high in the air.

All right, said Taxi, and watched not the rocks but the effect on the man.

Even so, it seemed to him that there was no actual move of the hand to get a heavy gun from under the coat. There was merely a double flash and then the double report of a gun, fired from just a little above the hip.

Taxi looked up. But there were no longer two black spots falling through the air. The stones had disappeared.

Taxi continued to stare upward for a moment at the unstained blue of the sky. It was for him a moment of awe and wonder. In all his days he never had encountered a man who was his master with weapons, but now he realized that this big, brown-faced man was his superior as far as he himself was the master of some green novice, almost.

Pretty good, said Taxi, and fell back into his usual long silence.

The day came, however, when he could endure it no longer. It was a bright morning. Down the slope between the trees he could see a solitaire, the loveliest of songsters, lifting itself from the top of a shrub by the wild joy of its own music and then descending again to its perch only to be blown upward again on an entrancing cloud of song. Something came out of that song into the soul of Taxi. He could not exactly say what it was; but he knew that, as he listened, a great panorama unrolled in his mind. It was not of towering skyscrapers and shadowed streets and alleys that he thought, but he saw now big-shouldered and hard-flanked mountains, gaunt as athletes, thrusting their heads at the sky, the white of the summits hardly paler than the sun-drenched shining of the heavens. And it seemed to Taxi that he had found a thing which he could never live without again.

It was strange. It was like discovering a new food without which one could not exist and which could only be found far from ones old haunts.

The bird sang, and, as it ended, Silver said quietly: Ive known people who shot singing birds.

That was all. Taxi could not tell why, but the words drove back a bolt in his heart and made him exclaim:

Silver, why did you do it? Why did you risk your neck to help me? What can you get out of me?

Why did I do it? asked Silver. He looked at Taxi with a strange twinkle in his eyes. Why, I dont know, he concluded. He went on with his work of cutting up venison into gobbets of the right size to be impaled on a wooden spit and turned at the fire.

That was when Taxi made up his mind. Whatever went on inside the brain of Silver, the man was too cunning, too subtle for him. He would have to get away. He wanted with all his heart to ask Silver what plan they could execute together against Barry Christian. But he would ask no more questions. He decided, then and there, to escape from this too formidable companion the first time opportunity came his way.


XVIII. DEPARTURE
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THE SIMPLEST AND first idea was to leave in the night. The second thought, however, was better. At night, Silver slept more lightly than a wild cat, and, besides, the stallion gave his master warning whenever the least sound came near to the camp. It would be awkward to explain to Silver, if he were found stealing off in the middle of the dark. But every day Silver was gone for a considerable time, and that was when Taxi decided that he would make his start.

He had climbed the hill near the cave, and from the top of it he could look down across the valley where Parade had leaped the ravine. He could also see, across the higher level, two ranch houses. From one of those places he could borrow a horse and make tracks for the cabin where he had been a prisoner. The great Barry Christian probably was no longer there. He must have moved on long before. But perhaps there would be in the house some clew as to the direction in which the gang had fled.

So in the prime of the morning Taxi lay stretched on a bit of sunny turf and watched Silver saddle the stallion and prepare to ride off.

Youll be able to stand a saddle before long, said Silver.

Another week, Taxi answered.

Another week? echoed Silver, and then sighed a little.

It was the first time that he had shown the least impatience, and it seemed to Taxi that it was just the same as receiving marching orders.

The moment that Silver was gone, Taxi took a broad white chip and wrote on it with a scrap of charcoal:

DEARSILVER: Sorry to go without saying good-by, but Im getting overdue in other places. What your game was with me as one of the cards I dont know. Anyway, I owe you my neck and Im a man who pays.

TAXI

When he had written that, he reconsidered for a moment, remembering above all a certain smile that was often on the lips of Silver, a quiet and brooding smile which only came when he was in silence, looking across the sweep of the mountains, or contemplating Parade as the big horse grazed in the meadow. What went on in the head of Silver at those times baffled Taxi. It was the memory of these moments that made him doubt, to a slight degree, that he was right in attributing to Silver some practical motive in the saving of his life. However, this touch of conscience was by no means sharp. The whole experience of Taxi had been teaching him that one cannot get something for nothing in this world.

He stood up, put on his coat, and brushed it off, looking down at the cloth with a rueful face, for it was spotted with grease and bloodstains into which dust had worked deep. No cleaning process could ever make it presentable again.

Then he struck off across country at an easy run.

On the way, he decided that borrowing horses might be a bad idea. In this part of the world men were said to lynch horse thieves more readily than they strung up murderers. They made a fine point of the matter, saying that the greatness of the crime could not be judged by the value of the horse. There was a profound moral reason or superstition hidden somewhere in their minds.

So Taxi went straight up to the first ranch house, and when an old, bent man with a tuft of goats beard on his chin came to the screen door, he said that he wanted to buy a horse.

The old man got out a pair of spectacles and put them on the end of his nose to stare at Taxi.

What would a man be doin out here in the middle of nowhere without a horse? asked the rancher.

I was heading for Horseshoe Flat, said Taxi, and last night, while I was asleep, somebody must have gumshoed up and stolen my saddle. He got my horse, too, and left me to hoof it.

Well, said the old man, a gent thats ready to steal a hoss is ready to steal a saddle, too, I reckon. Well go out and take a look at some ponies.

He took Taxi out to a big corral where stood a roan with an ugly Roman nose and a gray with a more dainty head.

You take your pick, said the rancher. We got one price on most of our mustangs. Either of themll cost you fifty bucks, and I guess the grays a likely lookin pony, eh?

The gray looks well, said Taxi. Ill take the roan.

The old man grinned suddenly at him. You looked like a tenderfoot, he admitted. But maybe they have hosses in your home parts, too.

It wasnt necessary for Taxi to tell him that human nature and human pastimes were very much the same in all parts of the world. Men in the East may ride differently, but some of them can ride and ride well. So he simply picked out an old saddle and bridle, paid his bill, and wondered, as he received his change, at the peculiarly slipshod methods of Barry Christian and his men, who had satisfied themselves by taking his guns and leaving him with all his money, to say nothing of the complete burglar kit which was tucked away in the seams of his clothes and in his shoes.

He rode straight across country, from that spot, and sent the tough little roan dodging among the pine trees that surrounded the house where Barry Christian had been, as confidently as though he had received definite notice that the gang had vacated the place.

Of course, he was right. There was not a sign of a human being about the cabin. When he went inside, he found many tokens of a quick departure. In the kitchen pantry there was still a good deal of flour in the bin, a quantity of canned goods on the shelves, and a fine ham totally untouched. He found an unopened can of tobacco in the living room, together with some books.

He went scenting through that house for something that might give him a clew to use on the road. He got down to the cellar, at last, where the morning sun slanted down the steps and made a thin slit of gold on the moist earth of the floor.

It seemed to him that he could see himself lying there, a ghost, with Babe sitting near by canted to one side in his chair, reading a newspaper by candlelight. The illusion was so strong that it chilled him and made him want to get out again into the full glare of the sun.

He paused, first, at the spot where the little buckskin sacks of gold had been ranged. There on the ground glittered a few particles left from the handful which he had spilled on the night when he attempted his escape.

The sight of them made him feel again the old agony by which he had passed across the floor and up the steps.

Even the manner in which he had opened the locks of his manacles had not caused them to look for a picklock on his person. And in some ways, he decided, Barry Christian and his men were actually a simple lot.

He went back to the main floor of the house again, but still he could find nothing really worthy of his attention, except his own image as he went by a mirror. He stopped and stared at himself. He looked thinner and older. Here and there on his face appeared thin streaks of fading green — the last of the bruises which Babe had beaten into his flesh. And for the thousandth time he wondered, as he stood there, what he would do to Babe when fortune and his good right hand made him at last the master of the brute.

He remembered what Tony the Greek had done in that house on Eighth Street. Tony had walled his dearest enemy into the cellar foundations. Tony was a good mason, and he had built a neat new wall that was exactly like the other walls. He built in his enemy until the bricks and mortar came up to the chin of the man. Then he let him stay there, said report, for three days, until the poor devil went screaming crazy. Then Tony used to go down into his cellar and sit with a bottle of wine and sandwiches and eat and drink and laugh when the crazy man screamed, because it was a subbasement, and not a sound could drift up from it to the street. After a while, Tony built up the rest of the wall to the ceiling, over the yelling lips of the crazy man, and it was not for five years that the dead body was discovered when the house was torn down.

They never did anything to Tony for that neat bit of work. Tony had, in fact, gone up Salt Creek two years before the discovery was made.

And when Taxi looked back on that thought, he decided that Tonys way might be a very good way with Babe.

After Babe — or, really, before him — there was Charlie Larue. That would not be hard, and it would be very pleasant, because Charlie would never be able to face him again. Charlies nerve was gone and would never come back so long as Taxi was in the vicinity.

Finally, there was Barry Christian.

That was a different matter. Even Jim Silver had not been able to put Christian in his pocket, except for one occasion. And, grudgingly, bitterly, Taxi surmised that Silver was a better man than he. Better, at least, with a gun, and armed with mysterious motives which were beyond human comprehension, motives that made him venture his life to rescue a stranger who had no possible claims upon him, motives that made him put himself inside the power of the Christian outfit for days and days to nurse the sick man.

Mere humanity could not account for this. There was something very deep about it, and Taxi felt a shuddering awe for a man whose secret purposes were so well and so darkly concealed.

He got out of the log cabin, at last, and remounted the roan.

Where should he go next? Somewhere Barry Christian and his men were probably splitting up the gold dust in shares and preparing to spend the profits. Somewhere Taxi must get on their trail again. But the West seemed very big to him, as he sat there on the horse, while the roan thrust out its stubborn head against the bit.

Something else was moving uneasily in the mind of Taxi. He could not place it, at first. It was like a hunger for a certain sort of food, just as a man will yearn suddenly for cheese and beer, or for steak and onions, and it was only after a long moment that he realized what the thing was that troubled him with desire.

He wanted to see the girl again!

That seemed to Taxi the strangest moment in his life, as he sat there among the pine trees with a triple man trail stretching dimly before him and realized that he wanted to see a mere girl. He tried to tell himself that she was simply a kitchen drudge. He tried to remember disagreeable things, such as the way her hair had been stuck in dark wisps against the perspiration of her forehead, and how the streak of dishwater had stained her apron, and how her hands had been reddened and roughened by hard work. But, though he could recall these things, he could also see in his mind how the youth and strength had kept rising and shining in her eyes. He could see the brown of her forearm and the round white of her upper arm. He could see the blue vein in it.

It was dangerous for him to go back to Horseshoe Flat. It was the last place in the world for him to go to, because when he was seen, he would be spotted, and word would go to Pudge, and from Pudge it would go to the gang.

Suppose that he brought an action against Pudge for assault and battery? He smiled at that. It would be a funny thing if he ever used the law on his side of the fence. It was too funny even to be thought of.

Suddenly he loosed the reins and started the roan straight down through the hills in the direction of the Flat.


XIX. TAXI TALKS
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THERE WAS TIME to waste, after he was close to the town. He spent it idly in a thicket, lying out on his stomach with his elbows on the ground and his chin in his hands.

He kept thinking. It wasnt about the Christian gang that he thought so much, but chiefly about Silver, and then about the girl. After a time, as the sun went down, he was not thinking of Silver at all, but only about the girl.

Ive been the fall guy, around here. Ive been a dud. Every time she thinks about me, she laughs, he told himself.

Then it was dark, and he rode slowly in toward Horseshoe Flat. She would have finished serving supper, by this time. She would be clearing off the dishes from the long table. The men would be sitting about, rocking back in their chairs and smoking cigarettes. Some of them would use toothpicks of wood or quills. These fellows out in the West had queer manners. But small things dont matter in a mans make-up.

He got down to the town, rode around to the boarding house, tied the roan across the street, three houses up, and then came to the back door of the Creighton place. He had worked everything out, and now there was the rattling of dishes in the kitchen. She began to sing.

That darkened the mind of Taxi. As if she gave a rap about him! But of course she didnt give a rap. He was just a bum, a fall guy that every one kicked around.

It was a funny thing that he should have got her on his mind. Back there in the Big Noise there were some blondes who would have chucked everything to belong to him. There were some real steppers, who knew about him and how he could fade through steel walls and get right at the secret mind of the biggest sort of safes. They were ready to gamble on him. There was one that was almost perfect. She was a lady, practically. When she made up, you hardly knew that she had put on anything. Her cheeks were just natural — except that they were always the same. When she smoked, no red came off on her cigarettes. She had brains, that girl had. And she was all for Taxi.

Taxi, when youre feeling restless, she had said, come around and take me for a ride, will you?

He had never gone to take her for a ride. She was just lost in a crowd, so far as he was concerned. He knew that when a man falls for a girl, he always gets into trouble about it. Some of the toughest mugs in the world have tumbled for a blonde and then talked too much. You cant help talking to a woman, it seems. You tell yourself that you wont, but just the same you talk, and after a while the blonde sells you out. Thats the way it always goes. The prettier they are, the deeper they nick you.

And here he was, like a fool, in spite of all he knew, standing on the kitchen steps and preparing to go inside to talk to a kitchen mechanic. Well, he wouldnt be such a fool. Hed leave that place and never come back. But still he kept standing there.

The door jerked open. The song rang loudly in his ears. There was the girl standing above him. She did not start at the sight of a man standing there on the steps. She shaded her eyes with one hand and peered down at him, saying:

Hello! Come to collect something, partner?

Then she gasped. She caught him by the lapels of the coat and fairly dragged him into the kitchen.

There she held him, while her frightened eyes ran over him for a moment. Then she darted away and locked both the doors, pulled down the window shade, and leaned back against the drainboard by the sink, panting. She had finished the dishes. There were just some pans on the drainboard. The aluminum was covered with little bright scratches from the sand soap she had been using on it.

She still seemed frightened; she was still panting.

My Jiminy, Taxi! she breathed. Am I glad to see you? Ask me, am I glad to see you!

He couldnt ask her that. He made a cigarette and went over and stood by the stove. She watched him, and then broke out:

Talk to me, Taxi! Tell me something! Whats happened to you?

Well, said Taxi, Ive got my clothes all covered with spots. A lot of dust has happened to me.

He smiled at her, but she made a gesture as though she wanted to wipe that smile out.

What happened in the saloon? Was Jim Silver right? Did Pudge lay you out? Who did the shooting? Where did the gang take you? What did Larue do? Who else was there? Have you seen Jim Silver? What has been happening?

Ive been out in the open air getting a sunburn, said Taxi.

She folded her arms at that, and began to nod in a severely judicial manner.

Then she walked up close to him and stood there, examining his face with her eyes.

Somebodys been beating your face off, she said. I know what an old bruise looks like.

Do you? said Taxi.

Theres a big patch on the side of your head where the hair has hardly grown out at all. Is that where Pudge whanged you?

He ran the delicate tips of his fingers over the place where Pudge had fitted his skull to the butt of the gun. He said nothing.

Go on! Talk! she urged.

Ive been having a rest cure, said Taxi. Ive been lying out in the sun and having a rest cure.

Dont be such a great big man, she commanded. Break loose and tell me something. You dont have to be such a great big man when youre around me. The harder they are, the quicker they break. You look as though youd been broken all to pieces, Taxi.

He considered.

No, I havent been broken all to pieces, he said.

You wont talk, eh? she demanded, backing up from him a little.

A queer alarm ran through him.

Are you angry, Sally? he asked her.

Not very, she said. You have to act like a mug, I suppose. Thats the way you see yourself and you have to act that way. But why dont you cut loose? Theres no rope on you. Say something. Say youre glad to be back here in Sallys kitchen. Say anything.

I wanted to say that, he answered.

You wanted to say what?

Well, that Im glad—

He hesitated. He felt that he was making a fool of himself, and he flushed.

Well, Ill breeze along, said Taxi.

After he had said that, he had to start for the door. He didnt want to go to the door, but what he had said compelled him. She got hold of his arm and pulled him around to face the light. Her violence startled him.

You didnt come down here just to breeze along again in two seconds. Why did you come? she demanded.

I wanted to see you, said Taxi, compelled to truth because he could think of nothing else to say.

Are you being bright and smart? she asked, half of herself. No; he means it, partly. Hes only part Indian, and the rest of him is almost human, tonight. What part of you is Indian, Taxi?

Indian? he exclaimed.

He touched the black gloss of his hair, more startled than ever.

I have no Indian blood, he said.

She began to laugh.

Why, youre only about four years old, she told him. No Indian, eh? No, because even an Indian does a little boasting after hes come in from the warpath. Stop being dark and secret. Ill tell you, it does my heart good to see you again!

Does it? said Taxi. Do you mean that?

Do I sound as if Im just making conversation? asked the girl.

Im glad of that, said Taxi.

He looked up so that the black lashes no longer were a veil, and his pale, bright eyes burned against her own.

It hit me all at once, up there in the hills to-day, he said. I was hungry for something. I found out that I was hungry to see you again. So I came down.

She folded her arms again, and from that support raised one hand to her chin. Her head bowed. She studied him with an upward glance.

Whats this all about, Taxi? she asked.

He said hastily: I dont know. Nothing. I dont mean nothing. Its about you, I suppose. Isnt it all right?

Its not just a line, she said aloud, but to herself. He means it. Well, Taxi, you can go right ahead and talk like this as much as you want to. I like it. I like it a lot.

I dont know what to say, said Taxi.

Oh, no? she asked.

No, said Taxi. I feel like a fool. I dont know what to say.

If you cant talk, what do you want to do? said the girl.

He considered. Then he answered: Id like to sit down there by the stove and watch you?

Would you? said the girl. Not wanting to step up and help me finish with the kitchen, are you?

No, said he seriously. Id rather sit still and watch you. Ive been remembering your face quite clearly, but not clearly enough. I was wrong about the mouth.

Were you? said the girl.

Yes. I thought it was too big.

It is, she answered.

I dont think so, said he. It looks about right to me. All of you looks about right to me.

What are you trying to do, Taxi? Make love to me?

Making love to you? he exclaimed. Love? Why, no. Look here, Sally. I wouldnt be that sort of a dog. You dont think that Id be that sort of a dog, do you?

He grew pale with anxiety. He came a little closer to her and, in the midst of making a gesture, found that he had taken hold of her hand. He said:

I know what I am, and I suppose you guess what I am. I wouldnt be such a dog — to make love to a girl thats right. You dont think Im that sort of a hound, do you, Sally?

She kept peering at him earnestly, as though she were almost discovering something in the bright pallor of his eyes.

I dont know what you are, said the girl. Tell me what you are, Taxi, will you?

You havent guessed? Im a yegg, Sally. Safe cracking is my business.

That ought to be a lot of fun, said Sally.

Whatever you do, I hope you wont laugh at me, said Taxi sadly.

Im a mile and a half from laughing, said the girl. Theres a whole mountain between me and a laugh.

And straightway she was laughing. She stopped herself and studied his worried face for a moment.

It doesnt make you sick to think of a yegg being in your house? asked Taxi.

I sort of like it, said the girl. What else are you?

A jailbird, said Taxi.

That goes with safe cracking. It always does, she said. Its about three weeks of safe cracking and three years in jail, isnt it, Taxi?

He was silent. After all, she was not very far wrong. Something about her way of putting it made out Taxi and all other criminals mere fools, mere weak wits.

Jail always for safe cracking? she asked.

No. They havent caught me so often like that. But they try to run me up Salt Creek all the time. The cops want to frame me and run me up Salt Creek. Thats why Ive been in prison a lot. I beat the rap — but not entirely. I get a year or two out of it, for some reason or other.

Whats Salt Creek?

The electric chair.

Ah? said the girl.

He could see that that had struck her in the face.

Im saying the wrong things, said Taxi. I dont know how to talk to women. I wont talk any more.

Youre saying the right things, she told him. How do they try to frame you?

They always call it murder, said Taxi. Its murder every time, according to the cops.

Whats murder?

Theyre down on me, said Taxi, so they try to call it murder every time I drop a man.

She took a breath. She seemed to need it.

Im a fool, said Taxi. I shouldnt talk like this. I wont talk any more.

Go on, go on! she whispered. I want to hear every word. Taxi, when you say — when you speak about dropping a man, you mean shooting — you mean killing a man?

You know, said Taxi. When somebody doublecrosses you. Then you go for him, of course.

Of course, whispered the girl faintly.

He knows youre after him. Thats what makes the game.

Game? murmured the girl.

You see, if he knows that youre coming, then hell get his pals around him. He wont sleep. Hell be in hell, and hell be ready night and day. You just let him hang on the tree and get ripe. After a while you go and pick him off.

He laughed a little. His eyes went brightly into the past, remembering certain occasions.

She seemed to be cold. Even her voice trembled. Her eyes gave over narrowing and sharpening to pierce his mind and kept getting bigger and bigger.

And then, said Taxi, explaining, after that happens a few times, you have some enemies. Theyll always be gunning for you. Sometimes they think they have you. It means a fight. Besides, there are always some of the big fellows who try to arm in on a successful business like mine. If you dont give them a percentage, they start a pack of gunmen after you. When that happens, I try to dodge the gunmen and get at the big fellows. Thats the best part of the game, when you get at the big fellows. But theres always trouble. If you get a big fellow, you do time. Thats all there is to it. You do time.

She began to shake her head.

Youre simply different, Taxi, she said. Ive never met anybody like you. I want to ask you another thing. Jim Silver left Horseshoe Flat to find you. Did you see him?

Im like the rest, said Taxi mournfully. They all told me the same thing. They all said that when I fell for a girl, Id talk my head off.

She waited as though she knew he would say more. Then he said, very tersely:

Larue and three more of em got me in the Round-up Bar. They took me out to a place where Barry Christian was living in the mountains. He set a mug called Babe to work beating me up to make me confess that I was working with Silver and tell Christian what Silvers plans were. Babe beat me to sleep, a couple of times. Then I found myself folded over the back of a horse. Silver was carrying me high, wide, and handsome, as you people say. Christian and some of his crew were chasing us. Even Parade couldnt carry double and beat that lot.

Silver threw a dead tree trunk across a ravine, handed himself across it, and then called to Parade. Hed lashed me to the horse. Parade jumped the gap; and Silver hid me in a cave until the Christian outfit stopped searching for us. He took care of me till I could walk. I dont know what he had in the back of his brain. I dont know what he wanted to use me for. I asked him. He wouldnt say. So when I was able, I slipped away from him, got a horse, and then came straight back here. Thats the biggest part of the story.

Taxi, she cried, what would Jim Silver have in the back of his mind except the wishing to help you?

Charity? asked Taxi coldly. Then he shook his head and added: Not in this world. When there were elves and fairies, maybe. But people dont throw away something for nothing in this day. Silver had something in the back of his mind. I dont know what.

Jim Silver, said the girl, is the finest man in the world!

Maybe, said Taxi. But not that fine. He—

The dining room door sagged softly open. The form of a man appeared there, vaguely seen, but there was plenty of light shining on the big automatic with which he covered Taxi.


XX. CAPTURED
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EYES LESS SHARP than those of Taxi would have seen the gun, also. But he made out even the face in the shadow and recognized Plug Kennedy, who for seven years had dogged him since the days when Taxi was a precocious boy of the underworld. Whatever chances were to be taken, there could be none risked on Plugs shooting abilities. He was famous with a gun. He was almost too famous to be on the side of the law.

The voice of Plug drawled out the familiar word: All right. Hoist them, Taxi!

The girl whirled about. She leaped straight between Taxi and the leveled gun, crying:

Run, Taxi!

He hit her out of the path of danger with a back stroke of his arm. She staggered off and crashed against the kitchen wall as Taxi lifted his hands till they were level with his ears.

You fool! said Taxi to her. Hed shoot through ten like you to get at me.

Fast work, Taxi, said the hard, slow voice of Plug Kennedy as he edged through the doorway and farther into the light. One split part of a second more and she would have got something that was on its way for you.

She stood by the wall, the breath knocked out of her, gasping. Taxi wanted to gasp, also.

Plug Kennedy was drawing closer. He took short steps as though he were carrying a glass of whisky filled to the brim. That was because he did not want to upset the silken fineness of his aim by jarring the gun out of line to the least degree.

All right, said Plug. Turn around, kid.

Taxi turned. He knew the technique and he turned slowly.

Want em behind me? he asked.

Never mind, said Plug. Ive got a new idea for you. Just keep them up high. Touch the ceiling, Taxi.

Taxi stretched his arms. Plug, with a painful accuracy, laid the muzzle of his gun against Taxis backbone. Then he reached in front and with his left hand fanned Taxi for weapons.

Hey! No gun? he demanded.

Ive been a little hurried lately, said Taxi.

Youre getting careless, kid, answered Plug. I know people back in the Big Noise that wont believe me when I tell em that I found Taxi when he wasnt heeled. Looks like youre tryin to make it easy for me, son!

His left hand kept on fumbling. He drove the muzzle of the automatic harder directly against Taxis spine.

You got the old outfit in your clothes, the same as ever, eh? said he.

Theres no better place for it, Plug, said Taxi.

No, said Plug. Theres no better place, I guess.

He stepped back, all his movements soft and easy. Sweat of a mortal anxiety, no matter what his advantages of position were, was running down his face. He was like a man in a cage, handling a tiger.

Now turn around, he said huskily. He took a pair of handcuffs out of a coat pocket.

Taxi, turning, slowly lowered his arms and held them out. The bright steel bracelets instantly clicked into place. The girl did not move, but she moaned aloud. He turned his head and looked at her.

Thats only a start, said Plug. I know how fast you can shed anything in the way of a steel fit, Taxi. Ive got something better than that for you, old son.

He drew out a pair of leather cuffs with a strong steel chain joining them. Clumsily, with one hand, he got one of the cuffs over the left wrist of Taxi and drew it tight with a buckle. The other cuff he used in the same way. There were four small, strong buckles on each of these leather cuffs, and he pulled each one tight.

When he had done that, he seemed to feel more at ease and unlocked the steel cuff that was on Taxis left arm and snapped it over his own left wrist.

He began to sigh and smile.

There! said Plug. Look over that system, Taxi. I thought it all out by myself. I worked the whole gag out by myself, old son, and its a beauty, eh? You can shed the steel bracelets as fast as theyre chucked on you, but nobody in the world can ever get these cuffs off without working the buckles. And look! The buckles are stiff, and the leather strap runs through three guards. Any child in the world could unbuckle those straps, but not without pulling and hauling. I keep that leather resined so that it sticks, almost like glue. And there you are, Taxi. Youll never get those off without high-signing me, eh?

It looks that way, said Taxi.

Youre bright, Taxi, but you wont think your way out of those cuffs all the way to the Big Noise, and Im telling you.

Perhaps not, said Taxi.

Perhaps not is right, said the detective. Well barge along. Excuse me, lady. Im sorry, but business is business, in these hard times.

She had not moved. It seemed to Taxi that she was incapable of movement. He turned with Plug Kennedy and went toward the rear door of the kitchen.

This is the quickest way out, said Kennedy.

Then the girl came with a sudden rush.

Hey, quit it! Back up! commanded Kennedy.

She paid no attention. She had Taxi by the sleeves of his coat.

I know that Ill never see you again, she told him.

Something came over him. He looked beyond her with his pale, bright eyes and said: Theres no steel can hold me. They dont build walls thick enough or high enough. Im coming back to you.

He leaned over a little.

She made it easy for him, holding up her face, but he felt shy and awkward. His lips were trembling; he was trembling all over when he kissed her.

He was almost glad when he was outside of the room, at last, under the open sky, though he knew that he was on his way to prison. They went around to the front of the house, down the street, through an alley, and by a winding route came at last to a back door, through a cluttered back yard.

There Plug knocked three times, and the door was presently opened by none other than Pudge, the bartender.


XXI. BOUND EAST
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WHEN PUDGE RECOGNIZED his visitors, he jerked the door wide open. He invited them into a little back room and started rubbing his hands with pleasure.

You got him, Kennedy! he said. I told you that you and me would be able to do business together. You can see it in our names. Plug and Pudge. That sounds like a team. And I told you my tip would be right. I knew hed come back there. When the tough mugs get an idea about a girl, theyre weak. Theyre so weak that theyre soggy.

They are, said Plug. What beats me is that there was any girl at all. Thats why I thought you were batty. Theres never been no girl before. But theres where old Father Time gets in. He softens up the hard ones. This girl is a peach, Pudge. Didnt she jump between him and my gun sos he could run or fight! And didnt he knock her out of the way instead of pulling a gun or a knife, or something! Its funny. He aint the same as he used to be. Hes all softened up.

Plug talked so slowly that it took him some time to make this speech.

Taxi said: Plug, I dont ask favors.

No, you dont, admitted Plug. Whats up?

Shut your mouth about the girl, will you?

Plug Kennedy laughed. All right, he said. Ill shut up about her.

He kept on laughing. Hes all softened up, he said to Pudge again.

Pudge came close to Taxi. From his superior height he looked down on him carefully.

Young feller, he said, Im glad to get you out of this neck of the woods. I see Babes thumb marks on you; and youve got a memorandum from Pudge on your skull, out of sight. But I been thinking that before the wind-up, maybe youd leave some marks on the two of us, and that those marks would never rub off!

He turned to Kennedy.

We can settle now, he said.

I got it here, answered Plug.

He took out a wallet, opened it, and passed over a sheaf of bills inside a brown wrapper.

Thats exactly it, said Kennedy. But you count it.

Pudge made a magnificent gesture.

I aint going to count it, he said. If you held out something, youre welcome to it. Its a present, brother. Thats how glad I am to see you taking this bundle of meat out of Horseshoe Flat.

He turned back to Taxi.

Silvers going to be in the soup before long, kid, he said. When we spotted your sign around Barrys old shack, we knew that youd hit for Horseshoe Flat, and we knew that Silver would be hopping along the line youd traveled. Maybe theyve got him already, because the whole gang is sure to be back on the job at the old hangout by this time. There was more of the stuff that you know about. There was more of it to rake in; so theyre back on the job, and theyll take in Silver for the extra profit.

He began to laugh, and rub his big, wrinkled hands together. So he followed them to the door and stood holding it open after they had gone out into the night.

The train starts in fifteen minutes, said Pudge. Dont be late for it. If you try to hold that hombre over in this town for one night, no one knows whatll happen. Hang onto him, Plug. Hang on hard. We dont want him back here!

The door closed. They walked rapidly by dark alleys toward the railroad station, and Taxi found himself standing under the flare of the big gasoline lamp on the station platform while a crowd of idle hangers-on who were waiting for the Overland to come through, stood close up, staring at the handcuffs that proclaimed his status.

He kept looking down at the ground, according to his custom, merely noting their faces through the dark fringe of his lashes.

Then the Overland came, roaring. It seemed to Taxi that his heart speeded up as fast as the whirling of the wheels. This was almost his last moment of hope. There was still man power about him to sweep him out of the hands of Kennedy, if there were only something to set that man power in motion. But nothing happened. The wheels groaned against the brakes and the sanded tracks. The train shuddered to a stop, and Plug hurried Taxi up into a big Pullman.

Some passengers on the platform gave back with horror in their eyes when they saw the handcuffs. A whisper started that seemed to run the length of the entire train. And then the porter, with popping eyes, was showing them into their compartment.

Once in it, Plug Kennedy relaxed utterly.

As he flung himself down on the stiff cushions and bristling plush of the seat, he said to Taxi beside him:

What puts you on edge, Taxi? Might as well relax, son. All the way across, Im the one that has the hard luck. I cant close my eyes moren half a minute at a time. I have the rotten luck on the trip. I cash in at the end of it, and you go to jail. But what the hell? You been here before! Itll be kind of restful for you, Id think. A bird like you out in the big open spaces — why, its bad for your nerves, Id think!

Would you, Plug? asked Taxi.

He smiled a little. Kennedy was silent, staring at him. The square face of Plug Kennedy was built like that of a bulldog, for receiving hard shocks with the least surface damage. It was hard for much emotion to register in that face, but a sort of brooding content that was almost like affection appeared in his eyes as he examined Taxi.

So its over, Taxi, eh? he said. A long rest for old Taxi now. When I take and look at you, kid, it does seem funny — what I mean is, the reputation that youve grabbed for yourself while youre still a pup! Thats what eats me. Thats what flabbergasts me!

The train was still laboring up a long grade. Now it went over the top with a sudden quickening, a lessening of wheel noises and an increased roar of their running.

Whats the charge? asked Taxi.

Aw, what dyou care, Taxi? asked Kennedy.

Not much. Im curious, is all. Who framed me?

Doheney. You might as well know.

Old Rip Doheney, eh?

Thats the boy that did it.

Itll please Rip to see me behind the bars again. Or is he going to try to shove me up Salt Creek?

Not this journey. Just burglary, son. Just fourteen or fifteen years.

Plug laughed, as he finished.

Taxi, for a dreaming moment, forgot his own future as his mind reverted to another picture — Jim Silver returning to the house of Barry Christian on the trail of Taxi and finding the house a dark trap set for him. What was it that Silver had had in his mind? What was it that the girl had meant?

She had called Silver the finest man in the world. Well, she had been willing to throw her life away to help Taxi. She had proved that in the split part of a second back there in her own kitchen on this very night. It made Taxi dizzy when he remembered.

And suppose that Jim Silver were made of the same stuff?

Taxi ruled the thought out of his mind. There could only be one person in the world capable of doing something for nothing. And that one person happened to be a girl. He had found her. She was a dazzling brightness in his mind.

And yet, if only he were free to leave this train and fly back like a homing bird straight for the house among the hills — 

He heard the voice of Plug Kennedy saying: Theyve got some brains out here, sending the flash on to us as soon as they spotted you. They wanted you out of the way.

They want me out of the way, admitted the soft voice of Taxi. Rip Doheney, eh? What sort of a job does he want me for?

Big diamond robbery in Pittsburgh.

I havent been in Pittsburgh for three years.

Thats all right. The boys know that youre fond of the ice. And this was a big job done in a big way by one man working all alone. Exactly the sort of a job that youd be likely to tackle, Taxi. Nice and clean and neat and no clews left. Nice and neat. That house was opened up like an oyster shell and cleaned out and closed up again. So theyll soak you for the job. Something had to be done about it. The people that lost the diamonds were big birds. They raised a holler. Doheney saw he couldnt get a clew, so he decided, when we heard you were out here, to try to get you and slam you for the job. Its business, Taxi.

Yes. Its business, murmured Taxi.

Too bad, in a way, said Plug Kennedy. Maybe you can hitch out of it if you have enough hard cash to hire a good lawyer.

No, said Taxi. My records too long. No use wasting money on a lawyer, because theyre sure to soak me anyway, in the long run. Theyre used to slamming me, so theyll slam me again. And Rip Doheney knows how to bring on the cooked-up testimony.

He fell into deeper thought than ever.

Then he said: Tell Rip something for me, will you? Tell him that when Im out of this mess, Im going to get him.

Hey! cried Plug. Whats the idea? Whats the new, big idea? You never go gunning for the cops, Taxi. You use your ammunition on the other yeggs. You know that!

The trouble is, said Taxi, that now my time means a lot to me.

There was a long pause in the talk, after this.

Ive talked too much, said the detective finally.

He was gloomy about it. He kept shaking his head.

Rip would have showed up in the case, anyway, said Taxi, in the tone of one giving comfort. You dont need to blame yourself too much.

Thats true, agreed Plug. He would a showed up. But youre different, Taxi. You used to take it on the chin without batting an eye, but now youre all worked up.

Im seeing things, said Taxi. Im seeing that you private detectives are as bad as the yeggs, most of you. Watch me carefully, Plug, because if I manage to find a way out of these cuffs, Im going to open you up before I leave the train.

Plug leaned forward and stared at him.

You are changed, he muttered. Youre ready for Salt Creek, at last! If I had my way, Id railroad you up the Creek on this here job!

Thanks, said Taxi, and lifting the dark shadow of his lashes, he smiled at his companion with the full brightness of his pale eyes.

Afterward, he sat back against the seat and fell into profound thought. If there were a possible way of doing it, he had determined in the course of these few minutes that he would break away from Plug if it cost him his life to do so. Back yonder among the hills, only the devil himself could tell what danger Jim Silver was approaching.

Even the Barry Christian outfit, even Pudge, seemed to feel confident that there was nothing Silver would not dare for the sake of a friend. But would Silver risk his neck for the sake of a man who had deserted him and ran away? The thing seemed impossible, but a vast, hungry curiosity ate up the soul of Taxi.

There was something new out here in the air of the West. The breathing of it was different. The taste of the ozone was cleaner and went deeper in the lungs. There was more for the eye to grasp inside the circle of a vaster horizon, and perhaps it was also true that the souls of men were cut to larger dimensions?

Fairy tales! Bunk! said Taxi aloud.

Yeah? What? asked his companion.

Taxi said nothing. He kicked his toe into the plush of the opposite seat and looked at the dust mark that was raised from the plush.

And Im going to take you at your word, Taxi, said Plug Kennedy. Mind you, Im going to take you at your word and the first time I even think youre raisin your hand, Im going to drill you, kid.

Better take the burglar kit off me, said Taxi. Better take it out of my clothes. I can do a lot with tools like the kind I have in my duds, Plug.

Thanks, said Plug. That good advice can go with you, too!

Hard words, said Taxi.

Right here with my eyes open I sit, said Plug. And if you can work something on me, kid, while my eyes are right on you, youre wonderful. Ill write a book about you!

You forget, Plug, said Taxi, that if I get loose, the first thing I do will be to rub you out.

Kennedy stared at him.

Youve changed since youve gone and got yourself a girl, said Plug. Ill tell you how youve changed. You talk too much.

Taxi laughed. He kept on laughing softly while he almost closed his eyes. The matter of his mirth seemed to endure.

He scratched his leg. From the outside seam of the trousers, he took out a small picklock between the second and third fingers of his left hand.

The train flashed by a small town, streaking out the lights into tiny comets.

Scratch my right wrist where the handcuff is, said Taxi. Those steel cuffs are always able to start me itching.

Scratch your own wrist, advised Plug Kennedy, growing more ugly.

All right, said Taxi.

And mind you, Im watching.

Look close, Plug, said Taxi. Because somethings likely to happen to you at any minute.

Yeah? said Plug. He dropped his right hand into his coat pocket. Ive got a little iron lady here ready to talk to you, boy. I know youre kidding now. But I just want you to know that Im not kidding.

All right, said Taxi. But keep your eyes open.

He put his left hand over on his right wrist and scratched carefully under the steel of the handcuff. That slow, wobbling movement enabled him to insert the picklock into the keyhole.

Youre getting like a dog — gotta scratch your skin, eh? said Plug. Why dont you—

He broke off with a grunt of terrified surprise and jerked the gun out of his pocket, for his ear had heard a faint, metallic sound as the lock of the handcuff gave way and the steel snapped outward, worked by its spring.

Taxi jerked up both his manacled hands at the same moment and landed them under the chin of Plug.

It was a good punch with so much lift in it that it brought Kennedy to his feet.

There he wavered, the gun pointing straight at Taxis breast.

The handcuffed youth stepped in, clubbed his two hands, and brought them chopping down on the chin of the detective. Plug Kennedy dropped the automatic on the carpet and slumped to the floor.

Taxi kicked the gun aside. Plug was quite right — the straps of those leather handcuffs were hard to work. But his fingers were steel springs, and in a moment he was free. Plug, in the meantime, had begun to groan and kick out. As his senses returned to him, he seemed to think that he was in the middle of a fight and grappled the legs of Taxi.

Butting the muzzle of the automatic against the temple of the detective, Taxi said: Its all over, Plug.

Kennedy lifted his amazed face and stared.

Something happened, said Plug. I dunno what. But something happened, and—

Get up and sit down over there, said Taxi. I picked that lock while I was scratching my wrist.

Kennedy rose from the floor and sat down. Taxi tossed the automatic on the other seat and leaned over the detective, proceeding to bind and gag him.

It was an open invitation for Kennedy to grapple with him, but Plug Kennedy was not such a fool. He knew too many stories of men bigger, stronger, better-trained than himself who had tried their bare hands on Taxi, and the stories all ended in just one way.

Kennedy sat still and allowed Taxi to tie him up.

And I had my eyes open, said Kennedy. Thats what eats me. I had my eyes open!


XXII. THE TRAIL TO DANGER
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WHEN THE EMERGENCY signal stopped the Overland, it was a moment before the excited conductor got to the compartment of Plug Kennedy and entered, shouting:

What fool sort of a joke—

Then he saw Plug lying on the floor, where he had rolled from the seat in his frantic efforts to get to the door and make a noise, though the omniscient Taxi had assured him that struggles would get him nowhere. But Plug was a determined man. Now he lay on the floor with his eyes peering out over the swelling of an apple-red face.

When the conductor pulled out the gag, the voice of Plug issued in a siren screech:

Get Taxi! Hes on that other train! Hes on that freight that just pulled past out of the station. Hes on that and — get him, or hell wreck half the Rocky Mountains before sunrise!

But Taxi was already scooting back toward Horseshoe Flat as fast as a strong engine could take him and a lean train of empties. Yet it seemed slow progress to him, so that he was tempted, now and again, to get off the train and take to his feet. All his muscles twitched and strained as he crouched on the floor of a box car and saw, through the open door, the slow procession of the hill against the distant, bright, unheeding stars.

Over and over again he saw the great form of the golden stallion looming through the night among the trees that surrounded the house of Barry Christian among the mountains; he saw Jim Silver coming slowly out of darkness to explore the place. But not even the prescience of a Jim Silver could equip him with skill to read the dangers of an unlighted house where enemies might be lurking. He would need more than the eyes of a cat.

At last the train entered the long, swift down grade toward Horseshoe Flat. But still there remained the getting to the horse and then the ride through the hills. And after he arrived there, what could he do?

In fact, Jim Silver had gone on the trail of Taxi, though not without some misgivings. The sense of kind had not been in him when he was with the man from the underworld but rather an immense curiosity that drew him from moment to moment. It had seemed incredible that a man could have the qualities of Taxi, the courage, the nerve, the brain and heart of steel without at the same time possessing some of the gentler characteristics. But the man had seemed incapable of deep emotion. He was like an Indian — able to remember a grudge forever, to keep to a blood trail with unshakable determination, and to endure the worst torture with locked jaws and a vacant eye. He was like a tool with an edge of the finest temper, able to work in hardest steel and in fact never used for anything else.

What made Silver finally take up the way of the fugitive was, as a matter of course, not purely a regard for this man whom he could hardly call a friend but rather a point of pride that intrigued him and led him on; for Taxi had plainly inferred that there must be some secret motive and some hidden spring of action that induced Silver to undergo such danger for him. It would be an ironic satisfaction to do Taxi one more good turn and then bid him good-by.

That Taxi would be in need of further aid, Silver had not the slightest doubt, because he knew enough of the nature of the man to understand that he would never rest content until he had repaid the torments which he had endured at the hands of Christians men. Taxi would certainly go on the back trail to get at them, and if he did, he could hardly humanly hope to handle such a crew. His skill might be great but so was theirs. Besides this, he knew the genius of Barry Christian which was able to work in the dark of other mens intentions.

So Silver, after much time spent in brooding, finally took up the trail.

It was a hard task. He was busy until dusk getting the dim footmarks off the ground until he was able to strike out the line which Taxi had followed in coming to the farmhouse. The old man of the ranch told him freely enough about the manner in which Taxi had picked out the roan horse.

You cant tell a mans brains by the clothes hes wearin, said the veteran. And he pointed out how Taxi had ridden away, and indicated the gap among the hills through which he had disappeared.

The sort of a gent, said the old man, that youd expect to see turnin up again, somewheres — in a book, or his picture in the newspaper, maybe.

Jim Silver could agree with that.

When he came through the gap in the hills and made sure that the line Taxi was riding led almost straight back toward the house of Barry Christian, he shook his head and brought Parade to a halt.

To bait the lion was one thing, but to run straight into the lions mouth was quite another, and to go back near that house would be to put ones head in the lions mouth with a vengeance. In Silvers mental picture of the world, this spot was preeminently marked Danger.

Then he let Parade drift ahead. He swore through his set teeth. He told himself that to have beaten Barry Christian once on such a spot of home ground was enough. To try it twice was suicide. But as he reached these very reasonable conclusions, he could not help remembering other things, such as the faint, dubious smile that used to appear in the face of Taxi, and the pale, almost inhuman brightness of his eyes when they looked up with a question, perhaps once a day.

So he kept to the trail. For he felt that whatever Taxi was, he was a most remarkable human machine. What that machine could accomplish he was unable to tell, but he guessed at great things.

Women have an instinct about men unless they are outright blind with love. And Sally Creighton, a most level-headed young lady, thought a good deal of Taxi. So Silver decided that he would trust to his own cold judgment and to Sally Creightons instinct and therefore call Taxi a risk worth taking.

It was well after dark before he got to the vicinity of the Christian place. And it was long after that before he had worked his way with infinite caution through the night and come close to the house.

When he left the back of Parade, he felt as though he were leaving a secure ship at sea and committing himself to stormy waters. He went around the cabin first, with a soundless step, keeping very close to the wall, listening, listening, destroying all other faculties so that his sense of hearing could be more acute.

He heard nothing.

There was no moon, as yet, but the sky was speckled with the brightness of the stars that showed their faces as they only will to mountain dwellers. Against those stars he saw the trees go up, the pines making black, jagged points, like the heads of fish spears, barbed.

He saw nothing else. The air was cold. The world was frozen still. Not a wolf howled, not a coyote dared to bark in the distance. There was not even the still, small crackling sounds that, to the attentive ear, are usually heard around a house by day and night, from the warping timbers.

There was nothing present, he could safely say. But when he ventured on opening a door, he was by no means sure. For the slight draft that entered ahead of Silver sent long, ominous whispers down the space inside.

He forced himself to step into what he still felt might be a trap. And as he passed down the hall, he felt along the wall with his hand on this side, and then on that. He walked with steps more careful than those of an Indian. There was not a sound except that of his own breathing.

He found a door to the left.

When he opened it, he was sure, from the naked presence of the unseen chamber, that it was a big room. Something about the air told him that.

He stepped across the threshold and immediately to the right. Instinct made him do it, because when a man enters a place of danger, it is generally better to get away from the threshold and the straight line toward the door as soon as possible.

After he had managed to put a little distance between himself and the door, he again went forward in his original line.

He encountered a chair. With the soft touches of his hands, he circumnavigated it and went on. And all the while small worms of fear were crawling in his flesh and in his brain telling him of danger, danger, more terrible because so unseen. The cold poison of fear worked in his soul.

Then something hardly stronger than a spiders thread touched his breast.

He knew what it was with a swift and peculiar prescience. It was a thin silken thread stretched there for the very purpose of detecting the presence of a stealthy marauder like himself. He tried to leap back, catching at his gun at the same time. But a rope hissed in the air, a noose gripped him, pinning his arms to his sides, and the voice of Pokey went screeching, screaming through the darkness:.

Lights! Ive got him! Lights!


XXIII. DYNAMITE
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THE STRONG PULL on the rope jerked Silver off his feet. He tried to regain them, whirling over on his face, but now lights were unshuttered on either side of the room and streamed at him. In the path of them, men ran in at Silver, pinned him down, bound him with precise and rapid skill, hand and foot.

He was placed in a chair beside the cold hearth at the end of the room; he was tied strongly into that chair.

As his spinning brain steadied and settled, he could see all around him the men of the great Barry Christian. He saw Scottys glistening black mustache, and the infantile brutality of Babe, and above all the whining, snarling devil, Pokey, who was in an ecstasy because of the success of the device that had been his suggestion.

It was nothing new — simply a cord with which Pokey was in touch, and a noosed rope suspended in the air with one end of it secured in Pokeys hand.

When the door opened, yelled Pokey, I knew that I had him. I knew it — I knew it! I laughed to myself. Ive got him, I says to myself. Silver or Taxi, Ive got him. And then — bingo! I noosed him. Can I fish in the dark? I ask any of you, can Pokey fish in the dark?

He kept on laughing and exclaiming about his prowess, until Charlie Larue said:

Aw, shut up, will you? Youve talked enough.

Let him talk, broke in the soothing voice of Barry Christian. When a man of mine has turned a trick like that, I like to hear him talk. It does me good to hear him talk. Here, John, light the fire. Build it big and light it. Its the last fire that well ever warm ourselves in front of in this house, John.

The Chinaman came trotting, his braided queue jerking up and down behind him, his pock-marked face grinning. His face, it seemed to Silver, was the physical index to the ugliness of all their souls. Nature had put no mask on him, and his reality was almost a relief.

The fire blazed very soon. Barry Christian pulled up a chair opposite that of Silver and lighted a cigarette. It was not a handmade smoke, but the finest Turkish that money could buy. And the great Christian drew every breath of it deeply into his lungs before he let it slowly perfume the air of the room.

The men stood by as at a moment of historical importance which each strove to record in his memory. They kept looking from the face of Silver to that of Christian, and back again. They were still. Their eyes were bright and unsmiling. Every gesture, every word, they drank in to the utmost.

Babe, go out and walk the rounds of the house, said Christian.

Me? Not me, chief! exploded Babe.

Christian looked up with an eye of cold gray steel, but then he understood and merely laughed.

All right, Babe, he said. Youve had some hard work to do in the cellar, not so long ago. Somebody else can take a turn at doing the dirty work.

He was about to tell off another man for the task of walking guard when a voice called far away through the night.

It was Charlie Larue who got to a window first and threw it open, while Christian stood over Silver with a gun loaded, ready to end him in case they were forced to run for it.

The voice in the night called again. And Larue shouted instantly:

Come on, Pudge!

He closed the window and turned with a broad grin.

Its old Pudge, he said. I know the roar that walrus has.

Go let him in, said Christian, and Larue disappeared.

A brief silence followed, with Christian running his eyes slowly over the face of Silver, and Jim Silver calmly eyeing Christian. Their hatred had reached the point of perfection; it was calm.

Pudge came in. They could hear the rumbling heartiness of his voice from the distance, and the weight of his step. Then he entered, panting.

I come up to give you boys some news, he said. Taxis gone.

Silver lifted his head a little. That news made the moment perfect. His whole adventure had been foolishly in vain and Taxi was dead before he had started, perhaps!

Gone? You mean dead? asked Charlie Larue anxiously.

Pudge turned his head to Larue and shrugged his fat shoulders.

Better than dead, said Pudge. Hes on the way to jail. Hes on the Overland, headed East. Theyre going to put him away for keeps. Maybe itll be Salt Creek. Maybe itll be twenty years. I dunno. They got him framed, and the beauty of it is that he didnt do the job hell do time for!

Pudge was so pleased by this picture of the future of Taxi, that he broke out into hearty laughter. The others were silent.

Twenty years wont kill him, said Charlie Larue thoughtfully. Itll only make him harder.

Quit grouching, Charlie, said Pudge. I know you dont like that hombre, and you got plenty reason, but—

Here, for the first time, he saw through the men who had gathered about him the form of Silver, lashed into the chair.

Holy smoke! shouted Pudge. It aint Jim Silver? You mean to say that all our troubles are going to be finished on one day?

This trouble, Pudge, said Christian, is going to vanish away!

And he waved a graceful hand toward Silver.

Pudge came slowly forward. He dragged off his hat with a gesture that caused a long lock of his hair to tumble forward on his face.

Silver, he said, Ive wished it. Ive laid awake at nights and wished it. But I never hoped to see it. Honest, I never hoped to see you tied up like a pig for market! Barry, whats going to happen?

You cant guess, Pudge? asked the gentle voice of Christian.

Aw, sure. I can guess, said Pudge. But what way?

Thats it, said Christian. We want to determine the way of Silvers exit. Because there ought to be a celebrated finish for a celebrated man. Am I wrong, boys? How about it?

Youre right, they muttered.

Start your minds working, said Barry Christian. I want to talk to you a little about this man. All of you know a little about him, but none of you really know enough. Not really enough. Sit down, make your smokes, and give me some attention.

They obeyed these instructions. Pudge had a habit of wiping his hands even when they were not moist from his duties behind the bar. Now he sat very still, not smoking, but wiping his hands as he looked with awe and with content toward Jim Silver. The others made themselves comfortable.

There was a time, boys, said Christian, when the West was the West. By that I mean, there was a time when it was free. A fellow could follow his own fancy. There were a few sheriffs and deputies and federal marshals scattered about, but not enough of them to bother a man, really. It was a golden age, boys. A fellow could spread his elbows at the board — and when the board got a little too hot for his elbows, he could ride off into the hills and wait for things to cool down a little, and then he could return and try his luck again. Am I right?

Youre right, chief, said Pudge, who being the oldest man took it on himself to answer.

We were not bothered a great deal. It was a happy time. And then a man who wasnt a sheriff or a marshal, a man who had no business interfering, started on our trails.

Christian turned and looked at Silver. He wanted trouble. He loved it. He ate trouble and he drank trouble. If hed had the nerve of the rest of us, he would have gone against the law and taken his fun where he found it. But he didnt dare to do that. He was afraid. He was yellow, really, in his heart, because he was afraid of the law.

Sure he was! said Scotty, with a sudden acid anger.

Christian paused, controlling the passion that began to make his eyes burn. Then he continued:

As a matter of fact, Silver wanted the pleasure of man hunting, and he didnt want the penalties. So he crawled over to the safe side of the fence. When he was on the side of the law, of course every time he managed to sneak a bullet into one of us, the people applauded. They cheered for him. Ive seen in a newspaper, and a big newspaper that has a lot of authority and influences a lot of minds, the remark that one man like Jim Silver was worth more to the cause of law and order than any hundred sheriffs in the land. Its stuff like that, out of the papers, that makes Silvers life happy. Thats what he lives for — newspaper gabble of that sort. And hes distinguished himself up and down the land by running us down. Theres been no more mercy in him than there has been in a greyhound after rabbits.

He paused again, for again his emotion began to master him. But at last he was able to continue:

I want you to remember that there was a time when I had a system that couldnt be beaten. I had you boys around me, and we lived a happy life. I had other men, too. There wasnt a one of them that I couldnt trust. And everything was done in secrecy, quietly, without a fuss. We did no real harm. We didnt settle down on one part of the range till we broke the back of it. We moved around here and there. We had friends among all the ranchers, all the little fellows with places scattered around through the hills.

When they saw one of us, they took us in. They knew that we meant ready cash for our meals and everything that we took. They knew that when we came by in a pinch and needed a horse, it was worth while for them to trot out the best horses they had and give us a pick. The bill might not be paid till a month later, but it would be paid in hard cash then, and they could charge two times the real price of the horses. There were hundreds of men squatted around through the mountains, decent, honest fellows, who would have laid down their lives for us. Am I wrong?

I remember those days, said Scotty, with a sigh. A man could live then. It was a gentlemans life. Thats what it was. Then this hound came along and busted everything up!

And in those days, said Barry Christian, there was nothing known. Not one man in twenty thousand knew what I looked like. There was just the name of Barry Christian that boys who were on the make knew was worth hitching to. And the people who worked with us didnt know me. It was simply a name, a sort of a trademark that told every one our work was going to be clean. Sheriffs hated the thought of us. Posses couldnt be raised to chase us, because they caught hell when they got close. And then everything changed. Everything!

He turned back to Silver.

Silver, he said, when I look at you, I can hardly keep my hands off you!

Thanks, said Silver. From my way of thinking, old son, thats a compliment.

Christian went on: He chose to walk in on me, and life has been hell for all of us, ever since. The ranchers suspect us now. Too much has been published about us. And as for me, my face has been published all up and down the land — with a reward stacked on the top of my head, so that I hardly dare to trust the men of my own crowd!

But now, boys, there is going to be a change. Weve come to the end of the trail and after tonight were going to be able to turn back to the old days. Were going to build ourselves the same reputation we had before. Were going to make sheriffs turn sick at the thought of us. Were going to find clients here and there in the mountains. A new deal for every one all around, and the past forgotten and bygones gone forever. Because to-night Jim Silver dies!

It seemed to Silver, as he listened, that there was in reality a golden age of happiness and careless, secure adventure in the picture which the leader had painted. He could see the reflection of it in the bright eyes of the men before him.

How? asked Pudge. Thats what I wanta know. How?

This way! said the squeaking voice of the Chinaman.

He came in carrying a heavy tarpaulin bundle in each hand.

Hey, you fool, get out of here with that! yelled Charlie Larue. The Chink has the dynamite! he explained.

No explanation was needed. The gang scattered in haste as John walked up to Silver and slid the two big bundles under his chair. Then he undid a long coil of fuse that had not been cut and snaked it out in a curving pattern upon the floor, until it was all distributed.

Then he said, with appropriate gestures: You light here. Jim Silver watch the fire come. We wait outside. Poom! Jim Silver gone.

Christian went on: And then the fire burns the house and sends the bits of Silver up in smoke — and there you are! Hes a famous man, boys, and if he disappears, therell be a search down to bed rock. But that wont bring them to smoke and ashes, I think! John, I always knew that you were something more than a cook and a smuggler. Now I know how much more!

The full beauty of the idea seemed to be dawning on the others, little by little.

Babe bawled out: And there Jim Silver sits like a king on a throne, and he sits and watches the fire come snakin, along the fuse at him. And he counts the seconds, and the time goes pretty fast and then — boom! Thats the end of Silver.

He began to laugh, thundering his mirth through the place.

Fix the fuse, said Christian. John, you had the idea, and you can have the glory and the fun, too. Fix the fuse and light the far end of it.

The cook was instantly at work, singing a queer little tuneless song as he busied his hands.

Christian lingered near Silver.

I hate to leave you, Jim, he said. In a sense, this will be a rather empty world, with you out of it. It will be too simple. There will be no one to match my brain against. And yet Ill have to struggle along as well as I can. I wish I could be here till the last, Jim, and see you sitting on your throne, as Babe calls it, until youre taken at one step to hell. Jim, I almost feel like shaking hands. Good-by, Silver!

Silver said nothing, but lifting his head, he looked calmly into the face of Barry Christian. And Christian, running his fingers through the long silk of his hair, stared down at his victim and smiled.

Then he turned on his heel.

Scatter out of here, all of you, he said, seeing that the end of the fuse had been lighted and that the light of its burning was sputtering across the floor, making the snaky fuse line shudder and leap. Get out and stand by to see the pieces of Jim Silver start skyward. Get out. I want to lock every door. Theres only two or three minutes before that fire hits the dynamite.


XXIV. THE EXPLOSION
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THERE WAS ONE auditor of the words of Christian who was not in the room. That was Taxi, who had flattened himself against one of the windows, so that he was able to see much and hear everything.

Now he dropped to the ground and raced to the rear of the house. The men were already swarming out the side door. The voice of the Chinaman came singing through the kitchen as Taxi dropped into a patch of brush just behind the kitchen door.

The Chinaman came out, locked the door behind him, dropped the key into his pocket for all the world as though he might have to use it again, tossed his queue over his shoulder, and went off at a dogtrot toward the little shed at the rear of the house.

It was the best place to secure complete shelter from any flying fragments from the explosion. Taxi already had glanced into it and seen there a single mule loaded with a small pack. There were no horses in the shed. The gang, of course, would have left their mounts in the distance.

Taxi, as he kneeled in the brush, kept swearing in a soft whisper. In a few moments Jim Silver would be ended, but the calm face of Silver as he had looked back at Barry Christian would never die out of Taxis mind.

He had known, as he stared with aching eyes through the crack in the window, that this man was, in fact, capable of every good thing that he had dreamed of him, and incapable of the evil. The quiet with which he sat there, and the steady, firm eyes, somehow had told Taxi.

There was only firelight in that room now, and the sputtering, dancing end of the fuse as the fire ran up its coiling length toward the dynamite. But there would be enough light to show Jim Silver all his life. Perhaps among other things he would see the face of Taxi, a stranger, an unknown man, for whose sake Silver was to die!

Taxi stood up among the brush.

There was nothing to do. He could hear the heavy locks turning with a clank as big Barry Christian turned the key in door after door, to seal Jim Silver with his fate.

There was nothing to do. Except, afterwards, to run them down, one by one!

And then he saw himself leaning over the locks in that dark house, fumbling with the picklock, struggling forward, striving to get at the man who sat there waiting for death. He would be working like that when the explosion came and put an end to them both.

Scatter out, boys, said the voice of Barry Christian, in the distance. Scatter out and get under the trees, in case that explosion sheds something on us out of the sky. Watch yourselves, lads!

What a cheerful ring in his voice — and Jim Silver in yonder, waiting for death, alone!

Like a ghost, Taxi was out of the brush and on his knees at the back door. There were no eyes to watch him. All the men of the gang were gathered far forward to enjoy the full flare and crash of the explosion. What was left of the house would soon be flaming from the embers of the fire that burned in the living room.

The kitchen lock opened, but with a slowness and a difficulty which augured ill for the other locks. This lock must be used more constantly than the others. The rest were apt to be more difficult because of rust.

Now, like the edge of a sharp knife, the flashing light in Taxis fingers divided the darkness, right and left.

The next doorknob glinted. He was at the lock in an instant. And the little picklock trembled at the heavy inwards of the metal contrivance.

Two minutes or three minutes, Barry Christian had said, before the fire reached the dynamite.

The hands of Taxi shuddered. It seemed to have been longer than two or three minutes. It seemed twenty or thirty minutes. His heart was beating slowly. His heart was stopping. For time seemed to be rushing like a stream of lightning past Taxi.

He could do nothing with the lock. His mind was urging him to leap from the house, to run to a distance, to hurl himself face downward on the ground before the explosion blew him into eternity.

He jumped to his feet.

Then with the ice-cold hand of his will he took hold of himself, bowed his knees, made himself bend over the doorknob. His iron will would not even let him begin at once but forced him to count three slowly, deliberately, while the chill sweat trickled down his face.

After that, he had himself in hand.

He opened that lock with a mere gesture, as it were, though it seemed a slow gesture to one racing against time in that manner.

The flashlight touched the door on the farther side of the dining room. He was instantly at it. The lock was stiff. It was soldered firmly with rust. He threw away the small picklock and took a larger one. It would not fit the wards!

He had to turn and find the bit of steel he had just discarded. Calmly, slowly he played the ray of light across the floor, since haste would be sure to miss it. He found it, reached it with a tigerish bound, returned to his work — and in an instant that door was open.

He was in the hall. The living-room door was there in front of him. He went at it savagely, yet delicately. He found the heart of it. The bolt moved among the wards. The door yielded itself to his hand, and snatching the door open, he looked in and saw the running fire of the fuse right at the dynamite.

He shrank, then hurled himself forward. His hands and arms seemed to have the courage and not the rest of his unwilling body. His hands gripped the sides of the doorway, and his arms threw him forward, stumbling, until as he drew nearer, he saw that the fire in the fuse had not actually covered the last two feet of the cord.

He put his heel on the fuse and ground the fire out. Then he began slashing the ropes that swathed Silver. Silver merely said: Taxi? Is it you? Well, how on earth—

Then the man was free. As he rose, Taxi pushed the automatic of Plug Kennedy into his hands and thereby, as he suddenly felt, he transformed a helpless victim into a fighting power worth any three — yes, even if Barry Christian were one of them.

Take this, Jim, he said. You can use it better than I can.

I dont know one end of an automatic from another, said the quiet voice of Silver. He did not even whisper! Besides, theyve not taken my guns. Theres a strain of sentimentality in Barry Christian — and he left my guns here to go with me!

He stepped to a table, and by the flicker of the firelight, Taxi saw the big man take possession of that pair of long-barreled Colts.

Where are they? All towards the front of the house? asked Silver.

They are. We can get out the back way, Jim. You can whistle Parade to you. Theyve got him by this time, I suppose. But hell break away when you whistle. And then we can run for it.

Silver put a hand on his arm.

The house is going to blow up — after were out of it. And then well have a pretty free hand to work on the crew of them, Taxi. Are you with me?

Taxi stared through the dimness and the leap of the firelight at the big face. Even that dull light glinted on the silver spots of gray, like incipient horns, over the temples of Arizona Jim.

Im with you, said Taxi, as long as I live — through everything!

Silver kneeled by the remnant of the fuse and pinched it hard in three places under his heel, to make the powder burn more slowly. With a coal from the hearth, he lighted the end of it. Then he ran soundlessly with Taxi through the house, passing the open doors, one after another, until they had issued from the kitchen.

They kept on, for there was no need of much caution with the entire gang grouped about the front of the cabin. They reached the trees near the little shed which had been built as a stout lean-to against an outjutting of the rock.

And as they crouched in secure covert, the explosion struck at the ground under their feet, and the air beat with a soft, weighty hand at their faces.

The cabin split apart. A pale moon had just slid up above the eastern trees, and in that light and right across the face of the moon they could see free logs and beams from the house thrown high.

The blast was followed, after an instant, by the heavy thudding of the logs against the ground. The whole cabin lay flat, like a house of cards.

Still there was a little interval of silence, as though the watchers were stunned, then a wild outbreak of cheering voices. Guns were fired into the air in a steady thundering. Silver could see the gang capering under the moon with drunken happiness.

They were like silly youths on a spree. They interwove their arms and put back their heads and howled to the moon. They yelled themselves hoarse and, freshly tasting the cup of their happiness, yelled again. They danced in an Indian circle, prancing aimlessly up and down.

Only, apart from the rest, his arms folded, the moon gilding his long silken hair, Barry Christian faced the ruin and watched the thickening of the smoke that began to rise out of it.

Tongues of flame leaped. The blaze leaped and roared. It seemed a bonfire lighted to celebrate the grand occasion.

But it would take hours for that pile to burn down, and Taxi heard Barry Christian call his men together.

Weve made noise enough to call in any one within a mile from us. And now weve started a fire to show em the way. Boys, dont forget that we have a lot of gold dust packed away on that mule, in there. Weve seen the last of Jim Silver, tonight, weve sent Taxi to another kind of hell, and now we can reward ourselves with a neat split of hard cash, for each of us, and scatter for the next job. Come on with me!

They gathered together and followed him. Some of them kept turning back to stare at the fire and then stumbled forward again, blinded by the increasing brightness of the flames.

They passed into the open door of the shed, and Silver said, as a lantern was lighted in the interior of the shed:

Theyve been collected there for us, Taxi. Lie low here in the brush. Ill get behind those rocks. We can make those fellows come out one by one with their hands over their heads, or else we can shoot that shack full of holes and get every man inside it that way. Keep the door covered, will you?

Taxi slid into his place. The position was perfect. He was entirely covered. And the moon and the fire gave excellent light for shooting. He saw Silver get into place among a nest of rocks that would enable him to cover the door of the shed, also. There were no windows. That one point of exit was all that needed surveillance.

Then Silvers resonant voice rang out through the night: Barry Christian! Oh, Barry Christian!

There was a pause, and then a frightful cry from the shed: Boys, the ghost of Silver has come for us.


XXV. A NEW MAN
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IF THAT HAD been the voice of Babe or any of his fellows, Taxi would not have been so stunned, but it was Barry Christian who had shouted out in a panic. It was incredible that that man should be weakened by superstition.

Charlie Larue! Charlie Larue! called Taxi. Im waiting out here for you.

Its Taxi! yelled Larue.

The lantern was dashed out in the shed. There was a confusion of voices inside, and then the louder tones of Pudge, explaining:

I saw the detective walk off with him in handcuffs that he couldnt slip. I tell you, I saw it!

Silver sang out: You cant dodge us, boys. Theres no way out of the shed except by that door. And if you try to stay inside, well turn the shack into a sieve and pepper the lot of you inside. Those of you who want to take your chances with the law can walk out of that door one by one, with your hands as high over your head as you can stretch them. Babe, youre first! Step out, and step fast, or well open up on you all.

There was another groaning confusion of voices. Then Babe appeared in the doorway with his hands above his head. He said:.

What a beating Im going to soak up from Taxi!

But he strode ahead to take his punishment, while Silver said:

Walk right on into that patch of brush, and turn around before you get to it and back in. Taxi, get his guns and tie him.

Babe executed these orders with a perfect obedience, turned just before he reached the brush, and backed into it. When Taxi commanded him to put his hands behind his back, he obeyed, saying:

You aint going to get the same satisfaction, Taxi. You gotta use a club to get effects on me, and I used my hands on you. A club aint got the same feeling.

Larue came next. He was completely gone. He stumbled halfway to the brush, and his knees seemed unwilling to support him.

Poor Charlie! said Babe. Youd betterve had it out with him back there in the Round-up Bar; better that than to hang for murdering Joe Feeley, which is whats going to happen to you, kid!

Scotty came next, then Pokey, who refused to put his hands over his head and sauntered out with his hands in his pockets. His bravado lasted until he got into the brush. There he simply broke down and groaned and wept as Taxi tied him to the others.

Pudge came out, saying: Play your luck where you find it!

The Chinaman was next.

Silver said: You yellow-skinned son of trouble, run out of here as fast as you can. Im not going to bother about you.

The Chinaman bolted so fast that his pigtail stood straight out behind his head.

Now, Christian! called Silver. Come out, old son!

Barry Christian came, but he came in a style different from that of the others. He came with a six-gun in each hand, with his long hair flying, and dodged for cover, shooting at the same time toward the rocks and the brush.

Taxi, taking a good aim, pulled his trigger. There was only a dull clicking sound for answer. He knew that his gun had jammed, and in another moment Barry Christian was out of sight.

Jim! Jim! cried Taxi. Whats the matter? My gun jammed — but whats the matter with you?

Silver walked over to him, shaking his head.

Listen! he said.

Far away, they could hear the departing thudding of hoofs as Barry Christian mounted a mustang and fled through the night.

I couldnt do it, said Silver. It wasnt a fair fight. And when he charged out like that, ready to die — well, letting him go is the worst deal I ever gave the world in all my days, but I couldnt help it.

Of course, the report of that escape was twisted. Nothing did so much to lower the reputation of Silver; nothing did so much to raise the fame of Barry Christian, afterwards, as the fact that the outlaw had fought his way through great odds and escaped with his life. That his followers were lost mattered very little.

It was well after daylight before the procession got into Horseshoe Flat. The whole town was roused. The elements of peace and order had kept their heads low for a long time, while the gang of Barry Christian was near enough to dominate the place. They turned out in force now, and lodged the outlaws in their little newly-built jail.

Justice and a stern law waited for every one of those men except Charlie Larue. His nerve, which had first been broken by Taxi in the Round-up Bar, failed him completely when the iron door of his cell was locked. That night he used his belt to hang himself to the bars of his cell rather than await a judge, a jury, and a State hangman.

There was one curious little aftermath the next day when Mr. Kennedy, the detective, returned to his hunting grounds. The townsmen, of course, knew why he had come, and before he walked three blocks from the station, a crowd had commenced to gather. They trailed Kennedy to the door of the Creighton lodging house and then they swarmed over him.

When his hands were tied, he had the privilege of seeing Taxi wave to him from a front window of the house, with Silver and the girl standing beside him. Then Kennedy was taken back to catch the next train out.

Certain things were said in Kennedys ear by leading townsmen of Horseshoe Flat. They were vigorous enough to assure that he would never take his chances in that town again. Whatever Taxi had been before, said Horseshoe Flat, he was a new man now. And the West is the place where the past is forgotten, and the world is given new men for old.

Taxi, back in the Creighton boarding house, finished the just division of the gold dust which Barry Christian had looted from the Feeley mine. The majority of Horseshoe Flat was up there in the hills prospecting for a new strike and finding a few streaks of color and little more to boast of. But Taxi and Silver were splitting the treasure into three parts. Half, they decided, went to the mother and the rest of the family of Joe Feeley. The other half was divided between Silver and Taxi. Sally Creighton weighed out the gold on a kitchen scales, very equitably.

Then Silver said: Youve turned a corner, Taxi. Youre on a new street. You may think that youre hitched to your past, but youre not. Horseshoe Flat wants you, and Horseshoe Flat will kick the rest of the world in the face if it tries to get at you. You have the money for a new start. Theres Sally here, who knows how to keep house and cook. She can tell you how to live on the new street, if you want to settle down in this part of the world.

Taxi looked her straight in the eye. Sally, he said, do you hear that? Do you think that you could fit a yegg and a crook into your life?

Not for a minute, she said. But I could fit Taxi into my life forever.

They kept looking at one another, smiling like children. Then Silver said:

Id better leave, because youll have to do something about that, Taxi.

Taxi reached out a hand and caught his arm.

When you go, Im going with you, he said. You people trust me, but I dont trust myself. If you hammer me long enough, maybe Ill break. Jim, let me ride with you for three months. If you still think Im right at the end of that time, Im coming back.

What do you say to that, Sally? asked Jim Silver.

Why, she said, isnt it fair and square? He cant realize the new idea all at once. Jim, can we expect him to know himself as well as we know him?
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I. THE RESCUE
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BILL NAYLOR WANTED to make up his mind between two jobs, both of which were open to him. There were always jobs open to Naylor because he had unusual talents. He could use a running iron with wonderful effect. There was hardly a rustler on the entire range more skillful in twisting a bit of heavy wire into shapes required for the altering of staple brands into new ones. He had dealt crooked faro in many places, and he was more than a fair hand at stacking a pack in a poker game. However, there are ups and downs in the gambling profession. The last little brawl had laid him up in hospital for two months. He was still weak in the body, and a little shaky in the nerves. And as for working as a rustler, he felt that a man who has been once cornered by a posse of indignant cattle owners and then turned loose has had warning enough.

So Bill Naylor had come into the country to his home town of Kendal to rest for a few weeks and make up his mind about the next step. Being of a surly and a lonely temper, he went out to watch the moonrise on the Kendal River, not because he appreciated the beauty of the scene, but because it was a good place to find solitude. There he sat on a rock beside the roar of Kendal Falls, smoked and meditated.

If he started to smuggle opium, the wages were high, and there was a fat commission on deliveries. Also, he knew all about how to roast a pill, and he felt that nothing is much better than a smoke of opium at night if there can be a stiff shot of whisky as an eye-opener in the morning. On the other hand, there was a good deal to be said for work as a moonshiner.

The profits were by no means as high, but the law punished the crime with a prison term proportionately shorter. To one who, like Bill Naylor, had spent half his life in prison already, the last item was a tidy score in the accounting. Besides, he liked the life of a moonshiner, the free days, the brisk companionship. And it is astonishing how much life will flow into the vicinity of a little still back in the mountains.

It was hard — it was very hard for him to make the choice. Some of the days south of the river were very memorable and delightful. Life in Mexico, flavored with tequila, was not to be sneered at. And the black, tarry liquid itself, with the little taint of red in it, like a stain of mortal red, had a special beauty in his mind. He felt also, that it was a more dignified calling, that of a smuggler. It was worthy of a mans efforts. If he went up for smuggling opium, it was a thing to get space in the newspapers. It was a thing that would make his old associates, wherever they were, exclaim to one another: Nerve, thats what Bill Naylor has! They cant keep that man down!

Thrusting out his square jaw, and scowling till a shadow from his brows covered half of his face, Bill Naylor considered the situation and decided that that was a good simile. He was like a furtive, hunted beast that has been driven into the water, and every time he came up for air the law took a kick at his head.

He looked up, still scowling. Opium was beginning to win out, in his mind. And now he saw four riders come out slowly along the flat arch of the wooden bridge that spanned the river not far above the falls. They looked black and huge, for the moon was behind them. The moon threw on the polished face of the river the skeleton shadow of the bridge and even dimly marked out the images of the four riders.

Those four fellows all had their jobs, of course. They were riding in from some distant ranch to celebrate the end of the month by spending all their wages on bad bar whisky. The ordinary run of block-head was what they were, no doubt.

He made another cigarette, and was about to light it when there was a sudden commotion, a jumbling together of the silhouettes that had been advancing across the bridge, and thereafter the figure of a man flipped over the side of the bridge, dropped down, and smote the water. It leaped in a dim flash at the place where the body disappeared from view.

Bill Naylor stood up and stared.

That aint so bad, he said aloud.

He had a feeling that in this world one only needs to keep the eyes open in order to see a great many unexpected things.

The men on the bridge remained for a moment, then they proceeded at a casual gait. Of course, it would be folly for them to try to effect a rescue. That fellow had either been killed in striking the water, or else he would be whirled over the roar and ruin of the big falls. He might, to be sure, strike on one of the rocks that projected like so many sharks teeth at the verge of the falls, but it was hardly better to be impaled at the brink of the falls than to be carried down with the waters.

Now, peering carefully, Naylor saw a shadow come swirling with the currents. It verged toward the brink of the falls. He could distinctly see the gleam of the face and the sweeping shadow of hair worn almost long enough to be the hair of a woman.

One of these backwoods fellows wearing his hair after a frontier fashion that was out of date. Well, he would soon not care whether his hair was long or short!

The body seemed to dally, as though a rope were pulling it back from death. Then the final surge of the current caught hold of it like a spear and hurled it at the brink of the falls.

Gone for sure! said Bill Naylor, grinning a little.

But then he distinctly saw the body strike on one of the rocks. It doubled over on the keen tooth. Head and legs streamed out with the downward current. Well, the river would soon work that obstacle clear and carry it down to be pounded to a pulp among the rocks of the lower canyon.

It was a miracle to Bill Naylor, when, as he lighted and smoked another cigarette, he saw the wounded man stir, raise a hand to the top of the rock, and strive to pull himself up the face of it. He had not sufficient strength.

Bill Naylor, without the least excitement, considered the possibilities of effecting a rescue. He cared not a whit whether the man went over the falls or not, but it was also true that a man saved from the brink of death generally feels gratitude, and often this gratitude can be expressed in terms of hard cash. Bill Naylor looked on the stranger as he might have looked on a big fish in a stream. He decided instantly that to attempt to clamber out over the rocks to the point where the man was clinging would be far too hazardous. So he sat down on his heels and went on smoking.

A good-sized log came spinning down the current, twisting aslant just above the cataract. Now it struck the rocks with a crash that splintered it in several places. The shock of it tossed up a shower of spray on Bill Naylor.

I sit here and worry about savin lives like a fool, he said. I hope he goes — fast!

He stood up in disgust. The cold of the water bit at his body, which was warm and tender under the shelter of his clothes.

Then he was amazed to see that this man, who already should have been dead, was now at the end of the log, and handing himself along the length of it as far as it went.

This brought him fairly close.

Bill Naylor walked out over the safe rocks near the shore and leaned over. There was a gap of perhaps five feet between the end of the log to which the man clung and the side of the rock where Naylor squatted. That was not much of a span, but the fellow could never make it. Through the narrow chasm the water plunged in a solid crystal, streaked deep down with films of foaming speed. If the stranger tried to cross that chasm, he would be squirted into eternity like a watermelon seed pressed between thumb and forefinger.

The comparison pleased Bill Naylor.

Well, the man would never bridge that narrow gap unaided. Should he make the effort? — Naylor asked himself. There was more than a little peril involved. If he secured a good grip on a projecting pinnacle on his side and extended his hand, it was possible that the rushing force of the water would break his hold.

He put his hand down into the stream. The force of it made his arm tremble, and he stood up again and shook his head.

There was no chance to speak above the thundering of the water. And the stranger, floating there on the verge of death, made no effort to appeal, even with gestures. Naylor, studying the face, saw that it was very handsome, with a capacious, high forehead, a bony, powerful chin, and plenty of refinement in the modeling of all the features.

That was most undoubtedly a fellow of force. He looked like some famous man whose picture had been before the attentive eye of Bill Naylor. But Bill disliked the height of the forehead. His own brow was low and cramped and indented. He felt like snarling when he saw features so godlike.

The man was young, too. He was young, handsome, probably brainy, with the most brilliant future ahead of him. Perhaps he was even a rich man.

Well, said Naylor to himself, you can go down for all of me.

He saw the head of the stranger bow a little. He had been trying to pull himself out of the water and get on top of the log: the effort was too great for him. He was smashed up. Perhaps the rock had torn him like the bite of a sea monster. And now his head dropped a little — not in despair, but in sheer weakness.

A dead game one, said Naylor to himself. Sure a dead game one.

He admired gameness. It was practically the only virtue that he himself possessed, but he felt that he never could have found himself in the situation of the stranger without making some frantic efforts to persuade the other fellow to a rescue. The stranger had not lifted a hand.

Somehow Bill Naylor found himself lowering his body over the side of the rock. He had a good grip with his left hand on a projecting fragment of the stone — suppose that fragment should break off? — and now he extended his right hand to the other.

A cold, hard grip locked instantly on his wrist, and a shock of terror spurted through the heart and the veins of Naylor. For he realized that he would never be able to break that grip; it was the bulldog clutch of a strong and desperate man, clinging to his last hope of life.

Now for the great effort! He set his teeth and pulled with all his might. The hand of the stranger burned his flesh, ground it against the bones of his wrist.

Bill Naylor felt his clutch on the rock slipping. If the cursed water only pulled with a steady force it would be all right — he could win. But there were tremors and jerks; the devil was tugging him toward the mouth of hell.

Then in an instant the strain ceased. He found the stranger floating beside him near the rock.


II. A KING OF CRIME
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WHEN NAYLOR WAS a little boy, his father had said to him: No man needs to do anything except what he wants to do.

Bill Naylor had said: Suppose hes done in and wants to faint. What can he do to stop that?

No man needs to do anything except what he wants to do, repeated the elder Naylor, who was a strong-willed man.

Bill Naylor remembered that speech as he worked the injured stranger toward the shore. The fellow ought to have been dead a thousand times over. He ought to be dying now, to judge by the way the blood kept pouring out of his torn body. But he would not even faint. He simply kept his teeth locked. There was no grinning distortion of Spartan effort about that, either. The will that the stranger was using was not in his muscles, but in his brain. So there was not even a wrinkling of his brow as he staggered at the side of Naylor. He kept his face forward. He wasted no breath in speech, and presently Naylor had him stretched on the ground on the pine needles. The black of the shadow was streaked with moonlight to show his calm face.

Ill fetch you a doctor, said Naylor, and—

Stay here. Do what I say, said the other. Take this first. He took a wallet out of his pocket and held it forth. Thats only a beginning, he said.

Naylor opened the wallet and saw a sheaf of bills well compacted. They were sodden with water, but he could read the denomination of the topmost, and it was a hundred dollars.

Even if the other bills were much smaller, there was between two and three thousand dollars in that wallet. Naylor closed the wallet, shoved the wetness of it into his pocket, and said nothing. He knew that he had come to a great moment. He knew that it was his good luck that had forced him to attempt that rescue.

He heard the other saying: You cant bring me a doctor. Im Barry Christian.

The knees of Naylor sagged a little. A great moment? Yes, it was the greatest of his life. Through his brain a thousand memories whirled, each a distinct face, shooting through his mind like the silhouettes of people in a crowded passenger coach when it goes by at full speed. Barry Christian! How many times had that great foeman of the law won mighty prizes? Who in this world had ever gained even the slightest victory over him with the exception of that superman known as Jim Silver? And now all of Barry Christian lay there on the pine needles at the feet of Naylor.

Even so, he did not feel the stronger of the two. The brainy fellows who obeyed the law could be damned, for all of him; but this was a great master, a king of the world of crime, and a sort of awe spread over the disturbed spirit of Bill.

You tell me; Im your man, he said.

Thats only the first, said Barry Christian. Theyve got a reward on me, and its a big one. But I think youll make more out of me by giving me a hand. Make up your mind.

In a sudden heat of enthusiasm, Bill Naylor exclaimed: I wouldnt turn you in if the reward was a million. I dont kiss the foot of anybody to get blood money. My names Bill Naylor. Maybe youve heard of me?

Of course I have. Youve worked in Mexico, said the calm, small voice of Christian.

It was the sweetest tribute that Naylor had ever heard. It was more to him than a Congressional Medal.

Go and spill the beans. Tell me what you want. If youve ever heard anything about me, you know I dont split on a pal.

I know, said Christian. Take off your coat and wrap it around me. Twist it hard around me to stop the bleeding as much as you can. Get into town. Buy some needles and some surgical silk. Get a bottle of alcohol for a disinfectant. Get some brandy, too, and something to eat, and bring everything back to me here. Bring a lantern, too.

Thatll take me moren half an hour, said Naylor, measuring the distance to the town.

And in the meantime I may be dead. But thats all right, said Christian. The world is made of chance. Hurry along.

Bill Naylor hurried. He ran himself out of breath, made the purchases, visited his fathers house on the verge of the town long enough to borrow a horse, and after saddling it, galloped rapidly back.

When he swung out of the saddle he expected to find the body gone. It was in place.

He expected to find it cold with death. But at once the steady, weak voice said to him:

Quick work, Naylor. Light that lantern and well get to work.

Naylor lighted the lantern. Then he laid bare the side of Christian. There was a great, ragged rent that half sickened him to look at.

Put my shoulders against the tree, Christian said. Then dip the needles and the silk in the alcohol.

Naylor gripped Christian under the armpits and heaved on the heavy body until the back of the great outlaw was supported against the tree.

Then he dipped the needles and the silk thread in the bottle of alcohol while Christian held one hand over the lips of his wound. The dark blood kept oozing out rapidly through his fingers. But the man would not even weaken. He would not even sigh. Only now and then came a breath a little longer and deeper than the others, and his nostrils flared out a little. But the man was all steel, cold and perfectly tempered.

Presently he asked for the needles, and threaded the first one.

I dont know that Ill be able to do a good job, said Naylor, his lips twitching in horror as he saw the rent in the flesh.

You? I wouldnt ask you to do such dirty work for me, said Christian. Ill do it myself. Ive seen the doctors work.

And he began to work the needle right down into his flesh, turning it inside so that the mouth of the wound yawned open for a moment and the rush of the blood increased. He tied each stitch, driving the needle remorselessly through his own flesh. What was worst to watch was the drawing of the thread through the hole that the needle had made. All that Naylor could do was to cut the thread after the knot had been tied, drawing one section of the wound together.

It seemed to him that the work would never end. A fine sweat came out on the face of Christian and gathered in beads. He asked for brandy and took a long pull at the bottle. The sweat began to run on his face. Naylor took a handkerchief and wiped the sweat away.

Thanks, partner, said the great Barry Christian.

The soul of Naylor worked in him.

Dont thank me, he muttered. Im not doing a thing.

Every moment counted, when the blood was running out of him like that, but Christian spared the time to look up from his work with a smile. And as he endured the agony and smiled at Naylor, it seemed to Bill that he had never seen a face so noble, so calm, or so great.

Never had such an emotion disturbed the dark soul of Naylor.

The sewing of the wound ended with Christian asking questions about where they could put up. Naylor offered his fathers house, but Christian pointed out that even in the best family in the world there was not apt to be enough honesty to conceal the presence of a man wanted by the law as he was.

If you can trust one man in a million, youre in luck, said Christian. Ive found you, Naylor, and thats luck enough for me. I dont want to take chances.

There were always deserted shacks in the mountains, and Naylor knew of one of these. So Christian directed him to cut down or break down two small saplings and make with them a litter which the horse could drag. In that way Christian could be transported to his new home.

Naylor worked hard and fast. He had dressed Christians wound with a bandage and wrapped him in two thick blankets brought from his house. Now he was soon able to drag the weight of the wounded man onto the litter — for Christian was now too weak to stir his own weight. He could only endure the pain in silence.

On the litter, Naylor lashed him with a lariat; then he raised the litter and tied it into the stirrups of the saddle. After that he led the horse carefully forward, stopping now and then to go back and look at his man. And on each occasion Christian smiled silently at him.

They reached the shack. And there, on a bed of evergreen boughs and saplings, Naylor stretched out the wounded man.

There was one long sigh from Christian. He said: Leave me like this. Dont offer me anything. Let me lie here till the morning. Im going to sleep.

Sleep, with those stitches gripping at the rawness of his flesh?

Well, it was true that he was able to do it. When Naylor twice looked in on Christian, he found him each time calmly slumbering. Once he could see by the moonlight. Once he could tell by the count of the evenly measured breathing.

So Naylor, in the gray of the dawn, made another hurried trip to the town of Kendal to make more purchases. He bought plenty of provisions. To the storekeeper, who was curious, he simply said:

Im going up and do a little prospecting for myself. Theres gold in those mountains.

The storekeeper grinned. But, though he was curious, he was also discreet. He asked no more questions, but went on:

Theres news just come up over the telephone from Crows Nest. The real Jim Silvers back in town, and he brought the crooked Jim Silver along with him. Seems the fact is that the dumb-bells down there had the real Jim Silver in jail, all right, and the crook who robbed the bank was just a fellow by name of Duff Gregor that happened to look a good bit like Silver.

Hold on! said Naylor. Is that right? I thought that Silver had gone crooked at last. Is that wrong?

For that was the story — that Jim Silver, the archfoe of Christian, had at last abandoned the ways of the law-abiding to plunder the rich bank of Henry Wilbur, in Crows Nest. It had been a great comfort to Naylor, who always felt that honesty is merely a matter of policy with most, and that every man has his price.

He even had Silvers horse, Parade, said Naylor in a complaining voice. It must a been Silver that robbed the bank and got away with the loot.

The other shook his head. It was Duff Gregor, riding a hoss that looked considerable like Silvers chestnut. But the real Jim Silver, after Taxi got him out of the jail, climbed on the trail, grabbed Duff Gregor, grabbed Barry Christian, who was behind all Gregors tricks, and got hold of the loot, too. But the biggest news of all is that Barry Christian, rather than go back to the death house, chucked himself off the bridge up the river and went over the falls!


III. A JOB FOR NAYLOR
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THE CABIN STOOD in a secluded corner between two hills, with a thick stand of trees all around it. There was only one drawback, and that was that Bill Naylor had to travel a distance to get water. On the other hand, the absence of water was what secured them from intrusion. For no man looking for a deserted camp was apt to go to a place where water had to be dug for.

So for five days Naylor patiently nursed Barry Christian through a quick, violent fever, and then saw him start to progress toward good health. Every day that brought him closer to normalcy was a day that brought Bill Naylor closer to a golden reward. He could not say how much there would be in it, but legend said that Barry Christian despised money — used it like water, in fact! And how he would pour it forth on a man who had saved his life and then nursed him back to health! It was a subject of day-dreams which soothed the hours for Bill Naylor.

He had plenty to do, what with changing the bandages, and cooking, and washing, and shaving the sick man, and then making trips to town every day in order to pick up news. And of news that was interesting to Christian, there was a great store.

Above all, he wanted to know the fate of Duff Gregor and of the next moves of Jim Silver.

About Gregor, the fact was that the evidence against him was certain to send him to prison. But the trial would not come for a number of days.

Well, said Naylor, money will get a slick lawyer, and a slick lawyer will help Gregor, if you wanta help him.

Christian looked at him with eyes of mild wonder.

Why, Bill, he said, Duff Gregor worked with me. I cant let him down.

Aw, sure. I know, said Naylor. A gent sticks by his partners, all right. But what can you do? You cant crack the world open like a nut, can you? You cant crack it open and give the insides of it even to your best friends.

Is that the way you feel about it? asked Christian.

Why, said Naylor, Id stick by a partner. But when a gent is working outside the law, hes gotta take whats coming to him, dont he?

True, said Christian. But if Duff Gregor goes to jail, part of my reputation goes to jail with him. There was a time, not so long ago, when I could say that some of my friends had been bumped off. Nobody can help a bullet from hitting its mark now and then. But I could also say that none of my crew was rotting in prison. Its different, now. Its a lot different, since Jim Silver got on the trail!

He was silent, and the gloom which Naylor rarely saw in his face now clouded it darkly.

I know, said Naylor. Silvers a devil. Everybody says that. And hes hounded you for a long time. But youve about used up your bad luck, and the next trick may be yours.

Aye, said Christian. Therell be no doubt of that. The next time I get a chance, a bullet goes through the brain of him. I wont wait to do a fancy job. Once, Naylor, he added bitterly, I had him tied in a chair with a fuse burning and enough dynamite under him to blow up a hundred men. I walked out of a locked house and left him to go smash. And that was the time that Taxi walked in through the locks and turned him loose again. And just the other day, because of the way I played the game, I had Silver locked in a jail for another mans crooked work, and a whole town of armed men hungry to lynch him. And Taxi walked into that jail and took Silver out. But, of course, you know well the story of that.

Ive been like a king, Naylor. Ive had men around me, every one of whom was fit to lead a gang. But where are they now? Prison, most of em. Some of them havent been caught, but theyre scattered. And those that have wangled their way out of prison are scattered, too. The last thing they want is to work with me again.

Again if Duff Gregor goes to the pen, then the rest of the crowd will be surer than ever that Im bad luck for the fellows who are my partners. But if I can get Duff Gregor out of prison now that the eyes of the whole world are on him — if I can get him out safe and sound and put him on his feet as a free man again, every one of the old partners will begin to think of the golden days before the pack was broken up. Theyll want to run with the old leader. You understand?

Aye, said the other. You have a long head, Barry. He added: But you could make plenty of money all by yourself. Why do you want to team up with anybody? You could be rich and safe, all by yourself. Its having partners that gets a fellow into trouble. Theres Gregor, now. You got him on your mind. But if you were playing a lone hand, you wouldnt worry about anything except about your own cards.

Christian nodded. But whats the pleasure, Bill? he asked. To drift about by oneself and do a fat job now and then and rake in a load of money? Is that exciting? No, its only a cheap game.

Naylor blinked as he listened. A great deal of this was far above his head.

Christian explained: But when I had my organization built up, I could speak a word in Butte City and start a man moving in old Mexico. I had big lawyers on my pay roll. I had safe crackers, second-story workers, and every kind of a handy man you could ask for. They were scattered, but they were always with an ear to the ground, waiting for orders. And around me I had a dozen men always, the pick of the land, every one of them hard as steel and true as steel. Men like you, Bill.

A shudder of joy ran-through the body of Bill Naylor He swallowed and said nothing.

I want to build the great machine again, said Christian. And Im going to wangle it. But the first step is about Duff Gregor. Ive got to get him free. My reputation isnt worth an egg till Gregors free again.

I see, said Naylor vaguely.

Silver! exclaimed Christian. Whats the latest news about him? Now that the whole town of Crows Nest is making a god of him, I suppose hell settle down there and marry the bankers millions and get fat.

Naylor squinted his eyes and shook his head.

Men say, he remarked, that Silver and the girl have been a whole lot together. But now hes disappeared again. All at once he was gone, and didnt leave a thing except a letter behind him. And no forwarding address.

Christian closed his eyes and nodded.

That clears the field for me a little, he said. But as long as Silver stays on the trail, I know that his eyes are going to be sharp and his hand quick. And the moment he settles down — yes, for as much as six months — Ill come down on him and find him only half the man that he used to be! But Im glad to have him out of the way in Crows Nest.

Look at him, what kind of a crazy gazoo he is, said Bill Naylor, still shaking his head. There he goes and has moren anybody could ask for in his hands. And he dont take it! He wont even take the cash reward that they wanted to give him. He wont even let his partner, Taxi, know where hes gone. He just fades out of the picture, and thats all there is to it. His hands are as empty right now as they were before there was all the trouble. What does he get?

He gets reputation, said the other man gloomily. Theres not a boy in the whole West that doesnt dream at night and think that hes Jim Silver, riding Parade. Theres not a lad on the whole range that doesnt tell himself hed be willing to die if he could be Jim Silver for ten days. Think of Crows Nest, now. The fathers are telling their sons that Jim Silver is the right sort of a man. The women are telling Jim Silver stories to their babes. And Barry Christian is lying here in a ragged little shack in the woods, realizing that hes got to start almost at the beginning.

His voice changed suddenly as he looked toward Bill Naylor.

No, he said. Im not as far back as at the beginning. I have you, Bill.

Yes, said Naylor with emotion. You have me, partner.

Christian held out his hand and gripped that of the other man.

I dont thank you, he said. The time hasnt come for that. Besides, words dont mean a thing. But I have you, Bill, and the knowledge of that makes me feel strong. I have you, and I have one other thing.

Whats that? asked Bill Naylor.

Something Im going to ask you to get for me. Its only two days ride away.

Can you fend for yourself? asked Naylor.

I can, said Christian. I can sit up, and I can move about, slowly. You can cook up some grub before you start, and Ill take care of myself.

All right, said the other. Put a name to it, and Ill try my hand.

I want you to ride south, said Christian, till you come to the Blue Water Mountains. I want you to ride up the Blue Water River till you get to the town of Blue Water. I want you to go into a certain old house there, and down in the cellar of it youll find a certain room, and in the room theres a brick floor, and under some of those bricks theres a hole, and in that hole theres a parcel wrapped in canvas and oiled silk. Will you get it for me and bring it here?

Ill get it, exclaimed Bill Naylor with a savage earnestness. Ill get it, Barry, if I have to wade though fire for it! And if it held a diamond that weighed ten pounds, I wouldnt as much as look inside the wrappings. Ill bring it back to you exactly the way it is when I find it!

He was half blinded by his enthusiasm, and therefore he did not see or attach any significance to the slight smile that stirred the lips of Barry Christian before this speech had ended.


IV. THE OLD MILL
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IT WAS SUNSET two days later when Bill Naylor had his first look at the town of Blue Water. He did not like it. He came in from the east, and the town was black cardboard against the smoke and fire of the west. It looked a dismal town, the sort of a town a man could expect to die in.

This is a tough job, Bill Naylor said to himself.

He had been saying that all during the two days of his riding. It was a tough job, and it was over his head. He had told the great man his opinion in direct and stinging language.

What dyou think I am? he had said to Barry Christian. You think Im a whole fire company and a brigade of U.S. cavalry? I aint. Im only human. I cant get away with a big thing like this!

Barry Christian had simply laid a hand on Bill Naylors doubled fist and looked straight into his eyes, saying in that deep, rich, hypnotic voice:

I know what you feel about yourself, Bill. And I know what I feel about you. Theres difference. You add yourself up and find a minus. I add you up and find that youre an important man. Theres only one great thing that you havent learned. No man in the world can take a big job and do it in a minute; the thing to do is to go on step by step and dont cross the bridges until your feet are wet with the water.

That was what had proved the antidote for the miseries of Bill Naylors mind during the journey. Now that he was in sight of the goal and repeated the same words to himself, a great part of the comfort had departed from them. He watched the smoke going up from the town into the haze of the sunset as he sat the saddle with his horse panting beneath him, and the cinches creaking.

Im just an ordinary mug, he had told Barry Christian. I can do an ordinary job, but Im nothing to write home about. Im no headliner. Get that, because I mean it. I can ride a horse and shoot a gun. Ive got a pair of hands, too. But Im nothing fancy.

Barry Christian had said: Id rather have a steady man wholl take a step at a time than any of the fancy boys who are sure of themselves. Id rather have a fellow who doubts himself before he starts working than a fellow who does his doubting after things begin to go wrong. Bill, youll get farther forward than you expect to.

It was the exquisite comfort of this flattery that had spurred Bill Naylor all the way to Blue Water. Here he was in the town, and he was surprised that he had come this far. He was quite sure that he would not attempt the job that had been outlined for him, but nevertheless he went on to look at the site.

He went straight through the town and came out well up the river until he found the old mill which had been repaired as a sort of cheap hotel. Only, as Christian had said, the word had gone out that it was not a hotel at all, but a hang-out for crooks of some gang. Nobody knew what they were driving at. It might even be that already they had discovered the mysterious parcel under the floor of the room in the cellar.

Bill Naylor, as he tethered his mustang in a grove nearby, began to shake his head. He was still shaking it as he came out and sat down at the verge of the brush, looking at the irregular outline of the gloomy building and at the way the last of the fire of the sunset was swirling down Blue Water Creek. Lights came on here and there in the small windows of the old mill. For some reason or other, though they were not millers, the occupants of the place still used the old machinery, and now the wheel was clanking with a monotonous and groaning and wooden sound. There is no noise more horrible than the grinding of wood against wood. It put the teeth of Bill Naylor on edge, no matter how little sensitive he might be.

What does Barry Christian want? The world with a fence around it? He cant get it out of me! said Bill Naylor.

And then he grew suddenly afraid of what the imp of the perverse in his own soul might force him to do.

Step after step is what does the trick, Christian had said, and, step after step, Naylor found himself drawing closer to the mill. When he was near it, through the brush, he sat down on his heels again, for he saw a man strolling aimlessly up and down at the side of the mill, as though he were out to enjoy the air and the last of the sunset. But men who are enjoying the sunset do not, as rule, carry the weight of a double-barreled shotgun tucked under the arm.

Bill Naylor slowly pushed around the mill to the farther side, and again peered out from the edge of the brush, and again he saw a nonchalant figure of a man strolling up and down, up and down, with a double-barreled shotgun under the arm.

Naylor went far back into the brush and found the mustang.

Im goin to get myself right out of this, he told himself aloud. But with his hand on the lead-rope knot he paused again. He found that his fingers were only fumbling blindly at the knot while his mind was struggling with the greater problem of the mill and the mystery that it contained. If there were a sheriff in Blue Water, he ought to be interested, also.

Suppose a man were to take off most of his clothes and slide into the river and float down past the mill-would an entrance be found, or would the swimmer find himself drawn down the mill race into the ponderous sway of the wheel?

I wouldnt be such a fool as to try the dodge, anyway, said Bill Naylor to himself.

But in spite of these good and intelligent resolutions, he found himself standing finally on the bank of the stream, peering down at the mill. He could not see everything clearly; the bank hid a good deal. But now he was sitting down and pulling off his clothes!

He stripped to a pair of drawers. In the water he would not want the weight of a heavy Colt revolver. Instead, he unfastened his hunting knife from his belt and took the leather sheath between his teeth. Then he waded into the stream. He took a last look around. He saw the stars coming out, and the greatness of the Blue Water Mountains, and the whirling of the river currents.

Im the greatest fool in the world! said Bill Naylor to himself.

Then he dived into the water and swam down the stream. When he came close, he moored himself to the shore under a tangle of shrubbery. The mill was right above him. A yellow streak of lamplight came out of a window and rippled away across the water of the creek. The bumping and groaning of the wheel was not far away, and the voices of two men were talking.

One of them said: I says to Murphy: I dont like the turn of your nose and the color of your eye. And Murphy, he says to me: Im goin to fix you sos youll like em better. And then we went at it, and the first thing I know, a gent standing by trips me up, and I go down flat and knock my wind out, and Murphy, he throws himself at me. He was so happy that he was howling like a dog. Whining and howling like a dog, sort of choked, because his teeth were grinding together. And I managed to turn around and bring up one knee, and the bone of my knee whanged him on the side of the chin, and it opened him up like a knife, and the blood was all over everything. Murphy yells out that Ive cut his throat, and it looked like it. And he gets up and tries to run, and I get up, and the boys kick at Murphy and make him turn around and fight. But he was scared when he seen how much blood was running out of him, and he couldnt hardly hold up his hands. I took and beat the devil out of him. I got him against the wall, and the back of his head bumped the wall just when my fist hit his chin, and he went out like a light, and thats how he come to have that big cut on his chin, like you was talking about.

Thats a good way to get a cut on the chin, said the other voice. I heard tell that he was kicked by a hoss.

The first speaker laughed.

Well, he was kicked, all right. He was kicked by my knee, and it laid him right open like a knife.

Ill tell you what I seen Murphy do in Las Gatas, said the other.

Have you got some pipe tobacco?

No.

Wait till I get my pouch. Blast a pouch, anyway. When I just carried the sack the way I bought it, it was always in my pocket. But when I take and carry a pouch, I aint never got it with me.

The voice passed away, still speaking.

Wait a minute, said the other. I can tell you where Smithers left his tobacco down here in the basement.

That voice, also, diminished, went out.

Bill Naylor pulled himself up through the shrubbery like an eel.

Ill take a look and know what the things like, and then Ill get out of here, he said to himself. Four men right out on guard. Six men, Ill tell Barry Christian. Its a job that even he wouldnt like to tackle.

He found himself looking onto a sort of basement veranda that ran under the higher, main veranda overhead. The wet paddles of the mill wheel were rising, half revealed, a little to the right, each one coming up with a shudder of effort, like a living thing — shuddering, gleaming in the pallor of the lamp light, and almost stopping at the height of the rise, and then lurching foward again with renewed strength. Whatever work that wheel was doing, the utmost of its strength was being used.

Whatever theyre doing, they aint making flour, said Bill Naylor.

Across the veranda he saw an open window and a closed door. The two men who had been talking had probably gone in through the door.

Some fools, said Bill Naylor, would try to get in through that window.

And then, as if in a story, he actually found himself quaking and shuddering, but peering through the window into a cluttered room that seemed to be filled with nothing but rags and scraps of old paper.

He set his teeth. An electric chill which, he told himself, was like the chill of death, ran over him. A moment later he had ducked through the window and was stealing foward, cursing the rustling of the paper. A lantern, with the wick turned low, hung from the wall. He crossed the room, tried the opposite door, and found that it was not locked.

He peeked through. There was nothing but darkness. It closed over him. It shut like water over his lips, and he could not breathe.

Im a fool, Bill Naylor told himself. What do I think Im doing?

No voice of the spirit answered him.

Of course, the thing for him to do was to get back quickly. Get back while the way was open.

He started to open the door through which he had just passed, and inside of it he saw two men striding through the waste paper. He pressed the door soundlessly shut and leaned against the wall, his heart going fast.

Suppose they found him, naked, dripping, what would he say? That he was searching for a parcel!

Well, theyd give him a parcel. Theyd give him a parcel of buckshot that would blow his head off, and the fish in Blue Water Creek could dine on what was left of him.

Fish food, said Bill Naylor. Thats what I am. Fish food. Im such a fool that even the fish would laugh at me. Thats what I am. Im a simple fool, is all I am.

He fumbled foward along the wall and opened another door. He got it ajar half an inch, and, peering through, he saw a little printing press at work, with a bearded, spectacled, clerical-looking gentleman leaning over one of its products, peering at it through a magnifying glass that was held close to his eye. Other products of the press were scattered on the floor, trampled brutally under foot, and yet all of them looked astonishingly like coin of the United States — neat little ten-dollar bills.

That door slid out of the fingers of Bill Naylor and closed with a slight jarring sound. He knew where he was now. And he knew what sort of people make counterfeit money. Any one who has anything to do with the making or the pushing of the queer is apt to be a hardy soul.

Well, if they found him in the place, they would simply finish him, that was all.

He fumbled along the wall until his hip struck another doorknob. Carefully turning it, he opened upon another deep well of blackness. It seemed to him that it was deep, that a musty smell was rising to him from a great pit, and he put foward his bare foot with caution. The sole of his foot rubbed on the rough surface of bricks. He made another step, and another. There was no pit. That had been all something of the mind, a mere fiction.

But there was something important, something significant about the bricks. Then he remembered. The floor of the cellar room about which Barry Christian had spoken was paved with bricks, not floored with wood or left as dank earth. He was in the very room, therefore, in which the parcel was hidden.

Or were there two rooms paved with bricks?

Sure there are! said Bill Naylor to his soul. Theres a thousand rooms paved with bricks in this place. And I could fumble a thousand years in the dark and not find anything.

He wanted a smoke with a tremendous yearning. He felt that he could steady all his nerves and make his brain work if he could only smoke.

He moistened his dry lips, found the wall, and began to feel his way along it. He encountered another door. Then he found a niche set back from the rest of the floor.

That was the room! There was just such a corner niche in the room which Christian had described to him.

He got down on his knees and began to try every brick. He tried a thousand bricks, and he could not budge one of them. He needed tools, he felt — took and lantern light.

Then he used both hands and worked patiently, with strength, on every brick. The skin was rubbing off the tips of his fingers on the roughness of the bricks and the mortar, and then — a brick rocked a trifle under the pressure he gave it. A moment later it was up!

Another and another gave way. He thrust his hand down into the cavity, and his hand touched the snaky, slippery smoothness of oiled silk. The hole was not big enough. He had to widen it still more before he stood up, trembling, with the prize in his hands.

His brain was whirling so that he could not at once determine on a way to get out of the place. But at length he remembered his original course.

He got through the door into the darkened room. Again, through a splinter of light, he recognized the apartment in which the press was kept; he could hear the muffled clanking of the machinery.

They had nerve, fellows like these — right on the edge of a town to run a press like this and use the water power to operate it! They had brains and they had luck, or they would soon be closed down.

He opened the door on the room whose floor was littered with waste paper. No man was in it. He went stealthily across the floor. There was the open window beyond which ran the veranda, and beyond the veranda was the black of the swirling river.

He was nearly at the window when suddenly, without the sound of a door being opened, a voice behind him said:

Goin to take a swim, Pete?

Uh-huh, said Bill Naylor, and walked straight past the window to the door. He opened it as the man behind him said:

Watch out for the snags. I wouldnt swim this time of day, no matter what the chief says.

Bill Naylor said nothing. He stepped out there into the darkness with one strong, yellow ray of lamplight from an upper window streaming down and rippling in pale gold across the face of the stream.

The two who had been talking on the veranda were no longer there. Naylor slipped through the brush. He walked up the edge of the stream, crouching low, as if there were a strong sun to light him, and eyes spying on his every movement.

He reached the horse. Still he could not believe that he had accomplished the thing.

He donned his clothes and lighted a match to examine the contents of the parcel. Then he remembered his promise, that he would not look inside. He remembered, too, that priceless advice — to make a step at a time.

Well, there was something in that. There was something in that worth more than gold and diamonds. The full beauty of the saying still was dawning on the soul of Bill Naylor. A step at a time, and he could climb all the mountains in the world.

He wrapped up the parcel again, dropped it into a saddlebag, and mounted.


V. CROWS NEST
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WHEN HE GOT back to the shack in the woods, two days later, in the afternoon, he found Barry Christian walking up and down in front of the lean-to, smoking a cigarette. Christians greeting was a marvel of nonchalance.

Good time, brother? was all he asked.

It was all right, said Bill Naylor, rejoicing in equal calm. Those bozos are printing some queer up there. Theres about a million of em littered all around.

Are there? asked Christian indifferently.

And heres that parcel, said Naylor.

Well, the nerves of Barry Christian were of the best steel, but the shock of pleasant suprise was too great for him to keep all emotion concealed. He could not help that flash of the eyes and that upward jerk of the head.

He took the parcel and unwrapped it right under the eyes of Bill Naylor. It contained only three small packages. One was of unset jewels. The other two were well-compacted sheafs of greenbacks.

Christian divided that loot into two heaps of equal size. Then he pushed them out on the top of a fallen log that lay across the door of the shack.

Take either half you want, Bill, said he.

Naylor walked up to the treasure and stared down at it. Then he looked at Christian.

Bill Naylor felt that he was going to be a fool again. He could tell by the tremor of nerves up his spine. And suddenly the words came flooding out of his throat, past the unwilling tightness of his jaws.

You grabbed this honey, and you cached it, he said. I just went and collected it for you; thats all.

Barry Christian stared at him with troubled eyes.

Its all right, said Bill Naylor. You take that and put it in your kick. Ive had plenty of cash out of you already. Take that and forget about my little job.

No, said Christian in a queer, small voice. I wont forget.

He wrapped up the money slowly, his eyes fixed on the distance. There was something in all this which baffled the great Barry Christian. It might mean money in his pocket, but there was something about it that he did not like.

Naylor wondered what it could be. There was something about what he himself had done — he, Bill Naylor — that Christian did not like. And that was strange! What had he done except do the most dangerous job he had ever tackled in his life? He had done that job, and he had got away with it. What more did Christian want?

This problem disturbed the mind of Bill Naylor. He was shaken literally to his soul with wonder.

He went off to cut some wood for the cooking of supper, and all the while that he was cutting the wood he was saying to himself: Whats wrong?

But he solved the puzzle by merely deciding that he was just a dumb mug, and that the case was over his head.

After supper they sat about in the gloaming, and he told Barry Christian everything. You could talk to a fellow like Christian. You could even say how afraid you were. With a fellow like Christian it was always better to be out in the open and not try to put anything over. So Bill Naylor didnt try to put anything over or play the hero. He told the truth.

He found that it was pleasant to tell the truth. He had never talked so much truth before, in such a short space, in all the days of his life. When you tell the truth, you dont have to work the old brain. You just sit still and see things again the way they were. You see them clearly, and the re-seeing is a good deal of fun. He even told how he had repeated all the way: A step at a time.

How old are you, Bill? asked Christian.

Im old enough to know better.

No, Im serious. How old are you?

Thirty. Old enough to know a lot better.

Young enough to learn, said Christian. Young enough to learn a lot.

A step at a time?

Yes, said Christian. A step at a time, of course. Until you start jumping instead of stepping.

And yet Christian did not seem altogether pleased. All through the story he was squinting at the narrator as though he were seeing things at a great distance. And Bill Naylor was amazed indeed.

Before they turned in, Christian said: You know Sheriff Dick Williams?

That hombre back there in the Crows nest?

Yes.

I know him. But whats more, he knows me.

Well, they have nothing on you just now.

No. But they can always dig something up. You know what they are like.

I know. But would you go and talk to him for me?

Yeah. And why not?

Suppose you drop in and see the sheriff and ask him what he would do if the ghost of Barry Christian dropped in and had a chat with him. And while youre in Crows Nest, find out how things are going with Duff Gregor, will you?

Ill make the trip tomorrow, said Bill Naylor.

He went over the next morning, jogging his horse. He had a strange sense of comfort that ran all through his being. He felt indeed that he could look any man in the world in the eye? Why? Well, because he had fetched that parcel back to Christian without so much as looking at the contents — and because he had refused to take his split of the stolen money. He never had done such a thing before in all his days. He could not recognize himself. It seemed that a ghost wearing his name must have performed these things.

When he got into the Crows Nest, he saw the sunshine gleaming on the big hotels that faced each other from the divided peaks of the double mountain, and the town lying in the dimness of the hollow between.

He went by the Merchants & Miners Bank, which Henry Wilbur had built into such a great institution. Wilbur had done much for it, and the spectacular robbery which had been performed by Christian and Duff Gregor, parading as Jim Silver, had done still more. The robbery had advertised that bank all over the West, and men knew that Henry Wilbur had been on the point of sacrificing his personal fortune, and even his house and the books in his library for the sake of reimbursing his depositors. Well, such things make a bank strong. A good many people swore that they never would do banking of any kind from this time forward except through honest Henry Wilbur.

Well, there is a strength in honesty. It keeps you out of jail, for one thing.

Bill Naylor thought of that as he pulled up his horse in front of the jail. He had dismounted, and was about to tie his horse at a hitch rack when the man he wanted spoke just beside him, saying:

Hello, Bill Naylor. I thought wed always have to fetch you here. Didnt know that youd come of your own accord!


VI. GATHERING NEWS
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IT WAS SHERIFF Dick Williams, looking as he always looked — sawed-off and strong and competent of body and mind. He had long ago come to the gray years when time changes the body of a man very slowly, and his face seems wiser, not older, from year to year.

Hey, answered Bill Naylor. Whats the main idea? You got nothing on me now, Williams.

Havent I? asked the sheriff, his eye twinkling. Well, I dont suppose I have for the moment. But I can always trust you to start something new before long. Whats it going to be this time, Bill? Old line or new?

Naylor rubbed his knuckles across his chin and frowned. He was neither complimented nor pleased by this banter. He had a feeling that the sheriff knew only part of him, and that there were other things he might show Dick Williams.

Well, he said. I wanta talk to you about something.

Blaze away, said Dick Williams.

I was just going to ask you: Suppose that the ghost of somebody walked into your house some night, what would you do?

Ask him to walk out again, said the sheriff. Why?

Suppose it was the ghost of Barry Christian?

Christian! gasped the sheriff.

He kept staring at Naylor, and his eyes were as round as marbles. All at once he seemed a little boy with the mask of a middle-aged man set over his real features.

What are you talking about? demanded the Sheriff. Barry Christian dropped off Kendal Bridge, and he went down the river — with his hands tied behind his back. And he went over the falls and was smashed to bits.

All right, said Bill Naylor. Im just asking you something. Im not saying that while he was in the water he managed to get his hands free from the rope that tied his wrists together. Im not saying that he snagged on a rock and managed to get past the falls. Im only saying — if the ghost of Barry Christian walked in on you, what would you do? Would you talk?

The sheriff took a great breath.

Barry Christian! he whispered. Then he added: If Jim Silver hears that that devil has come out of the dead again, hell lose his mind!

Well, said Naylor, I asked you a question. What about it?

Talk to him? Why should I talk to him? said the sheriff. Ive got guns, and Ive got handcuffs. Why should I talk to him?

Thats the point, remarked Naylor. Suppose that Christian was to walk in on you, would you want to talk to him — or something else?

Well, said the sheriff after a moment of hesitation, I dont know. I dont know what I ought to do — about a ghost. Listen to me. If Barry Christian should walk into my house some night, Id talk to him.

Thats all I wanted to know, answered Bill Naylor, and he mounted and rode away.

When he looked back, he saw the sheriff rooted to the same spot, shaking his head in bewilderment.

At the First Chance Saloon, Bill Naylor paused to take refreshment. He stood at the bar, leaned his elbow upon it, and poured down two stiff drinks of whisky. After that he beckoned the bartender toward him. The bartender looked upon him with a judicial eye.

No credit, he said.

Dont be a fool, said Naylor, and he pushed a ten-dollar bill over the counter.

The bartender looked at that bill with attention. It was water-stained and pocket-chafed, but it seemed all right.

Got your girls picture on it? Bill Naylor sneered.

You know, said the bartender, theres a lot of phony tens wandering around the country just now. A gent has gotta have an eye. But this looks all right to me.

Thanks, growled Bill Naylor. Whats the news, anyway?

About what?

Oh, about things. Whats the news here in Crows Nest?

I dunno, answered the other. Things are going along pretty good. Everybody feels pretty fine since Jim Silver saved the bank. Then he went and faded out. You know that?

I heard something about it. Whyd he do that? Somebody told me he was as good as married to Wilburs daughter.

Maybe he was. They was around a lot together, said the bartender. But you know how it is. It hurts Jim Silver to stay long in one spot. Theres a sort of a curse on him. Hes gotta keep moving. So one day hes here, and the next day hes gone, and who knows where?

Hows the girl feel about it? asked Naylor.

I never asked her! said the bartender shortly.

Naylor understood. Since the recent great events, every one in Crows Nest took a sort of family interest in Henry Wilbur and his daughter; just as Crows Nest now felt that it had a sort of proprietarial claim to Jim Silver.

Well, I been and seen her once, said Bill Naylor. Shes got the kind of gray eyes that turn blue when a girl gets worked up. Shes got the nerve all right.

The bartender smiled faintly, as one who deprecates praise of a relative.

I seen her cut into the crowd when they was after Jim Silver, he said. I seen her go sashaying right through the middle of em with gents trying to paw her off her horse. She saved Jim Silver that day. And now — well, nobodys seen her since Silver left the town. But whatre you going to do?

He was silent, shaking his head.

Theres Gregor in the jail, said Bill Naylor. Theyll chaw him up fine, I guess.

Yeah. Hell go down the throat. They got everything ready for him. His trial comes in three days. Itll be something like twenty years for Duff Gregor, I guess. Thats what everybody says that oughta know. Thats what the lawyers say. The towns hired a special fine lawyer to help the district attorney sos they can be sure to sock Gregor for everything thats coming to him.

That was the news that Naylor carried back to Barry Christian. Christian moralized a little on the tidings about Silver and the girl. He said, in his deep, gentle, soothing voice:

The trouble with Jim Silver is that you never know where to have him. Hes not like the rest of us.

A jump ahead, eh? suggested Naylor with a grin.

Hes beaten me three times, said Christian calmly. But the fourth time I think I might win. I think I might take him by surprise, Bill. At any rate, Im going to try.

Aint there room for the two of you? asked Bill Naylor. Couldnt you get some place where he wouldnt reach you?

Of course, said Christian. If I ran away, of course, there would be room for both of us.

But by his manner of saying it, Bill Naylor knew very well that nothing in the world was farther from the mind of his companion than the thought of avoiding the conflict. He squinted his eyes as he thought of the thing — two giants, hand to hand. The day would come, and perhaps he, Bill Naylor, would be an eyewitness. For he felt that Barry Christian was going to take him into the presence of great events.


VII. THE SHERIFFS TEMPTATION
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BACK IN CROWS Nest, Sheriff Dick Williams paced the veranda of his cottage uneasily. Before him the town was spread out, filling the hollow hand of the night with a glow, and uneven sparklings, and long rows of lights. But this picture, which had so often delighted him, he could not see now.

Every time he walked past the open front door of his house, the stream of the lamplight from the lamp which burned on the hall table struck him and illumined him sharply.

At any other time he would have known better than to expose himself in this manner, for there were plenty of straight shots in the mountains who would have liked nothing better than a chance to send a little chunk of lead through Dick Williams. His course as sheriff had been a little too straight. He had made too many enemies by the steadiness of his honesty.

But this evening there were too many burdens on his mind for him to think of his own danger.

He went back into the house with a quiet step, turned the knob of a door cautiously, and peered inside. There was a screen surrounding the bed. Outside the screen, in the dim field of light from a lamp whose wick was turned very low, sat the sheriffs wife, sewing, bending her head low to see the stitches.

She looked up at her husband with a smile. She had never been more than vaguely pretty. Now the time and work and care had tightened her face here and loosened it there, and printed black-and-purple circles around the eyes. But when the sheriff looked at her he never saw the modern fact of her, but the ancient and pleasant myth which had made him love her in the beginning.

Behind the screen the child stirred and moaned.

The sheriff shrank back a little in the doorway. He could always feel the voice of the child somewhere inside him. It made him sick with fear. It made him want to run away.

He saw his wife get up, put down her sewing, and pass behind the screen. She spoke, so softly that he could not understand the words, though he well knew the voice that uttered them. He could remember a like voice out of his own childhood.

There was a sleepy murmuring, and then Mrs. Williams came out from behind the screen again and smiled once more.

Do you want to see him? she asked.

The sheriff blinked.

No, he said.

You ought to see him, said his wife. Hes a little better tonight. The doctor says hes a little better. You ought to see him, Dick. Youll feel a lot better if you see him more often.

He drew in a soft breath.

No, he said, shaking his head. The mornings my time to see him. Ill see him in the morning. How are you?

Me? Oh, Im all right. I never was better.

Youre all right?

Of course I am.

She went back to her sewing and sat with it in her lap, still smiling at him while he stood helplessly in the doorway. But after a time he backed out and closed the door, and went on tiptoe down the hall.

It was no more true that she was all right than it was that the boy was a little better. Women are sure to lie like that — good women are, at least. They keep smiling and let the pain go inward and consume the heart.

The sheriff returned to his veranda and paced slowly up and down it. If he had given up smoking and an occasional drink two years ago, and cut down on everything and saved every penny, by this time they would have enough money to do what the doctor wanted them to do with the boy. Seaside air might be very good for the child. But as matters stood, the seaside was as far outside the range of the pocketbook of the sheriff as the blue and gold of heaven.

You dont dig much money with a six-shooter, the sheriff thought. It was an old thought of his. He had been a fighting man — on the side of the law — for the half of his life, now. And he never had made money. You dont dig money with a six-shooter. Nothing could be truer than that.

Just as that thought worked in his mind, things began to happen fast. A low voice called:

Hello, sheriff.

He stopped walking. He put a hand on a gun before he remembered that any one with a mind to do so might have picked him off twenty times during the last twenty minutes.

He stepped to the edge the veranda.

Well? said he.

And the voice said: Will you come down here from the veranda and talk to me?

Who are you?

Barry Christian.

The hair stirred on the scalp of the sheriff. He remembered the words that had been spoken to him by Bill Naylor. Then, gathering his strength, he walked down from the veranda and along the narrow path into the garden. A tall figure suddenly appeared beside him.

It was Barry Christian. He knew that somehow with a perfect certainty. It wasnt that he had been told that it was Barry Christian who wanted to talk with him. That didnt matter. What mattered was that an inner sense gave him warning.

He made no move toward a gun now, not only because he was afraid, but because he remembered his promise to talk.

So he stopped short and merely said: Well, Christian?

I thought that Id like to have a chat with you, said Christian.

Here I am, said the sheriff.

Just about things, said Christian. About the boy, for instance. Hows Dick Williams, Jr.?

Hes all right, answered the sheriff.

Thats not what the doctor says.

How do you know what the doctor says?

Well, a fellow happens to hear things now and then. Ive heard that little Dick needs a change of air.

Thats all right, too, said the sheriff.

Of course it is. All right for you and me. But how about little Dick? How all right is it for him?

Ill attend to him, said the sheriff.

Sure you will. Youll attend to him. Youll attend to his funeral, you mean.

Damn you! said the sheriff.

Anyway, answered Christian, Ive dropped around to have a chat.

Ive had enough of your chatting. Get out of my sight, Christian, and dont come back again.

Hard lines, Dick Williams. Hard fines, murmured the soft voice of Barry Christian. Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill step away and leave you to yourself for a few minutes. Ill leave you to look at a little trifle that I brought you. Not for you, but for little Dick. Understand? Im fond of children, sheriff.

He chuckled as he said this. It sounded to the sheriff like the mirth of a fiend.

Take this, said Christian. Give it a look, and Ill drop by again in five minutes.

He handed the sheriff a flat, paper-wrapped package; then he stepped into the brush. The sheriff raised the package to hurl after the criminal, but his hand was stopped by another thought.

He went up on the veranda, unwrapped the paper, and found inside what he had guessed at before by the pinch of his thumb and forefinger. It was a good, thick sheaf of money. He counted out five thousand dollars in excellent currency of the country.

He loosed his collar and sat there for a time, breathing hard. Oh, he knew what it meant, well enough. Up yonder in the jail was Duff Gregor, a few steps away from twenty years of darkness. And here in the hand of the sheriff there was five thousand dollars in hard cash. He could send his wife and youngster to a place where the boy would grow well, where they would both regain their strength. He could manage some tale — about borrowing money, or a business deal. There were plenty of stories that he could tell. And when she came back, brown, rosy, stepping lightly, with the boy a bundle of healthy energy — well, what would he care about the source of the money?

As far as Duff Gregor was concerned — well, what was Duff Gregor, other than the most helpless of tools in the hand of Barry Christian? Christian had planned the crime and merely used the face of Gregor to perform it — the mere chance that Gregor so strikingly resembled Jim Silver. If Gregor were turned loose from the jail, what real harm would be done?

So the sheriff argued with himself. Then a soft step approached up the gravel of the path and paused at a sufficient distance to remain covered by the dark of the night.

Well? said the gentle voice of Barry Christian.

The sheriff started to speak, found himself breathless, and moistened his dry lips.

Then, instead of saying a word, he threw the sheaf of money down on the gravel path and went back inside the house. He sat on the side of his bed, trembling. He was afraid every moment that there would be a tap at the front door, and that Barry Christian would be there again to start bargaining. But there was no tap at the front door.

He went to bed, but he could not sleep for a long time. He could only go half a step into the region of nightmares before he was recalled again to the land of wakefulness and living horrors.

Once, as full consciousness returned to him, he saw a white form seated beside the window, and he knew that it was his wife sitting there, thinking.

He got out of bed and put his hand on her bare shoulder. Her flesh was dank and cold, like the coolness of dead bodies. He told her to get into bed, that she would have to sleep.

She said, without looking up: I dont want to go to bed. I dont want to admit the day has ended.

Well, he understood that, too. If this day ended, Heaven alone could tell what the next day would bring. The next day might be the last day for which they were waiting. The next day might not dawn at all for little Dick.

Things are going to be all right, said the sheriff. You go to bed. Ill go in and sit there with Dickie.

You sit there? Are you out of your head? Have you lost your mind? she exclaimed. What are you thinking of? Take care of your crooks and thugs and jailbirds, but let Dickie alone. Unless you want to frighten him into the grave.

She never had talked like this before. She would not be talking like this now, he knew, except that she was strained to the breaking point. He stood back in a corner, silent, until she snapped at him:

Go back to bed! I dont want you here. Youre no comfort to him.

He said nothing. Perhaps it was not all nerves, he told himself. Perhaps she meant what she said. Perhaps she never had cared much about him. Women can do that; they can cover up the truth for years and years. In great criminal cases you find women who are capable of acting like that.

So his heart grew old and small in him as he considered the dreadful possibilities of her unknown mind.

Are you going to bed? she snapped again.

When you do, he told her.

She got up. He thought that she was going to throw herself at his throat. Instead, she ran to the bed and flung herself into it, face down. He went to the bed and covered her up. She began to cry softly. Now and then a great sob would break out. She fought with writhings of the body to keep the noise inside her for fear lest it might disturb the boy in the next room.

Dont let me make a noise! Dont wake him up! she said.

The sheriff put his hand on her bare, cold shoulder, and sat silently in the darkness.

After a time the sobbing ceased. She lay panting, and out of her panting she said finally:

Oh, Dick, my hearts broken! Nothing can save him. Hes worse every day.

Listen! said the sheriff.

Yes? she said.

Listen to me. Im going to do something, said the sheriff.

She made a moaning sound for an answer. They spoke no more. He pulled a chair up beside the bed and sat in it all night long, without sleeping. He put his hand on the bed. Sometimes she caught at the hand in her sleep and clung to it. At other times she threw it away.

In the morning the sheriff bathed in a tub of cold water, shaved, dressed, and went down to the jail. He walked up and down the cell aisles. There were twenty men in the jail this morning. Half of them were disturbers of the peace; half of them were old offenders. He looked all of those old offenders in the eye and decided that his criticism of them in the past had always been rather too harsh.

He was so full of thoughts on this day that he could hardly give attention to a single item of business.

Late in the afternoon word came in that young Crowley was over in the First Chance Saloon smashing things up dead drunk, and crazier than ever. The peculiarity of young Crowley was that the more drunk he grew, the straighter he shot.

But the sheriff did not wait to raise a posse. He did not even take a gun. He got up from his office chair and went right over the way he was, bare-headed, and went into the First Chance Saloon, smiling faintly.

Young Crowley stood down at the other end of the bar and fired three bullets. One of them clipped a lock off the head of the sheriff. But that didnt matter. It was simply a relief to have something to do with his hands, the sheriff thought. And he went up to Crowley and put a hand on his shoulder.

Im going to break you open, said Crowley.

Sure you are, agreed the sheriff, but youre coming along with me first, so that we can have a quiet little talk together.

If anybody tries to keep us from having a talk, said Crowley, Ill salt em down with lead.

So the sheriff walked him harmlessly back to the jail and took the weapons away from him and locked him up. Afterward, as Crowley lay face downward on the cot in his cell, snoring loudly, the sheriff stood by and looked at him with an almost envious eye.

Crowley had simply been breaking the peace in a rather obnoxious manner. That was all that Crowley would have to answer for in the court. There would be nothing important on the mind or the conscience of Crowley. And the sheriff?

Well, Heaven alone could tell what he would have to answer for before another day was chalked up on the calendar.

When he got home that night he could hardly eat his supper, because young Dick was having a choking and coughing fit, and in between the spells the sheriff could hear him panting. Mrs. Williams kept running back and forth between the dining room and the sick boy. But she was very cheerful and affectionate. She kept smiling and shining her eyes at the sheriff. And the sheriff understood. She was making amends for her behavior of the night before.

As if she needed to make amends! As if she could not spend the rest of her life kicking him in the face!

Well, after supper he went out into the darkness of the veranda and sat still, smoking his pipe.

There was plenty of wealth in the world. There was plenty of money right there in Crows Nest. And he knew how to get it.

If people paid a man the salary of a dog catcher and asked him to take the duties of a sheriff, what could they expect of him?

Then he heard a soft voice say out of the darkness: Evening, sheriff. May I have a chat with you?

The sheriff closed his eyes and knew that this was the softness of the voice of the devil, uttering temptation. He stood up, his eyes still half closed, and blundered down the steps and into the garden path.


VIII. GREGORS ESCAPE
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CHRISTIAN, WALKING JAUNTILY up and down in front of the little cabin in the woods near the town of Kendal, said: Now, Bill, its time that we should begin to do something.

Bill Naylor sat on a stump whittling at a piece of soft white pine which furled away from the edge of his sharp knife in translucent slivers. He squinted at his whittling as though he were trying to make sure that the stick was shaping straight and true; in reality, he was thinking about his ride to Blue Water, and wondering what Barry Christian meant by doing something if that trip to Blue Water had not been something.

Then he regarded the tall body and the long, pale, handsome face of Barry Christian, so full of mobility and expression.

All right, said Bill Naylor.

A squirrel came out on a branch and chattered down at them, bobbing its tail as rapidly as it barked. Christian with a fluid gesture, produced an oversized Colt from under his coat and shot the squirrel off the branch. It dropped at a distance, a red smudge on the pine needles. Naylor stopped whittling and regarded that little blur against the ground. Even children in that part of the world could take a squirrel out of a tree with a rifle, but revolver work was another matter. The great feats of revolver marksmanship were generally talked about, and rarely seen.

Christian said: Now we can talk in quiet — and in private, eh?

The remark pleased Naylor very little. The laughter pleased him not at all. There were certain features in the character of the great Barry Christian which were not ideal. That, in short, was the truth, though Bill Naylor still valiantly strove to close his eyes to the unpleasant truth. Of course, the man was a criminal, but he must be a great, important, classic example of crime, not one to do casual murder even on a squirrel.

Bill Naylor forcibly removed his mind from these thoughts.

All right, chief, said he. Well do something, then.

In the first place, said Christian, we must pick up Duff Gregor.

Sure, said Naylor. All we gotta do is to break the jail, and then, after weve unlocked his cell and taken off his irons, we can pick him up. That oughta be easy.

His irony had small effect on Barry Christian, who merely said:

Well, it may not be so complicated. Let me tell you what Id like to have you do.

Fire away, said Naylor.

First I want you to go through town — Kendal, yonder — and buy a good, fast, tough mustang. Then I want you to drift down to Crows Nest.

Right.

You know the southwest corner of the vacant lot the jail stands in, in Crows Nest?

Yes, I know.

Go there with your two horses after dark, and wait in the grove of saplings. Pretty soon a man will walk into those trees and call out in a quiet voice, Barry! You will answer Waiting! Can you remember that?

Yes. Who will the man be?

Why, the man will be Duff Gregor.

The devil he will be!

Not the devil. Just Duff Gregor. Theres plenty of bluff, but not much devil in Duff Gregor.

Howll he get out of the jail? Bribery?

What a thing to say! replied Christian. Bribery? How could that be? No, no. Gregor will break out at a time when the sheriff is in the jail all by himself. At a time when the sheriff, in fact, has made sure that all is well, and has gone into his office to do some paper work. At that time the door of the cell of Gregor will push open, just as though the sheriff had unlocked it. And Gregor will steal out, just as if the sheriff had thrown him the key for his manacles. Gregor will go to the side door, and with another key hell unlock that. And then hell step out into the night and walk straight to you. Understand?

By thunder, said Naylor, you even managed to get to Dick Williams? You can do anything, then!

Give me a purse of the right size and Ill find any mans price, boasted Christian. Its simple enough. But youll be there with two horses waiting, and you and Gregor will ride out of Crows Nest — keeping to the by lanes — and head straight on down the valley till you come to the river. Youll trail along beside the river till you reach the island. Youll probably be able to wade the horses across to the island. If not, and if the rivers high and fast, you can swim them across. When you reach the island, Ill probably be there, waiting for you. If not, take the trail I told you about to that deserted ranch. Better take along some provisions in case we need em later.

Ill do what you say, said Naylor.

You dont seem happy about it, Bill, suggested Barry Christian. Whats the matter?

Me? Aw, Im happy enough. Im just wondering where the whole job is heading.

As long as you work with me, old-timer, said Christian, you can always be sure that every job is heading for easy money.

Unless theres a Jim Silver in the way.

From Christian there was a silence after this remark. Bill Naylor, rather frightened by the silence, stood up and prepared to leave at once. He promised himself that he would make no more cracks about the great Jim Silver — not in the presence of Barry Christian.

So, saddling his mustang, Bill Naylor started at once for Kendal town, first rehearsing to Christian exactly what he should do. All of the instructions were firmly in his mind before he left, and he jogged the patient mustang through the sweeping shadows of the pine woods and out into the blue and green and gold of the open day.

In Kendal he got an excellent mustang, mean, but as tough as leather. The meaner the mustang, the more wear to it, is a regular precept in the West.

He made a few purchases of provisions in Kendal, and then resumed the journey in a very leisurely manner. In fact, he had to kill two hours in idleness outside of Crows Nest before the coming of sunset, when he was free to enter the town.

As he passed down the streets and saw the lamplight streaking out of the houses, he kept saying to himself that behind every house there was the fortune and the strength of a most corruptible man. If Dick Williams had been bought, then any man could be bought, and Barry Christian was right. Every man in the world could be bought, except, let us say, Jim Silver.

And he was a freak. He didnt count!

When Naylor came to the big vacant space in the center of which the jail stood, it was pitch-dark. All the houses were subdued, and only occasional voices came drifting through the open windows from supper tables.

In the dark of the grove of saplings he waited, holding the lead ropes of the two horses. He grew tired of standing, and sat down on his heels, then cross-legged, like an Indian.

He expected to hear an outbreak of shouting from the jail, first of all, since it did not seem possible that even with the sheriffs connivance a criminal could escape without making some disturbance. Instead, it happened exactly as the great Barry Christian had predicted. There was simply the sound of a quiet voice, calling, in a tone that could not be heard more than ten steps away: Barry! Barry!

Bill Naylor could have whistled with surprise. It proved to him that Barry Christian, when he laid a plan, knew how to have one part dovetail with another.

Naylor gave the answer, and instantly a dim shadow appeared before him among the trees as he rose to his feet.

Youre from what? asked the stranger.

Barry. And youre Duff?

Shut up! gasped the stranger. Shut up, you fool!

Naylor grinned into the darkness. After all, Gregor had not been spending time in jail for fun, and it was no wonder that his nerves were a little bit frayed out.

All right, said Naylor. Heres your pony. Here, on the near side. Mind — its likely to pitch. I took out most of the kinks to-day, but there may still be a few left.

Duff Gregor mounted. He was so big that he made the horse look small as a pony indeed. But no wonder he was big. A man who passed for Jim Silver had to have inches, at the least.

Naylor repeated the instructions in a quiet voice.

The only remark of Gregor was: The island in the lower river is too close to Crows Nest. A thousand miles is what ought to be between me and this town. Theyre all going to be out on my trail before half an hour.

Naylor led the way out of the trees. They jogged across the lot, turned down an alley toward the left, and then made the first right turn, and as they entered this new lane, bad luck overtook them.

A house door beside them swung open suddenly, and as a pair of men came out, the shaft of the lamplight struck full on Gregor. The mustang, startled, reared up, and in so doing, held Gregor in the light for an instant and caused the brim of his sombrero to flare away from his face.

As the horse pitched forward again, well-ridden, a voice said from the porch of the house:

Thats Jim Silver, by thunder!

And the other voice gasped: No, thats Duff Gregor — out of jail!


IX. THE PURSUIT
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BILL NAYLOR FELT that it might be only a guess that would be lost in the darkness of the night; he kept his horse to a dog-trot and muttered to big Duff Gregor to do the same, but a moment later a gun exploded three times, and two wild voices yelled in chorus:

Turn out! Turn out! Gregors on the loose! Duff Gregors on his way!

Could the devil himself have planned the thing more perfectly? Could that door have been opened more inopportunely?

There was nothing for it but to spur the horses. They went through the rest of Crows Nest at a dead run, and behind them, whirling up into the sky, floating dimly in their ears, was the racket of the gathering pursuit.

For the people of Crows Nest were not such city dwellers that they had become pedestrians. In front of nearly every house there was sure to be at least one horse tethered. And every man, almost, carried a gun. In ten seconds a man seated quietly at his supper table could be under way, riding like mad in a chase. It was like tapping a wasps nest and then trying to get away, with the wasps in hot pursuit of the first moving object.

The uproar spread as fast as they could ride; and as they shot out of town and took the dangerous, long down grade toward the bottom of the valley beyond, a man who had run out of his house at the sound of the shouting dropped to one knee and opened on the two fugitives with a rifle. They whirled by some trees, and heard the bullets fly among the branches.

Luckily they had two good horses which could run and stand the gaff for a long time. How good they would prove matched against the very best that the young bloods of Crows Nest could bring into the field remained to be seen. The bulk of Duff Gregor made Bill Naylor shake his head.

They got down the slope with the pursuit thundering halfway down the hill behind them. Now they had either a straight road to follow, or else there were the open fields toward the river. The road was too dangerous, for at any time they might run into a party of riders from the opposite direction and be hailed to stop. So they took to the fields at the shouted advice of Naylor.

The turf was good; the ground was firm; the horses flew along with doubled speed. The cool, sweet smell of the grass came off the ground. The night had no moon. Before them they could see patches of trees here and there, and willows receded far from the bank of the river now and again, marking out marshy places. If it came to a pinch, they might be able to hide in one of those patches and try to swim the river.

The river, however, was by no means a promising sight. Usually it kept well behind its banks, but there must have been a freshet somewhere among its tributaries in the higher mountains, for now the starlight glistened on wide, still flats of standing water, where the stream had overflowed. Twice their horses spattered through the edges of these floods, and half bogged down in the steep going.

Behind them came the men of Crows Nest. Bill Naylor saw them spread out like a great fan, which kept growing longer and longer in the handle as the slower riders fell back and the faster ones with a later start speeded up from behind.

Naylor shook his head. By the way the head of that fan was creeping up on them, he could tell what sort of horses and riders there were in the outfit. He could almost see the beauty of the horses and the keen riders leaning forward to jockey the utmost speed out of the mounts.

If Barry Christian had been there — well, what could even a Barry Christian think of a time like that? The paralyzing fear of flight began to thicken the blood of Bill Naylor. Once he jerked out a revolver and turned with a beastly, snarling desire to fire blindly back at the pursers.

Something stopped his hand. Besides, if it came to shooting the thing out at close range, he would want well-filled chambers in his guns.

Then the horse of Duff Gregor stumbled, groaned like a stricken man, and went on, limping heavily.

What sort of a cheap plug did you bring me? yelled Gregor. Theyre goin to get me Theyre goin to swallow me up again. You bring me a cheap, second-hand plug like this and expect me to do anything with it?

Naylor said nothing. His whirling mind could not evolve any words, but gallantly he pulled down the gait of his own horse to the labored strivings of Gregors mustang. Behind them the men of Crows Nest ever were looming larger and larger.

If only the Indian yelling would stop! But it increased each instant, rising in a wild chorus of joy. Guns exploded rapidly. They were not aimed at the fleeing pair; they were fired in mere excess of happiness as the riders found the quarry coming into their hand.

Then Naylor knew the one thing that remained for them to try. He waved toward the river and yelled:

Take to the water!

Id rather hang than drown! shouted Duff Gregor.

Well, it looked like that, right enough. Even the starlight was enough to show the dangerous face of the river, the irregular swirling of the currents, and here and there a rifle lifting from the surface like the fin of a great fish.

But it was the only thing.

Once, with a crew of other youngsters, Bill Naylor ran down a wounded deer until it took to the rapid of a river that was more white water than blue. He remembered how the beautiful animal remained for an instant on the bank, pointing its nose at the sky and trailing the sweep of its horns over its back. Then, despairingly, it leaped. It swam well. Bill Naylor, from the bank, secretly hoped that it would safely make the ford. But his companions, savagely yelling, opened fire on the small, struggling head and shoulders.

No bullets hit. No bullets were needed. In the center of the stream the current suddenly mastered the poor fugitive and sent it whirling down to the cascade.

Well, this was very much like that. There was no real safety in the water, but treacherous currents were better than the rifles and the jails of savage men.

So Naylor swung straight in toward the bank, crying:

This way or no way. Dont be a fool, Gregor!

A stream of howling curses answered him, but Gregor obediently followed, driving his lamed horse right at the bank.

It was not two feet above the top of the flood. The good mustang that carried Naylor knew water as well as land, and dipped one step down the bank, then lunged far out into the current. Slipping out of the saddle, he took the horse by the tail and swam with kicking feet and with the strokes of his other hand.

He looked back. Already an immensity of water seemed to stretch between him and the shore. That water had the sheen of polished metal. But metal cannot give back such shifting and changing lights.

He saw the lame horse of Duff Gregor swimming only a little to his rear. He could make out the head quite clearly, and the flaring of the nostrils and the pricking of the gallant ears. Lame or not, it seemed able to swim as well as Naylors horse. Behind it there was a good deal of threshing and foaming as Duff Gregor worked to get himself faster through the water.

Then monsters came and danced with gigantic leaps along the shore, their double bodies heaving up and down against the stars. Those were the men of Crows Nest, of course. But they looked like creatures out of a fable, and larger, by far, than human.

Naylor turned his face forward. It would not help his swimming to see the darting fires from the muzzles of the rifles. Therefore he turned, and worked steadily and strongly. His good mustang, in the meantime, had pointed its head a little upstream and was fighting like a Trojan.

A whirling bit of driftwood swept by, its speed showing how well the horse was stemming the current of the stream. And now something like a great water serpent went by, rolling, making a swishing sound in the river. It was not a serpent. It was a great log whose branches had been stripped away far up the course of the river.

Jets of water began to whip across the head and shoulders of Naylor as he swam. He knew they were driven by the impact of the rifle bullets that showered on the stream. He could hear the clangor of the guns. But death by bullets seemed less dreadful than the black coilings of the water in which he floated. Sometimes hands seemed to pluck at him and pull him down. And again and again big logs came hurtling, or low-flying bits of wreckage of one sort or another.

Something approached him with the howling voice of a spirit from among the damned. He made out, at last, a flat bit of wreckage, like the door of a house, and on it a small dog complaining to the stars.

Then, drawn by the shadow of oncoming danger, he glanced to the left and saw peril sweeping toward him straight as an arrow, a gigantic log that lifted a great blank face to beat him down into the dark confusion and death beneath the waters.


X. ON THE ISLAND
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THERE WAS NO way of dodging the log. The mustang, blind with effort, was unable to be controlled. Naylor could not pull himself forward quickly enough to get hand on the reins. All he could do was to watch that looming destruction grow greater and greater, until at the last it struck down the mustang into the depths. Naylor, casting himself free from the tail of the horse, caught at a broken bough that threatened him as with the point of a spear. For the tree trunk was coming down tip first.

As he got his grip on the stub of the branch, the entire log turned rapidly. He was dragged through stifling darkness and brought up on top, where he dragged in a great breath of air and saw the whirling white lines of the stars steady again to single points of fire. Next he saw Duff Gregor in the very act of being overwhelmed by the log. The horse that helped Gregor through the river was struck by the irresistible weight of the log and knocked under.

Bill Naylor thought seven long thoughts in the course of half a second. He cursed himself and his folly — then he twisted his legs around the branch by which he had been lifted to safety, and, stretching out to his full length, he grabbed blindly in the swirl of the current. He grabbed at a shadow and closed a hand on cloth. He pulled hard. The log, slowly turning, gained impetus and dragged him under. Still he maintained his hold. The tree trunk turned very slowly. The effort he was making made it impossible to hold his breath long. He was about to let go his hold when two frantic hands clutched his arm.

Im done, he said to himself. Im pulled under and gone like a water rat!

Then the log, slowly, slowly revolving, dragged him up dripping to the starlight once more, and to the incredible mercy of the sweet open air.

Big Duff Gregor came with him and clutched the body of the tree trunk with frantic arms and legs. He groaned and gasped with every breath he drew. There was something so clumsy and desperate, at once, about the way Duff Gregor was clutching at his liberty that Naylor cursed him savagely, and then wanted to laugh.

The log, as though it realized that turning and twisting would no longer get rid of the two human lives that clung to it, stopped rolling. Off to the side, Naylor saw the dark cavalcade of horsemen riding along the bank, still firing.

He lay flat. He gripped the roughness of the bark and hoped the darkness would shelter him, because there was still a spasmodic rifle fire, and he could hear the bullets slash the water. One of the slugs thudded hard into the trunk of the tree inches from his hand.

Before him, Gregor began to sit up straight.

Lie flat! demanded Naylor.

Duff Gregor lay flat again.

Naylor said: Lie flat and dont move. Who are you that everybody should make such a fuss to give you a hand? Who are you to be dragged out of trouble? Lie flat and keep flat.

Something urged and swelled in his soul as he saw the big man lie still. Naylor wanted to laugh. To think that he had such control over such a celebrated character as this Duff Gregor, who had the effrontery to play the part of Jim Silver!

Jim Silver? Multiply this rascal by ten and he would still lack ten parts of being a Jim Silver. Size doesnt make the man. Naylor thought greedily of that, taking comfort in his more abbreviated inches. Brains make the man. He himself was no colossus of the world of thought, but he had a brain, just the same. Barry Christian would testify to that.

The rifle fire stopped suddenly, as if a command had been given. The dark silhouettes of the forms along the bank pooled together. Perhaps they had noticed that the horses were gone, and took it for granted that the riders were gone, also. Perhaps this was the end of the pursuit.

A storm was blowing up. It was just conceivable that this might have something to do with influencing the minds of the men of Crows Nest. Already the stars to the northwest were wiped out. That might be the same storm which had filled the higher valley with surging torrents and started the river flooding. Now it loosed itself suddenly from its birthplace and rolled south and east across the sky. The wind that foreran it blew cold on the wet body of Bill Naylor.

As he looked to the side, he saw that the troop was keeping pace with the drifting of the log. No, now it was turning and scattering. And just before him he saw the loom of the island, like a low-lying bank of mist. To either side of it the bright arcs of the river poured.

Get ready! he called. Were going to swim for the island when were a little closer.

Swim nothing, answered Duff Gregor. Ride the horse that knows the way home. Why not?

Dont argue, but do as I tell you! commanded Naylor. He rejoiced tyrannically that he was able to command.

But still Gregor was arguing.

Were all right, he said. Why not stick to the log?

Dummy! Because Barry Christian wants to meet us on the island.

Its a bad play, said Gregor. Theyve got the island spotted now. Theyll be sure to give it a search.

Theyve gone home, answered Naylor.

Only up the bank to get boats, maybe.

Hey, dyou know better than Christian? answered Naylor furiously.

Personally, he would like to meet any man in the world fit to argue a point or make a plan against Barry Christian.

They were close in on the island now. Bill Naylor could see the individual trees come out from the mist of darkness and take shape. There was a little point that had been burned over, and the shapes of the trees were skeletons of horrible grotesqueness. Presently the log began to veer off into the deeper and stronger current.

Now! called Naylor, and he dived away from the tree trunk.

He swam strongly, and rejoiced to see that it was easy to make progress across the stream. Looking behind him, he saw Gregor hesitate, then follow with a floundering splash.

The clumsy fool! thought Naylor.

Suppose that sharp eyes watched them from the other bank and made out the glimmering of that splash?

But as Naylor gained footing and waded through the softness of the mud through the shallows, and felt again the full weight of his body as he got to turf underfoot, big Duff Gregor came striding up beside him, and the sense of superiority which had been Naylors vanished at once.

They went on through the trees. The water in their boots made squelching sounds. The forest thickened over them just as the rain commenced. It started with volleyings and crashings the way a heavy downpour in the mountains will often set out. Every time they got out from under the foliage of the evergreens, the strength of the rain whipped and stung their faces with the strength of bullets.

Gregor paused suddenly.

This is hell, he said.

Bullets are worse hell, said Naylor. Or maybe youd rather have a nice warm jail?

Gregor walked on again, and Bill Naylor disliked him more and more. They came into a natural clearing in what must have been just about the center of the river island. Gregor paused.

Well have a fire here, he said, as long as we have to wait for Christian.

No fire, directed Bill Naylor. Whats the good of showing people the way to us with a light? Whats the good of holding up a light for them to see by?

You do as you please, said Gregor. Im going to have a fire. No good being saved from jail today to die of pneumonia to-morrow.

Youre all softened up. Or were you ever hard? asked Naylor.

Gregor turned on him with a savagery of gesture and voice that lighted him up, so to speak.

Ive had your tongue before, said Gregor. I wont have no more of it. Shut up and keep shut up!

Naylor drew back — to the proper distance for a full-arm smash. He had a long, whipping, overhand punch that did a lot of damage except to men who were expert boxers. He didnt think that Gregor was much of a boxer, and felt that he might trust that overhand wallop. But Gregor did not press his point. He seemed to think that that shrinking back had meant a good deal. Therefore he turned abruptly away and could be heard tearing up brush. He had found some dead brush; it snapped and crackled under his grasp. A whole herd of horses could hardly have made so much noise.

Where a big tree offered almost perfect shelter from the rain, Gregor built up his small heap of brush for the fire. Soon his voice growled:

Every match wet. Got any matches, partner?

Not to light a fire, answered Naylor.

He was taking off his clothes, preparatory to wringing them as dry as possible. Wet clothes are all right, so long as theyre not slopping wet. Clothes only so wet that the heat of the body can dry them out are all right. That is, unless you have to sit still in a wind.

You got a match. Lemme have a match, will you, brother? pleaded Gregor.

You big bum, said Naylor. What kind of a man are you? Jail has gone and softened you all up. Well, heres a match for you. Its on your own hook. Im not guilty.

Sure, its on my own hook, said Gregor. Nothing but a frog would come to this island on a night like this. Were as safe as if we were on the other side of the mountains.

Yeah, and thats what you say.

But, finding the oiled silk that carefully wrapped his matches, Naylor handed over the small package. He felt a sulky discontent in surrendering his matches, but when the flame leaped up, yellow-red and cracking, and the first smoke cleared away from the blaze and rolled in low clouds under the wide branches of the tree, he began to change his mind. He finished wringing out his clothes and sat on a stump near the fire in order to empty his boots.

Yeah, and it aint so bad, eh? said Gregor. Another thing, if Barry Christians to meet us on the island here, hell have to have something to guide him, wont he?

Yeah? Well, all right, said Naylor. The only thing is, Ive always gone on the idea that theres nothing safer than playing safe.

Aw, were all right, insisted Gregor. Ill take the responsibility. Itll be all on me.

You wont take the bullets, though. They wont ask you which way they ought to travel.

Wholl shoot at you? cried Gregor suddenly. Wholl even think of you? Its me theyre after.

Bill Naylor lowered his head and looked from under the darkness of his brows at his companion. It was a big figure of a man that he saw, with really magnificent shoulders, and the head well-placed on them. The face was handsome, too. There had not been enough jail to fade all the sun-brown off the skin.

More than once Naylor had seen pictures of Jim Silver, and he could understand how it might be that people would mistake this man for the famous fighter. There were even the two spots of gray over the temples, like incipient horns. They gave a sinister touch to the figure of the big fellow. He was stripping off his clothes now, and his body was big with muscle. But it was not quite the effect that one would expect to get from seeing the real Jim Silver stripped. There was not the same easy and stringy flow of muscles that gave speed to the bulk when it was in action. It seemed to Naylor that there was a touch of weakness about the mouth of this man, also.

All right, said Naylor. Its you that theyre after, all right. I know that.

He got out his tobacco pouch, so well wrapped and waterproofed that not a drop had touched the contents. He loaded his short pipe, whose stem had been worried off to little more than a half of its original length, with a new hold for the teeth whittled into the hard rubber. He began to smoke, sucking hard at the tobacco until the flame was well spread and the coal tamped down.

Got any papers? asked the other.

No.

Cant I have a smoke, then? Lemme have a whiff, will you, partner?

There was a slight whine in the voice. The lips of Naylor twitched.

He removed the pipe from his mouth. He prided himself on a certain number of delicacies. Now he took out a clean handkerchief. It was soaked with the river water, of course, but that didnt matter. He used it to cleanse the mouthpiece of the pipe, and then handed it over, stem first.

Gregor grabbed it with a greedy hand and began to draw down great whiffs of the smoke. He started talking, his enunciation biting the exhalation of smoke to pieces.

Rotten strong stuff you smoke, he said. Rotten cheap stuff!

Naylor said nothing. He registered the bad taste of this remark and said nothing whatever. Things like this helped him to place his companion. There was no use arguing about such a point. Except on a Monday morning, when one wants to get warmed up for a long, hard week.

Yeah, its strong, he drawled finally.

He watched Gregor consuming the pipe load rapidly. After a long time Gregor asked:

Whats your name?

Naylor.

Which Naylor?

Bill Naylor.

Gregor chuckled.

You dont like it, eh?

Thats all right, said Gregor.

Naylor looked slowly away. The jump of the firelight gave him view of long vistas among the brown tree trunks. Shapes seemed to move with the toss and the swing of the fire.

I dunno, he said as a bit of water was shaken from a bough above and went down his neck. I dunno. Maybe its not all right.

Dont get the bulldog up, Shorty, cautioned Gregor, lifting a threatening finger.

Then a deep, soft voice, close to them said.

Hands up, please! Stick them right up, boys.


XI. JIM SILVER
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THE MIND OF Bill Naylor slashed through several reflections and one great regret as he heard that voice. He looked straight at Duff Gregor and saw the shock strike the big fellow like a bullet. It paralyzed Gregor. It froze him in mid-gesture, so to speak.

Right up, friends, said the soft, deep voice.

It seemed to Naylor like the sort of a voice that one would expect from the spirit of the island, half obscured and dark. There was music in it that went with the sound of the storm. And then the wind, following after, screeched suddenly through the near-by treetops.

Gregor groaned.

Naylor shoved up his hands slowly. Firelight is not good light to shoot by. If he took a dive backward, rolling on the ground, he could get himself into a tangle of brush, and from that behind the trees, and it would take very snappy and straight shooting to get him. Not every man can do much with a revolver in the daylight. Not one in a thousand is any good at night.

If one of you makes a quick start, Ill have to nail him, said the voice of the unseen man. I mean you, Shorty, if thats your name! Gregor, get the hands right up over your head and try to grab that branch of the tree.

Gregor was obedient. Bill Naylor decided that this was not the time to take chances — not just now. For there was no hysterical yell in the throat of the unknown man. There was no strain of excitement. There was simply the businesslike intonation of one who is in a familiar situation.

Then, as Naylor got his hands high, straight toward him out of the shadows stepped a big man whose wet slicker glistened like polished steel. He had a gun in either hand, and he held those guns low, about the level of his stomach. He held them with the careless mastery of one who knows his tools. He looked like a brother of big Duff Gregor, an older and a better-made brother. There was more in the shoulders and less in the hips. There was more in the flesh, and more under the flesh, so to speak.

And all at once Naylor cried out as realization struck him sick: Jim Silver!

Gregor seemed to feel the words in the pit of the stomach. He gasped, as he bent forward with a jerk: Silver? Jim Silver? And he twisted his head and stood there agape. Its Jim Silver!

I suppose it was in the books for me to meet you one day, said Silver. Straighten up and keep those hands high, Gregor.

A faint, moaning sound came from the lips of Gregor, and Naylor thought it was like the whining of a young puppy exposed to weather such as this.

Both of you face away from me, said Silver. Then you can put your hands down and shell out your guns. Move your hands slowly. I hope nobodys going to be hurt.

There was a quiet irony about this. Naylor made no mistakes. He deliberately, slowly, faced around, and then pulled out his pair of guns and dropped them one by one to the ground. Gregor had a gun, too, and got rid of it.

Is that all boys? asked Silver.

Yes, said Naylor.

And Gregor added: Every scrap of everything.

Get back close to the fire, said Silver. Youre cold. Start in dressing. I dont have to tell you that Im watching all the time for queer moves.

Naylor obeyed and began to dress. He was cold, and shuddering a little. He could see that Gregor was so frightened that he was almost incapable of getting the well-wrung clothes back on his body.

When Naylor was dressed, he said: Well, Silver? What happens next?

He was surprised to hear Silver say: I dont know. Just what do you suggest? Whats your name, again?

Naylor. Bill Naylor.

I think Ive heard that name. What do you do?

Naylor canted his head a little. It never had been very hard to face the lawmen, no matter what they knew about his record. It was not so good to tell things to this man, somehow. It made him feel a little homesick, uneasy in the spirit.

I live on my face, said Naylor.

What do you mean by that?

You think over what youve heard about me, and youll understand.

You mean that you live by your wits?

What there are of them, admitted Naylor.

Something happened to the gun that was occupied in covering him. It got a little steadier; it came to life; it took on a certain eager sentience.

Whats your record? asked Silver.

Oh, anything you like. Ive run chinks over the border and Ive been a stick-up artist. A lot of things in between. Why?

Well, murmured Silver. Well, I dont know. And on the road you and Gregor became friends?

Naylor grunted.

Silver maintained a long silence. He sighed, at last, and said:

I thought that Gregor was a rat. I was wrong. No man that has a friend like you, Naylor, is a rat.

Naylor waited for the new qualification. There might be things lower than and worse than rats. But Silver was not supposed to be a fellow who scattered insults. There was something in the air that was strange.

Ive been in the jail in Crows Nest, said Silver. I know what it means to get out of it. Taxi got me out one night. It was a hard job. And if youve taken out Duff Gregor, you have brains and nerve, Naylor. Thats all.

Naylor saw how the wind was blowing, but he could not believe his eyes and his ears. Big Duff Gregor had finished dressing. He stood straight and stiff by the fire, holding out his hands to the blaze rather as if he wanted to make a shadow for his face than to get warmth into his blood.

Silver, he began, what I want to say is that that other deal—

Dont! said Silver. Dont say it. Id rather not talk with you, Gregor. Id rather not hear from you.

Gregors teeth clicked together in the ecstasy of his fear. He spoke not a word more. And a strange shame suffused the very soul of Naylor as he saw that Silver felt that this jail break had been managed by him, by Bill Naylor, simply because of the friendship that he bore for the big man.

Silver said: Ive wanted to know that Gregor was in jail, safely behind the bars. Perhaps another day Ill be trying to put him where Ive always thought that he belongs. But theres nothing in the world as great as friendship. Youve done a big thing, Naylor. Youve done such a big thing that Im not going to spoil it for you. Not to-night.

Gradually Bill Naylor understood. He could not take in the whole thing at once. He had to feel his way through the idea little by little. Friendship is a sacred thing. According to the understanding of Silver, Naylor had done the greatest thing that can be done; he had offered his life for that of another; he had done it through sheer affection.

What would Silver feel if he knew that the money of Barry Christian had organized this whole deal?

Other things went through the mind of Bill Naylor. He could see that we judge others by what is inside us. That was how Jim Silver was judging Naylor — by what Silver would have been capable of in the same circumstances. He was judging Naylor, too, by what Taxi had done for him on that other, that famous night when Taxi took his friend out of the Crows Nest jail, through the lynching mob.

Something swelled in the throat of Naylor and tried to speak. He had to choke it down. It was a crazy impulse to confess the truth. It was an insane feeling that he could not bear to be misunderstood, even for the better, by this man Jim Silver.

But there was Duff Gregor, standing straight and stiff, as though his backbone were a rod of ice. One word of the truth about affairs would ruin Gregor. One word connecting his jail break with Barry Christian would be the destruction of Gregor.

On what a mine of danger Silver himself was standing, thought Naylor, with his greatest enemy restored to the world from death! Ignorance blindfolded Jim Silver. Perhaps that ignorance which he could not help would permit Christian to steal up and deliver the fatal blow.

Such a rage of contrasting emotions as troubled Naylor at this moment never had disturbed him before.

Then he heard men from the distant calling, answering one another faintly. Big Gregor heard the sounds, too, and started violently.

Its my duty, said Silver, to hold you both here until the men from Crows Nest come up and get the pair of you. Well, Im not going to be true to my duty. Theyre going to go over this little island with a fine-tooth comb. Theres no way you can get through them. I saw them scattering out to encircle the place. There must be fifty of them. But — well, suppose you drop into this bit of brush right here by the fire. Ill throw my slicker over the brush to keep it in shadow. Ill freshen the fire to make the flames dazzle em a little. Here, take these guns. We dont want em in the way.


XII. THE POSSE
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BILL NAYLOR FOUND himself crouched in the brush with the shadow of the slicker covering him. When he stooped his head lower, he could look out beneath the skirt of the big rubberized garment and see the firelit scene.

Jim Silver had said only one thing in conclusion: Youve got your guns. Dont use them. Youve only got them in trust while I try to handle this crowd.

And the voice of Gregor had whispered in savage answer: Yeah, the first shot Id take would be at you, you—

The whispered curses were things that Naylor could not believe. There is such a thing as gratitude in this world. There has to be. Otherwise everything falls to pieces; there is nothing that a man can catch hold of. Substance turns to air unless there is gratitude.

For instance, Barry Christian must feel gratitude for what had been done for him by Naylor. He must recollect that Naylor had picked him out of death in the river; he must remember that the fortune in his hands at the present moment had been placed there by Naylor at the cost of hair-raising peril endured. And again, it was for the sake of Barry Christian, not of Barrys money, that Bill Naylor had met the jailbird Gregor and endured the peril of the river chase.

Those were the things that kept hunting through the mind of Naylor as he crouched in the brush while the new fuel was heaped on the fire by Jim Silver and the flames rushed upward, throwing shuddering waves of light through the green-and-brown obscurity of the trees. That is what the human soul is like — a dark, entangled jungle except where human faith and trust and affection illumine it. But such light could never penetrate the mind of Duff Gregor, Naylor felt.

Gregor was ready at this moment, at the first touch of danger, to crash a bullet through the heart of the man who had just spared him. And how great was the weight of the past to keep Silver from sparing Gregor. Next to Barry Christian, who was there in the world that Silver had so many reasons for hating?

It was a frightful turmoil that these things made in the mind of Naylor as he reflected upon them. He had the vast picture of Barry Christian in his minds eye, a huge brain, a mighty power, endless in resource and craft. That man was his friend. He had bought the friendship of Barry Christian by such acts as he never had performed for any other human being in all of his days. But Barry Christian was a force all for evil. And here was another man greater than Christian, more powerful in brain and in body, but weakened only because he could not help having faith and trust in the goodness of his fellow man. And all the force and the weight of Silver was on the side of good.

Well, it was not strange, thought Naylor, that there were people ready to die for Jim Silver!

For his own part — well, Naylor was a crook by taste, by life, and by training. Therefore he would cling to Barry Christian. But — 

He had reached that point in his reflections when the noise of the men of Crows Nest came close to the place. They came stamping through the brush. The waves of their lantern light fought with the softer, wider waves of the firelight. They were scanning the trees and hunting every hole as they closed in. Then, with a sudden rush, they were through the trees, on one side of the clearing.

Weve got him! yelled voices. Hey! Weve got Gregor! Up with your hands, Gregor! Up with em!

Gregor shuddered violently. Naylor looked out and saw the men swarming toward Jim Silver, who stood with his hands raised, very calm, saying:

All right, boys!

That reminded Naylor of what he had heard — that Silver was helpless against other honest men. That was why he had almost been pulled down by the Crows Nest mob once before.

They went in at Jim Silver with a savage eagerness, till one of them shouted:

Wait a minute! Its not Gregor! Its the real Jim Silver!

You fool, said another, Silvers gone away. This is Gregor. Its gotta be Gregor!

It aint Gregor. Its Jim Silver. Look at the scars on his face.

Gregor made up once before with them same scars.

He aint had time to make up with em. Besides, it aint the same face. Its Silver. Jim, Im sorry we rushed you.

Thats all right, said Jim Silver.

If its Silver, wheres Parade? asked another voice.

Silver whistled. And out of the darkness beyond the fire, in the direction from which the rest of the men of Crows Nest were hurrying toward the shouting, sounded a loud neighing. Brush crackled, and Naylor, his face close to the ground, peering out beneath the flap of the slicker, saw a great golden chestnut stallion leap into the circle of the firelight and rush for his master. Other men were in the way. They scattered with a yell of fear from the striking hoofs of the big horse. And now Parade stood at the side of Jim Silver, snorting, tossing his head, defying danger like one who had long been intimate with it.

Horses had always been to Naylor mere means of locomotion. Suddenly he saw that a horse could be to a man like a throne to a king.

Newcomers of the Crows Nest men, wet and panting with their laboring through the marshes, scratched and stung by breaking through the dense brush of the island, now came blundering into view with excited faces.

Gradually they realized that it was not the man they had hunted for.

Sheriff Dick Williams suddenly appeared, soaked, bedraggled, looking like a man who had risen newly from a sick bed. He went up to Silver and held out his hand.

Are we shaking, Jim? he asked. Or do you keep hard feelings about the way Crows Nest treated you in the old days?

Silver took the hand willingly.

Im not such a fool, he said, and then took his stand right by the coat which covered the two fugitives. It was not the slicker; it was the great name and reputation of Silver that sheltered the pair, Naylor felt.

Gregor got away, said the sheriff. I wont have the reputation of a yellow dog in the county. You and Taxi open the jail like an old tin can; and now Gregor gets hold of keys somehow and simply unlocks three doors and walks out while Im forward in my office. Gregor, and there was another gent with him — the gent that had horses waiting. Its bad business for me, Jim!

Silver nodded. Naylor, staring cautiously up into the face of the sheriff, wondered at the man. A few days ago he had been as straight and as honest as any man in the mountains. For his straightness and his courage he had been proverbial. Well, he was a bought man now — and he looked ten years older. He was bought, and Barry Christians money had turned the trick.

Every man has a price, Christian had said — every man except Jim Silver. But that was not true, either. Silver had been bought and paid for on this night. A mistaken kindness and sentiment had undone his good intentions and made him harbor a pair of rascals.

The men of Crows Nest seemed to forget about the man hunt that they had been engaged in.

A big fellow said: Hey, Jim Silver; dog-gone me but it does me good to see you agin.

Thanks, Harry, said Silver.

But Gregor and the other are gone. We sure seen em get onto the island, all right. Seen anything of em, Jim?

Silver said nothing. Another man cried, on the heel of the words of Harry:

If hed seen em, wouldnt he a grabbed em? If hed seen Gregor living, wed be looking at Gregor dead right now. Aint you got any sense, Harry?

Well have to scatter out, boys, said the sheriff. Well have to get across on the far side of the island. The currents a lot shallower and weaker there. We can manage it, all right.

Im wet enough for one night, said Harry, leading one half of the sentiment with his loud voice. Hey, Jim, whats brought you back again to Crows Nest?

Im not in Crows Nest, Harry, said Silver in his deep and quiet voice.

Aye, but aint you on your way? Tell us, Silver — you aint on your way to a wedding, are you?

There was no answer from Silver. One of the other men said:

Shut up, Harry. Dont be such a loud mouth!

Others grinned. Their grins were brief. It seemed that the respect in which they held Silver would not permit them to do otherwise than stare at the man with a consuming awe.

They began to divide into two parties. Half were returning to Crows Nest. Others would push on behind the sheriff, who was reminding them that the two fugitives were not mounted. If there were any luck, the pair would be picked up before the night ended. At any rate, there was no use in wasting time on this spot, since the island already had been searched.

Are you coming on with us, Jim? asked one.

Im staying here — for a while, said Jim Silver.

Then the two parties separated, a few not too cheerful insults being hurled by the resolute followers of the sheriff after the heads of the weaker members who were returning home to warm beds.

The sheriff shook hands with Silver in farewell.

He said in a quiet voice: Remember, Jim, we want you in Crows Nest. Were not the only town that wants you, but no other town owes you so much. Theres no other crowd that you can count on so much, eh?

Thanks, said Silver. You look sick, sheriff.

Do I? said the sheriff in a startled voice.

You look as though youd gotten up from a sick bed.

Im all right, said the sheriff. Right as a trivet.

And the boy? said Silver.

Why, murmured the sheriff, he aint so good.

I heard that he needed a change of air, said Silver. I got word about it, and, as a matter of fact, Williams, I remembered that I have a good bit of cash thats not working, and I wondered if youd let me help you out with the boy.

You? said the sheriff in a groaning voice. You help me out, Jim?

And he turned suddenly and fled as if wild wolves were after him. But Naylor understood. If the sheriff had waited one more day, he would have had honest money instead of a bribe to use.

Perhaps on that night, thought Naylor, the great event was not the freeing of Gregor or the great-hearted kindness of Jim Silver; it was the personal tragedy of the sheriff who had sold himself at the very moment when honest help was coming toward him.

It was a very queer thing. The queerest of all was that Naylor did not feel like laughing about it!


XIII. SURPRISED
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AS THE MEN of Crows Nest scattered, Silver began to pace up and down beside the fire, careless of whether or not the rain came rattling down on his head and shoulders. After a time, when not a voice could be heard out of the distance, he said:

Come out, boys.

They came out into the firelight.

You made a flock of fools of em, cried Duff Gregor. That was the slickest that I ever seen, Jim! That was a beauty! Kind of too bad that they aint ever goin to know what a lot of fools you made of em!

Silver looked straight and hard at him.

Perhaps they will know, one day, said Silver. Perhaps theyll know when youre caught up again, Gregor.

Me? The gang that ever catches me is goin to have nothing but dead meat to handle, lemme tell you! answered Duff Gregor, striking one hand into the palm of the other.

Silver looked steadily at him and said nothing. Bill Naylor, a little shamed by this desperate boast of Gregor, bit his lip and stared at the fire.

It was the best job, said Gregor, that I ever seen, and it saved my hide. Heres my hand, Silver.

Silver looked down at the proffered hand and shook his head. Gradually the smile of Gregor froze, and his hand fell away. It seemed to Naylor one of the most terrible things that he had ever seen.

Silver said, more gently than ever: Wed better not shake hands, Gregor. There are too many things that we dont know about one another. Maybe Im doing the worst thing of my life in letting you go. But Bill Naylor has done a job that I wouldnt want to spoil.

The shudder caused by that speech was still working up and down the spine of Bill Naylor long after they were off the island, long after they had forded the narrower arm of the Kendal River and had floundered such miles through wind and mud that their clothes were beginning to grow dry on their tired bodies. He felt that he would far rather have had heavy leaden slugs tearing through his body than to have listened to the speech of Jim Silver.

But all that Duff Gregor did about it at the time was to fall silent. And all that he did about it now was to curse Jim Silver and all of his kind.

Naylor stopped him suddenly by halting in a lull of the storm and saying:

Well, except for the way Jim Silver acted, the pair of us would be on the way back to jail — or dead — by now.

Gregor had to consider this remark for a time before he ventured: Look here, Bill. You beginning to think that Silvers the right kind of a gent?

Naylor could not answer this. For if Silver was the right kind of a gent, then the entire life of Naylor was thrown away. No, Silver could not be the right kind of a gent. It was Barry Christian who must serve as the ideal.

They followed the course which Christian had prescribed for them if they did not meet on the island. He had told Bill Naylor to keep on a certain trail until he reached the remains of an old ranch. The ranch house itself was gone to ruin, and the sheds were sinking in corruption; but there remained the huge barn that had once housed hundreds of tons of wild hay against the winter season of scarcity. It was far into the night when at last those weary travelers saw the roof and the shoulders of the barn break across the smoothly running lines of the hills. Big Duff Gregor had been cursing the journey long before they reached this goal.

As the barn arose, huge and black, close to them, Bill Naylor whistled the signal which had been agreed upon. A moment later the whistle of Barry Christian gave answer, and Naylor could have groaned with relief.

As they came up they saw the vague outlines of Christian standing beside the big sliding door that closed one end of the barn. His voice gave them greeting:

Hello, Gregor. Well done, Bill!

He shook hands with Gregor, who exclaimed:

They gave us hell! We needed faster horses than that pair.

You should have pulled out without being seen, answered Christian.

It was bad luck that gave em a glimpse of me, said Gregor, and after that the whole town came on the run after us. They came like so many devils.

They thought they were running after two devils, said Christian. You two are fagged. Well, we can spend the rest of the night here — until the gray of the morning. By that time we ought to get away into the hills. Come in here and you can turn in.

He showed the way into the barn. There were still heaps of the old hay on the floor, and behind a partition in a corner of the big building, Gregor and Naylor simply burrowed into the hay and prepared to close their eyes.

Christian sat down on his heels near by and talked to them for a moment. He had his horse hobbled out at a little distance from the barn, he said. One of them could ride it when they started the march in the morning; for his part, he would be glad enough to stretch his legs, walking. They would not have to go far into the hills before they would come to places where they could buy good horses. Because this was a district where the old days of Barry Christian were remembered, and where men would be glad to see them return — days when big amounts of ready cash could be secured in reward for very small acts of service done to the great outlaw or to his men.

I showed myself to one man, said Christian. He thought I was a ghost come to haunt him, at first; but afterward he seemed to be glad that I was around. We are going to start something in this same neck of the woods. Im going to line the pockets of you fellows with gold!

Gregor groaned with relief and comfort as the hay pressed close to him the warmth of his own body.

We been through a lot to-night, he said. Well talk about the next job in the morning. You know what weve been through? Weve been through Jim Silver.

The silence of Barry Christian was a throbbing thing that Naylor felt through the darkness. Then his voice, strangely flat, said:

Silver again?

Silver again, said Gregor, and told the story in some detail. He ended by cursing Silver for not being willing to shake hands. But Christian began to laugh. There was a snarl in his laughter.

Thats his weak side. Thats where hes a fool, said Christian. One of these days Ill work on that weak side of his and get him down. I begin to know how to handle him. Make an appeal of a certain sort to him and he cant resist it. Heres Bill Naylor, half his life in prison, and on the way to join me; but Jim Silver lets the pair of you go because he takes it for granted that Bill has been a hero and helped you out because hes your best friend. The poor fool! He doesnt realize that my money walked Bill out of the town. Why, it makes me laugh!

And Silver hears that the honest sheriff has a sick child, and he comes all the way back to Crows Nest to lend him money, eh? Well, the honest sheriff has money of a different sort, right now — and hes going to repay it with his blood. Im not through bleeding him. But what pleases me is the fact that Jim Silver can be bamboozled like this. Thats why I laugh. And thats why Im going to have him down one of these days. No fool can stand up against me and keep on winning!

There was truth in that remark, and Bill Naylor felt it. No mere fool could stand up against Barry Christian. Not even if he had all the skill, strength, and courage in the world. He could not succeed against Christian so long as he showed a really weak side, and that was what Silver was indicating. He was too corrupted by belief in the natural goodness of human nature. He could trust, actually, to a rogue like Bill Naylor, jailbird.

And yet perhaps there was something in the heart of Bill Naylor that had been touched more deeply than he himself knew. He closed his eyes and found himself picturing again the scene by the camp fire among the trees, and the formidable shape of Silver, glistening in the wet slicker. He could remember every tone of the mans voice. He could remember what Silver had said about friendship as the most sacred thing in the world.

Perhaps it was.

Naylor, opening his eyes suddenly, stared up at the blank and whirling darkness. Suppose, he thought, that the friendship of such a man as Jim Silver should come to him? What would he, Naylor, be willing to do for the sake of it when he had been willing to do so much even to be esteemed a man by Barry Christian, who always sneered at such ideas as those of friendship?

According to Christian, the mainspring of our actions is the desire for profit, and he had built up his formidable gangs in the trust that he, Christian, was more profitable to them than any other man could be. But still there was something working in the heart of Naylor.

Then, with a great, screeching voice, the sliding door at the end of the barn was thrust open. Men entered, and wide waves of lantern light washed through the blackness of the interior!


XIV. A BIG DEAL

[image: img30.jpg]

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF the three appeared in that instant in good part. Duff Gregor came to his feet with a hissing outgo of his frightened breath. Naylor got to one knee, with a gun ready in his hand. And Barry Christian said, not even using a whisper, so perfectly was he aware of the way sound would travel:

Theyre not looking for us. There are only three. And theyre holding lights for us to shoot by, if we want to take them in hand. Steady, boys. By thunder, I think I know two of em. I do know two of em!

He had out a pair of guns. The glimmer of them in those famous hands made Naylor feel that the lives of the three strangers could be wiped away with a mere gesture.

The three were composed of a tall man in the prime of life, with very nervous movements of head and hand; a big, bulky fellow with so much stomach that it was certain that he would be uncomfortable on horseback, and another fellow of average size. He and the tall fellow carried lanterns. One of these was hung up against the wall of the barn. The fat man sat down on the hay cross-legged and made a cigarette. All three of those tossed aside wet slickers.

Barry Christian was saying in a whisper to his companions: The fat man, Pudge Wayler. The tall man, Pokey. The others new; the first two used to work for me. This is something worth while.

It was in fact something worth while, as almost the first words of the conversation revealed.

For Pudge Wayler was saying: All right, Mr. Rooney. This ought to be a safe enough place even for an express clerk to talk in.

Rooney walked in an irregular circle toward the fading borders of the lantern light. Then he exclaimed:

Its a rotten hard business for me, Wayler. You fellows have the law on your backs, anyway, but I have forty years of going straight behind me. Let me tell you this right now. If I go through with the deal, youll have to pay me for the forty years.

Sure, sure, said the fat man. He took off his sombrero and ran his hand over his fat, shining bald head and his face. Dont worry about that, old son. Youll get your split.

How big a split do you make it? asked Rooney.

That depends on how big the job is, said Wayler.

How big? demanded Rooney. Are you fellows such green hands that you have to be told what it means to stop an overland express train and get at the money safe with two express guards on hand to protect it?

Listen, said Pokey, making a nervous gesture with both hands. Didnt I tell you that we used to work for Barry Christian? Does that mean that were dumb? We mean — how much is going to be in the safe?

Three hundred and fifty thousand, if theres a penny.

Pokey did not exclaim. He merely turned and looked down at Wayler with a smile.

Pudge Wayler said: Well, thats a neat little haul. What slice do you want?

One third, said Rooney.

Hello, hello! said Wayler.

Wait a minute, urged Pokey with polite sarcasm. You dont understand what he means, Pudge. He means that he tips off the lay to us, and then you and me hold up the train, kill the guards, blow the safe, and get out the haul. Thats all we have to do, and that makes it a three-cornered split.

Im not a fool! said Rooney. I know that youll have to have half a dozen good men in on the deal with you.

And still you want a whole third for yourself? asked Pudge Wayler.

I want a whole third, said Rooney. Im the one who spots the train that takes the shipment. Otherwise you fellows would never be able to put your hand on the right train. Youd have your trouble for almost nothing. I get a third or I dont go through.

Wayler and Pokey consulted one another with silent eyes. They said nothing, and Rooney went on:

Another thing. This has to be a right job. You cant just grab the safe and then run for it. I want the whole list of passengers searched the way a regular train robbery would be run off. Otherwise itll be too plain that somebody has tipped you off about the cash shipment.

Thats true, said Pudge Wayler. Thats sense. But its a tricky job, sometimes, handling a long list of passengers. It takes time, and some of those hombres may have guns and know how to use em.

Im not saying that its easy, Rooney assured him. Im just telling you what has to be done if you fellows are going to work with me.

The boy is hungry, and he knows just what he wants to eat, answered Pokey satirically.

Ive told you the facts. You can wrangle them to suit yourselves, said Rooney. Tell me short and straight: Do you play the game my way, or not at all?

Wait a minute, Rooney, said Pudge Wayler. You got the wrong idea. I can see whats put you off. Youve had the idea that train robbers are kind of benevolent brotherhoods. You got an idea that fellows that rob trains are just doing it for the sake of getting a little fun. And then they give away the hard cash to the gents with the great brains that sit in offices in town and polish mahogany desks with their heels. Is that the picture youre drawin of us?

Rooney had the grace to laugh. The other two laughed, also, but very shortly.

All right, boys, said Rooney. I know what you mean. But youre the fishermen with the rods and lines, and Im the fellow who hooks the fish on under the water. Thats why I get the big split. There are not five men in the outfit that could tell you the train that shipment goes on.

Wayler nodded. Theres not five men, he said, that can tell you how straight those guards on the train are going to be able to shoot. And I dont have to stand twice to make a shadow.

I know, said Rooney. Thats another thing that Ive got on my mind. Im sending those two poor devils to their death. Im doing about the rottenest trick that any human being can do. And Im going to be paid for it or I wont go through.

Pokey barked out, his voice suddenly high and shrill: You go to the devil, then! I got a mind to bash in your face for you!

Rooney made a quick, jerking step to the rear, and a little bulldog revolver appeared in his hand.

All right, boys, he said. If thats the way you feel about it, its just too bad. And the deal quits right here. Ill say so long to you and go home.

I dont know, said Pudge Wayler, who had a big Colt lying out on his knee the instant that Rooney made a move. I dont know about all of this. You got some information that we want. I dunno that youre so sure of leaving before we have that news out of you.

No, yelled Pokey. You can name that train, and youre goin to do it!

He, also, had a gun in his hand, and slipped off to the side so as to take Rooney between two fires.

The express-company man seemed perfectly at home in the situation. He was at least not the sort to be bluffed. He said: Back up, Pokey. Mind you, you may get me, but Ill get one of you first. And youre the man, Wayler. Youre the easiest target, and Ive got you in my eye. Tell Pokey to back up!

His voice had lowered. He seemed preoccupied, and the preoccupation was plainly with his gun.

Here Barry Christian arose and moved forward through the gloom. He called out:

Steady, boys. Well have a new deal here.

Pokey and Rooney stopped moving. Pudge Wayler got to one fat knee. And Duff Gregor moved with Naylor at the shoulders of their chief.

Whos there? called Rooney.

A man you all may need, said Christian.

Its the voice of Barry Christian! yelled Wayler, jumping to his feet with surprising lightness.

You fool! answered the steady Rooney. I know — the whole world knows — that Christians dead in the Kendal River.

Barry Christian walked straight on into the lantern light. He said:

Hello, Pudge. Hello, Pokey. Glad to see you, Rooney, in—

There was a wild yell from Pokey. He threw both arms high over his head and bolted for the door of the barn. He issued from it, his screeching of terror trailing behind him like blown flames behind a torch.

Let him go, said Christian. Hell think it over and come back to see.

Its a lucky thing, said Rooney, that I didnt mix myself up with that sort of a yellow hound.

Steady, Mr. Rooney, answered Christian. Pokey is the sort that fights like a wild cat, but hes not used to ghosts.

Big Pudge Wayler had put up his gun, and now he came forward with both hands stretched out before him, and his eyes popping in his fat, pale face. He actually grasped Christian with both hands, and then groaned out:

Its Barry — and no—

He paused there, too overcome for speech. Christian seemed a little moved by this reception, for he slapped the shoulder of the fat man and answered:

Theres not enough water in the world to soak me all the way through, Pudge. You boys get to know one another. Heres Bill Naylor, who pulled me out of the river. Heres Duff Gregor, who stood Crows Nest on its head and nearly split the better part of a million with me. Theyve heard your names. You fellows all seemed to be trying to advertise one another. Shake hands and get acquainted.

They shook hands all around — all except Rooney, who preferred to keep his gun out and scowl at the strangers.

He was a regular bulldog type, with eyes buried under deep brows and a square, wide, projecting jaw.

Youre not Barry Christian, he said. This is a plant of some sort. Christian went down the Kendal River.

Look at me again, Rooney, said Christian. You must have seen pictures of me. I can trust the newspapers to have spread pictures of me all over the land. Look at me again, and youll recognize me.

He stood close to the lantern that hung on the wall, and Rooney suddenly nodded.

Ive got to believe my eyes, he admitted.

This is a lucky meeting, I hope, for both of us, said Christian, and, walking forward, he held out his hand.

Rooney hesitated only an instant. Then, with a short, barking laugh, he put up his gun and accepted Christians hand.

Except for the way Pokey acted, he said, I think Id still take it for a hoax. But Pokey wasnt on a stage when he ran out of the barn. Christian, what do you know of this deal Ive been talking over?

Only what I heard in this barn. Ive been busy, lately, getting Gregor out of jail. We had to look sharp. His trial commences tomorrow.

Once more admiration of the great criminal overwhelmed Naylor. After all, what other man would have been so true to his follower? What other man, in the first place, would even have dreamed of bribery in the case of the honest sheriff in Crows Nest?

And now, at the first turn of the cards, it seemed that Christian was about to step into another big deal.

Aye, said Rooney, Ive read the papers about Duff Gregor. Hes the one that filled the shoes of Jim Silver for a while. Well, that was even a bigger deal than the one Ive been talking about.

Why, Rooney, said Christian, we cant always talk in terms of millions. We have to pick up the chicken feed when were pinched.

He chuckled.

Sit down in a circle, he advised, and well go over the deal man to man.

They sat down, and Christian took direction at once, saying:

First we have to settle with you, Pudge. Do you want me to come in — with Gregor and Naylor?

Want you? cried Wayler. What else do I want as much? Want you? Why, weve got to have you!

Thanks, said Christian. And you, Rooney. Will you do business with me?

Rooney smiled. Of course I will, said he. The only reason I opened up with the others was because I knew theyd once been your men. This is what I call a lucky meeting.

Then, said Christian, we have to settle on your share first of all. You want a third, and thats just twice as much as youll get from me.

Then the things off, Rooney said.

It certainly is, answered Christian. I have to think about this deal, and I have to think about a hundred other deals that may be in the future. Its a matter of business policy. If I pay you a third for information, Ill have to pay the next man a half or two thirds.

Rooney stared at him.

Youre a sensible man, Christian said. Youre forty years old. You havent made as much money as you think you need. You want a bigger income. And this is your way of getting it. Ill offer you fifty thousand if theres over three hundred thousand in the clean-up.

Not enough, growled Rooney.

Its three thousand dollars a year, said Barry Christian. Look at it in that light. Its two hundred and fifty dollars a month. What would you do to have your salary increased by that much?

Rooney was silent, contemplative.

Besides, said Christian, you know that when you work with me you are with a man who will cover you up. Ill take care of you. Ill see that youre protected. If the law hounds get on your track in any way, it wont be a leak through me. And Ill help you when the pinch comes.

I know your reputation, Christian, said Rooney, nodding. When you make a deal, you follow it up and give — the good will of the firm!

He laughed briefly.

Well? said Christian.

Well, Rooney muttered, now that youre on the job, I suppose that itll go through. Ill work with you at the cut rate, Christian. Heres my hand on it.


XV. THE TOWNSEND RANCH
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ONE NAME AND a memory beside it began to fill the world of Bill Naylor. The name was Barry Christian; the memory was Jim Silver. Naylor wanted to keep Christian in the foreground and push Silver into the distance. Christian stood for everything that Naylor had wanted to be. Silver stood for everything that he felt he could not be. That was the difference between the name and the memory.

Naylor took a very personal pleasure in the way in which Christian began to run things. He took a pleasure in the pull which Christian had.

When they went back into the hills to get horses, provisions, and call in new members to the gang, wherever Christian appeared, things were easy. The party journeyed to a small ranch back in the hills. When they came into sight of it, Christian took Naylor with him, left the rest to camp among some trees, and rode down to bargain for horses.

They found the owner of the ranch busily fencing in a small corral near his house. A girl with a flopping straw hat and a suit of faded blue overalls was helping at the work.

As the pair of them came up, Christian called the man Townsend and hailed the girl as Sally. They made a great fuss. They came running over, Townsend trailing a crowbar with which he had been tamping the earth in around the fence posts. They grabbed the hand of Christian and hung onto it.

We thought the fish had you, Mr. Christian, said the girl.

Christian smiled at her. Theyll get me later on — for dessert, maybe, he said. Then to Townsend: You always had good horses in the old days. I need half a dozen of the best. Can I buy them from you?

Having good horses is a habit that a gent dont wear out none too quick, said Townsend. Sally, go round up the hosses and run em into the corral yonder. Come inside, gents, and well have a drink. I got some corn liquor thats worth while.

Townsend was a big man with a big, red face, and and a sun-faded growth of red hair on it. The hair was pale at the tip of the beard, and shining crimson near the skin from which it sprouted. He had a hearty manner and a smile unaffected, frank, open, and bold. He looked, in spite of his ragged beard, like a boy grown bigger than his years. The wrinkles around his eyes seemed to come from too much smiling and laughter, not from time.

He took them into the house — it was a little three-room shack — and Bill Naylor admired out loud the neatness of the rooms.

Thats Sally, said Townsend. Shes the sort of a girl that doesnt have to idle around all day to cook three meals. Every lick counts when Sally puts it in. Shes that sort of a girl. When she cooks, what she turns out is worth eating. When she talks, what she says is worth hearing.

Then he added: Fetch up chairs. Sit around and make yourselves comfortable, partners. Christian, its a great sight to me — seein this here face of yours. Id been thinkin that Jim Silver had put you down at last.

He brought out a jug of whisky. It was almost colorless. There was only a faint taint of yellow in it, but it tasted fairly mellow.

Sally made the whisky, too, said Townsend. Her uncle had a still back in the hills a few years ago, and Sally learned how to run it. She made this stuff twelve years ago, believe it or not. And that was when she was ten years old. She was born with a brain and a pair of hands!

He set out a jam made of wild blackberries — Sally had made it — and some cold pone, and fresh butter that was rather white— because there aint much green grass now, and Sally wont use no artificial colorin stuff in the churn. They washed down the mouthfuls with generous swigs of the moonshine.

Whatll you do when Sally up and leaves you and marries? asked Christian of the father.

The man that marries her is a man that can lick me, said Townsend, grinning, and the gent that can lick me is the right kind of a husband for her. Come on out, boys. Shes got the hosses into the corral. Doggone me if she cant whistle em into that corral in five minutes, where it always takes me half a day to run down the ornery broncs.

He led the way out to the corral, where a fine twisting, racing, bounding crowd of mustangs, perhaps thirty in all, were flashing through the dust of their own raising. The girl had just dismounted from a tall brown gelding to run into place the last bar of the corral gate. She came around the fence toward the house; the tall gelding followed her, hunting at the pockets of her overalls as if for sugar or apples.

Barry Christian stood right up on top of a fence post and stared down through the dust clouds and named the horses that he wanted. Townsend and Naylor went in and roped the selected animals. They were the pick of the lot. They might not be the prettiest, but they were the best. Naylor knew it, and he smiled to himself in admiration of his chief. Townsend said openly, when the five were tied outside the corral:

I hoped you wouldnt pick out that gray. Hes a mean-looking, ugly devil, and I hoped that you wouldnt look at his legs and shoulders too hard. Youve got the cream of the lot, Barry! Thats five of em. Did you say that you want six?

I want six, said Christian. But I dont need any more of that lot. How about the brown gelding?

Hes not for sale, said the girl. Doc belongs to me. Hes not for sale.

She had hoisted herself onto the top rail of the fence and sat there with one foot swinging. She wore narrow-toed boots like any cowpuncher, except that Bill Naylor had never seen a foot so small.

Ill bargain with you, said Christian. Ill give you two hundred and fifty. Three hundred, well call it.

Hes not for sale, said the girl.

Five hundred flat, said Christian, folding his arms as he stood magnificently on the top of the post.

Bill Naylor looked up at him with a heightened admiration. Five hundred was a frightful price even for a horse that looked as sound and as fast as the gelding. Not for sale, said the girl.

Her foot had stopped swinging. She sat up straight and defied her father with her eye. Naylor forgot his admiration of his chief in order to look at the girl more closely. She was no beauty. Beauties dont have freckles, and their noses are straight. But there was something about her that fitted his idea of what a woman should be as closely as the butt of a Colt fitted the grip of his hand.

Not for sale at five hundred? asked Christian.

Wait a minute, broke in Townsend. Dont be such a fool, Sally. Sure, Doc is for sale at five hundred.

Hes not, said the girl. He belongs to me, and hes not for sale.

He belongs to me, if I want him, said Townsend angrily. And hes sold if Christian offers five hundred. You can have the cash, but I want to teach you not to be a fool about a horse. A girl thatll be a fool about a horse will be ten times a fool about a man. I want you to keep your head in the pinches. Five hundred? Its too much! Sure, you can have the gelding, Barry!

Try him, Naylor, said Christian.

Naylor looked at the girl. The girl looked back at Naylor, and her face was a pale stone, hard set. Her eyes were glinting. She said not a word.

Naylor took the colt, lengthened the stirrups of the girls saddle, and swung up. The colt that had gone smooth as silk for Sally Townsend now developed plenty of kinks and pitched like a savage. But by that bucking, Naylor knew that the gelding was sound as a drum and made of steel wire and springing whalebone. He rode the colt until it was in hand and then came and dismounted.

Christian stood on the ground now, at the side of Townsend, saying:

Thats a good one, eh, Bill?

Naylor ran his thumb and forefinger through the sweat and gloss of the shoulder of the horse. He shook his head.

Weak in the legs, Barry, he answered. Sort of horse that would let you down in a long days work, I guess.

Hey! cried Townsend. What is the—

He checked himself, for Christian was saying: All right. Well get along with only five horses. Thatll be enough till we get to the next place.

He gave a thick wad of money to Townsend who took it without counting and thrust it into his pocket. Townsend said to Naylor:

I dunno where you learned to judge hosses, kid.

Naylor answered sharply: I learned in a neck of the woods where every man has a right to his own opinion.

Townsend started a retort: Hoss sense is better than the—

Hold on, Townsend, cautioned Christian. I dont want any trouble between you and Naylor. Bill Naylor is one of my best men. You know, Townsend, you cant judge a bulldog by the shortness of his teeth!

He laughed, and Townsend chuckled, also. Only the girl, as Naylor noted, did not smile.

While Naylor was getting the newly purchased horses together, Sally Townsend helped him, and she found a chance to say:

Listen, Bill. Have you picked the right line?

What line? he asked.

Riding with Barry Christian, she answered.

He looked at her in great surprise.

What dyou mean by that? he demanded.

Nothing to hurt your feelings, said the girl. But youre not mean enough to win out in a gang like that You have to be able to shoot around corners to live with Barry Christians gang.

Nothing in his life had ever stunned him so much except one thing — the strange conduct of Jim Silver in loosing Duff Gregor. His brain was still buzzing with the speech of the girl when at last he mounted that good gray with the ugly head and took the four other new horses on the lead.

Not mean enough?

All his life he had been mean. Bigger and stronger boys, at school, had always avoided him because he was a mean fighter. When his back was to the wall, the rules had never counted with him. Now a slip of a girl told him that he was not mean enough to get on with the crew of Barry Christian!

Well, he had saved her horse to her, and she had understood that. Women are funny, anyway. You never can understand them.

He came out of his trance of reflection, as they rode away from the Townsend place, for Barry Christian was saying:

I didnt want to doubt you, back there. I wouldnt do that — with strangers looking on. But the next time I want you to remember that nothing comes between you and your work, when youre with me. I dont care what women are to you when youre not on the job. But when you ride with me, nothing exists except the business on hand.


XVI. OUTLAW CREW
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THEY SPENT A week back in the hills, recruiting. By the end of that time, Christians men were a dozen strong, and Barry Christian himself made No. 13.

Thats a lucky number for us, said Christian, because we work by the opposites of most people!

There was not a weak member of the crew. Pudge Wayler was fat, to be sure, and he was the oldest of the lot, but there was not a man, outside of Christian, who was handier with a gun, or shot straighter once it was free from leather. Wayler and Pokey had shared in a jail break while they were serving a long sentence that had been imposed after they were gathered in the net by Jim Silver, up at Horseshoe Flat.

But every one of the others had done time, and plenty of it. Every one of them had worked with Christian in the past, and was prepared now to follow the great outlaw blindly. A harder lot, Bill Naylor had never seen. It was not easy for him to be afraid of other men, but of some of these fellows he was frankly in terror. If it came to a show-down, he knew that he would never take water; but there were fellows, like Pokey, who had no more humanity in them than a rattlesnake. They all accepted him and fraternized with him, because it was known that he had saved the life of the chief.

During the week, the chief event was the arrival of a big chestnut stallion which was assigned at once to Duff Gregor. Gregor was an excellent rider, but every one knew that the reason the horse was assigned to him was because, on an animal like this, he had played the rôle of Jim Silver in the town of Crows Nest in that deal which had nearly put a million into the pockets of the outlaws. The fame of that deal was still ringing through the minds of men.

The horse was carefully dyed with an equipment of four black stockings, and his other marks were altered so as to conform to the celebrated pattern that appeared in Parade. Then Duff Gregor was made up to resemble Jim Silver. Two gray spots were made to appear in his hair above the temples, and a dozen little glinting scars were caused to glimmer on his face.

Naylor argued the point with his chief.

Barry, he said, Ive seen Parade, and Ive seen Jim Silver. Nobody thats ever looked the pair of em in the face would ever think that this couple did more than wear the wrong names.

Christian answered:

Thats because you know theres a fraud. But people only see what they expect to see. Mind that! Besides, in the business were following, no one ever wins without taking a mighty big chance!

Naylor wrote down those words in his own memory. That same day he had something new to think about.

They had drifted down through the hills until they were fairly close to the town of Elsinore. The robbery was to take place the next day.

The Overland, on whose route the town of Elsinore was no more than a flag station, came winding up toward the place through a narrow valley that had been cut out by a frothing, shouting creek. In that valley they were to stop the train and take their chance at getting to the safe which held the cash. The plans were all laid in detail.

They had camped for the evening in a dense pine wood where they could venture on building a fire and having a hot meal.

The dynamite had been cooked down, and the soup that was drawn off had been confided to the care of a yegg named Steve Cassidy. The rest of the men were gathered around the fire, except for two outposts, who walked on guard. And while the talk went quietly around, and Barry Christian worked sedulously on the drawing of a map of the surrounding country, there was a sudden outbreak of noise from the direction of one of the outposts.

The noise brought all the men to their feet. Naylor noticed that they gave only one glance toward Christian; after that, each was ready to stand on his own defense, and form his own plans. In truth, they were a hand-picked lot.

Then, running through the trees toward them, came the voice of Pokey.

He was calling: Barry! Barry! Hell has broke loose!

He came panting and gasping into the firelight. His white, sweating face was wild with fear and excitement. He was making gestures with both hands, as usual.

Barry, theres hell popping! he cried, and ran up to his chief.

Christian changed a little in face and color, also. He said:

Theres only one thing in the world that can make you act up like this, Pokey. Its Jim Silver!

The name struck cold chills down the back of Naylor. He saw the other men start, and he heard the quick, deep intake of their breath.

The name of Silver was lightning in every mind, it was plain.

Then Pokey was gasping out: Yes! Jim Silver! Its Jim Silver!

Where? said Christian. Get yourself together, you fool! Did you let him trail you out of Elsinore? I should have had more sense than to let you go into that town. Where is he now? On your trail?

No, hes back there — back there in Elsinore! said Pokey.

The courage of Pokey seemed to return, with his breath. It seemed to Naylor a wonderful thing that a mere glimpse of a man who remained now many miles away should maintain such terror in the heart of another. But that man was Jim Silver; Pokey had clashed with him once before, and those who had battled with Jim Silver once had sufficient cause to remember him forever.

Pokey, as he recovered his breath and his presence of mind, said: It sort of hit me all in a heap. I turned around a corner, and there was Jim Silver! Right there in front of me!

And he saw you? demanded Christian.

There was a gang around him. Theres always a gang around Silver. The fools that want to shake hands with him, and the crooks that want to borrow money from him. They were thick around Silver. He was sort of wading through them, smiling a little, the way he does. I side-stepped into a shadow and did a quick fade-away. All the way back, Ive been seeing the ghost of him sliding along after me, not making any noise, stepping out easy and slow and silent, the way Silver does.

You marched out of Elsinore the minute you found out that Silver was in town, eh? demanded Christian, with a certain quiet and sinister meaning in his voice.

No, not just that, sad Pokey. Im not such a fool as that. I went around to the hotel first, and found out that Silver was staying there. Theyve given him the best room in the hotel, looking over the main street, with three windows in it, and all of that!

Good work, said Christian. Because so long as I know that, I can know one other thing — that Jim Silver will die in that room to-night.

Silence oppressed the others. With vaguely hopeful eyes that looked toward Christian, who was walking up and down beside the fire, the gang expected the plan of the action that was to wipe Jim Silver off the face of the earth.

Christian said: You fellows expect something clever. But theres no need to be clever. We have an edge on all the rest of the people that ever measured themselves against Silver. Because Silver thinks that Barry Christian is dead, and the result is that hes stepping out big and bold. Hes been in the habit of sleeping with only one eye open for years — since he first met me. But now he thinks that he can take it easy. Well, hell find out that hes wrong!

He stopped in his walking and looked over the crowd.

What ones of you fellows will volunteer to go with me to-night and take a crack at Silver? he asked.

There was a dead silence. Of all those hardy fellows, there was not a single one who would willingly put himself in the peril of Silver. Not one, for the sake of praise and rewards from Christian, would volunteer to ride on that service.

Christian said slowly, but without contempt in his voice: You understand what Ive just been saying — that the game is practically in our hands, that Silver doesnt expect danger of this kind, and that therefore well be striking him doubly from the dark? Think it over, boys, and volunteer if you want to.

Naylor felt a strange tug at his heartstrings; it was like the impulse a man feels to throw himself from a height.

Then Pudge Wayler was saying: Well, a fellow can only die once. Ive stood in front of Silver in the old days, and I reckon that I can stand there again. Ill ride with you, if you want me, Barry.

Youre the best man that I could have along, answered Christian. You have a pair of hands, and you have a head. One more is all that Ill ask for.

Pokey broke out: You think Im scared to death. And I am. Anybody with sense is scared after hes nearly rubbed shoulders with that man-eater and got off alive. But Ill go back there with you, Barry. I may be shaking inside, but my hand wont shake any, you can bet.

Christian said: Id as soon have you and Pudge as any two men in the world. Theres no hurry. Pick out three good horses. We have plenty of time to get to Silvers hotel room before he gets there to go to bed. Hell die like Billy the Kid — in the dark.


XVII. NAYLORS PLAN
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AN ODD, SHAKING nervousness possessed Bill Naylor. It was a thing that made time seem to rush past him as it speeds by a man condemned to death. It sent him quivering away to the place where the horses were picketed. It made him pick out the long-bodied, ugly-headed gray horse which Townsend had said was the pick of his mustangs. Bill Naylor had a saddle on the back of that horse before he realized with a clear brain that the imp of the perverse was driving him to do a deed of folly.

However, the impulse was a thing which he could by no means resist. He found himself in the saddle, and working the horse gradually away among the trees. Behind him, the voices of his companions in crime soon faded out. They would not be coming this way too quickly. Christian had said that there was plenty of time. But there was not plenty of time for Bill Naylor.

As soon as he was at a distance which would cover the beating of the hoofs of his horse from the ears of those wild wolves back there at the camp, Naylor put the mustang to a lope. The trees swayed steadily past him. They climbed the hill. They dropped into the shallow of the valley. There was no moon, and Naylor was glad of that. For he felt that by even the light of a candle he would be able to examine his heart and his mind and see that he was making an utter fool of himself. Yet he would not for anything give up the plan that he had already conceived.

He climbed the next hill. Off to his left the railroad tracks ran with a dull glimmering, like two narrow ribbons of water, toward the lights of the town, a handful of trembling yellow rays. Those lights spread out gradually and separated, and grew individually brighter as he approached Still the mustang kept up that steady lope, half trot and half gallop, the lazy swing of the hind legs seeming to trundle the forequarters effortlessly over the ground. Bill Townsend had been right when he called this horse one of the best.

As Naylor came out of the sweet air of pines, the wind was blowing toward him from the town the acrid scent of wood smoke. It smelled to him like danger, the hot iron of danger. But he went on.

When he came to the edge of the town, he took lanes and alleys in order to work his way to the center of things. He tied the gray in front of the first saloon he encountered after turning into the main street. Into the saloon itself he sauntered, laid money on the bar, and asked for a drink. There was not another patron in the place.

Whats the matter? asked Naylor of the barkeeper. This town going dry?

The bartender was a sour little man with a twisted face. He walked the bottle of whisky down the varnished bar and halted it in front of Naylor.

Theres a lot of half-wits in this town, he said, that would rather talk than drink, when anything happens. And with a gent like Silver in town, theyd rather stand around and shift their weight from one leg to another than stand at a bar and make themselves comfortable.

Well, Silvers quite a man, suggested Naylor.

Yeah. Hes a man. But whiskys always whisky, said the barkeeper.

True, said Naylor. Lemme have another. Wheres Silver now?

The bartender laughed, his face twisting more than ever.

Where none of these gents can see him, said he. Silvers back in the rear room of Tod Wilsons place with the door locked, drinking beer with Taxi. Nacherally, he dont want no strangers around when hes drinking with Taxi, does he? But Tods barroom is packed-just because they all aim to get a look at Silver when he comes out from talking with Taxi, I suppose.

Naylor finished drinking his second whisky, which he had poured very small, and went to Tod Wilsons place. It was not hard to find. The movements of the men in the street were all toward that saloon, and the sidewalk was filled with people who slowly oozed into the place, and slowly trickled out again.

For half a minute, Naylor stood still and considered the throng. That was what it meant to be an honest man. Others were willing to give up their minds, their time, their money for a mere glimpse of such a fellow as Jim Silver. But Silver had paid for this attention with blood. He would pay more blood, before very long. He might very well pay for it with his death before morning.

Naylor made no effort to get through the front door. Instead, he went down the side of the low shack, climbed a high board fence, and dropped into the back yard. All the rear end of the house was in darkness, except for one eye of light that leaked out at the corner of a shutter.

Naylor put his eye to that peek hole and found himself looking into a small room that had foot-worn linoleum on the floor, two or three small tables, and chairs around them. At one of the tables sat the Great Jim Silver, tilting a little back in his chair. Opposite him was a much smaller man, more slenderly made, with a dark and almost handsome face. The fringe of the long eyelashes made a distinct streak on his face, like a dark pencil marking. And he rarely looked up from his task.

That task was unique enough almost to identify him. For he had in front of him a small lock of polished steel, and as he worked over it, probing with a sliver of steel at the interior of the lock, sometimes he lowered his head and appeared to listen to the delicacy of the work which he was carrying on inside the lock.

That was Taxi, of course, the lock master, who could walk through the most complicated bolts and bars as if he possessed a magic gift. And now, as he sat opposite his best friend — who could tell how long they had been separated, and how many strange adventures had befallen each of them since the last meeting? — Taxi kept his attention riveted on the lock before him, and appeared to give very little heed to the words of famous Jim Silver.

Then, though there had not been a single sound, the head of Taxi turned with flashing speed, and he stared at the very shutter through which Naylor was peering. It was a startling thing to see those eyes, strangely pale and bright beneath the obscuring shadow of the lashes. It was like something in a dream, and a bad dream, at that.

That single, dangerous glance was all that Taxi gave toward the window. Then he returned his attention to his lock. One could not tell whether he were nodding and faintly smiling because of the pleasure he took in his task, or whether it was because of what the soft, grave voice of Jim Silver was saying.

It seemed to Naylor, as he looked in on those two celebrated fellows, that the difference between them was like the difference between panther and lion.

Naylor went to the rear of the house, found a door, discovered that it was unlocked, and pulled it open. He stepped straight into the room where Silver and Taxi had been seated. They were seated no longer. They were both standing, looking curiously toward the opening of the door.

There was no more chance of surprising that pair than of surprising a couple of wild cats, lean with hunger, in the winter of the year.

Naylor came slowly in toward them.

The man who set Gregor free, he heard the quiet voice of Silver say. Taxi, meet Mr. Naylor.

Taxi looked at Naylor with a curling lip. He seemed ready to spring at the newcomers throat. But he took Naylors hand and merely muttered:

Jim, I cant follow your ideas, half the time.

I want to see you, said Naylor to Silver.

Do you want to see me alone? asked Silver.

Yes, alone.

Outside?

Thats the best place, said Naylor.

All right, said Silver.

He started toward the door, but Taxi exclaimed:

Jim, what are you thinking about? Step out there into the dark with him? You might as well step into the mouth of a tiger!

Silver lifted his hand with a faint smile.

There are always chances, Taxi, he said, but Ill bet on this one.

Christian had said something like that, as Naylor could remember. Was there, after all, some kind of a peculiar affinity between the two great enemies?

Then Naylor found himself outside the house and standing in the dimness of the starlight beside Silver. He knew, as he stood there, that no matter what might come out of the future, he had been right in making the ride.

Silver, he said, you did me a good turn, and I want to do you another.

Thanks, said Silver. What is it?

I want to ask you not to go back to your room in the hotel, to-night.

Im not to go back to the room in the hotel, echoed Silver quietly. And why not?

Because there might be trouble waiting for you.

Ah? How soon will the trouble be there?

Im asking you, said Naylor, not to go back to your room. If you fish around to find trouble — well, you may find it, all right, but youll land me in the soup. Im asking you to take my word for it and let the thing go. Will you do that?

Silver was silent. In the darkness, he looked bigger than ever, to Naylor. He looked so big a target that a child could hardly fail to hit him, even in the obscurity of an unlighted room. Starlight was enough for the shooting of a prize of this rating.

Suppose that he, Bill Naylor, pulled a gun and tried a point-blank shot for the heart — well, he would be famous forever. It hardly mattered how a man like Jim Silver was killed. To be his slayer was to go down in history. And, in the old days, Naylor felt that the opportunity would have been a sad temptation.

But he found himself saying to the big, silent man: I cant talk names to you. All I can do is to give you some advice — and ask you not to pull me into the soup.

Silver said, at last: All right. I had an idea when I left you before, that thered be something good coming out of you, Naylor. Im thanking you now just as though I could look inside my room in the hotel and see the men and the guns waiting for me. But — here he sighed— you dont want me to trap em?

No, said Naylor. Id be a — a traitor, if you did.

I dont want you to be that, answered Silver. Come in and have a drink with me.

Im overdue in another place, said Naylor. I was overdue the second that I left it.

And your necks in danger now? said Silver. Youre in trouble on account of me?

Im not in trouble on account of you, said Naylor suddenly, the words taking command of him. Im in trouble because Ive been a crook and a thug all the days of my life.

He gripped the hand of Jim Silver with a sudden gesture and then hurried away into the darkness.


XVIII. SALLYS DECISION
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IN SPITE OF Naylors hurry, in spite of the fact that there might be literal danger to his neck if he were missed during this long absence, he did not aim straight back at the camp, but swung a little to the south of the straight line and came out through the hills in sight of the Townsend ranch.

There was a moon, by this time. It stood in the east like a pale ship of an ancient design, and the light from it blanched the hills and painted long black shadows beside them.

Naylor rode down to the rear of the hay shed and there tethered the gray horse and pulled off its saddle After that, he went to the side of the little ranch house. He felt that it was a lucky break that had brought him into the house not many days before, so that now he knew in which room the girl slept. Standing at the low window, he tapped lightly on the sill.

When he had no answer, he leaned a little across the sill and listened. He could hear regular breathing, and there was a faint delicacy of perfume in the air. That was strange, he thought. She was not the sort of a girl to use perfume. But one never can tell about women. It is best not to waste time trying to foretell their characters.

He hissed, and rapped the sill of the window again.

The regular noise of the breathing ended; there was a creaking of springs, and then:

Whos there?

Be quiet, commanded Naylor. No robber, Sally.

Hi! he heard her say, under her breath. Its Bill Naylor!

The moon slanted into the room and hit the foot of the bed. In the thick of the darkness beyond the moonlight, vaguely he saw the girl get out of the bed and throw a bath robe around her. She came toward him. Her bare, brown feet walked through the moonlight. The feet looked soft. The ankles were small and gave inward slightly. She walked like an Indian, toeing straight ahead. Her elbows were up as she swung her long hair into a knot behind her head. Then she sat down on the window sill.

It had not taken her five seconds, he thought, to get from the bed to the window.

Hi, Bill, said she. Hows things?

So, so, said Naylor. He had taken off his hat, and now he grinned at her. He wished, suddenly, that he were inches taller. He almost wished that a face surgeon could work for a time on his face to make him more handsome. For now that he could not see the freckles across her nose, the girl looked beautiful to him. She was sun-browned like an Indian, but she was beautiful.

Is this a dog-gone serenade, or something? said the girl.

Quit it, will you? said Bill Naylor. If I started caterwauling, youd think that a wolf had come down out of the hills.

Dyou wanta see dad, then? she asked. Hes a light sleeper, and the whisky jug isnt sealed.

Thanks, said Naylor. You think that Id ride all this way for the sake of a drink?

Go on, tell me why you came, urged the girl. Say something nice, and tell me why you came, will you?

She put her chin on her fist and looked at him.

How deep are you laughing at me? asked Naylor.

Skin-deep, said the girl.

Skin-deep, eh?

Yeah, she said. Thats as far as beauty goes.

She laughed, silently, shaking with her mirth.

Quit it, will you? said Naylor. Im no handsome bird. I know that.

Just a good, dependable, home boy, eh? she asked.

She kept on laughing. She was always laughing. There was a river of mirth pulsing in her throat like a song. Her teeth flashed in the moonlight.

He made a cigarette, lighted it, and blew out smoke. The smoke was as silver-pale as frosted fog, in the moonlight.

I had to rush over here and tell you something, said Naylor.

Rush on with it, then, said the girl, nodding.

He came up close to the window sill and took hold of her hand. There was nothing scary about her. She was as steady as a man. There was nothing silly or simpering about her, either. She looked him straight in the eyes.

Listen, said he.

Have you scalped somebody? asked the girl. Whats the matter with you, being all nervous, like this?

I aint nervous, argued he. Im just telling you something. What time is it?

Thats not telling me anything. Thats asking something.

Quit kidding me. What time is it, about?

It struck one, a little while back.

You went to bed when?

Ten thirty. Why?

Well, said he, I wanta tell you something. You went to bed at ten thirty, and about eleven oclock, just as you were getting your eyes shut—

You mean it takes me half an hour to go to sleep? said Sally Townsend. Dont be silly. At the end of a Townsend day on this mans ranch nobody needs to be sung to sleep. When my head hits the pillow, Im out like a light. But whatre you driving at?

Give me a chance to tell you, will you? At about eleven oclock, just after you hit the hay, you heard a tapping at the window, and you sat up and saw me looking in. Id come over here from the camp. Understand?

Thats all right, said the girl. What did you come for?

I dunno. I just come over. You see? Dont forget it. And I stayed around here talking with you for a couple of hours. Ive been here since eleven oclock.

Look here, Bill, said the girl, what are you trying to put over on me?

Im not putting nothing over. Im asking you to do me a good turn, that is all.

Then come clean, will you?

What do you mean, come clean?

Tell me all about it. You been out gadding?

Ive been out, said Naylor. Thats all I can tell you.

Wholl check you up for playing hookey? said the girl.

Somebody whos worse than the devil when he gets riled.

You mean Barry Christian?

Thats who I mean.

He sighed as he said it.

Well, said the girl, have you crossed up Barry in any way, to-night?

No matter what Ive done, said he, Im asking you to do me a good turn.

Does it sound as simple as all of that to you?

Whats the matter? You just let people know — if they should happen to ask — that I arrived here at eleven and didnt leave till after one.

Thatll be fine for me! said the girl grimly. Look here, Bill. Youre not that sort of a fellow. You dont want to get me into that sort of a jam, do you?

Whats the matter? asked Bill Naylor.

Why, suppose you had a sister or a daughter, or something, and she got out of bed and talked to a man shed only seen once before — talked to him for a couple of hours? What would you think? What would you do?

I see what you mean, said Bill Naylor slowly. I didnt think about that. Im just dumb, I guess. Forget about what I asked you to say; go back to bed and go to sleep, Sally.

And what comes of you?

Oh, Im all right. Ill get through, all right. There wont be any pinch.

If there is, youll be dead from it. I know Barry Christian as well as you do. Listen, Bill. What crazy thing have you done to Barry Christian?

I should be telling you, eh? asked Naylor.

You were telling me that you called on me at eleven and didnt leave till one.

A little thrill of desperation ran coldly through his nerves. He gave her hand a hard grip. He stuck out his jaw and looked her right in the face.

Ill tell you what I did, beautiful, said he. Ill tell you that Silvers in Elsinore; and Barry Christian knows hes there; and Christian and a couple more are lying in Silvers hotel room, right now, waiting for him to come in. But Silver wont come in. He wont — because I told him to stay away. I didnt tell him what was in his room. I told him to stay away from it.

Did you actually do that? whispered the girl. Did you mix up between Christian and Jim Silver?

Yeah. Im bright, I guess, said Bill Naylor. I mixed in between them, and now Ill catch it. I dont know whats the matter with me, he added, in a faintly groaning complaint. I never made a fool of myself like this before!

Look, Bill, said the girl, maybe youre a better man than you ever thought. I told you that you were too soft to play around with Barry Christian and his gang.

That was because you softened me up a little, argued Naylor. Im hard enough, beautiful. Dont let anybody tell you nothing different. Im hard enough.

Hard enough to do time, eh?

Yeah, plenty, said Bill Naylor. Well, I gotta go and sashay back to the camp. So long, Sally.

Wait a minute, said the girl.

What for?

While I think. I gotta think something out.

Go on and think, then, said Naylor. You can think just as well while Im on the road.

No. Im just thinking that maybe you did get here at eleven and stay till one. I dont care what people say.

I do, though, said Naylor. I was a tramp to ever ask you to say that. I didnt think.

Quit it. Ive got to think, she said.

She dropped her chin on her fist again. The moon painted her frown black. It made her face look old. Her nostrils quivered and expanded a little. Naylor saw how she would appear when she was ten years older. But he hardly cared. She would always look good to him.

Well, she said, with a sigh, people can go hang. You got here at eleven oclock, all right.

No, I didnt. I wont put that over on you.

You cant help yourself. Thats the story I tell. If you dont stick to it, you make a fool out of me and maybe you lose your scalp. Be yourself, Bill. Wake up and be yourself.

He looked at her for a long time, feature by feature.

Sally, said Naylor, youre not very old or very big, but youre great. You know that? Youre great.

We were talking about something for two hours, said the girl. She chuckled suddenly. That was what we were talking about. You came over to tell me that I was great. It was something I didnt know and I wanted to hear about it. I heard about it for two hours, sitting right here on the window sill.

Sure, said Naylor. Thats all right. We were talking about you. Ill tell you what, I came over here to tell you that Im nutty about you, Sally.

Thats a good one, too, said Sally. She chuckled again. Good old Bill, she said. Thats all right, too.

Wait a minute, said Bill Naylor. I am nutty about you. Youre the goods. Im crazy about you, Sally!

Good old Bill, she repeated. What a lingo youve got. Youre a regular snake charmer.

Am I talking like a fool? said Naylor. Anyway, I mean what I say. I dont know how to make you believe me. I never talked to a girl like this.

No? said she.

The females all back up and shy when they see my map, said Bill. I never had a chance to work up any lingo, you know. Its my tough mug that stops em at a distance.

Its a good enough mug, said the girl. It ought to wear pretty well, Bill.

I gotta be going, said Naylor.

So long, said the girl. If you get back quick and sneak in, maybe nobodyll spot you.

Thats right, said Naylor. You think of things.

Go on, then. Hurry it up, Bill.

He started to turn away, but could not move his feet.

Its hard to go, said Naylor. Because theres nobody like you. I feel pretty dog-gone queer, Sally.

Where? said she.

He put his arms around her. She sat up straight on the window sill and looked into his face.

Youd better do some thinking, she said.

Ive done more thinking right here than Ive done in all the rest of my life, said Bill Naylor.

Have you? said the girl.

She put her hand on his forehead and pushed her fingers back through the tough scrub of his hair, tilting back his head till the moon got at his face.

You are a tough-looking mug, said the girl.

Yeah, Im something fierce to look at. If youre doing any thinking — Ive been in for everything from smuggling to stick-up work. I aint even been bright. Any dumb cop could pinch me. Only Im crazy about you, Sally.

Well, said the girl, Ive been doing some thinking, too.

About what? he asked.

About the way you arrived at eleven, and you told me you were crazy about me, and I said I was crazy about you. That would take a couple of hours, all right.

Hold on, said Naylor hoarsely. His whole body began to shudder. You have to think it all out before you talk like that. This is for good and all.

Sure it is, said Sally Townsend. But I wish that you wouldnt go back to Barry Christian. Not if you know Jim Silver well enough to even brush his boots with your best hat!


XIX. IN THE MORNING
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WHEN BILL NAYLOR got back to the camp, he used a very simple device for getting past the outer guard. He simply took saddle and bridle off the gray mustang and then walked beside it carrying the paraphernalia. On that side of the camp stalked the lengthy form of Crane.

Bushwick. He stopped long enough to whistle softly to the mustang, and then to laugh as the horse came edging on, worked along by the nudging elbows of Naylor, who walked bent over on the farther side.

Crane Bushwick went on with his beat, humming softly to himself, paying no heed, for a number of the horses had been turned loose to graze beyond the trees which sheltered the camp. And as the gray mustang walked ahead, Naylor was presently in the safe sanctuary of the pines.

There, in a small clearing, he hobbled the gray as most of the other horses were hobbled, and he paused long enough to rub down the mustang with bunches of pine needles. For if there were an examination, he did not wish the horse to show the encrusted sweat that is always present after a long and hard ride.

Finally, there was the move to get to his blankets. He had made up his bunk on the outer rim of the fire-lighted circle, and now from the shelter of a big tree trunk he looked over the scene. The firelight, he was glad to see, had dwindled. The fire was almost out, and the embers stared with steady, red eyes. Only when a breeze worked in among the trees was there an upward flickering of the flame that set all the scene around wavering like a thing seen beneath rippling waves.

He made sure that all of the men were in their places. He found only three made-up blanket beds which were empty — those of the three men who had ridden to town to waylay Jim Silver.

Bill Naylor shook his head when he thought of how he had forestalled them! His whole code of faith was much perturbed by the thing he had done. To Bill Naylor it had always been proper to serve ones own ends in most affairs, but when occupied in any sort of work, one must serve ones comrades as oneself. In this case, he had deliberately thwarted his great man, his Barry Christian, by carrying the warning to Jim Silver.

Naylor could not tell what to think of his own conduct. There was one solitary consolation, and this was that of the girl, Sally Townsend, had seemed to approve. She was, to be sure, only a woman; but she was certainly unlike all others of her sex.

Even about Sally his feelings were mixed. Suppose that his old comrades of many illegal adventures were to hear that he had married, what would they say? What was he himself to say of the thought? Was he fit to marry a decent person? What sort of a future could he offer to her?

He thought of those things as he stood behind the pine tree, looking over the camp. Finally he muttered to himself: Youre bein a fool, Bill Naylor!

This quiet comment from his own lips set him in motion toward his blankets. He had reached them unobserved, he was certain when the flame of the fire reached a resinous knot in a bit of firewood and made it explode with a loud, snapping noise.

Some one grunted, and as Naylor sank down on his blankets, he saw a figure sitting bolt upright on the far side of the fire. It was Steve Cassidy, yegg extraordinary. And as he said nothing, but simply stared, Naylor was assured that the safe blower had ugly thoughts in his mind.

He wished, as he fell asleep, that any man in the camp, other than Steve Cassidy, had seen him.

Once before morning, Naylor wakened, and was aware of a hushed bustling around him. Three men had just returned. He opened one eye and observed them.

He saw the tall, gaunt form of Pokey and heard him mutter:

Rottenest luck I ever heard of!

Well, that was one thing finished. It was apparent that they had returned without doing any harm to Jim Silver, and it was also apparent that Jim Silver had not taken advantage of the information he had received in order to do harm to them.

About this second point Bill Naylor did a good deal of thinking, as he lay awake for a moment and stared up past the narrow points of the evergreens into the blue-black of the sky. He could see a swarm of little stars, a cloud of them, and in addition there was one big bluish point of fire. Was it a planet or was it a star of the first magnitude? He could not tell, but he had a feeling that that was the way Jim Silver shone among other men, no matter how bright the rest might be.

On that thought he went to sleep again and when he roused the next morning, he discovered that every one else was already astir. The gray of the dawn had ended and the golden time had begun. And beside him stood Pudge Wayler, in the very act of poking him in the ribs again with the toe of a boot.

The indignity enraged Bill Naylor and got him to his knees in a flash.

He was ready to hit Wayler when the sour, rumbling voice of the other man said:

If you wanta fight, save it for the chief. He wants to talk to you, brother.

Well, the fight went suddenly out of Naylor, at that. He got into his boots, washed his face and hands and shaved at the nearest run of water, and then went to where fragrant steam was rising from the big pot where coffee was being made. Barry Christian already was poising a tin cup on his knee. He looked up calmly at Naylor as the latter came to him. And suddenly Naylor found an exact parallel for the color and the brightness of those eyes; for he could remember how Taxi had looked toward the shuttered window the night before.

The outlaw chief said, simply: You got in pretty late, last night. Where were you?

Oh, no place, said Naylor.

It was the speech of a fool, and he felt like a fool after he had uttered it.

Think it over, said Christian. You were somewhere, I guess. You got in late. Cassidy saw you get in at pretty near two oclock this morning. Where were you?

Cassidy was a fellow with a crumpled, broken face. He had a broken jaw and a broken nose. His blond hair was always rumpled. His brow was constantly disturbed by a troubled frown. Now he looked wearily toward Naylor, and up and down Naylors body. It was plain that he did not care about any mans displeasure. Certainly he was not concerned as to whether or not Naylor disapproved of him.

Bill Naylor said: I dont want to make a fool of myself. Ill tell you the first time were alone, chief. Ill tell you where I was.

Barry Christian looked right through him.

You might as well speak out now. You know that I went in with Pudge and Pokey last night, to wait for Jim Silver in his room. We found the room, all right. We waited there all night. But Jim Silver never showed up! It looked as though somebody had warned him that there might be trouble in that room last night. Well, no one could have warned him from this camp. Everybody was accounted for — except you! And you got in about two oclock. Where were you?

Yeah, said Pokey, under his breath, where were you?

You mean, said Naylor, repeating the idea as though in loathing of it, you mean that I might have sneaked in ahead and warned Jim Silver, might a told him that you were going to wait for him in his room?

Thats what I mean. Youre not a fool, Bill, said Christian. Thats what I mean, all right. Now tell me where you were!

Why, said Naylor, did Silver jump you and try to bag you? You mean to say that the three of you got through a trap that Silver set for you, and none of you hurt?

He means, explained Pudge Wayler, speaking to himself, that if Silver had had word, he wouldnt a let it go with just staying away from the room. He would a tried to bag us. I dunno. I didnt think of that.

Christian suddenly stood up and dashed his coffee cup to the ground. His voice, usually so persuasive and soft, rang thundering against the frightened ears of the guilty man.

Answer me! Where were you, Naylor?

Chief, said Naylor, I was only over seeing a girl. That was all.

A girl? A girl? exclaimed Barry Christian. What girl? I was afraid — and now Im practically sure! Naylor, if youve come between me and Jim Silver, no matter what youve done for me, no matter if youre more than a brother to me, Ill have the best blood out of your heart — and Ill have it now! What girl are you talking about?

Why, Barry, said Naylor, I mean the Townsend girl. Thats all I mean. I went over to talk to her last night. I thought that it might be the last chance.

Maybe it is — maybe it was! said Christian savagely.

He stared at Naylor, and his eyes were more like the eyes of Taxi than ever — balls of pale fire. His whole face grew pale. It seemed to Naylor as luminous as steel.

Pokey — Cassidy — take the guns off Naylor, and cart him over to the Townsend place. Get the facts out of the Townsend girl. If you think that Naylor has lied — shoot him dead, and come back here. Lay him dead right across the threshold of the Townsend ranch house. Itll teach some of these ranchers what it means to double-cross Barry Christian.

That was the way they went about it.

Yonder in the town of Elsinore was Jim Silver, who had kept faith and declined to bag scoundrels who were lying in wait for him in the darkness of his own room. Jim Silver had kept faith perfectly. But here with Barry Christian it was a different matter.

Then another thought occured to Bill Naylor. He told himself that no man could lead as Christian led unless he had a soul as hard as chilled steel. No man could go on to so many triumphs unless he had the cruelly stern nature of Christian. If one man failed Christian and the gang, that man had to go to the wall were he Christians own brother!

Naylor was frightened, but he could not say that even in this moment of supreme trial he really hated Christian. He was too big and important for such emotions. It would be like hating a tiger to hate Christian. It was as easy to expect mercy and tenderness from a wild beast.

Naylor saw this, at last. He thought of the way he had pulled the man from the water of Kendal River. He thought of the way he had nursed him, of the dangerous expedition he had made to the town of Blue Water for the sake of Barry Christian, of the manner in which, for the sake of Christian, he had saved Duff Gregor from the men of Crows Nest. But all of these services would be forgotten if, for an instant, he had come between Christian and the hatred which the great outlaw felt for Jim Silver.

Well, the thing was almost justified. The hate of Christian for Silver had made history in the past and it would make history in the future.

He pondered these things as he was fanned for his guns. Then he was taken between Cassidy and Pokey to the Townsend ranch.

Cassidy said, when the gray mustang was saddled: If he rode all the way to Elsinore, last night, he wasnt on this mustang. There aint enough sweat marks on it. Besides, its still full of ginger!

That was true, also, for the inexhaustible meanness of the gray mustang induced it to try to pitch off its rider as soon as Naylor got into the saddle. He blessed the fierce nature of the gray at that moment!

They got to the ranch to find that Bill Townsend and his daughter were busily stringing wire on the fence posts of the new corral. Townsend worked the lever which stretched the wire while his daughter in a workmanlike manner whacked home the big brads that fastened the wire to the posts. They stopped work to watch the approach of the trio.

It was Cassidy who spoke first. He touched his hat to the girl and said:

Hello, Townsend. Come over here from the chief. He wants to know if this gent here, this fellow Naylor, was really over here chinning with your girl, last night from around eleven to one?

Him? said Townsend. He sure wasnt. If he was, Id knock his block off. A runt like that make eyes at Sally? Id tear him in two!

The girl said nothing.

You hear that? said Cassidy grimly, to Naylor.

There was no mistaking Cassidy. He was the type to put cold lead in any man, with or without orders. Yes, and to enjoy the doing of it, too!

I hear, said Naylor. Theres a lot that Townsend doesnt know, maybe. Thats all I can say.

Is that all? said Pokey savagely.

Wait a minute, urged Cassidy.

He turned to the girl.

What about this yarn of Naylor coming over here to talk to you for a couple of hours last night?

What business is it of yours? asked the girl angrily.

Naylor, with a vast relief of spirit, saw that she intended to be as good as her word, and lie in his behalf.

I gotta make it my business, said Cassidy. Lets have an answer — if you care enough to get up and talk to this gent for two hours by night, you can say two words for him by day.

Well, he was here, and what of it? said the girl.

Pokey grunted as though it were bad news to him. Cassidy turned his deformed face and stared at Naylor.

All right, old son, he said. I guess that lets you out.

Wait a minute! shouted Townsend. Lets him out? It dont let him out at all. You mean to say, Naylor, you worthless hound, that you were over here last night talking to my girl? Sally, is that right?

She said nothing. Townsend charged like a bull, but Naylor spun the gray mustang about and fairly fled from the danger. At that, the big hand of Townsend clutched for him and barely missed his coat sleeve.

In the near distance, Naylor pulled up again, and saw Townsend gesticulating behind him.

But the two of the escort were laughing as they came up.

That saves your hide, Naylor, said Pokey, as he ranged his horse alongside. You wouldnt blame Christian for being heated up if he thought that you had crossed him with Silver, would you?

They got back to the camp, and Christian heard the report. He nodded. There was no apology for the suspicion he had fixed upon Naylor. He simply said:

Then if Naylor didnt carry word, somebody else did. Watch yourselves, boys, because we have a traitor with us. And when we catch him, hell wish that hed got to hell in any way except through our hands. However, this is a busy day, and the crook will have to wait for to-morrow.

That was the point at which Bill Naylor made up his mind that he was through with Barry Christian and all his men.


XX. A STROKE OF BAD LUCK
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THE PLAN FOR the train robbery was perfectly simple. Down the valley, several miles below Elsinore, the railroad track made a quick bend, and at a point where the engineer of the speeding train would not see the obstruction until the last available moment, Christian had several trees felled right across the rails. There would be just comfortable time, as he figured it, for the engineer to clap on the brakes and bring the train to a halt after the locomotive rounded the bend into view of the obstacle.

The place was ideally equipped in every way. For on either side of the way there was plenty of tall brush where a thousand men could have hidden, and there were several clumps of trees, in two of which the horses were tied.

Christian had drilled his men carefully in the details of the work. Certain ones were to master the engineer and fireman, force them to flood the firebox — so that the train could not proceed on its way for help too quickly after the robbery had come to an end.

Others — and this was the most important detail, of course — were to make the attack on the mail car, where the safe was located that should contain the big shipment of cash. And four men were detailed to take charge of the passengers and keep them in the coaches until the fighting was finished. Afterward, the passengers could be paraded outside the cars and searched for valuables.

The plan was simple, but of course there was plenty of danger attached to it. For one thing, the guards in the treasure car were likely to put up a savage fight that might delay the procedure for hours, even. And then in the body of the passenger coaches there might be a number of armed men ready to battle for their rights. Every Westerner in the train was reasonably sure to have a weapon, and to be able to use it. The force of surprise would be half the battle to decide the issue in favor of the gang.

Every man was in his place at least an hour before the time the train was due. That hour was the most trying of all. For as Bill Naylor crouched in the shade of a bush, shifting here and there as patches of the yellow sunshine began to burn through the thickness of his coat like boiling liquid, he thought of a number of things that could happen. There was the danger, for instance, that the warning might have been given, and that when the train arrived, it would consist of coaches filled with keen riflemen who would pour out, sweep through the brush, and gather in every last man of the robbers. That had happened before in the history of the breaking of law in the West. It was not a pleasant prospect.

There were other troubles to have in mind. And a good big 45-caliber slug would put a man on the ground in such shape that Christian, no matter how solicitous for the welfare of his men, could not take the wounded away with him.

Well, if a fellow were snagged in that manner, it might mean anything from fifteen years to hanging, according as to whether or not any one on the train were killed.

But something more than his own personal danger began to trouble the brain of Bill Naylor. The girl had wished one Jim Silver for him to follow rather than a thousand like Barry Christian. And though it was true that her father kept moonshine liquor and sold horses to robbers, something told Naylor that the girl was a different cut from her father. She had to submit to life as she found it; but when she started off for herself, there was something straight and clean about her eyes that told Naylor she would fight with all her might on the side of honesty and the law.

He looked gloomily around him. Of course, it was far too late to withdraw, not only because withdrawal would brand him as a coward, but also because it was known that Chirstian never allowed a man to leave the ranks when trouble was on hand. Once a follower of Barry Christian, always a follower. That was the law of the band. And it seemed to Naylor that he was thinking of another man in another era when he remembered the awe and delight with which he had at first looked forward to being one of Christians trusted men.

Off to the side, Pokey and Cassidy were shaking dice, not for money they had in pocket, but for money they expected to have before this day was ended.

Duff Gregor came strolling by slowly. Duff always moved slowly, as though he wanted people to mark him with care. Most of the men in the gang had little use for him, but every one treated him with a certain amount of respectful consideration because of the fact that he had once played the rôle of the great Jim Silver, and because he was made up to play the same rôle again. Just what advantage could be gained from that part now it was hard to say. But Christian undoubtedly had something important in mind. He was not the fellow to waste moves.

Bill Naylor had had a chance to talk to a number of the men and find out from them their exact feelings about Silver. It seemed that they all regarded him with a queer mixture of terror and loathing and wonder. The terror and wonder were explicable, and the loathing came, it appeared, from their feeling that it was unnatural for a man to fight on the side of the law unless the law had given him a place, a title, and a respectable salary. Amateur bloodhounds were considered savage freaks of nature.

Suppose, men said, that everybody took the same angle that Jim Silver does, what sort of a chance would the rest of us have, eh?

There was enough in this remark to make Bill Naylor want to smile a little. But he realized, also, that as little as a month before he would not have smiled at all!

Naylor was in the midst of these reflections when the first stroke of bad luck hit the men of Christian and their plans. On the top of the hills to the right of the track appeared the figure of a boy on horseback, without a saddle, heading his mustang after a long-legged steer that had, apparently, broken loose from the bunch the boy was riding herd on. The youngster was on the very verge of cutting off the steer in its flight and sending it back when the foolish animal made a sudden turn and bolted right down the steep slope toward the railroad.

The slope was so sharp that the steer, once well under way, had to brace itself on all four legs. It bellowed with fear and catapulted to the bottom of the grade. There it rolled head over heels, but Western steers are made of whalebone and leather, and therefore the neck of this beef was not broken. It recovered its feet, shook its head to clear its addled brains, and bolted again into the brush which sheltered half of the gang of Barry Christian.

That would hardly have mattered, but the second half of the little drama was what mattered. For the boy, after angling for one moment on the verge of the slope, suddenly whipped his mustang right down in pursuit of the steer. Considering the shortness of the brown, bare legs that gripped the barrel of the horse, and the absence of any stirrups, it was as bold a bit of horsemanship as Bill Naylor had ever seen. He saw the boys face puckered and his eyes staring with fear, but down he came, with a ringing whoop to raise his own spirits.

In the meantime the steer, as the boy and the mustang safely caromed to the foot of the slope, had flung up its tail and fled, bawling. It seemed so blinded by fear that it had not sufficient sense to dodge the brush, but went crashing straight through a big bush behind which Pokey and Cassidy were playing their game of dice. Pokey leaped up to one side, with a yell. Cassidy, knocked sprawling, rose up on the other. Two or three other men sprang up from the brush as the course of the steer suddenly threatened them.

That was sufficient to turn the steer; but it was also sufficient to tell the boy that a whole band of armed men was hiding out in the shrubbery. That was enough for him. He turned the head of his pony away from the steer and fled on a straight line for the nearest trees — and toward Elsinore, far away!

Every one realized the importance of the episode. No youngster able to ride like that and take such chances could fail to realize that those armed men had not gathered together merely to sit in the shade and waste their time. He would probably go right on to Elsinore as fast as his swift little mustang could carry him.

Stop him! shouted the great voice of Christian as he rose. Shoot the horse from under him!

Shoot the horse from under him? Who in the world could determine his shooting so exactly as to be sure of striking the horse, and not the boy, as the pair scuttled away behind their own dust cloud?

Apparently Christian was ready to trust his own hand and eye.

Give me that rifle, he said. Ill do the job myself! Here!

And there he stood, settling the rifle to his shoulder.

It seemed to Bill Naylor that he could see again the puckered face of the boy, frightened, fighting against fear and conquering it. He leaped up and knocked the rifle of Chirstian off the bead that had just been drawn.

Dont chance it chief! he exclaimed.

Christian whirled on him with the face of an ugly devil. He drove the butt of the gun against Naylors head hard enough to fling him flat on his back. As he lay there, gradually pushing himself on his elbows, he heard the hammer of the rifle fall with a dull click. The gun had misfired, and far away the boy had passed behind the screen of a grove of trees.


XXI. SUSPECT
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SOME ONE SHOUTED that they must run the boy down. Christian hurried off to the side with another rifle, hoping to get another shot at the target, but the youngster did not appear again except for an instant as he rounded the shoulder of a hill half a mile away and was quickly out of view again.

Five men were on fast horses, only waiting the signal before they spurred away, but Christian said to them calmly:

No use, boys. That boy weighs only a feather, and by the way the legs of that mustang twinkled, its a little speedster. Weve simply had a break of bad luck.

He turned toward Bill Naylor, who was gradually picking himself up from the ground.

At least, said Christian, bad luck is what we can call it for the time being.

His voice was perfectly quiet. His eyes were still and calm, also. But it was the brightness of a steel point that was glittering deep in them. There was not the least alteration of feature in the man, and yet Naylor knew that he was ready to drink hot blood.

Seemed to me a risky thing, chief, said Naylor, holding his injured head. I didnt see how even you could shoot at that pair without chancing hitting the kid.

And suppose I had? demanded Christian. Suppose that I had hit the boy? What of it?

Naylor said nothing. He had a perfectly definite impression that if he had uttered a word, no matter what, he would be murdered on the spot.

Christian said to him softly: Ive owed you several things. Theyre wiped out. We start level again, Naylor, unless you did get the word to Jim Silver last night.

He meant it. There was no doubt about that. If ever Christian had even a fair suspicion that Naylor had carried that warning to Jim Silver, there would be death, there would be a death more hideous than fire for the traitor.

Christian had turned from Naylor to the others, and he was saying:

Boys, this is a bit of hard luck. But the game isnt finished. Its several miles from here to Elsinore. Ordinarily it would require a good bit of time, in a town like that, to get together a posse to come out after a crowd like ours. But these are not ordinary times. You can see, now, why I wanted to get rid of Jim Silver last night.

Hes back there in Elsinore, unless some kind devil moved him to leave the place to-day. Hes there in Elsinore, and the instant the news is brought in by that lad riding horseback, Jim Silver will know whats up. Hell have a crowd together inside of three minutes, and be pelting out here to get at us. Theres only one thing in our favor, and that is that the train is due in ten minutes. If everything works smoothly, well be able to put the deal through before any interference comes this way from Elsinore and Jim Silver. Get back to your places and wait!

They went back solemnly.

Pokey paused beside Naylor and looked him curiously in the eye.

Howd you like it? asked Pokey, and then, grinning, he sauntered on his way.

The whole band would turn against Naylor now. He had been too high in the favor of the chief before. He was too low in that favor now.

He sat down, muttering savagely to himself. He had been right, he knew, in disturbing the aim of the chief. He was glad that he had done it. Other people would be glad to know that he had been man enough to interfere even with terrible Barry Christian for such a purpose as that. Sally Townsend would be glad. Jim Silver would be glad, too.

As for the personal indignity, he hardly felt it, for he would never have dreamed of comparing himself with the bright glory of Barry Christian. But it seemed to Bill Naylor, as the minutes passed, that he was being carried on wings far away, and far away from the whole purpose of his old life, in which Christian had been a hero.

Some one was calling in a rather hushed voice: The trains already ten minutes overdue, chief. If we wanta have space between us and Jim Silver, hadnt we better start making tracks now?

Barry Christian stood up. He said:

Boys, every one of you can do as he pleases. I dont want any one of you to stay here with me unless he wants to — except Bill Naylor. The rest of you are perfectly free to run and save your scalps. If Im left alone, Im going ahead with this job, anyway, and if Jim Silver comes up in the middle of it, well simply try to show him that bullets can cut through his flesh as easily as they cut through ours!

It was a good talk, delivered with the right sort of a ring in the last words. It was greeted with a faint cheer, and Naylor knew that not a man of the lot would actually withdraw. That was what proper leadership meant. He wondered what this same Barry Christian could accomplish if he had behind him an army of honest men, and himself could fight with an honest purpose?

There was something else for Naylor to think of, and that was the entire attitude of Barry Christian toward him. He was now suspect, which meant that to-morrow he might be dead.

He was still in the midst of these broodings when some one called:

I hear it! I hear it comin out of the ground!

There was something ghostly in that announcement — all the bright heat of the sun could not remove the suggestion of a spirit transpiring from the solid earth. But then, with his own ears, Naylor heard the faint and distant humming of the heavy iron wheels on the rails.

All right, boys, Christian said. The thing is going through like a song. Remember, Im going to crack that safe if I have to do it with my hands and my teeth. Theres several hundred thousand dollars waiting for us. Everybody steady. Everybody cool. Think of the scare well be throwing into the poor devils in that train — and dont shoot at a man until you see him flash a gun! A few rounds in the air as we close in, thats all!

Bill Naylor repeated his own part to himself. He was to get close to the cab of the locomotive as soon as possible and cover the engineer and fireman. Cassidy, on the other side of the track, would be busy with the same task. They were the foremost of the gang stationed to get at the head of the train. Though it seemed to Naylor, as he looked down the rails, that sanded tracks and heavy brakes would surely bring the train to a halt much more quickly than had been anticipated after the engine rounded the curve of the valley.

In that case, might not the engineer be able to throw the gears into reverse and back the huge weight of the train away from the danger spot? Once under way, it would be an easy matter for the armed men in the train to keep off three times as many horsemen as Christian could offer for the battle.

These were the doubts that rose in the mind of Naylor as the sound of humming increased along the rails and then the distinct noise of the engine was heard. But he had prefigured a sort of heavy thundering of steam exhaust and laboring metal, such as a big train makes when it pulls up under the hollow of a vault of a station house, and he was amazed and taken by surprise when the engine suddenly poked its nose around the bend and came grandly on.

It looked as tall as a tree, and from its stubby smokestack a column of smoke shot swiftly back, expanding, spreading out in a flowing cloud like a half-divided head of hair. Then the engineer seemed to see the obstacle that crossed the tracks. There was a wild hooting of the whistle, and the brakes screamed, and the wheels skidded with a terrible vibration on the tracks.


XXII. THE TRAIN ROBBERY
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BILL NAYLOR LOOKED right and left toward the hooded figures. They were not simply equipped with face masks. Barry Christian always insisted that his men wear hoods that completely covered the head. Otherwise telltale features such as hair and ears could usually be glimpsed and serve as bases of identification in case of arrest. Naylor himself was wearing such a mask. He wished now that he had made the eye holes even smaller. It was better to endanger his own accuracy of vision a little rather than to expose too much of his face.

In the meantime, the train rumbled nearer. It came to a shuddering halt with the engine exactly in front of Naylor, and he sprang suddenly to his feet with a yell and fired a rifle bullet into the sky. That was the arranged signal. He felt, as he saw the train halt right in front of him, that the robbery could not fail to go through perfectly. The skill with which Barry Christian had estimated the distance the engine must cover before the brakes brought it to a halt offered an assurance that all the rest of the scheme would go through smoothly.

All down the line of the train, in answer to his signal shot, he heard an outbreak of shooting and yelling. Frightened faces looked out the windows of the coaches. But just before him he had his main concern. There was a gray-headed, red-faced hulk of an engineer in the cab of the locomotive. He had leaned from view and reappeared again with a big revolver in his hand. Bill Naylor, his bead already drawn, merely snipped the cap off the engineers head.

Drop that gun, you fool, or Ill brain you with the next shot! he shouted.

The engineer, his hair tousled and on end, looked woefully down at the big Colt which was in his hand. At last he threw it out on the ground with a curse. Across the cab, Naylor could see the fireman with his arms stiffly extended above his head. That meant that Cassidy was doing his share of the work.

In the distance he heard a voice shouting: Open the door or well blow the car off the track, and you with it!

That would be the mail coach which the robbers were threatening. But his own task was merely to see that the engineer was made helpless, together with the fireman, and that the fire box of the engine was thoroughly flooded. He told Cassidy to take the fireman down on his side of the engine. Then, climbing into the cab, he put his rifle aside and laid the muzzle of a revolver against the chest of the old engineer. He sat in the cab with his head fallen, his greasy hands weak, idle, palms up in his lap.

At Naylors command to flood the fire box, he returned with a vacant stare:

I dropped my gun like a dirty yellow coward — but Ill not lift a finger to kill this engine.

Naylor felt a sudden touch of pity.

Youre not disgraced, he said. You got no chance. Thats all. Buck up and do what I tell you!

But there was no use arguing. The engineer seemed actually to prefer shooting to obeying orders from robbers. Cassidy had to get the fireman to do the job, and as the flood of cold water hit the raging furnace of the firebox, it exploded into steam that rushed out in enormous clouds with whistlings and rumblings. The cloud enveloped the whole locomotive and the head of the train, while voices of alarm yelled to cut down the fog.

In the meantime, Cassidy and Naylor tied the engineer and fireman back to back and elbow to elbow, which is about the best way of quickly making two men harmless, because every struggle of the one is sure to hurt the other.

There was plenty of action for Naylor to see as he walked back down the length of the train.

The passengers were making enough noise to furnish out a whole battle scene, but what mattered was the attack on the mail coach. The guards had failed to open the doors, and as Naylor left the engine and started back, a petard which Christian had affixed to the door of the mail coach exploded and smashed the lock. The door itself was instantly opened, and from within two repeating rifles opened a rapid fire.

The very first shot caught Dick Penny, of the Christian gang, full in the chest. He spread out his arms and walked with short steps across the tracks as though he were a performer on a tight rope striving to get his balance. He sat down against the fence and pulled off his hood in order to get more air. His whole chest was covered with red that began to leap down into his lap.

Naylor, taking shelter close to the side of the train, saw that picture. Then he was aware of a figure climbing apelike up the end of the mail coach and running along the top of it.

That was Barry Christian. No hood could conceal the dimensions of his big shoulders. And what other man, unless it were Jim Silver, could combine such massive weight and strength with such catlike agility?

When he was just over the open door, Christian got a toe hold on a ventilator in the roof and drooped his body over the edge of the car. In that way his head and shoulders swung down suddenly over the open door.

It was a maneuver so daring that it seemed suicidal, but in each of Christians hands there was a revolver. He fired three or four times as fast as he could. Then he pulled himself back to the roof of the car.

The rifle fire inside the car had stopped.

Go get em boys! Theyre done for! shouted Christian.

The last of his words were blurred by a horrible screaming that began inside the mail coach. It made Naylor want to close his eyes and stop his ears, like a child or a foolish woman. He had never heard in his life a sound that was quite so frightful.

Big Duff Gregor, now that the rifle fire was silenced, was the first into the mail coach, with two others behind him. They pulled out two badly wounded men. They were carried over to the fence beside the railroad where Dick Penny was already sitting, and a yell from Christian told Naylor to guard them. It struck Naylor like a bullet — to hear his own name shouted out like that in the hearing of so many witnesses. Why should he be identified out of the entire crowd?

However, he had his hands full of work.

One of the guards had been shot through the body. He looked greenish white, he was so sick from his wound. He never made a sound of pain, but he kept saying in a weak voice:

Quit the yelling, Charlie! Quit the noise!

Charlie was not fatally hurt, in spite of his screeching. He had a clean bullet wound in his left leg, but what tortured him was the smashing of his right hand. A slug of lead from Christians gun had drilled right through the center of the hand, tearing to pieces all the delicate nerves of the palm. He kept holding the hand by the wrist. He would be silent for a few seconds, bending his body forward and back like a pendulum, and then the scream of agony would jerk his head back and distort his mouth.

Every time he yelled, Naylor felt the sound go through him like a sword — a red, flaming sword that filled his brain with smoke.

He fell to work as fast as he could to bandage up the-wounds. Cassidy was there, too, not being definitely assigned to any other task. He took charge of Dick Penny. Out of the corner of his eye, Naylor was aware that the passengers were filing out of the train and lining up in a long, straight row beside the coaches.

It was a long train, and it was crowded. Three women had fainted. They were carried out by other passengers and laid in the shadow beside the train. Up forward, the steam was still gushing with a fainter hissing from the flooded fire box, and now and then wisp of the thin mist were blown back across the passengers. Duff Gregor was starting down the line of them, searching them thoroughly, and dropping everything he got — jewelry, watches, wallets — into a canvas sack.

In the meantime, of course, Barry Christian and his chosen assistants were working on the blowing of the safe in the mail coach. They must be working with set teeth and hasty fingers, struggling against time, and in their minds, constantly, the image of Jim Silver rushing across the hills on Parade, with his followers streaming out behind him.

But all of these things were in the background of Naylors mind. What immediately focused his attention was the screeching of the man named Charlie, and the doings of the other two wounded men. The guard who had been shot through the body was so sick and weak that he had slumped down on his back. He shook his head when Naylor offered him a drink of whisky from a flask.

Just stop Charlie from screaming, will you? he pleaded.

Im tryin to stop, Mike, gasped Charlie. But I cant! Im tryin to—

And again the horrible outcry tore his throat.

Over on the left, Cassidy stopped trying to work for the comfort of Dick Penny. He wanted to make Penny lie down, but Dick refused. He was only nineteen, a stringy, blond-headed, cheerful youth with a string of killings chalked up to his credit.

Ill take mine sitting up, he said. If you dont stop that blankety fool from yelling, Ill shoot the other hand off him. Gimme a drink, Bill.

Naylor handed him the flask. Penny could not manage it with one shaking hand, but he succeeded by using two in getting the bottle to his lips. He took a long swig.

I wish I could get the whisky into me as fast as the blood is running out, said Dick Penny. Thatd be a fair exchange. Heres to you, Bill!

He drank again. He began to laugh, but the pain which the laughter caused to him cut it short.

Then he said — and Naylor never forgot it— How dark it is, and not a star!

Cassidy had the soul of a rattlesnake, but this speech had moved him.

Youre goin to be all right, kid, he said.

Shut up, you fool, answered Dick Penny. I know what kind of a darkness this is. I know what kind of a night it is thats shutting in on me. I aint going to wake up from this sleep. Gimme another flask, somebody. There aint anything in this bottle.

There was no other flask at hand. Naylor said to Charlie:

Can you shut up for a minute? My partner here is passing out.

Charlie bit a scream in two and swallowed the inside half of it. The other wounded guard turned his head toward Dick Penny and watched with eyes that were suddenly bright.

Penny said, Help me stand up, boys.

Sit still, Dick. You aint fit to stand up.

Penny cursed him with a burst of language, saying: I aint goin to sit down. Im goin to stand up to it.

Naylor understood what was in his mind, and, grabbing him under the armpits, lifted him to his feet. He supported him. Pennys head flopped over to the side, and his sombrero fell off.

Put my hat back on my head, said Penny.

Cassidy lifted the hat, actually dusted it, and then settled it carefully on the head of Penny. The blood was running rapidly down to the feet of Penny. He was a crimson figure.

All right, Bill. Let go of me, directed Penny.

Are you sure, Dick? asked Naylor.

Shut up, and do what I tell you to do, will you? commanded Penny.

Naylor gingerly released his grasp. He expected Dick Penny to fall flat, but instead, Penny supported himself on sagging knees. He turned, staggering, toward the others.

Look! he said.

Im watching, said Naylor.

You tell the others, said Dick Penny in a voice suddenly clear and loud, that I took it standing. I didnt lie down to it, and I didnt sit down to it. I took it — standing!

His voice held out right to the end of his words. Then he crumpled up.

Naylor grabbed for him, but the loose weight slid through his hands to the ground. He looked down and saw the half-open eyes of Penny, and a small, sneering smile on his lips.

He knew very well before he fumbled at the heart of Dick that he was dead.

Then he heard Mike, the guard, saying: That was pretty good. Thats the best I ever seen. Thats nerve, is what it is.

Right on the heels of that came an explosion that made the mail coach rock, and a thin cloud of smoke puffed far out through the open doors.


XXIII. RIDERS FROM TOWN
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CHRISTIAN WAS FIRST through the doors of the mail coach again. His shout of triumph told Naylor everything that he needed to know. The safe had been cracked, and the rest of this business would soon be finished. But where was Jim Silver, and where were the men from Elsinore that the boy on the fast-galloping mustang must have roused long before this?

A horse was brought up to the side of the mail coach, and Christian and the other men inside the car began to hand out hastily filled small saddlebags which were rapidly tied onto the horse. The thing was ended in another minute. Christian jumped down and whistled three quick notes.

Fall in! Fall in! he called in his great voice.

If any of the passengers on the train had ever heard that voice before, how could they fail to recognize now the powerful, ringing notes of it?

There was a quick scampering. The passengers had been disarmed, of course, as they were searched, and there was little danger that they would open fire as the retreat began. All that happened as the outlaws rushed to their horses was that one of the women who had fainted sat up suddenly and broke into hysterical laughter. She was a big, fat woman, and she laughed so convulsively that her hat jerked off her head and her gray hair tumbled down over her shoulders. She kept on laughing, on a higher and a higher note. It was strange the distance at which that laughter still followed in the ears of Naylor as he rode away with the rest of the gang.

It seemed to him a mockery of all that had been accomplished on this day.

Cassidy rode up beside him as he took off his hood.

They say theres more than the three hundred and fifty thousand. They say theres nearly half a million taken out of that safe! said Cassidy. It takes Barry Christian to plan a scoop and then make it.

Naylor heard the words, but the meaning did not register deeply in his mind. Nothing mattered very much to him except the picture of how Dick Penny had stood up to die. As for the money — well, money cannot teach a man how to die. It cant do much of anything for you. You cant eat gold. And as for enough clothes to stand up in and enough food to eat — well, any fool can get those things by working honestly with the hands.

Who need be afraid of work?

He kept thinking along those lines while he jogged his horse in the middle of the crowd.

That fellow Mike, he said to Cassidy. Think that hell pull through?

I saw where the bullet socked him and where it came out. Hes got a good chance, said Cassidy. But what dyou care?

Well, said Naylor, it just makes the difference between robbery and murder.

Cassidy stared at him.

Are you weakening, Naylor? he demanded harshly.

And suddenly he reined his horse away, as though he were too disgusted by the last remark to remain any longer in the company of the man who had made it.

They got out of the narrows of the valley and onto the rolling uplands beyond, with Barry Christian keeping the pace down to a steady trot. That pace would conserve the strength of the horses, and if a posse from Elsinore came at them, probably the men from the latter town would have ridden most of the wind out of their mounts before they came in sight. But what man, other than Barry Christian, would have had the nerve to keep to such a moderate gait instead of trying to speed away for shelter among the higher mountains?

Gravely and bitterly, Naylor admired the outlaw chief. And yet, even at this minute he hardly regretted that he was no longer one of Christians tried and chosen few. He was back in the ruck, part of the rank and the file. He noticed, too, that Christian was not leading the horse that carried the treasure. Instead, the horse was being conducted by Duff Gregor, whose fine thoroughbred chestnut stallion, stained to resemble Parade, was dancing lightly over the ground.

They had gone so far from the scene of the robbery that it seemed to Naylor that the late affair was sifting down into his past, joining many old memories that were dim under the sea of time, when the voice of Cassidy yelled:

Theyre coming! Theyre coming!

He looked back, and through a cleft among the hills behind them Naylor saw a slowly rising cloud of dust. It streamed toward them. He could make out little figures that moved under the cloud of the dust.

There was an irregular checking and spurring of horses. Then the calm voice of Barry Christian called:

All right, boys. This is what we expected. Every man steady, now. Get the horses into a lope and keep em there. Ive got a half-million-dollar flag here, and I know I can trust you fellows to rally around it!

Of course, that was true, and a very neat effect it made to see that horse which was burdened with nothing but the stolen treasure. Not a man was apt to fall away from the party before receiving his split of the loot.

They went off steadily enough, riding at the lope, the pace for which was set by Barry Christian. And, looking over his little band, Naylor remembered the evening not so many weeks before when he had smoked at the side of the Kendal Falls and had seen the body of the drowning man swept headlong down the current. Then, by a gesture — rather, by the lack of a gesture-he could have prevented all of this. He could have let Barry Christian pass on to the doom he deserved. Instead, he had chosen to pull him back to safety, and so he had managed to undo how much of the good work of Jim Silver?

Conscience was not a keenly developed portion of the soul of Naylor, but something like it was being tormented now!

They kept on at the steady pace until they had risen well up on a higher tide of hills, and at that point Christian fell to the rear and ordered the others to continue steadily toward a point which he had marked out.

Then, taking up his post on the brow of the hill, Christian drew out a strong field glass and peered down at the lower ground over which the pursuit was sweeping. He remained for some time conducting his examination. In the meantime, as the fleeing riders climbed a still higher slope, Bill Naylor in turn twisted in the saddle, let his horse go a little distance at a walk, and peered with straining eyes at the lower plain.

The pursuers were far closer than they had been a little time before. They came on with a determined rush, and the size of the dust cloud seemed to indicate more than a hundred riders in the lot. That, however, was too large a guess, for as a gust of wind cleared the dust suddenly away, Naylor was able to estimate the situation at a glance.

There were fully fifty men riding to the front, more or less stretched out in a loose formation, according to the strength of their mustangs and their skill as riders. And, a little distance behind them, held in a close herd by several other riders, appeared a sweeping mass of perhaps threescore unsaddled horses.

Fear that had remained far back in the mind of Naylor until this moment, now suddenly leaped up right into his throat. With so many remounts, the men of Elsinore would surely have an excellent chance of riding down Christians party. But, more than all else, to make the picture significant, there was sight of a man in the lead of all the rest, and the horse he rode on flashed like gold, even from the distance.

That was Jim Silver and Parade.


XXIV. CHRISTIANS SCHEME
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THE NEWS WHICH Barry Christian now carried up to the party, riding at a sweeping gallop, was already clear in the mind of Naylor, of course; but he wondered vaguely how the chief would communicate the bad tidings. Surely he would hardly dare to reveal the worst! But perhaps others, though they had not lingered behind like Naylor, might have seen the dust cloud lift.

At any rate, Christian, rising in his stirrups, shouted in a loud voice:

Boys, Jim Silver and the Elsinore men are coming like wild Indians. Theyve got a whole drove of remounts with them, and theyre going to run us down before the days over.

He made a pause. Cassidys snarling, barking voice called in answer:

Split up the loot now and well all scatter!

Is there time to split up the loot? demanded Christian. Before we can sort that stuff Silver will be right on top of us. No, weve got to stick together. But I have an idea of a way to beat them still. Boys, were going to head straight for Benton Corner!

A shout of dismay and confused doubt answered this suggestion. But Christian went on:

Weve got the double of Jim Silver with us, and I know how we can use him. Friends, well go right into Benton Corner. On the way there, some of you sling an arm; some more of you get a bandage tied around your heads or legs. A few little spots of blood here and there will make it look as though weve been under fire sure enough. When we get into Benton Corner, Duff Gregor will shout out the news that Barry Christian is on the loose again, that hes raised a mob of fifty men, that hes heading straight for Benton Corner to shoot up the town, that he — Jim Silver — has tried to stop the rush and failed. Hell call for volunteers to go out and meet the men of Barry Christian.

You understand? When the Benton Corner men hear that, theyll turn out, every soul of em, and while they ride back to smash the charge, the rest of us will slip away through the town, scattering right and left through the alleys and the lanes. Well come out and rejoin on the farther side. Understand? And well leave the Benton Corner and the Elsinore men fighting like fools too far away from one another to make out the truth!

It took a moment for the details of the plan to penetrate the minds of the outlaws. But when they realized, they raised for big Barry Christian only such a shout as despairing men can lift in honor of a chief who promises them their lives. They yelled. They stood up in their stirrups and swung their hats and cheered for Christian. And Duff Gregor galloped to the side of Barry Christian to receive the final instructions before the town of Benton Corner was reached.

It was a neat idea. It might very well work, unless there happened to be in Benton Corner men cool-headed enough to realize that Jim Silver — the real Jim Silver-was hardly the sort of fellow to retire at a gallop even in the face of danger of odds of four to one. Unless, also, there happened to be some one who knew intimately the face of Silver and the figure of the great Parade.

What a man was Barry Christian! No wonder that the cream of the criminal brains of the West was eager to follow him wherever he might lead.

Then the thought of Naylor turned back to Jim Silver, riding with the men of Elsinore on behalf of the law. No doubt, close to him rode that slender panther of a man with the pale, bright eyes — Taxi. Those two alone might be strong enough to wreck all the forces of the great Christian. It seemed to Naylor a battle of supermen — and he was a useless force in the encounter.

They turned straight for the town of Benton Corner, and as they journeyed through the heightening hills, the dust cloud behind them crept closer and closer, now working up to them with a continual sweep which made it clear that Silver had mounted his men on the reserve horses, and that he had determined to have the hounds of the law on the traces of the desperadoes before long.

No doubt he had not even stopped to make inquiries at the train that had been robbed. In the distance he would be able to see the big train standing with no smoke yet rising out of the stack. That sight, near the spot which the boy must have reported, would have been enough to tell him what had happened — that, and the gradually diminishing head of a cloud of dust in the distance.

Benton Corner, that must be the salvation of the fugitives, now heaved into view, perched between two hills, with the upper mountains just beyond it, and with the eternal smoke of the great smelter rising above it in an entangling mist that seemed to keep the little town drab and gray even in the midst of this beautiful weather.

There was not much wastage of paint in Benton Corner. It was a workaday town, and the houses in it were the color of decaying, weather-rotted canvas. There were no trees rising over it. There was no sense of pleasure in life when it was viewed from a distance or close up. Into Benton Corner swept the rout of the Barry Christian gang.

The orders of Barry Christian himself had been put into execution faithfully. There appeared three men with bloodstained bandages around their heads. Two others carried one arm in a sling. There was a leg bandage here and there — and always there was the spot of red blood.

A desperate appearance they presented as they galloped through the streets of the town.

Here Duff Gregor became suddenly the most important man of the lot. Barry Christian himself had a face almost covered by a great bandage that must suggest itself to some observers as being useful as a mask as well as a protection to an injury. And Duff Gregor, his part already well rehearsed, and his brain crammed with words learned from Barry Christian, galloped before the rest on that beautiful, commanding figure of the chestnut thoroughbred.

As he went he shouted loudly, drawing rein a little. Behind him came the bandaged, the sweating, dusty, grim band of fighters. And as he galloped, Duff Gregor was yelling.

Barry Christians come back to life! Barry Christians on the go! Hes back there with fifty desperadoes. Any fighting men in Benton Corner?

Any fighting men in Benton Corner? Well, there were no other sort of men in the town, truth to tell. And they swarmed out from lodging houses, from saloons. They broke up the groups which they had formed at corners, idling, and they bolted for their horses. At every hitch rack stood tough mustangs, saddled and ready for action, and here and there in groups there were men tougher than the horseflesh they used. No man had to wait to get a gun. Weapons they carried under their coats or belted around their thighs, or else they had long-barreled repeating Winchesters thrust deep in the saddle holsters, waiting to be used.

Fighting men in Benton Corner? Why, the whole town rose up, shouting, and started a dust cloud rolling out toward the direction from which, according to Duff Gregor, the danger was sweeping toward the town.

What amazed Bill Naylor most of all was the devotion, the veritable joy of these men when they saw that made-up figure of Duff Gregor and cheered him under the name of Jim Silver.

That name was always, on all sides, beating through the air. Silver! Silver! Parade! Jim Silver and Parade! they yelled as Duff Gregor went by, never pausing long, and always shouting out his warning, and then dashing on before men had a full chance to center their eyes on him and criticize the truth of his appearance.

There was one great fault in the performance — Jim Silver, the real Jim Silver, would hardly come plunging into a town like this, shouting for help, but — well, what Westerner would be critical? The very name of Jim Silver was enough to put all criticism to sleep and leave, in the place of logical, reasoning brains, a frenzy of hope and courage and excitement.

Benton Corner sent out its men like a cloud of dust that winged off through the hills to find the bloodthirsty followers of Barry Christian. And this false Jim Silver, who was expected, of course, to turn behind the recruits and rally the forces of battle outside the town?

Well, that Jim Silver, like the rest of the rascals who were with him, turned aside and sneaked down a side street after he had seen the rush of fighting men start for the scene of conflict. Down alleys and by lanes they rode. One small boy, as Naylor would never forget, ran out in front yard and yelled at him: Thats the wrong way! Jim Silver wants you back there! Back there!

Naylor jogged his mustang on its way. And the boy ran out into the street behind him and screamed:

Coward! Coward! Jim Silver wants you!

What a man, thought Naylor, if he could put himself inside the minds of the boys of the community in this fashion!

But, after all, the youngster was right. That was where all the honest and brave men belonged — back there, helping Jim Silver, among the hills.

Before Naylor came out on the farther side of Benton Corner he could hear the distant sound of rifle fire from the other side of the town. And he knew that they were at it. Honest men against honest men, shooting to kill, one side led by the invincible name of the great Jim Silver, and the other side led by Jim Silver himself!

What a thing it was to divide a man against himself and use his famous reputation to destroy him, as Barry Christian was using Jim Silver now!

In the meantime, the other members of the gang had come sifting through the town. They were gathering together again, in a string, as a wedge of ducks might be scattered by gunfire when they fly near the ground, but reform again in the sky, after a short distance. That was what had happened with the Christian outfit. Here they were again, at the mouth of a great ravine that cleaved through the mountains as though they had been ripped apart by a gigantic plow.

Every man of them had reassembled, except Dick Penny. He was gone forever to another sort of a meeting, and another sort of a meeting place; there were only twelve men, counting the great Christian himself, who entered the mouth of the ravine in a group — and one of them was leading the treasure horse!

It seemed incredible! They could not, ordinarily, have dared to come close to any town, fugitives as they were from justice. Only the brilliance of Barry Christian had enabled them not only to pass through the town in safety, but to make of the law-abiding men in Benton Corner a filter through which what dangers could flow toward them?

Far in the distance they heard the faint clattering of the rifle fire only gradually dying away!

It seemed to Naylor that the back of Barry Christian was a little straighter. Certainly he had proved as almost never before in his famous career what a right he had to be called a lord of men. All his men were laughing, and they were slapping on the back Duff Gregor, who had just saved their hides! He was laughing most of all, that Judas whose life had been spared by the mercy of the great, the true, the honest Jim Silver!

Near the mouth of the ravine, the party halted at a place where a fresh spring bubbled sparkling out of the ground and ran brimful a little crater of rock. The big mountains shoved their naked heads up into the sky upon all sides. There was not a tree in sight.

There they halted, loosened the cinches of the horses, let them dip in their heads almost to the eyes to drink of the pure water. They sloshed water over the legs of the animals. At the direction of Barry Christian they led them up and down and gave them a good breathing spell.

For Christian pointed out that they had only won one lap in the race — unless by the fortune of war a bullet had happened to tag Jim Silver.

He even kept one man posted at the mouth of the ravine to give warning in case any one of a suspicious nature should advance toward them during the rest period.

It was a very jovial pause. Every one of the men, with a single exception, seemed as light hearted as a cricket. For when had criminals before this day ever managed to make the men of the law fight one another for the sake of a band of plunderers?

The one exception was Bill Naylor, and as he stood with gloomy head, watching his gray mustang, he suddenly looked up and felt the cold, bright eyes of Barry Christian fixed upon him.

With a shudder, Naylor looked away, for he felt that the cold, bright thrust of that glance had found his heart and opened up all the dark secrets of it.

Then, amazing them all, the guard who had been posted at the mouth of the ravine ran back, shouting:

Jim Silver! Jim Silver! Hes coming, with half a dozen men behind him! Jim Silver!

The name rang magically on the ear of Naylor. He looked at Christian, and for the first time he saw the face of the great outlaw blanch. Was it surprise or fear that had unnerved him?


XXV. THE TRAP
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THERE WAS REASON enough for Christian to be dismayed. What had happened? How had Silver managed to disentangle himself from the fight on the farther side of the town? How had he managed to sift through so quickly with a chosen band of the pursuers?

Then Christian came to himself and said calmly: Boys, this puts the crown on everything. Scatter back on both sides. Get those horses out of sight among the rocks. You hear me? Get everything out of sight, and see that your rifles are loaded. Every man pick his target — but leave Jim Silver to me! Ill take care of him!

He made a brief pause as he shot home the last order with a stern glance of his eye.

Then he added: Now move!

They moved on the jump. One glance around the place showed them that it was a perfect trap. Even if Jim Silver had led his original two or threescore men from Elsinore straight into the mouth of this funnel among the mountains, it seemed likely that the dozen sure rifles could curl them up in a red ruin and thrust them back.

Naylor, automatically taking shelter behind a great black boulder, found none other than Duff Gregor beside him. And with Duff Gregor was the horse that carried the treasure.

They were well up the side of the mountain; they had a good slant to look beyond the mouth of the ravine out onto the lower ground from which Silver must approach. And Naylor heard Gregor snarling:

Theres one thing that makes me sour, and thats Christian reserving Silver to himself. Id like to sink some lead of my own into Jim Silver. I could ride the real Parade as well as the next man.

Christians a funny guy, said Naylor slowly. Maybe he thought that youd feel sort of kindly about Silver since he saved your life for you and turned you loose from the men of Crows Nest.

Gregor growled: That what you say? Im goin to have words with you after this little jobs over and weve mopped up Silver and his gang of fools.

Suddenly curses streamed out of the lips of Naylor. He said savagely: It aint words that youre goin to have with me, you swine!

Gregor, unexpectedly, said nothing at all.

And then, through the gap in the mouth of the valley, Naylor had a sudden glimpse of the advancing party.

There were not six men. There were only five men — and a bare-legged youngster who rode without a saddle on a tireless little mustang. The very boy who had discovered them and had carried the alarm!

He was one. There were four others, of whom one, from his size and the way he kept close to Jim Silver, was probably that other famous man of battle, Taxi. But most of all, foremost in the lot, magnificent on his great, shining stallion, came Jim Silver himself.

Something stood up in the heart of poor Bill Naylor and called that hero his master. And something told him that it was better to die a thousand times on the side of such a warrior than to live forever surrounded by Christian and his crew.

Suddenly Naylor rose.

Hey! Dont show yourself, you fool! cried Gregor. Theyre almost where they can see—

Naylor laid the barrel of a Colt along the head of Gregor, and with satisfaction listened to the ring of the hollow steel. He watched Gregor drop, and then he deliberately flung himself into the saddle of the horse that carried the treasure and started as wild, as desperate, as hopeless a charge as ever a man attempted in this world. For he made the mustang bolt, under frenzied spurring, toward the mouth of the ravine, straight out to give warning to Jim Silver of the deadly trap which he was approaching.

His horse had not taken three strides before a voice was shouting:

Hey, you crazy fool!

That was Cassidy. No other voice had the bull-terrier, whining note of battle as did the voice of Cassidy.

Then the stentorian shout of Barry Christian bellowed through the air: Shoot the traitor! Shoot him!

And the rifle fire began.

* * * * *

Down the steepness of the slope the flying mustang ran as a torrent of water runs, plunging from side to side, angling away from projecting rocks, dodging like a snipe in flight from the hunter, and not a single bullet struck lucky Bill Naylor.

Well, bullets didnt matter. If he could let some blood, it would carry away in its flowing some of the sins of his life, and help to wash his soul clean.

The horse hit the level of the valley floor beneath. The gunfire increased. The thunder of it rang all about him, until it seemed from the echoing that a thousand guns were working.

Then a blow struck him on the back between the shoulders, not like a bullet, but like a club. The weight of the shock knocked him forward over the pommel of the saddle. His whole back was benumbed. Afterward there was a shooting thrust of pain right up into his head; and after that the pain spread inward toward his heart.

Theyve shot me through the heart, his numb lips said to him. Why dont I die? Heaven wont let me die till Ive warned Jim Silver!

Aye, but Jim Silver was already warned, surely, by the clamor of guns inside the death trap that he had so nearly entered. Then why could not Bill Naylor stop the mustang and slide down from the saddle and stretch himself on the ground?

To lie there, stretched on the ground, for a moments respite from the agony that was wearing away the strength of his soul!

Then he understood why he must keep on riding. It was because he was carrying with him, back to the hands of the law, the treasure for which one man had died already.

He was going to die, too, he told himself. He wanted only to die like Dick Penny. That was the way to meet the end!

But the best he could do was to scurry away like a frightened rabbit with a bullet through his back!

Well, a man like Jim Silver would understand.

The mustang staggered suddenly and almost flung him from the saddle. The horse had been hit. And as Naylor righted himself in the saddle with dreadful labor, there was another shock and numbing blow as a rifle bullet struck him at the hip from behind and tore through his flesh, and glanced around the thigh bone, and came out above the knee.

What kind of luck is this? said Bill Naylor. Theyre going to shoot me out of the saddle — but I got the hoss pretty near to the mouth of the ravine already.

A wave of darkness washed across his brain.

Another shock, another club stroke. He didnt know where that blow had fallen, but now there was warm blood flowing down over his face.

I cant feel nothing no more, said Bill Naylor, except my heart — except my heart.

That agony devoured all that was inside him, all the heart, all the spirit, all the courage.

Then, like the opening of a door, he was through the mouth of the valley, and on either side of him the bright-green of the outer plain extended. He saw a group of riders halted. He saw the brilliant sheen of Parade. That was, in fact, all that he could see very clearly.

Jim Silver would have to be in the saddle on that horse.

So he made for Silver.

He saw the wink of light along leveled gun barrels, and he heard voices shouting to him to halt, and then the cry of Silver bidding the others to hold their hands. Then, suddenly, he was drawing rein, or trying to, beside Silver.

But he could not draw rein slowly enough. The wounded mustang came to a pitching halt that slewed Bill Naylor out of the saddle and rolled him on the grass. Every time he rolled he left a spot of blood. He rolled over and over twenty times, and when he looked to the side he could see the crimson trail that he had made on the grass.

Better on grass than on rocks. Far better on grass than on rocks!

The blue sky was revolving around him like a spinning wheel. He was being lifted up into the blue. He was somewhere high up, among the bright drifting of the clouds.

Then a voice boomed in his ears. He looked with a vast effort.

Silver, he said. Is that you?

He could see nothing, only the whirl of the blue; but the voice of Jim Silver, wonderfully deep and gentle, was saying:

Im Jim Silver, partner.

A faint smile pulled at the numb lips of Naylor. Partner? Well, it was just as well that Silver did not know the darkness of his past! And for five minutes to be esteemed noble by such a man, was not that enough?

Silver, he said, theyre in there, waiting, I seen you coming, and couldnt stand it. I got on the hoss that carried the loot from the train. Its all there. Watch yourself. Theyre all in there. Barry Christian and ten more!

Barry Christian! cried Silver. Barry Christian?

Yes, murmured Naylor.

Then, distantly, he heard the voice of Silver saying: Taxi, stay here with him. Watch him as if he were yourself. Keep the kid with you. Ill scout on ahead.


XXVI. THE WAY TO GO
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IT WAS THE sort of a thing that every one knows how to appreciate, for it was the sort of thing that every man of us hopes may be possible in himself — a change forever from the bad to the good.

They found out all about Bill Naylor while he lay flat on his back in the hotel room in the little, grimy town of Benton Corner. The newspapers found out; they lived on the trail until they had located his associates of older days — most of them in prison, and most of them willing to talk. They found the marshals and sheriffs who had arrested him in the past and the posses that had assisted on occasion. Some of these informants grinned and shook their heads, but most of them had pleasant things to say. A crook? Sure, Bill Naylor had been a crook, but he had always been the sort of stuff that can turn straight when the right time comes for turning.

Honest men, reading their newspapers of a morning, shook their heads and smiled, also. They were pleased. We have all done shady things, cruel things, evil things; and we all hope that we will never do them again. The story of Bill Naylor helped every man to believe in himself a little more, to have faith in that higher self which obscurely struggles with the baser.

But Bill Naylor, as he lay in his bed in the hotel room in Benton Corner, knew very little about all of this for many days.

The first thing that he was aware of when he opened his eyes and discovered with bewilderment that a weak pulse of life was still throbbing in him, was the almost handsome face of Taxi. The pale, bright, dangerous eyes were fixed steadily upon him.

By thunder, Taxi, said Naylor unevenly, how come youre here?

Im the wake, said Taxi with a faint smile. Im waiting — and it seems as though youre going to wake up and live out the rest of your days. Youve got to. If you dont, Silver will hound me around the world.

Naylor looked at the ceiling. He wanted to shake his head, but there was hardly enough strength for even that gesture.

Thats funny, he said. Jim Silver, he wants me to pull through?

Jim Silvers not a hound, said Taxi. He wants you to live through. Because — Ill tell you a queer thing — Jim Silver is sort of fond of a man whos saved his life twice in a row!

Naylor considered this thing curiously with a detached mind.

Jim Silvers still on the out trail, I suppose? he asked.

And hell never leave it, said Taxi. Not till hes run Barry Christian to the ground. If Barry Christian were the devil and could take a thousand forms, I think Silver would find em one by one and strangle them all. Its the end for Christian.

Taxi sat close beside the bed. His eyes were set back in deep, dark hollows. His face was drawn.

You go to sleep again, he said. Because now Im going to have a chance to do a little snoozing on my own account.

And Naylor, dreamily smiling, went back to sleep.

It was a long time after that when he wakened again. Then he heard a girls voice saying:

I wouldnt bother him none. I just wanted to look at him.

That was the voice of Sally Townsend, and the voice of her father muttered:

Dont you be a fool, Sally. Hes gone and got himself famous now. He wouldnt be wanting to see you.

Sally! said Bill Naylor.

There was a whispering of clothes. She stood above him.

She looked better in overalls than in store clothes, with a foolish hat perched high on her head, and her hair pulled back so tight that her eyebrows were raised a little.

She looked like a small girl dressed as a grown-up. He had to squint and glance back into his memory before he could recall her to his mind as she was before — as she really was.

She was frightened. Her eyes were too big for the pupils. They showed a lot of white all around. And she had gloves on her strong brown hands. Suddenly he wanted to get her away from the sight of every one. Out on the range — that was where she belonged.

Hey, Bill! she said in a husky whisper.

Hey, Sally! said he.

Shall I get out of here? asked the soft voice of Taxi.

Wait a minute, said Naylor. Meet Sally Townsend. How I wish that Jim Silver was here to meet her, too.

Jim would like to be here, I know, said Taxi.

This is Taxi, said Naylor. And this is Sally Town-send, whos promised that shell marry me.

Jiminy! said the girl. Are you Taxi? Are you the Taxi?

Taxi took her hand. He said that he was happy to meet her. He only wished that Jim Silver were there, too, because he said that Jim Silver thought a great deal of Bill Naylor and would want nothing so much as to see the girl he was going to marry. He said that they would all have to be good friends, because they all belonged to Silvers side of everything. It was quite a speech, quite a pretty speech. Taxi was capable of them, now and again.

Then he got out of the room, but big Townsend came and stood at the foot of the bed. He had shaved off his ragged beard, and his face looked boyish and rather pale, except for the dark tan around the eyes. And he had on a high stiff white collar that choked him. The necktie had worked down and showed the brass sheen of the collar button.

Well, Townsend, Im lucky Im not up, said Bill Naylor.

Why? asked Townsend, gaping a little.

Well, said Naylor, if I was up, youd lick me because Im trying to get Sally. Im a lot safer in bed.

Townsend grinned. Sally sat down on the edge of the bed and took Naylors hand.

Youve talked enough, she said. Dad, go on away.

Townsend went away.

When you get better, well talk a lot about things to come and the way were going, she concluded firmly.

Theres only one way to go, said Naylor.

What way is that? asked the girl.

Straight, said Bill Naylor.
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I. FROSTY
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FROSTY WAS PERFECT. He had the hazel eyes of a fighter, eyes that became whirling pools of fire when a kill was at hand. He was heavily muscled where strength was needed, and yet there was not an extra ounce for him to carry when it meant traveling fast and far. One looked at him as one always looks at a fighter, seeing first shoulders, jaw, and eyes. And there was nothing that should be changed.

Frosty was perfect, because he could kill anything that was able to catch him. He was perfect because he could keep himself warm in winter and cool in summer by natural alterations. He was perfect because he knew how to feed himself. He was perfect because he was in the first young prime of his life, and the world had not yet scarred and hurt him; neither had this universe ceased being a great mystery to him.

Frosty was a timber wolf, or buffalo wolf, or lobo, or any one of a dozen other terms. But he was dignified with a name that had appeared in the public print more than once. That was because he had discovered, when he was still a gaunt, leggy yearling, that veal is easy to kill and delicious to the taste. He began killing young cattle when he was scarcely a year old, and then he kept on killing them.

Frosty was not confined to one diet, as a matter of fact. He knew only one thing — that the majority of meats produced by mans care are tenderer than the meats produced by a wild life. Therefore Frosty spent a great deal of his time within sight and sound and scent of man.

If it happened that the tender-throat calves were too well protected inside the herd, Frosty knew all about the ways of approaching chicken houses. He could rear from the floor and take a rooster off its perch without giving the poor fowl a chance to flap its wings once before it was dead. He knew how to get into a barn and hunt out the chickens there. Once he had actually got up on the haymow and picked off some pigeons on their nests among the upper rafters.

But there were other things to be found within sight and sound of man. There were rabbits — not the long, stringy jacks such as he was accustomed to snap up on the desert or in the mountains by dint of work of the brain, never by speed of foot — but fat, thick-fleshed rabbits even one of which made quite a meal! There were tiny little items such as caged squirrels, whose wire cages could be bashed open by the stroke of a heavy forepaw. And near the house of man one could find goats staked out on a convenient rope — if it were in a town — and stupid yearling calves standing in corrals.

He knew where at least half a dozen farmers wives had their creameries in which broad pans of milk were standing, and where eggs accumulated in deep dishes. He knew how to clip the end off an egg and swallow the contents without the shell as expertly as any fox with delicate muzzle. He knew how to nose or paw open a door and lap up the milk in the pans. He knew how to visit coolers of a summer night, coolers of burlap with water dripping over them from pans at the top. Cold meats, butter, and various delicacies were contained in those coolers — and sometimes summer may be a hungry season.

Frosty knew the taste of fresh pork, and he loved it. Pigs were easy to kill. It was a question of running very low and catching the porker with the shoulder so that the fat beast fell on its back. Then one knife slash of the long fangs and the throat was open and the life was streaming out.

It was just a neat little trick, because pigs were not easy to kill for some predatory animals. Their weight was too close to the ground, and their teeth were too sharp, their jaws too powerful. But it was true that most affairs in this life could be made smooth by the use of tricks.

There was plenty of sheer brawn in Frosty. He was the biggest timber wolf that had ever terrorized the cattlemen of the Blue Water Mountains. He had, in fact, a spread of foot that was so huge that those who were not initiated could hardly believe that it was the tread of a wolf at all. A hundred-and-ten-pound wolf is a big fellow; but Frosty weighed a hundred and fifty — not hog-fat, but in the height of good running condition. But for all of his bulk, he knew that brains are better than toothwork.

He had had a wise mother to teach him things in the beginning. And he had a mind that was able to improve on what he learned from others. He knew that squirrels bury nuts, because he had seen them dig up part of the treasure. And a wolf may enjoy nuts in a hungry hour. He knew most expertly that rabbits may be worn out to a frazzle without much effort on the part of the hunter, because a startled rabbit will run a mile like a winging arrow, gradually turning as it runs, unless pressed too hard. A wise wolf stays in the center of the circle and keeps starting the jack until it is exhausted.

Once from a distance he had watched an old Southern hound kill a wild cat after walking around and around it until the nervous cat was brain tired and nervously limp. He had tried the same method with perfect success.

He had seen a pack of four wolves pull down a bull after hamstringing it. Well, what the pack could do, one wolf might manage. No bull on the range can turn fast enough to keep away an active wolf, and, once behind the big fellow, it is not hard to cut the huge tendon that runs down the back of the leg. One hamstring gone and the other will soon follow. Then the bull must fall, and the wolf may dine.

He knew a great many other things.

There was man, for instance.

Man is the great enemy that must not be faced. One may treat a mountain lion, or even the terrible, sage grizzly bear, almost with contempt — if one has four fast feet and good terrain to use them over. But man is different. He is accompanied by the scent of iron and powder, always. He makes a noise from a distance and hurls through the air an invisible tooth that Frosty had seen bite a huge elk to death at a single stroke. Frosty had seen a monstrous grizzly bear smitten to the ground, not by a single noise, but by several. He had seen the hair of the bear fly where one of the invisible teeth grazed its back.

Moreover, Frosty had had those same teeth go by him in the air. Once he had heard the hum of one in the air and heard the sound of the tooth going through a sapling close to him. Afterward he came back and sniffed the hole through the tree. It was clean cut. It bored straight through. Not the greatest bear that ever lived could bite like that; not the great god of bears could do such damage!

Man, also has many devices. He puts on the ground raw meat, fresh and delicious, but with a peculiar scent adhering. Wolves that eat this meat die. Frostys own mother had died in this manner. Man also puts, here and there through the brush, entrancing scents, and if a wolf comes close to them, a steel mouth bites upward from the ground and then closes on the wolfs leg.

Frosty had been fighting with a big, mature he-wolf one day, and the steel teeth had struck upward from the ground and caught his enemy.

Afterward Frosty learned never to trust strange scents.

The very truth is that Frosty loved to learn almost as much as he loved to eat.

But his appetite was also very good, and he liked frequent meals. Your average wolf will gorge at a kill. But Frosty learned better after he had been twice hunted by Major Tweedales pack of wolfhounds. Major Herbert Tweedale had the best pack of hounds in the Blue Water Mountains, and it was his boast that they never failed to get their prey.

He had made that boast before he encountered Frosty. The major learned something then; the hound pack — except for two which Frosty killed — learned something, also; and Frosty learned most of all. He learned that a filled belly may bring an early death.

Frosty dined temperately, but always on the choicest morsels. Or perhaps he learned to appreciate a lean figure, because he was never so starved that he was tempted to swell himself with food. Famine never came anywhere near Frosty. He liked warm food. He liked it fresh. He never returned to a dead carcass.

And that was why the ranchers had placed upon his famous head a bounty of no less than two thousand dollars!

Yes, more than the bounty on the head of many a murderer! But who can blame them when it is remembered that Frosty, day after day, all through the year, descended from the heights above timber line, killed fresh beef, ate sparingly thereof, and retired again?

Guns could not harm him now, because he had learned that guns do not bite at night any more than birds sing.

Poison could not harm him, because he would not eat cold meat.

Traps could not catch him, because the scent of steel seemed to rise before him out of the ground like a red danger signal.

For all of that, Frosty was to be caught in a trap on this winter day when the wind was blowing white streamers of snow powder off the tops of the Blue Waters. He was to be caught by the cleverest trapper that ever worked in that district. And yet, strangely enough, though Bill Gary was particularly hunting Frosty for the great bounty, it was only by accident and second chance that the famous wolf was snared.

Because of that accident, Bill Gary died without ever collecting the bounty he wanted, and Jim Silver rode into the strangest of all his adventures.


II. BILL GARYS DISCOVERY

[image: img30.jpg]

BILL GARY DID nothing but trap wolves. He cared little about other pelts, even the precious fur bearers. What he knew about was wolves, and what he wanted was wolves and nothing else.

He looked as though he had been born to his work, because he greatly resembled a wolf in his own person. He had a great, shaggy head and heavy shoulders. He had a slouching gait, a bright and dangerous eye, and the manners of an eater of raw meat.

There was nothing good to be said about Bill Gary, except that he knew how to catch wolves. Otherwise he was a huge, snarling, sullen, dangerous boor. He never went down to a town except to collect his bounties, lay in a supply of bacon, flour, a few other necessaries, and perhaps a new trap or two. He never stayed in a town longer than one whisky drunk and a few fights.

After some of those fights the oher fellow was crippled for life. Bill Gary fought foul, because that was his nature. He never saw any point in giving the other fellow a chance, any more than Frosty would have dreamed of giving a tender young beef a chance for its life when he was hungry. Bill Gary fought because he loved to give pain, just as Frosty fought because he wanted fresh meat.

Bill Gary had traveled a thousand miles to come to the range of Frosty. The fame of the great wolf had traveled far and wide during the last year, but when it came to the ears of Bill Gary that such a small fortune could be collected for the scalp of a single wolf, when he heard moreover that this wolf could be known by the mere spread of its foot, and that it had its name from its pale-gray, misty color, he could hardly wait to pack his traps on a mule and start south. So he got to the Blue Waters, heard as much as he needed to know about the range of the monster, and went out to catch him.

Bill Gary arrived in October. This was March — a white, cold, windy March in the upper mountains — and still Gary had not so much as laid an eye on the great wolf. He had caught several others, but he had not so much as glimpsed the cattle eater.

Nearly any other man would have given up the task long before and attributed his lack of success to the work of the devil. But Bill Gary was as stubborn as steel, and therefore he remained at his work.

On this day, with a burden of No. 4½ Newhouse traps — the only traps ever specially designed for the catching of timber wolves — Bill Gary trudged through the Blue Waters above the timber line.

He bore with him, also, a strong ax, with a head wide and heavy enough to serve for the driving of stakes, and he had with him a big chunk of fresh venison to serve as bait.

So weighted down, it was a hard pull for Bill Gary up the snowy slopes, but he minded no labor when he was working at his favorite occupation. He came now to the crest of a ridge where the wind had scoured the snow away; there, on a rock ledge, he sat down to rest himself while his eye ran over the picture of the great, gaunt mountains, blue-white against the gray of the sky. Below extended the forest of pines, dark as night, and the plains and foothills beyond were lost in the winter mist. Out of a canyon near by he heard the calling voices of a torrent so strong that even the winter had been unable to silence it.

None of these things had an important meaning to Bill Gary. He simply wished that the spring would hurry along, because spring is the best season, as every one knows, for the trapping of wolves. Now, when the ache had disappeared from behind his knees, he stood up and stretched himself. He saw a knob of rock jutting from the ledge, and he struck it an idle blow with the back of his ax, breaking it off short. Then he strode on.

But after he had gone a step or two, he began to think of something that his eyes had seen, but which had had no meaning to his mind at the moment.

He turned, went back, and at this instant the cloud opened, and a flare of sunshine fell right on the ledge of rock.

There was little superstition in Bill Gary, but it seemed to him that a bright, glorious hand had reached down from the sky to point to and gild his good fortune.

For there was no doubt of the thing that glittered from the broken face of the ledge. It was a dark stone on the outside, but within the skin of weathering it was gray with a crystal glittering. There was another brightness that matched and overmatched the sun that fell on it — a veining of yellow, of shining yellow!

Bill Gary looked suddenly and wildly around him. If there had been another man in sight, it would have gone ill with the stranger. But there was no one near. Who would enter this white wilderness at this season of the year?

Suddenly it seemed to Gary that this was his reward from whatever mysterious powers may be. It was his repayment for the long years of service which he had spent in wiping from the face of the earth as many as possible of the four-footed meat eaters. Here was the exchange which fate gave him — gold!

Perhaps it was only a point, a spot?

He took ten steps down the ledge and struck with the back of the ax again. A weighty fragment broke away — and again the glorious yellow glittered up at him!

He suddenly saw himself in a great, roaring city, and the great city was his. The roar of it was as the voice of his power. He saw an army of faces, and they belonged to him. He would be rich. He would be as rich as Midas!

He began to laugh, for he was thinking of his nephew, that poor, hard-working cow-puncher, Alec Gary, who drudged from year to year trying to save enough money to marry the girl of his choice. Well, what would Alec think when his savage uncle descended from the mountains with both hands filled with gold?

After laughing at Alec, after taunting him, Bill Gary decided that he might even give a little charity to his nephew, because, after all, Alec was not a bad sort of a lad. He kept his mouth shut, he never criticized, and he knew how to work. And, after all, his name was Gary. Bill Gary, the black sheep, might now become the head of the family, the man to whom the whole tribe looked up for advice, and for help. Well, some of the advice that he had in mind to give them would work under the skin and sting them to the bone, if he knew his own mind!

He took out a pencil and a notebook. He was a methodical fellow, and he was old enough as a hunter to understand that one may forget ones place in the wilderness. So he wrote down a description in the notebook, after he had unwrapped it from the piece of oiled silk which protected it from moisture.

Thunder Mountain on the right; Chimney Peak on the left. I face Mount Wigwam. A ledge of black rock outcropping.

That was enough for him. He could always locate the place from that description.

But how deep did the vein run? Was it only a surface skimming, or did it go down deep?

Well, he had a double jack and a drill down in his cabin, and the shack was only a mile away. He would soon make out the truth — at least he would cut a little deeper into it.

So he put down the load of fresh meat and traps and the ax. It would be a joke on him, he thought, if a wolf happened by and ate that bait before a trap was set! Then he strode off down the slope toward the cabin.

Cabin was too much of a name for it. Some unknown man had built it, perhaps the year before. It was a crazy little shack that leaned against a rock, but it had the advantage of running water near by, and, of course, plenty of wood for fuel. It was good enough for Bill Gary, who used to be fond of saying that his own hide was tent enough to shelter him from winter.

As he came through the trees his two dogs jumped up. They had been lying on either side of the entrance to the shack, and now they sprang up and stared at him with their wistful, red-stained eyes. Neither of them made a sound. They had been trained to hunt silently, fight silently, die silently, if need be.

Perhaps they had no desire to give tongue when they saw their master, for they had no love for him. To him they were simply tools. To them he was simply a resistless and cruel force which must be obeyed. Of their own kind, they were magnificent. He had bred them for his own purposes in hunting wolves. He had bred them big, on a basis of greyhound and Scottish deerhound for speed and general conformation. He had dashed in some mastiff to give ferocity, and some St. Bernard and Great Dane for size. For fifteen years he had been creating these monsters, and now he had a pair, either one of which was capable of giving a wolf a hard tussle single-handed.

Shock weighed a hundred and eighty pounds. Tiger was a good deal bigger. When he stood up on his hind legs his head was almost a foot above that of his master. They were as ugly as nightmares, but they had the qualities for which the master had bred them — wind, speed, and a tenacious love of battle at all times.

They had Red Cross collars around their necks. Big Bill Gary grinned as he considered that name for them. He had bought them because they were made of rustless, hinged plates of steel, so broad that they would be useful — and had indeed proved useful — in parrying the slash of a wolf when it cuts for the throat. But originally they had been Red Cross collars for use on big trained dogs that could go among the wounded, perhaps, and carry first-aid kits. Each collar had, also, a little flat compartment under one of the steel plates. It closed with a strong snap, and was almost air-tight. That was for messages that the injured could write when they used the dog to send out a call for help. That was why Bill Gary grinned — when he thought that those collars had been made for purposes of mercy, and he had put them on his killers.

He had a pair of pack harnesses for the dogs, too. He put one of them on Shock and loaded the heavy double jack onto it. He put a pair of drills and some fuse and blasting powder on Tiger. He decided that he ought to saddle the dogs more often and take them out to carry burdens. It hardened them. It made them a little slower, but it hardened them for the struggle of a fight.

Now he was prepared to go back to that ledge above him and tackle the problem of what it contained. So he strode away again, with the two great dogs following him. They went actively up the steepness of the slope, arching their backs high, sticking out their long tongues as they panted. One shifty red eye was always fixed upon him. He saw that and liked it. He always liked it. He would rather have either beast or man fear than love him.

When he got up to the ridge, he scowled back at the line of tracks which extended behind him. He was a fool to have come so straight. He should have wandered off to the side and buried his sign as he went. However, the sky was turning gray, and snowflakes were falling.

He forgot the trail and went to his work. In his powerful hand the heavy, twelve-pound double jack plied as easily as a single jack in the grasp of an ordinary man. It drove the bit chunking rapidly into the rock. He drilled a hole not too deep, slanting it up under a big and massive projection of the ledge. Then he put in a shot of powder, buried the fuse, and lighted it. From the near distance he waited, sitting down cross-legged, and heard the hollow boom of the report. He thought at first that the explosion had simply bootlegged. Now he returned to find that it had in reality neatly cracked off the outthrust of the rock. A two-hundred-pound mass lay on the ground, and right across the heart of it lay the precious golden streakings.

He looked up sharply, savage as a beast from a meal of raw meat. The wind, in a strong gust, blew a flurry of snow into his face. He was glad of the cold beat of the wind. He was glad to take the force of the blast, because it assured him that no other men were likely to be near.

He thought of covering up the ledge. But no, there was no use of that. A falling of trees to cover the places where he had broken the stone would simply call the attention of any traveler. And if he heaped snow over the exposure, the wind would scour it away.

Well, other men could thank their lucky stars that they did not come to bother him just now!

He licked his chapped lips as he stared at the veining of the gold. It was all his. He felt the running of the gold in the vein as he felt the running of the blood in his body. He felt able to chew the gold out of the rock.

Then, as he looked about him, he took note of the venison which still had not been used.

He had found a gold mine, to be sure, but that did not by any means eradicate his sense of the months which he had spent in the pursuit of the great Frosty. It merely freed his hands to devote his full artistry to the task of catching the famous wolf. He determined, before he started on the long trek to town to file on his claim, that he would first of all take a last chance to catch Frosty.

So he turned his back on the ledge and went on up the slope.


III. TRAGEDY PLANNED
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NO MANS COMMON sense continues when he has to deal with the thing he loves. If Bill Gary had consulted his common sense, he would have gone straightway to file his claim, but instead of using his matter-of-fact brain, he remembered that he loved wolf trapping. That was what caused trouble for Frosty. That was why the great Barry Christian was hurled into danger, and why Jim Silver rode strange trails for a long time. Also, that was how Bill Gary came to die.

He left his dogs well behind him when he found what he wanted, which was an open place in the woods, higher up the slope. There was even a little knoll in the middle of the opening, which made the thing perfect, and the snow was not lying on the ground; there was only a sheathing of dead, brown pine needles.

The big, fresh, crimson chunk of venison he hung eight feet from the ground on the branch of a tree at the edge of the clearing.

He did not put the trap on the ground under the tree, because a careful timber wolf that knows anything about the arts of the trapper is fairly sure to suspect just such a device. And a wolf which will make a hundred-yard detour around a blaze on a tree has such hair-trigger sensitiveness of nose and eye that it is fairly sure to find the human hand wherever it has appeared, once it is roused to the search.

Gary cut three six-foot stakes, each with a strong crotch at one end. He took three Newhouse traps. Each had a long chain attached to it, and at the end of each chain there was a ring. He passed the rings over the ends of the stakes and drove them into the ground on or near the little knoll in the center of the clearing. In the end, each chain was securely anchored in this fashion, and the stake was driven down until the head of it as well as the crotch was out of sight.

The three traps were then placed on the knoll and covered over with fresh pine needles. Those needles were not taken from the spot. They were brought from a distance, and they were handled with pieces of bark, so that the scent which exudes from the hands of a man might taint the air as little as possible. All to the eye and to the scent must be as undisturbed as possible in appearance.

When he had finished setting the traps, Bill Gary moved off to a distance, called his dogs, and strode off up the mountainside to visit a similar set of traps which he had arranged two days before. He was well out of sight before the tragedy which he had planned actually began.

A big lop-eared wolf running across the mountain suddenly dropped to his haunches and pointed his nose into the wind. For down that wind came the eloquent tale of red meat. Lop-ear was a good hunter, an expert hunter. But he was not in a class with the great Frosty. Therefore his belly, at certain seasons, cleaved close to his backbone, and this was one of the seasons. Hunting had been bad. It had been terribly bad, and the call of the red meat was frightfully strong in him.

So he went up the wind to find the treasure. He did not run in a straight line, but shifting here and there, his nose high and then low. For there were some odd features about the scent of that meat. The odor was fresh as that of a yearling deer, and yet the odor was not hot. At any rate, the delicious scent was not retreating. He took his time about the stalking, therefore, and it was some minutes later before he ventured to thrust his nose out from the edge of the clearing.

He dropped to his belly at once, his hair bristling with fear. For man had been there. There was unmistakable evidence in the heavy air close to the ground, that man had been there not very long before. But, for that matter, man was everywhere in the woods, and in a great many portions of the white district above the timber line, even. Here, where he was close to the upper verge of the trees, the wolf was not so accustomed to meeting the dreadful scent. That was why he remained still for a long time before he ventured forward.

He could not only smell the prize, but he could see it, now. It hung red as a jewel in the branch of a tree.

Could he reach it? It seemed just on the verge of his jumping powers! He retreated, took a strong run, and then checked himself shortly on skidded legs that trembled with fear. For he had remembered that the ground he was to land on might not be secure. Therefore he checked himself and began to sniff carefully. His eyes became dim as the intensity of his search increased. What good are eyes for near hunting, compared to the powerful concentration of a wolfs power of smell?

He found the ground clear. It was not clean, to be sure, for the horrible smell of man was on it, but it was clear of all actual danger, as far as Lop-ear could make out.

So he ran back to the proper distance, ran forward, and hurled himself high into the air.

His teeth clicked only a few inches beneath the prize.

He went back again. His eyes were red-stained with passionate desire now, and his mouth was drooling. Again, again, he drove himself as high as he could into the air.

Then, standing back for another try, he measured the leap and told himself that he could never manage the thing. His brain was strong enough to give him that clear assurance, and therefore he retreated after the manner of his kind to the first high place in the clearing, and sat down and lifted his voice in mourning. If he had found a vast bull moose or an elk bogged in the snow and had been afraid of tackling the monster himself, he would have sat down in the same fashion and sent up the same wild, long-drawn, unearthly howl. Every wolf within miles, hearing it, would know that it meant just one thing: Red meat to be had! Red meat to be had! And they would come. They could hardly resist coming.

He sat down and howled, and his cry reached the ears of a far greater and wiser wolf in the distance — Frosty, that sleek and untroubled robber of farmyards on the one hand and the wilderness on the other.

In what a complicated way Fate was working against Frosty, using in part the skill of the trapper and in part the wiles of Frostys own kind! Hardly had Frosty heard that first long wail when the voice of Lop-ear snapped off into silence; for as he shifted back in giving his yell a greater volume, he had done what Bill Gary expected, and put his foot into a trap that shut its strong teeth of steel into the flesh and tendons of the leg and bit down toward the bone.

But Frosty could not tell that. All he knew was that there had been one wolf cry of such a volume that it announced the presence of a he-wolf of almost, if not quite, his own proportions. If that were the case, the fellow had to be thrashed or killed.

Frosty turned with joy on the trail of a fight and ran with winged feet down the wind to get at the stranger. It was his duty, and it was his pride, to keep his own run as clear of other wolves as he could. If he had resided constantly among the mountains, he would have kept the marches of his domain as free from other wolves as the parlor table of a good housewife is free from dust. But Frosty made so many and such long excursions in the dangerous lowlands, where the habitations of man were thick, that he did not keep his kingdom properly policed. He was all the keener, therefore, to get at the stranger.

As for fighting, he knew all about it. There was hardly a night, during his travels from village to village and from ranch to ranch, when he did not run into whole packs of dogs. Some of them would run at the mere scent of a wolf. But others were his full equal in size and had been bred to the work. Therefore Frosty was kept efficient in the cunning fence of tooth and shoulder with which a wolf lays his peers low.

He knew how to shift his big weight like a shadow, feinting here and there. He knew how to strive for a hamstring as well as for the throat, which was the limit of fighting sense of many wolves. He knew, even — and dogs had taught him this — that a leg hold, maintained half a second with due wrenchings, would probably break the bone. He knew that when the other fellow has been overturned by a charge there is always the belly as a larger and easier target. A wound there may be as fatal, though not so quickly.

One might consider Frosty, in fact, not so much as a mere sneak thief, as he could be held a bold pirate that cruised through dangerous waters and constantly defied the attacks of whole fleets of armed ships of war. And this was certainly true: that more than almost any other of his kind, he had the sort of pride that makes a warrior stand and fight instead of running away, even from overwhelming odds.

There was one occasion when he had driven a whole pack of five wolves from the freshly killed carcass of an elk; not that he needed the meat, but because he wanted to see what a mixture of bluff, courage, and fighting skill could accomplish.

This was the Frosty that you must have in mind as he hurried down the wind to find the meaning of that voice which had dared to give tongue in the midst of his realm. Imagine him as a great form of misty gray, swiftly running, with his head high, since there was no scent for him to follow.

He was almost on top of the clearing before the scent of man struck him like the pealing sound of a rifle. The scent doubled him up and turned him around. He skirted rapidly, furtively, around the clearing, and on the farther side of it he found the trail of the big wolf which had come there before him. Moreover, the wind carried to him two smells of blood. One was venison; one was that of a wounded wolf.

It was very intriguing. It was just the sort of a scent that one might expect to come across where a wolf had succeeded in pulling down a deer and had been wounded in the struggle.

On his belly, Frosty pulled himself through the brush and came out on the verge of the open, and there he had sight of a figure which made him bristle the hair of his mane and rise slowly to his feet, with glaring eyes.

For there on the knoll in the middle of the clearing lay a huge wolf. Yes, a monster almost of his own proportions. The head of the stranger was turned toward him. His snarling lips unmasked fangs of terrible proportions.

What amazed Frosty was that the stranger did not deign to rise to meet him. It was as though the big fellow preferred to keep his gaze fixed on the bit of red meat that dangled in the branches of the pine tree to the right. Poor fool, could he not tell that that meat must have been placed there by the hand of man?

Observe the cruel workings of fate against Frosty! If the trapped wolf had risen an instant sooner, if there had been the slightest sight or jangling sound of the steel chain, if there had been the least suspicion of a trap, Frosty would have given that place a berth miles wide. But as it was, he was merely overwhelmed with rage at what he considered the contemptuous indifference of the stranger.

Left to his own cunning, Frosty would have detected every trap that even Bill Gary could have placed for him. Already for six months he had been avoiding them. But now, half blinded by rage, he hurled himself straight at the enemy. He reached the knoll. And as he reached it, as the stranger rose, too late Frosty saw the glitter of the deadly chain and the trap that was attached to a foreleg of Lop-ear. For in that very instant, as he tried to put on the brakes, Frosty jammed his left hind foot right into a Newhouse trap!


IV. BATTLE AND DEATH
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THE CHARGE OF Frosty had brought him well within the leaping distance of Lop-ear. That big fellow was a fighter on his own account, with plenty of wolf experience behind him. He went right in, low and hard, and got a tooth parry for his pains.

A tooth parry is executed by a wolf that knows its business and trusts the strength of its teeth. It is a slashing stroke, not at the body, but at the striking mouth of an enemy. Lop-ear, with slashed lips, shrank back from that strange shock, and as he shrank, Frosty jumped in and gave him the shoulder thrust. The full weight of his big body was behind that blow, and Lop-ear immediately dropped over on his back.

He never rose again. It was as though a sword had opened his throat with a slashing blow. The grip of Frosty finished the battle there and then.

But the instant Lop-ear was dead, the limp body became of no importance. Those other teeth of steel which were fastened in the hind leg of Frosty were what mattered. He sat down and studied what had happened.

The grip did not grow less. Once a bulldog had clamped down on his leg and kept working in its teeth to break the bone. That was the way this skeleton jaw of death, this grisly and cold monster, locked its grip on the leg of Frosty.

Suddenly he pointed his nose at the sky, and a howl worked up in his throat, a yell of despair. That sound was never uttered. He had learned during long process of time that noise makes no matter better in the wilderness. It can bring trouble, but never help.

Therefore Frosty swallowed the yell of pain, the appeal for sympathy. Instead, he turned his head once more and considered the only possible way of escape. He got up and tentatively pulled until the chain was tight. There was no give to it. He went over and studied the way the chain disappeared into a narrow hole in the ground. Buried in that hole was wood. That was as far as the intelligence of Frosty could solve the mystery. The iron came like a snake out of the ground, and the bodiless jaws were attached to the chain.

Yet there was another resource.

He could not free himself with a sound body, but he could escape by maiming himself. He could gnaw off the foot that was imprisoned in the grasp of the trap. Already the leg was numb below the point where the steel teeth were fastened upon him.

He was about to grind his powerful teeth through the bones of his own leg when there was another interruption.

Up the hillside, far away, Bill Gary had heard the mournful wail of Lop-ear some time ago. His dogs had heard it, also, and had been anxious to run toward the sound. But Gary, as he turned and countermarched, kept them at hand. It was only when he was comparatively close to the clearing that he allowed the big, savage brutes to cut loose and run ahead toward the silence of the traps.

And now Frosty saw them lurching through the brush and out into the open. He stood up. Pain from his wound hunched his back. Hatred and loathing of these enemies made his hair bristle. They were huge. Either of them might make a formidable antagonist, even if his feet were free for maneuvering in the battle. The two together would probably tear the life out of him, and he knew it.

Frosty despised his fate. There had been nobler ways of dying, as when the great grizzly almost cornered him one day, or as when the dog pack in the village had actually tumbled him off his feet. But now, against only two dogs, to be found pinned down to the ground, helpless.

He stood there rigid, glaring. The horrible scent of man blew to him from the reeking bodies of the dogs. They were man-made engines of battle, and he hated them with the religious hatred of the wilderness.

They knew their work, this pair. Tiger circled immediately around to the rear and charged. Shock came in from the front.

For that frontal attack Frosty apparently braced himself, acting as though he intended to abandon his hind quarters to the second enemy until he had disposed of the first attacker. But that was not at all what he had in his cunning mind.

Truly and strongly, Shock rushed in to carry his charge home as Tiger flashed in from the rear, but from the corner of his eye Frosty gauged the proper instant. Then he wheeled and struck.

Tiger tried to dodge. In trying to dodge, he naturally lifted his head a little. That was why Frosty found the most perfect target that a wolf could ask for, and flashed both his fangs in the soft under throat of Tiger.

Shock, overcharging his target that had shifted so suddenly, made a flying snap that laid open the haunch of Frosty. Then, as Shock turned, he saw his companion standing back, coughing blood, and standing on legs that were already beginning to tremble at the hocks and knees.

A wiser dog than Shock might have realized that, for all his size and strength, he was not capable of meeting this master of fight. But Shock was not wise, really. His eyes were red, and in his brain there was no knowledge except that of battle. He had been bred to fly at the enemy. He was hurled by the will of his absent master, like a javelin at the mark. So he plunged straight in at Frosty.

For Frosty it was childs play now. He stood erect and huge till the instant of the contact. Then he dropped flat to the ground and slashed upward. Shock stumbled away with a great sword cut across his belly. That wound alone would have finished him in time, but the valiant brute swung around blindly, hungering for one good grip of his jaws on the enemy.

He might as well have gripped at a ghost. Frosty sidestepped, then bowled Shock over and put his grip on the throat.

When he stood back, Shock lay still, and there was a vague comfort in the heart of the wolf.

He knew, if ever an animal could have known, that battle was his destiny, and then death in the wild. Now he had fought, and the dead lay around him. No matter what happened then, even with this single day behind him, he had not lived in vain.

It was then that he heard the heavy, clumsy beat of the foot of man, for big Bill Gary was approaching swiftly. By the footfall alone, Frosty would have known that it was man. He did not need the scent of powder and steel that was blowing down the wind to him. He knew now that he had no time even to sever his leg below the trap and go halting away. In all the world of his cunning devices there was only one poor expedient left, and that was to drop and lie like a stone.

He had seen other animals play possum, but none ever played it better than Frosty as he lay with glassy eyes partly open, his mouth wide, his tongue lolling out on the pine needles. His very breathing was so controlled that only the most considerate eye could have detected the rise and fall of his ribs beneath their deep coating of fur.

That was the picture that Bill Gary saw as he came rushing out into the clearing. He saw Shock dead, Tiger kicking himself around in the last struggle for breath, a big wolf also dead, with one leg caught in a trap, and above all — a sight that made all else as nothing in his mind — here was, at last, the great marauder, Frosty, stretched on the ground with open mouth and tongue lolling!

They had killed Frosty, and he had taken toll of his slayers. Well, it was a pity to lose Shock and Tiger, but, after all, one has to pay for great results. People would remember him for this. They would say, in days to come: Bill Gary, that rich man — that fellow that found the great gold mine — the same one that caught Frosty, the famous wolf.

That was the way people would have to talk about him. Because it is possible to overlook a man who has done only one thing — the accomplishment may be put down to luck or to chance — but when a man has done two outstanding things, his peers must stand back and take off their hats.

The battle was plainly over. So the trapper put his rifle against a tree and came forward with only the ax in his hand. He came on slowly, with the loss of his two fine dogs a diminishing fact in his mind, every instant, and glory in the taking of Frosty outruling all other things in the world. It grew in his passionate mind into a thing equal with the finding of the gold mine. If he had had to take his choice between the two accomplishments at that instant, perhaps he would have preferred the trapping of the great wolf.

He was a monster. Bill Gary had sometimes felt that the size of the footprint could not really have indicated the actual bulk of the marauder. He called Frosty, in his own mind, Big-foot. And yet here was the actuality spread magnificently over the ground. There was no other wolf in the world like this, he was sure. Two thousand dollars? It no longer seemed an absurdly high reward for the catching of the monster. It was almost worth two thousand dollars to have one look at that king of the wilderness and see what a wolf could really be like!

Those were the thoughts of big Bill Gary as he strolled up closer and closer to the spot where the wolf lay, with the wind ruffling his fur. He came within three steps, within two, within one.

And then the heap of fur twitched into life. Bill Gary had a chance to heave up the ax, but he was far too late to spring back. The slash of the knife-sharp fangs caught him across the inside of his right thigh and cut through the tough cloth of his trousers, and into the deep, soft flesh — cutting and tearing.

The wrenching force of that stroke dropped big Bill Gary to his knees. The agony of the torn flesh half blinded his eyes. It was a smoke of pain filled with red sparks that flared up across his mind, and through it he saw Frosty.

He struck at the leaping form. The blow of the ax glanced, and the teeth of the wolf reached at his throat. He struck with all the force of his left hand. The blow fell; the teeth ripped all the tendons inside his wrist with a knife stroke.

He had only one hand, now, for the swaying of the ax, and Frosty, with blood-dripping mouth, was rushing in at him again.

He had the ax by the narrow neck as he struck to parry that rush. The wolf swerved from the blow and came in again, and with a half swing of his arm, Bill Gary smashed the back of the ax home right on the broad top of Frostys head.

The lobo dropped, either stunned or brained. But, impelled by the force of his leap, he struck against the legs of Gary. The breath went out of Frostys body with an audible grunt. The impact knocked Gary backward, and as he strove to get to his feet, his wounded right leg gave way under him, and he fell on his side.

A mist of whirling darkness poured over his brain, and he fainted.


V. FREEDOM FOR FROSTY
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THE TOTAL SURPRISE, the horror of the grinning mask of the wolf, the agony of the wounds, the hot gushing of his own blood, had unstrung even the steel nerves of Bill Gary — but only for a few moments.

When he recovered and sat up, he was lying in a pool of blood. And more blood was pumping out of his thigh and out of his wrist. Arteries had been severed in both places — big arteries.

He knew the extent of the danger by the frightful giddiness of his brain. There was still strength in one hand, however. As for the left hand, he would never be able to use that again. Or would the cunning doctors actually be able to tie severed tendons together?

To stop the blood was the first thing.

He knew that those few moments of unconsciousness during which he had lain on the ground had brought him to the verge of death, for his heart had been strongly pumping out his lifeblood every instant of that time.

Now, in a frenzy of panic, he wanted to stop both flows of blood at once.

He steadied himself. He could not do both things at once. That was impossible. It was a time to make every second count, to be calm and cool. So he made himself calm and cool.

He ripped off his coat with his right hand.

He kneeled on the coat, held one edge of it between his teeth, and with his hunting knife slashed off several strips. He took two of those strips, still working with teeth and hand, and twisted them together. The gaping wound in his thigh was what counted most. He ran the cloth around the top of his leg and knotted it. It was barely long enough to serve the purpose. He had to lean over and almost break his back, to catch one end of the cloth in his teeth. Then he worked the bandage up. He took a short stick, shoved it inside the bandage, and twisted.

As he twisted, he saw the compression of the flesh open the gaping mouth of the wound, but the flow of the blood diminished. He kept on twisting until the bandage pressed down through his flesh. The agony of it burned him to the bone. But he kept on until not a drop of blood was flowing from the wound. Then he took out a bit of twine — what man of the wilds will do without string or thongs of some sort in his pockets — and lashed the stick in place.

After that, he did the same thing with his torn wrist. The devil was in the wolf that it had been able to open arteries with each stroke of its fangs! The devil was in the wolf, and in the luck of Bill Gary.

Then he told himself that this was his payment. He had found incredible wealth. He had unlocked the ribs of the ancient mountains to get at it. Well, there is always bad luck in store for the finders of treasure. He was having his misfortune now.

Afterward, in the long years to come, he would be able to revel in the wealth. He would be able to look back on the day when he had fought with that incarnate fiend, Frosty.

Who in the world had ever heard of a wolf playing possum before? Yes, they had been known to do it. Coyotes will do it, too.

Then, as he finally sealed up the flow of blood on his wrists, he became very faint, and was nauseated. The trees spun around and around before his eyes.

He endured that, closing his eyes, stretching himself on his back. He was almost glad of the two hot bands of agony that were biting into his flesh on his leg and on his arm. That pain would bring him back to his senses. Or had he already lost so much blood that he was sure to die?

He put a hand over his heart and could feel nothing. He listened calmly, and made out by sense, not by sound, the fluttering pulsation.

Live? Of course he would live! He pushed himself to a sitting posture. His left arm was blackening and swelling with the checked currents of the blood. His leg below the bandage was numb. Half of him was dead already. He felt that. He was suddenly, calmly sure that he would in fact die before he ever managed to get back to the cabin.

If he got back to the cabin, he could light two fires in front of his shack. That smoke, as it rose, would be a signal to Luke Warner, three miles farther down the valley. He and Luke had arranged the signals long before. A man may get terribly ill or may have an accident which keeps him from traveling through the mountains. In case anything happened to one of them, they were to send the signal — two columns of smoke, steadily rising.

If he could get back to the cabin, he could manage to light the fires, and then Luke Warner would come. Luke was a fellow to be depended upon. Mean and hard, but dependable.

The nausea returned upon him. Something was sickening him, and he told himself that it was the smell of wolf.

That made him look at the motionless body of the great lobo, and he saw that from the place where the ragged back of the ax had torn the scalp of the wolf, blood was flowing. Well, blood does not flow from dead bodies, and, therefore, Frosty was still alive!

The mouth of Bill Gary twisted to the side. It was almost a smile. There was a chance — one chance in ten thousand — that some one might come up here and find the two dogs, the other wolf, and Gary himself lying dead — and Frosty still alive!

That lucky stranger would claim the scalp money! He would get the bounty that really belonged to a dead man!

And suddenly Bill Gary hated the entire living world of man. They lived, and little did they care how he lay in agony on the mountain, slowly dying!

They lived, and the wolf lived.

He crawled over to the tree. It was hard to hunch himself along on one knee and one hand. He put his ruined left hand down and used the left arm, also. The agony was only a little more frightful. What bothered him most was the thought of the pine needles and the dirt getting into the opening and shutting wound in his wrist.

He got the rifle, tied it to him, and crawled back to shoot Frosty. The blood was still trickling from the head of the stunned wolf.

Then another thought came to him.

If he died, and the wolf died, then his gold mine was lost. No man would ever find it, because these mountains had been prospected thoroughly for gold and the miners had given up. The secret of the mine would be lost. In a single year or so the weather would cover over the raw wounds in the ledge where the gleam of the gold still shone out.

The greatest thing in his life would then be as nothing! It would be almost as though he had not lived, in fact!

When he thought of that, he cursed softly. If he used too much breath, it started him gasping, and the trees and the mountains spun around him in dark, swift circles.

That was when he remembered the Red Cross collars on the dead dogs, and with a stroke of imagination his mind leaped the rest of the way. He went to Shock, the nearest body, and unbuckled the heavy steel collar. He took out his notebook, opened it, and wrote with his indelible pencil, under his last entry:

DEAR ALEC: Go to place described and find a ledge with a gold outcrop. I think Im dying. Good luck to you. I give you the mine. Its as rich as thunder.

BILL GARY.

He tore the page out of the book and folded it small. On the outside, he wrote the address:

Alexander Gary, Newlands. Please deliver.

He wrapped that folded bit of paper in some of the oiled silk, opened the little compartment in the dog collar, and placed the message inside. Then he crawled to the senseless body of the wolf and fastened the collar around the great neck. It fitted so snugly that he could be sure the beast would not be able to rub it off.

Watching closely, he could see the slight rise and fall of the ribs as the senseless monster breathed. He was glad. He was wonderfully glad that his messenger might live — if only the ax stroke had not shattered the skull.

He crawled to the rear leg that was fastened in the trap. He had to bear down with his ruined left hand and with his right to unspring the powerful trap. And his head spun around as he made the effort.

But at last the great wolf was free.

Bill Gary dragged himself to a little distance and got his back to a tree.

To lie down and die, like a silly fool, like a baby — that would be too horrible for speech. But to die sitting up, looking the world in the face — that was not so bad.

He wanted to see the wolf get up and start away before he gave up the ghost.

Then he remembered that he had a small metal flask of whisky in his hip pocket. It shocked him to think that he could have forgotten this until such a late moment. Instantly the flask was uncorked and half the contents flowed down his throat.

When he looked up from his drink, he saw Frosty actually rising to his feet. He swayed a moment, staggered, and then, with a motion as fluidly sliding as though there were not a wound on his body, Frosty faded away among the trees and was gone.

He was gone, but he could not escape men forever. He had learned much wisdom in his life. No doubt this one day had taught him several profound chapters. But nevertheless he could not hold out forever against the wiles of traps, poison, hunting packs of fast and savage dogs and, above all, high-power rifles. Some day he would fall. And when he fell, certainly the mystery of finding a steel collar around his throat would cause the collar to be removed. Might it start merely a legend that Frosty was not a wolf at all, but merely a dog that had run wild?

But surely, one day, men would open the little container and find therein the message.

So Garys great enemy, Frosty, became his one link with the world, the hand which he reached out for the recognition of posterity.

For when the message was read, the mine would be discovered, and then — well, they could hardly do less than name the mine after him. For every drop of blood shed from his veins, an ounce of yellow gold would pour out into circulation. It would work evil and it would work good, here and there. And all that it accomplished would be the work of a dead man, Bill Gary.

It was a satisfaction to him. It was a foretaste of immortality. It made him smile.

And, above all, it seemed to Bill Gary most right and fitting that he should have fastened his gift to the world around the neck of a wolf.


VI. THE FUGITIVES
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AFTER A WHILE big Bill Gary stopped meditating about death because he was tired of it, and because a cold wind began to thrill through his wounds. Their pain had joined. The pain from the wrist rose up the arm and at the shoulder it encountered the pain from the wounded thigh, which possessed all the rest of the body.

Bill Gary was tired of sitting there. If it were better to meet death sitting down than lying down, it was still better to meet death in action than in repose, so he began to act.

He crawled out of the clearing, out of the strip of trees, and to the verge of the treeless waste of snow. He was a mile above the cabin, and he started for it, not because he thought that he had strength to get there, but because he despised inactive waiting for the end.

It was easier than he expected. It was the sort of a thing that one can do more easily than think. To crawl a mile would have been totally impossible, and he could not have gone a hundred yards up a slope, but this was different. He had snow under him all the way, and there was a continually declining slope to the ground. He could half roll and half slide. He moved his body like a fish wriggling through slime rather than like a land animal. He received a heavy battering before he got to the bottom of the rise among the trees that shrouded his shack. He half rolled and half crawled to the cabin, and fainted on the threshold of it.

When he wakened again, a few minutes later, he found himself much weaker. There was a hurrying pulse in his temples like a clock ticking all out of time. Everything that his eyes looked on shuddered as though an earthquake were shaking the ground.

He said to himself: Bill, youre going to die, you old fool!

Then he thought of the mine again, and he was sorry that he had inclosed the news of it in the collar of the wolf. If he had only known that he could reach his cabin, he would have waited and written a letter. Then, with his pair of smokes, he could have called up Warner and confided the letter to him to be mailed, a month or so later, when Warner went to town.

He would still be able to write the letter, he told himself. He was going to die, all right, but not immediately. There was the sort of metal in him that rubs out only after long and constant friction.

He dragged himself to his knees and got to the table of soft pine, which he had made himself. He had built a drawer under that table. He was prouder of that drawer than of almost anything he had ever done, because it was a homemade luxury such as most men of the wilderness would not have considered worthy of thought. It was this drawer that he drew open, and then he worked himself up onto the bench that ranged beside the table.

Then he lay across the table for a moment, nauseated more than ever, his brain whirling. He wished that he could die without being sick at the stomach.

He pushed himself erect. The top of the table was new and white because it was only recently made, and planed down. Now there was blood on it. In his rolling, sliding descent, his clothes had been caught and torn in many places; his flesh had been caught and torn, also. The blood stood out on the top of the table as on a field of snow.

He got out of the drawer a sheet of letter paper and an envelope. In indelible pencil he wrote the address first:

MR. ALEXANDER GARY,

Newlands.

Then he started on the sheet of paper:

DEAR ALEC: Im done for. I got Frosty, and Frosty got me.

Ive tapped open the biggest vein of gold, to-day, that you ever seen. Then I caught Frosty in a trap, and he chawed me almost to death.

I took and wrote out the description of where to find the mine and put one of my dogs Red Cross collars on Frosty and put the description in the collar and turned Frosty loose, because I thought that I sure never would — 

His hand paused.

It was hard work pushing the pencil, because it bit not only into the paper, but also into the softness of the wood on which the paper smoothly rested.

There was a cloud before his eyes. This time it was not whirling, but it was thickening and moving up on him, little by little. He rubbed the back of his hand across his eyes, but that did not help very much. The darkness kept on growing.

He got out the flask of whisky.

Hell, said Bill Gary, its like as though there was a kind of a night in the middle of the day.

He could not uncork the flask with his numb fingers, but he worried it out with his teeth. He drank the rest of what was in the flask, holding the neck of the bottle between his teeth. It slewed out of his mouth, when it was emptied, and bumped on his shoulder on the way to the floor.

He was no longer nauseated, and he was glad of that. He told himself that perhaps he would not die. He wanted to go to sleep for a minute, and after that, he would wake up and finish writing the letter. Alec Gary was a good kid, and Alec ought to have the mine — if Bill Gary died.

Bill Gary put his forehead on his right arm. Everything was confused, and red lights began to move in his darkness, not whirling about, but wavering toward him like lanterns swinging at the sides of walking men. He closed his eyes harder. The darkness grew complete. He slept.

That was the way Barry Christian and Duff Gregor found him. It is hard to say that blind chance brought Barry Christian, the greatest of all criminal brains and hands, through the mountains at exactly the right time to find Bill Gary dead with the news of the finding of the gold mine written out on a piece of paper. It is easier and more convenient to say that there was a malice in Fate which had designed this happening with malignant care.

For many miles now, Barry Christian and Duff Gregor had been fleeing. They had had almost a dozen men about them in the beginning; they had only themselves now. For Jim Silver had hounded them closely all the way. He was still hounding them, perhaps, unless the strength had finally departed out of the tireless limbs of Parade, the golden stallion.

A great, bright ghost, Parade had stridden over the leagues behind them. All the others among the pursuers, gradually, had dropped away. All the others of the fugitives had been worn out and turned to this side or to that.

Only Barry Christian kept on, with Duff Gregor. Gregor himself, big and strong as he was, would have fallen away with the rest, except that Christian gave him extra support and help, the reason being that the resemblance of Gregor to Jim Silver had been helpful to Barry before and might prove helpful again. So Christian kept him along.

They had worn out one set of horses after another. Where they could buy horses, they bought them. Where they could not buy horses, they stole them. They crossed the Bulls Head Range on foot, a hundred terrible miles that Christian forced Duff Gregor to travel. He walked behind Gregor.

The last twenty miles, he beat Gregor like a beast, with his quirt. When Gregor fell from exhaustion, Barry Christian kicked him to his feet again and forced him to travel on.

They got horses on the other side of the range. Christian tied Duff Gregor into the saddle and led the horse ahead, while Gregor lay senseless with sleep. That was the way they had managed to keep out of the grasp of Jim Silver on Parade. That was the only way.

It might be that on the edge of the Blue Waters they had shaken the great Silver off the trail. It was more likely that Silver was somewhere behind them, either reading their sign or else guessing with his accustomed uncanny accuracy what was going on inside their minds. Duff Gregor, for his part, felt that death itself was almost better than being pursued any longer in this fashion. The pain of death could bite him to the bone only once, whereas now he was dying every day of his life, a hundred times over.

The big body of Duff Gregor looked more like that of Jim Silver than ever before, for the immense labor of the flight had taken away all excess flesh and left him with his shoulders broad and heavy and the rest of the body tapering off.

His face looked more like the face of Silver than ever, also. It, too, had been refined by agony. Only his forehead was different, for the brow of Silver always held a sort of gloomy serenity, and the brow of Duff Gregor was heavily contracted.

As they came up the hillside, this day, it was Gregor who first noticed the hint of a trail and said:

Somebody lives not far from here.

Well find em all right, said Christian.

So that we can leave our trail posted for Silver? asked Gregor satirically.

The pale, handsome face of Barry Christian turned toward his companion, and he smiled. His gentle and musical voice answered: We need fresh horses, partner.

Not likely to be horses, where were heading. This isnt a horse trail, you can see.

This isnt a horse trail, but there may be horses, and if there are not horses, there may be burros. Anything will be useful. Even a dog.

You mean, said Duff Gregor, looking about the tips of the trees at the blue-white of the sea above timber line that extended into the sky, you mean that youre really going to cross the Blue Waters in one march?

Not in one march, said Christian. Well camp for one night up yonder, and freeze and chatter our teeth till the morning. And then well go on again and try to finish the crossing to-morrow.

Id rather turn around and face Jim Silver, cried out Duff Gregor, in a passion. Id rather face him and have it out with him. Look! Were two men, and hes only one!

Barry Christian looked not at Gregor, but down at his long, graceful hands.

Many a man said, and was willing to swear to it, that those famous hands of Barry Christian were even more dreadful with weapons than were the hands of Jim Silver. Even if they were not, there could not be very much actual difference between the prowess of the two men.

You can beat him all by yourself, Barry! cried Duff Gregor. You can beat anybody in the world, if you make up your mind to it.

Barry Christian slowly shook his head. Sorrow came into his face and made it handsomer than ever — like the face of one suffering spiritual pain beyond the concerns of this earth of ours.

Silvers beaten me, he said. Hes beaten me with his bare hands and hes beaten me with guns. Hes outtricked and hes outfought me. Sometimes I even think that the only reason Im permitted to be alive is so that the young men of the world can have the spectacle of Barry Christian being kicked around the world by the great Jim Silver, the upholder of the law. Thats a moral sight. Deters the youth of the country from crime.

Duff Gregor suddenly grinned. When he smiled, all the brute in him came out, and his entire resemblance to Jim Silver flickered and then went out.

By thunder, Barry, he said, when I hear you talk like that, its as good as reading a book. You say the queerest things!

Do I? asked Christian softly.

No one could tell what he meant, when he looked and spoke like this. Sometimes Duff Gregor half expected to have his throat cut and be left by the trail. That would be the instant that Christian decided that Gregor was more of a present encumbrance than a future assistance. In any case, he would not want Gregor to fall alive into the hands of his enemies. Gregor knew too much.

Perhaps youre right, said Christian. Perhaps I should have been a teacher or a minister, or some such thing, leading a secluded life, and trying to help other men toward a vision of the truth.

Big Duff Gregor filled the woods with his bawling laughter.

There you go again. You sure beat me. You beat anybody. Youre a scream, Barry! Hey, theres the house!

Through the tree trunks they saw the broken picture of the little house. Falling snow obscured it, also. The sky was filled with deep miles of gray that promised a soft ocean of snow to descend upon the earth.


VII. OUTLAWS PLAN
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CHRISTAIN WENT IN first. He was always first, when Gregor was his companion, because he profoundly distrusted everything that Gregor was apt to do in an emergency. He detested Gregor with all his soul, as he would have detested a false coin. But still, the resemblance between the man and the famous Jim Silver was too great to permit him to be discarded. Counterfeit he was, but even so he might be of immense use in the future.

At the door of the shack, Christian saw the great body of Bill Gary spilled across the table. He called, got no answer, and stepped to the table. His head was still bent above the still figure when Gregor asked calmly: That mug is dead, isnt he?

Christian slowly lifted his head and looked toward Gregor.

Yes, hes dead.

Big Gregor stepped to the table and stared calmly down at the body. He had seen plenty of death — since he had joined the forces of Barry Christian.

Look at — His left wrist is all torn.

I see it, said Barry Christian.

He picked up the loose weight of Bill Gary, grasping him under the armpits, and dragged him toward the bunk that was built against the wall. A paper fluttered from the top of the table to the floor.

Gregor picked up the feet of the dead man and helped lay him on the bunk.

Torn all to the devil, said Gregor.

Something got at him. Dogs — wolves, said Christian. He looked around the shack at the extra traps. A trapper, and the wolves got him. Thats rather pretty.

Yeah, thats pretty, said Gregor.

He picked up the fallen paper. Christian was pulling a blanket over the face of the dead man, and, turning, he asked:

What was that?

That? What? asked Gregor.

That thing you picked up.

Oh, nothing.

You certainly wouldnt pick up nothing.

What could a gent pick up in a place like this?

There was a piece of paper.

Yeah. With some stuff scribbled over it, said Gregor. Lets see it.

Aint worth seeing.

Christian held out his left hand. Their eyes met, and those of Gregor fell away.

All right, he said. Just a crazy idea out of a dead mans head.

Dead men tell the truth, if they talk at all, said Christian.

He took the paper which Gregor had crumpled, thrusting it into his pocket. Christian spread it out and read the contents aloud.

DEAR ALEC: Im done for. I got Frosty, and Frosty got me.

Ive tapped open the biggest vein of gold, to-day, that you ever seen. Then I caught Frosty in a trap, and he chawed me almost to death.

He paused and looked at Gregor. Gregor hung his head.

I thought it was just a crazy lot of drool, said Gregor.

Christian said nothing. He continued to hold Gregor with his eye, like a fish dangling, dying at the end of a line. Then he went on with the remaining few lines, reading them aloud, quietly.

He lowered the paper and then he said:

Nerve. Thats what that dead man had. He traveled quite a distance on that ruined hand and spoiled leg. He crawled and rolled and slid. See how his clothes were torn to pieces?

Yeah, I seen, said Gregor. Think that theres anything in that drool?

You know theres something in it, answered Christian. Youre dead certain that theres something in it. Otherwise, you wouldnt have planned to hold out the paper, duck away from me, and finally come back to this part of the world and look up Frosty.

Hey, listen, Barry— began Gregor in a pleading voice.

Christian bit his lip as though to keep it from curling with contempt.

I understand, he said. I know you pretty well, Gregor. But I hoped that I didnt know you as well as all this.

You take it pretty hard, said Gregor, when all I meant was—

Quit it, said Christian.

Gregor was gloomily silent.

Barry Christian picked up the envelope.

This letter ought to go, he said, to the hands of one Alexander Gary, in the town of Newlands. Unfortunately for him, however, hell never see it. The letter has come into better hands than his, and those hands will find the gold mine, I imagine.

Its a dog-gone queer thing, muttered Gregor. I never heard of anything like it.

Neither have I, said Christian.

He stared with narrowed eyes at his companion.

It means several things, he said. One is, that youre going to have your wish, Gregor.

What wish? asked Gregor, half frightened by the tone and the cold, calm manner of Christian.

It means, said Christian, that were going to run no longer. Were going to stand our ground, and if Jim Silver overtakes us, were going to fight it out with him. Does that suit you?

Gregor closed his eyes and shuddered. Then, looking up again, he muttered:

We were running for our lives a minute ago. There wasnt hardly anything to live for. But, now weve as good as got a gold mine, things look different, Barry. Why should we go and chuck ourselves away on a fight with Jim Silver, just for the fun of it?

He waited with a puckered brow, as one who is reasonably sure of receiving a reproof, but the pale, handsome face of Christian merely smiled in return.

I can understand that state of mind, too, he answered. After all, Gregor, its a pleasure to be with you. Whatever you do, youll never surprise me. Its like listening to a twice-told tale. Well, here we are in the Blue Water Mountains, and here we stay until we find the wolf called Frosty. And on the neck of Frosty theres an iron collar, and somewhere in that collar there is the description of the location of the vein of gold. Is that clear?

Thats clear, muttered Gregor. Sure it is.

He added: And Jim Silver?

Jim Silver, said Christian, may have had enough hunting to suit even him. Hes followed this trail until even his best friend, Taxi, was worn out and had to quit the job. And Taxi has the strength and the endurance of a wild beast, when it comes to following a blood trail. It may be that Jim Silver is not following us into these mountains. If he is following us, he expects us to try to cut straight across the summits.

Through a storm like this? queried Gregor.

He knows that weve gone through worse than this, to get away from him, said Christian. He knows that weve gone through hot hell and cold hell to get away from him, and a little feathery snowstorm like this could never stop us, I imagine hell think. No, hell drive straight through the mountains, and try to catch us on the other side.

And we? asked Gregor hopefully. We camp here?

Camp here? asked Christian, lifting his brows with a touch of surprise. Are you out of your head, Gregor? Stay here in this shack as if we were in a trap, in case he manages to come up with the place? That would be pretty convenient for Jim Silver, Gregor. That would be about all that he would ask out of life — to find the pair of us lodged together in one house!

Gregor nodded.

Well, then, he said, you tell us what were to do. We go on with these horses, and they freeze in the cold unless they keep traveling, and then—

Christian raised a hand, and the other was silent.

We have to do a little inquiring, he said. Its as plain as can be that this dead man was a wolf trapper. Its as plain as can be that he trapped a wolf and the wolf chewed him up. Well have to ask some one what that wolf was like.

Gregor stared helplessly.

You aint gone crazy, Barry, have you? he asked.

I dont think so.

But look here. Who would know what that wolf is like? All wolves are about the same! Who could know what the wolf was like?

Because, said Christian, he has a name — Frosty. And that means that hes a celebrity. One wolf in a million raises enough devil to get a nickname from people. Youll find that every man in these mountains knows something about Frosty, I suppose.


VIII. THE PURSUER
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BLUE-GRAY DUSK SETTLED down through the blackness of the trees. The falling snow pressed the evening close on the heads of the pines. In the great smother of the storm the wind whirled, above the forest, and made obscure pools of motion. It was very cold; it was growing momentarily colder, for the wind came off the higher peaks to the northwest.

But Jim Silver kept Parade to his work.

He had lost all sign of the two men he was trailing something over an hour before. He could only hope, as he had hoped so often before, that he had been able to read the minds of the fugitives, and that he could guess in what direction they were riding. He felt, on the whole, that the pair would try to cut straight across the Blue Water Mountains in a couple of marches.

He must follow. He felt that it would be best to strike right across to the farther side, not trying to find trail on the way, and then, in the distance, attempt to pick up the sign again. It would be very hard on Parade to make that forced march, but the stallion was whalebone and finest spring steel, and he would not fail.

This very night, they would have to camp far above timber line, in the lee of some bluff; else they would have to move slowly on, all during the night.

Silver swung down from the saddle and ran ahead, throwing the lines of the hackamore over the pommel of the saddle and leaving the stallion to follow.

In this manner he gained two advantages. One was that he took his weight off the back of the horse. The other was that he broke trail for the stallion, to a certain extent, for he could depend on Parade to step exactly where his master had trod before him.

As for the burning up of Silvers own strength, that did not matter. Nothing mattered except the horse. And it was this attitude of his, relentlessly enforced by practice all the way, that had enabled him to keep so close to the heels of men who were constantly picking up fresh relays of horseflesh to carry them away. Of the hundreds of miles they had traveled since the chase began — that great chase which men were never to forget — a good third of the distance had been covered by Silver on foot, with Parade following easily behind, like a dog at the heels of his master.

In rough going, of steep ups and downs, Silver actually was on foot more than he was in the saddle. He had divorced himself utterly from the usual Western viewpoint, that man is helpless on his feet and must have a saddle to hold his weight. Like an Indian, patiently, Silver was accustomed to traveling over rough or smooth until exhaustion made his head swim. Then, and only then, he gave his weight to the saddle again.

So it was that he ran down the near slope and then plodded steadily up the farther one with the head of the great horse nodding behind him. He used his eyes little, because the light was much too dim for them to be of much service. It was true that Christian and Gregor might at any moment have decided to turn back and waylay their enemy, but in that case he would trust to the wolfish keenness of the scent of Parade. The nostrils of Parade retained the wisdom they had picked up during the years when he had wandered as a wild horse through the mountain desert. And at the first suspicious sound or scent, he would give warning to his human companion.

By night, also, it was better to have Parade at hand than any pair of human sentinels, no matter how keen of vision and hearing. There was a perfect partnership between the two. One was complementary to the other. Each had a perfect trust.

Silver was well up the hillside before he came out of the trees into a little clearing at the very instant when the snort and stamp of Parade warned him that there might be danger ahead. And now, vaguely outlined through the falling snow of the twilight, Silver saw the silhouette of the shack.

He held up his hand in a gesture which would force Parade to remain in place. Then he stole forward cautiously.

The shack was probably uninhabited. Otherwise it would almost surely be lighted by a fire at this time of the day; since it was not likely that its occupant might be off on a trip in such weather as this. The greatest likelihood was that it had been thrown up by some prospector or trapper, and was long since abandoned.

And yet no cautious wolf could have investigated the probable lair of a mountain lion with more care than Jim Silver showed as he advanced toward the place.

He circled to the rear of it, first of all, and brought himself close to the wall, where he crouched, listening intently, shutting the noise of the storm out of his mind, and concentrating on any sound that might come out of the interior.

He heard nothing, except those mysterious breathings which the wind makes through imperfect walls.

After a time, he went to the front of the place, and found the door. It was latched, but not locked. There was a latchstring which he used, and then pushed the door open with a swift gesture and stepped inside.

The thickness of the darkness was now perfect. And around him he found the odor of cookery which was not of a very ancient date. The fumes of fried bacon will linger for a long time on the walls of a shack.

There was the smell of cookery, which proved that the shack was inhabited, or at least that it had been used not long before. That made it doubly strange to find the place empty and dark.

He felt down the wall until his hand touched a lantern. That he took off its peg, raised the chimney, and lighted the wick. Even then he was so uneasy that he made a long stride back from the light.

What he saw first was the shining white surface of the pine table on which he had placed the lantern. Next he was aware of the crazy little cast-iron stove, in the corner, with a rusted length of stovepipe rising above it through the roof. There were old traps piled in several places. There were battered clothes hanging along the wall. A saddle hung from a peg, a pack saddle from another. And on a bunk in a corner of the room was a man stretched out with a blanket pulled over his head, sleeping so hard, apparently, that even the noise of the lighting of the lantern had not wakened him.

Hello! called Silver.

Then an icy finger ran down his spine.

He stepped to the bunk and gradually drew the blanket away from an unshaven, shaggy face. The eyes of the man were partially open. There was a faint, derisive smile on his lips.

It seemed, as Silver drew the blanket completely away, that the smile of derision was directed toward the sleepers own body, for the clothes were torn to rags on it, the left arm was frightfully gashed at the wrist, and there was a powerful tourniquet above the wound.

The right thigh was badly mangled on the inside of the leg, also, and there was another tourniquet above that injury.

The right hand lay on the chest. Silver touched it, and found it as hard and as cold as a stone. This sleeper would never waken again.

He went back to the table. By the bloodstains he saw how the wounded man had slumped across it. A pencil lay on the earthen floor, which was marked by the imprint of small heels, like those of the boots of a cowpuncher, far different from the big shoes of the dead man. There were two sets of those imprints; therefore two men had been there. They had carried the burden to the bunk. Yes, for here were the deeper signs to indicate how they had lifted and borne the weight. They had stretched him on the bunk and covered his face. Then they had gone away. Two men — Barry Christian and Duff Gregor, perhaps. By the sizes of the footmarks, it could hardly have been any others who had visited here.

Jim Silver turned hastily to the door to remount Parade and push ahead through the storm. He was about to extinguish the lantern when he thought of the dead man again, and paused.

No matter how keen he was to pursue the trail, he could not leave the body to decay, unheeded. It might be years before another traveler penetrated to this obscure corner of the mountains.

He carried the lantern outside. The snow was still falling rapidly, and through the dim pencilings that it made in the air, he saw a perfect place for a grave, a natural hollow in the side of the slope, with plenty of loose rock about it.

He went back into the cabin, swathed the body in the blanket, and carried the rigid form outside. In the hollow he laid it with a decent gravity. He picked up a handful of gravel and let it fall gradually on the corpse.

Whoever you may be, said Jim Silver, taking his sombrero from his head, good hunting!

He began to push in the large rocks. Under a yard of heavy stones he buried the stranger. Then he went inside the cabin to put out the lantern and leave it. As he put the lantern on the table, however, he noticed a portion of a side of bacon hanging in the corner near the stove, tied up by a bit of twine, as though to keep it from rats. And the sight of this puzzled him greatly. For he had every reason to think that Gregor and Christian were hungry travelers. He had pushed them hard. It was long since they had had a chance to lay in new supplies of food, and yet they had overlooked this invaluable meat! Neither were they fellows who would spare the goods of a dead man!

Deep in thought, he tapped his fingers on the white, shining surface of the table. It could not have been his coming that had frightened the pair away. They could not have seen him approaching. Something must have drawn their minds away from the thought of eating. But what is stronger in the mind of a hungry man than the desire for food?

He considered the red stains on the table, the pencil on the floor. He picked it up. It was indelible, with a very hard lead. The table drawer was partly ajar, and there was writing paper in it. It seemed plain that the dead man had been found slumped forward on the table, writing.

And that was strangest of all! For why should a man on the verge of death, so horribly torn by wolves or dogs, have sat down to spend his last moments writing? To a wife? Well, the haggard, savage face of the corpse had not been that of a sentimentalist.

Silver sat down at the table and leaned his own body above the red stains. The sensitive tips of his fingers, at the same time, slipped over impressions which had been faintly grooved in the soft surface of the wood. He put his eye almost on a level with the table top, and now he saw the dim impression of writing which had registered through the paper on the tender pine.

He went to the stove, got a bit of a charred ember of wood, and delicately drew it back and forth over the writing, until the depressions stood out as lines of white in the midst of the black shading. Letters, words, appeared, some dim, but all legible, and the opening phrases were enough to make his blood leap:

DEAR ALEC: Im done for. I got Frosty, and Frosty got me.

Ive tapped open the biggest vein of gold, to-day, that you ever seen.


IX. ALEC GARY
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THERE WAS ONE bit of testimony which was important to Jim Silver, and that was an envelope which had been carelessly crumpled in the hand and thrown behind the stove. The address on it was Alexander Gary, Newlands. That name, since it was put down in the handwriting that had appeared upon the surface of the table, and since the Dear Alec of the table inscription suited the name on the envelope, convinced Jim Silver that he had found the man to whom the dead man had determined to make over the claim which he had discovered.

It left Silver in a quandary.

He had no doubt, now, that the great Barry Christian and his companion, Duff Gregor, were somewhere in the mountains trying to get their hands — or their guns — on a wolf sufficiently famous to have won a nickname among men. And if they succeeded, Christian would find, in a collar which had been strangely placed upon the neck of the animal by human hands, the secret of the claims location.

In the meantime, in the town of Newlands, wherever that might be, was to be found the fellow to whom the dying man had willed his discovery.

The great problem of Silver was to get at Christian. Now he had help on the trail, because if he could find Frosty, the wolf, he would probably find Barry Christian not far off. The two things worked together. And the only complication was the existence of this man Alexander Gary.

It was no great pinching of the heart of Jim Silver to give up all hope of getting any of the gold for himself. It was not the first time that he had turned his back on fortune. Neither would it be the last. And besides, he was fascinated by the thought of that savage-faced wolf hunter, the dead man, who had sent abroad the message of his discovery tied to the neck of a wild wolf, and who, with the last of his strength, had striven to send word to this Alexander Gary, also.

That was why Jim Silver left the upper Blue Waters and went to the little town of Newlands, on the edge of the range.

In the town he learned that Alec Gary had an uncle, Bill Gary, who was well known as a ruffian and a wolf hunter. Alec Gary had, also, a job on the Chester ranch, not far from the town. The postmaster readily told him that, and Silver slipped out of the town, unobserved.

He was lucky in doing so, he felt, for during recent days more and more men knew that the rider of a great chestnut stallion might be Jim Silver. And when they knew the name, they knew everything else. They knew all the long story of his exploits, and that meant public applause, questions, and a surrounding atmosphere of awe which always pinched the heart of Silver and made him wish, more than ever, for the quiet of the wilderness.

He used to tell himself, over and over again, that the trail of Barry Christian was the last one that he would pursue. Once that was completed, Jim Silver would retire forever into the still peace of the mountains and live forever alone.

He thought this more than ever on this day, as he rode out of Newlands toward the Chester ranch. He took off his sombrero and let the wind blow through his hair. At other times he dared not expose his head, if men were around, for fear that even the most casual eye would not fail to notice the two tufts of gray hair above his temples, like incipient horns beginning to thrust out. They knew his face, too often, as well. His picture had got into the newspapers, into the magazines. Some fool had written a life of him and told everything wrong, and gilded him brighter than gold. He had managed to wade far enough into the reading of that book to be bogged down with the lies that were told.

In fact, he knew that he had become, in spite of himself, a public character. His reputation had even ridden farther than Jim Silver himself had gone.

As he came in sight of the Chester ranch house — a long, low building of unpainted boards — he put the sombrero back on his head, and he was glad of a little pool of dust that whirled down on the wind and tarnished the brilliance of Parade with gray.

When he got up to the ranch house, he tethered the horse, went to the kitchen door, and rapped.

The door was jerked open, and a woman with a red, weary face, hot from cookery, appeared before him.

She exclaimed: Another one of you lazy, worthless rascals that calls yourselves cowboys! Id fire every last one of you off the place, if I had my way about it. Its a crying pity, I tell Will Chester, to waste good money on the feeding of them that are no better than tramps!

Silver had tipped his hat, and now he settled it slowly back on his head.

He would have been glad to do away with the embarrassing notoriety of his celebrated name, but he hardly liked being called a tramp.

Mrs. Chester, he said, Im not a tramp.

She thrust out her big red fist.

Lemme see your hand, young man! she demanded.

He surrendered his hand, and she rubbed a thumb over the palm of it.

Just as I thought! she shouted. Soft as the hand of a girl! And yet you call yourself a cow-puncher, do you? You got the nerve to stand there and call yourself a working man, an honest man?

Well, said Silver gently, a fellow can be honest, even if he doesnt punch cows, cant he?

Honest doing what? exclaimed Mrs. Chester. Honest, my foot! Honest men have calluses on their hands, or else theyre living on stolen money, is what I say. But fetch your lazy hulk in here and set down at the table, while I get you some food. A pity, I say, though, when a woman cant be the boss in her own kitchen, but has to foller the crazy ways of her husband. Spendthrift is what he is. Spendthrift!

I only want to see a man whos working here, said he. Id like to see Alec Gary, if you know where he can be found.

How would I know where he could be found? she demanded. Hurry up and come inside before all the flies in the world get into the kitchen. Aint you got no sense at all?

He stepped inside, removing his hat.

There — set down at that table, she commanded. Ill fetch you some cold pone and some cold boiled beef, to fill yourself with. Theres no coffee, this time of day, but tea is—

Thanks, said Silver. I dont need anything to eat. I only want to find Alec Gary, if youll tell me where hes probably working on the ranch.

Alec? How would you come to know a good, hard-working, honest boy like Alec? she asked suspiciously. What you want with him?

His uncle has died, said Silver.

A good riddance, answered Mrs. Chester. The great, hulking, cruel brute. There aint going to be no tears shed about his death. Not in no part of the world there aint!

She had stepped back toward the stove, as she said this, and glancing out the kitchen window, she saw the great stallion at the hitch rack. The wind was blowing through his mane and tail, and his head was high, to look into the breeze at that moment. What Mrs. Chester saw made her turn and stare again at Silver, and he felt her eyes fix above his upon the telltale patches of gray on his temples, the hornlike spots of silver that had given him his nickname all through the world.

Good heavens! said Mrs. Chester. She picked up the skirt of her apron and folded her red hands inside it. Good heavens, what have I been saying? Are you Jim Silver?

He silently cursed the folly that had induced him to enter the kitchen where he had to take off his hat. But now he had to admit: Yes, thats my name. Alec Gary is—

Hes down the creek, mending fence, said she. Mr. Silver, whatll you be thinking about a fool of a woman that—

Hush! said Jim Silver, smiling. You were perfectly right. I dont know how many years have gone by since Ive done an honest stroke of work.

He got out to Parade, escaping from the apologies of Mrs. Chester as well as he could, and she remained staring after him, screening her eyes from the sun with one hand until he was well down the line of the creek.

A mile from the ranch house he found a tall cow-puncher toiling over a big-handled borer with which he was drilling a series of post holes. His hat was off. His curling black hair shuddered in the sunlight with the violence of his efforts. It was the perfect picture of a man doing disagreeable work with all his might, and striving as hard for wages as though for his own interests.

He looked up as Silver drew near, and Jim Silver was relieved to see a fine, open face and an excellently shaped head. He had feared that he would look on a type like that dead savage of the mountains, Bill Gary.

He dismounted, saying: Youre Alec Gary? My name is Silver. Ive brought you bad news and good news together. The bad part is that your uncle, Bill Gary, is dead.

He waited curiously to see the reaction, and saw the brow of Alec Gary pucker.

Are you Jim Silver? asked Gary. Then, he added, as Silver nodded, I suppose this is one of the first times in your life that youve ever brought a man bad news. It is bad news to me. Uncle Bill was a hard man, but he was pretty good to me.

Silver nodded. Im glad to hear that, he said. Ill follow up with the good news, if good is what you call it. This is a copy of a letter that he wrote as he was dying. The copy runs to the point where he must have stopped writing because he died. It was a wolf that killed him. He was badly torn, Gary.

Young Alec Gary took the paper which Silver held out and scanned it carefully. He stared up into Silvers face with amazement.

A gold mine! he exclaimed. And for one instant the yellow flame of the gold hunger burned wildly in his eyes. Then he groaned. Inside the collar, and on the neck of Frosty! It might as well be tied to the neck of a thunderbolt, as far as Im concerned.

Suppose, said Silver, that we both try our hands on him.

You? said Gary. Would you help? Why, Mr. Silver, if you will help me, of course well make an even split on the profits.

I get profits of my own, said Silver, and I cant take a share of anything that comes out of this.

Why not? asked Alec Gary, amazed.

Because Ive made a resolution, long ago, never to handle blood money.

Blood money? This isnt a price on a mans head.

No, said Silver. Its a price that your uncle has already paid. If the mine goes to you, its all right. If I share in it, the ghost of Bill Gary will haunt me. Lets find Chester and ask him if you can cut loose for a few weeks. Or maybe it will be months. There is a great deal that we have to talk over — and the first thing is Frosty.


X. THE HUNTER
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CHRISTIAN WENT TO Joe Thurston. It was on record that Joe Thurston had killed a running deer at eight hundred yards. There was no doubt about the fact, and though a good many of the old-time hunters were likely to say that nothing but luck could account for such marksmanship, there were others who said that a man like Thurston never had luck. He was simply one of the few past masters.

But Thurston spent most of his time not in hunting with a rifle, but with a pack of dogs. To support that pack and to follow it afield, he had allowed his big ranch to go to pieces. The one thing that he valued in life, outside of an occasional brawl in a saloon, was a chance to see his pack corner a wild beast and tear it to pieces, or at least hold it at bay until his rifle settled the argument.

Joe Thurston was himself a wild beast, and perhaps that was why he understood the ways of the wilderness so very well. He was a little man, very dark, very handsome when he smiled, and very sinister when, in silence, he allowed his upper lip to curl a little.

He sat, on this day, on the back of a young brown gelding which he had just finished breaking. Blood was still trickling down the gored sides of the horse, and bloodstained, also, the froth that dripped from the wounded mouth of the gelding, for Thurston used a cruel spade bit that opened up like a sword when the rider jerked on the reins. A horse, for Thurston, was simply a machine that got him from one place to another. He despised sentimentality. It was not in his nature. He was forty-five. He looked a full ten or even fifteen years younger. But as many years as he had gained, his poor wife had lost. He looked more like her son than her husband.

He was overlooking the feeding of his pack. They were fed once a day, in the middle of the afternoon, and they got little, from one end of the year to the other, except raw meat. If one of them fell sick, it rarely received medicine. Either nature cured it, or soon it was brained and its carcass fed to the ravenous pack.

That pack was always ravenous. Joe Thurston knew exactly how the dogs should be fed in order to keep them in the pink of condition, thin until they were as keen as edged swords for game and food, but not thin enough to be weakened.

Barry Christian and Gregor came up at that moment and waved to the keeper of the pack.

Are you Joe Thurston? Christian said.

Thurston failed to turn his head. His mood was savage that afternoon. Ordinarily, he would have given some heed to a pair of big, powerful, well-mounted fellows like Christian and Gregor, but on this day he had in mind the pressing demands of certain creditors. Already his ranch was heavily mortgaged, and now it seemed that it would be wiped out. He cared nothing about the loss of land and cattle, but with the other possessions his pack would go, also. And that was a knife in his heart.

Im Joe Thurston, he admitted shortly.

My name is Barry Christian, said the outlaw.

The devil it is, answered Thurston.

And this is Duff Gregor, said Christian.

The head of Thurston slowly turned. He looked over the pale, clean lines of the face of Christian and at the bright, thoughtful eyes. They were a little too bright, in fact. Suddenly Thurston knew that it was Christian, indeed. And he could not help smiling. There was so much evil, so much violence in his own nature that he suddenly felt something expand and lighten in his heart.

He held out his hand, silently, and took the strong grip of the criminal. He shook hands with Duff Gregor, also, and saw that the man was a nonentity compared with his more celebrated companion. And yet any one who had dared, more than once, to play the role of Jim Silver, was worthy of some attention.

Want something here? asked Thurston.

Yes, said Christian, I want you and your dogs.

Ah? said Thurston.

Im going to hunt wolves, said Christian.

The door of the house slammed. Christian saw a girl with a face pale as stone, and shadowy, great eyes, come out on the back porch and look toward him. She turned and re-entered the house again.

Inviting me or hiring me? asked Thurston.

Inviting you, said Christian.

Thurston took a quick breath. Rage had been mounting in his throat, tightening like a fist inside his gullet. Now the passion left him.

Ive hunted wolves before, said he noncommittally. Where do you want to pick them up?

In the Blue Waters, or the foothills near them, said Christian.

Thats a hard country, said Thurston. Are you talking about Frosty?

Thats the only wolf Ive ever wanted to catch, said Christian.

Thurston narrowed his eyes.

Theres a price on the head of that wolf, he remarked.

Im not hunting for the price. That goes to you. Besides, Ill add something over and above. A thousand dollars, say.

Well? murmured Thurston, pinching his lips together in a smile. I understand that Jim Silver is down there in the Blue Waters — doing good for humanity again — hunting for Frosty, the cattle thief.

Silver is there, agreed the outlaw. Thats why I want to be there. To meet him on his own ground.

Havent there been times, said grim Joe Thurston, when you werent so glad to meet Jim Silver on any ground?

Hes had the upper hand more than once, answered Christian. But the fact is that there isnt room on top of the earth for the two of us. One of us has to be buried, and the time has come.

Hes in the Blue Waters hunting a wolf. Well, Im going to be there hunting a wolf. He has a man with him. I have Gregor. If we happen to meet along the trail, its no business of yours. Gregor and I will have to try to tend to that part of the game.

I dont follow this, said Thurston. Unless you mean that its a challenge to Jim Silver — something to make him come hunting for you?

You can call it that. If he comes for me, he has to meet me on my own ground. And I wont be asleep.

It looks to me, said Thurston, as though there might be something in this deal. Ill go one step farther. Ill admit that I need the money. That thousand—

Ill pay half of it on the nail the moment we shake hands, said Christian, and the other half the instant that Frostys dead at my feet.

Whatll you do with him? asked Thurston curiously.

Mount the hide. Send it somewhere to stand behind glass. A proof to people that Ive beaten Silver at at least one job.

Thurston actually laughed aloud.

Heres my hand on the deal, he exclaimed.

Christian shook the hand. He pulled out a wallet and counted five hundred-dollar bills and put them in the fingers of Thurston.

That binds the deal, he said.

Ill write up the contract, said Thurston.

Weve shaken hands, said Christian, and thats enough.

A dull flush of pleasure worked in the face of Thurston.

Besides, exclaimed Christian, in his gentle and persuasive voice, the very accent of courtesy, you cant draw up a contract between yourself and Barry Christian. You cant make a contract with an outlawed man. To you, my name is simply Wilkins, and this is Murphy. He broke off to add: Id like to see the pack.

Use your eyes, said Thurston, whose own politeness could not last long. He waved toward the big pens that contained the dogs.

I dont know enough about them to see the whole truth, answered Christian.

Thurston glanced at him with an appreciative flash of the eye.

Few men with brains enough to say they dont know, said Thurston. Come along with me.

He moved down the line of the pens.

Theres the brains of the pack, he said, pointing to a number of big, rangy pointers. People use em to find birds. I use em to find coyotes and wolves and mountain lions. Theyve got the best noses in the world. Theyre fast, and they can run all day. Ive bred em for speed and nose and brain. Those pointers would never point a bird in a thousand years, but theyll point a wolf. Whats more, theyll hold the trail on a wolf. Yes, or a mountain lion. Whatever theyve been entered on.

Whats wrong with them? asked Christian.

Why do you ask?

Nothing is perfect.

Thurston grinned.

Theyre too hot-headed and tender. They want to rush in and get their teeth into the game, and the wolves or the big cats open em up like fried beefsteak.

He went to another set of pens where were housed some of the biggest greyhounds that Christian had ever seen. They moved around with little, stilted steps, as though their muscles were sore. They were tucked up into bows. Their chests were narrow. The shoulders and thighs were overlaid with entangled whipcords.

Theyre the point of the arrow, he said. Theyll run down any wolf that ever breathed almost two steps for one. If the pointers get a wolf into open sight, this gang will get up in time to mob him and hold him back until the heavy artillery gets into action. And heres the heavy artillery.

He indicated the next pens, where there were dogs built and furred like Scottish deerhounds, but enormously bigger. They looked made for speed and strength of running, but also there was a terrible promise in the size of the muzzles, the fangs, the huge muscles along the jaws.

Every one of em, said Christian with keen interest, looks able to do for a wolf.

Some of em could kill a buffalo wolf now and then, agreed Thurston, watching the monsters with a hungry eye. But some wolves are mean devils in a fight. No matter whats the breed or the training of a dog, a wolf seems to have more biting powers and more fighting brains and tricks. However, Ill match two of these dogs against the biggest wolf that ever lived, and three of em will kill the champion of the wolf world — even if his name is Frosty!

He nodded with assurance as he said this, adding, This breed was started by Bill Gary. You may happen to know him since you know Frosty. Frosty was what killed Gary, people say. I dont know how the story started. But Gary never managed to get out of his own stock what Ive done with it. He didnt use enough persistence, enough time and money on the job. I dont care where the wolf is, Ill catch him with this pack. In open country or foothills it will be a joke. In the middle of the mountains Ill catch him or run him to earth. Frostys hide is as good as mounted and behind glass, Christian, this very minute!


XI. FROSTYS MATE
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SHE WAS TALL. She was beautiful. She moved with a light and delicate grace. There was bright humor and good nature in her eyes. She was young. She was gay. She was foolish. And Frosty loved her the moment he set eyes on her in the moonlight of that glade.

Wolf song had been in the air for a long time that night, and there were notes in the singing that made Frosty wrinkle his nose and point his head at the sky and break that inviolable rule of silence which had been his for a year — since the days of his puppyhood, in fact. Now he opened his throat, and his immense bass note went booming through the canyons among the softer singing of the wind and the rumble and hollow crashing of cataracts which had been newly loosened from the long, white silence of the winter. Spring was in the air.

Frosty had not seen enough springs to know what it was that worked like electric fire through his blood. But it was a thing that called him in hot haste to that mountain gorge where five big wolves moved slowly around this cream of wolf beauty, this sleek, well-furred lady of the hills.

Frosty came swiftly. He fell in love while he was still on the run, literally, and so he continued his charge. He did not even pause to touch noses with the lady and inquire after her health and happiness. He simply ran berserk among those wolves.

In fact, Frosty had been laid up all this time in order to be healed of the wounds that he had received while he was in the jaws of the trap. He was now completely recovered, and the thick fur had closed well over the scars. But he was hungry. He had been living on rabbits he had managed to surprise, on unwary squirrels, on mice above all. He was hungry, too, for a dash of excitement. And five wolves looked just about the right number to give him a good fight, he felt.

He gave one such a tremendous shoulder wallop that the big lobo rolled a dozen yards away and let out the yell of fear and of defeat. He dived straight on under the throat of another and slashed him deeply across the breast. He nearly ripped the hamstring out of the next, and laid open the head of the fourth hero from eye to muzzle. The fifth timber wolf had seen enough, and took to his heels. The others followed as fast as they could, while Frosty, laughing his wide, red laughter, lay down and licked the blood from his white vest, and from his forelegs and forepaws. He was a very dainty and clean-living fellow, was Frosty.

The pleasure of that brief skirmish had not yet rollicked out of his heart when he saw that the lady of his dreams was sitting on a hummock with her beautiful long, bushy tail curled around her forepaws. The moment he glanced at her she rose, turned, and fled.

He followed.

She was as fast as a deer, and she went down the wind as though the devil of wolves were after her. But, fast as she was, he was a little bit faster.

Suddenly she whirled, her mane bristling, her ears twitched back, her eyes green with hatred, her fangs bared.

Frosty walked right up to that dreadful mask of hatred and sniffed at her nose. And then, suddenly, they stood back from one another and laughed two red laughters, set off with teeth that glistened just like ice.

There are no tears at the wedding ceremony of a wolf. They seem to have a saving sense of humor, and so there was only a great deal of that silent laughter at the marriage of Frosty under the spring moon.

Kind Mother Nature had brought to him a proper mate, and he could have looked his life long among the ladies of his kind before he would have found one more handsome, more discreet, more prepared to learn the wisdom of hunting laws and ways.

She had been well raised, as wolf rearing goes. She was not the least bit of a fool, and she knew as well as a Greek philosopher that the track of grizzly is not one to follow, and that foxes are too swift to be caught, and that their wits are even sharper than their teeth. She knew that mountain sheep are better avoided than troubled, and that small pickings will eventually make a full belly.

She knew the rain signs and the wind signs that the god of wolves hangs in the midnight blue of the sky, and she could read like type the scents that travel on the breeze. But in all the bright days of her life she never had tasted either beef or horse, and sheep were unknown to her except when the well-guarded flocks went by at a distance, always accompanied by the distressing scent of man, the great enemy, and gunpowder and steel.

When Frosty discovered that she was afraid of going out of the highlands into the hills, he sat down and looked her in the face. Then he stood up and jogged quietly on his way along the down trail.

She turned and went the other way, until she found out that he would no longer follow. Then she whined like a dog for him, and afterward she sang a mournful tune. Last of all, she got to her feet and raced like the wind to catch up with him, picking his scent off the ground and then out of the air until she was at his side once more.

He merely turned his head a little and admitted that he was aware of her coming. For he had a very good domestic and political head, did Frosty, and he knew as well as any wolf in the world how to be the head of a family.

So they came out into the foothills, and Frosty headed straight for the biggest, the choicest, of all of his preserves. It was a ranch where there were cattle and sheep; where there were plenty of pigs and chickens, and a creamery, and poultry, including ducks and turkeys and geese, and there were rabbits, white and brown, and there were goats and beef cattle big and small, and horses, and mules, and nearly every sort of four-footed beast that one could imagine on a big Western ranch.

It was the Truman place, with an almost national reputation behind it. But Frosty, in a sense, knew that place better than even its wise-headed owner. He had tasted of every sort of meat that his unwilling host could provide, and his track was so well-known that drawings and photographs and measurements of the tracks of Frosty were to be found in the study of John Truman. That was not all. Mrs. Truman was a very clever artist with her pencil, and several times she had seen the terrible Frosty — by starlight, by moonlight, in the dusk, and in the crystal pink of the early morning light. So she had done a number of pictures of the monster, and, in fact, Frosty was a major item of conversation in the Truman household.

It was not accident that when Frosty came out of the mountains to dine in high estate, his mate beside him, he should have traveled straight toward the greatest of danger. It was not accident, because something far from chance had brought Barry Christian and Duff Gregor and the famous pack of the Thurston dogs to the ranch of Truman.

It was known that Truman would do almost anything in the world to get rid of the cunning marauder. There was some risk that he might recognize Christian, but, as a matter of fact, he proved to be blind to everything except the manifest excellence of the dog pack of Joe Thurston. He was glad to house that pack and feed it gratis, and he hoped that Thurston would continue to stay at his house, even for a year and a day, and enjoy free board for his pack, so long as the chief business of that pack continued to be the hunting of Frosty.

They sat in the house, the four of them, and looked at the photographs of the sign of Frosty, and admired the clever drawings which Mrs. Truman had made of the devastator himself. And while they were laying their plans and deciding in what direction they had better cast through the hills and into the mountains in the hope of finding the trail of the great wolf, Frosty in person was sliding through the fence of the southeastern section and heading straight toward the house, followed by his frightened mate.

She was, in fact, fairly blind with fear.

But she was also hungry, and when she came to a fresh-killed carcass she said:

That meat is new and good. And I have an empty stomach.

Frosty shuddered till his mane stood up on end.

Dead meat? Eat dead meat? Not since he was a puppy — not since he had become a wolf of the world and had learned how to set his own table properly.

But he decided to give her a lesson. So he took her right up into the wind toward the new kill, and then lay down and bade her study the scents.

A pair of coyotes, frightened from the feast, fled far away. But Frosty paid no heed to them.

Death is not a nothing, he said. There is always a reason. Sometimes it is the odor of gunpowder and the steel of man. Sometimes the teeth of other hunters have done the work. And sometimes it is the work of poison such as I have seen kill big wolves, and wise and strong wolves. A small tooth will kill the biggest wolf in the world if it strikes him in the right place. Poison is such a strong tooth as that. It cannot be seen. But it can be tasted, and, above all, it can be smelled.

Now hold your head straight up and sniff the air — smell the fresh blood from where the coyotes have been feeding. And in that you find an acrid taint. That is poison. It will kill those coyotes. It will surely kill them. I have seen a mountain lion in such an agony that it leaped at the grizzly of Thunder Mountain in the middle of its fit from the poison. And the grizzly, of course, smashed the head of that big cat with one stroke of his paw.

Now, to prove that I know of what I speak, come with me and you shall see a thing.

He took her around the carcass of the dead calf and across the big field to the edge of a dry draw. Rapid, light feet scampered away from a place where the stars fell bright and small in a little water hole.

After poison, hunters drink, said Frosty. Now watch!

The two coyotes had climbed to the farther side of the draw when one of them stopped, whirled suddenly, and snapped at the empty air. The wolves could hear the teeth clash like steel against steel. The other coyote drew back and sat down to watch.

Poison! said Frosty. And now he is fighting an enemy that he cannot see. Look!

The coyote had leaped up into the air, and, falling again, it twisted into a frightful convulsion. Its mate, a moment later, was caught by the same fits. In the fury of their silent agonies, it seemed as though they were fighting one another in the midst of the thin cloud of dust that they raised.

Then the two were still. One lay perfectly still on its side. The other was braced up on its forelegs, but the hindquarters trailed on the ground as though paralyzed.

And as a small breeze moved the air, the two wolves found in it again the strange, the indescribable scent of the invisible death. Frostys mate shrank suddenly against his side, and she snarled:

Let us go! Quickly! Quickly! Every wise wolf knows that men are dangerous, and that they can bite from far away. Let us go. I had rather have a few field mice in peace of mind than all the beef banquets of this world of men.


XII. THE KILL
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IT WAS VERY good reasoning that the lady had applied to that question, but Frosty only laughed his red laughter. He looked at the beauty of his mate and remembered her speed of foot and all the cleverness that she had showed along the trail, and he felt a great happiness, because he knew that he was going to have a proper audience to appreciate his efforts.

He said to her: Men have their own keen ways. So have mice and squirrels, for that matter. And so has Frosty. Come with me!

The scent of the poison and the sight of what it could accomplish had made her almost sick with fear, but she followed Frosty slowly across the fields, and then he showed her some good hunting.

The wind came always in puffs, slowly and gently, the very best sort of a wind for the carrying of scents of every kind, and, getting to the right quarter of the compass, Frosty worked up that wind to the edge of a big field where a great mound of something living slept upon the ground.

Beef? said his mate.

Ours! said Frosty, and since the wires of that fence were strung close together and wickedly barbed, he leaped lightly and trotted on.

Over his shoulder he saw her slenderer body follow, arching against the stars, and he was immensely pleased to see this blind faith in her. But he paused to give her a caution.

This is a trick, said Frosty, which I have learned. But it has cost a good many other wolves their lives. It is all a matter of foot and eye and tooth and quick thinking. I have seen three wolves gored to death in this game — yes, and each time they were hunting in packs. Perhaps they were a little too hungry to have clear wits. Sit down and watch me work. That is a bull yonder, and a bull fights to the last gasp. One thing is to make the kill swiftly, because a bull roars as he fights. And then men come on horses!

Ugh! shuddered his mate. The wind changes, and I smell dogs and the scent of many men.

There are always dogs about this place, said Frosty carelessly. The trouble with dogs is that when they can run fast enough to catch you, they have no jaw muscles for biting. And when they are big enough to take a grip, they are too clumsy to put a tooth on a wolf that has his wits about him. Besides, the fools are easily made to change their minds.

He thought, as he said that, of the two great dogs of the trapper that had not been made to change their minds till they were dead. And back in his mind there was the memory of a certain great mastiff that, in the midst of a mob scene, had once managed to lay its deadly grip on Frosty. The pain of the wound ached right up into the back of his mind as he recalled it.

His mate obediently sat down. He could see the stars in her bright eyes, and it made him laugh to observe her fear. However, she said nothing. Only the fur of her mane lifted as she saw him actually turn toward that monstrous antagonist.

He went up softly toward that mountain of dangerous flesh. There had been a night when he had slit the throat of a sleeping steer just as it tossed up its head. Perhaps he would have equal luck on this occasion and make the battle end in blessed silence. However, he was not surprised when the big brute lurched suddenly from the ground, rear end first, and swung to face him. For a range bull is only a shade less wary than any meat eater, and fully as savage.

This was the hardy veteran of a score of battles with his kind, a true champion of the range. He got the wind of Frosty, came to his feet like a wild cat, and charged without even waiting to bellow.

He missed Frosty.

The she-wolf did not rise from her haunches. She remained in the near distance, lolling her tongue, apparently indifferent. In reality, she was taking stock of her mates talent as a provider. She saw Frosty avoid that thrusting of sharp horns, swing to the side, and sway back again to get behind the monster.

But the bull was wary, and spun about in time.

He put down his head and pawed the earth, preparing to bellow. Frosty made a bluff of charging straight at the head and lowered horns. It was a very good bluff. It looked to the watcher as though her mate were hurling himself right on those terrible, curved spear points. The bull took three little running steps to meet the shock — and Frosty floated away to the side, slid like a ghost under the belly of the bull, and danced away on the farther side.

The bull whirled again. Muttering thunder was forming in his throat. The she-wolf heard it, and she smelled fresh blood — beef blood. She could even hear it trickling to the ground, splashing in a pool. Frosty had used his teeth in that last maneuver.

He was ready to use them again. He went in at that huge bull like a snipe flying against the wind. The bull backed, checked, charged furiously. In the dullness of the starlight high overhead, the she-wolf saw the clots of turf flying. The ground trembled with the beating of the hoofs.

The horns missed Frosty by a margin so slight that the bull paused to hook two or three times at the spot in the air where the gray wolf had seemed to be. Then he jerked up his head with an almost human groan of pain, for Frosty, twisting about to the rear, had chopped right through the great tendon over the hock as cleanly as a butcher could have done with a sharp cleaver.

The bull started to spin, but it was hard to maneuver rapidly on only one rear leg, and the she-wolf heard the dull, chopping sound as the great fangs of Frosty struck through the tendon of the other leg.

The bull dropped to his hind quarters, still formidable, for with the sway of his monstrous horns he could guard his flanks; in the meantime, out of his throat rolled a thundering call of rage, and appeal, and helplessness.

Frosty sat down five yards away to laugh, as though he enjoyed that music, but in the middle of the lowing he flashed off his feet and dipped right in under the stretched-out throat of the bull. He cut that throat wide open across the tender narrows just beneath the jaws. The bull, trying to bellow again, only belched forth a vast stream of blood.

Frosty went back and stood beside his mate, panting:

That was easy. You see how its done. Just a little matter of foot and eye and tooth.

She put her shoulder against him and shuddered. And the heart of Frosty grew great. He suddenly felt as though he would rejoice in a chance to bring red meat home to a wife and cubs. Yes, to dozens of them!

The bull, slumping suddenly forward, struck the earth in a loose, dead bulk. Now he was still, and the banquet table was spread!

The she-wolf delayed only to see her mate put tooth to the hide. Then she was instantly at work.

Frosty was hungry; he was very hungry. It was a long time since he had had a chance to enjoy the sort of diet that he relished most, but all of his hunger and all this delicious smell of fresh blood could not hide in his mind the knowledge that he was dining on the very verge of destruction. So, while his wife tore-out great gobbets and whole pounds of tender flesh, Frosty ate more daintily, more delicately.

Now and again he would lift his great, wise young head and survey the country around him, and the obscure line where the starlit sky met the thicker night of the earth. It took eyes and some knowing to observe the movement of forms at a distance against such a background. But, when danger threatened a moment later, it took nothing but ears and nose to understand.

It was the scent of man and dogs in the distance, and the sound of a man calling, and the answering high yip-yipping of the dogs.

Inside the house of Truman they had been talking late, smoking, telling old tales of hunting, listening to Thurstons description of some of the great runs the pack had made; and then, out of the distance, they heard the booming, thundering call of the bull.

Truman got out of this chair at once, crossed the room, and opened a window wide. He leaned into the night and listened. The bellowing of the bull was cut off short. In the middle of the great, angry lament the thunder ended.

Truman turned back to the others.

Theres something wrong, he said. Thats a mighty expensive bull Ive got out yonder, and I dont like the way he cut off that bellow, as though somebody had just laid a whip on him!

Christian said: Maybe its Frosty come down to dine.

Truman shook his head. It wont be Frosty, he said. Frosty wouldnt waste as much effort as that killing old beef when theres so much young stuff scattered around the place. Hed rather have veal than beef. I know his tastes.

He leaned out through the window again, shaking his head, very worried.

Thurston stood up and said:

Ill take a walk with a few of my dogs and see what I can turn up.

No good doing that, answered Truman. No good trying to run that devil of a wolf in the dark of the moon, and he very well knows it.

Thurston turned and smiled. It was not a real smile, but merely a baring of the teeth.

Youre rather proud of what your Blue Waters wolf can do, Truman, he said, but Ill tell you this: My pack will find in the dark and it will run in the dark, and it will kill in the dark, too. If friend Frosty is anywhere around, hes a dead wolf before morning.

With that Joe Thurston walked out of the house and got his selection from the dogs. He simply took a pair of pointers so perfectly trained that they would obey gestures as far as the wave of the hand could be seen. Whistles could give them further orders.

Barry Christian walked out with Thurston and the dogs into the field, and saw, almost at once, the outline of the bulk of the bull, prostrate. Asleep, perhaps, as Barry Christian thought. But then the dogs, scouting close to the bull, failed to rouse it to its feet, which was strange, and a moment later the pointers were kiting across the field and giving trouble.

Wolves, by thunder! shouted Thurston.

His whistle shrilled into the night to call back the pointers before they ran themselves into hopeless trouble.

Come back to the house! he shouted to Christian. Well saddle up and hit the trail.

Christian had lighted a match close to the bull. He saw the terribly torn throat; he saw a big patch of blood, and in the softness of the ground that was outlined, the huge print of a wolfs foot, a print so big that it started his heart racing.

Thurston! he cried. Weve got on his trail at last. Its Frosty, or his twin!


XIII. THE CHASE
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WHEN FROSTY HEARD the outbreak of the dogs and the voice of the man, he had to snap his big teeth close to the head of his mate before she would leave off her greedy feeding and lift her red, dripping muzzle.

A full stomach makes a slow foot, he told her. Come! Let us go!

She was reluctant. He urged her with the powerful thrust of his shoulder, and at last she slunk away, regretfully, slackening her pace every now and then. He studied her with a critical eye. She had eaten like fire. Already she was logey with food. She ran with her head down, and her tail down, also. She kept coughing, and she stumbled over small obstacles.

Behind them the noise of the dogs and the man ceased. Then it came once more, and a pair of dogs rushed straight at Frosty through the starlight. He turned back to get ready for them, merely saying to his mate:

Guard my heels and Ill take them. Guard my back and Ill handle them.

No matter how unfit she might be for battle, she fell in behind him and faced to guard his back. But the two big dogs that came glimmering out of the starlight veered off to this side and that. They retreated to a little distance and howled.

Both Frosty and his mate charged the pair. The pointers turned and fled faster than the wolves could follow. For a timber wolf is not very fleet of foot. He is made for endurance and the shock of hard fighting, not for flight, like the fox or the coyote. Only in the rough country of the uplands will a timber wolf pull away from a pack of dogs. The she-wolf managed to slash the hip of one of the dogs; that was all.

Then she turned with Frosty and started to race off at full speed. He calmed her and made her come back to a dogtrot. For it was plain that she could not stand the test of a hard run at once. Frosty himself was not exactly comfortable, for there was a considerable burden of meat inside him, and yet he had eaten nothing in comparison with his companion. Her sides thrust out with her meal. Her panting was a painful thing to hear.

It was better to go on rather slowly, always in the direction of the higher foothills and the mountains beyond them.

We are safe, anyway, said the she-wolf. We are safe, because there are only two dogs, and they can do us no harm. I laughed to see how they ran.

There is the scent of man in the air, and you know that always means danger.

It is from the collar that you wear, like a dog, around your neck, said his mate, sniffing at the linked steel.

He tossed his head, and the collar slid a little upward through his fur. Already he had some cause to be grateful for the protection it had given to him, for in the battle that won him his mate, the second big wolf had struck for the throat of Frosty, and merely snapped a fang short off on the metal that ran around his throat. For all that, it was a hateful thing, because it continually reminded him of the most dreadful moment of his life.

Still, he could not conceive what had happened after the blow that bad knocked him senseless. During the interval, in the darkness of his mind, the steel teeth of the trap had been removed from his hind leg and the steel bondage of the collar had been placed around his neck. The man had withdrawn and sat against a tree, bleeding. And he, Frosty, had been free to escape.

Sometimes he felt as though that collar were mans claim upon him, a detached hand that had him by the throat, and by which he might be one day throttled, as he had seen a brute of a wolf trapper once throttle a litter of helpless young puppies at the mouth of a cave. Or perhaps a mysterious agency was attracted to the steel and would one day draw him back to mysterious man.

They got out of the low, rolling ground and climbed to the top of the first steep rise, where the she-wolf flung herself down on the ground suddenly. She was sick, and she could hardly travel farther.

Only, she gasped, only a fool runs from a memory. Only a fool runs from a shadow.

Frosty looked down at her heaving sides. Then he scanned the dark shadow of the lower ground beneath him. It might be, in fact, that no more danger was coming toward them, though in that case it was very strange that the two dogs, alone, dared to remain so close. Here they were again, glimmering shapes in the starlight, and pausing at a little distance, they sat down to howl at the enemy. The lips of Frosty twitched as he considered the keen edge of his teeth and the softness of their throats, but he was not a witless one to try to catch four faster feet than his own.

Then out of the distance he heard a deadly chorus. There were more voices like those of the pointers. He could hear the keen yelping of the greyhounds, thin and far away, and, above all, the harsh cries of dogs whose voices were exactly like those of the ugly pair of monsters that had fallen upon him when he was in the trap.

There were more than a score of throats giving music to that chorus. The heart of Frosty suddenly grew small in him. He stood over his mate and said to her:

Do you hear?

It is far away, she panted huskily.

It is pointing toward us, and the yelling of these two dogs holds the light on us like a shaft of sunshine, and guides the others. They are coming rapidly. Up, up! Away with me!

She rose with a lurch so slow and so heavy that the heart of Frosty failed in him again. Certainly she was hard spent, and yet the worst of the run might remain all ahead of them. In this condition he dared not lead her at a rapid pace. He could merely pick rough going, always, so that their trail would furnish as much difficulty as possible to the dogs in the distance.

But what great difference did the trailing make when the two pointers, always near by, guided their companions out of the night with their outcry?

Moreover, the gray of the morning began now, streaking around the rim of the horizon and making the mountains stand up black and huge against the eastern sky.

With terrible speed the clamor from the rear rolled up on them. He saw his mate swing her head in impatient fear from side to side, hunting some escape.

We must hide! We must hide! she gasped.

They have noses that will find us, said Frosty.

Then we can fight them away from some narrow place, said the she-wolf.

Man kills from afar, said Frosty.

Run far ahead then, she said. Let me stay here behind. I am sick. My knees are weak, and my hocks will not bear me up. Run ahead, and I shall handle myself.

He fell in behind her and nipped at her heels.

Little fool! said Frosty, and drove her relentlessly before him up the way.

The wind brought to them the smell of a barnyard, of man, and the thin, distant clamor of more dogs. The she-wolf would have swerved to the side, but Frosty drove her straight ahead.

Of ordinary dogs he had no heed whatever. But those keen yelpings of the greyhounds from the rear he understood. Even the antelope could hardly run faster than those lean beasts. He had seen them overtake and kill the wing-footed rabbits. And once they came in sight of their target, nothing could keep them from overtaking a pair of wolves, particularly wolves running in the open.

Worst of all, there was the harsh calling of greater throats, giving forth notes like those of the two monsters which had come before Bill Gary to the traps.

Frosty felt cornered, though still at a distance. The steel hand of man was surely closing about his throat. And it seemed to Frosty that the collar was shrinking, shutting off his breath.

He paid no heed, therefore, to the smell of the barnyard and the scent of man and the yelping of other dogs. He even welcomed the thing and drove his unwilling mate before him straight down into a hollow where stood the long, squat shadow of a ranch house and the larger mass of a barn behind it.

There will be confusion down there, he told her. Geese will cackle, and hens and ducks. Dogs will howl. The scents of a hundred cattle will cross our trail. Perhaps we shall be able to sneak away to safety across the dangerous ground.

But he had no very great hope of that. He only knew that he would be safe if he took to his heels and left his mate behind him to be torn by the teeth of the pack.

He could not do that. The power of instinct checked and held him powerfully to her. He was not one to change his mind when danger threatened.

So they came down into the hollow, and as they reached the damper, colder air below, they heard the forefront of the dog pack break over the hill behind them — the pointers first, and then the greyhounds on the leash, and then the fighting heavy artillery of the crew. Worst of all, there were beating hoofs of horses, and the calling of men to one another. And always the cursed daylight brightened around the rim of the wide horizon.

He saw the entangled mazes of corral fencing behind him. He turned, and, with a determined charge, drove the two pointers who were closest far away from him. They yielded ground readily, as always. While they lingered in the distance, he whirled about and leaped the nearest fence. His mate had already crawled under the lowest wire, and was disappearing around the corner of a great stack of hay that stood in the middle of the inclosure.

A little yellow dog came scooting toward him, yapping at the top of its lungs, splitting the night with its sharp ki-yiing. He swerved toward it. The house dog, terrified by the size and the imminence of that danger, dropped flat on the ground.

One stroke of his teeth and Frosty would leave it with a smashed back, dead. But he disdained an enemy of such proportions, and hurried on as fast as he could leg it, until, turning the corner of the haystack, he was amazed to find that there was no sight of his mate before him!

No, not although his glance could now extend far across the fields brightened with dew.

He dropped his bewildered head toward the ground and suddenly picked up her trail. It turned sharply to the side into one of the hollows that were worked under the side of the haystack, where cattle had fed and where scratching chickens had widened the entrances. Into one of those her trail led, and, crushing far back into the yielding hay, he suddenly found himself at her side. He heard her gasping.

Go on! Go on! I cannot run another step!

Terror made him cold. His body lay still. His heart was still, also. Some instinct, from the first, had told him that association with females is dangerous. Now he found himself trapped, and the peril of the hunt swarming in around him!


XIV. WOLF STRATEGY
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THE DAY FRESHENED every moment. As the light grew stronger, the intricate entanglement of hay drew yellow bars across his vision.

Go on! Go on! whispered the panting she-wolf. Dont wait here with me. Well both be lost! Well both be lost!

He swung his head against her.

Be still, little fool! he commanded.

She was still. He could feel that her stifled breathing was choking her. He could feel her shuddering as she strove to control her gasping breath.

He needed that silence to study the approach of danger. The whole hunt had swept down and around the corral. It poured on. He was sure, for a few moments, that it was definitely gone, for there was no noise close at hand except the shrill screeching of the little yellow dog, which had taken up its post directly in front of the hiding place of the two wolves.

That is what comes of foolish mercy to a treacherous enemy in a time of war, thought Frosty, and all his teeth were on edge with anger and disgust.

Then the hunt came back, as though the yelling of the little dog had guided it. The doors of the house began to slam, and men carrying the deadly odor of gunpowder and steel issued. Their voices were loud. The riders of the hunt had returned. The scent of their sweating horses was strong in the nostrils of Frosty. The great dogs were roving here and there. Chickens, foraging in the early day, fled with scattering outcries from these marauders. And always the cursed dogs were giving tongue.

Had they lost the scent in the entangled mazes of fresh tracks that crossed and recrossed the odorous ground of the corral? Well, the yelping of the little yellow dog would soon lead them aright.

Yes, at this very moment there was a howl from a pointer, and then from another, right at the entrance to the lurking place of the wolves.

Frosty nudged his mate with the shrug of a shoulder. This was the time. By the tightening of his muscles she could be able to judge that a sudden face attack was what he had in mind, and he could feel her muscles tightening, also. There was good stuff in her. She was not one to shrink from her duty in a great pinch like this.

Now came the great voices which Frosty had feared most of all, and waited for — the heavy artillery of the Thurston pack, which was sweeping toward the haystack.

Frosty came out of the hay with a bound. A big pointer, right in front of him, received a slash that opened his shoulder like a knife stroke. That dog would run no more on this day.

The dazzled eyes of Frosty saw men on horseback outside the corral fence. He saw, closer in, greyhounds running, and big, grizzled monsters, covered with mouse-colored, curling tufts of hair exactly like the two dogs of Bill Gary, but even larger, if anything.

The men yelled. The dogs gave tongue all in one voice. And the wretched little yellow dog that had caused all this crisis of danger fled screaming out of the path.

That talkative busybody, the squirrel, betrays many a hiding animal in the heart of the woods. Frosty thought of that as he swerved around the corner of the haystack as fast as he could possibly leg it.

Behind him his fleet-footed mate was racing. The fluff of his tail must be beside her head. And Frosty turned the next corner, and the next of the stack, and bolted straight back across the corral.

He had simply doubled the stack, and was running, now, right on toward the spot where he had seen the horsemen, because he had judged that they would get into motion in another direction.

He was right. They had scattered to this side and to that, and the whole stream of dogs was in movement out of sight, around the big stack of hay, as Frosty and his mate streaked back across the corral and leaped the fence.

A little wilderness of labyrinthine barbed wire crossed and crisscrossed before them, bright with newness and the morning light here, and red with rust there. And Frosty held straight on through the midst of that wire. The strands which were farthest apart he dived between. The lower fences he jumped. He knew of old that ridden horses will not follow across barbed wire, even where it is stretched low along the posts.

Off to the side he saw a little boy and two women at the back of the house, throwing up their hands, yelling in shrill voices. They were not to be considered, however, because no smell of gunpowder and steel came from them.

In fact, Frosty gained so much by his doubling maneuver that he was actually well beyond the entanglements of the corral fencing before the head of the dog pack got wind and sight of him and lurched in pursuit. The horsemen were coming, too, scattering off to the side to avoid the fences. Rifles began to clang as Frosty shifted into a scattering of brush that worked up a steep hillside. And through that brush the two wolves dodged to the head of the hill.

Frosty glanced at his mate, and saw that she was not scathed. Her eyes were red with labor and with terror. They were blank. She was incapable of using, now, the excellent brain which the god of wolves had put into her head. All that she could do was to follow blindly where her great mate led her.

Her heavy meal of meat still weighted her down, but she was in her second wind. And before them stretched the ragged sea of the mountain uplands which Frosty knew so by heart, every corner, every hole, every den, every patch of brush.

He realized, by the first glimmering of hope, how utterly he had been lost in despair.

He knew the best way to head now. Just off to the right there was a canyon which a small stream of water had drilled and grooved and polished through the rising mountains. If they could get into that ravine they could shift from one side of the narrow water to the other, and so delay the dogs which ran so well by scent. And presently a horde of little branching canyons opened to the right and to the left. Up one of them they could flee and perhaps gain safety.

It only needed that they should first make the long pull of the upgrade that would bring them to the edge of the canyon wall.

He knew the best way, and he showed it to his mate now. There is nothing so killing as an upslope, but wolves handle such labor better than dogs, almost always. He felt that for the moment only man was to be feared, because the light of the day was bright now, and man could use that light to kill from afar with the barking voice of a trusty rifle.

So Frosty legged it up the slope, cut suddenly to the right, and found himself running on an old Indian trail up the side of the valley. Sometimes that trail was ten feet wide. Sometimes it narrowed to three. Would the riders dare to follow on their horses? Or would they give up the hunt and leave it to the dogs to finish the days work?

The trail rose in a straight line, hugging the great rocky wall of the ravine. From the outer edge of the ancient road the cliff dropped again hundreds of feet to where the little river widened into pools or narrowed again into arrow-straight white rushings of water. It was still a good mile, a long mile, to the place where the trail dipped downward and slipped onto the level floor of the narrow valley. It was still a mile from the broken bad lands where Frosty and his mate could begin to have hope indeed.

And before that mile was over, Frosty knew that he would have to turn and fight.

The pointers had fallen well behind now. They had not the legs to keep up with the arrowy flight of the greyhounds, and next to the greyhounds came the great fighting dogs of the breed of Bill Gary. The riders were also there, in the distance, driving their horses up the narrow, slippery, dangerous ledge with a remorseless courage. But they could not keep up with the dogs on such a grade as this. Therefore they lost ground at every turn. Only twice did they have a clear view of the fugitives and fill the air with whining bits of lead that made Frosty shift and dodge from side to side.

But the she-wolf was almost spent. Her effort to maintain a gallop sent the loose hide and ruff of her mane swaying forward above her shoulders. Her head was down. Her long red tongue almost brushed the rocks. She ran with a telltale swerving as Frosty suddenly checked, with a snarl that told her to run on.

She went on, but only at a dragging trot. And he, looking after her, realized that it was all the speed she could possibly get out of her exhausted body.

Then he turned to face the danger.

He was in a narrow spot in the trail where it was scarcely a stride broad. Two dogs could come at him at once over this footing. Here they came — the two leading greyhounds, running as evenly as though on a double leash — magnificent thoroughbreds, the pick of the dog pack of Joe Thurston. The length of the race had put them where they belonged — in front. Now, very gamely, they bared their teeth and rushed in on the wolf. If they could get a toothhold for even a moment, the big fighters of the Gary breed would close and end Frostys business.

And Frosty knew it. That was why he had no thought at all of his fangs at this moment. He simply stood braced until the last instant, and then he dived for the shoulder of the inside dog. His head was the entering point of the wedge that he drove between that greyhound and the rock way. His shoulder was the heel of the wedge that hurled the tall dog to the side with a resistless impetus that knocked both it and its running mate over the edge of the rock.

Their death yells ran needle-thin through the air and dropped at once into vagueness and distance.

Frosty had no time to waste on triumph. One of the Gary breed was at him now. Frosty went right at his head with a blinding slash of his teeth, and then with a shoulder stroke that hurled him backward, head over heels.

He slipped over the edge of the rock, clung by the forelegs, slowly, instinctively crawled back to the ledge.

His second in the pack had gone the way of all flesh by that time. Frosty, fighting for life, had cut that big fellow down by the forelegs and rammed him in turn over the edge of the rock.

And now, at last, that best of fighting backs held back. They had seen their leaders, one by one, hurled to destruction. It must have seemed to them that a four-footed devil was standing there, bristling, green fire shooting from his eyes.

So they gave back, howling, snarling. Only the gallant, foolish greyhounds strove to get at the throat of the enemy, but found their way blocked by the massed formation of the Gary dogs, which were now at the front.

So, for a moment, the great wolf stood his ground, and knew that he was giving his mate safe time to cross the top of the ledge and get down into the ravine beneath. And as that knowledge made him glance aside, he saw a thing that curdled his wolfish blood — for, straight across the ravine, lying at ease on the ground, a man was leveling his rifle at Frostys heart.


XV. SAVED BY SILVER
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FROSTYKNEW THAT DANGER as well as though he already felt the bullet in his flesh. There were two men yonder across the ravine, and two horses, one of which shone like a statue of polished gold. The man who lay with the rifle at his shoulder was the vital danger for the moment; his companion was erect, his own rifle held at the ready, and now he leaned and jerked the gun of the marksman aside.

That rifle spoke at the same instant, but the bullet finished far away, and Frosty heard the faint thud of it against the rock high up the cliff. He saw the marksman spring to his feet. He heard the thin, distant voices of dispute blowing toward him.

And even the heart of the wolf knew that it was very strange indeed that men should interfere with one another when it came to the making of a kill.

For his own part, there was a hollow thrill of joy in his heart, and he ran on with lightened body and strengthened legs. Behind him the disheartened pack of dogs had begun to snarl and quarrel with one another. The voices of their owners yelled far away; and so Frosty ran over the peak of the trail and sloped down the farther side into the bottom of the ravine, where his mate was already cantering.

Above him, to the right side of the ravine, he saw the two hunters had mounted. A big man with a bare head rode the golden stallion, and on the bare head of the man there were two faintly gleaming spots of silver, just over the temples, and exactly like the sheen of incipient horns that begin to break out from the head of a deer.

The rough edge of the cliff shut out the view of those two riders for a moment, and Frosty was glad to forget them. The newness of his escape from imminent danger was still a bewilderment in his mind. It was as though his throat had been crushed in the grip of a mighty enemy who, unharmed, had suddenly relented.

But there is no relenting in the wilderness. To slay is to do right, and to destroy the enemy is the first duty.

So when Frosty came to the staggering form of his mate, he looked upon her almost as a visionary thing — a thing that a young cub may daydream or see in the sweeping, tossing spray of a waterfall in summer. She was unreal. The reality remained back there on the trail where the dog pack had confronted him, and where the rifle had pointed at his heart.

He ran up the main ravine, twice springing across the little run of water, leaping from stone to stone that jutted above the surface; and his mate, obediently, though on failing legs, followed him. Then he came to the place where the many smaller ravines split away from the throat of the main valley; and at the same time, far away behind him, he heard the full current of the hunting pack enter the valley.

But he could afford to laugh now. It would take those dogs, no matter how keen, some time to pick up the trail which he had entangled in the lower valley for them. And while they were puzzling over that, he and his mate would be scampering to safety in the labyrinth of canyons that cut up the back country.

He turned, therefore, down the first small ravine to his right.

A little more, he said to his mate, and then we rest — we rest!

She made no answer. She gave no hint that she heard. She ran with slaver falling from her long red tongue. Her eyes seemed swollen; they were closed to mere slits, and showed like unlighted glass. Her coat stood up raggedly, like the coat of a wolf that has been through a frightful winter of famine. Mud and dust covered her. Her heart was breaking, as Frosty very well knew, but where a weaker spirit would have given up and crawled into the first hole, she kept to her work right valiantly. She was the sort of steel of which the right wolfhood should be made, Frosty knew.

He knew, too, that his example and his presence were what finally sustained her during this last effort, and therefore he trotted cheerfully in the front, looking back now and again over his shoulder toward her.

He was looking back in this manner as they rounded a sharp corner of the ravine, and he was surprised to see her stop short.

Was she about to die of weariness, as he had seen a hunted rabbit die?

He glanced ahead, and then he understood!

For there stood the golden stallion with the big rider on his back, and the man was swinging a rope and calling, to his smaller, darker companion:

Well take him alive! Dont shoot, Alec!

Alexander Gary, his rifle leveled from his shoulder, exclaimed in answer: If you get that wolf on a rope, youll wish that youd daubed the rope on the devil, sooner! Lemme put some lead in him. Thats the only way to handle him! Let me shoot, Silver!

Keep that rifle to yourself! thundered Silver. Dont shoot!

His voice rang and roared through the narrows of the canyon as poor Frosty and his mate halted again, he crowding back to her.

His heart was failing him at last. Before him were two men, reeking with the fatal taint of gunpowder and steel; two men, nearer to him than ever men had been before. And the sun was full and strong upon the scene, and what could keep death from Frosty now?

Then he heard, well in the distance, the cry of the dog pack in the outer valley. In a few moments it would drift in and follow this canyon. There were dogs, and behind the dogs were armed hunters. From that danger there would be no escape, whereas once before these men had pointed a gun at him, and yet he had run to safety.

So, making his choice, Frosty threw his mate one brief, snarling admonition, and started right up the canyon toward the two riders.

The she-wolf lurched after him. She was so far gone that she would have followed the command of Frosty over a precipice blindly. It was all death to her. It had been death almost from the moment that the two pointers began to yell on the trail. It had been death on the run through the hills, death in the hiding of the haystack, death in running through the fencing of the corrals, death in the agony of long labor up the Indian trail, and now it was doubly death and doubly bitter since, for a moment, there had been a little hope of life.

But she ran heavily after her lord and master.

He was like a lord and master now more than ever before. He had erected his mane. He had thrown his head high. His eyes were balls of green fire as he threatened the two men to this side and to that.

Before him he saw the glimmering on the bright steel barrel of Alec Garys rifle. The weapon was still at the shoulder of Alec, and he groaned with eagerness as he got, through the sights, a dead bead on the great wolf.

And on the other side of the narrow way, inescapably close, sat the man with the silver gleam in the hair above his temples. He was swinging a rope, opening the noose in it. The thing sang softly in the air. It was thin as a shadow, and it whipped a frail ghost of a shadow over the ground as the rider whirled it.

That was danger, but it was a smaller danger than the rifle. This was that same man, also, who had pulled the rifle away from its line of fire upon the first occasion.

That was why Frosty, compelled to make a choice between dangers, ran much closer to the man with the swinging rope, and as he ran, paid no heed to Jim Silver, but turned all his green-eyed fury, all of his hatred, toward Alec Gary.

And as he came in between the danger of the pair it seemed to Frosty that the hateful steel collar that had been fastened upon him by the will of man now drank up all of the heat of the blazing sun and scalded his neck.

But he was through!

He was through the gap, though the rifle still pointed at him, though the whistle of the swinging rope had been in his very ear.

He was through, and his mate was safely at his heels!

Perhaps they had let him go as a wild cat lets a captured squirrel creep a little way from her terrible claws as she pretends to look the other way, all the while lashing her silken flanks with her tail in an ecstasy of savage exultation, and hate, and rage, and triumph.

Perhaps these men were playing with him and would strike him dead at the moment he thought that he had come to safety.

Alec Gary was groaning: If you wont let me shoot, then daub the rope on him. Theres the steel collar on his neck, and the location of the mines inside the collar. Jim Silver, are you goin to let a million dollars of meanness and wolf run right by you?

I cant put the rope on him! exclaimed Silver in answer. Hes too full of nerve. He had plenty of run in him. He could have crawled up the side of one of these rock walls, but he wouldnt leave his mate. Hes a hero, Alec. I cant touch him — to-day, I cant!

Of course Frosty did not understand these words. But what he did understand was that that deep powerful voice was interceding between him and the danger. He knew that out of the throat of Jim Silver was flowing safety for him and for his mate.

Did he feel gratitude?

Well, that was an emotion about which he knew nothing. There is no gratitude in nature — unless it be perhaps between cubs and mothers or such a rare union as that of Frosty and the she-wolf. All that Frosty knew was that a mans voice had given him security. Twice, on a single day, his life had been saved by that same man. Frosty could not attribute motives, but he could understand facts. You may be sure that he was very glad that he had run as close as possible to Silver and as far as possible from Gary!

And behind him, Silver was saying: Im sorry, Alec. But I couldnt do it. Not if that collar were worth a million mines. If Id roped Frosty, we would have had to kill him before we could have quieted him. There was no room to run him and choke him down — not in this narrow ravine. And — man, man, he came right under the noose of my rope. He ran so close to me that it looked as though he were asking me for mercy — trusting me!

Alec Gary, gray and drawn of face, exhausted by violent emotions, stared at his companion.

Jim, he said, everybody knows that youre the best fellow in the world. Everybody understands that. But whats in your head to-day, I cant tell. I thought you and I were hunting a wolf!

We are, said Jim Silver contritely. Ive been a fool. Were hunting a cattle-killing devil of a lobo. No matter how big and handsome and brave he is, Ill never be a fool like this again, Alec. Only — something came over me twice to-day. I forgot he was just a wolf. I thought of him just as a brave fellow in danger, in the last ditch.


XVI. CHRISTIANS SCHEME
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THURSTON AND HIS pack of dogs, with Truman, the rancher to back him up, and with the patient and intelligent assistance of Barry Christian and Duff Gregor, kept after Frosty steadily.

In seven days they actually ran the great wolf seven times. They ran Frosty high above timber line over snow and ice; they ran him in the tangles of the canyon that split the lower heights of the Blue Waters. But for a week they had no sight of his mate. Frosty came out alone and faced the hunt and ran it breathless.

There were certain things to notice.

The first day had cost a lot of dog flesh from the pack, but it had afforded a chance to do some shooting at Frosty.

The second day there were three chances to open on Frosty with rifles, and it seemed probable that he had been wounded. The third day they had only a few glimpses of him in the distance. The fourth day they ran the pack by scent only, the greyhounds led behind on leashes to save their valuable and arrowy speed for the right moment. And on that day another dog out of the pack was killed — a big and wise pointer. The fifth day again they hunted Frosty without sight of his valuable head. They lost another pointer and one of the Gary dogs that day. They lost three of them on the sixth day, and four on the seventh. The very heart had been cut out of Joe Thurstons pack. He had to send back for more dogs.

But he locked his jaw and said that he would keep on along those lines if it took him all summer.

Barry laid his long-fingered hand on the shoulder of Thurston and said in his gentlest voice:

It wont take you all summer. It wont take you another week. There may be something left of you, but your dogs will all be gone. Look!

He sat down cross-legged by the camp fire and took out a notebook and began to sketch in it.

He got the first dogs on the ledge. Call that luck. He was hanging back for his mate, that day, and he just happened to find a place to make a last stand at the very moment that he needed it.

The second day the dogs were still working him pretty close, but already he had learned to leave the she-wolf behind him. We had a look at him a few times through the sights of our rifles. The third day we had only a glimpse. And since, the dogs have had his scent now and then, and weve had his prints to look at now and then. Not so often, either, because you notice that he prefers to run on hard rock now? The sun burns the scent off rock in a short time, and he knows it. Rock wont take the print of a wolfs paw, and he knows that, too. Every day we work him, were teaching him how to beat us. The fourth day, he begins to teach us that he knows his lesson. Here, look at this.

He showed the sketch which his rapid pencil had made — a little thicket of brush on a vast, rocky mountainside.

One of the pointers runs ahead of the rest, and Frosty waits for him and makes the kill, and then goes ahead. See how the kill was made — one long rip right across the throat. Knocked the dog flat with a shoulder stroke first, I suppose. Then Frosty doesnt stay there to exult over the kill. He runs right on and we see no more of him. Neither does the pack.

The next day, he gets two dogs. He waits for them on the far side of a ford. When the first dog gets across, Frosty pops out of these rocks and slaughters him. While hes killing that one, another of your fighting strength gets across, and Frosty handles him, too. See how its done. Big dogs — scientific fighters, all of em. But Frosty knows how to lay them out. Would you fight a duel with a Frenchman who has been educated all his life to use a sword? Thats what it means when any dog gets up against Frosty. Brains, and strength, and teeth that will bite through steel, it seems.

The next day, you lose three dogs. At different places along the trail. In a dark lane through a patch of big woods — in the narrows of a ravine — in a huge tangle of brush like a jungle. You see, Frosty is beginning to know this pack as well as he knows these mountains. He knows how fast the pack can run and how long it will take him to get to the next cover. Hes enjoying the game now. The pack is running after him, but Frosty is doing the hunting.

Then comes to-day. He leads the pack through the tunnel of a long cave. In the dark he turns around, and two of the best dogs never come out. He takes the pack right back to the ford where he had fought them before, and there he slaughters two more. Notice that every day he grows bolder and bolder, turns to fight more and more often. And yet never lets us get within sight of him.

He finished his sketching and folded his notebook.

Joe Thurston, his coffee cup on his knee, stared at the fire with a small, grim smile, and said nothing.

Truman got up and stretched himself.

Were beaten, he muttered, under his breath.

Thurstons voice snipped into that sentence sharply.

You may be beaten. Im not. Not while the dogs last, he said.

Big Duff Gregor was usually a silent partner in these conversations, only turning his head now and again to wait for wisdom from Barry Christian. But now he ventured:

It looks like a cooked job. Whats the good of wasting our lives? Besides, there may be trouble—

He let his voice die away, because the sharp glance of Christian had checked him.

Truman, shrugging his shoulders, remarked that he would take a walk through the woods before he turned in, and added that he would start back to his ranch in the morning.

As soon as the rancher was gone, Thurston declared: You fellows have scared Truman off the trail. Thats all right. I dont care if everybodys scared off the trail. I stick to it. Whats the trouble that Gregor is afraid of?

Gregor believes in luck; he thinks that weve got bad luck permanently on our trail now, put in Christian, before Gregor could speak.

Thurston laughed, and the sound was like the snarling of one of his dogs.

I know another kind of trouble that you fellows dont want any part of, he said. Big Jim Silver and a fellow named Gary are still drifting around through the mountains, trying to cut into this game. And you dont want him to sight you. Is that it?

Christian was rubbing his hands slowly together, nodding, but what he said was:

Doesnt it occur to you, Thurston, that I may be able to make something out of this wolf hunt that will settle the score between me and Jim Silver? I know that Silvers in this part of the world, but he probably doesnt know that Im around. Thurston, Truman, and a couple of strangers. Thats all hes prepared for. But well never bag Jim Silver the way were going about things now.

Thurston turned his head and waited, his expression poisonously cold.

Go on, chief, urged Gregor, softening his voice as though he feared to break the current of the thoughts of Christian.

But the great outlaw continued to stare into the distance where the mountains sprang up out of the night and pierced the last color in the sky.

At last he said: Theres a way of doing the thing, I think. We can get Frosty. We can get Jim Silver, too. But not by tackling either of them directly.

Duff Gregor looked with a quick, small smile toward Thurston, as though he wanted to call Thurstons attention and bid him be ready for an idea that would be worth hearing.

Then Barry Christian said: Silver trails the wolf, and the wolf trails its mate. We cant catch Frosty by fair means, so well catch him by foul. Well get the she-wolf alive and keep her, then Frosty will have to come to us. Silver will have to come to us, too. Well have to try to be ready.

He turned his face from the mountains and smiled at the fire, and his eyes glowed. Thurston had jumped up from his place. He glared at Christian for a moment. Then he began to walk up and down with short, quick steps.

I wish youd thought of it before, he said. Id be in a thousand dollars worth of dogs, by this time — and maybe wed have both the wolves drying by the fire.

Its no easy job to get the she-wolf. She never appears any more, suggested Duff Gregor.

Shell sure appear to-morrow, though, said Thurston through his teeth.

As a matter of fact, she did appear on the morrow. Thurston found an old set of her tracks and worked the dogs down the line to a dugout which was rank with the smell of the wolves. Out of that dugout the pack got the scent of the she-wolf, and though it was crossed and recrossed by the sign of Frosty, it seemed as though the dogs were glad to forget all about that destroyer. The pack hung closely to the traces of Frostys mate and, late in the afternoon, suddenly she ran out of cover a mile ahead of the pointers.

Big Frosty was there beside her, but only for a moment; then he disappeared into brush, heading off to the right, while his mate kept straight ahead.

Joe Thurston cursed with hearty amazement, for Frostys intention of pulling the pack after him while the she-wolf ran free was perfectly apparent.

But on this day, Frostys luck was out. He had read human minds very well, indeed, but he could not guess the device which Barry Christian had brought into the game.

Right past the sign of Frostys diverging trail ran the pack, with the greyhound shooting out into the lead toward the point where the other wolf had disappeared.

There were two burning miles, then the riders brought their foaming horses in view of a big rock under which Frostys mate had taken her stand, at bay. She had not the foot to distance the greyhounds, of course, and she had not the shiftiness to dodge them, as Frosty would have done.

She had laid one of them writhing on the ground; the others, in a close semicircle, edged in gradually on the raving, green-eyed beauty.

Barry Christian rode right through the dogs and landed the noose of his lariat over her neck just as she whirled to make a break for liberty.

Thurston kept the dogs off. Duff Gregor landed another rope on the big she-wolf. In thirty seconds she was choked to a stagger, muzzled, hobbled, and ready to be dragged wherever her captors wished.

Through the swirl of dust, Thurston looked down at their prize.

Theres the difference between hunting an ordinary wolf and tackling Frosty, he said. Weve got her in one day. We wouldnt get him in one year. Not with an army.

There was a peculiar answer to that speech, for from the opposite side of the valley, unseen among the woods, a wolf gave voice to a great, deep-throated lament; and the three men looked down at the ground with a sudden qualm of shame. They knew it was Frosty mourning for his mate.


XVII. THE HUNTERS CAMP
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JIM SILVER LAY out on the edge of a bluff with a field glass pressed to his eyes. He studied the opposite slope for a time, then he sat up and passed the glass to Alec Gary.

Take your turn, he said. I think its Frostys mate. Shes chained there. I could see the glitter of the chain.

Gary studied the picture in turn. The powerful glasses picked up the farther mountainside and brought it suddenly closer. It expanded the clearing. He saw the white-headed stump where a tree had been newly felled. He saw the glistening of an ax. And in the middle of a patch of sunset that sloped from the west over the heads of the pines, he made out the big wolf that stalked restlessly up and down. A snaky streak of light coiled and recoiled and followed the captive. That was the chain, of course.

Looks tall, said Gary. But I couldnt spot it as Frostys mate.

I think so, said Jim Silver. Dark above and pale below. She sat down while I was watching her, and the breast was almost white. Those are the markings of Frostys mate. Listen!

There was a sudden clamor of the voices of dogs. The noise fell away on one yelping sound as though a whip had been used.

And thats the pack! suggested Alec Gary.

He lowered the field glasses and shaded his eyes with his hand as though in that manner it would be easier to see the truth. All his lean, dark, handsome face showed the strain.

Thats the pack, he went on. Its the same lot of people who have been hunting Frosty with the dogs.

The same lot, said Silver. Who are they?

Gary glanced at him and waited. He was always waiting on Silver, as upon the knowledge of a superior being. It was not merely that deference that had caused Silver to feel an affection for him. All during the ardors of that hunt, above timber line and below, through all sorts of weather, the patience and the endurance of Gary had been all that a man could ask for. There seemed to be in him none of the brute that had appeared in his uncle, Bill Gary. In Alec Gary the blood stream had run pure and clear. In every way the work had been difficult, and a dozen times, as they toiled and moiled to make out the trail, they had heard the clamor of the dog pack sweep by in the distance, hurrying miles away, and driving out of their den, once more, the great wolf for whom they hunted. But Gary had never complained.

I dont know who they might be, said Gary. Except what Ive guessed before — that its Thurstons pack.

Tell me, said Silver. Do you know Thurston?

Ive seen him. Thats about all.

What sort of reputation?

Mean — but straight.

Really straight? Too straight, say, to throw in with a pair of crooks?

What sort of crooks? asked Alec Gary.

A crook like Barry Christian, for instance?

Slowly Gary shook his head.

No, he said. Thurston comes of decent people. Ive seen his daughter. Shes the right stuff. No, I dont think that hed throw in with Christian. Im sure he wouldnt. No decent man would, because everybody knows what Christian is and how hes deviled you.

Somewhere, mused Jim Silver, Barry Christian and Gregor are in the mountains on the trail of Frosty. They are unless Im entirely wrong. Christian knows whats inside that Red Cross collar. And he isnt the sort of a fellow to give up the job until hes put his hands on the treasure.

Suppose he knew that you were after Frosty, too. Would he still keep at the job? asked Gary.

Hed keep at the job. Hes not afraid of me, if thats what you mean, answered Silver.

No? Then why does he run away from you?

Because hes like a beast of prey. Doesnt fight until hes pretty sure of winning. He wants an advantage before he throws his hat into the ring. But if you think that Thurston wouldnt throw in with Christian — why, then it would be safe enough for you to go over there and find out just who owns that dog pack. Because, Alec, whoever it is will probably have Frosty by the leg before many days.

You mean, answered Gary, that theyll cover the ground with traps and that Frosty will walk over those traps to get to his mate?

Thats what I mean. Has Frosty ever failed to stand by her, so far?

No, agreed Alec Gary. Hes a regular lion when it comes to standing up for her.

Hell keep away for a while, perhaps. And when he comes in, first of all, hell smell the traps and clear off. But finally hell close his eyes and take a chance. It will be the last chance that he ever takes.

Gary nodded.

And that, said Silver, will be the end of the trail. The people who catch the wolf will be sure to examine the collar hes wearing. Theyll open the little compartment. Theyll find the message about the mine. Theyll get the fortune that ought to be yours, Alec, and youll have all of this work for nothing.

Gary squinted at the distance, a way that all mountain men have when they are in earnest thought.

Not for nothing, he answered. Ive learned to know you, Jim. Thats enough for me.

Silver smiled at him. Ride down there and take a look at the camp, will you? he asked. You can be back here before the twilights very deep. You havent pulled the saddle off your horse yet, and Parade has started grazing already.

The stallion, hearing his name, tossed up his head and looked anxiously toward his master, scented the wind, made sure that all was well on all sides, and resumed his grazing.

Ill have the camp made and the fire started, said Silver. Ill have the meat cooked before you get back.

Ill be here again before dark, agreed Gary. And we ought to know who those people are. Jim, you really think that theyll get Frosty?

They will, said Silver. Were as good as beaten now. They had the brains to tackle the problem on its easier side. I never thought of doing that.

Gary sighed. But without making the least complaint, he swung into the saddle and rode off down the hillside.

Silver watched him for a short time. The way led steeply down into the valley and then up through a thickness of pines toward the clearing. Already the clearing was lost in thick shadows as the sun dropped lower in the west.

It was the moment of the day which Silver liked best of all, next to the pure, still colors of the dawn. If he had been alone, he would have stood motionless, watching the day end and the fires of it soak out into the dim vapors of the night, but Gary was not accustomed to living like a wild Indian, and needed at least two good meals a day, with three preferred.

So Silver, with a sigh, turned to the cookery.

He could not help wishing to find, one day, a man like himself, capable of enjoying life even if there were only one meal a day — yes, or once in two days, if necessary — a man with all of his appetites perfectly under control, except that passionate and urgent appetite for the wilderness. He had never found a man of that sort. He was reasonably sure that he never would find one. In the whole course of his life he had found one living creature that he felt was like himself — and that was the great stallion, Parade. He did not own Parade. He had simply formed a partnership with the horse. Of men, there was of course Taxi — but Taxi was not a blood brother. Whatever the affection between them might be, they were total opposites.

These were the rather gloomy thoughts of Jim Silver as he broke up some wood for the camp fire, and cut a number of small twigs to serve as spits for the rabbit meat. Young Alec Gary, with an accurate rifle, had picked off two jack rabbits that afternoon. They had been partially dressed, immediately after the killing, of course. Now Silver finished the cutting up of the meat and arranged it on the spits around the handful of flame.

That, and salt and cold water, would be their fare. And perhaps a few bits of hard-tack. Ample for Silver, but starvation diet for Gary, as Silver well knew.

Parade posted himself to windward of the fire and close in toward it.

At a greater distance he would find far better grazing, free from the brush, but Parade always chose the strategic position rather than the one where he could fill his stomach most easily. Now, as he grazed, whether his head was down or up, he would be continually on guard. And even when he lay down to sleep, his senses would not be totally closed. His nostrils would still be drinking the wind and sifting the messages that were borne on it to his subconscious brain. His keen ears would be listening for the sound of feet or of distant voices. And, at the first token of peril, he would be up and snort and stamp beside his master until Jim Silver wakened.

He made a better sentinel than a dozen trained men, and Silver trusted the horse more in dangerous country. Though, for that matter, all country was dangerous where Jim Silver rode. His friends made much noise, but they were always at a distance. His enemies were apt to be on his trail.

He was thinking of these things, more gloomily than ever, when he was aware that the twilight had ended. The meat he had been turning on the spits was now browned and ready for eating. He wrapped that meat in some clean leaves, stood up, and cast one guilty glance toward the stars. He felt that he had been asleep at his post, indulging in useless reflections.

For well before this, his friend should have returned.

He went to the brow of the hill overlooking the deep valley, and stared in the direction of the clearing. It was invisible now. The trees seemed to march in unbroken ranks up the opposite steep slope. Only on the ridge they bristled against the dim background of the starlight.

There Silver waited, watching, listening.

The fact that there was no firelight from the opposite clearing was suspicious enough, for people were still there. At least, the dogs were there. Even now Silver heard a short, eager yelping that floated faintly to him on the thin mountain air.

Danger was in that air, and he knew that he would have to go straight on to investigate the source of it. He saddled Parade and rode at once into the deeper night of the valley.


XVIII. BAIT FOR SILVER
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THE DAY IS always two or three hours shorter under a heavy growth of pine trees. The morning light needs time to soak down through the branches, as it were; and in the evening the night seems to rise up out of the ground.

So it seemed to young Alec Gary as he rode his mustang up the mountainside toward the clearing. It was already twilight in those woods. But there was still a dull rosy golden light in the air when he came out into the open.

Before him he saw the big she-wolf. At his coming she had slunk to the other end of her chain and cowered against the ground, her bright eyes flashing from side to side as she vainly searched for some means of escape.

On the far side of the clearing there was a straight face of rock some twenty-five or thirty feet high. He had not been able to see it from across the valley, no doubt because of the way the shadows from the trees fell across the polished face of it. Off to the side, half lost among the trees, he could see the shadowy forms of the leashed dogs. But more interesting than anything else, to the eye of Alec Gary, was the slender figure of Joe Thurston standing facing him with a loaded rifle.

Hello, Thurston, he said. You dont have to shoot. Im a friend.

He laughed a little, as he said this.

Youre a friend, are you? said Thurston. And what makes you think that I expect to see any enemies around here?

The point is that I dont think it, answered Alec Gary. But you seem to be ready for anything.

Thats a good way to seem, answered Thurston.

His thin lips kept twisting a little, and his eyes were always focusing and narrowing as though he were picking out the part of Garys body into which he intended to put a slug of lead.

He added: What brought you up here, and who are you?

Alec Gary. Im up here with a friend of mine.

Alec Gary? I dont remember that name. Ever see me before?

Yes. I remember you, all right. But Im not important enough to be looked at twice.

This modest remark brought no smile from Thurston.

Its a funny time to be breaking in on a camp, seems to me, he said. If youve got a friend with you, where is he?

Back yonder, said Gary, with a very general wave of his hand.

Back where?

Over yonder.

Who is he? asked Thurston. Dont beat around the bush like this. Who is he?

A fellow you may have heard of. His name is Jim Silver.

The effect was instant. Thurston dropped the butt of his rifle to the ground and nodded.

Jim Silvers with you, eh? he said. And doing what? Hunting Frosty?

How do you guess that?

Silver cant do anything that people wont talk about, said Thurston. Every time he lifts his hand, the shadow falls right across the sky. He chuckled, amused by his own conceit.

Get off your horse and sit down, said Thurston finally.

Gary accepted the invitation.

Theres nothing cooked yet, said Thurston. Cant offer you anything.

Thats all right. Other fellows out hunting grub?

What other fellows? snapped Thurston.

Why, said Gary, you couldnt be up here handling and feeding a mob of dogs like this all by yourself.

But he was disturbed by the sudden way in which Thurston had snapped the words at him.

I can handle those dogs and more, was all that Thurston replied.

Thats Frostys mate, isnt she? asked Gary.

What makes you think so?

Why else would you have her on a chain?

Because shes the finest she-wolf that Ive ever seen. Some of the museums are always looking for outstanding specimens like her. They get plenty of fine dog-wolf pelts for stuffing, but mighty few females that are not runts.

Gary merely smiled.

You dont believe me, eh? asked Thurston, frowning.

Sure, thats all right, answered Gary. I believe anything that you want to tell me.

Thanks, said Thurston coldly.

He kept on eying Gary as though with a profound distrust.

All right, said Gary. You dont have to open up and talk. Were both after the same scalp, and I suppose youll get it — now that you have this museum hide staked out. Do you always do that, Thurston?

Do I always do what?

Stake out your big wolves and cool em off with a little walking on a chain before you take their hides?

Joe Thurston snapped suddenly: Youre too curious.

Sorry, said Alec Gary slowly.

Thurston turned suddenly on his heel and walked off through the trees.

He simply tossed over his shoulder the words: Hes Jim Silvers hunting partner, and Silver is somewhere around here.

Whom was he addressing? Alec Gary glanced over his shoulder and saw two big men stepping out from behind the pine trees. One was heavily, strongly made about the shoulders and narrow through the hips; in body and in face he was something of the appearance of Jim Silver, though he was less clean-cut. His companion had a rather long, pale, handsome face. He looked as though he had not been much in the sunlight. His hair was very long. He had supple hands with very long fingers. One might have expected to see him sitting at an easel pointing a woodland scene rather than drawing a revolver with a practiced ease.

Who are you, partner? he asked as he approached.

His voice was wonderfully soft, gentle and low but that did not seem an excellent thing to Alec Gary. He had heard a cat purr on much the same note. In the face of the pale mans companion there was a frank and open glint of mockery.

My name is Alec Gary, he answered. Who are you?

Wilkins, said the stranger. This is my partner, Hal Murphy.

Or Jones? queried Alec Gary. Or Smith? Or Brown?

For the falsity of the name suddenly rang hollow on his ear. He regretted that he had allowed his tongue to take the mastery over him.

Wilkins continued to regard him with a quiet eye.

Youre with Silver, are you? he asked.

Im with Jim Silver, answered Gary, reassured as he mentioned the name.

For, even if these fellows were outlaws, they would be certain to respect that famous and terrible name.

Then, said the pale-faced man, perhaps you wouldnt mind spending a little time with us?

Why should I? asked Gary.

Because, said the other, while his companion suddenly grinned more broadly, Jim Silver knows me, and when he comes looking for you, to-night, I want him to find me in.

Jim Silver knows you? repeated Gary. He could understand that there was a threat in the air, but he could not make out what seemed a very twisted meaning.

The pale man kept smiling gently at him. His voice was more poisonously caressing than ever as he answered: You see the she-wolf, Gary?

Well? asked Gary.

Shes bait for Frosty. Shes his mate.

I guessed at that, answered Gary, frowning.

And Ive been hoping, said the other, that Jim Silver might come investigating at about the same time that Frosty dropped in on us. But now that youve decided to stay with us, Ill be the surer that Silver will come. Because there is one thing that one can always be sure of, when Jim Silver is in the case. He wont let his friends down. Never! If one of em gets in a pinch, honest Jim Silver, brave Jim Silver, noble Jim Silver will never fail to put his head in the lions mouth to get the fellow out of trouble.

A strong chill of dread passed through Alec Gary, body and mind.

What trouble? he asked. I dont follow you!

Dont you? Be patient, brother, be patient. If you stay here with us, you see, Jim Silver might get a wrong idea in his head. He might think that you were being forced to stay. He might think that wed drawn guns on you, and tied you hand and foot, and that we intended to keep you until we decided how wed cut your throat. And ideas like that are just the things to bring out all the nobility of Mr. Silver. Oh, I could tell you some strange stories about the ways he has walked into danger for the sake of his friends. Eh?

The silent companion nodded and grinned. Both of them were watching Gary steadily, and a big Colt kept shifting in the supple hand of the pale man.

Who are you? broke out Gary suddenly.

Why, said the pale man, as you suggested a while ago, you might call us Smith, or Jones, or Brown, or, perhaps, Barry Christian and Duff Gregor!

At this, as the flesh of Gary turned to stone, Gregor broke out:

Why give him the names, Barry? Thats a fool play, it seems to me!

Because, said Christian calmly, after hes been used, he wont be alive to talk about us, Duff.

He made a gesture that jerked up the muzzle of the Colt.

Put up your hands, you poor half-wit, he said to Gary. Youve walked right in on us, and now youll stay a while.

There was plenty of fighting blood in Alec Gary. To put up his hands meant to surrender his hope of living. But not to raise them, as he plainly saw in the face of Barry Christian, meant to die at once. Besides, the evil name of the man enchanted him and killed his heart. Slowly he raised his hands in surrender.


XIX. THE COMING STORM
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JIM SILVER, AS he went down the hillside on Parade, heard out of the north and the west a heavy rumbling, as if a great wagon were rolling over a wooden bridge, gradually disappearing.

The noise died away. It began again. Then he saw the glimmer of distant lightning above the mountaintops. Either that was a storm which would presently walk up across the sky and put out the stars, or else it was to be confined to the farther side of the range, only its head showing in thin flashes above the crest of the peaks.

He passed the bottom of the valley, and Parade started through the trees, weaving suddenly to this side and then to that, for Parade knew perfectly well that branches which he could easily clear himself might nevertheless sweep his master out of the saddle, and when Silver was on his back, the man was a part of the horse. One nervous system seemed adequate for them both. So they went snaking through the woods at a pace that would have been ruinous for any other rider on any other mount.

When they were well up the slope of the mountain, at about the place where Silver expected to find the clearing, he halted Parade, dismounted, and whispered for a moment into the ear of the great horse. Parade would stand quietly now, straining his ears to hear from his master even the faintest and most distant whistle. And if there were a sound of footfalls coming toward him through the woods, Parade could tell perfectly if the step of his master were among the noises. Otherwise he would shift and give ground and hide himself with all the cunning of some great jungle beast.

So Silver left him and went gradually forward, listening continually for noises of any sort. Now and again he heard the voices of the dogs as they whimpered in their sleep or wakened to growl at imaginations of the night.

That was all that he could make out until he suddenly found himself clear of the trees. That was all he could make out for an instant, but dropping to one knee, he commenced to scan everything around him with care until the starlight showed him the main details.

He was on the verge of the clearing. Yonder skulked the she-wolf, with the long steel chain clinking musically as she walked back and forth. Now she lay down and gritted at the chain with her strong teeth; and out of the distance — no, it was not so very far away — Frostys melancholy call came echoing through the woods.

Then a mans voice said: Hes on the trail now. Hes pretty close, too.

The words were not what made Silver flatten himself against a tree to gain a better shelter. They were not what brought the Colt suddenly into his hand. But it was the voice that ran all through him with an electric shock of savage joy and desire.

It was the prime goal of all his questing, and he was now in reaching distance of it. It was Barry Christian who spoke there.

He could see the man, at first obscured against the shadow of the trees, but now discernible with a smaller companion at his side. Whoever it was, it was not Duff Gregor.

Hes coming in, said the smaller man. I thought hed have more sense. Its a pity in a way, Barry. Its like seeing a great man throw himself away on account of a woman.

Ill pity him to-morrow, if I can catch him to-night, answered Christian. Whisper hears him now. Listen to her whining.

Who gave her that name? asked the smaller man.

Gregor, said Barry Christian. And it fits her. If it werent for the chain that she carries around, wed never hear her moving.

Whisper! said the other. Well, isnt it time for you to get on guard? Isnt Silver likely to show up any moment?

Not for a time, I think, said Christian. Only the devil can tell just what Silver will do or how long it will take him to do it. But he wont be here for a while, I suppose. If he does come — well, he may simply blunder into the clearing and—

His voice stopped.

Youll have only starlight to shoot by, said the smaller man.

There are handfuls of buckshot in those shotguns, said Christian. We wont miss. This time of all times, we wont miss.

They retired toward the base of the big rock. From the darkness there, unseen, the voice of Alec Gary spoke. There was the hard, smacking sound of a blow and a snarling answer. Gary spoke no more. One of the dogs whimpered, as though in sympathy. Then the forest settled back into silence.

It was only silence close at hand. In the distance there was still the muttering and the rumbling of the thunder, from time to time.

Silver remained on one knee. If ever he had been close to praying, he was close now; and if ever temptation had taken him by the throat, it had been when the dark form of Barry Christian loomed so close through the night. One flick of Silvers thumb over the hammer of his revolver, and Barry Christian would have gone, at last, to his final account. It seemed to Jim Silver, as he kneeled there, that there was a perverse deity controlling him, bringing him so often close to the great criminal, and so often letting Christian slip away from him again.

He had lodged Christian in prison, to await the death penalty; and Christian had managed to escape almost on the last day. He had seen Christian hurled into a flooded river that ran like a galloping horse toward a cataract. But chance and the unlucky hands of another man had drawn Christian out of the danger that time. And now, as Silver kneeled in the dark, he knew that at last he could bring the trail to an end and kill his man. It was the thing for which he had waited. It was an incredible good fortune that had brought Christian into his hand. He would speak one word — and then the bullet would strike.

But the thought of young Alec Gary held Silver back. Gary was somewhere near. Gary and a she-wolf were baits for him and for the great wolf, Frosty.

That thought was still working in his mind, holding his hand, as Christian moved away through the darkness. And then, after Gary had spoken and had been silenced, and after the dog had whimpered and silence fallen yet again, Silver was aware that something lived beside him. There had been no sound of the approach, but something was there — something formidably big and dangerous.

Gradually he turned his head and saw, hardly two steps away, the dim loom of the figure of a wolf.

Perhaps it was because Silver was on one knee, but it seemed to him at the first glance that the creature had the outline of a wolf but the bulk of a bear. A shock of fear struck Silver.

Then he realized that it was Frosty.

He had come through the darkness to the edge of the clearing. Would he venture out across ground that was doubtless sewed thick with traps?

The big fellow drifted a little forward, crouched on his belly, stretched out a shadowy paw, and then drew it back. He moved to the side, and then the wind seemed to come to him from the man so close.

There was an instant of pause. Frosty bristled to his full height. The green glare of his eyes burned into the soul of Silver. And then he was gone. For all the speed of that withdrawal, still there had not been a sound.

Was that not another of the ironies which chance was heaping upon the head of Jim Silver on this night? The wolf had been there beside him. He had even been able to make out the glimmer of the steel links of the collar that was around his neck. And yet Silver had not dared to shoot.

He had not dared because of Alec Gary. The young fellow seemed to be hung like a leaden weight around his neck.

But what could be done?

To cross the clearing was impossible because of the traps. It was impossible because of the shotguns, also. For Barry Christian would not miss. Even Silver himself was hardly a hairbreadth more accurate with weapons than Christian — and on this night Christian would be shooting for the prize of all his life.

How to come at the prisoner at the base of the rock, then?

It was typical of Christian that he should have had wit enough to secure his man at a point which was so perfectly open, and which was nevertheless so unapproachable.

Suppose that Silver tried to skirt around through the woods and come at the others?

Well, there would be traps through the woods, too — on the verge of them, at least. And if a wolf trap closed on his foot it would be a bad business — the last business for Jim Silver in this world.

He gritted his teeth and waited for a thought. None came.

He withdrew through the trees to Parade and saw the pale glimmer of the great eyes of the horse. Parade stood with high head, turning it a little from side to side, his ears stiffly forward as he listened and scented a hundred dangers. His fear was so great that he had broken into a fine sweat, but still he waited at his post for his master. And a great outrush of admiration for the dumb brute poured from the heart of Silver. What is so admirable as those who can endure even when they cannot understand?

As he stroked the horse, his hand touched the rope which was coiled and tied to the front of the saddle. With it came his first hope of making the delivery of Alec Gary.

It was only a vague hope, for the scheme seemed so ridiculous that he smiled and shook his head in the darkness. He gripped his hands hard, also, and flexed the big muscles of his arms.

He was stronger, far stronger than other men, and yet he could not help doubting the sufficiency of his might for the task which he contemplated.

He took Parade back through the woods, circled them at a distance, and as the wind blew from him toward the clearing, he heard the dogs of the pack break out into one of their sudden clamors. He continued in the wide sweep of the semicircle, quitted Parade in the trees up the slope, and at last came slowly forward, carrying the rope which he had taken from the saddle.

He had laid his course, through the darkness of the night and the trees, with such accuracy that he came out just above the lip of the rock at the foot of which the men of the camp were posted.

The night was dimmer than ever. It seemed that the storm which had been roaring in the north and west was now breaking out of the higher mountains and approaching this section. Gusts of wind moaned distantly through the trees or sounded close at hand with sudden rushings. Big clouds, also, were poured in broken streams across the sky, so that the stars were blotted out in great parts of the heavens. But in intervals of the noise of the coming storm, Silver, stretched out at full length on the ground, staring down from the ledge, could hear and vaguely see the men below.


XX. ROPE RESCUE
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WHAT SILVER MADE out, at last, was one figure continually in place at the bottom of the rock. That he took to be his friend, particularly since the silhouette never moved, and therefore was probably bound hand and foot. There were three others who changed places from time to time. Sometimes one of them would move away into the woods on one side, and sometimes one would pass into the other trees. He heard the name Thurston used, which served to identify the smaller man of the trio. The others would be Christian and Gregor, of course.

As his eyes grew more used to the broken starlight, he could make out the details more clearly. Above all, he could see the double-barreled shotguns whose big charges of buckshot could be sent home without much light to aim by. Sometimes all three of the men on watch were pooled together for a few moments, and on those occasions there was most of the talk that he was able to hear. The voices were kept low, but the face of the rock was hollowed and curved in such a way that it gathered the noises like a sounding board.

At one of those times, Silver heard Thurston say: This may be a rotten business. People are going to ask a lot of questions if Jim Silver disappears. The other one, here — I dont suppose that hell count so much.

People wont have any questions to ask. Not for years, said Christian. No one is likely to show up in this neck of the woods for a long time. Were pretty far back in the tall timber, you know. The main thing is to realize that Silver often disappears for months at a time. Every one realizes that.

What does he do when he disappears? asked Thurston.

Nobody knows. Some people say that he has a mine staked out somewhere, and when he runs out of funds, he goes back to the place and grinds up more ore in his coffee mill and washes out some more dust, said Christian.

What does he need money for, when he lives worse than a wild Indian most of the time? asked Thurston.

He needs it to throw away, said Christian. The fool cant keep money in his pocket. Any fellow with half a brain about him can wheedle every penny out of the hand of Jim Silver. But I dont think he spends his lost time at any mine.

Why not?

Because it would be beneath him. Thats one of his poses. Pretends to despise gold and everything that it will do. He probably just goes out into the woods and gets close to nature.

How close?

Well, he can whistle like any bird you name; he can chatter like a squirrel and hoot like an owl and growl like a bear. He knows the look of every tree and blade of grass. Thats why he knows how to follow a trail. He can almost see in the dark.

I hope not, said Thurston. That might be bad business for us.

Christian merely laughed.

Not so bad, he said. He wont shoot you in the back, no matter what happens. Theres no Indian in him. Hell give you as much warning as a rattlesnake before he starts spraying lead.

That was the brief picture of Silver that Christian painted, and as it ended, Thurston asked:

Why does he hate you, Christian? What good would it do him to nail you down?

Newspaper space, said Christian. He wants glory. And he thinks that there isnt room enough in the world for the two of us.

Well, said Thurston, if hes as clever as you say, and can work in the dark so well, its pretty certain that he wont run into the trap that youve laid for him.

It doesnt matter what he sees, answered Christian. The fool has a sort of a code that he lives by. If he has a partner, he has to get the other fellow out of trouble every time. He knows that if we have young Gary, well make a dead man of him by the time the day commences. Sometime before the dawn, hes sure to try his hand. He may do anything he can think of thats clever, but cleverness wont help him now. Theres only one way for him, and thats to rush the camp!

Aye, exclaimed Gregor, exultantly, and that will mean one Colt against three shotguns. But cant he work some trick here?

Look around for yourself, said Christian. What can he do? If he had wings, he might drop down out of the air and carry Gary off in his talons. Thats about all that he could manage, I take it.

Then he commanded: Keep on the stir. The best way to handle him is to meet him on the way and get in the first shot. Hell sneak up through the trees probably, on one side or the other. Keep sifting in and out. Use your eyes and use your ears. This storm thats blowing up makes everything a lot harder for us.

The trio broke up again. Thurston and Gregor moved off to the trees, and Christian remained walking up and down in front of the prisoner.

The sky was now almost totally covered with clouds. The stars whirled through the rents, now and again. The wind struck in quickening gusts, with a louder roaring, and when the lightning played in the northwest, it showed a hood of rain lowered over the higher mountains. Sometimes the lightning seemed to set all the rain on fire, like a gas, and against that dull flare the big trees stood out. There was one thunder-blasted giant with a half-naked head that remained seared forever upon the memory of Jim Silver.

Rain began to rattle around him, big drops that splashed from the polished rock against his face in fine spray. The weight and sting of the drops he could feel against the back of his neck. He had taken off his hat. The wind cuffed his head from behind and pulled almost painfully at the roots of his hair.

He was cold, he was wet, but he remained in his place, motionless, watchful as a cat beside a mouse hole.

Then, at last, he had his chance.

All three of the watchers had, for the moment, stepped out of sight. Rain was falling in sheets now. It would ease away in a moment, he felt sure. But the lightning flash that fell jagged out of the heart of the sky just overhead showed him the polished, wet green of the trees, the cowering she-wolf in the clearing, the bowed form of the captive, and not even a glimmer of any of the guards. They were effectively carrying out Barry Christians doctrine of watching in the trees for the approach of the rescuer.

Instantly he dropped the noose of his rope — and missed the figure below him!

He jerked up on the rope and got nothing. The wind must have blown the noose awry to spoil his cast.

He tried again, though in a misty darkness that shut out view of his target. Through the smother of the rain he cast with a wider noose, and hauled in, and again he caught nothing.

The rain, instead of letting up, fell now with a mightier violence than ever. It struck on his back with ten million little hammer beats. Then the lightning cleaved the watery air again and showed him a scene covered with dark or glistening pencil strokes of rain, like a photograph taken in a dim room. He could see the target, that instant, and as he threw the noose of the rope again, he saw something else — a vaguely outlined figure not far away, coming out from the trees. The man was Gregor, walking with his shotgun sheltered under his arm, his head down to the rush of the rainfall.

The thunder burst over the head of Silver like a load of rocks on a tin roof. He pulled in on the rope, half despairingly. He could not believe his fortune when he found a weight attached to it!

He rose to his feet. Already, long before, he had selected the small jags of rock on which he would brace his feet. He planted himself accordingly and hauled. He had feared that it was merely an outthrust of rock at the base of the cliff that he might have snared, but he found a ponderous, loose weight at the bottom of his line.

He could not get a free haul on the weight. He had to lean back to get his full strength at the work, and that meant that the rope ground against the edge of the cliff, and the friction used up a large part of his effort.

He took short arm hauls, giving himself half a second of rest between the efforts, his right fist braked against his hip. The weight grew heavier and heavier, or so it seemed.

He prayed that there might not be another flash of lightning. In the extremity of his labor, his head jerked back with each swing of his body, and that was how he saw the clouds breaking above him, the stars showing through like a whirl of bright golden bees.

The weight came closer. He could tell that by the shorter oscillations of the rope. Then the greatest of his efforts failed to budge the rope.

Fear made his eyes swell suddenly in his head. He took a breath, made ready, and hauled with all his might.

There was not the slightest give!

Had the body or the clothes of Gary caught against a sharp projection of the rock? He leaned and made the free end of the rope fast to a knob of rock. As he finished the knot, the rope slacked out a little. And then, again, the lightning split the heavens, and the thunder shouted at his ear, filled his brain with deafness.

Not total deafness, however, for as he crawled to the side of the ledge, he heard a wild voice, the voice of Gregor, shouting from below:

Silvers here! Silver! Hes hauling Gary—

Before the words ended, a shotgun roared, and a whistling blast of the buckshot tore the air just in front of Silver. If he had leaned out from the rock an instant sooner, that discharge would have knocked out his brains, he knew.

As it was, he found that his first guess had been right. It was a projecting rock that had halted the upward progress of Gary. It was, in fact, the very edge of the cliff itself! He groaned at his folly in not calculating, accurately, just how much slack he would have to draw in to bring the body to the lip of the rock, for here was the prisoner, pressed close against the ledge, in easy arm reach.

Silver gripped the others coat at the nape of the neck with a mighty hand and lifted until the springing tendons on his back and shoulder threatened to snap — but he managed to sway Gary up and over the ledge.

They sprawled flat, side by side, as two more shotguns belched in the lower darkness, and the terrible, ringing voice of Christian began to shout revilings at Gregor.

The horses! shouted Christian. Get the horses! Well cut em off in the woods. This is going to be our night before it finishes!

Silver, with one hand, drew his hunting knife to cut the bonds of Gary. With the other hand he fumbled at the ropes. And the first thing that he found was that his lariat was around the head of the captive! In his effort to free the man, had he hanged him?

He removed the noose, cut the bonds, tore the gag from the mouth of Gary, and jerked him to his feet. A loose figure sagged against him. A dead, limp weight remained in his arms.


XXI. THE TRAP IS SPRUNG
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LIGHTNING PLAYED AGAIN. By the thrusting flash of it, Silver saw the face of his friend. It looked like death, and horrible death. The mouth sagged wide open, and there was blood about the corner of it. The rope mark was pressed into the flesh still, as though Gary had bitten at the rope and tried to keep it in place in that manner, when he first felt the noose slipping up around his body after the last cast of Silver. The earlier casts must have brushed him and warned him of the manner in which his friend was fishing to save his life from above.

Perhaps the pressure of the rope alone had been enough to strangle Gary. Perhaps the effect of the gag which had been wedged inside the teeth of Gary plus the rope had turned the trick.

Silver moved the body. The head fell limply back. The eyes were partly open. Another flare of the lightning showed that.

He stood there with a helpless bulk in his arms — and terrible Barry Christian and his men were coming on horses to comb the woods for prey!

Silver threw the body of Alec over his shoulder and ran stumblingly back to Parade. Over the withers of the horse he bent the burden, mounted, and made the loose hulk sit up before him.

Now he was ready for flight, at least, if Christian should sight him. And at the same time he heard what was a sweet music to his ears — a faint, gasping sound from the throat of Alec Gary.

Silver instinctively threw upward one look of gratitude. Then he sent Parade swiftly through the darkness down the slope. It might be that he would encounter the enemy on either one side of the way or the other, but he took the chance because already another idea had come to his mind.

Alec Gary was fighting hard for breath now, groaning and gasping, and life was returning rapidly into his inert body. He was able to maintain himself erect by the time Silver had circled back through the woods to the point which he desired.

Then from the mountain slope just above, he heard the crackling of guns, a brief burst, silence, a distant shouting.

Had they mistaken one another in the darkness, and opened fire blindly? Silver could not help smiling as he thought of that possibility. He was out of the saddle. Gary had slid down to the ground, still gasping for breath.

Stay here — move if the horse wants to move, Silver warned him, and glided straight ahead toward the clearing.

Lightning showed it to him through the trees. He saw the open space and the chained she-wolf. Straight to her he went. She lay flat, as though to be exposed to the lightning without any shelter over her head had left her senseless.

In one moment the flying fingers of Jim Silver had loosed the collar from her neck. As he stood up, he heard a faint whine that diminished along the ground. And the mate of Frosty was gone like a streak away from his feet.

With her went the nearest chance of capturing Frosty and the secret of the lost gold mine. But at least she had been taken from the hands of Christian; she would no longer serve as a lure to drag back the great Frosty into a trap.

Silver rejoined Gary.

What he wanted, and what he hoped, was to find Gary sufficiently well to take care of himself; instead, he discovered Gary lying on the ground, softly groaning. And that ended his chance of taking Barry Christian and Gregor and Thurston in hand that night. His duty would be to Gary first. Once more the heir of Bill Gary was a load tied to his neck.

So he got Gary back on Parade and rode behind him down the slope of the valley and up the farther side.

He regained the old camping ground. He could trust that Barry Christian would hardly hunt for him that far afield, to find him with his helpless man. Therefore he ventured on building a fire well screened about by rocks and trees so that the only strength of it rose straight upward in the air. He stretched his sick man by that fire and covered him with a slicker. Gradually the warmth restored the tied-up circulation of Gary, though still for a long time every breath he drew was a muffled groan.

When he could speak, he said: They would have murdered me by morning. They would have done me in. I heard Christian say so.

I heard the same thing, said Silver. But they missed you — forget about it!

Forget about hell and the chief devil on the job! muttered Gary. He stared at the fire with great eyes, and then rubbed his battered, torn mouth. He spat blood. His whole body was trembling.

I felt the rope brush me two or three times, he said. If I could have moved, I would have rolled away. If I could have yelled, I would have called for help. I began to strangle with fear. I had a crazy idea in my head that I must be blocking the entrance to some snakes den, and that some big, poisonous rattler was about to sock his fangs into me. It didnt occur to me that a rattler would have sounded off first. And then the rope caught around me. I understood then. I knew that you were up there fishing for me, Jim. But I didnt see how it could work. I didnt see how youd have strength to pull me up.

I was a half-wit, said Silver. Otherwise I would have brought up Parade and hitched the rope to him. I would have hauled you up with Parade instead of with my arms.

He paused. Gary nodded. Then he went on:

Then I felt the cursed noose slipping up around me little by little. It wouldnt catch hold around my body. It wouldnt catch me around the shoulders. When it slipped off my shoulders, I leaned my head forward. My mouth was held gaping — wide open — by the gag that Gregor had shoved into it. I couldnt bite on the rope, but I could hook my teeth over it. Then came a big strong pull that lifted me right off the ground. The noose froze in on my head. The ring of it ground into the base of my skull. I thought it was smashing the bone. The fore part of it crushed back into my mouth. I thought Id be strangled, or that my head would smash in.

I tried to get the rope out of my mouth. It seemed better to die the way Christian would kill me than the way I was dying then. But I couldnt get the rope out of my mouth. The noose was freezing into me deeper and deeper. It shoved the gag back into my mouth until I couldnt breathe any more. I was strangling. All the time I was being hauled up higher and higher, and all the time the noose was biting into me, constricting, tearing at the flesh, threatening to smash in my skull. But the strangling was the worst. There was blackness with spinning red lights across it. Then there was just the blackness and no lights at all. And after that — I died. I mean I thought it was death. It was just the same as death. Just the same agony.

But afterward I saw the whirled lights and the blackness. I was on Parade, and your hands were holding me up.

He had talked himself back into a full realization of life, and how near he had come to losing it. Now he sat up suddenly and stared at Silver.

Nobody else would have thought of that, he said. He measured the heavy shoulders of Silver with his eyes. And nobody else would have had the strength to do it, even if he had thought about the trick. But if I can get my chance at Barry Christian and Gregor, maybe I could partly pay you back that way, Jim!

Steady, said Silver.

He had stripped off his clothes and wrung them in his powerful hands, the water spurting out in strong, muddy jets. Now he pulled on the damp things again. The wind still was blowing in gusts, not steadily. The rain rushed downward in great volleys. Sometimes drops fell hissing into the fire around which Silver had begun again to roast rabbit meat.

Were comfortable enough here, said Silver. And Christian is groaning now. Hes lost you. His trap has been sprung, and the she-wolf is gone. Whisper, they call her. Shes gone, and Frosty and she are hitting it for the tall timber somewhere, side by side. That means that Christian is as far as ever from your uncles gold mine. Hes lost Whisper, and that means that hes lost his first real chance at Frosty.

What turned the she-wolf loose? I know they call her Whisper. What turned her loose?

I did. Thats why I left you with Parade.

Why didnt you kill her? asked Gary. They have the dogs, and the dogs still will know her scent. They ran her down before, and theyll run her down again. That pack will trail and catch any wolf in the world except Frosty. You should have killed her, chief.

Silver drew a long breath and shook his head ruefully.

Perhaps I should, he admitted. But just then it seemed to me that shed won a right to run a little longer beside Frosty. Gold mine or no gold mine — cattle killing or not — Frosty has some of the makings of a gentleman, Alec. Anyway, Barry Christian is the worst wolf of the lot!


XXII. SURROUNDED
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IT RAINED ALL of seven days. It rained as the sky can only in the mountains. The winds held steadily in the northwest, carrying vast masses of water vapor in toward the heights, where the currents were forced upward, the mist congealed to drops, and mile-deep clouds disgorged their contents swiftly, continuously.

The sound of the rivers increased all through the land. The forests were sodden. The grasses were pale. A million little rivulets, running day and night, carried yellow detritus down the slopes, and in the ravines the creeks were white with eager speed, and the rivers they joined kept thundering with increasing voices.

There was rain by day and rain by night. Only now and again was there a pause as the clouds broke up for an hour or more. The lowlands were flooded. Worst danger of all, now and then a cloudburst filled a number of upper ravines all in an hour, and sent the contents hurtling down into the narrows of some greater valley, a wall of water, a great bore that whittled the trees off the banks, shaved away the banks themselves, reached out casual hands here and there, and flicked cabins and all their contents into the basins of the streams.

But all through this bad weather Frosty was the happiest wolf in the Rocky Mountains. On the night when his mate was delivered from the second mortal peril of her life, he had heard her howl of freedom, of release, and of yearning, and he had come to her as to a star. After that he had marched straight across the mountains, passing right out of his known range into strange country. He had turned the next day and come back into his own country, to a point a full thirty miles away from his former abode with his mate. And on that day he had found a young and foolish deer in the higher hills, and he had taught his mate the delightful game of deer hunting.

Wolves do the trick by knowing the habits of a deer, which runs full speed for a certain length of time, and then, if not followed closely, turns off the trail sharply to one side or the other, and is apt to lie down and try to make itself invisible in the woods until it has regained its breath.

The trick consists in spotting the deer and then posting a hunter at either end of the approximate course in which it is expected that the venison will run. Frosty was an old master of the art, not because he had had help before in doing the thing, but because he more than once had studied the devices of others of his kind from some high place, and had waited until the kill before he descended to rob the victors of their prize.

There was nothing that Frosty liked so much as meat that had been warmed for him by the labors of others!

Now he had a mate faster than himself on foot, though not so enduring, and, though she had not his brains, she was at least a good pupil and a faithful follower. So he took her down the valley, posted her, returned to the deer, and gave the animal a good flying start toward the she-wolf. That deer ran through the valley three miles like a raging wind. At the end of the three miles Whisper sprang up.

She headed the deer right back up the valley, and the hunted beast, with not a doubt that it was the same wolf which, wing-footed, had managed to head her off, came hurling back up the valley, only to find big Frosty, fresh and well rested, all prepared for her.

She knew then that she had been tricked, and broke straight up the valley slope to get to new ground; but six miles of sprinting will kill the heart of even a strong deer; she lasted another five miles or so, with Frosty at her heels. Then he cut her down, called Whisper, and would not taste a morsel until Whisper had come running up and been received by his red laugh of welcome.

The deer was the beginning of a streak of good luck and astute hunting which kept their larder filled, and though Frosty kept thinking of the fat lowlands where the scent of game was crossed by the odor of man and steel, he refrained from leading his mate down on another expedition. Her eyes were still uneasy. In her sleep she moaned and twitched her legs, still fleeing from man in her dreams.

In the meantime, there was no sight, or sound, or smell of the dog pack that had caught her once before, but on the seventh day after her escape the keen ear of Frosty, which was always studying the sounds of the mountains and dissolving them into their component parts, detected the baying of dogs.

He knew the hateful chorus and leaped to his feet. His mate jumped to his side with her mane bristling. She held her head high, exactly like his, and then she made out the gloomy music in the distance once more.

Her red length of tongue hung out. She began to pant, and with her shifting, bright eyes she searched for shelter. There would not be much run in her this time. Terror would freeze up the strength of her limbs quickly; fear would constrict her breathing.

So Frosty headed for the best water hazard that he knew anything about.

Wolves dont like water, but neither do dogs. Frosty headed straight for the Purchass River, whose valley splits the Blue Waters in a long knife stroke. What Frosty wanted to do was to enter the current and swim down it a considerable distance until he would reach a series of low sand bars that ran out from the farther shore. There he could land and wade ashore into thick brush.

Twice before this he had shaken off persistent hunters after his scalp by the same maneuver, and though he was not one to duplicate his measures in times of need, he felt assured that this was the trick to get Whisper away from the dogs with the least expenditure of effort.

So he jogged overland with her. On the high verge of the Purchass ravine he paused and looked over the ragged mountains through which they had just come, and listened to the hateful singing of the dog pack far away. Then he took Whisper zigzagging down the side of the canyon to the flat ground beside the water.

The stream was high. It had swollen to such a degree that it was eating away the banks on both sides. Even as he watched, he saw a young willow tree topple, sink, and then whirl away down the creek.

That was a bad sign. When things whirled in running water it meant that there are undertows, cross-currents, all sorts of things that will pull down a wolf, no matter how strong a swimmer he may be. Frosty had almost drowned one day in water that to the casual eye seemed almost perfectly calm. That had taught him to watch with care the movement of anything that floated on the face of a stream before he ventured into it.

It had been his plan to take to the water almost at once, so as to make a greater gap between the point where he entered the creek and the place at which he left it.

Now he hesitated so long that at last he heard the cry of the dog pack open on the heights above him. That started him forward again.

He decided that he would run down around the bend where the creek was joined by two small tributaries and swelled out, at certain seasons of the year, into quite a river. So he headed forward with Whisper and turned the bend.

He was troubled even before he came in sight of the new picture. The air trembled with noises such as he had never heard in this valley before. Was it merely sound that worked on him, or was there really a slight shuddering of the rocks over which he ran?

Then he ran around the bend and had full view of a very strange picture indeed. The whole place was so changed that he could hardly recognize it. It filled him with fear to find such alteration. It was like dreaming a thing small and finding it big. The creek he had seen much swollen above its usual size, but it was nothing compared with the two tributaries which here joined the main channel. They came bounding out of their ravines like endless chains of wild horses, throwing heads and manes, and neighing all together on a deep note of thunder.

Seven days of steady rain had turned the trick. And still there were great black clouds to the northwest sweeping down to hide the tops of the mountains, pouring continual floods out of the sky. To carry away those floods the courses of the creeks hardly sufficed. They were crowded. Old banks had been ripped away. Still the throats of the creeks were gorged. The booming and the dashing noises were something hardly to be believed.

And the shallows where Frosty had trusted that he could land? Well, there was a good, big, fat-sided island below the junction a little distance, and now that island had been whittled away until it lifted a transparent streak of foliage only. Frosty could look right through the brush and the trees to the bright frothing of the water beyond.

But the noise was worse than the alteration of the scene. The noise stunned him. However, it was no time for hesitation now. If he could not use the river as a water hazard, he would have to foot it down the valley as fast as he could run, and then cut back up the slope as soon as the sheer rock cliffs diminished to angles that he could climb. There was a cave that tunneled through half a mile of darkness in the bosom of Thunder Mountain, and offered one small exit on the other side of the peak. He would take Whisper there. In the narrows of the dark passage he could fight off the dogs for a time, at least, and after Whisper was rested, he could go on again with her.

However, he was already very troubled as he turned down the stream once more, and it was then that danger rose up and struck against his eyes close by. For issuing out of a side pass a mile down the canyon came two riders, the sun flashing on their naked rifles!

Frosty bared his teeth in a snarl as he understood. They had divined, with their crafty human brains, that he was heading across country toward the valley of the Purchass. Therefore they had divided their forces. The dog pack, which was now sending its cry right down the ravine toward the fugitives, had stuck close to the scent. The two riders had taken horse and rifle by a short way to the lower valley, hoping to head off the fugitives.

And they had done it! On one side Frosty had the high, sheer face of the rock wall of the valley. Behind him came the dogs. Before him rode the riflemen.

On the other side there was the deadly rush and swirling of the water!

But the other three things meant certain death. The water was the least terrible choice of all. He hunched his shoulder against Whisper and forced her toward the brink of the stream. She flashed about at him, her eyes green with dangerous light, but in a moment she understood, and obediently, but trembling, stepped down into the stream.

The water was not very cold — but what force it had! It was tugging and pulling as though in anger before Frosty was knee-deep. However, it had to be endured. He stuck out his head and hurled himself forward in a long skimming dive. The water closed over him. A trick of the current started him rolling. He came up, thoroughly soaked, half blinded, and saw Whisper still tumbling and struggling in the same cross-catch of the water.

Now she righted, saw him, and tried to swim to him, with panic in her eyes. The currents caught her and thrust her away. She began to struggle blindly. So Frosty headed deliberately toward her, though she was closer to the shore; and up that shore came two riders, rifles ready, gesticulating. And from the head of the ravine ran the dog pack.

Well, those hunters would never get their dogs into such water as this — not even when the prey was in full sight!

Whisper, when Frosty was close to her, mastered her panic once more and struck out more steadily. They inched away from the bank. Sometimes the riffles of the water covered their heads. Sometimes the currents would catch at them and throw them bodily forward at great speed. Sometimes they tried to dodge as shooting logs, the wreckage from forest far back in the mountains, slid past them. Sometimes those logs were rolling rapidly. Sometimes the currents started Frosty rolling, too.

They had rounded the bend. The two riflemen were riding the bank, watching. It was strange that the shooting had not started!

It seemed certain that Frosty could not reach the head of the almost washed-out island. He would have to strike it somewhere on the flank.

Then he found a streak of white water that rushed him straight down past the entire length of the island and left him floundering, very tired and breathless, in the middle of the stream below the island. He knew that he could not swim back to either shore from that position. But there was one sudden hope that appeared before his eyes. Right down the stream, a half mile away, loomed the broad forehead of another island, rather close to the left bank. He might be able to make that point.

But another sight stunned and bewildered him a moment later. For on the left bank of the stream he saw two riders, and one of them sat on the back of a horse that shone like a statue of gold. Frosty was hemmed in on either side, before and behind. He felt that he had come at last to the day of his death.


XXIII. THE VOICE OF MAN
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DESPAIR MADE FROSTY stop swimming for a moment, and his mate, in that interval, moved past him with a steady stroke. She swam well, very well. She seemed to be less paralyzed with panic, when she was in the water, than she had been on the dry land. Frosty took heart at once and drew level with her.

Guns were firing across the river. Bullets were chipping, now, at the water through which he progressed, as though the men of the dog pack realized that there was some ghost of a chance that Frosty might reach the island and escape through the brush and the trees.

Other guns fired from the opposite bank, though none of those bullets struck the water.

Then the gunfire continued, but not a single slug of lead touched Frosty or the river water about him.

He discovered, when he raised his head for a glance around, that the men and the horses and the dogs all had disappeared behind shrubs or rocks on both sides of the river. The firing continued — but not at Frosty. Was it possible that the men were shooting at one another?

The brain of Frosty could not quite understand. But what he did understand was that though his body and his struggling legs were very tired, it no longer seemed impossible to reach the island. Despair left him. If he had had to swim the distance, he would have been lost, he knew, but his swimming was only a small assistance to the strong current that drove him straight on toward the island. It was not big. It was very low of land. It was covered with straggling brush and a few small trees. But to Frosty it looked finer than any delightful hunting lands that ever he had traveled in his life.

The shooting, whirling current that continually rolled him under was now a blessing. He was willing to submit to its buffeting, for it was throwing him toward his goal.

His mate had begun to tire badly. Now and again she turned her head slowly toward him, her body slewing around a little. But there was not far to travel. The water shoaled suddenly away. Before them the current was curling against rocks and some half-drowned shrubs. As the firm bottom came under his feet, Frosty found himself so tired that he could hardly lift his weight. The water seemed a familiar and helpful element now, and the air was hostile, giving no support whatever.

The she-wolf could hardly support herself. She went forward, wabbling and staggering, as bullets, in a sudden flight, sang through the air about them, bit the water, crackled through the brush, thudded against the rocks. The men from the dog pack had opened fire again!

Whisper got into the safety of the low brush. Frosty leaped after her, gathering his strength desperately for the effort. It was while he was in the air that a bullet from Barry Christians rifle struck him. The slug went right through his hind quarters. He fell forward, sprawling.

There was not much pain. There was only a numbness, and his hind legs would not obey his will. They would not move. He lay in the brush bewildered. He turned his head and snapped at the air as though at a fly.

Whisper came up to him, whimpering, smelled his blood, drew back, and sat down to howl.

Then the pain began.

It started with the wound and ran down in cold electric shudderings to his hind toes. It thrust upward in hot gripings into his entrails. He knew as well as a man could have known that something ought to be done, but he could not tell what.

He wanted darkness, quiet, the stillness of a cave. So he dragged himself forward, working hard with his forelegs and pulling the weight of his body after him. He worked himself in this fashion through the brush and up a rise to the top of the only small eminence of land on the island.

Through gaps in the brush and the trees he could see the river on both sides of him. The water was running with a great, foaming rush toward the side of the river from which he had swum. On the other side the extent of the river was almost as great, but it seemed shallower, and the currents did not thrust with such boiling force. That was the side of the man with the golden horse, the man who had been twice so close to Frosty that by closing his eyes and shrinking his sensitive nostrils a little the wolf could remember him perfectly.

Whisper came and licked one of the wounds. She stood back, shaking her head like a doctor that gives up a case. For the blood kept on welling out. Frosty half closed his eyes and sniffed at the wound in his turn. The blood kept on coming. It had a hot smell. He knew the scent of his own blood, and that scent was sickening to him. It brought cold fear into his heart.

He lay still. His heart was beating rapidly, shaking his body against the ground. And the pain was terrible. It ate at his nerves, corroded his strength and courage, made him want to howl the death song. But he kept the voice back. He had learned the value of silence.

He kept his eyes shut. He wanted darkness, and felt that in the black of the night everything might be well for him.

Then Whisper came, with a snarl humming in the back of her throat. She was stiff on her toes, her mane ruffing up; she looked exactly as though she were going to attack him, but then he followed the direction in which her head pointed, and he was able to see, through the brush, that the golden stallion had been ridden down into the river. It was swimming with powerful strokes toward the island, and the man was with it.

Man was coming — and for Frosty there was no further flight! He lifted his fore quarters, but the agony that ran through his hind legs was so great that he had to lie down again. His red eyes commenced to blink, as though he were facing a powerful light; death was, in fact, what he was confronting.

He lost sight of the swimmers when they were close to the island; presently Whisper, with a whimper, slunk away through the brush. Noises of cracklings through the shrubbery approached. The wind brought the odor of man, of the man. With it was the smell of the wet horse, of gunpowder, and of steel. Shudderings went through Frosty. He lifted his head, turned it toward the enemy, and waited. His short ears pricked up. There was nothing to tell that he was in a panic of terror. There was nobility in Frosty, and therefore, when the pinch came, he knew how to face death.

And so, through the brush, came the image of the man, shadowy, broken across by the small branches, and at last standing in clear day before Frosty. Frosty locked his jaws.

A dead one! said Jim Silver. Then he added: Poor devil!

He walked around the great wolf, staring at the ground. Frosty disdained to turn his head to watch. He would not even strain to look out of the corners of his eyes. For, of course, the man would do what Frosty would have done — go behind and take a helpless enemy from the blind rear.

It was better to lie like that, head up and neck rigid, pretending not to see or hear, pretending all was a pleasant daydream. Presently a gun would speak.

Wheres your mate, Frosty? said the voice of the man. Has she run off?

It was a strange sound. The vibration of the human voice ran all through the body of Frosty, along with his pain. He had heard human voices many a time before, but never a voice with such a quality in it. There was in it something that he vaguely recognized as kindness. When his mother spoke in the cave in the ancient days, or when she had scolded and warned in the days of his cub hunting, there had been a touch of the same quality in the tone. Frosty recognized it only vaguely. There is no kindness from an enemy. For enemies one has a sharp tooth. It is the law of the wild. And no tooth is as sharp as the tooth of man, no mercy is so small as his.

Well, the end was coming.

Bleeding very fast — bleeding to death! said Jim Silver.

He walked around to the front of Frosty, pulled out a revolver, and leveled it. Silver was wet and wringing with water. It coursed down him in small rivulets, and the sun, looking out from between a pair of clouds, turned him to a form of fire bright as the flame of a hearth, bright as the sun on still water.

But Frosty did not blink his eyes at the brightness or at the death which was leveled at him. He kept his head high. His great heart was swelling in him. His jaws were locked. He had turned himself into steel to meet the end.

I cant do it, said Jim Silver.

His voice had been like a hiss. He lowered the gun.

Now, if Whisper had brains and courage together, she might steal out of the brush where she lurked and take the man from behind, cutting him down by the legs or striking at the back of the neck. But Whisper would not do that!

It was strange to see the gun lower in the hand of the man. Perhaps, of course, man intended to play with him, prolonging the agonies of his death.

Well, that was permitted, also. That was another law of the realm. And Frosty remained like a rock.

I dont think youll even fight, said Jim Silver. I think the fights out of you, because you wont make a fool of yourself in a lost cause.

He walked around behind Frosty and came right up to his hind quarters. Frosty didnt move. He might wrench himself around with a great effort and strike with his fangs at the enemy, but it was likely to be a futile blow.

He lay still. There was a rending sound, loud and sharp in the air. Jim Silver was tearing clothes into long strips for a bandage. Under a thick bush he found some deep, dry dust. He came back with some of the dust and crouched right over Frosty; and Frosty would not turn his head. Pain had nailed him to the ground — pain and helplessness. Oh, if the four feet were under him, how quickly he would have slashed for the softness of the throat of terrible man — and then how he would have rushed away for safety! How he would have whipped through the brush to rejoin Whisper, to plunge again into the water!

But the voice of man kept on speaking. It was like the flowing of a stream. A strange kindness kept soaking out of it and into the mind and heart of Frosty. It was the caress before the death stroke, no doubt!

Then a bandage was worked under Frostys hind quarters. A handful of dust was laid over the mouth of one wound to clot the blood. The bandage was drawn tight and tighter. It was painful only in the first moment. After that the pressure was soothing. It pulled the lips of the wound together. And Frosty knew that the blood was no longer flowing from that open mouth, dribbling his life away.

Then the wise hands of man turned him. Ah, that was an agony, to be sure. Frosty dropped his head suddenly and let it rest on his paws. The second bandage was passed under him, the second handful of dust was laid over the mouth of that more gaping wound where the bullet had issued from the flesh. The bandage drew tight with a pang that seemed to split the very heart of Frosty. His head whipped around like the head of a snake, at inescapable speed, and he caught the arm of Jim Silver in his teeth.


XXIV. A PARTNER
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IT WAS THAT famous right hand of Silver that was endangered. But it was not yet lost. A wolf usually strikes with his teeth as a man strikes with a sword — a gashing blow with the point, or the edge. But something had checked Frosty in the last instant, and he only gripped the arm in a vice, without breaking the skin. Red hatred blurred his eyes, but still they could see clearly enough, and if Jim Silver had moved a hand or twitched so much as a muscle, the fangs of Frosty would have crunched against the bone. There would have been an end of Silver indeed, a crippled wreck that his enemies could have devoured soon with consummate ease.

But all that Silver stirred was his voice, that kept on in the steady stream, and softened the fighting rage of Frosty, and sank again into his brain, into his heart.

There was neither fear nor anger in the eyes of Jim Silver. Those were calm, all-watchful, brooding eyes, considering the wolf and understanding him.

He was not even calling himself a fool for taking the chance. He had had no rope with him to tie down the brute, and unless something were done, the life would rapidly leak out of that great body.

Why not let the life run away? Well, that would be an easy question to ask. It would have been easily answered, also, Jim Silver felt, by any man who had seen Frosty fighting for his mate, by any man who saw him waiting calmly, head high, for his death.

Big shudders of weakness ran through the body of Frosty. Suddenly he relaxed his hold and let the right hand of Jim Silver go, but he kept his head turned and ready, and waiting to strike one of those wise hands to the bone.

Yes, with a tooth he had scratched the skin, and not for the first time the taste of the blood of man was sweet in his mouth. A hot slaver overflowed the lips of Frosty and drooled down from his mouth. The green devil was bright in his eyes once more. Urges kept rushing over him in waves, and a thin thread was all that held him back. And the voice of man continued gently in the ears and in the brain of Frosty.

The sound of it or the memory of it would never leave him. It would be present in his soul from that day forward, and make of the neighborly mountains a solitude for him where he had always reigned supreme as a king.

But Frosty could not know that. Such things were working in him as never had troubled him before. And always there was the emotion that had never been in him since the days when his mother ran with her litter, giving them gentleness and care. But this? It was beyond all the laws of kind!

The hands of man pressed the dust over the wound again slowly. The red blood soaked into it, clotted it, appeared through it as a thin stain. More dust was heaped on. It was incredibly soft on the raw flesh. As the bandages were drawn again there was, as before, one thrust of pain, and after that there followed such a release from torment that the breathing of Frosty began to make a steady sound, like snoring.

The second bandage was drawn tight in that manner. The pain continued, but only a ghost of its old self. The bleeding had stopped. The life drain no longer carried away the strength of Frosty on a steady ebb.

The hand of man moved out to him. He smelled it with a keenly critical nose. The scent of his own blood and hair and hide was thick on it. He had suddenly no desire to strike that hand.

Good had been done him. He could not understand. He could only feel and know that good had flowed out to him from those hands. The gentleness of the voice was not a liar. There was other tenderness in this world than in the care of a mother wolf.

The hand went straight on toward his eyes. Frosty snarled so that his entire body vibrated. The hand hung suspended in the air. He stopped snarling. The hand moved toward him again. Once more he snarled. A wild burst of savagery almost mastered him, weakened, ebbed away from its full tide.

What is there to fear or hate in a thing that can be stopped by a mere growl?

He let the hand touch him, and it rested with weight and with warmth on the top of his head.

If it covered his eyes, he would rend the arm. He would catch it in the softness of the flesh beneath the elbow, and he would tear it. He would slash through the big blood vessels, and with his wrenching tug of head and shoulders he would jerk the man closer and then get at the tenderness of the throat.

The whole body of man was tender, easily rent by teeth. Frosty could tell that. Jim Silver was naked to the waist now, after turning his clothes into bandages. The teeth of Frosty tingled with eagerness as he saw game so easy. And if his eyes were covered for an instant — 

He waited, teeth bared, silent. But his eyes were not covered. The hand passed down his head, softly, steadily. The voice went on, always running through the heart of Frosty as the sound of running water passes into the heart of a thirsty wolf on a summers day.

But the thirst which was beginning in Frosty on this day might never be assuaged.

The voice of Jim Silver was saying softly: Now that Ive got my hand on your head youre mine. Ill have you coming to my voice, watching me at night, following my shadow, waiting for my step, listening for my voice. Ill make you mine from the tip of your tail to the light in your eyes. Frosty, youve found a partner. Ill belong to you from my toes to my brain. Well work together, travel together, hunt together and fight the same enemies. Oh, itll be a wise man who can keep his trail from me now. I wont have to trust my eyes, but your nose. I wont have to see in the dark, because Ill have you with me. You to show me the way, Parade to carry me — and Barry Christian has come very close to his last day!

He slipped his hand down the neck of the wolf to the collar and unbuckled it. As he was withdrawing the bright weight, impulse made Frosty grip the arm of the man again.

But this time he retained his hold for only a moment. He let that arm go free, and saw the man stand up and away from him.

Consider this with the brain of a wolf. All men in the world shoot bullets at wolves — all saving one.

All men try to run them down with horses and catch them in ropes — all men save one.

All men seed the earth with traps, so that the fleshless jaws may grip a wolf by the leg — all men save one.

But from the hands of one man there comes the easing of pain, the sound of a voice that causes courage and confidence to course through the heart.

Frosty lay still, with his head stretched on the ground. All that he was aware of it would be impossible to say, but most of all he knew that strange eyes had been on him, taking hold of his brain.

Big Jim Silver had the little compartment of the collar open now. He took out a twist of stained, oiled silk. He spread out the paper that it contained and commenced reading:

Thunder Mountain on the right; Chimney Peak on the left. I face Mount Wigwam. A ledge of black rock — 

There was blood on the paper. That was the blood of Bill Gary, and it was still red.

Silver read the directions again, printed them deep in his mind. But in the meantime there was Alec Gary to be considered, for to him the gold should belong.

He took from a pocket of his torn coat a bit of pencil and wrote beneath the sprawling writing of the dead man:

Go and get men to help you. I inclose two hundred dollars to pay them their hire. Go to the spot that your uncle described, locate the mine, and register your claims. I am staying on here. Dont ask me why. Ill see you when I have a chance. Dont wait for me until the flood sinks. Im not leaving this spot for a good many days.

JIM SILVER.

After he had written that, he got his water-soaked wallet, counted out the money, wrapped it with the note inside the oiled silk, and found that he was barely able to inclose the whole within the compartment in the collar.

Then he walked down through the trees to the edge of the river and waved his hand. There was an instant signal from behind a rock on the farther shore, some thirty yards away. For here the secondary channel of the stream deepened and narrowed. It was Alec Gary who ventured to show himself, though cautiously. For the men of Barry Christian were beyond the island.

Jim Silver took a step forward, swung his arm, and hurled the heavy collar high and far. It flattened out in the air. It spun around and around, flashing like a straight sword. And it fell actually beyond Alec Gary.

Alec ran back to it, leaned over it.

A moment later he was dancing like a madman, flinging up his arms.

Silver, smiling a little, turned slowly back through the brush. He felt that the proper half was being fitted to that interrupted day which had been broken through by the death of Bill Gary. And once again fortune had evaded the skillfully grasping hands of Barry Christian.


XXV. FLOOD WATERS
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SILVERCARRIED ON HIS saddle a small hand ax with an adjustable and folding handle of steel tubing. He used that ax to fell some boughs and saplings. He made a deep bed, piled it beside the wounded wolf, leaned over Frosty, and lifted him onto the bed.

That is one way of telling it.

Another way is to admit that it took him twenty-four hours of persuading, stroking, talking, trying, before he was permitted to take the massive, loose weight of the big wolf in his arms and lift it onto the evergreen boughs.

Once he had that bed under Frosty he had some assurance that the big fellow might get well eventually.

In the meantime he had to get food. But that was not a hard task. There were plenty of rabbits on the island. Before flood time it was twenty times as large as the surface now above water, and therefore twenty times as much life as usual was crowded onto its face. There were plenty of rabbits. There were plenty of snakes, too. After he discovered the numbers of them, Silver dared not venture into the woods except by day, and then only with the very greatest care.

But he got a rabbit for the wolf and another for himself the first day.

The great Frosty would not even sniff at meat killed by another than himself. He merely turned his head and looked at the glorious figure of Parade, where the stallion grazed at the side of the clearing. This was the sort of fodder that Frosty had a taste for.

Jim Silver brought up water in his hat. Frosty would not even glance at it, though terrible thirst burned him.

So Silver waited another day. He understood the thing perfectly, but there was nothing to do about it.

He waited three days before Frosty, lying faint and dying, deigned to accept water from the hat.

He waited another whole day, though famine made the ribs of the wolf stare, before Frosty, with snarling, disgusted lips, bared his teeth and bit into a rabbit.

But he ate one rabbit that day and two the next — rabbits freshly killed, warm with life still, as a proper wolf demands to have his food. And so he passed that important event — the taking of food which he had not killed with his own fangs.

The days went on. The bandages were changed, re-changed, again and again. Water was heated in the hollow of a rock and the wounds washed. They were healing swiftly, but still Frosty was too wise to attempt to move, for deep inside him there were torn tendons, ripped flesh, and grazed bones. He lay still and accepted the attendance of the man.

Silver used to come and put a hand on his head and look straight down into his eyes.

I serve you to-day, and you serve me to-morrow, he would say.

But there was never much sign from Frosty. He had the forbidding exterior which is fitting for a king. It was a startling revelation to Jim Silver when the first token of affection was given.

He had torn his hand on a thorn, a deep and ragged wound, and as he was offering the great wolf a freshly killed rabbit that day, Frosty turned from the meat to the raw wound on the hand of Silver and licked it carefully, gently, with his eyes half closed.

Not until he seemed to think that that small hurt had received sufficient attention would Frosty start eating. To Silver it was like a miracle. He knew from that moment how strong his hold on the wolf had become.

Then bad luck struck at them again. The storm no longer touched the island even with its outer fringe. There had been days of clear, open weather. But up in the higher mountains of the northwest, still the thick haze of the rains continued. A flood piled up, rushed out of the smaller canyons, and raised the Purchass River five feet in five minutes. That water sent down a solid wall that traveled as fast as a trotting horse. It hit the island and literally tore away the head of it. The big trees were ripped out by the roots with a sound like thunder-clouds tearing in two. And a shooting wave of water came up over the hillock on which Parade and Silver and the wounded wolf had been living.

And Whisper crawled out from the brush, more afraid of the raging water than of man. She lay down at the side of Frosty, crouching herself small against him, and showing her needle-sharp teeth to Silver. She was not the only thing that came. Half a dozen rattlesnakes came sliding and slipping away from the flood, and never sounded the alarm once when they came to other living things.

The water was deep, and had a current. Silver saddled Parade, got on him, and then hauled up Frosty to keep him from the wet. Silver would never forget that moment. For it was the real introduction of Parade to Frosty. The loathing between them was perfect. And now the wolf lay on the back of the stallion, snarling with hate, and shivering with the blood lust, while Parade quaked with horror under the weight of the beast of prey.

The wall of water receded. It left the island pretty well ruined, and very much smaller. Whisper sneaked first of all away from the hillock to go back to her rabbit hunting, and her noisy mourning for the fellowship of Frosty by night. The rattlesnakes slithered away through the brush, and Silver was able to continue his life as before.

There were no dull moments. It was true that Frosty could not move his hind quarters, but his head was free. He might never rise and walk again, but he was able to use his mind. And Silver worked it constantly. With all of Frostys wisdom and savage cunning and myriad cruelties, he had the heart of a happy puppy. He liked a game as well as a murder.

He learned to catch a rock or a stick. He got so that he could catch a ten-pound chunk of wood thrown from short range about as hard as Silver could fling it. Frostys snaky head would dart out to meet the flying weight, and with a side twist of his head and his supple, strong neck, he would break the shock of the impact. He could catch the same lump when it was tossed high in the air above his head. He learned, also, a complicated vocabulary of signs and gestures and words and whistles.

Sometimes, as Silver ran through their antics together, the eyes of Frosty would brighten and dance, his head went high, and he looked like a dog about to bark. But when his throat swelled and his body shook with the desire to utter some pleasant sound, all he could bring out was a horrifying growl.

Frosty lay there for many long days before Silver saw him stand. There was no preparation; there was no warning, no elaborate approach to the feat. But Silver opened his eyes one morning and saw the great wolf on his feet and tottering toward the brush. He started as Silver stood up, and Frosty looked around at him green-eyed, with a hideous snarl.

Silver merely laughed at him. He went up to Frosty and patted his head. He got to work on the hind legs and massaged them carefully. And in three more days Frosty was walking freely and easily. After that his strength came back to him with a rush.

He was with Whisper at night, but all the day long he was with Silver. The reason was that there was always something to occupy his attention when he was with the man. There were endless games. Among the trees, high in the branches, or in some nest of rocks, Silver would hide himself and give the signal for the hunt with one thin whistle. And always Frosty worked out the most complicated trail problem in a few moments and sat down with his red laughter in front of his man.

Frosty learned how to flush game, how to work through the brush to make the rabbits come scattering out before the gun of man, where they would surely fall. He learned how to take the reins of Parade and lead him, Parade shuddering with horror, and the wolf with fighting rage. He learned how to fetch and carry, how to hear a whisper and obey it.

When Frosty seemed to have four strong legs under him at last, Jim Silver got on Parade and forded the river at the shallows, for the water had sunk far after the last flood. Frosty followed him over. Frosty followed him right on to the town of Blue Waters, and there he sat down on a hill and canted his head to one side as Silver continued into the place. Whisper came sneaking out and tried to draw her mate back into the woods, away from the fatal and strange trail of man, and Jim Silver, glancing over his Shoulder, saw her trying her wiles.

But he let her have her way and went on into the town.

The news of Alec Garys gold strike would be in everybodys mouth, of course. There had been plenty of time for Alec to reach the mine, locate it, file his claim, and start taking out the dust from the rock. There had been plenty of time for Alec to do all of these things and finally to go back up the Purchass River to a certain island where he had last seen Jim Silver — the Jim Silver who had placed a fortune in his hands.

Perhaps Alec would be glad to forget all about Jim Silvers aid. There was grim curiosity in the heart of Silver as he started to make inquiries.

But in five minutes he was something more than curious. For Alec Gary had never got to the town of Blue Waters on the day when he left Jim Silver. Not a man in the town had seen him; certainly he had not appeared to hire men or to file a claim!

What had become of him? Silver knew the answer. Barry Christian had blocked the way!


XXVI. THE SEARCH

[image: img30.jpg]

SILVER WENT BACK to the hill where he had left Frosty, and found the great wolf lying exactly where he had been at first; off through the brush, with a thin sound of rustling, went Whisper.

Silver, looking Frosty in the eye, wondered how long the charm would last. Wolves, most people said, could never be tamed. They would revert to the wild. But for the short time that this companionship might endure — so long, perhaps, as the memory of his recent wounds was fresh in the head of Frosty — it was a wonderful thing to Silver. And he sat there by the wolf, smoking a cigarette and working out his plan.

Alec Gary had been in a frenzy of excitement when he received the words of his uncle. No doubt he had mounted his horse and ridden like mad straight for the town of Blue Waters. He could not have had any other destination. He would have gone on a straight line. And what would that straight line have been?

Silver charted it in his mind, and then rode it on Parade, with Frosty running on ahead, hunting sights and sounds, reading the scents that traveled the wind.

The way from Blue Waters to the island on the Purchass River cut straight across high land, and skirted the head of a box canyon where a creek tumbled noisily over a sheer wall of rock. Or if Gary were not familiar with the country, he might have cut straight across the canyon without skirting the head of it; the slopes on either side were not at all difficult. So Silver rode down into the canyon.

There was nothing in the little valley worth looking at except the scattered bones of a horse that were whitening in the sun. Silver would have ridden on, except that Frosty poked into a patch of thick shrubbery and turned back to eye his master until Silver came to the place.

There he found something that was worth while indeed. It was the battered wreckage of a range saddle which was ripped and torn as if it had been passed through a mill. A mill with water in it, to judge by the way the sun had curled and warped the tattered fragments of the leather. But what mattered most to Jim Silver was the way some of the saddle strings had been knotted. By those knots, he knew that it was the saddle of Alec Gary that he was seeing!

Those bones, then, were the bones of Alecs horse; and Alec himself? — well, his body could have been concealed anywhere about the valley. There were a thousand rock piles in any one of which he might have been buried, while Barry Christian, and Gregor, and Thurston, armed with the secret of the mine, went straight to their quarry!

Silver went there, too. He spent a day getting to Thunder Mountain, and locating, by means of Chimney Peak and Mount Wigwam, the ledge of black stone. He found the broken place where Bill Gary had blasted away the outer part of the ledge. He saw the rich glistening of the gold itself, but there was no token that any one had been working the mine.

Alec Gary might be as dead as his horse, but apparently Christian had not stolen his secret!

Back to the ravine of the dead horse and the saddle went Jim Silver, and spent another day going over it from the bottom to the head. Frosty helped him hunt, not that Frosty knew what was wanted, but because it was plain to him that man was hunting; so, while Frosty worked here and there, calling attention to a dead bird here, and a nest of mice there, Whisper lurked on the edge of the horizon all day, and came close at night with mournful howlings.

It was on the evening of the last day of the search that Frosty himself howled short and sharp from the head of the valley, and Silver saw him sitting on a ridge just under the waterfall. He climbed to the place. There was not much to be seen — just one spot staining the whiteness of the rock, and one little sparkling point of metal from which Frosty lifted the foot he had placed on it. Silver picked the thing up and started, for it was the rowel of a spur that had been broken from its wheel.

That stain on the rock, to judge by the bristling of the wolf as he sniffed it, might be blood. Then, had horse and rider fallen here from the edge of the height above? Had the rider struck on the ledge while the horse, toppling farther out, had dashed down onto the boulders of the creek and been swept along in the water to the point where unknown hands had pulled it out from the stream, stripped off the saddle, and dropped the saddle for hiding into the brush?

What people would have done those things? Who except Barry Christian and his crew; and might not their rifle bullets have been the cause of the fall in the first place?

Frosty had run off down the ledge, sniffing here and there at a dabbling of other spots on the rock. Silver followed. The trail led up from the ledge to the level above, and worked a short distance over the gravel before Frosty had to give it up. After all, it was many days old.

Silver could merely take the general direction and follow it. For perhaps Alec when he was hurt by his fall, had managed to get rid of the paper that contained the secret of the mines position. Perhaps he had been picked up by Christian and carried to some spot where he could be properly persuaded to talk about the situation of the mine.

At any rate, Silver rode a mile into the trees, paused, circled widely and vainly for sign, and then was forced to camp for the night. He was up with the dawn, and searching again. And in the bright, cool prime of the morning he came out into a clearing before a little trappers shack and saw a grizzled old fellow seated in a chair that had been rudely fashioned out of the stump of a tree. He puffed at a clay pipe and greeted Silver with a grunt.

He had seen nothing of any stranger, he said. He knew nothing. He wanted to know nothing.

While he was still uttering his denials, a strained voice cried inside the shack: Chimney Peak — I face Mount Wigwam—

Thats the man I want! said Silver.

The trapper stood up with a shotgun in his hands.

Theres been some mean skunks on his trail, whoever he is, he said. Maybe youre one of em. Back up, son. I aint slaved over that kid all these days to chuck him away to the first gent that comes askin for him. Who are you?

Jim Silver, he answered.

The devil you are, said the trapper. And Im Napoleon, eh? Pull off your hat, if youre Jim Silver.

His glance shifted, at the same moment, to the shining beauty of that famous horse, Parade. Then, as Silver obediently removed his hat, the trapper stared at the little gray spots above the temples, like incipient horns. And he exclaimed:

By thunder, you are Jim Silver. Come on inside this place and see what we can do for the kid. Hes better, but he aint well!

Not well? No, he lay like a pale ghost of himself, all the upper part of his face bone-white and frightfully thin, and all the lower half of his face black with beard. But he heard the voice of Silver, and it made him sit up suddenly and throw out both hands in a great gesture of appeal. Silver took hold of one of those hands and sat down beside the bed. And there he remained day after day until the fever wore out of Alec Gary.

When he could tell his story, it was very simple. He had, as Silver suspected, ridden like a madman, straight for Blue Waters to get good men and take them to the mine. And on the way, as he climbed his horse up the highlands, Barry Christian and Gregor had appeared in his rear, riding hard. Gary had fled. His mustang had held out well, but as he was passing near the head of the box canyon, a rifle bullet had knocked the mustang sprawling. Right over the edge of the cliff it had fallen, while Gary, with broken bones and torn body, lay by the grace of chance on the ledge close to the falls.

Christian and Gregor, riding down into the valley, had dragged the body of the horse out of the stream; perhaps had taken for granted that the body of the rider had simply disappeared in the water, lodged under some projecting rock. Perhaps, like Jim Silver, they had not even seen the little cross-ledge near the falls.

All that day, after his fall, Gary had not dared to move, though he felt himself dying. But in the night he had dragged himself up from the ledge and managed to get into the trees. There the trapper had found him, quite out of his wits with fever, the morning after.

It had been a hard job to pull him through. But cracked ribs will mend; mountain air breathes strength into the blood; and it was not many days after that before Jim Silver sat on a fallen tree and looked down a great slope to the place where the black ledge crossed the mountain, and where men were now moiling and toiling with a great clangoring of single jacks and double jacks against the drill heads. Young Alec Gary was in charge, walking here and there, by far the happiest man in the world.

Not that he claimed all the mine for himself. No; he wanted to give to Jim Silver half of the place, at least. Whatever Jim Silver would take was his. All of it, Gary swore, really should go to the only man in the world who could have checkmated Barry Christian.

But Silver, staring down the mountainside, found himself not altogether pleased by the clamoring that broke the gigantic peace of the uplands.

He whistled softly, and something stirred in the brush behind him. Without turning his head, he smiled. For he knew perfectly well that it was Frosty.

He pulled an envelope from his pocket and scribbled on the back of it:

DEAR ALEC: Im going on. I have Frosty, and you have the mine. I cant take any part of it because theres blood on it — Bill Garys blood. He died trying to pass the mine on to you, not to me. Now you have what he wanted you to have. It would only be bad luck for me, if I should take a slice.

Im saying good-by this way because otherwise I know that Id have an argument with you. So long and good luck.

JIM SILVER.

He put the envelope on a rock, weighted it with a stone, and climbed on Parade. Frosty jumped out of the brush, and, with a meaning toss of the head, led the way across the mountain to a small clearing, where Jim Silver saw the bones of huge dogs, or wolves, scattered on the pine needles. There were several rusted traps, and the teeth of one still held the hind leg bone of one of the dead.

Frosty, sitting down on the edge of the clearing, could not be persuaded even by all the coaxing of his master to put foot inside the place. So at last Silver rode on with Parade.

His way led north and west, through those mountains from which the floods had been rolling down so steadily not long before. As he rode, the big wolf, Frosty, took the way before him and seemed to guess at the direction in which his master was traveling.

Right through the day they journeyed, and in the evening, as they went down a valley, the voice of Whisper cried sadly from the height behind them.

Frosty put himself right across the trail and faced Silver. And Silver understood in this an ultimatum — that the bounds of Frostys range had been crossed; that his mate would not leave the right domain; that Jim Silver, if he wished to keep the wolf, must stay in the wolfs land.

Silver understood, and without one word of persuasion, one call, one appeal, he rode Parade straight past Frosty and down into the thickening darkness of the lower valley.

There he camped in a thicket of big trees, and it seemed to him for the first time in years that it was a lonely thing to live with a horse alone in the wilderness. It seemed to him, as he sat dozing by the small fire, his chin on his fist, that he would give a great deal to have the wise head and the hazel eyes of the wolf to look at again. However, he felt that it was better this way. The wolf could not leave his kind. And after all, to live with any man was to live in bondage.

Then, lifting his heavy eyes, Silver saw a monstrous form sitting opposite him, with the firelight making a sheen of the eyes.

Frosty! he exclaimed. Have you left her, son? Have you come to me?

And Frosty looked up into the mysterious face of man and laughed his red laughter. For he was content.
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I. THE JUDGES VISITOR
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JUDGE BRENDER HAD a wooden leg. That was why he refused to let his wife get up and answer the knock at the front door of the ranch house; he always wanted to show that in spite of a wooden leg he was about as active and agile as ever.

So he waved his wife back to her newspaper — it was the idle hour of a mid-morning on Sunday — and he swung himself on his crutches and his sound leg into the hallway. The judge was a big man, but he found himself scowling through the screen door and the blinding light of the day at a man fully as tall as himself. The visitor was big and brown and handsome, and he wore a faint and amiable smile as he took off his hat.

Are you Judge Brender? he asked.

The judge, now that the mans hat was off, could see a pair of gray spots in the hair of the stranger above the temples. They looked like horns pushing out through the hair. He never had seen a more peculiar or characteristic marking.

Im Brender. Who are you? demanded the judge,

My name is Silver. I saw an ad in a newspaper saying that you wanted a man. I dropped in to find out what it was all about.

I want a man who can ride, shoot, and tell a lie, said the judge. But Im tired of talking to men who want the place. Some of them can ride; some of them can shoot a little; but there aint a one in the lot thats worth anything when it comes to brains. Are you any different from the rest of the lot?

Do you want me to tell you how clever I am? asked the stranger.

The judge considered him with a scowl that grew a little less black. After a while he said:

Well, come on inside.

Silver stepped into the hallway. The judge noticed two things about him. The first was that the screen door, which usually screamed on its rusty hinges, made no sound as Silver drew it open and closed it behind him. The second thing the judge noticed was that the step of Silver, in spite of his size, made no noise on the squeaking, thin boards of the floor.

The judge put one and one together, and guessed at a million. He knew from that moment that his guest was no ordinary man, and a dim hope began to flicker up into the judges mind.

Step into the front room, he said.

Silver laid down his hat, brushed his hair smooth with the flat of his hand, and gave a look at the mask of a huge grizzly bear which was mounted on the wall near the stairs. Then he stepped into the front room. He paused near the door and bowed to Mrs. Brender.

Name of Silver, said the judge by way of introduction. Hes come about that business. You scatter, Martha because I gotta waste a coupla minutes finding out what he dont know and why he wont do.

She looked at Silver and shook her head with a smile, apologizing for the roughness of this talk, and silently begging Silver to make allowances. He smiled in return as she shook hands, and then she went out of the room, saying at the door into the hall:

Mr. Silver had better stay for lunch. Theres a mighty good roast of pork in the oven.

He aint likely to be staying for no lunch, said Judge Brender grimly.

Mrs. Brender made with her thin hands a gesture of surrender, and disappeared.

You dont need to sit down and get a chair all dusty, said the judge. Not till I find out if you can do the first part of the job. Can you shoot?

Silver shrugged his shoulders, while Brender looked about him as though in search of a proper target right in the room. Then he nodded toward a window.

Theres a three-strand barbed-wire fence out yonder. Cut them three strands with a revolver. Can you do that?

Silver turned. The wires were glimmering lines of light — dotted lines.

With a rifle. Not with a revolver, he said.

The judge grinned.

Well, he said, theres a pair of birds just lighted on the top strand. What about them?

Silver walked to the window.

Ill try, he said.

His back was to the judge, who therefore could not see the movement that drew the revolver. He could not see the gun at all, in fact, and he only knew that the weapon was not leveled shoulder-high, but fired a little above the height of the hip.

At the first explosion, one of those birds on the fence dissolved into a puff of gray feathers. The second dipped off the wire as another shot was fired, then flirted up into the air, unharmed by the bullet, gathering speed. The third shot followed right on the heels of the first pair, and the second bird was blotted out by the big slug of lead.

Silver turned, with his revolver already out of sight beneath his loosely fitted coat. He was not smiling.

You missed with one of them shots, said the judge, making himself scowl. Out of practice, are you?

Im never out of practice, said Silver.

Satisfied with that sort of shooting, are you? asked the judge.

Perfectly, said Silver.

The judge wanted to smile, but he controlled himself.

Well, sit down and rest your feet, he said.

Silver sat down.

You can shoot, said the judge. Well see later about the riding. Now Im going to find out what you got in your head.

He fell straightway into a long silence.

Silver first looked out the window and saw a pair of gray geldings gallop into view across the nearest field and out of sight again, the sunlight shimmering and winking on the silk of their flanks.

After that he glanced around the room at several enlarged photographs which hung in their frames against the striped paper of the walls. Since the silence continued, he opened an album of old family photographs and ran rapidly through it.

He was closing it when the judge asked:

What am I thinking about?

Your son, said Silver.

The judge started to rise, forgetful that he needed crutches for that purpose. So he toppled a little to the side before he grabbed the crutches, steadied himself, and then thrust his body more deeply into the chair. He grunted loudly.

You been around making questions of the people before you come to see me? he asked.

No. I never have mentioned your name to a soul, said Silver.

The judge narrowed his eyes. He hated a lie.

But you know I got a son, all the same? said he.

Yes, said Silver.

All right, if you know that much, tell me what he looks like.

More than medium height, dark eyes, black hair, very handsome. And he seems to be on tiptoe, ready for a start at any time.

The judge glanced absently toward the wall, then back at his guest.

And you never seen him?

No, said Silver.

And you never talked to anybody about him?

No. Not a word.

All right, all right, said the judge impatiently, making a gesture to clear the atmosphere. You might go on ahead and tell me about what kind of a boy he is — since you can sit the picture of him right in the air, so to speak.

Well, said Silver, he loves fast horses and hunting. Big game and a close shot is his idea of sport. He holds his fire to the last second. He likes poker — when the stakes are high. And he doesnt care what company he keeps, so long as its exciting.

Damn! exploded the judge. And you mean to tell me that you never seen him or talked about him to nobody?

Never, said Silver.

Where is he now? asked the judge, holding himself in.

In disgrace, said Silver. And you want to get him home. Thats why you advertised for a man who can shoot straight and who has a brain to work with.

By thunder, cried the judge, youre going to sit there and lie and tell me you never seen my boy, and never talked about him to nobody?

Never, said Silver with his faint smile.

Whats his name? asked the judge.

That I dont know.

Mr. Silver, said the judge, I been on the bench, and I got to be quite a judge of lying when I was paid a government salary. But I never heard anybody lie as fast and as hard as you!

The smile left the face of Silver.

You shouldnt say that, he remarked. Nothing gives you a right to say that. Ill want an apology for that, if you please.

Apology? Not much! exclaimed Brender. If you didnt use your eyes and your ears, howd you come to know all about Rap — except you pretend that you dont know his name. Because even you know that pretending to know his name would be pretty thick! Howd you come to know these things? Howd you come to know what he looks like?

I saw some pictures of him when he was a boy — pictures in that album, said Silver.

There aint any names in there, said the judge angrily. You couldnt tell which was him!

There were half a dozen pictures of one face — from four years up to twelve or fourteen, said Silver. Only the son of the house would have as many pictures in the family album.

Humph, said the judge. It dont give you no idea about his inches, not out of a picture book like that.

Youre big, and his mother is small, said Silver. I simply guessed that your boy might be of a size between the pair of you.

Yes, said the judge, that makes a sort of sense. But tell me how comes it that you knew he was always like something on springs, ready to jump?

I guessed that from the rest of his character, and by the look of his face when he was a boy.

Character? What dyou know about his character? Who told you that he liked to shoot big game, and hold his fire till the last fool second, the way Ive seen the idiot do?

He shot that grizzly bear — the one whose head is mounted in the hall.

How do you know that?

The hair is still sleek, and has a sheen. I should say that bear was shot inside the year.

Humph! grunted the judge. And again he narrowed his eyes at the stranger. But this time he had a doubt. It might be that Mr. Silver was really using brains, and not merely hearsay. I mighta shot that bear myself, for that matter.

One-legged-men dont go bear hunting, answered Silver. Besides, youve been on those crutches for about two years.

Eh? Two years? How come you put it down to that length of time? Matter of fact, I mighta been on them all my life!

Youd handle them better if you had had them that long, said Silver. But the rubber tips are pretty well worn. So I imagine about two years is the time.

Within a few months, youre right, admitted the judge. But get back to the boy. You aint said how you know that he holds his fire when he goes shooting.

That grizzly was shot straight between the eyes. Theyve repaired the damage, but they couldnt help letting a bit of the fur rough up where the hole was made. And usually a man shoots a bear through the shoulder, if he gets a chance at a distance thats safe. A shot right between the eyes is careful work, or else its done at close hand. From the character of your son, I guess at close range.

Either, said the judge, you heard all this before, or else youre one of the slickest pieces of thinking machines that I ever come across. But you said that he liked fast horses. How come that you guessed that?

I saw a pair of very neat grays galloping in that field. A man of your age doesnt care so much about showy horseflesh. Besides, your weight would break down horses of that build. Theyre too fine to be used for punching cattle. No cowboy could afford them. So I take it that they belong to your son. A man who owns horses like that is pretty sure to race them when he gets a chance. And a fellow who races is sure to gamble,

By thunder, breathed the judge, by the look of a mans shoe you could tell whether his grandfather was clean shaved or wore a beard. What made you guess at cards?

A fellow who gambles cant keep away from poker in this part of the world, and a fellow like your son wouldnt play except for high stakes.

You said he doesnt care what sort of people hes with, so long as theyre exciting.

Hes gone astray, hes in disgrace, answered Silver.

What makes you say that?

There, said Silver, pointing, is where his picture used to hang on the wall.

He indicated a square patch between two windows, slightly darker than the wall paper that was around it.

Well, declared the judge, you got eyes and a brain. But it mighta been the picture of his grandfather that hung there.

The picture hasnt been up very long, said Silver. Otherwise there would be more difference between the color of that paper and the paper around it. That paper has been on the wall for more than twenty years.

The judge sighed in a sort of pleasant despair.

You pretty near beat me, he admitted. But, far as you know, he may be dead, not disgraced at all!

If he were dead, said Silver, his picture would be back on the wall.

The judge banged his crutches on the floor and then stared mutely at his guest.

Well, he said, I guess well go out and look at you on a horse. Ive always said that a man would have to shoot and ride and think before Id hire him.

He led the way, swinging clumsily along on his crutches, and, as they came out on the front veranda, he saw a great golden chestnut at the hitch-rack, seventeen hands of glory.

Hey! exclaimed the judge. Is that your hoss?

Yes, said Silver. Come here, Parade.

It then appeared that though the great horse stood at the hitch-rack, it was not tied, for it turned at once and came straight to its masters hand.

All right! All right! said the judge. Id like to know — what sort of a price did you pay for that?

Not a penny, answered Silver. I caught him wild.

The judge looked for a long time at nothingness. Then he whistled softly.

I guess we dont need to see you ride no pitching mustangs, Silver, he said. If you want the job, youre hired.

I dont work for hire, said Silver.

Then what are you doing here, wasting my time? shouted the angry judge.

Because Ill work for nothing if the job is my sort.

Well, snarled the judge. I dunno what your sort may be, but what I want aint likely to be your job. Not anywhere near.

He waved his hand toward the mountains. Brown and blue and azure, the great tide of the mountains swept raggedly away to the north and west.

I want him home again, said the judge. The poor lads gone wild because I dressed him down with the rough side of my tongue a few times. His ma is breaking her heart. Im sort of broke, too. Because up there in the mountains, where Barry Christian is like a king, is my son Raoul Brender. Rap Brender is up there, and Barry Christian has him, and if you know all the rest, you know who Barry Christian is!

Silver stared at the mountains, but he was seeing something more than their shape. He was seeing the legendary and awful figure of Barry Christian as that outlaw had grown upon the mind of the world. That, then, was the country of Christian. For all the West knew that the outlaw ruled like a king over the district where he had command. Silver had undone one of Christians empires. But the evil genius of the supercriminal was so great that he had, in an incredibly short time, built up another; many of his old band had ridden hard and fast to join up again with him.

The judge was saying: Numbers wouldnt be no good — not if an army was to march in there to get at my boy. Because an army could get lost in one or two of those ravines yonder. And besides, everybody would know where the army was going, and what it wanted. Theres hardly a squatter or a trapper or a prospector up there in the hills that doesnt work for Barry Christian and get a few odd dollars out of him now and then. Those that aint on his list hope to get there. Hes like a king. He lifts his little finger and the head of a man goes off. Nobody even dares to run for a job of sheriff unless he gets the permission of Barry Christian first. But what an army cant do, one man with nerve and brains can do. Partner, whats your first name?

Why, said Silver, my name doesnt matter particularly. Im called Arizona, or Silvertip, or Silver, or Arizona Jim.

He fell to plucking at his belt, unbuckling it and then drawing it up a little tighter. Still his eyes hunted through the rough wilderness of the mountains.

And all the desert beyond, too, said the judge. All that you can see and think of in that direction is under the thumb of Barry Christian. And still one man might beat him. Jim Silver, are you the man?

Silver took off his sombrero and smoothed back his hair. He sighed again almost audibly. But a tenseness began to appear about his face, and his chin lifted a little.

I dont know that Im the man, he said. Even if I get my hands on your son, I dont know that Ill be able to persuade him to quit the life with Christian and come back with me. Maybe Im a fool, yet theres something inside me that tells me Ill have to try to be the man! He did not tell the judge of his previous encounters with the man who held this part of the world in terror. But in his heart was the excitement of knowing that again he was to match wits and courage with his archenemy.


II. CROWTOWN
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JIM SILVER HAD hunted for trouble; he stepped into the path of events, and then they started to overwhelm him. But all was pleasant in the beginning.

It was spring as he came across the mountains, late spring. The wind through the pass was soft. It had been blowing several days, and flowers were blooming wherever it touched. It had dissolved the finger of ice which had been laid on the lip of every cataract all through the months of winter, and now steel-blue water slid down the slopes or poured like feathery snow from the higher rocks. The pain went out of the heart of Silvertip, also, and he began to sing as he rode. For it seemed to him that nothing was worth finding except adventure.

Now the trail grew dim. It became so steep that he dismounted to climb the rocks, while the golden stallion followed him like a dog, leaping cat-footed from one meager purchase to another. No man-trained horse could have gone safely over this way, but Parade was wild-raised and wild-caught. Even so, when his master passed out of sight among the rocks now and then, he whinnied anxiously, and Silvertip whistled in answer.

So they came to the top of the old pass and looked down to the new one that wound far below them into the ravine. There lay the little village of Crowtown, half on the floor of the valley, and half climbing one side of the gorge. Paint had never freshened it; it looked the color of dirt. Silvertip stared down at it with a casual eye, and the stallion glanced from the town, which meant sweet hay, grain, and the warmth of a barn, to his master, whose way was generally through the wilderness. Sun-beaten desert or storm-beaten mountains were usually his choice.

Silver would have turned away from the town on this occasion, also, because he felt that he had not yet penetrated far enough into the domain of Barry Christian. He wanted to get to the heart of the district before he ventured among men and tried his hand at the great task. But as he looked down the pitch of the slope, he saw a man riding a tough little mountain horse coming up the grade. Now and again the rider dismounted and led his horse up places where all the strong four legs of the mustang could hardly carry it. The mountaineer was in the saddle again and puffing from his climb before he came up to Silver. Then he threw up both hands in a gesture of astonishment.

Arizona Jim! he shouted at the top of his lungs.

Silver had recognized his man even at a distance. It was his business to remember faces, considering the number of armed men in this world who were constantly on the lookout for him. This was a new section for his exploration, but nevertheless he was on guard. The set of the heavy shoulders of the rider and something reckless and careless about the face made him remember the name.

Hello, Granger, he said. Dont fall off your horse.

Granger rode up and shook hands with him.

But what are you doing here? asked Granger, Theres a lot of room up here in the mountains, but theres not enough room for you and Barry Christian. This is his roost, and you cant perch on it. Dont you know that? Some of his men may spot you, and then youd have no more chance than a Federal marshal, say. Everybody that knows about you, Jim, knows that you spend your time hunting down the crooks. You wouldnt last why, you wouldnt last twenty-Four hours down in that Crowtown yonder.

Is that the name of it?

Yes.

Well, ride down there with me, and see how long I last, Granger.

Not me, answered Granger, screwing up his face. Ive got marching orders.

From whom?

One of the higher-ups. One of Christians lieutenants. I pinched the wrong man the other day. You see, he explained, Im a deputy sheriff, and I pinched one of Christians workers last week. Got him into a lot of trouble — thought he was lying when he said that he belonged to the gang — and shipped him out into the hands of the real law and order.

He waved his arms as though to indicate that far away, beyond these mountains, there was actually a realm where law and order existed in force.

Result is, went on Granger, that I got marching orders. Had to pack up and leave the town — and my wife in it! Thats the devil!

You had to ride out and leave your wife behind you? demanded Silver, Do they treat you like that, Granger?

Well, said Granger, Im talking pretty freely, but the fact is that its a good enough life, all right. Only, when they tell you to toe the mark, you have to toe the mark. If I went back down there, I might be shot out of the saddle.

Still, said Silver, I think I might be able to look after you. Dont you think so?

You? said Granger. He eyed Silver curiously.

Whats in your head? he asked. Are you planning to buck Barry Christian?

His eyes and his gesture called in the mountains to bear witness to such folly.

I have a special job, said Silver. And Id like to talk to you about things, Granger, Do you think that youd actually be in danger if you went down there with me and sat for a couple of hours over some beer and answered questions?

Granger stared at him, turned, looked down toward the village, and then shrugged his shoulders.

All right, he said. But you ought to remember that — Oh, well, Ive had my marching orders, but, after all, theyll give me a little more time. I dont get a chance to talk with Jim Silver every day of the year. Come on, Jim. Well find that beer.

Well, said Silver, If theres really danger for you down there in the village, perhaps wed better talk up here? I want to know, for one thing, if Christian is in the habit of sending men off like this — making exiles of them?

Its only for a month or two, I suppose, said Granger. But come along back to Crowtown, and we can talk there and have a beer. Hi! I could laugh when I think of what I know — Jim Silver here in the middle of Barry Christians country!

He began to laugh, in fact, as he turned his mustang and went down the slope, but though the mustang was as active as a cat, the big stallion, Parade, fairly passed it on the way down.

Like thunder Silver came, scattering stones and boulders before him, until he galloped Parade into the single street of the town.

The loafers on the veranda of the hotel stood up to see him and the horse, for the flash of Parade was more to the eyes of a Westerner than the gleam of gold. In front of that hotel they paused. Silver slid to the ground, pulled off the light bridle, and told the horse to get a drink. Water was running constantly out of a rusted iron pipe into the double trough in front of the hotel, and Parade tried it with his nose, then plunged his face in almost to the eyes.

Silver stepped aside to watch Granger tie the mustang, and a tight little crowd gathered to look the stallion over. Stockinged in black silk, with a sooty muzzle, also, the rest of him was richest chestnut. The eyes of those mountaineers went over him like loving hands and never touched a fault.

The oldest man took from his mouth a pipe whose stem had been worried short.

Too big for mountain work, he said, measuring the seventeen hands of Parade.

I seen him come down the west slope, said a boy with horsehide boots. I seen him come off the old trail that mostly goats has used for years. I reckon hes a mountain hoss, all right.

He come over the old trail, said two or three men, speaking together.

Parade had finished drinking. He lifted his head and laid back his ears, which was enough to spread out the circle of watchers. He whinnied and canted his head like a dog to hear an answer. The answer came in the form of a thin, piping whistle from inside the hotel; Silver had entered with Granger. Parade straightway went to find the master. He climbed the steps while the crowd hooted with joy. He crossed the rotten boards of the veranda with a crouching step. He was half through the doorway of the entrance when Silver appeared again.

He ordered Parade back into the street. The big stallion went. When he was off the boards at last, he showed his joy of having honest ground beneath him by frolicking like a colt up and down the street, and the size of his leaps made the weather-stained little houses look smaller still.

The crowd sifted up around Jim Silver. It was full of talk.

Go on and have a chat with em, Jim, said Granger, drawing apart.

It had been warm in the sun. Silver took off his hat to enjoy the shade and the soft spring wind, and the mountaineers studied that young face and the wisdom of the quiet eyes. They marked, above all, the two spots of gray in the hair above his temples, like a pair of horns breaking through; it gave, in short, a half inhuman cast to the face. With his hat on he was a big, brown, cheerful fellow twenty-five, say. With his hat off he looked capable of anything. He was such a man that every heart in that little assemblage instantly yearned to hear the news about him. And many wistful glances were thrown at the oldest man of the village.

He, however, continued to smoke his pipe and admire the golden chestnut, but after a time he pointed the stubby stem of his pipe at the horse and said:

Thats a big un.

Big enough for two, said Silvertip.

He produced a sack of tobacco with one hand, a pack of wheat-straw papers with the other. His ambidextrous fingers, unguided, unheeded by his eyes, built and rolled the cigarette with instant dispatch. The tip of his tongue sealed the loose lip of the cylinder; a match flared in the hollow of one hand, which mysteriously served as a windshield better than two hands would for most men. And now he was smoking, taking in generous breaths, letting thin wreaths escape while he talked.

Prospecting, likely, suggested the old man of the village. Ive knowed gents that stayed out two year at a time prospecting.

His eyes, as he spoke, examined the long-fingered, brown hands of Silvertip, and he saw that the fingers had never been thickened and roughened by grasping the handle of a single jack or a double jack hour after hour.

Or hunting, said the old man, will keep a gent out a long time now and then. I recollect old Si Waltham staying away a year and a half once, and he never—

Here a ten-year-old boy cut in with a shrill voice: Tell us about yourself, mister! Tell us all the news!

At this the people laughed, but they cut the laughter short in hope that an answer might come, after all.

Silvertip smiled at the lad, and his smile drew the youngster a sudden step or two closer.

Ill tell you the whole story of my life, friends, said he. I was born over there — he waved to the northern horizon— and Im going over there — he indicated the south and west— and all the years in between Ive been on my way.

The people chuckled. The good nature, the smile, the gentle eyes of this man delighted them, no matter how he put off their inquiries. Besides, in the West it is considered undignified for a man to talk about himself.

Whatcha going to get when you reach yonder? asked the boy.

Im going to walk right out into the horizon, said Silver, and Im going to dip up a bucket full of sky-blue.

Hey, and what would you do with that? asked the boy.

Id sell it for paint, said Silver. Id come right back here to Crowtown and sell it for paint.

They were still chuckling when the tragedy happened.

Silver had seen a man ride into the head of the street on a tough, low-built mustang, a true mountain horse. He had seen, not because there was anything particularly suspicious about the big shoulders and the shaggy beard of the rider, but because it was Silvers business and necessity to use his eyes constantly. When he was among other men he had to watch faces — and hands! He had to sit in corners, if he could, and a corner near a window was the best place of all, for sometimes he might need a quick exit.

So he saw this fellow ride down the street, jouncing a little in the saddle on account of the harsh gait of the mustang, until he was just in front of the hotel. Then he turned in the saddle with a revolver in his hand and fired.

On the edge of the veranda stood Granger, waiting for Silver to free himself from the crowd. As the shot sounded, it was Granger who threw up his arms above his head and leaned slowly backward and outward, until he pitched off the edge of the veranda and landed in the street with a loose, squashing sound, like a skin of water.

Silvertip had drawn a gun the instant the shot was fired, but he could not shoot in reply, because all the villagers had huddled suddenly between him and the assassin, as though of a common purpose to keep him from using the gun.

Butch Lawson! cried several voices, groaning out the words.

Hell butcher no more men! raged Silver, bursting through their ranks.

But Butch Lawson was out of sight; there was only a rattle of hoofs in the distance.

Some of the men of Crowtown started picking up the fallen body. Others stood about with clumsy, empty hands, staring at one another.

Somebody tell Mrs. Granger, said one.

No, dont tell her. Shes poorly, anyway. Dont tell his wife,

Shes gotta be told.

Wheres Doc Wilson? Ill fetch him.

But not a soul in the assemblage made for a horse or pulled a gun, Silver noted.

A sickness of disgust rushed up from his heart into his throat. It was only owing to his safe conduct that Granger had been willing to return to Crowtown, and now he lay as if dead.

Silver ran to the golden stallion, leaped into the saddle, and turned the horse with a cry and a touch of his knee, while he reached out and tossed the bridle over the head of Parade.

Off to the side he saw the face of Granger as the poor fellow was lifted. The head fell loosely back from the shoulders; the long hair fell back, also; the face was white; the mouth sagged open.

Death, said Silver to himself, and raced the stallion down the street.

Except for him, Granger by this time would have been far away in the mountains, riding safely off to his temporary exile.

This thought dug like a knife between the ribs of Silver. He groaned and then drew his breath between his hard-set teeth. So he came out of town, and in view of the northwestern trail.


III. A GOLD WATCH
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THAT TRAIL WAS looped generously up a slope spotted with trees and great rocks, and mantled over with the yellow-green of new grass. The fugitive was not in view, but the noise of pounding hoofs blew back to the pursuer.

To rush up that trail was simply to invite a bullet through the brain. A man will do a second murder to escape punishment for a first, of course.

Silver did not hesitate. He aimed straight up the side of the mountain, a bit to the left of the widest loop of the trail. The stallion took him with one grand sweep up the first part of the rise; then he flung himself out of the saddle and ran on foot the rest of the way. The slope rose like a wall, but still he ran, with short, digging steps.

If he fell, he would have rolled to the bottom of the hill, so great was the downward pitch. When he ventured a glance behind him and below, he could see the village growing smaller, drawing together. He could see the hotel, where he had been a moment before, the crowd still gathering in the street, and by the white of the faces he knew that they were all looking up toward him, tracing his course of vengeance.

Off to his right the noise of hoofs rushed straight at him. The head of the stallion labored up and down beside him. And now he stepped out, with sudden grace of relief for his aching legs, onto the narrow level of the trail.

The mountain horse and the mountaineer with the ragged beard heaved into view that same instant. It seemed that the mustang knew the meaning of the leveled gun of the stranger, for it halted instantly, sliding on braced legs.

Get down! said Silver.

The man of the beard did not move. His eyebrows were shaggy, like the beard, and the small, bright eyes glittered beneath them.

Put your hands up over your head and get down, said Silver. Dont take chances with this gun!

The two hands, a little blacker than mere sunshine could stain them, began to rise. When they got breast-high, they fluttered and struggled for an instant. Then they rose above the head. The fellow turned, swung his right leg over the horn of the saddle, and slid down to the ground.

He faced Silver with the same bright, animal eyes, with a sort of beastly patience and endurance about him that was almost touching. There was a moment of silence, and in it Silvertip listened to his own breathing, and to the creaking of cinches as the sides of the great stallion heaved. Beyond these sounds he heard the windy rushing of a waterfall not far away, and a small stream was gurgling, and bubbling straight across the trail.

Turn your back to me, Butch, said Silvertip.

Whatcha going to do? asked Butch.

Im going to fan you, and then march you back to Crowtown.

I aint going back, said Butch Lawson.

Youre not going back?

Butch dropped his glance toward the leveled gun and then shook his head.

No, I aint going back, he said.

He wagged his head toward the town.

Theyd sort of claw me up, he said calmly.

Not one of those townsmen had joined in the pursuit, even with Silvertip to lead them, but Silver could well understand that if a helpless prisoner were brought back among them, he might be sort of clawed up.

Youre in my hand, Butch, said he.

Well, go ahead and close your hand, said Butch. But I aint going back. You shouldnt need moren one shot to finish me, I guess.

He contemplated, with odd satisfaction, the steadiness of the gun in the hand of Silvertip. The high light on top of the barrel did not waiver.

Why did you kill Granger? asked Silvertip.

Is he dead, sure enough? asked Lawson.

I guess hes dead enough, answered Silver.

Im dog-gone glad of that.

You hated him, eh?

Me? Why, no. I didnt hate him.

But youre glad hes dead?

Well, Im going to die now, and nobody would wanta die for a job that he hadnt finished.

If you didnt hate him, why did you kill him?

Why? Orders, you fool! What other reason would I be having?

Orders from whom?

You dunno, eh? asked Butch.

No, said Silvertip.

Well, I aint going to tell you, then.

If youre going to die, Butch, what difference does it make if you tell the truth?

Because if I tell you, theyll find a way to make hell hotter for me. Besides, why should I talk to you?

Silver stared at him. A solitaire, that loveliest songster of the West, exploded its pent-up melody from the top of a bush not far away.

Youre a good hand with a revolver, Butch? said Silver.

Fair to middling, said Lawson.

So am I, remarked Silver. Im going to give you an even break.

He caused the gun that was in his hand to disappear under his coat. At once the hand of Lawson jerked back toward the right hip, but paused. He seemed bewildered.

I dunno that I make it out, declared Lawson, shaking his head.

What dont you make out?

Suppose that I put a slug in you, its all right. But suppose you shoot me, it aint going to do you no good. Theyll get you afterward. Theyll get you if it takes ten years and a million dollars.

Wholl get me?

Ive told you something, and you wanta know what. I tell you something more — haul out of here — get off my trail — clear out of the country, and maybe no more troublell come down on you.

Thanks, said Silver. Now, will you listen to me?

Yeah. Ill listen, I guess. For a minute. Then Im starting.

The next time that solitaire starts its song, we go for our guns. Does that suit you?

Sure, said Butch. He broke into a violent laughter suddenly, though still he kept his chin down as one prepared for instant action. You wanna die to music. And thats all right by me.

Are you ready? asked Silver.

Ready and right! said Lawson.

Then be still, and wait for the song.

They waited. All the sounds from the valley drew suddenly in upon the ears of Silver, as though he were flying down through the air toward the ravine. Or was it simply that every sense had grown more tensely alert? Then the sweet whistle of the solitaire burst out again.

He shot Butch Lawson through the chest while Lawsons gun was still swinging up. Butch fired into the ground. A spray of gravel dashed against the knees of Silver. He saw Lawson staggering, losing balance, falling backward, and it seemed a horrible thing to let the body strike the ground.

He got to Lawson in time to catch him beneath the armpits and so lower him till he was prone.

Lawson looked straight up into the sky.

I got enough, he said thickly. I give up.

The red was running over his chest. Lawson put his two hands over the spot, lifted them, and the blood dripped down into his face while he looked at his crimson hands.

Am I going to die? asked Lawson.

Youre going to die, said Silvertip. He was a sick white. He added: I wish that Id never seen Crowtown!

Then: Lawson, nobody can help you. Youre passing out fast. But if theres any message I can take for you, if theres any word you want to send — Ill take it.

Will you?

Yes.

No matter where I wanta send it?

Yes.

Lawson pulled out a flat gold watch; earned money could never have bought it for him.

Gimme a knife, he directed.

Silvertip took out and opened a pocketknife. With the point of the knife, with a staggering hand, Lawson carved a scroll on the back of the gold case.

Take it to Cooper Creek, Give it to Doc Shore, said Lawson. Hell understand.

Is that all?

Thats all, said Lawson.

No personal message that you want to send? No friend—

I aint such a fool! said Butch harshly. What would I want of a friend

He began to pant, saying Ha-ha-ha rapidly with every outgoing breath. He opened his mouth, but could not get enough air. He began to bite at the air. He lifted himself on one elbow, and then turned on his side.

His panting turned into another sound as he tried to speak.

Silver dropped to one knee, waiting for the words.

Then the panting stopped, and Butch Lawson lay down softly, pressing his face against the ground.


IV. COPPER CREEK
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SILVERTIP WASHED THE blood from the watch at the rivulet that ran across the trail a few steps away. The water was so cold that the tips of his fingers turned pink, and an icy ache penetrated at the roots of his finger nails.

Then he mounted the stallion and rode on back to Crowtown, leaving the mustang contentedly cropping the tender young grass near its master.

When he got into the town, he found a crowd still milling about in front of the hotel and on its veranda. And everybody looked at him with wide, still eyes. When he asked questions, people answered him in low voices. They wanted to know what had happened between him and Lawson. He shook his head and asked about Granger.

Granger aint dead, they said. Hes lucky. He aint dead. The bullet just run around his ribs, is all. Its a good thing Granger wasnt bumped off.

There had been no reason, then, to kill that man who now lay with his face pressed against the trail high up the hillside. There was no reason to have them on his trail. They were of course the men of Barry Christian, who would spend ten years and a million dollars to revenge Butch Lawson.

Silver made a cigarette and lighted it. His face was as calm as a stone.

Can I see Granger? he asked.

Sure. Everybody is seeing him,

They took Silver into the hotel. Granger lay on a couch, propped up a little by many pillows. He was suffering pain; the lines of it were drawing deeper and deeper into his face.

His eyes glinted sidewise at Silver, and then resumed the consideration of the cracks in the ceiling. Sweat was oozing out on his forehead all the time. A woman with stooped shoulders, and a shawl over them, was on her knees beside him. She dried the sweat on her husbands face now and then and said nothing, simply watched him. Other people were in the room. They all stood back in corners, looking, listening, as though they could see the soul departing.

Butch is lying dead on the trail yonder, said Silver.

The deputy sheriff turned his head and stared.

They told me you went up after him, said he. Did you fix him?

I thought hed killed you, said Silver. He shot you from behind. I thought hed killed you. I went up and stopped him. He wouldnt come back. We fought it out with a clean break. Butch is dead.

He looked at the deputy sheriff, and Granger looked back at him. Other voices stirred and were silent in the corners of the room. Death, after all, had come. It seemed a satisfaction to them, in a way, to know that the alarm had not been for nothing. And this was a big day in the history of the village. Twenty such days are about all that a mountain town can count upon in the whole course of its existence.

You want to hold me for the killing? asked Silver.

A murmur of protest came out of the corners of the room. The deputy sheriff rolled an agonized but reproving eye, and the murmur ceased.

Is the wound in front? asked the deputy sheriff.

Yes.

Where you going to be — if we want you?

Im going to Copper Creek.

The deputy sheriff blinked.

Why Copper Creek? he asked.

Why not? said Silver.

Well, all right, said the deputy sheriff slowly. You can go.

Silver said to the other bystanders: I want to be alone with Granger for a couple of minutes. Will you let me have that time with him?

No one answered. They looked at Silver and then at one another, but nobody moved.

Get out, all of you! said Granger.

At that they moved with shambling feet, like a flock of sheep, and trooped in one mass out of the room.

Silver said: Granger, Christians men are going to hunt me down, of course. Well, all that I want is a fair chance to fight back. I cant fight all of Barry Christians gang, but I might be able to fight Christian himself. What I want you to do is to give me one steer that will help to put me on his trail.

Granger looked at him with blank, indifferent eyes.

In the old days, said Silver suddenly, I was useful to you once. I hate to remind you of that day. But I have to.

I know, said Granger, Id a got a slug of lead through me, except for you, that day in the saloon.

Let me have a direction to follow toward the trail of Christian. Thats all I ask for. Will you help me, Granger?

Ive listened to you once before. And now Im here with lead pumped through me, said Granger. You go wherever you please, Go to the devil, for all of me. I wont talk to you any more.

He shut his teeth and his eyes. Silvertip stared at him for a moment, and then went from the room, stepping softly over the faded roses of the worn carpet.

When he was out in the street, he asked the way and the distance to Copper Creek. It was down on the edge of the desert, they told him. It was twenty miles away through the mountains, downhill all the way. And it was among the foothills close to the edge of the desert.

So he mounted the stallion and started at once.

He was in no haste in his preparations. Some of the men came out onto the veranda to watch him start. They said nothing. They merely looked at him with troubled eyes. When they spoke, it was very softly, to one another. And when at last he was outside of Crowtown, Silver felt as though he had left the darkness of a nightmare and come into a safely lighted room.

It was true that the twenty miles to Copper Creek were almost all downhill. Then, as he came out through a ravine, he looked down on the desert like gray mist, and saw in a lower valley the blinking windows of the town, which was stretched out long and thin through the windings of a gorge.

Copper Creek was a word that had had much meaning for Deputy Sheriff Granger. What could that meaning be? At least, there was a sinister significance attached to the place. The very mention of it had caused Granger to look on Silver as upon a lost soul.

But when he rode into the town, it looked to him like any other place which had once been a booming mining town and since then has shrunk its interests to less exciting forms of adventure. There was a line of houses at scattered intervals, or crowded shoulder to shoulder, on either side of the creek. Two-thirds of those houses were vacant. Half of the remainder had fallen into disrepair over the heads of the occupants. Because people who live in a dying town seem to take it for granted that disrepair, like disease, is catching, and hardly worth fighting against.

He passed the small district of shops. The sun was far down in the western sky, so that a rolling crimson fire walked across the window-panes to the left of Silver. And the same light made the stallion gleam brightly enough to startle the attention of people who lounged on their front porches at the end of the day. The beauty of Parade pulled to attention a group of small lads who were scampering across the street in a game of tag.

Im looking for a fellow called Doc Shore, said Silver. Can you tell me where to find him, sons?

Doc Shore? they echoed in three shrill voices that melted into one phrase of sound.

And then they were silent, staring.

They knew Doc Shore, and they did not know him favorably. That much was clear.

Doc Shore! he repeated. Where can I find him?

The smaller lads stood silent. The eldest hooked a thumb over his shoulder.

That way, he said.

Silver rode gloomily up the street. For he began to feel that the last request of Butch Lawson had loaded him with something more than a watch with a gold case and Swiss works. This foreboding grew on him with every step Parade made, until he saw, to his left, the little golden moons of a pawnbrokers shop, and across the window the letters: Dr. Shore.

Silver sighed with relief. Perhaps there was, in the mind of the dying Lawson, a memory that he owed some obscure debt to Shore. For that reason he had commissioned Silver to return the watch — to its rightful owner, perhaps?

At any rate, that made a clear explanation. It was only the little scroll which Lawson had cut into the back of the gold case that troubled Silver. The thing might have a meaning more than he could understand, or it might simply have been the signature of a man unable to write his own name.

He dismounted, slapped the neck of the stallion, and, knowing that the horse would now stand there patiently, waiting for him until the ground took fire beneath his feet, Silver walked into the pawnbrokers shop.

A little man with a double stream of misty beard hanging from his chin, and pink-rimmed eyes, and a red-mouthed smile, stood up from a high stool and put the flat of both hands on the counter.

So he waited, still smiling, still expectant. The white hairs of the beard were so sparse that they did not hide the features beneath it.

Silver slid the watch onto the counter; he kept his hand over it.

You know Butch Lawson? he asked.

The little old man kept on smiling, but his eyes rolled upward in the act of memory.

Butch Lawson? he repeated.

He continued to reflect. Then his pale eyes focused with a sudden brightness on the face of Silver.

Are you a friend of his? he asked.

Do you know him? countered Silver.

Oh, very well! said Doc Shore. Of course I know Butch. But sometimes the names of a few of the boys pass out of my memory. One cannot remember everything, you know. The mind balks at too many details — and Im an old man! But Butch is a friend of yours?

Butch is dead, said Silver.

The pawnbroker accepted the news with a mere lifting of his brows.

Dead, eh? Tut, tut! Well, young men may die before the old ones. So poor Butch is dead?

And he asked me to take this to you. He asked me while he was dying, said Silver.

He uncovered the watch.

The pawnbroker lifted it, weighed it, looked at Silver with surprised eyes, and then turned the watch on its face. What he saw on the back made him duck his head down suddenly.

Then slowly he straightened. The smile was gone from his red lips. They puckered a little, and the thin mist of the beard spread out thinner than ever, from side to side.

Well, then, said the pawnbroker, Im glad to have the watch. I thought that Butch might have forgotten me. But honesty will show its hand when a man dies. And there we are!

He spread his hands on the counter again, and the smile came back to him.

Youre staying in Copper Creek a while?

Im leaving in the morning, said Silvertip. So long and good luck to you!

He stepped out of the door. As it closed, a bell jingled softly, and, glancing back, he saw that the pawnbroker still leaned over the counter, staring fixedly before him. There was no longer a smile, but a look of such evil as Silver never had seen on a human face.


V. THE WARNING
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SILVER WENT TO the hotel, booked a room, and sat for a time on his bed, staring out the window. In its narrow frame were held an immensity of mountains, like great thoughts in the span of a brow. The distances turned from blue to purple, to dusty black, and the night walked up to the window and breathed through it. But still Silver remained there, thinking. His old wounds touched him with fingers of pain; he felt a weakness, a running out of strength, a breathlessness.

So he stood up suddenly. He knew that it was fear that had come into him like the cold, damp breath of a cellar, and the way to get out of it was to move into some sort of action. The nightmare in his mind was persisting. He kept seeing the dead man, Lawson, sit up on the trail, and then rise, and walk to him with dead eyes, and laughter behind that ragged beard.

Christian, like the devil in other lands, was here the root of all evil. And Silver walked in a mist.

He thought of the dead man; he thought of the evil face of Doc Shore.

Silver went down to the street and into a restaurant that had a lunch counter built in front of the stove, and some little tables scattered through a long and narrow room. Silver usually took a corner table, but he was too preoccupied to care where he sat just now, so he picked out a place halfway down the wall and slid into a chair.

The waiter came out to him in a white apron spotted with grease, and began to arrange the salt and pepper shakers aimlessly while he waited for the order.

Friend of Doc Shores? he asked with an elaborate nonchalance.

Silver looked at a blunt bulldog face with the hair brushed stiffly up in a high pompadour. He looked down at the black and broken nails of the waiters hands.

Then, with irritation, he demanded: When a man asks for a pawnbroker, does it prove that hes the pawnbrokers friend?

The waiter started a little. He made gestures with both hands as he answered:

Oh, sure it dont. It dont prove nothing at all!

But it was plain that the fellow thought it proved a great deal His eyes squinted, and he smiled a bit to one side of his face, as though he were able to speak important things if he cared to do so. It was the attitude of the man who will demonstrate that his wits are as good as the next fellows.

Silver ordered a steak with fried potatoes and onions, and mashed turnips, and a wedge of apple pie, and coffee with hot milk. He was still waiting for the order when a slender youth of two and twenty, with a dark and handsome face, came smiling into the restaurant and straight past Silvertip toward the lunch counter. His lips did not seem to part, and yet Silver distinctly heard words in the air as the stranger went by. And the words were: Leave Copper Creek — fast!

Silver drew a breath, and with that breath came the urge to leave Copper Creek, and Crowtown, and that whole section of the range, and never return to it. What we fear most of all is what we cannot understand, and Silvertip could not understand.

He should get up from his table, cancel his order, and march from the restaurant, saddle Parade, and take his pack from the hotel, to fade from Copper Creek into the outer night. That was what the advice of the stranger had been, obviously; that was what his own instincts told him to do. But a strange thing held him.

He could not tell why the dark and handsome face of the man seemed so familiar to him, but he could almost touch it with his memory, almost give it a name — though at the same time something told him that he never had seen those features before.

Then he suddenly remembered the pictures in the old album in the house of the judge. He remembered the photograph of the fourteen-year-old boy, and his mind shut like a trap on the truth. This was Raoul Brender, nicknamed Rap. This was the goal of his search!

And the goal had murmured the warning to leave at once!

Suddenly Jim Silver was afraid.

He began to ask himself if the nerve which had always been his was abandoning him at last — if courage is like cloth, a thing that can be rubbed through and worn out? He had heard that in a good many places, and more than once he had had frightful chances to see men of reputed bravery show yellow — yes, and in front of a crowd. Perhaps the same thing was happening to him. Perhaps the last act of grim courage in his life had been the interception of Butch Lawson, and the execution of that man.

Execution was a better term, Silver felt. It had not been murder; it could not even be called a killing; it was simply that society had been outraged, and that Silver had been societys tool to put the matter of the outrage right.

So he remained there. He heard the cook break out into hearty laughter, and bawl:

Rap Brender, youre a card, all right!

And Rap Brender laughed, also. He had given a warning to a stranger, and now he sat at the lunch counter, laughing and chatting. There was little care on the mind of this Rap Brender, but Silver would have given a great deal to know what was in Raps mind. Somehow, he felt, there was a way of linking everything together — Crowtown, Lawson, Deputy Sheriff Granger, the gold watch, the mark that had been cut on the back of the watch — a sort of double L turned downward — and finally old Doc Shore.

Looking back into his memory, Silver could swear that the last expression of Shore had been that of one ready to do murder. And therefore murder was now in the air. It was not for the sake of some small thing that Brender had warned him, but because his very life was endangered.

In our dreams, our thoughts will summon up before the closed eyes of the mind the faces we name. So it seemed to Silver now, as he thought of Shore and looked vacantly toward the big window that fronted on the street. For there the face of the pawnbroker took shape — the divided mist of white beard, the red, smiling mouth, and the peering eyes. Those eyes assuredly found Jim Silver, dwelt upon him for a moment, and then Doc Shore broke into laughter as he turned away.

Jim Silver felt that sinister mirth in his very soul. It was as though Shore were so sure Silver was trapped and so familiar with the game that he did not even care to pause to see the finish of the quarry.

The food came in a long, oval platter nicked brown at the edges. The fried potatoes sent up a rank odor of old pork fat; the onions were underdone; the coffee was acrid with chicory. And anger bubbled suddenly in the breast of Silver. He could recognize the sort of treatment that restaurant owners give to patrons they dont wish to serve. In the back of the room, the cook and Brender were laughing again, and it seemed to Silver that the laughter was a mockery directed at him.

A bowlegged cowpuncher came in. He took off a pair of ragged old leather chaps, time and sweat-blackened, and spotted with white where thorns had freshly torn the surface. The chaps he hung on a peg, looked at them, seemed to find them too grotesque dangling on the wall, and flopped them over the back of a chair. He sat at the corner table in the front of the room, facing Silver, and began to rub the tips of his fingers over the rough of his unshaven beard while he waited to give an order.

But as he gradually turned his head back and forth, one spark came out from his eyes and went into the soul of Silver. And suddenly the whole room stood up in a blaze of light for Silver. He saw everything with a redoubled clearness, for he knew that if there were a danger pointing at his life, the fellow in the corner was the weapon which was pointing at his head.

There was only that first look, and then the man folded his arms on the edge of the table and seemed to stare down at his own reflections. He had a low forehead with the flesh puckered in waves upon it; the top of his head was like that of an infant, but the whole lower part of his face spread out, and the nostrils flared into fishhook twists at the corners.

He meant business, that fellow.

Silvertip went on eating. And suddenly the onions seemed delicious, and the steak was tender, and the coffee was as perfect as if he had been hungering and thirsting for a month in hard country. For the danger that had turned him cold in prospect was merely a piquant sauce, now that he was seeing the actual semblance of it.

Then a tall man came in, one with buck teeth that kept him smiling, and a great knob of an Adams apple moving up and down in his throat. He took a chair to the side of Silver, and, with his back against the wall, faced him in turn. Immediately behind him entered a third, one of those average men who are hard to describe, except that he had a way of looking fixedly, taking up one thing at a time with his eyes. He went straight down toward the rear of the room, and seated himself at a table directly behind that of Silvertip.

The thing was obvious now. It could hardly have been an ordinary custom for the men of Copper Creek to sit at the tables; the lunch counter, where the cookery could be watched, was the natural place for hungry people to sit, and though weariness and an abstraction of the mind had made Silver take a table, it was hardly likely that three other men, immediately after him, should do the same thing. It was not chance, either, that had distributed them in such a pattern, making Silver the exact center of the design. The meaning was simple: he was about to be filled with lead.

He hunched back his chair, turned slowly, and called for another cup of coffee. The waiter came to get his cup. That waiter was very pale now.

He snatched up the saucer and cup as though he were removing it from before a leper. He was sweating, and not with the heat of the room.

Now that the chair had been pushed back, Silvers plan was simple. He would drop a spoon, lean for it, and slide suddenly to the floor with a gun in each hand. The fellow behind him, with the lingering eyes, must be his first target, then the man with the buck teeth, and last the cow-puncher in the front of the room. Every shot would have to tell; there could be no misses. Three snap-shots, while he lay on the floor, and every one a bulls-eye; that was the program that lay before him.

He decided that he would wait until the second cup was brought to him.

Rap, said the voice of the man behind him.

Yes, Larry, said Brender.

Get the cook and the waiter out of the way, carne the sudden command.

And Silver knew that he had waited too long. The thing was about to begin now.

He turned slowly in his chair, his right arm over the back of it. His position looked helpless enough, his legs crossed, his arm at that angle. But he could get his guns from under his armpits with one flashing gesture, and a thrust of his foot would hurl the table from in front of him and cast him in a backward dive toward the floor.

That moment of confusion might give him a chance to make his guns start chattering, and if that were possible, he would still have a fighting chance. But as he turned and saw the cook and the waiter slinking with frightened faces out of the little kitchen through a rear door, he estimated those chances as one in a thousand. For these were men who lived by the gun, all of them.

If you make a fast move, said the man called Larry, it will take you right into hell, Silvertip. Understand?

I understand, said Silver. Are you the messenger boy of Doc Shore? Come here to collect me?

Cool, aint he? commented the man in the front of the room. He drew, without haste, a long-barreled Colt, and laid it on the table in front of him.

Hes cool, said the buck-toothed man at the side of the room. Hes a good ticket, and hes going to be punched for a long ride. Silver, you dont have to talk, but Id like to know what happened to Butch Lawson,

The slug hit him under the heart, said Silvertip. He lasted long enough to speak a few words. That was all. Then he turned over and went to sleep.

He lasted long enough to make a sucker out of you, remarked Larry.

I dont know, said Rap Brender, leaning both his elbows against the edge of the lunch counter. Maybe there was room for Silvertip to have a little surprise. Im not so sure that hes been a sucker.

We havent got all night, said Larry. Silver, youve done a few things in the world. Youve built yourself a name. Its a pity that youve got to go out like this. But orders are orders. Boys, get him covered!

Wait a minute! called a harsh, stern voice. It came from Rap Brender. He stood as before, but now there was a gun in each hand. Keep your guns out of sight, partners, he was commanding. Ive got something to say to you.

Hold on, Rap, muttered Larry. You know where you stand already. If you butt into this game, youll wish you were dead long before youre planted underground!

I hear you talk, said Rap Brender. What I say is that Silvertip is facing the music in a way that I like to see. Were not going to jump him in a pack. Were going to take him on one by one.

It seemed to Silver that Brender grew larger, taller, as he spoke. The meaning in his face was clear, and so was the ring of his voice. It compelled a moment of silence from the others.

Thanks, Brender, said Silver, and waited.

No matter how the thing turned out, Silver was glad now that he had come into the mountains to find young Rap Brender. The game was hard, and the chances were long, but the reward would be worth fighting for. He looked at the clean features of Brender, now drawn tense and hard, and saw that there was the true steel in him.

The buck-toothed man stood up, little by little unfolding the great length of his body.

You been reading books again, Rap, said he. You been reading books and getting romantic. Youre going to stand by and watch three duels, are you? Why, you poor fool, this aint what you think. This is Silver, and his guns speak a coupla dozen languages.

Brender, said Larry, If you dont like this job, step out the back way, and well finish it without you.

Ive made my talk, said Brender. And Ive made my suggestion. If it doesnt sound to you, get out of the place, the three of you. Watch your hand, Stew!

The last was a shout. He of the fleshy forehead, in the front of the room, had snatched toward his gun, but his hand remained still in mid-air, and the gun on the table was untouched.

You nearly collected it on the button just then, said Brender.

I guess you know what this means, Rap, said Larry.

He stood up in turn.

Brender had a spot of white in the middle of each cheek. His dark eyes glittered.

I know what it means, he said. It means that Im through. And thank Heaven for that. I always thought you were a filthy lot. Now I know it. I hoped that you would have clean hands, Larry, but I see youre in with the rest. Get out of this. You can go the back way.

Larry looked deliberately around the room. Then he made a vague gesture of salute to Silver.

It looks as though youre going to win this hand, Silver, he said. I thought we had you cooked, but you had an ace up your sleeve. Come on, boys.

He turned toward the stricken, desperate face of Brender.

Ill be seeing you, Rap, he said, and passed on.

They moved in single file, slowly, through the kitchen and out the rear door of the restaurant. Brender and Silver remained alone.


VI. FLAMING GUNS

[image: img30.jpg]

FOR AN INSTANT the world receded from them, and in the moment of silence staring at one another, each realized what he had found in the other.

Are you coming with me or riding alone? asked Silver.

With you, said Rap Brender. My horse is in the hotel stable with yours. But Christians men may have the stable guarded by this time. Weve got to run like the devil. Come on!

They went out of the restaurant with a rush. The thunder of their footfalls was still echoing through the long wooden box of a room when they stepped into the dust of the street. Ahead of them two forms, bending far forward, were sprinting across the way and into the dark throat of an alley, as Brender and Silver headed for the hotel, with Rap well in the lead.

And as he ran, Silver saw the image of Christian, and marveled at the genius of the man who knew so well how to gather about him men who feared nothing except himself. Shore must be one of them. The scrawl on the back of the watch must have been short for the message, Kill the bearer.

Rap Brender glanced impatiently back over his shoulder. And, throwing off all thought, Silver was instantly up with the smaller man. But size did not matter. If it were Christian that Brender had defied for the sake of a stranger, there was the soul of a giant in this slender fellow.

He heard Brender gasping: Take rear stable door. Ill take front!

So they split apart, rounding to the rear of the hotel, and Silver cut back to the farther end of the long, low barn. The door was open. Something moved in the tar-black interior, a shadow within the shadow, and a dull gleam of metal.

Hold up! Whos there? demanded a voice.

Saddle up! panted Silver, checking his run, but striding straight forward. Brenders gone wrong and bolted. Saddle up and come along!

Brender couldnt go wrong. Who are you?

You fool! said Silver.

Back up, brother, till I know you, commanded the shadow in the broad doorway.

But the gleam of the gun had dropped from breast-high as low as the hip, and Silver took his chance.

Everything was obscurity, except the tarnished gleam of the gun and the pale spot of the face against that velvet blackness. It was guesswork to find the chin, but the fighting instinct helped him. He felt his knuckles bite home against the jawbone.

The gun flashed. The boom of it rolled through the barn, and a dozen horses sprang to their feet, snorting. Silver already had laid the barrel of his Colt along the head of that staggering form in the darkness. The man fell under the very feet of the horses. Silver took him by the heels and jerked him against the wall.

A swift form came at him out of the darkness, calling softly: Silver!

All right. Hes down, said Silver, and made for Parade.

There is an extra sense that teaches a cow-puncher how to saddle swiftly in the dark. He gets his practice in the early gloom of autumn and winter mornings. Now saddle and bridle were whipped over the stallion.

The back way! Quick! called Rap B render, whose hands seemed to possess a faster touch than even those of Silver.

Lantern light came pitching and swaying toward the front door of the barn. A man was shouting as he ran:

Whos there? Whats up? Jerry — Pete — come on!

At the door of the barn, the lantern light, steadied while the bearer waited, perhaps, for the reenforcement that Pete and Jerry would bring him. But Silver was already through the rear door on Parade. And the slender form of Rap Brender was whipping into the saddle.

Off to the right, not fifty yards, two horsemen rushed them at the run. Brender and Silver already had their mounts under way. The wind of the gallop began to whip Silvers face. Guns crackled rapidly. Those fellows were fanning their revolvers or they could not have shot so fast. Turning in the saddle, he gave them their answer, a smooth-flowing salvo as fast as his thumb could flick the hammer of his gun.

Five shots and a yell answered those bullets. He saw the two pursuers split apart; darkness dissolved them as they slowed down, and out across the open fields behind Copper Creek, Silver and Brender cut down into the narrows of the canyon.

The ragged face of the cliff rushed by them on one side, the broken gleaming of the creek on the other.

Brender led by a little, then by more. And Silver called on Parade. There was the usual magnificent response. He drew near Brender, and there he hung, with the tail of the other horse snapping straight out, almost in his face.

Amazement came over Silvertip. He felt that he was matched or overmatched by the generous, great heart of Brender, but it was a prodigy that Parade should be matched, also!

They shot out of the widening mouth of the valley onto the wavering flat of the desert, and a warm wind blew on them. No sound of pursuit echoed through the ravine behind them, yet Brender was jockeying his horse forward, riding as if in a race.

Suddenly Silver understood. It was a race, and with all the dangers of the present or of the future forgotten, this light-hearted fellow was lost in the contest of horse with horse. Once more Silver leaned forward, edging his weight toward the withers, and this time Parade drew slowly level with the other; then, with a sudden rush, he went away, for the smaller horse was stopping with exhaustion.

Silver drew up to a trot, to a walk; Brender rode beside him, shouting out in bewilderment:

You beat Chinook! Great thunder, Silver, your horse beat Chinook! Shes beaten, and its the first time!

Shes a grand mare, said Silver. Shes the fastest that ever ran against Parade — except one.

Except what one? exclaimed Brender.

His old father — Brandy. Old Brandy can still hold even or beat him for a mile or so. But Parade doesnt get tired. Thats where he wins.

If Id known there was a horse that could move away from Chinook like this— groaned Brender, and paused.

Nothing else will be apt to catch her, said Silver.

Id still be back home at the old mans shoulder; running the ranch, said Brender. But shes what took me away. I watched her grow up. When she was a yearling, she could leave the bunch when they ran for water or came in from the field to the corral. I spotted her for mine, I gentled her. I broke her. And when I rode her, Silver, it seemed to me that there was nothing in the world that I couldnt catch, and that nothing could catch me. Thats what started me. I was a fool. She made me feel safe. And I went to the devil at a touch. Christian didnt have to persuade me. Chinook had done the persuading already. You know. The fine, brave, free life — and no work — and all the men heroes, and all the women beautiful, and all the liquor old, and nothing but hard riding, and excitement, and — oh, you know what I mean! I rode right into hell on Chinooks back. But theres not a gamer, truer horse in the world, Silver.

It seemed to Silvertip that the whole soul of the youth had, somehow, spilled out in this one speech. There was the picture of his past, of his nature, of his raising, and of his temptation and fall.

No, went on Brender thoughtfully, you wouldnt even understand. You live the free life, all right. But people know that youve never been crooked. Ive been crooked, Silver. I know what it means to stick a gun under the nose of a man. Ill tell you another thing Ive enjoyed doing it. Ive liked it, and getting into brawls, and having a fight right out to the finish. Ive been nearly finished a couple of times. But Ive liked the life a whole lot.

He looked suddenly behind him, swinging half around in the saddle.

I understand, said Silver.

I like this, too, said Brender. I know that theyre going to get me. Christian never fails. Sooner or later the men he marks off are dead. And it doesnt take very long. But in spite of that, I sort of like this being done with the dirty part of the old life, you know. And riding out here toward we dont know what, riding over the rim of the world you know what I mean. And you along with me! Silver, youre a man — I dont mean just batting that fellow over the head in the barn, and I didnt mean simply shooting one of that other pair out of the saddle, but I do mean the way you sat there in the restaurant, and waited for the music to start!

Rap, said Silver, I dont want to talk about myself. Whats important is the thing youve done. I was as dead as a fish out of water. And you put me back in the swim. You say that youre sure that Christian will get you. But suppose that the two of us stick together? Two men that work together and fight for one another could stand off the devil himself.

We could beat the devil — but not Christian, said Brender.


VII. A CRY IN THE NIGHT

[image: img30.jpg]

A MOON CAME up, yellow like a winter sun in the far North. By the wan light of it they rode on, until Chinook was stumbling with weariness, and all of that time the high spirits of Rap Brender failed to cool. He laughed, he sang, he whistled, he rattled off cheerful anecdotes in endless succession, but he refused consistently to tell Silver what Silver most wanted to know — the ways and the habits and the numbers of the Christian gang.

He would exclaim, in answer to the questions: Tomorrow well talk over everything. Tonight I want to forget.

But he could plan the great party which they would indulge in before catastrophe overtook them. He laid the scene of it all the way from Mexico City to Denver, and named the drinks, and roasted the birds. It was only when Chinook began to give out that they halted.

The desert was as flat as the palm of a hand. Cactus growths stood up like men or crouched like beasts all around them, and a hunting party would not have to be as cunning as wild Indians in order to use such cover in stalking the quarry. Therefore, while Rap Brender slept three hours, Silver stood on guard walking around and around the camp in a great circle, sometimes making a halt in order to scan all the environs of the camp, and sometimes lying down so that with his ear to the ground he could hear every vibration. He made such a business of this standing watch that sleepiness did not trouble him. He allowed not one instant for his own thoughts, except for a moment when he stood close to Brender, just before waking him up.

However gay Rap had been before twisting himself into his blanket, he suffered now in his sleep, his forehead clouding, his head twisting over against his shoulder, as though forced by the hangmans knot. Then it seemed to Silver that this was a life foredoomed to waste. It was no more than a glass of liquid held in a trembling hand. It would be flung away. Perhaps already young Brender had come many times within an inch of death. He would try danger once more, and that time would be the last. He had outraged the law; now he had defied the outlaws. He was more perfectly isolated than any man that Silver could conceive of.

For all of that picture which rolled suddenly and sadly into his mind, Silver determined to stand with him, shoulder to shoulder, through every crisis.

He roused him with a word. That hair-trigger nature responded instantly, as a fine gun responds to a touch. He was out of his blanket and up, and looking around him with cool, calm eyes.

Seen anything? he asked.

Nothing, said Silver. Howd you sleep?

Like a top. Dreamed that I was in a castle on the edge of the world, sitting at a silver table, and eating off a golden plate. Turn in, Silver.

Silver turned in, smiling at Raps account of his visions. He could remember the tortured face and the head pressed over on one shoulder.

Then, with one twist of the blanket around him, Silver turned his own face from the moon and went to sleep.

And, just as he had looked down at the handsome, sharply defined face of Brender, so Rap Brender now looked down on him, and saw the jaw gripped harder in sleep, and the fine shadows of resolution form in the center of the brow.

Then, with a sigh, B render stepped back and began his circling of the camp, his lookout for any sign of life. An owl passed like a dark gesture, shooting over his head in its hunt for mice or some other little warmblooded life that might have ventured out in the moonlight. But there was absolutely no sign of horsemen moving across the flats, far or near.

Brender sat down cross-legged. He pulled out a pencil and a small notebook, in which he scribbled:



Dear Silver:

Im leaving you. Im going to lose myself in a way you wont be able to follow.

I know that youll try to find my trail. You feel under an obligation because I kept the thugs from murdering you, and now that Im outside the law and the Christian gang, both, youll want to back me up against the world.

But thats no go, Silver. If you cut loose from me, you can win through, maybe. You may be able to keep away from Christian because the law isnt hunting you. But if you stay with me, youll surely be snagged. Thats why Im cutting off by myself. Im leaving now and taking the chance that even Christians bloodhounds wont be able to follow our trail by moonlight.

If you think that youre under any obigation to me, youre wrong. It was simply a lucky thing for me that you happened along today. Otherwise I might still be with the Christian outfit of man-killers and crooks. Whatever else the world may have against me, it cant call me a murderer, and if I had stood by while those fellows were shooting you up, murder would have been the charge against me. The moment I came into the restaurant and saw you, I knew that I didnt want to go through with the dirty job. And when I watched you face the three of them, I knew Id have to fight on your side.

You can see that you dont owe me a thing. I owe you the chance that made me be white for once.

Dont try to follow my trail. You couldnt do me any good and youd simply get yourself into trouble too deep for even Silver to wade through. Leave the Christian gang to itself. Nobody can beat that crowd. Not while the brains of Christian are running it. If I were you, Id slide out of this country and go to South America until the Christian outfit has had a chance to cool off.

I would have told you all about the workings of the gang, but I knew that if I gave you a lot of information you never would have stopped until youd tried to break up that machine. And believe me, nobody is going to be able to smash that outfit.

Meeting you was a great thing. Of course Id heard a lot about you, but meeting you was a lot bigger and better than anything I had heard.

The best of every luck to you.

Rap Brender.



When he had finished writing this, he tore the pages out of the book, taking care that he made no loud sound in the ripping. Then he picked up saddle and bridle, muffling the iron of the bridle with his hand, and carried his outfit a full hundred yards from the camp.

Chinook was up and grazing, though Parade was still lying down. He led the mare to the saddle, pulled it over her back, and in another moment was leading her away.

He went on for a full quarter of a mile before he ventured to mount, in fear lest the wolf-sharp ears of Silver might hear the squeak of the saddle leather. Then he rode steadily on, keeping the line that he had held to since they left Copper Creek side by side. He maintained the direction while the moon began to climb to the zenith, but as the dawn began he altered his course.

He had entered a district of lava flow before he changed his direction. All around him the ground was covered with glass-hard slag, or cinders crumbling slowly to dust, or heaps of fragments like great black shocks of hay.

He kept to places where the black slag extended like ice, and where the hardest stampings of the mare would make little or no impression. Still clinging to that sort of going, he managed to snake his way through the miles of the lava flow and come out into the desert on the other side with the surety that Silver would not be able to stick to his trail.

That surety made him half melancholy and half gay. He felt that it was his duty to shake off Silver; but he felt, also, that it was the greatest loss in his life. And now he wanted forgetfulness at any price.

The sun was well up. The heat of the day had commenced to burn him, and he kept Chinook to a slow dog-trot that gradually drifted the miles behind them. He knew the way he wanted to keep, but he had to change direction twice in order to get to two water holes, It was the very end of the afternoon before he carne in sight of what he wanted. He was then facing due west, and against the red blaze of the horizon fires he saw tall trees etched, and the sharp wedges of several roofs. It was well after sunset before that black series of silhouettes turned into green under his eyes, a dusky green overdrawn with night shadows.

But this was the place he wanted. Chinook, with the smell of green grass in her nostrils, lifted her dainty head and went eagerly forward. And so they passed into the oasis.

There was no other name for it. Thirty years before, Tom Higgins, in his youth, had fled across the desert and found three trees growing close beside a little spring that bubbled up in the sand, ran a pace or two, and was drunk up by the desert.

To Tom Higgins, half dead with thirst, the crystal shining of that water was the most beautiful thing in the world. So he filed on the half section that contained the spring, and went back to live there. In his equipment were tools for digging, some seed grain, and a few tough little saplings, a foot high, which he had dug up, roots and all, packed in moss, and brought with him. He began to enlarge the vent of the spring. For a year, off and on, he dug down and down until he had drilled through the bed rock, and then he was rewarded by a thousandfold welling of the water. It would not rise above the surface, but it made a great source of supply that was more than sufficient for his three or four hundred acres.

So he settled down there permanently. By degrees he planted trees in lines and in groves. He established well-leveled fields of alfalfa, of oats, of wheat. He made a truck garden. He fed all his hay and grain to pigs, horses, cattle, sheep, and once a year herded the drove across the desert to the nearest market. He could employ servants now, and with their help he turned his entire oasis into a garden.

He took out a hotel license, and Higginss hotel and bar became a famous legend. Not many men ever got to it, because the way was across bitter leagues of desert, but those who finally achieved the place by design or accident, always felt that their trip had been worthwhile.

Brender, coming in, first heard the lowing of the cattle, and as he drew toward the center of the oasis, he heard also the clank and whirring of the windmills which by day and night used every breeze to pump out of the source the life-giving water for the soil. He came through a great grove of round-headed trees into a second view of the hotel of Tom Higgins.

It was backed by sharp-roofed barns, but the house itself was in the Spanish style, and built of bed rock that had been blasted free and roughed into shape by Mexican stonecutters. A tide of green climbing vines swept up over it, and even over the four stories of the tower which Tom Higgins had built, and on top of which, men said, he took his stand every day at noon, to scan the horizon with a strong glass, as though he were a sailor once more, and on the bridge to find the position of a ship.

One thing was certain: there was that in the past of Higgins which made him expect, some day, a very important visitor. His expectation was so great that he constantly had about him a troop of the most experienced cutthroats. Their value as farm laborers was not great, but their skill with weapons was well known, and if Tom Higgins had been a sailor in his youth, now he lived like a sort of land pirate, accumulating a more and more unsavory reputation.

It mattered little to young Rap Brender that there were strange things in the air of the place. What was important to him was that there were green things to look upon, good liquor to drink, and perhaps one day of respite before Barry Christian and his gang swept over him like a black wave.

He rode into the patio, where a big man was lighting the three lanterns that illuminated the court. He had a silhouette like the shadow of an egg, for his hips and stomach were enormous, and he sloped above the waist to a comparatively narrow pair of shoulders, a vast pyramid of a neck, and a wonderfully small head which was as bald as glass.

That was Tom Higgins.

He wore a pair of old overalls, some Mexican huarachos to cool his feet, and a flannel undershirt whose sleeves had been cut off at the shoulders.

He turned to Brender a face puffed and reddened by whisky bloat, and waved a hand of greeting.

At his shout, a spindling boy of sixteen came slowly out and took the mare, after Brender had stripped the pack from behind the saddle.

You come in here, shouted Tom Higgins. I aint seen you for two years, Rap. Were going to have a drink, and I know what the drinks going to be. Were going to have some eighteen-year-old rye thats been cooking in a barrel for all of that time, and if it aint a hundred and fifty proof, Im a sucker.

Brender thanked him, but said he needed sleep. Three hours of sleep and he would be on deck again, but now he was too tired to enjoy even good liquor.

He sat with Tom Higgins in the big, empty dining room, and ate roast kid and baked potatoes. Then Higgins, in person, conducted him to a bedroom that faced away from the patio, and looked out upon green alfalfa fields to the east. Brender struck the bed without so much as pulling off his boots. He was asleep before the springs had stopped creaking.

When he wakened, the white hand of the moonlight lay on the floor beside the bed, and in his ears a womans scream was still ringing.


VIII. THE GIRL
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HE LISTENED IN incredulous silence for another moment, half expecting the sound to be repeated. It was not a cry of pain, but one of fear. It came from a young throat, for there had been music in the treble of even that shriek.

Then he flashed to the door, turned the knob, and found it stuck. He tried it with hand and shoulder, and heard the bolt clank back and forth in its slot. He had been locked in!

He dropped to one knee, with a gun in his hand instinctively. Something was happening from the sight of which he was to be barred. It must be a matter of great importance, for Tom Higgins well knew that his guest had been with Barry Christian, had been one of his gang, and Tom could hardly know so soon that there had been a breach between Rap and the great chief. Or had Christian, with his usual uncanny prescience, guessed the resort to which Rap Brender would flee? Had a swift rider come across the desert, and was Brender now caught in an easy trap?

He ran to the window. There was a two-story drop, but a drainage pipe ran not far away. He was over the window sill instantly, and slithering down the pipe to the ground.

Once there, he breathed more easily; his heart stopped racing; his brain began to function like a useful engine. The sound he had heard in his sleep might have come from any direction. In fact, it seemed to him that it must have floated into the room from a place directly outside the window. But nothing lived in the moonlight before him. Only the alfalfa extended pale and gleaming, as though covered with frost. A warm wind was blowing. It carried to him the alkaline breath of the desert beyond the oasis, and the thought, once more, of Barry Christian. A picture rushed into his mind of the many riders, and the many loping horses, swinging steadily forward on the blood trail.

He had only perhaps this single night to live through, and yet he was squandering his time on the scream of a woman!

But he turned the corner of the hotel and reached the patio entrance. The gate had been closed. He climbed, using the heavy iron bars that reinforced the wood, until he was at the top of the gate, and off that onto the top of the wall.

There he lay out on his stomach, his head pillowed in his folded arms, and looked about him. The patio of a Spanish-built house is like the brain of a man. Everything that happens in the house will sooner or later show some trace of its occurrence in the patio.

So he waited.

All the windows, like blind, black eyes, looked out on the patio. The silence was perfect. Then a rooster crowed, making a voice that sounded far, far away, coming from behind the oasis, yet it must have been close at hand. A moment later something came through the darkness of a room, something white that approached the window, that flashed in the shaft of the moonlight, and a girl leaned out over the sill.

In the speed of her glance, the rapid turning of her head as she swept the patio, there was desperation. She spun suddenly about. Another form had loomed behind her. Arms of darkness grappled her, and swept her into the shadows, as a great fish might catch prey on the surface and drag it instantly down into the gloomy depths.

The window, a moment later, was closed, the frame groaning against the sides. And the shudder of that sound was matched by the tremor in the body of Rap Brender.

He must do something. He must get to that room.

He had, at first, a feeling that the wise thing would be to go straight to his host and make inquiries. But he remembered the locked door of his room. He had been closed in until other events were concluded on this night, and his door could not have been fastened without the order of Higgins.

And was there anything of which Tom Higgins was incapable?

Brender scanned the farther wall of the patio, near the window which he had been watching. It was a sheer rise, but it was broken by a window in the first story. If he could climb by the aid of that window, his hands would reach the sill of the window above.

That was enough for him. What he could accomplish after getting into the room, he did not ask himself. Forethought rarely troubled him, but impulse ruled his actions.

He crawled back to the gate of the patio and climbed down its inside surface as easily as he had mounted from without. Then, skulking close to the wall, he rounded the patio until he was beneath the window he had marked.

It was not easy to climb. The lower window helped him, but as he gained the top ledge of it, he lost a handhold and slipped. The weight of his body jerked him free. Luck enabled him to land on his feet. He pitched forward on his hands, skinning the palms of them badly.

Then he stood up and huddled into a corner, wondering what noise his fall had made, and what eyes might have been watching him.

Nothing could be gained by such delays, he told himself, except to give fear a chance to enter him. So he tried the climb again, more cautiously. Some of the strength had gone out of him. The sound of his breathing seemed loud enough to arouse the entire household. But he gained a handhold on the sill of the upper window this time.

At that, such a strength of hope surged up in him that he was easily able to draw himself up into the casement. There was hardly any other name for the aperture, considering the thickness of the rock wall.

He put his face against the glass. There was nothing before him except darkness, that seemed to be whirling slowly before his eyes. He tried the window sash. It rose an inch, then stuck. He had to work it softly back and forth in order to raise it completely without making a sound, and as he worked he wondered what eyes might be watching him either from the outside or from the secure blackness within.

Once the sash was up he slipped into the room.

The air was warm there. The smell of the goatskin rugs and coverings of chairs hung in the air, and another scent, too, high up the scale, like the thin, sweet vibration of a violin — the fragrance of a perfume!

Rap Brender, standing back against the wall, staring at the darkness with eyes which could plumb it hardly a step at a time, told himself that she was not only young, but beautiful. He could not be wrong. A true message had flashed to him through the moonlight across the width of the patio!

For when is instinct wrong?

He moved forward. His hands found a chair, a table. His eyes began to help him more. He saw the loom of a bed — but his carefully exploring hands discovered that it was not occupied.

He reached a door, found the knob, turned it, and gained nothing by the pull which he gave it.

He had come all this way to be stopped by a locked door, then! Suddenly, in disgust and in deep misgiving, he decided that he would return by the way he had come, and regain his room and try to fall asleep again.

He went to the window, but one glance at the patio, at the gate which he had climbed, made him set his teeth with a new determination. He had come too far to give up this effort without more of a battle,

He returned to the door. After all, it might be stuck, not locked. So he took hold on the knob, lifted hard, and felt the heavy frame, as he thought, give a trifle. A moment later it was swinging silently open against him!

He looked out into the hall. A lamp, with the wick turned low, hung down from the ceiling, and gave feeble rays up and down the length of the corridor. On either side of that hall there were doorways, any one of which might give entrance to the place where the girl was kept.

One of those doors now suddenly opened, letting out a full shaft of light from the interior. He had a glimpse of a big man wearing a great pair of mustaches, a tall and splendid fellow with the bearing of a general. With him stepped a smaller companion, dapper, lean, cat-footed, moving obsequiously beside him of the mustaches.

Brender had closed the door of his room. Now, hearing the voices coming, he pressed his ear close to the crack. He heard the footfalls; he heard a quiet, deep voice saying:

Time and patience will cure all evils, even a woman!

He heard a muttered answer, and the pair passed on, turning a corner, were gone from hearing.

Brender opened his door again and looked out. Had they locked the door through which they had appeared?

No doubt they had, but they had left the key, brightly gleaming, in the lock. His heart leaped when he saw it, and, instantly gliding into the hall, he stepped to that other doorway and turned the key. The bolt slid back with an audible clank, and he quickly pulled the door open and stepped inside.

The girl stood at the farther end of the bedroom against the wall. But she was not alone. Confronting her, with back turned to Brender, was a stodgy man in an aggressive pose, and it was plain that the silence into which Brender had stepped was simply a tense pause in a combat of wills.


IX. THE GUARDIAN
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HE HAD MADE a bit of noise in entering, and the turning of the lock had certainly been a distinct sound, yet neither the girl who faced him nor the man whose back was turned paid any more attention to him than figures in a dream. He had a chance to see the room, with its goatskin rug and the big, low bed; and, above all, to be surprised at the position of the lamp set in the casement. From that position it streamed its light straight at the man, and touched the girl with only a vague reflection which showed that her hair was dark and softly luminous, and gave a faint glow to her olive skin.

It was almost as hard to see her now as it had been across the distance of the patio, when the moonlight struck her, but Brender did not need to stand close. He had guessed at her as one surmises a garden in the dark by the fragrance of the rose, and by hope. To him she was beautiful, and the brightest sun and the passage of a score of years could never make hint see anything other than beauty in that face.

Im glad you came back, Alonso, said the other man, Shes playing the stubborn devil again. No promises now. She wont commit herself. The first chance she gets, shell start screeching like a wild cat to draw attention; shell have us in jail unless we chloroform her and take her out of the country in the middle of the night.

He had not turned while speaking. Now the girl said:

Its not Alonso. Its another one of your hired kidnapers!

The man who confronted her at last whirled about, exclaiming:

Who dares to—

His words stopped with a jerk. He had seen the flashing gesture with which Brender produced a gun. His own hand jumped nervously, but did not complete its motion to draw a weapon, for there was something in the way Rap Brender held the gun that made him seem the master. It was hardly higher than his hip, and tilted a little to the side. If he fired, it would be by the sense of pointing rather than by sight, and it was obvious that he would not point awry.

Now that Brender could see his man, he liked the looks of him very little. His skin was darker than mere sunburn could make it; there was the Mexican smoke in the whites of his eyes, and his cheeks puffed out in tight bags, swollen by good living. He had a short-cropped black mustache, and the only way he showed his emotion now was in the spreading and contraction of the bristling hairs as his mouth worked.

Rosa, he said, is this one of your tricks? Have you anything to do with this fellow? Young man, what do you want? The Spanish came crowding off his lips.

Rosa, said Brender.

You want what?

He wants me, Uncle Jos, said the girl in English. And he seems to be the sort of a fellow who gets what he wants.

She came away from the wall slowly, Brender had to fight himself to keep from looking at her; only from the corner of his eye he realized that she had flushed, and that she was smiling, and her beauty, as she came into the widening cone of the lamplight, warmed his heart to the roots.

Unworthy and shameless girl! groaned the man José. I think you would go off with him in the middle of the night.

What can I do? said Rosa, still smiling. He is armed, and we are helpless. Ha! she cried out softly. I knew there was one man to be found in the world.

Young man, said Uncle José, I dont know what sort of madness is working in your brain. If youre desperate for money, I can let you have some. Tell me what you want with—

Rosa, said Brender. He flashed one glance at her, adding: Will you come?

Yes! said the girl.

Oh, fool! cried José.

Soft, soft, cautioned Brender through his teeth. I saw you at the window overlooking the patio, Rosa. Some one dragged you away from it. Was it this fellow?

It was, said she.

And youll go with me?

Do you ask me? Will a famished man drink cold spring water? Will a starving man eat? But wait — wait! The hotel is full of my uncles men. The stables are filled with his horses. If you try to take me away—

Hush! said Brender. I know you want to go, and thats enough. Is your uncle armed?

Yes.

Take every weapon on him.

She went straight to José and stood behind him. She was not smiling now. It was rather a silent laugh that kept her lips parted and her eyes shining.

José half turned to her with an exclamation.

Look at me, said Brender. And stand like a stone. I dont know the customs in your country. But up here a man who handles a woman the way youve done tonight gets his face bashed in with a gun. Stand fast, and think with your hands.

José Murcio, said the girl, meet my friend—

Brender, said he. Raoul to my mother, and Rap to the rest of the world, Miss—

Cardigan.

She had reached her hands under the arms of José Murcio, drawn back his coat, and removed from inside it a pair of heavy guns.

Those are the fangs, she said, but theres still poison in him!

The law will take care of you, young man, said Murcio. The law—

The laws wanted me for a long time, said Rap Brender.

The eyes of the girl widened and darkened as she looked at him over the shoulder of Murcio.

But never for kidnapping, said Brender. This will be something new. And I like a change of air and a change of work. Señor Murcio, back into that corner, and turn your face to the wall.

Murcio slowly retreated. He began to breathe hard, and his knees sagged.

What are you going to do to me? he asked.

Look at him! said the girl And with men hes a coward, too! Oh, Uncle José, what a king of rats you are!

The law, gasped Murcio. Decency — the law — every worthy person — treacherous devil, you have lured him here to trap me — your guardian. The wasted years Ive poured out in the care of you that—

My wasted money that youve appropriated, said the girl with a savage outburst. The worthless hound you wanted to marry me to; the years of sneaking and spying — I throw all that in your face. He has no claim on me, she went on swiftly to Brender. By my father — Im an American. I escaped into my country. He followed me and stole me away again. Hes carrying me back to Mexico, where the courts will give him the sort of rulings that he pays for. Let me have five minutes with an American court and Im free from him forever!

Youll have all the time you want — and all the freedom, said Brender. Turn your face to the wall, Murcio. If I have to look at it any more, Im going to change it with my gun.

That outburst made Murcio turn suddenly, and he leaned against the wall as though he needed that support.

He kept whispering and gasping, with a sob bubbling up and down in his throat. It cant happen — it cannot be — not on the verge of success — that she should be swept away from me — wealth, ease — oh, my hopes!

Here his voice was altered as Brender, with a few lengths of cord from his pocket, trussed Murcio foot and hand, and laid him on the floor. Murcios own handkerchief was balled up and thrust at his mouth. He put his teeth together and fought against the gag. Brender had to tap the teeth with the barrel of his revolver before the Mexican opened his mouth to gasp. That instant the gag was inserted. And, with eyes that bulged with hysterical fear, Murcio stared at Brender. The Mexicans face began to swell and turn purple.

Listen, said Brender. If you lie calmly, youll be able to breathe perfectly well. But if you lose your nerve and start fighting, youre going to choke yourself. I hope you do!

He took the girl by the arm.

He wont choke? she whispered.

No. Except with fright. Is he your uncle?

Only by courtesy. Hes the guardian that bad luck gave me. Listen to me. If we try to leave by the hall, theyre sure to see us. What shall we do?

The window? he suggested.

The lamp has to burn there all night, and a man outside is watching it, to make sure that I dont try to leave in that way.

Well have to chance the hall to get to another room, he told her. Come!

She had pulled a broad-brimmed hat over her head. Through the deep shadow it made he could only guess at her face, but he knew that she was smiling.

He opened the door. The hall was empty. The flame had burned the wick of the hanging lamp low, so that the light was cast from it in long, tremulous waves. And it seemed to Brender that the metal knobs of the doors glimmered at him like watching eyes.

They crossed the hall quickly, and he turned through the doorway of the room by which he had entered the house. The moonlight was slanting more deeply through the window, and as they went toward it, he tore the spread from the bed and twirled it into a clumsy rope.

You can slide down by this, he told her. Are you strong in the hands?

She closed her hand on his wrist. It was like the grip of a hard-fingered boy.

Good, said he. When you reach the ground, dont wait for me, but start around under the arcade; keep in the shadow. Go to the patio gate and start climbing it. Use the iron crossbars that strengthen it. Take off your shoes. We have to be as soft as shadows.

Her shoes rattled lightly against the floor as she snatched them off. She slipped over the sill of the window as he tossed out the length of the twisted bed covering. He had tied a knot in his end of it, and held it with a firm grip. And she, gripping the cloth with her hands and twisting her legs around it, cast up at him one frightened glance, then smiled.

His whole heart went out to that smile with a sudden rush.

She disappeared. Smoothly her weight descended, and then the cloth recoiled upward a little as the strain on it ceased.

He snatched it inside, and was himself instantly out the window. It was not easy work. But he had left his boots in the room, and his stockinged feet gripped the ledge of the window eaves below him more securely.

A moment later, from those very eaves he slipped. His handhold hardly delayed his fall.

But he had wit enough to loosen his body, and when he struck the pavement, it was lightly, on his feet. The impact crumbled the power out of his legs. He bunched up on hands and knees, then rose, unhurt, and saw the girl fleeing, a shadow within shadows, under the arcade.

For his own part, he disregarded the advice which he had given to her, and raced straight across the patio, taking extra chances, for it seemed to him that the entire house must waken at any moment. He should have bound Murcio to the foot of the bed. By this time he must have rolled across the floor and begun to kick at the door with his feet.

Brender and the girl reached the heavy, closed gate of the patio at the same time. She was panting, but her face was not strained by fear. She gave him one glance of companionship, and trust, and gratitude, and then started to climb.

Instantly a voice said, outside the patio gate: Now what fool is shaking the gate at this time of night?


X. IN THE DARK
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THE GIRL DROPPED noiselessly back to the ground. Fear had struck her this time, and she spilled loosely against the side of Brender, shuddering.

Whos there? bawled the voice outside the gate.

In spite of fear, she managed to whisper:

Alonso Santos!

Alonso Santos, said Brender. To test the lock of the gate.

Señor Santos? exclaimed the guard outside. I should never have known your voice. Will you open the gate and speak to me, señor?

Stand your guard! said Brender, deepening his voice a little. Keep your eyes open and your wits about you. I have other things to do than waste time.

He heard the other muttering some sort of protest, for it seemed that the second voice of Brender had been no more like the accents of Santos than his first speech. In the meantime, he was stealing back under the arcade with the girl.

He had to keep an arm around her. Sickening fear made her waver and stumble as she walked.

When they were deep in the shadow he took the softness of her chin between thumb and forefinger and gave it such pressure that he felt the sharp edge of the bone beneath that velvet of flesh. She gasped at the pain, and he dropped his hand. She had thrown her head back to escape from the torment, and she kept it back now staring at him. The shuddering of her body had stopped

Its your happiness and my life, said Brender in a murmur. If you fail yourself now, you fail both of us.

Go on by yourself, she said. Im better now, but I cant trust myself. I may give way, Im afraid when the test comes that Ill crumble inside, as I did just now. Go on and get yourself out of trouble, Because if they find you, theyll murder you instantly! Theres no mercy in them. I mean wealth to them if they can force me south over the border. Theyd blot out twenty men to take me back, and theyd kill you like a dog. Go, go!

Youre over the panic now, he told her. Grit your teeth. Youve got to come through with me.

Ill wilt again, as I did just now, she gasped. When I heard the voice of him, everything went to pieces in me. Go by yourself. God bless you! Im not worth the saving,

He looked desperately away from her. What he saw was printed forever in his mind, though the picture of the moon-whitened face of the hotel on one side and the black wall on the other, with blacker windows let into it meant nothing to him. Beyond, there was the night blue of the sky, washed by moonlight, and one yellow planet swimming in it. He saw that picture while he thought of the next chance. There was a corner door, he remembered, that opened off the patio and led through a crooked hallway back to the stable. In the stable they could get horses, saddles — and then away!

Once clear of this little green paradise in the middle of the desert, with horses galloping, with this girl beside him, the most blasting heat on the widest alkali waste would be a heaven to him.

And still she was telling him to go, urging him away with her hands.

He took her by both wrists.

We give them the slip together, or were caught together, he said. You understand? Quick, now, and come with me! Theres only one end for the two of us!

The next moment she was running beside him around the shadowy arcade, their feet whispering over the tiles. And as she ran, he saw that her hands were balled into small, tight fists. But the weakness had gone out of her, and her step was full of springing lightness.

They came to the corner door, where he paused and tried the knob. It stuck. He pressed with the weight of his shoulder and heard the bolt of the lock clink lightly against metal. That way was closed to them!

Should they try to climb the wall to the window above and so work through the house to a different exit?

The thought seemed impossible.

He tested the next window. It resisted his effort to raise it. He stepped back with a faint groan. And he heard the girl say:

Are you trapped? Is there no way out? Are you lost?

If he smashed in the window-pane, turned the catch, perhaps they could run through the room, get into the crooked hallway, and so to the stable — and the first step toward freedom. His mind was beginning to blur. The terrible cold mist of fear began to draw into his lungs with every breath he took. Hardly knowing what he did, he tried the window again with all his might.

It yielded suddenly! It made a deep, grunting noise, like that of a startled pig. And a moment later he had worked it up and was helping the girl through into the thick blackness of the interior.

He joined her there. The warm, stale air closed about him like imprisoning hands. He had made another step toward freedom and escape, with her, but still the goal seemed to be at a great distance away.

He lighted a match. The light that spurted out of the shielding hollow of his hands struck the wall, trailed across a bed, a table, two chairs, and then glinted on the knob of a door.

It was not locked and it opened on thick blackness. With the last of the light on the match he discovered the narrow, winding corridor which, he knew, led to the stable. And now, for the fist time, he felt real hope.

Were almost to horses — almost at the door of escape! he told the girl. Now, soft and steady. Not a whisper. Well soon be there. Keep hold on my coat. Walk right behind me!

He started through the darkness, stretching out his hands so that he was in touch with the walls on either side, and at his back was the hand of the girl, as she followed. Yet he almost struck his forehead heavily against the door that ended the corridor.

This, in turn, was unlocked, and when he pushed it open, the pungent stable odor came up to his nostrils, mixed with the sweetness of well-cured hay. Some of the horses had not finished with their well-filled mangers, and he could hear the whispering sound as the hay was gathered under their lips, and the steady, rhythymical grinding of the great jaws.

Peace, surety came flooding over Brenders soul.

A few moments more, and they would be in the open, racing side by side toward freedom!

One lantern was burning. Its wick was turned so low that it made all the interior of the big stable look like a shapeless mass of shadows, but he knew the way to his mare, and found Chinook at once, with her saddle hung up on the peg behind her.

Go to the door — that one yonder, he whispered to the girl. Go like a snake in grass, because it may be guarded. If you find anyone, come back to me. If you dont find anyone, wait there, and Ill bring on the horses. Quickly!

She was gone, instantly fading out, then looming again, dimly, against the moonlight that filled in the square of the open door.

He saddled the mare and bridled her. Nearby he saw a big, rangy animal. He could not venture on lighting a candle, but with his wise hands, in the darkness, he read the slope of the shoulders, and got the hard, clean feel of the bone in the cannon.

That horse he saddled for the girl, untied the pair, and led them cautiously back down the aisle between the stalls. She had not returned, and therefore the way was clear.

Stepping into the doorway, he was amazed that she was not standing there!

Rose! he whispered. Rose?

Something whispered in the air just behind him. Chinook threw up her head with a grunt. And as he turned about, he saw the shadow of a mans form in the darkness, and the shadowy loom of the blow that was aimed at his head. It came home. A wave of fire burst across his brain, and he fell on his face.


XI. CHRISTIANS SCHEME
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WHEN BRENDER OPENED his eyes again, he was in a lamplit room where the air was very warm. And a voice was drawling:

Put in some more coffee. I want a hot shot. Im sleepy, the way we been riding!

Brender closed his eyes again. The pain that shot through his head with every pulse of his blood made him squint. The voice was familiar. He had heard it somewhere, and many times.

That coffees going to be like lye, said another voice.

It was Buck. It was he of the prominent teeth and the smile that was continually enforced by their projection. Brender forgot his pain, and looking wildly around him, he discovered that he was stretched on the kitchen floor. Its surface had been newly scrubbed, and was still dark with moisture in places. There were worn spots ground deep in the tiling near the stove and by the sink. Two men sat at the table. Another was at the stove, and as the latter turned, Brender recognized Stew.

That fleshy forehead and brutal face made Brenders heart sink. Only on the most savage missions did Christian use Stew. Where a death was wanted, that gun artist was employed, but not in lesser things.

And his presence here meant, with that of Buck, that Christians men had successfully followed the trail — in the moonlight! Or had they merely guessed at the destination of the fugitive?

He groaned involuntarily.

Hullo! said the voice of Buck.

And the tall, cranelike form leaned from a chair.

Hes come to, said Buck. Here he is, chief!

The chief?

Yes, there was Christian with that pale, lean, handsome face and the hair worn long, like an artists. There was the half-thoughtful look of the artist about all his features, too, and the same sensitive mouth, the same slight stiffness of the upper lip. When he spoke, his nostrils were continually pinching in, or flaring a little. The whole face became fluid and expressive, from the mouth to the supple eyebrows, and the wrathful or quizzical brow. Every emotion could be registered there, or else every show of emotion could be banished from his face.

Barry Christian stood up and made a movement with his hand.

Put him on the table, he said.

Buck and Stew lifted the trussed body of Brender and sat him on the edge of the table, so that his eyes were level with those of Christian, who passed delicately sensitive fingers over the head of his captive and drew in a deprecatory breath.

Too hard, Buck, he said. You have no sense of touch. Much too hard. A little farther back — here, you see — and that blow would have smashed the skull like a shell A very hard blow! Much too hard.

Sorry, said Buck gloomily. And his big, pale eyes looked at Brender with deathless venom.

Another voice said: Well, well, well, and here you are, Rap! Here you are, my poor, misguided lad! Ha, ha, ha! Poor Rap! You see that I was right, Barry?

That was Doc Shore, brushing dust from his divided beard with the tips of his fingers and peering down at the captive out of his pink-rimmed eyes.

Youre always right, Doc, said Barry Christian.

Its worth the ride out here, to be in at the death — and to know that I was right when I guessed that he would come to Higginss place. Oh, Barry, I know the heart of a young man. My body is old, perhaps, but my heart is still young.

He laughed again, and then waved his hand.

So long, Rap, he said. Ill be seeing you later.

And he walked out of sight.

How are you, Rap? asked Christian tenderly. Arc you in much pain?

Hope shot up in the breast of Brender. That gentle voice might mean nothing. The hypocrisy of Christian was a bottomless pit. And yet who could read his mind beforehand? He might choose to regard this whole affair as a mere explosion of boyish enthusiasm and make light of the escapade.

Im a bit dizzy, said Brender. Thats all. Theres not much pain.

Good! said Christian. Im glad of that. I wouldnt want you to be out of your head with pain, because I have to talk to you a little, my boy.

He added: Here, Stew. Give Rap a swallow of coffee. Coffee is great stuff to clear the head, eh?

Id rather give him a swaller of boiled lead, said Stew.

Hush, Stew! said Christian. Boiling lead?

He laid his hand over his breast, the delicately tapered fingers moving slowly.

Boiling lead! Youre a rough fellow, Stew, said the chief.

Rough? said Stew. Id like to use a rasp on him and rub him down to the bone, I would. You dirty snake! he added to Brender, as he brought the coffee cup.

Be quiet, Stew, said the gentle voice of Christian. And he took the cup and put it to the eager lips of Brender, saying: A young chap like Rap is sure to boil over, now and then. Too much enthusiasm. Too much spirit. A little too mercurial. But on the other hand, think of the many good turns hes done for us all. Theres hardly been a more valuable man for all of us, than Rap has been since he joined our little company.

Are you going to talk like that about him? asked Stew, thrusting out his bulldog face.

And why not? said Christian. Why shouldnt I talk about him like this?

There was just the slightest elevation of his head, the slightest change and hardening of his voice, but it was enough to make Stew wince back half a step and hold his tongue.

If the men of Christian knew nothing else, they knew how to read the face of their master carefully and tell when trouble was in the air. For this soft-spoken devil had struck men dead with a smile still on his lips and then wiped the blood from his hands and carried on from that point in his sentence where he had been interrupted.

There! said Christian soothingly. There, Rap. Isnt that better, now that you have a little hot coffee under the belt?

A lot better. Thanks! said Brender.

Lifting his eyes, he looked earnestly into the face of the chief. An unfathomably angelic smile answered him, a softening of the eyes, a tenderness about the mouth. There was something fatherly and protective in the whole semblance of the man.

If only he could trust to that expression, all was well! All that had happened was as nothing!

Im glad you feel better, said Christian. Are you well enough to talk to me a little, Rap?

Yes, said Brender. All you want. I wanted to tell you, too, about Silvertip and the restaurant, back there in Copper Creek.

Ah, I understand, I understand! said the outlaw chief. What? A young lad — clean-cut young one. Murder! He thought that as he walked in, didnt you, Rap? And murder of whom? Why, of a famous man — of the great Silver, himself. And a fine-looking fellow Silver is, with an eye that men wont forget. A man of character, a man of sense and decency. Isnt that the look of him, Rap?

It is, said Rap. His enthusiasm swept up and controlled him, He saw what was coming to him, chief. He saw what was coming, and he got ready to take it, like a man. If youd been there, you would have called the deal off. There was no yellow in Silvertip. He just turned in his chair and looked around him. He saw there were four of us. He saw we were planted on him. But he didnt buckle under. And all at once I couldnt go ahead with the thing.

Of course you couldnt, murmured Christian. My dear boy, of course you couldnt. It seemed rotten and low, didnt it?

Yes, it did, agreed Brender.

And since it seemed rotten and low, of course you couldnt go ahead with it. To have tackled him alone, now — that would have been better for you. You wouldnt have minded that so much, of course. It would have seemed more gentlemanly. A duel, not a massacre.

A duel and a massacre, said Brender with a wry smile. I wouldnt have a chance in front of him. Nobody would. Hes fast as lightning, and he can see in the dark, pretty near.

Nobody would have a chance with him? murmured Christian, lifting those mobile brows of his in an expression of almost childish wonder. He chose to ignore his former contests with Silver, keeping within his own breast the hatred and admiration he felt for him. Those of his men who knew of the past dared not open their lips. Almost by sheer force of his determination, Christian had erased from mens minds the defeats of the past. Nobody? repeated Barry Christian.

Except you, said B render hastily, remembering certain things that he had seen, and many others that he had heard about.

Ah, dont flatter me, Rap, said Christian gently. Whatever you do, dont flatter me. Flattery is the worst mental poison in this world. The worst of all. The greatest men have gone down before the flattery of their friends, when the swords and the guns of their enemies couldnt destroy them! No, no, flattery is the worst of all! You wont flatter me, Rap, will you?

Brender shook his head.

Are you laughing at me, chief? he asked. You know that nobody in the world can stand up to you.

Nobody? Ah, ah, the world is larger than we are, said the criminal. I should never pretend that nobody can stand up against me. All I know is that I keep myself in practice, patiently, every day, working away my hours. He sighed. A little natural talent, and constant preparation. Thats all it needs. You fellows are my equals, every one of you. Taking a little pains is all the difference between us. But now, Rap, to return to your friend Silvertip. Where did he hide out when he came to the Higgins place with you?

He didnt come here, said Brender.

Ah, he didnt come? He deserted you, Rap? Well, well, I should not have expected that of the great Silver. Not the sort of a fellow who would desert a friend when the friend is apt to get into trouble.

He didnt run away from me, said Brender. But I knew that Id be running into a lot of trouble, before long.

You knew it? said the soft voice of the chief.

I knew it. I knew that I couldnt beat you, chief. I knew that youd presently run me down. I thought there was no use putting Silver in the bag with me. And that when you caught me, there was no use in Silver being shot to pieces fighting for my hide. So I pulled out away from him, in the middle of the night, and came on by myself. He doesnt know this part of the world very well, and hell never find me here.

Ah, said Christian, You guessed that wed be a lot keener to get at you than to get at Silver, didnt you?

Well, youd call me a traitor. I knew that, said Brender. I knew that Id get the red mark on my name.

He knew that, said Christian to the others, without the slightest emphasis.

Are you going to keep talking to him? Aint you going to let me get at him? demanded Stew.

The leader silenced Stew with a gesture.

We guessed that youd come here, said Christian. I dont know how. When I thought of your happy nature, Rap, and your jolly, carefree ways, I suddenly had a picture of you sitting in the cool of Higginss patio and drinking his liquor and taking your ease. So we came here and saw Higgins, who kindly took us up to your room. But you were not there. However, when we found your horse in the stable, we could guess that you had not actually left the place. So we waited. And first came the pretty girl, and then came our handsome Rap Brender.

Im sorry that Stew hit you so hard. I would have handled the job myself, but my hands were full, just then, managing the girl, and keeping her silent. Valiant little thing, Rap. She kept struggling, and fighting, and trying to free herself, and shout a warning to you. How her heart beat! How she moaned, deep in her throat. It was touching. I pitied her. I envied you, Rap, too. Lovely little thing. Delightful hands. Delicate hands!

He smiled at Brender after a fashion that he had, tilting his head back, and half closing his eyes, and letting his lips part a little, slowly, until the white of his teeth flashed through. Brender had seen that smile on the face of the chief when he knew that death was in his heart.

Where is she now? asked Rap Brender. Was she hurt? Was she harmed?

Look, Stew, said the chief with a sort of tender amusement. Rap is all of a tremble, afraid that the girl was hurt. No, no, she was as safe in my hands as a small bird in its nest. Just as safe, I give you my word. And then I just turned her over to her guardian. Ah, Rap, a bad business that, taking young girls away from their lawfully appointed guardians.

Hes not! exclaimed Brender. The fellow lied to you, chief. I swear that he lied! She ought to be a free citizen of our country. Shes American, and theyre going to take her south to Mexico, and make her do what they please, and crush the money out of her! Shes rich, and they want to get her money. Its an outrage! If you stop them, shell reward you!

Shell reward me? Well, well, said the chief. Perhaps she would, after all. Though I suppose that good actions should reward themselves. But shes rich, is she? Ah, ah — rich and an orphan, and so brave, and so fierce to save Rap Brender from harm! Its a touching case, and I think that I shall have to do something about it. Im sure that I shall. I give you my word that you may rest assured, Rap — that Ill do something about it. Just what, I dont know — but certainly Mr. Murcio shall hear from me!

And this here skunk? asked Stew.

Buck turned his pale, hungry eyes on Brender at the same moment.

What would you have me do? asked Barry Christian.

Id have you back out and leave him to me for a coupla hours, said Stew. These here walls are pretty thick. We wouldnt disturb nobody very much while we was working on him.

Buck swallowed, then he licked his dry lips and continued to run his eager eyes over and over the body of Brender.

But would it be wise? said Barry Christian. You must remember that as long as we hold Rap In our hands, Silvertip is drawing closer and closer to us. He is searching for his vanished friend. He is combing the desert, on that matchless horse of his, like a hawk in the air, hunting, hunting, never at rest. Such a man as Silver, you know, will never give up, so long as sacred friendship is in his mind, so long as a sacred obligation remains to be discharged. No, hell continue hunting until he finds Rap Brender, and when he finds Rap, then, lads, we close our hands over the most interesting man in this entire world; we close our hands over Silver himself.

He stood up suddenly. His thoughts for an instant struck through the profound mask of his hypocrisy like white fire through a storm cloud. And the keen, penetrating light shot from his eyes.

Stew and Buck looked at their chief, aghast.

He had the world before him. He could wander where he pleased, said Christian. But he chose to interfere with me — and therefore, he is dead! He is a ghost already. He throws no shadow on the sand!

The passion faded suddenly out of his eyes.

To catch this priceless Silver, said the chief, would be more than our united talents might be able to accomplish, my friends. But now, on account of Mr. Brender, we dont need to plan and scheme and wear out our horses pursuing him. We may simply wait here until the profound mind of Silver has solved the problem and located the man. We then pull the trigger, and the trap falls, and Silver is ours, taken like an eagle out of the sky.

He dropped an affectionate hand on the shoulder of Stew.

And after that happens, Stew, he said, after that happens, we may perhaps be able to do something about Rap Brender himself. Because I know what you have in mind, Stew, and I have such an affection for you that it would pain me to disappoint you.

He smiled at Stew, at Buck, and, last of all, and most lingeringly and tenderly, on Rap Brender himself.

So that Rap, bowing his head suddenly, felt the ice of despair slipping like a bitter steel edge into his heart.


XII. HIGGINSS BAR-ROOM
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THERE WAS ONLY one part of his estate where Tom Higgins was perfectly at home. When he walked through the green of his flourishing fields and groves, he always felt a little incredulous of his good fortune; when he wandered through his house, he could not believe that Tom Higgins had built it, but when he worked as bartender in his own saloon, he was thoroughly content.

He had furnished the place carefully. The bar itself was a ponderous structure with a good, heavy brass rail running in front of it to uphold the boots of customers, and no matter what other work was performed on the place each day, that brass rod had to be burnished until it shone like a flame.

Across the wall behind the bar ran a great mirror, in three neatly joined sections, and in front of that mirror stood three ranks of parti-colored bottles. They had been collected for their colors, in fact, rather than for their contents. They all contained liquor of one sort or another, but even Tom Higgins had forgotten what was in most of them. What delighted him was the number and the variety of the host.

He was swabbing off the surface of his bar, on this day, not because it needed swabbing, but because out of his youth he retained mental pictures of competent bartenders swabbing off their bars with a fine, broad flourish of the arm. Besides, he liked to throw a little water on the bar and then polish it off, because he felt that the red-brown of the surface came up with a smoother polish, that reflected the window lights more deeply and clearly, as well as the dim golden lettering that ran across the mirror behind him.

Tom Higgins would have been glad to chat, but there was in the room only the tall and military form of the big Mexican, Alonso Santos. The other Mexican, the real leader of the strange party, Murcio, had just been called out of the saloon by Barry Christian.

It was while Tom was rubbing up his bar that a flash of gold gleamed beyond his swinging doors. And a moment later, when the doors were pushed open, he saw what was in fact a golden stallion, stockinged in black to the knees and the hocks.

There was only a flash of the horse, but that glimpse made the heart of Tom Higgins jump. Then he took heed of the man who was entering. For he was worth a look. He might be twenty-five. He might be thirty. But plainly he was in the very prime of life. The face was brown, deeply suntanned, and aggressive in cut of features, and yet with a comfortable solidity about the bony frame that suggested that this man could endure a battering. But, above all, the watchful Tom Higgins was delighted with the fellows build. For about the neck and arms and shoulders there was the weight of luxurious power, and then the rest of the body ran away to the lean, stringy hips of the perfect athlete. Merely to watch the man walk was a thing to light the eyes, there was such a rising on the toes, such suggestion of speed and grace and strength combined.

The stranger paused just inside the door and knocked from his clothes some of the desert dust that had accumulated in every wrinkle. He took off his sombrero and dusted that, also, exposing at the same time the massive size of his head, and two singular markings of gray above the temples, ridiculously like incipient horns about to break through the hair. That suggestion of horns was perhaps the thing that made the man seem formidable, crafty, full of devices.

Had not Tom Higgins heard of such a man, not long before? The gray spots in the hair — and a golden stallion?

Glad to see you, brother, said Tom Higgins.

Hows things? responded the other, coming to rest at the bar with his left elbow on it, and a shoulder slumping as one foot was fitted upon the brass rail beneath.

Pretty fair pretty fair, said Higgins.

Beer, please, the stranger ordered.

Youll find it cold, too, said Higgins. Same cold as spring water. I got a pipe running here from deep in the spring, and that water it flows around the beer bottles day and night and never stops cooling em off.

Have some with me, suggested the stranger.

Higgins pursed his lips. There was no room in his small face for more than one large feature, and this was the mouth, wide and thick as the lips of a Negro. When Higgins laughed, one could see of him no more than the gaping mouth, the teeth, and a few wrinkles around the margin of the picture.

It aint my time of day for beer, he asserted. But Ill have a shot of red-eye with you. Real rye, boy, and ten years old.

He dumped a finger of the rye into the bottom of a whisky glass and raised it with one hand, while with the other he poured the frothing beer into a tall glass for his client and approved with his eye of the dew that gathered on the sides of the glass.

And heres how, said the stranger.

How! said Higgins.

He tossed off his drink, and then grinned as he saw the big fellow slowly draining the contents of his glass until he put it down half empty, and sighed with pleasure.

Whos been through here lately? asked the stranger.

Why, just the ordinary string of folks that cross the desert and wanta stop over, said Tom Higgins, instantly cautious. Know many folks around this part of the world?

Not many, said the stranger. Theres a fellow called Rap Brender, though.

Tom Higgins started. He looked suddenly down, as though he might betray something with his face.

Brender, he said. Lemme see. Youngish, sort of. Dark and mighty good-looking.

Thats it.

Well, said Tom Higgins, hes been here, all right. Matter of fact, he was here the other day. And matter of fact, hes coming back!

When?

Why, I dunno. I think he said in a day or so. Maybe this evening.

Well, said the stranger, Ill take another bottle of beer into your back room and sit there in the cool for a moment, if you dont mind.

Help yourself, answered Higgins.

He went as far as the door and made a hospitable gesture,

Just make yourself at home, said Higgins.

He saw the other seated, and then went back to the bar.

He found that the big head of the Mexican was nodding at him.

Thats the man! said Santos, very softly. That must be the man that Mr. Christian wants and that were all to look out for. That must be Silvertip!

Its him! whispered Higgins.

Silvertip, in the meantime, sat in the back room of the saloon, by no means free from apprehension. He was by force of long-endured dangers about as suspicious as a hunting wolf, or a fleeting moose, and he had not failed to notice the start with which the bartender had heard the mention of the name of Rap Brender.

Silver tried to diagnose the case as he sat in the dimness of the little room. Huge, roundheaded trees covered the field before his eyes. Between the trunks, he could see the sunset colors begin to tarnish the bright edge of the sky. And back and forth under the trees two men were walking, one tall, with a pale face and long black hair, and the other short, stodgy, with tightly puffed cheeks and a bristling little mustache.

Silver noted them as they wandered here and there, conversing busily. The short man was arguing with fierce heat. The tall man spoke in conciliatory tones, in a gentle voice, with graceful and soothing gestures. Yet his companion refused to be soothed.

But there was the problem of the bartender to be solved for Silver himself. The man knew Rap Brender. And why the start? Well, perhaps the bartender might think that he was an officer of the law, pursuing Brender. Or perhaps it was simply that the man was afraid of Rap.

In any case, it was strange that such a direct inquiry had received such a direct answer. People who knew an outlaw like Rap Brender were more apt to fence for a time before they admitted their acquaintance. But the bartender had spoken as though he were stuttering through a memorized piece.

That was the thing on which the suspicions of Silver centered. The peculiarity of voice and manner, the total lack of normalcy, the sudden change from a hearty bartender to the stuttering hulk of a man that had to look down to the floor, utterly embarrassed.

It was a small thing perhaps, but Silver knew that the greatest causes might be wrecked by a failure to explore just such small reefs as this seemed to be.

Slowly, carefully, he recalled every feature of the conversation. His mind reverted to the big, dignified Mexican who had been sitting at the side table. There was probably a story worth the telling behind that fellow, too, with his military bearing, and his costly clothes, and his air of command. He was no random prospector or cowpuncher or cattle dealer who had made the short cut across the desert and stopped off at this oasis.

In fact, an air of guilty mystery began to gather about the place, in Silvers mind, and he slid his hand quickly up under his coat, to enjoy the reassuring touch of his fingers against the rough butt of the weapon.

His thoughts were taken from his own position and Brender by the approach of the tall man and the fellow with the brown, puffed cheeks. When they got nearer, Silver knew what he had suspected before — the tall one was Barry Christian!

The little fellow was saying: This is the end of the argument — señor, it is the end! The point of it is — what I have done, I have done without you. That is true, no? Until last night you gave me a little help!

Ah, Murcio, said the other, in his wonderfully gentle, rather sad voice. Ah, Murcio, will you tell me that it was nothing? Only a little help when you were about to lose your prize, when it was about to slip away?

They could not have gone far, argued Murcio. They could have been tracked. Not even the desert could have swallowed them. I should have found them again!

Stubborn fellow — stubborn Murcio, said the tall man gently. And he laid his hand lightly on the shoulder of the Mexican.

A woman could not have ridden very far — not through the heat of the desert. She would have failed. We would have recaptured her!

Ah, but shes a strong little thing, said the other. Full of strings and fibers of strength. She would endure like a mustang. Never trust to her weakness, or youll be sadly surprised. No, never trust to that! But what I ask from you, Murcio, I ask against my will. It is simply that I am a business man.

A business man? Do you call it business? Blackmail! exclaimed Murcio.

A business man, said the soft, steady voice of the American. A business man, like yourself, eh?

Murcio stuck his hands together above his head and groaned.

But for a reward — yes, yes. I shall pay you the reward — a good, fat sum. But you are asking for a fortune!

She has a great fortune. Im asking only for a bit of it, said the American. You must understand that. She is very rich. You wont need all of that money for yourself.

I never meant to take it all! groaned Murcio. There must be something left for her!

For her? said the tall man. Ah, Murcio, what is her need of money? With her sweet face and her charming smile, she cannot help but find an easy way through the world. AH the more delightful if she knows that men are not hunting her down for her money.

Still you have words — still you argue! said Murcio, staring suddenly up at his companion. What a terrible man you are, Señor—

Before the name was spoken, the forefinger of the tall man was lifted in a warning gesture, and Murcio snapped his teeth on the unspoken word, while the American glanced suddenly around him, and over his shoulder, straight at the open window behind which Silver was sitting.

The tall man moved away with Murcio, their voices again heard, but not distinctly, while around the corner of the building came the colossal bulk of Tom Higgins, the skirts of his great white apron fluttering as he strode along.

He made gestures as he approached.

Presently he had withdrawn a bit to the side with Christian, and they spoke earnestly together.

What Higgins said, Silver could in no way make out, but the words were sufficient to make the pale-faced man turn suddenly toward the building. And again it seemed to Silver that a gun had been leveled at him.

He stood up and went through the barroom.

Not leaving us, señor? asked the big Mexican with a sudden strange access of courtesy.

Only taking a ride around the place before its dark, said Silver. Ill be back, thank you.

Parade swept his master rapidly through the green of the oasis. Glancing back, Silver saw Alonso Santos stroll out from the saloon and stare after him, shading his eyes against the red flare of the western sky.

There were other horses tied in front of the saloon, but none of them was mounted. For that matter, who would dream of pursuing the rider of Parade except with many reliefs of horses along the way?

No, if there were danger in the oasis, he was winging safely away from it now. The long and heavy rhythm of the beating hoofs of the stallion made a Mexican woman turn to stare as he passed the little village of the laborers. She was hanging out clothes on a wash line, and she left a picture in the mind of Silver as he swept by. There were half a dozen of the little white-washed huts where the Mexicans lived. They were the men who had charge of the irrigation, because their race had been familiar with the handling of water for many hundreds of years before the Spaniards rode into Old Mexico. And now Tom Higgins kept enough of them to care for all the soil of his land.

The flashing, wet washing and the gleaming white houses swept behind Silver. He passed the last of the trees. And presently the great stride of the stallion was carrying Silver out into the desert.

He went straight on until the oasis drew into a dark patch behind him. Then he slowed Parade to a walk. There was no need for hurry. The twilight would soon cover him from any prying eyes, and at the slower pace he could put his thoughts in order more easily.

He listed his newly gained knowledge.

First, Christian! Again they were pitted against each other!

Second, in spite of all possible acting and dissimulation, he was sure that Tom Higgins knew something about Rap Brender.

Third, out of the fragments of the conversation which he had overheard, it seemed really clear that Murcio had in his possession a woman, a girl, out of whom he expected to make a great deal of money, and that Christian had helped Murcio by preventing the escape of the girl. For that help he was demanding a reward of such a size that Murcio was tortured at the mere thought of the sum. He would pay an ample reward, but he did not want to give a fifty-percent share in the prize. And yet, when he argued, he seemed to take it for granted that Barry Christian would be able to take what he chose before the end.

It was not Brender alone who needed help. There was this girl, also, whoever she might be.

I would be a fool to return, said Silver to himself. They know me now. Theyll be watching for my face. I must not go back. I must try to get men together and come onto the Higgins place by force of many hands.

He shook his head as he had that thought, for he knew that long before he could cross the desert and get sufficient aid, the whole problem would be solved in another way, or else the girl would have been taken from the Higgins place. Besides, it would take a small army to force its way into Higginss place.

What should he do, then?

Suddenly he knew, calmly, surely, but with a wave of ice-cold apprehension, exactly what he would do. He would turn straight back toward the oasis toward the tremendous danger that was Christian, and under the cover of night, use his wits to unlock a sufficiency of doors until he had found the girl that was in Murcios charge.

But he could not return with an unaltered appearance.

He made his changes quickly. He dismounted, stripped and rubbed himself thoroughly with the brown of a liquid that he took from a small bottle. He took from a saddlebag a black wig — it was not the first time that he had turned himself into a Mexican — and fitted it onto his head. It left him with a lowered forehead and a shag of black hair falling down to the nape of his neck and over his eyes. He blackened his brows, and deftly and carefully blackened his eyelashes, also. And now, if he kept from staring at people, it would be very hard, by artificial light, to note that his eyes were of a pale color.

He took out a little round mirror, and, since the sun had now gone so far down that only a few murky, ochre-colored lights gleamed in the sky, he lighted a match and examined his make-up in this manner. There were several alterations that had to be made. Here and there the stain had gone on his skin in streaks, leaving darker and lighter spots. The variations might not be noticed at night, but he had to make himself as perfect as possible. For suppose Christian were to give him one glance?

He was making his plan little by little mere strokes of light here and there against a great darkness as he put on his outer clothes, stuffed the rest into his roll behind the saddle, and turned the head of Parade back toward the oasis.

As he came closer again, as the trees grew great before him, each blotting out a rounded section of the stars, it seemed to Silver that the whisper of the wind was the murmur of human voices, and that dark forms were crouching there in the shadows, ready to start out at him.

He made himself ride boldly through these shadows, but still shudders were working up and down the flesh of his back as he put the trees behind him. He wanted to look around, half expecting to see armed men gliding out on his trail, shutting him into a trap. He set his teeth against that weakness so hard that a fine perspiration broke out on him.

If this was how he felt in the beginning, how would it be when he came close to the lights of the house that were glimmering in the distance?

He told himself that he was only half a man, but he could hardly shame himself into a greater confidence.

In the next grove he left Parade. He stripped the bridle from the head of the stallion and stuffed it into a saddlebag. Then for a moment he remained stroking the head of the horse, filled with gloomy thought.

It was too much to ask of any man, he declared to himself. Before him there was no really tangible prospect of success. He would be like a blindfolded man fumbling in a room where enemies are at watch with a light to help them.

Yet in spite of himself, he found that he had left Parade and was walking forward from the grove and toward the starry lamps that shone from the house of Tom Higgins!


XIII. THE LURE OF THE LAMP
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HE MADE A detour toward the little cluster of Mexican huts. This meant careful work, for the children were out playing in the dark, their half-naked bodies flashing again and again across the shafts of golden lamplight, and they had a troop of mongrel dogs with them, leaping and scurrying here and there.

He moved like a snake around the house and came to the wash line which he had noted. It made an important link in the chain that he had planned for action, for he thought that he had seen some white shirts and cotton trousers in the lot.

He was right. He stripped, trusting the dark stain on his body to keep it from being visible by the starlight, and, in fact, no human eye would have been able to locate him.

He dressed rapidly in the clothes that he had found. The shirt was small. The trousers came hardly half the distance between his knees and ankles, so he rolled them up above the knees. Shoes he would have to do without, but for that matter the Mexicans he had seen at work were either barefooted or simply in huarachos.

The shirt and trousers would have to serve him. They were still very damp, but that would have to be a point of minor importance.

His discarded clothes he rolled into a compact bundle and put them into the center of a little shrub not far from the hotel of Tom Higgins. Then he began to close on the place in circles, as a beast of prey closes in on its quarry. It was partly that he wanted to find out the best means of getting up to the house unseen, and it was partly that he wanted to examine all the lay of the land around the place in case he had to flee for his life at any moment, and from any part of the hotel.

In this manner he came around and around the hotel, and finally saw that the obvious place of approach was from the rear, through a big open court that, in turn, opened upon a patio on one side, and exposed one of the outer walls of the building on the other.

The trouble with this avenue was that it was already occupied.

The night was windless, except for small gusts that stirred up wisps of dust, and the heat of the desert, therefore, was not rolled in upon the oasis. The grass and the trees began to give out their coolness.

The windmills were silent. The big wheels were no longer purring, and the gears had stopped their rattling and clanking. Instead — since water had to be flowing night and day on the plantation — a team of three mustangs labored constantly around and around an open-mouthed well, lifting an endless chain of buckets that dumped into a trough. Steadily the drawbeam moaned against the central shaft, and the water, with continual white pulses, gushed away down the trough. The driver sat on the drawbeam itself, feeding a black shake into his three horses from time to time, for the gait was not a walk, but a shuffling trot.

The next relay of horses for the work was held by another driver nearby.

Silver saw these things as he moved from bush to bush, stalking forward. Now a third man came out of the darkness and spoke to the driver, who waited with his relief team. Silver could hear them clearly.

Tonio, said the newcomer, they are playing dice in Alfredos house. I myself have won five dollars. Luck is in the air. And this is the time for you to have your revenge.

You see where I am! said Tonio. I must be here with my horses!

Your boy can drive the team.

A scorpion stung his foot this afternoon. He is lying groaning. You ought to know that! And how can he drive my team? But will you take them for an hour only?

I know what your hour would be if you started winning, said the other. No, no! Drive your own horses. I was only telling you that the game has started.

I thank you for nothing, then, said Tonio angrily.

Silver appeared, drifting slowly toward them through the night.

Well, said Silver, I would drive the team for twenty-five cents. I havent even money for tobacco.

They both turned on him. They stared a moment.. The light was dim, but by the bigness of his outline they knew him to be a formidable fellow. Perhaps there was something in the drawling nature of his Spanish that made them suspicious.

Men who work are men with money in the pocket, said Tonio. And who are you?

I am José Calderon. This very day I have walked forty miles — and not on green grass all the way. Is it work, my friends, to walk forty miles just in the hope of finding a job?

There is no work for you here, said Tonio stiffly. The master wants no strangers.

Curse him! said Silver with apparent emotion. I talked to him; I begged him; I crouched before him, but he would give me no hope of work.

Where did you see him? asked the suspicious Tonio.

In the saloon.

Well?.

He cursed me like a brute because there was dust on my bare feet; he would have no dust marks on his floor, he said. I took the bandanna from my neck and got down on my hands and knees and wiped up the marks that I had made. I stood in the doorway and begged him to give me work. I said that I would work day and night for my food and no money — for my food and tobacco, until I could prove to him that I am a good man. But he would not take me!

Well, if he took everybody, said Tonio coldly, the place would soon be crowded.

Will you give me one pinch of tobacco? he begged. I have a paper to roll the cigarette!

Youre a beggar, answered Tonio. I tell by the whine in your voice. You spoke of twenty-five cents. You dont need more than five cents to buy tobacco for cigarettes. And that Ill give you if you drive these horses around and around the well until I please to come back.

Ah, señor! said Silver. You are very hard, but I am very poor.

Honest men, said Tonio, are never as poor as all this. I make you my offer. Will you take it?

You are a hard man, said Silver. But I crave for tobacco from the pit of my stomach.

I know how that can be, too, said Tonio more kindly. Perhaps after all I shall give more than five cents to you. That depends on how well you handle the horses, and whether or not you have them all in the same degree of sweating when I come back. Here now let me see you hitch them to the drawbeam!

The driver of the team that had been working till this moment now stopped, stepped down from his place, and commenced unhooking the singletree chains from the traces. So Silver took the three mustangs of the team of Tonio around to the proper place. He held them with a grip close to the bits. They laid their ears down and tossed their heads as he compelled them to back into place.

Well, said Tonio, you know something, and you have strong hands.

Silver hooked up the chains rapidly to the traces.

He sat on the drawbeam, picked up the black snake, and called to the horses. They lurched into their collars. The drawbeam began to groan once more against the shaft; the endless chain of buckets began to disgorge the white pulses of water into the big trough, along which it ran swiftly and was received into a large-throated pipe, where it went swishing away, unseen.

Tonio came in behind the drawbeam and began to talk.

Watch the gray mare, he said. She keeps her traces taut, but she is not pulling unless her head is down.

Ah-ha! A cheat! said Silver, and flicked the mare with the black snake.

She shook her head and began to pull hard. Tonio laughed.

You understand, he said. You will do a good job if you keep your eyes open. Remember, if they are not all sweating in the same way, you get nothing from me! But if the gray mare sweats a little more than the rest, I shall be just as pleased. Now, theres another thing. You see the window there, with the lamp shining in it?

I see, said Silver.

That lamp must continue to shine.

If God wills that it shall, said Silver.

The moment that it stops shining, the moment that it is put out of place, you must sound an alarm. You hear?

What shall I do?

Yell at the top of your voice. Yell for Señor Santos!

Yes. And then?

Then he will come, fool. And then you tell him that some one has disturbed the lamp. That is all. Look up at the lamp once in every round, or twice.

Silver stared up at the bright light. A great climbing vine with a trunk twisted like a rope, and thick as the stem of a tree, wound up the side of the house and cast its branches to either side of the window, where the lamp burned.

Is there some one in that room who prays by that light? asked Silver.

There is a poor girl who wishes it were out, perhaps, said Tonio. How does it come that you wear wrinkled clothes?

If you walked forty miles through the desert, your sweat would wrinkle your clothes, said Silver.

There is no sweat caking that cloth, said Tonio sharply.

No, because when I reached this place I poured water over myself, said Silver. I was so hot that the water hissed against my hide.

Tonio laughed again softly.

Well, he said, now you are working honestly, and you are going to earn money — perhaps. Be diligent. Watch the window, and I shall be back here after a time.

Now that he was alone at last, Silver sighed with relief to have the sharp eyes of Tonio removed from him. As the horses made round after round of the well, the drawbeam still droning its steady song, he kept his eyes fixed on the light that flooded from the casement in the second-story window above him.

Since there was a girl kept there, one who wished that the lamp might be darkened, would she not be the one about whom Murcio had talked that evening? Was it not she that had the fortune of which Christian so much wanted a share?

But he had come here to find traces of Rap Brender, who had saved his life. AH other things must wait upon that necessity.

Yet for all he knew, Brender might be many a mile from this place, riding contentedly farther and farther from the danger that he feared from Barry Christian.

If only Silver could penetrate to the meaning of Higginss start and downward look and confused words — if only he could have heard the respectful words which had been addressed by Higgins to the pale-faced man who was Barry Christian himself.

In the meantime, the lamp shone from the casement above with a steady, insistent light. And it began to draw on Silver as with a hand.

He felt the pull of the temptation like an imp of the perverse looking upon him.

The sense of duty which had brought him to this place forbade him interfering now in the affairs of that unknown girl, and still the ferment worked in Silver, until, with a stifled groan, he knew that he must yield to the temptation.

He gave the three mustangs a slashing blow with the black snake in the hope that this encouragement would keep them at their work for a considerable time, and then ran in his bare feet toward the huge trunk of the climbing vine. The bareness of his feet would help him now. And the lightness of his clothes was an advantage, also. The only excess weight was that of the revolver which he carried strapped under the pit of his left arm, inside the open shirt. But that weight was not enough to keep him from mounting the twisted trunk of the vine like a wild cat.

As he came to the casement above he paused. The shaken branches gave off a rustling sound as though a wind were blowing through them. Below him he still heard the droning of the drawbeam as the horses pulled it on their rounds. And there was no human being in view.

He sat in the casement and peered inside past the lamp. It was a big room, quite emptily furnished. He saw the sheen of a goatskin rug on the floor, and then the body of a woman stretched face-down on the bed, with her arms thrown out crookedly. So she might lie in death. Some of her hair had escaped and streamed in disorder to the side, glistening black. So she would lie, in fact, if she had been slain after a struggle and thrown down by brutal hands, to lie as she fell.

The window rose silently and easily at the touch of Silver. After what he had seen, he could not have been stayed from entering that room even if there had been armed men in it.

He lifted the lamp, put it to one side, and slithered through. Then he drew down the window, replaced the lamp, and turned, breathing more easily.

His absence from the horses might be marked before long, but the droning noise of the water wheel gave proof that the team was still at labor. Yet even when his Absence was marked, who could guess, unless his ascent had been seen, that he was here in this room where the light shone from the window.

Señora! he whispered.

She was not asleep. Even that lightly spoken word made her spring up from the bed and face him. And at the sight of her face, he was glad that he had come. He laid a finger on his lips and gestured behind him toward the lamp, as though it were significant of the danger in which he stood.

She had not spoken, but stepping back toward the wall a little, she caught up her loosened hair with an instinctive gesture and wound it into place. Understanding suddenly came into her dark eyes.

Youve come through the window? Then youve been seen, and unless they sent you, youre trapped here!

I was not seen, said Silver, trying her with English. The horses still pull at the water wheel. You can hear em. But theres no one on the drivers seat.

Who are you? And why have you come? she asked, in English.

Because I knew that some one was here with her back against the wall. No one sent me. It was chiefly guesswork. But if you want to leave, theres an open chance by climbing down that vine that runs up the face of the house. Can you manage that?

You Ye not a Mexican, she said. Its stain thats on your skin, not the real color.

You have eyes, said Silver. But will you come?

If youre American, she said, dont think of me, but do something for one of your own people. Hes held here. Theyre guarding him in the loft of the barn. Forget me. Its not my life that they want, but theyll surely murder him in the end!

Do you know his name? asked Silver.

Brender. But his name doesnt matter. Hes young. Hes thrown himself away trying to help me. If he dies—

Rap Brender? exclaimed Silver. And these devils are holding him? Rap Brender? Ill find him! Is there a way through the house to the stable?

There is. But the house is filled with men. You couldnt pass through. Go back the way you came—

Hush! said Silver, holding up a hand.

For a change had come, and a vibrant sound had left the air. He knew what it meant. The horses were no longer dragging at the water wheel, and in a moment their idleness would be known; men would surely come to inquire into the silence, and the way of retreat down the climbing vine would be under observation.

He sprang into the casement to make sure, and as he had suspected, two men were coming out of the inner patio, pointing out the stationary team to one another.

Poor Tonio would have to sweat for this. He would have a chance to wish that he had promised not pennies, but dollars, for the honest tending of his team. But now the first way of retreat was thoroughly blocked.

Silver turned back to the girl.

Theyre on guard again at the water wheel, he said. We cant go back by that way. There must be some chance of getting through the house.

Theres none. She shook her head. Unless you can get across the hall and into a room that opens onto the patio and even the inner patio is guarded now. Theres no way for you! Heaven help you! Who are you, and why have you come?

He leaned his big shoulders against the wall and turned his eyes slowly about the room.

These seconds were counting against him, he knew, but it would be worse to make a blind move than none at all. All the interior of the house was a sealed book to him. He would be stepping into darkness.

My name is Silver, he told her. If I drop my life here — well, its a thing that Rap Brender saved for me not long ago. Theyll have to pay something before they conclude the bargain, however.

He touched the gun under his arm, but did not draw it.

Is the door locked? he asked.

From the outside. Think of something to do! You cant stay here. And theres no way for you to retreat. Youre lost! One more life to them. Señor Silver—

Say it in English, said Silver. Just now the Spanish hurts my ears.

A footfall came down the hall rapidly and paused at the door. The girl dared not speak. Wildly she gestured toward the big clothes-press that stood at the side of the room, while she threw herself as before, face downward on the bed.

One door of the clothes-press was open. Silver was instantly inside it, and hidden behind the long, shimmering folds of a yellow slicker. Over the shoulder of that coat he could see the door opened by that same Alonso Santos, that same big fellow of the mustaches and the militant carriage that Silver had seen in the saloon this day.

The Mexican tossed the door shut behind him, and the careless gesture sent a cannon-shot report through the room. The girl started up from the bed and stared wildly all about her, fixing her glance on Santos at last.

What has happened? she asked.

Santos shaped his mustache for a moment with one hand before he answered.

Something odd has happened in the outer patio. It seems that a rascal of a peon called Tonio left his team at the water wheel. He was fetched out of a shed close by and swore that he left the team in the hands of another fellow all in rags, who swore that he had crossed the desert today in search of work from Señor Higgins. Tonio let the man drive the team while he went off to play at dice, and presently the water wheel stopped turning the stranger was gone. And it seemed to Tom Higgins that perhaps the man might have gotten into the house. How? Well, by climbing up the big vine and disappearing through your window. Come, my dear. Have you seen the man here?

Is it likely? she asked.

Im not talking of likelihood, said Santos. Answer me yes or no. Have you seen him?

Silver waited for her to lie.

Instead she fixed her glance steadily, calmly, on Santos.

Ive seen several sorts of men in this room, she said. What manner of man was this?

A big, ragged peon, said Santos.

She shook her head. I havent seen a Mexican in this room since supper was carried in for me.

Which you sent out without tasting, eh? said Santos. Do you worry so much about the gringo, my dear?

Her eyes closed, or almost closed.

What have they done with him? she asked.

Nothing, Rosa, said Santos. And they will do nothing. That is, until theyve used him as a bait. It appears that he has a friend, a certain famous vagabond called Silver. And there is such a devotion between the two gringos, that since this Brender is caught and held, the other one, the important one, is sure to put his head into the trap. So theyll hold Brender until Silver appears, and then they may have the pleasure of dying together. That, I think, is the design of Mr. Christian.

And who is Mr. Christian? asked the girl calmly, as though the rest of the speech had meant nothing to her.

He is a tall fellow with a pale face, and a soft voice, and the soul of a tiger, and the brain of a bloodless fiend, said Santos. But now I must look at the casement and open the window to make sure that there are no traces on the sill.

He crossed the room out of Silvers sight, and presently there was a slight sound as the sash of the window was raised. Silver stepped instantly from his concealment.

He carried a revolver in his hand, and it was well for Santos that at that moment he was sprawling far out onto the deep casement, pushing the lamp to one side as he looked down at the upper branches and the foliage of the climbing vine.

So Silver went sidling to the door, his step soundless, his eyes flashing from the girl to the form in the window.

And she, her chin still in her hand, did not stir. She hardly seemed to glance at Silver, and the only sign she gave of emotion was the sudden tightening of the grip of the hand that clasped her chin.

The door yielded soundlessly to Silvers touch. He slid the revolver back beneath his armpit and stepped out into the hall, drawing the door shut behind him. As he closed it without a word, he heard Santos saying:

On my word, I think that two of the twigs have been broken. The wind may have done it, perhaps. But if you—

The closing of the door shut out the rest of that speech, and Silver found himself standing in a long corridor, lighted faintly from one end by a hanging lamp.

He came to the head of a flight of steps and ran lightly down the windings to the floor below.

Here again a hanging lamp gave light to the corridor and showed him a door ajar. Through it he peered. It was a bedroom, and vacant, so far as he could see. But all was dim before his eyes, since what light entered the chamber came from lanterns in the outer patio, which was just beyond this wall.

He entered, closing the door, and remained for a moment drawing his breath. Then he passed to the window.

Beyond it he saw that the team at the well had again commenced its rounds, and the dull snoring sound, and the pulsing gush of the water from the chain of buckets, was passing softly into the night, almost overcome by the rattling of active voices.

Another man, not poor Tonio, sat on the drawbeam, for Tonio himself was held by either hand by a stout peon, and the shirt had been pulled from his brown back. A crowd stood around him, some holding lanterns that might have helped Silver to see the scene, but there were too many shifting figures that continually stepped between him and the picture that he wanted to make out.

If he could not see Tonio clearly, he could make out the man who was master of ceremonies. He was an old Mexican with a head of pure white, and he stood now with a black snake in his hand, tucking up the sleeve over his right arm.

As he prepared to flog Tonio, he made a little speech.

Now, my children, he said, y u will see a lesson. The señor is too kind. He is too gentle. Only now and then his great heart is moved with anger, and this is one of the few times. A wretched rascal like this Tonio must make us all have trouble. What? Would it be very much for the señor to grow disgusted with us all and march us off from our homes on this green island, this happy place? A few more lazy gamblers, dice lovers, like Tonio, and we are all ruined. For our own sakes, I am going to lay on the lash. And for the good of your lazy soul, Tonio. Stand still. Dont struggle. There are ten strokes to fall, unless you howl. And that will cost you ten more. The señor will not wish to hear you yelling like a dog under the whip!

And the lash swung in the air like a thin shadow and fell with a spat as of two open palms striking together.

There was no cry from Tonio. And Silver, realizing that hardly any power in the world could draw the attention of the crowd from the beating, determined to use this opportunity for leaving the house. If he could get out of the outer patio and around to the stable, he could try his best to reach Brender. As for the girl — they would then have two pairs of hands to help her!

He slid through the window and dropped to the ground as the fourth blow fell. And then a sudden howl, beginning loudly, wailing away to a drone, burst from the lips of the tortured Tonio.


XIV. THE BARN LOFT
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THE LOFT OF the barn of Tom Higgins was built on a huge scale to match the barn itself. In that barn were sheltered, at night, scores of milch cows; and, though a great percentage of their feed was green alfalfa, there was also a huge stock of baled hay on hand for their use and for the beef cattle and the horses and the mules of Tom Higgins. For his wealth, as has been said, was almost entirely on the hoof. After the last autumn cutting of the alfalfa, that immense loft was crammed to the roof with baled hay, but earlier in the year the stock diminished a great deal, for, of course, it was a maxim with Higgins to feed out his total supply of hay each year. Time would spoil the surplus, and it was not profitable to haul the hay across the burning width of the desert to the nearest town.

That was the reason why the whole end of the loft was now free space, with a wall of bales stepping back in several sections toward the center of the barn. And in that free space Rap Brender was imprisoned. It was considered an ideal place because it removed the prisoner and his doings from the observation of house servants, and although the peons of the Higgins place were proverbial for their silence, still it was preferable to have as little talk as possible about Brender. Moreover, there was plenty of room for both the prisoner and the two guards who were kept on duty day and night, each pair taking an eight-hour shift. Three rolls of blankets had been rolled down on a quantity of hay, and the ropes that bound Brender also tied him to the big wooden pillar that rose to the support of the roof. On each side of the room there was a small dormer window, and through a trapdoor protruded the head of a ladder that led to the ground floor of the barn. Up through that open trap came the noises of the feeding animals beneath, the shouting and the cursing of the Mexican peons who tended them. But at this hour of the early night all was quiet, except for the soft rustlings of hay, and the subdued, deep sound of the grinding jaws.

It was the watch of Buck and Stew. They sat at a small table that had been brought up for their comfort, and they played blackjack, each turning a restless head now and then to keep an eye on the prisoner.

But Brender lay flat on his back, his tied hands crossed on his breast, his legs straight out as he stared at the black, monstrous shadows that crossed the rafters.

Suddenly he sat up.

Buck leaped instantly to his feet and drew a gun.

Hey, whats the matter? exclaimed Stew, half rising, also.

He turned his head sharply toward the window at his right. A long-drawn human howl came ringing through the night air. He hastened to the window, with Buck behind him.

I can hear the whack of the whip, said Buck. Theyre beating up a peon, I guess.

Then a voice spoke out of the dimness toward the trapdoor. They saw the head and shoulders of a man.

A lot of blind bats! said the voice of Barry Christian. I could have picked off the pair of you, and no trouble at all!

He stepped up onto the floor of the loft and came scowling toward them. But the anger which had made him break out he now controlled immediately.

He unrolled a bundle and spread on the table a coat and riding trousers, a flannel shirt, a bandanna handkerchief, and a pair of riding boots, together with a big sombrero.

A dog was nosing around in the brush of this plantation a little while ago, he said, and the pup began yapping, and some children who were playing unearthed this bundle out of a shrub. Take a look at it. Any of you ever see it before?

No, said Buck.

Not that I know of, agreed Stew.

Christian picked up the lantern from the table and shone the light of it suddenly and closely into the face of Brender. The eyes were wide and staring, though they instantly squinted.

You saw it, though! said Christian.

Saw it? No — I never did, said Brender, swallowing hard in the midst of his sentence.

You — never did, eh? mocked Christian.

He sat down at the table and gave Brender his gentle, deadly smile.

You never saw these clothes, eh? Never? Not on a tall fellow with big shoulders! Not on a tall fellow with a fine big head on his shoulders? Not a lad by the general name of Silver?

Those? No! exploded Brender violently. Not the least bit. Nothing like his clothes! The — the — the coats all different — the — everythings different!

Christian smiled at him, and began to roll up the bundle again.

Thats enough, he declared. If Silver had to lie for you, Rap, hed do a better job of it than youve done.

I tell you — I swear— said Rap Brender.

Ah, Rap, protested the soothing voice of Christian in his most ministerial, bedside manner. Not perjury, dear lad. Any other sin, but not perjury. Not that! These bodies of ours may walk in a great many dark paths, but consider your immortal soul, Rap, and dont swear it away. These are the clothes of Silver. I could see the truth shine out of that handsome young face of yours.

If those are Silvers clothes, then Silver himself aint far away! breathed Buck. I knew it. I knew it minutes back. I got a puckering of the skin and a chill up the back. I knew that he was in the air!

Gimme a man to stand watch here, will you? said Stew. Look at the yaller hound, turning green under my eyes! Hes scared to death. Gimme a fighting man with me, if Silvers going to be on deck pretty soon!

Christian shook his head.

Perhaps a little fear will keep the eyes wider, Stew, he said. And the sort of fear that Buck feels may make his body shake — but not his gun hand. Ive seen Buck tremble before this, but I never saw him miss when he was shaking! No, Ill trust to Buck. And to a few more that Im going to send up here. Because youre right, Buck. If we have Silvers clothes, the man himself is not far off. Besides, Ive been hearing a queer story about a big peon — a new man that no one knows anything about, a fellow who walked all across the desert to find a job here. A barefooted peon. And no one had brains enough to ask him how he could cross the desert in his bare feet!

Silver? exclaimed Buck.

I dont know. Im not sure, said Christian. But Id give a good deal to put my eye on that same peon with the big shoulders and the narrow hips. And the very dark Mexican skin, too! A bit of stain will make the whitest man in the world as brown as a berry. Ive been a Mexican myself more than once.

And he laughed very gently, as though he were afraid that a loud sound might disturb his listeners,

Ill take these clothes to Higgins, he said, and let him know what I have in mind. Well turn out every man on the place and search for that missing peon with the broad shoulders and bare feet and the very dark skin. And if we find him—

He snapped his fingers in the air.

Perhaps hell turn out to be a Silver worth more than gold to me! continued Christian. Ill have more men up here in a few minutes. In the meantime, use your eyes. Be awake. If Silver has actually doffed his clothes and taken a disguise, he means to try his luck and take his life in his hands. And the hands of a fellow like Silver will hold a good deal, boys. And I should— He broke off sharply before he furnished the word which would have made admission of the events which had seared into his soul his hatred of Jim Silver.

Keep our eyes open? said Buck. Ill be watching for snakes to drop off the rafters!

Thats it, said the chief. Be on your toes. You cant be very far wrong when youre on your toes.

He went to the head of the ladder, turned to give them all one slow, penetrating glance, and then passed down the ladder out of sight.

Silver! said Buck in a whisper. Look out that window, Stew. Ill look out this one. Look as far on the roof as you can, and down the side.

They went to their appointed windows, but all that they found was the naked roof line, running off to the brightness of the stars.

They turned back and faced one another.

Keep moving, suggested Stew. Thats the way to have your eyes open.

Move, but move slow! answered Buck. Silver — Id rather have the real devil after me! Silver! A perceptible shudder ran through his long, frail body.

And hell come, said Brender with a sudden depth in his voice, as though he were ten years older in conviction, at least. Hell come, and make short work of both of you!

The pair of us? said Stew. You talk like a young fool, and there aint no fool worse than a young fool. There aint no one man on earth, excepting maybe Christian, that could handle the pair of us when we got our eyes open and are looking for trouble.

They paced slowly about the floor, keeping their eyes specially fixed upon the windows and upon the open trapdoor. For it seemed that there was no other possible entrance for a grown man into that part of the loft.

Suppose that hes hid in the hay! said Buck.

Howd he be able to hide there, dummy? snapped Stew. Tell me that — howd he be able to hide there? You know the answer? Wasnt there people here all the day long? Howd he burrow through solid piles of baled hay, anyways?

Well, maybe not, said Buck, reluctantly giving up the dangerous possibility. But he can do things that you and me wouldnt think of.

Whats that? Whos on the ladder? asked Stew.

For the head of the ladder, projecting above the trapdoor, was visibly trembling.

Buck stood close to the trap.

Whos there? called Buck.

All right — boys, said a soft voice, broken a little with panting. Im coming up — myself.

All right. Its the chief, said Buck, stepping back with a sigh. Were going to have him up here with us.

He had turned from the trapdoor with Stew, but as they looked at Brender, they saw something in his face that froze them in place. And then, behind them, the panting voice, but now harsh and clear, said:

Shove up your hands. Shove them up slow and sure!

They looked over their shoulders, these two guards, not to see the form of their enemy rising cautiously out of the hollow black square of the trapdoor, a revolver leveled hip-high in his hand, but to glare at one another, as though each wanted to see in the face of his companion news of that terrible fate which would come to them from the hands of Barry Christian when their chief knew that they had failed in their work.

Then, with another common impulse, they began to raise their hands.

Silver stepped closer to them, little by little.

He spoke as he watched them.

Chinook is in the third stall to the left of the ladder, he said to Brender. Ive untied her lead rope and knotted it around her neck. I got her bridle on her, too, and shes standing fast. When you get down, take her. I found a Colt in the saddle room, and now its in your saddle holster. Flatten yourself on the mares back and go through the stable door at a gallop. There are men on watch beyond the door, not right at it. Go through it like a devil. Ill get a gun from one of these old chums of yours before were through. Buck — watch your hands!

But Buck, as his hands came to the height of his shoulders, moved them more and more slowly. A fluttering appeared in his fingers. And Silver recognized the workings of a desperate impulse in the outlaw.

Dont do it, man, said Silver. I dont want to murder you with your back turned, but Ill do it sure if you make a move. Get those hands up over your head. Thats better, Stew!

Yet as he spoke, though Stew had thrust his own hands well up over his head, Buck snapped into action.

With one hand he struck at the lantern on the table and sent it crashing the length of the loft room. At the same time he was hurling himself toward the floor, and with his other hand snatching at a revolver.

There was only the tenth of a second for Silver to shoot while the light was still clear enough. He used the first half of that fraction of time to hesitate — in all his life he never before had shot a man through the back. And when he actually fired he was aiming at the hips, or a shade lower.

He knew that the bullet had struck flesh, but that was all he could know.

The loft room was in darkness.

From where Buck lay, a revolver began to spit red fire in narrow-throated gusts. And from where Stew stood, another gun was speaking. Those sparks of fire gave weird flickers that were not illumination of the loft, but afforded vague glimpses of what was happening in it.

What they showed was Silver, almost flat on his face, firing in return.

He brought from Stew a yowl of pain with one bullet.

Then footfalls stampeded across the loft floor, straight at him. Silver fired again. The flame from his gun showed him the contorted face of Stew as the man charged madly home. Silver, with the flash of his own shot to guide his next bullet, again fired low. Just at the hip the bullet struck. Stew was flung sidewise, spinning, by the heavy impact of the .45-caliber slug. He struck the floor and skidded along it, then lay still.

Perhaps he was stunned. Perhaps he was merely playing possum, and waiting for a chance to strike a heavy blow for his cause.

A long splinter, ripped from the floor by one of Bucks shots, cracked neatly in two across the head of Silver. He put an answering bullet right into the red flash of Bucks gun and heard the impact of the lead striking flesh, the gasp and sigh of the man.

Silver reached Brender with a leap. He had to fumble a bit to find the right ropes before his knife could cut them, and as he groped he heard Brender choking out vague words that were something between a groan and a song. Those sounds did not need to form syllables, for the first instant that his hand touched his friend, Silver knew that all the peril he had undergone, all the danger that still lay before him, was well braved for the sake of this man.

The shadow of Brender rose beside him and ran toward the ladder, staggering a little, because the pressure of the cords had shut off circulation somewhat and left his legs partially benumbed.

Silver followed. Something in his brain, beating like a metronome, measured off the seconds since the shooting had commenced. The booming echoes of it still seemed to live in the loft of the great barn. Perhaps ten seconds had passed since he opened fire.

And in that time, what had the watchers of Barry Christian done?

Brender was climbing down the ladder. Silver followed. Off to the right, through one of the wide doors of the building, he saw the glance of lantern light that fell on the dark bodies and the pale, gleaming faces of several running men. One of them pointed his hand and fired. Brender loosed his grip on the ladder and dropped to the floor beneath.

Had he been shot through the body?

Silver, swinging out from the ladder, tried a snapshot. The lantern went out; a man yelled sharp and short with pain. Another gun exploded. And now Silver was on the floor of the barn.

All was darkness. Voices and footfalls were retreating from the aisle in which he stood. Brender was not in reaching distance — therefore he must have run on to get to the mare, Chinook. Overhead, the voice of Stew rose like a steam siren, screeching:

Silver! Hes got Brender loose! Help! Silvers got Brender! Stop him! Stop him! Help!

Every screaming phrase jagged through the brain of Silver like red lightning. Outside the barn, other voices were shouting, and then one pealing cry that rang above the rest:

The rear door! Guard it!

Was that the voice of Barry Christian?

Silver was pulling from its stall the mustang he had bridled. He heard the gasp of Brender calling his name. Now he was out in the aisle and astride the little horse, and before him Brender was whipping — a dim shadow — onto the back of Chinook.

Straight back and through the rear door. Ride like a devil, Rap! called Silver.

Then Chinook shot down the aisle and almost out of sight. The digging heels of Silver made the mustang lurch in pursuit. It sprawled, skidded, almost fell on the wet flooring. Then, straightening, working desperately, it shot out the doorway with a gathering speed.

Silhouettes of men were rising out of the ground like exhalations. Guns flashed.

A shape ran before Silver, shooting. He tried to fire. The hammer of his gun clicked on an empty chamber. He hurled the gun at the dancing shadow, and it was blotted out against the darkness of the ground.

Well before him raced Chinook, gaining ground with every leap.

Right, Rap! Right! Right! wailed Silver.

He saw Brender swing obediently to the right, skirting beyond the houses of the peons. Out of those houses large and small shadows were running like giant wasps out of huge nests.

The shooting had ended. It was a turmoil of voices only that raged behind him, and, mixed with it, the snorting of horses, the beating of racing hoofs.

Beneath him the frightened mustang was doing its best, but he knew that he had caught a slow mover. A dozen animals on that place would surely be able to move almost two feet for its one. So Silver whistled high and shrill and long, a call that Parade had learned to know of old.

Silver looked back, straining his eyes. Behind him he saw swift forms darting through the starlight. There were already half a dozen men in pursuit on fast horses. They called one to another. Above all the others rang one voice.

That was Barry Christian, and that must be Christians horse which now forged ahead of the others. Chinook drew suddenly back. That was the work of Brender, gallant fool, pulling up his mount to rejoin his friend.

Something shot at Silver from the gloom ahead. He knew the great stride, the inquiring whinny, the lifting head of the stallion, and now Parade swung in at his side, crowding jealously against the mustang.

Silver made that change like a circus rider, at full speed. In an instant he was sitting in the saddle on the back of the stallion. He called, and the cantle of the saddle struck hard against his back as the big horse leaped into full stride.

With his left hand wound into the mane of Parade, he watched the riders of Barry Christian draw back rapidly into obscurity. He caught Chinook and Brender, and heard the Indian yell of triumph from the lips of Rap.

Then, as Silver swung far forward and fitted the bridle over the head of Parade, they left the soft going of the plantation and came out onto the wide, smooth face of the desert, and the rushing wind of the gallop seemed a noise made by wind in the last trees as they swept away into a mound of gloom in the rear.

Other horses were clattering out from the same trees. But what chance had they of overtaking two such flyers? Silver rated Parade to a long, easy lope that kept Chinook laboring to keep up, and gradually the noise of the pursuit melted away, and in the east a pyramid of soft light formed to show where the moon intended to rise.


XV. CHRISTIANS BARGAIN
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IN THE HOTEL of Tom Higgins, Buck and Stew lay on their backs in small cots, side by side. Buck grinned at the ceiling with a wider display of white teeth than usual, for pain had puckered his cheeks a little and drawn the lips back. He was very white; his eyes were glassy, as though with fever. Without stirring an eyelid, he lay still and endured pain. Perhaps he would die, perhaps not. The doctor could not tell.

As for Stew, he drew in his breath through his nose and let it out again through his loose lips with a snoring sound. He kept his eyes closed. He would get well, the doctor had said. In the meantime, he either made that snoring sound with his mouth or else used his excess breath to curse steadily.

Swine! said Buck in a whisper.

It was you, answered Stew.

Me what?

You that said it was Christian coming back up the ladder. You that throwed me off guard.

You heard him speak as good as I did. It sounded like Barry to me, answered Buck. I hope the soul of you leaks out through the hole he drilled in you.

Big Tom Higgins was pacing up and down the room. He paused now and indicated the two wounded men with a gesture, while he turned to Christian.

Look at that! he said. Good, aint it? A fine thing for me to have a coupla thugs like that laid up on my hands if a sheriff or something comes by this way?

A few drinks of your bar whisky, said the soft voice of Barry Christian, will make a whole posse forget the job theyre riding on. Dont worry, Tom. But think of the hard cash youll be paid when this pair is cured.

Higgins sighed. He wet his vast lips and rubbed them off with the back of his hand.

I aint arguing, he declared.

Barry Christian rose and smiled on him. Then he stepped between the beds and looked down on the two wounded men.

He said: You boys will get all that the doctor and Tom Higgins and his men can do for you. When youre cured, youll get a layoff and plenty of money to spend on your vacation. Youre not being blamed because of what Silver managed to do. Its my fault. Silver being what he is, I ought never to have left Brenders side. Theres no worry for you to keep on your mind. When your vacation is over, youll come back to me. I wont see you again for a good many weeks probably. Youll know where to get in touch with me when you want me. So long!

Christian turned and called: Come here, Doc.

Old Doc Shore appeared out of a corner unexpectedly.

Where you been keeping yourself, old moss-face? asked Stew.

Doc Shore divided his white beard with his fingers and smiled on the wounded man. Christian laid a hand on the shoulder of the old man.

He said: Doc, you stay here and run things. Run everything, including whats outside. Youre the one who got the message from Lawson to put Silver out, and you planned it well. You called in four big guns to do the trick. One of those guns went wrong, but that wasnt your fault. You couldnt tell that Rap Brender would cross us up. Nobody in my outfit has a better or a faster brain than you have, Doc.

The pink-rimmed eyes of Doc Shore narrowed to slits of fire, so intense was his gratification. He said nothing, Christian waved to the two wounded men in farewell, saying:

Trust Doc in everything. Hell take care of you boys.

Buck feebly raised a hand in acknowledgment, but Stew continued to blow out through his lips with the snoring sound.

Now, said Christian to Tom Higgins, I want you to tell me where I can find Murcio.

Hes gone to bed, said Higgins.

Wake him up and send him down to the barroom, said Christian. Ill be down there helping myself. Hurry it, Tom!

Higgins hesitated for half a breath, for he was not used to this calm voice of command. Then, as the eye of Christian flicked across his face, he turned in haste and went off with long strides.

Barry Christian went down to the saloon. The door of it being locked, he took a thin splinter of steel from his pocket and worked for an instant, after which the door opened under his hand and he entered. The place was ordinarily illuminated by two big lamps that hung suspended from the ceiling. They were out now, and the only light was from the moon, which sloped in through an eastern window.

Barry Christian stood for a moment inside the door and breathed deeply. It was not the aromatic scent of liquor that he was inhaling, but a far more ethereal fragrance of adventure, for over his mind flashed the pictures of many other rooms that he had seen by the secret light of night.

There was a lantern hanging against the wall. He raised the chimney, scratched a match, and touched the flame to the wick. Then he placed the lantern on the bar and went behind it. There was one bottle of Scotch whisky. He took that and retired to a little table that stood in the corner of the room. The lantern he left on the bar, running its dim fingers across the lines of colored bottles and setting their reflections in the mirror at their back.

He poured out a glass of the whisky, raised it, looked through its ominous amber color at the lantern flame, and then drank it off.

A footfall presently came across the veranda; a hand tried the outer door, opened it, and the round face of Murcio looked inside.

Come in, Murcio, said Christian.

The Mexican started back and jerked the door almost shut. Then he pushed it open again and entered. He stood with it partially ajar, his hand on the knob as though he were ready for flight.

Well? asked Murcio.

Come in, said Christian.

I have to go, answered Murcio. I have to sleep. Tomorrow there is a long ride to make.

Come in, said Christian.

Murcio sighed, closed the door, and advanced unwillingly across the floor.

Im drinking Scotch whisky, said Christian. Go behind the bar and help yourself to anything you want.

Nothing, said Murcio.

Then sit down.

The Mexican drew back a chair away from the table and sat down on the edge of it. Christian smiled at him.

You should not be in bed, said he.

Why not?

You should be riding — you and Santos and the girl, with me.

At this, Murcio lifted both his hands and his shoulders until his fat jowls were compressed.

She is lost to us, señor! he said.

You mean that the little devil has slipped away? asked Christian.

No, she is still here. But we cannot take her on. She is lost. The cursed man, Silver, has come. He has seen her. He has seen Brender. They are both free. Nothing will keep them from getting to men of the law. All the desert, all the mountains between this place and Mexico, will soon be swarming with posses. Only the best of fortune can get us through even without her!

You think that theyre riding straight away to get help. They wont do that. They wont dare, said Christian.

Dare? said the Mexican.

Brender is wanted by the law, said Christian. He cant show his face to a sheriff.

There is Silver.

He wont go to a distance. Hell hang about this place like a hawk over a chicken coop, and with him will be Brender. Ah, theres a romantic lad, Murcio. And the romantic spirit leads us all to do rather foolish things, now and then.

You mean that they are not riding now to get help? You mean that they are close by us, still about to attempt — no one knows what?

They wont come back to try for the girl, I think. Not tonight, said Christian; and thats the pity of it. Because if I could put my hands on them again—

He broke off with a sigh.

At any rate, Murcio, he said, you should be in the saddle, you and Santos,

We start with the first light of the day, or a little before, said Murcio. But not with the girl.

If there are only Silver and Brender to think of, why should you be afraid—

Only Silver and Brender? Only two devils! And we are mere men.

And you give up the girl the money? asked Christian.

Murcio groaned.

AH the fortune! he muttered. She will stay in this country. Cursed lawyers will represent her. Soon her possessions will be sold, and my chances are gone!

A pity, said Christian. Now, suppose that I rode with you?

You? Why should you do that? There is no hope, señor. We could not carry her through. And I am losing priceless hours of sleep in vain. If we ride off with her, then either a thousand posses will stop us, or else—

If we ride off with her and are not followed at heel, said Christian. I tell you, Murcio, that I can find twenty places in the mountains to the south where well never be found until the hunt dies down. Then we can ride on at leisure.

Are you sure? said Murcio.

But well be followed by the pair of them, went on Christian. You can be sure of that. Good men, Murcio, dont allow a poor young persecuted girl to be swept away by villains like us.

He laughed soundlessly. Murcio shuddered as though the whisper broke like icy waves on his heart.

They will be lingering close by, said Christian. You can be sure of that.

And if they are near, is it true that they have horses which eagles can hardly catch? groaned Murcio.

They have two good horses, agreed Christian. There is a golden chestnut stallion that Silver rides, and for the sake of that horse I think I would give up two fortunes like that of this girl But there is a way in which we can leave even the stallion and his rider behind.

Tell me, said Murcio.

Of course Ill tell you, said the genial Christian. It happens that I have friends scattered here and there. For what is a mans life if it be naked of friendships, Murcio?

Go to the point! Go to the point! groaned Murcio. Friendships — yes, yes! I admit anything you want in the way of moralizing. But tell me how we can be snatched out of the hands of these two fiends?

In several ways, Murcio. We might draw them on into the desert and then turn back and fight them, I havent your awe of them, quite. But better still, and more easily done, Ill send a man out from this place to ride far ahead of us. He will find, every fifty miles or so, certain friends of mine of whom Ive been speaking. From each of them hell ask half a dozen good, tough mustangs. And so well gallop along in relays, with fresh horses everyday. You understand? Not even that golden stallion will be able to keep up with us. In three days it will be worn out and fall back from a trot to a stagger. And the rest of us will go happily on!

Murcio sprang to his feet. It can be done! he cried. I feel it — and I see the happy ending. It can be done!

Theres the price to agree on, said Christian. And then to horse and away, amigo.

Ah, the price! Yes, yes, the price! groaned Murcio.

He slumped back into his chair and stared gloomily toward Christian.

What will the whole estate come to? asked Christian.

Oh, its a handsome thing, said Murcio. Perhaps two, perhaps even three hundred thousand dollars.

In cattle, eh? said Christian.

Yes, and in other things.

Three hundred in cattle, and then theres the matter of the good timberland down there in Central America, in San Nicador, say? That would be another two or three hundred thousand?

Not half so much! exclaimed Murcio. Who told you—

Besides, said Christian, the items you have forgotten, such as stocks and bonds, here and there, and a number of little odds and ends of real estate.

Murcio was silent for a moment. Then he burst out: Where did you learn all of these things?

She has said two words, and you have said two, and Santos has said a dozen more, said Christian. It isnt hard for a good artist to paint a portrait after hes had even a glimpse of his subject. And for my services, Murcio, Ill take from you your note dated three months hence, for two hundred thousand dollars.

Two hundred — señor! Two hundred thousand, did you say?

Listen, my dear Murcio, said Christian. You wont deny me the right to be a thrifty man and to make a thrifty bargain, will you? Next to godliness, isnt thrift the most admirable virtue? And now I am giving you the chance to lay your hands on twice as much as I ask from you. I have drawn up the little paper here. Walk over to the bar and sign it, if you please.

Do you think that we can beggar her? said Murcio, as a last resort. Do you think that we can rob her shamelessly of her last penny?

With your law courts and with your cleverness, yes, said Christian. And besides, it will be a good thing. What is more touching, what is more appealing than innocence and beauty cast penniless into this harsh world?


XVI. DESERT MARCH
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THEY WENT OUT of the Higgins oasis as a party of five, with ten horses. The spare horses were loaded with water-skins, after the Mexican fashion of carrying the liquid across the desert, and it was estimated that they had enough water to last them for three days of hot marching.

They started at a dogtrot, for a slow beginning is apt to make a strong ending. It was the hope of Barry Christian that he would be able to shake off all pursuit before the torrid heat of that desert march had ended. He could have headed due south. He chose, instead, to take a straight line southwest across the most terrible of the alkali flats. With Silver and B render there could not possibly be such provision against thirst, and they had but one horse apiece.

With Christian traveled the girl, of course, and Murcio, also big Alonso Santos, on whose bulk and poundage Christian cast a doubtful eye more than once, and finally one of Christians most trusted men, Blondy. He was almost an albino and therefore he deserved his name. Lean and desert-dried, weightless in body, quick as a snake to strike and deadly as a snake in his effects, Blondy was a perfect tool in the hand of Christian. There was nothing in the world that he loved and there was only one thing in the world that he feared Christian himself. When Blondys white eyelids were lowered, there was in his face no more expression than in a stone. But when he looked suddenly up, as was his way, one could occasionally see a little reddish-yellow flame wavering in his eyes. That fire, burning dim or bright, was never entirely absent.

They jogged the horses steadily forward, Blondy first, as being the one best acquainted with the desert of this section, then the girl on a good pinto mustang, a rope running from the neck of the pony to the pommel of Blondys saddle. Next came Murcio, then Santos, and last of all, a good bit behind so that he would be out of the dust, rode Christian in the post of honor.

It was the post of honor because it was the place of danger, and it was his duty to scan the horizon behind them with his keen eyes, continually.

The moon was very bright and clear. The windless night had left the air undisturbed by dust, comparatively, and the stars were unusually keen points of brilliance. Yet for all this clarity of the atmosphere, Christian spotted nothing suspicious behind them.

As morning approached, a thrill of hope began to grow in him that perhaps there would be no clash with Silver whatever and that that pursuer would never find their traces leading away from the oasis. The dawn came on. The banded color about the horizon grew from ochre to crimson, to gold, and then all color ended as the white sun slid above the sky line and instantly began to burn them to the bone.

They paused, ate a breakfast of raisins and hardtack, and changed the saddles to the backs of the mustangs that had been carrying the lighter water-skins. After that, they went on, again. And Barry Christian came up to ride at the side of the girl for a few moments.

The sun was very strong and keen by this time, and every face in the party was flushed, except the face of Christian. He, instead, was as pale as ever — not chalky-white, as usual, but a more translucent clarity of skin.

He looked over Rosa Cardigan with a shrewdly appraising eye and took note of her erectness in the saddle and the brightness of her eye.

I see, said Christian. AH of this trouble and all of this pother, when the dear girl wanted nothing, really, except to kill homesickness by getting back to her native land. Why else should you be shining and glowing like this, Rosa Cardigan?

She was still half smiling, as she glanced at him, though he could see that the smile had nothing to do with him,

Im happy because I see the end of it, she said.

What end? he asked her.

She made a quick gesture, as though the thing were too obvious to call for more explanation.

You help them take me back to Mexico. Once there, I can be legally robbed. Once robbed, III be free entirely. And then I can come back!

Ah, said Christian. To Brender? Then you come back to him?

I do, she said.

Does he know that?

No. He ought to know it, but he doesnt.

An outlaw? said Christian. My poor girl, what a sad future for you — to be married to an outlaw!

She merely laughed.

Now I should think, said Christian, that youd cast an eye on the hero of the two, the great Silver, the terrible man. Why not?

She amazed him by saying: Perhaps I would. But I found Rap Brender first. And theres no space left in me. Besides, Silver is too grim. I think of him still, half smiling, and his step gliding, and the gray marks above his temples, like horns. Id be afraid of him — as you are!

Yes, said Christian, with a sudden need for confession of the latent terror within him, Im afraid of him. Otherwise it would not be so important that he must die. Weve shaken him off now. Hell not interfere again, I imagine. And when I come back from Mexico—

He opened his hand, then closed the fingers slowly together. And she watched him, fascinated, well understanding that in his thought he was crushing out a human life.

And you wouldnt turn back if he followed? she asked. You wouldnt turn back to — to crush him?

Blondy and I, said Christian in his gentle voice, are the escort of a rich fleet of merchant ships. Of course we wont risk a fight that we can run from. Not until the cargoes are safely in some harbor.

Her glance wandered away from him and far to the side and the rear where a small cloud of dust was rising; it might have been lifted by a whirl in the dead air of the desert. No, it was persisting.

Barry Christian followed the direction of her eyes. He saw that continuing little puff of dust, stopped his horse, and drawing out a pair of field glasses, stared long. The four went on from him.

He remained behind with the studious glass fixed on the target. He saw it move. He saw the head of the dust cloud rolling. And then, beneath it, he made out two small forms. As his gaze focused more carefully, he could distinguish the sheen of one of the horses, like metal, like gold, in fact.

That was enough for Christian. He came up at a gallop and joined the others.

Freshen up this pace, he said. Lets have a real trot. Break it for a lope, when your bones begin to rattle loose. But keep to the trot as long as you can. We may need everything that we can get out of these horses. Because Brender and Silver are coming up with us. There they are, over yonder. If theyre in striking distance by nightfall, something is likely to happen to us.

So the rate of travel was raised. The cracking trot shook the riders from head to foot. The saddles creaked and groaned. The horses began to blacken and then to drip with sweat. Perspiration soaked through the shirts and the coats of the riders and left dark stains, rimmed around with white edgings of salt. Before them the desert was covered with dim reddish haze that blurred all things but gave no shelter against the sun. And there was no shade. The greasewood stretched, here and there, like a faint smoke near the ground. The mesquite bushes held up the edges of their leaves to cleave the terrible blaze of the sun. There was no wind to cool the body or help breathing. They were in a moving cauldron. The dust they raised was the steam of the pot. And they cooked as the mustangs trotted on, jolting the breath from their bodies.

It was forced march. Now and then they halted, and the dust rose slowly, then began to settle again. Sweat continued to run on the horses, but the moisture on the outer hair disappeared almost at once, and the animals turned gray with salt. The dry air and the fierceness of the sun sucked at the very forces of the body. It seemed to be drawing up the life through the throat. It was a time when they could have ridden with a canteen in the hand, constantly sipping but never keeping very far ahead of the drain of the heat and the dryness.

Yet none of them attempted large inroads on the water supply. Their own needs for water were small compared with their need of life itself. And if the little dust cloud in the rear were able to come up with them, bullets would begin to sing.

Blondy could stand the thing no longer. He called to his chief and when Christian came up, exclaimed:

Theres four males here, and theyre running away from two gents that are all alone!

He glared fiercely at Christian, but his leader merely smiled.

Murcio can use a gun; Santos is an excellent shot, said Christian. And they both will fight when the need comes. But the need doesnt come until weve burned up the horseflesh.

I dont sort of foller that, commented Blondy.

When theres long-range shooting, anything is likely to happen, said Christian. If a lucky shot hits me, Im out. It wont need killing. Any sort of a wound will make the fellow thats hit drop out of the race. If a bullet snags you, the same thing happens. Thats all. And if one of us goes down, the two Mexicans are likely to lose heart. Theyre likely to scatter to either side and leave the sole survivor carrying on — with the girl on his hands. Does that picture appeal to you?

I never knew you to turn your back on no two gents before, said Blondy grimly.

Ah, Blondy, said Christian, the fact is that you never saw me convoying merchandise across a desert before!

Blondy was silenced. He turned his eyes toward the north, where the feet of the mountains were lost behind the mist, but their blue shoulders and their pale heads were clear against the sky. He looked south and saw nothing but the dancing heat waves that rose from the surface of the plain. And turning, he stared straight into the face of the girl.

She was the least exhausted of the troop; she actually rode with a faint smile that was rather in her eyes than on her lips.

Theres Injun blood in her, commented Blondy to himself.

They made a dry camp and stayed in it for four hours, with two men constantly on guard. Then they marched on. In the clear morning light they saw the southern mountains, many a bitter march away from them, but as the day increased, the mountains turned into sky phantoms and then disappeared entirely. And now the horses began to stumble.

Blondy, whose dry body weighed no more than that of a boy, was given the freshest horse in the party and sent on ahead. By noon he was waiting with a relay of horses and an old brown veteran of a desert rat who took over the ten mustangs of the party and led them off toward his dry ranch. And those fresh mounts put new vigor into the riders. Only Murcio could no longer endure the ceaseless racking of the trot. He either walked or loped his mustang.

The next day they repeated that performance, Blondy again riding off in advance, on the strongest horse, and appearing once more with fresh horses.

Now they could see the southern mountains clearly, by day and by night, and though there were many bitter leagues to be covered, Murcio and Santos were highly optimistic. Beyond the mountains and their foaming creeks they would find the river, and beyond the river lay Mexico. And into Mexico the pursuers would hardly dare to pass, or if they did, it would then be safe for Christian to turn back and strike them.

And still, every day, sooner or later into the view of the fugitives drew that small attendant cloud of dust. There could not be changes of horses for Silver and Brender, and yet they continued to keep near! They could not come quite up with the pursued and yet they could not be shaken off. The thing seemed a marvel,

Christian dropped back into rifle range one day, and examined the pursuit carefully with his field glasses. Then he came back to explain the mystery of the manner in which that pair, without a change of horses, had been able to keep up with the relayed flight of the group. For Christian had seen the two running on foot, driving tirelessly forward. He had seen the horses following behind, Chinook without a burden and the stallion carrying both saddles. His strength was greater, and the power of the mare was being conserved. So Silver and Brender must have passed hour after hour, each day, perhaps running on through the worst of the heat.

That was why they were able to bring up their chase a little nearer each day!

When Christian made that report, the two Mexicans looked suddenly askance at one another. They were brave enough, but it seemed now that the two who hunted them were a great deal more than human. The Mexicans looked down at the stony face of the desert. It was almost more than flesh could endure to sit the saddles through the long hours of the day, to say nothing of running on foot.

Theyll be losing their spare fat, said Christian cheerfully to the girl.

But she smiled no longer.

They will catch up, she said.

And then? asked Christian.

And then theyll be murdered! said the girl. Are you only drawing out their misery? Are you only letting them torture themselves with hope so that you can laugh at them all these days? And then in the end youll crush them!

He caught quickly at the air with his hand.

Like flies! said Christian softly.


XVII. THE PURSUERS
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IN THE HEAT of midday Silver covered the ground with a long swinging stride. He ran like an Indian, his body straight above the hips, his chin down, his legs moving with a tireless rhythm and the heel striking the ground a little before the toes. On his feet were improvised sandals with soles made of the saddle flaps, The stallion followed at his heels, a gaunt, rib-staring mockery of the sleek beauty that had left the oasis of Tom Higgins. A step or two back ran Rap Brender, leading Chinook. She was so spent that she had been dragging her feet for the last twenty-four hours and the hoofs were being beveled at the toes.

As for Silvertip, every ounce of fat was gone from his sinews. The skin of his face was hard-drawn. There was a hollow at the base of his throat, and the breastbone thrust out prominently. But there was still strength in him, as in the stallion. They were spent but they were not beaten.

Then, although he heard nothing, he was aware that something had happened behind him. He glanced back and saw Brender lying face down in the sand.

Silver returned. He had been half afraid of this during all the last day but had refused to let his fear get up into his brain. He had locked it back behind his set teeth.

Now he lifted the loose body and laid it on its back in the shelter of the mare.

She stood with hanging head and ears flopped forward, as though she were listening to a voice that rose out of the ground,

Brender was unconscious. His face was still crimson in places from the terrible effort of the run, but white like that of frostbite was all about his mouth and was rapidly spreading into his cheeks. His eyes were sunk into shadows. His face had wasted as though a fever had been burning in him constantly.

Silver took from his saddle a canteen wrapped in sacking. He sat cross-legged, took Brenders head in the crook of his arm, and forced the mouth open. It resisted with a shuddering effort, then hung loose. He poured in a swallow of water, watched it go down the skinny throat, and poured in more. He began to drop that priceless liquid in small splashes on the forehead and throat of the senseless body.

At last Brender opened his eyes and tried to sit up. Silver pressed him back into a recumbent position.

I sort of stumbled, said Brender, I sort of stumbled and I must have banged my head on the ground.

Silver wiped away from the face of his friend the dust that had turned to streaks of mud. Brender was still pale, but not the same deadly white. He was breathing more deeply; his heart no longer fluttered. In his throat a regular though rapid pulse was visible.

You just went out; thats all, said Silver. Why didnt you tell me that you were out on your feet?

Brender blinked at the sternness of that voice and answered:

Chinook couldnt carry me ten miles. There was no good asking her to.

Weve got to get fresh horses, said Silver. Weve got to get one at least. Theyve been beating us with the relays. Tomorrow theyll be able to pull right away from us. Theyll get to the mountains. We can never catch em there. Theyll be over the river and then into Mexico and were done for. Weve got to get fresh horses, because tomorrow is the great day. Rap, start thinking. Make your head clear. Somewhere this side of the settlements theres a place where you can find a horse. Christian keeps finding them for his whole gang.

He knows the dry farmers, said Brender. Hes bought them up. Theyre his friends. And besides, I dont know where theyre located. Theres only one place inside of ten miles of this spot where we could get horses, and that place is no good.

What place? asked Silver.

Its no good. You couldnt get anything out of Crosseyed Harry Trench and his vaqueros. Hed fill you full of lead. He doesnt ask questions. When a stranger comes along, he just starts shooting and his Mexicans do the same thing. You couldnt get horses from him. Not even Christian would try that place. Ive heard Stew and the rest say so. Not even Christian with a gang behind him would try to get anything from that Cross-eyed Harry Trench.

Wheres his place?

Right yonder, toward that mesa. Wait a minute. Hold on, Silver. Dont be a fool. You cant get anything from Cross-eyed Harry.

Silver stood up.

You do what you can, he said. Take my advice and stay here. Stay put. But if you have to keep going, dont follow me. Ride straight on down the line that Christian and the rest are taking. Im going to get some horses from Harry Trench and Ill join you later on.

He swung onto the back of Parade. Brender, raised to his feet with a sudden horror, began to cry out in protest, but Parade was already swinging away at a long gallop, and the rider pretended to hear nothing from behind.

It was by no means ten miles, in fact, before Silver came in sight of the little dobe house. It was so small that it was lost to view until one was fairly close, and at about the same time that Silver spotted it, he saw a man walk out of the black shadow of the doorway and stand in the sun with a rifle in his hands.

That would be Cross-eyed Harry, perhaps, ready to act as a reception committee to strangers!

Silver rode the stallion into a steep-sided draw that opened at the left and ran on in the general direction of the house. Where the bank of the draw became shallower, so that it would not shelter horse and rider from the eye, Silver dismounted, tied the reins over the pommel of the saddle, and with a whisper commanded Parade to stand still. Then he went on foot and then on hands and knees down the draw.

At last he could see the flat roof of the hut nearby.

The instant he stood up, a rifle bullet kissed the air beside his head. He saw Cross-eyed Harry standing huge and formidable, long hair sweeping down to his shoulders, his rifle leveled; murder his intention.

Silver put a bullet through the right shoulder of the giant. It merely clipped the outer flesh, but it cut enough nerves to make the rifle sag. And Cross-eyed Harry took the gun under his left arm as Silver raced in. In the vast grasp of Trench that heavy rifle was hardly more than a revolver for an ordinary man. He had swung the gun across and brought it to a level, to use it like a pistol, when Silver reached him. Silvers hard fist might have done the trick, but he could take no chances with the brute. He hammered the long barrel of his Colt along the jaw of Trench and watched the bulk of the man topple sidewise.

Silver took from the senseless hand the rifle, a pair of revolvers from hip holsters, and a great hunting knife from the inside belt.

He stepped into the hut.

There was a bit of a primus stove that had soaked the entire interior with a layer of soot. A cot stood in a corner; some traps hung from the wall. Moldering, ancient garments hung from pegs. The floor was the bare earth. A saddle, also, was on the wall, with a strong Mexican rawhide lariat hanging from it.

Silver took down the saddle and stepped through the door of the hut. Cross-eyed Harry Trench was sitting up, bracing himself on his hands, regarding Silver with deathless hate out of his unfocused eyes.

Afterwards, said Silver, Im coming back this way. Im giving you your chance now. But Im corning back. And when I come, youre going to wave a hat at me, not a gun. You hear? Youre going to cook food and coffee. Youre going to act like a human, not like a wolf. Or otherwise, Im going to plant you in your front yard.

Youre a greaser! said Cross-eyed Harry. Aint that what you are? A greaser? He looked closely into the sun-darkened face of Silver.

Im Americano, said Silver.

The other sighed and nodded. Thats better, he said. I knew that Id have to get mine, one of these days. I dunno that I care so much, seeing you aint a greaser! Whatcha want?

A horse, a canteen of water, some barley or oats, some hardtack and jerked beef, or anything youve got, like that.

Wait a minute, said Trench. Seeing that you can help yourself, lemme give you a hand and show you where things lay.

Fortune had smiled on Christian and his friends from the start; now it betrayed them in the time of greatest need, for Blondy, who had been sent ahead to bring in the fourth relay of horses, appeared on the line of march, but alone, and with his horse very exhausted from the rapid pace to which he had forced it. His report was simply that where the ranch house to which he was sent had once stood there was now only a black smudge across the ground, and on the sun-burned range around it, there was not a sign of either horse or beef. The outfit had been burned out and had moved on, which was not very strange, for on the edge of the naked desert the grazing was always very poor.

At the same time that Blondy appeared with this bad news, the thin dust cloud which meant the pursuit heaved again on the northeastern horizon and began to close in with startling speed.

That was not all. For the girl, who had endured the ride better than any of the men except the great Christian himself — for his lean frame seemed incapable of fatigue — had showed signs of depression that morning for the first time; by noon her face was flushed, her eyes dim, and by the mid-afternoon she was reeling in the saddle, clinging to the pommel with both hands, and looking about her in the delirium of a high fever.

Christian, studying the rapid approach of the dust cloud with his field glasses, made out not two figures, but four, and presently could distinguish a pair of horses mounted and a pair on the lead.

He broke into a strange cry to Blondy: Hes found remounts! He has fresh horses, Blondy!

It aint likely. It aint possible, said Blondy. There aint any place where he could a got em, except from Cross-eyed Harry.

Hes persuaded Harry Trench to mount him, at any rate, said Christian, and thats one of the wonders of this world. Harry Trench? Id as soon try to persuade a Bengal tiger!

If he got horses there, said Blondy confidently, the gent that he persuaded was a dead man, and Silver did the killing. You can lay to that! Ride close to the girls hoss, chief. Shes going to fall on her head in a minute.

Christian accepted that advice and presently was at the side of Rosa. Her head rolled from side to side as though all strength had gone from her neck.

There was one cheering prospect for the fugitives. That was the nearness of the mountains. AH that day they had loomed clearly before the eye as they rode south, printed in detail of shining rocks, and trees, and the thin, hairlike flash of a creek now and then running down the slopes; all the summits were lost in dense cloud.

Now the heights were so close that at last the distance to the foothills could be estimated exactly, and the deep shadows of the ravines promised them shelter at last from the sun. That was why they pushed on more cheerfully, though now even to the naked eye the four forms on the horizon were clear, with the dust cloud rising and trailing behind.

It seemed for a time that Silver and Brender might actually close to good rifle range before the foothills were reached, but with whip and spur the four scourged the last effort out of their mustangs and entered the first long ravine well in the lead. Above them mounted a dimly winding trail which they followed for some time and at last entered a narrow ravine where the shadow sloping from the west covered them with coolness, like flowing water. Occasional breezes, also, now dipped into the hollows. Overhead, the cloud masses streamed far out into the sky, wind-whipped, before the rain mists were dissipated in the brilliance of the sun. It was apparent that a furious storm was blowing from the south and west on the farther side of the mountains.

Well down the ravine, they came to a narrow gap beyond which a second valley opened, with a rougher floor and a steeper rise.

Go on! said Blondy to Christian. Go on with the loot. But Ive rode long enough on the run. Im going to take a berth here behind one of these rocks and plaster those two gents as they go by. It aint going to be hard. Its the sort of a thing that wed ought to a done long before.

Do as you please, said Christian. But Ill warn you of this — that all the weariness in the world wont make the eye of Silver a whit less keen. Hell see anything that a hawk could notice.

Yeah? growled Blondy, his eyes blazing. Hes human: thats all that he is! You can lay to it that he aint any moren human. So long. Ill be seeing you later!

He turned aside from the rest, at that, and they toiled steadily up and up the slope, taking the easier grades but always finding such sharp angles that it was necessary to dismount every one except the girl and struggle up on foot. The wind was growing stronger as the sun declined in the west, and now occasional strong gusts struck at them with the cold of snow. And when the billowing darkness of the storm lifted a little, here and there, they could see far up the summits the white sheets of the snow and the ice. They would be inside the storm fog before long, and with the slippery snow beneath their feet. The girl was already shuddering at every touch of the wind, though Christian had drawn his slicker about her shoulders.

So they came out on a projecting shoulder of the mountain from which they could look straight down into the ravine from which they had risen in so many zigzags. Through the crystal purity of the air they were able to see the small form of Blondy stretched out on the top of a great boulder, lying at ease with his rifle at his shoulder; his mustang had been tied in a clump of brush nearby.

Murcio began to beat his hands together softly, forgetful that no sound he could make would reach to the ears of any one at that distance below.

There! he said. Blondy has them. Hell bag them both, like two geese. You see, Santos? You see how the fools ride straight into the mouth of the danger?

Thunder sounded high up among the mountain peaks, as though to give an accent to the words of the Mexican. Santos, peering carefully over the edge of the abyss, began to laugh a little breathlessly. He had grown thin during the long pursuit. Some of his dignity had left him, and now that his face was unfleshed, the size of his nose made him look like a bird of prey.

Theyre gone, said Santos. They cant escape from him, now that theyre at such close range. Look at that, Señor Christian, and tell me!

Christian looked back first at the girl. She was swaying in the saddle though the horse stood still, and in her face there was the blindness of one who is enthralled and totally occupied by nothing except physical suffering.

He squinted at her, weighing the amount of strength that remained to her. Then he looked down at the picture beneath. Right up to the little rough ravine rode Brender and Silver. Behind them Chinook and the golden stallion were on the lead.

Its true! exclaimed Christian. He has them! He cant miss Silver at the first shot, and hell get Brender before he can turn and run! Theyre lost! Theyre gone!

He shouted the words loudly, in exultation.

Then the noise died out. Murcio looked with wonder toward Christian and Santos, as though seeking for an explanation which neither of them could offer. For the two riders were now almost on top of the rock. Now they were abreast of it — and yet Blondy continued to aim the rifle down the canyon!

Here Silver swung to the left and reaching over the top of the rock, calmly took the rifle from Blondy, whose body now rolled loosely over on its back!

Dead! exclaimed Christian. Then he added in his usual voice of softness: Ah, there was something in what I told him! That Silver would see whatever a hawk could see. As I said, so he did. Perhaps even from a distance he saw the glint of sunshine on the muzzle of the rifle, and his own rifle was instantly out of its holster — a snapshot from a distance and a bullet through the brain of Blondy! No wonder he lies there so still! Ah, well, that is the way it happens with the rash! One false step destroys them utterly.

But we, my friends, have now learned something at Blondys cost. We know how one pays by exposing so much as a bright coat button to a marksman like Silver! What a hand, what an eye, what a magnificent and fearless creature, gentlemen — pushing into the mountains on our trail, though he knows that we might be hidden in force behind any of a thousand rocks or buried in any of the thousand patches of brush!

We might be, but we wont, Murcio said abruptly. Its all very well for a fool like Blondy to give us the proof, but after we have it, we know that life is better than a lot of money and a grave. Were going to keep straight on till were in Mexico!

We are! agreed Santos. If she had six million dollars instead of six hundred thousand, wed still head straight on for Mexico. If we can save her and the money by marching, very well But as for fighting a devil who shoots by instinct and cannot miss — that, Señor Christian, would be foolish.

Very well, said Christian calmly. We shall keep on marching, as you suggest, and when it comes to the matter of fighting, then well see. Only, my friends, I shall not give up the game until Ive been forced to it. Its a matter of principle. Merely a matter of business principle. I must keep the record of the man who never fails. Can I afford to have one black mark against me? For the moment, Barry Christian believed this. His hatred of Jim Silver, born of the fact that Silver was the only man who had ever foiled him, had even put black marks against him, was so rampant that the twisted mind failed to remember. What was past, was past. Christian to himself was invincible; only by that belief could he hope to prevail against his arch-enemy.


XVIII. THE STORM
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TEN MINUTES LATER, they had turned into a pass that pointed through the heart of the mountains. Down that cleft through the range, like water along an immense flume, the storm wind poured and threatened to sweep them from their feet. It was as though the desert sun had lightened them until they were paper figures that the wind could lift and toss away. Such was the fluid weight of that blast that even the horses were again and again stopped or staggered by it.

And the girl was kept in the saddle only by the arm of Christian, who was constantly beside her.

Still they climbed. The ground turned white and slippery beneath them, and all progress was doubly difficult. The breath of the storm was constantly around them, thick as steam, with leaping ghosts and shrieking devils running through it.

The whole whirling mist became a dim conflagration at the time of sunset, when the ardent colors, rose and golden, turned the storm fog to rolling fire.

Murcio came close to Christian.

We cant go on, he declared. Santos is almost ready to fall. So am I!

Fall then, my friend, said Christian, The snow will soon bury you!

We must turn back, yelled Murcio, waving both arms.

Señor Christian, what good is the girl to you unless you know how to draw the money away from her? And I am the only one who can do that. Besides, shes dying! See her face! Shes turning blue. Shed fall to the ground except for your help!

Christian turned his head and stared for an instant at the swaying body of Rosa. Then he nodded.

Its true, he said. We cant take her on into this gale. Besides, weve almost come to the river. And I know a place where we can spend the night as safely, Murcio, as though we were in Mexico City! You and Santos follow and hold up the girl. Ill go ahead on foot. We have to turn right off the pass. But dont worry. I know the way. Follow me closely. I know these mountains so well, amigo, that I could walk through them with my eyes blindfolded.

He took the lead accordingly and, turning to the right between the roots of two tall peaks, moved around the side of the left-hand summit right into the fiercest teeth of the wind. It was now almost dark. The storm cloud was so dense as the twilight failed that it was a blindfold pressed close to the eyes. They had to call to one another to make sure that they were in touch, and at last Christian turned straight in through tall brush that grew on a slight shoulder of the mountain.

He found a dead bush, tore it up, beat the water from the leaves, and presently kindled the branches. Then he held up that torch, half flaming and half streaming smoke, and led the way through a cleft hardly three feet wide. It opened into a winding cavern that gained a good deal in width at once and presently rose to such a height that the top of the split was lost to that feeble light. It seemed that the crevice extended to the top of the peak.

For a good fifty feet Christian went on, until he had reached the point of the greatest width. There he paused.

Take charge of the girl, Murcio, he said. Get her between blankets, Santos, unlimber the cooking pans. We can eat here. Ill rustle wood. Well spend a snug night and when the winds blown out, well go down and ford the river. Anything easier than that?

By the time the fire was lighted and the fume of bacon and the steam of fragrant coffee was in the air, it seemed in fact that a pleasanter place could hardly be found. After the heat of the desert the sudden cold had bitten them all to the bone, but now they had the fire to warm them and the scent of cookery, and above all there was shelter from the wind. Now and then the storm put its lips to the mouth of the cave and thundered through it as through a vast horn, but as a rule the yelling of the wind was far away.

A great quantity of the brush had been carried in. Some of it had been used for the building of beds on the tops of which the blankets could be spread. More was reserved for fuel. For water they had lumps of snow brought in from the mountainside. There were only two sources of anxiety — could Silver manage to follow the trail they had left, through the darkness, and was the girl seriously ill?

Christian answered both questions in his soft voice.

He bared an arm to the elbow and put the naked flesh against the forehead of the girl.

Over a hundred, he said presently. But not a great deal more. Food and rest from the sun will help her. In a few hours shell be as sound as can be. Thats what I hope at least. Shes tough. Weve had a chance to see that. Shes lost hardly five pounds on the trip, and the rest of us are scarecrows. About Silver — well, I suppose that through the storm and the darkness only one man in ten thousand would even attempt to follow a trail. Lets say that hes the one man in ten thousand. But in addition to the darkness, hell find that the blowing snow has filled most of the tracks. The cold will begin to freeze them, too. I think that Brender will not be able to hold up, no matter what strength there may be in Silver. Silver will be halted by Brenders weakness. Trust my word when I say that the girl means nothing to Silver, compared with the welfare of his friend.

He laughed his silent laugh. Then he added:

For in Señor Silver, my dear friends, we meet the man of the gentle heart which feareth not, the noble soul which quaileth not, and whose love surpasseth the love of man for woman!

In the bleak grip of the wind, Silver and Brender had actually gained the throat of the pass down which the others had proceeded before them. Flurries of snow or heavy-handed hail beat at them; the wind itself was a hand that thrust into their mouths and made straining pockets of their cheeks when they strove to speak. But still they went on, Silver on foot, Brender in the saddle on the golden stallion, fallen far forward so that his head and shoulders could break the force of the wind and keep it from cutting like a sword through his weakened body.

The other three horses had been abandoned at the mouth of the pass. Chinook was very badly done in. The two mustangs they had secured from Cross-eyed Harry Trench had been ridden out in the last strain of crossing the desert and of staggering up the exhausting face of the mountains. Only Parade remained capable of action. And at last Silver had helped the sinking body of Brender into the saddle on the stallion. It was not easy to keep him there. Parade could hardly be held from bucking the weight of the stranger from the saddle. It was only the hand and the voice and the eye of his master that kept the great stallion from beginning to rear and plunge.

But Silver would not give up the quest. And as long as he went on, Brender would not turn back.

Yet it seemed worse than looking for a needle in a haystack. Now and again, sitting on the ground with legs spread out, Silver would light a match and scan the center of the trail.

That feeble flicker of light would show to Brender the bare head, the starved face of his friend, and the body of Silver wrapped in a saddle blanket as in a cloak, and then the tattered cotton trousers, and the naked shanks, looking absurdly weak and thin, and the bloodstained sandals on the feet.

To Silver, the light was showing no more than the trail itself and the possible imprint of hoofs or of boots. Now and again, when the light showed nothing but drifted snow, with his freezing fingers he could brush off the top of the drift and so find the depressions which the marching feet had left.

And so he would be up and on again.

Sometimes the voice of Brender cried out to him that it was madness and death for them both, but Silver went on.

Then, after long labor, the storm melted out of the sky. In an hour the zenith was clear, and a half moon, standing up in the east, showed them a world of dazzling white summits set against a sky of dark gray, pointed with the glistening stars.

Brender, wonderfully cheered, seemed to recover half of his lost strength the instant that the wind no longer tore at him.

He climbed down from the saddle and joined Silver in the hunt for a sign.

But not a trace of a track could be found.

They had come too far, and the fugitives must have turned off the course at some point.

So they went back, halting every hundred yards or so to hunt for the impressions of hoofs and feet, until at last they picked up the trail again at a point where a sort of cross pass cut into the main one.

Here they worked on hands and knees, patiently. The cold had increased strangely with the fall of the wind. If it did not bite so deep, it paralyzed the hands and the feet more quickly. They had to stop every moment to stamp and beat their hands together.

But search as they might, they could not find the point at which the sign recommenced. Perhaps the wind had filled all the tracks with a more compacted snow. Perhaps the beating of a flurry of hail had here jammed the snow together into a solid mass.

Silver said at last, and though his voice was quiet, it sounded deep and preternaturally loud in the uncanny silence of that high, white world: Rap, well have to split here. It may be that theyve turned off up this canyon or down it. Or it may be that theyve gone a long distance ahead before they turned. Or, for that matter, they may have gone all the way through the pass. But this is where the sign stops, and well have to try here to pick up the sign. You turn to the left there. Ill go to the right between the roots of these two mountains. If you find any sign, come back and wait for me here. If I find any sign, Ill come back and wait for you.

He took the ice-cold hand of Brender. Under the white moon each man looked into the drawn, dark face of the other. Then they parted in silence, and the stallion followed closely behind the footsteps of Silver. He found himself rounding the steep side of the mountain on his own left, presently, for a little gorge opened between this and the adjoining mountain. He came out on a narrow shoulder. Looking down from it, he saw the lofty walls of a canyon, and in the bottom, around one bend, the moon looked in on the rush of a river.

For a moment, in spite of his quest and in spite of the cold, Silver paused there and let the beauty of the place freeze into his soul. And he heard a voice come up to him out of the vast distance, like a tremor running up from the earth into his body. It came from the wide bend where the water frothed white in a cataract.

He swung around to continue on his way, when another voice came to him out of the heart of the rocky mountain — and the sound was that of human laughter!

Something more than cold helped to freeze him now. Then he turned and walked straight into the tall brush that grew here all along the steep. A faint aroma of cookery reached him, and half his fear dissolved at a stroke. If ghosts cooked bacon, he wanted to meet the spirits of that ilk!

Then he found the cleft in the wall of the mountain. It was merely a grayness of light in the solid blackness, a hint rather than an actual gleam of radiance that caught his eye, but it was enough to lead him one step into the gloom.

Then voices and footsteps came toward him. He drew rapidly back. The stallion, at a gesture from the master, turned into a shrinking, cat-like monster, stealing back into the brush. And there, shrouded beside the horse, Silver heard the voice of Murcio, of Santos, and of Christian.

The outlaw was saying: Go straight on down the shoulder of the mountain. Youll find a pretty steep drop toward the river below. A steep drop, but they say that one wild devil of an Indian actually rode it with a horse, one day. Go down there and hunt for a boat. Look carefully. Somewhere under brush by the bank of the stream you can usually find an old rowboat or a canoe laid up. The rustlers and the smugglers leave them.

If you find a boat, light two fires in the hollow. Small ones. Theyll be enough for me to see. In half an hour Ill come out and look, and if I see the lights, Ill know that you have the boat. And Ill get the girl tied onto one of the horses. Shes a lot better now. Ill take her down, and in an hour well be on safe soil.

He has the moon now. Señor Christian, said the voice of Murcio, and with that light he will find anything that can be found.

Unless the sight is frozen out of his head, answered Christian. Forget about him. There is not one chance in a thousand that he is still on the trail, and a thousand-to-one trail is a long-enough shot to be worth our money, amigos.

Santos said calmly: Now that we are in sight of the Mexico we love, I feel a calmness and a surety, Señor Christian. And if we win through, Murcio and I shall never forget what you have done. We shall never forget, Christian, that you have managed to draw us through the pinch. My own heart was water, I know! Adios for a few moments. Come, Murcio. This will be a night to talk of hereafter. The cursed wind, the cold. And most of all, how the poor Blondy lay dead on the rock! Ah! It puts more cold in me to think of that!

Murcio and big Santos strode off.

And all the horses? called Santos from a little distance.

Ill bring them all, said Christian. Dont worry about them. Ill bring them all. The boats the thing that we want now!

Santos and Murcio disappeared. Their footfalls passed beyond hearing, and even the noise of their voices went out.

Then Silver came out of his hiding and entered the cave.

Those few moments of standing idle had completed the work of the cold on his body. His very knees seemed frozen stiff.

Slowly he went on, until a turn of a corner brought him blinking into view of the fire. He shrank back against the wall and stared.

He saw the girl lying on a bed of brush near the heat of the fire, wrapped in blankets, her head turning restlessly back and forth, a vague murmur coming from her lips now and then. Her face was foreshortened. It seemed to Silver like the face of a child.

Other beds of brush had been made, but that was no doubt because they had intended to spend the entire night in the cave. The falling of the wind and the clearing of the sky had been enough to bring them out for action, however.

Now that Silver was present, what could he do?

If he ventured to draw a gun, his numb fingers would make action almost impossible for him, and he could not be sure of an accurate shot unless he steadied the gun on the big boulder which lay next to the wall, and shot his man unawares.

And why not shoot him in that fashion? He dropped to his knees, laid the revolver over the edge of the boulder, and drew a careful bead.

He aimed for the heart. It was the bigger and the safer target. And centering on that goal, Silver found that there was not a tremor in his arms. He had merely to release the hammer that had been drawn back by his thumb and that famous man of crime, Barry Christian, would be no more.

Yet he could not let the hammer flick out from under the ball of his thumb. He had killed men before, but never helpless men. And now Barry Christian was on one knee beside the stretched-out body of the girl, with his slender hand laid on her forehead. There was something paternal in the position and the gesture, and the heart of Silver failed him.

He shifted his aim to the head. That pale face seemed incapable of any warm human emotion. Staring at it, Silver could well imagine that the man had been guilty of all the crimes that were attributed to him. But still it was hard to fire. He shifted the aim yet higher, to the forehead.

It was a narrow brow, but it was marked and modeled by thought, as it seemed to Silver, and he dwelt on it with wonder and with respect. To shoot the man through the body that would be a comparatively simple matter. But to send a bullet crashing through the delicate mechanism of the brain that was far different. With a convulsive shudder Silver realized that he could not fire.

If he killed Barry Christian, it would have to be as they stood face to face!

The very thought took his breath. He tried, in desperate silence, to conquer the impulse which was controlling him, but in another moment he knew that he was enslaved by it. He would have to stand before Barry Christian and endure that unendurable eye, and stare into that pale face, and wait for the action of that slender hand.

Silver, slipping the revolver back into its spring holster under his arm, began with powerful fingers to knead the muscles of his right forearm and his wrist. He passed his hand up to the shoulder, still working at the flesh. It did not matter what the condition of the rest of his body might be. What counted was no more than the freedom and the strength of his right arm, for the ordeal that must come.

A shadow swept down the cavern. It was Barry Christian who had risen and was walking down the length of the cave. Silver, rising, covered him with the Colt.

He had dreamed that Christian would make a flashing movement to get at a gun, and that movement would be Christians passport to another world. But he was wrong. For an instant, halted in mid-stride, Christian balanced on his toes, as though he were contemplating hurling himself straight at the enemy. Then he settled back on his heels and nodded.

Its Silver, I suppose? said he.

It is, said Silver.

Before you put the bullet through me, Silver, let me have a look again at the face of the man whos to kill me, will you?

He moved back, as he spoke, putting his hands on his hips as though to give mute assurance that he would attempt no sudden effort to get at a weapon.

Silver followed.

They stood on opposite sides of the fire, considering one another as two men in this world have rarely surveyed enemies.

Silver said: I might as well make you easy, Christian. Im not going to murder you.

Ah, and certainly not, said the soft voice of Christian. It isnt murder but the act of justice, long delayed.

No, said Silver. It may be justice, but Im not the fellow who can be judge and jury and hangman, all at once. Well fight this out, Christian, with a fair break for both of us.

A fair break? Your gun in your hand and an invitation for me to go for mine to fill my hand before I die. Well, thats the ripe old Western custom, at that.

Slowly Silver shook his head.

I dont mean that, he said. Ive got to keep you covered until my right arm thaws out. Im a little chilled, Christian. But when the life is back in my right hand, Ill put up this gun, and well start from an even break.

Ah, Silver, said Christian, youre an honest man! Youre so honest that I could almost trust you to mean everything that you say.

He flung out one of his hands to the side as he said this. And the horses which stood along the side of the cave tossed up their heads. They made Silver think of the great stallion which stood outside in the snow.

Then the voice of the girl broke in rapidly: Keep climbing till you get to the heart of the whirlwind, where the ice is. Keep climbing. The cold takes you by the throat. Keep climbing. Then you come to a turn. I dont know whether its right or left. You come to a turn. After that there is fire and rest. You have to climb up. You have to keep on climbing—

Silver indicated her with a pointing finger. And the great Barry Christian nodded.

I know, he said. Thats the reason why I have to die.

Are you ready? said Silver.

Yes, said Christian.

He began to smile in a singular small way, while his eyes ran eagerly over and over the face of Silver, as though he had to read it thoroughly and learn it by heart, because it was a thing that soon would be seen no more.

An active chill of dread worked like worms of ice through the spinal marrow of Silver, for he knew that to Christian the battle was already as good as ended. The sublime self-confidence of this man was like a tower of brass that no force in the world could budge.

Very well, said Silver. He slid the gun he held into the spring holster that was under his left armpit.

Thats the way, said Christian. Much better than a hip holster, eh?

Much better, agreed Silver, steadily looking into the strange eyes of Christian.

Christian threw back his head, and the long hair lifted a little over his shoulders.

And when they ask for Hands up! if they see your hands go up past the hip holsters, theyre not expecting a draw from under the coat, eh?

Silver said nothing.

Ill look at the girl first, said Christian. Perhaps I can do something for her comfort before we have the little fight over.

It was a lie, and Silver suddenly recognized the lie. It was not about the girl that Christian was thinking, but of some device by which he could gain an advantage. And that was why Silver watched and waited, and strung his nerves on a hair trigger. That was why he noted, as Christian turned, leaning a little over the girl in the bed, that the hand of the outlaw was moving, his right shoulder hunching up a trifle. At that very moment, as he turned his back, Christian was drawing his gun, and then he would spin swiftly to — 

It was exactly so. As a frightened cat turns, so did Christian. His hand was a flash of white. His revolver was a flash of steel-blue light. But Silver had moved, also. And his gesture was like the snapping end of a whiplash. On the tips of his flying fingers the heavy Colt seemed to come forth, with the thumb jerking across the hammer.

The guns exploded, but Silvers a fraction of a second first. He knew he had won. He knew it by the fact that the weapon in Christians hand was a trifle out of line. Therefore the spurt of fire was not a finger aimed at the heart of Silver. Instead, the bullet struck one of the line of mustangs and ripped through the haunch of the poor beast. And Silvers bullet, striking the gun from Christians hand, flung it back against his breast, unbalanced him, and sent him sprawling backward.

That fall was why the second shot from Silvers gun missed the forehead of his enemy.

He heard the cry; he saw the astonished face of Christian, staring as though at a ghost. And as the man fell, the wounded mustang leaped straight across the fire, stumbled, kicked a shower of flaming brands in all directions, and drew with it the rest of the horses in a whirling mill.

What happened to Christian became of no moment for the instant. Silver sprang for the girl and caught her up out of harms way as the mill of wheeling horses straightened out and bolted for the mouth of the cave.

Over that thunder of snorting, of stamping, of pounding hoofs, he heard the quiet voice of the girl saying:

To keep on climbing — you get to the heart of the whirlwind, where the ice is. Keep on climbing—

She spoke calmly, and her glance rested on his face with a grave abstraction. Silver put her back on one of the heaps of brush that had been laid down for a bed. Christian was not there in the cave. Christian was gone!


XIX. THE AVALANCHE

[image: img30.jpg]

HE HAD THOUGHT that the great outlaw must surely have been trampled into the ground by the hammering hoofs of the fear-maddened mustangs, but Christian was gone — crouching, perhaps, just outside the cave month, or around the curve of the wall.

There was no time to feel fear or to hold back. Silver ran like a madman out of the cave into the icy breath of the outer night — right out across the shoulder of the mountain, where the stars seemed to be sweeping in toward his face. The horses were in full flight still, crashing around the side of the mountain to the right. But off to the left he thought he saw a smaller shadow, and heard a smaller sound.

From the edge of the shoulder of the mountain he looked down and saw the figure descending, a shadow picked out by starlight against the white sheen of the snow. He fired. The form disappeared.

Silver craned his neck and tilted his head to listen to the fall of the body, and waited to see it appear again, caroming down the slope like a loosened stone, for the angle of the descent was extremely sharp.

But he heard no fall; he saw no loose, bouncing body. Only, in the valley beneath him, he marked two small red eyes, where fires had been lighted, side by side.

Murcio and Santos were down there, then, beside a boat that was ready to cross the stream. And now, far, far down the slope, he saw a flying shadow — a man running, sliding — Christian, hastening on his way to freedom.

And no human being could on foot make up the ground that the man had gained!

But Christian had said that a wild Indian once rode his mustang down that slope!

Where a mustang could go by sunlight, Parade could follow by the moon. Where a mustang could go in full summer, Parade could follow over the winter snows. Cat-footed, eagle-eyed, it was not for nothing that he had run wild in his youth over the Sierra Blanca, and for Silver he would give the heart out of his body unhesitatingly.

If only he were now fit and well and strong!

But as he stood, he was the one engine that could carry Silver onto his quarry. And remembering that pale face of Christian, that strange eye, it seemed to Silver that half the evil in the world was concentrated in the monster.

He ran like mad to the stallion. Before he was in the saddle, Parade was crouching, trembling for the start. One electric flash of sympathy leaped between them and made them a unit as Silver headed him across the shoulder and to the head of the long devils slide that descended with few breaks toward the river far beneath them.

If the snow were firmly crusted — if it did not start into an avalanche!

He put the big horse at the brink of the slope. Parade thrust his head out and down, read his task like a mountain goat, and then tipped over the edge.

Nothing could stop him after that. Irresistible force of gravity dragged him down with increasing speed. He threw up his forehoofs again and again, and stamped them down into the snow. It loosened, skidded. They began to swerve to the side — once fully sidewise, they would topple over and over, and come in a red mass of ruin to the bottom of the pitch.

Silver threw his weight far to the other side. As though he were bearing on a rudder when a boat is in a strong current, he felt the chestnut right himself. Behind them there was a roar like a rising wind, though the only breath of wind was the sweeping current of the gale that the speed of the horse raised, the storm that seemed to be blowing the stars straight up into the sky faster and faster.

Silver looked back. What he saw looked like a dozen white horses galloping close together, with manes flying high. It was the forefront of an avalanche that he had started in his own descent with Parade, and now it came after him springing, vaulting, gathering headway and width of front. He veered Parade to the side, swaying his own body. He looked back again, and twenty more white horses were plunging downward on an ever-broadening front.

Well to the side he drew. There was a rushing that seemed to fill all the air about him. A spray of powdered snow struck him like the wings of gigantic moths beating impalpably, but with weight. He was covered by a swirl of ruin. Then the thing cleared, and to his right lay the dark path of the snow slide, and in front of him it roared on its way, leaving the ground swept and dug clean behind.

In the scar that it had left, Parade went nimbly, securely down the step as the avalanche reached the river and rushed far out into it.

The waters dashed up in a mad white tumult. Then the sound smote the ears of Silver like the booming of a volley of great guns, and afterward there were the roaring echoes that thundered up and down the ravine.

He could look at something except his own progress down the hillside now. He could see the boat put out from the shore with three men in it. He could see the swirl which the avalanche had started in the river catch hold of the skiff and start it spinning helplessly, borne rapidly down the stream.

Another sound reached him, thin and small as the crying of sea birds on a wind, and he knew that it was the screaming of the frightened Mexicans in the boat as they were carried down toward the cataract.

Silver himself braced out along the shore of the stream on the back of Parade.

All was confusion in the little boat.

He saw two men rise in it. One was Santos; the slender form was Christian. And then Alonso Santos dropped.

He fell over the gunwale. Christian took his legs and up-ended them. That was the end of Alonso Santos, gentleman, borne like a log down toward the white thrashing of the cataract.

Now Christian was himself at the oars, bending his back almost double with effort. Murcio, also, in the bow of the boat, was laboring, his head blindly down as he strained.

Either it was the brain or the hand of Christian that aided, or else the great swirl that had caught them had now diminished in strength, for the boat no longer spun about. It straightened. It pointed its prow for the farther shore.

Murcio stopped rowing for an instant and pointed toward the nearest bank. Silver knew what his plea was — to turn back to the nearer bank and gain it before the sweep of the river had them among the rocks. And Silver knew why Christian would not turn back — for when he landed it would be under the guns of his enemy.

Death or freedom for Christian now, it seemed!

They went on rapidly across the stream, the oars striking in steady time. But they gained less and less steadily, and the roar of the cataract, as Silver followed down the stream, deafened him. The cliffs above took up the sound and hurled it back and down. Exactly like a deluge of thunder it fell from the sky.

They had ceased gaining. They were pointing the nose of the boat up the stream, and even so the draw of the shooting current pulled them slowly down!

They began to go with redoubled speed. Silver saw the head of Murcio tip back. He could guess the agony on that fat, evil face as the man fought against sure death. And there was the great Christian throwing the oars from him, rising in the stem of the boat, his arms folded, his long hair blown back from his head, meeting the last moment like a man.

Another thought seemed to strike the outlaw. He turned and waved his hand in farewell to the enemy who had driven him to the last disaster.

Silver, by that time, had ridden into the stream so far that the swift water was boiling above the stirrups. Now he whirled the heavy rawhide lariat around his head as he plucked it off the saddlebows. With all his might he flung it. Like liquid lead the weighty coils shot out. The small noose darted like the head of a snake and struck the moon-silvered water — feet short of the mark!

But not too short for Christian to make one final effort. From the gunwale of the boat he leaped with all his might and struck the face of the river on the very brink of the place where the cataract kept flinging up its insane, white arms.

Had he reached the end of the lariat?

Murcio shot into the white mist. The last Silver saw of him, the Mexican had dropped his oars and thrown both arms up above his head. It was a gesture of utter terror and despair, as though on the brink of death he saw all hell opening before him.

Then, on Silvers rope, came a heavy tug that staggered Parade. He turned the horse and rode the stallion up the bank of the stream. He looked back, and there saw something like a long, dark fish being drawn into the shallows.

It was a limp, half-lifeless body that Silver drew out of the river. There was no strength left except in the hands of Christian, which had frozen a mighty grip on that meager little loop of salvation.

Afterward he sat up with a sudden sigh and looked up into the face of Silver with strange, unfathomable eyes.

His voice was as soft and calm as though he had been sitting all his while at a dinner table.

It was the silly little trick, Silver, he said. I should not have pretended about the girl. It gave you a tenth part of a second to read my mind, and a tenth part of a second is a long, long time for such a man as you. Long enough, Silver, to take a soul to heaven — or to hell with poor Murcio, and that Santos!

They spent three days up in the cave nursing the girl. During that time Christian seemed to identify himself perfectly with the interests of his captors. In fact, from the moment when he was taken out of the water, he spoke a bitter word only once. That was right at the end.

When the three days were up, the fever left the girl as quickly as it had taken her, and they started back by slow marches. Time was of no importance, so they went edging along the river in easy stages until they reached the town of Medinos, That was where the law gathered them in.

It wanted the girl and Jim Silver as witnesses. It wanted Rap Brender to lodge behind the bars on several counts. But, above all, it wanted Barry Christian.

To a great many people the excitement began only then, in the time when two strong posses entered the region over which Barry Christian had been as a king and overthrew his reign. They hauled in plenty of crooks who were wanted in all parts of the country, but for every one captured, ten dispersed. Not without fighting. There were two or three pitched battles, but without a leader, the outlaws could not trust one another. The whole range was cleaned out in surprisingly short order.

But when the first outfit of hard riders reached the oasis of Tom Higgins, they found on it nothing but the Mexicans — who knew nothing! Higgins was gone. Slew and his fellow gunman had disappeared, transported, in spite of their wounds, no one could say where. The clever old brain of Doc Shore had attended to those details. And Doc Shore himself had dissolved just like morning mist.

Copper Creek needed the burning of some gunpowder before it was cleaned out. There was one item that Jim Silver had asked for and which was brought back to him, and that was a gold watch out of the stock of Shores shop. It was the gold watch on the back of which Butch Lawson had carved the scroll with the point of his knife, that scroll which was to Shore as a message that said Kill the bearer! Silver looked for a long rime on that scroll when he received the watch.

Judge Brender had come down for the trials of Rap and Christian. He said to Jim Silver:

What did you think when Lawson did that to the watch and gave it to you?

I thought there was one chance in two that it had nothing to do with me, said Silver.

Why take an even chance for the sake of a dirty crook? asked Brender.

The reply of Silver was a memorable one that was widely repeated at the time. He said:

You see, Lawson was not a crook just then; he was only a dying man.

By the time the trial of Rap Brender came on, public opinion had been pretty well informed as to what had happened, and public opinion demanded an acquittal. If the law had an honest hold on the life and the fortunes of Rap, it had not the slightest chance to exert an influence for the good reason that in the courtroom sat Raps father, his mother, the girl, and, above all, Jim Silver. There is one thing they understand in the West, and that is friendship. Every man and woman in that courtroom knew what Silver and Brender had done for one another.

The judge, though he kept his face like iron all during the trial, at the end of it delivered to the jury a charge that was really shameful, for he said that such a true narrative as that of the heroism and self-sacrifice of Brender and Jim Silver was better for the youth of the nation than all the moralizing in books, and that every man in the West would stand inches straighter because he knew what a friend could and ought to be.

Then the jury walked out of the box, walked back again, and by its smiling its verdict was known. The judge smiled, also.

Then came two events in rapid succession — the disappearance of Jim Silver and the marriage of the girl with Rap Brender. Of course, Silver was to stand as best man, but as the wedding couple waited in the hotel to start for the little church through streets lined with a thousand excited cowpunchers drawn from distances of a hundred miles, a note was brought to Rap, and when he opened it he read aloud:



Saying good-by needs a special talent that I lack. God bless you both. Im called north on a long errand, but one day 111 see you again in Texas, San Nicador, or somewhere.

Jim Silver.

But why? cried the girl. What could it be that takes him away?

Rap Brender, considering that question with a sad face, said: Its something in his blood. And no doctor will ever discover what. But the main reason hes gone is that we dont need him any more.

Need him? said the girl. Well always need him. Well never be so happy that having Jim near wouldnt make us happier.

But Brender shook his head, looking old and grave.

You dont understand, he said, and she saw that she would have to leave it at that.

Of course, the law wanted Silvers testimony against Barry Christian, but the district attorney was not foolish enough to try to pursue the rider of the chestnut stallion. And there was plenty of other testimony to offer. Witnesses flooded in from ten directions. One man had traveled five thousand miles so that he could stand up in the courtroom and say what he knew.

Barry Christian, his pale, sensitive face always in repose, listened calmly to the testimony. His lawyer offered a vague defense. There was really nothing to be said, and Barry Christian knew it. He was as calm as ever when he heard the jurys verdict, and also later, when he was sentenced to be hanged.

Afterward a curious reporter said to Christian: What did Jim Silver get out of all this riding and fighting, and taking his life in his own hands?

Christian answered: He got the knowledge that hed gained a friend, and that I would have a chance to think things over. No one minds dying. Its the death house that counts.

That was characteristic of Christian. He was big enough and calm enough even to confess his own fears!

And Jim Silver?

On the day when the judge sentenced Barry Christian, Silver was far, far to the north, halting Parade at the mouth of a pass that overpeered a sweep of desolate mountains, far above the timber line. But there was a smile on the lips of Silver. The thrilling cold of the wind washed the soul of the man clean. It made him as free as the wild ducks which, in a dim, gray wedge, were hurling north above him, with the song of their freedom reaching the earth as a melancholy music.
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I. BRANDY
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HE STOOD SIXTEEN three, but his hoofs pressed the ground like the paws of a cat. Wherever the moonlight fingered him, shoulder or flank, it touched on silk. With head raised, he looked into the wind, and there seemed in him a lightness of spirit, as though he were capable of leaping into the air and striding on it; but the leather crossbars of a halter were fitted over his head and a lead rope trailed down into the hand of Lake, the half-breed. The stallion, that looked as much king of the earth as ever a hawk was king of the sky, was tied fast to a brutal humanity.

Lake turned his savage face. The same moon that lingered on the beauty of the horse etched out the ugliness of the man with a few high lights and skull-like shadows.

Whats he called? asked Lake.

Harry Richmond was grinning, for he understood the excitement that was making the voice of Lake hard and quick.

Brandys his name, said Richmond. And thats what hes like, aint he? A regular shot under the belt, eh?

He moved to another position, so that he could examine the stallion anew with familiar but ever-delighted eyes. Richmond had the lean legs of a rider and a fat lump of a body mounted on them, so that he looked like a blue crane when it stands at the margin of water with its head laid back on its shoulders, readier for sleep than for frogs.

Looks aint the hoss, Lake was saying. But whered you get this one? You never had nothing on your ranch but mustangs that was rags and bones, and this here is a thoroughbred.

Yeah, agreed the rancher, he makes even Mischief look pretty sick, dont he?

He pointed toward the big mare which stood near by. Mischief seemed nothing, after the stallion, but any good judge who narrowed his eyes could not fail to see her points. She had been caught wild off the range and never more than half tamed; but, like a wild-caught hawk, she seemed able to move without tiring. In every rodeo race where she was entered, the cowpunchers were sure to back her with their money, and she never yet had failed them.

Maybe he has looks, reiterated Lake, but looks aint the hoss. Take and run em, and Mischief would likely eat him up.

Thats what were goin to see, answered Harry Richmond. Thats why I got you down here, Lake. Ill pay you ten dollars, if youll run the mare a mile or two against that stallion.

Lake shook his head with a movement so slow that he seemed merely to be looking over each shoulder. I wont run Mischief for ten, but Ill race her for fifty, he declared.

For fifty! exclaimed Richmond. And me ridin Brandy? Me givin you moren a pound for every dollar of the bet? I aint such a fool.

Then it aint a go, said Lake. Ill run Mischief yonder to the top of that hill, where the rocks stick out and back here for a finish.

Two miles, and a lump like me ridin against a skinny buzzard of a jockey like you? protested Richmond. But then his eye ran over the silk and the shine of Brandy, and he said through his teeth, Ill do it!

He picked up a saddle and bridle, and began to prepare the stallion.

Lake made a cigarette and presently was blowing dissolving wreaths of smoke into the moonshine.

Look! he commanded, and waved his hand toward the rattletrap barn near which they were standing, and toward the broken-backed house beyond, and then to the hills and hollows of the ranch, naked as waves of the sea. Look! said Lake. You never raised no horse like Brandy on this kind of a place, and you never paid for him out of your pocket. Whered you get him?

I only got half of him, said Richmond, but, if he can run the way I think, Ill have the other half, too.

Who owns the other half? asked Lake.

You know Charlie Moore?

That old cowpuncher of yours? That cockeyed one?

Thats him. He owns the other half, answered Richmond. Three or four years back, Charlie Moore was over at the railroad station in Parmalee, and a train pulls in, and on that train theres the racin stable of Sam Dickery, the big oil man and crook. And they take off a dead mare, a brood mare by the name of Mary Anne, that had had a foal before her time; the foal was carted off, too, not strong enough to stand. It was the get of Single Shot, that foal was, and the stable manager cursed the hair off the head of the veterinary who said he couldnt save the colt. Anyway, they got ready to knock the foal on the head when old Charlie Moore — that never did have no sense — said hed like to have the colt. Dickerys trainer grinned and said the deal was on, and all it would cost Charlie was the price of diggin the grave. But Charlie spent a week right there on the spot, and never moved until he got that colt onto its feet; and here it is today — Brandy!

Yeah, said Lake, thats why Brandy has a kind of hand-polished look about him. Every fool in the world has got one good thing in him, I guess, and this is what Charlie Moores done with his life. But how come that you got a half claim in the horse?

As he spoke, Lake began to dig softly, with the tips of his fingers, among the India-rubber strands of muscles which overlaid the shoulder of Brandy.

Harry Richmond thrust out his head with a laugh, saying, Moores a half-wit, just about. He never has any money. The boys do him out of his months pay before he ever gets close to a saloon. So when the colt got sick a couple times and needed a vet, I took a chance and paid the bills, and pulled a half interest out of Moore. That was when Brandy was moren a year old, and I could see that he was goin to be somethin. It was like takin half the teeth out of Moores head, but he signed up a paper with me. And Im goin to get the other half of Brandy, too, if he can make a fool out of Mischief. Ready?

They sat the saddles side by side, with Mischief already sensing the contest and beginning to dance for it, while Brandy fell to looking once more into the eye of the wind that brought to his nostrils so many tales from the unknown range.

That was why, when the count of ten was finished, Mischief shot off many a length in the lead; Harry Richmond, thinking of his fifty dollars, began to curse, calling Lake back for a fair start. The words were blown off his lips. There is something in every hot-blooded horse that can sense a race, and Brandy went after Mischief like a hurled spear.

It was soft, sandy going over which Mischief dusted along lightly, while the pounding hoofs of Brandy broke through, flinging up handfuls of sand that puffed out into clouds. They had six furlongs of such going before they struck the steep slope of the hills, and Richmond waited for that ascent to quench the speed of the stallion. Instead, Brandy went up that rise like a bounding mule deer, and collared the mare at the rocks, where they turned.

A cry came suddenly out of the throat of Richmond. He struck the stallion with the flat of his hand. And then he found himself leaning backward, fighting to get into an upright position, for the mount seemed to be leaping out from under the rider. Brandy had twisted his head a little to the side, in the full fury of his effort, as though he were about to turn a corner, and nothing could have been stranger than to see him boring his head so crookedly into the wind. One might have thought that he was looking back for orders from his rider.

That was the end of the race. As Richmond went by, his heart lifted into his throat by the prodigious striding of the stallion, he saw the face of Lake convulsed with malice and disbelief. And when Richmond pulled up at the starting point behind the barn, the mare was thirty lengths behind.

The half-breed had nothing to say. He dismounted, threw the reins, and then stepped back to watch the dropped head, the heaving sides, the sweat that ran in a steady trickle from the belly of Mischief. As for Brandy, he was merely polished black by the run, and seemed on tip-toe for another race.

Still in silence, Lake drew out his wallet to pay the bet.

Wait a minute, protested Richmond. Fifty dollars will break you. Im goin to give you money, not take it away.

She lay down and quit! said Lake fiercely.

She didnt quit, answered Richmond. Shell go right on winnin all kinds of races at the rodeos; but, the way Brandy come wingin past her, he would a beat pretty near any hoss in the world. Hes goin to get his chance, too. Listen to me, Lake! You got the wool pulled out of your ears and your brain tuned up?

What kind of a crooked deal? asked Lake.

It aint crooked, declared Richmond. You take a poor half-wit like Charlie Moore, what would he do with a stake hoss? He wouldnt know. But you and me would know. You hear me, Lake? This here Brandy has gotta go East, and pick up a new name, and hes goin to meet the best in the land — for the biggest stakes. I cant leave the ranch — theres too much money for me right here in beef — but youre free, Lake. Youre goin to take Brandy tomorrow night, and youre goin to start East with him. Youre goin to clean up, and you and me go half and half!

The half-breed looked at Richmond and grinned. Then he put back his ugly face so that the moonlight flooded it, and laughed silently.


II. SILVERTIP
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THE PLANS WHICH the rancher and the half-breed laid by moonlight were perfectly definite and simple. Lake was to come the following night, after Richmond had scraped together some money to cover expenses on the trip to the East. The half-breed was to steal Brandy and make for the railroad, not at the town of Parmalee, close at hand, but far to the north. On the road he could ship Brandy to the East, and inside of three weeks the big horse might be appearing on the tracks. It was a scheme that promised the greater success because the crime in which they shared would force them to a mutual honesty in their own dealings.

But next morning a message came. A messenger rode out from Parmalee with a brief letter from Lake to Richmond. The rancher read:

Dear Richmond: The game is off for a while. Ive had a glimpse of Charlie Moore in town, and he was drinking with Silvertip. Why didnt you tell me that Silver was Moores friend? Silvertip would as soon take a shot at me as at a mountain grouse. Im laying low till he leaves this part of the range.

Lake.

The name of Silvertip was unknown to Harry Richmond. He burned the letter and went in search of information. Since the punchers were out on the range, he went into the kitchen with his questions; the cook stopped peeling potatoes while he answered.

I never seen Silvertip no moren I ever seen wire gold, said the doctor, as the cook was sometimes called, But Ive heard gents talk about him, here and there. He gets his name from a coupla streaks of gray hair over his temples, but he aint old. He aint thirty. Hes ripped the top ground off a fortune twenty times, but he never stops long enough to dig out the pay dirt, because hes always in a hurry. Trouble is what he hunts for breakfast, kills it for lunch, and eats it for supper.

What kind of trouble? asked Harry Richmond, gnawing his fleshy lip.

Any kind, said the cook. A hoss that pitches right smart is his kind of a hoss; a forest on fire is his kind of a forest; a gold-rush town is his kind of a town; and a two-gun fightin man is his kind of a man.

They ought to outlaw that kind of a hound, said the rancher angrily.

No, said the cook. He aint any trouble to a sheriff; hes more of a help. Coupla years back, down in Browns Creek, when the gold rush come and half the yeggs in the country flocked in, the regular, honest miners, they got together and they sent an invitation to Silvertip to go and settle down with them for a while. And he went. And that was a loud town, Richmond. That was a town that you could hear all the way across the mountains. But after Silvertip was there a week, he soothed it down such a lot that you couldnt hear a whisper out of it.

He killed the bad actors, you mean? asked Richmond.

I dunno that he killed any. I hear that mostly he can shoot so straight that he dont have to kill; and when he comes in one door, the yeggs go out the other.

Richmond went off to digest this news, agreeing in his mind to despise Lake less than when the half-breeds letter had arrived. The rattling wheels of an approaching buckboard brought him out of the house, and he saw Charlie Moore drive up with a big stranger on the seat beside him. The strangers mount, a big bay gelding with chasings of silver aflash on it, jogged behind the rig, which was loaded with the supplies which Moore had been sent to buy the evening before. It was the simplest way of getting him off the place while Lake arrived to test the stallion.

Charlie Moore drew up near the kitchen door and climbed to the ground; his big companion glided down with one step, as though from a saddle.

Meet Silvertip, Mr. Richmond — Harry Richmond, said Charlie Moore. He smiled with pride to be presenting such a famous man.

Harry Richmond stepped forward with a grunt and a grin, but the manners of Silvertip were rather more Latin than American. He took off his hat and bowed a little to the rancher, as he shook hands. Richmond saw, above the temples, the spots of gray, and an odd chill passed through him.

It was a brown face that he looked into, and the expression was full of such gentle peace as the rancher had never seen before. It was the look of one who daydreams, with the faintest of smiles continually about the lips. Never was a face more handsome, more honest, more open; and yet the chill was still working in the spinal marrow of Richmond. Brandy, and all the fortune that could be made out of the great horse, was as good as his own, until the arrival of Silvertip. Now he felt that good fortune had withdrawn many miles from him.

They began to unload the buckboard together. The flour sacks, the sides of bacon, the hams, were easily handled. But when it came to the big two-hundred-pound sacks of potatoes, which Richmond and old Charlie Moore struggled with together, Silver picked them up by the ears and carried the burden easily into the storeroom.

Hes strong, said the rancher.

Aye, said Charlie Moore, wagging his head in admiration. Hes mighty strong. Hes too strong. A gent like that is too strong to work.

There was a meaning behind this remark which Harry Richmond appreciated to the full, and he looked suddenly and sharply at Moore, as though wondering how far that simple-minded fellow could have looked into a man like Silvertip. But there was nothing to be seen in the face of Moore other than his usual expression, which was that of a child half dreaming over the world and half hurt by it.

Moore looked much younger than his fifty-five years, except for the pain which had worked in the lines about the mouth and in the center of the forehead. But his hair was still dark, and his eyes were still bright. His clothes were those of any hard-working cowpuncher, except that his boots were common cowhide — and where does one find a self-respecting cowpuncher, who is without meticulous pride in his footwear? But there was no pride in Charlie Moore. He had gone all his life quite content if he could avoid trouble and understand the need of the moment, and the commands which were given to him. He was not, like Silvertip, a gent too strong to work!

To be sure, Silvertip was walking by again with the weight of another sack trundled comfortably in his arms. As he passed, Harry Richmond looked askance and saw the great spring of muscles that arched from shoulder to shoulder, the corseting of might which gripped him about the loins and swelled his torso above hips as lean as those of a desert wolf that can run all day and fight all night. That was what Silvertip seemed to Harry Richmond — a machine too flawless to be used on the mere mechanics of ranch work.

Silvertip, hes an old friend of mine, said Charlie Moore, dusting the white of flour from his coat sleeves, as the unloading of the wagon was finished. I guess, he added, with a sudden wistfulness, that Silvers about the best friend that I got! He blundered on: Which aint meanin that Silvertip takes me very serious. Nobody does. But I guess he means more to me than anybody else.

Harry Richmond, watching very closely, saw the smile struck from the mouth of Silvertip; but at the same instant the hand of Silver went out and rested for a moment on the shoulder of Moore. The latter seemed to accept that touch as an assurance of all that he could have wished. He brightened; with an air of surprised happiness, he looked up at Silvertip, who avoided that glance by saying to Richmond:

Charlie tells me that you and he have a great horse out here.

Pretty fair — pretty fair, answered Richmond. With an air of thought, he pursed his mouth until the tip of his nose was raised, and his fat face was sculptured into a new and amazing design. Soft — but Ill tell you what hes got, that Brandy. Hes got pretty good lines. Thats why I could use him with some mustang mares and get me some saddle stock. Ill tell you what, Charlie — Ill buy out your half in Brandy. He aint much. Hes too heavy and soggy, kind of, in the quarters. But Im tired of this partnership business, and Ill buy him off you. Ill give you a good price for your share, too. Whatcha want, Charlie? Speak up and name your price.

Sell my half of Brandy? asked Moore, staring like a round-eyed child. He laughed a little, but the pain remained in his blue eyes. I could easier sell half of myself, he concluded.

Now, dont you be a fool, said Richmond. He stepped closer, so that the superiority of his bulk might impress itself on the eye of Moore as the weight of his words impressed itself on the simple mind of the puncher. He laid the tip of a forefinger like a dagger at the breast of his ranch hand. Who knows more about business, you or me? he demanded.

Why, you do, Harry, answered Moore, instantly abashed. Sure, you know a lot more than I do.

Then dont be a fool, went on Richmond. Im goin to pay you your own price. Ill pay you up to six months wages. Not that half of Brandy is worth that much, but just because I wanta get rid of the argument. I hate argument. You know that. Im goin to give you a chance to pick up a price of good money, Charlie; Im goin to show you that Im your friend.

For it seemed to Richmond that this was the time to strike, and strike hard, for the prize, before Silvertip laid his wise eye on the stallion and saw Brandys real value. And Charlie Moore, amazed and baffled and somewhat agape as he listened to the impressive words of Richmond, rolled his eyes from side to side.

The quiet voice of Silvertip broke in: No man will sell the blood out of his body, Richmond, and thats what Brandy is to Charlie. Lets put up the team and have a look at the horse.

Charlie Moore heaved a sigh of relief; Richmond bit his lip. But by those few words the matter seemed to be settled beyond appeal. If Richmond wanted the stallion, he would, in fact, have to steal him. And he cursed Silvertip with a silent fervor.

They put up the mustangs, ran the buckboard into the wagon shed, and went to the big corral behind the barn, where Brandy was grazing. He could have had his name for his color; he was a golden fire, red-stained and sun-burnished. At the whistle of Moore, he picked up his head from his grazing and turned suddenly about. Black silk covered his legs to the knees and the hocks; black velvet covered his muzzle; and between the eyes there was a white wedge, like the hallmark of the Master Maker.

Kind of soft all over, said Richmond. Kind of heavy and soggy in the quarters, aint he? But sort of good-lookin; picture-book hoss, that kids would be crazy about. Thats all.

But a faint cry had come out of the throat of Silvertip. He was through the bars of the fence and stepping across toward the stallion with hand extended. Charlie Moore made so free as to grasp the arm of Richmond with a frantic hand.

Look! Look! said Moore. Its even the kind of a horse for Silvertip. Its the kind of a horse he wants, and hes never wanted a horse before.

How come? asked Richmond angrily. How come you say he never has wanted a hoss before?

Look at what I mean, muttered Charlie, keeping enchanted eyes upon the picture of Silvertip approaching the stallion. What I mean is that Silver, he never finds nothin that he really wants. Thats why he never stops still. There aint no girl pretty enough to stop him for a week. There aint no house right enough to be his home. There aint no mine rich enough to keep him diggin. There aint no man big enough to be his friend. There aint no horse fine enough for him to make a partner of it. No horse before Brandy, maybe! But look at Silver now! Look at the way hes steppin around him. Look at him measurin and measurin and admirin—

There aint much in this world that Silvertips interested in except a fight — is that it? asked the rancher.

That and danger, said Charlie Moore absently. Theres danger been put into the world, and theres men been put to love it, I guess. Why, he aint even satisfied with Brandy — not even with him! Look at Silver shakin his head a little and shruggin his shoulders. And here he comes back to us. Hey, Silver! he called. Dont you make up your mind till youve tried him. Dont you damn Brandy till youve tried him, will you?

Of course Ill try him, said Silvertip. And hes a grand horse. No wonder youre proud of him, Charlie. Hes the finest for his weight that I ever saw. Just for a minute I almost thought — well, no matter about that.

He broke off with a sigh, and his eyes went regretfully back toward the stallion.

You thought what? You almost thought what? asked Moore eagerly. You thought almost that he would be the horse for you, Silver? Aint that what you almost thought? Try him, Silver, and maybe he is the horse for you. If he is, you can have him. Ill give him up. Itd be better to me than ownin him to think of you and him out together, like a coupla kings, like a coupla hawks flyin over the mountains. You try him, and if he is your horse, you can have him. Itd do me good, day and night, to think of you two together.

The hand of Silvertip rested again on the shoulder of Moore, and his glance went deeply into the face of the cowpuncher, for an instant.

Youre a kind fellow, Charlie, he said. One of these days Im afraid that youll give away your heart and soul — because youll find somebody else who could use em!

About givin Brandy away, said Richmond angrily, thats a kind of a joke, aint it? Or maybe I dont own half of him.

The quiet eyes, the quiet voice of Silvertip turned toward Richmond, as he answered: I can buy your half of the horse, Richmond. A half interest is only worth six months of Charlies pay, isnt it? Thats the top price that I heard you put on him.

A hot retort swelled the throat of Richmond, and died in it. For suddenly he knew, not by reputation only, that this man was dangerous.

Ill get a saddle on Brandy. You try him, Moore was saying.

So saddle and bridle were put on the stallion, Brandy opening his mouth for the bit as though it were a thing to eat. Then Silvertip mounted, sliding into the saddle as though he were stepping onto the back of a pony. This man made all things seem small and easy.

Afterward, he rode Brandy out of the corral, down into the hollow, jumped the dry ditch there, and brought the horse swinging back. Charlie Moore was white with eagerness and questions when the big man dismounted. A gentle consideration appeared in the face of Silver as he regarded Moore.

Its a glorious horse; its a wonderful horse, Charlie, said Silvertip. Its as fine a horse as I ever had under me — or finer.

But not for you? asked Moore huskily, working at the cinch knot with fingers that seemed suddenly too weak to handle the strap.

You know how people are, answered Silvertip, more gently than ever. Its only when a thing fits into the mind like a word into a line — its only then that a fellow will give up his blood to get what he wants. Thats the only time. But if Brandy were just a hair different, Id give my soul for him; Id trail him down on foot to get him!

His head and his voice had lifted. He seemed to be looking into the future. And, in fact, he was making a phophecy, though not exactly of the sort he had in mind.

Well, said Charlie Moore sadly, he fits into my ideas, all right. He suits me well enough. Poor old Brandy! Poor old boy!

He put the stallion back into the corral, while Richmond, with a breath of relief, turned on his heel and went back to the house, satisfied that Silvertip would not try to buy the stallion. His satisfaction would have been much less if he could have overheard Silvertip at the corral fence saying to Moore:

Mind you, Charlie, Richmond wants that stallion, and hes going to have him unless you look sharp. I wont be around here very long, but, while Im near, Im going to help you watch. The hand is faster than the eye, Charlie, and this fellow Richmond has the look of a thief about him.


III. LAKE TAKES THE CHANCE
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RICHMOND WENT INTO the town of Parmalee that same day, and found the half-breed, Lake, hidden out in a little Mexican tavern at the edge of the village. In the dimness of the back room they talked together; their eyes and their whisky glasses glistened; their voices were so soft that they melted into the shadows of the place.

Ive seen Silvertip, said Richmond, squeezing his fat fingers around his glass. And hes plenty to look at.

Hed go in the dark into a hole in the ground and rip the heart out of a mountain lion with his bare hands, said Lake. Thats all he would do. Ive seen quarters throwed up into the air, spinning, and Ive seen him shoot em, with never a miss.

Can he do that? said Richmond.

He can, said Lake.

After that, in a silence, they drank their whiskies. Something more than the rankness of the drink made Richmond shudder. Then he went on:

Silvertip dont like me. He looked me in the face like a buzzard at a dyin steer. Seemed like he wanted to be at me. Hes workin on that fool of a Charlie Moore, too, tellin him how much money Brandy is worth. And the thing to do is to act right now. Lake, youre goin to sneak over to the place this evenin and take Brandy, and skin out with him. Understand?

I hear you talk, said Lake. He laughed with a light hissing sound. I hear you talk like a fool! he added. While Silvertips around? No, no, brother! Im goin to lay low like a chipmunk in a hole till that hombre is out of sight!

What you so scared of him for? What you ever done to him? demanded Richmond, angry with impatience.

I never done nothin to him, said Lake. I aint such a fool to try my hand on Silvertip. But one night I was havin a time for myself in a saloon — and it dont matter where — and he come and dropped in and seen what I was doin. I got away by divin through a window and takin the glass with me.

He raised his hand to his face and delicately traced the course of a scar with the tip of his finger.

Listen to me, said Richmond. Youre broke. Youre flat. Im goin to stake you to five hundred bucks. Understand? Five hundred iron men!

He pulled out his wallet.

Feed your money to swine, said Lake. I dont want it. Its only goin to choke me — while Silvers around.

But Richmond began to lay out the greenbacks, one after the other. They made a soft and secret whispering.

Five — hundred — dollars! said Richmond, pushing the stack across the table. Thatll see you all the way East with Brandy. And after that — the big money for the both of us!

Take it away. I dont want it. I wont risk my neck. Not while Silvertips around! groaned Lake.

Suddenly he clutched the pile of soft paper and crunched it into the palm of his hand.

Its cuttin my throat, he said through his teeth, but Ill take the chance. While youre sleepin soft, Ill take the chance. Youll be dead asleep, and Ill be dead on the ground. Thats the way it works. The gent that has the money always gets the best deal. I hope you rot!

Do you? said Richmond, with a yawn. Have another drink.

I dont want no more. Ive had too much already. I dont want no liquor on board of me while Im within fifty miles of Silvertip. Go on and get out and leave me alone. I gotta do some plannin.

The planning of the half-breed kept him motionless in that dark little room through most of the remainder of the day. He sketched in his mind every detail of Richmonds ranch — the house, the barn, the corral, the devious ways among the naked hills. If there had only been a growth of trees, how much more securely he might have approached the thought of the stealing of Brandy!

It was almost dusk when he left Parmalee and rode toward the Richmond ranch; it was in the thick of the night when he saw the light from a bedroom window throwing frail yellow spars of brilliance against his eyes.

He came up like an Indian, making a complete circle about the place, then drifting in at angles until he had reached the corral behind the barn. The moon would be up before long; yes, the pale hand of it was already climbing in the east.

The thought of the brightness that would soon flood the earth made the heart of Lake twist and shrink in his breast. But now, out of the ground shadows, arose the form of a great horse, and he knew that it was Brandy, standing up to sniff at a stranger in the night.

Lake remembered suddenly how the stallion had breezed past him, making Mischief seem to stand still. There was money — there was a fortune in that horse. Mischief was no thoroughbred, but she could last like patience; and yet she had been run off her feet and worn weak by the stallion. What would Brandy do, then, with a perfect track under his hoofs, and a mere feather of a jockey in the saddle?

Across the eye of the half-breed rolled a picture of turreted stands, bright with flags, white with massed faces. He felt along his nerves the vibrancy of ten thousand voices cheering; he saw the field of horses sweeping toward the finish; and then a chestnut stockinged in black silk sweep out from the throng to finish by himself. Brandy! The cheering — the curious and envious gentry — the presentation of the silver cup — the stake money — the flattery from the rich and the great!

He — half-breed Lake — had always known that he could make as good a gentleman as another, when occasion offered. It was merely a matter of money, clothes, and a certain coldly distant manner. But the money was the chief thing — easy money that would take wings again easily.

He slid from the saddle, threw the reins of his mare, and, taking his coiled lariat from the pommel of the saddle, he advanced to the corral and slid between the bars of it. Something seemed to strike at his head, like a hand of darkness. It was merely the flight of an owl, slanting close to the ground. But, with guard still raised, his body still crouching, Lake turned his snarling face and stared for a long time after that night hunter.

He recovered after a moment. Every instant he wasted was a chance for life and success thrown away — for Silvertipmight be somewhere near. He might be watching at this moment, smiling his faint smile at the figure of the horse thief caught behind the black bars of the corral fence.

For one thing Lake was profoundly thankful — that the stallion had been handled to the point of absolute docility; for now, as Brandy stood at the farther side of the corral with raised head and shadowy arching tail, he looked capable of bounding in three strides to the distant rising moon. Lake shook out the noose of his rawhide rope and swung it in a widening circle. Carelessly he threw the lariat, still from the corners of his eyes hunting for an enemy that might rise out of the ground. But, even if he had been totally alert, he might have missed, for Brandy leaped sidewise and sprang swiftly across the corral.

The reata, cutting the empty air, struck the ground with a rippling fall, and a slight tremor ran up the hand and arm of Lake. For suppose that the stallion fought? Suppose that the great horse made a sound of trampling and snorting? Suppose that the noise reached the house?

Lake gathered up the frail and snaky shadow of the rope. Hastily he advanced toward the stallion in the corner. Brandy leaped aside, the starlight glancing dimly in the polish of his flanks.

Now, you high-headed fool! muttered Lake, and started to whirl his rope as he stepped in for the throw.

That cast was not made. Instead, Lake dodged for his life, as an avalanche of horseflesh hurled suddenly at him, with a glint of eyes and yawning teeth, and a flag of mane blown above.

Right across the corral and around it galloped the stallion, with every stride making the enclosure seem smaller and smaller; and as Brandy ran, he flung his head up and sent through the night a neigh that rang like the blast of a thousand copper horns in the ears of Lake. The blood rushed upward through his brain. He seemed like a child gathering a string into his hand — a foolish child attempting to snare a monster. That challenging call from the stallion would be sure to rouse all the punchers in the house. Most of all, it might reach the ears of that consummate man-slayer, Silvertip!

Yet the half-breed did not run for his life. He shuddered, his very heart quaked in him, but all the Indian of his soul had now rallied to that game of horse stealing. He ran forward, keen-eyed, sure of hand, and snared Brandy with the swift, underarm fling of the rope.

Against the taut lariat the stallion would not pull; Lake ran up the line, hand over hand. Near by, he heard a door slam. It seemed right in his ear, yet he knew that it must have come from the house. A voice called; other voices answered; and, above all, came the beat of hoofs.

Aye, and there in the east, white as frost, brilliant, the eye of the rising moon glanced at him. There was no time to flee now. There was not even time to run to Mischief and be off on her. The danger that approached was a wave whose head already curled above him.

Lake caught the mane of the horse with his left hand, jerked the reata into a noose over Brandys head, and leaped onto his back. Under Lake, the silk and steel of Brandy flinched, and off to the side, rushing at full speed, was a big rider on a big horse, the brim of the mans sombrero blown flat up by the wind of the gallop. By the width of those shoulders, by something dauntless in that bearing, Lake knew that Silvertip was at him, and with the steel rowels of his spurs, Lake gripped the tender body of the horse.

Brandy groaned, but with his groan he started; he was running away from the pain that burned into his flanks; he was running from a new fear of humankind who never before had harmed him. It was that fear which lifted him at the lofty bars of the corral fence. He skimmed it with his elbows, with his belly. His heels struck so hard his head tipped down.

A yell of fear exploded upward in the throat of Lake. It died as it reached his teeth, for Brandy landed on sure feet and fled straight forward. Mischief, by the startled upfling of her head, tossed the reins across her back and rushed in pursuit.

Lake glanced back. All of this had happened, yet only half of the shining face of the moon was showing above the eastern horizon. Yet that mighty lantern would soon be high, striking him with its rays, showing him to the big rider on the big horse that strode behind. But let him ride with all his cunning, let him be ten times Silvertip, if only Lake could keep on the back of Brandy for another five minutes, he would be out of pistol shot. The wind of the gallop burned his eyes, and still that speed increased.

A shout struck his ears; a bullet pierced the air beside him; the sound of the explosion shook him as though by a strong hand. The half-breed flattened himself along the back of Brandy and clutched the flanks of the stallion anew with his spurs. Right through the velvet of the hide, into the rubbery sheathing of muscles, drove the rowels. Brandy did what he never had done before; he bucked high in the air and landed on stiffened legs.

They were flying down hill at the time. The sharpness of the slope snapped the whip for Brandy and shot Lake off of that smooth bare back. He rolled skidding across the sand. As he got to his knees, he saw Silvertip coming like a giant of wrath, with a revolver poised in his hand. The half-breed screamed. He fell flat on his face, yelling for mercy. Hoofbeats fell near him. Sand squirted into his eyes. But there was no thunderclap of an exploding gun at his ears.

He half rose. Up the farther slope raced Brandy, the snake-like shadow of the lariat flying above him, Mischief laboring in vain pursuit. And yet farther behind them was Silvertip, losing ground at every stride.

The whole body of the moon had risen in the east. Lake turned from that accusing light and threw out his hands before him like a child fleeing from a nightmare. That was how he raced to find shelter, dodging as he ran.


IV. THE VICTOR
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FOR THREE MILES Silvertip raced behind the fugitives. Then he gave it up and settled down to a steady, cautious hunt. The stallion, he was sure, he could have snared at any time, but Mischief made the trouble. Wild-caught, she seemed to have reverted to the wild again. It was she who stood on constant watch; it was she who herded Brandy away at every near approach of the hunter.

On the first night she stepped on a trailing rein and dragged the bridle from her head; on the next day she broke the saddle by rolling, then rose in a frenzy and bucked it off. No sign of man was on her, now, except the brand on her hip.

It was no blind flight. She had a direction in her mind, as surely as a migrating bird. North and west, north and west, she led the way into a region of naked mountains; of great valleys that seemed to have been carved out by the wind, since there were no rivers to flow through them; of plains where the grass grew not at all, or only in scattered tufts. Only the eye of an artist could wander with pleasure among the colored mesas, or from the white of the sands to the blue of the distances. A horse had to rove for miles in order to pick up a meager bellyful, then lope twenty miles in the evening to find water — sucking it out of a muddy hole. But there was one advantage that made the region a paradise for wild horses; if it was a bitter country, burned bone-dry in summer, frozen by terrible winds in the winter, it was all the more free from man. Here and there a prospector voyaged like a snail, sighting his course between the ears of his burro; but no farmer, no cattleman, not even a sheep-herder, would enter this range willingly. And the wild horses knew with a sure instinct that it was better to go half starved in a land free from the tyrant, man, than to fatten for a little while on green pastures in constant danger of rope and gun.

It was on the third day of the hunt that Silvertip, from the brow of a low-running ridge, saw the mare go down the further valley with Brandy at her side, while a dust cloud rose in the distance and rolled against the wind toward them.

They halted. The dust cloud dissolved into a band of twenty loping horses. Brandy stood his ground uneasily, occasionally turning his head to look at the mare. And, meantime, from the rear of the herd, the king of it came sweeping. He was a buckskin with silver mane and tail. He looked like a patch of bright gold in the distance, with a pair of silver flags to blow over him.

The watcher pulled his Winchester out of its saddle holster, and took aim. But right into the circle which his sights covered the buckskin galloped, so that Silvertip dared not fire. At such a distance, his bullet might as well strike one of the swerving, plunging fighters as the other. He lowered the gun and sat, grinning with agony, waiting for the inevitable. He did not even try to rush his horse forward and so interrupt the combat, so certain he was that the wild stallion would kill the tame one out of hand.

He had seen the leaders of the ranging bands struggle together long before this. Like tigers they fought, each toughened by a hundred battles, kicking, striking, above all striving for a throat hold which would end the strife with one wrench and a tear. How could Brandy, no matter what his superiority in size, stand for an instant against such a trained combatant?

In came the buckskin like a dancer, swerving to this side, then to that, before he closed, lunging to take hold on the throat. Missing that vital point, nevertheless the weight of his charge behind his shoulder was enough to knock Brandy head over heels.

That would be the end. Silvertip closed his eyes, unwilling to see that wild beast of the range leap on the fallen body of the thoroughbred and knock it to pieces. But when he looked again, Brandy was up, the buckskin leaping far off to avoid the drive of the reaching hind legs.

Brandy whirled to meet the next charge, and Silver could have sworn that the buckskin got the throat hold, only to have it broken as the taller stallion reared. Upon the crest of the buckskin fell a shower of strokes from the armed forefeet of Brandy. The wild horse fell to his knees, swayed staggering to his feet, and fled before the victorious charge of the stranger.

Silvertip, agape, laughed with joy. He saw the buckskin halt, far off, while Brandy kept his place with a lofty front, as though disdaining to pursue a beaten enemy. Mischief came to his side and touched noses with him. The mares and the younger colts of the wild herd advanced by degrees. Curiosity drew them inexorably. Sometimes the scent of man or the sight of the rawhide lariat about the neck of Brandy sent them scampering, but again and again they returned, until a thick cluster had formed about their new companion.

Mischief broke up the cluster. She advanced up the valley at a steady lope. Brandy followed her; he ranged ahead and the whole herd flooded after; and far to the rear, with fallen crest, came the deposed buckskin leader at a slow trot.

Silvertip watched them for a long time through the clear mountain air. Not a sound came to him. The dust cloud thickened. Finally, it was rolling without a sign of the life that thronged beneath it, and Silvertip shook his head.

If, as he had told Charlie, the chestnut stallion had been a trifle different, he would have given years of his life to secure the horse. But there was something lacking. In Brandy was not the spark that could set the soul of the wanderer on fire, and already he had given three priceless days to this pursuit. He looked toward the horizon. Somewhere beyond it, the great adventure was still waiting for him. Reluctantly he turned his horse, and jogged steadily toward the south.


V. THE HORSE HUNT
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THE LETTER WHICH came for Charlie Moore to the Richmond ranch was very crisp and brief. But Charlie read it over and over, sitting in the twilight on the steps of the house while the other cowpunchers sat around their poker game inside. It was near the end of the month, and they were gambling, therefore, in futurities.

Harry Richmond, noisily stalking through the room, more like a fat-bodied, long-legged crane than ever, plucked the paper out of the limp fingers of Moore and read:

Dear Charlie: I was ten seconds too late, the night that Brandy was stolen. That Indian half-breed, Lake, is the rat that ran off with him. Brandy bucked him off before I had a chance to shoot him off. I should have killed the brute while he rolled on the ground, but its hard to finish off a man whos yelling for mercy. So I went on and trailed Brandy and the mare, Mischief, up into the Sierra Blanca desert. I saw them meet up with a herd of twenty head of wild mustangs and I saw Brandy lick the buckskin leader and take charge of the lot. You know its no easy business to run down a wild herd. At least, its about as hard for one man to do the trick as it is to run a flock of wild geese out of the sky. I gave up the job. I have something to do a good bit south of here, and Im headed in that direction. In the meantime, I thought Id let you know where Brandy is wandering. Sorry that I couldnt bring him back on a rope to you. But youll probably need a big outfit of men and horses to run that herd down and get the stallion back. Best of luck to you. Ill try to see you on my way north. If you run across Lake, let him know that his trail means a good deal to me, and that I hope to spend some time on it before long. The yellow hound!

Yours,

Silvertip

When Harry Richmond had finished reading this document, he balled it in his hand and hurled it into the outer darkness.

Sierra Blanca! he groaned.

Charlie Moore nodded his head, and swallowed slowly. At last he said, Hes gone. Ill never see Brandy again!

If you took care of what you own, shouted Richmond, if you didnt let sneakin half-breeds steal everything youve got, you might amount to somethin, some day. Now Brandys gone. Youve let him get away — and half of him was mine.

Aye, said Charlie Moore, half of him was yours. And half was mine. And hes gone. Id give up my half for the chance of seein him inside the corral once more, liftin his head when I talk to him, comin when I whistle. But hes gone into the Sierra Blanca, and nobodyll lay eyes on him again.

A thought struck into the mind of Richmond, deeper than the sound of a bell.

Youd give him up — your half of him? asked Richmond.

Id give him up, said Charlie Moore, but that wont bring him back here. I might as well just give up a wish as to give up a horse thats runnin wild in the Sierra Blanca.

I dunno, said Harry Richmond. The greatness of his desire and his hope raised a storm in his breast. His eyes burned. Suppose that you and me and a bunch of others, with some fast horses, went up there and campaigned for Brandy. Suppose that we caught him — youd give up your half?

Sure, said Charlie Moore, but there aint any hope.

Theres hope enough to make me try, said the rancher. Besides, he added, it would be the same as though he was part yours, anyway. Youd have the handlin of him!

* * *

It was Mischief that smelled the scent of men and iron and gunpowder before any of the herd. She had been as wild as any of them during half her life, and the other half had familiarized her more profoundly with man and his ways. So her hair-trigger senses found the danger while it was still far off. Her neigh gathered the herd into swift flight that she led, while Brandy ranged at the rear, swinging back and forth, nipping at the old mares, at the ancient, blundering stallions, at the clumsy colts that made up the rear guard. So the herd was partly led and partly swept out of the dangerous narrowness of a valley, and as it ran, the wild horses saw riders streaming down the slope on their left.

On out of the ravine, exploding like a shell in the midst of rolling dust, the herd poured into the more open desert. Behind it the pursuit sagged down, and failed.

But that was only the beginning. For ten days the pursuit continued. Mysteriously, horsemen appeared at the water holes toward which the band headed. Deprived of water and with little time to graze, on account of constant alarms, the whole band lost flesh and strength and spirits — all except Mischief and the new leader. Her iron-hard constitution saved her, and in Brandy there was an unfailing fountain of strength; the greatness of his soul seemed able to supply the needs of his body. Even so, he was drawn fine indeed on that day when the herd had been led into a pleasant valley by Mischief, so that the older and the younger animals could find easier grazing. Here the grass grew almost thick, and two springs threw out rills which joined in a delightful stream before the thirst of the ground sucked up the running water. It was high time that the band should find rest and food; the older animals were beginning to stumble and the knees of the younger colts were continually a-tremble.

They had grazed for perhaps three hours, undisturbed, when the accurate nose of Mischief detected trouble in the offing; her neigh was a clarion that gathered the herd suddenly around her. Brandy joined her on the slight hummock from which she was sweeping the landscape.

Theres no danger, said Brandy, as he touched his nose to hers. I havent your eyes, but theres no danger. No horse and rider could manage to sneak up on us, here. Common sense will teach you that.

Trust a mares instinct rather than a stallions common sense, said Mischief, flaring out her nostrils, and stamping suspiciously. I found the scent of man in the air, and that means trouble.

A man on horseback — yes, said Brandy.

Horseback or afoot, it doesnt matter a great deal, said Mischief. The smell puts the taste of iron back in my mouth, and I feel the rope burn again, and the halter flaps once more on my head. Dont try to tell me, because I know.

Youre afraid, said Brandy.

Id rather be afraid ten times than to be caught once, said Mischief. There!

As she snorted, Brandy saw a man on foot step out of a patch of brush hardly a hundred yards away. The stallion flinched in turn; the entire herd swerved to flee with Mischief, for the others had learned to defer to her cleverness, her constant watchfulness. More than once the real leader of a herd has been a mare; Mischief was filling that role now.

Come on! she called to Brandy.

But he remained where he was. He had lifted his magnificent head, and was studying the slowly advancing figure. A faint wind came from the man to his nostrils.

Theres no scent of a gun, said Brandy. Theres no smell of iron, you know. And theres no rope about him. Why should you be afraid, Mischief?

As long as a man has one hand, hes dangerous, said the mare. Are you coming, Brandy?

Ill come presently, said Brandy. Get the herd down the valley a little. Something makes me want to look at this man a little more closely. I think I know him.

Mischief instantly fled a furlong farther down the valley, the other horses packed closely around her. There she paused, and sent her call after her mate. But Brandy was standing his ground. Once or twice he flinched, when Mischief whinnied for him. Yet still he lingered in un-decision, for there was something very familiar about that form which came toward him, with hand extended. And now he could hear the voice that passed with a singular magic through all the nerves of his body, soothing him.

It was Charlie Moore, who had come down to try his single hand, where all of the others had failed; the starved, hollow-eyed men of the hunt, the staggering horses, remained high up among the hills, while Moore went down by himself to see what his luck might be.

Run while you can! called Mischief, from the distance. The snake can hold the bird with its eye — and some men can hold a horse, when they come near enough. Run, Brandy!

Brandy whirled about, tossing his head and then his heels. He slashed his tail right and left, brilliant in the sunshine, before he paused once more. But the half circle in which he ran, had not taken him farther from the approaching figure.

The voice went on. It spoke in sounds which were mostly meaningless, but others were as familiar to Brandy as the speech of his own kind. And, above all, there was the name repeated over and over:

Brandy! Stand fast, Brandy! Brandy, good boy!

The stallion let Charlie Moore come straight up to him. When the hand of the man was a yard from his nose, Brandy stretched out his head, sniffed at it, and then bolted at full speed.

Down the valley before him he saw the rest of the herd flying, he heard the rejoiced whinnying of Mischief, and turning in a great circle, Brandy came back almost to the spot where he had confronted Moore before.

His senses were so alert that he could see everything; two buzzards that circled, near and far, in the thin blue of the sky; the thick shadow that dropped along the side of the mesa; the smoke of greasewood that straggled across a nearby hollow; the mist of dust that hung in the air after the passing of the herd. But, most of all, he was aware of the man, the voice, the outstretched hand, the eyes.

What had Mischief said about the eyes of man? These were filled with understanding and gentleness as well. Above all, there was the voice that kept running through his being like a river, and always pouring contented music about his heart.

Far off, Mischief was calling on the highest note of fear and warning.

Brandy shuddered with apprehension, but suddenly he stretched his head to the hand of Moore, saw that hand go past it and grasp the tattered end of the lariat which still hung from his neck. A sobbing noise came out of the throat of Charlie Moore, a sound which Brandy had never heard before. He turned his head to nuzzle the mans shoulder. Still the grip of Moore was on the end of the rope. Freedom had passed from Brandy at that instant, but he hardly cared, for the caressing words dulled him like an opiate. And what was all the wild freedom in this world, compared with the touch of that hand, as it ran down along his neck, and the penetrating, reassuring music of that voice, filled with promises that green pastures and bright waters alone could not fulfill?


VI. PARADE
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THAT WAS HOW Brandy went back to the hands OF men, while Mischief led the herd far off into the intricacies of the Sierra Blanca. Sometimes, in the dawn and in the dusk of the day, she ran out from the rest, or lingered behind them, waiting and watching; but she knew, nevertheless, that there was no real hope, and that what men have taken they will not surrender again. They hold what they put their hands on, and no power except that of other men can remove the prize.

There were more things for Mischief to give heed to than the disappearance of Brandy, however. The buckskin leader was still with the herd, but after his downfall his authority could never again be complete.

There was now no voice that the band followed readily except the whinny of the mare. Her tossing mane was what they looked toward in flight, and her way was that which they followed when, in times of drought, the whole group hungered for water.

One old mare died of water famine. That was the only casualty in the band that Mischief led through the summer and the winter, and into the pale green of spring that spread over the desert like a thin mist. She was great with foal of Brandy, long before; and it was fortunate that, as the gentle season came, no horse hunters appeared with it. For the State had put a price on the wild horses, a bounty, as on so many wolves.

By small marches, the herd wandered where the grass was springing and where water flowed at hand. And on a day when the Sierra Blanca stood white indeed under the western sky, and the sun was already beginning to burn with the full promise of the summers heat, the foal was born that men afterward called Parade. He was a golden chestnut like his father, Brandy; he was stockinged like him in black silk to the knees and hocks; he had the same sooty muzzle, and, above all, between the eyes, the white sign of his race was printed.

But there were differences, also. Never was there a gentler spirit among horses than Brandy; and never was there a prouder or a fiercer one than that of Parade. When first he stood braced on his long, spindling legs, already his head was high, and his tail arched; already, too, the fire was kindled in his eyes. Mischief, looking him over wisely, knew that she had brought into the world a lord of their kind.

In three days, he could keep up with the galloping herd, and proved it, for on that third day a group of bounty hunters came with racing horses and with crackling guns. For good shooting the reward was fairly high, for the ranchmen were tired of having their saddle stock swept off the range into the band of some wild stallion, to be lost permanently, or else worn out by constant hard traveling. They were striking at the root of the trouble — the stallions themselves. And on this day it was that the buckskin stopped in his stride and squealed with pain.

Parade, looking back, saw the beautiful animal crumble to its knees, then fall flat upon the ground. The wind brought up the sickening odor of blood, and his mother ran beside him, snorting as she ran:

Its the Great Enemy! Its Man! Whenever men come, therell be the smell of blood! Look! The pinto mare is down. See how her shoulder is covered with red? The Great Enemy kills from far off. Fly for your life, oh brave, oh noble son of mine!

Four of the herd were killed on that day, when the band was safe, the long legs of Parade were shaking under him. He lay down in the shadow of his mother, and every staggering beat of his heart thrummed home in his brain the newly learned lessons:

Man is the Great Enemy! Man kills from afar! With the scent of Man comes the smell of iron and powder, and the latter scent is that of death. There is no wind so cold, there is no sun so hot, as the wrath of Man. Therefore, Man is the Great Enemy.

He would not forget those lessons. Through that summer and that autumn, he had the point brought home to him more than once. If he learned to run as never a horse on the range had run before him, the bullets of men were what gave him wings. The herd dissolved. Half were dead, half were scattered. There remained only Mischief and her foal, lurking in the great wilderness of the Sierra Blanca, in fear of the very ground on which they trod.

We must go in a straight line, on and on, said Parade to his mother. There is fear all around us! We must go straight on until we leave it behind us.

She answered: Fear is a thing that can never be lost, except by slaves. The stupid beasts which wear saddles and carry men in them may be safe, but all the rest of us are afraid. Every wild thing is afraid. Even the wolf goes in fear. The mountain lion sneaks out of its lair to hunt. The grizzly skulks through the brush and hides among the rocks. You want to escape from fear, but it would be easier to escape from yourself. You want to run over the edge of the horizon and find a new world, but all you can ever find is a new skyline. Trouble will rain down on you everywhere out of the brightest heaven. And the wise horse, my son, is he who makes the best of the grass and the water at hand, no matter how far he may have to range for it.

They went into that winter alone, and it was a bitter one. It began with a norther that whitened the desert and the mountains alike. They had to paw through the snow to get at the scanty grass beneath. Then the Chinook blew. Dark flags flew from the peaks, and the warm wind melted the snow for a day. Afterward the frost congealed the water to ice, a transparent coat of armor through which hoofs could not break.

Even wild horses would have starved then, but Mischief was wise among her kind, and she showed the colt how to forage in the lee of the bluffs where the chinook had not melted the snow, and where it could still be broken away for the sake of the sparse grass beneath.

They lived, but with death fingering their ribs and looking them in the eye every day. Men had hunted them all through the year until winter; now winter itself reached out for them with hands of ice.

Then the wolves hunted them down the Wainwright Valley. Seven great lobos — gaunt skeletons whose loose hides waved and rippled as they ran, red-eyed, with teeth that shone like ice — hunted the mare and her foal through the narrow pass, and out through the plain, and around in a great circle. For three days, they hung to the trail, far slower of foot than the horses, but patient as hunger itself.

The starving colt would never forget how he ran when his legs were numb, of how his mother, when he staggered, came beside him and nipped him cruelly, hip and flank, wringing his tender flesh with her teeth until the torment spurred him into a stronger gallop.

With snorts and with whinnyings, with half-human moans, she scolded him through the length of that frightful three-day run.

Theres neither heart nor pride in you! she would say, and yet you are the son of a king! The blood of a king is in you, but you let a pack of filthy timber wolves run you down! If you were the son of Brandy in spirit as well as the flesh, youd make the wind whistle so fast for ten minutes that all the skulking flesheaters would give up and stand to howl at the sky.

Those taunts were more to Parade than cruel nippings that drove him forward; and now, for the first time, the picture of his father began to loom in his eyes, growing greater and greater through the time to come, a picture of a horse like a winged, golden flame. Pride and blood kept Parade running through those three days, until the wolves slunk away and their angry voices rang with hollow echoes down a long ravine, to tell that they had surrendered the contest.

Parade would have fallen, but Mischief put her shoulder against him so that he could stand; well she knew that, once down, the ice on the ground and the ice in the wind would soon freeze the blood that ran in her son.

A week after that, the spring came suddenly, and the first great ordeal had ended. It left Parade with a gaunted belly, a roached back, and a coat shaggy and weather-faded. But it left him all hammered steel in body and in spirit.

That year the grass was good, the water holes were freshened by many rains, and Parade grew with wonderful speed. They picked up a few of the wild strays, willing enough to follow the leadership of the wise mare, Mischief; and again the herd was the salvation of the mare and her foal, for when the horse hunters came with their rifles, Mischief and Parade were always first away, and the rifles did their work on the rearmost members of the band.

It was at this same time that the legend began of a young stallion, a mere yearling, that ranged through the Sierra Blanca with the beauty of a golden thunderbolt. That legend grew. Old prospectors forgot their quest when they heard of it; old cattlemen looked with squinted eyes at the picture that formed far off in their minds; and many a boy on the range planned against the future when he might ride a peerless horse.

By winter, the band had been dispersed once more. Again Mischief and Parade went lonely through the season of ice that was beating the colt with white hammers into the metal that was to make him lord of the range.

When he was a two-year-old, men began to hunt him, not with rifles but with relays of fast horses.

A wild hawk flies better than any tame-bred one because it has to live for twenty hours a day on the wing, and Parade was running constantly. No trainer of horses would have dared to work a colt as the hunters in the Sierra Blanca worked that fugitive.

That autumn, Hammersley, the English rancher, brought up three dozen horses and eight riders, and worked Parade for a month. Mischief had to turn out of the way. He ran for the first time alone; and for a month his keen ears, his blazing eyes, above all, his sense of smell, keener than the nostrils of a wolf, studied all that lay between him and the horizon. And fear crept beside him, rose like a ghost out of the ground, became such a familiar presence that it no longer sapped his strength or filled his lungs with a breath of icy mist. He had been tested a hundred times, and always he had won. Confidence was born. He had the wariness of a grizzly, that wisest animal, but he had the courage of a grizzly, too.

So he endured Hammersleys famous running, about which men will tell you still, yonder in the Sierra Blanca, and wherever celebrated horse hunts are talked about. For a month, Parade stood off every challenge and then was able to leave the dispirited hunters and go free.

They had lost one man, killed instantly by a fall from a mustangs which put its foot into a hole. They lost five horses; three because of broken legs received in the frantic races through the mountains, one through sheer heartbreak of fatigue, and another so worn to the bone that it was not worth while to drag the poor brute out of the desert.

Afterward, legend increased those losses, multiplying them by three. Men said that Hammersley had spent twenty thousand dollars on the hunt. Parade became a lodestar to attract every lover of great horseflesh.

When the Hammersley hunt ended, Parade went up the Wainwright Valley, found his mother and went off with her.

That was only the beginning of things.

Half a dozen outfits tried for Parade the next year. The most celebrated effort was that of Wilton Parker and Champ Rainey, who clung to the task for six weeks, with an army of horses and a small host of expert riders and ropers.

They failed, for Parade had learned and mastered the most difficult lesson of all, which is that a hunted horse must not run in a circle, but in a straight line. They might start him in a curve, and herd him into it for a time, but eventually he recognized the circle and broke away like a hawk across the horizon. Then they had to plan on his probable lines of retreat, and place relays of horses and hunters along them. It was during this year that Joseph C. Curry ran Parade a hundred miles with eleven relays, and killed six good horses on the way, but Parade escaped with a greater fame than ever. And about this time some of the men on the range began to declare that Parade would never be taken. The best brains had been used against him, yet he always escaped, always with greater and greater ease.

Also, half a dozen fine marksmen started out, in the fall of this year, letting it be known that they would attempt to crease the stallion, since he could be captured in no other way. To crease a horse is to shoot a bullet across the nape of the neck, jarring the spinal column sufficient to stun the animal; but for one horse captured in this way, a hundred are killed. And Sheriff Tom Crawford published far and wide the fact that with his own rifle he would crease the man who shot the famous stallion dead. The creasing experts, at that, gave up their attempt.

Parades name was known far and wide by this time. Newspapers had taken him up as front page material. Travelers from distant lands begged to be brought within eyeshot of the famous horse. But even this was becoming more and more difficult. He and Mischief had learned how to hide themselves like foxes; they had learned the value of making hundred-mile marches from one good grazing place to another.

And then calamity began. It was not the fault of Parade, but the weakness of Michief, that brought the final great trouble on them in the same year when Parade began to be called the Hundred-thousand-dollar Horse.


VII. THE GREAT ENEMY
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THAT WINTER WAS given a spark of excitement by poor Hammersleys second great attempt to catch the golden stallion whose beauty had become a devouring fire of his mind. Hammersley was being ruined by his prolonged horse hunting. It was not so much the money he spent on the task as the way his ranch went to ruin during his absences, for everyone he trusted was taking advantage of the placid, good-natured Englishman. Hammersley hunted Parade for three furious weeks of effort, during the cold season, only to find that his well-shod horses could do no better over the frozen ground than could the bare hoofs of the stallion. Mischief, as usual, was simply shunted to the side, and the hunt flew past her, but Parade could not be taken.

In the spring, Parker and Joe Curry combined. They tried a new project, which was to starve Parade with a water famine by fencing off all of the water holes over a considerable district, using tough barbed wire for the task. When the holes were fenced, Curry and Parker made the rounds eagerly and found three of the fences broken down in a singular manner. The horses had not been able to handle the barbed wire, of course, but they had worked at the slender posts, usually of crooked mesquite wood, until one or two of the posts went down. Then the fence was soon flat.

Once Mischief and her son learned the system, a barbed wire fence was no more than a trifle to them, unless the posts were big and sunk deep in firm ground. So that laborious effort on the part of Curry and Parker became history, and the legend of the golden stallion grew more formidable than ever. The time had come when tens of thousands of ardent sympathizers prayed that the great horse would never be captured. And at that very time, trouble was preparing for Parade, a mysterious and unexpected danger.

It came about in this way. He and Mischief had gone to the northern limits of the range of the Sierra Blanca, not by chance, but because they were taken with a longing for the grass which grew rank and heavy on the slopes of the hills that reached like fingers into the desert. Here were scrub trees, too, and masses of shrubbery whose green tips made delectable provender to the tough palates of the desert-bred horses. Sometimes the pair ventured to remain among those pleasant foothills for as much as a a week at a time, though as a rule caution made them change their place of residence after a two- or three-day halt.

They had come up off the sands to relish this earthly paradise; in half an hour they had cropped an abundant meal of the long, rather salty grass. They had drunk deep at a rivulet of cold, pure water, and then began to pluck at the green, tender sprouts that tipped the branches. Mischief lifted her wise head, after a few moments, and snorted.

Do you find that scent in the air? she asked.

I do, said Parade. As foul as a dead body; nothing but a buzzard could like it!

Yes, a buzzard, said Mischief, or the Great Enemy, or a bear.

The Enemy? said Parade. Will Man like such a thing as that?

All meat eaters are foul, said the mare, and even if you know very little about the matter, you understand that Man is a meat eater.

That is true, said Parade, but I cant understand it.

You are young, my son, said Mischief, looking over the bronze and rippling strength of the stallion, and you must learn that that which is not understood is always strange, but the horse of much understanding is the lord of the herd. The horse that cannot understand, at least should be silent. There was your father, Parade. He was a king of horses. I shall never see his like again. But he understood that it was best in everything to defer to my experience, and that was why he led the herd gloriously for the time he was with it. As for understanding that Man could enjoy such a scent as that one yonder, let me tell you the fact. Man himself puts out those horrible odors in order to attract the four-footed meat eaters — wolves and bears. I have smelled it before, and there is always a trap near it!

She began to work cautiously up the wind, with Parade moving beside her, a little to the rear. Now that age had dulled the edge of her speed, she liked nothing better than to show off her superior experience. She moved like a cat, her knees bending with readiness to spring to one side or the other. And Parade kept one bright eye on her movements, the other on the ground they passed over.

Presently, she paused.

Theres the bush that the smell has been put on by Man. What a stench! And somewhere near us there is sure to be a trap.

She pawed lightly at the sand in front of her. A bright thing leaped up out of the ground. A huge mouth had opened, and powerful teeth clanked together — a jaw without body or head, a very incarnation of evil!

The thing lay still on the ground, now. Parade had covered a hundred yards in the twinkling of an eye, but the whinny of his mother called him back. He came prancing and dancing, feathering himself on tiptoe.

That is the trap, said the mare calmly. As a matter of fact, she was trembling inwardly with excitement, thinking how close that terrible engine had come to her foot.

Mother, said Parade, there is more courage in you than in a whole herd, and more wisdom in you than in twenty old mares whom time has eaten away like the mange.

Well, well, said Mischief contentedly, there is very little wisdom in the management of this world, I fear, but after all, I dare say that it is wisdom that makes courage bright. Not that I should be saying such things of myself. But it is a cruel pupil that denies credit to a teacher, and experience has taught me, my son. There is a sample of the work of the Great Enemy. You can see what it would do.

It would smash the leg of a wolf. It must be meant for a bear, said Parade, snuffing at the thing from a distance, staring at it with his great, bright eyes.

Yes, for a bear, said Mischief. And one day a bear would have stepped into it, perhaps, and then there would have been a crashing and smashing and a roaring and snarling, until the hills trembled.

I would like to see such a thing, said Parade. The cunning devils have eaten enough horseflesh!

Aye, said the mare. There is a living brain in the forefoot of a grizzly. It is delicate enough to pick a small grub out of rotten wood; but it is also strong enough to smash in the ribs of a grown horse. Well, if men are near enough to have set this trap, it is time for us to leave this place.

She started to swing around.

Back up! Back up! exclaimed Parade. Put down your hoofs where you stepped before or—

So? said Mischief angrily. Has the time come when you are to start teaching your mother what—

The ground seemed to lift to meet her right forefoot, as she spoke. She sprang back on three legs; to the fourth clung a naked pair of iron jaws like that which already had been snapped shut. But this time the trap had closed with only a horrible crunching sound.

Mischief did not struggle, but a sweat of agony spotted her neck and her flanks. She bowed her head and sniffed at the engine that clutched her. Behind the jaws appeared a heavy chain, lying snakelike upon the ground.

Go, my son, said the mare. They have taken me now.

I shall never leave you, said Parade, all dark and shining in a moment with sweat. I shall stay here—

And be caught with a rope and be turned into a slave? exclaimed Mischief. As for me, I am old. I have no great time left to me. Besides, this is only a right judgment. I have been proud, and, therefore, I was blind. Age ought to kill pride before it kills the body, but I have remained as high-headed as a young filly in her second spring. Parade, leave me. Will it be a comfort to me to pass under the saddle and bridle again and know that you are suffering with me? What? You havent felt spurs! Listen to me and dont be a fool.

A quiet rustling approached them, no louder than the small sound of a wind that walks among green leaves. From among the shrubbery appeared the clumsy body of a grizzly bear, with a vast rounded head, and the wrinkles of wisdom cut deep between the eyes.

Mischief, with a groan of fear, lunged back. The long chain rattled out its length and then held firm. The mare sank on her haunches.

My son! she neighed.

Parade sprang before her. He seemed ready to hurl himself at that formidable monster, that creature made for war.

The grizzly stood up with its paws held together, very like a prize fighter stuffing his hands deeper into the gloves.

A little closer, my son, growled the bear, and his red eyes shifted in his head. A drool of saliva dripped from a corner of his mouth.

Away from him! commanded the mare. He looks clumsy, but he can charge like a rock jumping down hill, and with one stroke he can smash in your skull!

Parade drew back, slowly, unwillingly.

The bear dropped forward on all fours, with a rolling motion, at once wonderfully clumsy and with the grace of infinite strength.

Horse meat, said the grizzly, is good for a working bear. This bit looks old and tough, but there will be a few tender places along the back. And if a fool has a soft heart, then hers should make good eating!

He waddled closer to Mischief. With a dull eye of despair, she saw destruction approaching. Parade, in futile agony, galloped around and around them, while a cloud of dust rolled upward toward the sky. All that ground might be sowed with traps, but in his frenzy he forgot. If he could dart in and strike with his forehoofs — but he knew that the paws of the grizzly were a subtle pair of thunderbolts from which he could not escape.

Mischief lurched to her feet, suddenly, as though she wished to take her death standing.

And what a fool you were, said the grizzly, to walk on ground where a bear feared to tread. But it will soon be over now. There is one lesson that every fool must learn, in the end, and thats the lesson that Im about to teach you. This is a lucky day. Ive almost forgotten horse meat — and here it is in a fine lump for me! I would rather have a colt half your size, madame, but I shant look a gift horse in the mouth.

Parade! Away! neighed the mare suddenly. Theyre coming from behind you.

The stallion looked back, and he saw three riders galloping straight at him over the ridge of the hill. Terror sent him away in a bright golden streak.

Behind him, he saw the grizzly scuttling off with a speed wonderful for such a loosely jointed body. He heard the rifles clang like sledge-hammers beating together, face to face. He saw the bear halt, turn, and charge in. He saw it pause again, and slump slowly to the ground. Then the dust of his own raising veiled the picture from the eyes of Parade.

He ran on, and he ran alone. He would run forever alone, he felt. The Sierra Blanca became suddenly more lofty and more vast, and he shrank to a lonely speck that crawled aimlessly across it and trailed behind a little wisp of dust.


VIII. REUNION

[image: img30.jpg]

IT WAS DAVE Larchmont, cattle king, horse breeder, and great hunter, who took the pelt off the dead grizzly, and then led Mischief limping to his ranch. It looked as though that torn foreleg would never heal properly, and he would have killed the mare, but he had recognized that streak of golden lightning which had dashed away from the scene. The mother of Parade was worth having, even if she could only stand on three legs. If she could give the world one foal like the famous stallion, might she not give another, and another?

He took Mischief back to his ranch, not far from Parmalee, and straightway his place was deluged with visitors. They came in floods, with cameras. The corral where Mischief stood was constantly surrounded. Not that she filled the eye more than many other horses, but because an aroma, a glamour of great romance, clung to this mother of Parade, this companion of his many adventures.

Her wound healed. She could walk, trot, canter, and even run, but at every gait she limped, and she would always limp. The tendons had been frayed by the steel teeth of the trap, and now they were drawn a vital bit shorter.

Big Harry Richmond, fatter of body, more like a great blue crane than ever, came and stared at her, and with him came Charlie Moore. He was close to sixty now, but it was not the passing of the years that had suddenly turned his hair white. Grief had done it, and the knowledge that he was still bound inexorably to Richmond.

Its comin close to the end, Charlie, said Richmond. Now theyve got Mischief, theyll be gettin hold of Parade one of these days. And therell be a lot of whoopin then. Larchmont, he said to the other rancher, look at the way shes marchin up and down that fence, lookin out at the evenin as it comes over the hills. You reckon shes lookin for Parade, too? You reckon that he might show up, one of these days?

Larchmont shrugged his shoulders.

You been hearin a lot of talk about that Parade horse, he said. You got him all built up. Think hed have the sense to come all the way down here from the Sierra Blanca? Even if he had the sense, think hed have the nerve? No, sir, that Parade knows enough to be scared of men, and hes goin to stay on his own campin grounds, where he knows the howl of every wolf and the hoot of every owl. He aint no miracle horse, Richmond.

But that same evening, Parade came over the naked hills toward Parmalee.

He moved like a soldier who has passed inside the lines of the enemy; and, in fact, all around him there were signs of the Great Enemy, and the scent of iron was never out of his nostrils. Half a dozen times, before this, he had ventured farther and farther over the trail by which Mischief had been taken from his ken. He knew how it pointed, and now he was determined to follow it to the end.

But every step was a mighty peril to him. On the trail there was the smell of iron from the hoofs of shod horses. Iron again breathed at him, new or rusted, from the fences. And through the air came the scent of such food as the flesh eaters could relish, mingled with smoke, and again the poisonous breath of hot iron.

There was iron everywhere. The stain of it filled the air. And then again he would pass a huge barn, a dark blotchy outline in the distance, out of which the wind carried to him such fragrances as must be found in the heaven of horses: the sweetness of sun-cured hay, and delights that Parade could guess at but could not know.

He went on at a trot or a swinging lope, most of the time, only slowing to a walk when the way led too close to a dwelling of man. And so he came across the hollow and up to the horse corral of Dave Larchmont.

There were full thirty head of mares and young colts in that corral now. Mischief stayed there alone, during the day, in order that the curious might satisfy their eyes by gazing upon her; but at night, all the best of the grazing saddle stock was herded back to this place of security. Dave Larchmont had invested many thousands of dollars in working up that nucleus of a saddle string which was to be the delight and wonder of the range. He could not afford to let horses worth five hundred a throw wander abroad, where careless fellows might borrow them here and there.

He penned them up at night, and let one cowpuncher ride night herd over them.

Parade, from the deep darkness of the hollow, saw that rider pass and repass, and his strength of will loosened in him. He studied the wind that blew to him from the crowd in the corral, but there were too many conflicting scents for him to pick out Mischief from the lot. Only a premonition, an instinct, warned him that she might be there.

He whinnied. It was a mere whicker, a shadowy whisper of sound. Out of the entangled shadows of the corralled horses, it brought one form that moved rapidly up and down the line of the fence.

Now he knew for certain that Mischief was there. The rider passed. He paused on the farther side of the corral to roll a cigarette, and as he smoked, he sang, softly, as a good puncher will do when he rides night herd; and as he sang, he looked toward the yellow-lighted window through which the murmuring voices of his companions drifted, as they sat at their poker game. Chance can play cruel tricks, but none so evil as when it sends out into the night a fellow who has plenty of money in his wallet when a poker game is at hand!

Parade, in the meantime, went up the slope like a great cat, with the stars striking dull sparks out of his lustrous coat. Mischief followed him down the inner side of the fence. There were eight feet of that fence, and the bars were close, until they came to the gate, which was built of far lighter stuff, so that it could be handled more easily. Not because it was a gate, but because the bars here were farther apart, Parade paused, and thrust his head between them, and touched the tremulous muzzle of Mischief.

Be quiet — hush! There is a man on guard, said Mischief. And he carries a gun, which you know about, and a rope, also. He will be at you like a mountain lion, if he guesses that you are here. Oh, my son, I have told the others that you would come. It is terribly rash of you, but love is greater than mountains and stronger than rivers. What have you done since I left you?

I have been alone, said Parade. I have been alone in the desert, afraid of shadows that seemed to be dropping out of the sky. The Sierra Blanca is ten times as great as before, and I am ten times as small. How has it been with you?

I am lamed, said Mischief. I can run, but not as I ran before. Men come every day and look at me. They speak a great deal in the voices which we cannot understand. I am sad, but now I must pay for my pride and folly.

A tall colt with a great white blaze on his forehead came curiously toward them.

Go back! commanded Mischief, swinging toward the interloper.

As the mare swung away from him, Parade pressed harder against the gate to come nearer to her. The wood creaked and groaned. A sudden sense of the weakness of that barrier ran tingling to his brain. One thrust might down the gate; one effort might set the door wide for his mother.

The guard had heard the sound.

Halloo! Halloo! he called. Steady, boys! Dont crowd that gate, you fools!

He started his horse at a gallop, and came swinging around the corral. Parade could see the hat and the head sailing past the horizon stars.

Should he recoil, and bound down the slope of loosened rock? He snorted with the desperation of fear and hope commingled, and with one thrust of his shoulder he burst the fragile lock of the gate. It swung in, and before Parade himself had recovered, Mischief was through the gap. Not she alone, but the tall colt with the white blaze followed, and Parade, as he turned and shot down the slope, sent his mighty neighing blowing like a red flag to call the others.

They came, for in that neigh there was the promise of freedom, the defiance of masters, the whole band of Dave Larchmonts chosen horses burst through the gateway and hustled down the slope after their leader.

Right at them, from the flank, charged the guard.

He had drawn a revolver and was firing it repeatedly into the air to give the alarm. His wild shouts rang back to the house, and brought the other punchers in a fury of haste.

But they were far too late. By the time they had saddled their commoner horseflesh from the other corral, the stream of the liberated was pouring far off toward the Sierra Blanca.

The cowpuncher vainly spurred behind them. He was able to overtake Mischief, but what was she, compared with the fortune in horseflesh which was streaming away into the night? Desperately he rode, but when the dawn came, he had merely succeeded in tracing the fugitives to the edge of the desert.

There he paused because his mustang was exhausted. And far off to the north of him, Mischief jogged contentedly on. She knew where to find her son, and in the Wainwright Valley, sure enough, she discovered him before noon of that day, with such a herd gathered around him as never another wild stallion ever was lord over.

Up and down ranged Parade, eying his new possessions, mastering them with a kingly eye, and keeping a wary lookout for the dangers that would surely come rolling over the horizon before long. When Mischief came, he went to greet her, and they moved together up and down.

He exulted: Men are not the great masters, after all. They can be met. They can be beaten. I have beaten them, mother!

She quaked as though a strong wind had cut at her.

You saw how they put teeth in the ground, teeth that will bite though there is nobody behind them? Ah, well, there would be no fools, except that they rejoice in their folly! My son, I have told you of the danger in the tooth of the rattlesnake, and the wiles by which a wolf will hamstring the greatest stallion in the world, and the cunning of a hawk in the air, and the wisdom of an otter in a stream filled with fish, but now I tell you that all of these are nothing compared with man. I have felt his hot iron burn into my skin. Twice he has reached into the wild desert and taken me. Will you still be a fool and rejoice in your folly?

For answer, Parade neighed loud and long.

Every head among the stolen horses snapped up from the grazing; every eye shone with new brightness, turning toward the master.

Do you see? said Parade. They are mine! And they can run over the ground like birds gliding down the sky. When the horse hunters come, how will they be able to catch such horses as these, with your wits to give us the warning, and my heels to show the herd the proper way? We have been wandering like foolish little hunted things. Now we can live like lords of the earth!


IX. THE RODEO RACE
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IT WAS NOT long after this, far south from the Sierra Blanca, far south from Parmalee, that the horses lined up for a rodeo race. There was not much of a purse to be run for, but the betting was high. Nearly every cowpuncher in that section of the country had put up all he had; guns had been sold and spurs pawned to raise cash, and all around the little half-mile track there were tense spectators.

A dozen horses had lined up for the start. There was a long, low mare from the Indian country, and she had her share of betting; there was a dappled gray out of the Pecos region, a picture-horse that made many a cowpuncher reach for his wallet; and among the rest there was a brown stallion, rather time-worn, his hip bones thrusting up at sharp angles. Nevertheless, at least half the money had been bet on him, for that was Brandy and on his back was the meager body and the ape-like face of Lake, the half-breed.

Upon Lake and the stallion, one man stared with a peculiar intensity of interest. He forgot the race impending, he forgot the fluttering flags, he forgot the lowing of cattle in the distance. Suddenly the sun seemed to press on him with a greater heat. He took off his sombreo to wipe his face, and showed the features of a man who might be anywhere from twenty-five to thirty years of age, with a spot of gray hair over each temple. As he settled the hat back on his head, a man near him said:

What you pick, stranger? My moneys on the gray. I never seen such a hoss.

If looks could win, he has the race before it starts, agreed Silvertip. But looks wont beat Brandy — not if he gets an honest ride.

Honest ride? said the other. You think that that half-breed would—

The starting gun tore that sentence off short. The yell of the cowpunchers seemed to strike the sky and fly back from it in echoes. Madness of joy and hope set the watchers dancing. Only Silvertip remained aloof from the excitement, with the faint smile touching the corners of his mouth and his glance wandering calmly from face to face of the spectators, with hardly a glance at the racers.

The old melancholy had suddenly dropped on him in the midst of all this turmoil. These were men who wanted to win. To lose their money would be almost like losing their blood. Their eyes were wolfish, their nostrils flared. They struck at the air with their fists, or with open hands they pulled on invisible wires to draw their favorites forward in the race.

But Silvertip stood outside of all this. He had put down fifty dollars on Brandy as a mere gesture. He had a little silver outside of that sum, and that was all. But he was still more interested in the people than in the race. And, as he glanced from man to man, he was wishing with all his might that he could commit himself so utterly to a moment and lose every other thought.

It was a good moment for Silver, in a sense, for he was able to probe deeply into the minds around him, while they were regardless of his eyes; it was an evil moment in that it made him realize, more than ever, the strange gulf that separated him from other men. And suddenly he told himself, through his teeth, that if he could not gain an interest in any other way, he would resort to crime. There, at least, one could be assured of sufficient excitement to stir the blood.

People began to shout the name of Brandy. Silver saw that the field had completed the first round of the track and that they were well along the second and last lap, with Brandy running second to the gray stallion from the Pecos. Easily the long strides of Brandy covered the ground; he seemed to slide along as though he were the shadow trailed by a kite.

But in spite of the ease of his striding, he did not gain on the gray. And now the mare, the long, low-built mare, came streaking up on the outside. The stallion drew ahead. The gray and the mare fought nose to nose, while Brandy dropped gradually back.

A wail of dismay broke upward from the crowd; when men groan, they lift their heads.

Hes too old; hes worn out; Brandys done for! men were saying around Silvertip, but Silvertip knew better.

He had seen the pull of the half-breed, something more than that weight on the reins which steadies a horse and helps it to stretch out to full speed. Now the whip flashed into Lakes hand. It rose and fell methodically, while with his left hand Lake jerked at the reins. One would have thought that he was working with all his might to get the utmost out of Brandy, but the keen eye of Silvertip saw that those pulls on the reins were exactly timed to unbalance the stridings of Brandy. More rapidly he fell to the rear. Four horses in a cluster swept up and past him.

And then a dull heat began near the heart of Silvertip. It spread through his body. It flushed his face. It burned in his brain. This was not the first time that he had seen Lake at one crooked trick or another, but to cheat a horse seemed much more horrible than to cheat a man.

The gray stallion and the mare, still running head to head, rounded into the stretch. A furlong off, down the straightaway, was the finish, and both riders went to the whip.

Far, far back, was Brandy, but coming again as if with a second wind — a cunning trick on the part of Lake to give himself a chance honestly to ride out a horse that he himself had hopelessly beaten in the course of the running.

A yell ripped into the ear of Silvertip, the harsh, sudden outcry of many astonished men. Something had happened, and it was to Brandy. The right-hand rein had broken away at the bit, and, no longer troubled by the pull of his jockey, Brandy came up the track as if on wings. He rounded the sharp corner at the head of the stretch, swinging wide to clear the cluster of horses which was struggling there.

They fell behind. The track seemed to flow back against them, carrying them to the rear. Only Brandy it allowed to speed ahead.

Lake was no longer using his whip. It would have been like flogging an avalanche.

But far away, the gray stallion and the long mare were fighting toward the finish. Now the head of the gray began to bob. The mare shot ahead. Victory brightened the eyes of her rider.

Then the thundering of the crowd gave him warning as the chorus shouted for Brandy. There came the stallion on the outside, with enormous strides. The rider of the mare yelled with fear. The mare strained to her utmost under the rapid cutting of the whip. Very different was that picture from the sight of Lake, clinging to his place with a distorted face, one hand twisted into the flying mane of the stallion.

They seemed to strike the finish line at the same instant, though Brandy was immediately half a length ahead before the pair began to ease up. Perhaps that was what influenced the judges, and the name of Brandy was posted as winner.

The favorite had won, and so had Silvertip, but he collected his bet with an abstracted air. Drifting to the verge of the group that was packed around Brandy, he heard Lake explaining in a sullen voice:

He kind of sulked. He dodged it all the way through the start. Then he got hold and run away on me. I never seen such a fool hoss.

How much had Lake and Harry Richmond stood to win by pulling Brandy in that race — wondered Silvertip. What had been the life of the fine horse during these years? Unless he was very much mistaken in horseflesh, long ago Brandys name should have been among the winners of some of the great Eastern stakes; but still he seemed unknown, except in the pickup races of Western rodeos and fairs.

Silver drifted with the crowd, afterward. He was not a part of the rejoicing. All life seemed flat and savorless to him. The only fire that burned in him was one of steady horror that such a horse as Brandy should be in such hands as those of the half-breed and the crooked rancher, Richmond.

Silvertip was not drinking. He was merely wandering with the crowd, preoccupied. He had one pleasant surety, which was that in this place he would not be recognized. But even in that he was wrong, for a man with a square, lined face came up to him and tapped him on the arm.

My names Dodgson, said he. Im the sheriff of this county. I know you, Silvertip, and I wanta say that Im watchin you. If theres any gun play in this town, self-defense aint goin to be worth anything for you to talk about.

He gave Silvertip a glimpse of his badge, and went on.

Silvertip, in disgust, turned into the first big saloon and took a whisky at the bar. Men were crowding up to the rail. Voices were shouting. Half of that crowd was already drunk, and their jolly condition seemingly was envied by the other half. But the liquor was no more than a sourness in the throat of Silver, a foul smoke in his brain.

He passed on into the big back room where a dozen groups sat at the tables, playing poker; the half-breed, Lake, was at one of them. The sight of him made the jaw muscles of Silvertip bulge. He came near, but not too near. He saw the progress of the game at once, and that all the flow of money was toward Lake. In ten minutes, one of the men pushed back his chair and slammed down the cards with such violence that one of them skidded into the air and dropped near the feet of Silver. The latter picked it up.

Its no good, said he who had risen. Ive seen more cards here than I ever seen before in a whole night, but I cant win. It aint my day, and Im licked and busted. So long, boys!

Wait a minute, said the voice of Silvertip.

He approached, holding the blue-backed card which had fallen to the floor. On the back of it was what he had expected — a faint blue smudge, almost indistinguishable to an inexperienced eye, and located half way between one corner of the card and the center of it. The card itself was a jack, and it was not hard to guess that every honor card in the pack had been similarly marked by Lake, by this time. Perhaps the entire pack was tampered with, and to the half-breed it would be as if the faces of the other hands were turned toward him.

Wait for what? asked the man who had left the game.

Lake, twisting about in his chair, saw Silvertip and turned a yellow-green. Fascinated, he watched while Silver threw the card back onto the table.

Wait for Lake, said Silvertip. You dont want to carry the joke any further than this, Lake, he added. And to the other bewildered players he went on. He takes a hand with the boys, now and then, but nobody ever loses through him.

Whats all this lingo mean? demanded a fiery youth at the table.

It means that Lake is shoving back the pile hes won, and leaving the game, said Silver. Thats all. Take your table stakes, and come along with me, Lake.

He saw the lips of the half-breed twist away from yellow teeth, but no words came. Then, selecting one stack of coins, Lake dropped them into his pocket, and stood up. His eyes were fighting those of Silvertip every instant.

Is this gent a crook? asked the youth of the party. Is that why youre hooking him away, big boy?

But Silver gave no answer.

Walk ahead of me, he commanded Lake. Go out the back door, and dont try to get away. The spots are still on that pack of cards. I suppose youve still got the crayons on you. And if I split your wishbone for you, nobody will care a bit.


X. SILVERTIPS DISCOVERY
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THEY STOOD BETWEEN the back of the saloon and a woodshed, with a pair of dusty-leaved cactus plants near by. Lake was shaking like a bulldog that wants to hurl itself at a jungle tiger, despite all differences of size and fighting talents. But if the red fury was in his eyes, the green sickness of terror was in his face. The greatness of his emotion made his voice and his entire body tremble.

There was twenty thousand bucks in that game, he groaned. I could a had the whole of it. It was the best chance that I ever had, and I could a had the whole of it! Im goin to have the heart out of you, for this!

Why dont I march you back inside? demanded Silvertip, looking Lake over calmly. Why dont I take you back inside and show the boys the smudges on the backs of those cards?

The half-breed was silent. But as he breathed, his nostrils kept working in and out like the nostrils of a panting horse, and the muscles of his ugly, frog-like face kept pulling at, and distorting his features.

I brought you out here to get some information out of you, said Silvertip. The last I saw of you, you were trying to steal Brandy. How does that happen?

Ask Harry Richmond, snarled Lake.

Silvertip smiled at him, and then made a cigarette. It was very dangerous business, for Lake had been tormented to the point of madness, and as he saw both the hands of Silver occupied, his own hands jumped and jerked several times in the direction of the guns that he wore under his coat. Yet something held him back; an invisible thread bound his strength and kept him helpless; with every moment the mastery of Silvertip grew more complete.

He was saying: I wont ask Richmond. Im asking you. What happened after Brandy got away?

Richmond hunted him, and old Charlie Moore caught him.

Charlie still owns half the horse?

No. He gave up his half because Richmond made a big Job gettin Brandy back.

Richmond made the big job of it, and Charlie caught the horse, eh?

Yeah. Thats it.

What did Charlie get out of it?

He got a chance to groom Brandy every day and talk baby talk to him, and feed him, and set on the edge of the manger and rub his nose.

Thats what he got out of it?

Yeah. Hes a fool. But that aint my business.

What happened to Brandy then?

I took him East, and we put him into a coupla races.

You took him East? Then Richmond arranged with you to try to steal him, before that?

I dunno nothin about that, said Lake sullenly.

The eyes of Silvertip shrank to points of brightness.

Did Brandy win his races? he asked presently.

Yeah. He won a coupla. He was goin good.

What happened then?

He got off his feed, or somethin. He quit winnin.

He couldnt win at all?

The dirty crooks, they went and double-crossed us! They throwed Richmond and me and Brandy clean off the tracks. Just when we were ready to haul in the big dough, they ruled us off.

Because you pulled Brandy in a race? suggested Silvertip. Because you bet against him, and pulled him in a race, eh?

He was off his feed, muttered Lake.

The faint smile of Silver twisted at one corner of his mouth only. You threw away your big chance, eh? said he. You wanted the quick money — the dirty money. You got one taste of it, and you threw away your chance of the long green, and you threw away Brandys chance of becoming a famous horse. Ever since that time, youve been dodging around the country, racing Brandy under different names at little rodeos and country fairs. Is that the story?

You think you know everything, growled Lake. Whats the good of me tryin to tell you anything?

What a dirty, sneaking lot you are! said Silvertip calmly. Wheres Moore now?

I dunno where the old fool is. Somewhere singin, I guess, because Brandy won the race.

He wouldnt have won if youd had your way, observed Silvertip. I suppose you and Richmond lost a good deal of coin today, betting against your horse?

The face of Lake worked. He made no other answer.

And where would Charlie be? insisted Silvertip.

I dunno. Out in the sheds at the rodeo grounds, maybe, coolin off Brandy. Always takes the old fool two or three hours to cool off Brandy after a race. Cool him off and rub him down. Youd think that old skate was a pack of diamonds, the way Charlie works over him.

That was why Silvertip went back to his horse, mounted, and returned to the rodeo grounds. Everyone else had left. It was nearly sunset, and the golden waves of light that rolled across the earth showed only the white head of Charlie Moore, as he walked back and forth, followed by Brandy.

There was no halter on the stallion, but he kept his head close to the left shoulder of his handler all the time. Now that the saddle was off him, he seemed to Silvertip older and more timeworn than ever. Still, he was a horse in ten thousand, with a certain lordliness about even his walking gait.

When Charlie Moore saw Silver, he cried out in a loud voice, and came running; the stallion trotted softly behind him. A moment later, Silver was on the ground, shaking hands.

All these here years — doggone my soul! said Charlie Moore. Where you been, Silvertip?

Ive been here and there, said Silver.

I know, said Moore. We get rumors and whispers, now and then. It aint newspaper stuff. But sometimes we run into a gent that starts talkin about a big gent that he knew, somewhere down in Mexico, or up in Alaska, or off in the South Seas, or down in Nicaragua, say. And hell tell a terrible yarn about what the big gent done, and then hell say theres a coupla gray spots in his hair.

Thats a lot of talk, said Silvertip. Ive been hearing from Lake a little of what you and Brandy have been through.

The face of Moore darkened.

He could a been a great stake hoss, Silver, he said huskily. He could a been one to have his picture in the papers, for a coupla years, and when he was retired to a stud farm, he would a had visitors comin to see him. He oughta be in a fine green pasture all to himself, and he oughta be eatin the best oats, and nothin to do for himself but pose for a camera, now and then. But they throwed him away, Silvertip. They throwed him away.

He was ruled off, eh? said Silver.

It was at Aqueduct, said Charlie Moore. Hed won a coupla times. The wise gents was watchin him. They was timin his moves in trainin. Tips was beginnin to float around about him. There was a kind of whisper in the air that a great hoss was on the track. And those crooks didnt want that — Lake and Richmond. They wanted to bring him on slow. They wanted to enter him in some big stake with long odds agin him, and then theyd clean up and make a fortune. So they decided that theyd spoil his reputation by puttin him in an overnight race and pullin him. And they pulled him, all right.

I aint goin to forget how I stood there and watched from the rail, and seen Brandy try to eat up that field and swaller it, and how Lake pulled him double and jammed him into a pocket, and brought him around on the outside, and jammed him into another pocket. And then he came again, with the bit in his teeth. And even the way he was rode, the winner only beat him by a head. And the stewards throwed the whole lot of us off the track. We couldnt race no more anywhere in the country, on a regular track. And since then, we been a lot of bums, travelin from place to place. Lake handles us, and Richmond sends down a flock of money, now and then, to bet.

He turned away from Silvertip, a little, and let his hand wander over the face of the thoroughbred.

We won today, said Moore, but you seen how. And Richmond is goin to be crazy mad. He must a lost three or four thousand, because he bet agin us.

He sighed, and added: Where you bound now, Silver?

For the Sierra Blanca, said Silvertip. I want to take a look at that Parade horse.

Theres a lot thats had a look at him, but there aint any thats had a hand on him. There aint goin to be any, either. Not even you, Silver, I reckon, because now theyre huntin for him with guns.

Guns? cried Silvertip. Hunting for him with guns, did you say?

He run off with the fine saddle stock of Dave Larchmont. Aint you heard about that? There was ten or twelve thousand dollars worth of stock in that outfit. They started chasin him to get those hosses back. Dave has worked hard, but he runs more hosses to death than he catches. He caught up eight of em, at last, and he took em down and corraled em with Steve Barretts hosses.

And in the middle of the night, Parade come and busted down the fence, like he done at Larchmonts place, and he run off with Larchmonts nags, and all of Barretts too, and they say hes got seventy head of good stock with him out there in the Sierra Blanca, now. Well, ranchers aint goin to stand for losses like that, so now theyve put a thousand dollars on the scalp of Parade, and the boys are out with their rifles — bad luck to em!

Its not possible! said Silvertip. Nobody would do it. Not even for a thousand dollars. Why, Charlie, its not in the game — its not in the cards! Look here! Men started driving that horse — men started hunting him — they drove him for years — and now hes finding out how to hit back — and you mean to tell me theyre going to use guns on him?

Moore nodded. Theres gents alive, he said, that would cut off an arm for a thousand bucks in cold cash. Dont you make no mistake about it! And theyll have the scalp of Parade, right enough.

Its murder, said Silvertip quietly.

Aye, said Charlie. Murder pays pretty big, if you know the right gents to kill!

That was how Silvertip started for the Sierra Blanca as fast as a good horse could take him.

When he reached Parmalee, he found talk of very little else in the air. All was news of the last outfits that were to try their hands at capturing the great stallion, or of the hunters who were going out singly, expert shots who carried high-power rifles to end the career of the horse.

Silvertip carried a rifle himself, but it was not to be used on horses, when he rode into the white-and-purple land of the Sierra Blanca.

He rode for four days, and then what he wanted to see came suddenly on his vision. He had hobbled his horse and slept out on a tarpaulin in the hollow corner of a small ravine, and he was wakened about dawn by the sound of hoofs thrumming rapidly over the ground, beating up musical echoes almost like the swift fingering of a tambourine.

So he sat up and saw for the first time in his life a sight that made his heart rush out in an ecstasy of delight. For there was a whole river of horses pouring down the ravine, and at their head ran a creature made of golden fire, a thing of blinding beauty. His trot kept the tide of horses at a gallop; when he swung into a flowing gallop, the others had to race to keep up. It seemed to Silvertip that the stallion barely touched the ground with his hoofs; it seemed to him that there was a beat of invisible wings, supporting and prolonging the striding of that monster. It was not by size but by magnificence that he dwarfed the retinue that poured behind him.

And afterward, when they were gone, Silver remained for a long time, staring before him. He had seen a kingly thing. All his being flowed outward with a desire to possess it.

This was what he had been searching for all his life, one object which he could desire with all his might. Battles with other men had not given him the ultimate thrill, the full madness of joy. In all his days he never had set his hands upon an object utterly capable of filling his heart. And now, at last, he had found it.

When he thought back to the picture that he had seen, it seemed to Silvertip that there had been only one horse running down the valley like a creature of molded flame, and behind the stallion had run futile little shadows.

He stood up and looked his own horse in the eye. It was a good, tough gelding, but it looked to Silvertip like a worthless rag of horseflesh.

He glanced around him at the immensity of the mountains. He felt that the game was lost before he commenced to play it. For that very reason, his heart swelled, and he set his teeth for the great endeavor.


XI. DESERT MEETING

[image: img30.jpg]

SILVERTIP RODE SIXTY miles the next day. twice he came within rifle shot of the horse herd; once he saw in the distance the flash of a golden star, gliding rapidly across the earth. But these animals had become, by dint of constant flight, more wary than so many antelope. Each time that he drew close, he heard the signal whinnying, faint and far; and then the herd dissolved in distance and sent back to his ears only the subdued thunder of trampling hoofs.

He was not surprised by the difficulties. He would have been amazed had they been less. And the resolution of Silvertip hardened like steel when it is properly tempered in ice water.

It was close to evening when he saw smoke rising in a thin gesture across the sky. At the base of that smoke he found two men camped in a small mesquite tangle, with a muddy blotch of a water hole near by. They gave him a wave of the hand and continued their cookery.

His gelding was thirsty enough to have drunk the filthy water as it stood, green scum and all. But Silvertip kept him back until a trench had been dug beside the water hole, a foot or so from the edge of it. Slowly that trench filled with liquid filtered through the intervening wall of sand, and out of that Silver let the weary horse drink its fill.

In the meantime, he took note that his was the first filter hole that had been dug beside the water, and that the little lump-headed mustangs of the other two men were hardly of the gear or type that would be expected to come within speaking distance of Parade. It was apparent that the two were on the trail of the great stallion; it was equally clear that they were hunting, not his body but his scalp.

With his gelding hobbled to feed on the wretched rags of grass that grew among the mesquite, Silvertip went over to the camp of the strangers.

They looked like two brothers. They kept the hair on head and face conveniently short by means of clippers that had left the marks of their cutting. They wore, also, grease-blackened canvas coats, in spite of the heat of the desert evening; and they had bright, small, squinting eyes. One of them was cleaning his rifle. Silvertip sat down cross-legged and began to eat his supper.

They could have offered him some of their food, when they saw that he was chewing parched corn only. But it was only after a long interval that one of them said:

Theres a drop of coffee here. Ill give it to you. The rest of our chuck, were goin to need it, maybe.

I dont want the coffee, said Silver. On a trail like this, I want to cut right down to the essentials, for a beginning. Parched corn is good enough for me.

Maybe a sage hen could live on that dead feed, said one of the bearded men. It dont look human nor right nor nacheral, to me.

It takes some chewing, said Silver. Thats all it needs.

Look here, said the other man, youre a long ways out to be havin nothin but that. You mean to say that you aint got no bacon or salt or coffee or flour or nothin like that along with you?

A man can travel a lot better light than he can loaded, answered Silver. Ill stick to the corn till I catch my horse.

The two looked sharply at one another.

What hoss you lost? they asked.

A chestnut stallion with black points, said Silvertip.

Hes lost a chestnut stallion, Chuck, said one of the men gravely.

Yeah. With black points, Lefty, said Chuck. He asked Silver: You might be meanin Parade?

Thats the one, said Silvertip.

He looked away from the others, as though the sudden keenness of their eyes meant nothing to him. The sun was down. All the hollows were filled with blue dusk; a black mesa, rimmed with light, stood in the west, and out of the east marched purple headlands. Far above, like clouds in the sky, hung the white heads of the mountains.

You say hes your hoss, partner? asked Lefty, as he paused in the cleaning of his rifle.

Hes my horse, said Silvertip.

He saw the eyes of the others glint as they exchanged glances.

Buy him or trade for him or breed him? asked Chuck shortly.

I looked at him, said Silvertip, and hes mine.

Suddenly Lefty broke into laughter.

He looked at Parade, and Parade belongs to him, said Lefty.

Bought him with a look, said Chuck. Cheap at the price, eh?

Dirt cheap, said Lefty. What would you do if you had him, stranger? Show him to folks at a nickel a look?

When I catch him up, said Silvertip, Ill know what to do with him, all right.

Yeah — when you catch him up, said Lefty, sneering.

Chuck pointed.

You usin a one-hoss outfit to catch Parade? he asked.

Thats my outfit, said Silvertip.

The two men looked at one another and broke into fresh laughter that ended suddenly, as though they were unused to the sound and it had startled them somewhat.

Theres some, said Chuck, thatve come up here into the Sierra Blanca with twenty men and fifty hosses, all to try and catch Parade, but they aint caught him. Maybe youll have better luck with one hoss. Maybe brainsll make up the difference.

Maybe they will, said Silvertip. All I want is a chance.

He rose, having finished the munching of that difficult meal. From the dying fire he picked out a small stick of wood, the end of which was a glowing coal. He flung it far into the air, drew a Colt, and fired. A puff of sparks flared dimly in the evening light and died out. There was no sound of the wood striking lightly on the ground, afterward. Chuck and Lefty stared at one another.

Whats the idea of that? asked Lefty suddenly, and with a changed voice.

I have to keep my hand in, thats all, answered Silver. Theres likely to be trouble before me.

You goin to crease Parade? Is that your idea? asked Lefty.

No, said Silvertip. Thats not the idea. But the fact is that people tell me about a parcel of skunks who are out here in the Sierra Blanca hunting for Parade, not because they ever want to sit on his back, the way I do, but because they want the thousand-dollar reward thats been put on his head.

He paused, and put up his revolver. The silence was perfect, except that the fire crackled dimly.

If you should run into anybody of that sort, said Silvertip, you might tell em that the man who shoots Parade will have to shoot me afterward. Otherwise he wont have a chance to enjoy the thousand dollars he pulls down.

Youd go after him, eh? said Lefty.

The way Id go after a mad dog, agreed Silvertip. Id shoot him on sight, and no jury in this neck of the woods would ever convict me for doing it. Not to the man who kills my horse.

What I aint quite figured, said Chuck softly, is just how you come to own Parade.

Ill tell you how it happened, said Silvertip. He was made for me, and now Ive come to get him. Thats the reason.


XII. THE PURSUIT
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THERE WAS NO plan in the mind of Silvertip any more than there is in the mind of a wolf when it settles to the long trail behind an elk, in winter; there was simply a consuming hunger that drove him on. He got sixty miles a day out of his gelding, for six days. Then he saw that the limit of endurance had been reached, and he abandoned the animal in a spot where there was both good water and good grass. The saddle had to stay behind, of course, and so did everything else of weight, except the main essentials. These were a forty-foot manila rope of the closest weave, a quantity of parched corn, a bridle, a Colt with a few rounds of ammunition.

The heavy gun would have been left behind, also, but Silver had to keep in mind the statement which he had made to Lefty and Chuck. By the grace of fortune, they might have spread the news of his threat far and wide, by this time; and in the Sierra Blanca the law is thinner than the clear mountain air. It might well be that some of the headhunters would combine to drop down upon him and wipe him out, before they went ahead with their hunting of the stallion.

Many men, of course, were crossing and recrossing the desert on the trail of the famous horse; but no one before, like Silvertip, had been mad enough to attempt the pursuit on foot.

He walked fifty miles the first day, in his narrow riding boots. After a five-hour halt for sleep, he could not force his bleeding, swollen feet back into the boots.

He cut them up and tied the pair of leather soles under his feet, as sandals. They made wretched footgear. His feet overlapped the narrow soles; blisters began to rise. But he tramped forty miles that day, and came right up with the herd in the dusk of the evening. He was a scant hundred yards from the outskirts of the horses before the alarm sounded.

They went away like a flock of geese volleying through the air. Behind them, from the left, the golden stallion swept across the rear, brushing the stragglers before him; and to the dazed eyes of Silvertip it seemed that fire flew from the feet of the horse.

Into the gathering night they charged, and Silvertip went on, in spite of the tormenting pains of his feet. Twice more, through the dark of the night, he roused them, for they must not sleep or rest at ease. That was the main point of his plan. He had ridden far enough to wear out their first strength, but only constant nagging would suffice to reduce them to the point where he could have his chance at the golden horse.

In the dawn, he fashioned a new pair of sandals out of the tops of the boots. They were rudely made. They allowed his feet to slip and slide. Sand worked into them and cut at his skin like gnawing rodents. But he forced himself to walk on. Only by maintaining a marching gait could he ever win.

Over the horse herd he had one vast advantage — that the horses had to pause for hours every day in order to pick up enough grazing to support them while, for his own part, he could eat and still march along. And they could only carry water in their bellies, whereas he could keep the canteen at his hip well filled. But all of these advantages were wasted unless he could keep up a steady, forcing march.

He went for three days of torment, until the improvised sandals had been worn to rags. Then a coyote came imprudently near to his camp, one evening, and got a bullet between the eyes. Silver made new sandals out of part of that hide. The rest of the skin he stretched on mesquite twigs, roughly tied together to make a frame, and when he started the march this day, he carried the frame across his shoulders, so that the skin might cure in the sun. At intervals, when he paused, he rubbed the coyotes own fat and brains into the drying leather.

Baked all day, and all the next day, in the fierce sun of the Sierra Blanca, that hide had become fairly good leather before he cut from it another pair of sandals and fitted them to his battered feet.

Every step was now a torment, and still he forced himself to the swinging stride. He dreamed of shoes. Even the battered old flopping shoes of a crippled beggar would have been heaven to him. The strain told on the unsupported arch of his instep. The muscles up the shin and the back of the calf revolted against this new pressure. When he permitted himself to rest, shooting pains darted through his legs and up into his body. When he rose to walk again, he could literally hear the blood crushed out from his wounded feet.

He began to tear up his underclothing, his shirt, even his outer clothes, to make bandages.

In those few days, he had grown thin. At the end of eight days of marching, he looked at himself in the stagnant surface of a water hole and saw a starved face, lips chapped until they were white, eyes buried in shadows. His ribs stood out, and when he dropped his chin, it struck against the great bony arch of his chest. Every ounce of fat had been whipped away from him — and still his diet was parched corn, and his work was almost twenty hours a day of steady marching.

He went on. He knew, with the close of every day, that this was the end; but the next morning he was gone again on the trail, and the vision of the stallion drew him forward almost from step to step.

Results began to show now. Those fine horses from the Larchmont place, which had been so hunted before, were the first to fall to the rear. He passed them, one after another, gaunt, failing skeletons. It was a bitter temptation to put a bullet through the head of one of them and use the incalculable masses of hide to make for himself new, capacious moccasins; but he knew that such theft is worse than murder, and he had to let those beaten horses fall back past him.

Then, one day, he found himself listening to a laughing, raving voice. It was his own. The realization shocked him out of the trance into which he had walked. He found his lips twitching, his hands opening and shutting convulsively, and in his brain the streaming of a vacant wind that would contain no thought.

He needed better food than parched corn, that was clear, so he used two valuable bullets to kill two mountain grouse as he struggled through the foothills that day. He spent twenty-four hours marching slowly, pausing now and again to build a fire and roast portions of the flesh. When that food was consumed, he lay down and slept ten hours. On rising, he was a new man.

His feet now pained him less. They were scarred, deformed, swollen into horrible things; but they were not tormenting him so much. New callouses were spreading. There were few germs in this air to infect the wounds, and gradually they dried up. At every halt, he exposed them to the burning strength of the sun, and the sun itself seemed to be a miraculous healing agent.

It became less a matter of the torment in his feet than of the strength of his body. That strength never had failed him before, but it was doing so now. Still he kept the same swinging stride, no matter how his muscles yearned to shorten it.

And the horses of the herd were dropping out, day after day, day after day. The mustangs now failed continually, and he saw them fall past him to the rear, gaunt creatures, often standing with eyes closed and heads hanging, as though they had decided to wait for death to strike them down and free them from the torment of this pursuit.

But there remained, at the last, an old mare and the shining stallion. She was thin enough, and she went with a limp in one foreleg, yet she managed to keep going. As for Parade, sometimes it seemed to the bitter heart of Silvertip that he had marched all this distance in vain, seeing that the great horse appeared as rounded and smooth and filled with power as ever. Only now and then, when luck brought him quite close, could Silver discover that the stallion was stripped finer than before. The whole outline and splendor of the animal were unaltered; but when the sun fell at a certain angle, the shadows between the ribs appeared.

Sometimes, also, it appeared certain to Silvertip that, even if he came within rope-throw of the horse, he would not be able to accomplish anything. Unless he managed to catch the stallion by a foot, how could Parade be thrown? Silver was no master with a rope. With knife or gun he was at home, but he had not invested many of the days of his life in the dull, honest work of a ranch.

In fact, he was not thinking a great deal of what he would do in the end. The goal that drew him was quite blind. Somehow, in some way, he would finally be able to touch the golden stallion with his hand. That was all. That was the end of his desire. After that, a miracle would give the possession of Parade to him. It was, he told himself, a sort of gigantic game of tag. When he touched Parade, the game would have ended!

There was little or no difficulty in keeping to the trail now. In the beginning, sometimes the stallion would put a great many miles, suddenly, between him and his pursuer, and on every one of those instances he would have dropped the hunter for good and all, except that the course of Parade, when he bolted away, was always straight; by an air line it could be followed. Now, a dozen times in a single day, the vision of the old mare and the shining horse would come into the eyes of Silver, but never without making his heart swell suddenly, never without lightening his step.

He had gone on for thirty days, through the burning sun of the Sierra Blanca. He was blackened to the color of a half-breed, when he came, at last, to what seemed to him the suicide of Parade.

It was a thing that he could not believe, at first. It was his understanding of the thoroughness with which Parade knew the entire Sierra Blanca that made the thing more grotesque. But the fact was that, when he followed the stallion to the mouth of Salt Creek, he saw the old mare drifting sluggishly south, away from the entrance, while the hoof marks of Parade went straight on into the mouth of the ravine.

Suicide — for a horse in the condition of Parade, it certainly seemed no less, for Salt Creek was a narrow cleft that led through the foothills, straight into the heart of the Sierra Blanca, for a hundred and twenty miles. And through the course of all those miles it was fenced on either side by time-polished cliffs, hundreds of feet high.

There are greater canyons than Salt Creek, but all have water flowing through them, the visible agent of the visible work. Yet water was nowhere near Salt Creek. Through a hundred and twenty miles of it, the traveler could wander, the sand underfoot as white as salt, the heat confined and focused by the cliffs, the air almost always unstirred by any wind. And not until the head of the terrible valley is reached is there water.

These things must have been known to Parade, and yet he had entered the gap willingly. That was why the heart of Silver stood still, and he groaned to himself incredulously: Suicide!


XIII. SALT CREEK
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TO THE STALLION, it had been a struggle as bitter, almost, as it had been to Silvertip. Parade had been hunted before, but never like this. He had been challenged by whole troops of fine horses, ridden by the craft of the Great Enemy. He had met those challenges, thrown off those troops, beaten the brains of the Enemy.

And now came this other thing that hardly seemed a danger, that seemed no more, in fact, than the shadow that trails under a cloud. It had been a mere nothing, at first. The herd had been reluctant to run from the poor creature that walked alone in pursuit of them. Only by degrees, the leader realized that the same solitary form which so often dropped beneath the horizon, was always reappearing. On the wind he had studied the scent of this man a thousand times. He had been close enough to know something of the gaunt body, too, and the tireless, swinging stride, and the ragged clothes that blew in the wind like feathers.

They had endured. The whole herd had endured, but always the strain was telling. If they ran fifty miles in a straight line, exhausting the younger and the older members of the band, nevertheless, within half a day, before the legs of the colts had well stopped shaking, the man was again in sight. At last the Great Enemy seemed personified in that terrible, lonely figure.

From Parade to the youngest colt, not one of the herd dared to drink in peace, but all lifted their heads with a jerk after a few throatfuls. None of them dared to graze with quiet minds, in spite of the sentinels which were scattered on every side to keep the lookout. It was not that they feared that the stalker could actually run up on them, but because the danger had appeared so often that it was lodged in their hearts and minds.

When the Great Enemy drew near, it was as a ghost appears to children, a thing that froze the body and the soul.

Then, after long endurance, the herd began to melt away. It was, to Parade, as the destruction of his army is to a warlike king. He had gloried in his power. He had reveled in the many heads which lifted at his call, in the bright eyes that watched him for commands, in the sleek, swift bodies that fled with him over the plains and through the valleys of the Sierra Blanca. Now they were deserting.

The better bred horses went first. Their bodies were worn; they had lost spirit; the strength went out of their resolution; they stumbled even when they went at a walk; they refused to lie down, because the alarm might come again at any moment of the night or the day.

They melted away and fell to the rear, first of all. Then the toughest of the mustangs followed, one by one, or in little groups. Surrender was in the air, except for the pair of them, Mischief and Parade himself.

As for Mischief, she had kept up to the last because her nerves had been trebly tempered by dangers of this sort long before. She could graze undisturbed until the Great Enemy was actually upon them. She could lie down to sleep by day or night, with a quiet mind. In spite of her lameness, she was ever with the leaders.

Then even Mischief began to give way. She was tucked up. Her belly drew to a gaunt line. Her back roached up. Her head sank. Her forehoofs were beveled at the toes by constant scraping against the sand and the rocks over which she wandered. That was her condition when she and the stallion came opposite the mouth of Salt Creek, on that day.

And Parade, naturally turning away from the entrance to that death place, was stopped by the whinny of his mother. She stood pointing her head at it and saying: This is the way to escape!

Parade snorted the dust from his nostrils.

Look at the bushes at the top of the cliffs, he said. Even the sage-brush is dying. It means two days of travel to go through that place. We tried it once, long ago. Do you remember the spring when the rains came so hard, and we went in here, thinking that there would be water everywhere? But we were wrong. There was nothing except a puddle here and there, and we were glad of the puddle water, even before we came to the water hole at the head of the valley. Now its the middle of summer, and how could we live through it?

The old mare sniffed at the ground, then raised her head and smelled at the air.

He is coming, she said. The Great Enemy has followed you week after week, but even he walks more slowly through the heat of the day. And his feet cannot move so quickly. Go through the valley of fire, my son, and when you come out on the other side, he will not be behind you. If he enters, he will die on the white sands, of thirst and the heat. You will leave him behind you, like a wolf caught in quicksands. Then we shall be free again. This is not freedom that we have now. Better to be closed into the corral of the Enemy than to have his shadow falling across your feet every day. Go quickly. I shall turn the other way. You know where we meet!

The golden stallion turned, and he saw, rising out of a swale in the desert, the Great Enemy himself, the ragged clothes blowing in the wind like many tattered flags. Certainly it was better to pass through the fire than to let this creature like a leech cling to the trail. So he gave to Mischief a farewell whinny, and jogged straight forward into the jaws of the valley of death.

His was no longer the light, swinging trot that sprang across easy going or hard with such infinite ease. Instead, his hoofs trailed, and his hind legs seemed to be sinking away from beneath the burden they had to bear.

Presently, as the sand grew deep, he fell back to a walk. The heat rose like fire from the white surface of the sand, and like walls of flame it burned along the polished faces of the cliffs on either side.

Sweat rolled out on his hide and dripped from his belly. Not a breath of air came to cool him, only stirrings of warmer and warmer currents, like the ripplings of hot water in a pot. Where the sand rose above his hoofs, it burned him to the fetlock joints, and higher still.

It wound like a snake through most of its course, this valley of despair, and, coming out into a straighter part of the passage, he looked back and saw that the Great Enemy had indeed come into the trap. Exultation filled Parade. He arched his proud neck again and sent down the valley a neigh that was a challenge indeed.

So it was accepted by the man.

He thinks Im beaten, said Silvertip to himself. And maybe I am. I dont know. Maybe I am!

He freshened his pace. The muscles across his stomach began to ache. He bent his body a little to favor them. His legs were numb. Breathing was difficult. And always in the looseness of the sand his feet kept slipping back.

The stallion broke into a trot that carried him swiftly out of sight around the next bend.

When Silvertip came to that corner in turn, he could look more than half a mile straight ahead — and Parade was not in view!

Then Silvertip got to the shadow of a rock that had fallen from the edge of the cliff above him, and he slumped down where his head and his half-naked body would be protected from the sun.

The arm on which he leaned shuddered with weakness. Dizziness kept his brain turning, for it seemed almost hotter in the shadow than it had been in the full blaze of the light.

He took off his sandals and looked at his battered feet. His right foot was twitching with every pulse of his blood, and the red stain was continually growing from some new wound, or from an old one that had recently been chafed open.

He told himself that he was beaten. The neigh of the stallion still grew up in his mind and echoed freshly. He was beaten. He was trapped. What lay before him he could not tell, but he knew that it was more than twelve miles to pass on the rear trail to get to water. Twelve miles — and a pint of water to get him there!

He took his canteen from his hip and swirled the water in it. It was a liquid that had now arrived at almost blood temperature. But it was moisture, and moisture he must have.

He looked down at his hand, and it seemed the hand of an old man, trembling as with an ague, so great was his weakness. If his hand shook like this, of what use could a heavy revolver and bullets be to him?

He took out the Colt, aimed at a near-by rock, and fired. The bullet missed! He tried again, steadying the weapon with both hands, but again the shaking of his muscles made the shot fail.

Suddenly he hurled the gun from him, and caught out the extra ammunition and threw it after the gun. Every ounce of extra burden that he carried was an ounce of life-blood drawn from his heart.

He stood up, and the blaze of the sunshine covered him as with fire. That blasting heat scorched him through and through. It cast a fume up his nostrils; all the landscape wavered before his eyes.

It was only common sense, not weakness, that determined him to turn back to cover the known twelve miles to the water hole. He would only go forward to the end of this straight stretch, and from the next corner try to take his farewell glimpse of Parade.

So he went on to the next bend, and, looking down the exposed ravine for more than a mile, he found no trace of the stallion — there was only the trail that went straight ahead, and vanished. Now, those hoof marks were not entirely straight, but here and there they meandered, as the sign of Parade never had wavered before, in all the miles he had followed the horse.

This gave him the flickering gleam of a new hope. It was the way of Parade to move as straight as a bird through the air; and if he were faltering now, might he not be near to dropping out of the fight?

The thought made the big man forget all his troubles, the heat of the sun, the anguish of his feet. If the great horse were near to failing, he, Silvertip, would be on hand to see the last moment. He would strive to get there at least in time to see the last light of life in those wild eyes.

So Silvertip found himself stumbling vaguely, feebly forward and continually straightening his leaning body to save himself from pitching down on his face.

After that, the best of his senses left him. He walked on. All he knew was that he was continually walking. He could hardly tell in which direction he was going, but he was walking on and on.

Once he came to himself with a hand of fire laid across his face, and he found that he was staggering, his head swayed far back on his shoulders. He was frightened. He dropped on one knee and put the knuckles of his hand on the burning sands.

Im going out on my feet, said Silvertip to himself. Ive got to do something about it.

And then, with laughter that cracked his lips, he remembered that he actually was carrying water with him! The canteen had gone out of his crazed mind.

He took a tablespoonful to moisten his mouth. He took more, and more, in swallows so small that they would hardly have sufficed for a bird. But he knew that this was the proper economy. Small drinks, and many of them.

The sun dropped. He dropped with it, flat on his back, and watched the angry fires climb the sky, and wane again toward darkness. But the heat still radiating from the ground scorched him and made his head ache.

He sat up, stripped off his rags, put them on the warm sand, and stretched out on this bed, naked. Then he went to sleep.

He dreamed that he had fallen into a river of ice; he wakened to find that the heat of the day was gone, and in its place a wind off the mountain snows was cutting through the ravine. His body was congealed to pale iron, so he dressed, and went on.

The pain in his feet shut out all other thoughts presently. He could forget the cold, because of that greater agony. And now the cold was gone, and the pain from the feet was gone, also, since the aching of his entire body recommenced. It was strange that mere walking should be an act that required such an effort of the volition. He began to swing his arms, so that the forward momentum of his entire body would be increased, and in this way he strode on, until he was stepping out at the ordinary pace to which he had forced himself all through the hunt. Once that pace was established, it maintained itself, as it were.

He rounded a corner. Something dark struggled a moment against the pale starlight on the sand; then the figure of a horse lurched to its feet not ten yards aways, and went cantering down the valley, each stride longer than the one preceding.

It was Parade, and not until the horse was out of sight did Silvertip realize that he had been near enough to make the cast with his rope, and try to end this frightful chase!


XIV. THE POOL
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THE DARKNESS THICKENED, at last. No, it was only that the mountains in the distance and the rock walls of the valley appeared to be growing more black. Something in his memory recognized that effect and connected it with a dim hope, a thing of pleasure. And after a moment he realized that the dawn was beginning.

Looking up, he was like one sunk in water, staring through the thick film of the sea toward mountain heights that now loomed closer. At first, the fire of the day seized on the snows, then glinted on the stone flanks of the mountains, and finally slid down into the hollow of Salt Creek itself.

He knew that he was exhausted, but he knew that he dared not halt; that he must use the blessed coolness of these early hours, while he could still keep his legs swinging in rhythm. Thirst was no longer a part of heat; it was a part of cold, and seemed to help the ice of the air to pass through him.

But it was not long until a blaze of pale light flared in the east, so brightly that he had to blink his eyes a little. And a little later the sun was looking down at him. The very first stroke of it went to his heart, like a touch of fever. His knees shook. He had endured much during the day before, but he knew that he could not pass through this day.

Out of that certainty, he told himself that he would simply go on until he could go no longer, and then find a place among the shadows where he might lie down and die. And so it was that, making a turn of the sinuous valley, he came upon view of Parade.

But he was on parade no longer. That glorious head was sunk at last. The shimmering tail hung straight down, the hocks knocking it back and forth at every step. The head of the stallion bobbed with each stride, and about his hoofs, never lifted clear, the sand was swishing. Silver heard the sound of it, like water, and he shouted, waving his arms wildly, running forward.

The stallion lurched into a trot, with labor, like an old plow horse. Finally, with a supreme effort, Parade swung into his gallop. It was a mere caricature of his usual wind-free gait, but a gallop it was that drifted the horse swiftly away from the pursuer. As Parade strained forward, the pulling muscles of his flanks, and his laboring lungs, made the bones of his ribs thrust out. His hips were two up-thrusting elbows. His withers were a great lump. His back sagged. The velvet and the sheen were both gone from his starving coat.

Hes dying, said Silver to himself. Hes dying, and Im dying on my feet, too. But, before I die, Im going to have my rope around his neck!

He took another swallow of the water. There was less than a cupful remaining, and the sound of it swishing lightly in the canteen was death music to Silvertip.

A queer sense of doom came over him — that he would not be permitted to die until he had placed his hand upon the body of the horse. Therefore, he strode on and on. The fear was gone from him. It was not hope of life that sustained him, but that other strange hope.

He came in sight of the stallion again. The horse had halted, head down once more, feet braced. This time, thought Silver, he would surely be able to put the rope on the tall skeleton.

But he was wrong. At his nearer approach, Parade was able to lift himself into a trot, and then to a reeling gallop.

Sudden pity struck through the heart of the man as he saw that unhappy sight, but the pity was crushed by the sterner emotion. If they were found dead, the two of them, it would be with his rope around the neck of Parade, and the end of that rope tied to his hand, in sure sign that he had conquered the stallion before death destroyed them both.

That would be something of a monument to leave behind him. Enough people had come into the Sierra Blanca with their outfits of men and horses to appreciate the supreme thing that he would have accomplished.

The heat of the day grew. Long before noon, delirium attacked his mind, and he was never in his right senses for more than an hour at a time during the rest of that day. In that madness of the mind, sometimes it seemed to him that the horse which staggered before him was not a skeleton, but the full beauty, the full power of the great Parade. And he himself was pursuing the speeding monster on wings.

He could not know that they were involuntarily trying to save one another — that the stallion did not lie down to die merely because the man pursued him, and that Silver himself did not drop because the haunting vision of the horse was continually in the corner of his eye.

Twice that day, he tried the rope. Once he missed completely. Once the loop slapped on the hip of the horse, and sent Parade off at a blundering, swaying trot. Galloping was now impossible, and even a trot could not be sustained for more than fifty yards at a time.

If bitter compassion at times poured through Silvertip, thinking of the wreck of the beauty of the horse, he looked down at his own skeleton body, and set his teeth again.

A sane man would have doubted his senses, if he had observed that picture. But there was no sanity save the lust for power in Silvertip now, and in the horse there was a fear of the Great Enemy, greater than the fear of death.

More than their bodies could accomplish, they now performed. The day went on, bitterly, slowly, hour by hour, until the sun had gone well beyond the zenith. Then the stallion halted, and, for all his desire to close in, Silvertip had to slump down in the shade of a rock.

There he gathered his strength, bit by bit, summoning his force, breathing deep, snorting like an animal to clear his nostrils of dust.

At last he could rise and go on with shaking legs; but, as he came near, again Parade went lumbering forward. And the fiercest heat of the day began, burning them, scalding them both. The canteen had long been empty, and for two days the stallion had gone through that oven without water.

The afternoon wore through. The blaze of the sun was less terrific, but the contained heat of the valley seemed thicker and deeper than ever. There was no oxygen in the air, and the mouth of Silvertip opened wide, though he knew that it was fatal to breathe that dusty atmosphere through the mouth for any length of time.

And then, in the twilight, he saw far before them a beautiful mirage of a blue pool, with two trees standing beside it, and a green fringe of grass.

If it were a mirage, it was strange that the stallion should drag himself toward it at a lumbering trot. If it were a mirage, it was stranger still that the birds should dip out of the sky to cut the surface with their beaks.

It was no mirage at all, he realized with a sudden wildness of joy. It was water, beyond doubt. It was honest water, which God had placed there at the end of the trail for the suffering.

Silvertip on staggering knees, began to run in turn. His legs turned to quicksilver. He fell on his face, rolled, crawled forward on his knees and on his hands, with his elbows bending beneath his weight, until his fingers were in the wet margin of the pool.

Already the stallion had thrust his muzzle into the surface, sending small waves across the water, and Silvertip, stretched out on his gaunt stomach, drank like an animal, and lifted his head to breathe, and drank again.

By a greater miracle than the actual presence of the water, it was cool. Silver thrust his arms into it, and it rippled over his flesh like a blessing over the soul of the damned. He laughed, and strangled, and drank again and again.

Then he pushed himself back, and saw the stallion on the farther side of the water, watching him with red eyes. Knee-deep stood Parade, and the dust was washed from his face almost to the eyes, he had plunged in his head so deeply.

Silvertip coiled his rope.

The stallion flinched — then he lowered his head to drink again, blinking as he did so.

Now Silvertip stood erect, the noose ready, strength rapidly beginning in his body, the certainty of victory in his soul. He swung the rope — and still the horse drank, with the shadow flying in circles across that very mirror into which he had dipped his head.

The hand of Silvertip dropped. The rope struck lightly against the green of the grass.

For suddenly it had seemed to him that this was a sacred spot, removed from the strifes of the world and hallowed by some more-than-mortal law.

He stared at Parade, and saw the great horse in the hollow of his hand, yet he could not throw the noose. It was not water that he had drunk; it was not water that the horse was still drinking; it was life.

Silvertip looked up with a groan to the darkening twilight in the sky, and when he glanced down again, Parade was drawing back from the verge of the pool, drawing back from the range of the rope, moving again into a world of freedom. And still Silvertip stood entranced, and could not lift his hand.


XV. THE NEW WORLD
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PARADE, WITHDREW FROM the reach of the rope, blundered only a few steps before he lay down beneath a tree. He saw the man come a few uncertain, wavering steps after him, then sink to the ground in turn. The thicker night, more perfect in silence, drew over them, with stars in the heaven above them, and more brightly in the water at their side.

Still the two rested, motionless, like two heroes of some legendary combat who have battled together from dawn to midday, and in the heat withdraw from one another a little and lie down to rest, by mutual consent, well knowing that they will soon rise again and join the struggle once more.

The man lay on his face, his head pillowed in his arms. Parade could see that, and something out of the human face spoke to him continually through the dark of the night. Eyes were on Parade, passing through his body, it seemed, and finding the spirit within. He could not believe that he was actually lying there, prone and passive, while the Great Enemy, personified in one man, lay near by, a danger ready to spring. Yet the agony of weariness controlled him. The eyes of Parade closed, and his mind wandered in sleep, constantly broken as his eyes winked open again and again.

He heard a sound of regular, loud breathing from the Great Enemy. Sometimes it seemed to him that the man was gathering, and rising to his feet; and again, as he jerked his own head high, it seemed to Parade that the Great Enemy was merely sleeping.

There was enough of the savage beast in Parade to make him think of lurching to his feet and charging that frail body. One stroke of a forehoof should be enough to shatter the life in it. And there was not the formidable scent of iron and gunpowder, warning him away. But Mischief had always declared that there is in man a mystery of power, incomprehensible and vast, so that, for all his fragility, the Great Enemy is always dangerous. Moreover, in the heart of Parade there was welling a strange sense of fear, and something that was different from fear.

It was like that emotion which comes between day and night, or between night and morning; it was like standing on a high hill and looking at a new country. There was the sense of something infinite, and infinitely worth exploring.

The hours went by like a swift river. The mountains began to darken in the east, and Parade knew that the day was coming. He got to his feet, with an effort. There was no returning down the length of Salt Creek, he knew, because of the fluid weakness which coursed through him. One more day without water would be the end of him, in his condition. There remained only one way, and that was ahead, up the trail that wound dimly into the higher mountains; for he was now at the very head of Salt Creek.

Would the man rise, also?

Yes, Parade had hardly made three steps when Silvertip stirred, groaned, and then rose to his feet, and stood swaying.

He drank from the pool again, put something from a pocket into his mouth, and stepped out limping on the trail of the stallion. It seemed to Parade that it would always be like this — that, as he struggled through the world, this two legged creature would follow him, with the snaky rope in his hand.

More hope came to the horse when he found that he had regained some of his lost strength after water and rest. He struck forward at a trot. The ground lifted. He wound rapidly up and up through a maze of rocks. Before him, above him, the sun struck on polished boulders never been able to accomplish what this Great Enemy had and flamed on the blue-white ice of the summits, half lost in the sky.

There was another land beyond those peaks, and Mischief had told him of it. The passes were narrow and dangerous, but if he could get through them, he would come out into a green world, and his strength would soon return to him and his limbs be robed with power, as before. All of those men who had striven to catch him had done — drive him at last out of the hot fastnesses of the Sierra Blanca.

As he climbed, he had many a glimpse behind and beneath him of the lower country. He could see the whole course of Salt Creek winding away toward the open desert. Through that crystal morning he could make out small forms; and, in a valley close to Salt Creek, two horsemen were striking in toward the mountains.

Well for Parade that he had met no horsemen during these last terrible days! They could have run him down in a moment, and ensnared him with their ropes.

He seemed to have climbed, now, into the heart of the dawn itself, and the morning light was seeping down from the higher levels over a darker earth beneath. Then the sun itself poured over him like a warm liquid.

He stood out on a projecting point, for an instant. It was like the prow of a ship, and he, as the lookout, stared far away through the sea of mountains. He had risen, now, to the level of the snow. A gray bank of it lay along the ledge, at one side. Beneath the stunted pines there were bits and sparklings of it. It was the first promise of the region of wind and ice that lay above him.

Then the Great Enemy came up around the bend below. He had a stick in his hand, and leaned some of his weight on it. He climbed stolidly, with slow steps, his head swaying a little from side to side. A sort of angry despair came over the stallion, made him toss up his head, and brought a trumpet-sounding neigh from his throat. The violence of his call made his knees tremble. But the man did not even look up. He came on, slowly, steadily, step after step, as remorseless as time.

Parade turned and fled as fast as he could up the next rise. He looked back. The rocks had blotted out the form of the man, but, of course, he would be coming. Like a wolf, he seemed to have a nose that told him the way, and the fear of the stallion grew into a blind panic that scourged him wildly forward.

He gained a height. He fled down a steep-sided hollow. He rushed the rising ground beyond, and found himself trembling and already exhausted on the bitter upward slope that seemed to have no ending. Far beneath him, he saw the man coming, plodding with the stick, head down, swaying slightly from side to side!

There was no wind on these heights, though usually the storms must have flowed like invisible rivers, to judge from the manner in which trees were blown back at timber line. And immediately above was the white world of the snow. Later in the year it would shrink upward and upward, until there were glistening caps on only a few of the loftiest peaks, but now the mountains were drowned in it, and the passes choked. A crunching and squeaking sound kept coming from the pressure of his hoofs on the snow crystals.

It was slow going. There were few levels; it was always up and down, with need to step like a cat for fear a false step on the treacherous snow would hurl him over the lip of some vast canyon.

It was a new world. A mountain sheep, almost as big as a pony, ran across the path of the stallion and hurled itself over the edge of a cliff — to be dashed to pieces beneath, it seemed! But no, it was caroming from side to side of a narrow crevice, seeming to strike on its head at the bottom of every jump, rebounding sidewise and ever downward like a great rubber ball.

The horse, eying that descent, felt suddenly weak and helpless. Then the snow before him became alive, and white ptarmigans rose on purring wings and shot away in a long, low flight, arrowy fast.

All creatures here were new, and their newness brought home to the stallion a sense of doom. To be in such a fantastic world was almost like being dead.

And the man? He was still coming. Step after step, at the unvarying rhythm, he climbed the steep way, and the footmarks which he left behind were spots of his own crimson blood. The stippled trail moved far away behind him before it dipped out of sight. The wind blew softly from that direction, and the stallion distinctly smelled the freshness of new blood.

Another panic overcame him, at that. Slipping, sliding, groaning with fear, he rushed along the narrow trail, regardless of the thousand-foot gulf at his left, and so came out on a small platform of rock, slicked over with an incrustation of ice. Here all progress stopped. At the right, the cliff went upward at the pitch of a rising heron. At the left was the gulf. And across the ledge on which the horse had been traveling had spilled a mass of snow, mixed with ponderous boulders of ice. The sun shone full on this trap, dazzling the eyes of Parade.

He turned. He knew that the time for the final battle had come, and already he was eying the gorge at his side. Better to die there, he felt, than to pass into the mysterious hands of the enslaver, Man. He imagined the outward spring, the downward rush, the cold sweeping of wind against his belly. Perhaps he would begin to turn over and over, like a great stone. Then one last crushing blow, and life would be over.

Around the corner of the icy rock stepped the Great Enemy, and confronted him, leaning on the staff. Parade lifted his head, and sent a great neigh, a death cry, ringing through the echoing mountains. Far below, across the canyon, and on a different trail, two riders with clipped hair and close-clipped beards heard the call, and looking up, saw, in part, what happened.


XVI. THE CAPTURE
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THE SNAKY SHADOW of the rope was deploying in the hand of the Great Enemy. It slid out through the air, and hovered an instant. The stallion, trying to dodge, almost shot his weight off the slippery rock and into the abyss. As Parade regained his feet, he felt the noose whip home with a burning touch about his neck. It closed up on his windpipe. It was a cruel hand that relentlessly throttled him.

There was no chance for flight, or for pulling free. Parade did the next possible thing — he charged straight home!

Before him, he saw the man shrink aside, and the way of escape opened. Then the burly wooden staff whirled, a blur of speed before the eyes of Parade.

The blow took him between the ears and knocked him to his knees. He was at the very feet of the Great Enemy. The smell of the blood from them was a stench in his nostrils; the scent of the body of the man was terribly near; and, above all, the voice of man was ringing out at his ears, in savage victory.

Parade shrank back as he came to his knees. A loop of the rope whipped under a forefoot. He barely managed to disengage the hoof before it was jerked up toward his throat.

Again the two faced one another. Laughter came out of the throat of Man, laughter, detestable to all animals, because it is a sound which otherwise has no existence in nature. The whole mind and difference of man is expressed in that half-gasping and half-singing noise.

And seeing the Great Enemy shaken for the moment, Parade charged again. He came with teeth bared, ears flattened, his head thrust out like the head of a snake. The club whirled up. He dodged. Instantly his feet shot out from beneath him. His whole body skidded over the ice-polishedrock. Beneath him was the dreadful, empty glimpse of the chasm, the white dance of water that foamed through the bottom of the ravine.

With his forehoofs, as a cat with paw and claw, the stallion clung to the verge of the cliff. His hind legs, reaching frantically upward, struck at the massed ice that underlay the ledge and knocked it away in great chunks. Then his forehoofs began to slide slowly outward.

He stopped struggling. The shuddering cold of death was already in him. And then Man leaned above him, reaching far down. The smell of blood was ranker than ever in the nostrils of Parade. The ragged clothes of the Great Enemy brushed his face, and the dust of Salt Creek filled the nostrils of the horse. It would be easy, now, to seize one of those fragile hands and crush the bone in his teeth — but miracles were happening!

Of all the mysteries of man, his hands are the most wonderful. It is they which work with fire; it is they which use iron and gunpowder; but now the hands of the Great Enemy had laid mighty hold upon the noose that encircled the neck of Parade.

Man was lifting with a power incredible in so small a thing. Man was swaying back, every instant in danger of losing his foothold and slipping out into the void. Man was pulling with such a force that the forehoofs of the horse no longer slipped outward, but worked in to gain a better grip.

The rear hoofs struck up to gain some purchase on the under ice, below the ledge. Again those striking feet merely managed to knock away great lumps. Utter despair came upon Parade. Not even the miraculous hands of Man could save him.

But Man still struggled. It was plain that the Great Enemy was risking life to save life. And how could that be true? Yet he remained there on the brink of death for them both, tugging, straining; and out of the throat of Man came new sounds, never heard before.

Man is a whooping, yelling monster. He rides horses at frantic speed, goring their flanks with terrible spurs. Man yells, in a voice that strikes through the mind like a stone through thin ice. But this time Man was speaking in a tone of sympathy and encouragement as plainly decipherable as ever was the soft whinny of a mare to its foal. Groaningly the words came out, forced and strained by the physical effort that accompanied them.

New strength came into Parade; despair left him. With head and forelegs he pressed down on the rock; his struggling hind legs beat upward until one of them found an instants lodgment.

That instant was enough. The pull of the man was greater than ever. Parade swayed upward; his whole body trembled for an instant in the crisis of the strain; then he lurched forward onto the safety of the little platform.

The man staggered back before him, without ever letting go the rope which encircled the throat of Parade. And the face of Man was horrible. Out of his distended jaws came the hoarse, panting breath of exhaustion. His breast heaved in and out against the very muzzle of Parade. His eyes glared, bloodstained as those of a beast of prey. His whole body swayed with weakness, and the magic hands which had saved the stallion now quivered as they retained their grasp on the noose.

There was an equal weakness in Parade. Only the wide bracing of his legs sustained him, for the time being. Then, gradually, power returned. Out of the haze of exhaustion he recovered, to realize more fully how he was bound to the man.

What he had felt the night before returned to him. He had then been on the verge, as it were, of a vast, undiscovered country, and now he felt that he was in the midst of it. The mere crossing of mountains could not be to him what this moment with the Great Enemy had meant.

He had been struck to his knees — such was the force of the magic of this puny creature — and then he had been drawn from the brink of death.

Now the hands of Man left the rope and passed upward along the soft under parts of his throat, and came over the tense muscles of the jaw, and moved with infinite delicacy across the face of Parade.

He stood entranced, for electric happiness flowed out of that touch, and the voice of Man, recommencing, made through the soul of the stallion such echoes as sing and murmur quietly down the ravine of a small mountain brook.

Danger, and starvation, and long labor, and the torments of heat and cold were forgotten; but fear, most of all, was the ghost that disappeared in this new sunshine of understanding. Years of quiet living cannot reveal our friends to us as can the cruel light of one moment of danger and need. Then the many fail, and the one is found, and to have such a one is better than all the throngs. There is no bitterness like full knowledge, and there is no such glorious happiness. And one friend is the bread of life, if his friendship has been proved.

The wisdom of the old mare, his mother, had been to the stallion a profound thing. Suddenly it shrank. It became obscure and worthless, compared with this new knowledge.

The hand of Man was laid across his forehead, then both hands blinded his eyes. But he stood without a jerk of the head, without a tremor of the body. Into the darkness of that moment, Parade was pouring his faith and his trust that no harm would come.

He heard joy come bubbling like spring water out of the throat of Man, and the flow of it invaded his own being. The hands were removed. He looked with his unblinded eyes, curiously, with only a faint comprehension, into the face of Man. And the dead centuries worked in the blood of Parade, surely — all the generations through which his race had served Man, the master, and had known Man, the friend.

The Great Enemy drew back, and pulled gently at the rope. Parade drew back against the weight. And Man stood beside him, now, softly pressing forward on the noose until Parade yielded to the pressure.

There was no harm in that. There was no harm, surely, in walking with his head at the shoulder of Man, while the voice made music in his ears.

Mischief had said that in time even some of the sounds of the voice of Man can take on a definite meaning. Parade wondered if that time would ever come for him. Even as it was, the speech had a meaning of contentment.

They went on slowly down the icy way. Parade slipped. The hand of Man, strongly sustaining, steadied him again. A little later, Man slipped in turn, and the full weight of his body dragged down against the rope until he was in balance once more.

The ears of Parade pricked forward. He was walking, not on rock and snow and ice, but into a country of the spirit, where every step was a marvel beyond calculation.

They wound down out of the region of white snow. They passed the distorted willows and aspens of the timber line that stretched like a dark water mark, level and straight, along the sides of the mountains. They came to the kinder going beneath, and where a small dale opened, there the Great Enemy made a pause.

Deep, rich grass grew here, but Parade was regardless of it, watching the face of Man as a child watches the face of a summer sky. And Man plucked a handful of the grass, and offered it at the lips of Parade. Curiously he sniffed at it. The taint of the flesh of Man was on it, yet he gathered a little under his prehensile upper lip. The taste was not spoiled. He ate, suddenly, with eagerness. Again and again that hand was filled, and again and again Parade took the grass from it. Then handfuls of seeded grass, carefully chosen; richer food than ever Parade had been able to sort for himself.

They remained there for more than an hour, and during that hour, the voice of Man would speak, and then the silence of the wilderness would flow gently in upon them, and unutterable peace began to steal like happy sleep over the stallion.

Far away, he saw two riders moving. But what of that? He would have fled, if he had been alone, but now he was with a mighty companion, stronger than all other men, more patient than time, more enduring than heat or cold. If other men came, they were his lesser fellows, like colts in a herd to the great wild stallion that rules it.

Presently, the riders were no longer in view, but two men on foot moved carefully among the rocks and shrubbery, obviously stalking, and coming straight in the direction of Man, the Great Enemy!

This was strange! But all-knowing Man would surely know this.

Perhaps it was a game, as when colts play together in the happy summer of the year.

Then one man was kneeling, and the long line of light that ran down the barrel of a rifle narrowed and shortened to a single winking eye of light.

Well did the stallion know guns, and now he started violently, throwing up his head, staring in the direction of that new danger.

Man arose, also, and turned, and as he turned, an audible blow struck his head and knocked him flat on his back. A thin mist had appeared around the mouth of the rifle, and now the report clanged softly against the ears of the stallion, coming vaguely through the thin mountain air.

Parade looked down. Red covered the head, red streaked the face of Man. He lay with his arms outstretched, and his eyes partially open, and a smile was on his lips. The hot, thick, sweet scent of blood filled the nostrils of Parade.

He stared toward the place from which the shot had been fired, but now there was nothing to be seen of the two men.

Parade lowered his head, and sniffed at the face of the fallen man. There was no response. He stamped. It brought no answer, though sand flew from the stamping of the hoof into the face of the Great Enemy.

A moment later, a shadow crossed near by. Parade, tossing up his head, was in time to see one of the strangers snatch up the end of the fallen rope and snub it around the point of a boulder. And Parade himself, rushing off at a gallop, came to the end of that line only to be flung heavily on his side.

He lay senseless for a moment. Meantime, both of the men were leaning over Silvertip.

You got him, Chuck, said one of them. You got him good, too. Right through the bean, old son.

Hes goin to bump off the gent that takes the scalp of Parade, answered Chuck. But he wont be doin no bumpin no more. Get your rope on that hoss, Lefty. Hes goin to raise the devil when he gets to his feet again. Shall we roll Silvertip down into the ravine?

Leave him be, answered Lefty. The buzzardsll spoil his looks sos nobody would know him. In half a day, theyll spoil him.


XVII. AT PARMALEE
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THEY TOOK THE stallion on two lariats and half led, and half dragged him away, looking back a few times, contentedly, on the body they left behind them. It was not until they were out of sight that Silvertips head turned slightly to the side, and a groan came through his parched lips.

If they had heard it, they would have come back like tigers to finish their work, or else they would have loosed the stallion and fled away like carrion crows to a distant region. They would have separated, changed their names, shaved their faces, and striven in a new life more completely to bury themselves from the eye of Silvertip. But they went on in happy ignorance that the rifle bullet had glanced on the skull of Silver, instead of boring its way straight through the brain.

They had Parade delivered into their hands in exactly the state in which they could work on him. Half dead with fatigue, more than half starved, he looked more like an ancient caricature than the king of the Sierra Blanca desert. So one of them hauled at him from in front, and the other fed a quirt into him to urge him across the desert. He tried more than once to fight back. His spirit was not dead, but his body failed him.

When they came in sight of Mischief, hardly in better shape than her son, in spite of the fact that she had not made the frightful journey through Salt Creek, it was easy for Chuck to catch the mare, while Lefty held the stallion.

At this stroke, they exulted beyond words. They were bringing in both the stallion and the mare, where the ablest men in the West had failed. Perhaps it was true that more than a hundred thousand dollars had been spent in time, horseflesh, and other ways, in order to capture Parade. All of that money had been spent in vain. And now they were bringing him in!

There was reputation in it, in the first place. There was enough reputation to last a dozen men the course of their lives.

There was money in it, too, for what would not some rancher pay to get hold of this famous animal in order to improve his saddle stock? Besides, Parade could be showed at a quarter a head, and people would throng to see him, close at hand. His very picture would have a good cash value.

Lefty and Chuck were thrifty souls, and they talked over these prospects with a calm determination to miss no tricks. Even Mischief was of value, as the companion who for so long had gone limping at the side of Parade. She was the stamp and seal of his identity.

It aint what you do, said Chuck. Its the way you do it, that counts. Theres poor old Silvertip now. Theres a gent thats been talked about and wrote about and sung about. And he takes and burns himself up, and he does what nobody else can do, and he gets as thin as a crow, flyin after Parade. And what does he get out of it?

He gets a bullet through the head, said Lefty, grinning. And we get Parade.

It aint what you do, Chuck repeated. Its the way you do it that counts. And weve done this the right way. If that Parade dont fall down flat before we get him to a corral and some good grass.

There aint any hurry about that, said Lefty. We got him weakened and were goin to keep him weakened till hes broke.

In this there was the sort of sense that could not fail to appeal to such a mind as that of Chuck. That same day, they put a saddle on the back of the exhausted stallion, and Lefty mounted.

There was one minute of violent bucking, one flash in the pan, one faint suggestion of the explosion that would have taken place had Parade possessed his strength, and then the big horse crumpled to the ground.

For a time they feared that he was about to die. But his body was not dead. It had been toughened through too many years of famine and pursuit to give way so suddenly now. He was able to rise again, and stumble on. And when they came to grass and water, the men spent two whole days letting the stallion and the mare recuperate.

In the olden time, Parade would have recovered with amazing speed. But now his progress was very slow. His body was still intact, but the heart and the pride in him had been almost fatally wounded.

It hardly mattered that the saddle was placed on him every day. It hardly mattered that his flanks felt the goring stroke of the spurs, or that the quirt bit into his hide, or that his tender mouth was sawed by the savage grip of the Spanish bit. The chief indignity already had befallen him. He had been mastered!

And every inch of the Sierra Blanca was an insult and a reproach to him. The ragged summits of the mountains that he had viewed so many times with a feeling of kinship and companionship, now seemed to stare down at him with scornful eyes. Behind him followed the ghosts of the fine horses which had been at his command. They were gone with his freedom, and there was no heart left in him.

Vainly Lefty and Chuck waited for a return of his magnificence, as they drifted him slowly south. Flesh appeared once more over his ribs. He was as he had been before, but the horse which responded to whip and spur was far other than the old king of the Sierra Blanca. The spring was gone from his step, the arch from his neck, the fire from his eyes. Weariness was always in him, the weariness of the spirit.

That was how they brought him into Parmalee.

The great Parmalee rodeo was about to commence; in ten days it would start, and in the meantime, visitors, cattle buyers, cowpunchers, were beginning to pour into town. It was a perfect opportunity for the showing of the stallion, and Lefty and Chuck made the most of it.

Harry Richmond had his stallion, Brandy, in a corral near the race track. Adjoining it was a high-walled inclosure used sometimes for the breaking of very refractory mustangs, with a snubbing post in the center. Here the mare and the great Parade were placed. It was a simple matter to hang cheap canvas around the inclosure so that people could not peek in. It was equally simple to build a little platform against the side of the fence, and there, for twenty-five cents, a man could stand as long as he wished to stare at the famous outlaw.

Dave Larchmont came and stood there almost half a day, with that poor Englishman, Hammersley, beside him. Hammersley was almost ruined now, men said. He carried his head as high as ever, and his back as straight, and his mustache bristled as fiercely, and his eye was as stern as when he had spent thousands upon thousands in the pursuit of Parade. But it was said that his fortune had melted away. He had spent too much time horse hunting, and not enough in the management of his place.

There was a long silence between him and Larchmont, and then Hammersley said:

Dyou know what its really like, Larchmont?

Its like seeing a ghost, said Larchmont.

No, said Hammersley, its like seeing the poor relation of a great man. The name may be the same, and the face may be the same, but the great hearts gone, Larchmont. The hearts gone, and nothing will bring it back again!

Even to see the ghost, the fading relic of what Parade had once been, people were willing to come, not once, but many times. It was a poor day when Chuck and Lefty did not haul in from twenty to thirty dollars, and this was money so sweet and so easily come by that Chuck took a bit to drink, and Lefty to poker. They managed to spend their winnings in that way, easily enough.

Suppose that Silvertip could see us now, said Chuck, one evening, as he leaned against a bar beside his partner. Hed doggone nigh rise out of his grave, wouldnt he, Lefty?

Him? snapped Lefty. I kind of half wish that wed left him alone.

Whatcha talkin about? demanded Chuck. Aint it the best days work that we ever done in our lives? Or you got an idea that murder will out, eh?

Lefty pointed before him, at the mirror, and seemed to be squinting at his own image in the glass.

We went and murdered Parade, he said. His face puckered.

What kind of fool talk is this here? demanded Chuck.

You wouldnt understand, answered Lefty. I was just thinkin.

Quit your crabbin while the coin is rollin in, said Chuck.

What I mean to say, remarked Lefty, that hoss was plumb satisfied with Silvertip. Account of bein hauled back up over the edge of the cliff, maybe. I thought that fool of a Silver was goin to slip over the edge himself, for a while. He shook his head.

Are you tryin to get mysterious, or something like that? demanded Chuck. Whatcha mean — the hoss bein plumb satisfied with Silver? Didnt Silver wear Parade down? Didnt Silver nigh onto kill the both of them, he chased that hoss so long?

You seen Parade eatin out of Silvers hand, said Lefty gloomily.

Well, hell eat out of our hands, too, said Chuck, with a grin.

He wont, said Lefty. I been and tried him, and he wont. Youd think that there was poison in my hand. If I take and stir up the barley or the oats for him in his feed box, hell smell at it, but he wont eat. You try the same thing, and see.

Ive tried it — and he wont eat what Ive touched, agreed Chuck. Whats the matter with him?

I was sayin a while back, answered Lefty, that he took and ate out of the hand of Silvertip. Thats all that I was sayin. He was right friendly with Silver.

He was dead beat, and he couldnt help what he did, argued Chuck.

He took and ate out of Silvers hand, said Lefty.

Whats the idea? Was, that crook of a man-killer — was he any better than us? demanded Chuck.

I was just thinkin about Parade eatin out of his hand, said Lefty dreamily.

His friend glared at him.

The main thing is right here in this, said Chuck at last. Can we get Parade in shape to run him in the big race?

At the rodeo?

Yeah, at the rodeo.

I dunno, said Lefty. He aint hardly got ambition to eat his oats. How would he come to run in a race?

We could stick a shot of somethin into him, suggested Chuck.

Yeah, we could do that, said Lefty. But hed have Brandy to beat, and I guess there aint any hoss beatin Brandy. Hes a thoroughbred.

Nothin that ever lived, said Chuck, could beat Parade. Everybody knows that.

Not on a fifty-mile run, answered Lefty. Not out there in the desert. But he aint made for a one- or two-mile sprint. Theres too much of him to get goin. Whos this old codger?

Its Charlie Moore, thats been takin care of Brandy a long time. Hello, Charlie.

Charlie Moore came slowly up to them, smiling vaguely.

Gents, he said, I been fired by Mr. Richmond. Seems like him and Brandy dont need me no more. I was wonderin could you use me to take care of Parade?

What should we need of a man to take care of that hoss? Aint we got a pair of hands apiece and ten minutes a day to work on him? demanded Chuck.

All right, said Moore. His vague old eyes steadied on them for a moment. I just sort of cottoned to him, was all. And ten minutes aint hardly enough to polish the hoofs of a horse like Parade, was all I was thinkin.

He turned and went slowly out the door.

Maybe we missed somethin, said Lefty. Maybe he could wake up Parade bettern a shot of dope.

You talk like a fool today, said Chuck. Leave off your thinkin, and lets have another drink.


XVIII. THE OLD STALLION
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IN THE EVENING of the day, as soon as the stream OF visitors stopped flowing up onto the platform — at twenty-five cents a head — in order to see Parade and the old mare, the canvas screen that turned the corral into a showroom was taken down, so that the wind might freely blow across the pair of captives. And on this evening, Parade and Mischief stood head to shoulder, she facing away to the northwest, the direction of the Sierra Blanca, and he looking in the opposite direction, into the pen where Brandy was kept. The sun was hardly down; it was still flinging up an abundance of fire that clung to the clouds in red and gold, and it would be long before the twilight ended. This is the time when cowpunchers lounge, between day and night, and forget the hard day, and try to make every moment an eternity before it is necessary to go to bed again — which means one step from breakfast and the saddle.

I can see all the peaks of the Sierra Blanca, said the old mare.

All of them? asked Parade sadly.

All white and blue against the red of the sky — its as red as firelight shining on smoke.

Can you see old Mount Blanco, itself? asked Parade.

I can see it clear to the shoulders, said Mischief, and below that it turns blue and melts into the other mountains.

If we had gone up there, into the ravines, said Parade, then, perhaps, they never would have run us down.

You can feed on regret like moldy hay, said Mischief, but it will give you indigestion and pain, afterward.

Perhaps it will, said Parade, but what else is there to think of?

Think of the time to come, said the mare. Prepare for the moment when you may be able to strike one blow for freedom. Be like a coiled snake. Its better to die trying to get back to the Sierra Blanca than it is to live a slave all the days of your life.

That may be true, said Parade, but even if we escaped, he would come again and walk us down.

You said that and you meant it, said the mare, but you saw him fall dead.

Yes, said Parade.

And there is no other man in the world who ever tried to do such a thing as he managed. Now that he is gone, there is no other.

You want me to play the king again, said the stallion. I know the ways of the business now. Thats true. Ive learned how to shoot the bar that holds a gate, even. I could open this big gate here, for that matter, except that besides the bar theres a padlock on the outside. And if I were free, I could gather the best horses from the ranches, I could go and raid their corrals and their ranges, and run off with what I want. But theres no heart in me to do these things, mother. Man would come again. The Great Enemy would find me; I would fail; I would be hunted down.

I can see the other mountains fading, said Mischief. Theres only one mountain left for me to remember, and And thats the way with my memory of this life, Parade. I have thought you were a king, but I was always wrong.

Theres only one mountain left for me to remember, and that is your father. He was the king!

You said, answered Parade, that Man simply walked down into the valley and led him away. At least, I fought harder than that!

Its not by reins and saddles and spurs and ropes that men control some of us, said the mare, but Man puts his will on some of us, and then we can never escape. And your father was raised by a man he loved. He used to talk to me about the touch of his hand and the magic of the voice. I heard that voice calling out to your father, and he could not move. But if he had been raised wild and free, like you, Man never would have been able to break his heart as your heart has been broken!

Tell me more about the mountains, said Parade. Can you see them now?

Only Mount Blanco, and the blue is growing up from the earth and covering it more and more; now to the shoulders, and the summit is all that remains, like a white cloud. Look for yourself.

Id rather hear about the mountains than see them, said Parade. I look down at the ground all day long, because when I see the Sierra Blanca in the distance, I begin to think of the great days, and of the great runs, and I can taste the water of every water hole, and the grasses, and the tips of the shrubs on the foothills. But most of all, how we left Man struggling behind us, like little foolish pools of dust that the wind has raised and then run away from.

You can think of those days, said the mare, but still you havent the heart—

You never passed two days staggering up the Salt Creek, said Parade. If you had, you would have left your heart on the ground there. Hush! The old stallion in the next corral wants to talk to us.

Let him talk to himself, said Mischief. Im tired of horses. I want to be alone. Ah, the day you were foaled, when I looked at you and saw you leading all the herds in the world, blackening the valleys, sweeping over mountains — but there is only one horse, after all, and he is dead — or so old that death is only a step from him.

She moved off to a far corner of the corral, and Parade went to the fence, and touched the nose of the old horse, half of whose head was reached through the bars.

After touching noses, they went through the rest of the formal greeting which two well-bred horses always exchange. That is to say, they withdrew half a pace from one another, tossed their heads high, stamped, and returned to look at one another with bright, half-mischievous eyes.

I have watched you and heard your voices, said Brandy, and there is something about your companion that reminds me of the one happy moment of my life, long, long ago. The one really happy moment, because it was the one free moment.

Have you been free? asked Parade.

There was a time when I ran free, said Brandy. That was longer ago than a colt like you could remember. But let me tell you, I have not always been like this, with staring hips and gaunt withers, and a scrawny neck, and sunken places over my eyes. Before Time had moth-eaten my coat, I shone almost as you do. Well, its a foolish business to boast about the past!

It is, said Parade. I have seen the time when a hundred horses followed me, and the men who hunted us might as well have hunted a flock of wild hawks in the sky. But those days are ended, and now Im like you — a beaten drudge, a slave of man.

Suddenly Mischief came across the corral and stood at the side of Parade.

She said to Brandy: There is something about you that reminds me of an old companion of mine. I wish that I could hear you neigh out with your full voice. I think it might have a meaning for me.

There is nothing for me to neigh out loud about, said Brandy. Not unless I fall to thinking of the past, and thats a melancholy business.

And what do you think of most in the past? asked Mischief.

One glorious time on which I dont dwell, said Brandy. And for the rest — Im a race horse, you see. And I think of races. I wonder if either of you ever faced the barrier?

I dont know what it is, said Mischief.

A webbing, said the old stallion, and the other horses stand beside you. The youngsters are on tiptoe. You can hear the crowd of people screaming higher and higher. The starters are trying to get the horses perfectly in line. The webbing flies up. Theres one deep groan from all the people — and the race is on. And every start is another pull at the heart. It makes me young to think of it.

Youre old, said Mischief, to still be racing. Do you win, these days?

Age doesnt matter so very much, up to ten or twelve, said Brandy. That is, it doesnt if your blood lines are right. So Im told, at least.

For my part, said Mischief, I always hold that one horse is as good as another!

I didnt mean to hurt your feelings, said Brandy, in case you dont happen to be a thoroughbred.

Thoroughbred, fiddlesticks! said the mare. I can tell you that Ive been on deserts where a silly thoroughbred, with his paper skin and his soft ways of living, would wither up in a single day.

Ive no doubt youre right, said Brandy politely. I didnt mean to claim any superiority. We were simply speaking of—

Thoroughbred, my foot! snorted Mischief, interrupting. For my part, Im a democrat, and I dont care who knows it. I never believed in an aristocracy, and in a free country, theres no place for one. Youre a thoroughbred, are you? Your long legs and your narrow chest, I suppose. Id like to see those long legs climbing among some of the rocks that Ive, scampered through. Oh, it would do me a precious lot of good to see you trying to haul yourself over ice-coated rocks in the middle of winter, to get through a frozen pass — or else starve on the desert side!

Hush, said Parade. Youre insulting him.

Thoroughbred, is he? said Mischief furiously. Well, I never laid eyes on a thoroughbred in my life, that I ever had any use for — barring one. And that one didnt look like this poor, skinny wreck.

Go off and leave us alone, said Parade. Youve disgraced us both.

Im glad to leave you, said Mischief, though what you can find to talk about to a conceited, overbearing, rude, intolerant boor of a worn out thoroughbred, I cant tell.

With that, she stalked across the corral, and Parade apologized at once.

The fact of the matter is, said Parade, that its a tender subject with her. But Ill tell you that the only horse she ever respected was a thoroughbred, who was my father.

Was he, indeed? said Brandy. What were his blood lines, then?

You must understand, said Parade, that my mother was a simple soul, and at the time she met my father, I dare say that she didnt know a blood line from a forty-foot rope.

I understand you perfectly. She simply didnt ask, said Brandy. And what a pity that is, because all thoroughbreds are more or less related. If you could dig down into your past, you might be able to find that you and I are cousins. My father was Single Shot, and my mother was Mary Anne; no, you wouldnt be able to place her very well, but, of course, youve heard of Single Shot?

No, said Parade. Im sorry to say that I havent. Ive lived away from race tracks.

And a lucky thing for you, said Brandy. Theres no good comes to a young horse from such a business. I want to talk to you about it, but heres my friend, Man. I must go talk to him.

The rather bowed form of Charlie Moore was approaching the corral, his gentle voice sending a greeting before him.


XIX. SILVERTIPS RETURN
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CHARLIE MOORE OPENED the gate and entered the small corral. He began to walk up and down, his hand lying against the shoulder of the thoroughbred, as Brandy moved beside him, led only by the pressure of that hand.

The mare said quietly to Parade: There you see it! Theres the slave that loves his slavery! You may be like that, one day! she predicted.

Never, said Parade.

Another figure loomed through the twilight.

Moore! bawled the voice of Harry Richmond.

Poor Charlie Moore started, and hurried out of the corral. He stood shrinking before Richmond.

I told you you was fired, exclaimed Richmond. What do you mean comin back here in the middle of the night? Whatcha tryin to do?

I was sayin good-by to Brandy, answered Moore. That was all. I was goin to say good-by for the last time. Its quite a spell that him and me has been together.

I dont wantcha no more, declared Richmond. Get out, and stay out.

I was goin to say, muttered Charlie Moore, that if you didnt want to pay me no more, Id be pretty glad to go on workin here for nothin, and takin care of Brandy.

Another figure could be seen by Parade, moving dimly in the background of the dull light. The new man lingered beside a ragged mesquite, his outline blurring with that of the bush. He was within easy earshot.

Hold on, exclaimed Richmond. You aint that kind of a fool, are you? You wouldnt work for nothin, would you?

Id work for nothin, answered Charlie Moore. There wouldnt be much meanin for life, if I lost Brandy for good and all.

He held out his hand in an unconscious gesture through the bars of the corral, and the stallion put his soft muzzle against it.

Youd work for nothin, and whatd you live on? asked Richmond curiously. Because I wouldnt be feedin you. You can count that I wouldnt be wastin no money on an old scarecrow like you.

Id manage somehow, declared Charlie Moore. I dunno just how, but Id manage somehow. I dont need much to eat. Im getting sort of dried up, and I dont need much I could live on stale bread — and Brandy!

He laughed a little, as he said this. Richmond laughed, too. He said carelessly:

Well, if youre that kind of a fool, you can stay on. I dont particularly hanker after feedin and curryin the hoss every day. And I guess Lake dont, either. You can spend as much time with Brandy as you want.

He turned and went off through the twilight, and his loud, snarling laughter came trailing back behind him.

The man who had paused by the mesquite bush came slowly up. He stood by the corral that held Parade and Mischief, and Parade suddenly lifted his head high in the air.

What is it? Whats the matter? asked Mischief.

Can the dead come to life, mother? asked the stallion.

What nonsense are you talking about? asked Mischief.

Its he — its the Great Enemy — its he! snorted Parade.

And he stood alert, like a horse at the start of a race, frenzied with eagerness to be gone.

How are things, Charlie? asked the voice of the stranger.

Charlie Moore whirled about.

Hi! Silver! he breathed.

They shook hands.

Its he! groaned Parade to the mare. I know his voice. I could tell about him in darkness!

What if it is? answered Mischief. Does that mean you have to tremble like a foolish colt when it first smells green grass in the spring of the year? What is any man to you?

His hands never touched you! said Parade. He never drew you back out of death into life. You never drank from the same water with him when thirst was killing you. Listen to his voice speaking! Doesnt it call to you? Dont you feel a madness to come to the touch of his hand?

Bah! snorted Mischief. The touch of his hand? I have no madness to come to the touch of anything except the good open wilderness of the Sierra Blanca.

Ill come to him! neighed Parade. Ill jump the bars or break them down and come to him! And his whinny rang long and loud across the night air.

Charlie Moore was saying: It got sos Harry Richmond, he couldnt afford to keep me on, so he turned me off. I dont get no regular pay, no more. But Im managing to keep along. Where you been, Silver?

Out in the Sierra Blanca.

Have some bad luck? I see you got a bandage around your head.

I had some — bad luck, admitted Silvertip. You can call it that. Bad luck!

He laughed a little, softly, and the neighing of the stallion broke in wildly upon his words.

Whats the matter? Whats wrong with Parade? murmured Charlie Moore. Look at him prancin up and down. Like hed want to smash through the corral fence. Whats drove him crazy?

The neigh of the stallion shrilled through the evening like the shriek of a bagpipe and the thunder of a great brazen horn. It shook ones soul to hear that battle cry.

Up and down past the bars rushed Parade, swinging rapidly back like a caged wolf, now rearing, now beating at the fence with powerful hoofs, until it seemed that the barrier would surely be beaten down.

Lefty came running, yelling as he approached.

There comes Lefty, explained Charlie Moore. Hes one of the two that caught Parade.

One of the two that caught him? said Silvertip. Im glad to know that. The other one was Chuck, eh?

Thats right. You know em?

I know em, said Silvertip. Im going on, Charlie. Ill see you again tomorrow. In the meantime, remember that you havent laid eyes on me. Theres something that I want to do. Understand?

I understand, agreed Charlie Moore.

Youre broke, I suppose, said Silvertip, drawing back farther from the corral as Lefty drew near to the frantic stallion inside it.

I got a quarter, said Charlie Moore. I aint broke.

Heres five dollars, said Silvertip.

I aint worked for it, answered Moore. I cant take it.

You take it, and maybe Ill be able to show you how to work for it later on, said Silvertip. So long, Charlie!

And so he was gone, stepping quickly away through the night.

Lefty, in the meantime, was striking at the fence of the corral with a stick, and shouting and cursing Parade, but he might as well have called to a storm wind. Parade, every moment, grew still more violent, still rearing, still beating at the fence with his forehoofs, and sending his ear-blasting neigh across the night.

Chuck came. Others gathered. Lantern light fell through the bars of the corral and through the rising mist of dust that kept boiling up from the ground, showed Parade flashing here and there.

It was that fool of an old Charlie Moore! yelled Lefty. He was out here. He done something to Parade! Im goin to take it out of his hide!

Chuck went to Charlie Moore and grabbed him by the shirt at the throat and flashed lantern light right into the blinking old blue eyes.

I didnt touch Parade, said Charlie Moore. I wouldnt do nothin wrong to a hoss.

Who was out here talkin to you? demanded Lefty.

A gent that come to look at Parade — but it was too dark to see nothin, and he went off.

They could get nothing from Charlie Moore, but they cursed him from their hearts and fell back upon the task of taming the fury of Parade.

Suddenly, it left him as it had come, in a flash.

He stood at the corner of the corral, facing steadily toward the direction in which Silver had disappeared, and the men, climbing onto the fence, looked down on him like explorers upon new lands.

Something has happened, said Lefty, at last. Look at him quiverin. Look at his eyes. Look at the way his tail is standin up. Look at the bend in his neck. By thunderation, thats the hoss that drove gents mad — the look of him — when he was rangin through the Sierra Blanca. His hearts come back to him!

His hearts come back to him, said Chuck. I guess hell be quiet now, for a while. Maybe he smelled somethin.

They left the horses to darkness.

Still, in the black of the night, Parade remained standing as before, looking out at the southeastern stars.

What is it now? said Mischief, at his side.

Nothing! said Parade. Hes gone, and theres nothing left. But somehow Ill find a way to tear down this fence with my teeth and hoofs and get out and follow him till I find him.

You act, said Mischief, not like a horse at all, but like some starved beast of a meat eater. Ive never seen a horse behave like this, Parade. Not even your father when he was first tasting freedom and ranging the Sierra Blanca like an eagle in the sky. Lie down, be quiet, and remember that tomorrow is another day.


XX. THE SHERIFF TALKS
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THAT NEW DAY brought the beginning of the rodeo. Parmalee, already overcrowded, was now filled to overflowing, and all day long the air was trembling with the lowing of cattle and the neighing of horses, the clashing of horns and the beating of hoofs, until the very earth seemed to come to life. It was early in the morning when Lefty and Chuck brought saddle and bridle to the corral where their stallion was housed. They found Parade wandering restlessly up and down the fence, hunting ceaselessly, hopelessly, for a means of escape.

It wasnt no shot of dope that was shoved into him, said Chuck. It wouldnt a lasted this long, Lefty. If this here hoss has come to life, were goin to have a chance of doin somethin with him in the rodeo race.

Agin Brandy there? Lefty sneered.

We could bet on him for second place, answered Chuck.

They entered the corral, unnoticed by the stallion. Lefty roped him; Chuck saddled and bridled him, and mounted.

He had barely settled into the saddle, he had barely gathered the reins, when the horse beneath him exploded with incalculable savagery. It seemed to Lefty that the air was filled with a dozen images of that horse and rider. Then Chuck was hurled from the saddle and sent crashing against the fence. His head struck a post; his loose body thumped against the ground.

Lefty dragged out the senseless Chuck beneath the lowest bar of the fence. He dared not enter while the maelstrom continued to rage. Mischief was backed into a far corner, pressing herself into as small a compass as possible, her legs bending under her with fear. Old Brandy had even retreated to the opposite side of his own corral. And still Parade fought, twisted, bucked, until the girths loosened and the saddle fell from him.

At the saddle he went with insane fury. With teeth and hoofs he battered it to a mere blur of what it had been. Then galloping with a ringing neigh around the corral, the loose ends of the reins caught over the top of a post, and the bridle was promptly ripped from the head of the big horse.

He was free, again, sweat-blackened and polished, flecked with froth here and there, magnificent beyond expression.

Lefty looked at that glory of horseflesh with a snarling lip, and then he glanced back at his companion.

The eyes of Chuck had just opened, and they were the glazed eyes of a very sick man.

Shoot that killer, said Chuck. Hes smashed me up. Im all broke inside. The lifes runnin out of me, Lefty!

But the life did not leave the body of Chuck. They carried him — Lefty and two strangers who happened by — into the barn, and cared for him there. And when a doctor came, the man of medicine made a careful examination and reported that there was nothing to fear if Chuck were kept quietly in bed for a few weeks.

He was almost smashed in twenty places, said the doctor, but being tough stuff, he only bent instead of breaking.

Chuck was carried on a stretcher to the hotel, and put to bed. By the time he was installed in his room, Parmalee and all the crowds in it had heard the story of the return of the stallion to wildness.

A still more important thing happened to Lefty, as he left the hotel. For he saw a tall fellow walking down the street with a peculiar swing to the shoulders, and to Lefty it was as though he had seen a ghost moving in the open light of day. The figure turned a corner. Lefty saw the white streak of a bandage that passed across the forehead.

Lefty stood transfixed. He said aloud, finally: If Id only taken one more look — if Id only listened to his heart — but I seen where that bullet busted right through his brains!

He went into the bar-room and took three big whiskies in a row. By that time the fumes of them had reached his brain, and the crazy specter of fear was subdued a little. He could think for the first time.

A mere tap on the head with the butt of a rifle would have ended Silvertip, on that other day, when he lay prostrate, his arms flung wide, and his eyes slightly open, exactly like the eyes of the dead. But now he was up and alert.

It was only wonderful that he had not found Chuck and Lefty before this, and put bullets through them. Chuck would now escape — the lucky devil was confined to bed, and according to reputation, Silvertip was not the sort of a man to pick on a helpless enemy.

But he, Lefty, was not helpless! Not only was he up and about, but he carried with him his own reputation as a fighting man. Yet he knew the distance, the infinite gulf, that separated his talents from those of Silvertip.

When the whisky had brought some calm to his mind, Lefty went out to find the sheriff. It was walking in a new world, to go down that street hunting every doorway with his eyes, coming to every corner as though to the mouth of a cannon. But there was no sight of Silvertip, and so Lefty came at last to the office of the sheriff, a little one-room shack where that square-faced, savage man of the law lived by himself.

He was at his desk, laboriously writing a report. He looked at Lefty with bright, impatient eyes.

I been and heard that your partner was laid out, Lefty, he said.

That aint why Im here, said Lefty. His thin face grew thinner still, as it lengthened with gloom. Im here, he said, because theres a gent on my trail thats goin to get me before the days out, I reckon. I mean Silvertip is back in Parmalee!

I know he is, said the sheriff. Ive heard that talked about, too. How come Silver and you to have bad blood between you?

It dont take no effort to make Silvertip start on a gents trail, answered Lefty. You know what hes done in the world. Theres moren twenty dead men scattered down his trail, and thats a fact. And them that they count are only the known ones. Maybe theres twice as many more that aint accounted for.

The sheriff twisted his mouth to one side and grunted.

When killins get moren five or six, he said, I always start in and doubt em a good deal. You better do some doubtin, too!

It aint the arithmetic that makes Silvertip dangerous, anyway, said Lefty. All I know is that hes after my scalp and I aint ready to lose my hair.

The sheriff began to rub his knuckles across his chin. I gotta remark, he said, that I been and talked to Silvertip some time ago and told him that I was watchin him. I gotta remark, too, that for all Ive ever heard of him, Ive never heard of anybody sayin that he went for his gun first.

Lefty sighed. He answered: Look at here. Suppose that you was a bird. Suppose that you met a rattler. Suppose that you tried to get away, and the eye of that snake caught hold of you and held you tight. Why, youd be swallered, the first thing you knew, and you wouldnt say it was a fair fight, no matter whether the snake made the first move or not.

You mean he kind of hypnotizes gents? the sheriff asked.

Sure he does, said Lefty. Not with his eyes, but with the rep that hes got. You take and look at him, and you can see the dead men in his face. If you look at his hands, you can see those hands wishin the gun right out of the air. He can shoot quicker than a wasp can sting. And a man has no more chance agin him than a spider has when a wasp up and sings in the air over it. The spider, he just lays down and gets ready to die. Hes too scared to run. And thats the way with most of us when Silvertip is around. We know what hes done before; we know that he can do it agin.

Theres folks that have fought him, said the sheriff. Theres stories of plenty of folks that have stood up to him.

Sure, said Lefty. There was a good plenty of em in the early days before he got known. And even after that, there was gents that would get together, two or three of em at a time, and try their luck with him. There was the whole Harris family that jumped him up north in Montana. There was old man Harris and his five sons, and a coupla cousins throwed in. They cornered Silvertip in a box canyon, and he had to fight his way out. Well, old man Harris stayed behind in that canyon after Silver got out, and theres only four of the boys left, and most of em limp, or something. They used to raise a lot of trouble, the Harrises did, but now theyre the quietest family in Montana.

The sheriff nodded. Ive heard tell of that fight, he said.

What I want, said Lefty, is to get Silvertip bound over to the peace, or somethin, while hes around this here town.

There aint anything to bind him over for, said the sheriff. He aint done nothin, and he aint said nothin. Not that nobody has heard. But Ill go and give him another talkin to. Whats this I hear about Parade goin and wakin up and turnin wild agin?

I dunno how it is, said Lefty. Queer things is in the air. Ive seen what Parades turned into, but I dunno how it come about. Im goin to get that Mexican, Jaurez, to ride Parade and gentle him before the race.

Jaurez can ride anything that wears hair, said the sheriff. Hell tame Parade, all right. But you aint goin to win much out of that race, Lefty — not if Parade was twice what he is. Its a shame to put him into a race like that. It aint moren a mile and a half, and he couldnt stretch himself out and get warmed up in that kind of a run. It needs one of these skinny, spindlin thoroughbreds to sprint a race like that. Like Brandy is, maybe. And besides, theres a gent here that calls himself Steve Jones, and hes got a long, narrow, washed-out lookin chestnut mare with him — and if he aint a jockey, and if she aint a ringer right fresh off the big tracks, Im a sucker. You keep Parade right outta that race. If he had the lot of em out in the desert, hed run their hearts out three times a day, but a race track is different.

He left the office at the side of Lefty.

Ill find big Silvertip, he said, and I guess he wont make no trouble while hes around here.

He found Silvertip, in fact, sitting in the long line of loafers whose chairs were on the veranda of the hotel, tipped back against the front wall. He beckoned the big fellow to him, and Silvertip came down into the street. He was making a cigarette and he offered the tobacco and wheat-straw papers to the sheriff.

The sheriff refused them with a gesture.

Youre here after Lefty, said the sheriff. Is that right?

Silvertip smiled.

Youre here after Lefty, said the sheriff. It aint me alone that knows it. Understand what I mean, Mr. Silver?

Silvertip lighted his cigarette.

Silence aint goin to do you no good, said the sheriff, raising his voice angrily. Im givin you warnin right now to get out of this here town. Move on, and leave Parmalee, and stay out of Parmalee. Hear me?

Silvertip smiled again.

At this, the sheriff took half a step back. There were many eyes watching him, and he could understand that he was being quietly, silently tested in the minds of all those men who beheld him. Something was demanded of him, some sort of action.

But what could he do?

He could not, after all, pick up Silvertip on a charge of vagrancy. He had ordered the man to leave Parmalee, but since there was no charge against him, he could not force him to move on if Silvertip were minded to resist. He looked up at the white bandage around the brow of Silvertip. He looked beneath that bandage at the face which had been recently reworked in deeper lines, and with a finer, closer modeling. It was not the same man to whom the sheriff had talked not so many weeks before. It was a new soul, incased in flesh which had altered, also. The steel had been given a finer tempering; it possessed a sharper and more remorseless edge.

Ive told you, shouted the sheriff suddenly, that this aint the town for you. Get out!

It was the crisis. The men along the veranda of the hotel leaned forward, or slanted to one side, and all narrowed their eyes to make sure that they observed every particle of this historical event.

They saw the right hand of Silvertip slowly convey the cigarette to his lips. They saw the end of the cigarette turn red with fire; they saw it lowered; they saw the lips of Silvertip part a little, and rippling tides of white smoke drawn inward, disappearing; and with the exhalation, they saw the cloud of smoke blown with careful aim straight into the face of the sheriff.

The sheriff did not move until every whit of that smoke had been blown in his face. Then the others could see that he was gray and drawn and looking weary, as if with a burden of new years laid on his shoulders.

At last he said: All right, Silvertip. Youve called my bluff. I aint man enough to lick you. I swaller this insult, but the minute that you step a quarter of an inch across the line of the law, Im goin after you. Every man has gotta die once, and I reckon that my time is pretty close to up!


XXI. JUAREZ, THE HORSE BREAKER
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IN THIS SINGULAR scene, it was felt that both men had come through the crisis with undiminished reputations. Silvertip, without lifting a hand or speaking a single word by way of threat, or doing anything that would have, in a court of law, more weight than a puff of smoke, had quietly defied the sheriff and all that the sheriff represented.

The sheriff, on the other hand, had endured the strain of a superior force without weakening, and a great deal of sympathy and respect were felt for him, accordingly.

After that meeting, half a dozen men went to the man of the law and quietly suggested that they would make themselves into a committee to look after Silvertip while he was in Parmalee. The sheriff promptly swore them in as deputies, and they went off to find their man.

They found him where the rest of Parmalee was to be found — out at the rodeo grounds where Parade was to be ridden this day by Jaurez. Everyone in town knew by this time that the stallion had suddenly gone wild again, and that the real Parade was now to be seen, as he had been when he reigned over the Sierra Blanca. And the six deputies, ranging quietly up beside big Silvertip, found him staring toward the shed out of which the stallion would be brought into the big inclosure. He was rapt. The coming of the deputies seemed to mean little or nothing to him.

And now all other matters were forgotten by every man and woman and child in that crowd, for out of the shed, and through the gate into the rodeo grounds that occupied all the ground inside the race track, burst Parade.

He came as if he wished to exemplify his name, rearing, plunging, swerving like a bright sword blade. Two cow-punchers with strong lariats and competent horses were controlling him, but he seemed to be dragging them along as though they were stuffed toys. He was a thunderbolt newly forged and polished, and every heart shuddered, and every heart leaped, at the thought of sitting on the back of that monster.

Lefty was one of the cowpunchers. He had Parade take the complete circuit of the field, inside of the big fences, and when he came opposite the benches which had been built under a shed and which were called the grandstand, he made a little speech.

This here hoss, said Lefty, has pretty near killed my partner. When I seen him skyrocket, I figgered that there was hardly no other man that would be able to set him out. But Jaurez thinks he can do it. Hes bet me a hundred dollars that he can; and Ive bet him three hundred that he cant. Jaurez, if youre anywheres about, step out and show yourself, because Parade is plumb ready!

It seemed as though Parade exactly understood that speech, or perhaps it was because he could see the far-off peaks of the Sierra Blanca shining like spear points against the sky. At any rate, his head went high, his tail swept out in a loftier arch, and his neigh sounded like a trumpet of challenge across the field.

There came to answer it a tall Mexican, who slithered through the bars of the fence, and went on, carrying a saddle and a bridle. His face would have been handsome, but smallpox had ruined it as life had ruined the soul of the man. Existence was to him a sneer. The years had battered him. He walked with a slight limp, but in his mouth and in his eyes he expressed his contempt for the world.

At this moment, he made a splendid picture for mind and eye, as moved out across the field toward the savage beauty of the golden stallion. For an instant, everyone forgot what was known about Jaurez the savage, and saw him only as Jaurez, the peerless horse breaker. Some men were accustomed to say that after Jaurez had broken a horse, not even a veterinary surgeon could put the poor beast together again. He was known to have ridden twenty famous outlaws until their hearts were gone, and though he had had his falls, as his limping proved, still in the end he was always the conqueror. But it was felt that now he was going to meet as fair a test as ever would be found.

It was the sort of a contest that the West has always loved — man against nature, with the dice loaded on natures side, for when the Mexican had reached the side of the stallion, he looked a mere wisp, a mere stripling beside the glory of Parade.

Parade was blindfolded by Lefty; the saddle and bridle were slipped on, and in a moment Jaurez was smoothly up and in the saddle. Lefty, his hand on the blindfold, was seen to speak for an instant to the Mexican. No doubt he was rehearsing the terms of the agreement — that the attempt would be limited to three falls. If by that time the stallion had not been mastered, then Jaurez lost his bet.

Jaurez was seen to agree to those terms with a slight gesture. Lefty, leaning from his own saddle, jerked off the blindfold. Parade sprang like a released fountain into the air.

There was something more than the hands of Jaurez to control him, in the last emergency, for with a sixty-foot rawhide lariat, Lefty still had a hold on the horse. But now he kept that rope slack, and allowed Parade to fight as though for freedom.

And Parade went mad.

Have you seen a cat fly into a passion because it loses the mouse with which it has been playing? Have you seen it bound here and there, striking, and leap into the air, and hurl itself down, rolling over and over? So Parade turned his great body into the body of a cat, and seemed to grip the earth with claws.

And there was this blood-curdling factor of interest, that with every twist and turn and fall, he was continually striving to put teeth or hoofs on the Mexican. He wanted to get that burden off his back, and once off, he wanted to smash the life out of it.

The thing was appalling. The women began to look down at the ground. Children opened their eyes and their mouths. And even of the men who thronged the fences, there was hardly one who could find voice.

What gave point to the awfulness was that Jaurez himself seemed to be daunted for the first time in his reckless life. His whole face was as white as the ghastly silver pockmarks that were cut out of it. He kept on grinning, but there was no life in the smile; it was like the grimace of the punch-drunk boxer who still keeps stretching his mouth toward a smile of indifference, as the blows make the hair leap on his head, and cause his knees to sag.

Jaurez, plainly, was afraid. He was a dozen times out of the saddle and onto the ground as that huge wildcat flung itself down and turned and twisted. And always he was back into the saddle again at the critical instant as Parade lurched up to his feet.

Then came the end. Everybody could see that it was coming. Parade began to leap at the sky and come down on one stiffened foreleg. It was wonderful that even whalebone and sinew like his could withstand such frightful shocks. And every time, Jaurez was snapped like the lash of a whip. His chin came down on his chest, or his head banged over on his shoulder. His sombrero went off. His hair exploded upward with every shock.

And then the red flag of danger showed on his face, as he started bleeding from ear and nose and mouth.

He was done. Men began to hold their breath and stare as though they saw a man toppling on the brink of a cliff. Up in the grandstand a woman was screaming in a terrible voice, calling out to shoot the horse and save Jaurez.

That was what everyone felt. Once Jaurez struck the ground, Parade would finish him. Parade would turn him into red pulp in one second, unless Lefty with his rope and his cow horse could manage to hold the stallion.

Jaurez was holding by spurs and hands. He was pulling leather for all he was worth, but nobody blamed him for that. He was in the center of a tornado, and fighting for his life. The quirt which he had swung so gayly in the beginning now hung down, flopping like a dead snake from his wrist.

Then human nature could stand no more of that punishment.

He knew well enough what lay in store for him if he were flung to the ground, and he determined to shoot Parade dead beneath him. One wild yell burst from all throats together, like a shout from a chorus when a conductor strikes down his baton; for everyone saw the flash of the revolver as Jaurez drew it.

The stallion seemed to see it, also. Instead of leaping at the sky again, he dodged cat-like to the side, and Jaurez sailed out of the saddle, diving at the ground.

He put a bullet into the dust, and then his body struck on the same spot. It was something like throwing a stone into the water and then diving at it. People spoke about that, afterward.

And Parade?

As he whirled to dart back at the fallen man, Lefty did his part well and nobly. He threw his cow pony back on its haunches and jerked the lariat tight. The poundage of the stallion hit the end of that rope like a freight train going down a sharp grade. There was no more danger of that rawhide breaking than of a steel cable coming apart, but Lefty and his horse went over with a crash.

Lefty was flung far to the side, rolling; the horse rolled, too, and as the pommel of the saddle snapped, Parade came clear of the wreck with the length of the lariat streaming almost straight out from his neck.

That was the speed with which he was hurling himself forward, and he went straight at the fallen body of Jaurez.

No man would ever forget how Jaurez, stunned and broken as he was, turned like a worm that has been half crushed under foot. He still had his gun in his hand, and now he fired it twice, right at the charging stallion.

He missed. Almost of course he missed, for his hand must have been shaking and his eyes half blind. Then the Colt went wrong. The hammer dropped, and there was no explosion to answer its fall.

The stallion was almost on the fallen man by this time. Around the fence, perhaps a hundred men had drawn their guns, when a very odd thing happened. One voice broke out above the tumult in a great, wordless cry, and as Parade heard it, it seemed to strike-him like a volley of lead.

He plunged suddenly to the side, veered off in a circle, and then started once more for his victim.

Poor Jaurez had turned again. He was trying to drag himself on his hands toward the fence and safety. The lower part of his body dragged like a limp sack behind him. He had his face turned over his shoulder, watching the rush of Parade, and he was screaming. Other voices were shrieking, too, and all the screams did not come from women, either.

Those poised revolvers along the fence were about to come into action with a roar that would have blown Parade into kingdom come, but the shooting was stopped by a stranger thing than any man ever had seen before. For a big fellow with a bandage about his head came running out straight toward Parade.

It was suicide, but it was such dramatic suicide that people forgot even about Jaurez and fastened their minds on this madman.

What they saw was Silvertip standing astride Jaurez, and Parade hurtling down on him. Silvertip put out a hand, and incredulous eyes saw that there was no gun in that hand. It was open. The palm was turned up. The fool seemed to be treating this equine tiger like a friend.

What actually happened was that Parade sheered off at the last instant. He turned around and around that motionless central group, where Jaurez now lay flat with his face in his hands, shutting out the sight of destruction, and where Silvertip kept moving just enough to face the wild horse.

Then Parade put on the brake by skidding all four hoofs through the dirt and coming to a halt in front of Silver.

The horse put up his head and sent his ringing neigh across the field and through the stunned brains of the spectators. They could see that the hand of Silvertip already was caressing the polished neck of Parade!

That was not all, but that was the picture which remained when everything else was finished.

There was the carrying of Jaurez off the field, and the long wait before the doctors announced that he would walk again — but never ride horses any more!

Then they had picked up Lefty like a limp sack, but all he needed was a dash of water in his face, and a slug of whisky down his throat. He came to, and could not understand, with his stunned mind, the strange story which men were trying to tell him.

These things had their interest, but what were they compared with the manner in which men saw Silvertip mount Parade and ride him with loose reins across the field, leaning forward in the saddle, keeping his hand on the neck of the great horse, while Parade turned his head a little, as he jogged softly on, and listened, and listened, and seemed to understand?


XXII. LEFTYS PROPOSITION
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WHAT BROUGHT BACK the full use of his wits to Lefty was the information that Parade had been ridden away by Silvertip. He cried out in an agony that the horse was gone forever, and rushed out to pursue the trail.

Six good citizens of Parmalee went with him, and the sheriff was also in the group. They had changed some of their opinions about Silvertip since they saw the manner in which he had handled the horse, but if he had stolen Parade — well, it might be a long trail, but they intended to undertake it.

What was their amazement when they traced Silvertip straight back to the corral where Parade always had been kept by Chuck and Lefty? And there stood Parade, now, with Silvertip beside him, rubbing the sweat out of his hide with twists of hay, and bringing up the true golden color.

They stood outside the fence, all of them, and stared. Then the sheriff went quietly away; his posse followed.

But before he left, the sheriff said to Lefty:

Youve been wrong about that hombre. There aint any killing in his head, or he would a left Parade to polish off Jaurez and bash in your own head. Were goin to watch him, still — but I guess youre wrong!

Lefty himself remained by the fence. He was trembling with excitment. He was terribly afraid, and yet he could not drag himself away from the spectacle of that horse which had changed so suddenly from tame to tiger, and back to tame again.

Silvertip! exclaimed Lefty.

Well? said Silver, without turning.

Its this way, said Lefty. Either youre goin to go after my scalp, or you aint!

Silvertip said nothing. Lefty wiped the water from his forehead and flicked the drops from his fingers into the dust. They fell in thin, straight lines of darkness.

Silver, said Lefty, the fact is that that hoss waked up and got wild after seein you. Aint that the fact?

Silvertip went on with the grooming of the stallion, silently.

Ill tell you what, said Lefty, after what I seen today, I aint goin to try, ever, to ride the devil. Nobody else will try, either. He wouldnt be no good to me except as a show hoss, nor to Chuck, neither. What I wanta do is to make a proposition to you. You ride that Parade in the rodeo race, tomorrow, and youll sure win it. And if you ride, Im goin to bet my socks on him. And if you win, Silver — why, you take the hoss, and thats that! Is it a go? He wouldnt be any good to me, anyhow!

Silvertip, at last, raised his big head slowly. Then he turned toward the fence. With his hand, he kept on automatically stroking the stallions brightening side.

Have you seen that mare, that ringer, that the tough little mug called Jones has brought into town, Lefty? he asked.

Yeah. Ive seen her. She looks like she could split the wind, agreed Lefty.

And theres old Brandy right here beside us. He can still move, went on Silvertip.

He can, said Lefty, but there aint nobody that seen Parade move today, that dont think that he can beat the world, if theres a man to ride him.

Theres two hundred pounds of me, Lefty, said Silvertip. Mind you, he added in a different voice, Im going to have Parade one of these days. If I have to wipe out the murdering pair of you, Ill do it. Because Im going to have Parade.

The calmness with which he spoke did not deceive Lefty, and the tremor of mortal fear went through him again. But he said, still sweating violently: Look at it my way, Silver. You got an easy chance to get Parade, if youll do what I say. There aint no murder in it, if youll do what I say, and well all have a chance to clean up. Ill clean up the coin, and youll get Parade.

Silvertip looked aside at the horse, and the stallion turned his head and stared into the mysterious face of Man.

Silver sighed.

Its no use, Lefty, he declared. Suppose that I ride him? My weight would kill him. Besides, hes not meant for sprinting. I wouldnt shame him by letting him be beaten. If you want a match against Parade, take anything in the world out into the desert and then run em against Parade, and hell laugh. But a race track sprint, thats a different matter. That chestnut mare — she can move. I know her lines, and theyre meant for speed. Jones is a featherweight in the saddle on her. And Lake is not much more on Brandy. Parade would be giving them seventy pounds. He couldnt do it. No horse could do it.

Lefty looked from the man to the horse. It seemed to him, suddenly, dwarfed and deformed as his soul was, that he could see a similarity, a sort of kinship between the two; the same lordliness about their heads, the same calm fearlessness in their eyes, and something formidably big and wild about them both. Now that he saw the picture from this angle, it seemed to Lefty not strange that the man should have won the horse, but that it would have been mysterious indeed if that kinship had not worked out.

Silver, said Lefty, I ask you this here — aint it worth the try? Aint it worth it? Ill make a few thousands if Parade wins, and youll get Parade himself. Look at it that way, and figure it for yourself!

And what about Chuck? asked Silvertip. How does he come into the deal?

The narrow face of Lefty sneered.

Never mind Chuck, he said. He got himself smashed up, and he aint in the game, no more.

Silvertip looked the little man over carefully. Suddenly he nodded.

Ill take the chance of shaming Parade for the chance of owning him, he said.

Now youre talkin! cried Lefty. Im goin to clean up on this. But listen to me, Silver — you gotta ride him till hes right in the palm of your hand. You better ride him today. Get him ready for tomorrow. It aint long away — it aint hardly long enough away for me to get my money down.

Ill have him in the palm of my hand when the race comes around, said Silvertip. Go off and lay your bets!

He turned again to the grooming of Parade, which he continued till the big horse was dry.

He left, and again Parade began to move restlessly up and down behind the fence, whinnying, stamping at the ground, sometimes rearing and striking at the bars with his forehoofs.

The old mare, Mischief, came out of her corner of the corral, where she had been standing sullenly, and muttered at him:

Whats the matter, now, Parade? Why are you stamping and raging? Hell come back. You can depend on that. Men will keep on returning like winter. The great heavy brute! Im thankful that I dont have to carry him on my back. Why are you hysterical?

You have never found a man, said Parade. But I have found one. Youve never had a hand on your shoulder that seemed to lie on your heart, also. And youve never had a touch on the reins that ran into your blood. Youve never heard a voice that made you feel free, even under saddle and bridle. But I have heard that voice.

Mischief began to nibble at one of the posts, breaking off splinters of the wood, and pretending that she had not heard, but she knew that her son had been taken away from her at last. She could dream of the great wild freedom of the Sierra Blanca, but she would have to dream of it alone.

And she remembered how the man had come down into the valley and taken Brandy away, by the mere sound of his voice.

The old stallion spoke suddenly from the next corral: I have heard a voice, also. I have known a touch, too.

Bah! said the mare. A fool will still be a fool when hes old, and so are you. Who cares what youve heard and what youve felt? But my son has been king of the Sierra Blanca! Why do you compare yourself with him?

The Sierra Blanca? I know it very well, said Brandy, patient under this abuse. Ive been there!

Youve been there under a saddle or a pack, said the mare. Who cares where youve been? Who cares a whit? Not I!

I care, said Parade.

He went to the fence and pushed his head a little between the bars.

Id like to hear what you did in the Sierra Blanca, he declared. Id like to know what youve seen of it.

I have talked enough, said Brandy stiffly. There is an old proverb — when the mare is angry, never talk to the colt.

He turned away as he spoke, and now the pleasant, husky voice of old Charlie Moore came toward him, singing, and the old stallion ran to the gate of the corral.

A disgusting — shameful — degrading sight! said Mischief. To stand and wait for a man, like a dog! And you, Parade, storming up and down again, whinnying, dancing like a little fool in its first May days! What shall I think of you but shame?


XXIII. THE CROOKED THREE
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THERE WERE ONLY three men in the back room of the saloon, and they looked as sordid as the atmosphere of the place. There had been a lamp on the table, but now it was moved to an adjoining one, because not one of the three wanted too much light to play over his features. The liquor in the whisky bottle was black, with one trembling highlight in it, blood-red, and in the glasses the drink appeared dull amber. They nursed these glasses with their hands, slowly turning them, drinking, not to one another but out of turn and out of order, their mouths twisting into sneers as the terrible bar whisky burned its way home.

Richmond was one of them, his swollen face creasing and dimpling as he spoke. The frog-faced half-breed, Lake, sat beside him, rarely talking. And opposite them was a lean little brown-faced man, that certain Mr. Jones who had brought to the rodeo the chestnut mare that looked fit to cut the wind like a knife.

Mr. Jones talked with a certain amount of dry humor, and frankness.

You take birds like us, thatve been barred off the tracks, said he, and we cant pick and choose. We gotta enter our nags where we can, and pick up a livin, one way or another. That mare of mine has worn fifty different names in fifty different races. Shes worn three or four different complexions, too. Shes been a bleached bay, and shes been a red-brown. Shes had all black stockins, and shes had em all white. But no matter how shes dressed, she always runs like a lady.

Lake, at this, grinned down into his glass and suddenly sipped at the contents. Richmond lifted his big head and turned his fat face from side to side, making sure that there was no one near enough to overhear these confessions.

It aint any use to cry over spilt milk, said Richmond. But Ill tell you something worth more than that old sayin.

Fire away, said Mr. Jones.

It aint any use talkin about spilt milk, either! added Richmond.

Jones put back his head and his leathery, thin face convulsed in silent laughter.

You look scared enough for the prison shakes, he said. Ever done time, Richmond?

Richmond scowled at the words. Whatcha mean by that? Time? Sure I never done time.

You never done time? said Jones, still laughing a little. No, I guess you never have. Some gents are lucky, like that. Sometimes its more than luck; sometimes its just brains. Somebody else does the job for em — blows the safe — or rides the crooked race!

He was still laughing, but the laughter was only a pretense. It was apparent that Jones was as ready for trouble as a bird is ready for a grain of wheat.

Richmond, therefore, made a broad, sweeping gesture.

Lemme just tell you somethin, said he.

You been tellin me plenty, right up to now, said Jones, dropping his head a little, and looking up from under the brows.

Lemme just tell you this, said Richmond. You and me, either we can do business together, or we cant. And bar-room arguments, they dont buy you anything, and they dont buy me nothin, either. What do you say?

I dunno, said the other. I dunno what you got in your head, brother. I dunno what your style is, yet, or how you sell on the open market.

I get a pretty good price, maybe, said Richmond. But that aint the point. Do we do business, or do we just finish off this drink and bust?

Either way, said Jones. I dont care. I put my cards on the table, and I dont care a whoop. You do what you please.

All right, said Richmond, and he pushed back his chair.

Jones sneered down at his glass of whisky and made no move.

Wait a minute, chief, said Lake.

He put his hand on the arm of Richmond, and the big man readily slumped back into the chair from which he was rising.

Whatcha want, Lake? he demanded.

I was just thinkin, said Lake. You two, you oughtnt to bust up like this here. Theres money for you two to make.

Theres bullets for us to get in the neck, too, said Richmond, if anybody happens to see us in here together, tonight. Theyll know that were saltin the race away for tomorrow.

Sure theyll know, said Jones. And who cares? Who wants to make crooked money without havin somethin to flavor it? I wouldnt steal a dime, if there wasnt a chance for me to get caught.

Thats right, too, said Richmond, stirring in his chair.

Im not backin up none, said Jones. If you wanta do business, all right. If you dont all right. Im not backin up none, is all I say.

He aint backin up none. That aint what you want — for him to back up, chief, suggested Lake.

Sure it aint, said the rancher.

He looked suddenly into the keen, small eyes of Jones, and said: We could do business together, you fool.

Jones merely grinned. You sound more nacheral, now, he said.

I been nacheral from the start, answered Richmond. The point is, this whole town is nuts about the race tomorrow. Its crazy about the race, aint it?

Crazy? Listen! suggested Jones.

He lifted his hand.

It was well past the hour at which Parmalee was ordinarily asleep, but this was a night of nights, and a steady uproar rose from the place, higher than the flying dust. In the street there were two big parties of whisky-maddened cowpunchers who were sweeping back and forth down the long street, yelling, shooting off their guns, whooping. And when either of these groups came near, the thundering of hoofs and guns, the screeches of the riders, made talk impossible. Afterward the wave of tumult sudsided, but it was always present in the air.

Besides these climaxes, there was a steadier undertone of noise that moaned and laughed and roared its way out of Parmalee. There were two improvised dance halls, with two very improvised orchestras blaring out tunes well out of date, and from those halls came the laughter, the waves of sudden outbreaks of heavy voices of men, or single, piercing notes of women; and again the silence would be so profound that one could hear, even across the street, even behind flimsy walls, the whispering of the many feet upon the floor.

Crazy? Ill tell you the towns crazy for tomorrow, said Mr. Jones.

If they got an idea that anything crooked was pulled in that race, theyd take us out of the saddles and hang us up, said Richmond.

They wont take you out of the saddle, said Jones, sneering. You wont be ridin. He looked at Lake, and sneered again, and nodded his evil head.

Thats all right, said Richmond hastily. Theyll know that I was behind the hoss and the arrangin.

Well, said Jones to Lake, how good are you, kid?

I can put the mufflers on, said Lake, and you wouldnt know a thing. Besides, Ive rode Brandy every race he ever run. What I mean, though — he can run.

So can the mare, said Jones. And I can ease her down to a whisper, and make it look like she was just plain played out.

The thing to do, said Richmond, is to put our money on the mare. Put it up to her, to win, and a little to place, because the favorite is goin to be Brandy. The boys around here know Brandy. Theyve seen him win a lot, and the odds are goin to be favorin him.

Some are bettin on Parade, put in Lake.

Yeah? The fools! commented Richmond.

I seen the big guy out on Parade today, said Jones. That nag can gallop.

Silvertip is the only man in the world that can ride him, and Silver weighs two hundred pounds, and more, said Richmond.

Yeah, said Jones, but that nag can gallop.

The race is a mile and a half. No horse can carry two hundred pounds a mile and a half and beat Brandy, said Lake.

No? persisted Jones. Ill tell you somethin else. Silvertip is full of brains, and brains take off weight. Brains dont weigh nothin in a race.

Silvertip can go hang, said Lake savagely.

Mr. Jones licked his lips, and laughed. He filled his glass, sloshing off the whisky out of the bottle, and tossed off another drink. Then he laughed again loudly.

You two birds are scared of Silver, aint you? And still he laughed.

Lake said, with slow emphasis: Yeah, were scared. Everybodys scared of him.

Listen to me, said Jones. He lifted a crooked brown forefinger. I aint scared of Silvertip.

Then youre just a plain fool, said Lake.

Richmond jerked his glance suddenly toward Lake and then back toward Jones. It looked as though Mr. Jones were about to draw a gun. He had half risen from his chair, and his eyes burned. But presently he settled back again.

Maybe youre right, said Jones. Maybe I ought to be scared of him.

Sure you had oughta be, persisted Lake.

Let it go! commanded Richmond. The thing to do is you and me declare the mare to win.

Shed beat Brandy, anyway, said Jones. Shes younger, and she can go like the wind.

She couldnt beat Brandy, said Lake calmly.

Shut up! ordered Richmond. He added: The mare wins, and we split everything two ways.

And me? said Lake.

Ill take care of you, growled Harry Richmond.

Lake turned on his employer a yellow, sour grin. Yeah, youll take care of me, he muttered.

Thats fixed, said Jones. You cant bet agin yourselves, so you hand me the money, and I bet for you.

I have to hand you the cash, agreed Richmond slowly, and he drew out his wallet.

Then his hand paused. His face turned bright with perspiration.

I give you the cash— he muttered.

When I play a game with a gent, I play the game, said Jones. But I dont care. You can all go hang, for all of me!

Richmond opened the wallet, took out three small bills, and pushed the rest of the money across the table.

Listen, said Richmond. Its everything Ive got. I used to have a ranch. All I got now is a mortgage — since I followed the racing business. This is the last that I could get together. Listen — put some down on the mare to place. We gotta make sure.

Ill do that, said Jones. Ill write down the bets and the odds. Ill show you the list, afterward, and well split everything two ways. You trust me?

Richmond sighed. Yeah, I trust you, he answered.

Then theres Parade, said Jones. We gotta fix Parade.

Why, you couldnt buy Silvertip. You dunno what youre talkin about, retorted Richmond. You couldnt buy him. Hes one of those honest fools. Hed kill himself sooner than turn a corner short. Besides, you dont have to think about him, unless that crazy stallion of Leftys runs amuck and kicks the daylights out of the mare at the post. And that aint likely.

Parade can gallop, said Jones scowling. I watched him, and I seen him gallop.

Hes got two hundred pounds up, argued Richmond patiently.

Take off fifty pounds of that for brains, said Jones. Silvertip aint anybodys fool.

Well — just in case, remarked Lake, we could box him.

Thats what I mean, said Jones. No matter what Silvertip may do at the finish, the mare and Brandy have got the early foot. The last half mile — suppose that the stallion comes along pretty fast — you and me, we box him. I guess Ill be on the rail, and well box him! Understand?

Lake chuckled at that. Whatcha think? he demanded. Understand? Sure I understand. Ill nail a lid right down over Parade; if he tries to sneak up between us. Ill ride wide of the mare, and get ready to box off, if he tries to slip through.


XXIV. OUT OF THE PAST
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THE NIGHT WAS warm and perfectly still, and the stars kept burning down closer and closer to the earth, until no man could keep them out of his eyes, and heads were sure to be lifted toward the zenith and the Milky Way.

Inside, not outside, the corral fence, Silvertip was putting down his tarpaulin, and then unrolling his blankets; Parade, near at hand, kept sniffing at everything. When the bed was made, he caught the edge of it with his teeth and tossed everything into confusion. Silver shouted at him. He fled across the corral and came romping back. His great eyes glowed bright through the starlight.

Yeah, he knows you, all right, said Charlie Moore. How come?

How does it come that Brandy knows you, Charlie? asked Silvertip.

There was a question of him livin or dyin, a long time back, said Moore, and a hoss aint like a man. A hoss never forgets.

Well, said Silver, it was a question once of both of us going over the edge of a cliff — or both being saved. He was sliding, and I wouldnt let go my hold on him. I couldnt let go. Something inside of me kept saying that it was better to go together, or live together. I couldnt let go — and we had the luck, together.

I know, said Charlie Moore. You goin to sleep out here all night?

I am. Itll keep Parade quiet. He raises the devil if Im not around, and he needs to be himself tomorrow.

Silvertip, said Charlie Moore, I want to wish you luck. Id sure like to see you win and get that hoss. But you know how it is — you know how Brandy can run, and you know what you weigh.

Im not thinking, said Silvertip. Im only praying, Charlie. Lets not talk about it. It means too much to me. What are you going to do, old timer, after this race — if Richmond moves out of this neck of the woods? They say that hes broke, and that he may have to move. About all thats left to him is Brandy, and I dont suppose that hell take you along with the horse.

He wouldnt take me along, agreed Charlie Moore, and what Id do without Brandy, I dunno. You take a life like my life, theres been only one thing in it.

Come along, Charlie, agreed Silvertip. Back yonder, in the old days — there was a girl or two, eh?

Never no women, said Charlie Moore. You see how it is? I didnt have no tongue to talk to em. You gotta have a tongue, to talk to a girl. She cant see you by what you do, same as a man can. Shes gotta have talk. No, there never was no woman. There never was nothin else, except days of work, and pay at the end of the month, and that sort of a thing.

Thats hard, agreed Silvertip. But youve had your friends, Charlie.

Ive had you, Silver, said Charlie Moore. I guess you smile at me, a good deal, but to be smiled at is a lot better than to be laughed at. Youre the closest friend that Ive ever had.

Silvertip could not answer. He wanted to say something pleasant, but pity choked him.

Charlie Moore went on: Theres only been Brandy. It seems like the time before I had Brandy, I didnt have nothin. Come here, Brandy, and talk to me.

Brandy came rapidly across the corral and pushed his head out between the rails. The hand of Moore began to wander over the fine, bony head.

And when Brandy steps out, said Charlie Moore, without bitterness, with a sort of calmness of acceptance, Ive been havin a feelin that Id step out, too. Just a sort of a feelin, if you know what I mean, but I guess I wont. The daysll go on, one after another, like walkin down a long road, with no home at the end of it. You know how it is, Silver.

Aye, said Silver. I know something about that.

So long, said Charlie Moore. Good night, Brandy. Run like a three-year-old tomorrow, you old tramp!

He turned and disappeared into the darkness. Behind him, Silvertip set for a time on his blankets, hugging his knees. Then he turned in.

He looked at the frosty brightness of the stars for a moment. He thought of the test which was coming on the morrow. He thought of Parade as his own horse, bearing him through a greater, a freer, a nobler life. His heart leaped, and yet a moment later he was soundly asleep.

A little after that, Brandy lay down, with a groan.

So, so! exclaimed Mischief. Thats the way with old horses. They cant keep their feelings to themselves. They have to grunt and groan and maunder, and make themselves disgusting and life ridiculous for everyone else!

Brandy had endured much. Now he started lightly to his feet.

Im only about nine years old, said he, and I can run within a step as fast as I ever ran in all my days, just now. Dont talk to me all the time about old horses. There have been horses three times my age, for that matter, before they died.

Nine years of slavery! exclaimed Mischief. Nine long years of slavery!

I was once as free as any of you, said Brandy. You can talk down to me, if you please, but I was once as free as any horse in the world.

Were you? The bitter mare sneered. Free in a pasture — free in a corral — free in a stall — thats the only freedom youve ever known.

You were speaking a time ago, said Brandy, about the Sierra Blanca. Well, I ranged through that, one time.

A very short time, said the mare.

I wish it had been longer — except for the hand and the voice of the man I love.

It sickens me to hear that sort of talk, said Mischief. A precious lot Man ever did for me, except to feed a spur into my side and a Spanish bit into my mouth! You talk of love and Man? I can love my foal, and my free country, and thats the end — except for such a horse as the king of them all was!

And who was the king of them all? asked Brandy calmly, because his disposition was able to endure worse spite than that of Mischief, even.

The king of them all, said Mischief, was such a horse as was only once in the world. How am I going to tell you about him? Imagine yourself! Youre a good horse. You have lines, and bone, and you can gallop. Imagine yourself sleeked over, beautiful, and fast as the wind. Imagine yourself just escaping from captivity and running out into the desert for the first time. Imagine yourself on the sides of it. Thats the sort of a horse I mean, and he was the king of the world, and he was the father of my colt here!

Well, said Brandy, I cant imagine all of the things that you say, but I can imagine the time, well enough, when I got away from captivity, and ran out with a fine mare, a fine, wise, tough-minded, clever mare, right into the Sierra Blanca.

You ran — with a mare — into the Sierra Blanca? said Mischief.

Yes.

She came slowly up to the bars, and sniffed at the head of Brandy. Then she asked:

You went into the Sierra Blanca with a mare? What sort of a mare?

Oh, said Brandy, she had run wild there. She had been wild-caught and she was still wild, on the inside.

Come closer to me, Parade, said Mischief. Come closer, and listen. Something is being told to us now. He escaped into the Sierra Blanca, and there was with him a mare that had been wild-caught off the desert — years before.

Years before, said Brandy.

Then tell me what happened after that! Mischief demanded of Brandy.

We came to a herd of wild horses, and there was a leader with them of course — a stallion.

What color? snapped Mischief.

Cream-colored, said Brandy. And Ill never forget how his tail flashed like metal, when he came sweeping around from the rear of the herd. And then—

Neither shall I forget! exclaimed Mischief.

You? snorted Brandy.

And how you fought, and how he caught you by the throat — and how you beat him to the ground, and then let him go! Parade, come closer to me! It is the king — it is your father! Time has marred him, but it is he. I should have known him by his gentleness and his forbearance. It is the king!

What do you say to me? asked Brandy.

He touched noses with her; he touched noses with Parade. Out of the past the wild days came over him, the wild and happy days when he had been a king indeed.

And then a man came, said Mischief, and called to you. When I was calling to you, too. I would have taught you how to run free, always! Why did you stand and wait for him to come?

You never will know, said Brandy. But he understands!

Steady, boy! called the voice of Silvertip suddenly, and Parade turned and went rapidly toward the blankets of the speaker.

It is true, said Mischief. But we have this moment. Here are the three of us. Now let tomorrow bring whatever it will!


XXV. THE GREAT RACE
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MEN BET THEIR past wages, and their future. Men bet their spurs and saddles, and a saddle is the last thing that a cowpuncher places in jeopardy. Men bet with borrowed money, and with stolen money, too, for when a Westerner makes up his mind about the winner of a race, he makes it up with a violence, and with a perfectly firm conviction. They would have bet the skins off their bodies, if there had been money value attached.

And nearly half of those bets went down on Parade.

Common sense might say that the slenderer lines of the mare of Mr. Jones, and Brandy, meant greater speed over a distance as short as a mile and a half. But common sense is not the virtue of the great West. And when those cow-punchers looked upon Parade, his beauty and his fame joined in their souls and stirred their hands toward their pocketbooks to place their wagers.

There were plenty of others, calm and crafty-minded people, who laid their money with what seemed greater discretion, and these bet on the dark horse of Mr. Jones, or on the celebrated speed of Brandy.

There were other entries, but they hardly counted. Eight horses danced and pranced at the post, with Silvertip towering head and shoulders above the rest, both on account of his own stature and the almost seventeen hands of Parade. Next to him was Brandy. And this strange thing was noticed even by the excited, abstracted eyes of the bystanders — that the two stallions actually touched noses more than once, in the intervals of fiddling for the start. But presently they were as wild as the rest of the horses. Only the long, rangy mare of Mr. Jones remained alert, but without wasting an effort, at her end of the line, and she was the farthest from the inside position.

As for Brandy, he was exclaiming: Were going to run! Were going to race! Parade, try hard to keep close to me. I can feel the wind in my heels. Im going to run faster than a storm. Stay as close to me as you can and try to be second. Watch the mare. She has the lines of speed, too. Watch the mare, and follow me, and you wont be disgraced!

Then a gun boomed, and as the others lurched away from the start, Parade was left half-turned, standing flat-footed.

He got away like a wildcat, with the wailing cry of despair from his supporters ringing through the air.

He saw the mare sweep with wonderful speed right across the face of the field, and then settle down to the best position, on the rail, where she ran easily, with no effort, and kept the rest at bay. Brandy came up to her and looked her in the eye, and would have gone ahead, but the firm hand of Lake held him back.

Make a race of it! Let her go! called Lake.

There was nothing around them. The best of the range-bred horses were already laboring well to the rear, only able to fight it out for third-place money, and Parade was among them.

Theres plenty of time! called back Jones. Bear out a little, and watch Parade!

Parades sunk already! called Lake.

That was how they swept around the course for the first round. It was a three-quarter-mile track, and they would travel about it twice. And going by the little grandstand, where most of the people were thronged on the outside of the inside of the track, the voices rose up in waves, and smote the horses and riders in the face. There was the high, joyous staccato of the supporters of the mare and Brandy. There was the groaning despair of those who had bet on Parade.

He was out and away from the other range horses now, but a great distance from the leaders. And yet Silvertip was making no effort to urge him. He swung his body low along the neck of the stallion, like a jockey, and he had a high, strong grip with his knees, to keep his weight off the running muscles that come up under the saddle; but outside of position, and a firm but light grip on the reins, he was making no effort.

That was why they yelled at him. That was why some excited men called him a fool and a crook, and threatened to have it out with him after the race.

But he knew that whatever was in the body and the brain and the soul of Parade was his, and in his hand, ready to be poured out when he pleased. He told it by that electric current which quivered up and down the reins. He told it by the slight turn of the head of the horse, that showed Parade was studying his rider, waiting for him, ready for the supreme effort. And so Silvertip waited still. He was not exactly tense. It was something beyond tenseness, this pull on the strings of the heart, and this knowledge that he was riding for possession of the horse.

He remembered Lefty, pale-faced, keen, saying: Ive bet everything on Parade. Maybe Im a fool, but Ive bet more on you than on the nag. I dont have to tell you to do your best. You get Parade if you win!

And Chuck? Silvertip had said.

If Chuck opens his mug, Ill tell the true story — how Chuck put a bullet into you after you had Parade in your hand!

That was how it would go — if he could win!

And little by little, as he hung quietly, in perfect balance, over the running machine beneath him, he saw that they were creeping up on the leaders — not rapidly, but little by little.

He knew it was unfair, this test. He knew that Parade could maintain this speed for an indefinite time, and run the others into the ground if there were ten miles to cover. But what would happen when he asked for everything that Parade could give, and entered the stretch with the leaders — those narrower, clipper-built sprinters?

That would have to be seen.

They rounded into the back stretch, and Parade was coming closer up. Silvertip saw Lake turn his head — a single flash of that ape-like countenance, and then Brandy moved faster, and the mare moved faster beside him. Like a team, the mare and Richmonds stallion were keeping together, while the crowds went mad with excitement.

Not only the voices of their supporters, but now the majority of the men, who had bet on Parade, were beginning to yell also. For they saw the favorite creeping up with every stride.

The horses rounded the turn toward the head of the stretch, and then Silvertip set his teeth, and made his call.

The answer took his breath away. It was like leaping from a height. It was like being caught by the race of a river that is all white water. It was like being hurled from the hand.

The lurch of increased speed threw Silver back a little in the saddle. He had to struggle forward into the better position. And with that first rush, as they rounded the turn into the stretch, he came straight up on Brandy and the mare.

The two stallions jarred together. Brandy lagged; Parade, thrown completely out of stride, fell well to the rear, and the mare went winging on alone.

A screech of rage and disappointment went up from those at hand, along the fence, and murder flashed from the heart of Silvertip into his brain. They would die for this — Lake and Jones! He saw the plot as clearly as though he had sat at the table where it had been hatched.

And Parade? Could he come again, with that crushing burden on his back? Could he loose again that long-bounding stride, that seemed to be buoyed up by the beat of invisible wings?

He called, with his heart in his voice, and Parade answered. He swayed a little, but found himself, and shot ahead.

Brandy, running with wonderful strength, was beside the mare again, but bearing well out toward the middle of the track, and the gap was plain and free before Silvertip. That was why he tried to put Parade through it, instead of passing around to the outside. It seemed impossible that Lake would attempt to foul him twice.

The finish was not far way. The two white-washed posts gleamed nearer and nearer. The frenzy of uproar did not come, it seemed, from human voices, but from wild beasts, and from blaring brazen trumpets.

Men were standing up on the rails, and pulling their favorites ahead with foolish gestures; and here and there someone with a weaker heart looked down at the ground, white-faced and overcome.

But the same rush of speed came pouring out of Parade, the same dazzling outburst as before. It would not endure long, this time. By a certain tenseness and brittleness in the body that labored beneath him, Silvertip recognized that fact.

Then he saw an odd thing, for as the ultimate strain was placed on both Parade and Brandy, as they stretched their heads out, they twisted them a little to the right, and bored into the wind of their own gallop, as though they were about to turn a corner. They were identical in style — and chance could not make this! There was only one great difference, and that lay in the greater sweep of the stride of Parade. It bore him rapidly up. The head of the stallion was on the hip of the mare, when suddenly Brandy was swiftly swung in again to close the gap.

It was too patent. Everyone in the stands, everyone in eyeshot along the fences could see the dirty device, and a howl of rage went upward.

But that was not what stopped Lake.

He would risk the rage of the crowd, knowing that every penny of money that Richmond possessed had been bet on the mare. He would risk everything, hoping to get his percentage, if only he could shut off Parade.

But now, as Parade came up, something happened in Brandy. The head which usually gave so easily to the slightest pull of the reins, now stiffened. The mouth became iron. There was a sudden outthrust of the neck of the stallion that tore the reins through the strong hands of the jockey, and Brandy was running straight and true toward the finish line, leaving plenty of space between him and the mare.

It was like the opening of a gate of hope, to Silvertip. The rage vanished from his heart.

He shouted again to the stallion. He saw the ears of Parade shudder as the horse heard the voice. He felt the final, desperate effort come out of the quivering body. That stride could not be made more rapid, and yet it beat more rapidly. That stride could not be lengthened, and yet actually it was extended!

The long, lean mare drew back in jerks. Those jerks represented the strides of Parade, one by one.

Then the sardonic face of Mr. Jones turned. He seemed not in the least degree excited. His whip worked rhythmically. Still something like a smile was on his face as he fell behind.

But the head of Parade was not in the lead. It was Brandy, running like a nimble-footed three-year-old, running as he never had run before, perhaps. Still his head was in front, while Lake, his frog face contorted, screamed out curses and plied the whip.

And then two great pulses, and Parade was ahead. The white posts flashed past. Had he gained that vital ground in time?

Silvertip did not know. It might still be Leftys horse that he bestrode, he thought, as he turned back toward the grandstand. But then all doubt left him as men leaped over the fence or crawled through it, and came pouring toward him, and as they ran, they kept screeching out one name:

Parade! Parade!

There is only one sort of madness that pitches the voices of men as high as that, and that is the madness of victory.

Movement became almost impossible. The throng pressed closer and closer. In vain, Silver shouted to beware of the teeth and the heels of the stallion. The winners did not care. They wanted to touch that gleaming piece of victorious horseflesh if they had to die for it the next moment.

In a vast huddle, growing every moment, they attended Parade down the track.

Only one thing could part them, and that was a small man with a thin face and blazing eyes.

Its Lefty — its the owner! men called, and gave place, meagerly, to Lefty.

He came up and gripped the right hand of Silvertip with both of his, and put his foot on Silvers, and so hoisted himself until he could speak in Silvers ear.

Ive made a fortune! he shouted, and youre goin to have a share in it. Youre goin to have Parade, too. And welcome, too, because there aint another man in the world worthy of settin on his back. And it was the greatest race ever rode!


XXVI. SETTLEMENT
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ALL THAT LAKE could think of, after the defeat, was whisky. He went back to the same obscure little saloon which he favored, and took what comfort he could, until his eyes blurred, and his senses were dulled.

Afterward, Richmond would come — Richmond ruined, Richmond in a frantic rage. That would be that. Lake hardly cared. A savagery was in him. He had spent these years with Richmond, always waiting for the big clean-up and the time had never come. Now there would be some sort of a settlement.

The door opened from the rear, and Jones came in. He leaned over the chair of Lake to say briefly:

Better get out of here. Richmond is clean nutty. He cant take it, the dirty welsher. You get out of Parmalee and stay out, or therell be trouble. He thinks you double-crossed him. He cant see that Brandy took that race in hand at the finish. And what did I tell you? That Parade could gallop — and well he did!

He laughed, his sneering, mirthless laughter, and went on into the front of the saloon.

He had hardly closed the door behind him when Harry Richmond came in from the rear entrance. Lake looked up askance, and saw the drawn gun in his hand, the big pulpy face thrust forward, the working of the mouth.

It was twilight. The fields and sky were blue outside the open doorway.

And this was to be the end. Lake knew it. He knew it by the fact that the light did not tremble on the gun of Richmond. The hand of the man was steady, and the murder would be done.

They said nothing. Richmond kept inching forward, his gun leveled. Lake got up from the table. He knew that the instant he tried to pull a weapon, he would be shot down. His own hand would give the signal for his death. But while he hesitated, Richmond was edging nearer, making sure of his aim, getting to a range at which he could not miss.

Suddenly the hand of Lake flashed across his coat and up under the flap of it. The Colt boomed in the hand of Richmond. A forefinger of fire stabbed through the murky air at Lake.

The shock of the bullet knocked him backward. He struck a chair. It went over with him. He turned a somersault and landed on his face with hands still clutching the gun he had drawn.

Richmond was still firing, and life was running out of the body of Lake with every throb of his heart. But he lay there stretched on the floor, making a rest of one hand to support the long barrel of the revolver. And from that rest he fired. After Richmond fell, he was not contented.

He wanted to get up and stand over the man and blow his face off. He wanted to crawl to him, and put in a final shot. But he knew that even the effort of getting to hands and knees would make the last of life burst out of him.

Even now, a dimness was being drawn across his face. The agony was entering his throat, closing off his breath. And still he fired.

Richmond began to shriek. He got to his hands and knees, screeching for help. Another bullet knocked him flat on his face.

There was no more firing, as the men broke in from the front of the saloon. Lake lay on his face, dead, smiling; and Richmond was two gasps from death, also.

It was only marvelous that he could exist long enough to speak words, and Jones and the barkeeper leaned over him.

There was an expression of stunned surprise on the face of Richmond. His lower jaw had dropped to his chest.

He kept saying, thickly: Thas aright. Thas aright, and a drool of blood spilled over his lip and kept sliding down on his coat.

Jones said, calmly, almost with enjoyment in his voice: Youre a dirty dog. Youre dying like a dirty dog. But if youve got anything to put right, tell me, brother, and Ill do it for you!

Harry Richmond looked up at him with vague eyes.

Old Charlie Moore, he said.

Bubbles of blood formed and burst on his lips, snapping rapidly.

Moore — he gets Brandy. I got Brandy away from him — and I got nothing but trouble. Give Brandy back to Charlie — and tell him—

He put his head on his shoulder as though he wanted to wipe his bloody lips on his coat, but the head kept on sagging down, for Harry Richmond was dead.

When justice is done, sometimes it is not done with a feeble hand, but with a certain flourish. That was the case with Charlie Moore. The whole story came out. It had been known before, but dimly. Now the long story of injustices stood up darkly against the bright light of the race and the tragedy that had followed it. And Charlie Moore got Brandy.

He got another horse, too, because when Brandy was led out of the corral, Mischief tried to climb the fence and follow him. Big Silvertip bought Mischief on the spot and presented her to Charlie Moore.

Charlie was leaving Parmalee. He was going into the Northwest, where a comfortable job had been offered him as timekeeper in a big mine.

Because, the mine owner had said, the worlds given the simple old fellow a bad break. Now he can have his horse, and peace, to the end of his life.

That mine lay on the edge of the Sierra Blanca, among the foothills, and Silvertip rode all the way with Charlie Moore to his new job.

What they said to one another made very little difference, but from horse to horse there was much talk. It was somewhat annoying to the riders because, while Mischief ranged here and there, without so much as a bridle on her head — it would be a simple thing to run her down, if she tried to bolt — the two horses insisted on walking shoulder to shoulder.

You see, said Brandy, that we return to the old places.

We return, said Parade.

He lifted his head, and looked at the white spearlike tips of the Sierra Blanca range.

Some day, he said, perhaps well run together through the valley again, and gather a herd behind us.

Never! said Brandy. To be free is a great thing; to be loved is a greater thing still. If there had been no whip on me, the other day, perhaps I would have beaten you, Parade, if I had loved my rider as you loved yours. Did he touch you with a whip, from the start to the finish?

A whip? said Parade. Why should he do that? A whip stroke only makes you twist to the side to escape from the pain. He never has touched me with more than the flat of his hand.

And that, said Brandy, I understand. But your mother never will. Where are you traveling now?

A great ways off, said Parade. All I know is that with my master in the saddle, I keep looking at the horizon, because I know that he always wants to be somewhere beyond it. Look at him, father. He is the Great Enemy turned into a friend.

Therefore, said Brandy, you will be of one blood and one bone with him, all your life. See the man who rides me. He keeps a loose rein. His eye wanders. He trusts me, my son. And the greatest joy in this life is to trust and to be trusted.

And old Charlie Moore was saying to his companion: Look at em rubbin shoulders as they walk, rubbin our knees together, too, the old fools. Now, Ill tell you somethin, Silver.

Fire away, said Silvertip.

You seen them in the finish of that race, boring their heads into the wind?

I saw them — and their heads twisted out the same way, when they were putting everything they had into the running.

Dyou think thats chance? asked Moore.

It was a queer thing, admitted Silver. Whats the answer?

When Mischief got away, long ago, she got away with big Brandy, here, and theres no doubt in my mind — Brandys the father of Parade.

Hold on! exclaimed Silvertip.

It looks like a long shot, but I think its a true one. Two horses dont run in a queer way like that, unless theres the same blood in em, likely. And look, at the cut of Parade — and then look at Brandy. Years make a difference, but I can remember when Parade and Brandy wouldve been almost blood brothers at a glance. They got the same cut, but Brandys finer, and Parades bigger — and there you are!

Youll be telling me, said Silvertip, smiling, that they know that theyre father and son, and thats why they walk together, like this!

Theres strange things in this here world, said Charlie Moore, and thats exactly what I believe.

All right, answered Silver, good-humoredly. Im happy enough to believe anything, today.

Old son, where might you be bound? asked Charlie.

Over yonder! said Silvertip.

He waved before him toward the shimmer of the desert, alive with the rising of the heat waves, and toward the rugged waves of the mountains, that gave back on either side from a pass.

Over the pass? said Charlie Moore.

Yes, over the edge of the world, somewhere, said Silvertip. Ive spent a life, so far, trying to find one thing that I really wanted. Ive got it now, and Im going to use it. I dont know for what!

Old Charlie Moore looked on his companion with dreaming eyes for a moment.

Give a boy a sword, and the man will be a soldier, he murmured. And then he added: Id need to be a younger man, and a stronger man, and Brandy a younger horse under me — but if I could follow you, Silver, I know that Id find what youre goin to find — the other side of the horizon, and the reason the sky is blue!


Valley Thieves (1946)
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I. THE WHIRLWIND
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PEOPLE WHO KNOW what Ive been through generally look at me twice, because, after they hear the name of Bill Avon, they have to squint at me to make sure that they are seeing right, and that I can possibly be the man who once stood in front of the evil white face of Barry Christian and lived to talk about it afterwards. All that my friends know is that Im big enough to be awkward, big enough to make an easy target, and by no means adroit with any tool except an ax or a pitchfork. They know that I have a bit of a ranch up in the Blue Waters, where my wife and I are making a home out of acres which are green for one month of the year, brown for five, and all the rest of the time are half wind and half snow; and when they see our shack that leans against a big boulder for shelter from the north storms, they cant believe that out of that shanty came the man who knows more about Jim Silver than any other person in the world. Well, Ive been misquoted a good deal, and a lot that has been said about Jim Silver, a lot of crazy exaggeration, has been traced to me. I deny it all. I never said that Jim Silver could knock a silver dollar out of the air as far away as he could see it spin. I never said that he was never thrown by any horse. I never said that he was as good with the left hand as with the right. I never said that his horse, Parade, understood every word and sign that the master uttered. I never said that Frosty, his wolf, could read the mind of any man. What I have said is — 

But I am going to put down everything as I actually know it, parting the foolish lies from the honest facts. When you get through with the account, youll find the facts strange enough and you wont wonder that the knowing of them has plastered ten more years of gray in my hair. I look fifty now, but Im only a little over forty, and Christian and Silver and Taxi and the rest of them did that to me. Just knowing them did it to me.

First of all, its important to explain how I happened to be caught up by the whirlwind, and how that storm carried me into the dangerous society of Jim Silver, and that soft-footed, swift-handed devil of a Taxi, and Barry Christian. Still, when I think of them, its as though I were a child reading a book of wonders, stepping short behind seven-league boots. But as for the whirlwind itself, that picked me up and swept me along, the name of it was Harry Clonmel.

The first time I saw him was in Belling Lake. Id gone down to the town to do the shopping for the month. My wife usually came with me; sometimes my boy was along; but Charlotte had a cold and a headache, this day, and Al stayed home to look after things. That was how I happened to be alone in Belling Lake.

I had some flour and a side of bacon, a good auger for boring post holes, two hundred pounds of barbed wire, some brads, and a big new roasting pan, with odds and ends for Charlotte, all piled into the back of the buckboard. I had gone to untie the team from the hitch rack, and I was just saying a few words to Doc Mitchell — I remember he was pulling at one side of his long mustache and laughing at something I had just said — when I first saw Harry Clonmel.

He had the right sort of an entrance. A fanfare of horns was in order, in the old days, when the king and hero entered, and the trumpet call that was sounded for Harry Clonmel was a sudden burst of whooping and yelling down in Jack Parkers saloon.

The noise went right up to a crescendo, then guns boomed, and someone screeched. It was like the beat of a great bell just over my head, that climax to the uproar. It exploded in my brain and sent a shudder through my breastbone.

The double doors of Jack Parkers place split open like a shingle under a hatchet stroke. Instead of the blade of a hatchet, the body of a man appeared, that big, tough fellow, Bud Lawson. He shot out, head first, with a gun still exploding in one hand and the other arm making swimming movements in the thin of the air. He landed on his face, in the street. The deep dust spilled out from the impact, like water into spray; a cloud of white burst up; out of the cloud appeared big Bud Lawson, running.

He was not charging back toward the saloon, either.

No, sir, he was sprinting the other way, and he legged it so fast that the dust was sucked a little distance after him; the wind of his speed jerked the hat off his head and blew up his long hair on end. The weight of the gun impeded him. He shied that gun away, and lifted his knees higher and higher. He was going so lickety-split that, when he reached the first corner, he had to slant himself forty-five degrees to get around the angle, out of sight.

I wondered what group of men had been enough angered by some of Lawsons tricks to grab him and throw him out of the saloon door that way. I wondered how they could be so rash, knowing that Lawson would surely hunt them down, one by one, afterwards. Out of the saloon boiled a dozen men, shouting, laughing. I knew a good many of them. They must have been drunk, to pick on Lawson, I thought.

Then I saw what had actually chucked Lawson into the air like a sawdust doll. It was a dark-haired fellow who came half-way out the saloon entrance and paused there, resting his hand on top of the door.

Resting his hand on top of the door, I said, and meant it. Why, he was a regular whale, that fellow. I never knew his feet and inches. Six four, six five — I dont know what he was. Nobody ever wanted to put a measuring rod on him or ask a scales how many pounds he weighed. All the mind said when it looked at him was: Hes big enough! He overflowed the imagination. The idea of him ran out onto the margin of the page, so to speak. Because, no matter how big his body was, the spirit in him was bigger still. I could see the gloss and sheen of his dark hair; I could see the dark gloss and the fire of his eyes even at that distance, and the laughter that was bursting from his lips rang in my head as though some huge, bell-mouthed trumpet had been placed at my ear, and blown.

When he stopped laughing, there was still a tremor in me, as though a quiver had come out of the ground and remained in the weak of my knees.

He stepped back inside the door, and the rest of the crowd — like silly little children dressed up in long pants — followed after that real man.

Doc Mitchell was a hardy fellow, with the sort of a vocabulary that is picked up while freighting with mule teams across the mountain desert, but even he could find nothing to say now, though he seemed to be trying.

I looked at Doc and wanted to laugh, but there wasnt any laughter in me. I had been emptied of everything, including speech.

After a while, Doc said: Big wind, dont you blow my way! He began to laugh helplessly, his eyes going in a foolish way from side to side. I began to laugh, too, and knew the same idiocy was in my face.

Theres a whole lot of business in that hombre, I said.

Theres a whole month of Sunday meetings in him, said Doc Mitchell.

Lawson is no fool, I said.

Hes a real bright boy, said Doc Mitchell. He knows when to pick his feet up fast and put them down far apart.

Sheriff Walt Milton slanted around the next corner on a cayuse and came along ding-bust-it for the two of us. He pulled up his nag. The spade of his Spanish bit pried the mouth of his bronchi wide open; I saw the bloody froth drooling, and the fear and agony like blood in the eyes of the horse, too.

Walt was the sort of a fellow who was always in a hurry, and he always seemed to have his teeth set just right for a fight. He was a sandy man, both ways you take the word. There was no yellow in him, and, also, his complexion and hair were so faded that there appeared to be dust in his eyebrows, and dust seemed to be always in the wrinkles of his face. Even his eyes were a sort of straw color. The brighter they got, the paler they grew. He was a man-killer, was Walt Milton. We all knew that; we all were sure that he liked his job, not for the salary, but for the shooting chances that went with it. But we kept on voting for him because a mild sheriff would have been no good with the wild fellows in our neck of the woods.

I talk about Walt Milton because he had a big hand in what was to come. He sang out, as he pulled up his horse:

Whats this I hear about a shooting scrape in Parkers place?

A big hombre in there just threw Bud Lawson out on his head, I told Milton. Lawson seemed to be doing the shooting, and the stranger was using his hands.

Just his hands? said Milton, with half of a smile.

He rode on to Parkers place, got off, and went inside. Whatever he saw and heard in there seemed to satisfy him. He came out, got on his horse, and jogged slowly past us down the street, with a thoughtful look on his face.

Doc Mitchell muttered: Walt is tasting a big fight with that big stranger. It oughta be something worth while.

I started to untie my team again, but out of Parkers saloon appeared the big young man once more, with the crowd following, stretching their legs to keep up with him. The nearer he came striding toward us, the bigger he loomed, but he carried his weight like a racer. He was put together with springs.

I could see why Bud Lawson had picked on him. It was because there was such bright good nature in his face. There was a spring of it in his heart, and it kept overflowing at his eyes.

He went on up the street and turned in at Denny McRaes place. I retied the lead rope I had unknotted and looked at Doc Mitchell, and Doc looked at me. Then, without a word, we tagged along to see the fun.


II. THE WHEEL
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HARRY CLONMEL — we all learned his name shortly after we got into McRaes place — was flush and treating the crowd. He laid down his money as though it were dirt, while my worried mind kept translating those dollars into bacon, blankets, and beef on the hoof. You could see that money was not what Clonmel wanted to take from the world. He set up a couple of rounds and then drifted back into the long, narrow game room at the back of the saloon. In five minutes he had the games going, and McRae appeared from nowhere, going about in his usual down-headed way, looking up with his suspicious and sullen glances.

Somebody ought to tell Clonmel that McRaes the brother-in-law of the sheriff, said Doc Mitchell to me.

What good would that do? I asked Doc. You wouldnt show cake to a baby, so why now show trouble to Clonmel?

Mitchell chuckled at that. But Ive regretted since that day that one of us didnt give Harry Clonmel some good advice before the crash came. However, there was not a word said, and in a little while, Clonmel was bucking roulette and making a big play. He sluiced out the money with both hands, won a thousand, lost a thousand, kept right on losing.

I wonder if thats honest money? I said to Mitchell. It doesnt seem to have any weight with Clonmel!

Hed struck a bad losing streak, as a matter of fact. McRae had sent his regular dealer and croupier off the job and was spinning the wheel himself, seeming to despise the coin he was taking in. But I saw his nostrils begin to flare. As a matter of fact, I think that Clonmel pushed five or six thousand dollars into that machine before he stopped, all at once, rubbed his knuckles across his chin, and laid a sudden hold on the machine.

It was bolted into the floor, of course, but that didnt hold it now. The pedestal tilted. The bolts came ripping and groaning out of the wood.

I looked at McRae and saw him snap out a gun. Well, I had been expecting that, and I just grabbed his gun wrist and said:

Hell pay for the damage, Denny.

Blast you! said McRae to me, but he didnt try to free himself.

The roulette outfit went over with a crash; the cowpunchers cracked the roof open with their yells. And then I heard Harry Clonmel lift his voice. The boom and the ring of it lodged somewhere in my mind so deeply that I can still hear the roar.

Crooked as hell! he shouted. Theres the brake McRaes been using!

We could all see it, fitted under the floor boards, with the pin for his foots pressure sticking up a trifle through a crack. A light touch on that lever would put the necessary drag on the wheel at the right instant, as the whirling died away to slowness. The weight of a breath could control the roulette wheel at that stage.

I couldnt believe what I saw. I had never liked McRae. Nobody ever had. But it wasnt possible, youd say, for a fellow to be raised in a town from his boyhood and then install crooked machinery to make sure of stealing the money of his friends. Stealing? Why, a thief is an honest man, a hero, and a gentleman, compared with a dirty snake who cheats at a game of chance.

The impossibility of what I was seeing there under the broken flooring turned me numb and dumb. It froze up the rest of the men, and that gave McRae a chance to be a murderer as well as a sneak. He got his hand away from my grip, pulled up the nose of his Colt, and fired pointblank.

He could not miss, youd say. Not a target as high and as wide as Harry Clonmel. Besides, McRae was known as a fighting man. It was said that the only reason the sheriff let McRae marry his sister was that he was afraid of having trouble with Denny. And we all knew that McRae spent a couple of hours every day practicing to keep his hand in.

Yet Denny missed on this occasion, because as he pulled his hand free and moved his Colt, Harry Clonmel got in motion, too. He took a step forward and hit McRae with the full sweep of his left arm. McRaes bullet drove under the shoulder of Clonmel, knocked a pipe out of the teeth of Pete Meany, and went slam into a big joist at the end of the room. McRae himself was lifted off his feet at the same instant by Clonmels punch. There must have been lift as well as drive in that wallop, because McRae trailed in the air, turned in it, and landed with a whang, on his face.

Clonmel turned aside and emptied the cash drawer of the roulette outfit into his pockets. He was entirely calm. Excitement makes a man puff more than mountain climbing, but Clonmel was not breathing hard. He counted out the sum of money that he had lost, and since there was plenty more than that left, he pushed it over, and the crowd helped itself.

No one went near McRae, who began to lift himself from the floor. His face was a red blur. The punch had smashed his nose flat. His eyes were beginning to swell already, and the blood ran out of him in an amazing way. He looked as though hed been slammed in the face by a fourteen-pound sledge, or the steel knuckle of a great walking beam. A trickle of red was even running out of his ears. It was a miracle that he could recover consciousness so soon.

However, he soon was on his knees, then on his feet, swaying, when his reserves opened a back door and came on the charge into the room. The bartender was one of them; two more were bouncers; they were all good fighting men, when it came to gun work, and I expected to see Clonmel go down full of lead.

Everyone else expected gunfire, too, and the boys dived for doors and threw themselves under tables.

But not a single weapon exploded. Harry Clonmel was the reason. He had picked up McRae by the neck and the belt, and now he heaved the gambler right at the three fighting men. They went down with a crash.

When they got up, they were headed in the opposite direction. They made tracks out of that room pronto.

I wanted to laugh, but I knew that it was no laughing matter. McRae was out of the picture, but not for long. Hed try to kill Clonmel. He had to kill Clonmel. If he were hanged for the murder, later on, that couldnt mean much more than what had already happened to him. He was a ruined man. The only thing he knew how to do was to run a saloon, and now the fame of his crookedness would travel all over the West. McRae might as well go out and howl with the wolves, and before he did that he would certainly try to get even with the giant.

Then there was the sheriff.

Well, the rest of the boys seemed to figure things the same way. They eased out of McRaes place as fast as they could go. Only Clonmel was in no hurry. He sat down, made a cigarette, and lighted it. I was amazed at him.

Clonmel, I said, do you have to stay here like this?

He looked over at me and nodded.

They may want to come back and talk, he said, and I ought to be here to listen.

Do you as much as carry a gun? I asked him.

No, said he.

It was the answer I expected, but it staggered me just the same.

Youve showed a lot of nerve and a strong hand, but youve had some luck, too, I said to him. Now you go saddle your horse and get out of this town, because when McRae comes back, hell have the sheriff with him!

The sheriff? asked Clonmel. Does he herd with crooked gamblers in this town?

The sheriffs the brother-in-law of McRae, I answered him, and he doesnt know how to miss with a gun. And hes coming here to collect your scalp. Do you understand?

He nodded. After what he had done, you would expect to see a bit of the savage in his face, but, on the contrary, there was no sign of that. Instead, he was simply shining with good nature and high color, like a small boy who has just finished a good round of tag. There was a blur of red on the knuckles of his left hand; that was the only mark that appeared on him. I could not help wondering what would have happened to the face of the gambler if Clonmel had hit him with his right. Now he sat back in his chair and continued to smile at me, though the sheen of his eyes had diminished a little.

I understand that the sheriff is coming for me, he said. Ive never run away from a sheriff before and I dont want to begin doing it now. Ill stay here and wait.

I got so excited that I went up and grabbed him by the arm. It was like laying hold on the leg of a horse. I shook the heavy, loose weight of the arm and shouted:

Clonmel, you dont know the sheriff. Hes a killer. Hell kill you! Clonmel, do you hear me? Can you use a gun?

I can hit things with a rifle, now and then, said Clonmel. I never used a revolver in my life.

Youll be murdered! I cried at him. You fool, I know what Im saying.

Clonmel took hold of my hands gently and moved me a little away from him.

You want to help me, he admitted, but its not any use, and I dont want you to get into trouble. If the sheriff wants to see me — well, Ill have to stay here till he arrives.

It was like arguing with a woman, adding up two and two and two, and finding that they make zero. Then, before I could say a word more, a door opened, and the sheriff stood there. He wasnt raging. He was all cold, and there was a stony smile chiseled out around his mouth.

Clonmel, he said, youre a bully and a big-mouthed cur. Ive come to get you — in the name of the law!

When he mentioned the law, his grin turned from stone to iron and froze wider on his face. Law? Well, it was gun law that he meant.

Clonmel swayed forward to rise. Then I shouted:

Sit still! If you get on your feet, hell murder you. Sheriff, this is an unarmed man!

You lie, said the sheriff. The yellow dog is going to get up and fill his hand.

I got so angry that I forgot to be afraid. I jumped in between them and shook my finger at the sheriff.

Behind me I could feel Clonmel rising like a mighty shadow.

If you pull a gun on him,. I yelled at the sheriff, Ill have a lynching posse after you. Ill bring this up to the law courts. Ill tell em what I know — that Clonmel hasnt a gun! Milton, keep your hand away from that Colt!

The sheriff managed to center some attention on me, when he heard this. He had worked himself right up to the killing point. Now he saw that raw meat was being snatched away from his teeth and he shuddered like a crazy bull terrier.

But the truth of what I had said struck him harder than bullets. I wasnt a drinking man; I wasnt a fighting man; I was, in fact, just a dull, ordinary drone of a worker, trying to make a home and paying my debts as they came up. For that reason, in a law court my testimony would be about ten times as heavy as all the thugs and crooks and hangers-on of the gambling dump put together. Besides, in a society of cowpunchers and young miners and prospectors, I was a fairly old man. All of these things began to add up in the mind of the sheriff. I could see them clicking in his eyes as big Clonmel pushed me gently to the side. The sweep of his arm was like the drive of a downstream current.

I dont need anyone between you and me, said Clonmel to the sheriff. Youve used some language that—

Oh, hell, said Walt Milton, and turned on his heel and walked away.

Clonmel started after him. I ran in front of him and held out my hands. He walked into them. My arms buckled under the weight of him.

Are you going to be fool enough to play his game? I asked.

His lips worked a couple of times before he managed to unlock his jaws and answer:

Youre right. Ive got to — Ive got to learn how to shoot if I stay in this part of the country. If—

He shut his teeth on the rest of it. Learn to shoot? Why, those hands of his were too big to be very fast, and what could he learn compared with the gun knowledge of men who were born with the smell of gunpowder in the air? He could only learn enough to make one first gesture, which would be his last. I could see the bullets smashing into his body, into his handsome face. It turned me sick.

Clonmel, I said, come up to my ranch and go to work for me. Ill teach you to shoot on the side.

It was the vaguest sort of a gesture on my part. I thought at first that he didnt hear me, because he was still staring through the doorway after Walt Milton. I was a good deal surprised when he pried his jaws open to answer:

Thanks. Ill do it.


III. THE SIGN OF TROUBLE
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WHEN I GOT Harry Clonmel up to the ranch, I felt somewhat as though Id landed a fighting pike in a small boat. There was going to be trouble ahead. How much trouble, I couldnt guess, but I imagined that one face of it would be Sheriff Walt Milton.

If only he had been the worst of it! But, of course, back there in the beginning of things, I couldnt dream what was going to happen. I simply knew that Clonmel was an explosive and that, when he burst, a good many things might be broken. But, like an old sea story, everything went well at first, and we had nothing but clear skies and cheerful days.

Clonmel liked the life up there in the Blue Water Mountains. He liked the air and the beauty of the big peaks. He liked my wife, and my wife liked him. Charlotte was a big, soft, pretty girl when I married her. She kept on getting bigger and softer, but she lost her prettiness. She used to rub her face with cold cream, a good deal, and shed lie in bed late on Sunday mornings to rest her features, but the pink and the smile of her prettiness would never come back. She was a good, cheerful, hearty woman, in lots of ways, but she had a pride of her own. She spoke careful English, smiled at the lingo of the cowpunchers, and raised our boy with an idea in the back of his head that somehow he came of better blood than most. Such ideas are dangerous, of course, but Charlotte had to have something to keep her head in the air.

She said that Harry Clonmel was a gentleman and that he would be a good influence for our boy, Al. As a matter of fact, it was Al who seemed to be top dog of the two, most of the time. Al was twelve, tough as hickory, and knew all about range ways and mountain life. It was Al who became special instructor of Clonmel in using a rope, in riding broncos, in shooting with a rifle or with a revolver. They spent every spare moment that he had on those jobs.

But all during the working hours of the day, Clonmel kept with me. I never saw a better worker, because he was the strongest man Ive ever found, and in addition to that he had a fire of vast cheerfulness always stoked up and burning bright inside him. A cheerful man doesnt get tired easily; a cheerful man keeps his eyes open and knows whats happening around him. I never had to tell Clonmel things twice. He used his brain as much as he used his big hands.

And what hands — and what they could do! The meanest job on a ranch is building fence, but Clonmel could eat a hole in hard ground in no time, with a boring auger, and he would carry about an armful of the heavy posts as though they were fagots for the kitchen stove. There wasnt much need of a lever to pull the wire lines tight. A heave of his big shoulders was generally enough to draw the heavy barbed wire until it shuddered. Of course, there were a lot of things that Clonmel knew nothing about, but though he might start a day helplessly, he generally had done more work, by evening, than three ordinary hands, no matter how experienced they happened to be.

Nothing made him sick, either. He could shrug away weariness with one gesture of his shoulders, and at the end of a day he would wash, comb his hair, and sit down at our table, shining with good nature. I can tell you that we lived well while he was with us, because my wife worked overtime to please the taste and fill the huge maw of Harry. Her trouble was always repaid, because he could eat for five as easily as he could work for ten. He was a good talker, too, and he kept us laughing with his chatter when he sat about in the evening. There was only one thing that shut him up, and that was to ask him why he was in the West.

He dodged that question; all we could make out was that he was hunting for something or someone. He never would tell us precisely what he wanted, but we got the Idea that in our country, somewhere, he expected to find what he was looking for, and that, in the meantime, he was glad to grow accustomed to Western ways and harden himself in the new life. Whatever it was that he had before him, he apparently expected that it might take him a great part of his life.

Charlotte and I used to put our heads together and conjecture. I had an idea that he might have done something that forced him out of his home to save his neck. If he lost his temper in a fight, for instance, he might easily have killed a man. But Charlotte declared that no man outside the law could have an eye so open, so clear, and so bright.

Well, those were good days, take them all in all. Al and Harry slept up in the attic, and when Charlottes alarm clock rattled the call for the days work to begin, wed hear the tremendous bellow of Harry in answer, like the booming of a bull moose.

Yes, those were good days, but they couldnt last long, and the first sign of the trouble to come was the appearance of a woman. Julie Perigord walked in on us, one afternoon, and knocked the spots out of our peaceful existence.

It happened like this:

The day had been hot and close, but in the middle of the afternoon the wind changed, a cloud showed its black shoulders in the northwest behind Mount Craven, and in twenty minutes the storm was screaming, and the cattle were drifting at a trot, lowering their heads away from the wind.

The sky blackened over. The chill blew through our bones. Winter came back in the middle of summer and darkened the world for us. I got hold of Harry Clonmel and took him back to the house with me.

He merely said: This is all right. This is what a fellow sees from the lowlands, when the clouds come — zoom! Right across the heads of the mountains. Ive always wanted to be inside the clouds, one day.

You and the lightning, eh? said I, and right on the heels of my words, the lightning started dancing in the rain like a hundred red devils.

We got back to the house, and Charlotte made us some coffee. We sat in the kitchen, as usual, and watched Charlotte mix up the batter for a cake. Shed started baking cake a lot after Harry came out to us.

It was warm and pleasant, sitting in there with the storm yelling louder all the while, drawing back, and then charging us, and laying hands on the shack until the pans started shivering and rattling against one another along the kitchen wall. I remember saying that we would have to dig the foundations and get ready to build another place — not of boards, but of logs. Harry and I would start felling the trees right away.

Dad, Al said, you always talk about building a house, but were never going to have a good one.

Why not? I asked him.

Because Ma wants a cave or a palace; she dont want nothing in between, said Al.

I looked down at the floor to cover my grin, because what Al said of Charlotte was just about true. She remarked:

I dont want you to refer to me as Ma, and how does dont want nothing sound to your own ears, Alfred?

Is it wrong? asked Al.

She was so angry at that, that she began to breathe last and hard.

You know perfectly well its wrong, she said. If Its the last act of my life, Im going to insist on good grammar from you, Alfred. It takes just as much breath to speak incorrectly as it does to use proper words.

I heard old Pie Jennings talk the other day, said Al. He dont have to stop when he draws in his breath. Its like whistling, the way he talks. He was swearing at his off leader, and the way he burned that gray mule was enough to—

Oh, Bill Avon, said Charlotte to me, do you see whats happening to my son? Do you see how rude, rough, vulgar men are going to—

She came to a stop, her voice all trembling.

I was uncomfortable. Al looked at Harry Clonmel, and Clonmel looked back at Al with an empty eye. Just then the wind whistled on its highest pitch, a blow fell against the kitchen door, it was jerked open, and Julie Perigord came into the room with a sway and a stagger. The draft went rattling off through the house as Clonmel reached the door and shoved it shut.

Wow! said Julie. What a zipper this one is!

She was very cold. The white of it had fingered her face, here and there, and the blue shadow was around her mouth.

I asked her where her horse was; she said that shed put it up herself before she came into the house. That touched me. She was such a headlong, wild girl, that one didnt expect her to show so much consideration.

Charlotte pulled off the dripping slicker and wrapped Julie in a big blanket. It made her look like an Indian, what with her black hair and brown-black eyes and her swarthy skin — before the color came up in her cheeks.

What brought you up here in this sort of weather? asked Charlotte. The storm must have been in sight for some time before you ever started through the pass.

Of course it was, said Julie. But Will Cary told me not to start and he was so proud and strong and sure of everything that I just came along anyway, to put him in his place. She explained to Harry Clonmel:

Will Carys the fellow whos going to marry me. Thats what he says, anyway.

Clonmel said nothing. He just got hold of the coffee pot and poured her a cup of the coffee. Then he stood by and watched her sipping the hot stuff, and his eyes kept drifting contentedly from the cup to her face and back again. It was easy to see that he could keep on looking for a long time. That was no wonder. Julie was the sort of a girl who knocks the spots out of a crowd of other girls as soon as she appears. She trailed a dust cloud over all the other females every time she rode by. The brightness of her seemed to put Charlotte, for instance, right out of the room.

I remember thinking, as I looked at her, that it would take somebody like Will Cary to rouse her even to disobedience. She had the daring of any man, the strength of most men, and a spirit, in addition, that could have been the admiration of arch fiend or arch-angel. Clonmel was feeding his eyes on her. I knew, somehow, that the results of this day would be more than apparent later on.

The first effects were not long in showing.

Charlotte was saying: You know, Julie, that you cant trifle with Will Cary.

Will cant trifle with me, said Julie. He has to know that, too. Im not the sort to marry a man and leave him.

That was rather neatly put. She would do her finding out before she took the step that might be irrevocable in her eyes. It was always that way with Julie. She might do a great deal of balking and shying, but always because she thought she saw something wrong.

Commands are a temptation — to some people, I said. Will ought to know by this time.

She paid no attention to me, for a moment. She had found Harry Clonmel with her mind as well as with her eyes, and she was staring at him with a frank interest, half smiling with pleasure to see such a sight.

Thats a lot of man to find inside of one skin, she said. Why dont you introduce me, Bill?


IV. THE FAMOUS MAN
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WHEN I INTRODUCED them, they each wore a faint smile, faintly shining eyes, as though each understood that a good deal was being seen at that moment.

Youve tucked yourself into a quiet corner, said Julie. Who are you going to scare when you pop out?

He kept on smiling at her, as though answering with words would be no good at all. But Al piped up:

Hes the strongest man you ever saw, Julie.

Well, Ive seen some strong ones, said Julie. Thats why riding through the pass into the storm was worth while. You know who I saw in the narrows of the pass, Charlotte?

My wife gaped and waited.

I saw the last man in the world that youd expect. I saw Jim Silver, said Julie.

That famous name came home to me with a shock. It always did. I never had seen him, but he had been in the Blue Waters almost more than in any other part of the West, and, of course, I had heard plenty of stories about him. Charlotte had actually met him, and she told us how gentle and kind he was.

You saw Jim Silver? she cried now.

I did. I saw Jim Silver, and Parade, and Frosty, too. Thats the biggest dog I ever saw, Charlotte. Hes a whale. If he isnt a wolf, hes first cousin of a wolf.

Frosty is a wolf, said I.

Nonsense, said my wife. No wolf was ever tamed.

This one is only tame for Silver, said I.

Dont split hairs, said Charlotte testily. Go on, Julie. You saw Jim Silver? My goodness, when I saw him — But youd seen him before?

I hadnt. Not with my own eyes. Ive heard so much about him, though, that I should have recognized him. But it was only Parade and Frosty that spotted him for me. That stallion is big enough to carry even you, Harry Clonmel, as easily as a feather.

Maybe Id better get that horse, then, said Clonmel.

The girl laughed. So did Charlotte and I. Other men had tried to get the big golden stallion from Jim Silver. What happened to them was enough to fill a book.

When you get Parade, get Frosty, too, said Julie Perigord. Silver has made a team of them. You might as well do the same thing.

Why not? said Clonmel.

Well, when you get em, come ask me to go riding with you, will you? said Julie. She went on to say to my wife: I could see Parade shine through the clouds! The fog was blowing through the pass, and I saw Parade shine as though he were a horse of gold. And then I spotted Frosty, running back like a wisp of the gray mist to report to his master, I suppose. Afterward, I lost sight of them. The mist was closing in. When it cleared again, close by me, Jim Silver came breaking out of the cloud, with Frosty showing the way and snarling up at me. I mean, Frosty was doing the snarling.

She laughed in her excitement.

Then she went on: He looked younger than I had expected. I dont think that hes more than thirty. He came right up to me and lifted his hat, and I saw the tufts of gray hair over his temples, like the beginning of little horns. Hes handsome. I never knew that. Very brown and handsome, and he has a smile that warms the heart. He told me that I should know that its dangerous to be up in the pass when the wind blows out of the northwest. I told him that I was all right. He said that I ought to let him come along with me until I was in a safe place. And I wanted to have him come, too, but all at once I thought what a little coward and worthless fool I was, if I took Jim Silver off his trail.

He was probably hunting Barry Christian again, for all that I knew. I couldnt turn him aside. I swore that I was all right. He told me if I grew confused and couldnt find shelter, if the storm grew any worse, I was to keep on up the mountain along the side of the creek, and Id find his camp. Hed take care of me. That was romantic enough. Think of sitting at Jim Silvers campfire and having him tell stories to you — about Parade and Frosty, and the trail of Barry Christian. Do you think, Bill, that Barry Christian can be in this part of the world now, since his jail break? Is that why Jim Silver has appeared?

I shrugged my shoulders and said what everyone knows — that Jim Silver has other reasons for his strange migrations than the trail of Barry Christian. As well to ask a swallow why it flies south for the winter and north for the summer as to ask why Jim Silver appeared and disappeared.

Ive heard of Jim Silver, said Clonmel. Hes a lot of man, Ive heard.

Have you really heard of Jim Silver? said Julie Perigord, mockingly. Youre a real Westerner then, Harry. You must live right on this earth with the rest of us. Hes even heard of Jim Silver, Charlotte, she ran on. Isnt that wonderful? He can probably fry bacon and eat eggs, too. Hes not a tenderfoot, after all.

Clonmel smiled right through this bantering, but he was not very amused by it. His color grew a little warmer.

The wind had stopped screaming so loudly by this time. The girl said that she ought to think of starting back, and Clonmel suggested that he should go with her.

And take me home — where Will. Cary could see you? asked Julie, who was a little too frank at all times. You may be so hardy that youve heard of Jim Silver, but I wouldnt have you meet Will Cary at the end of a trail. No, Ill be able to take care of myself.

It was a cruel speech. I blushed for Julie. I blushed for poor Harry Clonmel because he had to listen to it. I saw his jaw set and knew that he meant to make trouble, because of this.

But what trouble could he make? He was a fighting man, a fearless man, but he simply was not familiar with the language of knives and guns that savages like Will Cary spoke. And why ask a man to go to Mars unless he knows the language of the Martians, or can stay long enough to learn it? My big friend Clonmel had done very well, indeed. He was almost at the level of my son Al, with a rifle, and already he was better than Al when it came to handling a man-sized .45 Colt. But that meant that, in mountain parlance, he had exactly a small boys chance against such warriors as Will Cary. The brutal unfairness of the system against which Clonmel had to compete, struck me hard, just then.

The wind started whistling again.

If you dont want me to take you home, said Clonmel, perhaps Id better go ahead and warn them that youre spending the night here?

Oh, they wont care where I am, said Julie. Dean Cary would be glad to have me blown away for good and all. And if Will gives a rap — well, it will teach him not to give me orders next time. He can let me do as I please!

There was a good deal of the savage in Julie, all right. I started to protest. Then the wind yelled louder than before. Clonmel said:

Id better go tell the Carys that shes staying over night. Hadnt I?

Nonsense! cried Julie. Ill ride back by myself. If he can ride through this weather, I can, too. Ill be my own messenger — and get laughed at for the news I bring!

She was in a bitter, irritated humor. I suppose she saw that she had put herself in a foolish position, and it was hard for her to feel humble as a result.

There was no need for her to tag her last speech by exclaiming, finally: A fine thing if I let a tenderfoot get frost-bitten running errands for me!

She laughed a little as she said that. Clonmel closed his eyes. I think he wanted to break her pretty neck, just then. So did I.

Tie up your tongue, Julie, I said. You can see this is no laughing matter. You cant go back through this sort of weather. Listen to that wind!

Oh, cant I go back? she asked dangerously.

No. I wont let you, said I.

Dont talk that way to me, please, said Julie, with a good deal of devil in her eyes.

She was acting like a five-year-old. She knew it, and that didnt make it any better.

Charlotte laughed a little and said:

The Carys are going to be worried because youre gone, but I dont know what we can do, until the wind drops a little. Certainly you cant go back there alone.

Oh, cant I? Im going, though, said Julie, and stepped to the door.

I was too amazed by her to interfere. Big Clonmel made one step and caught her wrist.

Dont be a little fool, he said.

It hit me like a fist. It seemed to hit Julie, too. She turned slowly away from the door. Her face was frozen, she was so moved. She said:

I have been making a fool of myself. Excuse me, Charlotte. Someone had to tell me sooner or later, I suppose.

The wind whistled Yes outside the shack. Hail rattled in a volley against the walls of the house, and Charlotte tried to get the talk away to more agreeable tracks. She said that we would simply have to wait until the weather cleared a little. If it got much better, then one of the men would take Julie home — it was only an hour or so through the pass. The one who took her could stay the night at the Cary house. Otherwise, if it were possible, one of us must press through and tell the Cary family that she was safe at our house.

Id like to see this Jim Silver, Clonmel said. Whats the look of him?

Hes all man, said Julie, but hes such a gentleman that some people are fooled.

She put a lot of sting in that, avoiding the face of Clonmel with her eyes. Charlotte was the good Samaritan again and started rattling along about the time she had seen Jim Silver. Then she got out a picture of him and handed it to Clonmel.

I looked at it over his shoulder, because it did a man good to see even the picture of Jim Silver and to know that such a man was standing for decency and kindness and law wherever he appeared in the mountains.

Even the snapshot showed something of the kindness and steadiness and calm of that man — such a hero that other men could not feel jealousy on account of his reputation.

I was thinking these things, when I touched the shoulder of Clonmel with mine, and felt a slight shudder running through him.

Id like to meet him, he said suddenly.

Jim Silver? echoed the girl.

Clonmel lifted his head, but looked at the wall, not at the girl.

Yes, he said. Ive got to meet him.

When you do, said the girl, bring back a souvenir to the rest of us. Parade and Frosty, for instance.

Would that mean something to you? asked Clonmel through his teeth.

Id leave home for such a man as that, said Julie carelessly.

Well have to see about that, said Clonmel, and I saw, with a shock, that he was not smiling.


V. CLONMELS AGREEMENT
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WE WOUND UP with a bad compromise. That storm kept on smashing out of the northwest, and Julie would not let one of the men take news back to the Cary house about where she was, and certainly we could not let her go back by herself. So we wound up by staying where we were. We went to bed, at last, with Al and big Clonmel in the attic, as usual, and Julie tucked away on a couch in the front room. It had been a jolly evening. We had a little second-hand organ, and my wife pumped away on it, and made it wheeze out tunes that we all sang to. It was a good thing to hear Clonmels voice lift and boom and ring, with the soprano of Julie brightening over it like white tips over the shouldering waves. And one of the best parts of the singing was to watch the way the eyes of Clonmel and Julie met in the middle of a passage, laughing at each other and loving the music.

When we were alone, my wife said to me: Bill, theres going to be a lot of trouble. Harry Clonmel is out of his head about Julie, and Julie is a little bit staggered by the size and the looks of Harry Clonmel.

No, said I. She kept badgering him all the time, looking down on him as though she despised him a little — except when they were singing together.

Nonsense! said my wife. Men have no eyes. Great, blind, hulking, blundering, thick-handed numb-wits! What can they see of the things that are going on inside the minds of people? As plain as day, that girl was drawing on poor Harry Clonmel.

Charlotte had a way of piling up words in this manner.

I said angrily: I dont see that Harry needs pity. Theyd make a fine match.

As well matched as two runaway horses in one team! said Charlotte. What are you thinking of? Do you imagine that Will Cary will let another man even look sidewise at Julie?

That was true. I went to sleep in gloom, knowing that Harry Clonmel had put the whole of his headlong will on Julie, and that Cary was bound to make trouble. But how could such a fellow as Clonmel get through life without striking reefs? He drew too big a draft, so to speak, and small harbors would never hold him; he simply had to sail the open seas.

Well, in the morning the alarm clock sounded, and I half wakened and waited for the booming call of Clonmel in the attic, to set the house in motion. But the call did not come. Something about the silence got me out of bed and into my clothes in jig time. And when I stepped outside the house, I saw Al looking worried.

Wheres Harry? I asked him.

I dont know. He wasnt in the attic when the alarm went off. Maybe hes out at the barn, said Al.

But Harry was not at the barn. He was nowhere around the place, and he did not show up for breakfast, either. It was a queer, nervous sort of a breakfast, with Julie Perigord looking absently off into the distance and seeming to listen to the last uproar of the storm which had begun to clear out of the northwest so that we could see the big shoulders of Mount Craven butting through the windy mists.

Nobody talked about Harry Clonmel. He had left his pack, but he had taken his mustang. Then where could he have gone? We couldnt guess, and, therefore, we were silent.

We had finished breakfast, very nearly, when a sound of singing blew down the wind. That organ note could come out of only one throat. We glanced at one another, alarmed, pleased, conjecturing. Then we all started up and hurried out through the kitchen door.

What I saw still freezes my mind when I think of it. The pen stands still above the paper and wont write it down, for out there on his mustang, coming along at a good canter, was big Harry Clonmel, and on a lead rope beside him was Parade!

There was no doubt about it. I never had laid eyes on the famous stallion before, but the beauty and the gold of him shone in my eyes and I knew that that was Parade, at last — Jim Silvers horse on the lead rope of Clonmel!

That was enough, but it wasnt all, for beside Parade, hitched to him by another rope, heavily muzzled to keep his clever teeth harmless, skulked the biggest gray wolf that Ive ever seen, a dust-colored monster of a hundred and fifty pounds, if he was an ounce.

And I knew that that was Frosty who served Jim Silver in many ways that a man could never compass, whose nose and ears and teeth and cunning were at the beck and call of his master.

There they came toward us, the stallion keeping pace with the fast canter of the mustang by gliding along at an easy trot. Up they swept; the mustang skidded to a halt, Harry Clonmel flung himself to the ground and cried out:

You wanted to see em, Julie. Here they are!

Great Scott! The words hammered against my brain. She had said, the night before, that she would leave home for the man who could take the stallion and the wolf away from Jim Silver. And here Harry had accomplished the marvel.

He had paid some price for the job. There was a bandage twisted about his head with a stain of red on it, as though a bullet or a knife might have glanced as close as this to his life. But it was merely a scratch, and Clonmel was bursting with happy merriment.

Then I thought of another thing. If the stallion and the wolf were here, there could be only one explanation. Jim Silver was dead. He would certainly have fought to the end for Parade, to say nothing of Frosty, and if Jim Silver were dead, the greatest figure in the whole range of mountains had been brushed away, the greatest force for law and order had been removed from that wild land.

My wife, in a shrilling voice, cried out: Harry, have you murdered Jim Silver?

Murdered him? Hes as full of life as a cricket, said Harry Clonmel.

Youve killed him! You murdered him, you wretched— began Charlotte, but the booming voice of Clonmel silenced and overrode her, saying:

Jim Silver and I simply made a little agreement, and theres no harm done.

He began to laugh again.

Agreement? I thought to myself, what agreement would Jim Silver make to give up Parade and Frosty? What agreement would he make unless the grasp of Clonmel had first mastered to helplessness even the terrible hands of Silver?

The thing made me shudder. It was horrible. It would have been like seeing a child beat a grown man. It would be like seeing a wasp, with the hypnotic hum of his wings, freeze a spider to weakness. It would be like anything unnatural and, therefore, disgusting, if Harry Clonmel, for all his size, his power, his courage, could stand for an instant in fight before famous Jim Silver.

But there stood Clonmel, laughing, and yonder were Parade and the wolf!

Well, the world spun around before my eyes. The stallion threw up his head, turned, and sent his trumpet sound of neighing toward the mountains out of which the last shreds of the storm were blowing. He was calling his master, and the wolf sat down on his haunches and pointed his nose toward the same mountains and howled dismally.

You wanted to see Parade and Frosty, said Clonmel to the girl. Well, how would you like to ride Parade home?

Ride Parade! she exclaimed, and her eyes shone. Ride Parade? But only Jim Silver can ride him. Hell throw and savage any other person!

Thats true for some, said Clonmel, but hes no longer the same wild-caught hawk that he was when Silver trailed him down in the desert. He wont savage me, for instance.

He stepped right up to the golden stallion, and Parade, stretching his head, blew a breath from his wide red nostrils on the giant. His flattened ears twitched suddenly forward. It was plain that he looked upon this man as a friend, and my heart sickened strangely in me; it was like seeing treachery in a dumb beast.

Charlotte said: Youre not going to ride Parade, Julie. Great heavens, what are you thinking of? Parade belongs with Jim Silver, and hes going back to his master.

Julie, youre going to ride home on Parade, said Clonmel. Im taking half a day off, Bill, he added to me.

The girl went up to the stallion with her hand held out, palm up. The big horse snorted and lunged back until Clonmel caught him and drew him gently forward.

You have to have an introduction, he said to Julie. Stand there, and then Ill bring him up to you.

He did that, talking softly, soothing the stallion with his hand, until presently the chestnut and the girl were face to face. They made a fine picture, each as splendid a specimen as the other, each of them trembling with excitement.

It was a queer thing to hear her talk to him, panting.

Id give — half my life — to ride you — a mile, Parade!

Then she got her hand on his face, and he drew back, and was again drawn forward, and finally permitted her touch to remain there.

And five minutes later she sat there in the saddle, frightened but delighted, while Clonmel explained what she should do. There was only a light hackamore on the head of Parade. Men said that only once had a bit been between his teeth. It was folly to try to rule him by force of hand, therefore. A loose rein and a gentle touch, however, might make him go as smoothly as the wind.

As I watched her start to pace Parade gently up and down, talking to him in a quieting voice, risking the unchainable force of him on the lightness of her own hands, my heart kept on sinking.

Charlotte said to me suddenly: You go along with them. Something is bound to happen. Bill Avon, youve got to see it through — whatever it is. Go along with them!

I knew that that was right. I went out and caught up a horse and saddled it. By that time, the pair had started across the plain toward the pass that split through the mountains beside Mount Craven, and the wolf still skulked on the lead rope beside the stallion, pulling out as far as the rope would let him go.

I kept a good distance to the rear, because those two gay young people probably had a lot to say to one another, and a lot of admiration to shed out of their eyes. I must say that they made a good picture as they drifted ahead of me. Now they were cantering their horses, and I could see them turning their heads, while fragments of their laughter blew back to me. It was all very young and fine, but the devil would be to pay before long, I was sure.

It was like opening a play which has some very gay first Chapters, but whose label is tragedy.


VI. AT THE CARY PLACE
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THE PASS WAS always a dreary place, but on this day it was more weird than ever, with the tag ends of the storm still blowing in tatters through the gulch, and the flash and quick rushing of water down the cliffs and across the floor of the ravine. The whole thing had a wet gleam, as though it had just been heaved out of an ocean. It was like a bit of new world making, and when I glanced ahead at Clonmel and the girl, I could not help feeling that they were the sort of people to inhabit big, new spaces. They had the spirit for it. As for me, too much dust was in my nostrils.

I kept trailing along behind them until they were through the pass and coming right down on the outskirts of the town of Blue Water. And still they were so wrapped up in one another that they never turned their heads to see what might be coming behind them. As we got nearer the town, where the trails braided together into a wagon road, I saw a number of people come out from the byways and from the scattering of houses, and in every case they seemed to be stunned by the appearance of the stallion on which the girl was riding.

I cantered up to the pair at last, when they were getting close to the Cary house, where Julie lived as the ward of Dean Cary. She was also engaged to Deans son, Will Cary, as she had told Clonmel the night before. But as I stared at the pair of them, I could not help thinking that that engagement now stood on most precarious feet.

As I came up, big Clonmel sang out to me, not at all surprised that I was there:

Look at the way shes handling Parade, Bill!

I regarded the horse and the girl jealously. Jealously, because a hero is a property of every ordinary man and because of such men as Jim Silver the rest of us stand straighter. He was a man who had never been found in a cruel, mean, or cowardly action. He had never been beaten by equal odds. He had dared to measure himself against the cunning and the forces of the great Barry Christian. And Silver had built himself into a sort of kingship, with his throne naturally on the back of the great golden chestnut, Parade. It was as though Julie, with her slender brown hands, had dethroned the hero and dared recklessly to take his place. And as I looked at her and then at Clonmel, I almost hated the pair of them. I would have given a vast deal to learn what had happened up there in the woods on the side of the great mountain when Clonmel surprised Silver and mastered him.

That was one of the chief parts of the marvel — that Silver could have been surprised, for with Parade and Frosty on guard, it was popularly supposed that every scent and sound of approaching danger must instantly be translated for the benefit of the master. Yet it must have been by surprise that Clonmel had managed to overwhelm that famous fighter. Once his grasp was well lodged on Jim Silver — yes, then it would be understandable that any man in the world might have become helpless!

Gloomily I regarded the manner in which Parade went gently along under the girl. She made no effort to keep him firmly in hand, but let him move under a free rein, his head turning here and there as he took note of all around him, his splendid body shimmering in the morning light as he danced along.

You dont like the look of Julie on Parade? asked Clonmel of me.

It makes a pretty picture. I hope its not spoiled before long, said I. But isnt that the Cary house, yonder?

It was the Cary place, all right, distinguished by the number of big trees that grew around it — so many that the ax had not been able to clear away the majority of them for firewood. As we came up the trail through the trees, a dozen or so boys from Blue Water rattled out of town on their ponies and stopped with a yell, to look after Parade and Frosty like so many Indians. They did not follow on, which surprised me till I remembered the rather grim reputation which the Cary family had all through the mountains. They were people who kept to themselves and demanded their privacy.

We got through the trees and saw the ranch house, as ugly and sprawled out and shapeless and unpainted as most of our ranch houses are. The rough-hewn stumps of many trees surrounded the place; the ground was littered with chips, big and small, rotten-yellow or gleaming white. One monster of a tree had been felled not long before and had been only half worked up for firewood. Part of the trunk was propped up on a section of log, and a big crosscut saw had been left sticking in a new cut. You could tell that the Cary outfit did only as much work around the place as had to be done; they were people to labor with their cattle, not with their homes.

Dean Cary sat on a stump near the door of the house. He was as big, almost, as Harry Clonmel, and the shaggy gray of his fifty years made him seem even larger. There were tales about Dean Cary that cooled the blood a good deal, but those tales dealt with a time two decades away, which in the West is enough to quite bury an old life and let a new growth spring out of the wreckage.

He was smoking a long-stemmed pipe with a bowl of the red Indian pipe stone, and he kept on puffing and looking at us and through us, while we came up. He did not rise. He gave us no greeting. When we were almost on him, he simply took the pipe from his mouth and bellowed:

Will!

We halted and got off the horses as Will Cary came out from the house. What a man he was, big as an elk and as fit for speedy motion! He was a handsome man. You would have said that there was a strong dash of Indian blood in him, to judge by the swarthy glow of his skin. He was so handsome in feature that he possessed a certain nobility which might degenerate later on, if one could judge by the indications about the eyes.

Will Cary walked out to us two steps, saw Parade and Frosty, and turned to stone. Thats exactly the word for it — he changed to a statue in the act of striding, about to lift foot from the ground. That was a fine picture to see — the amazement in that big fellow so great that it resembled fear. Perhaps it was fear, because I could understand why he turned his head and his eyes probed swiftly, guiltily, among the trees. He was looking for the sign of the master, Jim Silver. He could only get hold of himself little by little.

Dean Cary did not want peace in the air, it seemed, because he growled: Heres a couple of strangers bringin home your girl to you, Will!

But that leading remark was wasted for the moment. Will Cary gave hardly a glance at the girl except to exclaim:

Parade and Frosty! Where did they come from?

From Jim Silver, of course, answered Julie Perigord. Harry Clonmel, here, got them away from Silver.

Got them away — from Jim Silver! breathed Will Cary.

His eyes stared at the heels of Clonmel and they widened slowly as he looked up toward the head of the giant. After all, there was not such a deal of difference in the size of that pair, but what Will Cary had just heard was enough to make him see nightmares in the flesh. I could sympathize with that feeling.

But old Dean Cary exclaimed: Thats a lie! That young feller never took nothin from Jim Silver. If he got the hoss and the wolf, he got em by a cheat!

Clonmel turned quickly, saw the gray hair of the speaker, and then shrugged his shoulders. Will Cary was greatly embarrassed. He said:

Stop that sort of talk, will you, Dad? You folks come in a while. Well put Parade in the barn, and Frosty along with him. Jumping thunder, what a horse! I never saw him as close as this. Look at those quarters, Dad. He could carry three hundred pounds all day long. Carry it like a feather in the wind. Come on back and well put Parade in the barn.

We went around behind the house. There was a haze over my mind. I walked in a dream. Something bad was going to happen — I couldnt tell what. Pretty soon, Will Clary would stop wondering about the stallion and Frosty and begin to realize that his girl had been brought home by another man. Then action was apt to start. And if Clonmel was the bigger of the two, Will Cary knew ways of cutting almost any man down to his own size. And as I walked along with the rest and heard them chattering, my mind turned back to Jim Silver and the surety with which Dean Cary had said that no man could take anything away from Silver. It was the feeling that everyone seemed to have — that Silver was invincible.

How, then, had Clonmel taken that horse away from the fighter? If it had been a trick, how had he managed to trick that crafty veteran of a thousand battles?

I decided that the best thing was to stop thinking and let the future take care of itself, but every moment, I expected to hear the noise of a galloping horse and to see Jim Silver breaking out from the big, dark circle of the trees.

We put Parade in a stall in the barn. Frosty lay down exactly under the feet of the stallion and dropped his head on his paws. He looked like a perfectly tame dog, except that the eyes which watched us were green. Looking at the size of him and at his eyes, it was easy to remember that once a bigger price had been put on the scalp of that cattle killer than was usually laid on the head of a human murderer.

Will Cary stood back to admire the picture the two made, for a moment.

Look at em! he said under his breath, after he had poured some crushed barley into the feed box. Parade wont eat the stuff I offer him. The grain and the hay dont mean a thing to him unless his boss is around to see him eat it. Think of having a pair like that ready to die for you, watch for you, fight for you! Think of it!

Well, I was already thinking of it, dizzily.

Will took us back into his house. He brought out a jug of moonshine that I wouldnt drink, but Clonmel took a big swig of it.

How did you do it, partner? asked Will Cary. How did you get em away from Silver?

Silvers not dead, answered Clonmel, and according to your father, it must have been a cheat.

Cary frowned. He leaned forward in his chair and stared at Clonmel for a moment, with doubt in his eyes.

Then he said: And how do you happen to be gadding around with strangers, Julie?

Thats my business, said the girl calmly.

Her eyes flashed from one of those big men to the other. I had been liking her a good deal, up to that time, but now it seemed to me that I could see a big touch of animal in her — the sort of thing that makes a woman glad to see two men fighting for her. Like a she-wolf, she might go to the stronger.

I commenced to say that wed better be starting on home, when old Dean Cary walked into the room, his cowhide boots creaking, and muttered:

Come out with me for a minute, Will!

Will got up and followed his father from the room. The rest of us sat there in a silence that thickened and deepened, and I knew that the trouble I had been dreading was only moments away.


VII. SILVERS FRIEND
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IN THOSE MOMENTS that followed, my eyes went vaguely around the room. It had been a parlor once. It had been that in the days of Mrs. Cary, no doubt, and there was still a faded, flowered carpet on the floor, and a round mahogany table in the center of the room, and a few family photographs growing dim behind their glass along the wall; but harness hung from pegs, fishing rods leaned in a corner, initials had been whittled into the edge of the table, and spurs had scarred the top of it. It was woman-made, that room, but it had been manhandled.

Julie said, with a darkening face, finally: Theres something in the air. What is it?

Theres something in the air. Wed better get out of here, said I. Wed better go home.

No, broke in Clonmel, Im not leaving for a while.

He looked at the girl. She flushed under his eye and was about to speak, but before a word came from her, a shadow stepped noiselessly into the open doorway at the front of the room. I thought for a dizzy moment that it might be Silver himself. Then I saw that it was a fellow of only average height, very slenderly made — a wonderfully handsome, dark-eyed man with a pale skin and black hair. The lids drooped over his eyes. He had less the appearance of one looking at us than of one listening to distant sounds.

But I knew instantly that he was keenly aware of all of us. An air of the town clung to him. He wore an ordinary range outfit, but it was not in place on him. It looked as though it had been hand-worked by an expensive tailor in imitation of the swaggering clothes of the range.

You rode in on Parade, said he to Julie, without any form of greeting. Where did you get him?

I glanced at the girl and saw that she was out of her chair and standing stiff and straight without a whit of color in her face. She was frightened out of her breath, and that was plain. But five minutes before, I would have sworn that not even the charge of a grizzly bear would trouble her.

I dont know, she stammered. I dont know where I got him — Taxi!

The name ripped right through me. I stared again at him and saw his eyes lift a little. They were pale eyes, brighter than any I had ever seen. People said that once a man had looked into the eyes of Taxi, he would never forget them. I could understand that now. At that instant, with a quiet fury rising in him, he looked like a pale and dressed-up devil, ready for a kill.

And that was what he was ready for — murder! You could tell it in the stillness of his attitude, in something about the slender, nervous hands, and above all, in the pale glare of his eyes. Murder — because we had crossed the trail of Jim Silver, and Silver was his friend. Men said that Taxi had come out of the underworld and had been caught and changed and made over by Silver. At any rate, it was true that the friendship between them was legendary all through the mountain desert.

You dont know where you got Parade? asked Taxi, in his soft, gentle, deadly voice.

Here! exclaimed Clonmel. I gave her Parade to ride, and what the devil of it?

Ah, said Taxi. You got Parade for her, did you?

Yes, I got him, and—

Harry, be still! said the girl. You dont know what youre doing. Its Taxi—

He knows what hes doing. Any man who can get Parade knows exactly what hes doing. Hes stealing.

Then he added, his voice even gentler than before: He a low, sneaking thief, to begin with.

Why, you little rat, said Clonmel, if you were a foot taller and twice your weight, I might have to take a fall out of you for that!

I suppose you might, said Taxi. Im standing here waiting for you to try.

He smiled, and the red tip of his tongue slid across his lips. Oh, if ever I saw a calm devil, Taxi was the man at that moment.

Dont budge, Harry! shrilled the girl.

She jumped in front of him and hooked her arms back through his, while she faced Taxi. Up over her her shoulder she pleaded with Clonmel.

Dont move a hand, or hell kill you, Harry. Hes Silvers best friend!

Steady, Taxi, said I. Im with Clonmel. I want to explain—

Then Ill have to take my chances with the pair of you, said Taxi. A horse thief is my idea of a snake. Im telling you that, whoever you may be.

Taking chances with the pair of us? Why, men said that there was hardly a hairs-breadth of difference between the skill of Silver and Christian and Taxi, when it came to guns. We were as good as dead the instant that a gun was drawn.

Therefore, guns must not be drawn, in spite of the fact that Clonmel was saying through his teeth:

Julie, stand away from me, or Ill have to lift you away.

Dont move! she begged. The instant Im away from you, hell kill you, Harry. Its Taxi! Its Taxi! Cant you understand that?

Julie, said Clonmel, if you dont—

At that, far, far away, like a trumpet blowing small on the horizon, a stallion neighed. The sound was not muffled by walls, but by thin distance alone.

The effect on Taxi was like the blow of a whip. He literally jumped.

Its Parade! he exclaimed. Whos got him now?

It cant be Parade. Hes safe in the barn, said Clonmel.

Safe in the barn? Safe for Barry Christian in the barn, I suppose you mean, said Taxi savagely. You are with the Cary outfit. Youve all thrown in with Christian. But two of you are going to step out of the picture this minute. Fill your hands!

Without lifting his voice he had put the cold acid right on my heart. I made a vague gesture, tugging at my Colt. Big Clonmel swept the girl away from before him with a single motion. She was screaming, and Clonmel was leaning to rush bare-handed at the gunman, while Taxi, with an automatic hip-high, was covering me and ready to fire.

He wanted to shoot, mind you. I never saw a more devilish eagerness to kill in any face. But he checked himself. The violence of his impulse was so great that lit swayed his entire body forward. What it was that stopped him, I could not make out at first, but instead of trying to free my own gun, I let it lie, half exposed, and heard Taxi snarl:

You half-wit, wheres your gun!

Damn a gun! said Clonmel, and charged like a bull.

My own Colt fell to the floor. I simply made a dive at Clonmel and hit him low enough to knock him off balance, so that the pair of us crashed in the corner.

When my wits cleared, the girl was in front of Taxi, begging. Clonmel was getting up slowly, and he pulled me to my feet by the nape of my neck. It was the queerest scene I ever saw, and the most nervy. But somehow, I knew that my dive at Clonmel had kept him from being shot through the head.

He knew it, too, now that he had been given a few seconds to think things over. I heard Taxi saying to the girl:

Im not going to shoot the fool! But — wheres Parade now? Where have the Cary outfit put him?

Hes in the barn. With Frosty. Theyre both out there, said Julie.

Were going out to have a look, remarked Taxi. The rest of you walk ahead of me.

We went ahead of him, fast enough. I was hurrying, but I couldnt keep up with the huge strides of Clonmel, who kept muttering:

Suppose he should be gone! Suppose he should be gone!

He reached the door of the barn and almost tore it off its running rail in his haste to get it open. We looked into the dimness and the pungency of the interior, and there was no trace of the glimmering beauty of Parade, no token of the dusty gray of the wolf.

Hes gone! said Clonmel. His voice rose with an agony. Bill, what can I do about it? Where have they taken him?

To Barry Christian, answered Taxi. They need money, and they know that Christian will pay the price they ask if he can put his hands on the stallion and the wolf.

He turned around on Clonmel and said to him:

Youve cut the heart out of Jim Silver — youve stolen his ears and his eyes and the speed that used to snake him across the mountains like a bird through the sky. Youve sunk a knife in him — and I cant pay you off for it! Ive got to stand here and look at a fool and let him live!

He was sick with rage; he looked sick. So did big Clonmel, for one thing. But Harry Clonmel made a gesture to the sky and shook his fist at the clouds.

Ill keep the trail till I get Parade back! he said. Ill keep it till Ive brought him safely back to Jim Silver!

Safely back — for Silver? asked Taxi. Did you say that?

I said that, answered Clonmel. Dyou think that Id get him for myself? If you know Jim Silver, dont you know well enough that hes only a borrowed horse?

Borrowed horse! shouted Taxi. Im going crazy! You might get Parade from Silver by fighting or by stealing — but whoever heard of borrowing a mans hands and feet, and his ears and eyes? Because thats what Parade and Frosty have been to Jim. Borrowed Parade?

Yes, said I. Thats exactly what he must have done.

Then Im out of my wits, muttered Taxi, and the worlds not what it used to be. But — youre telling the truth — youve borrowed him! Well, go borrow Jim Silver to help us out on the trail. Were apt to need him.

Go and confess that Ive lost his horse for him? groaned Clonmel, in such a voice that I was shamed with him. Well, Ill even do that, if I have to. Bill, are you going to help me?

Ill help you, I said gloomily, because I dreaded the future that was breathing cold down my spine already.

Three men on a trail! said Clonmel, and one woman left behind them to talk, and talk, and stab them in the back.

I wont talk, Harry, said Julie Perigord. Ill be as still as stone. I wont say a word to Dean Cary or Will — but its not true that theyve thrown in with Barry Christian! Theyve never even mentioned his name. They—

You fished for Parade to give him to the Carys, said Clonmel bitterly. Youve done their dirty work, and ruined me. I hope I never get sight of you again!

And he turned away and left her.


VIII. TAXIS ARRANGEMENTS
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SOMEONE SHOULD HAVE said a word for Julie Perigord, and I was the one to have spoken and told Clonmel that he was acting brutally when he talked to her as he did, but I was too much taken up by our own troubles, and that was why the three of us walked away from her white, sick face. I had heard the name of Barry Christian linked up with that of the Cary family, and I knew that if we were matching ourselves against such a combination as that, we were just about beaten at the start. I let the troubles of poor Julie slip out of my mind, while the three of us pulled back into the trees with our horses and sat down in the shade to think.

There was no use trying to follow the trail while it was hot, we decided, because the men who traveled with Parade were going like the wind, and they would keep on going like that until they reached some of the stone-paved ravines among the hills, where no sign of the flight would be printed on the ground. We had to think our way to a conclusion, reach far enough ahead with our wits to find where Parade might be taken.

First of all, I suggested that Will Cary admired the stallion so much that he might very well have stolen him for his own uses, but Taxi shook his head. He said that the Carys would never dare to bring down the anger of Jim Silver unless they had strong backing, and the only backing that would seem strong enough would be that of Barry Christian, who had carried on his struggle with Silver during so many years.

But what makes you think that Christian is in this part of the world? asked Clonmel.

What else brought Jim Silver here? asked Taxi sadly. What else keeps him traveling across the world, jumping here and jumping there, never easy? What else brings me trailing along behind him, trying to help, only in touch with him once in a long while, because he doesnt want me in on the danger that always lies ahead? No, Silver is up here somewhere, because he thinks that Christian is around. And the Cary outfit is one that used to play into Christians hand a long time ago. Theyre probably playing into the same hand now. People that have had his easy money dont forget the taste of it very soon. Hell pay them thousands for Parade. Why shouldnt he?

It was clear enough as an argument, after all, and I knew the legend that Silver had sworn never to rest until, at last, he ran Barry Christian to the ground. I listened to the lonely wind in the trees and felt cold in spite of the warmth of the day.

Well, I said, Im willing to do what I can. But I dont know what we can manage — the three of us against the lot of them.

One of us has to go and take the word to Silver.

Clonmel said. The other two ought to watch here, because Will Cary and his father are sure to return. When theyre back, if we can lay hands on one of them, we may make him show us the way to Parade — and Christian, if Christian is there.

The Carys wont come back — not for a long time, said Taxi. They know that theyre spotted. Theyre more apt to return to the hang-out of their whole clan.

Wheres that? asked Clonmel.

Back through the hills, said Taxi. I dont know where. The old father of Dean Cary is still alive, and hes kept a tribe of sons and grandsons around him. Enough to turn back even Jim Silver. No, after Dean gets the horse to Christian, hell go back to his tribe.

I know where they live, said I, the picture of the valley growing up suddenly in my mind. Its just under timber line. I could show the way, but—

I hesitated, thinking of the number and the fierceness of those Cary men. I knew a lot about them.

Taxi asked for a description of the trail, and I drew a map of the route on the ground and pointed out the first landmarks, because we could see the mountains through the trees. It was arranged — Taxi did the arranging — that he and Clonmel should take the mountain trail until they had arrived close to the Cary clan. In the meantime, I was to fetch a course overland to the pass beside Mount Craven and try to locate Jim Silver. Clonmel told me where he had managed to find the great man. The reason I was sent toward Silver and not toward the Cary outfit was plainly that I was not much of a fighting man, and the Cary tribe might use their claws on strays that happened into their vicinity. Anyway, I got my horse and pounded away for the pass.

It was fixed that if I got hold of Silver, the two of us were to show up near the Cary place and fetch a course down the creek that flowed near it. Somewhere on the way we would come in hail of Taxi and Clonmel.

That was the background behind me when I climbed my mustang through the pass again, bound for Jim Silver. The day had been bright and hot in the valley, but up there in the country of the winds the sky was patched with racing clouds that kept drawing rapid pencil lines of shadow across the map.

I found the creek that worked among the trees in a shallow little ravine. I took the south side of that ravine, just as I had been instructed, and rode on among the pines, with the mustang slipping a good bit over the layered pine needles, until I came bang on the place which had been described to me by Clonmel as the site of the camp of Silver. It was the exact picture, with a big pine between two smaller ones, near the bank of the creek, and the face of the big tree shattered by lightning. But there was no trace of any campfire, no blackened soil, no dark spot of ashes, and no suggestion of broken firewood anywhere around.

After I had looked for a few moments, I began to feel that Clonmel must have seen the place, to be sure, but that nothing but ghosts had been in it.

I was still staring around when a voice said, behind me:

Well, stranger?

I jerked about in the saddle. There at the edge of a huge boulder was a tall fellow who reminded me of someone I had seen before. He had big shoulders and the legs and hips of a running stag. There was something about his brown face, too, that reminded me of other features which I could not place.

Jim Silver! I exclaimed.

Who sent you up here? he asked.

Clonmel, said I.

Ah, he sent you, did he? answered Silver. I think thats the last thing that — Clonmel would do.

He said this in rather a queer way. I felt that I had to establish the facts at once before he would believe me, and I blurted out:

He only sent me back here because Parade and Frosty are gone. Theyve been stolen!

He came up to me with quick steps and gripped the reins of my horse just under the chin, as though steadying the head of the mustang would hold me in a better place to be looked at.

Parade? Frosty? he echoed.

Theyre gone! I said wildly. I made a big pair of gestures to explain how entirely they were gone. The gestures also helped me to look away from the bright, grim eyes on this man. Dean Cary and his son took them, while Harry Clonmel and I were in the house. Taxi heard about a stranger riding Parade. He came to the Cary place to fight to get them back for you. But instead of fighting, we went out to look in the barn — and the horse was gone.

I told him rapidly about what had happened and what plans we had made, while he backed a little away from me and released the head of the mustang.

I couldnt help winding up by crying: But how did Harry Clonmel get the horse and the wolf away from you?

Thats another matter, said Jim Silver. The item for you to be interested in is that youre not riding back there with me.

No? said I. You mean that you want my horse? Why, you can have him, Silver. All of us in these mountains — all the honest men — are willing to give you more than a horse if it will help. You take the mustang, and Ill peg along on foot. I may get there late, but Ill arrive.

He smiled at me a little.

Ill get there on foot faster than any horse could take me, he said. Any horse except one, he added. But youre not for this sort of business. Youre not trained to the minute for a fight, and theres apt to be fighting up there. Ill cut straight across the mountains, where a horse couldnt go, and Ill be at the headwaters of that creek before an ordinary mustang would carry me there. But you — youre going back home to your wife.

Wife? said I. How do you know that Im married?

He smiled again.

A woman sewed that patch at your knee, he said. Men dont take such small stitches or such regular ones. Im grateful to you for wanting to help — but youre going home.

Now, as I stood there and looked at Jim Silver, I had a strange experience. I knew, in a flash, that all I had ever heard about him was true — all of his wild adventures, and all of his courage, and his steel-cool hardness of nerve. Invisible lips were calling to me, and I felt cold-hearted and alone in a strange way. I made a foolish and childish gesture toward him.

My wife — she saw you once, said I, and if she were here, shed send me kiting along to help you. Yes, and shed want to go along with us!

I laughed, but Jim Silver did not laugh. He just looked at me.

Ive got to go, I said at last. Id never have the courage to call my soul my own, if I didnt go. Id never be able to face my son.

He kept his silence until I thought it would never end, and at last he said:

If anything happens to you—

I have a son to carry on after me and work the ranch, said I. Ive got to go, Silver.

He walked slowly up to me again, and raised his face so that I could see a sort of gentleness and sadness in it. He took my hand.

I dont even know your name, he said.

Bill Avon, I said, and—

Bill Avon, said Silver, and gave my hand a good, long grip.

I could feel that the strength of that grasp had sealed us together, and I wished that he had given me the grip after I had done something worth while, not before. I had the uneasy feeling of a man who has been paid in advance for goods that have not been delivered and that will be hard to find.

When he stepped away from me, he said:

That pony has done some hard traveling today. Youll do better by him and yourself if you unsaddle here and let him rest an hour or so. Give him a drink and cool him off. After that, you can ride as fast as you please on the trail. And another thing — will your wife be breaking her heart when you dont turn up at home?

I thought of Charlotte and drew in a long, slow breath.

No, I said shortly. She wont be breaking her heart!


IX. THE CARY DOMAIN
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IT WAS NOT a great deal after noon of that day before I got around the half circle of riding that I had to complete before I was near the hang-out of the Cary clan. Grandfather Cary had his head about him when he picked out that spot. It was a little mountain kingdom all of its own. The mountains fenced it around in a circle. Half a dozen creeks flowed down through it. The forests came off the highlands and slipped in green floods over the valleys, and where the forests ended, the grazing land began, pushing out arms among the woods and extending over a great central portion of the plateau where there were only occasional groves of trees. In one of those groves was the old Cary house.

Almost any other people in the world would have become rich with such a domain to exploit, but the Carys could not accumulate wealth so long as Old Man Cary lived. And he seemed to defy death like a stone. Time could crack and wear and seam and color him, but it could not rub him out.

Old Man Cary possessed a queer cross between faith in God and hatred of man. He refused to take ordinary precautions. He refused to build the big barns and feeding yards where a great herd of cattle could be sheltered when bad winters came along — and, of course, bad winters came pretty frequently at that altitude. But when the thermometer dropped toward zero and often dipped below it, Old Man Cary shrugged his shoulders and left everything to the will of God. That was why the big Cary herd would increase for half a dozen seasons and then half of it would be wiped out. The bones lay heaped, here and there. I saw a whole white windrow of them under the edge of a bluff against which hundreds and hundreds of beeves had been driven by a fierce blizzard and where they had stood until they froze. That had been many years before, but the same disaster had happened over and over again. And Old Man Cary always said that it was the will of God, and he would look around through his family to find out a recent sin which the Lord might be punishing.

There were plenty of sins to be found. A few of his descendants, like Dean Cary, had left the home preserve and founded homes here and there, but the majority of them preferred to remain in the land of their inheritance. They were all slaves of the old mans word, and he had plenty of words. He said when cattle could be driven to market, and that was the moment when they had to be taken out, no matter what the state of the market might be. He said when and how much timber should be felled for the winter store of wood. He named the creeks that could be fished and the ones where the stock must be allowed to accumulate. Now and then he would step down into more intimate details and invade the privacy of the home of one of his sons or grandsons, and the terrible old fellow was sure to leave scars wherever he struck.

It was, on the whole, a wild and easy life for his offspring, of course. They had plenty of beef and fish; they could dig vegetables out of the vegetable patch; their horses were a splendid big race of animals; they were all allowed to spend a share of the cash income on clothes and foolishness; plenty of moonshine whisky was made on the place, and for houses they built on crooked wings and sprawling additions to the great log cabin of the old man. On the whole, it was a life for wild Indians. The only modern improvements that the old man permitted were the big steel locks on the doors.

I thought of these things when I came down from the headwaters of the creek, along which I expected to find Clonmel, and Silver, and Taxi. I was thinking so busily about them that I ran into a whang of trouble. I rode around a bend of the stream and heard a voice croak at me, and saw a young Cary pointing his rifle at my head.

I dont think he was more than fifteen. His brown spindle shanks were only half covered by ragged overalls with half a pair of suspenders to hold them up. His shirt was a sun-faded rag of blue and white. His head stuck up like a big fist on a lean, sinewy forearm. But he was a Cary, all right. I could tell it by the black of his shaggy hair and by the black of his bright eyes.

I could tell it by something fiercely unrelenting in his manner, which made him seem eager to treat me as he would have treated a wolf or a deer. Men told strange tales of things that had happened up here beyond the law. This lad had bare feet and a fine new repeating rifle. That was what you would expect in a Cary. They were men who didnt know how to miss with a gun, whatever else they might miss in life.

Who are you, stranger? he asked.

My name is Bill Avon, said I.

What are you doing up here? he asked.

Looking for some cattle to buy, said I.

Aint the time of year we sell cows, said he. You know that.

No, I dont know that, said I.

Why would you wanta buy cows here?

Because Ive heard that they can be bought cheap.

Where do you live?

Away over there between Blue Water and Belling Lake. Ive got a ranch.

Yeah? said the boy.

He kept the rifle on me. There was no let-up in the fierce brightness of his eyes, the cruelty in them. Something kept pulling at his mouth, and it was not kindness that kept it twitching. Young people like to kill for the sake of killing, and this lad was not only young but he was a Cary.

The story was that no one was an acceptable member of the clan until he had killed his man. It was certain that all the young men left Cary Valley and journeyed here and there through the West. About half of them or more never came back. Those who returned wore scars, as a rule.

I have even heard it said that every single male in Cary Valley had killed his man. This I dont vouch for, but its a common superstition among a lot of people who ought to know what theyre talking about. No wonder my flesh was creeping more than a little as I faced this young savage.

He kept turning the idea of me in his mind like a bird on a spit.

You go on with your hunting, and Ill ride on and see your folks, said I.

He grinned at me.

You think Im a fool. Youre a fool for thinking so, said he.

Whats your name? I asked him.

Chuck, said he.

Chuck, said I, you ought not to look at a stranger as though he were a freak of nature or a snake. Whats wrong about a fellow riding into your valley?

Nobodys asked here; nobodys wanted here; nobody but a fool or a crook would try to break in, said Chuck.

All right, then, said I patiently. If thats the way you people feel about it, Ill have to turn around and get out.

Yeah. Go on and git, said Chuck.

I turned the horse, glad to be headed away from that young panther.

Wait a minute! he sang out.

I pulled the reins and turned my head.

Maybe Ill take you on to the house, said he.

That suits me, said I.

Maybe it wont suit you so well when the old man gets through with you, said Chuck. Ride along ahead of me, and dont try no funny business, or Im goin to lambast you.

I rode ahead of him and I didnt try any funny business. But I could hardly keep from chuckling when I thought of the trouble that lad had ahead of him if he kept right down this side of the creek. Taxi and Silver and Clonmel were all down there, somewhere, waiting for me. It would probably be quite a point in this lads life, if he had a close look at the great Jim Silver.

We went a good mile down the creek before he called out to me to stop.

Theres a right good ford here, he said, and well cross over to the other side of the creek.

That spoiled my plans. It was on the south side of the creek that I expected to meet my three friends.

Whats the matter with riding along here? I asked him.

I dunno, he said, except that you come in on this trail, and maybe itll be a pile better if we hit across on the other side and take my trail.

I was amazed as well as disappointed. The boy had the suspicions of a wild beast, and in this case they were justified.

I crossed the ford and he came along after me. The water got up as high as the knees of my horse, and once I figured on turning suddenly back at Chuck. But a glimpse of the bright black eyes and the lean, stern young face, and the way the rifle was constantly at the ready changed my mind for me.

I crossed that ford, and a moment later we were heading off on a trail among the trees, and leaving the little ravine of that creek far behind us.

I knew then that I was not destined to see Silver and the rest before I saw the inside of the Cary house. Thank Heaven, that was all I did know of what was lying ahead of me.


X. THE HEAD OF THE CLAN
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WE LEFT THE trees and entered the big central plain of the Cary Valley until we hit a maze of old and new trails that had been worn by cattle and horses, and then we came in sight of the Cary house, spilling out right and left behind its screen of trees.

I could see cattle dotting the plain, here and there, little single points, or whole smudges of red. They were feeding on the finest grama-grass, the best fodder in the world for horse or cow, I believe. The cows we passed were sleek as butter and filled right up round between the short ribs and the hip bones.

We got up along another creek that came white with speed down the farther slope of the valley, close to the Cary house, and around a bend we came upon a lot of women washing clothes. They were standing in the water or crouching like Indians along the rocks, soaking, and rubbing, and beating the clothes, and using mighty little soap. That, in the days of good washing machines and scrubbing boards, and when even half-wits ought to know that clothes need boiling before they are really clean at all.

But I didnt wonder very much at the primitive methods of that laundry, because what staggered me was the look of the women themselves. I had seen a Cary woman here and there, but never a group of them, and what a set they were! They were all handsome, in a way, but built on heroic lines, with plenty of bone in body and face. Some of the young girls who were down there helping with the work were quite beautiful; time had not yet filled them out to the full Cary measure.

Every solitary one of those women had black hair and eyes. It was said that one of Old Man Carys mandates was that he would have no blondes in his valley.

These big women all turned around and stared at us as wild creatures and brutal savages do, gaping, some of them, and never shifting their eyes, and laughing, and pointing me out. To be frank, they frightened me more than any group of men could have done. I mean, there was such cruelty in their eyes and such strength in their hands that they looked capable of anything.

The trail took us up to the home grove and through the trees to the front of the house. It was the sort of thing you would expect, just a bare flat of beaten ground with a hitching rack here and another one there, and a stone-paved run of water that went close to the front door, where the horses could be conveniently given drink. A dozen small youngsters were rolling around, playing. They got up and looked at us. They stared, and pointed me out silently.

Hey! Hey, somebody! yelled Chuck.

A woman came to the nearest door and screened her eyes against the slanting rays of the sun. She was a huge woman, swarthy, sun-darkened.

What you want, Chuck? she asked. Who you gone and got there?

Shut your mouth and go and tell the old man I wanta see him, said Chuck.

Yeah? All right, said she, taking no offense at this rough talk.

I could gather from the specimen that the men occupied a position of dignity in the valley, perhaps from the moment when they could daub a rope on a cow or go out and shoot venison. Anyway, the woman left the door, and I heard her begin to bawl out:

Hey, there, Grandpa! Hey, Grandpa!

Her voice passed into the distance, but I could still hear it shrilling, several rooms away.

The children came up and stood close about us, staring, silent. Their eyes were as old as the eyes of any of the grown people — just as bright and just as cruel. I had a feeling that if their parents were all killed, the children would be able to live in the woods and forage well enough with tooth and nail.

My apprehension grew all the time I waited out there. And when I thought of Silver and Taxi and Clonmel, it was small comfort. They would never miss me. They would simply think that I had lost my heart and preferred, at the last moment, to remember Silvers invitation to go home and leave the rest of the business to better hands than mine. Even if the three of them wanted to help me, what could they do? What could anyone do? Three? It would need thirty to break into this fort where man and woman and child were capable of hard battle.

And if Silver was a superman, still the Carys were close to being supermen, also.

Suddenly I saw that this den of wild beasts ought to be broken up and the inhabitants scattered. The law had never taken a single step past the flat, stone faces of that circle of cliffs which fenced in the round of the plateau. It was time for it to appear.

I tried to talk to the boy. I said: Chuck, do you fellows aim to bring in every stranger who happens to ride into the valley?

What would strangers be doin up here? he asked me brutally. Nobody but a Cary has got no rights in this valley, I guess.

So you put a gun on them and bring them in?

He looked me slap in the eye, while his mouth twisted into a grin.

Some of em wont be brung, he said. Some of em would have to be left, I reckon.

Left dead, was what he meant. I needed no interpreter to tell me that much.

The big woman appeared in the doorway again.

Take him around to the old mans room, she said. Hell see him. Who is he, Chuck?

Calls himself Bill Avon and says he wants to buy cows. I dunno who he is, said Chuck.

To me he added: Get off that hoss.

I dismounted, with the hollow eye of the rifle watching me with special care in case I should try any quick moves.

Now march ahead of me, said Chuck.

He sent me around the side of the house and marched behind, and the silent, black-eyed children ran out ahead of me, turning and staring up at me over their shoulders, as children will when they march ahead of a band. There was no dignity of noise to this moment, but there was plenty of danger, and they wanted to see how I would take it. I was suddenly glad — gladder than I had ever been before in my life — that I was middle-aged, not at all imposing, and with a good record of long and honest work behind me.

When we turned the farther corner of the house, I saw a big vegetable garden stretching away to the next trees. Another runlet of water ran through it, and there were little mud embankments to contain the flood when it was poured on one patch or another. New green tops were pricking the black of the earth, here and there. I saw the dirty yellow of ripe onions, ready to be dug up; tomato vines were growing up on frames, and off in the distance there was a woman bending over a broad-bladed hoe. The flash of it seemed to strike right into me.

The back of the house was more irregular than the front of it, because here big cabins or little ones had been added to the long structure and the rear showed the differences in size. Finally, we came to a door, where Chuck halted me. He kept his rifle in both hands and kicked the door.

Whos there? called a voice that was so husky and deep that it seemed one could count the number of vibrations per second that went to the make-up of the sound.

Chuck. I got something to show you, said the youngster.

Open the door and come in.

Chuck opened the door with his left hand, keeping the rifle carefully under his right elbow. But I had no intention of trying to escape. I felt as though I were in the center of a hostile kingdom — as though a great continent had swallowed me up.

I stepped through that doorway and found myself before Old Man Cary.

It was a naked sort of a room with nothing much to it except a broad open hearth and an iron crane hanging in it, with a black pot that hung from the crane, over the low welter of the fire. The smell of the cooking broth was stale through the room. Everything seemed to be soaked with the greasy odor, as though that same pot had been boiling there for years. Mutton was the smell, and if you know mutton, you know what I mean when I speak of the greasy rankness. The air was filled with it. Not this days cooking only, but a stale offense that rose out of the ground and seeped out from the dark walls.

I say it came out of the ground because there was no wooden flooring. There was just beaten earth. Some of that earth was so footworn that it seemed to have a sheen about it, to my eyes.

Old Man Cary sat in a corner near the fire, with a rug pulled over his legs — an old, tattered, time-worn rug that was once the pelt of some sort of animal. Now, half the fur had been worn away. He had a broad bench beside him, and that bench was littered with revolvers and rifles which he was cleaning. I could imagine that he cleaned the guns for the entire clan and during that cleaning took heed of the way the different weapons had been used.

Now I hope you have some idea of what the place was like, but when it comes to Old Man Cary himself, its hard to make a picture of him. He still had the great Cary frame which his descendants had inherited from him; he still sat as high as many a man stands. But there was no flesh on him. He was eaten away. Death had been at him for a long time and death was still at work. If it could not strike the old giant to the heart or the brain, it could at least worry him down little by little. His face had shrunk so that it seemed very small, unmatched to the size of his head, like a boys face under a mature skull.

And his eyes were bright, sharp, young, under the wrinkling folds of the lids. He lifted those eyes to Chuck as he said:

Who knocked at my door?

I did, Grandpa, said Chuck.

You lie, said the old man. You didnt knock. You kicked that door.

Look, said Chuck. I had my hands full of the gun, like this here, and I had to kind of rap the door with my foot.

If you ever kick my door again, said that husky voice; which seemed to be tearing the fiber of the throat, Ill nail you to a tree and take your hide off. Now, what you brought here to me?

He turned his glance on me.

Chuck was so scared that he had to draw breath a couple of times before he could stammer out that I said my name was Bill Avon, that he had found me up the creek, and that I said I was coming to try to buy cattle, and that everybody ought to know that Cary cattle were not for sale at this time of year.

They ought to know, ought they? said the old man. You know it, do you?

Yes, sir, said Chuck, more breathless than before.

Cary cows are for sale when I say theyre for sale. The time of the year dont make no difference, said the old man.

Yes, sir, said Chuck. Im sorry.

Sorry for what?

Sorry I didnt know.

What didnt you know?

That the cattle — I mean — I dunno.

You dont know what you dont know, eh? Are you a fool or aint you a fool?

No, sir, said poor Chuck. I mean — yes, sir.

You got too much of your mother in you, and shes a fool woman. You hear me?

Yes, sir.

You tell her that. Go back and tell her: Ma, youre a fool woman. If she dont like that, send her to me, and Ill tell her some more.

Yes, sir, said Chuck. Pa would knock hell out of me if I told her that.

You send your pa to me, too, then, said the old man. He looked at me. You say youre Bill Avon, do you?

Yes, said I.

You come to buy cattle?

Yes.

How much money you got with you?

Fourteen, fifteen dollars.

How many Cary cows would that buy?

I was going to dicker for a sale, said I.

Youre lyin, said the old man. Chuck, you was right to bring him in. Youre a good boy. But what you mean by leavin a gun on him? Take it away and fan him. Well see what his linin looks like!


XI. WORSE TROUBLE
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THERE WAS NOTHING much to be done with that old devil. It was like talking to a man with an eye that could read the brain. I wondered what even the great Jim Silver would do if he ran up against a power like that of Grandpa Cary.

Grandpa went on cleaning a rifle and paying no attention until Chuck had heaped on an end of the bench everything from my pockets, plus the gun from my holster. There were some silver and a five-dollar greenback. There were my old pocket knife and wallet and some bits of string and a couple of nails. I always seem to have some nails around in my pockets, because you never can tell when nails will come in handy.

I stood there like a fool, in a sort of emptiness, waiting.

After Chuck had put my stuff on the bench, he stepped back and eyed me savagely. The rough things the old man had said to him were a grudge that the youngster passed along to me. Thats the way with people bred to a certain level. As long as they can feel a good hate, they dont care in what direction it goes.

Before he paid any attention to me, the old man growled:

Mria!

Maria popped a door open and stood on the threshold. She gave one flash at me, and then looked to the head of the clan for orders. She was not much older than Chuck and had not yet begun to bulge with the Cary brawn. She had big bare feet, and she would grow to the bigness of them, one day, but the rest of her was slim and round and smooth enough to stand in stone forever.

Mria, gimme somethin to eat, said the old man.

She ducked back into the other room and came again with speed enough to make her calico dress snap and flutter about her brown legs. She had a big pewter spoon, and a big earthenware bowl, and a lot of stale bread crusts dropped into the bowl. She took the cover off the pot above the fire and stirred the contents, and then dipped out enough of the broth, swimming with shreds of meat, to cover the crusts of bread.

She gave the old man the bowl, and he held it between his knees and began to eat. He was careless about his feeding, and he made a lot of noise at it. Sometimes the soup drizzled out of the corners of his mouth, and then the girl was quick as a wink to wipe the drops away before they had a chance to fall off his lean chin. He had no teeth, of course, and that compression of his lips was one thing that helped to make his face so small, and oddly boyish. Sometimes, too, he was so casual about the way he raised the spoon that some of the soup ran down over his hand and onto his hairy arm, and the girl was always there with an edge of her apron to keep him tidy.

When he had had all he wanted, he gave the bowl a shove. She took it at once. He put his bald old head back on the edge of the chair.

You aint a bad girl, Mria, he said. Gimme a kiss.

She leaned over him and kissed him on the lips. It must have been a little hard for her to do, but most youngsters are accomplished hypocrites if hypocrisy will give them advantage in the family.

You make that soup pretty good, too, said the old man. You make it better than that Alice ever done. Im glad she gone and got married. Get out of here, now.

Maria got out. She had just time to pass one glance at Chuck, and the glint in her eyes said that she and Chuck knew each other fairly well. She was receiving sparks as well as passing them out, I should have said.

When the door was closed after her, I was glad of the interruption. I was glad that the old man had some food to comfort his stomach while he talked to me. He got out a pipe and loaded it, and put it in his toothless mouth. He had a wad of blackened string wound around the stem of the pipe so that he could hold it better between his gums. He went on examining me.

You bring up thirteen dollars and forty cents, and youre goin to buy Cary cattle, are you? he said.

I brought along no money to buy. I wanted to see the cows and find out what the prices might be.

How long you been around these parts?

Ive had a ranch for about eight years.

And you dont know that strangers aint welcome in Cary Valley?

I dont know, said I. Of course, Ive heard that people dont come up here very much. Not most people. But Ive seen some of the Cary cattle, and I wanted to buy some of them.

Youre a bright man. You got an education. A gent thats got an education is sure to be bright, said the old man, and you stand there and try to tell me that you didnt know that you wasnt wanted up here?

I thought it was worth a chance, said I. I didnt know, I can tell you, that you had gunmen out watching for strangers. But Id seen the Cary cattle, and I wanted to buy some of them.

Why did you want to buy em? Because theyre so good?

No. Theyre not good. Theres no size to them, I said.

No? No size to my cows? shouted the old man, suddenly enraged. And Chuck took a little hitch step toward me as though he were going to bash me in the face with his fist.

Theres no size to them. Theyre all legs, said I, but they fat up well in a short season. If I could cross them on the short-legged breed Ive got, I might manage to turn out a herd with size and one that fats up early in the season.

Youre a fool. He talks like a poor fool, Grandpa, said Chuck.

Does he? said that terrible old man. If you was to listen to some fool talk like this, you might learn somethin, though. Hes right. And doggone me if it aint a pleasure to hear sense talked once in a while, instead of the blatherin blither I get up here, most of the time.

Chuck was pushed into the background of the conversation by this blast. The old man went on:

You sound like you might have had a real business idea. But I dunno. It dont sound just right. You know you could a got my cattle without ridin clear up here. Moren once a year I send beef down to Blue Water and Belling Lake.

I only got the idea the other day, said I.

The old man closed his eyes and smoked through a long moment.

No, he announced at last. Youre lyin. Doggone me if I wouldnt almost like to believe you. But I dont. Now, you come clean and tell me what really brought you up here.

Ive told you, said I.

Yeah? You told me? Put up your hand and swear.

Well, Im ashamed to say it, but I raised my right hand and swore. I think most of you would have done the same thing, if youd been standing in my boots.

When I finished, Grandpa said:

It aint goin to do. Theres some folks, built along the lines of this gent, Chuck, that would rather put their hand into the fire than to swear a wrong oath, but he aint quite that simple. No, sir, hes got more brains than that. Hes got brains that I could talk to, I dont mind sayin. But call in somebody. Call in Hugh, will you?

You can see that I was in for trouble, already. The old man had looked pretty thoroughly through me. However, worse trouble was just ahead. Before Chuck could leave the room or sing out, we heard a door slam, and voices and heavy footfalls came toward us. Then there was a rap on the inside door of the room.

Hey, Grandpa! called the voice of Will Cary.

No, there was no mistaking it. The fine, deep ring of that voice carried a lot of conviction.

Come in, Will, said the old man.

The door opened, and Will heaved in sight, with his father behind him, and Will sang out:

Grandpa, what dyou think that weve landed for Barry—

He snapped his teeth shut. He had not seen me, but his father had, and had silenced his son by the simple expedient of striking him a sharp blow across the back of his head, jarring his teeth together.

Shut up, you dummy! said Dean Cary, and pushed into the room, right toward me.

Whats this thing doin here? he demanded.

Maybe you can help me out, said the old man. I was just about to lock him up till I got some ideas about him.

I can give you the ideas, said Dean Cary. Hes up here on the trail — of Parade and Silvers wolf. And that man-poisoning snake of a Taxi is probably up here somewhere, also. And then theres Silver himself who may be in the gang, and a man and a half by the name of Clonmel. You hear what I say? Silver — Taxi — and another — you hear me? he shouted.

Keep your voice down. I hear good, plenty, said the old man. Seems like this one is tied up with important folks. But it always takes something big to make a man with brains get himself into trouble. You say theres a gent by name of Silver? Who might he be?

I was so astonished that I almost forgot my own danger. And then I saw that my own danger was more real than ever. For anything might happen in this place, this secluded valley where news of great Jim Silver had not arrived at the ears of the chief of the clan in all these years!

Dean Carys breath was taken, too, so that the old man had a chance to ask again:

And you talk about Parade, and Taxi, and Clonmel — even about a wolf. What have they to do with the Carys? And what did you start to say about Barry? Barry who? Barry Christian? Is that who you mean?

Dean Cary looked at me with a calm balefulness in his eye. I had heard so much that I suppose he thought I might as well hear the rest of it.

You know Barry Christian? he said to his father. Doggone me if I aint surprised. Its a whole lot for you to have heard about Barry Christian.

Why, Ive seen him, you fool, said the old man.

Youve seen him, have you? And you talked to him, did you?

Dean, said the head of the clan, if I get any more of this kind of gab out of you, Ill have the whiskers tore off your face!

Why, shouted Dean Cary, if you know Barry Christian, dont you know that hes been driven a dozen times out of one place after another by a devil on earth by the name of Jim Silver? Dont you know that Taxi is the name of Silvers friend? Dont you know that the pair of them have walked through hell together, and that theyre able to walk through it again? And this fellow was with Taxi and Clonmel. This fellow is the spy the rest of em have sent ahead to look over the lay of the land!

The old man rubbed his hands together, then took the pipe from his mouth.

Seems like things is lookin up a trifle, boys, said he. Maybe the old blood is goin to be warmed up a bit, eh? But if Silver is man enough to chase Barry Christian, then hes got more sense than to send a batty, half-blind gent like Bill Avon ahead of him for a spy. Well talk it all over. Will, you and Chuck put Avon away and keep him safe and close.


XII. BARRY CHRISTIAN
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THEY PUT ME in the smoke-house, because it made as natural a prison as youd wish to find. In order to keep the smoke in, it was windowless, with hardly a vent to it, and it was built of the heaviest sort of logs as though to make sure that the stocks of smoking meat could not be raised. It was a good-sized room, with a peaked roof and smoke-crusted crossbeams from which the cuts of meat could be hung. A side of bacon was still up there, I cant imagine why, and out of it seemed to come the reek of old curings and new that had soaked into the wood all around me. The smell was greasy. It seemed to fill the air like smoke until it made me breathless.

I sat down on the floor, as the heavy door was shut and locked on me. Things were getting pretty bad. I tried to think, but thoughts wouldnt come. I could only see pictures — of my home ranch and the look of the kitchen, buzzing with warmth and sweet with the smell of Charlottes gingerbread on a cold winter evening.

There were a few chinks in the walls through which the light looked with eyes so small that the rays spread out in broken cones. But that light was a great deal better than the total darkness that began to gather as the day ended. For it made me think of my home ranch in another way, and of Charlotte stuffed and puffed with anger until her eyes were staring. She would never forgive me for this.

It was about this time that I heard the voice of Will Cary outside the smoke-house and then Julie Perigord, talking to him.

Hes in there. Hes all right, said Will. Come on away, Julie. Id get the devil, if they knew that Id showed you where he is.

You say hes there, said Julie Perigold, but how do I know?

Dyou think that Id lie to you? asked Will.

Ill never forget what Julie said in answer.

Oh, anyone would lie. We all lie. Half the things we say are lies. And this trouble is close to murder, Will. Of course youd lie.

You cant ask me to unlock a door when I havent a key to it, said Will.

You can let me rap on it and talk to him, said Julie.

I cant do that. Weve been here too long. Weve got to get away, or—

I heard a scuffling of feet, and then something bumped on the door of the smoke-house.

Bill Avon! Bill Avon! called Julie.

Yes, Julie, said I.

Ah-h-h! said the girl.

You see? said Will Cary. Now, come away, or therell be the devil to pay. You dont know what a savage the old man is, up here. If he thinks—

Bill, are you all right? asked Julie. They havent hurt you?

Not yet, said I, but they may finish me before long.

Ill get word to Charlotte, said Julie. Its all because I made trouble that this happened. Ill never forgive myself. Bill, Im sorry! Im going to try—

The voice of Will Cary struck in on her there, and I could hear him dragging her away, almost by force of hand.

Though the darkness, just after this, plugged up the chinks of fading daylight, I felt a good deal better. One friendly person in the world knew that I was locked up in that smoke-house, and, therefore, I could start building a few hopes. You may think that I was extravagant in my fears, but right up to that moment I had been expecting to find death just around the corner from me. You would understand if ever you could have seen the face and the eyes of the old man. But now I was a little comforted and lay out on the floor that was half sleeked down with grease and half roughed up with salt. I was hungry and thirsty, but the hope that was in me was better than a feather bed anywhere except in my own room at home.

Time takes on different meanings, when a fellow is locked up like that. A quick mind will live a day in an hour, and my mind was not slow when it came to building up apprehensions and making terrible pictures.

Anyway, it was a good bit after the darkness closed in around the house before footfalls came, and the door was unlocked, and men came in with lanterns.

Several of them were Carys. I knew them by their hair, and their swarthiness, and their quick, bright eyes. But the most considered of the lot, the leader, was a tall fellow, almost as magnificently made as Jim Silver, with rather a long, pale face, and long white hands, and a voice as deeply musical as Ive ever heard. When he spoke, it was a sound that you wanted to listen to and dwell over. It was a voice that would never be forgotten. I never heard such manliness and gentle sweetness of tones joined together, and when I first heard him speak, I simply lost all fear of the place that I was in. I knew that no harm could ever come from a man with such a voice.

He was saying: And thats Bill Avon? Poor fellow! Im sorry to see him here. How are you, Bill?

Im well enough, said I. I got up to my knees and then to my feet. Im well enough, but, of course, a smoke-house isnt a first-class hotel.

Ah, no, said he. No, its not a first-class hotel.

He shook his head at me in a sort of sad sympathy.

The trouble is that they want to know the plans you made with Jim Silver, and with Taxi, and that other man — Clonmel, they call him. They want to know what you planned with Silver and Taxi, most of all. Are they in the valley now?

I wondered why the Carys had brought this man with the gentle voice to talk to me. He was probably a minister who knew something about the badness of the Carys, but who persisted in ministering to them because he would not save his care for the good people of his flock only. And the Carys, perhaps, had brought him in to see if he could persuade me to talk — before they had to use other methods.

I cant talk about them, said I.

Ah, cant you? said that pale man. Think it over again, Avon. These people are rough men. They intend to give you a good deal of pain, Im afraid, unless youll talk to them and say what you know!

Id rather hang! said I.

For I thought of that noble and calm figure, Jim Silver, and dying for an honorable cause seemed a very little matter, just then.

Hed rather hang, said the tall man. Ah, thats an idea that might be used then. Throw a rope over that central beam, will you? We might even smoke him a bit when weve got him hung up.

I was utterly amazed to hear soft, musical laughter flow out of the throat of the pale man. A rope was instantly flung over the main beam above. My hands were tied behind my back. The noose was pulled around my neck.

Dyou know what youre doing? I shouted. You can strangle me, but I wont talk. Are you going to murder me, you snakes?

He asks if you know what youre doin, Barry! said one of the Carys, chuckling.

The name hammered against my brain.

Barry? I gasped. Are you Barry Christian?

For, of course, the thing came over me with a sweep. The man who would pay the price for Parade. The man who would give up his right hand, surely, to gain some hold upon Jim Silver. Of course, it was Barry Christian! I had heard him described before, only no description could do justice to the marvelous sweetness of his voice. Even that quality was turned against him, when I knew his name. That gentle voice and manner made him more perfectly the fiend, not the man.

In answer to my question, he smiled on me, more kindly than before. But that kindness always was a matter of the lips and the voice. The eyes, which I now stared into, showed the real soul of Barry Christian, and there was no more mercy in them than there would be in the heart of a wolf. A winter hunger for cruelty burned out at me. It sickened me. It made me faint.

Then the rope tightened with a jerk that lifted me to my toes. Three men were ready to give the haul that would dangle me in the air.

If you twist your feet together and kick down with them, said Barry Christian, Ill know that youre ready to talk. Pull him up, boys!

I was already drawn up to my toes, yet there seemed to be the weight of a ton to be added to the rope as I was wrenched into the air. The noose sank into my throat until it seemed to grip the spinal column. You may think that hanging is like holding the breath under water. It is not. For an instant, I saw the peering, frightened and delighted faces of the Cary men. I saw the eyes of Barry Christian. And then a whirl of black agony took me. I twisted my feet together and kicked down.

I didnt realize that I had touched the floor, after that, or when the rope was loosed. The next I knew, I was listening to the horrible, tearing sound of my own breathing. I was biting at the air, unable to get my lungs full of it.

Gradually I was able to see again. The face of Christian, quietly smiling, loomed greater than life-size. Then it receded to normal proportions, and I was able to see things as they were.

Well? said Barry Christian. Youll talk now?

Yes, I gasped. When Taxi and I found that Parade was gone, and the wolf dog, I went up to find Silver. Clonmel, of course, had located him before. We got together, all four of us. We wanted to find out if the horse was up here. We thought that Will Cary and his father might have brought it here. Taxi or Silver would be recognized. We thought that I might be able to get through and spot the horse, if it were here, and then get back and report.

Where were you going to meet them? asked Christian.

Outside the valley, said I. Down the trail theres a grove of big pines on one side, and some small spruce on the other side of the valley. They were to wait there for me.

I know the place! said one of the Cary outfit.

I could have thanked him with all my heart for remembering it. It seemed to give a body and a substance to the lie I had told. Christian stepped closer to me. His eyes hunted inside my mind, and something fled away within me, trying to escape like a hare followed by hounds.

Well, he said, it may be a lie, but Ill have to put up with it. Terribly sorry that I had to use such strong measures on you, Avon, but you know how it is. People like Barry Christian cant afford to waste much time. If, by any chance youve been lying and I find out about it—

He wound up that speech with a snap of his fingers, and I knew that my life would end if the lie were spotted. That was the thought that remained with me when the door was shut and I was left in the thick darkness.


XIII. ANOTHER PRISONER
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I LAY THERE fingering my sore throat and staring with popping eyes at the blackness. I think I was almost more afraid of the fury that must be raging in Charlotte by this time, than I was afraid of Barry Christian and the Cary tribe.

Then I began to wonder about things — about the way Old Man Cary and Christian must appear when they were together, and which of the pair would take the lead, and which would have the most evil mind. I wondered about Julie Perigord, too. If she had had any doubts about Will Cary before she met Clonmel, what must those doubts be now? Or did she take this whole brutal clan for granted?

In the middle of that wondering, I fell soundly asleep. I wakened with an uproar, like a windstorm, working in my mind, and as my senses came slowly out of the house of sleep, I realized that it was not a wind at all, but the noise of many voices.

There was a gay, happy ring to them. Men were calling and shouting and laughing. They poured up to the smoke-house; a key jarred in the big steel lock, and then the door opened, and the staggering lantern light showed me the gigantic form of Harry Clonmel being thrust into the room.

The others came after him. I got up to my feet with difficulty, because they had left me with my hands still tied behind me. And in the steadying lantern light, I had a better view of Clonmel.

They had not taken him without a struggle. The clothes hung in tatters from him. Mud and blood were streaked across him. His whole right shoulder and half his chest were naked. Blood from a small tear in his neck gave out a wandering rivulet of crimson that made his skin whiter. His feet were hobbled. His hands and elbows were tied behind his back. But he stood as straight and proud as though he were the conqueror and the others were beaten.

I never saw such a picture. He was big enough in body, but his spirit was so much larger still, that he overwhelmed me. He made me blink my eyes.

Barry Christian was there. His own clothes looked as though he had been through a struggle. He was very cheerful, smiling, speaking in his gentle, soothing voice which I had come to detest. The poison of the man reeked in the very air, so long as my eyes were on him.

So, said Christian to me, you lied about it, did you? But the lies of old men are easily found out. I told you what would happen to you if the lie came to the surface. Well, you can pick out your own sort of trouble. Therell be plenty of it, my friend!

I looked at him. I looked at that glorious figure, Clonmel, and suddenly — I dont know why — I wasnt afraid of death. My distrust and hatred for that fellow Christian choked out every other feeling.

You dog! said I to Christian, and the sound of my own voice amazed me.

He walked up to me and looked into my eyes. Nothing inside my soul ran away from him now. I was able to summon my strength and repel him and meet him half way, so to speak.

Well, well, said Barry Christian. No matter how old we are, it appears that we can always grow up!

He chuckled, after he had said that, and turned to one of the others to ask where Old Man Cary was. They said he was coming. At that moment someone cried out in an agony, far away.

Theyre settin Lukes busted leg, said a voice.

But when we get through with Clonmel, there aint goin to be nothin left to set! said another.

It was that lad Chuck. He sneaked up to Clonmel with his hand on the hilt of a knife.

When we get through with you, youre goin to be whittled right down to a boys size. You hear? he shouted at Clonmel.

He might as well have talked to a face of stone. Harry Clonmel simply turned his head a little and shut that section of the scene out of his brain.

I wondered what had happened. Silver and Taxi had not been taken or killed. That was certain, or else I should have heard their names long before this. But there had been a glorious battle when they put their hands on Harry Clonmel.

I would have liked to have seen that. I wondered to myself if, when I saw such a thing, I would somehow find the courage to forget myself and jump into the war. And I felt a savage satisfaction that in the fight Clonmel had at least broken bones. He was ready to break more of them — neck bones, at that!

Then we could hear Old Man Cary coming. It was strange how quietly the Cary outfit stood, eying the monster, Clonmel. More than one of them had felt his hands. I saw one burly man with a bulge on his jaw as big as a fist, and others were marked. They stood quietly and looked at the man with hunger in their faces. They were like good fighting dogs eying a bear that has been partly baited and tied up again.

I heard Old Man Cary saying: Watch how you walk. Mria, you aint as weak as all that. You can stiffen yourself a pile more. You aint much more useful than a walkin stick.

Then I saw the tall form coming up the steps and across the threshold with one arm stretched across the shoulders of the girl.

Dont bring her in here, said Barry Christian sharply.

No? And why not, Barry, my son? asked Old Man Cary.

Because a woman cant see things with the eyes of a man.

The old man laughed, and the sound seemed to be tearing and choking in his throat. The laughter made him look more like a boy than ever, and, therefore, more horrible.

I raised her and I handled her, he said. She aint too much of a woman. Her eyes, theyll see things the way any Cary man would see em. Bettern most. Oh, a pile bettern most. Eh, Mria?

She did not answer. To hold her grandfathers arm over her shoulders, she gripped his skeleton fingers with one upraised, young, brown hand. She kept that grip, her shoulder against the bony chest of the old man to steady him on his feet, and in the meantime she looked deliberately about her. When she came to me, she dismissed me. When she came to Clonmel, her glance quietly followed the course of his blood. She smiled a little.

I think it was the most frightful thing Ive ever seen, the smile of that girl as she looked at the running blood. It made me sick. It was monstrous.

Well, let her stay, said Christian, at that.

Oh, yes. Well let her stay, all right, said the old man. Now you got two chickens in your coop, what are you goin to do with em, Barry, my son?

Wring their necks, said Barry Christian.

It didnt shock me to hear that. Somehow, after the smiling of the girl, murder was a very common idea. It was what was to be expected.

The old man took Maria over to face Clonmel. Old Cary reached out a skinny forefinger, all covered with the grime of the gun cleaning, and poked the ribs of Clonmel. He was in such perfect condition that with his breathing the strong bone frame showed through the outer layering of muscles. And the old man poked again at the swelling strength that covered the chest of Clonmel, and then jabbed his finger into the big round column of his throat.

Ay, ay, ay! said the old man. Think of all the blood thats in him, Barry! Im goin to want to be on hand to see it sluice out of him. Im goin to feel younger, when I see the red come out of him, eh?

He started shaking his head.

I had to ask your opinion, said Barry Christian. I suppose the best way is to take them down to the big creek and finish them there. The white water will chew them up so small that not even a button will be found later on.

Ive heard tell that the water will do that, said the old man. Only, I was thinkin is it wise to wring their necks so quick? Are they ripe for killin, Barry?

What do you mean by that? asked Barry Christian.

He turned to the old man, who said, still wagging his head:

Kill em today, and where do you think Jim Silver and Taxi will be tomorrow?

I dont know. If theyre anywhere near, well have a chance to run them down. Silver will never leave my trail till hes tried his chance to get Parade again — Parade and the gray wolf!

True, said the old man, but he aint goin to rush on account of horse blood. But on account of man blood — oh, hell have to hurry on account of that!

Go on, said Christian impatiently. Hurry?

Yeah. Hell hurry, said the old man. You boys been tellin me a lot about Jim Silver. You been tellin me how brave and free and noble and good he is. Aint you been tellin me that?

Christian took in a breath, with his mouth sneering. He said nothing. The old man went on:

And a gent thats all those things which Silver is, how could he go and leave a coupla dear friends of his in our hands without makin no effort?

He doesnt know that Avon is here, said Christian.

But he knows that Clonmel is gone, or he will know, pretty soon. Unless our boys snag him up the creek, when he comes back to the place where you found Clonmel. Hell know then whats happened, and hes sure goin to start for us.

Hes not a fool, said Christian. Even Jim Silver cant do any good for his friends here.

A good man, said the grandfather, aint the kind to stop and think too long. A good man, Barry, is the sort thatll throw himself away for a lost cause. Its kind of noble, that is. A good man, he loves to be noble, I tell you. Silvers goin to be noble. Hell come up here, sure enough, whether you think so or not. And we gotta keep the bait in the trap till he shows up!

The detestable old devil began his husky laughter again, as he finished saying this.

Then Clonmel burst out: You dirty rats! Silver wont come. Silver has a brain in his head. Hell never come, no matter how long you keep us. And if you leave me in here, Ill find a way out. Ill find a way out if I have to bite through the wood with my teeth!

Listen, listen! murmured the old man, apparently in admiration. Hear him talk, tryin to persuade us to wring his neck now! Tryin to persuade us to put the bait out of the trap sos Jim Silver can be kept out of it. And what might Jim Silver be to you, son?

Why, when I heard that question, I wondered a little, myself. But when I glanced aside to Clonmel, I thought that I could understand. There was in the giant the sort of nobility that could feel all the majesty of a man like Silver; the sort of nobility that makes a few human beings willing to die for the right.

Yet, as I looked into the face of Clonmel and saw the tense expectancy and suffering in it, I felt that the old man was right. There was something very strange behind those last words of the giant.

I think youre right, said Christian suddenly. Well keep them.

Of course, Im right, said the old man. Im always right. Im too near dead to enjoy bein wrong any more.


XIV. THE MAN OF ACTION
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I REMEMBER THAT it was a long time after we were stifled by the blackness before I could speak, and then Clonmel asked me: What happened?

I told him briefly, and asked him how it had gone with him. He said that the three of them had waited for a long time, and finally Taxi had declared that I must have gone home, or perhaps even that I had sold my information to the Cary outfit, because Taxi said that money sometimes is a pretty strong voice in the ears of poor men.

But Silver, said Clonmel, swore that you would never back out of the job. He was as sure of that as he was sure of anything in the world. He said, too, that its the people who have money who will mostly sell themselves to get more of it. Hes a wise fellow, that Jim Silver!

Wise? I thought he was something more than wise. His faith in me made me strong. Another mans faith always multiplies ones own, I think. It seemed suddenly ridiculously easy to do the right thing without regret afterward.

I asked Clonmel what happened to him. He said:

Wed waited a good while for you. It was after dark. Taxi and Silver talked over different things to do, and Silver suggested, finally, that you might have been caught up by the Carys. In that case, Taxi said, you were probably already dead, because the only law in this valley is what Old Man Cary pleases to give to everybody in the place.

Silver said that you might have decided, after all, to go back and say good-by to your wife before you came over to the Cary Valley. He and Taxi went up to the head of the creek to see if they could spot you coming. They went off up the creek, and I stayed where I was, because it seemed to me a wild-goose chase. I walked up and down through a clearing at the side of the creek.

That was where I was a fool. Silver had told me to keep my ears open and my eyes working. I should have done that, but I didnt. I walked around, and the rush of the creek was loud enough to drown out any quiet sounds, such as people on the prowl would make. The first thing I knew, a man told me to stick up my hands. There he was, standing beside a tree, as I turned around. I put up my hands, all right, but I put up a foot, too, and kicked him under the chin. The bone must have broken. I heard something snap, anyway.

But as I turned to jump, three or four others piled onto me. We had a good brawl. They tapped me over the head enough times to make things hazy for me. Finally, they got me tied up, and they brought me on here.

I considered that talk, for a moment. Thats the way a man of action expresses himself. There was no story in it. There was no dwelling on all the details. I wanted to know how hed happened to break the leg of a man. I said:

You smashed up one of them. How did that happen?

Well, said Clonmel, in the middle of the brawl, they were all heaped up on me, and I managed to heave myself out of the pile. I caught a fellow by one leg and used him for a club. I swung him a couple of times and knocked them scattering. But the second time I used him, the club broke off short at the handle. I mean, the leg turned into pulp. That was all.

I closed my eyes and took in a breath. I was glad that grip had not fallen on my leg, for one thing, I can tell you!

I heard Clonmel say: Im going to get out of this. So are you. Im not going to die in here. Im not ready to be slaughtered in a meat-house like this.

I said nothing. There was nothing to say.

He came over to me and asked me what sort of cords had been used on my hands. I told him that cords had not been used, but rope that was almost half an inch thick.

Thats not thick enough, then, said he. Twine might have held us, but not that pulpy stuff. Lie down flat on your face.

I did as he said, and he got down beside me and found the rope that bound my wrists together. He began to tear at the rope with his teeth. It put a shudder in me — the strength of his jaws and the strange feeling, as though a beast were at work. Sometimes, as he wrenched at the cords, the strength of his pull lifted almost my entire weight. And I could hear the popping sounds as he got his grip under strand after strand of the rope and parted it. It might have been half an hour before the rope actually parted.

Ive told that to other people who would hardly believe it, but then not many of them had ever seen Clonmel. At any rate, there I was, with free hands, and though I didnt see what particular good free hands would do us, I found the knots that secured the ropes of Clonmel and undid them. That took only a few minutes more. He stood up, and I heard the swishing sound as he swung his arms.

The roof! he said to me. If theres half a chance, I may be able to pry a log out of the roof.

I put myself against the wall, over in a corner, where I was sure that a beam ran overhead. Clonmel climbed on me. The bulk of him nearly smashed my bones, I can tell you, till he stood up on my shoulders and I heard him murmur that he had it.

Then he pulled himself up. After a time, I could hear faint, squeaking sounds.

Just over me his murmur said: Come up here. Give me your hand and come up. The two of us may be able to wangle it!

I found his hand, and he lifted me up easily. Yes, with the strength of one hand, he shifted my weight easily. I thought his grip was breaking the bones of my fingers. It was like the pressure of a mechanical device with the power of a machine behind it.

I climbed onto the rafter. He told me where to stand in the corner and what log to lift on, while he went down to the farther end of the beam and heaved at that section of the same log.

When he gave the signal, by hissing softly, I fell to work, but my efforts were not what put the shudder in the log my shoulder was against or the beam that was under my feet.

I might have guessed what followed, for, though that beam must have been at least three by four, it snapped suddenly at the farther end. I went down and rolled my length along the floor, and I heard big Clonmel bump not far away from me.

The door snapped open. Lights came in. Those fellows paid little attention to me. One man simply backed me into a corner with his gun, but five or six of them piled on Clonmel. Even then they had a terrific job of it until someone managed to slip the noose of a rope over his arms. After that they were able to hold him and lash him, while the noise of his breathing sounded like that of a bull. Right through the trampling, panting, and cursing, I could hear the labor of his lungs, while they rolled him in enough ropes to have compressed a bale of hay.

They tied me up again, too. Will Cary had charge of the entire job, and he did a good one, you can be sure.

When we were tied up, and when wires had been used to make sure what ropes apparently were not able to accomplish, Will Cary stood over Clonmel where the giant was stretched on the floor, unable to stir.

Ive got you — and Ive got her! said Will Cary.

I wondered, for a moment, what he was talking about, and then I heard Clonmel laugh.

You havent got her, he declared. You havent even got the ghost of her. Shes seen the truth about you, Cary, and she smiles when she thinks about you!

Cary pulled back his foot and kicked Clonmel in the face. I saw blood come to answer the blow, but Clonmel kept on laughing. Cary stood trembling and cursing over his man, for a moment, and then went out and ordered the others out ahead of him. When it came to the killing of Clonmel, at the will of the old man, I had an idea that Will Cary would have the ordering of it. If superior hate counted, he would certainly be selected for the job.

We could hear the voices muttering outside the smoke-house, now, and there was an occasional glinting of a lantern through one of the chinks as a guard walked up and down, carrying his light with him.

Im sorry, said Clonmel, but better to have tried that than to be twiddling our thumbs. Talk to me, Bill. Talk to me about Will Cary. Fine, upstanding fellow to look at, isnt he?

As handsome as I ever saw, barring one, I answered. I did not tell him that the exception was himself. I hated to see what he did to you, Harry.

Clonmel actually laughed again. What a man he was!

Im going to sing a little serenade for my girl. Dyou think she cares a rap about me, Bill?

Cares about you? Shes dizzy about you. But shes not for you, maybe.

Shes up here, I think, said Clonmel, and if she is, she has to know that Im out here.

He rolled over and put his mouth close to one of the chinks through which the lantern light glowed, now and again. Then he opened his throat and sang such a rollicking, thundering, ringing song as Id never heard come out of a human being before.

A hand beat on the door of the smoke-house almost at once.

Be still! called Will Cary.

Clonmel kept on with his song until it ended. But by that time Cary had torn the door open and rushed in with his lantern in one hand and a gun in the other. He was a raging devil.

I ought to empty the lantern on you and let you burn for a wick! said Cary. By thunder, I think Ill do it.

Tell her that I was singing for her when you murdered me, Will, said Clonmel. No, you wont have to tell her. Shes heard me and the song both, by this time.

Cary swung up the lantern. I thought he would bring it down with a crash across the face of Clonmel, but instead he held his hand and stepped back. Whatever was in him for utterance, he could not get it past his lips, and he turned and walked slowly back through the open door. It slammed heavily behind him. The key ground in the lock, and I heard it rattle as it was withdrawn again.

What possessed you? I asked Clonmel.

She had to know that Im here, said Clonmel. If she cares a rap about me, itll keep her from mating with any Cary after Im gone. Even if she doesnt care about me, she may ask a few questions thatll make them tell a few lies. And so, something of me lives after me.

I thought that over. There was a good deal in what he said, though his mind was not like the minds of others. I was still lying there, pondering him even more than I thought about our danger, when I thought I heard a very light, scratching sound, as though a cat were sharpening its claws against the wall outside. But this noise progressed steadily up the logs toward the roof.


XV. GUNS IN THE DARK
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AFTER A MOMENT, I rolled myself over toward Clonmel and whispered to him what I thought I heard. He agreed. He had heard the same thing. He pointed out that the sound now seemed to be coming forward along the roof.

Is it Silver? he murmured.

I dont know, I said. Unless he has more than one man to help him, what can he possibly manage to do here?

He doesnt doubt himself as much as you doubt him! suggested Clonmel. But they cant work up the logs of that roofing — not without crowbars and a lot of noise. Whatll they do? Theyll simply try the front door.

While a mans walking up and down in front of it, on guard? said I.

Thats all right, answered Clonmel, still in a whisper. Jim Silver wont give up the ship, old son.

I could feel my pulse in my forehead and in my lips. Theres nothing more exhausting than long fear, long expectation, and I felt as though my endurance had rubbed thin as a shingle, ready to break at a touch. I rolled over to the front wall and put my eye at the largest chink I could find between the floor and the edge of the wall.

I could see the guard pacing up and down. His lantern was hung on the side of a tree. The light of it stretched his shadow long or short along the ground.

He was a fellow I had not noticed before. He was close to forty, big and splendidly made, like all of the Carys, and wearing a short beard that was trimmed to a point. It was stiffly curling and such a glossy black that in certain lights it glistened like colored glass. The sheen of his eyes, under the deep brim of his hat, matched the gloss of his beard. He made a romantic figure, as he strode along there with a fine swing, but it wasnt his magnificence that impressed me. It was the rifle that he carried under his arm, and the pair of revolvers that weighted his cartridge belt. He had an air of authority. He had the air of one who would astonish himself if he missed a shot.

When he came to the end of his beat, though he was out of sight, I could hear him speak, each time. He said softly: Hi! or Here! as he turned to swing back past the front of the smoke-house once more. Now that I was listening for the sounds, with my ear close to the chink, I could hear dim answers, and I knew that other men were walking on at least two other sides of the building.

If those were friends of ours on the top of the house, how had they managed to climb there, unobserved? That was what baffled me. I gave up hope at once and decided that they could not be friends, but must be another pair of guards. It seemed that the Carys were ready to treat Jim Silver and Taxi as though they were a pair of hawks that were apt to drop down out of the sky!

That metaphor had just occurred to me when my bearded man came striding along about opposite the door. He stopped, looked up suddenly, so that I saw the strange white of his throat beneath the beard. And that was the moment that the blow struck him.

The object moved so fast that I could not tell what it was, for an instant. Then I saw the guard lying on the ground, and a big man rising from the prostrate form. That big man was Jim Silver!

My heart gave one great stroke, then all the blood in my body ran warmly and easily through the channels. For, if Silver was there, only a fool would stop hoping.

As Silver rose, the big guard threw up his hands. Silver leaned and struck him behind the ear. I heard the dull, clicking noise as though the knuckles sounded through the thin flesh against the bone of the skull. The guard turned limp. Silver straightened, and caught out of the air another form, softening the fall so that the man alighted noiselessly on the ground. That was Taxi, who sprang instantly out of my field of vision toward the door, while Silver scooped the hat of the fallen man off, jerked it over his own head, and caught the rifle up under his arm.

Then he in his turn stepped out of my line of sight, and a moment later I heard him say softly: Hi! at the next corner of the building.

At the same time, a light, scratching sound of metal against metal began in the lock of the door.

I could understand the idea then, though it was the sort of a thought that only the calmest brain in the world could have conceived in the beginning, or the steeliest nerves have attempted to execute. Somehow, the pair of them had managed to get up the rear of the smoke-house, and, working across the roof, Silver had dropped out of the air and had flattened the guard on duty there. Besides, he was to walk up and down and give a glimpse of himself at the alternate corners, repeating the single word each time, as the others were doing. And while he in this manner kept up the face of things, Taxi was to pick the lock and set us free.

I could remember more stories about Taxi now. It was said that, before he joined Silver, he had made his living by his mastery of that same art of picking locks. Well, I wished him millions of dollars reward, no matter how he came by it, if only he could succeed in mastering the intricacies of that big steel lock which secured the smoke-house against thieves.

Just there, when my hopes were beginning to gallop like horses, I heard a voice from the rear of the cabin sing out loudly:

Pete? Pete?

Hi? called the guarded voice of Jim Silver.

That you, Pete? asked the other.

Oh, the devil— said Silver, not loudly, and again appeared to me, stepping calmly past the front of the cabin.

I waited, on edge, but there was no repetition of the question from the rear of the smoke-house. That casual answer had soothed the suspicions of the other guard, and I suppose the words were sufficiently natural to cover up any dissimilarity of voices. As a matter of fact, all bass voices have a faculty of sounding more or less alike.

Still the light, scratching sound continued at the door until I heard a heavier noise, though still very subdued, and then the door swayed open. A broad, truncated cone of lantern light appeared in the room, and showed me the broken beam on which I had stood with Clonmel.

Through that light slithered Taxi, with a winking bit of steel in his fingers.

He got to big Clonmel and freed him. I heard the slash of the sharp edge as it went through the ropes. He sprang to me, afterward. And I give you my word that his coming was as soundless as a shadow. An owl could not have moved more softly through the air. It seemed to be a bodiless thing that leaned over me, but it was no ghostly unreality — the fact that I was free, a moment later, from the grip of the ropes.

I got to my feet and swung my arms and flexed my knees to get the blood going and the sense back into my nerves.

Outside, I could hear Jim Silver saying: Hi! at a corner of the smoke-house, as he turned on his fake beat. Taxi, gripping me with one hand, and big Clonmel with the other, was saying in a whisper:

Dont run, but walk. Walk straight out the door, past the trees, around the side of the smoke-house. Walk steadily. Jim and I will be behind you.

I led the way. I suppose it was hard for Clonmel to turn his face for flight before he had had a chance to get his grip on one of those rascals.

However, I could clearly feel and hear him striding behind me as we went out of the door of the smokehouse.

There were clouds in the sky, but there were stars, too, and the look of them was the finest thing that ever came to my eyes, I can promise you. And if I looked at the stars, the stars seemed to be looking right back at me!

I stepped past the motionless length of the bearded man, Pete. His arms were stretched straight out at his sides. His mouth was open, and he looked more dead than stunned.

I went beneath the big hood of the branches of the tree where the lantern was hung, and then into the cone of shadow on the farther side of the tree. It certainly felt good to me, that shadow.

The big, sprawling house of the Carys was before me now. I went around the corner of it with Clonmel now stepping at my side. Indoors, we heard voices, and then a hearty burst of laughter startled me. It was oddly as though someone had been watching us all the time and now were deriding our silly little efforts to escape.

I had to think back with a start to Jim Silver. I had to remember that Jim Silver never did silly things.

Except, somehow, that he had let Clonmel take Parade and Frosty!

Then we were in front of the house, where a full dozen of saddled horses were tied to two long hitch racks.

A light footfall came up from behind me. That was Taxi, whispering:

Take every horse. Tie the reins together. Weve got to delay em, old man. Dont be rattled. Steady, old man!

Steady? Yes, if I could make my fingers behave like flesh and blood instead of like frozen pieces of nerveless wood. But I began to untie the horses, one after another. One of them threw up his head suddenly, and the rattling of the bridle made my heart jump. It seemed to me louder than the chiming of heavy church bells.

Then from the rear of the house came the thing that I was set for, that my whole soul was ready and opened by dread to perceive, so that the echoes of the noise ran through me and set all the nerves tingling like responsive wires. It was the short, heavy bark of a revolver!

I had four of the horses linked up. I got into the first saddle with one jump. A trained circus athlete could never have mounted faster. I pulled the head of the mustang around, and it seemed to me that it took a whole minute to get the iron-mouthed brute turned.

If only I had had spurs! Whereas I had only heels to grind into the ribs of the horse!

The sound of the gun had echoed through my soul; it had echoed through the house, too, and started doors banging and heavy feet bumping here and there. More gunshots followed, and then voices began to yell the alarm.

I tried to untangle the sounds in my memory and recall what they were, but I can only remember one word, over and over again: Silver! Silver! Silver!

Well, if the old man had not known Silver before, he would know him after this!

Then a tall form came around the corner of the building and leaped into a saddle with a fantastic bound. That was Jim Silver. And with the sweep of the whole procession of horses, we plunged away.

Two more figures came flickering around the corner of the house. They were shooting as they ran. One of our horses reared and squealed. I saw Silver shoot, and one of the shadowy forms spilled along the ground.

He fired again. The second went staggering.

The door of the house opened behind us, letting out a rush of light and of voices, but now we were tearing at full speed through the dark shelter of the trees.


XVI. THE PURSUIT
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REVOLVERS ARE BAD business inside a house or at short range, but theres nothing so infernally convincing as the ringing explosion of a rifle at a little distance, and the way the rifle bullets went cracking through the branches kept me flattened along the neck of the mustang.

We came out into the open, beyond the trees. The long, dry grass swished like water around the legs of the horses, and the beat of the hoofs was so muffled that far away we could hear the squealing of half-wild broncos as the Carys caught up fresh mounts and threw saddles on them.

We had a good lead, but not a secure one, for we knew that the Carys would get out of their horses all that savage Indians could get. That was what they were — Indians. And they had the blood thirst high in their throats.

Beyond the trees, I saw that a moon was rising, the big yellow circle just detaching itself from the hills. We were aimed right at it, and I remember that the light seemed to make a path over the flat of the ground, like a lights path on water. It was all very beautiful, but when that same moon was a little higher, it would furnish excellent light for the rifles of the Cary clan.

Silver swung over toward me.

Avon, he said, you know this country better than any of the rest of us, it seems. Whats the best way out?

The way we came in, said I.

We cant go that way. It takes us right back past the Cary house.

That was true. I looked rather wildly around me. It upset me to have to lead the way, even as a guide, because such men as Taxi and Silver ought to be ruling all of our movements. Besides, I really knew very little about the valley, except that two or three times, on long hunting expeditions, I had come to the verge of the cliffs and looked over that forbidden land. The high wall of stone was broken in only a few places, where creeks, large or small, had eaten through the barrier, but all of the creeks had not cut out valleys that were passable; some of the waters had dropped down through box canyons that even a mountain sheep could not wander through.

I looked along a glint of water ahead of us and saw by glimpses of brightness that it wound away toward a black, yawning mouth in the wall of the cliffs. Certainly that opened a good promise, and I pointed it out.

That ought to be the next best way, I called to Silver.

He nodded in answer and turned his horse in that direction. We made time as fast as we could hoof it along, because the great object, of course, was to get out of sight before the Cary horsemen swarmed out on our trail; as I forced my bronchi into a racing gallop, I kept looking back over my shoulder. The plain behind me was dark, because I was looking away from the moon, and the trees that screened the Cary house were like big storm clouds. Riders out of those clouds would be like lightning flashes to me, no matter how dimly they appeared.

But we pulled up to the mouth of the canyon without seeing a single pursuer. It was only as I kicked my mustang through the gap that it seemed to me something came out from the trees. It was like seeing shadows of shadows, but I knew it was real. That flick of a glimpse, that mere hint, was composed of riders on running horses. I could hope, however, that they hadnt seen us, for the shadows of the rocks fell down on us, thrown by the rising moon.

In the meantime, we poured through that canyon, and rounding a sharp elbow bend, we came smash on the end of our way. There was a big cliff of hard stone — granite, perhaps. It was glistening white with the moon, above and ink-black with shadow below, and the little wan brightness of the falling water streaked a glimmer of reflected moonshine down through the shadow. It was a whale of a cliff. It was a good hundred feet high, and instead of offering foothold, here and there, it actually swayed back from the top toward the base. A lizard would have grown dizzy looking at the thing, to say nothing of trying to climb it. And like measuring sticks to show up the height of the stone, there were some tall, slender trees, straight-shafted and arrow-tipped, that stood up from the floor of the valley.

We stopped our horses and looked around us. We could hear the panting of the horses, the saddle leather creaking a good deal as the mustangs heaved their sides. And I could hear the unspoken words of the men who were condemning me for pointing out a blank trail.

Then we swung around and hurried back to the mouth of the shallow little box canyon.

It was a whole lot too late to do anything in that direction, for the moon was brightening all this while and shaking silver dust over the grass of the plain. And in the middle of the plain came the men of the Cary clan.

They looked more terrible to me than wild Indians. Wild as Indians they were, and more cruel, and more formidable in wits. And the numbers of them! There was a cluster of twelve or fifteen at the head of the search, and others kept ripping out of the woods with whoops. Even at that distance, I could hear the thin yells walking across the air of the night. A fine sight, a stirring picture — to be looked at in a book!

I glanced aside at Jim Silver, sitting very still on his horse, with a hand on his hip. The moon fell full on his face, so that I could see the tranquillity of it, and I knew the meaning of the phrase ready to die. He was ready. He must always have been ready. Perhaps that was why he had rubbed shoulders with death so many times and escaped. But most of the time he had had with him a horse that nothing could match, or that wise devil of a Frosty. Now he was stripped of his tools — and Clonmel had stripped him.

It would not have been strange, when he saw how we were bottled up, when he saw that we could not venture out of our hole in the ground without being rushed by the hunters, if he had turned and cursed Clonmel heartily. Instead, I saw him put out his hand casually and drop it on the huge shoulder of that tattered figure. I heard Clonmel say in a choking voice: Jim— And Silver answered gently: Hush, old son!

There was something between the pair of them, something that would make Silver give more than horse or wolf, or even life, to this young giant.

Theyre working the trail with Frosty. Theyll soon be here, said Silver, after that.

I had not seen at first, but now I could make it out. I could see the figure of the big lobo on the end of the lariat, straining forward across the plain, and the riders cantering easily after him. They had brought out Frosty, knowing that he would follow the trail of his master with a perfect certainty. A horrible thought, it seemed to me, that the love of the beast for the man should have been used to kill Silver. And that was what they meant. The rest of us didnt count. Not even Taxi, not even the hugeness of Clonmel counted. Jim Silver was the man they wanted. If they got him, Barry Christian would flood their wallets with hard cash. Barry Christian himself, with that invincible enemy removed, would go on to build up for himself a new and greater empire of crime.

I could see one rider far loftier than the others, on a gleaming horse. That was Barry Christian, I had no doubt, on the silken brightness of Parade. And the whole current of fighting men was set directly toward us.

Silver said: Wed better pull back from this.

Taxi broke out: We can slip out and ride along the cliffs and, if they see us, we can make a running fight of it.

Silver simply said: That wont do.

He didnt advance any arguments, and no arguments were needed. Cary rifles would not miss, even by moonlight, and all of us knew it.

Silver dismounted. We all did the same. He told me to take the horses back up the canyon. I did that and tethered them to trees. Then I hurried back.

We all had rifles from saddle holsters of the Cary clan. We had plenty of ammunition. If it came to a matter of siege, we could eat horseflesh and cut down trees to make fires, and there was water flowing through the ravine. But before long the Carys would be on the heights above us, as well as plugging the mouth of the ravine, and they would pick us off at their leisure. It seemed improbable that they would be able to scale the cliffs on either side of the ravine directly, but they could send back a party through the mountains, to come down from the headwaters of the little creek, and get at us in that way. I thought that out as I stood there, and saw the others ready with their guns.

Silver said: I dont think theres any purpose in murdering them. Theres only need to shoot one shot to turn them away from a charge.

Murder? broke out Clonmel. Man, it wouldnt be murder — just plain justice!

Theres only one Gary out there who deserves killing, probably, said Silver, and that man is too old to be shot. Hes trained the others up to be what weve found them. We might butcher half a dozen of them as they come on — but I wont have it.

I could see the point of it. We couldnt kill enough of them to clear our path; the death of a few would simply make the rest more savagely bent on ending our lives. But more than these practical reasons, Silver would not shed blood without a more bitter necessity than this. I felt a cold sense of awe as I looked at him. There was no one like him. There would never be another cut out of the same metal. His ascendancy over us was so complete that there was no argument about it, whatever.

He was to fire one shot, and I wondered how he would direct it. I saw the sweep of the coming horsemen. We gathered in the thick of the shadow that slanted across the throat of the valley. Silver stood at wait, his rifle ready.

The riders were so close that I could make them all out — Christian riding at the front, and a man I couldnt name beside him. Yes, I could name him. It was Pete, who had stood guard and who had been knocked silly by Silver earlier in the night. He was the one who had Frosty on the lariat, holding the rope in one hand, with a loop of the slack around his arm.

I distinctly heard Silver mutter: Im sorry!

Then he brought the butt of the rifle into the hollow of his shoulder and, the instant it settled there, fired. It was as casual a shot as though he had been firing at a stump, but it made Petes mustang pitch on its nose. Pete himself sailed through the air in a clumsy spread-eagle. He lighted, rolled, actually came to his feet, staggering straight on toward us, though the rest of the cavalcade had split to this side and that, running for cover.

Frosty, in the meantime, had leaped on ahead and had come to the end of the rope. One lunge more untwisted the rope from the arm of Pete. Frosty came to his masters whistle so fast that the rope stood out in the air in a straight line behind him. And Pete, swerving, sprinted for shelter.

Clonmel jerked up his rifle to fire. Silver struck it down again.

No murder! he said.

That was the only reason the Carys were able to bottle us up without spending human blood.


XVII. CARYS OFFER
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NOW THAT WE were safely bottled up — of course the Carys knew that they had us — the yelling of those devils ran chills through me, and fevers, too. I could hear them laughing and shouting. They began to howl filthy insults at us. They were ready to run amuck with the sense of power. They had helpless things to handle now, and they wanted to get at the work of torment.

But after a time, I heard a voice calling out: Hey, Silver! Hey, Jim Silver!

Silver answered instantly.

Said the other: The old man wants to talk to you. Can he come in?

Why not? asked Silver.

You gotta give your word that nothin is goin to happen to him or the gal with him.

All right. Ill give you my word, said Silver.

All right, Grandpa. You can go in! shouted the voice.

It staggered me, that. I mean, for those savages to be willing to take the word of Jim Silver at a time like that! It might be that the old man had not known about Silver the day before, but he certainly had had a chance to learn more about his character in the meantime.

We would not have trusted the Bible oaths of the whole gang, but they were ready to risk their lives if Silver gave his casual word! In a sense, Ive always thought that that was the finest tribute that any man could have received.

A little after this, Old Man Cary came into view, riding along with his long legs dangling down on either side of the little mule that carried him. He looked a good deal bigger than the mule. Half a length behind him was Maria on a mustang as pretty as a deer and just as wild. It minced and danced and curvetted in great style, and she sat it out like an old-timer.

When Old Man Cary was well inside the mouth of the valley, he saw us and held up his hand, pushing the flat of it forward, like an Indian.

How! said he.

How are you, Chief? asked Silver calmly.

The old villain slid down from his mule. He was strong enough in the riding muscles to keep his place in a saddle, but he was not so sure when he stood on the ground again. The girl frisked off the back of her pony, threw its reins, and slipped under the extended, limp arm of her grandfather.

I hardly ever had had a chance to see her except in these attitudes of filial devotion, but I never suspected her of any special love for Old Man Cary. I dare say that her father and her mother were glad to have her near the old devil, because he probably handed out choice presents in the way of lands and opportunities to the couple on account of Maria, but the girl herself simply accepted the job and did it skilfully, calmly, like a doctor. While she supported the arm of her grandfather over her shoulders, her head kept turning, her bright eyes kept glinting at us, one after the other, until the gaze landed on Clonmel. That was enough for her. She ate him up steadily.

I must say that he was a picture to fill the eye of any barbarian, by this time. He had washed himself in the cold water of the creek, and had then thrown a slicker over his shoulders, and it looked like an Indian blanket. If Indians ever had white skins, he could have stood for the perfect picture of one of them. He looked thewed and sinewed and handed for anything.

The old man pointed to a flat-topped rock. The girl helped him to it and fetched out his pipe for him and filled it. She put the string-wound bit of the stem between his toothless gums and lighted a match and held it for him. He puffed a minute and then he said:

Kind of comforts a man, tobacco does. You — youre Jim Silver?

Silver was the one he had picked out and he kept pointing his scrawny arm, till Silver said:

Yes, my name is Jim Silver.

Your name aint Jim Silver, but thats what youre called, said the old man.

You can put it that way, said Silver.

He came up and sat on a rock, facing the chief of the Cary clan, the one man of the lot, he had said, who deserved killing.

The point came to that right away.

Why didnt you boys plaster some of us when we was comin up? asked Cary.

I havent a grudge against the rest of them, said Silver. They only do what theyve been taught to do.

The old man cackled in his husky voice. Then he said: That means me?

That means you, said Silver.

Appears to me, went on Cary, that youre kind of a biggish sort of a man, Silver. The kind that I used to do business with out here in the old days. The race of them has died out. Im the only one left, pretty near. Biggish men. Not the pounds. That wasnt what counted. Nerve. They all had nerve! They was all nerve! Nerve and brains, like you and me.

It didnt seem to bother Silver, to be classed like that along with Cary.

Youve come here to say something, said Silver. Why not say it? You fellows keep an eye around you. Watch the top of the rocks, he said to us.

Oh, naw, naw, naw! said Cary. There aint any trick about this here. I dont aim to get my gullet sliced open by talking to you boys till my gang gets into place for shootin. Mria, come back here!

Maria had walked straight up to Clonmel and was talking to him, her body swaying back a little as she tilted her head to face him.

Ill come when you need me, she said, without turning. And her voice began to run on, very softly, as she talked to Clonmel.

The old man was not angry. He merely chuckled, and there was that tearing sound in the bottom of his throat.

Shes seen a man for herself, and shes goin prospectin for him, said Cary. Gals is like that.

He puffed at his pipe, smacking his loose lips loudly.

Now I wanta to make a deal with you, Silver, he said. We got all the four of you, and we got you good. But the facts is that we dont wanta waste all the time we need for roundin you up, and climbin the mountains, and shootin you down. We got all the four of you, but blottin out four men aint four times worse than blottin out one. Its four thousand times worse. One of you gents has got a wife and a ranch behind him. People raise hell when a rancher is wiped out. I dunno why. They aint no better than nobody else. But posses is raised, and the State militia is called out on jobs like that. So what I mean to say is that while we got the four of you, good and proper, the only one we aim to collect is you, Silver. You walk out of here with me, and the rest of em can go free.

Christian wants me rather badly, eh? said Silver calmly.

He right well hankers after you, said the old man. I recollect once I was out in the mountains froze near to death above timber line and a storm raisin the devil in the sky, and me in a cave freezin and starvin for three days, and the best that I could do was wait for that storm to blow over. And I got to thinkin, along toward the end of the second day, and what I thought about was corn fritters. And doggone my heart, Silver, if I didnt hanker after em so bad that I pretty nigh walked out into the storm, that third day. And Ill tell you what — Christian, he hankers after you the way I hankered after them corn fritters.

Silver turned a little.

Bill Avon is the man to answer you. Shall I walk out with him, Bill?

I would like to say that I answered right up, that I shouted it, that I cried out that I would rather die than see Jim Silver done in on account of the rest of us. But the fact is that for a second I thought about the shack on the ranch, and the smell of the coffee in the kitchen, and the sound of Charlotte singing quietly over her sewing, and the way the taste of coffee and tobacco mixes in the mouth.

I came to with a gasp and said: No, no, Jim! We stand together. You cant go.

Im sorry I asked you, said Silver.

Hey, wait a minute and ask the others, said the old man.

I dont need to ask them. I know them well enough to leave the question out, said Silver. I could have answered for Bill, too, except as a matter of form. I was glad he said that.

You take a lot on yourself, said Old Man Cary. Are you scared to come? he asked curiously.

He tilted his evil old head to one side and stared at Silver.

Men arent made of the stuff you think, answered Silver. Youve raised a lot of beef up here, partly on four feet and partly on two. You call them men, but theyre not. Theyre a worthless lot, Cary, and you shouldnt judge other men by them. These fellows Im with would rather lose their blood than have me walk out with you.

Now, what the devil do you mean by all that? asked Cary.

He was frankly bewildered.

Why, I mean that the job can be bigger than the men in it, said Silver.

I dont understand, said Cary.

I didnt think that you would, said Silver. But were doing something together, not one by one.

And that means?

It means that its time for you to go back.

The old man stood up.

Come here, Mria, he called.

She came back to him slowly, her head turned a little toward Clonmel. Obediently she helped her grandfather to straighten. Then he exclaimed:

The rest of you heard him talk. Aint he talkin through his hat? If he walks out, Ill tell you what, there aint a hair on the heads of the rest of you that would be hurt.

Taxi laughed a little. He said: Will you swear that, Cary?

Yes, sir. Sacred word of honor and cross my heart if I dont swear it.

Honor? said Taxi. Cary honor? He laughed again.

Well, sir, Ill be doggoned! murmured the old man. You boys not having opened up and socked lead into us, I sort of figgered that there was need of talk between us. But I reckon I was wrong.

He turned his back and laid hold on the mules withers and the cantle of the saddle.

Have a hand? asked Silver suddenly, seeing that the girl made no gesture to help the old man.

Keep off! snarled Cary. When I cant climb a hoss on my own hands and feet, Im goin to be ready to plant.

He had to struggle with all his might, nevertheless. Half-way up, his whole body was shaking, and I thought his left foot would tremble out of the stirrup. But he made it, falling breathlessly and gasping, forward into the saddle.

He erected himself, after that, with the strength of his arms.

See you later, boys, he said. Ill see all of you later on.


XVIII. A CHANCE
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IM ASHAMED TO confess that I felt pretty blue as I watched the backs of that pair go out of the mouth of the ravine and turn from view behind the rock. Silver said to me:

Thanks, Bill.

Jim, I answered him, dont thank me. Im sorry that I seemed to hesitate!

Tut, tut! said Silver. You couldnt do the wrong thing. I know that!

Why, I cant tell you how that warmed my heart! No man can believe entirely in himself. Thats the greatest value of friends. Thats why their belief makes us better than we are, and thats why enemies make us worse.

I had just registered that idea in my brain, when Clonmel said:

Theres some way of doing something. I cant stand here like an ox and wait for the ax.

Youll probably have to, though, answered Silver.

Clonmel did a strange thing. He threw back his head and made a two-handed gesture.

Anyway, well be together, Jim.

Aye, well be that, said Silver. But there was bitterness in his voice.

Almost more than freedom and safety, I wished then that I could know what lay behind those two. Silver sat there on the rock with Frosty lying across his feet, his head, free from the muzzle at last, raised and turned a little so that he could constantly watch the face and the gestures of his master. I noticed that when Frosty was with him, Silver rarely moved a hand, and the reason was, I dare say, that those movements were apt to have particular meanings for the wolf. There was a peculiar and complicated language that had developed between the pair of them. The lifting of a finger could make Frosty jump and run.

Youve seen fine hunting dogs work difficult country directed in and out and back and forth by the gestures of the hunter, and those dogs are generally trained in a few weeks or months, and given practice only a small number of hours each year. So when you can consider what might happen when an animal with a brain like Frostys lived every hour of every day with a master whose companion he was on life trails and death trails, it was no wonder that word of voice or word of hand had instant meanings to the great brute.

With his return, Silver had half of his usual pair of companions, and I knew that his mind was constantly turning to the other half. I knew he was being tormented almost more by concern on account of Parade than by concern on account of himself. If he died, Barry Christian would ride the golden chestnut. The thought must be eating Silvers heart.

Another thing that I noticed was that Silver and Taxi rarely spoke to one another, but even by moonlight it was possible to see the expression change and soften when their glances crossed at any moment. They didnt need to talk to one another. They had been through too much together.

We had fallen into a silence, while the wind began to whisper secretly through the long, dry grass that covered the ravine. The tops of the slender trees swayed a little in the breeze. And always the moon was climbing, shrinking the shadows, brightening the center of the sky until the stars dwindled away.

Into that quiet a rifle report smacked against my ears like the flat of a slapping hand. I heard the whir of the bullet; I saw Silver spring sidewise to his feet, with Frosty bristling, on guard before his master; but it was Taxi who turned the trick.

At the sound of the gun, he had an automatic in his hand and he fired a burst of three or four shots in rapid succession. It was such rapid work that I couldnt see, easily, whether he was shooting high or low. But then I heard a clattering high up the cliff, toward the mouth of the ravine and on the right-hand side of it. I saw a rifle sliding down the rock, slithering here and there, then arching out from the cliff and falling sheer down until it smashed on the stones below. I thought I had an impression of a figure dropping behind the parapet of rocks up there, but I wasnt sure.

We got to cover in an instant, and as I stretched out behind a boulder with a feeling that death was already chilling me for the grave, we heard a wailing voice cry, beyond the valley:

Chuck! Chuck! Are you there?

Im here! shrilled the answering voice of Chuck. I missed; they winged me.

Can you come down?

Theyre watchin the place now. I cant come down.

That was true. I could see now what the daring young rat had done. He had sneaked in through the mouth of the ravine, edging along the ground, I suppose, and then he had managed to climb up along a series of crevices to the top. Any one of us could do the same thing, but we would be exposed to the guns of the men outside the valley. However, it was a good example.

Are you bleedin much, Chuck? yelled the voice outside the valley.

Naw, I got it stopped! shouted Chuck. Im all right. I can see em down there. I scared hell out of em, too. I can see every jump they make, while Im up here.

Good kid. Stay there and watch em! Got a revolver?

No. And my rifle dropped when they plugged me.

There was a yell of anger from outside the valley.

Silver stood up from the shelter he had taken. If Chuck lied, bullets might begin to fly at us again, but apparently he had told the truth. There were no more shots from the top of the rock. We were safe again for a little while, at least, until those restless devils of Carys managed to think out some new ways of plaguing us.

Silver and Taxi went the round of the ravine, looking for crevices similar to those which had enabled Chuck to climb to his crows nest. They came back after a time and reported no luck.

Silver said: But weve found one good chance for climbing out of this place.

What chance did we find? asked Taxi curiously.

Those trees — some of them are near the edge of the cliff, said Silver.

Use one of em for a ladder? I asked.

Yes, said Silver.

That would be all right if we could chop one of em down, said Clonmel, and lean it against the rock.

Theres not even a hand ax in the lot of us, said Taxi. And who can jump thirty feet from a standing start?

We could girdle the easiest tree with fire and burn it down, I suggested.

That would take hours, said Silver, and we havent hours. We may not have more than a few minutes before the Carys have another set of riflemen up there on the edge of the cliffs. Theyve been marching up through the hills — you can depend on it — ever since we came in here.

No way of chopping the tree down, said Clonmel. No way of burning it down in time — then how can you make a ladder of it, Jim?

Well try another dodge, said Silver. Bill, are you good with a rope?

I hesitated.

Not the way you people are good with horses or guns — or wolves! said I.

You can daub a rope on a cow, and thats all I want. Look back there at that tree. Not the tallest one, but the one thats nearest the edge of the cliff. You see that one?

I could see it, and nodded.

Take a rope off one of the saddles and climb up there. Better take two ropes, while youre about it. When you get close to the top of the tree, try to noose the rope over one of the projections of rock that stick up above the edge of the cliff. Then pull in and see how close that will swing the top of the tree to the cliff.

There it was!

It was not salvation for us, exactly, but it was a hope of salvation. I stared at Jim Silver for one instant and wondered how that man ever could be really cornered by bad luck or the hatred of his enemies. His brain was too cool and his eye too quick to miss openings. And here, where I would have sworn that nothing could be done, he was already giving us our chance!

I got the ropes, went to the tree, and started climbing. And as I climbed, I could hear the shrill voice of Chuck informing his friends outside the ravine about my progress.

Avons got a pair of ropes. Hes noosed them around his neck. Maybe the fools goin to hang himself. Now hes climbin a tree. And now hes up close to the top. Now hes swingin his rope. Now hes daubed it onto a rock. He hauls in tight and hard. The top of the tree swings in. Hes goin to make that tree into a ladder to the top of the cliff! Hes goin to give em a way out! Crowd in! Crowd in! Get ready to make a rush!

I thought, in fact, that the trick was as good as done. I had hauled the rope in, hand over hand, and the tree was bending far over with my weight and the strength of my pull, when the narrow trunk of the evergreen — there must have been a deep flaw in the wood — cracked off right under my feet. I found myself entangled in the foliage, hanging onto the rope for grim life, and shooting forward through the air.

The whole treetop was swinging in with me, and that was what made the cushion when I crashed against the cliff. Otherwise, every bone in my body would have cracked, because the swing inward was a full twenty feet, I should say. As it was, I bumped hard enough to knock the wind out of me.

A lucky thing, then, that I had two lariats instead of one, because that gave me a rope line of nearly eighty feet, and that was enough. I had a ten-foot fall from the end of the line, at that, but Silver and the others piled some brush together, and that was a safe mattress to drop into.

As I picked myself up, I could hear Chuck shouting the news from his birds nest. He was happy about it, the young scoundrel. He was yelling that Id smashed up — no, that I was on my feet, but that I was just about finished — that the tree business was finished for good and all.

Well, as I stood there, rubbing my rope-burned hands together, I was pretty willing to give up any idea of tree ladders.

But the next moment Chuck yipped out some information that brought all four of us to life.

Will is comin! he shouted. I can see Will Cary comin!

I looked far up toward the crest of the ravine, away above us, and there was enough moonlight to show me figures, or what might be figures, a mile or two miles away, stirring vaguely against the sky as they climbed down over an edge of rock.


XIX. THE SECOND ATTEMPT
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IT SEEMED TO me suddenly that young Chuck, up there in his post of vantage, was like an announcer, telling a crowd what fighters were entering the bull ring, and we were the bulls penned in the center.

I looked at Silver. Clonmel and Taxi were looking at him too. He simply said:

Theres another tree, almost as close to the cliff. Try that one, Bill.

Taxi got me the ropes. I went up that tree in a furious burst of effort. The yelling of the Cary tribe outside the ravine affected me more than applause. I climbed as though a panther were after me, reaching up with its claws every moment to drag me down. Because it was plain that if we could not get to the cliff before Will Cary and his party arrived there, we were finished utterly.

This tree was heavier and sturdier in every way than the first one I had tried. There was no chance of its breaking off under me, but for the same reason it would be harder to pull the head of it in toward the rock; besides, it was farther from the stone wall. However, I got the noose of the first rope over a projecting stone and hauled away. Then big Clonmel came up and called to me to throw the second rope. I did that, and passed the end of it down to him. In that way we hauled in till the head of the tree was inclined well over. We could see then that the farther we hauled, the more we could bring down the level of the ropes below the edge of the cliff. There was an eight-foot gap remaining that we would have to hand ourselves across.

And how were we to get across that gap, all of us, while Chuck was posted up high, ready to tell his family the instant we were off the ground and all committed to the tree? Why, the Carys would pour into the ravine and pick us off the tree like so many crows.

I could hear Chuck shouting: Theyre goin up the tree. Get ready, all of you! The minute theyre all off the ground, Ill give you the word. You can give em hell!

Of course, they could give us hell! As I tied the end of my rope around the tree, I looked vaguely about me. The voice of Silver came strongly up to us:

Harry, hand yourself across the ropes to the rock. Bill, you follow him. Harry will give you a lift on the other side.

Ill stay here till you come, answered Clonmels shout.

Im coming right away, cried Silver. Taxi, light the grass on that side of the creek.

Still I could not understand the idea, until I saw Taxi on one side of the creek and Silver on the other, kindling the grass here and there. Then it was clear.

The wind that blew was passing down the canyon, and it ought to sweep a wall of fire through the valley. Behind that fire and smoke, which would hold out the Cary clan, we could all get up to safety, perhaps. All except Frosty! I wondered if Silver would kill the wolf rather than let him fall into the hands of the Cary outfit again.

Then I heard Chuck yelling out the news that the grass in the valley was being lighted. But already the crackling sound of the fire was enough to warn the Carys. The tall, dry grass seemed to be drenched with oil, it picked up the flames so fast. There was a running wall of fire in no time, with the smoke flowing back above the flames, outdistanced by them. And outside the valley, I could hear the Carys howling like angry devils.

I had something close at hand to pay attention to now. That was Clonmel, who was handing himself across the ropes, pulling himself along with powerful arm hauls. The whole tree staggered and shook with the violence of his efforts. He reached the farther side of the ropes, gave his immense body one pendulous swing, and thereon he was established on the safe shore!

It meant that we had an advance guard established; it meant that we had a fighting force ready to shelter the rest of our retreat, and for the first time a very real hope came up in me. I was glad to hear the voice of Chuck shrilling:

Clonmels across! Hes on the rock. Bill Avon is throwin the rifles across to him. Theyre all goin to get free except the wolf! Theyll get loose, unless you do something! Hey, Pete, Tom, Walt — crowd in and take a chance, or theyll get away!

I had tossed the two rifles into the hands of Clonmel, by that time, and now I swung out on the ropes in my turn. It was ticklish work. The drop below me was enough to smash me to bits. I didnt dare to look down. And every time I loosened the grip of one hand and slid it forward along the rope, I felt sure that the hold of the other hand was slipping away!

Clonmel kept shouting encouragement to me. My arms began to shake, and my whole body was shuddering with fear. A rush of heat and smoke burst up around me, carried by a backwash of the air currents. Little glowing sparks and flaming grasses showered against my face and scorched it. I drew in a breath of hot smoke and gas that almost stifled me. I stopped moving; I stopped struggling.

The voice of Clonmel thundered through the fiery mist: Come on, you weak-kneed quitter! Come on, you yellow coward!

Somehow that abuse gave me new strength. It gave me anger in the place of fear, and I struggled forward. The great arm of Clonmel swept out over me like a crane. His grip fastened in my collar, and he dragged me lightly up over the edge of the rock.

I sat there, gasping, reaching for my rifle and getting ready to fight in the battle I was sure must come.

I saw the fire running like yellow horses with smoking manes down the length of the ravine. I heard the shouting of the Carys outside the valley and the wild voice of Chuck urging them to close in — to get into the creek and wade up the water, where the fire could do them no harm.

Well, I had not thought of that. They could come up the creek, of course, though it might be rather unpleasant work ducking between flame and smoke and water; elements in none of which a man could breathe.

Taxi slid out of the top of the tree and came across the ropes like a wildcat. He was as light as a feather — the most active man Ive ever seen.

When Taxi was beside the two of us, I noticed that Silver was no longer on the ground but that he was climbing, slowly and painfully, and there was no sight of Frosty on the ground. Then, as Silver neared the top of the tree, I had a good look at him, and made out that he was carrying Frosty on his shoulders!

It stopped my heart, somehow, to see that.

They came into plain view at the end of the ropes, and I saw Frosty embracing the neck of his master with his forepaws, exactly like a trusting child!

I dont suppose it was so wonderful. A thousand animals have done harder tricks than that. But just then it seemed to me that the soul of a human being must be inclosed within the pelt of Frosty.

But when they came to the ropes, how was that burden to be taken across?

Mind you, Frosty weighed a full hundred and fifty pounds.

But Silver had thought the thing out on his way up the tree. He got out under the ropes, hanging by his heels and his hands, and with a word to Frosty, he made the big animal crawl painfully out into the cradle that was furnished for him in this fashion.

Precarious? I wouldnt have done it for any human being, let alone for any animal. But then, for that matter, I havent the strength to do such things.

Silver started hitching himself forward. I saw Frosty sway and almost fall, thrown to one side by the violence of that bucking movement. I saw the big teeth of the wolf fasten in the coat of his master, to steady himself.

And then, from the mouth of the ravine, a rifle sounded! It sounded, a fraction of a second after a hornet buzz whirred past my ears. I looked down the canyon and saw that the grass fire had actually gutted the valley as quickly as all this, and that there was now a chance for the Cary clan to press in among the rocks and open fire.

I stretched out on the edge of the cliff and took aim; Taxi was beside me; only Clonmel remained ready to grab Frosty and lift him from Silver.

Taxi began to shoot. There was another shot from the mouth of the ravine. I opened on the probable spot. The thundering echoes of the guns filled the air, and the Cary rifleman who had ventured in so far ceased firing.

When I turned my head, it was because I heard a groan from Clonmel. I thought that it was because a bullet had struck him. Then I saw it was merely joyous relief as his mighty hand caught Frosty by the scruff of the neck and hauled him up to safety.

Silver followed the wolf. A knife slash severed the ropes and let the tree spring straight once more. And there we were, at last safely across the break in our trail and ready to fight for our lives on an equal footing.

What sticks in my mind most, from that moment, was the savage shouting of Chuck Cary:

Silver — Taxi — Clonmel — Avon — were goin to get the whole four of you. Will Carys goin to eat you up like yeller coyotes! Were goin to have your scalps!

I only laughed, weakly and foolishly. Will Cary, compared with Silver, seemed a futile little pigmy beside a giant.


XX. A QUARREL
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WE WENT UP that box canyon like four cats afraid of dogs. We went with Silver in the lead, and Frosty ahead of his master. I can tell you what, we were glad to have Frosty then, with ears that could hear like trumpeting noises that were soundless whispers to our human senses, and with a nose that could see through rocks and around trees or mountains. Furthermore, the wind was blowing down the canyon toward us, and, therefore, Frosty ought to have a doubly good chance of reporting the slightest danger.

But we went up that broken ravine without finding a sign of Will Cary and his manhunters!

Not that I blame them. It was one thing to look forward to lining themselves up behind shelter along the top of the cliff and quietly potting four helpless men below them. It was quite another matter to have to face in equal battle men like Silver and Taxi. At any rate, there was no sign of Will Cary.

We climbed on up the valley, got to the highest divide, and then turned down a side shoot that brought us out, once more, on the top of the circular cliffs that ran around the Cary Valley.

Jim Silver stood there for a long time, looking through the moonlight toward the Cary house, all gathered up in trees as in a gleaming cloud.

Taxi stood back with me. Clonmel was nearest to Silver.

I heard Taxi murmur: Who is Clonmel?

I shook my head. Then I saw that Taxi was not asking questions of me, but of himself. He was thinking aloud.

What hold has he got on Jim? muttered Taxi. He can steal away Parade and Frosty, and nothing happens to him. He can act as though he had a right on Jim. The big, clumsy, thick-witted fool!

That was it. Jealousy!

Well, I couldnt blame Taxi. The legend had it that he had risked his life times enough in the service of Jim Silver; the legend had it that he was the one man who had been admitted to intimate friendship by Silver. And now he had to see an interloper take his place! There was no question about it, as Clonmel stood beside Silver and dropped his great hand familiarly on the shoulder of that famous man.

What are you thinking of, Jim? asked Clonmel.

You tell me, Harry, said Silver.

Youre thinking about Parade. And Christian.

Silver nodded.

Theyre over there now, he said.

Theyre swarming up the canyon behind us, suggested Taxi suddenly, almost angrily.

Neither Clonmel nor Silver turned to him. Clonmel simply shook his head.

Theyve had enough for one night, he declared. Theyve got two wounded men, and a bullet through the arm of Chuck. Theyve missed us, and they wont want to try their luck until they have daylight to shoot by.

I saw Taxi start. I saw his hands grip hard. He was angry because of the calm surety with which Clonmel attempted to read the minds of the Cary outfit. I sympathized with him more than a little.

Silver said: I dont think theyll press us very closely again tonight. The question is: What do they expect of us now?

They expect us to get back to civilization and horses as fast as we can, said Clonmel, where well gather a posse and come storming up here to make trouble for em.

By the time we arrived, said Silver, theyd have everything smoothed out. Parade would be gone, and Barry Christian on him. And — perhaps Christian has gone already.

Of course hes gone, said Taxi.

No, answered Clonmel, Christian is still there with them. He thinks that he has plenty of time before he makes his start for the tall timber. Nobody can follow the man who rides Parade, and Christian knows it.

There was good sense in that remark, but again I could see that Taxi was angered.

Youre right, Harry, said Silver. Christian and Parade — theyre both together somewhere inside that clump of trees. What are we going to do about it?

There was a silence after this. The question seemed to me to have an answer that was too obvious. Of course, we would all go home and give thanks, the rest of our lives, that we had escaped from so much danger between sunset and dawn of one night.

But then the voice of Taxi said sharply, bitterly: Well go back there and try to get Christian. Well go back there and try to get Parade.

I looked at him and started to laugh. The laughter broke down suddenly. Silver and Clonmel had turned toward Taxi, and Silver said:

Thats what Ill have to do, of course. But Im going alone.

Oh, bah! answered Taxi. You know that well have to trail along.

I stared till my eyes ached and I forgot the pain of my burned face. Go back to the Cary house? Go back to that den of snakes and lions?

Somethings upset you, Taxi, said Silver. Whats the matter?

Honor! sneered Taxi. For the honor of Jim Silver were going back there to try to take another fall out of Barry Christian — and to get a horse! Honor be damned — its murder, and you know it!

A good long silence followed that remark. Finally, Clonmel said:

Jim, you can let that pass, if you want to, but I wont let it pass.

You wont let it pass? snarled Taxi softly.

Great Scott, how my flesh crawled when I heard that voice of his!

I wont let it pass, said Clonmel. I never knew a small man in my life that ever had a big heart in him. Stay here behind, Taxi. Ill go with Jim.

He might as well take a side of beef with him, said Taxi. What have you ever done except steal his horse and Frosty? What have you ever done except go ahead and get yourself into trouble so that he could risk his neck getting you out?

Does it look like that to you? said Clonmel. Ill tell you something — youve said enough tonight, and its your turn to shut up!

Taxi cried: I hated the sight of you when I first laid eyes on you, and Ive hated the sight of you ever since. Youre a fathead and a fool. If you dont like what I say, youve got a gun — fill your hand and—

Taxi! said Silver calmly.

Are you calling me right or wrong? demanded Taxi.

Im calling you wrong, said Silver.

I heard Taxi panting. I saw the panting of his quick breath. He swayed a little from side to side, and I could watch the shuddering of his body. He was for all the world like a bull terrier before it springs at a throat. And I knew that this man had killed more than once. If his hand went for a gun, he would kill again, before this night was over.

And then something told me clearly, like a bursting vision of light, that if Taxi killed Clonmel, he would most certainly be slain in turn by Jim Silver. I dont know why I had such surety.

The times come, said Taxi, when you pick up with every big idiot that comes across your path. You want people wholl look up to you and flatter you. Youve started to be as vain as a sixteen-year-old girl, proud of her curls. Now you choose between Clonmel and me. Ill not take another step with the pair of you!

If thats what he means, Ill go, said Clonmel. Im sorry, but hes worth a lot more to you than I am.

Wait a moment, said Silver.

We all waited. It was a horrible suspense. Silver was staring straight at Taxi, not speaking a word, and Taxi, his body still wavering and uncertainly poised by the greatness of his emotion, stared back at Silver.

Ill go, said Clonmel suddenly. So long, Jim!

He held out his hand. Instead of taking it, Silver laid his touch lightly on the arm of the giant.

Stay here with me, he said, looking always not at Clonmel but at Taxi.

Well, that was it then — he had made his choice!

I admit that I was staggered. Silver was the man who could do no wrong — and yet he was casting aside for the sake of a stranger the devotion that Taxi had given to him so many times!

Well, said Taxi, in a voice that was not much more than a whisper, thats about enough. Ill be getting along. So long, boys. Good luck to you!

He turned his back and walked slowly away up the gulch.

Tell him, Jim! cried Clonmel. Tell him—

Be quiet, said Silver, with iron in his voice. I wont speak a word to persuade him.

But dont let him go thinking that— began Clonmel.

Its better this way, answered Silver.

He stood there calm and still, and I saw Taxi disappear around the first elbow turn.

All of this had been quiet enough, but somehow it seemed to me a lot more terrible than all that had happened since we first entered the Cary Valley and Chuck Cary had made a prisoner of me.

There was something wrong about it all, and my heart ached right up in my throat.

Ah, Jim, muttered Clonmel, why did you do it? Why did you do it to Taxi of all the men in the world?

Because, said Silver, he should not have suspected me. If theres suspicion in a friend, theres lead in gold. There are other reasons, too.

Tell me what they are then! I exclaimed. People have a right to know the truth about you, Silver!

Ill tell you what they are, said Silver. That man has followed me through hell-fire. Hell still follow me if I give him the right word. But I wont give him the word. There may be safety for one man, on the trail that I have to follow, but there cant be safety for two. Not in the end. And its better for Taxi to leave me now.

Ah, Jim, but its hard, said Clonmel. Its breaking my heart to think of Taxi going off like that!

Your heart, Harry? said Silver, in a curiously calm voice. Is it breaking your heart?

I mean, explained Clonmel, that if—

Lets not talk, answered Silver, more gently than ever. Id rather not talk for a while.

I was glad of the silence. As it lasted, it gave me a chance to expand all the ideas that I had of Jim Silver. It gave me a chance to look at him and realize what he was. And all the long moment that followed he kept growing in my conception until I could see him for what he was — a man without cruelty or unkindness or selfishness or smallness in his heart.

No wonder that Taxi at last had broken away, I thought. To associate even for a short time with Jim Silver was to realize before long all of ones faults, set off by all the greatness of his soul.

It still seems a strange thing to me, when I consider that scene — and the strangest part of it all, at the time, was the quiet of Silver. I did not know him so well then. I thought that Silver, like all men, would have to make a noise when he was greatly moved. But I was wrong.

After a time, he turned about and looked across the plain toward the house of Cary.

Im going over there, he said. I think one man could do what three could not. But if theres something inside you that makes you want to come along, I cant honorably send you back. Youd better say so long, though.

He waved his hand to both of us, and then started along the edge of the cliff, toward a gap in the distance that promised an easy way of getting down to the level of the plain below.

Big Clonmel, without more than a moments hesitation, strode out after Frosty and the master, but I waited until all three were out of sight among the rocks.

Then it seemed to me that the dying noise of the footfalls was striking right in upon my heart. I pulled myself together with a jump, and ran suddenly after them.


XXI. THE REVELATION
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WE WENT DOWN off the highland to the plain. We went down like pigeons among hawks, like small boats into a sea of pirates. We went down on foot into that land where savages worse than Indians might be cruising about on their swift horses. And if a rasher act were ever undertaken, at least Ive never heard of the attempt.

You may say that all of us had our eyes open, though as a matter of fact I think it is only fair to state that no mind was working calmly and clearly except that of Jim Silver.

He knew the odds and he had suggested the expedition. The rest of us followed him simply because pride and shame are stronger than fear, in most of us. But I know that I went with the feeling that a knife was pressed against my throat every step of the way.

There was no such thing as skirting about the plain and trying to get at the house from a favorable angle. Silver seemed to trust everything to chance, in this stage of the business. He simply headed straight forward toward the trees, and the only precaution he took was that Frosty was sent out perhaps a hundred yards in the lead.

We were half-way over the plain when Frosty came racing back toward us. He stopped and whined in front of Silver, and Silver looked carefully down at him, as though he were listening to words. My hair fairly lifted when Silver straightened and actually laughed.

Rabbits! he said. Frosty has spotted a warren — thats all!

It was as though he had understood the whined language of the beast, but, of course, it was no such matter. I dare say that since there are not so many species of game, the action of Frosty in reporting them, his degree of excitement, and his whole behavior would tell his master just about what his nose had read on the ground.

At any rate, we went straight on, with Frosty again leading up, and we came without a halt closer and closer to the trees, until we could see the glints of lamplight that reached out from the house. So we entered the region of shadow and halted there for a moment.

I was wishing for Taxi more than for anything else. Taxi could open a lock as any other man could crack a walnut. Taxi knew how to make his feet travel over dead leaves with scarcely a rustle. For night work how could there be another man in the world to compare with him?

That was what I was thinking when I stood with the other two inside the rim of trees.

Silver said in a lowered voice: Theyre inside, having a good time. But a few of them are behind the house. You hear their voices sounding in the open air? Well, those are probably the ones who are guarding Parade. Christian knows enough not to take any chances, and that means that perhaps theyre keeping a strict watch on their whole house as well as on the corral where Parade may be.

As he read off the sounds and diagnosed the character of them, I listened more intently. It was true that there were voices sounding muffled, from inside the house, and others that came to us more largely and freely from the open air behind the house. When we went on, we found it was exactly as Silver had suggested. We rounded the house, still keeping safely back in the trees, and behind it we saw a corral with four lanterns put up on corner posts, hanging just inside them so that the flames were throwing shadows toward the outside and light toward the inside. And inside the corral they picked out and flared over the body of the chestnut stallion.

I saw that horse as I never saw a horse before or afterward. Because the question I asked myself at the time was: Should three sane men risk their lives in order to redeem a stolen animal? But as I stared at the glorious beauty and strength of the stallion, I decided that we were not foolish and that it was almost better that the three of us should die than that Barry Christian should continue to own the horse.

But how were we to get to it?

Silver drew us back into the trees. Then, when it was safe for him to speak, he said:

You see how it is. Even if we were thirty instead of three, it would be almost ridiculous for us to try to get at Parade. Theyve arranged it very cleverly. The light of the lanterns only hits the horse. The guards are posted away from the corral in the shadow. If we try to rush Parade, well get nothing but bullets. I could whistle to him and bring him out here in three jumps, but theyve hobbled his feet!

That was true. As Silver himself confessed the impossibility of doing anything by a direct raid on the horse, I felt a greater and greater relief. It was almost like getting permission to go home. As he made his pause, I even said:

Well, then wed better get out of here!

I think you had, said Silver. What comes next is a thing that silence will help along more than numbers. Youd better go back, Avon. Good-by. Good-by, Harry.

Whats up now? asked Harry.

Im not sure. But its nothing that you could help in, said Jim Silver. Good-by to both of you. Ill be seeing you later.

As he talked, I saw a shadowy something move behind a tree. I snatched up my rifle to the level and aimed at the spot where I had seen the ghost stir.

Theres something — there! I gasped.

Even with the moonlight from above and the thin rays of lamplight from the side, there was still only the faintest hint at illumination. The three of us stood rigid, while Silver, with a sweep of his hand, sent Frosty forward.

I saw the great beast drop on his belly and crawl toward the tree. I was certain that something was concealed behind the trunk. There had been no opportunity for it to escape, whatever it was. I waited, bracing myself, to hear the savage snarl and see the leap of the wolf. Instead, as Frosty slid around the tree, I saw him straighten to his feet and then heard him whine, a guttural sound that was as close to kindness as he knew how to make.

Immediately after that, the voice of Taxi said, with what seemed to me unnecessary loudness: I couldnt keep away from the party, Jim.

He stepped out before us. I never was so glad to hear a voice, never so glad to see a form, in all my days.

Ah, Taxi— said Silver, starting forward.

Stay where you are! commanded Taxi sharply. Ill come all the way.

Silver halted. Taxi walked up to him and held out his hand.

I was wrong, Jim, he said. It was Clonmel. And I was wrong. If you think more of him than you do of me, its because hes the better man. I want you to take me back.

Jim Silver gripped the hand quickly. Then he said:

Clonmel is not a better man. Theres no better man in the world than Taxi. But hes my brother.

Brother? gasped Taxi.

Brother? I breathed.

I would have told you both before, said Silver, but Ive been having an idea that if people know hes my brother, theyll be apt to follow him with some of the hate that they owe me.

I guessed it! groaned Taxi. At the start I guessed it. Not that he was your brother. But I saw the flash of the likeness. Something jumped like a spark inside me! Ah, what a fool I am. Clonmel, I beg your pardon for the talk I handed out to you.

Clonmel chuckled a little.

You could say worse than that, and Id take it with a smile, he said. Im that glad to have you back with us, Taxi. Tell Jim that whatever idea he has in mind, hes wrong, and ought to forget it!

Just then, a braying sound of laughter came out of the house with such a raucous blast that it sounded as though mocking voices were moving toward us through the trees.

Taxi merely said: What Jim decides is what I decide.

Silver went on: I cant hold back. Ive got to go ahead. Im going into the house and try to kill Christian. Hes in there with the men who are laughing.

All right, said Taxi, after a moment. I go with you. You may need me to open the doors.

And I go, said Clonmel.

You stay away, said Silver. An open-air raid to get Parade, thats one thing. To tackle that house with all the poison inside it, thats a different matter altogether!

I go! said Clonmel.

Harry, said Silver, you have a father and a mother.

The same ones that you have, answered Clonmel.

Ive been the same as dead to them these many years, said Silver.

Theres never a day that theyre not praying for you! Why else was I sent out to try to find you? said Clonmel.

God forgive me if I bring you to the end of your trail! groaned Silver. But I think that this may be the last night for either Christian or me! Im going straight on to the house and take the luck thats planned for me. Any one of you can follow me that wishes.

He turned about sharply. A wave of his hand brought Frosty to his heels. And so Silver walked ahead of us through the trees. I saw Taxi and Clonmel walk on behind him, side by side. For my part, I wanted to remain behind, but a devil of the perverse inside me drew my heavy feet after them once more.


XXII. DEN OF DANGER

[image: img30.jpg]

SUPPOSE YOU WERE to walk up to a lion which is wide awake, but whose glances, so far, have failed to notice you? That was the way I felt when I walked up with the other three, and Frosty, toward the Cary house. It was like a face, the face of a monstrous and dangerous beast. And though some windows and doors were blank, others were rimmed about or lighted over from the inside. And the whole place swelled and stirred and hummed with life, and every atom of that life was poisonous to us.

We went up to a door at the side of the first wing, where not a light was showing, and Taxi bent over the heavy steel lock for only a moment. Then that door opened soundlessly. He pulled out a little pocket torch and flashed the ray of light like knife strokes across and across the darkness inside. Two or three glimpses and he seemed to know where everything was. But as for me, it was a question of following a leader, when we got inside that room. Clonmel came last and shut the door behind us.

At once I was breathing the hot, still air of the house, defiled with odors of cookery. There was the exact sense of having been shut into the lions den — not sleeping lions, mind you, but beasts which simply had failed to notice us, so far. There was only one comfort, which was that the floor was the naked earth, and there were no creaking boards to trouble us.

A footfall ran like thunder through the second story, clumped down some stairs, and thudded quietly over the ground.

By the sound the runner made, I could conjure up the picture of the man — tall, wide-shouldered, powerful, dark-eyed — a true Cary. Every man of them all was fit to tie me into knots, I felt sure.

We went through two or three more dark rooms with only an occasional flash from the torch of Taxi to show us the way, then leaving us to struggle through the murk, trusting our hands more than our memories to guide us past the clumsy, home-made furniture.

We were making on toward a center of much noise. The last flash of the electric torch had showed me Frosty slinking at the heels of his master — and then a door before us was jerked open, and a great tide of light poured over us.

I was blinded, stunned by the brightness. Then a grip on my arm called me back to myself and drew me slowly aside. And now I could see that a tall young Cary was standing there in the doorway with his head turned, looking back toward his companions who were scattered about a long table, drinking and smoking. The big earthenware jugs held moonshine whisky, I could guess; and the water-colored liquid that stood in the glasses was faintly stained with yellow. Three or four lanterns were scattered irregularly down the table which was composed of big ax-hewn planks laid over heavy trestles. The feet of the trestles had sunk, with weight and time, into the ground. So the table was rather low and made it easy for the Carys to spread their elbows at the board, or for some of them to lean back in their chairs and rest their spurred heels on the wood.

They looked to me like a gang of pirates before, not after, sacking a town. Money or blood — they had an equal thirst for both.

Women were going about in the room. There was one for almost every man, and each was tending the wants of a male, pouring his whisky, or fetching him what he wished to eat. Some of the men tore at joints of meat; others were eating bread and cheese. And I noticed that none of the women sat down in the presence of their masters.

The fellow at the door was calling out something — I forget what — to one of his friends, and there was a general roar of laughter that beat and thundered against my ears. Then the man turned and walked right through the darkness of the room in which we were ranged back against the walls. He was carrying an unlighted lantern. He was still chuckling to himself over his last remark. And though we could see him so clearly, he could not make us out. Once he turned his head and looked straight at me, but I suppose that the glare from which he had just come dimmed his eyes a good deal. At any rate, he stumbled against a chair before he got out of the room, so he paused, and lighted his lantern then and there.

As I saw the spurt of the match flame, and heard the lantern chimney pushed screeching up on its guards of rusted wire, I made sure that we would be discovered the next instant. I saw then that Taxis automatic was out and covering the fellow. He had only to turn in order to see us now — and die before us!

But instead of turning, he rubbed his shin where he had collided with the chair, swore a little, and then opened the next door and went on, the lantern swinging at his side and his great shadow sweeping back and forth across the opposite wall.

He was gone from view and hearing in another moment, but now we were left in an open throat of danger, so to speak.

That passer-by had left wide the door into the dining room. He had gone on, I couldnt tell where, and he might return at any moment. And in the meantime, fifteen or more armed men were sitting there in the lantern light, ready to answer any alarm. Furthermore, they were all descendants of the old man, and they all looked worthy of the name.

I picked out young Chuck at once. He was sitting at the head of the table, facing the door, and this was evidently a place of honor that was accorded him for what he had done — or tried to do — that day. In fact, if Taxis snap shot had not made him drop his rifle after he fired his first bullet, it was plain enough that young Chuck would have easily held all our lives in the hollow of his hand.

He had one arm tied up in a blood-stained sling, and he was drinking his moonshine and smoking a pipe like any of the grown men. Apparently he was considered to have gained his place among the ranks of the mature warriors.

But what were we to do?

I kept waiting for Silver to give a signal of some sort, either to charge forward through the doorway — a crazy proceeding — or to withdraw as stealthily as possible through the other open door. However, Silver crouched quietly in a corner, with the dim glimmer of the gray wolf beside him. I was on the opposite side of the room with Taxi, and I could see the green, glowing eyes of Frosty.

There was a pounding of hoofs outside, and then, through another entrance out of my ken, Will Cary and four other men walked into the room.

Some of the others jumped up. A volley of questions rained around the head of Will Cary.

He stood up there at the head of the table, near Chuck, and faced that crowd frankly and fearlessly.

I didnt get hands on them, if thats what you want to know, he said. Ill tell you the reason why I didnt lay hands on them. I was too scared. So were the boys with me. We were five, and they were four. Two of that four were Silver and Taxi. We didnt have the nerve to face em.

He made a pause and looked boldly around the table.

Do I hear anybody sound off with the idea that they would have done differently?

Heads turned a bit this way and that, but the side glances did not last long. The Carys looked back at Will, and after a moment there was a sort of general grunting. Whatever they were thinking, no one cared to stand up and blame Will for what he and his companions had done in the way of flinching from duty.

Will Cary said, when he saw that he had made his point: Im sorry about it. Ive got reasons for wanting them all wiped out. Better reasons than the rest of you, maybe. But the fact is, theyre too good for us unless weve got numbers on em. Jim Silver didnt get a reputation for nothing. Neither did Taxi. When I saw that we werent going to get any advantage of them, with that wolf sneaking on ahead of em to spy us out, I decided to quit. And even if I had decided to go ahead, the boys with me wouldnt have budged. Theyd seen how Silver could shoot by starlight. They didnt hanker to see how he could shoot by moonlight.

He broke off to ask: Hows Bud and Cleve?

His father, Dean Cary, spoke up before the others, saying: Buds laid out with a slug through his right hip. Cleves down with a bullet through both legs.

There youve got it, said Will Cary. You fellows may think that its chance, but my idea is that Silver aimed low. He doesnt take life till he has to. Thats what people say about him. And its true. If hed wanted to take life, Bud and Cleve would have some lead inside them, by this time, and I guess you all know that Im right!

Any way you take it, that speech of Will Carys was pretty free and easy, and he finished it off by lifting a big jug of moonshine, pouring out a shot, and tossing off the drink. He coughed and choked over it a little, afterward.

It takes a strong man to be a Cary! he said, and laughed a little.

I rather liked Will Cary, just then. I mean I liked his frankness, and the suggestion that he saw some of the faults of the clan as clearly as I could, even.

But trouble came down on Wills head, a minute later, when a door squeaked open and I heard the voice of the old man.

He said huskily, with a sort of ironic cheer: Well, boys, here you all are, all kind of spread out havin your good time. Havin your nip of whisky and your eats. Well, well, them that work hard has gotta eat hard, too. And look at the work youve all been and done today! Look at what youve put behind you! Look at all the brave things youve done! Youve caught old Bill Avon and Clonmel and locked em up — and lost em! Youve had your hands on Frosty and Parade — and youve lost Frosty. Youve had Jim Silver and Taxi and the other two lying in the palms of your hands — and youve lost em all. And after all of that work, it aint no wonder that you gotta kind of relax for a minute and take things easy and remember that all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy. I dont wonder that youre sittin here and makin your fingers all thumbs with booze, in spite of the fact that Silver and Taxi are right here in the house this minute!

When he said that, a shooting chill went up out of my eyes and froze my forehead. Every one of those Carys came to his feet with a shout, and the squeals of the women tingled over the noise.

The old man came swaying into my view, leaning his arm over the shoulder of Maria and peering around at the men.

With the bright wet stem of his pipe, he kept pointing to this man and that.

I mean, there aint no reason why Silver shouldnt be here! he said. There aint no good guard put out. There aint any preparations made to catch him.

A gray-headed, greasy-faced Cary of the second generation said: Pa, not even Jim Silver is comin back here. Even Silver has had enough of the Carys to last him for a while. If he does come back, hell come for Parade, and we got that hoss plastered all around with guards. What more dyou ask?

Thats right, Danny, said the terrible old man. You tell us what Jim Silver is thinkin about. You figger and plan on whats in his head, because you oughta know. Its brains like yours that knowed he couldnt get into the smoke-house. You didnt see that the tree behind the smoke-house give him his chance of climbin up on top of the roof, but outside of that, you figgered everything out fine to keep them two in the smoke-house. All you done was to let em get away.

And right this minute, if hes got the brains of a gnat, Silver oughta be back here in this house listenin to what I say and laughin up his sleeve at you. Because he oughta be able to see that the Carys aint what they used to be. They used to be men, but theyve fell off from that a whole lot. And Silver aint quite blind. Hes able to see a few things, I take it. Hes got the name of havin eyes. Maybe hes right here in the house now, in that west room in the top story, layin a knife into Barry Christian thats done us the honor of comin here and chummin with us and trustin his life in our hands. Mria, close that their door. Theys a draft blowin in on me.

Maria slipped from under his arm and came to our open door. She stood there for an instant, staring — and her eyes were fixed full on the huge figure of Clonmel, who stood pressed into a corner. By the wideness of her eyes, by the ripple that ran through her body, I knew that she saw him clearly. I waited for the yell of terror and the rush of the armed men.

Instead of that, she stepped back and quietly closed the door so that the darkness was suddenly thick through the room.

I heard the whisper of Taxi saying: Get ready to meet em with lead.

Taxi had noticed what I had noticed, then!

But the whisper of Jim Silver added instantly: She saw Harry — and she wont tell!

I could not believe it, but the long moment was drawn out and out and still there was no outbreak in the next room. I heard the voice of the old man begin to drawl on, once more. Then I knew it was true, and that the girl was holding her hand!

When we had worked our way out of that room, I felt as though we had seen the fire and had been in the flames, and that we would certainly get out of the house as fast as possible. But, of course, that was not in the mind of Silver. Taxi, with a couple of glints of light, gave us our location in the next room, and I heard Silver say to him:

Christians in the west room, on the second floor — thats this way, Taxi. Go first. Youve got the quietest feet.

That was true. Taxi could move like a shadow. He went before us, lighting what lay ahead of us with the thin, quick winkings of his torch. And we followed. Silver was, of course, next in line, with Frosty beside him; Clonmel followed, and I was the last in place as in importance. I was badly frightened, but I remember wondering at the noiselessness of the wolf. The big claws on his feet never scratched or rattled on the steps.

We got up into the hallway above, and it was as crooked a passage as I ever saw. I suppose that was because the additions to the first cabin had been made so irregularly. The hall twisted this way and that and dodged up and down repeatedly as it rose or fell to new levels.

We were well down that hall towards the west end of the crazy building when a door opened right at the foot of the hall and the figure of a tall man stepped out.

It was Christian. I knew him by an indescribable something connected with his carriage of head and shoulders, something proud and confident that distinguished him for all other men Ive ever seen.

He came straight down into the blackness of the hallway, after he had shut his door. And I braced myself for the shock when he reached us and Silver should strike him down. Or would Jim Silver take even Christian by surprise and in the darkness, like this?

The footfalls of Christian stopped. He knocked at a door, apparently, and a womans voice sang out for him to enter.

He pulled the door open, and the light from within streamed out against him.

Hello, Julie, said Christian. Hello, Sue.

Not the voice of Julie Perigord answered, but another woman saying harshly:

I thought youd be turning up to have a look at the beauty. Shes got the looks and the eyes to snag even Barry Christian, eh?

Run along, Sue, said Christian. I want to talk with her.

So I run along, do I? said Sue. And how am I to know that you wont be running the opposite way, pretty quick, and the gal along with you? Ive seen you giving the eye to her. I aint blind, Christian.

Do you think, Sue, said Christian, that we would run away from the Carys? Do you think that wed be such fools?

Ill trust a man as far as I can keep a forty-foot rope tied to him, said Sue. When theres a gal with a face like Julies mixed up in it, I wont even trust him that far. Understand what Im saying?

I understand, said Christian. And you dont remember, do you, that Julie Perigord is engaged to Will Cary? Whats the matter with you, Sue? Youre a bit rattled, arent you?

Her and Will Cary — that was calf love — or no love at all, said Sue. Well, Im going to get out and leave you two alone, but Ill bet I catch the devil for it, in the wind-up.


XXIII. CHRISTIANS IDEA
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I HEARD A chair pushed back in that room, and the flashlight of Taxi at the same instant glinted on the knob of a door just beside him. He pushed that door open, and we faded into the dark of a room, all of us, while the firm footfall of Sue came out of the next door and turned down the hall.

She kept on talking as she moved.

Treat him good, Julie, she called. It aint every gal in this world that gets a smile from Barry Christian. Mostly he dont smile except on gents with loaded wallets.

She laughed. The sound of her laughter passed away down the hall, and went suddenly dim around a corner. The creaking of her footfall still sounded clearly, moving out of hearing only step by step.

There was only a thin partition between our room and the next. When Christian spoke, it was startlingly as though he were in the darkness on our side of the wall.

Here we are at last, Julie, he said.

A thickness of silence followed that remark.

Just thinking things over, or damning me a little, Julie? he asked.

Not a little, said the voice of the girl, speaking for the first time.

A breath was caught somewhere close to me. That would be Clonmel, I could imagine.

And yet, said Christian, the fact is that you ought to be leaning on me, Julie. Theres no good chance for you here. Do you know just how bad your chance really is?

Id like to know, said Julie Perigord.

I liked the way she talked, quietly, with a world of that composure which is like a reserve of strength.

Youll have to marry a Cary, said Christian. Does that sound good to you?

I wont have to marry a Cary, said the girl. They know that Ive come up here for a different reason.

Because of that big fellow? Because of Clonmel? Yes, they realize that, and thats the reason they have to make sure of you. Youve seen a great deal too much, and you know a great deal too much. Youve got to be a Cary — or else youre not going to be anything at all!

You think that theyd knock me over the head? asked Julie.

No, I dont think that. The old man doesnt like killings. Just a few, now and then, to show that his young men are the right stuff. And he wants most of those killings to take place a good distance from home. But there are ways of persuading a girl to change her mind.

Are there? asked Julie.

For instance— began Christian.

I dont want to know what they are, she declared.

Let it drop, then. I simply want to make sure that you understand.

I understand theyre savages, said Julie.

Then that leads me straight on to a logical conclusion, said Christian. Im rather tired of a lonely life. Theres only one way you can dodge out of this place — and thats with my help. What do you think of the idea?

Elope with Barry Christian? said Julie.

Thats the idea. You may have some bad ideas about me, Julie. I deserve a good many of the bad ideas, at that. But there are some decent streaks in me, too. What do you say?

On the whole, said Julie, I suppose I ought to thank you.

I dont ask for thanks.

Im afraid you wont get them, either, said the girl.

Youre going to be hard on me, are you? asked Christian. It was a wonderful thing to hear the plaintiveness creep into his voice. And what a voice it was! Listening to him on the far side of the wall, I could not help forgetting what I knew about him. Even the nearness of Silver to me in the dark was not entirely enough to keep the truth about Barry Christian in my mind.

I wont be hard on you, said Julie. It simply cant be that way. You see?

Youd rather stay with the Cary tribe? Is that the truth?

Thats the truth.

What makes you detest me so, Julie?

Why, Ive heard a good deal about you. At secondhand, so to speak.

How do you mean that? asked Christian.

I mean, Ive heard what Jim Silver has been through on your trail.

Hes a head-hunter, said Christian. Are you going to believe all the fairy tales that they tell about Silver?

If I couldnt believe in Jim Silver, said Julie, I dont think that Id want to believe in anything.

Ah, theres your handsome giant — theres Clonmel, said Christian. What about him?

I love him, said Julie, so quietly that the force of what she said only struck me afterwards. And love isnt exactly the same as belief. I dont know Harry Clonmel. But I know Jim Silver. Every decent person in the mountains knows Jim Silver and has to believe in him.

Are you going to throw me out like this? said Christian. Isnt it being a little foolish?

There was a sound like a whispering. My friends were rising from the floor where we had been crouching. The ray from Taxis torch showed us the door. Taxi opened it. We passed out into the hall, arranged ourselves in a half moon, and then Taxi opened the next door, softly but suddenly.

It made a soft, rushing noise of wind as the draft sucked out after the door. That whispering noise made Christian turn his head and see Jim Silver on the threshold.


XXIV. END OF THE TRAIL
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RIGHT BEHIND SILVER, looming above him, was the half-naked giant, Clonmel. And on the other side of Silver stood the slender form of Taxi. As for me, I didnt count, and I was about out of sight, anyway. But those three must have looked to Christian like three devils out of hell.

The sight lifted him to his feet, slowly, as though an invisible hand had grabbed him by the hair of the head and raised him. I think there was hardly a man in the world with a colder nerve than Barry Christian, but now he turned white. His face was always pale; now it became like clear stone, and his eyes were dark streaks.

Against these odds, he was perfectly helpless.

Julie Perigord got up from the table, also. She looked at the trio in the doorway, and I saw her smile. There were not three men there. For her, there was only Clonmel.

Silver said: You can put your hands up, Barry.

Thanks, Jim, said Christian. I must tell you that if you take another step, Ill yell. Youll have me dead, but the Cary tribe will be picking your bones before my body is cold.

That was true enough. I could see that with a fellow as cool as Christian there was only one thing to do.

And then I heard Silver saying: Do you think that Ill back out of the house without you, Barry?

Why not? answered Christian. Youll have the girl. To a fellow of your character, Silver, the righting of a wrong ought to be enough. Tut, tut! You wont leave the poor child here in the hands of the brutal Carys, will you? Not if I know the noble character of Jim Silver.

You see, he was entire master of himself again, after the first deadliness of the shock. There he stood and sneered at his great enemy. I could understand then why Christian had been able to stand out so long against Silver. It was because the man was as great a power for evil as Silver was for good.

Besides, said Christian, you have to think about your friends. A young hero, there — Clonmel — and my old companion, Taxi — the lad you saved from the underworld and brought right up into the honest sunshine of life — to say nothing of that flat-faced mug of a Bill Avon, that I see in the rear of the trouble — you dont want to throw them all away, Jim. And most assuredly theyll die with you, if you take another step. I shout, Jim — and the final battle begins!

It was convincing. Not so convincing as I write it down, but utterly convincing if you had been there to see the flash of his eye and the sneer of his lip.

But Silver took the step forward!

Better wait there, hadnt you? said Christian.

The calmness of the pair was what drove knives of ice through me.

Youre a very intelligent fellow, Barry, said Silver, and you might win out with most people. Theres only one valuable thing that I know about you — that is that you value your hide. But if the girl has to become a Cary; if Taxi and Clonmel and poor Bill Avon have to die with me — its worth the price to wipe you off the earth!

And he went straight up to Christian.

I saw the lips of Christian part. I saw his chest heave as he drew in a breath. I squinted my eyes against the shock of hearing the cry that would be the death signal for all of us. But the cry did not come. Silver simply took hold of Christian by the wrist and held in his other hand a Colt revolver, by the barrel, so that it would make an efficient club.

All right, Jim, said Christian. It looks as though you win this trick, for the moment. How youd like to smash the gun into my face, eh?

He chuckled softly. It seemed to me that I could live a thousand years and never come across a stranger thing than that laugh of Christians, as he confronted Silver.

Fan him, Taxi, said Silver.

The slim, deft hands of Taxi dipped into the clothes of Christian.

They brought out two man-sized Colts and a little double-barreled pistol hardly larger than a mans hand, but able to throw a fatal bullet across the width of a room, no doubt. It was hitched up the arm of Christian with a strong elastic. There was a long knife that was worn just inside the front of his belt. It had a flat, heavily weighted handle, so that it could be used either for throwing or hand-to-hand fighting. As I looked at the four weapons, I had a grisly, a sickening sense that all of them had taken lives.

There was a wallet, also, that Taxi produced. It was fat. He opened it up, and I saw two thick sheaves of bills, each sheaf filling a side of the wallet. The man was carrying a good-sized fortune around with him.

Silver said hastily: Put the wallet back, Taxi. There was a quick disgust in his voice.

Christian interpreted calmly: Blood money, Taxi. None of that shall ever touch the pure fingers of Jim Silver. Blood money, my boy!

He chuckled again. I had a feeling that the cool devil was almost enjoying this excitement.

Silver tied Christian. He did it in a strange way. He simply wound a twine cord around his wrists and then put a loop of the twine around his neck. That left Christian free to move, but it meant that he could not move fast. His hands were about helpless, and no man could run or jump freely, tied in that way.

Then we four left the house, taking Christian with us, and Julie.

Nothing happened, of all the things that could have happened. We simply went down to the head of the first stairs, and down those stairs through a door that stood open for us, and so out under the stars. I had a crazy desire to screech and laugh.

We walked straight away from the house and got safely into the first patch of brush. As it closed around us, rays of dim light came from the cabin and struck all about us, throwing wild patterns of shadow over us.

And I heard the voice of the old man, saying: Keep on watch all night. Mind you, keep stirring. And every time a star blinks, think that it may be Jim Silver about to drop out of the sky!

Yes, the old man had finished stirring up his boys, and now he was posting them on guard. He was just a little too late. If he had been ten years younger, he would have had them out on post well before we got away from the place, I dare say. And I had a shivering suspicion that, when he was a youngster, he might have been a full match for Jim Silver and all the rest of us.

I looked back through the leaves and I saw the old mans tall, straight, but fragile figure, supported as usual against the slender strength of Maria. The Cary outfit was scattered here and there, taking up positions about the house.

Then I heard the old man say: What the devils the matter with you, Mria? What are you bawlin about?

Marias sobbing voice answered: Shut your mouth! Dont speak to me. Dont you never speak to me!

I wondered what would happen after that speech, but to my amazement, the old man simply broke out into his husky laughter.

Thats the way I like to hear a gal talk, he said. Thats the good old Cary blood speakin up loud and bold. Mria, Im sorry that you aint a man. You would a been worth all the rest of the gang, I can tell you!

The girl said nothing. I heard her catch her breath on another sob. That was all.

I wondered, then, whether she cried because she thought Clonmel was still in the house, being hemmed in, or whether she guessed that he was already gone. I still wonder about it, but I imagine that the second guess was right.

Then I had to turn and walk on after my companions.

We went through the trees for a good distance, and down a hollow, and across a rivulet of water, and over a hill into another wood until we reached a small clearing among the trees. Every step of that journey I was thanking my stars that we were putting distance between us and the house of the Carys.

But here we stopped, and Silver said to Taxi:

Will the sound of guns carry from here to the house?

Not the noise of revolvers, said Taxi. Not with the wind hanging where it is.

Silver looked carefully about him. When he had finished his survey, he finally said:

Well, It seems all right to me. Taxi, turn Christians hands loose, and give him one of his Colts.

Why? asked Taxi.

Because, said Silver, the time has come for us to fight the old fight out to a finish. Either Christian or I come to the end of the trail, here.


XXV. A NIGHT TRIP
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WHEN I HEARD Silver say this, I looked steadily at Christian, but the moonlight struck such a shadow across his face that I could not see his features clearly or judge his expression. I only remember that by the dignity of his carriage and that peculiarly proud outline of the high head, he seemed perfectly at ease.

Silver told us to pile all our weapons under a tree and stand a little distance from them. We did as he told us. I felt a trembling awe when I thought that I had come to see the end of the long feud.

I remember how Frosty sat down and pointed his nose up in the air as though he were about to bay the moon, and how the black shadows of the western trees lay out on the sun-bleached whiteness of the grass. Then Silver said:

You can pick the sort of weapons, Barry. Rifles or revolvers — or bare hands. Whatever you say.

When he came to bare hands, something came into his voice that I cant describe. It was simply one rush of savagery to the throat, and the sound of the voice gave me the creeps. It made me realize how utterly he hated and loathed Barry Christian.

Then I heard Christian say, as calmly as ever: I wont fight you, Silver.

I heard it, but I couldnt believe it.

Neither could Silver, it seemed. He walked up and gave Christian one of the revolvers which had been taken from him. Christian took it in a limp hand.

Its no good, Jim, he said. I wont fight you.

You dont understand, explained Silver. You see not one of my friends has a weapon of any kind. All the stuff is piled under that tree. If you drop me, you can get out before they even reach the guns.

Frosty would pull me down if I ran, said Christian.

A bullet would stop Frosty, answered Silver. Or Ill tie him.

Christian simply shook his head. He turned a little. The moon struck aslant across his face, and I could study the expression easily. There was no contortion, as of a man passing through a great emotion. He was perfectly calm, Ill swear.

Its no good, Jim, he said. There was something like affection in his voice, as when one explains a thing to a small child. I wont fight you.

Knife, or hand, or gun — you can make your choice, said Silver.

He was the one who was passing a little out of control. His voice quivered.

Youre a shade stronger, a shade faster, a shade keener than I am, said Christian. You can murder me, Jim, but I wont fight you on equal terms.

You want a— Silver choked on what he was about to say. He walked up to Christian and struck him across the face with the back of his hand and then leaped away. I saw Christian crouch a bit. I made sure that he would jerk up his gun that instant and fire. Silver, tense as a cat, was ready for the first move. But gradually Christian straightened.

No, he said slowly. Not even that!

I heard Silver groan, as he said: You wait for a chance to put a bullet through my back. Is that it?

The way one wild beast treats another. Thats exactly it, said Christian.

It was the strangest scene I ever imagined. My mind still turns back to it with a shock — a sort of horror. For here were two fearless men. You couldnt say that fear was what was working in Christian. It was simply that he was logical. He was convinced that Silver was his master in a fight and he would not throw his life away.

It has to be murder, then? said Silver.

Not murder, Jim, said Harry Clonmel. Its an execution. Ill shoot him down, if you wont. Its only doing justice on the dog.

He turned to go to the tree where the guns were piled.

Wait a moment, said Silver. Barry, he pleaded, will you stand up like a man and fight?

Not a stroke, said Christian. Pick me any other man in the world, and Ill give him odds and beat him. But even now that youre excited, youre a little too fast for me. Just the hairs-breadth that means a killing. You can murder me, but I wont fight.

You see, it was beyond a mere question of shame. And he used that word murder repeatedly — to Silver the most horrible word in the language.

You lie, said Taxi. You wont give odds, and you wont have to give odds. Ill take you on.

Will you? said Christian.

Ill take you on, answered Taxi.

Take him then, said Silver.

Give him your gun, said Christian eagerly. Its a bargain, Jim. If I beat him — if I down him, Im free? Ill get Parade back for you, if thats what you want. After that — Im free?

Silver was breathing so hard that I could hear the sound half a dozen paces away, where I stood.

Are you willing, Taxi? he asked.

Yes, said Taxi, but Ill take my own automatic.

Get it! said Silver.

Taxi went over and got his own gun. He began to whistle a little, half under his breath, like a man whose mind is preoccupied. He came back and stood in front of Christian, about eight or nine steps from him. I began to feel sick at the stomach. Frosty ran to his master and lay across Silvers feet, exactly as though he realized that Silver was not going to fight.

Ready! said Christian.

Im ready any time, said Taxi.

Clonmel broke in: After you, it ought to be my chance at him, Jim!

Be still! said Silver sternly. And Clonmel was silent.

Silver said: Ill count to three. You shoot then. If either of you stirs a hand before I get to three, Ill shoot that man down — even if its you, Taxi.

I understand, said Taxi. I wont beat the gun.

I understand, said Christian.

Why, he was smiling now, his head thrown back in the same proud way, and a gleam was in his eyes.

Taxi looked very small, in comparison, but he was a fine mechanism, I knew, with a hand swifter than a cats paw. He leaned forward a little, staring, intent, savage. After all, he had hated Christian almost as long as Silver had hunted the criminal.

Silver went to Taxi and shook his hand. They said nothing. After all, what could words express between two such men? Then Silver stepped back and began counting.

One — two—

I waited through a horrible moment for the count of three. Suddenly I realized that it would never be reached, as Silver, with a groan, exclaimed: It cant go through! Hell only kill you, Taxi. Hes a surer man with a gun!

Hes not! said Taxi. Ill take him with a revolver, or a knife, or a club, or whatever—

As though he realized his own absurdity, and that his hate was speaking more than his good sense, he stopped himself quickly.

Get your guns again, said Silver huskily. Its got to be the law, after all.

Youve had him in prison before, and hes slipped out! said Taxi. If you turn him over to the law again, hell beat you once more. He has the cash to hire lawyers. He has friends to help him escape, if hes headed for the death house. Whats the good of going through a game of blindmans buff again? You have him now! Its the time youve prayed for. Now use it the way hed use it, if he had the chance.

Silver stood silent, and it was Christian who, with amazing effrontery, said:

You dont know the honorable gentleman, Taxi.

Blast you! breathed Silver, seething with anger.

He went to Christian and jerked the gun from his hand. He tied Christians wrists behind his back again.

Go to the edge of the trees and get Parade for me, he directed. You can tell them to bring Parade to you. The fools will do what you tell them to do.

Certainly, said Christian. Any little thing to oblige you, Jim.

We all walked back with Christian and Silver, across the hill, the gulley, and over the knoll to the trees around the house. We passed through those, very softly and secretly, and when we were in view of the lighted corral of Parade, Christian stepped out in front of the trees, a pace or two.

Hello, boys, he said. Ill show you a trick with Parade. Take the hobbles off him.

Hello, Barry, said one of the Carys. What you want us to do that for?

Im going to show you that Ive made the big brute into a pet, said Christian. Take the hobbles off him and youll see him come to me like a dog.

It was Dean Cary who got through the fence and removed the hobbles.

Youre drunk or youre just talkin, brother, he declared. Lets see you do your stuff, then!

Christian nodded, but it was Silver who whistled softly.

The answer was a thing to do your heart good. Parade, when he heard the signal, whirled about and charged the fence as though he were starting a race over the flat. I think the top bar must have been over six feet high, but the big golden monster flew the barrier as though it had been merely knee-high. He made everything look small. He made the mountains and the whole world seem worthless as he flew the fence and, landing in his stride, streaked on toward his master.

There — you see? called Christian, stepping back to us, into the shadow of the trees.

Parade went into the group of us, braced his legs to skid to a halt, and tossed his head with a ringing neigh above Silver.

If you can do that, you can ride him bareback! called Dean Cary. Lets see you handle him without a bridle, the way Silver can!

Ill be back later, boys, said Christian. Im taking a little night trip to get sleepy, just now.

There was an ironic truth in those words of his!

We went back through the trees, Clonmel taking Christian in charge, and Silver leading the way. Then we headed across the Cary Valley towards the biggest gap among the hills, that gap through which I had come and found myself in the beginning of trouble.


XXVI. AT BLUE WATER
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WE WALKED ALL night long. Part of the time Silver made Parade carry Julie Perigord. But after a time, Clonmel began to give out. He had lost a good deal of blood and he had been badly exposed until we wrapped him up in our coats. He swore that he would walk with the rest of us, but Silver and Julie persuaded him to get on the horse, and he was reeling on the back of Parade when at last we got into Blue Water in the pink of the morning.

We made a queer spectacle, I can tell you, as we marched down the main street of that old town. Everybody turned out. It was so early that we might have gone through without attracting much attention, but a small boy got a glimpse of the famous stallion and then spotted Silver. He scampered ahead of us down the street, warning everyone with a voice like the crowing of a rooster. And all of Blue Water, half dressed, came flooding out around us.

In the middle of all that tumult and cheering — I thought the people would go mad when they saw that Barry Christian was with us — I didnt feel in the least like a hero, because I realized that all I had done was to make Silvers work more difficult.

We got to the jail, and there Silver was met by none other than Sheriff Walt Milton. He hardly had a word for Silver. All he did was to stare at Clonmel.

Youre turning this tramp over to me, too, I guess? he said. They want him down in Belling Lake for disturbing the peace and smashing up property.

Settle the charges out of court, Sheriff, said Silver. Ill stand for the amount of the damage done.

That ended that discussion. The sheriff looked at Clonmel with hungry eyes, but he had too much sense to go against Silver. What was the use? Judges and juries in our part of the world would never convict a friend of Silvers. He knew that. All he would win would be unpopularity.

So he simply took Christian into the jail.

Christian said good-by to us all in his usual lofty manner. He said, when he looked at me:

You choose some pretty clumsy weapons now and then, Jim. One of these days, a tool will break and cut your hand for you.

To Silver himself he added directly: Come see the hanging, Jim, will you?

Silver said nothing. I think he felt that the hanging would never take place — at least that the law would be much too clumsy to manage the business, even though a capital sentence was already hanging over the head of Christian.

At any rate, we saw the jail doors close between us and the captive.

It was three days later before I drove down into Blue Water again, and got hold of the newspapers that were coming in from the outside, filled with the description of the capture of the famous outlaw.

Even when I read the headlines, I had the feeling again that Barry Christian was still a long way from being hanged.

That day I had come down with my wife. It was a great trip, in a way. Charlotte had dressed herself all up, and her face was red and a little puffy. And her eyes looked small and bright, and they went quickly from side to side to find and pick up the recognition that people had for us. Because, you see, I was recognized as one of Silvers men, and Jim Silver himself had said a lot about me. Not that there was much to say, but he was the sort of a fellow who knew how to step into the background and put his friends forward, God bless him.

It meant a good deal to me, frankly, but it was plain heaven to Charlotte. A peerage wouldnt have meant any more to her, I guess.

I remember that one of the horses in my team was the mustang that had been under my saddle when I started off that day after Clonmel and Julie. It had simply appeared tied to the hitching rack in front of my house, the morning before!

And now, what did we have on the Cary outfit?

Well, we had the wounds and the sufferings of Clonmel, and the trouble I had been through. But its hard to collect on threats. I was glad not to push any charge because I didnt want to have the Cary devils on my trail with a grudge. And as for Clonmel, I think hed almost forgotten that there was such a name as Cary in the world, because he and Julie were getting married this day.

He was in the seventh heaven of happiness. He poured himself out to me when I went to see him at the hotel. He was going to take Julie back East with him, to his parents, and he was going to have Jim in the party. His father and old mother were going to gladden their eyes with the sight of Jim Silver, at last — and that was enough for them. Theyd die happy, after that!

Somehow, I felt a doubt. I mean, the idea of Jim Silver in any other setting than the mountains of the West was an anomaly.

But I waited with Charlotte down in the lobby of the hotel, with Charlotte smiling on the reporters who came up to pester us, and with me frowning and scowling at them.

I was feeling stiff in my Sunday clothes, and hot, and uncomfortable, when we started off towards the church behind Clonmel and Julie, and the whole town following us, and cheering like fools. Taxi and Jim Silver were to meet us at the church itself.

And when we got there, the parson was all ready with a welcome — and with a note from Jim Silver! For neither Jim nor Taxi was in sight.

Clonmel read the note, crumpled it, jerked it open, and read it again, with a sick face. Then he passed it over to me, and I read:



Dear old Harry: Terribly sorry — sudden word has just come, and I have to hop. Will try to be back by tonight to see you and Julie. Luck and happiness to you both.

Jim.



I looked away from the letter to the rolling seas of mountains that turned from green to brown to horizon blue, and I knew very well that that night would not bring Jim Silver back. The wilderness had stretched out its arms to him again, and he was gone far into it.


Mountain Riders (1946)
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I. TOM DERRY

[image: img30.jpg]

TOM DERRY WAS not a handsome man. He was rather tall and very lean, and the narrows of his waist ran up almost to his shoulders, and one had to look twice to see where his hips appeared. But his appearance was deceptive, for his leanness was twisted about with muscles like hard fingers of wisteria that intertwine around the trunk of an old tree.

His face was no better-looking than his scrawny body. He had a nose, but that was about all one could say for it He had plenty of mouth. He had a blunt jaw of the sort that does not telegraph the shock of blows against the base of the brain. In fact, he had what is generally called a mug, but his eyes were so bright and good-humoured and active, and his smile was such a genuine flash of happiness that people always put him down as a harmless sort.

That had been the wrecking of Tom Derrys life, so far. Because there was a time when all the good nature in him was exhausted, and his grin was not one of pleasure, and his eyes were a blue fire. A good many people had discovered that second half of Toms being, but most of those who made the discovery went to the hospital for quite a period, and long before they came out, Tom Derry had found it advisable to move on.

He kept on moving.

He had grown up on the range as easily, as carelessly, as naturally as the grama-grass and the wild-eyed cattle that grazed on it. Then, in the midst of a little friendly wrestling bout, a Mexican lad had pulled a knife on Derry and had seen the smile of Tom turn into the battle grin. Derry broke the Mexicans arm, got the knife, and used it.

The Mexican did not die, but Tom thought he would. He lighted out from the home and dived into the wilderness and came up in a lumber camp, far north, where he worked happily until a peevish Canuck one day threw an axe at him. Tom pulled the axe out of the tree in which its blade was buried and threw it right back at the Canuck — and hit his mark.

The Canuck did not die, in fact, but Tom never knew that. He dived into the wilderness again and came to the surface in a town far east and south, where he drove a delivery wagon for a butchers shop until a pair of town toughs decided to help themselves to some steaks across the tailboard of the wagon. Tom took a cleaver, dealt with them, and moved on again.

He worked on the streets; he became a tramp; he did a few shifts in a coal-mine; he finally felt that he had achieved the really free and noble life that is proper for a man when he signed aboard a tramp freighter which used sail and a crew of Swedes. The Swedes did not like Derry because he was not a Swede. They started to ride him, and they rode him all the way to Acapulco. There he threw off the load, and in the fall three Swedish heads were broken.

Derry left the ship and drifted north through Mexico until he found a job as a vaquero. There he endured, happily, until a Mexican caballero turned the edge of his knife on Derrys skull; but the knife still had a point, and Tom drove that point between the greasers ribs, and moved north, by night.

So, at the age of twenty-two, he got off his mustang and stood in Cleve Walkers saloon, hankering for nothing more than beer for his stomach and peace for his soul.

Walkers place was cool. The floor had been sloshed down recently with buckets of water. A mist was still rising from the boards. The saloon was so dim and calm that one lowered the voice instinctively on entering. Derry had lowered his voice, though he always spoke quietly enough. Now he stood at the bar, and with his finger-tips caressed the frost on the outside of his glass of beer, and was thankful that he was safely out of Mexico.

All he wanted was more safety — and a little beer. All he wanted the rest of his life was peace, perfect peace. He could almost envy dead men, they were so peaceful.

So he dropped his head back a little — which made his neck look broken at the Adams apple — and sipped his beer, and smiled dreamily on the bartender.

When he opened his eyes wide, he saw, on the wall above the bar, a big white placard that carried in the centre the photograph of a man with a long moustache and deadly, dull, expressionless eyes. Underneath the picture there was the terrible caption, Wanted. For Murder, and then, Twenty-five Hundred Dollars Reward. And there was some more of the usual stuff — the description — information leading to the apprehension — and that sort of thing.

Derry shook his head, still staring at that picture.

The fool! he said softly.

There were other men at the bar. One of them wore his shirt open half-way down his chest. He was a red man. His hair was red. His face was red. His uncropped beard was red. The backs of his hands were blistered red. He was built like a buffalo bull, with a hump of strength across his shoulders.

What fool? asked this gentleman.

Stan Parker, take it easy, cautioned the bartender.

But red Stan Parker wanted trouble. He always wanted trouble. He never had had enough of it to suit him.

That fool, Tom Derry was saying. That one in the picture. Murder! Any man that does a murder, hes just a fool!

You wouldnt do a murder, I guess? asked Stan Parker grimly.

Me? Id run a thousand miles first, said Derry. He sighed and shook his head slowly from side to side. Id walk ten miles and swim a river to get out of the way of a fight.

There was something about the hearty, the soul-convincing way in which he said this, that might have given a reasonable man pause for thought, but Stan Parker was not reasonable, and he was not interested in thinking. Action was all he knew and it was all that he liked.

Suppose that hombre up there in the picture got in a jam and had to fight his way out? suggested Parker.

Its the worst way in the world, Ill tell a man, said Derry. Dont talk to me! Its the worst way.

He shook his head again, and sipped his beer.

It aint no particular privilege to talk to you, declared Parker.

Now, Stan! said the bartender soothingly.

But the other men in the saloon began to prick up their ears and turn their faces, and their eyes were shining a little as they looked toward trouble. They were a reasonably tough lot, and they liked to see a fight.

I was sayin, repeated Parker, when he knew that he had the attention of his audience, that it aint no particular privilege to talk to you.

Sure it isnt, agreed Tom Derry. I never said it was. He glanced at Stan Parker, and then added: Hey, dont come around here looking for any trouble, because you wont get any out of me. Ill run first.

Just plain yaller, are you? commented Parker, drawing back half a step from this monster among men.

Oh, I dunno, said Tom Derry. You know how it is. I dont want any trouble. Thats all.

I dont know how it is, said Parker. The bully in him made his mouth water. He came closer to his victim.

Look, said Tom Derry, if you want me out of the way, Ill go out of the way. Mind that? Ill run away, if I have to, to get out of trouble. Only — dont crowd me!

As he said that, he set his teeth, and a cord stood out from the base of his jaw all the way down to his collarbone, and his mouth stretched in a grin that was mirthless.

I aint to crowd you, eh? said Stan Parker.

Aw, let me finish this beer, and Ill get out, said Tom Derry.

He raised the glass to his lips.

What I wanta know, said Parker, in argumentative fashion, is how come you got the right to call a gent a fool — a gent like that one hangin on the wall? You know him?

He did a murder. Thats why hes a fool, said Tom Derry. Thats all I know about him.

Thats a hell of a lot, aint it? Why, theres times when a gent would be a skunk, if he didnt fight — with guns! And if hes lucky, hes called a murderer; and if he aint lucky, hes dead. So what you goin to do about it?

Im going to get out of this place, said Tom Derry. Thats what Im going to do about it.

Oh, youre goin to get out, are you? queried Parker. I dunno, though. When you leave here, maybe youre goin to take something with you to remember your manners by.

He stood still closer. He was big, and he loomed higher than Tom Derry. He could have been split in two down the middle, and each half of him would have made the bulk of another Tom Derry. The sense of his size comforted the fighting heart of Stan Parker.

A sneakin yaller-belly, said Stan, who comes around here and starts damning folks that he never laid his eyes on. Thats what kind of sickens me. Thats what Im goin to do something about. I dunno how you got the face to talk. Lemme see what kind of a face you got.

He took Tom Derry by the point of the chin and pulled his head around and looked down into Derrys mug.

You aint got no kind of a face to please me, said Parker.

Take your hand off my chin, said Derry gently. Please take it off, mister. I want to finish my beer!

The devil with you and your beer! shouted Parker, the cruel passion suddenly roaring out of his throat. Im goin to kick you out into the gutter!

He laid his hand on the nape of Derrys neck. But then a blunt weapon struck upward against the point of Parkers chin. It knocked a shower of sparks out of the top of his head. It sent him backward until his shoulders bumped heavily against the wall.

Well, by thunder! groaned Parker, and put down his head, and launched himself, and rushed across the floor of the saloon. He simply ran his chin into a stone wall that was otherwise called a straight left. It bumped him to a stop — a full stop.

I dont want any trouble. Take him off me, some of you, will you? pleaded Tom Derry. I just want to finish my beer.

He actually stepped to the bar and took a hasty swallow.

Has he got you licked, Stan? Are you drunk? shouted someone to the bully. For the prowess of Stan Parker with his hands was known as far as the mountains.

Him? Im — Im goin to tear the dirty black-jack in two! shouted Stan, and came in again.

He came more cautiously and properly, patting the floor before him with his left foot, and sneaking the right foot in from behind, as every good boxer ought to do. He had his guard raised properly, he was beautifully balanced, and out of that balance he rammed a fist at the head of Tom Derry.

I dont want any trouble! I wont fight! Take him away! Derry was crying, when that punch landed on the point of his durable chin. The weight of the blow folded him back over the edge of the bar. A pair of hands gripped his throat.

And then something happened. Tom Derry hardly knew what it was. He only knew that the old red madness had burned up in his mind like a flame. He only knew that he was striking out, and that his fists were sinking into a soft body, or hammering on a hard skull.

Then there was nothing before him, but on the floor crouched Stan Parker. Stan was redder than ever, now. The good crimson of his blood was swiped over his face in masses. Some of it dripped off his chin. He was beaten. He was frightened. And the savage was, therefore, raging in him. Around the room, he saw grinning, well-contented faces. Suddenly he knew that it was better to be hanged than so shamed.

You sneakin ringer! screamed Stan Parker, and pulled out a .45.

He fired. The bullet went where Tom Derry had been, but Tom had leaped high and aside, like a mongoose. He landed right on Stan Parker. They rolled over and over. The gun exploded again. Then Derry pushed the limp body aside and rose to his feet. He looked sick. A smear of Parkers blood across his forehead made him seem horribly pale.

Somebody take a look, he said. See if hes dead. Im — I cant touch him again.


II. A SCRAP OF PAPER
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STAN PARKER WAS not beloved. He had made his way through the world as a man makes his way through a wall — by constant hammering. Now the men in the saloon gathered around the loosely lying body and made comments, regardless of how young Tom Derry stood at the bar with his chin dropped on one fist.

Tom Derry stared into the mirror and saw his own face and told himself that that face was no good.

Vaguely he heard the men talking behind him.

I guess hes ticked off.

Yeah, when they got their eyes just a little open like that and their mouth open, too — just like they was goin to wake up and start takin — thats when you tell theyre done in.

Its their eyes. When their eyes look like dead fish, then you tell.

A doctor had oughta come and pronounce him dead, said the bartender, putting his hands on his knees and leaning over the man.

He dont need no doctor pronouncin nothin, said another. Hes dead as anything. The kid split his wishbone for him.

I ought to run, said Tom Derry to himself. But to hell with running. Im tried of running. Better for white men to hang me than lascars or greasers, or something.

After a few moments, the sheriff came in. He was a man with a fat stomach, and a golden watch-fob hanging out of his vest pocket. He wore no coat. His sleeves were held up by elastic garters, red and blue, worn around the fat of his arm. He pulled up a chair and sat down by the corpse. He made a cigarette and dribbled the tobacco over the body and even on the face of Stan.

Sure hes dead, said the sheriff, lifting a leg and scratching a match on the tight under-surface of his pants. Hes dead as last Wednesdays fish. The big, red-faced bum! Im glad hes gone. Who done it? The kid there? Self-defense, wasnt it, kid?

Tom Derry said nothing. He kept looking at himself in the mirror. He kept hating himself.

The kids sick at the stomach, said the sheriff. A lot of gents get that way when they see blood all over the floor. Give him a shot of whisky, Cleve.

He wont take none, said Cleve. It was self-defense, all right. The kid didnt want—

Aw, sure, sure, said the sheriff. Sure it was self-defense. It would be self-defense, in this town, if somebody had plugged Stan right through the back. The big, red-headed bum! What a lot quieter things are goin to be now! Kid, you goin to bury the victim? No, you let it go. The whole townll contribute. Well dig the grave deep, too. What a yaller pack we been to let Stan stick around so long, anyway!

Tom Derry listened to these calm remarks with very little satisfaction. Now that he was tired of running away from the results of his battles, it seemed that men no longer wish to hunt him. He could not understand this. He was baffled, and almost unhappy. His mind was not functioning very clearly, for the moment.

When he turned around, the sheriff had put a bandanna over the face of Stan Parker, and had taken everything out of his pockets and piled it on a table. There was not a great deal. There was something over two hundred dollars in cash, and a pocket-knife, tobacco, papers, matches, some string, a little coil of bailing wire, some odds and ends, a note-book, and three very soiled envelopes.

A little rag of paper blew off the table and dropped to the floor, and Tom Derry picked it up.

Whats that you got, kid? asked the sheriff.

Aw, just a scrap, said Derry, staring down at it.

Theres enough money here to bury Stan, said the sheriff cheerfully, and to buy drinks all around, too. Set up the drinks, Cleve. Stan can rest just as well inside a pine coffin as he could in solid silver. And well spend all the change in a few rounds of drinks. Come on, boys. Step up! Step up! Heres to the kid. Long may he wave! A game youngster, he is, and he scavenged this here town for us. Heres to the kid, and bottoms up. Hey, where is the kid, anyway?

The kid was already out, through a side door, and had taken his mustang and ridden down the first alley off the main street. He put the bronco into a canter and kept at that pace until he was well outside of the town, and there he drew rein and pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket.

There were not many words. It was just the lower part of a sheet of ordinary correspondence paper, and across it was written:



...your share in the business. Its a big thing, and we ought to do it. Meet me in Thompsons Creek, by the split rock, as fast as you can come. This is going to be the turning point in your life, Stan. If you will only...

Young Tom Derry read the words through again, the paper flapping up and down as the horse jogged along. He had a very strange feeling that that paper had blown to his feet for a mysterious reason. He had a feeling, too, that in the one case where people had not driven him, after he had done a killing, he would now be hounded by the soul of the dead man himself. He thought of the red face and the cruel eyes of Stan Parker and shuddered. But, after all, he knew that all through his being there was a response, as if to a command. Into Stan Parkers shoes he intended to step and keep the rendezvous for the dead man.


III. THE RED BULL
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IT TOOK DERRY five days to get to Thompsons Creek, for it was way up in the Blue Water Mountains. It took him two days of wandering about through Thompsons Creek before a travelling cowpuncher gave him the location of the split rock. It was not a very big affair. It was no larger, say, than a small house, and it was cleft right in two, with the halves leaning quite away from one another and looking as though they would fall utterly apart.

He was vigorously introduced to the scene by a red bull. The bull had scars along its flanks which proved that it had been thrashed by a rival not long before, and had been gored before it could dodge away from the conqueror. And there was a store of malice lodged in its heart that sent it high-tailing straight for the rider.

Tom Derry dodged that bull twice. If it had not been a splendid specimen he would have been tempted to shoot it down, but as it was, he made the pony run to save his life.

The worst of that manoeuvre was that the moment the mustang started running, it fell into a panic, and headed blindly for a high, barbed-wire fence. Tom Derry managed to twist the mustang aside from that terrible danger, but the horse seemed to think that its master was holding it so that the bull could catch up from the rear.

So it tied itself in two or three figure eights, double-bucked a few jumps, and plastered Tom Derry against the barbed-wire fence.

There was no particular malice in that horse, and if Tom had been a bit more on his guard, the bronco probably would not have got him off. But as it was, he hung head down on the fence, with only a blurred realization that the red bull was plunging straight at him, head lowered.

The head dropped still lower. The bull dug its horns into the ground and turned a complete somersault, barely missing the body of Derry with its flinging heels. Then it lay still, and Derry vaguely realized that he had heard the report of a rifle in the distance.

He got a good many deep scratches before he managed to disentangle himself from the fence. Then, standing up, he saw a rider cantering toward him — still a good two hundred yards away!

Derry looked at the bull and saw where the little rifle bullet had bored to the life through the shoulder. It had been a neat shot; a snap shot and an excellent one. Derry, with the world of blue and bright still spinning a little before his eyes, realized that his life had been saved.

He turned from the bull and found the rider dismounting beside him from a tall black mare that had all the long, stretching lines of good blood. He was a man of fifty perhaps, with a face heavily but pleasantly lined, a long-legged fellow with a rather studious humping of the shoulders. He wore a checkered shirt, a very clean bandanna about his neck, and the finest of shop-made boots with spoon-handled spurs on his heels. Little golden bells made music on those spurs.

Derry went up to him and held out his hand.

My name is Derry, he said. There wouldnt be any Derry if you didnt think as fast as you shoot straight Thanks!

Its a queer thing about red bulls, said the stranger. You dont have to bait em. They go mad with their own colour, I suppose.

He chuckled a little as he said this. His eyes, under their wrinkled lids, moved quickly up and down Derry, appraised him, registered him in a mental file with other men.

Hes not some of your own beef? asked Derry courteously.

None of mine. I dont live in this part of the world, said the stranger. Ive been looking for a rider that you may have seen on your way. Big red man. Red hair. Mostly unshaven. Looks as though the sun were cooking him and swelling him up.

Derry stared.

You mean Stan Parker? he asked, and saw the name strike the other with a shock.

Have you come from Parker? asked the stranger sharply.

Ive come in his place — if Ill do, said Derry. Thats strange!

A lie, to Derry, was something that came very hard. He looked straight at the other and then said:

Ill tell you how it came about. There was a brawl down the line. Parker was pretty abusive. We got into a fight. He pulled a gun. I killed him with his own gun.

He stopped and waited. He saw the glance of the other wavering over him again, in an entirely new appraisal.

Stan was always a bully, said the stranger.

They called it self-defense. They laid him out and went through his pockets. Off the table where the stuff was laid, this scrap of paper blew across the floor to me.

He handed the scrap to the stranger.

And it seemed to me, said Derry, that the best thing I could do was to try to make up for killing Parker by showing up here.

Well, said the stranger, this is one of those queer stories. But I believe you. What did you intend to do when you got here?

Did you ever kill a man? asked Derry bluntly.

Nothing Id ever like to think about, came the evasive answer.

Ive had bad luck, said Derry. I havent carried a gun or a knife for three years. But in spite of that, Ive had piles of bad luck. And heres one life that Id like to carry on a few steps along the way it would have gone, except for me.

You mean, said the other, that youre not packing a gun at this minute?

Nor a knife.

And yet you tell a man who expects to meet Parker that you killed Stan?

You mean, it might have made you draw on me?

Thats what I mean, said the stranger coldly.

No, said Derry, you may know him, but youre not a friend of Parkers.

What makes you think Im not?

Youre a big cut above him.

This is the damnest thing Ive ever heard of.

You wanted Parker for something. A hired man, I suppose. Well, it looks as though youve hired me and paid me in advance.

Derry pointed toward the dead bull, whose tongue lolled out in the dust.

Youre named Derry, are you? asked the stranger.

Yes.

Ive never heard of you.

Im new to this part of the world, Derry told him. Ive been out of the West, mostly, for six or seven years.

Clear out?

As clear as Shanghai — and farther.

The stranger shook his head. At last he said: Come over and sit in the shade with me.

They went over and sat in the shade of the split rock, after Derry had caught his frightened mustang.

After that, a silence settled down on the two men, and the scratching of matches and the lighting of cigarettes did not lead to conversation at once. Outside the meagre shadow that fell over them, the sun poured incessant fire on the summer-whitened grass, and the heat reflected in shimmering waves. Off in the distance was the playing sound of Thompsons Creek, a thread of coolness in the warmth of the day. And a sense of unreality came over Tom Derry. He found himself looking again and again toward the carcass of the red bull in the next field. He stared up, and saw buzzards coming. One was already circling low. Out of the distance more of them were coming, little spots in the pallor of the sky.

Ive got to find the owner of that bull, said Derry. Ive got to make a deal with him, and pay — part of the price, anyway.

Pay him for having a bull that nearly killed you? said the stranger.

It was my fault — letting the mustang pitch me off.

You dont aim to slide out from under the trouble that comes your way?

You know how it is, said Derry, sighing. The fellow you dodge today gets you coming around the corner tomorrow.

Humph! said the stranger. He added suddenly: My name is Rainey. Buck Rainey.

He seemed to be waiting, with a rather stiff expectancy.

I never heard of you, answered Derry. Sorry!

Im not so sorry. Its all right, I mean. You mean, really, that you dont know people in this part of the world? You ride like a real puncher.

I was raised on the range. Nine years ago I got off it. I havent been on many parts of it since. Are you a rancher around here, Mr. Rainey?

Ive done ranching, too, said Rainey, musingly, and his side glance flickered brightly at Derry again. Youve been away so long that all you know about the West is Jim Silver? he suggested.

Silver? Thats a queer name.

Hello! You never heard of him?

Never that I know of, said Derry. Its a strange enough name to remember, too.

Nor of Barry Christian?

No. Nor Barry Christian. Christian? No, Ive never heard of him, either. What are they? Senators, or something like that?

No, said Buck Rainey, laughing. Not senators, either. But Barry Christian is a friend of mine, he added with a sudden solemnity.

He waited again, as though certain to hear some comment. Derry was merely silent, nodding, expectant of more.

I sent for Stan Parker, went on Rainey, because I had to have a man I could trust on an important errand. And Stan could be trusted — by people he was afraid of. Thats true of a good many bullies. I needed a man badly. And—

Here he paused to resume his survey of Derry.

Theres the price you paid for me, said Derry, pointing again to the dead bull.

Neither Silver nor Christian! muttered Rainey.

No, I never heard of either of them.

Well, said Rainey, shrugging his shoulders, Ill have to do a lot of explaining then.

Derry raised his hand.

You dont have to explain to me, he declared. Whatever you tell me to do is good enough for me. I — never owed anything to any man before today. I want to clear the score away.

I believe you, answered Rainey, very seriously and gravely. Ill only explain this. My friend Christian is a badly misunderstood man. Have you ever been misunderstood yourself?

Have I? Yes. With the butt end of a blacksnake Ive been misunderstood. Derry chuckled to himself.

Some people have even accused you of murder?

Derry made a gesture with both hands, as he answered: Ive been chased out of half a dozen countries, if thats what you mean!

The fact is, said Rainey, that Im telling you about as fine a gentleman as ever sat in a saddle or pulled a right in a fight. A man, Derry, who has been misunderstood and persecuted by the world because of the dirty misrepresentations of a scoundrel; a man who has been hunted into prison by the same hypocrite and sneak; and a man who is in danger of hanging within a few days because the same devil has hounded him into trouble.

Who? exclaimed Tom Derry. Rainey, when I hear you talk like this, Ive got to take a hand!

Youre made of the right stuff, said Rainey. I think at your age I would have been keen as steel to get into this sort of a game. But the thing I want to do is a terrible hard thing, Derry. I want to save my friends life. I want to get him out of prison.

Ay, said Derry cheerfully, and his bright blue eyes sparkled as he looked at Rainey. Youre the sort of a man who would want to do that, Rainey. You wouldnt let a friend down.

But its a hard job. Because the sheriff knows that Christian has friends, and hes taking every precaution to keep Christian well guarded. Hes gone so far that hes found a set of men who hate Christian — because the wool was pulled over their eyes by that same fiend of a Jim Silver. Those men hes using to guard Christian in the jail at Blue Water. Do you understand?

That sounds like spite.

Spite? Jim Silver has poured every mans mind full of hate for Barry Christian. An outrage, Derry.

Ah, said Derry, Id like to put hands on that fellow Silver.

Never mind him. Wait till we can wrangle Christian out of jail. I say that the sheriff has hired the toughest fellows he can find, and thats a whole clan called Cary, Ever hear of them?

I dont think so.

Youll hear of them some day, though. They cant be kept down, and they cant be kept out of mind. Oh, youll hear from them, well enough. A hard, strong gang, Derry. And this is my idea. The sheriff trusts the Cary clan to guard Christian. And Silver trusts the Cary outfit to keep Christian till hes hung. Now, then, suppose that I could bribe the Cary men — you see? Id take everyone by surprise and have poor Barry out of the jail!

I see. Yes, thats clear enough.

But I cant get near the Carys. I cant go down into the town of Blue Water at all — because Im one of the men that that devil Silver lied about. Id be shot at sight. Id be thrown into the jail along with my friend Christian!

Thats why you need a messenger?

A messenger to carry twenty-five thousand dollars into Cary Valley, see Old Man Cary, and make a bargain with him. A messenger that I can trust with that much of a treasure.

Rainey, said Derry, much moved, you love your friend, poor Barry Christian!

I think more of him than of anyone else, said Rainey simply.

Then, said Derry, theres no use talking. If he means so much to you, Ill do anything to get Christian free for you!


IV. GOOD SHOOTING
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RAINEY SAID IT would be harder for him to pass through Blue Water than for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle, and he smiled a little when he said this. He had a way of smiling somewhat askance at his own words and ideas, as though he found his ideas petty things and would forgive another person for passing them over with a shrug of the shoulders.

It was very plain to Derry that his companion was different from other men. His background was not that which one would expect to encounter on the range, and when they caught trout out of Thompsons Creek and broiled them for a lunch, he noticed that Rainey ate with a care as meticulous and a propriety as great as though he had been seated at a table in a fashionable restaurant. He had a little knife and fork set, and putting his portion of the trout on the clean inside of bark, he removed the bones dexterously and balanced the bark on one knee while he ate slowly. He even had a collapsible cup for his coffee, which he sipped while he ate, and he kept up a mild stream of conversation through the meal.

Tom Derry was more accustomed to the manners of forecastles and cook wagons. He wolfed his portion, swallowed his coffee, and then lay on his back under a tree and smoked, and stared at his companion with a good deal of relish.

Listen, Rainey, he broke in at last, I dont want to seem curious, or ask questions, but I suppose that youve stepped around in some pretty steep and lofty places. You didnt dig all your lingo out of funny papers and the fifth reader. Youve been through college and stayed a while. Am I wrong?

Ive had a chance to learn a good deal from books, said Rainey, but Ive never learned the thing that I need to know now.

Whats that? asked Derry.

How to handle a six-shooter like Jim Silver.

Hes good, is he?

I understand that hes about the best in the world. How are you with a gun, my friend?

Lend me yours, and Ill show you, said Derry.

It was a good new Colt, and Tom Derry stood up and looked about him for a target. He selected a sapling with a six-inch trunk, about twenty steps away, and fired at it three times. One bullet missed, one clipped the rim, one slogged right into the heart of the little tree.

Thats not so bad, said Tom Derry. I can do much better than that when Im in good practice, though.

Throw the gun back to me, suggested Rainey.

Derry handed the Colt, instead of throwing it. And he saw Rainey swing the gun carelessly over his knee and flick the hammer three times with his thumb. The gun jerked rapidly with explosions. Right around the bulls-eye that Derry had made appeared three spots, quite regularly placed.

Great thunder! cried Derry. You could shoot the eyes out of a man at that rate!

Im only a novice and a beginner compared with Barry Christian, and hes left-handed compared with Jim Silver. The thing for you to do, Derry, is to keep away from gunmen in this part of the country. If youre going to try to get to Cary Valley for me, dont start any fights.

Theyre born with knives in their teeth and guns in their hands, are they? asked Derry.

Pretty much that way, replied Rainey.

Well, said Derry, If I shoot slower, Ill shoot straighter.

If you shoot slower, youll die in a shower of lead, Rainey warned.

Maybe. But the other fellows going to die with me. I can be slow enough to be sure, all right.

Rainey remarked: Good shooting is good shooting, Derry.

And a fight is always a fight, answered Derry.

Rainey pulled out a leather case that was filled with long, thin cigars and offered one to Derry, who refused.

Those are too good for me, said Derry.

What makes you think theyre good, asked Rainey.

There was a look in your face, when you offered them to me, as though you had your heart in your hand.

Im sorry, and youre welcome to one.

Ill drink your best whisky when youre at home, said Derry calmly. But out on the range, every man ought to have a chance to enjoy the stuff he packs with him.

Youre a philosopher, said Rainey, biting off the end of his cigar with his white teeth. Where have you been educated, Tom?

I went to a country school three days a week, for three or four whole winters, said Derry. And I picked up a lot of facts on the street and on the bum and before the mast. You know how it is. I got through a lot of grades, but its the sort of a school that you never graduate from.

I know. Rainey smiled as he lighted his cigar and began to smoke it tenderly. But you use good English. How does that happen?

I sailed a couple of years, said Derry, with a red-nosed, hard-handed, whisky soak as skipper of the ship. He was a Yankee and hed been through all sorts of colleges. He used to go on a binge two or three times a week, unless we were lying off the Horn or making land, and the day after hed had a bust, he was pretty shaky. The only thing that quieted him down and rubbed the edges off his sharp nerves was reading aloud. He picked me for the job. A lot of times when the rest of the boys were washing decks, or making sail, or doing any of the kind of dirt that comes your way at sea, the skipper would have me in his cabin reading to him. And every time I mispronounced a word, hed put me right. And if I mispronounced the same word twice, hed be apt to get up and come for me. He was six-feet-something and two hundred pounds of hell. He used to beat me to a pulp until I learned how to box from fighting him.

A hard way to learn, said Rainey, smiling.

A fast way, and a good way, answered Derry. A right hook that knocks you flat every time it socks you is a punch that you learn to block. The skippers jaw was so hard that I broke my hand the first time I hit it. That taught me how to grip my hands. You can knock the edge off a block of stone, if you hold your hands right.

What became of the skipper? asked Rainey.

Oh, its a long story. He rode the men so long that they threw him over the side into a boat, one day, and they threw me after him, and we lived on rain-water and fish, now and then, for thirty days before we made land. And the skipper was so tired of water that when we made port, he went on a ten-day binge that finished him. I planted him down there in Valparaiso and came north again.

Rainey nodded. He took out a wallet and from it counted out a stack of bills. He pushed the money out to Derry.

Thats twenty-five thousand dollars, he said. Maybe you can get to Old Man Cary, and maybe you can buy him for less than that amount. If you can, youll get a cut of what you save.

Derry took the sheaf of bills and smoothed them carefully. He sighed. A little shudder ran through him.

Im not worrying, said Rainey. That stuff will be safe with you. Its going to be all right.

Derry grinned. Its going to be tough to go straight where youre sending me, he said. But Ill see what I can do for you. When do I start?

Now, said Rainey. Ill take you as far along the way as I can.


V. ANOTHER DEBT
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THEY SPENT THAT day and most of the next riding steadily north and west through the foothills, through the lower mountains, and the second afternoon they came down a long gully with a bit of a town stuck in the middle of it.

Its getting close to Blue Water, said Rainey. Its getting so close that it may be a bad chance for me to try to ride through that town down there. But we waste two or three hours if we cut around it.

You mean to say that if the people spot you, theyll open up with guns? asked Derry. Isnt there any law up here?

Theres no law in the Blue Waters, said Rainey. He waved his hand towards the great sweep of the mountains. Nothing but hawks and eagles fly this high, he explained, and the same crook who put Barry Christian in jail knows how to get the crooks and the roughs on his side. In every prison in the United States, the lifers and the long-termers talk about this hole-in-the-wall and try to get here if they can make a break. No wonder Jim Silver is able to build up a following!

Ive got a feeling, said Tom Derry, that my grip would just fit snug around his throat.

But Rainey said, shaking his head: Never you mix with Jim Silver. Hes as big as your Yankee skipper, and hes a lot faster and stronger.

You never saw that skipper, said Derry.

And you never saw Silver. The difference between him and other men is the difference between a hundred-and-fifty-pound dog and a hundred-and-fifty-pound cat. Ive seen him dissolve three big, hard-handed roughs like three spoonfuls of sugar in a cup of tea. No, no, dont be that ambitious. Dont mix with Jim Silver!

Derry sighed and nodded again.

All right, he said. I wont mix with him then. What does he look like?

Hes easily spotted. He carries himself like a king. By his head and his big shoulders you can spot him, for one thing, and if he takes off his hat, youll see a couple of tufts of silver-grey hair over the temples, like horns that are beginning to sprout. But dont ask questions about him. Youll find that nine-tenths of these crooks, up here, believe in Silver. Hes paid for that belief. And if you ask questions of them, theyll start asking questions of you.

Ill keep my mouth shut, said Derry. It seems sort of queer, though. Thats all.

The Blue Waters are the home of queer things, said Rainey. But well ride down the valley here and see if we can slip through the town.

They rode down the gorge, therefore, dipping out of the sunlight into the warm shadow that filled the ravine, and so they came into the little town that sprawled its unpainted shacks right and left of the trail as carelessly as any town in all the casual West.

They came to the general merchandise store, where the usual line of loungers were tilted back in their chairs, sleepy-looking men with cigarettes drawling out of the corners of their unshaven lips. They were almost past when there was a loud Indian yell, and then:

Get em boys! Its Buck Rainey! Get em!

Buck Rainey flattened himself along the back of his mount, and the black went away like the wind.

The mustang of Tom Derry, however, had no mind to run until a rifle bullet clipped off the top of one ear. Then it went away like mad, and Derry, looking back, saw the pursuit sweeping after him — three, four, a dozen riders in varying groups as they managed to scramble out of houses and into saddles, roused by the yelling that echoed up and down the street, and the roaring of gun-fire.

Derry was not three jumps up the winding trail beyond the town, with Rainey out of sight before him, and only a hanging ghost of dust to show where the long-legged black mare had vanished, before it was clear that there were better animals, by far, in the pursuit, than the bronco under Derrys saddle.

Left or right, there was no place to dodge. He could hear the creaking of the saddle leather right behind him.

Dont shoot that hombre! called a commanding voice, horribly close behind him. Rope him, Mike! Hes easy!

Then a rifle cracked out of the brush at the bending of the trail. The bullets whipped past the head of Derry. He glanced back and saw that no saddle behind him had been emptied, but that the men of the village were leaping their horses right and left to get out of the storm of lead.

Turning the corner at high speed, he saw Buck Rainey turning the black mare and putting his rifle back into its holster.

Thats the second time youve saved my hide! shouted Tom Derry. I wont forget!

He saw Rainey wave a hand that banished the subject to a region of unimportance. Well, it was not unimportant to Tom Derry.

They were out of the ravine, now, taking a down grade that gave the wretched little mustang longer legs and a chance to get its wind. Derry could think, and it was only of one thing. Twice to owe his life, and to one man, was a staggering thing. He glanced across to the other and saw Rainey sitting the stride of the black mare magnificently, guiding the creature with the mere grip of his knees while his rapid hands refilled the magazine of his repeating rifle. And a passion came up in Derry to pay back the debt he owed to this man. If only the way could be shown to him — if only the chance would come!

It came fast enough!

They were swinging, now, across a wide tableland, a high plateau that was pushed up among the mountains, and the hunt was regathering rapidly behind them.

Go on by yourself! shouted Derry. You can get away, all right. Dont tie yourself down to me. Ill — Ill dodge them. Here, take the money — and that black mare will blow you away from them!

He offered the sheaf of money. The wind got at it and rattled it loudly in his fingers.

Keep it! called Rainey. Both or nothing, Tom. Thats our motto!

And this with the rifle bullets beginning to whistle once more through the air. But the miserable little bronco could not or would not improve its speed. And there was Rainey, keeping back his tall black within the range of trouble!

Then came the crash. The big black mare reared, leaped and then tried to bolt. She pulled away to a little distance before Derry saw the blood that streaked down her quarters. The animal had been hit and was bleeding fast Their greatest source of strength had become weakness now.

Disaster followed before he could take breath. Rainey jerked aside in his saddle; when Derry pulled up to him, his whole right leg was being soaked with blood. He had been shot through the thigh, and it looked as though the bullet had nipped an artery.

Go on, called Rainey. Theyve stung me, and Ive got to turn and fight them. Go on — for Barry Christian — understand? Go on to the Carys. Ill stay here and cover you so—

Damn the running! shouted Derry. Both of us or neither of us. Make for the rocks there!

A nest of rocks crowned a low hill on the left. Rainey, nodding, swung the black mare straight for it and let her sprint on a loosened rein, while he whipped out his rifle and opened fire on the pursuit. In spite of the fact that the black mare was galloping hard and jouncing her rider, the bullets of Rainey flew close enough to the mark to make the other riders scatter to either side. Two or three of them pulled up short and threw themselves down on the ground to reply to that running fire from a secure rest.

Before they could shoot, the two fugitives were among the rocks, big Rainey slewing around out of the saddle and sinking to the ground. It was not in Derrys mind to remain there, however. He simply whipped out of his saddle and into Raineys.

Take the bronc. Ride on out of the way after Ive pulled the gang off the trail. Ill come back—

He flung those words over his shoulder as he started the wounded mare into frantic speed once more, and he heard Rainey shouting:

Come back here! Dont be a fool! The mares bleeding to death! Come back! Theyll run you down!

Well, that was all right. Already Rainey had twice saved his life, and a glory of hot pleasure came over Derry as he sprinted the black mare away from the rocks and across the plateau.

His ruse worked well enough. The pursuit had not closed in very far and in the slant dazzle of the late afternoon sun, they were recognizing a horse, not a rider. Just as Derry had hoped, every one of those riders swung away after the black mare.

They had to make a detour, at that, for the rifleman in the rocks had opened fire to assist his partner, and the enemy was forced to swing away on a long slant before they could straighten out after the mare.

The black, poor thing, was in pain and fear enough to distend her nostrils and madden her eyes, but still she put all her heart into her work. The mare was a splendid mount, with a mouth of silk and the gait of flowing water. If she ran so well, she could surely jump a little, also.

And that might be important, for the whole face of the plateau, here, was criss-crossed by shallow little ravines that had been cut down by rivulets that ran only in the season of the rains. It was like a miniature of a complete river system, the water courses deeply incised. Derry tried the mare at a twelve-foot ditch of that sort. The black flew it without trouble!

And suddenly Derry shouted with delight, for he could see the golden chance before him. All of those little ravines, of course, flowed along in one general direction, and in that direction he and Rainey had been fleeing. Now he turned his course and drove the mare right across the narrow of the valley. One little gulch after another opened up before him, and one after another the long-legged mare flew like a bird.

Derry looked back, and now he laughed out of a free and happy heart, for already the majority of the pursuers were struggling up and down across the little ravines. Only a single pair of riders could imitate the flying course of the black. Then, in turn, those leaders were gone. Like all the rest, they had to strain their horses up and down the steep sides of the gulches. It would take them half an hour to do what the mare could wing across in five minutes.

It seemed to take them even longer. In a mere breathing space they were dropped far behind. And a little later, Tom Derry had turned into a clump of woods and was working furiously over the bleeding wound of the mare. With water from a rivulet he washed the wound. With strips of the saddle blanket he bound in place a clean bandage of a newly laundered bandanna. And as the bleeding stopped, he sat down on a rock and eyed the mare, and saw her knees trembling with weakness or with fear, and watched the agony of fright go out of her big eyes. She came close to him. She would not graze more than a few yards from him. And when the wind came with a rush through the trees, she snorted and limped quickly to his side.

Derry rubbed her nose, and looked at the sunset colours which were stretching around the horizon, seen by glimpses among the trunks of the trees. By this time, he judged, a disappointed set of riders had given up their man-hunt and were jogging down the home trail.

So he ventured out and led the lagging mare straight across country to the rocks. It was starlight when he reached them and found, of course, no sign of Rainey.

But even by scratching matches he was able to pick up a horse trail away from the rocks. It pointed toward a clump of trees a mere half mile from the rocks. But when he gained the grove and shouted, the voice of Rainey answered at once.

Derry halted, for the pleasure that he felt ran through his mind as a sweet taste runs through the tongue and the palate. A moment later he was in a little clearing among the trees and found there a bit of a fire, and Rainey calmly toasting bacon over the blaze!

Youre a cool devil, you are! Derry said.

No, answered Rainey. The thick of the trees is enough to keep this fire from being seen from outside the wood. My legs too bad for any more riding, for a few days. They might as well catch me here as anywhere. And why not surrender with a full stomach instead of an empty one?

Derry pointed to the rifle and the two revolvers that were laid out on the grass.

There wouldnt have been any surrendering, he suggested.

Oh, I dont know, answered Rainey. How far did the boys follow you after you started the mare jumping the gulches? And how did you know she was a jumper?

She had the lift in her gallop, said Derry, so I tried her, and found she could walk on air. Those fellows? Oh, they gave up pretty soon. Whats the name of this mare?

Nell, said Rainey.

Well, said Derry, shes as game as anything that ever talked with a tongue.

She simply does her bit, said Rainey calmly. It was as though he were speaking lightly of virtues found in his own family circle. Sit down and eat. You can hear the water running, over there. Fill the pot for coffee, will you?

Before I take a look at the hole thats drilled through your leg? asked Derry.

That? Oh, thats all right Ive dressed it as well as a doctor could. And if the germs stay out and the blood stays in, Ill be riding again in a week. Its only through the flesh.

Derry went down to the creek and filled the pot with water. As he came back, he was walking slowly, for it seemed to him that he had entered a new life — that everything he had done before that had been as nothing, and that he never before had found a real man — not even that hardy Yankee skipper, so handy with fists and tongue.

As he reached the fire, he suddenly extended his hand. Rainey took it with an almost hesitant gesture and, looking up, smiled into the face of Derry. And Rainey had the look, at that moment, of a very happy but rather guilty boy.


VI. CARY VALLEY
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DERRY SLEPT FIVE hours on the flat of his back, as a sailor or a cowpuncher knows how to do. Then he wakened, saddled his mustang, patted the neck of Nell in farewell, and shook hands with Rainey. He parted quickly from the camp and took the way which Rainey had pointed out toward Cary Valley. There were still hours of darkness before him. He climbed with the horse through lonely valleys where the water sang loud or soft or came at him with rushings, like the wind. It seemed, sometimes, that if he turned aside to climb the slope of one of the mountains, he would be able to touch the stars when he gained the peak.

Those mountains were turning black, and the grey of the morning had commenced when he reached the wall of Cary Valley. As Rainey had suggested, he did not try to enter the valley by means of one of the gorges that pierced the wall of cliffs, for in the throat of such a valley he was fairly sure to encounter one of the clan, curious as children and cruel as Indians. Instead, he tethered his horse among trees near a place where he could descend the wall of cliffs, but on the edge of the rock he waited for a time while the light of the morning increased.

A land mist rose off the level like steam, as the dawn commenced. Through it, the clumps of the trees rose as dark islands. Finally, he could see the house itself, in the midst of the largest of those islands of woods. Then, the mist thinning out, the sparkle of creeks began to glimmer up to him. Last of all, he could see the grazing herds, spotted singly or in groups over that rich grazing land.

It was a special domain, he could see. The rough of the mountains had been mysteriously smoothed out here, and a private park established. Perhaps a glacier in another age had ploughed the surface flat inside that circle of cliffs.

He descended the cliff. In a crevice of the rocks, he thrust his wallet with the money of the bribe inside it. Then he went on across the level ground toward the Cary house. He was walking in tall grass. There was plenty enough forage here to accommodate ten times the number of cattle that Old Man Cary grazed. But Rainey had explained that beforehand. Old Man Cary refused to make provisions of shelter and food to carry the stock through the bitter winters that occasionally struck the herd, and, therefore, it was decimated from time to time. Perhaps, said Rainey, it was the will of the old savage to keep his sons and grandsons from becoming soft with wealth. Money sounds many entrancing horns, and they all blow from distant horizons. Five years of wealth would probably disperse the tribe that still grew and held together in poverty.

By the time Derry came near the grove in which the house of Cary stood, smoke was rising from the many chimneys of it, and he heard the banging noises of doors closing, and the shrill babble of children. Dogs began to bark, and those rising sounds of life depressed him. They spoke too clearly of overwhelming numbers, and like most fighting men, Tom Derry was always seeing every question answered by an appeal to arms.

He came out now into the central clearing that surrounded a long house. Rather, it was a succession of many log cabins, each shouldering against the other and making a line like one side of the street in a little English village, where one house helps to support its neighbour.

He had hardly appeared, when a number of big, wolfish dogs ran up to him, some howling, some growling. He knew enough to keep on walking steadily. If he paused, he had a feeling that the brutes would put their teeth into him without any further ado.

Then a swarm of children came at him, whooping. Not one of them had more than a single garment, half covering its body. They were as brown as Mexicans. They had long, black hair, and eyes of a sparkling black, too. They were beautiful children, he thought, but there was something that promised grossness in all their faces.

That swarm of youngsters set up a yelling that brought three men into doorways. When they spotted a stranger, each picked up a rifle that seemed to be at hand at every door, leaning against the wall, and they stepped out with the weapons.

Derry kept right on walking until a man whose face was one great shag of black beard called out to him to stand. Then he halted. The fellow of the black beard approached him slowly from the front. The other two closed in on him from the sides.

Who are you? asked the bearded man.

Derry paused a moment before answering, because every tradition of Western hospitality was being blasted by this reception.

Tom Derry is my name, he answered. I want to see the old man.

You want to see the old man? asked the bearded fellow in surprise.

Yes.

Does the old man want to see you?

Hell be glad to see me after Ive had a chance to talk to him for a time.

Fan him, Dick, said the bearded Cary.

The other two stepped in close. Each took Tom Derry by an arm, and they searched him thoroughly.

He could be glad, now, that he had not brought the money with him. It would have been seized before it had accomplished any purpose whatever. They got the gun which Rainey had given him, and his big jack-knife. Those were his only weapons and they were all that interested the Carys.

Ask the old man if he wants to see this hombre, said the bearded man, and the fellow called Dick disappeared into the house.

Others of the tribe were appearing now. Women stood with their arms akimbo in the doorways — big women with flashing eyes. Men lounged at the entrances, pretending to take small heed of the stranger. And the little tide of children kept right up around Tom Derry.

Dick now reappeared, and with him there was a slender girl, bare-footed, bare-legged, with the white of a recent thorn scratch over one calf. She was both slender and round. She might have been anything from fifteen to eighteen. The flash of her black eyes ignited something in the heart of Tom Derry.

She came up close to him and stood with one hand on her hip, staring right into his eyes.

Who are you? she asked.

Tom Derry.

Thats just a name, said the girl. What do you want?

A chance to talk to the old man.

The old man sent me out to find what you are.

Im an ordinary hombre, said Derry, with two feet, and two hands, and all that.

Two pretty good hands, Im thinking, said the girl.

What makes you think that?

You didnt smash that knuckle on a stone, I guess.

He looked down at the flattened knuckle and remembered the day he had swung his weight behind that hand and against the jaw of a certain wide-faced German in a forecastle brawl.

Anyway, said Derry, Im not going to talk to the old man with my hands.

The girl kept staring into his eyes, as though his words meant very little compared with the meaning she got out of his looks.

Well, she said at last, hes on a grouch this morning, but if you want to chance him, come ahead. Bring him in, boys.

She walked ahead of them, and Tom Derry watched the rhythm that played through her from the light-stepping feet to the toss of her head. She was as bold and free as a man, but there were unknown treasures of femininity in her. He felt a queer, giddy lifting of the heart as he wondered what man would be able to stir her.

He was taken into a cabin as poverty-stricken as anything he had ever seen. The logs had not been hewn flat on the inner surfaces. The floor was beaten earth, and not very well beaten down, at that. All the furniture he saw — there was little of it — was axe-and-knife made, a home product. He saw, as he passed through the rooms, ponderous tables of split logs laid over sawbucks, a few chairs with straight backs, but chiefly stools and benches. He saw some Indian beds of willow slats rolled up in corners, the bedding piled in ugly heaps on top. The stale smell of the sleepers was still in the air, and other odours, of cookery, could not waken his appetite.

In this way Derry was brought into a small back room where a bit of a fire wavered under a big black pot that hung from a crane over the hearth. Near the hearth sat a man so old that his face had shrunk to boyish dimensions. It was oddly unmatched compared with his big dome of a skull. He wore, like an Indian, trousers and moccasins only, and Tom Derry saw how time had parched that great body, leaving only parchment skin, and the pull of great tendons showing through the meagreness of dried-up muscles. Once he must have been a giant, but now his strength was limited to the cleaning of guns, perhaps — a whole rack of them was near him — or his present labour of sharpening knives. He had an oilstone on his knee, and he worked a great bowie knife over the whetstone, keeping the blade instinctively at the perfect bevel.

He said, without looking up: What you find out, Mria?

I found a man, said Maria.

Think youd find a dog, maybe? asked the old man.

Sometimes I do, said Maria. Here he is, Grandpa.

The grandfather looked slowly up. His eyes were almost veiled by the excessively drooping folds of the eyelids, but the spark of life was bright and active under those hollow brows.

He stared at Tom Derry. Like utter barbarians, none of these people were contented by glances, but had to bear down with full weight on whatever they regarded.

His names Tom Derry, said the girl. Hes been around a lot. Hes a good man with his hands. He had sense enough to come into the valley without taking one of the creeks to show him the way. He wants to talk to you.

This brief summing up was so to the point that Tom Derry felt more than a bit uneasy. If the girl were a type of the clan, then the grown men would be able to see through him like a plate of glass.

The old man said: Come over here.

Derry stepped closer, and halted for the inspection.

Yeah, you been around, said the old man, nodding. Its gettin so that I can trust Mrias eyes to see a few little things. Wait a minute. What makes you think hes been around such a lot, Mria?

Theres a queer knot in that hat cord, said the girl. It would take a sailor to tie that knot. And he walks loose in the knees, like a sailor.

Yeah, you got a pair of eyes, and some sense behind em. Stranger, howd you want to talk to me?

Alone, said Derry.

Clear em out, said the old man. Im goin to have trouble with this hombre, but he can start it his own way!


VII. THE BARGAIN
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IT WAS TO Tom Derry as though he were in an alien land, in a fortress, where the armed men were capable of treating him like a spy. The old man regarded him for a moment after the room was cleared of the others, except the girl.

Id better talk to you alone, said Derry, nodding toward Maria.

Leave her here, said the old man. Shes all right. She can keep her jaws locked over little things, and big things she wouldnt understand, anyway.

The girl laughed.

Shut up your laughin, said the old man. Look at that soup and give it a stir, and shut up your laughin. Its time for me to have something to eat.

She said: The soups all right, but its not time for you to have it.

Ill have what I want when I want it, said he.

Youll have whats good for you, answered Maria.

You brat! he cried in his husky, bubbling voice. Are you goin to try to set yourself again me?

Dyou think its any fun for me to take care of you and your temper? asked the girl.

Mria! cried the old man, angrily, sorrowfully.

Be quiet, said Maria. Im not going to leave you, but sometimes Im half minded to. Ask him what he wants.

What did you say your name is? asked the old man.

Tom Derry.

Tom Derry, you been a sailor. What are you doin this far into dry land?

Im bringing some good news to you.

Yeah? Good news never comes before sun-up. Speak out and lemme see what you got in your head.

Money, said Derry.

How much?

Enough for you and your tribe, said Derry.

I kind of like to hear you talk. You talk like you had sense. Maybe you have. So tell me how were goin to make money.

By cracking the jail in Blue Water.

Yeah, that jail could be cracked. Not that wed do it. Were law-abidin people, Derry.

Sure you are, said Derry. You abide by the law if you can find it. But law is a long way off, up here in the Blue Waters.

The old man chuckled.

Some friend of yours in the jail?

I never saw him. Im only the messenger. His name is Barry Christian. Do you know him?

The old man leaned back in his chair.

Mria, he said, gimme a drink of corn liquor and then call the boys and tell em to see how far they can throw this hombre out of the valley. I dont care if he lands on a hard spot, neither.

The girl picked up a heavy earthenware jug that might have held five gallons or more. She handled it easily, and poured some into a tin cup. She tasted it, taking a good swallow, and the fire of the stuff could not take the thoughtful look out of her eyes. She gave what was left in the cup to the old man. She poured some more into another tin. It was not a cup but a cooking tin. This she proffered to Derry.

He took it, very much surprised. The liquid was not colourless. It had a faint stain of yellow in it. It was very pungent, but went down pleasantly.

Hey! yelled the old man. I didnt tell you to give him a drink. I told you to throw him out of the house. I told you to call the boys and throw him out.

Let him talk. He aint poisoned you just by naming a name, has he? said the girl.

The old man glowered at her. Then he kicked a gong that was beside his chair. It brought a rush of footfalls. Two doors were thrown open, and the armed men began to pour into the room.

Take Mria! shouted the old man. Im goin to teach her. Take Mria and take the stranger, and throw em both—

He choked and coughed. Big, capable hands seized on Tom Derry and the girl.

She said to one of the ruffians who had gripped her: Stop smashing my bones, Joe. Ill make you wish your hands had rotted off before you laid em on me!

Im goin to teach the brat what I can do in Cary Valley! roared the old man. Im goin to show her!

Yeah. Well do what you say, said the man of the black beard.

The old man hesitated.

Go on! cried Maria fiercely. Dont dodder like an old fool. Tell them what to do with us.

You hear what she called me? shouted the old man, heaving himself up from his chair.

But when he reached his feet, he wavered a little. He was immensely old. Surely he had seen a hundred years if he had seen a day.

Maybe Ive given her lesson enough. Leave her be. Get out of here! he said to the men.

Yeah, and what about the stranger? asked one of the men.

Grandpa hasnt finished talking to him, said the girl.

The old man glared at her, opened his lips to shout another command, and then wound up weakly with:

You boys get out and stay where I can call you. I may be needin you soon, and not for no false alarm.

The Carys trooped out of the room and slammed the doors. Their muttering voices receded.

Smoke your pipe, Grandpa, said the girl. That soothes you down a good deal when you get all on edge this way.

He had settled back in the chair and reached for a pipe and a pouch filled with shredded tobacco.

You try to make a fool out of me! he declared to Maria.

I try to keep you from making a fool out of yourself, said the girl. Ease off your high horse and be comfortable. Nobodys trying to steal your shoes.

Christian! That crook comes and tries to talk to me about Barry Christian! said the old man.

The girl held a light for the pipe; the old man began to smack his lips as he pulled on it. Presently he was squinting through a cloud of smoke. There was a big twist of dirty string around the stem of the pipe to keep it more easily inside his gums. From the uncertain, loose corners of his mouth, a dribble worked out, now and then, and the girl, with a quick hand and not much reverence in her touch, wiped his chin dry.

The whiskyll work on you pretty soon, and then youll feel a lot better, she said.

Dont tell me how Ill feel, said the old man. Ive had enough of your lip. One of these here days youre goin to get me real mad, and Im goin to put my foot down. You give a hand and a drink to this gent that comes up here talkin about Christian, do you?

Why not? asked Maria. He can name the devil if he wants to, cant he? Ive heard you do it, and put him in hell, too.

Nobody can name Barry Christian up here, said the old man. The skunk that got us into trouble with Jim Silver and turned everybody agin us. Except that folks now know that we hate Christian, I dunno what theyd likely do to us.

It would take a whole lot of folks to bother you up here in this valley, suggested Derry.

Hes getting old and scary, remarked Maria.

Who? What? shouted the old man. Ill slap your face for you, you young rat!

Be honest, Grandpa, she persisted. Youre scared about everything that may happen.

He puffed at his pipe, choked with fury and smoke.

Its got so people cant even talk to you, Maria went on. Pretty soon, youll be babbling to yourself all day long, making no sense, just like a baby thats crawling around. Heres a man whos never seen Christian, but hes got money to pay you to help Christian. Aint messengers got a right to a good reception, no matter how you damn the gents that send them?

I got half of a mind, said the old man, to have you hosswhipped, Mria, right up close where I could hear you holler. You wouldnt be the first gal in this valley thats had to eat the whip. But doggone me, if you dont spit fire and sense mixed in together. Lemme hear what this hombre has to say.

The girl turned to Derry with an eloquent gesture, as much as to point out that she had opened the way for him, and that at least he could speak to the point.

He said: You fellows have a good set, in Blue Water. People think you hate Christian. The whole gang of you could get right up close to the jail and nobody would ever suspect you. Isnt that right?

Mostly thats right.

They take Barry Christian out to hang him, tomorrow.

Thats what I hear.

Theyll hang him right up to a tree, Ive heard. They want people to see the execution. They want to set an example by it. Is that right?

A good thing for the world, when Barry Christian chokes on a rope, said the old man.

That may be. But what should keep you and the rest of the Cary men from being in that crowd and making a rush at the right time?

Nothin could keep us, much, except that wed be strung up later on, one by one, said the old man.

Who would string you up? asked Derry.

Theres maybe more folks in the world than you think on, said the old man.

It takes hard men to ride this far and get over the wall into this place. And the law doesnt care. Its too high in the mountains for the law to care. Youre above the law here.

The old man actually smiled.

Young feller, he said, you rode up here and got in. Are you a hard man?

Try me, said Tom Derry, grinning in turn.

Ay, said the old man. Fists has changed your face. Fists and other things. Maybe theres a right tidy bit of man in him, Mria.

Maybe hes so-so, said the girl, eyeing Derry with perfect calm. His weights in the right place.

Were wastin time, though, said the old man. You cant hire this gang to lift a hand for Barry Christian.

Ive got a price to offer you, went on Derry. Name a price for the job yourself.

There aint any money that would hire me to send my family into that job. Not for fifty thousand dollars.

How about ten thousand spot cash? asked Derry.

I told you he meant something, said Maria, confidently nodding. Hes not here just to talk and blow. Money is better than a kick in the face.

Ten thousand? I wouldnt budge the boys for ten thousand, said the grandfather. Besides, I aint goin to budge em, anyway, for Barry Christian.

I could get the job done cheaper, declared Derry. I could buy up plenty of men right down there in Blue Water — men that arent so afraid of the law. But the thing might get noised around before the deal went through. Thats the only reason Im up here, and Ill make you a flat, and final, offer of fifteen thousand dollars.

I wouldnt budge for thirty thousand, said the old man, with determination.

Why not talk business instead of making jokes? asked Derry.

I dont want to talk business. Ive got enough to keep me busy now.

The old man resumed his work on the sharpening of the bowie knife.

All right, said Derry. Ive done my best and offered you my limit. So long.

So long, said the old man. Im glad to see your back.

Wait a minute, Grandpa, put in the girl. You wanta think it over a bit. Turn twenty thousand dollars into horseflesh, and saddles, and gunpowder, and guns. Then what dyou think?

I didnt offer twenty thousand, said Derry.

You will, though, said the girl. Youve got a good heart and youll peg the bet up a little. Twenty thousand is a lot of money.

Twenty-five thousand is a lot more, answered the old man.

Sure it is. And a million is better still, said Derry carelessly, determined that they should not extract the ultimate penny from him.

Twenty-five thousand is a good round sum, said Cary. A man could out and do something for twenty-five thousand. It sounds like something and it is something.

What makes you think that anybodys scalp is worth twenty-five thousand? asked Derry.

Some is worth more. Some a lot more. Theres Jim Silver. Aint Christian spent fortunes and fortunes tryin to get the throat of Silver cut? Twenty-five thousand is cheap to get a man saved by folks that hate his innards.

Anything might be cheap, if a man had it, said Derry. You might as well ask me for fifty thousand.

Dont stand around in my light, then, answered Cary. Get out of here and stop botherin me.

Tom Derry answered hotly: You people that want the world with a fence around it — you make me sick. Good-bye! Ill take my money where people have brains enough to know what its worth.

Go along with you, said Maria. Youll be back again.

He turned on her with a rather childish fury.

What makes you think that Ive got twenty-five thousand? he demanded.

By the way it hit you in the eye when Grandpa named the price. I could see you read the dollar sign and the figures after it.

The whole Cary tribe isnt worth that much money, Derry said fiercely.

Say that to a Cary man, and hell show you some new ways of tying knots, said Maria. Hell tie them in you.

Shut up and get out! commanded the old man.

Ill get out, said Derry. Twenty-five thousand? I laugh at you! I could buy your whole valley for half the price.

Grandpa would throw in some boot, said Maria.

What sort of boot? asked the old man.

Me, for instance, said Maria. The stranger likes me pretty well. Dont you, Tom?

Hes got more sense than to look at a spindlin, long-legged heifer with no meat on the bones, like you, said the old man. What makes you set your cap for this mug of a Tom Derry, anyway, Mria?

Oh, I dunno, said the girl. Its just by way of bargaining.

Tom Derry was still staring at her. He could not speak for a time. Then he said:

Well, Ill pay twenty-five thousand.

All right, all right, said the old man. Shut up the yappin and get the money, then.

How would I know that youll go through with the deal after I give you the cash?

Youll take my word for it, said Old Man Cary.

Derry smiled. I thought we were talking business, he suggested.

All right, go fetch me a Bible, Mria, said the old man, and Ill swear on it like a regular lawyer.

Thats no good, the girl told Derry. Make him shake hands on it, and hell never quit the bargain.

Shut your fool face! shouted Old Man Cary.

Heres my hand, offered Derry, grinning.

I hope it rots! cried the old man. Mria, you throw-in in with strangers agin your own kind?

Hes paying the price, and Im thrown in for boot, said Maria carelessly.

Twenty-five thousand it is, said Derry.

The old man reached up tentatively, then, with a sudden and surprising grip, he took the hand of Derry.

Its done! he said, and the more fool I am. If I lose Mria, I gotta break another half-witted gal to my ways.


VIII. SPEEDING TROUBLE
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THE OLD MAN kicked the gong once more. There was the same instant appearance of the armed clansmen. To them the grandfather said: Take and treat this gent well. Leave your guns be still. Where he wants to go, leave him go. Where he wants to come, leave him come. Hes had my hand, and Ive had his hand. Now, all of you clear out. Tom Derry, bring me that money.

Derry went out from the house. As he stood in the open, he saw the girl beside him. Her face was perfectly calm, but her eyes were bright and uneasy.

How old are you, Maria? he asked.

Im twenty, said the girl.

Youre nearer to fourteen, he told her.

I was seventeen last week, she said.

Youd start right off with lying? he asked her.

Of course I would, answered Maria. I mean, until a man marries me, why should I tell the truth? Its all bargaining. How old are you?

Me? Im only twenty-seven.

Minus five, said Maria.

All right, Tom Derry grinned. Twenty-two is easy to write and easy to remember. Will you listen to me?

Yes, if it dont take too long.

Get a pair of horses, and we can talk while I go for the money.

Ill get em. Come along.

She took him to a big corral behind the house, and brought out a pair of ropes. One she gave him. The other she took herself.

Snag the cayuse you want for yourself, said the girl, and vaulted over the fence with the ease of a man.

He was fairly good with a rope, but these mustangs fled like quicksilver before Derry. When he cornered the group that contained the fine grey he wanted, the whole lot turned and charged at him like so many devils. As they went by, he saw through the whirling dust clouds that the rope of the girl was already on the neck of an active little roan. She saddled her horse and sat on the top rail of the fence.

She wore overalls of a faded blue. They were much too big for her and had evidently been handed down by one of the Cary men. She patched them with half a dozen fragments of different colours across the knees and the seat. She had battered old moccasins on her feet, and she wore a shirt of checked flannel. She wore no hat. In the house her hair was down her back; now it was twisted about her head. She sat there with her legs crossed, smoking a cigarette, watching. She looked more like an Indian than ever, immobile, full of thoughts which Tom Derry could not fathom.

He tried and tried the wicked little devil of a grey, over and over again. Dust blinded him. Sweat stung his eyes. He finally nailed the dodging ghost more by luck than by skill and brought it out of the corral and saddled it. The girl said nothing. She simply kept smoking and watching.

Such anger grew up in him as he had never known before. It was fury, but there was an ache in his heart, also. He said to the girl:

You ought not to smoke, Maria.

No? said the girl.

And she blew a long, slow breath of smoke full in his face.

You took a drink in there, too, said he. You want to quit booze and smoking.

Yeah? said the girl, and blew more smoke in his face.

He took the cigarette out of her hand and threw it into the dust. She struck him with the flat of her hand. It moved faster than the jerk of a cats paw. The weight of the blow knocked the hat off his head; the sting of it brought tears into his eyes, and out of the distance he heard a loud, bawling chorus of male laughter, and the squealing delight of children.

He picked up the hat and resettled it on his head. The laughter continued from the house. Maria was twisting up another cigarette, her fingers seeing their own way about the business, while she gave her eyes to a calm survey of him. With half-dreamy amusement she smiled at him. Then, taking a pack of matches out of a pocket of her shirt, she scratched one and lighted the smoke. He picked the cigarette from between her lips.

There was the same flash of her hand. He tried to parry it, but it was inescapably swift. As well try to ward the thrust of a snakes head. The hard fingers whipped home across his mouth, bruising his lips. There was a taste of blood in his mouth; the yelling laughter grew louder still But suddenly he smiled at the girl.

All right, he said. Get on your horse.

She slipped from the fence. He mounted; the grey started to pitch, but the first grip of Derrys long, iron-hard legs told the mustang that bucking would be a poor amusement this day. It relaxed to a dog-trot, and he rode straight off from the corral, heading away among the trees. Behind him, he was aware that the laughter had stopped. The blood was roaring in his ears like a waterfall. Or was it the noise of a wind pouring through the branches of the trees?

He came out into the open, with the brightness of the grassy plain spread out before him in the softest of undulations. As he jogged on, he was aware that another horse was cantering behind him. One of the Cary men, perhaps, had followed to plague him. Then the head of a roan horse worked up beside the grey. Out of the tail of his eye he could see the girl and her smile.

A harder beat of hoofs rushed at him. He turned his head not a whit, but he knew that trouble was speeding toward him on the back of that third mustang.


IX. THE RIDE

[image: img30.jpg]

AS THAT UNSEEN rider came up, something shot out from his hand. Like the force of a watching eye, Derry felt the danger and doubled over in his saddle. The noose of a rope slithered over his shoulder.

He caught it out of the air and, giving it a half-hitch around the horn of his saddle, he made his mustang sit down against the coming jerk. The pony braced itself like a good cattle horse, and across the eyes of Derry raced a young man with the shoulders of an Atlas. The Cary youth was pulling vainly at the rope as he went by on a black horse. Then the lariat snapped taut, the strain taking the black horse from a sidelong angle, and it was jerked flat on the ground. The rider sailed on into the air, landed in a somersault, came staggering to his feet.

He had a knife in his belt and a revolver in a holster worn well down his thigh. If he started using weapons, he would cross Derry off the map, and Derry knew it. So he hit the ground almost as soon as the Cary youth. He went in with a headlong rush.

He had been right. The Colt that the fellow drew looked to Tom Derry as long as a rifle, and it flashed like a sword in his eyes. With all the weight of his charge behind the blow, Derry hammered a long, overhand punch on the very button of the jaw. The Cary youth did not fall backwards. He wavered, and then slumped on his face.

Tom Derry took the black horse, because it was bigger and better than the grey. He recoiled the rope on the pommel of the saddle as he cantered forward again. Behind him, he knew that the fallen man was rising. He knew that the girl was coming, also, on her roan. He wondered, with a cold shuddering in his spinal marrow, if a bullet was about to crash into him. But he rode on without turning his head.

And no gun sounded behind him!

Presently the girl came up beside him. He would not look squarely at her, but he could see that she was smiling at distance in perfect content.

They paused on the bank of a shallow creek, half crystal and half white riffle. They would have to cross that. But as they sat their horses side by side, Derry reached over and pulled from the pocket of the checked shirt her sack of tobacco and the wheat-straw papers. He stowed them in his own pocket, and then rode down to the edge of the water. He let the black have a swallow or two of the pure stream. They waded on across. The water came up almost to the stirrups; the force of the current made the horses slip and stagger. He saw the girl lean to dip a handkerchief in the water.

When they had climbed the farther slope, she said: Theres blood on your face, Tom.

He knew it was there.

Its the blood you drew. No Cary man drew it, he said.

Wait a minute, said Maria. With the wet handkerchief she rubbed away the dried blood carefully. Your mouths a little swollen. Im sorry, Tom.

But she kept smiling. She was not sorry. He was baffled by the odd mixture of submission and wolfish revolt in her.

They rode on toward the wall of the valley, where he had left the money.

All the time his heart was lifting, giddily. The sky was bluer than he had ever seen it. The clouds were a most dazzling white. He wanted to laugh aloud and look frankly at the girl, but every time he glanced at her, he saw the curiously brooding smile that he could not decipher.

Maria, he said, I dont like your name.

She said nothing. She simply turned her half-smile on him and waited.

Im calling you Mary from now on, said Derry. I like Molly better still. Make a choice between them.

Molly, said the girl.

More than ever he wanted to laugh. He had to keep his teeth gripped hard together. A hawk slid on wide, transparent wings out of a treetop close beside them. He snatched out his revolver and fired. The big bird dodged away at redoubled speed. Another gun spoke from the hand of Molly, and the hawk shot down to earth and landed with a thud.

The girl rode up to it. At a canter she passed the spot, leaned swiftly from the saddle, and brought up the dead bird by the legs. Its wings fanned out as in life as she cut back to the cantering black mustang. She offered the prize to Derry.

I dont want it, he told her.

Didnt you have no want for it? Just foolishness? she asked him.

You watch your way of speaking, said Tom Derry. You talk like a half-breed thats never been in school.

All right, she said.

When I come back for you, one of these days, I hope youll be talking as straight as a book.

All right.

He frowned at her, and she began to laugh. The laughter went out.

Youre not taking me away with you? she asked. Not when you go?

No. Im coming back for you, one day. Will you be here?

She said nothing. Somehow, he felt that it would be both foolish and dangerous to repeat the question. She was as moody as spring weather, as changeable, and there was always danger in her.

When they got to the wall of the valley, he found the crevice and the wallet in it As he lifted the money and pocketed it, he saw the girl watching him with savage eyes.

I dunno, she said. I might up and fill you full of lead and take all that kale and be rich. Why shouldnt I do it?

Because youre just a fool girl, said Derry. Thats the only reason you dont do it.

Ive chucked myself at your head, and you dont give a rap for me, she said.

How many times have you chucked yourself at a man? he asked.

Only once before. There was a big hombre up here named Clonmel. He was the biggest thing I ever saw. Hed make two of you. He had looks, too. I tried to chuck myself at him, but his head was all full of a gal called Julie and there wasnt room in his eyes to see a mug like me.

Youre not a mug. Youre a fine-looking girl, said Derry. This Clonmel was a dummy.

Youd never say that to his face.

Id say it to his face any day, declared Derry.

Would you? He could throw the Carys around like nothing, so what would he do to you?

The Carys are not so tough, said Derry.

No? Youre one of the few tough ones, eh?

I dont say that. I aim to get along without trouble.

Nope. You pride yourself on being hard. Youre hard enough to be a partner of Barry Christian. Thats how tough you are.

Christian isnt tough, said Derry.

No, poison isnt tough, she answered.

Hes just a man that isnt understood, said Derry.

Say, what are you trying to give me? asked Maria Cary. Are you trying to talk to me about Barry Christian?

Hes one of the finest men in the world! said Derry hotly.

Sure he is, said the girl. A razor is one of the finest things in the world, too — for cutting throats.

She laughed.

You must think Im a half-wit, she told Derry.

He mounted, and she rode beside him on the home trail. He said no more about Barry Christian, because he was too deeply angered. In a deep silence they cantered the horses through the watery swishing of the grass until they came close to the house. Then half a dozen riders appeared out of the trees and charged in a body, yelling like Indians. Derry pulled up the black to a quick halt.

Come on! shouted the girl to him. Dont show yellow or theyll eat you. Its only a bluff to see if youre a real man. Dont make a fool of yourself and of me!

She was very angry. She was tense and stiff with passion, staring back at him. So he sent the black ahead at a gallop. He saw Molly pull wide of him, to leave him alone to handle the charge; and now, with a rush, the Carys were at him. Ropes swung in the air; voices thundered; the flash of their eyes was like the glitter of naked guns; their horses were stretched out level with their speed.

Well, resistance was out of the question, and Derry lifted his head and kept his face calm as he rode through the cyclone. It raged around him; it was gone to a distance; and the yelling turned into tumultuous laughter. Then the girl pulled back to his side as they entered the shade of the trees.

Clonmel would have known how to handle them, she said curtly.

The devil with Clonmel! said Derry. Why do you throw him in my face?

Hes a standard for measuring men, she answered, and its by him that I find you short.

Their eyes flared at one another almost with hate; but he thought she was prettier then than ever.

They reached the house, dismounted, and half a dozen of the tall Cary women paused in front of the rambling cabin with huge baskets of soiled laundry poised on their heads. They were going down to the creek to do the days washing. They halted a moment to stare like handsome wild animals at the stranger.

Past them, Derry entered the house with the girl leading the way, stepping fast, never looking back at him. She brought him straight into the room of the old man, where the air was stale and humid with the steam of the soup.

There they found a strapping girl of twenty to whom the old man was saying:

It aint a hard job; its an easy job. But you gotta keep your eyes open and move when I tell you to move. Maybe Ill have to damn you for a few days, but then youll get the hang of the work and—

He broke off to say: Hello, Mria. Back here so soon with your man?

Hes no man of mine, she said. He aint even a boy.

She marched up to the other girl, and anger seemed to swell in her body.

Get out of here! cried Maria. Get out before I sail into you. You big numb-headed cow, take your hoofs out of here!

Grandpa called me in. Hes sick of you — he doesnt want you back, answered the other girl stoutly.

You lie! said Maria furiously. Did you dare to say you were sick of me, Grandpa? she added to the old man.

The grandfather rubbed his knuckles over his chin. I thought youd gone and left me, he said, and Bertha, there, might be a good gal to take your place. Would you come back and stay, Mria? he added wistfully.

Ill stay as long as I can stand you! answered Maria. You — get out!

She snatched from the wall the dangling lash of a blacksnake, as she spoke, and slashed at Bertha with it. There was a scream of fear; Bertha vanished, and the old man lay contentedly back in his chair, laughing heartily.

You kind of gimme an appetite, said the grandfather. Its good to lay eyes on you, Mria. Are you through with this here Tom Derry?

Im through with him.

The more fool you, said the grandfather unexpectedly. Here, lad. Wheres the money?

Tom Derry counted out the greenbacks rapidly. The stack amounted to exactly twenty-five thousand dollars. Old Man Cary folded it and shoved it in a great wad inside his belt, right against his bare, yellowish skin.

All right, he said. Tomorrow well be down there in Blue Water in time for the hangin.

Therell be no hanging. You fellows will do your job? asked Derry doubtfully.

The old man gaped at him.

Then he said: You tell him, Mria.

She said, with scorn: Grandpa shook hands with you, didnt he? That means that every man in the Cary Valley will die, if he has to, to put the deal through. Now get out Were thoroughly tired of you, around here.

The old man began laughing huskily.

Said Tom Derry: Youve got teeth and claws, and Ive seen them. But when I want you, Ill come back here and get you.

Youll come and get me! cried the girl. No, you stay with Barry Christian and his crooks. I dont want to see the face of you, ever again. Get out!

She struck the floor with the lash of the whip and Tom Derry delayed only long enough to see that part of the brightness in her eyes was tears. Then he left.


X. AT BLUE WATER
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BARRY CHRISTIAN WAS not brought out to be hung the next day. He was given a reprieve of five days by the governors authority, no one knew why. The real truth was that more news-hawks wanted to get to the spot to make pictures with their cameras and with their words of the last moments of the famous man.

That was why Tom Derry had a chance to get back to Buck Rainey and talk with him. Bucks leg was nearly healed, even in this short time. He could walk with not a very great limp. He explained that he would soon be riding, and in the meantime, he had all that he wished. He only desired that Barry Christian should be brought in that direction after the delivery.

To that Tom Derry assented. He merely remarked: There seems to be a whole lot of people who think that Christians a crook.

Ay, you know how it is, said Rainey. There are some men so big that we either have to hate them or envy them or fear them. We cant meet them on their own level and so we pretend that theyve sold their souls to the devil.

Tom Derry nodded. He could not help remarking, however: A lot of people seem to think that Jim Silvers the greatest man in the world.

Sneaking hypocrites always have a big following, answered Buck Rainey. Only the people who have seen the money change hands know the right men from the bought men.

He said this so heartily that Derry answered: Ill leave it to you. You ought to know, Buck.

Why leave it to me? said Buck Rainey, with a little touch of sharpness. I might be bamboozling you, as far as that goes. Find out the truth for yourself.

I wont bother, replied Derry. I trust you, Buck, and thats enough for me.

Suppose that I were wrong? asked Rainey.

Derry laughed a little at the thought.

Then murder would be too sweet for you, he said finally. A man who would fool a friend is the worst skunk in the world.

Rainey, however, did not laugh, but studied his friend for some time with his keen eyes. At length he turned the talk on the Carys and what had happened in the strange valley among the mountains. When Derry had answered, Buck asked:

What about the girl?

Well, Ive told you. There she is. Theres nobody like her.

You love her?

Love is a word Ive read about, said Derry. I wouldnt use it any too free. My mother was a great one. She used to make me go and cut the switches that she licked me with. But I loved her. I dont know anybody else. Perhaps this girl. I dont know.

I mean, are you hungry to have her? Do you ache for her?

Ay. I ache, well enough. She almost run me out of the valley, but she sticks in behind my eyes and wont go away. Shes better to look at than roast meat when youre starving. She can ride better than a man. She can shoot straighter than I can. Shed take the devil by his chin whiskers and wag his head for him. I never saw such a girl.

What made her turn against you? asked Rainey.

She thought I was talking down to her. She thought I didnt mean what I said.

Shell learn better than that.

Tom Derry shook his head. Ill tell you, he said. To get some girls is harder than to kill some men. They wont believe that they like you till youre nearly dead. Ill be near dead or dying, before she ever knows her own mind. Back in her head theres a fellow called Clonmel. Know about him?

I can tell you about him in three words — Jim Silvers brother.

As bad as Silver?

The same blood in him.

A sudden great doubt made Derry exclaim: Suppose that you were wrong!

Yes, you can suppose that, agreed the other. Now, youd better get back to Blue Water and fetch Christian out of jail. Work it with the sheriff and the Carys. As soon as the sheriff knows that youre a friend of the Carys, hell make sure that you hate Christian. Hell even let you visit Barry in the jail. Then you can talk to him and tell him things.

Say it over again, asked Derry. Why do the Carys hate Christian so?

Because he got them into trouble with Silver, and Silver made them out a set of crooks, in the eyes of everyone. To be a Cary was a proud thing, in the old days. To be one now is like being a mountain lion or any wildcat that asks its belly what it should do next.

Derry took a long breath.

Id like to meet Jim Silver, he said slowly. Id give my heart to talk to him.

Youll probably be dead before he speaks to you, answered Rainey.

But when Derry rode back to Blue Water, he was still in a strange degree of doubt. That question in the back of his mind had been answered only in part, and he had to ask it over and over again. He came on an old Mexican at a winding of the trail over Blue Water and he looked into the lack-lustre eyes of the ancient man for a moment before he said:

Partner, what dyou know about Jim Silver?

If you are his friend, I salute you, señor. If you are his enemy, the good God forgive you!

The Mexican went on his way, and poor Derry, sorely troubled, continued into Blue Water.

On the edge of the town, in a cluster of leather tents that would have been appropriate for Indians in the old days, he found the clan of the Carys. There were twenty grown men and one boy, who was called Chuck. There was one woman, and that was Maria, who had come to take care of the old man, who insisted on being present.

Derry, making for the tents, found a camp-fire burning and the Carys sitting about it on their heels or cross-legged, toasting meat on wooden splinters. Derry went in among them, found the meat, carved some chunks, and roasted his portion along with the others. Those wild men received him as though he had been an image out of thin air. They did not talk to him. They did not seem to see him.

Presently the girl came out and dipped a pannikin into the big iron pot in which coffee was seething. Derry stood up beside her.

Wheres the old man? he asked.

Hes with Sheriff Walt Milton, she said. She looked away from him.

Ill go in with you, said Derry.

When Derry ducked after her through the entrance flap, he saw the grim face of Walt Milton, and he saw the old man leaning against a back rest, with his legs stuck out straight before him. It was nearly sunset, and a dimly rosy light filled the tent. The two men looked at him for a moment. It seemed that the old man had forgotten him.

At last he said: Walt, this here is Tom Derry. Friend of mine. Hates the heart of Christian. Wants to see him in the jail before he stretches his neck. Fix him up, will you? Tom, this is Walt Milton. He calls himself a sheriff.

Milton reached up a hand, and the pair shook hands. The girl was pouring out coffee for the two men.

Drop around before nine in the morning, said the sheriff. Ill fix you up sos you can damn Christian a few times. You aint the only one.

He chuckled as he said this, and a sharp distaste formed like a sourness in the back of Derrys throat.

He went out of the tent and stood in the darkening of the day, trying to put two and two together, and disliking very much the part that lay before him. He would go to the jail in the morning and try to form an attachment to Christian. Otherwise — 

While he was standing in the dimness of the twilight, listening to the mutter of voices inside the tent, the girl came out again. Derry caught her wrist and stayed her.

Look here, Molly, he said, I want to talk to you.

Youve got a tongue, and Im not deaf, said the girl. Take your hands away before you break my bones.

The sunset dealt with her more gently than did candlelight. It gave to her skin a glow of delicate warmth. Her swarthiness turned to gold. In her eyes he could see the blue sheen that overlay the black.

Im going to see Christian, said Derry. Shall I believe in him or not?

Sure you will, said the girl. Youre just that dumb.

She walked calmly away from him. Her head was high. There was a dignity about her that made it impossible for him to follow her.


XI. A TALK WITH CHRISTIAN
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THAT NEXT DAY was to see the end of Barry Christian. Therefore, the town of Blue Water was filled with people who had come scores and even hundreds of miles to attend the execution. Instead of a formal gibbet, a branch of a big spruce in the centre of the town was to serve as the lever by which Christian would be hoisted off the face of the earth and sent to his account. People loitered near the jail where the man was kept. They also lingered near the tree where he was to die. And Tom Derry rode under that tree, through the crowd, on his way to the jail.

His keen ears drank in the comments around him, as he journeyed on. He heard a man say: Burning would be better.

He heard another man mutter: Its a short bit of hell for Christian, but hes given some long bits to other folks.

He heard still another say: Silver ought to be here to see this. Silver put him in the jug, and Silver ought to see the end of him!

So when Tom Derry reached the jail, the doubt in the back of his mind was greater than before. He wished that, the night before, he had followed Molly Cary and made her tell him exactly what she meant. But it was too late for that, now.

The jail itself was a solid fist of stone, thrust up among the frail wooden or clumsy log cabins of Blue Water. The sound of the creek hung in the air like the noise of a wind that blew all through the day and the night, in every weather.

There was a crowd in front of the jail, milling about in the street. Right at the door were four riflemen, and they were all Carys. In their patched clothes, with their unshaven faces, they looked very wild even in comparison with the people of Blue Water, who were by no means mild. Up to the door went Tom Derry and waved a hand at the guards. They brought their rifles to the ready. One of them was that fellow with the shag of black beard all over his face — Dean Cary. Another was Deans handsome son, Will Cary. Dean pushed the muzzle of his gun right into the face of Derry.

Give this here jail a pile of room, said Dean Cary. What you want?

The sheriff, said Derry angrily.

Go try the side door, and maybe youll have better luck.

So Derry went around to the side door. He found a smaller mob here, but four Carys, with rifles, were on guard. He asked his question of one of them, and the fellow turned his head and bawled:

Hey, Sheriff!

The door opened a bit. The sheriffs worn, hard face appeared.

Yeah? Hello, Derry. Come on in and see the boss.

At that invitation, Derry mounted the steps and entered the jail. The sheriff said:

He takes it pretty cool. A fellow like that Barry Christian, he aint goin to worry none till the breath is bein choked out of him. And choked out its goin to be, this time! I got the rope, I got the tree, and I got the men that hate his heart enough to want to see him through the misery!

How little the sheriff knew! To one who really wished to see Christian die, how much half a dozen words would mean, at this moment! That thought grew in Derry as he walked down the corridor to a corner cell, double-barred with steel. Inside those bars, like a figure in the obscurity of a blurred pencil drawing, he saw Barry Christian for the first time. He knew him perfectly, not by features, but by carriage. The dignity of a man of importance adhered to the big man. His pale, handsome face might have been that of an orator, an artist, a scientist. However big he was in body, it was plain that he was far more in mind than in muscle.

He was not chained. Instead of chains, he was secured by another quartet of the Cary clan, who sat or walked near by, their rifles in their hands, their knives and revolvers in their belts. No wiles would cut Barry Christian out of the jail unless these men were willing to have him go. It seemed madness for the sheriff to trust so blindly to the imagined hatred of the Carys for Barry Christian.

Christian lounged, reading. When the sheriff spoke, he first passed a hand through his long hair and then looked up calmly, without haste or nervousness. It was not fear that made him pale. That was plain. It was merely the natural colour of a skin that the sun could not tan.

Is it time, Sheriff? he asked.

Time for you to meet a friend of mine, by name of Tom Derry, said the sheriff. He added, rather brutally: Youll meet the other thing a little later on.

Then, turning, the sheriff drew the Cary guards along with him to a little distance, and Tom Derry stepped close to the bars.

He said loudly: Ive come here to see the size of your neck, so we can tie the hangmans knot the right size!

Christian looked at him steadily. His voice was wonderfully soft and calm as he said: Thats not why you came, my friend. Theyve heard you yell at me. Now you can lower your voice and tell me the facts. Have you brought a message?

Ive brought a message from Buck Rainey.

He saw the words take electric effect on the body, in the eyes, of Barry Christian.

Buck Rainey? said that magic voice of the big man. I could have known that Buck would remember when the rest fell away.

Have you heard anything from the guards? asked Tom Derry.

The guards? Theyve been chosen from men who hate me, said Christian.

In Derry, there was a burst of admiration for the strong discipline which had kept the Carys from letting the prisoner know that they had been bought for his cause.

Twenty-five thousand went from Buck Rainey to the Cary tribe, he said. I took it, and it bought the old man.

Its a good buy at a small price, said Christian.

His perfect calmness made Derry almost smile. One thing he could tell at the beginning. No matter how many people hated Christian and loved Jim Silver, the courage of this man was perfect. And then, with the faith of Buck Rainey behind him, the passionate nature of Derry ran the entire distance and poured itself out with enthusiasm in front of Christian. Derry owed his life to Rainey. Twice he owed it, and, therefore, it was only right that he should do Raineys bidding blindly. Moreover, there was the mission of the dead man he had left far south, behind him. He stood in the boots of that unknown now, speaking to the captive. Why doubt a man in whom Buck Rainey had belief?

He said: The price was paid. I got the money for it from Buck Rainey. The Cary gang are your men. They would have taken you out at night, but there have been other guards around at night, and the sheriff was on the job, too. It would have meant a lot of killing.

Perfectly right, said Barry Christian. Blood never pays, in the long run.

There was something about the small smile with which he uttered these words that froze the soul of Derry. He took in a breath and stared fixedly at the prisoner. Even now, it was not too late to change his mind, Rainey or no Rainey.

Christian said: No matter when the Carys move for me, the cruel devils will have to be kept in hand. Wholl manage that?

Derry sighed with relief. As for the smile that he had seen, he would find an explanation for that later on.

He said: The old man himself is down here, and hell keep the clan in hand.

Good! said Christian. The sheriff — is he apt to be bought?

He cant be bought, they say. Nobody dares to try, even.

That may save money, but it throws away chances, said Christian. However, whats to be done?

Theyll lead you right out to the hanging tree, said Derry. When youre under it, youll be asked to speak your last words. While youre speaking, the Cary outfit will be formed around you in a circle. Ill give the word to them. By that time everyone will be waiting to see the rope tighten around your neck. Youll be on a horse, and the plan of the sheriff is to let you drop from the horse and strangle that way. Instead, thats the horse youre to ride to freedom. When I give the word, the Carys start yelling. A lot of noise helps to blind people to whats happening. Theyll shoot their guns into the air. Theyll make a flying wedge through the crowd, and youll ride inside that wedge till you get a chance to bolt down the open street. Ill be riding close to you. Follow me, and Ill take you to Buck Rainey.

Perfect! said Barry Christian.

A terrible brightness came into his eyes as he spoke: He added: Some of the men in Blue Water may remember today!

Ay, said Tom Derry. But I hope that therell be no killing.

Christian looked down sharply — almost as though he did not wish to have another meaning seen in his eyes.

Of course, we hope that, he said. And Silver? Is Silver in town?

No.

Im thankful for that, breathed Christian. That multiplies every chance by ten.

He feared at least one man in the world. That much was plain. The law, the crowd of enemies, meant little to him compared with the absence of Jim Silver.

Hello! called the sheriff, coming up. Heres a man from New York that wants a statement out of you, Christian. Will you talk to him?

Why not? answered Christian, with his usual calm. As long as I last, I might as well be passed around from one bloodsucker to another!

The sheriff merely laughed, and Tom Derry walked down the steel-barred aisle past a hurrying little fellow with the face of a ferret and with a pencil and paper already coming into his hand.

Outside in the open air of the morning, Derry walked into the crowd and breathed deeply of the wind. He kept telling himself that whatever Buck Rainey wanted was right. But all the while there was a bitter doubt in the back of his mind. He had tried to devote himself wholeheartedly to Barry Christian, but something in that mans eyes filled him with doubt.

He heard someone say: Silver oughta be here, but a man like Jim Silver does his job and never waits to be paid for it!

Derry looked sharply at the speaker. He saw a man with a brown, open face, and fearless eyes. If ever honesty looked out of a human countenance, it looked out from that face.

And a greater doubt than ever entered Derry. He heard the heavy beat of a bell begin, and he knew it was the toll of the alarm that warned the men of Blue Water that Barry Christian was about to die.


XII. THE HANGING-TREE
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IN THE CENTRE of Blue Water there was a magnificent plaza, a space which would not be sold to any private investor because it was reserved for the building of the city hall, the post office, and a few other municipal or government buildings which were to be an honour to the whole West! The plans for the buildings had been drawn. The land was bought for the municipality. But there was not a penny on hand to lay so much as a foundation stone. So the big trees still grew in this open region, and among the rest there was a mighty silver spruce. Law had never troubled Blue Water a great deal, but once, in the old days, a few reputable citizens had drawn together to form a vigilance committee that had hanged a score or more of rascals to that silver spruce. It was still called the Hanging Tree, and from the largest of its lower branches, Sheriff Walt Milton intended to hang the great Barry Christian.

Tom Derry saw the long rope dangling, as he took his place on the fringe of the crowd which framed the Hanging Tree in a hollow square. On the outer edge of that circling group were a number of buckboards in which the occupants could stand in order to see the ceremonies better, and among the other wagons was one in which Old Man Cary sat at ease, with Maria beside him. His eyes, under their furrowed lids, were sparks of light. He smoked his pipe with slow puffs, enjoying every moment. Only the girl seemed in a cold humour, sometimes staring straight before her, sometimes looking grimly around on the faces in the crowd.

The bell was still tolling. The last arrivals were scurrying to get good places in the throng, and Derry worked his way over to the wagon of Old Man Cary. He saw that the buckboard was very light, and that the pair of mustangs which fretted between the traces looked like racers. Once a start was made, that outfit would get the old man out of harms way about as fast as though he were a youth in the saddle. The driver would be the girl. There was plenty of strength in her, and the touch of her slender brown hands on the reins soothed the mustangs constantly. It would go hard with all that got in her way. She had the calm look of one about to do desperate things.

Derry stepped up on the hub of the wheel. The old man puffed smoke in his face and looked right through him.

The boys are ready. Im to give the signal, said Derry. I yell Up, Cary! and your people start to work.

Get over into your place, then, said the old man, and dont spoil my view.

Derry merely grinned. He said to the girl: Still feeling as hard as a stone, Molly?

She drew her glance gradually away from the distance and regarded him briefly.

When you pick up a stone and throw it away, do you expect it to come back to your hand? she asked him. Get off that wheel before you fall off!

He stepped down to the ground again and turned away. She seemed to hate him, just now. Perhaps she felt that he had taken her lightly. But when he came to her again, in a year or two, she would be a better age to know her own mind. And then, perhaps, he could restore himself to her esteem. It was no wonder if she were inclined to sneer at him, when he reflected that with a horse or a rope or a gun she so far excelled him. As for the grimness of the old man, no doubt he was angered to think that a stranger should be in a position to give command among the Cary clan.

There was a sudden outbreak of clamour from the direction of the jail, by which he guessed that Barry Christian and his guards had come out into the open. Now he could see them slowly progressing toward the Hanging Tree. He could see a squad of four tall Carys marching first, the prisoner behind them, and more of the same clan in the rear. All about them swept a crowd of people.

Looking toward the edge of the open ground, Derry saw yet others of the clan edging forward on horseback, each of the men leading two or more horses. They were a vital part of the plan.

As the crowd now thickened, it held back, nevertheless, from the straight path which led from the jail to the Hanging Tree, and that was how Derry managed to see several things of importance, as well as to hear them.

When the prisoner was close to the Hanging Tree, an old woman squeezed through the tight wall of the spectators and tried to rush on Christian with her hands held out like claws. The guards forced her back. She yelled and screeched at them.

Lemme at him. Im seein the murderer that slaughtered my two lads! Gimme a chance at him with my hands. A dog like that was never meant for hangin. Hes meant for bein tore to pieces! Barry Christian, you murdered Ike and Lew. I seen you, and you know I seen you! You shot em through the back!

She began to scream out curses till her voice cracked and went out. She fell back into arms that carried her away to the open air.

As Barry Christian moved on, a tall old man said loudly, calmly:

Its a day Ive been watchin and prayin for for ten years, Barry Christian. Im Hank Mason, from Texas. You recollect me, you blood-suckin rat? It aint money youve lived on. Its blood and humans!

There were other voices raised, here and there, but they were lost in one great, general cry of execration that swelled every throat in the mob, it seemed. And poor Tom Derry was stunned. Had he undertaken labour, faced danger, and was he now about to make his own head wanted by the law all for the sake of a man who richly deserved hanging?

He had to harken back to the voice of Buck Rainey, and to tell himself that Rainey must be right and all the rest wrong.

Now the procession arrived at the proper spot under the tree when a slender man of middle height or less pushed through the crowd. He said to a bulky fellow:

Give me a hand up so that the people can see me, will you?

Sure, Taxi, said the cowpuncher. You can stand on my neck any time you want to.

The name had riveted the attention of Derry on the stranger. He had heard, from Rainey, of Silvers closest adherent and most faithful friend. He looked with amazement on this slender youth with a handsome face.

When Taxi looked down, he might have passed for the most innocuous man in the world. It was only when he looked up that men could see the pale, bright danger in his eyes, that old battle light which is recognized by instinct and fear, if not by experience. This was the man, it was said, who had walked through the heaviest and most complicated locks as though he carried a key in his hand; this was the man who would give his life as freely as a gesture for the sake of Jim Silver.

Well, Silver might command the devotion of a few friends, thought Tom Derry, but that did not prove that he was a good man.

Hey, folks! yelled the big cattleman who was holding up Taxi. Hey, heres Taxi that wants to say a word to you!

Taxi! shouted the crowd instantly. Hi, Taxi, boy! Wheres Jim Silver? Wheres Silver? Why aint he here? Silver! Silver!

The uproar fell like thunder on the ears of Tom Derry. He could not and he would not believe what he heard. The applause of a few people was not apt to mean a great deal, but when an entire crowd cheers, it is a different matter. And wherever he looked, he could see men waving their hats, actually jumping up and down as they yelled in honour of Jim Silver.

Taxi, looking over this demonstration without a smile, lifted a hand that instantly cut the roaring in two and brought a silence.

Then he said in a quiet but incisive voice: Ive had word that a rescue is going to be attempted here today. Im here to tell the men who may have the rescue idea in mind that I and three others are going to be standing with drawn guns. The instant that theres a move to free Barry Christian, weve sworn to shoot Christian first; afterwards well try to handle the rescuers in the same way.

He was lowered to the ground, while a single deep shout of rage and apprehension went up from the bystanders.

But Tom Derry was stunned again. It seemed to him that everything that had been accomplished was at this moment reduced to nothingness. Staring blankly around him, he could pick out the men who would send their bullets into Christian the instant that a disturbance commenced. He could pick them out by their drawn guns — one with a rifle, and the other three, including Taxi, with revolvers or automatics. And the crowd fell back from these men a trifle, so as to give them room.

Last of all, Tom Derry stared at Christian, wondering whether this could be, after all, a man worth the risk of life and soul. He saw Christian standing under the Hanging Tree with the noose end of the long rope dangling near his head. That head was carried high. The pale face of the prisoner seemed about to smile. He had the look of one about to speak to an assemblage of dear friends who would burst into applause at his first words. But his hands were tied behind his back, and his shirt collar was unbuttoned, exposing the soft of his throat about which the strangling rope was intended to close.

Another picture of a man equally calm in the face of danger — burned clearly into the inward vision of Derry. And again he was sure. Whatever the crowd felt, Barry Christian must be right, and all the others were wrong. All the others — and Silver — and Taxi — they were wrong, and Barry Christian was worth the risk of a life.

Big Dean Cary was standing not far away, and now he stepped close to Derry, muttering:

The goose is cooked, and the games finished. We cant do a thing.

Derry answered softly: We can still make a try — and win! He added: There arent many guns in this outfit. The men have turned out to see an execution, not to take part in a fight. Thats where we have the edge. Taxi and the other three — we have them spotted. One of us has to take a stand on each side of the four. There are plenty of us for the job. When I yell: Up, Cary! we grab our men. Ill catch at Taxis gun hand. You crack him behind the ear. Not to kill, mind you. Dont use the butt, but the barrel of your gun. Lay him out. Pass on the word to the rest of the boys. Get em in their posts. Ill pass the same word along. Dean, weve got to win out on this job.

He heard a long breath exhaled from the lips of Dean Cary.

Youve got the nerve of a devil, kid! said the big man, and he glided off to the side.

A big black horse was brought — the same one which had been ridden by Derry in Cary Valley. Barry Christian was forced to mount it.

Sheriff Walt Milton stood by with the noose of the hangmans rope in his hand. He said: Speak your piece, Barry. We aint got much time now!

Christian looked over the crowd. Last of all, his glance found the tense face of Tom Derry and dwelt there for an instant. It seemed to Derry that whatever Christian said would be spoken primarily for his ears, and he was eager to know what the words would be.

The speech was not long. Barry Christian simply said: My friends, I—

He got that far when a voice yelled: Not friends, blast you!

Sheriff Walt Milton called out: Quiet, boys, and let him talk. He aint got much time for many words.

My friends, said Barry Christian, I have done some bad things in my life, and it seems that most of you know about them. But I suppose that most people have done bad things, now and then. If you say that I ought to die, I wont deny it. Ill say this to excuse myself — that Ive been straight with my friends and hard on my enemies.

A deep rumbling of rage came out of the throats of the crowd.

And when I wait here for death, went on Christian, I have the feeling that no matter what my enemies may be, my friends are worth more. Im not sending any messages out. The people that hate me have enough when theyve throttled me with a rope. The people who love me dont need a last message. Sheriff, go ahead with your work!

And he turned and looked down at Walt Milton.

It was enough for Tom Derry. Every fibre of his honest nature was burning with belief in the prisoner by this time. His lips parted over the cry: Up, Cary! and at the same instant he grasped the gun hand of Taxi and bore the gun down out of the line that pointed towards Christian.

A stream of lead spattered out of the automatic into the ground. Taxi whirled on Derry. A big man and a powerful man was Derry, but he felt that he had laid hands on a wildcat that would rip him to pieces. Then he saw the flash of Dean Carys gun. The barrel of it clanged with a dull sound against the base of Taxis skull, and he slithered down into the dust, lying in a heap.

Other hands fell on Derry then, as the enraged townsmen reached for him. He tore himself free, fighting. His fists won a little opening for him, and into that opening the rescue charged.

It was all very neat, the plan he had built up. Taxi and his three friends of the guns had gone down at the first yell of Up, Cary! The rest of the Cary clan inside the circle had made Barry Christian a free man and a fighting unit by slashing the ropes that held his arms behind his back and by putting revolvers into his hands. And the horse from which he was to have been hanged was now the power that might carry him away to freedom.

At the same time, while the crowd began to show guns, here and there, the men of Blue Water heard the familiar yell ringing from the rear all around the outskirts, where man after man of the clan was bringing in the horses. Up, Cary! they shouted at the full of their power, and the townsmen could see the heads of the plunging mustangs and hear the squealing of the broncos as they were spurred and flogged forward. At the same time, from around the freed prisoner, from the very point where law seemed most secure, from the very clansmen who had been trusted to guard Christian, they heard the same wild yelling.

Up, Cary! And guns were firing rapidly from all directions.

It hardly mattered that those bullets flew high in the air. The important thing was that they made a noise. The crowd began to shudder and then to melt. Sheriff Walt Milton was tapped over the head, and his hands were tied behind his back, and then the horses came pouring into the open space beneath the Hanging Tree. In a moment the Carys were mounted. They formed into a flying wedge with Tom Derry at the point of it, and Barry Christian in the centre. That was the way they hit the men of Blue Water and ploughed a way out to freedom. And as they got into the street, when a rousing gallop was possible, Tom Derry saw the buckboard of the old man sweeping away in a cloud of its own dust. He knew it was the old mans outfit, for he could see Maria Cary standing erect on the drivers footboard and throwing the whip into the horses as they sprinted. And the buckboard leaped and flung like a fish on a hook, behind the rapid heels of the mustangs.


XIII. OUTLAWED
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OUTSIDE OF THE town, the Carys melted to this side and that, and waved and shouted farewells as they disappeared in groups among the rocks and the trees. What would happen to them in their valley, now? Would Walt Milton gather the force of the law behind himself and enter the valley and send the whole wild crew to prison?

It could be done, undoubtedly. It seemed far more possible now that Tom Derry had in mind and memory the deep hate of the crowd in Blue Water for Barry Christian. They would want to leave no stone unturned to get at the rascals who had double-crossed the sheriff and set the prisoner free.

But the valley was, after all, far away, and hard to win. It would cost a great deal of blood. There was still a chance that the Carys might continue their pastoral life until the last of their mob crimes had been forgotten if not forgiven.

So the flying rout dwindled, rather suddenly, to no more than Tom Derry and his famous companion.

Barry Christian said: It took brains and it took nerve and a pair of hands. Nobody but you could have done that job, Tom Derry.

His voice was grave, and his eyes were deeply considerate. Tom felt that he had been praised by a king of men.

When I saw that venomous devil of a Taxi, said Christian, I was sure that it was the end. He almost never fails. He carries within an ounce as much poison as Silver has.

Who is Taxi? said Derry. Ive heard a little about him but not much. Im new to this part of the country.

Not very new, if you know Rainey, said Christian, smiling, his eyes very keen above the smile.

Rainey is all I do know, said Derry. I dont even know why the Blue Water men wanted to hang you — except that Jim Silver had railroaded you into some trouble.

Christian cleared his throat. Is that all Rainey told you? he asked, in a somewhat constrained voice.

Thats all, and Ive had no time to ask questions. But what is Taxi?

Taxi, said Christian, is a gutter rat. He came out of New York because even that big town got too hot to hold him. Since then hes been floating about, here and there, mostly here, with Silver. Taxi knows what any first-class yegg is always glad to know — how to pick a lock and how to blow a safe. He carries a set of pick-locks around with him all the time.

Why did the people cheer for him then? asked Derry, somewhat bewildered.

Ah, thats because he belongs to Silver.

And how does Silver hypnotize people, if hes such a crook?

Christian laughed, but his eyes wandered a trifle.

If Silver would tell his secret, said Christian, wed all be a lot wiser. But hes simply the worlds greatest hypocrite!

Ay, and thats what Rainey told me, agreed Tom Derry, more and more convinced. Besides, he added, I dont need any convincing. Only, when I heard the mob yell against you — you know how it is — it shook me up a little.

I saw that it did, said Christian. When I saw your face change, I could almost feel the rough of the rope around my neck.

He laughed again, but added soberly: The best of it all is that Taxis dead and done for! Without him. Silver is only a one-handed man, so to speak.

Taxi is not dead, said Derry. I only let Dean Cary give him the barrel of a revolver along the head. Hell sleep five minutes and wake up with a goose egg on the back of his skull. Thats all.

Not dead? cried Christian. You mean to say that when you had a chance — you mean to say that you didnt kill Taxi?

Why, man, it would have been murder! said Derry, opening his eyes.

Christian said savagely: It will be another kind of murder when Taxi runs you down on your trail. And thats a trail that hell never leave unless Silver calls him off it. Hell have you, one of these days, and hell have you hard! When he slides his knife into your throat — youll have time to think one thought, maybe, before you choke and die! Murder? What will you call it when you hear your door opening in the dark of your room and know that something had crawled in over the threshold? Thatll be Taxi — and thatll be the way you die, my friend! Murder? Youll know more about murder before that gutter rat is through with you!

The words came out of Christian in such a bitter storm that Derry was half overwhelmed.

He could only mutter: Well, it would have meant taking him by surprise — with his head turned. I — I couldnt kill a man like that.

You couldnt? asked Christian.

No, and I dont suppose that you could either, answered Tom Derry.

Christian smiled, and the smile was almost a sneer.

You may learn some new things before youre much older, Tom, he said. You may learn that when it comes to hunting certain kinds of birds, the only safe way is to be a cat. He went on sombrely: Not that I like it. I loathe it. But I have to play the game the way Silver lays down the rules!

Tom Derry said nothing. He merely shook his head.

For his part, he was beginning to be sorry that he had taken upon himself the duty of keeping another mans rendezvous. He had met Buck Rainey and owed his life to that man. He had met this strange and powerful nature, Barry Christian. But for all that, he began to wish that he had remained in more obscure paths of life, no matter how often he stumbled upon danger.

He was outlawed, by this time. His description was being passed across the range by word of mouth. In every little post office, there would soon appear a placard offering some sort of a reward for information leading to the apprehension of Thomas Derry. Perhaps there would remain for him no refuge except the wilds of Cary Valley, where he would have to live among those savages, in rags and tatters.

Or, perhaps, the end would be what Christian had prophesied — a knife in the slender, swift hand of Taxi, and the point of it driven into Tom Derrys throat.

He fell into a long silence, automatically leading the way across hills and through the ravines toward the place where they must find Buck Rainey — now doubtless well able to sit the saddle.

But as Derry rode, a new and darker trouble came over his mind. For it seemed to him that he could feel the glance of Barry Christian repeatedly upon him, with a covert sneer lingering in the look of the big man. And the great doubt returned.


XIV. THE PARTING
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OUTSIDE THE GROVE where Rainey had last been seen, Derry shouted. Almost instantly Raineys whistle answered him, and Derry rode with Christian in among the trees. They found Rainey brushing down the velvet black hide of his mare, Nell. He did not come to greet them. He merely seemed to pause in his work, as he turned and waved.

Good to see you, Barry, he called, as he waved his hand.

Christian dismounted. To be sure, he shook the hand of Rainey, but it seemed no more than a casual gesture. It was such a greeting as two men might have given each other after parting the night before.

How does the leg go? asked Christian.

Pretty well, said Rainey. Hungry, Barry?

Hungry enough to eat. Got anything?

Venison, said Rainey exultantly. That fawn sneaked in here among the trees, this morning, and I just had time to put a slug through it.

He pointed to a dappled skin which hung at a corner of the clearing, hauled up to a branch of a tree.

If you can do that, said Christian, you can ride.

I can ride better than I can walk, said Rainey.

Then ride now, said Christian. Well cut up some of that meat and take it along with us.

Whats the rush? asked Rainey.

Silver always makes a rush, said Christian.

Silver? exclaimed Buck Rainey. What brought that devil into the talk?

The whole of Blue Water is out on our trail, said Christian.

Why, thats nothing, answered Rainey.

No, but Taxis with the rest of em.

Taxi? shouted Rainey, and his hand went instinctively to a gun.

He was there to see my neck properly stretched, answered Christian, and now hes on the trail. And wherever Taxi is, he knows how to raise the ghost of Silver out of the ground. You know that!

Know it? Of course, I know it! exclaimed Rainey. Lets get moving!

He had a saddle on Nell in no time, and away the three of them went across the country, leaving the venison hanging behind them.

They travelled hard all that afternoon. Once or twice the face of Rainey seemed pinched with pain from his wound, but this passed quickly, and he was as cheerful as the other two at the end of the afternoon. They halted late in the evening, in woods close to water. The first thing was the dressing of Raineys wound. It was only a trifle inflamed, and had endured the travel very well indeed. Christian attended to the fresh dressing, and Derry started the cookery.

Afterward, they sat around the coals of the fire, almost always silent. The whole afternoon of riding had been nearly wordless, also. But that was not strange. It is the habit of men on the trail in the West to speak very little. The dust and the labour are enough to keep tongues quiet. But it was odd that the two old friends did not commune more freely when they sat by the campfire. There was only one moment of much conversation, and that was entirely on the part of Christian, who described in much detail, to Rainey, how Derry had talked to him in the jail, and how perfectly the plan had gone through, in spite of the presence of Taxi.

When the narrative ended, Rainey smiled, and looked at Christian.

I wasnt sending you a fool or a blind man, Barry, he said. The luck was that Silver didnt show up at Blue Water to see the hanging.

He wouldnt do it, Christian sneered, his pale face twisting a little with the intensity of his hatred. He wouldnt descend that far. The perfect man, Buck, is never seen gloating over a fallen enemy. Besides, Silver is too busy to come to a hanging.

Busy catching rabbits, maybe? Rainey chuckled.

That bit of talk did not please Derry much. From ordinary men he would have received it with a great deal of suspicion, but from these two, both of whom he felt were much his superiors in mind, he felt that he could take much and reserve his opinion. So he endured the talk, only frowning down at the dying fire until the words ceased. Suddenly, and when he looked up, he had a feeling that a glance had passed between his two companions.

He was very tired, so he went to sleep almost immediately, giving one twist of a blanket about him as he lay down. His eyes closed, and he was gone.

It was hours later when he wakened suddenly. There had been no sound. The moonlight lay white on the grass of the clearing, and one thin twist of smoke was rising from the ashes of the fire into the moonshine, but off to the side he saw Christian and Rainey talking together, seated side by side.

They were sufficiently far away so that by guarding their voices not even a murmur reached the ears of Derry. The only significance to him was in the gestures, and the way the heads of the men were put close together. Whatever they were talking over, it was of a great deal of importance to them. Rainey carried the lead, and now and again he drew on the moonlit ground little plans, which he afterward carefully erased. These plans Christian always stooped over and scrutinized with the utmost care. And finally, he made a swift gesture, high over his head, an unmistakable sign of triumph.

Derry turned his head and closed his eyes. He had a feeling that he had eavesdropped, and he could not help the sense that he had overlooked a guilty moment.

What could the guilt be? One thing was almost sure to him — if there were one vital thing wrong with these two men, then everything about them was wrong, and the crowd in Blue Water had been right when it cheered Taxi and Jim Silver and snarled like a great thousand-throated beast at Barry Christian.

But the two men could not be wrong, he told himself; Buck Rainey, at least, had proved himself capable of risking his life for a friend, even for a new friend.

The problem made a sad confusion in the mind of Derry. He was not a splitter of hairs or a great thinker. He decided, on this occasion, that all his manhood demanded that he should follow Rainey blindly, no matter where the trail took him.

On that decision he fell asleep again.

In the morning there was a quick breakfast of coffee and hardtack. Then they saddled. Christian said:

Derry, will you ride over to Little Rock for me?

Ill ride to Little Rock, answered Derry, even if you mean Arkansas.

Not that far. North-east, through the hills. Ill draw the trail for you. Go to Little Rock, or in sight of it. Just over the town youll find a bald-headed hill with just one tuft of forest in the centre of it. Go up on that hill and wait in those woods till you get word. Youll reach Little Rock inside of two days, I suppose.

Whats the main idea? asked Derry.

The main idea, said Rainey, is to have a man on the spot to get a message from us. If you see a man with a rag of white tied on his left bridle rein, youll know that hes our messenger. Is that clear?

Clear as day, said Derry.

If you need money, said Rainey, heres a few hundred.

He took out his wallet and picked from it a few greenbacks. The size of the denominations made the eyes of Derry enlarge. He stared at the money without moving a hand.

Its yours, said Rainey, smiling.

Derry took in a quick, gulping breath. Then he smiled in turn and shook his head. His breath exploded with the words: Cant take it, Buck. Thanks, but I cant take it. Ive been on the bum, I know, but I never took a hand-out that I didnt work for. Ive never taken a penny in my life that I didnt earn.

Why, man, exclaimed Buck Rainey, havent you been working for Barry Christian — and me?

Working? said Derry, opening his honest eyes wide. I thought I was just helping out a friend — I thought I was doing something to help you, Buck. I wasnt doing it for pay.

As he stared, the glance of Rainey flickered away to the side. Apparently it crossed that of Barry Christian before it returned to Derry, and this angered Derry, he could hardly have said why.

Have you any money at all? asked Rainey.

I have enough, answered Derry, frowning.

All right, then, said Rainey. Let it go that way. He added, with a sudden increase of heartiness: I understand your feeling. But its not often that we run across your sort of man, Tom. So long. See you before long.

Christian and Rainey both shook hands in parting. Then Christian said:

Here, Tom. Take that black Ive been riding. Hes worth ten of your mustang.

It touched Derry, both the offer and the hearty, casual way in which it was made.

And what about you? he asked with concern.

About me? Oh, Ill pick up another horse thats as good or better before the days out While the law hounds are after me, Ill have to have good horseflesh between my knees. But Ill find another mount in three hours.

That was how Tom Derry happened to find himself possessed of the black horse on which Barry Christian had fled from Blue Water, and such was the unsuspicious nature of his mind that he mounted it without a single misgiving, and while he waved to his two departing acquaintances, he gloried in the long, free stride of the fine horse that was to bring such danger to his trail.


XV. A GREY WOLF
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ALL THROUGH THAT day he saw no human being. He travelled through huge, broken country. Sometimes in one valley the north slope was soft and green and the south slope was covered with dry grass on which the sun flashed and the wind rustled. There were grass regions and forested places. He climbed above timber line and drifted among the bee pastures. He had a view from the highlands of lakes sunk in deep gorges, like great blue eyes.

By one of those lakes he camped. The yellow of his firelight turned the little waves of the lake to ripples of gold over the black. He could not see the tops of the images of the trees. And as the wind came and went busily through the woods, he asked himself what a man wanted more in the world than a chance to let his eye grasp, every day, all that was held within the round of such a Western horizon.

He suddenly felt calmer and steadier, and wondered why the wanderlust had left his blood within so few days! When he reached back into his mind to find the reason, his thought struck on the image of Molly Cary. There it lodged. He had found his mate, and one day he would go for her. He would find a way to make her come happily with him. He would take up a land claim, somewhere in this region, this same district of the Blue Waters. He would fell logs, and they would build a cabin. The earth and their labour would support them.

He was full of that thought when he lay wrapped in his blanket. The last thing he knew was the leap of a fish, breaking water in the lake.

When he wakened, the morning was commencing about him, and he let his eye run up the tall shafts of the trees into the thin, bright blue of the sky.

Where the lake broke into ripples, running out down a little creek, he caught trout and breakfasted on them when they were broiled brown. Then he mounted the black horse and went on his way according to the map that was planned and drawn in his mind. The day was still and bright and hot in the hollows, clear and delightful on the uplands. It was on the uplands, somewhere, that he would build his cabin. If there were wind, he would not mind. It is best to have movement, even in the sky.

Late in the afternoon, from a great height, from the verge of a tall-shouldered bulwark of mountains, he looked down on Little Rock and saw the circle of hills, and particularly that one which was crowned with what seemed a mere scalp-lock of woods. That was his destination.

He was about to go on, across the big valley that lay between him and his goal, when he felt eyes behind him, and looked quickly around in time to see a great grey timber wolf disappearing into a clump of brush.

He pulled his revolver and waited for a second glimpse, but the animal was gone. And he chuckled. How could men live in cities when there was real life to be found out here in the wilderness, where the watcher is watched?

He rode on down the valley, sent the tired black gelding up the slope of his promised hill, and came to the circling woods that crowned it. It was a perfect camping place, with a clearing inside the hollow circle of the trees, and a small spring breaking out in the midst of the open place. There was plenty of tall grass for the black to graze, and when he had picketed the horse, he found enough daylight remaining to survey his surroundings carefully before he had supper of hardtack and coffee.

From the one side, he looked down into the town of Little Rock. It got its name from a great boulder that rose in the centre of the little frame buildings, all flashing with the western light that struck the windows. A huge rock loomed up the valley at a small distance. When he had considered the town for a moment, through the thin smoke haze that drifted over it, he rounded the hill slowly, keeping to the edge of the woods, and from the opposite side looked down the slope he had mounted. There, gliding from one patch of brush to another, he had a longer look at the same grey wolf that he had seen earlier in the afternoon.

He knew it was the same one, because a man would not see two of that size in an entire lifetime. Besides, the beast was distinguished by the light dusty grey of its colour, perfectly fitted to melt into a background of sand or of rocks or of sunburned foliage. The timber wolf felt the glance of the human eye. Instead of slinking off, it sat down and opened its mouth and favoured him with a bit of blood-red laughter.

He felt a chill up his spine. Also, he had a desire to laugh. So he compromised between the two emotions by snatching out a revolver. The lobo waited not an instant, but sprang into the brush and was gone. It would not come out again; he knew the uncanny wisdom of the race.

So he went back and had his supper in the darkening of the day. He was on his second cup of night-black coffee when something stirred soundlessly. In the tail of his eye he saw the dim silhouette of his friend the grey wolf!

The fear that had come faintly upon him at his second meeting with the brute was an electric shock at this third encounter. He could not move a hand for a moment, then he rose slowly to his feet. But to his bewilderment, the wolf did not budge! Instead, it crouched as though ready to hurl itself at him!

He had heard of wolves attacking humans, though he had never actually known an eye-witness of such an occurrence. But in every case, the wolf was supposed to be driven half mad by the pangs of the winter famine, whereas this big fellow seemed in the perfect pink of condition. And there was the lobo in leaping distance, while he, Tom Derry, was three steps from the spot where he had foolishly left his revolver!

There was the light hand axe near him, but he wondered if it would be safe to lean for it.

Then, behind him, the deep voice of a man said: You can hoist your hands. Put them up, mind you!

He felt that voice through him. There was such authority that though he was a fighting man by pride and by instinct, he found his hands obeying the command.

They went up as high as his shoulders, as high as his ears.

Turn this way, said the commanding voice. It added: Its not Christian, Taxi. Come on in. We wouldnt have such luck.

From the other side of the clearing came the voice of Taxi: What good if it were Christian, anyway? You wouldnt do anything about him. Youd simply turn him back to the law again, Jim.

Turn around! commanded the first speaker.

Derry turned gradually. He hated to give his back to that crouched devil of a wolf. It seemed as if the man with the deep voice read his thoughts perfectly, because he said:

The wolf wont hurt you. Not if you move slowly. Frosty — steady, boy!

Then, as Derry faced about, he saw a big man step from behind a tree into the thin red of the firelight. One did not need full day to see his formidable size, the weight of his shoulders, and the look of speed and lightness about the rest of him. It was Jim Silver, of course. He, and Taxi — and the wolf, Frosty, of which people had spoken more than once. There was only Parade lacking, the golden chestnut of which people talked still more. Then the trio would be complete.

There was a gun in the hand of Silver, held negligently at his side.

Tie his hands, commanded Silver.

The hands of Derry were suddenly pulled down behind his back by one who had approached with a soundless step. A hard twist of cord fastened his wrists together.

Take a look at him, said Silver. You remember faces, Taxi. I dont think Ive seen this fellow before.

Hes the one who gave the signal the other day at Blue Water. He must be one of Christians inside men. He has to be, or he wouldnt be on Christians horse, pulling the scent away from the chief thug of them all!

Derry could see the truth of that, and it stunned him. Christian had confessed that he expected Silver on the trail before long. What better way, then, of throwing the hunt of Silver astray than by giving his horse with its known tracks to another man? It might be that that had not been in the mind of Christian, but the thing seemed strangely close to the probability. It could not be the truth, however, because Buck Rainey would not let a friend be imposed upon even by a greater friend. He had to pin his faith to Rainey.

You belong to Christian, do you? said Silver.

I dont belong to him, answered Derry. I never saw him before Blue Water.

You lie, said Taxi.

Dont do that, Taxi, cautioned Silver.

Bah, said Taxi, when I see the snakes, I want to cut their throats. Look at him! Hes willing to ride Christians horse and lead the hunt crooked, and hes fool enough to think that the money he gets can be worth the risk. Nobody knows what he was paid for the job in Blue Water.

What were you paid? asked Silver.

Nothing, said Derry.

Search him, said Silver.

Taxis lightning fingers went rapidly through the clothes of Derry and brought out the thin wallet.

Eighteen dollars and some chicken feed, said Taxi.

Thats strange, remarked Silver. Whats your name?

Tom Derry.

Sit down here by the fire, please.

Jim, said Taxi savagely, are you going to waste time on him? Weve got to make him tell us where Christian can be found.

All right, answered Silver. Will you tell us where we can find Christian, Derry?

I dont know where he is, said Derry.

Ah, you dont know?

He lies, of course, said Taxi. Im going to put pressure on the big rat!

No, not that, said Silver. I dont want any of that.

You dont want that? No, you want to fight fair — with snakes! cried Taxi. Im going to ask for my own chance, though. Is it fair to me if you let these hounds that Christian hires get through your hands time after time? Theyre after you. Theyre always after you. Theyd knife you or bomb you in the dark. Theyd poison a whole river if they thought youd be one of the dead. But you still treat them like human beings. Jim, theyll get you, and theyll get me, unless you change your tactics.

Silver turned his back.

Do what you please, then, he consented, and stepped over by the fire.

Now, said Taxi to Derry, are you talking?

Ive nothing to say, answered Derry.

Even by the dim light, he could see the devil flare in the eyes and twist at the face of Taxi.

You crooked me the other day in Blue Water, he said. Now Ill see how I can loosen your tongue for you.

He took another length of cord out of his pocket and twisted it around the head of Derry. Into the loop of the cord above one ear he thrust the barrel of his automatic. Derry knew what that meant. A twisting, tightening cord like that would cut through the flesh to the bone, in time. Before that, it crushed the eyes out. He drew in a slow breath and prepared to endure.

Im giving you your last chance, said Taxi. If you wont talk—

I wont talk, said Derry.

Then take it! said Taxi, and gave the automatic the first turn, taking up the slack.

Wait a minute, said the voice of Silver, who had not turned from the dying fire.

Walk away. Keep away out of hearing, urged Taxi. Let me have five minutes with him, and Ill make him talk or know the reason why!

Sorry, partner, said Silver. I cant walk away. I cant stand it.

The words sounded very strange in the ears of Derry. It was not the sort of thing he expected to hear from the fiend who had pursued Christian with such malice and hate.

Once more! groaned Taxi. Are you going to lie down and let them walk over you?

Im sorry, said Silver. You may be right — but I cant stand it!

Taxi snatched the cord from the head of Derry and flung it on the ground.

Were beaten before we start! he said. Your squeamishness will always beat us. Weve cornered him more than once. He ought to be dead long ago. But hes still alive because you wont treat him for what he is — a dog!

Silver said nothing, but the long silence began to send a chill and a thrill through the soul of Tom Derry. For the first time he confronted firmly the possibility that Buck Rainey might be wrong about this man.


XVI. SILVERS DECISION
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SILVER WHISTLED. AT once there was a light trampling beyond the trees. It came closer. Out of the brush stepped a horse that gleamed like copper wherever the firelight touched its body. Only a stallion could have such a head and neck, and a stallion is about as tractable as a panther. But this monster went straight up to Silver and stood obviously at attention. Yet Tom Derry could see clearly that the big horse wore not a bridle and bit, but simply a light halter with a pair of reins attached to it!

Then he realized that that must be the Parade of whom he had heard men speak. The grey wolf, at the appearance of the horse, showed every sign of hate and rage. It crouched in front of its master and bared its teeth and snarled in a consummate fury. But Parade lowered his head and sniffed at Frosty with pricking ears and a fearless curiosity.

Frosty is going to tear his throat wide open for him, one of these days, declared that gloomy prophet, Taxi. He hates Parade. You ought to see that, Jim.

Frosty wont touch him. Not as long as Im alive, said Silver.

He sat down on a rock by the fire and took off his sombrero. The reddish light showed to Derry a brown, handsome, rather weary face. He could not guess at the exact age, for as Silver turned, his expression altered. Sometimes he seemed not more than twenty-five. Again, he looked ten years older.

Above his temples, Derry could see the two tufts of grey hair, like incipient horns. They gave a hint of something devilish, like an uncanny image out of a fable.

You think, went on Taxi, who was plainly in a state of high irritation, that theres nothing in the way of danger for Parade from Frosty — while you live? You think you can control the teeth of Frosty even when your back is turned?

I think that what Ive handled has my scent on it. He wont touch that scent with his teeth. Is that so strange?

Have it your way, then, muttered Taxi. You always do! But now tell me what were to do about this Christian. Hes back there, by this time — back there with his Duff Gregor and his Buck Rainey and the rest of his cut-throats and sneaks and blood-suckers.

It was too much for Tom Derry. He exclaimed:

Thats a lie, Taxi, and you know it. Buck Rainey is the straightest man in the world.

Lie? snapped Taxi, spinning around.

Then he seemed to realize that the hands of the prisoner were tied.

You mean that Buck Raineys not a yegg and a thief and a confidence man? asked Taxi calmly.

Hes not! said Derry, and the man who says he is, is a hound!

Jim, murmured Taxi, Im going to turn this fellow loose, and well have it out together.

Just a moment, interrupted Silver. What makes you so sure that Raineys an honest man, Derry?

I owe my life to him, twice over, answered Derry. Besides, Id swear by him and die for him. A whiter man was never born!

Are you swallowing that, Jim? asked Taxi, aside.

Im thinking it over, replied Silver. How long have you known Rainey?

Only a few days, but every day has had years packed into it.

He talks like a fool as well as a crook, said Taxi, and Derry could see the pale brightness of the eyes with which Taxi regarded him.

Will you tell me how Buck Rainey saved your life? asked Silver. Again Tom Derry marvelled, not at the words, but at the gentleness and the courtesy of the voice.

Ill tell you, said Derry. Once, when I was hanging head down on a barbed-wire fence and a bull was coming at me as fast as she could spread himself. An another time a gang was after me, and Rainey, instead of riding away — he was on a fast horse — turned back and opened up on that crew with his gun, and gave me my chance to get clear away. They put some lead in him to pay him for it. And now you want me to stand here and let you call him a crook?

Indignation made his voice ring.

Taxi, said Silver, turn him loose.

Turn him — you mean, to set him free? cried Taxi.

Yes, said Silver.

Set him free so that I can have it out with him? pleaded Taxi.

What chance would he have against you? asked Silver, rather sternly. No, but give him his horse and let him go.

Are you out of your head? demanded Taxi. Hes a fighting man, I tell you. Its he that set Christian free. Hes the one who gave—

Never mind, said Silver. Im working a little in the dark, I admit, but I know that in the long run no honest man can be of any use to Christian.

You call this one honest? demanded Taxi.

Silver nodded as he answered: Hes honest. Hes honest enough to do a lot of harm to Christian before the game is ended. So turn him loose.

Taxi, cursing under his breath, obeyed. Tom Derry swung his free hands forward and looked down at them in amazement.

Theres your horse, remarked Silver. Take him and go where you please.

Tom Derry saddled the black horse of Barry Christian, and his hands moved as in a trance, without wit or sense in them. His brain was a blank. At last, standing at the head of his horse, he looked across at Silver and saw the big man stripping away the saddle from Parade, taking even the halter off, to let the monster run free. It seemed to Derry that a man who could trust a dumb beast to this extent could be trusted by other men. And he could not help breaking out:

Silver, I know from Buck Rainey what you are. But no matter what comes of it, I want you to try to count on me after this!

Ay, said Taxi bitterly, count you among Christians guns!

But Silver called cheerfully: Thanks, Derry. Good luck.

That was all. And then Derry rode from the trees, and was surprised to find the white of moonlight silvering the ground of the hillside. His brain had been too filled, during the last moments, to permit him to look far above the ground.

As he rode down toward the town of Little Rock, he saw another horseman coming up toward him. He came closer, and Derry saw that it was a very big fellow with a hump of strength across his shoulders. He had a surprisingly small mustang under him. Next of all, Derry marked a white rag that fluttered on the bridle rein of the stranger.

He rode straight to the big fellow, and when he came close, he exclaimed with a shock of terror and a wild relief:

Stan Parker!

Sure, said the rider. Sure, sure! Did I throw a shock into you, kid? You thought youd done me in, down there in Cleves saloon, didnt you? Well, you knocked the wind right out of me, and I still got a plaster across my ribs. But that aint nothin. I come along here to fetch you. Buck Rainey sent me. Hows things?

Turn your horse around and tin-can out of here as fast as you can, urged Tom Derry, because theres worse trouble up there in the trees than you think about.

What kind of trouble? asked Stan Parker.

Jim Silver and Taxi, said Derry.

He expected to make an effect, but he did not expect to see Stan Parker doubled up by the news, then spread out along the back of the mustang, which he was spurring with might and main, looking back as though the air were already full of bullets. Derry shook his head, and followed him at a rapid gallop.


XVII. THE CARY OUTFIT
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STAN PARKER KEPT up his speed until he was far on the other side of Little Rock. Then he pulled up on a highland that permitted him to look far behind them toward possible danger of pursuit. Here Derry overtook him.

Not that theres much use, panted Parker, pulling off his hat and mopping his face with his sleeve, If Silver wants to get you, he gets you. It aint much use runnin like that.

Well, hes only a man, said Tom Derry. One slug of lead would stop him, wouldnt it?

You try it, urged Parker. I dont want none of it Ive known gents that had the same idea about Silver. Ive known fellows that went out and tried to slam him and get famous, that way. But they never come to no good. You try it, Tom. I dont want no part of Jim Silver.

He mopped his face again, pulled out a flask, took a long swig at it, and proffered a drink to his companion.

No, said Derry. Not until Im out of these woods. No whisky. It snarls up a mans eye too much. About Silver, Im not saying that I want trouble with him. Im tired of trouble. But — where are we heading now?

Parker took another swig from the flask. Then he said:

I still got a shudder in the back of my brain. Silver and Taxi together, eh? Thats bad enough to give any man the willies. Where are we heading? For Christian and Rainey. Thats all I can tell you.

Then Stan Parker exploded: Tell how you come close enough to Silver to see him without being seen — either by him or that witch wolf that he has along with him?

They saw me, said Derry, slowly recounting the facts, reassuring himself of their truth. They had me roped and tied. Taxi wanted to put an end to me, but Silver seemed to think that I might be a straight shooter — and he turned me loose! Does that sound possible to you?

They had you — and they turned you loose? exclaimed Parker.

He fell into a silence, staring at Derry through the moonlight.

Christian — hell want to know about that! said Parker. Come along. We got to make tracks. Make it fast. Over the hill yonder, we get a change of horses!

Over the hill was a long run of second-growth forest, through which they sped at a hard gallop until, in the hollow of the valley, Parker drew rein and whistled through his fingers, a long, trailing screech of high tension. It was instantly answered, so quickly and from such a distance that the second sound seemed an echo. Toward it they rode and found a man with a cluster of three horses, one of them saddled.

That you, Stan? he called, while they were still a little way off.

Here! shouted Parker. Then, to Tom Derry: You take the grey. I take the chestnut. Make a fast change, because weve got to burn up the ground. Christian wants us by sun-up, and theres a way to go.

They swung to the ground, pulled off the saddles, jumped them on to the backs of the waiting mustangs.

He who held the animals said: Whos this, Stan?

The hombre that done the trick up there at Blue Water, said Stan. Derry, this here is Pete Markel.

Pete gripped Derrys hand.

It was a great job, said he. Youve got the range talkin. Itll keep on talkin a good many years after youve danced on air, son!

Parker and Derry mounted. Away they went, with only a farewell wave. But the words of Pete Markel rang with an evil murmur in the brain of Derry still. It seemed to be taken for granted that he would have to hang, in the end, for saving Barry Christian at Blue Water. Or was it something else? Was it merely that he was now in the association of men whose steps went naturally toward the gallows?

As he rushed the grey after Parker, who was showing the way, he had few chances for thought, but those moments were given to Markels words, and to the memories of Jim Silver.

Two good men can both be wrong about a given subject. He stuck to that conclusion, finally. About Buck Rainey he would admit no doubts. About Jim Silver he found himself even more assured. Those two men must be straight. It was merely some entanglement of chance, some diversity of interest which made them enemies. Perhaps Tom Derry could manage to bring them together before the finish of the action.

That was the thought that still was pleasant in his mind when, in the pink of the morning, he rode with Stan Parker through a high pass that brought them into one of those small, flat-bottomed mountain valleys that seem certainly the work of glacial ploughs. He had expected to find Christian and Buck Rainey. Instead, he found a whole encampment, of men and horses and dogs, and yonder were women cooking over open fires, and here were children playing or running errands, and farther away spilled a flood of a hundred or more fat-sided cattle.

They were the Cary clan!

Whats happened? What are they doing here? asked Derry.

You dont know whats happened to the Cary outfit? Well, you been in the saddle the last few days. What happened was that the Blue Water business was too much for a lot of the gents of that town. They got together, made the sheriff swear em in for deputies, and went up to Cary Valley with Walt Milton leadin em. There was a fair-sized scrap. But the Cary gang managed to hold back the Blue Water army long enough for them to hustle their children and their women out of the valley. A few Cary men dropped. So did a few of the boys from Blue Water. That made the posse so mad — to miss rounding up the whole Cary gang, I mean — that the first thing they did was to set fire to the grass in the valley. The flames ran to the house and burned it flat. Half the cattle was burned to death. A scatterin of em came away with the Carys. And the rest were stole, I guess.

They say that Cary Valley is as flat and bare as your hand, right now. Maybe the Carys wont be any too happy to see you, old son. I mean, youre the one that led em into the fracas at Blue Water, after all. But theyve had to throw in with Barry Christian now. The Cary men are mad as hornets and want a lot of action. Folks say that even their land title to the valley is no good at all, and that anybody who wants to can go in and file claims on it. I dont know about that, but I do know that the whole clan aint got a house to its name. And that throws em into the hands of Christian. He can use em for steel to cut steel, I guess.

As Parker talked like this, they approached the scattered scene of the camp. And what Tom Derry spotted first of all was a broad-branched tree beside the creek, and under that tree the glistening bald head of Old Man Cary. Maria was beside him, cooking over a handful of fire.

Keen eyes had marked Tom Derry as soon as he came close. A general outcry rose, chiefly from the voices of women. The men stood back, watchful, dangerous. But the women were angry. An old hag whose face and body had been roughened and hammered by time and labour into the outlines of a man, ran at Derry and shook her fist in his face. She pranced backward as his horse went on, and she howled at him as she retreated:

Youre him that brought the bad luck to Cary Valley! A curse on your wide mug. A curse on your eyes and heart!

She turned and brandished her hands at the others.

Aint there men here? Aint there a Cary worth calling a man wholl take hold on him? If there aint theres women to handle him!

But there were men, too. They came not rapidly, but steadily.

Get out of here, Derry, if youve got a brain in your head! advised Stan Parker. Then, as he saw that retreat was cut off by the closing circle of grim faces, he added:

Well, you got a good pair of hands, I seem to recollect. Why not use em?

And his broad face twisted with a grin of perfect malice.

It seemed to Tom Derry that he had been purposely led into a nest of wasps where he would be stung to death. He stared around him at the big Cary men. They were all armed. Something brightly expectant in their eyes told him that they were prepared to use their guns the instant he turned and tried to escape. There was nothing for it except to sit still in the saddle and argue with them.

He picked out the shaggy black face of big Dean Cary — big even among those giants.

You fellows know, said Derry, that I brought you hard cash to make a bargain. You closed for the deal and then you put it through. You got your money and you delivered the right man. After that, youve had some bad luck. Can you blame that on me?

Men, are you goin to stand around and listen to the coyote yap? screamed the old hag.

Big Dean Cary gripped the reins of the grey gelding.

Get down! he said to Derry. Get down — and well do some talkin face to face. Get down, or maybe well pull you down!

All the other men closed suddenly in around Derry with the hate blazing in their eyes, their hands ready for action.

Maria slid through the crowd.

Back up, all of you, she said. The old man wants to talk to him.

The gals talkin like a fool! shouted the old woman who had roused the clan. She wants a man and shes come to get him. Bash her in the face. Shut her fool mouth and grab Tom Derry for yourselves! I can tell you some way to treat him!

Get out of the way, commanded Dean Cary to the girl.

She did not shrink. Without so much as a glance at Derry, she stepped to the head of his horse and turned on the others, her hands resting on her hips as she faced them.

If the lot of you think that you have brains to finish without the old man, go ahead and kick him in the face now, she told them. He sent me to get Derry. I dont know why, but Ive come for him. Dean Cary, are you the one thats slapping the old man in the face?

She pointed a sudden finger at Dean, who stepped back a little and growled:

How do I know its the old man who wants him?

Did I ever bring you a lie from him before? asked the girl.

Leave him go to the old man, said another stalwart. That dont mean that hes out and away from us. Take him off his hoss sos he cant make no sudden jump — and leave him go and see the old man.

That advice was taken. Powerful hands jerked Derry suddenly out of the saddle and planted him on his feet. A corridor opened through the angry crowd, and down it walked the girl, careless of the fierce faces to either side of her. Tom Derry followed her beyond the throng and to the broad-branched tree under which the old man was seated.

Well, doggone me, said the old man. You went and got your man, did you? Whats come over the Cary men? Are they gone and turned to milk and water? I reckoned before this here that Id hear him screechin like a rabbit with the teeth of the greyhound sunk in it.

I told em that you wanted to see him, said Maria.

That I wanted to see him? I dont want to see him nowhere but dead, said the old man. Ill tell the boys different!

And he tilted back his head and opened his wide slit of a mouth to call to the men.

You yell for the boys, said Maria, and theyll come and rip him to bits. But heres the only useful man you know outside of Cary Valley, and why dyou want to chew him up so small?

Why? said the old man angrily. Aint it him that brought us bad luck? Didnt we have house and land and cows before he come? And look at us now!

He didnt drive you out of the valley. The Blue Water men did it, answered the girl. Might be that Tom could get you back inside again, if you want!

Might be? Might not be! snarled the old man. You talk like too much of a fool, Mria.

Who are you hooked to now, then? asked the girl.

To Barry Christian, and you know it.

Barry Christians the man that you burned your fingers for. Its for him that the house went up in smoke, and the years grass along with it, and mighty near all the cattle. This isnt Barry. If you want to man-handle anybody, get your grips on Christian.

Hes the goose that lays the golden eggs for us now, Mria.

He makes the promises, and youre fool enough to eat em, she answered.

Set down, Tom. Set down, Mria, said the old man. Doggone me if it dont stir me up, when I hear the girl talk like this. It pretty nigh chokes me, but afterwards it kind of gives me an appetite.

Im busy with breakfast. You two go ahead and yammer together, said the girl. See what you can come to before the Blue Water men come right down on us again!

Ay, muttered the old man. Have you seen any of em headed up this way? Have you seen anything, Tom?

How am I talking to you? asked Derry pointedly.

Why, said the old man, you might as well talk as a friend. I was pretty nigh forgettin that I shook hands with you once.

The Blue Water men wont bother you again, said Tom Derry. You got Christian away from them, but they turned you out of your valley. You broke the law, but so did they. Theyll be glad enough to let sleeping dogs lie, I suppose.

You think so?

Thats what I guess.

Maybe youre right. And theres other places than the old valley where we can settle down again. Theres more than one Promised Land in this part of the world. Though I reckon Im maybe goin to see it but never get into it. Howsoever, we need hard cash to get more cattle and other things, before we try to set up a new home. And where can we get the cash except from Christian? Thats why were in his hands.

The logic of this was too simple and too clear to be denied. The old man began to load his pipe, wagging his head a little in what seemed to be troubled thought.

And whatll he use the boys for? asked Maria suddenly.

She picked a coal from her fire with such swift dexterity that the tips of her rapid fingers were not scorched, and laid the fire on the tobacco in the old mans pipe.

Him? said the old man. How would he be givin me advice?

What else did he come up here for, and risk his bones among your wild men? said the girl boldly. Because he had an idea that was worth talkin about!

She turned to Tom Derry, who was rather stunned. Then he saw the girls lips say soundlessly:

Ask for time!

Ive got an idea, said Derry in answer, but Im not going to spring it at once. I mean to do you good if I can. But why, he continued, the words flowing more freely as he embarked on his talk, but why should I lift a hand or scratch out an idea for you until I make perfectly sure that the Cary outfit is friends with me?

Theres some sense in that, said the old man, but what would budge you in the first place to do anything for us?

Because I havent finished paying a price, said Derry.

A price for what?

For the girl, there, said Derry.

The old man chuckled, but his husky laughter did not last very long.

He said: Some menll do things for women that they wouldnt have in their heads without em, and maybe youve got something up your sleeve for us. Mria, call in Dean and a couple of the older boys.

She called them in, with her high-piping voice. A semicircle of half a dozen middle-aged men, including Dean Cary, gathered in front of the old man.

Boys, he said, I wanta tell you that this here Tom Derry is a friend of mine, I guess. Maybe hes a friend of all of us. Hes goin to do us some good before we get into a bad pinch. Leave him come and go, but never you leave him come and go except where your guns can point and carry. And on foot is the best way for him to travel. But treat him good. I aint pleased with everything we been layin out. The only thing we got in mind is to work for Christian. And you know doggone well that whatever we do for Christian is sure to be crooked, and whatevers crooked brings the law on our heels. And Im too old to run away from trouble.


XVIII. ON THE TRAIL
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THERE WAS ENOUGH in that speech to make the Carys scowl, but the control of the old man was still powerful over them. They listened in silence and then drew back. And Tom Derry remained rather dizzy and bewildered by what had happened. He had come close to as horrible a death as a man could think of, he knew, and the girl had saved him from this. But almost more than the danger he had gone through, was the feeling that Christian once and for all had been damned. The old man had said, and it had not been denied, that whatever they were asked to do for Christian was bound to be crooked. If that were true, then Rainey had lied to him about the character of his friend. That saving of Christian at Blue Water had been actually a crime against more than the letter of the law.

And still Derry clung to his old belief in Rainey, like a bulldog to a fighting hold. He would not give up his faith. Somehow the thing would be explained.

He had breakfast in a thick silence with the old man and Maria. At the edge of the creek he got out soap and a razor and shaved. Immediately after that, the journey started.

The Cary clan divided. The women and children and a number of injured or sick men remained behind. In the other party there were seventeen youths or men in the prime of life who were to take the trail. Tom Derry was to go with them. The old man would travel with the outfit and to take care of him there was Maria.

The farewell was very brief, very stern. It seemed to Derry that there was hardly a trace of human emotion in the voices of the clansmen, but when they were at a little distance, he looked back and saw that the mothers were holding up their smaller children to catch the last look at their fathers.

There were plenty of horses, but Derry, according to the will of the old man, had to go on foot. However, the way was very mountainous, and his long powerful legs kept him up with the riders easily enough. He was not very closely guarded. That is to say, men were not constantly at his side. But he knew that their glances were on him and he also knew that every one of the Cary men wanted only a fair excuse to put a bullet into him. The least movement on his part out of line would bring an accurate volley, he was sure.

And the old man headed the advance through the mountains! He sat his saddle with as straight a back as any of the youths, and though he did not ride at more than a walk, and though it was a mule instead of a horse that carried him, still he was plainly the overlord and brains of the outfit. A peculiar grim respect for him was still growing up in the mind of Tom Derry.

He found big Stan Parker in the line of riders and walked for a moment at his side.

Hell use the boys for one of his own crooked schemes, she went on, and thatll get the law on us harder than ever. Grandpa, youre losin your wits. There aint a man in the family that dares to give you advice. Take some from Tom Derry and see how it tastes.

I thought you was gone, sure enough, when they closed in on you. The gal saved your hide, brother, said Parker.

What was in Christians head when he sent me up here with you? asked Derry. Didnt he know that the Carys were likely to lift my scalp?

I dont know what was in Christians head, and why should I give a damn what happens to you? asked Stan Parker frankly.

Derry regarded him calmly, and talked no more.

Afterwards, he had a chance to walk near the dancing mustang of Molly Cary. Generally she was close to the old man, but the narrowness of a defile had forced her back to a little distance, and there was room for Derry to walk beside her.

Where are we headed, Molly? he asked.

For Barry Christian, she answered.

Christian? I thought the old man didnt want to deal with him?

He dont. But hes made a deal with Christian, and now hes going to carry through his part of the game, unless something better shows up in the meantime. Use your brain, Tom. Try to find a way these fellows can be used.

In a circus, fighting tigers with their bare hands, suggested Derry.

She did not smile. You use your head better than that, and maybe youll save the scalp on top of it, she said. Theres nothing between you and murder except the word of the old man, and that may peg out any time. Hes able to change his mind; youve noticed that.

Ive noticed that, agreed Derry. Whats the deal with Christian?

She shook her head.

Im fond of you, Tom, she admitted, but Im not fool enough to trust you with everything I know. Whatever becomes of me, Im a Cary, first, last, and all the time.

And she found a chance to urge her pony away from him, while she rode up to regain her place beside the old man.

It was nearly noon of that day, and still the old man was sitting stiff and straight in his saddle, when two horsemen came out of a draw at the side of a wide gulch, two men on splendid horses, who waved their hands as they galloped in.

Christian! Derry heard the rider behind him say.

The whole line closed up until Derry could see that it was in fact Barry Christian and Buck Rainey beside him. At the sight of Buck, a vast burden rolled from Derrys heart. He felt that he was breathing easily and deeply again for the first time in days.

He hurried toward Buck as that tall fellow dismounted, the leg which had been wounded sinking a trifle under his weight as he reached the ground. All about there was a general dismounting as Derry got to Rainey and gripped his hand.

The devils to pay, said Tom Derry. The Carys are out for my scalp. They nearly lifted it this morning. You and Barry had better talk to them, Buck.

Of course, said Rainey. Of course, of course!

He waved, and nodded, and moved into the thick of the talking men.

The old man sat on a rock while Maria Cary made a shade over him with a wide straw sombrero of Mexican make. And before him stood Christian, saying:

Before we get any farther, wed better talk about my friend yonder, Tom Derry. Tom, come over here, will you? Now then, tell me whats happened since you started off on my horse.

Things went all right till the second day, said Derry. And then I spotted a grey wolf sneaking along behind me. The thing faded out in the brush. That evening, I saw it again. And that night, on the hill over Little Rock, Jim Silver and Taxi jumped me and tied me. The wolf had been Silvers.

Hadnt you brains enough to guess that? asked Christian coldly.

The question startled Tom Derry, but he went on:

I thought Taxi would put an end to me. But Silver seemed to think I might be straight. Anyway, he turned me loose. I got on the black horse and started—

Why lie to me? demanded Christian sternly. You made a dicker with Jim Silver. He wants a trail laid that will take him up to us. He knew that youd come this way. He hired you to double-cross us and leave sign that he and his wolf could follow. You cur, youve been a traitor to us. And youre fool enough to think that we wont see through any of your crooked ways?


XIX. THROWN TO THE DOGS
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AT THE PALE, handsome face of Barry Christian, Derry could not look. He stared, instead, toward Buck Rainey, as though he might be able to find in the face of his friend some explanation of the strange words of the other. But the horse of Buck Rainey — that same gentle-mannered Nell — became at this moment strangely restive and started dancing and prancing in such a way that Buck Rainey did not seem to be aware of any words that had been spoken. Instead, he was carried to a little distance, quite out of earshot, and had to dismount to begin soothing the frightened horse.

This was almost stranger than anything that Derry had heard from Christian.

The husky, harsh voice of the old man brought him back to his senses.

If this heres no moren a rat, then why shouldnt he be treated like a rat?

Theres no reason in the world, said Christian. Im through with him. I wash my hands of him. If you want to waste time on him, Cary, you can do as you please. The sneak is trying to bring Jim Silver on our trail. And if you want trouble of that sort, youre welcome to it.

He added: Come over here, and well talk things through. Ive a lot to tell you.

With that, he drew the old man aside. Derry, looking wildly about him, saw the savage, the mocking faces of the Carys. He could not hate them, any more than a helpless man could hate wild Indians. He could simply understand the lives they had led and the danger to which their training exposed him now. There was only one face that might hold kindness for him, and that was Molly Carys. He remembered how lightly he had proposed to return to the valley for her one day, and take her away to be his wife — when she had grown up!

Well, she might still be more girl than woman, but she was his main hope for life in this affair. He could not tell what was in her mind now, for her face was impassive. The sun flashed on her as on a dark bronze, she was so stained by many coats of shadowy copper. She had the two long braids of her hair tied around under her chin. She wore a deer-skin jacket that left her round arms bare to the shoulder. She was as unwearied, as straight-backed in the saddle as any of the Cary men. And from a distance she drifted her glance over Derry and the rest just as though he were a most undistinguished feature in the landscape.

Big Dean Cary said calmly: This is the man that ran us out of the valley and made beggars of us. Anybody got ideas about what we should do to him?

A young fellow who had dismounted took a long blacksnake whip from his neck, around which it was draped. He popped it loudly in the air.

Theres a tree to tie him to, and here something thatll open him up, fast enough. When we see the colour of his blood, well know better then!

Yeah! Chuck! shouted three or four voices at once. Cut him up and see if he stands it as good as a mule!

They hauled Derry straightway to the tree. They tied his hands and his feet about the trunk and ripped the shirt from his back. Then they cried:

Now, Chuck, let her go!

Lemme see the red the first crack, or Ill try the whip.

Make him holler the first whack or you aint no good, Chuck!

Give it to him, boy!

The voice of Chuck answered: Leave him hear this bird sing first, will you? Even a rattler gives a warnin before it bites, and Ill warn him a little.

Straightway the long lash hummed about the ears of Derry rapidly. Then it popped, and he started as though a gun had exploded a bullet into his flesh.

There was a yell of delight at this sign of fear.

Take it! shouted Chuck, and sent the lash home on the bare back of Derry. The thing cut like a sword. The numbing pain of it rushed to his feet, and up into his brain, and worked wildly in the muscles of his throat. But he kept his teeth locked in the good, bulldog grip. His eyes were party veiled, and through the lids he was able to see his Molly Cary sitting calmly on her horse, surveying the scene with folded arms.

That was the truth about her then. She was simply a white-skinned Indian. Ay, not so white-skinned, at that!

Go get the red, Chuck! Thats the boy. Youll have him hollerin the next pop. Lay it into him!

The whip fell again. He felt the blow like a hammer-stroke, and there was also a drawing, burning cut that went through the skin.

He locked his jaws harder. He closed his eyes altogether and composed his face, for several of the men had hurried around to study him from the front and read his agonies rather in his face than in the bloody welts that were being painted across his back.

He kind of bears up pretty good! he heard one of them mutter. But Chuckll wear him down if he has to lay the bones bare!

Of course, they would whip the flesh from his bones. He would be dead by that time from the loss of blood. A merciful God would let him faint before the agony had lasted that long!

Now Chuck made play with the humming whip about his ears, skillfully fanning the flesh without touching it. At last came a third stroke more terrible than the others by far. This time he could feel the lash, as he thought, sink deep in his body, and a hot flow of blood followed the blow.

Hi, Chuck! Thats openin him up!

Hes as soft as butter, said Chuck. I can cut him near right in two, he went on, panting and happy.

Then several voices shouted in unison: Get away from there, Mria! What you mean, you fool girl?

Im here, Tom, said the girl calmly, her voice just at his ear. If they carve you up itll have to be through me.

She added to the angry men loudly: What a lot of cheap hounds you are! Heres a gent that plays a game for Barry Christian, and gets Christian out of jail by getting us into the fight. And then Christian turns him down flat. You know why? Because hes too straight for that crook to use any more! Christian gives his horse to Tom Derry sos Tom can draw Silver on to the wrong trail. And Silver does catch up with Tom and grabs him — but two white men can always agree together, and Silver lets him go. Theres a heart in Silver. The whole world knows that he aint any starved coyote.

He lets Tom go, and Tom gets up to us, where Stan Parker brings him; and then when we meet up with Christian, Christian tells us to do what we please, because he knows that youll please to cut him to bits. Why? Just because Christian is through with him! Thats why. Because Christian thinks that maybe Silver will be able to follow the trail, after all, Christians thrown him to the dogs — and youre the dogs! I sort of feel lifted up when I look at you. I despise you! There aint a man of you would fight Tom Derry with his bare hands — but youll play the pack of dogs to sink your teeth in him all at once!

They were yipping and yelling with their fury, by this time.

Chuck cried: Stand away from him, Mria, or Ill flog you away!

I wont budge, said the girl.

Whip her off! thundered the larger voice of Dean Cary.

The whip sang. The blow fell — but not on Tom Derry. It cracked again, loudly, and again, on other flesh than his, and gradually his dulled brain could realize through the shouting of the men.

Give it to her agin, Chuck! Thatll take the jacket off of her!

Hi! There she got it in the face! Shes always been too good for us. Well flog her into a corner. Give it to her agin!

Yip! Thats a good one!

Molly, cried Tom Derry, over his shoulder, get out of it. You cant stop them. Ill take whats coming!

I dont even feel it — Ill never budge from here! she answered.

Yank her away, some of you! shouted the voice of Chuck. Leave me have a go at Derry before my arm gives out on me, will you?

Come on, boys, called one man.

Then the girl called out: If you rush me, Ill blast some of you into the right country — the place youre bound to go. Ill send you there first.

Put up that gun, Mria, you young fool! yelled one.

Look out — shes goin to shoot! Back up!

Mria, youll catch hell, for this. Chuck, knock the doggone gun out of her hand!

Get behind her, boys. Well pull her down. I never seen such a fool for a girl.

The guttural cry of the old man came out of the distance like a blessing to the ears of Derry.

What you-all doin there with Mria? Mria, come on up here. Whered you put my wallet, doggone you?

She stood back by Tom Derry and slashed the ropes that tied him. He saw, as he turned, how the lash had raised two great welts across her left upper arm. And it had slashed the flesh of her left cheek, also. There was a thin, crimson knife cut, with a purple margin on either side of it.

Derry went mad.

Give me that gun! he groaned.

She struck his reaching hand down.

Dont be a fool. Want them to eat you alive? she asked.

They swarmed up close. They were savage with eagerness.

Get back from him, Maria, commanded Dean Cary, or well give you something more to think about!

If you edge an inch closer, Dean, said the girl, Ill blow the face out from between those whiskers of yours. You too, Pete! Chuck, you better go back to the women folks. Ill be even with you for what youve done.

But Derry, his hands gripped into fists, waited for the sudden flooding forward that would be the end of him. Then the voice of the old man called again:

What you doin down there? Doggone you brats, youre goin to hear from me. Ill warm up the hides of some of you if you dont clear away from Mria. Mria! Oh, Mria! Come here, you worthless fool girl, you!

And that band of stalwarts gave way as though the strength of the voice had cleft a path through them. The girl gripped Derry by the wrist.

Come along with me! she commanded. Walk close. Now, mind you, if theres a hand laid on him, Im going to start sinking lead into the nearest men. I dont care who I hit. Id like to butcher the lot of you. Youre not Carys. Youre only carrion crows. Keep back and give us room!

They gave room. Many a hand, crooked of fingers with eagerness to grasp at Tom Derry, shrunk away from him. They cursed in savage volleying of oaths. But no grip seized him, and he was led by the hand, like a child, straight up to the place where the old man, Christian, and Buck Rainey were together under a tree.

Here, said the old man, what you been spoilin the fun of the boys for, Mria? I never seen such a gal! Find me that wallet. Where you put it? There aint nothin like a woman for puttin away things where a gent wont ever find them!

Youre doddering in the brain, she told him, or youd have sense enough to look in that left saddlebag. Here you are.

She reached into the saddlebag, on the left of the old mans mule, accordingly.

Tom Derry regarded her not. He did not look at Christian, either, except to notice a singular small smile of pleasure that curled the lip of the big man, as he saw the blood on Derry. It was toward Buck Rainey that Derry looked, mining deeply into that man in search for the golden ore of true friendship which must, surely, be hidden away somewhere under the surface. But all that he gained was a sudden shrug of the shoulders and a helpless gesture of resignation, as though Rainey were saying: You see how things are?

Ay, but for a friend? There is a code written down somewhere and copied into the hearts of all good men and bad, that friendship must be sacred, and Buck Rainey had allowed his friend to be flogged like a dog at a post. He had not lifted his voice. He had not even raised his hand.

A sudden sickness almost made Derry stagger. He looked down at the ground, breathing hard.

Heres the paper. Heres the pen. Steady your hand, now. Now you can write, the girl was saying.

By the jumpin thunder, Mria, said the old man, if you aint useful, I dunno what is. There, Barry. Theres my name wrote out on the thing for you. Mind you take care of it. Look here, Mria. Who put a whip on to you, I wanta know? Im goin to have the hide off his back that—

Never mind that. Thats my business, said the girl, while Derry listened in amazement. But dyou want to do something real for me?

Hey — of course I do. What would it be, honey?

Give me your hand on it?

Drat your eyes, said the old man calmly, now what low trick are you up to, Mria?

Dyou give me your hand on it?

Well, and heres my hand, too. Fool that I am! said he.

She grasped that lean claw and shook it.

I want this man, she said.

What? Derry? You cant have him. He belongs to Barry Christian.

What price did Barry Christian pay for him? she asked.

She turned to Christian. Except for dirty treachery, what did you ever do to get this man that saved your life, Christian?

It seemed to Derry that nothing could upset the vast self-possession of this man, but strange to say, he actually lost colour now.

Keep your females in hand, Cary! he demanded furiously.

Did she touch you as deep as that? asked the old man with a mildly pleased curiosity. Well, well, well! I guess you can have him, honey. But mind you one thing — he dont get away from the rest of em. Hes got to stay close with the rest of us, day and night. We cant risk havin him drop out to mark the way for that devil Jim Silver. Do you understand that?

Ay, I understand, she said.

She turned and looked over Tom Derry with a calm eye of possession.

Lie down on your face, she commanded. Im going to fix up them cuts on your back sos you wont ever know that a whip hit you!


XX. THE FIGHT
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A HOME-MADE SALVE took the fire out of the whip cuts. The broad, soft bandage eased the ache of the wounds. And still, when that work was ended, and a thin strip of plaster covered the cut on the girls face, the old man was peering at the designs which Barry Christian drew in the dust, and the soft voice of Christian went on and on, persuading, opening the barrier of the old mans resistance to new ideas.

The deer-skin may have kept the lash from cutting your body, Molly, said Derry to the girl, after he had huddled into his shirt again, but theres the welts that whip made.

I dont mind em! she told him gravely. They ache a bit and they burn a bit, but thats all right. It keeps me thinking about things. And I want to think about them. I want to think about Chuck — and Dean Cary — and some of the others — and about you, Tom.

She had a way of looking at him with no tenderness in her eye, gravely, sombrely, as she had looked at him when she sat on the horse with her arms folded, watching the whip fall on his back. He had to remember that that had been the very instant when she was about to fling herself into the midst of trouble for his sake. Perhaps he would never understand her completely, but complete understanding was unnecessary. There were enough discovered regions of her nature, savage or civilized, to fill his mind. He would only wonder at her, and glory in her.

Theres Dean talking to the old man now, she said. Hes making more trouble. But one of these days hell have trouble enough to keep him the rest of his days, maybe. Ill think that over, too. I tell you what, Tom, I wouldnt be without the feel of the whip. Its on my body now. And when it heals, itll still be burning and aching inside my head. Listen! You can hear him. The old man is pretending to be hard of hearing.

The big voice of Dean, in fact, came clearly to Derry, in spite of the distance.

Theres an old rule, and you made it, Dean was saying. No Cary woman goes out to a man until hes paid enough for her to suit you and the rest, or until hes fought for her.

Ay, thats a rule, and a good rule, said the old man. Whats the Cary that wants the gal, though?

Theres Hugh Cary willing to fight for her, said Dean.

Aint Derry been beat enough for one day to suit you?

He ought to be hanging on that tree, dead, to suit most of us, said Dean Cary. Hes the cause of all our troubles. But well stay right to the point. You give Derry to the girl. Thats all right — if you do it inside the rules. But Derry cant have her without fighting for her, and she cant have him. Theres a rule in that, I guess.

Im tired of the whole mess, said the old man. I kind of thought that she was goin with him up there in the valley. You was willing enough to that when hed paid in money. And then he wouldnt have her, and she come back — and everything got all tangled up. Gals and boys are fools, I say. There aint any way of makin em out. But if theres gotta be a fight, let it happen. I wouldnt care. Call up Derry, and call up Hugh, and they fight the way the stranger wants. Thats always the rule, I guess.

Dean Cary turned away with a happy face and hurried toward the place where the rest of the clan sprawled in the shade.

Do you hear, Tom? said the girl. Are you dead on you feet? Are you shaky from the whip? Can you fight?

Ay, he said, I can fight. Gun or knife or hands.

She picked up one of his hands with both of hers and spread the fingers.

Were raised with guns and knives. Hands will have to do for you, Tom. Youve got a pair of hands. But, oh, Hugh Carys a big man! Hes the biggest man that ever walked in the valley, I guess. Look at him getting up!

It seemed to Tom Derry, staring, that the great hulk would never stop rising. That was Hugh Cary who threw his hat on the ground, and laughed. Inches and inches over six feet, and hulking great in proportion, he looked strong enough to pull against a horse. He was in the very height and prime of life. He was clean-shaven. He had the heavy brow and the craggy jaw of a born battler. And he had the step of a young horse full of mettle, dauntless, unbeaten.

And suddenly Tom Derry thought of his own weight, his own gaunt body.

Well, he had a set of hitting muscles. He might surprise them, after all.

You can get out of it, said the girl. Say no — say you dont want me. Thats all you need to say. No, dont throw your head. Id understand. Whats the good of a useless fight? Why get yourself all bashed up for nothing?

Hugh Cary walked straight up to Derry and towered over him. The rest of the clan followed on rapidly, grinning at one another. One of the men was patting the wider shoulder of Hugh Cary in admiration.

You want Mria, do you? said Hugh Cary to Tom. But how do you want her? Knife or gun or club or hands, or anyway you say, Im your man! Im goin to fight for you, Mria, he added to the girl, whether you want me to or not. I got an idea that I could tame you!

Youve picked your time, said the girl. When hes walked half the day. When the bloods been let out of his body. Thats the time to pick a man for a fight, and you well know it. But one day I may have to show you that theres something more than size that counts. And well Id like the chance to do the showing!

Take off your gun, in case youd get careless, said Tom Derry. Itll be hands, Hugh.

Hands? said Hugh Cary, his eyebrows lifting in amazement. Hands, you runt? he added, stepping closer to measure his bulk against Derry.

Ay, hands, you clumsy fool, answered Derry calmly.

He looked about him at the ground. There were only moccasins on the feet of Hugh Cary. They would grip the smooth of the rock well, so Tom Derry dragged off his boots, and put his bare feet on the hot stone. If the skin cut on rough places here and there — well, that was a small thing.

Hugh had tossed off his coat, laughing. His gun belt he shed, and threw a big bowie knife after it.

How does the betting go, boys? he asked.

Get your hip and thigh hold, Hughie, said one cheerful fellow, in the midst of the laughter, and slam him up against the rock, and hell squash just like a rotten tomato.

Yeah, and Ill get my hands on him, said Hugh Cary. Are you ready, runt?

Im ready, said Derry.

Tom, said the girl suddenly, will you kiss me?

He leaned over her till his face was close. She closed her eyes and waited. He straightened, without touching her.

Ay, afterwards, said Derry. When Ive earned the right.

He spun about to face Hugh Cary. It was not going to be easy. That vast bulk, even untaught in boxing and wrestling, would be hard to handle, but Hugh Cary stood with a high guard, with the perfect balance of a man who knows thoroughly well how to take care of himself with his fists.

He seemed a mighty picture of what a fighter ought to be. But then the old savour of battles in the past rushed up into the mind of Tom Derry. He had to run away for fear of what his hands might do. And now battle was demanded of him as a right! He thought of forecastle and bunkhouse, of land and sea, and a hundred faces grinning at him in the battle rage.

Fine pictures are not the beginning and the end-all in a fight, so Derry tried an old ruse. He walked in high on his toes, his guard low. He saw the flexion of arm and body. He saw the blow shoot for his head, and, ducking just under it, he rammed both hands, one after the other, into the soft of Hugh Carys body.

He hit where the soft should have been, at least, but the man was banded about with India-rubber. The blows rebounded foolishly.

And Derry jumped back as an overhand punch grazed his head.

The Carys were yelling and dancing. Hugh Cary wore a silly smile. The smile went out. He seemed infuriated because he had not ended the battle at the first meeting, and now he charged.

It was no blind rush. It was open-eyed, with a long straight left prodding like a battering-ram to make passage for the charging bulk. Well, body punching would do no good on the rounded barrel of Hughs chest or against the corrugations of muscle that guarded his stomach.

Tom Derry ducked his head outside that prodding left fist, made the little hitch step that throws weight into a punch, and slammed his left with all his might against the point of the chin.

He stepped back, his arm trembling and half-numbed to the elbow, looking for the stagger of Hugh Cary, looking for the chance to put in the finishing Wow with his right.

But the giant turned with a shout of rage and gripped him in open hands.

There is a trick of diving at a mans feet, at a time like that. Derry tried that trick. The shirt ripped off his back, and the skin came off under the cloth, where the fingers of the big man were gripping. But Derry slid out of that dangerous hold and twisted to his feet in time to swerve like a snake away from the next charge.

There was a blackness of despair in his heart. He could hardly hurt the monster with body punching. To batter his jaw seemed little more than to hit a rock.

There was the mouth. There were the eyes. And little, little hope.

But he tried with both hands. Desperation made him stand in close, and as Hugh Cary turned, Derry slashed him with a left and right across the eyes. Then he sprang back and saw the blood go down in two trickles across the face of Hugh Cary.

And better by far than wine to a thirsty man was the sight of that crimson to Derry. He did not know that a wild cry came out of his own throat. He did not hear the shout of dismay from the Cary clansmen. He only knew that he had made one step toward victory, and he went in like a tiger to draw blood again. It was the overhanging swing, tried and true, and sweet and straight it landed now, full on the right eye of Hugh Cary.

In return, he received a lifting blow that cracked him under the chin and sent him running backward on his heels, with loosened knees.

The image of the monster, coming in hot pursuit, wavered before his eyes; the shouting of the men was like the roar of a distant sea. Then the shrill cry of the girl stabbed through the mists that covered his eyes and cleared them away.

An arm like a walking beam was hurling ruin toward his head. He barely managed to duck under the whir of the blow. He turned, his head clear, his feet light, his knees strong. And now he saw, as Cary turned, what those cutting blows had accomplished.

One of Hughs eyes was quite closed and puffing. The other was streaked across with crimson. As Cary ran in again to finish his man, Hugh could not help lifting a hand to brush quickly at the blood which was dimming his sight.

It was as though he had pointed out the target, and Derry sprang swiftly in with a blow that landed true again.

Perhaps pain more than the shock made Hugh Cary give back with both eyes closed and running blood.

He squared off, but turned away almost at right angles from Derry.

And Tom said: Your mans not able to see. Do you want me to hit a blind man, you fellows?

They made no answer. The silence was thick and heavy in which they went to Hugh Cary and led him away as he moaned:

He had something on his hands. He had something over his knuckles. He tricked me!

A hand touched that of Derry and lifted it. That was the girl, leaning to stare at the broken flesh across the knuckles, for Derry had split the skin until the bone and gristle showed white underneath.


XXI. HEADED FOR GOLD
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WHEN THE MARCH began again, it turned and angled straight north through a canyon that led into a broken sea of mountains. In fact, the peaks often had wave shapes, the tall crests curving up and seeming ready to break forward or back. But they were all naked rock, those summits. That was why they shone like water in the afternoon sun.

Even the scenery grew wilder and stranger, and Derry trudged on silently. The sweat sprang constantly on his skin and instantly dried away to a dust of salt in the acrid air. Some of the ravines were tormenting ovens. Others were merciful flumes of shadow through which the waters of coolness poured over the marchers. And always, up there in the lead, the old man and Barry Christian led the way. The strength of Old Man Cary in the saddle was an amazing thing. He could hardly walk without tottering, but in the saddle he was of redoubled strength.

In the heat of the day, he stripped off his shirt. His head was left bare, and that polished scalp always carried a burning highlight. He seemed to be on fire, but he preferred the Indian half-nakedness to clothes of any sort One could see the wide spring of his shoulders, the gaunt tendons that reached up and down the sides of his withered neck. One could count his ribs like great fingers clasping his skeleton sides. He was death-in-life. But he was up there at the head of his clan, and something told Tom Derry that the old man would die before he relinquished his place. He had been content to loll about when he was still in the valley which he had made the home of his people, but when they were cast out of that residence, he would lead them again until they found means to settle in another place. There was still more strength in his will than in all the rest of his people.

In the meantime, Derry was guarded before and behind. He had expected that the Carys would treat him with more hatred than ever, since his battle with Hugh. Instead, their entire attitude seemed to have undergone a favourable change. And finally Hugh himself, with bloodstained bandages over his face, rode up beside the pedestrian and dismounted, and walked with him for a little.

Id give you the mustang to ride, said Hugh Cary, but most of the boys would be agin it. Theyre comin around, but most of em would still be agin it. Doggone me, they want to see how long you can last on foot, like this.

The friendliness underlying this speech amazed Derry, and he stared at his huge companion.

The one battered eye of Hugh that appeared under the edge of the upper bandage squinted back at Derry with something like humour.

You licked me proper, Hugh declared. Them that know always lick them that dont know. The old man says that, and the old man cant be wrong. One of these days, maybe youll teach me how to box. You got an overhand wallop that dropped on me out of nothin at all. It sure plastered me. It dragged my face all down toward my chin. But it taught me something.

His cheerfulness was immense.

When you socked me that first couple in the ribs, I thought you was goin to keep hammerin at the body. Why didnt you?

Because it was like hitting at the staves of a barrel, said Derry, smiling in turn.

Those punches sprung the staves of the barrel so doggone bad it pretty nigh gave me heart failure, admitted Hugh. I laughed, but I felt pretty sick. That was what brung my guard down, and you got at my face. My jaw pretty nigh was cracked, the first time you slammed it. But the eyes — you didnt hit nothin but eyes, after that. I felt like my eyes was each as big as a saucepan. Whered you learn to box, brother?

On a ship, explained Derry. A fellow taught me. I had to learn or get my head knocked off. And I got my head knocked off a good many times before I learned how to block. After I could block, then I had to learn how to hit. There were only two buttons that rang a bell in the head of that Yankee skipper. One was the point of his chin, and one was the centre of his stomach.

Hugh Cary laughed. Then, growing more sober, he asked: How come Barry Christian to hate you so much? Because you hooked up with Jim Silver?

I didnt hook up with Silver. He had me — and he let me go. That was all. Then he added, out of the bitterness of his heart: But I wish that I had hooked up with Silver.

Ay, said Hugh Cary, I seen him once. I seen him, and Frosty, and Parade. I come over a ridge, and on the next one, toward the sun, there was a deer runnin lickety-split. You never seen a deer leg it like that one. It was half a mile off, and no good me tryin at it. And then the deer takes a jump in the air, and drops, and lies still, and I hear the report of a rifle come floatin up to me soft and easy out of the hollow of the valley, like a trout driftin up through still water. And I looked down there into the hollow and I seen a golden hoss, and a grey wolf, and a man. I couldnt see the man very good, but by the shape of his head and shoulders, Id know him again. He looked like he could lift a ton or run faster than a stag. I knew him by the look — and that was Jim Silver. It give me a kind of creeps, seein him like that. I was glad that he hadnt seen me instead of the deer.

Why? asked Derry. He wouldnt have shot at you, would he?

Maybe not, said Cary, but you might a noticed that the Carys are kind of wild and free and do as they please, no matter what toes they step on. And Jim Silver dont like that sort of thing. Hes best pleased by them that keep their own places. Wildness he dont like, and every man that does wrong is kind of a private enemy, for Silver. It aint no business of his, but he makes it his business. Understand?

I begin to understand, said Derry gloomily.

And no man could stand agin him, said Hugh Cary, with awe in his voice, except that lies and meanness is things that Silver dont understand, and thats why Barry Christian is still got two legs to walk on the earth, instead of bein dead and under the ground. Here comes Mria driftin back, and I reckon she wants to talk to you. Be seein you agin, partner.

There was something about this interview that cleared the mind of Derry of many obscurities. It made of Buck Rainey, for one thing, a complete and perfect liar, for Derry remembered every word of Raineys first description of Silver as the incarnation of evil. It made of Rainey the type of the lying, shifting enemy who managed to exist against Silver by sheer force of trickery, and not of strength.

It made of Silver himself that brightness and greatness at which Derry had been able to guess when he was still in the hands of the strange man.

Then Molly Cary was back beside him. She, too, dropped from the saddle to the ground and stepped lightly along with him. The whip welt that ran off the bare of her shoulder under the deer-skin jacket had grown and swollen; it was a bright crimson now. But when Derry asked her about it, she merely smiled. She said not a word. And then she examined him with her eyes, brightly and carefully.

The whip cuts are stinging you pretty bad, Tom, she remarked, but as long as they dont make you sick, its all right. Pain doesnt matter. Not till it makes you sick. What was Hugh saying?

Asking me to teach him boxing.

Hes the best of the lot — except the old man. Hes more like what the old man must have been.

Derry squinted ahead at the drawn skeleton that was now the old man, but if that frame were stuffed out with young power and sleeked over with young flesh, it might well have been closely similar to the bulk of Hugh.

He asked the girl where they were heading.

For Wool Creek, she said.

And for what?

Gold, she answered. Christian has news about a gang of men that went up through the old diggings on Wool Creek. Tenderfeet, mind you! Away up there, to have a vacation and shoot at deer they couldnt hit, and fish for trout they couldnt catch, and then one of them finds an old pan and washes out some mud — and theres gold in the pan! Well, thats the story — and at that the whole crowd went wild, and started washing, and theyve been there washing gold for a couple of months, and theyve found tons of it.

Tons? exclaimed Derry.

A whole lot of it, she answered. Enough to load a lot of mules, anyway. Theyve started coming up Wool Creek, now, to head through the pass and get back to civilization and all be rich, but I guess theyll have to go through without the gold. Itll stick to Christian and Cary fingers!

She laughed as she said this.

How does that strike you, Molly?

Why, it strikes me good, she answered, surprised. Why not?

Robbery? he asked. That strikes you good, does it?

Robbery? she answered, frowning. No, you wouldnt rob anyone you know. You wouldnt rob a friend. Youd die first. But robbing strangers — whats wrong with that?

Derry looked blankly ahead of him, and stumbled over a rock. He was amazed. No matter how long he was with this odd clan, he still was very far from coming to any clear understanding of them. Their habits of living were queer, but their habits of thinking were yet more odd.

Well clean em out, said the girl, with enthusiasm, and then the Cary share of it, along with the money the old man got for setting Christian free, will be enough to buy us another valley, somewhere off in the mountains — a bigger and better valley than we had before, somewhere that the winters wont be so cold and freeze so many cows, every now and then. Well have enough money to stock the new place, too, they say. And youll move in with the rest of us and settle down with me.

Her eyes shone as she visualized the future.

Derry spread out his hands.

Look, Molly, he said. Ive always lived off the thick of the skin of my hands. Ill keep on living that way. Stolen money may be all right for the Carys, but its no good for the Derrys.

Youve got some funny ideas, she told him. I dont like that one.

Dont you? asked Derry, setting out his jaw. Ill tell you a funnier idea than that one, though. When you and I settle down, you wont be a Cary any longer. Youll be a Derry.

Will I? Well, it sounds about the same.

It wont be the same, though. The Derrys are straight. They dont live on loot.

She flew into a passion. What do I care about you and your ideas? she exclaimed. Gold was made to be taken, and only fools wont try to get their share. Youre too good for the Carys, are you? Then youre too good for me!

So she whipped into the saddle and rode hastily back to rejoin the old man.


XXII. THE TRAP
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THE LATTER PART of the days march was along tremendously difficult terrain, labouring up and down the ridge of a high range; and in the evening they came within sound of the voice of falling water and defiled on a broad, flat shoulder of rock with only enough earth on it to support a scattering growth of grass and of shrubbery. Opposite them there was a similar shoulder of rock, with the mountains climbing above it. In between was the cleavage of a narrow gorge through which poured and leaped the thundered waters of Wool Creek.

From these narrows, the valley widened immediately to the north, the mountains sloping gently down from the height on which the Carys were posted. To the south, there were cliffs two or three hundred feet tall. Whoever went down Wool Creek from the south to the north found himself compelled to pass through a very narrow gorge, along a ledge of stone which seemed to have been carved out of the rock on purpose to make a path. Looking down at it from the edge of the dizzy cliff, it seemed to the eye of Derry, in most places, hardly wide enough for a single rider, but perhaps it was more spacious than it seemed.

It was plain that the old man and Christian had hit upon the most logical place for committing the robbery of the gold caravan. The men who were carrying the treasure would have to pass through those narrows — into a trap. If they came by Wool Creek, there was no other way for them to go except on that narrow place.

Here camp was made. A small rivulet of water was of great use for horse and man, but no fire was made. The orders of the old man were strictly against any rise of smoke to betray their position. On jerked meat and parched corn and cold water, the Carys could subsist until they had made sure of their prey. To Derry, the plan seemed flawless, but he wondered at the approach to the place.

He managed to say to Hugh Cary: Why did we have to wind around through the rocks and the mountains, along the crest, when we might have cut across the hills and got into the upper valley of Wool Creek long ago?

Weve got Silver on our trail, aint we? said Hugh Cary. Maybe you know that a lot better than I do, but you dont know it better than the old man, and Christian. And weve laid a trail across rocks where the sun will burn up the scent and not even Frosty can follow it. Weve laid a trail problem thats taken us a good long while, but weve beat Jim Silver off the trail! And he laughed triumphantly.

Before darkness came, Derry was tied, and very cleverly. He was allowed to have his hands before him, but around each wrist, fitted snugly, was a bracelet made of many twists of baling wire, big, heavy, soft strands of it which were worked afterward through links of a light chain, and the chain had, in the first place, been passed around the trunk of the only tree of any size that stood on the rock shoulder.

That seemed to fasten him securely enough. Afterward, lookouts were placed on the edge of the northern slope and the southern cliff, and the party was ready to wait for its game.

As the stars came out, Buck Rainey sauntered up to Derry and sat down beside him.

How does the layout look to you, Tom? he asked cheerfully.

For crooks and robbers, answered Derry deliberately, it looks like a fine job.

Youre not insulting me, replied Rainey. Whatever you say about crooks and robbers goes with me. Ive been one for a good long spell, Tom.

Let that go! broke out Derry. But, ah, man, man, we were friends, and yet you didnt lift a hand to help me!

There was a silence. Then Tom added: Seems to me that if Id seen you under the whips, as I was, I would have tried to do something. I would have tried to say something!

It would have been no good, said Rainey. Barry decided that you had to be blotted out of the picture, just then. I argued with him about it. I told him that youd do no harm. But he hates Silver so much that hes a little blind on the subject. Couldnt budge him.

What did he say? What have I ever done to him except save his neck at Blue Water? demanded Derry.

Youve never did him anything but good, said Rainey, but that hardly matters. Youve been in the hands of Silver, and youve come out of them safe. To Christians eye that means youre the friend of Silver now. And that means that youre better dead than living. Does that make any sense to you?

I understand, said Derry. Suppose I tell you something, Buck. Ive been in Silvers hands. I got away from him — he let me go. And I swear that he didnt make me promise to help him against anyone. He didnt even talk to me against Christian. But when Taxi wanted to do me in, Silver simply said that I could go free, because no honest man would be useful in the long run to Christian.

Ay, did he say that? asked Rainey.

He did.

Perhaps hes right, agreed Rainey. Perhaps he could turn you loose blindly and trust you to make trouble for Christian. But even if Silvers no smart trickster, theres something deep about him. No crook in the world would ever have thought that far ahead. If Silver had tried to persuade you to double-cross Christian and me — why, perhaps he would have had to buy you high!

Theres no money in the world to buy me, said Derry.

No? murmured Rainey. How the devil does that come?

Ill tell you how. I was crooked once at cards. I got eighteen dollars off a shipmate. When I say I was crooked, I mean I played with that Swede when he was too drunk to have sense. I went and blew in the eighteen dollars on a drunk of my own. But afterward, the thing kept boring into me. I couldnt look the Swede in the face. And when the next pay-off came, I gave him back his eighteen bucks. That taught me that crooked money was worse than nothing to me.

Rainey listened to this explanation with faint exclamations of wonder.

People are made in two ways, Tom, he said at last, and you were made in the right way. I was made in the wrong way. Thats all there is to it.

You werent made wrong, said Derry. But Christian may keep you wrong. You saved my life — twice. Nobody ever did a better thing. You didnt even know me, but you ate lead to help me in a pinch.

I dont say Im all devil, admitted Rainey. I like you, Tom. I still like you; Id do anything I could for you. But Christian—

His voice fell away.

What do you get out of Christian? asked Derry.

The chance to kick down the old walls and see new chances, said Rainey thoughtfully. The chance to play for long odds — and win right along. The chance to live as other men cant live. Look at it this way: I knew about those miners on Wool Creek and that they were about to head back for civilization with their loot. A dozen, or fifteen of em in all. Tenderfeet, but able to shoot straight enough. Tough and hard from the work theyd been doing. Keen as mustard, the whole lot. I needed help to get their gold. What help? Who could I trust to give me a hand in robbing them without robbing me of my share, afterward? Christian! I mortgaged my soul to get a lot of hard cash. I sent word to Stan Parker because I knew I could trust that mutton-head to carry the coin for me. You stepped by chance into Parkers shoes — because you were a good fellow. Sort of romantic, but the best fellow in the world. And so the game worked out, and theres Christian over there, using his brain, working out the deal thats sure to put us all in clover!

Dimly Tom Derry could follow the workings of the brain of Rainey.

When the whip was on me, what about that? he asked finally.

I made my horse raise a ruction. Then, when the flogging began, I stuffed my fingers in my ears, and only took them out when the girl showed up. Shes a queer, pretty devil of a girl, Tom. What are you going to do with her?

Marry her, when shes a brace of years older.

Shes coming now, said Rainey. Shes been taking care of the old man. Tough old hombre he is, but hes wax in her hands. Ill leave you alone with her.

As Rainey left, she came up, stood for a moment above Derry, then sank down to the ground beside him.

Well? she said.

Well? said Derry tersely.

You still full of fool ideas? she asked.

What ideas?

That youre better than the Carys?

Im better than any gang of thieves, said Derry.

Wait a minute, said the girl. You see a deer, and youre hungry. Do you shoot the deer?

Yes.

Thats stealing the deers life, isnt it? Then why not see a man with gold and take the gold, if youre strong enough to do it?

He gaped at her through the darkness.

Go on and answer me if you can, said the girl.

All I know is what I feel is right, said Derry.

All I know is that I like your ugly mug, said the girl. Whats the use of thinking such a lot about right and wrong? Being happy is the main chance. Look at the deer. Its happy on good grass and sweet water. But along comes a man with a gun and turns that deer into venison. The deer was right to be happy as long as it could. The man was right to eat when he could. You cant get behind that, Tom.

Maybe not, he answered. It sort of makes my head ache to think of it.

She put her hand on his forehead.

Ay, she said, your heads hot. Ill get a cold rag and put it on it.

No, but keep your hand there. Now look up yonder. See that big yellow star? Theres five stars spread out ahead of it. See it?

Yes, said the girl.

Ive steered by that star. There was hell blowing at sea, that night. But the sky was clear, and I steered the old ship by Arcturus. Well, old girl, its like that all the time. Sometimes we get into a blow, and then we want to turn and run with the wind. But its better to steer for the right things, no matter how small and far away and useless they look. Understand that?

I sort of understand, she said.

Theres another thing, he said. Some men are hellions on shore but good shipmates in a storm. No matter what ideas you got in your head, youre a good shipmate in a storm, Molly.

Well, she said, after a pause, what else matters?

Nothing much, said Derry.


XXIII. THE GOLD CARAVAN
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THEY SPENT THAT night and the next morning in freezing cold until the sun rose, and in burning heat thereafter. The girl brought news at noon.

The old man says that after this jobs done, and Silvers surely off the trail, then maybe he can turn you loose, she told Derry. But are you going to want to be turned loose? Theres a lot of the men that feel pretty friendly about you, Tom. Hughs always got a good word for you. And thats hard on him, because he wants me for his wife, you know. Suppose you stayed on with us! The old man would have you, all right. Hed have you, for my sake.

Derry shook his head stubbornly.

All there is to it, Ive got to live by my own hands and my own head, he told her.

And she went gloomily away.

The sun sloped off into the west, and a kind mountain-top reached up a shadow that blotted away the steady rain of fire, at last. It was just after that, that the northern look-out came hurrying to the rest with word that a dust cloud was travelling slowly up the side of Wool Creek. It might be the gold caravan.

The rest hurried off to look down the valley. And Derry, standing on tiptoe beside his tree, was able to see the cloud of dust turn into a string of little figures, some mounted men, and others pack animals, going ahead at a steady pace.

They halted not half a mile from the entrance to the gorge and rapidly began preparations for the camp. It was the gold caravan! Buck Rainey, using a strong glass, had actually identified some of the men and the animals. And yet, as the jubilation started in the Cary camp, a sudden report from the watcher on the southern cliff checked all rejoicing.

Derry, no matter how he stretched and strained on tiptoe, could not see into the pit of the southern valley below the cliff, but he could take the picture from the words of the Cary men, and from the strained, set face of Barry Christian.

Two riders had come out of the trees and were camping at the edge of the creek, close to the entrance of the gorge on the southern side. Two riders made little difference, or would have made a small difference to the Cary plans, ordinarily. But one of these men was on a big horse that shone like copper in the last sunset light, and with the two riders there was a great skulking monster of a grey wolf.

There was no question about it. Jim Silver and Taxi had managed to guess at the destination of the Cary party without having to follow the complicated trail across the mountain ridges.

There were the two men whom Christian feared most — and almost within hailing distance.

Yet that difference was too far, and the light too uncertain, to suggest snipe shooting. Moreover, the two men were moving back and forth, rarely glimpsed through the brush as they made their camp quickly. Derry saw Christian walk by, with his hand gripping the arm of Buck Rainey.

If only Silver and Taxi will ride on through the canyon! groaned Christian.

Ay, said Rainey, after weve cleaned up the gold caravan.

Damn the caravan! answered Christian. Whats the money compared with the chance of getting that devil off my trail once and for ever?

Rainey nodded.

Well spread out and surround the gold camp and tackle it after moonrise, said Christian. Well leave two or three men in the throat of the canyon to stop Silver and Taxi if they should happen to get one of their strange notions and march on after dark. Weve still got every chance of taking both bags of game, Buck. Man, man, youve brought me out of trouble into a lot of good luck, I can tell you!

A score of well-armed and trained fighting men, and separated enemies who did not know of the existence of an ally near at hand — what better chance could Barry Christian have asked for? In fact, it seemed to Tom Derry that the thing was as good as done already. First, they would swallow the gold camp. The noise of the rifles would never stretch through the canyon and warn Silver. Instead, the thundering of the waterfall was sure to muffle and cover that tell-tale sound.

So the darkness thickened over the plateau, and by the starlight Derry saw the preparations go forward. No watch was kept over the southern cliff now, since Silvers camp was invisible in the darkness below. All the men were gathered along the northern edge of the plateau where the slope ran easily down into the valley.

That was when the girl came back to Derry and stood above him for a long moment. The roaring of the waterfall seemed to be wavering back and forth in the air, now drifting farther, now coming nearer.

Suppose you were a free man, Tom, what would you do? she said finally.

Get into it! he said. The mere suggestion made his heart leap up till he was almost suffocated.

How could you get into it? she asked. The Carys are there to the north, and you couldnt get through them. Theres a cliff to the south, and youre not a bird to fly down to Jim Silver.

Theres a cliff straight down to the river, he said, but its not absolutely straight. There are juts and knobs of rocks. I saw one long crevice that a man could get a handhold in and slant down a hundred feet toward the bottom.

A fly would get dizzy trying to make a climb like that, she reminded him.

Im not a fly, but I wouldnt get dizzy.

Suppose you got to Silver — you might save his neck, but you couldnt possibly help the gold camp.

Maybe not. But saving Silver would be something.

What puts you on fire to help him?

Why do you ask that, Molly? You know he had me and could have smashed me, but he turned me loose.

She was silent again.

What sort of a snake would I be, she muttered, if I turned you loose? Youd never get down the cliff alive. And if you did, Id be a traitor to my men!

Going straight is stronger than blood, said Derry. And what are people like you and me, compared with a man like Silver?

The air tastes as good to me as it does to him, she answered. The mountains are as free to me as they are to him. Tom, will you give up the thinking about him like a wise man? Or will you carry it all your life with you, if something goes wrong with Jim Silver tonight? Will you hate me every time you look at me?

No, said Derry. I wouldnt hate you. I wouldnt do that. But—

He paused.

She began to sob, not like a woman, but like a man, the deep sounds tearing her throat. Then, when she could talk, he could feel the force of will that enabled her to speak steadily again.

The women are the deer. They run about like little fools. And the men turn em into venison. If I turn you loose, youll be dead before morning. If I dont turn you loose, youll despise me for being what I am. Youll hate me with your eyes, no matter what you speak with your mouth. Why was I ever born a Cary? But Id rather be a Cary thief than any other name thats honest. If I set you free, the Carys will turn me out like a dog. If I set you free, youre dead, too.

She threw herself down by him.

Tom, will you listen? she asked. I could make you a happy man and forget all that happens tonight. Its only one night. What can happen in a night to make the rest of your days dark for you? If youre sad a while, Ill pull up the old sun for you like a bucket out of a well. Ill love you till you love me back, and a man and a woman together, theyre the only ones that can make happiness. Truer than anything, thats true. Are you hearing me, Tom! Or are you thinking about Jim Silver and the death hes coming to?

Im loving you, Molly, said he, but Im breaking my heart because of Jim Silver.

She sat up from him suddenly.

Ay, she said at last, what for should I go on talking? I knew you wouldnt be the kind of a rat that a woman could budge by just talking. Ive got the clippers to free you, and Ill use em now. And ten minutes after, the riverll be eating you! May it eat me, too! May it swaller me!

She gripped his wrists, pried, a forefinger under the wires to lift them above the flesh, and then clipped rapidly until one hand, then the other, was free.

He stood up, lifting her with him, and she hung loose against him.

Will you wait a minute? she asked.

Theres no time for waiting.

Ill go to the cliff with you, Tom.

This way, he said. I marked the place where the crack runs down the wall, if I can get to it.

They came to it. The roar of the river burst up at them in increasing explosions. The humidity of incredibly fine spray filled the air, and he drew the girl back from the edge of the rock for a moment. There was no strength in her. It seemed that she would drop to the ground if his arm left her.

When youre down, will you light a match? she begged him. And if I wait for ten minutes — and see no light—

Mind you, Molly, he said with a frightful cold of fear sweeping over him, whether you see it or not, you wont do any fool thing?

What have I done but fool things ever since I found you? she said. Ive been like a fool boy, ranting around; I havent been a woman to you. I wish Id been a woman to you. Then, light or no light, Id have something more than a — than a damned star in the sky to steer by after youre gone. But go on now, Tom, Im dying, and I want you gone. Im going to lie out there on the rock and wait for the sparkle of a match down there. God grant I may see it, or else—

He kissed her. The fear of what she might do made his lips numb. He dreaded lest that fear should work downward to his heart, and so he left her suddenly and went to the edge of the rock.

He had found the right place, he knew. Below him, though unseen, there was a narrow ledge which he ought to be able to touch with his feet. If he could drop to that, a crevice slanted away to the side and downward. And if he could reach that — 

Well, if he failed in getting from one place to another, it might not be many minutes before another and a slighter body than his own hurtled through thin air and into the white water beneath.


XXIV. THE PERILOUS JOURNEY
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THE LEDGE WHICH had seemed in reach of his feet, when he should dangle at the full stretch of his arms, was, in fact, still out of touch. He let himself drop, with such a looseness of knees as though he might have to fall fifty feet, and the impact nearly rammed his knees against his chin when he struck. It was well enough that he had fallen like a length of loose rope, for as he spilled over on one side, his arm dangled down into nothingness. The ledge was hardly a foot and a half wide — but he was safely on it.

To get back to the upper ledge was now impossible. He looked up, and the distance seemed immense. The moisture of the air was very palpable. The roaring of the echoes certainly had increased. He had the distinct feeling that the river, a sentient thing, was shouting out a triumph over him. It might have been that even the cliff was shuddering a little from the vibration set up by the waterfall. He would rather think that than believe that he was already trembling.

Down the ledge he worked to the very end of it, and feeling down with an anxious hand, he found what he wanted — the beginning of that crack which he had marked from the top of the rock during the daylight. He swung down to it.

He had gone hand over hand along many ropes during his days at sea, but no rope could have the zigzags and the irregularities of this crack. A rope gave a whole handhold. The crevice was something in which he had to trust to the flat of his hooked fingers.

He could not give his full mind to himself. His preoccupation dealt with Molly Cary at the top of the cliff. Already the moments had spun themselves out a great distance for her, perhaps. The thought of her was like a double weight hanging from his wrists. Wrists and shoulders were aching horribly. But that was a pain, also, which he had learned to endure at sea. The sharp edges of the rock, here and there, bit right through the flesh of his hands, blood ran freely down his arms from the cuts. But he accepted that as a mere nothing. If his hands were frayed to the tendons and the skeleton bones, he would still hold on.

He came to the end of the swaying, perilous journey. Underneath him, at the end of the long, declining crack, there should be a number of irregularities. The cliff shelved out a trifle toward the bottom, and, in fact, he presently put his foot on a perfectly flat surface of stone. There he stood, his head turned, his chest against the rock, waiting for his breath to come back and for the shuddering fatigue to go out of his muscles.

He was far down now. When he raised his head, he saw both lips of the gorge inclining toward one another and the edges of the cliffs fencing an irregular road through the sky with the bright, yellow eye of Arcturus staring down at him, and he remembered what he had told the girl. There was a vast reassurance in that eye of light, a sort of personal recognition, as though it had knowledge of him, down there on the face of the slippery rock.

He started on again. He was down so far now that the thundering of the water had multiplied. The falling masses of water, not far from him, struck the roots of the cliff resounding, hurrying blows, and palpably shook it. And the darkness was infernal. It was better to close his eyes and trust to his hands, which felt and fumbled. He pulled off his boots and then in his bare feet secured better holds.

He came now to a broader ledge — perhaps four feet wide — and he was puzzled, because he could not remember having seen such a projection when he had looked down from the top of the cliff. Putting his hand out on the other side of it, he plunged his arm into swiftly running water. He had reached the footpath of the trail along the bottom of the rock!

He looked up at the ragged face of danger down which he had descended. Awe overwhelmed him. A new sense of dignity and of self-respect dropped upon Tom Derry out of the very sky. Strangely enough, it was not for two or three breathless seconds that he remembered the girl who waited in her agony at the top of the rock. Then he found a match and struck it.

In the cup of his two hands he lifted the light and moved it here and there. The flame burned to his flesh. He dropped that match and stared up. Had she seen? While he stared up, another thin and flickering point of fire bloomed and failed on the top of the rock. As it went out, it seemed to Tom Derry that the girl had spoken, had in physical presence appeared beside him.

He turned and hurried up the rocky trail. He passed the mouth of the gorge and came out on the wider valley beyond. The sense of peril still reached at him like a hand. It was not till he had gone a little distance under the bright arch of the stars that his nerves stopped jerking at his heart by a thousand little wires, and he was able to lift his head and walk upright, instead of cowering along like a hunted man.

It would not be far, now, to the place where Silver and Taxi were camped. Something, it seemed to him, slithered through the starlight ahead of him and disappeared among the brush. Might that not be Frosty, the wolf, scouting around the camp of his master?

Then, distinctly, he heard a low whinny. He stood still, and almost immediately the voice of Jim Silver called.

Whos there? he demanded.

Your bad penny has turned up again. Its Derry, said the voice of Taxi.

Come in, Derry, said Silver.

So Tom Derry walked forward through the denseness of brush and so into a cramped little clearing. A ray of light from Taxis pocket torch cut across his face, across his body, and ended by wavering over his hands, and then dropped to his feet.

Blood on his hands and bare feet, said Taxi. Hes had a go at something and hes been licked.

Derry raised his hands and pointed.

Up there on the rocks are twenty men who are planning to get you, Silver, The Carys, and Christian, and Buck Rainey, and Stan Parker. Theyre waiting there to gather you in!

The torch ray rose with a jerk and centred on his eyes till he blinked. Silver struck down that searching light.

Be sensible, Taxi, he commanded. I told you Derry was honest. Bleeding men dont tell lies like that.

If there are twenty men up there, how did they happen to let you get away? asked Taxi.

They didnt let me. But theres a woman along with them. She cut the wires away from my wrists, and then I was able to climb down the side of the gorge and get—

Wait a minute, commanded Taxi. You climbed down the face of that cliff?

I did, said Derry. Then his anger rose and mastered him. But its not for your hide that I made the climb. I came to warn Silver, not you!

Its a bluff and a sham, declared Taxi. I dont think that a human being — Lets see the inside of your hands, will you?

Derry held them out, and the light wavered over the torn fingers.

Suddenly Taxi said: Partner, Im sorry. Crooked rats have made us trouble enough, and Silver will believe a lie, fast enough to make a mans head swim! But theres truth written all over your hands.

Theres truth written in more than his hands. How soon will they come this way, Derry? Taxi, youre better than a doctor, and you have the stuff in your saddle-bag. I have a pair of moccasins to cover your feet, Derry. How soon will they come, or can you guess?

After moonrise, said Derry. After theyve swallowed the pack train on the north side of the gulch.

What pack train? asked Silver.

Men from down Wool Creek. Theyve been panning gold at the old diggings. They found a new streak and washed it right out. Theyve got a fortune on the backs of their mules, and at moonrise, the Carys are going to rush their camp.

Taxi had brought his medicaments and prepared to work on the hands of Derry.

Weve got to get through the gorge and warn those poor devils, said Silver.

Its no good, answered Derry. By this time Old Man Cary has two or three men with rifles plugging the gorge. You cant get through. They could stop an army in that place.

Weve got to try to unplug the gorge and get through, anyway. What people are those fellows with the gold? asked Silver.

Tenderfeet having a vacation in the mountains. Silver, you cant get through the gorge. I know, because Ive just come out of it. The ledge the trail runs on is no more than a yard wide, part of the way, and those Carys will have their ears open, and be watching. You cant break a way through. Im sure of that.

How many of the tenderfeet are there?

A dozen.

Armed?

Yes.

Armed men, with gold in their packs, and that means theyre sure to fight, and that means theyre sure to die, said Silver. Taxi, will you try to get through, with me?

Taxi, working swiftly over the hands of Derry, cleansing them and then bandaging the fingers with rapid interlacing of cloth, snarled:

Ask me whether I want to go, or not! Dont ask whether I will. Then, standing up from his work, as he finished the hands of Derry, he added: Wed better start fast, Jim. Moonrise is only minutes away. What do we do with the horses?

If we can get through, well open a way for Parade, and hell lead your horse, Taxi. Or, if its safer to leave them here, Derry will stay with them.

Me? cried Derry, startled. Stay here? I go with you, Silver!

Hello, said Taxi. Is there another man started down the Silver road to trouble? Have you put the mischief into another poor devil of a man, Jim?

Your hands are badly used up. Youd better stay here, Derry, said Silver.

Maybe Id let the tenderfeet go hang, said Derry, but I told you about the girl who cut the wires off my wrists. When I got down the cliff, I lighted a match to let her know that I was safe. But a match light isnt all she wants to see. Im going with you, Silver.

Silver, for a moment, said nothing. It was Taxi who finally murmured:

Youve read a man right at last, Jim, have you? Well, Im sorry for it, because, after this, youll trust your judgment every time, and your judgment is always that men are honest. Derry, because you turn out a white man, youre shortening Jims life for him!


XXV. FROSTYS FANGS

[image: img30.jpg]

TAXIS HORSE THEY left behind them. Parade they brought along, to the surprise of Derry, but not until the hoofs of the great horse had been carefully muffled in soft wrappings of leather. When they came to the entrance of the gorge, they paused, and Silver put a hand on the shoulder of Taxi and the shoulder of Derry.

He said: Im going first, with Frosty ahead of me. Hes been our lead horse more than once, and hes going to lead again tonight. You come after me, Taxi. Derry follows, and Parade will crowd you a little, because hell want to get close to me. We dont know where well find the gorge blocked with the Carys. Frosty will find them for us. Its going to be dark in there, but not too dark for shooting, I suppose. That means we have to upset them before they have a look at us. And after Frosty has found them for us, I think he might upset them, too. If he does, I want you to remember that when it comes to close quarters, clubbed guns are apt to be better than bullets.

Jim, said Taxi mournfully, are you trying to spare the blood again? Theyre waiting ready to shoot us full of holes. Are you going to tie our right hands behind our backs before we go after them?

Even if they were wild Indians, said Silver, theres no need to do more than our own safety calls for. The chances are that Frosty will fail. In that case, well have a shower of lead to walk through — and that means we have to shoot as fast and straight as we know how. But luck may help us though. I feel luck in the air, just now!

They entered the gorge in the single file which Silver had indicated. To Derry, as he went watchfully along, the movements of the men were not particularly worth noticing; and even Frosty was not particularly to be wondered at as he scouted ahead. Any good dog could have been taught to do the same, perhaps. But Parade astonished Derry, for the great horse moved like a hunting cat, stealthily, putting down his feet with care, bending his knees to make the shock of the hoof fall less. And when Derry turned and saw those shimmering eyes of the stallion by the starlight, he felt, in fact, that they could not fail, but that Silver had harnessed together uncanny power of dumb creation to work his will.

They went more than half-way down the ravine without the slightest pause, but where the waterfall lunged suddenly over a twenty-foot drop and hurled spray three times that height into the air, Silver halted the procession.

He drew Derry and Taxi close to him and shouted in their ears above the thunder of the falling water:

Frostys found something, and it must be men. I can tell by the way hes acting. Theyre down there at the foot of the fall somewhere, waiting. Taxi, you have the eyes of a cat and you can see in the dark. Go take a look. Be careful, but see what you can.

Taxi, accordingly, went forward, and Derry waited at the side of Silver for a few moments, feeling the wet of the spray settling on his hair and his face.

Then Taxi returned.

Theyre down there, he said, but theyre covered up behind rocks. I saw one man move. I got a glimpse of his head and shoulders. That was all. Theyre down there in cover. Weve got to get over a twenty-foot drop of rock that slopes so fast you could almost slide on it. Jim, theres no use going ahead. Theyre able to blow the tar out of a hundred men, as fast as the hundred show their heads. This way is blocked!

I think I know how to unblock it, answered Silver. Its a savage way, but weve got savages against us. Follow on close behind me, but not too close.

He made a gesture, and Frosty came to his feet.

Let him smell the blood on your hands, Derry, directed Silver.

Derry held out his hands, and saw the shimmering white fangs of Frosty as the wolf crouched and snarled savagely. Then Silver kneeled by the wolf, talking to him words that Derry could not understand.

After that, he took Frosty gradually forward until they were close to the edge of the rock. For a moment, even in the dimness of the starlight, Silver could be seen restraining the great wolf by the ruff of his mane. When he loosed the animal, it was like letting go of a stone at the edge of a cliff. Frosty leaped over the edge of the declivity. An instant later, Silver waved his long arm to the others, and followed the way down the sloping rock.

Derry had received a revolver from Silver before they started to march. He had no chance to use it, however, for as he lurched, staggering down the sharp descent of the rock, he saw three men springing up before the furious assault of Frosty, and even above the roaring of the cataract, Derry could hear the screaming voices that shouted:

Mad wolf! Mad wolf!

They saw the charging form of Jim Silver then, and turned and fled, throwing their rifles this way and that.

The thing was over in a moment. The shrilling whistle of Silver called back Frosty. Three disarmed Carys were racing down the gorge — and the way had been cleared.

The three men — Silver, Taxi, and Derry — took it at a run, and came out into the open of the wider valley beyond.

They could see the three shadowy forms of the fleeing men leaping before them, head and shoulders against the stars. They could see, in the east, the brightening pyramid of light that announced the rising of the moon, and directly in front of it was the huddle of shadows that was the camp of the tenderfeet. At that same time, from this side and that of the encampment, out of the rocks and the shrubbery that surrounded it and under the bright eye of the rising moon itself, shadows of men sprang out, yelling like fiends.

Silver turned, flung himself into the saddle of Parade, and raced the horse forward, firing into the air as he went, shouting in a tremendous voice. And after him ran Derry and Taxi, firing in the same way into the air.

In the camp there was a wild tumult at once, but that rear charge was too much for the Carys, fighting men though they were.

Those directly in front of Silvers advance split to the right and to the left, yelling that they were sold. They ran with wings on their heels. The panic spread. That rush which should have wiped out the tenderfeet in a welter of blood turned into a mere ghostly gesture of danger that recoiled; and those wild men of the mountains swiftly were lost in the brush and the rocks. Their shouting and the occasional sound of gunfire were all that remained of the danger.

It had been finished in so brief a time that Derry was hardly in the camp before there was no further need of guns.

The moon came up in its full brightness to show those frightened gold-miners the termination of a scene that should have been the end of them.

They were not all tenderfeet, at that, for one grizzled old fellow who leaned on a long rifle in the middle of the encampment, where the fire had been built the evening before, said to the rest of the crew:

Keepin ward and watch was what I been preachin to you, and keepin ward and watch was what I was doin when them scalawags jumped out of the brush yellin their heads off. But one gun in one pair of hands wasnt no good agin them. And before the rest of you had got the sleep out of your eyes, youd a been dead men. Youd a been with the angels, my lads. And then come Jim Silver out of the gorge, and Parade leggin it toward us, and then these other two, here. Like three wolves after a pack of hound dogs, and you can hear them hound dogs still howlin and yappin, and brawlin off there in the night!

Those startled miners gathered with awe around their rescuers, but Derry was already gripping the arm of Silver and saying:

Leave part of them here to guard their camp. Ask the rest of them to come with us, Jim. Up yonder I left the girl who gave us all the chance we had to do this. Will you ask them to ride with us, Jim?

Ride with their saviours?

They yelled their pleasure. Saddles were jerked on to the backs of horses. In two minutes they were under way, with Derry thumping the ribs of an earnest little mustang as he strove vainly to catch up with the mighty, bounding strides of Parade.

So they stormed over the slope and over the edge of plateau. Here and there they searched, and the voice of Derry rang with agony as he called for Molly.

But all they could find of the Cary encampment were a few scattered and forgotten articles of clothing. The men were gone, and with them they had taken Molly. She was nowhere to be found.

Up there in the ragged mass of the mountains, perhaps, they were hurrying her along. And who could follow through the naked rocks over which the clan was fleeing?

Silver gripped the shoulder of Derry.

There are three of us, and Frosty, he said. We cant expect the rest of these men to go. Numbers will never catch that outfit, anyway. But well hang on their trail till they can wish that they had wings to get away from us!


XXVI. THE PURSUIT
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IT WAS ARRANGED and started before the gold hunters had a chance to be well aware of what was happening. Whatever thanks they had to offer went unspoken, for the only thing that Silver asked was two saddled horses. They were his as soon as he had spoken. Down the valley, beyond the gorge, the tenderfeet were told, they would find Taxis horse — and keep it until called for.

Then the three men, with Frosty to guide them faultlessly on the way, entered the great rock wilderness of the mountain summits. They had the moon to help them, but the same moon was up there to help the Cary marksmen. The hat was lifted off Jim Silvers head by one well-directed shot. Another cut through the shirt of Derry, under the pit of his arm. But most of the time they managed to keep to shelter, while pressing in.

Now and again they saw dim forms pelting away from one rear post to another.

Why do twenty men let three drive them, was the question in the mind of Derry. But one of the three was Silver, and even Barry Christian did not have money or persuasion enough to send the Carys back to face the rifle of Silver. Or perhaps Christian was no longer with the crew. That failure of the raid may have induced them to throw him off, and he, with an angling flight, might be working away in another direction through the uplands, while the Carys brought after them the effects of the attempt.

In the pink of the dawn, they were well above timber line and passing through a rolling plateau covered with mosses and lichens more than with grass. Small lakes lay here and there, looking up to the sky with far bluer eyes than the colour they were drinking up in return. And as they approached a badlands of broken rock again, Derry saw a woman sitting on a stone at the edge of a little creek.

She sat with her hands clasped around one knee, the posture of a man. Her arms were bare to the shoulders. When she turned her head, he could see the long gleam of the dark, braided hair that fell down her back.

He waved an arm and tried to shout. His voice slowly died in his throat.

Then: Molly! he thundered, and drove the mustang into a frantic gallop.

She waited till he was almost up to her before she got up from the stone. She was neither laughing nor weeping. She was as calm as the mountains around her when he flung himself from the back of the bronco and caught hold of her.

Something that was not indifference, but as quiet looked up at him from her eyes.

The old man turned me loose, she said. Some of em wanted to hang me up by the hair of my head, because Im a traitor. But the old man said it wasnt to be. He told me to tell you that Im a present to you, and the devil with you, he said.

Molly, you dont care a whole heap, it looks like, said Derry.

Dont I? said she. Well, if youll finish off mauling me around, your friends can stop pretending that theyve got saddle girths to tighten. They can come on up. And I want to meet Jim Silver. I want to look him in the face.

She looked at Derry and added: And now that youve got me, what are you going to do with me?

How old are you, Molly? he asked.

Im not quite twenty, she answered.

How much is quite?

Oh, a year or so.

Molly, cross your heart to die if youre more than — than— He hesitated, staring closely into her eyes. By the leaping thunder, youre not more than sixteen years old. Tell me Im a liar if you dare!

She said nothing. Trouble came into her eyes.

It isnt the years that matter, she said. Its the kind of years that really count. Now youve hounded the Carys — you and your Jim Silver — into turning me out of the clan, what are you going to do with me, Tom?

Im going to send you to school, said he grimly. You can stand some teaching, I guess.

Maybe the school will learn something, too, said Molly.

He stared at her again. Wonder began to grow in him that she had told him the truth about her age, and that she had accepted his decision for her future.

Molly, he said, how do you feel?

Sort of still and quiet, she said. How would you feel if you had twenty men in your family one minute, and only one the next?

THE END


The Valley of Vanishing Men (1947)

[image: img20.jpg]

CONTENTS

I. THE GRAY WOLF

II. ALKALI VALLEY

III. THE KNIFE

IV. THE FIGHTER

V. GUN PLAY

VI. THE GIRL

VII. BLACK ORE

VIII. THE CLUE

IX. MOUNT BALDY

X. THE SEARCH

XI. A FAMILIAR VOICE

XII. PURSUIT

XIII. THE RIFLEMAN

XIV. THE ROUT

XV. RIDING PARADE

XVI. THE DOCTOR

XVII. MAN HUNTERS

XVIII. THE DOCTORS DECISION

XIX. THREE HORSEMEN

XX. THE TREASURE

XXI. THE DYING MAN

XXII. THE STORM

XXIII. IN THE TRAP

XXIV. ROPES TO FREEDOM

XXV. A REFORMED TOWN




I. THE GRAY WOLF
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IT WAS ONE of those gorges which seem to have been plowed through the mountains with some vast mechanical instrument that cuts with equal ease through hard and soft. Granite had yielded like butter to the edge of that imagined tool. And Trainor, looking up from the edge of the creek, could see the steep and polished cliffs rising on either hand, beyond the climbing of man or beast. At the top, there was an occasional fringing of trees, which leaned over the gorge as though peering curiously down into its depths.

But he had little time to look at the peculiarities of nature, because he was bound for Alkali Valley, in the desert, and his mind was preoccupied by that letter from the hotel keeper which had said, briefly:



Your brother left the hotel two weeks ago, intending to be gone not more than five days. We have heard no word from him. Travel in Alkali Valley, as you know, is dangerous. We think you should be informed of his continued absence.



That was why he had saddled his roan, left his job punching cows, and had hurried at once down the trails that led south. He had been nearly eight days on the way, and still that letter which was curled up in his breast pocket kept drifting into words through his mind. He had finally, on this day, submitted to the heat and was plugging along with his thoughts on the unknown dangers of Alkali Valley, when he heard the unforgettable note of a wolf on a blood trail.

He had just turned a corner of the canyon and had gone past what men in the West call a devils slide — a steep-sided heap of débris which was stacked up against the side wall of the valley and ran to the very top of the cliff, almost two hundred feet above. Now, looking back and up toward the cry of the wolf, he saw a mule deer running in the sky, as it were, with a great gray wolf in pursuit. They were so close to the edge of the precipice that the blue of the sky outlined their straining bodies.

Ordinarily, a mule deer could run away from the fastest wolf that ever walked on pads, but this stag had been laboring hard for a long time and was nearly spent. And the wolf ran as though it knew that the staggering strides of the deer must stop at any moment. A red rag of lolling tongue whipped from the side of the lobos mouth. At that short distance, Trainor could almost see the green blood lust in the eye of the monster. For it seemed one of the freaks of its species — a creature that might weigh as much as one hundred and fifty pounds; a giant of its kind such as Westerners see once in a lifetime.

Trainor had no need of venison, but he hated cattle-killing wolves, those wise and long-headed murderers. That was why he pulled his Winchester out of the time-polished leather of its holster that ran down beside his leg. He balanced the gun — a bright sword flash of light in the sun — and tucked the butt into the hollow of his shoulder.

A moment later, a hard-nosed bullet would have clipped through the body of the gray wolf, but here the deer took things into its own charge. It had come to the end of its strength, and whirling suddenly, it stood at bay with head down, with hind legs sprawled wide, the quarters sinking toward the ground. It was the perfect picture of desperate and hopeless courage as it wheeled.

The gray wolf checked itself so abruptly that it skidded a bit on braced legs, and that was where chance took a hand for the mule deer. For the lobo, as it skidded, slued around to the side and slid off onto the top of that devils slide.

Trainor grunted with horror, and dropped his rifle back into its holster, for it was a grim death that the lobo was falling toward. Nothing in the world could keep it from shooting down that crumbling, sharp-angled gravel heap into the waters of the creek — and those waters were running like galloping horses toward the white of the rapids just below. Out of those rapids gleamed the sharp teeth of polished rocks, ready to spear any living thing that entered the jaws of the cataract.

The gray wolf was using brains worthy of a king of its kind. Instead of turning and trying vainly to claw its way back up the treacherous slope, and thereby loosening under its feet a constantly increasing flood of almost liquid gravel, the lobo went down like a mountain sheep, head first, with braced legs. And as it saw a change in the surface to this side or that, the animal would jump for it. The new soil sometimes held for an instant, slowing the fall. It seemed to Trainor, as he stared, that the lobo might actually beat the law of gravitation, but a moment later the whole face of the bottom of the slope gave way with a rush and hurled the hunter down toward the stream.

Even then the wolf did not surrender to fate. Instead of trying to get into the shoal water on the nearer side of the creek — a thing which the impetus of its fall rendered impossible — the lobo actually ran with the running gravel and, from the bank of the creek, hurled itself far out into the air.

It was a glorious leap. It was like a javelin cast from the shore, and again Trainor believed, and earnestly hoped, that the brave beast would clear the speed of the central current and get into the slack of water on the farther side.

There was a fighting chance, for a brief space, as the lobo pointed its nose at a slight angle upstream, fighting against the sweep of the water as it worked in toward the farther shore. But then the central current gained upon the brave swimmer. Little by little the distance between the wolf and the shore widened. The main stream got hold and bore the lobo down, twisting it in circles of increasing rapidity.

Still it did not surrender, as most men or beasts would have done, to the inevitable. It struggled a bit to the side, where a rock point jutted out from the face of the stream, with a white bow wave spreading out from it on either side. And Trainor, with a gasp of admiration, saw the lobo reach with paws and teeth for that haven, that anchor point. No human brain could have tried better.

It was a useless effort. The descent of the wolf was stopped for one instant only. Then the creek waters, as though angered, rose in a wave that submerged the lobo. The next moment it was shooting down the stream again.

Still it fought, pointing nose upstream when the currents failed to start it whirling helplessly round and round.

Trainor, with a groan of sympathy, flung himself out of the saddle. There was a ten-foot branch of a dead tree that had fallen from the cliff top above onto the floor of the ravine. He snatched that up and ran hip-deep into the current. Farther he dared not go, for even at that depth the currents shook and staggered him, and the roar of the rapids took on a snarling sound that had a personal meaning for him.

Now, looking up the stream, he saw the wolf coming. Wild beasts avoid men even more than they avoid death, as a rule, but this big lobo, with ears pricking forward more sharply, with eyes bright with understanding, aimed itself straight at the branch that was thrust out toward it.

The heart of Trainor rose in his breast. He knew, that instant, that he would never again be able to set a trap or point a gun at a wolf. He could not slaughter any member of a tribe so wise and brave and steadfast. It would be murder, he felt.

Right down at the branch the wolf came. A freak of the twisting current brought it close in, almost in arms reach of Trainor, and then a vagary of the same current whirled it away again beyond the tip of the branch. It was lost!

No, at the last minute, even while it was spinning in the current, the lobo managed to make a convulsive effort and catch the very end of the branch in its teeth.

The strain that followed almost pulled Trainor off his feet. For an instant, he heard the noise of the rapids like a death song swelling in his ears. Then he rebraced his feet, swayed his weight back, and found that he was just able to meet the pull of the flying water.

And the wolf, although only the tip of the nose and the eyes showed now and again, through the smother of the spray, kept its grip, was drawn in a little, and still a little more.

They were winning! Now Trainor could make a backward step into calmer and more shoaling water. Now he could bring the wolf after him into the shallows. And suddenly, touching bottom, with a great bound the gray lobo flung itself forward onto the shore.

What followed was far stranger than anything that had gone before. Nature should have asserted itself the instant that the wolf hit firm ground. It should have turned into a gray streak and disappeared at once among the boulders.

Instead, it first sent out a sparkling cloud of spray as it shook the water from its coat. Then it sat down, pointed its nose toward the top of the cliff, and uttered a long, long howl.

Did it see the mule deer up yonder? Was it sending up a last call of hate and a promise of revenge toward the lucky bit of venison?

Trainor glanced toward the ridge and saw a thing that took his breath indeed. For a rider was up there, a big man sitting the saddle on a great stallion that shone like polished copper in the blaze of the sun. The wolf, the stallion, the rider, joined to make one symbol in the mind of Trainor.

Silver! he shouted. Jim Silver!


II. ALKALI VALLEY
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JIM SILVER WAVED his hand. His voice came dimly to the ears of Trainor, asking him to wait there, because Silver would come down to the floor of the ravine through a gap that opened a little distance ahead. Then he shouted: Stay there, Frosty! Hi!

The gray wolf dropped to the ground like a stone in answer to the gesture and the voice of the man. There he remained, while Silver disappeared along the top of the ridge.

Frosty! said Trainor, shaking his head with awe and admiration. Frosty!

The bright eyes of the wolf shifted toward him, but flashed instantly back to the point where his master had last appeared. Now that the sun began to dry his fur, he appeared a dust-gray, ideally fitted for melting into Western backgrounds of rocks and desert or sunburned grasses. His great paws seemed as large as the hands of a man. His head was like the head of a bear. He seemed too big to belong to his kind. And then a flood of tales came sweeping over the mind of Trainor, reminding him of the feats that were attributed to this huge beast — feats of almost human intelligence. Men said that Frosty, under the guidance of Jim Silver, was as valuable in war as three knife-bearing Apaches — that hardly a trail could be laid down that Frosty was unable to solve and follow at the will of Jim Silver.

Here the rider himself appeared around the next corner of the ravine.

At his call, Frosty leaped to his feet and went like a bullet to give greeting. He flung himself high at the side of Silver, bounding up again and again, biting at the hand of his master with terrible fangs that seemed able to sever the thick of the wrist joint.

That was the affectionate meeting of the pair, after danger had come between them, and Trainor laughed at the sight. It was something to remember. It was something to tell to his friends when he was back among them again. He had seen Silver and the wolf acting like happy children together. Now he could hear that savage snarling which was Frostys nearest approach to a tone of caress. And now he could hear Silver laughing with pleasure.

The big fellow grew on the eye, and so did his horse. They seemed almost gigantic, in the eyes of Trainor, as Silver drew rein. But perhaps that was chiefly the effect of the excited imagination of Trainor, the effect of those accumulated legends which had been heaping up around the name of Silver and his horse and his wolf during these last years. Wherever men met together along the mountain desert, whether in logging camp or bunk-house, or tramp jungle, or hotel veranda, there was sure to be talk of Silver before the long evening was over. If someone spoke of a feat of strength, Silvers name came up for comparison. If there was talk of a fast horse which had recently cleaned up the prizes at a rodeo, Parade had to be brought in for comparison. A cowpuncher would say: As strong in the legs as Parade! Or Longer-winded than Parade! Or As fine an eye as Parade ever had in his head!

For this was the way of establishing a superlative. And when the talk was of humans, then there was sure to be mention of gun or hand or wit that brought in again the name of the hero. That was why, when Trainor looked at this man, his heart swelled and enlarged to receive a noble idea. As Silver leaped down from the saddle and held out a hand, Trainor looked with a sort of worship into that handsome brown face.

But more than the bright, piercing eye, so strangely direct and steady, more than the big spread of forehead, Trainor was impressed by the sheer physical fitness of this man. He seemed ready to enter a race the next moment, or stand in the ring and fight for his life against great odds.

Well, one does not often see a fat panther! And Silver lived a life as natural, as rugged, as full of labor and effort as that of any wild beast that has to hunt for a living every day of its life. All spare flesh was worked away from his face, from his throat. His shirt was open, and over the arch of the breast bones, Trainor could see the ardent pull of the network of muscles. No wonder this man had endurance, on foot, like a running Indian. He had the depth of lungs for it, the slender hips, the wiry, powerful legs to give force for locomotion. And set on the top of this mechanism of grace and speed and endurance, there were the shoulders and the long, heavy arms of the man fit to heave and draw — and fight for his life!

Trainor, gripping that hand, smiled into the brown face of Silver and then laughed a little.

Silver, he said, I thought it was just an ordinary wolf, when I saw it up there running the deer. I was going to take a crack at it with my rifle. And then — well, then it took the slide!

Did you think that it was only an ordinary wolf? asked Silver. Then what made you risk your neck by wading into the creek to save it?

I wasnt risking my neck.

I saw the water beat at you and curl up around your hips, said Silver calmly. I saw the riffle of the current in your wake. It was hard for you to keep your feet in there. And what made you do it for an ordinary, cattle-killing lobo?

Because he was fighting like a man, and a damn brave man.

Silver handled Trainor for one quick instant with his eyes and then he smiled a bit as though he were embarrassed by a personal compliment.

Old Frosty! he said, and the gray wolf growled at his hand and licked it. It was a kind thing and a nervy thing that you did, went on Silver. Im thanking you, pardner. Which way does your trail lead?

Alkali, said Trainor, if youve ever heard of that town.

Alkali? said Silver, with a bit of a start. Why, thats queer. Im going in that direction myself!

He took off his hat and wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. Trainor saw with a curious excitement the spots of gray hair over the temples which, in the beginning, men said, had given a name to Silver. They looked like little horns just breaking through.

Well ride along together, said Silver, if you dont mind. What takes you in that direction? Working in the mines?

No, said Trainor, Im working on a lost trail. My brother was down there and faded into the desert one day. He never came back, and I want to find out where he went.

Ive heard of other men, said Silver slowly, who rode out of that town and vanished in Alkali Valley. Thats why Im heading in that direction.

Silver, demanded Trainor suddenly, are you going toward Alkali because you think that Barry Christian is around there?

I dont know, said Silver. Im only guessing. But we can ride together most of the way.

It was a happiness to Ben Trainor that made him squirm in the saddle and caused him to laugh a good deal, rather foolishly, all the distance that Silver rode beside him. After all, Ben Trainor had a good deal of boy in his make-up. It made most strangers take him and his cheerful, smiling face rather lightly, but that face could harden in a pinch as quickly as his hand could turn into a fist. Physically, he was neither large nor small, neither handsome nor ugly, but there was a spirit in the heart of Trainor that was a bright and ever-rising fountain.

They went out of the canyon into the gray sweep of Alkali Valley. A whirlwind promptly covered them with alkali dust that kept the horses sneezing for some time afterwards. Now they had to ride with their bandannas drawn over the bridges of their noses. Their eyes puckered and grew red of rim. Only Frosty seemed perfectly contented as he slunk before them over the gray sands, melting into the background the moment he was at any distance.

He was continually roving, shifting here and there, and continually lifting his nose to read any story that might come down the wind. Once or twice he put up a rabbit, and the second time, since the jack was big and looked fat, a gun jumped into Silvers hand, spoke, and disappeared, all in a single gesture. The rabbit dropped into a cactus scrub from its death leap, and Frosty brought it obediently to the master.

Thatll make supper, said Silver, as he cleaned the kill. Youre welcome to have it with me. Or do you have to go on into the town? he asked, as they rode on again.

I have to go on into the town, answered Trainor.

Well, there you are, said Silver, pointing ahead.

All that Trainor could see, at first, was the wide sweep of the distant hills, rolling low, like heat clouds against the horizon. And he saw the Spanish bayonet here and there, and grisly cactus forms, and the nightmare shape of the ocotillo, and whatever barbed spikes and noisome varnishes could preserve from the teeth of deer or desert cattle. Finally, he saw a winking light in the distance and knew it was the sun flashing from glass. That was Alkali town, far away.

There you are, said Silver, but my trail goes this way. If you have to hunt long and hard for your brother, we may meet again. Do you mind a bit of advice?

No, said Trainor. Id like to have it — from you.

Do a lot of looking and very little talking in Alkali, said Silver. Thats my advice. Sometimes things will show themselves, if a man waits long enough.

He gripped the hand of Trainor and said, with a faint smile:

Frosty will remember you. So shall I!

Then he rode away, letting Parade stretch out into a swinging canter that bore him off so rapidly that Trainor could see how much the gait of his mustang had held Silver back this day.

Where would the man go, if not into the town itself? All that he needed, men said, were salt and a gun; he would find enough to eat with that provision and no other. Therefore, at what dry camps would he halt, what trails would he pick up and use the nose of Frosty for following?

Trainor jogged his horse steadily on until he came into a beaten trail, and this led him rapidly to a road, deeply rutted by freight wagons. This, in turn, carried him to Alkali.

It was just one of those unpainted towns, half of frame and half of canvas, which look so time-dried that the wind might pick them up and scatter them over the desert the next time a storm blew. But Trainor knew that fortunes had passed through that town from the mines that were dug into the slopes of the southern hills. The mines had been failing for a long time, now, and Alkali was shriveling rapidly, but a sense of an exciting past breathed to him out of the old shacks as he went by.

Then he saw the Wilbur Hotel, tied his horse at the hitch rack, and went over the creaking boards of the veranda into the dark coolness of the lobby.

He said to the one-armed clerk at the desk: My name is Trainor, and—

Wait a minute, interrupted the clerk.

He disappeared into another room and came back with a tall, lean, pale-faced man whose hair had disappeared from the crown of his head.

Youre Ben Trainor? he asked. My name is Wilbur. He paused to consider Trainor. Ill show you your brothers stuff, he added, and led the way up two flights of noisy stairs to an attic. There he pulled a tarpaulin-wrapped bundle from among a mass of trunks and suit-cases and dropped the burden on the floor.

Maybe you can find out something from this stuff, said Wilbur. Otherwise — well, theres the desert, and it doesnt answer many questions.

While my brother was here, said Trainor, did you see him about with any suspicious characters? Notice anything about what he did?

Most of the characters in Alkali are suspicious, said Wilbur. Thats why I charge high prices in this hotel. This is one of the ends of the trail, Mr. Trainor. If you want to look that stuff over, Ill show you to a room.

He took Trainor down to the floor below and opened for him a small bedroom.

You had something in your mind when you wrote me the letter. There was something between the lines, insisted Trainor.

Wilbur looked out of the window as a wall of desert dust went by and allowed the face of the saloon across the street to be seen again.

I had an idea, he said at last, but ideas are cheap.

Id like to hear this one, answered Trainor.

Well, then, said Wilbur, my idea was, after he was a week overdue, that he would never come back. Im sorry to say that, and I hope theres nothing in it. Ive had the same ideas about other people, though, and Im generally right.

What made you think that? asked Trainor, tense with fear and excitement.

I dont know, said Wilbur. Your brother Clive was just a little too well-washed for this part of the world. He kept the salt washed out of his shirt, and thats being almost a dandy down here in Alkali.

He turned, then, and left the room.


III. THE KNIFE
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TRAINOR UNCORDED THAT bundle, flung open the flaps, and smelled the staleness of the clothes. A well-battered pair of knee boots, a canvas coat, some torn shirts, socks, and other odds and ends of clothes made up the bulk of the package. A canvas-backed note-book in one pocket of the coat and a shard of brittle, black rock in the other side pocket completed the list.

To that bit of stone, Trainor paid no attention. The note-book was a different matter, for he knew his brothers habit of writing down casual and important details in the pages of a book from day to day.

There were six months notes in the thirty filled pages of the book. Half of the items were unintelligible scribblings, aids to the memory. And Ben Trainor got forward to the last bits, which must have been written closest to the time of Clives departure from Alkali. Everything was very broken and haphazard. Clive was no romantic ladys man, but he mentioned a girl a number of times.

The references ran like this, at different times:

Where she has nothing to gain, why shouldnt a woman be trusted?

Later: Shes not pretty enough to be crooked.

Then: Its money that shes after, and Im a fool.

Finally: Well, its better to be a fool about a woman once than never to be a fool at all.

That was all Ben Trainor found to suggest that a woman had something to do with the disappearance of his brother. He thought that the references were so strong, considering the cold-blooded nature of Clive so far as girls were concerned, that once he was able to spot the girl, he would be able to find out exactly why and where Clive had gone from the town.

He returned to the study of the note-book again. But there was not a single other phrase that caught his attention except this, just two pages before the end: Gold should not be wrapped up in anything so black.

That made Ben Trainor look at the little splinter of black rock that he had taken out of the pocket of the canvas coat. He broke it in two and could see no glint of yellow. He broke it again, and this time he distinctly saw the glitter of a very fine yellow beading.

His teeth gripped hard together. His scalp prickled and contracted, for he knew that the two greatest themes of misery had been sounded by his brother before disappearing: woman and gold!

There was an assay office in the town, of course. He got out of the hotel at once, merely pausing in the lobby to say to Wilbur that he could dispose of Clives old clothes as he saw fit. He, Ben Trainor, had no more use for them.

Wilbur looked him over with that half-cold and half-sardonic eye before he answered: Youve found the same trail, Trainor. I suppose the same desert will be swallowing you, one of these days. It has a stomach that likes red meat, they say.

But Trainor overlooked that remark and went straight down the street to the first assay office. In a sense it was a court of final appeal and of grim judgment. He saw a bearded man of sixty coming out of the door laughing and prancing like a colt. He saw inside, a big, grim man who kept staring fixedly at a scrap of paper and shaking his head at it. The blue around the eyes and the white about the mouth of the miner told how frightfully he had suffered to get his specimen for the assay office, and now the paper was telling him, calmly, in words and figures that could not be doubted, that his specimen from the mine was worthless.

There was a short receiving counter, and behind it a man with a gray head, a fine brow, the tired face of a scholar who bends too much over his books at night. A red-headed lad sitting in a corner made a fine contrast with the man in charge. The boy was apparently there for the sake of doing odd jobs, and now he rested as only a boy can rest, his whole body slumped into a lump and his eyes blank with daydreams.

To the elderly clerk, Trainor gave the specimen and saw it wrapped up, ticketed, labeled, his name taken for references. He could have the report the next day, he was told.

But as he listened, Trainor kept staring at the hands of the other instead of at his face. For those hands had trembled strangely, had been noticeably nervous and unsure as they made the package. Trainor glanced suddenly up and saw a slight but distinct compression about the lips of the clerk.

Then he turned away, puzzled, troubled.

He could be sure that the sight of that very tiny shard of stone had made a great impression on the clerk of the assay office. It had made such an impression that the man had had the look of one about to cry out loud with astonishment and excitement.

Trainor went through the door to the sidewalk. Down the street there was a crowd pouring along with the elderly man who had apparently just received a good report from the assay office, and he was still flinging up his hands and heels like a young fool.

There was great desire in Trainor to be alone because he had small bits of things that he wanted to put together — those notes in the book of his lost brother, the warnings of Wilbur, the odd actions of the clerk of the assay office. So he turned down a side alley into the next street of the town and saw, immediately before him, the hurrying, chunky form of the same red-headed lad he had seen in the assay office.

Something clicked, like a closing trap, in the mind of Trainor. He drew a deduction, a relationship, he hardly knew why, between the nervous hands of the assay clerk and this scurrying messenger. For he could see the white envelope of a letter in the hand of the boy.

A moment before, there had been no pressing message to be sent from the office. But since Trainors coming, it had become necessary to rush the boy right away.

Ben Trainor followed, lengthening his stride, until he saw the youngster duck up an obscure alley between two buildings. When he came to that alley in turn, he saw the boy knocking at the back door of a building which must front on the main street, a building with a false front that rose in a triangle half a story above the rest of the structure.

Trainor did not follow, directly. Instead, he crossed the mouth of the alley and walked on, turned after a moment, retraced his steps across the alley slowly, again. This time he saw the rear door opening, and a black-coated man with a wide black hat on his head taking the letter from the boy — a man whose face seemed very pale, perhaps by contrast with the darkness of his hat and coat, a young and handsome fellow whose pallor might be that of sickness or of too much night life.

Trainor went on, still more slowly.

The get-up of the fellow in the black coat was exactly that which a professional gambler would be apt to use. They could generally be spotted by a garb which they all seemed to think was merely that of a man of money and plenty of idle time on his hands.

Very well, then, thought Trainor, as he came back into the main street of Alkali, there was some connection between the assay office and a gambler at a back door — of what?

It was not hard to spot the building that he wanted from its high, pyramidal false front. It was the saloon which carried the name, Golden Hope.

In the Golden Hope there was a tall young fellow with a pale and handsome face who had to do with letters received from the assay office. And that was to Trainor very interesting indeed.

He sauntered on down the street, trying to make something more of this queer bit of evidence. He passed the shack which carried a small legend across one window: John Mahan, Deputy Sheriff, and as he saw it, he was greatly tempted to walk straight into the place and lay his cards on the table before the man of the law.

That would be dangerous. What he knew was perhaps best locked up in his breast. A story told to one man is told practically to the entire world.

He went up the street again and entered the bar of the Golden Hope. It was a long bar that ran down a side of a narrow room. Doors opened at the back and in the opposite wall. Apparently it was quite an establishment, and the three bartenders on duty told that a big crowd was expected as the usual patronage. There were only a dozen drinkers now, leaning their elbows at the bar and taking whisky or beer, and Trainor got a place at one corner of the bar and ordered a beer.

It was flat stuff, without much head, but he accepted it without a complaint. As he sipped it, he glanced over the men in the place and thought that he never had seen a harder lot.

True, nearly all of the men in Alkali were a rough crew. Unshaven fellows in battered or even tattered clothes are apt to look fairly grim, but the three bartenders, particularly one with a twisted face, were special choices in the way of evil. Even the men who leaned at the bar had the look of hangers-on rather than of regular miners out of work or blowing in their pay. There was no gaiety about them. There was no sense of revel. All voices were lowered in this saloon, and Trainor could not help feeling that speculative, curious eyes were turned toward him now and again.

What caught his attention next, with a start, was a knife with which a man seated at one of the little round tables in a comer was aimlessly whittling at a stick, dropping the shavings in fine curls into a spittoon. For the handle of that knife, as much as Trainer could see of it, seemed to be composed of gray pearl and black.

And exactly such a knife had belonged to his lost brother!

He could feel a cold sweat starting on his forehead; he could feel the skin of his brow gathering and prickling. So he stared down into his glass of beer, sipped it, called up again in his mind the detailed picture of the fellow with the knife.

He was a broad, formidable chunk of a man, with a great double-tufted black mustache that bristled when the whittler compressed his lips. This he did very often, for he seemed to have a habit of frowning and scowling at the same instant, during his meditations.

Perhaps he was thinking at that very moment of the last struggle of Clive Trainor!

Vainly Ben Trainor tried to tell himself that the knife probably meant nothing, that there were sure to be thousands of knives of pearl and black exactly like the one his brother had owned.

But he knew it was not true. Black horn and clean gray pearl had been overlaid on the handle of Clives knife. And there was one nick rather deep, and close to the end — a nick in the pearl.

At this moment the man of the black mustache laid down the knife. That temptation was too much for Ben Trainor. He crossed the floor with a casual step, picked up one of a pile of newspapers that lay on another table, and at the same time looked intently at the fully exposed knife.

Toward one end of it, there was a nick that ran into the pearl and showed yellow metal of the frame of the handle!


IV. THE FIGHTER
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PASSION WAS STRONG in young Ben Trainor, and it almost mastered him now. The tide of it made him want to drive straight at the fellow of the black mustache. Then he remembered that, like a fool, he had not brought a gun. For that matter, he was no expert with a revolver. He could shoot his share of meat with a rifle, but a revolver, in his life of work, was an almost useless adornment. And such fellows as this one of the mustache were fairly sure to be experts. He had the look of a fighter. The long scar that jagged down a side of his cheek was the sort of a thing that a knife stroke might have registered.

Besides, there were other ways of getting hold of a knife than by murdering the owner.

He stepped to the next table, saying:

Pardon me, stranger. Thats a good-looking knife you have there.

The fellow was smoothing absently, with the tips of his fingers, the stick which he had been whittling. Now he looked up rather askance at Trainor, and the turn of his head brought out the bulging strength of his neck tendons.

Yeah, he said. Its a pretty good knife.

His paw gathered the knife, his thumb clicked the blade shut, and he dropped it into his pocket. There was profound insolence in the action, as though to stop with it any further talk on the subject. And the suspicions of Trainor burned up to a white heat.

Can a fellow buy knives like that in this town? he asked, controlling his voice.

Yeah, if you know which pawnshop to try in, said the other.

He stood up from his chair and looked Trainor up and down. Then he turned his back to stride away toward the bar.

Wait a minute, said Trainor, touching his shoulder.

That shoulder was hard-padded with muscles. The chunky man spun around at the touch.

Yeah? Yeah? he queried angrily. Whats the matter now? Wanta know something more? Wanta find out where you can buy some soap and give yourself a clean start?

Two or three of those idlers at the bar began to laugh loudly.

Wake him up, Blacky, said one of them.

And that bartender with the twisted face was smiling — on one side only.

Youre talking pretty hard talk, partner, said Trainor.

If I was your partner, the man called Blacky said, Id change my job and get a new kind. And he opened his mouth and laughed in Trainors face.

It was a great deal too much. The hand of Trainor moved like a flash beyond his control. The flat of it struck squarely across the open mouth of Blacky.

Hi! yelled two or three voices at the bar. Let him have it, Blacky!

Blacky had accepted the blow and stopped laughing. He was smiling now, instead. And then, putting up his guard, he moved in at Trainor with little dancing steps, the left fist jerking out in feints at the head, the right hand poised for serious business. He had his jaw tucked down behind the shelter of his massive left shoulder, and Trainor knew that he had on his hands an artist in fisticuffs.

Well, Trainor was no such artist, but he could stand blows and give them. He tried the effect of a hearty right swing for the head followed by a smashing straight left. Blacky blocked the first, ducked the second, and as he straightened, exploded a punch on the chin of Trainor that dropped him into a deep well of darkness.

He wakened with an acrid smell of dust in his nostrils, and found himself lying on his face in the street. They had flung him out there like a dog, and inside the saloon he could hear the noisy, laughing, cheerful voices.

He turned, ready to plunge in through the swing doors and fight to a finish. But he checked himself before he had taken a step, for a tall, sallow man who leaned against a hitch post near by was saying:

Its no good, kid. Theyve got you licked once. Why give em a chance to lick you a second time?

The advice was good and true, and Trainor walked slowly down that street, rubbing the sore lump that was rising on his jaw.

These men of Alkali were hard. They were very hard. They were too much, perhaps, for a fellow of his caliber to compete against. Mere strength of nerve and hand would not turn the trick against them. Instead, there would have to be brain work, and perhaps the power of the law would help.

He went to the office of John Mahan, the deputy sheriff.

John Mahan was a little man with a big chest and a big head. He was standing, now, saying to one of those black-coated fellows of the gambling ilk:

And if I go down there and start looking over your roulette wheel, Im going to look deeper than the floor. Im going to root up the whole damn place. Ive heard too much talk about you, and if I hear any more, youre going to get news from me thatll scorch you up. Now get out of here and get good.

The other man went out with a sick smile that was intended for defiance. Mahan turned to Trainor and demanded:

Now, whats eating you?

Ive just swallowed a punch on the chin, said Trainor calmly, but thats not why Im here.

Just in to pass the time of day? asked the aggressive deputy. Is that it?

My name is Benjamin Trainor, he answered. I have a brother named Clive Trainor. He left this town more than three weeks ago intending to be gone only a few days. He went into the desert and he hasnt come back.

Sorry, said the deputy sheriff. Who went with him?

I dont know.

Well, said Mahan impatiently, what do you want me to do about it?

Anger flushed the face of Trainor.

I want you to listen to what I have to say without jumping me at every second word, he exclaimed.

Mahan looked him over calmly.

All right, all right, he said, with a gesture. Ill listen. But I cant listen long. This job of mine aint a sitting-and-listening job. Its an up-and-doing job. Go ahead.

Back there in the Golden Hope saloon, said Trainor, I saw a fellow with a bushy pan of black mustaches — short, heavy chunk of a man — and he was whittling a stick with my brothers knife. Blacky, they called him.

Blacky? said the deputy sheriff. Then he pursed his lips and whistled.

I tried to find out where he got that knife, and I collected a punch on the chin instead.

Blackys been in the ring, said the sheriff.

I picked myself out of the street and came down here to see what the law will say about things.

The law says that Blacky is a tough hombre, said Mahan. It says that he has some tough backing behind him. But the law says that if it can get a grip on Blacky, itll sure put him behind the bars. Where do you hang out?

At Wilburs Hotel.

Go back there and wait. Ill try to get some news for you. Maybe Ill get Blacky while Im getting the news.


V. GUN PLAY
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TRAINOR RETURNED TO the Wilbur Hotel and went up to his room. His head was aching badly, so he lay down on his cot and closed his eyes and tried to forget the shooting pains that kept stabbing upward from the base of his brain. Presently, as any good cowpuncher will, he fell asleep. When he wakened, the room was filled with the swirling dusk of twilight and there was a heavy knocking at his door. He opened it on the heavy shoulders and the great head of John Mahan.

Light a lamp, directed Mahan. Ive got some news, and its all bad.

Trainor lighted a lamp on the center table and sat down to smoke a cigarette. The deputy sheriff walked impatiently up and down the room.

I saw Blacky and I saw him just as he was throwing a leg over a horse, ready to get out of town, said Mahan. I made him show me the knife. He swore that he got it from Clevelands pawnshop. I made him come with me to the pawnshop. Cleveland is an old gray rat, and nobody can read his mind. When I asked him about the knife, he said it was right — Blacky had seen it in the window and bought it. I asked what the price was, and Blacky answered up out of his turn. He said that he paid only seventy-five cents for that knife, because there was a nick in the pearl. Well, that was straight enough and likely enough, because I could see the nick. Then I asked Cleveland where he got that knife in the first place, but he couldnt say. All he knew was that he had bought it, one day, along with a lot of other stuff, and he couldnt remember the looks of the man who had sold it. That closed up that trail — tight.

Said Trainor, as his head cleared more and more: Could Blacky have tipped a wink to Cleveland when he came into the shop with you?

I think there was something between them, answered the deputy sheriff. Not because they looked at each other, but because they didnt look. I never saw their eyes crossing. Now, Trainor, have you any more stuff to tell me?

Out of my brothers canvas coat — hed left it behind at the hotel — I found a note-book that had some remarks that seemed to tie up a girl and gold.

Yeah, lots of girls and gold go together — or the girls dont go at all, remarked the other.

Trainor went on steadily: And in another pocket of the same coat I found a bit of soft black stone. When I broke it open, I could see bits of gold glinting. I took that stone to the assay office. The clerk seemed a bit excited when he saw the specimen. He was so excited that he couldnt iron all the wrinkles out of his face. After I got out of the office, I saw a red-headed kid from the assayers hoofing down the street. I thought it was a little queer that there was a message for the kid to run right out after Id been in there. I followed and saw him give the letter in at the back door of the Golden Hope saloon. It was taken by a tall, youngish fellow, good-looking, with a pale face, long black coat, and a wide hat.

Yates? exclaimed John Mahan sharply. You mean Doc Yates?

Perhaps thats his name. I dont know, said Trainor.

The deputy sheriff had stopped walking up and down. He stood still, staring out of very wide eyes. There was no doubt that he was a courageous chunk of a man. There was also no doubting that he was very frightened now.

He got out a plug of chewing tobacco, sank his teeth in a gnawed corner of it, and worked out a large bite which he stuck in the center of one cheek. It left a white spot on the outside. Still he rolled his eyes a bit from the window to the door as he began the mastication of that tobacco.

He went to the window, spat into the air, and turned back into the room.

Listen, hombre, he said. When I went to the window, just then, I went into danger. You know why?

No, said Trainor.

Because there might be one of Yatess men across the street with a gun. Trainor, Im here in Alkali trying to do a damned hard job. Im trimming off the corners and making things hot for a lot of the crooks. But Ill tell you this: Doc Yates is a bigger man than I am in Alkali. He always has been and he always will be, as long as he wants to own the town. If youve got him against you — well, I advise you to roll your pack and get out of here. Get wherever you please, but get!

Wait a minute, pleaded Trainor. Theres a lot I want to know and—

Mahan took him by the arm as he went on:

The less questions you ask, the more youre likely to know. Cut me out a regular job, a man-sized job, and Ill try to do my duty. But dont ask me to tackle Doc Yates. Not till Ive got a wiser brain in my head, and more people behind me.

Leave Yates out of it, then, said Trainor. I told you my brother left this town more than three weeks ago. Is there any way of finding out whether or not Blacky left at the same time?

Hes one of Yatess men. Maybe Yates will tell you, snapped the deputy sheriff, and left the room suddenly, with a mere wave of the hand by way of farewell.

Trainor washed, shaved, and went down to eat at a lunch counter around the corner. He hardly knew what he put in his mouth, his brain was so troubled, but there was one great and clear certainty. He had come to a place where the law would not follow him with its assistance. Deputy Sheriff Mahan could be counted out of the tangles that might ensue from the stay of Trainor in this town.

He paid his bill, left the smoke of the lunch counter, and stepped onto the street. The Best Bet saloon twinkled its lights at him across the way, and he went into it.

The beer was better here. He was vaguely aware that three men had come in behind him and lined up at the bar, but he paid little heed to them. His mind was too filled with his own problem.

He made a fool of himself from the first. He could see that. In the first place, by taking the ore to the assay office, he had obviously tipped his hand. In the second place, when he recognized the knife of his brother, he had been an idiot to ask direct questions of Blacky. In the third place, by going straight to the deputy sheriff, he had established in the minds of his enemies, whoever they might be, that he was on the trail of his missing brother.

What he had learned was that Doc Yates might be mixed up in this matter somewhere, and that Yates had behind him an organization so powerful that even the appointed officers of the law feared to touch him. All he had gained was the information that Blacky was probably mixed up in the disappearance of Clive Trainor. He could not even be sure of this. The pawnbroker might have told the honest truth about the sale of the knife.

In any case, it was certain that there had been some human agency that had to do with the disappearance of Clive. It was not merely a matter of the devouring desert. Whoever carried that knife to the pawnbrokers office — if Blacky were telling the truth — was the man that he wanted to see.

Yet Trainor felt certain that the deputy sheriff had given him the best possible advice, which was for him to get out of Alkali as fast as he could, while the getting was still in his power. He played in a game where the cards were stacked against him, where numbers were great odds in favor of the enemy, and where even the law could not assist him.

Yet he knew, as he sipped his beer, that he could not leave the town like a frightened dog. If his brother had been murdered, the same agents would have to put a knife into his own flesh.

He looked up from his reflections as angry voices suddenly began snarling — a typical saloon brawl. Two of the trio who had come in behind him were the trouble makers. One of them was a sad-faced cowpuncher, rather lean and bent of shoulders, the sort of a fellow in whom one could almost see the broken bones of many a fall from bucking horses, with the strength burned from all except his eyes. The other was a magnificent, tall man, a glorious body with a very small head set between the shoulders. He was almost an albino. His hair was silver-white; his brows were the same; his eyes were nearly colorless. It was like looking at the head of a statue. Something human and necessary seemed to be missing from it.

The bartender was reaching across the bar, pleading to the big man:

Quit it, Josh! Quit it, will you? Dave Cormack didnt mean anything. He didnt say anything!

You lie! shouted big Josh. And he lies!

I what? asked Dave Cormack, drawing back a little from the bar.

There was a sudden trampling and thundering of feet as the dozen other men at the bar rushed back against the opposite wall to get out of the bullet path. But Trainor stood with his beer, stunned, still only half removed from the world of his thoughts.

Boys, dont start anything! yelled the bartender. Dave, step up here and have a drink on the house. Everybody have a drink. Josh May, have some sense, will you? Dave didnt mean nothing! He didnt say nothing!

You lie! said Josh May. There was color in his eyes now. It was the yellow of flame. Dave Cormack is a dirty sneak and a crooked—

Take this, then! snarled Cormack softly, and flashed a gun.

There was a weapon in the hand of May, also. But as he pulled it, his flaring eyes found not Cormack, but Trainor in his place a little down the bar. And in the darting of that instant, Trainor understood that this quarrel was only a bluff, a pretense, and out of the roar of the guns would come only one result — the killing of an innocent bystander, whose name would be Benjamin Trainor!

His grip had hardened, at the same time, on the cold round of the beer glass. It was his only weapon. Even if he had a gun, there was not the slightest time for him to make a draw. That flash of Mays eye made him act, and his action was to hurl the beer glass straight into the face of Josh May.

At the same time, his hat jumped off his head. The roar of the Colt thundered in his ears. He saw Josh May go a step backward with a yell of fear, throwing the gun away, clapping both hands to his face.

Hey! shouted Cormack. Who asked strangers into this here mans fight?

He swung, as he shouted, straight around toward Trainor. If one of the pair had failed to get the stranger, the other one would do his best. This time, Trainor had nothing but empty hands. He smashed out with all his might and saw the head of Cormack jerk far back. The bullet from his gun drove through the ceiling. The next moment the Colt was in the grasp of Trainor, covering his man.

Josh May, at a little distance, took advantage of the fact that the stranger was not pointing a weapon toward him. He leaped for the rear door of the room, and dived through it into thick obscurity. But Trainor marched Dave Cormack back onto the street while the bartender still loudly begged everybody to be friends, and swore that the house wanted to buy drinks all around.

Out in the street, Trainor pushed Dave Cormack into the black mouth of an alley and against a wall.

Now, rat-face, said Trainor, who was going to pay you for this job?

Do I get back the gun if I talk? asked Cormack.

Not much.

Then youll not get anything from me.

Trainor punched him again on the chin and heard the back of Cormacks head crack up against the wall. With the palm of his left hand he pushed the gunman back, holding up part of his weight until Cormack steadied again.

Thats only a starter, said Trainor. Theres nothing that I like better than beating up crooks. Its the only thing Im fond of. Are you talking, Cormack? Who was to pay you for this job?

Ill talk, Trainor, said Cormack, only give me back that gun afterward. You can unload it and everything. It dont mean nothing to you — only lemme have it back, will you?

Ive asked you a question, said Trainor. Now Im going to knock your teeth down your throat.

All right, answered Cormack wearily. Ill tell you then. Doc Yates was going to pay us.

How much?

Fifteen hundred bucks.

To split three ways?

Yes.

Thats a lot of money for one mans killing, said Trainor. Why does Doc Yates want me out of the way?

I dunno, said Cormack.

What marching orders did you get?

To bump you off, and then turn your pockets inside out and bring Doc what youve got on you.

Is that all?

Yeah, thats all.

I ought to send you down the street to the deputy sheriffs office, but hes another rat — afraid to touch Yates. Yates knows it, and you know it. Am I right?

Youre right, agreed Cormack. I — I wish Id never seen your mug.

Get out of my sight then, commanded Trainor.

Wait a minute, pleaded Cormack desperately. That old gun doesnt mean anything to you, brother. Ive got the price here for you to buy ten better guns. But its broke in to my hand. It knows me, and I know it. I know just the amount it shoots crooked. Lemme have that gun, Trainor, will you, like a good fellow?

Trainor laughed a little.

If I could, Id hang you up by the neck, he said. The way it is, all Im going to do is to turn you loose-like the fool I am — and keep your gun.

Cormack retreated, with a sidling step, to the mouth of the alley. There he turned, and snarled over his shoulder:

If you have it in the morning, youll have it dead!

Then he vanished.


VI. THE GIRL

[image: img30.jpg]

TRAINOR WENT STRAIGHT back to the Wilbur Hotel. He only stopped under a ray of light that leaked through a half-opened shutter in order to examine the gun in which Cormack took such an interest. It was a single-shot Colt of an old make. The trigger was gone. The sights were gone. It was to be fired by flicking back the hammer with a touch of the thumb, and the slightest pressure raised that well-oiled, lightly set hammer. No doubt, to Cormack, this weapon represented more than the right hand of his best friend. Without that old instrument of murder, he would feel naked and helpless in this world.

After the examination, Trainor put the weapon into his clothes and went on toward the hotel, stepping lightly, rapidly, turning his head constantly. For he had a feeling that at any moment a form might step out from a doorway with the glimmer of steel in its hand.

When he reached the hotel, the lobby was empty except for Wilbur himself, who rose out of a chair and pointed toward a bundle.

Trainor, he said, theres no charge for your use of the room. Ive got to ask you to step on. Theres your bundle made up for you, and everything in it.

Youre turning me out of the place? asked Trainor.

Wilbur shook his head. Its no good. Im sorry, but I cant keep you, he declared.

You, too? asked Trainor. Youre afraid of Doc Yates?

The lips of Wilbur pinched together, but he nodded. Then he said: Why be a fool, Trainor? Youve shown plenty of nerve. Youve made your try, and a large chunk of this town knows about what youve done. But why not get out of the place now and try to live out your life? Were all dead soon enough, anyway.

Trainor picked up the bundle and slung it over his right shoulder.

I thought you were a man, Wilbur, he said, sneering.

Not that much of a man, answered the hotel keeper. In a town like this, theres only room for one man. You ought to be able to see that by this time.

Trainor went out to the stable behind the hotel. He went warily to his mustang, saddled and bridled it, fastened the bed roll behind the saddle, as usual. A Mexican or a half-breed was in charge. He had a sick-looking face, without expression in it except a sort of disgust. He merely said to Trainor:

No bill for you to pay, eh, señor? Eh, and thats the luck!

Even the stableman knew that he was picked out for slaughter. But it was apparent that if he chose to ride away from Alkali at this moment, there would be no more trouble. If he stayed there, he was to be dead before morning.

So, as he turned the horse out onto the street, where it broke into a little shamble, trotting meagerly with the forefeet and walking with the hind, he tried to think this thing out to a conclusion. They would start looking for him, before long. As soon as Cormack or Josh May delivered a report, they would begin the search, and then he would be only a few moments from death.

Where would they search for him?

That question drove him straight toward a desperate resolution. They might comb the entire town, but they were not likely to think of searching in the Golden Hope, any more than bees would search for danger in their own hive.

A cold hand gripped his heart when he thought of the peril of entering the place. But, after all, he had to see Doc Yates. He had to try to wring information out of that master mind. And though he told himself that the thing was impossible, and that he was giving himself from the frying pan into the fire, back towards the Golden Hope he turned his horse.

He did not go directly. He found an empty field, and in the field a cluster of little second-growth trees in the center of which he tied his mustang. From that point he turned up the back street, through the alley, and arrived at the rear door of the Golden Hope.

There was not a single light across the broad shoulders of the place, but plenty of light came from the inside. He could distinguish the laughter in the barroom. He could hear the music and the foot shuffling out of the dance hall adjoining, which must by this time be going full blast. To run such a place, Doc Yates must have a score of retainers, in one capacity or another. To break in on that man would be like — 

He took hold of the knob of the rear door and pushed it, knowing that it must be locked. Instead, it opened and admitted him readily. He found himself in a narrow hallway, lighted by a smoking lamp that hung from the ceiling and showed the way up a dim twist of stairs.

He followed that twist, he hardly knew why, except that it took him somewhat away from the noise of the crowd. Upstairs, in the hall of the second floor, he was half-way along the ragged matting before he heard voices of men mounting behind him. One fellow laughed, and the laughter went through Trainor. What refuge? Well, there was the first door at hand. He turned the knob of it and stepped through into thick darkness.

He had a queer feeling that there had been light in the room as he started to push the door open, and that it had been extinguished suddenly, but no doubt this sprang from his having come out of the light, however obscure, in the hallway.

In the meantime, he heard the men walking down the hall outside. Sometimes their shoulders struck against the wall on either side and brought out booming, drum-like sounds. He heard their voices go by, diminishing. In another instant he could get out of this hole of darkness.

And that was when a gesture out of the darkness freed a burst of light that showed him a bedroom, a litter of womens clothes on a chair, and in the corner, in front of a dressing table with a little mirror and a lamp on it, stood a dark-haired, dark-eyed girl in a rose-colored dress. In one hand she held the cloth which she had just snatched from over the lamp. In the other hand was a revolver with its round, empty mouth pointed steadily at Trainor.

Hello, handsome, said the girl. What dragged you in here?

She was one of the furnishings of the dance hall, no doubt. She had under-shadowed her eyes with a penciling too heavy, and she had made up her lips with wide, heavy strokes of red that blurred and overran at the corners, so that it looked as though she had been drinking wine carelessly, never wiping her mouth. The same carelessness was in her eyes She could sneer or smile with equal ease, and she was sneering now.

I got into the wrong room, said Trainor.

Lemme put you right, brother, will you? said the girl. Hoist your hands and turn your face to the wall, you thief, and Ill start in putting you right! Youre the dirty sneak that gets into the rooms of us girls, are you, and swipes everything you can lay your hands on? Hoist those hands, or Ill split your wishbone right in two.

He looked at her curiously. It was strange that he was not afraid, but he had come to this place with the expectation of a danger so much more vast in his minds eye, that the sight of a girl could not move him a great deal, not to pay you for this job—

You hear me? she said. You poor dummy, dont you think that I mean what I say?

She came a couple of quick little gliding steps toward him, soft steps that would not disturb her aim at any moment.

I hear you, said Trainor, almost drowsily. I suppose you mean what you say.

Then get your hands up, she commanded.

He shook his head. I cant do that, he declared.

And then she squinted at him as she added: What sort of an hombre are you, anyway? What are you doing in here?

He could not think of anything except the truth. There were some men behind me. I had to duck out of the way. This door was the closest, so I came in.

Hi! exclaimed the girl in a whisper. Youre one of the rummies that have been trimmed in the gambling rooms. Or they rolled you at the bar and cleaned you out. Is that it?

No, said Trainor. He smiled, when he thought of the immensity of difference in gravity between his motive and a mere loss of money.

Come on, come on, she commanded patiently. Wake up and talk, will you?

Well, I came here to see Yates, he said. He cursed the tongue that had spoken. But — well, after all, it made no difference. The girl would screech; in a moment armed men would come running. And then — why, he was so close to the finish that nothing mattered very much.

Yates? You came sneaking here to see Doc? she asked. Wait a minute. You came here to see Doc, right in his own joint?

You see, said Trainor, with the same frankness, Alkali Valley is the place of vanishing men. My brother was one of the fellows who disappeared. Maybe Doc Yates knows something about it.

What do you know about that? said the girl. Right in here, where the lions are fed, too! Brother, have you ever been in this dump before?

I came into the saloon today, said Trainor. Thats all.

See anything?

A man with my brothers pocket knife. I asked about it. We had a mix-up. He knocked me silly and threw me into the street.

Thats the red lump on the jaw, eh? asked the girl.

Thats the one.

You tell it straight, too, said the girl. I heard the yarn this evening. You dont put any frills on it. Listen. Are you straight?

I dont know. Im average, I hope.

Dyou know that I nearly pulled the trigger a minute ago?

I saw your knuckles get whiter, he agreed.

Why didnt you shove up your hands, then?

I thought, said Trainor, that I was close to the finish, anyway. As soon as you yelped, the men would come on the run, and then— He made a wide gesture toward the window. I wouldnt have time to get through, he said, and smiled a little.

A hand knocked on the door, a moment later.

The girl gasped, glanced from the door to Trainor, and then pointed to a quantity of dresses that hung partially revealed behind a curtain that hung from the ceiling. It was the best the room had to offer by way of a closet.

It was folly, Trainor thought, to accept the invitation, but it was better to do that than to stand there and let the unknown walk in on him. He slipped in among crinkling, whispering silks. A wave of sweet lavender filled his nostrils.

Well? called the girl, as the knock was repeated.

The door was pushed half open.

Im coming in, said a mans voice.

Sure, Doc, said she. Come on in, will you?


VII. BLACK ORE
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EVEN WITHOUT THE nickname, Trainor would have known the pale, handsome face, the youth of it, the shoulders, the black coat, the wide black hat of the man who came into the room. The bed creaked as he sat down, and Trainor, from behind the dresses, could see everything. He could jump out at the fellow, now, but if he did that, he would be betraying the girl. He had a very grim certainty, moreover, that he would never be able to surprise this man sufficiently to beat him. It would be like trying to surprise a wild beast that never sleeps with both eyes shut.

Yates was smoking a cigar. The fine, thick flavor of it came at once to Trainors nostrils.

Ive got some news for you, Dolly, he said.

Youve always got news, and its never good, said the girl. She went over to her dressing glass and began to do her cheeks with dry rouge and a rabbits foot. Whats the story this time?

Youre hitting the hooch too hard, said Yates. You ought to lay off that stuff.

To please you? she snarled.

I dont care what you do, he answered, only Im telling you something that may be worth while. To you.

Thanks, said she. Pass the sandwiches to the hungry, Doc.

Youre a mean little devil, arent you, Dolly? commented Yates without emotion.

Easy money and an easy boss to work for, why should I be mean? asked Dolly. Thats the question.

Ive got a job for you, said Yates.

Ive got a job for you, first, answered Dolly.

Whats that?

Its a hard job. A bit of memory work. Tell me how many gals have broken their hearts on account of that handsome mug of yours, Doc?

Im never a success with the ladies, said Yates. Look at you. You never had any use for me.

Its a queer thing, said Dolly. Youre the only one that I ever saw through. I dont understand it. Wait till I close that door into the hall. Theres a draft through here.

No, a couple of the boys are out there waiting, said Yates. Theyd better keep an eye on me, if you dont mind.

Youre fragile, eh? asked Dolly. Doc, I sure should think that youd get tired of being trailed around by a pack of bloodhounds, licking your heels and ready to lick the other fellows blood.

I get my share of trouble outside of everything they can do for me, said Doc Yates. Its years since Ive had no bandages on a fresh wound. But it all pays, Dolly. Outside of the coin, it gives me a chance to talk to the bright little girls like you.

How I hate your rotten heart, said Dolly gently.

Do you, darling? asked he. But I never hate you. I never hate a useful thing. Now Ill tell you what I want you to do. You see these?

He held out three little white pills in the palm of his hand.

Three sleeps for baby? asked the girl, staring.

Thats enough to put three men to sleep, all right, said Yates. But you use all three on one.

Youre a bright boy, Doc, but here youre up the wrong alley. I take lots of chances, but never on Salt Creek.

Of course you dont, he agreed. Hell get well, after he puts this stuff down his throat, but hell sleep twenty-four hours, is all I have to say. And I want him to sleep.

What for? asked the girl.

You dont mean that. You mean, what does he look like and where do you find him.

She stared grimly at Yates.

All right, she said, but what a hot hell youre going to burn in, Doc!

Hes down in the dance hall, right now, said Yates. Hes drinking nothing but whisky straight, and his—

Then let one of your bartenders dope him.

It cant be done. Hes drinking the whisky from his own bottle, and paying full-size for the clean glasses. Youre going to drop one of these into each of his next three drinks. Understand?

Whos he with?

Nobody. Hes watching the dancing. The girls dont mean anything to him, but youll mean something to him, all right.

Maybe, admitted Dolly, not without pride. You want this hombre bad, Doc? But Im not in it if theres a whang on the head for him afterward.

Were not going to bump him off, I tell you. Go down there and spot him. Blondy, the people call him. Hes as big as a house. Red hair on his wrists and yellow hair on his head. Five years too young to be in Alkali. Go down there and put him bye-bye, Dolly.

Youre not going to roll him, word of honor?

You little fool, said Yates angrily, its just a question of him knowing too much for his own good. He knows more than will ride well on his stomach. Can you make any sense out of that? Hes seen something that has to do with a new strike and black ore with gold beads in it. Does that tell you enough, Dolly?

All right, said the girl.

A footfall ran up the hallway.

Whos here? asked Yates.

Hes here!

You dont mean — Wait a minute. Bring him up here. This is as good as any place. Its more unexpected. Bring him right up here! Dolly, go do your job!

All right, said Dolly, but Id like to see you with your big boss on hand. Id like to see you taking orders.

You know too much, and what you dont know, you guess too much about, stated Yates. Now get out and do what youre told.

Dolly got out. From the doorway she threw one glance, half-curious and half-sneering, toward the flimsy closet that sheltered Trainor. And then she was gone.

Trainors whole mind and body tightened for the effort. This might be his one moment for leaping out at Yates. But when he was leaning for the spring, he saw another man come into the hall doorway.

He thought, at first glance, that the fellow must be a brother of Doc Yates, but then he saw the difference. This man was bigger. He had shoulders that reminded the hidden watcher of Jim Silver. His face was pale like that of Yates, but there was a difference. Ten days in the sun would put the bronze on Yates, but about this other fellow, Trainor felt that all the sun in the world would never be able to change the clear pallor of the skin. It was a very handsome face, perhaps a little too long, but the features were perfectly formed, sensitive as those of a fine artist, and above all there was a towering, massive, noble forehead. It was a face which one could not ordinarily have connected with evil, but seeing the man with Doc Yates, Trainor suddenly knew that all of the evil in the world might spring from that powerful but tainted intellect.

Yates hurried to meet the other and gripped his hand. He said:

This is a surprise, Barry. I didnt think youd come into town. Come in and sit down. Sorry to bring you up here into a girls room, but I thought it might be just as well. No one would look for you here — if anybody should happen to be looking for Barry Christian, just now!

Christian, lifting his head, looked suddenly, sternly around him, and Trainor winced back farther into his shelter. He thought nothing of the revolver in his hand. He felt totally helpless as he stared out at that man who, as the world very well knew, had been the great enemy of Jim Silver these many years. He had a strange feeling that mere bullets could not harm this devil.

Use that name only when you have to, Yates, said Christian. Then he added, stopping short the apology which Yates started: Youve already let too many people know that Im in this part of the world. I told you not to do that.

Im sorry, began Yates, but the fact is?

Never mind the facts as you see them. Ill tell you another fact. It has to do with you and it has to do with me. Jim Silver is in the Alkali Desert!

Silver? repeated Yates stupidly. Jim Silver — down here?

He looked half-witted, as he spoke. His mouth opened. He stooped forward a little, exactly like a man who has received a heavy blow that has half-benumbed him.

Silver is down here, somewhere in the desert. My men have seen his wolf. That means that I shall see Silver, before long.

Well, then well smash him, when he comes! How many are with him?

He seems to be alone. But hes enough, by himself. Pull yourself together, and try to start your brain working. I say that Jim Silver is somewhere near this town!

I follow that, said Yates. Its a hard punch, but I can take it.

It means we have to hurry up. Youve wasted time on that fellow, and now he has to talk. Youve worked with your thumbs, and not with your wits, answered Christian coldly. Theres another way to tackle the thing.

How? asked Yates.

Through his sympathy, said Christian. Any one of these noble fools can be unnerved, if you know the right nerve to press on.

What nerve? asked Yates.

Use your imagination, said Christian. Theres the girl, isnt there?

The breath left Yates in a long, soft gasp.

Yeah! I never thought of that! he said.

Its time to think of it now, said Christian. Weve got to get out there now. Are you ready?

Of course, Im ready.

He started toward the door, and Christian followed with a swift but leisurely step. There was such a grace about the motions of the man that Trainor found himself faintly wondering, faintly admiring. Then he saw the door close behind them, and he stepped out from his hiding place into the open room.

He had learned a vast lot; that mention of the black ore, beaded with gold, attached what he had heard to the mystery of his brother. He had a desperate suspicion that the man who must be made to talk was Clive Trainor. But he was still as far as ever from knowing where to turn himself in his quest. There was only a single dim clue, and that was Blondy, who was to be put to sleep by Dolly in the dance hall downstairs.


VIII. THE CLUE
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TRAINOR REMAINED FOR a moment with his fingers fidgeting on the butt of the gun he had taken from Cormack, uncertain whether he should climb out through the window or else try to steal down through the hall and stairs, as he had come. Those nervous fingers of his made the metal rim on the center of the gun butt slide a little. He looked down immediately, half-expecting the time-worn old weapon to come apart in his hands, but now he saw that one part of the outer metal, right at the heel of the Colt, was no more than a sort of sliding clasp that played easily back and forth as soon as it was directly pressed by the finger. It revealed a hollow half the size of a walnut, and in that hollow was a closely wadded bit of paper. This he drew out, pulled it straight, and found a childs picture of a man with a round head, a stick for a body, and other sticks for arms and legs. The features were very much awry, and the tongue seemed to be sticking out. There was one word scrawled across the forehead: Baldy!

Trainor felt a queer touch of interest that was almost remorse. It might be that Cormack was a married man with children. All of the scoundrels are not bachelors, after all! This might have been a farewell gift from Cormacks son or daughter, and the rascal had stuffed it away in the hollow handle of his revolver. It might even be that he attached an extra importance to the scrawl, and that that was why he had been so anxious to get back his gun.

Trainor dropped the paper into his pocket and tried the window. It was well fastened, but he got it open and climbed out on the slanting roof of a shed that presently let him down to the ground just beside the dance hall. The music poured out of the shuttered windows like light; the continued whispering of the feet spoke messages to him, and every word was a warning to him to be gone. Instead, he got to a window in the rear which was open to let in a necessary draft at the expense of some privacy, and through that window he saw the picture.

There were seven or eight score of men and twenty girls. Some of the men lounged at the bar; some of them danced together, whirling rapidly; others were obviously waiting, each man, for a turn with the girls. But here and there, some girl sat out with a favored suitor, and Dolly was one, with a vast mountain of a blond man opposite her. With one hand he held her wrist. With the other hand he gripped the neck of a capacious flask. His face was bleared with a sleepy smile. He looked like a vast engine, burdened down by his own excess of weight; the sleepiness of that smile made Trainor feel that he had perhaps delayed too long already.

And suddenly he had stepped through the window. That was easy enough because it was close to the floor. The music was blaring, the dancers were a moving screen that helped to hide him from dangerous observation as he crossed to the table of Dolly. As he leaned above it, he saw her shoving a glass of whisky toward Blondy; she jerked up her head and glared at Trainor.

He knew what was in the whisky. He brushed it back from the grasp of Blondy.

Hey! said Blondy. Whats the main idea! Whos stealing my drinks? Who the hell is this, Dolly?

You big, flat-faced ham, said Dolly through her teeth to Trainor. Back up, or Ill call a bouncer. Ill have to call a bouncer, you fool!

Trainor gripped the shoulder of Blondy. His fingers dug through the loose outer flesh and down to a solid core of powerful muscles.

Youre being doped. Get out of here, Blondy! he commanded.

Hey, whatcha mean by that? demanded Blondy.

Youre seeing double already, said Trainor. Spread your hand and look at the fingers, and see for yourself! Theyre doping you.

Im going to squeal on you, you thick-wit! gasped the girl. I gotta squeal on you, if you dont get out. Look! Blackjack Harry is coming this way now. Will you run and save your hide?

Dope? said Blondy stupidly, staring down at his spread fingers. Youre crazy, stranger!

Youve seen too much — remember what youve seen! said Trainor. And this is the place where theyre going to put you to sleep so you cant talk. Blondy, youre going to sleep on your feet!

The screech of the girl stabbed twice through the brain of Trainor.

You have to have it! You asked for it — take it then! she snarled at him. Harry! Harry! Throw this bum out!

But Blondy had heaved himself to his feet and stood with his great legs spread.

What I seen? Doping me? I thought that whisky had a funny taste all at once. You black-eyed vixen, said Blondy to the girl, what you been doing?

He reached for her, but Trainor knocked down the red fist, pulled the heavy arm over his shoulders.

Half of the dancers kept spinning on the floor. The other half had fallen into a confusion through which Blackjack Harry came on the run. He was that same bartender with the twisted face. He had picked up his apron as a girl might pick up her skirt to get through deep waters, and he was clawing back at his hip as he ran.

Trainor, with his free hand, scooped a chair from beside the table and flung it, underhand. Blackjack tried to duck, but he merely thrust his head into the path of the flying missile and went down, sprawling.

Then everyone started shouting. There was such a confusion of noises that Trainor felt a swirling dizziness before his eyes as he half led and half lugged the weight of Blondy toward the nearest door.

The girl grappled with Trainor. She was gasping:

Hit me, kid! Slam me! I gotta be knocked out. I cant be suspected!

He struck wide, with the flat of his hand, and she crumpled on the floor right in the path of the charging bouncer. The man leaped her body. Trainor backhanded him, lodging the muzzle of his gun between the eyes. He saw, from the tail of his eye, how the fellow walked backward on his heels, falling for ten feet before he struck the floor.

Then he and Blondy turned out into the side alley that ran down past the dance hall.

The fresher air seemed to give Blondy more strength. He was able to break into a run, supporting most of his own weight. They turned the corner of the building with a hue and cry behind them. They could not escape, possibly, by means of fast running, and the best Trainor could think of was to jerk Blondy back against the wall of the house.

There he stood with his wabbling burden, while five men sprinted right past them into the dark.

It was a childish device, but it had worked. He took Blondy back down the alley, turned into the rear street, and got his man out there in the tree clump, where he had left his mustang. In the central clearing, Blondy went to pieces and spilled out of the arching grip of Trainor onto the ground.

Trainor got a canteen from his saddle and threw water into the big, hot, panting face of Blondy. Still there was no response. He heaved the bulk up by the loose of the shoulders and planted him against a tree trunk. With the flat of his hand he spatted the cheeks of Blondy until his palm was burning.

Dull, confused oaths were spluttering out of the mans lips. He was going to have the hearts blood of a hound, he said. Trainor took him by the hair of the head and shook the head back and forth, knocking it heavily against the tree.

Its life or death! said Trainor. Its your life, too. Try to think, Blondy. Theyve doped you. Try to say three words. You saw something. You saw something, and they know it. Theyll murder you for it unless you tell me in time. Im your friend, Blondy. Im fighting for you. You saw something.

Thats why I gotta get drunk, groaned Blondy. I seen his face. It still keeps runnin at me, with the blood on it.

Its not running at you. Ive turned it away, pleaded Trainor. Tell me where you saw it! Where, Blondy, where did you see it?

Over Baldy! groaned the other. Over Mount Baldy.

He groaned, and his body fell to the side.

Trainor lighted a match and looked into the swollen face. He lifted an eyelid. The eye was dull and dead-looking. He pushed Blondy on his back, opened his shirt, and listened to his heart. It beat along steadily enough, though very slowly. Probably the best thing in the world for Blondy was to be allowed to sleep out his jag, and the influence of the drug right here in the open air.

There had been only one useful word in what had been spoken — Baldy!

For that word matched the scrawl on the childish sketch which had been found in the handle of Cormacks revolver. Baldy could be a mountain, no doubt.

Trainor scratched another match and by its light reexamined the paper in his pocket. The whole thing looked different, now that he regarded it with a clue. The long lines of legs and body and arms might be trails. The queerly marked features might be natural landmarks near Baldy or on it, and the chinless, pointed dome of the head was the mountain itself. That scrawled and wriggling line was a trail, perhaps, that worked through the breast of the mountain. That right arm was the trails continuation — for, after all, even the arm a child draws does not come out of the head of its subject. No, it might rather be a trail that went on to a forking where three trails branched out. The uppermost finger was the more extended. Yes, and at the end of it there was an arrow point, indicating that this was the right direction.

When Trainor had seen the arrow mark, he folded the paper with tender care and put it away.

He thought back over the clues as he had gathered them.

Because he had recognized his brothers knife in the hand of a stranger, he had been thrown out of the Golden Hope. He had drawn down on his head the mighty danger that flowed from Doc Yates. He had been turned out of his hotel and broadly invited to leave town through the same agency. Moreover, he had heard that something Blondy had seen had to do with a mine whose ore was like the sample he had left at the assayers office. And Blondy had seen a frightful apparition, a man with blood on his face. Blondy was not a nervous type. He seemed to have no more sensitiveness than a great boar. And yet he had rushed for town and tried to drink himself into a stupor in order to crush the vision out of his memory.

That bleeding face began to wear, to the excited imagination of Trainor, the features of his vanished brother. He felt that his cause was lost before he embarked on the journey, because he knew that he could not hold up against such a pair as Yates and Christian, to say nothing of all their assistants.

But now he gave a farewell pat to the shoulder of the sleeper, mounted his mustang, and rode straight out of Alkali toward the hills.


IX. MOUNT BALDY
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THERE WERE A few shacks on the edge of the town where miners lived when they were out of work or when they were tired of sledge-hammers and drills. Trainor went to the first of these in which he saw a light, and he found a pair of grizzled old veterans in their red flannel shirt sleeves, playing seven-up on top of a cracker box, bending their stiff backs painfully to take up the cards.

He dipped down from the saddle without dismounting, and looked in through the doorway.

Partners, he said, will you tell me the way to Mount Baldy?

Damn Mount Baldy, said the bald-headed one of the pair.

Here, here, Jake, said the man with the broad beard. That aint no way to talk. Tell him where Baldy is, will you?

Shut yer mouth, Pike, said Jake. Play the cards and shut yer mouth.

Damning Baldy aint no answer to him, said Pike. It aint a nacheral answer and it aint a right answer.

Why aint it a right answer? demanded Jake. Aint Baldy a hell of a place? Aint it right to damn it?

Not to a stranger thats askin his way, declared Pike.

Perhaps youll tell me, said Trainor to Pike, dismounting and impatiently slapping his leg with his quirt. Im in a hurry.

Id tell you free and willing, said Pike, but theres a bigger point in this here than you think. Here, have a drink, kid.

No, thanks, said Trainor, his very brain burning with desire to be gone. For now danger might be gathering on his trail behind him, and forming to cut him off in the distance. I only want to know the way to Mount Baldy, he insisted.

Its about the first time, said Pike gravely, to Jake, that I ever seen a man refuse a drink of good corn whisky. Did you know that this was corn, young feller?

Ill bet its great whisky, but I cant stop for it. Ive got to get on, please! groaned Trainor.

Id tell you the way in a minute, said Pike, but theres a big idea wrapped up in this here. The idea is this: Is Jake goin to act like a Westerner oughta act, or aint he goin to act that way? Is he goin to have real hospitality, or aint he goin to have it? Ive knowed him for a long time, and now Id like to know this here about him.

Shut yer old fool mouth or tell me what you bid? demanded Jake.

Are you or aint you goin to tell this here man, in a rush the way he is, the right trail to Mount Baldy?

Why dont the fool go and look at the mountain and ride to it? asked Jake. Whats your bid?

Jake, declared Pike, putting down his cards, this here game has gotta stop till I find out what youre goin to do by way of showin yourself a gentleman, or aint you one?

Well, what do you wanta know? Jake asked Trainor.

The way to Mount Baldy, said Trainor.

Aw, follow your nose, said Jake. You go right on down the street and take the straight trail and dont do no branchin. You can see Mount Baldy shinin in the moon right now, if you got an eye in your head. Pike, what you bid?

Trainor pitched into the saddle, and heard Pike bid two.

I shoot the moon! shouted Jake.

The rush of his frightened mustang carried Trainor out of earshot of the rest of the game of seven-up, and he slipped rapidly out of Alkali into the desert. There before him was a squat mountain, to be sure, with glints on it from the rising moon, as though it were formed of ice. He could imagine that there must be great, transparent cliffs of quartz. The shape of the mountain was almost a dome, though just at the top it sharpened into a pyramid.

Toward that goal he kept at a steady jog, sometimes freshening the mustang into a lope, sometimes letting it drop to a dragging dog-trot, but it was never allowed to fall to a walk until it was on the steep ascent of Mount Baldy.

The lower slopes were hills of shifting sand. He got off and trudged on foot to lighten the horse through that difficult going. Nothing lived here. Out on the desert the lifelike forms of the Spanish bayonet had been jogging past him, and great cacti like vast spiders with legs gathered, ready to spring. But even these shapes had been better than the nakedness of Mount Baldy, white under the ascending moon.

Trainor was well up on the breast of the slope before the sand ended, and he climbed into the saddle to ride on over a rocky trail. It held on, fairly straight, and then began to twist to the right.

But that was not the direction required. It was just the opposite of the trail which was marked on Cormacks sketch. Therefore, he turned back, and urged the mustang onto a higher shoulder. From the edge of a hundred-foot precipice, he glanced down, then to the sides. Finally, he spotted what he wanted, a trail that corkscrewed up the side of the mountain at just the angle which the map indicated. The moment he saw that, his heart leaped, because he became assured that the childish scratching on the paper was a map in actual fact.

He got to the beginning of that twisting trail. He followed it over the shoulder of Baldy onto a high plateau, and beside him rose a quartz cliff for hundreds of feet, brilliant, dazzling, with the quicksilver of the moonlight.

The trail went out like a light. He rode on for a quarter of a mile and still could and excitement.

He cut for sign, opening up in wider and wider circles. And suddenly he found the beginning of the trail again, a thin shadow that wound among the rocks.

He went on until he came to a point where the trail deepened, and again he reached a place where it spread into three forks. This was exactly the way it had been marked down on the map, so he took the farthest right-hand trail and rode along it, jogging the mustang, working his eyes rapidly here and there across the landscape to make out the least stir of life.

Yet, for all his precautions, he rode straight into the trap. He passed down a sort of gorge among enormous boulders, and as he came out on the farther side, a voice said briskly:

Stick em up, brother! Grab the edge of that moon, and chin yourself on it!

The quiet of the voice was even more convincing than the words it spoke. He heaved up his hands instantly, and the mustang stopped without a command.

Three men surrounded him. They looked very much alike — they were all big, all wore great sloppy slouch hats, all carried rifles and revolvers hanging down their thighs. Their work in life was not with picks and shovels, surely.

Get off, and keep your hands up while you climb down, said one.

He was the fellow with the matter-of-fact voice.

Trainor obeyed, swinging one leg over the cantle and then dropping lightly to the ground.

Your names Trainor, eh? asked the leader.

Trainor? said Trainor. I dont know any Trainor.

Oh, dont you? Come here, Les. Take a look at this hombre.

One of the men stepped close and pulled over the sombrero of Trainor. It was the third of that trio which had tried to murder him in the saloon, he who had come in with May and Cormack.

Trainor braced himself for the recognition.

Why, sure its Trainor, said Les.

All right, said Trainor, you can call me any name you like. Bud is what I answer to, mostly. If you boys are looking for hard cash, take my wallet. Theres something in it; not much. But let me get my arms down before they break off at the shoulders.

Maybe something more than your shoulders is due to be broke, said the leader. Get his gun, Les.

The gun of Cormack was instantly taken. Would they recognize him through that, also?

But for the present no one paid any attention to it, except that Les said:

This hombre fans it. I didnt think that he was that good.

If youre not Trainor, said the leader, whats your real name?

Bud is what I answer to, mostly, but a couple of times in my life Ive been called Mr. Somerville.

The leader chuckled a little. That aint so bad, he said. You sound all right to me, kid, but this is a busy night. Listen to me, Les, he added. By what we know about Trainor, hes an ordinary cowhand. He wouldnt a had the time to waste learning had seen sme how to fan a gun, would he?

No. That sort of stops me.

Sure of his mug?

I wouldnt be sure of that, admitted Les. When I had my eye on Trainor, he was moving pretty fast, and there was a flock of guns in the air. You know how it is. You just get a kind of quick impression, at a time like that.

If youre not Trainor, what you doing up here on this trail, Bud? asked the leader.

Im on the way to Mount Baldy, said Trainor calmly.

Yeah, and then where? Going to camp at the spring?

I didnt know there was any spring, said Trainor. Fact is, Im bound for Alkali to try to get a job. They say some of the old mines are opening up big.

The leader was silent for a moment.

This sounds all right, said Les.

Yeah, it sounds all right, said the leader. Youre on the wrong trail, Bud, he added, almost kindly. If you turn around and shove straight back, youll come to Baldy, and youll get a trail down him for Alkali. Here, Les, give him back his gun. Hes all right.

In fact, the leader reached for the gun to pass it back. But as he grasped it, he started violently.

By thunder! he shouted.

Thats Cormacks gun! That was the end, Trainor knew. But he had gone into action the instant he saw the start of the leader. He made one step forward and slung himself along the side of his mustang, which bolted straight up the slope. One foot had found the stirrup. The other leg was hooked around behind the cantle, one arm was curved over the neck of the pony. He could thank his stars that he had learned that Indian trick when he was a youngster, for now he offered to his enemy only the mark of a running horse.


X. THE SEARCH
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THEY HAD RIFLES after him in a moment. The spattering of the revolver shots had given him an instant of hope, for the way the mustang was dodging among big rocks, he had a reasonable guess that they might keep on missing their target. But when they opened up with rifles, he knew the trouble was on him.

He heard, he almost felt, the sickening spat of the bullets as three of them in rapid succession hit the poor little horse. It went on, staggering, wavering, but still at a gallop. It reached the top of the slope before the crash of three guns at once dropped it like a stone, dead.

Trainor rolled headlong down the steep of the slope, found a nest of rocks, ran straight through it as fast as he could bolt, and then, with the rattling of the hoofs of approaching horses beating in his ears, he threw himself right down in the open. There was merely a shallow scoop in the flat of the rock, and he flung himself down in full view of anyone whose curious eyes might examine differences inside that meager shadow. In fact, the full moonshine was beating down upon most of his body, but the chance he took was that the enemy might not search for him at all in such an open spot.

Over the ridge he saw them come hurtling, right beside the spot where his horse lay dead. They scanned the ground there, as though hoping that they might find him pinned to the ground. Then they scattered out and rode around in a circle, the leader taking one side of the big arc, Les and the other man taking the second half of the circumference. They covered a margin much larger than a man could possibly have reached on foot in the short time that had been at the disposal of Trainor. He admired, grimly and grudgingly, the manner in which the search was conducted, as he saw the riders skilfully wind back and forth and in and out among the rocks. He could thank his instinct that he had not chosen to secrete himself among those obvious shelters.

The leader, rising in his stirrups presently, shouted to the men to go back on the ground and try again. The man had to be there. He must be there.

So they went back, again, and yet again, and widened the field of their search, and then assembled in a close group, the hoofs of their horses lifting and gleaming not five paces from the spot where Trainor lay flat on his face, waiting every dreadful moment for bullets to tear through his flesh.

The leader said: Les, you might have used your eyes back there in the saloon.

I thought it was him when I first looked, but he was so damn cool, said Les. You know how it is. I saw him by lamplight, movin fast, and this was by moonlight, standin still. And then he didnt give away no chances. Hes a nervy hombre.

Ill nerve him if I can daub a rope onto him, said the leader. Whered he go to, anyway?

Suppose, said the third man, that he was layin there close to the hoss, somewheres right by the ridge? We might a galloped over that ridge a mite too fast, and he sneaked off down the other side?

He couldnt a done it, answered the leader.

Well, where else is he?

Its the damnedest thing that I ever seen. Lets go back to the ridge and take a look-see.

They climbed up the slope to the ridge and sat there against the moon, black, gigantic silhouettes. Their voices came small but clear to the ears of Trainor.

Where could he a gone? Why, back there through the rocks, down the slope. Thats the only thing that he could a done. Its dead certain that wed a found him if hes been over yonder. Hes scuttlin off a coupla miles away, by this time. No matter what else we did, we scared the shirt right off his back, and Im dead sure of that!

Dont be too sure of nothin. This hombre seems soft, dont he? Sure he seems soft when he walks into the picture. Blacky says that there wasnt nothin to him. Blacky says that he pretty nigh busted the neck of Trainor, and throws him into the street, and Trainor goes and hollers to the sheriff. That sounds soft, dont it? Well, maybe Trainor was soft when he come to Alkali, but he aint soft now. Hes walked right through Yates, it looks like, and got out here. Hes slammed May and Cormack in one little go, and theyre tough hombres. Besides all that, how in hell did he learn that this was the trail to foller?

There was no answer, and the leader said: Maybe he aint scuttlin off through the rocks, doin a mile a minute. Maybe hes sneakin up toward headquarters. And if he gets there — boys, Christian is goin to take off our hides in chunks and burn them right in front of our eyes!

Whatll we do, then?

Go straight back, search all along the way, and make a report that we met Trainor, and that we lost him, but we hope that hes scared off.

There was a silence, then one of the others said: You can do that job, Perry. I dont hanker to stand up to Christian when hes sour. I seen him sour just once, and that was enough for me.

They rode suddenly over the ridge. They disappeared, and the hoofbeats of the horses rang farther and farther away as Trainor rose to his feet. Luck, he saw, had at last given him a golden chance, for the beating hoofs of those horses were like so many bells, guiding him on the way he wanted to go — if only he were able to keep them within hearing.

In spite of the fact that he had spent such a share of his life in the saddle, he could run, and he ran now, keeping his chin down and his arms swinging straight. He got the sound of the hoofbeats before him, now dim, now closer, now suddenly far away.

His high-heeled boots, the worst running gear in the world, he jerked off and threw away. He ran on in his thick socks and now and again a rock point tore his flesh. He merely gritted his teeth and lengthened his stride.

If this were the worst pain that he ever had to endure, it would be very well. If he had to run till his feet were worn to the bone, he would do that, also.

He could remember in his boyhood when Clive had run for him and climbed for him — yes, and fought for him, too. He could remember how they had stood back to back and held off the savage little mob when they went to the new school in the mountains. He could remember how Clive had stood by to see fair play when he had his celebrated fight with Stew Murphy, and how Clive had knocked flat the bully who tried to trip Ben up in the middle of the go. He could remember days when they were older, and always it had been Clive who came to the rescue.

Now he had his chance to pay back a little portion of the old debt. Even if there had been no debt at all, there was the claim of blood that gripped him. The home was gone. Their mother and father had been dead for years, and that was all the more reason for them to hang together in this world.

Yet he felt helpless. He was running hard, he was running toward his duty. But what would he be able to accomplish when he got there? What could he do against Christian and Doc Yates? The mere thought of them made him feel like a child.

He dropped suddenly flat on the ground, for he had entered a naked valley, without rocks, and the three riders were in clear view before him. When he looked up again, they had disappeared!

He got slowly to his knees, thinking that his wits were gone, that he had been dazzled by a hallucination. Not only were the figures gone, but the hoofs no longer rang bell-like on the rocks, or muffled on hard ground. He leaped up and ran on again, bewildered. It might be that they had glimpsed him and had scattered to the shadow at the left of the valley, waiting for him to come on, but somehow, that seemed a small risk. If he missed this way, he would have lost the chance to follow the trail to the end, and he would have lost it forever, perhaps.

Then, when he came close to the spot where they had seemed to be before vanishing, he saw, suddenly, a narrow cleft in the high, sheer wall of the valley. How deep the crevice went he could not tell. But into this, surely, the three must have passed.

There was almost utter darkness within the lips of the close ravine. He had to look up toward the sky to see how the opening ran between its crooked walls. Then, turning a sharp corner, he came on quite another prospect, for the crevice opened into a fair-sized gulley, sand-bottomed. That sand had hushed the hoofs of the horses, of course. And still the thin dust which they had raised in passing hung in the air, and was acrid and tingling in his nostrils.

He climbed the easy slope. The moon brightened on it. He could see where the horses had stepped not long before, and the sand was still running down the sides of the depressions. Now, topping the slope, he saw a thin, yellow eye of light, and made out, at once, a cluster of small buildings that were apparently made of rock, flat-roofed, squat, and low. In front of the one shack which was lighted, he saw three horses, with riders in the saddles of two, and with the other of the trio standing in front of the door of the hut.

Trainor could hear the knocking of the hand as he dropped to his knees and crawled off to the side until he gained the shelter of a little mesquite which managed to send its roots down to water even through this sandy hell. In that meager shadow he lay flat, for he heard the squeaking of hinges, and then the voice of none other than Barry Christian, inquiring:

Whos there?

Perry, came the answer.

Perry, will you kindly tell me what you mean by being away from the place where I posted you?

Because Trainor came up that way—

Trainor, eh? Where did you bury him?

Thats what I want to explain. We got him, and took his gun, and had him helpless?

And he got away? Perry, you mean to say that he got away?

I dont know how to say it, chief. The fact is that he nearly fooled us, for a minute, and just as I made out for sure that he was really Trainor, he jumped for his horse, and rode the side of it like an Indian, and we shot the horse down, and went in search of him, but he managed to melt himself right into the ground. I never saw anything like it. It might have beaten even you, chief.

There was a silence, a dreadful silence for Perry, no doubt.

Then Christian said, his voice muffled by the control he put upon his passion: Its the first big thing I ever asked you, and youve failed, Perry. But go down now and guard the mouth of this ravine, here. You were on horses and he was on foot. I suppose he couldnt have got here before you?

We came as fast as the rocks would let us. He couldnt have got here before us.

Then go down there and watch for him, and if you get your hands on him the second time, smash him like a snake. Hes got to die!


XI. A FAMILIAR VOICE
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AS THE THREE riders went slowly down the slope of sand, Trainor said the same thing to himself. He had to die. There was no way out for him. He had taken up the fight against too many men, and men of a caliber too large for him, and he had to go down.

Now, from behind the mesquite, he saw the three riders pass, and his heart shrank when they came to that point where he had dragged himself across the sand, because under the brilliance of the moon the marks must have been perfectly clear to show his course right up to the mesquite. But those three riders seemed to be thinking forward and looking forward. They paid no attention to the ground they were riding over, but went down into the narrow shadows of the gulch beneath.

That new escape let Trainor breathe again. His nerves had not stopped shuddering when, through the open door of the stone hut, he heard the voice of a man call out, in an agony, words of protest that shambled together without syllabication. There was no need of making out the words to understand the appeal, but what lifted Trainor from behind the mesquite and started him running forward, suddenly, was that he recognized the voice of his brother.

The rush of savage emotion brought Trainor right up to the hut before good sense checked him again. He dropped to his knees beside the broken shutters of a window and looked in upon things that made his brain spin dizzily.

It was a room of very respectable size. In the very old days, perhaps as far back as the time of the Spanish occupation, this must have served as headquarters for the chief engineer of the abandoned mine whose mouth opened black in the side of the cliff behind this house. The sandy slope up which Trainor had just come was no more, as he could see it now, than the ancient dump of the mine, which had half filled the ravine. The sand itself was a mere facing which had been put on by a more recent century.

The room held one relic of its old importance — a huge table a dozen feet in length with carved legs and a great carved spanner. It must have been hauled out here at incredible cost of labor, perhaps at the demand of a wife of that unlucky man who was named master of the mine in the middle of this desert. Since then, it had been scarred with spurs and whittled with knives, but even so, only the edges were deformed. At one end of this table now sat Barry Christian, with Yates beside him. The similarity between them struck Trainor again — the same pale and handsome features. They might be brothers. Or perhaps the highest evil had to be cast much in the same form.

Opposite them, his hands roped before him, stood a haggard ghost of a man with a blood-soiled bandage about his head and with frightfully staring eyes. His clothes were in rags; through the rents Trainor could see purple welts and raw places, half scabbed over. Off at the side of this picture was a sandy-haired girl whose blue eyes were desperately fixed before her. And Blacky held both her wrists in the grasp of one capacious hand.

You heard me, Trainor, said Christian.

Ben Trainor started violently as he heard his name, but the parched lips of the ragged skeleton inside the hut answered:

I heard you, Christian. But you wouldnt go through with it.

Wouldnt I? said Christian. He smiled, looked aside at Yates, and pulled out a cigar and lighted it. He said, through the blue-gray clouds of smoke that left his lips: He doesnt think that Ill go through with it, Doc.

Yates turned a bit in his chair.

Give her a crack or two with the whip, to warm her up, Blacky, he commanded.

Blacky, straightway lifted the short-lashed quirt and stiffened the arm that held the girl away from him. Then, over his shoulder, he said:

All right, chief. But if the gal screeches, maybe Perry and the rest will come peltin up here. They wouldnt want nothin to happen to a gal. Some gents are funny, that way. They wouldnt want nothin to happen.

If they come pelting up here, theyll go pelting back again, damned pronto, answered Yates. Do what youre told to do and stop the talking.

Its all the same to me, said Blacky. Male or female, what the hell do I care?

He stood back, measuring the girl, but the sleep-walking stare in her eyes had not changed in the least. And Ben Trainor, looking at the horror in the face of his brother, had to set his teeth to keep from groaning. From a shed behind the house, he heard a sudden trampling and snorting of horses. It seemed as though even dumb brutes were protesting against this thing that was about to be.

Give it to her! commanded Christian, turning suddenly in his chair, half rising.

The hand of Blacky swung back with the quirt, but the cry that came out of Clive Trainor was such a wild scream that it stopped the stroke.

Ill talk, Christian! he yelled. Dont touch her. Ill tell you where the mine is. Ill tell?

He tried to run around the corner of the table, but he struck the projecting angle and even that shock was enough to throw him off his balance. He fell heavily to the floor and lay still. The girl dropped to her knees and covered her eyes with one arm.

Shall I whang her? asked Blacky, his brutal face looking over his shoulder for orders.

Whats the use, if that half-wit will talk, at last? said Christian. Doc, take a look at him and see if the fool is alive.

Yates went to the fallen body and with a thrust of his foot turned it on its back. He kneeled and put his hand over the heart of Clive Trainor. There was a long, sick moment during which Ben Trainor waited for the report.

All right, said Yates. Not much to it, but its still beating, all right.

He stood up, picked a canteen from the table, and emptied a quantity of water over the prostrate man.

Thatll bring him to, said Yates. You were right about the girl, Barry. I would have put her through her jumps, sooner or later, but I never would have thought of doing it in front of Trainor. It broke him right up. And yet theres a nervy fellow, Barry. But he crashed when he saw the girl about to get it.

Here, you, Nell! commanded Christian. Stand up.

The girl did not move.

Get her up on her feet, said Christian.

Blacky took her by the hair of the head and lifted her up. She stood wavering before them, with the same unconscious look in her eyes.

Now that your man is ready to talk and tell us where the mine is, said Christian, why dont you save him the trouble and tell us yourself?

She stared before her, unanswering. Her eyes seemed to find those of Ben Trainor beyond the broken shutters.

Shes out of her head, said Yates. Maybe the gal loves this Clive Trainor. Maybe shes off her nut, Barry.

Maybe, maybe, said Christian carelessly. Lock the girl in that back room again, Blacky, and throw Trainor out into the open. The fresh air may bring him back. Lies there like a dead snake, doesnt he?

Blacky pushed the girl through another door and locked it after her. He went to Clive Trainor and bent to get a grip on the hair of his head. That seemed to be Blackys favorite grip. Perhaps it was in that manner that he, Ben Trainor, had been dragged out of the Golden Hope and so dropped into the dust of the street.

In the same way he dragged Clive Trainor, now, to the threshold of the hut, pausing there to say, over his shoulder:

Two tough hombres, in their own ways. I mean, these here Trainor brothers.

Tough, a little tough, agreed Yates, but theyre being softened, little by little. Drop him out there and fan him with something.

Ill fan him, all right. Blacky laughed, as he disappeared through the door with his burden.

Where could that other Trainor be? wondered Yates.

I dont know, answered Christian. Perry hasnt heard the last about that case. When a man fails me once, he never has a chance to fail me again — unless its Jim Silver that he slips on.

Ah, well, said Yates. Silvers different, of course. Then he added heartily: Youll get him if he puts his head too close to our affairs, down here. Even a Jim Silver cant manage an organization like the one youve built up here, Barry.

Hes a rock thats broken some big machines, said Christian calmly. But Ive an idea, Doc, that the time may be coming when Ill have my turn of luck with him. Theres one queer thing about it. If I had him in my hands, I wouldnt quite know what to do with him.

I know some Indian ways that youd be pretty much interested in, said Doc Yates.

Christian shook his head, answering: Hes smashed me half a dozen times. There was a day, Doc, when hundreds of hard men were ready to ride the instant that I lifted a finger. But that day has gone by. Because Silver has shown people, over and over again, that I can be broken. Hes had me in jail more than once, with the rope practically around my neck. But each time Ive managed to get out from under and now I think that I may be able to have my innings. How will I take them? With fire or water or steel? I dont know. If there were a hundred of him, Doc, Id need to use up all of his bodies to carry out some of the ideas that I have.

You cant tell, said Doc Yates. I may be there to give you some inspiration.

There was a loud, continuous clapping sound outside the front door.

See what that is, said Christian.

Yates went to the door and called out: Stop that, Blacky! I told you to fan him, not beat him to death.

He turned and came back toward Christian.

The blighter was whanging Trainor on one side of the face and then on the other, he reported.

Ben Trainor waited to see and hear no more. Right at his feet there was a stone that had fallen out of the old wall. He picked up the weight and walked with it to the corner of the house. There he could see Blacky. That gentle soul even now was not fanning the helpless man on the ground. Instead, he had taken a good grip on the hair of his head and was twisting it slowly and powerfully.

Trainor made one long step forward, swayed the stone, and brought it down heavily on the thick skull of Blacky. He slumped noiselessly beside his victim.


XII. PURSUIT
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THE yellow arm of lamplight reached the boots of Clive, the outflung arm of Blacky. Perhaps the two men inside the hut could see that much of the scene outside. Ben Trainor drew the two Colts from Blackys holsters. He wanted to turn to the doorway of the house and open fire. One of the pair he would surely get with his first bullets; perhaps he could be sufficient benefactor of mankind to kill them both.

But what of that?

Down there in the neck of the ravine were three more armed men, practiced fighters, who would come like wolves at the sound of the firing, and he knew that he could not play his hand against the three of them. They would murder him, and finish the nearly completed job on Clive Trainor.

So Ben Trainor handled the great temptation for only an instant. Then he put up the two revolvers and lifted the body of Clive from beside the fallen gunman. He saw a great gash across Blackys skull, and there was enough light to show him the running blood. Vaguely, he remembered having heard that blood will not run after a man is dead. Perhaps he ought to deal one more blow before he tried to escape, but the thought of crushing the skull of the inert body sickened him.

He held the body of Clive in his arms, the head and arms and feet trailing down. It seemed to him that there was not half the weight that should have been in the bulk of a grown man. He could feel the wasted, bony frame he was bearing, as he rounded the further corner of the stone hut.

Right before him was a shed out of which came sounds of feeding horses and the sweet fragrance of hay. He laid Clive on the soft sand and went inside. He could make out the forms of six horses by favor of the moonlight that sloped in through the open door and a window. The big gray, most visible in this light, he started saddling at once, and the tall horse turned its head and sniffed at him curiously, without fear. It seemed to Ben Trainor like an omen of good fortune.

A knocking commenced inside the house. He heard it clearly, and also the voice of Christian, calling:

Well, what is it now?

Will you let me take care of him? said the voice of the girl.

If she would only be still, if she would stay in her place, perhaps Trainor could get her away with Clive. But the devil of bad luck was making her spoil her own chances.

Take care of him? I dont know why, said Christian. Hes got Blacky out there taking care of him now, and you know what a good nurse Blacky is!

Hello, Blacky! called Yates. How are things going?

Trainor, with desperate, trembling fingers threw the saddle on the back of the next horse.

He wont answer, said Yates, after a moment. The sulky brute wont speak up till hes brought his man around.

A form of professional pride, and you ought to be glad that he has it, said Christian easily.

If youll let me out, if youll let me take care of him, pleaded the girl, Ill tell you whatever you want to know. Let me go to him, and Ill tell you everything you wish-things that he doesnt know!

Theres an idea, chief, muttered the voice of Yates.

Perhaps it is, said Christian. Bring her out here.

Hinges creaked.

Youve come back to life and sense, have you, Nell? said the voice of Christian, with a sort of sneering gentleness in it. You can see, Doc, that we ought to have played these two beauties off against one another a long time ago. You want this fellow, Trainor, do you, Nell?

I want to help him, said the girl. Her voice went to pieces: Dont you see that hes dying?

The voice and the words curdled the blood of Ben Trainor as he turned and led the pair of horses toward the wide doorway.

Oh, hes a tough lad, said Christian. Hell get all right, with a good nurse. You and Clive are going to marry at the end of the romance, eh?

No, said the girl. Let me go to him now.

Steady, steady, said Christian. We have to have a little bargain first. I want your solemn oath, Nell. Raise that sweet little right hand in the air and swear that youll tell us everything that will help us to the mine, after weve let you go to Trainor.

Ill swear it. I do swear it! said she.

Trainor, lifting the weight of his brother, heard the voices dimly. He slid one of Clives legs into the stirrup. He laid the loose weight of the body forward on the saddle, and then thanked his fortune that these were not wild, dancing mustangs, but big horses, well-trained, gentle as lambs even in the hands of strangers. One step forward on the part of the gray would dislodge that helpless burden. For one instant, Ben Trainor lingered, his hand pressed over the heart of his brother until he was assured of the feeble flickering of the pulse. Then he mounted the bay horse he had saddled for himself and brought it close to the gray. He managed both pairs of reins with one hand. With the free hand he raised the limp torso of Clive and supported it.

Dimly, inside the house, he could hear the girl crying out that she would make any promises they wished, if only they would let her come to Clive Trainor.

And Clive Trainor, in the meantime, was being taken slowly forward up the continuing slope of the sand, and now was being taken slowly forward up the continuing slope of the sand, and now over the head of it and toward better footing below, where the high plateau rolled gradually down toward the desert — a vast sweep of land that looked as though the wreckage and the fragments had been cast over it when the higher mountains to the south were first created. Boulders larger than houses rose up, here and there, and now stones and clean rock gritted under the shod hoofs of the horses. Could even Barry Christian and Yates follow the trail over such a hole-in-the-wall country as this?

Then, from over the sandy brows of the hill, Trainor heard a trio of revolver shots in quick succession. He heard shouting that seemed horribly close. And far down the ravine, he heard an answering Indian yell.

He got the horses into a trot that jounced Clive horribly in the saddle. He put them into a soft lope, at which, strangely enough, he could manage the loose burden of his brothers weight much better. And now the boulders were drifting behind them, thickening like the trunks of trees as one enters a wood, throwing up to their rear a screen which no human eye could see through.

But, in the meantime, five keen and savage men were on the way. Three of them would rush out in the van. Christian and Yates would follow as soon as their flying hands could fling saddles on the backs of their horses. Or would one of them remain behind to make sure of the girl?

The sound of her voice remained in the ear of Ben Trainor like a sweet taste in the throat, and the blue, blank stain of her eyes, remembered now, made him want to turn back and try his chance of dodging through the enemy and coming to her help.

He made himself put that temptation out of his mind.

He went on, with the great stones moving about him, until he heard in the distance the sound of beating, galloping hoofs. At that, he was tempted to flog the horses into full speed. But he could not handle them if they went too fast. He could not dare to let them keep at a canter, or even a trot, for fear the noise they made would come to the ears of the man hunters. With all his soul straining forward, anxious to make haste, he had to bring the horses down to a walk. That was the way they went forward, side by side, the arm of Ben Trainor strained about the body of his brother, and the head of Clive wavering on the support of Bens shoulder.

The face that the moon showed to the younger brother was a horrible thing. A new trickle of blood had commenced from beneath the head bandage, and it ran slowly down the cheek and dripped off the chin. The mouth of Clive hung open, and the loose jaws worked, and the teeth clicked, now and then, moved by the swaying of the horses, until there was a horrible semblance of munching food, continually.

It seemed to Ben Trainor that he could not endure the strain of the thing any longer. The noise of the riders, swinging this way and that around him, beat into his brain like so many lines of fire, but the danger was nothing compared with this monstrous ride with a dying man.

He saw, not far before him, the gleam of water under the side of a mighty rock that rose like a cliff from the ground. Well, speed would not save them, anyway. Only chance could rescue them from the eyes of Christian and his men, and, therefore, they might as well halt here — and hope. After all, they had covered enough ground to prevent the men of Christian from quartering the space between that and the deserted mine and combing every bit of it, thoroughly.

Into the shadow of the rock, therefore, Ben rode, and tied the horses to a projecting knob of stone. Then he slid the entire lower part of Clives body into the pool, and drew him out again upon the dry land. He dropped flat, and listened to the heartbeat. It was feeble, very feeble, and there were frightful pauses into it that seemed like death itself, but always the slow thumping or the uncertain fluttering began again.

He sat up and considered the wan, starved face of his brother. Pain had fretted it deeply. Pain had worn it away.

He looked up, suddenly, at the sky where the moon had put out the stars, and he wondered what hell on earth or hereafter could be sufficient for men like Yates and Barry Christian.

Then, in a voice that seemed to come from a great distance, he heard Clive speaking. It was a low muttering. It increased to a clear sound. It grew into a shout!

Be quiet! pleaded Ben Trainor. Clive, youre safe. Ive got you away from them. Be still or youll have them on us!

For close, terribly close, he heard the beating of hoofs. But Clive Trainor, with the face of a madman, strove to struggle to his feet.

Ben clapped a hand over the mouth that gaped to screech. Straightway his brothers teeth bit his hand to the bone, and the cry, half-stifled, rose into the night.

For both their sakes, with an agony in his heart, Ben Trainor struck down the delirious man, and then held the crumpling body in his arms. With a steady beat, he heard the cantering hoofs of a horse sweep straight toward him.


XIII. THE RIFLEMAN
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THERE WERE OTHER riders in the distance, trailing noises here and there, but this horseman came on with a frightful directness. The clanking hoofs pounded nearer. They thundered in the very ears of Ben Trainor. As he pulled one of Blackys guns, he looked up at the lofty silhouette of a rider who was swinging around the corner of the very boulder that sheltered them.

It was the tall figure of the gunman named Perry, who sat in the saddle, pulling his horse back on its haunches, and whipping out a revolver. So the two confronted one another. Trainor, to be sure, had the drop, but the noise of a gunshot would be certain to draw in the rest of the searchers. Perry stared down bewildered at the crouched body at the verge of the pool.

By thunder, said Perry. You got him, did you? He pointed to the limp body of Clive. He pointed to the horses.

You got him — and the bosses to pack him on — from Christian and Yates. You knocked Blacky cold as a cork. And here you are, by the jumping thunder! said Perry.

Deliberately he put up his revolver.

He pulled off his hat and mopped his brow. The mustang walked on, unguided, toward the pool, entered it knee-deep, and drank. And Perry paid no heed.

I dunno what to do, and you dunno what to do, said Perry. If you plug me, those other hombres hear the gun, and thats that. If I try to grab you, you drop me anyway. If I ride off from here, you cant stop me without shootin and you darent to shoot. But if I ride off from here and turn in a gent thats gone through hell for the sake of his brother, Ill burn an extra thousand years with sulphur up my nose.

He jammed his hat on his head again.

Perry, said Trainor, pull off from them. Get out of the gang. Christian doesnt mean well by you. When I was at the hut, I heard him say that a man who failed him once was no good to him. Hell make you pay for it, Perry.

Maybe he will, said Perry. But you think I could pull out of this? You talking about me going straight?

Its a big world. You could go places.

No, said Perry grimly, Ive sold out, and I gotta stay sold.

Trainor said nothing. He waited. Fear was in him, around him, and yet there was room for a quick and strange pity for this man.

Well, said Perry at last. Im doggoned if I know. If things had broke different, Id a been glad to pump you full of lead and get myself famous with Christian, that way. But the way things are breaking, I dunno. What the hell? I didnt see you, and thats about all there is to it.

He pulled his horse out of the pool and turned it away.

So long, and get whatever kind of luck is left for you, Trainor, he muttered. He put his horse to a canter and was gone, swinging rapidly away from sight among the great rocks.

Just then Clive Trainor opened his eyes, and the madness was gone out of them. He looked straight up into the face of his brother and sighed. You know, Ben, he muttered, Ive been having a dream with a girl and a gold mine and Barry Christian and a lot of other stuff wrapped up in it.

He raised his hand to his bandaged head, and groaned slightly.

Ben, was it all true? he asked.

All true, but steady, old son, said Ben Trainor.

Where are we? What happened? I was back there in the stone house by the old mine and Blacky was going to?

He groaned again.

He didnt put the whip on the girl, said Ben Trainor. You started around the edge of the table, and bumped into it — and you fell and were knocked out. Thats all that happened. They threw you out on the sand with Blacky to fan you back to life. I had a chance to slam him, get you on one of the horses, and here we are. Steady, Clive. Theyre all around us. They might spot us at any minute. You can hear their horses. Here comes one now!

The clangor of the hoofs bore straight down on them, grew to overwhelming volume, and then passed on, the rider unseen.

And Nell? said Clive, pulling at his brother.

I couldnt get at her. They had her in talking to them. I had to come away. Im sorry. It burns me up to think of leaving her behind, but I couldnt stay.

Shes gone then, said Clive, closing his eyes. I sort of knew from the first time I laid eyes on her that she wouldnt pull through with it. There was something too sort of clean about her. That kind doesnt get to happiness, nor money, either. Shes so white, Ben, that I never knew a white woman before her — except mother. And now shes gone.

Maybe not, said Ben Trainor eagerly. Were not finished, Clive. Its a game Ill hang onto as long as you will. Ive got to get you into a better spot than this, and then Ill find help to come back.

Theyll be gone like birds, said Clive. But—

He shut his teeth with a click and said no more.

In the meantime, all the noises of iron hoofs on hard rock had ceased for the moment.

Can you sit a saddle, with a little help? asked Ben.

Ill try. Im a little done in, Ben, but Ill do what I can.

When he was lifted up onto the horse, he was able to swing a leg across the saddle and then settle his feet into the stirrups. He gathered up the reins.

Have you got a drink with you? he asked.

Not a drop.

Maybe its better without the stuff, said Clive. The strength a fellow gets out of a bottle burns out fast enough. I can ride, Ben, but not fast.

Heres my arm, said Ben Trainor. Im right here beside you, and you cant fall. Well walk them. Thats the best we can hope for.

And that was how they dragged across the boulder-strewn plateau, walking the horses, while Clive gripped the pommel of his saddle with both hands and endured as well as he could. Sometimes weakness made him sway dangerously, but when the hand of Ben had saved him, he always found a new reservoir of strength which he could call upon for the next few moments.

Twice they halted for a brief rest, with Clive Trainor stretched flat on the ground, breathing with a little rattling groan in the back of his throat. But he made no complaints. He did not refer again to Nell and her fate. His suffering, his weakness, he kept to himself, until failing strength made him waver almost to falling.

Ben Trainor, all this time and into the pink of the dawn, was equally silent. Words were not of any use to Clive, and words would not express what Ben felt about this quiet man.

Afterwards, he might learn what had actually happened while Clive was in the hands of Christian and the others. About that, Ben was not curious. Christian and Yates needed burning alive. That much was already certain. And for the rest, Ben wanted nothing except to get his brother to safety.

There was no refuge for them on the plateau. They would have to get down onto the desert and hope to be able to cut across it to the town of Alkali, though surely that was like jumping from the frying pan into the fire. But there was no other alternative.

A doctor was surely needed for Clive. And help — if help could be found in Alkali — for the girl.

There was no certainty. There was no real safety, as yet. And the beauty of the dim sunrise over the desert was lost upon the eye of Ben Trainor as he and his brother rode down the steep pitch of a trail that brought them onto the sandy flat of the desert.

They came through the narrow jaws of the gorge that had ushered them down from the plateau, but before they were a quarter of a mile out into the open, Ben Trainor saw a stream of five riders sweeping toward him, close to the cliffs, aiming to cut him off from a retreat and shunt him out onto the desert where he and Clive would be quick and easy prey. What good was the strength of their horses when three strides at full gallop would throw Clive out of the saddle, in spite of all that Ben could do?

They had to turn. Ben shouted to rouse Clive out of his deadly torpor. Then back they fled, daring no more than a rolling, easy canter, while those five hawks were coming at them across the sands.

First came Barry Christian. It seemed to Ben Trainor that he could have selected the man from ten million, even though all were, like Yates, almost exactly similar to him. There was something joyous and light and alert in his bearing in the saddle. There was something in the keen evil of his spirit that made his horse run more swiftly than the rest. Right back at the mouth of the canyon through which they had just come, Ben Trainor now aimed their course. Christian, riding at unabated speed, put a rifle to his shoulder and started firing to head off the fugitives.

It seemed impossible that he should be able to hit any mark, as he sat a galloping horse, but hornet sounds of danger were presently humming about the heads of Ben and his brother. Ben groaned with unwilling admiration of such marksmanship.

He was glad when they passed the ragged rock jaws of the ravines entrance. They would not be able to get to the height above, into the shelter of the bad lands, but somewhere in the narrows of the ravine they might be able to put up a last fight. And — well, it was best not to think too far ahead.

Into the ravine behind them swept the uproar of the shouting man hunt. It seemed clear to Ben Trainor, now, that this was the end. And then, above him, from the edge of the right-hand cliff, he heard the clang of a rifle.

Who could be posted there to cut off their retreat?

He looked up and saw nothing. He glanced over his shoulder, and saw one of Christians men dropping sidelong from the saddle. The other four were already in full flight, zigzagging their horses from side to side to upset the deadly aim of the rifleman on the cliff.

Ben Trainor, looking to the side, suddenly saw a rider appear on a golden horse, rushing down the dangerous slope to join that pair of hunted men.


XIV. THE ROUT
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ALL FEAR LEFT the desperate brain of Ben Trainor that instant. He had seen the rushing bore of a river, flooded suddenly by spring rains, and it seemed to him that the coming of Jim Silver was like that — a bright and powerful flood of rescue that would sweep all danger away.

Trainor turned, for he saw that Silver meant to go single-handed against those enemies, and Ben Trainor would not be left behind in the charge. Clive could shift for himself in the interim. But first of all the thought of driving into Christian and his allies was a wild joy to Trainor.

As he pulled his good horse about, he saw Clive slump weakly out of his saddle and collapse on the sand. Well, if all went well, they could return to Clive, but in the meantime Yates and Christian were to be handled. As he swung about, Ben Trainor saw that the man whom Silvers bullet had wounded had been picked up by two of his comrades. One of those rescuers was Perry. And perhaps it was because the wounded man occupied the attention of two of the party; perhaps it was simply because even men like Christian and Yates would not trust themselves in open fight, in spite of numbers, against Jim Silver — at any rate, the whole crew had turned and were fleeing as fast as their horses could go. And leading the retreat, with many glances over his shoulder, was the great Barry Christian!

A glory came over Ben Trainor as he shot his gelding away at full speed. He was hardly under way before the swift beat of hoofs caught up with him and passed him. The enormous stride of the golden horse, Parade, carried Silver off like a bird on wings. He gave one shout of greeting to Trainor, who saw the brown face of the wanderer set with a fierce resolution, and the eyes burning with savage hope.

Ben Trainor, as he vainly urged his horse in the pursuit, losing ground every instant behind Silver, knew why there was exultation in the soul of that famous man. For perhaps here, on this rim of the desert, the long pursuit of Christian was to come to an end. Here the long struggle might terminate.

Far back, as Trainor glanced over his shoulder, he saw the gray wolf, Frosty, running at full bent but hopelessly outdistanced by the speed of the horses. Parade and Silver would be the only ones of the trio present at the end of the hunt.

They rushed out of the mouth of the ravine, and there it was seen that Christians party had separated. Even the fear and respect in which they held their leader could not induce these men to stand together and receive the shock of Silver with a united front. They fell away to this side and that. Off to the right rode the two who supported between them the wounded man. Straight ahead dashed Doc Yates. To the left the great Barry Christian was scurrying, flattening himself in terror over the pommel of his saddle, abandoning all shame in the presence of his most famous enemy.

So, it seemed to the excited mind of Ben Trainor, good has to triumph in the end. The crook succeeds for a little while, but before the close there is a day of accounting, a sudden rout and a downfall.

After Christian, like a hawk after a bird, sweeping with a strength and speed that made the limitless flat of the desert seem small, Parade drew rapidly farther and farther away.

Suddenly Trainor drew rein. He would never come up with the chase in time to be of use during the battle. And in the meantime, if he rode away, Yates and the others might decide to cut back and get at abandoned Clive Trainor, because of the priceless secret which was still locked behind the lips of the man.

So Ben Trainor halted his horse and strained his eyes until a cloud of dust grew up and made the wavering images thin, and finally they disappeared around a highland that projected well out from the main mass of the plateau.

After that, he turned back slowly, unwillingly. Over his shoulder he still saw Frosty legging it vainly after his master, the shaggy pelt humping in waves above his shoulders as he strained forward in the gallop. The tongue of the exhausted wolf hung like a red rag from his teeth, and he would never get to the scene in time to fight for his master.

Not a single one of the riders was now in sight, as Trainor rode back into the ravine. There he found that Clive had recovered enough strength to drag himself into the shadow of a rock. But the heat was very great. He panted continually, heavily. It seemed to Ben Trainor that each breath his brother drew might be the last one in his life.

That still, oven-hot air of the ravine would be the death of him, certainly, and one glance was enough to show that Clive could not be taken on to Alkali to find a doctor. Instead, the doctor would have to be brought to him. In the meantime, he must be put in a place where there was a greater stir of fresh air.

Clive was so far gone that when Ben offered a canteen of water at his lips, the older brother simply shook his head.

Im passing out, he said. Its no good working over me. Get to Silver. Get him to help Nell. Dont waste time on me. Im dying, Ben. Im almost glad to die!

He was sick with weakness and his wounds. The long ride had drained almost the last bit of his strength, and it was not strange that he was ready to give up the battle.

Ben Trainor said calmly: What a cheap hound youd be if you threw up the sponge while theres a drop of blood left in you or one beat left in your heart! Christian is being run down like a rabbit by Jim Silver. Yates is on the run, too. Perry has his hands full with a wounded man. We have our chance now to break through and win.

Clive Trainor groaned, as though the prospect of fighting his way back to life sickened him more than all else.

Then, lying back against the sand, he said: Im sorry I showed the white feather, Ben. But Im tired. Im damned tired. It seems as though the lifes been running out of me for days. For weeks. Whatever life is in me is boiling out now. Its cooking out of me. Dont waste your time here. Back there at the old mine, theres only Blacky to keep an eye on Nell, and you say youve hurt Blacky badly. If you go straight back, you may have a chance to get her away from them. Dont think about me. Go to her, Ben.

Perry and the rest are sure to go back past the mine, answered Ben Trainor. Yates will be back there, too. As soon as they see that Silver has taken after Christian and is out of the way, theyre certain to head for the mine. You can see that, cant you? My job is here with you. Well climb up that side slip and get you up on the plateau where theres better air.

It was like handling a half-filled sack, whose weight continually threatened to slip through his hands, but finally Ben Trainor got his brother into the saddle, and walked beside the horse, steadying its burden, until they were up on the plateau again. There a single scrub of a tree offered shade, and Ben Trainor bedded down the wounded man there, while a slow stir of air instantly made breathing easier for Clive.

But it seemed that the life which Clive was so willing to give up was, in fact, rapidly leaking out of his body. Ben Trainor, caring for him, found more than one reason, and the broken statements of Clive pieced together the story of what had happened to him.

He had come to Alkali to try his fortune in the mines, but fortune, shortly after his arrival, had seemed to be hunting him out. A mere chance had brought him in contact with Nell Weston, newly in from the desert with a horrible story to tell.

She had gone with her father when that elderly man, broken in health and fortune, determined to try his luck prospecting through the barren hills near Mount Baldy. Luck and death came to him almost at the same instant. He had uncovered what he thought was a strike and he had drilled a hole and set a shot, but through a mistake in his clumsy operation, the explosion had occurred before he got to a safe distance. Weston was killed by the same blast which opened up a ledge of black rock in which there were bright yellow headings that might be gold.

Out there in the desert, the girl had buried her father, and then she had come wearily into Alkali with some specimens of the ore. How to develop the mine she had not the slightest idea. She guessed that it would need capital, and how to raise capital she did not know. When she reached Alkali, she knew that the place was thronging with scoundrels, and, therefore, when she met and learned to trust Clive Trainor as an honest man, she gladly confided her problems to him.

The first thing he had done for her was to take a specimen of the ore to the assayers office. Perhaps that was the first great mistake that brought on all the other evils in its train. No doubt the chief clerk in the assayers office was in touch with Yates and the other crooks of Alkali. From that day forward, Clive Trainor had had a sense of being followed and watched.

However, the assayers report was so staggeringly promising that he was inspired to invest his small capital to open up operations of the mine, on a small scale, at once.

He had bought drills, double jacks, powder, fuse, caps, provisions, four mules to carry the packs, and had hired three strong men to take over the major portion of the physical labor at the mine, all three representing themselves as experts. The other part of the story was revealed by the names of the trio, for they were the hired hangers-on of Doc Yates — Josh May, Cormack, and Blacky.

However, Clive Trainor suspected nothing. He felt it was a main point to get out of Alkali without being followed. The girl left in the late afternoon, riding out of Alkali in one direction. Clive Trainor went out after dark. Still later, Blacky and the other two left the town. The party of five assembled two miles outside of Alkali and went on through the night.

But trouble was in the air. Blacky was thoroughly drunk and could not speak without cursing so vilely that Clive Trainor had to speak to him sharply about it. That small thing started a quarrel, and Clive Trainor ordered Blacky to go back to the town. He was amazed by a downright refusal. When he told the other pair to speed Blacky on his way back, they laughed in his face. A moment later, Clive Trainor was a prisoner, tied to the stirrups of his horse, and the girl was likewise under guard.

That had not been the original plan of Yates, of course. He had intended to let the girl and Clive show the way to the mine, which was hard to find. But at any rate, the thing was not taken seriously, because it was known that the girl had told Clive Trainor the exact location of the mine, and, therefore, the information could be beaten out of him. Blacky on the spot started the beating. But Clive stuck to his silence until he was knocked senseless.

He and the girl were taken up into the ravine where the old Spanish mine had been worked centuries before. That stone hut became a torture chamber for Clive Trainor. His body was reduced by every privation. Twice he was given no water for three days. Once he was hung up by the-thumbs and a fire kindled under his feet, but he fainted so instantly, through the pain and his weakness, that they cut him down before he was seriously injured.

They tried the effect of a whip more than once. His body was half raw and covered with welts from those beatings. But still his iron endurance had held out until Christian, drawn into the difficult affair by the troubled Yates, finally suggested that the girl be tormented in the sight of Clive Trainor.

That crisis had been witnessed by Ben Trainor, of course. And the rest of the story he knew.

This tale from Clive Trainor did not come out smoothly, but in broken fragments which had to be pieced together by some guesswork on the part of Ben. But finally he had the thing clearly in his mind.

In the meantime, he had found a beggarly runlet of water a half mile from the spot — a mere trickle which disappeared among the rocks almost as soon as it lifted its head. There Ben filled the canteens again and again, making trips on the run in spite of his badly damaged feet. With that water he bathed the racked body of Clive and made him more comfortable.

It was all he could do, except wait for night and pray that strength would return to Clive so that in the cool of the night he could be taken back to Alkali. But in the mid-afternoon, Clive went out of his head with fever. He babbled, laughed, and chattered, or, turning his head from side to side, groaned heavily, deeply.

That day was a continued agony for Ben Trainor, who waited, praying for night or the return of Silver. And in the early dusk Silver came.


XV. RIDING PARADE
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NEVER WAS A sight more welcome to human eyes than the picture of the rider of the great horse, with the slinking form of Frosty loping in front. They came up the ravine, and Frosty showed the way, at once, up the side slip where the Trainors had climbed to the top. But half the joy went out of Ben Trainor when he looked into the gloomy face of Jim Silver.

He had missed Christian again!

Doubling like a hunted fox into the broken bad lands of a long ravine, Christian had melted from view. Which one of half a hundred wandering little cross canyons the fugitive might have taken, Silver could not determine. Therefore, he had to wait until Frosty came up. And when the wolf came, he had to wait impatiently, until the keen nose of Frosty at last found the trail. After that, he was limited to the speed of the wolf in making the pursuit, and that speed, of course, could not match the striding horse that carried Christian. Finally, late in the afternoon, Silver had found that the trail led out from the highlands onto the desert, and there he had given up his man hunt.

You gave it up to come back and see what was happening to Clive. Is that the reason? asked Trainor seriously.

Therell be another chance to get at Christians trail, said Silver grimly.

He looked down at Clive, then knelt and felt his pulse for a long moment.

He has to have a doctor, declared Silver, and hes too weak to be taken to one. He needs careful nursing, anyway, to pull him through this. Trainor, Ill be the nurse. You ride to Alkali and get a doctor. Get the best one in the town. There are three of them. The best of the lot for talent is a drunken rascal called Wells. Better not try him, though. He drinks too much for his wits. Alexander is a good doctor. So is Murray. Theyre both Scotch and theyre honest. The only fault with them is that they hate each other. Try to get one of the pair.

I ought to stay here with Clive, said Trainor. Youd do better with the bringing of the doctor, wouldnt you?

Your voice might quiet your brother, admitted Silver, but hes beyond recognizing voices, just now.

Clive broke into long, delirious laughter, just then, and Silver laid his hand on the flushed brow of the sick man. The laughter died away. After a moment, Clive lay still, breathing hard and fast.

What did you do? whispered Ben Trainor.

Animal magnetism — I dont know what it is, said Silver. But it seems to help sick people. You go for the doctor. Ill take care of Clive well enough, I hope.

Ben Trainor argued no more, for he could see that his own care of Clive would be far less efficient than that which big Jim Silver could give. He merely saddled his horse, took a canteen of water, and mounted.

They might come back to look for us, said Ben Trainor. And whatever they do, theyre moving fast tonight. By tomorrow they know it will be almost too late to file a claim on their stolen mine and certainly after tomorrow, they know theyll be exposed. Tonight and tomorrow morning is about all the time thats left to them. Theyll find a way of making the girl talk, tonight. Theyll have the mine located before morning. Theyll file the claim before tomorrow night, and once they file, the law wont let us shake them off.

It depends, said Silver, on whether the girl will hold out for a time or give in.

A girl hold out — against Christian and Yates? exclaimed Trainor.

Your brother held out, and women are stronger than men, answered Silver.

Do you mean that? asked Trainor.

A deep groan began to tear the throat of Clive. The sound rippled through the very soul of Ben, but he heard it die away half uttered. The hand of Silver was again comforting the sick man, and relieving him with a hypnotic touch.

Silver said: Women stand pain better than men do. Women make better martyrs. Maybe Christian and Yates will have their hands full before they make her talk. But whatever happens, youre to ride to Alkali. Go fast — take Parade and go fast!

At the sound of his name, the great golden stallion came quickly toward his master, pricking up his ears.

Ride Parade? said Ben Trainor. I know that nobody can ride Parade. No one except you.

Hell carry you safely enough as soon as you know a few things about him and have an introduction, said Silver. Come here, Parade. The horse came instantly up to him, and Silver laid his hand between the eyes of the chestnut.

Put your hand under mine, he directed Trainor.

The instant Parade felt the touch of the stranger, his ears twitched back, he snorted and crouched a little. Trainor could feel, clearly, the shudder of revolt and of anger that ran through the great horse.

Stroke his neck with your other hand; talk to him, Trainor. Get close to him and pat him like an old friend. As soon as he knows that youre a partner of mine, hell carry you safely enough.

Trainor obeyed. It was not easy. Stroking the stallion and talking to him was something like handling a wild lion. He would not have been surprised, at any moment, if the chestnut had leaped away from the detaining touch of Silver and plunged at him with smashing hoofs and tearing teeth.

Its no good, said Trainor. I cant handle him. I cant make it. Im afraid of him, and he knows it.

He will obey you like a pet dog, in a moment, answered Silver, a little sternly. Its not a question of fear. Hes not afraid of anything, or of me. Do you think that I beat Parade or rode him into submission? No, no, Trainor. When a man takes a thing by force, he spoils it before he owns it. Youll always find that true. Parade and I became friends. Thats all. Now you see hes stopped trembling. Now his ears come up. Get into the saddle, Ben.

Trainor, feeling cold with doubt and with fear, put his foot into the stirrup. He remembered the old tales of how this stallion had ranged the desert, wild, and gathered herds, and led them where men could not track him down until Jim Silver went out for weeks and months, and finally put the magic of his hands on the famous horse. More than a hundred thousand dollars, it was said, had been spent by one mustang hunter or another in the great effort to capture Parade, but only Silver had succeeded. And except for obedience to that one master, it was said that the stallion could be as savage as a mountain lion.

But now Trainor settled softly into the saddle, and felt the horse go down under him on tense springs, ready to hurl him at the sky. Gradually, as Silver talked, the tension relaxed. Parade stood alert, his ears once more pricking.

Silver stood back with a nod.

Theres only one danger now, he said, and thats a danger to Parade. Because if you ask him to, hell run his heart out and keep his ears forward and never say no to you, whatever you ask. Remember that. Hell face guns for you. Hell charge through a herd of enemies for you and fight his way with his teeth and his hoofs. But treat him well, and only use as much of him as you have to. Now you can start on.

Theres only a hackamore, said Trainor, still doubtful, though a little ashamed of his doubts.

A touch will turn him, said Silver. Dont doubt that. A word to him will do more than a spur. Good-by and good luck, Ben.

Ben Trainor turned the great horse. It was true that Parade obeyed a mere touch, though he tossed up his head and whinnied very softly to his master. Then, as though realizing that Silver would do nothing to stop this journey, Parade submitted and gave his attention to the difficult descent down the rocky slide to the level of the desert below.

He went like a mountain goat, daintily, swiftly, surely. His own self-training in the wilderness told, now, as he seemed to know by instinct which rock would endure his weight and which one was hung on an unsure balance. Lightly, rapidly, he ran a zigzag course to the level of the canyon floor and then strode away with a gait that made Trainor feel that he had been picked up by a strong wind and was being blown effortlessly forward.

Ben threw back his head. All that had to be done, all the danger of his entry into the town, all fear for his brothers safety or for that of blue-eyed Nell left him. The whole world went right, when a man sat on the back of Parade.

The hills walked rapidly past him. In the softer going of the desert sand, the stallion did not relax his striding. Out of the distance the lights of Alkali glittered, spread out wider from side to side. And suddenly Trainor remembered, conscious-stricken, that he had let the stallion run the entire distance at one mighty burst.

He drew rein, and heard the large labor of the lungs of the stallion and felt the thumping heart under his knee. Parade was dripping and shining with sweat. Another few miles at such a gait and he might, as Silver had warned, have run himself to death, but with a light stride and a swift one to the last moment of his strength. Trainor shook his head with shame and with pity. The rest of the way into town he walked Parade and loved and honored him with every step the horse made.


XVI. THE DOCTOR
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IN THAT SAME close grove of trees where he had tied his mustang the night before, Trainor now left Parade tethered, and patted the wet neck of the chestnut before he stepped out into danger.

Danger there would be, of course.

Before he found Doctor Murray or Doctor Alexander, it was very highly probable that he would be seen and recognized by one of the hangers-on of Yates, or a follower of Barry Christian. And the instant that he was known, there was sure to be a hue and cry raised after him. He had a revolver, which he was not very well able to use, and once more he would be confronting men who were born with weapons in their hands.

However, there was no purpose in waiting. He left the grove and walked up the side street. Before him sounded the hum of the town, and the lights of it were a dull yellow glow above the roofs, here and there, thrown up by the street lamps, or the big oil burners that flared above the saloons and dance halls along the main street. All of those sounds echoed through the mind of Trainor like gloomy warnings of a fate that might not be far away.

He stopped a half-drunken fellow who was coming down the street with uncertain steps. The man gripped Trainors arm and steadied himself to answer the question.

Murray or Alexander? said the drunk. Well, son, Murray wont be no more use to you in Alkali. You wont find him here.

Hes left town? asked Trainor.

Hes up and left us all this afternoon.

You dont know where he went?

No, sir, I dont know.

Well, then theres Alexander. You know where his house is?

Yeah. I know.

Tell me, then, will you?

Why, its right up the street, there, two blocks. Got a high fence around it, sos you cant make a mistake.

Thanks, said Trainor, starting to leave.

Wait a minute. Alexander aint in his house, said the drunk, pulling at Bens arm.

No? Where is he, then?

Hes half-way, said the other.

Half-way where?

To hell or heaven. I dunno which. Point is that him and Murray had it out this afternoon. He shot high and got Murray through the head, and that was all there was to that part of it. But Murray shot low and got Alexander through the stomach. And Alexander might live a coupla days. Will your sick friend last that long?

Theres the other one, then, groaned Trainor. Theres Doctor Wells. Dyou know where he is?

I know where he is, said the stranger, but you wouldnt want him. He wouldnt be no good to you. Drunken fool, he is! Drunkenness is a terrible thing, partner. You wouldnt want to take no drunk doctor to a friend, would you?

Ive got to have a doctor, said Trainor, and Ive got to have one soon. Will you tell me where I can look up Wells? Then Ill sashay along and find him.

You that kind? said the drunkard sadly. You one of the kind that would take a drunk doctor to see a friend? Well, sir, then I dont want to know nothin more of you, I dont want nothin to do with you, and I aint goin to tell you where to find Doctor Wells.

I want him for a friend thats drunk, too, said Trainor.

Hey, do you? exclaimed the stranger. Well, doggone my rats, thats different. I could use Wells for that, myself. I gotta drink, partner. The doggone curse of my life is that I gotta weak stomach and I gotta drink to strengthen it up a lot. Yunderstand, if you want a doctor for a drunk, Wells would be the best man in the world. Hed be the best man because hes the one thats done the most drinkin. Hes drunk now, up there in the back room of the Golden Hope.

That news struck Trainor in the face, heavily. He left his informant and went on slowly, knowing that it was no use to go ahead, but unable to turn back before he had at least looked over the situation. When he got to the rear of the Golden Hope, he could hear the music — a jigging of the violins, a blaring of muffled horns. And he was sickened a little, he knew not why, by the familiarity of the tune and the sweetness of the strings, and the terrible danger that waited for him in the place out of which that music issued.

Leaning back against the wall, he closed his eyes. To go in was death for him, he was reasonably sure; not to go in was death for his brother, who waited yonder, across the desert, with Jim Silver beside him.

He was no hero, Trainor told himself. Only men like Silver could rally themselves so as to go strongly and steadily ahead in the face of danger, loving duty more than they loved safety.

After a moment, he gathered his strength and did what he had done before — he pushed open the unlocked rear door of the place and stepped straight into the narrow hall which split the building into two parts. The same lamp gave him the same dim light.

He hesitated for an instant, but he knew, now, more about the layout of the place. Off to the left was the dance hall. To the right lay the main bar and the small rooms which were arranged behind it. He had been told that he was apt to find Doctor Wells drinking in one of the back rooms of the place, so he opened the first door to the right.

He found the place brightly lighted. A man in a checked flannel shirt, with the ends of a rusty-colored mustache showing past the sides of his cheeks, was seated with his back to the door, and facing him, looking straight into the eyes of Trainor, was the dance hall girl, Dolly.

The sight of her, the sense that he was lost and betrayed, stunned him, and then one of her eyelids fluttered. There was no other change in her expression-just that wink. He drew the door soundlessly shut and stood back in the dimness of the hallway, his brain whirling and his heart ill at ease.

The wink might have meant almost anything. But the fact that he had been seen was enough to drive him out of the place. Yet he could not go. He was still hesitant when the door jerked quickly open, and let into the hall a flash of brighter lamplight, and Dolly.

Hey, bozo, said Dolly, Im glad to see you. What turned you to stone when you put an eye on me, a minute ago? Did you think I was going to sound the alarm, and whistle for the boys? I got rid of that mug who was in there with me. Now you can tell me what brand of hell-fire youre handling tonight?

Im only looking for a doctor, said Trainor, and—

Has somebody sunk lead into you, kid? asked Dolly. Are you hurt?

She touched him with a swift, anxious hand.

Somebody else is hurt and—

And you hurt em, and then you get soft and come for a doctor — wade right into a rattlesnake cave to get salve for the guy you socked and—

No, no, said Trainor, the hurt man is—

And the boys in here are carrying a special kind of poison for you, brother, said Dolly. She put back her head and laughed at him, joyously, her eyes shining, her teeth flashing. What a man you turned out to be, old-timer! Quiet-looking, too. Well, I always say that the quiet lads are the ones that make the ructions. That was a show you put on last night. I thought you were gone. I thought theyd polish you off, and when that yahoo of a barkeep came with his gun, did you slam him? Oh, you slammed him pretty, all right! But that was nothing; getting Blondy out of the soup was what counted.

Why did you try that dirty trick on Blondy? Trainor asked. Why did you start doping him?

Oh, I aint the Queen of Sheba, said the girl. I gotta do what Im told to do. When Doc Yates speaks, I gotta jump. But I was sorry for Blondy. I was sorry for the big red-faced ham. He was all right, today. He got out of town this morning, and he got fast. I guess Yates would have kept him here, but Yates was busy somewhere else. Blacky is back in town with a couple of yards of flannel wrapped around his bean. He dont smile when folks mention your name. He dont brag about the way he threw you out of the saloon. Look, kid. Being what you are, what made you let Blacky throw you out, that way? What made you kid him along like that? Were you fixing a harder spot to drop him in?

Trainor would have been glad to tell her the truth, but he saw that she was not able to believe it. She wanted to create of him a master of the outlaw world, a desperate gunman. That was why she stepped closer to him, now, and laid her hands on his shoulders.

You make a hit with me, Trainor, she said. That mug of yours is what I call handsome. Open up and be nice, will you? Dolly isnt such a bad sort of a girl. Not to a fellow she likes.

Youre as game as they come, Dolly, he told her honestly. Some day therell be time for me to tell you a lot of other things. But go on and give me a hand, now. Tell me where I can get hold of Doctor Wells.

The old souse is pie-eyed, said Dolly calmly. Hes up there in the next room, freezing onto a bottle and having a solitary drunk. Thats the only kind he can afford to pay for, just now. Hes blotto. Hes no good for you, brother. I dont know where you shot the hombre thats sick now, but Wells wouldnt do him any good. Hes mean when hes boiled. You couldnt do anything with him.

Is he alone in that room? asked Trainor.

No. Theres some others in there.

Can you get him back into the next room, where you were before? Thats empty now, isnt it?

Ill try to get him back. Ill try anything for you, Ben. When you pasted that barkeep on the mug, it was a personal favor you did for me, kid. Wait here till I open the door for you.

She left Trainor. A long minute followed, and still not a soul came down the hall. Then there was a tap on the door, and Trainor opened it and stepped through.

The girl was there, her arms akimbo, facing a great whale of a man with a fat, bloated face and eyes dulled and red-stained with alcohol. His mouth was loose. His whole body seemed loose with the effects of the poison. And yet there was in his face a suggestion of a strength which was still not entirely corrupted.

Here, doctor, said the girl. Heres an hombre that wants to see you and wants to see you bad. Hes slammed a hole in the ribs of somebody and now he wants to get the hole patched up.

The doctor made a wide, but clumsy gesture of refusal.

The whiskys too damn bad in this hang-out, he hotly declared. Whisky ought to make a man steady on his pins, clear his brain, firm his touch. But this stuff is poison. Ive got to spend some time with it. Im going to analyze it, Dolly, and then Im going to put the whole lot of you crooks behind the bars. Understand me? Im going to put you behind. Thats the job that keeps me here, and Im not going to leave the place.

He kept shaking his head and waving his arm.

Trainor approached him.

Keep away from me! commanded the doctor. I dont know you and I dont want to know you. I dont like you. You got a mean face. You got a bad eye. Get away from me. Dolly, wheres that bottle of whisky?

He turned toward the door of the next room, and Dolly made to Trainor a gesture of surrender. But Ben Trainor could not be stopped so easily. He saw, now, that he had half a chance of winning the doctor to the purpose he wished, but it would only be through the means of a violent ruse.

He touched the doctor on the arm to stop him, at the same time asking Dolly to leave the room.

She went out laughing. If you get Wells, you could get the King of England. Quick, Ben, or the crowd will find out that youre here, and then there will be the devil to pay for both of us!

The doctor was very angry. He told Trainor to remove his hand at once. He told him that he was a boor and that under no conditions would the doctor do him any medical service.

Trainor cut that talking short by using the flat of his hand and striking Wells heavily across the face.

His hope was that the insult might sober the doctor a little. He was not prepared for the sudden and strong effect of the stroke. The doctor looked fixedly at him, lifted his hand, and wiped away a trickle of blood that ran down from his mouth.

My friend, he said, Ill have your life for this, one day.

You can pay me back now, said Trainor, if it will help to clear your brain at all. There you are, with your hands free.

Doctor Wells stepped right in with a hearty, chopping punch that clicked on the point of Trainors undefended jaw and sent him reeling. Wells charged after him and was about to hit him again when he took note that the arms of Trainor were still hanging defenselessly at his sides and, therefore, he paused, puffing, raging.

Im going to thrash you, you puppy! he said. Im going to teach you manners! Im going to teach you that your elders may still be able to take care of themselves!

If youre sober enough to talk sense, then listen to me, said Trainor. If youre not, go on beating me till your brain is straight again.

Doctor Wells looked curiously from his clenched fist to the jaw of Trainor before he muttered words that Trainor could understand. Then he said, wiping his brow:

Have I made a fool of myself again? Young man, who are you?

My name is Ben Trainor, said Ben Trainor.

Great Scott! gasped the doctor, retreating. You mean that youre the desperado who—

My brothers almost a dying man across the desert, said Trainor. He needs a doctor or he will die tomorrow. Fever, and weakness from starvation, and enough trouble to drive him mad. Doctor Wells, will you come away from town with me?

However much alcohol was in the body of Wells, there was very little of it in his brain, by this time. He merely said:

Trainor, whatever you may be, youre a brave devil for daring to come back into this town, and Ill go with you to hell and back, just as you say. I suppose you have your own way of sneaking out of Alkali. Im going home to get a medical kit. Ill meet you on the road outside of town in fifteen minutes. The road toward Baldy.

He turned on his heel and went off briskly. Trainor, feeling that he had ended his main difficulty, and that he was on the verge of a complete success, opened the door into the hall just in time to see Blacky, Josh May, and two others come into the hall from the rear. He slammed the door in their faces, and threw the bolt across.


XVII. MAN HUNTERS
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THE WITS WENT out of Trainor, in that emergency. The sudden yell that burst from the four scattered his thoughts as a wind scatters dust. A revolver bullet bored through the door and split it down a long panel.

Still he stood there like one hypnotized by the greatness of the terror.

He heard a rush of feet. The door, already cracked, burst open violently, with Josh May, who had been the point of the flying wedge, stumbling and then lurching forward on his face across the room. He fell right at Trainors feet.

A bit of straight shooting would have finished off the rest of that charge in short order, but Trainor was still so benumbed in that brain that his hand did not seek the gun he so seldom carried. Instead, he picked up a chair, flung it into the midst of them, and leaped through the next doorway.

The noise and the gunfire had brought everyone out of the bar and swarming into the other back room, by this time. In the distance Trainor saw the twisted face of the bartender. But what counted was that the instant he appeared, the crowd fell back with a shattering yell of Trainor!

He might have laughed to think of the reputation which he had built up in this town. But he took that single instant of surprise to dodge through the mob, jerk open another door, and slam and lock it behind him. A bullet drilled through that door at the instant. But he had a second to decide which way he was to run — while that lock held behind him and the turmoil was on the farther side of the door.

To run to the rear was to plunge into certain danger. To go the other way might give him half a chance. So he ran forward, and through an open door into the long barroom.

As he ran, he heard the ringing, familiar voice of Doc Yates, shouting:

A thousand, five thousand for the scalp of Trainor! Get him, boys!

Those words threw a sudden blackness over the eyes of Trainor. The last hope went out of him.

Here was the bar-room, empty for the instant, but with people in every room around it. Out on the street, men had heard the turmoil. Their footfalls beat heavily on the board sidewalk as they ran for the swing doors of the saloon. Escape seemed cut off in every way.

He vaulted over the bar and, as he dropped behind it, heard men rush into the room from the street, from two rear entrances.

And the voice of Doc Yates urged on the pack.

Trainor crept on hands and knees down the length of the bar, then turned into a little room behind it, where the walls were lined with shelves filled with bottles, while several big kegs stood on the floor. The window that gave onto the street was heavily shuttered on the inside and the shutters were padlocked.

He gripped those shutters, wrenched at them with all his might — and gained nothing. Twice his strength would not avail to tear them down. He needed a pry.

When he looked back, it seemed to him that the shouting, the thundering of feet had put the entire world in motion. His brain spun in the semi-darkness. He could neither think nor see, clearly, until he spied a heavy hammer lying on a shelf near the door.

He got to that hammer with a leap. It would serve him to pry open a board of the shutters; at the worst, he could use it to batter the shutters to pieces and so force an exit, if only he had time.

In the next room, the tremendous voice of Doc Yates was crying:

Keep at it, boys! Hes somewhere in this house. No chance for him to get out. Hes lying low, somewhere. Five thousand to the fellow who gets him!

That was what Trainor heard the last of as he snatched the hammer from the shelf and, swinging back toward the window, saw the twisted face of the barkeeper appear in the doorway.

Trainor struck. The weight of the hammer made the blow clumsy. It merely knocked the drawn revolver out of the hand of the barkeeper. The latter, disarmed, dived at Trainor like a football player and rolled him on the floor.

Still the bartender did not cry out. Perhaps the battle fury, perhaps the joy of finding his enemy here at hand had made the scarred man forget that a single cry would bring fifty men to his assistance. No, when Trainor got a glimpse of the face of the barkeeper, he saw the eyes gleaming with a cold and concentrated and alert malice.

Trainor could now understand. A yell for help would fill the room instantly with many men. It would also divide the promised reward into many fractions, and the barkeeper wanted the whole sum for himself. He had been disarmed of the revolver, but he had something almost better for hand-to-hand struggling — a bowie knife. Trainor managed to grip the wrist of the mans knife hand, and desperation froze his hold on it, and stiffened his arm to keep the point from the soft of his throat.

He could not maintain that resistance long. He was underneath. The weight of the barkeepers whole body was bearing down to drive that knife home. Already the arm of Trainor was shuddering under the strain. The grin of triumph broadened horribly on the face of the barkeeper and kept his eyes glimmering.

There was no chance to help Trainor, then. Both his arms were occupied. Then he noticed that they lay close to the wall. He planted both feet against it and thrust out with all his might, with an impact that kicked them both over and over till their heads crashed against the rounded sides of one of the kegs.

Blackness jumped over the eyes of Trainor. As the flickering darkness came, he told himself that he was a dead man, with a knife in his throat.

Then instant sense came back to him.

The barkeeper was still striving, but the grin was frozen stupidly on his face; the strength was gone from his hand. With a twist, Trainor disarmed him. He heard the breath of the bartender caught, as he prepared to yell, and Trainor banged the rounded butt of the heavy knife against the temple of his man.

That one blow made the stunned man turn limp.

Trainor bounded to the shuttered window. There was still a rising tide of confusion thundering through the house. He could hear men upstairs, and in the barroom, and in the back rooms. There were footfalls and voices passing down the cellar stairs beneath.

And always there was that shout of Doc Yates which rang, trumpet-like, through the building:

Five thousand for him, boys. Youll get him. Take your time, and be thorough. Ill have him if I have to clear the house and then burn it. Five thousand for the scalp of Ben Trainor!

Trainor had fitted the handle of the hammer under the bottom slat of the shutters. He pried. The whole of the shutters trembled, sagged, gave way with a groaning of nail rust against old wood. He laid the hammer aside and with his bare hands wrenched the loosened weight away. There was not even a pane of glass in the window frame. He had before him the dark of the night and the street not five feet below the window sill. One glance he threw over his shoulder, and then he slid through and stood on the ground, in the open air, free!

He slid in over the window sill half the length of his body, cupped his hands at his lips, and shouted with all his stentorian might:

Doc Yates! If you want Trainor, come and get me, here! Come and get me, you blackleg! Im here, waiting for you!

That voice rang and re-rang and echoed through the building. It seemed to stun everyone to motionlessness, for an instant, but after that there was a savage rush of angry men, herding toward the point from which the cry had issued. Even from outside the building, the hunters were rushing back through the entrances, perhaps with some fine picture of a desperado standing his ground, ready to fight it out to the last against great Doc Yates.

That desperado, the instant he had yelled, turned and fled with all his might down the street, and turned at the next corner, and again at the next, until he found himself utterly out of wind, but safe, among those saplings where Parade was tethered.

Then, through the darkness, he saw the glimmering eyes of the stallion. He spoke softly, and the great horse whinnied no louder than a whisper.

At that moment, it seemed to Trainor that there was no wonder that Silver could accomplish miracles, served as he was by even the dumb beasts.

He swung into the saddle. He rode quietly out into the narrow twisting lane, deep in muffling dust.

All across the town he heard hoofbeats, shoutings, and once there was a loud cluster of shots. But they would prob-ably be shooting at every shadow, by this time. Men will do strange things for five thousand dollars!

He let Parade go into a trot.

Even the trot of the great stallion was smooth and easy, cushioned on the deep, supple play of the fetlock joints. And there was a springing speed to that effortless gait. It was at such a pace that a man should sit out a long pursuit, a long hunt, wearing down lesser creatures and mustangs which at full gallop could hardly match this travel gait of Parade. Yes, it was like being master of a wind which, at will, could be made to blow hard or soft, taking the rider out of the ken of lesser people.

He came beyond the town to the road to Mount Baldy. Down it he went for a mile, straining his eyes into the darkness. And there was no sight of the doctor!

Groaning, he stared about him. He should have known, he told himself, that the drunken doctor, half stimulated from his alcoholic state by an appeal to his pride and to his manhood, would quickly relapse as soon as the shock of the situation died down in him. He should have realized that ten minutes after making his promise, the doctor would be seated once more in front of his whisky bottle!

What could he do now? Return to a town that buzzed with rage and hate like a swarm of hornets? He had offended that great Doc Yates, to be sure, but he had also made a joke of all the grown men in Alkali. He wanted to laugh, as he thought of that, but he knew that the very birds of the air would see him on the darkest nights and cry out his name if he should so much as steal a pace back within the borders of the town.

He had failed, then, and the chance of saving Clives life was gone.

Then, down the road from the town, at a steady, moderate trot, he heard the beat of a single horse traveling toward him. The shape loomed.

Hi! Trainor! called the loud voice of Doctor Wells.


XVIII. THE DOCTORS DECISION
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THE DOCTOR HAD waited for a little while at the Golden Hope. He said that it was beyond human nature for him to leave and keep his appointment when the man with whom the appointment was made was being hunted up and down through the various rooms of the saloon. And then he realized, suddenly, that this was a challenge to his manhood. He ought to try to help. He ought to threaten Doc Yates with the law, and at least with the weight of his own hand.

Said the doctor: And my hand was shaking like a feather in a wind. My heart was sick inside of me, sick and crazy. I was no good. I knew that if I jumped into a fight, I would accomplish nothing. I had to stand there and curse myself. And I cursed the whisky, too. I dont know, Trainor. It may be that Ill relapse into the old ways, but I hope not. I saw myself dead and lost and gone out of the world. I was alive, but buried. I was not a man, because the only life I led was the life of a dog. And while I was feeling that, I heard your voice come thundering, daring Doc Yates to come and face you!

It was a shock to Doc Yates. He was there in a corner of the bar-room, shouting suggestions here and there, and when he heard you call, I saw him change color. He turned white.

He had to go, or his reputation was damned, of course. But it took a moment to gather himself. I felt that I had to go, also, and that was where my nerve failed me. All that I could do was to follow along slowly on the outskirts of the crowd that jammed into the pantry room off the bar. And there we could all see the barkeeper staggering about with big Doc Yates shaking him by the shoulders and trying to get news out of him. When the fellow could talk, he groaned out a few words about you, and talked of a fight, and pointed to the open window. Yates jumped right through the window. Half of the others flooded after him. I heard two or three men say outright if youd gotten out of the Golden Hope under conditions like those, you were the devil himself, and they wanted no more to do with you on any trail whatever. And here I find you waiting for me, by thunder!

The doctor began to laugh. How did you do it, man? he asked.

I had luck. That was all, said Trainor. Weve got to get along. They may send hunters out over this trail. Its a wonder that they havent done it already. You have brought your medical kit?

Ive got everything with me, and a horse that will keep up with yours. Lead the way.

Trainor led the way, and he kept to the long, smooth-gaited trot with which Parade swept easily over the ground until the doctor, his horse pounding along at a steady gallop in the rear, shouted that the pace was killing off his horse. Then Trainor let Parade walk for a little distance, while the doctor caught up. His horse was so tired and blown that it stumbled repeatedly.

Lacks exercise, said the doctor. Ive had the rascal in good trim, though, when it could cover the ground well enough to keep up with a buzzard in the sky. But thats a fine horse youve got there.

Trainor laughed. Its Parade!

Parade? cried Doctor Wells. You mean to say that Jim Silver is mixed up in this?

Hes with my brother now, answered Trainor.

If youd mentioned his name, you would have had no trouble with me, answered Doctor Wells, or with anyone who dares to call himself a right man. You would have sobered me if youd mentioned Jim Silver!

In fact, that name seemed to blow the last of the whisky fumes out of his head. He was a sober man entirely when they came up the narrows of the ravine, and then climbed the difficult slope to the point where Clive Trainor was lying. There Jim Silver rose from beside the patient, and the muttering voice of Clive began to rattle and rumble in delirium the moment the hand of Silver was removed.

The big gray wolf stood bristling before the doctor until the word of his master sent him away. Parade, as Trainor dismounted, went to snuff at Silver and then tossed up his head like a happy colt.

Very smooth work; very fast work! said Silver to Ben Trainor. He shook hands with Doctor Wells, who said:

Whatever I can do, Ill do with all my heart, Silver.

Silver thanked him and stepped back with the younger Trainor while the doctor made his examination.

The other two are dead or dying, explained Trainor. I found Wells. He was drunk, but he sobered up a little, and here he is! I dont think that theres much liquor in his brain now. The ride seemed to get the alcohol out of him — that and the mention of your name.

Where did you find him? asked Silver.

In the Golden Hope. There was a bit of trouble, but I got out of it without any bumps to speak of.

Silver looked quietly at him. He said nothing, but that silent inspection told Trainor that he was being estimated with new eyes. Then the voice of the doctor called to them. The softness of gravity was in his words.

Hes been in hell, said the doctor, and the marks are still on him, as you know. Hes been half-starved, and thats weakened his resistance. Hes been through such things that hes suffering now from the shock. Bad shock. Shock can kill a man just as easily and almost as quickly as bullets can. I simply want to tell you Trainor, that I dont want to alarm you, but your brother is an extremely sick man. Ive got some medicine that may get his fever down a little. I wouldnt try to move him in this condition. By morning he may be a lot better, or—

Here he stopped and looked anxiously at the two of them.

The inference was very plain. By the morning, Clive might be much better, or he might be dead.

Stay here with the doctor, said Silver. I have something to do.

Im going with you, announced Ben Trainor. If the doctor has the nerve to stay here alone, Im going with you. The biggest thing that anyone can do for Clive is to finish the job that he laid out for himself.

Ill stay here alone, answered Wells.

Wait a moment, said Silver. Weve been spotted, not exactly here, but near here. It may be that theyll come back to look for us here. In that case, youd be in a bad place.

Whod be doing the looking? asked the doctor.

Doc Yates and Barry Christian, with their men, said Silver, bringing out the words almost brutally.

The head of the doctor jerked under the impact of that news. He took a breath and then rubbed his knuckles across his forehead.

Very well, he said at last. Ill stay here. The two of you carry on. I know whats apt to happen if Yates and Christian come here together — but, after all, I like the gambling chance. Ill stay alone.

Silver nodded.

Whatever we do, we have to wangle it tonight, he explained. This is brave of you, Wells. We both appreciate it.

The sick man cried out in a sudden, high voice; the doctor dropped at once to his knees beside him. He waved briefly at the other two, who stood waiting, reluctant to leave.

Start out! commanded Wells. Im going to wish you luck — and pray for a short night. But get on your way!


XIX. THREE HORSEMEN
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A SEDATIVE, INJECTED, made the locked and shuddering teeth of Clive Trainor relax. A fever potion was then worked past those teeth, and Doctor Wells, his forefinger constantly on the pulse of the sick man, finally leaned over and peered closely into the face. The forehead glistened with moonlight and with a small, fine sweat that was breaking through the skin. The breathing was deeper, slower. And the trembling pulse in the wrist began to throb more regularly.

The doctor sat back with a sigh which he was cautious not to make too loud. This man, for all he had been through, possessed a sound core of sturdy health that made his body respond swiftly to medication. An hour before, the doctor called it rather a bad gamble for Clive Trainor. Now he was certain that the man would get well. And he wondered, as he sat there and looked down at the calm face of the sleeper, how he, Wells, would have endured a similar strain.

He was rotten to the core with alcohol. It had made his body flabby. It had entered his mind like a decay.

He pulled out the fat flask he carried. There was a pint and a half of excellent whisky in that flask. He made a wry face, pulled out the cork, and let the dark stuff pour out on the rocks. It made a pool in a little hollow. He had a sudden desire to bend over and sup up the whisky from the pool. Instead, he stiffened his back and swallowed. His throat was dry.

Fear of the coming time racked him. He knew what it was for a man to swear off after drinking heavily for years. He knew the nervous quaking, the terrible tremors of body and soul, the ghastly illusions that beset the mind, and the vast hunger for the stuff gnawing in the stomach.

The doctor pulled out a handkerchief and mopped his forehead. He stared again at the wan face of Clive Trainor. He thought of the brother in Alkali. He thought of big, brown-faced Jim Silver, quiet and capable. No appetite was the master of those men!

And when he thought of this truth, a strength came up in him. He squared his shoulders, and looked away at the glimmering moonshine on Mount Baldy. He had been clean once and he could be clean again. He had been asleep, during these last years, and so he had sunk from depth to depth, sodden, until he wound up in Alkali, where a man like him need perform only one or two bits of work each week in order to keep drunk the rest of the time.

He made a gesture that washed away and abandoned that life. He set his jaw and shook his head. The shame of what he had been struck him in the face.

Then he heard, clearly, the trampling of horses that came swiftly up from the ravine beneath them. The doctor started to his feet, ready to call a welcome as Silver and Trainor drew in sight. Instead, he saw three strangers come over the ridge and ride up toward him.

Better cover him, Bud, said one.

All right, Perry, answered a second, and pulled from its long holster a rifle which he held at the ready, the muzzle toward the breast of the doctor.

This scene was to the doctor a great unreality. His eyes perceived it, of course, but his reason said no to the images he beheld.

The third man, who wore a big bandage around his head, forcing his sombrero up high, the doctor recognized as the town bully and the bouncer of the Golden Hope — Blacky. All three had dismounted.

Blacky said, Hello, doc. Hows every little thing? He spoke very casually, and then put his hands on his knees and, leaning over Trainor, murmured: Heres the kid, again. Ill be doggoned if I didnt think he was rubbed so thin that hed go all to pieces But hes sleepin as sound as you please!

The doctor said: Stand back from him, Blacky. Dont disturb him. Hes a mighty sick man and he needs this sleep.

Yeah, does he? answered Blacky. Whats the smell of whisky around here?

I poured out a flask, said the doctor calmly.

You poured out a flask? exclaimed Blacky. The hell you did! By thunder, you did, too, and theres some of it caught in the holler of the rock!

He dropped on his hands, smelled the liquid, and then sucked up the stuff greedily and noisily. He stood up, coughing.

Mighty hot but mighty good, said Blacky. First time I ever heard of you spillin your drinks, doc. Damned if it aint. Where you get this idea of pourin things out?

Be quiet, Blacky, said Perry. Listen to me, Wells. Jim Silver has been around here. Wheres he gone?

I havent seen him, lied the doctor smoothly.

Thats a lie, said Blacky cheerfully.

Its the truth, insisted Wells.

Who brought you out from town? asked Perry.

Ben Trainor brought me, said Wells.

Yeah, he did, did he? muttered Blacky. Hes a slick kid, is that one. Maybe hes too damn slick for his own good, one of these days. You didnt see Silver?

No.

Well, we got the kid, anyway, said Blacky.

The chiefs goin to be glad of that, remarked Perry. Tell the boys down below to bring up an extra hoss. Well mount the kid and start him goin.

If you ride him in the saddle, youll kill him, declared the doctor, exaggerating a good deal.

Who cares if he bumps off? demanded Blacky. Hes been nothin but a flock of trouble, anyway.

All you get out of any Trainor is a flock of trouble, declared the man called Bud.

Wait a minute, said Perry. You mean it would kill him, all right? You mean that, doc?

I mean that, said Wells.

Well make a stretcher for him, decided Perry.

Bud had gone to the edge of the plateau and was shouting down at the unseen men for them to bring up extra horses. By the murmur that answered, it appeared that a crowd was down there. But that was understandable. Men did not go hunting Jim Silver except when they were in numbers. Even then it was a task which most of them had wisdom enough to decline.

Are you heeled? Perry asked of the doctor.

No, he answered, I never carry a gun.

Well, doc, said Perry, I aint even goin to fan you to see if you tell the truth. But watch yourself. Were kind of in a hurry and we dont want to be bothered. You come along and keep your face shut, and maybe thingsll be all right with you.

The doctor said nothing, and Perry, unshipping a small hand ax, which he carried behind the saddle on his mustang, attacked the straight branches of the tree. At the sound of the blows, Clive Trainor groaned, stirred, but did not waken, so deep was his exhaustion and so effective the sedative which Wells had injected.

Other men appeared over the ridge from the canyon, with led horses, and Bud took up an argument with Perry.

He said: What you goin to do, Perry? Load us all up with a lot of trouble? The chief didnt say anything about bringin Clive Trainor in alive. He just wants his damned tongue fixed sos it cant waggle!

Thats true, said Perry.

He stopped in his work, then added: It aint hardly human to leave him out here to die, though.

Take the doc away from him, and hell be done for by the morning, said Bud. He was a short, ape-faced man, and he talked with a great deal of decision and force. We want to get this job done quick and turn back. Thats what the chief wants us to do, and wed better mind our step. Understand, Perry?

And the doc? asked Perry.

Oh, said Bud, hell keep his face shut. If he wont, maybe hed better go with the kid, there.

Look here, Wells, said Perry. Will you keep your face shut about what might happen here?

If you murder young Trainor, do you mean? said the doctor.

You hear him talk? muttered Perry to Bud. Hes goin to blab everything he knows, when he gets back to town.

Then dont let him get back, advised Bud.

We cant wipe out the whole of everybody, declared Perry. Well let the chief pass on this. Well take em both back to the boss.

Hell give you hell for thanks, stated Bud. Bang em both over the bean and let em lay, Id say.

Theres Les, back there, shot through the middle, remembered Perry. Poor old Les would be glad to see a doctor, I guess. And he might as well see this one. Ive made up my mind. Come on, boys. Lend a hand, and well fix up a horse litter to pack this hombre along. The chief can do what he wants, but slammin gents that are half dead already dont please me none too much.

The doctor, taking a very long and deep breath as he heard these remarks, examined the face of Bud, and saw the features twist and the teeth glint. The man was simply a beast, and his appetite was for blood. Even if the peril of that moment had been averted, Wells knew that there was more danger in the future, and that he would be lucky if he lived to see the dawn rise on this day.

He looked up at the sky, as even irreligious men will do when they have been relieved from a mortal peril. The moon shone very brightly, but off toward the northeast the lower stars were obscured by a mist. It was like a cloud that was rising out of the earth, not the heavens. The doctor was puzzled by it, not a little. The air was windless. A hush lay like a weight over the earth, and it was more than a little difficult to breathe. Yet in these conditions, which should have gone hard with Clive Trainor, he continued to sleep so profoundly that the doctor leaned and listened again to his breathing, and took his pulse.

Clive was much better, both in pulse and in respiration. The soporific was still working perfectly, and strength was flowing into that wasted body from sleep, like water flowing from a well into dry, dead ground.

In the meantime, the making of the stretcher was quickly completed, and two poles were tied into the stirrups of two horses. A blanket stretched across made the bed on which Trainor was laid. And even when he was lifted and put on the litter, he did not waken, nor when the horses were led stumbling down the steep slope to the level of the desert. He groaned faintly, once or twice, but nature was resolved on oblivion for the time being, and the sleep went on.


XX. THE TREASURE
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IT WAS NOT long after that that Yates and Christian and three more rode out of the desert into one of those many ravines which cut into the edge of the upper plateau. The girl was with them, and she led the way to the head of the gulch. There she halted her horse and looked vaguely around her.

Christian suddenly joined her, caught the reins of her horse, and shook them angrily.

This isnt the place! he exclaimed. The mine isnt here. My girl, if youre playing with us, youre going to remember tonight!

She lifted her tired face to him as he spoke. Weariness takes the place of courage, sometimes, and she was very weary.

You dont quite understand, she told him. It may be that Clive has been taken away to safety by his brother. It may be that hes dead in the desert hours ago. But Ive had to keep you occupied a little so that he could have a better chance of coming clear.

Do you hear, Yates? demanded Christian savagely.

I hear, said Yates. I told you that she was a tough little hombre, didnt I?

She may be tough, but shes going to be softened, answered Christian. Im going to soften her myself — and now.

He dropped the reins and grabbed the wrist of the girl.

Are you going to take us where we want to go, or arent you? he shouted.

My father died when that strike was made, she said to Christian. Dont you think that hed rather see me dead than have me be a guide to a pack of murderers and thieves?

The steadiness of this voice made Christian stiffen in his saddle. Then he leaned and struck her across the mouth with the back of his gloved hand.

Her head jerked far back. One of the men yelled:

Dont do that to the gal, Christian!

Christian whirled his horse around with savage spurs and faced the speaker, with one hand on the butt of his revolver.

Dont do it, eh? cried Christian. No, Id rather do it to you, you fool! Are you talking up to me?

Id rather have you do it to me than to her, said the fellow sullenly. Damn it, Christian, shes a woman, after all.

Youre one of those chivalrous crooks, are you? demanded Christian, forcing his dancing horse closer. Youd shed your blood for the lady, would you? Why, if you open your mouth and speak another word, blood will be shed, and now!

The other, tense, and bowed a little to be in readiness for action, endured the terrible eye of Christian only for another moment. Then his glance and his head fell a little. Christian made a contemptuous gesture of dismissal.

Rats that squeak are not the rats that get the bait out of the trap, he said.

He jerked his horse savagely around toward the girl, again.

I start now, with her, he said. Yates, get off your horse and pull the fool out of the saddle, will you?

There was no need to drag her. She dismounted quickly and stood with her hands clasped behind her, facing Christian who, on the back of his tall horse, looked like a giant. The man who had offered the first protest groaned a little, and turned his head away.

Youve brought this on yourself, said Christian. You know that?

I know it, said the girl.

Im going to make you talk straight, said Christian, and tear the truth out of you if I have to tear your heart in two at the same time.

Youve torn my heart in two already, said the girl.

Ive only scratched it, answered Christian. Im going to have you screaming, inside of ten seconds; screeching so that some of these milk-and-water fools will be pretty sick. Im giving you your last chance to talk up. Will you do it?

She looked straight at him, and then her head tilted back, and she looked far behind him. She said nothing.

Hold on! called an eager voice. It came from the same fellow who had turned away. Someones coming on the pelt. I know him. Its Perry. Hes signaling. Heres Perry, and without his gang. What the devil could have happened?

Silver! muttered another of the men. Theyve run into Silver, and hes smashed em flat!

You lie, said Christian, his voice strained by fear. It cant be that Silver has blundered onto them twice in a row. He cant have that much luck in a row.

Perry, swinging up rapidly, called out: Weve got Clive Trainor, chief. Were bringing him along.

The cry that came out of the girls throat rang thin and high; it stopped in the middle of the note of terror and of grief. For Christian had begun to laugh.

All the little chickens come home to rest. You see, Yates? I told you that the bad luck couldnt continue. Brains have to beat fortune, in the long run, and theyre starting to beat it now! Well done, Perry! Well done, boy! Youve brought luck back to us! I see em coming in now.

For the group which was coming at a walking pace, guarding the litter, was now in view around the corner of the ravines wall.

We found Doc Wells with him, said Perry. Didnt know what to do with him, and so we brought him along, too.

Why didnt you tap the drunken fool over the head and leave him there? demanded Christian. Nobody would have found him, and if they did, nobody would have cared.

There was Les, said Perry. Poor Les needs a doctor right bad, I guess.

The devil with Les! said Christian. At a time like this, we cant afford to look behind us. Les is back at the shack, and he can stay there.

He turned to the girl again. Heres your man again, he said. Now, honey, are you talking with a straight tongue? Are you taking us out to the mine that the dear old father died for? Answer me, you white-faced fool!

Ill show you the way, said the girl slowly. I give up — I give up if youll let me have Clive safe!

Have him then, said Christian. Get her back on her horse. Lead on, Nell. Be a little sprightly now. Get your horse into a gallop, and go fast. Weve wasted most of the night, and it looks as though a sand storm may be blowing out of the northeast, yonder, to fill up the rest of our time! Go on! Go on! Right past em. You can see your man later on and mewl over him.

She put her horse to a good gallop and, in fact, rode straight past the group of riders, seeing among the horses the litter on which poor Clive Trainor was stretched.

Perhaps this last promise to her would be broken, as other promises had been broken in the past, but she dared not believe so. Out of the canyon she led the way and then angled off to the side a short distance into the desert.

Christian shouted to her: You dont mean to say that youre fooling us again? There cant be a mine out here in the sand! You cant have made a strike out here!

She halted her horse presently, and pointed at a small shadow that appeared in the moonlight, a mere head of dark stone that broke the watery surface of the moonlit sand.

There! she said. And God forgive me! Thats the strike!

Christian leaped from his horse and knelt by the rock. He flashed the ray of a torch over it, but that was not necessary. The light of the moon was strong enough, and he found now, a great shattered place where an explosion had torn the soft, brittle rock apart. The whole face of the gash was glittering with a thin beadwork of gold, like that sample of ore which had come into the assayers office in Alkali, not many weeks before.

Christian stood up, his face working. His eyes considered the men before him, and the others who were approaching from the distance, and he muttered:

Weve found it at last. Weve found it! Weve got it here!

He laughed breathlessly. He turned to the girl and said: I dont know why, but I can almost forgive you for being such a fool about young Trainor. Youve brought us all to luck, at last. But theres no telling how far this runs. It may be only a boulder thats sunk here in the desert!

The blow sand has washed up over most of it, she answered. Thirty or fifty yards of it were showing when I was here the last time.

Out here in the desert, like a raft loaded with treasure on the open sea! Theres something silly — theres something romantic about it! Look it over, boys! Look it over!

The litter holding Clive Trainor had come up, by this time. Gusts of wind began to blow heavily. The cloud which Doctor Wells had seen in the northeast now covered half the stars, and in the air was an acrid smell of fine desert soil. Certainly the sand storm was growing on them rapidly.

Around that rock, heedless of the storm, the men of Yates and Christian were dancing, laughing. Some of them had found little shards of broken rock, and they waved these as drunkards might have brandished beakers of wine.

And then the heavy, sheer weight of the wind struck down on them all and blew the laughter away from their lips.

Its coming! shouted Christian.

He heard the girl appealing to the riders to turn back and take poor Clive Trainor into shelter among the ravines; otherwise, in his weakened condition, if he were left there, he would certainly be stifled under the thick blasts of the wind and sand. Even men and horses were sometimes overcome and choked by such a storm. Certainly an invalid would have but little chance.

No! thundered Christian. I promised the girl that she could have her man. Where else would a man like to be? Put him down by the gold mine, and leave the girl with him. If the wind chokes him — why, thats too bad! He laughed as he spoke. Then he added: Give em a doctor, too. Let old Wells stay by em. Hell know how to help. Leave em stay here. Take the horses, and let em stay here and enjoy themselves with a gold mine for company! What more can they ask than that?

It was done. Doctor Wells, standing, stupefied, looked into the face of the increasing wind until the flying sand began to sting his skin. When he turned, he found himself alone with the two helpless victims, and far away, the troop of riders were retreating into the mouth of a ravine which Doc Yates had said, had walls so high and tight that not even a fly could crawl out of it, and, therefore, damned little wind would get in. Then Wells looked down at the girl, who lay weeping beside the litter of Clive Trainor. And only now the sick man commenced to waken.


XXI. THE DYING MAN
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FAR UP THE long ravine, through the narrows, up the hill of loose sand, Jim Silver and Ben Trainor had come close to the stone house in front of the old Spanish mine. For here, they hoped, they might be able to pick up the lost sign of Barry Christians men. Leading the way was Jim Silvers tame wolf, and when Frosty came to the black, open doorway of the house, he suddenly shrank down and leaped aside. He began to back toward his master with his head down, his legs bent so that he was in a position to leap in any direction.

The horses had been left at a little distance, and now Silver murmured to Trainor: Theres a man in that house. Take the back. Ill take the front. Frosty wouldnt act that way except for a man and guns.

There may be ten men, for that matter, and the darkness may be only a bait, said Trainor.

No, answered Silver. If there were a lot of men, Frosty wouldnt come back slowly. Hed come on the run. Take the back way; Ill take the front, and well see whats inside the place.

Trainor, in fact, had barely skirted to the rear of the house when he heard Silver say, from the front and inside:

Steady, brother! Dont move! I see you in spite of the dark.

Move? answered a groaning voice. The only place I can move to is hell, and Im bound there pretty fast.

By the time Trainor got in, Silver had already kindled a lantern and with Trainor he looked down into the face of a man who had a great red-stained bandage about his body, which was naked above the hips. A blanket had been thrown on the long table, and that one of Yatess companions who was called Les was stretched there to die or live, as chance might help him or leave him.

He was a good-looking fellow in his early twenties, with a growth of pale blond stubble over his face. His brows were puckered with pain that made him turn his head restlessly, continually, from side to side. But when he saw Silver, his head stopped its turning, and his eyes fixed.

Its a funny damn thing, said Les. I kind of thought that Id see you again. And here you are, eh? Well, you got me, Silver, and I guess you got me good. Either of you hombres would kindly please to gimme a slug of water out of the canteen over yonder? I cant get down off the table to fetch it for myself.

Silver brought him the canteen quickly and held it at his lips. Les drank with bulging eyes.

Thats better by a whole lot, he declared, panting. Luck that brung you two here?luck or that devil of a Frosty, eh?

For the wolf had reared and, planting his forefeet on the edge of the table, lolled the long red flag of his tongue and looked with green eyes into the face of the wounded man.

Frosty brought us, said Silver, and told us that there was someone in here in the dark. Where are the rest of your pals, Les?

Dead, I hope! said Les. They go off and leave me here to die! They wouldnt fetch me a doctor. They wouldnt leave one man to look after me! Perry wanted to. And Christian he just cussed Perry out. Perrys a white man, but Christians a snake. What does he care if I live or I die? We got no time to pick up the hindmost is all he says. And so—

He began to cough. With both hands he grappled the pain in the center of his body. His mouth opened. The coughing stopped, but the convulsion of it remained on his face.

Dont talk any more, said Silver. Im sorry youre hurt, partner. Well fix you a decent bed, before we start. And then—

His voice died out, for a crimson froth came bubbling on the lips of Les, the telltale sign that he had been wounded through the lungs. Les wiped his lips and looked at the froth on the back of his hand. Then his staring eyes gaped at the two.

Im goin to die, he whispered. Whatcha think of that? I feel right strong, but Im goin to die!

You may not, said Silver. Lie still. Be quiet. Well — well stay with you — one of us will!

Will you? muttered Les. No, dont you do it. Im goin to go quick — there aint much air — I cant get hold of no air. Dont stay here with me. Go and get on the trail of Christian and blast the heart out of his body. Go and open him up! Ill tell you where to look. The girl led em over to Slocums Ravine. The one with the walls stickin straight up on each side. Its a gulch that not even a fly could climb out of. She said that thats where the mine is. Youll find em there. Find em and shoot to kill. They all oughta die, the skunks! Only Perry is kind of a white man. The rest had oughta die! Go get em, Silver!

He lay still, panting, and his eyes rolled rapidly in his head. His mouth opened and shut as he bit at the air.

Trainor looked with horrified inquiry at Silver and received one quick glance that said, No!

As long as I had to be bumped off, it was better that a gent like Silver should do the trick, said the husky whisper of Les. I sort of wish that Id been on your side of the fence, Silver, and gone straight. I aint been a lazy, crooked hound like a lot of em — more kind of crazy and didnt care. And now, Im finished up. They aint goin to forget me, just because Im on your list! But if only that bullet had socked into Christian instead of me! It mightve, just as good! The world would be a lot better off. Wouldnt it?

He twisted again, from side to side.

Is the pain bad? said Silver.

Yeah, bad, bad! gasped Les.

Silver laid his big, brown hands softly over the bandage. Les suddenly let his own hands drop away.

The pain, he said, it sort of goes right out — into your hands — like it was running out into them!

Like a child, he wondered at Silver.

This aint so bad, said Les. This feels pretty good. If only I could breathe better. Silver, am I goin to die?

Youre going to die, Les, said Silver. Im sorry.

Would you be sorry, honest? asked Les.

With my whole heart, Im sorry, said Silver.

Youre a good guy, Silver, whispered Les. Yeah, and we all of us know that. Even Yates and Christian know it. We all know that youre the right sort. Only — we fought against you. Im sorry for that.

Suddenly he went limp. His lips moved. No words came.

Silver! he called out suddenly and sat straight up. Silver caught him in his arms. The head of the dead man fell back against his shoulder.

Ben Trainor looked not at the dead face, but into the sorrowful eyes of Jim Silver, as the big man lowered the body gently onto the flat of the table, again. He pulled the blanket over the head of Les after he had closed the eyes.

Thats that! he said. We ride for Slocums Ravine now, and try to make up for this mistake of mine, Ben.


XXII. THE STORM
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THE UNHAMPERED STRIDE of the golden stallion would have brought Silver to the mouth of Slocums Ravine in time to interfere with the retreat of Christian and his men as the sand storm blew up, but Parade had to be checked to keep back with the gait of the horse of Ben Trainor. That was why, from the distance, the two riders saw the rout of mounted men pouring into the narrow mouth of the ravine on whose polished sides the moon was still glimmering, though across the desert, rapidly enveloping Silver and Trainor, the sand storm was increasing in strength and in darkness.

Its no good! shouted Trainor to Silver. Weve got to get to some kind of shelter and—

Look! said Silver, calling through the bandanna which he had tied across his face to shut out the flying dust. Weve got to get to those people and see who they are. Two of em, left out there — why do the fools stay? Do they think that they can get shelter from that bit of rock? Or is it some of Christians devilishness? Trainor, those are his men who just went back into the ravine. Ive half a mind to ride in behind them and—

A sudden, howling blast of the wind cut short these words. The two men went forward to the figures which were now barely distinguishable as they strove to take shelter behind the rock.

The moon was gone. The sheeted dust made a false twilight as thick as the last hour of dusk, and through it the two men forced their horses.

Trainor, as he reached the goal, saw the girl trying to make more shelter for a helpless man stretched flat on his back; through the murk, he thought he could make out the face of his brother, and he threw himself hastily from the saddle.

It was an almost fatal error, as time was to tell, for the horse, wild with fear in the storm, snatched the reins through the fingers of Trainor and suddenly bolted before the wind. Only for an instant was it visible, making gigantic strides as though the wind were buoying it up on wings. Then it was gone.

Trainor, for the instant, paid little heed to that. He was sprawling flat, helping to make a shelter for his brother. Silver was there, also. On the flat top of the gold rock, he had made Parade lie down, thereby increasing the height of the barrier toward the wind. Under the lee of that shelter the five people huddled.

Speech was impossible. The wind screamed like a thousand fiends. The heavy body of Parade, even, was shaken and battered by its force. And in the thick murk of the night, Ben Trainor could barely make out what was happening close beside him.

Clive, happily, was bearing the thing fairly well. That was because Silver took charge and from the first carefully moistened the cloth that covered the face of the sick man. That moisture helped to strain out the incredibly fine sand which was sifting through the clothes of the others. It not only worked in up sleeves and down neckbands, but also it actually blew right through the strong fabric of the cloth! Wherever the air could penetrate, the fine sand could work with it!

Ben Trainor and Wells and the girl, huddling over Clive, helped make the barrier more solid against the sweep of the wind, but that was all they could do. The fight to keep breathing was enough to tax them. The frightful sense of stifling drove Ben Trainor half mad. He wondered how the girl could endure. And yet she offered no complaint, by any gesture. Neither did Doctor Wells. However, it was Silver who did everything. It was he who busily pushed away the sand that whipped around the rock like water. The moment that it was thrust out, as it threatened to overwhelm the group, the wind caught hold of it and knocked it into a cloud that traveled off with a hissing sound down the wind. It was Silver, too, who continually turned and swabbed out the nostrils of Parade. Sometimes, in a lull of the wind, he reached into the mouth of the stallion and, with a few drops of water on a rag, swabbed out the dust that was clogging the air passages of the nose, making the mouth dry. The same service he performed for Frosty, who lay, as a rule, with his head thrust under the coat of his master.

The magic hands of Silver were nearly always busy, with the two animals, and with the sick man. And now and then he bowed his head and listened to the heartbeat of Clive Trainor. For it might well be that the suggestion of Christian would come into effect, and that Clive would stifle in the storm.

One thing was certain — they could not move either with the storm or against it. The weight of the wind was such that even a horse could hardly have stood in it.

And this continued for hours.

Doctor Wells had begun to act strangely before the end of the strain. Ben Trainor could see the medical man swaying his head and then his entire body from side to side, as though he were in great distress. But he was not prepared to see Wells suddenly leap to his feet with a gasping cry, that sounded faint and small and far away.

The wind, as he jumped up, took him with many hands and jerked him away. He rolled helplessly in the sand, and it was Silver who sprang after him — Silver and Frosty!

Ben Trainor, stunned, had barely begun to rise to give his hand, when already he saw the doctor dragged back by Silver, who leaned with his body almost horizontal, and with Frosty backing up, tugging with all his might at the coat of Wells.

The doctor was unconscious.

No doubt he had been gradually stifling for a long time, fighting to keep himself calm while the sand coated the inside of his nose and mouth, even through the doubled folds of his bandanna. The shattered nerves and the alcohol-weakened heart had endured this long simply because the will of the doctor had bravely held on. But at last, in a panic, all had given way together. He had leaped, in the throes of strangulation, to his feet, and had been hurled into the darkness by the stroke of the wind.

Now, his nose and mouth filled with sand — blind with it, also — he lay like one dead while Silver worked over him. More of the precious water had to be used to swab out the nose passages. Water had to be poured down the throat of the senseless man. It seemed to Ben Trainor that poor Wells was surely dead. And then, by the grace of Silver and good chance, the man began to move. It was merely a movement of the hand, but it announced life.

And just after that the wind began to fall away.

Its terrible screaming dropped down the scale several notes at a time. It was possible to uncover the eyes, if they were carefully squinted. And as the wind fell away, the masses of the flying dust diminished. The light of the moon once more was filtering through, and the group could look about into each others ghastly faces.

They were winning. They had two helpless men on their hands, but they were winning — for the moment.

What would happen when the storm had passed quite on and the men of Christian rode out again? They would find the group huddled up, waiting for destruction.

It was possible even now to rise and walk against the wind, barely possible. But even if both the helpless men were put on Parade, the other three would have to remain on foot, and they could not travel a mile before the savage horsemen of Christian would bear down upon them.

They had this moment while the wind screamed less fiercely to make up their minds.

Wells was badly done in. Silver, taking his heartbeat, shook his head gloomily. The honest doctor had endured, as a matter of fact, too long. He should have asked for help before coming to the verge of prostration. Now there was the very effect of shock which he had noted in Clive Trainor.

Whatever was done, Wells would have to be considered a helpless weight of flesh.

As for Clive, he was alive; perhaps it would be better for him directly, but he was very far gone, and as the wind fell, Ben Trainor could hear him muttering rapidly, somewhat vaguely, without meaning. The delirium, it seemed, had commenced again in him, and no wonder!

The girl — 

As the falling of the wind, and the hurtling mists of dust made it possible for her to uncover her face, it appeared like the faces of the others — black as a Negros, because the covering and the heat had produced rivers of sweat that turned into rivers of sticky mud. But she actually seemed less affected by the storm than any of the others. Perhaps that was because she had had the head of Clive Trainor in her lap all through the crisis, and her hands had cherished him, following the precepts that Silver showed her.

Silver himself? The storm seemed to have passed over him as over a rock. He was busy, now, caring for the stallion, which was snorting the clotted dust out of its flaring nostrils. Parade, no doubt, had saved them more than all else, with the bulwark of his body.

Then Silver called loudly, through the dying yell of the wind: Ben, what are you thinking of?

Ben Trainor had been thinking, and not in vain.

That ravine — you remember Les said that not even a fly could climb out of it?

Yes, I remember.

Then suppose that a man with a rifle and plenty of ammunition lay right in the mouth of the gulch and opened up on anyone who tried to get out? Wouldnt that plug the valley like a cork in a bottle? Wouldnt that hold em all there until help comes from Alkali?

Before he got an answer, Ben Trainor added: But well get no help out of that town. I forgot that!

Well get plenty of help, said Silver. Dont think that everybody in Alkali is a crook. Not a bit! With Yates and Christian gone, we can get plenty of followers-enough to ring that valley around, I tell you! Trainor, go back with the others. Parade will carry Wells and Clive. Nell and you can walk. Ill stay here and bottle up the valley.

No, said Ben Trainor, though the heart in him shrank as he spoke and saw the danger that he would have to face. Youll have to go with them to handle Parade. How could I make him carry double? And theres no time for you to teach him; Christians rats may poke their heads out of the hole any minute now. Besides, its Jim Silver that will raise the crowd in town. What could I do? Nothing! But even the crooks will follow Jim Silver! Its your job to go!

He knew that he had spoken the truth and the full truth. Even Silver was silent, though his face worked as he peered through the flying mist of dust toward the mouth of the valley — where his heart was urging him to go. For in there was Christian.

Ben Trainor gripped the senseless hand of his brother. He patted Wells on the shoulder and drew a feeble groan for an answer.

The hand of Silver almost crushed Trainors, and Silvers own rifle was passed into his hands. They said nothing. They merely looked at one another.

Then the girl stood up. The wind staggered her, and she gripped both hands of Ben Trainor, and let him go, head down, blundering, stumbling, toward his post of danger and honor.


XXIII. IN THE TRAP
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BEN TRAINOR GOT there in time. He lay in between two rocks that stood like reefs in the whitening river of sand that flowed through the throat of the ravine. As he stretched out there, he could see the dust haze clearing away and the moonlight beginning to glimmer more and more brightly on the polished walls of Slocums Ravine, up which even a fly could not walk. Not very high walls, but high enough, he told himself.

There was grit between his teeth, grit down his back, crawling grit that irritated his flesh, and grit that half blinded his eyes. But he was blinking them clearer and clearer. And there was plenty of moonlight. There was enough to show him the huddle of shadows at the farther end of the ravine which had sheltered Christians party from the sand storm, but had not sheltered it enough. The huddle of shadows was rising from the low rocks that were spilled about the floor of the little valley, and Trainor could see everything. He could see everything except the little cones of security which existed behind the rocks, here and there.

The moon lay in the west, but before it went down, the sun would be up, to give better shooting light than ever. And at about the same time Jim Silver would come back from Alkali with many men. They would clean up the whole lot of bad men inside. They would sweep up the entire gang, and in that gang was the man most infamous — Barry Christian! When Ben Trainor thought again of the pale, handsome face, the magnificently towering forehead, and that cold smile of Christian, he knew that the man represented all the evil that could be gathered in one human being, and he was glad he was there, closing the mouth of the trap with his rifle. He liked the job. He had no love of bloodshed, but he could shoot into these scoundrels with as free a conscience as ever a hungry man had when he killed for venison.

The wind was falling rapidly. There was still flying dust in the air, but it diminished constantly and let the strength of the moon come through. And everything was perfect. Ben could see the entire inside of the gulch. All was spread out before him. He had plenty of ammunition, and he had Jim Silvers own rifle. To be sure, he was no great marksman, but he could not very well miss a target as big as a man at these ranges. So the savage that is locked up in the breast of every man grew great and heated the blood of Ben Trainor.

Christians men were preparing to move. The horses were being mounted. A tall, imposing figure rode first toward the mouth of the valley. That was Doc Yates.

Trainor glanced once over his shoulder. He could see, dim and small with distance, a crawling cluster of life that moved slowly away toward the Alkali trail.

Then he looked back toward Yates, and leveled his rifle. It would be easy to pick the man off. He could drill him through the breast, a little to the left of center and half-way down between shoulder and hip. That would get the heart. Or else he could take him through the head. That would be easy, too, and he knew it as he steadied the gun. The fact that it had belonged to Silver made him feel, somehow, that it could not miss. But it was hard to shoot a man from ambush, without warning.

Instead, he put a bullet a few dangerous inches away from the head of Yates, and saw the fellow duck so violently that he almost fell out of the saddle.

Yates turned his horse around and fled, flattening himself along the back of the animal. But he could not flee far — there were the walls of that ravine which even a fly could not climb, and they would hold Yates and all of the others, safely.

Trainor fired again, sending the bullet once more over the heads of the thickest cluster. And as turtles dive off low rocks, scuttling into the water, so those men of Christian dived out of their saddles and took shelter here and there behind the meager stones that dotted the bottom of the ravine.

A gust of rifle fire came at once. They had located the site of Trainors post. Now they pelted and swept it with lead. He heard the brief whining of the bullets. He heard and even felt the shock of the pellets against the stones that shielded him.

So he lay low, head down, taking it easy. They could shoot like that till doomsday, without being able to budge him or break down his defenses.

Then he heard the beating of hoofs.

He ventured a glance and saw three riders sweeping at full gallop toward the mouth of the ravine. The tactics were simple and they might be effective. If Trainors rocks were sufficiently blanketed with gunfire, he would not be able to show himself to shoot.

Even that slight lifting of the head had let him fairly feel the breath of a bullet passing his cheek.

He got the rifle ready. He would have to take chances — but it would surely be the end for at least one of the three who were charging. He only wished that Yates or Christian were among the trio!

Up with the rifle — a quick shot at point-blank range just as the three neared the mouth of the gulley, and the central rider toppled and dropped over to the side. His companions on either side pulled up their horses with yells of rage and fear. A shout of dismay came from the remnants of the gang in the rear. They could not maintain such a fire, now. Their own men were a screen, in part, between them and Trainor.

To right and left the two unharmed riders jerked their horses. The stricken man kept on falling. He hit the ground, and a puff of dust rose from the spot, like an explosion. He trailed, his foot caught for an instant in the stirrup. Then the mustang broke free and raced off into the desert, not three yards from Trainors nest in the rocks.

After that came a fiercely concentrated burst of rifle fire. The air was thick with the wasp noises. It died out, and Trainor heard, close to him and in front, the groaning of a man sick with pain. That was his victim, lying out there beyond the reach of his friends, lost.

The rifle fire had ended when the voice of Perry shouted, fairly close to the entrance of the gulch:

Whos there? Whos there? Is it Jim Silver?

Trainor laughed silently. If he held his tongue, they could keep on imagining it to be Jim Silver, and that would more effectively bottle up the ravine than any rifle work. They would take no chances in face of the gun of terrible Jim Silver!

Listen, Silver! called Perry. Let us take Chuck back inside, wont you? Hes dyin out there. It dont do you no good to leave him there. Will you let us take him back inside?

Trainor made no answer.

And the groaning voice of Chuck appealed to him: Silver, you was always a white man. You never was a low skunk like the rest of us. Leave me have a chance to get a whack at a canteen, will you? Gimme a chance to have one drink, will you, Silver?

All right! said Trainor. Come out and take him in. I wont shoot.

Its Trainor! he heard Perry exclaim.

And then there was an outburst of rage and hate from many voices.

Come on, Blacky, urged Perry. Gimme a hand to get Chuck back inside, will you?

Not me, shouted Blacky. I wont show myself. The kid couldnt help plugging me if he got the chance.

He wont double-cross you. Hes a white man, said Perry. You come along with me, then, Lem.

Two sets of footsteps came toward the rock of Trainor. He did not show himself, for the thing might be a blind — this rescue, this act of humanity only arranged so that cunning marksmen, their rifles on the target, might slip lead into him the instant he lifted up.

Let me hear you moving about, boys, said Trainor. Dont try to sneak up on me, is all I advise you.

We wont try to sneak up, said Perry. Its white of you to let us take poor Chuck in. Its damn white of you, seeing what weve been doing.

Ill go one bigger step for you, Perry, said Trainor. You can walk right past me and keep on walking. Youre free to go, if youll drop your guns before you start. Youre not like the rest of this poison.

Thanks, said Perry. Ive throwed in with these hombres, and I guess Ill stick with them to the finish. You know how it is, Trainor, I made my bed, and Im goin to lie on it. I aint goin to walk out on them when the pinch comes.

Trainor could hear them moving away; he could hear the diminishing groans of the wounded man, cursing those who bore him, damning them for the cruel strength of their hands, which tormented him.

Then another voice spoke from near the mouth of the ravine, and it was Barry Christian.

You hear me, Trainor? he asked.

I hear you, yes.

I want to talk business with you.

You cant talk to me, Christian.

Every man will listen to business. So will you, Trainor. Listen to me. Im not talking small stuff. Im talking big.

Go on. How big? asked Trainor.

Ten thousand dollars. Not a promise. Ive got the cash for you, here and now.

Its a lot of money, said Trainor. But its not enough.

Think it over, said Christian. Ten thousand is a big pile. It will take care of you the rest of your life, if you invest it right and do a little honest work besides. Ten thousand — more than the savings of a whole lifetime.

Its a lot, but its not enough, said Trainor.

You want to remember, said Christian, that youll be protected. Well fix up the escape so that itll look perfectly natural. Itll seem that we managed to get out and surprise you — well leave you tied hand and foot, if you want us to. Nobody in the world will ever be able to suspect that you sold out. Well fix it any way you want.

Thanks, said Trainor, but you havent hit my price yet.

All right, said Christian. You boost the figure, then, and tell me what you want. If I havent got it in cash, Ill give myself into your keeping, until my men bring you whatever you want.

You can pay my price without money, said Trainor. Theres a point of rock that juts out, down there in the ravine. Let me see a couple of ropes strung over that rock. Let me see Doc Yates hanging from one end, and you from the other — and Ill let the rest of the boys go scot-free.

He heard a snarl of rage from Christian. Half a dozen rifles exploded in one heavy clap of thunder. And that was the end of the parley.

He waited. Once he ventured to look out around the edge of the rock, and he saw the horses coming into a single cluster, apparently of their own volition. A rifle bullet dug up sand and threw it into his face as he risked this glance.

He lay back to wonder what device was now in progress in the fertile brain of Barry Christian.


XXIV. ROPES TO FREEDOM
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TRAINOR COULD ONLY venture a spying glance now and again. Then he saw that the horses were being collected, without the hand of a man showing, because ropes had been flung over their heads, and in this manner they were drawn about until they were ranged in a compact line, a dozen of them. Then a voice sang out:

Are you ready, boys?

From closer to the mouth of the ravine the answer was: Ready! Let her go!

Then suddenly those horses were started with a wild yelling and whooping and a discharge of guns behind them. They came like mad, their bridles interlinked, and Trainor, with a shock, saw the intent.

The rifle fire doubled on his rocks, pelting this post all over with a close shower of bullets. And, in a moment, the solid wall of horses would rush out of the mouth of the ravine. The instant that they passed it, behind them would come the men of Christian, sprinting. They would be so close to the rocks, by the time the horses passed, that Trainor would be unable to defend himself against the many-sided attack.

There was only one thing to do, and he hated that almost worse than shooting at a man.

He got a bead on the head of a horse in the center of the charging line, and dropped the poor brute with a bullet through the brain. Then the entangled bridle reins which were holding the horses in a solid line, making of them a perfect moving rampart, served to break up the charge instantly. The fall of the one mustang confused all the others and brought them up short as though on an anchor. Two or three of them tumbled head over heels. There was a great fighting and kicking among the horses. Then two or three of them broke loose and rushed singly out of the valley and across the desert. Others followed, drawn along as into a vacuum. The men of Christian vainly yelled and whooped and exploded guns near the mouth of the ravine, for the horses would not be turned. In a steady stream, rapidly, never in a charging cluster which might have served as a means of shielding an advance of the outlaws on their enemy, the mustangs shot away into the open plain and left their masters without the means of transport!

What a howling they put up, then, like furious wild beasts. What a raging of oaths and execrations they poured out on Trainor. But he lay snug in his post. He was, in truth, like a small cork in a great bottle, and the powerful contents were held in check by his single gun, easily. Now that these fellows were dismounted, even if they were to escape from the valley at this moment, a good many of them would almost unquestionably be caught by the men who would soon be coming out from Alkali. Perhaps already Silver was in town, sounding the alarm to all good citizens and believers in the law.

Ben Trainor heard the shouted arguments, now and again, the raging, the groaning of these lost men. He heard them damn Christian bitterly. And then silence followed. They were evidently about to make another effort.

Presently he could make out what it was. He had already mentioned one of several rocks that projected near the top of the wall at the bottom of the box canyon and suggested that he would accept as a ransom for the rest the hanging of Christian and Yates. Now he saw a rope that mounted invisibly, slowly, toward one of those projections.

No doubt a rock that was attached to a light twine or cord had been thrown over the rock first, and now hands that were protected from view on the floor of the canyon were pulling up a rope. It was brought up carefully. A shuddering and awful hope came to Trainor that perhaps the outlaws had actually determined to take advantage of his offer. That rope, invisibly drawn, reached the top of a projecting drop and then fell off the end of it like a thin-bodied serpent, curling in the air.

Another try was made on another projection. This time, the curiously watching eye of Trainor enabled him to see the flinging of the rock, the small shadow showing dimly, in the moonlight, against the smooth of the cliff. He saw the rope begin to rise again, drawn by the invisible cord. And then he paid for the heedless manner in which he had exposed head and shoulder.

He had his rifle at the shoulder, pointed, ready for any target that might present itself as he looked out, when a single gun spoke, and a rifle bullet clanged on the barrel and butt of his weapon. It slashed through his upper arm and lodged behind his shoulder. He could feel it like a fist inside his flesh.

He lay flat on his face, for a moment, gripping his teeth to keep from groaning aloud in his misery. After that, he fell to work on the bandaging.

The blood was running out of him at a frightful rate. He got his shirt off with difficulty and cut it into rags that he tied together and then twisted and re-twisted around his shoulder and the mangled flesh of the upper arm. For all the pressure that he put on, he was not able to stop the bleeding entirely. The drain continued steadily, though, of course, in a much diminished degree.

And the pain of the flesh, crushed together as it was by the binding grip of the bandage, sickened him. He looked up, feeling that the light of the moon had grown dimmer, and then he saw the dull and muddy color of the sunrise beginning in the sky.

Well, Silver was far off in Alkali, by this time, and perhaps already he was galloping on the road of the return. Let his coming be swift!

When Trainor ventured another glance, he saw that a doubled rope depended from the rock projection, near the top of the cliff — within arms reach of the crest, in fact. And then, grasping the two ropes and pulling himself up with the ape-like speed of a sailor in rigging, appeared Blacky. He was easily known, even in that baffling light of the moon and the dawn, by the build of his body and the bandage around his head. And there was something gallant in this desperate attempt of his that stopped the heart of Trainor.

There was no time for admiration, however. The rifle fire was showering about him again, more rapidly than ever. It was at the risk of his own life that he exposed the tip of his head, took quick aim, and fired.

He saw Blacky droop, and hang by one hand like a wounded monkey, so he ducked back under the rock with a shudder of disgust and remorse.

A shout startled him. He looked again, and saw that Blacky, wounded or not, had resumed his climbing, and was now standing on the rock projection and actually reaching for the rim of the cliff.

Again Trainor fired. He missed; and Blacky pulled himself right up on the edge of the rock as Trainor tried with a third bullet.

He saw Blacky twist into a knot and roll over the verge of the height, then drop down, his heavy body spinning over and over.

Very distinctly, Trainor heard the awful impact of the body against the ground. It sickened him, it weakened him through every nerve. He lay flat once more, thankful that the grisly business was ended. They would surely give over their efforts now and accept the fate that waited for them.

In fact, a dead silence settled over the ravine and continued for so long that Trainor grew suspicious and looked out again. A swishing of bullets through the sand about him proved that the men of Christian were on the alert. But the ropes dangled naked from the cliff.

There was this advantage — that he could see the upper portion of the ropes without exposing himself a great deal. So he kept his glance from time to time fixed on them, while the moon sank in the west, and the dawn turned red, and suddenly the dazzling eye of the sun was shining down upon him.

The warmth of it soaked like hot water into the increasing agony of his wound. Shooting, if he had to do any, would be more difficult, now, because the arm was half numb from the pull of the bandages and the pain of the flesh.

The sun climbed higher in that mortal silence. And why did not Silver appear? Yet when Trainor turned his head, again and again, he saw no sign of a dust cloud across the broad face of the desert.

At last, it seemed to him that the ropes were jerking a little. When he ventured a glance, it was to see a coat-less, bootless man climbing up the face of the rock on the ropes. His long hair blew out in the wind. The power in those long arms and the broad shoulders made Trainor think of Jim Silver — and by that token he knew that it was Barry Christian!

Christian, at last, for a target! And perhaps it would be for Silvers rifle, in the hands of another, to end the long trail of Barry Christian!

Trainor drew his bead. It was not easy, because Christian, as he climbed, was swinging his body violently, and this caused him to sway in strong, irregular pulsations from side to side. He had a rifle strapped at his back, and the barrel of the gun flashed in the sun.

Trainor fired at that wavering image.

The report of his gun brought a crashing volley from both sides of the valley, close to the mouth of the ravine. In order to center their shots and aim with a better chance, the men of Christian were exposing themselves recklessly, standing up from their rock screens. They were sheltering their leader, but they were fighting for their own lives.

A bullet slicked across the side of Trainors head. It was a mere graze. It felt as though a sharp edge of ice had been whipped across the scalp. Then the blood rushed out.

He fired again, and again he knew that he had missed that dangling, swinging target!

Now Christian reached and pulled up on the projecting rock. The time had come when he would have to straighten and haul himself up to the edge of the cliff, and this was the chance of Trainor to place a careful shot in the target.

So he waited, tense, calm, sure of himself, only wishing that the ghastly throbbing in his right arm would ease for the important instant. He took his aim as Christian rose on the rock. He began to squeeze with his whole hand.

And then Christian leaped like a stag, right out of the intended path of the bullet. For he had gripped the verge of the cliff with one hand, and then sprung up as a man would do in vaulting a fence. Trainor fired, cursing his luck at the very instant that he pressed the trigger, and Christian rolled — untouched, he knew — into safety over the lip of the rock.

A babel of mad rejoicing rose out of the ravine, at that. What a cheering and what a mighty yelling went up in honor of a great leader!

For, of course, the battle was won now. Christian had merely to creep out to a vantage point high up on either side of the entrance to the ravine, and from that place he could shoot down at an angle that would make the rocks of Trainor a useless shelter for his body.

But Trainor could not stand up and flee. The watchers inside the valley would riddle him instantly with bullets. There was nothing for him to do but lie there and wait for the coming stroke of agony and death.

There were no calm thoughts, there was no remorse in his mind. There was only a savage rage because the great plan was balked, in this fashion, at the very last moment.

Eagerly he scanned the upper ridges of the rocks. It might be that Barry Christian would expose himself a trifle when making his shot, and in that case — 

The minutes grew. An impatient shouting began in the valley.

Barry! Hey, Christian! Come to life! Come to life! Do something! I can hear them coming now!

Yes, it was true. A beating of hoofs sounded softly in the ears of Trainor. He turned his head, and out of a growing cloud of dust, he saw riders coming; he saw the golden flash of the great stallion, running far in the lead.

And Christian?

Why, from the height he had seen the coming danger, and instead of staying to liberate his imprisoned men by firing a single bullet into the man who had blocked the way to freedom, he had simply sped away to give himself a better start.


XXV. A REFORMED TOWN
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THERE MIGHT HAVE been a battle to the death, of course. Or at least the outlaws might have waited until the enemy had mounted the rim rock that overlooked the ravine, and so made resistance useless. But the desertion of Christian seemed to take the heart away from the other men. They simply threw up their hands and walked out to be tied hand to hand by the directions, not of Jim Silver, but of the deputy sheriff.

Yes, he was there to glory in the work to which so long he had not dared to put his hand. He was there to greet by name and special insult all of the men from the ravine, except one.

It was after the others had come, out that a single shot was heard from the canyon.

Thats Yates, said Perry. Hed never live to be tried. Hed rather go out this way than be shamed!

They found Yates, in fact, sitting against a rock and looking east at the blazing sun with open, dead eyes. He had shot himself through the temple. As the gun fell to the sand, his hands had dropped folded into his lap. He seemed to be smiling in contemplation of another world. He was buried beside Blacky.

Jim Silver was not there for the funeral ceremonies, brief as they were. When he learned that the great prize had actually escaped from the canyon, he had thrown up his long arms with a cry that tore the soul of poor Trainor with remorse. Then, without a word, he had rushed with Parade and Frosty in the pursuit.

But the rest of the party went slowly back across the desert toward Alkali, and the whole town came out to meet them.

It was a wonderful thing to Ben Trainor to see that greeting! He had thought that in the whole of the town there was hardly a single man that really cared about law and order. Now it appeared that everyone, nearly, had been terrorized, and now that the terror had been removed, there was a great wave of rejoicing.

They made a hero out of Trainor in spite of himself. They pointed him out to one another. Except for his wounds, they would have ridden him through the streets on their shoulders. They had to content themselves with striding beside his horse and cheering themselves hoarse.

So Trainor came past the Golden Hope.

It was a wreck. Axes and hammers were battering it to pieces. The gambling machines were being thrown out into the street, at that moment, under the supervision of a fat man, who spoke with an authority that was obeyed by everyone. That was Doctor Wells.

He came hastily to Trainor. From the suffocating strain of the sand storm he had quite recovered. He was only a little pale, and the sweat of labor ran down his face, because he had organized the smashing of the Golden Hope. There was already a murmur running through the place that a reformed town needed a reformed man for mayor, and that Wells should be the one for the job.

He gripped the hand of Trainor and shouted:

Everythings all right! Clives asleep. Hes too tough to be more than dented by what hes been through. The girls happy as a queen, and Im happy as a king. Its all owing to you, Ben! The town knows it. I know it. More power to you, lad!

Then the crowd poured on, carrying Ben Trainor with it.

Wells came after him to dress his wounds. But before Ben Trainor would let his hurts be touched, he looked in for a glance at Clive, in the hotel room where he lay, and saw him smiling in his sleep, while Nell sat beside him, brooding, happy forever.

The loss of blood hurt Ben Trainor almost more than the tearing of his flesh by the twisting bullet. He lay in a semi-stupor for two days and nights; after that, he began to recover rapidly.

When townsmen representative of the newly organized vigilance committee came to ask what they could do for him, he requested only one thing — freedom for Perry. It was granted at once, and Perry came to see him before leaving town — under escort.

Big and rangy, brown-faced, with a careless blue eye, Perry sat beside Trainor for a long time.

He said, smiling: Im through, Trainor. I thought I was tough enough to hit the high spots with the wildest hombres on earth. But all I turned out to be was a mamas boy that was playing hookey. Now Im going back to the range and punch cows. Youll be hearing from me one of these days.

Perry was not the only visitor who came to see Trainor as he lay in the sick bed. Others dropped in, from time to time, and the most persistent were the reporters who were wanting to make him famous. Nell came, too, several times a day, with reports about the progress of Clive, and how the mine was being opened, offering a tide of wealth that increased the more the vein was developed. She and Clive had declared a third interest in favor of Ben.

You ought to have half, at least, said the girl, but we knew that you wouldnt take it.

She was almost stunned with happiness. The marriage was to take place as soon as Clive was pronounced fit and well by the doctor.

The doctor himself was often with Ben Trainor, looking pale and nervous, but firm to that temperance pledge which he had made in the silence of that moonlight night under Mount Baldy.

It was on the fourth day that the dance hall girl, Dolly, appeared. Trainor hardly recognized her. The make-up was gone from her face. She wore a sober gray street dress and a gray hat, and she sat on the side of the bed and looked Trainor over with a smile.

The game kids are the ones that bring home the bacon, she said.

Wheres all the decoration, Dolly? Trainor asked her.

She rubbed the tips of her fingers over her face, letting the touch linger around her eyes.

Aw, whats the use of the bother? asked Dolly. Im going home and cut out the rough stuff. Im sick of everything. You made me sick of everything.

Youre in mourning, Dolly, he told her. Who for or what for?

For Doc Yates, she answered him frankly.

Yates! he exclaimed.

Yeah, said Dolly. He was a big crook. I always knew that. But I loved him. Not so much that Im going to fade away, but enough sos I dont want to put on the war paint as long as that crook isnt around to see it.

Girls are funny, said Ben Trainor, with a sigh and a shake of his head.

Yeah, and you dont know how funny we are, said Dolly. Girls and towns are funny. Look at Alkali. Theyre going to plant trees in the streets, and have a park, and everything. Look what you did to us, Ben!

I didnt do it, said Trainor. What a sick mess I would have made of everything, if Jim Silver hadnt dropped in at the right time.

Aw, sure. Theres Silver, of course, but he doesnt count, said the girl. Hes not human. Hes not like the rest of us. Hes the sort of thing you pray for, and it comes true once in your life.

News of Silver, there was none, or of how his chase after Christian had progressed. Then, one night Trainor heard a light scratching sound at the door of his room. The door was opened, because of the heat, and he saw the gigantic head of Frosty framed against the black of the hall, with red, lolling tongue, and bright green eyes. Behind him loomed Silver, who entered with a long, noiseless stride.

Silver was thin. There were great hollows under his eyes; his cheek bones stood out. The hunger of an unfilled yearning was still straining the lines about his eyes. He had been through a most apparent hell.

Ah, Jim, you missed him! said Trainor.

I missed him, said Silver, nodding. How are you, old son?

Im sick, thinking about the way I let Christian get away. The right arm was pretty numb. And then — Christian went up that rope like a flying snipe. I never saw anything like it. I missed him three times, I guess!

Silver said: Forget about it. One day Ill meet him. Its not going to be with other people around, I imagine. Therell be nothing to stop us. There wont be weapons, either. Itll be bare hands, I suppose. And then — a finish — maybe for both of us.

He spoke dreamily. But long, long afterwards Trainor was to remember those words.

Jim, he said, what do you get out of all this? You split my share in the mine, will you? Its rich as sin. Theres too much loot in it for just the three of us!

Silver smiled at him.

Money doesnt stick to me, he said. And gold is a mighty heavy weight to carry on the sort of a trail I have to ride. Maybe Ill meet you on that trail some time, Ben. That is, if you ever go broke!

He laughed, stood an instant in the doorway, smiling back at Trainor, and then was gone, with the gray wolf at his heels.
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I. DUFF GREGOR

[image: img30.jpg]

DUFF GREGOR LEFT the town of Piute on the run. It was not the first town which he had left with speed. In fact, he knew all about ways of leaving towns. He had left on foot, on horseback, in the blind baggage, and riding the rods. He had left a Mexican town, one day, tied face down on a wild horse; Mexicans are sure to serve up novelties. He had left more than one town riding a rail, and on two occasions wearing a coat of tar and feathers. The exit from Piute, as a matter of fact, had been rather a lucky one.

The reason lay in a card game. Most of Gregors ups and downs in life sprang from cards. This time he had just cut in a cold pack of his own in an interesting little game when the jack pot was piled high in the center of the table. And then a man drew a gun.

Gregor knew what the glare in the eyes and the sudden hunching of the shoulders meant. He was prepared out of the stores of old experience for just such gestures and attitudes, and for that reason he carried deep in a coat pocket a little two-barreled pistol, one of those silly, old-fashioned affairs that have the barrels built one on top of the other. It was a very short gun. At twenty paces it shot wild and hardly with force enough to break bones. But it looked no bigger than a tobacco pouch, say, and it threw a big slug. At a distance no greater than the width of a table it did real execution.

In this case its bullet sent the fellow who had reached for a gun toppling back out of his chair with a scream of agony. Duff Gregor was no fool with a gun. He had shot straight under the table with the first bullet. With the second, his hand now raised, he hit the light that hung from the ceiling in the back room of that hotel, and in the dark confusion that followed, he scraped the stakes off the table, kicked open a door, and got to a horse reasonably ahead of the other men in the card game.

He was not entirely ahead of their bullets, however, and when he was five miles out of Piute, that poor mustang began to fail and falter. When Gregor dismounted to look for causes, he discovered that the poor game animal had run all that distance hard and true while the life-blood was leaking out of it through a bullet wound.

Gregor was interested, but not touched. He cursed that pony for playing out on him, stripped off saddle and bridle, and did not waste an extra bullet to put the lost mustang out of its last agonies. Duff Gregor was a practical man, and he hated wasted gestures of sentimentality.

He was sufficiently practical, however, to know the value of carrying the saddle, the bridle, and the forty-foot hempen rope, for on the range he might come across another horse, and if he did, he would not stop to ask who owned it. He was not at all foolishly particular about such matters.

A range saddle is a heavy burden. A range bridle is not a light weight, and even forty feet of rope weighs something. But Duff Gregor turned himself into a plodding pack animal and endured his labor patiently. He had qualities, Duff Gregor, and the ability to make the best of a bad moment was one of them.

What he wanted most of all was to get distance between himself and Piute. He wanted the blue of a certain mountain range to the west between him and the thought of the angry citizens of that town, but he was well into the foothills before he saw a horse at hand.

He climbed a hill, looked down into a little valley where there was wood, water, and plenty of grass, and in the middle of that place he saw a chestnut stallion that looked able to jump over the moon if he heard so much as a whisper in the tall grass. He was shining like metal, that stallion. The westering sun made the gold of him burn.

Duff Gregor worked his way around until he was directly down-wind from the horse, and stalked with care for a full hot hour. When he came closer, he raised his head near the tops of the high grass and made out that there was no sweaty mark of bridle strap or saddle blanket on the horse; neither was there a saddle gall to patch with white the smooth gold of the stallions back.

A wild horse? Well, if that was the case, Duff Gregor would find himself hitched to a comet, perhaps. But he had plenty of nerve. He had an extra share of courage that might have been dished out to make a sufficient portion for three ordinary men.

He had left the saddle and bridle, as meaningless encumbrances, farther up the hill. Now he went on, stealthily, making a noose in the rope. He was very close before the snort of the stallion warned him that his approach might have been discovered. Then, peering cautiously through the higher heads of the grass, he made out the golden stallion on guard, with head and tail high, and the look of a creature capable of bounding into the air and taking wing above the mountains at any moment.

Gregor rose out of that grass with a beautiful underhand cast of the rope, a trick that he had learned in Mexico in the old days. The noose settled fair and true around the neck of the big horse as he turned.

But he was a wild horse, apparently. The burn of the rope as he pulled taut had not stopped the stallion. Instead, he went off as fast as he could leg it with seventeen hands of muscle and bone. In the very end of the rope a snarl hooked around the leg of Gregor, who was snaked off his feet and skidded away through the grass with such speed that the blades stung his hands and face.

Unless he killed that stallion, he would be dragged to death. He got hold of his gun just as he was dragged through a patch of brush, and the Colt exploded vainly in the air as it was torn out of his grasp. The speed of the stallion was tremendous by this time. Life was, for Duff Gregor, a blur of green and blue that darted past his eyes altogether too fast for him to make sure he was alive and a creature capable of thought.

Then a mans voice called out. The terrific speed diminished. It ceased.

Gregor rose staggering to his feet and, with spinning sight, saw before him an image, very blurred, of the golden stallion coming eagerly to the hand of a tall man, who was saying: Steady, boy. Steady, Parade.

Gregor had the rope off his leg, by this time, and the sound of the horses name knocked the last of his dizziness out of his wits.

Parade? he shouted. Is that Parade?

He pointed. The great horse stood at the side of his master, staring at the stranger with blazing eyes. The man was big, with heavy, capable shoulders and a body strung out lean and sinewy as that of an Indian runner below the chest. He had a big head and a big, brown, handsome face.

This is Parade, he was saying. Are you hurt?

Parade? echoed Gregor. Then youre Arizona Jim — youre Jim Silver!

I cant say No to that, replied the other.

Gregor was not easily amused, but now he broke into rather wild laughter.

Wouldnt I do it? he cried, when he was able to speak again. Wouldnt I try to rope a Parade? Wouldnt it be my luck to run into that horse in a range all filled with mustangs?

Silver said nothing, and suddenly Gregor was explaining.

There wasnt a mark of a saddle or a bridle on him. No saddle gall. I thought he was a wild one, Silver. He advanced, holding out his hand. Name is Duff Gregor, he said. Sorry I daubed the rope on your stallion, Silver. My mustang is in a junk heap, way back yonder.

Silver took his hand freely. Gregor noted that. There was no hesitation. Considering the number of men who would have been glad to freeze onto the gun hand of such a man and pump lead into him at the same instant, this might have appeared rather strange, had it not been that Gregor knew perfectly well that Silver was about as good with the left hand as with the right. And there he stood, shaking hands with Jim Silver!

Little worms of ice wriggled up and down his spine. It would be something to tell his cronies, that he had stood face to face with that perennial and terrible enemy of gun fighters and thugs in general. That he had looked into the face and the eyes of this eagle who preyed on hawks only. That he had held the hand of Jim Silver and had seen the scars that streaked his skin.

Yes, the story was true. There were a dozen — no, there were twenty little gleams of brightness in the face of Silver. Bullets had cut the flesh or drilled through it. Knives had done their share. Such danger as he had made his bedfellow could not be endured for many years without leaving its marks.

In fact, there was a whole pattern of war on the face of Jim Silver, very dimly sketched in, to be sure, but visible to a keen eye when the slant light of such a sun as this fell straight against the skin.

Duff Gregor pumped that terrible hand three times, and with each gesture he thought of the number of times the thumb that now pressed the back of his knuckles had fanned the hammer of a revolver and sent death into the hearts of greater men than Duff Gregor would ever claim to be.

He could see that everything he had heard was true, and from the gesture, the voice, of this man, he knew that his modesty was as great as his daredevil courage. He was one of those quiet fellows who fight their battles only once and forget the past before their revolvers are cold. That was Jim Silver. An unwilling admiration and an envious, grim passion rose in the heart of the card cheat, gunman, and general crook.

It was unfair that there should be such a fellow on the face of the earth. Ordinarily, one could say that the so-called good men simply lacked the courage to take chances and get illegal gains. But one or two such fellows as Jim Silver were enough to explode the theory. He loved a square deal as he loved danger.

By thunder, Jim, said Gregor, theres something about you! Maybe Ive seen your picture before, but it looks to me as though Ive known you, somewhere!

Does it? asked Jim Silver, with a faint smile.

Duff Gregor had heard of that smile, too, the faintness of it which was rarely brightened or dimmed by circumstances. No man who wore that smile could be called a habitually happy man. Gregor was savagely glad of it. He heard Silver continuing:

Youve looked in your mirror and you know yourself, Gregor. And were a lot alike.

You mean that? exclaimed Gregor.

Of course. Were about of a build, and our faces are a good deal alike. We could pass for brothers, Gregor, I suppose.

Brothers?

Gregor thought of a past that ranged from sneak thieving to cheating at cards and an occasional plain stick-up; he thought of the long record of the brave and honorable actions of Silver, and a chilly shudder went through him. Yes, it was true that they looked very much alike, if one could read only skin deep.

Well, Ill be hanged! said Gregor, gasping.

I hope not, said Silver, and his smile was fainter than ever.


II. STAGE HOLDUP
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THEY CAMPED TOGETHER. Duff Gregor never forgot that occasion. He never forgot his bewilderment when, at Silvers chosen point on the runlet of water, the fire was built and a bit of fresh venison was started roasting after it had been cut into convenient chunks and spitted on bits of wood, for then he discovered that Jim Silver traveled through the land with no further provision than a rifle, salt, and matches!

Why, said Gregor, a wild goose couldnt fly no lighter than that! How dyou bed yourself down, brother?

I have a blanket and a slicker, said Silver.

It was true. One threadbare blanket and a slicker; that was all.

When I have to move, I generally have to move fast — and sometimes rather far, explained Silver.

That was true, also. A thousand crooks of all sorts and sizes, most of them dangerous, because Silver never bothered with small fry, were constantly on the lookout for opportunities to revenge themselves on this man.

Many a time, according to legend, they had banded together and, in full power, hunted Jim Silver north and south and east and west. Parade was what beat them, and when they scattered, Parade bore his master on the back trail until some two or three of the pursuers had paid for their rashness as much as man can pay. These man hunts had grown unpopular, therefore, among Silvers greatest enemies.

But it was more than the need to escape enemies or the will to hunt them down that made Silver fly light. Men said that he could not find continued happiness in any one spot, as though there were a curse upon him, and he was forced to rove endlessly. Or perhaps he was seeking happiness as other men seek for gold, and never finding more than the brief content that comes from action.

There were other reasons, later on, why Gregor could never forget the evening, or the picture of the calm, quiet face of Jim Silver. He had sense enough not to turn the conversation on the past, or to try to make Silver talk about his exploits. He knew the mans reputation for taciturnity in all that concerned his own feats. But he found that Silver would talk readily enough in a deep, pleasantly flowing voice. What he liked to describe were his journeys through the mountains or across the deserts, and the strange men he had met — old pioneers, squatters, Indians — who partook of the nature of the wilderness and of the frontier life.

Silver went to bed early. He simply took his blanket and slicker and went off, after he had first cut a good soft bed of evergreen boughs and saplings for Gregor.

I have to keep in the open, said Silver. People could sneak up on me, if I stayed in cover like this. But out in the open Parade takes care of me. And Ive learned to sleep warm enough with one blanket and a slicker — even in the snow.

He went out, in fact, on the bare flat of the valley, and there gaping Gregor saw him lie down, while the great stallion ranged to and fro.

No doubt Parade himself lay down before morning, but the last Gregor saw of the picture Parade was still moving about, now and then nibbling the grass, and again throwing up his head to study the far horizon and all of the unseen dangers of sound and scent that blew to him down the wind.

Well, it would take a clever man to stalk Jim Silver under conditions like these. But not even for the devotion of a matchless horse like that would Duff Gregor have changed conditions with Silver, and not for all the fame that rang in the ears of men. To eat like a wild hawk, and live like a wild hawk — that was not for Gregor!

How could Jim Silver enter a town without being aware, every instant, that danger might leap at him from every doorway, that guns might fire from every window? How could he sit in peace, except with two walls of a room guarding his back? What, in fact, did life mean to such a man, except the arduous pursuit of glory, unendingly?

Gregor had asked during the evening: Dyou like it, Jim? Dyou like living this sort of a life — traveling with no coffee, no flour, no bacon, no cooking pans, no nothing?

And Silver had said: Well, it makes everything more simple. I used to carry not even salt, but Ive added that. I guess Im getting old and soft. But you can look at it this way, Duff: Wherever you go, no matter on what desert, theres always life of some sort. There arent very many desert jack rabbits, but there are some. Wherever you go, youll find game, if you hunt carefully for it. And if you miss food for a couple of days, it makes it taste all the better when you make a kill.

It was a very simple philosophy, but it made the heart of Duff Gregor grow small. For himself, he preferred a little more fat, a little more comfort, a little less glory, if need be. But to think of lying down every night without the certainty that the day would ever dawn again — that the bark of a gun or the cold agony of steel buried in the throat might not be the end of the world!

No wonder that this man had been able to run even the great criminal name of Barry Christian out of the world, and broken him utterly, and his gang, too, so that one heard nothing of Christian in these days.

It might be that Christian was dead. It might be that, a broken man, he was cooking for some obscure cattle ranch. But no wonder that Silver had beaten him, for the man was all edge. He was all cutting edge: he could not fail to win.

When Gregor rose in the morning, the fire had already been rekindled by Silver, and they had for breakfast the same as they had had the night before. At least, Gregor had it.

Roast meat and cold water, he said. How dyou stand it? Aint it monotonous?

You see, said Silver, when Im on the range, I eat only once a day, and then Im so hungry that Im never tired of meat. And Im so thirsty that water tastes better than wine.

That day he took Gregor across the mountains through the first pass. In the middle of the day he showed him a patch of houses on the other side of a valley.

Thats Allerton, said Silver. The stage from Crows Nest runs there. If you want to move on, you can get the stage. Any money?

There was plenty of money in the pocket of Gregor, but he had no objection to taking more. He said that unluckily he was broke.

Silver took a sheaf of five twenties out of his pocket and handed them over. There was very little left of his roll after he had made this contribution. He was easy. It was no wonder that he could not keep the fortunes which he had made several times, because everyone knew that he could not say No. He was so easy that it was hard for Gregor to keep from laughing in his face.

There was a good wind blowing up the valley, and Silver had taken off his hat to enjoy the coolness of it, and Gregor saw above the temples the two spots of gray hair like horns beginning to push through the hair. Men said that that was how he had first got his name of Silver-tip or Silver.

They shook hands, and then Gregor marched down the slope and up the other side. Before he had gone far on his way, Silver had disappeared. The great waste of the mountains had received him again. Where would he reappear? Only where the needs of some unlucky man or the outrage committed by some criminal called him out of his quiet seclusion.

Gregor climbed on into Allerton, went into the first saloon, and leaned a heavy elbow on the bar until he had poured three drinks under his belt. After that, he was able to stop thinking.

To blazes with Jim Silver! he said under his breath, and went to a restaurant to find food. Finally, when he had well filled himself, the thought of that lonely soul who drifted through mountains hunting for happiness with a deathless and futile hope grew dim in his brain.

He looked over Allerton, decided that it offered few opportunities for a man of his genius, and, therefore, took the two-oclock stage for Crows Nest, which was far off in the blue of the next range toward the west. Crows Nest was a big town, a booming town, men told him. There were mines not far from it. Lumbering went on near by. Moreover, a certain number of tenderfeet were attracted by the mineral waters of a hot spring that bubbled up in the center of the town, and a good many sick people were constantly in Crows Nest, taking a cure.

It was exactly the sort of a spot that Gregor liked to haunt, for wherever you find invalids, you find reckless spending. No one, he knew, spends so much money having a good time as the man who expects that he may be dead before morning. The death house atmosphere of such a town would be exactly suited to the peculiar talents of Gregor.

So he took the two-oclock stage and found himself with six other passengers. Every one of them seemed to be a step up from the average population of Allerton. Their baggage looked like money inside.

When he was sure of this, he felt more at ease than ever. It was a new part of the range, for him. He had never been within five hundred miles of it before he had come to Piute, and Duff Gregor liked new things. He liked new faces, new whisky, new money, and new guns. He liked everything new except new jails.

He felt that this world is a comfortable place. The sun was a shade more brilliant, more warm, more pleasing to the soul, with its golden radiance, than ever before. It shone alike upon the just and the unjust, but he felt that the unjust had just an edge of advantage. How many crooks in this world, for instance, could say that they had twice eaten food cooked by the immortal, man-slaying hands of Jim Silver, lived with him for a day, and parted from him a hundred dollars up?

It was only fifty miles to Crows Nest. The first part of the journey spun out behind the heels of the galloping horses at the rate of fifteen miles an hour, but the long up-tug toward the town in the next range had to be taken at a walk, and the afternoon had worn away toward sunset, with the sun drifting beside them like fire in the branches of the pine trees, and the sweeter scent and the cooler breath of evening was already coming into the air when, as they turned a corner, a rifle shot clanged like two heavy sledge hammers struck face to face.

The near leader of the team dropped dead. From behind a rock rose the head and shoulders of a masked man who was peering down a very steady rifle.

Stick em up, boys, he said. Keep em right over your heads. Try to touch the sky all the time, and step out on this side, please. Driver, watch yourself, or—

The rifle spat thin smoke. Its muzzle jerked. The driver cursed and grabbed his right shoulder.

Sorry, said the highwayman. You shouldnt have made that move, brother.

There was no mistaking his professional manner. Gregor and all the rest gave up hope of resistance on the spot. Nothing discourages action so much as the sight of blood. Gregor was muttering quietly, My rotten luck! as he climbed out to the ground and stood in line with the others.


III. BARRY CHRISTIAN
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THE STAGE DRIVER seemed to be a fool. He insisted on going forward to look at his near leader. The masked man warned him grimly:

Brother, if you budge one more step, Ill shoot a few inches inside that first slug.

The driver turned and scowled at him. He was a big fellow, that driver. He had rusty red hair and a big, saber-shaped mustache.

I aint got a gun, he said. I was reachin for a chaw of tobacco a while back, not for a gun. Go and fan me for a Colt, if you wanta, but I gotta see if you been and murdered Molly.

With that, he walked right past the leveled gun of the robber and went to the dead horse. The rifle of the masked man hesitated just as his mind must have hesitated. Then he said:

Perhaps youre right, old-timer. Now, boys, kindly turn your backs, while I make a change.

The change consisted of tossing the rifle aside and at the same instant pulling out a revolver. This weapon he held only hip-high and did not aim with his eye on the sights. There were no sights, in fact, and instead of curving a forefinger around the trigger, the right thumb of the robber rested on the hammer of his gun. It was perfectly plain that here was a fellow who knew how to fan a revolver, and such men are not the ones to take liberties with.

Everybody in that party seemed sufficiently experienced to know all about the trick and the quality of the man who can perform it. Not one of the passengers attempted violence with the robber. All turned their backs obediently, and the highwayman went down the line, clapping the muzzle of the gun against the spinal columns, while with a marvelously rapid left hand he frisked every pocket. No pocket, in fact, was too secret for him to find it. He threw on the ground everything he secured — guns, wallets, knives — except the big, fat gold watches, which he dropped into his own pockets. He found stickpins and gold cuff links. Everything was secured with wonderful skill and rapidity by this master hand.

Then he told the youngest of the party to climb up behind the stage and cut the straps that held the baggage. Down into the road tumbled the luggage. A cloud of dust rose, and with it groans from two or three of the unlucky passengers.

Sorry, boys, said the robber. I have to go through this stuff to see whats what, but nothing is going to be spoiled on purpose. I want valuables, not clothes, and if youll send back here for the stuff after an hour, youll collect whats left. If anyone tries to come back before an hour, Ill show him that when I touched the driver on the shoulder, I was doing it on purpose — not missing my mark. Im a man of a quiet temper, fellows, but Im apt to lose hold of myself if any of you rush back to this place. Driver, cut loose that off leader. He only imbalances your team now, and besides I need him.

The driver, without a word, unhooked the off leader, pulled the harness off it with his left hand — the right hung helpless from his wounded shoulder — and unhooked the double-trees from the fifth chain. Then he paused and looked down at the dead gray mare.

Theres a mare, said the driver, that never said No. Theres a mare that knew every curve of the road from here to Crows Nest. I been drunk behind her, and shes made better time when I was drunk than when I was sober. If a gent had the sense to use the brake, she had the sense to take the curves. Theres a mare, boys, that was a lady, and I loved her.

He came back toward the stage. One of the men offered to tie up his wound.

He answered: Climb up there and haul on the brake for me, when I speak up. Ill take care of the line. I dont need no doctor till I get to Crows Nest. I dunno that I wanta be touched by any one of the seven skunks thatll let one crook stick em up. Theres too much yaller poison in your systems. I wouldnt wanta risk some of it runnin into mine.

Tears were on his face as he spoke. He let them roll, unheeded. He climbed back into the seat, and the rest of the men prepared to follow. The youngster of the lot got up to handle the brake. Then the voice of the robber said:

You, there — back up! You stay with me!

All turned. The muzzle of the revolver definitely picked out Duff Gregor from the lot.

You want me? exclaimed Gregor, with a chill in his soul.

You! said the robber. And keep your hands up! If you try to move, Ill plaster you. You fool, I know you! What did that mean?

With dull eyes, Gregor watched the stage start off. With ringing ears, he heard the departing curses which the passengers hurled behind them at the robber.

The masked man knew him? Well, there was a great deal in this life of Gregor. There was enough to fill ten columns of fine print, and nothing but facts mentioned. Some victim of a card game, someone who had been rolled by Gregor when the victim was drunk?

The stage rumbled out of view behind the next bend of the road. Then the highwayman came up and shoved the muzzle of his revolver into Duffs middle. He said, in a voice which emotion made ring like a bell: Ive had you in my hands twice. This is the third time, and its the last. Dont you know me?

I dont know you, said Gregor.

There was silence.

Youre changed, said the highwayman. Youre almost so changed that I wouldnt know you. But I really believe that you dont recognize me. If I were you, Id know by the voice alone, but if you want to see my face, take a look at it, Jim Silver!

With that he ripped the mask away.

Gregors starting eyes stared into a finely made face, a long, handsome face. It had a sensitive, a mobile and almost delicate look, except that there was something infinitely cruel about the mouth and the bright, steady eyes. And the long, silken hair flowed back after the style that so many artists affect.

It doesnt look so good to you, Jim, eh? said the stranger. It doesnt seem possible that the great Jim Silver would shove up his hands in a stage-coach and let any one man rob him, eh? But here you stand, ten seconds from death, Jim! I cant believe that its the end of the long trail, at last. And if I hang for this tomorrow, Ill die a happy man!

And Gregor knew, with wonderful certainty, that he was, in fact, hardly a scant ten seconds away from the future world. He had to think fast, and his mind was luckily one that fear stimulated and did not benumb.

Brother, he said, you got me wrong. Ive got a shadow over my face just now, but lemme turn west into the light, and then see if I wear the scars of Jim Silver.

Ah? said the other, and started violently.

He took Gregor by the left shoulder and turned him hastily toward the west, where the light fell more closely on his face. Then he snarled with disgust and rage.

I should have known! he said. I should have guessed it wasnt Jim Silver standing for a one-man play like mine. But who gave you a face so much like his?

Brother, said Gregor, my face may be like his, but Ive never made one phony dime out of the resemblance.

Its not so like, either, now that I take another look, said the robber. I suppose that hope was making me blind. But, he added, youre close enough to turn your face into a mint! At least, it would be good for a million in this part of the world!

Because I look like Silver? said Gregor. Hold on, old-timer. A little confidence work, you mean? Maybe, in the end, Im going to be glad that you stopped that stage. All at once some ideas seem to begin to soak into my brain.

There was silence between them, each man reading the mind of the other.

Whats your lay? asked the robber shortly.

Anything, said Duff Gregor, with a frankness which he felt would do him no harm, under the circumstances. Anything from a jimmy to a gun is good enough for me, and I know how to make a mold with yellow soap and run the soup in it, if you come to cases.

There followed another silence, then the stranger asked: Have you got an idea who I am?

Not the foggiest idea, said Gregor. You might be Barry Christian, for all I know.

Might be? said the other. Everyone knows my face has been published up and down the land. Everyone knows the publishing of it — and Silvers dirty work — has started me on the road like a common tramp of a stick-up artist. But if you have half an eye in your head, youll see that I am Christian.


IV. A FOUNDATION STONE
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AFTERWARD, THEY SAT by a fire twenty miles away, on the farther side of Crows Nest. Christian had had his own mount of course, and the stage line horse had carried Gregor from the scene of the hold-up. Those twenty miles, Barry Christian had insisted upon, and Gregor knew better than to dispute the will or the way of that famous man. For Barry Christian was a master of the art of breaking the law with impunity, as he had proved many times during the long course of his celebrated career. No penalties had fallen to his share, except those which had become his through that still greater man, Jim Silver.

It had not taken long for Christian and Gregor to come to an agreement. One of the most amazing parts of the affair was the speed with which Christian looked through the mind of his new acquaintance. It was as though he knew all about the furnishings of the mind of Gregor and exactly how far Gregor would go. He repeatedly turned his back on Gregor, as he was working about the campfire or attending to the horses.

That was a risky business, because, no matter how awed Gregor might be by the reputation of his new friend, it was also true that there were fifteen thousand dollars on the head of Barry Christian. And for the cost of one little leaden bullet, all of that fortune would be transferred to the hands of Gregor!

It would not take much — a flick of the hand and a jerk of the thumb or forefinger, and Barry Christian and all his famous past and all of his great deeds would lie dead on the ground. It would not only make Gregor rich for the time being, but it would swell his reputation into a formidable size. His own past would be forgiven. He would be mentioned in every newspaper. Reporters would travel three thousand miles for the sake of shaking his hand and snapping his picture, and picking up a few of his wise sayings. Men would write the story of his life, adroitly covering over the evil, and changing sheer crime into clear adventure, for this is undoubtedly true — that the world loves an adventurer and has an almost unsurpassable wish to believe well of him.

These conclusions kept working in the mind of Gregor, but still his hand was held. The same thought had been in his mind when he was with Jim Silver, to tell the truth. To be known as the slayer of Silver would give him a vast name among crooks all over the world. But a certain freezing awe had numbed the powers of his hand, when he thought of murdering Silver. It was a similar awe that prevented him from attacking the great Barry Christian, and it annoyed him to see that Christian seemed to understand his superiority and that the outlaw was able to count on it.

After a time, the irritation passed out of the mind of Gregor. He was soothed and pleased by what he could call his great good luck. Fate, he considered, does not mean badly by the man whom he brings to the side of Jim Silver one night, and Barry Christian the next. It even occurred to Gregor that it was like one of the old legends in which the hero is brought to the crossing of the ways and told to select either the straight and narrow path or the rosy way to evil. Gregor had two sorts of life to choose from — that of Jim Silver or that of Barry Christian.

There was no doubt in his mind as to which course he would take. The mere thought of Silvers way of existence made an arctic ache of cold grip his soul, but with Barry Christian he lolled in comfort. He understood the man more nearly.

For one thing, Christian was not the fellow to live like an ascetic. He brought out a good cooking set of pots and pans, and he prepared as delightful a supper as one could ask for in a camp. There was even pan bread, instead of tooth-cracking hardtack.

What pleased Gregor more than the good food was the pleasant manner of Barry Christian. The mans handsome, mobile face was continually smiling, and his soft voice was a music in the ears of Gregor. Also, Christian talked with disarming frankness.

As they smoked cigarettes and sipped the good strong coffee which Christian had made, while the firelight tossed far-traveling gleams through the corridors of the pines and a troubled squirrel came out to argue angrily from a branch above, Christian said:

You see that Ive dropped a long distance downhill, Gregor. Im reduced to common stick-up work, these days. I used to do better things. I used to be able to sit back and plan real jobs in a real manner. But thats changed. Dyou know why?

No, said Gregor.

Jim Silver broke me, said Christian, looking Gregor straight in the eye. He beat me twice, and the second time that he smashed me, all my old men lost confidence in me. It began to look to them as though I were no good for rainy weather. They got out from under. However, I managed to make out.

He had been sorting the loot that he had collected from the stage, as he talked. It had been a pretty good haul, on the whole. After the suit-cases had been searched — and then, according to promise, neatly reclosed and stacked beside the road — there was a total of over five thousand dollars in hard cash, to say nothing of a good heap of watches and stickpins and other jewelry. Christian put a thousand dollars and a portion of the hardware into the hands of Gregor.

What for? asked Gregor, gasping.

You were on hand for the finish, said Christian. I always make a split with anyone whos on my side.

On your side? I would have plastered you with a ton of lead, if Id seen my chance, said Gregor frankly.

That was before we really knew one another, answered Christian. Dont argue, Gregor. Youre in the game with me, and youre welcome to a split. It isnt hard cash that I look for so much as other things, in this work. I dont want a lone hand. I want to build from the bottom until Im bigger than I ever was before, and youll be my first foundation stone, if you want to come in.

Duff Gregor stared down at his split of the plunder and drew in a breath. Then, without a word, he put away his loot in his clothes.

But, explained the outlaw, I only want you if you feel that youre my man.

Why, Christian, said Gregor, how can I help being your man? Were together if you say the word. Im not such a fool as to turn you down. I know your record, man — part of it, anyway. Then he added: But what makes you want me in? You dont know me.

I can read a man pretty well when I have a chance to look at him down the sights of a gun, answered Christian.

He ran his long fingers through the flowing silk of his hair. As the cold of the evening began, he had wrapped a scarf around his throat, and he seemed, now, a very romantic figure, indeed. Gregor thought that he had never seen a more handsome or capable face.

Christian went on: Theres another reason. No man could look so much like Jim Silver without having a brain in his head.

Has Silver a lot of brains? asked Gregor.

Christian looked sharply at him, as though suspecting that he was being drawn on.

Silvers beaten me twice, he said simply. Thats enough brains for any mans nut to hold.

But what does he make out of beating you? asked Gregor. He travels around like a lone wolf thats been thrown out of the pack. He eats like a beggar and dresses like a tramp; and hes in as much danger, when he goes to a town, as anybody whos outside the law. What does he get out of life?

Well, said Barry Christian, no matter what the danger, he goes where he pleases. He follows his own wish around the world. He rides the finest horse in the West, and tucked away, here and there, are rich men and poor men he can bank on if he needs them — fellows who would die for him if he gave them a chance and a call.

But he never gives em a chance, said Gregor. He plays his hand all alone. Id call it a fools life.

Because you and I, said Christian, dont like whats meat to him.

He hasnt even a woman hes fond of, said Gregor, according to what people say.

The girl hes in love with, answered Christian, is a lady with very bright eyes, old son — eyes so bright that they dazzle most of us more than diamonds. Danger is her name, and shes what Silver lives for.

Gregor was silent, brooding on the matter.

Silvers done so much, said Christian, that his name is known all over the West. And in the East, too, I suppose. Not many people have seen him, because of the way he lives, but hes a man whose name is strong enough to move mountains.

How? asked Gregor.

Christian was silent, smoking, thinking. Then he asked: Gregor, are you with me?

Till the last card falls, said Gregor. Well shake on that.

Their hands closed together. The eyes of Gregor blinked under the stare of Christian, and he knew, as he confronted the man, that that handshake was a turning point in his life. He had lived very much as he pleased before this. Now he felt that he had hitched himself to a comet that might snatch him to death in an instant. But there was the sort of manhood in Gregor that responded to the challenge and thrilled with it.

Now listen to me, said Christian. You have the general build of Silver. Youre not quite so much in the shoulders and not quite so lean in the hips. You dont look so much like a panther in good training. But theres a big resemblance. Your face isnt the same, aside from the scars, but the features are very much alike. Enough for me to make a mistake in the half light at the end of today, and thats one face in the world that should be familiar to me. If you can pass me in a half light, you can pass nearly everybody else in the full light of day. And out of that resemblance, you ought to be able to move mountains.

How? asked Gregor.

Well need to touch you up a bit, said Christian. For one thing, a couple of gray spots have to appear in your hair above the temples. For another thing, well need to make a few scars appear on your face. I can manage both things in a couple of hours so that it would take a microscope to tell that its a fake. You need one other thing — you need a horse like Parade.

Then Im beaten, said Gregor. Ive seen that big chunk of lightning, and I know theres no other like him.

Youre wrong, answered Christian. I can put my hand on a thoroughbred chestnut stallion with the whole look of Parade about him. Not half an inch smaller, not fifty pounds lighter, and carries himself like a champion. Hes on a ranch, not far from here — not twenty miles from here, in fact.

Four black stockings all around? demanded Gregor.

Only one. But what are dyes for, Gregor? I tell you, I can get that horse for two or three thousand dollars, and with you on his back — after you and the horse have been touched up — you can ride into any town in the West and open it up like a nutshell. Along with you will be Barry Christian, looking like a tired old man, and between us well take the golden lining out of any place we name. Whats the matter with Crows Nest, with one of the biggest banks in a thousand miles of us?

The light had dawned in the eyes of Gregor. Now he threw up his hands with a whoop.

By jove, youre right, and the worlds our oyster! he shouted.


V. AT CROWS NEST
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NOT MANY DAYS after that, a thrill went through Crows Nest, from its smallest outlying shack to the new, big stone buildings of its main street, and then up the slopes on either side to the huge hotel on the one hand and to the hotel-casino-bathing establishment on the other, where the invalids from the North, South, and East came to be cured. There was not very much to be said in favor of that spring water, but it had a taste of sulphur and a few other minerals in it, and a few quack doctors and a great deal of faith now and again worked marvelous cures. Where the faith is strong, the flesh can never be very weak.

The excitement that ran like a flame through Crows Nest and brought tradesmen away from their counters, and every boy and girl into the street, and men and women crowding into doors and windows, was all centered around two horsemen who came slowly up the main street.

One of them was a fellow with long white hair and a face set off by beetling black brows and a short-cropped black mustache. A scar pulled one cheek and twisted his mouth a little toward a sneering smile, and yet it was a handsome face, after all, and the texture of the skin was surprisingly young for one wearing white hair. He was dressed in a battered old gray suit, and he rode a dusty mule, his body slumping forward in the saddle and his chin thrusting outward a little. When the mule trotted, his elbows flapped up and down, as a proof that he was not at all at home in the saddle.

He was not the attraction, however. In fact, he won hardly a glance. What counted was the magnificent figure of the man on the prancing chestnut stallion, which sweated and danced all over the street and thereby enabled the rider to show off to better advantage the graces of his horsemanship.

He was a big young man with a brown, handsome face that was streaked here and there with the silver of old scars. All around him poured the boys of the town. They swirled about him, shouting and leaping. Their more tardy companions, who had the news at a greater distance, were bringing dust clouds down the street as they rushed to join the procession. Some of the smaller boys reached for the stirrups of the rider. They seemed fearless even of the dancings of the horse.

The older people in the community were hardly less enthusiastic. The men of the West seldom shed their dignity, but dignity was forgotten now. Here and there an enthusiast fired a gun into the air and gave a cowboy yell.

An old man came hobbling on crutches to the gate of his front yard and waved his hat and shouted: Jim Silver! Three cheers for Arizona Jim!

At this, the rider took off his hat and made a bow over his saddle, and there was more cheering, and a womans shrill voice yipped:

Its Silver! I seen the gray spots, just like little horns! But theres no devil in Jim Silver!

The whole street was washed by a wave of greater tumult, every moment, but all of the excitement was not exactly happy.

Out of the hotel doorway ran a tall man with a sweeping black mustache. He carried a half-rolled blanket which he threw over the withers of a horse, and, mounting, with the tails of his long coat flapping behind him, he galloped hastily up the street, away from the disturbance. His big-brimmed gray Stetson blew off, but he did not pause to pick it up. He made tracks as fast as his horse could carry him.

There were others who took horses here and there and seemed to be answering an inaudible summons that took them toward the tall timber. Gamblers, confidence men, thugs of various sorts had heard the cheering for Jim Silver, and to every one of them it seemed that a gun had been pointed at his head. For no man could tell on what errands Silver rode, except to be sure that the end of his trail would be the punishment of crime of one sort or another. It was best to take no chances with him. Chances taken with Jim Silver were too apt to end in fatalities.

The impersonation given by the rider of the brilliant chestnut stallion was not perfect, however. As he went on, the white-haired man found a chance to swing his mule close to the chestnut and say, under his breath:

Dont stick out your chest like a fool! Remember Jim Silvers the most modest man in the world, Gregor!

All right, Barry, said Gregor, and promptly brought the pace of his horse down a bit, and sat a shade less like a conqueror in the saddle.

The pair of them drew up in front of the hotel, where the horse and mule were tethered.

A man hurried up to them, saying: Say, Jim Silver, you know that the big hotels are up on the hill. You go up there. This here aint the best that Crows Nest can offer you.

Thanks, partner, Gregor answered, but you take a big hotel and it always means a big bill. I aint so flush with coin, dyou see? I guess this place is going to suit me pretty well.

The proprietor of the hotel had managed to get out to the sidewalk all in a sweat, by this time. He was a fat little man, now flushed with excitement, and he grabbed the arm of Gregor and escorted him proudly into the lobby.

He called out, as he came in: Hey, Mr. Watson, if you dont mind moving, Im going to give your corner room to Jim Silver and move you to the back. Mind?

No, sir, said Watson, standing up, tall and gangling, from his chair. He grew bright red with pleasure. It aint much that a gent ever has a chance to do for Jim Silver, and if I had ten rooms, I reckon that he could have them all.

Gregor had turned with a grin toward Watson, when Christian kicked him sharply on the ankle, muttering:

Refuse, you fool!

Thanks, Mr. Watson, said Gregor; I cant take your room. About the best place for me is going to be a back room somewhere. I dont much care where. Quiet — and not too many windows — is what Id rather have.

And thats a pity, said the proprietor. Watsons room has three windows and—

You know, partner, said Gregor, breaking in, that three guns can look in through three windows, and a gent can only look out of one window at a time.

There was a big laugh at this. Gregor joined heartily in the mirth until Christian stepped on his toes. Then he bit his lip and subsided.

They registered as James Silver and Thomas Bennett, then they were taken upstairs to pick out their room. A little back room with two cots in it was selected by Gregor after he had received a warning look from Christian. A moment later they were alone together, after the proprietor had assured them that there would be no charge to Jim Silver and company so long as they cared to stay, an offer which Gregor was again forced to refuse by a nudge from Christian.

Now that they were alone, Christian locked the door and slumped into a chair. With a cold, bright eye he stared at his companion.

Whats the matter, Barry? asked Gregor. You look as though Id missed in the spelling bee.

No, said Christian slowly. No, you havent failed. Its all right. Almost anything would be all right so long as youre the fellow whos doing it. You could marry any girl in the town if you cared to smile at her twice. You could have any mans horse, dog, gun, or money for the asking. You could stay on forever in the best hotel and never have a bill sent in to you. You could sit in a corner the rest of your days and still be looked on as a public benefactor. And why? Because youre made up to look like Jim Silver, and because Jim Silver has used his guns on the side of the law.

He left his chair and paced rapidly, softly, back and forth through the room. Plainly, he was smoking with subdued passion.

Theyd die for him in a crowd, said Barry Christian. They love the ground he walks on. But maybe theyll feel a little more sketchy about the wonders of Jim Silver before you and I are through with them. Maybe theyll understand that a name can cover more than one face. Man, how I hate them all! Every time they yelled for Silver it was just like a knife stuck into me.

He leaned on the window sill and stared at the sweep of the great pine trees that climbed up the mountainside toward the glittering white of the health resort at the top of the slope.

I know, said Gregor, nodding. It makes a gent sick to see people go nutty about some bum. Barry, Im the king of this here town for a while. Howd I take the job?

Christian turned back on him. He controlled himself for an instant before he spoke.

Ive told you that you did well enough, he said, but you forget a great many of the things that I told you. Silver speaks grammatical English. Youre apt to talk like a cross between an ignorant cowhand and a schoolteacher. Silver has the manner of a fellow whos almost afraid of a crowd; you act like an actor waiting for a curtain call. You keep your head in the air and look around with a silly grin. Silver looks at the floor and hardly smiles at all. When he looks a man in the eye, the man is apt to remember the hour and the day the rest of his life. Silver acts like a modest man.

You have to remember, all the time, that youre not yourself. You have to try to force yourself into a new frame of mind. You have to try to enlarge your heart and soul, and make yourself think that youre both brave and gentle. Silver is a man who wouldnt take a penny from the Bank of England; hed fight a lion with his bare hands; and hed die for any cause that seemed the right thing to him. Brother, you and I are not men of that type, but youll have to try to expand to an extra size. Understand?

I understand, said the other gloomily.

There was a knock at the door.

Christian waved the fake Jim Silver aside and unlocked the door. The proprietor was standing there holding a note, wanting to know if everything was all right.

Theres a gent downstairs that wrote this out. Wants to see Jim Silver, he said.

Silvers all knocked out, said Christian loudly, after he had read the note. Jim is lying down, resting. Its the first sleep hes had in a long while, and he needs it. Tell Taxi that he wants to see him, that hes wild to see him — tell him that from me, but say that I wont let anybody near Jim Silver till hes had at least a couple of hours rest.

Ill tell him. Ill satisfy him. Is he a friend of Jim Silver?

He is. Hes an old friend, I guess, said Christian.

Then he can have the whole house if he wants it, said the proprietor, and departed.

Christian turned from the newly locked door with a groan.

Trouble right at the start, said Christian. Everythings ruined, I guess.

Why? Whos this Taxi, anyway? Is he someone who knows Silver?

Knows him? Taxi knows him like a brother. Taxi is the crook who came out of the East with the soul of a wild Indian, the manners and the kindness of a wildcat, and a crooked reputation as long as your arm. Silver reformed him. Silver took him out of my hands, and then when I had Silver tied and as good as dead, Taxi cut him loose from me. I wont go into that yarn. Ill simply tell you that weve got our backs against the wall, flat! Taxi is only a split second slower than Silver on the draw and a shade quieter in the brain, but hes fast enough both ways to keep us both on the run. Gregor, you have a brain and a good pair of hands. So have I. Lets get ready to use everything we own!


VI. TAXI CALLS
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CHRISTIAN GOT TO the window in a stride and pulled down the shade. He picked up the hat he had thrown down and drew it well over his eyes, saying, in the meantime: Kick off your boots, throw off your coat, pull off your trousers, pile into that bed.

Gregor obeyed with speed, merely asking:

Whats the main line of Taxi?

He can fade through any lock that was ever made, answered Barry Christian. He can read the mind of nearly any safe, but if he cant read its mind, he can crack it just as easily as he can crack his fingers.

He caught up a pillow and wedged it in close beside the head of Gregor to cast a darker shadow over his face.

Tell Taxi, said Christian, that youre in a big job. You want him, but not right away. Tell him to get out of town and wait till you send for him.

Will he do that?

Hell do anything except jump off a cliff for you, so long as he thinks youre Jim Silver.

Christian added: Dont look him in the eyes. He can see in the dark, like a cat. Keep looking down. Play youre dead tired. He can tell you by a touch. Hes got eyes in his fingers. No, we cant risk him even shaking hands with you. Here — here are your gloves. Pull them on and—

Before he could get any further in his warnings and his preparations, there was a tap at the door. It was a light, quick rap of two soft beats, a pause, and a harder blow.

The eye of Barry Christian flashed as he recognized a Signal that must have some meaning to the great Jim Silver.

He went to the door and opened it. Before him stood a slender man of hardly a shade more than middle height, and dressed in a dapper blue suit, with a soft gray hat, and a pair of chamois gloves in his hand. His black hair was sleeked until it glistened. If he had been leaning on a walking stick, he would have served as a fashion advertisement out of a magazine. But Barry Christian had no illusions about the character under that dude exterior.

He held out his hand and pressed the lean, nervous fingers of Taxi.

Hello, Taxi, he said in a voice raised only a little above a whisper. The old man has told me all about you. Silvers knocked out. Listen — dont stay long with him. Hes all shot to pieces. Tired, I mean. Come on in.

He backed away, and as he backed up, the slender fellow came with a soundless step through the doorway, and lifting his eyes, which were kept constantly lowered, he gave Christian one pale, bright gleam of inspection. Then he walked on toward the bed, smiling, and holding out his hand.

Jim, old boy! he said.

Gregor held out a hand that had a big riding glove on it.

Covered with rash, he explained, coughing as he spoke. How are you, Taxi?

Im always on top of the world when I hear that youre anywhere near, said Taxi, sitting down on the edge of the bed. Whats knocked you out?

Gregor pressed his head all the deeper among the pillows and let his arm fall at his side.

Been through a lot, he said, in a muffled, groaning voice, and more trouble ahead.

Taxi stood up.

Im on deck, he offered.

Later, said Gregor, carefully maintaining that same groaning voice. How many people saw you come?

About three — outside the hotel. You know I dont walk the main streets when I can possibly help it, Jim.

Good, muttered Gregor. If the rats know that youre with me, they may run for cover before I get my teeth in them.

What rats? asked Taxi.

Tell you later. Taxi, will you help?

Dont ask. You know.

Good! Get out of town. Five or ten miles out, and stay put. Wait for me. Ill send you word when I want you. Tell me where youll be.

Taxi hesitated. Then he said: Theres a broken road that runs straight west of Crows Nest. Never used. Out there, four or five miles, between a pair of steep hills that bear to the south, theres a little shack. Ill go there and wait, and nobody shall see me leave Crows Nest, only the people in the hotel here. Can they be trusted?

Nobody, said Gregor, shaking his head slowly. Trust nobody.

Taxi held out his hand. Gregor took it and let his arm fall wearily away again.

So long, said Gregor.

I wish I could stay here through the pinch, said Taxi, but you always know best. Ill be out there waiting. Ill have fast horses with me and Ill be ready to jump.

He turned to Christian.

I dont know you, but Ive seen you somewhere, said Taxi.

Im Thomas Bennett, said Christian, nodding. Ive been around, all right. Maybe you have seen me.

Taxi went to the door, turned there as though he were about to speak once more, and then bent his pale, bright glance on Christian for another moment. After that, he left the room, and the door made no sound as he shut it behind him.

Well— began Duff Gregor.

A frantic signal came from Barry Christian, cutting him short. Another signal made him relax once more in bed. Christian stood transfixed. Even in that dim light, Gregor could see that the face of his famous companion was shining with sweat.

Thats one step behind us, and maybe the longest step of the lot, said Christian in a whisper.

He went to the door and listened for a moment. Then he opened the door and looked into the hall. Turning back, he mopped his face and slumped down into a chair.

The wildcat! said Christian. Did you ever see such a pair of eyes? You can get up now.

Bored right into me through the shadows, said Gregor.

He sat up and began to pull on his clothes. He, also, had need to wipe his forehead.

You did it well, said Christian, after a moment of thought. You couldnt have done it much better. But he suspected something.

He sure gave you a look, brother, agreed the other.

There was a ghost walking through his brain just then, answered Christian. He couldnt put his finger on the right spot in his memory and he probably never will. He cant think of Barry Christian and Jim Silver being together in the same room. The two ideas wont fit. Hes in some sort of doubt, but not enough to keep him from doing what you told him to do. Thats the way that Silver would act — short sentences and let the other fellow do the guessing. You did it well, Duff, and you didnt slip on your English, either.

Aw, I can talk as good as anybody, when I get my mind fixed on it, said Duff Gregor. Dont you worry about me, brother, when it comes to being slick. Slick enough to skate over the thinnest ice you ever seen.

Christian considered him gravely for a moment and said nothing. He went back to the door, opened it, peered up and down the hall, and returned.

Walks like a cat too, he said. He is a cat.

Thats how he hit me, said Gregor.

All the luck in the world, groaned Christian, couldnt have hitched a more dangerous man to Jim Silver.

Why cant you buy him off? Give him a big split if he throws in with us? asked Gregor.

Christian stared at him, but then he nodded.

I understand what you mean, he said. I used to think the same thing, in the old days. I used to think that every man has his price, but that was before I met Jim Silver. Moneys dirt to him. Moneys dirt to this handsome young rat of a Taxi. I couldnt buy him if I offered him a diamond as big as my fist.

It looks to me, said Gregor, as though wed better drift out of this town pretty pronto.

The big man nodded. We have to work fast, he said. Theres that suspicion in the back of Taxis brain, and he may come back to investigate.

Suppose, said Gregor, that he hears how I came prancing into town with the crowd cheering. That wont mate up very well with the way he found me stretched out here.

That doesnt matter, said Christian. Taxi knows that Silver could bluff out the devil himself, when it comes to a showdown. Gregor, we have to work fast. But if things go well, before Jim Silver learns of his double here in Crows Nest, well have a fortune in our pockets. And leaving town, well drop in at a little shack between a pair of hills four or five miles out of Crows Nest, and there Ill settle an old score. Therell be one less man in the world when I get through with this job — and Taxi!


VII. WILBURS BANK
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THE REST OF that day was spent, presently, in making a little tour of the town, Gregor and Christian riding side by side. Gregor did very well. Perhaps fifty times they were stopped and asked to have a drink at the next saloon, but Gregor always said: Thanks, but this is my dry time of day.

The only advice that Christian gave him was: Keep the voice down. Stop gririning, and hardly let yourself smile. Look kind — and tired. Thats the nearest you can come to Jim Silver, Im afraid.

They ate quickly, in a corner of the hotel dining room. It was an empty room when they sat down to eat. It was a crowded room before they had been there for five minutes. Duff Gregor, bathed in this light of anothers glory, could hardly keep from thrusting out his chest and exulting. But his companions quick, stern eye kept him in hand.

A ten-year-old boy with the fore part of his face scrubbed till it was red and shining, while the dust of the days playing still remained like a fine gray fur over the ears, came up and said:

Mr. Silver, the kids been and challenged me that I wouldnt dare to come in here and shake hands with you, so I come, anyway. My names Joe Crosby.

Duff Gregor held out his hand with a grin. Christian kicked him violently beneath the table, and Gregor rose and controlled his grin to a smile.

Im glad to meet you, Joe, he said. Glad to meet any of your friends, too. What can I do for you?

Do for me? crowed the boy. Lemme sit one second in the saddle on Parade! By Jiminy, would you let me do that?

Tomorrow, said Gregor. Tomorrow morning, wherever you see me and Parade together.

The boy went off in a trance of joy, and Christian said:

That was all right, but wipe the grin off. Dont look as though youd just been elected mayor of the town.

Gregor said, in a voice that shuddered with ecstasy: I could have more than that. I could be the mayor of the town and I could have the ground that its built on, too. Im Jim Silver.

Christian smiled at him with narrowed eyes. Keep on thinking it, he said, and Heaven help you if you bump into the real man again!

They turned in early that night. It was a hard job to get across the lobby, for the editor of the newspaper had come to interview the great visitor and get his first impressions of Crows Nest. And the manager of the big hotel at the spring had come, also, to offer to Jim Silver the best suite in the building. Then there were prominent men from the lumber camps, from the mines, and from the ranches, who wanted to shake hands with Jim Silver.

Gregor shook hands willingly enough, and he smiled on them all before he managed to get to the stairs. There Christian covered his retreat, saying:

The chiefs all fagged out. Hes going to turn in, boys. And you know how it is — he wont take something for nothing, and he doesnt like a lot of publicity. Ill just tell you all one thing. He likes Crows Nest better than any town he was ever in in his life before. I dont know but what hell want to settle down in it. He says that a man has to settle down sometime in his days.

They gave the name of Jim Silver a good, hearty cheer, when they heard this announcement, and Christian went up to the room where Gregor was waiting and found him stretched out on the bed with his hands folded under his head, full of gloomy reflections.

Listen to em, Christian! Listen to em yell and cheer. All for Jim Silver. Doggone me if it dont make me sort of sick. Whats Jim Silver done to get all that glory?

Nothing much, said Christian coldly. You could do the same thing. All you have to do is to shoot straighter than anybody else, ride a horse that can catch anything else on the range, and be willing to lay down your life for a square deal wherever you find the crooks collected. Thats all you need to do, and after a few years, if youre not dead and have a lot of luck, youll be just as famous as Jim Silver.

Gregor stared up at the ceiling.

Ill tell you what, Barry, he said, it kind of makes a man think. It kind of makes a man wanta start all over again and try to do the right thing.

And get buried in the dust that the successful crooks raise as they ride past you? Is that what you want? asked Christian.

Gregor shook his head and sighed again.

I know, he said. Only a fellow cant help thinking!

You do your thinking in your sleep, said Christian. While were on this lay, I intend to do your daytime thinking for you. Keep that straight in your head all the time.

Ill keep it straight, groaned Gregor.

In the morning, five minutes after the doors of the Merchants & Miners Bank had been opened, Duff Gregor, alias Jim Silver, walked into the institution.

He went alone, but only because Barry Christian had been at work since shortly after daybreak, schooling him in deportment, watching him walk up and down, cursing him for the manner in which he was apt to break into grins and bad English.

Gregor was already more than a little weary, but he was very determined, because he knew all about the greatness of the stakes that he was playing for.

The Merchants & Miners Bank had been reared from a weak infancy to great strength by the skill and the business integrity of a real financier, Henry Wilbur. He had come out to this country and settled in it because he liked it. And the reason he liked it had nothing to do with the sunsets behind towering mountains, but a great deal to do with the splendid forests of pine and spruce that covered the sides of the slopes. He did not wax enthusiastic about the many-colored cliffs of granite and porphyry, but he had a keen eye for the precious metals that could be found veining them here and there. He never brooded dreamily over the pleasant green meadows, but he knew to a half acre how much land was required to keep a steer in good flesh through any sort of a season.

Henry Wilbur knew a great deal about three important industries, but he lacked the intimate practical knowledge which would enable him to step directly into any one of the three fields. He did the next best thing. He picked out men who did have the practical knowledge and training and he backed them. That was how he made money. He was the partner, ready at hand, of any man with brains and industry.

Many a story was told of fellows who had walked into the office of Henry Wilbur without a cent in their pockets and nothing but ideas in their heads, and of how they had came out again with enough gold to break the back of a mule. Sometimes Wilbur put a bet on the wrong man. In those cases, he swallowed his losses with a smile. His faith in human nature could never be destroyed, and since he had both faith and judgment, he won two times out of three, which is enough to make a fortune keep mounting.

He succeeded, in short, because he knew men and because men knew him. They knew that he was loyal, generous, and faithful. They opened their hearts to Henry Wilbur, and he knew how to bolster weak places and reenforce strong points. His bank was like a great heart which kept money, life, hope, and energy constantly in circulation through those mountains. One thing he had never touched was the exploitation of the mineral springs of Crows Nest. He would have nothing to do with them because he was not assured that there was something more in the cure than faith and advertising. His interests were all based on the soil and its products, vegetable or mineral.

Being a modest man, he had kept the physical surroundings of his bank modest, also. It was simply a little squat house built of natural stone such as cropped out in every vacant lot in Crows Nest. The stone that had been cleared, years ago, to give a place for the building was what had been used to erect its walls. That was typical of the sensible thrift of Henry Wilbur. He said, when other business men of the growing town urged him to put up a building more in proportion to the size of his success:

All a man needs is good light to see by, good air to breathe, and space enough to sit and think. I have all these things in this place, and so have the men who work with me. Why should I make a change?

So he sat in the same office which had been his for twenty years, and behind the very same desk. That desk had begun to spring in the knees, and, therefore, he had remedied the defect by having a long iron rod run through it from side to side. When the nut was screwed up tight on the strong threads, the desk pulled its feet in and was as strong as ever.

It was the sign, Henry Wilbur, Private Office, that caught the eye of Duff Gregor, as he walked into the bank that morning.

The janitor-doorman, with his eyes popping out from his head, came hurrying to meet Gregor. Behind their clouded windows or in their cages of bronze-gilt steel, the clerks and tellers stood up and gaped at the great man.

Gregor took off his hat and looked slowly around him.

Well, well, he said. This is what a bank is like, eh? Its about the first time I ever was in one.

He had composed that speech on the way to the bank, because Barry Christian, before sending him off alone, had said:

Dont try to be smart. Jim Silver is so simple that hed be willing to ask questions of a five-year-old child. Theres no side to him, and when he hears a compliment, you can see that it hurts.

The janitor said: Its a bank, all right. Ill show you over the place, Mr. Silver. Wait just a minute while I get my keys and—

Dont you trouble yourself, said Gregor. The fact is that Id like to speak a word to Mr. Henry Wilbur, if hes not too mighty busy.

Mr. Wilbur wont be too busy to see you, said the janitor heartily. I guess theres nobody on this side of the Mississippi that would be too busy to see you. As soon as Mr. Wilbur comes in, hell — Hi! Here he comes now with his daughter.

Gregor saw a big man, whose shoulders sloped a bit from too much sitting at a desk, a big man leaning with the weight of his body, a large, flushed face, with dark eyebrows that gave accent to the noble largeness of the forehead. His eyes were grave, his mouth was smiling, and he had the air of one who has faced trouble many times and never with a subdued spirit.

The girl beside him was like her father, but with all the grossness of flesh and the hardness of experience removed. She was slender, straight; she had the direct eye that goes with a simple mind, and that clear and unstained brightness which cannot be after life has been tasted. She was not beautiful. She was something more. Even Gregor could realize that. He wondered what the name of Jim Silver would do to her.

The janitor-doorman was making straight for Henry Wilbur, exclaiming as he came up to him:

Jim Silver is here, Mr. Wilbur. He wants to see you. Heres Mr. Wilbur, Jim Silver! Then he added: Miss Ruth Wilbur too.

Duff Gregor took off his hat so that he could show both courtesy and those two spots of gray hair which Christian had, with such care, arranged about his temple. The banker took off his hat, also. He stood up straight. There was an actual reverence in his voice, as he said:

Mr. Silver, this is a proud and happy moment!

Even if his glory was vicarious, it was the great instant in the life of Duff Gregor.


VIII. THE VALUE OF A NAME
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THE GIRL WAS blushing and smiling and yet looking Gregor straight in the eye in a confidential sort of way, as though she were not in the least ashamed of showing her admiration. She took his hand and gave it a good hard grip also. She said:

How happy, happy I am to see you, Jim Silver.

Well, that is the way that little children walk up to a big Newfoundland, a picture-book dog, and hang onto its shaggy sides, and throttle it with the grip of their arms, and laugh fearlessly because they know that no harm will come to them. Their trust is perfect. So was the trust which people gave to the name of Jim Silver. And the wretched heart of Duff Gregor suddenly shrank in him and distilled a poison of envy and malice.

He did not have to struggle to keep from grinning; he had to struggle to smile at all. He told Mr. Wilbur that he would like to talk with him for a few moments, and Wilbur took him instantly by the arm toward his private office. The girl was turning to go home. Over her shoulder she was calling out that there was a batch of trout for lunch, if Jim Silver cared to come to the house and eat with them.

Gregor could only smile and shake his head, then he was seated with Wilbur in the sanctum. The banker pulled open a drawer and got out a box of cigars. No, Gregor did not smoke them. He rolled a cigarette of fine tobacco, because that was the only thing that the real Jim Silver was known to smoke.

Wilbur was saying: Every honest man feels safer when youre near by, Silver. Im very glad youre here, but Im also a little worried because I know you generally are on the trail of some rascal or other. I hope its no big trouble thats brought you to Crows Nest?

The biggest trouble in the world, said Gregor. Mr. Wilbur, Im trying to settle down.

He paused. Wilbur, listening, with his head canted to one side, nodded a little. He lighted a cigar. As he puffed, he never moved his respectfully attentive eyes from the face of his guest. He waited for the idea to be developed.

Gregor went through with the speech which Christian had composed and which he had carefully rehearsed.

Ive had a good deal of the open trail, and a fellow can get tired.

Everybody knows youve covered enough trail, said Wilbur.

After all, Im getting no younger, and in the winter the old wounds ache. I have a few wounds, Mr. Wilbur, and they touch me up when a norther blows.

If you had a thousand for every scar, youd be a rich man, Silver. I know that, he said.

Gregor waved the number of his scars aside. He said: Ive decided that Ill stop hunting for trouble and wait for trouble to hunt me, and thats why I came here. Id heard a good deal about Crows Nest. It looks like the right sort of a place for me. Theres plenty of clean air, and when I carne to the town, I wondered what sort of a job I could find, because Im almost broke.

Wilbur nodded and answered: I know. Youve made half a dozen fortunes and always youve thrown them away again. I understand that, Silver. Every hand thats held out to you, you fill. Now do you mean that you want me to find you a job?

Thats the idea, said Gregor. I thought you could give me a steer.

You could have anything you want, said the banker. Any rancher would be glad to have you as a foreman, not because you know anything about raising cattle, but because the best cowpunchers on the range would come swarming to work under you. Any miner would be glad to have you as a foreman of his mine, or a superintendent, for the same reason. There will probably be no labor troubles wherever you choose to take charge. And as a matter of fact, if you care to lead a lazy life, you could be the lightning rod in this bank.

I could be what? asked Gregor, pretending that he had not understood.

I mean to say, said the other, that you could be our watchman — or armed secretary, or sergeant-at-arms, or any other title that you choose to give it. And the minute that its known that you are here in charge, every man in the mountains will rush to get his money deposited in my bank. There are plenty of old-timers with fortunes tucked away in secret places because they feel that theres no safe in the world that cant be cracked. But theres not a one of them who doesnt feel that Jim Silver can be trusted much further than any amount of armor plate.

The idea began to grow in the mind of the banker. He got up and took a step or two up and down the room, waving his cigar.

It would be one of the best things that ever happened to this bank, Jim Silver, if we could attach you. Your name would attract a whole crowd of depositors. Many another bank will suffer because youve chosen to appear in Crows Nest, if you care to work for me. But how do you feel about it?

I dont know, said Gregor, staring down at the floor to conceal his exultation, for this was the very manner in which Christian had said that the fish would rise to the bait. Ive never thought of sitting still, with nothing on my mind but hair, as you might say. It would seem a little strange, Mr. Wilbur.

It would be more than sitting still, declared the banker. Every one of our new depositors would want to meet you. Every one of them would feel a lot safer about his money after knowing that he had shaken hands with the real Jim Silver. Then, you would want to keep an eye on people who might walk into the bank and plan a holdup. Those things happen, and with your experience, you know a great number of the crooks throughout the West. No, youd be busy enough, Jim Silver. Youd be a vast asset to us. Yes, I can foresee that youd bring in added deposits of hundreds of thousands in a year. By thunder, I might change the name of the place and call it the Jim Silver Bank. Your name would stand for bedrock and Gibraltar with every man on the range!

His excitement grew.

Ill be able to pay you a hundred a week just as a starter, Mr. Silver, and more than that as soon as my hopes materialize.

The heart of Duff Gregor leaped, but he remembered the careful instructions of Barry Christian, which had been repeated over and over again. Gregor had a feeling that if he went counter to those instructions, Barry Christian would simply kill him out of hand.

So he answered now, instead of swallowing the bait: If Im going to be a watchman, Ill only want a watchmans salary. If youll give me twelve or fifteen dollars a week, that will be enough. If you could put on my old friend, Thomas Bennett, as night watchman, say, at the same figure, I wouldnt ask any more. Its a good thing to have a friend — an old friend in a new town, you know.

Twelve or fifteen a week! exclaimed Wilbur. Why, of course, well take on your man. Well take on anybody you want, but Id be ashamed to pay Jim Silver, or even a friend of his, as little as that.

Gregor shook his head. Ive got only two eyes; Im not more honest than a lot of other watchmen, and I cant be worth more pay. Besides, all I need is enough food to eat, and I like my chuck plain. And a couple of beers on Saturday night are enough for me. It isnt a big salary that Im looking for. Its simply a chance to be quiet, Mr. Wilbur.

Youll have that chance, then, said the banker. He was flushed with excitement. Im going to spread the news as fast as hard riders can take it through the mountains, he said. Wait here a moment, Mr. Silver. Ill be back. Ive got to have the messages started at once, because there is going to be a golden tide started toward my bank, before the world is a day older.

He hurried out and was gone for a few moments. When he came back, he was fairly laughing with happiness.

A dozen men will be hitting the trail with their mustangs inside an hour, he said, and every place on the range will have the news inside of a week. After that, the golden flood begins. And you tell me that I can only give you the wages of an ordinary cowpuncher? Its not fair, Silver!

Its fair to me, said Gregor. Enough is as good as a bale of hay. Let it go at that.

We can argue it over later on, answered Wilbur. Now well look over the bank.

He took out a bunch of keys and led the way straight to the great safe. It was the one modern feature of the bank, and Gregor looked it over with understanding and rather despairing eyes. This was certainly no job for a can opener. This was a case where soup would have to be used.

He photographed that safe with a careful eye and then followed the president of the bank down into the cellar storage rooms, and up again through the main floor, and into the attic.

Wilbur said: Your job begins this minute, if you want it to.

Id better find a shack, said Gregor. The best thing for me would be to find a shack where Bennett and I can live; well move out of the hotel and get into quarters where we can cook for ourselves. Thank you, Mr. Wilbur. I hope I can be half as useful as you think.


IX. A CHANCE MEETING
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FAR NORTH OF Crows Nest, the real Jim Silver came through the mottled and ghostly pallor of a birch wood and stopped at the edge of a stream. It was a silent little creek that seemed to steal along with a finger pressed against its lips. The sun streaked down through the trees and glinted like metal on the thousand upturned edges of the curling bark. That bark was thin as paper. It had a yellow tint in its white, and by that Arizona Jim knew it to be the yellow birch. He picked off a leaf. The stem was fuzzy, the leaf coarser and more serrated of edge than the black birch.

Jim Silver looked up from the water and the trunks of the trees to the lift of the thin branches that seemed to him to be bursting upward and outward, like green fountains. Life rushed up from the ground through those curving lines that never returned to the earth again. Happiness rushed up through the heart of Jim Silver, also.

He was most of his time among the grays of the desert, the blues and browns of the great mountains, or the perpetual twilight of pine and spruce forests. As he stood in this delicate woodland, he wondered why he did not give more of his life to such surroundings. It was not silent, really. Whenever the wind stirred, it seemed as though an invisible river were streaming across the heavens. And even when the wind did not move, there was always a stealthy approaching noise, though at first this was not audible to ears more attuned to the sounds of the deserts and the iron mountains.

The stallion stood as quietly as his master. He would have liked to try the taste of some of the tender shoots of the saplings, but the whole air of Jim Silver was one of caution, and, therefore, the horse stood on guard with shining eyes. It was he that gave warning of a possible danger by tossing his head and looking fixedly up the stream. A moment later a canoe slid around the sharp angle of the bend. Silver could hear the gurgling of the water as the paddle blade was driven into it with a short, powerful side stroke, to straighten out the little bark canoe.

He wondered if the bearded man in the canoe would see him. He stood still, without a word. The paddler worked with leisurely strokes. He seemed to have time for nothing except watching the intricacies of the current, which was full of shiftings in spite of its soundless flow, and yet when he was at a little distance, he called out suddenly, and backed water.

He grounded the canoe and sprang out. No wonder he had seen the man on the bank, for it seemed to Silver that he had never seen brighter, smaller eyes, more like those of a bird. They were buried deeply in the hairy face. He came striding up the bank with his hand out, a big, burly fellow, laughing with pleasure.

Hey, Jim Silver! he cried. You taking a vacation out of Crows Nest? Dont go and tell me that you been and given up your job down there, or Ill tell em to fetch my money back to my old bank!

Silver looked at him with a quiet concern as he shook hands.

I take a vacation once in a while, he said.

And youre goin back, eh? asked the stranger. When I heard that Jim Silver had taken a job in the Merchants & Miners Bank that old Henry Wilbur runs, I decided that that was the place for my coin. I aint got much, but every thousand looks as big as a whale to a fellow like me. And I says to myself, where would my money rest as safe as in a bank that Jim Silver is around? The minute I heard the news, I made the change — and then, doggone my spots, I find you up here lookin at the runnin of the creek a whole days ride from Crows Nest. Yeah, a whole day, even for Parade!

He held out his hand toward the muzzle of the stallion, which laid back threatening ears.

The fellow laughed. I clean forgot that Parade is likely to be poison to strangers. What we know about Jim Silver makes a gent feel that even his guns and hosses cant do nothin except whats right!

He was full of talk, bubbling with it, yet Jim Silver did not know his name when he stepped again into the canoe and sped it down the stream with long, powerful strokes of the paddle. A twist of the bank took him out of sight, and yet Silver remained there staring at the empty corner of the creek and seeing his own thoughts.

He was beginning to grow more and more discontented with certain features of his life. He had tried for years to avoid the world, but the world was continually thrusting itself upon him. It was typical that in the rush and pause of existence among these trees he should be rudely given a message that made him turn back on his trail and speed toward Crows Nest.

He had never been in that town; he never had wanted to be in such a crowded place if he could avoid it; but when he learned that Jim Silver was working there for a bank, he was alarmed. Nobody could be wearing his name by chance; he could be sure that there was only one Jim Silver for everyone on the range. Some rascal, then, had tried to assume his identity.

He wondered why he had not explained to this unknown man that he had never worked in Crows Nest, but his whole nature was against talk and in favor of action.

Whatever scheme the fellow in Crows Nest might have in mind, a vague alarm from a distance would merely serve to frighten him away. And, since the real Jim Silver was only a day from the town, it would be better for him to turn up on the spot and confront the crook face to face.

It was the sort of danger which he had never conceived. He had been in peril of his life more times than he could count, but hitherto no one had endangered his good name. He turned out of that wood, pulled up the cinches a little tighter, and mounted Parade. The stallion was in perfect trim and ready for a good run. He would have need of all his endurance before his master was through with him this day. The night would pour over the mountains, it would be early the next morning before Jim Silver could possibly reach Crows Nest.

He looked toward the west and saw that the falling sun already was gathering about it a bright halo of the horizon mist. Then he picked up his course, named to his minds eye the landmarks which he must follow by day and night, and loosed the reins of Parade.

It was only a little later than this moment that big Duff Gregor, walking with Ruth Wilbur in the garden behind her fathers house, entirely lost control of himself and went wrong.

There were two troubles in the situation. One was that Duff Gregor was convinced that he had a way with women; the other trouble was that the girl had treated him like a brother. Then the garden was more of a forest than its name indicated, and as the sun slanted to the west and the rose and gold of it washed among the trees, Gregor was carried off his feet and away by a stream of romance.

Ruth had run her hand through the crook of his arm, and side by side they wandered up and down, the girl talking and laughing, and the man growing more and more dizzy.

For one thing, he was glad to be away from the continual surveillance of Barry Christian. For Barry had made him swear to confine himself to the little shack which they had rented on a back alley of the town. Unless Gregor were actually in the bank, he had given his word that he would be in the small house. This day he had broken his promise — and he was unspeakably glad of it.

He began to see other possibilities of the future. If he were to double-cross Barry Christian, he would be in danger from that outlaws guns; but, on the other hand, if he married Ruth Wilbur, he would be on the direct road toward a fortune.

That was as far as he thought out the problem. He was not doing much thinking, just then. Suddenly, turning on the girl, he stammered out a few confused words and grabbed her in his arms and kissed her, not taking time to note the sudden revulsion of feeling in her eyes.

She made no outcry. She simply stood like a stone. And then came what seemed the most hateful voice in the world, saying:

Jim! Are you crazy?

It was Barry Christian, suddenly appearing from among the trees by a small side path.

Gregor stepped back from the girl far enough to get a bit of perspective in the mind as well as the eye, and he saw that he had made something more than a fool of himself. She had a handkerchief pressed against her mouth, and she was looking at him as though he were a monster out of a strange world.

He tried to say something more, but as Christian came up the path, the courage and the wits of Gregor both deserted him. He turned and bolted through the brush and got away from those fixed and nightmare eyes of fear. No, he decided that it was not fear so much as disgust.

That was what kept the cold shudders going up and down his back. She was more horrified than angered or frightened. He would not have minded anger or fear, he thought.

In the meantime, Barry Christian, coming up the path, had seen how the girl bowed her head and stared down at the ground. She was obviously trying to put together her former ideas of Jim Silver and the reality as she had found it.

Christian took off his hat.

Miss Wilbur, he said, doggone me if it aint the meanest moment in my life. Not this here moment, but having seen Jim Silver act like that. I wanta say something to you, and I hope you believe it.

She raised her head, but still she seemed to be seeing her own ideas more than the face of Christian.

I simply dont believe it, she said. I dont believe that it was Jim Silver.

What? cried Christian, thoroughly knocked off balance. You dont believe that its really Jim Silver?

Hes not the man Ive been hearing about for all these years, said the girl. The man Ive heard about couldnt act like that.

Its because he dont know how to deal with a girl, said Christian. You know how it is. He aint the sort that ever has to do with women. He never pays no attention to them. I might a knowed the other day that he was clean out of his head about you, because he talked for hours. He talked, and he said that hed never seen anybody like you. He talked like you were an angel out of heaven. Hes out of his head about you, thats what the matter is. Maam, youd do him a pile of harm if you talk about this.

Harm him? she said, throwing up her head in a fine way. Id rather cut off my hand. Perhaps youre right, and its simply that he doesnt understand. But to turn into a brute—

She checked herself sharply and added: It would be a pitiful sort of a world if Jim Silver couldnt be forgiven. Hes done enough glorious things for a few bad ones to be forgotten. Will you tell him that I wont speak a single word about this to my father, or to anybody else?

Maam, said Barry Christian, really moved, I suppose that I should a sort of expected this kind of talk from the daughter of a man like Henry Wilbur. Itd be the ruin of Silver if people got an idea that he was out of his head about women. Maam, hes the sort of a man thats never done wrong, and if once folks find out that he aint perfect, theyll never forgive themselves for ever praising him.

She shook her head.

Tell him that I wont talk, she said. Its nothing so dreadful — the kissing of a girl. Her lip curled. I hope that Ill never have to see his face again; if I do Ill manage to endure it. Thats all.

I want to say, said Christian, that poor Jim Silver—

She lifted a hand.

You cant say a thing about Jim Silver that I havent thought all by myself, she told him. Ive lain awake at night and wondered how there could be such a man in the world. Well — now Im a little sick and I dont want to think about him any more. Good evening, Mr. Bennett.

That was the best that Barry Christian could do, and he left the bankers place and went straight across Crows Nest to the shack. There was still a little time before he went on duty, and after the end of his partners daytime régime.

The shack stood on the edge of a gully that split across the face of the mountain town. Sometimes, after a rain, there was a great racket of water dashing among the big stones in the bottom of the ravine, but as a rule the gulch was empty, and the little shack stood on the verge of its crumbling slope. It was not worth moving, and it was, after almost any heavy storm, apt to slide down to ruin in the bottom of the canyon.

In the house Christian found Duff Gregor walking up and down with long strides. The sun was resting its rim on the edge of the world and pouring flame across the mountains, and Barry Christian wished that real fire might rush out on Gregor and consume him. But he said nothing. He simply stood in the doorway and watched the promenade of Gregor, until the latter whirled about.

All right! Go ahead and shout it out! said Gregor. Tell me Im a fool.

Christian said nothing.

How could I know that she was that way? demanded Gregor. I cant understand a girl like that. Had her arm in mine. She put her arm in mine. Laughin like a fool, she was, most of the time. Laughin, and turnin her eyes up to mine and shinin them at me. How could I tell what she was like? A girl that acts like that — thats different!

Still Christian was silent, until Gregor broke down and begged:

What did she say?

After you turned around and ran like a kicked dog? said Christian. Why, I talked to her and made a good many excuses. I said that you werent used to women. I said a good many other things. Finally, she told me that you were just a brute.

Brute? shouted Gregor, rising to his toes with wrath.

Just a low brute, said Christian, not worthy of a thought.

She said that about Jim Silver, did she? roared Gregor. After the things that Ive done for the world and—

What have you done for the world, Gregor? asked Christian.

Gregor cleared his throat.

I got sort of tangled up just then, he admitted. I mean, for all she knows, Im Jim Silver, and yet shed throw me out of the door like that. Just for kissing her, eh? That shows what shes made of. That shows she aint no good. I wouldnt have a gross of her for a gift. She aint worth a—

Shut up, said Christian.

I wont shut up, cried Gregor. Im goin to—

Shut up or Ill shut you up, said Christian. Ive half a mind to cut the heart out of you, and partly because you have the crust to talk like that about Ruth Wilbur. Why, Gregor, it soils the mind of a girl like that to so much as think down to you. But as a matter of fact, shes not going to say a word to her father — and so youve still got the job. Be thankful for that!

She told you she wouldnt speak to him? exclaimed Gregor.

Yes.

Gregor fell into a chair and mopped his face.

I thought it was the finish of everything! he gasped at last. I thought the big chance was queered. I thought it was the end.

It is the end, answered the other.

What dyou mean?

This is the night, Duff.

You mean for crackin the safe?

This is the night.

Gregor came bounding to his feet again.

Dont talk like a fool, Barry! he argued. Every day theyre bringin in money by the carload. The little one-horse banks all through the mountains are being cleaned out, and the depositors are sendin us their money. They must be gettin in thousands of dollars every day over there in Wilburs bank. The old man smiles like a risin sun every day. Barry, if we make our clean-up and jump now, were missin a lot of cream.

Christian nodded. I intended to wait for another week, he declared, in the hope that we would be safe that long — before Jim Silver hears that theres an alias of his down here in Crows Nest. But after youve made this break, Im on edge to get the job finished and over with.

Why? asked Gregor. As long as shell keep her mouth shut, why shouldnt we wait? Another week might bring in a lot more cash into that little bank. Its bulgin now. Barry, its goin to be sweet pickins! The sweetest pickins you ever knew, and Im not foolin!

He threw up his hands. He was trembling like flame with his excitement.

We can quit the game. Im goin to Europe and settle down and have a rest. Im goin to taste some life! cried Duff Gregor. And every day we wait before we pull the job, the better for us. Besides, we aint got the combination, yet.

He waited, panting, resting much on the last remark he had made.

I think I have that combination, said Christian. The other day I found a chance to be alone with that safe and I took off the dial knob of the lock and put a bit of steel wire — no use explaining the details — on the inside surface of the dial. I replaced the knob, and I think that bit of wire may be able to tell me the right combination.

Youre a fox! exclaimed Gregor in great admiration. Then he added: But its all the more reason why we ought to wait till the last minute—

Something in the face of Christian stopped him, and he asked: Whats the matter, Barry? You look gray as a stone.

I dont know what it is, answered Christian. In a woman youd call it premonition, or instinct. I dont know what it is in me, but its a thing that tells me we havent much time to spare. Tonights the night. You start cooking the dynamite now and make the soup.

Soup? said Gregor nervously. But whats the matter? I thought you said that you would be able to read the combination?

Perhaps I will. If we had time to leave the wire inside the lock for another day, Im sure I could. But if I fail, well have to try to blow the safe.

The other closed his eyes and groaned.

Christian came up to him and took him by the lapels of his coat.

Listen to me! he said.

Im listenin, groaned Duff Gregor.

If you lose your nerve like a dog, Ill have one bit of satisfaction before I leave this town. Ill cut your throat for you, Gregor!

Gregor, staring at him, knew there was nothing that Barry Christian could have said that he could have meant more thoroughly.

You think Id welsh on you? said Gregor. Wait till the pinch comes before you start yowlin about me. Do your own job as well as I do mine, and well walk off with the inside linin of that safe, I tell you!

All right, said Christian. Be a man. Thats all I ask of you. Get the soup ready and work up some of that yellow laundry soap till its the right consistency for the running of a mold. You know how to do that?

I know, Gregor nodded. Only — its bad business in a place like this. In a business district in a big town, where everybodys asleep in the middle of the night, its not so bad. But the noise of shooting a safe will get a hundred people on horseback, in a place like this!

Christian turned in the doorway, regarded his companion silently for a moment, and then, without another word, walked off in the direction of the bank, for it was time for him to take up his duties as night watchman.


X. GREGORS PREPARATIONS
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THERE IS A certain amount of care necessary when dynamite is converted into soup, because when the sediment has settled to the bottom of the pot, there remains a rather muddy liquid which can be strained off, and this is almost pure nitroglycerin. And nitroglycerin has to be handled with awe, because if it is bottled up under too tight a stopper, it is likely to oppress itself with its own evaporation, and explode. And if it grows too cold, it is likely to explode, also. Of course, sudden jerks and jars are apt to be fatal too. And when Duff Gregor had finished making the soup, he was in a sweat.

For one thing, he had locked the doors of the shack, and the night was warmer than usual. But he could not permit his usual audience of admiring small boys and youths of the town to assemble and watch this extraordinary cookery of his. When they came, and knocked and called to him, he simply had to tell them that he was out of sorts. They went off reluctantly and left him to his work.

He got the laundry soap prepared also, mashing it up and moistening it just enough to give it the consistency of a very strong, tough, and sticky mortar. He had a length of fine wire, too, which could be used in running the mold just over the meager crack which outlined the door of the safe.

When he had finished these preparations, he paused in some doubt. He was so accustomed to working according to the direct orders of Christian that he was hardly prepared to use his own initiative. But he knew that the contemptuous silence of Christians departure had been a direct challenge to him and his efficiency. Therefore, he remembered that they must have their horses ready. They had the chestnut stallion, of course. Every evening he had been in the habit of riding the frisky horse out for exercise, taking ways where he would not be observed, because it was certain that he could not control the chestnut in an emergency in the same way that the real Parade was handled by Jim Silver.

He got the stallion ready and he also saddled the plain-looking mare which Christian had provided for himself. This animal had prominent hip bones, carried its head low, and had a very ugly head. But the mare was in reality a good piece of running machinery and in a pinch would probably give as good an account of itself as the more showy stallion.

Then Gregor cleaned a pair of Winchester rifles and prepared in two saddlebags sufficient provisions to keep a man alive for a week if he were careful in his diet. A blanket and a slicker were all the additional weight that he dared to incorporate in each pack, because if they had to blow the safe and the noise were heard, theyd have to travel fast.

Last of all, he got two canvas bags, the mouths of which could be closed with drawstrings. They had been prepared long before, and they were to hold the inside lining of the Merchants & Miners Bank. When these had been folded under his arm, he looked at his clock and saw that it was getting on toward midnight. It was too early, he decided. It was not the time of night when Christian would want to make the attempt, because there were still too many people about the town.

He lay down, intending to count the minutes, but he awakened with a terribly guilty start to find it was two-thirty, and the flame flickering in the lamp, as the oil was nearly exhausted.

That reminded him of the dark lantern. He filled it from the oil can with kerosene, made sure that the shutter was well greased so that it would make no sound no matter how quickly it was opened and shut, and then he set out.

If midnight had been too early, he felt that this hour was too late. Dawn came early at this season of the year — extra early, he always felt, among the mountains, and it would be nearly three oclock before he arrived at the bank!

In the meantime, what if the girls emotions had got the better of her promise and induced her to speak to her father about his conduct? What if his suspicions had been aroused? What if he had come to doubt the integrity of his two watchmen? What if he had decided to post a second and secret guard for the watching of the bank, this night? It seemed possible, it seemed probable. It grew to a near certainty in the brain of Gregor before he finally had finished leading the horses up the gulch and had taken them from the edge of it to a group of young saplings that stood behind the bank.

It was an excellent line of retreat to leave the bank, get the horses, and then depart from town by riding up the gulch. It was an excellent line unless they were pursued. In that case, they would have to take the straightest line, right through the main streets. The hair prickled on the head of Gregor as he thought of that possibility.

He finished tethering the horses and stepped out into the open night. The bank was right before him, looking squat and strong as a fort. He had never realized that it was so large. He scanned the ground on all sides of it and saw nothing. There was a vacant lot on one side of it, and beyond the lot stood a boarding house, now silent and with unlighted windows. But the stars glimmered faintly on the black panes. The boarding house was as dangerous as could be; it was filled with young workingmen and was sure to have plenty of guns of all sorts in it. Young men sleep like wildcats. The least sound is enough to rouse them.

Duff Gregor himself felt twice as old as his twenty-eight years.

On the other side of the bank there was a drygoods shop. The man and woman who ran it lived in a back room of the shop, but they would be fairly harmless, Gregor thought. Dutch Charlie, the proprietor, was a red-faced, fat old man with a waddling step. He had not the look of a fighter, but in the West one cannot tell. The mildest worm may bite like a rattlesnake.

Gregor, when he had finished this quick survey, went slowly on, stepping softly. He wished, now, that he had the quiet, natural stride of a fellow like Christian, to say nothing of that ghostly footfall of Taxi. There was Taxi to be thought of, in the immediate future, because he knew that when the bank job had ended, Christian would not fail to call in at the shack of Taxi and try to put him out of the way.

Sometimes, when Gregor heard Christian talk, it seemed to him that the great criminal hated Taxi more than he hated Jim Silver himself. And for a good reason. Taxi was an out-and-out crook who had learned to go straight, owing to the influence of Silver. And there is nothing that a criminal forgives less easily than virtue in one of his own kind.

Down the eastern side of the bank, Gregor saw nothing, but when he was halfway along the wall, he was aware of something stealing up behind him. His brain spun. He felt sick in the pit of his stomach, and then, as he whirled with a gun in his hand, he saw, dimly against the starlight, the welcome and familiar outline of the head and shoulders of big Barry Christian.

Christian came up to him and said:

All right, Duff. Its only me. You can be thankful that you didnt pull the gun on a stranger.

Gregor felt mutely rebellious, but this was not a time for argument. With a clear foresight, he understood that, if he lived a thousand years in league with Christian, he would never be able to be entirely in the right. Something in him was lacking. Or did Christian merely carp?

They paused at the side door of the bank. Christian took out his bunch of keys, opened the door, and led the way inside, saying casually:

Itll have to be the soup, brother. Ive tried to work the combination already, but the wire trick hasnt worked. It hasnt been in the lock long enough to register the numbers for me.

He spoke, it seemed to Duff Gregor, loudly enough to call the attention of everyone in the town. And already, in imagination, Gregor saw the streets filled with people hurrying toward the noise in the bank.


XI. SAFE-CRACKING
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THE GREATEST DIFFICULTY to be faced, once they started to work, was that a night lamp burned constantly inside the bank, and through the plate glass windows any passer-by along the street could see nearly every detail of what happened inside the big room. As a matter of fact, people who returned home late at night were very apt to pause and glance through the windows at the forest of bronze-gilt bars which were all that guarded the door of the safe. Even honest men may contemplate theft to which they would never put their hands.

The first question that Gregor asked was: How do we keep in the dark here?

We dont, said Christian.

He took the two canvas sacks, spread them out, and then hung them against the steel fence that ran between the front of the safe and the street windows.

This is the best we can do, he said.

Hold on! objected Gregor. Anybody who looks in will be used to seeing the glimmering of the front of the safe! Hell notice the difference when his eye runs into those sacks.

People usually see what they expect to see, and nothing more, answered Christian.

But what if somebody comes along and uses his brain? asked Gregor.

Every job like this is fifty per cent chance and luck, said Christian. Would you want the money if it were simply given to you on a platter, Duff? I think better of you than that!

He seemed to mean what he said. But one never could tell what real thinking went on behind the mask of that smooth, easy voice and gentle intonation.

Hold a light. Open the shutter about halfway. You seem to have thought of a few of the necessaries, said Christian by way of compliment.

Gregor kneeled and opened the shutter gingerly. In spite of his precautions in greasing the slides, it seemed to him that he heard a faint sound, and he jumped.

Sorry the thing makes so much noise. I greased it, anyway, said Gregor.

Christian laughed out loud. The sound roared and thundered in the ears of Gregor. He thought, for an instant, that his companion had gone mad.

Well make more noise than that, before were through, said Christian.

He fell to work, straightway, running the mold of yellow laundry soap around the edges of the circular door. He worked rapidly, whistling to himself. Finally, when he had completed his work, he looked it over carefully. When he was certain that all was well — and this seemed to Gregor to have endured for an hour — he started pouring in the soup.

After that, the preparations went quickly. The fuse was attached. They hurried to a far corner of the big room after the fuse had been lighted by Gregor. There they lay flat on their faces, and Gregor listened to the bumping of his heart and wondered how flesh and blood could withstand such a strain.

Then came the explosion. It was a thick, dull, puffing sound which seemed to be accompanied, as if in the great distance, by a far-off report.

Gregor felt a distinct pressure, as he thought, on his whole body. He was up like a cat, but Christian was ahead of him. They ran into the safe room, and saw that the door of the safe was still fitted snugly in place!

Gregor whirled about with a groan.

Were beaten! You bungled it! You bungled it like a great fool! he said, and started to run.

He ran straight into the hard fist of Christian. It bumped half the wits out of his head and deposited him with a solid thump on the floor of the bank.

Staring up with dim, dazed eyes, he wondered, with what was left of his frightened brain, if Christian intended to double-cross him — to turn him over for the attempted job and drop the blame on his shoulders. Then he heard Christian saying calmly:

Dont run out like a yellow hound till you know the jobs a lost job. Look here. The doors been budged a little. Its been budged and settled a shade. This crack on the top of it is a hair broader than the crack at the bottom, now. We can get some soup into that upper crack on the next try and—

Next try? exclaimed Duff Gregor, as he stumbled dizzily to his feet. Are you goin to be fool enough to wait here and make another try when—

Shut up and get to work, said Christian. Id rather walk up Salt Creek with my eyes open than to walk out of this place before Im driven out. You said one true thing today. Theres maybe half a million dollars inside that safe!

Gregor panted: But that noise has been heard! Wed only stay here to be found out and—

Take that soap, whats left of it, and give me a hand, said the calm bandit. We have to work faster this time, thats all. And were sure to win.

Gregor, staring mutely for a moment, was amazed to find himself bending to the task that had been assigned to him. All his volition was urging his heels to scamper away toward freedom, but his physical body he found bending there in front of the safe!

Then came the thing that he had known would happen. There was a murmur of voices, dim and far away as the murmuring of bees. And then a hand shook at the front door of the bank, and succeeded in making it rattle faintly. He turned and stared past the two sacks that partially concealed them, and saw that a dozen people were gathered on the sidewalk, peering through the plate glass into the interior of the bank.

Gregor turned to gasp out: The sidewalks full of em, but theres still the back door. Quick, Barry! We can get to the horses and run out of town before they tag us with lead, maybe.

Christian caught his arm with a rigid hand.

Go out there and open the door and send em away! he commanded. Dont turn rotten and crumble to pieces on me. Remember that youre Jim Silver! Tell em anything. Tell em that a lamp exploded, but get em all out of the bank again. Understand? March, Gregor! Ill keep you covered till you get back to me!

Mad? Of course he was mad, but he was also armed, and the hand which held the Colt and covered Gregor was as steady as a stone. Duff Gregor did not argue. In another moment it seemed that the mob would break down the front door of the bank. Practically every penny of the savings of the men of Crows Nest was lodged in the big safe of Henry Wilbur, and the inhabitants would be as tender of the safety of the bank as of their own lives. If that door went down before Gregor had accomplished anything, he had a very strong idea that the cruel devil in front of him would shoot him down before managing an escape.

So Gregor turned without a word and walked toward the door.

He could not believe that he was headed in that direction. He could not believe that he was actually waving to the men beyond the door, covering the sidewalk. He went through the motions like a sleepwalker, and always the cold consciousness of the revolver that watched him nudged him forward.

Then he heard a general outcry: Jim Silver! Its Jim Silver! There he comes. Everythings all right!

The sound of those words warmed the freezing soul of Duff Gregor. He threw open the front door of the bank and stood on the threshold.

Hey, what happened, Jim? asked half a dozen of them at once. They pressed close. If he gave an inch, they would swarm in a stream into the bank, he knew. Therefore, he stood fast and merely said:

I was fixing the gasoline lamp, and the fool thing went poom all at once. It made a terrible racket. I dont wonder that it woke you up. Sorry, boys!

They began to smile and nod at him. It was a wild-looking crowd. Every man and youngster in the lot had a rifle, a shotgun, or a revolver showing. They had come out ready for business, and they looked the part.

How come youre on duty at night? asked one lean, gray, suspicious old fox of a trapper.

Bennetts a little knocked out, said Duff Gregor, so Im staying around. Not that Tom really needs any help, but theres a lot of money in this bank, boys, and I sort of feel that the whole responsibility of watching it is on my shoulders. You know how it is.

Good old Silver, said one of the men. We couldnt have the bank better watched if we had ten men on the job day and night.

The crowd began to break up, and Duff Gregor, with amazement, watched them go. It was too simple; it was too easy. Suddenly he was struck with awe for the wisdom of Barry Christian, who had foreseen exactly what would happen.

While still a few lingered, Gregor closed and locked the front door, hearing one of the bystanders remark:

Suppose that a gent was to break into that there bank and think that he had pretty clear sailing, and suppose that up out of a corner comes Jim Silver at him — wouldnt it be hell on him, eh?

And they laughed, as Duff Gregor closed that door and shut out their voices to a dimness.

Before he reached the safe room again, the last of the men had scattered from the sidewalk. In front of the safe he found Barry Christian already calmly at work, running the mold with his swift, cunning fingers.

Without looking up from what he was doing, he said: You did that well, Gregor. Youre a man, partner. A real man. And these people of Crows Nest are real geese. All honest people are fools, or else they wouldnt be honest. Duff, you and I are going to do things together. We may crack a sweeter nut than this, even, one of these days.

Duff Gregor, squinting at the future, was not sure that he wished to remain in partnership with a man like Barry Christian, who was himself fearless and who demanded heroism of all who worked with him. And yet there was a wonderful glory and exhilaration in being with that famous man. The future looked like a storm, but like a golden storm.

He set about working as fast as he could to help Christian. They finished their preparations once more, and the last of the soup was poured into the mold. Over the top of the safe door they now battened rugs and carpets in thick masses, and when they had lighted the fuse and retired, there was at last an explosion far more muffled than the first one. Even so, the entire building jarred, and the windows shook and jingled like so many great castanets.

They got up from the floor where they had been lying and ran forward. They saw that the huge door of the safe had swung wide open on its hinges, and, with a cry of joy, Gregor leaped forward and thrust into the inner door the key with which it was always opened. It had not been hard to get that key from its hiding place in the cashiers desk, because no one considered the inner door of the safe of such very great importance. It was important enough now to make the heart of Gregor stand still, because, no matter how he turned and twisted, he could not budge the inner bolt. Then he understood. The force of the explosion which had knocked the outer door open had served to jam, hopelessly, the lock of the inner door!

He turned a desperate face toward Barry Christian, and beyond him he saw the gray of the morning come shimmering through the eastern windows of the bank.


XII. THE LOOT
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NEITHER OF THEM spoke. Christian made a gesture that forced Gregor to recoil while the chief partner himself took the key and worked with it for an instant. Then, in turn, he stood back, dusted off his hands, and nodded. He whirled on his heel, left the safe room, and it suddenly occurred to Gregor that Christian, in silence, was going to walk off and give up the job.

He was wrong. Christian returned in a moment, bringing with him a small sack of padded canvas, which he laid on the floor and unrolled. It contained a good kit of burglary tools. Christian took out a mallet made of soft iron and a pair of untempered steel wedges, with points drawn down as fine as a pin. He wrapped the head of the mallet in cloth, laid the edge of a wedge against the top crack of the inner door of the safe, and began to tap gently. He tapped with force hardly sufficient to break an egg, then with greater and greater effort until the dull, padded sound of the blows was louder than a drumbeat in the frightened ears of Gregor.

Then Gregor forgot his fears, for he saw that the first wedge had actually entered a little. Yes, more than that — the wedge was not only entering, but the door was beginning to groan under the strain. If the door could be made to yield the least bit to the first narrow wedge, the second one would soon have an entrance with its greater bevel and weight.

In fact, that door was presently bending like a bow along the upper edge. Two wedges were shifted down the forward face, close to the lock, and driven in side by side. Before the heels of them had disappeared, the lock burst with a sound like a snapping piano wire. The little door came shuddering open, and there appeared before the eyes of Duff Gregor the most beautiful sight in the world — a series of little, bright, polished-steel drawers, each to be opened with its separate key.

But they did not need to pause in order to fit the keys. Having passed the first barriers, these that remained were nothing. With a wedge and a little fine steel crowbar, the expert hands of Barry Christian pried open those drawers rapidly. Into the two capacious canvas sacks, which had already done a different sort of duty on this night, the riches of the mountains began to be dropped, in the form of bonds of all sorts of paper wealth; but most of all, the hearts of the pair were gladdened by the treasure in hard cash.

It would not have been there if a few more weeks had passed. It would have gone into safe forms of investment, of course; but, in the meantime, the sudden jump in prestige which the bank had enjoyed since the arrival of Jim Silver had flooded the big safe with quantities of paper money.

That money was snatched out and handed into the sacks. Only one thick packet enchanted the eye and the touch of Duff Gregor that he could not give up to the sack. It was a beautiful, thick sheaf of fifties, almost brand-new, stiff and firm as a board and full half an inch thick. He could not resist passing that wad into his own pocket. He knew that Christian marked him, but that did not matter. It was not the question of stealing the money, but the joy of having it intimately under his fingers and pressing in a lump against his body. He felt not only a richer but a better and more important man. He felt that Fate would not hand out such favors and fortune as this except to a friend.

He had his grasp on the throat of the world, he felt, and the world would have to pay for his hold before he was finished with it.

That was the mind of amiable Gregor as they finished loading the canvas sacks, and, looking out of the window, saw that the gray of the morning was turning to rose.

They got to the back door of the bank, unlocked it, and listened. The town was wakening. The gambling and playing element must still be snoring, and its members would continue to sleep until noon; but the others, the workers, would be up before the sun.

The vacant lot was pearl-gray with dew. As they started for the horses, a boy began to whistle like a lark. They saw him come over the grass in bare, brown feet. He left a double streak of darkness behind him, where he had knocked the moisture off the grass.

Barry Christian turned a bit toward his friend and in a soft but profound voice he cursed that boy and all his forebears.

They tied the bags to the saddles and mounted as the boy came up to them.

Hey, hullo, Jim, said the youngster. Whatcha doin up this time of day? You dont go to work for three, four hours yet. And how come that you aint back there in the bank, Mr. Bennett?

He cocked his head on one side and peered at them. He was as bright and keen as a magpie, and just as cruelly mischievous.

Ive got my helper on the job, son, said Barry. He turned his horse.

Hey, whos your helper? asked the boy. Whatcha mean? Whos your helper? I didnt know that you had a helper.

So long, son! said Gregor.

They began to jog their horses, but not in the direction up the gulch in which, as Gregor knew, his chief wanted to travel. Instead, Christian was heading straight across the town.

The boy actually came scampering after them. He had a voice as clear and chanting loud as the voice of a rooster — a new, young rooster delighted with his task of rousing the world in the morning.

Hey, Jim! he yelled. Where you goin? Whos the new man in the bank? How come you both are off work?

That voice went like a hot needle through and through the brain of Duff Gregor. They turned up the first side alley. A woman was coming in from the woodpile behind the house, her apron filled with wood. She paused and shaded her eyes, looking into the bright east toward those two early travelers.

When she saw Gregor, she actually dropped the wood so that she could clap her hands together, and she shouted:

Hi, Jim Silver! Go it, Jim! Good luck to ye, boy!

They passed out of sight of her, and still the shrill voice of the boy was piping in the distance.

The devil take him! Hes started the town on the trail with his yelling, said Christian. Hell be back there at the bank, in a minute, and then hell be pretty sure to look around to see my helper. If he doesnt spy the open door of the safe the first thing, Ill be surprised.

But why take this direction? I thought you wanted to ride up through the gulch! Thats the best way to get out of Crows Nest. Theres regular hole-in-the-wall country behind those hills.

Because I want to start in a false direction, Duff, said Christian. Weve not finished the hardest part of this job yet.

Not finished it? Not when weve bamboozled the town and cracked the safe for them? What do you call hard? said Gregor.

I call it hard, answered Christian, to get away from a thousand or so men who have good horses and who know how to shoot straight and who are going to keep on our trail until their feet wear out under them. Gregor, they trusted you as they would have no one else on earth, and when they find weve cheated em and that youre gone, those men are going to go practically insane. Believe me, because I know. Every man in Crows Nest is going to be a bloodhound, and when the news gets out on the range, everybody in the mountains will be gunning for us.

They had cleared the outskirts of Crows Nest, by this time, and, coming to a narrow, rocky gorge that headed west, Christian at once turned down it.

Youre wasting time and distance, cautioned Gregor. If these people around here are goin to be as savage as you say, isnt it our best dodge to get a few miles between us and Crows Nest — and lay it out in a straight line?

We stop and pick up Taxi first, said Christian.

Gregor threw up his hands with a shout of dismay.

Are you a clean fool? Are you goin to be a hog, Barry? he cried. Weve got the coin. Were loaded down with it. Are you goin to risk everything in order to sink a slug of lead in that wildcat, that Taxi? Cant we leave him for another trip?

Ive got him marked down. Hes waiting, like a horse in a stall, said Christian. Dyou think that ten times this money would be worth to me what it would mean to brush Taxi out of my way for good and all?

The other stared at him.

Barry, he said at last, you are crazy. Youre blood crazy!

Christian looked back at him with an impassive face.

Then well separate here, he said. I thought wed better go on farther before we divided the loot, but well make the cut here, and then each of us can go his own way.

They dismounted, accordingly, and in the shelter of a nest of rocks in the center of the gorge they dumped the contents of both sacks on top of the flat of one of them. The treasure overflowed and ran out on the ground. The wind came and whispered through the precious papers.

All right, said Duff Gregor, feeling that he was entirely in the hands of this terrible partner. What percentage do I get?

Fifty per cent, said Christian.

Gregor stared. He stared until his mouth opened, though not on speech.

Its moren I expected, he said finally. You been all the brains.

The words had been wrung from him. He regretted them instantly. But Christian said:

I always get fifty per cent. I never take more. If I do a job all by myself, I never take more than half. The rest goes to charity, to a friend — its not my luck to take more than half.

The strangeness of that superstition staggered Gregor. It was hard for him to feel gratitude. He felt no gratitude now but merely wonder. Then he found an explanation.

All men, he told himself, who were geniuses, had something twisted and queer in their make-ups. They all had to have something queer. It was what struck the balance. Christian was a genius. There was no doubt that this devil had plenty of excess brains, but he was also a freak. It was better, Gregor felt, to have only normal brains like his own, than to have the excess talent of a Barry Christian and to throw away opportunities.

In a case like this, for instance, he was being overpaid twice, and all because Christian was the silly victim of a superstition!

He did not pause to shake his head over the thing. He started, at once, counting the money.

Even at that business, Christian was three or four times as rapid as his less-gifted companion. And when it came to estimating the value of the negotiable paper that they had taken, Christian seemed able to get at the truth in a glance. They added up the result, and Barry Christian it was who announced:

Weve each got a shade over two hundred thousand dollars, old son. This little job is going to make history. And — heres where we say good-by.

But a wild enthusiasm overmastered the more cautious instinct of Duff Gregor when he heard the size of the fortune that had come into his hands. He shouted:

No, Barry! I was talking like a fool. Im goin to stay with you. Well clean up Taxi together, and then well go and conquer the whole world!


XIII. TAXIS SURPRISE
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TAXI HAD BEEN awake all night. As the dawn began, he remained hunched over his table in the shack. He was only partially dressed because he had been about to go to bed when his attention had become absorbed in a work of art. He had one shoe on and one off. His coat had been thrown aside. His necktie had been removed and his shirt was open at the throat. One of his cuffs was unbuttoned.

Most men would have caught a severe chill from exposure in such a garb as this while sitting motionless through the cold of the night, and Taxi had hardly stirred a hand for many hours. But he was warmed by the eager, electric vibration of his enthusiasm that cherished the vital spark in him. He had not so much as rolled or lighted a cigarette. He was unaware of any need of the body. His throat was dry, but he did not heed hunger, cold, or thirst.

And the work of art which was before him on the table, and to which he had given his whole soul during the entire night, was a steel lock, not overlarge.

It was, in fact, a very neat and fine bit of metal work; but what interested Taxi was not the goodness of the material but the clever brain of the inventor who had created this master lock. It was guaranteed to baffle all the brains in the criminal world. Nothing but the power to blast it to pieces would be sufficient to open that lock, the maker had declared, and Taxi had specially bought the lock so that he could work on it. It was a habit of his to get the finest productions of the locksmith and then lavish on them his own keen talents. Usually the investment of a mere hour or two was enough to solve the problem, but on this occasion he had been up the entire night working with his various picklocks.

He had taken out his set of burglars tools which he carried about with him in various parts of his clothes. Tools made as if they were precious jewels, without regard to expense, all constructed of alloys of incredible strength and lightness, tools so slender that they would have crumpled in the grip of an ordinary workman. But though they were so meager that most of them could be unjointed and hidden under the seams of his clothes, yet in the expert fingers of Taxi those little tools could cut their way through the secrets of the most powerful safes.

The principle, with Taxi, was to find the right point, the weak unit in the chain, and then apply brains and a cutting edge. Failure was a thing to which he was a stranger, simply because he would not admit its possibility.

He did not need most of those tools for the delicate task which was in his hands now, but he had laid out a great portion of them here simply because he liked to have them around him. They inspired him with the recollection of many another knotty problem in the past which, he, unaided, had solved.

Consider him now, leaning over that fine lock with half-closed eyes, looking like a poet who, with pen poised above the paper, waits for the voice of the muse. But, instead of a pen, the sensitive fingers of Taxi held a bit of watch-spring steel. His finely made, handsome face showed no expression except, now and then, for a slight flicker of the nostrils.

But in reality he was almost a maniac with nerves. He could have leaped up from his chair and torn at his hair, screaming. Wild horses of desperation and fury were ready to tear him. And the more he controlled himself, the more wildly his nerves raged to have their expression.

He wanted to catch up the lock and dash it against a rock. He wanted to smash it to pieces. He wanted to rush out and set fire to the trees and curse and yell and rave as the flames soared in a terrible wave over the mountainsides.

Instead, he held himself firmly in hand. That little smile that occasionally curled at his lips was the stern sign of his tyranny over his flesh and his weaker spirits. He despised the elements which were working to master him.

The night wore away into the gray of the morning. He was not aware of the change. Born and bred as he had been in the darkness of the great cities of the East, he knew little about sunrises and sunsets. Electric light had shone on nine-tenths of the hours of his life until, at last, something hardly more than chance had brought him west and into sudden and vital contact with Jim Silver.

There in the West he had remained, but always his heart was turning back to the land he knew — that underworld in which he had been a hero. He was a hero in the West, also, with a growing name, because he was the one man in the world whom Jim Silver would willingly take on a trail. He had shown himself fearless, able to endure the most devilish torments rather than be untrue to his friend. And for all of these ample reasons he was admired and respected.

He was so admired and respected that the officers of the law who came west, now and again, on some old trail that pointed in his direction, were never able to get their hands on him. Or, if they did, public opinion, expressed by the heavy public hand, tore him suddenly away from the grasp of the law.

But now, as he sat there in the shack among the Rockies, his mind and his soul were lost in the work of the locksmith, and the only environment of which he was at all aware was that of crime — the one surrounding with which he was truly familiar.

He had even forgotten that it was not an electric or a gas light by which he worked, but only the tremulous, yellow flame of a lamp. He was by no means conscious of the beginnings of the day. The universe had no existence for him. He seemed more and more the perfect type of the dreamer or the abstruse speculator, except, now and again, when he raised his eyes and glanced aside, for then it was that the pale brightness of his eyes showed something worthy to be feared, though those side glances were directed only at the inward processes of his own mind.

Such was the mental state of Taxi when a shadow stirred.

Ordinarily that shadow would not have been seen by usual mortals, simply because other men would not have had the doors of their cabins open at this hour in the day.

Neither would it have been seen by Taxi himself, no matter what the sharpness of his senses, except that he was so deeply involved in his speculations that in this very instant he was drawing close, he felt, to the solution of his problem. Therefore, his subconscious mind was in total charge of him, and the subconscious mind of Taxi, like that of a cat or a wolf, was a very safe guardian, no matter how the master slept.

That subconscious self it was that suddenly jarred the mind of Taxi back to full awareness of the world, just in time to see a mere shadow, a mere hint of a guess at a living form, glide into a patch of shrubbery hardly fifty feet from the door.

It was a shock to Taxi to come out of the world of the mind into the world of fact. It was a shock to him to see, around him, the wretched rawness of the rickety old cabin in which he was sitting, and the huge, grim beauty of the mountains of the morning beyond his door. It was a shock to say to himself, like a guilty creature of the night: This is the day. What are you doing here where the things of the day will soon be able to see you?

But it was still the subconscious mind that brought an automatic pistol into his hand. He did not have to think twice. If it were an animal, there would be no great harm in hitting it; if it were a man — what chance in a million of that? — men should not be furtively stealing about a lone cabin at this hour of the day.

And then all the nervous rage which had been boiling in Taxi overflowed. He gritted his teeth so hard that they groaned together, and he sent a burst of three bullets right into the brush.

A curse and a yell answered him, and then a rifle shot that clipped through both walls of the cabin at about the level of his head.

He disregarded the open door and danger beyond it, however. There was also the window and its battered shutter to the side, and he sprang to guard against a flank attack, without even having to hesitate to make sure that this was the right course.

What he saw beyond that window gave pause even to his steel-cold courage, for yonder, in the act of springing to get to shelter behind an outcropping of rocks, was none other than the great Barry Christian, no longer with the make-up of Thomas Bennett, though still in Bennetts clothes.

It was such a crushing blow to the wits of Taxi that he hesitated through a priceless interval — an interval, let us say, of a hundredth part of a second — and the result was that he fired just a foot too late. Barry Christian was already in shelter behind the rocks, and his return fire was drilling through and through the cabin.

Taxi dropped to one knee, gasping.

If Barry Christian was the reality behind the man who had appeared to be Bennett, then who was the Jim Silver that Taxi had met in the hotel at Crows Nest?

He remembered now — it was not the first time he had thought about it — the husky, faint voice of Silver, the dimness of the room, the strange order which sent him out of town to wait for further instructions. All of these might well be the devices of men trying to keep him from seeing, in a clear light, that it was not Jim Silver in person who had been in that room.

And yet, what man in the world would be such a fool as to attempt to play the role of Jim Silver?

Well, why not? There was nothing so very peculiar about the appearance of Silver. And, after all, his habit of living chiefly in the wilderness had shielded him from the eyes of most men. He was chiefly known, to be sure, by the silver spots in his hair above the temples that had given him his name, and by the magnificence of his horse, Parade.

At any rate, it was certain that yonder was Bennett, that Bennett was Barry Christian, and that, therefore, Christian had been in the hotel room where Taxi thought that he had talked with Silver.

The thing reduced to an absurdity. A devil and an angel would meet for conversation far more easily than Silver and Christian could be confined to one room.

It was not Jim Silver, then, that he had seen. It was the order of a masquerader, a scoundrelly pretender, that had sent Taxi out there into the country to wait until Christian and his friend were ready to take his scalp!

No wonder that the reeling brain of Taxi needed a few moments to absorb these facts.

He was roused to the need for action by the plucking fingers of a bullet that had flicked through the loose flap of shirt that hung at his side.

Barry Christian, with his rifle fire, was methodically raking the floor of the cabin, shooting only a few inches above it. There would be no time to burrow down into the ground and secure safety in this manner, as in a trench. And, in the meantime, the second enemy, the unknown man, the false Silver, was firing either hip-high or breast-high.

Even if Taxi put off the fatal moment for an instant, he could be sure that they would soon have him.


XIV. THE POSSE
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TAXI LOOKED ABOUT him. He was so desperate that he even considered standing up on the table, so that it might be unlikely that the bullets would strike any part of him except the legs. Then he took note of another possibility.

The cabin was built with a center post to the top of which were led four beams from the corners of the shack, as though the original builder had planned to build a little attic for a storeroom. Where those four beams met, it was possible that he might find a sort of humble crows nest in which he could be safe from any but high-ranging bullets.

He stepped onto the table, jumped, caught the rafter nearest to him, and swung up onto the top of it. Lying out across the top of the beams, he was then fairly safe. The trouble was, however, that he could not see the enemy if they made a sudden rush attack on the house.

The rifle fire ended momentarily.

Taxi! Oh, Taxi! called the voice of Barry Christian. Come out and talk to me.

Taxi said nothing.

Taxi, called Christian, on my word and honor as a gentleman, I wont harm you. Come out here and talk to us. Well have a truce.

Taxi smiled. He had a very accurate idea of what the word and honor of Barry Christian were worth in such a time as this.

Theres no use holding out on me, said Christian. I can burn you out, you fool, if you put me to it. But what I really want is a chance to talk with you.

They might, as a matter of fact, burn out Taxi, but in the meantime they would have some trouble. Around the cabin there was nothing but grass, rocks, and brush. If there were a sufficient wind blowing, they might start a pile of dry brush burning and let it roll with the wind against the house. But there was no wind to help them, just now.

Taxi lay still. If he answered, the direction from which his voice came might suggest to the cunning ears of Christian that Taxi was lying well above the level of the floor.

The silence of Taxi brought a few curses from Christian. It was strange how well the voice carried through the stillness of the mountain air.

Maybe weve nicked him! called the voice of the second man, from the other side of the cabin. Maybe hes dead, eh?

You cant kill that much poison as cheaply as that, answered Christian.

Taxi smiled a twisted smile at the compliment. He looked down at the table. Half of his soul yearned to be seated there, regardless of flying bullets, at work over the problem of the lock.

Christian was calling: You let him see you, you wool-headed fool! You let him see you, and I told you that he has eyes like a hawk. I hope he shot a hole through the middle of you.

He only nicked my cheek, answered the other. Blast him! I went softer than an owl through the air. How could I guess that he could see me? I thought that hed be asleep. It was all quiet There was no smoke coming out of the chimney. How could I tell, eh?

You could have done what I told you to do, answered Christian. If I ever tackle a job again with you for a partner—

He clipped off his speech, and perhaps vented some of his rage by firing three shots in rapid succession through the rotten walls.

Taxi could hear the dull, chugging sounds as the bullets chopped through the rotten timber. He could see the little eyelets of light appear.

The man from the other side had opened in turn, firing sometimes high and sometimes low. They were honeycombing the shack, and it was only a question of time before they whipped some lead into the body of Taxi.

He stood up on the top of the center post. In this manner he could look out of the little triangular window which had been cut in the roof of the shanty, and he saw clearly the jerking muzzle of a rifle as it was fired again and again from the patch of brush. There was no sign of the enemy, but Taxi saw that something had to be risked, even if his position were revealed. He took aim at a point above the rifle and a yard behind it. Then he fired three shots in a row. It was his way, because he liked to group the bullets of an automatic, making them fly like a little spray of water.

He got for a reward a yelp of pain and fear. The rifle disappeared. There was a sound of crashing in the brush.

Up high! yelled the voice of Christians friend. Up high. Hes up near the top of the roof.

Did he get you? asked Christian.

He scraped my shoulder for me. Im goin to boil him in oil before Im finished with him!

Immediately, the fire centered high on the walls, and Taxi heard the intimate humming of the bullets about his head and body. Another bullet clipped his clothes, drilling through the flap of his trousers leg. He dropped flat to the floor.

It seemed that Christian must have heard the noise, nevertheless, for now a bullet from his side of the house struck the earth and threw a stinging shower of it into the face of Taxi.

He leaped to a far corner of the shack. The eyes of the devil seemed to be following him, looking through the solid wood with ease, for another bullet instantly clipped a lock of hair from his head. It was the end. They had him on the run, and they would beat the life out of him with the flying lead in a few moments, he knew.

And then the voice of Christians companion loudly yelped: Theyre comin! Theyre right in the pass, now. Get out of here, Barry!

A terrible oath ripped out of the throat of Christian. He fired six shots, high and low, in rapid succession. Perhaps he was emptying his rifle. Then there was silence.

Taxi counted to twenty before he ventured to the door of the shack. It was not a sham to draw him outside, for now he could hear the distant muttering of the hoofs of many horses, and immediately afterward there was the galloping beat of a pair receding from the neighborhood of the cabin.

There was no use mounting his own horse to pursue Barry Christian and one other through mountains that Barry knew like a book. And, therefore, Taxi sat down at the lock and began to work over it with the bit of watch-spring steel!

He was lost in the problem. He was still very deep in it when the noise of the horses increased to a thundering that shook the earth and made the stove jingle softly in the corner of the shack. With the tenth part of his mind, Taxi was aware of these things. The rest of his wits were entirely concentrated on the problem of the lock, when the squeaking of saddle leather announced that men were dismounting near the cabin.

Then they came pouring in.

He gave another twist to the picklock. It would not work — yes, something was yielding.

Its Taxi, said a loud voice. Its his side kicker, Taxi.

Another said: Taxi, what—

Shut up, said Taxi. And suddenly the lock had yielded to his hands. He pulled it open. It lay mastered before him. In ten seconds, on the next try, he would know how to master that delicate combination. After all, it had been simple — but unexpected — the way all good brain work is apt to be.

At last he looked up as a big fellow in a checkered flannel shirt came up to him, smelling strongly of horse sweat, and dropped a hand on his shoulder.

We want some talk out of you! said the stranger.

Taxi raised his pale, overbright eyes and stared into the others face.

Take your hand off my shoulder! he commanded.

The hand was instantly taken away as one of the other men said:

Look out, Mack! Hes poison.

Mack stood back a little, but he spread his legs as though bracing himself to endure a shock.

Ill take my hand off you, but maybe not for long. Your dirty skunk of a partner, Jim Silver, has been up here, and we want—

He dodged, but too late. Taxi, coming out of his chair like a cat, lodged the bony ridge of his knuckles on the point of Macks jaw and dropped him staggering back into the arms of some of his friends.

Then, for a split part of a second, Taxi expected death to spout from the muzzles of a dozen leveled guns. Yet not a shot was fired, for another man said:

Macks been rushin things too fast. Wait a minute. Here, you, Taxi. Open up and talk. You talk, or we will raise hell with you. You know that Silvers been play actin watchman down at Henry Wilburs bank in Crows Nest. Now hes robbed the bank and gone — he and his side kicker. Theyve been up here to see you. Likely theyve left some of the loot with you. If they have, were goin to get it. And we wanta know where they told you they were headin.


XV. SILVERS ARRIVAl
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THERE ARE TIMES when words wont serve. Taxi felt that one of these times had come. He never liked the weight of many eyes on him. There was a guilty something in him that made him prefer dark loneliness to the public gaze. The same instinct, from a different and a guiltless cause, worked in Jim Silver, and that had helped to make the two men friends. They knew how to spend a silent day and night together without thinking hostile thoughts of one another.

Taxi could only say the first and the greatest truth, about this matter, that sprang into his head, which was simply:

Jim Silver would never take a job as the watchman of a bank.

Someone laughed loudly.

Sure he didnt. But he took a job as the robber! He walked right in there and made fools of us, and he walked off again with the coin. Hes been up here. Hes seen you, Taxi, and hes told you about his plans. There aint any doubt about it.

Theres a doubt that it was Jim Silver, said Taxi.

What? came the shout. Doubt, dyou say? Even down to the silver spots over his temples and the gold and shine of Parade, it was Jim Silver, all right!

Taxi considered.

Were losin time, said Mack, rubbing his swollen jaw and staring hungrily at Taxi. I vote that we count to ten, and then, if he dont speak, see if we can drag some talk out of him at the end of a lariat!

You cant drag nothin out of him, doubted another speaker. Not if Jim Silver is in the case. You cant drag nothin out. Not even Barry Christian was able to do that, and Barry had time to work on him, they say!

Are we goin to stand around here and let a little crook out of the East gum up the deal for us? shouted Mack.

I say it wasnt Silver, said Taxi quietly. Silvers my friend. Would he do work like this?

He pointed at the walls of the shack, through which eyeholes had been recently drilled by bits cleaner than ever an auger bored.

What does that prove? Mack said. Taxi just stepped outside, and they drilled a few holes through the house to prove that they wasnt his friends. But its all a lie, and youll find that the whole bunch of loot has been cached here with Taxi. Dont that make a plan for you? The pair of em do the dirty work down there in Crows Nest, and Taxi waits up here to take the loot! Whats simpler than that?

Would he be fool enough to start a cannonade that was sure to lead the lot of you right up on his trail? asked Taxi.

This gave even Mack pause, but only for an instant.

He knew that we was comin right up the pass after him, anyways. It didnt take much time. One of em did the shootin while you and the other one hid the loot. Taxi, walk us to that stuff.

Ill tell you one reason why youre wrong, said Taxi. He pointed to the hole that had been shot in his shirt. The skin had been barely pricked, enough to let out a red stain of blood.

There was a sudden grunt of interest, a sound such as a man makes when a blow lands on him solidly.

Taxi leaned down and pointed to the flap of his trousers. There was another hole bitten through the cloth, there.

One by one, the men crowded nearer. There were thirty of them filling up all the available space. Gloomy conviction appeared in their faces, though Mack now cried out:

All part of the fake! They shoot a coupla holes in the clothes of Taxi—

Close enough to cut his skin, eh? said one of the men. Dont be a fool, Mack! Boys, we gotta ride! Whatever Taxi is, he aint in on this deal. If Jim Silver is mean enough to turn crooked, hes mean enough to double-cross a friend of his like Taxi, too.

You talk like a half-wit, said the calm, gentle voice of Taxi. Tell me this — would Jim Silver and Barry Christian be riding together?

Who said they were? Its Silver and Tom Bennett, answered a posse man.

Bennett is Barry Christian, said Taxi, and your Jim Silver is some crook made up to look like my friend.

Incredulous heads were shaken. Only in one or two pairs of eyes appeared the least flicker of doubt.

Theres nothing here, urged a number of the men. Lets get out and start moving. Silvers gaining ground on us at every jump!

Let him get a lead. Who could catch Parade, anyway? asked another.

Thats true, said another. But we gotta keep travelin. They aint both got a Parade under em.

They streamed out of the shack, and Mack, still scowling at Taxi, called out as he mounted his horse:

Keep out of my path, brother. And, if youve got much sense, you wont bother around the town of Crows Nest, neither. Jim Silver is wanted there, right now, but his friends aint!

That was the last warning, as the cavalcade poured back through the trees to take the main road across the pass.

It was not the direction which Christian and his companion had taken, but Taxi did not try to correct the men, for he knew that his advice was wanted no more than he had wanted the advice of Mack.

One thing was perfectly clear to him, and this was that he must ride at once for the town of Crows Nest. If the false Jim Silver had done harm there, if the crime had actually been the robbing of the famous bank, then it was high time for the friends of the real Jim Silver to appear on the scene to discover what had actually happened.

It was at about this time that the true Jim Silver sent Parade up the last slope toward the town of Crows Nest. It had been a hard ride from the forest of yellow birches, where the bearded man with the bright eyes had given him the information that made him speed toward the town. He had made a quick trip. Parade had traveled as only Parade knew how to move over rough and smooth, and yet, for all his speed, Jim Silver was arriving late by a few vital hours.

He was very weary, but weariness was a thing to which he was accustomed, and which he knew how to master so as to leave his mind fresh and his body prepared for hard action. Out of the power of his will he could refresh himself sufficiently.

He was not received, now, as his alias had been welcomed not many days before. He was well into the town, in fact, before he was sighted. And then it was the solitary, shrill voice of a woman that sent the news pealing down the main street of Crows Nest:

Jim Silvers come back! Jim Silvers come back!

After that, men began to appear. There was no cheering. Every man who appeared had a gun in his hand, a sight so strange that Silver could hardly believe his eyes. No one called out to him. There was no waving of hands.

The heart of Jim Silver was so free from vanity that he felt no real pain at this lack of a reception, but he was puzzled by the grimness of the faces that stared at him.

If the grown-ups were so silent, at least the little boys and girls should have been running out, clapping their hands and yelling with pleasure at the sight of the great Parade. But, instead of giving him the slightest greeting, the children remained in the background, agape, silent, and mothers could be seen gathering in their offspring as though there had been danger of an approaching storm.

As Silver rode on, he was aware that men were swarming out into the street behind him. Others had gathered ahead of him, along the sidewalks, and still he made out that every man of the lot was heavily armed!

It was stranger than a dream. If he had ridden into a bandit city where every man was wanted by the law, he might have expected some such greeting as this, but he could not be prepared for it among the law-abiding.

Then, as though at a signal given, the men ahead of him poured out into the street and entirely blocked his way.

Parade stopped, unbidden, and lifted his magnificent head. Silver, without glancing back, felt the pressing forward of the crowd at his rear. There were at least three hundred men, all armed, now ahead of him or behind him. The silence was deadly. Other men were coming in the distance, on the run. And now, as he sat in the saddle, he found the crowd edging closer, becoming more compact. He would have been worse than a blind man if he had not known that they meant trouble for him.

Well, boys, whats in the air? he said calmly.

There was no response to this, for an instant. Then an old, leaning fellow with a trappers fur cap on his head, and a double-barreled shotgun in his hands, stepped out a little in advance of his fellows and said, in a drawling voice:

Jim, I dunno what to make of you. I always been told that you was right bright. You was bright enough to pull the wool over the eyes of everybody for a long spell. But dyou really think that were such doggone fools that wed let you come back to town now and bluff us out after you been and robbed the bank?

And another voice, far back in the crowd, yelled out suddenly: Silver, aint you been seen ridin out of Crows Nest with your partner, Bennett?

Silver looked them over with a grim thrill of understanding. All was reasonably clear to him now. These people had all been robbed! And the blame was thrown on him! Whoever it was that had worn his name must have been made up marvelously well in his likeness. He had come down here to prevent a great fraud from being practiced. It seemed that he had only arrived in time to be punished for the crime of another man.

He was not frightened, simply because fear did not know the way into his great heart, but he was shocked and awed by a thing that he had never encountered before in all the days of his life — the seasoned and grim hatred of law-abiding men.

He had heard it said, more than once, that no crowd of thugs is ever half so unreasoning, so ferocious, as a throng of the honest citizens, because the mere consciousness of honesty is apt to make the members of the crowd feel that every emotion in the heart is justifiable and should be followed with safety. These fellows before him had seemed at first merely antagonistic. Now he saw that they meant murder or its equivalent.

Friends, he said, this is a cheat that has been worked on you. Some man has been here in my name, but I swear that this is the first time that either I or Parade have been on the streets of your town. Ive never been in Crows Nest before!

A loud yell of incredulity and rage answered him.

Partner, said the old trapper, can I believe that youre goin to try to tell us that the Jim Silver who was here before was just a kind of a shadder of you? That he was made up like a play actor to look like you? Is that what I gotta listen to? Jim, Im an old man to listen to that — and when you robbed that bank so doggone clean, you took fifteen hundred dollars of money that it cost me twenty years to save! That was the money to bury me, and now Im goin to have it back from you, or else Im goin to have that much of your hide!

This was a long speech, but perhaps it was needed for the sake of rousing the crowd to a fever heat. The anger and the desire to act had been there before in every heart. There was hardly a man in the lot that had not been robbed in the looting of the bank. These were men accustomed to the face of action and ready for it now.

Still the tremendous reputation of this man overawed and held them back with the recollection of the thousands of deeds of heroism with which he had ennobled his own name and the whole West. They could not lift a hand against the greatness of his fame, no matter how much their pocketbooks had suffered.

Then came the speech of the old trapper who, starting calmly, had built up to a shouting climax in which he shook his shotgun at the head of Silver.

One man cried: But that dont look to me like the gent thats been around town here claiming to be Jim Silver!

There was a yell of rage at the mere suggestion. Two or three of the crowd — neighbors of that unfortunate speaker — picked him up and hoisted him on their shoulders.

Heres a fool that says it aint the same as the other Jim Silver! called one.

Boys! screamed the unlucky fellow. I swear that dont look to me the same as the other chestnut, either. Its bigger and more to it, and—

He was dropped to his feet, a hard fist knocked him fiat, and the crowd trampled over his body as it pressed in on Jim Silver.

If they would do that much to a man who merely dared to lift his voice in defense of what honest eyes saw, what would they do to a man against whom they really had a murderous grudge? Jim Silver saw the workings of their fingers, and it seemed to him that his flesh was already under their hands. It seemed to him that he was already being torn.


XVI. WILBURS DECLARATION
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THERE WAS ANOTHER man in that town who had been torn, though not by physical hands, a little earlier in the morning. That was Henry Wilbur, who sat, not in his ransacked bank, where the work of his life had been swept away, but in his house.

He had gone down to the bank and had written in chalk with his own hand across the front door:

I shall sell all my personal property and apply the proceeds to the payment of the losses incurred by the robbery of this bank. Every depositor shall receive something on every dollar of his deposits.

(Signed) HENRY WILBUR

Even that gallant declaration had not brought a single cheer from the crowd which watched him. They looked on him, rather, with hostile eyes. They began to remember ugly tales that they had heard about bankers in other days. Perhaps men are fools if they intrust their money to banks, they thought, and a hole in the ground would be a better place.

With mute hostility, then, they had stared after poor Wilbur as he walked with a high head through the crowd and climbed the hill to his house. He kept a bright face. He was trying to strip away from his mind the dreadful sense of loss. He was trying to say to himself that every blow may be endured.

When he went into the house, he was met by his wife and daughter. He took the hands of his wife and said to her:

Molly, its true. Im sorry to tell you that every penny has been cleaned out of the bank safe. Theres not a nickel left except a few bonds that are not negotiable. Not enough to count. Not enough to make a penny on the dollar.

Mrs. Wilbur was as small, as withered, as dry, as her husband was large and robust. She made a gesture with one lean, bloodless hand, as though to put away the facts that had just been spoken, and, peering into the face of her husband, she asked:

Henry, youre not making up your mind to do any foolish thing, are you?

He patted her shoulder and smiled down at her.

That depends on what you call foolish, he said.

She stood back from him, as though she wanted a little distance to see more clearly both his face and the dreadful thought that had come into her mind. For she knew him very well indeed, and all the workings of that brave and gentle heart of his. Her voice came out chokingly:

Henry, youve lost more than anyone else. Youre not going to throw away your personal holdings to pay a part of the losses?

Then, without waiting for the answer, she demanded: How much was taken away?

He looked at his daughter, and she nodded. She was pale, but steady as a rock. He had always guessed and hoped that she was chiefly his child. Now he knew it.

She said: Mother, wed better not trouble Father now. Theres nothing to do except the right thing, and he knows better what that is than we do.

I want to know! exclaimed the wife. Henry Wilbur, how much was taken from the bank vault?

He hesitated, and then he said: Over — four — hundred — thousand — dollars.

As he spoke, the weight of the words inclined his head a little. A wild screech came out of the throat of his wife.

Henry, Henry! she screamed at him. Youre not going to throw away everything to pay a part of that? Youre not going to—

Mother! said the girl. We have to leave him alone. We have to. Theres only one thing to do, and he knows what that should be.

Mrs. Wilburs head dropped on her shoulder. She was almost fainting, and between them, her husband and her daughter got her stretched on her bed. There Ruth Wilbur worked over her until she had recovered enough to break into wild sobbing.

Hell give it all away! mourned Mrs. Wilbur. Well die in paupers graves. Oh, what have we done to deserve it? What have we done to deserve this? Ruth, child, darling, he loves you more than the rest of the world. Go and fall on your knees. Beg him not to ruin us. Remind him that he owes something to your future. Hell turn us out on the streets. Hell sell the house from over our heads. Go to him! Go to him!

The girl went — not to fall on her knees and beg, however.

She found him in the library, dictating to his stenographer. He was, in fact, drawing up a list of his personal assets. As for his properties in mines and timbers, he knew that well enough. The more personal items, however, required thought, and he was giving his attention to them as the girl entered, softly, unobserved.

Harry Craig, Wilburs secretary, was drawing up the list as his chief dictated. It was typical of Henry Wilbur that he should have chosen a man like Craig to be his secretary, loading him with favors, nursing his investments, making him wealthy enough to be independent.

Harry Craig had been born into the world with a twisted body and a half-paralyzed left side. He was so ugly that people could not endure his presence, and, therefore, his mind became as twisted as his body, until Henry Wilbur, out of great pity in his heart, took Craig in hand and gradually untwisted the tangles of his dark and bitter soul. To Craig, Wilbur was more than a man. He was a religion. For Craig, there was Henry Wilbur, and behind him, far away, unimportant, there was the rest of the world.

Now he sat crookedly in his chair, resting his deformed, gloved left hand on the edge of the paper on which he was writing. He peered aslant at what he wrote and seemed to take no interest in anything except the beauty of the letters which he was forming.

As for Henry Wilbur, he kept his head up and his eye calm, but his heart was dying in him, and his daughter knew it. She knew everything about him. She always had, from the time she was a small thing. She stood there by the door, silent, unobserved, and watched her father in his torment. Tears began to run down her face, not because she was sad about him, but because she felt he was so glorious.

He was saying: That brings us to the bank building and the ground it stands on. It has some value. Its in a good position, and when a new bank is set up in Crows Nest, probably the new concern wont be able to do better than take over the old building. We can put down the value as twenty-five thousand dollars, I think. Next, theres this house and the land on which it stands.

This house? said Craig, without looking up.

Yes, this house, answered Wilbur.

Your home? asked Craig, jerking his head so that he could peer into the face of the banker.

Yes, my home. It has to go. Everything has to go, said Wilbur.

The girl took in her breath slowly. She had guessed it; her mother, even, had guessed it. Everything was to go in order to redeem the losses which had fallen upon the depositors of the town. The tears stopped running down her face, because she was supremely glad that there was one such man in the world. Her color changed. Her eyes brightened. She began to shine with beauty of the sort that time cannot corrupt in the eyes nor rub out of the face.

The house, said Wilbur, ought to bring in about fifteen thousand dollars. It cost a good deal more than that to build, but this blow is apt to flatten things out in Crows Nest, for the time being. Prices will be low. Say another five thousand for the land weve built on. That makes twenty thousand. Then there are the furnishings.

The furniture, Mr. Wilbur? said Craig.

Yes, said Wilbur. Furniture doesnt bring in much, but some of the rugs have a more or less stable value. Then there are the books.

Wilbur ran his eyes over the lines of books which filled the wall spaces in the room. His happy times of rest had been spent in that room. It was the Mecca of his life to which he retired to be with his higher self. Books had always been his care and affection. He could name every book on these shelves by its size and position. He knew this room as he knew the palm of his hand.

Altogether, furniture and books and all, put down ten thousand dollars. I hope well be able to get more, but in forced sales, one never knows. Now what does that bring the total to?

There are some other things that could be added, said Craig, in a hard, rasping voice.

Such as what? asked Wilbur.

Your wifes jewelry. And your daughters.

My wife — may be persuaded, said Wilbur, but for the time being it will be best not to list her personal possessions. Of course, whatever Ruth has will be sold along with my own things.

He spoke with perfect confidence, and suddenly, as she listened, she felt that she was rewarded and repaid beforehand for any pain that life could give her in all the years to come. She had his utter faith, and nothing else was of importance.

As her father spoke her name, he turned his head suddenly, and saw her. The sight of her got him quickly out of his chair. Craig turned about and made an odd, gurgling sound in the hollow of his throat.

Im sorry, my dear, said Henry Wilbur. Everything has to go. Your things and my things. It would mean a continual shame to me if every effort were not made to pay—

He had begun to come toward her with a rather fumbling, uncertain step. She met him before he could go far, and measured him with her outstretched hands just the right distance so that she could look squarely into his eyes.

If you did anything else, she said, Id be ashamed of you. If you werent going to throw everything away for the sake of your good name, Id be ashamed.

He had been very flushed as he approached her; now he grew pale with a sudden access of emotion of another sort.

Do you hear, Craig? he said. Do you hear? One person understands and — and—

He made a vague, pawing gesture with one hand, bent to the side, and then sprawled on the floor.

Ruth dropped on her knees, grabbed his vest, and ripped it open. The buttons came crackling off. She put her ear over his heart. He was fat. There was a muffling layer of flesh between his heart and her ear. She could hear nothing — he was dead! No, then she got it, a subdued, hesitant fluttering, guessed at rather than known.

Craig threw himself at his master. He grabbed at the girl with his sound hand and with his useless, gloved claw.

Youve killed him! he screamed at her. Youve murdered him! Get away from him! Ruth jumped up, saying:

Open the window. Throw water on him. Fan his face. Im getting the doctor!

She was already running for the door as she spoke the last words.


XVII. A WOMANS POWER
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IN THE NEXT room she saw her mother. Mrs. Wilbur had got up from her bed when she heard the scream of Craig. Now, with her false hair spilling in one direction and her real hair falling in another, with her dress loosened at the throat and her eyes staring, she came tottering toward her daughter, holding out her hands. And she looked to Ruth Wilbur like the living picture of the ruined fortunes of the house.

Whats happened, Ruth? she cried.

The girl tried to dodge. One wonderfully strong hand caught her and attached itself to her. She twisted about silently and struck the hand away. Then she ran on from the house and down the steps.

From the main street came an uproar of voices. A thousand people seemed to be shouting one phrase, but they were out of rhythm with one another, and, therefore, it was simply a great obscurity of formless sound that she heard.

She was on the back of a mustang which was tethered at the hitch rack in front of the house. There was always a horse ready there, day and night. It was a rule that her father had made, and perhaps it would be the saving of his life, now.

She sent that mustang hurtling down the long slope of the driveway toward the street. She had time to remember that she was not wearing a divided skirt and, therefore, her appearance was not modest; it was such that her mother would almost prefer death to such an exhibition. She was able to think of that, and smile vaguely at it.

Then the mustang began to pitch. It was full of kinks, and she laid the quirt into the mean little beast savagely. In half a dozen strokes it felt the pain of the whiplash more than the ugliness of its own temper, and it had straightened out to a dead run as the girl shot out through the gateway into the street.

The air was filled with a filmy cloud of dust that thickened, two blocks away, into a heavy white mist. There were hundreds of people in the street, packing in closer and closer, like iron filings over a magnet. And the center of attraction was a tall man on a great chestnut horse. She knew it was a stallion by the forelock and the arch of the neck like the bending of a mighty bow.

Hands were being raised against the rider by men farther back in the crowd. Those in front were threatening, also. They were about to drag that man from his horse and kill him, and she knew it.

But that didnt matter. What did matter was that the doctors house was straight down this street, and there was no other way of getting to it. Not unless she turned back and rode clear around the bridge that arched across the gulch and so, by tortuous way, up to the doctors house from the other side.

However, there was no time for that. Her father lay dying on the carpet of the library. Perhaps he was dead already. She had to get through that crowd. If they had to kill that man — well, she hoped they would kill him now so that she could ride through as they scattered.

She would try the outskirts, and try to press through across the sidewalk.

She turned in. The frightened mustang began to pitch and squeal with fear. It helped to clear a path before them with its antics. Men cursed and dodged out of the way.

She saw that she was going to win through, and the instant that she was sure of that, her mind cleared so that she was able to hear the words that the crowd shouted. Every man had a different phrase of hatred and contempt, but all of them were shouting about Jim Silver. They were saying that they would show him that he could not bluff the entire town of Crows Nest. They would show him the justice of the greatest jurist in the world — Judge Lynch. One man was waving a rope over his head, yelling that he had the hemp that would break the neck of crooked Jim Silver.

It was Jim Silver. That was the chestnut stallion, and there was the man who had robbed her fathers bank — the man whose indirect hand had stretched Henry Wilbur on the floor, perhaps dying.

She hoped they would tear Jim Silver to pieces! There was no feminine mercy or pity, no tenderness or horror in her. Her body was as tough and strong as the body of a boy. She had done her share of hunting big game, too, and her mind was as grim and stern as the mind of a man when she was roused.

She was roused now, and, staring across the heads of the crowd, through the mist of the dust, she hated the rider with all her heart. It was as she stared that the sudden realization came to her that this was not the face of the man who had leaned above her in her fathers garden and taken her in his arms and kissed her. There was no beast in this man. He was calmly waiting at the hands of that crowd for the thing that could not be avoided. That other fellow would not have been able to endure. He would have had his guns out, by this time, shooting, killing before he was killed. Or else he would be screeching out appeals. But this man was simply waiting.

She looked again and was sure. There was a resemblance between that other Jim Silver and this one. A mere resemblance, and that was all. But the crowd was seeing what it wanted to see. It wanted to have the bank robber in its hands and it was determined that this was the man.

Ruth cried out: Its not the man you want! Youre wrong! Hes not the man!

But her voice was piping and thin in her own ears, against the growing roar of the crowd. For the tumult was gathering head and rising in crescendo. Action would follow very quickly.

She looked wildly about her. A gap had opened. She could break through and get to the doctor and bring him back on the run to her fathers house. But still she could not leave this place until she had struck one blow for that big, brown-faced fellow who was so calmly waiting for death.

It was the real Jim Silver. She knew that. Truth, when it strikes the heart, rings it like a bell. It was the real Parade on which he sat. There was something more beautiful, more massive, more wildly free about the head of the famous horse. This was the real hero, and the robber was a pretender.

Then she saw the sheriff.

Sheriff Dick Williams was doing his best to break into the crowd. He was taking men by the shoulders and trying to draw them back. He could not succeed. Only now and again he pried two men apart and pressed between them, yelling that he represented the law, that he must make that rider his prisoner. Fists were suddenly raised, but no man dared to strike the representative of the law. The hands remained poised an instant until he was recognized, and then they dropped down again. But he could not make real headway through the mass of the throng. He would only spur them on more quickly to the murder.

The hat of Dick Williams flew off. Ruth Wilbur jammed the mustang straight at his gray, tousled head.

Men turned and yelled savagely at her. She pressed straight ahead. She got the frothing muzzle of the horse at the shoulder of Williams. She leaned forward and screamed at his ear:

Get up here! Well ride through!

He turned a bewildered face toward her.

That isnt the bank robber! Thats not the man who worked in the bank! she screeched.

The sheriff shouted an astonished rejoinder. She could not make out the words in the increasing roar of the many voices. For the time for action had come at last, and the men around Silver were reaching up their hands, grabbing at him.

Dick Williams swung up in the stirrup which she abandoned to him.

Get out of the saddle! Let me ride through! he shouted in her ear.

You need a woman. A man cant do anything! she answered, and she drove the spurs remorselessly deep into the flanks of her horse.

The mustang plunged ahead. Its shoulders hurled the press aside. A man went down, crying out in terror. It seemed to the girl that the horse trampled straight over the fallen body. She spurred again and again. She worked the rowels into the sides of the mustang. It reared and struck out. From those iron-shod hoofs, men shrank away. They yelled curses at her. Hands grabbed at her to pluck her from the saddle. She felt her dress ripping, here and there. The man who was swinging the rope aimed the noose at her. She ducked. The rope knocked her hair out of its coil and sent it down in a bright flood.

But now she was in the midst of the dust cloud and the shouting and close to Jim Silver.

It was like being in the middle of a stampede. They were not humans. They were animals, packed close together and hot for murder. She cut at them with her quirt. They twitched their faces around — blind, distorted faces — and saw the man of the law and the desperate girl. They gave back.

She was perfectly right. No man could have done such a thing with that crowd, but a woman was different. There is a certain point west of the Mississippi where a woman becomes different, where something sacred begins to attach to femininity, and that swirling knot of men parted and fell back from Silver, as the girl came up.

She stood up in the stirrups and shouted:

This isnt the man! This isnt the man who robbed the bank! This isnt the man!

They couldnt hear her. The men in front were pausing for the instant. Those behind were driving forward, yelling like thunder. Words would mean nothing to them. Ruth pressed her mustang beside the towering stallion. She threw her arm around Jim Silver and still, with her quirt, slashed at the men who were too close.

The sheriff climbed into the saddle behind Silver. He snapped a pair of handcuffs over the wrists of an unresisting prisoner. Then he forced the hands into the air so that the steel could be seen holding the hands of Jim Silver.

That might make some difference to the crowd.

But they forged ahead; no one understood. It seemed to that crowd that a woman had come to her lover in his time of danger, and the edge of their murder lust was turned and blunted. Besides, there was the man of the law, and his steel cuffs were on the robber, as they thought. They fell back from the angry leaping of the quirt. They opened a channel through which the sheriff and the girl and Jim Silver passed.

They pressed across the street, turned a corner where only a scattering of excited men stood in the way, and then stopped in front of a low, squat building — the jail. The door of it opened. They sprang down from their horses. And that was how Jim Silver managed to reach shelter from the mob.

The girl saw the big, swinging shoulders pass through the doorway into interior darkness. She saw the door close again; then she turned the mustang and rode hard to get the doctor.


XVIII. A GATHERING STORM
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HENRY WILBUR WAS still stretched on the library carpet when Ruth got the doctor to the house. They had wound a cold towel around his head, put a pillow under his shoulders, and another under his feet. His eyes and his mouth were slightly open. He looked like a dead man, but now and then he could be heard to draw a breath. The breathing had a bubbling sound and seemed, every minute, about to stop.

With the doctor there, they got Wilbur into bed. He lay in a semi-coma. The doctor said that he might lie that way for twenty-four hours and after that — well, no one could tell. The heart was weak — very weak — but it was not a stroke of paralysis. Overload this human soul and the fine steel of it may snap; that was all the doctor could say.

The girl sat for hours and hours at the side of her father. Now and then he would say: Sell everything. Then she would press his hand and answer: Everythings all right. She tried to think of something else to say, but that phrase was all that she could use, and every time he heard it, the gathering cloud would pass out of the forehead of the sick man. His breathing became steadier. Late in the afternoon his eyes suddenly opened wide, and he knew what was happening around him.

Has everything been sold? he asked.

Everything is going to be sold, she told him.

He considered the ceiling, and remarked: I seem to have crashed.

No one could help crashing, she assured him. Nobody could blame you for crashing. Dont you understand that?

All right, he said, but listen to me. Youre my witness. If I pass out — which Im not going to do — but if I pass out, I want everything sold to help pay back the investors. Listen to me — if everything is sold, I can pay them eighty-five cents on the dollar. Dont let your mother talk you out of the truth. Eighty-five cents on the dollar. I made that money and I also made a good name. A good name is a lot better than money. I want to spend the money to save the name. Im selfish. You and your mother may starve — but your name will be clean. I dont have to tell you this because you already know it! This is my last will and testament. Now, try to get the lawyer, and Ill get that will into writing.

She got the lawyer. Then she went in and sat beside her mother for a time. The little gray-haired woman lay in a darkened room, moaning softly, and weeping continually.

Its ruin! she kept saying, over and over. Its ruin, ruin, ruin! Hes going to turn us out into the street. Ill fight. Its not legal. Hes not in his right mind! Oh, Ruth, my poor darling!

The girl went back into the library, and sat there alone, trying to think.

Craig came hobbling in, bringing a letter.

He said, as he gave it to her: I lost my head when your father fainted. I said some things to you. Im sorry about that.

Dont be sorry, said the girl. I like you better, because you said those things.

Craig shook his head. He hesitated, trying to get out the words that stuck in his throat.

Youre the only one that matters to him, he said sharply, and turned about and went hastily out of the room.

It was a very strange thing, she thought, that she should be able to pity Craig, that she should be able to spare that much thought to anyone other than her father, and to the real Jim Silver, who was safely lodged in the jail.

She opened the letter, and it was from Silver. It ran:

DEAR MISS WILBUR:

No one can tell how things will turn out. In any case, I want you to have a few words from me before the finish, whatever it may be. I want to tell you, above all, that you did what nobody else in the world could have done.

The sheriff tells me that you were on your way to get the doctor for your father, who was close to death. But that hardly makes what you did for me any more wonderful.

Ive never known a man who was the pure steel all the way to the heart, but I can say, now, that Ive known one such woman.

They were going to kill me with their bare hands. They were going to smash me up. It would have started in a few seconds. Nothing but a woman could have stopped them. And no woman but you would even have tried.

I have to keep remembering that Im a stranger to you. It was perfect before, but that makes it more perfect.

Yours,

JIM SILVER

She began to smile at the letter, the swiftly running, small writing. One thing in the letter was untrue entirely. They were not strangers.

She went out and found Craig.

I want to talk to you about Jim Silver, she said. Why is he still in the jail?

Because he cant get out, said Craig.

Cant get out? Why not?

Craig began to breathe hard.

You want him free? he asked.

Of course I do, said the girl.

The scoundrel that ruined your father? shouted Craig. You want him free?

Hush, said the girl. Father will hear you.

I hope he does! said Craig. I hope he finds out, before he dies, that his girl loves a bank robber more than she loves her father! I hope that he finds out the truth about you!

Do you really think the man in jail is the robber? she asked.

Are there two Jim Silvers in this world? Are you completely out of your head, Ruth?

Do you know, said the girl, that the man the mob was trying to kill was not the man who was working for my father?

What? said Craig.

Ive seen him. I know.

I heard some sort of nonsense to that effect, said Craig. The whole town knows that theres a plot on foot to bamboozle the authorities and get the robber out of the hands of justice. But that plot is going to be baffled, even if some wise young women like Ruth Wilbur have been convinced. The townspeople have not been convinced, and the sheriff has not been convinced, either. You can be sure of that because Ive seen and talked with him.

You mean that Dick Williams really thinks that he has the right man there in jail? she demanded.

Ruth, Ruth, said the cripple, easily exasperated, anyone but a woman, and a silly woman at that, would realize that of course we have the right man down there in the jail. And the sheriff will keep him there. At least Williams will manage to keep him there until the mob tears down the building and takes the rascal away.

Do you think that the mob will attack the jail? she asked.

Will they? I dont know. They ought to, certainly. Theyve heard something about this same nonsense that has reached your ears, and they are not going to be put off by a ridiculous story of double identity. The people in this town are pretty much worked up, young lady. They know, now, that your father intends to give up his fortune to pay most of the losses of the robbery. They know, besides, that your father is at the point of death, and thats why they want Jim Silver — not for robbery only, but for murder. And theyre right.

He was just finishing this tirade when word was brought to the girl that a man wanted to see her.

Go back to your father, said the bitter cripple. Ill go and see the man, whoever he is. Its probably another one of the rascals whove been talking nonsense to you.

He went hobbling away to the front door where, outside the screen, he saw a dapper youth in his early twenties, wearing a very neat blue suit with a white flower in his buttonhole. He had on a pair of good chamois gloves that folded down over the backs of his hands, and he was resting one of these hands on a very slender and supple walking stick. He seemed to have walked over the street on winged feet, for there was not a sign of dust on his well-polished shoes. His gray felt hat was tucked jauntily under his arm; and what offended the savage little cripple more than all else was the flawless part and the glossy sleekness of the black hair of this man, who said:

I believe this is the house of Henry Wilbur, the banker?

Do you? said Craig, openly snarling.

In that case, said the stranger, will you be good enough to ask Miss Wilbur if I may have the pleasure of speaking with her for a few minutes?

I will not be good enough, and you wont have the pleasure, answered Craig.

The man on the porch suddenly lifted the thick black veil of his lashes and gave Craig a glimpse of eyes strangely pale and bright. If this fellow was a dandy, he was something more, in addition. Craig was sure of it after one flash of those eyes. Suddenly he hesitated.

Her pas sick, said Craig. Her pas very sick, and shes gotta take care of him.

I know her father is ill, said the stranger. Thats why I only ask a few seconds of her time, if you think that she can see me.

Craig hesitated, growling. Then he said that he would see, and went off to Ruth Wilbur.

Theres a smart young fashion plate at the front door, he said. Maybe youd like to go and smile at him, eh? I guess hed be ready to smile back!

Ruth went to the door and found the dapper young man still waiting. His hat he tucked under his arm again, and he bowed at the sight of her. She pushed open, the screen door and told him to come in. He passed by her with an alert step so soundless that it startled her. He was not wearing rubber heels, either, for no dusty mark was left on the surface of the floor paint. He stood in the hall, bowing to her again. He had the supple grace of a fencer.

Miss Wilbur, he said, Ive come to tell you that Im a friend of the real Jim Silver, and Ive learned what you did for him today. When I say that Im a friend of Silvers, I mean that Im a man whose life he has saved as surely as you saved his today. Hes not out of trouble yet, but if he has a ghost of a chance, its because you fought for him.

Ive come here to thank you. Im not the only one. When the people know the whole truth, there are plenty of other friends of Silver scattered all through the mountains, and theyll all be ready to die for you. Ive come to tell you, as the first of the lot, that if theres ever a thing that you need or if youre ever in trouble, Ill hear you whistle from the ends of the earth and come to help. My real name doesnt matter. People usually call me Taxi.

She thought it was a strange and simple speech, and it was given point by his name. She knew about Taxi, too. It surprised her to see that he was so young, because his was one of the great names in the legend of Jim Silver. And though Silver himself was not more than between twenty-eight and thirty-five, she never thought of him except as a hero gray with time. Taxi was the man, it was said, in whom Silver had more implicit faith than in any other person in the world.

She broke out: Ive heard that theres danger to him, now, from the town mob! Whats to be done about it, Taxi? I dont need thanks for what Ive done. The whole world owes somehing to the real Jim Silver. But tell me if its possible that the crowd may smash the jail?

Taxi looked no higher than her hands. It was his habit, when he was talking with a person, unless that person was Jim Silver. He said:

Theyve built a battering-ram that ought to be strong enough to beat in the doors of the jail. The towns full. People have come in from the whole countryside. The Easterners who have been taking the cure up in the hotel at the springs have rented window space overlooking the jail. Everybody seems to know for sure that therell be a lynching party tonight.

Weve got to mix with the crowd and explain that it is not the robber thats now in the jail, said the girl. Weve got to explain to the sheriff, first of all.

Ive mixed with the crowd already, said Taxi, and tried to make some suggestions like that, and I had to dodge a few punches and get away from a gun play. The people in this town are pretty much worked up, and theyre not soothed by knowing that your father is a very sick man. They attribute that to Jim Silver, too, and they feel that theyre in honor bound to make an end of the man in jail. Nothing can influence em. Theyre only waiting for night.

Can we do nothing? cried the girl.

Im going to try, said Taxi, but my hand has to be played alone.


XIX. TAXIS LONE HAND
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TAXI WALKED UP to the top of a hill that overlooked the town of Crows Nest. He sat down on a rock and took out of his clothes the various parts of a little spyglass and screwed them together. It was small, like most of the tools that Taxi employed, but it had as fine a lens as money could buy.

First, he scanned the town with his naked eye, and glanced out of the wooded hollow that contained Crows Nest to the profound depths of the valley beyond, now misting over with the shadows of the evening, like a slowly rising tide of thin water.

The glass changed all of this. He could penetrate the mists of the valley and see the sheen of the river that ran through the bottom lands, a bright, golden sheen as the sun walked farther down the bow of heaven toward the west. In the town itself he could pick out figures walking the streets, and presently he caught the jail itself in clear focus.

It was set in the midst of an open stretch. No other building was within half a block of it, and that was why he was able to see the cordon which had been drawn around the prison by the townsmen. There seemed to be three or four hundred already on the job. Traffic had been blocked. It was like an established battle line.

When he was sure of the setting, he examined the building itself. When the rest of the ground had been cleared, the builders had remembered the fierce heat of the summer, and they had allowed several big trees to stand close to the jail. The shadows of these, from the west, poured across the roof of the building, and it was only after much searching that he was able to detect the presence of the skylight. It was small, and it was hardly raised at all above the surface of the roof.

When Taxi was sure of that, he spent a few more minutes studying the windows of the jail as they appeared from this side, and the big door. Then he unscrewed the assembled spyglass and put it away in his clothes. The lens fitted into a velvet-lined, small pocket on the inside of his belt. He stood up, dusted his clothes with care, and then walked slowly down to the town.

He went into a restaurant, got a corner table, and ate a light meal. By the time he had finished, it was almost completely dark. He saw the big Negro dishwasher throw off his wet apron, grab a hat, and hurry out of the place. The cook followed. There was only the waiter remaining, and he seemed discontented to be left behind.

Taxi did not need to be told where the other pair were going. He left in his turn. He passed the local general merchandise store, which was kept open until eight oclock for the convenience of such late shoppers as ranchers and lumberjacks. In that store he bought a length of rope and walked out with his purchase. In the first vacant lot he hid himself in a nest of shrubbery, pulled off his coat, and wound the rope around and around his body. Then he went on.

The next problem was to pass the cordon that was stretched around the jail. No one was allowed to go through, and a number of lanterns had been supplied, and, carrying them, men were constantly walking up and down the line. That was what gave Taxi his idea.

He found the source of the lantern supply at one corner of the cordon, where they were being filled and passed out. He saw a big fellow with a face made grim by a saber-shaped mustache, who seemed to be in charge of the lanterns. But without asking permission, Taxi filled one from the five-gallon kerosene can, trimmed the wick, and lighted it. Then he went off down the back of the crowded line of the cordon.

No one paid any attention to him until he turned through the line and walked straight across the open ground toward the jail. Instantly voices hailed him, then.

Whos that? Whos going there?

Taxi turned around without haste.

Dyou think Im going for fun? he asked.

At that remark someone laughed out loud.

You fool, said another, dyou think hed be carrying a light to show himself if he was sneaking for the jail on any business except ours?

That was apparently in answer to some suspicious suggestion. Taxi walked straight on, slowly, and more slowly, taking his leaping nerves in hand and forcing them to be quiet.

When he was very close to the jail, he simply turned down the wick, and with one jouncing movement of the lantern caused the flame to sicken and die.

The darkness that followed would hide him from the observation of the men of the cordon.

He turned down the side of the building until he came to the big trees at the western end of it. A spruce was the one he wanted, a grand fellow with wide, shaggy arms. He went up the trunk of that tree like a monkey. A wind was rising. The noise of it in the tree he climbed was like the rushing sound of the sea on a beach, and its noise in the neighboring trees was like the noise of distant beaches.

When he gained the top of the tree, he was well above the level of the roof of the jail. He could mark the dim outline of the skylight that projected a little above the roof line. It had seemed close to the trees, when he was looking down from the top of the hill. Now it seemed far away.

He took the rope, built a small noose in it, and suddenly wished for the skill that was possessed by ten thousand cowpunchers on the range. But that skill was not his, and he knew from experience of old what he would have to use as a substitute — patience.

That was what sustained him as, time and again, he made the cast from the treetop, and once in five times the noose would fall true over the little skylight, but every time, no matter how carefully he drew the rope taut, the noose slipped over the projection of the skylight, and his bag was emptiness.

Then a certain change in the voice of the crowd made his heart leap. There was not much that his eye could see, except a greater collection of people at one point in the cordon, and an assembling of lanterns, there. Those lanterns did not flash on the pallor of shining faces; he saw that the crowd, at least in this section, had been masked. That meant that the ringleaders had appeared on the scene, that the striking force had been assembled, and that the assault on the jail would presently follow.

Taxi climbed down the tree, found half a dozen small stones, and tied them to one side of the noose of the rope. Then he returned to the top of the tree, and made the cast. The stones fell with a distinctly audible thud on the roof near the skylight. How the noose had flopped he could not be sure, but he hoped that it had fallen down the slope of the roof, over the skylight and that the weight of the little stones would hold the rope flat until the drawn noose caught on something.

Gingerly he drew in on the rope, little by little, like a fisherman most delicately playing a small fish. Then from beneath him and around the corner of the jail, he heard the pounding of a hand against the door.

Hey, Sheriff Williams! Hey, Dick! called a voice. I wanta talk to you!

Then a voice, half hollow from confinement inside the building and half freely issuing into the night, rejoined: I know you, Nick, I know your voice. I hope that you aint mixed up in this rotten business.

Dick, said Nick, Im mixed up in it, all right. We want the dirty crook and bank robber, Jim Silver. We want the rat who smashed the bank and killed Henry Wilbur, and were goin to have him.

Is Wilbur dead? cried the sheriff.

Hes pretty nigh to it. If he aint dead, it aint the fault of Jim Silver. Dick, dont you be a fool now.

I aint a fool, said the sheriff. I just got a job to do, and Im goin to do it.

Dick, urged the other, you know me very well and you know that I dont go in for crooked work, dont you?

Youre in a crooked deal if you try to smash this jail, said the sheriff, and Ill have you in the pen for your share in it — if I live to talk tomorrow.

Its a thing that maybe you aint sure to do, said Nick grimly. Im telling you, man to man, that we got this jail like a nut in a nutcracker. We can split it open any time we want to. The boys are spoiling for action, and theyre going to have it.

You tell the boys, shouted the sheriff, that if they try to rush this jail, Ill open up on em, and that Ill shoot to kill.

There was a pause. Then: Dick, do you think Jim Silver is guilty?

I aint a fool, said the sheriff. I know that hes as guilty as anything.

You know the talk theyre makin about a false Jim Silver, a counterfeit Jim Silver — you know that that is fool talk, dont you?

Sure its fool talk, agreed the sheriff, but that dont mean that Im goin to let you boys have what you want.

Dick, will you kill honest men to keep them from lynching a dirty, bank-robbing crook?

Ill do my duty — thats certain! shouted Dick Williams, and a window slammed shut.


XX. INSIDE THE JAIL
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TIME WAS SHORT. Oh, time was very short indeed. When Nick brought the sheriffs final answer back to the crowd, there might be an instant rush for the jail. The whole mob might break loose in a mighty wave.

Taxi pulled in on his rope. It seemed to catch, then it slipped. He groaned as he made sure that it had failed once more, but then he found it holding again. He put his weight on the rope, and still it held, trembling with tautness.

At last he ventured on tying it fast around the trunk of the tree and swinging out along the rope. The treetop instantly swayed far over. He found himself in the bight of the rope, hauling himself uphill toward the edge of the roof.

Now his grip was on the eaves, and soon he was on the roof. The tree, springing back, released from the strain, caused the rope to snap against him, almost knocking him off his feet.

Then he discovered that the rope was not holding by the edges of the skylight. It had caught on a single nail that was half buried in the edge of the window frame. He took one deep breath as he thought of what might have happened; then he fell to work on the lock of the skylight.

The glass was heavy, very thick, and very strong. Nevertheless, he worked a glass cutter noiselessly through it, cut out a hand hole, and pulled back the spring lock. After that he raised the skylight and cut into the darkness beneath him with a few slashing strokes of his flashlight. It showed to him a long and empty attic room, with a low ceiling and naked rafters. There were some dust-covered boxes here and there. That was the only furniture.

Taxi went down the rough wooden steps from the skylight to the attic floor. Out of the darkness of that floor he could see a single thin ray of light standing up like a polished rapier. He came to the hole in the floor and put his eye to the crack. The whole cell room lay beneath him. He was in the exact center of the big room, lying on top of a trap-door which opened down.

With one hand he took off his shoes, as he stared. It was just the sort of a picture that he had expected. There were two blocks of the little steel cells, and two aisles that ran between them. In each of those aisles, armed with a sawed-off shotgun, a guard was striding up and down. The sheriff sat in a chair at the front of the room, nervously smoking a cigar. Now and again he jumped up and walked a few steps, peered down one or the other of the aisles, and returned to his chair again.

After a moment he came up to the guard who slouched up and down the aisle, just below Taxi.

Hows things, Pete? he asked.

The guard halted and swung his shotgun to the hook of his left arm. He settled one hand flat on the hip of the overalls which covered him.

How do I know how things are? he asked, and then jerked the brim of his big slouch hat still lower over his eyes. Things are the way the gents outside are goin to make em, he declared.

The sheriff nodded.

Keep your eye on Silver, he added. There aint anybody else in this aisle to bother you. Theres only Silver. Keep watching his hands and see that the irons are always on him. Hes a tricky devil.

There aint any trick in the world as good as the buckshot that I poured into this here gun and stopped up with wadding, said the guard, patting the double barrels of the shotgun. I got enough in each barrel to wash a whole crowd off a street! He laughed with a long, drawling, nasal intonation of joy in his voice.

The sheriff looked him up and down curiously.

I kinda think you hope that the gang breaks in here and tries to rush you, Pete, he suggested.

I aint sayin nothin, but Ive shot a pile of ducks in my day, remarked Pete.

The smile of the sheriff was turned to a grimace by a deep, muttering uproar that started outside the jail and swept more and more loudly through the air.

Theyre coming! said the sheriff. Im going into the office and see what things are like on that side. Pete, it may be guns and a fight to the finish, for all I know.

He turned and was gone, running. Pete looked after him for a moment, and then slowly strode up the length of the aisle, paused to stare into the one cell whose door was shut, and then went gradually on.

It was Taxis moment, and he used it by opening the catch that secured the trap-door and letting it hang down. He himself was instantly through the opening, hanging from the under edge of the swinging door. Luckily the hinges did not creak. Then he dropped, and there was only the softest of thudding sounds as his stockinged feet struck the cement floor.

The guard was already at the far end of the aisle, where he half turned to the side and said to the man who paced the next aisle:

The soups goin to be hot pretty soon.

Yeah, pretty hot, pretty soon, said the other guard.

Hope you dont burn your tongue on it, remarked Pete, and chuckled.

Taxi, in the meantime, was gliding rapidly up the aisle, and there, to his left, behind the bars of the closed cell in the center of the block of cells, he saw Jim Silver.

The big man was sitting on the edge of his cot, his legs, his arms, loaded with irons. As Taxi went by, the great head lifted a little. That was all. But Taxi saw the sheen of the eyes and the glint of light on the gray spots above the temples of the prisoner. Those spots looked more like horns than ever.

Pete, finishing his conversation, started to turn back to resume his beat. As he turned, Taxi, leaping the last of the distance, struck with the heel of his gun. It was not the first time he had bludgeoned a man, and he knew the force required to knock a man flat without shattering the skull.

He used the right force now, but, to his amazement, Pete did not fall. He only took one half-step back, and braced himself, the shotgun starting to slip out of his hands.

Taxi snatched that gun away. He raised the automatic to strike with the heel of it again, and then he saw that the eyes of the guard were totally lifeless. The man was unconscious on his feet.

Taxi rammed a shoulder against Petes stomach and folded him over like a half-filled sack. Then, almost running, he returned to the cell of Jim Silver. At the same time, from the outside of the jail, the growing wave of uproar washed suddenly around the building.

Taxi spilled the guard to the floor and thrust his picklock into the keyhole of the cell door. They might be very difficult, those locks. He heard the sheriff shouting from the front part of the jail, perhaps threatening the crowd. In the whirling brain of Taxi there was no chance to sort out the sounds and recognize the words.

Now the bolt yielded, suddenly, and the door was open. He flung the guard inside, caught at the irons on the wrists of Silver.

Its a bad lock, Taxi, said Silver. Itll take time to do it.

Taxi stifled a groan behind the click of his teeth. If he needed time, there was only one way to get it. He turned to the guard, stripped the overalls from the limp body, and jumped into them. They covered his own clothes from head to foot. The boots of Pete were big and loose. He had them off and on his own feet instantly, jammed the slouch hat of Pete on his head, caught up the shotgun, and, tossing his automatic to Silver, stepped out into the aisle.

That instant the office door was flung open, and the sheriff rushed out, shouting:

Theyve got a big battering-ram, boys! Theyre goin to beat down the front door. I cant find it in my heart to shoot at em! I cant murder em because they want to hang a crook!

Bird shot! called the other guard. Give em bird shot, Dick.

There aint any bird shot, you fool! cried the sheriff.

The moment he was out of view, Taxi turned back into the cell. He dropped to his knees and began to toil at the lock of the handcuffs. Seconds counted. Every second might be the end of it all, and yet he could not hurry. He had to take hold of himself with the full grasp of his will. He had to control himself as though he were frozen to attention, listening to a very distant sound.

As a matter of fact, he kept himself oblivious of the uproar around him. The battering-ram struck its first blow against the front door of the jail. The whole building seemed to quiver with the weight of the stroke. There was a sound of splintering wood.

With a tenth part of his mind, Taxi heard that telltale sound and registered the meaning of it. Then the handcuffs sprang open!

Good work! Wonderful work! Back into the aisle for a breather, said the calm voice of Jim Silver.

What a man was that! The calm for which Taxi had to fight with hysterical intentness was merely the gift of God to Jim Silver. There was not a tremor in his body that Taxi could feel. His hand under the manacle had been steady as a stone.

The leg irons another time, said Silver. Leave me the picklock. I may be able to work them.

Taxi gave him the picklock and stepped out into the aisle again. He was only the flicker of an eyelash ahead of the reappearance of the sheriff, who shouted to him:

This way, Pete. Help me hold em at the door.

Taxi, turning his back, walked resolutely down the aisle. He tried to force the nasal drawl of Pete into his voice as he shouted in answer:

My jobs here, and heres where I stay.

You stubborn fool! yelled the sheriff. Then he turned and fired a revolver bullet through the upper part of the big door. There was a great outcry and a scrambling of feet and stamping outside, on the steps.

Keep away from that door, or Ill drill some of you! yelled Dick.

Then through the crack of the door a voice came booming, half stifled: Williams, if you fire another shot, were goin to pull you apart and break your wishbone in two. Dont be a fool!

Taxi was already back in the cell with his friend, for Silver had abandoned the little picklock to him with a despairing shake of the head.

On the floor, Pete was beginning to stir and groan softly.


XXI. THE MOB
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DICK WILLIAMS, FRANTIC with fear and excitement, and savage with desire to do his duty, was yelling from the front of the jail that he would let a streak of light into the first man who dared to dash open the front door of the building, when there was a sudden heavy crash against the rear door of the jail. The mob had wrecked the front entrance so that a child could knock down the flimsy ruin that remained standing. Now it had gone behind the jail and was splintering the rear door. They yelled in rhythm and chorus as they swung the heavy timber that served them as a battering-ram.

The sheriff, when he heard this new outbreak, began to turn around in a blind and helpless circle, crying out orders where there were no men to help him perform the work in hand.

Taxi, in this moment, had made Jim Silver free. Instead of an incubus, he had loosed a force that would be felt far away, and before long. From the fallen guard, Silver took a pair of revolvers that Taxi had not searched for. As that unlucky Pete recovered his wits, Silver was saying to him:

Wait thirty seconds, Pete. Then you can make all the noise you want.

Silver then stepped behind Taxi into the open aisle of the jail and closed the door behind him.

Forward, Taxi saw Dick Williams shooting through the top of the front door of the jail.

That way! said Taxi to his friend, and pointed toward the little trap-door that hung from the ceiling. How they would get through it he could not tell. Better brains and stronger hands than his own could struggle with the problem now. Silver went forward at a halting run, measured his distance, bounded high, and caught the trap-door with his hands. He swung like a pendulum through half a vibration, shifted his grip higher, and now hung from the edge of the attic floor. He was through the opening in a moment, and now he appeared, hanging down from the waist, his long arms dangling, his hands in the air, reaching far down.

Jump, Taxi! he called quietly.

Taxi knew that he could not reach the lower tip of the trap-door, but it was an easy jump for him to catch hold of the hands of Silver. The force of his leap swung him backward and forward, while the voice of Pete, the guard, went yelling through the jail:

Dick! Dick! Hi, Dick Williams! The devils come and took Jim Silver away!

Dick Williams had something else to think about, for the rear door of the jail went down with a crash as Taxis body disappeared through the trap in the ceiling, drawn strongly upward by Jim Silvers grasp.

The door itself Silver closed again and left the lower floor of the jail to the guards who had been set to keep him for the law, and the mob which had come to hang him with its own hands. Silver could not help smiling a little when he considered how perfectly Taxi had performed the impossible and caused him to disappear at the crucial moment.

It was a proof that Jim Silver did not need, a certainty that the affection of Taxi would endure while there was breath in his body.

They were fumbling in the darkness toward the stairs that led up to the skylight. Beneath them the building roared and shook with the entrance of the mob. Outside of the building the angry men of the town were gathered. Certainly the two were far from safe, but they were together, and, therefore, the strength of each was multiplied; they were armed, and the terrible hands of Jim Silver were free.

Theyll be after us as fast as they can fetch a ladder to the trap-door, said Taxi. But Ive got a bridge that may snake us off the roof.

A bridge into what? asked Silver. Into the sky?

They came out onto the roof. Above them, the sky was closely powdered with the stars; below them down the sharp slant of the roof, they could see the whole male population of Crows Nest swarming in to take part in the lynching, or to be witnesses of it. Lanterns tossed here and there, and long yellow splashes of light streaked across the roof. If the two men on top of the jail were not seen, it was only because no eyes thought of looking up there.

At the edge of the skylight, Taxi said: Heres the rope. Wait till I fasten it around the door, then swing along it to the tree, Jim. This is the way I got to the jail.

His flying hands had already reached down into the skylight and noosed the rope around the door. Go first, said Silver.

No, no! Its you that they want. They wouldnt stretch my neck, Jim. Youre the bird theyre after.

Go first, said the calm voice of Silver.

Taxi gave him one despairing glance. But he knew that there was no use arguing against that unruffled insistence. He slipped off the edge of the roof, worked down the slack of the rope to the bight of it, and began to hand over hand himself up the farther end to the tree.

As he went, he had glimpses of the crowd below. It seemed to him that all the faces were turned up toward him. The black masks on them made them like figures in a dream, those misty countenances that never can be resolved into features, mere blank sketches of the imagination.

One thing more he saw in the distance, in the middle of the street, and that was the shining picture of Parade. It was strange that he should have been led out, as though it were part of the cruel plan of the mob to make the poor horse see the death of his master. But there he stood, with his head high and his tail arching, looking apart from the crowd and free of it and above it in the perfection of his beauty.

Now, in the dark of the tree, Taxi reached the trunk, looked down through the branches, made sure that no one had, in fact, marked his escape, and jerked several times on the slack of the rope to let Silver know that the way was open.

It was high time, for the uproar in the jail was rising upward in it, a sure sign that a ladder had been placed already against the trap. Now and then a gun exploded, but it was plain that no violence had been used on Dick Williams or the guards. Taxi had time to be glad of that, and then he saw the big form of Silver come swinging across the rope, the top of the tree bending far over, the slack of the rope hanging down in a deep loop.

A moment more and he was among the branches. He was safe for the present, clinging to the trunk of the spruce tree. The rope, unknotted, swung outward and dangled like a great snake down the side of the jail.

Masks! Masks! called Silver. Your coat lining, Taxi!

It was like Silver to remember every detail even in the pinch of fast action. Taxi ripped out a great section of lining from the back of his coat, thrust his thumb through it twice to make eyeholes, and put the cloth over his head. It made a sufficient mask, though a clumsy one. Glancing up, he saw that Silver had completed his preparations before him and was now descending.

Taxi went down the trunk of the tree, hung from the lowest branch an instant, and then dropped to the ground. Hands were instantly gripping him.

Who are you? shouted a voice at his ear.

Silvers on the roof of the jail! cried Taxi. Think Id stay there in the tree till I was shot out of it like a partridge? Silvers on the roof of the jail!

The roof! yelled the men around Taxi, instantly letting him go. Silvers on the roof of the jail!

They gave back, scattering this way and that, preparing their guns to fire at random at any target.

Jim Silver himself slid down the trunk of the tree and stepped beside Taxi.

Now! said Silver, as they edged away through the thick of the crowd. Wheres your horse?

Tied to a hitch rack a block from here.

Go get him. Which way?

First turn to the right, next to the main street.

Go get your horse.

And whatll you do for a horse, Jim?

They cant keep Parade, said Silver. Not after he hears me whistle. Hell come through them like a wind through dead leaves. Hurry, Taxi. These fellows are beginning to go wild.

It was true, for just now the manhunters who had climbed up through the attic of the jail came out on the roof and were dimly seen from the ground. A number of men raised their guns to shoot, until it was made out that there were not merely two, but a whole stream of men issuing from the skylight. Voices yelled back and forth from the ground to the roof. Advice was given; oaths went barking through the night. And then the whole body of the men who had first entered the jail began to swarm out of it.

Taxi already had wormed his way through the crowd; now he walked rapidly toward the place where he had left the mustang. He could bless the mask that covered his face, for there were men carrying lanterns everywhere.

When Taxi had reached his mustang, he was instantly in the saddle and rode back to the corner from which he could see the throng around the stallion. People were shouting from the direction of the jail:

Saddle! Saddle! Get your horses, boys. Silvers gone. Watch Parade!

There was sense in that, because every man of the lot knew that Jim Silver would sooner leave his right arm behind him than the great stallion.

Off on the edge of the sidewalk, wrapped in a cloak and staring toward the jail, Taxi saw Ruth Wilbur standing quietly.

Then, shrilling over the thicker, heavier noises of the crowd, Taxi heard the signal whistle of Jim Silver. It rang like a bugle call in the soul of Taxi, because he had heard that summons before. It almost caused him to turn the head of his horse and drive straight toward the point from which the signal had come. But he knew that that call was not for him, now.

It was the call for Parade, and the big horse suddenly went mad. He became the center of a whirling tumult. Men yelled in terror as he tried to get at them with his heels and his teeth. And suddenly he was fleeing with two ropes flinging out from his neck, uselessly. If only one of those ropes did not become entangled with his legs and drop him like a shot!

Kill the horse! yelled someone. Silvers only half himself without his horse! Kill Parade!

But that was not so easy. Parade ran dodging through the crowd, and it would have taken a sure and daring hand to fire at him without fear of sending the bullet into human flesh. Yet there were actually shots fired, and Taxis heart stood still. It was as if he were watching a human running the gantlet, instead of the flight of a horse.

Then, on the verge of the crowd, the whistle sounded again. A big, panther-swift man leaped into the saddle, flattened along the back of the stallion, and sent Parade racing straight for the corner where Taxi waited. It came to Taxi, as an afterthought, that he was a partner in that flight. He pulled his mustang around and spurred; together they rushed down the dusty length of the street.


XXII. TWO FUGITIVES
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DUFF GREGOR FELT like a boy who has stolen a great wedge of pie and does not know where to bite into the treasure.

Barry Christian was taking a siesta in the cool entrance shaft of the old deserted mine which was the hiding place of the pair since they had fled from Crows Nest. Duff Gregor, seated on the side of the old, grass-grown dump of the mine, looked over the heads of the pine trees down the mountain slope to the flash of creek water near which they had buried one of the canvas sacks of the treasure. The other sack they had sunk in the floor of the first shaft that branched to the left of the entrance.

It seemed to Gregor that he was seated on a throne from which he could view half the world. He could see the river in the bottom of the valley into which the creek flowed. He could see the smudge of distant smoke which announced the existence of the town of sawmills. He could see the thin span of the bridge that crossed the river above the waterfalls. He could see the road that wound up through the green valley bottom.

It was a world in which the fools labored, and the wise men, like Duff Gregor and Barry Christian, sat on thrones and looked at the ant-like toil of lesser humans, now and again descending from their higher level to take away some of the accretions of wealth which the poor drudges had heaped up.

It was a delightful existence, thought Duff Gregor. It was for this that man was designed and made strong, with two hands equipped for snatching away the spoils of lesser folk. It was delightful, and it was kingly. Duff Gregor was new to a throne, but he felt that the role would grow increasingly natural to him. He only needed robes.

He could tell what those robes would be — long-tailed coats and white shirt fronts, with white ties and the great, rich flash of a jewel, here and there. In his ears, in his blood, there was continually running, not the music of mountain winds and mountain waters, but the song of violins and the whispering of feet over the floors of ballrooms. It seemed to Duff Gregor that he had always had a way with women. Now he wanted to use it, politely, in the best society. He felt that he knew just how to overwhelm the feminine brain by his free spending.

When he had finished surveying the world before him, this world which he was about to leave for the joy of great cities, he turned his attention to the newspaper which was a portion of the spoils that Barry Christian had brought back from his raid of the night before.

When they needed either provisions or information, they raided, not together but singly, because they felt that it would be a shame if both of them should be captured, and all of the good money from the bank in Crows Nest be left to rot for many years in the ground. They would go down singly, therefore, and bring back from their excursions all the information that they could pick up, together with necessary provisions. For, though in retirement, they lived very well up here at the entrance to the old mine.

The mountains, though it was many days since the robbery of the bank, continued to be filled with searching parties, for the rage of the people against Jim Silver passed all bounds.

That was the beauty of the affair. That was what the masterful brain of Barry Christian had provided. They had committed a crime, they had inherited a fortune, and all they needed to do in order to escape from the dangers of the pursuit was to step back into their old selves. That is to say, all they needed was to make this change as soon as the public excitement had abated a little. Soon the little toiling parties of manhunters would no longer be observed from the aerie, and then the two could drift away into the larger world of men and be seen no more.

Christian was especially fond of referring to honest men as the ants, and he called the hunting parties the soldiers. Gregor smiled, as he thought of that, and shaking out the newspaper, he scanned the headlines with a calm eye of interest.

It was the Crows Nest Sentinel that Christian had brought, and it was still crammed with details that concerned the great bank robbery. It pleased Gregor to find the phrase great bank robbery. The crime was historical. It would never be forgotten. It was a monumental affair both on account of its size and because of the skill with which the criminals had worked. It was, in short, a perfect bit of work, and to be connected with such an event was worth some years in prison, even.

Was Jim Silver the Robber? said the top headline, in red letters. The article below it read:

Was Jim Silver the robber?

If so, who were the two men who were hunted out of Crows Nest immediately after the crime and who were almost overtaken in the act of riddling with bullets the shack five miles from Crows Nest where the celebrated character, Taxi, was fighting for his life?

Would Jim Silver permit an attack on Taxi, his best friend, his most celebrated admirer and faithful follower?

If Jim Silver robbed the bank, would he have been foolish enough to re-enter the town immediately after the crime was committed? Common sense tells us that this could not be.

People are ready to swear, now, that the man who was jailed in Crows Nest for the crime and who was delivered by the frantic devotion and the incredible daring and skill of Taxi was, in fact, not the man who had been employed as watchman at the bank.

Miss Ruth Wilbur, who risked her life to save the poor fellow from the hands of the crowd, vows that it was not the same man. There are many others willing to swear to the dissimilarity, now. Unfortunately, on the day of the excitement they did not dare to lift their voices because the majority of the citizens were too enraged to listen to calm reason.

It seems that we have been hoaxed by a cunning actor who doubled for the famous Jim Silver. If so, how can the injustice be undone?

Hundreds or even thousands of men are working through the mountains in an attempt to spot the criminals. Will they be able to tell the real from the unreal?

We need the real Jim Silver to help us find the false one. But could the real Jim Silver venture back to offer his services to us without running the risk of being shot down at a distance?

The whole affair is confused, and in the meantime every moment that passes makes it more and more unlikely that the two desperadoes will be apprehended. Certainly they must have found means of disposing of most of their stolen wealth before this day.

Duff Gregor read over this article several times. He licked his lips as he read.

There were other things in the paper to which he gave a more casual attention. There was the notice at length, for instance, that Henry Wilbur, the banker, having almost entirely recovered from his collapse on the morning of the robbery, was pushing ahead plans for the sale of all his property in order to pay back what promised to be about ninety cents on the dollar to every depositor in the bank.

There was a long editorial comment on the nobility of Mr. Wilburs action, and the editor remarked that Mr. Wilbur was not really a banker at all, but the father of his community, preferring to surrender his own welfare to that of his children.

Duff Gregor grinned.

Barry Christian, he felt, was entirely right. They were just ants, those others. The little spot of their labors was their entire existence, and one of them would shed his precious blood to secure the good of the community.

His thought drifted from Henry Wilbur to the character of the bankers daughter, and at this point Duff Gregors self-content began to rub thin.

He said, finally: Aw, it aint the first time that I was a fool! Ill forget it, like I forgot the other times. Lifting his eyes from the newspaper, he looked down into the bottom of the valley and became aware that there was a scene of violent action down there. Yes, there was a faint, far sound, smaller than the noise of bees, and it was composed of the rattle of firearms.

Two men were being chased up the valley by more than thirty riders, and one of the fugitives was mounted upon a horse that shone like gold.

It aint Jim Silver. It cant be Jim Silver, said Duff Gregor to himself.

He snatched out a pair of field glasses and peered through the strong lenses until the scene was drawn up closer to him. Then he was sure. He was sure not only because he could see more of the matchless running of the golden horse, but he could understand why it was that so patently glorious an animal did not draw away from the hunt. It was because the rider preferred to risk his own neck by returning again and again to defend his companion, who was not nearly so well-mounted.

That companion was a smaller man and he was riding like a jockey, bent far forward in the saddle; but though his weight must have been slight, still he could not draw away from the best riders of the pursuit. They would have closed in on him like hounds on a tired deer, had it not been that the rider of the golden horse turned back time after time and opened fire on the posse with his rifle.

Each time, the posse fanned out, scattered, and returned the bullets with a great, random spread of fire. But always the daring hero on the golden horse swung away again, unharmed.

Barry! Barry! called Duff Gregor. Come out here!

Whats the matter? asked the sleepy voice of Christian, from inside the mine.

Theres a thing out here thatll do you more good than anything else you ever seen in your life, answered Gregor. Come out here and take a look.

Whatever it is, its not worth spoiling my sleep, said Christian angrily. Duff, will you ever grow up and have sense?

Is that so? answered Gregor.

Thats exactly what I mean.

You wouldnt come out here and look, I suppose, said Gregor, if Jim Silver and Taxi were down there in the hollow, being run to death by about thirty gents?

Dont bother me, answered Christian.

Because, shouted the other, thats exactly whats happening down there, or else Im blind as a bat and a fool besides.

Christian, suddenly, stood beside him, gave one glance into the green hollow of the valley, and then snatched the field glasses. He held them in his steady hand for only an instant before he exclaimed:

Youre right. And it is Jim Silver. The other fellow — can that be Taxi? Duff, am I going to see the end of both of em on one day?


XXIII. THE GAMBLING CHANCE
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DUFF GREGOR STARED with incredulous joy. You know Silver by the horse, he exclaimed, but what makes you sure of Taxi? You aint sure!

Christian answered as he followed with his eyes the action in the valley beneath him, saying:

There comes the wave of em after Taxi! Hes turning around to fight back. He cant run any more on that dead-beat horse. Now Silver comes sweeping back to him. He waves his arm at Silver to send him away. What man in the world would do that except a fool like Taxi? Hes waving Silver away, but Silver comes on in between Taxi and the posse — and the posse scatters. Why do the fools scatter?

Why shouldnt they scatter? asked Duff Gregor. Aint Silver the sort that doesnt know how to miss?

No matter how interested he was in the moving picture beneath them, Christian was too annoyed by the last remark of his companion to let it pass. He lowered the field glasses suddenly and turned his handsome face toward Duff Gregor.

Gregor, he said, you know something about Jim Silver, and youve heard a good deal about him from me. Dont you understand that the law-abiding are as safe from him as sheep are from a sheep dog? If that were a mob of thugs riding up the valley after him, or if your own precious person were in the lot, you can be sure that his bullets would be biting flesh long before this. But those fools are riding on behalf of the law, as they think, and theyre perfectly safe from him. They ought to know it — but they wont know it. Theyve got their own ideas and theyll stick by them.

He clapped the glasses back to his eyes again. Then he laughed.

Silvers shooting the gravel away in front of their horses. Hes kissing the air beside their heads. I can see them duck. Now Taxi and Silver are running for it again.

He lowered the glasses a second time as the fugitives passed into a dark cloud of trees. The posse men herded in pursuit.

Theyve got em! exclaimed Duff Gregor. Thats the end of Mr. Jim Silver. Thats the end of Taxi, too. Thats the finish of the pair of em.

He observed that Christian was shaking his head, slowly, with an air of grave doubt.

Come on, Barry, urged Gregor. What else can happen? Silver is too crazy to leave Taxi. Taxis horse is dead spent, and a lot of those horses in the posse look full of running. Theyve got fifteen to one. How can they fail to catch Silver and Taxi?

I dont know, said Christian. It simply isnt in the books.

Gregor started to laugh, but something of suffering and a sternness of pain in the face of Barry Christian dried up the mirth on his lips.

Listen, Barry, said Gregor. Are you believing what you say?

Silver cant be run down like a dog. A lot of house dogs cant run down a wolf like Jim Silver, said Christian. When he dies, itll be because another sort of man has come to grips with him.

A man like Barry Christian? hazarded Gregor suddenly.

Well, perhaps.

Dyou think that you are fated to wipe Jim Silver off the face of the earth? asked Gregor, half sneering.

Christian looked at him without anger, answering: I dont think a great deal about it. Its simply a feeling in my bones that one day Silver will be the death of me or Ill be the death of him.

Why, its working out like that now, declared Gregor. You do a big job and saddle the blame of it on Silver, and the crowd runs him down. Its your work thats finishing off Jim Silver right down there in the pines.

Christian answered: You dont understand. When the finish comes, well be hand to hand. I dont even think that therell be knives or guns. Just hand to hand!

He turned his right hand palm up and looked down at it. This curious mood of detachment, Gregor had observed in his famous companion more than once before this, and it always troubled him. There were times when it seemed that Christian was listening to unearthly voices, and this was one of the times.

Christian began to walk up and down before the mine, deep in thought, and Duff Gregor followed him with a calculating eye. Trouble, he felt, was in the air. He was not surprised when he heard Christian say:

Well, well have to get out of this.

You dont mean that were going to move? demanded Gregor.

Why not?

Why not? Because were perfectly fixed, up here. Nobody dreams that were staying put like this. Nobody thinks that were tucked away with all that money in a hole in the ground. Were fixed here, Barry. Were safe. Wed be fools if we stirred away from here before we had to!

Christian looked far away, and shook his head. I dont like it! he said. You dont like what?

Silver. Hes too near us. If hes as near as that, hell get the wind of us.

How can he do that?

I dont know. Dont ask me how Silver does things. Ask me how he got out of jail when a mob was trying to lynch him.

Why, Taxi did that job.

All right. But it was more impossible for him to get out of that jail than it is for him to find us.

Barry, said Gregor suddenly, tell me something. Are you afraid of Silver?

Christian pointed solemnly at the sky.

Are you afraid of lightning? he asked.

Yeah. But whats that got to do with it? demanded Gregor.

I dont know. I feel about Silver the way I do about lightning. Thats all. I feel that he may strike at any time. Hes near us. Weve got to move.

Its a crazy thing to do, groaned Gregor, knowing that he would have to give way to his leader. When do we start?

Now, said Christian.

Now? Right out in the broad daylight, where these manhunters can get a look at us?

The day helps the other fellow to see you, but it also helps you to see the other fellow. Wed better start now.

Duff Gregor snapped his fingers and whistled to express the wordless vastness of his condemnation of the proposal.

Its the craziest thing that I ever heard of, he declared. I never heard anything to beat it. Listen to me, Barry. Ill tell you what well do. Well toss a coin to see whether we start now or at moonrise tonight.

All right, said Christian. Toss the coin.

He smiled a little as he said it, for he knew that Gregor was fond of appealing to the deathless love of the gambling chance that was part of Christians nature.

Gregor pulled out a coin and threw it high into the air. At the top of its rise it hung for an instant, spinning so fast that it was reduced to a single twinkling eye of light.

Heads, said Christian.

The coin came down with a spat on the flat of the ground. Christian and Gregor leaned over it.

All right, said Christian. We start at moonrise.

Its better that way, isnt it? Gregor said.

Christian shrugged his big shoulders as he said: I dont know. Theres something like frost working in my blood. But lets forget it.

So they forgot about it. At least, Christian seemed to have abandoned all care about the future, for he stretched out and slumbered heavily during most of the day. Gregor observed him with a good deal of awe and envy. He could understand that sheer power of will had enabled Christian to abandon fear for the time being and discard all forethought. So Christian slept, and Gregor daydreamed of the future, until sunset.

In that hour between day and dark Christian wakened and with Gregor ate a cold supper. He absolutely refused to light even the smallest of fires for fear that either the smoke or the red eye of the blaze should be seen.

The sunset colors went out. The mountains stood like black islands, for a time, in a sea of fading green. Then the night shut closely in. The stars burned lower and lower until they reached their full brightness, and not long after, the moon rose.

They had brought the horses up out of the mine, before this, and saddled them and rolled their blankets. Now they tethered the pair to a sapling and went down the hill to get the canvas sack of treasure which they had buried near the bank of the creek.

The nerves of Christian were so finely strung, by this time, that he stopped short when a twig crackled a little distance up the slope.

Whats the matter? asked Gregor.

Hush! whispered Christian. Something alive stepped on a twig, up there. A man?

Men aint the only things that walk through the wood, answered Gregor. Dont get nervous, Barry.

He wondered at himself, giving advice like that to a creature made of steel springs, like Christian.

Still, for a long moment, Christian listened. He stood where a spot of moonlight struck him through the branches of a pine; now he shifted out of this light, making no noise as he stirred. At last he murmured:

All right. Well go ahead. But keep your ears open.

They went on down to the bank of the creek, where the moonlight broke through the shrubbery in the midst of which they had buried the first canvas sack. Christian had brought down from the mine the same broken-handled shovel with which he had dug the hole in the first place. The earth turned easily, but as the hole opened, and he drove the shovel blade strongly down, he uttered a faint exclamation of astonishment.

Whats the matter? asked Gregor.

In place of answering, Christian fell to work digging furiously. After a few moments he stopped. Gregor could hear him panting, but more than the sound of the heavy breathing was the sight of the long-barreled Colt that was leveled at him suddenly in the moonlight.

You know whats the matter, you thieving dog! said Christian. Youve stolen the sack away from this place!


XXIV. MISSING LOOT
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GREGOR STARED AT the hole in the ground and then at the gun, lifted his eyes last of all to the set, grim face of Barry Christian. He knew that there was as little mercy in the soul of that man as in a piece of hard-tempered steel.

Stolen? gasped Gregor. The sack stolen? Gimme the shovel!

He took the shovel and fell to work furiously, enlarging and deepening the excavation until the shovel began to bite into the clay hardpan. Then he stepped away from his work with a groan.

Not possible! said Gregor.

Possible? Anythings possible for a rat with a yellow, sneaking heart! said Christian. Now just double-quick to the place where you hid the stuff out for yourself.

The brain of Gregor spun.

But I didnt touch it. I dont know where it is, he said.

You will know in a minute, said Christian. Do your thinking while I count to ten. You can stop me any time by telling me that you remember.

Barry, said the other, are you clean out of your head, man? If I wanted to get everything for myself, I could have brained you today while you were asleep.

You know I sleep light, answered Christian.

Do you think I would have stood by here, said Gregor, knowing you were digging down to something that wouldnt be there and that youd accuse me of stealing? Barry, man, have sense. I could have filled you with lead while you were digging the hole just now.

Christian hesitated, as though he hated to believe what he heard or give up the grim purpose which had already hardened his mind.

At last he said: Theres something in what you say.

Of course there is. Theres everything in it, groaned Gregor, sighing with relief.

Then who could have taken it? demanded Christian.

The devil, for all I know, said Gregor. Its the craziest thing that I ever heard.

The name of the devil is Jim Silver, said Christian, and he can hardly have been here. But the woods are full of soft-footed mountaineers, all eyes and ears. One of em might have seen us bury the stuff. In that case, hed just dig up the loot and cart it away. Of course, he wouldnt inform the sheriff.

But why should he fill in the hole again? asked Gregor.

So that we wouldnt start looking for his trail, if we happened down here soon to look at the spot where the stuff was hidden, said Christian.

Aye, and that must be it, admitted Gregor.

Thats it, and little good it does us!

They stared at one another. Slowly, with small, jerky, uneasy moves, Christian put away the gun. There had been murder in his mind, and it was hard for him to discard the temptation in a single gesture. If a killing were to be done, Gregor knew that Christian would go about it as calmly and as methodically as he had gone about the blowing of the safe in the bank.

Well go back to the shaft and get the second sack, said Christian finally.

Gregor nodded. He knew, as he turned up the hill, that he would not get half of what remained of their loot. The generosity of Barry Christian had appeared in the first division of the spoils; now that he had satisfied his superstition, it was unlikely that he would give his companion more than one part in five of what remained. And the great, bright dreams of Gregor grew suddenly dim, and the music of the violins sounded cold and far away.

If he got as much as forty or fifty thousand dollars, he would not blow in a penny of it. He would simply buy an annuity. A man was a fool not to make sure of a steady income. What turned a crook into a drunken bum was going broke so often — having to endure frost without a penny in his pockets. Then there was the terror of old age when the prison shakes made it impossible for a man to pick a lock or a pocket. No, every sensible fellow should put aside a nest egg. That was what Duff Gregor would do with his split in this game.

He thought of that as they went up the hill.

Christian, half a step ahead, twice stopped the progress by holding out his hand while he listened.

Whats the matter? whispered Gregor impatiently.

Theres something in the air, muttered Christian.

Yeah? Youre getting instinctive again, growled Gregor.

They came up to the mouth of the mine, and there Christian waited for as much as five minutes, lying stretched out with his ear to the ground at the entrance to the shaft.

Listenin for ghosts? demanded Gregor.

Christian got to his knees and gave his companion a single silent glance. It was enough to make Gregor decide that he would certainly make no further insolent comments on the state of mind that was now troubling the great criminal. All right, said Christian calmly. Give me the lantern. Light that lantern and give it to me.

They had found at the mine a rusted old lantern and a bit of oil in a five-gallon can. They had furbished up the lantern, and now Gregor lighted it and silently handed it to Christian.

Walk ahead of me, said Barry Christian.

Hold on! exclaimed Gregor. You think that Id try anything?

I dont know, said Christian.

He shifted the lantern into his left hand.

Walk ahead of me! he repeated.

Barry, what do you mean to do to me, in there?

Nothing, said Christian, because I hope that were going to find the second sack. I hope nothing is going to happen to you!

You mean, said Gregor, trembling, that if we dont find the sack, youll think Ive swiped it?

Somebody might have seen us bury the first sack down there by the creek, said Christian, but nobody could have seen us bury the sack in the mine. Go ahead. Get to the stone and lift it.

Gregor stared, trying to penetrate the mist of brightness that sprang up from the lantern. But all he could see of the face of Christian was as harshly forbidding as a carved stone.

He remembered, then, how many murders had been laid at the door of Barry Christian. Murder of all kinds. He was one who could enjoy the sensations of a gentlemanly duel. Pace off a distance under the eyes of impartial witnesses, turn at a call, shoot. Christian had done that more than once, and always killed his man, though not without collecting some lead in his own person. But he was also ready for other sorts of slaughter. Shooting through a window into a lighted room was something he was not a whit above. Nothing, in fact, that had a practical value to him, would be beneath his pride.

That was the tiger who was to walk behind Gregor into the darkness of the mine. But there was nothing for Duff Gregor to do except shut his teeth so hard together that the shuddering of his jaws ceased. He stepped right into the mine, so briskly that Christian had to caution him to go more slowly.

They came to the first turn on the left and went down the long, ancient shaft. The timbering bulged at the knees. It was green with mold below and cracked with weight above. Water seeped through, here and there. Before their approach, rats squeaked and fled.

Gregor kept drawing in his breath. But there seemed to be no good air, there underground. He could not get enough oxygen. He was stifling.

He found himself standing over the stone. Of course the sack would be under it. And yet — 

He laid hold of the edge of the rock, gripped it, and gave a hard pull, for the rock weighed close to two hundred pounds. Up came the stone slab and exposed beneath it a cavity quite large enough to have held the sack — but there was no sign of the treasure.

Duff Gregor knew that death was only a fraction of a second away from him. He sagged forward in the middle of his body, because he expected the bullet to strike him in the middle of the spine.

Oh, Barry! he breathed. You took both sacks, and now youre going to murder me to have me out of the way! Listen to me—

You dog, if you could talk like an angel in heaven, said Christian, I wouldnt listen to you. Gregor, youre a dead man!

I want you to listen to me, said Gregor. I dont care about the money. You can have it. I never expected half of it, and you can have the whole lot, if you want it. I never laid claim to a half of it. You know that. You gave me a half, when I didnt expect it. You know that, Barry. Man, what goodll it do you to murder me? Youve got all the money; why dyou want to kill me? Ill never get on your trail, because I know that your kind of medicine is no good for me!

As he spoke, he knew, before he heard the answer, that he would not win. But the last of his strength of persuasion went into his voice.

Then he heard Christian say: Ill tell you what Ill do — because youve talked pretty well, and I admire brains in any man. Ill give you your life, Gregor, but youll have to show me both sacks.

Dont you think that Id give you the money if I knew where it was? cried Gregor.

No, said the deadly voice of Christian, because youre a fool and because you think that I wont live up to my promise. You think Ill bargain with you, Gregor. But I tell you Id rather lose a hundred million dollars than keep my hands off a treacherous cur like you! Its for the good of my own soul that Im going to kill you!

Will you let me turn around and — take it in front? asked Gregor. Let me turn around and take it from in front, Barry. For the sake of everything that weve been through together, let me take it from in front. Dont shoot me in the back, like a dog.

Im going to shoot you in the back like a dog, said Christian, because a dog is what you are. Its the only death thats proper for you. Are you ready? Do you want to whine out one prayer before I let you have it?

A supernatural acuteness came to the ears of Gregor then.

Look out! Theyre coming! he cried.

Christian chuckled. Are you going to try to make me turn my head with a silly old trick like that? he asked.

I hear them! said Gregor. I hear—

And then, quite audibly, a small landslide rattled not far away onto the floor of the shaft. Christian expelled a gasping breath; a gun cracked. The lantern, smashed to bits, was flung to the floor. And then a great voice boomed in the shaft:

Barry Christian, Ive come for you!

The voice of Christian rose to a scream, not like the scream of a man, but that of a tortured woman.

Jim Silver! he yelled.


XXV. IN THE DARK
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GREGOR HAD NO time to feel thankfulness for his deliverance. He knew, as the lantern was smashed, that Christian had dropped to the floor of the shaft. Gregor did the same thing. He stretched out his hand and touched the foot of Christian — crawling forward to meet the danger.

Gregor himself could not stir at all, for an instant. The thing was not clear in his mind. It seemed like the proceeding of madmen.

Why had they not called on Christian to surrender?

Well, there would have been no sense in that, perhaps. Barry Christian had been in prison before, waiting in the death house for the hangman, and it was said that he preferred death in any form to another spell of waiting in that grim chamber. No, Christian would not surrender. But since that was the case, why had not Silver driven a bullet through his body at once?

Because, perhaps, the prophecy which Christian had made was now about to be fulfilled. One of them was to die neither by knife or gun, but in the bare hands of the other.

Gregor, sick, stifled with fear, gradually forced himself forward. A thin ray of light struck him right in the face. He rolled over to get away from it, and tried a snap shot. Christian, almost beside him, fired at the same time.

The echoes thronged. There was the rattling of another little slide of rocks that had been loosed by the force of the reverberations.

Then the thick, black, damp darkness pressed down on them again. There was such an agony in the spirit of Gregor, such a terrible tenseness of fear, that he thought for a moment that he had been wounded. Only gradually he came to realize that the shuddering contractions of his muscles were not caused by a physical torture.

Out of that desperation came a natural reaction such as occurs in every man of strength and courage, when his back is against the wall. It was impossible that even Jim Silver could readily master the great Barry Christian. And, in the meantime, he, Duff Gregor, might be able to strike some sort of a blow in the dark. No doubt, since Silver was there, Taxi was with him. Well, that would be the meat for Duff Gregor. He knew the size of that slender fellow, and if once he could get his hands on Taxi, he was sure that he could give a quick accounting of him.

He hoped only one thing — that as he groped his way through the darkness, his hands might not encounter a body as large as his own, and enlivened by the spirit of a hunting tiger. He hoped only that he should not encounter Jim Silver, while Taxi fell to the share of Barry.

Gregor forced himself ahead, steadily. If he paused, he knew that the fear would sicken him and make him lie down, shuddering.

The thin ray came again and stabbed him right straight in the face. He wriggled aside from it, and fired instantly. Big Christian fired, also, and again the echoes in a double roar ran up and down the shaft and knocked several little landslides loose.

How did that devil, hidden in the darkness, know how to find a human face like that with the unshuttered ray of a lantern? How could he feel for and find it?

Then there was a stifled grunt just ahead of him on the right. That was the voice of Christian. The ray of the lantern split the dark again in a single flash, like the stroke of a sword, that cut across the dim picture of two huge men, the force of whose struggles was lifting them from the floor. One was Barry Christian. The other was Jim Silver. It must be he. Taxi was by no means of the same size, and, therefore, Gregor hurled himself forward through the darkness with a savage confidence. If he could beat the small form of Taxi out of his way, if he could dash forward into the open and seize a horse — well, better a life term in a penitentiary than five minutes more of this breathless hell!

So he half rose and dived forward, and a hard, compacted body of a man caught him.

The weight of his rush and the superior poundage of his body hurled the smaller figure before him. He yelled with triumph. He lifted the revolver over his head to bring it down on the other. And then the very superiority of his charge brought them both crashing to the ground. An instant later a vice clamped around Gregors throat. No, he had been caught in the crook of an arm, but it was an arm that knew its business. Red sparks struck across his vision in a whirl.

Well, he would settle the business of Taxi once for all. He twisted his right arm and the revolver in his right hand. And then his right wrist was caught. It was raised, and his hand was beaten down against the floor. The revolver spilled out of the nerveless fingers and rattled far away. Something hard struck big Duff Gregor behind the ear, and there was one red flash in his brain, then darkness.

He knew — sometimes the subconscious mind marks time for us — that his senses were gone hardly half a minute, but when he could see and think again, he was tied. His hands were bound behind his back, and his feet were lashed together. And he heard a panting voice that gasped out: Keep away from him, Taxi! Hes mine. Hes all mine!

Gregor, twisting his head to the side, could see the slender ray of the electric torch cutting again and again across the bodies that were locked together. They were on the floor of the shaft. They twisted this way and that. Then, tumbling once, suddenly they heaved to their feet again. Gregor saw the face of Barry Christian, and closed his eyes to shut out the picture.

While his eyes were dark, Gregor heard the sound of the blow. It was delivered with the fist, he knew. When he looked again, he saw Christian falling. Silver caught him in mid-air, turned him, dropped with him, crushing the inert body under his weight.

All right, said Silver. Its over, Taxi.

He almost got the knife into you, Jim, said Taxi. Are you hurt, man?

Not a scratch, said Silver. Lets have the light while I tie him.

He tied only the hands of Barry Christian, then he stepped over to Gregor and took him by the hair of his head and jerked the head back.

Gregor could understand. Big Jim Silvers name had been blackened; he had almost lost his life because of Gregors play acting. And now, shuddering, Gregor waited for blows delivered with the heel of a heavy Colt, blows that would spoil that resemblance between them, blows that would make him a hideous mask forever.

Instead, Silver merely played the light on him for an instant and then said:

I thought it must be you, Gregor.

That was all. But the effect of the words kept reverberating through the mind of Duff Gregor until it seemed that his soul was a mighty chasm, a great emptiness.

He knew then that there would be no personal revenge. There would only be the law. And in spite of himself, no matter how he strained his mind, Gregor could not understand. It was wrong. It was all wrong, he felt.

He heard Christian come to, groaning, and the voice of Silver said:

I wish youd lasted half a minute longer, Barry. There would never have been a need for a second wait in the death house, then!

They got out of the mine and to the horses. The prisoners were not lashed hand and foot. Their hands were simply tied behind their backs. Their horses were attached to the horses of their captors, and the first thing that big Duff Gregor noted was the presence of both the canvas sacks.

One thing stuck strongly in Gregors mind. It was when Silver said:

Look, Taxi. Thats the horse that they thought was Parade. Thats a bit of an insult, isnt it? Poor old Parade!

Well, it was in fact an insult, now that the two stallions stood side by side. Gregor could not have said wherein the great dissimilarities lay; he only knew that there was as much difference between the two as there is between painted and real fire.

For that matter, when he felt himself near to the real Jim Silver again, he wondered how even a five-year-old half-wit could have mistaken him for that famous man.

Barry Christian, from that moment, spoke not a word. He kept his head high, and stared at the moon. He looked like a poet drinking in inspiration.

It was Gregor who said: Well, boys, you got us. But howd you get at the sacks?

The wisest old man in this part of the mountains, said Jim Silver, told us about every inch of the country for ten miles around, and when he spoke about the old mine, I thought there might be just the ghost of a chance. When we came near enough to spot you, Gregor, we did a little circling about, and it wasnt hard to find your trail down to the creek. I suppose youd been down there several times a day to take a look at things. I dont blame you, but it left a bit of a trail, and we found it. Afterward, when you went down the hill, we went inside and Taxis flashlight showed us the way to the rock in the floor of the shaft. It was luck that we lifted it.

And why, asked Gregor, didnt you shoot us to bits while we were sitting out in the sun, in front of the mine?

Because, said Jim Silver, in this case it was more important to get the money than it was to get the men. Weve had all the luck, though, and corralled you both.

After that, they took the back trail toward far-off Crows Nest, going down first into the valley. What seemed strange to Duff Gregor was that the two men never congratulated one another on the success of their enterprise. Neither did they speak about any of the joys that they were to encounter in the future, when a shamed community would have to recognize its folly publicly. The trip was made almost entirely in silence, and yet that silence was big, for Gregor, not so much with the knowledge that years of prison life lay ahead of him, but because he was to be the eye-witness to the end of the great Silver-Christian feud, about which men had talked for years.

Well, even in a prison, Duff Gregor would now be a great man. There was no shame in being conquered by Taxi and Silver. Where the great Christian had fallen, he, Duff Gregor, could well afford to fall, also.

They rode out onto the narrow wooden bridge that spanned the river just above the waterfall. On clear, windless days, from the mine, Gregor had been able to hear the murmur of the distant cataract. He heard its more distinct roaring now, sleepily, and the hollow beating of the hoofs of the horses was unreal, like sounds in a dream, also.

Halfway across the bridge, Barry Christian showed what he was made of. He must have spurred his horse deep in both flanks, for the brute leaped suddenly ahead, with a side thrust that almost knocked Parade over the low railing on the opposite side. When that failed, as Silver reached out suddenly for his prisoner, Christian swayed forward, flipped himself out of the saddle, and in falling, struck the rail of the bridge.

The effect was to start his body spinning, and it spun all the way down until it reached the black, swift face of the water beneath.

Gregor, peering over the edge of the bridge, saw the water splash and leap under the impact. Afterward, they could all see the body of the man rise, spinning slowly in the twist of the current.

Taxi drew out a rifle, but Silver held out a forbidding hand.

The rest has to be outside of our doings, said Silver. The waterfall will finish Barry Christian.

They saw the body sweep down toward the rocks that fringed the edge of the cataract.

Jim, said Taxi, theres a chance that he could land on one of those rocks — and get ashore in some way!

Theres a chance, said Silver. About one chance in ten thousand. I wouldnt take that chance away from him.

He took off his hat. Taxi turned his quick, nervous glance toward his friend and shook his head.

The murdering devil, said Taxi. My hat stays on, no matter how he dies. He ought to have been burned an inch at a time!

Jim Silver said nothing, and Duff Gregor found himself staring at the big, handsome face of the man he had doubled; like a child he was staring and vaguely trying to grasp at the emotions that must be stirring in the great heart of Silver.


XXVI. THE RETURN
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IT WAS EARLY morning when the three rode into Crows Nest, but men are up early in the West, and the streets were already rather well-filled. They were quickly packed. Before the trio had gone a block, everyone down to the children had poured out of the houses. Even the crowd which had gathered at the house of Henry Wilbur in order to attend the auction, heard the word of what was happening in the main street and came flocking to witness the rare event.

And all was silence as fixed as that which had greeted Silver on his first coming into Crows Nest.

The explanation was there before their eyes. The double, who could only exist in fiction, was there before their eyes, riding the horse which was, indeed, a far cry from the greatness of the stallion, Parade.

There was such a crowding, a short distance from the bank, that the riders had to slow up; and then a few questions were fired and answered very briefly but very calmly by Jim Silver. Then the word flew wildly through the town that the night watchman had been no other than the great Barry Christian, and that Christian had been swallowed by the Kendal River, and whirled over the falls just above the town of Kendal.

At last, then, the great trail was ended, and the long and famous duel between Jim Silver and Christian had come to an end. Perhaps that was why the face of Silver was so calm, his eye so unlighted by any malice. No, the explanation seemed to be that the man knew how to forgive. His faint smile was as ready for the citizens of Crows Nest as, it seemed, for any other men in the world. But to many of the crowd the most interesting figure of the three was Taxi. He was younger than the others, and there was less that was impressive about him. For that very reason, when they measured him with their eyes against their knowledge of what he had done in that very town, he became a hero.

But Crows Nest was shamed. It was shamed to the heart. That was why there were no more than murmurs, here and there, in the crowd, as room was made for the procession.

It reached the jail, where Sheriff Dick Williams came out into the street and simply threw up his hands at the picture that greeted him. Then, before everyone, he went up to the true Jim Silver and grasped his hand.

Ive been a fool. Forgive me, Silver! he said.

Silver said, so that a great many people could hear him: How could you help going wrong, Sheriff? When Barry Christian built a plan, it always seemed as strong as a house. Im the lucky fellow that I didnt get my neck stretched. I had a lot of luck — and Taxi. Thats all that saved me, but I dont blame anyone except a dead man.

Duff Gregor went up the steps of the jail, and at the door he turned and looked down onto the street.

It reminded him of the days when he had sat at the entrance to the mine and considered honest men as toiling, stupid ants. Now he saw the toilers thronging about Silver. His last speech had started the shouting. The people waved their hats and yelled themselves hoarse for him, and still they did not know the best part of his story!

Well, there was something in honesty, after all, thought Duff Gregor. As for himself, there was the darkness of prison days. As for Barry Christian, surely there was nothing but the darkness of the grave. But reputation, no matter how evil, had come to Gregor, increasing his stature. That was why his head was high as he stepped along through the door and heard it clang behind him with a deep and resonant echo that chimed through the steel forest of cells.

Down the street, riding slowly, Silver and Taxi found their way through the crowd, until they came to the bank. There they dismounted and took two big, heavy, well-filled canvas sacks with them into the place. At the entrance, Jim Silver paused and rubbed out with his handkerchief the words which Henry Wilbur had chalked up not long before — that promise to pay with all that he owned in the world.

Silver turned and said to the bystanders:

Somebody please tell Mr. Wilbur that we have found the stolen stuff and it is all here with us. If theres a safe place down here in the bank, he had better come and put it all away.

Happiness makes more noise than anything else. It makes more noise even than hatred. Because hatred tears the throat with its roaring and is soon forced to silence, but happiness laughs and sings. And all of Crows Nest was laughing and singing.

That crowd flowed like a river to the Wilbur house. There it gave Henry Wilbur the news. It did more than that. It picked him up on its shoulders and cheered every step of the way that it carried him back to the bank. It picked up Ruth Wilbur, also, and with bad manners and much good nature, it swept her down to the bank, too.

You saved Jim Silvers neck, they told her, and Jim Silver saved the neck of Crows Nest.

They brought her right into the bank; they presented her to Jim Silver with that speech; and then they began to recede, still shouting and roaring and applauding their act.

As the roaring of the crowd withdrew from the big room and beat on the outside of the building like a sea, Henry Wilbur knew that his life work was saved. He knew that his bank had gained fame which was strength that could not fall.

He said: I want to gather my words, Taxi, so that I can try to thank you. Not to thank you, but to tell you a few of the things that this means. But wheres Jim Silver?

Hush! said Taxi. Dont call him. Dont trouble him. Dont even look at him!

In spite of that, Wilbur looked, and saw at the rear corner of the big room, half lost behind the forest of bronze-gilt steel bars, big Jim Silver and the girl standing face to face, she with her head thrown back, looking up with something more than a smile on her face.

What does it mean? whispered Wilbur.

Dont ask. Dont think. Hold your breath! whispered Taxi.

Then they saw Silver bend far over and lift the girls hand and kiss it.

And it did not seem like fancy manners, either.


The Dr. Kildare Series
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New York City, c. 1900 — after failing to graduate at Berkeley and having had his request to fight in the First World War denied, Brand was working in New York City as a labourer when a letter to the New York Times in 1917 led to a meeting with Robert Davis, an editor of Munseys pulp magazines. The meeting led to his employment as a writer on All-Story Weekly


Internes Cant Take Money (1936)
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Max Brand, created the character of Dr. James Kildare as a fictionalised version of his college friend, Dr. George Winthrop Dixie Fish, a New York surgeon. He first introduced the character in a short story, Internes Cant Take Money, first published in the March 1936 issue of Cosmopolitan magazine. A second Kildare story, Whiskey Sour, appeared in Cosmopolitan in April 1938. In these early stories, Dr. James Jimmy Kildare is an aspiring surgeon that leaves his parents farm to practice at a fictional big-city hospital and through his work, comes into contact with underworld criminals. The first Kildare film, Internes Cant Take Money (1937), based on the short story of the same title and made by Paramount, followed this version of the character (although with a greatly altered storyline). 

In 1938, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) contracted with Brand to acquire the rights to the Kildare character along with Brands services as a film story writer. Brand then made major changes to the character to fit MGMs idea for a new movie series, including changing Kildares specialty to diagnostics rather than surgery, introducing the character of Kildares superior Dr. Leonard Gillespie, minimisng the criminal elements and restarting the story from Kildares first arrival at the city hospital. Brand collaborated with MGM on its Kildare film series starting with the first release, Young Dr. Kildare (1938) and continuing through to The People vs. Dr. Kildare (1941). During this time, Faust wrote several original Kildare stories which were first published in magazines, later republished in novel form and made into films by MGM. However, the stories (and not the screenplays) came first and were published before the films entered production, rather than as movie tie-ins. 

Young Doctor Kildare was the first full-length novel featuring the character and was followed by Calling Dr. Kildare (1939), The Secret of Dr. Kildare (1939), Dr. Kildares Girl (1940), Dr. Kildare Goes Home (also known as Dr. Kildare Takes Charge) (1940), Dr. Kildares Crisis (1941) and The People vs. Dr. Kildare (also known as Dr. Kildares Trial) (1941) and Dr. Kildares Hardest Case appeared in Cosmopolitan in 1942 and this was published in book form later that year as part of Dr. Kildares Search – a compilation of Dr. Kildares Girl and Dr. Kildares Hardest Case. An unfinished Dr. Kildare story, Dr. Kildares Dilemma, was published posthumously in 1971 and cannot appear in this edition due to copyright. Neither of these last three were produced as films, but Brand continued to receive a credit for creating the character.
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Cosmopolitan, March 1936 – the issue that carried the first Kildare story, Internes Cant Take the Money
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Film poster for the first Kildare movie, Internes Cant Take the Money (1937)


INTERNES CANT TAKE MONEY
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JIMMY KILDARE USED to get away from the hospital every afternoon and go over to Tom McGuires saloon on the avenue. He always drank two beers. An interne in the accident room has to have the brains in his fingertips in good order all day long, but two beers dont get very far between a man and himself if he has a bit of head on his shoulders, and Jimmy Kildare had.

McGuires saloon was comfortable in a dark, dingy way. The sawdust was swept out only once in two days, and the floors were never scrubbed except the evening before Election Day. Just the same, it was a good place. It made Jimmy Kildare think of the barn out on the old farm. The faces of the bums and crooks and yeggs who lined up at the bar were sour, just like the faces of the cows and horses that were lined along the mangers of the barn — long, and all the lines running down except for their arched eyebrows with the fool look of the cows.

When Jimmy Kildare leaned an elbow on the worn varnish of McGuires saloon, it was always easier for him to think of home. The future to him was a great question mark, and New York was the emptiness inside the loop of the mark. Add a few strokes to the question mark and you get a dollar sign.

Jimmy Kildare used to think about that but he never dared to think very far because, when he began to dream, he always saw himself back on the farm in the frosty stillness of an autumn morning where every fence post and every wet rock said to him, Jimmy, what are you doing away back here?

The only times that he escaped entirely from those dreams were when he was working at the operating table, all scrubbed up and masked and draped in white. But even when he was going through the wards and looking into the life or death that brightened or shadowed the eyes of his patients, the old days and the terrible sense that he must return to them used to come over him.

He always wanted more relaxation from his work than those two beers in McGuires saloon, but he knew that his purse would not stand it. The hospital paid for his laundry. It gave him three meals a day of soggy food. Otherwise, he had to find himself entirely, except for an occasional lift from famous Doctor Henry Fearson. Fearson from his height had noticed Kildare in medical school and had made it possible for him to carry on when home funds ran out.

Perhaps it was pity that moved Fearson to make those loans. Perhaps it was a quiet belief that there was a talent in the youngster. Kildare never could decide what the motive was, but he loved Fearson. During the interneship Fearsons loans became almost negligible, possibly because an absent-minded genius like Fearson forgot that an interne is an unpaid labor slave. A lot of the other lads were the sons of affluent doctors, and they were always going places on days off, but they never took Kildare and he could not afford to take himself. He wasnt a very exciting companion; he wasnt good-looking; he wasnt stylish.

There was only one day at the hospital for him to write down in red, and that was the occasion when he had assisted at a kidney operation. In the blind red murk the scalpel of the operating surgeon made a mistake and a beautiful fountain of blood and life sprang upward. Jimmy Kildare snatched a forceps and grabbed at the source of that explosion. He reached through a horrible boiling red fog and clamped down. The fountain ceased to rise. Afterward the artery was tied off, and a blood transfusion brought the patient back to life.

That day the great Henry Fearson stopped Jimmy in a corridor and gripped him by the shoulder and said, Youve got it, Kildare!

Jimmy shrugged and hooked a thumb. That back there? That was just luck, he said.

But Fearson answered: Surgery is like tennis. Theres no luck except bad luck.

Afterward, Jimmy Kildare went to his bare concrete cell and sat for a long time looking at the wall until the wall opened and showed him a brief glimpse of heaven. Then he said: Henry Fearson — by God! and a great promise began to live along his blood stream.

Then the trouble started at McGuires saloon.

The bartender was named Jeff. He had only one eye. Sometimes he wore a leather patch over it; sometimes he wore a watery glass eye that didnt fit. He was, Kildare gathered, a real force in the precinct because he knew by first name practically every voter in the district. This fellow Jeff never looked at Jimmy Kildare. He always had his one eye fixed on the habitués of the place, for McGuires saloon had long ago ceased being a money-maker. It was merely a political nerve center vital to McGuires power in the town.

One day a man in a blue suit and green necktie came into McGuires saloon when Jimmy Kildare was having his beer. He was a big young man with a blunt, rather fleshy face, like a prize fighter out of training. He said, Hare ya, Jeff? Give me a drink, will you?

Then he dropped to the floor, with his arms thrown wide. The sleeve pulled up from the right arm and showed Kildare that the forearm was cut clean across, well above the wrist.

Jeff, the bartender, put a hand on the bar and leaped over it. He dropped on his knees and began to cry out: Hanlon! Hey, Hanlon!

Jimmy Kildare got out of the saloon and went back to the hospital. An interne who takes supplies out of the hospital is — well, he is a thousand times worse than a burglar, because he is trusted. But Jimmy Kildare took supplies from the hospital. He kept thinking of that young, rather fleshy face, battered, but somehow honest. Not honest enough, of course, or else he would have taken that gaping wound straight to a doctor.

Yet he might not be a criminal who dreaded having a doctor report his case to the police. There were many stories in the precinct of men who died silently, refusing to name their assailants to the officers of the law, and all of those who died in that manner were not thugs. It merely seemed that in McGuires following and among his enemies there were men who lived according to a new standard of morality about which Kildare knew nothing. And he determined to put from his mind all thought of the letter of the law, remembering only that great silent oath which dwells in the soul of every good doctor — that promise to relieve the suffering ones of this world.

He took from the hospital retractors, sutures, needles, iodine. He went back to McGuires and found the door locked.

He banged heavily on that door until Jeff looked out at him and said: What do you want? Get out of here!

Kildare said: Unless those cut tendons are sewed together properly, Hanlon wont have a right arm. The forearm will shorten. The hand will turn in. There wont be any power in it.

Hell! said Jeff, looking down at him. Then he said: All right! All right! He reached out, grabbed Kildare by the shoulder and dragged him into the family room of the saloon.

Somebody said, Hes dead!

Hanlon lay on two tables that had been put side by side. His feet hung over the end of one table.

Kildare said, Get out of my way. A big man barred him, arms spread wide. Kildare kicked him violently in the shins. The fellow howled and hopped away on one foot. Kildare shoved his hand over Hanlons heart and heard Jeff say: Cut it out. This is a kind of a doc. They got them over in the hospital like this. Maybe he knows something.

Kildare said: Hes only fainted. Be useful, some of you. He began to unwrap the towel, exposing the instruments.

Hes come and brought the stuff, said Jeff. Who would of thought!

Kildare began with iodine. Then he made two men hold Hanlons right arm. They had put a clumsy tourniquet above the elbow. Kildare got to work on the tendons. He made Jeff and another man hold the retractors that kept the wound gaping for his convenience.

Jeff said, It makes me kind of sick.

The other man said: Watch what hes doing, you dumb cluck! The kids got eyes in his fingers. Watch what they do!

Kildare put the tendons together one by one, matching the ends with care, and then securing them with mattress stitches, using threads of black silk. You could see the zigzag pattern of the little threads against the cordage of the tendons, all frayed at the cut ends.

Someone said, Who did it?

Another man said: Who do you think, dummy? Dennis Innis, of course.

Hell get Innis yet, said another.

He aint gunna have no gun hand to get Innis, said the first speaker. There wont be no brains in that right hand of his, even when this slick job is finished. The wits is cut out of it.

Kildare told himself that he must not think of the meaning behind that right hand. He kept on matching the severed ends of the tendons and making the stitches. Then Hanlon wakened from his trance and began to curse and struggle.

Jeff said: You damn fool, this doc is saving your hand. Shut up, will you!

Hanlon shut up. Suddenly he extended his limp right arm toward Kildare. Okay, he said, and kept his muscles flaccid. Only the loudness of his breathing told of his pain.

When the wound was closed and Kildare stepped back from his work, Hanlon sat up. Jeff and another man — he who had worked with the retractors — were rubbing the blood from Kildares hands with painful care. He surrendered his hands to them like tools of infinite value in the trust of friends. A warmth flowed like strong drink through his brain.

Hanlon stared at Kildare, saying, Who are you?

Oh, go to hell! said Jeff. This is Doctor Kildare. Hes a right guy. Oh, go to hell, will you!

Hanlon smiled. Sure, he said. Sure Ill go. And he looked down at his right hand, which rested on one knee.

For two days Jimmy Kildare did not return to McGuires. Then habit picked him up and shoved him through the front door. There were four men standing at the bar and Jeff, the bartender, was singing an Irish melody in a husky voice. Two or three of the others kept him company. Jeff broke off in the middle of the song. He went to the end of the bar where Kildare stood and focused on the doctor the blue-gray light of his one eye, warmer, suddenly, than sunshine.

I thought you was passing us up lately, Doc, said Jeff. What you having? The same?

The same, said Kildare.

The four faces turned and stared.

Jeff was filling the tall glass with beer. He said, to the beer: Yeah. Okay. Its him.

Nobody looked at Kildare any more. They looked, instead, at his image in the mirror behind the bar. Kildare felt their eyes more than ever.

Go hop on the phone, said Jeff.

Someone left the room. There was silence as Jeff brought the beer to Kildare.

Kildare tasted it. This seems better than usual, Jeff, he said. He never had used Jeffs name before.

Yeah, and why the hell wouldnt it be better? said Jeff. Beer comes that way. Good and bad. You know, Doc.

One of the men sauntered toward Kildare and said: Id like to meet you, Doc. Im—

You back up, said Jeff. Who dyou wanta meet, anyway?

The man stopped short and turned away, unoffended. He said: Okay! Okay! and went back to his place.

When Kildare had finished his glass of beer, he put the money for it on the bar. Well, so long, he said. So long, Jeff.

Jeff shoved the money back toward Kildare. Whats that for? he demanded, with a fierce light in his one eye. Now listen, will you? Quit it, will you?... And wheres your second beer, anyway?

Kildare felt giddy. Why, yes, a second one, please, he said.

The glass was filled for him. Jeff was scowling bitterly. He shoved the second beer onto the bar with a savage shortness of gesture, disdaining the money with a touch of his hand. But Kildare let the silver lie there.

The door creaked open behind him. Hello, Jeff, said the newcomer, behind Kildares back.

Jeff, in place of answering, wagged his head toward Kildare.

A big red-faced man with a whisky pungency about him stood beside Kildare at the bar. He wheezed a little as he spoke. His voice was husky but warm.

Im McGuire, he said. Pleased to know you, Doctor Kildare. Damn pleased. Like to know more of you out of the same keg. Whatre you having, Doctor? Dont mean to say you stick to beer, do you?

Hes gotta work. You know, said Jeff.

Yeah, sure. Sure, said McGuire. This is a pleasure, Doctor Kildare. By the way, a friend of yours asked me to give you a letter. He wants you to open it when you get back home... Make mine small, Jeff. Make it right but make it small. Boys, have something with me!

The envelope was stuffy and soft and fat. Jimmy Kildare went back to his concrete cell in the hospital and opened it in private. He counted twenty fifty-dollar bills.

He sat down on the edge of his bed. A man doesnt have to space out and span out a thousand dollars. It does for itself. And it meant release from prison to Kildare.

FOR two days Kildare fought himself with all the appetites of his years closing his throat. Then he went back to McGuires saloon.

Jeff looked at him with brotherly fondness and served him two beers. Kildare put his money on the bar, and Jeff took it, saying: You dont need to do that, Doc. But thanks, anyhow.

Then Kildare pushed the envelope across the table. It was resealed, but rumpled and finger-soiled. This is for Mr. McGuire, he said, and went out.

Afterward, he felt empty but he felt stronger, too. Like a man in training for a fight, fasting before the encounter.

He went right back to McGuires saloon the next day, and there he found McGuire himself at the bar in a brilliant checked suit. He looked at Kildare with trouble in his eye.

Now, listen, kid — Doc, I mean, said McGuire, without prelude. What the hell? I mean, I got the double of that in my pocket.

Kildare blushed as he answered: You see, Im an interne. Internes cant take anything for their work. Its against the rules. If an interne could take anything, people in the wards would bribe him to get the extra attention.

Wards? Whos talking about wards? demanded McGuire. Hell, Im talking about a job in my saloon.

Ive never done any jobs outside the hospital, said Kildare, getting redder than ever. Its not allowed.

You never did a job in this saloon? demanded McGuire, with anger.

No, said Kildare. I never did anything here.

My God! said McGuire. He added, Gimme a drink, Jeff.

But Jeff remained frozen for a long moment. Only by degrees was he able to thaw out and get into action. Kildare finished his beer and hurried back to the concrete cell, the smell of carbolic acid and the empty loop of the question mark which embraced his future.

IF you work very hard, one day rubs out the other. Kildare worked very hard and for a long time gave up beer and McGuires, until a telephone call summoned him, weeks later. He went over to McGuires place and found Pat Hanlon at the bar.

All right, you two, said Jeff, spreading his hands on the bar like a benevolent father. Hanlon went to Kildare and took his hand. He held it for a long time, while his eyes went over Kildare.

They certainly take it out of you guys at the hospital, said Hanlon.

Thats just the game, said Kildare.

Who wants to play a game where hes always it? asked Hanlon. Listen, Doc. Have a drink with me, will you?

Jeff whispered, leaning across the bar: Whats it going to be, Doc?

Kildare said shortly, I pay for my own, in here.

Come on. Aw, quit it, said Jeff.

Hanlon said, Youll have something with me, brother.

I dont drink, said Kildare, unless I can pay for it. A blind anger took hold of him. He was staring at the perfection of Hanlons clothes.

Aw, quit it! said Jeff. Listen, Hanlon, the kid dont mean it. He dont mean anything; he just dont know.

The hell he dont! said Hanlon, and turned his back suddenly on Kildare. He took three steps.

Are you gunna be a damn fool, Hanlon? asked Jeff, perspiring with anxiety.

No, answered Hanlon. He turned to Kildare again. Why be so damn mean? he asked. Look!

He held out his right hand. He worked the fingers back and forth.

Its okay, see? he said. I been to see a doc. He said what you done was a masterpiece. He said nobody could of done better. Look — there aint any scar even, hardly. Now, why be high-hat with me? You could have my guts.

Jeff interpreted across the bar: You hear, Doc? You could have everything hes got. Say something to him.

Kildare said: I cant have anything to do with you. That goes for the whole bunch. I like you all right. When I can help out any of you, I want to do it as long as you dont ask me to take care of a crook.

Hanlon aint a crook! cried Jeff. Hes the right-hand man of McGuire, Doc. Hanlons all right.

Im glad he is, said Kildare. But over there at the hospital they watch us all the time. Im only an interne. I like you all fine. I cant know you!

Hanlons eyes dwelt on the middle section of Kildares body. All right, he said.

Jeff again leaned over the bar. Does that go for me, kid? he asked.

Ah — I dont know. Im going back to the hospital, said Kildare.

Am I a thug? asked Hanlon.

I dont know, said Kildare.

Hanlon! shouted Jeff.

Hanlon straightened with a quick jerk. All right, he said, still making that cold survey of Kildares anatomy.

Kildare got to the door before Jeff said, Doc, for Gods sake!

Kildare paused. He could feel Hanlon like a levelled gun behind him.

Listen, Doc, said Jeff. Hanlon has a wife.

Thats all out, said Hanlon. Quit it.

Oh, shut your face, will you, Pat? demanded Jeff. His wifes going to have a baby soon, and theres no doc he can get. Income tax. Hanlons all right. But income tax. They want him. And theyve got the girl watched. Theyre waiting for him to go back to her. Understand? Hes gotta get her a doctor he can trust. Listen, Doc, will you take care of her?

Kildare said, Well, Hanlon, why didnt you tell me?

So Kildare went. It was a nice little apartment all done up in French-gray. Everything was simple. A new Pat Hanlon entered the world.

Kildare remained by the bed until the effects of the ether wore away from the mother. She kept saying, Is it a boy, Doctor?

Yes, he would answer, and her eyes would shine at him, only to grow dim again from the effect of the drug.

Then the baby began to cry, and the sound drew the girl back to full consciousness. She held the baby in the hollow of her arm and crooned over it.

Kildare went back to McGuires, where Pat Hanlon sat in the back room with his head bowed into his hands. He lifted his head and glared at Kildare.

Its all right, said Kildare. Your wife is a sweetheart, Hanlon. And now shes got a fine son to keep her company.

Said Hanlon, And hows my girl, Doc?

Kildare gripped his two hands hard together. He said, Shes the happiest soul in New York, right now. She wants me to tell you that she loves you.

Hanlon flung a sheaf of bills on the table. Will you for Gods sake take some of it? he pleaded.

No, said Kildare.

Do you despise me that much, Doc?

Kildare patted the big shoulder. I dont hate you, Hanlon, he said. But Im an interne. I cant take money.

But Kildares nerves were still shaking when he got back to the hospital, for perhaps the world did not need any more Pat Hanlons. He sat on his bed after he had made his rounds and looked at the tremor of his hands.

Doctor Henry Fearson had passed Kildare in a corridor, and he had stopped to greet his idol. Hows everything, Doctor Fearson?

Everything? Things never are right except in patches, said Fearson, and went on.

But the dark of the underworld still clung to Kildare as he sat there. His roommate came in and said: Only three months before we get out of this lousy hole. Where do you hitch up after that?

Kildare lifted his head. Fearson says he wants me in his office, he remarked.

Fearson? Thats a hell of an out for you, brother. Dont you know that?

Kildare said deliberately, Hes the finest man and the best doctor I know.

Oh, yeah, oh, yeah! We all know that. But he owes money that he shouldnt.

What do you mean?

I dont know, but theyve got him.

Why?

Something about money. We all know Fearson is a saint, but even saints can be framed. Fearson is framed. Theyre going to cut his head off. He can go work on a farm in about a month!

And Kildare thought again of the farm on the autumn morning. He thought of the lofty intellectual brow of Fearson, and that gaunt boy in overalls. He kept on thinking, and the next afternoon he needed his beer.

When he got to McGuires, Hanlon drew him straight into the back room.

Hanlon said, as they sat down to beer: Now listen, Doc. McGuire wants to talk to you. He says you could vote the precinct.

I could what? asked Kildare.

You dont know what people around here think of you. When you go down the street, does anybody speak? The bums along the pavement, I mean?

Yes, said Kildare. They come over to the accident room, too, and ask for me. Yes, they all seem to know me.

You been a coupla years around here. Youve taken care of a hundred dirty bums, and theyve talked about you. You wouldnt take money. You could vote the precinct, said Hanlon. They all know youre a guy thats done something for nothing. McGuire says: Chuck the regular line. Throw in with him. He can get you five thousand the first year, besides gravy. And then eight thousand, ten thousand and right on up. And twice as much on the side.

Im only an interne, said Kildare.

What are you thinking of, with that dreamy look? asked Hanlon.

Im thinking of an apartment all done in French-gray, said Kildare.

Aw, hell! laughed Hanlon. You could have ten like that. I mean, McGuire wants to cut you in on something rich. By the way, why dont you come see us? My wife gives me a temperature talking about you.

Id like to see you both, said Kildare, but tell McGuire Im not a politician. Im an interne.

You want the stuff but youre afraid to take it. Is that right? asked Hanlon.

Maybe, said Kildare.

What are you afraid of?

Im afraid of dirt that soap and water wont wash off.

McGuires got to talk to you himself, said Hanlon. You certainly are tough. Well, all thats left to me is my own personal angle. I mean, the old girl down there holding the kid and asking what have I done for the doc. Now listen, Doc. Dont be a damn fool. Ive got twenty-five hundred dollars—

I dont want your money, said Kildare.

Meaning its dirty? Meaning Im dirty, too? shouted Hanlon.

You take it any way you please.

Hanlons fist started. But it was only the flat of his hand that struck heavily across Kildares face.

Kildare came off his chair swinging. Hanlon caught his arms.

You sap, I gotta mind to wring your neck — I gotta mind to do you in! shouted Hanlon. Get out!

Kildare got out.

His nose was numb half an hour later, but his hand was steady enough in the operating room.

He was washing up afterward, when he said to his roommate, Any more about Fearson?

Aw, hes sunk.

How do you know? Kildare asked.

My old mans on the inside. He told me. Theyre going to make a goat of Fearson, said Vincent. Money. Hes got to pay off, and what the hell money has he got to pay off with when hes cleaned to the gills in the market?

Afterward, Kildare went to see Fearson in his office.

Are you in bad shape? asked Kildare.

Fearson looked at him.

You mean more to me than anybody in the world, said Kildare. Id give blood for you. Are they doing you in because you need money?

Whos been talking to you? asked Fearson.

Somebody. I hope its a lie. I hope Im simply making a damned fool of myself.

You havent made a damned fool of yourself. Its true, said Fearson. I played once in my life with crooks. Now theyve got me.

What are you going to do?

Im going to wait for the knife, thats all, said Fearson.

Ive got five hundred dollars, said Kildare. I can get my hands on that.

I need four thousand in cold cash by tomorrow night, said Fearson. Get that for me if you can.

He offered no thanks. Kildare went back to his room. He needed no supper. He needed no sleep. He sat at the window and let the light from the next street lamp show him the dingy world of house fronts across the way. Toward morning, he lay down and slept for an hour. His head was ringing all morning as he went about his work. Noon came and he swallowed a few morsels, but the thought of Fearson choked him.

That afternoon he swallowed his pride and made himself go to McGuires saloon. Only Jeff was there, reading a paper.

Wheres Hanlon? asked Kildare.

Jeff said, beneath a scowl, Hanlon hit you yesterday?

That doesnt matter, said Kildare. Theres a friend of mine in trouble.

Who is he? asked Jeff.

After a time Kildare murmured: You dont know him. Fearson is his name.

Fearson? Why, he — Sure I know him, said Jeff. Is he a friend of yours?

Friend? said Kildare. Hes the only friend I have. Then he added, smiling, Outside of you, Jeff.

Yeah, I know what you think of me, said Jeff. I know what you think of all of us. Fearson, eh?

Where can I find Hanlon? Ive got to see him.

Hanlons on the booze again, said Jeff. I dont know where he is. When the news got out what Hanlon done to you, his wife had hysterics. That drove him out of his house. He came here, and McGuire gave him hell. I dont know where Hanlon is. Hes been going straight ever since his son was born, but now hes on the loose.

You dont think I could find him?

Nobody could find him. Even McGuire cant find him.

Kildare went back to the hospital.

Doctor Reichmann came up to him after surgery. What the devils the matter with you, Kildare? he asked. You were all thumbs today!

What the hell of it? said Kildare.

Are you saying that to me? demanded Reichmann. You confounded—

Kildare walked away. A thing like that was enough to smash a young doctors career, he knew. The oldsters will take anything rather than impertinence. He was very tired. Nothing mattered.

He got back to his room. Someone announced a telephone call.

He went to the telephone. A deep voice said over the line, in a guarded tone, Is this Doctor Kildare?

Yes.

Theres a man lying here with a bullet through his lungs. Can any doctor in Gods world do anything about it?

No, said Kildare.

And then he remembered the new work in chest surgery. There was a doctor who had saved the lives of policemen shot down by thugs in line of duty. In the old days they used to give morphine to men shot through the chest. Morphine, and let them die. But the new doctor had showed another way. Kildare knew about it.

Nothing? the voice was saying.

Yes. Maybe, said Kildare. Why?

Thats all, said the voice.

Fifteen minutes later, Kildare was called out to the reception room. There were two fellows neatly dressed in brown suits, both wearing bow ties, both with the same hard, casual look.

You telephoned to me fifteen minutes ago, said Kildare.

Thats right. Will you come try your hand on our friend?

Have you reported that accident to the police? asked Kildare.

The pair looked steadily at him.

Will you come? said the first man.

And compound a felony? asked Kildare. And smash my reputation?

Theres money in it, Doc, said one.

And then Kildare remembered. There was no one in the world from whom he could get money except Pat Hanlon. And Hanlon had disappeared.

Wait a minute, said Kildare.

He went to Fearsons office. It was late but Fearson opened the door. All right. Come in! he said.

Whats the deadline? asked Kildare.

Deadline for what? asked Fearson.

That four thousand, said Kildare.

Oh that? said Fearson. He smiled, his mouth twisting. They do give me a deadline, like the villains in a book. I have till midnight, Kildare. Now, you go to bed and forget—

Ive been in jail here for a long time, said Kildare. Youre the only right man Ive met among the lot. Youve been hope to me, Fearson. And that means life, too. You keep on hoping till midnight comes, will you?

He went back to the two in brown and said briefly, I want four thousand dollars for the job.

Yeah? That aint what we heard about you. But I know strangers are different, said one of them, and he laughed. Want to see the money now?

No, said Kildare.

They put him into a fast car and shot across town to an obscure side street.

They unlocked the door of a house with a tall, narrow front and ran up the stairs inside ahead of Kildare. He followed them into a bedroom with a single electric globe glaring from the ceiling.

On the bed lay a man with a bloody bandage about his chest. He was thirty, say, and big and lean. His face was evil, and Kildare thought, If I help this man, Im sold to the crooks forever.

Where the bandage did not bind the man, the lean of his big arching ribs was visible. He was naked to the waist. He had on trousers and black shoes that no one had thought to take off his feet.

A man rose from beside the bed. Hes passing out, he said. Its no good. I knew it. Anywhere between the belly and the shoulders, and nothing helps them but morphine to make it easy.

You talk like a fool, and I dont want fools around me, said Kildare. Get out of here and heat some water. Somebody, take his shoes off.

He slit the bandage across. The hole was right in the lungs. It wasnt one of those lucky glancing bullets. It had ripped right through the middle.

The hole in front was quite a small puncture, rimmed with dark purple. The hole in the back was bigger. There wasnt much blood. That was the hell of it. The bleeding would be inward.

Kildare, leaning over the bed, began to listen and tap with a steady, hammerlike finger. He tapped all around and located the place where the hemorrhage was forming. When the blood clot had formed a complete stoppage, then the heart would move across to the other side of the body, and after that, only God could keep the victim from dying.

There was no hope — except what that new doctor had indicated. Kildare happened to know about it because Fearson had pointed out the new work to him.

Here the door to the room pushed open. Kildare looked over his shoulder and saw on the threshold Pat Hanlon and Jeff, with guns in their hands.

One of the fellows in brown had gone into the kitchen. The other two men stood quietly against the wall. One of them said: Heres Hanlon. Shooting Dennis Innis here wasnt enough for him. He wants us all. Watch yourself, boy!

Hanlon said: You guys keep your shirts on. Innis had it coming to him, and you know it. Doc, how come you to play with this bunch of louses? Get out!

Kildare stood up from the bed. He said: I want two dishes boiled in water. I want plenty of hot water. Listen to me, Hanlon. If Innis dies, youll burn. Youre going to throw in with these fellows and help me. If you do that, I can pull Innis through, I think.

You cant. Hes got it through the lungs, said Hanlon. The only right thing I ever done. Im gunna get you out of this dump. Come on, Doc.

Kildare cried out in a voice that was strange to his own ears: You murdering lot of childish half-wits, give me your guns!... Here, you, come out of the kitchen. Theres not going to be any shooting. Hanlon, if we dont fix Innis, its the electric chair for you.

The man came slowly out of the kitchen, his hands above his head, an automatic dangling from one of them. I guess I hear it straight, he said.

On that chair! shouted Kildare, pointing. All of em.

Five men piled seven guns in a glistening heap.

Its a new kind of game, mumbled Hanlon. Only the doc knows the rules.

Get that hot water in here, said Kildare.

Three of them hurried to the kitchen. Kildare began to swab iodine, and he took a big syringe the moment the dishes and the water were brought to him.

Look at him, whispered Hanlon. Stabbing him through the heart.

Kildare was shoving the needle right into the lung, two inches, three inches. That was the start of the new idea.

Jeff grunted: Back up, you birds. This doc is the only Christian in the world.

Then above the operation leaned hard-breathing shadows, closely grouped, a weight on Kildares soul. He could feel the cold of sweat on his upper lip. He drew out the plunger of the syringe, and the red of the blood followed and filled the glass cylinder. He squirted it out into the warm dish, with the citrate to prevent clotting. He found a vein in the left arm with the second syringe, and injected the blood back into the arm.

Hanlon said: I get it! Look, you dummies! He pulls the blood out of the lung sos Innis cant suffocate. Then he shoves the same blood back into his body. A regular blood transfusion. What he loses one place he gets another, and the old lungs dont fill up. Oh, does this doc know damn near everything!

Be quiet, said Kildare and went on working.

Jeff said: When you think what the kid can do! Look, Hanlon! Color is coming back into Innis face already. Whyd you go and sock lead into this bum, anyway? Even if he knifed you, you could let it go at that, couldnt you?

I thought he was too thick with my wife, said Hanlon. Hell, I see how dumb I was. Quit talking, Jeff, will you?

Yeah. All I say is its a damn good thing you got a buddy like me to keep you in with the brainy birds like the doc here, said Jeff. You took and socked him the other day, didnt you?

All right! All right! said Hanlon.

THEN it was an hour later, and Kildare was saying: Innis, stop talking. If you talk, youll kill yourself. Lie still. Ive given you morphine to make you sleep, and youll sleep. Just lie still, will you?

Innis whispered, with eyes closed, smiling: Hanlon always was a damn fool. I never could get near the gal. Then he stopped talking.

Is it gunna be all right, Doc? asked Hanlon.

He has nine chances out of ten, said Kildare. Thats all I can tell you.

Nine of your chances is better than ninety of the next dirty mug, said Hanlon. Doc, I wish you would stand up and take a couple of good swipes at me! Id thank you for it, while you was paying yourself back.

Kildare leaned back in the chair. One of the men brought a cold glass and put it in his hand. It was a stiff Scotch-and-soda. He drank it like beer.

The neatness was gone from Innis friends. Their brown suits were bunched around the shoulders. They looked at Kildare as one might stare at a being from the other world.

Thisll make you feel better, Doc, said one of them, pulling out a wallet and counting bills from it. Heres the four thousand. We make it five for luck.

Kildare leaned forward. And then Jeff stepped between him and the money.

Buddy, Jeff said, if you make a mug of all of us by trying to bribe the doc, Im gunna sock you myself.

Back up, Jeff, the man said. He asked for it, didnt he?

He was kidding you, you big stiff, said Jeff. Listen. Hes an interne. He cant take anything. He wont take anything. Hes too clean for that. Hes the only honest man I ever seen. Now, get him out of here, Hanlon.

The money had disappeared while Kildares hand was still reaching for it. He thought of Fearson and started to protest. But he was helpless when Jeff and Hanlon put hands on him.

They got him quickly down the stairs. Behind them, the man with the money called: If Innis gets well, we can all take the old stuff. Were friends, Hanlon.

Out on the street Jeff said: Thank God we got the tip and followed you. Dont ever trust yourself with yeggs like that.

Ive got to get back! cried Kildare. Ive got to get that money.

Hanlon said: Doc, did you want that dirty money?

Fearson— blurted out Kildare.

Jeff growled: Quit it, Doc. Fearson is safe. Nobody aint gonna worry him. Not after the chief knew he was your friend. You know who he owed the money to? McGuire. The dummy of a doctor had tried some gambling, was all.

Kildare stopped short. You mean its all fixed? he asked.

Listen, McGuire would fix hell if you said the word, declared Hanlon. Come on, Jeff. The doc needs a drink.

They rushed across town in Hanlons car to McGuires saloon. It was shut and empty. Jeff opened it up.

Whisky? he said.

Yes, said Kildare.

Jeff clinked out three glasses on the bar. He brought out a squat bottle and filled the glasses from it.

Will you have this on me, Doc? asked Hanlon.

Kildare turned and saw Hanlons eyes wide open, almost frightened.

Hanlon said, Id like to be able to tell the wife that youd been having a drink with me—

Leave him alone, dummy, interrupted Jeff. Hes never taken anything from us yet, has he?

Will you have it on me? pleaded Hanlon. Or would you like to smash in my dirty face first?

Kildare, looking through the dim plate-glass window, saw the glare of the night lights over the top of the elevated. What time is it? he asked.

Its eleven-forty-five, said Pat Hanlon, still waiting.

Ive got time for this one, said Kildare, and theres nobody Id rather drink it with. Heres to you, Pat.

THE END


Whiskey Sour (1938)
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This story originally appeared in this 1938 edition of Cosmopolitan
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Another tale of Doc Kildare, whom we saw on the screen in Cosmopolitans story, Internes Cant Take Money.


WHISKEY SOUR 
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A HAND CAUGHT Interne Jimmy Kildare by the shoulder and shook him, but forty-eight hours of almost constant duty had sickened him with fatigue and he could not be dragged back to consciousness in a moment. First the scenes on the old farm through which he had been dreaming had to whirl away and dissolve, like a landscape viewed from the last platform of an express train. Then he sat up among the heaped bedclothes where he had fallen only an hour or two before.

In the black nausea of weariness the room spun before him, and he made out only dimly the face of the orderly who had roused him. In a great hospital no interne should be overworked, but when Kildare became house surgeon and first tasted authority, he put his teeth into his work and hung on with all the bulldog that was in him.

The orderly bent over and called, Im sorry, but theres a pig-faced son of an Irish porker out there that wont see nobody but you. Name of Lafferty.

I dont know him. Im done in. I cant come, said Kildare.

Sure, you dont know half the people that come here yammering to see you, said the orderly, but the words gone around this precinct that nobody counts except Doctor Kildare. This Laffertys done for. You cant help him. Shot through the body.

Ah! said Kildare, and was out of bed instantly. He hit the floor, staggered, and kept on staggering until he reached the washstand, where he ducked his head under the cold-water faucet.

Its hell, said the orderly. Lemme take him a message that youre sick. You look like your face was thumbed out of dough.

You tell Lafferty Im coming, said Kildare.

He dressed as fast as he could, though his fingers were stumbling — those same fingers that had caused the West Side to adopt him as a sort of patron saint because of certain miracles he had worked with them. Small boys followed him on the street; groups of idlers saluted him as doc. He saw pictures of them as he hurried with blundering feet down the long corridor toward the accident room.

When he opened the door, noise thronged about him with a babbling roar. Four policemen and a pair of detectives helped to take up floor space. Two Negroes were screeching with the agony of deep razor cuts. There were a dozen patients in the big room, but Lafferty was not among them. A nurse took Kildare into the corridor, where the big Irishman waited, doubled over on a chair. He had knotted his coat around his body, perhaps in the vague hope that the pressure would lessen the bleeding of his wounds, but a double trickle of red spattered the floor on either side of him. One huge hand comforted his belly; the other held a pipe.

A big, red-faced policeman was saying, Go on, Lafferty; dont be a mug; leave them take you into the accident room and plug you up... Howd you come in on this, anyway?

He asked the question of a red-haired girl who was studying Lafferty with anxious eyes. She was delicate and lovely as a thoroughbred beside the massive, cart-horse strength of the Irishman. Afterwards, she remained a dim pleasure on the horizon of Kildares mind.

I heard a shot outside the door of my apartment, the girl said. Then a frightful crashing fall down the stairs. When I ran out, he was lying on the first landing below.

Didnt see anybody with a gun?

No, I didnt see a soul.

You wouldnt, said the officer. Heres the doc... Hey, Lafferty, heres Doc Kildare for you!

The big Irishman looked up, his face adrip with the perspiration of agony. Ah, the doc, he said. Then his head rolled back upon his shoulders as he fainted.

Before Lafferty recovered, Kildare had him in the operating room and was scrubbed up to assist the attending surgeon, Stewart Black.

Lafferty came to and waved two gigantic hands toward Black. You go away, he whispered. I want the doc.

Sorry, muttered Kildare. He doesnt really know what hes saying, doctor.

Get a stenographer, whispered Lafferty. Patch me up sos I can talk, doc. Im gunna tell... Then he fainted again.

Looks as though that bullet made a mess of his insides, said Stewart Black. But you take charge, Jimmy, and make up your mind about it.

Kildare thanked him with a twitching smile and was instantly at work.

He labored with cold sweat on his upper lip. Once weakness made his knees sag. Once he had to stop short until the tremor left his right hand.

When he finished, he looked up and felt the hard, bright eyes of the attending surgeon upon him. Beautiful! said Black.

Kildare tried to laugh casually, but he giggled like a girl.

You need a bed or a drink, said the attending surgeon. Go get it.

Kildare had hardly reached his room, ready to fling himself on his bed, when an orderly brought word that Doctor Gloster wanted him at once. Kildare dashed cold water over his face and went. He had a vision of himself confronting Gloster, who was the archangel of the hospital hierarchy, and he could hear his voice saying, Doctor Gloster, will you please go to hell? That inward voice made him shudder. He recognized fatigue like a poison in his blood.

Gloster was a hard, keen, wise old man. He handed Kildare a newspaper with a pencil mark against the item of a columnist. The item read:

We hear theres a young interne on the West Side who could vote the whole district. We suppose that comes from knowing the right people to take care of at the citys charge. Well, we may as well have our politicians out of the hospitals as out of the gutter.

Doctor Gloster said, Thats a reference to you, Kildare. Its not the sort of news we wish to send out from this institution.

I never intended— said Kildare.

Im not interested in intentions. Im interested in facts, said Gloster. I want no more of this. A man is what he seems to be. Leave your low-class cronies. You cant raise them; but they can pull you down. If this subject comes to my attention again, I shall have only one more thing to say. Good night!

Kildare went slowly back to his room.

He ought to sleep, but a greater duty was to say good-by at once to one-eyed Jeff, the bartender, and to big Pat Hanlon, and to all the rest with whom he drank his two beers daily in McGuires saloon; not to speak of District Leader McGuire himself!

It was true that they loved Kildare and that he loved them, though only for services rendered freely, from the heart. But Gloster was right. A mans life cannot embrace two such opposites as an interneship and the dingy cheer of McGuires saloon.

Kildare got out of the whites and into his shabby street clothes. He was delayed in leaving by a memory of his last look at Lafferty. The anesthetic should not have made such a difference in his appearance.

Kildare could not say what was wrong with Lafferty but as he recalled the greenish color, the wooden texture of the mans face, he went to the telephone and rang up the ward nurse. Watch Lafferty closely, he directed. Temperature, pulse, respiration — and the look of him. Then he left the hospital.

When he came to McGuires place under the elevated he pushed the door open on a busy scene. The tables along the wall were fully occupied. Half a dozen men leaned their elbows on the bar.

Hi! said the one-eyed bartender. Will you have one on me?

You know I like to pay for my own. Thanks just the same, Jeff, said Kildare. Can I see Hanlon and McGuire?

Wait a minute, answered Jeff, and went into the family room.

Big Pat Hanlon, dressed as sleekly as Broadways best, was in there, and fat McGuire with his usual cigar. There was also that pretty redheaded girl who had been with Lafferty at the hospital.

The docs out there having his beer, said Jeff. He wants to see you both. McGuire started to heave his bulk out of the chair but the girl said, Dont you want to talk this out?

I dont want to talk. That Harry of yours is no good, said McGuire Sure he isnt, she answered. Hes so bad that if Lafferty squeals on him, hell squeal on you!

McGuire slumped down in the chair. Go keep the doc talking for a while, he said to Jeff. The bartender left the room, and McGuire said to the girl, Now, whats all this mean, Meg?

Harrys scared to death, she said. He knows hell go up Salt Creek if Lafferty talks, and Laffertys going to talk. He was trying to all the time in the hospital. If Lafferty blabs, Harryll say everything he knows.

Harry dont know so much, said McGuire.

Its not what Lafferty and Harry know, answered the girl, but what they think they know. And theyll yell loud enough to get into the papers, Uncle McGuire; loud enough to knock all the politics out of you.

Yeah, nodded McGuire. My hands are clean, but theres enough dirt in some newspaper headlines to sink a saint, halo and all.

Thats no fooling, said Hanlon. But Lafferty cant talk. Hes got his ticket, hasnt he?

I guess he has, answered Meg, but faith will keep him alive long enough to do the dirt, and hes got the faith of a hunting dog in Kildare. Is that little mug such a great doctor as all that?

The doc aint so little, said Hanlon sharply. You see him doing his stuff and hes the biggest guy you ever met. If Lafferty needs five minutes of breath to spill the beans, the docll give them to him, all right.

McGuire said, My God!

Does the point begin to get into you, Uncle McGuire? asked the girl. Look, youve got Kildare here now. Cant you make it hard for him to leave?

Well? demanded Hanlon.

McGuire stared at him. Because I do a couple of good turns for that dirty rat of a double-crossing Harry, he said, because I paid him for some electioneering a coupla times, I gotta be pulled down in the dirt by a flock of yeggs like I was a gangster or something.

Dont cry about it, uncle, said the girl. What can you do about keeping Kildare away from the hospital?

I couldnt lay a finger on the doc, McGuire confessed.

Youre damn right you couldnt, said Hanlon.

You wouldnt let everything go crash because you like the doc, would you? said Meg to Pat.

Wouldnt I? said Hanlon.

Shut up, Meg, said McGuire. You dont understand nothing. Pat would of burned, once, except for the doc.

Well, let me have a chance at Kildare, said the girl. Hes waiting for you. Go breeze in from the street entrance. Coupla minutes later, Ill happen in through the family entrance. If red hair and green eyes make him absentminded thats nobodys fault, is it?

What you say, Pat? asked McGuire. I dunno, muttered Pat. If he wants to waste some time on a gal, I guess thats his own business.

That was why Pat Hanlon and McGuire arrived in the saloon a few moments later, coming in fast. When they shook hands with Kildare, he said, May I speak to you alone?

Clear out the back room, Jeff! commanded McGuire. Come on back, doc. Jeff, send in something, will you?

Jeff came into the family room with beer and a whisky and started out again.

Wait a minute, Jeff, will you? said Kildare. Jeff came back importantly. What is it, doc? asked McGuire. Over at the hospital, said Kildare, they want an interne to be just a doctor. They dont want him doing other things or being in other places. They dont want to have an interne talked about on the outside. Ive only a short time left at the hospital, and Ive got to do what they want. When I get out, all Ill have will be a surgical reputation — and it has to be good. You fellows mean a lot to me, but Ive come over to say good-by.

You mean you wont be dropping in for a pair of beers now and then? McGuire asked.

Ah, shut up! said Hanlon. Are you gunna make it hard for the doc?

Yeah, Ill shut up, said McGuire. Jeff said, Doc, you keeping away from us account of the hospital dont mean were out, does it?

Jeff has always gotta play the fool, said Hanlon.

But all three waited as Kildares eyes ran helplessly from face to face.

At that moment the rear door of the family room opened.

Keep out! shouted McGuire.

Its only me, Uncle Tommy, said the girl.

She came into the light, and Kildare recognized her. She wore a red-fox fur and a rust-colored tweed suit. Her hair was auburn; that and the green of her eyes colored Kildares mind with beauty and with brightness.

Im no uncle of yours, Meg, said McGuire. Go away and dont bother us.

Wait a minute, Meg. You keep the looks, said Hanlon. How you do it? What you use?

Cellophane, said Meg. Jeff, bring me a whisky sour, will you? Its on the house. Hello! Heres Doctor Kildare.

Hes no business of yours, said McGuire.

She looked steadily at Kildare and smiled. No? she asked. Not a bit my business?

Sleepiness began to run out of Kildare like so many scampering rabbits. Meg held out her hand to him, and when he took it, she drew closer to him, looking up in such a way that suddenly he felt tall and strong.

Think how long Ive been hearing about you! said Meg. But I thought you were a lot older, doc. The way everybody looks up to you, I thought youd be all gray, sort of. When I saw you in the hospital this evening I couldnt talk, I was so surprised. Hows poor Lafferty? Has he a chance?

I like to feel that everyone has a chance, said Kildare.

Oh, do you? murmured the girl. She took the drink Jeff brought in. Thank you, Jeff, she said, and added, I dont know why sour goes so well with whisky... But heres to you, doc!

Kildare found his beer and took a long swallow. When he lowered the glass, he was aware that Hanlon was muttering in the girls ear.

She said, Oh, quit it, Pat, will you? Try your weight on your own feet for a change. Why is the sour so good with the whisky, doc? You tell me!

Its the sweet and the strong with the sour and the weak — isnt there a saying about that? said Kildare.

Look! He had the answer! said Meg. Lets go somewhere and have a talk, doc. I know you have all the answers.

Id like to, said Kildare. But I have to get back to the hospital pretty soon.

Please waste some time on me, doc, she pleaded. Im not trying to put anything over.

The hell youre not! said Hanlon. 

Well take a ride in my car. Its a nice time of day, said Meg, and I want to talk to you about something. 

Kildare glanced through the plate-glass window. Darkness was swirling outside it. Id like it a lot. You mean you really want me to go? he asked. 

Havent I been begging? she said. 

Ah, well, said Hanlon to McGuire. 

Meg began to sing, Rum, rum... to Kingdom Come...

I knew you could sing, said Kildare. 

Howd you know that? she asked. 

Just by looking at your throat.

Is that good? Thats a honey! said Meg, laughing. Lets make a start, she suggested.

They went out to her car, a convertible coupé with the top up. As they started down the street, she began to sing a bit of a song about pone and mlasses. When her song ended, Kildare asked, Are you from the South, Meg?

Cant I be from anywhere I want? He said, You can be from any place I could take you. That doesnt make sense, does it?

Theres a lot of time wasted making sense that could be used to make better things, she declared. Wherell we go?

Anywhere, said Kildare. It doesnt matter. Just the going...

Good old Jimmy. You know! she said. She was swinging along under the elevated. Well slide up the Drive.

You wanted to talk to me about something?

Oh, nothing, really. What you think? Will poor Lafferty get well?

I dont know, Kildare said. Just what the bullet has done to him internally, I cant tell. But Im going to fight! She said, Dyou know hes just a poor mucker? Hes spent half of his life in jail.

I dont care, said Kildare. Where hes been or where hes going doesnt matter if I can keep life in him.

All the laughter, all the smiling sureness deserted the face that stared at Kildare. Jimmy, said Meg, I know why they all love you. I love you, too. All this while, the weariness had not left Kildare, but now the numb fingers of exhaustion were unclasped from his brain. Only a small pulse kept up a tremor high in his throat.

Dont say that, Meg, he protested. 

Im not ashamed. Im proud of saying it, she answered. It isnt as though I were talking to you for the first time Ive seen peoples faces when they speak about you. They all love you, Jimmy.

Yes. Like a brother, said Kildare. 

Oh, damn the brothers! said she.

She laid her gloved hand on his, and they looked at each other and laughed together. As he listened to that laughter of hers, he knew that the sound of it would never be out of his ears.

They turned at Seventy-second and so reached the wind that never dies along Riverside Drive. With his head back, his eyes half closed, Kildare watched Meg and let the breeze blow joy through his soul.

At last, far up the Drive, she pulled off into the semicircle which overlooks the Hudson and the cliffs of the other side. Night had covered New York; but from the Drive it was possible to see the pale end of day over the Jersey shore.

Nice here, isnt it? asked Meg. Your eye gets a jump-off into space. It makes me want to go places and do things.

It makes me want to be right here, said Kildare.

Meg took the glove from her right hand. A square-faced jewel gleamed on a ring. Youre happy, Jimmy, are you? He said nothing, but leaned forward and stared at her. The pulse in his throat was like a small, jabbing, insistent finger, a pain that was not a pain, but as though his heart had shifted up there. After a moment she melted back against the cushion, her head resting on the top of it, so that he could see the clean, pure line of her profile.

He raised her ungloved hand and kissed the palm of it. It was cool. It closed over his mouth and chin. He pushed her hand down and pressed it against the wild pulse that throbbed and ached in his throat.

When I hold your hand like this, he said, its as though I had you close in my arms.

Her lips parted. She said, as though she had hardly strength and breath for the saying, How real is this, Jimmy?

I dont know, he answered. Its never been this way before. Not with me. Do you feel it too, Meg?

She closed her eyes, and made a murmuring sound of content. He could have kissed her if he wished, but he refrained. Other faces blew past him on the steady wind — that freckle-faced girl who used to meet him at the junction when he rode down from the farm for the mail; another in high school, in college; a nurse, trim in her white uniform; but all of them had been no more than a touch of sweetness, like spring, to prop his eyes open while he saw invisible things.

Youre more beautiful. Is that why youre real? he asked her.

Ive always been such a fool said Meg. Do you know how big a fool I am, Jimmy? I could cry. Id better drive back. Otherwise, Ill be dripping tears and go smash in the traffic. I suppose Ill just take the thought of you home and cry over it. Will you go home with me and have a drink or something?

Yes, said Kildare. I dont want to end it.

You lie back and relax. Youre tired.

He lay back, his head resting on the top of the cushion, as hers had been.

She turned the car and started back.

The tar-thick blackness of sleep was welling up about him. His head kept falling. He slept...

When he wakened, the car was standing still. He found himself with his head on her shoulder.

Im sorry! he gasped, jumping up.

She had both arms around him; his movement pulled them away.

How long— he began.

It was just happiness. I dont know how long, she said.

They got out of the car and he went behind her uneasily, up the steps of the old brownstone house. She fitted her key into the lock.

Youll see me again, Meg, before long? he asked.

Why should I stop seeing you now? she asked, as she pushed the door ajar.

The hospital, he said. Ive got to get back. Good night!

You dont just say good night, do you, Jimmy? she asked.

He touched her forehead with his lips. Thats not a very big kiss, said Meg, still waiting with her head lifted.

A cold tremor shook Kildare. Youre beautiful. And — youre beautiful!

Thanks, said Meg, and stepped back into the doorway. Youre such an upstage idiot, Jimmy — you darling.

She vanished behind the door, which began to close slowly. He set a hand against it, cast it wide. She was standing right behind it.

Kildare got into the hall and shut the door behind him. One ceiling light poured a moonshine highlight down the balustrade.

You didnt— began Kildare. You knew that Id — You waited, Meg.

She said nothing. Only, when he came closer to her, she tilted back her head. Her eyes lifted, studied him, moved from feature to feature.

Someone else had looked at him like that, a thousand years before, in another life, but staring down, not up.

Meg! he said. He took her in his arms. Meg, you love me!

I love you, Jimmy, she said.

Im not going to kiss you, Meg.

No, Jimmy?

He stepped back from her. No, Im going to save all the happiness. Were going to burst out — like summer — like summer after winter — like blue heaven — you and I, Meg, when were married.

He got out into the street somehow and walked with his hat off, laughing a little to himself. His steps wandered as though he were drunk, for he was still seeing her as she had stood at that last instant, wide-eyed, stunned, as though a light had flashed and blinded her.

When he reached the hospital he went straight to Lafferty.

The nurse met him at the door of the ward and murmured a report. Weve given sedatives, but Laffertys terribly nervous. Theres something on his mind. You see the way hes rolling around? Thats no good for a man hurt the way he is.

Kildare leaned over the bed and took the big, hairy wrist in his hand. Hello, Lafferty, he said. 

Laffertys restlessness ceased gradually, and consciousness returned to his glazed eyes. Hi, doc! he murmured.

How are things? said Kildare. 

Queer. Sort of restful, said Lafferty. Like being asleep with your eyes open. When do they get a stenographer so I can talk?

You cant talk now. Just rest, said Kildare. He took the nurse aside. Watch Lafferty, he said. Record his pulse and respiration every hour.

Yes, doctor. What did you do to him just now? Hes as quiet as a baby.

Why — I — sort of prayed, said Kildare, and managed to laugh.

A moment later the nurse was saying with stealthy softness over the telephone, Lafferty is still hanging on. I thought he was dying a minute ago but Doctor Kildare brought him around and sent him to sleep like a child. I dont know how he does it, Mr. McGuire.

Weariness was so great in Kildare that he had to make separate efforts to keep awake, and each effort caused his heart to jump and sink back again like a horse unable to take the fences. He went dizzily through his round.

At eight oclock he was called to the telephone. It was Meg, saying, Jimmy, can you come over for a minute? In the background he heard other voices.

Im on duty, he said. Unless its terribly important, I cant come.

Jimmy, dont be a doctor all the time; be a darling and come over.

He thought of Gloster, waiting above him like a hawk at the pitch. One fault on his part, and Gloster would make an end of him. If I leave the hospital, all sorts of hell might break—

She broke in, Jimmy, will you come — for me?

Ill come, he answered, and turned from the telephone.

He saw the assistant house surgeon at once. Ive got to leave the hospital for half an hour. Will you cover me, Tom?

Leave the hospital? echoed Tom. Well, you know what youre doing. Ill try to cover you. But Gloster—

Ive got to go, said Kildare.

Got is a hell of a big word, said Tom. If some of those frozen-faced old buzzards at the head of the hospital get you down, theyll squeeze the heart out of you... Well, go ahead. Ill cover you all I can.

As Kildare got into his half-ragged street clothes, he kept telling himself that it had to be something important or Meg would not have insisted. He got out of the hospital, slinking like a thief for the first time in his life. As the taxi shot him north toward Megs, he sat forward on the edge of the seat.

They pulled up in front of the brown-stone house. He found the apartment bell and rang; the latch clicked rapidly.

Before he reached the second floor, a door flipped open, letting out a chorus of laughter, man-laughter. Meg stood on the threshold with a half-filled cocktail glass in her hand.

Hello, she said. That you, Shorty? Come in and meet the boys, Jimmy. Kildare went past her into a long, narrow living room. A queer dread gripped him.

Three men were in the room. One was pouring a drink from a cocktail shaker. A big, handsome fellow in a brown suit looked at Kildare with grinning curiosity.

Something about him sickened Kildare. He could look at nothing else. He could not even see the shimmer of the white dress that molded Megs body. She was a mist, off there on the horizon of his mind — the horizon of the past.

She called out, I thought you boys were all so big you ought to have a little variety. This is Doc Kildare. Hes the poor little fellow that wants to marry me. Stand up straight, Jimmy, and try to look like a real man! I forgot to tell you that I was married already. Meet my husband, Harry. Harry, shake hands with the doc.

Kildare could not see the other faces, but Megs remained in the mirror that topped the mantelpiece. She was sipping her drink, still smiling.

Kildare said, Im sorry I was such a fool, Meg, and turned out of the room.

Before the front door slammed behind him, Pat Hanlon entered the room by a rear door. He hooked his thumb over his shoulder. Out! Get out! he commanded.

Sorry, boys, said Harry. But he seems to know more than the rest of us about where we belong.

That was all anyone said as they slunk past the tall, rigid figure of Hanlon at the door. He slammed it after them.

When he turned, Meg had thrown herself back among the cushions of the davenport. You knew that he was coming? demanded Hanlon.

I sent for him, she answered. Youve double-crossed McGuire. Youve smacked us all down, have you? said Hanlon. You could have strung him along... The nurse says its only the doc thats keeping that crook of a Lafferty alive. Youve let us all down, and the yarns that Lafferty tells when he pulls through will make McGuire and all of us seem like dirty crooks. And what was that crazy stuff about the doc wanting to marry you?

He did want to. He told me so this evening, said Meg.

And you— began Hanlon, almost shouting. He stopped himself. Yeah, he said in a changed voice. You fell for the old doc, did you? Well, to hell with us! Hes worth the whole pack of cards.

Stop talking about him, she said. Hanlon poured some whisky into a glass. Get outside of this, he directed.

I dont want to be cured. I want to be sick, said Meg. Pat — he took it big, didnt you think?

He took it big and silent. Yeah, said Hanlon. He wouldnt take nothing any way else. Just big.

Its when they bleed inside that they die, isnt it? I want to die. I dont want to live.

Quit it, Meg, will you?

I dont know whats the matter with me. He was so nice, or something.

Yeah, you love the old doc, I guess, said Pat. So does McGuire. So do I.

We could have been so happy, Pat! Why did he have to want to marry me, and me hooked up to that big sap of mine? I could have kept Jimmy away from the hospital all night, but marriage! It broke me down, Pat.

Im sorry, Meg.

Shut up, Pat, will you? she said. I feel sick.

Sure Ill shut up, said Hanlon. I know how you feel. Itll be a month before you wake up in the morning and want your ham and eggs. Wait till I take the bad news to McGuire, though. Hell be off his feed for fair.

When Kildare reached the hospital, he did not try to sneak in unseen. He went to his room slowly.

He was changing into whites when the assistant house surgeon broke in upon him, crying, Theyve got you! Jimmy, Im sorry as hell! Stewart Black. Gloster. They know you sneaked off. Lafferty went sour. Everybody looked for you, and you were gone.

Forget about me, said Kildare. Damn Gloster and the rest. But Lafferty! Tell me about Lafferty!

High fever and delirious.

Sepsis?

I dont know. The head nurse was watching him closely because youd told her to. When he went sour, she paged you all over the hospital. I was there on the spot, but I couldnt make head or tail of Lafferty. He came to and began to call for you. You could hear him three wards away!

And then the nurse called the attending surgeon?

Yes, Black came and took a look. He wouldnt talk to me, except to ask where you were. It had to come out that youd skipped off duty.

All right, said Kildare.

Its not all right. Stewart Black hit the ceiling. Then Gloster came in. When he heard you were out, he says, You wouldnt expect such a good politician to waste his time in the wards, would you?

Ill go up and take it, said Kildare. Youve got the guts, said the assistant house surgeon. But theyre going to ruin you, Jimmy. Im sorry.

When Kildare got to the ward Stewart Black glared at him with a silent intensity of disgust.

The acid voice of Gloster said, Ah, I hope you finally lined up the votes on the right side, Kildare.

Kildare went over and took Laffertys hand. Lafferty, he said.

The eyelids fluttered. Hi, doc! Lafferty said, and smiled. But he relapsed at once into the delirium. His pulse was crazy. He plucked at the bedclothes with his hands. One of his hands seemed slow and useless. On one side of his face there was a slight twitch now and then.

In the army, said Gloster, they shoot a deserter. In this hospital — I can only say that it is a large hospital but that there is no room for you, Kildare.

Do you mind if I sit and look at him? asked Kildare. I know Im through.

I dare say you may sit and look, said Gloster, if you like to watch sepsis kill a man. He turned to Stewart Black, and said, Lets get down to the operating room.

They went out. Kildare sat down by Laffertys bed and took his hand. Lafferty, he said.

There was a shudder of Laffertys eyelids. Hi, doc! he whispered. The queer twitching ran up one side of his face. Instantly he was lost in delirium again.

Kildare closed his eyes. He was very tired... After a time he went over to the window and looked out. He could see a big star shining toward the west. It seemed strange that a star could shine over New York, where Meg lived.

He sat by the bed again. Laffertys pulse was slow and hard, very hard. He breathed more slowly, too.

Lafferty! said Kildare.

There was a shudder of the eyelids, a parting of the lips. No sound.

I think hes dying, whispered the nurse.

Hes not going to die, said Kildare through his teeth. Hes going to live. God wouldnt let him die, he added to himself. Not on account of a thing like Meg. Then he said, Get this man ready for operation. And send word to the operating room — to Doctor Gloster — that Lafferty is not dying of sepsis but of a fractured skull — a compression.

Gloster and Stewart Black came back.

An accurate diagnosis, said Gloster. Take Lafferty to the operating room... Kildare, if you wish to do one final thing in this hospital, you will be permitted to assist. Go scrub up — if you wish.

Kildare scrubbed up. When he got to the operating room, Stewart Black stood on one side of the table and Gloster on the other, looking like white-robed inquisitors in a torture chamber. Lafferty looked like one already dead; his face was a pale, purplish marble. The shaved part of his scalp was as white as paint.

His pulse is fifty, said Gloster to nobody. He held out a hand toward Kildare. A little scalpel glistened in his finger tips. Go ahead, said Gloster.

Kildare took the knife, looked into the keen, clear eyes of Gloster, and his brain grew as clear as winter starlight.

He went to work, cutting the section from the side of Laffertys scalp, holding the flap back with retractors. He heard the anesthetist say, in answer to a question of Glosters, I think its too late; hell be decompressed too late.

Kildare looked up at them. Its not too late, he said. Ill have no more comment in my operating room.

He cut the bone of the skull on three sides and broke it off on the fourth. It would grow better that way, when the piece was inset again. The blood clot was exposed before him.

Kildare lifted out the clot. From a small blood vessel blood was oozing almost inappreciably. With exquisite delicacy, Kildare picked up the ruptured blood vessel with small hemostats and tied it off.

He could hear Laffertys breathing. He could see the powerful rise and fall of that great chest.

Kildare paused, leaning on the edge of the table. Thank God! he whispered.

Black went out, and the nurses, and the anesthetist; there was only Glosters cold, drilling eye to confront Kildare after the senseless body on the table was wheeled out.

Gloster said, It was because Id banked on you so much that I talked that way. Was it a woman, Jimmy? Kildare reached out, mentally, for support. Gloster had called him Jimmy.

No. It wasnt a woman, said Kildare. I wouldnt call her that.

That was a beautiful diagnosis, said Gloster. A beautiful operation.

He walked out of the room. Kildare dragged off the operating clothes, washed, and went up to Laffertys ward. He sat by the high bed and stared at the huge bulk of the man under the bedclothes. It seemed to him that Meg stood on the farther side of the bed. He set his jaw. The ache in his throat brought tears to his eyes.

He held a forefinger on Laffertys pulse. It was quickening, steadier, softer. Lafferty, he said.

Laffertys lips parted. Hi, doc! he whispered. I can breathe. I can talk. Get this: I had a fight with Harry — McGuires man.

Ah, dyou know my friend McGuire? asked Kildare.

Laffertys eyes found Kildares face. McGuire — is he a friend of yours, doc?

Hes been as good a friend to me as anyone could be, said Kildare. Go to sleep, and dont talk now.

Lafferty stared sadly at the ceiling a moment. At last he whispered, All right. Give McGuire a ring, will you? Tell him I said everythings all right. McGuire or Hanlon.

Ill do that. Will you sleep, Lafferty?

Sure — Ill sleep! muttered Lafferty. There was no need to telephone. A moment later word came that Hanlon was in the reception room, and Kildare went down to him at once. The big fellow looked old and tired.

Hows Lafferty, doc? he asked.

Hes going to get well, Pat, I think. And by the way, he wanted me to tell you or McGuire that everything is all right.

He wanted you to tell us what? asked Hanlon with a sudden booming in his voice.

That everything is all right. He seemed to want you and McGuire to know that he was getting well, when he found out that you and I are friends.

Ah! Is that it? said Hanlon. He leaned heavily on Kildares shoulder.

Whats the matter, Pat, old fellow?

Nothing, breathed Hanlon. But if its that way — theres someone outside in my car. Shes crying a good deal, doc. Would you step out a minute?

Crying? said Kildare. And he went quickly out the main entrance and down to the curb, where the car waited. He pulled open the rear door and saw her in the darkness like an image in a well.

Jimmy — Jimmy! said her broken voice.

He sat down on the floor of the car and looked up at her. I think I understand, he said. It was an operation. You had to cut me out of your life. But your hand shook a little. Was that it?

Are you forgiving me? she asked.

A right sort of patient has to trust his doctor, said Kildare. And Im glad Ive heard your voice again. Its a sweet voice, Meg, and it will never get out of my ears as long as I live.

God bless you, Jimmy, and good-by, she said.

He got up from the car. Rain made a trembling halo around the street lamp and showed Hanlon patiently waiting.

All right, doc? he asked.

All right, said Kildare.

THE END


Young Doctor Kildare (1938)
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The first edition


I. THE COMING HOME

[image: img42.jpg]

THE THREE WHO loved him had prepared the house for the homecoming of young Kildare. From front door to kitchen they had polished and rearranged, and the only room left free of summer flowers was the parlour. This sanctum of the New England home had been turned into an office so that Dr. Lawrence Kildare could have his medical headquarters on one side of the hall, as usual, and on the other side would appear the brass door-plate of Dr. James Kildare, his son.

To be without a parlour was something like being without a face but Lawrence Kildare was determined upon the sacrifice because, as he said, they were welcoming Jimmy home not only as a son but as a doctor. The twenty years of schooling had ended; he had received his degree; and now he must be made to feel that he entered this house upon an equal footing with the oldest man in it. That was the way the elder Dr. Kildare put it, modestly proud of his own humility.

So they had stripped away the flowered carpet for the sake of a tan rug, replaced the family photographs with Jimmys framed diplomas from grammar school, high school and college. For the bric-à-brac in the corner cabinet they substituted from the attic reserves a solid mass of battered medical journals and antiquated texts; above all the round table with its bronze bowl gave way to a big mahogany desk. Martha Kildare found it at Jeffords secondhand store and her hands polished it brighter than new. Now she leaned to blow a speck of dust from the shining surface; with her handkerchief she scoured away the spot of mist which her breath had left; and then she gave her attention to Beatrice Raymond who was reading aloud, softly, the words which old Dr. Lawrence Kildare had written on the white scratch pad that lay in the centre of the desk-blotter. The gravity of the words had caused him to write them with care, like a schoolboy copying a text, but the tremor of his seventy years appeared in the capitals with which each word began:

WELCOME HOME TO MY DEAR SON, FOR EVER!

As she finished reading, Beatrice Raymond lifted her head and murmured: After all this, how terrible it would be— but then she was stopped by the anxious, searching eyes of Martha Kildare. Beatrice wore a summer dress of organdy with a flowery pattern climbing dimly over it to her brown throat. Now she held out her skirt daintily and turned like a mannequin. Do you think Ill do, Aunt Martha? she asked. For they were such close neighbours that they had to use family names.

Darling! breathed Mrs. Kildare. But dont you think you ought to wear the little jacket to the train? It has such a sweet ruffed collar.

It would cover my arms, though, answered the girl, and I think he ought to see how Ive improved. I was all elbows, two years ago.

As though your points were to be counted, and you were a prize calf, said Martha Kildare.

Calves twenty years old generally are called cows, remarked Beatrice.

Beatrice! — But what do you mean? asked Martha Kildare.

I dont know, exactly, answered the girl, only I hope its more than a calf affair—

Old Dr. Kildare began to be nervous about train-time. They still had half an hour for the eight-minute drive, but then there is always the danger of a tyre blowing. He bundled his wife and Beatrice into the car which had done five years of slow service and would do five years more.

On the way to the station, the wind fluffed the organdy dress and whispered in her hair with a small voice of unhappy prophecy. When they reached the station the doctor looked gloomily around, saying: Youd think some of the folks might have turned out to welcome Jimmy.

He never made many friends — but always fast ones, said the mother.

Well, chuckled the doctor, its true that he always hewed to the line and let his fists fall where they might. But maybe theyve knocked some of the fight out of him back there in Hillsdale — Whats the matter, mother?

I forgot to baste the turkey before I left, she exclaimed.

You have the fire turned down low, havent you? suggested the doctor.

Yes, its down low.

They got out and stood on the platform. It faced north, and even in August the shadow was iced with a remembrance of winter. An express-man wheeled out a hand-truck. Eccentric old Jim Carrington walked back and forth with a long stride, getting a good constitutional out of the ten-minute wait. Then Phil Watson and Jigger Loring and Steve Barney joined the doctors group, smiling, talking cheerfully about how fine it would be to have Jimmy back, and all the while their self-conscious eyes avoided the prettiest girl in town. If only Jimmy had not grown too big for the town!

Then the train was there on them, swaying its tall forehead around the bend, looking as important as a trans-continental limited. The engine shut off. It rolled on momentum; the brakes took hold, passing an electric shudder of vibration into the steel rails; the train stopped. A dozen people were dismounting.

Beatrice, he couldnt have missed it! whispered Martha Kildare.

But there he was getting down last of all with a time-bitten suitcase in his left hand and a book in the right, the forefinger keeping a place. That suitcase had been quite fresh and leather-looking when she helped to pack it two years before. Jimmy had changed, too.

He himself was aware of the alteration as he stepped down the platform, but he felt that the cool of the wind which fingered through his clothes was seeing him more clearly than human eyes. He had a new body. Physical labour had built him up and stressed the important muscles like underlined words on a page of print. He was not proud of that body which his clothes masked but it gave him a more secure and comfortable sense of equipment for the world he was entering.

He put the suitcase down, which gave him a left hand to shake with the three highschool friends. They said: Hi, Jimmy? and Whacha say, old boy? and You look great! Then his mother got to him. She was sixty years old, for Jimmy was a late-born child. She had a high-blood-pressure look, reddish purple high up the cheeks. She was too fat. Between elbow and shoulder the flesh bagged down against the sleeve. Age puckered her eyelids and the weariness of woman was in the eyes. He held her close a moment then turned to grip his fathers hand. The old man was standing too straight. A blow would break him now, for he could not bend. His old-fashioned, professional mask of sharp-trimmed moustaches and pointed beard seemed detached from the face like a wig that barely adhered.

After that he kissed Beatrice. She stood up on tiptoe and turned her cheek like a child being kissed by an older relative. They went on to the car. In the rear seat, he stood up his suitcase between their knees and made sure that his finger had the right place in the book. He made doubly sure by glancing at the page.

— after the fever has persisted with severity or even with an increasing intensity for five or six days the crisis occurs. In the course of a few hours, accompanied by profuse sweating, sometimes by diarrhoea, the temperature falls to normal or sub-normal.

The crisis may occur as early as the third day or may be delayed to the tenth; it usually comes, however, about the end of the first week. In delicate or elderly persons there may be collapse — 

What do you think of your Beatrice now? asked his mother, who was turned about to gloat over him.

Beatrice? Shes great, said Kildare.

It usually comes about the end of the first week, he was rehearsing in his mind, and there had been a thought knocking right behind his teeth, except that his mothers interruption checked it. He would have to pray that it might return; perhaps it was the diagnosis that he searched for. The question made him look again at Beatrice. She held up her chin and turned her head for him, fixing her smile.

Dont be silly, said Kildare.

Its only a prop smile, admitted Beatrice, but its brand new and I thought it was quite good.

See the new wing on the hospital? asked Lawrence Kildare.

No, said Kildare.

Hes thinking about something, decided Beatrice. What are you thinking about, Jimmy?

Look back and youll see it, insisted the father. More than fifty thousand dollars went into that. Its going to bring surgery right up to date in our town.

Kildare looked through the back window. The hospital had a block to itself, surrounded by trees which were set adrift by the motion of the automobile; the top branches obscured the highest roof of the building. His eye glanced on up into the empty blue of space.

Theyre all set for you over there, remarked the father. Youre going to have a happy interne year in our hospital, my boy.

Ah? murmured Kildare.

What are you thinking about, Jimmy? asked the girl.

Children hate questions, said he.

Thats right. Be nice and mean. Be yourself, she answered.

He watched her relax, suddenly, with her hands folded in her lap and her eyes considering him impersonally. She had a special way of slipping into herself and looking out at the world.

Then he was walking up the path towards the house, carrying his suitcase, the marked book still in his right hand. The others fell away so that he had to step first into the front hall. All the hours of preparing were wasted on him. His eye found the brass door-plate which announced Dr. James Kildare and remained on it.

It was all your fathers idea — oh, Jimmy, said his mother, if you ever grow up to be half as good and wise as — There! See what weve done!

Well, look at that, commented Kildare. He took an idle step or two into the room. How did you get rid of the old-fashioned funeral that used to be in here?

Jimmy Kildare! whispered Beatrice, fiercely.

Why, its great, said Kildare. He wandered about the room with the book still in his hand. Look at all these! He flicked his fingers over the old journals in the curio case. He leaned at the desk. There it seemed to take him minutes to read the words which the meticulous pen of his father had written on the scratch pad. After that he looked up at the surprise and pain in his mothers face. He straightened himself with a jerk. Who could want a better office than this? he demanded of the world at large.

Well, youve got sun, and air, and room for your thoughts, remarked the old doctor. More than I had when I hung out my shingle. A good deal more. You remember, mother?

But Mrs. Kildare was hurrying out towards her kitchen, and the doctor took his son into the vegetable garden to look over the shining rows of young onions. It was his belief that in the onion were locked up vital secrets of health and strength and long life. Sulphur and iron turn the trick, declared Lawrence Kildare. And so Ive got an iron sulphide worked into the soil. Youll have some of those onions with your turkey dressing. Come to think about it, Jimmy, was there ever a great nation that got along without onions? Greece? Rome? When they grow rich, the onion disappears from the table; weakness of the soul and the body follow, decadence. Look at Egypt. Egypt, too. Wherever you find civilised man, you find onions—

Afterwards, when Martha called that dinner was ready, he was saying: Im at the age which begins to get a bit weak in the knees, Jimmy, but with plenty of open air and with you to spell me, Im going on for another decade, my lad.

Of course, muttered Kildare.

He came into the dining-room with his father as a horse whinnied behind the house, beyond the vegetable garden. Kildare looked out the window at a big shining bay in the pasture.

Thats that Maggie mare of yours, of two years ago, he said to Beatrice.

Shes just six now, and full of beans, answered Beatrice. Ive taught her to jump because I know you like short-cuts across country. Try her later on and see if youd like to keep her.

Keep her? exclaimed Kildare. He looked sharply at the girl, sticking his head out as though he were searching for offence and ready to find it. He said nothing more.

But, Jimmy, his mother reproved, dont you think its the most lovely gift?

Its too lovely. I wont take her horse, declared Kildare.

Why, James— said the old doctor, amazed.

But Kildare had fallen into a brown study over the soup. He had hardly tasted it twice before he jumped up, exclaiming: I have to send a wire. Maybe Ive got it! Maybe Ive nailed it down!

What, my lad? asked the doctor.

Oh, an old fellow in the hospital back there in Hillsdale. Hes sick a month with recurring fever and nobodys been able to spot it.

Then they could hear his voice at the telephone in the hall, giving an address and adding for a message: Suggest Bed Eight has relapsing fever please advise what results.

Isnt Jimmy a little strange, Larry? suggested the mother.

Boys have to grow up, answered the old man, and a grown brain needs occupation.

Jimmy came back into the room with the distant consideration of thought gone from his eyes. He smiled on them all one by one, as though he were seeing them for the first time. At his mothers chair he leaned a moment to say: Its great to be back.

The mother and father shone with happiness. Only Beatrice kept examining him with a studious intentness.

Old Dr. Kildare said: What have you fixed on?

Youve never said what its to be — medicine, surgery, research, obstetrics—

I dont know, answered Kildare.

Ah, but you have a preference by this time!

No, I havent. Im not so keen on any of them, said Kildare.

Not so keen— breathed the old man. Ah, well, he went on, relaxing, it simply means that youre ideally suited to the life of the country practitioner — a well-rounded business that keeps your hand in everything. Lots of good minds are looking favourably on general practice instead of this eternal, infernal specialising....


II. THE DARK POOL
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AN OWL STARTED going ka-pooo-pooo, a fool of an owl who might have known that her sounding horn would frighten every young rabbit into hiding and turn the field mice into motionless little brown stones. No wind stirred to set the stars trembling, for the moon had turned the world to ice and covered the fields with silver; under every blade of grass its shadow was frozen fast in place. That was how it seemed to Kildare as he stood at his window, sleepless, but the night was as hot on his face as it was cold to his eye.

He turned, his monstrous shadow twisting before him on the floor. A fragrance of mignonette made the heat of the night more palpable. Once in his boyhood he had spoken of liking that perfume; a dozen years later his mother still remembered and that was why the jar of it bloomed on the corner table. He was stifled suddenly by more than the still heat of the night. He threw off his pyjamas, stepped into swimming trunks and tennis shoes, and walked out under the moon, his feet finding their own way along the path that moved crookedly through the adjoining empty lot.

He went on down McKinley Street and into the open country with trees walking slowly overhead between him and the moonlit sky. There in the clear the moon had the world to itself again until he reached the tangle of shrubbery and great willows by the river. It was a mere trickle at this time of the year but it was no spendthrift; it husbanded all its resources and spread them out like a purse of silver to make the big swimming pool. It was a famous pool. The boys drove twenty miles to come to its green banks; and he saw, at the bend where the pool turned out of sight, the sleek dark mark of the slide which had been used in the old days. In the centre of the water, the same old derelict of a tree showed the tip of its shoulder and one desperate, upflung arm.

He climbed to the top of the dead tree which made the highest platform for the bravest of the divers. It slanted out from the bank over a deep part of the pool — unless time and the soft current had drifted the sand-bank closer to the shore. He kicked off the tennis shoes and stood up straight. When he was ten he had stood there like that, showing his teeth with terror and hoping the other lads would think it a smile. They had thought so, as a matter of fact; that high dive plus the hardness of his fists had simplified his earlier years in the village school, but now he forgot the distance beneath him as he looked out over the trees at the little village. The street lamps were dim yellow jewels against the white dazzle of the moonlight. There was hardly enough of the town to fill the palm of the hand.

He gripped his body harder with his arms, then dived with a strong outward bound that left the stump shaking behind him. He thought he saw, as he shot down, a dimness of shadow under the face of the pool. Perhaps that was the loom of the sand-bank. But he made no effort at a shallow dive, cleaving deep until the tips of his fingers touched the ooze of the bottom; then he shunted himself up to the surface. The water yielded as life does not yield. He cut into it savagely, swimming a fast crawl, and then let himself drift face up. There was a bright star up near the zenith. He forgot the movement of the water and watched that single point of brightness until it began to shiver into rays; that was when he turned his head and saw the white figure sitting at the turn of the lagoon.

He stood up, treading water, and called: Hi — Beatrice?

Hi, said the girl.

He swam to the shore and sat down on his heels, the water from his body pattering down.

Whats the idea? he asked.

I thought Id cool off, said Beatrice. She was in perfect repose, leaning against a rock with her hands clasped around one knee. Her bare legs meant that she had a swimming suit under her dress, no doubt.

Girls never come here, he pointed out.

This girl does, she answered, and let it go at that, making one of those familiar pauses in which she was always so at home, and he so ill at ease.

He drew a little closer.

Dont drip on me, Jimmy, she cautioned in that calm voice of hers.

The shadow covers up your eyes, he said to explain his crowding. I never know what youre all about unless I can see your eyes.

She made a slow gesture, drawing her hair back from her forehead so that the moonshine poured freely over her face. While he studied her, another long moment of pause came between them and the frogs began to sing their chorus of soprano, alto, and bass, point and elaborate counterpoint that dizzied the ear.

Its no good, commented Kildare. Youre being sour.

No, Im not being sour.

Youre being sour. You always could subtract yourself from any scene from the first time I can remember.

Whats the first time you can remember? she wanted to know.

Ten years ago. I was sixteen. How old would that make you?

Ten.

You had straight knees; and your socks never fell down in wrinkles. Your hair was brighter then.

Im sorry the hair went wrong.

It isnt bad, when the sun hits it.... You didnt have that mole on your cheek, then; you had two dimples instead of one; there wasnt any cleft in your chin; when the wind hit your hair it simply exploded all over the place and that always started you laughing. You had a sweet way of laughing, for a little kid.... Are you only twenty, Beatrice?

For some mysterious reason she required another pause before answering this simple question. Im twenty, she agreed at last, and seemed to have a little difficulty in getting out the words. Why only twenty? Am I producing too many moles and cleft chins and things? Do I seem a lot older?

No, but youre sort of filled out. I mean — well, I dont know. Lets have a swim and I can tell better.

He stood up and faced the water, stretching his arms up over his head and yawning some of the days weariness out of his body, some of the trouble out of his brain. Behind him her clothes rustled. The dress fell to the ground like a patch of moonlight. She walked past him and tried the water with one foot.

You look fine, said Kildare.

She stepped to the top of a five-foot rock, and the water slapped softly together behind her feet as she dived. She came up in the middle of the lagoon.

You got a kink in your back and your head was crooked, commented Kildare. You were diving better two years ago.

Without waiting for her reply, he cut from the rock into the water, rising beside her.

Lets see you crawl, he commanded.

She turned on her face and crawled; Kildare followed beside her, his head raised so that he could watch. At the farther bank she made a racing turn that plunged head and shoulders under, but as she came up he said: Thats enough. Youre wallowing, youre not lying out straight.

Sorry, panted the girl.

I had all that wallow out of you, two years ago — and now youve lost your wind, too.

Im sorry, she repeated.

Sorrow wont get your wind back. A bit of roadwork would, though. If women would do some cross-country jogging it would be fine for their hips, too.

Instead of answering, she walked out of the pool, sleeked some of the water from her body with the edge of her hand, and sat down in the grass.

Come back in and let me see if I cant straighten out that wallow, ordered Kildare.

Damn the wallow, answered Beatrice.

This got him quickly out of the pool. He stood over her.

What did you say? he demanded.

I said: Damn the wallow! she replied, and tilting back her head a little, she looked up at him with a perfectly unmoved face and that blankness which always made him a little uncertain.

Sit down, Jimmy, she said.

He astonished himself by obeying, a reflex action so swift that he did not have time to think out this moment.

Stretch out and wiggle your toes and forget everything, she directed, and as he lay back she wadded the dress together and slipped it under his head. It gave him comfort, pressing up against the nape of his neck.

Beatrice— he said.

Well? she asked, absently.

Four years ago we used to sit and talk like this.

What of it?

But I was a grown man and you were only a baby. Great Scott, that would have made you only sixteen, or something. I never knew you were that young.

I never was, she told him.

What do you mean you never were?

I was born old, she said.

How old were you born?

About your age, I suppose, said Beatrice.

He studied this question and her face at the same time. There still was moisture from the pool shining on her sun-darkened skin. Where the chin rounded and the throat filled he considered the shadows that moved with her movements. Along the cheeks, the shadows became intricate delicacies.

A sense of comfort increased in him. It grew out of the coolness of the grass and the warmth of the air. Down in the pool, ripples still splashed along the shore but the quiet was returning. The troubles which had been wearing his brain threadbare were gone; he did not want them back.

Four years ago, he said, I was out of college and all that — and you seemed eighteen or twenty even then.

I put on long skirts when I was fourteen, she explained, and made father get me a horse.

Why?

You were back from your sophomore year and you liked riding. I put a mean bit on that poor horse. I used to make him dance and then talk big to him. You noticed me quite a lot that summer.

Are you trying to tell me that six years ago youd made up your mind— he began.

Ten years ago, she corrected. Some people are clever and do things fast. Some of us just find out what we want and keep pegging.

He turned his head and stared at her until she laid a hand over his eyes. With her fingertips, she read his face as surely as the blind read Braille.

You mean that when you were only ten—

Hush! she said.

She touched the lines beside his mouth.

These came from working in the grain fields, she pointed out, and from the first of the month when there were plenty of bills and not much money.... Heres the jaw muscle turning into tougher rubber all the time. This is what says: I will last out the day; I will live through the year; I will win that scholarship.

He drew a long, long breath.

If you werent making me quite so happy, youd be putting me to sleep, he told her.

These are all new — these long lines across the forehead, she went on. They say: What is it I want and when will the answer come? But down here between the eyes, getting darker and darker — these are the hours as deep as wells where nobody can go but Jimmy by himself.

He caught a quick breath which would not go out of him for a moment in speech. Then he was able to say:

I love you for that, Beatrice.

How much do you love me?

As high as the sky, said Kildare.

I see, murmured the girl.

What do you see? he asked.

Its only boy and girl stuff to you, still. And Dartford isnt big enough to give you room for growing.

He said nothing. With the ball of her thumb she tried to rub away the frown that had settled between his eyes. Then she said: If you have all of New York and ten thousand cocktail parties, and your name in the big papers, what does it matter when you get to your fathers age? And isnt his life good enough? If youve gone to your patients in a Rolls-Royce with a chauffeur or driven yourself in a Ford, in the wind-up, its just the sick people youve helped that matters.

Its not that— he began to answer. What makes you think that Im not going to stay here?

Listen, Jimmy. I know you so well that I could even pick out your neckties. I know how to shut up and never say a word when youre sour. You want clean shoes, but not shiny ones. You like to dance, but not with a big crowd. I know all your favourite desserts. I know every dish of your mother. Ive learned camp-cooking; Ive practised these two whole years with a rifle; I can even pack a mule and throw a diamond hitch and Ive hiked Collum Hill twenty times so I could be used to rock climbing and all the things you like.

But wait a minute. But, Beatrice, youre a thousand times too good—

Be quiet a moment. Jimmy, Jimmy, Ive got some money of my own, and we could buy the Andrews house with a small down payment and Ive spotted every good stick of secondhand furniture within twenty miles. Ive haunted every shop and dickered for low prices till they hate me.

He put one arm across his eyes; she watched the tension of his mouth.

There wouldnt be any babies until — well, until the right time came. She laughed a little but Kildare was silent. Then she drew away the arm which covered his eyes.

Is nothing any good? she asked.

Old dear, I want to explain—

You want to explain that women are great stuff and all that, but you have something else in your mind. One of these days youre going to wake up, Jimmy, and the girl who fills your eyes when you step out of your trance is going to get the sort of love that only comes once in a century. When that day arrives, I want to be there.

He put out his hand. She placed hers in it, palm up, watching him closely.

No, she said. Its no good. Not even with the moon helping. You simply dont want this girl.

I do, Beatrice, exclaimed Kildare. I think youre—

Hush! murmured Beatrice. Theres only one last thing to say. Thats about your father. Hes worked hard for you. If you go away — remember that hes an old man. Hes brittle with age. He cant stand up to shocks. And he counts on leaning on you from now on.

He sprang up to his knees, arguing with violent gestures of both hands. Id rather lose a leg than hurt him or disappoint him; but — I dont know how to put it — theres something in me that has to try to come out and theres no place for it in Dartford.

She became silent, her arms wrapped around her knees, her head back as though she were looking at the stars; but her face was blind with suffering.

It makes me sick to think that Im hurting them or you, said Kildare. And, Beatrice, how did you know that I wasnt going to stay home and put in my year as interne in that little one-horse hospital? How did you know?

Kiss me, Jimmy, will you? she asked.

He leaned over hastily and kissed her.

I do love you, said Jimmy. Youre more to me than anything in the world, practically.

Now you go along home, please, she said.

And leave you out here alone? Dont be crazy!

Ive got to be alone, she told him. She had her head back still and that blind face of pain frightened him a little. If I were going to cry about it, then Id want you to stay here and comfort me; but its not that way.

But sitting here — all alone — what are you going to do, Beatrice?

Im going to unravel a lot of knitting and start all over again on a different piece, she answered.

Of this he could make nothing. You really want me to leave you? he insisted.

Yes, she said.

He turned from her and went off with his head down, something like a guilty small boy. The chorus of the frogs cried: Boo! after him. He was glad when he was over the next rise of land and the derisive choral was gone from his ears.


III. FAREWELL

[image: img42.jpg]

THE REST OF that night Kildare turned in his bed restlessly. Sometimes he lay still, thinking out a new set of speeches with which he could break the news of his departure gently, but when he got up in the morning and dressed, he heard a thin-bladed hoe chiming in the vegetable garden and went out to find the old doctor already at work along the onion rows. His overalls, supported by sweat-stained braces, had fitted him snugly in days which Kildare could remember but now they flared out loosely around the hips. The flesh had dwindled from his neck. Only two lean fingers of muscle, under the brown of the skin, tried to support that big head.

He stood up and rested on the hoe-handle.

Youre up early, Jimmy, he said. But you add a lot to this landscape of mine. Even that mare over yonder seems to be waiting for you. Maybe shes heard Beatrice talking so much that she knows you by reputation.

Kildare put up his hand to a pain in his throat. He wanted to find the subtle, the frictionless way of getting at this business, but he had been unable to think of anything. He was not rich in the artifices of tact. He had quiet ways, but in the ultimate pinch he usually wound up by jumping at the throat of his affairs and then hanging on.

He said: Father, I came out to say something that I hardly can get past my teeth. I know youve counted on me here but I cant stay.

You cant stay — here? repeated his father, wondering.

Ive got to get to a big hospital. Theres a chance to place in the Dupont General in New York and Im going there for my interneship.

You dont tell me! said the old man. He looked quickly past Kildare into the distance.

Its like this, explained Kildare, sweating. The Dartford hospital is fine. Everything would be great over there. All the people would be kind to me for your sake. But — I simply have to get into a bigger place.

Do you, Jimmy? asked the old doctor. Well, well — I thought you hadnt fastened on anything in particular — medicine or surgery or research — I thought just a general kind of a training—

I have to see them in thousands — I have to watch them pass through in thousands — a hundred faces of every disease you can shake a stick at — Ive got to—

When emotion choked him off, his father said: Sounds kinds of wholesale, doesnt it? Maybe we are just a little retail out here in Dartford.... You know, Jimmy, if living at home would cramp your style a bit, I could arrange—

Oh, God, no! cried Kildare. It isnt that. Theres no place in the world I want to live except right here!

So — so — so, said the doctor, speaking as though to quiet a nervous horse. The hoe on which he leaned wobbled a little and the hands which gripped it were hard-clenched. It wont be very good news for your mother, Im afraid.

Im sorry, said Kildare, and hated himself for finding no more eloquent words. Ill go tell her now, he added.

He had turned away, anxious to have that face of controlled grief behind him, when his father said: Just a minute, Jimmy. Perhaps, after all, it would be a little better if I told her.

Kildare stood still and watched his father go by him. His heart was beating so that the whole landscape trembled. He walked over the pasture fence where Maggie, the bright bay mare, was watching him with a mischievous interest. When he came closer she grew alert for flight but stretched out her head to make a final, sniffing inquiry. Kildare gave her the back of his hand and with prehensile upper lip she began to try to grapple it. She was as mischievous as a kitten; for how could she be aware of human misery? But she pricked her ears and tossed her head when a womans voice cried out from the house, sharp and small with pain.

Kildare grabbed the top rail of the fence and held hard to it for a long moment. He had expected a difficult time but this was beyond expectation, like the difference between war in newspaper headlines and war in the bleeding field.

After a while he went over to the Raymond house and rang the front doorbell. Mrs. Raymond opened for him. She had given her height and her dignity of carriage to her daughter but she was as cold as Beatrice was warm.; Her husband died ten years before and now at forty she was accustomed to the premature winter of her widowhood. She said: Good morning, James. Come in.

He stood in the front parlour, where footsteps and voices were muffled by red carpet and plush curtains. The great brass andirons watched him with sparkling eyes. In the dead room they alone were fully alive. It was the most imposing room in Dartford and here middle-class respectability was permanently on view like a body in a state coffin. Awe inherited from the years of his boyhood descended upon Kildare again.

May I see Beatrice? he asked.

Beatrice was out late, said Mrs. Raymond. She paused. In the pause her glance coldly accused him of knowing only too well why Beatrice had been out so criminally late. She is sound asleep now.

I wish I could see her, said Kildare.

Mrs. Raymond started to make one of her more frigid replies, because she prided herself on being able to keep the proper distances in her little world, but a closer look at the set face of Kildare changed her mind.

She murmured something and went hurrying up the stairs. Kildare heard the knock at the door. After a while the voice of Mrs. Raymond exclaimed with muffled horror: You cant go down like that. Beatrice, what are you thinking of?

Of Jimmy, the girl answered, and her footfalls came down the stairs in a soft hurry with a windy whispering of clothes. She appeared to Kildare in a dressing-gown of green silk with figurings of yellow and dull red. Her hair was tousled. She had to stop in the doorway to pull on a slipper which was half off her foot. Then she came on to him, walking more slowly, examining him from a nearer and a nearer distance.

You did it, she said quietly, and now you cant take it. I know — Was it simply dreadful? — Sit down over here. Dont say anything. Talking wont help—

He took her in his arms. He put his face down against her hair and closed his eyes. Yet even with his eyes closed he could feel Mrs. Raymond stepping into the open doorway — and out of view again.

I dont know what there is about you, but you take the ache out of things.

He sat down on the couch and dropped his face into his hands. Beatrice sat close beside him. A touch or a word would have been unendurable but she did not speak, and he could see her slim hands resting in her lap, tied into a painful knot.

You know everything. Youre never wrong. Youre always perfect, said Kildare.

She said nothing. She was simply there, filling all space so that grief and evil could not come near him.

Ive had a beating and Ive come here to whine. Do you mind? he asked.

Its lovely to be usable, and to be used, she answered.

I told him and he just took it, said Kildare. After a while he said that if it was the thought of living at home that cramped my style—

Poor Jimmy! Poor Jimmy! she said.

He went in and told mother; and I heard her cry out — the way a woman does when — the way a woman cries when she cant stand it. Just one breath, and then nothing. Ah, my God! Dont comfort me. Maybe Im a rat.

Youre either the worst rat in the world or else youre just our old Jimmy grown up, said the girl.

The words shocked him out of his sorrow a little. He lifted his head and looked wildly at the future.

Suppose I go down there and dont do anything big? he whispered. Ive broken their hearts and Ive hurt you. Suppose after all I dont do anything big!

Dont worry about me. I think I like it.

Like it? he repeated, amazed.

Yes, like it. The kind of pain that your sort of man gives me.

What do you mean? he asked again.

I dont know, said Beatrice. But if you stopped to think and ask yourself where you were going, youd never get anywhere.

I suppose that means something, he answered. If only God would let me know exactly what I want to do — medicine, surgery, or what. Its like knowing that you have to spend your life working on pictures. Like knowing that you cant live without em, but not having the foggiest idea whether you want to etch or draw or use a camera or do pastels or try to whack out the big stuff in oils. But Ive got to be there in crowds — crowds of the sick — I dont know what Ill do to them, but Ive got to have them around, under my eyes, thousands of them. Does it sound crazy to you?

She made one of those thoughtful pauses. He waited, growing more breathless because her final judgment seemed so important.

No, its not crazy. Its just like you, thats all, she said. I dont know why its like you but it is.

The voice of Dr. Lawrence Kildare sounded in the front hall, speaking with Mrs. Raymond. Now he came into the room saying: Whats the matter with that boy of mine? Wont he let you have your sleep out, Beatrice?... Heres a telegram that just came for you, Jimmy.

Kildare looked into the steady old eyes for a long moment, making fierce inward resolutions. Then he tore the telegram open. When he had read it, he let it fall. He had the look of one before whom doors are opening rapidly, showing the way through great new halls of light. It was plain that for the moment he had forgotten everyone in the room.

Beatrice, without asking permission, picked up the paper and read aloud, softly:



FOLLOWING YOUR SUGGESTIONS FOUND SPIROCHETE MADE INJECTION IMMEDIATELY TEMPERATURE NOW BROKEN TO NORMAL CONGRATULATIONS AND MANY THANKS



JOHN CUTLER



Who was the sick person, Jimmy? asked the girl. Somebody you were terribly fond of?

Fond of? echoed Kildare, impatiently. I dont even know his name!


IV. THE WISE YOUNG MEN
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DR. CAREW, MEDICAL director of the Dupont General Hospital, did not wear false teeth because without them he looked like Cicero. He had the same bald dome and the same downward-sagging lines; he had the same general air of the wise bull about to bite. He added to the effect by earmarking himself as a man of culture; that is to say, he damned modern books, architecture, painting, music and in general the direction of our intellectual course. In the hospital he was considered a character, a reputation which is sure to give a man more leeway than is good for his soul. Now he was talking to the entering group of internes in his large office, leaning forward on his desk.

He said: We still are waiting for Dr. Gillespie, who takes an interest in the entering groups of internes. He prefers to be present when they are inducted into the service of the hospital. Gillespie is our internist. But you all know about him. He is a legend though he is still alive. Before he dies, he hopes to discover some young brain sufficiently intelligent to receive the heaped-up stores of wisdom which a great diagnostician has gathered in the course of a long life. During twenty-five years he has searched for such a man.

Carew, paused, joined the tips of his fingers together, and contemplated this gesture, which might have been one of prayer.

Perhaps, he said, gently, Gillespie will achieve his quest today; perhaps he will find his man among you.

The hope which Carew expressed in this manner was denied by the faint smile which pulled his mouth to one side.

Ah, he added, looking up, and here is Gillespie in person. Hurrying, as usual.

Here a door was cast open and Gillespie entered. A thousand tales of the famous diagnostician, a thousand whispering murmurs that travelled through the medical world, had prepared Kildare for his first sight of the eccentric, but still there was a shock. He worked twenty-four hours a day so that it often was said that he never was quite in bed and never was entirely out of it; that is to say, he always was preparing for the good, long sleep which he needed so much and which never came to him. On this occasion he must have been actually in bed and he had dressed in three gestures to keep this important appointment.

He was wearing a grey flannel coat with the collar turned up to conceal the nightgown beneath. The skirt of the gown, too casually poked inside his trousers, escaped to the rear and hung down under the tail of the coat almost to his knees. In place of shoes, he had stepped into carpet-slippers with elastic sides and rubber-padded soles. He had a huge dome of a skull with a windy mist of white hair on top of it and scraggy, scrawny features descending from the immensity of the brow. He was not a very clean antiquity. The grey stubble of two days beard covered his face. A bit of yellow egg-yolk was streaked in one of the wrinkles near his mouth.

He said: Good morning, everyone. That damned Conover didnt wake me up in time, and then he wouldnt let me come till Id had some breakfast.... What have you got here, Walter?

A number of learned young men, said the dry voice of Carew, and the man you want is surely among them.

I doubt it, answered Gillespie. But go on, go on! Carry on, Carew, and speak your piece.

Carew said: Young gentlemen, to tell you all that is in my mind would require time and time is the one commodity which this century cannot produce. Besides, I would rather be brief and remembered than discursive and forgotten. I take it that most of you come from institutions of culture, that Horace remains on the back of your tongues like the taste of his own Falernian, that Phidias fills your eyes and Bach your ears. Since all these things are true, or should be true, it hardly is necessary to remind you that discipline is needed chiefly by barbarians and therefore that you will be accorded from the first the liberty proper for free-born citizens of the world of the mind. However, in a hospital of this size there must be rules. To gentlemen of your capacity, worthy of being masters of your own days, these rules will be only the slightest encumbrance but if there should be one or two among you — which I doubt — who expect like children to saunter through the year in this hospital, if there by any chance should be one among you who does not love duty for its own sake, to him and to him alone I say that the Dupont Hospital treats every man as well as it can but as harshly as it must.

In the meantime, in the highest hope and expectation that the hospital will be worthy of you and that you will be worthy of the hospital, I extend to you my personal greetings. Dr. Gillespie, have you anything to say?

During this rhythmical incantation, Gillespie had shown the greatest impatience. He walked up and down the room, looking out the window at one moment, then scanning the internes, staring at the ceiling, or putting his hands behind his back to flop up and down the double tails of coat and nightgown like the wing-sheaths, black and white, of a beetle. Attracted by one of the internes, he went over to him, felt his shoulder-muscle, and then craned his neck around to peer into his face. Whatever he looked for he did not find and shook his head in manifest disappointment. Carew greeted three silent interruptions with some black looks but stuck to his lines like a good actor. When he was asked to speak, Gillespie was sitting at the side of the desk, using his thumbnails to clean the other nails of his hands.

After youve put em to sleep with your prologue, how the devil can I wake em up, Walter? asked Gillespie. However, come here, my boys!

The internes made a diffident movement towards him. He slapped his hands palm down on the desk, saying: What do you see in my hands? Come, now — look! Take hold of em. Turn em over. Look with your eyes and look with your brains and tell me whats in em.

The internes hardly dared to touch the hands of greatness, but they crowded their heads together, staring at the withered old paws. Big, blue veins wandered loosely under the skin.

Theres a touch of eczema here, sir, said one.

Bah! exclaimed Gillespie.

Slightly clubbed tips — thats a sign of pulmonary trouble at some time or other, isnt it, sir? asked another.

Rot! said Gillespie.

Kildare picked up the left hand and looked earnestly at a slight discoloration partly under the nail of the little finger and partly at the edge of the nail, like a small mole.

May I feel the epitrochlear gland, sir? asked Kildare, reaching for Gillespies left elbow.

The diagnostician jumped up and banged a fist on the desk. What the devil do you mean, young man? he demanded. What are you? Whats your name?

Kildare, he answered, with his eyes still on the left hand of the internist.

Kildare — Kildare — an Irish name, said Gillespie. The Irish are a useful lot on horseback. Maybe thats your talent, Kildare. Horses, horses!

And he strode suddenly out of the office. Broad grins, malicious eyes, turned upon Kildare.

Perhaps the rest of you feel a little grateful, commented the dry voice of Carew. The lightning rod has saved the house, I think — and perhaps Mr. Kildare will be less curious about elbows from now on. Your rooms have been assigned. You may go to them. He added: Dr. Kildare will kindly remain a moment behind the others.

The internes filed from the room. Their laughter began when they were hardly outside the door. When they were gone, Carew stood up and made a half gesture towards Kildare with a pale hand. Kildare took the hand gingerly in his own and dropped it at once. Carew said: My old schoolmate, your father, has written to me about you. I remember Lawrence Kildare as a happy nature but a casual mind. I trust that time has remedied the defect. As for you, I shall give you more than your share of my personal attention and trust that it may benefit you. I trust that Gillespies reaction may not be that of the hospital staff at large. Good day.

Kildare went down to the office to find out his room assignment. Since he knew none of the other internes, he had not even attempted to write down a preference as to a roommate. He discovered that his bags already had been sent up to Room 114, so he followed them through the clean shimmer of the halls. The hospital was so big that it never was silent. From passing subway trains or huge trucks in the street or perhaps cellar machinery, a slight tremor lived continually through the building. Footsteps never were done hurrying. Voices opened and were shut away behind doors. Life was so housed in enormous space in that great institution that these sounds gathered into the consciousness of Kildare no more loudly than the humming of a bee, a sleeping noise on a warm summers day. It was not a place in the world; it was a world in itself.

When he came to 114 he found a naked room with white walls and two iron single beds, two small desks, two narrow bookcases, a double washstand. His bags stood beside one of the beds. An adjoining door stood open, with voices pouring cheerfully through it.

He could not help hearing a fellow with a loud bass exclaiming: If you catch a cluck, were going to lock that door, Tommy, and close you in with him. Youve got to get somebody human for a roommate or be damned if you can share our terrain.

Kildare went to the open door and looked in on three young men in the midst of unpacking.

It seems that Im what Tom has caught, he said, in his grave way, and I hope Im human enough. My name is James Kildare.

They stood up and shook hands with him. Stanley Vickery, Dick Joiner, and Tom Collins.

If you like that long drink, youll like Tom, declared Vickery. And maybe you need a drink since Gillespie dropped on you like a hawk, but think of God joining two names like that together and expecting a man to live up to them all by himself? Wheres that questionnaire, Tommy?

This Vickery was a blond giant with a downright, battering, football look about him. His roommate, Dick Joiner, smiling and pudgy, did not look up to much unless that bulging flesh were muscle instead of fat. Tom Collins, to make the three as unlike as possible, was a dark-faced, long, light cat of a man. When the questionnaire was mentioned, he at once pulled out a long sheet of paper.

This is a short cut to knowing one another, he explained. School and college and medical school first, please. Joiner and Vickery are from Groton and Harvard; Im only from Andover and Yale, so they wont let me stay in the same room with them; but we can keep the door ajar and get some of the air from the high life, now and then.

I went to grammar school and high school in Dartford; then to Hillsdale for college and the medical course.

Hillsdale? murmured Collins. Well — next question — what musical instrument? Vickery fiddles, Dick bangs the piano, and I, brother, can handle the drums — if you could do things with a saxophone, for instance, or an accordion, or anything at all — ?

Sorry, said Kildare.

Nothing? pleaded Collins.

Nothing, answered Kildare.

Games are next. Where do you stand on that? Golf, tennis, ping pong, or what? Vickery used to smash himself to pieces trying to get through that Big Blue football line; now he makes a fool of himself at squash rackets. Joiner was a roving centre and a stumble-burn all over the lot. When he stumbled against Yale he got that vacant look that never leaves him. Now he does golf and tennis. As for me, I swing it, Kildare. Whats in the blood has to come out—

I box a little, said Kildare, and tennis makes a good quick workout.

Tennis — workout, said Collins, frowning at the paper as he wrote the answers down. What do you drink? Wine, whisky, gin, or beer? Dick sops up the beer and see what its doing to him; Stan loves the Black Label; and its the giggle-water for me, old son.

I have beer — now and then, said Kildare.

An odd little silence had settled over the room. Now and then, murmured Collins, as he wrote down the words. Now we get down to indoor talents. Can you make that seven come eleven, or does contract suit you, or poker, or do you ride the time away with stud, now and then.

I havent enough money to gamble, answered Kildare.

You couldnt make a fourth at anything? sighed Collins.

I used to play cribbage with my mother, said Kildare. Thats all I know about cards. I dont go in for them much.

Doesnt go in for them — much, wrote Collins.

Kildare could feel in the air a crossing of glances and the silence crept out from the corners of the room like a cold shadow.

Ill be getting at the unpacking, he said. He looked at them one by one, with a deliberation which was peculiarly his own. He knew in his very bones that they were the best; they were what he wanted. He hadnt known people like this at Hillsdale because Hillsdale did not have them; and there was an upward bounding of his heart as it came over him that perhaps here was a mighty, quadrangular friendship which might endure through all their lives. But all he could say was: Im glad Ive met you. Then he went back into his room.

The packing occupied him. The books he had with him more than filled his bookcase, but he made room on the top shelf for the double picture frame which held the photographs of his mother and father. He could hear low murmurs of voices from the three in the adjoining room; after a time Tom Collins came into the room, stepping quietly, his face dark, and just after he entered the door between the two rooms closed. It was done with care but Kildare distinctly heard the key turn and the bolt sliding in the lock. It was a shock to him. That hope of the great friendship vanished. It was as though that were a prison gate locking, and he on the prison side.

Collins, still silent, adjusted the dials of a radio in a corner of the room and presently the voice of a crooner was wailing rhythmically in the air. Kildare would not have protested for thousands of dollars but out of his impatience a faint sweat began to gather on his forehead and his upper lip. He had found in Hillsdale only one blessing: silence.


V. AMBULANCE
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DURING THE FIRST week they were distributed to fit into the various needs of the hospital. Kildare was assigned to an ambulance in the emergency service. A resident physician took him out into the ambulance court one evening and introduced him to the driver and attendant who would ride with him on calls. The resident was a brisk young man who was growing a professional moustache. He said: Heres your army. These fellows will do what you tell them. If this is your first shot at this business, let me tell you right now is the time to begin giving orders and never ask for advice. We have three pairs of hands with every ambulance but never more than one set of brains.

The driver and attendant regarded the resident with an eloquent blankness of eye. Both of them were men in the upper thirties but Kildare knew what the resident meant: Superior knowledge gives and demands the authority to command. Kildare lingered after the resident went inside again. The streamlined length of the ambulance, before the week ended, would enclose a part of his destiny the way a steel shell encloses a blasting charge. The attendant stood by, grinning. He was a pink-faced man with the neck and shoulders of an athlete and the loose good nature of a child in his face.

You look as though youd been in the army — you stand that way, said Kildare.

Marines, said a womans voice beside them. The infantry pulls the chin in; the marines, they stick it out.

Lay off that, Sally, protested the attendant.

Sergeant Jeff Weyman. Sergeant Beans. Thats what they used to call him. Thats how tough he was, continued Sally.

Go on and scram on out of this, will you? asked Weyman.

Im going to scram, agreed Sally. Hes a good boy now, she told Kildare, keeping her ironical eye fixed on Weyman as she spoke. Weve agreed that Im to scram and keep on scramming if he cant hang on to this job. But he still thinks that hes in the marines and that everybody else is gobs for him to beat up when he wants action. So long, Beans.

She went away, leaving the rainy dimness of the court still darker; for she took away something with her, as a pretty girl always does.

Long time? asked Kildare.

Two-three years, said Weyman. Shes kind of sour.

He tried to smile but his anxious eye still was following her through the rain.

Shes pretty, commented Kildare.

Yeah, but shes got me in the doghouse, said Weyman. Shes sour. So I gotta hang on to this job.....

They got their first call within an hour. Weyman went inside the ambulance. Kildare got up on the drivers seat. They were doing fifty by the time they pulled out of the long curve of the entrance drive and the siren cut loose as they swung into the city traffic. The rain came down in gusts and blind, thick volleys, like the spray blown by a storm off the face of a heavy sea. The traffic huddled in tangles and jams, bewildered under this downpour, but the scream of the siren kept reaching out an invisible hand which opened their way. The streets, brightly polished, were as treacherous as greased metal but the driver took an Irish delight in this danger.

A saloon was their point of call. A dozen men stood down the line of the bar listening to a radio crooner while they drank. The bartender came around the corner of the bar to show the stretcher-bearers the way. Stretched in a corner with a towel under his head lay a middle-aged man with a white bloat of a face. A policeman sat beside him. — 

One of these brittle guys, said the bartender. He takes a couple of shots and goes out like a light.

He oughta go to the can with the other drunks, observed the policeman, but hes got this little cut bleeding here behind the ear so I couldnt book him. Kildare kneeled and peered at the cut. The blood leaked out slowly. The drops distilled one by one. He felt for the pulse.

Booze, isnt it? asked the cop.

Or heart, said Kildare. Heart or whisky.

But why aint there much of a breath to him? demanded the cop.

Because hes hardly breathing, answered Kildare, and they got the senseless body into the ambulance.

The bartender came out to them with word that the hospital had called ordering the ambulance to stop for an injured man on the way back. Kildare, inside the ambulance with his stethoscope over the heart of the patient, listening to the wavering uncertainty of the pulsation, shook his head. Weyman said: Hes only one more thats out with booze. Sometimes we gotta cord em up like wood, they come in so fast.

Can you give oxygen? asked Kildare. Do you know how to adjust the face-mask?

Yeah, sure I know, said Weyman.

Let this fellow have oxygen, then. I dont like that heart, said Kildare as the ambulance stopped.

It was only three blocks from the saloon, a high, narrow old rooming house. Kildare and the driver carried up the stretcher. A coloured maid opened the door to them. She led them into a front parlour where a scented punk burned in a little vase. On the floor lay a youth with a deep, raw-edged cut across his head. A red-stained towel was folded under his head, and beside him sat a high-chested woman in an evening gown. She had a neck thick enough to bear a yoke, and from her lobeless ears dangled a pair of large ornaments. She sat in a rocking chair and wielded a big fan. With each sway of the chair she gave the air a stroke of the fan, keeping a perfect rhythm.

Its one of those places, eh, murmured the driver. One of what places? asked Kildare.

Ah, you know what I mean, said the driver, smiling. Minnie, get the gentlemen a drink, called the lady of the house. What the devil are you thinking about? The coloured maid disappeared.

Can you get this lug out of here before he dies on me? asked madame. Hes calling on a niece of mine and he takes a nose-dive downstairs because he cant handle his booze—

Did anybody give him a head start? asked Kildare, examining a bump behind the ear of the injured man.

What kind of a head start? asked madame, leaning from her chair, with an effort that made her wheeze.

He was hit from behind, answered Kildare.

Should a guy start a fight he cant finish? demanded madame.

Get the stretcher ready, directed Kildare to the attendant.

The telephone rang and madame picked it out of its cradle on the table beside her. Hello — hello — yes — yes, its here — its for you, doctor.

Kildare took the telephone. A sharp, barking voice over the wire said: Dr. Kildare? Pick up 111 Lester Street, right around the corner from you. Woman. Suicide. Gas.

Kildare swabbed the skull-wound with iodine and made a swift bandage. The victim began to groan, making a feeble gesture of protest with one hand. Kildare looked up the nostrils and into the ears with his pocket light. There was a slight coagulation of blood in the right nostril. He lifted the eyelids. The right pupil was enlarged. The pulse ticked away rapidly, between 120 and 130.

This may be serious, said Kildare. I think its a fracture.

Wouldnt you know it? groaned madame. A blackjack never was any good. Sandbags are the stuff. But listen, doc — you know what they would have done with that thug in most houses.

They would have rolled him out in the street, answered Kildare.

I wouldnt do that, I never do it, remarked madame. So give me a break, will you?

Everything I can, said Kildare. He picked up the head of the stretcher.

They rushed the senseless man down the stairs and into the ambulance. The rain came crash as they reached the sidewalk. It turned the street dim and brightened the pavement with the trampling of a million tiny feet. Water-dust flew up to the second stories.

Weyman, whistling blithely, was in the act of adjusting the face-mask for the oxygen as they pushed the second stretcher into the ambulance. Kildare looked into the grey face of the first patient and caught Weyman by the wrist, hard.

I told you to get that oxygen to him fast. What have you been doing? he demanded.

Take it easy, doc, answered Weyman. These mugs, they get a load but they can carry it.

Kildare, feeling for the disappearing pulse, said: How far away is Lester Street?

Around the corner, answered the driver.

Drop me off there and then get this man to the hospital, fast. Its coronary, I think. Tell them that. And this is a fractured skull. The next time I tell you to do something, youre going to do it, Weyman!

Dont get tough with me, brother, snapped Weyman. I dont take loose chewing from any of you—

Hand me the oxygen flask.

A moment later the ambulance had stopped. He lingered for a single breath as the oxygen reached the sick man; there was only a feeble rallying of the pulse. Get him back to the hospital and then work fast and soft with him. Dont throw him around, directed Kildare. You were too slow with him, Weyman.

The hell you say, answered Weyman, glaring with fighting eyes.

Kildare met the glance for a brief instant; but dignity was never a thing that he was willing to fight for. Get these two to the hospital and hurry back for me, he said.

He climbed down to the sidewalk and through the vague smother of the rain faced 111 Lester Street. It was built of rough bricks which gave it an unfinished look, like a face from which the skin has been flayed. Kildare looked at it through the downrushing of the storm and remembered some of the dingy railway stations which he had left behind on trains. In just such a place as this reputations are left behind, particularly very intangible stuff like the good repute of a young doctor.

He was ringing the front doorbell. The echo of it ran far back and walked up lonely stairs. The door opened. In the hall stood a man with a half-finished glass of beer in his hand. Third floor up, he said. Shes cooked.

Is she dead? asked Kildare.

As a herring, said the man.

Kildare trotted up the stairs. Two or three doors opened and people looked at him. Somebody said: They oughta get the stink of the gas out of the house. It aint healthy.

Then he came to the third floor. Three or four lodgers were loitering around a doorway. A woman with a mans squared face was in command inside the room, a greasy-grey face, with grey hair clotted across the forehead.

Get her out of here, will you, doc? she asked. It gives a house a burn name to have a thing like this happen.

The scuts — they come in off the street and dirty up a decent place.

Kildare stumbled over the strip of matting that lay by the bed with a rectangle of dust revealed beneath it. The window was open but the smell of gas still hung sweet and foul in the air. The rain, splattering from the window-sill, polished the floor with wet. From the iron bed one blanket, rat-eaten at the end, draggled down on to the floor; a sheet was pulled up over the figure of the suicide; only a fraying of blonde hair appeared beyond the upper edge.

Dont be taking the sheet away with her, said the landlady.

Kildare drew the covering away. She was young; he saw the hands knotted into half-formed fists. Perhaps those fingers still clutched a bit of life. His intentness on the trail of that life half-blinded him. He got the muzzle of the stethoscope over the heart at once. Sounds from the outer world besieged him, the storm, the traffic noises, and worst of all the stirrings of the people in the room, confusing the trail like leaves which cover the sign of the beast from the hunter. Yet in spite of these noises through the tube of the stethoscope he detected a ghost of a fluttering sound, a vague pulsation.

He flung the stethoscope aside and lifted the girl from the bed — weight about a hundred and twenty, bones well covered, no sign of malnutrition, age perhaps twenty-two. He called out orders for warm blankets, hot water.

Get what he wants, said the landlady to the excited roomers, but hell never bring her around. There aint a flicker in her—

Kildare had her stretched on the floor on her face, the left arm straight ahead, the right arm bent, her head lying over her right hand. He pushed a finger inside her mouth and pulled her tongue forward. The touch of her teeth made him think of the naked skull, all that flesh stripped away to the bare, blank essential. Her lips were soft and cold and dry, like cloth. He kneeled, putting his thumbs in the small of her back, his fingers spread out over the floating ribs. He began to swing his weight forward and back. He pulled out his watch and laid it on the floor beside him because of the frantic impulse to go faster and faster. Fifteen pressures a minute were enough. More than that might hurry and stifle the returning natural respiration.

A lot of hoorah for what? asked the landlady. Suppose he brings her around, shell blot herself out some other way. When they go nutty you cant do anything about it.

Get down and wait for the ambulance, panted Kildare. When it comes, tell Weyman to bring up the oxygen on the run — and give me a bit of cotton, somebody.


VI. THE BREATH OF LIFE
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FOOTFALLS WENT BANGING down the stairs. Somebody put a can of cotton near by. He pulled out a wisp of it and laid it on the girls arm near her lips. Then he resumed that rhythmical pressing, relaxing, pressing, swinging his body to give it force. Five minutes of the Schaefer Method and you know youve been doing something; fifteen minutes and you may be done in. However, he was not thinking about fatigue just now. He said: Somebody help me?

A girl with a colourless pigtail of blonde hair flopped down on her knees beside him. She was not more than ten. Her dirty hands were doubled into fists and her eyes glittered with eagerness.

Ill help — leave me help, she begged.

Watch that bit of cotton near her lips. Tell me when it stirs. Tell me when her breath stirs it.

Maggie, get away from that thing! called an angry woman.

Maggie stiffened straight up from her knees. Shut up and leave me be! she shouted.

Weyman was there with the oxygen a moment later and adjusted the face-mask.

Maggie was swaying back and forth, maintaining an unconscious imitation of Kildare. She breathed deeply, to inspire breathing in the suicide; her white face turned red. Once Kildare smiled at her and she twisted her lips in an effort to smile back. His arms were numb with effort. Hands kept fumbling about him as more blankets were swathed around the body on which he worked.

Take my place here, Kildare directed Weyman. Its the Schaefer Method. Understand?

Yeah, but shes out like a light, said Weyman, scowling as he took Kildares position. Whats the use getting dirty hands for nothing?

Slower! commanded Kildare. Fifteen to the minute, and no faster. Put your back into it—

He tried his stethoscope on her side but he could get nothing. He felt her body and found it still deathly cold. Her colour was very cyanotic. He opened his case, filled a syringe, and gave an injection of the respiratory stimulant, coramine. Her skin was gooseflesh, slightly rough to the touch. After that he looked up at the animal, curious faces which thronged the doorway. He could not endure the sight of them. Out in Dartford all the faces are kindly; it never rains in Dartford except softly, to nourish the earth; in Dartford the sun shines every day. He took off the mask. He pulled up her eyelids and one glance at the lifeless eyes was enough to take the heart out of him. He pinched the blue out of a fingernail, then studied the return of the colour. He pulled out her lower lip, pinched it white. Into the white ran a faint cherry red, a stain of life dimmer than the first pale breath of dawn in the sky.

Get away from her, he said to Weyman. Ill take her now.

Leave me try, doc. Im getting the swing of it. Leave me carry on, urged Weyman, staring with an odd hunger at the half-hidden face of the girl.

But Kildare brushed him aside and took his place. Perhaps one worker was as good as another, but he had a queer feeling that the necessary electric impulse could flow out of his hands alone. In the meantime, until natural respiration began, in spite of the blankets the outer cold was soaking gradually deeper and deeper into the body. Like water it might touch the ultimate spark and then all would be darkness for ever.

Look! Look! screamed Maggie. Its moved! Its moved! Shes breathing—

She began to sob. She had her upper lip caught in her teeth so that no breath of hers might touch the tell-tale cotton and give a false sign of returning life.

Shes stopped again! whispered Maggie.

Is she your sister? Kildare whispered to Maggie. Shes nobodys sister in this house; shes just a thing off the streets, said the landlady.

The blue pallor began to alter in the face of the suicide. Kildare, sitting back on his haunches, kept his hands lightly in place and felt the answering respiration begin, swell, fade away, and begin again. His eyes burned with the sweat that ran down into them. Maggie took a soiled handkerchief and mopped his face. You wont let her die, will you? she asked. Look at how careful shes made. Look at how beautiful.

Kildare looked, but his concern was not with pretty details. Now that she was alive he knew that he had wanted to save her in order to learn what had caused this attempt on her life. Causes matter more than cures, whether of body or soul. Maggie caught his arm with both hands and, looking up at him, exploded: Youre good! He could not find an answer. This adoring gratitude left him a trifle bewildered and ashamed.

He had the ambulance drive slowly so that he could maintain the artificial respiration all the way back to the hospital; he kept it up even as he walked beside the stretcher which took the girl into the emergency ward. By this time, the cyanotic colour had diminished and the natural tint was returning.

That was when her lips stirred. With head bowed close, he listened to a breath of words.

 — mon mestier et mon art— she said.

A quick-step of excitement began in the ward. Four or five nurses appeared about the stretcher in a cluster. They held their heads on one side to peer more closely at this patient, and glanced at one another with a sort of furtive pleasure. They seemed both alarmed and delighted. Kildare had not the least idea why.

Their swift hands had her in a bed. They were bringing fresh, soft blankets to swathe her. The blanket which was nearest to her throat was deeply fringed with red, the danger flag which told everyone that this was a critical case. They were packing hot-water bags around her to prevent the deadly chill. Kildare, with one hand on her pulse, watched and counted the respirations. They were very shallow. Between each one he despaired of seeing the next begin; but gradually the pulse was touching his fingertips with a more assured pressure, though still uncertain and wavering, like the steps of a child that is learning to walk.

A mans voice, vaguely familiar, said: Wheres the beauty youre telling me about?

Shut up! commanded Kildare, for at that moment the lips of the girl had moved, and he was leaning forward to catch the words. All he could hear was:  — et mon art—

The same mans voice repeated: This is the beauty, is it?

What beauty? snapped Kildare. Be still, will you?

Doctor! gasped the nurse. This is Dr. Gillespie!

The name froze up Kildares brain like an exquisitely subtle anaesthetic. He looked up and saw the great diagnostician wearing a face newly clean from the razor. A white coat shone on him.

The great Gillespie taking her pulse said: She will live — she will live. But youre right, nurse. I never saw anything more lovely; nor anything stranger than a young doctor who had no eye to see what he was working on.

Kildare, rallying himself from his work like a man stepping out of darkness, looked at his patient again with eyes that saw her for the first time, and understood at last the excitement of the nurses over this patient. That straggle of blonde hair turned into red-gold out of a medieval ballad. It was not bobbed but flowed down after the fashion of older and wiser centuries around a perfect face. He remembered what Maggie had said. In fact she was made careful. He forgot her again as he stared at the great Gillespie.

Im sorry, sir, he said.

Sorry for what? Damn your sorrow, said Gillespies organ bass of a voice. Sorry you didnt have eyes to see her, or a heart to tell you by instinct what to look for? Dont tell me about it. Tell God that youre sorry he made you that way — Ill take care of this case, doctor—

A nurse, looking at Kildare with curiously contemptuous eyes, remarked: The reporters are waiting for you, Dr. Kildare.

Kildare? Kildare? I remember the name, echoed Gillespie as Kildare went out of the ward. In this manner he was blacklisted by the finest brain in the hospital. For that matter, was there in the whole country, or even in the world, a greater diagnostician than this same Gillespie who had given up his life to medicine like a monk, rendering up his days to the service of heaven? This Gillespie, this text of illimitable knowledge, would be a closed book to him from now on. He had begun his interneship with a disaster.

As he came down the corridor he heard the voice of his ambulance driver saying: This is the one. Kildare is his name.

He faced them, waiting.

The ambulance driver stood back and three brisk young men came up to Kildare, pulling notebooks out of their pockets. They were from The Messenger, The Globe, and the Associated Press.

We want a few words with you about Kegelman, said one of them.

Kegelman? asked Kildare, bewildered.

He doesnt know the name, said The Globe man.

Somebody laughed briefly, and the corridor pushed the sound from wall to wall, bandying it tirelessly about.

The ambulance driver, who stood back with a queer look of superior virtue, remarked: That was the first guy we picked up.

As if that first laughter had been a signal for the inquisition, they gathered around him now, ready to pick the bones of his ignorance. Their voices were mockingly low-pitched.

Yeah. The one that died, said the reporter from The Messenger.

Dead? repeated Kildare.

You didnt know that either, eh? they asked of him as they wrote in their books.

Now, doctor, queried one, is it true that after picking up this John Kegelman instead of returning to the hospital with him you made another call?

Yes, said Kildare.

Where you picked up another accident case?

Yes, admitted Kildare.

And from there you went on to make still a third call?

There was a telephone message from the hospital— began Kildare.

Was it at your discretion to answer or not answer that third call? asked a reporter. In other words, are you in command of that ambulance or not?

The questioners face was pallid as paper; very old, very cunning.

In command of it — yes, agreed Kildare.

So that it was at your own discretion that you made the third call?

Thats true, said Kildare, but—

I guess thats all we want, isnt it? asked a reporter. All right, Harry!

A photo-flash spurted white along the corridor. Thanks very much, one of the reporters was saying. They turned their backs on him.

He stood, a statue carved of exhaustion and agony, straight and perilously quiet. His eyes burned with a sickening question, and dreadful premonitions came surging to his heart. God, what next? What blunder had he done now?

I dont know about you fellows, declared The Messenger, but Im going to spread this.

Sure, agreed The Globe. Human interest.


VII. MY ART IS LIVING
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AN AMBULANCE CALL sent Kildare away to resume his nights work but he saw Gillespie later on, during the dark hours of the next morning when he came off duty. He went to the emergency ward, first, to look at the attempted suicide. Her bloodless skin had a greenish-grey tint like certain kinds of jade; the cyanotic colouring remained only around the eyes and in one pale shadow beneath the lower lip. Now that he was instructed to look for beauty, he could see a wealth of it. Her head was of the Mediterranean type, the brow low and broad and the features worked with exquisite precision. Her pulse remained rapid and irregular but she seemed surely on the way to recovery. He had been certain enough of that, before; it was not this question which brought him back to stare at her.

A nurse came to stand by the bed, watching Kildare with a cold curiosity. What do you think, doctor? she asked.

A lot of question-marks, answered Kildare. Why did she do it?

Maybe Dr. Gillespie knows — he wants to see you, said the nurse.

Kildare hesitated. If the great man wanted to see him, it could not be for any friendly reason, he was sure; but he went at once to the diagnostician. Next to the childrens clinic there was a small waiting-room with a brass plate over the door bearing the legend which was famous throughout the medical world: Dr. Gillespie. Office hours: 12 A.M. to 12 A.M. In fact, he kept himself ready to receive patients for twenty-four hours of the day. In two rooms, one for his bed and library, one for his office interviews, he lived year after year, rarely putting foot outside the hospital walls. The penniless old man refused to accept a larger fee than a dollar a visit, and even this fee was payable on easy terms. For as he explained, he wanted more sick people, not their money.

In this waiting-room Kildare discovered, in the four rows of seats, the oddest group of people who could be found outside of a nightcourt. Over them presided that grizzled Negro, Conover, who was almost as celebrated as his master. For forty years he had served Gillespie day and night, except on Friday evenings when he left the hospital and got himself carefully drunk with Jamaica rum.

A tall man in camels-hair coat and silken neckscarf preceded Kildare into the room. He leaned on a walking stick and on the arm of his wife. She had health enough for two, with big, expansive jowls and oversize diamonds jittering in her ears.

You can take us right in to the doctor, she said to Conover. This is John H. Miner, of San Francisco.

Set down and rest your feet, suggested Conover. The docll see you when your turn comes.

Mrs. Miner laughed a little, though she was not greatly amused.

Ive brought you the John Miner, she said. If youll kindly tell the doctor—

Even if he was John H. Archangel Gabriel, said Conover, hed have to set down there and rest, trumpet an all, till his turn come.... What you want, doctor?

Dr. Gillespie sent for me. My name is Kildare.

Conover rose from his desk, opened the door of the inner office, and held Kildare by the arm. Inside, Gillespie was using a stethoscope on a man who stood stripped to the waist.

You like to see Dr. Kildare? Conover asked.

I dont like to, but I need to.

Step in, doctor, Conover invited, and closed the door behind Kildare as Gillespies patient said, smiling: Have I got to cut down on the stuff, doctor? Should I taper off to beer and wine, perhaps?

Gillespie hooked the earphones of the stethoscope around his neck and stepped back, shrugging.

Why taper off? he asked. Stick to the whisky if you like it better. Because its too late for you to change.

The thrill of fear went visibly through the body of the patient. Too late? asked his shaken voice. You mean that I cant be cured?

Four months with whisky — six months without, say. Why not be happy right to the end? asked Gillespies remorseless voice. You had your warning ten years ago, and your chance.... This way out, please!

But the patient, struck to a blind stagger, reached out a feeble hand as though his eyes were gone and he could only feel his way. A big attendant took him by the arm and fetched him through the far door.

Why dyou look at me? demanded Gillespie, scowling at Kildare. You wouldnt talk to em like that, I suppose? The fools who throw away what God gave em youd still baby em with soft talk?

Kildare said nothing.

Answer me! shouted Gillespie.

Youve been telling me things, not asking questions, sir, said Kildare.

Youre the calm and cool type, are you? sneered Gillespie. You have eyes and you can use em, too. Isnt that right?... What did you think you saw on my hand this morning, for instance?

A small melanoma — I think you know what it means, sir, said Kildare.

Bosh and nonsense! roared Gillespie, but he fell silent a moment later and, dragging a hand through the white mist of his hair, he looked past Kildare at some face of unhappiness which was not far away. He rallied himself back to his usual gruffness to ask: Since you have eyes in your head, tell me why Barbara Treat did it?

Barbara Treat?

You dont know her name? growled Gillespie. You didnt even know that she had a face, until it was pointed out to you. What do you know about her?

Her height and weight, approximate age, general physical condition, and a few details which are not medically important, said Kildare.

What details? asked Gillespie.

She was educated abroad, rides horses and plays tennis, said Kildare.

What tells you she was educated abroad?

The sort of French she speaks.

What did she say?

Mon mestier et mon art— repeated Kildare. If its a quotation the next words are: cest vivre.

My business and my art is living — living is my occupation and my art, translated Gillespie. Very good. Excellent from a young woman who has just tried to kill herself. How do you explain that?

An inverted impulse, perhaps.

The tennis? snapped Gillespie.

She has the tennis callus on her right thumb.

Has she the saddle callus from riding? asked the great man, sneering.

She has well-developed muscles under her shoulders, answered Kildare. Also her forefingers show the pull of reins.

Interesting, said Gillespie. Have you any interest in her identity?

None, sir, answered Kildare.

Ha? cried Gillespie. Shes young, beautiful, and even rich, you tell me; and yet you dont give a damn about her.

I care very much about her — as a case, said Kildare.

Ah, only as a case?

Yes, sir. What made her turn on the gas in a cheap rooming house?

Despair because she had lost the comfortable home you infer in her background, suggested Gillespie.

Her nails had been carefully manicured not more than two or three days before; and she had not lost weight, answered Kildare.

You mean that she ran away from a happy home to kill herself in a tawdry little rooming house?

Thats my suggestion, said Kildare.

A clear indication of an unsettled mind.

I think not, sir, said Kildare.

Ha? And why not?

I dont know, answered Kildare. I have an instinctive feeling—

God in heaven! exclaimed the diagnostician. Are you talking to me about instinctive feelings? Are you a doctor or a schoolgirl?

Kildare was silent.

Is this lovely girl a human being or a problem to you? demanded Gillespie.

Kildare was silent again.

Answer me! bellowed Gillespie.

A problem, sir, said Kildare.

Ice-water! Ice-water! cried Gillespie. A man of ice-water instead of blood. Even the nurses in the emergency ward have seen it already. A man with no heart, so there cant be emotion in him. A brain without a body! God help your friends. Youll bring enough pain to em. And God help you in this hospital. They want men here, not machines — Good-bye!

Kildare rang the police and got the Bureau of Missing Persons. There were, he was told, eleven girls of a similar description missing within the past few days. But theyd come up the next day with photographs and try to make an identification. Then he went back to the emergency ward to look at Barbara Treat.

The dawn had come; it was stronger than the electric lights and marked the faces and the wrinkled bedding with daubs of soot. Three others were in the ward, one an alcoholic with stertorous breathing and a face of pale purple. Kildare shut them out of his mind as he stood over Barbara Treat. Her pulse was rallying still. The delicate pastel red of her lips showed the life coming closer to the surface.

The nurse came to her side, glanced curiously at Kildare, and went away after a hesitant moment, as though she hardly dared to trust such a charge to such a doctor.

The eyes of Barbara Treat opened a moment later. They were that vivid blue which we call violet. The whites were slightly smoked with yellow and almost imperceptibly veined with red. The lens seemed not for outward so much as inward use and he had a singular feeling that he was looking straight into her mind. She grew aware of him by degrees, detail by detail, and then forgot him, passing back deeply into her own thoughts.

She was remembering. A shadowy line of pain deepened between her eyes; her lips pinched; there was a slight dilation of the nostrils. It was a pleasure to Kildare to view these characteristic symptoms from a point so close to the object. The visible diminution of her colour also was worthy of attention together with a slight tremor of the entire body. A moment later she had clasped her hands together. But all these surface indications, like wind and wave shadows on the surface of the profound ocean, gave him no picture of the objects which floated in the deep of her mind.

Where am I? she whispered.

It is a medical rule to reassure every patient. Kildare followed the rule in three steps, saying: You are resting well; youll sleep again soon; nothing shall harm you because I am your friend.

He was pleased to see the effects of the words at once, noting that the tremor disappeared, the tension of the face was relieved greatly, and a lifted hand moved towards him. He took the hand in his. It was dry and cold, an unfavourable symptom in such a case. He chafed the hand between both of his. Perhaps it was the warmth that caused her to smile a little. She relaxed, her head turning gradually to the side. She seemed, in fact, to be smiling at thoughts she desired to hide. Then sudden fear, as sharp and biting as pain, closed her hand hard over his.

Steady, steady, said Kildare. Everything is all right and Im your friend.

The words were prescribed; they were almost out of the book; but they had an almost instant narcotic effect.

Friend— she whispered, and a faint recognition appeared in her before she relaxed again into sleep. Her hand still clung a little to his. She took a deep breath with a shuddering exhalation and drew his hand against her breast. This was an unexpected advantage because it enabled him to study the rhythm of her heart, that great chronometer of the sick room.

As he expected, consciousness returned again, and again with a knife-thrust of pain that made her entire body tremble, her startled eyes stared at him.

All right — Im a friend, said Kildare, patiently.

Then let me die. Help me to die! she whispered.

In this no-mans-land of half-mind, half-darkness, it may be useful to influence the patient by firm, insistent suggestion which often exerts a semi-hypnotic effect. Kildare seized upon the opportunity.

Ill help you, he repeated. But now we are going to sleep; now we are going to rest; now we relax; we breathe deeply and the sleep enters us. We need to sleep and be strong. Then we can do what needs to be done.

It needs to be done, she whispered, her eyes closing.

Im a friend. Ill help you, said Kildare.

Friend— said her almost soundless lips, and again they smiled, remaining parted as the next wave of sleep overcame her.

A shadow crossed close to Kildare. He was aware of the nurse who now looked from him to the patient with an air of awed surprise.

Kildare said: Dont come too close, please. Shes almost ready to talk. Like hypnotism. She may tell everything.

The awe and the interest disappeared from the glance of the nurse. Like peeping through a keyhole, isnt it? she suggested, sardonically.

As Barbara Treat stirred towards consciousness again, he leaned close and murmured: Its all right — Ill help you—

I have to die— whispered her lips.

Why do you have to die? Why do I have to help you to die? he asked.

Before they all find out— she answered.

She was gone again. His own lack of sleep was sucking out his life. An ache went out of his back down his legs and up into the base of his brain. So he gave up the hold that linked them hand to hand and mind to mind, as it were. He withdrew his fingers, gradually. Her own hand followed in a blind gesture but fell to her side again; her breathing became more deep and regular. So, after another moment of watching, he left the room, only lingering at the door to say to the nurse: Its not a mental case. Not a bit. A guilty secret. Thats all. If we can probe that to the bottom—

What a detective you would have made! What a friendly detective! said the nurse, icily.

Kildare went up to his room to find Tom Collins in the act of rising for his days work, stretching long, double-jointed arms and yawning his eyes out of sight.

Hey, you look as though youd been out among em! said Tom Collins. What you been doing? Swinging her? Kildare answered, slowly: Ive been out collecting trouble — like marbles — and Ive got a whole pocketful. Then he went to bed.


VIII. ONE DROP OF POISON
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IN FOUR HOURS he was wakened by jazz. In the next room he could hear the radio and the voices of the three friends. He shaved, bathed in haste, and was dressing when Collins came in with mail and tossed two letters on Kildares desk.

I hear you went fishing and pulled Venus out of the sea, said Tom Collins. I hear shes got gold dust in her hair. So I go down and have a look. And is she real, brother! She is!

Has she talked? asked Kildare, tearing open his letters.

How could I tell has she talked? answered Collins. The moment I saw her I was floating. I was swinging it. All the violins went jitter-jump when I saw that babe, and all the drums went whicha-whatcha-hotcha. Like this!

He spun across the room with intricate tanglings and untanglings of his long legs. Kildare yawned and opened the letters. His mother told him that Judge Banks had gone broke and stopped building the new barn; and his father had a new fertiliser for the onion-bed; and they both loved him and missed him and hoped one day he would be home with them again.

Beatrice Raymond wrote a different sort of letter, as direct as her spoken words:



DEAR JIMMY, Asking questions of you is dangerous, because you always answer with the truth but I have to ask one now. Do you love me? Youve never told me and thats why I have to ask. I know you like me but is your heart empty without me? Is everybody else a hideous bore?

I shudder when I ask the question, but I have to ask it. Do you love anything except your work, really and truly?

BEATRICE.



He spent a long moment looking up, as he always did when a question searched his soul with pain; but then he found himself wondering whether this were a pain more real than what he had felt when he faced Gillespie the night before. After that he scratched out an answer.



DEAR BEATRICE, After whats been happening to me recently, I begin to believe that I dont feel things as other people feel them. The people at the top here havent much use for me. On top of that the thought of losing you is pretty bad. I suppose thats what you mean. If without you my heart isnt empty and theres no salt in the taste of life, you want to know it so that you can start forgetting me. Anyway, I have to tell you the truth. Youre the best I know. Youre tops. But probably something is left out of my makeup. The fact is that theres plenty of taste to life without you. Theres almost too much taste, in a way. When I think of you, I think of quiet, and vacation days, and somebody who always understands everything. But you want more than that. You want a love with a taproot that goes down to bedrock. Maybe I never can love anybody that way. I dont know. Im going to dread the answer you will send to this letter but I cant lie to you.

Much love, JIM.



It was hard to seal that letter and put the stamp on it. He looked up grimly from that work to find Tom Collins watching him with a whimsical eye.

Dont she love you, brother? he asked. If she doesnt, this wont help, unless she likes this kind of fame. Theyre writing editorials about you. Listen!

He folded back a newspaper, saying: That fellow your ambulance picked up last night — the drunk, the first one — he wasnt drunk after all, it turns out. And the newspapers decided to get tender about him. Suppose he were your brother or son or father, or something. Heres the editor stepping into his work. He says: Are our hospitals our public servants or our public masters? Must we continue to suffer from their brutal haste? Poor Kegelman, housepainter out of work, drops from a heart attack, is picked up as a drunk, tossed into an ambulance handled by a young interne on his first day of duty, and allowed to die like a rat in the dark. Thats pretty stiff, Kildare, isnt it?

Perhaps it was not a very odd coincidence that brought a telephone call for Kildare at that moment. He was told that Dr. Carew would see him at once.

Old Carew was polishing the shining dome of his head with one hand when Kildare came into the office. Off to the side stood Bill Weyman, the ambulance attendant, in a uniform of military neatness. His hair shone like opaque brown glass and his eyes held so straight forward that nothing could bend his glance from the high goal of duty. He was the perfect figure of discipline.

Carew said: Kildare — dead drunkard — newspapers. Yes. My young friend, I have called you in to tell you that every good report that appears about this institution is a help to us, and every bad report is a loss of blood. Of blood, literally. We depend upon the money of taxpayers. We depend upon the money given by the charitable. The additional wing which was planned fifteen years ago still is unbuilt. The laboratories and their equipment rust away. The beds, the mattresses, the linen, the antiquated kitchen, the very face of the hospital is growing old and decrepit; and the face of age revolts the public eye, my very young friend.

Here Carew made a pause in which he seemed to be listening to the echoes of his own words. At last he said: Have you heard the report of the autopsy on this Kegelman — or do you know who Kegelman was?

I do know, sir, said Kildare.

Ah? From the newspapers I gathered that you were in some doubt as to his identity, said Carew. The autopsy discovered that it was a coronary case, not alcoholism. Kildare said nothing.

One bit of bad news from the hospital, commented Carew, is like one swallow of poison — it undoes the good effects of much honest living and labour. What was the appearance of this Kegelman when you picked him up?

His colour was ashen-grey, said Kildare, remembering the details. His face was beaded with perspiration. His pulse was irregular and rapid. He was in a state of shock. Even in his coma he gave indications of being in great pain.

Great pain — ashen-grey colour — they are not classical symptoms of alcoholism, are they, Dr. Kildare?

No, sir, said Kildare.

To what, other than alcoholism, might you have attributed the pain and the colour of the face? asked Carew, so softly that Kildare knew he was on trial for his life — the life of his medical reputation, at least. The doctor who fails once fails for ever, and he knew it.

There was the head injury, which suggested a possible fracture, answered Kildare.

That was your diagnosis, then, insisted Carew.

I thought that it might be a coronary case, said Kildare, the words coming out hard and flat.

He felt the glance of poor Weyman turn upon him. The head of the attendant did not move but his eyes managed to reach Kildare with an electrical appeal.

Thinking that it might be a coronary case, said Carew, what did you propose to do about it, my very young friend?

I thought of giving oxygen, answered Kildare, and going straight back to the hospital. But a second order came to pick up another case.

When in the ambulance you know that you are in charge, stated Carew. You could have come straight to the hospital and disregarded the radio order.

Yes, sir, admitted Kildare.

Not coming to the hospital, you immediately had oxygen administered, did you not?

Oxygen was being administered, said Kildare, slowly, by the time we had picked up the second call.

By the time you had picked up the second call? And in the meantime you permitted that state of shock and aspnyxia to continue without administering a single whiff—

From the corner of his eye Kildare could see the forehead of Weyman, red-varnished with the heat of his blood and shining with ten thousand beads of sweat. This was the time to make the man a sacrifice. But he heard himself saying as Carew choked with unuttered anger: The case might have been alcoholism and concussion, sir.

Carew took a deep breath. He blinked his eyes shut, and without looking up again he said: You are young; it was your first day. Strange that many who have been here for years never have given their hospital such a hard blow. Perhaps you are not at home in the emergency service. Ill see that youre transferred to surgery.... That is all!

He still had his eyes closed as Kildare walked into the hall. There Weyman overtook him, walking rapidly, his heels making a loud clicking through the naked corridor. The ambulance attendant mopped his face as he drew alongside:

Is that gunna do you in? Are they gunna do you dirt for that?

Thatll be all right, said Kildare.

I didnt ask you to cover me up, insisted Weyman.

Never mind, said Kildare.

Id be down flat on my face, declared Weyman. The old girl would be the first one to step on me, on her way out. And I never would have seen her again. My God, doc—

Its okay, said Kildare. Quit it, will you?

Weyman quit it. Kildare went down to the dining-room, unclenched his teeth, and made himself swallow a cup of coffee. He heard someone say, and it was like a thought made vocal out of his own brain: — thats one way to get into the newspapers!

But what held him like a dog on a leash was the need to see Barbara Treat again as quickly as possible. She was in the psychopathic ward, of course, between the locked doors and the barred windows. The great Gillespie himself came out, surrounded by a group of internes, attending and resident physicians; for wherever he went a cluster of the hungry-minded was sure to form about him. When he saw Kildare he halted and with a gesture pointed him out and held him motionless, like a fish on the end of a spear.

Ah, there he is! said Gillespie. There is the fellow who caught her. Therefore he ought to know all about her. Whats wrong with this Barbara Treat, doctor? Tell us, will you?

The others stood back a bit, cruelly amused, already laughing in the anticipated pleasure of the game.

Wont you tell me first, Dr. Gillespie? asked Kildare. Ive never examined her when she was fully conscious.

But why should you? Few of you young fellows ever enter the state of full consciousness, said Gillespie, as his companions roared. By sheer sympathy in the kindred state, you ought to be able to tell me whats wrong with her, eh? Tell us, Dr. Kildare, what form of mania is it?

Kildare looked up.

The ceiling wont tell you, however, Im afraid, said Gillespie.

Kildare, crimson of face, waited for the laughter to die down again. Then he said: Its not a mania.

No? No? echoed Gillespie with a mock admiration. No form of dementia at all? Just a whim, perhaps?

Young man, do you know that shes just attempted her life a second time?

The shock got Kildare on to his toes, but he said nothing.

But its not dementia, said Gillespie. Not a mania at all. Probably trying to escape from boredom, eh?

Shes simply afraid, said Kildare.

Ah? Not a maniac fear, though?

No, sir, a natural one.

And of what, I pray?

I dont know, said Kildare.

He doesnt know, echoed Gillespie.

His followers broke into a hearty laughter. Kildare stuck out his chin. I know why youre doing this, but its unfair, sir, he said.

Know why Im doing what? demanded Gillespie, scowling. What do you know?

Nothing, sir, naturally, replied Kildare.

Gillespie turned on his heel, exclaiming: A damned lot of impudence!

Ugly, inquisitive glances turned back towards Kildare. He thought that two or three of the older men were about to pause to give him a bit of pungent advice; but finally they went on, afraid to miss even random words. It astonished Kildare to hear the parting words of Gillespie, for the diagnostician was saying: What fools wed be with our laughter, if he turned out right in the end!


IX. THE CRAZY WARD
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A NURSE WAS at the door of the psychopathic ward, about to enter. She was a tall, pale-haired Swede of a girl and she was pursing a smile like a cigarette upon her lips as Kildare came up to her. He said, with a bluntness which could be peculiarly his own: Its a great thing to have something to smile about, isnt it?

The nurse was named Lindon, or something like that but more Swedish. The Swedes are a fighting people and this abrupt questioning made her angry. She cleared her throat and looked Kildare over deliberately before she answered: Pardon me, doctor. I didnt know that there was a hospital rule against smiling.

Of course there isnt, nodded Kildare, watching her. Particularly when theres a Gillespie to set the example.

The pale, Swedish-blue eyes of the nurse held to his without flinching.

Well, doctor? she asked.

There was no answer to that. The door of the ward opened, then, and Kildare entered with the accurate sense that he had been making a fool of himself. The head nurse sat at a table near the door, and he said to her: I want to see Miss Treat. Whats she done?

Rather clever, you know, remarked the head nurse.

She broke the crystal out of her wrist watch and slashed the veins of her left wrist quite badly. There she is in restraining sheets — left aisle at the far end.

He went down through the room slowly, trying to get words in his throat and finding none that made sense. Left and right he picked up a few impressions of the other women in the ward. One old thing sat up in an attitude of command with her hand stretched out before her as though she were about to address a throng. The gesture remained though the words never came. That hand could remain suspended for an hour, perhaps, if she were a true catatonic case of dementia praecox. Another woman of middle age sat with her chin on her fist, contemplating eternal space and chuckling at the immensity of the jest which it contained for her. At the barred window at the end of the room a tall girl with an emaciated body stood with her hands locked behind her head, staring upward towards the sky, speaking quietly. Then Kildare stood over the bed of Barbara Treat.

She was tense with high excitement, her whole body rigid, the lips compressed and the nostrils flaring. Someone near the door laughed. The sound set her shuddering.

Its all right, said Kildare, but you should have waited. Dont you remember that you were to wait? She had to consider him through a long moment before the terror, like an opaque mist, melted from her eyes and let recognition come through. Fear is ugly and she had been terribly afraid. A mere week of this concentrated agony might write years into her face in an ineradicable, fine hand. Now, as she relaxed a little, the beauty began to flow warmly back.

I remember your voice, she said.

When you were coming out of the mist — away back there. I was the friend who talked to you, he told her.

Were you? she asked. Friend?

You were to wait for me. You recall that? asked Kildare. Now youve been foolish.

Laughter again came from the end of the room, stifled laughter. It brought a gasp from Barbara Treat.

Steady, steady! said Kildare. Theyre not laughing at you.

They are! she whispered. Theyre laughing at me. They all know, but why should they laugh?

Thats the only thing youre wrong about, argued Kildare. They dont know. They only laugh because most girls are silly. But they know nothing. Im the only one who knows.

You? she breathed, terrified of him at once.

Dont you remember talking things over with me? lied Kildare.

Did I? pleaded the girl.

The voice of the emaciated figure at the barred window began to mumble a soft prayer. She spoke to a lover and called the name of God.

Poor thing — poor girl, murmured Barbara Treat. Do they think Im like that? Is that why they have me in here?

Exactly, said Kildare. If they knew about you, if they really knew, of course they wouldnt have brought you to a psychopathic ward. But Im the only one who knows.

Shame made her crimson. Her face shone with a fine perspiration. With his handkerchief he wiped it away.

You were not to be ashamed, urged Kildare. Dont you remember? We agreed on that.

Did we? she whispered.

Of course we did, or I wouldnt be here. Dont you remember that, now?

And did you swear never to speak to a soul about it? she asked, panting out the words with a dreadful eagerness.

No, because you trusted me. You knew that I never could say a word that would hurt you, he told her.

Ah, but promise me now! she begged.

He tried to add up quickly the loyalties of a medical man to his hospital and those other loyalties which the Hippocratic Oath states so clearly, to say nothing of the honour of man to man, and man to woman. His own voice surprised him, saying: Ill promise, of course.

And swear? she asked. No, I dont want that. A promise is better than an oath, if theres your honour in it.

He had a cold feeling around the base of the brain that it was wrong, that it was disastrously wrong for him to make the promise, and that he would be called strictly to account for it later on, but in spite of that he was putting his hand over his heart, like a silly Frenchman or something, and saying solemnly: My honours in it, too.

Thank you, she whispered, and then she began to cry, making poor stifled motions beneath the sheet to get a hand to her eyes. He kept his handkerchief busy. A nurse came up with preparations for giving a hypodermic.

Youd better wait, murmured Kildare.

Yes, doctor, said the nurse, and paused rather insolently to survey the patient and then Kildare before she went away.

Im sorry — I cant stop! breathed Barbara Treat.

Its all right to cry. Itll do you good, said Kildare. But you remember, he lied, that we agreed thered never be anything worthy of tears between us? Dont you remember how well we understood everything together?

Did we? asked the girl, the tears suddenly stopping.

He dried the last of them, leaning casually against the high restraining rail of the bed which fenced her around like a child in a crib; and he smiled down at her as he spoke. If there were no audience except the sick, he always felt that he could have been one of the great actors.

We understood perfectly, he assured her. And well have the same understanding again, and always.

But if you know what Ive done — how much do you know? she asked, her face burning again.

Everything, said Kildare. And understand everything, he added.

She closed her eyes, but flashed them open again to try to catch some change in his expression; somehow he managed to maintain that same devoted look of adherence and faith. The very skin of her face drew tight with her pain.

But youre a doctor, she said. And doctors will say anything just to—

Im not talking as a doctor, lied Kildare, with a swift chill crawling through his spinal marrow. Not as a doctor, he repeated. But because you mean a lot to me, I want you to be happier.

As though it werent — as though I hadnt — I mean, as though there were nothing wrong? she asked. Tears came rushing back to her eyes and made her lips tremble with the forerunning of sobs. In your heart you know how you despise me!

Listen to me, said Kildare. Ive only been in the hospital for a few days and already Im a failure. They laugh at me. But I keep trying to remember that what they think doesnt matter because theyre strangers. If a friend were to laugh — if you were to laugh, for instance, it would be different.

Is that honest? Do I count that much with you? she asked.

You do, because were both in pain, he said. And so you see, in a way, we can be doctors to one another.

She was saying gently: Its true, then. You dont think that Im unclean. God bless you for that. But if Ive told you everything, then you know—

Just at the moment when he hoped the revelation would come, her voice died away, and Kildares hope died with it.

We will talk again later, when youre stronger, he said. Thats why I want you to rest now.

I shall rest, said the girl.

And close your eyes for sleep.

I shall close them, she said, and obeyed.

And promise me that you will do nothing until youve seen me again?

I promise, she whispered. I dont want to die now. Not so suddenly.

Kildare went back through the ward. At the entrance he said to the head nurse: You can take the restraining sheet away from Miss Treat, if the resident agrees. She wont make another attempt.

The head nurse surveyed him from the eye to the Adams apple and back again. Ill bring it to the attention of the resident doctor, she said coldly.

As he went out, while the door was closing behind him, he heard one of the nurses say: Hes wonderful, isnt he? He knows how to make the girls cry!


X. FREE CLINIC
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HE WENT BACK to his room with a book on neuropsychiatrics from the hospital library and was well into it when Tom Collins came in and turned on his radio full blast. Kildare endured as much as he could, while the jazzy words crooned their way into the midst of the medical terms. Then he covertly made two balls of cotton and wadded them into his ears. After that he could hear the singing, but only as a far-off murmur down the wind, or the drowsing noises of bees on a summers day. It was a long time later before something other than the music reached him from the outside. He looked up at last and heard the angry voice of Collins saying, as he pulled the cotton from one ear: If you dont want to answer, why dont you say so, and be damned to you?

There was Collins with a pamphlet open and his finger marking the place about which he had been trying to ask some question. Kildare turned to explain but Collins slammed out of the room; a moment later his voice was raised in a fine staccato of cursing in the room of Vickery and Dick Joiner near by. Kildare sighed. He had been wondering if he could not ask Collins and his chums if they thought it honourable for an interne to make love to a sick patient for the sake of her nervous and mental health, but he could see that he had opened a wider gap than ever between him and the rest.

So, impatient of himself, he closed his book and went off to hunt for relief in the place where he never failed to find it — one of the great free clinics which the hospital maintained. There were a dozen parts of the huge building about which he knew nothing, but already he was familiar with every nook and corner of the clinics. There, where the sick gathered in a steady stream, he found himself employed by an irresistible fascination.

It was the childrens clinic that he headed for at this hour of the day. They were unlike all the other patients. Mature people dreaded the very thought of disease but the children seemed to feel that important maladies gave them an added personal dignity. Regardless of faces, to every white uniform of nurse or doctor they gave a boundless ocean of trust. To adults, hospitals, like the police, are symbols of things that have gone wrong; to children the police and the hospitals are emblems of fatherly and motherly care. But Kildare was not thinking of that as he moved slowly through the waiting-room, scanning white faces and humped shoulders and parents anxious or serene.

What are you thinking about, Kildare? asked a mans voice behind him.

I was thinking how much good stuff comes out of bad soil, said Kildare. Then, turning, he recognized Gillespie. He stood on his dignity at once.

Ah, our independent thinker, said Gillespie, standing closer and looking down his nose at every feature of Kildares face, as though each had a separate meaning. Aloof, proud, hostile. Why?

I think you know why, sir, said Kildare.

Not at all. Id like to have an explanation of your attitude towards me, young man, insisted Gillespie.

Suppose there was a whole library of books across the street from your house, and you wanted to read the books?

Are you trying to pay me a compliment? growled Gillespie.

On the contrary, said Kildare. Suppose that they have guards at the library who throw you out when you try to get in.

Stuff and damned nonsense, said Gillespie. But what are you doing down here?

I dont know, sir, said Kildare.

I mean, are you learning or just looking?

I thought the two went together, sir, said Kildare. Dont be clever when you talk to me, snapped Gillespie. Dont try to be smug and cryptic and short in your answers.... By the way, I wonder whats the matter with that pinch-faced baby, yonder?

Malnutrition, answered Kildare.

And that pot-bellied one with the square head?

Rickets, said Kildare.

Whats wrong with that little girl on the front bench?

Shes allergic, I think, said Kildare. I think thats an itching eczema she has on her hand.

Theres a sick-looking baby, yonder, said Gillespie. Not much to that one.

Dehydrated, isnt it? asked Kildare.

How do I know? snapped Gillespie. Youre the one whos giving the information and Im doing the listening. What a fat boy that one is, Doctor Kildare!

That pituitary gland must be off function, suggested Kildare. Extracts might help that boy, dont you think?

Im not thinking. Im letting you think for me. What about that mouth-breather, there?

The child had the pinched nose and the infantile, drooping lips of the mouth-breather.

Adenoids, I suppose, said Kildare. Ill take a look.

The youngster grabbed suddenly for his mothers skirts. Im sorry. Hes a terribly nervous child, sir, she apologised.

Its all right, said Kildare. He wont be nervous with me.

He picked up the boy under the arm-sockets and lifted him on to a bench. The lad seemed to have lost his tension; he looked with a mild curiosity into the face of Kildare.

Youre one of these fellows who have a touch with children, are you? asked the sneering voice of Gillespie.

No, answered Kildare, but sick people never are afraid of me.

He took an antiseptic stick from a nurse and depressed the childs tongue. Say ah, he directed, and then nodded at Gillespie. Adenoids and tonsils, he remarked.

Should there be an operation? asked Gillespie, tapping the chest of the boy and listening.

Yes. Certainly an operation, said Kildare.

General anaesthesia?

Naturally.

Run along, son, said Gillespie to the child, putting him back on the floor. So youd give a general anaesthesia, would you? Youd get out the tonsils and the adenoids, all right; and then youd have a dead child. That chest is full of tuberculosis. The anaesthesia would kill him, young Dr. Kildare!

He turned on his heel and went off, shrugging and chuckling to himself; and Kildare looked for a long moment after him. Then he had to go up to begin his work in the surgical service. Dr. Vincent Herbert, the head of the service, saw him and said: You like fat men, Kildare?

Kildare regarded the surgeon with a bit of care. Vincent Herbert himself was broad and rosy enough of face, large of belly and voice, to be a successful obstetrician.

I like fat men well enough, said Kildare, guardedly.

All right, laughed Herbert. Well give you one to work on right now. Theres a fat man with a bad appendix going into Room 9. Take him on, Kildare. Scrub up and just take him on so that I can see how you work.

It was not twenty minutes before Kildare, his feet pinched in sneakers, his hands filmed over with rubber gloves, was masked and sweating in the torrid humidity of Operating Room 9. The malicious bad luck which had followed him every day in the hospital seemed to be with him now. Vincent Herbert was himself on hand as though to enjoy his little joke at the expense of the latest addition to his service. And the joke itself was a middle-aged beer-drinker with a four-inch wall of fat layered across his abdomen. Through that white greasy dough Kildare had to slice down before he arrived at the aponeurosis of the muscle. A moment later he was at last on the site of the appendix, but instead of sticking out of the end of the cecum as a normal one should, this was a retrocecal appendix withdrawn completely from view. Even Vincent Herbert, as he watched, swore a little.

Out of the dim distance Kildare vaguely heard a voice saying: Are you up to that job, Kildare? Can you handle that?

He heard the words but did not hitch them together into a co-ordinate meaning. The flat voice of Vincent Herbert was informing the students in the gallery of the nature of the trouble. A whispering shuffle, an excited murmur gave a thin answer. And Kildare felt the craning of necks as nurses and assistants around the table peered down at the difficulty, like people on the edge of a cliff, admiring the enormity of an abyss. As a matter of fact, he knew that it was quite deep enough for him to lose his surgical reputation in it, as he had lost one reputation already on the ambulance. But his hands went on.

He was already extending the incision; and now he was at work on what every surgeon hates most to do — cutting through the peritoneum which seals the great cavity of the body from invading germs. He cut it down the lateral side of the cecum along the appendix until he could get at the appendix itself. That work and the re-sealing of the peritoneum was a long job. His feet began to pinch and burn in the wretched little sneakers which were all he could afford to risk in the iodine-drippings and blood-spatterings of the operating-room. And the sweat ran sometimes in maddening trickles under his mask. However, the incision was closed with the last stitch, finally, and he was able to look up.

Somebody said: Good work, Kildare!

That was another interne; and suddenly he recognised big Vickery, the football player, looking at him with kindly eyes above the white of the mask. Then a hand grabbed him and steered him into the hall, and across the hall into a vacant operating-room. It was Vincent Herbert in person, saying, as Kildare pulled off the mask, Youve got the hands. Youve got the whole make-up. Kildare, when you get through with your interne year, I want you to think of surgery for your future. What about it?

It was plain that Herbert was inspired to add a more personal promise of a future if there were an opening for it, but Kildare was looking up at the ceiling with puzzled eyes, asking questions of himself.

In one word, what do you think of surgery as a profession?

I think, answered the honest, blunt voice of Kildare, that its like being a master mechanic. A very fine sort of mechanic, of course, he hastened to add. But his words already had told on Vincent Herbert heavily. The chief surgeon grew taller by inches of offended dignity.

Its every mans privilege, he said, to pick his way in the world; but its Gods pity that so many are born blind and never get eyes.

Then he took himself away, before Kildare could rally his wits to make some conciliatory remark.

At lunch, Tom Collins sat down unexpectedly beside him.

Vickery says youre a devil with a knife, said Collins. Good work, guy. They cant look down at a fellow with a handy scalpel. He has too much point.... And now that Ive got you all built up high, have you ten bucks to spare till tomorrow?

In my room, said Kildare.

Sure — sure — thats all right, said Collins. I wont need it till this evening. Shes a Russian, Jimmy. Where they have the platinum mines. Thats why her colour is natural — Whicha-whatcha-hotcha! — Ill be round for that cash this evening.

He drummed lightly on the table.

I hear that the great Vincent Herbert thought you might work in with him, after your interne year. That right? If it is, it cant be straight that you turned him down! That would be about twenty thousand a year almost from the start, Brother Kildare.

Surgery is great stuff, explained Kildare, getting at the words with difficulty. But it doesnt touch what Im after.

What are you after? asked Collins, almost concerned.; I dont know, said Kildare. Something that has more to do with people—

Good God, doesnt surgery have to do with people?

Of course it does, agreed Kildare, but it doesnt touch their insides — I hardly know how to put it.

Well, well talk it over some time, said Tom Collins, indifferently, as he rose.

I wanted to tell you about not hearing you the other day— began Kildare, but Tom Collins was gone, improvising a catch-step on the way.

After lunch, Kildare pocketed the ten dollars out of his other clothes to make sure that he would have it on hand when it was wanted. One of the beauties of the surgical service was that when the daily programme of operations had been completed there was little to do; he was about to use that leisure to go to the womens psychopathic ward when an attendant ran him down with word that the great Carew in person wished to see him.

Theres some kind of hell popping all over the place, said the panting attendant, accompanying Kildare to the elevator. They even had old Gillespie up there. Somebody says its old Chanler thats with Carew. You know — the guy that owns all the oil thats tucked under the chin of Texas. John D. Rockefeller runs errands for him and Henry Ford washes his windows once a week.

There was no waiting to see Carew. The administrator of the hospital came out in person and took Kildare into a corner of the outer office. A glint of something even brighter than anger was in his eyes.

Dr. Kildare, he said, you have had beginners luck. You have brought the daughter and sole heir of Robert Mann Chanler to our hospital. A warmth in his intonation implied that the hospital was peculiarly the property of Carew and Kildare.

We are not mercenary, said Carew, but we cannot help knowing that the hospital has crying needs which can be met not by the public but by the private purse; and therefore we must be sharply aware that a hundred million dollars and his wife are sitting in my office at the present moment, together with the fiancé of their daughter. David Hamilton also is a man of large fortune.... Kildare, the future of the hospital is, to a certain extent, dependent upon our immediate actions! And you are important, very important, in our picture. They want particularly to see you. They have been at the lodging house where the unfortunate girl made the attempt on herself. They are strangely insistent on seeing you at once. And I cannot help telling you, Dr. Kildare, that on the excellence of the impression you make a great deal may depend.... Shall we go in? Are you prepared?

Im ready, said Kildare.

As for removing you from the ambulance service, said Carew, of course you understand that that is the fortune of war.

Certainly, said Kildare.

Youre a good lad, said Carew, with amazing warmth, and led the way into his office.

It was high up in the great building, so that its tall windows framed a smoking prospect of New York skyscrapers and, in the distance, the crowded river, and the bridges bent like delicate fingers to hold Manhattan to the mainland. It seemed that this background was specially arranged for the portrait of the millionaire as he stood up from his chair. His years were fifty or so but he was half young and half old. His body already was beginning to starve and bend with age but his face was still ruddy, firm of texture, and bright-eyed. He had the white, sparse hair of a very old man but his moustache was black, with the healthy sheen of youth. Beside him, young David Hamilton looked handsome enough to model mens clothes — if he ever had to give up his polo string. The men were put out of his mind at once by Robert Chanlers wife. She would not even let them shake hands with him but kept his hand in both of hers and made him sit down beside her. She was a big, ugly woman with an understanding kindness written into every line of her face.

Its you who found our girl, Dr. Kildare, she said. Theyd drawn the sheet up over her face and given her up, but that didnt stop you.

Carew breathed: Kildare!

Didnt he tell you that, Dr. Carew? she asked, without taking her eyes from Kildare for an instant. Perhaps he doesnt talk about things. He merely does them.... Am I making you terribly embarrassed and unhappy, Dr. Kildare, when I thank you for keeping our girl for us?

The tears ran out of her eyes over the profound ugliness of her face but she kept on smiling at him.

Im glad that I was there.

Im going to ask you one thing, she said. Is it true that although she was saved, my poor Barbara is almost worse than dead? Is it dementia praecox?

No, said Kildare.

The others had settled into their chairs but this word got them up again on the jump. Carew said: Dr. Kildare — my dear lad — really—

Big Robert Chanler came right over and poured his shadow down on Kildare. A pleasant reek of Havana tobacco breathed from his clothes. His wife kept a tighter hold on Kildares hand.

There are lots of older and better doctors than I am, in the hospital, said Kildare.

I dont give two pennies for the older and wiser doctors, answered the mother. I want to know what you think. On your honest soul, you dont believe that shes out of her mind?

No, said Kildare, and again there was a faint exclamation of protest from Carew.

The tears stopped running from her eyes and a new look came into them. Theres an instinct in me — its probably a crazy, blind mothers instinct — that makes me feel youre right, she said. But leaving out all the other things she has done — Dr. Kildare, when I saw her a few moments ago she screamed and fainted!

Kildare jumped to his feet.

Shes always loved me and been close to me, said the mother. But when she saw me just now she seemed to be trying to tear away the restraining sheet, as they call it—

Did they have that thing still on her? asked Kildare, softly, through his teeth.

Is there any natural explanation of her reaction when she saw me? she asked.

Id like to talk to her, said Kildare.

Impossible, answered Carew. She is, of course, necessarily under a sedative and must have complete—

Let him see her. Please! cried the mother. Will you let him see her, Dr. Carew?

If Dr. Kildare thinks it wise— said Carew, slowly, holding the interne with his eye.

Id like to — I think it wise, said Kildare in spite of that commanding eye.

Very well, answered Carew. Ill telephone to the ward.


XI. THE REBEL
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THE WOMENS PSYCHOPATHIC ward, Kildare found, no longer contained Barbara Chanler. She had been moved to a private room. The priest-like figure of Lane Porteus, the great psychiatrist, appeared at the door as Kildare entered. He had his assistant with him, peering through huge spectacles that permitted him to see only the scientific truths and no others.

Thats Dr. Kildare now, said the nurse.

One carefully hooded lamp gave a dim twilight to the room, for the window had been darkened. A peppery sweetness of roses lived in the air for flowers in every corner were banked like the tributes at a funeral. Kildare dimly perceived these things as famous Lane Porteus approached him and offered a chill, bony hand.

I understand, said the psychiatrist, that you are to take over for the moment. I hope you will not undo too much that has been done, Dr. Kildare. In all humility, I hope that you will not undo too much!

Then he went out.

How is she? Kildare asked the nurse.

Miss Chanler is not very well, Dr. Kildare, said the nurse. It seemed hard for her to make a report to such an underling. Here is her chart. She will have to have more sedatives; she is in a practically spastic state at present.

He pushed open the door and went slowly around the big white screen which gave a double privacy to the bed. He could hear her breathing, hurried and rasping. Then she swallowed, audibly. The restraining sheet still swathed her, outlining the rigid body as though the cloth were wet.

Youve had a shock, said Kildare, coming up to her. But its going to be all right, now.

The girl whispered: They all know.... Ill never see them again. I want to die.

Well get this thing away, and then well talk, said Kildare.

He lowered the side of the bed, unfastened the sheet that bound her, and set free her hands. Her left hand and wrist were bandaged. After that he pulled up a chair and sat down. It seemed to him that a whole procession of famous spirits were standing behind him, criticising. In the forefront stood Lane Porteus and the great Gillespie. He said nothing through a long moment but listened to the breathing as it grew easier.

After a while a hand fumbled. He found it and held it. It was cold and dry. A little more of this tension and she would not need gas or broken glass to finish her. She gripped his fingers hard, with a trembling strength. In a queer absentness of mind he felt the tough tennis callus inside the thumb. There was a constant tremor in her, like something wavering and about to fall.

All of them — they all know! she said. Why dont they tell me about it?

Hush — they dont know, said Kildare.

But her whisper answered: I saw Dave Hamilton white with disgust and trying to smile and be a gentleman. Ill die before I ever see him again. Ill hold my breath till my heart bursts—

If they had the least idea about anything, answered Kildare, why did they send me here to find out whats wrong?

Is it true? she gasped.

Because the nurses told them that I was here and that you talked with me. They begged me to come here and see what I could discover. How could they tell that I knew everything already?

Everything? asked that small voice of agony.

He felt that every word expended a vital energy. Yet he knew it was good for her to talk.

Dont you remember? said Kildare.

But did I tell everything?

Because you knew nothing could matter to me, said Kildare.

She turned over on her face and began to sob heavily, but stifling the sound with the pillow as though even the noise of her weeping might betray something to the outer world. But Kildare did not matter, it seemed. He alone was of the inner circle. He put his hand on her back and felt her body go rigid and loose in recurrent spasms. All these were perfect symptoms of dementia praecox; Lane Porteus and the rest of the great ones were agreed about her; there was only the unproven instinct of Kildare against the lot. As he thought of that, the fear came oddly back on him.

She found his other hand and kept on weeping against it.

Its all right, said Kildare. Nobody else knows. Thats what makes everything all right.

The weeping stopped. He put out his handkerchief and fumbled it over her face.

Blow! commanded Kildare.

She blew. He fumbled the handkerchief again and drew it back.

How gentle and how sweet you are! said the girl.

Be quiet, said Kildare. You must rest again.

She was silent for a moment. He could tell how thought came and went in her by the pressure of his hand.

They cant help knowing, she said then. That girl will tell them. Shes always wanted David, and shes always hated me.

I can make her be quiet, said Kildare.

But the man! What if he talks? When I saw him the day after, I knew that he was simply a beast!

Im attending to him, also, said Kildare.

How could I have done it! she moaned.

Her voice went up the scale into a whispering scream. Kildare slipped an arm under her and held her close to him with both hands. She was shuddering violently from head to foot.

Ive got to die. I want to die!

Youre wrong, said Kildare. We can face it out, together. Thats what friendship amounts to: two people who stand back to back and keep trouble away.

Will you say that again? she asked.

He said it again, and as he spoke her rigid body grew flaccid once more. He laid her back in the bed.

Dont leave me! she pleaded.

Ill be right here, said Kildare.

Dont leave me — till Im asleep. Make me sleep so deep that I wont dream.

Youre going to sleep that way now.

He put his hand on her head. She held the other with a grasp that momentarily relaxed, and gripped hard again, and then fell away completely. After that he stood up but remained leaning over the bed for a time. Once she cried out in a quick, muffled voice of pain. He spoke, and instantly she was asleep again. It seemed to Kildare, as he made his way quietly from the ward, that the funereal sense had gone out of the fragrance of the roses and that life had come back into the air of the room.

At the door, which had remained slightly ajar, he found the nurse with two attendants standing close, their heads bowed as they still listened.

He said: Ive taken off the restraining sheet. I hope it wont be put back on her.

The resident psychiatrist standing by with arms folded, sullenly enduring his vigil, now lifted his head and stared at the young interne.

I wonder if youll permit another hypodermic presently, doctor? he asked with infinite irony.

Shes sleeping soundly, answered Kildare. Do you think it well to waken her for a hypodermic?

And if she grows violent, were not to put a restraining sheet on her? demanded the ironical resident.

Youll do exactly what seems best, of course, said Kildare. But if shes not disturbed, she wont become violent. And if she seems to be excited about anything, I wonder if I may be called?

The resident stared at him with owlish, unfriendly eyes. In place of answering the last remark he said: Dr. Carew and the Chanlers are waiting your convenience in his office, Dr. Kildare, whenever you see fit to drop in on them.

Kildare went to Carews office. Hamilton and the two Chanlers rose slowly, anxiously from their chairs.

I ventured on taking off the restraining sheet, said Kildare. Also, I suggested that she did not need another hypodermic.

Dr. Kildare, observed Carew, is not a psychiatrist. He does not realise the essential importance of sleep, no matter at what cost.

She is sleeping perfectly now, answered Kildare.

The ugly face of the mother grew beautiful as she smiled. What did you do, doctor? she asked.

I talked to her, said Kildare.

What did she say? asked David Hamilton, speaking almost for the first time, the words breaking with unexpected force out of the high tension in which he was held.

Kildare looked at him and then at the map of New York which extended in diminishing relief outside the window.

Im afraid that I cant repeat what she said, he told them.

Not repeat it? But why not? asked Carew.

It was spoken in confidence, said Kildare.

But my dear young Kildare, you must know that it is not necessary to preserve the confidences of a psychopathic patient.

Im unable to agree that shes psychopathic, said Kildare.

The opinions of men like Porteus and Gillespie mean nothing to you? asked Carew.

They mean a great deal, said Kildare, growing hot in the face.

Carew picked up his telephone and asked that Gillespie be invited to his office in urgent haste. Then he sat down again in his official chair and folded his arms. He tried to smile but he was deeply shaken with anger.

Robert Chanler said: Of course Im completely a layman, but it would seem to me that if Dr. Kildare has won Barbaras confidence so that shell talk with him, he is almost our only satisfactory means of getting in touch with what is passing in her mind.

Thats an obvious truth, said Carew. Hes our only bridge to her, and yet refuses to be crossed. However, well presently have the opinion of Dr. Gillespie. In some quarters of the medical world, added Carew, dryly, the word of Gillespie has some trifling weight.

Ive heard him referred to as the outstanding medical genius of the entire world! said David Hamilton.

After those words of unnecessary introduction Gillespie came striding into the office in great haste.

I cant have these interruptions, Carew, he said in his rough way. Youve taken me away from one of the most beautiful hearts Ive ever listened to. A real fibrillator with a really worthwhile murmur; a regular deathsong. I dont care if the Chanlers are here; I dont care if the hospital needs two wings, and fifty other improvements; I cant be taken from my work like this—

The self-control of Carew broke down completely under this frontal bombardment. He turned crimson and groaned: Good God, Gillespie!

Ah, well, Im sorry, said Gillespie. I shouldnt have said that. But, he added, turning to Chanler, you know the world puts a high value on you. It rates you as a real deep-water millionaire and it wants part of your cargo. This hospital wants a share, for instance.

His eyes were angrily bright as he looked at them.

Mr. Chanler, said Carew, with desperate eyes, Im frightfully sorry that this mercenary motive should be attached to an institution devoted to the charitable service of—

Ah, shut up, Carew, will you? asked Gillespie. | Chanlers not a thin-skinned little boy. He knows what we want out of him, and by being frank about it youll get more than if youre mealy-mouthed. Isnt that true, Chanler?

Im glad you put it this way, Gillespie, said Chanler.

I know the General Hospital has always worked like a Christian martyr for the good of the world and I also know that it has needs. You give me a chance to say that if you can put Bobby back on her feet, Ill put my resources at your disposal. Dont be embarrassed, Dr. Carew. We know your calibre and we know the rating of this hospital. Thats why Barbara is still inside its walls. Suppose we get back to her case?

Gladly, said Carew, still sweating with the heat of his emotion. Ive asked you to come here to say again, Gillespie, what youve said before: Do you or do you not consider Barbara Chanler a psychopathic case?

Who else has any other opinion? Gillespie growled.

Young Dr. Kildare, said Carew, pointing.

He still thinks that there is nothing but a case of fright and hysteria? demanded Gillespie.

He sees nothing else, said Carew. So far he has laid the only wire that contacts her but he protects her by refusing to give his information to older minds.

What makes you think youre right and the rest of us wrong? asked Gillespie.

I have a feeling— began Kildare, and stuck there because in fact he had little else with which to expand his idea in medical terms.

He says that he has a feeling! exclaimed Carew.

Ah ha? cried Gillespie, and putting his chin on his fist he stared at Kildare with bright eyes.

Rather absurd, eh? remarked Carew.

No doubt, answered Gillespie shortly, still absorbed by what he saw or tried to see in Kildare.

This is all very painful for you, Mrs. Chanler, said Carew, but the fact is that your daughter has suffered a slight malady of the mind. We must admit that frankly and study it frankly before we can hope to perform a cure.

Only two things can happen here, young man, said Gillespie. Either you must give way or the hospital must change its mind.

Kildare wiped his wet forehead. He could not speak. Chanlers wife came close to Kildare and let all her simple goodness shine directly out upon him.

I know youre trying to shelter her, but you must talk, she said. We owe Barbaras life to you, and I think youll let us owe you even more than her life.

Wait a moment, broke in Gillespie. He doesnt know all the facts of the case. He hasnt had a chance to learn from the Chanlers the neuropsychiatrie details of the picture. He doesnt know that Barbara as a child was bright, good natured except for moods, quiet, thoughtful but excitable, over-affectionate, shy, sensitive, easily frightened, a poor sleeper. Obvious introvert, Kildare, eh?

I suppose so, sir, said Kildare.

Damn the supposing. Do a little knowing and a lot less supposing. Now, three mornings ago, the Chanlers tell us, she went off to a party and came home late. Three in the morning. Policeman found her wandering in the neighbourhood at that hour. Absolutely wandering, eh? Chanler said: The officer asked her where she was going and she answered: Who am I? Where do I live? Chanlers wife looked suddenly down at the floor; and young David Hamilton turned quickly away.

Gillespie went on: She comes into the house. Her father and mother, pretty badly alarmed by her late hours — she was always home early — speak to her and she seems hardly to recognise them. The next day she was suspicious, more active, sleepless, depressed. She wanted to see nobody. Never at ease or at rest. Wanted to be alone. Thought the servants were spying on her and laughing behind her back. I ask you, Kildare, is that the sense of persecution? Is that the perfect paranoid set-up?

It sounds so, sir, said Kildare.

It is so, sir, said Gillespie. And the sooner we can find what it is that upset her between twelve-thirty and three on Tuesday morning, the faster well be able to effect a cure. Kildare, have you any idea what its all about and what torments her?

Not a perfectly clear idea, said Kildare.

Damn perfect clarity, exploded Gillespie. Have you any inkling at all?

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

Good fellow! Out with it, then.

Im sorry, sir. I gave her my word and honour that I would repeat nothing.

Your word and honour — to a case of dementia praecox? Are you actually going to let that hold you? shouted Gillespie. Why, its the damnedest thing I ever heard of.

Dont you know you can be thrown out of hospital for this sort of stupidity?

Kildare nodded dumbly.

Do you know that once out of the hospital your career is smashed as completely as a broken tumbler?

I know that, sir, said Kildare.

Then dont let yourself be damned. Speak out, man; speak out! You can see how the Chanlers feel. They know that praecox is often curable; but only if we can get the fullest picture of the case. Isnt that true?

Utterly true! exclaimed the mother. Do you see, Dr. Kildare? We all are entreating you!

Are you with the rest of them? asked Kildare, suddenly, looking across the room at young Hamilton. Certainly I am, said Hamilton.

You see, summed Carew, that good sense, decency, and every motive compels you to let us have what you know. Will you start now, Dr. Kildare?

Ive thought it over carefully, said Kildare. And theres no use pressing me a step farther. I dont find delusions in her. I merely find fear. She has my promise. I cant repeat a single word she spoke to me. Im sorry.

You only think youre sorry, said Carew, after a moment. Ive an idea that before youre much older, Kildare, youre going to know what sorrow really is!


XII. YOUNG MEN — RASH MEN
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AS HE LEFT Carews office someone followed Kildare, and as he entered the hall young Hamilton came up to him, saying: Can I talk to you five minutes?

Why not? answered Kildare.

Everybody in there was pretty hard on you, Hamilton said. I thought we might get somewhere by talking alone. I have a sort of right to talk about Barbara.

I know. You were engaged to her.

Were? I still am, said Hamilton.

Everything is in the past, so far as shes concerned, said Kildare.

Meaning that shes going to wipe everything out?

Not necessarily. But she might.

Thats hard to take.

I hope you wont have to take it, said Kildare.

This whole business seems to be important to you, remarked Hamilton, making a fresh beginning.

Rather important, agreed Kildare. It means my life — as a doctor.

It means what?

Theyre going to throw me out of this hospital unless I tell em what shes told me, Kildare answered. Once out of this hospital, Ill never get into another one. Without a year as interne, I cant practise.

Oh, as far as your future is concerned, the Chanlers are a decent lot. Theyll take care of that, said Hamilton. They recognise their obligation.

Its kind of em, said Kildare. They might put me to work in the oil fields — or running office errands, perhaps.

What Im trying to say, Hamilton went on, rather hastily, is that in some mysterious way you seem to have won Barbaras confidence. But if you dont let the hospital know what youve learned, their hands are tied. They have to find out whats in her mind before they can help her. And she wont talk to them.

Im glad she wont, said Kildare.

Thats a queer thing to be glad about, isnt it?

If she talks, theyll be all the more certain that its dementia praecox; and the treatment they give her then may drive her out of her mind. Even if they got her back on her feet, shed be branded the rest of her life as a girl who had been out of her head. Everyones attitude towards her would change. Even yours. Would you still consider marriage possible?

You mean having children and all that?

Yes, all that, said Kildare. He took a good breath but did not qualify any of the words he had spoken.

The point is, what do you propose to do with your knowledge of Barbara?

I propose to find out what happened to her early Tuesday morning, answered Kildare. Theres something mysterious about it. If I can find out what the mystery was and explain things to her, I think shell be back to her normal self at once and the only thing that ever can be held against her is that shes had a nervous breakdown.

If youre wrong, her mind may be ruined and your career goes crash.

Thats true, said Kildare. Ive got to be right. Theres only one thing I can do, honestly, and I intend to do it.

He would not have been surprised, from Hamiltons contorted face, if the fellow had struck him. Instead, Hamilton reached out a quick hand and laid it on his shoulder.

Theres something magnificent about this, he said. The rest are solidly against you but I only want to know how I can help. Can I?

Will you tell me where she went on a party Monday night? asked Kildare.

She went with Charlotte Wainwright and her crowd of artists and intelligentsia and all that tripe.

Was one among them a girl whos had her cap set for you and who hates Barbara? asked Kildare.

Hilda Jarvis— began Hamilton. You have talked with Barbara, he added, amazed.

Can I find them in the telephone book? asked Kildare.

Stephen Wainwright and Oliver Jarvis. Those are the names to look up.

Thanks, said Kildare. Thats real help when I need it.

He went on down the hall. He had to clear himself of the wild confusion that was in his mind, like the walls of a city falling; so he went where he was most at home — to a clinic.

The only one open at this hour was the G.U. He went down there where disease has its grimmest meaning and watched the mill eat up the patients and turn them forth into the street again until he heard an attending physician saying to a wan-faced young man: Milk and eggs. Thats your diet, and plenty of fresh fruit—

The young chap nodded, smiled faintly, and turned away. Kildare stopped him.

Its tough, said Kildare. Youre told what to do and you havent the money to do it.

I didnt say so, answered the patient.

Kildare pulled the ten-dollar note from his pocket. Make this go as far as it will, he said.

I cant take it, said the patient, flushing. Im not— Dont be silly, said Kildare. Its hospital money. Nothing personal about it at all.

He did not realise how highly personal that gift had been until he was in his room again and found Tom Collins waiting for him, dressed to the guards. Where have you been? asked Collins. Ive been waiting. Ive only got two and a half minutes to click with that platinum mine and if I miss Im in the soup for ever. Youve got that ten, Jimmy?

The fact is, I had to give it to a poor devil in the G.U. clinic— said Kildare. Im sorry—

Widow with six orphans, eh?

He walked up to Kildare as though he were about to strike him, changed his mind, stuck his hands in his pockets, and walked out the door. He looked back at Kildare, laughed, and then kicked the door shut behind him.

Kildare went to bed.

When he got up the next morning, Tom Collins was not in the bed across the room. Instead, big Vickery lay there, and Kildare knew that the three of them had decided that such an intolerable rat as himself was too much to be inflicted upon any single room-mate. They had decided to take him turn and turn about; a week at a time, no doubt. He got through bathing and shaving and dressing, and then went to Barbara Chanters room.

At the door the nurse met him.

Good morning, Dr. Kildare, she said. So sorry that you are not on the list of people who are to be admitted to see Miss Chanler.

Is that it? he murmured.

That seems to be it, doctor, said her bright, impertinent voice. She was as gay as a bird, picking something to death and about to burst into song.

I suppose they have her in a restraining sheet again? asked Kildare.

Quite a good guess, doctor, she said.

Theyve been drilling her with questions, I suppose?

Of course there has to be interrogation of dementia praecox cases, said the nurse.

And equally of course, they got no answers?

The nurse seemed struck by this. She looked at Kildare with brand-new eyes in which appeared a good deal of bewilderment.

I believe they didnt, she said, and Kildare felt her eyes following him.

He had a sense of being lowered into an inescapable pit of blackness. They apparently had abandoned all hope of using him in the Chanler case, which meant there was no chance for him, now, and his dismissal from the hospital would follow in a day or two.

The routine of the day, in the surgical service, gave him no operations. He merely assisted. After that, he went back to his room. Vickery was there, but had no word for him. There was a Special Delivery letter from his father and he opened it with an increasing sense of doom. The first lines thickened the darkness. It said:

Ive just had a note from Dr. Carew. He seems a little in doubt about you fitting into the scheme of things in the Dupont General Hospital, my boy. And I wonder if, before they grow harsh and discharge you, it might not be a good idea for you to resign from the place? It is not too late for you to come here and begin your year as interne in our fine little hospital. People are more kindly and more appreciative out here, Jimmy. And your mother and I are yearning for the day that will bring you back to Dartford—

He refolded the letter and pushed it back into the envelope. A few minutes later, he had the message for which he was waiting. Dr. Carew would see him at once.

It seemed to Kildare, when he stood in the directors office, that he was already outside of the hospital, far beyond all hope of a medical career, and lost somewhere between the smoking confusion of the harbour and the unknown horizon. Carew went, as usual, straight to the point after one circumlocution.

Young men are rash men, he said. And as a matter of fact without youth there would be no fire in the world. Time is needed before the fire dies down and therefore Ive called you in, Dr. Kildare, to see if you have not reconsidered some of your viewpoints of yesterday? The other doctors are not able to persuade her to speak. You have talked with Miss Chanler at some length on two occasions. What you have learned from her ought to be of the most priceless moment to the psychiatrists of the hospital. You are familiar with the importance of this case to all of us. And that is why I hope that you are going to open your mind to us in the proper way.

Kildare shrugged. If I could find a proper way, Id talk. There isnt any proper way.

Im trying to be patient, said Carew, polishing his bald head with a sudden flourish. Whats improper? I beg you to tell me? Whats in the slightest degree improper?

Do you think Id be right in letting her injure her own good name?

Injure what? Damn names! exploded Carew. We want facts which—

Facts are what Im going to get, said Kildare. How?

By going out to get them.

In this matter, said Carew, it seems that you desire to act as a free agent. I may be at liberty to tell you that before long I expect you to be a very free agent indeed! He let this announcement sink into Kildare and then made a sudden gesture of dismissal.

Kildare, getting out from the office of which he had seen so much, too much, went back to his room in time to find the telephone ringing. It came to him like a sound over an Arctic waste, a symbol of infinite loneliness; then over the wire he heard a girls voice that seemed childishly small. It said: Hello, Jimmy? Jimmy? Im so glad to hear you!... Im in the McAllister Hotel. When will you be free to come over?

Who? echoed Kildare.

Jimmy, for heavens sake, dont you know me?

Beatrice! he cried. And then his automatic fingers were writing down the address.


XIII. BEDROCK
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THE MCALLISTER WAS down and cross-town a good twenty blocks but Kildare walked it. He went fast, with the rain spattering off the shoulders of the coat on to his cheeks. In the avenues the traffic kept piling up, choking the throats with more than they could swallow, and every now and then, at an unseen signal, all the horns began complaining together in a not unmusical chorus. At one of those traffic jams, he paused and noticed gardenias in a florists window. They made him think of Beatrice Raymond because she, also, looked crisp and had a sort of sweetness about her, so he went in and bought one.

The lobby of the McAllister was as big and as busy as Forty-second and Broadway with the engine noises subtracted and no traffic cops, so that the streams of people kept intermingling and blocking one another. There was such a crowd that he made sure it would be a great job to find Beatrice; and then all at once there she was by a pillar. She had on a dress of hunters green and a red hat that turned away from her face. When she saw him, she was excited. She waved and came swiftly towards him. City girls never moved as fast as that. She pulled off a glove to shake hands.

He kissed her, absently. He wished she had not taken off her glove.

You look great, he said.

She spoke quickly, gaily, glossing over this moment of meeting with the rush of her words. Arrived that morning. Attending some wedding or other tomorrow. No, she was only staying a day or so with the Petersens, then back to Dartford. Her mother was well, everyone was fine — 

He gave her the florists box but she did not open it until they were in the taxi struggling across town. The car had halted at a traffic stop and street lamps were pouring streams of dusty brilliance over her. The red hat seemed to cast a red shadow upon her face.

Jimmy, Jimmy, its lovely! she said, pinning the flower at her breast. Is that what you do in New York — take around gardenias to all your girls?

To all my girls, said Kildare.

She smiled. I hope youve picked out some big swank restaurant, she said. Youre going to have dinner with me, you know.

I cant do that, said Kildare.

But Ive never given you anything. Please — this is my party.

Youve never given me anything but horses and things, he said. All right, its your party. He had two dollars and eighty-five cents in his pocket after the gardenia.

The restaurant was a little Italian place, not expensive, and the head-waiter showed them to a booth at the end of the room. They talked casually through cocktails and a meal he did not remember. Suddenly they were at coffee, and as he sipped his brandy he felt at ease again.

But tell me about everybody at home, he said. Tell me about father and mother. The brandy warmed him and he leaned forward. You really look great, Beatrice. When I lean like this the gardenia nods to me. It fits you, you know — does that sound silly?

No. Not to me, she answered. She shook her head and smiled to prove how profoundly far from silly she thought that remark.

You always ought to wear red hats.

I couldnt wear them to funerals, you know.

When were married, youre always going to have a red hat. Youre going to have lots of red hats.

Are we going to be married, really?

Of course we are, some day. You still want to, dont you, Beatrice?

I could just barely stand it. Just barely, she said. She measured the infinite closeness of the chance between thumb and forefinger.

By now he knew the real purpose that had brought her to New York. Funeral, she had said. And it was no wedding she had come to attend but rather a funeral of James Kildare, M.D. He wanted to touch her fingers, to grip them tight.

But tell me about father and mother, he said. Why are you holding back about them?

He isnt very strong and well, Jimmy, she said. And your mother is a little sad. Your fathers not young, you know.

I know, said Kildare. Are you trying to tell me that hed live longer if I were home?

Im trying to tell you that, she agreed. Every time they get a letter from you, they call me over and then we read it aloud, all around. Even when the third person reads it, theres always something new to be pointed out.

His finger wrote an absent scrawl on the tablecloth and there was a long pause before he spoke:

Suppose a fellow were beaten and sick and sour, it would be pretty easy to give up and say: Beatrice, lets go home. Lets go on home together and be happy and get married and have it over with for life.

Im glad that would be easy, she said.

You saw how low my mother and father were, said Kildare, and you made up your mind that youd come here and give me something to lean on, and take me back home, and love me, and give me something to be proud of in spite of the fact that Im licked.

Dont, Jimmy! she begged.

Did father show you the letter from Dr. Carew?

No, Jimmy, I want to explain—

Did he tell you about it? demanded Kildare.

I dont remember. I wanted to—

All right. He told you about it. You know that Im about to be kicked out.... Now what the devil makes you have tears in your eyes?

Nothing, Jimmy.

No, go on. Tell me. Dont you think I cant take it — being kicked out?

Its only the terrible pain in your face, said Beatrice. Never mind my looks. I want to tell you how down I am in the hospital. Even the internes dont want me around. I get a new room-mate every week — thats what poison I am to them. The nurses — they dont count — but even the nurses snicker behind my back. The heads of the services have no use for me. Carew has me on the carpet once a day to give me the devil. And the great man of the hospital goes out of his way to kick me in the face.

She closed her eyes. She had her hands locked hard together on the edge of the table.

Id be able to stand kicks from all the rest if I had one good word from Gillespie, he said. But I had to make him an enemy the first day I saw him. Do you know who Gillespie is?

Hes their great man, isnt he?

Kildare, reaching for words, was silent a moment before he said: Hes almost God, to me.

Then how could you make him hate you?

The first day. He was sitting at the table with the internes around and he asked us if we saw anything on his hands worth noticing. Nobody saw anything important until I noticed a little mole under the nail of the small finger of his left hand. I asked him if I could feel the gland above the elbow, here. And he jumped up in a rage and hes hated me ever since.

But, Jimmy, how strange! How cruel and strange. What did it mean, anyway?

Nothing but cancer, said Kildare, sighing. If the gland above his elbow is swollen and hard, it means that cancer is in him and attacking the lymphatics.

How horrible! But if you told him, couldnt it be cured?

Cured? No, no. He cant live more than a year, probably.... Look. He knows more than a thousand other doctors. In the last year of his life, he could have poured what he knows into the lap of a younger man. If God had given me luck, maybe I could have been that man. Instead, I made him hate me the moment he laid eyes on me. Thats the way I do things.

If you cant get on in that huge, heartless place, you can start in the little county hospital in Dartford, she pleaded. Jimmy, you look frightfully sick.

His laugh hurt her.

No, Im all right, he said. Im down at bedrock. Ive drilled a hole right down to bedrock, and there I am, thats all. Im in a hole so deep and black that Ill never be able to climb out.

She watched his face and shared the silence. When she spoke her voice was soft with understanding. She said: If its a well as deep as that, you ought to be able to see the stars even at noon.

The stars at noon? repeated Kildare.

If its the bottom of darkness for you, said the girl, if you look straight up youll find some sort of a great hope and something beautiful.

He looked at her with strange eyes and then, lifting his head, looked far above her.

Its true, he murmured at last.

What is it, Jimmy?

I see the stars, all right. From this minute on, Ill always be able to see them, even at noon.

What are they, Jimmy?

Its more than any woman or any wife; more than having children — and more than a father and mother, said Kildare, softly. I want to be—

His voice trailed away. He began to smile a little, still looking at that high distance.

What is it, Jimmy? she begged.

Ive never known. It wasnt surgery or general practice or research or any speciality that I was after, he said. So I was confused. But now that everything is finished, I know what I want. A big hospital like that one.

Where the sick come by thousands and thousands, every disease under the sun and you see and keep on seeing in such numbers that at last you know the face of it.... I want to be a diagnostician. I want to have what Gillespie could give me. And, God, Ive thrown the chance away.

You havent thrown it away. Youll find a new chance. Well find it together! she told him.

Its no good. Id start at the bottom washing floors and windows and shining shoes, if that would let me in. But theres no second chance for an interne. If hes kicked out of one hospital hes kicked out of them all. Hell never have a second chance.

Is there no way you can change things? Is there no way you can change and please them? she asked.

Yes, I can do what they want. I can give up what I know is right and do what they want.

Oh, Jimmy, do it. Youre too young to stand against them all.

Theres no good talking, said Kildare. And now dont cry about it.

No, I wont cry, she said.

Shes as young as you; shes ten times more beautiful.

Oh, is she? asked Beatrice.

And shes almost as fine, said Kildare. Ill be damned before I let them do her in. Shell be my last case in New York but Im going to give her everything Ive got. Am I wrong?

You cant be wrong, said the girl.

Then you and I go back to Dartford where everybodyll pity me, and Ill have to show them that I can be a good stay-at-home son, after all. I dont know when this thing will break, but tomorrow or the next day will be the finish, and then well take the train home. That make you happy?

She said nothing. The weariness which only women understand was in her eyes, and she endured, silently.


XIV. THE DREAM WEED
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WHEN KILDARE GOT back to the hospital he found the door to the adjoining room open, and voices talking cheerfully in there; a moment after his coming, big Vickery entered, however, closed the door, gave Kildare a silent nod, and went over to his desk to look up something in a medical journal. The telephone rang. Vickery picked it up, answered, and then silently extended the receiver.

A girls voice came over the wire: This is Nurse Bradford. Dr. Kildare, it is totally against the rules for me to speak to you about this, but today Miss Chanler was asking for you and she was told that you were not to see her again. She grew hysterical. It was quite awful. I dont know what you can do. I suppose the hospital knows what its doing in keeping you away from her; but it made me rather sick to see her reaction.... Is it true that youre to be dismissed because you wont repeat what she has told you?

Im afraid thats true, said Kildare. Im glad you telephoned. Thank you for that. Ill do my best to see her. Good night.

He hung up the receiver. He could not help noticing that Vickerys shoulders were resolutely hunched and he was keeping his attention fixed straightforward upon the magazine, which was a sure sign that he had heard Nurse Bradfords words over the wire. For that matter, the entire hospital probably had heard, by this time, the rumour about his approaching discharge. He went at once to Barbara Chanlers room. The door to the hall was securely closed with an attendant posted like a guard outside it; but he saw the girls father and mother going into the adjoining room and he made bold to follow.

David Hamilton was in there, together with the great Gillespie and a nurse and female attendant; Dr. Lane Porteuss sad face appeared in a shadowy corner. No one noticed Kildare. Their eyes were too preoccupied with thoughts of the girl in the next room and their own gloomy conceptions. Mrs. Chanler, looking much older with grief and weariness, was in the centre of the stage now.

Do you think its safe, Dr. Porteus? she said. It upset her to see me before.

I think it will throw definite light on the case if she has a similar reaction now, answered the famous psychiatrist. I advise it.... You must be prepared to find her a good deal altered. She is weaker. Excitement of this nature is bound to be vitiating.

Ill go in, then, said the mother. Her husband went towards the door with her, keeping a protective arm about her.

I beg your pardon, said Kildare. Im not wanted in this business, but if Miss Chanler is very much excited, will you give me an opportunity to quiet her?

An interesting offer, said Porteus, but one which I must definitely decline.

Are you sure about that? asked Gillespie, unexpectedly.

Porteus was amazed. I thought we were at one about this case, doctor, he said.

I always like to keep the door open in hope that I can overhear a new idea, answered Gillespie. But let it be the way you want.

But could he quiet my poor girl? asked Mrs. Chanler.

Eventually, said Porteus. Ive already pointed out to you that the young doctor will do more harm than good in this case.... If you will go in quietly, Mrs. Chanler, and brighten your expression a trifle — then speak cheerfully and rather casually to your daughter, Im reasonably sure that there will be no bad effect. On the first occasion she was taken by surprise. She still thought that her anonymity was being preserved and there was natural shock when she saw you.

He turned to Kildare and added: We wont need you here, doctor.

Kildare watched the mother enter the adjoining room; then he turned to leave, and as he stepped into the hall he heard from the sick girl a wailing cry of despair and of fear.

He shut the door quickly behind him and hurried down the hall. When he was back in his room, Vickery lifted his head from his magazine and gave him one side-glance that almost invited conversation, but Kildare threw himself face down on his bed. Sleep came pouring over his tired brain and body; he was almost lost in slumber when that remembered cry from the sick-room touched him again, an electric current through the brain. After that, no sleep was possible. He sat up, lay down again, walked up and down the hall, once more returned to his bed, and was sitting with chin on his fist when the morning came.

He showered, shaved, dressed. He could not eat. A cup of black coffee steadied him for the mornings work in the operating-rooms, but that was quickly over. He had time before lunch and used it as usual to go down to a clinic.

The eye, ear, nose and throat clinic was not a customary stamping ground for him, but he watched with a sort of grim interest the file of entrants as they stood before the girl who issued the admission cards. It might be, after all, the last time he ever watched a clinic in operation.

Name, please, and address, the girl was saying, over and over again, and the answers formed and reformed dimly in his drowsy brain until he heard a vague, rambling voice that answered: But who am I? And where do I live?

Are you drunk, or what? asked the girl.

Kildare had the man by the arm — a miserable little pipe-stem of an arm — and led him out of the line.

Whats wrong with you? he asked.

He stared into the queer pupils of the eyes as he listened to the patient saying: I dont see very good. Things are far away.... And who am I? I ought to know who I am.

That, said the Chanler family, was what Barbara had asked of the policeman who brought her home on that Tuesday morning.

Youve been on it quite a while, havent you? asked Kildare.

On what? asked the flat, vague voice.

The dope, said Kildare.

What dope?

Thats what I want you to tell me, said Kildare.

Do you help me out if I tell you? asked the patient.

He was young. The more Kildare looked at him, the more he seemed to shed the superfluous age and get back towards the twenty years or so which really belonged to him.

How much do you need to get a shot? asked Kildare.

A dollar, begged the patient. He began to smile with an eager hope.

A dollar cant get you far, said Kildare.

No? Eight of them are a lot better than nothing.

Eight what? Eight shots for a dollar?

Yeah, but the way I am now, it takes three or four before I can begin to feel it.

How does it make you feel then?

How would giggle-smoke make you feel?

Giggle-smoke? echoed Kildare.

You know. Mufflers. Reefers.

Marihuana, eh?

Yeah, thats it.

You get the cigarettes two for a quarter?

Easy.

Heres fifty cents, said Kildare. But youd better spend it on some food. Then go home and get to bed. Will you do that?

The lie ran visibly across the eyes of the patient, like a cat chasing a mouse. Sure, thats what Ill do, he said, taking the money. He laughed a little and nodded at Kildare. Sure, Ill have a bite to eat and then Ill go right home. He laughed again as he turned away.

Kildare let him go unwillingly because he had something extremely worth thought; and besides, there was little that even doctors could do for that wasted bit of humanity. He went back to his room and flopped on his back, praying for a bit of sleep before lunch to clear his brain.

Vickery came in as the telephone buzzed and Kildare wearily reached for it.

Over the wire came the unmistakable voice of Dr. Carew, saying: That you, Dr. Kildare? I naturally regret to inform you that you are to be considered by the board of the hospital for probable dismissal from the service at five oclock this afternoon. I am letting you know this in person because I want to point out to you that every danger will be removed from you the moment you are willing to talk freely about the Chanler girl.

Ive been trying to persuade myself for two days, answered Kildare, but I cant do it. If shes suffering from dementia praecox Im a fool to keep my promise to her; but if shes simply a frightened, hysterical girl, Id be a dog to violate her confidence.

Carew shouted in a sudden headlong rage: Its your medical life that youre taking into your own hands and destroying. Its the suicide of your career. Good-bye!

He crashed up the receiver at his end of the line. Kildare sat down to digest this final shock. But it seemed to him that his way was opening gradually before him, not to save his own scalp but perhaps to do something for Barbara Chanler.

He said: Vickery, I know what you and your two friends think about me but Id rather ask you than a stranger. Will you cover up for me? Im cutting out of here to be gone till five oclock. Id hate to be caught out of bounds before Im formally fired.

Vickery said: I always knew Tommy Collins was part clown and part damn fool. Hes missed you completely.... You bet Ill cover for you, Kildare.

To the bewilderment of Kildare, the big fellow was shaking hands.

Good luck, he said. Whatever youre doing, I hope it turns out the best.

This unexpected blessing followed Kildare down to the Street. He looked up the telephone number of the Wainwrights and rang to ask for Charlotte. She had a good-natured cold-in-the-head sort of a voice; thin in the background rattled the noise of a luncheon. This is Dr. Kildare of the Dupont General Hospital, he said. David Hamilton gave me your name and I wonder if you will tell me something about Barbara Chanler?

That poor child! Is it true that shes quite out of her head, Dr. Kildare? asked Charlotte Wainwright.

Not at all, said Kildare. Its simply a nervous breakdown. Strictly that and nothing manic whatever.

Im so relieved to hear you say so, said the sceptical Charlotte.

At your party Monday evening, Miss Chanler lost a small brooch. She thinks she remembers that she dropped it and that it was picked up by the man with whom she left your party. But she cant remember his name.

Cant remember? Oh, I know how it can be.

Little things like that are apt to worry a nervous patient. So we want to have the name and address of the man, if you can give them to us, said Kildare.

Why, she went off with — who was it?

Her voice, turned from the telephone, asked in the room: Last Monday evening — who was it took Bobby Chanler home? Wasnt it Jack Parker?... Oh, was it that great big Stew Walden?... It was Stewart Walden, the illustrator and painter, doctor, and he lives at — oh, down there by Greenwich Village, some place. Wait a moment. I have it here.

Kildare wrote down the name and address and thanked her. After that he walked across to Fifth Avenue and took a bus to Washington Square. The rain of the last few days was ending. Towering cumulus clouds moved with a slow dignity across the sky and made even New York seem small in contrast. Kildare, in a narrow cross-street, found the address, and spotted the right name on the mail box. When he rang, and had opened the door, a voice called down: Whos there? That you, Dinty?

No, said Kildare, but I—

Sorry. Busy. Cant see anybody! called the big voice from above. And a door slammed.

Kildare went up to the third floor. Waldens card was on the door to the left; a girls voice whined inside the room. A man grunted a brief answer as Kildare rapped.

Yeah? called the man inside.

Its important business, said Kildare. Will you see me for a moment?

Busy. Too damned busy, said Walden. Sorry, brother.

The girl was muffling a snicker.

Ive come over from Dinty, said Kildare.

The devil you have! Wait a minute.

Kildare heard muttering voices. Then high heels tapped into a distance and were silent. The door was opened by a big fellow with a dozen extra pounds layered over his body and his face, like grease over a soup stock. In the corners of his eyes were the sort of wrinkles one sees in Paris. His eyelids were fat and purple-stained.

Why didnt Dinty come himself? asked Walden, impatiently.

He thought he could send, just as well, said Kildare, guessing as he went along.

Well, lets have it, will you? asked Walden. Come on in.

Kildare went into a big studio with canvases stacked against the walls and, on the easel, a portrait of a soubrette smiling over a bare shoulder. The rest of the picture was still in the most sketchy stage, but the throat and shoulder had been finished like soft satin.

Wasnt Dinty able to come? Was he done in? asked Walden, still holding out his hand in expectation.

Kildare opened a cigarette box he found on a table and closed it again. There were no reefers with their twisted tips in that box.

You know how it is, said Kildare. The best of us weaken, now and then.

But think of old Dinty caving in! said Walden. He laughed. And still when the voice had gone out of his laughter he was leering with surprised pleasure. What kind of cigarettes do you want? Theres some over there in the corner — theres nothing youd want in that box there—

But Kildare already had opened it and found, under the top layer, a dozen specimens of what he wanted to see. The brown-paper wrappings of the cigarette were hard-twisted at both ends. He picked them up in his hand, took out a handkerchief, and folded them inside the cloth. {Kildare Novel}

Walden said: What in hells the idea? He came rapidly across the room.

Who the devil are you, anyway? he asked. You mean that Dinty had to send you here for that stuff?

I never saw your friend Dinty, said Kildare.

Well, by God— said Walden, and lowered his head with his eyes squinting and his upper lip curling back from the teeth. He looked like a picture of a backfield player running in a crowded field and expecting a tackier the next instant.

Extreme desire to do murder stopped Kildares breath in the hollow of his throat. He waited for the big man to come at him, but something about his angry expectancy took the temper out of Walden all in a breath. He straightened up a little and said: Come on, now. Whats it about? Who are you?

You keep this stuff and use it on women, dont you? asked Kildare.

Those things? I dont know how they happened to be there, said Walden.

You dont know? asked Kildare, ironically. Somebody put them there, I suppose?

Who are you? demanded Walden again.

My name is Dr. James Kildare, he said. Does that help you?

Dr. Kildare? repeated Walden, apparently weakened by the professional title. Youre not from the narcotics squad, are you?

Kildare caught at the suggestion.

What ought we to do with fellows like you, Walden? he asked.

Youre one of the government crowd? asked Walden.

Kildare said: Youve been watched for quite a while, Walden. Its hard to keep this stuff out of the hands of swine like you. You can buy em at two for a quarter. And the marihuana grows in every backyard where its planted. Theres no controlling the supply. If you used it to rot yourself, nobody would care. But youre one of the fellows who takes short cuts. You use it on women. You soften them up with the dope. Is that right?

Absolutely not! exclaimed Walden.

Why lie to me? asked Kildare. I know about you.

Walden bit his lip. He pulled it slowly, thoughtfully through his teeth. A sweat like melting mascara made his purple eyelids shine.

Monday night — or early Tuesday morning, rather, said Kildare, you took somebody from Charlotte Wainwrights party. Who was it?

I dont remember, said Walden.

Would you remember better in jail? asked Kildare.

I think it was Barbara Chanler, said Walden.

Where did you go with her?

No place in particular. We were just on the town for an hour or so.

What became of her?

Why, I took her home, and—

Id better turn you in, said Kildare. I hoped that youd help us. But if you try to fog the trail, to hell with you.

What is it you want me to do, doctor? asked Walden.

I want you to take me every step of the way you went with her, said Kildare.

Suppose I did? asked Walden.

It could be wangled for you to get off scot-free, I suppose, answered Kildare.

I wish— began Walden. He left his wish unuttered. Lets go, then, he said.


XV. THE HIDDEN ROOM
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LE COQ BLANC was right in the middle of a cross-town block. The entrance, as usual, was down on the cellar floor. A white rooster with a red comb and yellow legs strutted on a sign painted beside the door. The interior had a battered, well-used look, and the varnish had almost been rubbed from the top of the bar which curved halfway up the side wall and then across the rear of the room. Two waiters in soiled aprons came wearily towards them, one of them yawning, the other pushing chairs out of the way.

This is where you brought her?

A lad at the rear of the restaurant ran hastily up a flight of steps.

Its not so bad, said Stewart Walden. The drinks are cheap and its open till three. After twelve, the dirt doesnt show so much.

Someone came down the rear flight of stairs and a man with the varnished red of an autumn apple in his cheeks came into view. He waved a greeting from a distance. Mr. Walden, he called. What are you doing here at this time of day?

He was a sleek man. The baldness of his head had the look of something contrived to increase the impressive height of his forehead; but by doing this, the lower part of his face was strangely dwarfed, nose and mouth and chin seeming to occupy hardly enough space for a single one of those features. Since they lacked vertical scope, they made up for it by sticking well out to the front and this gave him an odd, pouting look.

Only looking around for a moment, Louis said Walden. Were not staying. I wanted to recommend you to my friend, thats all. Shall we go along, doctor?

But Kildare was lost in a study of the fastidious clothes of Louis and the elegant brightness of his shoes, which shone even more than the top of his head.

You really wont stay? urged Louis, with an expressive lift of his eyes and eyebrows towards the ceiling.

Why not go upstairs and see what it looks like? asked Kildare.

Nothing to it at all, said Walden, turning.

But Monsieur Walden! cried Louis, wounded. You never— His voice halted and then resumed on a new note: But drop in on us some evening, doctor. I have a good table dhôte here and you will always be welcome for the sake of my good friend, Monsieur Walden.

He was bowing them out as he spoke; but there was no moving Kildare. He had felt the sign pass from Walden to the restaurateur.

Were going upstairs, Walden.

Its a sheer waste of time, answered Walden.

If theres nothing up there, we wont have to stay, answered Kildare, and led the way up the stairs at the rear of the room. He felt, rather than heard, the whispering conference and the rapid interchanging signs between Walden and Louis behind him; then he came up into a long, narrow room with stencilled walls and green hangings thinly damasked in gold. Around a circular dance floor were set tables, and other tables stood in the booths which retired into the shadows along the walls.

Nothing to it, you see, said Walden.

By this time Louis, who had lagged behind, appeared again. Just after him two fellows with pulpy faces, like prizefighters, moved slowly out into the room, beginning to move chairs, soundlessly, and work on them with dust-cloths. Kildare could not help a backward glance towards the stairs.

This is really where you took her Tuesday morning, is it? he asked.

Yes. We sat downstairs, said Walden, and after two or three drinks—

The music and the dancing were up here, but you sat down there? asked Kildare.

You know how Bobby is. Shes a quiet girl, answered Walden.

Did you ever speak to her before the Wainwright party? asked Kildare.

Well, not a great deal.

Were you ever introduced to her, even, before Monday night?

What are you driving at? asked Walden.

Why do you try to make a fool out of me? queried Kildare. You met her at Charlotte Wainwrights for the first time. You managed while you were there to give her her first taste of giggle-smoke, as they call it. Isnt that true?

He walked a bit closer to Walden. Walden said: How could I tell that shed never smoked one of them before?

Tell your two thugs to keep away from me, Louis, said Kildare. Were not going to have any trouble here. This is just a friendly little sight-seeing tour.

Exactly, exactly! said Louis. I am telling Pierre to open a bottle of Mumms Extra Dry. It will be an excellent aperitif, doctor, for your evening meal.

Youre very kind. Im not drinking, said Kildare. By the time you left the Wainwright party, your lady for the evening hardly knew where she was going and didnt care. Is that correct?

Make it your story. I wont spoil it, growled Walden, turning more ugly.

What were you serving Mr. Waldens table Tuesday morning? asked Kildare.

They were having a couple of — Ive forgotten what they were drinking, doctor, said Louis, beginning to sweat.

Do you remember where they were sitting? asked Kildare.

I cant be quite sure, said Louis.

Not sure of such an old friend, eh? What was the complexion of the girl with Walden?

I cannot remember. I am so sorry, doctor.

Perhaps you didnt have a good look at her? Not very striking?

Charming, Im sure. But I did not observe very attentively.

Kildare smiled at him. He turned to Walden and kept on smiling.

Well, I dont know what youre driving at, admitted Walden.

Have you forgotten your table, and what you were drinking, and the size of the check, and the complexion of the girl? asked Kildare.

Walden was silent, glaring at Louis who had made himself so obviously too supple a witness.

Answer me! snapped Kildare, like an officer giving a command.

We sat over there, said Walden at last.

In that booth? asked Kildare.

I suppose so, agreed Walden.

Champagne? asked Kildare.

Yes. Why not? There was nothing in it, protested Walden. He grew virtuous. Is there anything wrong in taking a girl out and buying her a bottle of champagne?

In the meantime, said Kildare, you were counting the number of cigarettes she was taking. The number of the giggle-smokes. How many were there? Answer me accurately, Walden. If you lie about this, Ill know it. How many did she smoke in that booth?

Four, said Walden.

Ah, four? murmured Kildare.

Monsieur Walden, are you discreet? asked Louis in a dry voice which Kildare had not heard from him before.

Four of them, on top of the liquor and on top of the others she had had before? queried Kildare.

It might have been fourteen and done no harm to her, protested Walden. How could I tell that she didnt have any strength? How could I tell that shed pass out like a light, all at once?

Kildare took a long, long breath. He took a cigarette, lighted it, and inhaled the smoke to the bottom of his lungs.

Im glad youre making sense now, Walden, he observed. What did you do with her then, Louis?

What should I do? asked Louis, helping his words with hands and shoulders and eyes. I had her taken where she could lie down and be cared for, of course.

Show me where, commanded Kildare.

He felt their eyes exchanging unspoken messages, and snapped his fingers in apparent irritation. I havent all the rest of the day for this, he declared. Step along, Louis. Show me where you took her.

Louis crossed the room slowly. Kildare followed at the side of Walden, who looked brittle with tension. Behind them the two with dust-cloths remained closely at hand. Louis pulled back one of the green hangings and revealed a stairway with a velvet rope swinging in graceful loops up either side. A sour air of dead perfumes and stale smoke filled that passageway. The carpet, with an inch or more of padding under it, took the sound from their footfalls except a rhythmical whispering.

Behind him, Kildare felt the two hired men of Louis pressing closer. So they came to the upper hall which expanded into an open vestibule here and then narrowed and ran between a double row of rooms. Kildare felt a little sick. He put a hand out against the wall and steadied himself.

So you brought her up here? he asked.

And put her here, said Louis. Exactly here, doctor. On this couch, and put cold towels over her face and throat and fanned her until she began to come round— Kildare nodded, vacantly. The door of the adjoining room was open. He saw a double bed, a four-poster, and over the head of it the lower part of an old painting with the words of old French dimly inscribed: Mon mestier et mon art cest vivre.

He wanted a drink then, and he wanted it badly. He stepped into the open doorway. There was hardly a naked bit of wall-space. Hangings were everywhere, and there was enough of a current of air to set them rustling, whisper to whisper like cheek leaning to cheek. and after we had done all that we could— Louis was saying.

Im tired of hearing you lie, said Kildare. You brought her in here, didnt you?

But no, doctor. No, no, no! Do I guess what you have in mind? As a matter of fact, she was only here and then—

Why do you try to trick me when I already know? asked Kildare. She was brought into this room!

This cast them into a breathless moment of silence; then Walden grabbed Louis by the scruff of the neck. You damned French hairless pig, you sold me out! he said through his teeth.

I swear to heaven— cried Louis.

You lie again! How else would he have known? Who else could have told him? demanded Walden.

Louis jerked himself away with a sudden violence. He struck away the hand of Walden. Scratch even the most humble of French servitors and you will find — a democrat.

Handle your dirt in your own way, then — cochon! screamed Louis, and bolted down the stairs. His hired men went slowly after him, looking back towards Kildare with regretful eyes.

Kildare closed the door of the bedroom. He looked at Walden from head to foot, slowly; and big Walden began to back away from him an inch at a time.

I know what youre thinking, doctor, he said. But it wasnt that way. Listen to me! That evening lets say that I was as big a pig as you think and Louis says; but when Barbara passed out like a light — God, she was green as grass, and I was scared to death. I thought she was going to die. If I took her to a hospital theyd spot the marihuana and then thered be the devil to pay. Louis and I got her up here. I kicked open the first door. We put her on the bed, there. We got the cold towels. We did fan her. I got more and more scared. I told Louis wed have to call a doctor if he knew a safe one. He said that he did. He went to phone for his man. I went back into the bathroom and soaked the towel in cold water again. I wasnt gone more than forty seconds. And when I came back, she was gone! Do you believe that? Im telling you the whole truth. But I know youll think its a rotten lie.

No. I dont think its a rotten lie, said Kildare. I believe you. What did you do?

I looked into the hall, first. Louis came, saying that his man was on the way. I asked him where Barbara had gone. He didnt know. We went downstairs. The waiters had seen her come out and go across the room looking pretty white. We hurried down to the street. She was gone there, too.

Thats all you saw of her?

Yes.

What about the next day?

I was worried. Im no Sunday-school boy, but I was worried about that business. I went out to her house. She met me in the garden. I tried to talk to her, but she looked at me as though she didnt see me. I never saw such a pair of empty eyes. I got out and was glad to go. Id only wanted to make sure that she was all right....

Kildare ten minutes later was calling Hilda Jarvis on the telephone. Exactly how this girl fitted into the ugly picture he could not tell, but bluff had carried him through successfully so far and he would not abandon it now. Im wanting to know about the other evening when you were at Le Coq Blanc, he said.

He heard a frightened outcry, and the telephone receiver crashed up. Another load dropped from his shoulders. He waited five minutes and called again.

Are you there again? he said.

I thought Id not be able to get you — I didnt know where to call you — what do you want? Who are you? asked Hilda Jarvis.

Im a friend of Barbara Chanler, he said. Shes been afraid that youve worried because she saw you at Le Coq Blanc, and she wants me to tell you that no other soul, except the three of us, knows anything about it.

Ah, thank God! said the girls breaking voice. Tell Barbara that I love her for this — I was half crazy—

He came up to the hospital through the ambulance court, the battery of streamlined ambulances like so many torpedoes ready for action. Someone hailed him. It was Weyman, who came on the run and brought himself to a halt like a soldier. He panted out: Is it true that youre in trouble, Dr. Kildare?

So they say, answered Kildare.

Does it have anything to do with that screwy case that should have had the oxygen? asked Weyman. If it does, Ill go in and tell them the straight of it.

Theyd fire you, Weyman, and what would your wife think of you then? asked Kildare.

Ive told her about you, and its made her and me like that, said Weyman, lifting two fingers.

Thats great, said Kildare, but that case isnt any part of my trouble. You keep your job and your wife — and good luck to you.

He shook hands with Weyman and went into the hospital. It was twenty minutes before his appointed hour with Carew and that silent firing squad which was to put his career under the sod; but he lingered a moment at the door of Gillespies waiting-room. Gillespie himself, for once dressed in hospital whites, as lean and spruce as a greyhound, came out of his office between a pale young fellow and a girl of the swarthy Latin type. They were laughing to the point of tears, with tall Gillespie growling: Spinach will turn the trick, my girl. Give him plenty of spinach and cut down on that fine spaghetti. Hell get the wobble out of his knees. In ten years youll have ten bambini, if you say ten prayers to the Madonna.

To the Madonna and to you, said the girl.

She caught the hand of Gillespie and kissed it. Then she fled with her husband, supporting him, still laughing and weeping at once, according to an extraordinary talent which all women have.

Damned silly— said Gillespie, and wiped the back of his hand on his coat. He turned to survey the people in his waiting-room. A baby began to cry in its mothers arms, the weak, scratchy noise which is the most irritating and commanding voice in all nature.

Here, you, said Gillespie. I cant have a racket out here upsetting everybody.

The mother stood up. Every case that came to the great Gillespie was, according to his inexorable rule, a charity case, but this was one which would pay, probably, by some handsome donation to the hospital. Her clothes had that half-foolish and half-surprising line which means Paris. The elderly woman who rose with her was probably the nurse, and the good-looking young chap who accompanied them but seemed at an anxious distance from the woman, no matter how close he stood — that would be the husband and father. They began to file out in vague bewilderment.

Let me see the baby, said Gillespie.

Yes, doctor — here! cried the mother, and she held out the baby in her arms as though she were offering it to some protecting saint.

How the devil can I see it through all those clothes? Get em off! commanded Gillespie.

The babys voice rose to a weary crescendo as the clothes were removed. It lay on the lap of its mother, all stomach and head and crooked red legs, squawling. Gillespie, bent over like a gaunt stork about to harpoon a frog, lifted his hands. They made one organism, like a ten-legged spider. The baby stopped its crying. The hands descended upon it. Gillespie laid his bearded face against the breast of the child and the baby, tickled by the tangle of beard, began to laugh, beating its two hands against Gillespies head. The mother could not help smiling when she heard that laughter but with her eyes she kept imploring the doctor.

Stuff and damned nonsense, said Gillespie, and rose.

Theres nothing to do? begged the mother.

Nothing to do? Of course theres something to do, roared Gillespie. Get a new milk prescription from Johnny Cromwell. And give that baby an enema; then hell live for ever, the way babies ought to.

Kildare went up in the elevator to the Chanler rooms. At his entrance he found a funereal picture of gloom. They had put in a couch on which the mother lay with Robert Chanler seated beside her, holding her hand. Young David Hamilton walked back and forth ceaselessly. When he saw Kildare he stopped short and stared.

From the inner room the girls voice broke out: I wont! I wont answer you! I wont talk!

The great Lane Porteus came softly from the sickroom. Another hypodermic, he said to the nurse who waited.

Hold the hypodermic for a moment, said Kildare. Im going to see her.

You? queried Porteus. You have permission?

The highest possible permission, said Kildare, and he walked through the doorway, hearing Porteus say, behind him: Kindly check with Dr. Carew concerning the presence of young Kildare, here.

Certainly, doctor, said the nurse.

Kildare closed the door. The daylight was almost totally closed away; in the warm darkness of the room the flowers gave out a humid weight of fragrance. In white and shadow, he studied the girl on the bed for a moment. They had swathed her, of course, in that mummy-wrapper, the restraining sheet. Kildare went to the window, raised the shade, and let the day come rushing in. Then he went to the bed and unfastened the sheet. He had finished this before the daylight and his coming had dispersed the crowded images, the unhappy dreams which filled even her waking eyes. So, after an unseeing moment, she made sure of him and reached out a sudden hand.

Have they let you come back — after all, have they let you come back?

Sit up, said Kildare.

He jammed the pillow against the head of the bed and lifted her against it. For the sake of modesty, he pulled the sheet up to her chin. What does it mean? asked Barbara Chanler.

Kildare began to laugh. There was a crazy shake in his laughter. He pulled a dozen glorious Talisman roses out of a vase, exquisitely tailored, long, crisp buds with a flush in the gold of the outer petals and deep crimson opening at the lips of the flower. He shook the water out of the leaves and leaning beside the bed he tossed the roses one by one at her. She put up her hands to protect herself; but she began to smile in a frightened way and a wild expectancy grew up in her eyes even before he said a word.

It was all a silly lot of nonsense, as it turned out, said Kildare. But there might have been the devil to pay.

He threw another rose at her. She let it fall without trying to ward it off.

Silly? she said. Did you say silly?

There was only one beastly part to the business. That beast wasnt in you, poor girl. The swine of a Walden — hed paralysed you with dope — at the Wainwright party with those cigarettes which had the twisted ends. Remember em?

She caught up a hand to her face and stared at him through the spread fingers. Horrified and overjoyed at the same moment.

And all this to-do about nothing, all this agonising about the devil that was in you — when you were no more responsible than a poor, sick, delirious child, said Kildare.

She dropped her hands. Her head fell back against the pillow. She closed her eyes.

Say that again to me! she begged.

Im not going to be consoling and reassuring, said Kildare. I dont have to be. I dont have to launder something thats as clean as a pin.

Come closer. Sit down by me and tell me everything, she implored him.

Kildare laughed again. This is a good pitching distance, he said, and tossed another long-stemmed flower. There was plenty of life in her hands to catch that one. Into her starved face the colour was beginning to run.

To some extent, said Kildare, you were a little bit to blame yourself. Life with Hamilton began to look a pretty dull, staid affair. Just a stupid routine. Apartment on Park Avenue, house in country, regular summer trips to Europe, polo parties. And the Wainwright party was going to be a little dash of something gay and unusual before you went into the prison routine. Wasnt that about it?

I wonder? she murmured, looking inward to ask the question.

So when Walden saw you, he thought of himself as the hunter and you the game. Thats all. Thats the story. But when you toppled over and passed out like a light, he was scared to death. He and that greasy-faced procurer, Louis, hurried you upstairs. They telephoned for a doctor. They put you on a bed. They put cold towels on your face—

And then? she gasped.

And then you woke up when they both were out of the room. You found yourself alone, staring up at a picture of a gay young sixteenth-century blade with a girl in his left hand and a glass of wine in his right, so to speak, and you read the words under it: Mon mestier et mon art cest vivre. And you thought you had come to the end of the world and the falling-off place.

Was it that way? she whispered.

It was.

Exactly that way?

Exactly that way.

Thank God! breathed the girl.

And you hurried downstairs. On the way across the dance-room, you saw Hilda Jarvis. You got to the street and a taxi. After that, the shock that had brought you to your senses diminished and the drug began to take hold of you again. You were pretty far astray in your wits before you reached home. But you got there. You were one of the lucky ones. You got there, all right! You were safe, but you didnt know it.

But Hilda Jarvis will—

I got in touch with her. When I mentioned Le Coq Blanc she almost fainted. I told her that you thought she might be worried because you had seen her there and that you wanted to assure her that you wouldnt tell a soul. And she almost fainted again, for joy, and said she loved you.

He threw the rest of the roses in a cluster. They fell all over her.

So thats all there is to your nightmare, said Kildare. And I suppose you want something very badly, just now?

My mother — and dad — and poor, poor—

Hes not so poor, said Kildare. Theyre all here, waiting.

What shall I say to them?

Say the exact truth.

I cant! I never could!

If youre worth your salt, you can, said Kildare, and I think youre worth your salt.

There was a brief knock at the door, which then was pushed open, and the angry voice of Lane Porteus exclaimed: Dr. Kildare, you will instantly—

The sight of the girl sitting up in the scattering of flowers struck the next words from his lips. Kildare walked past him into the other room. He said, quite loudly: Its all right, Mrs. Chanler. She wants to see you. And Mr. Chanler—

They were on their feet, bewildered and excited. The mother saw the picture through the open door and ran with a cry into the sick-room. Kildare had a glimpse of the girl holding out her arms. He laid a hand on David Hamiltons shoulder.

She wants you, too, he said.


XVI. THE STARS AT NOON
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THE WEARINESS WHICH came over Kildare was the aftermath of excitement and every separate sleepless hour hung a weight from his brain. He spent ten minutes in his room. That was enough to get his things together in the battered suitcases.

He was working busily when the door to the next room opened and Tom Collins came in. All the dance and fidget was gone from his feet. He said: Jimmy, will you just call me a louse and let it go at that? I was all wrong, and dead wrong. I wish youd shake hands before you — go up and take it.

The upward wag of his head indicated Dr. Carew and all the powers that be.

Kildare took the proffered hand and shook it earnestly, gratefully.

I understand how the thing happened, he said. You remember the time you spoke and I didnt answer?

I remember, Collins said.

The radio kept sliding its songs into the words I was trying to study, explained Kildare. So I made a couple of ear-pads with cotton, and put them in. Thats why I didnt hear you.

He smiled at Tom Collins, and Tom made a wry face. Did you hear that, fellows? he asked.

Big Vickery and little, smiling Dick Joiner appeared in the doorway. But Dick was not smiling. We heard, they said.

It shows Im a skunk, said Tom Collins. Look, Jimmy. I passed the bad word about you all over the hospital.

Thats all right, said Kildare. I wont be here long enough to get the full benefit of what they think — Ive got to go, now.

So do we, they answered.

You? asked Kildare.

Its to be a dress parade, Vickery said, bitterly. Theyre going to do you in with all the internes standing around to see the foul example. Damn such a system!

The office of Dr. Carew, which was by far the most spacious in the building, had plenty of room for the seven directors to sit in a grave semicircle to lend an awful dignity to the moment. There was also plenty of room for the internes to stand back against the opposite wall. Dr. Carew, at his desk, occupied the post of vantage with Kildare a pace in front of his fellows to stand as the focal point of attention. He looked out the window at the picture of Manhattan, which had grown dim, strangely dim. His right hand tingled. He remembered, vaguely, how Tom Collins had wrung it at the last moment, causing the other internes to stare in fixed bewilderment as they witnessed that sign of a close friendship.

Dr. Carew said:

Gentlemen, to every moment should be reserved its proper setting; and to this occasion appertains a certain solemnity — solemnity which is due to the unfortunate termination of a young career. For that purpose, gentlemen, you have been gathered together in this room; and since it is fitting that actions of importance should be clarified by the reasons which lie behind them, it is my purpose—

Here the door opened, and the brazen voice of Gillespie said: Am I in time? Ah, I see I am!

Gillespie, too! Kildare from the corner of his eye watched the great man pacing up and down impatiently, as though he could not wait for the culminating moment which would cut Kildares throat and pour out his blood as effectively as any stroke of a guillotine. A small element of wonder entered Kildares stunned, weary brain. Great men, after all, should be above petty revenges upon very young internes. But there was Gillespie, hungrily walking up and down.

Dr. Gillespie, said Carew, if you will kindly compose yourself a little—

Perfectly composed, old fellow, said Gillespie. Get on to the dirty work.

Carew glowered, swallowed, and then continued: Where was I? The reasons — yes — a spirit of discipline, gentlemen, is one of the first essentials that must enter into the life of a great institution of healing, such as this. Discipline I use in the fullest sense of a word of honourable ancestry, deriving through the Old French from the Latin, discipulus, from discere, to learn. Those, therefore, who submit to discipline, are those still willing to learn. To learn, gentlemen, from the older and presumably wiser minds, is not degrading, but ennobling. We come by these steps to a consideration of the case immediately at hand, a young man who in a case of the highest moment to this institution, but in itself worthy of the utmost human effort to allay—

The telephone rang on his desk.

Damn! said Dr. Carew, softly, and picked up the receiver, saying: I absolutely cannot be — ah, Porteus — if you can telephone five minutes later—

Something that Lane Porteus said struck him to a silence. He seemed to forget the formidable scene which he had introduced into his office. From this stage-set he was mentally abstracted for the moment.

Then he was saying: What? Forced his way in? — I cant believe that, Porteus.... But if she asked for her parents it means... But how could you and Gillespie both — Incredible! — The Chanters are asking for him?

.. Wait. I have to think. This is totally incredible—

He sat stricken at the telephone, looking before him with frightened eyes.

Gillespie said: Come, come, Carew! Hurry it up. Fire him, will you, and have it done. Fire him so that I can hire him, Carew!

He came up to Kildare and got him by the coat collar with a scrawny hand, a thousand times discoloured by acid-burns. That is, if youd work for me, Kildare?

Kildare turned helpless, bewildered eyes upon him.

Work for me, with me! said Gillespie. Day and night, damn you. Ill make you wish youd never put foot inside this hospital. Day and night, dyou hear?

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

He put his hands up to his head in a gesture of absolutely childish wonder.

Gillespie roared. For twenty-five years Ive been looking at the faces of young doctors. And God knows Ive seen plenty of them. But they were all hands and eyes, hands and eyes, hands and eyes. There never was a diagnosticians brain among them until you came along. Kildare, will you sell your soul to me?

Yes, sir, said Kildare. Its — er — its in this hand, sir.

Gillespie grabbed it and laughed.

Dr. Carew was saying over the telephone, feebly: Tell the Chanlers that Im sending him— Then he added to the assembly in the room: Gentlemen — the spirit of discipline — to surrender our predetermined opinions to wiser judgments, as I surrender my opinion of Dr. Kildare to the new lights which have just been cast upon him—

In the dusty quiet of Gillespies office the diagnostician was saying: Youre at liberty to feel the gland above the left elbow, Jimmy, if you wish to. Youll find there what you expected to find. And of course you know what that means?

Kildare was silent.

It means, if Im lucky, about a year is left for me. In that year, if we work day and night, I can give you every damned scruple that time has locked up in this rusty old brain of mine. You understand me?

Yes, sir.

Ive been hard on you, said Gillespie. I couldnt believe that Id found what I wanted. So I tested and kept on testing.

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

Then get out of here and go see the Chanlers. Theyre waiting for you. Theyll want to put a wreath of roses around you, like a Derby winner.

In Kildares room, Tom Collins was saying: Ive got something in my feet thatll never come out. For Lords sake, wheres some music? Im gunna float — Im drifting now — a hundred-million-dollar baby is all this boy turned out to be. Listen, Jimmy, hasnt she got a kid sister or a cousin or something, so you can get in on the gravy? All right, get on your way. Watch the traffic lights. And dont skid the corners — go and get it, Jimmy!

Im not bound for the Chanlers, said Kildare.

Youre not what?

I dont want gratitude, said Kildare. I want a lot more than that or money.

What dyou mean? asked Vickery.

Youd have to see it; I couldnt describe it! said Kildare....

The Petersens lived away up north where even Manhattan begins to look like Chicago, or London, or Los Angeles, or any other city of concrete monotonies. But it was not monotonous for Kildare when he saw the door of the apartment open and Beatrice in the dusk of the hall behind it.

Jimmy! she cried. Jimmy, Jimmy, does it mean were going home together — tonight?

He picked her up in his arms.

Hush, Jimmy. Dont! Let me down! The Petersens are in the back room and—

Damn the back room, said Kildare, and bore her into the front living-room. The Petersens, in fact, were in the rear room; but they departed like shadows, whispering. Kildare sat Beatrice down in front of the western window. He knelt behind the chair with his arms around her.

Were not going back tonight to Dartford, said Kildare. Gillespie — I was a fool — Gillespie — he didnt hate me — he was only watching.

Were not going home? echoed Beatrice, softly.

No, no! Dont you understand? Its the stars at noon. Ive seen em. Ive picked em out of the sky. Theyre in my pocket. Gillespie — hes making me his assistant — hes going to teach me what he knows — if Im man enough to take it.... And some day well be married—

When? asked Beatrice.

Only a year or two. Only a few years, honey. Ive got to learn from Gillespie how to read the mind of diseases and know all about human troubles—

A few years! said Beatrice, more softly, even, than before.

Its the chance I prayed for; and there it is in my hand! My God, what good luck you brought me!

Its wonderful, Jimmy, and its beautiful! she said. The catch in her voice made him stare down at her, gripping her arms hard. But whats wrong now? he cried. What are you crying for?

She gasped: Im crying for joy, silly.


Calling Dr. Kildare (1939)
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CHAPTER ONE 

PRIDE OF OUR FATHERS

[image: img42.jpg]

THE OLD CAR of Dr. Stephen Kildare had a flat, high face that had slapped its way through eighty thousand miles of Dartford weather. When it turned onto the Galt driveway it looked as out of place as overalls on Park Avenue. The brakes, ill-set for the last twenty thousand miles, uttered a shuddering groan that stopped the automobile near the front porch.

Dr. Kildare got out not with the stiffness, but with the slowness of seventy years, and reached back inside for his heavy bag. Then he stood straight, for time was adding to his dignity more than it took from his strength. The air of the sharp October night put back his shoulders.

He looked down the hill toward the frosty glitter of Dartfords electric lights and, turning to the house he paused to notice a cypress-shaped maple which, in the brightness from an unshaded window, burned on the lawn like a golden candleflame.

This beauty, set against the soft blackness of night, lightened his step and his heart as he went up to the front door. When it opened, he had prepared his smile for a servant. He had to alter it a little for young Harry Galt who shook his hand hastily.

Im glad youre here. It seemed rather a long time, said Harry.

I had to stop at the druggists, answered the doctor. He looked at Harrys big neck and shoulders, remembering the druggists suggestion that perhaps the world would be just as well off if old Galt passed on and let his son have his day.

Time is ruthless; our children become our masters, he kept thinking. His mind flashed too, in eagles flight, to his own son Jimmy — grappling there in New York with some ideal too strong and cruel and beseeching to let him be. Young Doctor Kildare, eh? That made him, the father, old Doctor Kildare for sure. His thin lips smiled gently, fondly....

Harry went up the stairs, half turned by his worry toward old Kildare, and the doctor could not help feeling, again, that in the time of need the doctor is the master of the house. He was not a proud man but he knew that even the humblest servants of science are set apart by knowledge from the rank-and-file. Perhaps he was in the rearmost ranks but he marched in the army that stretches the fine spiderwebbing of thought across the years of the universe, of splitting away from the face of the atom a portion of its mystery.

Father isnt doing so well, Harry was saying. He cant eat — or wont. And the temperature stays there. It wont let up. He doesnt know youre coming; I took it on myself to telephone to you tonight.

Hell raise the devil, then, said old Kildare, calmly.

I suppose he will and Im sorry, agreed Harry.

Its all right, answered the doctor. The devils he raises are not very black and he doesnt half believe in them himself.

Can you tell me what it really is? asked Harry.

Ten years ago, said Doctor Kildare, you can remember that he had a chronic fever, also?

I remember.

That was a flare-up of an old thronic tuberculous infection, added the doctor. We beat it then; well beat it now.

Consumption! said Harry. And hes ten years older!

Hes the same old oak. Theres no dry rot in him, stated the doctor. The stock he comes from can be torn down but it takes a big wind to make it fall. Right now hell outfight half the youngsters in the world.

The stairs no longer creaked underfoot. They were passing along the whispering carpet of the upper hall. They went past the door which Kildare had entered to tend Harrys scarlet fever. They went by the locked door behind which the wife of Galt had spent a year dying. So they came to the door of John Galt.

Do you mind going in alone— Harry asked.

The doctor smiled. It rather pleased him to see that the big young man still feared the wrath of his father. He knocked and went in.

Hey? Yes? Who are you? What do you want?... I dont need you, Kildare. Go home and let me sleep, complained John Galt.

Youre not sleeping. Youre worrying, said the doctor. He leaned over the bed and looked through the yellow mist of fever into the mind of the sick man.

Age itself is a disease and other illnesses are only complications, Youre worrying, said Kildare, and Im going to stop that. I wont have John Galt softening up, fussing about himself.

Soften be damned, said Galt. Im going to be in the office tomorrow.

We fought that all out ten years ago. Are we going to fight it out again?

If I had a doctor worth his salt, Id never have got down this low, declared Galt, glowering.

Maybe not.

What have you been giving me, anyway all this time?

The usual treatment: nourishing food, milk, ample rest, and Blauds Pills.

What for? What for? What kind of pill did you say?

Ferrous carbonate to increase your hemoglobin. And then there was the tonic, I.Q. and C.

Meaning what? How can I understand that infernal jibber-jabber?

Iron, quinine, and strychnine, Its an old friend, that combination.

There was a time when people didnt have so many fool ideas, said the sick man, and they seemed to get on pretty well.

They got on pretty well, John, but they didnt get on so long.

Can you send me down to my office tomorrow?

Of course I can.

Good! Good! The old man picked himself up on his elbows and grinned at Kildare until the gold of his back teeth was showing. Now youre talking like a man, and not a confounded doctor. Can you fix me up to go to the office tomorrow, sure enough?

I can, and thatll fix you for a longer trip the next day.

A trip where? snarled Galt.

To the cemetery, said the doctor.

Galt let his weight back against the pillows and looked wearily up at the ceiling. Well, I dont know...he said.

Neither do I. Neither does any man, declared the doctor. There still may be in you fifteen years of enough life to give the nervous itch to your men down there in the bank.

Galts lips parted and his mouth remained open for a moment before the words came out slowly. You think so, Stephen?

Unless you bother yourself to death, said Kildare. You lie still and keep your eyes closed till I come back.

The banker closed his eyes; his smile was partly relief, partly the weak sagging of his face. In this interval, the doctor surveyed the room like a general swiftly making sure of his battleground.

All the furniture was of dark, heavy wood; the old floorboards were battered and wide; foolish little wisps of lace bordered the windows and all the shades were down. For a moment he was obsessed by a childish fancy, wondering how the soul, if it slipped from the mortal body, could escape past these walls into eternity.

He had turned to the door when the harsh, dry voice of the banker rattled behind him like dead brush crackling underfoot.

Why should you be going around comforting other people, Kildare, when youve got trouble enough of your own?

Trouble? Trouble? The doctor was startled.

I said trouble and trouble I mean, Whend you last hear from that son of yours?

I dont know, said the doctor. I mean — I heard from him today.

I dont believe it, snapped old Galt. The whole town knows that hes hardly written home since he went to New York.

I tell you, I heard from him this very evening, said the doctor. A pulse beat a rapid finger against the hollow of his throat.

I dont believe it, answered Galt.

Read that, then, and confound you! exclaimed Kildare.

He tossed a telegram on the bed. Galt, picking it up, read slowly:



TOO BUSY TO WRITE ALL GOES WELL

LOVE JIMMY



Too busy to write? mocked Galt, dropping the telegram. And too selfish to stay home and help his father. Youve spoiled that boy of yours, Stephen. Hell go to hell in the city. Hes not bright enough to keep the pace those city doctors will set for him. Hes only a country lad and hell never be anything else.

Youll wear yourself out, chattering like a magpie, said Kildare. Be quiet, now.

Ay, ay, muttered Galt. A sick horse or an old dog are better than an ailing man because they cant talk.

His voice died away as old Kildare went out into the hall where Harry Galt remained anxiously on guard.

Its good that you called me, said Kildare. Ill stay with him till hes quiet and asleep. Wheres the telephone so that I can tell my wife?

Harry Galt conducted him down the stairs, Its not serious?

At his age and mine everything is serious, answered the doctor, but he softened his words with a smile. Hell be all right, Harry, he added.

That is good, sighed Harry, By the way, doctor, hows Jimmy getting on?

The doctor paused at the landing which was ornamented by a small window of stained glass in which a knight and a lady bent their Pre-Raphaelite necks askance to look upon the descending stairs.

Hes already done even more than I hoped, declared the doctor, examining mind and conscience to make sure that he did not exaggerate. Theres no greater medical mind in this country than Leonard Gillespie, the internist — that means diagnostician, Harry — and hes chosen my boy to assist him. For twenty-five years Gillespie has been looking for someone who could be the heir to his knowledge; for twenty-five years he couldnt find his man; and now he has selected Jimmy.

Thats great for Jimmy. Now that he has a hold on a good chance, hell hang on. Theres plenty of bulldog in him.

Yes, agreed the father, slowly, smiling at certain memories a bit ruefully. Theres plenty of bulldog in Jimmy.

Which means that perhaps hell not be spending much time out here in Dartford, and Beatrice...

Dont bog down, the doctor urged. Is there something between you and Beatrice?

No, but there might be.

Never stand in the shadow of another man if you can push him out of your way, said old Kildare.

You mean that all is fair in—

Put it another way, the doctor interrupted. Say that no matter how hard we try well rarely get more than we deserve, so the wise fellows keep on trying.

I only wanted to know, said Harry Galt, eagerly, just what she means to him. The doctor paused at the bottom of the stairs. At last he answered: I cant tell you what anything means to Jimmy except that hes fighting now with all his might to gain everything that Gillespie has to give. Hes fighting like a football player with his head down. Sometimes I think he might make a little more yardage if he kept his head up. But I dont know. Neither does anyone else. Jimmys not like the rest of us.

No, agreed Harry Galt, partly comforted and partly in doubt, he never was like the rest of us.

That was what Beatrice thought too, coming through the dark of the night toward a lighted window in the Kildare cottage. Frost had purified the air, leaving the stars as bright as ghostly day and making the stones, slippery underfoot. The face and voice of every life in the village seemed to Beatrice Raymond a weight gathered in her heart; she knew each house, each unpainted leanto, and she felt that she could identify every door in Dartford by the sound of its slamming.

At the Kildare house she knocked twice and without waiting went into the hall. The ghost of the Kildare supper lingered there. To the left the door opened on what had been the parlor until the Kildares, for the sake of their returning son, turned it into the office which he never had used.

Beyond the doorway she saw Martha Kildare with a lap full of sewing near the desk at which Jimmy never had sat; and on the walls she saw his framed school diplomas, like four steps which he had taken before he leaped into the great world of New York and was gone from her.

Come in, Beatrice, my dear, said the doctors wife, looking up with those wrinkling eyes and that large, determined jaw from which Jimmy had taken his character if not his features. I thought youd be at the dance.

Harry couldnt go. Mr. Galt is worse, said Beatrice. Then I saw the light over here.

Theres always something for my hands to work at, answered Martha Kildare. I thought Id wait up for Stephen and give him some hot coffee when he came home.

Are you sitting up just for that?

Well, you know, its what we do for our men that keeps us loving them. Im sorry you missed the dance. If Harry doesnt ask you, what about the other boys?

They understand about Jimmy, said the girl.

But Harry doesnt? Is that it?

He knows. Thats why he always acts as though he were a second-hand man.

You like that young Harry Galt, said Mrs. Kildare, with decision. I think Jimmy had better come back here and attend to things.

He wont come back unless hes called.

And you wont call him?

I wish I had a job in a factory, cried Beatrice. I wish I were so busy all day long that I could fall in bed at night and go to sleep without time for thinking.

Yes, its the thinking that makes all the trouble, agreed Martha Kildare. Has he written to you?

No.

Not a single time?

No.

All these weeks, and not a word! exclaimed Mrs. Kildare. Hes a selfish boy!

No. Hes not selfish. Hes not forgetting us but he thinks that nothing matters except the great moments. Well, a girls life isnt made of great moments, is it? Were not always about to die, or something, are we?

Of course not, said Mrs. Kildare. But, Beatrice, my dear, how can you know him so well?

Because hes hurt me so much, said Beatrice. And then I have a guilty knowledge, too.

Guilty?

Beatrice sat down at Jimmy Kildares unused desk and put her chin on her fist. He never really wanted me, she said. He was just used to me and thought I might be nice to have around; but I did the proposing. Im going to tell him so. Im going to give him his freedom back. This very night Ill write to him!

She sprang up and hurried to the door.

Beatrice! said Mrs. Kildare.

Yes? asked the girl, turning and seeing the old woman through the mist of grief.

Well, I wont argue, said Mrs. Kildare. Youre too sweet and good to deserve unhappiness; but I couldnt help thinking, just now, how ugly sorrow is in the old, and how lovely it is in the young.


CHAPTER TWO 

THE HOURS ARE RACING 
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THE BLUE OF hemotoxylin stained the nuclear elements of the cells and showed them as a dark mass; the strong orange of eosin appeared in the fibrous tissue like strands of a heavy spiderwebbing that had been wind-tossed into confusion.

It was a slide of lobar pneumonia that Doctor James Kildare was studying under the microscope and this was that early inflammatory stage of engorgement, when the small capillary vessels are dilated with blood and, also, there was free blood in the alveolae, whose cell-lining was destroyed.

The little grapelike clusters which should have been free to hold life-giving air were filled instead, with red and white corpuscles. In this case a whole lobe had been involved. He remembered the particular patient; the suffused face and the feverish, mindless eyes of the dying man looked in upon him for an instant, like something seen through the window of a speeding train.

He picked up the next slide. He had to hurry.

There were twenty more to examine and the night was flowing rapidly away. Every day went too quickly. Each morning he told himself that Gillespie was one step closer to death. Each morning he opened his mind to take in more of those great drafts of wisdom which the old diagnostician offered to him; and every night he felt, as weariness climbed upward from his numb body to his brain, that time had rushed by him like a river, leaving very little in his grasp.

That was why he worked now at five in the morning, staggered by fatigue but still eager. When exhaustion began to eat into the marrow of his mind he told himself that when the year ended with Gillespies death he himself would lie down to sleep as with the dead.

Whole oceans of blue, chilly oblivion were what he needed. With that promise of rest far off, like a cloudy loom of land from the sea, he set his teeth and freshened his nerve again for the work of the instant.

For him, the whole great building seemed asleep. Save for this one room, the Dupont General Hospital did not exist.

An opening door let into the room a strong current of air that flicked up the leaves of Osiers Medicine and set trembling the pages of the latest volume on the heart by Sir Thomas Lewis. Kildare put down a protecting hand and turned with a scowl from the microscope.

The big ambulance-driver, Weyman, was bringing in a huge rye sandwich and a bottle of milk with a glass over the top of it. Regardless of the wind that blew around him into the little office, troubling the leaves of the open books and fluttering a hundred sheafs of notes, Weyman stood in the doorway considering the doctor with a thoughtful eye.

Weyman was large, heavy of bone and thick of shoulder, with small eyes and not much head above them, and a round, solid face running to jaw and jowls. He seemed made to withstand shocks but he had the punch-drunk look of one who has had too many of them.

He grinned askance at Kildare. Hi, doc, he said. This is a hell of an idea.

Compunction came upon Kildare slowly like a tardy conscience to a very busy thief. Im sorry, Weyman. I dont want to bother you like this. Kildare rubbed the heel of his wrist across his forehead to get some of the numbness out. He looked at the food and milk. Im sorry that youre always troubling about me, he said.

Yeah? queried Weyman. And Im sorry for you, brother. Wheres the train you wanta catch? All night, every night. It dont make sense.

He pulled the top from the milk bottle with a jerk, so that it made a brief smacking sound, and poured the glass full.

Kildare looked at the food and drink without interest. His stomach closed up tight at the idea of eating. He lit a cigarette and held out the package to Weyman. The trouble is that there isnt any time, he explained.

No time for what? asked Weyman. His eyes were pondering, gloomy. You gunna leave the hospital?

Kildares staggering brain rallied slowly to the question. No. No, he answered. Theres no time limit on me. Its Gillespie who has only a few months to...

He saw at the last moment where the sentence had led him and bit off the final word; but his startled eyes were completing his meaning even for Weyman. The driver extended a long right arm, thick with muscle and famous in the history of saloon brawls through the whole breadth and length of Hells Kitchen. He pointed at Kildare.

You mean that Gillespies got his time limit?

I didnt mean that, Kildare hastened to say. Listen to me, Weyman...

Aw, quit sweating, said Weyman. You didnt say nothing and you didnt mean nothing. And anyway, I wouldnt understand, a dumb cluck like me. Only... Gillespie, huh? Baby, will that make a change around here!

Kildares eyes implored secrecy. Weyman raised the top layer of the sandwich. His fingers were dirty. Vestiges of motor oil and grease smudged the tips and blackened the nails.

Gwan and eat, said Weyman. You drive me like a mule packing you in chuck, and then you dont eat it!

Kildare caught up the sandwich and took a bite.

And burning yourself up like a screwy light from both ends of the, candle — does that make any sense? demanded Weyman. Drink some of that milk, you dope!

Kildare took a quick swallow although his mouth already was full.

And all because of an old mug that cant teach you anything, anyway. Hes out of date. Once he got into the headlines and saved somebodys grandmother, but what the hell? Give yourself a break, cant you? If I was you, Id slap the old goat down—

Something bumped the door and knocked it open. An old man with white hair blown awry on his head and a soiled hospital coat buttoned crookedly, sat outside the door in a wheelchair. He moved himself in with one hand and shook the other at Weyman.

Youd slap the old goat down, would you?

Sorry, Doctor Gillespie, said Weyman.

Sorry be damned. In six weeks Ill be out of this chair and twisting your neck for you, said the great Gillespie.

Yes, sir; Im sorry, sir, said Weyman, and fled.

What does Weyman know? What have you been telling that thug? said Gillespie, smoothing out the rough of his voice almost to a whisper.

I dont know, answered Kildare. Then that imp of the perverse, that impulse toward perfect frankness which so often brought him trouble, forced him to say: Weyman was able to guess from something I said that — that you are not very well.

Ha? shouted Gillespie, smashing his fist down on the arm of his wheelchair so that the springs creaked. I suppose youve told him the whole thing, eh? I suppose youve told him that the cancel is eating the life out of me and that I havent even a whole year left to me?

No, sir, said Kildare.

Youve filled his hands full of five-star finals that he can go scattering through the hospital. The whole world is going to know about me, isnt it?

No, sir, said Kildare. It was merely a guess which he wont repeat and—

Damn guesses. Theyre always worse than the facts. You know that or you ought to know it. Look here, Kildare, are you going to be a mouthy doctor?

Kildare stood up and looked into the face of his teacher and, prophet Gillespie, as though he recognized that quietly enduring and stubborn eye, threw down the subject about which he had been roaring and said in an altered voice: What time is it? Six oclock?

Its only five, sir.

Staying up here maundering and mauling over books and slides till six in the morning! You dont have to do them all at once. Are you making a damned machine out of yourself? A confounded adding machine with a soul made of numbered parts?... What are you doing now?

The lobar pneumonia report you asked for, sir, said Kildare.

Drop it. Do you realize that we have to be men first and doctors second? Answer me!

There is a certain knowledge of fact, sir...

The devil fly away with facts. Facts never beat a drum or blew a whistle.

Yes, sir.

Then why do you argue with me?

Im not arguing, sir.

Dont tell me what youre doing and what youre not doing. I can tell whats in your mind when your eye begins to stick a probe into me. Go to bed and stay there. Dont let me see you till eleven. Youre as white as the belly of a frog. You look like something that lives under a log. Why are you standing there? Go to bed!

Kildare went to the door.

Wait a minute, said Gillespie, shouting once more. Dont walk out on me before Ive finished what I have to say. The whole world is sick. Do you know what the disease is?

No, sir.

Its sick with youth; youth is whats wrong with it, blundering, blind, stubborn, headlong, crazy youth. Dont stand there gaping. Go to bed!

Kildare went to bed. In his room the windows were bright with dawn which had not yet soaked into the interior. Even the white enamel of the beds was tarnished. His roommates clothes were clotted shadows spilling to the floor. He undressed quietly. It seemed to him that the world never could pass from this melancholy twilight into day again.

Tom Collins called out cheerfully: Whats the matter, Jimmy? Going to waste some more time sleeping? Bad habit, brother. Worse than dope. Itll get you down, if you dont look out.

Kildare didnt answer.

Whats wrong? asked Collins. Gillespie been sinking his teeth in you again?

Gillespies okay. And shut up, will you?

Gillespies all right. Sos a Kodiak bear or a Bengal tiger but I dont want em for chums.

Kildare set the clock for eight-thirty. The springs of Collinss bed complained as he turned and fell into an instant sleep. Kildare, slipping into the chilly sheets, noted the laboring slowness of his heart-beat and felt the tension relaxing along his nerves. The weight that pressed behind his eyes dissolved more slowly but at last he fell asleep and into his usual dream of weary, hopeless effort.

Then the alarm was clamoring at his ear and he staggered out of his bed to stop its monotonous rattle. Through the open window a cold wind poured over him and the sun of late October washed a pale gold across his feet, a color, not a warmth. He still was dizzy until he had taken a shower and stimulated his circulation with deep breathing; then his mind cleared as he remembered what lay ahead of him on the trail, the pneumonia slides, the unfinished chapter in Osier, Hazletons new article in the Journal. Hunger to be at his work was greater than his appetite for breakfast. He took two cups of strong black coffee and made for his small office through the crowded outer waiting-room of Gillespie.

Before he opened his own door he looked at that of the diagnostician and read for the hundredth time the legend: Office hours 12 a m to 12 a m.

A cold shadow rose in his soul for it was true that old Gillespie was on call day and night, a tireless machine with a sleepless brain couched in it.

He thought of his master as of a gigantic silhouette which strode across the world with seven-league boots; he thought of himself as a breathless child, vainly running to keep up.

Then he went on to his work. He gave the day a single glance through his window. It was football weather. The mist of the morning had vanished and left a wet world to dazzle in the sunlight.

All over the country millions of youngsters were looking forward with a sort of hungry terror to their Big Games. How many, many ages ago he had been a college boy himself!

Then he was at his desk and lost in work. The familiar ache began in his legs and the small of his back and was forgotten. As he turned from books to microscope and back to books again the wordless prayer that stirred in his throat was always for time, more time. Only a portion of a year remained during which he could enlarge his mind and store it full of the accumulated treasures of Gillespie; and ten years of constant effort would not be enough.

A subconscious voice spoke in him at eleven oclock. He rose and went into the office of his chief.


CHAPTER THREE

JAMES AUTOMATON, M.D.
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IT LOOKED MORE like an old shoe than ever, battered and shaped by use. It might have been a second-hand shop on the Bowery. Gillespie was exactly right as its owner of the shop, for his white coat was never entirely clean. He had a habit of wiping his hands on it and his violent gesticulations were sure to hunch the shoulders out of shape and wrinkle his sleeves halfway up his arms.

The young Benson boy was there with his mother, who had just unstrapped the heavy apparatus that braced his leg. As it dropped clattering to the floor the doctor was saying: There we are, Tommy. Weve got that infernal nuisance off you, now, and one of these days itll be gone for good and all. Youre in a hurry to be well, I guess.

Tommy rubbed his chin. His smile and his eyes wandered from Gillespie to Kildare and back again. I get a penny a day for wearing that thing, said Tommy at last; and in a hundred and fifteen more days Ill have the price of — of a pair of roller skates, said Tommy.

Mrs. Benson, with quick tears in her eyes, glanced at Gillespie, but the great man was saying: And why not.. one of these days? Why not skates?

The mother, agape with excitement and hope, stared helplessly.

We took three steps last week, said Gillespie, and today were going to take six. You hear me, Tommy?

Little Tommy, his eyes fixed upon a distant goal with infinite resolution, nodded, too occupied with hope to hear anything distinctly.

And let go of that table! said the loud Gillespie. Walk right out by yourself.

Yes, sir, said Tommy, and started bravely toward the center of the room.

Some of the calf muscles were gone and the foot hitched up, with a twist to the side, so that most of the weight came on Tommys heel. He made three wobbling steps; he completed the fourth with the fear and joy of accomplishment widening his eyes, and then fell flat.

Kildare, jumping sideward, managed to catch him before his face struck the floor. Tommys soft body was shuddering with grief and reaction.

Gillespies snarling, loud voice exclaimed: Some boys would cry like babies because of a failure like that. But Tommys not that kind of a man, and he keeps on fighting. Hes going to do the exercises every day and keep trusting me.

Tommys sobs stalled somewhere in his throat. When his mother took him out he was smiling over his shoulder at Gillespie with a dim-eyed confidence. The great man defied Kildare with a sidelong glance.

Well, he said, he has a chance, hasnt he?

Yes: A ghost of one.

Ghosts make half our life, said Gillespie. Whats any man but a worm that presently will be stepped on, except for the ghosts that follow him and the ghosts that he follows...? I want to talk to you about a couple of cases. Mel Thompson, for one. Remember him?

Im sorry, sir.

I mean, the fellow who was always talking baseball.

I dont quite place him, admitted Kildare.

Good grief, Kildare, dont your patients have any faces for you? Are they all numbers and diseases? I mean that lympho-sarcoma diagnosis. What did you base that on?

There were several classic symptoms, said Kildare. The marked anemia was there, and the painless enlargement and hardening of the cervical glands.

Did you wait for the biopsy report?

No, sir, I thought the symptoms were definitely—

Youd better wait more and think less, then. I want no more snap diagnoses, exclaimed Gillespie. The biopsy shows Dorothy Reed cells, eosinophiles — a typical pathological report. Besides, if youd done a little more waiting and a little less thinking for yourself, you might have noticed the Pal-Epstein temperature curve....

Hodgkins disease? Is that what it was?

It is, said Gillespie. Mel Thompson is going to die but not the way you said he would.

Im sorry I missed that one, said Kildare, slowly, frowning at the floor.

Let it go. One error doesnt lose the game for you. But theres that young girl from Columbia University, the one with the crooked smile.

Im trying to place her, sir.

You cant do it? Is she just another disease lying in another bed with another number? It was only yesterday — influenza, you called it.

I remember now, sir.

Give me her symptoms, then.

She complained of generalized aching pains. She had a high temperature and partial delirium. The chest was clear. Ive seen several cases recently and there seems to be a slight epidemic. I was pretty sure that it was influenza. I didnt wait for the laboratory reports.

Gillespie said gloomily: She has a suggestive facial paralysis and a typical pill rolling tremor, now. She probably had it when you saw her but you stayed only long enough to get an idea, and as soon as one came, you snapped out your diagnosis: influenza. That was good enough for you! Kildare, she has acute encephalitis!

Sleeping sickness? translated Kildare, amazed.

Thats it. Ive had to be checking up on you, Jimmy. And thats no good. I have you here to help me, not to be a blasted nuisance.

.. Now suppose you go up to that ward and take a look at Thompson and the Columbia girl — take a good look, Kildare. With your brains and your heart, understand? Then maybe — theres not much chance of it, but maybe, next time you see lymphosarcoma youll know it from Hodgkins disease... or mumps.

Kildare, unresentful but sick at his own failure, did as he was told. When he came back, Gillespie was busy with another patient.

Gillespie called over his shoulder — as he poked a stethoscope into a fat chest: Stay around, Kildare. Want to talk to you. He turned back to his patient and snapped:

Get onto red meat and salads and leave the starches and the fats and the sweets — get on with you, said Gillespie to the patient.

Give up everything I like? whined the fat man.

You like sleeping, too, dont you?

Yes, doctor. Im one of the best sleepers in the world.

Then dont change your eating habits, said the doctor. Because if you stick with them youll have a long, long sleep, before many months. Youll have such a sound sleep that youll never wake up.

My God, doctor... gasped the fat man. Im not your God, said Gillespie. But if I were, Id remake you. Id burn the layers of tallow off you with something hotter than hellfire. There are three inches of yellow blubber lying over your diaphragm; your heart and lungs are clotted with the same filthy stuff; youre rotten from head to foot. Get out!

The fat man staggered away with the round frightened face of a child.

Hold the next patient! shouted Gillespie. Well, Kildare?

You were right, sir.

Of course I was right. You could have been, too. Do you want to know how?...

By using my eyes — not for themselves alone — but as lenses for my mind and soul. By seeing sick people — not sickness. By looking at flesh and bone and blood, not charts and stethoscopes and gadgets. In Gods name, Kildare — wheres the heart of you? What is it?

My heart, sir?

Its only with the heart that we can recognize half the diseases in the world. But you dont know that, you machine, you. You dont even guess the necessity for it. What use are you to me — or to those people out there?

Kildare felt his face growing cold as though a sudden wind had blown against it. He knew that this was more than the usual tirade. A savage ferocity was in Gillespies eyes; he was about to strike home.

With an effort Kildare met his glance steadily and waited.

You were only a boy when I got hold of you, said Gillespie, but I thought that there was the quick making of a man in you. You had an eye and a sense of things. You looked under the skin. You saw the heart of Barbara Chanler, not the condition of her pulse.

But you turn out to be only a flash in the pan. Youve made yourself into a bookworm and a laboratory fiend. Id as soon take hold of a new case with a steel forceps as with that dried-up brain of yours.

You treat human beings as though they were exhibits in a morgue. Youre trying to learn from me by rote what I learned with time and pain, with the help of God and the power of prayer more than I ever had help from books and microscopes.

Ive little time left to me and Im damned if I waste it on you. Get out! Im through with you. Im through with you for good!

Kildare got out. Gillespie bellowed: Send me Cavendish, one of you.


CHAPTER FOUR 

ANY WOMAN AT ALL 
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NURSE CAVENDISH CAME in. She was a large woman who used a corset to give herself a semblance of shape. Deep breathing started her creaking. If she wanted to pick something off the floor she had to get down on one knee.

When she came in Gillespie roared: Why arent you ever where I want you?

Im sorry, doctor, said Nurse Cavendish.

She said it like a memorized phrase, her face expressionless.

No matter where I am, youre sure to be at the other end of the building, said Gillespie.

Yes, doctor, she answered patiently.

The nurse who assisted Gillespie got out of the office with a frightened face.

Dont stand there and yes me like an old fool, said Gillespie. His tone changed. Ah, are we alone, Molly?

Theres only the two of us, now — and your filthy temper makes three, said Molly. Whats the matter with you, burning yourself up like this, anyway?

Gillespie closed his eyes and dropped his head against the back of the chair.

Dont try to coddle me, you halfwit, said Gillespie.

Whos been fighting you, anyway? asked Molly, leaning a bit over him. In moments of crisis she had a touch delicate enough to handle wet tissue pager; now she passed her fingers softly over the wild white bush of his hair.

Take your hand off me! snapped Gillespie.

What a baby you are, said Molly. But whos been fighting you now? Who is there in the hospital with nerve enough to stand up to you since you brought Carew to heel, years ago?

Ive lost him, said Gillespie, slowly, his eyes closed.

Superintendent Carew? A good riddance, then.

Damn Carew. Hes left me.... Kildare.

I told you so a month ago, said Molly. I told you that you couldnt flay him alive every minute of the day and night, that if there was any spirit in him hed fly in your face one day.

Did you say that?

I did.

You were wrong, then. I sent him away.

You cut your own finger and then cry because it bleeds? Is that the kind you are? You sent him away? A fine boy!

A fine boy — but what I have to give cant go to a boy. I have to have a man.

You worked him like a slave!

He worked himself; he beat himself with his own whip, the fool! Damn it, I know theres metal in him, said Gillespie. Theres too much of it. He needs softening. Thats why Ive sent him away.

You can break him but you cant make him that way, said Molly.

The world has more hands than I. It may be able to change him. Thats why Ive sent him off, though God knows it leaves me with nothing ahead of me except a little time....

Molly, standing behind his chair, bit her lip and scowled to keep compassion from entering her voice too strongly. Maybe hell come back a changed man before long. Or maybe youll find one twice the man that he is.

Those with brains to take what I can give havent the guts to take me along with it. No. Ive hunted twenty-five years and now Ive thrown away the best Ive ever found. Perhaps Im only an old fool, Molly.

Ive been telling you that for a long time.

He shook his head, smiling faintly. There was no spirit in him to rally to the fight, for the moment. What changes men, anyway? he asked.

Time, woman, and hard luck, said Molly.

Ha! cried Gillespie. Time well have to do without; Ive given him the hard luck; but the woman! the woman! Cherchez la femme, Molly.

Now, what the devil do you mean by that? asked Molly. God gave you an American tongue in your head, so why do you talk gibberish with it?

A woman, said Gillespie. I want to find a girl with a brain in her head and a face worth seeing and something in her that a man can trust.

Youve always wanted the world with a fence around it, said Molly.

In every crowd there are many sinners and one saint, said Gillespie. Think over the nurses in this hospital. You give them the devil so much that you ought to know them. Send the top three to me. And hand me that telephone. And get out of my sight, will you?

Off again, on again, Finnegan, said Nurse Cavendish, and strode from the room.

Hi, Carew? Carew? said Gillespie in the telephone. Where the devil do you keep yourself? Ive been trying an hour to get you on the wire. — If youve been in your office, its the fault of the switchboard. Fire them all! Carew, Ive kicked out Kildare.... Its my own business why; you take him back as a regular interne and assign him to the outpatient service, will you? Ill suggest the nurse for his office later on.... Next patient, he shouted, and dropped the telephone to the floor.

The nature of Molly Cavendish was as large as her body and she had long ago taken to mothering the entire hospital — with rod and with rule. Therefore she kept in her mind a sort of invisible card index with listed names, which to her were faces, also. From these she selected three to report to Leonard Gillespie; and three nervous young nurses came to him.

He stood them one by one in the sun that slanted through his window while he looked at their feet and ankles, at their hands, at their throats, at their eyes. Of each of the three he asked three questions:

Why did you take up nursing? To make a living, to do good, or to find yourself a husband?

Each of the three gave a different answer. Minnie OHara said: The only time a man looks up to a woman is when hes tied to his bed. Mabel Parsons said: I worked in a restaurant, once, so. I thought that I could stand the scrubbing and fussing for the sake of better pay. Mary Lamont said: I thought it was something I could do, and as she spoke she glanced down at her hand as though part of the answer were concealed in the palm of it.

And what made you think you could do it? asked Gillespie. There was a silence.

Why dont you answer? he shouted suddenly.

Mary Lamont looked at him with a very faint smile. He had not seen a smile like that for half a century of crowded time. Long ago in his boyhood he could remember something like this before ambition closed him away behind the door which he had slammed in the face of the world.

Because, she said. I know youd make all my answers wrong.

How can I make you wrong if youre right?

I think its been done, doctor, hasnt it?

If you cant put your reasons into words, young lady, how can you know them at all?

She glanced up at the ceiling, hesitated, and then gave him that faint smile again. Sometimes it seems to me as though words are only a sort of translation, she suggested. She put a question into her statement.

What color are your eyes? asked Gillespie.

Gray, said Mary Lamont.

Come here, commanded the great man.

She went to him, still smiling a little, considering his face with an interest at least equal to his own.

Color blind, said Gillespie.

Am I? she asked, politely surprised.

Yes. Theyre green. Are you Irish?

No, Im just American. And a little Scotch.

Theyre a hard people, the Scotch, said Gillespie. So run along, now. And thanks for coming in. Youre not what I want.

Im so sorry.

You mean youd like to work for me?

Oh, very much, doctor!

Why? Dont you know that I raise hell with everybody?

Yes, doctor.

But youd like to work for me?

Yes, doctor.

Well, maybe you will, one of these days. Now get out.

She got out, but he noticed with some bewilderment that she was still smiling. He rang Nurse Cavendish.

What did you mean by sending me that green-eyed girl with the foolish smile? he asked.

Oh, youre taking Mary Lamont, are you?

I didnt say I was taking her! he roared. I asked what the devil you meant by..

I meant just what you mean, said Nurse Cavendish, and rudely hung up, her telephone.

A damned, termagant kind of a woman, said the doctor, and grinned widely. Then he called Carews office.

Assign Mary Lamont to Kildares outpatient office, he directed, and dropped the telephone to the floor, where it rolled on its side and came apart.

The light showed on the switchboard where Weyman leaned two elbows on the counter in the midst of conversation.

Old Gillespie is turning on the heat, said the operator. Hes dropping his telephone all over the place again.

You know what the old cutthroat has done? Hes kicked out my pal. That white guy, that Kildare, hes given him the gate!

Hes been seeing you with him is probably why, she suggested. Why dont you leave Kildare alone till hes grown up and knows something?

Meaning Im robbing the cradle or what? demanded Weyman.

Meaning Kildare dont know enough to pick his own pals?

Meaning that none of you know what hes all about, said the operator, fluffing her hair and yawning a little.

Yeah? And who would know about him, then? asked Weyman.

Why, any woman would, said she.


CHAPTER FIVE

SATURDAYS CHILD 
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KILDARE FOUND THAT the little dispensary to which he had been assigned stood right behind Sullivans Saloon where he drank an occasional beer. When he pulled the door open a customers bell rang loudly above his head.

The place had been a shoe shop. The old storage room at the rear was now for examinations and private consultations; in the front room were a couple of benches where patients could wait.

He was greeted by the interne he had replaced. I wondered why they were kicking me out but now I see it was because they wanted to make room for a big shot. But I thought you were tied to Gillespies bootlaces for life.

Kildare smiled. He could taste the pain right down his throat as he answered: I couldnt make the grade with Gillespie.

Your face gave out from him stepping on it?

I didnt have brains enough. Thats all.

I dont believe that. But who could please that sour old devil?

Kildare considered the remark with long distance eyes. Hes not sour, he said. Hes all right. Hes a great man, Sam. Coster put a hand on his shoulder. Does it hurt much, Jimmy?

Not a bit, answered Kildare, and wondered how he could keep that smile on his face.

Okay, then. Coster nodded. Either you can take it or else youre a liar. Come on, Meg; its time for us common folks to get out of the way. Heres your shop; there are your patients; and yonder is your highlight. Her name is Mary Lamont, Jimmy. She looks to me like a big event.

He went out. Kildare considered Mary Lamont for an instant. He said crisply: You havent your cap?

Im still a probationer, doctor, she answered.

And yet they assigned you to, the outpatient service? Well — the first patient, please!

A woman held out her baby.

He wont keep nothing down, said the mother. Hes two months old and doing fine till a couple of days ago Dr. Livermore gave him a new formula, and—

Add half an ounce of water to each feeding, said Kildare, offering the formula back to her.

You mean thats all I can do for him?

And return to Dr. Livermores last formula as soon as the baby is gaining again. Thats all. Next, please.

He is hard and quick! said the mother to the others on the waiting benches, and they all looked with a scowling displeasure upon Kildare, for how can a quick judgment be as good as a slow one?

He was saying an hour later: How long have your hands been itching?

Close onto three weeks, doctor.

How many in your family?

Theres my wife, and Josie, and Clare, and Pete, and Sonny.

Take sulphur ointment and rub it over your whole body except the head. Have everybody in your family do the same thing for three nights in a row. Send all your clothes and bedding to the laundry or the dry cleaners.

But whatll we wear while theyre away?

I dont know. Overalls, perhaps. But you have scabies.

I have what?

Those little dark runs in the webbing of the fingers are the burrows of the female acarus. When your hand is warm in bed at night the acarus starts moving and causes the bad itch....

You mean that Ive got bugs in me? My God, doc!

Next patient! said Kildare.

She said: Its something that I catch from my Aunt Millie. She aint left her bed in three years and every time I go to see her I sneeze for days, and sometimes I get puffy white welts all over me, and....

Whats in Aunt Millies room?

The doctor says that shes got arthritis, but I know that aint catching and...

I didnt ask what Aunt Millie had. I asked what was in her room.

Why, theres four walls, if thats what you mean, and a rug, and two chairs, and a horsehair sofa, and a picture of Uncle Ben Loomis. There!

She finished this in triumphant defiance and looked around for encouragement. She did not like this young doctor; and a rumble of sympathy with that defiance came from the benches. Kildare, his eyes intent on the problem, did not even hear the signs of discontent. He was almost forgetting the loss of his cherished position with Gillespie as he poured himself into his new work; when the halt and the sick came under his hands, fatigue itself disappeared from his strained body.

You never get the same illness except after visiting Aunt Millie? he asked.

Except once I went to the circus; if you can make anything out of that!

She shrugged her shoulders with a more confident defiance than ever; and the patients who waited on the benches were chuckling in their approval.

Did you pet the horses when you went to the circus? asked Kildare.

What? she asked, startled. Now, how did you know that?

Nurse, give her a test for horse dander, said Kildare, and make an appointment for a complete test. If you move the horsehair sofa out of your Aunt Millies room, I think you wont have these attacks any more.

Mother of heaven, what would a horsehair sofa, in its right mind, be having to do with me? she demanded.

You have hayfever, said Kildare.

If its hayfever, how is it even the cousin to a horse hair sofa? she cried.

The nurse will make you comfortable, said Kildare, sharply. Next patient!

She was gone from his mind as he turned from her to that double row of curious, the suffering, the dimly expectant faces.

They had altered, now, as his last client disappeared into the back room with the nurse. The expressions of those who still waited had altered from doubt and suspicion and distaste. What they had just heard amused them, but it also struck them as a little miraculous, and people of their class nourish all through life an instinctive belief in miracles. Thou art a scholar; speak to it, Horatio.

A burly woman had risen, when a big young fellow pulled the door open so that the bell clanged on a sharp, high note of exclamation. He, slammed the door behind him and strode on, exclaiming: Wheres the doc, here?

But between his entrance and the slamming of the door, as between two winks of the eyes, a tattered little street urchin of eleven or twelve had slipped into the shop and made himself inconspicuous in a corner.

He looked as bright as a bird, and as bent on finding mischief as a sparrow, on finding food. Plainly he expected something worthwhile to come out of the large young man whom he had followed. He, had a freckled face and red hair that looked as though a stiff wind were always at work in it. Kildare said to this new man: Sit down over there and wait.

Ive got no time to wait. Im Socker Ryan, and Im in a hurry.

I take each man in his turn, said Kildare. Sit down over there with your socks and all.

The boy in the corner laughed.

Sit down with my— repeated the Socker. Then he roared: What kind of a place is this, anyway, at all? He stamped his foot so that the very windows shuddered.

Sit down till your turn, or get out, advised Kildare.

The lad in the corner laughed no longer, seeing Kildare step a little closer to the famous Socker and look him in the eye with a steady and curious inquiry.

Oh, bellowed the Socker, its to throw me out that youre wanting, is it?

He was about to say more, but a door at the side of the room, which Kildare hardly had noticed before, jerked open and on the threshold appeared Weyman, with red Mike, the bartender of Sullivans Saloon, just at his shoulder.

Whos starting the fight? asked Weyman, hungrily. Ah, its you, doc, is it?... Back up, Socker. You mug, you, dont you know the docs my pal?

What are you doing here? demanded Kildare of Weyman.

Why, this here door opens out of the saloon, is all, said Weyman, grinning. And I thought I heard the beginnings of a fight.

If youre sick, said Kildare, come in the proper way; if youre not sick: stay out of this dispensary.

Weyman took the crispness of this command with blinking eyes. At the door of the inner room the nurse was watching.

Ill handle my patients without help, said Kildare.

Hes right, Weyman agreed. Back up, Mike. Were sticking our necks out; and he dont need help.

With a sweep of his huge arm he banished Mike into the shadows behind and closed the door promptly. Kildare saw that the people in the dusty room were standing up, agape. He saw the little redhead in the corner, obviously being fed inwardly by the brawl. After what he had been through with Gillespie, and the knife-stroke of that judgment which had cut him off from his Promised Land, mere danger from the hands of any man seemed a trivial matter to Kildare. He could see that the big Socker was at a pause and decided to let him have a moment to collect his wits. So he said to the lad in the corner: Come here — whats your name — and what is wrong with you?

Reds my name, said the boy. And Ive got kind of an ache in my tooth.

Theres no pain in your eyes, Red, said Kildare. Are you lying to me?

Yes, sir, said Red.

Maybe youd better run along, then, suggested Kildare. Theres not going to be any show.

But wasnt there — almost! said Red, and he laughed.

Whats the rest of your name?

Im the son of The OCallaghan, said Red, proudly.

Come and tell me about him, some day, said Kildare, seriously.

Thanks, doc, answered Red. Ill be drifting along. Goodbye.

He made an exit full of dignity. Kildare, turning, found that Socker Ryan had taken a place at the end of one bench, where he sat with a scowling face. The flush with which he had entered was still burning in his cheeks. Kildare went up to him and leaned over with his hands on his knees to stare into those half-misted eyes.

How do you feel? asked Kildare.

Gwan and take the others. Ill wait, said Socker.

How do you feel? insisted Kildare.

Why, its a funny thing, but my tongues numb, said the Socker. And I dont see too good. And theres some kind of a devil trying to claw its way right out through my skull. I never had a head on me like this.

Kildare took Ryans bloodpressure and found it up around two hundred and fifty. He unwound the soft rubber from that huge arm and put the instrument away thoughtfully. Then he scribbled a note which admitted an emergency case instantly to the hospital and a bed.

He put the note in the hand of Ryan and sat down on his heels to talk to the big man on the bench.

Youre going to take a rest, he said. Youre going over to the hospital and stretch out in a bed.

Whats the matter with me, doc? asked Socker, fear propping his eyes wide open. Whats gunna happen to me?

In one way of putting it, theres too much pressure in you. Were going to quiet you down, answered Kildare.

Too much pressure — yeah, I always was that way, said Socker, rather proudly. But why go to bed?

Theres only one good reason. Its because I tell you to, said Kildare.

The Socker gathered a blank scowl which dissipated suddenly.

Okay, he said. Im kinda tired, at that. You do my thinking for me, for a while.

Kildare said to the nurse: Go with him. Get him straight into bed. Make him walk slowly. Its emergency. A hypertension case with an impending cerebral accident.

Her color changed. A stroke? she whispered.

Rub that white out of your cheeks, he commanded sternly. If you cant prevent your eyes from popping out like that, keep looking down. Talk cheerfully to him all the way. Tell him hell be all right but that he has to go at everything slowly for a while. Tell Doctor Collins about him. That blood-pressure has to be lowered on the run or hell crack. Then come back here.

From the door, a moment later, the Socker said: Hey, doc, will I be seeing you? What I mean, I hate strangers.

Im only on part-time duty here and Ill watch you in the hospital, said Kildare, and he watched the girl walk off at the side of Ryan, smiling, chatting brightly, but always with her eyes lowered.

Yeah, said a fat old man on one of the benches, They oughtnt to use a gal like that for a nurse. Hows she gunna keep her mind on her work when shes got a face like that for a ticket around the world?

And a woman added: You take the beauties like her, they dont use the brain none. They just lean on their faces, you might say. But Kildare did not listen; he was calling aloud: Next patient, please!


CHAPTER SIX 

WORKER OF MIRACLES 
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THE AFTERNOON DARKENED as it grew older and then a misting rain brought on a premature twilight. Kildare was very tired but it was better to have his hands filled with work than to return to the hospital and sit among the ruin of his hopes. Also, there was the letter he must write home to tell them that the great Gillespie experiment had failed wretchedly and that he was back in the herd. That was why he was giving himself with such an impatient eagerness to each case; and then out of the misting twilight an uproar arose through the street and through the saloon.

The side door flung open and showed a policeman with a senseless child in his arms. Her head and feet flopped in time with his running feet. Her hair hung down in blond, ratty strings, like a kitchen mop that needs a good washing. Kildare caught the youngster up and laid her on the examination table.

She was very cyanotic. It was strange that living flesh could be so blue. With his head over her heart, he found the beat of it, small, rapid, thready. Now and then the chest heaved upward in a spasmodic effort but without accomplishing respiration. For whatever was to be done, there were only quickly passing seconds.

Kildare looked up from the small body, his face greasy with cold sweat, and saw two other internes from the hospital in the room. They naturally had come along from the saloon, where, they had been drinking their beer when the policeman came through with the child. The mother of the girl half crouched by the table. She kept putting out her hands with a cherishing gesture toward the child and her eyes shifted down and up, always rising with a dumb appeal to Kildare.

Through the strain and crisis of the moment a door was opened somewhere in his brain and the picture of the woman was printed for him forever with chin and lips and nose pinched outward into blunt points and the pull of a thousand lines narrowing her eyes at the corners. She had four wrinkles like four sharp incisions across the front of her throat. Yet ten years before she must have been a beauty.

Tomasson, one of the internes, said: Its a concussion, Jimmy... and theres no time...

Kildares hand, over the youngsters heart, felt the pulsation stagger and then halt like an overburdened horse dragging a weight up a hill. From the relaxing fingers of the girl, as death came over her, something dropped.

It bounced with a sharp, metallic rattle and Kildare saw a little iron jack jog to a stand on the floor. The mother saw it, also. Out of her throat came a wordless cry with nothing human except the grief in it. She caught her girl by the heels and jounced her violently up and down in the air. A second jack fell from the unconscious lips and clattered on the floor.

There had been a general cry of protest at this apparently insane brutality of the mother, but now she surrendered the child to the doctor again quickly. Only her eyes were desperate with appeal that science should continue the work which she had begun. And Kildare remembered what Gillespie had said about being a man first and a doctor second.

Life itself was perhaps the primary teacher or how else had this woman of the slums known what to do for her own? He was trying vainly, now, to find the beat of the heart. There was no noise to confuse him for everyone in the room, with held breath, was watching the face of the child.

Her blue lips had parted and her eyes opened a trifle. In that moment of utter concentration he saw the nurse, Mary Lamont, white and still, as one sees something in a book.

The heart of the child was not beating. There was not a tremor of life. She was dead.

He looked up and straight at the mother; every soul in the room helped her draw breath. She had understood that silent glance of his, but instead of the scream which he expected, she was waiting in this last hope.

One chance remained. He called for adrenalin, reached for a syringe, and tore the dress of the girl open at the breast. High on the chest he located the Angle of Louis which marks the second interspace between the ribs and counted down to the fourth interspace, over the heart. Nurse Lamont had the syringe ready for him as he swabbed the skin. Laterally from the internal mammary artery he had to make the injection. He selected the exact spot and drove the needle right in toward the heart.

Somebody uttered a groan with a shudder in it. That was the mother. Someone was holding her hands. It must have been Weyman, for his large voice began to say: Take it easy — this doc raises em from the dead — this doc dont miss....

Kildare inserted the needle swiftly and deeply. When he pulled out on the syringe top a little, blood followed and he knew he was inside the heart. Now that he was sure, he injected a whole cc of adrenalin straight into the chamber of the heart, pulled out the deeply bedded needle, and swabbed off the punctured skin with alcohol. He began the movements of artificial respiration.

The mother had stopped struggling in the hands of Weyman; but Kildare could not look at her because he knew what he would find in her eyes. He felt a stir of the body and instantly removed his hands from it.

Immediately came a convulsive lifting of the breast. It was not a vain labor this time. Everyone in the room could hear the swift intake of the breath. Yet the tiptoe, incredulous quiet still continued.

Then Weyman in a rumbling murmur said: Hes done it again; he always does it; he brings em back! That voice loosed a whole tide of uproar and delighted congratulation. These people were sweating as though they had done the work.

Afterward, when the child was removed to the hospital, Kildare looked about him and discovered with amazement that not a client remained for him on the two benches.

Werent half a dozen people waiting for me there? he asked the nurse.

They all felt healthy after they saw the blue face of poor little Jenny Carson, she answered.

Kildare said dreamily: We had some luck, there, after the mother showed us the way. Did you watch her face — the mothers?

I watched her when she was thanking you, doctor.

Did she thank me? muttered Kildare, and rubbed the heel of his wrist across his forehead.

Now that theres no one here, if youd lie down on the examination table for half an hour... said the nurse.

Certainly not! said Kildare, and looked curiously at her. She stiffened and banished all expression from her face.

He would have said something to soften his last words but here the door of the dispensary opened and Red, son of The OCallaghan, stepped inside.

Hi, doc. Can I say something to you?

Fire away, said Kildare.

Kind of private, I mean, suggested Red. With a jerk of his thumb Red indicated secret distances. Mary Lamont retired to a corner.

Look, said Red, from the side of his mouth. Theres somebody all in a heap. Will you grab some tools and come along?

Ill call an ambulance, said Kildare.

No. Dont you, advised Red. Its on the jump that we gotta make it. Ill try somebody else.

Kildare did not hesitate. He caught up his topcoat and an emergency bag and went out into the soupy half-light of the rain and the evening. Red made his strides long to keep pace. Once in a while he took a hitch-step to cover lost ground. It aint far, pouted Red. Kildare made no answer. A traffic light stopped them.

This Jenny Carson that you fixed up, said Red, I hear you stabbed her right through the heart and that was what woke her up.

Not exactly through the heart, answered Kildare.

It wouldnt have done any harm. It would take something like that to wake her up, said Red. The trouble with girls is theyre always kind of sleepy. The trouble with Jenny, said Red, was she was always swallering things and sleeping them off and swallering again.

Red led the way around the next corner and presently stopped to take a look up and down the street. A few shadowy figures moved in the gloom but nothing really lived except the wavering yellow moonpaths which the street lamps laid out on the wet of the pavement.

We duck in here, said Red, and hurried in from the street under the porch of an old house, whose glimmering black windows contained For Rent signs.

The guy were gunna check with, hes kind of nervous, said Red. So Ill go first.

How was he hurt? asked Kildare, as Red opened the cellar door upon utter darkness.

Just sort of stumbled and cut himself, said Red.

I think youre lying, Red, declared Kildare. This smells like the sort of thing the police should know about.

This? Police? asked Red in a voice of astonishment. What dyou think? Id get a good guy like you into trouble? Look, doc, this is a right guy Im taking you to, but hes terribly nervous just now.

He lighted a match and from the bowl of his fingers cast a ray into the blackness. He guided Kildare down a flight of steps into subterranean cold. A cobweb touched Kildares face with tenuous, sticky fingers, and left dust in his nostrils. At the bottom of the steps the match went out.

They stood in darkness, breathing the cold, stale air. Above them, dim footfalls went hurrying along the sidewalk out of nothingness into nothingness. The lanterns over here, said Red, whispering.


CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE IRISH WILL FIGHT 
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THERE FOLLOWED THE grating of rusty metal on metal, the scratch of another match, and then a circle of smoky light as the flame ran across the wick. When the chimney was lowered, the light enlarged their world to concrete walls on either side. They were stained like old mattresses.

The boy stood up and looked about him. That underground environment and the breath of danger in it sharpened his eyes and set in them an Irish gleam of happiness. He beckoned to Kildare as he led on to a door which stood slightly ajar, lodged against the floor by a broken upper hinge.

Hi, Nick! called Red.

Red? answered a voice.

Hes okay; he aint fallen apart, yet, observed Red. Come on, doc.

Red dragged the door open and advanced, holding the lantern high. All about them old furniture loomed in piles with tatters of ruined upholstery hanging down, and through a narrow aisle in the center of this confusion the lantern light streamed faintly across a man who was crouched on a mattress against the wall. All the light seemed to gather to the automatic which he leveled across his raised knee.

Whos that called his excited voice. Who you got there, Red?

I brought a doc for you, Nick, answered Red.

You fool, groaned Nick. What you trying to do to me?

Quit it, fella, will you pleaded Red. This one aint like the others. Old Wildman Weyman — this is his pal! Hes gunna fix you up. Its Doc Kildare.

Nick got off the mattress to one knee. His left hand clutched his breast. Agony kept his eyes big and a grin on the white of his face, but his gun-hand was steady. In the lantern-shine the metal was silver-bright, without a tremor.

He was very young. He was not more than seventeen or eighteen. At that age, Kildare remembered, they do their killing first and their thinking afterward. Blood kept oozing through the spread fingers of the boys hand. It ran down to his elbow and fell off in audible drops on a newspaper. Keep clear of me, said Nick, or Im going to blow you down.

Well see about that, answered Kildare and moved straight ahead.

They were the hardest steps he had ever made in his life but he could not hold back after the curious glint he had seen in the eyes of Red. The small boy became the consciousness of the whole world watching him go over the top.

As he strode past the lantern, his own shadow poured darkness before him over Nick and across the wall. The mouth of the gun, tipping back to look him in the eye, was as big as the round, black throat of a cannon. Nicks mouth twisted to one side and showed his teeth. Then Reds voice exploded: Nick! Put that gun down, you damned fool!

The lantern came swinging past Kildare as Red tried to break in between him and trouble. He stopped the boy and took the lantern away from him.

You run to the hospital and get an ambulance, he commanded.

Okay, said Red, vanishing through the door.

Leave the ambulance out! shouted Nick.

Okay! Okay! called Red from the distance, where he could be heard running through the outer blackness of the cellar as sure of foot as though he had the eyes of a cat.

Now put that gun down, said Kildare, leaning over Nick.

Nick said: Keep away or Ill...

Kildare pushed him back on the mattress and all the strength of resistance went out of him, suddenly. He lay without word or motion as Kildare opened the coat and the sticky wetness of the shirt.

The lad was all tendon and bone, with little flesh. His ribs stood out like big fingers without knuckles; his belly fell away flat. He had the orchid-white skin of a city dweller.

Kildare had the sick feeling that there was no force left in the boy to fight for his life. And much of it had run away already. There was blood over everything, splotches and tricklings and little pools that shone in the lantern light.

Nick kept his head raised to look down at the wound in his breast. Kildare put his hand under the chin and pushed the head back against the mattress.

Lie still, he said. Breathe easily. Let go of everything. Were going to pull you through.

Are you? said Nick. He even laughed a little, forcing a large out-welling of blood from the wound in the breast.

Stop that laughing. Breathe in your belly, said Kildare. Breathe right down here, slowly.

Turn up the lantern, said Nick. Turn the wick up, will you? Its going out, and it would be hell to be caught in the dark, wouldnt it?

Kildare turned and stared at the lantern which was flaring up so high that one end of the wick threw out a little wisp of smoke that was staining a side of the chimney yellow-brown.

He grabbed his emergency bag for fast work. He laid out the shining instruments rapidly. When the eyes darken it is not far from the end.

Youve got more stuff to handle than a plumber, said the boy, and grinned all on one side of his mouth. He had a handsome face, nobly made about the forehead. Nick said: But you might as well stop trying, doc. Im late for school again.

What do you mean? asked Kildare.

Its not the lantern; Im the one thats going out, said Nick.

Close your eyes and stop watching the light, said Kildare. Youre dizzy; youre not dying.

Im anything you say; but dont get your hands dirty for nothing, advised Nick.

It would have been magnanimous in an old philosopher; it was very strange coming from a lad of the slums. For Kildare the boy for the first time was something more than a casual accident case.

There were two possibilities. Under the broad, raw slash of the wound, the bullet might have penetrated only through the rib, or it might be penetrating the heart itself. Kildare prayed for the ambulance; in the meantime he worked as though he had not the slightest hope of its arrival.

He had to have sterile instruments for this work, first of all. He found a packing case from which kitchen utensils protruded through a broken side. He got a saucepan out of the confusion, crushed some of the loose boards into kindling under his foot for a fire, and from a tap in the cellar hall he drew water. In a moment he had the pan over the flame, with the instruments in it.

Nick bent his head to one side. Ever done any camping out, Doc? he asked.

Yes, said Kildare. Have you?

This is my first time, said Nick. Theres a good kind of a smell to wood-smoke... but what about it getting outside and starting a fire-alarm?

Kildare had lighted the fire just outside the door of the room to keep from choking his patient with the fumes. He looked up and saw the white mist crawling down the ceiling. There was something more important to him than interference from the outside. The boy was in shock and had to be kept warm. So he fed some more splintered kindling into the fire and then went rummaging through the furniture until he found a chest of bedding. With quilts and blankets he wrapped Nick thoroughly from head to foot.

Jeez! said Nick. All done up-like a sugar Easter egg!

Though there was no mirth in his dim eyes, he kept starting to laugh, and Kildare with a raised hand and a scowl warned him, from that involuntary spasm.

Then footfalls hurried down the cellar steps. He saw Red coming with an electric flashlight and another figure moved behind the boy.

Ambulance? called Kildare.

I got something better — for Nick, said Red, hurrying on.

The shadow behind him was turning into a girl with bright hair and a pretty face.

Its Rosalie, is all. Shes Nicks sister, said Red. Listen, doc, he added in a murmur, you couldnt get Nick to a hospital. Hed die, first. Hes in there, Rosalie, he added to the girl.

She went by Kildare toward the door. She had only a half second to get the white tension out of her face and smile at him, but she made the best of the opportunity. He felt, vaguely, that a light had shone in his eyes, but then he saw that the water had begun to boil in the pan and that took all his attention.

Watch this water, he said to Red. Dont let the pan joggle and spill...

Nick was saying, huskily, feebly: Get out of this, Rosalie. I never wanted anything from you after I found out about you. I dont want anything now. Dont stay here and take any rap account of me.

The words were sounds without much meaning, to Kildare. He went into the room to find her with an arm under her brothers head, speaking softly, and he with a hand raised as though to ward her off but submitting little by little to the caress of her voice and her touch. Kildare bared the breast of the boy and painted it liberally with iodine.

Send her away, doc, will you? begged Nick. I dont want to get her in the soup.

I have to talk with you, said Kildare, and took her out into the corridor.

There was only the light from the fire wavering over her and dancing her shadow on the wall. Red, overseeing the cooking of the instruments, glanced curiously up at them.

Are you steady? Are you all right? asked Kildare.

Yes, doctor, she said. She had a docility like that of a trained nurse, but strangely different. Her eyes kept following, anxiously, every glance of his; they seemed to struggle to get inside his brain at hidden meanings.

He told her about Nick, making a distinct effort to reduce her from a personality into a charted number, a mere entity requiring professional consideration before he went ahead with the case.

This case ought probably to be taken to the hospital before anything is done, he said. Nick doesnt want the hospital. Do you agree that he should not be taken?

Yes, doctor. Oh, yes! she said.

Are his parents available for consultation? he asked.

No, doctor. He only has me — poor Nick!

In spite of his effort to be perfectly impersonal, he could not help feeling that this girl was a creature made for smiling, not for serious thought. Even at this moment when she was white with fear for her brother, a smile kept beginning and dissolving and beginning again in her eyes as though it were her nature to propitiate everyone. Kildare felt pity and something beyond pity that disturbed him; he assumed a frown to banish this unmedical emotion.

I have to probe the wound and I want you to watch if you can stand it, said Kildare.

Yes, doctor.

Are you sure? he asked, doubtfully.

Oh, yes.

Well, its this way. If the probe hits the bullet, it may pulse in and out with the throbbing of the heart. That would mean that the bullet actually is in the heart muscle....

But then he would be dead!

... and in that case I must absolutely insist that the case be taken to the hospital with or without the wish of your brother and yourself.

Ah, but why? Why would you do that everyone knows what miracles you can work by yourself. Please, Doctor Kildare, if youll only...

Because in the hospital, he interrupted, it would be easy to give a transfusion to maintain his strength before the shock of the operation. I might have to split the sternum — the bone in here — to give adequate exposure of the object to be removed.... This is a tough job to do alone; assistance would be worth a lot.

Let me help. Please let me help! she begged.

Actually she was smiling for him, as though she knew how much harder it is for a man to refuse a request from a pretty face.

The assistance of intelligent hands is what I refer to, said Kildare, sharply, and went back into Nicks room.

How are you he asked, crouching beside the mattress.

Dizzy, said Nick Dizzy with luck, doc, because Ive got you here.

Even the stiff lips of Kildare relaxed a little toward a smile as he heard the inevitable Irish blarney.

A sweet, difficult, damned lot you Irish are, he said.

Ah, doctor, murmured the girl, but arent you just a little Irish yourself.

Perhaps, said Kildare, darkening his forehead again, and began to probe the wound. He felt, presently, the small click of the probe against metal and took his hand away, letting the probe remain aslant in the flesh. He heard the girl take a breath and saw her turn a hand into a fist; he would not permit himself to look up toward the fear and shock in her face. With his hand on Nicks breast he was following the fluttering, rapid beat of the heart, a shudder rather than a true pulsation. He removed the probe.

Come with me, he said to the girl, and went back by the fire in the outer corridor. Behind him he heard the girl saying something with a darling in it to her brother, and Nicks husky voice muttering: Get out — get out of this and stay out! I dont want you..

Then the girl was there before him. She moved so that she could be directly in front of him, as he spoke.

He said: I cant be sure. Theres a chance both ways. His heart action is very faint and confused. The slight pulsation of the probe may mean that it is in the wall of the chest near the heart, or it may actually be in the heart muscle itself. I dont know what to do.

He waited for her to implore him to perform the operation on the spot. Instead, she merely said: No, doctor.

On the other hand, he argued softly with himself, if the bullet actually is in the heart the joggling in the ambulance... Very well, he said aloud, and turned to his work.

He got rubber gloves out of their antiseptic canvas container, gave the morphine injection to keep Nick quiet, and novocaine to deaden the pain. After that he went to work with the razor edge of the scalpel, clamping off the bleeders as he went. He could not tell the exact depth of the lodgement of the bullet, for the rib being shattered the bracing of that bone was removed and the normal indications were blurred.

The girl was always there, together with Red.

Once he heard Nick murmur: Look at you, Rosalie. You cant take it. Youre only a baby. Youre a softy. Red can take it, but you cant.

Shut up and save it, Nick, advised Red.

The hands of these two were not clasped together, but somehow Kildare knew that their attitude was that of the devoutest prayer. He was down to the lead of the bullet, now. Presently he looked up, not at their tense faces but at that invisible God who attends our greater moments.

Its all right. The hearts all right, said Kildare.

Ah, Nick, whispered the girl. Ah, Nick, darling...

Look at her, said Nick to Red, speaking through his teeth but inevitably maintaining the spirit of bandigge. Shes only a stuff. Shell be bawling all over the lot, in a second or two...

His voice trailed off.

With the forceps Kildare lifted the bullet out, flicked the blood from it, and dropped it into his bag. With the same forceps he picked out little spicules of bone from a shattered rib. He had tied off some bleeders, going down. Now he had to sew in two layers, first the fibrous tissue around the rib, then with deep skin sutures. He put in a small rubber drain and reminded himself that there should be a tetanus injection for all gunshot wounds. That would have to be later.

Nick did not faint. His pulse had held up and with the pressure of the bullet removed it improved suddenly. He was still in shock. His forehead was cold as a wet stone and his eyes were dim but with an Irish glitter in them, like the old devil looking through a fog....


CHAPTER EIGHT 

TWO WOMEN 
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KILDARE ROSE TO stretch the ache out of his back. A dusty mirror against the wall repeated the gesture behind a mist.

Rosalie said, Everybodys saying that you could do anything you want to. Theyre all talking about you from the docks to Sixth Avenue. Theyre all saying there was never anybody like you. But if they could know about you taking a bullet right out of a heart — what would they say then?

It was not in the heart, said Kildare hastily. Couldnt I see with my own eyes? she asked, making them large. Her voice made echoes inside him, running tiptoe up his spinal column to the brain.

Dont talk nonsense, he said weakly. He stood up and dusted his hands. The girl rose too, trying to bring the line of his eyes to her face. But he only would permit himself to see her hands.

Will you come with me? he asked, and led her out of the room. Behind him, Red was saying softly, furiously: You didnt say a word. You didnt thank him, Nick!

He even could hear Nick answer: You dont thank a guy like that. You wait till theres a chance to do something.

Kildare led her into the next room, empty, damp, with the curious smell of old cement. He said: My hospital will have to have a report on this.

She shrank from his words. But that means that the police will know!

The police are not to know, eh? asked Kildare.

She was silent, her eyes begging without words. Kildare looked down at the floor to avoid her face and that was why he did not see her expression change swiftly into one of the keenest inquiry. A gambler with a heavy stake on the board might have watched the spin of a roulette wheel as she watched Kildare now.

He said: A doctor who doesnt report a gunshot wound goes to jail. Its the end of his life — as a doctor. He waited to hear her appeal but she said nothing. Gradually he lifted his head.

That report has to go in, he said grimly. Who shot your brother?

I did, said Rosalie.

The shock made him look her straight in the eyes and he was aware at the same moment of the perfume she was wearing. It was not rose or violet or any flower for which he had a name.

You shot him? repeated Kildare. Suppose you tell me how you happened to do it?

I dont know. Its all crazy in my mind, said the girl. We had a row. And I went wild. There was a gun. And it went off.

So you let him stagger out with a bullet in him?

I didnt know...

What do you gain by not telling the truth?

I only wanted you to listen. Because I must talk to you! Will you listen?

Yes, said Kildare.

Listening was watching, too. He was not peering through a microscope but he still could see things which were of greater significance than all he had found in stained slides on dark fields or bright. It was extraordinary to observe how she still smiled to win grace even when there were tears and sorrow in her eyes. It seemed to him that as she held out her hands to him she was asking him into her life, and her glance was on his face with an almost physical touch.

He felt strangely at ease, as though he had known her for a long time. It seemed to him that this great friendliness in her was like that of a child which knows and fears no harm in the world.

She was saying: Hes not bad, is he?

He cant be very bad, agreed Kildare.

And theres no lying in him. Hes so proud that hed give the heart out of him rather than sneak and lie.

He looked for one instant away from her, remembering the fierce, steadfast eyes of the boy. Thats true, I think, he told her.

But I havent made a home for him to keep him off the streets after he and I were left alone.

How could you keep yourself and make a home for him at the same time? asked Kildare.

Some way I should have done it, she said. But you wouldnt know how poor weve been! She held up a hand to call the ceiling to witness how great their poverty had been. Her neckpiece of the finest black fox slipped back over her shoulders.

When she saw that he was moved, she was able to weep big tears. Yet as she wept she kept smiling. Even grief was beautiful in her, he saw. Oh, she was clever, that Rosalie girl.

Will you please listen to me, doctor? she was saying.

Im listening, said Kildare. Its only that Im trying to tell you that everything I want in the world will be lost if I dont turn in the report to the police.

Ah, no, no! Dont say it! cried Rosalie. Because whod talk? Whod tell? Little Red is all man, clean through. And would I be making talk out of it? Theres no one would know. And youd be doing such a beautiful, secret thing that it would make God himself happy. And Id be on my knees to you all the days of my life.

I wish you werent crying, said Kildare, sadly.

The tears came pouring, faster than ever; and yet it was very strange, he thought, that there was no distortion of the features, as from sobbing, but only a flush and a brightening that made her more lovely.

It seemed to him that the word lost out of his life until this moment was beauty — beauty which the eyes can taste and the soul possess forever.

Im sorry; Im so sorry! she said. I know what a man like you thinks of silly, crying women. She was opening a purse that had an enamel clasp as bright as a peacock moth and found a handkerchief within it. All the while, that fragrance which surrounded her rose upward into his brain.

It was at this moment that he heard the unmistakable sound of a fall, a cry in Reds shrill voice, and a groan on a deeper note.

He ran out into the cellar corridor and saw Nick lying stretched along the floor, motionless, and Red on his knees by the body.

It had been a bad shock but there still was life in Nick. The first touch of Kildares hand found it and he looked up with the reassuring word to Rosalie. She had altered very much from the instant before. Fear had given her quick, bright, calculating eyes like those of an animal.

What happened? she asked Red. How did you dare let him up... how did you dare!

He come alive, said Red, retreating a little, and heard the two of you talking. He says that he wont be the ruining of a good guy like the doc; and me giving him a hand, he can get down to the docks and hide out there. And so I give him a hand and he gets along pretty good but the first step he takes on the stairs he goes slump; and the weight of him smacks me down. Doc, I aint done him in, have I? I couldnt help letting him down. I wasnt braced, sort of.

Kildare picked Nick up and carried him back to the mattress. His pulse was fair but there was no doubt now that a blood transfusion was needed. The prick of the needle when he took a blood sample made the boy murmur but he lapsed into unconsciousness again.

Stay here with him, he said to the girl. You get him a container of hot milk and coffee and keep him warm.

Red said: Are you gonna turn him in, doc?

Its my duty, said Kildare, and hurried out of the house. The girl had followed him noiselessly to the cellar entrance beneath the porch. He turned back to her. Well? he asked, sharply.

Nothing. Im not begging you, doctor, said Rosalie.

Its a hospital case for a blood transfusion.

She was silent. Words could not have said so much.

The cold, blind rain beat swiftly against his face. Then he said to her, almost angrily: You dont know what theyd do. Theyd smash me flat. Its jail for a doctor who works outside the law.

I know, she said. She leaned weakly back against the wall and looked up at him, awaiting the final judgment, making no appeal.

Im going now, said Kildare.

Yes, doctor, said the girl.

As he turned away, he still expected some outcry. That was why he made the first steps so slowly. But she did not speak. He even glanced over his shoulder, as he got to the sidewalk but she remained half seen in the shadow without making a sign. He turned into the sweep of rain and went on, walking fast, holding the grip of his emergency bag so hard that it hurt the palm of his hand. The thought of her kept pace with him.

When he got to the dispensary Probationer Mary Lamont stood up and looked at him without a smile.

Anybody been in since I left? he asked.

Lets see — that was forty minutes ago, wasnt it? she answered. No. No one has been in.

Forty minutes! Into another world and back in forty minutes! That was how the sun stood still, then, that day over ancient Palestine.

Take this blood sample to the hospital, type it, said Kildare, and get me five hundred cc.s of the correct type; then bring back the instruments for a blood transfusion, some citrate and the rest, please.

He wrote out the requisition hastily on an order blank, and gave it to her.

If they ask the name of the patient and the location of the case, doctor — ? she asked.

Perhaps they wont ask those questions, he answered. Hurry, please.

Then he went through the side door to Sullivans Saloon. He noticed that the end of the bar where he generally stood, was occupied. The voice of the bartender sang out at once: Hey, Patsy, will you be backin out of that stall and leave it for a better man than you?

What better man? demanded Patsy. And if hes bigger than me, how dyou know that I cant whittle him down to my own size?

Listen to the Irishman! Mike chuckled. The faces of Irishmen is flat because theyre wore off by the fists of the whole world.

Keep your place, Patsy, said Kildare. The beer is as good down here as it is up there.

But Patsy came and took him by the arm.

I worked for the Houlihan stables, he said, and I know that a horse feeds better out of his own manger. Come up here and take this place, Doctor Kildare. Mike, the drinks on me.

And when would I be charging the doctor for a drink? asked Mike.

He put the glass before Kildare, the fine foam neatly ruled off the top of it. Under his voice he said: Ive heard your bad news in the hospital, doc. Youre too good for that old fool of a Gillespie. Hes been a great man but the day has gone out of him and hes left in the dark.

Be still, Mike, said Kildare. Youre talking of something you dont know.

Ah, is it that way? said Mike. Well, its a hard, hard thing to forgive a man thats wronged you.

Ive not been wronged, Mike.

No? Well, its you that say it. And after St. Patrick there was no snakes left in Ireland. So heres to you, doc!

He finished that enigmatic speech by tossing off a quick shot of bar whisky.

Kildare, his beer finished, went back into the dispensary; and sat down to the thought of the dark cellar, the flaming head of the boy Red, Nicks white face, stiff with pain and the enduring of it. But when it came to Rosalie he felt that he must see her again before he could know her features. What he had from her was not a visual image but an intangible emotion such as music gives us when the pleasure is remembered but the notes forgotten.

The doorbell of the dispensary rang and he looked up to see Mary Lamont entering. He said: You didnt bring — anything? She was in distress, but she was calm and straightforward. He could see that she was like something out of a book — an old-fashioned book. You would not have to turn the page to know what happened, for the right would be sure to win. She was made all of one substance of social good and purity and truth.

All the morality of a copybook, he was sure, could be found in Mary Lamont, word for word, neatly embossed. No doubt she was intelligent, patient, careful, thrifty, hard-working, loyal, clean of heart.

She had beauty as well. A teacher of physiology could have touched Mary Lamont with a rubber-tipped pointer and said: This is a correct hand; this is a correct foot; in this manner the ankle joint should be fitted; observe how the neck joins the shoulders and see how the head sits upon the neck; this is the forehead of homo sapiens; these deep-set eyes indicate the brain-space above them; observe the nobility of nose and mouth and chin; the example being female, the throat is soft.

But what of it? Who could give a second thought or glance to her after looking once into the soul of a Rosalie, that fourth dimensional creature of warmth and timeless spirit, who remained lovely in spite of tears?

So he watched, cold with thought, while the girl explained: I tried to get in without being noticed, so I took the ambulance court....

But why? asked Kildare.

Because I was afraid that there might be questions unless I could get directly to the man in charge of the storage blood and give him your requisition. But Miss Cavendish saw me...

The fat woman?

Yes, doctor. She asked me if the dispensary had been closed as early as this, She wanted to know whether we were not keeping the usual hours.

Ha? Ugly, was she?

Not ugly, but suspicious.

What made her suspicious?

I think she was born that way.

And then?

I told her that Id only come over for a moment. She asked me what I had come for.

Here Mary Lamont paused. Her eyes asked him to complete the story.

So, of course, you told her a white lie, said Kildare. You made up a little story about something or other, so that you could get past her, didnt you?

No, doctor, said Mary Lamont.

No, of course, you had to tell the truth.

You always tell the truth, Miss Lamont, dont you?

She was wretchedly silent. Her face began to color but she kept looking him in the eye.

Always the truth, said Kildare, ironically. Even if it were a matter of life or death?

I guessed that it was life or death.

But naturally you preferred death for the poor devil as long as you kept your own mouth clean?

She was silent again. This cruel dropping of the acid tormented her but she kept setting her teeth to keep from showing the pain.

Youll be a good mother, said Kildare. The doctor will tell you that youve been a brave little woman, whether the child lives or dies.

He stood up.

Im sorry, doctor, whispered the girl.

Youre what? snapped Kildare. Never mind. What happened after Cavendish talked to you?

When I couldnt give her the name of the patient or the address, she took me to Dr. Gillespie.

Gillespie? said Kildare, startled. Im not working under him any longer.

No, doctor. But Dr. Gillespie started the outpatient system and he keeps in touch with everything that happens. He seemed angry.

He didnt swear, did he?

Yes, doctor, a great deal.

Odd, said Kildare, sneering. He said that I could be damned before I got blood and instruments for a transfusion for an unnamed case. Was that what he said?

In general, yes, doctor.

She was silent. He went into the back room and picked up a few things. He came back and showed them.

I must not do anything behind your back, he said. Youll observe with your usual accuracy that Im taking a coil of rubber tubing, a fifty cc syringe, some sodium citrate, an Erlenmeyer flask, and other things. When Gillespie asks questions, I want you to be able to tell him everything. Her head bowed. Suddenly he knew that she was close to tears. Im being a swine to you. Im sorry, said Kildare.

She managed to get her head up and looked straight before her with blind, misted eyes. No, doctor. Its all right.

Kildare said, softly, taking the words right out of his heart: You know, when a fellow is in great pain he forgets the feelings of other people. I wont be this way again.

Thank you, doctor. I understand, she answered.

Do you? said Kildare. I wonder.


CHAPTER NINE 

LIFE FOR A LIFE
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HE WENT OUT into the rain, hurrying. The wind had come up. It gathered the dust of the falling rain and blew the thin spray into Kildares face. He felt that he was taking his last walk through the world as he had known it. Tomorrow might bring a new existence. He wondered what life would be like without test tubes and microscopes and the faces of the sick.

When he came to the vacant house, he found a small, skulking figure under the porch Red said: He looks terrible bad.

Kildare said nothing. He lighted his way down the stairs with his torch. When he came to the door he shone the light inside, the ray cutting sharply through the yellow glow of the lantern, showing him Rosalies terrified face. She had her hands up as though she were trying to turn the force of an impending blow.

Then she cried out: Nick! Nick! Its not the police. Hes come alone.

He leaned over Nick. The boy was far gone. He was ashen gray. He looked like a death mask of the face Kildare had first seen.

He got his eyes open, one wider than the other. Hi, doc, he said, faintly.

Hi, Nick.

Looking down at what might be his last case, he had a queer feeling that he was giving a life for a life. The law would strike him down for it, but the law was a fool.

You didnt tell them! asked. Nick.

Be still.

Okay, Nick whispered, The girl was smiling a little, also, but always with the look of one asking permission.

Kildare turned to Red. Would you give some of your blood to this fellow, Red? he asked.

Wouldnt I just! said Red, and came a step out of his corner.

Youve got to have a blood transfusion, said Kildare to Nick There are four types of blood. If one of us has the right type we can put the life back inside of you. Your sister is the best bet, so well begin with her.

He had in his bag a physiological solution of salt and water, a teaspoonful to a pint. Into each of three tubes he put a measured bit of this; from the girl, from Red, and from his own finger he took drops of blood and placed them in the test tubes with the solution. He took more blood from Nick and watched the straw-colored serum of it form in the bottom of another test tube.

There was needed endless time for this. Now and then he took Nicks pulse, but the boys look as life ebbed in him was enough. No one tried to be cheerful, but Rosalie sat down beside Nick and put a hand on his forehead.

His eyes kept following Kildare around the room, but he said to his sister: Sing something, will you?

She sang. She seemed unable to remember the words, so she filled in by chanting: Ta da-ta da — ta dum. She tried snatches of jazz; she got down to Mother Goose, but somehow she managed to keep a song in the air.

You got a rotten memory, said Nick, once.

Im sorry. I know Im no good, said Rosalie. Im so sorry, honey.

No, youre okay, murmured Nick. You keep me from thinking about myself.

She sang and sang, and her singing drew them all together.

Kildare was ready for the next step. He needed a shallow, clear dish. The crystal from his watch would serve. He put the girls blood cells from the salt solution with the drops of mixed blood serum in the crystal and held the light of the electric flash under the tiny dish while he watched for signs of grouping. Gradually minute yellowish drops appeared in the solution.

He shook the drops of serum out on the floor and said to the three intent faces: Shes no good for Nick.

But Ive got to be right for him! cried Rosalie.

Shut up, Rosalie! Red snapped, keeping his eyes on Kildare as though he were reading marvels from a strange book.

The same agglutination formed when Reds blood was tried. Again Kildare emptied the tiny dish and used his own serum. When he shook the drops together they mixed perfectly. The strong light from the electric torch showed not the slightest agglutination. He looked up with a smile at Nick.

Its all right, Nick, he said, nodding. My blood will fit like nobodys business.

But wait a minute, protested Nick. You cant do that — I mean, you cant give me — its not right!

Hush, Nick, said the girl, strangely breathless.

I mean, said Nick through his teeth to her, as she leaned over him, suppose that something happened to him after hed put his own blood inside me. Dyou see now?

It was as though a mystic importance, a sort of blood-brotherhood, must underlie the transfusion, Kildare had started boiling the instruments over a fire. It was a full dish so that the boiling had taken longer. The Erlenmeyer flask, rubber and glass tubing, cork, needles, and the big syringe all simmered together.

He cut another length of the rubber tubing and applied it as a tourniquet about his left arm after he had set up the flask and put into it the contents of some small ampules of citrate solution.

When the tourniquet had taken a good grip and the veins were standing out close to the bend of the arm, he thrust in a big needle and let the blood flow down the tubing into the flask. Nick, who had endured seeing whole oceans of his own blood, could not quite go that needle-dig. He had to put a shaky hand over his eyes; but Rosalie, bright as a bird, watched everything.

Kildare said: Take the bottle and keep shaking it, Red, will you? We cant let the blood coagulate.

I cant do it, said Red, his hand shrinking away from the filling bottle. Im sorry, doc, but it makes me kind of sick.

Ill do it, said the girl, and picking up the bottle she kept it in steady motion. She did not change color. She only said: Does it make you a little dizzy to lose so much? Will it be all right for you, doc?

To lose a pint? Of course it will, smiled Kildare, yet he was feeling a small, insistent pull on his strength.

He heard Nick whispering to Red: But takin the life right out of his body into mine...

Yeah, I know, said Red.

Itll change me, maybe, said Nick.

It was a quart bottle and Kildare filled it more than half full. Then he removed the needle, stopped the bleeding, and took off the tourniquet. After that he took a sterile needle and jabbed it into a vein on the arm of Nick.

Nick moved his head and looked at the wall, refusing to watch as Kildare held up the bottle and let the blood slowly seep down into Nicks body.

It was different with the girl. She sat against the wall and kept her eyes fixed not on Kildare, but on the operation. While the blood ran, her eyes widened and fixed. Her lips parted; her head bent back a little; and as the color drained out of her face, it seemed that she was giving Nick life out of her own body. Kildare had watched a thousand transfusions, but now it was as though the operation were being performed for the first time, following it with Rosalies eyes.

He removed the needle from Nick and cleaned the apparatus with alcohol.

Red came back from his corner stealthily to whisper: Nick, are you okay now? You got a color back in your face. You look swell, Nick.

Sure, Im okay, now.

The girl was still sitting back against the wall holding her brothers free hand. She was pale and her lowered eyes showed a blue stain across the lids.

How you feeling, Nick? asked Kildare.

The boy looked up at the ceiling, not at the doctor. Gradually he forced his glance to meet Kildares. I could eat a horse, he said, and drink a whole keg of beer.

Youre going to sleep, first, smiled Kildare.

Okay, doc, agreed Nick. Anything you say.

Im jabbing another needle into you, said Kildare. Itll bring that sleep along a little faster.

Go as far as you like. Nick grinned and held out his arm. He smiled at the twinge of the injection.

Is the pain in your breast getting bad? asked Kildare.

Its sinking a tooth in me, but its all right. Everythings all right, said Nick.

How about you? You look knocked out, said Kildare to the girl.

She reacted to his voice as though she were awakening from a profound sleep. Her eyes opened wide like the eyes of a child; and with a childs immense seriousness she looked at him.

Im all right, she whispered, and gradually her smile commenced. Kildare watched it grow.

Later, with his instruments repacked, Kildare stood by Nick and watched him in fast sleep with one arm thrown up above his head.

Red twitched his coatsleeve. Go on, doc, he advised. Get out of here before the cops know youve been in on this deal and hang a rap on you.

Im going, agreed Kildare. So long, Red. Goodbye, Rosalie.

Im coming out, she said, and she walked silently with him from the cellar to the entrance beneath the porch of the house.

The rain was coming down crash; the pavement shone with the bright dust of it under the streetlamps.

Ive got a car around the corner, said Rosalie. Ill drive you back to the hospital.

Its only two or three blocks, protested Kildare.

I know, but Im taking you, she insisted.

There was no strength in him for argument. He was so done in that his knees were uncertain beneath his weight. So he climbed after her into a small coupé. He could not help thinking that it was a little odd that she should have a car of her own; it went with something expensively modish about the cut of her clothes.

He was glad she did not talk. Presently the car stopped and he saw her getting out. She ran through the rain into a little corner café. He wondered after her, vaguely and pleasantly, and then she was out again and beside him with a big cup of coffee.

Why — thanks a lot, said Kildare, a little amazed.

Hush! You dont have to talk.

It was not the finest coffee in the world but into the aroma of it passed a slight breath of that perfume which Rosalie was wearing. The bitterness and the heat comforted his very heart. She lighted a cigarette and passed it to him.

He took the smoke in deep breaths. It was almost gone before he had finished the coffee; and now as he pushed the door open to return the cup, he found it taken firmly from his hand. She was running through the rain again into the café, and out and into the car. Her tweed coat was moist enough to give a pleasant, outdoor odor and the furpiece ruffed up around her throat a thousand glittering little jewelpoints. He took lazy note of her and closed his eyes again.

Presently the car was making speed and on either side he heard tires ripping and whirling over wet pavement. He opened his eyes and found that they were curving up through Central Park.

But wait a minute, Rosalie, he said. I ought to get back to the dispensary. Im late.

There was something different about her. Perhaps it was because she had taken off her hat and tossed it into the space behind the seat. It gave her head a new and softer outline, and perhaps it was this that seemed to lend her a different meaning.

Youll be back before long, she said, and leaning across him she twisted open the small ventilator at his side.

Get some of that in your face.

He put back his head again. A foolish weakness in his face kept him smiling a little no matter what he did to stop it. The world of serious care remained far behind them, and every spin of the wheels carried them farther and farther away from it.

Theres a quiet place ahead where we can sit and talk, said Rosalie. I have to say something, and Nick will be all right, wont he? Red wont leave him.

Kildare nodded. He kept his eyes half open. Through the coursing water on the windshield, he looked out at a drowned world, an infinitely involved pattern of crimson and gold and purple which took on, in the distance and in the night, a general tone of bronze.

Presently the car pulled up near the edge of a pond. The headlights showed an open boat with the rain beating ceaselessly down upon it. She switched them off. The lake remained visible in the light of the myriad rain-splashes on its surface. A tree, which held its branches over them, kept the downpour from rattling like stones on the roof of the car.

Now, said the girl, we can talk about Nick. I want to tell you everything I know about it, so that youll see what youve done. But now that the job is finished, the law will never be able to touch you. Youll be all right, wont you?

He still needs a doctors care, said Kildare.

I wont let you go near him again! cried Rosalie.

Wont let me? he repeated. He laughed a little weakly. She wont let me! he murmured, and he closed his eyes. Tell me how youll keep me away.

He waited for an answer until the pause troubled him and he cast about in his mind for a way of reopening the conversation. Sleepiness dimmed the world and thrust away the illumined fairyland of Central Park South.

It seemed to him that he was saying something about them, and then he wakened with knowledge, like a shadowy handstroke past his face, that much time had passed. Even that alarm did not rouse him to complete consciousness at a stroke, but by degrees he passed out of the world of his sleep. And every wind that blew in that other universe carried the fragrance of that perfume of Rosalies.

His face was pillowed in fur. He had sideslipped in the seat and Rosalie had given his head a place on her shoulder.

Im sorry, said Kildare, starting up. Im terribly sorry.

Are you? asked Rosalie.

I mean you wanted to talk... said Kildare.

It was better than talk, said Rosalie. It was lovely.

She had a dreaming softness of voice and Kildare, peering with clouded eyes, saw that she was smiling to herself. Her head lay back against the top of the seat and her half-opened eyes regarded the lights over the lake.

Something was lacking from the world as it had been before he fell asleep. He could not tell what the change had been; he was puzzled and confused, trying to find it.

He leaned forward a little, trying to understand her smile, which troubled him. The girl, staring, seemed unaware of his gaze. Suddenly he realized that she was seeing him with her minds eye. He spoke her name, quietly, and gradually her eyes turned to include him in her dream.

He lifted her hand, palm up, and kissed it. The soft tips of her fingers touched his face and held to it lightly.


CHAPTER TEN

INQUISITION 

[image: img42.jpg]

MARY LAMONT HAD waited a full hour after the time for closing the dispensary. She had cleaned and recleaned everything and at last a telephone call from the hospital wanted to know whether or not Doctor James Kildare intended to bestow his services upon the district all night or if he would kindly return to resume his duties.

She switched off the lights. The radiance from the street printed a black pattern on the inner wall; and something ghostly, out of the past, closed in around her. There are moments which soil the spirit as soot dirties the hands.

She stepped out, turned the key in the lock, and went back toward the hospital, wondering what questions she would have to answer.

The front entrance was the nearest but for some reason, she went around to the south side. That was why she happened to see young Doctor Kildare getting out of a little coupé, and standing beside it saying goodbye. She saw held out to him a womans hand with the wink of a jewel on it like a cats eye in the dark. The girl in the car was like something seen under water. Mary made a visual effort that caused the optic nerve to ache all the way to her heart, as she grew aware of the fox fur and the pretty face above it.

Mary Lamont, taking note of these things with that power of observation which Kildare had praised, could not fail to notice at the same time how long the young doctor held the girls hand and how he looked after the car as it moved away.

She checked in her name at the desk as she entered. Lamont? Wait a minute, said the girl at the desk. Doctor Gillespie wants you to report to him. Oh, Doctor Kildare, youre wanted by Doctor Carew.

Kildare nodded at Mary Lamont. He had the look of one who has visited fresh woods and pastures new, a far-off eye as though in thought he still wandered through them.

I waited till an hour after closing time for the dispensary, said the girl, and then there was a call from the hospital.

An hour after? Am I late? asked Kildare, vaguely. He looked up at the big clock on the wall, but he did not seem greatly alarmed. He even yawned and smiled a little under the nurses eye. Some of the instruments need to be cleaned. Will you boil them up for me? he asked, giving her the emergency bag.

Then he was gone down the hall with an easy saunter as though a call from the grim head of the hospital was a small thing in his life. Mary Lamont looked after him a moment, weighing the bag thoughtfully in her hand, then she went straight to Gillespie.

She was admitted at once, in time to hear him saying to a little old blue-eyed lady: Plenty of rest — no hasty motions-up the stairs one step at a time.

As the old woman went from the room, Gillespie gave his wheelchair a hitch that jerked it violently around.

An hour late, eh? he said. Why?

I had to wait for orders to close the dispensary, doctor.

Let me see. Youre the nurse that smiles, arent you?

Sometimes, doctor.

Youre not smiling now. Whats the matter?

Nothing, sir.

Kildare didnt show up at the dispensary, eh? You had to get orders directly from the hospital?

She was silent.

I dont give a continental damn about Kildare, said Gillespie, but the weight of that infernal dispensary system is never off my shoulders and Im going to see that it works! Wheres this Kildare now?

Hes in the hospital, doctor.

Did you see him come in?

Yes, doctor.

How did he come?

In an automobile, sir.

What brought him?

A woman was driving the car.

He doesnt know any women!

She was extremely pretty, said Mary Lamont, her eyes wandering away to the memory. She had bright hair... quite beautiful.

What sort of beauty?

Mary Lamont recovered herself with a start. I know nothing whatever about her.

Dont tell me that, growled Gillespie. Women know everything, particularly about other women, Where was Kildare?

I dont know, sir.

What about that blood transfusion?

I was unable to bring him what he needed, doctor.

Naturally. But did that stop him?

There was no blood from the hospital.

I ask — did that stop him?

I dont see how he could have gone ahead, doctor.

Oh, you dont, dont you? I want you to understand that that young fool sticks to what he wants to do. If he wanted to make a blood transfusion without instruments, hed improvise them.

But he didnt have the blood, doctor.

Hed find it, stated Gillespie. In a pinch hed go out on the street, knock a man on the head and drag him in and steal the blood out of his veins. Thats the sort of bandit that wild young doctor is. He left the dispensary, eh?

Yes, doctor.

You dont know where he went?

No, doctor.

How long was he gone?

She paused, frowning, uneasy. I dont know — exactly.

Who asked for exactness? Was he gone five minutes or an hour?

She said slowly: More than an hour.

Ha? exclaimed Gillespie. And you dont know what he was doing?

No, doctor.

Cant you guess?

She hesitated and her color rose. Gillespie said suddenly: Whats that bag youve got there?

Doctor Kildares, said the girl.

Give it to me, said Gillespie. Ill find the trail hes followed by the dirt on his shoes.

Doctor Kildare told me to clean the instruments in the bag, doctor, she said.

What good would they be to me after theyre cleaned? cried Gillespie. Give me the lot the way they are.

She took a good breath.

Im sorry, doctor.

Sorry for what? snapped Gillespie. Im a nurse, sir, not a spy, she told him. Oh, a nurse, are you? asked Gillespie. A nurse that cant do what youre told? What sort of a nurse is that?

She was silent. He lowered his voice to say: Im definitely ordering you to give me that emergency bag.

With Doctor Kildares permission? she asked.

The devil take Kildare and his permission! said Gillespie. How can a half-baked young cub of an interne give me any sort of a permission? Are you defying me? I think you are, to my face.

She was badly frightened but she held her head up and, as her unfailing custom was in the tight spots, she kept looking Gillespie straight in the eye. She could only falter: These are Doctor Kildares personal possessions, sir.

Damn his personal possessions; and take yourself out of my sight, said Gillespie.

She got with some dignity to the door, but he saw the white of her face as she escaped through it. He was calling out, at the same time. Get Cavendish. Get her on the run! Then he swept up the telephone to bellow: Give me Carew! That you, Carew? Have you had your hands on Kildare, yet? When you tackle him, find out what he did when he was away from the dispensary this afternoon. Dont stop massaging him till you get the information. Next patient!

He had dropped the telephone as he spoke, and as usual it toppled over.

As the door opened and the next patient appeared, he shouted at his nurse: Keep them out of here till I ask for them!

But you just asked for one, doctor, said the trembling nurse.

Did nothing of the kind, said Gillespie. Dont start telling me whats in my mind, Keep em out!

A moment later the door opened again.

Stay out! called Gillespie before the billowing form of Molly Cavendish had fully appeared.

Gladly, said the fat nurse, beginning to vanish.

Come here — Cavendish! Come here! he commanded.

She stepped inside and closed the door.

This hospital is nothing but a damned wreck and riot! declared Gillespie. I thought you were supposed to keep an eye on the nurses?

I keep an eye on them when I can, she said, but Im dragged off duty by a bad-tempered old man who lives on nothing but trouble. Whats wrong with you now?

A little nineteen-year-old green-eyed slip of nothing comes in here and defies me to my face! growled Gillespie. Why did you ever pick her out in the first place?

I didnt, said Cavendish. She was only one of three.

You sent her sandwiched between a shrew and a damned fool, said the doctor, so I only had one choice. You meant me to choose her from the first.

If she wont do, fire her, suggested the nurse. Youre good at firing.

Change horses in the middle of the stream? Im not a halfwit, am I? Cavendish was silent.

Am I? said Gillespie.

I cant say, off-hand, she replied. They learn their stubbornness from you, said Gillespie. You go around the hospital sowing the seeds of revolt. Molly, are you close to this Lamont girl?

Ive told her to give up nursing; Ive told her that shes too fine for this dirty work, said Cavendish. Im that close to her.

Get closer still, directed Gillespie. Our little game is working, old girl, but only halfway, and the wrong half at that.

What game? asked Cavendish. Kildare and the probationer.

Ive nothing to do with any sort of a game, said Molly.

It was your own suggestion, said Gillespie.

Thats not true.

Dont try to lie out of it. If youd picked out a girl with a brain it would have been all right, but the silly little fool is falling in love with him.

Naturally, said Molly.

Why naturally?

She wont be the last.

You mean that he plays fast and loose with em?

That poor boy?

Then what the devil are you talking about? I say that the young idiot is running around after a red-headed rat of a little chorus girl.

How do you know? asked Molly.

By the way the Lamont girl spoke of her. The right sort of female can tell the wrong kind a mile off.... Find out everything thats known about the redhead. You hear?

Do you think that I never get tired of you and your dirty work?

You get tired of me but not of my dirty work. Molly, be a sweet mother confessor to this Lamont creature. Make her empty her heart for you. Find out from her where Kildare was this afternoon. Let her tell you just how much Kildare means to her.

I thought you were through with Kildare, said Molly.

Ive fired him, havent I? asked Gillespie.

So that he could get experience — yes. Now hes out getting it and you begin to howl like a sick baby.

Dont you understand that when it comes to women any young man is never more than two steps from hell?

And what about the women?

Women? They dont count, he answered violently. Theres enough and to burn of them. Be off and stop bothering me now. Do you think that I can waste my whole day gossiping here with you?


CHAPTER ELEVEN

ULTIMATUM AND CHORALE
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THE GREAT CAREW, who had nursed the hospital from sickly infancy to a gigantic maturity, put his elbow on his desk, his chin on his fist, and stared for a moment at Kildare. He said: Young man, you have returned from the dispensary more than an hour late. What were you doing during that time?

During part of it I was asleep.

Asleep? Asleep where, young man?

I cant tell you, sir, said Kildare. Cannot? That means, Will not! You understand that hospital time is not your own? It must be accounted for?

I can account for every hour Ive been in the hospital except for a part of this afternoon, answered Kildare.

He watched the wrath gather on the supers face.

I am forced to demand, definitely demand, that you make the accounting of your time to me, said Carew.

Kildare was silent.

The superintendent continued: You have been in a special position in this hospital as the assistant of Doctor Gillespie. I need not tell you that that special position no longer exists. It is my duty to see that you return to the full discipline which governs the actions of every other interne. We make no exceptions. Is that clear?

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

You still persist in refusing to answer?

Im sorry, sir.

I may even conceive that in the future you might become still sorrier. However, I do not believe in hasty action. I am giving you twenty-four hours to consider. At that time I shall be ready to act! said Carew. You may go.

The quartet in Sullivans Saloon was composed of Detective Flaherty, ambulance-driver Weyman from the hospital, Mike, and that red-nosed water-eyed Slip Ginnis. They used to gather in a close group, lean their heads together, and listen with vacant eyes to the Muse as they improvised their parts.

When someone fell too abysmally out of key and tune, three pairs of glowering eyes fixed instantly upon him; and he who produced an unexpected grace note or any sort of an agreeable flourish received smiles of affection. Once when Slip Ginnis brought forth a tenor note of youthful resonance, Mike set up the drinks for him through the whole evening. Music bound these four inseparably together and only death or a bad cold could cleave them asunder.

That was why melancholy came upon the saloon late one night. Ginnis was gone where beer chasers after rye whisky have driven better men; Detective Flaherty was called away on duty; and that left Weyman and Mike alone to carry on.

It was one in the morning, the night had been dull, and there was not another soul in the saloon on whom they could rely for an upper register in their songs. They had embarked on John Peel, which was a poor selection, for the song never can have the proper swing and rhythm without a few high notes to carry it whooping along after the fox so gallantly. All that Weyman and Mike could do was to labor like two old carthorses, until from the corner they heard a rather husky baritone lift the entire song out of the ruck.

They turned and saw a white-haired old man who had just rolled his wheelchair in from the street.

Mother above us! said Mike. Its the great Gillespie!

Weyman was past speech and reached for the whisky which he dared not drink.

If the brightest archangel of all came down to earth, he would find a homely reception from the Irish, and the gift at least of the oldest pipe in the best chair nearest the kitchen stove.

Mike went forward to greet his distinguished visitor, but Gillespie, waving them back with a hand that kept time for the tune, rolled himself to the bar. He sang the song through to the end. Then he pulled himself out of the chair and grabbed the rail of the bar. Weyman tried to help him.

Keep your hands off me, snapped Gillespie. Tell him to leave me alone, Mike.

Even as close as I am to the hospital, sir, said Mike, delighted, I wouldnt of guessed that you knew my name, at all.

What else do I hear from our young internes except what Mike says or doesnt say? demanded Gillespie. What have you got to drink, here?

A fine beer, sir.

Beer is a good drink for a fat man on a hot day, said Gillespie. But for those that are tough and lean and old its nothing but water. Theres no greeting in it. Give me a whisky, Mike.

They all laughed and Gillespie, tossing off the drink, struck into Auld Lang Syne. They finished the song and another drink before Gillespie looked about to say: Its a good cheerful room, Mike. I wouldnt have thought that young Kildare and some of the rest have started to skid here and gone all the way to the devil.

Kildare? Kildare? cried Weyman. Hes not gone to the devil, doctor!

Ah, but he has! said Gillespie, shaking his head.

Hes as far from the devil as a full keg is from an empty one, said Mike. Hes a good friend to the two of us, doctor.

Your friend? repeated Gillespie, apparently much surprised.

A friend when you need him, and thats the right kind, said Weyman.

Yes, admitted Gillespie, there was a time when I had a great hope for him, but, of course, that was before he began to go wrong.

Go wrong? cried the two.

Better men than Jiminy Kildare have gone headfirst to the devil because a pretty girl looked at them, said Gillespie. So we wont blame him. Well only pity him, boys, wont we?

I know him, said Weyman, better than I know my own eye; and theres no women for him just now; hes married to his work, doctor.

Come, come! said Gillespie. Why not be frank? It cant do him harm. Hes no longer working for me. Hes not my assistant now.

If I thought, said Weyman, that he was standing in the shade that any skirt in this district can throw, Id tell you plain.

Well, well, said the doctor, let me have another drink and well say no more about it. Once they begin to slide, theyre soon gone. Im drinking to poor Jimmy Kildare. May the woman have joy of him, and God help him.

Weyman and Mike, staring at one another, allowed their drinks to rest untasted on the bar.

Someone has lied to you, sir, said Weyman.

Lies? Lies? said the doctor. I talk about what Ive seen with my own eyes.

You saw her, said Mike, eagerly. Is she enough to drive the doc out of his head?

If you saw her pretty face and her red hair, youd understand it, Mike, said Gillespie.

The redheads! The redheads! Mike exclaimed. Thats the fire thats cooked many a mans dish for him. Whats her name, doctor?

I cant tell you, said Gillespie. But youre the man who knows everything in the district and you can find out about her if you want.

Ill have her scalp! said Weyman.

Youll have Kildare at you if you do, said Gillespie. But its time for me to get back to work. Thanks for the drink. But the song was what did me good. And sitting down in the wheelchair, with an eye that defied Weyman to help him, he rolled out onto the street.

Weyman followed the great man a few helpless steps. When he turned toward the bar again, Mike pointed a finger at him, roaring:

Youre the fine friend, the good friend, the true friend!

Friend to what?

The best friend, the only friend in the world to you, was what he was. My God, is there no shame in you, Weyman? Is there no blush for your dirty face?

Are you blaming me for Kildares redhead? cried Weyman.

Him that sees no wrong till the fists in his face; him that asks no man for naught but gives the bottom penny out of his pants pocket; him that takes on the blame for the drunken hoodlums like Weyman; him you turn loose for the guttersnipes and ragamuffins to lay on their hands and their eyes! My God, Weyman, remember it when you next see Father OToole!

Between anger at Mike and fear for Kildare, Weyman was left helplessly stammering.

Shell have him out of the hospital to polish her boots for her, said Mike. Shell tear his life up to tatters in her two hands and then throw the tatters away and laugh at him over her shoulder. You can see the poor boy is all heart and no sense, but you turn him loose on his own, and God forgive you! Weyman, his hands gripped close together, looked into infinite space. Ill find her, he said. And Ill change her mind unless Ive lost my grip.

Ive little faith in you, Weyman. Whisky and singing and singing and whisky is all youre good for while the poor doc is going to the dogs!


CHAPTER TWELVE 

REDHEAD
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JAMES KILDARE DID not see Gillespie again until the great man, accompanied by the noted brain-specialist Dr. Lawrence Corbin, was making one of his dreaded tours of the wards, grunting at the progress of this case, raging against the persistent fever of another, pointing his gnarled forefinger at a terrified Italian whose mountainous belly loomed and trembled under the covers, and making life a scream of misery to every nurse and luckless interne who happened to be around.

By the time they had reached the further end of the huge white-washed room, Gillespie had gathered in his wake three or four of the staff physicians, who followed his chair at what they hoped was a reasonably safe distance, their foreheads cut across by frowns of wincing apprehension.

Gillespie suddenly jerked his chair to a savage halt.

Whos that over there — mooning by the window? he demanded.

Somebody stammered that it was young Kildare.

Get him here. Kildare! Kildare! called Gillespie.

There was not a sign of response.

Hes in a daydream. He thinks that he cant be hearing human voices out of the deep blue sea. Go get him, one of you.

But Kildare now became aware of the attention focused on him. He turned slowly toward the groups.

Kildare, come here! roared Gillespie. Kildare obeyed at once. Gillespie crucified him from a distance with his pointing hand. Theres the man with the observing eye — theres the man with the medical memory. Arent you, Kildare?

Nothing unusual, sir, Im afraid, said Kildare.

No? Nothing unusual? asked Gillespie. Then why the devil did you try to make yourself into a diagnostician?

Kildare looked only at the old, leering, scowling face, aware of the expectant grins of the other doctors. Gillespie was hardly more famous for giving relief to the sick than he was for giving pain to the medical staff of the hospital. The dullness which routine produces, the humdrum stupidities of the average intelligence were to his electric mind intolerable evils and he tried continually to scourge them out of existence. It was a game which he always played though he knew that he never could win.

Why didnt you tell me in the beginning, went on Gillespie, that it was nonsense for me to try to teach you?

Perhaps, said Kildare, I was a fool. But even a fool keeps hoping, I suppose. Gillespie said to the group at large: This fellow Kildare is going to become the little Brother of Hells Kitchen. He runs a dispensary, just now, in the outpatient department, and the good he can do at his office is not enough for him. He has to slip away, leaving a room full of children screaming with colic, old women groaning with sciatica, and heart cases gasping for breath — theyre not enough for our very young Doctor Kildare — he has to sneak off into the shadows, somewhere, and pull more sick people out of ratholes, and treat them mysteriously, and fail to put their names on his reports.

Our man of mystery. Thats what he wants to become in Hells Kitchen!

The laughter of the others covered Kildares silence. As he stood staring into the eyes of that malicious old man, he could not help remembering that just in this way, her face crimson, her eyes fixed immovably on his, his dispensary nurse had endured his ironical upbraiding. There was a certain bitter justice in the pain that was being meted out to him now and he recognized it.

Run along, now, all of you, Gillespie growled. Cavendish, what are you doing skulking in corners—

She came slowly to him as the others moved away.

Well, Molly? he asked quietly.

Are you trying to drive the poor young man out of his mind? said the Cavendish.

Out of his mind? Bah! If he has a mind, a bit of flogging will bring it to life; and if he hasnt itll improve his circulation.

Unless it breaks his heart, she suggested.

That heart of his will never be broken — not by men, said the doctor. Did you see how he held up his head and put out his chin? You can hit Kildare with words that are clubs, but you can never beat his eyes down. No, no, Molly, leave me to deal with the men. A deep spur never made a good horse swerve. Leave me to handle the men but tell me about the girl. Have you talked to her?

About the weather, said Molly.

About the what? cried Gillespie.

Its all I could get out of her.

Nonsense! Fat has got into your brain. Dyou mean to say that you couldnt straighten her out? That shes too deep for you?

Any woman thats made up her mind can be too deep for the devil himself, said Molly.

Whats she made up her mind about? asked the doctor.

About Kildare.

Is she in love with him?

I dont know. But hes holy ground and the public is not admitted.

Dyou mean that well get no more help from her?

Shell do no more spying, consciously or unconsciously, said Molly.

With a pair of hands like yours, you ought to be able to break her in two and find whats written inside her.

And how far did you get in the breaking of her? demanded Molly.

Ignorance and stubbornness; the whole damned country is full of youth and foolishness, said Gillespie.

Kildare, back in his room, walked up and down the floor for a time with an unopened letter from Beatrice Raymond in his hand. Tom Collins, his roommate, as long and thin as the drink of the same name, sat with his arms wrapped around his knees. He followed the striding figure of his roommate with melancholy, affectionate eyes.

Old Jimmy... he said. You dont have to keep smiling here. Theres no audience for you to fool. Its Gillespie again, isnt it? Why cant the old devil leave you alone? Hes smacked you down and thrown you out of your job with him. Isnt that enough to suit him?

Youre wrong, said Kildare.

Tom Collins stared at him.

Good God, are you going to keep on defending him—

He cant help turning sour when he sees me, said Kildare. It reminds him of a hope that he had and how the hope went wrong. I try to keep out of his sight, but he finds me now and then.

Hell burn an extra thousand years in Hell for what hes doing to you, declared Tom Collins. Read your letter and cheer up. Is it from that gal in the country? Wheres her picture that used to stand on your chest of drawers?

Let me see, said Kildare. Ah, here it is. It must have fallen down.

It had dropped behind the bureau to the floor. He replaced it, looked for a moment at the features of the photograph, and then slit the letter open.



Dear Jimmy:

Do you know how long its been? More than six weeks. Thats a lot, for me. Your time is all hitched together and flows along in big pieces; but my time is divided.

Every morning there is a morning mail; every afternoon theres an afternoon mail to wait for, and after that theres a whole, dull evening and a long night before another chance will come to hear from you.

Do you understand how it is? Somehow I feel that I cant take it much longer. I know that youre worried because you havent written. You want to make it a really good letter when you do sit down to it, and the right time never comes for that. You dont want to give pain and I know you hate yourself for being unkind to me.

The truth is, Jimmy dear, that Im not very important to you. I rather inveigled you into this engagement of ours. I took such a hard hold on you that you scarcely could break away without being brutal, so you simply submitted.

Its so clear to me, now, that Im giving you back to yourself and your work. I say to myself that one day some of the work will be behind you and then maybe I could mean more to you, if were both free when that time comes. There isnt a tear on this page and theres not one on my face, either, so I suppose this is not going to be such a very great tragedy even to me. But it makes me feel terribly wise and mature and rather like a sainted martyr, or something.

Beatrice 



He folded the letter carefully and put it away.

That was another sock, wasnt it? asked Tom Collins. Its a funny thing about girls. They always trip a fellow when hes already falling over on his face.

Kildare went off to the dispensary with an added sense of loss. He could not help feeling that he had lost something of great price. However, the letter and the brutality of Gillespie that morning had served to focus his whole life like a burning glass on a single object. Whatever the state of flux in the rest of his world, there remained to him Rosalie. At the thought of her, he was able to put all unhappiness with a single great gesture behind him.

As he passed Sullivans Saloon, Mike was getting a paper from the newsstand of Joe Garibaldi. The two of them saluted Kildare and looked after him as he entered the dispensary.

Keep half an eye on that door, Joe, will you? asked Mike. And if a girl thats worth looking at, a red-headed girl, goes into the docs place, get into the saloon and tell me as fast as you can.

Sure, said Joe. Redheads are easy to see.

In the dispensary the usual crowd of patients had not gathered, so that Kildare had time to say to Mary Lamont: I suppose Gillespie asked for the usual report?

Yes, said the girl. He wanted to know if you had left the dispensary.

You couldnt lie about that, of course? asked Kildare.

I told him you had been away.

And how long?

Yes.

Any other details he wanted to know?

He wanted me to give him your emergency bag.

Kildare started. As he thought of what the bag contained it seemed as though his entire conscience had been laid bare under that unfailing eye.

So you turned it over to him, naturally?

My only orders from you were to clean the instruments, doctor.

You mean you did not give him the bag?

No, doctor. The bag doesnt belong to the hospital.

Wait a minute. Gillespie wouldnt let you get away with that. He had his hands on it, finally.

No, doctor.

Kildare stared at her. She seemed to be having unusual difficulty in meeting his eye. It was almost as though he had caught her in the telling of a lie.

You mean, said Kildare, slowly, that you stood your ground against the great Gillespie?

I couldnt do what he wanted.

Thats the strangest thing I ever heard. Didnt he raise a pretty high wind?

Yes, doctor. By the way, I found this in your bag.

She offered him her handkerchief, which was twisted in a knot around some irregular, small, heavy object. He read the meaning of it with his surgeons fingertips before he undid the knot. Mary Lamont was suddenly busy cleaning the washbowl in the corner of the room.

He untied the handkerchief, therefore, and noted from it a thin delicacy of perfume. It had not the rich glamour of that scent which Rosalie wore; it was rather more like the fragrance which a fine soap leaves for a moment on the skin. Then he rolled out into the palm of his hand the misshapen bullet which he had taken from the body of Nick. It seemed to him that he must have been without his wits when he left that thing in the bag.

Do you know that bullet wounds have to be reported to the police? he demanded.

She nodded. There was a misery in her eyes which he could not quite explain.

If you keep quiet about this, there may be trouble even for you, he suggested.

Trouble for me? echoed the girl.

Look — I want to tell you something.

Yes, doctor?

Youre tops. You knock the spots out of anything I ever heard of, said Kildare swiftly.

She was stunned by this outburst of approbation. He narrowed his eyes, looking at her and at his great new idea of her.

You dont realize what you are. You think other people are the same, but theyre not. One of these days, said Kildare, Im going to give you a pretty happy surprise. Im going to introduce you to yourself.

They both laughed but not very much. Perhaps each of them welcomed the sudden clang of the dispensary door for in the moment of interval something had been born between them. They were embarrassed because they had no name for it. To each of them something had been added and yet nothing had been taken away.

Perhaps an hour after this, Joe Garibaldi came into the saloon and said to Mike: Theres a high-class red-head just stepped into the docs place.

How high? asked Mike.

As high as a goose hangs, said Joe.

Mike went to the telephone in the back room and rang the hospital. He got Weyman.

Are you on or off? asked Mike.

Im on but I could get relief, said Weyman.

Hotfoot it over here; theres a high-stepping red-head has just strutted into the docs place, and you and me are gunna give her the old eye.

Weyman came over on the run.

We go around the street entrance, said Mike. The doc is kind of touchy if we barge in the side door during business hours.

So they went around and through the street entrance.

You got dizzy and near passed out and I brought you in here, said Mike. Thats why we gotta see the doc.

How you mean I got dizzy? About what I got dizzy? asked Weyman.

There were half a dozen in the dispensary and in the rear room they could see a girl with red-golden hair talking to Kildare. Nurse Lamont was busy replacing a bandage that gave comfort to a sprained ankle.

Its her! said Mike, staring at the redhead.

Its Rosalie! said Weyman, agape.

Is she gonna cost him plenty or is she gonna cost him plenty? asked Mike.

Look at her sink that smile into him; and look at him swaller it, observed Weyman.

Look at the dummy tying up her finger for her, said Mike. Like he was fooling anybody that had eyes.

I waited for you last night, the girl was saying to Kildare. I waited and waited and you didnt come.

Im sorry, said Kildare. I couldnt get away.... Hows Nick?

Hes hungry to see you. He loves you, Jimmy. He looks up so high to you that he cant find the right words to talk about you.

Weve got to get him out of that cellar before long, said Kildare, and yet he seems to be doing pretty well even in that hole. Will you be there tonight? At seven, say, Rosalie?

Ill be there. And then youre coming home with me to my place, Jimmy, and have supper. Im going to cook you a steak.

How do you cook a steak?

The way cannibals love it, said Rosalie. And Im going to tell you all my plans; Ive got a thousand plans.... Do I have to go?

Yes, said Kildare.

Say something thatll make me go.

Get out of my sight, quoted Kildare. I love it, said Rosalie. Will you be with Nick at seven?

Ill be there.

I wont have to wait a single minute?

Not half a minute.

It was frightful last night. I kept thinking that something had happened. You wont let anything happen to you, will you, Jimmy? I mean, nothing except beautiful things, will you? Goodbye — darling!

She went out through the waiting room with Kildare behind her saying: Next patient, please! and as she went she became aware of the eyes of the nurse, slightly askance.

Thank you so much, said Rosalie, glancing down at the bandage which encircled one finger.

I hope the doctor put you out of pain? said Nurse Lamont.

You hope he did what? repeated. Rosalie, a little startled. Then she laughed and said: Goodbye, Miss Lamont.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

AT HEADQUARTERS 
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SHE WENT OUT thoughtfully, there had been such innuendo in the grave eyes of the nurse.

When she reached the street, red-faced Mike stepped up and walked beside her down the block.

Hi, Mike, she said. Hows everything?

Listen, sister, said Mike, I wanta tell you something.

Politics? asked Rosalie.

Yeah. Lay off the doc.

She stopped. She looked hard at Mike. I saw you snooping in the dispensary, she said. Did you see enough?

I saw plenty, said Mike. And now Im telling you. Lay off!

Or what?

Sullivan could tell you what.

You wouldnt sic big Sullivan on a poor girl like me, would you? asked Rosalie.

Dont be hard, Rosalie. You cant be hard with me. I know too much about you.

So what?

What dyou want out of the old doc?

I had a bad finger, she said, showing the bandage.

Like hell. What you want out of the doc?

Whos he but a poor little interne without a bean in the world?

Yeah? said Mike. Theyre getting to know that guy around here. You take and ask around through the district and theyll tell you what kind of man he is. But you dont have to be told You know too well.

Oh, do I?

Yeah, you do. You know what he is, and you want it.

Youre talking crazy, said the girl.

You got an idea about him. You got a marrying idea.

I havent anything of the kind. Anyway, its none of your... Mike, I havent anything of the kind. And what are you trying to do to me?

Quit it, said Mike. Dont pull the waterworks on me.

Im not going to cry, Mike, said the girl. But I wish youd give me a chance to tell you something.

Thats what I want. I want you to tell me plenty. I want you to tell me, does the doc know about you?

What you mean? asked Rosalie.

You know what I mean, all right, said Mike.

Will you let me talk to you?

Whats keeping you back?

Mike, will you come in and have a drink on me in Petes place?

Whats the matter with talking out here?

Mike, give me a chance, will you?

You can have your chance right here and now. Talk up. Does Kildare know about all those others?

Ive been talked about but I havent been so really bad.

Whered you get that chunk of fur around your neck?

Its more than a year old, almost. Mike, please!

Sure Ill please, said Mike, when you take and lay off of the doc.

Will you let me try to tell you! It isnt anything bad I want from him. He hasnt any money.

Yeah, thats what almost stops me.

She seized on this opening, this instant of his weakness, and rushed on: You see, I cant get anything from him, I can only give. Im going to give and give.

Yeah, like hell.

I mean, I really will. I read books and things. Ill practice up to be a nurse. Look, Mike, I can cook and I can sew. My mother taught me.

What else did your mother teach you? Rosalie, hes just a damn young fool. He dont know anything. He thinks everybody that smiles is a nice guy and the ones that dont smile, theyre sick and hell help them.

I know, said Rosalie.

It wouldnt be any good, anyway. If you got your hands on him, Weyman — you know Weyman, dont you?

Yeah, I know him?

Kid, if you laid a hold on the doc, Weyman would go crazy. Hed come and break you in two.

I know, said Rosalie.

Are you sick?

Yeah. Im terribly sick.

Lean on me and walk slow. Im sorry for you, Rosalie. But when I next see the doc, Im gunna tell him all about you.

No!

Whats the difference? Hes bound to find out, some time.

After Ive got him. Im going to love him sos hell never be able to give me up. Hell never be happy without me.

Maybe youre right, said Mike. But its better for him to have the heart broke inside him than be saddled with you.

Why do you say that? Dont you think I can change?

Yeah. Sure. The way a dope changes. I know you and I know your kind. You can turn yourself into angels for a year or two and then you crack up. You wont crack alone. But youre not cracking Kildare with you.

No, she said, suddenly past argument. But ah, Mike, it hurts me clear to my heart. Listen to me, will you? Mike, suppose I dont marry him. Then there wont be anything to hold him to me. That would be all right, wouldnt it?

It sounds all right, but it wouldnt do.

Nobody would talk about us. Every human being that watched us together would see how I loved him, and there wouldnt be any talk. Just for a little while—

Look, Rosalie. Ill tell you the straight of it. Its all that Im gunna say before I go straight to the doc and tell him everything I know about you. If he ever started with you hed never give you up. You know that.

I dont know it, Mike. Please!

You do know it, right down in your heart. When you hit the skids hed hit them too, trying to save you. Ive seen his kind, here and there. There aint many of them but Ive seen the type. The honorable damn fools, is what I mean.

Mike, give me a chance, will you?

Let go!

Doctor Gillespie said: Whos Weyman? What? An ambulance-driver? I dont want an ambulance... Wait a minute. Now I remember. Let him come in, will you?

The nurse sent in Weyman. He stood clumsily, his cap in his hand.

Weyman, you want me? What for?

I was coming about the doc, sir, said Weyman.

What doctor? snapped Gillespie. Doctor Kildare, sir. The boys call him the doc, because weve seen him around. Weve seen him work.

And what have you seen the other doctors doing? Never mind, never mind. Whats this about Kildare?

The redhead, sir.

Redhead — Kildare — the girl I was talking about? You discovered her, did you?

Shes a bad lot. Her brother Nick is wanted for the killing of Bowler Smith.

What killing?

A fellow called Bowler Smith that was talked about once with this redhead, this Rosalie. People heard Nick talking pretty mean and threatening about Smith. Nick followed him out of a joint the other evening into the street. There was a couple of cracks of a gun. People run out. Smiths lying dead. Theres a trail of blood they follow a ways but the kid is gone. And hes Rosalies brother.

And Kildare is out of his head about that girl?

Hes sunk.

Gillespie, breaking into a sudden roar, exclaimed: Why do you trail the dirty gossip of the district into my office? Im not Kildares godfather. Off with you!

Weyman disappeared.

Gillespie, alone, bowed his head and shrank smaller in his chair. He struck the arm of the chair as though he cursed that symbol of his age and his weakness. A fierce impatience came over him so that he thrust himself suddenly to his feet and went with a tottering step to a closet in the corner of the room. There he opened the door, picked out an overcoat, and huddled his arms into it. He took a hat from a shelf and jammed this on his head, but when he turned from the outer door of his office his strength which his savage burst of temper had given deserted him entirely.

He made only a single step before his legs gave way and he fell heavily forward on his face. Almost at once a knock came at his door. The sound of it made him twist desperately on the floor. He looked over his shoulder like a man in fear when the knock was repeated.

The fear in itself gave him an added strength which permitted him to sit up and grasp the arm of the wheelchair, but when he attempted to rise he slipped and the weight of his falling body knocked the chair headlong away from him to the farther corner of the room.

With set teeth he crawled after it, one leg trailing hopelessly out behind him; and again the knock at the door, louder and far more prolonged, acted like a whip to urge him on. This time he managed to drag himself into the seat.

He hardly was settled there before the door opened. The frightened face of his office nurse locked in.

Doctor, I thought I heard a fall...

You did! You did! shouted Gillespie. You heard the fall of common sense around here. You heard it fall crash on its face. Why are you sticking your nose in here when youre not wanted? Cant a man shut his eyes for a moment of sleep without having his door battered down?

Im sorry, doctor, said the nurse, but greater than her fear was the curiosity with which she stared at the hat crushed askew on the head of the diagnostician and the overcoat which he was wearing.

Glancing down at the coat, he realized her meaning.

Common sense ought to make the hospital keep the place warmer! he roared. I have to put on street clothes to keep myself from pneumonia. Get out!

Yes, doctor! said the nurse, and withdrew in soft-footed haste.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

THREE MEN AND A GIRL
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IT WAS ONLY a little after this that Mike the bartender, coming up the sidewalk toward his saloon, stepped into Kildares dispensary and found it empty of patients.

They giving you a breathing spell? Mike asked, grinning. Come in and have a beer with me?

Cant Mike.

What do you mean? Do what a man tells you to do and dont be arguing with your elders. Come along, doc. Ive just broached a new keg and Ive got to draw me a gallon of head to get me the pouring of a glass, theres that much life in it.

Kildare turned toward Mary Lamont. If anyone comes in, Ill tap on the door of the saloon, doctor, she said.

So Kildare went with Mike.

Do you mind that the boys are saying the doc is out of his wits and all in a dither about that pretty little redhead? asked Mike, beaming over the beer.

Redhead? said Kildare. I dont know any pretty little redheads.

Mike stared, aghast. The doc was lying to him. Mike now filled himself a good hooker of whisky and tossed it down. He gasped for air, swallowed, and blinked before he could speak.

There wouldnt be a one redhead? There wouldnt be a Rosalie?

Rosalie? said Kildare, his expression changing at once. What about her?

His stern voice shocked the bartender. No harm meant, he protested. I just noticed a pretty redhead.

But her hair isnt red, answered Kildare. Her hair isnt what? What would it be if not red?

If you look closely at it in the light youll see that its a fine deep gold.

Ay, very deep, very deep, said Mike. But Ive known Rosalie as a child, a growing brat, a young thing all legs and elbows and now whatever she is, and red is what Ive always called her hair.

Have you? asked Kildare, surprised, smiling. Well, Mike, there are a great many things to which we give names and never think of changing the labels although the facts become different enough.

Now, what would you be meaning by that, at all? asked Mike.

Kildare, lifting his head, still continued his smiling and what he saw with his inward eye was not the red face of Mike, be sure. I mean there are ugly ducklings that turn into swans, he said.

Oh, thats your meaning, is it? And let me tell you that there are dirty little ducks dressed up in swans feathers, too!

Kildare did not seem to hear. Have you known Rosalie, always?

Shes always been easy to know, if you foller me.

Its true, said Kildare. Only to hear her speak once tells a man what she is.

Yes, sir, a word or two from Rosalie, and the boys know what shes all about, said Mike. After this broad stroke he waited, narrowing his eyes to see his words take effect.

Kildare merely nodded his head. His smiling never ceased and his gaze could not leave that bright tomorrow on which it was fixed.

I understand, he said.

Ah, but do you understand? asked Mike.

Of course I do, said Kildare. Theres a sort of beauty so warm and so real and so human that we take it all in at one grasp of the eye; it gives us a happiness that overflows, until we start laughing. I understand. Ive looked at Rosalie and felt that way.

Have you? asked Mike, gloomily, drawing his brows down over his eyes.

But tell me about her when she was a youngster, said Kildare.

There was no hell raised in the Kitchen that she wasnt at the bottom of it, declared Mike.

Its a wonder to me, said Kildare, unheeding, that people in the Kitchen can carry on with everyday living when theres something like Rosalie to see and talk about.

Theyve used her enough in their talk. Would you like to hear what they say?

Tell me, Mike. Yes, I want to hear that.

They say, declared Mike, speaking with a slowness that gave emphasis, that shes a loose thing altogether.

Of course she is, answered Kildare. Shes as carefree as the wind that blows. Tell me more about her.

Im trying to tell you, said Mike, desperately, but theres nothing I say that youll understand.

Here there was a sharp rap at the side door which communicated with the dispensary, and Kildare, finishing his beer, turned away.

Mike watched him go in a sort of despair, his lips moving as he struggled to find speech. At last he shouted: Doc!

Yes, Mike? asked the doctor, turning back.

Ive got to tell you about her in one word! cried Mike.

Can you tell about Rosalie in a single word? Then youre a great poet, Mike! laughed Kildare.

This is the word, she — she — shes not what you think!

Is that what youre telling me? asked Kildare, still laughing. But I know shes not. I know that shes finer and higher than any thought of her.

And he went on into the dispensary. Mike, stunned, for a moment regarded empty space, then made a gesture of despair and reached for the whisky bottle as Weyman came striding in.

Gimme a double shot, said Weyman. Gillespie, the sour old swine, he wont do nothing to change the mind of the doc.

Nobody could change his mind, declared Mike, heavily. I dunno. Maybe he aint got a mind left in him. I had him in here and told him all the facts as plain as the red nose on your dirty face, and he turned stinkweed into garden flowers right under my eyes.

At seven oclock that evening, after the dispensary had been closed, Kildare turned in from the street under the porch of the vacant house and heard a quick, gasping voice say, sharply: Whos that?

Hello, Red! said Kildare. Didnt you know me?

Sure, but I was kind of half expecting somebody else, said Red. That mug of a plainclothes dick that sings in Mikes quartet — that Detective Flaherty — I seen him hanging around a couple of times today, and I kind of half thought — anyway, its only you, doc! He sighed with the greatness of his relief. You mean that you think this Flaherty may suspect something?

Yeah. He always suspects things. He never expects anything good. It wouldnt pay him to.

Is Rosalie down there with Nick?

Her? No, shes been and gone.

Come — and gone again? repeated Kildare, surprised. Are you going down with me?

No. Ill stick around out here and watch. I dunno why I got Flaherty on my mind so much.

Kildare went down into the cellar, parting the darkness before him with the ray of the electric flashlight. He found Nick reading by lantern light and smoking. He had improved wonderfully in the last days. He put the magazine down and said: I always know your step, doc. Kind of quick and soft like you were overdue some place and didnt want to wake anybody up as you came.

Youre a lot better.

The only reason that I stick there is because you tell me to.

Kildare changed the bandage and looked at the wound.

When youre on your feet, he said, are you going to meet the law face to face, or are you going to slip away somewhere?

What chance would I have facing it? demanded Nick. They hear me damning Bowler Smith to his face and they know that Ive got reason for hating him. Then they hear guns; they go out and find Bowler lying dead; and somebody sees me cutting away from the spot. Thatd burn anybody, testimony like that. Its almost as good as eyewitnesses having seen the shooting.

Why did you hate Bowler Smith?

Account of him passing some cracks about Rosalie.

What sort of remarks, Nick?

Oh, I dunno. He was a dirty mug, that Bowler. He wasnt any loss to anybody. Nick had been annoyed by the question, obviously.

What actually happened? asked Kildare.

You mean you dont know, and Rosalie didnt tell you? You mean you been doing all this for me not knowing whether I was a right guy or a rat?

I knew you were a right guy, said Kildare.

Nick, looking up at the doctor, flushed. Heres the gospel about it. I see Bowler. I tick him off and tell him to keep his mouth shut or Ill do him in. He leaves Joe Addisons place and I remember something I mightve said to him and had forgotten. So I get up and go after him. Its just between twilight and night, you know? When the dark is almost there but the street lamps dont seem to take a good hold on it.

I know, said Kildare.

Anyway, I went out and called to Bowler and he turned. Just as he turned a fellow came up behind me from around the corner. He shoots right past my shoulder and the Bowler falls on his face. As I jump around, pulling my gun, I catch the second bullet right here, and it would have cooked me, all right, if it hadnt had to drill all the way through that gun-metal cigarette case.

I flop. It was like Id been kicked in the chest and hit behind the head all at the same time. When I get my brains back, theres people around on the street and I see whats happened and how bad it looks for me. So I crawl away and get here; only Red spots me on the way but hes too good a kid to do anything but help.... When I get on my feet, Im going to send Red to school. Im going to send him through college from soup to nuts.

A good idea, agreed Kildare. He looked at his watch.

Are you believing what Ive told you? cried Nick, suddenly in an agony of suspense.

Every word, answered Kildare. I thought Rosalie would be here.

Shes upset about something. She came and went, said Nick.

Whats upset her? asked Kildare.

I dunno. When something really gripes her, she never lets on what the trouble is.

Where would she be?

Why, at her place, I suppose.

If she comes in while Im out, tell her that Ive gone there.

Okay. And this is the last time I see you here.

The last time?

If you keep coming, the cops will spot you one day and thatll put you in the soup.

Youre worth the chance, Nick.

No, Im not. But Im going to be.

So long, Nick.

Promise me youre not coming again!

Well see about that, said Kildare.

He went out into the night again, worried. The air was cold and clear with the tingle of frost in it. He put back his head and walked into that crispness feeling that he was facing toward happiness, if only he could keep himself from looking over his shoulder at all the hopes that lay dead behind him.

He had taken Rosalie home once so he knew her address though he never had been in her rooms. She was on the second floor of a walkup. He rang her bell once without response but when he tried the second time the latch of the front door clicked and he went up. He reached her door. It opened a crack and a voice hardly recognizable as Rosalies asked who was there.

Its I, said Kildare.

He waited, smiling, his hand on the knob. After a moment, she said: I cant see you, Jimmy.... Im sorry. I cant.

He pushed the door open and stepped into a half-lighted hallway. There was no welcome from the girl. She stood back from him silently. She looked white; she had the tension of someone in pain.

Youre in trouble of some sort, said Kildare, What is it?

She shook her head quickly, without speaking.

But wasnt this the evening of the big steak dinner? he asked.

Are you laughing at me? she asked. Are you laughing at me and despising me?

Come in here where I can look at you, said Kildare.

I dont want to go into the light, she protested. Im not dressed, Jimmy.

The tousling of her hair made her head seem too big and in that light her features blurred like a picture out of focus. The sense of change in her sickened him a little.

In spite of that he put his arm around her and drew her toward the light into the nearest room. On the wall were a couple of signed photographs of actors; there were pictures of Rosalie, too, smiling as she looked up, smiling as she looked down, smiling as she looked over a bare shoulder. One of the pictures was what could only be called an art-study. He would not glance at it twice because he did not think that art had any right to go so far.

The whole room glowed with pink ruffles and chintz and lamps with rosy shades; Rosalies favorite perfume was in the air everywhere; and somehow the scent of it was not so attractive as it always had been before.

He hardly could look at Rosalie herself, she was so pale. To see her without makeup was like watching a sunrise without color. The effect was rather wintry. She wore a loose dressing-gown. He looked not away from her but slightly above her, preferring his expectation and his dream to the actuality.

She kept standing away from him in a manner that made him feel more of a handless gawk than he had been since childhood.

Jimmy, whats been said to you about me today? she asked. Why dont you tell me?

But nothings been said about you today, answered Kildare. Nothing except Nick telling me that you didnt seem very well; oh, yes, and there was Mike.

Ah — Mike! she whispered.

He loves you, said Kildare.

Mike? Loves me? repeated Rosalie, a strange smile flashing on her face and going out instantly.

Of course he does. He said that hed known you ever since you were a child and he wanted to tell me about you.

Did he? asked the girl.

As a matter of fact, I should have listened more to Mike. But I started to do some talking about you. I couldnt help it.

A glimmer of light was beginning to come up in her eyes, but still she watched him with a hungry breathlessness, her glance running back and forth across his face.

So in the end Im afraid that I did all the talking about you, said Kildare. Mike gave up trying.

Ah, Jimmy! said the girl.

Now whats the matter, really? he asked. Headache? Im a doctor, you know, after all.

Jimmy, Jimmy, God bless you! said the girl.

She started toward him and he met her halfway. She seemed strangely small in slippers without heels, but just as he put his arms around her she made herself taller again by rising on her toes. The wintry sense of age was gone; happiness lifted her as wings lift a bird.

I want you to consider something, said Kildare. I havent a bean in the world....

Moneys rotten. All moneys rotten, rotten, rotten; and all the people who get it are rotten, too.

Besides, Im in such a bad way over at the hospital that I dont even know that theyll let me finish my interne year there.

That old hospital is a fool!

But in spite of all that Im not, Im asking you if youd consider marrying me some day, Rosalie?

Yes, yes! Then before the joy had penetrated him she was saying: No, they wouldnt let me!

Who wouldnt let you?

Oh, the whole world would be against it!

Damn the world, said Kildare. Its already damned, for that matter, so why should we have to care about it?

He drew back a little and saw that her eyes were closed. To prevent them more securely from looking into the future, she had placed one hand across them.

So youre going to marry me, Rosalie, arent you?

Do you love me, Jimmy?

My dear, what have I been saying to you just now?

But lets not talk about marriage for a minute. You know, Jimmy, marriage can be a horrible thing. The legal chains begin to rattle, after a while.

What in the world are you talking about? asked Kildare.

Nothing — nothing— she said. Nothing at all, if you dont want to hear it.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

HOME COMING 
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WHEN KILDARE GOT back to the hospital at midnight, he found a telegram waiting in his room from his father. It said:



I NEED YOU VERY BADLY, HOPE YOU

CAN COME OUT AT ONCE.



He tried to make the uttermost meaning out of the few words. If it had been something that concerned his mother his father would have used we. But the old doctor spoke only of himself, and this troubled Kildare a little less.

His next task was to get permission to leave the hospital at once. Carews office, of course, had been closed for six or seven hours, and there remained in the place only one authority sufficient to give him leave of absence.

So he went to Gillespie.

The waiting room of the great man was empty. The nurse on duty stole into the inner office which the internist used as a bedroom also and came out to report that Gillespie was not asleep; he would see Kildare.

The diagnostician lay like my son John, one shoe off and one shoe on, partly undressed, an old-fashioned flannel nightgown huddled on him awry. Kildare knew, without asking, the constant agony which kept the old man from sleep. He was reading a book and said, without looking up: Heres a fellow that hasnt much use for certain types of women. He says: Young men choose their women by candlelight, and find they are angels to woo and devils when won. He buys her for a high price and finds that he has sold himself. As long as credulity pays, it is easy for her to believe. She takes the name of virtue if she is afraid of change, but she will trust herself to the discreet thief. Rather an indictment, Kildare, eh?

Kildare said: I wonder if it isnt always easy to seem wise at the expense of something beautiful and great.

Perhaps, perhaps, Gillespie snarled. But what do you want with me now?

You remember my father, sir?

Father? Have you got a father?

You saw him once in the hospital not many weeks ago, sir.

Did I? Bicarbonate of soda — yes, I remember. What about him?

I have a telegram from him saying that he needs me.

Probably an exaggeration. Why should anybody need a young interne who is not even a doctor? Or are you a doctor, Kildare?

Not until my interne year is finished, sir.

And are you going to finish it?

I hope so, sir.

Carew tells me theres a doubt of that. He has his eye on you, Kildare, and Im forced to say that hes not pleased. Of course all this means nothing to me.

No, sir, said Kildare.

Dont answer me like a wooden-headed English butler. The fact is that youre close to losing your place. Do you know what that means?

It means the end of me as a doctor.

Whats the hospital to do, I ask you, with internes who go about giving blood transfusions to unknown patients?

Who reports that Ive done that?

You were going to give one, werent you?

I was unable to get the blood and the instruments from the hospital, sir.

I dont care what you were not able to get. You gave the transfusion, didnt you? Kildare was silent.

Answer me! shouted Gillespie.

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

Who did you give it to?

Kildare said nothing.

Who bribed you? demanded Gillespie. The silence of Kildare continued. Gillespie hitched himself up on one elbow and shook a forefinger at him, saying: What was your price?

I dont take money, doctor, said Kildare. There are other bribes than money. Danger itself is enough of a bribe to get young idiots into trouble, to say nothing of the praise of halfwits or the smiling of some wench!

I came to see you, said Kildare, calmly diverging from the subject, in order to ask your permission to have a day or two of leave from the hospital....

Are you answering my question, or are you not? Are you throwing away your whole career for some thug or some shoddy little light of love?

I came to ask for a few days of leave, said Kildare.

Ive put a question to you that has to be answered! said Gillespie.

I take it, said Kildare, that I shall not have the time off.

Gillespie sank back on the couch. Take all the leave you want. You have my leave to go. You have my leave never to come back. Do exactly as you please, he said.

As he lay back, he dropped the book on his chest so that the title came clearly under the eyes of Kildare, and he was able to see, printed large across the back: The Ductless Glands, by Liddell and Hartman.

So certainly it was not from the book but from his own brain that Gillespie had produced certain bitter sayings about women. After a moment Kildare said: Im sorry, doctor.

Whos that? Whos there? asked Gillespie, opening his closed eyes. Is that you, Kildare? What do you want, my boy?

Nothing, sir, Kildare, and went suddenly from the room.

He telephoned to his home in Dartford and his fathers voice answered at once.

The telegram you sent at six did not catch me until just now, said Kildare. I can catch the one oclock and get out there by two-thirty. Is Mother all right?

Mother? Shes fine.

And you, Father?

Its not for us that I need you. But theres a case...

Ill be out on the one, oclock. Dont meet the train. Ill take the taxi home.

The one oclock picked up the late theatre crowd. Half the men sat asleep; the women only nodded, continuing to smile in the drowsing. Women are queer. For sins of omission and commission men always are forgiven unless the law catches up with them; but there is no forgiveness for women.

But then how many women are like Rosalie? She had been unhappy about something when he saw her that evening in her rooms; she had been pale and weary with hopelessness; but he had made her bloom before he left.

Beyond windows in the dark of the night, he was aware of a certain familiarity of silhouettes and knew they were coming into Dartford. When he got off the train, he saw the tall, gaunt figure of his father waiting. A pang struck through Kildare. The pain that was in him made him realize how greatly sorrow is compounded with all life, and there was a certain tenderness in the greeting he gave the old man.

Perhaps it was this that made Stephen Kildare say: Arent you growing up too fast, Jimmy?

Growing old, you mean, dont you? asked Kildare.

They kept looking gravely and kindly at one another for a moment and then they laughed a little.

This will do you good, said Stephen Kildare, before they stepped into the old automobile. He waved his hand at the sheen of the night sky and obscure shadows of houses and trees which composed Dartford. The airs different.

And the people, said Kildare. How different they are!

He leaned far back in the seat, smiling and shaking his head.

Out here, said Stephen Kildare, men have time to stop and look at one another; in the city all they see is the next dollar.

Maybe they get lots of dollars but they dont get lots of life.

Are you making the wrong turn, here?

No. Im running up the hill to drop in on old Galt. Hes the case I want you to take a look at, Jimmy, tomorrow. Doesnt sleep much, and it comforts the old chap to have me look in on him whenever I can.

When they got to the Galt house his father said: Ill just pop in and out again in a minute. Give him a chance to grouch a bit. That clears up his system and he goes to sleep with a smile. Age is a poisonous diet, Jimmy.

He was getting out with his bag as he spoke. Kildare got out too.

Ill go in with you, he said.

Why, I wouldnt do that, protested his father, surprised.

But this is the case you want me to see, isnt it?

This case? Yes, yes, thats true. Of course. Well, but old Galt is a touchy devil, and he doesnt expect you.

I dont mind touchy people, said Kildare, and smiled at the thought.

Well, come along, said his father.

As they went up to the door Kildare slipped his hand through his fathers arm.

Im afraid that you may have thought you were getting a rising young diagnostician out here, Father. The fact is what I should have written to you a few days ago. Im only a common or garden interne, now. I couldnt do the work for Gillespie.

Not — do — the work? gasped Stephen Kildare.

He needs a man; he found out that I was a boy.... Thats all.

Thats a quote, isnt it?

Yes, those are his words.

Didnt he know your age before he hired you?

He knew my age. But years are not what hes thinking of. Its the knowledge of life that makes a fellow a man first and a doctor afterward. Those are more of his words. Are you terribly disappointed?

Not disappointed. Surprised, said Stephen Kildare, speaking slowly. What surprises me is that Gillespie should have been wrong about you in the first place. Hes not the man to make mistakes like that. You may not please him, but I think that you still could please Dartford, Jimmy.

No, said Kildare. In all but words Ive told my hometown that it was too small to fit me; now if Im not good enough to suit the city, Im not good enough to suit Dartford. Thats always the way. If you go away from home, youve got to make good or be damned.

And his father, thoughtfully stretching out his hand to ring the doorbell, nodded his head in honest, silent agreement. As they waited for an answer, he laid a hand on his sons shoulder. They said nothing because they did not need to speak.

A maid with a tired, all-night face opened the door and managed a weary smile for the benefit of the doctor. Hes bad, she said. I hear his bed creaking when he turns, and it aint stopped creaking for hours.

Ten years ago, tuberculosis, explained Stephen Kildare. And from all clinical evidence I thought it had healed. But now I think there is a recurrence. It wont be easy considering his age.

And he is a worrying man, Jimmy. He thinks that the bank cant get along without him, though Harry is a fine man and doing well with the banking business, everybody tells me.

I suspected typhoid or malaria at first. It must be that tuberculous process flaring up despite the lack of activity in the X-ray plates. The fibrosis in both lung fields remains the same; of course, renal or intestinal involvement but no other symptoms indicating it. This fever (temperature) swing has been going on for some time.

He paused at the landing in the stairway. Through the window they could hear the outbreak of a small commotion in the barn. A horse stamped and snorted; a goat bleated.

Galt still believes in goats milk? asked Kildare, smiling.

Wont drink anything else, declared Stephen Kildare. He imported some new goats from Texas only a few weeks ago. He says people that use goats milk add ten years to their lives. If he adds ten to his, hell have all the money in the world!

What have you been giving him?

The usual treatment. Rest, tonics, diet, Blauds pills — anything to improve his resistance.... Well, here we are.

It seems to me, said Kildare, that you have the case pretty well in mind and in hand.

Oh, I think so, nodded his father. He added quickly: But I thought that old Galt is so important out here that Id better get the best advice I could on him; and thats why my mind turned to you, Jimmy. You ought to have a lot of new-fangled ideas in your system, by this time.

Kildare was frowning a little as he entered the room behind Stephen Kildare. The feverish eyes of old John Galt turned toward them.

Arent you good enough by yourself, Kildare? he snapped. Are you getting old? Do you have to get help?

This is only Jimmy, said the old doctor. He just dropped in with me to say hello.

Dartford wasnt big enough for him, said John Galt. Whys he back here? Has he shrunk some while he was away? How they using you, Jimmy? he asked. Dont mind me. Old men are all mean, and lying in bed, it sweats my meanness right up to the surface. My family cant stand me any more. Kildare made no effort to examine the old man. He was more intent on a thought which had come to him when he heard a fresh commotion in the barn and again the bleating voice of a goat. When he was in the car with his father again, he said: About two weeks of that low grade temperature?

Just about.

Theyre a bad problem, sometimes, said Kildare. Even for you big fellows? laughed his father. What new things are you city chaps up to? Is the vaccine still the accepted treatment?

I havent seen many of the cases in the city, said Kildare, but there are reports of excellent results with sulfanilamide.

Sulfanilamide? Sulfanilamide? Thats the new cure-all, isnt it? Thats the scattershot thats bound to hit something? You know, Jimmy, I go a little easy on those new ideas.

Quite right, too, said Kildare. But adequately controlled blood-work gives an index of the reaction of sulfanilamide. Thats why its safe. And in the case of Galt — that continued low grade temperature — hes really pretty badly off, just now, isnt he?

Jimmy, said his father, soberly, I think its nothing but faith in me that keeps him together. Im worried about John Galt. Hes old, but theres use in him still, and years of it, if I can get him past this. But its my worry; I dont want to put a load on your shoulders. I wish I could get that fever down.

Its rather like malaria or undulant fever, isnt it? suggested Kildare.

Undulant fever? Theres none of that around here. Comes from goats and cows down South, mostly, said the old man.

Suddenly he braked the car almost to a stop. He snapped his bony fingers loudly.

Those damned Texas goats! he exclaimed.

What did you say? asked Kildare.

Why, the goats he brought up here from Texas!

Oh — I didnt think of that, said the son, biting his lip a little and successfully keeping back the smile.

Didnt you? You have to watch the small details, the background of a case, Jimmy, if youre going to pry into all the facts about a disease. Goats from Texas — and then this fever — Im going to drop you at the house and run straight back for a blood specimen. But Ill need some of the bacterial antigen of brucella melitensis...

I can telephone to the hospital and have some here for you by special messenger in the morning.

Good boy, Jimmy! You know, it turned out rather lucky, after all, that I asked you to come out here! This sulfanilamide — does it knock over brucella melitensis?

Symptom-free in twenty-four hours.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

THOSE WHO WILL NOT SEE 
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HE SAT ALONE with his mother in the kitchen, drinking strong black coffee. Its the only bad thing your father ever did in the world: he gave you the coffee habit, said Martha Kildare. How do you think hes looking? Kildare smiled. He? Oh, hes all right.

You ought to be over there at the dance, said Martha Kildare. It wont break up till four or five. Its for the benefit of the new fire engine. Theyre holding it in the Hall. Why dont you step over there, Jimmy?

Ill stay here till Father gets back, said Kildare. And we can talk.

Theres a reason why you should look in on that dance, she said. Beatrice is there.

Beatrice doesnt worry much about me now, he said. She knows that Im more doctor than a man.

When he thought of this, he smiled again. He felt that he was being a bit enigmatical and did not mind the effect. He added: She wrote to me that I was to forget our engagement.

Did she mean she wondered if you wanted to forget it? asked his mother.

He made a queer, inclusive gesture, saying: Ive asked a girl to marry me. I asked her today. It wasnt Beatrice. He waited, Then he said: Why are there tears in your eyes?

I dont know. Perhaps it makes me feel a bit behind the times. Tell me about her, Jimmy. Have you her picture?

No, but imagine a girl with golden-red hair — and beautiful — and kind. Shes terribly kind.

Would I love her?

No. Not at once.

Why wouldnt I?

I dont know. But you wouldnt. Not at once.

Do you mean that she would need some explaining?

Perhaps. What I really mean is that she isnt your type.

Would she have to be explained to your father?

I suppose she would. I wish I hadnt thought about that.

We wont talk about her, if you dont wish.

I ought to wish to talk about her, but not exactly here. He looked about the room, troubled by his own reactions.

Youve just come back, darling, and you feel a little strange with us.

I feel a little queer, not strange.

About me?

No, not about you.

About your father?

How could I feel strange about Father? he asked, rather sharply.

You wonder why he called you out here?

It wasnt for John Galt. Thats all I know, he said.

She put the back of her hand against her forehead. After a while he said: Dont explain. Dont tell me anything that hurts. You dont have to. I love you too much to want that.

She said: Doctor Gillespie told your father to ask you to come out here. He told us to hold you here for several days. Kildare got up and took a step or two. You heard from him in the afternoon? he asked.

Yes, He said that you werent working with him any longer.

Thats true. Ive told Father. For you, I wanted to wait till you had sunlight to hear it by. Im a bust. I couldnt do the work.

Jimmy, does it make you feel like a failure?

Im not a failure. Not yet, he said. Im a good doctor. I know that. Things are as clear as A B C to me that are obscure to a good many others in my profession. I can be a good doctor but I want to be a great one. Im ambitious, I mean; theres something in me that I want to grow up to. I wasnt good enough for Gillespie but still Im going to be a diagnostician, Theres nobody like him. Being with him was like being at the Wishing Gate; but if I cant have him, Ill start more slowly and try to get to the same end.

I think hes a cruel man!

He stood behind her chair and put his hand on her head. Dont say that, said Kildare. Theres no cruelty in him. Hes hard but hes just. Hes about the greatest man, he added, slowly, that Ill ever know.

You always mean what you say, she said. Hes a great man; hes not cruel; and youre not good enough for him.

It draws blood, said Kildare. But Ill have to say that thats right.... His voice died away. He began to smile faintly.

She waited. About this girl, son, she began. Im a little worried about her. Yes.

Yes, I am. I want you to do something to clear your eyes.

Of course Ill do whatever you say, said Kildare. But arent you being a little bit mysterious?

Even mothers are a little mysterious to the Jimmy Kildares of this world, she said, with tears in her eyes again. I want you to go over and see the dance for a while. Tell Beatrice that youre engaged to another girl and see if shes really glad.

Should I do that?

I think you should.

I suppose its better if I do, murmured Kildare.

He went over through the dark of the night and saw the light outside the Dartford Hall widening out across the street like the blare of a bugle. The dance floor was one story up. There was a coat-and-hat room to pass through first. A dozen of the lads of the town were in the anteroom smoking cigarettes, passing a flask around, and laughing, and looking askance at the world to make sure that it was aware of their deviltry.

He paid a dollar for a ticket and went in through the cluster of idlers.

Twisted, colored streamers flowed across the big room, below the rafters. A mist of random and illegal cigarette smoke rose toward the lights, which were much too dim. Around the wall the elders and the women sat. The men circulated. They all seemed very much at home. Now and then they cut antics.

Beatrice Raymond sat at one side with young Harry Galt. He went straight toward them. Harry was embarrassed. He said: Hello, Jimmy. Beatrice thought that shed like to take in this...

Kildare laughed. He sat down beside Beatrice on the other side. Harry Galt murmured an excuse about something and went away.

Whats the matter? asked Kildare. He acts as though I owned you.

Hes used to the idea, even if it was a sort of absentee landlordship, said Beatrice.

Are you feeling sour about me?

No, why should I? she asked.

Because we were engaged, said Kildare, and then I went away and didnt write, like a pig. I know now what you must have felt for a while.

Do you really know? she asked.

I really know, he nodded.

Then youre in love — at last? she asked.

She wore a dress of rose color with a flaring skirt. She kept looking down and flaring the skirt a bit and smiling as though at a secret knowledge.

He was worried by this but he said: Yes. Ive asked a girl to marry me.

Beatrice kept on flaring the skirt, making the folds of it lighter by tossing them up in the air a little.

Dont be a pig, Beatrice, said Kildare. She was silent.

I mean, youre not going to be mysterious and silent about it, are you? Were always pals, Skinny, arent we?

She still kept looking down and nodded. She said nothing.

Im getting nervous, said Kildare. Say something, Skinny, will you?

She turned her head sharply, looking away down the hall.

Im not so skinny any more, am I? she asked.

Maybe youre not, said Kildare. But be nice, Skinny, will you?

Ill be anything I can, for you, said Beatrice.

Shall we dance or something?

No, thanks. I have this dance with Harry. Here we are, Harry! This is ours, isnt it?

She stood up and danced away with Harry Galt, who looked a little astonished. And as she turned, he saw her smiling. It seemed rather a fixed smile, though her eyes were extraordinarily bright; they were as bright as tears, even.

He went home, tiptoed into the kitchen and found his mother still there at her sewing. She put a finger on her lips and smiled at him and pointed.

In bed? he asked, smiling back.

In bed, and sound. Are you through with the dance so soon? And you saw Beatrice?

I saw her.

And what did she say?

Oh, she didnt care.

She didnt what! exclaimed Mrs. Kildare.

My dear old dear, said Kildare, laughing a little, you mustnt think that a lovely girl like Beatrice would care very much about a downyheaded fellow like me. She needs something brighter; she deserves it; I hope she has it, too!

Is that the way you feel?

Yes, and yet theres a sort of sense of loss. As though a pound had been cut away from close to the heart. You know what I mean?

I hope I know, said Martha Kildare. And Beatrice didnt care?

No, not a bit. I think Harry Galt means something, now. As a matter of fact, after I told her, she hardly looked at me.

Did she keep her head down? asked Martha Kildare.

How did you guess that, Mother? asked Kildare.

Oh, I dont know. Perhaps its because Im a woman myself. Didnt she meet your eye at all?

No, not once. I thought it was rather queer.

It wasnt like Beatrice, was it?

No, it really wasnt. I always knew her as well — as well...

As well as you ever knew a man?

Thats exactly it. Like a man, but better, somehow! He yawned, I think youre sleepy, Jimmy.

Yes. Ill turn in, if you dont mind.

Youd better. And — how long is it since youve said your prayers?

Why, let me see — a thousand years, almost.

Youd better say a few tonight.

Should I?

Yes, Perhaps. Ask God to forgive you, my dear.

All right. But for what?

Oh, for things in general, she said. We all need forgiveness now and then, dont we?


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

ONE STEP NEARER 
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THE SPECIAL MESSENGER from the hospital arrived with the bacterial antigen early in the morning. The test proved that John Galt had undulant fever and an injection of sulfanilamide was given at once. Kildare waited until the temperature began to fall; then he took a train back to New York. He went not to the hospital but straight to the vacant house where Nick was lying.

It was one of those miserable days when the rain was alternating with sleet and freezing on the pavements where it fell.

Kildare, getting out of the taxi one block from the house, skidded half a dozen times before he turned in under the high porch and opened the cellar door. It would be his last visit.

A light shone from the half-open door of Nicks hideout, glimmering through a thin cloud of cigarette smoke. Nick was sitting up with a couple of pillows behind his shoulders while Red was reading aloud from a magazine, tracing out the words with the tip of his grubby finger.

Break it up, Red, said Nick. Hi, doc. Its a long time. But its not long enough. You promised that you wouldnt come back here again.

I didnt promise, answered Kildare. He studied the brighter eye and the improved color of his patient and smiled. Youre as tough as India rubber, Nick, he said.

Sure, Im all right. Barge along out of this. Will you?

Ill go pretty soon. Its my last trip down here and I want to make sure that youre all right, said Kildare.

Ill go keep an eye peeled, suggested Red.

Sit still, Red, said Kildare. The three of us may not be together again for a long time. Hows Rosalie?

On her toes like I never saw her before. You ask her a plain question and she just laughs, kind of foolish and happy. Shes got more bubble in her than ginger ale, said Red.

Kildare, on one knee as he took Nicks pulse, said quietly: I hope I can keep her as happy as that all her life.

You hope what? asked Nick, startled.

Were going to be married, answered Kildare.

Married? breathed Nick. Color burned into his face. Like hell you are! he said.

Are you dead against it? Whats the matter, Nick?

She cant do that to you, declared Nick.

Steady, Nick. Im not good enough for her, but after all if she wants...

She wants the world with a fence around it. Sure she does. But shes not going to get it, Nick broke in, his face still dark with blood.

Out in the corridor a foot crashed loudly against one of the scattered boxes that were ranged along the wall. Red jumped for the doorway. As he reached it a strong light flashed into his face and he sprang back again, crying over his shoulder with almost soundless lips, Its Flaherty!

Then — God help him! said Nick through his teeth, and dragged his gun from beneath the bedding.

Give me that, commanded Kildare.

Back up, you fool! said Nick under his breath. Hes going to put the rap on you, doc!

Kildare grabbed the gun and pulled it from Nicks hand as Flaherty said from the doorway: Hows everybody and everything? Sorry to see you in here, doc.

A powerful electric flash streamed through the doorway. Kildare could make out the revolver which was pointing toward him.

Okay, doc, said Flaherty. Ill take the rod youre holding there.

Kildare walked forward into the light. Youll have no trouble with me.

I didnt think so. My names Flaherty.

Detective Flaherty? Im glad to know you. Ive heard Mike talk about you. Kildare passed over the gun.

The way hell slap my ears down for this will be nobodys business, said Flaherty, I wish to God it had been anybody else in the world than you, doc. Well, I had a kind of a happy home, there in Sullivans saloon for twenty years, but Ill be in the doghouse now!

He had put up his gun as he spoke. A moment later a small form flew past Kildare and caught the legs of Flaherty with a football tackle.

Smack him now, doc! Smack him! screamed Red.

Kildare loosed Reds grip and straightened him up.

Were not smacking anybody, he said. Im sorry, Flaherty.

So am I, said Flaherty. I wish to God that Id never been dragged into this. But seeing the kid sneak down in here a couple of times I had to come and investigate. And here we are! [Kildare book]

Nick made a helpless gesture with both hands. I knew it that first night, he said. I knew that Id pull you down in the gutter along with me. I wish...

Stop that! said Kildare, sharply. I dont regret what Ive done.

Theyll smash you just as sure as theyll burn me, said Nick. I told Rosalie to keep you away from here. I told Rosalie that you were doing fine.

Why dont you shut up, kid? asked Flaherty. You might be naming a lot of names that Id have to listen to.

You understand, Nick? said Kildare. You owe me nothing. Im proud of what Ive done for you, and I know youre honest.

Shut up that crying, Red, will you? asked Flaherty.

I wasnt making no noise, sobbed Red. Flaherty said: Doc, I guess I dont need to book you, just yet. I can pick you up when I want you, cant I?

Certainly, said Kildare. Its kind of you, Flaherty.

Mike and Weyman are gunna tell me how kind Ive been, said Flaherty sadly. This kid Nick I oughta take down to the police hospital. But maybe hes too sick to stand that long haul. Maybe, itd be better to take him over to your place, doc?

He winked as he spoke and Kildare managed to smile.

Ten minutes later he was in the hospital. He went up to his room and washed and shaved; before he had finished the loudspeaker was summoning him to Carew.

The rumor had gone like quicksilver through the hospital. When he stepped into the corridor he met Tom Collins coming on the run. Collins, panting, took him by the arm and walked down the hall with him toward the elevator. He said nothing until they reached the elevator.

It was one of those things that had to be done, was it? asked Collins.

I thought so, said Kildare.

Ive seen the kid, said Collins. Theyve got him up in the surgical ward.

Even the elevator man knew what had happened. He looked at Kildare with eyes of wonder, of admiration, and of respect. Sorry, doc, he muttered when he let Kildare out on the top floor.

Down the hall a pair of chattering nurses stopped their talk and looked at him with big eyes as he went by. The whole world had put on a funeral aspect; and this was almost as definitely the end of him as though he were to be put under ground. The full sense of the thing would not come home to him but he knew that the bitterness and the despair would come later on when he found himself with empty hands in a world of infinite vacancy.

Then he was standing before Carew.

Carew said: Some men are born for trouble. I think this is the fourth or fifth time youve been before me, Doctor Kildare; the majority of my internes never stand once on this carpet.

Kildare waited, silently, There was after all nothing this man could do except to give definitely the blow which he already expected and was prepared for.

It is said, went on Carew, that you have given assistance to a known criminal without reporting the case. I cannot ask you to incriminate yourself....

Its true, said Kildare.

The door of the office pushed open as Carew was saying, You make a free confession?

Of course he would, said the voice of Gillespie, as he wheeled himself in. Every young jackass has to bray. How long are you going to spend pulling his teeth, Carew? I want to talk to you about the Clifford case.

Until the law makes the definite charge, said Carew, there is nothing for me to do except to prepare Doctor Kildare for what inevitably must come: his dismissal from this hospital.

What makes you so sure of everything, Walter? asked Gillespie. Suppose he were to turn up evidence that this lad Nick is not a criminal after all, but simply a victim? Thatd change the attitude of the law, wouldnt it?

But youre right, after all. Some men, when theyre in a corner, put their heads down and fight their way out. But a fellow like Kildare throws up his hands and lets the course of events walk right over his face. If the law wants a victim, hell be the scapegoat. Get rid of him, now. I have to talk to you.

That was how Kildare found himself again in the corridor, one long step nearer to the end. He started for the surgical ward and Nick.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

TAKE YOUR HEART OFF YOUR SLEEVE 
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AT NICKS BEDSIDE a big, uniformed policeman instantly moved up within earshot.

Nick said, happily: You still on the loose? That means theyll never hang the rap on you — and am I glad of that! He added to the policeman: Lookit, big boy. This is Doc Kildare. You know what he is to me. Are you gunna horn in on this, or stick some cotton in your ears?

I gotta listen to every word, said the policeman, looking curiously at Kildare. But maybe today I can hear better from a long ways off.

He sauntered down the aisle toward the farther end of the ward and Nick said: They been and examined me. A big shot. A police lieutenant. He said he hoped I had a chance of beating the rap and the chair. You think I have, doc?

Of course you have, lied Kildare. But I want to go back to something in your case, Nick. What started you after Smith was something hed said about Rosalie?

That was it.

Did you hear him say it?

No.

Who told you about it?

The best friend Ive got, next to you.

Whats the name of that best friend?

Happy Leeman. Hes a good guy if there ever was one. He puts something in everybodys drink.

Where could I find him?

Why, hes got a room over Thompsons butcher shop. But what dyou want out of him, doc?

Something better than fun, said Kildare.

He went out of the hospital to find Happy Leeman but his hope of success was very small — even if he located the man.

Kildare went slowly up the street and turned in toward Sullivans saloon. Before him, he saw Weyman, striding big, slam through the door, and as Kildare entered he heard the great voice of the ambulance driver shouting, Wheres that crumb Flaherty?

An avenue opened magically through the crowd and exposed the unhappy figure of Flaherty next to the bar. Mike, folding his arms, said loudly: Yeah, I guess you come over to congratulate Flaherty, didnt you? I been telling him how proud I am of him, too. The whole district is proud of him. Hes done a fine thing, he has.

Flaherty called out: Keep off from me, Weyman. If you try to put them big hams of yours on me, Ill drill you as sure as hell, Im on duty, you dummy. Im an officer of the law, you fool. Weyman, back up, will you?

But Weyman, taking long and steady strides, showed not the least intention of backing up. That was why Kildare said, sharply: Wait a minute, Weyman!

The whole saloon had been a-buzz with voices until he spoke; and now silence like a visible wave washed across the room. Their eyes followed Kildare as he walked in between Weyman and Flaherty and led them both to the bar.

Im buying this drink, he said. Weyman is a partner of mine, Flaherty, and Flaherty is as good a fellow as the law allows him to be. I want you in on this, Mike. Were drinking all around. Good luck to the lot of us!

The beer glass raised automatically in Weymans hand, but it seemed almost to strangle him before it would go down. He rested an elbow on the bar and shook his head. Why did you do it, Flaherty?

Kildare answered for Flaherty. It was his job and he had to do it. But we dont want the quartet broken up by a thing like that, do we?

Look! said Mike, deeply moved. Hes talkin for you, Flaherty, you rat!

Flaherty could not speak. He could only drink.

Do you know a fellow called Happy Leeman? Kildare asked Weyman.

Yeah, why?

He may be a little less happy than usual when Im through with him, said Kildare, and left the saloon. Weyman, calling loudly behind him, started in pursuit, but Kildare went heedlessly on. He crossed the street, turned down a block, and then climbed the stairs to the lodgings above Thompsons butcher shop. To his first rap a cheerful voice called out an invitation to enter, and so he walked into the home of Happy Leeman.

It was just about then that Rosalie was shown, without a pause in the waiting room, straight into the office of Gillespie.

This is mighty kind of you, said Gillespie, to come here just because Ive asked you. Im glad to see you for a couple of reasons.

Are you, doctor — really? she asked.

Of course Im glad, said Gillespie. In the first place, theres that hat youve got on. I have a grand-niece whos having a birthday before long, and if I could find the sister of that hat youre wearing, it would improve that girl a whole lot. But Im not a rich man, so Ill ask how much that hat cost, if you dont mind?

It was twenty-three seventy-five, said Rosalie, but it was marked down from thirty-five.

Thirty-five dollars for something that would hardly cover my fist? Gillespie smiled: Now, how would you account for all that cost? Is it maybe the feather?

No, said Rosalie, its not the feather, but the angle its stuck into the hat.

Ive heard of people paying a lot of money for political angles, said Gillespie, but Ive never heard of them paying for feather angles on hats. Thirty-five dollars, eh?

Its robbery, isnt it? said Rosalie, beginning to relax. But thats the Paris of it, you know.

I suppose it is, agreed Gillespie, but I wonder how much Paris a young interne could pay for?

She lifted her head suddenly, alarmed and on guard. Then she said, with dangerous brightness in her eyes and that same sharp directness: I think youre talking about Doctor Kildare.

He is a little far from Paris just now, isnt he? asked Gillespie.

What do you want me to do?

About Jimmy?

Yes.

Help to make him happy. Thats all any of us can do for one another.

Thats what I want for him. His happiness.

Good! said Gillespie. Were going to get on beautifully. Kildare has plenty of friends, and a mother and father, but perhaps you and I are the ones most interested in his happiness. What do you think?

You? she cried. But youve tortured him!

She was afraid that she had gone too far in that outbreak, and she caught up a hand to her face.

Perhaps I have, agreed Gillespie. Ive hammered him to try to get him in shape, and perhaps Ill hammer him again. But in a vague way he understands what Im after. Or does he begin to hate me?

She considered a moment, anxiously, before she decided on the truth. No, she said, because you understand how he is.

Not exactly.

She explained: He doesnt damn his enemies, even. He keeps turning the cheek so fast that it makes my head swim. And you? No, he doesnt hate you, Doctor Gillespie. She cried out, What do you want me to do?

Just what I said before. I want you to give Kildare as much happiness as possible.

No, she said huskily. I think you want to take him away from me.

Why should I? asked Gillespie. And how could I, which is more to the point. She fought against making the admission, her eyes almost closed by pain. At last she said: He thinks that youre the greatest man in the world.

The compliment he brushed aside as of no value, merely saying: Then it seems that I have a hold on him; so have you. But first tell me how you would go about assuring the happiness of our friend Kildare.

I could work for him... I could scrub and slave... on my knees! she declared.

I wonder if it would make him happy to have you grow calluses on those very pretty knees? he asked. Isnt the real question what Kildare wants to become?

She was silent for a moment, Then she said: Why couldnt he be both things? Why couldnt he belong to you and the hospital, and to me?

Gillespie said: Because I want his hearts blood for his work; and you want Paris hats.

I dont want them. I hate them! cried Rosalie. I could wear sackcloth.

Hes seen you as pretty and gay as hummingbird; would he be happy if you turned into a drab little sparrow, for his sake?

Ive said all I can say, she answered, rising. I think Id better be going, doctor, if you dont mind.

Please sit down, said Gillespie. Lets work out a little more clearly the sort of a future he would have with you.

She exclaimed, desperately: Everybody in the whole district knows him and loves him. If he hung out a shingle hed have all the practice. Hed make thirty thousand a year!

Thats more than an honest doctor needs, answered Gillespie. And as a matter of fact, money is not what Kildare wants, is it? What does he want, Rosalie, outside of you?

I could make him happy, she cried.

I think you could, in a way. I think you could make any man happy, in a way, he told her. But what does Kildare have in his heart to be?

His question forced the words slowly from her. He wants to be like you, she admitted. Then, her voice choking, she added: Are you going to take him away from me?

She was astonished to hear him answer: I couldnt.

She stared at him, comprehension coming slowly. He added: Youre stronger with Kildare than the whole rest of the world, including me. Nothing that anyone can do will take him from you.

I see, whispered Rosalie. You want me to send him away?

She closed her eyes, tasting the pain of that thought inwardly and deeply, and in this moment of interval, Gillespie leaned a little forward with a gleam of triumph that made his face savage. He had settled back in his chair before she roused herself again.

I wont do what you want. I wont do it! she declared, trembling. Why do you keep on talking?

Because you keep on listening, said Gillespie, and the more you listen, the more I realize that you love Kildare. Im begging for him but also Im begging for myself.

You? For yourself!

Ive eight or nine months left, said Gillespie, and in that time I want to give the world what Ive learned. Kildare is the only brain Ive found who can take what I know — and me. Hes not able to take it now, but a little later he may be able to carry on. Will you leave him with me, Rosalie?

She said, after a moment: Its not true. Youre trying to break me down. I know its not true.

She went toward the door, hastily, and caught at the knob of it. Gillespie lowered his head and covered his face with his hands. So he offered her that melodramatic picture of despair and waited for it to take effect. Squinting through his fingers, he saw that the girl was hard-struck. Over her shoulder her frightened eyes stared back at him while she was pulling at the door vainly, as though it were locked.

Im not going to listen, she said.

Gillespie said, with his face still covered: I have cancer. My body is riddled with malignant tumors. I hardly can live out six months. But I might as well die tomorrow if theres no one who can be heir to all the gold Ive piled up in my life. Its not the kind of gold that will buy Paris hats, though; and when Ive given it to Kildare, it will not make him a penny richer in the pocket.

I wont listen to you. Its not time. Rosalie stood back against the door, still warding off his words with a raised hand. Then she began to weep.

She said, whispering: Youre going to take him away from me. Youre going to take him away!

I cant take him, said Gillespie. Youd have to give him, Rosalie. Thats the only way.

She sank into a chair in the corner. Gillespie picked up a telephone and murmured into it: Now, please.

He added, aloud: Ive asked someone to come and take care of you. Ive given up trying to fight you, Rosalie, and Im sorry that Ive hurt you so much.

She was mourning: Ill never give him up! Ill never, never give him up!

A nurse came in, a vague figure in the blinded eyes of Rosalie. Gillespie was saying, Miss Lamont, this lady has just had rather a bad shock. Will you take her in the next room and do something for her?

Rosalie got up and went across the room in an unhappy trance, with Mary Lamont guiding her. At the door, she ventured one glance through her tears toward Gillespie, but he seemed totally oblivious of her, sitting with his old face once more buried in his hand. It was not until she had left that he raised his head and smiled, a twisting grin that worked his mouth awry.

Rosalie lay back in a chair in the next room while Mary Lamont put the fold of a wet towel across her eyes.

Im not going to cry any more. Im all right. I dont want you bothering, said Rosalie.

Its no bother, said Mary Lamont.

She brought a freshly chilled towel, carefully wrung out and folded again. With this she replaced the first one and pressed it gently down over the eyes of Rosalie.

I should have known! murmured Rosalie. I should have guessed that hed be too much for me. Why — why — why did I ever come near him!

She bit her lips and rallied, sitting up and removing the towel.

Ill be all right now, she said, Is there a mirror?

Mary Lamont showed her to a mirror and stood by at a discreet distance as Rosalie touched up her make-up, with a stretching grimace of the mouth to give a firm surface when she applied the lipstick. When the color was in place, Rosalie gave the mirror a smile.

She was reshaping her hair a little with her fingers when she turned from the mirror and asked, Will I do now?

Of course — perfectly, said Mary.

Rosalie looked at her for the first time with observant eyes. Then she remembered, and was shocked. Youre Jimmy Kildares nurse! she exclaimed.

I work in the dispensary with Doctor Kildare, Mary corrected.

Rosalie hardly heard the answer. The words she was reading so much more eagerly were all written in the face of the other girl.

How did it happen — how do you come to be here? she demanded.

Dr. Gillespie called for me, said Mary.

Just for you — specially? said Rosalie. Ah, I guess I understand.

She went toward the door, watching Mary Lamont askance.

Shall I show you out? asked the nurse. Show me out? I guess youve shown me enough already, said Rosalie. Youre the object lesson, arent you? But Ill be able to find the rest of the way.

She jerked the door open and turned to throw a few barbed words at the other girl, but the steady, unaggressive eyes of Mary changed her mind. Rosalie merely said, Well — so long — and thanks— and as she went out she defied the nurse and all that she stood for with a flash of that smile which she assumed for street-wear because it would last so long.


CHAPTER NINETEEN 

BULL IN A BULLET SHOP 
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HAPPY LEEMAN HAD a head start toward a jovial existence because he had been gifted with a body so exceptional that it could absorb all the physical buffets of the world and laugh at them. He stood a couple of inches under six feet but he was fat with muscle which had grown without effort on his part. His girth was as hard as a barrel. And if he worked as a stevedore from time to time it was because the ponderous burdens which cracked the tendons of larger men were mere toys to the cushioned power of Happy.

He had not very much length of neck, and when he talked he had a way of lowering his chin against his chest and smiling, so that he seemed to be apologizing for what he said, and making sly fun of himself.

Kildare, entering his room, found Happy spilled on a couch bed with his hands folded behind his head. The wall was decorated with pictures of racehorses, clipped from Sunday supplements. Happy did not rise, but extended a friendly hand and said, Hi, its the doc himself. How are you, doc? I hear you been having bad luck, eh?

Not as bad for me as for Nick, said Kildare, taking a chair. Thats why Im here. He asked me to come over and see you.

Yeah? Did he? asked Happy.

He seems to think youre about his best friend, said Kildare, and it might be that you could cheer him up if you made a call on him.

I can do that and I will, stated Happy. Have a shot?

No, thanks.

Happy, without sitting up, reached a bottie from the niche behind his bed, picked up a glass from the same shelf, and tipped out three wide fingers of rye. He balanced this for a time above his face, and then, opening his mouth wide, he poured in the drink, keeping the glass at a distance, and letting only a small stream fall.

I used to drink from the bottle, but sometimes you get careless, doing that, said Happy, lighting a cigarette.

His apelike agility and control made him perfectly at home even when he was lying flat on his back. Instead of turning his head, he possessed an almost birdlike ability to roll his eyes, and in this manner he gave his attention to Kildare.

Hows the kid, anyway? asked Happy.

Hes worried about dying, said Kildare. He knows what comes after a murder; and hes worried about the electric chair.

Is he? asked Happy, smiling at the ceiling. Well, its rotten luck hes had. He shouldnt of shot so straight.

He swears he didnt do it, said Kildare.

Swearing wont save him.

No, said Kildare, hell have to depend on the police.

On the police? Theyre the boys thatll strap him into the chair, aint they?

Between you and me, said Kildare, they have a theory that Nick had nothing to do with the killing of Smith.

Have they? Yeah, they always got theories, said Happy. Thats why theyre always so kind of funny. Theories dont send guys to the chair.

This one will, they think, answered Kildare.

The hell you say! murmured Happy, blowing his smoke out so strongly that it flattened out right against the ceiling in a blue-brown ring of curling mist.

But Nick isnt quite sure hes safe, and he needs his friends to get the bad pictures out of his mind. Hes seen a picture of the smoke rising out of the body in the chair...

Happy shuddered and cursed under his breath.

It always does, you know, said Kildare. The first shock merely knocks out the man in the chair. The second pull of the switch sends through the current that burns him. And thats what kills.

Like — like frying a chicken — greasy kitchen smoke! said Happy.

Yes. Like frying a chicken alive, said Kildare.

Happy reached for the bottle again and took a good swallow down his throat. The strength of the liquor made his face shine with sweat.

It makes the kid nervous, does it? said Happy.

So youd better see him and try to cheer him up. He thinks that youre a great fellow.

Yeah — you know the way kids are, said Happy.

But, of course, theres no real danger ahead of him, said Kildare. The police have worked out their idea pretty thoroughly.

Have they? What sort of an idea is it?

I dont think I should tell you, should I? But youll keep it to yourself, wont you?

Tight as a stone, agreed Happy, and rolled his eyes suddenly sidewise until they reached sight of Kildare and froze on their mark.

They only have to find somebody who had a grudge against Smith and was a friend of Nick.

Everybody had a grudge against Smith, said Happy, chuckling, But not everybody was a friend of Nick. The idea, said Kildare, going on glibly, is that the man with the grudge against Smith first must have told Nick that Smith was talking about Rosalie. You see? That would make Nick angry enough to threaten Smith. When everybody knew that there was bad blood between them, this person watched for his chance. He saw Nick step out on the sidewalk after Smith, and he followed. He intended to drop the pair of them and have it look like a fatal gun fight. So he shot Smith first and then Nick; but Nick managed to live and to crawl away.

Its too complicated, said Happy, staring at the ceiling again. Complicated gadgets like that never mean nothing in court.

Im not so sure of that, answered Kildare. He leaned forward. They think they know a man who was a friend of Smith and a friend of Nick. They think theyll fit him into the chair, before the switch is pulled on Nick. It wont be Nick who tries to jump — after hes dead.

It wont be Nick? repeated Happy Lee-man.

He kept his eyes frozen on Kildare, reaching with his left hand for the whisky bottle at the same instant. But in the midst of this gesture Happy changed his mind.

He swung himself off the bed and grasped Kildare by the loose folds of coat, necktie, and shirt. His ribs, like heaving bellows, forced out a thundering voice. The gibbering of the lips gave the words only a dim enunciation as he shouted:

What kind of a finger are you trying to put on me? If I bust you wide open, what kind of ideas am I gonna find inside of you?

He crashed Kildare back against the wall as he spoke. But something else happened from behind and above Kildare, then. He saw the shadow and heard the fall of a blow, and Happy slid out on the floor on his face, with a long stroke of red paint drawn at the parting of his hair.

Whats the big idea, brother? asked Weymans voice. Trying to have all the fun yourself?

Kildare had no breath to answer, for the moment. He went to the chest of drawers and started by opening the bottom one. There was no need to go farther. The automatic was not even covered by the clothes inside. He stood with the gun in his hand.

The police have the bullet from the body of Smith, said Kildare, and I think their ballistics people will find that it came from this gun — along with this slug that I took from Nicks chest. You get the three exhibits, to em, will you?... And thanks, Weyman.

Thanks for what? asked Weyman. But why dont you give me free tickets to your parties, doc? Why do I have to crash the gate?


CHAPTER TWENTY 

CLINICAL NOTE 
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AFTERWARD, WHEN THE police had Happy Lee-man with a harder grip than even his hands could break, Kildare got to a telephone and rang Rosalie, but she was not home. So he headed for the hospital and the surgical ward to tell Nick.

The news was all over the place before him. When he got in through the front door of the place a lurking figure with a camera appeared in the hall from the waiting room and said: Doctor James Kildare? Pardon me, doctor, but...

Its all right, said Kildare, and pushed his hand in the cameras face as the flash went off. He hurried down the hall with the reporter cursing behind him.

The elevator boy said: Nice work, doc. Happy Leeman... Gee!

Kildare said: Thats nonsense. Big Weyman was the fellow who handled...

Yeah, that mug; yeah, I know, said the elevator boy, preferring to stick to the story as he first had heard it.

But that did not matter. What was important was to see that the news had reached Nick, and then that Rosalie heard it. Down the corridor toward the surgical ward, he passed a pair of nurses prematurely old, as weary nurses are apt to look. He felt them turning to look after him. And when elderly nurses look after a young physician it means a very definite kind of name and fame.

Kildare went through the doorway. Nick saw him, and shouted and waved. The policeman got up and offered his place. Rosalie stood up, too.

She began to laugh, when she saw Kildare. She shook hands with him, still laughing.

Look at him, Nick, she said. Doesnt he look like a nice little preacher or something, the way he blushes? He saved you, Nick, but I almost thought hed have to save me before he got around to you. Dont take it too big... he was going to marry me!

The policeman had heard part of this. He did not understand and backed away from hearing any of the rest. But Kildare understood, well enough, or thought he did.

Somehow he waited for Nick to say something, but Nick lay looking at the ceiling with his face screwed into a hard knot.

Oh, Jimmy, said Rosalie, youre not going to be sour about it, are you? Maybe I will marry you some day, if youre good.

Kildare turned and got away toward the entrance of the ward.

Behind him, Nick said, softly: Hold everything, Rosalie. You did fine. Only you kind of laid it on. But you did fine. Hold everything and dont let yourself break down, now.

No, I wont break down, said Rosalie. She lowered herself gradually to the edge of the bed again.

Nick twisted a little and stared at her keenly; his face was tight with the strain of a man who is walking close to danger.

You had to do it, said Nick. You had to cut him clean out of your life. You know that. It had to be an operation, and operations hurt.

Shut up, will you? whispered Rosalie.

Hold onto something, said Nick. Dont go and break down and spoil everything!

I wont spoil anything.... Is he gone? said Rosalie.

Yeah. Hes gone out the door, now. Rosalie, can you smile?

Oh, God, said Rosalie, I wish... I wish...

You wouldnt wish to grab the doc, stated Nick, scowling. You wouldnt be that much rat. Smile, will you?

Ill try, said Rosalie.

Thats fine, said Nick. Thats swell...

Did — did Gillespie see me throw him out? she asked.

He saw it all from his wheelchair, said Nick. I watched him take it.

I hope he burns, whispered Rosalie. I hope he burns good. Did he laugh?

He didnt laugh a lick. Rosalie, keep on smiling, will you?

Kildare got somehow through the door. He saw Gillespie, then, backing his wheelchair to cut him off and waving a hand at Carew, for the head of the hospital was coming down the corridor in a happy humor. Carew waved and began to talk loudly, from a distance.

Carew said: You shouldnt have been so tongue-tied with me, Kildare. That was a very efficient piece of detective work you did by teaming with that man Flaherty. I suppose you know that Flaherty has made a fine statement giving most of the credit to you? An excellent piece of work, Kildare.

Kildare, Gillespie snapped, why havent I that report from you on the lobar pneumonia slides I sent you?

As a matter of fact, sir, said Kildare, for several days I havent seen the slides and—

Several days? said Gillespie. Several damnations! Cant I get men to carry on for me unless I keep my eye on them night and day? Go back to that office and get those slides now, young man.

Back — to my old office? said Kildare, incredulously.

Isnt that where the slides are? said Gillespie. Weve been losing time. Weve been losing thousands of time.

He stopped and for an instant he stared at the silent Kildare. Then he made an abrupt, impatient gesture with his hand. Well? he snapped.

Thank you, sir, said Kildare.

Now theres a funny fellow, said Gillespie. He thanks me for damning him with a hard job. Wheres the girl with the sallow look? Lamont, help him get his stuff in order. The man surrounds himself with the most damnable confusion in the world. And — Kildare!

Yes, sir? answered Kildare.

He stood before the wheelchair, looking into Gillespies face and trying to keep out of his own face any evidence of the despair and the exultation that were struggling inside of him.

While shes helping you, you might find out why that girl has thrown away about ten years of her life in the last ten days.

Kildare looked at the nurse with the whole weary pain of existence in his eyes.

He turned back to Gillespie.

Ill attempt a diagnosis, sir, he said, and went slowly on down the hall with Mary Lamont a proper half step behind him.
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE PATIENTS WHO came from the ends of the earth to consult Dr. Leonard Gillespie had been drawn to him by his fame as a miracle-worker or sent by baffled physicians of every country. Now, for three days, they had been brought by old Conover, the negro who presided over the waiting-room, not into the stormy presence of the great man, but to the young intern, James Kildare. He was neither very big nor very noisy, and as a rule he failed to impress the people who had been drawn by a famous name; only a small minority saw in him that penetrating flash, that swiftly working instinct which seems almost foreknowledge and is characteristic of the born diagnostician. Kildare, accepting the great post almost guiltily, like a thief on a throne, nevertheless worked three days before he was completely stumped. Many a time when he had reached the end of his own trail of knowledge, he looked up in despair at the closely printed tomes which filled the walls of Gillespies library, and as he stared, some page flickered in his memory, or the voice of Gillespie came back to hint at the clue to the mystery. So for three days he had not been guilty of a single gross error while the continued stream of feet came in over the blurred pattern of the rug where tens of thousands had stood before them. Instinct helped him through many a pinch. The great Gillespie himself used to say: The mind comprises nine-tenths of our being, and therefore a doctor who isnt part faith-healer is no damned good. A doctor who lacks human understanding is like a coal miner without a lamp on his hat or a pick in his hand. Beyond a natural gift and the teaching of Gillespie, that human understanding helped Kildare through the first three days. Gillespie, in the meantime, was giving himself up to the work on his laboratory experiment. On the fourth day Kildare at last reached his impasse.

He sat with the laboratory reports in his hand, sweating a little as he stared at the boy, but what he really saw was the mother in the background. The lad was twelve, neatly turned out from the shine of his shoes to the gloves in his hand. In spite of his worn, sallow face there was still a fire in him, gradually dying. When his courage failed, he would fail also. In comparison the mother was like a kitchen slavey sent out with the young master. Rain had shrunk her cheap jacket until the sleeves were inches above the wrists and the bottom of it flared out before it reached her hips. She had a round, common face. The pain she had endured gave her the only distinction. Long-continued trouble had tumbled in shadowy lines and hollows of anxiety. The silence of Kildare as he stared at her boy frightened her to the heart, but she tried to wheedle the bad moment away.

Its Gods mercy that weve got big hospitals, doctor, she said. Young or old, there aint a chance that you could go wrong on a case with all them wheels turning and turning to set you right; not when you got a whole army to lend you a hand.

Kildare tasted the bitter truth for a moment in his throat before he spoke it.

Im afraid that I cant help you, he said.

Something stirred, like a whisper of wind, in the corner of the room behind him. That would be Mary Lamont. She was an excellent nurse and steady as a clock in emergencies, but the hopeless cases broke her down. He could feel her now like an extra burden on his mind. Then something struck the floor with a soft shock. Mrs. Casey had dropped her handbag. The boy, stooping quickly, picked it up. He touched her with his hand.

Steady, dear! he said, and his concern for himself was so much less than his trouble for her that the heart of Kildare gave a great stroke of pain. Mrs. Casey had created a masterpiece that was now about to be stolen from her and from the world.

He cant help me! He cant help me! she said over and over two or three times, looking into the future and finding it a black emptiness.

The boy put an arm around her and turned apologetically toward Kildare.

Shall we go now, sir? he asked.

Yes, said Kildare crisply.

Mary Lamont opened the exit door. She tried to make herself professionally matter-of-fact, but her voice was wobbly as she murmured: This way, please. A girl as young as that was no good for this work, he decided. He liked having her around. She freshened the day, and she had a bedrock, honest faith in him that gave Kildare strength, but he would have to ask Gillespie for an older nurse.

Thank you, Doctor Kildare, the boy was saying as he went out.

Wait a minute, commanded Kildare.

They turned back suddenly. It was still the woman who seemed to stand under the death sentence, not the boy. Mary Lamont watched her doctor with a foolish brightness of expectancy. He scowled at the three of them.

The other doctors — you mean that theyre right? Mrs. Casey was asking.

No. I think theyre not right, said Kildare. He watched the hope spring up in their faces. But I dont know where theyre wrong. They were struck blank again. Will you ask Doctor Gillespie if hell make a special exception and see this patient? he added to the nurse.

She blessed him with her eyes and her smile as she hurried across the room, but when she came to the door of the great internists inner office, she hesitated a moment to gather her courage before she went in. Kildare could hear the pleasant murmur of her voice, not the words; then came the roar of Gillespie, hoarse as the barking of a sea-lion.

Ive told him before and I tell him again: Ill see nobody! Theres one last thing I can give medicine, and Ive got it now in the tips of my fingers. Its almost in my hand if Im let alone to work at it. What do I care about one patient, when Im thinking of the lives of ten thousand? Get out!

Mother, lets go now. You heard him, said the boy.

Hush yourself, Michael, said Mrs. Casey. Well go when were sent. Wait for the word!

Her fierce eyes dwelt upon Kildare as Mary Lamont came back into the room with her head bent so that they might not see the tears in her eyes.

Doctor Gillespie finds himself too occupied, she reported.

Kildare sighed, shrugged his shoulders, and crossed the room in his turn. Ill speak to him... he said.

The inner office was stacked with cages of white mice that looked like filing cabinets, each with a white label and a glittering little water-tube. The odour of small animal life in the cages tainted the air as a drop of slime taints drinking water. The diagnostician, who had turned his private sanctum into a menagerie, had two of the cages on the arms of his wheel chair. In triumph he laughed aloud to Kildare: Were getting it, Jimmy! Its almost here! Look at this, will you?

Six little white mice lay dead in one cage; in the other five were full of scamper and haste and only one was lifeless.

Change the dosage a little and I think weve got it, said Gillespie. Theres the six of the control as dead as pins; and heres five out of six that the injection saved. Five out of six! What dyou think of it?

I want to talk to you... began Kildare.

I dont want chatter from you. I want work! declared Gillespie. If youll talk mice and meningitis, all right. Otherwise I have no time. Were going to whip meningitis into a corner, young Doctor Kildare. Were going to make it afraid to show its face. Dyou hear me? We might even wangle a mangy little bit of a half-baked reputation for you out of this experiment. What are you hanging your head about now?

His savage impatience made him jerk back his head. Brittle old muscles which failed to cushion the shock allowed a violent tremor to run down through his body. Kildare winced at the sight of it.

I want you to see a patient. I want five minutes of your time, said Kildare.

Old Gillespie banged the top of a mouse cage with the flat of his hand, and the mice began to weave a white pattern on the floor of the cage as they raced around it in terror.

You dont want my time; you want my brain! he shouted. And you cant have it!

Hes a twelve-year-old boy, said Kildare steadily.

I dont give a damn if hes the prince of Siam or the emperor of Cochin-China! cried Gillespie. I wont see him.

His mothers a washwoman, said Kildare.

Let her keep to her tubs and her suds then.

And shes making the boy a gentleman.

We dont want gentlemen; we want hard men who can take a chisel edge.

They call it pernicious anaemia — the other doctors — and theyre wrong.

I dont give a damn about anaemia and other doctors and their errors; a lot of ignorant fools. Im going on with this experiment and nothing else. You hear me?...

They call it anaemia, and theyre wrong, repeated Kildare.

What do you think it is?

I dont know. Heres the case history and the laboratory reports.

Im not interested, said Gillespie, snatching the papers. Ill have nothing to do with it...Why dont you think its anaemia?

The blood picture showed no macrocytes, said Kildare.

Then why the devil are you wasting my time? demanded Gillespie. Why dont you get him in here where I can lay eyes and hands on him?

Kildare hurried back to the other room. With a handkerchief he rubbed the wet from his forehead as he beckoned to the boy. Doctor Gillespie will see you, he said. This new accession of hope was too much for Mrs. Casey. She sank into a chair and stared at the floor. Mary Lamont hurried toward her as Kildare ushered the boy into the presence of Gillespie, who was glowering at the laboratory reports.

Without lifting his head he snapped: Palpable spleen, Doctor Kildare?

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

Make a fragility test?

No, sir.

Why not?

The fragility test isnt one of the regular routine.

Thats one of the damnations of the world — routine, routine, routine. People want to live by instinct, not by brains. Is the human race going to become a lot of damned insects? Use the mind more and routine less. Have a fragility test made at once.

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

Young man, continued the internist, lifting his head and gathering the shag of his brows together, do you ever have pains here — up on your left side?

Yes, sir, said the boy.

You didnt tell me that, said Kildare.

I only have them now and then, declared young Casey.

When you have those pains, your skin is turning yellow, eh? asked Gillespie.

Yes, sir, agreed the boy.

Its the dilating spleen, stated Gillespie. I think this boy has haemolytic icterus, Jimmy. Have them get the spleen out of him and hell be as fit as a fiddle again. He pointed a sudden finger at the Casey boy. You hear me? Youre going to be as right as a trivet inside two weeks. Get out of my sight and tell your mother the news...Stay here, Jimmy!

Thank you, sir...thank you, Doctor Kildare, the boy was saying as he left the room. He hurried his thanks in his eagerness to bring the great news to his mother; Kildare closed the door slowly after him.

Are you going to break your fool heart because you missed one case in two hundred? asked Gillespie, already at work on some Petri dishes that contained a reddish agar.

No, sir, said Kildare.

You are, though. Or why do you stand there with that dumb look on your face like a wet hen?

Kildare looked from the white hair of Gillespie, as wild as a windstorm, to the purple-blue beneath his wrinkled eyes. Ill never learn half what you know, he said. Ill get used to seeing that. But what I see right now is that youre burning yourself up with this experiment.

Thats a lie and a loud one, answered Gillespie, dragging a loop of wire over the agar and commencing to transfer the colony of bacteria to three other dishes. I never felt better in my life.

Why does your hand shake then? asked Kildare.

None of your damned business. Leave me alone...till I need you, Jimmy. Will you?

Yes, sir, answered Kildare, and went unwillingly from the room.


CHAPTER TWO
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HOURS LATER, AND every hour like the weighty length of a day, Kildare was saying: Next, please! when Mary Lamont answered: Thats the end of the line for today.

He shook his head at her impatiently. There are twenty more people out there! he declared.

Ive sent them away, she said.

You sent them away? exclaimed Kildare.

I had orders from Doctor Gillespie.

But a Gillespie day never stops — its from noon to noon, protested Kildare.

He wont let you keep those hours, said the girl. He gave me express orders that the line is not to keep pressing in at you day and night.

Kildare dropped into a chair, unbuttoned his white jacket at the throat, and wiped away perspiration from around his eyes. Hospitals are always too hot. He merely said: I suppose hes right. Hes always right. Id be a fool to try to imitate him. He goes in seven-league boots, and Im only a measuring worm...I suppose he wants me in the laboratory.

No. Youre to take some time off, said Mary Lamont, watching his face. It was a familiar page to her now.

Time off? he repeated. Thats right. Light work for the young horse. Im damned tired of being young, arent you?

She turned hastily to pick up a fallen report and hide her smile. Kildare was plucking off the long white coat in which he worked. He always managed to get it as wrinkled and stained as a butchers apron before the days end.

Little Michael Casey would be happy if youd drop in to see him, she suggested. The operation was perfect; and hes already two-thirds well. Hes asking for you.

Tell him to save his wind; or let him thank Gillespie. But Im glad hes doing well. Give them hope, and theyre all giants. You notice that? Perhaps Gillespie will give him a word.

He wouldnt know how to talk to Doctor Gillespie; but they all know how to talk to you, she pointed out. No matter how rough you are, they dont mind. She waited for an answer, curiously.

Im one of them, and they know it, he said.

But theyre out of the slums, and youre out of the country.

Im born poor, and Ill die poor. They see that, and its what matters.

Some day you may be a consultant at a thousand dollars a case, she suggested.

May I? He smiled at this impossible future.

Well, anyway, money cant buy the big things. It cant buy happiness and things like that.

It can keep them all in damned bright repair, though.

Youre feeling down.

Havent I reasons for being down?

Of course you havent. Theres not a man — theres hardly a man in the world who has your chance.

Good! said Kildare, smiling wearily at her. Go on and be all lighted up. Its easy on my eyes.

Youre not really unhappy. Youre only blue. And that will go away like a cold in the head. What could you complain of?

Being broke — Im tired of it. Im sick of it. The kind of sickness that cant be cured except by a good third act — and Im not able even to ask a girl to go to a show with me. Money? Id like to bed myself down in the long green.

Thats simply not true.

Dont act like a mother-in-law. Try to believe what Im saying. I get twenty dollars a month. Thats sixty-seven cents a day. If I go to Sullivans Saloon and buy two or three beers, a pack of cigarettes, and a sandwich, Ive burned up my whole income. Wait a minute.

Under the troubled eyes of the nurse he took out a shallow handful of silver and of dollar bills.

Heres six bucks and a half. Mary, will you go to a show with me tonight?

No. You see me every day. You need somebody new.

I dont want your advice. I want you. Come along, will you?

Of course I will. Id love it.

Thats right. Pretend a little. Nine-tenths of any party is the pretending that goes into it.

Jimmy, dont be difficult. I really want to go.

You know what youre being?

What?

Bighearted, he said, and walked away from her. Over his shoulder he called: See you in a half hour?

She had not moved from the spot where he left her. She was looking after him with worried eyes and forgot to answer his last question.

When he got to his room, he found Tom Collins stretched out on one of the iron beds. He was so thin that he looked like a vacant suit of clothes with a head and hands stuck in the apertures.

How about a beer at Mikes? asked Collins.

No.

How about two beers at Mikes?

Im taking a girl to a show.

Youre what? What sort of a girl? asked Collins.

One that likes to relax; thats why she puts up with me. Nobody tries, and so nobody gets tired.

Maybe youve got something — for an internist, said Collins. Look out for that box on the floor...

But he had given the warning too late and Kildare caught his shoe on the rough edge of a flat packing box that projected from beneath his bed. The old leather tore like paper. The whole toe of the right shoe was left in tatters. Kildare, looking solemnly down, wriggled his stockinged toes.

Is that your only pair of shoes? asked Collins.

It is, said Kildare, and there goes my party for this evening.

Dont be a dope, said Collins. Ive got more cash here than I can use, and...

Quit it, Tom, said Kildare. But who brought this damned box?

Old Creighton, the carpenter. He said that he couldnt pay you in cash so he brought you that.

Kildare tore off the top layer of composition board, lifted the paper packing, and exposed a small model of the Worlds Fair, done with a cabinet-makers most delicate miniature touch, from the needle-sharp trylon and perisphere to the amphitheatre on a blue sea of glass.

A waste of time, said Collins.

Of course, answered Kildare. But thats why my family will like it.

Heavy tape was holding his shoe together when he went down to Mary Lamont with the big, flat box under his arm. She looked like somebodys sister, not the probation nurse who had been working with him. It was the first time he had seen her out of uniform, and she took his breath. She had on a wine-coloured coat of a material as soft as camels-hair, and a hat to match with a quill of yellow and orange stuck in a brim that furled up or down by surprise. Also she wore a scarf the colour of sunlight.

Youre too expensive, said Kildare. I couldnt take you even on trial. Put yourself back on the shelf, Mary...I mean, seriously: Look whats happened to my shoes, and now the only show I can take you to is a secondhand shop.

She refused to stay behind in the hospital, however. The best of any party was simply to get out in the open, she said. So she walked over with him to the express office, where he sent off the Fair model to his mother in Dartford. Then they were in a cellar store buying for two dollars and eighty-five cents a pair of half-soled shoes that once had cost ten or twelve.

Now what? A moving picture? he asked.

No. We cant talk in a moving picture.

Well pick up a beer in Sullivans Saloon then, suggested Kildare. But when he had her there in the back room he was worried. There were three mugs talking loudly at a corner table, and for the first time in all his hours at the old saloon, he noticed the sawdust on the floor.

Is it all right for you to be in this sort of a place? he asked.

Of course its all right, she said. Men like to talk in dark corners.

Theres no giggle and jitter about you, said Kildare. Thats one of the ways youre different...Whatll you drink?

Beer, said Mary Lamont.

You dont want beer. I can be a little more expensive than that.

I want beer, she insisted, if its on draught.

Im going to hate the blighter who marries you and takes you away, said Kildare. Hello, Mike. Two beers when you get a chance.

Okay, said Mike. He went over to the corner table and said grimly: Why dont you guys pipe down and give the doc a chance to hear himself think?

What doc? one of them asked.

Its Kildare, said Mike. Dont you know nothing?

Is that him? I thought hed be twice that size. Lets take these into the bar...

They went out. Hi, doc. Hows things? they said.

Stay where you are, urged Kildare.

Ah-h-h, we know when a guy wants elbow room, said one of them, and winked at the intern. This remark tickled them all, and they went into the bar on a great blast of laughter.

Mike came back with two wet glasses of beer.

You shouldnt have troubled those fellows, said Kildare.

Yeah, and why not? asked Mike. Why shouldnt you have your beer in peace, like usual?

He was rubbing off the table with a painful thoroughness, throwing side glances at the girl.

We used to see a lot more of you, doc, he complained. But maybe you got better things to do with your time.

No, Mike. But Im standing double duty now in the hospital.

He doesnt like me, said the girl as Mike left the room. He thinks Im a bad influence.

Mike? He likes everyone, said Kildare.

Big Weyman, the ambulance driver, entered the room and lounged back toward the table of Kildare.

Mind if I ask you something, doc? he was saying.

Its all right, broke in Mary Lamont. Its only I, Weyman.

The ambulance driver stopped short.

Yeah, what dyou think of that dumb Mike telling me the doc was in here with a — Excuse me, Miss Lamont. Weyman went out in haste.

Was he trying to take care of me? asked Kildare. Did Mike send for that gorilla of a Weyman because he thought...

He sat up straight in his chair and looked angrily at nothing in particular.

People are always going to try to take care of you, stated Mary Lamont.

Do you mind telling me why? he asked politely.

Because you get absorbed in things and forget about yourself. Bulldog, bulldog...youre always finding a lost cause and locking your teeth on it. Thats why Im picking on you, Jimmy. I want to find out what hurt you so much today.

Gillespie, said Kildare. Cant you see that hes burning his life out and pouring himself away working day and night on this meningitis experiment?

Do you mean that hes in danger? she asked.

Of course he is. Every old man is suffering from an incurable disease — I mean old age itself is a disease. Theres my own father out there in the country in need of a sort of help that I can give him; but hes only an ordinary man. A Gillespie — why, every month or day thats whittled away from his life is a gift thats gone from the world.

Is that what upset you?

Isnt it enough? Ive got to find a way to make Gillespie slow up. How can I do it?

I dont know, said the girl, but Im sure that youll find a way, regardless of expense.

Why do you smile when you say that? asked Kildare.

Because youre always getting ready to spend the last breath in your body on something or other.

He sat back to consider this strange statement and fell into such a brown study over it that before he knew it both their glasses were empty.


CHAPTER THREE
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MARTHA KILDARE WANGLED it SO that Beatrice Raymond came over to see the box opened when Stephen Kildare brought it home before lunch. Mrs. Kildare knew that Jimmy and Beatrice, without the slightest malice on either side, had turned their lives away from one another, and she was perfectly convinced that eventually she would be able to arrange a match between them; in the meantime she did what she could to keep them fresh in one anothers memory. Jimmys note read: Dear Mother, Im passing on to you a present given to me by a patient who knows that interns cant take money. Maybe you have room for it somewhere. Anyway, there are things like this going on in town, so why dont you come to look at them and let me see you at the same time? That was all the note said.

You see, said the mother, he doesnt write letters. He doesnt know how to write letters.

Beatrice Raymond smiled at her. She said: You dont have to explain him, Aunt Martha. You dont have to apologise either. I was reading in a book about young men the other day, and now I know all about them.

Do you? asked Martha Kildare, watching the smile of the girl.

Yes. The book says that theyre only half real.

Whats the other half composed of then?

Legend, said Beatrice.

But what legend, my dear?

The legend of what they want to be or think they are.

Did you read that or discover it for yourself?

I may have dreamed it, confessed Beatrice Raymond.

And what do young girls do about them — supposing the girls care a rap?

Young girls are made up of equal parts of patience, stupidity, and hope, arent they? asked Beatrice Raymond.

Well, thats what the poets used to say about them.

Was it ever true?

No, thank God...Look, Beatrice!

She had worked off the cover from the box and the Fair model sparkled under their eyes.

Stephen! called the doctors wife. Oh, Stephen! Come here!

She hurried into the front room which had once been changed from a New England parlour sanctum into an office for young James Kildare before the old people knew how far away ambition was driving their son. Once altered, they never had been able to bring it back to the old semblance. They could not take down the diplomas from the wall or displace the big mahogany desk, and yet every memento of Jimmy gave them a sadder assurance that he never would come back to them again. They had glimpses from time to time, but his devotion was like that of a novice to some great and ascetic religious order. They felt about him equal parts of pride and grief.

Old Doctor Kildare was found by his wife studying a letter which he crunched almost guiltily in his hand and then tossed into the fire. It glanced back from an iron firedog and rolled on to the hearth again.

Come see what Jimmy has sent me, she called to him, but when he came hurrying out she lingered for a moment to pick up that soiled and crumpled letter from the floor; but she did not open it until her husband had left the house to answer a patients call. Then she took Beatrice Raymond into her confidence and smoothed the typewritten sheet of paper face down on the table.

Theres something in this that hurt the doctor, she said, and hes trying to hide it from me. Beatrice, do you think its wrong for me to look into it?

If I were you I wouldnt dare, said Beatrice. But then, Im not you.

Attacked in this unexpected manner by conscience, Mrs. Kildare looked down to the floor and tried to find a ready way out.

There was such a look about him, Beatrice, she explained. You take a glance at it, dear, and tell me if theres anything I need to know about poor Steve.

Well look together, said Beatrice. Thatll give him two people to blame. She turned the letter face up.

Its from Doctor Carboys! whispered Mrs. Kildare. What has Steve been doing with that terrible man.

But isnt Doctor Carboys a very fine physician?

Hes one of those good men who never have anything but bad news...I cant make it out. You read it aloud, Beatrice.

So she read:

Dear Steve, I have the complete laboratory reports now on the blood, urine, and nonprotein nitrogen. These are all within normal limits, Im very glad to say. The electrocardiogram and the X-ray plate of the chest are not quite so favourable, however. I am sending them over to your office tomorrow.

I have to consider your symptoms after eating, of a marked sense of fullness in the upper abdomen together with enduring substernal pain, some constriction about the chest, radiating pains down the inner side of the left arm, shortness of breath and an impending sense of death. In addition, as you know, in recent years you have had signs of renal changes, your heart has become somewhat enlarged to the left, and you become more and more easily fatigued.

In considering these things, I must remember that you are not growing any younger and Ive tried to take that into consideration, but these are the findings on the heart.

The ECG report is as follows:
Auricular rate...78
Ventricular rate...78
Rhythm regular
Voltage variable

QRS excursion greatest in lead 1, upright in lead 1, diphasic in lead 2 and inverted in lead 3. Slight slurring is present. Lead 4 had a relatively small Q. PR interval is .20 seconds. T is upright in leads 1 and 2. ST interval is slightly above the base line in leads 1 and 2.

The slurring and variable voltage indicates the presence of some myocardial damage, and this, in conjunction with the raised ST interval in leads 1 and 2 and in lead 4, the relatively small Q, probably indicates the presence of coronary changes. The inversion of the QRS complex in leads 2 and 3 indicates the presence of left axis deviation.

In addition the chest plate shows, together with the enlargement of the heart to the left, elongation of the aortic arch with possible sclerotic plaques visible along the arch of the aorta.

Now that Ive given you the facts, you can interpret them yourself clearly enough. You hardly need to have me say in black and white that I believe you have had a coronary occlusion. You ought to go to bed and stay there for a long time. Bed rest for two or three months is my idea for you, and this should be followed by a complete change of occupation to remove all stress and strain. My dear Steve, it is a terribly unpleasant duty for me to say that you may live ten seconds or ten years, but the chances for the ten years are not so good. Tell me when I may come to see you, and well talk over all the details.

Affectionately yours,

ARTHUR CARBOYS.

The scientific terminology had kept Beatrice stumbling until she came to the last paragraph, but this was expressed in such laymans language that its meaning was all too clear; her voice lowered as she proceeded with the reading. The thousand wrinkles of pain in the face of Mrs. Kildare made her look down, and she did not look up at once after reaching the signature, and she still was trying to draw words into her mind when she heard the steady, firm voice of Mrs. Kildare saying: I suppose its the end.

What will you do? asked Beatrice pitifully.

Everyone manages to get along somehow. If we cant run, we can walk. If we cant walk, we can creep. If we cant creep, we can lie in bed and remember better days. But Jimmy must not know. Not a breath of it must come to him, or hed throw up his career and come home to help.

But what else is it right for him to do? cried Beatrice Raymond. You cant let him stay on in the city...

Why not? asked the mother fiercely. Weve tried to help him forward. Are we going to hinder him now simply because weve lived too long? Id rather we both dropped dead — now — this instant!


CHAPTER FOUR
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THE HEAD OF the hospital, Dr. Walter Carew, had only two facial expressions — one weary and one ferocious. This evening he looked merely weary as he regarded Kildare across the shimmer of his great desk. He kept his chin on his fist and his face inclined, which exaggerated the likeness between him and Cicero; it was a trick which he had used for so many years that he was unconscious of it now.

How often have you been here on the carpet, Kildare? he asked. I mean, how often has your medical career faced a firing squad in this office?

Twice, sir, said Kildare.

Twice — twice— nodded Carew. It seems more often than that. Most of our young men get out of the hospital before I have a chance to know them, and I suppose they thank God for it; but Ive had occasion to know you, my friend.

This speech suggested no ready answer, so Kildare was silent. Carew went on with his reflections.

A hospital is like a family of children, a preposterous, huge, sprawling, bawling family of brats, always out at the toe and the elbow, always with empty bellies, winter coming on and no coal in the cellar. For twenty-five years Ive been growing more and more tired of dodging and stealing and fencing and fending for this damned institution. Its enough of a public hospital to make it subject to every twopenny politician in the town; and its enough of a private hospital to send it begging to every rich mans table in hope of scraping together a few crumbs of charity. As sure as my name is Walter Carew, Ive been a beggar. I wear my trousers out at the knee. If Id said as many prayers for the good of my soul as I have for the sake of this place, Id be too good for the earth; Id be in heaven already.

He lifted his head and looked upon Kildare more wearily than ever. Directly or indirectly, youve been a source of benefactions or a cause that has attracted them to this hospital directly or indirectly. He was repeating himself like an after-dinner speaker. Now, however, as he came to the point, he faltered a little. Do you think I can steal you away from Gillespie for an evening, my lad?

Doctor Gillespie is in the middle of an experiment...

The meningitis affair. I know. I know.

He seems to need me for one thing or another most of the time.

I know that too. He sharpens the claws of his ugly nature on you; he wipes the boots of his bad temper on you. Thats his greatest need of you, isnt it?

Kildare, looking back through his memories of the storms which recently had been blowing about his devoted head, smiled a little.

He seems to find me useful — in one way or another, he said.

Carew stared at him, open-mouthed.

And you dont mind him? he asked.

No, sir. Not a bit, said Kildare.

I wish I could say that, sighed Carew. For twenty-five years that great bully has harried me up and down and back and forth like an old rag of paper in a high wind. Im the scapegoat of this hospital, not the head of it. Within its four walls everything good is attributed to Leonard Gillespie, and Walter Carew is damned day and night for everything that goes wrong. Admit that that is true!

No, sir, said Kildare. I dont think so.

Dont try to flatter me, sighed Carew. Theres not a suture that breaks except through my fault; if an ambulance tyre goes flat its because I buy the wrong sort of rubber; if a resident or an intern gets a bellyache its because Walter Carew is too stingy to buy decent food...But the point is: Do you think that I can beg or borrow or steal you from Gillespie for this one evening? I mean to say: Will you ask him for the time off?

Kildare hesitated.

You have it coming to you, insisted Carew. By a freak of circumstance it becomes highly probable that you could be useful to this institution, Doctor Kildare, if I can dispose of you for one evening. And you have time off coming to you. Its the talk of the whole place that Gillespie works you like a dog — like a dog — day and night — hes making an old man of you.

Id hate to ask him for time off, said Kildare slowly.

I know, nodded Carew. Youre afraid that hed blow your head off.

No, sir. Hed give me as much time as I want — if I ask him seriously.

Now you amaze me!

But the fact is that when Im not here he does the work of two men. He doesnt sleep. He burns himself up. And hes not young, you know.

A smile appeared on the face of Carew like the twisting grain of a knot in hard wood. You take care of him, eh? Run his errands, take his beatings, and love him for the trouble he gives you?

Kildare said nothing.

If youll do nothing about it, Ill try to borrow you myself from Gillespie, said Carew impatiently, and picked his telephone out of its cradle. He was saying presently: Theres a bit of work called for outside the hospital, a bit of work that may be important for the hospitals whole future, and the absurdity is that your young intern Kildare seems to be the only man for the job. I want to borrow him from you...

Made electrically thin and sharp, like a far-off rooster in a winter dawn, Kildare heard the voice of Gillespie answering: The hospitals whole future is not the slightest damned importance to me. Men are what matter, not machines. You cant have Kildare. Thats flat.

His phone crashed up. Carew, after a sour moment of patience, called again. A job well done, such as I have in mind, Leonard, he said, might mean the modernisation of our whole laboratory facilities.

We havent any laboratory facilities to modernise! shouted Gillespie. Weve nothing but one tin sink and two Bunsen burners. Take Kildare and do what you can with him...But get him back here fast.

Carew rang off in a sweat of relief. Ive got you for this evening, Kildare, he said, and now I want you to make every instant count. Down on the street youll find a limousine waiting; ask for Mr. Messengers car; go where it takes you...Kildare, you know about Paul Messenger?

No, sir. Only that hes a very rich man.

Rich man? There are thousands of rich men, Kildare, but theres only one Messenger. Why, hes the fellow who built the whole observatory at San Jacinto in New Mexico. Millions of dollars to observe the stars...to observe the infernal stars, mind you, when were still fighting hand to hand with disease! And now Paul Messenger needs help. Im not permitted to say one word to you about the case; I can only say that at the present moment Messenger thinks you may be the only man in the world capable of helping him. I say that I cant talk about the case, but I can talk about your manner of approach to it. Doctor Kildare, you are a fellow with an admirable character for honesty and patience and medical insight; but I beg you to remember that there are also qualities such as tact and gentleness of approach and a willingness to favour the other fellows point of view...Hurry along now...Every minute may be important...But try to remember that out of this case the hospital might receive benefactions so important that its ability to serve the world may be doubled. And you yourself may be founding a rich practice for the future.

He took Kildare as far as the door of his office, holding his arm in a nervous grip. But even when the door was open, he could not let him go for an instant, repeating: Straightforward honesty is an admirable quality — but when in Rome, remember to do as the Romans — and diplomacy has moved mountains in the past, young man — a light touch may do more than a sledge-hammer stroke...


CHAPTER FIVE
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KILDARE GOT AWAY at last. He found the Messenger car, driven by a chauffeur with a disdainful manner and a sooty streak of moustache across the upper lip. He took the big automobile swiftly and smoothly through the cross-town traffic and turned up to a Fifth Avenue house. As Kildare got to the pavement, he saw Central Park South rising by lighted stages and towers into the smoke of the autumn evening; the Park itself was lost in a blue fume of twilight as the chauffeur took him to the front door and rang the bell. It was a great door of wrought iron and glass, draped with vaguely translucent curtains inside. A tall old servant opened to Kildare.

All right, Markham, said the chauffeur, and this watchword let Kildare enter a hall paved in large black and white marble squares.

Mr. Messenger expects you in the library, sir, said the butler, and led the way up a stairway flanked by potted, huge azaleas. The red carpet sponged up all the noise of footfalls except a whispering; a hushed expectancy began to grow in Kildare. Through the upper hall the butler brought him into the library, saying: Mr. Messenger, your guest, sir, and then closed the door behind him.

Messenger rose from beside the fire. The glow of it extended over the panels of yellow pine but left under shadow the reds and blues of levant morocco bindings, the ivory of vellum, and the darkening golden brown of pigskin. Two floor lamps clipped out rounds of blue from the rug, yet the room on the whole was left to a restful dusk; and the white hair of Messenger, as he came toward Kildare, seemed to endow him with his own light. He had both a moustache and beard, but clipped as short as though they had to be worn inside a helmet. He was still a huge frame of a man and must have been at one time of tremendous vigour; the last flush of it was in his face, in the bigness of a vein upon his forehead; and the overwhelming boldness of his eyes. He continued to stare into Kildare as he took his hand.

His first words were: I want you to make a diagnosis without seeing the patient. Can you try that?

I can try it, said Kildare.

Sit down over here then. Turn your chair a little so that the light gets at your face. When human beings talk they use more than words, and we mustnt be in the dark to one another...Will you drink?

Not now, said Kildare.

Are you comfortable and at ease? Is there anything about me or this room that embarrasses you? If so, well talk about other things until youre at home.

Theres no reason why we should waste time, replied Kildare.

Messenger, watching his guest, nodded slowly.

Ive heard that youre calm, alert, tenacious in your purposes, and absolutely independent. I begin to feel that all these things are true of you, he remarked. But I also wish that you were ten years older. Ive heard a good deal about your discretion, but I know that young tongues are hinged in the middle and wag very easily. I am going to ask for your promise to repeat nothing that you hear from me.

Very well, said Kildare.

Messenger considered this answer for a moment and seemed to find it too casual; but presently he went on: Im going to describe two young women for you. They are my reason for calling you in.

Kildare took out a small notebook and a pen.

No, said Messenger. I want to watch your face. The details will remain in your mind. They are not obscure. The first girl I offer for your consideration is twenty years old. She is a type of modern young outdoor America. She can take her horse over the jumps like a professional. If youre no better than the average, shell outwalk you, outswim you, and give you fifteen and a beating at tennis. Most of the time she wishes for bigger shoulders and narrower hips; as a matter of fact, she almost would prefer to be a man. But she gets on with the lads very well in every way. At a dance shes as popular as the next one. She knows how to take her liquor and how to leave it. She has a talent for friendship. The boys and the girls are constantly around her night and day. At the same time she manages a close and affectionate life with her family. As the poet says, she likes whatever she sees, and her looks go everywhere. Probably she would be called an extravert. Is the picture clear in your mind? I ought to add that shes engaged to as fine a fellow as you could find.

Yes, said Kildare. The picture is clear.

Now I offer you a picture of the second girl. Outdoor sports are nothing to her. She wouldnt cross the street to see an international polo match or watch Vines fight it out with Budge. She doesnt like to be alone, and yet out of people she gets only a very vague and dreamy pleasure. She goes to all the night clubs; dancing seems to be the one absorbing passion in her life; neither friends nor family are of the slightest interest to her. A good many young girls grow too fond of night life, but this one uses the night places, not as though she were fond of the nonsense that goes on in them, but as though she needed them to kill time, as a person in pain needs a narcotic...Is that enough of a picture?

No, said Kildare, there are a great many things Id like to know about the second girl.

Ask questions then, said the big man tersely.

Do you know about the early life of the second girl? Was it pleasant?

Quite. Yes. Quite. But here Ive thrown out a quantity of information, and what does the diagnosticians brain say to you about these two girls? Does anything come?

Its very serious, said Kildare, frowning at his host. That is to say, it seems serious at the first glance. You yourself have no idea of what may have caused the change?

Change? Ive said nothing about a change, said Messenger.

The change of the first girl into the second, said Kildare, making a small impatient gesture.

Ah, said Messenger.

He exhaled a long breath and settled back into his chair. If you guessed that at the very start, he declared, I think before the end that you may go as far as my friends promise. Its true that Im talking about only one person — who changed.

A daughter? asked Kildare.

You might have learned this through other people. What do you know about me, Doctor Kildare?

I know that youre rich, and that you built an observatory at San Jacinto.

Nothing else?

Half an hour ago, Doctor Carew was telling me these things. Ive never spoken of you before.

Messenger stood up and made through the room some long and slow measured strides. When he turned in the more distant shadow he looked younger, more formidable, and the swollen vein in his forehead was like a sign of wrath. He was very excited as he said: So far youve seen through everything. Dont stop your guesswork now. Go on and tell me more about Nancy.

Ill have to see her, said Kildare, and then Ill do what I can, but what you need is not I, but a sound psychiatrist twice my age.

I dont think so, answered Messenger. The Chanlers told me what you did for their daughter when older men in the medical profession would have written her off as a mental case. Kildare, I dont want Nancy written off in that way.

He waited for a comment. Kildare said nothing, but looked down at a bright circle of blue which a floor lamp cut out of the rug. Then the voice of Messenger sounded just above him. He had come swiftly and soundlessly across the room.

Barbara Chanler disappeared from her home. At that moment she was rich; she had every prospect before her of a happy and well-filled life; her family was devoted to her and she to them; she was about to be married to a man she loved. Then she was picked up as a nameless waif who had tried to commit suicide in a cheap rooming house. A young intern from the hospital answered the emergency call and refused to give her up for dead even when the sheet was pulled over her face. He brought her back to life. In the hospital she tried to take her life a second time. The young intern refused to believe that her mind was gone in spite of these two attempts, and he held on like a bulldog until hed prove to her that she was wrong about herself and so was the rest of the world.

Messenger ended his pacing and sat down abruptly in the chair opposite Kildare. His lowered voice said: Older minds perhaps would be better for my daughters case. On the other hand, young people ought to understand other youth by instinct. And above all, I feel that there is a close relationship between the case of Barbara Chanler and that of Nancy.

You mean that there was a sudden change in each instance? asked Kildare. Or do you mean that youre afraid your daughter may take her own life?

The blunt question was by no means an instance of that smooth diplomacy for which Carew had begged when he sent the intern out on this case. Messenger absorbed the shock for a moment before he said: This change in my daughter is more than normal. How far beyond normal must I consider it? Is she a mental case requiring isolation? Those are some of the questions I want you to answer.

Thats impossible until Ive had a chance to see her and study her reactions in detail, answered Kildare.

We cant manage that, said Messenger. Shes been afraid of doctors for years; its a real phobia in her. If shes in a critical mental state and finds out that Im using a doctor to spy on her, she may be driven frantic and then I keep Barbara Chanler in mind.

A murmur of voices from the lower part of the house got Messenger hastily out of his chair again. Thats Nancy now, he said.

Why not introduce me as a friend, not as a doctor? asked Kildare.

And then have the truth come out to bite us?

No one in New York knows me except the Chanlers, and theyre not in town now. Give me another name. Im John Stevens — from the West somewhere. You knew my father in the old days.

Its melodrama. Its absurd, murmured Messenger. He pulled open the door a trifle so that the voices entered, small but clear. The girl was saying: But I dont want you to, Charles. I dont want to drag you around. You go home and get your sleep.

Messenger, listening, turned his head sharply, and Kildare saw the vein in his forehead again, like a sign of wrath which did not go with the glistening fear in the eyes. He came back toward the fire again.

Are you busy, father? May we come in? asked Nancy at the door.

Messenger looked fixedly at Kildare.

Come in, come in! he called, and as Kildare stood up, Nancy Messenger entered, throwing open a kolinsky coat and smiling back over her shoulder at her companion. Every feature of her appearance had to have meaning to Kildare, as though he were a portrait painter. She had on a dress of brown velvet with a knee-length tunic and a halo-shaped turban increasing the pile of her hair; a chain of wrought gold was looped around her neck in clumsy, heavy links. But of course her face took most of Kildares attention. He remembered a picture of that great lover and termagant, Sarah, the first Duchess of Marlborough, for the girl had somewhat the same look of resolute and forward pride and the same soft fullness of lips which somehow suggested wilful determination rather than feminine gentleness. She had something of her father, in miniature, and as she grew older the resemblance would be greater; she even had the vein in the forehead, though in her it was merely a pale stroke of blue.

Messenger was saying: Nancy, this is John Stevens, a son of an old friend of mine...and this is Charles Herron.

Herron was one of those broad-beamed man-mountains who are useful at tackle in the football line to spill the whole charge of a backfield. He was a bit past thirty, and he was somewhat overweighted by the inevitable extra poundage that is bound to accumulate on a very strong man. His width made his height un-apparent until he came up close to shake hands.

Nancy, after a brief smile of greeting, had found nothing in Kildare and obviously dismissed him from her thoughts.

Now Im safely home, Charles, and you can go get your sleep, she said. She added to her father: Theres so much of him that when hes tired its a tremendous ache.

Im too heavy for this long-distance running, remarked Herron. Three nights and three afternoons, and shes still full of go. I suppose youll be out again tonight, Nancy?

Oh, no. I dont think so.

You will, though...She thinks that if she keeps going where the lights are the brightest shell see something worth while.

He tried to maintain a certain lightness of touch, but it was plain that he was deeply troubled. He kept looking from the girl to her father as though he might find an explanation by making a detailed comparison.

Blame her for being young. That includes being silly, suggested Messenger.

I want you to promise me something, Nancy. Will you? asked Herron.

Hes a lawyer, and he makes a living out of broken promises, said the girl, laughing. Dont be that way, Charles, please!

Its not a great thing, but Im curious. Can you stay home for a single evening, Nancy?

He was bearing down on his point much too heavily, particularly with a stranger in the room, but he was too disturbed to be diplomatic. Messenger could not hide the concern with which he watched the two of them. Nancy went up to Herron and shone her eyes at him exactly as though they had been a thousand miles from observation. It was clear that she wanted this man and did not care if the whole world knew about her choice.

Of course I can stay home if you want me to, she said. But dont be such an old, old man, Charles. Theres a lot of living to do.

Not in these night spots, said Herron, getting sticky with cocktails and dizzy with champagne and listening to the crooners wail and swing it. Why dont you quit it, Nancy?

Im going to pretty soon, she said. You run along home while youre still nice and sour, and Ill telephone to you in half an hour when youre in bed. Ill talk you to sleep, Charles.

She led him across the room.

Its a go then, he said. Im going to be able to think of you spending one quiet evening at home?

Of course you can think of me that way.

You wont let something steal you?

I wont be kidnapped.

He made an odd gesture that Kildare never forgot, extending his hand a little past her, as though he were trying to keep some danger away. When he spoke, it was only for her, but the natural bigness of his voice carried the words in a murmur across the room.

I dont know, he said. Every time Im with you lately I feel that Ill never see you again.

Charles! Dont say such a thing! whispered the girl.

I shouldnt say it. Forgive me, Nancy, said the murmuring, deep voice.

Kildare turned his head sharply and looked out the window. It was true that he was in the house as a physician to make inquiry into the state of a patient, but now he felt like an eavesdropper. It was as though he had peeped through a keyhole and seen big Charles Herron weeping, unmanned.

Herron went out hastily. The girl, starting to go down with him, changed her mind. She stood for a moment at the open door hesitant, fighting out a quick, earnest battle in her mind. It was as though she were tempted to hurry after Herron and say something more. Kildare felt the eyes of big Messenger fixed upon him, urging him, in the silence, to consider this moment as a piece of important psychological evidence. As a matter of fact he could add up a number of interesting items, but the chief of all was that Nancy Messenger loved Herron no matter how she allowed her way of living to displease him.

Im going up to change for dinner, said Nancy, and went out with her head still thoughtfully bent. The door closed behind her soundlessly, as though she were in fear of making a noise.


CHAPTER SIX
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TO KILDARE, LOST in thought, the voice of Messenger came eagerly, saying: How does it seem to you, Kildare?

It doesnt make sense, answered Kildare, frowning at the fire.

Its a puzzle, of course, said Messenger, but I hoped that you might arrive at something about Nancy. Youve seen the two largest factors in her life — her past in me, her present and future in Herron. Doesnt some light fall on the problem?

Light? Theres too much light, said Kildare. Theres enough of it to blind me. The sort of light that shows one the solution in a psychological case like this is usually a single ray, not a whole flood.

For a man in doubt, youre saying a great deal. Youre calling it a psychological case at once. Youre dismissing the possibility that her sudden change in the way of living is simply a natural desire to see a great deal of the world before she settles down in marriage.

Yes, Im dismissing that possibility, said Kildare gloomily.

Will you give me some of the reasons?

You know most of them. Herron is one.

Charles Herron?

A man in love doesnt see things with ordinary eyes, and what he sees in her frightens him badly. He cant live without her; but hes afraid that hell have to try to before long.

Youve only had a glimpse of them, said Messenger curiously, but you think its a grand passion?

I think it is, said Kildare.

At least, said Messenger, you have the advantage of a quiet evenings talk with her, because shell be staying home tonight.

I dont think so, said Kildare, shaking his head.

My dear fellow, said Messenger, you heard Herron directly ask her to stay in, didnt you? Youve already told me how much they mean to one another. No matter how headstrong she may be, she couldnt disregard as direct and strong a request as this.

Nevertheless, I think she will.

Thats impossible — if she loves Herron.

I think shell do anything rather than spend a single evening in this house.

You cant be sure of that! declared Messenger.

I wish I were never less sure of anything, answered the intern.

Do you think theres some profound reaction against her home? Might it be a revulsion against me?

I hope not. I dont know.

Messenger put up his hand and dragged it slowly down over his face.

Lets get it down to words of one syllable: You think that Nancy will leave the house this evening?

She will, said Kildare. And when she goes, you must try to hitch me to her.

She cant leave. She had Herrons very strong injunct against it. Shes promised. She knows that Herron is not a fellow whose wish can be bandied about lightly.

No. She doesnt take him lightly, agreed Kildare. But she has to go.

But where? Into the nonsense of the night clubs again? What do they mean to her?

Nothing, probably.

Then why in Gods name should she go to them? Doctor Kildare, Im trying to understand you.

Im trying to understand myself, said Kildare. But theres only a vague light to see by. In a case like this, theres no use straining the eyes. A glimpse will probably tell more than a microscope. We have to wait for some accidental clue — perhaps something she says; perhaps not the words, but the way she speaks them. It may be something as small as a colour she likes or shrinks from. Detectives and their crimes — they have an easy time of it — they have a bloodstain — or a body — or a weapon; they have motives printed large enough to serve as headlines. But a case like this — why, she probably doesnt know what drives her to act as shes acting now. If I dared to ask her direct questions, I doubt that shed be able to give me the answers even if she wanted to.

The door was pulled open and Nancy stood on the threshold in a fur jacket over a taffeta dress with a widely flaring skirt. A double round of big pearls shimmered at her throat.

Hello and good-bye! Ive had a call! she cried, waving to them.

Wait a minute! Nancy! exclaimed the father as the door began to close again.

Yes? she called, looking back for an instant. Take John Stevens along with you.

Oh, Id be glad to. But its not my party. Its Harry Wendell...

Wendell? You cant go out with people like the Wendells, my dear!

Oh, yes. In this country I can, she answered, laughing a little.

Very well. But add John Stevens to the Wendell party...Sorry to let you mix with such a crowd of bounders, but go along, John. It will be better than glooming through an evening alone with me. Be nice to him, Nancy. Hes worth an effort — if youre really going out. You havent forgotten what Herron said, have you?

Charles? She winced. It was almost a shudder, and her eyes closed. Then she said briskly: Shall we be starting on? Were late, Mr. Stevens.

Messenger, following on to the door, stuffed into the coat pocket of Kildare a stiff sheaf of money; then the two of them were hurrying down the hall, Nancy saying with an unhappy attempt at lightness: I dont need to worry about Charles Herron, do I? When a lawyer expects to be taken seriously, he sends a court order or a summons, doesnt he?

She was stating a theory, not asking a question, so Kildare did not have to answer.

However, he said: Lawyers are always dealing with facts; overt acts mean a lot to them, dont they?

She stopped short. She had been hard-hit by his remark, but after an instant she shrugged it off and went on.

The limousine picked them up and slid them away through the traffic.

How far away in the West do you live? asked Nancy, leaning back into her corner and yawning a little. Not as far as California, answered Kildare.

Some place where there are trails to ride, or canoes and white water and log-jams and things worth while?

No. Just another big town.

She nodded as if to say that she had expected as much. When her eyes glanced away from him again, he knew that he was forgotten.

Shall I be spoiling a party? Shall I be breaking in on a lot of old friends? he asked.

Its up to you, she said indifferently. If you can put up with the party, the party can put up with you. Isnt that usually the way of it?

It was worse than insolence, this insouciance. It stifled him above all with its unexpectedness, and he knew at once that she was not fully aware of what she had said. Sick people think chiefly of their own concerns.

She hardly spoke another word to him, and Kildare at every traffic stop found himself automatically searching the sidewalk crowd for the great shoulders and the strong, handsome face of Charles Herron; he was sure to find out about this broken promise. Then they were shooting up in a soundless, luxurious private elevator and walking into an apartment that made a point of spreading its elbows.

Harry Wendell came from a distance, calling out, making a gesture of triumph over Nancy.

Everything is going to be beautiful now, he said, except that Liz Baker is here and already as tight as an owl.

Thats all right. Mr. Stevens is from the Far West where they know how to take care of the wild things. Show Liz to him, and hell control her.

I thank God for you, Nancy, said Wendell. I thank God for you and all your works. Come on and get a load of Liz, Stevens.

The ballroom was as vaulted and almost as big as Grand Central Station. At one end of it a large orchestra was swinging industriously. Quantities of young America slithered here and there in couples, but Liz Baker, young and dark and beautiful, was draped over one end of a blue couch studying her blurred image in the polished floor.

If thats water, said Liz, Im going to drown myself.

Heres an old pal of yours from the Great West, said Mr. Wendell. Hell help you make yourself at home. Give her a hand, John.

What Johnny are you? asked Liz. And how far West are you, and what are you West of? Im so full of great open spaces that my head is spinning and I cant find those mint juleps. Come on and help me find them, Johnny.

She got up and shook herself. Her tousled hair sprang back into shape like untangling springs.

I cant walk, but I can dance, said Liz.

They danced across shining acres until Liz heard the rattle of ice in cocktail shakers and the chime of glasses jingling on a tray.

You cant dance, but maybe you can walk, said Liz. Try to find that sound and bring me some of it. I dont mean the music, sweet.

He helped her toward the bartenders. He did not trouble about her because he knew that young Liz Baker already was beyond doctors care.

Is this a silver dress Im wearing, or am I frosted? she asked.

Thats a silver dress youre wearing, said Kildare.

If I had something green in my hair, Id look like a mint julep, but thats not the way I feel. Theres more mint than there is julep about me, honey, if that means anything. Bartender, does that mean anything?

That means a whole heap, said the bartender. If you were to take and lay down with a lump of ice on the back of your neck, youd feel a lot more like a mint julep than you do now. Heres some mint for her, said the bartender, offering a green bit of it to Kildare.

Thats right, give him that sprig of mint, said Liz. Thats what he needs when he dances. Theres no sprig in him. Does that hurt your feelings, darling? Does it hurt him, bartender?

You cant tell about a thinking man, suggested the bartender.

Why should he think? Why should he be as mean as all that? asked Liz Baker. Listen, Johnny, why do you want to go around, thinking all over the place? Honey, I dont need you any more. I dont need anyone when Im this close to the cracked ice. Hey — somebody come and take Johnny. You dont have to pay. Ill give him away.

Kildare drifted off. The rooms were filling. An endless chain of servants began to serve dinner from a great buffet. Alternate trays of drinks and food journeyed through the apartment. He found Wendell and said: Im sorry that I couldnt handle Liz Baker.

What do you mean you couldnt handle her? Youre wonderful, declared the host. Liz has to drop some place, and its best to have her over there near the service entrance...Wheres your drink?

He dodged a drink. As a matter of fact it was easy for him to do as he pleased in such a crowd, so he kept drifting, passing into little pools and shallows of conversation now and then, and then moving on again so that he could keep Nancy Messenger in sight. She obviously was different from these people, and as she wandered about with an air of abstraction and a vague smile that kept them at arms length, they seemed glad to have her, but hardly to know what to do about her. It was equally obvious that for mysterious reasons she was glad to be in the place. Then, just after eleven, she almost disappeared from him in the midst of a group who were leaving. He managed to get into the elevator with them.

I didnt know it was time to go, he said to Nancy.

It isnt, answered Nancy. Its never time to go, unless you want to. Youre not going to have me on your conscience, are you?

Then she forgot him again. They went to a night club, and on the way Nancy, with her usual indifference, introduced him only to one member of the group, a Charlotte Fothergill who was plump and pretty and equipped with an inextinguishable smile.

Charlotte, this is a son of a friend of my fathers. He comes from out West, said Nancy. Shes a great horsewoman, John.

Those great big ranches out West are wonderful, said Charlotte. How many hundred square miles are there in your ranch, Mr. Stevens?

I havent a ranch, said Kildare.

I mean, the kind they have down in Texas, said Charlotte Fothergill. You ride for days and days and get lost. How many times have you been lost on your ranch, Johnny?

I havent a ranch, said Kildare.

I mean, not really lost, but not knowing where you are, said Charlotte. I was lost in a department store once. I had to buy my way out of the lingerie department, and before I got clear I had enough to last me the rest of my life. And then the styles all changed and there I was. It was frightful...Dingie, heres a man after your own heart, with a thousand square miles of ranch down in Texas. Johnny, this is Hugh Dingwell. Dingie has a place down in the Tennessee Valley Authority, but he goes in for Grand Rapids furniture and thats a pity, dont you think?

Charlotte is just a little twisted, said Dingwell, who was a tall young man with a pinched face and nervous lips. I have a place down in Tennessee and most of my horses are out of the Rapidan line. You know — Rapidan, who got Rapid Waters, who got Rap Me — but what are you breeding in the way of horseflesh on your ranch?

I havent a ranch, said Kildare.

I know you fellows, said Dingwell. Anything less than a hundred thousand acres doesnt count. I know a lot of fellows out Texas way that use the Irish Boy strain. If theyre not big enough to race, theyre big enough for polo, so there you are, and you cant lose. Missionary came from out there. You know Missionary, dont you?

I never heard of him, said Kildare.

Dingwell laughed, but it was easy to see that he was hurt.

Light in the forehand, I grant you that, and some of his get let you down beyond a mile. But I wouldnt say that Id never heard of Missionary. They broke his back with weight in the Belmont or you know what would have happened. And then he got Salvation out of Jingle Bells, and you cant laugh off Salvation, can you? Jacqueline, heres a fellow who owns half of Texas, and he wouldnt have Missionary blood on his place. Not for a gift, he wouldnt.

Jacqueline turned her head slowly and looked Kildare up and down.

How naïve! she said. What would you use? Domingo, perhaps?

Why not Domingo? asked Dingwell. Look at Dominic and Do-Re-Mi, both chuck a block with Domingo blood.

Domingo horses are front runners and nothing else, said Jacqueline with decision. The dirty dogs drop dead in the stretch if anything comes up and looks them in the eye. Uncle Tom, I want you to talk to John Stevens here; he has a million acres of Texas all full of that lousy Domingo strain...

This chatter continued from the automobile into the night club, until the Fothergill girl said: Nancy, whatever made you sell that mare of yours? Distinction, wasnt that her name? What did you go and sell that mare for last month? I thought you were sure crazy about that little old chestnut jumper.

The whole group of these horsey people turned on Nancy with voluble questions, and Kildare saw that she was badly hurt. A signal from her brought them out dancing together, and as they danced she said: Ive got to get away. This talk about horses, horses, is driving me crazy. Get me away from them, John?

They slipped away during an act of the floor show that came on.

Are we stopping or going on? she asked.

I wish we were never stopping, said Kildare. I mean, I hate to see things stop.

She looked with a sudden flash of interest at him — and they went on. Wherever they went somebody knew her, a party seemed ready to engulf her, yet she never seemed fully aware of what was going on around her. She drank little, danced a great deal, and in her face there appeared, it seemed to Kildare, greater and greater apprehension, as though she were approaching some invisible danger. At four oclock, when the wheels that made New York travel by night all stop, Nancy Messenger bought the whole orchestra for triple pay and took it with a dozen of the last guests at the night club to a little apartment belonging to one of these new friends. There the party started all over again with a whoop, but the enthusiasm could not last. Dancing weariness and alcoholic fatigue began to reduce them to sleep by five-thirty. At six the party crumbled away to nothing and left Kildare with Nancy in the limousine which the chauffeur with the black streak of moustache was driving. She had been working hard up to the very moment when the party fell to pieces, like a driver whipping on tired horses, but she could not keep that group awake. Now she sat back with her eyes closed, apparently exhausted, but still he noted a certain tremulous tension about her lips.

Tell me where to take you, said the girl, without opening her eyes. Where are you staying?

I suppose I have to be dropped somewhere, agreed Kildare. I dont suppose we just could drive on for a while.

He had his elbows on his knees and stared straight ahead, but he could feel the girl wake up beside him.

We can have a spin through the Park, if you want, he said.

Thats better than nothing, nodded Kildare. Lets do that.

So the car was turned up Fifth Avenue and then in at the Sixtieth Street entrance.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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HE KNEW THAT before the single round of the Park had been completed he must do his work with the girl. If he failed to hold her now, she was gone through his fingers. Still he could not find a good approach. In the hospital things were not like this. Patients had to answer questions there, but even a single interrogation probably would close the lips of Nancy for the rest of the night. When he tried to think his way forward, he found his train of thought dissipating among the clouds of frosty trees that swept away behind them, left and right; when he searched for words, the hollow of his brain was filled by the rushing noise of the tyres over the wet pavement, like a high wind. They continually were slowing for a red light, gathering soft way again when the green appeared. They were up by the reservoir and still the silence held Kildare. Ahead of them he saw a big yellow street lamp like a rising moon or a sun through heavy mist.

The long nights, said Kildare. Now — if that were the sun coming up — you know? He glanced nervously toward her and found that she was appraising him with a coldly curious eye. She was interested, but from a great distance. However, he had struck out a line and for lack of a better he stuck to it.

I thought it would be worse than this, though, said Kildare. I mean, about two oclock it looked to me as though the party were going smash.

Well, would that have been such a great disaster? he asked.

No, not to you, of course, said Kildare. He reached into his memory of certain cases and found phrases ready-made at his hand. You dont know anything about the emptiness that spins like a wheel, do you?

Emptiness — spins? she repeated. She sat up and looked at him.

I dont want to talk about it. Its horrible, said Kildare. But I mean — the darkness whistling — Im not making any sense, am I?

I dont mind listening, she told him.

Youd mind if I told you more about it, though, went on Kildare. The room youve been living in all day, happily enough — youve never had that room turn into a coffin when the night comes, have you? A sudden movement of her head told him that he had caught her full attention at last, but she was silent. He leaned back and put a hand over his face. In this way he covered his smile of triumph, but also he felt like a sneak-thief. He said: The right sort of people go to bed at a decent time, and they never stir until the daylight comes. But there are other people whod rather have a hangman fit a noose around their neck than be alone at night. — Do you mind me talking?

When she spoke to him now, there was a softening of her voice that gave a new quality to the whole night.

Does it help you to talk about it? she asked. Im glad to listen.

May I? asked Kildare with a pretended eagerness. Sometimes talking about it — if only one can find the right person — makes the whole business seem as childish as Mother Goose. It is childish, isnt it?

Fear of the dark? she asked.

You dont know anything about it, declared Kildare, rousing himself to a greater fervour. I can tell the people who never have any trouble about the night. They have clean, clear eyes like yours. Theyve never gone to sleep and dreamed that they were buried alive. Theyve never had a dream like that. Shall I tell you what its like?

Yes — tell me, she said. He could feel her tension. It was like having a fish on a line.

There are twenty different kinds, said Kildare. One of them is like this: Youre lying down on a smooth green lawn stretched out under a tree that makes a sort of a green heaven over you. The blue of the sky filters down through the branches till you know that youre asleep. Its the sort of a sleep that children have, perfect unconsciousness and a sense of being carried along toward happiness. Theres a bit of a wind blowing, and after a while it drifts over the grass a ripple of sand, a harmless little ripple of sand. It rolls up; it breaks and barely tickles your skin. Another ripple comes with the wind. The sand fits cool and snug under your cheek. More ripples build the sand higher and higher around your face...You cant move, you know. The sleep has bound you down like cold irons. You cant stir, and the sand is up to your lips now. If you dare to open your mouth, it will pour down your throat. It reaches your nostrils. All at once — my God, youre breathing the sand into your lungs! All the clean air with life in it is gone from the world!

Dont go on! Stop! whispered Nancy.

He pretended not to hear, continuing as though horribly entranced. Then you wake up. The darkness is like the sand. It stifles your lungs. A scream builds up high in your throat. You snap on the light and you see your own room there about you — your clothes on a chair perhaps, and your book on the table and everything as familiar as a painting. Thats it. Its only a painting. Its all dead, and youre dead with it and in it. Youll never get outside that frame into the living world where the air can be breathed. If youre lucky, maybe you dont scream, but you jump out of the bed and run to the window. You fall on your knees and lean out in the night. You tell yourself that its only a dream. But the horror wont leave, and your heart is going crazy. You gasp and bite at the air. Theres no taste of life in it. The whole world is darkness or else a few little funeral lights along the street to show you its a city of the dead with nothing but the black of the night to breathe...

I cant stand it! cried Nancy.

He got out a handkerchief and dragged it across his forehead. He scrubbed the wet from his face, up and down, as one poor devil always had done in the hospital.

I shouldnt have talked about it, said Kildare huskily. Its like a ghost story, and itll give you the horrors. Only — I want you to understand what it means — to some of us — to be alone at night and to fall asleep in the dark and wake up throttled by the blackness. Are you going to forgive me for telling you all this?

Forgive you? said the girl. Dont you see? Thats what sleep means to me!

He had expected to be triumphant if he caught her in his trap, but all that he felt was a stroke of profound pity.

Dyou mean that you have been that way? he said, as though surprised.

Why else was I herding around with swine tonight? Johnny, if you look at me I know that you can see the horror in my eyes. I can feel them like shadows of apes here in the corners of my brain.

He looked straight into the staring of her eyes. She needed comforting, like a child, but that could not be his role. He had to diagnose before he could cure.

I know, said Kildare.

Is there the same feeling in you, Johnny?

Its exactly the same, he said.

Then Im not going crazy? It cant be insanity if two of us have the same imaginings?

Of course it cant, said Kildare.

Sometimes even having people in the room doesnt help, does it? she went on.

Not a bit.

Theyre like ghosts, not flesh and blood. Theres a dreadful graveyard sense of darkness and decay and horrible death...

Her voice had not grown louder, but her face looked like screaming. Kildare put an arm around her. She pushed at him with her hands.

You get that jitter out of you, he said.

Itll never go; itll never leave me, said Nancy Messenger. Its going to throttle me some night; its going to drive me out the window into the street; its going to kill me, Johnny.

It cant do that now, said Kildare. Weve found one another. We can put up a fight together because we understand.

Could I call you when things get bad?

Day or night.

And you wont mind?

Mind? Ill be going through the same thing probably.

If weve got each other, Johnny, we can fight off the horrors, cant we?...Poor Johnny, poor boy! What was it that started the dreadfulness in you? But I mustnt ask.

Why not? he demanded, trying to keep the eagerness out of his voice, for he saw that he was on the verge of making the great discovery. Ill tell you all about what started it in me.

She shook her head violently, her eyes closed to keep out the very thought.

No, well never ask questions, she insisted. Then therell never have to be any horrible answering.

He saw that it would be foolish to keep on; but there was a silent groan in his throat when he realised how close he had come to the secret.

Look — over there to the right!

I see them — those black clouds, you mean? she said. She held close to Kildare as though she hardly dared to face a moment in the world without him.

Of course theyre black because the sun is rising behind them, Nancy. The days beginning, and we can put this one night behind us.

Her head dropped back against his shoulder.

Youll stay with me, Johnny, will you?

Yes, he promised.

You wont let them take you away from New York?

Im going to stay here where I can find you when things go black for me.

Youll stay with me, Johnny, till the end? Promise me, promise me! It wont be long. Im going to finish it all; but promise me to stay till the end?


CHAPTER EIGHT
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KILDARE WAKENED FROM a dream of sinful delay and mountainous defeat. His eyes refused to recognise the big four-poster in which he lay. He felt for an instant as though some reshuffling of time had dealt him into a far-off country. The tall figure in the doorway with the white, close-clipped beard and moustache was a perfect part of the illusion of the past for an instant, then he was sitting up and saying good morning to Paul Messenger.

Go back to sleep, said Messenger, smiling. Doctor Carew has been on the telephone with me from the hospital to say that a certain Gillespie has been asking for you; and Ive told Carew that youre not to be disturbed. Ive only looked in on you to tell you that everything is all right. Go back to sleep and get your rest.

The sleep which was stagnating his brain gradually cleared away. From the speech of Paul Messenger he retained one singular phrase: a certain Gillespie.

Have you never heard of Dr. Leonard Gillespie? he asked, bewildered.

No, said Messenger, but Ive seen Nancy, and Ive heard enough from her to realise that the Chanlers were right and that you are the man for this work. She speaks of you with real affection, Kildare. She talks almost as though you were a brother.

He came toward the bed, smiling. I began to think that no one in the world ever could win her confidence. Herron failed; I failed; but you have the special talent. Youre already inside her mind, and I know that youll get at the root of everything thats wrong.

The comprehension of Kildare fumbled at these words and made nothing of them. There was only one prime consideration: Gillespie was calling for him, and he was not at hand.

Will you tell me the time, please? he asked.

Its only ten; youve hardly begun to sleep, answered Messenger.

Kildare stumbled out of the bed and stood up in blue pyjamas much too large for him.

I should have been there at least an hour ago! he exclaimed.

My dear fellow, forget the hospital, said Messenger. Ill make everything perfectly all right for you there.

Nobody can make things all right for me there. Gillespie — but you havent even heard of him?

One of Carews subordinates? asked Messenger only mildly interested.

Subordinate? echoed Kildare. If you piled ten Carews and ten hospitals one on top of the other you wouldnt have what Gillespie means. And hell raise the devil with me for being off duty.

He tossed off the pyjamas and started reaching for his clothes.

I dont understand this, said Messenger. No matter what the hospital may be, it performs certain services for certain considerations. Ill give them such considerations in return for your time that everyone will be happy. Let me do the worrying about that, please!

Kildare was jamming himself into his clothes. He panted out the words: Cant you understand? Gillespie — but youve never heard of him?

Messenger said, a little sternly because he felt that too much time was being given to a mere detail: Whatever Doctor Gillespie may be, he is a man who serves society and receives compensation for his services. That is axiomatic in the life of every man except saints, and saints are a little out of date, arent they?

As he thought of how completely all axioms were worthless in a definition of Gillespie, Kildare made a gesture of surrender. He said: Gillespie never took a penny in his life. Hed rather give the world one specific cure than have a whole mountain of gold.

Kildare was sitting down now rapidly lacing his shoes. Messenger had lost some of his surety.

I almost take it that youd walk out of this case if Gillespie whistled you back, he suggested.

Kildare, whipping on a necktie and knotting it, answered: Hes the master, and Im the apprentice. Of course I come when he whistles.

Do I take it that you look forward with pleasant expectation to a penniless life like his? asked Messenger.

If I could steal a quarter of what he knows, what would money mean? demanded Kildare, astonished in his turn.

He brushed his fingers through his hair and brought it into rough order. Without a glance at a mirror to check details he was ready to go. For an instant they stared at one another across a distance immeasurably great. Messenger, stricken by the new idea, said suddenly: If I cant buy help from you people, can I beg it? That seems the only thing to do!

Ill tell you what I know, what I guess, and what I advise you to do, said Kildare, pulling a thick wad of money from his pocket. By the way, heres whats left of what you gave me last night.

Damn the money, snapped Messenger. In your world, it seems that damning is all that moneys good for. Keep the change, will you? What I gave you was nothing.

Interns cant accept pay, answered Kildare a little impatiently.

The reluctant hand of Messenger accepted the bills.

Kildare went on: Nancy is the victim of an acute hysteria that takes its form in fear of the night and of being alone. Thats what I know definitely. There is something in her mind so horrible that she cant think or speak about it. Thats all I know. My guess is that the source of her fear is not in you or Herron. She leaves the house to avoid loneliness. Her dread, I think, is of something in the future. What I advise is that you get the finest psychiatrist and let him work out the problem. In the meantime, let her have her way in everything and be as patient as you can.

Kildare, if you knew Nancy better you would understand that shell never submit to a doctors care.

Its a difficulty, agreed Kildare. But a psychiatrist could be introduced as a friend in the house, as I was.

He would be someone of name and established reputation. If Nancy didnt recognise him, one of her friends would be sure to. Great scientists are not great actors. Besides, the touch of a middle-aged practitioner would be too heavy and clumsy, probably. Shes built a wall that shuts out the rest of the world. By the grace of God and your own devices youve managed to get inside that wall. Im afraid that nobody else on earth can do that, and now you tell me that youre leaving us in the lurch!

Kildare thought back to the staring eyes of Nancy. He had to take a great breath to maintain his resolute purpose.

Im sorry about her, he said, but I cant stay. The face of Messenger glistened with a fine perspiration. He kept a hard hold on himself.

Let me ask another question, he said. Kildare, dont you feel that with a bit of time you might be able to get at the root of her trouble?

I feel that I might, with luck.

And dont you feel that theres need for haste?

Kildare was silent.

I mean, went on Messenger, wont you agree that in her present state of mind she easily might become desparate?

Yes, said Kildare reluctantly.

And if she becomes desperate, she would be capable of almost any action?

Yes, said Kildare.

A silence grew up in the room like a field of high electric tension.

At last Kildare said: Doctor Gillespie is working now at an experiment that may save thousands of lives. He needs me. I cant imagine anything in the world that would induce him to let me go.

Nevertheless, said Messenger, Ill see what can be done to provide the inducement.

He went out of the room with Kildare and down the stairs beside him. When they came to the front door, they shook hands.

I know part of the hard thoughts youre thinking, said Kildare. And if it werent that Im bound to Gillespie, Id give anything I know to help Nancy. She means a lot to me.

I believe you, said Messenger solemnly. I have no hard thoughts. Every man has his own conception of his duty to others and to himself, but I feel that I shall have you back here on her case before another day has come round.

Out on the street Kildare found a gusty wind and rain that iced the pavement, but it seemed pleasant weather compared with the unhappiness which he had left behind him. From the corner he looked back at the succession of dignified façades standing shoulder to shoulder with insuperable dignity, each as like the other as so many tall brothers. He turned from them hastily, for the thought of Nancy Messenger came suddenly like a sweet ghost and let the cold of the morning breathe into him.


CHAPTER NINE
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WHEN HE GOT to the hospital, he raced to his room and hurried into whites. The brazen voice of the loudspeaker was roaring, before he had laced his shoes: Calling Doctor Kildare; report at Doctor Carews office. Calling Doctor Kildare; report at Doctor Carews office. Calling Doctor Kildare...

He was out in the corridor with the third repetition still resounding in the room behind him and went at once to the head of the hospital. Carew, biting off the end of a cigar, recognised him with a grunt and a nod as though he were a very distasteful sight. The superintendent, instead of addressing Kildare, preferred to give his attention to the grey mist beyond the windows through which the towers of Manhattan were lifting to an unhappy height.

Ive just had two or three million dollars on the telephone, he said, letting the smoke issue with his speaking breath and so curl up into his grim face. Two or three million hospital dollars; enough to bring this old institution to life; enough to put hundreds of new beds into the service of the poor...I suppose you know what Im talking about?

Mr. Messenger? suggested Kildare.

Well, said Carew, I dont expect the future of the hospital to mean much to you, but I wonder if youve thought clearly of all this from your own personal angle? You know that a doctor with clients like the Messengers is bound to get all that money can buy?

Im not thinking of that, said Kildare, but if Doctor Gillespie could be persuaded to let me go for a short time, I think I could help Nancy Messenger.

Bah! said Carew. He cant be persuaded. I wouldnt be fool enough to try persuasion. But you could make yourself a free agent, young Doctor Kildare.

And give up the work with Doctor Gillespie?

And what does that mean? He says you have talent. Very well. And hes willing to teach you. Very well. But the finest memory in the world and the best teaching may not make you another Gillespie...

Im not fool enough to hope to be another Gillespie, said Kildare.

You hope to be at least half of him. Is that enough for you? Well, its your own business, snapped Carew. Glory is more than gold, eh? Mind you, I wouldnt usually tempt you away from the strait and narrow...But Ive already wasted too much time on a hopeless case. Good day, my very young friend.

So, with a great door closed upon opportunity, Kildare hurried down to the familiar offices of Gillespie. He found Nurse Cavendish putting things in order while the sea-lion roar of Gillespie resounded vaguely from the adjoining room.

Are things bad, Molly? he asked.

How can they ever be good with him when you stay away and let him work all night? demanded the Cavendish savagely. How can they ever be good when theres only a small bit of life left to him and he pours it out like water on you?

On me? echoed Kildare.

What else is he doing but giving half of his time and strength to the teaching of you? exclaimed Molly Cavendish.

Its true, agreed Kildare. The nature of that truth took the breath suddenly and cruelly out of him. Hes wasting himself on me — and on the experiment.

Damn the experiment, said Molly. Hed never have grown curious about the meningitis in the first place except you began asking questions that excited him. What would a young man do but make an old man ambitious, anyway? She concluded in a growl: It was a sad day...It was a sad day for him when he met...

She did not need to complete the gloomy sentence; Kildare understood the implication perfectly. For that matter, it was not the first time that Molly had showed her ugly temper to him and he had forgiven her because of that deathless devotion which she had offered, for so many years, to the great Gillespie. The rest of the world praised him, but only the Cavendish served him night or day.

Didnt he sleep last night? asked Kildare.

How would he sleep, cried Molly, when things began to go wrong with the damned white mice, and you werent here to help with them? Theres no one else whose hands he trusts, and you know it. How would he have a chance when you go off gadding and leave the poor man alone?

Kildare slowly turned the knob of the inner door and pushed it open in time to hear Gillespie shout: Not file 117D; file 117T is what I want, if youll open your ears and try to hear what I say to you!

Mary Lamont, on her knees beside a great drawer jammed full of cards five by eight which contained the complicated records of the experiment, flashed up at Kildare a wild look from a haggard face. If there had been no sleep for Gillespie, it was plain that there had been none for her.

Gillespie was roaring: Hurry, hurry! Its passing the time now for the new injection and how in Gods name can we vary the compound if the record of the old one isnt at hand?

Its here in the drawer, said Kildare, pulling one open. These cards dont go into the files.

He had it out.

Ah, its you, at last, is it? cried Gillespie. Give me the card. Isnt it almost time for the injection, Jimmy?

The weariness of the old man was so great that his head wavered a little from side to side as he spoke. He was trying to keep up his strength with the heat of his own temper and having a bad time of it. An ugly blue tint was in his face. His lips were a dull purple. Kildares frightened eye took heed of these details.

Its not time for the injection, said Kildare. The time has gone by. Its three hours too late. I warned you before I left, sir.

Did you? Did you warn me about them? said Gillespie, his head falling back against the top of the wheel chair and his eyes closing. This infernal brain of mine is full of fuzz and wont work...How long will it take us to bring another batch of them around to the same point?

Four days, sir, said Kildare.

Four days? Four days lost? echoed Gillespie. Then lets get at it at once — but my God, the pity of it, Jimmy! Why werent you here with me, boy?...Four beautiful days lost...

He had not opened his eyes as he spoke, and now his head fell suddenly over toward his shoulder. Kildare did not have to pause to take a pulse or make the slightest further examination. He knew every detail of that rugged face with such a perfect intimacy that the slightest alteration was diagnostic to him.

He called to Mary for adrenalin and pushed the wheel chair into the next room toward the couch. Molly Cavendish hurried to Gillespie in silence. She did not need explanations or orders. Her eyes were deadly with hatred and accusation as she looked from her great master to Kildare. Then she was gathering up the loose body at the knees while Kildare lifted the torso. They laid him flat on the couch. Every moment the blue shadow deepened in his face as the life drained away. No one spoke. The nurses, with a windy whispering of their skirts, moved about him to anticipate his orders. Molly brought the alcohol to cleanse a spot for the needle; Mary Lamont offered the hypodermic syringe.

Kildare made the injection. Then with his eyes on the face of Gillespie and his finger on the pulse, he waited, counting the weak, shallow inhalations of breath and the senseless flutter of the heartbeat. Mary Lamont had opened the window. The entering wind caught at a loose paper on the desk so that it started rattling with the vibration of a snare-drum in the distance. A second injection was prepared in the syringe, but Kildare reserved it. Life was as dim in Gillespie as a fish motionless against a muddy stream.

Over the rattling of the paper on the desk he heard Mary Lamont whisper: Will he live, Molly? Hes got to live!

The more audible murmur of the older nurse answered: It dont matter. The leech that sucks the life out of him will still be working.

Hush, Molly!

Hell be as hushed as a stone before many days. The whispers died out, but the words kept on living in Kildare. He resaw the story of his days with Gillespie, and the truth of Mollys accusation yawned at him like a cannons mouth. It was he who drew out the strength from Gillespie — he and the experiment.

The blue in Gillespies face was altering now to grey. A vague flush of life commenced to shine again faintly, like dawn through a heavy fog. The respirations grew deeper; some order came into the riot of the heart. Kildare held the cold, bony hand of the old man, and in that quiet moment as he waited he made his resolution. It meant so much that the spirit sickened in him, as though part of his life were passing from his body back into that of Gillespie.

Four days... said Gillespie, without opening his eyes.

Well make them up, answered Kildare.

Weve got to hurry, said Gillespie. Were behind...Jimmy — take care — everything. A moment later his grey lips parted in deeper breathing as he slept. Kildare, with a stethoscope, listened for a long time to the fluctuating, uncertain heartbeat, a foolish engine for a ship of such importance.

He stood up and found one leg numb from kneeling so long beside the couch. Mary Lamont smiled at him as though he had brought back the dead to life, but old Molly Cavendish scowled down at the sleeper and gave Kildare not a single glance. The Cavendish was right. Now he kept asking himself if Gillespie would attempt to carry on the experiment single-handed if Kildare left him, or if he would abandon the whole enterprise.

He had to be alone to think things out, so he went back to his room, but found Collins sprawling there as usual. He turned to go out again.

Wait a minute, called Collins.

Wearily Kildare faced him.

Whats wrong? asked Collins. Whos got a knife in you now?

Shut up, Tom, said Kildare. Everything is all right.

Not by the look of you. You take everything the hard way. Want to be alone here?

It doesnt matter, said Kildare. I keep hoping that I havent made up my mind, but I suppose I have.

Made up your mind to what? You need a transfusion, said Collins. You need a shot of happy blood without so many red corpuscles in it. Why not do things the easy way for once in your life?

The easy way? said Kildare. Thats right. Thats what Im going to do — right now. He managed to laugh a little.

You sound like the ghost in Hamlet, stated Collins. Tell me whats wrong.

But Kildare was gone. He went up to Carew and was able to see him at once.

Ive changed my mind, said Kildare. Ill take the Messenger case.

Carew, to his surprise, showed more curiosity than pleasure.

Not because I tempted you, I hope. Youve got permission from Gillespie to take time off? he asked. No, said Kildare.

You realise that it may mean a complete break between you and the great man?

I realise that.

Carew, pursing his lips, looked into his own thoughts I suppose I understand, he said. You got a taste of comfort and soft living in the Messenger house and after that the hospital regime looked as long and dry as a desert. And yet you know, Kildare, that there is always that long chance — Gillespie might make a great man of you. Youre going to risk that?

It seems that I am, answered Kildare dryly.

Ah! murmured Carew. Well, Gillespies hope about you goes where most dreams go — into the garbage can or out the window into the gutter...Ill get in touch with Messenger at once. Hell be very pleased, I dare say...And after all, this may turn out to be a great thing for the hospital — a great thing for your own future. Im almost glad that youve turned out to be a practical fellow, Kildare.

He picked up the telephone as he spoke, turning his head quickly away. Even Carew despised him for his decision. And when the news of it went abroad, what would the others say who had watched with envy and astonishment as Kildare climbed by the hard, straight road toward the top of the medical ladder? But facing them was nothing compared with telling Gillespie.

Half an hour later he was bewildered to find that the old man was already back in his wheel chair, intent upon the entangled problems of his experiment, shouting orders once more at Mary Lamont. Cant I turn my back, cant I blink my eyes and lie down for a moment without having you slip out of my sight? he exclaimed when he saw Kildare. Lamont, get some more Petri dishes and put the agar in them.

Id like to speak to you alone for a moment, said Kildare.

Dont be secretive, Jimmy, advised Gillespie. Theres mighty little reason for whispering in this world, and when you get to my age youll understand it...But go on and leave us alone, Lamont.

She already was out of the room.

If youre going to talk about the little dizzy spell I had, said Gillespie, I wont hear a word of it.

Its not that. Its other things that will go wrong with you, replied Kildare. Youve only a certain amount of strength, and it cant be replenished in you as it can in younger people.

Gillespie made a brutally terse summing-up. He said: Ill do the addition for you. Im old. Theres a melanoma eating my body away. I have only a few months to live. And I ought to conserve the oil in the lamp so that it will cast a light as long as possible. Right?

Thats my idea, sir, agreed Kildare.

Youre wrong then, exclaimed Gillespie. If theres something worth burning for, let all the oil be consumed to make one big flash. It might be a signal that will be seen across a whole ocean of time. If you look back through the centuries, Jimmy, you cant see the little dim souls that keep falling into oblivion like leaves from trees. You see only the creatures that burned as they lived; you see them by their own light, and time cant exhaust it. Its like the difference between peace and war. In peacetime little happens. In war the trained soldier goes out with his life in his hand and throws it away like a gambling fool. One in a million receives glory in exchange. And were soldiers in a war, Jimmy. The enemy is ignorance. Ignorance is the dark. And any man who can throw a light is a fool if hes not willing to die to do it. So were going to rush on with the experiment. What if I pass out while Im working? The great attempt is nine-tenths of accomplishment. And if Im a bit reckless with the little I have left to spend, why, I always have that young Dr. Kildare to complete what Ive started.

He laughed aloud and struck his hands together.

They can beat us one by one, Jimmy, but they cant beat us when we hold fast together.

The thing had to be said, and Kildare said it slowly. The words had a strange taste in his throat.

The point is that I wont be here — at least for a time. Ive told Doctor Carew that he can assign me out on the Messenger case...

Youve told him what? Youve told him what? shouted Gillespie. What sort of infernal nonsense is this anyway? You know perfectly well that I cant have you assigned out when were in the middle of the experiment. Id as soon have no assistant at all as a will-o-the-wisp whos here today and gone tomorrow and never to be counted on!

Im sorry, answered Kildare.

To the devil with your sorrow! cried Gillespie. His voice changed to a quieter tone that took the breath out of Kildare. Its not possible that youre thinking of walking out on me!

Kildare looked away from his old preceptor and through the window toward the rain that slanted down in a fine sweep of brilliance borrowed from the shining west. In comparison, the interior of the office was lost in a twilight. So are all our hours and our days until some touch of genius lights them. He remembered what Gillespie had said of the dim souls who are lost by millions in the fog of time. He would be one of them, no doubt, if he lost his opportunity of borrowing light from this great man.

But he found himself repeating the lesson of Carew: It seems to me that a man ought to have a chance to live — I mean, Id like to get some taste out of life before Im an old man.

I dont believe it! exclaimed Gillespie.

Its true, lied Kildare. From the time I was a small youngster, Ive had a tough time of it. Now I see my way clear to get into the long green and I want some of it.

Are you drunk? demanded Gillespie harshly.

No, sir. Im simply seeing some of the realities. Im just a little tired of the life Ive been leading.

Am I a fool? barked Gillespie.

Certainly not, sir.

Did I pick you out as my assistant?

Yes, sir.

After twenty-five years of searching to find some brain that might be worth the teaching I could give it, did I select you from all the thousands?

It was a great honour, said Kildare.

And now, after Ive tried you and tested you and hammered you for flaws and tested you with acids and found you the true metal — after all these tests, do you dare to tell me that Im wrong? Do you have the impertinence to suggest that Ive taken, not a thoroughbred who loves the hard going, but a cold-blooded, common rascal who prefers to have his beer and beef like a swine at a trough?

Kildare was silent. A weight he could not support was bending his head. He wanted to shout out suddenly that nothing but Gillespies own good was a strong enough force to take him from the old mans side and their work, but he knew that this would merely be temporising. If it came to talk of such expedients, the clever Gillespie would be much too sharp for him. The break he was determined to make had to be accomplished with a knife-stroke, and the edge he used necessarily must be sharp.

Around us in this room, said Gillespie, extending his hands with a certain nobility, as though he were picking up the sorrows of the world and accepting the burden, there are the elements of a specific cure for which tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, millions of people eventually may thank James Kildare and Leonard Gillespie. They may owe their lives to us.

His voice changed wonderfully as he added: Jimmy, Jimmy, I know that youre young, and I know that all youth is tempted. But in the pinches, lean on me, talk to me. I can help you through the hard times.

Kildare could not lift his head. He could not speak. Gillespie said suddenly: Then get out and stay out!

Kildare got out, still dumb as a beast that has been kicked from a place where it is not wanted. Through a blur of pain he saw Mary Lamont looking at him with bewilderment and then with a queer alarm. A moment later the ring of Gillespie summoned her, and she went hastily in to the old man.

He lay far back in his chair with his head sunk on his chest.

He said at once, rather faintly: Be easy. Im not going to faint twice in one day. Damned indigestion and nothing else. You understand?

Yes, doctor.

Come over here where I can see you with the light in your face. Thats better. Lamont, you look like a pretty clean piece of goods to me. No lies and deceits in you, are there?

She was silent. Her troubled eyes dwelt on him with infinitely gentle consideration.

No lies and deceits even for the sake of that same young doctor for whom you keep your special look? Do you know what your special look is like, Lamont?

No, sir, she said. Then: Will you lie down, doctor? Your colour is not very — very good.

Isnt it? But Im well enough, Im so well that I could chew up tenpenny nails or drink molten lead. Thats how well I am. I think its very possible that I may have made a fool of myself about a person whos important to me. I may have wasted — not time — ah, that doesnt count! — but life, life, life! I may have wasted that. And to be a fool — to call yourself a fool — is to send yourself living into hell and to burn...Tell me, Lamont — do you love Kildare?

I think I do, she said.

Are you such a child that youre not sure?

Im not a child, she answered. But Im not sure.

Because the blockhead, the blind man, keeps on treating you like a sister?

She smiled for Gillespie again with enough pain in her eyes to keep him from pursuing the subject.

However, if you love him, it means that you know him. He has opened his mind and his heart even without knowing it, if you love him. Tell me, then: Is it possible that our young Kildare, the fellow without fear, the man who hangs on to his purposes like a bulldog — is it possible that our young Kildare is a fellow who would give up the great chance of his life for the sake of money and an easy berth?

Give up? breathed the girl. Give up this? Give up you? He never could do it! But...

A memory stopped her.

But...youd forgotten what he said or did on a certain day. And when you remember that, youre not so sure about his blind devotion. Is that correct? Lamont — tell me in a word! Could he do it?

She did not answer, for the memory of how Kildare had groaned under the rub of privation in the hospital began to grow larger and larger in her minds eye. She had the look of one who sees calamity approaching on wings and about to strike.

He could, said the old man softly. He could sell his soul for the damned, damned mess of pottage. Thats what you havent the heart to tell me.

There was enough grief in her to have brought tears to another woman, but she kept looking, dry-eyed, at her new conception of the man she loved. Gillespie, putting an arm around her, drew her close to his wheel-chair. He was about to say something that might act as a small comfort to her, but the words stuck suddenly in his throat so that for a moment the two of them were silent, looking into emptiness and seeing the same image.

Kildare, back in his room, packed the necessary clothes in one suitcase and, when he finished, there was very little left in his closet. If he put together in a heap all his possessions in the world, a single trunk, and a small one at that, would hold them all. A few years from now, if he followed the way that was opening before him, this would not be true. He would have his automobile, his country club for golf and tennis, his fishing tackle and guns, his clothes for all occasions. Instead of a drunken ambulance driver, a bartender, Mary Lamont and the great Gillespie, he would have a thousand acquaintances; he would have a ready smile, a warm handshake, and a fat-faced emptiness of mind.

In a crisis most men soften, but a few turn grim. Kildare was as hard as a rock when he stared out of the hospital, yet an uncontrollable force diverted him to the Gillespie offices before he left. When he found that the internist was in another part of the hospital, he went straight to the inner office which was being used as their laboratory. Mary Lamont was there, tidying up with busy hands. She looked at him with a sudden flash of expectancy.

Doctor Gillespie is gone, but only for a moment. Hell be right back, she said.

I dont need to see him, said Kildare. And perhaps you can find something to do in the front office?

Yes, doctor, she said. The bright hope had gone from her. Leaving the room, her head was bent to that angle which we hope will hide the tears in our eyes. Kildare was left alone looking out the window at the blue dusk with the rain streaking down through it and rattling softly on the glass like the noise of far-off drums. The metaphor grew in his mind. All the honest men of the world were continually marching to battle, but he was giving up the fight.

He realised that he had come to the laboratory with no definite purpose, but found himself a moment later with a cage of the white mice in his hands. Their bright little eyes twinkled up at him through the shadow. They were most obscure moments of existence, these tiny creatures, but considering the purpose they were serving here, they were to Kildare as important as the stars in the sky. The pain became so great in him that his head pulled back and his eyes closed. All hope of the shining glory was shut away from him for ever.


CHAPTER TEN
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CHARLES HERRON HAD simple beliefs, and not many of them. He was moved by a deep loyalty to his family, his friends, his college, his country. People who have faith in a cause can give themselves to it with a calm deliberation, and Herron, because he did not examine comparative values, fought as hard for his football team as he would have fought for his country. As a lawyer he was worthless unless he trusted in the innocence of his client, but when he had faith in the justice of his cause, his solemn conviction warped judges to his side and was irresistible before a jury. He maintained about his life a wall which excluded the outer world, but those who managed to pass the gate were lords of all they surveyed. A nation composed of men like Herron would be given utterly to the pursuits of peace, but would be an overwhelming force in time of war. His faults were all of the mind and none of the heart. His interests were not many because he took nothing lightly. His touch was somewhat heavy because at times he lacked the ultimate and qualifying grace, a sense of humour. He insisted on putting all of his cards face up on the table, and he could not realise that most men and all women have only a vague interest in the truth. In Athens he would have been considered a blockhead; in Rome he would have been one of the first men of the state.

When he found Nancy Messenger stretched on a couch in her fathers library, it did not occur to Herron to look at her twice before he opened his mind; in fact he considered it treason to withhold his innermost thoughts from the people concerned. By way of preamble he merely said:

Its a surprise to find you here. I didnt know that you liked this room.

I dont, said Nancy, but I like the sun thats shining into it just now.

He observed, in fact, that the autumn sun was pouring upon her so that her white wrap dazzled his eyes. It was a very soft wool, a fluff of light weaving that shone like a cloud in the sky. Herron came around beside her. His huge shadow at once shut away two-thirds of the sunlight that had been streaming over her.

Thats one of the things I wanted to ask you about, he said. I mean, theres this queer passion you have for the sun lately.

Dont ask me about it, Charles, she said, her weary eyes closing. Everything that lives wants the sun.

Perhaps you were made for it, answered Herron. Theres something about you that shines, Nancy, and yet a shadow can come over it. Thats what I worry about a little. Just now I wish I had you in a gay place like Paris.

Paris isnt gay, said Nancy.

Really?

No. On the boulevards think of those horrible kiosks covered with advertisements.

So Paris isnt gay? Lets think about that for a moment.

Oh, but I wish I were there, though. Every English-speaking city is so horribly dull.

Why so dull, my dear?

Because they speak so much English in them, said Nancy, with classical logic. And then in Paris the day never ends. Life goes on there like a river to the sea. But over here everything is artificial. We have electric clocks to keep our consciences on edge. They tell us when to go to bed. Alarm clocks get us up in the morning. Everything is broken and chopped up. Theres no continuity. Its like rehearsing life and death every day. The whole world wakes up and buzzes and pretends to be alive; and then the whole world lies down and closes its eyes and is really dead!

She gripped her hands together hard.

You know, Nancy, youre a little nervous, said Herron. I think that a trip would be good for you.

Away from home? No, no! She shuddered at the thought of leaving.

Thats queer, said Herron. I thought youd like to get away.

Please dont! broke in Nancy. Please dont talk, darling.

He was, accordingly, perfectly silent, telling himself that women are not as men. Torn between the strength of logic and the strength of faith, there was something rather naïve and childish about the lawyer. Perhaps a chief reason for the girls love of him was her understanding of his need of her. In the middle of this thoughtful silence she startled him by saying: Charles!

Yes, dear?

Dont leave me.

Of course I wont — until I have to go back to the office.

Dont go to the office. Dont ever go back to it.

The absurdity of life without an office pleased a rare funny bone in Herron, and he laughed a little.

As he laughed, he was loving Nancy more than ever.

Tell me something, said Nancy.

Certainly, said Herron. What is it?

Oh, do I have to put the words in your mouth every time?

But, Nancy, of course I love you.

For ever?

For ever.

No, only until it comes time for you to go to sleep again, and then you forget as thoroughly as though you were dead.

Youre a bit nervous, said Herron, suddenly at sea and afraid of this trend of talk. Just now youre very nervous, Nancy. And that leads me back to the idea of home.

I hate ideas, said Nancy.

You dont mean that, said Herron softly. But the fact is that youve been spending so little time at home that I wonder if you care much about it.

Dont, Charles.

Ive hurt you and Im sorry. But isnt it obvious that youre needing a change? Thats why Im suggesting that we take a trip together.

We? echoed Nancy. Together?

Why not?

Ah, that would be heavenly, said Nancy.

Would it? Then we can be married right away.

No, no! cried Nancy.

Do you say no? Let me try to see whats in your mind when you say that.

Thank God you cant see whats in my ugly, ugly mind.

Ugly? Its the only perfect thing I know! Nancy, whats the matter? Two weeks ago you liked talking about our marriage. It was to be as soon as I could arrange for a little time off. Well, Ive arranged it now. We could get married tomorrow if you...

No — please! — Charles, I love you!

This perfect non sequitur struck Herron dumb. It appeared that Nancy loved him, and therefore she would not talk of marrying him! He had a sudden desire to be alone in his office among his books; but then he realised with a sudden shock that though he might search through all the books of wisdom in the law or outside of it, he never could find in print an explanation of Nancy Messenger. He was almost glad of an interruption, for here the door of the room opened and Paul Messenger came in with that new guest of the house, John Stevens, that rather pale and withdrawing young man who nevertheless, it appeared, had been tireless in his all-night excursion with Nancy. As the two men entered the room, John Stevens was speaking to Messenger, and at the sound of his voice Nancy opened her eyes and cried out happily. She was on her feet at once and hurrying across the room with both hands held out. She cried: Johnny, Johnny, Johnny, I thought youd left us for ever!

Herron never had seen her pour herself out on a man as she did on this comparative stranger. Stevens accepted the warmth of that greeting as though it were the most casual thing in the world. The embarrassed eye of Herron turned to Paul Messenger, but found him looking upon the pair and their greeting with an eye of unfathomable approval.

A moment before there had seemed in Nancy hardly strength enough to hold open her eyes; now she was happy, as busy, as gay as a singing bird. Presently she had her John Stevens in a chair by the window and was sitting opposite him with an air of delighted possession and triumph.

It was easy, shielded by the happy chatter of Nancy, for Herron to find sufficient privacy to say to Messenger: Long-lost cousin — or something like that, isnt he? Who is this Stevens fellow?

One of the best chaps in the world, said Messenger reassuringly.

Nancy seems to have no doubt about it, answered Herron, frowning.

Dont take the wrong tack, cautioned Messenger. Absolutely the most trustworthy lad in the world.

Its pretty clear that Nancy would agree to that, commented Herron. Well, Ill have to get back to the office. I want to talk with you, though.

Of course. Any time, said Messenger. Nancy, Charles has to go along.

Does he? she asked indifferently, but then as though realisation came to her at second hand, she rose from her chair and went across the room to her fiancé. Ill go down to the door with you, Charles, she said. And at the door she turned to call over her shoulder, But Im coming straight back, John!


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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SHE LIKES YOU — an amazing lot, considering shes known you such a short time. One would have thought when she went out with Herron just now, that she was leaving the best part of her thoughts behind her, with you, commented Messenger. You know, you havent told me how you managed to grow so close to Nancy.

I let her think that I have her own trouble — the same insomnia and the fear of the night. So now she wants to help me.

Ah, you have the devising mind that breaks down barriers and seems to make the whole world kin, commented Messenger, but I suppose that you know women. All the young fellows today do.

Kildare looked steadily at him.

Youre a little troubled, he said at last, with his own peculiar species of frankness, because Im to spend a good deal of time with Nancy.

Not at all, said Messenger, making a gesture that dismissed the suggestion.

Kildare shook his head. He insisted: You feel that manners come out of breeding, and breeding must be old and good. Youre an old family. I suppose that there was a Messenger with the Conqueror. Herron is an old family too, so hes all right with Nancy, but youd like to know more about me, wouldnt you?

Theres a hint of truth in what you say, answered Messenger, but not enough to make me say it. All of us are filled with prejudices, youll admit, but as long as we know theyre prejudices, they dont poison us. As for you, Kildare, Ive heard enough from the Chanlers...

Im the son of a poor country doctor, said Kildare. Somewhere our name goes back to a village in Limerick County in Ireland. Were not predominantly Irish, though. If we were, Id be enough proud of it, but were a hodge-podge of Irish and English and German and Scotch; there was an Italian great-grandmother somewhere; a French strain is in the blood too; and I think there was a dash of Russian not so far back. So you see, Im nothing in particular. My father is a very simple fellow; my mother is just the same sort. Were lower middle class. We dont know any fine people. Most of our friends dont keep a servant. None of us has travelled a step. People with big names embarrass us a little. They make us feel all thumbs and stupid, as though they were laughing at us. Im so far from the things you put a lot of value on that I dont even feel the worth of them. I wouldnt ask for a famous old name because I wouldnt know how to wear one.

He finished this long, quiet speech with a smile, but Messenger was very solemn in his answer. He said: Most of us have scrambled blood lines. Once that would have been considered a pity perhaps. But today we say people have cold blood or are thoroughbred, according to their performance. Shall we let it go at that?

There was nothing to do but let it go at that, yet Kildare was left with a strange sense of having stepped out and found no floor beneath his feet. He had extemporised a diagnosis of Paul Messengers state of mind and found with something of a shock that he actually had struck the bedrock of truth. So far as the rich man was concerned, Kildare was a sort of scientific servant of the house, an annoying necessity, and to be trusted perforce because there was no other way to use him. He could understand now the magnificent insouciance of Messenger and the calmness of his trust that, granted good blood to begin with, money would solve all the problems of life. It was simply that he considered the rest of the world an infinite step beneath him and his peers. To Kildare a man was what he seemed to be, and a good fellow until he was proved otherwise by the course of events; to Messenger, the study of several vanished generations was necessary first, and without that information about a mans background he never would be able to know him with satisfactory surety. It sickened Kildare a little and gave him a preoccupation that remained in his mind until that night. Then he rang the hospital. He tried the nurses home for Mary Lamont and her pleasant voice came back to him over the wire.

I feel as though Id been a long time away, said Kildare. Will you tell me whats going on?

Doctor Gillespie is gone! she said. Hes gone away. Hes left us.

Wait a minute, said Kildare. Gone? Gone where?

Somewhere in Staten Island to be alone — and forget the hospital.

And given up the experiment?

He couldnt carry it on alone, she said.

He felt a melancholy sense of triumph in that; for if he had sacrificed himself and thrown away the thing that was nearest his heart, at least he had accomplished his purpose. Gillespie would rest and come back refreshed.

And you? asked Kildare.

Im back on general duty, she answered.

Im sorry about that.

Oh, dont think of me. Its Doctor Gillespie...

He was furious with me, wasnt he — a shouting fury, I suppose?

He was as still as a stone.

Thats not possible, said Kildare.

I think his heart is broken, she said, her voice trembling. And good-bye, Doctor Kildare.

She rang off on him suddenly and left him in a continuing daze. If Mary Lamont treated him in this manner, he could guess the general state of mind in the hospital. In their eyes, no doubt, he had sold his soul for a mess of pottage. As he thought of that, he wished that he never had laid eyes on Nancy Messenger or heard a syllable of her problem, but the malice went out of him when they were face to face again, for she looked to him with a confident, disarming eagerness.

Lets not go near the sort of people we were with last night, she said. They kill time, but they leave it dead. Lets go out and just ramble until we find a place to eat — and then follow our noses.

She seemed to take it for granted that every night would be theirs together.

So they went out, not with a chauffeur, but in Nancys two-seater convertible coupé. She preferred to drive it herself, and tooled it swiftly and smoothly through the traffic.

I like to drive in a crowd like this, said Nancy, because you can take a few corners and twist through the traffic so that unhappiness gets in a tangle and loses sight of you and then never catches up for hours and hours. Isnt that true?

Of course its true, said Kildare. We may leave it behind so far that itll never catch up at all.

You could leave it that far behind, she agreed. Theres nothing that forces it back on you, Johnny.

He thought it might be the best of all opportunities to put the crucial question to her at a moment like this, when the driving of the car took most of her mind.

So he said: What is it that forces the unhappiness on you, Nancy?

The car swerved a bit as her nerves jumped.

Dont ask me; never ask me! she said.

I mean, its not something that you can sleep away?

Never!

And it can come over you night or day?

Oh, Johnny, only a thought of it and Im ready to die! Dont let me talk about it.

Talking is the only thing that does us any good, isnt it?

It helps you, but it never could help me for long. He was silent, trying to fit this last strange news in with the rest of his picture of her.

She changed the subject at once, saying: What have you done to father? Usually a man is under the microscope for a long time before hes accepted as youve been.

He has a good instinct. He sees that Im harmless, said Kildare.

But his whole attitude is rather odd. Its almost as though he needed you!

He was glad when she let that topic drop, in turn, and went on to something else.

They had left the thicker traffic, in the meanwhile, but he was blind to where they were going, lost in his problem. He was only aware of the summery warmth of the air, a strange Indian summer mildness that had melted the ice away and dried the pavements and left a soft languor in the blood. He was half aroused when she brought the car up to the kerb.

Here we are, she said. Heres a place that Ive heard about. No one that we know is apt to be here, and we can talk, Johnny, and do a whole ocean of forgetting.

There was an odd touch of familiarity about the scene, as though he had at least noticed a picture of it somewhere, but his mind was not clear at all until they walked down steps from the street under a sign that said Cesares Restaurant. He remembered well enough then. He had seen Cesares scrawny little daughter, Francesca, through a bad attack of scarlet fever, and he had watched her with such care that Cesare and his wife felt he had given their girl back to them from the dead. The restaurant, in fact, was not six blocks from the hospital. They were in the very centre of Hells Kitchen where anyone on the street might recognize him at any moment. He was doc to the whole district, and one single use of that nickname would expose him and identify him in the eyes of Nancy, who dreaded and hated all doctors. He would be revealed as a spy. The shock was so complete and unexpected that he could not bring to his lips a single word of protest before they were in the place and it was too late to turn the girl about.

It was far, far too late, for a big form turned from the bar at this moment and he saw Weyman, the ambulance driver, wave a great arm of recognition above his head, shouting, Hi...

Kildare, looking at him without a flicker of recognition, closed his left eye and kept it closed for an instant. Weyman dropped his arm. The joy melted from his face in separate chunks, leaving the features in an odd disarray.

Sorry. Took you for somebody else, said Weyman, turning abruptly away. Another shot, bartender, he ordered.

A waiter was taking Kildare and the girl to a corner table.

Poor fellow, said Nancy. The man at the bar thought for a moment that you were an old friend, didnt he?

Old friend Weyman had at that moment stopped Cesare as he swept in to greet the new customers. On the Italians face appeared first a momentary fog of bewilderment, then a grin of understanding so profound that it wrinkled the stiff red varnish of high health that covered his cheekbones. He turned, disappeared into the kitchen, and presently came magnificently into the dining-room again. Kildare could rest assured that the wife and the daughter had been well warned against recognising their doctor in that interval. In fact Cesare, as he bowed by the table and pointed out his recommendations for the evening, had eyes only for the signorina; he gave not so much as a trailing side glance to Kildare. Yonder was the tall, awkward bulk of Weyman taking another newcomer by the shoulder and dragging him up to the bar for a drink. A fine perspiration turned the face of Kildare cold as he recognised young Nick himself, who might have burned up Salt Creek had it not been for the doc; but neither Nick nor Weyman turned even for a fleeting instant toward the intern.

There seemed no real hope that he could escape from the district without being hailed by some affectionate voice, maudlin with good feeling, but his heart was warmed by the tact of Weyman and the rest. He would not have dreamed of finding such a quick response from them.

He wanted to use this, which was probably his last moment with the girl, in some desperate effort to break through to her secret, that hidden cause of unhappiness from which, she seemed to think, escape was impossible; but she grew interested in the Neapolitan songs of that fat Caruso who sweated over his mandolin and sang for the pleasure of Cesares customers, and between the music and the many courses there was no chance for continued conversation. The restaurant had filled every chair before they left. There were at least ten people whom he knew, but not an eye turned toward him as he took the girl out of the place at last.

As they stepped to the automobile at the kerb, his sense of relief was like a fresh wind in his face, but Nancy was instantly pointing out a crowd which filled an adjoining block of the street near a settlement house. They had a blaring music of horns and drums and hundreds of people were dancing.

There! There we are! said Nancy. Come on, Johnny! Isnt it better than all the night clubs in the world?

Youll wear out your shoes — youll drag yourself to death trying to get over the pavement, protested Kildare.

Oh, I can pick up my feet and make them step, said Nancy, laughing, and Kildare went gloomily with her toward the excitement.

He had escaped recognition in the restaurant owing to the providential foresight of Weyman, but he could not escape it in the happy, cheerful, milling crowd that filled the street. A hundred people would know him. Weyman and Nick, stepping long and large, went past them, Weyman giving his arm a hard nudge as he moved by. He noticed that with a dull eye of trouble, and then he came with Nancy to the roped-off area. Before him, vaguely, he saw Nick and Weyman separately accosting people, then lost in the mob as he stepped out in the dance with Nancy in his arms.

He had not taken ten steps with her when a twelve-year-old lad pointed a sudden arm at him and cried: Hey! Look at...

His partner, a freckle-faced, scrawny little girl, slapped him suddenly across the mouth; they whirled away into the crowd.

What in the world was the matter with that boy? asked Nancy.

He didnt like my dancing steps, said Kildare. And his partner thought he was being rude. Wasnt that it?

No, I think they like the way you dance; or else they like you, Johnny, said the girl. Every one of those children has a smile when we go past them.

Half of them, in fact, were gaping and grinning at Kildare as he moved slowly on with Nancy, but not a word of greeting reached him, not a single voice hailed him by the nickname which they had learned to call him through the district. It came over him suddenly that the word of Nick and Weyman already had been passed from mouth to mouth through the entire throng — the doc wished to walk invisible tonight, and they were willing to play the game for him with all their might. The older lads and girls grew elaborately unaware of him as he came near; the very children managed to keep their voices still even if they could not turn their eyes away. Nancy had her own interpretation.

We amuse the children, she said, but the grown-ups dont like us. They want to have their good time to themselves and to them were intruders.

I think youre right, And wed better go, said Kildare.

I wouldnt go for worlds, she answered. Theres something queer about the way they treat us, and I want to find out what it is. A lot of them simply fail to see us, for instance. We might as well be two ghosts, Johnny. Do you notice?

We dont belong. That may be it, agreed Kildare.

But up and down that pavement he had to move with Nancy until a tag dance came. He was certain that no one would take Nancy from him but, after a moment, he saw Nick, with a set, rather desperate look on his handsome young face, come sidestepping through the crowd toward him, tapped Kildare, and instantly was gliding away with Nancy. Kildare drifted back toward the rope.

The voice of Weyman growled behind him: She looks like one of the ones, doc. But whatcha mean bringing her over here where everybody knows you?

I didnt bring her. I was brought. Weyman — it means a good deal to me if I can get out of this without being spoken to. Dyou think its possible?

Its as good as done, doc, said Weyman. Dont turn your head or maybe shell see us talking...Is she a nifty or is she a nifty?...But you can walk all the way through Hells Kitchen, now, and nobodyll see you. There aint a cop on a beat thatll know your face. There aint a stevedore down on the docks thatll be able to see you. There aint a lunch-wagon cook that ever laid eyes on you. Nobody ever heard of Doc Kildare before. Weve put it on the underground wire and the whole damn district is wearing blinders. Here they come again with Nick steering her. Notice the dirty looks hes getting from some of the boys? They dont know that its part of the game. Go ahead and get her, doc.

Kildare went ahead and got her.

As Weyman had promised, Hells Kitchen was blind to them, and before the night ended they had explored most of it. They went down by the docks where ships were being loaded by night crews and the lifts groaned and the pulleys rattled; they passed in and out of the little night clubs which fed beer and music to the young people of the district; they sat in all-night lunch wagons. Midnight had fallen well behind them and they had reached that hour of four in the morning when even New York grows quiet before Kildare saw commencing in the girl that fear which followed her in the night. Once more with empty eyes she began to consider some huge despair. That burden which invisibly crushed her was the weight which he had to find and transfer to his own hands. One vastly important surety was growing in him constantly: That which she feared was in herself, not in the outside world. Something like the sharp wound of conscience was consuming her.

After four in the morning she once or twice touched him and said: Youre not too tired, Johnny? You still can keep going?

I was going to ask you the same thing, he would answer, and then her smile came as a reward and a comfort: but he began to doubt his ability to continue in his own role of a man hounded by inward fear. One careless, unguarded moment of indifference might let her guess the truth and then he would be cast into outer darkness and all of his work with her would be undone. For in a case like this there was no real accomplishment except the final one. There was no question of coming by slow degrees to the ultimate answer. He had to wait for the revelation which might come at any instant. A single word, perhaps, would tell him everything. Such a great compassion grew in Kildare as he watched her that sometimes he almost forgot Gillespie and that wreckage of his hopes that lay behind him.

After six oclock another idea came to Nancy Messenger.

She said: Johnny, when youre in a pinch, is it best to go find out the whole truth, no matter how bad it may be, or is it better to keep guessing — and hoping?

Id rather find out the whole truth and look it in the eye, said Kildare.

Do you think you would? she asked with a faint smile. Well — Im going to try now. If theres an answer for me, it lies nearly two hours away in the country. Will you drive out with me? Ill take you to an old-fashioned breakfast; really golden biscuits and the only good coffee in the world.

Coffee! said Kildare. Thats what we want! And two hours right now are what we need to use up.

In the car she gave up all pretence of cheerfulness. She slumped low in the seat with her head thrown back. She talked, as her habit often was, with her eyes closed and as they slid out over the great, gentle arc of the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge with Manhattan like shadowy, lifted hands behind them, she was saying: Was there something queer about tonight? Was it the people?

They were a good lot, said Kildare. Beer is a bit easier to handle than champagne, you know.

Yes, she agreed. They were cheerful and good-natured. But they made me feel like a ghost. Why was that?

They didnt look at you because you werent their kind.

Oh, but there was that party in the second little night club — you remember? — those people who obviously were slumming? Everybody stared at them. They all were conscious of it. They made fools of themselves patronising and surprising the waiters with their orders. The crowd didnt like them and showed it.

She considered this. Then he was aware that she was shaking her head slowly, dismissing this suggestion.

They didnt look at us face to face, but they were terribly interested. Johnny, I never felt such a weight of eyes — from behind. There was something in the hiss of their whispering that was about me. A woman can always tell that sort of thing. I think they would have given a good deal to find out about us; and still they wouldnt look me in the face. The more I think about it, the stranger it was!

I didnt feel that way, said Kildare.

After a moment she said: Did you ever see some important person travelling incognito?

No. Just what do you mean?

Well, I mean a prince or a king or the prime minister. If theyre trying to be inconspicuous, well-bred people make the most desperate effort not to see them, and their eyes fairly ache with the effort of keeping them away from the prince. But all the time, of course, theyre seeing nothing else. Well, it was like that tonight...Johnny!

Yes?

Are you somebodys double? I mean, do you look like some famous moving picture star or prize fighter or something like that?

I? Not that I know of.

Youve never found that a crowd of people suddenly become awfully aware of you?

No. Never. Just the opposite. Im the average man, said Kildare. Im the average height and the average mug and the average weight. I disappear into a crowd like sand in the sea.

Just the same, those people were terribly aware of you tonight. Its strange, isnt it? If they thought you were a celebrity, wouldnt they have come along and asked you to sign cards for them and all that embarrassing business?

What an idea! said Kildare.

Almost the strangest thing of all is that you didnt notice it because you have eyes that see everything.

I have? Arent you imagining a few things tonight, Nancy?

Perhaps I am. I dont know...Left, Johnny!

Left he swung. They hit more open country at a higher speed. And as they rolled on among the fields, the sky gradually brightened around the horizon with the beginning of the day. But it seemed to give Nancy none of the pleasure and the reassurance which she had found in it the morning before. She grew more and more silent.

Are you still thinking about the people in Hells Kitchen? he asked her at last.

Thinking about them? No, no; Id forgotten them a thousand years ago.

What held her was the thing that lay ahead, then. Kildare tried to prepare himself for it. The daylight grew from a hint to a colour and then to a brilliance that made the road lights dull. The sun was almost up when Nancy asked him to stop the car. He paused on the top of a low hill which looked down on a vague chequering of Long Island estates, their boundaries obscured by the trees. A narrow inlet from the sea wound back among the lowlands and joined a mere silver hint of a creek in the distance.

Thats what I used to know when I was a youngster, said Nancy, sitting up. I mean, I used to be a part of all that. It was inside my skin and I was inside it. You know the way children can be?

I know, said Kildare. When theyre happy, you mean?

I was the happiest girl in the world until I was — Well, it doesnt matter. But down in that inlet I learned to swim and sail and paddle a canoe and all that. The centre of life was an old boathouse thats never used any more, I think. And we used to ride cross-country across those fields. And that white scar on the hill — you see? — every morning when I woke up, I looked at that through my window, over the tips of the trees on the edge of our place. From my window I saw this road also. It was the one that led toward the outside; it was the road to the city, where everything would be wonderful and life would be frightfully crowded and happy some day. You know?

Wouldnt you like to go back to those days?

And fall into this same trap? No, no, no! said Nancy. And he felt her shuddering. I wouldnt want to live through a single day of it all if I knew what was coming in the end. Lets drive on. Nora will be awake by this time.

He felt once more that he had come to the very verge of the mystery and again the door had been shut in his face, but a hope was quickening in him now. He was as guilty as a spy, but he guessed that he was on the verge of the great discovery.

Considering the almost fantastic wealth of Paul Messenger, the country place was extremely modest. It was high-shouldered, square-faced, and probably had plenty of room inside, but there was no show of elegance about it whatever. A profusion of the naked branches of climbing vines sprayed up its sides, and it needed freshening with white paint. In the near distance, an old red barn attended it. In fact, it looked more like a Southern farm than a suburban residence.

Theres smoke from the kitchen stove, said Nancy, pointing, as the car rolled up the drive. Noras up. John, for a while she was mother and father to me. Shes ignorant and bad-tempered and positive and complacent, but shes also a dear. Will you try to remember that when we go in?

It was hardly necessary for him to remember a thing, however, for no attention came to him, not even a glance. After Nora had seen her girl, she was too blinded by that vision to pay any heed to lesser things. She would not even let the guests stay in the living-room, but carried Nancy straight out into the kitchen while she prepared breakfast. Kildare dawdled in the background with a smile of assumed sympathy but every sense on the alert to discover what he could. It was a foreign language of old association that the two women exchanged, but out of it he had to try to find some significant thread. If there were a secret in the air, he had high hopes that Nora never could conceal it. She was a big woman with a young, rosy face and white hair pulled back from her forehead so snugly that the horizontal wrinkles arched up into a constant query. She kept about her person, as about her kitchen, an atmosphere of hearty good nature. The danger signal was in her pale blue eyes, which flashed every moment with variable lights. Perhaps she was fifty, but all her strength still was with her. When Kildare tried to help her carry into the kitchen a more comfortable chair for Nancy, she brushed him vigorously aside, using the chair for the gesture.

Nancy, leaning back in the comfort of her chair with her hands turned palm up on the broad arms of it, looked about her with half-closed eyes of contentment.

Why do I see you so seldom, Nora? she asked. Why are there such long times between?

Because Im the only living thing in a dead house, said Nora, adding fresh coffee and cold water to the big pot, and because youngsters are the great ones for forgetting.

Oh, but I never forget you; only its a long way out here, explained Nancy.

Dont answer me back, but be still and let me look at you, darling, said Nora.

Ah, see there! said Nancy, pointing. Youve brought company into the old house at last.

An old fox hound with his eyes abased by sorrowful wisdom and his ribs lean with age came limping into the kitchen through the porch door, trailing a forepaw. He begged permission with humble head and slowly wagging tail, then slunk to a pad by the stove and curled up on it. His attention followed Nora wherever she moved.

Its not that I think any more of dogs than I ever did, said Nora. The dirty things make a waste of cleaning in the house and a waste of time all through the lives of their masters.

Youre forgetting Champion, said Nancy.

Im forgetting nothing.

But you loved him.

I never did once, at all. But I loved the silly look of you when you were with him, was all. The great lout scattering his hair through the house and his stomach as uneasy as a weather-vane! But when I saw this poor devil skulking in the yard with his lame foot a week ago, I took him in, not because I wanted him here on my hands, but because I couldnt bear driving him away. I despise a beaten dog or a begging man, but I cant help putting my hand in my purse, Nancy, the more shame to me.

She changed the subject by pointing suddenly to Kildare, as though she were inclined to include him among the beggars.

What is this one now? she demanded. You havent been the grand young fool and thrown out big Charlie Herron, have you?

Hush, Nora. Of course not. But Johnny Stevens is a very dear friend of mine.

And thats all? Driving about with you in the middle of the night to the ends of the world? Oh, hush yourself, Nancy, and dont try to be hushing me. There are two kinds of girls in the world: the one kind are the careful and the others are the fools. Im going to roll out some biscuits for you, sweet.

I could eat them, Nora.

There was never a day when you couldnt and wouldnt, said Nora. Ah, God, I remember the old times! You climbed and ran and fought — and lied — like a boy. And you were as hungry as your own mischief day and night.

Kildare, entirely out of the conversation by this time, crossed the kitchen to the dog and began to examine the forepaw on which it would put no weight. The pad was soft and contracted as a sure sign that the limping had continued for some time. Nora, in the meantime, was mixing biscuit dough with the strong sure hands which make speedy work of every task. She was in the midst of chopping out the well-rolled layer into convenient circles for the baking pan when another thought made her dust her hands and rush out of the room, exclaiming: I almost clean forgot what Ive been saving for you, darling. Wait here this minute.

Shes a sweet old thing, isnt she? asked Nancy.

She needs a lot of knowing, answered Kildare.

Oh, but shed die for the people she loves.

Maybe she would, agreed Kildare, or kill them with kindness.

Now what do you mean by that? asked Nancy, puzzled. But here Nora returned, beaming, and holding something with both hands against her breast.

What do you think I have here? she asked.

An envelope full of old lavender.

Oh, its something just twice as sweet.

I cant guess, Nora.

Wheres your brain gone, then, if you cant guess more than once? Sweetheart, its her picture when she was your own age and as like you as ever was — before even Paul Messenger came into her life, the poor lamb — before ever she was taken in by the dirty doctors that were the death of her in the end...

Kildare looked sharply up at this. What he had just heard might open a thousand doors of his riddle. Nancy had taken the picture into her hands, but Kildare made sure that she gave it only the briefest glance. It seemed that whatever Nora found of beauty in it was all a blank for the girl. There must even have been something sharply distasteful, for she lowered the picture at once to her lap.

Have I hurt you with it, Nancy dear? asked the old nurse. How am I ever to know about you? The one minute youre as rough as a horse jumping fences and the next youre as tender as a kitten a week old and its eyes still blue with blindness. Give me back the picture, dear.

No, Nora. I want it. Of course I want it, said Nancy, and yet Kildare could have sworn that she did not mean what she said.

Nora, having laid the rounds of biscuit-dough in the big baking pan, slammed home the door of the oven upon it.

In twenty minutes well be at the table, she said. Will you have coffee now, child?

Here it was that Kildares hand, abandoning the gingerly examination of the dogs paw, rose and began to fumble at his shoulder. The hound suddenly cried out on an almost human note of pain. Nora, whirling from the stove, exclaimed, with an accusing finger pointed: How did you find the pain was in the shoulder, young man? Are you a doctor, whatever?

Nora, dont be silly, said Nancy.

I was only petting the poor old fellow, lied Kildare.

Petting? It didnt have the look of petting. It had the look of questions you were asking with the tips of your fingers. Youve found the seat of the pain and look if the poor old dog isnt trembling still! Nancy, your young John Stevens is a doctor or I was born a liar.

You were born a liar then, said Nancy serenely. Hes more apt to need a doctor than to be one.

Have it your own way, growled Nora. She made some amends by saying: Im sure theres no insult in asking a man if hes a doctor. Isnt most of the world proud to be one, after all?

But Kildare felt that an arrow had whizzed close to his ear, and he could tell by the angry look of the nurse that a suspicion was still harboured in her mind.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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THEY GOT THROUGH the breakfast happily enough with reminiscences of the old days which gave Kildare not an inch of ground to stand on during the talk. However, he had a chance to see the picture of Nancys mother which Nora had just given to the girl. She looked as like Nancy as a sister, but she was made with a far greater refinement of feature. She lacked some of Nancys expanse of forehead, but there was no sulky weight around her mouth; she had, instead, that radiant sweetness of face which seems to have gone out, in the very young, with the introduction of the one-piece bathing suit. Today the face is only one part of the familiar features. No matter how Kildare considered the picture he could not see the slightest reason for the manner in which Nancy had winced from the sight of it. Once more he felt, keenly, that he had found an arrow pointing forward to his goal, no matter how far away it might be.

The bright slant of the sun into the room made Nancy remember how the day was running on at last. She said: Id almost forgotten that I have to talk to you alone, Nora...

If the doctor will wait for us here, then— said Nora.

Ill go outside into the sun, answered Kildare, and left the house for the open air.

The mildness of the preceding evening still hung in the air. There was warmth enough to draw up a ground mist like that of spring, filling the hollows with a blue ghost of water and turning the horizon pale. The need for sleep grew suddenly in him; an ache fastened on the base of his brain and would not be rubbed away; but still he was satisfied, for in this old house he felt that he had come almost in touching distance of the solution of his mystery. That great mind of Gillespies, looking with the inward and the outward eyes, already would have come to a definite conclusion perhaps; but the mind of Gillespie was lost to him for ever!

It seemed to Kildare, as that wretched aching extended through his heart, that he was shrinking almost physically into featureless obscurity. He had become a tiny object which the eye might lose entirely in a landscape like this. He had been growing like a tree. Now his tap-root was out. It was a sharp grief that left a pain in his throat, and the cry that he heard might almost have come from his own lips.

The sound of it made a great echo in his brain, therefore, before he realised that it had come from the house. That wailing cry, high-pitched on a note of sorrow and horror, might have come either from the girl or the nurse. His impulse was to rush into the house. Perhaps the mystery was being bared at this very moment. He had to hold himself hard. The outcry had ended. The quiet of the morning gradually advanced about him with a hypocritical gentleness, again, but still his nerves were shuddering with the memory of that outcry from the house. It was too ugly to be given credence. An animal, unendurable pain had been in it, and yet something of the girls voice was also in the sound.

He lighted a cigarette and began to walk up and down briskly. In spite of himself his step slowed and he found himself again standing beside the steps, looking at the brown grass, close-clipped between the stones of the old path. There had been almost too much life on this place, he was thinking, so that ancient trails and new were inextricably intermingled, the old patterns obscuring the fresh. After a moment his face grew cold with perspiration. He pulled out a handkerchief and scrubbed the moisture away. Then he heard the footfalls coming through the interior of the house.

The door, as it opened, showed him Nora on the threshold with her arm around the girl. He knew at once that it was Nancy who had felt the stroke of grief or of terror. She had been turned to a face of stone.

I wont come down with you to the car, darling, said Nora, in a weeping voice.

No, Nora, said the girl quietly.

Ah, God, that this should come to us! whispered the nurse.

Hush, Nora.

Ill hush my mouth, but I cant hush my poor heart, said Nora faintly. God keep you and bless you. Will you remember what Ive said to you?

Yes, said the girl, looking at the world with her empty eyes.

Youll come again tomorrow?

Yes, Ill come.

Good-bye then, my sweet lamb.

Good-bye, said Nancy. When she was half a step away, she turned again and kissed the wet face of Nora. Then she came smoothly down the steps with a smile prepared for Kildare. After all, its pretty late, she was saying. I suppose we ought to hurry back, Johnny?

It was this smiling, it seemed to Kildare, that proved the infinite distance she had receded from him since he last was with her. She had been close enough for him almost to touch her thoughts, but now he was removed, as though by a strange language, far from everything that was in her mind. She could not see her own white look and for that reason, of course, she tried to deceive him with her smile and her quiet voice.

To explain the scene at the doorway she said, as they settled into the coupé: Poor Nora — some of them never learn control — at every little pain they break down. Youve noticed that, Johnny, havent you?

He said: Dont talk, Nancy. I know youre sick to the heart. But dont make yourself talk.

He felt her startled, straining eyes fixed upon him almost suspiciously as the car started and he ran through the gears.

He added: Its all right. Im not going to ask any questions.

God bless you, Johnny, she said.

She lay back against the cushion utterly spent.

Nobody else, she whispered. Nobody in the world would be like you about it — because none of the rest — none of them know what pain is, do they?

He said nothing. He did not speak a word all the way back into the city, but drove along softly so that she could relax. She lay as though sleeping, always a white face bruised with purple around the eyes. Once the freshening pain in her mind brought a faint moan from her lips. Kildare, at that, put a steadying arm about her and she let her head lean against his shoulder. He drove on like that for a time, slowly, and when she sat up, he removed his arm without a word. So nothing was said between them all the way back to the city.

When they came into her fathers house she looked up at him with that faint, sick smile, saying good night. Kildare held her hand for a moment.

He said: Somethings hit you pretty hard. I dont know what and Im not asking you any questions. But if theres anything you want to do about it, will you let me try to help, Nancy?

She read his face from left to right and back again, a great and calm affection in her eyes.

Theres nobody else in the world that Id turn to, she said.

He digested that speech and the connotations of it on his way upstairs; it meant that she would turn to him before she would to her father or to big Charles Herron.

It was a quarter to ten when he tapped on the door of Messenger. Messenger himself pulled the door open quickly and passed a hand over the troubled corrugations of his face as he saw Kildare.

Its been a long night, said Messenger. Come in!

Kildare went in, looking rather vaguely about him. Theres something to drink over there on the table, said Messenger.

Kildare sniffed the pungency of good Scotch and poured out a stiff drink. It went down like water. He took another, lighted a cigarette, and sat down with it. All he could think about was the taste of the smoke and fire as the Scotch worked into him more deeply. A warm, friendly mist was forming across his brain.

Youre dead tired. Youre dead, said Messenger.

Im all right, said Kildare.

Can you tell me about Nancy?

Pretty soon. I know a little more. I want to ask you a few questions. A short time ago she sold her horse, didnt she?

Yes.

A fine mare she was very fond of — a good jumper and all that?

Thats true.

What reason did she give?

It troubled me at the time very much, said Messenger. I think she said that horses were all right, but that horsy people were a great bore. But it didnt ring true. That chestnut had been a great thing in her life.

You cant tell what suddenly made Nancy change her mind about riding?

No.

Has Nancy complained of bad health or pains?

Headaches. Otherwise, shes always been a tough, healthy specimen.

Along with the riding, she gave up every other form of exercise except dancing?

Exactly.

Because she was not physically fit?

Ive never heard her say so.

Mr. Messenger, will you tell me a little about Nancys mother?

Messenger said, after a moment, gently, as though he were granting his forgiveness to an intruder: Nancys mother has been dead for ten years, Doctor Kildare.

That made Nancy about ten years old at the time. What were her relations with her mother?

Deeply, deeply affectionate, said Messenger.

No, said Kildare.

Messenger lifted his eyebrows and waited. Kildare explained:

I dont think so. Affectionate, perhaps; but there must have been something else.

Will you explain what you have in your mind? asked Messenger.

I have a thousand things in my mind, said Kildare. I have to select something out of the thousand and try to concentrate on it. Youll help me, wont you?

Youre upset, said Messenger.

Im badly upset, said Kildare.

He finished his drink and went over to the whisky bottle. There would be no hospital this day. He took that melancholy consolation to heart and then poured the third drink. He was beginning to taste the stuff now.

Do you think that matters have come to a crisis? asked Messenger. Is that what you mean?

I think they have decidedly, said Kildare.

If matters have come to a crisis, persisted Messenger, it means that Nancy is on the verge of some very important action.

Some very important action. Yes.

Something that might remind us of the Chanler case?

Kildare thought back to that dreary room in the boarding house and the body of Barbara Chanler with the sheet drawn up over the face. A shudder began in the small of his back. He took a quick drink.

Instead of answering the question, he said: I dont want to discuss possibilities that may frighten you. I want to get information from you. Will you tell me a little about Nancys mother?

Messenger said: She was a very gentle person: brave, calm, and beautiful. I thought she was a perfect woman. I still think so.

Kildare shook his head.

Messenger said coldly: I assure you.

Between a character like that and Nancy nothing could have happened. It must be that youre not telling me everything. Was there any circumstance connected with the death of your wife?

Messenger frowned at the floor.

Im a doctor, said Kildare crisply. He thought of the pain that was in his own life and that would have to stay in it. He had to have the truth, even if it meant cutting with the knife. I have to have the truth, and the full truth, he said.

The telephone rang. Messenger reached for it.

I cant come just now, he said into the instrument. Perhaps, in that case...Very well, Ill be right down.

He put the telephone back in its cradle and stood up. Dont let anything stop us, said Kildare. Let me have a chance to find out the facts.

Its impossible for me to tell them to you briefly, said Messenger, and I have a call from my office that I cant avoid answering.

Kildare followed him to the door of the room, saying rapidly: Is it possible that whatever you can tell me would have had any effect on Nancy?

I think it might, said Messenger. Possibly it might. But ten years have gone by without a sign...

Whats been buried even for thirty years sometimes works all the mischief, said Kildare. When can you come back, or where can I see you?

I ought to be through in two or three hours. Ill come straight back here.

You cant make it faster than that?

Ill try to make it as brief as possible. Kildare — is Nancy very badly upset?

Shes as badly upset as a human being can be, said Kildare. Will you please stop asking me questions?

The answer struck Messenger so hard that he went out of the room without another word. Kildare followed out into the hall. As he stood there, he heard the descending feet of Messenger stumble twice on the stairs. The front door closed and the echo of its closing lived for a moment beside him in the upper room. After that, he threw off his clothes, walked through a shower, shaved, and dressed again. Then he dropped face down on the bed and fell into an instant sleep.
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A NOISE PICKED at his brain like a woodpecker at a sensitive plant. After a while he was able to sit up and discover that the sound was a rapping at his door. He got to it and pulled it open on Nancy Messenger. She was dressed again for the street.

Ive had a call, she said, and I have to go out. I wonder if youll come, Johnny. Are you too dead? He stared at her.

You cant go out again, Nancy, he said. Dont go out, please.

Im all right, she said.

You look rotten. You look all in, said Kildare. Nancy, Im terribly fond of you. Dont go out again. Try to rest a little, will you?

I cant, she said, shaking her head, keeping her eyes hopelessly on him.

Listen to me, he said, you go and lie down on the library couch and Ill read aloud to you. Im such a rotten reader that people always go to sleep in self-defence. You know?

Oh, Johnny, Johnny; its no good, she said. But where Im going, maybe Ill find something that can help me.

There was a possibly double meaning in what she said that struck him cold.

But I cant ask you to come along. Youre too played out.

Nothing in the world could keep me from going along, said Kildare.

He turned with her down the hall, down the stairs. Are we going to leave any word? About when were coming back? he asked her.

Its no good getting them into bad habits, she said, with a wan smile. They mustnt start expecting to know where I am. Because in the end— She did not finish the speech.

They were in the front hall when she said this and the door was opened in front of them by Charles Herron. He put the key back into his pocket and took off his hat, still silently looking at her. Then he spoke gravely to Kildare and said to Nancy: You were hard to find last night, my dear.

Kildare stepped away across the hall and turned his back on them as he pretended to look out the window on the formal little patch of garden at the rear of the house. He heard Nancy explaining: I was just following my nose and it led me to some unexpected places. That was all. Were you wanting me?

Herron got his voice down a bit lower, but there was so much natural resonance that Kildare heard every word clearly.

I telephoned to your friends. None of them had seen you. I dropped around to a dozen of the night spots which you seem to favour. You werent around, and you hadnt been seen. I suppose you were with young Johnny Stevens?

If the girl answered, Kildare could not hear the words. Herron was saying: What is the mystery? Am I what makes you unhappy?

Dont go on, said the faint voice of Nancy. Dont ask any more questions, Charles.

I spent the night hunting — and worrying. You were out till the morning and I was in hell. I know how fine you are, but I also know how rotten the night world is. You cant like it. Can you?

No. I dont like it.

Then what drives you to it? Is it because you want to get the thought of our marriage out of your mind?

No, Charles. No, please! whispered the girl.

Good God, Nancy, theres no use being pitiful about it. If youll have me, Im yours for the taking, and for ever. I feel as though I was taking my life in my hands forcing things like this. But Ive got to know. Will you set up the day for our marriage, or will you not?

But I cant! said the girl.

Why not?

Because of things you cant understand.

Ill do my stupid best to comprehend them if youll try to tell me.

But I cant. I cant...Charles, please wait...Dont judge me now...Think of it just for one day...Youre in a passion...Charles, dont say it!

I wont say anything. Im only waiting for you.

The voice of the girl came faintly to Kildare, like an agony of his own mind.

Ive known it would have to come to this, she murmured.

It doesnt have to come to anything, declared Herron. Ten clear words from you — thats all I want, Nancy. Then anger got into his voice. But you wrong yourself and you wrong me when you trail me like a dog at your heels. Nancy, if its not our marriage thats making the change in you, will you tell me what else it may be?

She was silent. As the pause extended, Kildare found that he was holding his breath.

Very well, said Herron. Id rather have silence than some lie with nothing but pity behind it. But if you want me to carry on — if you want me to be blind and hopeful — say the word and Ill swallow my pride and be that even.

There was only the silence again. There was such a tension in Kildare that he felt himself breaking. Every instant of the pause was more incredible to him, for he knew that they loved one another with a rare and deep passion; he could not believe that they were parting. But now he heard Herron saying:

Losing you is going to be hell, but Ill never come begging for a word and a kind look. You can be sure that youll never see me again; no matter what happens, youll never lay eyes on me again.

Even then she did not utter a word of answer.

When Kildare turned, he saw that Nancy had slipped down into a chair. Herron was taking the house key from his pocket and putting it on the table; then he opened the door and went out. Kildare, hurrying after him, found him lingering an instant on the top step, like someone surveying the weather before venturing out into the city.

Kildare said: Youre wrong, Herron. She loves you. Youre as wrong as the devil. Shes not well. Shes sick and youre making her desperate.

It seemed hard for Herron to turn his head so that he could see Kildare. His contempt and disgust he managed to keep unexpressed except by his eyes; then he passed down the steps to his car. Kildare went back to the girl. Her head had fallen back. She was utterly exhausted. She pulled blindly to get on her gloves.

Youre taking it too hard, said Kildare. Thats the way a man is apt to talk to a woman — if he loves her. Hell get over it. Hell come back to you if you say a word.

She shook her head.

You dont know him, she answered. He makes up his mind only once about everything.

Its not too late, Nancy. You can hurry a message to him. Tell him that you will marry him; its only the setting of the date thats hard on you, just now.

Marry him? she echoed. Ill never marry anyone. Will you take me away now? Back to the old house and Nora, Johnny?

He took her back in the coupé on another silent ride. That word of hers about never marrying had staggered him. He felt that he was being presented not with too little but with too much evidence, only it needed some word, some key for the sorting of it. He wanted time, and apparently there was to be no time, for the action was heaping up before him.

That stunned, unhappy silence continued in her for mile after mile, except that she murmured once or twice: Ill never see him again; Ill never lay eyes on him again. Did you hear him say that?

When they came into the open country, she had recovered a little. She said:

Johnny, I know what you think about doctors.

Theyre a silly lot, he said.

I know. But it isnt their silliness. When I see one of them, it makes me think of death; its like having death breathe in my face to have one of them near me. Can you understand that?

Thats a little thick, but I know that a lot of people feel that way about them, he agreed. He listened hungrily. There seemed to be many roads toward the solution of the mystery, and this was a promising one. He wanted time, time, time — a month, even a week might do, but the girl, he felt sure, was going now straight to her destiny. This day, perhaps, would end everything.

But Nora, said the girl, knows someone who is either quite miraculous or else a frightful quack. He hasnt a licence to practise. He cant even charge prices for his services. You just give him what you please. Do you think Id be crazy if I went to him?

He had struck on the idea of the fear of disease before this as the reason for her state of mind; now her words confirmed him.

Doesnt it depend? he asked. I mean, dont you have to consider what seems to be wrong with you? What is it, Nancy?

Dont ask me. Promise not to ask me about it?

Why, of course.

Its something that the usual doctors couldnt help. But this man, Nora says, looks in your eyes and knows whats wrong with you. He was away today, but shes located him. After all, it wouldnt be possible for him to do any harm, would it? Not if he simply looked at me and guessed what might be wrong?

A man practising without a licence, accepting gifts for his services, diagnosing cases by a look into the eyes of the patient exactly fulfilled the definition of a quack, and association with such a fellow or the encouragement or assistance of him in any way by a licensed physician simply removed the doctor from the class of honest practitioners and made a quack out of him in turn. The rules of medical associations and state boards of health were precise on this matter, so precise that Kildare hesitated for an instant as he listened to the girl. He remembered the case of Loder, who had twenty-five years of honourable practice behind him; but when the state board discovered that for three months after receiving his licence he had hung out his shingle with a faker, he was drummed out of the ranks. They called Loder a quack because he once had given countenance to a sham doctor; they revoked his licence and ruined his life for the sake of those three months which had been used carelessly if not criminally so long before. With that memory in his mind, it was no wonder that Kildare paused for a moment and the girl had to ask again: Would I be a fool if I went to such a fellow, Johnny?

Theyre a little ratty, arent they — fakes like that?

I suppose they are.

Whereas a licensed physician would at least...

Physicians — physicians — I know what they do! she said, a shudder in both voice and body. They fill up the house with the thought of death long before death comes. They turn our rooms into coffins. They bury us alive...Dont let me talk about them!

Forget about them then. And go to this fellow who reads your troubles in your eyes.

Shall I, after all?

Of course.

As he made the answer, it seemed to Kildare that all the faces of his old teachers looked in upon him with horror; he heard their voices; he heard the uproar of the great Gillespie sounding above all. A quack is the lowest form of humanity; the very lowest of all. Anyone who shall aid, abet, or countenance unsound medical practice, shall not be considered worthy to retain his licence. That was what the book said, and the law stood by to take a corrective hand when need might be.

However, he left his recommendation unchanged as they reached the old country place again. Nora had seen them coming, and she issued from the front door, pulling a coat on to her high shoulders as they drew up before the house. Nancy took the middle place on the seat as her nurse climbed in.

Well go right into town, said Nora. Right to the middle of the village, and there you and me can get out, Nancy.

Johnny knows where were going, said Nancy. Its all right.

Ah, you told the doctor, did you? said Nora, persisting in her fancy. She turned her bold eye on Kildare, with as much leer as smile. Or maybe hes only a vet.

Kildare uttered a faint exclamation. Nancy said: Nora, Nora, nobody has time for your jokes just now.

Ah, but Mr. Archbold is no joke, darling, answered Nora, giving a characteristic switch to the subject. Theres a man thats a man, and a mans eye in a mans head on his shoulders too. He gives you a look that drops into you like a stone into a pool and scares all the little fish inside you. The doctors said Mrs. Winters had stone and wanted to cut her to pieces, bad luck to them, but dear Mr. Archbold laid eyes and hands on her and now shes a well woman. And Tad Givens was a failing man for years, with his back bending over and a blink in one of his eyes like too much whisky; but in three treatments didnt Mr. Archbold have him fit to climb trees? He was jailed for breaking the peace only the Sunday after. I tell you, theres things that never was in books, and Mr. Archbold has most of them. Ive talked to him about you darling, and he says...

I told you not to speak to him about me! I told you not to, Nora. We may as well turn back if youve talked to him about my case beforehand.

I spoke only the one word to him, said Nora, indignant, and what harm could there be in that? He knows no more of you than the side of that hill. But in one look hell see farther than all the rest, you can be sure.

They came through the little town as a thunderhead rolled up over it and with a downpour of rain covered the hills in a greenish murk of twilight. Nora had the car stopped near the entrance of a building.

Will you come up with me, Johnny? asked the girl in a whisper. Im a bit afraid; and Im almost sure that Im being a fool.

He went with her behind Nora up a flight of linoleum-covered stairs and down a dark hallway to the rear of the office building where the single word Archbold appeared on a glass door and under it the legend: Personal Advice. They walked into a small waiting room that was brightened by a window box of late-blooming flowers, and Archbold himself appeared at once from his inner office. The only sign of age about him was the flow of his long white hair. He was a big man, straight as a bolt and with a step like a yearling colt. His bare feet were in sandals; his shirt was open at a hairy throat; and in spite of the sixty years which he must have carried, his eyes were as bright and bold as those of a young lad.

Ah, Miss Messenger, he said, and taking her hand he drew himself close to her and lowered the brush of his white eyebrows, inspecting her. Your trouble is here — above the eyes — here, I think, said Archbold, clasping his hand across his own forehead. Will you come inside with me?

That first remark struck Nancy hard. Her lips parted, her eyes aghast, she held back a moment to give one frightened, reproachful glance to Nora. The old nurse said: Its all what he sees for himself and nothing that I ever told him. Oh, hes going to blow your troubles away like smoke. Go on in with him, darling.

So Nancy disappeared through the door, which the hand of the great Archbold closed behind them.

Now why should you look so scared? Nora asked, staring at Kildare.

I hope that hes not a rascal, said Kildare.

Trust me for that, answered Nora. I had a terrible pain in my left shoulder and all the tonics wouldnt rub it away, but a touch from dear Mr. Archbold turned the trick and I can lie on the left side all night long now and laugh at the doctors in the morning. You wouldnt take me wrong because Ive laughed a little in my own way, calling you a doctor, Mr. Stevens, would you? Not when my dear girl is like a sister to Johnny; and the kind eye that she lays on you too! But you wouldnt be offended with me, would you, Mr. Stevens? The Irish has to come out one way or the other, and God help it!
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A SLIGHT HUBBUB of voices in the street called Nora to the window at this moment; she had her nose flat against the glass when the door of the inner office opened again and Nancy came out with the doctor standing huge and bland on the threshold behind her, rubbing his hands together as though to get rid of the excess of good which had just flowed from them. Nancy seemed both bewildered and delighted.

Not in a moment and not in a touch, said Archbold, but by degrees and little by little well do away with it altogether. Remember the order of the three: hope, then faith, then victory. Cleave to that, dear Miss Messenger, and you will see that all will be well.

In the middle of this speech a trampling approached them down the hall; now the door was pushed open and half a dozen people entered, carrying a lad of twelve or so with a stony face of agony and a rough bandage wrapped around the right leg beneath the knee. Blood dripped from the bandage. Last of the crowd to enter were a frightened man and woman. He was saying: Stepped right out from the sidewalk with his head turned back — and the string of fish in his hand — I couldnt dodge him — there wasnt time to get on the brakes...

An elderly man of the village answered in a loud voice: I seen you tearing along like a bat out of hell. You took that corner like a wildcat coming off the top of a hot stove, and you know it. There werent any chance for Billy here to get clear of you. I seen it, and others alongside of me seen it, or ought to have. Mr. Speeder, this is gunna cost you a whole pot of money!

Dont you go worrying, said Billy to the accused man. I wont make any trouble for you. I was thinking too much about the fish I was carrying.

Someone was explaining to the great Archbold: Youre the closest one. You do doctoring or something like it. Take a look to see can you stop that leg bleeding. Its broke plumb bad. Its broke terrible bad!

Nora took Nancy by the arm. Well get out of here, she said. Theres no use taking up space and air where we cant do any good. Mr. Archbold will take care of him.

Wait, Nora, said the girl. See how brave he is, poor lamb. Why dont they prop up his head a little?

She was straightway on the floor beside him with her coat tucked under his head and her handkerchief busy wiping the sweat of pain from his face.

Fishing? At this time of year? said Nancy to the boy, smiling.

You know, he said. Over in the lagoon by the old boathouse.

Ah, I remember the old boathouse but I thought that everybody else had forgotten it, said Nancy.

Everybody has, agreed Billy. Thats why everything over there is so swell and so still. Nobody ever comes there. Not all year long. And — and—

Kildare barely heard Nancy murmur:

Dont try to talk, Billy. I know theres terrible pain, poor old dear!

He managed to lift his eyes and give her one twisting grin of gratitude; after that, his whole soul was concentrated on that great and terrible ideal of silence, that man-made God or tyrant of those who profess manliness.

The great Archbold, in the meantime, stood for a moment with all eyes fixed upon him. He stood with his legs braced well apart, his arms folded high on his chest and his bushy brows drawn down over his eyes as he stared at the boy.

Well see to this, said the healer and, disappearing into his office for an instant, he came back with a case which he opened, exposing shining rows of steel instruments.

And now, said Archbold, well look into the matter.

He tossed some cloth to bystanders, saying: Just mop the blood up from the floor, will you? If it runs into the corners, you know what blood is — have to tear up the floor to get rid of the signs of it, almost...Now let me see this young man...

So saying, he undid the bandage which had been bound around the leg of Billy in the street below. It was a compound fracture of both bones of the lower leg, the splintered edges thrusting out through the skin. The blood came fast. Three or four of the audience had enough after a single glance and got out hastily.

An artery! said the great Archbold. And the bones right out through the skin. Too bad, too bad. Except that hes young enough to learn how to use an artificial limb pretty well. But theyre never as good as the limbs God gave us.

Kildare turned his back and looked out the window, trying to forget the damage which ignorance might do to the lad. A moment later, the first sign of pain came from the boy — a low, stifled moan.

Kildare whipped around. Billy, with his eyes closed, blue-white around the mouth, was trying to smile and endure. Archbold seemed to be fumbling aimlessly.

What will you do to the leg, Doctor Archbold? asked Kildare anxiously.

A tourniquet above the knee, young man, said the great Archbold, pointing. And after the flow of blood has been stopped, the leg must come off at the knee. A pity, isnt it? But better the leg than the life.

Poor Billy, as he heard this pronouncement, turned his face suddenly toward Nancy, and the girl covered his eyes, holding him close.

You mean amputation, actually? said Kildare.

Mean it? Of course I mean it! exclaimed Archbold. Now if you will give me a little more room, my kind friends...

You damned butcher! said Kildare through his teeth.

Ah? Ah? cried Archbold. What is this?

Kildare snatched up the medical kit. He said savagely: Keep your hands away from him. You rat, dont touch him.

Then he was on his knees and at work. He had to open the wound first until the blood from the artery was spurting. With a hemostat first dipped in alcohol he clipped the open blood vessel. Hemostat and all he covered with a swift bandage and then arranged the splints. He was halfway through his work when something drew up his eyes involuntarily, and he saw Nancy staring at him in horror. It was only a glance, but it was sufficient to tell him that he had revealed himself and lost his hold on her for ever. When his work ended he saw that she was gone from the room.

Well get you to my hospital, Billy, he said, and that leg of yours will be fixed so that itll be as strong as the other one. Will you trust me for that?

He stood up in time to see the great Archbold disappearing into his inner office; the key sounded in the lock as the miracle man protected the rear of his retreat. But that did not matter now. The ambulance had been telephoned for. In an hour or so Billy would be getting the best care the great hospital could give him.

Somebody was saying:

This doctor that aint a doctor — this Archbold that was gunna whip off the leg at the knee — dont he need a little looking into?

It seemed to be the solemn and grim opinion of the others that this was the truth; but Kildare had no time to listen to them. Nora had caught him by the arm and said: Hurry, Mr. Stevens. Nancy aint here. Shes gone. Out to get the air, poor darling, and she mustnt be left alone. Lord God, what a shock it must of been to her to see that you are a doctor, after all! If I ever mistrust the Irish in me when it speaks again, call me a fool.

Kildare went hastily with her down the hallway. The others would see the lad safely in the ambulance, of course, when it arrived.

When did Nancy leave the room? he asked.

I cant say for the life of me, said the nurse. I was that busy watching your fingers do their dance and never tripping themselves up once at all. But oh, Doctor Stevens, or whatever your unlucky name may be, why did you lie to poor Nancy? And who sent you spying on her?

Kildare did not answer. He got with Nora down to the car they had left in the street, but Nancy was not in it. Her absence was more of a shock to him than to Nora, who said calmly enough: Ah, shes gone back to the old house to have a cry — and God forgive you, doctor! But hurry, man, hurry to come to her. Shes a nervous girl. Shes a terribly nervous girl if theres one in the world.

They skidded every corner on the way back. When he had jammed on the brakes before the house, he jumped from the car and was already back through the lower floor to the kitchen before the voice of Nora entered the building crying: Nancy! Oh, Nancy, darling, where are you?

She was not on the first floor at least. He raced up to the second and the third storey, plunging from room to room, opening even the closet doors. Then he came down to the second storey again and found Nora at the top of the stairs leaning against the balustrade with a changed face, haggard and fallen like soft dough.

Have you thought where she could have gone? he asked. Can you make a single guess about her?

I can make a guess easy enough, said Nora slowly, drawing her breath in between every word or so. Theres the railroad bridge that makes a good drop. Theres the inlet thats taken more than one unhappy soul before her.

Shes not done that. Shes hidden herself. Try to think if theres a place away from the house where she might have hidden herself; some place she knew when she was a child.

Whats she now but a child? demanded the panting voice of Nora. The poor innocent — the poor sweet — ah, but youve been the murder and the death of her. God pity the day that she ever saw you, Mr. Doctor Stevens or whatever your lying name may be.

Try to make sense, begged Kildare. Nora, whats in her mind that drives her frantic?

Would I be telling you? demanded Nora. God strike me before Id whisper a word of it. May the black bog take you and keep you. May the mould crawl on the skin of your body! May the heart break and the soul die in you, for youve been the death of my darling!

Kildare got past her and down the stairs. It would be easy for Nancy to thumb a ride to New York, and it was vastly important that he should get to her fathers house before she did. He shot the car down the drive and swung it at a stagger on to the road.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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THE MESSENGER BUTLER looked at Kildare with an eye of surprise when he opened the door for him.

Is Mr. Messenger here? asked Kildare.

He is, and busy, said the butler. But not too busy to see you, sir, Im sure. Hes in the library.

There were unpleasant implications in the tone of this speech. Kildare ran up the stairs and found the library door open. Inside, three men with a bulldog look about all of them sat with Paul Messenger. He was saying:

You can start your questions. I think Ive told the complete story. Id like to keep it from the newspapers if possible. But if you think the publicity would give us a better chance to find her, Ill call in the reporters.

He saw Kildare then and, rising from his chair, he moved across the room toward him, saying in his clear calm voice to the police: Excuse me for an instant. I must talk with the doctor who was with her when she disappeared. This is young Doctor Kildare, gentlemen, who seems to have frightened her away.

He came out to Kildare and closed the door behind him. He was scrupulously polite. He was perfectly cold.

I have heard from Nora, said Messenger. She tells me that you finally revealed yourself as a doctor and that Nancy, naturally, was frightened away.

It was an accident case. I couldnt stand by and see a youngster victimised for life.

You found the youngster more important than Nancy? asked Messenger.

He smiled on Kildare. He was beyond anger.

You have the police in there, havent you? asked Kildare.

I felt that it was the thing to do. Do you object?

Kildare said calmly: I think that if they come near her, shell take her life.

Messenger put a quick hand out and braced himself against the wall, but he rallied at once.

There is that possibility, agreed Messenger. But from this point forward I prefer the regular to the irregular methods — in spite of the lucky experience of the Chanlers. The police, perhaps the newspapers, will take up where you have left off, doctor.

If you use the newspapers, she will know whats coming. Shell kill herself.

He struck as brutally hard as Messenger and watched the father wince.

After a moment of consideration, Messenger said:

I think there is only one thing we can reach a mutual agreement upon, and that is to have nothing to do with one another from this point forward. We come to the consideration of your fee. I have my chequebook here. Kindly name any sum you have in mind.

Interns, said Kildare, cant take money.

They cannot take money? What can you take, Doctor Kildare?

He answered: Nothing!

Ah, said Messenger, but you hoped to find advancement in your hospital as a result of your work on this case?

Kildare considered him through an infinite distance of thought.

Theres no charge to you, he said.

You make me uncomfortable, answered Messenger.

Thats too bad, said Kildare, still watching him curiously. You can repay me in one way.

That interests me.

Will you tell me the cause of her mothers death?

My dear doctor, so far as I am concerned, said Messenger, the case is now in the hands of the police — and perhaps of the newspapers. They may find my daughter for me — since you have lost her.

Youre hating me, said Kildare, nodding.

Not at all, answered Messenger. I should be punished, not you. The most important work that could be done, I entrusted to a bit of cold blood. I should have searched for a thoroughbred.

I understand you, said Kildare. Good-bye, Mr. Messenger.

Not yet, insisted Messenger. There remains the very important question of remuneration. I cannot take something — whatever it is — for nothing.

Kildare turned on his heel and left the house.

He went back to the hospital and reported at the office of Carew.

Messengers with bad news shouldnt be so prompt, said Carew with his usual hard realism. Ive heard from our friend Messenger. He seems to think that youve been a bad bargain. Young Doctor Kildare was a valuable article in the Messenger house yesterday, but today theres a bear market on Kildares. As a matter of fact Messenger was in an expansive mood about the whole hospital because of the fine work he thought you were doing. I had him tremendously interested in an extension of our laboratories and some of the most expensive equipment in the world. But of course thats ended now. Why did you scare the girl away, Kildare? You might have thought twice about that, mightnt you?

He kept tapping at his cigar, though the ashes had not had a chance to form, and looking past Kildare out the window.

When Kildare said nothing, he added: Well, there goes a pipe dream out of the window. Millions — or nothing. Thats the way the world goes...I suppose you want to be assigned to regular intern duty now that Gillespie is out of your scheme of things?

May I have a day or two off still? asked Kildare.

For what? asked Carew curiously.

I want to try my luck at finding Miss Messenger.

Carew tapped his fingers on the desk and frowned.

Thats true, he said. There would be a reward for that.

Kildare said nothing.

Irregular, said Carew, but I suppose that I could sanction it. The whole thing has turned out rather badly for you. Tell me one thing, Kildare, will you?

If I can, sir.

Are you nine-tenths genius or nine-tenths damned fool?...Well, run along.

Kildare went back to his room, dropped on his bed face down, and slept like an exhausted animal. There was still a gleam of the sunset colour in the sky when he wakened, turned, and saw Tom Collins seated on the other bed with a rattling newspaper stretched between his hands.

Collins said, without looking up, We hoped youd get her; but instead of that, youve lost her. Rotten luck, old boy. Gillespie gone, the gal gone; it breaks you down to an ordinary level with the rest of us, doesnt it?

You generally have something in that flask of yours, dont you?

Generally.

Give it to me.

Easy on it. This stuff is a lot older than I am.

Kildare tipped up the flask and drained it. Collins shook it, shook its emptiness, and sighed.

O.K., he said. I guess you need it. Youre tops with me, brother, but youre a yellow dog with the rest of the hospital. By the way, where do you think the Messenger girl can be?

He held out the newspaper. The disappearance was spilled right across the front page. Detective agencies, boy scouts, and the whole countryside out there in Long Island were looking for her. There was a twenty-thousand-dollar reward.

As Kildare read, Collins kept offering information.

Dont get in the path of the Cavendish or shell cut your throat, because its on account of your leaving, she says, that Gillespie is taking it easy over on Staten island. And shed sort of like to keep you away. She thinks youre the death of the old man. I talked to the Lamont girl too. She acts as though she never heard of you.

I sold my soul for a mess of pottage, didnt I? asked Kildare.

Well, didnt you?

I wish there were some more in that flask!

Jimmy, dont be so damned smiling and desperate. Theres going to be another day and week and month and year. And youll be aces high again in the windup.

Will you shut up?

Sure.

The telephone rang. His mothers voice took him by surprise on the wire.

Im downstairs, she said. Can you see me?

He wrenched off his clothes, got into whites so that his street dress would not start her asking questions, and hurried down to the reception room. The broad, unbeautiful face of his mother waited for him there. She hugged him, and he held on to her. The good soapy smell which was his earliest memory still clung to her.

Whats wrong? asked Kildare.

Nothing, darling. Father had some people to see, so I sneaked over here. Were going to be down for days.

Whats wrong? he asked.

Not a thing Im telling you. Were going to take time off and see the Fair.

Whats wrong? insisted Kildare.

Oh, Jimmy. Im afraid that your fathers a sick man.

Wait till I get my hat. Well go over and see him.

You cant. Hell hate me if he thinks that Ive talked out of school.

How does he seem?

Jimmy, Jimmy, its the heart! I swore that I wouldnt tell you, and now its out!

Everybody has a heart, said Kildare. Im going over to see him.

If you do, hell know that Ive brought you. And hell never forgive me. Wait till tomorrow. Will you do that?

Ill do that.

Are you all right, Jimmy?

Me? Im right as rain.

Theres such a trouble in me that I cant see whether or not youre telling me the truth; but you sound as though you were lying, dear.

Im not lying very much...Ive got to see father.

If he knows youre bothered about him, said Mrs. Kildare, hell turn a lot sicker than he is. I think what steadies him is knowing that while hes going down, youre going up. Ten times a day he starts telling me what Doctor Gillespie is doing for you, and what a great man youll be. If he died tomorrow, hed die happy. Oh, what a weak fool I am to have come and blabbed to you, darling!

Tomorrow. I have to wait till tomorrow, do I?

You will wait?

Ill do what you say. How does he look?

It seems to me that theres a shadow in his eye, Jimmy. But maybe, after the report hes had, its chiefly fear.

Hes had a report?

Dont look at me like that, Jimmy! If God takes him, its in Gods own time. Hes had the life hes wanted, and so long as he knows that youre going on and up toward the top, nothing can make him really unhappy. I want you to think of it that way. And now I must run.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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THERE DID NOT seem to be enough air for breathing, and Kildares brain made no sense. It kept going around and around like a squirrel in a cage. He could prevent the family from knowing about his disasters for a few hours, but after that the blow would strike them doubly hard. He went up to the roof to see if breathing and thinking might be more possible there, but the fog would not lift from his brain.

After a moment he saw a woman coming toward him, stepping around the chimneys and the ventilators. There was rain-mist in the air so that the glow of New York came straight up from the ground and kept the towers all in a glow. This was the light by which he recognised Mary Lamont.

I saw you coming up, she said. Do you mind my following?

Look, said Kildare, a day or two ago I was riding pretty high. I had the hospital by the heels, and all that. I was going to step into Gillespies boots. You know?

I know, she said.

Now Im down, said Kildare. Im socked in the eye. Gillespie hates my heart. Carew has no use for me. Everybody knows that Ive tried to sell out for cash, only I wasnt good enough to get by. And somehow that puts in my mind what I wanted to say to you a couple of days ago. I was going to tell you that if you were a few years older and I were making some money, Id probably ask you to marry me.

She stepped in close to him. Under her coat he could see the white of her uniform at the throat and there was a dim high light on her cheek and in her eyes.

Youre damned nice, said Kildare. Youre going to be gentle and cherishing and all that before you smack me down.

Why did you wait till everything went wrong before you talked to me? asked Mary Lamont.

I dont know, he answered. I was a fool, I guess. Would you have thought it meant something a couple of days ago?

She said: Im not very much in your mind. But youre hurt and you want a bit of comfort. Isnt that it?

I dont know. You tell me, will you?

Are you just going to stand there? she asked.

He took her in his arms.

You dont give a damn, but you want to make me happy, said Kildare. Youre rather nice. Youre all give and no take.

He put a finger under her chin and pushed back her head a little, slowly. She made no effort to resist the small pressure.

Tell me to go to the devil. Dont be a nurse. Im not so sick, said Kildare.

I think youre terribly sick, Jimmy, she said.

Im not, said Kildare, and dont let me maul you around like this. If this keeps on for another minute, youll be fitted into my mind so that I never can get you out.

Youll get me out whenever you want to, she said.

I wonder if youd be damned fool enough to say that youd marry me?

I wonder too, she said.

Ive got sixty-seven cents a day.

I know.

I can tell you something that you wont believe.

Can you?

Yes. I can tell you that Im almost happy just now.

Poor Jimmy! she said. I know.

What do you know?

That youre in frightful pain.

He bowed his head until his face was against her hair.

Its queer, isnt it? he asked.

Yes, she said.

I mean, its queer that this should mean such a frightful lot.

Yes, she said.

Do you know something?

What should I know?

That you have a beautiful, soft kind of a voice when it speaks close to me like this. It speaks all the way through me. Laugh, now, will you?

She laughed.

Do it again, said Kildare.

She laughed once more.

Youre not so damned beautiful, said Kildare, but you do everything exactly right. Listen to me.

Yes?

When you came up here, I was sinking for the third time. Now Im all right. Ive had a whiff of oxygen. I know what Ive got to do and Im going to try to do it.

Ah, Im glad, she said.

Were breaking the rules all to hell, arent we?

I suppose so.

You go down, now. Good night, Mary. Will you go on down now?

Yes, she said.

And dont you break any rules again.

No.

I mean, except with me.

No, she said.

She kept looking back at him as she found her way among the chimneys and the ventilators. Then she disappeared.

* * *

Up in the surgical ward he found Billy and was welcomed by the brightest of smiles. He looked at the chart and spoke to the nurse. The operation had been perfect. Billy, in due time, would walk and run as well as ever.

Youre going to be okay, said Kildare. But youve had some tough luck.

I had it coming to me, answered Billy.

Coming to you?

Sure. Ive been a tough guy; now I get the rap. I mean...Ive always been playing hooky, and pleasing myself, and getting by with a whole lot.

School isnt so good, eh?

Not so good; but its going to be better now.

Thats the stuff, said Kildare.

But you know how it seems in the school-room when youre studying and theres no sound except somebody scratching his head or pens scraping on paper maybe. It makes you think about going fishing. You know?

Of course I know.

So I used to go out and get Jenny — thats a boat I made — and paddle down the lagoon and hang out a line. You can always get fish in the lagoon. Its fine and lonely down there, and the old wreck of a boathouse, it looks like a murder. You know?

I know, agreed Kildare. Places like that are the stuff. They give you something to remember. Are you comfortable?

Im fine...and thanks for everything, doc.

All right, said Kildare.

* * *

Collins had a light car. Kildare went up to their room and asked him for it. The telephone called while he was there. A gentleman from the State Board of Health was expecting Doctor Kildare in the waiting room. It was a Dr. Oliver Vincent.

Oliver Vincent — Oliver Vincent, said Kildare. Ever hear of him?

Just barely, said Coffins. Hes the chairman of the State Board of Health. Is he down there?

He is, said Kildare, and I can guess what he wants to know about.

Dont let him rattle you, said Collins. The reporters and the police have been on the phone every two minutes for the last hour. Ive been in a room-mates hell, brother. Shall I go along and give you a hand?

Stay here and pray, said Kildare, and went down to the office.

The great Dr. Oliver Vincent sat in the adjoining room. He was as small as a child, and from a distance his face was that of a child too; but at close range he looked all of his sixty-five years. He had an unpleasant dimple in one cheek, and he seemed always to be smiling, which was an illusion as definitely and heartbreakingly untrue as a mirage in the desert.

Dr. Oliver Vincent, whose feet barely reached the floor, turned briskly toward Kildare and made the borrowed desk his own domain.

Doctor Kildare? he said. You are the Doctor Kildare Im waiting for?

Yes, said Kildare.

I presume you have not the slightest idea why I am here, young man?

I have a very good idea, said Kildare. You want to ask me if I knew that a certain Archbold was not a licensed physician when I took a patient to him, thereby giving aid and assistance and recognition to a quack.

Well? Well? demanded Oliver Vincent.

Theres nothing to say, said Kildare. Ive done all of that.

Ha? cried Oliver Vincent. And have you the foggiest notion what that may mean to you, sir?

Ive a perfect idea that it may bar me from practice in this state.

You are very calm about this!

Ive been preparing myself for the firing squad, said Kildare.

Young man, said the chairman of the State Board of Health, I presume that you know the authority attached to my position in this state?

I know perfectly, answered Kildare. You can and you will scuttle me like an old boat.

Your entire attitude, said Oliver Vincent, is not one to conciliate a good opinion. And the case itself is of such importance that I took advantage of my nearness to this hospital in order to run in and see you. You are at perfect liberty, of course, to refrain from answering until you are examined by a more complete authority.

I wouldnt dream of it, said Kildare. My goose is already cooked, so why should I give a damn how it is sliced and served?

Sir? Sir? exclaimed Oliver Vincent.

I mean what I say. I spoke English, said Kildare. You ought to be able to understand me.

Can I trust my ears? shouted Oliver Vincent.

Suppose I try complete frankness? suggested Kildare. Mr. Vincent, I dont give a damn what you do with me and my medical future. You havent guns big enough to shoot the bullets that are already in me.

Mr. Oliver Vincent considered, rose from his place and walked silently from the room.

Kildare took the car he had borrowed from Tom Collins and drove down into the country. The wind that whirred around his windshield went past him like the song of the vanished years. He felt, to use a simile considerably more poetic than any that went through his scientific young mind, like a leaf detached from its twig, still afloat in the air, but about to rejoin the soil of its origin. Life seemed to him a process of decline. Decay was the universal order.

However, he was almost incurably young and far too inconsistent, therefore, to have pleased a romantic poet; and when the moon rose, all glistening bronze like an Homeric shield, he almost forgot that he was a doomed creature. The hope of glory and fame that he had lost, and the great memory of Gillespie, went completely from him. He remembered only Mary Lamont on the roof of the hospital.

He had acquired through excess of pain a peculiar insouciance that denied all the old values and looked for new ones. Still in that humour, he reached the old Messenger place and rang the bell patiently until Nora appeared in an overcoat in place of a dressing-gown. She remained within the shadow, only half seen, but even half of Nora was more than enough.

Ah, she said, growling like a bulldog. Its you!

I wanted to know if youve seen her or heard the faintest word from her? said Kildare.

If Id seen her, would I be standing here blathering? demanded Nora, and slammed the door in his face. He drove into the village. They remembered him there. When he stopped his car, twenty people suddenly materialised at the corner.

Theres the real doctor, they said. Hows that Billy doing, doctor?

Hes going to have two good legs, said Kildare. Where can I find Archbold?

Maybe hes taken wings, someone said. Hes not wanted here any longer — the rascal! But nobody seen him leave his place.

Kildare went up to the office. He knocked at the Archbold door. He kept at it during ten minutes, at intervals. Presently a key turned and the door opened a mere crack.

Friends? said Kildare, when the long nose of Archbold appeared.

The door opened. Mr. Archbold waved the way into the room. He had a candle in it, shaded by a large book set up on end so that no ray would reach the window directly and betray him to the street. Mr. Archbold had induced in himself a spirit of high good humour.

Enter, doctor. Enter, enter! he said. Here you will at least find the water of life. May I pour you a drink of it?

He balanced himself unsteadily, his feet far apart, and proffered a bottle of rye and a glass.

Good! said Kildare. The water of life is what I need.

He took the drink, waited for the great Archbold to pour one for himself, and then toasted him silently.

I came down to ask you a question, said Kildare. But maybe this is a better way of talking.

Undoubtedly, said Archbold. He rubbed his hands together to get the warmth of the drink thoroughly through his system. But what is the question?

Ordinarily, answered Kildare, I dont think you do much harm. Maybe the world should have more faith-healers. But not for broken legs.

Exactly, said Archbold. He was so pleased that he gave himself an immediate encore of rye. If I had men of understanding around me, doctor, I would be able to take an assured place in this vale of tears, but as a matter of fact Im a little tired of this damned town. Ive been here two years and a half and I know their minds, so-called. Im ready to move on. I have everything packed and no matter how watchful they wish to be, Im sure that at about three or four theyll fold their tents and steal away. Then I can be off. They took it very hard, their little discovery of today. But I dont hate you because you revealed me, doctor. No malice in me whatever.

Thank you, said Kildare. After all, I knew that you couldnt do the girl any harm.

Of course not, said Archbold, laughing. No harm and no good. Who can do any good for a malignant tumour of the brain?

Kildare took a deep breath. He had at last the information he wanted.

I wonder what convinced her that she had that? he asked.

Ah, the nurse told me enough about that, explained Archbold. Imagine her own mother dying of the same disease. And the house filled with doctors and nurses for years until the girl came to hate the whole medical profession. You see?

I begin to, said Kildare.

And once, before the end, the child heard her mothers voice — babbling — making no sense — you understand? The mind of the poor woman had given way, I suppose. So the horror was born in Nancy. Very affecting, Im sure. When her headaches began she inquired and learned the nature of her mothers illness. Of course the headaches seemed proof that she had the same thing. And the other day when she told that fat-brained Irish nurse about her symptoms, of course Nora jumped to the conclusion that the end was upon her. The fool told the girl a few of the details about the mothers death. Clear and simple, the whole thing, isnt it?

Perfectly, said Kildare.

He got down to the street and the car quickly.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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BUT WHEN HE was in the car, for all his haste he realised that he had no destination. Probably he already was too late and somewhere within the round of the hills Nancy lay dead. He took the first road, then another right, another left, and saw the lights of a village rising before him like a patch of ragged stars. The town he drove into was the same that he had left. He had driven in a blind circle.

He saw before him now the corner at which Billy had been injured, and at the sight of it his mind went forward to the picture of the lad stretched on the floor of Archbolds office with Nancy sitting beside him. There had been such beauty in her then that he always would remember her, he knew, as she had been in that moment. He could remember every word that had passed between her and Billy about the old boathouse to which no one came throughout the year, a forgotten place lost in the woods beside a lagoon. Remembering that, a new light of hope flashed on in his brain. He pulled up the car at the kerb and asked a bystander the way to the old boathouse.

Old boathouse? Theres the boathouse down at the pier. Thats the only one I know about, said the man on the corner.

Down by a lagoon, lost in the woods — the old boathouse. Doesnt anyone remember it? asked Kildare, anxiously scanning the faces as a group gathered on the pavement.

A farmer with a red face that glistened with whisky and his weekly shave now answered: Aint that the place over there beyond the end of the Brighton Road? Sure it is. Youll miss it if you dont look sharp. Right down there — where the Road makes a right turn and an old lane runs on...

Kildare found the Brighton Road and then the old lane at the turn.

Before he knew it, he was driving through a thick forest that shut out the light of the moon and left him in a dense winter blackness. The air turned cold and damp. Through the woods he came out upon a curving lake, silver under the moon, that blocked all forward progress unless he took, to the side, a narrow way that wound through the slums of tree roots and obscurity. Kildare put on the brakes and stared vaguely before him at a little boat, leaning crazily to one side, which swung at the end of an improvised pier. It was veering with the wind. Something like a reflection from the moon-brightened water was visible on her side, aft. Now it appeared clearly to his eyes, painted in ragged letters big enough to suit a craft of ten times her tonnage. The word it spelled was JENNY.

He remembered Billy then, though in fact Billy had said that his home-made boat was moored in front of the boathouse. That was why he looked about with more care and saw it at last. The roof was so fallen in ragged patches that it gave an upper outline like a portion of the woods; but now that he looked more closely, he could see the dark blink of the windows. When he tried to start, a rear wheel bit into the sand, hollowed a place for itself, and refused to climb out of the hole it had excavated.

Kildare got out of the car and set about looking for a fragment of wood with which he could clear the earth away and give the wheel a start. He was well at work when a chill came upon him from behind. He looked with fixed eyes over the bright face of the water, then jerked his head around and saw the figure moving straight toward him from the ruin of the boathouse. It came on with a hesitant step, both hands stretched forward, the head held high and the face tilted upward so that the moon shone full on the face of Nancy Messenger. As he watched, she came behind a ragged stump of a pine tree. She walked straight on like a creature without sight. Horror took him by the throat. It seemed as though the wretched little tree possessed life, malevolence, and will of its own to move and to strike. The girl walked full into it and the blow struck her to her knees.

He could not stir, but Nancy, gathering herself patiently, rose again. With her outstretched hands she found a way around the tree and came on toward the water. He could tell then why her eyes, helplessly wide, were fixed upon the moon. There was no sight in them. He had to try once or twice before her name would come past his lips.

* * *

The voice of Carew as it had shrilled over the telephone kept sounding and resounding in the ears of Messenger all the way to the hospital. When he reached the place, Carew in person met him at once.

Carew said: A most extraordinary piece of work, but then were used to extraordinary work from Kildare. You know the quality of the genius, Mr. Messenger? He seems more commonplace than the most ordinary person — until he turns the trick again. Hes just another batter at the plate until he knocks the home run.

Youve seen Nancy? said Messenger. Is it actually true that her sight is gone?

The present symptoms, said Carew, seem to indicate blindness. But lets not be too absolute. Doctor Kildare is right in here. Right through this door, Mr. Messenger.

I dont think I can face him, said Messenger. Ive been too frank with him — too brutally frank.

Ah, I understand perfectly, said Carew. You think that, being offended, he wont forget. The quality of the genius, on the other hand, is that he is aware, not of you or of me, but only of the case in hand. Youll see at once!

Messenger, entering the small office behind Carew, saw a surprisingly pretty nurse who came to attention with level, bright eyes.

Wheres Kildare? asked Carew.

Hes in the next office, sir, said Mary Lamont.

Call him here at once, directed Carew.

Yes, sir, said the nurse with a troubled face, and disappeared into the next room.

Messenger heard the voice of the girl speaking, and then that of Kildare answering: Tell them to go hang...Look, Mary! I think Ive got it! See those mice in there? They were getting too much interval between injections. Ive cut it down to a quarter, and now look at em! Theyve had enough of the stuff to kill them ten times over, but not a one of them is drooping even.

Youre right, said the girl. Would Doctor Gillespie—

She stopped herself.

Oh, said Kildare, hed be glad even if I turned the trick. Theres no malice in him, Mary, where medicine is concerned.

I know there isnt, she said, but now theres Doctor Carew and Mr. Messenger waiting for you in the outer office...

Kildare came out suddenly. He overlooked Carew and went up to Messenger.

The police — the newspapers — the boy scouts — the whole of them failed, said Messenger. But you didnt fail, Kildare. If youll permit me to unsay certain things that...

We have one interest in common, and thats Nancy, broke in Kildare. Why humiliate yourself making excuses? I dont want them. If we can help her, well be helping one another. And were ready to do that, arent we?

I was frightfully wrong, said Messenger.

You were dealing with a very sick girl, said Kildare. And because youre not a doctor, you had a right to be wrong...Excuse me a moment...

He hurried back into the inner office.

He seemed deeply depressed. Is it because of the condition of Nancy? asked Messenger of Mary Lamont.

No, its not that, she said, and looked at Carew.

Carew explained, shrugging his shoulders: I suppose being in the office depresses him. It was here that he was being taught by Gillespie until he gave up all that.

It seems to me, said Messenger forcefully, that that young man needs the teaching of no one. He seems to be able to go on by himself. Am I wrong?

Yes, sir, said Mary Lamont.

You mean that this Gillespie is a sort of god from the machine — a kind of prophet for Kildare?

Yes, sir, said Mary Lamont.

Will he take me up to see Nancy now?

Yes, sir.

Will you kindly tell me whats keeping him in there just now?

Some white mice, sir, said Mary Lamont.

Kildare leaned over the X-ray plates and pointed out the details to Messenger. He had drawn a crude sketch of the course of the optic nerves to make the ideas clearer.

They come from back in the brain in two branches, said Kildare, and they converge toward this shadow, which is the pituitary gland. The pituitary is an out-pocketing of the brain fitted into a sort of cup, the pituitary fossa. If you look very closely here, youll see two small projecting shadows.

I see them, nodded Messenger.

Theyre at the top of the pituitary gland, you see, and theyre called the clinoid processes. Theyre important to us just now. The point is that Nancy suddenly lost her sight. It wasnt a gradual dimming. One day she had full vision; the next day she was totally blind. Thats extremely unusual unless there has been an accident directly to the eyes themselves. But one can imagine that a sudden enlarging of a tumour of the pituitary gland might interrupt the course of the two optic nerves at this point where they converge. That would explain the quick loss of vision. In case of such a tumour, one should see the two little growths of bone — the clinoid processes — pushed up. Now turn back to the lateral plate of the skull again. You see in fact that the clinoid processes are somewhat elevated...

It means there is a tumour then? demanded Messenger in a shaken voice.

There is a great deal against the idea of a tumour. The pituitary may be simply slightly enlarged, but not a malignant growth. If there were a tumour which had interrupted the optic nerve, an exterior examination of the eye should show that the heads of the nerves are in a pathological condition, dead or dying. However, the nerve heads seem perfectly normal. As for tumours in other parts of the brain, there would have to be two: one in each lobe, each suddenly increased in magnitude so that on the same day each branch of the optic nerve was damaged. This would be a miraculous improbability.

Then what is the explanation?

I dont know, said Kildare. There are no other signs of tumours except the headaches; there are no tokens of any paralysis in the muscles around the head and neck which are supplied by the cranial nerve. Mind you, we are not quite sure about the exact condition of the pituitary gland at this moment. We are taking more pictures.

Theres only one definite fact, so far as I can understand the thing, said Messenger. That fact is that she has lost her eyesight completely.

She has, agreed Kildare.

Is there the least hope?

I dont know. To exterior examination the eyes are normal. Thats the great point in our favour. I have hope; the others are non-committal.

Messenger lighted a cigarette with a shuddering hand. He was trembling slightly from head to foot. All we can do is wait? he asked.

And work, added Kildare. We have to find out the facts as absolutely as possible and then consider what is to be done next.

May I see her now?

Ill find out, said Kildare, and went into the room. Mary Lamont was there arranging flowers in a great vase. The empty eyes of Nancy were turned to the other girl as she said: Why do you bother? I cant see them, you know.

They make the air sweet, answered Mary, and then you can hear the wind rustling in them.

Has someone just come into the room? asked Nancy.

Only Doctor Kildare.

Ah, are you here again? murmured Nancy. Do I have to learn a new name for you, Johnny?

No...I have to speak to you, Miss Lamont.

Are you going to leave me, Johnny?

Ill be back in a moment.

In the hall, Mary Lamont said: Now I know why you left Doctor Gillespie. I was fool enough to think that it was money and all that; but now I know it was Nancy Messenger. And shes lovely. Shes lovely, Jimmy!

What are you talking about? demanded Kildare. Are you going to be a damned fool?

She stared at him. It isnt... she murmured.

It isnt what? he snapped.

I dont know, she said faintly.

Try to make sense, will you, Mary?

Yes, Ill try.

Tell me what she was doing when you came up.

She was staring at the ceiling and thinking. If Id been a lip reader I could have made out her thoughts.

Black, were they?

Jimmy, shes going to die!

Nonsense!

She doesnt want to live.

That can be fixed.

How, Jimmy?

By cutting out her will to die and transplanting a will to live, he said harshly. Just a little operation. Thats all. Whats her appetite?

She cant eat. She wont eat, Jimmy...Poor girl! Shes so sweet, Jimmy!

Stop crying about her, will you?

Yes, Jimmy.

I want a bright attitude in that room. I want cheer and hope and all that sort of rot. You understand?

Yes, doctor.

You can help because youre her kind.

Yes, doctor?

Thoroughbred, I mean, said Kildare, and went back into Nancys room.

If you dont eat, said Kildare, Im going to force-feed you like a Strasbourg goose. You hear?

Ill never see him, again, said Nancy. Never, never, never!...Will you come over to me a little closer, Johnny?

Im not going to let you cry all over me, said Kildare. I wont have any of this damned nonsense.

Ah, I wish the old Johnny were back with me! sighed Nancy. He understood — everything:

I have some news for you, said Kildare, standing over the bed and staring down at her. She felt this nearness and touched him with a groping hand and smiled faintly.

He went on: Weve completed the X-ray pictures and the tests practically. Theres only one thing were sure about. There is no brain tumour, malignant or otherwise.

She caught her hands back to her face and gasped, looking into the darkness of her world with bewilderment.

But thats not true, she said at last. Youd say anything to make me happy. You cant fool me with your grimness, Johnny. Ive looked so far into you that Ive seen your heart.

Damn my heart, said Kildare.

He took a quick breath, set his teeth, and then said: I give you my professional word of honour — whatever is wrong with you, its not what caused your mothers death. Think that over and try to stop acting like a half-wit.

He turned his back on her and got hastily into the adjoining room where Messenger waited. Carew was there, with the eye-specialist, Landon, and the great brain man, McKeever.

They tell me its a very dark mystery, doctor, said Messenger anxiously. May I go in to see her only for a moment?

No, answered Kildare. She needs a bit of time to digest some good news.

He looked straight across the room at McKeever. Ive just told her, he said, that there is no brain tumour.

But, my dear fellow, protested McKeever gently, can you go as far as that? Can you be sure of that at the present moment? Admitting the general indications are favourable...

Ive given her my professional word of honour that there is no brain tumour, said Kildare.

But is that ethical? demanded Landon with suddenly rising anger.

Messenger, deeply troubled, looked from one of them to the other.

Im not thinking of ethics. Im thinking of Nancy Messenger, said Kildare.

Young man — I wonder if you always remember how very young you are? asked Carew darkly.

I know your instinct and your way, Doctor Kildare, said the gentle voice of old McKeever, as he smiled on the boy. You fight with the point and with the edge and you give no quarter. Youll take big chances if you think the patient may profit by it. But...considering this entire case...

He allowed his voice to die out.

Kildare gestured to Messenger.

Youve put this case in my hands, he said. Technically, thats impossible. An intern cant have absolute control of anything in a hospital. I think I see my way a step or two ahead through the fog of this case, but only dimly. Ive not much more than instinct to go on just now — but Ive made a definite statement to your daughter. If you want that statement retracted, you can take the authority away from me with a single word.

He turned his back on all of them and went to stare out the window.

With all due respect to young Doctor Kildare, said Carew, and considering how very young he is, I cannot help pointing out to you that in this room with you are two of the finest specialists that can be...

No, Carew. No, Walter, said old McKeever. The boy has a great heart and a fine mind. Why not let him have his chance? The rest of us have little or no light to throw on the problem.

Its a hard decision for me to make, said Messenger. I realise that Kildare is not the oldest man in the world, but its my habit in business to put my trust in the people who win. When I had the whole world searching for Nancy, he reached into the dark and brought her back to me...Kildare, the case is entirely in your hands.

Thank you, said Kildare, suddenly facing them again.

Old McKeever went up and laid a hand on his shoulder.

Use me in any way you can, my dear boy, he said. Im at your service.

* * *

But a greater help than even McKeever could give was what Kildare needed. He went to find Gillespie.

Staten Island, which seems a hundred years behind the times, is not famous for its beaches. Nevertheless there is a stretch of seaside that looks out over blue water toward the jumbled heights of Manhattan. Dr. Gillespie sat in his wheel chair on the edge of the sand with the rush and foaming of the waves just before him. Conover held an umbrella over him.

The legend of the seventh wave being the largest, said Gillespie, looking up from a notebook in which he had been making marks, is definitely wrong.

Yes, sir, said the big negro.

It must be dismissed from all minds as pure tradition and bunk, insisted Gillespie.

Yes, sir, said Conover.

Tradition and legend, said Gillespie, is the embalmed idiocy accumulated by the ages.

Yes, sir.

It is the enemy of science.

Yes, sir.

There is a man, said Gillespie, heading directly toward us. It is probably a reporter.

He relaxed in his chair.

Make signs to him, said Gillespie, that Im asleep.

He closed his eyes.

Its no good sir, said Conover.

What the devil do you mean its no good? demanded Gillespie angrily.

Hell see right through your closed eyes, said Conover. There aint any fooling him. Not about you, sir. Its Doctor Kildare.

The footfall came through the whispering sands of the beach.

Doctor Gillespie, said the voice of Kildare, may I speak with you for a moment?

You may not, said Gillespie.

How are you, Conover? said Kildare.

Im fair to middling, sir, said Conover.

Can I do anything to make him talk to me? asked Kildare.

The doctor aint taken a very full breakfast, sir, said Conover. Maybe if you was to wait till after lunch...

Conover, shut your mouth! commanded Gillespie.

Yes, sir, agreed Conover. If you was to wait up at the hotel till lunch time, Doctor Kildare...

The Messenger girl is back in the hospital, sir, said Kildare. Shes convinced that she has the same disease that killed her mother — a malignant tumour of the brain. The evidence is against that, but the fact is that something has made her blind.

Conover, said Gillespie.

Yes, sir, replied the negro.

Tell this damned interloper that I prefer to be alone.

The doctor says that hed like to take a nap, sir; Im sorry to say, sir, interpreted Conover.

If you possibly could spare the time to look at her, said Kildare, I will have her brought to you here, sir.

Conover! roared Gillespie.

Yes, sir? asked Conover.

Wheel me down the damned beach! Get me away from this.

He turned the wheel chair as he spoke.

Why dont you go on, Conover, you jackass? cried Gillespie.

Doctor Kildare has gone got his hand on the back of the chair, sir.

A damned impertinent outrage! said Gillespie. Strike his hand away and march on.

Im terribly sorry, sir, said Conover. Maybe I aint man enough to do that.

Did you wink at this fellow when you said that, Conover? shouted Gillespie.

Oh, no, sir!

You lie! thundered Gillespie. Youre a liar and the father of liars.

The best advice in the hospital, sir, said Kildare, is that the optic nerve seems entirely normal and the reactions show no signs of any deterioration of the corneal nerve. If youll permit me to bring her to you...

Conover!

I beg your pardon, Doctor Kildare, said Conover.

All right, said Kildare.

The wheel chair began to move slowly over the sand, impelled by Conover.

You dont need me any longer, young Doctor Kildare, cried Gillespie. You dont need the advice of any man. Youve found your way into the long green that means so much to you. You can bed yourself down in it now! And God give you comfort in it. But dont come with your whining questions to me again as long as you live!

There was no answer.

Are we far from him, Conover? the diagnostician asked.

Yes, sir.

Then get me back to the hotel and find out the next ferry for New York. Hurry, Conover! You black scoundrel, youre fired. I wont have you any longer. Im going to get me a young man with some life in his legs and brains in his hands. You hear me?

Yes, sir, said Conover.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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YOUNG DOCTOR KILDARE stood in line and took his chances in front of that office door where he had so often assisted or presided. Conover said at last:

Youre next, sir.

And Kildare entered and found himself looking down into the formidably bent brows and eyes of Gillespie.

Whats wrong with you? demanded Gillespie.

Nothing, sir.

Then get out! What do you think this is? A social hour, or what?

Kildare backed slowly toward the door.

I hoped that youd be able to see my father, sir. His doctors think that there has been a coronary occlusion...

And what do you think? demanded Gillespie.

I feel that theyre wrong, sir.

Reasons, please. Feelings havent a damned thing to do with medicine.

I dont presume to know. But if I were a practising doctor I would send the case to you, sir.

Gillespie said: Send him elsewhere. His name is against him here. Kildare, there once was a man who had twelve disciples. It was a tragedy when one of the twelve betrayed him. I have had one disciple. And that one betrayed me. Do you understand?

I understand, said Kildare, and got out of the great mans sight.

He stood in the waiting-room for a moment while his brain cleared. The voice of Mary Lamont said: I dont think that he meant it all, doctor.

He meant every word of it, said Kildare.

I told him what you have been doing in the experiment, and he was frightfully interested, she said.

Was he? asked Kildare wearily. Nevertheless, he despises me.

Will you let me try to explain?

No, said Kildare. Nobody can explain him to me. If I dont know him, I know nothing. Mary, did he go to see Nancy Messenger?

Yes, she said. This morning.

Did he say anything?

Not a word.

* * *

The day grew to the afternoon, and the interns of the big hospital sat in well-ordered rows before Gillespie, once more back on the job. Pens or pencils staggered rapidly across notebooks as the young doctors tried to keep pace with the outpourings of the great man. In the rearward row sat Kildare.

...hysteria that can take the place of almost any disease, he was saying. There is a simulation that almost passes understanding. A feature is the glove anesthesia, which will begin in the hand and spread over it, a total senselessness to all impressions...we have cases of people struck mute, and people who suddenly grow deaf...The mind and the nervous system are the tyrants over the body.

The elect among the interns generally sat up in front, close to the lecturer, making their notes. Toward the rear were those who came more from a sense of duty than in real hope to learn. From among these Kildare suddenly sprang to his feet, snatched the door open, and was gone from the room.

Who the devil left this room? Who left that door open? shouted Gillespie.

It was Doctor Kildare, sir, said an intern, hastily rising to close the door at the rear of the room.

Ha? said Gillespie. Hes been doing a little deducing, has he? Well, brains will show themselves in spite of the devil.

Kildare, opening the door of Nancys room a trifle, carefully beckoned Mary Lamont out to him into the hall. She had been sitting close to the bed of her patient, talking with animation.

How is she? asked Kildare.

Much better. Shes eaten something. Her whole temper is better.

If you were the doctor, how would you describe her present condition, frankly?

Id say that its a minor improvement in a hopeless case.

Would you?

Yes, doctor.

You were interesting her just now.

Yes, doctor.

What were you talking about?

The answer came up in her eyes and stopped there without words. She flushed.

Is it none of my business? demanded Kildare.

Yes, doctor.

Get Mr. Charles Herron on the telephone and ask him if he can come to the hospital at once to consult with me about Miss Messenger. If he can come; ask Landon and McKeever if they can give me a few moments at a conference. Ill want Mr. Messenger also.

Hes always in the next room waiting for a call, doctor.

Is he? By the way, the great Carew probably would want to be at that conference. You might tell him.

Yes, doctor.

Thats all, said Kildare, and went on into Nancys room.

Johnny? she asked.

Youre a mind reader, said Kildare. You can see in the dark, so you dont need eyes; but youre going to have them anyway.

She sat up in the bed with an exclamation.

What have you found? she asked.

Ive found, said Kildare, that when you sit up like that and smile youre a lovely girl to look at, Nancy.

Ah, I like that! she said. If there were only more nonsense like that in you, Johnny!...

Well, what?

You could make more people happy. Particularly...

Particularly who?

What is it you found out?

That Im going to have to knock you out for three days.

Ah? she said indifferently, sinking back in the bed once more. Whats going to happen to me while Im asleep?

Some rather painful applications to the eyes...When you wake up, therell still be a bandage across those eyes...Nancy, you didnt believe me when I told you that there was no brain tumour?

No, Johnny.

Will you believe me if, when I take the bandage off your eyes, you see?

Johnny, I know that youre not simply encouraging me. You mean what you say this time?

He had to close his eyes to shut out the sight of her. Still with his eyes closed, he said: I mean it! Youre going to see! Full vision in both eyes.

She put her hands up over her face. Im going to try to believe, she said.

I dont care whether you believe or not, said Kildare. Set yourself against it, and youll have all the more pleasure when those bandages are taken off. Surprise is one of the first elements in real pleasure, isnt it?...Im going to give you an injection that will knock you galley-west. Shall I put the bandage over your eyes before or after you go to sleep?

After, she said. I dont want you to sit there looking at me when Im wrapped up like an Egyptian mummy. Im terribly vain, Johnny, and Im sentimental about you besides.

He prepared her arm and gave the barbital injection.

Youre going to sleep fast, he said. If you have any talking to do, do it now.

I want Nora here when I wake up.

She has a lot of wrong ideas.

I know. But I love her, and she loves me.

Ill have her here when you wake up.

Thank you...Johnny, when you talked to me about the hell that you were going through, it was all made up, wasnt it? There wasnt a word of truth in it?

There was more than a word of truth in it. I was in a different sort of hell. That was all.

I knew that there was something. Are you happy now, Johnny? Is all the sorrow gone from you?

Youre the patient, not I.

I wish you could tell me about it. You cant be sure that I wouldnt be able to help.

Ill tell you about it when youre on your feet, able to look me in the eye, and happy.

Happy? Do you think that I can ever be happy again?

Leave that to me too, said Kildare.

I almost think I could, said the girl. She yawned. Johnny, she murmured, youre the only friend in the world. Nobody else — nobody knows — how — to be — a friend...

She was asleep. Kildare went into the next room, where Messenger stood up at once and passed him a cheque.

He said to Messenger: Whats this?

A small retainer, doctor, said Messenger.

Interns cant accept fees, explained Kildare. There was a reward offered for the finding of Nancy, argued Messenger.

Finding her was merely a part of my medical duty in the case, said Kildare.

Ive learned a little about what has happened to you in this hospital, said Messenger, and what you gave up in order to take the case of Nancy. If you didnt expect to get some financial return, will you tell me what induced you to make the change?

Its one of those things that dont stand talking.

If you cant take this cheque, will you throw the thing away?...Give it to the next beggar on the street — but dont ask me to take it back.

Kildare crumpled the cheque blindly in the palm of his hand. He forgot it.

How long will it take you to bring Nora here? he asked.

Shes in town. I can have her here in half an hour.

Please send for her then. Tell her that Nancy is going to have her sight restored.

Messenger left in haste for Nora; when Mary Lamont hurried into the room a moment later, she found Kildare sitting at the centre table bowed over a book in which there was a complicated chart of the eye in colours. He was lost in the study of it.

She said breathlessly: Doctor Gillespie has sent for your father.

Dont bother me, said Kildare.

Your father is with him now, said Mary Lamont.

With who? said Kildare.

With Doctor Gillespie.

Im busy, said Kildare. Who is with Dr. Gillespie?

Dr. Stephen Kildare, said Mary Lamont.

Doctors ought to stay away from Gillespie, said Kildare. He has enough to do handling the laymen.

Did you understand the name I gave you, doctor?

Damn the names. I dont care about the tags. Get Herron for me. Mary, wait a minute. Heres a cheque or something from Messenger. The fool wont understand that interns cant take money. Give it where the giving will do the most good. Or — wait a minute — keep it yourself.

He bowed his head over the book again.

The other doctors will be in this room within an hour, doctor, she said, shaking her head helplessly as she stared at him. And Mr. Charles Herron...

What about him? I want Herron! said Kildare.

Hes waiting to see you now, said the girl.

Bring him here! snapped Kildare.

He was walking up and down the room when Herron came in. The big man had about the face a bruised and battered look that made him seem older and sterner. He came to Kildare, took his hand, and made an instant apology.

The last time I spoke with you, I misunderstood your position, Doctor Kildare, he said, and my treatment of you...

Thats finished and done with, said Kildare. Lets not waste time on it. Im only glad you didnt break me in two and throw the pieces away. I could see that was what you wanted to do...Herron, I havent time to be polite and indirect. There was a time when you loved Nancy Messenger. She put you through a bad time and your temper wore out. When you told her she never was to see you again, you meant it.

I was hurt, and I acted like a child. That was all.

Herron, do you mean to say that you werent speaking your real mind? Does she still mean something to you?

More than I dreamed she did before.

Im going to need your help. Can I use you?

Use me? God knows you can!

Then stand by, said Kildare. Ill tell you your lines when the time comes.

Mary Lamont took the twenty-thousand-dollar cheque down to Gillespie. When she went into the outer office she heard him saying: They all agreed?

Yes, doctor, the gentle voice of old Dr. Stephen Kildare was answering.

All agreed that it was heart?

Yes, doctor.

Why, damn my soul, Kildare, said Gillespie, the fact of the matter is that you have a mortal illness, but it isnt your heart at all. There hasnt been a coronary occlusion. Theres only been an attack of indigestion...Dont spend as much time over your wifes cooking — and take some sodium bicarbonate now and then.

Really? said the old country doctor. But the mortal illness?

Incurable, said Gillespie. Youre an old man. And God and all his angels cant keep you from dying of old age...Thats all thats wrong with you, you fool!

Mary Lamont waited for the exit of the old doctor before she went to Gillespie.

The tyrant said: I thought that you were back on general duty. What are you doing here, Lamont?

Im here to shame you, said the nurse.

Ive stood a lot in my life, said Gillespie, but Ive never had to stand the hysterical jitters of a probation nurse. Not before this moment.

I have this for you, said Mary Lamont, and put on the desk before him a sadly crumpled piece of paper.

What is it? asked Gillespie, peering.

This says twenty thousand dollars, and Paul Messengers signature makes it mean what it says.

Its made out to Kildare, said Gillespie. I see what you mean, Mary. Youre giving me an object lesson in how to be a doctor and how to take in the spoils at the same time. Is that it?

Look! said the girl. Hes endorsed it and handed it to me...to give away...to any charity...or keep for myself. He doesnt care.

Dont try to make a fool of me, snarled Gillespie. This fellow Kildare would give his soul for hard cash. He wants nothing out of life except the long green...He wouldnt give this away...But he has, said Gillespie.

He crumpled the cheque between both his hands suddenly and stared at the girl.

What are you saying to me? cried Gillespie. Are you trying to make an absolute doddering idiot of me? Are you trying to tell me that he had some secondary purpose? What was it, Lamont? What was it?

I dont know, said the nurse. But you were a very sick man a few days ago.

Is that it? said Gillespie softly. I remember shouting him down when he told me that I had to rest. So he took the tools for work out of my hands. He simply removed himself without explanation and left us here damning him.

Yes, doctor, she answered in a trembling voice.

Stop that snivelling! snarled Gillespie.

Yes, doctor, she said.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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FOR THE HOSPITAL, it was a large room. The flowers were everywhere, but even flowers, even fields of them, cannot take the entire curse from a hospital room.

After all, it was not the impersonal environment on which Kildare intended to depend. He stood by the bed and looked down at the girl for a moment. She had one bare arm thrown up above her head. Thick bandages swathed the upper part of her face. On the other side of the bed stood Nora, looking from Nancy to Kildare like a frightened child at a school-teacher. He said to her: Nora, youre rather a blatherskite.

Yes, sir. Yes, doctor, said Nora.

But if so much as once you mention her mother or her mothers death to Nancy while youre with her, Ill have you boiled in oil.

Yes, sir, said Nora.

Kildare turned on his heel and went into the adjoining room. Landon and McKeever were there with Carew and big Charles Herron. Paul Messenger walked nervously up and down, halting suddenly when he saw the intern.

Kildare said abruptly: Ive put Miss Messenger to sleep and bandaged her eyes. Ive told her that when she wakes up she will have had three days of treatments to her eyes — and that when the bandages are removed, she will have perfect vision.

Messenger and Herron exclaimed softly. The doctors said nothing at all. They merely looked at one another.

Kildare said: The X-ray plates and the physical examination practically remove all possibility that there can be a tumour or any lesion affecting the optic nerve. The eyes seem normal, and following a suggestion indirectly made by Doctor Gillespie, it seems to me that Miss Messengers blindness may be attributed to hysteria. In a moment of great emotional stress she was told by Mr. Herron that she never would see him again; she never would lay eyes on him again. The thought persisted in her mind. She kept repeating the word. The idea entered her deeply. Afterward, she received an unpleasant shock when she discovered that I was a doctor and therefore, she felt, established as a spy upon her life. She ran away and hid herself, prepared to take her own life. Then the hysteria overtook her suddenly. She went blind. I have given her enough barbital to put her into a sound sleep. I now propose to inject a stimulant which will end that sleep suddenly. When she wakes up, she will remember, I hope, that I have promised her perfect vision again. At the moment of her waking, I shall give her a happy shock through Mr. Herron. Ive discussed with him what he is to say in her hearing. Its my duty to explain my procedure to you, Doctor Landon, and to you, Doctor McKeever.

Carew broke out: Wouldnt it have been much closer to regular procedure if you had consulted the doctors before you instituted this — this unusual treatment?

I was afraid, said Kildare frankly, that they would object. They would not like my idea in promising her perfect vision, because if the experiment does not work, and if she does not have perfect sight when the bandages are removed, the shock may react detrimentally and confirm her hysteria.

Exactly, said Landon. Youre risking everything on this. Its neck or nothing.

It seemed to me, said Kildare, that I had to devise the greatest possible happy expectation and then at the critical moment supply the greatest possible happy shock. I couldnt create the expectation without making the largest possible promise.

Irregular, dangerous, and highly dubious procedure throughout, said Landon. McKeever, do you agree?

McKeever, after a pause, said slowly: Im afraid that Im too old and conservative to agree with Doctor Kildare; and yet theres something in me that tells me he may be right. Its all or nothing.

But to make the promise — to risk everything! groaned Carew.

Messenger said in a voice which extreme tension made flat and mechanical:

The case is entirely in your hands, Kildare. Whether you succeed or fail, you have my support.

If the experiment doesnt work, I accept the entire blame, said Kildare, and went back to Nancy.

He gave the injection quickly, leaning over the bed, listened to her heart with a stethoscope. After a moment he said to Nora:

Shes waking up. Be here by the bed. Speak in a very quiet voice and say to her over and over: Everything is all right, now!

Everything is all right now, darling, said Nora.

Softer!

Everything is all right now, Nancy, dear, murmured Nora.

Thats right. Keep saying that; and hold her hand. So.

He went back into the next room. His face was white, but he had his jaw set, all the bulldog in him showing. He had left the connecting door open, and for a long moment the room was in silence, waiting. At length the voice of Nancy murmured something indistinguishable. They could barely hear the reassuring words of Nora as she said: Its all right, Nancy. My dear, its all going to be right with you...

The voice of the girl came again more clearly.

Now! said Kildare, nodding to Herron, and the big man made a gesture of assent. They faced the door of the sick room together.

Kildare said loudly:

Shes in there, but she mustnt see you now.

Ive got to see her, said Herron.

Keep your voice down, commanded Kildare. These partitions are not very thick.

Whether shes blind for ever or not, theres nobody in the world who means anything to me except Nancy! said the booming voice of Herron.

Charles! Charles! cried Nancy from the next room.

Go in — go in, you fool! whispered Kildare. Push up the bandages...

Herron, playing no role now, rushed into the room with great strides. Kildare closed the door except for an inch or two. He stared before him at the others, seeing nothing; then the girls voice came to them high and sharp with an ecstasy of happiness: Charles, I am seeing you again. And youre not...

Kildare shut the door fast behind him.

Paul Messenger spilled back in his chair suddenly on the verge of collapse. There was a confusion in the room; Carew was saying over and over again:

Hes done it! Hes done it again!

Kildare got hastily into the hall. Mary Lamont was waiting there.

Its okay, said Kildare. Shes telling Herron how well she can see him. Its all over.

He put his hands in his pockets and leaned his head and shoulders back against the wall.

Funny how happy people can be, isnt it? he asked.

Yes, doctor, said the girl.

Stay around here. When the racketing dies down in there, you be on hand to reassure her. Shes going to ask a thousand questions to find out how we discovered the truth. Tell her the facts — it was Gillespie who saw that it was plain hysteria. And he passed the hint along to me.

Gillespie? Did he do that?

He does everything around here. Everything thats worth while. So long, Mary.

He had started down the hall when another thought struck him like a bullet and made him wince.

Wheres my father, Mary? Ive got to get to him at once.

Ive tried to tell you about him, she said.

Youve never mentioned his name...and hes ill. Ive got to get straight to him.

I mentioned him. I tried to tell you that Doctor Gillespie has seen him.

Gillespie? Has he seen father? God bless him for that! What did he say?

Its nothing but old age. Theres no heart trouble, Jimmy.

Say that again to me...My God, Mary, I love you for saying that.

There were at that moment in the hall nurses, two interns in the distance, a resident physician, and an orderly, but Kildare smashed a thousand rules as he leaned and kissed Mary Lamont.

I hope this spoils your reputation, Mary, he said. I hope Im dragged up on the carpet to explain.

She shook her head as she looked up at him.

Youll never spoil any reputations, she said. Youre so — damned brotherly!...I think Doctor Gillespie would like to see you.

Like to see me? repeated Kildare, astonished. He watched the tears coming into her eyes. What have you been up to? he demanded.

Nothing...but he knows now why you stopped working with him.

He knows...what?

But without waiting for an answer, he turned and hurried down the hall. It was hours before the elevator came. It sank with monstrous leisure toward the lower floor. And the feet of Kildare could not get him quickly enough to the office of Gillespie. When he opened the door he found Molly Cavendish putting things in order.

Do you think I could see the doctor? asked Kildare, always a little overawed by her.

I suppose thats your privilege...if you care to use it, said the Cavendish.

From the inside office the voice of Gillespie roared suddenly:

Damn the rules! I want you to take your bloodhounds off the trail of that boy!

The unmistakable voice of the chairman of the State Board of Health answered:

Naturally, Leonard. Of course we will. But you must realise that young Kildare was very stubborn, refused to offer explanations, and we had no idea of the true nature of the case that involved him until you...

Run along! Im busy! bellowed Gillespie.

The chairman of the board ran along.

He exited so fast and in such a state of mental perturbation that he hardly glimpsed Kildare in the outer office. After a moment, Kildare tapped at the inner door and then opened it.

Gillespie, glancing up, made a furtive gesture with a cage of white mice which he had been holding in his lap. It was as though he were trying to hide it from the eyes of Kildare.

No harm done, Jimmy, he said. I was just looking at them. I wasnt going to do anything with them, doctor.

He slipped the cage back into its proper place on the shelf. Kildare, amazed, could not speak a word.

Gillespie began to strike one calloused, dry hand into the other, frowning down at the floor.

I suppose youre going to order me to get all these things out of my office — and out of my life, doctor? asked Gillespie.

I? — Order you? exclaimed Kildare.

After all, said Gillespie, if I have to make a choice, I suppose Id a little rather have a Kildare than a room full of white mice...But I hate to see them go, doctor.

Kildare made a slow gesture that indicated himself and Gillespie and the whole world.

Dont you think that we might be able to go ahead with everything — but quietly? he asked.

I think what my physician permits me to think, said Gillespie. I wonder if we could go on with it — very quietly, Jimmy, very quietly!

THE END


Dr. Kildares Girl and Dr. Kildares Hardest Case (1940)

[image: img36.jpg]

OR, DR. KILDARES SEARCH

CONTENTS

DR. KILDARES GIRL

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

DR. KILDARES HARDEST CASE

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8




DR. KILDARES GIRL


1

[image: img42.jpg]

IN THE CROWDED waiting room of Dr. Gillespie there were people of ten nations of more than ten degrees, from the old pugilist with rheumatism in his broken hands to the Indian mystic whose eyes already were forgetting this world; but little Florrie Adams took precedence over all of these. Her mother lagged breathless, a step behind, as Florrie was led quickly on by a nurse so pretty that the little girl had to keep looking up at that freshness and that bloom; and so her stumbling feet forgot their way.

Emergency! said the nurse to the Negro who was on duty as though to guard the door. Emergency, Conover!

So they came to the threshold and the mother leaned over the child, saying: Hes a great man, Florrie. Hes a great, great man; and you just look at him and listen at him, and hell make you well!

Then the door opened and little Florrie entered, prepared to listen with all her soul, and to see. She saw an office worn and old and littered, with the smell of a drugstore and the look of a second-hand furniture shop. She saw a young man in white with a pale face and eyes darkly stained by sleeplessness; he seemed to Florrie like someone who has stared too long and too hard at intangible, fading things; there was about him the humility and the tension of a foreigner who listens to speech that is only partially understood. But the great man was not he. The great man sat yonder in a wheelchair. To Florrie he was as old as her private conception of the deity, and like her God he wore a tangled radiance of white hair, thin and luminous. He had a high forehead with a blue vein of wrath etched across it; he had the smile of a fighting Irishman who may be delighting in the battle or suffering from a twist of exquisite pain; and beyond all else he had eyes of fire that made Florrie forget the rest. He barked at the pretty nurse in a harsh voice: Well, Lamont, whats this?

An emergency, Dr. Gillespie, she answered.

Florrie expected her to shrink, but there seemed no fear in her; she even smiled at this great and terrible doctor.

Its scarlet fever, Dr. Gillespie, said the mother. Little Joanie, she come down exactly like this; but I thought maybe theres a way of...

Never mind what you thought, snarled the great Gillespie. What the devil is this, anyway?

The last words were for another nurse who had come in with a tray that she placed across the arms of the wheelchair.

Its two boiled eggs with some toast and crisp bacon crumbled into them, said the nurse.

Take the stuff away! shouted Gillespie. Take it away and bring me coffee!

The young doctor, in the meantime, sat on his heels and took the hand of Florrie with a touch so gentle, so firm, so assured, that she could not help feeling that everything would be all right, if only the terrible old man would stop roaring. She smiled at him and he smiled back as he scanned her face deliberately, reading it up, reading it down.

Im sorry, sir, the nurse of the tray was saying. It was orders to bring this.

By the jumping thunder — by the living... whose orders? boomed Gillespie.

Dr. Kildare, sir.

Kildare! exploded the great voice.

Yes, sir? answered the young man who sat on his heels.

Florrie trembled, but this Kildare did not even turn his head from the examination as he spoke.

And what am I to say is the meaning of this? said the terrible voice. About this confounded interference, what am I to do?

If I were you, I would eat the eggs, sir. Youve had nothing since yesterday.

He rose as he spoke and kept on smiling down at Florrie. The wrath of the great Gillespie dissolved.

Not since yesterday? Havent I, Jimmy? he said, apologetically. But instantly he was barking: Wheres the coffee, Parker?

His anger drove her back toward the wall.

It wasnt ordered for the tray, Dr. Gillespie, she said.

Im to be treated like a babe in swaddling clothes, am I? demanded Gillespie. You think Im going to put up with this damned outrage? Well, get out of my sight! What are you waiting for, Nosey?

The nurse vanished.

Bring the child to me, commanded Gillespie.

Certainly, sir, when youve finished eating, said Kildare.

And still the lightning did not fall!

Its a simple case, went on Kildare. And he said with that wonderfully gentle and quiet voice that opened the heart of Florrie: Shes been having aspirin, hasnt she?

Oh, yes, said the mother.

I wouldnt give her any more just now, suggested young Dr. Kildare. Aspirin is a very good thing, but sometimes it will bring out a bit of a rash like this.

Is that all it is? gasped Mrs. Adams. Oh, Dr. Gillespie, is this right?

Right? boomed Gillespie. Why, the young fool doesnt dare to be wrong, does he?

So Florrie was drawn out of the room, still with her head turned to catch her last close view of greatness.

Why did Molly Lamont bring that case in here? Gillespie growled. It could have gone through other avenues....

Perhaps Mrs. Adams is a sister of Mike Ryan, sir, suggested Kildare.

Mike Ryan? The ignorant bartender in the saloon over there?

Yes, sir; my old friend Mike Ryan.

Next patient! called Gillespie. Youve got a taste for low company, he added with his growl, that may drag you down to the gutter. And dont say: Yes, sir, to that!

No, sir, said Kildare.

There was a commotion in the outer office, a hurrying of heavy feet, a confusion of voices.

The door was broken open and a burly ambulance driver with a prizefighters jaw and the bright little eyes of a pig came in, supporting a man doubled-up with pain. At the door appeared Conover, complaining: I tried to keep them out, Dr. Gillespie!

Never mind him, Joe, said the big man. Heres the little old doc, and hell fix you up. He fixes everybody up. He can look right through you like an X-ray. Joe, slumped in a chair, managed to whisper, with a twisting grin: Then hell see the slug that McCarthy left inside of me five years ago.

What dyou mean by this, Weyman? demanded Gillespie. Do you think this is the regular emergency ward, or what?

Weyman, his cap in his hand, began backing up with small steps, only taking note that Kildare, on his knees, already was at work on the patient.

Yeah, sure — emergency room, said Weyman, only it was farther away — and I thought about how fast the Doc is, here — and Joe is a pal of mine....

Get out! commanded Gillespie, and Weyman disappeared, saying hastily as he went through the door: Doc, hes even got the same name as me! We was raised on the same block!

By the same cops with the same nightsticks, commented Gillespie, suddenly grinning. Let me get at that boy, Jimmy!

Its all right, sir, Ive got it... Stomach pains for several years, Joe?

Yeah, Doc. Offn on. But this one — its different — its a sock in the eye....

Pain cut off his breath. The smile he was trying to give turned into a ghastly, white contortion.

How long has this pain been going on?... Nurse, ring Killefer in surgery. Ive got a job for him. A rush job... And get an orderly here to take him.... How long has this been going on, Joe?

Since about five this morning... I thought itd pass....

And the pain went down lower?

Yes. And then I remembered about you — because I was scared.

Ten hours? murmured Kildare. I wish youd remembered me sooner....

As the orderly appeared with the wheeled stretcher, Kildare picked up Joe and laid him on his side on the table.

He said briefly: Dr. Killefer — ruptured gastric ulcer — ten hours old. Tell Killefer.

Kildare gripped Joes hand and followed the stretcher to the door.

Ill see you through, Joe, he said.

Will you? Thats swell! murmured Joe, and relaxed, his eyes closing over their story of pain.

More of your low company, Kildare, said Gillespie. I see youre the doc to the whole district, now. When any ragamuffin pickpocket, yegg, or second-story man speaks of the doc, he means young Dr. Kildare. And what do you get out of it? For the sake of a fugitive rat with a bullet-hole in him, you slap down the authorities, kick the hospital in the face, and damn near ruin yourself; and what would they do for you?

I dont know, said Kildare, thoughtfully, but I think some of them would die for us — and theyre the only ones who would.
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THE CALL OF Next Patient! brought in a sallow-faced youth of twenty-two and his personal physician, a Dr. Arthur Sloan, who kept the sprightly verve of an athlete at fifty-five. You have the case history and the laboratory reports already, Dr. Gillespie, said Sloan.

Good, said Gillespie, and now I have the man! Arthur Sloan is a known and experienced physician, Kildare, but you may be able to help him.

Ill try, sir, said Kildare.

Dr. Sloan stiffened.

I hoped for your personal attention to a very baffling case, Dr. Gillespie, he said.

Youll have it if its needed, said Gillespie. But Kildare does something more than fill time-gaps around here. He wont waste many minutes if he hasnt an idea.

Very well, said Sloan, coldly, if youll remove the bathrobe, Mr. Loring....

Kildare went briskly ahead with his examination.

This case has been worked up thoroughly, said Dr. Sloan, who from the corner of his eye seemed to condemn every gesture Kildare was making. It seems a characteristic case of chronic malaria... you know that we come from a malarial district. Mr. Loring is losing strength and appetite, together with weight. He has a degree or two of fever in the afternoons. Classical symptoms, youll agree. But I bring him here because Ive been unable to find the malaria plasmodia in any of the blood smears. However, it must be malaria!

Im afraid that I cant agree with you, Dr. Sloan, said Kildare, stepping back a little.

Ah, you dont agree? asked Sloan, smiling a little. After your very brief examination, what do you think it may be?

Bacterio endocarditis, said Kildare.

My dear young man! said Sloan, and shrugged his shoulders in resignation.

Whats that? asked Gillespie. Bacterio endocarditis? Youre not trying to be original?

No, sir.

Quite a bit out of the way, I should say, commented Sloan.

Youve taken the blood smears at different times of the day, Sloan? asked Gillespie.

Yes, sir. Repeated smears, and always at varying hours.

Is that what you base it on? Gillespie demanded of Kildare. Because the plasmodia have not been found youre sure that it couldnt be chronic malaria?

No, sir, Kildare answered, because I know that frequently the malarial organisms may be located in the spleen and remain there, acting as a reservoir for infection.

The spleen palpable? demanded Gillespie.

Quite, said Sloan.

For a first guess — I havent had my hands on Loring yet — but for a first guess, I cant help feeling that youre right, Sloan. Kildare, youre barking up the wrong tree.

I believe not, sir.

Damn the beliefs — I want the proofs. Youre not guessing, are you?

No, sir, not entirely.

Youve been too quick, Kildare, said Gillespie, shaking his head. What about the heart?

Theres a systolic murmur of the apex, transmitted to the axilla, reported Kildare.

That is true, agreed Sloan, grudgingly.

But at the same time, that doesnt make it bacterio endocarditis, Kildare! exclaimed Gillespie.

If young Dr. Kildare were to come down into our country, said Sloan, with a sour smile, he would learn a little more about some of the curious phases of malaria. Its not always something that a bit of quinine will rub out.

Kildare set his teeth hard and endured. He was sweating and his anger kept his eyes fixed straight ahead, but his voice remained under control.

Young men, growled Gillespie, should learn not to jump their own opinions into the dark. Kildare, Id be glad to hear you admit that youre wrong about this.

I cant do that, sir, said Kildare.

Gillespie stared suddenly at his assistant. Kildare, what have you seen?

Mr. Loring, said Kildare, disregarding Gillespies question, are there fleas in your part of the country?

For Gods sake, cried Loring, what has that to do with anything?

Kildare pointed to four or five small spots at the base of Lorings throat.

A slight rash or irritation of some sort, said Sloan, indifferently.

Are there fleas in your country? insisted Kildare.

Not many. Not in my house, declared Loring.

Petechiae, then, said Kildare, and stepped back to indicate that he had finished speaking his mind.

I suppose we can go on then, with the question of the chronic malaria? asked Sloan.

Chronic malaria? said Gillespie, wheeling his chair closer and staring at the little spots on the throat. Certainly not. They are petechiae — and absolutely diagnostic. Its bacterio endocarditis, man, and the search is finished.

You mean that he is right? demanded Loring.

Unfortunately, yes, said Gillespie.

Extraordinary! growled Sloan. Absolutely extraordinary!

Kildare, when they left the room, ran a handkerchief over his sweating face.

I was hard on you, eh? demanded Gillespie.

Not particularly, sir.

Yes, I was hard on you, and in front of strangers. I hoped that youd seen something but I couldnt be sure. And so I made you sweat. Because if you had been taking a shot in the dark, I would have wanted to crucify you in front of the whole world. Its a damnable temptation for doctors to make a brilliant guess — and then stick to it like stubborn mules. Understand that?

Yes, sir.

But theres another thing thats more important still: When you think youre right, when youre honestly convinced, then its your opinion against the whole world. Thats the time to nail your flag to the mast the way you did just now. You werent entirely sure that those petechiae were absolutely diagnostic?

Not entirely, sir.

But it was your best thought on the subject, and so you stuck to it. Oh, Jimmy, there are times when every doctor has to act quickly. Theres life or death hanging on whether he thinks right, but theres no time to ask questions. Those are the moments when a doctor has a shudder up his spinal column and his knees are watery and his heart is sick, but all the while he has to talk and act like God Almighty. Will you remember that?

Yes, sir, said Kildare. Shall I call the next patient?

Dont change the subject on me. Hide your own pride, if you want to, but dont try to cover up the fact that old Gillespie was wrong, just now. Ive made mistakes before; Ill make em again; and old or young, all a doctor can do is his best.

He leaned back in his chair with closed eyes.

Let me get you something, urged Kildare.

For what? Cant an old man be tired and close his eyes? Get me something for what?

For the pain, said Kildare.

Theres no pain!

Very well, sir. Theres no pain, then.

How do you know theres pain?

You have two ways of smiling. One way is when it has you by the throat.

Tommyrot! Nothing has me by the throat.

The melanoma....

Be still about that.

Why cant we speak about it?

Because theres no cure for me, and whats the use of a dead man talking about death?

We cant cure you, said Kildare, steadily, but we can stretch out your time. Theres a fire burning you up, and you give it nothing but your body to feed on. I have to fight, you to make you eat one small meal a day. Carson could help you with his new treatment.

You mean his new system for drinking X-rays?

You wont see him. You wont lift a hand to help yourself.

Ive had my three score and ten, said Gillespie. Just why should I try to stay here — in a slow fire — dying inch by inch? Why should I try to steal time that doesnt belong to me?

Kildare started to speak but the words would not pass his lips.

Go on! Tell me! roared Gillespie suddenly.

Youve got to stay on because of me, said Kildare, at last.

I do, do I? cried Gillespie, apparently in a rage.

Kildare walked deliberately to the lion and laid a hand on his shoulder.

Id never be able to take half of what you know, half of what you can give the world, said Kildare, but youll have to wait until youve loaded me with all I can stagger under.

The old man, half-closing his eyes, drew a long, shuddering, groaning breath. He dropped his head on his breast and laid a hand on that of Kildare.

Jimmy, he said, and fighting hard he started again: Jimmy....

Next patient! called Kildare.

Ay, muttered Gillespie. The next patient. Youll have your own damned way about everything, I suppose.

Next patient in one moment, sir, said Conover, opening the door a trifle.

Youll let me have Carson in?

I suppose so.

And youll follow his regime?

Jimmy, said Gillespie, making a gesture with both hands, what right have I to deny that so long as I live I have hope? I preach miracles every day; why shouldnt I pretend that one might be worked on me? Go as far as you like. Does that make you happy?
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WHEN THE SUN came out, the mild weather had to be used. From two angles of the second storey windows of the Blair General Hospital there is a good view of the tennis courts where the internes and doctors get a bit of exercise now and then. A good many of those windows were filled, this afternoon, for there was something worth watching on the courts where Dr. Hendrix, who had been a national figure in tennis ten years before, had met his match. A tall, blond young athlete, not half so racket-wise as Hendrix, was covering the court like a tiger.

Mary Lamont was leaning over one of those window sills when Kildare stopped behind her.

You like him pretty well, said Kildare.

She looked back over her shoulder, saying: How do you know?

Thats easy. You never turn your head. Youre looking at a man, not a tennis game.

You ought to be a detective; they pay for eyes, in that business.

Its Gregory Lane, he announced.

Oh, you know him? What do you think hes like?

Hes just a shade under six feet; weighs a hundred and eighty; has stiff hair and uses a little slick em on it; a good forehead and a pair of grey-green eyes; speaks a shade from the right side of his mouth but laughs all over; stands straight, has a light step, and a heavy pair of shoulders.

A regular police description!

Want to know some more about him?

Yes. Go ahead as far as you can.

Hes been well raised; had some of his education in England; likes the Hemingway sort of writing; has a fighting disposition; is nervous before the fight begins; loves a good joke; and sleeps on his face.

Timmy! Youve never even shaken hands with him?

What of it?

Then how could you know he was well-raised?

Well, manners are made at home. Hes been handled with care. The England appears a bit in his accent; but sometimes he talks a trifle Hemingway; he looks ready to punch any man in the chin but hes easily startled — so is a wild cat; he has a lot of smiling wrinkles in his face even at twenty-nine; and as for sleeping on his face, Ive seen him very early in the morning.

Youre just an X-ray, Jimmy, she said, rather petulantly.

Ive never been able to see through you, he answered.

But hes not nervous, really, she said.

No? Look down there now. Hes going to lose that point.

Dr. Gregory Lane and Dr. Hendrix were in the midst of a base-line rally, the ball sweeping back and forth low over the net.

He wont lose it! declared Mary Lamont.

He will, though, said Kildare. You see, hes trying to make himself go to the net, but hes a little afraid... There he goes!

Gregory Lane, caught completely out of position, flubbed a half volley into the net.

You had no right to know that hed do that! protested Mary Lamont, turning on Kildare.

But hes a good fellow; hes a good sport, said Kildare. See him laugh — and its set point, too.

He is a good fellow, argued Mary Lamont, half to herself. And besides, hell never be caught that way again.

Wont he? I tell you, Hendrix, the old fox, had his number, now. Hell keep trapping him to the end of time... look at that!

Lane was serving, and again Hendrix worked the forehand slice short; again a half volley was dubbed, this time out of court.

I dont want to watch any more, said the girl. Not with you standing around. I dont want you to see Gregory Lane being beaten.

But hell do better, now.

He wont! Look at the way he overdrove that one!

Thats all right. Hell keep on overdriving them until he gets the feel of the ball again... Oh, theres a lot more to him than I thought!

Lane began to whip the ball long and hard into the base-line corners and Hendrix, with years telling a bit upon him, lost some of his control.

Hell begin to get the net now. Hes feeling his oats. I told you that he was a fighter, but hes nervous until he sees the first blood — his own or the other fellows. As though inspired by this remark, Lane sprinted to the net and cut a return into an impossible place for Hendrix.

Dont look at it any more, said the girl.

Why not, Mary?

Because you know too much. Theres only one thing you dont know.

Thousands of things, of course.

About Gregory Lane, I mean. You cant guess what makes him so attractive to the girls.

Of course, I can. Hes a magnificent looking fellow.

It isnt what you see, though.

What is it, then?

A private income.

Ah, is that it?

Jimmy, will you please be a little bit jealous?

Partly jealous, but chiefly helpless and hopeless, you know.

I dont want you to be that way, either.

All right, you tell me what to be.

I dont know, she said, shaking her head. But I hate the whole world — thats all I know.

Suppose I had as much as — well, what would it have to be?

Ive got all the minimums worked out, rent, laundry, food — are you always hungry, Jimmy?

Yes. Always.

She sighed.

I could fill you up with porridge and things. They cost a lot of gas to cook, but theyre the cheapest. Gould you eat them?

I could eat anything.

And then theres light and gas, and instalment payments on the furniture....

Suppose we rented a furnished place?

Jimmy, you simply dont know anything. Furnished places are just ruin!

Are they?

Of course they are!... And then theres clothing, and thats a dreadful item. And then wed leave out everything like gifts, and amusements, and incidentals — except that youre so horribly absent-minded, Jimmy.

I wouldnt be, though. Id tie strings around my fingers in the morning and hitch labels to them.

Cutting everything to the minimum, Jimmy, wed have to have fifty dollars a week — if we wanted to be decent and not just rats in a hole.

Fifty — dollars — a week! murmured Kildare. And just now Im getting twenty a month...

She put out her hands to him.

Havent I reason to hate the world? she asked.
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WINTER, WHICH HAD retreated the day before, seemed to have disappeared the next morning, and a misplaced day of spring warmed up the dark streets of New York and set people smiling unaware. Gillespie himself, as he answered the telephone, was looking out the window at that blue, summer sky.

Yes, Carew, he said, to the head of the hospital, yes, but why does Gray want Kildare?... He cant have him for that!... Kildare is carrying on as a regular interne, but hes done enough appendectomies... Besides, were busy, to-day... were taking a day off in the country!

He slammed up the telephone and said: Did you hear that, Jimmy? Were going for a ride in the country. The next thing is to find a car to take us, free, and a place to go... Call that rich pal of yours... Get Messenger on the phone for me.

He was saying a moment later: Messenger, youve been asking me to come out with Kildare and see that medical plant youre starting. What about to-day?

.. Good, then... We could use a car, at that. Will you be out there? Ill look at your plant as far as a wheelchair can take me, and Kildare will go the rest of the way.

Mary Lamont came in, dressed for the street in a small black hat and a green coat that looked too slim and trim for winter weather.

The report you wanted on the Clonmel case, Doctor, she said, giving Kildare a long envelope, and she started in haste from the office.

Lamont! called Gillespie. What are you doing out of white?

Its my day off, Doctor, she said.

Wait a minute, he commanded. You believe in telepathy, Jimmy?

Half and half, said Kildare.

We got it from Lamont, this idea of a day off, insisted Gillespie. Lamont, got a date?

Yes, Doctor.

Of course, you have. Its with us. Were going for a cruise into the country. Jimmy, get into your street clothes... Get Nosy Parker to lay out my own things and lend me a hand.

The winter cold and wet had glazed the trees, the shrubs. The whole countryside flamed around them off to the verge of the horizon blue, which seemed to dwell in a permanent twilight.

Theres something wrong with Lamont, said Gillespie, a bit later. Find out what it is, Jimmy.

What is it, Lamont? he asked, smiling a little.

Its a job for Dr. Gillespie, she said.

Wont Kildare do? asked Gillespie.

Not a bit. Theres a great surgeon in the Blair General thats going to be hounded out of his place by bad luck and unpleasant people in the front office.

What great surgeon? And how great is he?

He has a beautiful pair of hands, she said, and — hes wonderfully fast! Yet the hospital is going to do him in because hes had bad luck. Unless youll say the good word for him, Dr. Gillespie.

Young and beautiful, aint he? asked Gillespie.

Yes.

So, of course, hes a great surgeon.

Hes Gregory Lane, she said, defiantly.

The new man on the staff? What about him, Kildare?

Ive heard good things, sir. I dont know him very well.

Hes lost his last six cases in a row, said Mary Lamont, but every one of them was a frightful mess. Hes a neurosurgeon, you know. Dr. Gillespie, will you help him?

If hes worth help, I may. Six in a row? Well, that may happen to the best — in brain surgery.

Will you help him?

Whats he mean to you?

I love him, she said.

Bah! said Gillespie.

I do, she declared. Hes wonderful — and so quiet — and hes so much of a man! I love him!

All right, said Gillespie. If she loves him right out loud like this, in public, theres nothing for you to worry about, Jimmy.

You dont know Mary, said Kildare. She can be bitter.

You will help him? insisted the girl, overlooking Kildare.

Ill try.

Thank you, doctor, she said, setting back with a sigh of relief.

Five minutes later they had turned off the read down a driveway bordered by lofty poplars and so they came to what seemed not a rigid institution with prison-like structures, but an open-faced New England village.

Is this the place? said Gillespie. See what Messenger has done! Hes turned a village into a medical apparatus. A man like Messenger is so rich that he can afford to use his brains, eh? Oh, lucky devil! Wheres Messenger waiting for us?

Hes in the cottage of the assistant professor of Humane Research, sir, said the driver.

Humane Research! said Gillespie. Now, what the devil might that be? All of medicine is humane research, I hope.

When they drew up at the appointed place and had helped Gillespie back into his wheelchair, Messengers daughter came down the steps, waving, and calling out; and big Messenger himself hurried after her. He helped get the wheelchair up the steps and into the house. They went back into a library where a fire burned on a five foot hearth and a Persian rug glowed like a field in May with green and red and gold.

The chair of Humane Research, said Messenger, explaining to Gillespie, is a title, as you can imagine, that covers a great many things because its the general name of the whole institution; and Im advised that if I get the right man for it, he could have an interesting life. You see — the holder of this chair is to have carte blanche. I hope to get a man who has a peculiar insight into diseases that may be a little more in the imagination than in fact — a man with a gift for stepping into the full confidence of people, you know.

Ah? said Gillespie. Thats an unusual idea. And I like it. Have anybody in mind?

Someone I wanted to talk over with you. I have some of the other chairs well filled; for instance, therell be Tillinghast of Chicago in neurology....

A great man, said Gillespie. A very great man.

There will be an orthopedist. Grover Jackson has consented to come for that chair.

You couldnt do better than Jackson, said Gillespie. The idiot is only right part of the time; but even his mistakes are inspired ones.

The pediatrician is to be Professor Johann Herz.

Great Scott, how did you manage to land him?

I kept bidding and waiting, and bidding again.

Im glad I didnt see this before, sighed Gillespie. I would have been tempted to try to find a place for myself. But who have you in mind for this chair of Humane Research, this cream of the whole lot?

A younger man, Dr. Gillespie.

Messenger paused a moment. Then he said: It seemed to Nancy and me — shes done more about this scheme than I have — that there couldnt be a better man than the fellow who first interested us in medicine — 

I mean to say, we felt that if we could give a new, free life to the man who gave back life and more than life to Nancy — in a word, our choice is Dr. Kildare, if you approve.

Suddenly he was smiling, and standing back a little with a genial expectancy. Nancy looked happily towards Kildare. She saw him go straight to Gillespie, staring sharply down into his face. After that, he turned and glanced toward Mary Lamont; and what Nancy saw in the face of the nurse was as old as hunger, and as bright as the sun.

Old Gillespie took off his glasses and squinted his eyes at the thought that had been presented to him. He polished the glasses and put them on again. At last he seemed able to see something.

The trouble with filling a post like this, said Gillespie, is that youd need a man who would never be satisfied with what he had done but would have a spur in his ribs urging him forward. Youd want a man whom other people could trust. Hed have to be a man without fear of opinions but loyal to his friends, while he was loyal to the truth. Hed have to be capable of growth so that in the end hed be worthy of heading what may be one of the most important medical centres in the world.

Hed have to be a man who had been tested to the heart and to the marrow of the bone. Thats why I can freely say that if you searched the world over, I dont think you could make a better choice than Dr. Kildare!

He dropped his head and stared at the floor, as though seriously questioning his decision before he reaffirmed it.

You couldnt find a better choice than that, he concluded.

Messenger said:— I hoped that youd say that, Dr. Gillespie, but I wasnt entirely sure. I knew that you had your own great plans for Jimmy.

My own plans for him? What plans could I have that would be half so good as this chance to give his gifts to the world and to have the money curse removed from him before it has a chance to break his heart — or his back?
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THE GREAT GILLESPIE did not often allow his imagination free scope, but on the return trip he seemed in the highest spirits and sketched for Kildare a future as bright and rich as a golden crown. Mary Lamont watched him with a growing content that reached a happy climax when he said: How could you have told them that you wanted a day to think it over? How could you keep from accepting on the spot?

I remembered what a fairly intelligent fellow said to me, once, answered Kildare.

What was it?

He said that the obvious choice was usually the quick regret.

Sounds like some damned coiner of aphorisms. Theres nothing I hate more, said Gillespie, than young or old fools who try to say things so neatly that theyll be easily remembered. Who was this precious dunderhead?

His name is Leonard Gillespie, said Kildare.

At seven that evening Kildare called Mary Lamont. Have you a date this evening? he asked.

Yes. Is it something important?

Well, to me it is.

All right. Ill call off the date.

Will you? Then meet me over at Mikes in a few minutes?

Id rather not Mikes, Jimmy.

But I only have half an hour. Then Im back on duty.

Ill be at Mikes, she said, and dropped the receiver heavily into the cradle.

When she got over, she found him in the family room with a glass of beer.

We oughtnt to meet here, she said. People will see us; and the internes are not supposed to go out with the nurses.

Nobody who sees us in here will talk, he answered. Anyway, perhaps it doesnt matter? she suggested. He seemed to hear her dimly; a mist of thought clouded his eyes.

You look a bit dressed up, he said. What have you got under that cloak?

Its a lace thing.

Let me see it.

She opened the cloak.

Leave the cloak off for a while, will you?

This isnt the dress for a place like this.

Its the dress for me. All right. Put the cloak back on. Did you have to break the date?

I stalled it a little. Hell wait.

Whos the he?

Its none of your business.

Whos the he?

Gregory Lane.

Whos Gregory Lane?

Jimmy, whats the matter with you?

Nothing; Im all right.

Oh, but there is something wrong. You have that look as though youd been driving fast all day — and were going to drive all night. What is it youre going to do?

Nothing.

Jimmy, that isnt true. Look! I thought to-day that I was going to be the happiest girl in the world; now youre about to tell me that its all no good.

He said nothing. He took a drink of beer and seemed to find it bitter.

Timmy!

Yes?

Youre not taking the Messenger offer! Youre staying here! Youre staying with Gillespie!

Mary, you like Gregory Lane a lot, dont you?

Will you answer me?

You like Lane a lot, dont you?

She had been rising from her chair. Now she sank back into it slowly, staring at him.

Yes, I like him a lot. More than almost anyone I know.

How much does he like you?

Quite a lot, it seems.

Does he want to marry you?

Yes.

But you let him wait and came over here to me in Mikes saloon?

She kept staring at him, frightened.

That doesnt matter, she said.

Giving up the Messenger job doesnt count, he said. Its giving up you that hurts.

You have given it up! whispered Mary. She put her face in her hands.

Id gone as far, she said, as the colour of the nursery walls. Then, looking up, she said, in an agony: Oh, Jimmy, why, why have you done it?

Its no sacrifice, he told her. Gillespie is worth everything.

Honour, she said bitterly, and the Right, and all the rest of the capitals. I guessed it! But I wouldnt believe that youd be such a — No, I dont mean that.

She took hard hold on herself. His words were calm but his face was grey with suffering.

It wasnt a question of right or wrong, he persisted. There were two bids. That was all. And I sold out to the higher one. Messenger means an easy life for me, and all that. A home — and all that. It even means having you. Gillespie means a hard grind, but hes stored up a thousand years of things I must know. Its no sacrifice.

A home, and children, and I — we dont count compared with Gillespie? she said.

Kildare could not answer.

After a while she was able to master herself. I guess there isnt much left to us, she said.

No, he answered. Only what you say is left.

I make the rules and we still play a game?

Can we?

Yes. But were back at something weve known about before — twenty dollars a month.

I know, said Kildare.

No. You dont know. Youve never wanted what a woman wants, so you dont know. Oh, I could say a lot of things!

Go ahead. Ill listen.

I know you will. Theres nothing wrong with you, except the bulldog. The big things you go after, you lock your jaws on and wont let go. Theres nothing wrong with me, either, except wanting what a woman has a right to. Its queer, isnt it? To be heartsick, I mean, and yet with nothing to feel guilty about.

Queer? Yes, its that. Youre going to be late for Gregory Lane.

Stop it, Jimmy. You care more than that, dont you?

Yes.

Youre going to have empty, lonely times; and when they come, you call for me. Will you?

Will it be all right?

Well make it all right. If theres something — something — more important — then I wont come.

They looked at one another.

Youre right. Everything you say is right. Go on, said Kildare.

But if theres nothing more important — then Ill come to you whenever you want, and wherever. Ive got eighty-five a month; youve got twenty; and well go as far as that will take us... around the corner... up the street... and back again....

Itll be the wasting of you, Mary.

No. Its good for a woman to be used. As far as God will let her. Well go as far as we can — without talking of certain things. Well go as far as we can and try to forget that were just walking about on the outside of things. Itll be just pretending.

It wont be pretending. Not for me, said Kildare. But oh, Jimmy, if you wont be sick of it with all the hope left out, Ill be everything to you that I can be; all the things that begin with good morning and finish with good night.
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IT WAS NEXT morning before Gillespie got word. He had his black man, Conover, heaping up stuff in the inner office, which served as a semi-laboratory as well; and the piled notebooks of Kildare, the records of experiments and cases, were being packed by Conover with more dispatch than neatness, for Gillespie hurried him on.

Lets be done with it, Conover, said Gillespie. Dont hang and dawdle like that, man!

But look at the words that fill up the books! said Conover. Think of him drawing them out, late at night. Think of him remembering what youve said and done all of every day and crowding it down like this! There aint even a crap game that could keep me awake so long; not even if I was carryin loaded dice, sir!

You confounded black idiot, said Gillespie, I know you and your crooked dice too well. Get that stuff out of here and well be ready to go back to the old days, and a clean deck, and no damned foreign interference.

The voice of Kildare said behind him: I hope not, sir. Ive just telephoned to Mr. Messenger to thank him for his offer and to tell him that Im staying on under you.

The head of Gillespie jerked back.

Ten thousand a year — a house — a gentlemans establishment — a chance for an honourable career — youre throwing that away for the sake of — and tell me another thing — come around here and face me!

Instead, Kildare rested a hand on the back of the chair. Gillespie took one hasty glance over his shoulder and then quickly looked front again.

His voice had changed from a bullying uproar to gentleness: Did you tell this to Mary Lamont?

Yes, sir.

How long do you think that a girl will wait around. Do you think shes a Biblical character? Will she be patient for seven years? demanded Gillespie, roaring suddenly again.

No, sir, said Kildare.

Gillespie winced as though a pain had touched him inwardly. After a moment, his fingers began to tap softly on the arm of the wheelchair.

Give me the telephone, he said. Were wasting time. Theres a days work ahead of us.

Kildare silently passed him the telephone.

Get me Carew! commanded Gillespie of the operator. That you, Carew? I have to congratulate you. I hear youve got a pair of hands at last in neurosurgery thats able to do real work on the brain... Young fellow — Gregory Lane... I dont care what you think; the fellows probably a genius. I want Kildare assigned to him to assist, when hes operating. Only then, mind you. Operations over, Kildare comes back to my office... Hed be wasting an opportunity if he didnt do some work under Lane and I dont care what Lanes record is. Napoleon had a bad record too, at Leipzig and Waterloo. Good-bye!

That was how Kildare found himself, late that afternoon, working beside Gregory Lane in the surgery and admiring what seemed to him a matchless technique. The brain surgeon handles at one moment hard bone; the next he is tying off thin blood vessels and dealing with the most delicate tissue in the world. He works in a region where the least haemorrhage or pressure or lesion may cause death or a ruined brain that is worse than death. He needs a touch as sure as steel and as light as a feather. It seemed to Kildare that Lane had all of these qualities. He was young, but he was a master. It was one of those perfect operations; and just as it neared completion the patient died.

When they were taking off the masks and white gowns big Gregory Lane said: I know you want to be an internist, but you have a touch for this sort of work, also. That was a good job you did.

Kildare thanked him and looked over the big man carefully. It would have been hard to find fault with this fellow, except for an apparent excess of pride. But he needed that pride now.

I suppose Carew will ask you why I butcher so many in the surgery? asked Gregory Lane. Theres another — seven in a row!

The naming of the disaster seemed to take all the heart out of him; his smile wavered and failed.

Im not here to spy. Gillespie sent me, answered Kildare.

Gillespie? Ah, thats different!

Hed heard that you were having bad luck but that you were a good workman. If he asks what I think I can tell him that nothing about your work is wrong except the luck. Sometimes there was a quick flash of enthusiasm in Kildare. It burned in his eyes now for a moment as he added: I thought it was a beautiful job, doctor.

Lane flushed a little.

I needed that, he said. And when you talk, Kildare, theres a saying in this hospital that its almost like Gillespie speaking. I need a drink, too. What about it?
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SPRING, WHICH HAD for two days pretended to be returning to New York, ended in a cold rain which a northeaster turned to glass on the streets. The wind still was whining around corners when Dr. Carew called Gillespie the next morning to say: Sometimes I feel more like a headsman than a doctor, Leonard. I have to be the executioner, you know, and I hate the job, but to-day I suppose my course is clear. The reason I called you is because we talked about the man yesterday. Its Gregory Lane; seventh fatality in seven operations. I cant have a man like that in the hospital!

If you cant have him, I suppose youll fire him, said Gillespie.

I only wanted to check with you, Leonard.

Check with Kildare. He saw Lane at work.

» And liked it?

Better than any hed ever seen.

Kildare said that?

He did.

But seven deaths in seven operations....

He had seven lost cases handed to him in a row. Thats all.

Then you think that I ought to keep him on?

I cant do your thinking for you. Id keep him. Thats all I know.

That was why Gregory Lane was still on the staff of the Blair General Hospital when, an hour later, there was a call from the accident ward for a neurosurgeon. Already they had tucked around the patient the red blanket which means Emergency, for it was a bad head injury. Dr. Gregory Lane was assigned, and a moment later a call came through for Kildare.

Are you still assigned to assist Dr. Lane?... Report to him in the emergency ward at once!

The emergency ward is the no-mans land across which the shock troops of a hospital move into action; but nothing in the room took the eye of Kildare except the tall figure of Dr. Gregory Lane bent over a patient in a corner bed. It was a man of thirty-five or forty, unconscious, pale, so that his face looked like one of those fine-line Holbein drawings that express the character but give little of the life.

Thats worth something, said Kildare.

And were going to work on him, answered Lane. But it looks tough. Ive rushed through an X-ray plate.

He passed it to Kildare and went on: Hes had the usual treatment for a skull fracture. Its an extradural hæmorrhage; well have to operate if we want to save his life. Do you think?

I think so, agreed Kildare, his forefinger on a wrist to follow the slowing beat of the pulse. Who is he?

We havent any history. Traffic accident knocked him over; nothing on him except his name. Henry Thornton. Does that mean anything to you?

Not a thing.

The eyes of Henry Thornton opened wide. He threw up a hand before his face and winced.

When he lowered his arm he said: I thought it still was coming at me. Then he started to sit up. Kildare pushed him back.

Youre doing all right, Mr. Thornton, he said.

Youve had a bad knock, explained Lane.

It was going right past me, but it skidded, breathed Thornton. I tried to jump — but my feet went out from under me.

He sat up in spite of the restraining hand of Kildare.

How long ago was it? he demanded. What day is this? What DAY is this?

Its Tuesday, said Kildare.

Thornton closed his eyes and gasped.

Good — good— he breathed. Morning or afternoon?

Its morning. Its about ten-thirty.

Thats all right, then, said Thornton. But I thought for a moment — for a moment it seemed to me that I was stymied — on a treadmill, so that Id never get there — and Id miss Friday noon!

Even in his relief his excitement kept him tense. He shook off the effects of the sedative in an instant.

Gregory Lane commanded: Youll have to lie down, Mr. Thornton.

Lie down? Good God, no! exclaimed Thornton. Thats the last thing that I can do!

You must, said Kildare, and pressed him slowly, gently back into the bed.

The tension of Thornton increased to a violent shuddering.

That wont do — quiet yourself, Thornton! said Lane.

Kildare, still controlling the patient, found himself looking into desperate eyes. He said, quietly: The fact is youve had a bad head injury; and its necessary for you to lie still.

Head injury? It cant be bad. Theres hardly an ache — theres—

Its a fracture, said Kildare. We must operate, Mr. Thornton.

Operate? said Thornton. Did you say — fracture — and operation?

Thats better. Relax, urged Kildare. Thats what we want. No tension. Its bad for you.

Operation— repeated Thornton slowly, tasting the bad news by degrees, deeply. He kept looking straight up at the ceiling as he said: Tell me how bad it is, will you?

It might be dangerous without treatment at once.

Dangerous?

Yes.

You mean — death?

Kildare glanced up at the neurosurgeon.

Yes, said Lane. Without an immediate operation it might mean death.

Could I live till Friday without the operation?

Thats unlikely.

Is it impossible?

We cant actually say that youd die before Friday. But if you have any regard for your life...

Why do you talk to me about life? Ive had five years of dying. I refuse the operation!

He started to get up and there was a little high-pitched gasping sound from a nurse.

We cant control you, Thornton, said Kildare, but let me suggest something. Whatever it is you have to do on Friday, couldnt I manage it for you?

You do it for me? You go in my place? murmured Thornton, the idea still strange to him.

Tell me what your work is — tell me what is to happen Friday, Ill be there!

You would, I think, said Thornton, reading deeply the mind of Kildare. I think youll go for me and you can do it!

Tell me what it is, urged Kildare.

Youll leave everything and go?

Ill leave everything.

Thornton lay back with his eyes closed, smiling faintly. You ought to have been a priest, not a doctor, he said. You put me half to sleep. You make the whole thing seem finished already — and five years of hell are out the window and forgotten. Have you a notebook?

Its ready here.

Thornton began: You have to start for—

His voice stopped. Calamity entered his eyes and he started up on one elbow with a desperate face and then the blow which had been coming struck him back on his pillow, senseless.

Kildare got a stethoscope instantly over the breast of Thornton. The heart was still working, but with a horrible pause and stagger in the pulsation.

Then the loud-speaker in the next room began to intone: Dr. Kildare wanted in Dr. Gillespies office. Emergency!... Dr. Kildare wanted....

Gregory Lane looked wildly about him, from Thornton to Kildare, and thence into unanswering space.

Kildare said, Hes still got a bit of life in him.

But I cant work on him. I cant operate. He distinctly refused the operation, protested Lane.

Did he? said Kildare. I dont remember hearing that.

Lane started and looked at Kildare again.

Oh, but I do, said the nurse. Oh, I distinctly remember that he refused the operation!

Kildare looked on her with a sour eye. She flushed but she lifted her head; it was plain that she was one of the good Christians who will see right triumph, even if it costs a thousand lives.

In the next room the curse of the loud-speaker began chanting, more loudly this time: Emergency call for Dr. Kildare in Dr. Gillespies office! Dr. Kildare, report at once to Dr. Gillespies office....

Lane threw out both hands and dropped them helplessly to his sides.

Shall I answer that call? asked Kildare.

Youve got to, said Lane. I suppose Gillespie takes precedence over the rest of your work. But I wish I could have you here!

You dont need me, said Kildare. Youve got the finest pair of hands in the hospital. They dont know how to make mistakes!

Gregory Lane took a long breath, but it seemed to do him no good.

Hes dying under my eyes, he said, a stethoscope against the breast of Thornton. Hes on his last legs, Kildare. What in the name of God shall I do?

Theres no use calling on God, said Kildare. The way I understand it, when the big pinch comes, a doctor has to be God!

He got out of the emergency ward as he spoke.


8

[image: img45.jpg]

IT WAS A bad enough case that Kildare found waiting for him when he reached Gillespies office, but an adrenaline injection rallied the patient so that she could be carried off to bed. And then the usual line for diagnosis began to pour in.

Time flew away on wings out of the consciousness of Kildare while various things were happening in the emergency ward. Thornton was developing the classical pressure symptoms: — hardening of the arm and leg muscles on the side of the body opposite to the fracture, and a dilation of the pupil of the eye on the same side as the lesion. Lane took a spinal puncture. There was increased pressure in the spinal fluid, but no blood stain was in it. That ought to mean an extradural haemorrhage.

Lane looked with vague eyes at the nurse.

Yes, doctor? she said.

That man is dying, he announced. Theres nothing to save him except an operation.

But hes refused an operation, doctor.

In a pinch, a doctor has to be God, quoted Lane.

What was that, doctor? she asked.

Lane shrugged his shoulders. He kept using her as a focal point of observation while his idea settled.

I dont suppose that Carew would give me authority to operate? he suggested.

Oh, I dont think so. Hes a stickler for every legal right of the patient.

Including the right of dying?

He rang Carews office. The doctor was out. It was not even known where he would be for another hour. Another hour was too long to wait.

He went back to the patient and the nurse.

You know this hospital better than I do, he said to the nurse. Is there anyone other than Carew who could authorise this operation?

No one would dare — I dont think anyone would dare, she said. Not even Dr. Gillespie. Oh, but yes — Dr. Gillespie could authorise anything, I suppose.

He rang Gillespies office. Nurse Parker answered that he was out. He would not be returning soon. He was attending an important conference.

Gregory Lane, as he rang off, sat for a moment at the telephone with growing cold in his heart. He kept reasoning about the case, but he already knew what he would do. Of course any case was worth saving, but there was something extra about Thornton.

He went back to the dying patient.

He lifted the eyelid and glanced at the dilating pupil of the eye. He felt again the spastic hardening of the arm and leg muscles. The sub-conscious mind was controlling those muscles now.

He had killed seven in a row and if anything went wrong now — he would be thrown out of the hospital. No decent institution ever would take him on again.

Order an operating room for me, he said to the nurse. Get one at once!

No, please! You know that he refused the operation!

As though a man always knew what was good for him! said Lane. Order the surgery at once!

There was not a trembling nerve in his body. The pinch had come and he was ready to play God.

Outside the surgery, Gregory Lane and the dying man passed a whole cluster of people who were there to look and make sure with their own incredulous eyes that any man dared to break the vital laws of medicine as this fellow was doing. They knew his record. His record was in their eyes as they stared on him.

In the moment when he was washing up, putting on the white gown and gloves, he kept thinking of Kildare, from whom he had received the vital impulse. There were tales about young Kildare which even the oldest men on the hospital staff told, half smiling and shaking their heads at the same time. They told, with a shudder of pleasure, how the interne had dug his toes in and resisted all authority time and again. The career of Kildare seemed to prove that a doctor can break every rule as long as he wins the game.

Now the operating table. He was looking down at the dead face of Thornton in profile as his hands started to work.

When it was ended, the heart of Thornton still beat, and without that frightful drag in it. He ought to live. There was not one chance in a thousand that he would die. Lane had him assigned to a private room and nurse — by a lucky chance on the same floor on which Mary Lamont worked. The bills could be addressed to Lane himself, until Thorntons will and ability to pay were discovered. To the doctor that case meant more than money. It was the end of bad luck. It was the end of boyhood and the commencement of maturity. The hospital still might destroy him, but it would be a long time before this work was forgotten.
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THE PRIVATE NURSE was a slightly damaged blonde. The cloud of glory she trailed behind her was a thick perfume that wrinkled the nose.

Mary Lamont was not three doors away when she heard a screech of fear run out into the corridor. It was the blonde special, squealing with terror.

Dont go in! cried the special nurse. Hes batty. Theyve knocked him nutty with the operation; theyve whittled the brain out of him!

Mary Lamont got into the room in time to find Henry Thornton clambering from his bed. When she put her hands against his shoulders it was like pressing against knotty wood. There was no yield or give in him. He had looked as weak as a woman. Now he took both her wrists inside one hand and crushed them together. There was pain up to the screaming point, but she kept on smiling at him.

Theyve put me in the wrong day of the week, he said. Ive got to get out of here. Theyve walled me in, you see?

I see, said Mary.

Theyre building the walls higher all the time. They build them out of sunlight as slippery as glass. You cant climb them. Not even an eagle could fly over them. Theres only one thing to do. Thats to break through. Ive got to break through....

His voice grew up to a yell. He took her by the hair of the head and put her resistlessly behind him. She held his arms.

Its all true, she said. But this is the wrong time.

Dyou see how high they go?

I see how high. It makes me dizzy, looking up. We can plan it together, how to get out.

Are we together, you and I?

Yes, she said, were together.

If that were a lie, he said, Id have to strangle it in your throat so it couldnt get out again. It would be my duty to strangle it, in your throat.

Its not a lie, she said.

Dont say it so loud, said Thornton. Weve got to whisper this. Nobodys to hear. Life is nothing; dying is nothing; This is a lot more than life. You understand?

I understand.

Answer me, then. And God pity you if the answers are wrong!

Ill answer, she said.

The wheelchair of Gillespie came bowling through the door of his office, propelled by Conover.

Ive brought a surprise for you, young Dr. Kildare. A father in short.

Old Dr. Stephen Kildare stood smiling in the doorway, his head down a bit.

Look at the way your boy sweats, Kildare, said Gillespie. Other people perspire when they work with their hands but he sweats when he uses his brain. Thats because he comes from the country.

Kildare held his fathers hand a moment before he could realize that the old doctor was there.

Yes, Kildare admitted. Ive never outgrown Dartford. Are you all right, Father?

I had to bring down Julia Cray to let some wiser heads consider her case, said the father.

He brought her down and put her in a different hospital. The Blair General isnt good enough for these Kildares, said Gillespie.

And Mother? asked Kildare.

Shes over at the hotel. She had some shopping or something to do. Maybe she wanted to see somebody, too. I cant tell.

Ill be there to-night. Is Mrs. Cray very ill?

Ive borrowed Dr. Gillespies brain, said old Kildare. Fragile, white-haired, slender, his manner was as quiet as that of his son, but there was no suggestion of the bulldog about him. He looked as though his way had been to bow to the storm, not stubbornly face it, as young James Kildare was wont to do. I borrowed the time of Dr. Gillespie, and so he can tell you about her.

No, no, old fellow, said Gillespie. Tell your son something about the case... Theres going to be trouble here, Jimmy. By God, theres going to be a lot of trouble! A confounded country doctor comes down here to New York and pretends that he wants to see an internist; but all the time he has his mind made up as solid as a rock!

He grinned at Stephen Kildare, who disclaimed this attitude with eloquent gestures. I know him, said the young Kildare. Nobody pays any attention to him here, when he roars.

Nobody pays any attention — thats true, thundered Gillespie. Im worn out; Im a has-been; but go on with the case history, Stephen.

Julia Cray is nearly fifty, now, said the elder Kildare. And recently shes developed weakness; loss of appetite, loss of weight, but chiefly the weakness that makes her want to stay in bed. Ive gone through the usual procedures and had her chest X-rayed. It was negative for pathology. A gastric analysis showed her markedly deficient in hydro-chloric acid. These things, to me, point toward pernicious anaemia. The slide of the blood doesnt give the usual picture for that disease; so I assume her case to be in a state of remission. Ive been treating her accordingly.

Remission! Remission! boomed Gillespie. He assumes a state of remission, and I hate to assume any state at all. Whats the character of this Julia Gray?

Shes a good woman, brave, and gentle, and faithful, and a wise mother and wife, said Stephen Kildare. Perhaps it almost follows as a corollary that she is just a little foolish in certain respects? She is devoted to a nostrum, a silly herb tea which she considers medicinal.

And isnt it? demanded Gillespie.

She thinks it is keeping her alive; but you and I know that shes dying, Leonard.

Never mind what we know. Did you look at her tea?

Mere casual weeds, most of the things in it. I have had them identified, one by one, said the elder Kildare.

Say what you will, said Gillespie, my bet is that the woman is suffering from hyperthyroidism. Too much thyroid. Thats her trouble, I take it, though God knows the basal metabolism to-morrow may prove that Im a liar!

Bet? said young Kildare. Did you say youd bet on it, sir?

Certainly! answered Gillespie. Ill bet on anything. What about it, Stephen? Will you back up judgment with a little hard cash?

I dont pretend, said the older Kildare, to have anything like your mass of experience in this or any other phase of medicine.

Look here, Kildare, said Gillespie, a fellow thats more modest than he needs to be is almost a liar, by my reckoning. Dont pretend that youre overawed by my reputation, you Yankee hypocrite!

Ah, but reputation is a worker of miracles, said the country doctor. Poor Julia Cray was a nervous wreck; she was already planning her own funeral, but I bring her to the great Gillespie and at once she grows quiet and begins to hope.

Confound you, Stephen, you use me like a rattle or a nursery rhyme to amuse your patients and get their minds off themselves... But Im betting a dollar that its not pernicious anæmia.

He took the bill from his pocket and flourished it violently. Old Stephen Kildare slowly drew a greenback from his pocket in turn.

Youre sure that you want to make this bet, Father? asked the young Kildare, biting his lip to keep back the smile.

Against Leonard Gillespie? echoed the father.
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My dear lad. I know who Dr. Gillespie is, but if this were the Judgment Day and he were the Archangel Gabriel, and blowing his horn in my ear to prove it, Id bet an honest dollar on an honest opinion. And my opinion is that it isnt hyperthyroidism. Ill bet on pernicious anaemia against that.

He held out the dollar bill. Maybe Jimmy would be the stakeholder? he suggested.

Ah, youre going to keep the money in the family, are you? asked Gillespie.

The loud speaker in the next room called loudly: Dr. Kildare wanted instantly in Room 412. Dr. Kildare wanted instantly in Room 412.

Young Kildare ran from the office, still pushing the two dollar bills into his pocket. He was still grinning a little when he stepped from the elevator on the fourth floor. It was not the first time a Kildare had ventured to oppose the ideas of the great man.

He forgot all that when he saw a cluster of frightened nurses at the door of Room 412. A slightly battered blonde nurse met him, saying: She called out to send for you — weve sent for Dr. Lane, too.

Is this his case? exclaimed Kildare.

And clean batty! said the special.

Kildare opened the door softly, quickly. Thornton, his head swathed in bandages so that he looked something like a devout Mohammedan, had thrust Mary Lamont back against the wall.

He was saying: You lied! Theyve closed me into the wrong day. Theyve closed me in the walls like glass. And youve helped to build them high.

She was not struggling. Kildare saw that before he got to Thornton.

Good stuff! Good work! he said to Mary Lamont, and then put his arm around the sick man. At that touch the strength of the mania melted out of Thornton and he sagged helplessly as Kildare lifted him back into bed.

He kept saying: Who is it? Whos here? and straining his eyes as though he were staring into a thick fog.

Im Kildare, and Im here to talk it all over, quietly... Get Lane! he added over his shoulder to Mary Lamont.

The door was open and a dozen entranced faces were looking in at the crisis. Mary Lamont went out and closed the door after her.

Inside the room Kildare was saying: Now youre thinking ahead, Thornton. Youre thinking ahead to Friday.

The word opened and half-cleared the misted, weary eyes of the sick man.

The insistent, gentle voice of Kildare said, with hypnotic monotony: Friday — noon — noon — Friday — and whats happening, Thornton?

Im there, answered Thornton, smiling. Im there, and its all happiness, forever.

What is it? Whats the happiness? asked Kildare.

Forever! Happiness forever! said Thornton.

His voice died out. He fell asleep, still smiling, and his hand relaxed in the reassuring grasp of Kildare, who now stood up. Lane and Mary Lamont were standing in the room, watching, silent.

How do you manage it, Kildare? asked Gregory Lane. Hypnotize them, some way?

Kildare smiled faintly. He went over to Mary.

That was a good job you did, he said. He took her hand. That was as good a job as I ever saw... Thornton was about to manhandle her, he explained to Lane, and she kept her eyes on him and didnt struggle. She was as quiet as a stone. Quiet, and still smiling. It was a great job!

Ive been a fool, said Lane. I should have had a man, an attendant, in here. Mary, were you hurt?

Not much, she said, rubbing a bruised wrist.

Stay out of this room! commanded Lane.

No, shes all right, said Kildare.

Dyou mean to say that youd let her risk herself in here again? asked Lane.

Why not? asked Kildare. A girls not worth a rap if you encourage her to show the white feather. Therere plenty of yellow rats. This one is different. Lets keep her different.

Thornton suddenly groaned and sat up in bed.

Im coming as fast... he began, Ill be there... wait for me....

He started to get out of bed. Kildare went to him. Dr. Lane! said a nurse from the hall, pushing open the door. Dr. Carew wants you.

Good luck! whispered Mary Lamont.
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THE JUSTICE OF Dr. Carew, as head of the Blair General Hospital, was as quick as a knifestroke and often as sharp. But he conducted his trials of offenders with a certain air of legal procedure. When he put Gregory Lane on the carpet, he said: Dr. Lane, I believe that I have the facts of this case firmly in hand. I had a definite attitude toward you yesterday, and I should have acted on it. But I allowed another opinion to dissuade me.

I regret that I permitted myself to listen to that persuasion!

He made a pause here. He considered young Gregory Lane from head to foot.

You came here with a promising background, said Carew. Otherwise I never would have considered such a young man for a post as neurosurgeon. After your recent arrival, you have had a series of strokes of — bad luck? Seven men have died under your knife. Medical accidents? It is beyond accident, in my opinion. It has reached such a point that I feel guilty of manslaughter — because Ive permitted you to work in this hospital.

He made another pause.

If youre waiting for me to say something, said Lane, I may as well tell you now what I think.

Ah, you think, do you? asked Carew. A dangerous thing for a surgeon to think too much. A dangerous thing, if a thought gets between his knife and the incision hes making. But Im interested — what is it you think?

I think that there was nothing wrong with the operation.

Ah ha! Nothing wrong with it? A patient goes mad under your knife, but you think that there was nothing wrong with the operation?

I definitely know that if the same case came to me again, I would follow the same procedure. I would operate.

Actually, there was not a word that came to the mind of Carew. He was silent because he was stunned.

Finally the pale lips of Gregory Lane parted. He said: You can come to the point, Dr. Carew. Im dismissed from the hospital service, I presume?

You may presume what you please; but I would like, in the first place, to open my mind to you.

I am here to listen, sir, said Gregory Lane.

I have the full details of your procedure before, and during the operation. You dared to operate on a man who distinctly had refused our medical assistance! That is true, I believe?

That is obviously true, said Dr. Lane.

There was only one authority in this hospital that could have ventured to give you that authority. Perhaps I might have delegated it to you. Or perhaps Leonard Gillespie might have taken it upon him to set the work forward. But, so far as I know, you worked without the slightest authorization.

Rage, even before the expected answer, swelled the jowls of Carew.

Without the slightest authorization, agreed Dr. Lane.

Carew got up from his chair to deliver a violent denunciation and dismissal speech. But there was a large stratum of justice in his being and he knew that a good judge should not speak in passion. That was why he said: That will be all for the present.

Very well, sir, said Lane, and turned to the door.

My earnest endeavour, said Carew, shall be to think this through without passion. I shall continue to look into the affair. I shall have a further message to communicate to you within the hour, I trust. Goodbye, Dr. Lane.

Lane went out.

He took a look in at Room 412. Mary Lamont was standing close to the door, which was slightly ajar to give a better current of air.

How is he now? asked Lane.

Dr. Kildare is in there still, she said, and he has Mr. Thornton quiet again.

What is it that Kildare does to them?

No one knows. But sick people always trust him. They feel him helping them up the hill. But he cant get what he wants from Mr. Thornton.

He wants to know what that deadline means? What noon Friday means to Thornton?

Thats it. But Thornton hasnt told. Not yet. Either he thinks hes locked forever in the wrong day of the week, or else he imagines that Friday has come, and theres nothing but happiness.

Kildare came out of the room, stepping softly.

Hes sleeping, he said, and the sleep isnt all barbital. Be quiet, Mary, when you go to him.

How is he? asked Lane.

Hes the same. Noon, on Friday — noon, on Friday — and hes locked into the wrong day of the week, murmured Kildare, absently.

He went off down the hall, walking slowly, almost stopped by his thoughts from time to time.

Gregory Lane, looking after him, said: Its hard to guess how a fellow like that could mean much to a girl; but if he did come to mean anything, I dont see how she ever could give a rap about any other man.

Why do you say that? asked Mary Lamont, her voice sharp with interest.

Because women are practical creatures with an eye to the main chance, said Lane, and theres nothing small about Kildare. No wooden chairs for him. He wants the golden throne. The little things dont matter to him. He doesnt even see them. He doesnt know whether his shoes are shined or not; he doesnt know whether his feet are dry or wet; he doesnt know what street hes walking; he only knows whether or not hes headed in the right direction. Isnt that the secret of him?

Is it? she asked. I dont know.

The little things — damn them! They wreck most of us. They make the difference between fame and, say, just hard cash. And the little things dont exist, for Kildare.

You say nice things about Dr. Kildare, but you dont like him.

What makes you think that?

Because your voice is hard when you speak about him.

Ill tell you this: Hes the stuff Id like to have for a friend. But theres something about me that offends him.

Really?

You know the straight way he has of looking at people?

Oh yes, I know!

Well, he wont look at me, if he can avoid it.

But Ive heard him say that he admires you.

He admires a pair of surgeons hands, not me. And you cant be very fond of a fellow whos averse to you.

A voice sounded vaguely from 412. Lane stepped close to the door.

The wrong day— said the sleepy utterance. Theyve locked me inside the wrong day....

The words drawled away into sleep again.
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NOW THAT THE interview with Gregory Lane was over, Carew took up the witnesses in rapid succession. He already knew the burden of the testimony which most of them had to give, but he wanted to have it freshly in mind before he delivered a judgment that already was hardening in his mind.

The frightened little nurse from the emergency ward stood before him, saying:— I knew it was wrong; I begged him not to do it; I knew it was wrong....

There was the ambulance driver and the interne who had picked up the accident call. They described the scene of the crime, the apparent state of the injury. There was the X-ray man with his picture. There was even the orderly who had pushed the stretcher up to the operating room.

Finally, there was Kildare. No matter how grim the mind of Carew might be, he relaxed a little when Gillespies assistant came into the office.

Youve been here before, and on a slightly different basis, Doctor, said Carew, smiling. There even have been times when this floor was a hard place for you to stand, eh.

Very hard, said Kildare, and smiled a bit, also.

That was before your value to the hospital became so apparent, went on Carew. And any man who has value to the hospital, has intimate personal value to me!

All of Carews strokes were apt to be like this. Whether he gave a criticism or a compliment, he leaned his whole weight behind his words.

Kildare murmured something. What he said hardly mattered, for Carew was sweeping forward on his genial way.

To-day, Doctor, he said, I simply want a word from you about the unfortunate case of Henry Thornton — the case which the new neurosurgeon handled — I refer to Dr. Gregory Lane. And I believe you saw the patient who was forced into an unbalanced state of mind by the — shall I call it unlucky? — work of Dr. Lane.

I beg your pardon, sir, said Kildare. I believe. the patient was already showing signs of schizophrenia before the operation.

Already? exclaimed Carew, shocked out of his good-natured flow of verbiage. Before what?

Before the operation, sir.

Extraordinary, said Carew. I had thought certainly — in fact it had not occurred to me that any other cause—

Did you ask Dr. Lane about it? asked Kildare gently.

Perhaps not. The — ah — the general report indicated nothing unbalanced previous to the operation... Kildare, what was the exact nature of the expression of this schizophrenia?

Can you imagine a man who would consider that any date line is more important than life or death, sir?

Hardly. But its barely conceivable.

His entire expression was that of a man who has been under a great tension for a long time. For five years I believe that the strain was being put upon him. Finally, he began to crumble. He was already crumbling, I think, before he reached the hospital.

This is all assumption — mere assumption, said Carew, darkly.

Yes, sir, agreed Kildare, its chiefly that.

The status of Dr. Lane undoubtedly would be much better if the condition of Thornton were not referable to the operation which he performed. Of course that leaves out a still more important consideration. That he operated without the permission of the patient.

That was the refusal of a patient mentally unsound.

Ha? cried Carew. Unsound? Well, in that case it was absolutely essential that the permission of a near relative should be obtained.

We still havent even a home address for Thornton, said Kildare. How could relatives be reached?

Which makes it all the more absolutely decisive that Lane should not have touched Thornton without advice from me — or from Gillespie, at least.

But of course, in a certain way, Dr. Lane was under the impression that he had authorization from Dr. Gillespie.

Whats this, Kildare? demanded Carew. What the devil is this that youre saying to me?

There wasnt time to go into the details, said Kildare. Dr. Lane understood from what I said that Dr. Gillespie actually had recommended an immediate operation.

That Gillespie had... but Ive had Lane in here saying he had no authorization from anyone whatever! What am I to make of this?

A man like Dr. Lane is built along rather large lines, said Kildare thoughtfully. I suppose he didnt want to dump the blame on my shoulders.

You actually advised the operation and let him feel that Gillespie was speaking through you?

Im afraid that was about it.

Your shoulders, I dare say, said Carew, are broad enough to bear much greater burdens than blame like this?

Kildare was silent. The anger of Carew grew until a vein swelled visibly in his forehead.

Ive told Gillespie that he was wrong, damned wrong, to let a boy, a mere youngster, act as his mouthpiece so often. And now we have a fine result from it! cried Carew.

He got up from his chair and walked the floor, hastily, taking quick turns back and forth.

Im not going to let myself get out of hand about this, he said. In the past youve had values, young Dr. Kildare. But perhaps they were based too largely on certain traits of stubborn independence. I want to point out that we cannot...

He choked himself.

I have to see Gillespie, he finished. Will you ask him to come up here?

Kildare left the office and returned to Gillespie with the message.

Im going to ask the board of directors for a gag that will fit the mouth of that catfish, that Carew, roared Gillespie, and let Conover wheel him out toward the elevators.

The interrupted line commenced to flow in on Kildare, as it did sometimes with hardly an interruption for days at a time, in obedience to that famous brass plate above the door on which was engraved the words:— Dr.

Leonard Gillespie, hours 12 A.M. to 12 A.M. It would have been a dry jest from another man. It was cold fact, coming from Gillespie.

Then Gillespie himself came back and cleared the office with one of his roars.

Did you really do it, Jimmy? he asked, when they were alone.

What, sir?

Set up this fellow Thornton for operation by — er — by using my name?

Yes, sir!

You actually made Lane think that I was behind the idea?

Kildare said nothing.

Its queer, said Gillespie. Im not fool enough to think that I know any man, really; but this time youve surprised me. You surprised Carew, too, but not very much.

Kildare began to say that he was sorry. Gillespie cut him short by remarking: A fellow like Carew is a blessing to the institution he heads and a curse to a good many other things. Hes an executive first, a damned good doctor second. But he always thinks that hes a general.

Hes going to give me the limit? asked Kildare. He was torn in two directions, said Gillespie. Youve done so much for the hospital that hes grateful, hes almost affectionate. On the other hand youve done so much for the hospital that youre an outstanding figure even as an interne. Its like this: If a private disobeys orders, he can be sent to the guardhouse. But if a general officer disobeys the high command, hes cashiered.

I understand, said Kildare.

You have from here to Friday for something more than understanding, answered Gillespie. You have that time to do something about it!

You managed to get that much delay?

Never mind what I did. The question is: What are we going to do, Jimmy?

He gathered his shaggy, white brows over his eyes and folded his hands together, backs up.

Theres another question first, said Kildare. Is there anything that I possibly could do to straighten it out?

Its not simply you; its we, you fool!

Yes, sir.

Why couldnt some other young jackass in the place have had the idea? But no, it had to be my boy. Kildare, staring at him, bit his lip. He did not speak for the moment because there was no room in his throat for words.

Friday the board of directors is meeting. And the case of young Dr. Kildare comes up, as it came up once before. Only then you were just a young fool who broke the rules and now youre a reprobate, dyed-in-the-wool, who has formed the rotten habit of doing as he pleases, regardless of the higher-ups. Friday is the day when your head goes off, then. And now, Jimmy, we put our heads together. State the case to me, first of all. Kildare said:— Dr. Lane performs an authorized operation that produces insanity in the patient; its discovered that the fault is mine, after all. So I get the gallows.

Lets ask the right questions first, and then maybe well get the answers. What could be done to take the curse off?

If I could prove that the insanity existed before the operation, that would take the curse off.

Its hard to prove things like that — to a Carew? But if the insanity could be removed, or seem to be removed? What are your cards, Kildare? What have you got in the pack or up your sleeve? If theres a fine, clean, straightforward way, well use it. If not, well deal off the bottom of the deck.

Well, a shock was what started him raving. It brought the disease on him with a rush.

And if we can give him another shock — a happy shock — if we prove to him that the strain he was under before the operation is gone — if we clear the whole emotional air of his life — you think that it might bring him back to normalcy?

Theres a ghost of a chance, perhaps?

Thats better than nothing. We cant ask for the world with a fence around it. We want a chance to fight. Thats all. A ghost of a chance is a damned sight better than no chance at all. Hamlets father was only a ghost, Jimmy. But hes still a force in our minds. So now we do what?

We find out what it is that he had to meet on Friday at noon.

And then meet it for him?

Yes, sir.

And bring him back the results?

Yes, sir.

And with Thornton restored to his wits, even Carew will have to admit that the operation was a fine thing?

Yes, sir.

So that Carew can damn you black and blue for encouraging the operation but he cant quite take off your head?

I hope that it may turn out that way, said Kildare.

What do you do first?

I try to be a detective, and of course Im not one.

Not a detective? Confound you, make yourself into one, then! A doctor has to be a nurse, a cook, a family lawyer, a mother, a father, a rat-killer, and why in the name of God cant he go a step backward, or forward, and be a detective?

Im going to tackle it, said Kildare.

Then get out of my sight and start now. Wait a minute. Theres another thing involved here. Do you have no pangs of conscience about using my name to Lane, as you did?

No, sir.

You mean that youd do it again, without any permission?

Yes, sir.

Damned impudence, I call it, said Gillespie, and, Well, get on with you! Id disown you if you hadnt done exactly that.
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IN THE CLOTHES of Henry Thornton there had been a pair of soft-lead draughting pencils, twenty odd dollars, a good, big, pocketknife, cigarettes, a lighter, two handkerchiefs, an addressed envelope without the senders name and without contents. That was all. Even the address was not in handwriting. It had been typed. There was not a trace of a laundry mark even. The underwear and shirts apparently had been new-bought. The clothes were the product of a wholesale tailoring firm whose suits were sold in fifty metropolitan stores. There was only a bit of reddish mud high inside the angle of heel and sole on one of the shoes. Kildare gloomily scraped it off, put it into a twist of paper. He did not feel like a detective, but like a fool.

The Museum of Natural History in Manhattan is one of those places where people take their children to admire prehistoric skeletons. As a matter of fact there is hardly a physical phase of life that is not touched on and illustrated in the museum. The whole process in the Museum is so pictorial that when Kildare took his paper twist of dry mud to Professor McGregor, that bright little old man at once pulled out a chart which, like a crazy quilt of a thousand colours, showed the soils around New York, and the rock strata underlying them, or outcropping through them. Professor McGregor, after crumbling the mud to a fine dust, segregated some tiny particles of stone which he placed under a microscope.

He kept whistling as he worked and finally he looked up to the earnest face of Kildare with eyes that shone like polished lenses.

Unless the stone is imported stuff, I think I have the place, said Professor McGregor. Ever driven out from the East Side toward Westchester?

Yes.

Well, over to the right, as you drive north, you see some land, somewhat broken, so that it looks like a low range of hills, almost. Two chances out of three, thats your district. Look, heres the map. You see this pink patch? Somewhere inside that district. Its not very large.

Kildare went back to the hospital and looked up his friend, the ambulance driver with the numb, unconscious face.

Tell me, said Kildare, where I can get the cheapest drive-yourself car in town. Do you know, Joe?

Theres none of them cheap enough. Not for you, Doc, said Joe Weyman. But me brother-in-law has a little bus that needs borrowing.

You mean I could rent it from him? asked Kildare.

You mean, could he rent a sock in the chin? demanded Weyman. How could he take money from you? When dyou want it?

Now?

Right this afternoon?

Yes.

And me with my time off starting in half an hour! said Weyman. Thats luck, aint it? You can close your eyes and catch up on some sleep; Ill do the driving.

So they started within the hour, with Weyman tooling the car with a sort of reckless precision through the traffic.

The rain came down in a steady, misting fall. But at last they came toward the low-lying hills.

Pull up to that lunch wagon, said Kildare.

He went in alone and got a cup of coffee. When he was half through with it, he asked the waiter: You know a man named Henry Thornton who lives out here?

Sure I know Thornbury, said the waiter. Hes the guy with the big green house on the hill over by...

Shut up, rummy, said a big young man who was trying to get half his ham and eggs into his mouth at a bite.

Not Thornbury, you poor mug. Thornton is the guy he asked about.

He was still looking his reproof as he went on: This here Thornton you wanta know about, is he thirty something and lives alone and looks it?

You might describe him that way, said Kildare, delighted. Does he live alone?

Yeah. He aint married.

How do I find Thorntons house? asked Kildare. Thats easy. You go up here to the top of the hill, turn left, and its three houses down.

Kildare went up to the top of the hill, turned left, and asked Weyman to wait at the corner.

Do you mind, Joe? he asked.

Whatta ya mean mind? asked Weyman. But you know where youre going?

I think I know, all right.

You kinda make me nervous when you start strange places all by yourself.

I can take care of myself pretty well, Joe.

Yeah, sure, sure. But if you had a good right cross up your sleeve it would take care of you a lot better. Im gunna teach you, some of these fine days.
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DARKNESS HAD DESCENDED and many of the houses had lights turned on. Kildare, on the front porch, rang the bell, listened to the echo of it inside the place, and studied the jagged crack that streaked across the face of the adjoining window. He tried the window and when he found it locked he broke the glass and opened it. Then he stepped inside. He closed the window. With a burning match he found the electric switch and turned on the lights. He stood in a hall.

There was a living room at the right, so bright and cheerful that he thought for a moment the sky must have cleared but this was merely the effect of the gay covers on the furniture. The gaiety was a first impression that did not last. There was dust on the table. Cigarette butts littered the hearth, and a book fallen open, face down beside the couch, had crunched its pages into a tangle of confusion.

Back of the living room, which was unusually large for such a small house, he stepped into the kitchen. The sink was filled with unwashed pans. The water in them had begun to rust the iron in places; the queer, sick odour of rust was all through the room.

In a dining alcove he saw the remains of a breakfast, a cup half-filled with coffee, with a scum of soured milk on top of it, and a piece of toast as hard as wood.

Forward from the kitchen a small study with a tall north light opened from the living room. A smell of old, crusted pipes was in it. Some shelves on one side held books on art and a number of sketchbooks, as well. On the drawing board which faced the high window was a bit of purely commercial stuff such as magazines or even newspapers use to illustrate new fashions.

He looked over the room again, standing in the centre of it. For him, the ghost of Henry Thornton was emerging in the house.

A sighing sound came to him from the front of the house. A fallen bit of paper rattled on the floor of the studio, and then was still. It was as though a door had been opened and shut again, somewhere. Kildare blinked and took a quick breath; then he made his feet carry him through the living room. In the hall a tall figure of a man waited at the foot of the stairs. It moved, and turned into the frowning face of Joe Weyman.

Well, Joe? he asked.

I broke orders, Doc, said Weyman. I had to. I heard the tinkle of that glass breaking and I just had to come in an join you. If you take a trip up the river for burglary, I might as well go along.

I didnt hear the window raised. How did you come in?

Through the door. I got a little lock-persuader, here. He showed a small bit of steel, like a section of hard spring. Doc, dyou need all of these here lights to show the world where were having our fun?

We need light, said Kildare. He sat down and started smoking a cigarette. Go look through the lower part of the house and tell me what you see, when you come back.

Lookat — I found this near the door, said Weyman. He held out a slip of paper on which was written in a swift, strong hand:

DARLING:

I lost my key and couldnt get in; but now Ill find it and come. — NELLY.

Him and Nelly, I bet they have high times, said Weyman.

It doesnt fit, answered Kildare, and crumbling the paper impatiently, he dropped it into his pocket. Go look around and tell me what you find.

In two minutes Weyman was back.

Kind of sloppy guy. No? he asked.

See anything worth while?

This guy dont know nothing about women, said Weyman. See the mugs he was drawing, in there?

Lets go upstairs, said Kildare.

There were two bedrooms, one obviously for guests, and one bathroom. They went through the bathroom into the guest room, first. The door of it was so jammed that Weyman had to give it his shoulder. They turned on the lights.

Whats the funny smell in the air, Doc?

Dust, said Kildare. This fellow Thornton has no friends. Theres been no one in this guest room for a long, long time. Thats why the door stuck, Joe. It simply hadnt been opened and the heat of a couple of summers gummed the paint together.

He pointed it out at the edges of the door. Weyman said nothing as they went back into the master bedroom. There was a good thick rug on the floor and a bed that sat low on the floor with a stool for a bedside table with a short lamp on it. On the walls were varnished Medici prints of the Duchess of Modena and Rembrandts Knight with a Spear. There was also an oil portrait of a redheaded girl in a green dress. She was no beauty, but she had a good smile and a fine, straight pair of eyes. The telephone, oddly enough, stood on the chest of drawers. A single number was written down on the pad beside it. There was a tall mirror against one wall, and opposite it was a closet containing a few suits of clothes.

There was a small desk beside the closet door, with a clean blotter on top of it. Kildare pulled the blotter out from its frame and turned it over. It was spotted with ink blottings and with absent-minded designs in pencil — 

Whats on there that you wanta know, Doc? asked Weyman.

A lot of unhappiness, said Kildare.

How come?

Wasted time, he said.

He went over to the picture of the girl and pulled it out from the wall. The paper behind it was only slightly less faded than the rest of the paper in the room. That behind the other pictures was far darker and richer.

How is this, Weyman? he asked. He painted this picture six or seven years ago — or maybe only five. And yet he hung it only a short time ago.

How can you tell, Doc... Ah, you mean the papers faded a lot where it hangs.

It was hanging there for a while, interpreted Kildare, then it was taken down, remained down for years, and finally was put up again.

Kind of cuckoo, aint he? said Weyman.

I dont know, said Kildare. Go and stand in front of that mirror.

Hows this? I look damn fine to me, Doc.

Stand closer.

Here I am, touching the glass.

Somebody stood still closer, however, remarked Kildare, staring at the rug.

Nobody could stand closer.

The rugs worn, said Kildare. Feet seem to have walked right through that mirror. Can we move it?

That was easily done, and behind the mirror appeared a door. Weymans bit of steel spring was used on the lock which gave at last with a small squeak, like the shrill of a mouse. Inside, they found a closet with a few womens clothes in it.

Kildare reached into the closet and brought out a wisp of spiderweb.

She doesnt come very often, Joe, he said. He took out a green dress and shook dust out of it. Not for about five years.

Five years? Wheres the date?

This was the fashion, five and six years ago. This is the dress he painted her in.

Come on, Doc! You mean that?

See the bit of red peasant embroidery? Its the same dress, all right.

Then whats it mean? Whys he hang the picture on the wall and cover up the closet where her duds hang?

Kildare went to the telephone and rang the number that was written on the pad.

Mahoney speakin! said a great voice.

This is Henry Thornton, said Kildare.

Thornton? Thornton? You mean that youre Mister Thornton?... Hey, Nelly!

Kildare sighed.

Presently a rich Irish brogue was saying: Is it you, Mr. Thornton? Is it you, darling? I was there, the more fool me, without me key. But Ill be back to-morrow and long before Saturday Ill have the house shining. And the new slip-covers will be ready. If only I can get the other bed out of the attic; theres hardly that much room for me and it to come down the stairs together! But dont have a worry in your darling head, will you?

After Kildare rang off, he said, Now, lets try to find letters, Joe. Letters of any kind. Ill go through this desk. You go through the downstairs. But there was hardly a letter, and not a one that gave even a hint to Kildare.
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KILDARE SAID TO Gillespie, an hour or more later: Thornton was married to a woman he loved. Something went wrong; I dont know what. She left him. After a while, he took it so hard that he couldnt stand the pain of seeing her picture on the wall.

Bah! said Gillespie. What sort of a thin-skinned rummy is this Thornton?

A painter, said Kildare.

Ive no use for them, said Gillespie. Poets and painters and the whole lot, Ive no use for them! Kildare said: He couldnt stand the pain of seeing her picture on the wall. So he took it down. But not long ago, not very long ago, he heard from her. He had been living like a hermit, brooding, I suppose, without friends, seeing practically no one, doing work that he despised. But now he hears from his wife. Suddenly his life opens. He has a great shock of hope. He is going to meet her, some place. I dont know the place — I only know that the time was to be Friday, at noon... He was going to meet her and bring her home; there was to be a new start for them, probably... At least, hed arranged to have the house in good shape for Saturday.

You met somebody who knows Thornton?

I got into his house; it had a lot to say. But it couldnt tell me where he intended to meet that wife of his. Thats what Ive got to find. They have a right to belong to one another. I have to bring her to him... They have the right....

Whats your next step, young Dr. Kildare?

I dont know. Sit down and think, I suppose.

Have you got time to sit down?

Ive got to make time.

How dyou make time, young man?

The way you do... by trying to be sure before I go ahead.

Thats right. If youre going to swing an axe, be sure you hit the line. Whats your line here?

To make Thornton tell me where to find her.

How can you make a madman talk sense?

I dont know. Only have a vague idea.

Your idea isnt vague at all. And its scaring hell out of you, said Gillespie.

Kildare lifted both hands and pushed them up across his face, pressing hard, as though the flesh were numb.

Jimmy! roared Gillespie.

Yes, sir?

Youve been a damned fool before. I forbid you to be a damned fool again!

Kildare said nothing. He kept seeing his new idea and shrinking from it.

Youre as stubborn as your father, said Gillespie. Confound him, he insists that its pernicious anæmia thats killing Julia Cray....

Kildare went out. Gillespie, his mind returning to the first part of their conversation, shouted suddenly after him, but he pretended not to hear. In the corridor beyond, he ran into old Molly Byrd. With young internes her manner was hardly less autocratic than that of Gillespie.

Young man, youve finally been able to do something worth while, she said.

Has Dr. Gillespie seen Carson? he asked.

Yes. Didnt you know?

I forgot to ask.

Forgot? Is there something bigger than Gillespie in your life, just now?

Molly, what did Carson say about Gillespie?

He says more than a person could hope — more even than you and I could hope. If Leonard will give himself even normal rest, normal food, and let the X-rays work to stop the gallop of the disease, we might have him... much longer....

Years? begged Kildare, suddenly big with excitement.

No. Months, said Molly Byrd, sadly.

And who knows what might happen, if there are months and months? said Kildare.

You mean that new things are being discovered?

Of course they are. Any day there may be the great discovery that will wipe cancer out of the world!

Oh, Jimmy, there may be; may there not?

There will be, Molly, because there has to be.

Youre only a liar, and a young liar, at that, said Molly Byrd, with tears in her eyes.

Molly, theres a Dr. Borodin...

Of course there is. Hes one of my boys. And a damned bad boy, in the beginning.

I want to talk with him.

Youre the funny one, digging and prying into all the dark corners where the dirt is, said the Byrd, but youll get nothing out of Dick Borodin now.

Why not?

The poor man has no mind for any but one thing: Insulin shock for schizophrenics.

I want to see him.

You cant see him. Hes closed up like a monk in a monastery.

Would he talk on the telephone?

If I told him to, maybe.

Youre going to tell him to.

He wouldnt talk except to some great man — or maybe to me, Jimmy.

Youre going to introduce me on the telephone as a distinguished doctor, Molly.

I am not!

Molly, said Kildare, putting his arm around her, its for a good cause.

Theres no cause good enough to lie for.

There is, though, said Kildare.

Well, said Molly, maybe you are distinguished. If theres such a thing as borrowing light, youve taken enough from Leonard Gillespie to begin to shine a bit, a small bit, in a very dark night. Come along with me! When Kildare had finished that telephone call, there seemed no breath left in him. He got out on the street but there wasnt enough air for him even there. He went to the hotel where his mother and father were staying. They gave him the calmness of perfect faith and affection. They were the only human beings for whom he never could be wrong. Blind, unseeing eyes they seemed to him. His father talked about Julia Cray.

Gillespies a great man, said old Kildare, but there are a few troubles with these hospital diagnosticians. They never get to know their patients well enough. Weve put poor Julia Cray on a low salt diet, now. But mark my word, there will be a blasted crisis before long, and then well all see by the low blood count that pernicious anæmia is what she has. Hang on to those two dollars, Jimmy, because I intend to have the great Gillespies money on this deal. Im going to frame that dollar bill and hang it in my office. Itll be more than a diploma to me!

They had dinner in the hotel room. Then Kildare restlessly started to leave. His mother came with him down the hall toward the elevator.

What is it now? she asked.

Ive got to get out in the air, said Kildare. I cant breathe — I cant get a full breath.

I know, she answered. That happens when the heart is stopping.

The heart? he asked.

With grief, Jimmy, or anxiety.

He nodded. The elevator opened clanging doors. He waved it on and walked back with her down the hall. She was a dumpy woman with too much chin and fat in the eyelids that made her eyes seem small. Sometimes it seemed that her husband had married a scrub woman. But there was a beauty about her, sometimes, when she spoke.

Suppose that there were two men and a woman you had to think about. The happiness of all three of them, and the sanity of one of them — and the only way to work is to take a chance with life and death?

How could a woman tell, she answered, unless she loved all three of them?

Thats true, he said. A woman couldnt tell.

Ive seen your father facing problems like that, she said softly, and its the only time in our lives when Ive been able to do nothing. He has to go off by himself like a prophet into a wilderness; he has to retire and eat the pain like bread. But when he comes out, he seems to know, just as surely as though God had told him.

When he left her, he kept thinking of that phrase: Eating pain; except that it seemed that it was he who was being devoured.

When he was down on the street again there still was no air for his breathing.


15

[image: img48.jpg]

GILLESPIES LINE, THAT night, did not stop until nearly four in the morning. Kildare went into his own inner office, put some material into a medical kit, and passed back through the main office where Gillespie had stretched himself on the couch and seemed sound asleep. His face, his whole body, sagged with exhaustion.

Kildare went out of the office. On the fourth floor, he met Mary Lamont. She was on night duty, but she kept the freshness and the verve of the day.

Something wrong? she asked.

I want you right now. Im going into 412.

To Thornton?

Yes.

Oh, has Gregory Lane ordered some special treatment for Thornton?

He considered her for a moment but left that remark unanswered.

Come to 412 in a half hour, he said. I may be needing a nurse with a good pair of hands and no tongue at all.

She looked hard at him; he turned and went off down the hall. She kept watch from a vantage point after he disappeared into 412. A moment later the special nurse came out looking decidedly odd.

That young interne — whats his name? she asked. It was no longer the dizzy blonde who took care of Thornton, but a formidable old warhorse.

Dr. Kildare, explained Mary.

Hes a nut! said the special. He told me to go and have myself a sleep — hell watch Thornton.

Hell do what he says. Why dont you have the sleep? asked Mary.

Me? It aint professional, said the special. Im going to be looking into this funny business. I dont like it.

Dont bother Dr. Kildare, Mary warned her. Hes Dr. Gillespies assistant.

That young mug? cried the special.

That young mug, Mary assured her.

Things are going to the devil around here, said the special and went off down the hall.

Mary Lamont, half an hour later, paused at the door of 412 and heard strange noises. She looked in and saw Henry Thornton babbling with an idiots loose face. Kildare looked up and waved her away.

Come back in half an hour, he directed.

Ill be back.

He stared an instant at his immobile patient before he turned to her again.

You look rather chipper, Mary.

I suppose Ive had good news, she said.

About what?

About a marriage.

Yours? Lane? he asked.

Oh, Jimmy, pretend that it upsets you a little, please.

Of course it upsets me, he skid, but again his glance left her and studied the face of Thornton.

You dont care a rap, she told him.

He looked up at her in a silence which, somehow, dissolved her anger utterly.

Ill be seeing you here in about half an hour, Mary? he asked.

Yes, in a half hour, she said.

Has that special been hanging around? he asked.

No. What did you do to her?

Sent her away. I dont want her. Shes suspicious, Mary; and she may come prying back here again.

Well, what could she find out?

Enough to break me up into little pieces.

Jimmy! What are you doing to Thornton?

I want a nurse with a head and two hands and no damned tongue at all, said Kildare.

She backed out of the room, fighting herself to keep from exclamations.

Half an hour later still she found Henry Thornton stretched in coma, his hands thrown up above his head. Beside the bed Kildare crouched on a chair like a poisoner at the place of crime. He turned to Mary a white face, greasy with sweat.

What is it, Jimmy? she asked. Please, please tell me?

He said nothing. She went to the foot of the bed and looked at the chart. There was no indication that special medication had been given. Whatever Kildare had done, he had left no indication of it. That could mean any sort of trouble, if the head of the institution chose to be particular. But she was afraid to ask questions.

Kildare kept looking up at her without speaking. He had given one hand to the grip of Thornton and the clutch of the sick man was fixed rigidly on it. His other hand took the pulse.

Is he in a fit? said Mary Lamont.

Hes minus the brain of Homo sapiens, said Kildare.

She waited for words that would make sense.

Youve dreamed yourself back to childhood in your sleep, havent you? asked Kildare. Thornton is doing more than that. Hes dreamed himself back to the infancy of the race. The muscles hes using now are the ones that an ape needs when its climbing trees.

She stared at the clutching hands of Thornton.

Jimmy, she whispered, do you know what youre doing to him?

Kildare said: Dont ask questions. Keep looking in. I may need you.

That was about five oclock. Obediently she forced her feet out of the room. Every half hour she returned.

It was like taking a silent part in a murder. Each time she looked at Thornton, she knew that the sick man was a long step nearer death, and still Kildare crouched there with his stethoscope and a flashlight, watching, lifting an eyelid of Thornton now and then and flashing the light upon it. She could not recognise the thing Kildare had become. More than once she heard, from 412, noises that seemed to come from the throat of a beast. A horrible memory came back out of her childhood of ghostly tales, of werewolves, of men turned by night into monstrous creatures. The memory became an obsession.

She had other work to do, of course. The Blair General Hospital knew how to get plenty from its nurses. But still she felt that at any moment one of those subdued, gurgling moans from 412 would turn into a screech of animal rage or fear. Yet no one else seemed to guess. There was the same simpering, the same babbling among the other nurses. Then the thing came, all the more frightful because she had been half expecting it, like a blow falling on a tense body. If the door of the sick room was closed, the scream knifed through it with a dagger-point. Nurses are as tough-minded as any people in the world, but the five in the floor-office turned white and stared at one another with a dreadful surmise. It was not one scream but a series of them. She did not need to hunt for the source of the outcry. She went straight to 412 and found the door ajar and the yell coming out of it. She shut the door hastily behind her as she went in. The mouth of Thornton was open, awry, and he screamed on every outgoing breath. Kildare was giving an injection. As he pulled the hyperdermic away, he gave the nurse a quick look over his shoulder that made her flesh creep. She had never known what it meant to be afraid of a man but she was afraid now.

There was a firm rap at the door.

Keep them out! commanded Kildare.

Mary Lamont went to the door and found Miss Simmons, the head nurse of the floor.

I must go in there, said Miss Simmons firmly.

The doctor wants to be left alone, Miss Simmons, she said.

Wants to be left alone? What doctor, please?

Dr. Kildare.

The interne?

Yes, Miss Simmons.

Has he authority from Dr. Lane to take charge of this patient?

Yes, Miss Simmons.

Ah, he has.

Yes, Miss Simmons.

Very well, said the head nurse, but she turned slowly away, her eyes lingering on the guilty face of Mary Lamont.
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The screaming had died away, but still the girl wanted nothing so much as to be away from that room. She had to fight hard to make herself turn and look at the bed. The one lamp threw the shadow of Kildare in caricature, like a stain of soot, across the white of the bedspread and over the hands of Thornton, but the face of the patient was visible. It was fallen in complete relaxation.

Take his temperature, said Kildare.

He put a tongue depressor between the teeth of Thornton as though he feared the thermometer might be bitten in two. The nurse slipped the thermometer under the tongue.

Hold his lips together, said Kildare, and shone his light again into one of Thorntons eyes.

She pressed the lips shut. Foam kept breaking out in small bubbles. The mouth was cold; the lips were bluish. It was like handling wet clay.

She waited two minutes and drew out the thermometer.

Ill get another thermometer, she said. This one is no good.

The thermometer is all right, he answered. What does it say?

It cant be right — and the man still alive, she said. It only says eighty-five, Doctor!

That was all he was to her now. He wasnt Kildare. He was a sort of predatory beast drawing the life out of this helpless man.

Eighty-five? repeated Kildare.

Yes, eighty-five. He isnt really living. Hes dead — hes dying now!

Maybe, said Kildare, and put that light to the inhuman eye of Thornton once more.

She found herself backing up toward the door. He took the stethoscope from his ears and said: Have you seen the special?

Not for hours, she answered.

Thats queer, said Kildare.

He talked as though he were drunk, with loose lips and a thick tongue. She got farther back, toward the door.

Are you afraid? asked Kildare.

She said nothing.

Come here, said Kildare.

She got her feet somehow across the floor to him.

Im ashamed of you, he said, looking up at her. Go on about your work. I dont want you here.

He looked back to Thornton and wiped the foam from the mouth of the sick man.

Im not afraid any more, said Mary Lamont. Ill do anything you want, Doctor.

What did the Simmons have to say to you?

She wanted to know if you had authority from Dr. Lane to handle this case. Of course I told her you did.

Go back to her and say you lied. I havent any authority.

She felt a dreadful certainty that she was closed into the room with two madmen, not one. The thing to do is to humour the mad.

I wont go to her. I wont tell her, she said.

Take his temperature again, he commanded.

She went about the work once more.

Kildare took the utterly loose arm of Thornton and bent it up and down several times. Mary Lamont drew the thermometer from the clammy mouth and shuddered as she read it.

Still eighty-five, Doctor, she said.

Eighty-five, murmured Kildare. My God, eighty-five.

It was plain that he had spoken to himself, not to her and the fear that had been growing in her sprang out like an electric current, tingling in her forehead and down through the tips of her fingers.

Then, not like a living creature but as though to make a mockery of sentient motion, the arm of Thornton which Kildare had flexed began to lift and fall in the same gesture, and presently he tried to sit up, still with his eyes closed; and again it was like movement in the dead. Thornton swayed his head; he was like a man trying to catch his balance on a running horse.

Kildare pressed him back into the bed.

A new knock came at the door.

Keep them out, said the emotionless voice of Kildare.

But when the girl opened the door she saw Dr. Carew himself in the hall.

You are Nurse Lamont, arent you? he asked. And he went on: I understand Kildare is in here?

Yes, sir. He wished to work without interruption, sir.

Does he? said Carew, and walked straight in, past her, almost as though he would have walked over her.

He was not a big man but anger enlarged him.

Kildare, he said, were you authorized to take care of this case to-night? Then he took full note of Thorntons face and exclaimed:— By God, I think youve killed that man! Kildare!

Kildare lifted his head a little but failed to turn it.

This is Dr. Carew speaking, said the head of the hospital.

Very well, said Kildare, never moving his eyes from the face of Thornton.

Very well? But its distinctly not very well! said Carew, his voice kept down, his rage only a tremor of tension, in the dying presence of Thornton. What authority have you to take charge of this case, I repeat?

None, said Kildare. This is entirely on my own.

Carew rose to his tiptoes. He settled back on his heels more slowly.

Leave this room and get back to your own place in the hospital, he said. I had something to tell the board about you to-morrow, now I shall have enough more. Leave this patient instantly!

Wholl take him in charge if I go, asked Kildare. Does anybody else want the responsibility, now? He turned at last and gave to Carew a ghastly smile.

What have you done to him, man? demanded Carew.

A groan from Thornton seemed to give the answer. Carew, hesitating an instant, turned and walked rapidly from the room. He slammed the door heavily after him, regardless of dead or dying patients.

Mary Lamont went out after him. She could not stand it a moment longer in the room. Daylight was coming. She leaned at an open window and told herself that the coming day gave more life and more hope to the very air she was breathing. After a few minutes she was able to go back.

The daylight made things worse instead of better. It showed the senseless face of Thornton and the white torment in that of Kildare far better than the lamps had done.

Tell me how to help, she pleaded.

Nobody can help me, he said. Not now. Nobody in the hospital. But keep looking back in on me when you can, will you?

She glanced at his preparations. There was a flat dish, a rubber tube, a hypodermic, and a reddish solution in a stoppered flask. She could make no sense out of them, and she went away again. There were things for her to do. She got through them mechanically and then hurried back, carrying a tray of coffee and thin sandwiches.

Kildare, bunch-backed like an old man, leaned over the bed at watch, as he had been all those hours. There seemed little left of him. It was fantastically as though he were giving up part of his own life in order to take that of Thornton. There was something between Thorntons teeth on which he bit with locked jaws. His whole body seemed as stiff as stone, with the fists clenched, the hands turning slowly in, the arms extending themselves. In that spasmodic rigidity she recognized the last stage of life. Men died, a little after they reached that point. Kildare seemed to be dying with his patient. When she offered him the coffee he was unaware of it, though the steam rose into his face.

Take this, she ordered.

He discovered the coffee with vague surprise and took the cup in his hand. Once more he forgot everything except the dying man on the bed.

Drink it, she commanded.

He discovered the coffee again, tasted it, drank it. She pulled the empty cup from his fingers. She stepped back and looked at him. A fist fight hardly could have battered and discoloured his eyes more. Where is he — now? she asked.

The weary eyes did not shift for an instant from Thornton, as though the grip they kept upon him were what tied him to life.

Hes back at the beginning of things, said Kildare. Hes gone through all the stages of evolution in reverse. His brain has been scaled away in layers, and now hes back in the stage of the reptile. Nothing in his brain is alive except the medulla, the very base of it; and the only thing that brain can tell his muscles to do is to twist and writhe, with movements like those of a snake.

He spoke slowly, a phrase at a time, pauses between. As he finished speaking, he forgot her.

Will he — will he live? she managed to ask.

Get some blood out of an artery for me, said Kildare.

She prepared a syringe, and tried for the big artery at the inside of the elbow. She knew the hypodermic needle found that artery, but the blood that came out was thick, viscous, dead, like the blood from a vein.

Look! she said, whispering. Its from an artery, but theres no life in it. Its the same as blood from a vein....

Very well. Stop screaming at me!

The loud-speaker in his own brain had turned her voice to thunder, no doubt.

Yes, Doctor, she said. What else can I do? He did not hear.

She crouched by his chair and looked up in his face. It was as though he had been away from her for years, he was so twisted and hardened by the endurance of those long hours. Yet her heart opened suddenly to him.

She said: Timmy, tell me how to share it with you, and help!

He was silent.

She repeated: Are you sure what will happen to him?

No, said Kildare. All I know is that I have to nearly kill his brain before I can hope that hell wake up into a few minutes of sanity.

But suppose he doesnt wake up?

Then Ive murdered him, said Kildare.

She got a good grip on the foot of the bed and steadied herself.

What time is it? he asked, never dropping his eyes from the face of Thornton.

Its after seven, she said.

Thank God! he said. Leave me alone with him... and then come back.

She went out. There was still no sign of Carew returning. Before he came back, no doubt he would have the career of Kildare already nailed on a cross. A rumour had gone through the hospital. There were plenty of people in the corridor, now, from nurses and attendants to staff physicians.

Molly Byrd, grim as a Roman soldier, bore down on the girl and cornered her.

Whats going on in 412? she asked. Carews half mad!

I dont know, said Mary Lamont.

Dont be a fool! said the Byrd. Dont be a nitwit — you! Whats the matter with you, Lamont? Have you seen a ghost? Come here and let me get some hot coffee into you!

She dragged Mary Lamont into the floor office and poured some steaming coffee. The girl sat shuddering with her hands pressed to her face.

Talk to me now, commanded the Byrd, when Mary had swallowed some coffee.

I cant, said the girl. I cant say anything... its too horrible... I mean....

If I cant get anything out of you, Ill use my own eyes and ears, said the head nurse.

Dont go into that room! cried Mary.

Something about her voice was enough to stop Molly Byrd at the door.

Why not? she demanded.

I dont know — except that it will haunt you every day of your life.

Even the Byrd was impressed. Mary went past her into the hall.

Where are you going? demanded the head nurse.

Ive got to get back there, said Mary.

When she was inside the room, she saw that the whole thing had changed. It was much more frightful to a casual eye, but not to the eye of a nurse. Thornton foamed at the mouth and slobbered, turning his head from side to side with sudden movements. But life was coming back. The attitude of Kildare was altered, also. He was no longer like a murderer but what she knew of old — all eager brain and tenacious will. The period of mute waiting had ended.

He wiped the foam from the mouth of Thornton. He kept saying: Thornton, how are you? How is it now, Thornton?

Kildare turned and nodded his head toward the door. The girl, as she went out, kept remembering that last look, for there was an uncanny brightness of triumph in it.

Noon, Friday... where is it you have to be? What is it you have to do, Thornton... Noon, Friday — Thornton, what is it you have to do at noon, Friday?

The head of Thornton at last stopped rolling. Light entered the blank mist of his open eyes.

I meet Marian — in the lobby of the Clerfayt Hotel — at noon, Friday, he said. He roused suddenly and completely, crying out: Will you get me there?

He caught at the hands of Kildare and repeated in an agony: Will you get me there?
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TEN OR FIFTEEN minutes later a sort of quiet maelstrom in the form of Dr. Carew had picked up Mary Lamont.

He had Gregory Lane with him. He was saying to Lane: I simply want a direct understanding on one point which already has been put to you: Did you or did you not order definite work to be done on Thornton to-night, or did you give indefinite authority to any other doctor in the hospital to interfere with that patient?

No, said Lane, I did not.

He looked curiously at Carew and then at Mary. Carew had turned on her, as they walked briskly down the corridor, saying: Now, Nurse Lamont, I want from you a detailed report on what has been going on in Room 412 last night and this morning.

Mr. Thornton seemed very ill, she said. Dr. Kildare was with him....

Doing what?

I cant tell, Doctor. I was not given the full details of the treatment....

It was written on the chart, was it not?

I believe not, sir.

Carew came to an abrupt halt. He was purple with his emotion.

An unchartered treatment — given without permission by an interne!... Its on Gillespies head, eventually! Eventually on his head....

He started forward again, walking with violent speed. He exclaimed: To encourage the ignorant bull-headedness of a boy — a mere child! To place in his hands the authority of an experienced physician! God forgive them both, but the Blair Hospital never!... You are well out of this, young Dr. Lane! It is very well for you that you performed your operation with the apparent authorization of Gillespie through his babyfaced assistant, otherwise we should...

I beg your pardon, Dr. Carew, said Lane. I was my own single authority for that operation. Authorization, did you say? From Dr. Gillespie through Kildare? There was not a word from either of them!

Carew stopped again and passed a handkerchief across his forehead. I hope Im not going quite mad, he said. Do you mean to say that when correction was about to fall on you — like a sword, in fact — another man dared to stand between you and — Dr. Lane, how in Gods name does this make the slightest sense?

Did Kildare tell you that he had authorized the operation in the name of Dr. Gillespie? demanded Lane.

He did. In my office. In almost exactly those words.

Lane shook his head slowly, bewildered.

I cant understand it, he said. God knows it was not from any friendship. Were strangers, practically...

Lets get on to Kildare. In the old days, said Carew, as he hurried forward again, all roads led to Rome, and when there is trouble in the Blair Hospital, apparently all roads lead to young Dr. Kildare — a state of affairs which presently may be remedied — very presently!

They came to Room 412. There were twenty people curiously looking on at various distances in the corridor.

Shall I go in first, Dr. Carew? asked Mary Lamont.

Well have no forerunners, said Carew. Let him take the full brunt as he deserves to take it! You shall enter first, Dr. Lane!

That was the order of entrance, Lane first, with Carew behind him, and Mary Lamont closing the door hastily behind them to shut out as much of the expected scene as possible from the eyes and the ears of the people in the hall.

But Kildare was not there. They had before them only Henry Thornton with an extra pillow cushioning his head. The dimness and the wandering was utterly gone from his eye.

Good morning, he said. I hope youre bringing those jelly sandwiches that Dr. Kildare promised me? And the milk?

The rage of Dr. Carew, quite ready to be poured forth even in the presence of an insane patient, was checked at its source by this revelation. He went slowly toward the bed, holding out his hand a little, in an attitude humorously like that of a man approaching a flighty horse.

My dear Mr. Thornton, he said, do you feel quite well?

Extraordinarily well, said Thornton, too full of smiles to attempt to control them. I seem to have been quite ill — or else Ive been having very bad dreams.

Chiefly dreams, Mr. Thornton — chiefly dreams, my dear fellow, said Carew.

He seemed to have forgotten everything else in a good doctors delight in an unexpected cure. Chiefly dreams, repeated Carew, and rather a bad knock on the head.

Silly of me to be bowled over like that, wasnt it? said Thornton, almost laughing. But do you mind me bringing up the subject of those jelly sandwiches, if you please? Im half-starved.

You shall have a mountain of them, said Carew. You shall have a whole mountain of them... And did Dr. Kildare leave you very long ago?

Hardly five minutes, I believe, said Thornton, still with that cheerful smile.

Here a special nurse came in with a whole tray of sandwiches and a bottle of milk with melted frost running down its sides.

Ah, here it comes! said Thornton, reaching out a welcoming hand. This is a very pleasant sight, nurse!

The special, seeing the change in him, almost dropped the tray. She threw a wild glance toward Carew, who said instantly: We seem to be quite out of the woods, this morning. Quite out of the woods indeed!

The head of the hospital withdrew from the room with Lane and Mary Lamont. He stood bewildered, but still smiling, in the corridor.

I saw him yesterday, said Carew, and the poor fellows condition wrung my heart! To see a change like this — its a reward that makes a life of work seem a small thing, doesnt it, Lane?

It does, sir, said Gregory Lane.

They smiled on one another.

Its an act of God! said Carew. Nothing else could have made the change in him so quickly. Its an act of God!

Or of Dr. Kildare? suggested Mary Lamont softly.

Ha? Kildare? echoed Carew. Extraordinary, damned, difficult young scoundrel... Nurse, what did he do to Thornton last night?

I dont know, she said, brokenly. But it seemed to be his own life that he was taking in his hands!

I dont blame you, said Carew, patting her shoulder. I dont blame tears. Its the rarest thing in the world when a man ventures his reputation, his career, his whole future, his whole honour, and in spite of the confounded rule-makers like Walter Carew, dares to be right... a damned touching thing!

He went off down the corridor in a happy dream, still shaking his head.

Youre knocked to pieces; youve been through a pretty thick slice of hell, I think, said Gregory Lane. Let me take you somewhere so that people wont stare at you, dear.

Im all right, she said. But she was trembling as she added: Hes done it before, and hes only saved himself by being right... but some day hell put his neck in the noose for other people, and it wont turn out this way. Some day itll go wrong; and then all his work, and all his life, will be ruined! Dont you see, Gregory?

Its Kildare you mean, said Lane, looking intently at her.

Hes always committing himself to the lost causes, she said. And some day the ship will sink under him, and take him down with it!

Ive got to find him, said Lane.

Ill go along, she agreed.
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BUT MARY LAMONT and Dr. Lane found no trace of Kildare in the hospital. Noon came and there was no Kildare in Gillespies office. Stephen Kildare came in at that time to say he had been a trifle worried about his son when he last saw him that morning.

When did you see him? asked Gillespie.

About eight-thirty this morning, said old Kildare. Isnt he back at the hospital?

Theres no sign of him, said Gillespie. What was he talking about when you saw him?

He asked for fifty dollars.

For what?

I dont know.

You mean, you didnt give it to him?

Oh, yes. I happened to have that much, so of course I gave it to him.

Ha! growled Gillespie. You had the money so of course you gave it to him.... And then what?

He took a hot bath, a pony of brandy, a cup of coffee, and left at once.

Without saying a word of where he was going?

No, Doctor.

At seven that night there was still no Kildare. Gillespie telephoned to Carew.

Will you come down to see me, or shall I come up to see you? he asked.

Is it important?

Its as important as the devil to me.

Ill come down, said Carew.

When he reached the office of Gillespie, the diagnostician was in a strange, smiling humour, but it was one that was familiar to Carew and he looked instantly askance at the great man.

I hear that Henry Thornton is much better, Walter, he said, genially.

Much, much better, said Carew.

Then Lanes to be congratulated for his fine work, eh?

Not altogether Lane. Your man Kildare seems to have turned the trick last night.

Not the young interne! Not the stupid young fool you were going to run out of the hospital, Walter!

Carew said nothing. He seemed to see what was coming.

As a matter of fact, said Gillespie, Im really astonished to hear what you have to say. The truth is that I thought youd lived up to your word — I thought that you had run Kildare out of the hospital!

Nonsense, Leonard, said the head of the hospital.

You know perfectly well that I never would have taken final action without first warning you.

Then why isnt he here? roared Gillespie.

Here? In this office?

Yes, or in the entire hospital. Theres no sign of him! What did you do with him, Carew?

Nothing, Leonard. Not a thing. I did not dismiss him.

What did you last say to him?

I dont remember the exact words.

Damn the exact words. What was the intent? Did you leave him feeling that he was on a good basis with you and the hospital?

Im afraid not, Leonard, I want you to consider the case of a mere interne who pretends to have used your name to authorize a dangerous operation; and who then without permission from the doctor in charge, invades the room of a patient and seems on the verge of killing him with a treatment which is not even written down on the chart!

Do you think that every man in the world is a fool or a criminal unless he stands your height, has your weight, and fits your shoes? Are we going to have nothing in the world but Prussian disciplinarians like Walter Carew? Are you going to deny to young physicians the chance to use the brain and imagination that God gave them, so that you can lead them around by apron strings? Is that what you want? thundered Gillespie.

Every word you say is unfair, complained Carew.

Youve frightened Kildare out of this hospital, out of medicine, out of his chance to serve the world, declared Gillespie. Go back and sit down with the thought. It will be a warm comfort for you. And remember all the time that youve remained inside your rights. By God, Carew, I call what youve done, intellectual murder!

Carew did not stay to argue; he walked soundlessly from the office, a small and shrinking figure.

At fifteen minutes before noon, on this Friday, a telephone call was put through to Gregory Lane. The voice of Kildare came none too clearly to him.

Hai, Jimmy! called Lane. Where are you, fellow? Theres been a regular manhunt and hell to pay, trying to find you. Where are you?

Authorize them to connect me with Thornton, said Kildare.

The trouble is that Thornton is none too well, said Lane. He was bright and fine for a number of hours after you treated him, but then...

This is long distance and I havent much money. I dont care what his condition is. Put me through to him!

They put Kildare through to Thornton. Lane, sweating with anxiety, hovered at the door of the room. Mary Lamont was inside it, listening. She held to the ear of Thornton the telephone receiver which his hands did not seem able to hold. Thin as a spider thread she heard the voice of Kildare coming over, saying: Thornton, Im here in Clerfayt and shes with me. Marian is with me and everything is all right.

Marian? Where is she? cried Thornton. His hand suddenly grasped the receiver and he sat up in the bed.

Shes here, in Clerfayt, but were leaving right away. Shes coming back to you, Thornton. Were coming back as fast as an airplane can take us. And shes going to stay with you forever. Do you hear me? Can you understand me? Jimmy asked.

I hear you! I hear you! exclaimed Thornton.
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Good-bye, then — and be patient — shes a happy girl! said the faraway voice of Kildare, and his receiver clicked.

Thornton still held the instrument to his ear as though he were draining further happiness from it.

Hes made it for me, said Thornton, whispering, half to himself and half to Mary Lamont. Hes there with her, in time. And shell be with me all the days of my life!
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BUT KILDARE WAS not with Marian Thornton in the town of Clerfayt. It doesnt take a crow long to fly from Denver to Clerfayt, but the automobile road is a winding nightmare that loops among the mountains like a tangled lariat and the bus in which Kildare was a passenger had broken down while it was still ten miles from the destination.

Ive got an hour to reach Clerfayt, he said to the saloonkeeper, and Ive got a dollar and fifteen cents to rent a horse. I know its not enough.

Sure it aint, said the saloonkeeper. Besides, I aint got a horse. But theres a mule out there thats better than any horse in the mountains, and I might loan him to you, stranger.

That was how Kildare happened to ride a long-legged grey mule down the last ragged slope and into the town of Clerfayt. He was already a half hour late when he jumped down in front of the Clerfayt Hotel and hurried into the lobby. There were only three people in it, the clerk in shirt-sleeves behind the desk, a big, brown-faced man and a pretty woman who sat beside him. They got up and started for the door as Kildare came in.

Youre Marian Thornton? said Kildare.

She stopped and looked quickly up at the big fellow.

You see, Jerry? she said.

Why didnt he come himself? asked Jerry. Why did he have to send a messenger?

Because hes in a hospital, said Kildare. I got here by plane and bus and mule-back; and I see that Im barely in time.... Will you talk to me alone for a few moments?

Ill wait outside, said Jerry.

Kildare sat in a corner with the girl. She was less pretty at close range than from a distance, but there was a wealth of cheerful colour in her face. She asked no questions at all, but waited for information. Kildare liked that, and the way she sat straight up.

He said:— Im a doctor. My name is Kildare.

Thornton is an accident case who was brought into the emergency room. We had to operate, for fracture. He wouldnt accept the operation. He said he had a date line to meet. Friday — noon. He wanted to walk out. But he fainted before he could leave.

She put up a hand to her face. He pitied the pain in it.

We operated anyway. A very brilliant surgeon — Gregory Lane — and the operation was a success, but when Thornton found out that he was under restraint, and couldnt get out here to meet that date line — it was too much for his nerves.

He paused there.

You mean — his mind? she asked.

Yes, said Kildare.

She closed her eyes. He said nothing.

He did want me, she said at last.

For five years, said Kildare.

If I go to him, do you think I can be the least help? she asked.

I think you can, said Kildare.

But youre not sure?

No.

She turned and looked out the window. A pine tree grew across the road from the hotel, but the immense bulk of it almost filled the window. Every bough was big enough to make a respectable tree in Connecticut.

After a time she said: Ill get my things together. Do you know the quickest way to reach him?

Wait a minute. said Kildare. Do you know what may lie ahead of you?

No. But I can guess, she answered.

Have you ever seen anything of the sort?

Yes, Ive seen it. But its better to fill your life with pain than with emptiness.

Youve got more than emptiness. That big Jerry, yonder, wants to marry you.

She looked at Kildare, a little surprised. There was a great stillness about her and a suggestion of strength as ample as a Western horizon.

I suppose, said Kildare, that that was the reason for the date line. Youd give Thornton his chance to reach for you, if he cared to. If not, thered be Jerry.

He seemed to think that Id be worth something to him. So I didnt have a right to deny him, you see, because Im worth nothing to myself. But then I wondered if Henry might remember me and want me, after all. So I wrote. I hoped, in a vague sort of way, that he might forgive me.

He thinks that hes the one who needs forgiveness.

Because he was a bit of a sinner?

She closed her eyes suddenly and bit her lip.

Steady, said Kildare.

I wont cry, she said. But when I think of the five years I threw away...

I know, said Kildare.

Is there any ghost of a chance that he might be himself again — just dimly — just now and then? she asked.

Kildare took her hand.

Ive been a swine, he said, but I wanted to find out what you are. Now I know. The fact is that there are nineteen chances out of twenty that hell be perfect after a little treatment and a good deal of you.

She held hard to his hand.

Whether you want me to or not, she said, Im going to believe every word.
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IT WAS LATE on Saturday when Nurse Parker broke sharply in on Dr. Gillespie.

He said angrily: What are you at me about now, Parker? Im seeing no patients this morning.

Dr. Kildare has just come back — hes here — hes right in the hospital! exclaimed Nurse Parker.

What are you talking about? said Gillespie. Kildare? Who said he was back?

I saw him! I saw him with my own eyes!

You did? Gillespie pushed himself up in his chair. What excuse does the young fool give for playing hooky? What does he — Im going to give him the dressing down of his life! Discipline? Carew? Before Im through with him, Ill make him think he never heard of discipline before! Next patient!

Gregory Lane, coming out of Room 412, met Kildare coming down the corridor with a handsome, open-faced girl of twenty-six or -seven, a sun-browned young woman who carried her head high and looked the world straight in the eye.

Kildare said: This is the doctor I told you about.

.. This is Mrs. Thornton, Dr. Lane.

She gave Lanes hand a strong, lingering pressure. She said, gravely: Dr. Kildare has told me what you did. I dont try to thank you, Doctor. Ill never try!... But — may I see Henry now?

You understand his condition? asked Lane, anxiously.

She knows, said Kildare, but hes much better than he was, isnt he?

Lane stared at him. Much, much better, he said.

There was a quick whispering of skirts down the hall. Mary Lamont was hurrying toward them.

If youll be very quiet, Mrs. Thornton, said Lane, Ill take you in to him.

May I make a suggestion? asked Kildare. May she go in to him alone?

Lane, studying him, suddenly smiled. Ive an idea that you know this case better than I do, he said. If you think its right — certainly, Mrs. Thornton! You may go in alone.

She touched the arm of Kildare. Thank you, Jimmy, she said, and went softly into the room.

The two doctors stood with Mary Lamont at the door, which was slightly ajar.

Jimmy — Jimmy — Jimmy! whispered the girl, and held out her hand as though she wanted to touch him and make sure he was there.

Lane looked at her curiously, steadily.

The voice of the sick man in Room 412 was saying: Closed in the wrong day — and Ive got to get out — out of the wrong day—

It was like someone talking in a dream.

They heard the voice of Marian Thornton, not the words but the music of it; and then Thornton himself speaking more loudly her name in a clear voice with all the sleepy, obscure drawl gone from it.

Kildare soundlessly shut the door.

Im guessing at it, said Lane. It was insulin! You sneaked up here and used insulin shock! How did you dare to do it, man? How did you dare to bring him that close to dying?

But hes going to be cured, said Kildare. And half the treatment is in there with him now. He waited five years for her, but shes worth all the pain.

Lane looked at Mary Lamont gravely, but still strangely without pain. I think there ought to be a little celebration for this. Here are the tickets to that show we were taking in to-night, Mary. Youll enjoy it more with Kildare.

I cant do that, said Kildare.

Mary Lamont, watching Lane, said nothing at all, and out of her silence a quiet grew that embraced them all.

I saw you, just now, when you met Kildare, said Lane. Youd never have an eye like that for me in a thousand years. And Im the sort of a fool that has to be head man, not second best.... You two will find a way to be happy. Let me know when I can congratulate you.

He turned his back and then walked off.

Call him back! urged Kildare.

She shook her head.

Youre being a fool! he said. Youll never find better as long as you live!

I know, she agreed. You and I are both fools. Maybe thats why we need one another.

In the office of Gillespie, Kildare found his father in excited conversation with the great man.

I thought she was going to die, said Stephen Kildare. It was almost a complete collapse. What had caused it? I couldnt guess. There was nothing at all dangerous. Only a diet low in salt. She begged to have some of her infernal brew of herbs. I had some stewed up to quiet her. I even tasted the stuff... and suddenly I understood what it was that had been helping her in that witches brew. The herbs had been packed in thick layers of salt to preserve them. It was a highly saline solution that she was drinking — and the salt...

Was what she needed! exclaimed Gillespie.

Of course it was. You and I have missed it completely. All our years of experience and our laboratories hadnt helped her as much as her home-made tea, because what troubled her is...

Addisons Disease! the two old men cried in one voice.

A pair of old fools, said Gillespie. And yet there was no pigmentation of the exposed areas of the skin....

A borderline case, in fact.

Now we can make her live twenty years, I hope.

I hope so — I think so. Jimmy, that two dollars youre holding — give it to charity. Weve just proved that instinct and a bit of luck sometimes can beat all the doctors there are.

Young Dr. Kildare, said Gillespie, I hear that youve brought home the bacon again. Otherwise Id have given you the devil.... What did you use on him? Insulin?

Insulin — and a sort of prayer, said Kildare. And luckily there wasnt even a special in the room all night to bother me.

Oh, the special nurse disappeared, did she?

Yes, sir.

She couldnt have been called away, could she? asked Gillespie.

Ah, did you do that? demanded Kildare.

I can tell a crime when it first begins to swim into the eye of the criminal, like a fish up to the surface of a pond. I knew youd need to be alone.

Its as though a tidal wave had gone over me, and now Im back in the air, breathing and blinking again, said Kildare to Mary Lamont that night. And are you sure that youre right, being here with me?

Five years— said the girl. Poor Henry Thornton waited five years — so why should I complain if I have to wait a while for Jimmy Kildare? Ive turned into an old-fashioned girl.

You wont feel that way about it to-morrow. There doesnt seem to be the least glimmer of a prospect ahead of us.

There is, though, said the girl. Theres hope, you know.

Yes, said Kildare. Theres a bit of that, of course.

And theres the sense of coming back to you, and its like coming home.

Thats it. And thats something, said Kildare. We dont have to add up what we have and see what it amounts to.

Of course we dont, and we always have everything that lies between good morning and good night.

THE END


DR. KILDARES HARDEST CASE
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REAR ADMIRAL LINDLEY PARKER SESSIONS, commandant of the Yard, stood with his hand on his hips and looked up. There is a saying that even the Devil would make a sailor if he could only learn to look up. However, the Rear Admiral was not staring at the leech of a sail; he was watching the ironworkers as they ran up a new portion of the ways. Welders did most of the construction in the Yard, but for lack of them at this point, Lieutenant Commander Henry Jervis, who supplied the engineering brains for the Rear Admiral, was using a riveting gang.

It was characteristic of Jervis that instead of remaining in an office with blueprints he was out in the Yard in the weather. There was a special brand of weather to-day. The wind blew enough to slant the rain into long, dim pencillings, thickening to sleet in the air and freezing on the ground. Through the dark of the day the steel shone faintly, slippery with ice, more dangerous to the workers than Japanese bombs or German bullets. Even the Devil, of whom the Rear Admiral was thinking, would not have kept men at work on such a day; but Commander Jervis was in many respects more formidable.

In his brain there were printed in red letters such words as Scheduled for completion, and Due for delivery, always with a date. The only alteration in those dates, so long as Jervis was in charge of the Yard, was to move them forward, not back. He was always clipping a few strokes from par, as it were, and since the chief credit must go to the officer in command, the reputation of the Rear Admiral in Washington was sweeter than bird song. In his heart of hearts he despised his high repute as a builder; he yearned upward and outward toward the winds and the battle-grey seas of the Pacific and the Atlantic; so that his admiration of Jervis, the brilliant engineer, was slightly poisoned by regret.

He presently was aware of another spectator who stared upward toward the riveting gang and Jervis. It was a burly sergeant of marines.

You look more like a sailor than a marine, said the Admiral. Why is that?

The sergeant remembered to salute. Because Ive had my nose broke a couple of times, sir, he said, and my jaw once.

Upon the thickness of the mans neck and the iron of his jaw the Admiral looked with pleasure, which suddenly was disturbed by the realization that certain implications were underlying the last words of the sergeant. The Admiral mustered his quarterdeck scowl. Whats your name? he asked.

Sergeant Weyman, sir, said the marine.

Why are you loitering around here?

To get the commanders eye, sir.

And then what?

To tell him to get out of the wet.

Youll tell him, eh? Ive told him the same thing twenty times, but he wont do it.

Hell mind what I tell him, said the sergeant. He knows I been working in a hospital — years I been there, sir.

The Admiral considered afresh that face made for battle but now filled with almost feminine concern.

Jervis is overworked, said the Admiral.

Hes as thin as a rail and as white as a bone, agreed Sergeant Weyman, but theres no sense in him to—

The riveting gun broke out in a roar above them. Commander Jervis had taken the dolly-bar from the backer-up and was demonstrating how it should be used. Now he stepped back, handed the bar to the ironworker, and moved aside.

Watch yourself — watch! yelled Sergeant Weyman.

The Admiral saw Henry Jervis, twenty feet above him, topple outward like a bowling pin which has been jostled off balance but is reluctant to fall. The lieutenant commander made a swimming motion with one hand, a grabbing gesture with the other. The riveter reached for him but pulled back his hand as though he saw clearly that Jervis was gone. Then the hesitant body made up its mind and plunged down.

Admiral Sessions had one great pang of sorrow for his young friend, followed by a swift sense of being released once more toward the high seas, like a bird into its natural element. Then he saw that Weyman, yelling loudly, had run into the path of the fall and actually was trying to receive Jervis in his outstretched arms. Both of them fell. Weyman bounced up again as from springs; Jervis lay on his back with a stroke of blood across his face.

Phrases formed in the mind of the Admiral as he hurried to the spot; in line of duty... inspiring leader... all who serve are fighting on a battlefield....

He was kneeling by Jervis, now.

Keep your hands off of him, directed the sergeant harshly. He pressed his ear above Jerviss heart and presently smiled a little.

Hes going to live, sergeant, eh? asked the Admiral humbly.

Youre damn right, said Sergeant Weyman.

A siren screeched in their ears; then they were shifting Jervis on to the stretcher with Weyman taking charge. The sergeant took his place behind the wheel of the ambulance.

Come out of that! protested the driver.

Orders from the Admiral, answered Weyman, and slid the ambulance through the gates.

Wait a minute! Wait a minute! said the man beside him. That aint the way to the Naval Hospital.

Admirals orders! declared Weyman through his teeth, and took the ambulance straight to the Blair General Hospital, leaving twenty traffic laws broken behind him, and the rules of the Yard knocked into a cocked hat.

That was how Henry Jervis was brought to Dr. Gillespies office, a blanket thrown over him with the red edging which means in hospital parlance Life or Death, and gives precedence over all routine cases. There had been no pause to enter the case duly; there had been no delay in the emergency ward. Admiral Sessions, he wants to get this case to Doc Kildare, and damn double-quick, said Sergeant Weyman.

His own unforgettable mug, so well remembered in Blair Hospital, cut through half the red tape; the name of an admiral did the rest. And so, on four rubber wheels that whispered with haste, Weyman hurried the injured man through Gillespies crowded waiting room. He paused there for one upward glance of relief at the brass plate which announced Dr. Leonard Gillespie, Office Hours, 12 A.M. to 12 A.M. Then they were in the office of the great diagnostician.

They have their own doctors in the Navy, and plenty of good ones, said Gillespie. How does this fellow come here, Weyman?

Orders of Admiral Sessions, sir, said Weyman. Heres the finest man in the Yard, and the Admiral thought that if Dr. Kildare could spare a look at him...

Gillespie, with a thrust of his wheelchair, paused beside the unconscious Jervis, and laid a prescient hand on his wrist. Get Kildare, he said.

So they got Kildare.

It meant beating on a laboratory door — because the loud-speaker which was supposed to communicate with all parts of the hospital had been cut off with malice aforethought, by Gillespies orders. Dr. Kildare came at last, with a half-finished chart still in his hand, scowling as he pulled the door open — a strong wedge of a young man, pale from overwork and marked by something more than labour. The orderly started to give the message, but Weyman grabbed Kildare by both shoulders.

Hey, doc! was all he could say. Hey, doc, its great seeing you.

Who let you in here, marine? asked Kildare, with apparent disdain.

I got a guy upstairs. Hes had a fall. Hes the greatest guy in the world — bar one. Hes a commander. Hes Navy. And hes the stuff. Dont leave the dumb guys do him in! Give him a chance for me, will you doc?
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A NAVV DOCTOR with two of the best men on the staff of the hospital studied the X-ray plates. Gillespie, having glanced at the pictures, now sat by Jerviss bed, his white hair blown to a storm by a few impatient gestures of his hand.

Opposite him, Kildare leaned over the patient, registering height, weight, age, then cutting down to details of the face: the resolution printed in the forehead, and the pain, the weariness, that sagged around the mouth. To Kildare, Jervis had the look of one of those ageless men whose years are counted not from birth but by what they have learned, expressed and endured. He reached out and almost touched a faint yellow-blue stain on Jervis temple; with a side glance, he consulted the old lion, Gillespie.

Whats it going to be? asked Gillespie. You have the bulldog look on you again. Going to hitch yourself to another lost cause?

As Admiral Sessions appeared in the doorway, Jervis stirred and groaned. Fuller consciousness coming over him, the groan instantly ended. The effort caused him to take a deep breath and set his jaw.

How are you, Commander? asked the Navy doctor. Things will look up for you presently. Youll be rallying around in no time.

Certainly, said Jervis faintly, and his jaw took on harder set. Tell Ackerman to take the new assignment of—

Steady! said Kildare. Its all right. Everythings going on. One fellow cant be the whole of this mans Navy. Just let it drift. Take it easy. Dont hold on too hard. Let everything slip.

The Commander gradually relaxed. A slight smile touched his lips, and with a look of dim gratitude, he slid back into unconsciousness. The now unguarded will permitted a groan to pass his lips. With every outgoing breath, the faint groan was repeated. It seemed to Kildare that with this rousing to consciousness he had seen a hint of the full dimensions of the man — patient, resolved, big with purpose; now all this passed under shadow, like a mountain lost in sudden clouds.

Clarington, of the hospital staff, as good a man as you could find in a thousand, said, Weve all seen the plates. I think its an operation. What do you say, Weller?

The Navy doctor nodded, but he looked at Gillespie. I have a superior officer, here, he said, with beautiful and honest modesty.

Gillespie glanced at Kildare. Speak up, Jimmy, he said.

Kildare did not answer.

Fallen in love with trouble again, explained Gillespie. Kildare! Operation?

Certainly not, said Kildare. Youd only cut the life out of the fellow.

We ought to thank God for the young doctors, Clarington said. Theyre always so sure.

Whats the matter with him? persisted Gillespie. Kildare did not take his eyes from the patient as he answered, You first, sir.

Hes sick. He fell because he was sick, said Gillespie.

What kind of sickness? snapped Kildare.

One of the ten thousand kinds Ive never handled, said Gillespie. What do you say?

He doesnt want to live, answered Kildare, still peering at Jervis. And if he doesnt fight, hell die.

Doesnt want to live? repeated Weller. Theres no better record than he has behind him. The Yard will run without him or any other man; but the Admiral thinks Jervis one of the main links in the chain.

Admiral Sessions, for the first time introduced, received a salute from Gillespie. Kildare was oblivious of everything except the injured man. With a finger on Jervis throat, he was judging the pressure that drove the blood through the great artery.

The Admirals genial face, bland and red as that of a country squire, was filled with agreement. I couldnt do without him — and he knows it, he said.

If Dr. Gillespie will permit us to express our reasons for the operation— began Clarington.

Heres a lot of men against you, Jimmy, said Gillespie. Operation?

Nonsense, said Kildare, without emphasis. He stood up. The gimp was out of this man before he fell, explained Kildare, more to himself than to the others.

By disease of some sort? said Gillespie.

Yes. Of the heart, said Kildare.

You mean you heard something through the stethoscope? asked Clarington.

No, Im seeing something, said Kildare.

Hes finding a psychological angle, said Gillespie.

Rot! exploded Clarington.

I would defer to Dr. Gillespie, said Weller, with a slight bow.

Then postpone operating, said Gillespie.

They went into the adjoining room, for the hospital had assigned the officer a suite. There they found Sergeant Weyman standing at stiff attention before a lieutenant of marines. Weller, plucking Clarington by the sleeve, lingered behind with him and asked, This chap Kildare is a little young?

Too damned young! growled Clarington. Half the staff of this hospital hates the ground he walks on. Damn assured. Wont take advice. Always reaching for the sky.

But you keep him on?

Gillespies pet. You heard the old man defer to him? The lieutenant of marines was saying, You falsified the orders of a superior officer!

Yes, sir! said Weyman.

You knew that injured men in the Yard go to the Dispensary or straight to the Naval Hospital?

Well, sir, said Weyman, when I seen the Commander drop, I didnt know nothing except I used to work here in Blair; and all I knew was the two best doctors God ever made was here. So I come here.

Well teach you to think inside regulations, Weyman, said the lieutenant. You will report to—

Weyman, broke in Kildare, rousing from his trance, you know something about this fellow, this Jervis? The sergeant actually ventured to turn his head from the officer who was questioning him, which turned the lieutenant crimson.

I want to talk to you, said Kildare.

Lieutenant, said the Admiral softly.

The lieutenant jerked himself to double attention. Yes, sir? he said.

Outside the service, things are a little different. Just a moment. He turned to the doctor. Whats your name?

Kildare, sir.

Im putting my money on you; I dont know why. Lieutenant, will you have the sergeant assigned to special duty here?
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IN THAT SALOON across the street which had seen the hatching of Kildares swift and strange career, Weyman sat in the back room with a glass of beer. Kildare walked the floor. The bartender, pausing in the doorway, said with the insolent delight of old friendship, What a mug! Sergeant? I laugh, you burn.

After this half-whispered salutation, he withdrew, laughing in a silent convulsion.

I seen through the door, doc, said Weyman. He done something when he waked up and looked at you. He kind of smiled at you; and all at once I knew the ship had turned for the home port, and you had hold of the towline.

His home port is in pretty dark waters, said Kildare. Joe, dyou love him?

Yeah. Next to one other guy, said Weyman. He swallowed half his beer to choke back his emotion.

He wants to die. said Kildare.

Are you crazy? shouted Weyman.

He doesnt want it enough to do anything about it, said Kildare, but he wants it the way you want sleep after forty-eight hours. Hes ready to stretch out and let it come. But just now, unless hes ready to stand up and fight, hes going to die.

You dunno what youre saying, doc, complained Weyman. You dunno what kind of a guy, what a straight shooter, what a swell — I mean, dont say it to me, doc, will you?

Kildare continued his pacing, and Weyman watched him. Has he been sick recently? asked Kildare.

No, doc. Ive heard him say that he never had a sick day in his life, hardly, answered Weyman.

Ah, thats good, murmured Kildare, a slight gleam in his eye.

Weyman had seen it before, and it sent small shudderings of cold through his spinal column. He had seen in Kildare, through the years, every kindness, every patient understanding, and human devotion, but under or above the human there was this other soul that lived on the trail like a cat for the kill. The comparison made no sense. Weyman felt, for the purpose of Kildare was always to save and to cure; it was merely that the deepest hunger of all that possessed the doctor was to discover the truth; like an ascetic detective, he consumed himself night and day with a passion to solve the enigmas of disease. Drinking beer in the saloon across the street or speaking kindly at a bedside — that was the Kildare best loved and known by Weyman, but this other creature of strange faculty he shrank from a little.

Mother? Father? Family? Wife? asked Kildare.

No, said Weyman.

Somebody hes very fond of, said Kildare. Somebody has died?

No, said Weyman, startled.

Kildare was impatient. He walked on, scowling. How well dyou know him?

Sometimes when he went uptown or just around, he let me drive him. Hed lay back and say something, now and then; sometimes he just slept. It done him good. So I sure knew him, all right.

He wasnt so relaxed as this — not all the time, said Kildare. — 

No, he was kind of up and on his toes before the work got to him.

The work didnt get to him, said Kildare.



Yeah, but it did, answered Weyman. Everybody in the Yard knows how he works day and night and—

Nonsense! said Kildare. That was an effect, not a cause. Weyman, remember whether the change came on him suddenly? Was he fresh one week and sunk the next?

Weyman shook his head. It come on him slow, doc, he insisted.

Well, said Kildare, theres a final chance.... He used to see a girl quite often. What about that?

He didnt though, answered Weyman. Besides, hes not the kind of a dummy thatd break down about a gal.

There was a girl, Joe, said Kildare. Dont sit there like a lump of mud. Use your brain. There was a girl. Tell me about her.

But there wasnt. I hardly remember, except a blonde came to the Yard and he showed her over the place. And a couple of times I took flowers for him to a place on Fifth Avenue.

Who was she?

Something funny, like Sylvia. Yeah, Sylvia Harned, it was.

Was she the one who came to the Yard?

I never seen her.
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WITHOUT FURTHER ENCOURAGEMENT Kildare went to the address of Benjamin Harned on Fifth Avenue. It was a huge stack of double deck apartments with a very superior doorman. He did not approve of the soot stains ingrained in Kildares hat; he noted with disgust the necktie askew; he still was looking at these details when he sent up Kildares name.

Mr. Harned dont seem to remember you; hed like to know your business, said the fellow with satisfaction, after inquiry had been made.

Its not a social call, said Kildare. Im from the Navy Yard.

A moment later he was behind soundless doors inside the elevator, which rose swiftly and paused at one of the top stories. Kildare was shown into a library where all the walls were filled with books bound in eighteenth-century calf. Mr. Benjamin Harned, relaxed for the evening in a red dinner-jacket, got up from his chair.

Yes, Mr. Kildare? Navy Yard? he said. Of course at a time like this... He left his apology for seeing Kildare incomplete and continued to look down his nose.

You have a daughter named Sylvia? asked Kildare. Shes the one I must see.

But — the Navy Yard, murmured Harned.

Yes, said Kildare.

Sylvia is about to go out, said her father. And besides—

Perhaps shell change her mind about that, answered Kildare.

But — Navy Yard? asked poor Harned, vainly trying to hitch patriotism and Sylvia together.

Something white and gold moved through the next room beyond the open door. The white was Sylvias evening cloak, and the gold was her hair. She turned as her father called.

Sorry, Pops, she said. Were late already.

Shadowy beside her was a big man in tails.

Hold on, said Harned, passing Kildare adroitly through the door. This man wants to see you — from the Navy Yard. Good-bye, Mr. Kildare.

Kildare found himself in a drawing room of baronial magnitude.

Sylvia Harned was talking like a turtle dove. She was full of sweetly falling inflections, with smiles and eye-shinings to match. How do you do? she was saying to Kildare. So sorry we cant stop. Delighted another time.

But this is Navy Yard business, Silly, said the big man.

I wish you wouldnt use that nickname, darling, said Sylvia.

Im John Bender, Mr. Kildare, said her escort, shaking hands.

Id love to hear all about the Navy Yard, said Sylvia, when theres time, but when theres theatre and dinner— She was drifting slowly toward the door, taking Bender in tow.

Im afraid youll have to miss them, said Kildare.

Bender frowned. Whats that?

Come along, John, said Sylvia. Im so afraid theres been a little drinking.

Perhaps we can talk in the elevator, going down, said Bender, moving on Kildare and prepared for action.

Im a doctor from the Blair Hospital, said Kildare. Well start trying to make some sense here, if you dont mind.

Big John Bender, standing over the young doctor, found himself oddly without anything to do. Well, he said, lets have it.

Of course, if hes a doctor, said Sylvia, with her sweet poison, everything must be as he says — and our evening simply goes out of the window.

Kildare turned his shoulder to her and faced Bender. We have a man down there, he said, whose work means a few extra thousand tons of shipping a month for Uncle Sam. Hes had a fall. Hes in bad shape. We think we can save him if hell help us by fighting. But he doesnt want to fight.

Why not? asked Bender, looking uneasily from Kildare to the girl.

The hearts been cut out of him, said Kildare. We want to put it back in. We want to make him think theres something to live for.

How does Miss Harned come into this? asked Bender.

Shes the one who did the damage, said Kildare.

What is it, Sylvia? asked Bender.

Something for the newspapers, it seems, she answered, but Im sure I havent the least idea.

May I talk to you alone? asked Kildare.

Mr. Bender and I are so almost married that were nearly the same as one — or wouldnt you say so, John? She smiled up at Bender.

You know who I mean, of course, suggested Kildare.

I havent the slightest idea, she answered, with eyebrows and shoulders and pretty hands all lifted to Bender.

The whole soul of the big fellow jumped in response.

Well, it was two or three months ago, so I suppose youve forgotten him, said Kildare.

John! exclaimed the girl, apparently outraged.

I think weve had enough of this, said Bender.

Youre supposed to help me, not make damned nonsense, answered Kildare. You werent seeing a man from the Navy Yard? he asked the girl.

Navy Yard? Navy Yard? she murmured. Let me see. It seems to me I do remember someone.

You remember you were going to marry him, dont you?

Great Scott, Sylvia! said Bender, under his breath.

But it wasnt anything, John, she said sadly. It really wasnt. Only, if I smiled at him, he thought I meant everything. And I cant help smiling, can I?

She invited commiseration for the fate of one condemned never to smile.

All right, said Kildare. It wasnt your fault. But hes in the hospital dying by inches now, because he wont fight. Will you try to put the fight back in him?

I dont understand it at all, but of course Ill do anything I can, wont I, John? she said.

You will, of course, said Bender, but he was sweating a bit over the idea.

Then if you want to change your clothes, will you hurry? asked Kildare. Youll be there for a long time, I believe.

How long? asked Bender sharply.

Days, perhaps, said Kildare.

So — thats that, she said.

She gave Bender a special look and left the room. Kildare sat down in a chair and was instantly asleep. A slight tension in his throat, a faint echo in his ears told him, as he roused, that he had been either snoring or groaning. Bender was tapping his shoulder, and Sylvia Harned stood by the door, pulling on gloves. Behind her, a servant held a fur coat.

We might as well go along, she said. But it all frightens me, John. Im really so afraid.

The chauffeur who waited with Benders car drove the three of them to the hospital.

Youll tell me what you want me to do, doctor, wont you? she asked. Should I make a stage entrance, exclaiming over him, or what? Actually, I hardly know him at all. I was just so sorry for the poor, lonely man.

She sat back, not looking at Kildare but at her cigarette.

You just pretend, said Kildare. You pretend that you cared once about somebody, and that hes the man in that bed. Then youll be able to breathe life into him.

Frightfully mysterious, she said, and laughed a little. Her laughter tingled with musical overtones. It was like the rest of her, composed of complete self-consciousness. Kildare studied her with a patient eye; but once he found Benders glance resting on him with an anxious question, as though a first doubt about the excellence of his lady had entered his mind.

It hardly mattered, however. Beauty like this could disdain all questions and all searchings of the soul. Between the tip of her nose and the curve of her throat, there was bracketed enough loveliness to take the breath of a million men.

Im going to try so hard, said Sylvia.

They got to the hospital and said good-bye to Bender. He stood beside the car, bending above the girl and assuring her that he would be close to the telephone in his house if she needed him at any time; after that she drifted up the steps beside Kildare.

Never forgive him for not breaking my back and throwing me out? he asked.

Why, doctor, she said, with that perfect smile, carved and frozen, of course John realized you were simply being patriotic — not rude. John has such deep insight.

She lay, Kildare saw, quite outside his ken, yet she was the tool with which he had to work his miracle on Jervis. He could at least say that the steel of this lancet was hard enough, if only he could bring it to the right edge.
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IN THE LIVING room of the suite, a middle-aged nurse came to them, bringing the chart. Kildare glanced over it.

Now, you tell me, nurse, he said. He dropped into a chair — without requesting Sylvia to sit down — and threw his head against the cushion, his eyes closed.

I could not venture an opinion; Im only a nurse, doctor, she said.

Dont be sour. Be good, said Kildare. Youre Withers, arent you?

Yes, doctor.

You did the job on the Whipple girl, said Kildare.

There were several on the case, answered the nurse.

Dont argue, said Kildare. You did the job.

The nurse was silent. Colour had jumped into her cheeks.

The night the girl broke down, you were there. You remembered what she said. It was a great piece of work. Now, do a great piece of work on this case. Jervis is a man. Hes a hell of a man. Kildare opened his eyes and rubbed them. Then he stood up. You helping? Playing the game? Trying for touchdowns?

An unaccustomed smile made wrinkles, then disappeared from the nurses cheeks. Yes, doctor, she said.

I cant do without you. Understand?

Yes, doctor, she said. I understand.

Youre pretty well fagged, but youre on twenty-four-hour duty to the finish.

To the finish? She took a breath and steadied herself. Yes, doctor.

Well have one of the other nurses on hand to spell you for thirty minutes now and then. But this job will be finished in three days.

Are you sure, doctor?

Ive got to be sure, or I might be wrong. Too wrong. Can you stick it out?

Yes, doctor.

Now, tell me what you think.

That he wont last the three days.

Hes got to, probably, said Kildare. Look, Withers, its between you and me. Understand?

Yes — I understand, she repeated, speaking the words slowly, registering them in her mind. Then she went back into the other room. Kildare followed her, beckoning to Sylvia Harned. They stood by the bed. The dim light smudged Jervis face into the shadow that lay on the pillow. It was only a profile; only a stone-hard relief. Kildare took his pulse. Then he looked at the girl. There was no change in her. She wore the prop smile, like an actress, as he took her back into the next room.

You dont give a rap about him, but youre going to do the job, said Kildare. Youll do it, because youre an actress. Sit down. I want to talk.

She sat down.

See how youre doing your stuff now, said Kildare, intent on her. It couldnt be better. Beautiful frosting.

Im only a doctor. Doctors arent human. Otherwise, Id be catching a chill that would last the rest of my life.

.. Now, when he wakes up, what are you going to do?

Speak to him pleasantly, I suppose.

No. Youre just going to sit there and think.

About what?

About the day when youre off the stage.

Im not on the stage, doctor, she said, a little warmed by anger.

You are. Aristocrat. Old regime. A serving class beneath you. Better death than bad manners. You have other rôles, of course. But I wont want any of them. While he lives, youll be something else.

His nearness and her contempt made her forget her smile; her lip curled with disgust. After all, this is war, she said. You must tell me what to be, doctor.

Ill tell you, said Kildare, and sat on his heels in front of her chair. She saw that his clothes had no shape. Even his shirt seemed made not to fit, and his necktie was farther askew than ever. One of his shoes had cracked across the toes and been sewed up by a cheap repair shop. A newsboy, a gardener, a groom might have looked like this. He was not even clean-shaven.

Before he could start on his lesson, the door opened and an elderly man appeared. From the embarrassingly intimate position in which she found herself, Sylvia would have arisen, but Kildare was too close to permit free movement.

How is he, Kildare? asked the man at the door.

Bad, said Kildare. He hardly looked around. This, embarrassing position, half froglike, half that of a man emptying his heart in courtship, did not seem to bother him. Hes bad, sir. Will you give me another nurse to spell Withers and keep her on twenty-four-hour duty? Thank you, Dr. Carew.

The name rang a bell in Sylvia Harneds memory; there was a Dr. Carew who was the head of a great hospital — this one, it appeared.

Certainly, said Carew.

And take me off everything but this?

Gillespie said it would be that way, nodded Carew, and withdrew.

Gillespie was another name that struck home. Science did not interest her in the slightest, but she could remember stories about the great diagnostician, himself dying of a mortal disease but giving himself to his work to the last moment. Yet here was Kildare, this graceless, untidy man who turned heedlessly from great names and centred his attention once more on her.

Youre to be as though there were no Fifth Avenue, no names and fortunes. Thats all gone. Youre not anything but a woman whos going to marry one day, have children, lie awake on account of them, and grow old like every other woman. You sit in the chair, now, by Jervis bed. You never cared much for him but he was something different. It was fun to see the Yard with him. He was something in uniform. A bit silly. Always thinking of other things. He sent the wrong flowers....

He sent the wrong flowers? she exclaimed.

The wrong flowers, persisted Kildare, and went on.

She began to see the young doctors face in detail. It wasnt a handsome face. There was too much jaw. The eyes could shrink in under the brows as though he were taking aim at a target he wanted to strike — now — with all his force.

He was saying: You remember? The sickrooms your stage now. Jervis is your audience. What you say doesnt matter so much. What you look is the trick. Thats what a man wants. The look of his woman. You are his woman. Is that horrible? Commander Jervis woman who is going to stand up at the altar with him and take his name, forgetting her old one; who is going to have his children. You think yourself into that state! Nothing matters except that hes to get well and go on shipbuilding for the country, and home building for you. You understand?

I hear you, Dr. Kildare, she said.

He kept driving at her. He took her hand to hold her attention. And suddenly she was listening, entranced, listening as she had never listened to another voice in her life as he said, Its as though youd been in his arms, and you were sick of everything in the world except him. In his arms, I mean; not as though you were at a dance, but giving yourself to him and saying: God give him happiness; God make me a happiness to him.

She heard the words as though they were out of a loud-speaker that filled all her mind. But what kept her entranced was the tremor of his hand which held hers and sent vibrations, electric and swift, into her heart and into her brain.

Yes, she found herself saying, Ill try to remember.

He stood up, exhausted from his effort. You can do it. You can act it. You have the brains, he said.

No heart, he meant, of course. She had no heart, but she had the brains, and he would use those brains to accomplish his purpose. She had known important men tempered by the fine, impersonal chill of resolution. She had known business giants and the rest; but it seemed to her that she never had seen the like of this grimy nobody who was all purpose; who revealed of himself nothing but the passion of a conviction.

She stood up.

What are you wearing under that coat? he asked.

A blouse and skirt.

Let me see it.

She took off the coat.

It was a white blouse embroidered in blue. The sleeves touched the elbows and poured a misty fullness over them; there was more fullness delicately pleated over the breast.

Thats good, he said. How much did you pay for that pendant?

She touched the gleaming ruby. I dont remember what Father paid for it. Ten thousand. Something like that.

Take it off, said Kildare. A girl for a lieutenant commander couldnt afford that sort of stuff.

She took it off. I dont like to leave it around, she said.

Ill keep it, said Kildare, and dropped it into his coat pocket. Can you do something to your hair? I mean, roughen it a little on top — that way. Now, could you bring it up a little higher on the nape of your neck? So you wont hide this nice place here, where the curves are. Now, come in here.

He seated her beside the bed.

Wait a minute, he said.

He disappeared and returned with some pink and golden roses. He had an extra spray of fern with them.

I swiped these down the hall, he said. Put them on. A man likes to see flowers on his woman. They belong to her as she belongs to him.... Thats right.

No, a little higher. Now youve got it.... You wont have to talk much. Hell lie there and look. Thats all.

But hell wonder. It was a horrible parting he and I had — and then I never answered his calls or his letters.

Dont argue with him. Say you always knew it would have to be this way, but you fought against it. Thats old stuff. But you always knew. Understand?

Yes, said the girl.

Youre good! murmured Kildare. Look at her, Withers. Shes right in the part now. Your eyes are half a size bigger, and softer. Youre not chilly.

No, thank you, Dr. Kildare.

He dropped on his heels again and admired her. I hoped from the first, but I wasnt sure. How could I guess that youd be a great actress? But now youre going to take him through!
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KILDARE, FACE DOWN on a couch in his office, wakened with a haunting sense of something important that must be done at once. When he started up, he found Gillespie in the wheelchair beside him.

What are you doing up at this hour? demanded Kildare. Youve been promising you wouldnt stir till—

Would you go and tell my doctor on me, Jimmy? asked Gillespie, grinning.

Kildare studied afresh the face he knew best in the world, with the thunders in the brows always present and the gleam in the eyes, and the pain of incredibly long torment somehow colouring everything; over all was the pure white snow of the years.

Theres good news for me, interpreted Kildare. You wouldnt grin if it were about you.

You turned out to be right, they say, about Jervis. Thats all, said Gillespie. Hes raised up in bed and is practically asking for steak and potatoes.

Kildare started for the door.

But while youre there, just listen to the heart, Jimmy, said the old man.

Yes, sir; thank you, said Kildare, and he went up to the sick room.

In the upper hall, he passed big John Bender, walking head down, grim in thought. Kildare had to touch his arm to stop him.

Ah, yes, said Bender. Good morning, doctor. Very fine work. I congratulate you.

Kildare shrugged away the compliments. Ive made trouble for you? he asked.

Its all in the days wash, said Bender.

This is all a new idea, said Kildare. Shes a girl who hasnt done anything. Now shes excited because shes accomplished something. She adds the good of the job to the man who benefited from it. Thats the way they are, Mr. Bender.

Bender laid a massive hand on Kildares shoulder. Shes not like the rest, he said. I know what you mean, but this one is as deep as a well.

He went on with his long, even stride, like a man carrying a heavy burden. So Kildare reached Jervis rooms a little depressed beneath that first high hope.

In the sitting room, Weyman rose up to crow. His eyes were blackened by the lack of sleep, but he looked as though he had just eaten the cream off the bottle.

Who was the guy that had the idea? Who brought him here? Who oughta get all the credit? asked Weyman.

Sylvia Harned came in from the sick room at the murmur of voices. See him, doctor; please see him! she said.

The night had passed over her without leaving a sign of fatigue. Her eyes were as clear as blue sky; and looking into them, Kildare remembered what Bender had said about this girl. He went in to see Jervis. The nurse introduced them.

But I remember you, said Jervis, holding out his hand. I remember your voice when I was passing out. It was something I held on to, like a rope. I swung by it. He smiled. Im better to-day, doctor, as you see. Ill be back on the job — when? he asked. Youll make it quick, Im sure.

I hope so, said Kildare, and put his stethoscope over Jervis heart.

It was amazingly better, Kildare would have finished with a casual examination except for Gillespies warning words which made him listen on. By degrees, he found another thing. Heart sound is not mere hammerstroke and noise of rushing blood. It speaks to the wise ear of many, many things. Irregularities, weaknesses, are like uncertain steps of men about to fall, or like shadows thrown by objects still unseen. To Kildare, as he listened, there came a dim foreboding, as though he were hearing an unexpected footfall echoing far away. He stood up.

Good news, isnt it? said Jervis. He smiled like a child. I thought I was a lost one, yesterday; but they couldnt kill me to-day — not with depth bombs!

Kildare took Withers into the next room and whispered, What dyou think?

I wouldnt put a penny on him, said the nurse grimly. He thinks hes got to heaven, poor fool, but I dont think hell bring back much of its gold.

Thats partly good medicine youre talking, said Kildare, and partly something else. Whats the other something?

I wouldnt be telling my guess, she answered.

She left them. Weyman, who had been talking softly to the girl, now went out.

Its a beautiful job, Kildare told her. And you feel good about it, dont you?

Oh, yes, I do, she answered.

But youre thinking of something.

Something a long, long distance ahead, perhaps, she said.

Youre not so frightfully happy?

But you think Ive done well?

Well? Why youve poured life back into him! She smiled. That makes me happy.

It might even be, said Kildare, that this will all straighten out the way a book would have it, and you and Jervis—

Oh, no! she broke in. Oh, no! Thats not possible.

Isnt it? asked Kildare, gently. Then I dont want it to be that way. This has been so hard for you—

Oh, but it wasnt!

I mean, at first, when—

It was just that I was in a horribly ugly temper, and Im not really the way I acted then, please!

Of course youre not; I know now what you can do.

Because Im an actress? Are you going to say that?

No, not that, either, said Kildare thoughtfully. I mean that most people have a limit on what they can lift and what they can do. Theyre tied to one shape and place and possibility. And I thought you were that way. But the others — the ones in the tens of thousands — they make themselves over into whats wanted. I mean, they incandesce. They shine in the dark and show us the way, And thats how you are now.

I wish you wouldnt!

Im not very good with words, said Kildare, but I think I know whats changed you. Youve had a mans life in your hands and youve given it back to him, you see.

Sylvia looked at him. If he had been unkempt the night before, he might well have stood for a garbage collector, now. But she was reading, page by page, in a book she never had opened before.

It isnt that, she said.

But it is, said Kildare. If youd look now, all at once, in a mirror — but mirrors wouldnt show you what Im seeing. Its all no good, the talking.

I think it is, she said.

He could only smile at her; but there was no trace of smiling in her eyes.

Its an odd thing, said Kildare, but even while weve been standing here in the same room its as though Ive been travelling thousands of miles nearer, till were quite close. Does that make sense?

Such a lot of sense — such a lot, she whispered.

So that were old friends.

Yes, old— said Sylvia.

The other thing I want to say, continued Kildare, is that Jervis isnt out of the woods. Not by a long way, Im afraid. So youll keep on bearing down?

Yes, she said, darkening as though she were suddenly tired. Of course.
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KILDARE WENT BACK to add a patch on his ragged hours of sleep. Before he dropped to the couch again he interrupted the line of patients who already were trooping one by one from the waiting room into Gillespies office. The old man was in his best form, snarling, growling, roaring — and then all at once as gentle as rain.

I listened to the heart, murmured Kildare. And I dont know, sir. Something is wrong. Can you tell me what it is?

If I knew what it was, Id be doing something about it! bellowed Gillespie. Get out and stop talking like a fool.

Kildare got out and dropped again on his couch; two hours later he was heading back for the sick-room on the run. Lieutenant Commander Jervis had suffered a relapse that had left him only semi-conscious. But as he lay there, breathing with distinct labour, he managed a smile for Kildare.

They cant count me out, he murmured. They can knock me down, but they cant count me out.

Gillespie was in the sitting room. He was saying to Sylvia, Too much stimulus may have taken it out of him. Just keep a little distance.

Yes, Dr. Kildare, said Sylvia.

Damn Dr. Kildare! said Gillespie. Its his boss whos talking to you now.

So it appears, said Sylvia.

Confound it, said Gillespie, I mean theres such a thing as being too kind.

Sylvia said nothing. She had created the cold and the distance of interstellar space between Gillespie and herself.

Damn it, said Gillespie, you do the talking, Kildare, if you know Esperanto.

Im sorry, said Kildare, apologizing for the old man.

Oh, but its all right, answered Sylvia, smiling up at him.

Its just that even good news, when hes spent like this might be a strain. But you can be just where hell see you?

Of course I can be, said Sylvia.

And that will give him the strength to keep on fighting.

Will it? Im so glad.

God bless you! Youre terrible sweet, said Kildare.

No, no!

And good! added Kildare.

He left the room, but Gillespies baleful eye first dwelt on the girl and then followed his assistant.

Baby talk — bah! said Gillespie, as he was being pushed from the room by that most patient of chair-men, the Negro Conover.

Yes, sir, said Conover.

Even back in his office, Gillespies anger continued. Damned young puppies who talk too much — they raise all the hell in this world, said Gillespie. Im talking to you, Kildare, and you damned well know it!

All right, said Kildare, but Jervis is—

Talk, talk, talk, and too much said, continued Gillespie. Theres words and ways of saying them that are worse than picklocks. Housebreakers and damned sneak thieves that get away with things and throw them away; throw away whats more than gold.

Throw it in the street to the dogs. Steal the hearts of women and throw them away!

The telephone rang. It was a call from the Yard, from Weller. Young Lieutenant Crosby, like Jervis, had fallen from some structural steel in the Yard. He had been taken to the Naval Hospital but remained in deep coma.

Kildare had the first dim shadow of hope. He said No ice on the steel to-day, I suppose; no wind, either. Just a careless step. Was that why he fell?

Thats it, agreed Weller. As though hed gone dizzy, the men tell me.

Crosby was in Jervis department, I suppose.

He was. Shared the same office with him, in fact.

Lieutenant Crosby lay as the dead, and the count of his breathing, the ghostly sound of his heart — more echo than sound — showed that death was very close to him indeed.

There was a double fracture of the right arm and collarbone, a number of bruises along the right side, but no serious signs of internal injuries. If some disease of mind or of body had made Crosby dizzy and brought about his fall, there was no manifestation of it. The blood was clean. There was no temperature. There was only the curiously weakened pulse, as of a man exhausted by sickness or prolonged effort.

Men who grow dizzy; men who fall; men who cannot rally from the shock — these were the specimen. Kildare wanted to find.

Its something loose in the Yard, said Kildare. Weve got to find more cases. Fellows without fever, without a touch of it. Dizzy, and they fall.

What does Gillespie say now? asked Weller anxiously.

He doesnt know. We cant find any germs in the blood. A non-filtrable virus? But the electron microscope shows nothing, either. Its as though they were haunted; not sick, but haunted by the ghost of a disease, said Kildare. We must hunt the Yard. Weve got to find them.

Well find them, said Weller firmly. Well get to every man on the job and find out those who have been hit by that dizziness.

Thats it, said Kildare. Weve got to ask ten thousand questions and find more of em.

You can have the run of everything, said Weller. The Admiral is half out of his mind for lack of Jervis, between you and me.

So Kildare walked for thirty-six hours, following the run of things, asking ceaseless questions, with Weyman beside him to enforce the answers.

At night, he worked only part of the time in the Yard; most of the hours he spent in saloons where sailors and workmen were drinking beer. He went up one side of a bar and down the other, asking questions quietly, getting rough answers. Dizziness, yes, lots of it — hangover dizziness.

He looked at twenty thousand bits of man power, geared to a cause that ringed the world. He found them big units, thick in the chest and a flash quicker in the eye than any other breed of man on earth. He found them hearty, casual, careless, cheerful, free living, free fighting, and the Navy part of them scrubbed as clean as Mondays wash.

His knees went corky with that prolonged stalking. His stomach hurt as though it had been punched. Poor Weyman, who tried to follow, sagged, broke and gave out.

An hour later he would be on the trail with Kildare once more, but he began to look more like the hunted than the hunter.

Eight hours afoot is as much as most men want; ten is hard; twelve is the devil; eighteen kills off even Indians, and twenty-four is past the end of the trail. Kildare went thirty-six hours and only returned once to the hospital, toward the end, to borrow from science what nature had not put in the heart or the muscles of a man to endure.

He took a thirty-minute massage, and slept under the vigorous hands of the masseur; then a whipping shower, black coffee. Finally he went up to see Jervis.

John Bender was coming out of the room with a preoccupied air.

How are things? asked Kildare.

Im afraid you have a sick patient in there, Bender said. Speaking of sick men, you look done in yourself.

I meant something else, said Kildare. Youll let a doctor speak straight from the shoulder, wont you?

Go ahead, said Bender.

You and Sylvia — is all that better, now?

Better? said Bender, looking closer at Kildare. Its finished. Two minutes ago it was given the final touch. Weve become simply good old friends. You know? He made a good try at a smile.

Be patient about it, will you? pleaded Kildare.

Patience wont do any good. When Sylvia makes up her mind, its never changed. You know that, dont you?

Not in a case like this, said Kildare. Girls are impressionable. They like dramatic business: life and death. That sort of thing. So Sylvia pours herself into this.

So I see, agreed Bender in an odd voice.

And besides, she had been fond of poor Jervis before; so I dare say—

Jervis? said Bender. Jervis? What does Jervis have to do with changing her? She passed him by once, and when she passes a man she never turns back to him.

But if its not Jervis, said Kildare, what could have happened to her?

Perhaps things are too close for you to see clearly. Perhaps you even need a doctor, Kildare.

With that, John Bender went on down the hall and Kildare stared helplessly after him before he went in to see his patient. The Commander was flickering in and out of coma like a bird through sun and shadow, and every time his glance fell on Sylvia Harned, he smiled. That long watch, indeed, had hardly touched her. They say a girl can dance farther than a man can walk, and some obscure happiness, like the sustaining rhythm of music, supported Sylvia. She came with quick concern to Kildare as he stood unsteadily beside the bed. As he took Jervis pulse he looked like a man who had been seven days drunk.

Its all coming out right, he said.

Im coming home — coming home. Shes got hold of the towline, said Jervis faintly.

What chance is there? Shall we win, Jimmy? asked Sylvia, following Kildare into the next room.

She read the signs of exhaustion in the doctors face, but she spoke only about Jervis.

Hes got about one chance in twenty, now. Hell have a chance in a hundred by morning — and hell die to-morrow, said Kildare.

She shook her head. It wont happen. But youre not going back without a rest?

Im going back, said Kildare, and looked at her for a moment.

She made no protest. It was curious to see the woman come up in her eyes and part her lips, but she swallowed the words of concern. She merely said, Ill keep bearing down. Every minute.

Good girl, said Kildare, and went back to his trek.
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THAT NIGHT THE faces were beginning to blur before his eyes. He went into a better-class bar for a brandy, and while he was lifting the glass to his lips, he saw in the mirror his haggard face; but beside his own image was what he wanted. It was a small reflection. It showed a young air-force sergeant rising from a table where he had been drinking with a group of friends, and suddenly reeling, almost falling.

He was drunk, perhaps. But that stagger and near-fall was what Kildare wanted to see. He got quickly to the sergeant, who had a hand to his head and was smiling foolishly.

Feel as though Id been bumped on the head, said the sergeant. He spoke clearly. This was not alcohol.

Have you been dizzy like this before? asked Kildare.

Says who? muttered the sergeant. He had dry, pale lips, and his face was flushed around the temples.

Is that what you want? asked Weyman.

I think so, answered Kildare. He turned again to the sergeant. If I may speak to you for a moment?

Out, burn, said the sergeant.

Sorry, doc, sighed Weyman, and hit over Kildares shoulder with that fist to which nature had given brass knuckles.

There was not a big commotion. A sergeant of marines carries a big deal of conviction in all places resorted to by men of the sea. There was a growling murmur but no laying on of hands as the young fellow regained his wits. He got up ready for more, in the best spirit of America; but Weyman imprisoned his arms.

Youre going to talk, said Kildare, but youre going to take a ride first. Get him into a cab. Weyman.

It was not easy to get the fellow into a cab, but they managed it. Afterwards Weyman sat on him. His struggles grew feebler, rapidly. His skin burned to the touch. Kildares fingers found a racing pulse. Now he lay back with a gasp and a rattle in his breathing.

Kildare asked questions. There are going to be all the drinks you can hold, said Kildare, but youre going to tell me first if you ever knew Lieutenant Commander Jervis.

Jervis be damned, and you after him, when I get my hands to myself, said the young sergeant.

All right, said Kildare. But theres not much to you now, partner. Your knees have been corky all evening, your head spins, your eyes arent so clear.

It was the rotten hooch in that joint of Shaughnessys, said the sergeant.

No, its because youre sick, said Kildare. Tell me one thing more. Did you ever know Lieutenant Crosby?

Sure. He made the flight with us.

What flight? asked Kildare.

Why, the one to Russia, answered the sergeant.

In the hospital they got the sergeant, suddenly afflicted with dizziness again, into a bed, while Kildare sat in front of Gillespie and waited. There were books heaped around them, but Gillespie would not look at them. He had his hands knotted behind his head. His eyes were shut tightly. So he turned the million leaves of the books of his memory, now that a chapter title had been given him.

It sounds like damned nonsense, said Gillespie. Dizzy men? Indigestion, a lot of things make men dizzy. Youve got two men without a fever who were dizzy and fell. Youve got another with a fever. Are you trying to tell me that theyre suffering from the same cause?

I think so, nodded Kildare. All three of them have the same look.

What look?

I dont know. Its pinched into their eyes, somehow. I cant describe it.

Give me the story again, said Gillespie.

Kildare patiently told the story of how Lieutenant Crosby had been flown to Iceland and then across the top bridge of the world into Russia in order to give the men of the White North some of Commander Jervis new welding ideas. Then he had returned — he and the crew of the plane that flew him — and gone straight back to Jervis office to resume his work. And he had brought with him the trophy given him in the North — a white polar-bear skin. Had the pestilence come out of it?

Two in fever, one out of it; Russia, and the same look in all three — but one burning up and the other subnormal — Kildare, Kildare, dont you see? Gillespie suddenly shouted. What else is there that burns you to-day and chills you to-morrow, not hour-spells but days at a time? Relapsing fever! Get this fellows blood under the microscope and look for spirochetes!

Minutes later Kildare was staring down at them — the ugly little corkscrew-shaped shadows which the microscope showed him. It was relapsing fever, and neoarsphenamine would rout it. He went after blood specimens from Jervis and the lieutenant. Now that he knew what to look for, vestiges of the same shadows appeared.

Minutes later, the injection was fighting for and saving the life of Jervis.

They shot information to the Naval Hospital; they fixed the air sergeant; and by the time the wind was trying to blot out the December mornings light with roars and volleyings of storm, danger had passed away from all three. They slept, and the wind did not bother them.

The Rear Admiral insisted on sitting down with Kildare. This has been one of the good things, he said. Good for the Yard, I mean. Another month without Jervis and Id have been on the pension-list — or back at sea. Now I suppose Ill dry-rot in the Yard. But Washington has to know about what youve done, Kildare. The Navy isnt simply part of the armed forces, young man. The Navy is a club, and it has the memory of an elephant for the good and the bad that come to its members; therefore— The Admiral stopped, for he saw that Kildare was sound asleep.

That sleep did not endure long, and Kildare went groggily down to Gillespies office. He was very much surprised, when he entered, to discover Sylvia Harned with the great man. She sat in a chair with her hands knitted together like a frightened girl, and she had been crying. She stood up when Kildare entered, and looked at him in a strange way. If his brain had been clearer, he told himself, he would have known what that strangeness meant; but his brain was not clear.

Have you been crying, Silly? he said. I know. Tired out. I could almost cry, too. But youll come back for a few days to help Jervis get well?

May I come? said Sylvia humbly.

You may not! shouted Gillespie. Hell be able to walk on his own feet. Youve done enough. I only hope you havent done too much for your own good.

Id like to suggest, sir, said Kildare, worried, that if she could continue for a few days—

Damn your suggestions, said Gillespie. Theres been enough harm done to one person by your schemes to last one hospital quite a time. You go to bed. Kildare smiled at the girl and went on uncertain feet into his office.

Is that the end of it? she asked.

I told you what the end would be. That insolent, driving youngster has neither eyes nor ears nor heart for anyone but his work.

But the girl... the nurse he is to marry? Gillespie was silent for a moment. Then he said, Shes almost an exception. Even she becomes forgotten at times, but Lamont has patience, much patience. He went on more gently, If you sat and waited for Kildare, youd be forever.

Sylvia stood up blindly. I cant have him, she said softly, but I can make use of what hes taught me. Somewhere, sometime, there will be one man. Ill know him; Jimmys shown him to me.

THE END
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OR, DR. KILDARE TAKES CHARGE

CONTENTS

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




CHAPTER ONE

YOU CAN BE DOCTORS
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WHEN THE HEAD of the hospital, that hard-faced Roman, Doctor Carew, joined himself to their famous diagnostician, Leonard Gillespie, the rest of the staff prepared itself for something important.

As the cortege moved down the hall, the way was led by the wheel-chair of that white-haired old lion, Gillespie, who always looked as if he had just finished one battle and was hurrying to get into another fight.

Carew walked at one side of him and on the other was Doctor Stephen Kildare, whose age and country practice seemed to appear in the cut of his threadbare clothes.

Behind the chair was young Doctor Kildare, carrying a sheaf of charts. Nurse Mary Lamont now hurried ahead to open the door to an infants ward.

Wait a minute, said Gillespie. Kildare!

Yes, sir, said young Kildare.

Back up, said Gillespie. I dont mean you, babyface. I mean somebody of importance. Doctor Kildare, he went on to the father, before we go in there to look your experiment in the face, Im going to tell you that if it runs on as well as its started, I intend to publish your results.

Publish? Publish? murmured old Kildare. No, Gillespie. Its kind of you but I wouldnt know what to do with a public appearance. I mean to say—

You and your modesty are out of this, said Gillespie. In a small way it would make you famous, perhaps; but the main lesson is that country practitioners could benefit the whole world, as well as their patients, now and then, if theyd do what youve done: take notes on their work and their results.

The work of all our doctors every day, with ten minutes to note it down, would be like the rain in the mountains that works its way to the sea, sooner or later — rivers of sound information, Kildare, to sweep filthy disease away and give us a clean world.

But confound them they wont take time to make notes.... Give me one of your books, Kildare!

The old country doctor pulled out a small notebook and handed it over. Gillespie thumbed through a few of the crowded pages.

Heaven help the man who had to read it, he said, but just the same this is the sword that will win our battle for us. What started the good habit for you?

A bad, tricky memory, confessed the old man, and laughed a little, ashamed of himself, as they went on into the ward so filled with sun and whiteness, that it glowed like a crystal.

Here we are with the seedlings, said Gillespie, looking over the row of bassinets. How quickly they grow up into trees, Kildare, and blights hit them in the leaf and the branch, until at last they decay at the root and go back to the earth that made em.

After bearing a little fruit, now and then? suggested old Kildare.

Thats where Jimmy gets it, eh? demanded Gillespie. That crackpot optimism of his thats always seeing saints and heroes wrapped up in human hides.

.. Whats the matter with you now, young Doctor Kildare? What are you scowling about? Have I stepped on one of your sore toes? Cant you take it?

Its that that bothers me, said Kildare, pointing, and with his head canted a little to the side.

Whats he talking about? asked Gillespie.

Its the baby crying in the isolation ward next door, said Nurse Lamont.

It was rather a rhythm to be felt than a sound to be heard.

I get it now, said Gillespie. First time youve ever heard a baby crying, young Kildare?

I dont like it, said Kildare.

Well, if he doesnt like it, why doesnt somebody do something about it? demanded Gillespie. Whats the case, Jimmy?

Undernourishment, to begin with, said Kildare. But theres an acutely infected throat, also, and the lab report is negative for a streptococcic infection.

Look at that girl, doctor, said Gillespie to old Kildare, as he pointed out Mary Lamont. Every time your son speaks, she looks as if a bird were singing. Might be a swan-song, one of these days. Wipe off that silly look, Lamont, and go check the sore throat in that ward.

As she hurried off, he added: Getting so, around this hospital, that we dont even dare let the babies cry. Your boy mightnt like it.

Carew said: Well take one of the outstanding cases. Kildare, suggest one.

Young Kildare said to the ward nurse: Lets have a look at Pete Douglas.

Yes, doctor, she said, turning.

Do you know all the names of the babies in this ward? Carew asked the interne.

I believe so, sir, said Kildare.

The eye of the father brightened, but old Gillespie was snarling: Yes, he spreads himself all over the hospital. Spreads himself thin. Has to know everything. Nose into everything. Patients cant have any privacy around this mans hospital. I wish youd find me a new assistant, Walter.

If I find one, youll get rid of him in a day, said Carew, faintly smiling. He added to old Kildare, How did you run into this cereal youve been using for baby formulae?

I ran into it in my kitchen, said the country doctor, with his mind and his eye still half on his son. My wife cooked it; her mother had cooked it before her. Jimmy, here, was a scrawny baby; so I tried that cereal and it worked. Ive kept on using it. Its not infallible but sometimes it turns the trick; and Ive been keeping up with the vitamins of late years. They seemed to help.

Listen to these brats crowing, said Gillespie. Not like a ward of sick children at all. More like bull-frogs singing on a summer evening. What kind of bull-frogs dyou have out there in Dartford, doctor?

All matched voices, said old Kildare. You should hear em! Nothing but close harmony.

Id like to hear em, said Gillespie, if youll ever give me a chance and ask me out there.... Give me that baby, nurse!

The nurse had returned with a small infant in her arms; she laid it in the lap of the diagnostician. It was a scrawny little specimen with a mist of red hair. It clenched its fists, now, and writhed its mouth wide open, ready to yell.

Shut your mouth and lie still, Pete, said Gillespie.

Look! murmured the nurse, amazed, for Pete Douglas changed his mind about wailing and began to gape, open-mouthed, at the ugly old face of Gillespie.

Whats there to look at? demanded Gillespie. Itd be a pretty strange thing if I couldnt keep a Scotch baby from crying, wouldnt it? Tell me about this weighty Douglas, Jimmy.

Hes six months old, said young Kildare. He came in here ten days ago badly dehydrated and we couldnt make him hold liquids. I tried fathers formula. Hes put on three pounds already.

Good! said Carew.

Good? Not at all! said Gillespie. Its only barely medium, considering that hes a Scotch baby.... Kildare, he added, turning to the country doctor, I am going to publish you and your grandmas cereal, whether you like it or not.

Why— began old Kildare, embarrassed and pleased.

No, sir, cut in the son. Not yet. Weve still got to learn a lot about it.

You see? said Gillespie, pointing. He thinks that theres only one doctor in his family. Well, hes right, and the one doctor isnt he. Whats the matter? Why cant we publish results like this, young man?

Weve had some failures, said Jimmy. And Father hasnt cleaned up the record of the last three years. Its still in his notebooks.

Will you give us that stuff, then? asked Gillespie. Ill have it all in the mail inside of a week, he answered.

Mary Lamont came rather breathlessly back into the ward. There followed her a tall, gloomy young man who wore a striped apron.

Whats this? Some kitchen help? asked Gillespie. Its a new report on that throat case in the isolation ward, said the nurse.

Who are you? demanded Gillespie.

Davison, sir, said the tall young man. Im the media man, in the laboratory, sir.

I thought you looked something like a cook, said Gillespie. Did Doctor Kearns give you the report for us? Let me have some details.

The first swab didnt give altogether satisfactory results. It was a throat swab, sir. There were some organisms that seemed to resemble diphtheria bacilli.

Is that what Kearns said?

Dr. Kearns was busy at the moment.

So you took over and went ahead?

Yes, sir. I looked up the patient and got a nose swab. The results are perfectly clear. I spread the swab on Lofflers media and incubated it. The diphtheria bacillus was there.

Diphtheria. I remember when that was a word to curdle the spinal marrow of a doctor, said Gillespie. But I want to know something else, Davison.

Yes, sir.

Why the devil did Doctor Kearns turn over delicate and important work like this to you?

I specialised somewhat in this work, sir.

Yes, yes. As a laboratory worker, very good, very good. Commendable industry and all that. But why in thunder does Kearns let this work be done by anyone other than a full-fledged doctor?

I am a doctor, sir, said Davison.

A doctor? In a fifteen dollar a week laboratory job? growled Gillespie.

No, its eighteen dollars, sir.

Gillespie closed his eyes.

What is your school, doctor? he asked. Columbia, sir.

Trouble with your studies?

Not particularly.

Where did you stand in your class?

Number three, sir.

Afterwards you hung out your shingle and no patients came?

That was it, sir.

Im going to remember you, Davison, said Gillespie. Though I dont know what good my thinking will do. How many millions of Americans practically do without medical service, and how many ten thousands of young doctors fold up because they cant get started?

Look, Carew! Heres the desert; and heres water. Bring the two together and you have life. But what can be done when —— —

His voice stopped short; his hand paused in the middle of a gesture; for Pete Douglas had caught at Gillespies forefinger and was holding it now in a strong and delighted grip.

There was a good deal of laughter over this. Under cover of it Kildare stepped up to Davison, who had drawn gradually back from the group as if he could not tell whether it were time to linger or leave.

Kildare said: Whats the matter, Jack? You look white. You look sick. Anything wrong with Joan?

Shes pretty well, murmured Davison. It was only the way Gillespie glowered at me. I thought for a minute that my job was going out the window.

It wont go out of the window, said Kildare, staring at him and seeing things that did not meet the eye. Another three weeks before the baby arrives?

The gloomy face of Davison lighted. Thats right, he said. Youre the one that remembers things, Jimmy!

Then Gillespie was making an uproar about something, with another infant in his arms that laughed through the storm. Kildare went back to him slowly.

This fellow Davison was getting something almost like hope and happiness out of eighteen dollars a week; twenty odd years of education repaid with eighteen dollars a week — two people crowded into a single room and a third life now to be crammed into the same quarters — and all of this happening to a man of real talent, a man of genius, perhaps.

It entered Kildare like a shadow; it made his heart as cold as a stone. The chill of it never would leave him so long as he had to remember the frightened face of Davison, the wan smiling of Joan.

There was a call for Dr. Carew. He was wanted at once in his office.

You people have the luck, he said. You can be doctors. Im only an office boy.... Kildare, I want to talk some more about this. Come along with me and bring those charts....

Get the rest of the reports and bring them on to Carews office, said Kildare to Mary Lamont. Hes going to be full of questions.


CHAPTER TWO

ORANGE JUICE FOR TWO
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CAREW, HURRYING WITH his quick, short steps, was first through the ante-room of his office, so bent on getting to his telephone that he had no eye for the people who were waiting.

But Kildare took note of a boy of eighteen or nineteen and a girl not much younger who rose up quickly from their chairs and with a frightened expectancy watched Carew cross the room.

Carews secretary said: Your son is here, doctor.

Let him wait, snapped Carew, throwing open the door of his inner office.

The girl and boy sat down again, slowly, glancing at one another with pain and with relief mingled, as if some necessary operation had been postponed. Their hands touched and that covert gesture conveyed a long message to Kildare.

He carried her picture with him into the office where Carew already was snatching up a telephone. She was rather a pretty girl with high-arched, old-fashioned eyebrows, and there was nothing of 1941 about her. She seemed to have been created in an earlier age of stillness and of more quiet thought.

Sometimes a human life is written with an indelible ink that strikes almost through the page; but others, however charming, are in fragile characters, easily erased. She was like that, Kildare thought: easily erased, too dimly printed in the worlds fabric.

In the meantime he laid out the charts on the desk.

The secretary appeared at the door as Carew rang off from a telephone conversation.

Your son wishes to know whether he should wait or come back another day? she asked.

Tell him another day, answered Carew. No, let him come in now.... Families have no sense, Kildare. They think a father is an institution, not a human being.... Now lets have a look at the chart of this baby, this whats-his-name.

Pete Douglas? The chart is here.

The door opened.

Come in, Willie, said Carew.... Why should you bother trying to remember the names of the infants, Kildare?

I dont bother. But somehow names mean more to me than numbers. Besides, this Pete is a pretty tough fellow.

Was he very ill, Kildare?

Very ill, sir.

What formula was he on before you shifted him to your fathers?... Willie, what do you want?

Im afraid that Ill have to talk to you alone, said William Carew.

Talk to me alone? Nonsense! said Carew. This is only a doctor. This is our Dr. Kildare. My son William, Kildare.

Kildare went over a few steps and shook hands, smiling, but he could not melt the stiffness out of the strict attention at which William stood. He seemed very much afraid of his father but still more afraid of that which had driven him to the office.

There was nothing unusual about this lad except the sense that he was under the whip and bound somewhere. This case had to do with the mind alone, but it seemed to Kildare to need a quick diagnosis.

You can talk right out, Willie, the father was saying impatiently. Youve heard of Kildare, havent you?

Im sorry, answered William.

Always wrong and always sorry, commented Dr. Carew. What? Never heard of Kildare, the peoples friend?... What did you say the first formula was, Kildare?

This one, sir, explained Kildare, pointing it out on the chart. Theres a protein content of fifteen per cent, carbohydrate seventy-one, fat, three, and minerals over three per cent.

Seems sound to me. But you changed it?... Go on, go on, Willie! Lets have whats in your mind.

There was no answer from William.

Kildare said: Ive left half the report behind me. Sorry, sir. Ill come right back with it.

He gathered the charts into a quick stack.

Wait a minute — dont go, Kildare! protested Carew.

Ill be right back, sir, with the rest of it, said Kildare, hurrying toward the door.

He threw a quick glance at William as he went and the eye of the boy brightened with understanding. Then Kildare was in the ante-room.

Mary Lamont, with a sheaf of reports, was already there, talking, or trying to talk, to the girl who waited for William Carew. It was like Mary to have found the right person. It made him feel, not for the first time, that some sort of telepathic communication existed between them.

As he came up, a side glance from Mary indicated the girl to him as a person of importance.

This is Dr. Kildare, Marguerite Paston, said Mary Lamont.

How do you do, doctor? said the soft voice of Marguerite Paston; but her whole mind was fixed on the closed door of Carews office. Whatever happened to young Carew inside that door was obviously happening to her, also.

Mary Lamont gave over the reports; at the same time her significant eyes were begging Kildare to pay more attention to the girl beside her. She was saying: Paston is a very old English name, isnt it? Werent they a great family back in the Middle Ages?

The girl at last drew her attention away from the office door to answer: My family is not great. Were simply West Siders. My uncle was Sammy Paston, the prizefighter.

Mary Lamont caught her breath.

Well, thats all right, isnt it? asked Kildare.

I think it may be, said Marguerite Paston, with the same amazing frankness and quiet, but I was simply pointing out that Im not of a great family.

Youre not a West Sider, said Kildare. Theyre all right, but youre not one of them.

I was born three blocks from the hospital, she answered.

But youve been away most of your life, he insisted, though Mary Lamont was shaking her head to indicate that this was the wrong track and that time was being wasted.

Ive been in a convent for a long time; thats why theres a difference in the way I talk, she admitted. She seemed to care about nothing but truth and wanted to have it as naked as a new-born baby.

Mary Lamont, in the near background, made a gesture indicative of delight and bewilderment, inviting Kildare to see that this was a different sort of creature.

I knew Sammy; I knew your uncle just before the end, he said.

Are you the one who took care of him? she asked.

I was one of them, he said.

She stood up. She was rather small but there was something about her that made her quite tall enough.

Youre the one they all talk about; youre — the doc? she said. I know you are. Its a sad sort of happiness, remembering all theyve told me.

She smiled at Kildare, faintly, and the smile took a long time to go out. Mary Lamont, very bright of face, continued to adore this grown-up child.

Then the door of Carews office opened and young William stood on the threshold. Marguerite Paston forgot Kildare and all else as she listened, for the angry voice of Doctor Carew rang from his office, saying: And dont come back again until youve got this silly nonsense out of your head.

William Carew waited, with the door still open, until his father had finished speaking his mind, though the boy must have known that everyone in the anteroom could hear what was said. After that he closed the door, turned slowly from it, and came on toward Marguerite.

He had the same look of tension that Kildare had noticed before, the same look of being under the whip and bound for a destination too far away to reach; but as he drew nearer to the girl he changed. He was even smiling as he picked up her coat and began to help her into it.

Mary Lamont, close to Kildare, was murmuring: Shes lovely, Jimmy. Isnt she lovely? Did you ever see anyone half so lovely? They adore each other, dont they?

They do, said Kildare through his teeth.

Whats the matter, Jimmy?

I dont know. Theres something like murder in the air....

Marguerite Paston was coming back to say goodbye to them, smiling.

I want to talk to you, said Kildare.

Thank you, doctor, replied young Carew, but theres a very important engagement ahead of us.

Im so sorry, agreed the girl.

I know what your engagement is, said Kildare.

But you cant— began William Carew.

Hush! said Marguerite to him, softly, as she watched Kildare.

So youll talk to me now, wont you? asked Kildare.

Yes, doctor, said Marguerite.

He went out with them, past the startled questioning eyes of Mary Lamont.

Theres a back room in a saloon across the street, said Kildare. Do you mind going to a place like that? We can be alone there.

I dont mind, said the girl.

Young Carew continued to stare, bewildered. Then a loud speaker down the corridor announced: Doctor Kildare wanted in Doctor Gillespies office. Urgent.

Thats the great Gillespie and of course youll have to go, said Carew. He seemed relieved. Well see you another time, doctor.

The loud speaker repeated: Doctor Kildare wanted in Doctor Gillespies office. Urgent!

This is more urgent than anything Gillespie has to do, said Kildare, and his words straightened young Carew again. Only the girl seemed impervious to shock.

From the warmth of the hospital they passed out into New Yorks winter, grey as twilight, with a dust of freezing rain that drew the sky down to the city pavements.

A big truck loaded with fir trees went past them as they waited for a green light at the corner. It trailed a clean fragrance behind it.

There goes Christmas, said Kildare, surprised. He looked away into his thoughts. Every month since he came to the hospital had been longer than a long year.

The girl said: There arent any seasons in a hospital year, I suppose.

Thats good, agreed Kildare. Thats what I was thinking, without words.

The boy watched the two of them, rather gravely amused to see someone else tasting the quality of Marguerite. So a collector shares his best vintage with a jealous delight.

As they went across the greasy street, Kildare was thinking that she had lived double her years in that quiet mind of hers. She was unlike Mary Lamont; for the Scotch girl was full of vigorous living, colour, and glow, like a brilliant oil painting; but the Paston girl was like a book of drawings, a little dim with time, in which the master has revealed himself.

If he loved Mary Lamont, everyone could understand his love and envy him. Her eye had the flash and her voice the sound to which men respond instantly. She was no abounding hoyden, at that, but she almost seemed one, compared with this quieter music.

When you were born, your mother wasnt very young, he said to her. The words slowed her nearly to a stop and she looked at him, he felt, for the first time.

Thats true, she said. I was born old.

She kept on looking at Kildare and at her new conception of him. In any other person it would have been staring; but in her it meant simply that her mind was turned fully toward him.

As they reached the family entrance of Mikes saloon he said: This isnt the place for you; but its the nearest.

Oh, but places dont matter, do they? she asked.

He kept thinking of this as he opened the door and let them go in before him. The tawdriness of the back room of Ryans place was freshly revealed to him. It was scrubbed up every day but soap and elbow-grease cannot always remove the uncleanness of time. It was like a womans old hat, a dead fashion since the days when people liked varnish and gilt.

An uproar of two men in loud argument came from the bar even though the door between was closed. Kildare looked guiltily at the girl.

It doesnt matter at all, she said.

He pulled open the door. Mike himself was at it with Toppy Graham on the subject of the immortal long count over Tunney in the Chicago fight.

Save it, Mike, will you? asked Kildare. Maybe youre both right.

Sure, doc, sure! said Mike Ryan. But theres no more sense in Toppy than there is in an old bell. It cant make only but one noise. Will you have something, doc?

Will you drink something? Kildare asked them, turning.

They would have nothing. Mike came bustling from behind the bar to make sure. Said Toppy Graham: Hows McAllister doin, doc?

Temperatures gone; hell be all right, said Kildare.

Weve been missing the old fool, remarked Toppy. Will you have a look one day at my kid thats off his feed, doc? He was named after you.

He was named four years before you ever seen the doc, you lyin liar, you, said Mike.

I would of changed the name if it hadnt been right, though, said Toppy, calmly.

Bring him around, said Kildare. A beer for me, Mike, if you please.

Mike had bundled himself through the doorway. He blinked and held up his hands when he saw the two who stood close together, utterly out of place.

Ah, but look what we have here!

They dont want anything, Mike, said Kildare.

Sure they want something, decided Mike. There never was a child born that didnt want something to make him thirsty or to quench it. Maybe it would be a drop of orange juice, my dear?

Id like some very much, said the girl.

Of course you would, said Mike, and a splice of whisky to smack your lips on it?

Kildare shook his finger at Ryan but the girl was saying: Yes, thank you.

Ah, you see? said Mike. The good ones know whats good! And what will the young gentleman have?

He would have the same thing; and still his eyes were asking Marguerite a question.

And a bit of a snack of something with it? asked Mike. A crumb of cheese on a cracker? Or a slice of a smoked sausage.

Id like that, thank you, she said.

Aha, doc, cried Mike. The good ones always know.

.. She made a slight face when she tasted the drink.

Dont take it, said Kildare.

No, Ill manage it, she said.

But why? insisted young Carew.

For Mike? suggested Kildare.

The girl smiled at him. Her eyes roved slowly from his forehead to his chin and seemed to like all that they saw.

Im afraid that we havent much time, said William Carew.

Lets have all the time he can spare us, said the girl. You have some hard things to say, havent you, doctor?

Youre making them easier, he told her. And yet its harder too. When I first saw you, I thought it was the usual thing, but I see that its more than that.

I dont quite follow, said William. Usual?

Love, and all that, said Kildare.

Ah, really? said the boy, and put a cold distance instantly between them.

But he knows, dear, said Marguerite Paston.

I dont like all this very much, answered Carew. Im sorry, but we have some things to do, you know.

Youve only one thing to do, said Kildare. Cant it wait just a little?


CHAPTER THREE

WAIT A LITTLE, DEATH
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ONE THING? CAREW echoed. One thing? He lost a little colour and sat up straighter. He was a good athletic type, lean and hard from constant exercise.

His face was drawn a bit as it is when a man is in perfect training.

The girl said nothing, but watched Kildare and Carew in turn as if the scene had little or nothing to do with her.

Youre nineteen and shes seventeen? asked Kildare.

That happens to be right, admitted Carew, still drawing away from this unwelcome intimacy.

People tell you thats too young for marriage, dont they?

Marriage? repeated William, lifting his eyebrows a bit.

You went to your father to tell him that you had to get married, didnt you?

This lifted young Carew almost out of his chair. He stared at the girl and she, still looking from one of them to the other, smiled at them both.

Yes, she said.

Carew settled back gingerly into his chair.

Your father told you it was nonsense. He probably said that you should go back to school and forget all about it, went on Kildare.

I think you mean this kindly, said the boy, but I dont see whats gained, actually, by —— —

He left the final words of the sentence unuttered. His meaning was clear enough without them.

What I want to suggest, said Kildare, is that other people have to wait, and wait, and wait. Some of them manage it pretty well. Lets say that theyre the cold-blooded horses. Some of the thoroughbreds wont stand it. They break away and bolt.

He found the boy staring hard at him, silently. He went on: Perhaps Im one of the cold-blooded people. But I have to wait and then keep on waiting. I dont know for how many years. But Im managing to stand it. Does that give me the right to talk to you?

A heavy silence came over them and continued for a moment. The girl suddenly had forgotten Kildare; she was closing herself into the world of William Carew.

No, it doesnt give him the right to talk to us, suggested the boy. He flushed and turned quickly to Kildare. Im sorry, he said. I dont mean to be rude.

Its all right. Perhaps I understand, said Kildare. When theres a game, one ought to stick by the rules. But this isnt a game?

The girl smiled a little, and still looking only at Carew she answered quietly: No, its not a game.

So you can make up your own rules as you go, suggested Kildare.

Neither of them answered. They remained lost in one another: not with the helpless, open stare of infatuation, but as if they were reading in one volume glorious and familiar words.

Kildare, pushed a thousand leagues away from them, drew a deep breath and continued:

Ordinarily, a man and a woman have to work hard and wait a long time before they can be together.

Perhaps thats because love itself isnt the whole thing to them.

What else is there that matters? asked Carew.

Well, there are the things that come out of love, answered Kildare. Children, and a home, and all that, you know?

I know, whispered Marguerite Paston.

But if those things dont count so much, it leaves the man and woman free, said Kildare.

Free? she repeated, lifting her head a little to greet the thought.

Because there is nothing that can keep you apart, said Kildare. It isnt a game and therefore there arent any rules, you see.

But with everyone set against us, said the girl, what is there that could let us be together?

There is that appointment you intend to keep, said Kildare.

What do you mean? asked Carew, profoundly startled. Appointment? With whom?

With death, said Kildare.

They forgot one another at last. Their frightened eyes turned on him. The girl slipped back in her chair with a white face.

What have you done to her? breathed Carew. Marguerite, well get out of here; well get away from him.

We cant run away — not from him! whispered the girl.

How did he guess? asked Carew.

Theres not much guessing, said Kildare. Its in the newspapers every day or two. Theyre always young. Theyve always found people against them. They wont meet secretly like a pair of criminals. Theyre proud of their love; its the only good thing in the world. If they cant be happy and free living together, theyll be happy and free dying together. Carew, holding the hands of the girl, said rapidly: Hes going to tell us what the rest of them say: that were too young to know, that we dont understand, that life is a business, not a mere pleasure, that there is duty—

Hush, hush! murmured the girl. He wont say any of those things. Dr. Kildare, if you know what we can do, will you tell us?

Will you listen? asked Kildare.

Yes, yes — Oh, with our whole hearts well listen. Kildare closed his eyes. Thank God! he said, and paused for a moment to let the tension dissolve.

Do you see? he heard the girl whisper.

Yes. Hes a friend! said Carew.

Kildare looked out at them through a darkness of unhappy thought.

Say whatever you please, and well listen, said Carew, now suddenly warm and eager with friendliness. You can begin by telling us that were young and silly. I hope you can prove it.

I dont think youre silly, said Kildare. Perhaps youre the only people who are right. Perhaps the rest of us are all too old and too far away. Does that make any sense? You understand what I mean, dont you, Marguerite?

I think I do, she said. Have we made you unhappy?

No. I can take it, all right. That word love — we all throw it around as if we understood it. Ive wanted to marry three girls, at different times. But what have I ever known about love?

Ive been walking in the dark, compared with you two. I dont think youre foolish. I dont think lightning is foolish, either, when I see it strike. It simply never has struck me.

Therell come a time— began Carew. But the girl lifted a finger and stopped him.

Most of us are non-conductors, said Kildare. The electricity wont run through us.... Foolish? No, I envy you! You make me feel that Ive never been more than half alive.

Theres no love Ive ever dreamed of — theres nothing on earth — that could keep me from my work. Thats all I love, really — my job, and a crotchety old white-headed devil who hates disease as he hates Hell-fire — 

I envy you — but I want to keep you. Thats all.

They had forgotten their own troubles. They sat close together, hushed, watching him, and there were tears in the eyes of the girl; yet her mind kept on working.

Are you pretending a little? she asked.

Even Carew glanced at her in surprise.

Do you think I am? said Kildare.

Just a bit? she asked. To make your own life seem darker, so that what we have will be brighter, and rarer, and more worth keeping? All these people love you. Theres a whisper that the doc can look through people and see all their troubles as you saw ours. Oh, I think youve darkened yourself a little for our sakes.

Perhaps, said Kildare. And perhaps Ive failed. The boy broke out suddenly, but in a hushed voice as if he were afraid that the outer world might hear him: Youve been great to us. Youre something for us to remember. And we havent much. But you understand how it is? Suppose I get a ding-dong job at twenty a week and put Marguerite in the dark of a little railroad flat and give her only a part of my life. Thats no good.

Sometimes being poor is all right but sometimes its like being dirty. It would be that way with us. Id have to give up my education and that means Id grow up into only half a man. Wed feel as if wed done each other in.

There was only one hope. That was in my father and that hope we had to check out today.

Before you talked to him, answered Kildare, did you plan what you were going to say, so that youd be sure to get his attention?

You dont scheme and plan like that when you talk to your own father, replied Carew. But hes hard. Theres no changing him. Theres not much kindness in him to make him want to understand.

Youre only part of what hes fathering, said Kildare. Hes fathering the whole hospital; hes fathering all the schemes of the great Gillespie; hes fathering the charity wards, worrying about pay for the nurses, fees for the doctors, beds for the patients. Hes kind enough to stop his whole day in order to look into a small experiment in baby feeding.

He a great doctor but a worried man never seems either kind or important. Its the concerns of other people that make him seem hard.

When you say that, murmured Carew, it makes me feel that Ive been a fool — a low, ungrateful fool.

No. Youre only a little impatient, said Kildare, the way your father is. But ask him for an hour of his time, plan what youre going to say to him, make everything clear; and hes going to give you whatever you ask.

Hes not simply talking. He thinks it can be done, said the girl.

Why, if theres only a ghost of a hope, weve got to take it, answered young Carew.

You will? exclaimed Kildare.

He dropped back in his chair and closed his eyes. He took a great breath.

I thought for a while that I was lost! he said.


CHAPTER FOUR

EMERGENCY CALL
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BACK IN THE hospital, Kildare hurried to the offices of the internist, passed through the door over which hung the brass plate which announced: Dr. Leonard Gillespie, Hours: 12 am to 12 a m.

In the big waiting-room, over which Gillespies body-servant, Conover, presided with the help of Nurse Parker, there was the usual crowd of rich men, poor men, beggar-men, and thieves who had come, some of them, half-way around the world; and the line flowed steadily in upon the diagnostician.

Kildare at once assumed, as his habit was, more than half the brunt of the work. To his eyes fell the reports and the charts of the cases as the patients were introduced, and his was the first quick attempt at diagnosis, his work to be checked by the great Gillespie.

For months he had been at it, opening every faculty wide to receive the flood of knowledge which the old man had stored up in a long life of observation, receiving a whole medical encyclopedia condensed and stingingly illustrated from the cases at hand, checked and rated for every failure of his memory — only now and then blessed with a word of praise, like a student who at the same instant is studying his courses and receiving endless final examinations in them.

The pressure, in fact, never ended as Gillespie kept driving with a ruthless hand. He made a brief pause in the flow of the line now to say:

There was a beautiful thing here, half an hour ago, in the way of a tropical fever. You missed that, Kildare. Only a small thing, eh? But maybe itll keep you from saving a life, one day.

Im sorry, sir, said Kildare.

Sorry nothing! cried Gillespie. You act as if you had ten years ahead of you. You act as if time didnt matter!

No, sir, said Kildare, sadly, I know how terribly time matters.

Bah! Wipe that look out of your eyes! commanded Gillespie. Be sentimental about other people but dont let me catch you moaning and mooning over me.

Did you see the doctor this morning? asked Kildare.

I saw him. It doesnt matter what he says. If I had six months or a whole year, what difference does it make? A man with his wits about him sometimes has a chance to do a lifes work in ten minutes.

Six months? Why, Jimmy, you and I can do as much in six months as some of the halfwits can do in six decades. But it means that weve got to work.

Ive got to have all of you, day and night, both your ears, all ten of your eyes, and all of the hundred minds that keep wandering and flying away from the subject like so many moths. That fool of a Carew ought to know that.

Or where were you just now? Looking at the sore thumb of an elevator boy, or comforting a homesick janitor, or bandaging a pair of weak eyes, or what?

A boy of nineteen and a girl of seventeen very much in love— began Kildare.

Rot! Calves and puppies!

 — and heading toward a suicide pact—

Tripe! Words, words, words — thats all.

 — and rather happy about it, concluded Kildare.

Gillespie was hard hit by this.

Happy about it? he repeated.

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

You mean, a great love — springtime — stardust — all that?

They dont care what happens, so long as it happens to them together.

Then its dangerous, declared Gillespie. Anything can happen! Where are they? Theyve got to be stopped! Kildare, dont stand there like a fool! Bring those children to me! Theyve got to be stopped!

Theyre stopped already, said Kildare, smiling a little.

You stopped them?

Yes, sir. They only need to get an hour of the time of a man who can solve all their problems.

Can they get the hour?

Ive told them how to do it. It only needs patience.

Thats why youre standing so much straighter, eh?

Yes, sir.

I dont blame you, said Gillespie. Ordinarily we can only save lives and limbs; but the other thing — to save that is different, again. Ah, Kildare, there are times now and then when I think I wasnt altogether wrong in picking you — out of ten thousand!

Later that day, Kildare was saying to Head Nurse Molly Cavendish: Can you tell me where Mary Lamont is?

What do you want her for? said Molly Cavendish.

For an experiment— began Kildare.

What kind of an experiment? demanded the Cavendish. Holding hands, or what?

Youre hard on me, Molly, he told her.

Im no first name to you, either, she said, at least not when Im in uniform. Besides, you ought to know that Nurse Lamont is off duty, now.

Ah, Id forgotten her hours, admitted Kildare. You dont happen to know where she went, do you?

How should I know and why should I tell you? snapped the Cavendish. I hope you understand that the internes and staff doctors are strictly forbidden to have anything to do with one another?

Why do we all love you when youre such a trial, Molly? asked Kildare.

Ill do without your love, declared Molly Cavendish.

A big man with much jaw and very little eyes and forehead came down the corridor, his white trousers rustling from the swing of his stride. As he went by, he saluted Kildare and made an enigmatic sign.

Tomorrow, Joe, said Kildare, smiling.

Thanks, doc, said Joe.

He was asking you, stated Molly Cavendish, when you would have a beer with him in McGuires saloon. Wasnt that it?

Yes, admitted Kildare.

Heres Dr. Gillespie, she said, with the world to choose from and he picks out a boy to assist him a mere boy, and one that runs around with common guttersnipes, mere ambulance drivers like that Joe Weyman. Why do you waste time on people like Weyman?

Hes not people, Joe is just himself, said Kildare.

A hard-drinking, cheap, low, common creature. What do you owe a man like that? demanded Cavendish hotly.

I dont owe him my life — not quite, but almost, said Kildare. But outside of that, hes as good a man as I know.

As good as Carew or Gillespie, perhaps? she asked, sardonically.

Yes. Just as good, in his own way. But speaking of Mary Lamont.

Im not speaking of her.

Didnt she tell you where she was going?

Am I a letter-box or something, for you two brats to exchange messages?

This is an emergency, Molly.

What kind of an emergency?

Ive hardly spoken to Mary for a week.

Its your own fault for being such a fool, then, said the Cavendish. But if you were to drop in on the poor young Davisons, God help the two of them, I wouldnt be surprised if you found your Mary Lamont there.

What would we do without you, Molly?

Mind you, she called after him, Ill have no more hand in these carryings-on!


CHAPTER FIVE

LOVE IS DEAF

[image: img53.jpg]

THE DAVISONS LIVED in one room that looked onto a ventilator shaft. They could have afforded something a little better, even on eighteen dollars a week; but they had to try to save and the last of their savings had gone to the buying of the babys crib that stood in a corner of the room. It was half decorated with windings of satin, pink and blue.

In the next corner was a kitchenette; opposite to it three chairs huddled around a floor lamp which obviously represented the living-room; and in the last corner was a couch, hardly wide enough for two. That was the bedroom.

Everyone was busy when Kildare came in. Joan Davison was laying the table, Mary Lamont worked over the gas stove, and Davison himself worked hardest of all in trying to fan the fumes of the cookery out of the window to join the other cookery smells that wafted up the shaft.

Hi, look! called Davison. Heres the young genius himself. Youre getting more bumps in your forehead, Jimmy, to make room for the brains that Gillespie is pouring in.

Those bumps are from beating my head against the wall, said Kildare. Joan, go over there and lie down. Ill finish this. I know where the things are.

No, Im all right, said the girl. You be a guest, Jimmy. Sit down in the living-room and be a guest.

Thats the idea, said Mary Lamont. Take her away and make her sit down. Shes only in the way. But give me whatever youve brought.

Some ice-cream, said Kildare, and a bit of fresh orange juice.

You see? objected Davison. Hes always a doctor. He never forgets himself; orange juice-something alkaline — you see?

Finish cooking those chops, and then youre wanted, said Kildare to Mary Lamont. I have to take you away.

Wanted? In the hospital? Really? she asked.

Yes, said Kildare. You come here with me, he added, taking Joan across the room.

She stretched out on the couch with a sigh. She was white and spent from the life she carried inside her Stop being polite, said Kildare. Close your eyes. Groan, if you feel like it.

At this, her eyes almost closed, but she kept watching him, smiling.

Bless you, Jimmy, she said.

He took her hand and pressed a forefinger against her wrist.

Dont do that, she asked him.

Dont bother me, said Kildare. Have you been getting out in the sun?

Yes, whenever it comes out and shines.

Have you had to cry a lot?

Not in front of Jack.

Otherwise, quite a lot?

Im afraid so.

And still a good deal of fear?

Not about myself; Im not in the least afraid about myself, Jimmy. — 

Only what will happen to the baby, and all of you? — 

Oh, Jimmy, we only seem to be hanging to me by a spiders thread, and Im afraid that the extra weight will break it.

Were going to make that thread as strong as a steel cable. You hear me? — 

I hear you. I love hearing you. Over and over. Strong as a steel cable, said Kildare.

So nothing can break it?

So nothing can break it.

And Jack wont hate me?

Not too much.

I mean, because Im causing him all of this trouble, and sort of dragging him down with the burden? — 

Youre not dragging him down. You re only enough burden to make him stand straighter.

Like natives who carry packs on their heads? Oh, Jimmy, dont make me start laughing.... Do you think, really, that everything will turn out all right.

How can they stop Jack? demanded Kildare. Gillespie noticed him today. Gillespie was talking afterwards to me about him.

Was he? Jimmy, was he? — 

Of course he was, lied Kildare. Gillespie noticed him at once. Brains will tell. They cant stop Jack. Its only a question of getting a grip on a chance, a ghost of a chance.

How I love you for saying that!....Mary please dont go!

She has to. Its the hospital, said Kildare. Davison came over and looked down.

Look what hes done to her already, Mary, he said. A blood transfusion. How do you do it without instruments, Jimmy?

I could tell you how, said Joan Davison.

Go on, then, said Davison.

By telling lovely white lies, said the girl, and by loving people so much. — 

Hes a home wrecker, is that it? asked Davison.

Ill see them to the elevator.

They said good night to Joan and went out into the hall. Mary Lament walked briskly ahead toward the elevator. Kildare went slowly after her, beside Davison.

This is a little thick, Jimmy, said Davison. You come with dinner under your arm, and then you leave so therell be more food left for us. You on your twenty a month! Dont do this again young fellow. The next time, Joan will tumble to it. And were not beggars yet —— not quite.

This is no gag, said Kildare. We have to get back to hospital. I got the call when I was going out.

You mean it, really? asked Davison, searching the face of Kildare, but the interne supported his lie with perfect sincerity of expression.

Of course I mean it, he said. I wouldnt risk anything like that. Joans too clever. She sees through How does she look to you? asked Davison, anxiously.

Shes better, Kildare lied again.

You think so?

Definitely better, said Kildare.

Shes so depressed, Jimmy. Break your heart to see how shes always fighting off the blues and cheering up for my sake.

Shes a real one, all right, said Kildare. By the way, Gillespie is talking about you. Maybe we can wangle something. — 

Is he talking? asked Davison, eagerly. Listen, Jimmy, whoever helps me now, Jimmy till I can see the child born and Joan well and strong.... But a girl in that shape — you know, they live on hope and happiness more than on food. Thats why youre so good for her. Come in often, will you?

Of course. Whats specially hard on you just now, Jack?

Nothing. Theres nothing specially wrong. Just things in general.

Theres something particularly bad. What is it. What are you breaking your heart about?

You relentless mind-reader! But theres nothing you could help about. No use telling you.

Theres always a use in telling it. It gets it partly off your chest. Tell me whats up.

Something that only money can cure. I took her to see Doctor Langsley. You know him?

Hes one of the tops, agreed Kildare. What did he say about Joan?

He says she needs a change of air. Plenty of red meat and a different climate. A month in Florida, for instance.

A month in Florida, repeated Davison. A week in heaven — a thousand dollars — it doesnt matter; one thing is as far away as the other. Jimmy, a womans a fool if she marries a poor man. And there ought to be a law against doctors marrying.

She doesnt need Florida. She needs a dash more hope; and were going to find it for her, said Kildare.

He was silent, afterward, as the elevator carried him and Mary clanking down to the street level. It was one of those old, hydraulic crates and it gave a prison voice of complaint and a prison atmosphere to the tenement.

When they were out on the street, Mary Lamont stopped to look up and down.

Which way? she asked.

What makes you know its not the hospital? he asked.

Because Im beginning to know you quite well. At least, I know when youre lying.

Ive got a job for you, but its not in the hospital.

All right, whom do I have to mother now?

Youre looking tops, said Kildare. I like that red doowhickus in your hat.

Thats just in order to pretend that this is Christmas. Besides, you like red.

I never said so.

No, but youve looked it. Youre always looking and saying things without words. Whats the new job?

How tired are you?

I still can walk and talk.

Take my arm.

All right. You dont like this, usually.

I like it tonight.

Because youre feeling pretty far away from me. Dont talk like that.

Oh, but youre pretty distant. You wonder what youre doing walking along with this girl. Who is she? What does she mean?

Quit it, Mary.

Shes the same girl, all right. These are the same old shoes, the same old gloves, the same three-year-old coat. — 

He looked straight ahead, forgetting her. I want you to go see Marguerite Paston, he said.

Ah, that sweet, sweet thing?

Yes. You were right about her. Shes a charm.

Heres her address. — 

Thats good. Ill be glad to see her. Whats it all about?

I cant tell you the details.

Honour-bound, and all that?

Yes.

You are such an honourable fool, Jimmy, darling.

Shes dangerously unhappy. Thats all you really need to know.

Dangerously?

Sometimes love is a dangerous nerve condition, said Kildare.

I can almost hate you sometimes, Jimmy. Do you always have to be a doctor?

And if youll remember Juliet, and Sarah! Churchill, and Héloïse....

You mean, till-death-dorus-part, and all that?

Thats the idea. Youre going to go and see this girl and talk to her. Youve got to have a theme, but better than anything I can give you is what youll find in her.

Tell me what. Give me an idea.

The point is that youll have to find your own theme, out of her. She needs watching, Mary.

Ill watch her, then. I knew that youd want me to be a mother, again. Shes dangerously unhappy?

Shes sure that its only a step from earth to heaven. You see?

I see. Thats pretty bad, Jimmy.

I think that Ive got her on the right path — hopeful, and all that. But Im not sure. Youre the one who has to make sure for me.

How do I lead off?

Shes a little in need of a tonic. I asked you to take one over to her. Buy some junk in a drugstore.

Wont she see through that?

She doesnt see through crooked things. She understands all of the good and none of the evil.

All right. And then what?

Then you tell her how much everybody loves her.

How you love her and how I do.

You? No, no, Jimmy. I dont want to exaggerate.

You have compassion, but you dont love.

Oh, dont I? — 

Not a whack. Youre fuller of compassion than a loaf is full of dough and air-holes. But love is a different matter.

If thats true, then Im sorry, he said.

In another minute, she said, youll take compassion on me, too. Youll cut yourself out of my life and my heart and give me a chance to get a better man. Thats the way youll take compassion, so Id better shut up....

I dont know why I talk this way. It must be the Christmas thats in the air. Its gone to my head....

I dont want to be satirical, Jimmy. Im loving you all the while Im sticking pins in you. But women are such idiotic creatures!... Why are you stopping here? — 

I want you to finish.... And then this is the address of Marguerite.

Im to finish my tirade, first?

He was silent.

Well, you finish it for me, will you? she asked. Theres not too much light, is there?

He took her in his arms and kissed her.


CHAPTER SIX

HAIL — AND FAREWELL!
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MORE THAN A week later — snatching an interruption in the steady stream through his office — the great Gillespie was saying: What do you think of his chances?

About six weeks, said Kildare.

Who was I talking about?

The fourth man before the last one. The coronary case.

Six weeks? Six months, rather, if he watches himself.

He wont watch himself, sir.

No, said Gillespie, sadly, he wont watch himself. Next patient!... No, hold it a minute! Hows that Scotch baby doing?

Pete Douglas? Not so well, sir.

Im sorry. We ought to know more about that formula and its variations, Jimmy. Why dont we hear from your father?

Perhaps hes having a Christmas rush; people getting ready for the holidays, you know.

Do they do that out in Dartford?

Yes, theyre afraid of the cider but they know that they wont keep away from it. Still, its pretty queer that he hasnt mailed us the notes.

Whats happening tomorrow?

The Norwegian gets the operation.

What else?

Theres the hyperthyroid, also.

What else?

Youve promised me a bit of a talk on endocarditis.

What else?

I dont recall anything particularly.

What about Christmas itself?

Theres that, of course.

Isnt that an event in your life?

Naturally, sir.

Are you going home?

I think I should watch that hyperthyroid, sir.

Forget the hyperthyroid. Ring your house this moment and find out why your father hasnt sent in that material about the feeding formula.

Yes, sir, as soon as this next case of thrombosis—

Never mind the next case. The first case is always the home case. Never forget that. Take the phone in the other room.... Next patient!

Kildare went into the second office where his own desk stood and where Mary Lamont was making rapid notations on cards three by five, for a file. As he settled himself to telephone, she came over and put her head down beside his.

Yes? asked Kildare, looking up.

Nothing, she said, and turned away.

Come back, Mary, he called.

Yes, doctor? she answered, showing him a cold face.

Im sorry, he said.

Its quite all right, she said.

He sighed and shrugged his shoulders. After a moment he rang the Dartford number. His mother answered.

Its almost merry Christmas, said Kildare.

Are you coming, Jimmy? Are you going to be able to make it? she asked eagerly.

Theres a hyperthyroid that Ive got to watch, he said. Im terribly sorry.

Oh, I know, I know. Ive spent most of my life learning that a doctor has to be a doctor, but somehow I keep forgetting.

Is father there?

Your father? No, Jimmy — no, hes not here.

You say that in a queer way.

Ive just a touch of cold, dear. Thats all.

No, theres something wrong, isnt there?

No, Jimmy. No, no, theres nothing wrong at all.

He reflected for an instant on the slight tremor that had come into her voice and left it again, a faint resonance like the music of grief.

He remembered, sadly, that she was growing old and what he had heard might be merely the weakness of increasing age; or perhaps she was unhappy because he was not coming home for Christmas; or it might be any of those thousand shadows which drift across the minds of women, imperceptible to the grosser eyes of men.

He began to probe a bit, carefully.

Has father told you about an experiment we re doing for him? he asked.

No, dear.

What? Not a word?

Im afraid not, Jimmy.

About the baby formula were trying out here. Oh, yes. About that, yes — I think so.

Kildare frowned as he listened.

He was going to send us in the rest of his notes.

Will you ask him about them?

Good-bye — and merry Christmas....

He was still frowning when he went back into the other office and Gillespie said instantly: Whats wrong now? Arent those notes in the mail.

No, said Kildare. My father was a bit excited-just quietly a bit excited — over the idea that we might be able to publish his work. Wouldnt you have said so?

Of course. He was as happy as a boy.

Then he couldnt help talking about it to mother. He couldnt help making a rather big thing out of it, could he?

Why, he couldnt be sure that things are happening unless theyre in her mind as well as his own, declared Gillespie. He doesnt know the day has started until she says the sun is up. He cant taste the news, even, unless he reads her the headlines.

Kildare did not smile.

Well, he said, she seems hardly to know whether or not shes heard about the experiment.

Next patient, sir? Conover was saying at the door.

Hold up the line! commanded Gillespie. Jimmy, what the devil is wrong out there in Dartford?

Shes unhappy but she wont tell me whats going on. I dont suppose it can be important.

Why couldnt it be important? If she were two steps away from dying, she wouldnt tell you. Shed be afraid of stealing some of your time. Those two old fools are so bound on carrying their own burdens that theyd drown in a quicksand rather than ask you to stretch out your hand to them.

I think they would, agreed Kildare, slowly.

Anything in her way of speaking?

There was one tremor, I thought — but only one.

How could there be more than one? demanded Gillespie. Shell never show weakness. Shes all bulldog. She reminds me of a young interne I know: an idiot whos always searching out lost causes and locking his jaws on them, do or die....

What are you going to do about this?

If it werent for the hyper thyroid, said Kildare, Id go home, with your permission, sir.

Permission? Permission? exclaimed the fierce old man. Ill go out to Dartford with you. I havent looked a real Christmas turkey in the face for thirty years.

And if those people are in trouble, theres no hyperthyroid, theres no hospital, theres nothing else in the world thats worth a thought — for twenty-four hours!

It was about this time that Marguerite Paston and young Carew went into the office of his father confidently, their heads high; and a half hour later they came out again with pale, set faces.

They walked slowly, with searching, wide eyes, as it they were moving through the dark. When they came out into the long hall, young William Carew said. Well, we had the extra days and the hope; but even Kildare would agree with us now.

I think he would, said the girl.

Theres only one thing left. You still feel that.

What else is there? she asked.

They looked not at one another but straight down the length of the hall, as white, as immaculate as eternity. — 

We ought to see Doctor Kildare and say goodbye, said Carew. — 

No, the girl answered. It wouldnt be right. Hed never try to stop us. He understands. Its queer, isnt it? Two or three billion people in the world, and only one of them understands.

But it would be terrible pain to him. He wouldnt try to stop us, but I know how his face would It couldnt mean so much; were hardly more than strangers to him.

Were more that. He understands trouble the moment he sees it and it hurts him.

Maybe youre right, but I think that Ive got say good-bye to him, face to face; otherwise, somehow, it would be like sneaking out.

I think youre right, she agreed.

That was why they went down to the office of Gillespie. People still were trailing disconsolately out of the big waiting-room and Conover gave young Carew the bad news that Kildare and Gillespie both had left the hospital.

Well leave a note for him, said William Carew. You write it, Marguerite. You know how to make words say something.

And she wrote:



DEAR DOCTOR KILDARE:

Everything you said to us was kind and wise, but when we went to him it was like talking to a face of stone. Perhaps hes right in calling us fools, because there may be no place for people like us. We feel a sort of strength but not for the kind of life we would have to follow; so were taking the other way. We wanted to see you, first, because in the whole world youre the only one who will understand.

MARGUERITE PASTON WILLIAM CAREW



When they both had signed it, Carew gave the envelope to Conover. He took it back to Kildares office and gave it to Mary Lamont.

It aint from patients. Its personal, said Conover.

Oh, personal? murmured the nurse, and tossed the letter carelessly aside.

By that time Marguerite Paston and young Carew were once more out in the street. A wind was sliding down off the northern shoulders of the world, bringing with it a level-driven spray of snow that cut off the breath sharply.

They turned from the weight of the storm and looked back down the street of ten thousand windows, like a double row of tall desks in which so many lives had been pigeon-holed forever.


CHAPTER SEVEN 

SO THIS IS CHRISTMAS!
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THE STORM WHICH sang so high over Manhattan was bringing down on Dartford such a fall of snow that the cottages were blinded and isolated each in its own horizon like a ship on a lonely sea.

When the door opened on the kitchen of Mrs. Stephen Kildare the noise of the wind entered with a hollow roar and was shut out suddenly again like the roar of a fast train which comes and passes in an instant.

Kildare, his coat spotted with snow, kissed his mother and took a breath of the Christmas fragrance of evergreen decorations together with the steaming spicery of plum puddings and mince pies and pungent stuffings and the rich odour of roasting meat.

Steam rose from the old-fashioned range to frost on the windows and fog the air so that he saw only one person in the room.

Youre not home for Christmas, Jimmy, she was crying to him. Youre not home for Christmas, after all.

Im nothing, said Kildare. Im only an interne. Wait till you see the surprise Ive brought for you. You and father get ready at the front door. Im bringing my present in that way!

But, Jimmy— she began; and found herself speaking to emptiness as he disappeared into the white uproar of the storm again.

She turned to Beatrice Raymond, who was in a corner peeling thin-skinned Florida oranges; she was half invisible in the dim blue of an old apron.

Think of him not seeing you, said Mrs. Kildare. Take off that apron, my dear, and well go to the front door.

No, Ill stay here, said Beatrice.

Are you hurt, child?

No, not very much.

Darling, you know how Jimmy is — just half blind—

I know he is, said Beatrice, managing to smile a little. Half blind until he wants to see something.

Dont say that, Beatrice. Dont, please, take it this way.

Its all right; that other business is over and done with.

It isnt, though. Beatrice, take off that wretched apron. I want him to see you in that sweet dress.

No, he doesnt look at dresses. Ill stay right here, please.

Mrs. Kildare could not stay to argue. A noise at the front door sent her flying and she arrived in time to see the door thrust open in front of the wheel-chair of the great Gillespie with Big Joe Weyman pushing him forward.

The doctor tossed his hat ahead of him and as the wind knocked his hair into a white confusion he called: Theres my hat in the ring, woman. Ill out-eat, outdrink, and out-talk the best man in your house.

Wheres that husband of yours? Ive been waiting thirty years for a Christmas like this and now Im going to show him what a real man can do to it.

Stephen will be here in just a moment, she said as Kildare came in last and shut the door. Hell surely be back soon. — 

Well, if we cant have him, well have the kitchen, declared Gillespie. Let me come back there into your operating room, will you?

Mother, you know my friend Weyman? asked Kildare. We stole him from the hospital to drive us out here.

Joe and I know all about each other, she answered, because we know about you, Jimmy.

Wheres father? asked Kildare.

Hell be here any time, she said, trying to escape.

He touched her arm and kept her, in the meantime waving Weyman and the wheelchair forward.

Wheres Father? he repeated.

Hes out and busy. But hell be back—

She kept smiling up at him while Kildare studied her solemnly. From the kitchen they heard Gillespie roaring:

Come out from the corner there, you. Youre whats going to make this Christmas merry for me. Tell me your name — and isnt there any mistletoe in this house?

Theres trouble about father, Kildare was insisting. It was in your voice in the telephone. Tell me whats wrong.

Theres nothing wrong.... We cant leave Doctor Gillespie alone in there. Good heavens, Jimmy, think of such a man in our little house!

Its no good dodging, declared Kildare. Whats happening?

She closed her eyes and put a hand on the arm of Kildare to steady herself. She said: Medwick. The last doctors gone from that town and your fathers trying to take care of all the sick.

That would kill any one man, said Kildare.

She was silent as she nodded.

When was he last home? asked Kildare.

Yesterday morning. Ive begged and Ive prayed to him, Jimmy. But he says that doctors take an oath.

.. And now Ive told you and hell never forgive me for putting the worry on you!

Hush, hush! commanded Kildare. Since yesterday morning he hasnt been here. That means he hasnt slept. Im going to Medwick now.

And leave Doctor Gillespie? Your father would never forgive —— —— —

Would we ever forgive ourselves? asked Kildare. Thats whats important. Im starting for Medwick now.... Dont let Weyman sit too near the whisky bottle....

Why argue with him? asked Gillespie, when Mrs. Kildare still protested against the departure of her son for the town of Medwick. We dont argue with him in the hospital. If you try to hold him, he breaks down the wall and knocks a hole in the roof.

So Kildare departed in the Raymond automobile and Gillespie set himself to bringing a little more cheer into the household, until the last gleam of daylight was gone from behind the storm; and then the winter night came in, suddenly still and clear, and yet neither Jimmy nor his father appeared.

Even in spite of Gillespies determined cheerfulness, a silence kept invading the Kildare house, spreading coldly, while they looked wide-eyed at one another. In weather such as that day, any sort of accident could have happened along the road; and there was not even a telephone call.

Its my turn to go, said Gillespie. This is a sort of fairy story. The oldest son goes out to the enchanted castle and doesnt come back. The second son goes and never returns. At last the youngest son sharpens his sword, tightens his belt, and takes the road toward the giant. Thats the cue for young Gillespie.

Weyman, get me out into that car. Were going to Medwick!

Mrs. Kildare and Beatrice Raymond went out beside the wheel-chair to the automobile. It was so cold that even the wind was frozen. There was not a breath of it.

Gillespie was bundled into the car, his wheel-chair collapsed and put in the luggage compartment, and Weyman took his place behind the wheel.

Men have the easy jobs, said Gillespie. They go out and discover the news, but women have to stay at home and wait for it.

I know whats going on in your head, madame. But what about the gone look of Beatrice? Youre not worrying so much about two old men. Its Jimmy whos making you hold your breath, isnt it?

We grew up together, you know, she said. She managed to laugh. But then Dartford turned out to be too small, you know.

Maybe itll seem big again to him, some day, said Gillespie. Ill be back in an hour or two with a whole collection of Kildares.

Weyman, as he sent the car out of the small town, was saying: This Doc Kildare. Quiet and all — but they know when hes around, dont they?

You mean, the women know? asked Gillespie.

Thats right, sir.

I cant tell what they know or when they know it, said Gillespie. When Im with women, Joe, I talk louder but I know less.

Drive like hell. I want to get to Medwick. Ive got an idea that weve bad news for Christmas ahead of us.

So Weyman drove. Where the wind had scoured the road, it was as slippery as greased marble and the rest of the way they sent out a fanning cloud of snow-dust behind them until they crossed the state line into Medwick.

It was not very much larger than Dartford, though the factories gave it an air of greater and more gloomy significance. The moon which shone now out of the clear sky showed Gillespie the long, low buildings of glass and brick and steel, with a thousand panes knocked in and one broken-backed roof.

The town itself was demure rows of cottages set back behind lawns and overstretched by huge elm trees which lined the streets.

Gillespie had Weyman stop at a filling station. They took ten gallons of gasoline and had a chance to talk with the attendant as he scraped the frost from the windshield.

Its got a good hillside position, this town, said Gillespie. Ought to be healthy.

Why, Medwick is one of the healthiest towns in the world, said the native. When we get the marshes drained, down there, well be clean rid of the fever. Were so healthy around here that Ill tell you something: We been getting along without a doctor, even!

He beamed widely.

Thats good for the town but bad for me, said Gillespie. Ive got a sore throat that I hoped I could get painted up right here.

Come to think of it, said the attendant, there might be a doctor down in the Lancey house just now.

Ive heard theres somebody sick down there. Turn left three blocks down and its the second house on the right-hand side.

The Lancey house was like the rest of the cottages. Weyman rang at the front door and it was opened at once by a woman who carried a baby wrapped in a shawl.

Doctor Kildare here? asked Weyman.

I dont know the name, but theres two doctors here. One of em is too young to amount to much. Come on in and wait for your turn. Theyre working out in the kitchen.

Weyman took the news back to Gillespie.

Well take em in the flank and rear, said Gillespie. Wheel me around to the kitchen door, Joe.

Weyman pulled out the chair, set it up, and pushed the doctor into the backyard. Through a window from which the frost was half thawed, they looked in on a woman stretched out on two deal tables, put end to end.

The elder Kildare handled the anaesthetic; his son worked at an abdominal operation on the white-robed figure.

Look at those hands, Weyman! said Gillespie. Look at the way hes tying off, faster than a woman could crochet. Only one half-power electric light to see by, but hands like those can find their way in the dark.

Get me in there! That old Kildare is blue in the face. Hes as like as not to drop dead any minute!

The door was unlocked. Weyman wheeled in the chair but the two doctors were too intent on their work to look up until Gillespie said:

Trying to keep your Christmas all to yourselves? Go lie down on the floor before you fall down, Steve.

.. Go on and do what I tell you; youre dropping now.

Ill take charge of that anaesthetic; push me around to the head of the table.

Can you manage all right? asked old Kildare. Its a brittle pulse. I dont like her heart at all.... And Ill just take your advice for a moment.

He slumped down on the floor in a corner, so spent that his head knocked heavily on the boards. He threw out his arms wide and lay like a cross, his eyes shut, his breathing slow and audible.

Gillespie and young Kildare had not spoken. Now their eyes crossed with glances of intent understanding.

Hes had a week of it, day and night, murmured Kildare.

Get my medical kit out of the car, Joe, directed Gillespie; the stethoscope he had taken from old Kildare now pressed over the heart of the patient.

How is she holding? asked Kildare, still rapidly at work inside the yawning incision.

Gillespie was silent. Kildare looked up with a single incisive glance, set his jaw hard, and continued his work. — 

Shell just last it out, announced Gillespie, finally. Thank God for that! breathed Kildare.

Gillespie reached out with a handkerchief and swabbed the dripping forehead of Kildare. In both hands Kildare lifted out a red mass and dropped it into a garbage can. His swift fingers began to close the wound.

Shes too young to have a heart like this, said Gillespie. Whats wrong with her?

Malnutrition, sir.

Are they going hungry in this town?

No, sir. Plenty to eat, but sometimes the wrong things.

A faint sound of complaint came from the corner of the room. Far lost in the sleep of exhaustion, old Kildare was groaning with every breath.

The automatic hands of the son went swiftly on; his mind was left free for the explanation.

A year ago the factories closed. They moved South. The doctors scattered. There wasnt any money left to pay them. Only old Doctor Brewster remained. He couldnt stand twenty hours a day. Whisky didnt help him — much. He died a week ago. And father took over.

This town and Dartford too?

Yes, sir.

All the Kildares are fools, said Gillespie. If they have to play Santa Claus, why dont they wear masks and beards and fat bellies so the rest of us can tell what they are?... Whats that door doing, leaning against the wall?

Thats our stretcher, sir.... This one is ready for it now. Weyman, give me a hand?

All right, doc. Where to?

Theres a couch in the hall upstairs. All the other beds are filled.

What are you doing for nurses? asked Gillespie. Women of the town, said Kildare. Will you look into the living-room, sir? Its full of people who need help. For a year theyve been too poor to pay for a doctor and too proud to take charity.

What have they been paying your father, then?

Why, hes different, explained Kildare. People dont mind taking what hes able to give.

Yeah, because hes like you, doc, broke in Weyman. And you always seem like one of the family.

Bah! said Gillespie. Its all maudlin rot. What people get for nothing is poison to their souls.... Let me have a look at your waiting-room!

He found there twenty of the villagers, from an old man huddled on the floor with both arms wrapped around a tortured body, to a white-faced, staring girl of fifteen; and not fewer than five mothers with infants in their arms.

Only the Medwick people who were desperate, it seemed, would take charity to relieve their pain.

Old Gillespie, instantly, had one of the children stretched in his lap, commencing an examination.


CHAPTER EIGHT

THREE AGAINST DEATH
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RAIN CAME DURING the night, thawing and sliding the snow from the roofs of Medwick, running from a thousand faucets, as it were, off every corner.

The frost dissolved on the windows to oily smears and the compacted snow on the streets rotted to a yellow mush.

Late the next morning, still in the Lancey house, still in the kitchen, the two Kildares sat around the stove drinking black coffee. Doctor Stephen steadied his cup with both of his shaking hands.

Gillespie said: Diagnosing a case off-hand, Stephen, what would you say if you saw a man with blue pouches under his eyes, his face a bluish-white, trembling voice, uncertain gestures, an expression of frowning, concentration, no appetite, nervous tension around his mouth, blue veins apparent in the forehead?

It suggests a kidney condition, perhaps, said old Kildare, or perhaps—

He jerked up his head and listened. The sick wail of a baby had been coming constantly from an upper room in the. Lancey house. It seemed to have broken in on the old mans attention with fresh force.

That may be simply stomach ache, after all, he suggested.

Never mind the baby. Go back to the description Ive just given you. Kidney condition, you say?

Well, not necessarily, answered Stephen Kildare. Simple exhaustion after a prolonged strain, perhaps.

Dangerous, would you say? asked Gillespie. Wouldnt that depend upon the age and the physical resistance of the patient, Leonard?

Suppose a patient advanced in years? said Gillespie. A patient habitually overworked and still driven by his conscience. What would you prescribe.

Bed rest, said old Kildare. Rather indefinite bed rest, I think, together with sedatives and...

Exactly! agreed Gillespie. And by the way, what do you think of the fools who imperil themselves and their families and the affections of their friends because of a crackpot, silly devotion to what they think is their duty? — 

Ah, theres a point Ive often tried to make, said old Kildare. There are too many nerves in the American machine. It worries itself to death. It refuses to wait till tomorrow. It tries to do everything today. Nerve strain is rotting away the strength of the American man, Leonard!

Then why dont you go home and get to bed — for an indefinite period, or until a competent physician tells you that you safely may get up?

The old doctor, who saw that he was fairly trapped, smiled and tried to shrug the suggestion away; but the other two were not amused. They stared at him with grimly accusing eyes.

Its exactly what I shall do, said Stephen Kildare, at last, as soon as the Medwick condition is a little improved.

The confoundest nonsense I ever heard of! answered Gillespie. Youre trying to carry the entire burden on your shoulders whereas theres enough work here in Medwick, continually, not for one old practitioner, but for five or six young ones.

Old Kildare, with a covert wink, made to Gillespie a gesture which implored secrecy, and at the same time indicated his son.

Why should I shut up because Jimmy is listening to me? demanded Gillespie. Youre afraid that before long hell make Medwick one of his lost causes and stick to it like a bulldog and let his hospital work and future go hang?

Why, Stephen, hes decided to do that already, because hes his fathers son and believes that the life and future happiness of one doctor are nothing compared to the health and happiness of a whole community.

Now, Stephen, will you listen to reason?

Old Kildare groaned: Ill do whatever you say, Leonard. Ill withdraw — as soon as the condition here is a little better.

Suppose we get half a dozen young doctors out here with plenty of brains and no practices? demanded Gillespie.

Very good — in almost any other part of the country, said Stephen Kildare. But this is New England, Leonard. This is a highly respectable and intensely conservative community. The men of Medwick are the same blood that has led the whole nation in the great emergencies. I cant tell how they would welcome a group of young, of very young and inexperienced—

Wouldnt they be accepted with your recommendation behind them? asked Gillespie.

Nothing like that would be accepted without the backing of Winslow. Hes the chief citizen and the leader of the community.

Get him here, then! commanded Gillespie.

I could take you to his office in his bank, said Kildare.

Ah, the rich man, is he?

No, not rich. He has a small fortune that he made out of the town, and hes putting his money back into Medwick trying to stave off depression until the place gets on its feet again. — 

The people follow him because Medwick is his religion and hes the chief priest of the cult. Hes a father to every poor man in the district a rather irascible father, recently, a sort of benevolent tyrant as he sees his town go downhill.

Let him be whatever he is, said Gillespie, but get him in here to listen to that babys crying.

Experts in torment tell us that there is in nature nothing more heart-rending than the shriek of the rabbit when the teeth of the greyhound close on it or, at the other end of the scale, the scream of a tortured horse, when a voice comes to the mute beast as it dies.

But to rouse up even the most callous of men and put him into violent action, there is nothing to compare with the brainless, whining, insistent cry of an infant.

Geoffrey Winslow, when he came into the Lancey house with old Stephen Kildare, could not keep from turning his head toward the sound of the babys wailing.

He was sixty and very grey; but from a distance he was so straight-standing and carried his head with such an air of command that he seemed still in the full of his vigour.

Only when he came nearer could it be seen how time had worn him, just as a green hill may turn out to have a face covered with the fine lines and gullies of erosion. Around his mouth there were signs of the same nervous tension which Gillespie had pointed out in Stephen Kildare.

They passed through the living-room, where a dozen people were still gathered in spite of the long work which the three doctors had been carrying on. Everyone stood up and smiled at the great man of the town. There was just a touch of fear in their eyes, however.

But he spoke to them one by one, quickly, shaking hands and wishing them a merry Christmas, before he accompanied Stephen Kildare back into the kitchen, which still served as a consulting-room.

Gillespie was there, saying to an unhappy woman: Even a very young doctor may be right, Mrs. Jasper. Young Doctor Kildare noticed among other things a slight malformation of the legs of your son, and a peculiar squareness in the head.

Those are signs of rickets, Mrs. Jasper, and the thing for you to do is to feed your boy exactly the diet which Dr. Kildare suggests to you.

He only gave my Tommy one look! complained Mrs. Jasper. It doesnt seem right that a youngster like that doctor could know so much in just one look. Gillespie explained with unusual calm: There are a great many older doctors who cannot see as much in a year as young Dr. Kildare can see in a glance. Musicians and poets are born, not made, Mrs. Jasper, and so are diagnosticians. They look deeper than the skin; they have X-ray eyes. So you just run along and do what he told you.

Ill do it, said Mrs. Jasper, shaking her head, but just the same it dont seem hardly right.

As she went out, Kildare was saying: This is Doctor Gillespie, of whom Ive told you; Doctor Gillespie, this our leading citizen of Medwick, Mr.

Winslow — My son doesnt seem to be here.

Hes up working on that crying baby, said Gillespie.

I should think that the childs mother might quiet it, suggested Geoffrey Winslow.

Shes tried, said Gillespie. Now, Mr. Winslow, has my friend, Doctor Kildare, told you what we want to speak about?

I dont want to talk out of turn, answered the banker. Im not a medical man and therefore my medical opinions arent worth much; but Ive seen a bit of life and people and I cant say that Id put much trust in a crew of youngsters who havent had the school of real experience. I dont think the town would, either.

No experience? echoed Gillespie. The men we have in mind are fellows who have done distinguished work for four years in their medical schools; then theyve had, each of them, two years of hard work in hospitals; and after that some of them have assisted specialists for a still longer time.

But when they came to hang out their shingles they found that there were a good many people in the world who felt like you, Mr. Winslow — that only age could be trusted.

But havent you noticed that age sometimes forgets what young men still remember? Recently, have you ever happened to glance into the school algebra that you once knew by heart? Dead stuff to you now, isnt it?

Thats true, admitted Winslow, grudgingly. But medicine handles matters of life and death.

So do generals in a time of war, answered Gillespie. In time of peace, greyheads lead our armies. In time of war they go into the junk heap. Right through history, the greatest battles are won by young, new leaders.

There was a point to this remark that Winslow did not care to answer at once. He said: A house full of sick people — a baby crying — its almost as if the stage had been set to persuade me.

But notice that the baby isnt crying any longer, said Gillespie. That very young doctor, Kildare, has found some way to ease it, probably to cure it of pain and sickness at the same time.

True, said Winslow, discovering with surprise that the painful cry no longer was stabbing into his brain. After all, this lad is your son, Dr. Kildare.

Hes no better than the other men wed bring out to Medwick, said Stephen Kildare.

Not a whit better; younger, less experienced, in fact, insisted Gillespie.

Winslow gave him a sour look. He half turned and faced old Kildare.

Perhaps, perhaps, he said, but people around here put their trust in old friends, true friends — like you! Now, if you give your blessing to the proposition, Doctor Kildare, I might be able, in all conscience, to recommend these young men to Medwick. Do you put yourself behind them?

With my whole heart!


CHAPTER NINE

SIX LONG SHOTS
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YOUNG DR. KILDARE, back at the hospital with a mission before him, nevertheless paused to tear off his clothes and take a two-minute shower.

Then hurrying to his office he threw himself face down upon the couch and said across his shoulder to the nurse: Wake me up in half an hour, Mary.

What is it, Jimmy? she asked.

Hells popping, he answered, closed his eyes, and was instantly asleep. His loosened muscles let his arm slide over the edge of the couch. His hand fell with a rap against the floor but he was not roused.

Mary Lamont replaced the arm. She sat down beside him and began to massage the corrugated, congested muscles at the base of the skull and down the neck.

Kildare gave a great, sighing exhalation of perfect relief and fell into a sounder sleep.

Her hands still were at work when the half hour ended. She studied her wrist-watch for a moment, then shook his arm and spoke to him. No stir of answer came from Kildare. She leaned and kissed him.

All right, said Kildare, and sat up. He spilled back against a cushion and the wall.

Wake me up, he said.

She took a wet towel and wiped his face, his throat.

Thatll do, said Kildare.

He stood up, stretched, yawned on tiptoe, and settled back on his heels.

Anything happening? he asked.

Christmas, Jimmy, she said. And heres something I thought might be useful to you when youre...

Nice of you, Mary, he said, and took the white parcel in his hands. He started to untie the red ribbon. The knot pulled hard.

Ill undo it, darling, she said.

He kept his hands on the parcel, not hearing her. His blind fingers went on fumbling.

Anything I need to know? he asked.

Nothing. Except a personal message for you.

She picked up the letter of Marguerite Paston and young Carew.

Ill look at it later, said Kildare. Personal? Im not a person. Im just a doctor.

Doctors arent people? she asked, trying to smile. Of course not, said Kildare, without smiling.

Of course not, she agreed.

Where does Midge Whalen live?

Seventy-two, Morris Place.

Ben Connor?

One forty-three B West Seventieth.

Sammy Darnell?

Eleven eighty-three Linden Avenue, Flatbush. Sid Garfield?

That must be the wrong name, said Mary Lamont.

Wrong? — 

Hes not one of your addresses. I dont think he is.

Sid Garfield? The dentist?

You dont know dentists also, do you, dear?

Of course I know them.

Here the instinctive wits in his surgeons fingers untied the knot and stripped the red ribbon from the package. He went on:

Thats where half the trouble gets into the body: the mouth, you know. And thats where the dentist comes in. You think of some of the old-time boys who were chiefly mechanics. Finer mechanics than watchmakers, but not much more important.

The new crowd are different. They have to be mechanics, internists, surgeons, doctors, all in one. They are working all the time at the sources.

Yes, dear.

Youre not interested?

Oh, yes, Jimmy! But dont you want to see... She pointed at the unopened parcel.

Write down those addresses while I get my coat on.

She picked up a pad and pencil and began to write as he hurried into his coat.

What is it, Jimmy? Whats the lost cause this time?

A whole town full of the best people you ever saw. All made of oak and iron like old ships. Finest people in the world — and the most pig-headed.

No doctor there for a year. A big back-log of cases crying out for treatment; and a lot of New England pride to keep them away from a charity clinic; maybe a hundred lives to save; maybe a thousand that need straightening....

Beautiful, Jimmy, isnt it? she asked.

Kildare, his eyes on the ceiling, hardly heard her. If I had five pairs of hands and five brains behind them — and Im going to get the hands and the brains right now. Good-bye!

She picked up the white parcel.

Good-bye, Jimmy, she said; and as he hurried through the door she began to smooth out the tissue paper. Her eyes were so blinded that her hands had to find their way by their own instinct.

In the outer office Gillespie pulled from his ears the stethoscope with which he was listening to the heart of a man who stood before him, naked to the waist.

Youll get them out there and be back tomorrow, Jimmy, he directed.

Ill be back as soon as possible, said Kildare.

As soon as possible? roared Gillespie. Im giving you a schedule. See that you run on time. Back here tomorrow, without fail, Medwick or no Medwick!

He could not tell whether or no Kildare had heard him, for the interne was already passing through the door.

No fool like a young fool, said the patient, sympathetically.

The office of young Dr. Martin Whalen was up on the third floor; you walked to get to it. Kildare found not Whalen but a lad of fourteen who said: Doctor Whalen is out on a call. Just nearby. Ill tell him youre here. If youll just sit down for a minute, sir. Heres some magazines. Be back in two minutes.

Kildare sat down. He got up as the lad disappeared through the doorway and followed the clatter of feet down the stairs, down the freezing sidewalk outside, down a narrow alley, and to the back of a grocery store where a chunk of a young man was unloading boxes from a truck.

To him the boy was talking in great excitement and the other was stripping off an apron and nodding as he rolled down his sleeves, for the work had been hot even in this weather.

Hello, Midge, said Kildare.

Ah — you? said Whalen. I thought it was somebody worth while.

A rich guy with stomach trouble? asked Kildare.

Yes. And with three children, all married; and three families of kids all with rickets; lots of dough and no brains.

Youre going where theres two thousand kids that need you.

Siam or China, eh?

Do you care?

Not if its medicine, and kids, and enough for bread and water and one beer on Saturday evening. He grinned.

Come on with me and pack your grip. Were going some place.

If I walk out on this job, Im fired. And this is better than nothing. What are you offering?

A long shot.

All right, Jimmy. I was always a gambler.

Dentist Sidney Garfield had the cat swathed in a bath towel to nullify those sharp claws, and her jaws propped open with a cork from a bottle.

But youre not going to cut her! screamed the little girl who watched with her sweating hands clasped together.

Take him away! Dont let him touch poor Mike! cried her brother.

Ive got to—

Dont! screamed the children in chorus.

There — you see all that stuff coming out? That ulcerated tooth was poisoning Mike. Now hell get well and fat. We swab on this stuff to make it heal quickly. Now we let poor Mike go, and youll see how much happier he is already because...

Down to cat? asked Kildare, as he leaned in the open doorway.

Yeah. Im Santa Claus, said the dentist.

How about setting up shop in the sticks? asked Kildare.

Sure, said Garfield. All I want to see are teeth. I dont care who wears them.

Not much dough in it, Sid. — 

Anything is plus to my minus. You cant disappoint me, Jimmy?

If you come in, roared the great voice in the sub-basement, bring enough cops with you to save your hide.

Kildare pushed the door open and blinked at the dim light inside. The narrow cellar-room probably was served by a ventilator; but the air in it was like the air in a deep cave.

There was an iron cot with a single blanket dropped in a heap on it. Along the two walls were improvised shelves covered with test tubes and bottles that gave out foul aromas.

In the centre of the room stood huge Ben Connor, his face smudged with a seven days beard as with soot. His hair fell forward in a great jag across his forehead so that he seemed all beast and no man at all.

What is it, Ben; moonshine? asked Kildare.

The big fellow took a lumbering step nearer to Kildare before recognition came to him.

Hi, Jimmy, he said. I thought you were that landlord again.

Youve fixed up a regular garden for yourself, said Kildare, sniffing.

The bug Im culturing is happy in a lot worse places than this, said Ben Connor.

Are you getting anywhere with it?

Sure. A couple more years, maybe, and Ill arrive with something.

Look, Ben, theres a little hick town that doesnt want young doctors, but the young doctors want it. Are you one of them?

You mean we have to break in?

Just about.

Ben Connor lifted and spread his huge hands.

Ive been waiting a long time for a chance to use these, he said.

How do things go? asked Kildare.

Why, Im keeping pretty busy. Too busy to move out of this dump, you see. An appendectomy and a fractured skull and a broken arm and a skin cancer, all yesterday.

Things are waking up and Im going to let my light shine; cant keep it under a bushel, Jimmy, said Darnell. Have a drink? No, you dont drink this time of day. — 

Yes, Ill have a drink, said Kildare. Its Christmas, and all that.

Wait a minute, said Darnell, rummaging through his kitchenette. Shucks — nothing but dead men. I forgot there were some of the boys in here last night.

Maybe I can find something, said Kildare, and pulled open the second door of the pantry.

A chunk of old yellow cheese and the heel of a stale loaf were the only things in it. — 

Havent been eating in for a long time, said Darnell.

How long is it since you ate anywhere? asked Kildare. — 

Are you trying to kid yourself, or me? asked Darnell, coldly.

Its cold in here, said Kildare, and turned on the gas switch at the grate. There was no answering hiss. He turned the switch back again.

That things been out of order since yesterday, said Darnell. But it doesnt bother me. Gas heat rots the oxygen in the air of a room, you know. Theres altogether too much heat used, anyway.

Thats a twenty-five cent meter, said Kildare, isnt it?

I suppose it is, agreed Darnell, carelessly. He shifted away from the eye of Kildare. A silence followed.

Ive got to run along, Jimmy, said Darnell. Terribly sorry about the drink... boys cleaned me out last night, as I was saying... I have to get down to Maynards hospital to look at a couple of patients and then...

He stood at the door, waiting for Kildare to go past him, but Kildare remained fixed in the centre of the room. They stared at one another for a moment.

After a moment Darnell closed the door, slowly.

All right, he said. You win.

Listen to me, Sammy, said Kildare. Theres a little town out there on the edge of Connecticut called Medwick....

There was a Christmas wreath on the door of Jack Davisons room. It was a single spray of fir, the kind you can buy for a quarter. Kildare looked at it for a moment, gloomily, before he knocked.

The door was opened by Davison himself. He paused for an instant, startled, then stepped out into the hall.

Sorry I cant ask you in, Jimmy, he said. But Joans asleep.

Wed better wake her up, said Kildare.

I dont think so, old fellow, answered Davison. I really dont. Shes tired and all that. You know how she is, just now.

I know, said Kildare, but dont act this way.

I want to see Joan.

All right, said Davison, making a slow surrender. But the fact is—

I understand, said Kildare. Quit making excuses.

When he went into the room, he saw Joan sitting up in the living-room corner knitting. The only sign of Christmas hung outside on the door. There was not a token of it within the room.

Joan Davison started to get up, hastily, but Kildare prevented her.

So nice of you to remember us, Jimmy, she cried, but Im afraid that its going to be a gloomy spot in your day. You see, Jack and I both feel that all the Christmas to-do is rather silly and we made up our minds just to let the whole thing slide, and—

Why do you apologise to me, Joan? he asked.

Its no good, explained Davison. He has the X-ray eye that Gillespie talks about. If we lie to him, hell simply read our minds.

Well, you know what the truth is, Jimmy. This is the only kind of a Christmas that I could afford to give her.

After he had said that they were both easier; they were able now to be glad of Kildares presence there. Joan smiled at him.

Ive come with a beggarly sort of a present for you both, said Kildare. Theres a town without doctors called Medwick not so far away. The idea is for us to get together a group of doctors and try to take care of the whole place.

The towns nearly broke so I cant try to bring in established practitioners. They have to be on the make, like you.

Theres a chance that the whole thing will crash through, too. We may not get the confidence of the Yankees in the village and then everything would be cooked. But Ive got Midge Whalen signed up as pediatrist; Ben Connor as gynaecologist—

That big black devil is tops, said Davison. Kildare nodded and went on a little hurriedly. Sid Garfield will be the dentist, and Sammy Darnell will be general surgeon—

He has the greatest pair of hands I ever saw work, said Davison. They cant beat down a crew like that. You mean that thered be a place for me, Jimmy?

They have to have a laboratory man and an internist; youd fill those two bills at a stroke, declared Kildare.

Do you hear, Joan? cried Davison. Its our ship coming in! Its our chance!

She was smiling, but there was doubt in her eyes above the smile.

What would happen to Jacks job in the hospital? she asked. That would have to go?

Im afraid so, said Kildare.

Her eyes were steadily on her husband; she did not look at Kildare as she went on questioning him. And nothing in Medwick is really sure?

Nothing is really sure.

Jack, can you afford to take the chance?

Theres never a sure thing, when a doctor makes his start, said Davison. Look at Jimmy, here. He thinks its the right thing.

I think there could be a bare living and something more, perhaps — if it works out, said Kildare.

If it works out — you see? said the girl.

But its got to work out. Jimmys in it himself, said Davison.

Oh, thats different, she agreed, turning back to Kildare. Are you really in it, Jimmy? You cant leave the hospital, can you?

He looked into his thoughts for a moment. There was an abyss of doubt opening coldly before him as he thought of the last words of Gillespie and of all that might be entailed in a promise.

Then with a great lifting of the heart he overstepped the question and said calmly: Im in the thing to stick; Im in it until it begins to work, Joan.

The change in her face then made him forget entirely the sudden, terrible doubt of a moment before.

Are you, Jimmy? Are you, dear? she insisted, brightening every instant. Then of course its all right for Jack. Of course — its glorious — it makes this a real Christmas.... Im going to dance or something!

When Kildare was down in the street again, he headed back toward the hospital rapidly; and as he leaned into the wind it seemed to him that he was pulling, on an invisible tow-line, six adult lives.

They were a present which Medwick might thank God for, or else they were a nuisance which Medwick would throw into the fire.

Five of them could endure the shock, no doubt; but for Joan Davison, he knew, failure might be a tragedy.

He went on down the street with his head lowered, and his uncertainty and his new fear were like a huge burden on him.

A great blasting of horns and ringing of bells turned a corner toward him. Half a dozen Christmas floats were rolling slowly through the streets. Windows were flying open and crowds gathering and shouting along the pavements.

On every float there was some sort of a stunt performing with plenty of girls bare enough for the Christmas beaches of Florida or California.

On the central float an enormous Santa Claus poured blessings upon the world with a megaphone.

Kildare was aware, suddenly, that there still was sunlight in the day, there still were unconcernedly happy people in the world — and it was Christmas!

He laughed a little. Hope unexpectedly had returned to him.


CHAPTER TEN

GOOD DOCTORS ARE BEGGARS
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BACK IN THE hospital, Kildare gave to Gillespie the list of his chosen men — those five young doctors willing to take a long shot on the town of Medwick.

Why show the names to me? demanded Gillespie. Theyre your men, not mine. Old men dont know young ones. We guess about you, but we never really know.

Youre like people in story-books. So go ahead with your gang. Theyll take the glory, and youll take the kicks in the face; and so, pretty soon, youll be a little older.

Well need medical supplies and a lot of them, said Kildare.

Go beg them from Walter Carew, said Gillespie. Thats something that a doctor has to be. He has to be a beggar. He has to beg to have his bill paid today; and tomorrow he has to beg rich blighters to help his charity patients. So learn how to get down and humble yourself without knee pads. Go beg from Carew!

Kildare stared at him.

You think Im unfair? roared Gillespie suddenly. What the devil will you do when you have to handle this whole office unless you know how to work Carew — or somebody a damned sight harder?

Kildare went up to see Carew. He was admitted at once.

Merry Christmas, said Carew. Now run along, Kildare. Im busy. Come back another day.

Another day will be too late, said Kildare.

For what? asked Carew.

For an ambulance load of drugs and medicines and all sorts of supplies that are needed in Medwick.

An ambulance load? Whats Medwick to me or me to Medwick? Am I the state dispensary? What made you think the hospital would give out like this?

I thought that it was Christmas, said Kildare.

Did you? Did Gillespie send you here on a fools errand of this sort?

You seemed the only person to turn to, said Kildare.

Did Gillespie send you here?

You understand, Doctor Carew, that I wouldnt come to you except in a great emergency.

Youre covering up Gillespie, are you? demanded Carew. He stopped glowering and leaned suddenly back in his chair. I wonder whod cover up old Carew if he did something foolish? Whod take the rap for me?...

Well, make out your list and perhaps Ill look it over one of these days.

I have the list here, sir.

You have the list there, have you? Let me see it. Good Lord, Kildare, theres a thousand dollars worth of stuff on this list. Theres more than that. Its entirely irregular. Id be held to account. I cant do it. Sorry, but I cant do it.

No, sir, said Kildare.

It cant be expected of me.

No, sir, said Kildare.

I cant be expected to play Santa Claus all over the place, can I?

No, sir, said Kildare.

Then why dont you get out and leave me in peace?

Because I hope youll talk yourself into the Christmas spirit, sir.

You have an infernal, assured brazen way about you, said Carew. You seem to think that youre always right. Part of the time I suppose you are. Well, heres my okay on the thing. Take it away.

He returned the list to Kildare with his signature added to it. — 

This means a lot to a great many people, said Kildare. Thank you, sir.

Let other people do the thanking — and let them thank your infernal stubbornness.... How is Gillespie?

Better than he was last week.

He bears up, murmured Carew. God bless him, the mans body may be eaten away, but his spirit endures. Theres no consuming that.

When you see your son, give him my regards, sir.

What do you think of that lad?

I think hes a fine fellow. Hes different from the rest of us, said Kildare, looking hard at Carew, but I hope hell find a lot of happiness.

Hell find it, stated Carew. Ive made a good many mistakes about that boy, but Im on the right line with him, at last.

Im glad of that, sir, said Kildare, immensely relieved.

Sometimes we waste a great deal of time before we know our own; but I know William now, and hell be on a good footing with me and with life from now on. Kildare went from the office with his head high, and there was a song that worked mutely in his throat. Late that night he had the ambulance-load of materials deposited in the Lancey house. Old Mrs. Lancey, helpless with rheumatism in her bedroom, freely donated the rest of her old house, together with the long dairy-shed behind it, to the uses of the doctors.

The whole thing split up into domains. There was even an end room of the dairy-shed in which Jack Davison was setting up the first elements of a small laboratory. All night they worked putting their affairs in order.

In the early morning, Geoffrey Winslow visited the house and walked through all the arrangements. Old Stephen Kildare and his son walked anxiously beside the chief power and mind of Medwick.

There were not many questions. Winslow seemed to prefer to do his own looking and draw his own deductions in silence. He was introduced to all of the young doctors and gave them all a brief, hard grip of the hand, and a grave scanning.

Afterward he said to Stephen Kildare: I like to see a small seed planted and then watch it grow. But here theres a whole tree transplanted, from the taproot to the top bough.... I hope Medwick is the right sort of soil to nurture it.

Youve broken the ground for us, said James Kildare. Youve put yourself behind us and that ought to be enough if these doctors can work the way I know they want to work.

I hope for the best, said Winslow, his grim face never relaxing. I cant help noticing that your child specialist looks like a prizefighter and your obstetrician looks like a longshoreman and your general surgeon acts like a tap dancer or a gigolo, but still I hope for the best. I know youve picked out the right people as nearly as you can, Dr. Kildare.

Stephen Kildare said: The actual selections were made by my son, Mr. Winslow.

Winslow was stopped and hard hit by this announcement.

This young man? he exclaimed. Did he do the choosing?

You know, Mr. Winslow, said the old doctor, that my time is spent chiefly in the country. I dont have an opportunity to rub elbows with the youngsters who are coming up in medicine. So of course I left the choosing to my son. He has an instinct for the right man.

Winslow surveyed young Kildare with his customary air of cold reservation.

Theres a financial aspect to this, he said, leaving his mind on the last subject unspoken. Ive designed a way in which Medwick, no matter how poor the people are, can afford to secure proper medical services from such a group as these young doctors form.

There are three thousand people in the town. At ten cents per week per head, that would give us fifteen thousand dollars a year. And that ought to pay small salaries to the five doctors as well as pay for medicines.

Hospitalisation would be another thing to think about. We could perhaps pay two thousand a year to each of the doctors and leave the margin for medical supplies.

Stephen Kildare said, reflectively:

After twenty-three or four years of special education, a man must content himself with an income of two thousand a year? Thirty or forty dollars a week, when ordinary labour...

He broke off.

Jimmy Kildare said: None of them expects to get rich. They want a chance to make a beginning. Winslow remained coldly formal. He said: It will be necessary to hold a town meeting and discuss this business in a few days. By that time, Medwick will have had the chance to see the new doctors at work.

If the town is favourably impressed, Ive no doubt that the meeting will vote to assess each head in the town at the rate Ive suggested. The matter is now in the hands of your associates, Dr. Kildare. They will have to prove or disprove themselves in the interim.

With this, he left the Kildares abruptly and walked out of the house.

Hes a hard man, but hes just, said Stephen Kildare.

Something has worn him out, said Jimmy.

His cares and worries about the town, suggested Stephen Kildare.

Its more than that, answered Jimmy, and shook his head. Will you go home, now, and go to bed?

Wouldnt it be better for me to stay here until your friends have made their start?

No. They have to make or break themselves. You cant hold people like them on leading strings.

Then Im going home, said the father, to sleep, and sleep, and sleep!

Kildare went up to Joan Davison and found her still tidying up her room. At this moment she was putting Davisons diplomas on the wall.

Against the window the rain struck heavily aslant and darkened the room to the shade and almost to the texture of a charcoal drawing.

Joan bloomed in the dimness. She hardly could speak without laughter.

Its like the beginning of everything. Its like the first day of life, she said. This is where Jack starts to show the world what he is!

Its not all settled, Kildare warned her, and he kept the grim face of Winslow always in mind. We have to go along slowly but in the end the thing will go through. These are pretty stubborn people, Joan.

Dont they want to be helped? she asked.

They want to be helped — in the ways theyre accustomed to. Ive tried to warn the boys to go slowly. But Im only an interne, Joan, and theyre all my superior officers. I have to talk small.

Superior officers? Superior to you, Jimmy? She laughed at him.

He said soberly: If things should begin to go badly, in your estimation, I want you to telephone to me. Nobody else will. Promise me that youll do it?

Of course I will. But wheres the danger?

They may try to give Medwick many good things in a rush instead of one by one. But if a pinch comes, perhaps I can be of help.

Of course theyll shout for you if theres trouble!

Doctors never shout for internes. Ill depend on you to let me know, Joan.

Ill keep a whole diary for you, she said.

You keep yourself, said Kildare.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

A TOWN BEWITCHED
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TWO DAYS LATER Mrs. Anthony Cabot and Mrs. Peter Devlin came through the Medwick rain to call on Geoffrey Winslow. He received them not in a living-room but in a parlour; for Winslow was proud of the virtues of his ancestors and approved all their ways of living, even down to their Sunday room.

Its my well, Mr. Winslow! said Mrs. Peter Devlin, fat and busy. You know the water of that well?

Everyone knows it, said Winslow. Has something fallen in?

You remember the day you were talking with Peter ten years ago about money for the new barn and it was hot and you wanted a glass of water and you said it was the finest water youd ever tasted?

Everyone knows its the finest water in the town, said Winslow. Sit down, please.

Mrs. Cabot sat down but Mrs. Peter Devlin was bursting with indignation.

You may know, Mr. Winslow, but what you know, she said, isnt good enough for some people, with their crazy, new-fangled ideas! Its not good enough for these new, baby-faced boys who call themselves doctors!

Ive been hearing about them, said Winslow. Whats up now?

You wouldnt believe it, said she. Its just too much to be believed, but one of them ordered me to seal that well. He didnt ask. He ordered!

You didnt make them constables, Mr. Winslow, I hope? asked Mrs. Anthony Cabot.

I made them nothing, he answered with firmness. Who was this one and what were his reasons?

This is the one called Whalen.

The fellow who looks like a prizefighter?

Thats the man! How could he be a doctor — how could he, above all, be a child specialist? Oh, Mr. Winslow, he showed me some stuff in little glass tubes and talked about germs and said that my Susie Anne and all the Wheeler children were sick from drinking the water of that well; and he said that he directed me to seal that well immediately.

And, Mr. Winslow, if I close that well Ill have to pipe in town water and we havent any money and Peters been out of work so long.

Have you closed the well? asked the calm voice of Winslow.

No, sir. I havent closed it yet.

Then I wouldnt, said Winslow.

Thank you, Mr. Winslow. I just knew what you would say!

And what trouble have you been having, Mrs. Cabot?

It turns out my hams and bacons are no good, said Mrs. Cabot, crisply.

We have one of your sides of bacon in the house right now, said Winslow. I never tasted better bacon.

No matter what you and the others think, said Mrs. Cabot. The bacon has to be hauled out and burned. Even burning wouldnt be safe enough. Young Davison, who called himself a doctor, says that its no good. Its got to go.

Why? asked Winslow.

Because theres something in it. Its nothing you can see. Its nothing you can smell. Its nothing you can taste. But its dangerous.

Ah? Dangerous? murmured Winslow.

He says so, declared Mrs. Cabot, disdainfully. He says that probably Abe Jenkins family and Cousin Harry Whartons boys are sick from my bacon, and heaven knows how many else!

And why not I and my wife and everyone else who has eaten the bacon? asked Winslow.

I cant tell. Something about your people frying bacon crisper, or some nonsense such as that. Mr. Winslow, he laid a death at my door! He dared to say that poor, sweet Annie Mclvor must have died last year from eating meat from my smoke-house.

I think that smoke-house, said Winslow, calmly, has been working for two hundred years or more. Yes, more. It was built ten years after the house. That was in 1723. And in all that time I dont think anyone has pointed a wrong finger at the Cabots. I know Medwick, Mrs. Cabot, and I dont think anyone has pointed a wrong finger at the Cabots!

Tears of pleasure stood up in the eyes of Mrs. Cabot. She could not speak until she had risen to go.

So I wont bury it! she exploded, then.

I never like to see good food wasted, said Winslow. What do these young doctors think theyre about?

Why, said Mrs. Cabot, I think they believe that our town is hexed!

Medwick? Bewitched? Our Medwick?

Winslow, who almost never laughed, managed to smile.

Whats to be done about them? demanded Mrs. Anthony Cabot.

Why, theres a town meeting in a few days, said Winslow, and then I should not be surprised if something were done about the doctors that would be more than sufficient — yes, very much more than sufficient!

In the meantime, Mrs. Winslow in her upstairs sitting-room, with the round rag rug before the little hearth and the window curtains puffed and starched until they were as stiff as stone, was saying to her niece:

I wouldnt talk to him about it just now, Barbara.

But Ive always talked to Uncle Geoffrey about everything! said Barbara. And its only such a tiny little bit of a thing to ask, after all. He doesnt use the Pinewood at all, does he?

No, he hasnt used it for two or three years. But hes not in a giving mood or even in a lending mood, Barbara darling, said Mrs. Winslow.

Uncle Geoffrey, queried the girl. Why, hes given and loaned all his life!

Its the dying of Medwick thats changed him, whispered Mrs. Winslow.

Oh, but Medwicks not dying, is it?

Slowly dying, and sometimes I almost think that your Uncle Geoffrey is dying with it.

Aunt Marian!

God forgive me if Im drumming up trouble and crossing bridges before I come to them, said Mrs. Winslow, but every day, it seems to me, theres less life in his eye, and theres less of a ring in his voice, and his step is slower.

Has he lost so much money? asked Barbara, aghast.

Its not the money that matters to him, said his wife. But Medwick is his whole blood and bone. It gave him his fortune and he loves it. He knows all the people in it. Hes loaned and fended and helped with advice, but now it seems to me that hes beginning to love the people less than the town.

I think theres a little hardness and suspicion creeping into him, like old age, like bitter old age thats come on him before his time!

There he is now, said Barbara. Hes through with those women. Im going down and ask him, this minute.

Oh, Barbara. I wouldnt if I were you.

Why not? Murrays as proud as steel. He wouldnt have let me come to ask for the Pinewood cottage if hed thought that it was begging.

Its not begging, darling, but... Barbara, please dont go!

Aunt Marian, I know Uncle Geoffrey. Hes never said no to me in his life.

She hurried out of the room and ran down the stairs. Mrs. Winslow, breathlessly listening, clasped her hands together and bowed her head a little over them. Even in this moment of dread, she could not help noticing and adoring the lightness with which the girls footfall went down the stairs.

Then she heard Barbara singing out: Uncle Geoffrey, Murray and I wondered — if youre not using it — if we could have the Pinewood cottage for a couple of months?

There was a pause, Mrs. Winslow closed her eyes and winced from the blow. Then the hard, dry voice of her husband was saying: Go back to Murray Allister and tell him that in my time Ive grown used to men paying for the roofs over their heads.

There was a faint cry from Barbara. The heavy step of Winslow went on toward the rear of the house; and after a moment another footfall, pausing, timid, began to come back up the stairs.

Mrs. Winslow went suddenly out to the head of the steps and waited for the girl, but Barbara came up to her and passed as if she were not there. In the little sitting-room again she stood in front of the window as if she were looking out at a new world, although, in fact, the rain had made the glass as opaque as dark, deep water.


CHAPTER TWELVE

YOU WILL DIE...
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THE VOICE OF Joan Davison came over the telephone to Kildare thin and small, like that of a lost child: Is it wrong to tell you that Im afraid things are very bad here, Jimmy? No one will talk to me. Theyre afraid that Ill find out something.

But, Jimmy, no more patients are coming to the house. Hardly a one, and I know that Jack and the rest of them all are frightened.... Its silly for me to bother you, Jimmy, only you told me to let you know.

Has my father come back to Medwick? asked Kildare.

Yes, I saw him yesterday.

Then its time for me to get out there, said Kildare. Ill come today.

... Medwick? Youll go back to Medwick? For what? And wholl let you go? demanded Gillespie.

Theyre having trouble with the town, said Kildare. I thought that I might be useful to them in some way.



If five real doctors cant wangle the thing, how can an interne succeed?

I dont know, sir. Its just a matter of seeing what I could do.

Or maybe, said Gillespie, youve turned into a diplomat. Kind of an international diplomat. Going to stop being a doctor, perhaps, and cure people with tact. Is that it? Better send young Doctor Kildare over to St. Jamess, sos he can wear short pants and talk to the king, eh?... What in tophet would you be doing over there in Medwick?

I dont know, repeated Kildare, but sometimes theres a way of working things — if you put your muscle into it. Id like to go out there again, sir, if you dont mind.

Have you got a plan of campaign?

No, sir.

What do you intend doing?

I intend to talk to Mr. Winslow.

Why Winslow?

Because if theres trouble. I imagine hes making it.

What makes you say that?

I dont know, sir. Ive an instinct that he might make trouble.

All right, Kildare. I know you. You want to get close and fire when you see the whites of their eyes.

May I go, sir?

Thats not the question. The question is when youll return.



It looks like a quick fight, and then a finish, one way or the other.

Will you quit when youre beaten?

Beaten? I suppose so, sir.

Well have to see about that. Well, go along, go along! Youre no good to me here when your hearts in another place!

Before Kildare reached Medwick, matters had progressed very far. Midge Whalen, looking more like a chunk of prizefighter than ever, stood in the centre of the parlour of the Lancey cottage and stated the condition exactly.

Connor, Darnell, and Sid Garfield sat deeply slouched in their chairs, looking at the pattern of the rug. Davison was upstairs with his wife.

Joan is hard hit, said Whalen. She tied her whole hope of the future to this business and now shes sunk. Were all hit pretty hard, but shes sunk without a trace, now that this Medwick business is a dead loss.

You mean theres not a ghost of hope? asked Kildare.

How can there be, demanded Whalen, when the head man is set dead against us?

Winslow? Ill try to talk to him, said Kildare.

You talked us into this mess, but youll never be able to talk us out again, snarled Connor.

Whalen said, Quit that, Ben!

All right. Im sorry, said Connor. That was just some of the black Irish coming out of me. Forget it, Jimmy, will you?

Kildare waved a hand and shrugged his shoulders. He went upstairs to the Davisons. They were full of a sort of courteously smiling despair. They did not blame Kildare. They did not have to. Their silence was more than enough.

Whats happened? asked Kildare. I dont make much sense out of it, except that Winslow seems to be set against you.

Hes sent out word that were a lot of young fools, said Davison. He has the people in the town afraid to come to us because theyll be laughed at.

What are his reasons? asked Kildare.

I dont know. All I know is that the townspeople talk behind our backs when we go down the street. We can stand that, all right; we could stand it if even a few of them would start coming to us for treatment.

But the main thing is that theres the town meeting tomorrow to decide whether or not they should levy a poll tax in order to pay us; the way you said they would. And Winslow will sink us at the meeting.

Kildare stood by the window and tapped his fingertips against the cold glass. He was silent for a long moment.

You see? he heard the almost inaudible voice of Davison say behind him.

Hes not finished. Hell think out something to do, answered the whisper of Joan.

Kildare turned and looked at the girl. She made herself smile at him. She was white and very frightened; the tell-tale bruises of insomnia were around her eyes; but she attached some sort of a blind hope to Kildare.

Thats right, Joan, he said. Im going to find something to do. Im going to try the first step now.

She began to weep. She fought so hard against giving way that the sobbing was deep and half strangled like that of a man unused to breaking down.

Kildare left the Lancey house and went straight to the bank of Geoffrey Winslow. All that the sign announced was Real Estate; but there was a back room with a few old mahogany chairs and a roll-topped desk in it that served as the only bank the town of Medwick knew.

Kildare had to wait outside the door of clouded glass and he could not help hearing the raised tones of Winslow, saying: Youre not beaten in fact, Parker. Youre only beaten in fancy, the way the whole town is beaten. You sit down and fold your hands....

No, sir, said a tremulous voice. Ive been all around. Ive asked for work everywhere.

Theres no use asking for work, said Winslow. Theres no use asking for it, in a time like this. This is the time to make work. Thats why God gave you a brain. To create — to make something where there was nothing before.

Go out and do that and dont come in here whining that you cant pay your interest. Im not your grandfather. Ive no paternal interest in you.

The trouble is that Ive treated the whole lot of you as though you were children, but now Im going to make you be men. You have to stand on your own feet. You understand?

Yes, sir, said Parker.

You can have till Monday to find that money, Parker, said Winslow. Thats all.

Chairs pushed back. Parker came out from the door with Winslow standing behind him. Parkers desperate face made Kildare think of a battle picture: men charging in a lost cause and knowing that they are about to fall.

Winslow said: Ah, its young Doctor Kildare. What can I do for you, young man?

Parker, moving on, gradually slowed and then turned to listen. Behind the desks in the outer room, Winslows two assistants were staring at Kildare and smiling a little. They seemed to anticipate what was to come.

Im afraid that you dont approve of the new doctors, said Kildare.

Perhaps not, entirely, said Winslow. You see, Im an old-fashioned man, young Doctor Kildare, but Im not so old that I believe in witchcraft.

Kildare waited. He could feel that doom was about to descend upon this medical experiment in Medwick, but there was something else that kept him staring at the banker: there was something in Winslows face and something about the drag of his voice, no matter how loud it might be, that intrigued the diagnosticians instinct of Kildare.

He was reading in the man far more than he was hearing from him.

Winslow enlarged a little on his theme: In the days of witchcraft the credulity of people was more elastic; but though I know that young men must get our attention, even if they have to scream at the top of their voices, Im not quite prepared for it when they say that because several families become ill down by the river, John Heneys cow should be shot at the top of the hill!

There was stifled laughter from the people in the background.

Kildare said: But if Heney has been delivering milk and there is a disease appearing among his—

My lad, said Winslow, Im not a complete fool. I realize that there are such things as germs. Even in Medwick we read the newspapers — now and then. It isnt the cow on the hill alone.

Take the case of Mrs. Finneys barn. Because a good many people have colds in the head in the western part of the town, it appears that your very young friends want to burn down Mrs. Finneys barn! She objects, I object; and Im afraid that the barn shall not be burned.

Mr. Winslow, said Kildare, if the hay is a source of hay-fever and the barn itself is—

Is covered with witchcraft? sneered Winslow. But there are other things. Peter Devlins well — the best water in town! — is to be stopped; the Cabots fine sides of bacon are to be buried like a plague; and finally — God forgive us! — all milk is to be taken away from the Turner baby. Hes to have what, instead? Why, young Doctor Kildare, hes to have bean-soup! There was a sudden roar of laughter from the others though Winslow seemed not even tempted to smile.

Kildare said: In certain cases soya beans must be used when...

Young man, said Winslow, there is always an explanation for everything, if one cares to look far enough for it. But Medwick has had enough of the medical gymnastics of your friends. We dont want them here, Doctor Kildare. In fact, we dont intend to have them.

I see how it is, said Kildare.

What do you see? asked Winslow.

Youve set the town solidly against us, said Kildare. Through the whole of Medwick, perhaps one person in five needs medical attention. You have scores of chronic cases that either are incurable, now, or soon will be; but because sound doctors are telling you how to prevent disease at the same time that they attempt to cure it, youre going to throw them out of the place. — 

No throwing, my friend, said Winslow. We wouldnt waste that much effort on them.

However, you wont oppose the doctors very long.

Wont I? We have had witchcraft, and now we re to have prophecy, it seems?

Mr. Winslow, youve been finding it, recently, a little more of an effort to walk about; a chair is pretty welcome to you?

Why should a man stand when he can sit? asked Winslow.

There is a great deal of soreness in your mouth and around your tongue, isnt there?

Dr. Kildare, I have work to do. It isnt my practice, after all, to waste my time in mere gossip. Ill say good-bye to you.

Wait a moment, said Kildare. I wanted to tell you why youve lost your good nature, why theres that soreness in your mouth, why its harder for you to get about, just the past few days — and why you wont interfere with the doctors very much longer.

Ah, can you tell me that? asked Winslow. What is the answer, then?

You are about to die, said Kildare.

Winslow, narrowing his eyes, stared fixedly at Kildare. There was no more laughter in the room.

If it seems like witchcraft to you, said Kildare, Im sorry. But your death may help to restore the reputation of the doctors. It may give Medwick a chance to fight intelligently for its health.

I hate to choose a date so soon, but Im afraid that Mr. Parker wont have to pay you that money on Monday. You wont be alive to receive it.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

GREETING FROM MARY
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GONE? REPEATED MARY Lamont. Has Jimmy really gone, Doctor Gillespie? Her voice was incredulous and a little hurt.

This time he didnt say good-bye to you, eh? Yes, hes really gone. So far as I know, hes got his bulldog grip on another of his lost causes; and every time he locks his jaws that way, it may be the end of him. It may mean that hell be dragged down to the bottom of the sea without letting go.

She went back into Kildares office and stood at his desk with her fingers idling through a stack of reports, and unsorted cards which would have to go into the indices.

There was no end to this indexing, since the whole world of medicine, to young Kildare, was qualified in every item by the comments of the great Gillespie.

She grew infinitely weary of the name of Gillespie; at times; it salted the conversation of Kildare as verses from the Koran haunt the lips of the true believer.

She was unaware, now, of what her hands were doing. It was a small thing that had happened to her but it had shocked her into a great, new consciousness.

The ticking of a clock is a trifling annoyance as a rule, but now and again it makes us aware that time is carrying us away to the sea of darkness, and then we feel the old futility and the sudden sense of doom.

So with Mary Lamont this unannounced departure of Kildare was the light stroke that set a great bell ringing in her. She had been shaping her whole life and soul to the thought of Kildare; but what did she mean to him, after all? Love is of a thousand varieties, from the divine passion to the dull acceptance of stalled oxen.

Her unthinking hands now had turned over the desk papers to the very bottom of the pile; and there she saw again the note addressed to Kildare and marked Personal. She remembered it now, with a shock.

In spite of the fact that he had passed it over casually with the remark that he was only an interne, not a person, she should have brought it to his attention again. Or, since he refused to read it, she should have opened it herself.

There are a thousand things which a patient may well feel should come under the eyes of the doctor alone; but a trained nurse also must be an impersonal creature.

Before she had finished this thought the envelope was opened and her eyes were reading the words of the note which had been written by Marguerite Paston and William Carew.

She glanced through it once and found it merely a note of adieu.

She read through it carefully a second time. It seemed to her startled mind that this was like an answer to the question which had been flung at her the moment before. What did she mean to Kildare?

Not what these two young lovers meant to one another, at least. For somehow, though nothing was stated definitely, the idea crept out from among the words that here were two who were ready to die, calmly, because the world would not accept them together.

Once more she studied the note and the idea seemed more vague than her surmise; but Jimmy Kildare would know the truth. He would catch up the implications instantly.

Perhaps it was already too late. Perhaps they already were dead; perhaps this rain which thrummed against the windows was beating against their faces.

She got leave of absence from Molly Cavendish and took the train for Dartford; from there she could get transportation to Medwick in a bus, in a taxi if there were no direct bus line.

Some three hours later she was in the house of Stephen Kildare in Dartford. She had not been able to avoid the temptation to look in at the place where Jimmy had first found soil to grow in.

The old framed photographs, the rugs, the Victorian furniture, the very nature of the waxed floorboards would have meant vital things to her, even on the morning of this day.

Those grim faces along the wall would have seemed, this morning, the ancestors of her children-to-be; but now she was partially withdrawn from a state of mind and being that seemed to her like a dream.

This old woman with the loose folds of flesh in her face was nothing to her and never could be anything to her children, probably.

She felt that sense of time which is like a physical uncleanness. The faint odours of generations of cookery breathed out of these rooms and her spirit shrank from the entire scene.

Out of the mud of Dartford Kildare had grown, and something muddy and uninspired still remained in his nature. Let her rather have some shining youth, with a few centuries of high breeding and culture behind him....

She was being introduced to another girl of her own age, a Beatrice Raymond, who had come in bringing a fishing rod in a case. She had thrown a coat over her head and shoulders to protect her from the rain while she was running from the adjoining house.

It had just come to her, she said, that Jimmy had left the fishing rod in the old blacksmiths shop behind the barn.

How in the world did you ever think about it, dear, after all this time? asked Mrs. Kildare.

I was just wondering what would make Jimmy forget a fishing rod, you know. Then I remembered the day. We were coming in from the creek; and he saw Liz Atkins dog limping across the field. He dropped the rod in the old shop and went after the dog to see what was wrong.... But there it is!

She gave over the case to Mrs. Kildare and left, only pausing at the door to say: How is the doctor?

Hes working back at Medwick again, said Mrs.

Kildare, but Jimmys out there, too; so I suppose itll be all right.

If Jimmys there, everything will come out, said Beatrice Raymond, and disappeared.

Shes really lovely, isnt she? said Mary Lamont. Oh, it isnt her looks that count, said Mrs. Kildare. Theyre just the outside wrapping, but I know everything thats in that parcel and its all good. Ive known it for years, and its every bit good. Even Jimmy used to think so, and maybe hell think so again, but you know how he is; girls dont mean a great deal to him just now.

I suppose not, said Mary Lamont.

Working with him as much as you do, you must have seen that girls dont excite him often; and when they do come along into his attention, its only for a moment, and only a surface ripple at that.

I think thats true, said Mary Lamont soberly. But just now hes working to make himself all that God meant him to be; and later on hell open his eyes to other things. I hope it will be Beatrice, because a doctors wife should be a patient woman, you know.

Of course, said the girl, and to herself she was thinking: Patience, calm, gentleness, endurance, and hands far busier than the brain — thats what it takes to be a doctors wife. And all the sheen and beauty of bright, active moments, excitement and hope, are lost to her.

There are such things. She carried in her purse a letter written by two people who perhaps felt that it was better to die rather than to permit that high and lonely expectation to be tarnished by the world.

There was another point of deadly importance: Jimmy had not found the time, he had not thought it worth while, perhaps, to tell his mother about her.

She said as she stood up to leave: I think Jimmy will come back to her, some day. I think I hope he does.

Thats sweet of you, said the mother. Theyd make a pair who would work along quietly to get the good things; just quiet and work, thats what does it.

Just quiet and work, the girl kept saying to herself as the bus carried her toward Medwick. Quiet — work — then stooping shoulders — and all for a man who doesnt care? Not a great care, at least — not a care great enough to keep a Mary Lamont in his mind.

She found the way to the Lancey cottage. No one answered her ring. Perhaps the uproar of the rain was too great for it to be heard.

She found the door unlatched and walked in. Muddy footprints tracked up and down the hall, some drying in a thin streaking of grey, most often still wet.

As she closed the door, she shut away so much of the violence of the storm that she could hear voices, clearly in the next room. She recognised the voice of Jack Davison saying: But whats the use hanging on until were beaten to a pulp? Weve lost already. Kildare, were cooked. You always think that a thing can be bulldogged through, but were cooked.

Absolutely, said another. Particularly since you had your scene with Winslow. Good Lord, Jimmy, how could you have been wild enough to set a date line? How could you have been crazy enough to tell the man that hed be dead before Monday?

Youve heard that, have you? asked the voice of Kildare, and she recognised in its extreme quiet the absolute grimness of his fighting mood.

Of course Ive heard it, said another. The whole town is talking about it and laughing at you. Winslow is laughing, too.

No, said Kildare. Winslow isnt laughing. Whatever is happening, Winslow isnt laughing, Id say.

The fact is, said another, youve done us in, Kildare! I think we would have had a fighting chance, but youve done us in. When you talked to Winslow and lost your temper, you cut the last ground from under our feet!

I didnt lose my temper. I told him the truth, said Kildare.

Come, come, Kildare, broke in a highly irritated voice. Youve been working with Gillespie; youve done yourself pretty proud a number of times; but dont let it go to your head; dont try to make yourself into a prophet. Ive seen Winslow, and Ive seen him at close range. I didnt see anything wrong with him except his Yankee meanness sticking out at every pore.

You cant talk like that to Jimmy, said Davison, suddenly.

Whatll keep me from it?

Ill keep you! said Davison.

Back up! said Kildare. Both of you, back up.

Im going to knock his head off, said Davison. Ill take care of my own dignity, said Kildare. I dont need help....

The voices went on, sometimes shouting. Mary Lamont sat down in the hall and wrote in a fine hand on one of her cards:

Jimmy, dear, here is a letter that you must read. I hope it doesnt mean what I guess. Another thing I guess is that we dont mean to one another what these two mean. In fact, I wonder if theres anything important — really important — between us.

Ive got a vacation coming to me and Im taking it now. I need to do a lot of thinking.

MARY

P.S. — Dont for heavens sake hang on in Medwick trying to do the impossible. Do for once believe what other people tell you instead of following your own stubborn instinct. Some day that same instinct may ruin your life. Dear Jimmy, be careful!



She had an impulse as soon as the note was written, to crumple it in her hand and throw it away; but after a moment she slid the note into the envelope and posted itself right on the ledge of the hall telephone where it could not fail to be seen.

After that, she left the house. The rain beat down on her with a thousand small, angry hands. She stopped, took a deep breath, and went resolutely on.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE LONGEST NIGHT
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DOCTOR CAREW, AS usual, was dropping one telephone and picking up another, snapping out his answers sharply. He was surprised by a voice as dry and brisk as his own, which said to him over the line:

This is Kildare speaking. Id like to know where your son is.

Back in the university, of course. What do you mean by breaking in on me with—

Because hes not at the university.

Carew lost half his anger. It was replaced by astonishment.

What makes you think that hes not? he demanded.

Ring the college, if you want to make sure. He hasnt been back since he talked with you the other day.

Thats impossible, said Carew.

Nothings impossible, said Kildare. Not to a young man with any spirit when hes whipped up into a corner. Id like to know what you said to him.

Who gives you the right to know what I say to my own son? shouted Carew.

The right to keep him from dying, said Kildare.

Dying? My God! whispered Carew.

Why not? asked Kildare. You saw the girl. Shes worth dying for, isnt she?

A baby — a baby hardly out of the cradle. Kildare, what are you saying?

Im saying: Get on their trail, for Gods sake. Ring the university first to make sure that hes not there. Then start on the trail; go to the girls address; find out where theyve been seen. Theyll go together.

Kildare, are you talking about — about self-destruction? Are you telling me... Kildare, how long will it take you to get here?

I cant leave Medwick till tomorrow. Perhaps I cant leave it then, said Kildare. Youve got to work alone, till then.

But listen to me; unless you save them, youve thrown away something worth more than the whole hospital and all the people in it. Ring the university and get after them.

Afterward, Kildare sat in the dimness of the hallway and read again the note which Mary Lamont had left for him:... We dont mean to one another what these two mean. In fact, I wonder if theres anything important... between us.

After a while he found his hands cold and rubbed them together but the chill would not leave him. It had penetrated his whole body as deep as the heart.

He went up to the room of the Davisons. Jack was packing; Joan lay on the bed with her face to the wall.

Take those things out and put them back in the bureau, said Kildare.

Davison stared at him, fighting mad for an instant.

Then he changed and said, quietly: All right, Jimmy.

Are the others getting out? asked Kildare.

Theyre packing and all that. But I dont think theyll get out till you give the word. Theyre a little ashamed of the way they talked to you.

That doesnt matter, said Kildare. He looked at Joan. The rain kept rattling steadily on the roof. There was a streak of fresh wetness down the wall beside the bed where the rain had found a leak in the roof.

He went over to the girl and sat down beside her. She put a hand back toward him without turning her head.

Jimmy?

Yes, he said.

What are we going to do, Jimmy? Weve no place to go to now.

Theres still a hope right here in Medwick, he said. She sat up breathless.

Theres still a sort of chance, and Im going to take it now, he said.

You hear, Jack? cried the girl. I told you that Jimmy Kildare couldnt be beaten as quickly as this!

Davison followed him out into the hall. He whispered: You shouldnt have said that, Jimmy.

Perhaps I shouldnt, admitted Kildare.

I know youre the sort to put your whole life on the turn of the card; but itll break Joan to pieces, now, when you fail.

Perhaps it will, said Kildare, and went down the stairs without another word.

He spent some time back in Davisons laboratory, then took his medical kit and walked through the rain to the house of Geoffrey Winslow.

At his ring the door was opened by Mrs. Winslow. She, tall and pale as a stone, said through the screen. What will you have, young man?

My name is Kildare, he began, I would like—

I know your name well enough, she said bitterly. I wish to the kind God that Id never heard it. Youre the one who tries to frighten people to death, arent you?

Ive come to see Mr. Winslow, he said.

Ill never let you come within a thousand miles of him! she declared. She pushed the door almost shut. Not while I have my wits about me, she added.

Kildare opened the screen and pushed the door wide against the resistance of the woman.

Ill call in the neighbours. Ill scream! she told him, the excitement shutting away her breath so that she hardly could whisper.

Im going to give him a chance to live, said Kildare. Will you let me do that?

She began to wring her hands. The dry skin sounded like paper.

It was only anger that made you talk in that wild way to Geoffrey, she said pleadingly. There wasnt any truth about — about what might happen before Monday?

I told him the truth, said Kildare. I want to save him from it, if youll let me.

He had to catch her by the elbows to steady her, but she rallied herself quickly, her lips parted.

Ill take you to him, she said.

He went up the stairs behind her. In the upper hall she paused at a door and looked with a sort of woeful doubt toward Kildare. Then she knocked and opened the door a trifle.

Geoffrey, she said, may I bring him in?

What him? asked Winslow.

The man who said it — the man who said the thing to you, Geoffrey!

Get him out of my thought and out of my house, commanded Winslow.

She glanced at Kildare again, making a gesture of surrender. Kildare walked through the door and closed it behind him.

A small coal fire burned in the grate across the room and Winslow was slouched down in an easy chair just before it. He started up out of the chair when he saw Kildare.

He was as if an outer garment of flesh had dropped away from him. He had been on the verge of an angry outburst of words; but now he controlled himself and began to gather his dignity coldly around him.

Kildare said: Youre too weak, just now, to throw me out of your house. Will you let me try to explain why Im here? A doctor takes an oath to heal where and when he can; and youre dying of a most violent form of pernicious anaemia, Mr. Winslow. Will you let me help you?

A mans life isnt long enough, said Winslow, for him to be changing his mind and changing his mind. Ive spoken my thought about you and the rest of them, and I havent changed.

Sit down, invited Kildare. Because I intend to stay here a while and argue the point with you.

When Kildare came out of the house into the downpour, he was joined instantly by Davison, wet as a drowned rat, his hat knocked out of shape and hanging down over his eyes.

You ought to be back there with Joan, said Kildare. What are you doing out here?

There was a queer look about you when you left the Lancey house, said Davison, so I trailed you along to see what you were about to do. No matter what I expected you to do, I never expected to see you get into Winslows cave. What have you been doing to the old devil? Arguing?

In a way, said Kildare.

Well, admit that you lost your point.

I probably did, said Kildare. What else is eating you, Jack?

Your father has just come in at the Lancey house, said Davison. He wanted some drugs and odds and ends before he goes back on his rounds through Medwick. I thought youd want to see him before he left.

Is he all in? asked Kildare.

He looked straight before him and gripped his jaws hard together.

Hes not as bad as you think, said Davison, but he needs some attention.

Ill attend to him, said Kildare.

He found his father in the kitchen of the Lancey house pouring into a tin cup coffee which he had just brewed.

The nozzle of the pot chattered against the edge of the cup, in his trembling hands.

Ah, Jimmy, he said. Ah, my boy — here you are again! I just dropped in for a swallow of coffee....

There was something about him infinitely apologetic, and shrinking, as if he wished to dodge even the eye of his son.

Kildare pretended not to look at him.

He merely said: How are things going?

Quite briskly, said the father. Quite a few calls made and just a few more to finish off with before I go home.

Were you home yesterday? asked Kildare.

Why, yes, certainly, said the father.

And slept home last night?

As a matter of fact I had to telephone to your mother that I was held up. However, I had an excellent sleep as it was.

How long? asked Kildare.

Well, quite a few hours. Now Ill just swallow this and trot along about my business.

Wait a moment, said Kildare.

Theres no use arguing with me, Jimmy, he answered. If you and your men cant get at these people, I must do my best....

Im not arguing, said Kildare. Of course they need help and someone has to give it to them. Theres an old Hippocrates and all that to remember, naturally. I was just thinking of something that might brace you up quite a bit for your rounds. Let me give you a couple of these in your coffee.

What are they, Jimmy?

Thats a secret of my own. If you like the effect, Ill tell you about it.

Youre not forming a habit of relying on drugs, Jimmy?

Not a chance, I take these when Ive got to get through something. Thats all.

In that case I might try them. One, I think. Just one, Jimmy.

Very well, said Kildare, and pinching two of the pills together, he dropped them together into the coffee.

Now sit down and wait till the stuff takes hold on you, he directed. It gives you a rather drowsy sense, first. Just relax and let it take hold. You rouse out of it like a new man.

Not strychnine? asked the father. Not strychnine combined with some hypnotic?

Youve never heard of this sort of thing as a stimulant, said Kildare. Its completely new.

Very well, said the father, and drank the coffee down.

Just sit there for five or ten minutes, said Kildare.

Im a good patient, Jimmy. Ill follow orders.

He relaxed in the chair. It was growing dusk. A moment later Midge Whalen came into the dim doorway.

Doctor Carew wants you on the telephone, he said. Kildare walked into the hall. Im sorry that I let my tongue get away from me, said Whalen. Im going to stick this out to the last man.

I knew you werent a rat, said Kildare. Forget about it. Besides, theres a ghost of a chance that the ship wont sink, after all.

Really?

Yes. Tell the others. Tell Joan Davison, most of all.

Whats the reason?

Its not a thing I can tell you, its so far-fetched. Be a good fellow and wink at them and make a mystery of it, as if you were in the know.

Ill do that, said Whalen, laughing.

On the telephone Carew said: Kildare, where have you been? Ive gone out of my mind trying to reach you. I telephoned to the university. You were right. God forgive me, my boy hasnt appeared at his college since I talked with him!

Im sorry for you, sir, said Kildare.

Oh, damn sorrow and me! Perhaps I am damned. Kildare, will you help me? Will you come back here and help me to get on the trail?

Isnt there a sign of them?

There was a silence. Then the controlled voice said: Not a single sign.

You tried her place?

There was not a hint in her place of where they might have gone. Only a strong hint that they had left.

What sort of a hint?

Apparently everything in the place had been sold to second-hand dealers, or pawned. Kildare, you have a devilish faculty of seeing through the moves and motives of people. Will you come help me, my dear boy? Or must I call in the police?

Dont call in the police. The law cant stop them, you know.

I understand that. Theyre a law to themselves, now.

Ill be there tomorrow, if things go well out here.

What things?

Its a long story. Theres a ghost of a chance that I may be through here and then Ill come straight to you, sir.

God bless you, Kildare. But listen to me: must you stay there? You cant come straight to me this moment?

It has to do with the welfare of the whole town, sir.

There was another long pause.

Youre right, of course.... Kildare!

Yes, sir.

Kildare, will they...

I dont think so, lied Kildare in a strong voice. I think that theyll linger out all the moments that are left to them.

Afterward, Kildare called the hospital back and spoke to Molly Cavendish. Mary Lamont has gone on vacation, hasnt she?

Shes gone on something, said Molly Cavendish. Vacation you may call it. She has a good deal to rest up from — and well you know it!

Has she gone up to Vermont?

I dont know. How should I know and why should I care?

Wire her right away and tell her that I want her back at the hospital tomorrow.

Ill do nothing of the kind, said Molly Cavendish. The child has a right....

Never mind her rights. Send the wire.

Not even Dr. Carew has a right to call a nurse in off vacation!

Dr. Carew can do his own worrying. Ill do mine. Just send that wire, please!

Ill do it, then, said the Cavendish, and a fine slap in the face I hope youll get for it!

Kildare returned to the kitchen and found that his father had fallen into a profound sleep, almost dropping out of his chair. He lifted the frail body in his arms and carried it from the room.

.. The dusk turned to night and Stephen Kildare slept. His son telephoned to Dartford: Hes resting. Mother. Hell be a better looking man tomorrow than he is today.

Jimmy, what are you doing in Medwick? What will Dr. Gillespie have to say about you out there in Medwick?

Ill take care of myself. I know how to fall on my feet.

Youll watch your poor, silly, dear father, Jimmy?

Ill watch him, Mother.

There was that sweet thing, that Mary Lamont, here today.

Mary — in our house?

Yes. She was taking a message to you, dear. Did you see her?

I was busy, it seems, when she came, said Kildare, heavily. But what did you talk to her about, Mother?

Talk to her? Oh, about nothing much — except that Beatrice dropped in. I talked about Beatrice.

Oh, you talked about Beatrice?

What do you think? She found that old fishing rod of yours thats been lost so long! Bless her, what a girl she is, Jimmy!

After that Kildare had the night to wait through. He kept a chair at the side of his father and dozed, from time to time, but now and again he slipped the card from Mary out of his pocket and glanced over what she had written.

It was the longest night of his life.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

STAND UP, KILDARE!
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THERE ARE TWO entrances to the town hall at Medwick. One is at the ground level and through it the townsfolk alone may pass. In more than a hundred years, it is said, no one except the men of Medwick have set foot upon that floor. None except the men of Medwick have sat on the speakers platform at the end of the hall.

The second entrance gives upon a narrow stairway which leads up to a visitors gallery where strangers as well as the women and children of the town may gather. On important occasions, even this gallery is cleared, and the minds of Medwick meditate their own affairs strictly by themselves.

In this gallery, today, sat Kildare with his five doctors like a small island surrounded by the females of Medwick. He and his men were so unpopular that a little open space was left around them on the ranged seats.

Since Kildare was in the front row of this balcony, he was plainly visible to all except those who remained standing directly under the gallery itself; and everyone, now and then, looked back and up at the strangers and many smiles and chuckles were exchanged until the presiding officer entered.

This was Winslow — Geoffrey Winslow, leading citizen and town banker — who appeared with a heavy suitcase in his hand and walked up the central aisle with a brisk step. His manner and bearing were so full of vigour that people stood up to stare at him.

And then the heads were sure to turn and leer at Kildare in the balcony; for the Monday prophecy was known to every person in the town.

Winslow climbed the steps to the speakers platform, deposited and opened his suitcase, which seemed to be filled with papers, and then stood over against a small Franklin stove which warmed that end of the hall. Its grate was open and showed a mouth filled with yellow fire.

Winslow approached the stove and extended his hands toward the heat of it; at the same moment the whole audience rose, instinctively, and broke into a hearty applause of cheers and handclapping. This noise Winslow acknowledged by turning his stern head and nodding briefly at the crowd.

After this he lifted his hand, secured instant silence, and then stepped to the lectern which stood toward the edge of the platform.

My friends, he said, we will come to order. I am glad to be with you. I hope it will not be the last time in spite of what has been said about next Monday.

A good, hearty booing followed this remark, though there was not a sign of a smile on the face of Winslow.

He rapped for order and said: Will someone move to dispense with the reading of the minutes of the last meeting?

This was done. The men of Medwick sat back and waited for their leader. Still many an ominous or sneering glance was turned up toward Kildare, in that prominent first row of the balcony.

Winslow went on in a brisk, sharp way that was characteristic of him: Since the thought of death was forced upon me, it caused me to think over what I should do in my last days.

More laughter interrupted him here, and he had to whack his gavel down to gain silence once more. The women near Kildare were staring at him as if he were a strange animal.

It occurred to me, continued Winslow, that although Ive spent my life in our town and tried to be a just man, still a great many people would be relieved when I died.

There was a tumult of many voices that called out: Thats not true!... Thats not a fact, Mr. Winslow.

.. We cant listen to this sort of thing....

Nevertheless, said Winslow, it is true. No man can enjoy being in debt, and too large a percentage of Medwick owes me money.

This remark secured a very deep silence indeed.

The fact is, said Winslow, that as I meditated on the thought of death, I discovered that I did not mind dying so much as I minded having people happy because of that death; and this put me to thinking out my affairs in quite a different way.

Id never looked at the business of the world so clearly as when I seemed about to leave it. For the first time, it was clear to me that enough money to house and clothe and feed a man should also be enough to content him; it gives him a free mind, and that freedom is what we ought to pursue and envy and aspire toward.

I remembered, then, that I have enough invested capital left to take care of me and my family even without the debts which are owed to me in the town. So I decided that when I came here today, I would tell you people of Medwick that you helped me to build up my little fortune, and that it is only right that part of it should go back to you.

I have here in this suitcase the only records of money owing to me from the people of Medwick; and I now blot out those records.

With this, he picked up a double handful of the papers in the suitcase and thrust them into the mouth of the Franklin stove.

The great heat and the opened draft caused the dry paper to go up in roaring flame at once, so that Winslow was able to dip out one mass after another of the bills until his suitcase was emptied except for a small sheaf of papers which he reserved in his hand.

The second or the third portion of the bills had gone up in flames before the bewildered people of Medwick understood exactly what was happening. A woman in the balcony cupped her hands at her mouth and yelled through this trumpet: Mark! Mark! Oh, Mark Williams! Theres our barn and cow come back to us! Oh, Mark Williams! Oh, Mark!

There was no laughter to greet this outburst. Single voices and then a whole chorus broke out. Men stood up on the floor of the hall and waved frantically to their wives in the balcony; and the wives nodded and waved back in an ecstasy. Many of them burst into loud weeping.

Long after Winslow had finished this sacrifice, the tumult still continued. Several men ran out of the meeting house to carry the great tidings to their families. More would have gone, except that the sergeant-at-arms barred the way and stood guard over it.

What is it, Jimmy? asked Davison, close to his friend. Has the old boy gone out of his head?

I dont know, said Kildare. Ive never seen anything like it.

Sounds like he had religion.

Hes had religion all his life, said Kildare. I cant make this out.

The sight of Winslow standing erect at the lectern with the small sheaf of papers remaining in his hand gradually brought the audience back to attention. When, by degrees, the uproar had died down, Winslow was saying:

I excepted a few of the debts from the crowd. Because I think that there are some of you who can well afford to pay a part of your debts, at least.

The fact is that I have a purpose of raising a new building in Medwick. It is something which we have needed bitterly for a long time, and I propose that we shall make a united effort to that end.

To begin with, I want to know whether either Mr. Reed or Mr. Minter, of the building firm of Reed and Minter, may be here.

Here, sir— Here, Mr. Winslow, said two men, standing up.

If I cross out half of your debt, my friends, said Winslow, and let you turn in the rest in the shape of bricks and cement, do you think it will be fair?

More than fair, sir, said Minter. We havent a right—

Nobody has a right but Medwick; nobody has a real claim on any one of his fellow townsmen, said Winslow. What we are, the town has made us. And now that Medwick is weakening, we are going to rally to her support, are we not?

There was another great shouting at this; but people waited in excitement to learn the full purpose of Winslow, and the shouting died down almost at once.

I want other help, said Winslow. Mr. Brace, are you here? Oliver Brace?

A fat man arose, helping himself up on the back of the chair in front of him.

Kind of winded, Mr. Winslow, but still mostly here, said Brace.

We want a slate roof on this building, said Winslow. Your debt is cancelled if youll put it on for me.

Why, God bless you, said Brace, Im the happiest man in Medwick, even if I have to cover a building from here to the river!

Whats the building to be, Mr. Winslow? Whats the building to be? voices began to call.

Winslow crumpled the rest of the bills in his hand and tossed them into the open mouth of the stove, now filled with a charred mass of friable carbon.

Theres no use making bargains, he said, because I know that were standing together in this work, shoulder to shoulder, and shame will make the men work, whether they love Medwick or not. Now, I want to tell you what the new building is to be, the thing which we most seriously need. Its to be a hospital, my friends, to take care—

A shout broke in upon him. Instant silence followed.

We are going to take care of our young and old, said Winslow. Weve been careless and slack too long. Weve been too proud of our town and its merits. But now were going to take care of Medwick and of all the people in it.

Were not going to use our own prejudiced opinions but were going to use opinions of professionally educated men, who know what theyre talking about. When they tell us that Medwick is up to standard, well relax a little.

Until that time were going to keep working, in the knowledge that hard times cannot last forever, and that if we make Medwick fit for better things, better things will come to her.

He paused and took a visible long breath. There was at each pause the excited shout and then silence.

For doctors, said Winslow, we want the best that we can find, that is to say, the best we can find at a price we can afford to pay. Five dollars a head is enough to insure a minimum of good medical service. Im asking someone to propose that the town be taxed ten cents a head a week. Do I hear such a motion?

It was made and passed in a moment, a very loud moment of roaring responses.

Now I must tell you, said Winslow, what gave me my second chance at life, what brought me here to cancel the debts that have been burdening you, and what makes me ask you to work with me shoulder to shoulder in giving to our town a proper medical service.

My friends, I sat in my house slowly dying, yesterday, and I had given up all hope of life when a man came to me whom I had blocked, cheated, and made small of; and yet his only crime against all of us is youth.

He risked his own career to help us. He insisted on doing us good when we refused him. And in spite of my insults and my contempt he forced me to listen to him yesterday evening; he forced his treatment on me; he gave me back life as if by a miracle.... Stand up, Doctor Kildare!

At this sudden appeal, Kildare sat stunned; but Davison on one side and Whalen on the other boosted him violently to his feet.

This stroke of the spotlight full upon him made Kildare hang his head like a backward child being reproved by a school teacher; but this awkwardness was something which the men and women of Medwick were able to understand perfectly. Modesty is the most charming of all virtues to Americans.

The voice of Winslow, higher and more dominant than ever, went on: This man brought to us his associates, chosen young doctors full of energy, too honest to flatter us, insisting on telling us the truth.

We called it witchcraft, but it was only honest science which is more interested in preventing than in curing disease. We laughed at these brave and generous young men; we have kept on laughing at them; but since my life has been given back to me, I in asking you to let them help you as theyve helped me.

They are the staff for our hospital. My friends, do you accept them?

Nothing could have bewildered the people of Medwick more than this sudden transition of villain into hero.

But they were too accustomed to the third acts of melodramas to be entirely surprised by it; and in fact Winslow had so staged the speech that it was very like a stage effect that he offered now to his townsmen.

They were already on their feet both in the gallery and on the floor of the meeting house. A murmur that began to rise among them now broke out in heartier applause than ever greeted the fall of a third act curtain when the heroine is saved, the villain foiled, and the hero triumphant.

Davison, as the uproar grew, began to laugh hysterically. When at last they reached the street, a tide of smiling faces and happy tumult accompanied them even to the door of the Lancey house.

The noise brought Joan Davisons frightened face to an upstairs window; and only by degrees the full, happy comprehension dawned on her.

She hurried as fast as she could downstairs where the corps of young doctors was coming into the hall, slapping each other on the shoulders, and laughing like children.

Only Kildare was as grave as a face of stone among them. The girl pushed by her husband without a glance and went straight toward the interne.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

LOST LADY
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IT WAS EARLY afternoon of the day, when Kildare got back to the hospital and reported at his office.

What are you doing in street clothes? demanded Gillespie. Climb into your working togs and get up to Operating Room Number 7. Theres a beautiful double mastoid about to go on there, and I want you to see it....

But you had some luck out there in Medwick, didnt you?

Luck? said Kildare, a little bewildered.

Why, certainly, growled Gillespie. You find your villain out there with pernicious anaemia, and a big injection of liver extract turns him into a different man over night. Is that luck, or not?

How do you keep in touch with everything as closely as that? asked Kildare.

Ill tell you how, said Gillespie. Its a rare gift, and Ill tell you about it. As a matter of fact, its something that only God can give you. Do you know what it is?

No, sir, said Kildare.

Ill tell you, then. God gave me two eyes, two ears, and a damned long nose — and I use Gods gifts. Thats all there is to it.... Now get up to that operating room.

Theres one more thing that I ought to do, sir.

Stand on your head, or what?

Dr. Carew wishes me to—

If Carew wants you, thats enough for me. Run along about his business and then get back here as fast as the Lord will let you. Weve lost days, Jimmy. Weve lost whole days, and time is the only thing that cant be bought and paid for!

He went on into the other office in time to see Mary Lamont coming through the opposite door, wearing street clothes. The sight of him stopped her. Something rose in the heart of Kildare and almost reached his lips in a rush of words. He choked it back.

Molly Cavendish said that you needed me for some emergency work? she asked, distant and strangely judicial.

Did you have to come a long way? he wanted to know.

Its all right, if theres really an emergency, she said.

I knew theyd do something to us, said Kildare watching her.

Do something? Who?

Young Carew and the girl. Whoever is wrong, you and I know that theyre right. I suppose theres only one way of being right. Is that it, Mary?

She was silent, either because she did not wish to hurt him or because her mind was not entirely sure.

Kildare interpreted himself. They cant live without each other. But I can live without you and you without me. That means were wrong?

She was silent still.

Its queer, said Kildare. I can see through other people, sometimes, but I never can see through you. I cant tell whats in your mind, now. I havent the foggiest idea.

I dont think talking does much good, she said. We know each others ideas too well.

I can see something now, said Kildare. Youre trying to be insouciant, but all the while youre a bit frightened. Isnt that true?

Yes, she said.

Well, Ill say nothing more to frighten you. I want you to help me find Marguerite and young Carew. How well did you get to know her when you called?

I couldnt get to know her very well. She doesnt live in my world, Jimmy.

She wont die in our world, either, said Kildare.

No matter what the newspapers may think, I want to go to her room now. Will you go along?

Jimmy—

Yes?

Im afraid of it.

Why?

I suppose youll run them down. Theres a sort of bloodhound in you that never misses a trail. But you wont find them living, Jimmy. I know you wont, and Im afraid of it! Please dont make me!

I cant make you do anything, said Kildare. Well just drop all this.

No, Ill come.

You look sick.

I am sick.

Then you stay out of this, Mary.

No. Nothing could keep me out of it, now. Ill be all right. I just had to say it, I suppose.

Will I ever understand you? asked Kildare.

I dont think so, said Mary.

The janitor of the tenement house knew Kildare. That was why they got the key so readily to the room of Marguerite Paston. The janitor said: Why you wanta get into her room, Doc?

You dont want to know that, said Kildare.

All right, said the janitor, I didnt even ask. He went up the stairs before them and opened a door.

Do I hang around and keep my eyes open? asked the janitor.

No, you go away and keep your eyes shut.

Okay, said the janitor. Drop in and see Dick Loring on the third floor, some time, will you? Hes kind of red and swole up. Maybe from the gin, or something.

He makes his own, doesnt he?

Yeah; what do you think?

Ill drop in on him, some day, said Kildare.

Thanks, said the janitor. It dont do no good to a house to have the mugs croak in it. It gives people ideas, I dunno why.

Then they were alone in the room. It had a steam radiator, a narrow chest-of-drawers, an iron bed, two chairs, an oblong of matting beside the bed.

Kildare stood in the middle of the floor and looked around him. Down in the street a newsboy was singsonging an extra, his voice like the crow of a rooster.

Look in the closet, said Kildare, and went over to the bureau.

Theres an old hat and an umbrella in here. Thats all, said Mary Lamont.

Theres a lot of lingerie in the bureau, still, said Kildare. Handkerchiefs, too, and all that sort of thing.... Are there any shoes in the closet?

Yes. I didnt see them before.

She didnt try to move out everything.

No, only what shed need before—

Dont get soft, now. Remember youre a trained nurse.

I wont get soft, said Mary Lamont, taking a quick breath.

Kildare pulled a small snapshot from the back of a drawer, where it had slipped into a crack. It was a good likeness of the heads of young Carew and the girl, close together.

He stood back with the picture in his hand; into his absent mind the crowing voice of the newsboy kept entering.

Ive got to get something out of this, said Kildare. How can you? asked Mary Lamont.

I dont know. Weve got almost no cards, here, so Ive got to play this one big.

You cant buy a dollars worth with a nickel, can you, Jimmy?

Sometimes, said Kildare.

He sat down and stared at the picture.

Im the one who did it to them.

Jimmy! No, no! she cried.

I did it to them, said Kildare. I could have made Carew understand before they went back to him. But I took it for granted. If I ever take anything for granted again....

Jimmy, it isnt right for you to suffer like this. Nobody could say that its your fault.

Everything is your fault, if you could have prevented it.

That sort of thinking will drive you crazy.

Thats the way Im going to keep on thinking, though.

You stay here and keep on looking, he commanded, going to the door.

Jimmy?



Well?

I dont want to be alone in this room. I cant breathe in it.

You stay here and make yourself like it. Ill leave the door open. Ive never seen you act up like this before.

I wont act up any more, she agreed.

He went down to the street and said to the newsboy who was still crowing: Seen Red?

Sure, Doc, said the newsboy. I seen him go into Slaters for a hot-dog. Red eats about twenty hot-dogs a day.

The scrawny figure of Red was perched on a stool at the lunch counter of Slaters munching a hot-dog that dripped yellow mustard.

You like that much mustard? asked Kildare.

Hi, doc! Sit down and have one on me, will you? demanded Red, leaping up.

No, I wont have anything. Take it easy. Like that much mustard?

No, said Red, but its free.

How was Christmas?

Lousy, said Red.

Why?

Ive grown up out of tin. Tin junk dont make no Christmas for me, no more. And the kind of Santa Clause we got in our place dont carry nothing else. Not on twenty a week he dont.

Look at this picture, said Kildare.

Yeah?

Ever see them around here?

Nope.... Shes got a kind of a look, aint she? Moving picture star or something?

No, Red, take another think. Whats the worst thing that you see on the streets?

A run-over cat. They kind of squash out.

Whats the next worst?

I dunno, doc. The spoony loonies, maybe?

The couples that go strolling around?

Yeah, or sitting. They got a kind of a gone look like they been hit on the head. Walking or sitting, they dunno where they are.

Look at these people again. Remember them now, walking together?

Doggone me if I dont, now. Walking close together, dead slow. They were different.

How different?

They didnt lean on each other. They acted like they had two pair of feet. They didnt keep grinning at each other, either. They looked straight ahead, as if they were going somewhere and there wasnt no hurry. Are they a pair of dopes, too, like the rest of them?

The worst dopes you ever saw, said Kildare. You wouldnt think it, said Red.

Im hunting for them, Red. Help me?

Whatta you think?

All right. Scram. Heres a dollar for expenses.

I dont have no expenses, when Im working for you.

Get some of the other boys to help out. It may be a long trail, Red.

Ill get my gang, said Red.

And dont stop because your feet get tired.

My feet dont get that way.

Take this fifty cents, anyway. When you and the boys get thirsty, I mean.

It dont look like real money to me, said Red. All right, Red. When you come back, youll find me at Mikes.

They dont leave me come in there no more, said Red.

Theyll let you come in if you ask for me.

Sure they will, said Red. So long, doc. Kildare went back to the room of Marguerite Paston. He found Mary Lamont highly excited and a little frightened still.

A girl went into the door across the hall, she said. She was wearing a coat like Marguerites.

Did you speak to her?

Oh, no!

Listen to me, Mary. People in places like this dont bite if you speak to them.

I dont mind them — when theyre in the hospital, said Mary.

Youll get over minding them outside the hospital, too, said Kildare, or else youll never amount to a damn.

He turned back as he reached the door.

Youve got tears in your eyes, he said. Did I hurt your feelings?

No, she said.

Why the tears, then?

Im catching a bit of a cold, I think.

He turned slowly and went on across the hall. When he knocked at the door a voice sang out: Hey — come in!

He opened the door. The girl lay on the bed with her knees hunched up. Her face was obscured by the comic section she was reading.

Jeez, youre getting polite, Barney, she said. Knocking at the door and everything. Take the weight off your feet.

Kildare sat down. He lighted a cigarette.

Gimme one, too, said the voice from behind the paper. Bring any beer?

No, said Kildare.

She lowered the paper, slowly. She eyed Kildare thoughtfully. She was very thin and very pretty. Careless use of the lipstick made her mouth seem clumsy and wet.

Whats the gag? she asked.

Kildare pointed to the red-checked coat that lay across a chair.

Did she give it to you or did you borrow it? he asked.

The girl said nothing. She kept on surveying him, without altering her position.

Kildare offered her a cigarette. She took it. He gave it a light and tossed the match away. He sat down again.

Loan or gift? asked Kildare.

What are you talking about, bozo? she asked.

The girl across the hall, said Kildare.

I dunno any girl across the hall, she said.

She knew you.

Yeah. A lot of people know me, not including you.

She used to talk about you.

Did she?

Yes.

That was a waste of time.

She didnt think so.

This one across the hall, what did she have to say about me?

She said that you werent too hard to break.

How break?

Break down.

Maybe you think so.

When I saw you in her coat, I thought you might talk to me about her, a little.

I dunno who you mean, said the girl. Where are you going?

Across town a ways.

Why dont you go there, then?

Mary! called Kildare.

Mary Lamont came to the open door.

Hey, what is this, anyway? asked the girl. Close the door, said Kildare. Mary came in and shut it behind her.

How do you do? said Mary.

I dont do so bad, said the girl. What are you birds after, anyway?

Whats your name? asked Kildare.

Sadie.

Sadie never saw Marguerite, said Kildare. She never borrowed or took the coat. She doesnt know anything.

Are you a female dick, Mary? asked Sadie.

No. Im a nurse in the hospital. This is Dr. Kildare, Sadie.

So what?

I thought you might have heard of him, said Mary. She smiled. Sadie did not smile back.

As long as youre here, you might as well sit down, said Sadie.

No. I dont want to bother you.... Were not here to make any trouble.

Not much. Youre here just for fun, arent you? asked Sadie.

No, we came here to ask you about Marguerites trip, said Kildare.

I dont know nothing about any trip, declared Sadie.

I wondered how long you thought it would last, said Kildare. Or do you think that shell ever come back?

From where? asked Sadie.

Does she intend to die? asked Kildare, gently.

How would I know that about whom? cried Sadie. She jumped up and hooked a thumb at the door. Barge out of here, you mugs, will you? How would I know about anybody dying?

Shall I tell you? asked Kildare.

Yeah? What could you tell me?

Will you go back to Marguerites room for a moment? asked Kildare.

Mary Lamont went out, quietly.

It dont matter whether were alone or not, said Sadie. I dont want you to hold my hand, Flat-face. But go on and tell me what I would know about anybody going and dying?

Because youve thought of it for yourself, Sadie, havent you? he asked.

The answer remained on her parted lips, unspoken.

He went on: So even though Marguerite didnt say anything to you, you knew what she had in mind, didnt you?

Sadie took breath.

Did she go and do it, poor kid? she whispered.

I dont know, said Kildare. Im trying to find her, Sadie. Will you help me with anything you know?

Who are you? demanded Sadie.

Im nobody, said Kildare. Im only an interne in the hospital.

Wait a minute, said Sadie. Are you, maybe, the doc?

Some of the people call me that, said Kildare.

Sure, youre the doc, said Sadie. She went over to Kildare and faced him closely. Why be dumb? she asked. Why not tell me from the start? Sure youre the doc. You talk the way they say you do. You dont want anything except to help her, do you?

Thats all, said Kildare.

Gimme another cigarette, said Sadie. I wish I had a drink, too. I need one, when I think about that poor gal. My God, doc, shes the only one thats like herself.

I think she is, said Kildare.

All I know is this, said Sadie, I met up with her a coupla three times in the hall and she smiled at me. Shes friendly, thats what she is.

Then we started talking a coupla times. She found out that I didnt have any extra heavy coats, so she slipped me this for Christmas.

Its a funny thing. Bar none, its the first thing that any woman ever gave me.

And then the other day she gave me this and asked me to mail it not later than today — this is Thursday, isnt it? To be sure and mail it not before today, and not any later.

She opened her purse. She took out a handkerchief, unfolded it, and took out an envelope.

Wanta look? she asked.

No, said Kildare.

She wouldnt mind you seeing it, said Sadie.

Not before Thursday, not after Thursday, murmured Kildare. Then I suppose that this is the day, Sadie?

The day for what? she asked. Then, as realisation came to her, she drew breath through her teeth, hunching up her shoulders and wincing.

I didnt think of that, she said.

Youve helped me a lot, said Kildare, holding out his hand. Youve given me a time limit.

He went back to Mary Lamont and said: It will happen today. Before night comes, I suppose. If they arranged a day in their own minds, they wouldnt wait till the darkness, do you think?

No, said Mary, shuddering. They wouldnt wait for a winter night.

I dont need you, now, said Kildare. I have to do the rest of this alone.

They went down to the street together.

Half of the afternoon is gone already, said Mary. What can you do, Jimmy?

Spend some time waiting, said Kildare. Will you be in the hospital?

Yes. Jimmy, if I ever thought that you werent — werent — I dont know how to say it, but I was wrong!


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE HANDS OF KILDARE
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THE RAIN CLEARED off a little later, so that the ending of this December day promised to be as bright as summer.

There was less than an hour before sundown when Mike kicked open the door of the family room where Kildare sat alone with his thoughts and said: Heres the worthless young rat, doc.

Red came in with a swollen and rapidly purpling eye.

How did it happen, Red? asked Kildare.

Over there on the East Side, I tell you what they got, said Red. They got some good straight lefts! Before I could get at that mug, he struck me in the eye with that left so often that I thought I was bumping my head against a wall.

But finally I got inside and softened him up till he would talk. It was him that showed me the rest of the way to the water.

To the water? repeated Kildare sharply.

Yeah. To the East River. That was the last time that anybody noticed them. Over where those barges are all tied up in rows, you know?

Kildare got there as fast as a taxicab would take him.

One of the kids seen them walking right along here, said Red, pointing down a street. Then nobody seen them no more. They didnt take a dive in the river, did they, Doc?

Wait here, said Kildare, and went toward the barges.

Rusty-sided, big, shapeless, they crowded together like tethered animals. Each had its small caboose and from some of these wisps of smoke went up, and there was a random odour of cookery to blend with the smell of the sea.

People as battered as the barges appeared from the doors of the cabooses when Kildare asked questions. But no one had seen two youngsters such as Marguerite Paston and the boy.

He went on to the outer row of the barges, and to the one farthest west in the line. He had to move carefully; for there was plenty to stumble over, and the westering sun flamed straight in his eye, turning crimson above the horizon.

He saw, beyond the caboose, two figures against the sky. The wind fanned to one side the skirt of the girl; then the feet of Kildare stumbled and came down hard on the deck.

When he looked up again, the pair were standing on the extreme bulwark of the barge, balancing uneasily with the sway of the waves. They clung close together, looking anxiously behind them toward Kildare.

He knew that they were one step from the end of their journey. He dared not move nearer; he hardly dared to speak; he could only take off his hat so that they might recognise him.

It seemed to him that each instant, as they stood wavering there, was the last; and with every motion of the barge on the tide they appeared to be throwing themselves into the current.

The girl stretched out a hand toward him. He could not tell whether it was in greeting or in a last farewell....

An east wind had brought the winter back on Manhattan when Kildare reached the office of Dr. Carew that night.

Old Carew, standing up slowly behind his desk, rested his weight on his hands and stared speechlessly for a moment; Kildare stood with his head bowed, looking at the floor.

It was no good, Kildare? stammered the old doctor.

I wonder, said Kildare, even if Id succeeded — would there have been any use?

Use? Isnt there use in life, man? demanded Carew.

Not if it means being jibed at and held in contempt and despised openly, said Kildare. A life like that isnt worth anything.

It wouldnt be such a life, Jimmy, said Carew. Ive learned where I was wrong.

Can a man learn that, all in a moment? said Kildare. Can you learn to understand a boy like your son, and his pride, and all that makes him different from you and me? Have you ever treated him as a man, instead of a child?

I can learn, said Carew. I could begin now, Kildare, if God would give me some hope of seeing him again.

But youd need patience with him, said Kildare. Cold-blooded horses dont matter, but if you flog your thoroughbred, hell jump over a cliff.

I know it now, Jimmy.

He cant be left to schools and teachers entirely. He has to be understood, said Kildare. He cant be treated as something less than a human being.

Ive been wrong, said Carew. God knows how terribly Ive been wrong.

Have you ever, said Kildare, had one close, human conversation with him? Have you ever been tired and unhappy in front of him — as my father has been, in front of me?

No, murmured Carew. Ive been no use to him; and hes been no use to me.... But are you tormenting me for nothing, Jimmy? Is there any shadow or ghost of hope that I ever can see him again?

Kildare stepped back to the door of the ante-room and opened it.

I sent your secretary away, sir, he said. Theyre waiting for you and a new chance in here, Dr. Carew.

Carew ran like a boy from behind the desk, across the office to the ante-room door. He had a frightened, hunted look.

And Kildare saw young Carew, against the wall of the ante-room, putting the girl behind him, as if to stand between her and a hostile force.

Carew must have understood that gesture, also, for he gave a strange cry and hurried forward with his arms outstretched.

Kildare shut the door soundlessly behind him.

When Kildare reached the office of Gillespie again, he was in hospital whites. He found the line stalled in the big waiting-room.

Go in soft and easy, doc, said Conover. Dr. Gillespie is sitting and thinking. You know what that means.

In fact Gillespie did not look up until Kildare was half across the room.

Poor Walter! said Gillespie. Poor Walter Carew!... God forgive you, Jimmy. Youve handed Carew something to think about the rest of his days, and shame himself with, too. But hell have to thank you for it....

Its a queer thing, Jimmy, that your hands dont look any bigger than they did yesterday, and yet theyve had three lives in them!...

Now go get those Livingston reports — on the run, Kildare! Weve got to make up time; weve got to make up time!

As Kildare left for the inner office, he heard Gillespie muttering: God pity all fathers; God pity all sons!

In the inner office he found Mary Lamont, also back in hospital whites.

But what about your vacation, Mary? he asked her.

Do I help you here, Jimmy? she asked.

God knows you do, he said.

Then dont talk about vacations. I know what youve done—

She choked.

But do we know any more about one another than we did before? he asked.

No. I suppose not, she said.

Will we keep on wounding one another and misunderstanding?

Probably.

To the end of time?

To the very end, said the girl.

And youll wish I were different and that everything were different?

Perhaps I shall.

Gillespie was saying something, just now, murmured Kildare.

I dont care about Gillespie. What are you thinking?

God pity all men; God pity all women, said Kildare.

Is that what Gillespie was saying?

I dont know. Perhaps. I dont feel that I know much of anything.

He stood looking at her.

Kildare! The Livingston reports, damn it! roared Gillespie from the next room.

Here they are, said the girl, quickly.

Thanks, said Kildare. He took the reports, the clumsy, sprawling pack of cards, into his arms, and the girl with them.


Dr. Kildares Crisis (1941)

[image: img36.jpg]

CONTENTS

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




CHAPTER ONE

MAN ON FIRE
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KILDARE CAME OUT of the operating room trundling Gillespies wheel-chair and looking straight ahead to avoid some of the compliments; but he had to pause when old, great Dr. Ackers said: Good work, doctor. A fine pair of hands. Eleven minutes and twenty seconds from the first incision to the last stitch. We minimise shock, with speed like that.... And that was a bad kidney to get out.... I could use these hands, any day youre through with them, Gillespie.

Gillespie drew together the formidable white brush of his eyebrows: Maybe you can have them damned soon, Ackers.... Get those useful hands off my chair, Kildare. Theyre too fine to be used like a nursemaid. Youve taken plenty of my time, but I wont have you taking my exercise, also.

He wheeled himself down the corridor with Kildare walking silently beside him.

Speed, speed! snorted Gillespie. No place to get to, and faster ways of getting there. Thats the Twentieth Century, and be damned! And an old fool like Ackers praising it!

Was I too fast, sir? asked Kildare.

You know damned well you were too fast, said the old man. What were you trying to do? Show off?

There was a bit of silence.

Well? insisted Gillespie.

Yes, sir. I was showing off — a little.

Leave speed for typists and airplanes; your job is to handle human lives.

Yes, sir. But I seemed to see my way right through that operation and—

Hold out your hand. Ha! Still a tremor in it, eh? Did you think you were crocheting, or what?... Did you read that book on the lymph glands last night? Whats the name of it?

They were in the elevator, descending.

Winslow and Parker wrote it, sir, said Kildare. Well, did you read it last night?

No, sir.

The elevator mans cheeks were swelling. Kildare, even from behind, knew the width of the grin on that face.

No, sir, you didnt read it, eh? Wasnt time, I suppose?

There was an interesting pneumonia in Ward B, sir. I spent most of the night there.

Damn the interesting pneumonia. Nothing should interest you except what I tell you to do. You know that!

Yes, sir.

Weve got to use our time the way misers use money. There mustnt be any waste.... What type was the pneumonia?

Thirty-one, sir.

Ah, was it? Complications?

A deep abdominal infection, sir.

Very pretty! Why didnt you call me?

You were sleeping, sir.

I wasnt. Had my eyes closed to rest them, that was all. I try not to waste my nights sleeping, Kildare. What made you think I was sleeping?

Your snoring, sir.

I wasnt snoring. I never snore. I may have been clearing my throat.... What did you do with the Type Thirty-one?

They had left the elevator and were rolling into Gillespies office. Kildare began: I used an injection of—

Thats one of the manias today, said Gillespie. Injections — injections — injections! How was the patient this morning?

All danger is gone now, sir, I believe.

Good boy! said Gillespie. Damn the books and the theorists. Cures are what we want. What are you doing there?

Kildare had taken from a small box two pills, which he now offered to Gillespie.

I believe its time for these, sir.

Pills — pills — pills! roared Gillespie. Youll never make a doctor if you keep using pills. Theyre like sleep: chiefly a habit. The curse of the American people is the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. A hundred and thirty million people are putting pills in their mouths three times a day. How the devil can they amount to anything?

Theres no time left for continuity of thought or effort. A hundred and thirty million of the richest, healthiest people that ever lived, watching the clock and putting pills in their mouths. Take those damned things away!

Kildare patiently kept offering them with a small glass of water.

Its time for these, sir, he insisted.

How do I look to you, Jimmy? asked the old man, anxiously.

Not very badly, sir. How do you feel? Is the pain much worse this morning?

Questions — questions — questions! shouted Gillespie. How are you going to make a diagnostician unless you start using your eyes? What difference does it make how people feel? A hundred million hours a day are wasted in this nation by people asking themselves how they feel. A mere habit and luxury of the mind.

The question is: How are they, not how do they think they feel. Self-pity is ruining the white race, and you stand there and ask me how I feel!... Im not so damned well, if you come right down to it, Jimmy.

Youre a little worn, sir.

What should I do? Relax?

No, sir, you have to keep going.

Right! But what should I do?

Take these pills, sir, if you please.

Gillespie, glowering, clapped them into his mouth and swallowed some water. He shuddered strongly.

Superstition — witchcraft — good — luck — charms — theyre all in a class with pills and pill-taking, he declared.

Mary Lamont came in. The sun aslant through the window flashed on her white uniform as she went to Gillespies desk and placed on it a small file of papers.

Dont come in here without knocking, Whats-your-name, called Gillespie. Who told you to come into this room without knocking?

You did, doctor, said the girl.

There was such young beauty in her that she always seemed to have been smiling and just about to smile again.

I dont believe it, said Gillespie. And why do you have so much starch in your uniform? So it will rustle? So people will know youre about? It makes you take up too much room. Dont try to take a place in the sun, around here.

No, doctor, she said.

Nurses are not human beings. Theyre merely pairs of hands performing services — usually badly. And dont roll your eyes at Kildare, either. He only pretends about you. He doesnt take you seriously. For him, youre only a bit of simple diversion. A man has to have a little diversion, doesnt he?

Yes, doctor, she said.

The damned young idiot has been trying for speed records in the operating room, Mary, said Gillespie. Theres still a tremor in him. Take his hand and see. There! But wipe that fool look off your face. Youre not seeing his immortal soul. Doctors dont have souls. But heres a young jackass who stays up all night nursing pneumonia patients and exhausting himself. What shall I do with him?

I might suggest a little diversion, sir.

You might suggest — What the devil are you talking about? He sees too much of you. Packmules lead an easier life than a man in love; their burdens have to be carried only part of the day; but this young fool has Mary Lamont in every breath he draws.... How many people in the waiting room?

Thirty-five, sir, said the girl.

Ill start taking them at once, sir, said Kildare.

Youll do nothing of the kind. Go into your office and lie down for an hour.

But I have to write out a report on—

Damn the reports. Damn the writing. It might make a novelist out of you but itll never make a doctor. Conover! Conover! Next patient, please!

Hes been difficult? Hes hurt you, Jimmy? asked the girl.

Gillespie? He never hurts me. But hes worse, Mary. Hes failing fast. Hes been dying all year. It isnt his body that the cancers eating. Its his nerves; its his soul. Ive been watching the pain at work in his eyes and it makes me a little sick.

I know, said Mary Lamont.

Hes a great man; and some day Ive got to see him fall.

I know, she repeated. Poor Jimmy! I think he would have died months ago, except that he loves you, and he has to last long enough to teach you everything he knows.

Everything? laughed Kildare briefly.

Is it true that you were up again, all last night? she asked.

He shrugged his shoulders.

Take some time off, Mary, said Kildare. Ive got to dig out some work now.

Youd better rest, hadnt you? Hadnt you better do what Doctor Gillespie suggests?

Ill rest when he does.

Jimmy! You know he doesnt sleep any more than a bird.

I can stand it as well as he does. Lock the door when you go out. Im not seeing anyone. Not a soul.

A knock came at the door then — two quick taps, a pause, and three more. Mary frowned.

Thats Joe Weyman, she said. Of course Ill tell him that youre not seeing anyone?

Joe? Of course I have to see him. Hes an exception.

Everybody who wants your time — everybodys an exception, except me, she said.

Well — Let Joe come in, he answered.

She paused an instant to look at the youth in his face and the weary age around his eyes. All of his features would follow that pattern before very long. He was one of the few who must find their happiness in labour; they accept the curse of Adam as a blessing.

Certainly she was not one of the elect who reach pain always, and fame once in ten thousand instances. Already he was at his desk, breaking down a pile of charts and picking up a pen to assemble statistics.

She went to the door and opened it on the wide shoulders and the barbarous grin of Joe Weyman, the ambulance driver. The apes in the trees seemed nearer kin to Weyman than young Dr. Kildare, and yet he made a place in his heart for the burly fellow.

The doctor is very busy, Joe, she said.

Sure he is, said Weyman, but Im sick is why I wanta see him.

Come in, Joe, said Kildare.

Weyman stepped inside. He looked from the doctor to the girl.

He wants to see me alone, said Kildare, already smiling a welcome to the ambulance man.

All right, sighed Mary, and went out, saying over her shoulder: May I have a word with you later?

Yes. Later, said Kildare, as the door closed behind her.

Not a little short with her, doc, are you? asked Weyman.

Short? With Mary? We understand each other, said Kildare.

Sure, said Weyman. But they do the understanding and we do the guessing, usually.... Doc, Im kind of low. I wondered could you give me a pick-me-up.

Youve been hitting it pretty hard, Joe?

Hard? I hardly never hit it hard.

You were hard at it last night?

How would you guess that?

Its not too hard. Youve got the blear in your eye and the thickness in your upper lip. Youve been hitting it hard for a couple of weeks.

Its the job, doc, said Weyman, slowly. You sit still as a stone waiting for a call; and then all at once it comes and youve gotta make tracks. Somebodys dying, somewhere. You gotta be there sudden. You go on the jump; you pick up some mug; you jump him back to the hospital; and then youre sitting still as a stone again, waiting for things to happen. It kind of gets on your nerves.

So you hit the hooch?

After hours, doc. Nobody never found nothing on my breath during hours. So I wondered if youd give me a pick-me-up.

No, said Kildare.

Weyman stared. He even moved a step closer, still staring, to make out that it really was Kildare who had made this strange response.

Kildare explained, carefully: Ive watched the way youve been driving, lately. Youre depending on the siren to cut your way through the traffic. And youre going to smash up, Joe. Some day with rain on the street. Youll go like a light. A side-swipe, and youll be out.

Yeah. Maybe. But today—

I dont want you to feel any better. I want you to be as sick as a dog all day. Itll make you think until you realise that youve got to get out of this business. Youve got to quit the ambulance job, Joe. Do some thinking about it today. Will you?

You mean that I get nothing? said Weyman.

Not a thing.

Weyman turned clumsily toward the door. When he reached it, he laughed suddenly and looked over his shoulder.

What dya think, doc? he asked. I was almost sore at you!

He went out, and Kildare looked after him for a moment, glancing into his life and his future and seeing the dullness of the hospital life without the bright little eyes and the broad mug of Weyman to enliven it.

That picture faded into other things: long rows of white cots, and the whisper of padding feet in the corridors; loaded wheel stretchers passing soundlessly; the glimmer of test tubes in the laboratory, and the voice of Gillespie at work in his inner ear, constantly.

He turned back to his work, which was to relate all the complicated points of a high stack of charts. It meant multiplying, dividing, adding, correlating constantly. As usual, the moment he was employed, time ceased.

The day was not for him a series of little compartments into which he closed his attention for a few moments at a time; it was the sweep of a river that carried him with it, blindly. It was what Gillespie called the divine absorption. Without it, he would have been an excellent doctor with a keen gift for diagnosis; with it, he gave promise of becoming the great thing that Gillespie had in mind as his destiny.

He was lost in his work; the voice of the city died out of his ears; there was no sound from the hospital, for him; before his minds eye there began to grow dimly the foresight and the insight into a solution of his problem, a solution that was founded upon assembled hundreds of temperatures, blood-pressures, nerve reactions, contracting pupils.

Jimmy, when do you think you may be free... said the voice of Mary Lamont.

He withdrew only a step from the centre of his dream.

Dont bother me! he said.

The door closed softly, a moment later.

Youve hurt her, this time, said Gillespie.

That voice, as always, rallied him instantly from all of his preoccupation.

How did you get in here? he asked, turning bewildered toward his chief.

How do you think? asked Gillespie. I kicked the door open and wheeled myself in, and cleared my throat a couple of times; but you were out wool-gathering, asleep at your post.

I wasnt asleep, said Kildare.

I used to be able to do it, said Gillespie, enviously. When I was your age, I could lose myself in a medical problem for days at a time. But now Im old and fidgety and all I can do is try to remember. Im too old to learn. But one thing I know without thinking; a man cant talk to a young girl the way you spoke to Mary, just now.

Kildare stretched and yawned. His eyes sought the charts again.

Dont be bored when Im talking to you, roared Gillespie. You think you own her because youre engaged to her? You think those eyes of hers dont see other men in the world?

Let her see them, said Kildare. I havent time to bother — and she knows it.

Does she, eh? Ill tell you what she knows. That she wont speak to you again the whole long day.

Nonsense, said Kildare.

You know better than I do, I suppose? I saw the way her head bent when she went out through that door. Shes out there crying her eyes out, now. Youre going to cut her out of your life, young Dr. Kildare; and when shes gone, where will you get another like her?

Kildare yawned again, heartily.

Not concerned, eh? asked Gillespie.

No, sir, said Kildare. But Id like to ask you about this second batch of charts on the —— 

Damn the charts. Im talking about the happiness of your immortal soul — because the only soul in your damned life is going to be represented by that girl — and why do you think she left the room with her head bowed?

She was thinking of something she could do for me, said Kildare, indifferently.

Of all the confounded, pig-headed, brass-knuckled stupidity Ive ever run into, said Gillespie. Of all the damned flat-faced self-assurance...

Here the door opened on Mary, who came smiling in and placed a slide-rule beside Kildare.

Do you know how to run this, Jimmy? she asked. Why the devil didnt I think of a slide-rule before? sighed Kildare.

And thats all the thanks he gives her, groaned Gillespie, and wheeled his chair suddenly out of the room. Kildare looked up at the girl.

What are you waiting for, Mary? he asked.

Not for thanks, she said.

He smiled, faintly, and touched her with a quick gesture. He was beginning to be fully aware of her, something he rarely permitted himself during the course of working hours, because once his mind set toward her it remained on that course for a long time.

You have news of some sort, he said.

What makes you think so?

Youve got lights in your eyes. Like fish in a creek. Whats it all about?

Douglas is in New York.

What Douglas?

My brother. Ive just seen him. Jimmy, hes a new man. Hes tremendous. He has a great idea. He has the most glorious idea. Thats whats in my eyes — what hes been telling me.

Right up on his toes?

Yes, like a wildcat.

I thought your brother Douglas was a slow fellow, a methodical chap, a sort of measuring worm crawling along through his economics classes, and all that.

He was. But now he has an idea that sets him on fire. Theres something you can do for him. Will you?

No, said Kildare.

Jimmy!

I dont like people who get on fire, all at once. I dont like the ideas that light them up, either. Not usually.

Ill tell him to come when he can, said Mary. And youll be simply dizzy when you hear him.

Whats he going to do? Save the country? asked Kildare.

How did you guess? said she.


CHAPTER TWO

BRAVE NEW WORLD
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LAMONT CALLED AT the hospital that afternoon and Mary brought him into Kildares office. He was in his thirties, ten or twelve years older than Mary. He had grey hair, a pure and shining white around the temples, so that his gathered brows were doubly dark.

He had a starved body, inadequate to the bearing of burdens, and eyes from which the light had been burned out. There was no token of the man on fire whom she had described to Kildare. Mary was anxious about him.

This horrible New York! she said. See what its done to poor Douglas in a day. He was on his toes yesterday; and now hes done in. Whats wrong with him, Jimmy?

Kildare looked at her again. She was dressed for the street and had on a pill-box hat that made her look as silly as a female hussar. She wore a string of thin beads that supported at her throat a pendant of deep blue lapis, threaded with golden veinings; and as she turned between Kildare and her brother the pendant swung excitedly back and forth.

Young Doctor Kildare is the miracle man? asked Douglas Lamont. He can read our secrets at a glance?... Ill sit down a moment, if I may.

He slumped into a chair and dropped his head against the back of it.

What is wrong with him? Mary Lamont repeated.

Hes sleeping badly, said Kildare.

I put in eight hours, last night, said Lamont, yawning.

And woke up feeling as if youd been climbing mountains all night? asked Kildare.

Lamont was vaguely amused.

These practical men; these practical scientists! he said. He shook his head. Practical science was not important in his world, it seemed.

Tell him really how you feel, insisted the girl.

Shall I? asked Lamont, yawning again.

His head dropped still farther back. He stared straight before him with a sudden relaxing of all the muscles of his face and his eyes were utterly emptied, like coloured glass from which sparkling water has been poured. It was the perfect picture of a man who has gone to sleep while he talks; there was even the loosening of the mouth, and there was something else about the picture that Kildare felt but could not note down, for all his quick diagnosticians eye.

You really ought to give him a pick-up of some sort, said Mary Lamont.

Her brother sat up and shrugged his shoulders. He seemed startled and thoroughly roused.

No pick-ups; Im not one for drugs, he said, briskly.

But it wont hurt you; it wont be habit forming; it wont be really a drug at all; just a sort of bracer, Douglas, she urged.

Nonsense, said Lamont. He took a quick, deep breath. A man simply has to pull himself together, now and then. Make an effort of the will. Thats all. Im myself again, now. I had to father her for a few years, he explained to Kildare, and now she thinks that its her turn to mother me.... Shall we go along, Mary?

Why, have you forgotten everything? she asked.

Forgotten what? snapped Lamont.

He was entirely changed, alert, and ready. Limp linen is not more changed by starch than this man had been changed by a single effort of the will. The temper had been put back into the steel, it seemed. There was the introduction, you know, said Mary.

I cant ask him to introduce something he doesnt know about, said Lamont. Can you spare me ten minutes, doctor?

I can, said Kildare.

You keep watching me, said Lamont. Is there something odd about me? Something medically curious?

Yes, said Kildare.

What, please?

I dont know, said Kildare.

Odd, said Lamont. You see something, and you dont know what?

Thats it, answered Kildare, gravely. Forget about it.

Gladly, said Lamont.

You see, dear, Mary explained to her brother, a diagnostician with a gift like Jimmys only guesses, at first.... Jimmy, it isnt anything serious, is it?

I hope not, answered Kildare, with the vacant eyes of a man who searched a crowded memory.

This is being a little too mysterious, isnt it? asked Lamont.

Hush! cautioned the girl, lifting her hand to silence her brother and looking with frightened attention into the vacant eyes of Kildare. Let him have a chance to think.

The fact is, said Lamont, that my own health is pretty good. I have some bad dreams — like Hamlet. Thats all. But lets drop the inquiry into my symptoms, doctor. Do you mind?

Kildare returned slowly from his inward search.

Not at all, he agreed.

But he kept on watching Douglas Lamont with a curious concentration which Mary had seen often before. She dreaded, now, what that narrowed vision might discover, almost as if a detective had been probing toward family secrets.

It seemed to her that a strain of conflict had been created between the two. There was something sharp, self-confident, irascible about Douglas which, she was sure, would arouse the antagonism of Jimmy Kildare.

She had hoped to make of them a single united force to accomplish her brothers purpose. So she looked anxiously back and forth from one to the other. The world of men and their preoccupations, not for the first time, seemed to her something fenced away behind a very high wall.

May I talk? asked Douglas Lamont briefly.

Of course, said Kildare.

Lets forget about ourselves and think of the whole nation, said Lamont. The whole three million square miles. A few cities dotted here and there — and tens of millions of wasted acres.

He paused, intent on Kildare.

Im seeing it, agreed Kildare.

Now that you have the picture in mind, I want you to think of something else: the billions of hours of waste time, the leisure of our hundred and thirty millions. Spare hours that could fertilise the useless land.

As the peasants do in Europe, you know, suggested Mary.

Youre going to teach people to like work? asked Kildare, smiling a little.

Hush, Jimmy! the girl cautioned him. Its really tremendous. Just listen and see!

Technology produces two things, said Douglas Lamont and these are cheap goods and leisure. But those leisure hours are the things that eat out the heart of the nation. Cocktail bars, silly radio entertainments, foolish movies, swing music, eat up the leisure that ought to be a mans treasure.

Our children grow up brainless because they grow up handless. Tempt them to use their hands and their minds will grow at the same time. They must learn to play and their play must make sense. The greatest game in the world is the building game. The greatest joy is to make things grow — anything: a house, a crop of vegetables.

And half our children have concrete instead of soil underfoot. And the minds of half of our working men are decaying with too much leisure, or with the mechanical tending of mechanical machines. Are you listening, Jimmy?

No one could help listening.

For, in fact, it was not the words that impressed him so much as the passion in the voice of Lamont, and the vision in his eyes that already had foreseen a happy nation.

The automobile expands our cities, said Lamont, but not far enough. It gives working men burdens, not opportunities. It gives him a foolish patch of lawn to cut on Sundays, and a back yard where he can throw tin cans, and pick them up again. The soil is not temptation to him; and we must make the soil the temptation.

Now follow me. From the great cities not jolting subway cars, but streamlined underground trains slide the tens of thousands, the hundreds of thousands of working people at the end of the day — not into cramped little suburbs, where the houses rub shoulders and one crying child can keep twenty families awake, but out into the real country, sliding the crowds along at seventy miles an hour. And at the end of the line the worker finds not a town lot but a small farm. A three or four acre farm.

A nation of small farmers? asked Kildare.

You see, Jimmy? demanded Mary Lamont, happily.

I partly see and I partly hope, said Kildare. But how will millions of workers learn to spend their leisure farming? Who will teach em and how?

You see what they could do if they were taught? asked Lamont.

Theres enough leisure in any family, agreed Kildare, to make three or four acres bloom from end to end.

Intensive cultivation, added Lamont. Theres no such thing as barren land in Italy because people work on every inch of the soil. Why, wed have orchards with vegetables growing between the rows, and corn standing higher than your head, and potatoes, all the important vegetables as a matter of course, berry patches, alfalfa giving a couple or more heavy crops a year and fed to cows, and there would be sheep, goats, swine.

An acre easily can feed one man; much more than feed one man if its used properly. You can get three thousand pounds of wheat from one acre. You begin to see? — 

Millions of people growing most of their own food and getting healthy and happy while they do it? asked Kildare.

Thats it. But think what happens in the beginning. Lets say we consider a man out of work, unlikely to find work again soon, and with a family on his hands.

Kildare sat forward.

Oh, thats it, he said. Lets hear about the unemployed.

Mary Lamont, instantly aware of the new attitude, smiled and nodded at him with approval. And yet from the first she had been assured and simply waiting for the magic of her brother to take effect upon Kildare.

Kildare added: I suppose thats about the toughest thing there is in the world: a sick man, lets say, out of work and with a family on his hands. Relief administrations are not enough.

You see that, do you? snapped Lamont.

Relief rots away the soul of a man, of course, said Kildare.

Lamont laughed; there was a bright excitement in him that did not fade.

My dear Jimmy, youre almost one of us, he said. Lets take your sick man and his family. They are assigned to four acres, in the middle of which there is not a real home but the nucleus of one, something that will grow.

The project offers the land and the house for no down payments; nothing will be asked for at least a year. There is also credit extended to the new man in the community centre. There you find the store, the playhouse, the swimming pool and courts for games. It is not too far away for walking.

In the community centre there is the farm adviser, the mechanic-plumber, the electrician, the doctor, the carpenter — the few minds that are necessary to show this man how to use his spare time, how to employ his hands.

He begins to plant his soil. He is told what crops will do best for marketing, what will best fill the family larder for the year. At the same time, he is shown how he can expand the nucleus of his home — how the single room gradually can be expanded into a comfortable house.

There is a need for some experience in construction. So the sheds are built first, the sheds to hold wood, and hay for the animals, for there must be animals. It is part of the natural economy. He cannot afford to buy mature animals, but the new-born ones cost almost nothing.

With the sheds built against the coming of winter he can turn his attention to the expansion of his house.

The passion to create is in him, now. In three months, we discover, the most ignorant and handless slum dweller will begin to react to opportunities for expressing himself in a new physical environment.

Youve checked that sort of thing? You know how people respond? asked Kildare.

What have I been doing for years, said Lamont, except examine the effects of reparation to the soil? But there never has been a scheme as large as mine, nothing that offered half so much real implementing of the idea.

The beauty of it, you see, is the small scale on which it commences. The worker is not tempted to laziness by having comfort poured into his hands. Instead, a spur is stuck in his side; he sees security just ahead of him, if only he will make an effort toward it; and therefore he starts making the effort.

His clumsiness does not shame him. Other men are going through the same phase. The whole community is aware of the novelty of its nature. It begins to take pride. The clever fellows are imitated by the dull ones. Stupid women become good cooks, watching the intelligent housekeepers.

There will be no inertia, because there is no inertia in a new world, a frontier settlement; and it is a new frontier which we are creating. We are bringing the challenges of space and soil to the doors of the cities.

And remember, again, the Kingdom of God is in the muscles; the work done by the hands informs the mind. These unemployed people, or day labourers, begin to awaken. They look up. Not toward wealth but toward culture.

The greatest virtues, as thrift, cleanliness, industry, must grow among them because otherwise existence is impossible. As the small New England farms produced the strongest of our generations, so these little holdings will create another American race, rich in the strength of the soil.

Lamont paused for only a moment, to look searchingly at Mary and Kildare. Seeing them intent, fascinated, he plunged on. The shadow, the dirt, the noise of the city is taken from these people. They cannot help reaching up into the light.

And at last even the unhappy necessities of technology, the brain-cramping needs of the machine, will not be able to destroy their spirits because every day the man and his family will be refreshed by the return to the soil.

From charges on the state, they become tax-payers. Political machines cannot work effectively in such wide spaces. A decent political consciousness awakes and is schooled.

In the end we may have a people tempted not by wealth but by the full, vigorous life that springs out of the soil. The idle hours in which every corruption enters the soul and breeds will be stripped away.

There will be employment for every hand, and on such small holdings the work of every hand can be seen and appreciated. There will be in these people the secure content of filled barns and crowded larders; they will have the interest of barnyard animals; instead of dirty pennies and store candy and vacuous radio programmes and the insipid bathos of the moving picture, the children will be filled with excitement by the most fascinating of all moving pictures — the growth from the soil.

They cannot be indifferent to seeds their own hands have planted and watered and fertilised. Every inch of every acre will bloom and our country will return to the normal, true, strong way of life. Eyes will be sharpened, ears will be opened, and poetry will have a new birth!

The communal consciousness develops into the national consciousness and these in turn cannot help but produce in the end the consciousness of a higher self.


CHAPTER THREE

THE SICK SALESMAN
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WHEN HE HAD ended, the thought still worked for a silent moment in the mind of Kildare while Lamont walked in continued excitement up and down the room. Mary could not stay in her chair.

It must be heard by people who can do something about it, she said. Youre convinced, Jimmy, arent you?

Kildare nodded, remembering suddenly the relaxation, as of sudden sleep, which he had seen overwhelm Douglas Lamont.

I think it might work, he said, with a man like your brother to drive it along and hypnotise any opposition. If he could last out the work until its established....

He considered the fragile body, the pale face of Lamont.

Who could be opposed to us? asked Lamont.

Plenty of people, said Kildare. Politicians who cant get a spoon into this bowl of soup. Newspapers who need something to laugh at. And all the reformers who have their own special panaceas to apply. Your plan is too simple to be convincing — unless youre on hand to do the talking.

And wholl keep me from being on hand? asked Lamont.

Youre not terribly strong, you know, said Kildare.

I have strength for this, though, said Lamont. I tell you, Jimmy, I could use myself up to the last ounce, and the final bit of me would still throw a light for the fools to see by. I have strength enough.

I tell you, God wouldnt let me be consumed before Ive put one sample, one pattern project on the map. I know a tract in Jersey where the land is cheap as dirt. It would be a reclamation project for both men and acres. Nothing lost. Everything gained.

But he has to have money, said Mary Lamont, and thats why I thought of you. You know Paul Messenger. Hed have to listen to anyone you send to him.

That would be good, said Lamont. Ive heard of the Messenger millions.

The trouble is, said Kildare, studying the starved body of Lamont again, that Im not an economist like you, Douglas. I cant pretend to be a sound critic of ideas like yours. And Messenger is a great-hearted man. Hed give money; hed give blood for anything that seemed right. And if I introduce you—

I see how it is, broke in Lamont, coldly angry. Lets waste no more time on it. Glad Ive seen you, Jimmy. Shall we get along, Mary?

Dont be sour about it, please, said Kildare. You see, Ive happened to do a few things for Mr. Messenger that he considers important. Hed take a recommendation from me almost — well, almost as an order. And I cant pretend to be an expert in economics, so that—

Jimmy, Jimmy, exclaimed Mary, impatiently, youre not an expert in economics, but Douglas is. How could he possibly be wrong about this when hes given his whole life to the study of — —

Dont argue, Mary, said Lamont. Theres more than one rich man in New York. I wouldnt have Jimmy talk against his conscience.

I suppose it is right for me to telephone to Messenger, decided Kildare. He tried to drive away his own reluctance. In the Utopia which Lamont had sketched it was true that he had not been able to pick flaws; and yet the picture seemed a little too glowing to be true.

It was more than the scheme itself that troubled him. He could not drive from his mind the feeling that there was something pathologically wrong with this man, so wrong that he regretted the kinship with Mary.

Yet he found his hand reaching for the telephone. He could not resist the eye of the girl, bright with surprise at his delay.

He got the switchboard operator at the Messenger offices, the assistant secretary, then the secretary himself. That important man said: Impossible for Mr. Messenger to answer any calls just now. Give me your message, please.

This is Kildare. Will you ask...

Ah, Dr. Kildare? came the hasty answer. Ill take a chance and put you through to him at once.

And then Paul Messengers strong, deep voice was saying: Hello, Jimmy.... How are you, my boy?

Nancy was asking about you yesterday, but you never let me have news of you to pass on.

Im sorry to interrupt, said Kildare.

Youre never interrupting. Not a thing in the work for me to do while youre on the phone.

The fact is that theres a friend of mine — a Douglas Lamont — who wants to talk to you. I wondered if you could see him before very long?

An old friend of yours, Jimmy?

Kildare winced, but he knew that the strong voice of Messenger could be heard all through the office. He had to answer: A close friend of mine, as a matter of fact.

Of course Ill see him, said Messenger. A close friend of yours, eh? Ill — wait a minute — Ill make myself free to see him. Send him over if he can come now.

Thats kind of you, said Kildare.

Not kind at all. Shall I tell Nancy that youre well?

In fine shape, sir.

And that youre thinking of us now and then?

Of course.

Good-bye, Jimmy. Give us an evening when you can.

... Thats decent of you, said Lamont, still half offended. But Im afraid that youve been dragged into this. I dont want to hitch you to what you feel is a lost cause, you know.

Nonsense, Douglas, said the girl. Lost causes are the only ones that Jimmy likes.

Kildare! Kildare! roared Gillespie from the next room.

He waved at the two Lamonts and hurried to his chief.

Out on the street, Mary Lamont was for a taxi; her brother insisted on a bus. Extravagant, he said.

But its a special occasion, she urged. And itll give you more time with Mr. Messenger.

He grew solemn. He rarely was far from solemnity. Expenditure on the unessentials — if we could save that, wed be able to fatten all our poor and dress them warmly, he said. We have to be conscious of the whole social pattern; and we have to serve it all the time, Mary. You play with the idea now and then but it ought to be with us constantly.

She smiled inwardly. There was no lightness about this good man. And in the old days he had been considered by many people a famous bore. How they would change their minds before long!

A thunderstorm rolled over Manhattan from the west. The rain slowed traffic; taxicabs thickened it like gruel in soup; the cross-town currents stalled between the great north-south avenues and started their horns in choruses of dissonance; but Douglas Lamont continued to talk, straining his voice so that other passengers in the bus became curiously aware of him.

With his starved hands he made gestures which cherished the future of the commonwealth and the common man. People glanced at him smiling, with a touch of contempt; but when they overheard even a phrase they became serious.

His eloquence, Mary decided, lay not so much in words as in a radiation of earnestness. She herself was on the verge of smiling continually, moved by affection, pride, and that pity which we feel for people who are given utterly to any great and selfless cause.

When they came to the great building in which Messenger kept offices she said: Ill wait at the entrance for you, Douglas. Mr. Messenger is a big man, rather terse, good-hearted, but full of affairs. He loves Jimmy; hell do anything for Jimmy; but all that he could do never would repay what Jimmys done for him. However, Id try to make your argument short, terribly short. You dont know how this New York pressure makes men cut their time into kindling wood.

He listened to her, two-thirds of his attention already flowing forward, away from her. Then, with a hasty gesture of farewell, he hurried forward to an express elevator.

He looked small and hopelessly fragile in the crowd of office workers who were leaving the building. He leaned against the stream of them as if against the weight of a wind storm. They went out, happy with the days end, and he passed in, intent on their cause with a sacred concern.

Some day, she thought, his name would be so known and his face so familiar that all the unfortunate, all the downtrodden, all the unhappy people of the world would turn toward him as toward a light.

The elevator doors closed and he was gone from her sight. In the great hall of the building all sounds were subdued — the power-hum from the elevator shafts, the clicking of heels and the murmuring of voices — until the noise was like something in her own mind.

Through the crowd of hurrying office workers, mostly women, men moved singly or in small groups, at leisure that made them seem more important.

These were the lords of the land, the men of affairs, the owners and controllers. It was they who were almost bound to smile at schemes such as that of Douglas Lamont; and Paul Messenger was one of these. When she remembered this, her heart sank.

She went back to the street and stood against the concrete wall. The rain came in flurries and sudden strong gusts on the wind but she preferred the open because hope for her brother revived in that stirring air.

It was between day and night. The lower storeys of buildings already were lighted; the upper reaches still had enough sunlight. She had an impression of the city as of an immense ship, voyaging and insecure.

After twenty minutes, she watched the entrance of the building carefully. At the end of half an hour, Douglas still had not appeared. She wondered, startled, whether he could have come down and out and gone away without seeing her.

But that would not be like him. He was full of calm, thorough method. Still her anxiety led her back into the hall to watch the elevator doors opening, the passengers streaming out into the blue haze of the evening.

No doubt Douglas had been kept waiting. The interview itself could not have endured so long.

It was fifty minutes after he left her before she saw him again, walking beside big, handsome Paul Messenger. The rich man walked with his head lifted, his eyes straight-forward, while Douglas Lamont hurried along half sidling as he turned toward his companion, still arguing — appealing vainly to an immovable figure, it seemed to the girl.

She was all at once cold with shame and hot with anger; but now as they drew nearer she was able to look more closely into Messengers face and she saw that he was removed from her brother not by boredom and disdain but by the dream in which he was moving. The hypnotised, sleep-walker look was in his eyes.

She trailed after them. Even on the sidewalk her brother did not look about for her. He still was lost in his own talk as he climbed into Messengers big car-and now they were gone in the traffic.

But she was not left alone. The certainty that Messenger had been entranced by the plan of her brother was ample reward and company for her. She only needed now someone to whom she could pour out her happiness. There was Jimmy Kildare, of course. So she headed straight back to the hospital.

The whole ponderous mass of the Blair Hospital seemed insubstantial to her as she entered it.

This work of Douglas, which eventually would take the millions back to the soil and the strength that comes out of it, must do away with a great part of our medical needs. Health comes with bending of the back. Out of such planning there must appear a mightier nation, simpler, less hurried, genially content with life.

She was walking in another century when she came to the waiting room of Gillespie with that famous sign in brass. Dr. Leonard Gillespie, Office Hours: 12 am to 12 am in token of his twenty-four hour day.

It was a miracle to find, as she did now, no more than half a dozen patients waiting. There was a tall woman with a sullen face and the clothes and manner of the great lady; there was a little Italian labourer, asleep in his chair; a scrawny boy sitting close to his mother; a Negress, huge with fat and dusty with fear; and an elderly man sleek with too many decades of good living — sleek, and soft, and rosy.

The girl said to Conover, the big Negro who presided over the waiting-room: Is Doctor Kildare taking the line-up, or Doctor Gillespie?

A dull roar came from behind the door, calling.

Next patient! — 

Conover smiled, for Gillespie had answered in his proper person. Mary Lamont crossed to Kildares office and opened the door without knocking. That was his own request.

She was stepping in and closing the door behind her when the voice of Kildare stopped her, saying: I agree, Mr. Messenger. I think that he might put the thing through. But Im not sure that he will have the strength to do it.... — 

I cant tell. Its simply that I guess at something pathologically wrong with him.... Im only telling you this because I had to introduce him to you....

No, no, I think hes the most honest man in the world; but Id like to have you submit his idea to a group of experts — experts in relief, housing, and all the things that he talks about....

Im glad you agree.... I dont know whats wrong.

Nerves, perhaps...

She stepped back from the room and closed the door soundlessly behind her.


CHAPTER FOUR

DIAGNOSIS DEFERRED
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WHEN MARY WENT into the Nurses Home, she met Molly Cavendish about to go back on duty, looking always weary, always formidable.

The great Gillespie swore that she was the finest head nurse in history; she also was one of the most severe. There was no more delicacy in her than there is in a Missouri mule. Even into the private affairs of her nurses she pawed her way; because an unhappy nurse is apt to get absent-minded, said the Cavendish, and therefore she wished to know the minds of her nurses as well as she knew their faces.

Mary Lamont, remembering all the kindnesses she had received from this dour woman, smiled as she passed her on the stairs; but there was no smile left when she reached her room.

The bed tempted her. She wanted to throw herself face down on it; but it was necessary for her to attempt to think. So she sank into a straight-backed chair and let her thought return to the voice of Kildare, quiet, a little nasal, always grave, as he had said: I dont know whats wrong. Nerves, perhaps.

Nerves is a word with a thousand meanings, including certain dreadful connotations from which her mind shrank away. Her eye automatically picked up the features of her room, in the meantime.

No social worker could have found anything wrong with it. It was an airy, clean, dry, substantial room with plenty of cubic yards of air space. The furniture was solid. Clearly it had been bought by someone who understood the wholesale world and how to get values.

On everything there was the sign of quantity production which saves us so many, many dollars. Not a thing in the room could give offence to anyone; and therefore there was nothing that could give pleasure, either.

It was a room like a grey day. Even if it had not faced north, sunshine would have been a stranger in it.

Mary Lamont could not have told why this room made her heart ache, because she was not a very logical thinker; but instinct had made her hang on the wall a warm Chinese print that opened the room like a window to the south. She looked now at the white crane that stood on one leg in the green water and among the brown rushes. They crossed and re-crossed in a pattern that had given her quiet pleasure, always; nothing gave pleasure now.

She glanced at her shelf of books. She was not a great reader, it must be admitted. The gilt edges of her Bible had not been worn by much fingering and turning of the page.

Except for Romeo and Juliet and The Tempest and Othello, her one-volume copy of Shakespeare had sticky edges that never had been parted. She liked the famous love scene in the third act of The Tempest, except that Miranda was rather simple in giving everything away so quickly; and when she felt up to it, sometimes she read her Othello from the undressing scene with Emilia through the murder. It frightened and nauseated her; she was very glad and yet she was somewhat sorry, also, that modern man is not blown by such tempests of passion.

Beside the two famous books, she had some volumes of Lubbock which the man of her first love affairs, some years before, had given to her. The Chinese Clippers and The Colonial Clippers and The Log of the Cutty Sark were not in themselves interesting to her; but she kept the books on the shelf because they reminded her of the brown face of that sea-lover, and the finely incised lines about his eyes that came from squinting above the glare of the sunlit ocean.

She was proud that The Way of All Flesh was on the shelf and that she had read it through; because when she spoke of Earnest, serious, literate people were apt to look at her with new eyes. This pride led her to speak highly of Butlers grim book; but actually he made her shudder, he so levelled out life to a hateful monotony, She had a few best sellers, though she wondered why they had to be so very long. There was also a battered copy of The Prisoner of Zenda which she kept defiantly on the shelf because she had adored it so much in her girlhood; and because she still hoped to meet some great, brave man with a red beard.

Of them all, two little, thin, worn volumes of Katherine Mansfield were perhaps nearest to her heart. Mansfield made her determine to rub her eyes wide awake and begin to see things in detail; half a dozen times she had started a Journal of her own, and though she never carried the effort beyond a few pages, the knowledge that the notebook was in the top bureau drawer was a comfort.

It enabled her to talk with an understanding sympathy when she met a writer; it made her confide to a friend, now and then that if her life had been different — if there had been a chance really to live — if there had been just a little leisure — who knows?

As Mary faintly entered upon those old paths of thought, she was aware of something knocking on her mind like a hand at her door.

It was water dripping in the shower. She got up and jammed the lever so hard that she hurt her hand. The dripping stopped.

The physical pain gave her an odd relief. And as she came back into her room she saw Molly Cavendish standing in the open door. Something about her settled attitude showed that she had been there for minutes. Well, out with it, said the Cavendish.

Theres nothing, said Mary.

Thats a lie, said Molly Cavendish. Youre afraid because youve done something; or because something is about to be done.

Mary went to her smiling.

Im quite all right, she said. Its sweet of you, but theres nothing wrong. Do come in.

Oh, shut up, said the Cavendish.

Im sorry, said Mary. I dont really know what you—

Stop this damned babytalk and naïveté, said the head nurse. Something has scared you to death. What is it?

But not a thing has happened to me, said Mary. To that lunk-head, Kildare, then?

Jimmy? No, hes as happy as his work lets him be.

And youre almost happy, too, you think youre lying so well. But youre not fooling me.

She raised her big head and looked up toward that God who listens to impatient people. Those silly little brats! she confided to His ear. The fact is, she went on to Mary, that youre scared to death because you think I might find out whats in your mind.

No, Miss Cavendish. Of course not. Theres not a thing that I wouldnt — and happily — not a thing — of course Id tell you anything, and if I seem —— — —

Bah! Stop gushing! said Molly Cavendish. Youd talk to me as soon as you would to a mother, I suppose? All this damned sweetness doesnt melt in my mouth, Mary Lamont. I tell you, youre in such a dither that I wouldnt put you on a serious case. Youre as full of jitters as a babys rattle; and mind you, I wont stop til Ive found out what it is!

She slammed the door suddenly and left the loud echo inside the room with Mary. There was no other sound. Even the mournful voice of the city was lost, so that Kildares words came back to the girl more clearly than ever: — I dont know whats wrong. Nerves, perhaps. — 

She began to sicken with fear again until a fine little glow of anger came to her rescue. She could remember her brother back almost to her infancy and there never had been a fellow of more steady and sober judgment.

Of all the men she had known in the whole world, she told herself, there never had been one more sane than Douglas Lamont.

What about Jimmy himself, jousting at windmills, championing lost causes? What about the great Gillespie with his passions and ragings? There was nothing wrong with Douglas except the fire and light of a great idea.

But even as the thought passed through her mind, she began to grow cold with fear once more; for she knew that in Kildare there was the talent of the born diagnostician, sharpened to a needle-point by the training he received from Gillespie.

He had not come into his full power, to be sure, but he missed so rarely, so rarely! The whole hospital knew about him. Even among residents and internes there no longer was any jealousy. They were not shamed if they could not equal Kildare.

They looked up to him as to a genius; they pitied him because he was paying the price of devoted slavery which the genius always pays, his life subdued to his talent. And it was this Kildare who had seen something horribly wrong in Douglas.

She strained her attention and her memory of the scene between Douglas and Kildare. There was nothing strange about it. Douglas had been very sleepy until he warmed, suddenly, as a man of mind will do, to his theme.

And might it not be that Kildare, big-hearted as he was had been a little touched with jealousy when he saw her hanging so breathlessly on every word Douglas spoke? It was at this moment, just as she was arguing herself back into a degree of confidence, that she remembered her grand-uncle, Peter Lamont. He was as thin as a wraith in her recollection, but it was a distorted | wraith. The thought of some hereditary evil rushed She sat for a moment with her eyes tightly shut, then she got pen and paper and forced herself to write:



DEAR COUSIN CHARLES: — 

You know how things drop suddenly into a persons mind? Suddenly Ive found myself thinking about our grand-uncle, Peter. All the Laments ought to know all about one another, but it seems to me that no one ever speaks about Uncle Peter; and theres just a ghost of a memory that something horrible happened to him — and something went wrong with him before the end. — 

I remember a big man with wild hair and a tremendous voice, always shouting. Is that right. I remember him so clearly that all at once I simply have to find out what became of him. Do let me know.

Youre the family historian, you know.

Affectionately, MARY



She sealed the letter. The taste of the mucilage lingered in her mouth until she forgot the cause of it. It became part of the strange dread that possessed her.


CHAPTER FIVE

THE GROWL OF KILDARE
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HER TELEPHONE RANG. The voice of Douglas said: Hello, Mary? Hello! Hello!... Ah, there you are! Now, my dear, Ive something a bit ugly to say to you. But we always come clean with one another, we Lamonts, dont we?

Of course we do, she said.

Whats the matter? You sound stifled? Have you been weeping?

No, Douglas; theres simply something wrong with the phone. You sound a little dim, too.

Do I? I dont feel dim. I feel damned bright and burning. Burned up, in fact!

Didnt it turn out well, Douglas? I saw you leave the building with Messenger and I thought he seemed so interested.

Did I walk right over you and never give you a look? Forgive me for that, Mary. I only remembered this minute that you were to wait for me there. But I had Messenger on the run and I couldnt think of anything else.

Thats the only thing worth talking about. I knew that he was hypnotised. Oh, Im so glad!

He was hypnotised. You know the rich; theres a decent impulse in them — a desire to give back what theyve taken — a queer thing, partly good, partly merely for the sake of reputation — you know?

I know.

I lined out the idea as briskly as I could. I never felt better, Mary. The thing came rushing out, you see. It came out whole and entire, like a living birth. And that fellow had a fine eye, understanding, bright, a little impatient at first until Id grabbed his interest.

He took me home with him. I talked a good deal more. He wasnt bored. He was fascinated. God bless him. Theres a noble fellow! I loved him for the way he listened.

And it seemed to me that there was a way opening for all the labourers of America — all the poor of the world — all the unhappy devils who walk on concrete pavements instead of earth with life in it — it seemed to me that a way was opening for them to a real existence. And then — crash!

No, Douglas!

I tell you, I was at the top of the mountain, and now Im almost at the bottom of the sea. Ive not been thrown out, mind you. Everything still is courtesy and hope. But the hearts gone out of things. Theres doubt, now, instead of faith. Thats the acid that eats away the soul of a man. Its better to have faith in the devil than no faith at all.

Douglas, whats happened? Youre so terribly violent.

Ill take hold of myself. It was this way: Mr. Messenger, when we got to his house, left word that we were not to be disturbed for anything, not even for an earthquake; then he took me into his private study. And the world was mine, Mary, until an interruption did come.

In spite of what Mr. Messenger—

Theres someone more important than earthquakes in the Messenger house. Youll see. I had Messenger on the verge of writing cheques. And then there was a knock at the door and a servant appeared. I told you not to interrupt us! says Messenger, very angry. The servant didnt bat an eyelid. He even smiled a little. But this is Doctor Kildare on the telephone, sir, he says. You hear me, Mary?

I hear you, she said, faintly.

That raging violence which was coming to her over the wire had still been bringing up the words of Kildare as she overheard them at his office: I dont know whats wrong; nerves, perhaps.

Well, this magic name of Kildare got Messenger right up and out of the room. He excused himself to me. He said: Theres one name that has to take precedence over everything else in this house. And he went out.

When he came back, a long time later, he was a different man. The fire had gone out of him.

It may be, Douglas, that hed simply escaped from the warmth of your argument. He wasnt seeing it all as clearly.

Nonsense. He couldnt have changed that fast if someone had not been working on him. He asked me to carry on with what I had been saying. But when I talked, I saw that his heart was not in listening to me. Mind you, there was a queer way that Kildare had of looking at me, today.

No, no, Douglas!

I tell you, I saw it and felt it. The man may love you, my dear, but he doesnt like your brother. Paul Messenger, five minutes after he came back from the telephone — and Jimmy Kildare — was standing up as a sign that I was through for the day. He was saying that after all he was, in spite of a great interest, by no means capable of pronouncing on a matter that needed the opinion of a sound economist and a welfare worker and someone who already had had experience in repatriating city labour back to the soil. He would arrange for a meeting between me and three or four men of that sort. He would have to depend upon their judgment. Damn it all, Mary, what has Kildare against me? Why does he hate me?

He doesnt hate you, Douglas. Theres no hatred in him. Theres no cruelty or deceit in him.

Isnt there? Im going to talk to him, face to face. I dont stab other people in the back and I dont expect them to stab me.

She cried out to him, but his receiver clanged hard on the hook.

I dont know whats wrong; nerves, perhaps, Kildare had said.

And now, as she thought back upon her brother as she had known him, there was a great change between the calm, methodical scientist and this man of fire, this impatient force, raging at restraints. A great change indeed — in the nerves, perhaps.

She gathered her strength like something that had fallen from her and left her in a naked weakness. After that, she left her room and went back to the hospital as fast as she could.

Whatever happened, she knew that she must keep this fire-new brother of hers away from Kildare, somewhat as she would have wished to keep wildcat away from bulldog. So she came hurrying once more into the waiting room of Gillespie and through it to the door of Kildare.

But there was no need for her to rap at the door. She could hear through it, not the words, but the voices: the high snarl of Douglas Lamont, and the deeper growl of Kildare.


CHAPTER SIX

SEE YOUR DOCTOR
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TO KILDARE, THE brother of Mary Lamont had claims to a humane and earnest consideration; but he was above all a sick man.

That was why he could not help regarding Douglas Lamont with a professional eye; and the professional eye of a doctor, without mercy, kindness, or any human consideration, probes at the truth and nothing but the truth, which mind and spirit and body seem concerned only in hiding from him. So Kildare received Douglas Lamont, in spite of the best intentions, somewhat as a fencer receives an opponent on the point of a foil.

The head of Lamont, bowed as that of the scholar often is at the book-angle, was lifted now. He looked at Kildare with a fierce insistence, saying: What is it, man? Whats put you against me?

Im not against you, answered Kildare.

Lamont brushed protestations aside with a gesture of both hands.

I can guess at a good deal of it, he said. You and Mary want to be married one of these days. The result is that youre jealous of people who have an old hold on her. Isnt that it?

No, said Kildare.

Lets be frank, argued Lamont. Its only human nature. A girls past is the only thing about her that doesnt belong to her husband, eh? Even fathers and older brothers are damned nuisances. Arent they?

I dont think so, answered Kildare.

Ah, but it isnt a matter of thinking, so much as instinct. You cant help being against me; but lets have it out in the open. Thats the best way, isnt it?

Of course, if theres anything to argue about.

There was a sort of lifting and lightening of Lamont, a gathering of forces and then a repression of them.

Why did you stab me in the back with Paul Messenger? he asked.

Stab you? In the back?

He was called to the telephone to talk to you. He was in my hand when he went from the room. He was out of my hand when he came back. What did you say to him?

I agreed with him that when you talk of your project you could set anyone on fire. I agreed with him that if you can stick out the job youre likely to put it through. But I told him that I thought you were a sick man.

Sick? cried Lamont. A sick man? Take my pulse, my temperature. I tell you, I never felt half so well in my life. Well? Why, Im lifted out of myself! If Im ill, give the illness a name, my friend!

I cant do it, said Kildare, still narrowing his eyes as he watched the other.

In law, said Lamont, a man is innocent until hes proved guilty. In medicine it seems that theres a different rule.

His anger lifted his voice and gave an edge to it.

I know how this seems to you, said Kildare, and I dont blame you for being angry. Its hard for me to explain to you. I have to carry with me a sort of blueprinted pattern of normality which means good health; and where there are variations, I feel them sometimes when I cant give them a definite name.

Do you mind telling me what it is that you feel about me? asked Lamont.

I feel that youre burning yourself up.

Burning myself up? Overworking, you mean?

No. Not the work. Right now you feel as if you could lift a mountain, dont you?

More or less.

Usually people dont have that sense of energy in their fingertips. Perhaps I sound like a stodgy fool; but usually men feel they can move the mountain that would break the giants back — but only if they take it away a backload at a time.

Its because I have confidence. Thats it, isnt it?

We all prefer to see confidence. Its like a success story. But youre on fire, Douglas. Even when you sleep you have dreams of millions of men and women persuaded and doing as you tell them to do.

Lamont smiled a little at that and nodded; then plunged on with increased fervour.

I have dreams of millions of happy people: the same poor devils whose unhappiness Ive seen in the day. Mind you, Jimmy, Ive approached these problems the cold-blooded way. Ive come at the social problems of economics through textbooks and then through grinding months of field work. Ive heard dry professors talking and taken ten thousand pages of shorthand notes on them. Ive laid a deep soil; but only recently a seed has germinated in that soil, and now the plant is growing, and it is going to be seen by the world.

Theres something in my heart and mind, Kildare, that is going to help millions. I dont want fame. I dont want glory. Id rather do an anonymous job. But there are men and women as sound as oak who are turning into weeds because their hands are idle, and their brains are standing still, and therefore their souls are rotting in them!

You talk to me about dreams? I still dream when Im awake, and God pity the man who keeps those dreams from coming true.

Ill never try to balk them, said Kildare.

You will, and you do, and you have tried, said Lamont. But why should I complain? Ive made the truth shine in the eyes of Messenger, and Ill make it shine in the eyes of his experts, as he calls them. Damn the experts, I say. An expert is a book, not a man; his knowledge is a card index system. Youre an expert, Kildare, and youre applying the cold poison of your remembered knowledge and your childish suspicion to me.

But thats dull stuff compared with the thing thats in me. Its weeds compared with a cutting edge. And you, and all conservative thought like you, Ill mow down in my path and open a way to a new hope, a new chance for the stupid, the suffering, the inept, the soul-weary!

He changed, suddenly, from anger to compassion, and caught the hand of Kildare.

Forgive me for being excited and angry, he said. It seemed to me that since you love Mary you would have to love my plan. But I understand. Ordinary human nature revolts against high hopes and expectations. Everything important is a miracle until its accomplished. I shall talk to you again, Jimmy. I shall lead you gently to a clearer understanding of what is bound to come. It cannot fail. I feel — I feel as if God had commissioned me!

He left the room suddenly, without a farewell, and slammed the door to behind him.

Kildare moved to follow him, but instead he turned back to the diminishing stack of charts, the slide-rule, and the mass of figures which began to form a thick mist through which, very dimly, he was beginning to see the outlines of a destination, as one sees the loom and shadow of distant hills through a fog.

Long ago, in the days of his medical school studies when he was working his way through college, he had had to learn how to keep his two worlds of study and of outside work apart, perfecting that fine art of concentration which enables the mind to establish an exact focus and maintain it. Now he put the thought of Douglas Lamont aside, and with it all that exacting problem of the uncompleted diagnosis.

He grew aware, a little later, that someone else was in the room.

There was a soft rustling of papers, and then the crisp flicking of cards, all the sounds as quietly produced as possible.

That would be Mary, of course. She came vaguely into his consciousness, was dismissed; persistently returned, touching him like eyes that are fixed on the small of ones back. He dropped the chart-work from his mind and turned to her.

What is it, Mary? he asked.

She laughed a little.

Im getting the cards of the gout patients together, she said. Dr. Gillespie wants them.

He remained turned in his chair until she glanced at him.

Theres something wrong, he said.

Why, no, she answered.

Youre worrying. Its about Douglas, he told her.

No. Theres only a touch of a headache. Thats all.

Look at me, will you?

Well?

You havent a headache.

I have, though. Just a slight one behind the eyes.

He gave a glance at his work, then rose reluctantly and gave her his full attention.

Im not going to be diagnosed, Jimmy, she said, starting out of the room.

Dont go; please, said Kildare.

She turned at the door.

Jimmy, dont be difficult, she said.

Youre upset, he declared. And its about Douglas. Hes been telling you that Im dead set against him. Isnt that it?

That doesnt matter. Not between you and me, she said.

Wait a minute, said Kildare. He went over to her, slowly.

I see, she said. Im about to be examined, so I ought to face the light.

She faced it, smiling.

He said, looking closely into her eyes: Douglas has been a big fellow in your life. Hes the one youve formed a habit about. A habit of looking up to him.

Thats right, she agreed. And so?

Stop smiling that way.

All right. Ill give up smiling, Jimmy.

He laughed. I mean, youre being so damned motherly and making a small boy out of me.

Youre not small at all, she said. Youre a great big, grown-up man, arent you? Or arent you?

Go on and laugh at me, then, he said.

Im not laughing at all. Im not even smiling, you see. Smiling isnt permitted.

I wonder why I am so batty about you? said Kildare. Or am I?

Not very. Not very batty, she said, shaking her head, and then facing the light again.

Kildare sighed. Youre a cure, all right. Against taking myself seriously youre a fine cure, old girl. Look here. I want to be serious about something else.

Yes, doctor, she said.

About Douglas, and all that.

Yes, doctor, she said.

He thinks Im a bit jealous of him, because I know what a big factor he is in your eyes; he thinks Im opposing him because of some sort of reason like that. Ill tell you what I did. After Id given him the introduction to Messenger, I rang Messenger and told him that I was afraid that Douglas wasnt altogether well, and then —— — —

She broke in quietly. Thats all between you and Douglas—

He interrupted in his turn: Youre different from everybody else. Ill never make you out.

I hope not, she said. Thats what Im afraid of.

You can smile, when you say that.

Thank you, doctor, she said, smiling.

I mean, said Kildare, youre going to keep us in two separate compartments of your mind. In this pigeonhole, Douglas. In the other pigeonhole, away over there, Jimmy.

Its a good way, dont you think?

Yes, I do.

So I dont need to face the light any more?

The fact is that you know I want to be helpful to Douglas.

But?

But I think hes not very well.

High blood pressure, or something like that? she asked, carelessly.

Ah, said Kildare, youre worried, after all.

Oh, no.

Youre worried, he insisted. Thats what I felt when you first came into the room. You think there may be something seriously wrong with him?

Isnt there? she asked.

She put out both her hands in a quick gesture, as she asked the question, as if to prevent the wrong reply, and she kept smiling to invite the happy answer.

He took a note of these things for a moment.

Youve been frightened to death, he announced.

Not really.

Yes, frightened almost to death. Why didnt you come to me and ask questions, frankly?

I was afraid that you wouldnt be frank in the answers.

Not frank? With you?

Not about Douglas. You wouldnt be frank to me about Douglas.

Of course I would.

Dont lie even a little, Jimmy, she said. I know you pretty well. You wouldnt tell me a word of the truth about Douglas if you thought it were something very serious. What do you think is wrong with him?

I dont know.

You hardly ever know — at first. Youre like a hunting dog, and when the first scent of game comes down the wind youre not quite sure what it may be — a partridge, a grouse, a quail, even. So you have to study for a minute, and wrinkle your forehead, and half-close your eyes, and look inside and out. If I were a patient of yours, Id be frightened when I saw that look come on your silly face, Jimmy, not that you know — but what do you begin to guess is wrong?

That hes burning himself up.

Overwork?

Yes. An obsession that keeps eating him, day and night.

Obsession, she repeated, tasting the word and not liking it at all. Go on.

A fellow like Douglas can live on his nerve strength. Nerves are queer things.

Nerves, she repeated, as she had done before, but this time with a slight shudder.

He was thinking about Douglas, not about the girl. He was re-seeing the case.

Hes let down, suddenly, by complete fatigue, said the diagnostician, and then he rallies himself on the strength of his nerves. He forces himself ahead. Nerves are like shock troops. They cant be used all the time, though. And hes using them day and night.

That doesnt sound horribly serious, does it? To you? she asked.

We wont let it be serious, said Kildare, bringing his attention back to her.

Jimmy, Jimmy, she sighed, you make me feel horribly better!


CHAPTER SEVEN

.. AND NO JIMMY
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SHE KEPT ON feeling better, that night and the next day — though in the mid-morning there was a telephone call from Douglas that troubled her just a little.

Messenger is going to have his experts together this evening, and Im to see them, he said. What a fellow that Messenger is! Do you know one who will be there? P. J. Willoughby is one of them. You know what a devil he is?

Of course, said she, though shed never heard a word about the man.

Then theres to be Samuel Chrisman. You know — the Harvard man.

Oh, yes, said Mary, with equal ignorance.

And Professor Walter O. Nissen.

Nissen! she exclaimed, glad to recognise one of the names. But hes terribly famous and important, isnt he?

Nissen doesnt bother me. Hes had plenty of space in the public prints, but that fellow Willoughby is the boy Im going to watch and talk to. Im going to aim at him. If I can hit him, the rest are easy.

Youll have them all on fire. How are you, dear? she asked.

A little low, just now. Cold in the head, or something like that. Just the morning lowness, so that the notes Im making dont seem to run along very well. They tangle up and bog down as if I were back in my freshman year in high school. But theyll straighten out later on.

Of course they will, said Mary. Im off duty at five. May I come over then to your room?

Ill be glad to have you. I might rehearse the speech a bit.

I hope it wont have to be a speech. Wont they simply ask questions?

His response came quickly with a note of truculence.

Why shouldnt it be a speech?

Because thats so exhausting, Douglas. And you ought to save your strength just a little, dont you think?

Look here. Youve been talking to Jimmy about me.

Oh, no, Douglas. Its just that he thinks you live on your nerves a trifle too much.

Now listen to me, my lamb. Jimmys a good lad, Im sure. And some day hell be a fine doctor, according to reports. But just now hes a little young — just a trifle young, eh?

Of course he is. And Im not worried. I dont want you to think that Im worried, dear. Neither is Jimmy.

Its just that he thinks you overdo a trifle, and —— —

Just let that young man keep to his pills and pill boxes in his own world and not bother about me. These confounded little — well, lets not talk about him. Ill see you after five.

And take care of the cold, dear. You know, theres nothing better than salt and hot water and bi-carbonate of soda snuffed up the nose.

Oh, I know all about that, he chuckled, and rang off.

That was the only important event in her day until the afternoon mail brought her a letter in answer to the one she had written to her cousin. It was brief.

It is queer how names pop back into ones mind. But then it isnt surprising that you should think about our poor uncle. Havent you ever heard his story? I dont know the details, and Im sure I dont want to. I can look it up if youre really interested in such a black spot in the family record.

When I was a youngster I remember hearing about his death in that institution. I remember the shudder that went through the family circle. They all stared at one another. I remember how sick and white my mother looked and father ducked his head down and bit his lip, as if hed been hit in the wind.

I dont think I ever heard them mention his name, after that. When I tried asking questions, they turned the subject. That made me more curious, and I tried to break them down, but I didnt have any luck.

It was years later before I heard the story — briefly. It was too horrible for me to want to think of it afterwards. But I can look it up, I suppose. I can even find the date when he first began to go wrong.

But after all, do you really want to know? Hadnt family skeletons of such dimensions best be kept locked up in a dark closet and never shown to the light of day? Outside of him, I think our record is fairly clean.

She picked out the most pungent phrases and pieced them together. I dont know the details and Im sure I dont want to.... A black spot in the family record.... His death in that institution.... Too horrible for me to want to think of it.... The date when he first began to go wrong.... Family skeletons of such dimensions.

Of it all, one word jumped off the page and remained in her mind: Institution.

There was only one kind of institution that she could think of, just then. And she remembered a day, long long ago, when she had visited an institution for the restraint and cure of the mentally unsound.

She got to her room and lay flat on the bed. She could not lie still. The words kept pounding at her. One drop of such poison is enough to stain the record of a whole family, she felt. So, on the point of a pin, a billion fatal germs may be dropped into a city reservoir and there multiply until a whole community becomes diseased.

She got up and sat by the window. The air blew cold on her face but it brought also the mindless uproar of the city which came to her with such a voice that she pulled the window down. The silence inside the room was almost worse than the unhuman noise of the city. She remembered how she had sat there in horror after the first suspicion came into her mind.

Something pathological about the case, Jimmy had said to Messenger.

Pathological — pathological — pathological; she could remember, now, the first time the word had been seen on a page, to be looked up in the dictionary. Diseased.

And then, only moments ago, Jimmy had been saying: Obsession, and afterward he had added: Nerves...

That was what he feared about Douglas, of course. A disease of the nerves, that polite word which doctors use when they mean the mind itself.

Had she not herself said over the telephone about a psychopathic case: Mr. Millan is a little nervous this morning. No, Im so sorry that the doctor doesnt think it wise that he should be disturbed.... Oh, yes. Otherwise hes doing very well. Just as well as could be expected. Please ring again tomorrow.

Poor Mr. Millan, then lying under a restraining sheet, with a strait-jacket in the immediate offing as his poor brain crumbled and withered and disintegrated forever!

She wanted to rush at Kildare at once and ask the quick, dreadful question. But she knew she would get no answer. She knew how he would look down, in the quick way he had when he was withdrawing from a conversation. When he looked up again he would have a smooth, easy answer on the tip of his tongue.

They couldnt break through the defences of Jimmy Kildare. Not even the great Gillespie had the ability to build up a higher wall of bland assurance: not even Gillespie knew so well how to allay fears. Her frightened eyes might as well probe and struggle with a great blank stone as to try to get at his hidden meanings.

He was almost an enemy; she almost hated that calm manner, and that quiet voice which she had heard as he leaned over death-beds, giving even at the very last gasp a certain strange confidence that all would be well, all must be well, although the darkness at that moment was clouding her eyes.

She could get nothing of the truth from Kildare, nothing of the truth that he as yet only suspected. Only a suspicion, but how often was he wrong? How often does the hound truly blooded to foxes turn off on the rabbits trail?

Should she go to him at once with her discovery that the blood of the Lamonts was in fact tainted? That might help him toward the dreadful truth.

Obsession — nerves; and in the background a Lamont who had died in an institution!

She pressed her hands hard across her breast; and it was as if a child were being dragged from her by force. Her arms and her body and her soul were at that moment being emptied of the hope of having children. A starved virginity lay before her; and there would be no Jimmy, no Jimmy Kildare.

The agony was so great that flesh and spirit could not endure it for long. By a natural revulsion, hope possessed her, suddenly. The truth was that Jimmy was not sure; his suspicions did not even take a very definite line. And, even if they did, he was not always, not invariably right.

He could be wrong; he himself would be willing to admit that.

So it might all come out right in the end.

It was possible for her to breathe again, little by little. Then there was the routine of work to return to. By the time she had taken a dozen steps she was a little ashamed of the passion of fear through which she had just passed. And hope, like a swarm of bees, multiplied rapidly.


CHAPTER EIGHT

BRING ANOTHER BRAIN
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HE LIVED IN one of those hotels which make no pretence to grace or pleasantness. It was simply a concrete box cut across with concrete floors and with windows spotted in regular rows. It gave cheap housing; it had running water and cramped little bathrooms for every client; and it contributed a deathless blight to the spirit. But of course that was the sort of a place Douglas Lamont was sure to choose.

She found him walking up and down his floor with his hands clasped behind his back, his hair tousled, his shirt open at the scrawny throat. His coat had been thrown at a chair and slipped to the floor. Instead of a trim belt, he wore braces that accentuated the hollowness of his chest.

There was a tangle of papers on the table; and she was surprised to see a bottle of bourbon, a siphon, and a tall glass with a bit of muddy amber liquid in the bottom of it. He never had been a drinker, far less a solitary one.

To balance the whisky, there was a pot of coffee at the other end of the table, and a cup half filled.

None of these things really mattered to her. The first place she looked was into his eyes, in dread to see there that flickering and uneasy light which she had thought was inspiration, but which now, perhaps, might prove to be mere frenzy.

That burning eagerness was no longer in his eyes. Instead, there was a dull and rather blood-shot look. She welcomed that unpleasant change with a great sigh of relief.

Youre all right, Douglas, she said. Youre quite all right, arent you?

All right? he answered, gloomily. No, Im a thousand miles from all right. My heads stuffed up by this infernal cold, or whatever it may be.... Theres my speech, and its no good. I cant get the words down. And in a couple of hours Ive got to be standing in front of Willoughby, that devil Willoughby, with his baby face and his over-size brain.

She was so relieved that she could not help laughing a little.

What does Willoughby matter? What does any of it matter? she asked. Youll be all right when the time comes. Youll see.

Will I? Well, perhaps so. But dont stand there laughing. Its the test for me, Mary, its the great test and opportunity of my life.

Of course it is, and youll go sailing through it. Its all the better not to be so — so nervous, Douglas.

You think so, but you dont know. Ill tell you the truth. Im two men in one, it seems to me.

She felt the shock of chilly terror again.

What do you mean by that? she asked, with the whole dreadful panorama of schizophrenia spreading out before her.

I mean, said Douglas Lamont, that some days Im on edge. Everything seems easy, then. And other days, Im rather down, rather sunk. Though Ive never been as low as this before.

She was laughing again, foolishly. She could have sung; she could have danced. She wished that Kildare could be with her in this room, now, to see what actually was the truth about Douglas. And yet Kildare himself had suggested it. She used his idea now.

Its because youve been living on your nerves too much, of course, she said. Why, Douglas, everyone has ups and downs. But when you have a good day, you burn yourself up, and then there has to be a reaction. Dont you see? Dont you understand, dear?

Ive never been this way before, he said. Not even with a cold in the head and a fever and all that.

Are you sure you havent a fever now? she asked.

I dont know. I dont think so.

She put her hand against his cheek. It was, in fact, moist and cold. The temperature decidedly was subnormal. She dropped her fingers to his pulse. It was slow, very slow and dragging, with an occasional rapid pulsation that might be due to the alcohol.

How much of that stuff have you been drinking? she asked.

I dont know. The rest of the bottle.

This afternoon? she exclaimed.

For a third of the bottle was gone.

No. I had a drink or two last night. Then this morning another when things started going badly.

Why, Douglas, thats all there is to it. Its just a little more than youre used to, and thats whats slowed you up. Jimmy says the stuff isnt good for anything — except to make a jolly time and break the ice.

Jimmys wrong — perhaps not for the first time, drawled Douglas. Ive never worked so well in my life as I have since I started taking a drink or two before I went to bed at night.

Really?

Yes, really.

But you hardly touched it, in the old days.

In the old days I was a sort of dead fish, wasnt I?

Not dead at all. But more easy-going.

I had a chill, one night when I went to bed, and I took a swig to warm me up. As a matter of fact, I slept like a log for five hours and woke up feeling like a new man. A sort of rebirth, if you know what I mean. I couldnt stay in bed. I had to hop up and get to work. There were ideas jumping through my brain so fast that I grabbed a pencil and paper and wrote out a sketch of them. Do you know what they were about?

What were they? she asked, smiling, for this sight of him as a depressed, half-beaten poor devil was more and more of a relief to her. That fire — that crazy fire — was not in him now. As for that relative who died in the institution — why, a single case like that makes no difference. Theres bound to be one in every old family, is there not?

What were the notes about, Douglas?

They were the first sketch of the project!

Really — in your mind while you were asleep?

Oh, Id been thinking up that street for a good many years, of course. Every economist does. Every economist dreams about solving the great question and apportioning a new sort of life and happiness to the underdogs. And thats the way solutions come, you see. You ponder over the problem for a long time. Then suddenly the truth shines in your eyes — the true way out.

He sloshed some whisky into the glass, fed it a squirt from the siphon, and took a swallow. Then he shook his head.

It doesnt seem to do any good, he said.

Give me the bottle, Douglas. Dont touch it again.

I tell you, it can help me, Mary. I hate the taste of the rotten stuff, but I never drink enough of it to get befogged. Its only that it gives me an up.

Take a hot bath and then lie down, she commanded.

Lie down? When Ive this stuff to work out?

Yes. A bath to relax you. And then lie down. In an hour, youll be yourself again. And dont touch the whisky again.

Perhaps, said he.

But now he sank down in the chair at the table and rested his chin on his fist. He seemed to her woefully small. Once more there came over her a swift pity for those men who work at the problems of the world, unregarded and forgotten, giving out life and blood as if it were bread.

If you have an idea, she said, go ahead and take notes on it. Ill sit here. I dont bother you, Douglas do I?

No. Ive got to get something down.

He picked up a pencil, scowled at the distance as he poised his hand over the manila tablet, and prepared to write. A word or two went down on the paper. Again he lifted his head and stared into nothingness.

From where she sat, angling toward the window in the straight, uncomfortable chair, she could see him in three-quarters profile. And what she noted still was the dullness of the eye. No matter how he frowned with effort, the flash did not come back to him.

He was worked out, of course. She remembered feeling and looking like that when she had been up night after night studying for examinations. The time comes, of course, when there is not a single response to the will. The body fails; the will alone fixed and firm. So it was with her brother.

He shook his head and set his teeth. More words went down on the paper. And again there was the pause.

She got up and stood behind his chair, saying softly: Theres only an hour and a half for you to get ready. Do as I say, my dear. Lie down. Close your eyes. Ill read you to sleep the way I used to a long time ago. You remember?

Sleep? said his dull voice. Im asleep now! Theres no brain that will work for me.

Because youre tired out, Douglas. And youve got to be a little fresher for that interview. You really must do what I say. You know, Ive learned a bit about how to take care of people.

Its Willoughby, he muttered. If I could get by Willoughby, Id be all right. If it werent for that baby face, and the brain I know that goes behind it....

Even then, in the tension, he had to yawn suddenly. And the sound was music to her. If ever there were normality, it was what she was seeing before her.

And yet it was a day of immense importance to him, she was perfectly aware. If he failed now, he might never be the same man again. That was one of the great Gillespies ideas — that men may become punch-drunk in the ordinary struggles of life, just as pugilists become punch-drunk in the ring after many beatings. A man who has failed once too often may never find in himself, in the future, the sufficient fire and focal point. He remains inept, helpless, living on hope and not on accomplishment.

So a new sort of fear came to her; but compared with the horror that had been in her, by fits and starts for two whole days, this fear was nothing. It did not poison her own future, for one thing.

Im going out, she said.

No. Dont go. Id rather have you here, he said.

Still with his gaze fixed on the blankness of the wall, he made a gesture toward her, and she loved him for even that small appeal.

I have to get something, and then Ill come right back, she said.

Dont bother getting things for me, he said, as she went out the door. I dont need things; I need another brain.

His voice was quite toneless; it was without life.

She closed the door and went hastily to the elevator. When she reached the street she went into a booth in a drugstore and telephoned to Kildare at the hospital.


CHAPTER NINE

MIST IN THE NIGHT
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THE QUIET VOICE of Kildare presently was saying: Im too busy to leave the hospital. Unless its terribly important.

Its terribly important, she answered. Douglas is really bogged down. The poor fellow is worn out, just as you said he was likely to be. Youre so right about him, Jimmy. Hes burning himself up. And now that the nerve energy is gone, theres nothing to sustain him.

In an hour and a half, hell have to appear before Messenger and the experts, particularly a clever brain named Willoughby. Somehow he cant get himself started. The mind wont work.

Wont work? repeated Kildare, quickly.

Thats it. You know how it is when youre dead fagged? You cant think.

Yes. I suppose so, said Kildare.

If you could come over and give him some sort of a sedative, or whatever it is that he needs. If he simply can stop worrying, Im sure that hell pull himself together. He has to be right when he faces those four men.

Ill be there in a moment, answered Kildare, and hung up.

He was with them, in fact, five minutes after she had returned to Douglas, to find him once more pacing the floor.

Ive asked Jimmy to come over, she said.

She expected a violent reaction; but Douglas simply shook his head. Even if Jimmy were a bad doctor, he said, Id be glad to see him. Something ought to be done.

When Kildare came in, he shook him quite warmly by the hand.

Its kind of you to come over like this, he said. Ive been excited and rude, talking to you before, Jimmy. You know, it seems to me that it wasnt I, but another man. It seems to me, he added, that I must have been crazy to think that any idea of mine was so important that the whole world ought to know about it.

Kildare, watching him, said: Thats all right. Theres nothing hurt, nothing broken at all. Im sorry that youre upset.

Its Willoughby, said Douglas. Theres an economist with a brain as sure as a tigers spring. If I slip — if I wave my arms and get too enthusiastic — that fellow will be the death of my project. And I dont seem to be able to pull myself together.

He slumped into a chair and leaned back against the wall, shaking his head, his eyes half-closed. Other words, half-born and unuttered, trembled on his lips. And in the corner of his mouth, as if he had gnawed his lip to the blood, there was a little fleck of red-stained saliva.

The reddened eyes, the loosened face-muscles, and above all that stain of red in the corner of the mouth began to have clear meaning to Kildare. His mind picked up the first surmise that had come to him when he first saw Douglas. It began to rush forward toward a conclusion.

He saw Mary, from the side, watching him with a confident smile.

Its just exhaustion, isnt it, Jimmy?

Yes. Exhaustion. Of course, said Kildare.

Then dont be so grim about it.

He passed a hand up across his face and back over his head.

Sometimes the whole profession of medicine was abhorrent to him. Sometimes it seemed to Kildare that — body, mind and spirit — man is a hopeless case of decadence and of real decay with no soundness at the core. He felt these things now, and more sharply than he ever had felt them before, as he stared at Marys brother with a growing conviction.

The girl was saying, cheerfully: You know, Douglas has been slipping into some bad habits. He never had this nervousness until a few years ago. Then he started having a drink or two before he went to bed. And he began to wake up with his head full of new ideas — like the project, for instance.

Ah! He woke up with a head full of new ideas? repeated Kildare.

Thats all right, isnt it?

Of course its all right, said Kildare. Ill be back in a minute.

When he had gone out, she said to Douglas: Its all right. He knows whats wrong.

Does he? asked Lamont, dully. He doesnt talk a great deal, does he?

Not when he sees the truth about a case. He doesnt talk. He just does something about it. Hell be back and fix you up so that youll be a new man. Youll drive through Willoughby like a dream.

Kildare came back and started to prepare to give an injection. Lamont obediently rolled up his sleeve.

I like to know why things like this are done, he said.

Youd better tell me, Jimmy. Just what do you think is wrong with me? I might have an attack of these blue devils some other time when youre not around.

Its nervous exhaustion, said Kildare. It comes from making efforts that are a little too big for your skin to hold. You see?

I see, said Lamont, yawning.

Mary, glancing from one to the other, kept her eyes still on Kildare, even when the needle went into the scrawny arm of her brother. For she knew that Kildare was lying.

She could not have attributed her knowledge to anything other than a special instinct or perception which she sometimes possessed when she was with him — or was there not a slight arching of the brows, a slight brightening of the eyes, as if he were making a slight, a very slight extra effort in the direction of extreme candour?

Perhaps he overdid the frankness a little bit. It is a fault, she knew, which grows on doctors. The bedside manner may become a sort of conversational poison.

The injection completed, Douglas was rolling down his sleeve again.

He was relaxed now.

Now you lie down, close your eyes, and relax, said Kildare.

Douglas obeyed. He threw his arms out wide as if sleep were an embrace he waited for.

Youll feel a bit of warmth, said Kildare. Then sleepiness. Dont fight against it.

As long as Im right for the Messenger party, said Douglas, yawning. Thats all that matters.

He sighed deeply.

Dont think forward to anything. Just try to relax, said Kildare.

He picked up Douglass coat and pulled it over the middle of his body. Then he sat down and took the pulse. Counting it, he looked up with the unseeing eyes of thought that dwelt vaguely on Mary and then shifted away.

She was a little troubled by that shifting away from her, as if she might be able to probe into a secret. Some of her sense of security began to leave her; and yet there remained a great warmth about her heart as she saw the two of them side by side.

Kildare rose from the bedside, presently, as the breathing of Douglas became regular, deep.

He went to the telephone and asked, quietly, for a number. Douglas did not stir. He was soundly asleep.

Hell be awake in time for the meeting? asked Mary.

Kildare stared back at her with the same empty, thoughtful eyes.

Presently he was saying: This is Kildare. May I speak to Mr. Messenger?

He paused. Mary Lamont stood up and went hurriedly to him. She stood behind his chair, full of questions, but too much the trained nurse to interrupt.

After a moment Kildare was saying: Hello, Mr. Messenger. Im sorry to tell you that Douglas Lamont is all out of sorts tonight. A cold coming on. And hes been overworking. The fact is that Ive put him to bed....

Yes, I know about the meeting, but I felt that it was more important to make sure of his health. Can you possibly postpone it to another time?... Thats kind of you. Yes, he is impressive. But tonight he wouldnt be able to do himself justice.... Of course I will. Goodbye.

He hung up the telephone.

Jimmy! whispered Mary Lamont. You havent knocked him out, have you? Hell be almost insane if he wakes up and finds out that he wasnt at the meeting. Kildare shrugged his shoulders. He took out a card and scribbled a prescription on the back of it.

You can step out and have this prescription filled, said Kildare. Hell sleep quietly until youre back.

Yes, she said, with the old fear coming back in her a little. Jimmy, what is it?

Why, you can see for yourself, he said. Hes exhausted. He couldnt make good sense. He couldnt drive his point home, if he went to see Messenger and those experts tonight. Messenger will call another meeting — perhaps for tomorrow night.

Then theres nothing lost? she asked.

Why, of course not. But a great deal gained, I hope.

It isnt something more than exhaustion? she insisted.

Why? What makes you think it might be?

Because youve grown horribly distant, all at once. Theres a thousand miles between us, Jimmy.

Well go out together, said Kildare. Youre a little dizzy with concern, because its Douglas. Try to think that its simply anybody — a casual case in the hospital. Thats what youll have to do.

She kept silent on the way down in the elevator. They came out on to the sidewalk and found a thin mist of rain falling that brightened the sidewalks to silver under the street lamps, to glowing orange near the neon signs.

Kildare, in the open, paused and lifted his head as if he were looking up to a clean, starry sky, filling his lungs with pure air. She took note of that, also. He had been through some sort of an ordeal.

Then he said, in his most casual manner: Youd better stay with him through the night. I suppose you can sleep in the big chair, Mary? Id stay, but I have to push through the report for Gillespie.

Of course Ill stay, she answered. Is it as serious as that?

I dont want him to be alone when he wakes up. You know — hell see what the time is and realise that hes missed the Messenger meeting. That would be a horrible shock, wouldnt it?

Of course.

I think hell sleep on through the night. Just get that prescription filled and when he does begin to wake up, telephone to me. Ill come right over. I want to see what the reactions are after hes slept.

How long before he wakes up?

I think hell carry on through the night, but Im not sure.

And — Jimmy, its all right?

Of course its all right, said Kildare, and then turned away from her and walked off, always hurrying, always vainly trying to overtake the crowd of duties that lay ahead.

She watched him out of sight around the corner; and a voice inside her kept saying, But hes lying. It isnt all right.


CHAPTER TEN

AN EYE AND A GIFT
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KILDARE WALKED ALL the way back to the hospital but he could not walk the preconception out of his mind. The whir and slosh of wheels on the wet streets ate into his mind like the noise of buzz-saws. It was not Douglas Lamont that held his attention, but Mary, Mary, Mary, like a sad song.

The walk was not long enough to get the ache out of his heart. He turned toward Mike Ryans saloon. Twenty steps from it he heard a noise of heavy scuffling, so he went in at the family entrance and found Joe Weyman engaged with his famous big fists on a fellow still bigger than the ambulance driver.

They fought with gasping, silent ferocity, and even stepped softly, in and out, for fear the noise of their trampling might bring in the police; and there was a rich delight of battle in the eyes of both.

A dozen spectators stood around the room, with Mike Ryan in person presiding over the shennanigan. No one spoke above a murmur. There was hardly a sound louder than the heavy smacking of fists against head and body that went home, now and then, like the clapping of hands.

Mike Ryans heart was equally divided, it seemed. When he saw Kildare, he side-stepped toward him like a crab, and seized his arm.

What will you have, doc? he asked. And then he whispered: Go it, Danny — go it, Joe.

He encouraged the fighters as a cheer-leader encourages the rooting section, waving his arms frantically. Danny, a big black-haired Irishman, fought with a sneering contempt, as if confident that youth and twenty extra pounds were sure to win for him; Weyman was the rushing aggressor. A moment later, Danny hit him away with a fine one-two and cornered him.

The wind, Joe, said Kildare. Come in on the wind!

Through a smear of blood, Weyman glanced across at Kildare. His grin of acknowledgment bared his teeth. Then he brought up a lifting punch that doubled Danny like a jack-knife, his guard low. It was simple as drinking beer for Weyman to whip the next blow to the chin; and Danny sat down heavily.

He started to rise, still embracing his aching stomach, but Ryan stepped before him.

Thats enough, Danny, he said. Youre clean gone, poor lad. Its over, Danny. It was a good go. You done fine and were proud to know you.

Danny slumped into a chair. He gasped: I could of beat him black and blue, but I couldnt handle his damned big fists and the brains of the doc. Not all at the same time.

Of course you couldnt, said Ryan.

Kildare was opening his medical kit and getting out tape and iodine and small surgical pads.

Sit down here beside Danny, he said to Weyman.

The ambulance driver obediently took the chair next to the Irishman.

I thought you had me with the one-two, said Joe. Its a honey, that one. Whered you get it?

I seen Gene Tunney in the slow movies, said Danny. And Im gunna have another go at you as soon as I can see good again, Joe.

Sure, said Weyman. Thats the way to talk, Danny. If it wasnt for you, I wouldnt have no taste for me beer tonight.

Kildare swabbed off their faces. They submitted with cherubic patience, like two children, their heads tilted back.

Wow! said Danny. Youre burning me alive, doc!

Be still, said Kildare, and put a small pad and tape over an inch-long cut under Dannys eye. He took a glass of beer from the hand of Mike Ryan and had a good swallow from it. Youre fat, Danny, and soft in the belly.

I am that, agreed Danny. But you shouldnt of taken sides with Joe. The big squarehead could of beat me on the jaw all night and never made me feel it. You shouldnt play favourites, doc. It aint like you.

No, it aint like the doc, agreed several voices.

I was afraid that youd murder him, Danny, said Kildare. I saw he was all at sea with his eyes blinking and his brains gone completely. And I wouldnt have you up Salt Creek because of a worthless fellow like Joe.... Have you shaken hands?

They grinned at one another and shook hands.

And when you want another fight, Danny, said Kildare, dont pick on the old men like Joe Weyman.

Old? Me? said Joe. I could lick two like him every night of the week, and three on Sunday before breakfast.

Be still, said Kildare. Your winds gone, your timings out, and your feet are bogged down in mud.

Youre only half a man, Joe.

Weyman raised sad eyes to Kildare, found a frown on his face, and drew a long sigh.

Youre a fine picture of a man, said Kildare, when he had finished. Look at yourself! And what will you say when they see you at the hospital tomorrow?

He fell downstairs by forgetting where his feet were going, suggested Mike Ryan.

Somebody closed a door in his face, said another sympathiser.

Kildare finished his beer, and turned to the door. A chorus entreated him to stay. He shook his head and went on. On the sidewalk, Joe Weyman came lumbering after him.

Are you mad at me, doc? he said. I mean not for the fighting, because God knows its my nature, and you cant go against God, can you? But for letting a young fathead like Danny lay a finger on me? Are you mad and disgusted at me, doc?

Its the booze, Joe, said Kildare. He never would have been able to touch you, but youve whittled yourself away with the liquor until all the spring has gone out of you. You cant hit straight when you cant see straight.

Ill give it up, said Weyman. Ill go back and have just one good night drink, and then Im home.

Youre home without the drink, said Kildare.

Joe Weyman stopped stock still.

Ah, youre sour at me, doc, he said, sadly.

I am, agreed Kildare. Go over to the hospital and resign from the ambulance today. Do what I tell you, or youre going to take a ride pretty soon that will land you in the morgue.

He went on like that, without another word, and entered the hospital past the switchboard presided by Sally, the telephone operator. He paused and leaned on the desk.

Good evening, doctor, she was saying. Hes asleep. Hes been asleep for more than half an hour. I hope he gets in another good hour, poor man, before hes wakened.

He knew she spoke of Gillespie. The whole hospital seemed to be conscious of the few intervals when pain and his will to work permitted the old man to relax in sleep.

Sally, said Kildare, What about you and Joe?

You mean Weyman? said Sally. You mean that four-footed bear of an ambulance driver?

I mean my good old friend, Joe Weyman, said Kildare.

She grew sober, by degrees, staring at him in a little apprehension.

Marry him, Sally, will you? asked Kildare.

Him? Marry him? she echoed.

You like him, dont you?

I dont mind wasting a minute with him, now and then. But whod take a fellow like that serious?

Marry him, Sally, said Kildare. Hes too young for his years. Hes going down hill.

Im sure he can go where he pleases, as far as Im concerned, said Sally, shrugging her shoulders.

Kildare turned away from the desk.

But — doc? she called, standing up from the board.



He faced her again.

How close to the bottom of the hill is the idiot? she asked.

Not so very close. Theres still room for him to have a hard fall, said Kildare.

Booze? asked Sally.

Booze, agreed Kildare.

Ill have a talk with him, said Sally, darkly.

Do that, he advised. Tell him you love him; and ask him to marry you.

I ask him? cried Sally, enraged. What sort of a man is he if I have to ask him?

Sally, said Kildare, why do you waste my time being proud?

She stared at him. A great flush began to run up her thin face.

I dont know, doc, she whispered. Im sorry.

Dont be sorry. Be happy, said Kildare. Joe is the biggest heart in the whole world; and youre bright enough for two. Do you see how it fits?

Yes, whispered Sally.

Kildare, leaving her still staring, passed on down the hall. He went up to his room. Enough city light reflected from the misty sky to show him the grey, tumbled bed on which his room-mate was sleeping. The dimness washed across the lower part of the room like dirty water, with chairs and shoes, and heaps of fallen clothes lying here and there.

He wanted sleep so badly that there was an ache behind his eyes; but he knew that if he lay down the faces of Mary and Douglas would look in on his mind and rouse him again.

Instead of getting into pyjamas, he put on his whites, finding them in the dark for fear of waking the sleeper. Then he went down to the accident room.

He passed Sally on the way and found her smiling and singing to herself as she sat back before the idle board, her hands in her lap. She blushed again when she saw Kildare.

Is he still asleep? asked Kildare.

Yes — bless him, said the girl.

Im in the accident room if he wakes up, said Kildare.

Accident room? Youve got to have your fun, doc, dont you? Ill let you know. The first minute he stirs he always hollers for you.

It was dull down in the accident room. A new staff physician was idling about, besides the usual pair of internes and Bixby, one of the residents like Kildare. A broken collar-bone was being repaired; a woman with a crying jag was getting a sedative and good advice; and they were putting a cold, wet blanket around a middle-aged man with a shag of grey beard on his chin.

That was what caught the eye of Kildare. He stepped closer and watched the nurses at work.

Heat-stroke, doctor, said one of them.

He glanced at the pale face of the sick man.

Out of a boiler room, said the second nurse. Theyre man-killers, some of those boiler rooms.

Get that blanket off him, said Kildare. Get it off fast! And turn off the fan. Itll kill him quick. He needs stimulants.

The staff physician was coming slowly across the room.

Kildare went on: And saline solution, intravenously. Give him an injection at once.

But Doctor Kimberley... began the first nurse.

Im Kimberley, said the staff physician. Youre one of the residents, young man, arent you? Im Kimberley, of the staff. And since when is it in order in this hospital for a young resident to reverse orders?

I beg your pardon, sir, said Kildare. In the accident room—

The accident room is the accident room, I agree, said Kimberley, but dont let accidents happen to your professional manners, my young friend.

Sorry, sir, broke in Kildare. This isnt a heat stroke, Im afraid. Its heat exhaustion. Please get that blanket off him. Itll kill him, Doctor Kimberley.

A man out of a boiler room — Do you mean that youre changing my diagnosis right under my nose?

Im talking about a mans life, said Kildare.

Ill have your name, my friend, said Kimberley, icily.

James Kildare, sir.

Kimberley dropped his notebook back into his pocket.

Gillespies alter ego? he said. Young Kildare? Ive heard about you. Let me have a look at this fellow.... By Jove, youre right. I should have noticed that pale face. Get the blanket off him.... Kildare, Ive been a good deal of a fool; but thank God youve put me right.

Telephone for you, doctor, said an attendant to Kildare.

Sorry about everything, said Kildare earnestly.

Dont be sorry, said Kimberley. Young genius is better than old brains any day.

At the telephone Sallys voice was saying: Hes awake, doc! And hes roaring. Better come on the run.

Thanks, said Kildare, and hurried for the door.

He noticed, as he went out, that the nurses, the attendants, the internes, even Bixby, went about their work with their heads bent a little, exchanging sly smiles. And poor Kimberley, his head erect, his face very red, endured the ridicule like a man.

It hurt Kildare. And most of all he was struck by that word genius which had been applied to him. It was not the first time that it had floated in the air near him, in the Blair General Hospital. And he hated the sound of it.

He felt small pride in his accomplishments. The eye which saw perhaps a little deeper than the eyes of other men was a gift to him from nature. And all the rest was another gift, from the old, dying hands of Gillespie. So he walked with his head bowed, like a burden bearer, as he hurried towards Gillespies rooms.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

DOCTORS MEAN DEATH
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THE LINE WHICH formed in Gillespies waiting-room and flowed all day long and most of the night through his office was handled twice as fast when Kildare assisted his chief directly. Sometimes he took them in Gillespies office and passed them on to the great man behind him; but usually he examined them in his own office and sent them in to Gillespie with a brief note of diagnosis and recommended treatment, which Gillespie checked.

Now, for several hours, they laboured in this fashion until the line dwindled away to nothing. After that, Kildare dropped on his couch and closed his eyes. He had learned how to sleep at a moments notice; but he could not sleep now. In a moment he was up again and back in Gillespies office.

He found the great old man turning the pages of a thick medical tome, checking passages with a thick blue pencil that made huge swipes in the margin.

So you missed again, eh? he said, without looking up.

Where, sir? asked Kildare.

He doesnt even know where! snarled Gillespie. Hes beaten and doesnt even know that there was a battle! Cant you remember any place where you might have slipped?

Yes, sir.

What one, then?

The woman with the cardiac decomposition.

And what to you think might have been wrong?

Adenoma of the thyroid gland.

And so?

I asked for an X-ray.

But you missed something else. Jennings, young Doctor Kildare! You missed on Jennings!

He stabbed a forefinger at Kildare and made a horrible face.

Jennings? said Kildare, frowning, trying to remember.

Fibrillary contractions — did you notice those? And the deep reflexes increased?

Kildare held out a hand as if he were about to grasp something out of thin air. He shut the hand hard, finally, as if he had made the catch.

Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis! he exclaimed.

Thats it. A little late, however; just a little late, young Doctor Kildare.

I told him to come back, said Kildare, flushing. I wasnt satisfied and wanted another look at him. I wasnt sure.

But would he have come?

I dont know.

Thats what you had to find out. Dont forget that people hate hospitals. We think of ourselves as little demigods sitting on perches for the world to applaud. But were wrong.

People hate us and our hospitals. We dispense medicines; also we dispense pain. The smell of carbolic acid is a horror that steals the heart out of men and turns their blood to water. Because they connect it with hospital corridors, and death, Kildare, death!

So make sure of your people. Jennings never would have come back. He would have stayed away and gone on wasting, wasting, without knowledge of what was wrong.

Kildare took a long breath.

It hurts, eh? said Gillespie.

A little, admitted Kildare.

Well, my fine friend, Ill not praise you, said Gillespie. No man can be perfect, but perfection is the only thing you can try for, young Doctor Kildare. Work like a devil or an angel all day long, but when you go to bed at night, take some of your errors, some of your mistakes, and lie down with them in your heart.

Its true, sir, said Kildare.

Dream about your mistakes; dream that you are making more of them; and wake up in the morning determined that youll spot every feature of a disease as fast as it shows its face.... Now what the devil is wrong with you?

Nothing, sir.

There is something wrong.

No, sir.

Damn it, Kildare, dont argue with me. Less than three months ago there was another case of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, and you spotted it all by yourself. Less than three months ago! The Kildare I know isnt the fellow who forgets such things. The Kildare who works with me never forgets anything. You hear?

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

Because if you do, said Gillespie, Im damned if I want anything to do with you!

No, sir, said Kildare.

Now tell me about it, Jimmy.

About amyotrophic—

No, damn it! About yourself! Wheres the pain? Heart or head or conscience?

Theres really nothing wrong with me.

Of course not. Good pulse. Normal temperature. Battered around the eyes because you need sleep — thats all. Strange about you young dogs. You have to sleep. Horrible habit, sleep. Youve got to cut down on it. Nine-tenths of sleep is damned, foolish self-indulgence. You hear?

Yes, sir.

But Im not talking about your physical condition.... Jimmy, whats aching in your heart?

Kildare said: I think Id better get some of that sleep you were talking about. Id better indulge myself a little.

Youre going to be proud, are you? demanded Gillespie.

Im going to sleep, sir, if you dont mind.

Changing the subject on me; being proud, roared Gillespie, sticking your head in the air — pretending you have a right to a life and a mind of your own, are you? Ill put an end to that damned quickly! You think you ought to have a decent privacy for your own affairs, do you?

I hope I have that right, sir.

Start hoping something else, shouted Gillespie. I never heard anything so damned silly in my life. Young man, everything that goes on in you, from the digestion of starch to the tickle in the palm of your ambitious damned young hand, from the way you feel when you see the sun rise to the tear in your eye when a worthless damned baby dies — none of those things are your private property. Theyre a communal affair. They belong first of all to me!

Kildare stared at him.

Surprised, are you? asked Gillespie.

No, sir, said Kildare.

If you were surprised, Id be through with you, said Gillespie. If youd known me these months and I still could surprise you, Id turn you out. If you didnt know me better than that, Id give up all hope of making you the greatest damned diagnostician that draws breath on this earth.

So come out with it! What is this affair that you have the infernal effrontery to think is a private affair?

Kildare smiled.

Then he said, slowly: Theres Marys brother, Douglas Lamont. Hes a sick man.

Well? Well? What of it? Youre not marrying the whole damned family, I hope, when you marry Mary?

The symptoms, said Kildare, might interest you.

All symptoms interest me, said Gillespie.

When I first saw him, he was below par, rather sleepy in action and appearance, very relaxed. While he was talking to me, he seemed about to go to sleep. Actually, for a moment there was an instant of complete relaxation.

Thats nothing, said Gillespie. As a matter of fact its fairly common for people with something on their minds to go to sleep for a second while theyre talking. Was that the way it happened?

Yes, sir, said Kildare. But there was something peculiar about this instance. A moment later, he was talking with tremendous vigour. He was on fire.

Ah? said Gillespie.

That energy lasted for some time. This evening Ive seen him again. He was utterly relaxed again. He had an important meeting to attend and couldnt rally himself to put together the address he had to make. A man with his mind crowded with his own ideas, ordinarily; and yet they wouldnt come out and stand in line for him in the pinch.

Accustomed, during the last few years, to taking a drink or two before he goes to bed. And then he often wakes up and finds himself on fire with new ideas. As if his brain had been working in his sleep.

Well, his brain wasnt working last evening. He was soggy, like a drunkard on a morning after. I watched him closely. He was perfectly unco-ordinated. He seemed to have bitten his lip or his tongue. There was a little red stain of blood and saliva in the corner of his mouth.

There was what? snapped Gillespie.

A stain of blood—

What is he to Mary? asked Gillespie.

Her brother, sir.

Yes, yes, yes! But what does that mean? A brother may be a distant relative that you wish the devil would take away from you, or a brother may be closer to you than all the friends in the world. Now, what is he to Mary?

Hes a nervous, rather disagreeable fellow, at times, said Kildare. His mind is so set on doing a great good for the world that he doesnt mind his manners all the time. But Mary knows him well. He was almost a father to her when she was a youngster. Hes nearly everything to her.

Im sorry, said Gillespie, after a moment of thought.

Kildare had turned pale.

You think what I think, sir? he managed to ask.

What do you prescribe?

A sedative.

Gillespie leaned forward.

Ah?

Phenobarbital. A large dose.

And then?

More phenobarbital, and a diet to start today.

Ah ha, said Gillespie. Sedative and diet.

Theres only one question, sir. Do you agree with me?

How can I agree with anything, when I havent seen the patient? roared Gillespie.

I only mean — you think I may have been right?

Gillespie reached out a quick paw and caught the hand of Kildare.

It all may be a nasty mess, unless its properly handled. Poor Mary! Jimmy, Im afraid that for once youve been right.


CHAPTER TWELVE

AS IF... GOOD-BYE
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IN SPITE OF all that lay on his mind, Kildare managed to sleep two or three hours before the telephone called him. Mary Lamonts excited, trembling voice came to him over the wire:

Im in terrible trouble, Jimmy. Douglas has waked up. He was in a fury when he discovered what had happened to him. Its a great treason, he seems to feel. Im guilty, along with you. I must have known what you intended to do, and so Im a party to the treachery. And everything is horrible.

Have you been crying? Are you crying now?

Not very much.

Ah, damn him! said Kildare.

Darling, he cant help himself. Its his great project that weve struck down, he thinks. He doesnt care about himself. He really doesnt. But he feels as if wed betrayed the whole nation, in a sense — all the poor, unhappy people in the nation have been betrayed!

I understand, said Kildare.

And finally he asked me to leave the room. When he feels that he can see me again, hell send for me. Its simply frightful, Jimmy. Hes cold as iron, and reserved, and looks at me as if I were simply a creature Ill go see him.

No, no, no! Please, Jimmy. Dont go near him. That would be terrible. Hed say things to you that youd never forget.

Ive got to get to him. Have you had that prescription filled yet?

Not yet. Ill go now. Ill have it done.

At the corner drugstore?

Yes.

Ill pick it up when I arrive. You go on back to the Nurses Home, Mary.

No, Ill stay here and wait for you.

Do what I tell you, Mary. Go home and sleep.

All right. Ill go, Jimmy.

But when he reached the drugstore and picked up the prescription he found that she was waiting for him, nevertheless.

I wanted to do what you told me, she said. But somehow when I started thinking of you walking into that room of Douglass — I mean, its so impossible that hed accept a prescription from you now, you know.

Ill make him accept it.

You dont mean that youd use force?

No, no. Of course not.

They stood outside the store. The dawn was commencing to work through the mist of the night. It covered the pavements with its greasy lights. Dirt of the night clotted the gutters. There still were street lamps shining like little captured moons ranged up and down.

Jimmy, I want to beg you not to go to him.

Theres no use begging. Ill have to go. Unless hell accept another doctor.

He wont hear of a doctor from now on, as long as he lives.

Thats why his mind has to be changed.

Jimmy, do you mean that his life is in danger? she asked.

He watched the tremor of her lips.

I mean that he has to take care of himself, he said. You wont tell me anything, I suppose?

Youre all apart, he said. Take hold of yourself.

Yes, she whispered. Ill take hold of myself. Ill be all right. But please tell me something.

Why should I tell you what you can see for yourself? Cant you see that hes soft, and life is a regular sandpaper for him? Its rubbing him out. Theres hardly anything left of him. He ought to be wrapped in cotton batting for a while.

You mean thats all? Hes sound, really?

You know, Mary, he said, I never saw a clearer proof of the old rule: get nurses and doctors outside of your own family. Youre all in jitters because of Douglas. If it had been a case in the hospital, you wouldnt be so on edge, would you?

No, Jimmy.

Then you run along to the Home and get some sleep.

While you go up to Douglas?

Probably.

She shut her eyes tight.

I hate that, she said.

There wont be any physical violence, said Kildare.

I dont know. Hes really beside himself.

There wont be any fighting, said Kildare calmly. Let me talk to you a minute more.

As long as you please.

It was phenobarbital last night, wasnt it? she asked.

Yes.

But ordinarily you dont go in for that quite so much — do you?

Perhaps not.

And then when I found out that the prescription is loaded with it — —

Ah, a druggist who talks about his prescriptions?

I told him that I was the nurse on the case.

She searched his clouded face.

I mean, Jimmy, it was rather a long time, and there was nothing to do except talk, you know.

It was a bad idea, thats all, said Kildare.

You think that Douglas ought to be kept really low with the sedative — for quite a time?

The fellows nerves have to rest, dont they?

Yes, Jimmy. Of course they do. I cant help it, if—

If what?

I dont know. I dont think Ive taken a single deep breath for days.

Why not, old dear?

From the first minute you laid eyes on Douglas you thought that there was something seriously wrong with him.

Have you forgotten last evening? That was pretty serious, wasnt it? Id like to prescribe three months on Florida beaches, you know.

Just that? Nothing else?

Youre like the others, Mary. You forget that sleep and rest are the best medicines. All our truck — or most of it — is simply a substitute. Give his body a chance to take care of itself.

I suppose thats right. Only — there was so much of the phenobarbital. And really, Douglas is not very large — to absorb such doses, I mean.

She came to the entrance to the hotel. Its brass name plate was grimy black.

History is going to be made up there, she said. She tried to smile. It doesnt matter to the rest of the world but it matters everything to me. Its more than nations falling. What happens between you and Douglas, I mean. Jimmy, try to make a way for me to come back to him, will you?

Ill do everything I can, of course.

Say one last thing to me.

Kildare stared into her face and saw the terrible urgency there. At length he said slowly:

As if this were good-bye, or something?

I almost feel that way about it.

Remember, youre not to be silly. Youve got a set of nerves as wobbly as Douglass, almost.

Its in the family, perhaps?

He frowned.

What are you trying to make of this, anyway?

I dont know. Nothing.

He went through the revolving door. When he turned, looking back, she still was standing there, looking after him, and the mist of the glass of the door obscured her as if a heavy rain were falling.

He waved. She waved in return, and he faced forward into the gloom of the hotel lobby, with the staleness of tobacco smoke rank in the air.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

MEET DOCTOR HOUDINI 
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WHEN HE KNOCKED at the door of Douglas Lamonts room a crisp, clear voice called: Yes? Come in.

He pushed the door open. Lamont sat at his table, writing busily.

Well? he asked, looking steadily at Kildare.

Ive brought something that you need to take, said Kildare, entering the room and closing the door.

Kind of you, said Lamont, but I dont need a doctor. I particularly dont need you.

Will you let me talk to you for a while?

You can see that Im very busy, doctor, said Lamont. He gestured to the papers on the table.

I was at a halt last night. The sleep which you so kindly assured me last night probably has ruined my prospects forever. But at least it gave my mind a chance to clear up.

I was sorry about that, said Kildare. It seemed necessary.

I believe, said Lamont, that unsolicited services from a doctor — that is to say, when a doctor is asked to do one thing, and deliberately does another — What are the ethics of your profession, doctor? Or do you bother about trivialities such as ethics?

I hoped we wouldnt have to talk like this, said Kildare. Do we? Do we have to go through a lot of recriminations? I was doing what seemed absolutely the best thing for you.

I suppose it did, said Lamont.

As if he could not endure the sight of Kildare for another moment, he rose and walked to the window. There he stood with his hands locked hard together behind his back. The tension that drew upon him kept him trembling a little.

Kildare laid his medical case on the end of the table and waited. He was trying to find words, but that narrow, rigid back drove words out of his mind.

Theyre getting up now, said Lamont, waving toward the grey of the outer morning. A lot of poor devils, out there, are getting up, dragging on their clothes, getting ready for the morning shift. Theyre people like me: narrow shoulders, and bent, and a little twisted, and scrawny necks, and knock-knees, and dragging feet.

They havent any hope to straighten them. They havent a chance to breathe decent air. They havent a chance because they havent been taught to work; and the only way to teach them to use their hands is to give them a hunger, a desire to get at the soil, or to build, to make, to create.

A fellow who has built even as much as a cowbarn is set aside from tens of millions who never have built anything. He has found happiness and he knows how he can find more.... You ever think of such things, doctor?

A good deal. More, since Ive heard you talk about the problem; a great deal more since youve suggested a solution.

Lamont whirled about and faced him.

Why do you have to be mealy-mouthed? he asked through his teeth. I know what you think!

Tell me what I think, asked Kildare, curiously. You think that its all an illusion. I tell you, Kildare, hell is paved with people like you who take it for granted that at first glance they understand everything and can weigh possibilities and probabilities.

You say that the whole project is a fairy tale. But I tell you that nothing except the improbable is worth working for. Will you believe, that, a little? Its improbable that men are better than beasts. Its improbable that right and justice are stronger than might and tyranny. Its all damned improbable.

But by degrees the world works forward. It comes closer and closer to the light. Now and then a wave of darkness overtakes it, but only for a moment. The day will come when every man will be born with a right, an acknowledged right, to freedom, to full life, and to happiness. There will be no villains then. There will only be an occasional fool.

I beg your pardon for talking about things like this to you. I know youre laughing up your sleeve.

Im not laughing, Douglas, said Kildare.

Ah, but you are. You and Mary will sit together and snicker over this, later in the day.

Youve hurt her pretty badly, said Kildare. Im sorry that I wasnt here to take the whole brunt of it.

Hurt her? said Lamont. I tell you, for that girl Ive — but I wont talk about it. It drives me mad.

And in the end what has she done? Shes betrayed me! With her little doctor — for my own good — shes stabbed me in the back. When I think that she was consenting to this—

She knew nothing about it. She didnt even know what was in the injection.

Kildare, said Lamont, the truth is that I want to be fair. I detest brawling, and wrangling. Ill admit that youve hit me a good, hard blow. But you see it hasnt knocked me down. Im on my feet again.

I suppose Messenger is a lost opportunity. And furthermore, I suppose a rumour already is spreading about me. Willoughby and the rest — theyre beginning to spread the word that Im a poor incompetent, a weakling, who gets a cold in the head and cant toe the mark—

He broke off, groaning, his head bent far back in an agony of shame.

Ill still take my chance, he said, or whats left of it.

I hope you will — in the right way, said Kildare.

And whats the right way, my friend?

The slow way, for you, said Kildare. Youd better take everything easily. Instead of being eloquent with other people and arguing your points, better write them out and let it go at that. Personal contacts always cause friction, and thats an exhausting thing. You must not be exhausted, Douglas.

Id better sit still the rest of my days, then?

By all means.

What the devil are you talking about, Kildare?

I cant tell you.

The fact is, Kildare, that youre trying to make capital out of my extraordinary exhaustion of yesterday.

It isnt the exhaustion that interested me, said Kildare.

Ah. No?

Its the cause of it, said Kildare.

And what is the cause, if you please?... But why do I ask you? I know what it is. The rush and strain of this crazy city, of course.

No, said Kildare.

Come, come, then. Out with it.

I need observation of you before I can be sure. I want to persuade you to take this prescription that Ive brought.

And sleep some more?

It would make you sleep — for one thing.

I suspected that. Now, Jimmy, let me be perfectly frank with you. I have work ahead of me that will take every hour of my day. I have ideas to clear up that will use every scruple of my energy; and I simply havent time for you now.

I have to tell you the nature of the disease, then, said Kildare. Im sorry. I wanted to get you on a regime that would help you without telling you the entire truth.

A shocking truth, I suppose? said Lamont, coldly.

Its hard on you, said Kildare. But these alternations of a clear brain and an inert brain — up in the clouds and then down in the hollows — doesnt remind you of anything in the way of disease, Douglas?

Not a thing. Now, my dear fellow, let me warn you of something. Ive heard Mary talk about your miracles as a diagnostician, and all that. But the fact is that youve made no thorough examination of me. Youve felt my pulse, and thats all. So Im afraid that I must warn you from the beginning that I wont be very interested in what you have to say.

I think you will when I tell you that its epilepsy that Im talking about, said Kildare.

The hand of Lamont jumped to his face. He rubbed it hard across his eyes. Then he stared at Kildare.

Epilepsy! Epilepsy? he repeated.

You have made me come out with it. Its a disease that people are terribly afraid of, of course. But I can tell you things about its real nature and the possibilities of control...

Epilepsy? repeated Lamont again.

He surprised Kildare by putting back his head and laughing heartily.

Youve come to the wrong fellow with this silly song and dance, he said. Epilepsy? People falling in faints and fits? Let me tell you that Ive never had a fit in my life. I think that does in your argument pretty thoroughly, doesnt it?

You have the petit mal, said Kildare. And I also think that you have the grand mal.

And the fits? demanded Lamont.

At night, as you sleep, the aura comes to you. Thats why you wake up and find yourself thinking surprising thoughts.

You mean that epilepsy is an inspiration.

Not usually, said Kildare. But the aura often gives a sense of ascending to a height, of looking down at life, of understanding the whole scheme of things.

So that my project, for instance, is simply the idea of a diseased brain?

I dont say that. There have been some eminent people who suffered badly from the disease, you know. There was Mahomet; there was Caesar.

Epileptics? My dear Jimmy, youre determined to astonish me?

Im sorry, said Kildare.

If epilepsy can produce genius, why dont we breed for the disease?

Because perhaps only one in a hundred thousand reacts so favourably. And even in these, the mind is apt to shrivel and die away. You see? The aura has come over you when youre asleep. That would be the grand mal, and thats the reason you havent been observed in a fall and a fit. The petit mal is so brief an attack, with you, that you hardly notice its passing, except that theres sometimes a brief lacuna in your memory of a conversation. Isnt that true?

Kildare, I sympathise with your energy. But Im sorry for the way you waste your time. Epilepsy may seem a clever idea. But I have work, Kildare, and I must do it. Tomorrow night I go to see Messengers experts, it appears. And up to that time, nobody can prescribe for me. Not afterward, either. Kildare, cant you see that your curious invention is of no importance whatever to me?

I can understand that, agreed Kildare. He in turn faced the little window that looked on the still, daylit street. But let me give you a proof that will take you to a full understanding of what the thing is. In other words, if we dont fight to cure epilepsy, I must tell you that it generally involves a serious and progressive weakening of the brain.

I suppose so. I dare say, muttered Lamont. But, great Scott, man! Do you think that Ill listen to you or any other man until youve proved whats wrong with me, definitely, with laboratory reports or what you please.

Youre largely an eater of salad and vegetables, arent you? said Kildare, shifting the subject suddenly.

Yes. Thats right. I suppose Mary told you that?

Douglas, if youll take dinner with me tonight, Ill promise you that youll develop the disease at the table. If youll dine with me at six-thirty, youll have a stroke of the grand mal at eight-thirty...

Hello! said Douglas.

He began to smile. His surety was so great that this challenge seemed more whimsical than real to him.

Have a cook slip a little stuff into my food, eh? he asked.

Well eat wherever you please — so long as steak is one of the parts of your order. A good steak and a few glasses of beer?

Very well, said Douglas. Why, theres to be a little mystery in this, after all. I can pick any place I wish?

It had better be in the safety of your own room, said Kildare.

This is the damnedest thing Ive ever heard of, said Douglas. At six-thirty Ill expect you here. Its like witchcraft and the Dark Ages. I feel as if I were going to meet Houdini, not the young doctor at all!


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

EAT — AND KNOW TERROR
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IT MADE A strange occasion. Mary Lamont, who knew nothing of the peculiar point involved in the meeting, was childishly delighted when she knew that Kildare was to be alone with her brother that evening.

I know how I left him, she kept repeating. I dont see how you talked your way back to a friendship with him so quickly. Its like black witchcraft, Jimmy.

He remembered, afterwards, that they both had used the word Witchcraft. It was one of a good many details that stuck in his mind in the time to come, in the long bitterness that was to follow.

But he found Lamont comparatively cheerful that evening. He had had a good day with his work. He had written his speech, reviewed his answers for the great occasion. And tomorrow night he was to meet Messenger with the experts reassembled.

There may have been less harm done by that postponement than I thought at first, he said when Kildare came into the room that evening. Perhaps you did me a favour — and were paid back by a thorough damning. And by the way, Ive telephoned to Mary, and I think shes happier. The trouble is that I get into states of rather high tension. Youll forgive me for it, Jimmy, wont you?

This cheerfulness and friendliness astonished Kildare. But there is nothing like successful work to take the black blood out of a man, of course.

Douglas Lamont was as alert as a child, and as excited over the experiment. His surety that Kildare was totally wrong was absolute. He had arranged to have the meal served up in his room from the wretched kitchen of his hotel.

There are rules to this game, Jimmy, he said.

Youll be served at the table, here, and Ill have my steak in this corner by the window. Ill have the window open, too. There may be some little device of yours that could be brought into play, and well protect ourselves against it.

But actually, dont you think its good sense to give up this tomfoolery? It was a leap in the dark, on your part. You dont want to stay by it, do you?

Yes, I want to stay by it, said Kildare.

So they sat in the opposite corners of the room in order that Kildare could not tamper with the food that was served to his host. The steaks were too thin, too well done, too greasy.

But Douglas paid no attention to the quality of his food. His mind already was flying forward toward the execution of the great project again, and that happy time when city workers no longer would sleep in the concrete cells of apartment houses.

If this food could do me harm, why hasnt it harmed me in the past? he asked Kildare.

Since you started working on the project, said Kildare, tell me what your diet has been, as a rule?

Why, food hasnt interested me a great deal, answered Douglas. A salad and a light sandwich, for instance; plenty of calories in that sort of thing; and the saving of time is of course enormous. The advantage of letting the mind flow straightforward from the moment a man gets up to the moment he goes to bed again — the value of that hasnt been pointed out enough. I could claim it almost as my discovery. For the mind never grows tired, Jimmy. The body, yes. Cramped positions at work, and that sort of thing, will weary a man. But not the use of the mind. Can you agree?

So your meals were picked up as you worked — an apple, a glass of milk, a sandwich, a salad, eh?

Thats right.

Well, said Kildare, its not eight-thirty. Were taking this pretty lightly, Douglas.

Youll see how totally wrong you are, answered Lamont. And a light attitude is the right one. Theres only one thing that Id be serious about. Mary is never to know that you had this suspicion about me?

Entirely right, said Kildare.

Good! said Lamont, and a moment later he was off on the project once more, and the incalculable value of a simpler life. Not simple in fact, but simple in its stimuli. Children play at make-believe; men should work at creation. It is not what fills us from the outside, whether it be in sound or sights, but what we make grow within us, to be ready to pour forth as an original expression. The project would give this talent back to man, as nature had intended him to be.

Eight-fifteen and eight-thirty passed. Kildare, listening to the chime of a neighbouring bell that struck the hours, watched the passage of the moments with a keen consciousness; but Lamont was still abroad in his visions when he noticed, suddenly, that it was almost nine.

He made a great point of it, showing Kildare his watch and even ringing up to make sure of the time.

Is that the end of your idea? he asked.

Kildare, still considering him with an almost reluctant air, could not help smiling.

Ive just begun to hope that Im wrong, he said.

Of course youre wrong, answered Lamont. But — By the way, its getting a bit chilly here, isnt it?

I havent noticed that, said Kildare.

I mean, close to the floor — a draught of some kind?

Kildare stood up. He said: A chill rising from your feet toward your knees?

Why, as a matter of fact, thats the sensation.

As if a cold mist were creeping up through you?

Thats it, also. Like a wind blowing up through the body. I dont remember anything like that, except in dreams.

Douglas, said Kildare, lie down and stretch out. Its the aura coming.

Aura? What sort of nonsense is that?

Its the first sign of the stroke in epilepsy of some forms. Lie down, Douglas, please.

But Lamont stood up from his chair.

Above the knees, and rising into my body; blowing toward my brain, Jimmy! God help me, do you mean that its the true symptom?

Its the true symptom, said Kildare. Get to the bed and stretch out, Douglas. Dont—

He had started to approach Lamont. He had to jump to get to him in time as the body of the man went rigid and toppled sidewise to the floor. He fell like a log into the arms of Kildare.

He was so starved and wasted that Kildare lifted him with ease and laid him on the bed. He had brought with him the necessaries.

And after the first injection, Lamont began to come out of the fit. His head, pulling back against the straining cords of his neck, gradually straightened. His lips, stretched back into a horrible grin, slowly softened once more; and now the eyes opened with a gradual return of sense revealed in them.

It was half an hour later before he roused from that semi-coma.

Kildare, seated close beside the bed, held the cold hand in his strong grip. There was bewilderment in the face of Lamont, then fear, and finally utter sorrow. Through all of those changes he did not speak.

Kildare said: Will you let me talk to you about it a little?

Whats the use of the talk? asked Lamont. I know what happens.

Tell me, then, said Kildare.

The brain dries up like a dead apple. A man doesnt dare take two steps away from his house. Even if he stands in his room he may be struck down like a piece of falling wood. My God, Jimmy, I wish—

That youd never met me?

You see, Im already talking like the fool Ill disintegrate into.

Theres no reason for that.

Admit that theres no cure.

There are ways of arresting the progress, old fellow. You only need to play everything safe.

This is all truth that you intend to tell me?

All truth. Not a word exaggerated.

Go on, then, said Lamont. Its been a hard thing to watch, hasnt it?

No. Not hard. Ive seen it before.

Your collars wilted. The colours washed out of your face. You look like wet clay. Grey clay. And still you say it wasnt hard to watch?

Think of yourself, man, not about what it means to me.

And Mary? Shes to know nothing about it?

Not now. Not a word, just now.

Good, sighed Lamont. But what happens to me is nothing. Its the project that counts, Jimmy. Tell me what Im to do about it?

Youve got to live on a careful regime, said Kildare. Think of yourself as a tree: A big pine full of resin, you understand?

Ill keep the picture in mind. What does it mean?

It means that theres material in you to feed a small flame, a candle flame, for years. You see?

Lamont nodded, carefully attentive to Kildares words, examining them for some thread of hope. He said:

Exactly. But not a big blaze of light?

Not a big blaze of light. You could burn up in an hour, Douglas. And thats what weve got to watch again. No big excitement. Everything should be calm and quiet.

The project? said Lamont, lifting himself on his elbows, with his haunted eyes giving the great question to Kildare.

You can carry on with it.

Lamont dropped back on the bed and groaned with relief.

You can carry on with it, continued Kildare. But not so actively. You cant make stump speeches or hammer your points home in arguments. But you can write a book about it.

Write a book! cried Lamont. I might as well dig a trench and bury it in the ground. Thats what books are. Cemeteries where ideas are buried. Listen to me, Jimmy. This is the time when the project is needed, and when people realise that something like it has to be done. Heres Messenger lined up with his three experts.

If I could convince them, everything would be easy. Hed push the thing through.

Kildare spoke calmly.

Write out the main points. Ill take Messenger the letter and explain that you cant see anyone.

No one? Do you mean that I have to live like a thing in a cave?

By degrees well give you a freer and a freer life. But we have to go by degrees.

I tell you, Jimmy, said Lamont, that unless I can press the argument home, the project goes by the board. Its lost. Its a forgotten dream. Its a mere nothingness!

Hush, said Kildare. Lie quietly for a moment, and well talk the thing through. Everything that can be done, believe me Ill try to do it. Were shoulder to shoulder, and well try to win out.

Do you mean, Jimmy, that you believe in me and in the project?

I believe in you and in the project, said Kildare, solemnly, like a man making a declaration of faith.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THIS IS MY BROTHER
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TWICE THE NEXT day, Kildare got off for brief visits to Douglas Lamont. He was able to say to Mary: Hes resting easily. But I wouldnt call on him. Not just now. Hes perfectly tranquil and hes all clear about you, Mary. Hes dropped all his wild ideas about treachery.

Even I would be too much for him? she said.

You know how it is, said Kildare. A man comes to the end of his tether and doesnt realise how gone he is until he starts relaxing. Then the weakness comes over him — in a wave.

And the second meeting with Mr. Messenger? That has to go by the board, too?

Therell be plenty of other chances for that, he told her.

It only makes me wonder, she said. When I think what a tiger he was, Jimmy! I just wonder that he can be patient now!

He looked away from her, remembering the empty, dead eyes that had looked up from the bed at him this day. Well, patience was one word for it, though despair might have been a better one. And it was not altogether a lie to say that Douglas was resting easily.

He went on, cheerfully: It was simply a matter of being frank with him, and pointing out that he must give up the powerhouse tactics that hes been pursuing. The idea of a battleships engine put in a ferry boat — that seemed to make it clear to him that his power was shaking him to pieces. You see? Too much vibration for the size of the boat. He grew entirely sensible.

He winced just a trifle when he said this, recalling how Douglas Lamont had shrunk as the bludgeoning of medical common sense was given to him. Kildare could not tell that the accurate eye of Mary Lamont had registered the pain with which he spoke.

The main thing now, said Kildare, is for him to be quiet and watch his diet. No meat for a while. Light, simple things, and all that. But hell build up fast, I hope.

And the drinking? she asked.

She had a way of standing close to him, looking up to study his face. She was doing it now, with a religious intensity.

Of course, the drinking was bad. Not that he did much of it. No moral danger, as they say. But he thought it was a crutch that he could lean on, you know.

He went off, turning after a few steps to smile at her.

That struck her harder than anything else. It was not his way to consider her very much, except in emergencies. The rest of the time he went his own way with his head down, like a bulldog. The pause, the turning, the smile seemed to her typical of the Jimmy Kildare who, in a pinch, could be so filled with tenderness. There was a crisis, then, after all.

The beat of her heart was hurried. The old breathlessness returned to her. With every step she made down the hospital corridor there increased in her mind the certainty that Kildare had hidden something important about her brother.

Young Dr. Bixby came up from behind her with a rapid stride.

Hai! he said, going by.

Hai — wait a minute! she called after him.

He slowed up as she joined him.

I want an answer to a riddle, she said.

Medical?

Yes. Lots of phenobarbital and no meat — that sort of thing?

Phenobarbital — and low protein... Why, that sounds like something serious. Lets see, said Bixby. Ah, I remember now. It sounds like — thats it — epilepsy! Thats what its apt to be.

Ah! Thanks a lot, she said.

He went on, for her feet had slowed to a totter and then to a complete halt. She put her hand against the wall and remembered to breathe deeply. It seemed to her that beyond the wall, in every room, there were housed secrets hostile to her.

It was the end of her day, at any rate, and she could give thanks for that. It enabled her to go to her room, and Molly Cavendish, the head nurse, walked up the stairs with her with a mans large, capable stride that made her skirts swish noisily.

So youre dying by inches, still? said Molly Cavendish. Now, theres something I thank God for, and thats the fact that Ive left damned nonsense twenty-five years behind me. I used to die, too. But after a while you find out that theres nothing worth dying for. Is it any better to be the way I am? I dont know. You think that the yellow stuff is all gold; and I know that its only gilding. Its better to be a happy fool than a sad old woman, maybe. But when I see the white in your face, darling, I cant tell whether I want to spank you or love you.

At the door of Marys room she paused and said: Its that young Kildare, of course?

No. Not really. Not at all, said Mary.

But youre admitting that theres only a sick, sick heart in you? And theres no place to turn?

No.

And even if you could have the whole world, would you want it?

No, said Mary.

Well, then theres Kildare in it somewhere, said Molly Cavendish, and Ive half a mind to find him and tell him a few home truths.

No, please, please!

Why shouldnt I?

You wont do it? You wont say a word?

All right, said Molly Cavendish, but let me tell you something: theres damned few things in the world that straight talk wont make come all right in the end.

She went off down the hall with her heavy footfall. Mary, alone in the waiting stillness of her small room, knew that she could not endure it for a single hour. She bathed, changed, and went out into the twilight bound for her brothers hotel.

It was dark when she reached it. The door was strangely ajar when she knocked at it. A maid with towels over her arm came to open for her.

The gentlemans out, said she.

Mary looked past her to a service tray on the table. What held her was the remnant of a steak: a chunk of fat and gristle with some shred of meat adhering. It was an ugly thing to look at, a small, ugly thing; and it had ten added meanings to her since Bixby had suggested something.

According to Kildare, Douglas was stretched on his bed, resting, relaxed, preparing himself for only small exertions. According to Kildare, Douglas had given up his appointment for this evening with Messenger for a second time. According to facts, Douglas was not in his room at all!

It was not epilepsy, of course. That dreadful sickness of her heart was foolish. It was not epilepsy. A man who knows he has a thing like that obeys doctors orders as she would obey an angel from heaven. And here was Douglas out on the city.

At the drugstore she telephoned to the Messenger house, saying: This is Dr. Kildares office calling. Is Mr. Douglas Lamont expected there this evening?

Mr. Lamont has been here for an hour already, said the butler. The gentlemen having been here for at least an hour. Any message from the doctor?

No message, she said.

She was smiling as she reached the pavement again and there were tears of happiness in her eyes. After all, she must learn to take her suspicions less seriously, she told herself. She had been trying to read things into Kildares face and voice, and his parting smile.

As a matter of fact, what she had learnt from Bixby was the mere happen-chance that seems to fit in with the facts, now and then. But, really, Douglas was exactly as Kildare had represented him — spent, exhausted. And a days rest in bed had done so much for him that he had felt entirely equal to going to Messengers house and arguing his points with the experts.

She walked on, too happy to know where she was going except that she was moving crosstown, toward one of the brilliantly lighted avenues.

There was only one point that she could not reason out and explain. That non-protein diet was what had stopped her. For she could not help remembering the steak that had made a dinner for Douglas.

Suppose that it were that horrible name — epilepsy — that concerned her brother? She tried to remember what she could of the disease. Usually it was accompanied by mental decay, longer and more severe spastic fits, and could lead to death; certainly led to a tortured and abbreviated life.

But there were rare cases. Medicine knew very little about them because they rarely came to hospitals or asked for treatment. They were the men and the women in whom epilepsy appeared as a sudden enormous brightening of the flame, interspersed with periods of excessive dullness.

She remembered learning about Danton, great and terrible as a conflagration even among the wild figures of the French Revolution. He had loomed in Paris time and again to make tremendous pronouncements that changed the fate of the world.

And then he would disappear out to a quiet little country house. There nothing could move him, not even threats of personal danger. And finally he would appear again, always briefly, always a dazzling light.

When the Allies poured toward Paris, it was Danton who taught France how to meet them and cried for de laudace, et encore de laudace, et toujours de laudace! But hardly a moment later, and he was gone back to the green peace and quiet of his countryside. Was not the terrible Danton an epileptic of that singular variety, like a variable star that now is brilliant, now dim?

And there were others, whose flame came and went more swiftly. There were Caesar, Mahomet. Perhaps that most eloquent of Englishmen, that empire-builder, Chatham, was afflicted by epilepsy when, during his second administration, he sat in his country estate unable to meet even his dearest friends, unable to lift a hand in the crises of his countrys affairs.

These things came to her dimly, and others more clearly out of the past, but they were more hearsay than fact. What troubled her was the realisation that Douglas had varied between a penetrating eagerness of mind and a sluggish dullness.

And if diet controlled the disease — if indeed he were epileptic and the diet controlled it — might he not have induced the aura by ordering the very food which Kildare had forbidden him?

The terror caught her by the throat. She walked on more rapidly, realising that all the while she had been bent on reaching the house of Paul Messenger in her subconscious mind. She saw it now looming in the next block, and the sight of it reassured her subtly and completely.

She walked down the block in front of it, paused a moment at the corner and turned back again. She was nearly in front of it when the front door of the house opened and Douglas Lamont stood at the head of the steps.

The brilliant hall-lights streamed out around him. He was not alone. Paul Messenger himself was in the open doorway, and three other men surrounded Douglas. But he was the dominant figure, though he was smaller than any of the others. He stood out from them like a Napoleon surrounded by marshals. They were inclining their heads toward him, watching him, listening to his words.

She could hear him say: Ah, Willoughby, youre the one I was particularly afraid of.

And a tall, leaning, studious figure bowed toward Douglas, saying: The fact is that your idea has a double value, Lamont. In the first place, it is what every man in the world wants to believe in; in the second place youre poet enough to make every man think that it can be done; and economist enough to spike the guns of the enemy, as youve spiked ours tonight.

They came on down the steps. Douglas had turned to say good night again to big Paul Messenger, who stood above them, radiant. Now he was passing down along with the others, and they attended him, it seemed to her happy, tear-filled eyes, like lesser creatures around one divinely chosen.

This was his great moment and he had made the best of it. Perhaps he would fit into one of those highest niches which are reserved in the history of mankind for the great geniuses, the great benefactors.

He stood on the lowest step, now, and suddenly seemed to grow higher. She saw the men on his right and left catch him by the arms. He had stiffened, his head thrown back, his arms thrusting out into crooked, stiff, rigid positions, like the arms of a statue awkwardly poised. She could see the distention of the cords in his throat. A voice that seemed to come from the mouth of a beast groaned aloud. And then he fell.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

FAREWELL TO LOVE
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THEY CAUGHT AT him. They prevented him from striking the sidewalk, but before they could lift him again, she had her arms around him.

It was like embracing a figure of wood. Paul Messenger was running down the steps. She stood up. She heard her voice saying, calmly: Call for Dr. Kildare at the Blair General Hospital, and carry him back into the house.

They obeyed her. They did not exclaim, these men of mind, but each gave his attention studiously to the work in hand. Somehow Paul Messenger managed to take the whole weight into his arms. He carried the trembling body back into his house.

There was his daughter, Nancy, coming hurrying. She had a quick smile of recognition for Mary Lamont. And then Marys voice was giving directions again — to prepare a hot bath and get him into it, and above all to get Dr. Kildare, quickly, quickly!

They carried Douglas up the stairs. As they went, she could hear the voice of Nancy crying at a telephone: Jimmy — this is Nancy.... Jimmy dear, come quickly — jump as fast as you can! Douglas Lamont has collapsed.... Yes, yes, hes here at Fathers house.... It seems to be a fit of some sort....

She followed the body of Douglas, frozen as if by death. And was it not in fact a death that had occurred? All that happened around her became fixed, static, as if a slow moving picture projected the images upon the screen of her mind.

She never could forget the silly Gainsborough, golden and blue and foolish, that hung in the upper hall, or, in a niche hollowed in the wall, a Greek head remodelled by some patient Roman copyist. Twenty centuries had turned the marble to pale gold, but the statue had been hardly used. The nose was half chipped away, the back of the head was gone, and great excoriations ran up one side of the face. Half her smile had disappeared, and yet the smile was there, and the grace, and the girlish sweetness which somehow shone more clearly through the torment and the disfigurement and the long, long rain of years. It seemed to Mary Lamont an exquisite distillation of her own agony, a sort of fellow sorrow which she could take to her heart.

Down the upper hall the deep nap of the carpet muffled all footfalls to whisperings. In this hush she followed Douglas to a grave. Perhaps he would not die; but it was death for her, death for the children that should be born to her, death to all the years of her life that were to have been spent with Kildare.

Twice the blow had fallen in one family, and that was enough. Her uncle had died in an institution; and now her own brother was tainted in the brain. The whiz of the arrow had gone just past her cheek. When she had reached the same age — who could tell what she would be?

And there was Kildare to be wounded by the same stroke. He would not shrink back from such a danger to their life together, but he would have no children, of course. He never would speak a reproach; he never would permit himself even inwardly to regret. That was the stuff he was made of, that champion of lost causes.

Time went vaguely past her. Her hands were occupied, now. Her voice giving directions. All the other people were gone except the great and terrible Willoughby, he of the baby face and the gigantic brow; and there was stalwart Paul Messenger, and lovely Nancy.

What had been done could hardly be wrong; and now they had Douglas in a bed where the fresh attacks of the convulsion stretched him again and again, as if on a rack. Froth kept coming to his lips, a blood-stained froth. His eyes, partially open, and his hard-drawn mouth, seemed to express resistance to the torment. He was like a picture of one about to scream.

Its going to be all right, said Nancy.

For an instant full consciousness rushed back on Mary and she looked into the eyes of the other girl, and saw her moving in deep space and time, surrounded by wealth and love and children and happiness so still and perfect that it would be like quiet music.

All right, did you say? asked Mary, and she saw Nancy shrink. There was a perfect comprehension in this girl, at least.

She said: Jimmy will make everything right, Mary. Jimmy always makes everything right. You know how he is and what he can do.

Yes, I know, said Mary. This time he has a perfect chance to throw his own life away. Its what hes made for, isnt it? You couldnt know him; you couldnt look at him, without understanding that hed have no luck in the end.

Her voice surprised her own ears, it was so curiously level and easily modulated, as if she were a teacher pointing out a medical instance in a classroom, or a lecturer illustrating a point of character in someone long dead. She saw the head of Nancy bow.

Afterward, Nancy said something to her father; and from that point forward the eye of Messenger dwelt on her from time to time with a profound, gloomy understanding and sympathy. They knew that she had accepted the emptiness of the future, and they knew that there was no other honourable thing for her to do.

She had to leave Jimmy. She had to drive him away in such a fashion that he would never come near her again. In some way, she would manage to work out a scheme that would appear sound. There was Douglas to take care of. That was to be her life work.

That was to be everything.

She saw it all clearly. It would be a life in miniature.

Bitterness by degrees would pinch her mouth and harden her eyes.

Kildare suddenly was in the room. Nancy Messenger was kissing him. If only Nancy would keep the tears out of her eyes! For there must be no tears now. All was to be calm, stone-calm and steady forever. She could thank God that Kildare himself was as undemonstrative as a rock.

He was a little pale, but then his colour rarely was good. The darkness of continual exhaustion always was thumbed in around his eyes. But he was steady; he was like a rock. There never was a tremor of his hands.

He was opening his medical kit while he was on his way across the room. A moment later he was breaking the ampule of phenobarbital. He took the whole of it into his hypodermic; three whole grains he gave to Douglas in the arm. Then he sat down to watch.

She became aware of time and events once more. It was a classical condition of epilepsy, the true status epilepticus that kills through exhaustion unless the patient is brought out before many hours.

She began to use a towel to wipe away the sweat from the face and throat of Douglas, and to clear his mouth of the blood-stained froth. Kildare, hooking a stethoscope around his neck, listened from time to time to the heart: to the ventricles, to the auricles, and then back to the big labouring ventricles. Now he took the pulse to see how the beats were coming through.

It was as impossible to read his mind as if he had been a statue. She began to massage, softly, the neck cords, and looked to Kildare for permission. He nodded.

She did not exist for him, she knew, except as a machine. He was suspended in space. There was no room around him, no people. There was only his patient. She had seen him, so many times before, in exactly this state of suspension, pouring all his mind, all his energy into a patient; as if from some store of electrical energy he were able to give back the vital strength to the sick.

There was one peculiarity about him: he nearly always had a finger on the pulse, or resting lightly on the arm of the patient, as if instinctively he needed that physical contact and received through it those impalpable impressions, those swift dim messages which come only to a very great doctor.

Some people, when they talked about him in the hospital — and they always were talking about the rising of this bright, new star — declared that his skin was too thin. He could not continue giving his own vitality to every patient that came into his hands. But she knew they were wrong. The more he gave, the more there was to be given.

Douglas began to roll his eyes. They turned wildly to the right, then to the left. Then back they turned, the lids wide open, the eyeball distended, with the little red arteries coming into visibility.

When sense goes out of the eyes, a man seems to become a mere beast. And so it was with Douglas. He was not her brother. He was merely a sufferer for whom, with the passage of every moment, her hope grew less and less.

It was midnight, suddenly. For hours he had been lying there receiving shock after shock of the convulsions. Usually epileptics turn rigid with the fit, then relaxed; and the convulsion might come again later, when nature had restored some strength to the body.

But this was one long, long tension which, in the end, must snap the thread of life.

It was wonderful that Douglas had endured as long as this. It seemed clear to her that without the touch of Kildare upon him he would have died long hours ago. And love for the young doctor burst upward, suddenly, from her heart. It pressed like an exploding force against her teeth. She set them harder.

The wild impulse receded, died away. She was vastly grateful that the all-seeing eye of Kildare had not fallen upon her at that moment. It never would happen again. It never would come to her again. At the source, in the heart itself, she would learn how to control and kill every one of these tremendous outgoings.

Time takes care of such matters. There would come a day when she would be able to talk calmly, of the time when she had been a hospital nurse. She could hear herself telling some faintly interested companion how she had seen genius come to the Blair General Hospital, and how he had been looked on askance, and how he had persisted in his bulldog ways, making his own independent diagnoses, clinging to them in spite of the devil and all authority, again and again on the verge of expulsion, again and again re-accepted, until at last the strange news was abroad in the whole great institution that a genius, a creature of compacted and brilliant light, was among them.

By that time he would be the celebrated Doctor Kildare,

The greatest diagnostician since the death of famous Doctor Gillespie. News reporters are learning how to write about scientists of genius. They would learn to write about Kildare in the same manner. He would be up there for the world to admire; and all the while he would carry on with that strange humility which she knew so well, that selfless purpose which he had been born to and which he inherited again from the great Gillespie.

He, at least, would never forget her. There was no forgetfulness in that brain of his.

Now she heard Messenger saying: Mr. Willoughby, dont you think you had better go and get some rest?

She glanced quickly around the room. It was two in the morning. Nancy was still there, fetching and carrying when anything was needed. Paul Messenger was there. So was the baby face, the huge, smooth forehead of the famous Willoughby.

She heard Willoughby answering: May I ask the doctor a question?

Certainly, Mr. Willoughby.

Doctor, is not your patient in considerable danger? asked Willoughby.

He is in danger, said Kildare, without visible emotion.

In that case, said Willoughby, if it is permitted, I should like to remain with my colleague. He added, rather dreamily: We have not his like in the world, you know. Doctor, may I ask you what hopes there may be, and to what the seizure may be attributed?

Kildare did not turn his head. He seemed to be speaking to the unconscious man on the bed as he said: This man could have kept a reasonable degree of health and safety if he had been willing to live quietly; if he had been willing to move the mountain a grain of sand at a time. But he was afraid that his idea would die unless he fought for it now. He knew that he was risking his life. He chose to risk it.

Willoughby stood up from his chair. He seemed about to speak, then changed his mind and sank into the chair slowly again.

Messenger said in a moved voice: I hope that his work does not have to fail without him, Mr. Willoughby?

There was a moment of silence then, and Messenger seemed almost frightened.

Perhaps not, said Willoughby. But he is the torch that set us on fire. We are cold souls. Can we pass along the fire that was in him? Can we make people venture their money, their souls?

We can try, said Messenger.

We can, answered Willoughby, and we shall!

Kildare, his finger on the pulse having discovered something, put the stethoscope suddenly over the heart of Douglas. He listened intently.

She thought: God have mercy!

Kildare glanced quickly up at her, and she knew that she had uttered her thought aloud. Kildare said, in that calm, familiar voice, which always was deepened and enriched by the great crisis: There is still a good chance. There is a spinal puncture to relieve the intercranial pressure.

Her cold hands assisted in turning Douglas, in baring his back, in sterilising a place for the needle. She saw the liquid drawn off in the syringe. The back was covered, the body turned again. And Kildare once more listened with the stethoscope, intently.

After a moment he glanced up at her from out of that hidden world whose mysteries he knew so well. He looked at her and one of his rare smiles came and went.

A groaning breath of relief passed her lips. This was the reprieve for which she had stopped hoping. And almost at once the tension commenced to relax in the cords of the throat. The breathing of Douglas grew stertorous, then more normal. The wooden rigidity passed from his body. His eyes closed, then opened suddenly with clear consciousness in them again, at last.

His voice said, faintly but very clearly: For the sake of the poor, for the sake of the handless, helpless poor, for the sake of the inert and prostrate minds, gentleman, let us make the great attempt and trust in God. Let us...

The voice trailed away. He slept.

We shall, said Willoughbys hushed voice. We shall trust in God!

Someone was sobbing very quietly. That was Nancy. And then, by a miracle, Mary found that she was alone in the room with Kildare and the sleeping man.

It was much later. The dawn was beginning to finger the big windows. And she had returned from a long, sad trek of the imagination across weary continents of thoughts.

Kildare stood up and she rose also, instinctively. He was very tired. His lips fumbled the words as he said: He can lead a life that will have to be very quiet at first. But he can increase his activity by degrees. Ive written out the diet and the prescription for the medicine. He can be moved from here later on today, or perhaps early tomorrow. Telephone to me if there is any bad change. I think thats all.

She saw that the time had come to strike the blow. She could sever the mooring line and cast herself adrift from him forever. Kind explanations never would do, with him. He simply would insist. He would beat down resistance, finally with ease. It was with a sharp edge that she must deal with him and nothing else.

Youve been very kind and efficient, she said.

He glanced sharply at her, frowning, bewildered by her tone.

But lets be frank. Isnt that the best way? Of course I know that you could have prevented all this, if youd chosen to.

Prevented — if Id chosen? he echoed, helplessly. She opened the door for him.

Instead of that, youve let his life become a ruin. And what are you or a thousand like you compared with one mind like this?

He walked past her into the hall.

Youre tired and a little wild, Mary, he said. Ill talk to you later on.

Without a reply, she closed the door on him, heavily. And, having closed it, her body leaned against it, her face in the hollow of her arm as she sobbed. If he came back now, he would understand everything at a glance. But he did not come back. She prayed that the door knob would turn, but it remained inert under her hand.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

TELL SALLY
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KILDARE, BACK AT the hospital, still shaking his head to clear it of the strange nightmare impression which Mary had left in him, passed a softly singing voice at the telephone board.

Good morning, Dr. Kildare! called Sally. She glanced around her to make sure that there was no one within hearing distance. How is everything, doc?

Everythings all right, said Kildare. And how about Joe?

This is his last day on the ambulance, she said. Oh, Ive made him swear higher than a stack of Bibles. Get the promises when you can. Thats my idea. We gunna be so happy. The big mug! Were gunna be so happy. Thanks to you, doc!

He went up to bed, set his alarm clock, and fell heavily asleep. It seemed hardly five minutes before the speaker was saying: Dr. Kildare, wanted in Dr. Gillespies office.... Dr. Kildare wanted in Dr. Gillespies office.

He stumbled into his white clothes and went down to the waiting line. He carried with him a vague sense of disastrous defeat; it was only later that he remembered the words of Mary, but they were too strange for credence.

The first shock came when he rang the nursing home and found that Mary Lamont had resigned her position.

The second blow was when Molly Cavendish, that afternoon, stopped in his office to say: So you let her go, did you? You kept at her until her heart was gone out of her, and then you let her slip away?

Her face was grim.

But shes not away, said Kildare. The fact is...

Argue with your grandmother, not with me, said Molly Cavendish, and slammed out of the room.

He rang Paul Messengers house then.

She was not there. She had called in an outside doctor who gave permission to move Douglas, who was greatly recovered after his sleep. An ambulance had called. The Messengers did not know the address to which she had taken her brother.

After that, Kildare was a serious man. Hardly an hour later a special delivery was brought to him, a little packet containing a brief note from Mary Lamont. It read:



DEAR JIMMY:

The fact is that wed never be able to forget what has happened to Douglas. Youd never forget and Id never forgive. So lets agree to stop trying. Weve never done a very good job of life, even in the planning of it. So what chance would there have been in tackling the reality together?

Im sending back your letters. All three of them. Certainly you werent inspired to any great eloquence by this girl, were you? And certainly you didnt try the old pen and ink very often.

Well, Jimmy, old dear, Ill try to think kinder thoughts before long and wish you everything in your work.

Affectionately, MARY



He read it over two or three times. There was no Mary in it. He couldnt recognise a single phrase. But perhaps women are like that: more fierce and relentless than men, when their minds are made up.

He rang Lamonts hotel. As he expected, he was no longer registered there; his luggage had been removed by Miss Lamont. Suddenly he realised that he lacked even a trace of her. She had melted out of his sight completely.

Gillespie was sure to find out before long. It was no surprise to Kildare when, late in the afternoon, Gillespie said: Whats this about Mary Lamont giving up her job? To take care of her brother?

So it seems, said Kildare.

Seems? Dont you know?

No, sir.

Wait a minute. Where is the girl?

I dont know, sir.

You what?

I dont know, sir.

Well, Ill be damned, said Gillespie. You mean that youre wrecked on this business of the brother? Kildare said nothing. For suddenly it seemed to him that there was no breath left in him for speech.

You mean, went on Gillespie, that youll let her fade out of your life without making a single effort?

If I could find her... said Kildare. But New Yorks a big place.

Bah! said Gillespie. If you gave a single damn about her, youd track her down in five minutes.

But the stream of the hospital work did not slacken, and Kildare was surprised to find himself seeing as clearly, thinking as swiftly as ever. Within him there was the persistent ache of his heart, but he was accustomed to that sort of pain. He had grown up familiar with it, when he was fighting his way through school.

Gillespie called in the ambulance driver, Joe Weyman.

He said: Weyman, youve got an eye in your head. Start using it. Mary Lamont has disappeared. Kildare cant find her. Your friend Mike Ryan knows the police. Ask him what to do. And get out in your infernal ambulance and start cruising like a taxi-cab. You might find out something. You know the sort of hotels shed stop at, the sort of restaurants shed eat in.

She left? She left the doc? breathed Weyman.

Gillespie scowled.

Ive given you the facts. Go out and do something about them. Ill cover you on the use of the ambulance.

Get going, Weyman!

So Weyman got going, hurrying like a frightened animal to Mike Ryan, first of all.

Mike Ryan leaned his elbows on the edge of the bar and shook his head. It aint likely to of happened, said Mike. Ive seen her and Ive heard her talk. It aint the sort of a thing shed do.

Yeah, but you never can tell with a gal thats had education mixed up in her head, said Weyman.

Thats true, agreed Ryan. You get a female that thinks she can think, and all hell is likely to pay for it. They get proud of their ideas. You cant never tell any man or any woman, either, when they start thinking their way out.

Get the cops on the job, said Weyman. Im gonna go cruising.

So he went cruising, hour by hour, while the day clouded over and the soft, slow rain began to fall. At fifty places he made his inquiries; but the day had ended and the twilight begun before he saw Mary Lamont beside a street lamp, seeing to the loading of luggage into a taxi-cab. By the time he had pulled in beside the curb, the girl was gone back into the little hotel.

Hai, taxi, said Weyman, where does that load go?

Its catching a boat for South America at seven oclock, said the taxi. Why?

What pier? asked Weyman.

Forty-three, I think, said the taxi-driver. Whats the idea, brother?

Weyman, for answer, dropped his gear shift lever into first and made the engine howl as he shot the ambulance down the street. He had no time to spare. There would be a saving if he simply stopped and telephoned the news to the doc; but a telephone call was a dull way of doing something that could be made so dramatic.

He foretasted his hurried entry, his breathless rush into Kildares office. Therefore, although the time was short to get to the hospital and leave the warning, he stepped on the gas and prepared his speech.

He was grinning so that he hardly saw the ten-year-old urchin that jumped out from the curb, laughing, his head turned to watch the running boy behind him. He was hardly ten feet away before Weyman snapped out of his day-dream and swerved the heavy ambulance.

The boy, screeching, jumped aside and missed death by a scant fraction; and on that street oiled by the rain the ambulance squirted sideways, out of control, like a watermelon seed shot out from between thumb and forefinger.

Weyman, desperately trying to right it, saw the rear of a great twenty-ton trailer-truck loom through the rain mist. The red of the rear-end lights streaked across his brain; then the crash blotted out the world.

When Joe Weyman came to, he felt nothing but a numbness. A policeman was kneeling beside him.

Someone said: They oughta shoot him; they oughta put him out of his misery. God, I never seen nothing like it!

Weyman bent his head and saw that they were speaking of him. His body was like a hillside after a spring rain. Blood gushed from twenty small fountains. He tried to lift his hand and brush away some blood that was tickling his upper lip. But he could not move his hand. His legs were spread-eagled in a queer way that made no sense. They were not two legs. They were a jumble.

A siren came toward them, screaming.

Take it easy, bucko, said the policeman. Therell be a doctor here in a minute and slide a shot into you and then youll be all right. You wont feel nothing.

Wait a minute, said Weyman. I gotta think. There was something that I had to do. I had to do something for the doc....

Leave the doc wait, said the cop. Think about yourself, brother, for a while.

Listen, guy — officer, I mean — Im cooked. Im passing out. I cant only half see you. For Gods sake have a heart and do what I ask. Will you?

Ill do it.

Get out your book.

Ive got it out.

Write down — telephone board, Blair General Hospital, gal named Sally.

Ive got it.

Never mind. Leave that till later. Theres a doctor in that hospital... Kildare.

Okay.

Grab a taxi and beat it for the hospital. Get to him. If you have to break down doors, get to him.

Ill get to him, all right, said the officer.

Tell him that Mary Lamont — L-A-M-O-N-T — leaving for South America. Pier..

Darkness lifted suddenly above his lips, above his eyes. He heard a voice calling faintly to him: What pier buddy?

Pier Forty-three. Seven oclock. Tell Sally..


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

ID HAVE A PRAYER
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THEY BROUGHT TIM Creegan into the operating room at Blair General; and he was in a panic. The nurses were contemptuous.

If youd give me only half a second to see the doc, whined Creegan.

Hold up a minute, said Brixby. What doc? Dr. Kildare?

Yeah, the doc, said Creegan.

Ill try to get him for you, said Brixby. But hes a busy man, Creegan.

Yeah, but if I could just lay an eye on him for a minute, and hear him tell me itll be all right.

So Kildare came, hurrying.

Simple appendectomy, said Bixby. No signs of any complications. All clear sailing.

Doc, said Creegan, is it true? Is it all right?

Its all right, said Kildare.

Are they gunna put me out, first? Are they gunna choke off my wind?

Did you give Creegan a good shot before you brought him in here?

I did, said Bixby, but hes terribly nervous. It didnt seem to take the edge off him at all.

Doc, stand by a minute, will you? begged Creegan. I cant breathe good.

He struggled to sit upright.

Steady, said Kildare, and laid a hand on his arm.

Creegan lay like a stone, his eyes begging Kildare.

Let me do this job, Bixby, will you? asked Kildare.

Why not? said Bixby. Ill ring the office.

My God, doc, said Creegan.

Its going to be all right, said Kildare.

You mean youll do the whole job with your own hands?

The whole job, said Kildare.

From first to last, and nobody else touch me?

Nobody else, Tim.

Love of God, its moren I could ask for.... Would somebody please tell Minnie, where shes waiting in the room, half wild, poor thing? Would somebody please tell her that the doc is going to do it all with his own hands, and theres no worry no more?

Someone left the room.

Now, said Kildare, nodding to the anaesthetician. Careful, please... its going to be easy, Tim.... First you feel a little shut off in the breathing, but keep on breathing slow and deep.... Im right here. This is my hand on your head. I wont stir away till youre sound asleep, and youll wake up better than new...

There was not a stir from Creegan, only a deeply rumbled murmur of content.

After a while the great Gillespie came in, and the operating room drew to a fine tension under those all-seeing eyes.

Not going so fast today, Jimmy, I see, he said.

No, sir, said Kildare.

Man has a belly like an ox! said Gillespie. Plenty of bottom to that animal. Ten men like that could lift the Empire State Building....

There was a slight confusion at the door. A nurse spoke to someone outside who insisted on coming in. Finally she returned with a slip of paper, deeply stained with red at one corner.

She said: A message for you, doctor.

Later on, said Kildare.

No, doctor. Now! insisted the nurse.

He saw the bigness of her eyes through the white mask.

Well? he said, taking the paper.

An officer brought it from Joe Weyman, the ambulance driver. He was hurt in an accident. And he gave the officer this message.... And he died, doctor.

Weyman? Dead? said Kildare.

He took a deep breath, shrugged his shoulders, and read the message.

Mary Lamont leaves Pier Forty-three at seven oclock, bound for South America.

He crumpled the paper and let it drop; then he leaned over the operation again. His hands were a little slower, but perfectly sure. Gillespie had caught the crumpled paper out of the air. He smoothed it.

Hold on! said Gillespie. Bixby, cant you take this over? Theres a terribly important thing for Kildare to do.

Im glad to take over, said Bixby. Thanks, Jimmy. You just run along.

I promised him, said Kildare through his teeth.

You fool! cried Gillespie. Theres not twenty minutes before the sailing. If you miss her now, youve missed her for ever. And whats Creegan but a human ox, anyway?

I promised him, said Kildare. From the first touch to the last stitch, its to be all my work.

Then, by God, youre right, said Gillespie.

He whirled the wheelchair round.

Open that door — and get out of my way! he ordered.

The last visitors were off the Caballero when a man in white was pushed up the gangway by a second white-clad figure. The second officer met them at the head of the gangplank.

Entirely too late for visitors, sir, he said.

Its not too late for me. Im not a visitor, said Gillespie.

What is this all about, sir? asked the officer.

Its a melodrama, said Gillespie. Theres gold in them hills; and theres a girl in the hands of the Indians — and youre the Indians, brother. And Im the United States cavalry to the rescue. Get passenger Mary Lamont up here to me, and get her fast!

Its Dr. Gillespie, of the Blair General Hospital; its the great Gillespie himself, the ambulance driver was explaining to the purser of the little ship.

A moment later Mary Lamont was brought into the pursers office and faced the belligerent stare of Gillespie.

Leave us alone, said Gillespie, to the ships officer.

Now, Mary, what hellish contraption are you up to now?

Im taking my brother to a place where he can have quiet and a change, she said.

And leaving Kildare in hell about you, eh?

If Ive upset him a little, hell soon be all right, she said.

Fallen out of love, have you?

Im sorry, doctor.

Cool about it all, aint you?

We werent right for one another. Its much better this way, she said.

He dont amount to much in your eyes, it seems?

Im afraid not, doctor, she said.

Why, what a little tin-whistle, penny-a-dozen liar you turn out to be! said Gillespie. Get down on your knees and ask God Almighty to forgive you for being such a liar!

Im not lying, doctor, she said.

You are! Youre lying and lying and lying, in every line of your little wooden, white face. Why do you keep your hand over your heart, except that the thought of Kildare is killing you every minute?

No, doctor, she said.

Dont no, doctor me, either. Do you think that you can fool me, you empty-headed little rattle-trap? Do you think that I dont know you like a book? Yes, a first grade reader. Words of one syllable. Thats how simple you are to me.

Doctor Gillespie, Im sorry that youre wrong.

Sorry, are you? Ill make you a damned sight sorrier. Pull that chair over here beside me.... Now sit down in it.... Now put your head on my shoulder.

He pulled her forcefully down to him.

Now cry, you little fool! said Gillespie. Youre not right for one another, eh? Its better this way, is it?

She began to tremble. She clutched her face with both hands, but the tears forced through.

There was a strong knocking at the door.

The ship sails in five minutes! called the purser.

Get the luggage of Mary Lamont and her brother on shore, said Gillespie. Get it right out on the dock, or Ill make you wish you had yellow fever on board instead of me!

I cant go back to him, whispered Mary.

Cant you? Youre not going back. Youre being carried back, and Im the one thats doing the carrying.

You dont know — oh, you dont know! she gasped. It isnt only the one stain in my familys blood. There are two. I cant marry Jimmy. I cant marry him. I cant. I cant have children. There was another dreadful case....

Her hand instinctively found the second letter from her cousin. It had arrived only that day and she exposed the moist twist of it inside the handkerchief which she carried.

There was my poor uncle. He died in an institution in Peoria. And now theres Douglas — and I dont even dare think of marriage, and the curse I could bring to poor Jimmys life!

What are you talking about? said Gillespie. Theres no institution for the insane in Peoria; but theres a poor-house there. Is that what youre talking about? And as for epilepsy, its no more hereditable than measles, you little ramping, raving idiot! Not if there were ten cases in ten generations; it wouldnt mean a damned thing more than chance!

That isnt true! whispered the girl. She slipped out of the chair on to her knees. She held one of Gillespies old, tough hands between hers. It isnt true. Youre only making me crazy with happiness!

Youll be a damned sight crazier, then, when Kildare gets through with you.

They got Douglas Lamont to bed in the hospital. Where I can watch his regimen myself, said Gillespie, because he belongs to you, and you to Jimmy, and Jimmy to me; so the whole damned tribe of you are in my pocket, where I intend to keep you till Im satisfied. The whole damned kit and caboodle, said Gillespie. Now well find Jimmy.

Not yet, said Mary. Im going to ask Miss Cavendish, first, if shell permit me to return to the hospital and then—

Ill attend to that Cavendish woman, said the terrible Gillespie. You come with me and face the music.

So she had to go with him in the elevator down to the first floor. And there, in the hallway, they met Jimmy face to face, walking slowly, with the arm of little Sally, the telephone operator, drawn through his. And she, from the turn of her bowed head toward him, seemed still to be weeping.

He did not see them, so great was his preoccupation in Sally. They could not make out his words, but the gentle murmur of his voice was giving infinite comfort.

Steady, steady, Mary, said Gillespie, as the two disappeared around a bend in the corridor. Did you see what I saw? Her man is dead, Mary.... Medicine, surgery, panaceas — if I were a boy again, Id make a new start all over again, and do you know what Id do, my dear girl? Id learn how to pray. Id learn one damned good prayer and have it ready when the time comes that nothing else can help.
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A GREAT HOSPITAL must find hands for everything. The Blair General Hospital always had. Whether victims came pouring in from an explosion in a laundry or from a fire in the factory, the Blair General managed in some way to take care of the extra burden. But on this day when Mrs. Elijah Green was about to have a baby, no one could be found to send to her.

The check-over of available doctors in a hospital can be made quickly. In the delivery room the obstetricians were busy; they could not be spared. Every resident and every interne was engaged. Seven members of the surgical staff were operating.

The secretarys office passed the case of Willa Ann Green to the head of the hospital; an emergency had been reached, and emergencies were the special occupation of Doctor Carew, who had organised the hospital and who loved and knew his creation from the sun decks to the boiler room.

Its a coloured woman — a Mrs. Elijah Green, said the secretary.

Carews office wires began to hum, probing quickly into every part of the great institution; but the place was like a ship in a storm, with all hands called on deck. For the powerful machines of the X-ray department there was a long line-up of appointments waiting — people who could not be put off from the regular course of their treatment. Two doctors in the fluoroscope room were observing a suspected malignancy, outlined in barium. In the laboratories, two pathologists were at work, but could not be interrupted, for one was examining spinal fluid of a suspected case of meningitis, and another was typing the pneumonia case of a patient at the last gasp. Even in the accident room, where a spare pair of hands usually was available, every man was employed. The steam tank of a laundry had burst, and the victims had been crowded into Blair Hospital.

The resources of Carew and his hospital seemed completely exhausted when he said to his secretary, Have we tried every available doctor in the place?

Every one except Doctor Gillespie, she reported.

Not Gillespie, of course, said Carew. But we might borrow his right hand. See if we can steal young Kildare.

The strange line-up that flowed by night and day into the offices of Doctor Leonard Gillespie was present now. As a rule, the cases which came to the clinic of the great diagnostician had been referred to him by other doctors as to a court of last resort, but always there was a sprinkling of patients with minor ailments, for the famous old man would exclude no one. In the front office young Doctor Kildare took most of these, passing dubious or peculiar cases on to his superior. Mary Lamont was the nurse who carried the case histories with Kildares diagnoses and notes to the internist.

Such a history Gillespie was unfolding now, while the patient before him talked rapidly. He was a tall, fragile man, almost sixty, and he was saying, Theres a sense of impending disaster. When my back is turned, something materialises in the corner of the room; behind the door something is waiting; the wind seems to be whistling words into my ear, if I could only understand them. My temper keeps snapping. I cant sleep. I feel as though hell itself were rising up around me and about to take shape. While he talked, Gillespie was reading Kildares note. It said: He was bitten about a year ago by a dog. The wound was slight, and in the foot. Im afraid its a case of rabies — God help him!

Gillespie noted again the apprehension, the unnameable terror in the eyes of the patient. He said gently, Youd better stay with us for a day or two of observation. You need rest and sedatives. Try to put your mind at ease, my friend.

He sat with bowed head when the patient had gone. That fearful apprehension would increase. A horrible paralysis would reach the throat. Nothing could save this man from a frightful death. He had come too late.

They trust time to cure them, Gillespie said sadly to Mary Lamont. They trust time instead of doctors, and so death catches up with them and theres nothing we can do.

A moment later she brought in a mother and small boy of three. I cant do anything about him, the mother was saying. I cant shame him. Ive put everything on his hands but he will suck his thumb. I know it means colic. It will ruin his teeth; it will deform the shape of his mouth. It will spoil the joints of his fingers.

Gillespie read Kildares note:— This idiot is hysterical. Youd better scare her. You might even roar.

Take the little boy out, said Gillespie.

But Ive brought him for you to see, the mother complained. Ive got to find out whats wrong with him. Ive got to know what to do about his nerves! Please look at him, Dr. Gillespie.

I see you, and thats enough for me, said the terrible old man with a scowl. Mary, take the boy out. When the child had gone, he added, Thumbsucking wont spoil his teeth or the shape of his mouth till the permanent set is erupted at six or so. Thumb-sucking is a dirty habit, but it wont give him colic... What do you do with your time? Bridge?

I do belong to a small club, she said.

I knew you were a contract player, said Gillespie. They all have a sleepless look and fidgets in their fingers. Theyve got the worn-out look that comes from wasted time... Do you know what causes thumb-sucking?

No, doctor, she whispered, shocked by the thunder in his voice.

Boredom causes it! he bellowed. That child is bored. Every three-year-old is bored and cranky. Do you know why?

No, doctor, the woman repeated faintly.

Because hes trying to do things and doesnt know how. Hes trying to learn words. Hes trying to learn how to run and climb and use his feet and hands. Hes working harder than a college student. And unless he has help, companionship, somebody to make it all a game, hes frustrated. You leave him alone while you play your damned contract. Give up that infernal game! Your boy cant read to himself, so he sucks his thumb. Why dont you read aloud to him? Stop being a silly girl and try to be a mother. Thats all I have to say to you.

As she fled from the room, he reached for the ringing telephone.

Was I too hard on her, Mary? he asked.

Just a little hard, sir, said the nurse.

Pretty little devil, wasnt she? asked Gillespie. With the pretty ones, you never hit a lick amiss unless you miss altogether. These beauties live on their face value, damn them. Im going to tell Kildare to keep a strong hand over you, too.

Im sorry, doctor, she said.

Dont smile. Its no smiling matter. You have a pair of eyes that wont stay still. They break every law of God and man.

He roared into the telephone. Well? Well? What do you want?... Doctor Carews office?... Take Kildare away when hes up to his neck down here?... Carew runs this damned hospital like a broken-down truck... Very well — very well. Why didnt you say there was a baby in it, in the first place? Send down the case history.

He turned from the phone. Get an obstetrical kit, Lamont, he commanded, and tell Kildare to step in here. Kildare came in, yawning and rubbing his eyes. Dont do that! roared Gillespie. When are you going to learn to stand at attention and be on your toes? Look at you, blear-eyed and done in because youve lost a few nights of sleep. When I was your age, I only closed my eyes once a week... Jimmy, I know youre tired so Ive arranged a little break in the day for you. Theres an outside obstetrical case. Im sending you to take charge.

Thanks, said Kildare, but if theres a spare minute I want to get down to the laboratory.

Jackson is staining some frozen sections that may—

Argument! growled Gillespie. All I get from you these days is argument! When you were just an interne, Kildare, I had some hope that by pounding and prayer I might turn you into a doctor some day. But now youre a resident physician and its gone to your head. Youre getting too damned much money and too damned many ideas of your own. And wipe that grin off your face, too.

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

Go out and enjoy a breath of air, Jimmy, said Gillespie, yawning in his turn, and bring a fine little pickaninny into the world, for a change. Its the only kind of doctoring thats worth a damn. All day long you and I are handling hopeless cases. Were breathing mortal dust and death. If I had my life to live over again, Id do nothing but obstetrics. Thered be ten thousand youngsters with Gillespie as a front name!

That was why James Kildare and Nurse Mary Lamont stepped into a hospital car at twenty minutes to four that afternoon.

You drive, said Kildare.

Why, Jimmy? she asked.

So I can watch you.

Youll go to sleep, she said.

She slipped the car into the traffic, driving with confidence.

Dont forget theres been a rain and the streets are still slippery, he reminded her.

Nothing can happen to us, said the girl.

He made himself comfortable and looked at her dreamily. All right. Nothing can happen to us, he agreed.

Were bound straight for happiness and its only thirty days away, and not even the devil himself would want to stop us.

Not if he could see you. Whered you get that sassy hat?

Its the same old hat. I just had the feather dyed. Im glad you havent any eyes, Jimmy. Itd cost so much more to keep you happy.

Kildare whistled. A light delivery truck had dipped past them so close that Mary had to jam down the brakes. The truck was an empty, with a red-headed young driver behind the wheel, taking his ease at fifty miles at hour through Manhattans traffic. A youngster of ten on the seat beside him was laughing up at him in pure trust and delight.

Mary looked at Kildare and whistled.

A red light pooled the traffic at the next corner.

Does Doctor Gillespie hate me? she asked, as she stopped the car. Because Im going to take you partly away from him, I mean.

But Im not going to be taken away, answered Kildare.

You mean youre not going to give up much time to marriage?

Be nice, Mary. Theres all this sunshine. We dont want to spoil it. Doctor Gillespie thinks youre wonderful.

Did he ever say so?

No.

Well, then?

If he didnt think you were wonderful, hed cut your throat.

He may — later on. If your mind wanders a bit, I mean, and he feels that marriage has slowed up his work of pouring all he knows into your mind.

But marriage wont hinder that, said Kildare, as the lights turned green and traffic began to flow once more. Nothing can be allowed to hinder that.

Because naturally its your duty as a doctor.

Naturally, agreed Kildare.

And nothing can be allowed to interfere with that?

Of course not, said Kildare. He roused a bit from his calm acceptance of these remarks. Are you sticking pins in me? he asked.

Before she could answer, brakes and tyres screamed midway in the block ahead of them, and then came the crunch and ring of heavy metal bodies beaten into one another. A hundred automobile horns groaned; a hundred other brakes and tyres yelled as the traffic opened on either side and Mary Lamont brought her car to a stop. Just before her the empty truck lay on its side; on its back, with wheels still spinning, was an open convertible — something in the fifteen-hundred-dollar class, thought Kildare as he reached for his kit.

When he had got out on to the pavement a crowd was running along the sidewalks. New York is too big to feel human pity for its little tragedies. An accident is news, whether it is in the paper or eye-witnessed. Part of the crowd gathered around the girl who had been thrown out of the convertible. She lay flat on her back. As consciousness returned she began to scream. Another portion of the mob swept toward the red-headed boy who had driven the truck. Blood ran over his shoulder from a wound in the back of his head. Heedless of this, he was on his knees beside the small boy, who lay still. The child was so frail that his body seemed to have been driven into the pavement. But he was not dead. Even as Kildare came up on the run, he saw the blood streaming across the boys face. And the dead dont bleed. His legs and arms were oddly disposed, but his eyes were wide open.

The redhead was saying, Are you hurt bad, Tommy? Are you all right?

Sure Ill be all right, said the small boy. Im fine, Bill. Its funny. Its like being sort of asleep, partly.

Kildare, shouldering the crowd aside, leaned over Tommy. A big, red-faced policeman was striding through the mob. Give us room, officer, said Kildare. Im a doctor.

Is he going to be all right? the redhead asked Kildare. There was a wet spot, and we took a skid. Oh, my God, whats Mom going to say?

The blood on Tommys face came from a scalp wound that looked shallow and unimportant. The odd twisting of the limbs was what interested Kildare as he put his hand over the boys heart, to feel the pulsations.

Straighten your legs, Tommy, he said.

I been trying to, said the boy, but they wont work.

Kildare drew the legs straight. He placed the lifeless arms at Tommys side and rallying himself, he smiled into the boys eyes. Well have you all right, he said. Where does the pain begin?

Keep back! the policeman was shouting, pushing the crowd away with his night stick.

Kildares swift fingers opened the obstetrical kit. He filled a syringe quickly and gave an injection. This will ease the pain, Tommy, he said. Lie quietly here. Dont try to stir. Dont make a single try.

Sure, doc, said Tommy.

Kildare stood up, with Bill screeching at him, incredulous. You aint gonna go away and leave him bleed to death, are you?

Keep your hands off your brother, said Kildare, and ran toward the screaming woman.

Other groans and screams came from automobile horns up and down the street, because traffic was completely jammed. A police siren cut through the other noises.

Kildare elbowed through the crowd, snapping, Give way, please. Im a doctor.

A tangle of phrases came to him from the staring mob.

It was a wet spot in the street...

There oughta be a law...

My God, look at her bleed!

I wish Harry were here to see this.

He got through the human mass as it wavered under the impact of two policemen who charged at it from the sidewalk. Other officers appeared by magic to control the traffic. Mary Lamont, on her knees, was putting a tourniquet on the right leg of the screeching woman. There was an ugly compound fracture between the knee and the ankle, and plenty of blood. Kildare took the bandaging out of Mary Lamonts hands.

Get to a telephone, he commanded. Let the hospital know whats happened and tell them to get a doctor out on that delivery case as fast as possible. Then take your car and rush to that address.

But youve broken the obstetrical kit open, she said. And I havent any—

You have your hands. Get on your way! he snapped. He tied the tourniquet. Stop that yelling, he ordered, taking the womans wrist and trying to get the pulse.

Through the horror and the pain that twisted her face appeared a glint of angry bewilderment. She began to scream louder than ever. Kildare slapped her sharply across the face. The yelling stopped.


CHAPTER TWO

[image: img53.jpg]

NOW THAT THE convulsive distortion had disappeared, he could see her clearly for the first time. The crowd around him was very angry.

Did you see that brute? demanded a womans voice.

Id like to give him some of the same, growled a man.

And then the voice of authority came from a policeman, exclaiming, Go easy there, doctor! We cant have no rough stuff here.

Shut up and keep that crowd back, said Kildare.

The policeman growled, but he made no retort. Kildare was getting the pulse at last. It was a crazy riot, a hundred and fifty or sixty, thready and fading out; as bad a pulse as hed ever touched. And the womans face, a pretty Latin type, was grey and shone with fine sweat. She touched the cheek he had slapped and looked up at him in dim outrage and bewilderment.

A zipper closed her dress in front. Kildare flicked it down. The slip beneath it he ripped open with a jerk of his hand and commenced to sound the abdomen.

I wont be undressed here in the street, Officer! whimpered the girl. Wont you do something? Id rather die than—

Its a damned outrage. Its got to be stopped! demanded a loud voice from the crowd.

Go easy, doctor! called a policeman. The woman has a right to decent treatment.

Kildare looked up at a grim young patrolman as big as Atlas. Keep out of this, and get that crowd back. You hear? Knock them down with your club if you have to. I want room here, and Im going to have it.

He had found what he feared. The abdomen was filled by an internal haemorrhage. Severe shocks can rupture the spleen. He bared the womans left side and found a red bruise. The colour was out of her face now. Even the lips were a pale grey.

I must operate, said Kildare. Here and now. He was rising to his feet as the woman broke into faint protest.

I wont have it! she breathed. I wont be stripped and shamed in the street. I wont die like a dog in the gutter.

Its your life! said Kildare.

Id rather die! she cried.

Near by, Bill was calling loudly, Will somebody help me get him up off the street? He had Tommy by the shoulders.

Kildare got to them with a jump. He took Bill by the nape of the neck and sent him sprawling.

Doctor or no doctor, said the sergeant of police, who was now in control, youre being pretty hard-boiled, young man. Dont lay your hands on anybody around here again.

Kildares eyes already had returned to the fainting girl. He said Dont let that boy touch his brother again. Dont let so much as a finger touch him!

You want him to bleed to death? asked the sergeant, in a fury.

Damn the bleeding! said Kildare. Do what I tell you or youll have a dead boy on your hands. He was back on the run, undoing sterile sheets, commanding, Clear this street, officers. Get that crowd back.

Youre out of your head, said the big youth in uniform. The womans refused the operation. I know the law. You cant touch her after shes refused the operation. Madame, dyou still refuse to let him operate?

But the girl was unable to answer.

The laws against you, repeated the policeman unhappily.

Hang the law! said Kildare. This is life or death. Take that girl by the shoulders and help me get her on this sheet.

He was slopping alcohol over his hands, pulling on rubber gloves, laying out instruments swiftly. She might be dead before the first incision. Her colour was that of death already, it seemed to him. There was chloroform, but he did not use it. He could trust that she would not be rallied suddenly out of this coma, even by the most exquisite pain.

Get down on your knees, he was saying to the policeman. That will keep most of the mob from seeing.

The first incision made a thin line of red, beaded here and there with crimson. The scalpel cut again.

The policeman began to groan on every indrawn breath. He commenced to whisper fragments of prayers.

Ah, murmured Kildare, a moment later, Im right!

Damn you and all your kind, said the suffering officer. My God, I think its fun for you!

The ruptured spleen was a gory mass. Kildare clamped off the pedicle in three places. Between the first clamp and the second he cut the pedicle; below the second and the third he tied the pedicle. But as he finished this work something else began to trouble him. That touch of his — sensitive as the fingers of the blind — had found a suggestion of permanent evil.

He paused half a second. Then, his teeth set, he touched the adjoining end of the pancreas. Perhaps his decision had already been recorded in his subconscious mind. Now he submitted to it and fell instantly to work. It seemed to him that a very storm of denunciation blew in his ears. It came from all he had read in his medical books. It swelled with the voices of his professors. He worked as one under fire, but this siege affected not at all the swift precision of his hands.

It was over. The small mass he had removed was wrapped up and deposited in his bag. Then he closed the wound, working fast. But all the while he told himself that it was impossible to avoid infection. The sterile sheets were merely a gesture, when the windy air was packed full of uncounted armies of death.

A siren screamed through the nightmare, and an ambulance from Blair Hospital pulled up at the kerb as Kildare painted the wound with iodine and covered the body with the sheets. There was no use trying to get the pulse; he already knew the womans condition of shock. He gave her an injection that might help to rally her a little, but a blood transfusion was what she needed.

He got to Tommy as Phil Davis, one of the hospital internes, came up with a stretcher and his ambulance driver.

Inch the boy on to the sheet first and then on to the stretcher, said Kildare. Ill take the shoulders and you manage the legs. Easy, easy with this one, Davis. Its a spinal fracture.

At midnight Kildare was still at the side of the girls bed in the Blair General Hospital, listening carefully to her heart. He took the instrument from his ears and drew the bedclothes back in place. His absent-minded glance found Mary Lamont at the foot of the bed.

Can you do anything for the leg now? she was asking.

He shook his head. Shes on the edge of the falling-off place, he said. Just a touch would be enough to send her over. We cant touch that leg without an anaesthetic; and a general anaesthetic would kill her.

Poor girl! said Mary.

Have you found out about her yet?

Yes. Heres the police report. Shes Estelle Courcy. She makes a living dancing and modelling.

Dancing and modelling? repeated Kildare, groaning aloud.

Mary Lamont nodded. Shes not a celebrity. But she had such pretty legs, Jimmy.

Did she?

Jimmy, dont you see anything unless its of pathological interest?

Go to bed. Youre sleepy.

But if that leg sets the way it is—

Therell have to be another operation.

Poor girl! Mary said again.

Do you think shed rather be dead with a straight leg than alive with a crooked one? asked Kildare. No girl is as crazy as that.

Oh, Jimmy, how little you know about us. Mary Lamont leaned over and looked closely at the girls face. Shes dreadfully gone, dreadfully spent!

She laid a light finger across the wrist of the patient to take the pulse. There was instantly a moan and an impatient turning of the head.

What have I done, Jimmy? Mary breathed, alarmed.

Its all right, answered Kildare, without troubling to lower his voice. Shell sleep again. He himself took the girls wrist in a firm grasp to study the pulse; but she merely sighed and was obviously deeply asleep again.

What do you do to them? asked Mary Lamont. Its hypnosis; its not just plain doctoring.

He settled down in his chair. Im going to sleep a bit, he said. You go to bed.

No. Ill stay and watch while you sleep.

Dont do that, Kildare said. If she stirs a hand, Ill wake up. Good night.

Mary leaned above the chair looking down at his tired face. Good night, she whispered, and went softly from the room.

As she reached the hall a student nurse hurrying by paused for a moment. Theres a poor man downstairs whos been driving us crazy with calls to find out about Estelle Courcy. What sort is she?

Shes a dancer.

One of those things?

I dont think so.

Dancing legs, and all that.

And all that, nodded Mary. Once upon a time.

Ah, poor thing! said the student nurse. She added The man downstairs has an awfully nice voice.

Mary Lamont went down to the waiting room to see him. His clothes were a neat cross section of Broadway, which sees every folly except its own. He wore a tan suit, the colour of a good Florida sunburn, and his face was the same shade. His coat was fitted to make his broad shoulders appear broader and his narrow hips more slender. His necktie was golden-tan, flecked with green.

Youve been inquiring about Estelle Courcy? Mary asked.

He rose on springs from his chair. His clothes might be all Broadway, but his spirit was something else. His whole body was trembling but he kept his voice steady.

The old girl — how does she seem? he asked.

Are you her dancing partner? asked Mary Lamont, and her eyes, without rudeness, considered him from head to foot after a frank fashion which only very pretty girls ever master.

His fingers worked at his necktie. It was not vanity. He was making breathing easier. Mary liked him in spite of his clothes.

Not her dancing partner, he said. Im only Ed Willis. He laughed. His hand indicated that his place in the amusement world was way down there.

Mary smiled into his eyes. She has a good chance, she said.

Chance? Ed Willis said. His voice, which had been so deep, broke. Chance! he whispered.

I think shes going to live, Mary said.

His hands went out to her. You mean that? You really think so? he begged.

She will live! said Mary Lamont.

You wouldnt just say that? he pleaded.

His hands had that way of flashing out and appealing on their own account. Mary Lamont obeyed her generous heart and took those hands in hers. They were shuddering with a quick vibration.

She has the finest doctor there is! said Mary.

Has she? Has she got one of the tops? he gasped.

Hes Doctor Kildare. He never gives up.

Doesnt he? God bless him! You tell him that I — my God, you tell him that!

Yes, Ill tell him, she said.

He stood with his head bowed.

Ill run along, he said, his voice muffled.

If you want to call about her, Im Nurse Lamont, said Mary.

Thanks, said Ed Willis, and he hurried out.

Mary Lamont went back to the sickroom. Kildare lay in his chair, asleep. Jimmy! she whispered.

He did not stir. But Estelle Courcy moved in her sleep. And Kildare, instantly fully aroused, sat up and looked at the sick girl. He put his gentle hand on her wrist and took the pulse. Then relaxing, he was about to sleep again when he saw Mary Lamont.

She leaned over and whispered, Eve been talking to her man. He loves her, Jimmy, terribly — terribly.

Kildare looked up at her. She kissed him.

Terribly, Jimmy, she said, and slipped from the room.

For a moment, he looked at the problem before him. Then, faintly smiling, he closed his eyes and slept.

It was three before Estelle Courcy roused out of her coma. Kildare, instantly on his feet, saw her turn in the bed. He studied the pulse and found it stronger. It was still very faint, but the rhythm was better; the beat had a trifle more power.

She sighed, murmured something and was gone again.

Kildare called a nurse. Sit here and watch, he directed. If she grows restless, dont touch her, but send for me. Ill be in Ward Seventeen.

He went first, however, to a laboratory. There he made a thin section of that small red mass which he had brought to the hospital after the operation on Estelle Courcy. He put the section on a stained slide, and the slide under a microscope. This he studied with a scowl. Then he destroyed all he had brought with him and, still thoughtfully, hurried out.

He went to Ward 17, where Tommy Long lay with his broken back encased in a long cast. There were a dozen beds in the ward, but only a few of them were filled. In the one next to Tommy, a gaunt figure sat up with a bandage zigzagged across his face. It was Bill Long, his red hair pushed stiff and high above the bandage. He looked at Kildare with hatred.

How is the boy? Kildare asked the nurse. Hes very nervous, doctor. We cant get him to sleep.

Pain?

A good deal, Im afraid.

Cant you give him something?

Doctor Gresham feels that no more sedatives should be given to him for a while, he reacts very strongly; he fights against a sedative, doctor. Kildare leaned over the bed. In the white face, great eyes were open. The boy smiled.

Hi, doc, he said.

Hi, Tommy, said Kildare. How are things?

Pretty good. I wisht I was home.

Hey, Tommy, whispered Bill from the next bed. This is the guy that done it. This is the doc that left you lay—

You done all you could for me, doc, said Tommy trustingly. But maybe you were a little tough on Bill.

You had to be handled like tissue paper, Tommy, or something might have broken.

Something did break, said Tommy.

No, weve prevented that.

Youre a good guy, doc, and you wanta make me happy, said Tommy. But I know. Im gonna lay all my life in a bed. Ill never be able to chuck a football around again.

Let us do the worrying about that, Tommy.

Doc, will you bend over close? Kildare put his ear close to the boys lips. He heard a faint whisper: Dont tell nobody. Dont tell Bill. But leave me pass out, doc, will you? Like I read about — couldnt you give me something? Itd just be between you and me, and nobodyd ever know.

Maybe well think about that too, if you get bad enough, said Kildare.

Oh, but Im terrible bad, doc. Somethings busted in me.

Ill take care of you, Tommy. Ill see that you dont spend your life in bed.

Do you mean...?

I mean everything you want to hear.

He stood up beside the bed again.

I wisht I could shake hands with you, murmured Tommy.

Kildare picked up a lifeless hand and gripped it hard. Thanks, said Tommy.

Im going to send a friend of mine down to you, said Kildare. You can talk to her.

I dont hardly want to talk to nobody, whispered Tommy. Except you, doc.

It will be the same as talking to me, Tommy. Dont tell anybody, but just between you and me, shes the girl I want to marry.

Gee! said Tommy. That would be pretty nice. But if I dont get better quick—

Ill take care of you if you dont get better, said Kildare.

Tommy closed his eyes and sighed in profound relief.

The nurse was saying to Kildare a moment later: Doctor Gresham doesnt approve of letting Tommy talk. Im sorry.

I think Gresham may change his mind, said Kildare.

He found Gresham in the hall.

Ah, Kildare, how is he? asked the neurosurgeon.

Hes a bit upset, I think, said Kildare.

Hell do all right, said Gresham. He needs quiet. Thats the chief thing. No talk. Just peace and quiet.

He seems very nervous, sir. In fact, hes bent on dying.

Nonsense! Well soon have that out of his head.

Im afraid not, doctor. Its a fixed idea.

Youve been doing some mind reading, have you? asked Gresham.

Im sorry, sir. In his condition, I in afraid he wont live twenty-four hours.

Thats damned nonsense! said Gresham. When I last saw him... What the devil do you propose to do?

I want to keep him amused. Actually, Id like to have talked him to sleep. He needs companionship and reassurance.

Thats rot, Kildare. My dear young man, I know youve built up a striking reputation in this hospital. But Im not talking about the No-mans land of diagnosis. Im talking about pathological facts. I can handle this case, my young friend.

Im sorry Ive made any suggestions, said Kildare. I have to admit that his condition seemed so serious that I promised him he would not be condemned to a life in bed. We would help him out of his pain, rather.

You mean a mercy killing? What the devil are you talking about, Kildare? Are you drunk?

I felt that anything was preferable to letting the nerve tension continue, said Kildare. Of course he doesnt realise that wed never do it.

There was a moment during which he could hear Gresham breathing hard, suppressing words.

Has Gillespie seen the boy? asked Gresham coldly.

No, sir. Not yet.

Youve been carrying on like this entirely on your own?

It seemed an emergency. Im sorry, sir.

Damn your sorrow! cried Gresham violently. And he slammed past Kildare into the room.

Kildare, wincing, hurried to Gillespies office, but the great man was not there. And a strange sense of loneliness and fear came over Kildare, not for the first time.


CHAPTER THREE
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THAT NIGHT IT was very late before the patients gathered in the Gillespie-Kildare waiting-room stopped filing in to see the old doctor. When they stopped coming, Gillespie was angry. He pushed a bell three times, and his body servant, Conover, hurried in.

Whats the matter with them out there? demanded Gillespie. Wheres Cavendish? Where are the patients?

Youve used up the last one, sir, said the Negro. Miss Cavendish is tidying up before she says good night.

No patients left, you mean?

Three or four went home because it was so late, sir.

Too late for em to be sick, eh? Theyre sick or well by the clock?

Heres a wet towel, if youll let me wash your face and hands, sir.

Ill do it myself.

He towelled face and hands vigorously. Conover began to lay blankets on the couch.

Whats that for? demanded Gillespie.

Youll be laying down here in a minute, doctor.

No, Ill sit here and take a nap.

Im sorry, sir. I guess youd best lay down here, Conover knelt and began to undo the doctors shoelaces.

What are you doing there? snapped Gillespie. Get away from me.

Just you be easy, sir, said Conover. I have my orders.

You have your orders? Who gives you orders around here besides me?

Doctor Kildare, sir.

Has that young whippersnapper been talking behind my back again?

Him and me has our little conferences, sir. Thats all.

I might take a cat nap. Get me some coffee. Gillespie, still growling, put his arm across Conovers shoulders. The Negro half carried him to the couch and stretched him on it. He covered the old man carefully, disappeared from the room and returned with a glass of milk.

Whats this damned stuff? I asked for coffee! exclaimed Gillespie.

Yes, sir, said Conover, but I got it all fixed with Doctor Kildare what youre to take.

You mean theres to be no coffee?

Yes sir, a small coffee after your milk. Gillespie drank half the milk and put the glass aside. You can go home now, Conover, he directed. I dont need you any more tonight, my boy. He closed his eyes.

Yes, sir. Good night, sir, said Conover, and went softly from the room.

He left the door slightly ajar, however, and stretched out on the waiting-room floor with his coat rolled up for a pillow.

He lay for some time between sleep and waking. Perhaps he had been twisting and turning an hour or two before a deep groaning commenced in the doctors office. Conover was in the room at once. Gillespie, in his sleep, was clutching his body with both hands and groaning with every breath. That torment which he suppressed in his working hours was mastering him in his sleep, and still his exhaustion was so great that he did not waken.

Conover hastily filled a syringe with a sedative, but when he returned with it, he could not make up his mind to rouse the doctor. Sleep, however troubled, was the only great healer. So the Negro sat down with his hands pressed over his ears to shut out the sound of the doctors groans.

A moment later the old man said sharply: Youre sweating like a man in a Turkish bath. What the devils the matter with you?

Conover recovered himself. Its a mite warm in here.

I thought I told you to go home? said Gillespie. And whats that syringe for?

It must of just been standing there on the table.

Thats an infernal lie! said Gillespie. Youre starting to be a doctor, are you?

No, sir, said Conover, but I was a mite scared, sir.

Get me up off this couch.

I dont know what Doctor Kildare would say to that, sir.

Hang Doctor Kildare! Do as I tell you. Conover, as though he dared not protest any longer, obediently helped the old man back to the wheel-chair and laced his shoes on his feet once more.

Conover, said Gillespie, was I making noises in my sleep?

Noises? No, sir, not that I heard.

Youre a liar, and a damned poor liar, said Gillespie. But Im much better than you think, my boy. Were going to make a round of the hospital and see what we can see.

It was a pleasure to Conover to make one of these rounds up and down the elevators, and along the corridors where the flowers were placed outside the doors of the patients so that the antiseptic smell of the air was replaced by a green and outdoor fragrance. But above all he was amused by the strange gallery of faces on which Gillespie chose to look.

From the baby ward to the emergency room, no doors in the Blair General Hospital could remain closed to Gillespie. No patient could be in the hospital for a week without having that crippled Jove in a wheel-chair look in. No doctors orders could secure a privacy into which this benevolent monster would not break. But the nurses with critical cases on their hands blessed his coming. They followed his wheel-chair in clusters, begging him to take a look at this patient or that, and after his departure many a swift note went down: Doctor Jones: After seeing our patient, Doctor Gillespie suggests that the treatment might be varied in the following way...

Fully a dozen such changes had been suggested by Gillespie this night before he came to Estelle Courcys room. She was sleeping heavily under the influence of a sedative.

Whats that traction for? Gillespie asked the nurse.

A compound fracture of the lower leg, sir, she said.

Let me see.

She turned back the covers of the bed gingerly, and Gillespie stared at the leg. It was a Thomas Splint that kept it straight — a pad on the thigh taking the thrust of the narrow steel tubing that ran down to the foot, to which the traction pull was attached. Gillespie lifted the dressing.

When he had replaced it, he turned a black face to the nurse and jerked a thumb toward the hall. Conover pushed him into the corridor, and the nurse followed them.

Whats your name? demanded Gillespie.

Cromer, doctor.

Nurse Cromer, how long have you been a graduate nurse?

Three years, doctor.

If youre a nurse for thirty years, youll never see a worse damned criminal job than the one thats been done on that leg in there. Whos the damned so-called doctor taking care of this case?

So far, shes been under the care of Doctor Kildare, said the nurse, and then caught her breath and waited for the explosion. For the entire hospital knew that Gillespie was more than a father to the young internist.

No! cried Gillespie, shocked. Its not Kildare. He couldnt do a thing like that even if he were drunk.

Im sorry, doctor, said Nurse Cromer. No one else has touched the patient.

Then he had reasons, and his reasons were good, said Gillespie, but he spoke weakly. He added, Conover, get me back to my office.

They got back to the office in time to meet Doctor Gresham, the neurosurgeon, coming out of the room with fire in his eyes. Kildare stood in the background, very calm, with his jaw thrust out a bit.

Gresham shook an angry forefinger at Gillespie. Cant you teach your assistants the ordinary ethics of our profession, Gillespie? he demanded.

Gillespie smiled. So Kildare doesnt know the ordinary ethics, eh? he asked with deceptive gentleness.

Hes been taking a post-operative case of mine into his own hands, said Gresham loudly. Because a young lad is despondent about a condition that will soon right itself, Kildare actually tells the boy that if he doesnt get well there might be an overdose of sedative that would put him to sleep forever. Can you imagine that, Gillespie?

Imagine? Why, doctor, I can imagine almost anything, said Gillespie. What were your reasons for talking like that, Kildare?

I found the boy in a severe state of shock, said Kildare. It seemed right to say anything that would relieve his mind.

It may seem strange to you, young man, said Gresham, but I prefer to make my own decisions in such matters. Doctor Carew will have to hear about this, Kildare. Its not the first time youve knocked things awry in this hospital with your damned headlong methods.

Im sorry, doctor, said Kildare. This case I brought in off the street from the scene of the accident, and I couldnt help feeling a certain amount of responsibility.

Damn the responsibility! exclaimed Gresham. Its your habit. Its your practice. Wherever you find what you consider an emergency, you assume complete authority.

Maybe thats true, Gresham, said Gillespie. But perhaps what we ought to find out here is whether there was an emergency or not. How did you find your patient just now?

Much improved. Actually having a natural, restful sleep, said Gresham.

And how was he before Kildare talked to him?

Apparently a little nervous, said Gresham.

But the point I wish to make—

Kildare, interrupted Gillespie, how did you find that boy?

In a complete state of shock, said Kildare. The edema that followed the operation kept him in a state of paralysis. He was certain he would have to spend the rest of his life in bed.

And you promised him either a cure or a quick death! roared Gresham. — 

Which sent the boy into a sound sleep, didnt it? asked Gillespie. Kildare, go into the inner office.

As Kildare disappeared, Gresham was saying, Whatever he accomplished, he must be taught his place.

I see what you mean, Gresham, said Gillespie. Youd have our young doctors do nothing except whats assigned to them. Let them work in their own block, and the devil fly away with those who die around the corner! Ive heard of a man like you before. He was a fellow in a book. He was the one who said, Am I my brothers keeper?

Come, come, Gillespie! said the surgeon, his anger melting quickly. You know we cant have youngsters like Kildare interfering out of hand.

Youngsters? echoed Gillespie. I tell you, every man is as old as his knowledge, and no older. If Kildare said the boy was on the verge of dying, he was right. Kildare is no Solomon, but hes as good a doctor as you or I, Gresham. No man can be better than right.

Youre angry, Gillespie, said the surgeon unhappily.

Not angry. More sad than angry. But let me know when you go to see Carew. I want to be present.

Gillespie waved his hand in farewell and jerked his wheel-chair around to enter the office. He went across it and bumped open the door of the inner room.

Gresham thinks better of you now, said Gillespie, but I have a word or two to say to you. What about the Courcy woman, up there with a compound fracture? What the devil do you mean by not operating on that leg? What do you mean by not cleaning it up?

There was a ruptured spleen. It had to come out. There was an operation in the street.

In the street? What sort of exhibitionism is this, young Doctor Kildare?

I thought she was dying, said Kildare. I thought she might die before I could get her to a hospital.

You thought — but were you right?

I dont know.

You mean she might have lived until you got her to the hospital? And in the hospital, the leg could have been treated properly before she was opened up?

That might have been a chance, said Kildare. Might have been? Do you know what that means? Yes, sir. But Im not a prophet. Im only a doctor. I cant swear just how long she would have lived. Gillespie stared at him. Have you told anyone about this might have been?

No one has asked, sir.

Then keep your mouth shut about it. There could be a fine scandal in this, Jimmy. Listen to me. Youre a plague and a nuisance to me; youll be a danger to the whole hospital one of these days. Im sorry, sir.

Confound you and your sorrow! Kildare, if Id been there, do you think Id have agreed with you about the necessity for that operation in the street? I rather believe you would, sir.

You rather believe? Cant you be sure?

No, sir.

Jimmy, this is a devilish bad business. In your own heart, what chance do you think she would have had of living till she got to the hospital? Im not asking you as a doctor, but as a man — whats your guess?

Why, she might have had one chance in I dont know how many.

Gillespie closed his eyes and groaned with relief. He said presently, If anyone should ask you, make it not your guess but your medical opinion that she had no chance at all of living till you could get her to the hospital.

Kildare considered and shrugged his shoulders. And that leg of hers will require another operation later?

Yes, sir. No doubt of that.

A sweet business — a sweet business! said Gillespie. But to make this short and to the point — it was a matter of life and death in your eyes, wasnt it?

It was, said Kildare.

In that case, your opinion is as good as mine, or any mans. Why couldnt you have come out with it in the first place?

Because its only an opinion, not a fact. And opinions arent important.

Who told you that? Who ever said that to you?

A well-known diagnostician, sir.

Are you referring to me, you rat?

Kildare said, Do you think Im going to be terribly in the soup about this? He put his hand on the old mans shoulder and looked steadily into his eyes. No. Therell be no trouble. The girl will realise that if it hadnt been for you she might have a straight leg, but shed have nothing but a grave to enjoy it in. But, Jimmy, there may be hell to pay — unless you talk straight out.

Yes, sir.

Is there anything that might keep you from telling that girl exactly what you found in her? Kildare was silent.

Well? Well? demanded Gillespie.

There was nothing that I can talk about, Kildare answered.

Hold on! shouted Gillespie. Do you mean there is anything you cant talk about to me as you would to your own conscience?

In almost every case, of course not, sir, said Kildare.

Do you mean that there are possible exceptions where you might rule me out?

A very few, sir, said Kildare. — 

Gillespie could only stare for a moment. Jimmy, he said, at last, Im hearing this, but I dont believe it. On what do you base your stand?

The only people in a hospital worth the slightest consideration are the patients, not the doctors.

Thats the most naïve drivel I ever heard. Where did you get that? Come now, whats your authority for that? Young men have no right to speak without authority. Who are you quoting now?

Dr. Leonard Gillespie, sir, said Kildare.

Kildare went directly to the ward where Tommy was lying. The nurse shook her head when she saw him.

Dr. Gresham was terribly angry, doctor, she said. I tried to tell him what a good effect youd had on Tommy, but he didnt want to listen. Do you think its wise to come back here again?

Never mind. Hows Tommy?

Hes in a terribly critical condition, I think, doctor.

Kildare leaned over the bed again. Bills suspicious eyes watched him. But for a moment Tommy was unaware. His face was white, his eyes fixed on some immense vision of unhappiness.

When at last he realised that Kildare was with him, he tried to smile, but had no success.

When you went to sleep, you had bad dreams, Tommy? Kildare asked.

Terrible bad, doc.

Half an hour from now youre going to be laughing.

A while back you were only kidding me, doc, werent you?

No, I wasnt kidding you. Wait. Things are going to happen.

Jimmy went to a telephone and rang Mary Lamont in the nurses home. Day was just beginning to glimmer beyond the window. A sleepy voice answered him.

How well can you entertain this morning? Kildare asked.

Jimmy, Im dead and in my grave, said Mary.

Youve got to rise and shine. Tommy Long needs a lot of the lighter touch.

Oh, Jimmy, Ive hardly closed my eyes! And Im not like you. Im a ruined girl without sleep.

Make yourself all bright and fresh, said Kildare. Youre going to smile for about twenty-four hours straight. Youre going to tell Tommy that I told you everything was going to be all right. Youre going to read to him, talk to him, sing.

Yes, Jimmy. But I cant sing, you know.

You can sing fine — for Tommy and me. You sing just the way we like. Youre not going to have any sleep in your eyes or any yawns in your voice. Remember?

All right, if I have to.

Expecting you in Tommys ward in fifteen minutes. Ill arrange to have you put on special duty for a while. He hung up. — 

It was not twenty-four hours that the girl would have to be on duty. It was more likely to be seventy-two. But somehow or other he had to make Tommy Long stop wishing for death. It was so close to him already that the slightest invitation might bring the end, and to hold that spider-thin thread of file intact Kildare needed Mary Lamonts delicate touch.

As a matter of fact, for over three days she did not leave the boys room for more than half an hour, and during all that time she never stopped smiling. When she was not reading aloud, she was singing softly or playing solitaire on a board suspended comfortably for Tommys eyes, the cards catching under small clips. It was that hard solitaire, the cards ranging seven across and five down, and you built down on alternate colours. They only won the solitaire game twice during the three days.

In spite of Marys work, at times the white terror came rushing back upon Tommy. He never would say what was in his mind, but she could see it pouring shadows into his eyes, and then she redoubled her efforts until he was won out of a spell.

Kildare, dropping in frequently, helped as much as he could. Sometimes he could spare as much as half an hour, and that was long enough for her to go into an empty room and fall into unconsciousness on the bed for twenty minutes, then briskly shower and change and go back to her charge.

Doctor Gresham did not interfere. At first he was annoyed, but his recent clash with Gillespie had left him rather chastened, and after all, Kildare was not making the slightest suggestion as to the care of the case. It was merely that he had donated the services of the nurse who assisted him in his office. It was toward the close of the second day that Gresham called on Kildare in his office and found Gillespie with him.

Well? Well? snapped Gillespie looking up from his examination of some slides.

Gresham was crimson with embarrassment. Ive come to say that I was wrong and Kildare was right. I was a fool, and I apologise.

Kildare had jumped up when the older doctor entered. He now said hastily, Dont apologise, please. I should have telephoned before I did anything.

Gillespie was touched. He said, Give me your hand, Gresham. This is very handsome. This is unusual. Most of us never are wrong, you know.

Only a real man can afford to be. I honour you for this, Gresham, by God.

The neurosurgeon said, I thought the boy was a tough little street urchin. Hes not. Hes made finer than a Swiss wrist-watch. Hes all nerves. And that nurse is keeping him together. Its a magnificent job shes doing. Ive taken occasion to speak to Doctor Carew about her. Tommy and I owe you a great deal for her. I think we owe you his life, Doctor Kildare.

When Gresham went out, Gillespie rubbed his hands and chuckled.

That fellow would rather have faced a firing squad than come in here. A conscience is a tough thing to have, Jimmy. It can wreck a fellow, spoil a life, give bad dreams for twenty years because of a single slip. Youre one of these conscientious fools yourself, Jimmy. But Im above it. Conscience be damned! My sins slide off my back as though I were a duck.

Mary Lamonts vigil had extended well over the third day before the reward came. She was singing for Tommy, and suddenly he began to keep time to the music. She was too numb with fatigue to realise what that waving of his hand meant, until she heard him gasp with happy amazement. However numb the rest of his body remained, the use of his hands had returned.


CHAPTER FOUR
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KILDARE HEARD THE good news. And five minutes later the blow which Gillespie had feared fell heavily upon him. For when he reached Estelle Courcys room, he found Nurse Cromer at the door the moment he started to open it. She whispered to him to stay out, but Miss Courcy saw him from the bed and stretched out an accusing finger at him — a fine theatrical gesture.

Dont shrink away, Doctor Kildare! she called.

Ed Willis was with her. He stood up, frightened. Dont act that way, please, Estelle, he begged.

But the girl ignored him. Come in here and try to face me if you can, she cried. Oh, God, give me patience! How do you dare to call yourself a doctor?

Kildare went slowly toward the bed and stood beside it as Estelle Courcy screamed, I know the very words he used! He said, Its a criminal job thats been done on that leg!

No, Estelle, please! murmured Willis.

Who said that? asked Kildare.

The only real doctor in this vile, stupid hospital. Doctor Gillespie himself said it. And you — youve ruined my poor leg! Itll never be straight; its shortened, and Im a frightful, hobbling cripple. Ill never be able to dance again — and oh, God forgive you, because I never will! She spoke with such passion that the words did not seem trite.

It was a question of your life or your leg, said Kildare.

Thats a lie, a dreadful lie! I know what Doctor Gillespie said. How do you dare to stand up against him? How do you dare to call yourself a doctor?

And as for the leg, continued Kildare, another operation will make it as straight as it ever was.

Do you mean to say that my leg couldnt possibly have been fixed properly? she cried.

No. Perhaps it could have been.

Oh, Doctor Kildare! warned Nurse Cromer, for she saw what a deadly admission that was.

As for Estelle Courcy, she was by no means a fool. She stopped yelling and was coldly sober. It could have been — you admit it yourself! she said. I think you and your lovely hospital may hear from me some day, young man.

She insisted on being taken to another hospital at once.

Kildare got out of the room, and the nurse followed him into the hall.

I dont know how I could have done it, Doctor Kildare, she said, leaning against the door, sick. I was telling what you and Mary Lamont had done for Tommy Long. I was telling how much everyone respects you in this hospital, and how even great doctors like Gillespie, can be wrong sometimes. And that was how I happened to tell her what Gillespie had said. Oh, its going to be frightful. She doesnt know that youve saved her life. She doesnt care. But how are you going to forgive me?

It is queer how things get said, isnt it? said Kildare, smiling. But dont you worry about this. Well straighten it out. Therell be no trouble at all. These people who sound off so loudly never have much of a bite.

Inside the room, Ed Willis was saying, Take it easy, Estelle. Go slow, darling. I know hes doing all he can. I know he fought for you and—

Ah! she exclaimed. Will you do something for me?

Of course, Ill do anything.

Then never mention Doctor Kildares name to me again! the girl cried passionately.

Kildare had spoken with confidence, but he knew he was talking through his hat. As soon as he could get to his office he wrote a note to the head of the hospital:



DEAR DR. CAREW:

Estelle Courcy, recently picked up in a street accident and operated on for a ruptured spleen, is going to sue me and the hospital because the compound fracture of her leg, suffered in the same accident, was not given the proper treatment. In my estimation, the chief question was saving her life, not the compound fracture. It is, however, true:

1. That she might have lived had she been taken to the hospital and the fracture been properly cared for before the operation.

2. That Doctor Gillespies critical comment about the care the fracture received was repeated to her.

3. That she is now determined to make as much trouble as possible.

Yours very truly, JAMES KILDARE



After that he waited, saying nothing to Gillespie.

Doctor Carew was out. It was not until the next morning that Kildare was called to the administration office. There Carew with a solemn face pushed a letter across the desk.

G. H. Clinton is after us. Read it, said Carew.



MY DEAR DOCTOR CAREW:

Ordinarily you would be apprised of an approaching lawsuit through the usual legal channels, but since we know each other well, it seems more friendly to give you this way my reasons for taking up this matter in person.

One of the younger partners of my firm has brought in the case of Estelle Courcy, injured in a street accident and permanently marred in body and spirit owing, we feel, to incompetent treatment received in your hospital.

It is not a comment upon you, Carew, or upon your hospital, I dare say. In any large institution, I presume there must be incompetents, and of this number I believe we must reckon the young Doctor Kildare who will be a co-defendant with the hospital in this suit.

An outstanding evil, I feel, is that crimes committed by doctors, through ignorance of their profession, go every day unpunished. I have reason to feel that my dear wife was done to death by the brutal folly of an incompetent surgeon.

After her passing, it became my firm conviction that I should do my best to strike at the gross abuses which exist in the medical profession. This present instance is particularly offensive, and I feel it right to let you know that I shall do my uttermost to secure a conviction, however much I regret that it should be at the expense of an esteemed friend and respected professional man like yourself.

With kind personal regards, 

Sincerely yours, GEOFFREY H. CLINTON



Pretty, isnt it? said Carew.

I think Ive heard of Geoffrey Clinton, said Kildare.

Have you? asked Carew. That isnt an overwhelming surprise. Some people consider Clinton the ranking lawyer of this little city of ours.

And hes to be against us, sighed Kildare. With all his might, agreed Carew. Hell go after us for two or three hundred thousand dollars — and hell get it. Before hes through with us, hell make our hospital seem like a house of cards. Hell huff and hell puff and hell blow our house down, Kildare.

I dont see why the hospital should have any trouble, answered Kildare. Im the guilty man if anything has been done thats wrong.

Wrong? Nobodys talking about right or wrong. This is law, Kildare. And you cant take the guilt on yourself. Its the whole hospital Clintons after. He knows youre merely a representative of the Blair General Hospital, and he wants to make this a celebrated case. Hes going to put headlines on the front page of every newspaper in town before hes through. Carew got out a handkerchief and mopped his face.

The public wont support him, said Kildare. Everybody will realise that its mere persecution, not justice.

The public likes any row. The newspapers will print, and the public will buy.

Without the slightest justification? asked Kildare.

The name of Clinton alone is justification. There is, however, another justification. Every man and woman in New York believes that medical history is rotten with cases of malpractice.

Malpractice? murmured Kildare. Any doctor can be wrong once in a while, but thats not malpractice.

What about the cheats, the frauds, the fakers who manage to get an M.D. and then impose on the public? asked Carew.

I didnt think about that, said Kildare sadly.

But the rest of the world is going to think about it when Clinton gets going. Doctors are men of mystery. When they cure people theyve merely done their jobs, but the patients dont understand whats happened. When the patient dies, the doctor is partly murderer. Thats the normal human reaction. We cant escape from it. Cure a baby of a cough, and the mother adores you. If the child dies, youre a callous butcher who could have saved its life.

I never thought of it that way, said Kildare.

You wouldnt, answered Carew. You think of nothing but laboratory work, disease trying to hide its mysterious face, research, reports, medical journals, and Gillespie pouring out his wisdom like a river. But every man on the street, Kildare, has an aunt who certainly would have lived if that butcher in Buffalo had not been so eager to use the knife; and he knows that his brother would still be up and about if the damned doctor had only given him more care. Some famous actress still would be with us, but the doctors murdered her. Some statesman still would be making speeches, but the doctors murdered him. Why do people think this? Because a whisper starts in the dark. It cant be any other way. If your bank fails, the banker is a villain. If your doctor fails, hes a murderer.

Kildare was silent.

Carew mopped his pale face again. Heres Clinton, he continued. Hes an honest man. He really believes that with proper care his wife would still be alive. Hes wrong. I knew the case and the physician in charge. But no one can talk to Clinton. So we come to you, Kildare. Like Clinton, youre an honest man.

In the whole history of the hospital, no interne or resident physician has done so many good things for us. I say that freely. After years of searching, Gillespie found in you the man who is to be his intellectual heir. I hope hes right. I believe hes right. He says youre a sharp sword, and I know that youve struck some important blows. But like every edged tool, at times youve been a little dangerous to us. Youve been so damned honest. Youve stood by your solitary opinion with every brain in the hospital against you. In the end, youve always made your opinion good, but I owe a lot of this grey hair to you. Now, my point is this: Are you going to throw yourself wholeheartedly into the defence of the hospital, or are you going to quibble and split hairs?

Im going to do everything I can, said Kildare.

Carew stared at him, then stood up and held out his hand. Kildare gripped it hard.

If youll co-operate with all your might, Carew said, we may have a chance even against Clinton. Albert Channing is almost as great a name in law, and Channing feels that he has a personal obligation to this hospital. As a matter of fact, theres no obligation at all. We simply pulled his son through a tough case of pneumonia. But some men are so great-hearted that they have an overplus of personal gratitude long after the bill is paid.

Im going to turn you over to Channing and let him prepare our case — mind you, its a case that may almost wreck the hospital. We cant afford to pay a huge judgment; above and beyond that, we havent the moral resources to endure such a blow to our reputation. You see, we are in your hands!

Albert Charming may have had the great heart to which Carew referred, but he had a small body to encase it. He was an inch more than five feet, and he was thin and stooped. Most men grow soft and gross as the years pass; but Channing was as bloodless and looked almost as hard as rawhide that has dried in the sun.


CHAPTER FIVE
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KILDARE, SUMMONED TO his office, found him in a little corner room, two of whose windows had been blocked by built-in bookcases. The other window, which was not large, permitted the light to slant across the surface of a desk piled with papers.

Instead of rising to greet his guest, Albert Channing merely put one hand on the arm of his chair and hunched up his shoulders. Lets see, youre Kildare. This is the Blair General Hospital case, isnt it?

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

Dont say sir, corrected Channing. Thats out of date.

Kildare said nothing, and this silence did not disturb Channing. He spread out a small sheet of paper.

I have here your memo to Doctor Carew, he went on. These are dangerous words youve put down here. She might have lived had she been taken to the hospital and the fracture been properly cared for. I dont like that at all. Well have to alter that before we can make any progress.

Kildare still was silent.

You understand, said Channing, that this is a preliminary case. The State of New York charges you with malpractice and with a violation of the penal code. If it can succeed in its case against you, it will pass on to a suit against the hospital to recover damages. Everything, therefore, depends upon you and your testimony. In this case, we shall have against us Geoffrey Clinton, a hard man to beat. And hes in earnest. Hes had himself deputised to represent the District Attorneys office, and hes going to fight hard. You understand?

If I lose this case, the hospital suffers, and therefore I must be careful to give the right testimony, said Kildare. Is that it?

Yes. The hospital will suffer. And what about your own career?

That probably goes smash, of course.

Youre calm about this, said Channing, scowling. Maybe youre tired of doctoring and youd be glad to take up something else.

No, said Kildare.

If, said Channing, we can convince the court and the jury that your intention was of the best and that you operated on that girl in the street because you were convinced it was a matter of life or death, probably the court will instruct the jury to deal leniently with you. After all, a doctor cant always be right. And I gather that you made rather a fool of yourself in this instance?

Perhaps.

What do you mean by perhaps.

I still feel that Miss Courcy would not have lived until she reached the hospital.

Ah, thats all I want from you. You can swear to that?

No, said Kildare, I cant swear to that.

Why not, young man?

What part of her condition was due to shock and what to internal bleeding, I couldnt say. I made a guess. I cant be sure that my guess was right.

Say that again. This is very serious.

If the condition I observed in her was largely due to shock, then it might have been wise to delay the important operation and take care of the compound fracture first. If her condition was more largely due to the internal haemorrhage, she required the instant operation.

Well say it was the internal bleeding, wont we? asked Channing.

I believe it was. I cant be sure.

Not even after you had opened her up and saw the internal condition?

Im afraid I still couldnt be sure.

Channing sprung up from his desk. Young man, are you trying to waste my time? he exclaimed.

Im sorry, said Kildare. Ill do my best to remember the exact details about everything, but Im not going to lie.

Channing glowered bitterly at his client. Do you know or do you not know that the general world is pitifully ignorant about medicine — particularly about surgery?

I do know that, said Kildare.

Nearly all of us have to pass under the knife sooner or later, but how many of us have ever witnessed an operation?

Unfortunately, very few.

Very well. Now, when you opened that girl and got to the seat of the trouble, you found a mess, didnt you?

Yes, sir.

Good! We make progress now. Ill tell you what my scheme of defence consists in: First, a description of the symptoms which inclined you to operate on the spot. And second, a description of every stroke of the hand you made during the operation which you performed.

Well avoid the question as to whether or not her condition, as the knife revealed it, showed that she should or should not have been taken to the hospital. We wont touch on that. But by the time you have described the cutting of the arteries and the clamping off of blood vessels, and how and where the spleen was bleeding, and the other things you honestly did, down to the last stitch, Ill have the judge and the jury ready to stand up and applaud you and throw Mr. Clinton and his damned case right out of the court. You understand me?

Yes, I understand.

Very well, sighed Channing, relieved. Were going to come out of this all right, after all. When I put you on the stand, Im going to have you detail every gesture you made in performing the operation. Youre willing, of course, to do that? No expression of any opinion there: nothing to compromise your infernal honesty. Agreed?

It was not hot in the office, but Kildare had to take out a handkerchief and wipe his face. Then he said, Its professionally impossible for me to describe all the details of that operation.

Channing, already smiling and content, only gradually realised the import of these words. Thunderstruck, he gazed at Kildare. He murmured, Its as though the other side had bought you, young man!

Im sorry, said Kildare. The operation — I cannot describe it in detail. It did not stop with the spleen!

Did not stop with — great God, young man, do you mean to say you let your knife wander ad lib once you were at work? Will you kindly explain yourself?

Im sorry, I cant explain, said Kildare. Channing jumped up again and shouted, Then will you get out of my office and stay out — and be damned!

Ten minutes later Doctor Carew was telephoning to Gillespie: Its what I half-feared. Kildare isnt going to give the only testimony that could clear him. And if his case is lost, ours will be lost afterward. Gillespie, what can we do with this young fool? Have you any control over him at all?

Only medically speaking.

But this is a question of medicine.

I wasnt on the spot. The only judge must be Kildare himself.

Gillespie, do you realise what this may mean to the hospital?

I realise what it might mean to Kildare — and to me — and to the hospital.

Then do something about it, man. The boy must be shown that hes not asked to lie, but merely to put his best foot forward. What can we do to manage him?

We can pray, I suppose, said Gillespie.

But he loves and respects you, Gillespie. You can force him if you make an issue of it.

If he were a fellow who could be kicked around, I wouldnt want him as my assistant.

Carew groaned. This is a ruinous business, Gillespie.

I know it. Ill do what I can.

Gillespie rang off and called for Mary Lamont. She sat as still as a stone while he explained the problem. In the course of that operation, Kildare found something that he wont talk about. A professional secret between him and this infernal patient whos trying to ruin him now! Mary, is there any reason why he should have a special interest in that damned girl?

I dont think so, she said. Except that I saw the man who wants to marry her, and I told Jimmy that the poor fellow loved her desperately.

Why did you do that, Mary? Why in hell did you do that?

Because I thought she could not live. I wanted Jimmy to give her every chance he could.

He would have done that anyway. He never does anything except his best. Youve made the idiot emotional. Youve turned this case into a great test for him! Mary, what are we going to do with him?

Dont you see? said the girl. If he thinks its a matter of professional honour nothing will budge him!

Then hes wrecked, and the hospital takes a black eye — and Ive lost him. No use trying to carry on with a black sheep in my office.

She broke out. Cant someone tell Estelle Courcy that she owes her wretched life to Jimmy?

At the present moment shes in the hands of a lawyer whos urging her to fight. Shell never let up, Mary.

After all, why cant Jimmy be sensible? Why does he have to act like a martyr?

Because hes not practical, like you or me, said Gillespie. We have whats called common sense, Hell never have that as long as he lives.

So hell always be a torment to himself and to the people who love him?

Thats more or less true. If you want a peaceful, easy life, fall out of love with Kildare and marry some other man.

She drew a quick breath. Sometimes I almost think I will. Why is he this way?

For the same reason that hes a darned good diagnostician, said Gillespie. Its his whole interest to see the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth every time he puts his eyes on a patient. With each one of em he tries to give the exact picture. He has to estimate the nerves, the courage, the patience, the mental resources of the patient as well as the actual illness. He has to add up a long list of items before he can come near a perfect picture. Dyou see?

Some doctors make scientific calculations, like machines, and forget the human part. Other fellows are rough and tough and go along with a swagger, like me. But Kildare is different. Hed lie faster than a clock can tick if he thought it would help a patient. But outside of that, he reveres medical truth and honour the way a priest reveres God Almighty at the altar.

Something has to be done, Mary said through her teeth.

My dear girl, said Gillespie, something always can be done. Only fools throw up their hands in despair. In this case, youll have to be the doctor, and youll have to operate.

But how? she asked.

By letting him see exactly what all this may mean. A doctor convicted of malpractice might as well fold his tents and depart. Hell never be heard of again, you can be sure. Not as a doctor. And in the first place, it means that he cant marry you.

She closed her eyes and folded her hands into a hard knot in her lap. Ill do what I can, but theres no use trying to fight against his sense of right and wrong, she said. Her eyes grew fierce. She looked straight ahead as though at some invisible battle. Ill do what I can! she repeated, in a sterner voice.

And it was almost at this moment that Kildare, hurrying into the hospital, was stopped by a middle-aged man with the bright eye and the long jaw of a bull terrier.

Doctor Kildare? he asked. Sorry. Ive got to arrest you in the name of the law. Will you come with me?

To jail? asked Kildare.

Thats the idea. But you get bailed out, and all that.

Ill just leave word inside, said Kildare.

Why dont you leave word with the lady inside the information window there? Thatll save your time and my time, and well get everything over that much faster.

Fifty invisible hands tugged at Kildare as he thought of all the cases he was observing. But he shrugged and stepped to the information window.

Just let Doctor Carew know that Ive gone to jail, will you? he asked. And perhaps youd better tell Dr. Gillespie also.

Shall I tell them when youll be back? An hour or so, doctor? asked the woman behind the glass.

Kildare was struck by the question. Why, I dont know, he said. As a matter of fact, I suppose it might be years. He turned from the window.

You mean it might be serious? Did you make a bad slip, brother? asked the detective.

Im afraid I did, said Kildare.

Hold on! said the detective. Well cross that off the record. Everything you say from now on can be used against you.

Doctor Carew, on the telephone, was furious.

Do you know what the fool has done, Gillespie? he shouted. Hes left the hospital without giving me a chance to arrange for bail. The result is that hell be behind the bars before I can lift a hand.

I wouldnt hurry too much, said Gillespie. You wouldnt what?

Being behind the bars can have a good effect.

What are you talking about?

Some people like the shadow of a tree, but the shadow of the bars makes a lot of us do our best thinking. Let Kildare relax for a few hours.

The newspapers will be right after this like hungry dogs. Jailed for malpractice is a lot worse than arrested for malpractice, Gillespie.

I want Kildare to do some thinking. Will you act as I say?

Can we bring the young fool to reason? asked Carew.

Hes drunk with rectitude. Let the law try to bring him to his senses, said Gillespie.

It was twilight when he had an evening paper spread out before him on his desk, with Mary Lamont reading it over his shoulder. As Carew had foreseen, Clintons connection with the case had drawn the attention of all the newspapers. They sensed that here was something more than the accusation levelled against an obscure young resident physician. So they started the story on the front page. Of course Estelle Courcys pretty face was used.

She had made a statement. My career, my life, my art are ruined, she said. She went into details about the accident. I was screaming with pain.

He struck me across the face!

The reporter made a great deal of this.

I cant imagine how Jimmy came to do it! lamented Mary Lamont.

I can imagine Kildare doing anything, answered Gillespie. The stupid girl was letting herself go. She was screaming, and every scream was taking part of her strength. He stopped that. He made her so angry that a lot of adrenalin was poured into her blood stream. In fact, it was a very good idea. The only thing that surprises me is that Ive never done it myself. God knows Ive wanted to often enough. Now, my dear girl, I want you to go down to the jail to see Jimmy. Tell him that were trying to get bail for him. Hell be out by the morning, we hope.

But the hospital has the bail arranged now, said the girl. Is it fair to Jimmy to act this way?

Do we want to be fair, or do we want to save Jimmys hide? he demanded.

It seems a little dishonest.

Hes honest enough to make up for a little lying on our part. A lie is like a surgeons scalpel, Lamont. It ought to be used as seldom as possible, but sometimes nothing else will cut deep enough. Thats a truth that our Kildare never will let himself realise. You go down there and be as despairing as possible.

He doesnt like gloom, she answered.

I dont want him to like you; I want him to love you, said Gillespie. How are you about crying?

I never cry — hardly, she said.

This is going to be an exception, then. Here.

Rub some of this stuff on your eyes just before you go into the jail. Itll keep you sniffling and blowing your nose the whole time youre there.

I wont make myself a horrible thing to look at.

Young woman, will you or will you not do exactly what I tell you to do?

Yes, doctor, she said.

As for making yourself a caricature, that doesnt matter. Kildare hardly knows whether youre blonde or brunette. All he sees is that he loves you. And now youre to wring his heart. Will you?

Yes, doctor.

Then run along and stop wasting my time. The way had been paved for her by Channing. When she reached the jail, it was easy to get to Kildare. The jailer who escorted her to his cell was so accustomed to human misery that he looked with indifference at her red-rimmed, tear-filled eyes. First time in jail for this young doctor? he asked. First time? Oh, yes, of course, she said. Everybody comes here sooner or later, said the jailer, chuckling. Its like Paris. You gotta see jail before you die.


CHAPTER SIX
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HE UNLOCKED THE door of a darkened cell. Only the corridor lights illumined it, and the shadows of the bars streaked across the cot on which Kildare was lying.

A cool fellow, for his first trip, said the jailer. Hes having a snooze... You got ten minutes, he added.

The door clanked behind her. She heard the jailer wander down the corridor.

Jimmy! she called.

He did not stir. A dreadful fear leaped up in her, but it was answered by a soft long-drawn snore.

She called again. He sat up, stretching, yawning. When he saw her, he got to his feet.

Hi, Mary, he said. Wait till I get the light on. He switched it on, still yawning and trying to smile. His hair was on end; his necktie awry. Whats up? he asked.

Mary Lamont buried her face in her hands. She had intended to sob, but at the last moment she realised that this part of her act might not go over so well. Therefore she seemed to be weeping silently.

Steady, Mary, he said. Whats happened to you?

Well never be married now, said Mary, in his arms. And youve ruined the hospital, too. Oh, Jimmy, how can you do it just because of silly pride?

Pride? It isnt pride, he said.

What is it, then? She had her arms around him, and she was moaning the words against his shoulder. She felt his head lift and his body straighten.

You understand, Mary, he said. What they want me to do is to tell the whole course of the operation. And I cant do it.

Why cant you, darling?

There is a doctors honour, Mary.

And theres our whole life together, too!

I know.

Youll never be able to be a doctor again. Everything will be wiped out. Poor Doctor Gillespie is so upset he cant even talk. And the hospital will be ruined too. All because you wont speak.

I know. It seems rotten, said Kildare.

You wont let that frightful, cheating woman do this to us, darling?

Is she a cheat?

Everyone knows what she is.

I dont think so, said Kildare. Shes hard, but shes honest enough.

Mary saw that she had taken a wrong turn. All thats asked of you is the truth, Jimmy. Why cant you stand up in court and tell that?

Because it might wreck her life, Mary.

Oh, Jimmy, its breaking my heart!

Do you think its easy for me? asked Kildare. But a doctor takes an oath, and he has to keep it. If I talked freely on the stand it would be betraying her.

Never mind her. Think of yourself — think of me! Mary sobbed.

I try to, said Kildare. Im sick about it. You know that, Mary.

Jimmy, Jimmy, for once in your life you have to give just a little. Its our whole chance for happiness. Tell me you will!

You dont understand, Mary. This involves a patient thats been in my care.

But all the doctors agree that youre making a martyr of yourself for nothing.

Gillespie doesnt say that.

But he does — he does! Mary felt Kildares body tremble. She pressed that moment of advantage, saying, It seems to you a little wrong, but it doesnt seem wrong to them. Doctor Carew—

He doesnt matter, said Kildare.

And Doctor Gillespie — theyre both furious at the thought that youd throw yourself and the hospital away for nothing.

Gillespie — does he say that?

He does. Jimmy, he knows whats right.

Yes, agreed Kildare. He ought to know. He always has.

Then youll do what they want you to do?

I cant, said Kildare.

But dont you see that youd be doing no wrong here?

Gillespie thinks Im being a fool?

In just those words.

Ive got to think, said Kildare. Let me be here alone now, Mary. Ive got to try to think my way straight through this. Gillespie — its hard for me to believe that he really says that. The guard unlocked the door for Mary. She looked back at Kildare, with the black of the bars painted like stripes across his face as he pressed close to them. She caught his hands and kissed him, with the steel cold against both her cheeks.

I know youll think it through straight and right, she said.

Kildare said nothing, and she left at once.

At the hospital she found Conover on watch with Molly Cavendish, the head nurse, and the line of patients as usual flowing ceaselessly through Gillespies office.

How was it? asked Molly Cavendish.

I dont know, said Mary.

It looks to me as though that boy were a professional fool, said the head nurse. He cant stand up long without falling down. Go in there and see Gillespie. He wants you at once.

The old doctor pulled off his glasses when he saw the girl. Come up here and let me have a look at you, he said. Tell me how it was.

I hope its going to be all right, she said. Youre scared, said Gillespie. How much did you lie?

I said you swore hed be a fool if he didnt try to save himself.

You said that?

Yes, it was that that moved him.

Well, he would be a fool at that, said Gillespie. I never liked martyrs. Cant the idiot see that we want him to be a doctor, not a saint?

I tried to tell him. He said he wanted to think. Ill go back and urge him again in the morning.

Dont urge him. Not a lick more, said Gillespie firmly. A mule like that has to make up his own mind, and he wont be changed by talking. Nag him, and hell go the other way. Honour — his damned honour — thats the silver bullet that will strike him dead, poor devil. Poor Mary! Poor Gillespie!

It seemed to Mary Lamont that there was one more blow she could strike. She pondered it in her room at the nurses home. Then she rang Estelle Courcys hotel and gave her name.

Have you got something to tell me? asked Miss Courcy. Of course you can see me. Come right up. It was a quiet hotel with an expensive look. Estelle Courcy, in a pleasant corner room, lay on a chaise-longue with a light covering drawn across her knees.

Oh, I remember. Youre the beautiful nurse, said Estelle. Sit down and tell me whats on your mind.

Its terribly late. Im sorry, said Mary Lamont. Youre good to see me.

Not if you know something about this Kildare, said Estelle. Now that I come to think of it, you were there when he slapped my face. Doesnt it burn you, my dear, to think of it?

He did it because you were screaming, and every scream was pumping blood out of you.

Id like to pump it out of him, said Estelle. When you come right down to it, isnt it hell what a girl cant do? I mean, wouldnt you like to lay on hands now and then.

Im a nurse, you see, said Mary Lamont, smiling.

Thats right. You might as well wear a strait jacket.

There was something about Estelle Courcy that Mary liked very much. Youre doing well, arent you? she asked.

I suppose so, said Estelle. Ill do a lot better when Ive highjacked some of that hospital cash, though. But look what theyve done to my leg! She uncovered it. Mary Lamont looked with a professional eye.

My lawyer says its Exhibit A, continued Estelle, and its side-kicker is Exhibit B. Maybe even a dumb jury will see that Ive lost something. What?

Legs like those are worth something, said Mary.

I suppose so, answered Estelle. Theyve cost enough work, I know. You dont know what its meant to keep down the size of those calves. Lean and limber is what they want these days. You gotta be streamlined, what I mean. The hell of dancing is that it puts muscles on you. I used to do some gymnastic work too, till I found out it was putting shoulders and biceps like Jack Dempseys on me. This Kildare is going to find out what a leg is worth.

Another operation can straighten out everything, you know, said Mary Lamont.

Sure it can, may be, admitted Estelle. But why should I think that far ahead? My lawyer says I dont have to. Think of the nerve of this Kildare smacking me across the face, though! Thats what eats me. But honey, what dope can you hand me about him? Being in the same hospital, you ought to know something hot.

I came up here to beg for him, said Mary Lamont.

You what?

I was going to be a cry baby, and all that, but I see its no use.

Estelle Courcy sat bolt upright. You mean youre for Kildare?

Yes, said Mary Lamont.

Then what in hell dyou mean—

Im sorry. Mary stood up.

Wait a minute, said Estelle. You mean, you and him are that way?

Yes.

Estelle slid back on the chaise-longue. Cant you get something better than that? she gasped.

Theres nothing better than Jimmy, said Mary Lamont. If you go through the whole hospital, theyll tell you everywhere — theres nothing better than Jimmy Kildare.

Gimme a chance to breathe again, said Estelle. And what dyou think he did to me?

He saved your life, said Mary Lamont.

You are cockeyed about that guy, arent you? remarked Estelle. But you — look at you — a million dollars on the hoof, and you knock yourself down to that guy at twenty-five a week. I mean, its so damned uneconomical, honey.

I was silly to come up here, said Mary Lamont. But I was desperate.

Its silly to be desperate, agreed Estelle. I mean, its terribly young, dont you think? What were you so desperate about?

It means his whole career.

Let him get another. Not so many of the doctors are in the big money, at that. The way he acts, he ought to do pretty good in the prize ring. Hes got a good right, Ill tell the world.

Hes only a doctor. Its life and breath to him.

Estelle stared at Mary Lamont. Go on and talk, she said. It does me good to listen to you. It makes me feel young again. Its a terrific bug you picked up, isnt it?

I suppose so.

I mean, night and day, and all that.

Yes. Night and day.

And all for him, sighed Estelle, shaking her head. But youre one of these good girls, arent you?

No. Not particularly!

No, I dont think you are. But you met this bird, and he was like an injection. He changed you. He got the hormones all rattled, or whatever they say.

Thats right, agreed Mary Lamont.

Youre sort of sweet, you know, said Estelle. But right now you could cut my heart out, couldnt you?

Id better go before I try, said Mary Lamont.

What did you think Id do anyway, when you came up here? Estelle asked.

I dont suppose I was thinking, Mary replied. I had an idiotic idea that it would be woman to woman, and all that nonsense. Id show you a broken heart, and youd throw a hundred thousand dollars out of the window, just like that.

You know something, honey, said Estelle. I wish, kind of, that I were rich enough to afford it.

She added, her voice changing suddenly, I want to tell you something. Ive got as bad a bug as you. It eats me day and night, too. Hes only a ham actor. Hell never get to first base.

Ive met Ed Willis, said Mary.

Ah, thats right. Hes sort of a cluck, you know.

Hes a fine fellow, said Mary.

You dont think that!

I do. I talked with him. He was almost as badly hurt as you, just thinking about you and worrying.

Well, honestly, said Estelle, whatll Ed ever do for himself on Broadway? Nothing! But when I get this hospital dough I can give him a start in something, and once he gets started hell go to town. You understand? She spoke almost wistfully.

I understand, said Mary.

You dont get all of it, though, said Estelle. Ive never done anything in my life except for Estelle. Now Im going to lay it all on the line for Ed. Im going to give him his big break, and right from there he goes to town. Im going to do it. I wish it was blood. Id give him that, too.

To talk with her would have been like arguing with a sleepwalker. Mary surrendered.

When she reached the street she found a steady rain falling. There is nothing so hopeless as a rain in a great city, for there is no soil to welcome the gift from the sky, no life to welcome it deep underground. It ran brown in the gutters. It was the very colour of her thoughts, and she walked on block after block, trying to think, but unable to see anything clearly except her last image of Kildare, with the bars of the cell striping his face.

Some people are news sources. When they speak, they talk headlines. The lawyer Clinton was such a man. Reporters were always hunting him out. That was why the case of the State versus Doctor James Kildare was famous before it was brought into court.

Clinton let the reporters know what he hoped to accomplish, and the reporters ate it up. There was such a wave of excitement that it was decided quickly that this would be a case in which courtroom admission would be by ticket only. For the general public there would be no room.

It was to be a case great in medical annals. It was to be a critical point that might decide how far the common citizen could check and comment upon the procedure of doctors.

The newspapers, responding at once, looked through their photograph files. They got out pictures that had been taken on the day of the accident, enlarged and brightened them. They took new shots of the Blair General Hospital; of Doctor Carew, the head of the institution, for it was known that if the criminal case went well for the prosecution there would be a civil suit for the recovery of damages from the hospital. Kildare could hardly put his nose outside the hospital without hearing the click of a camera shutter.

Reporters combed the hospital from cellar to roof for gossip and formed a sort of fifth column that penetrated everywhere, hunting for evil words about Kildare. For good news is not really news at all unless it has to do with a war. The finest man in the world lives seventy years and is never newsworthy until the day of his death; but any scoundrel can make the front page a dozen times. Newspapers want convictions, just as prize-fight audiences want knockouts.

Those preliminary articles in the newspapers had their effect even in the offices of Gillespie and Kildare. A tall man, middle-aged, with the characteristic grey look of a cardiac patient, had come to Kildare one morning, but before the examination could begin he had asked:

Are you by any chance the Doctor Kildare who is in the newspapers?

I am, said Kildare.

In that case, said the patient, I regret that I must go to another hospital. I am sorry for this discourtesy, but desperate men cannot afford to take chances, Doctor Kildare.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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KILDARE WENT TO Gillespie and said, Im no longer useful. Theyre beginning to suspect me of being a charlatan and a fake. Weve just lost a client on account of the newspapers — and what I am.

He wouldnt have you? asked Gillespie, crimson with anger.

Naturally he wouldnt, said Kildare.

The mans a fool! roared Gillespie.

No. Hes merely being careful of his life, said Kildare.

Will this teach you to fight and hit back when you get into the courtroom? demanded Gillespie.

Ill fight as hard as I can, said Kildare, as long as I dont have to hit below the belt.

Its not hitting below the belt, boy, said Gillespie. Youre confused. Thats all, Jimmy. When they say to you Doctor Kildare, kindly describe your operation in detail, what are you going to answer?

I cant remember.

Cant remember! shouted Gillespie.

Kildare was silent, and Gillespie, controlling his anger, managed to say in an even voice: There was a ruptured spleen, Jimmy?

Yes, said Kildare.

And there was something else?

Kildare shrugged. I cant remember, he said.

Gillespies endurance nearly broke down. Let me tell you something, he said. Im going to enter that court and tell the jury what you found in spite of you!

Kildare started. He looked at Gillespie in alarm.

The old man showed his teeth. Youd like that, wouldnt you? he said. If it were no damned responsibility of yours, youd like to have somebody else stand up there before the world and say what really was wrong with Estelle Cursed Courcy, or whatever her name is! As long as you didnt have it on your delicate conscience, youd like to have the thing done and your chance saved for you, wouldnt you?

I cant say, sir, said Kildare, greatly moved.

You dont think I know, eh?

I doubt it, doctor.

Then let me tell you, you young whippersnapper, that its a damned hard thing for you bright boys to fool an old devil like me. Ive had inquiries made. What dyou think of that? What would you think if I told you how young Doctor Kildare came back from that operation in the street and sneaked into the laboratory with a package?

There was nobody there, said Kildare, and you couldnt— He saw that he had admitted something and clamped his teeth together.

You didnt see anybody there, said Gillespie, hot on a trail, but you havent the best eyes in the world. No, sir, all you see clearly is the next mud puddle where youre going to put down your foot. But the actual fact is that in that laboratory you unwrapped your miserable package, and what you took out of it was red — it was diseased human tissue, Kildare!

And then you made a section of the stuff and you slipped it under a microscope, and under the microscope you saw that you were right. It was, in fact — do you want me to say it? Jimmy, tell me Ive been too smart for you. Come right out with it, my boy. The name of what you saw ought to come from you, not from me!

Kildare, breathing hard, still said nothing.

Do you think Im bluffing? thundered Gillespie.

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

Im not! roared Gillespie. Im going to bellow it out in the courtroom and the world will know, and what the devil will her happiness and her future and her marriage and all that amount to? Nothing! Nothing, I say! And Im glad of it. An infernal little vixen, a damned little she-fox with her teeth fixed in your throat and you letting her throttle you because of your damned sense of honour. What sense of honour has she? None, Jimmy, none! So Im going to come out with it in court unless you get back to your senses in the meantime.

If you do wake up and make sense once more, youll slip around to see Miss Estelle Cutthroat Courcy, and youll say to her, Madam, I have been trying to keep some disagreeable information from you. But if you drag me into a court Ill have to let the world know that you are suffering from a frightful disease! A disease which will prevent your marriage; a disease which will do this and that to your future. Ill do this unless you quash the case against me at once! Tell me, Jimmy, will you do that? Will you use brains and do what I tell you?

I cant do it, said Kildare.

Then I announce the miserable thing in the court! Thats all. Thats final. Let it be that way. Ill be pleased to do it. It might rest on your conscience, but you can load my conscience like a ship, and still it wont sink... Do you doubt me? Do you think I wont go through with it?

Youd never go through with it, said Kildare.

Wont I? Youll see! Ill cut her reputation like a throat.

You dont know, sir, said Kildare, watching him intently. You simply dont know.

At this Gillespie slumped down in the chair. He looked hopelessly at Kildare.

It was a pretty good act I put on, anyway, wasnt it? he said at last.

It almost convinced me, said Kildare.

I should have gone on the stage, said Gillespie. Thats the place for a man of talent. Nothing to do there except use the lines of other men. I could have done that and grown rich, and famous, too. I could have had ten thousand a week and Hollywood eating out of my hand. Instead of that, I had to choose a profession in which theres no pleasure, no reward, no fame, and at the end of a mans life he puts his trust in a snivelling worthless boy and has that trust thrown away. Why? For the sake of a little hellion of a dancing girl! He dropped his head.

Kildare came over behind the chair and leaned on the back of it, sick at heart.

I dont mean that last, said Gillespie. But now, get out of my sight.

So Kildare left, opening and closing the door softly.

Later, Channing called on Gillespie, and Mary Lamont was brought into the room.

She found Gillespie in a sweat of excitement and Channing grim and hard as an iron mask.

The point is, Mary, said Gillespie, that Channing feels this may be a tough case to win, no matter what testimony Kildare gives. But if he doesnt strike out hard for himself, theres not a ghost of a chance that well come through on top. Now, is there any further pressure you can put on him?

Not an ounce, she said.

Why not? snapped Channing. The boys supposed to love you, isnt he?

Im not the only thing he loves, said Mary. What else? asked Channing.

Medicine, man, medicine! growled Gillespie. The whole art and science of it.

Medicine is textbooks, drugs and knives, said Channing. Im talking about love — man for woman; man for God — something like that.

My friend, said Gillespie, scowling at the lawyer, a man who loves a science is like a man who loves a tree — he knows it has been a seedling; he knows where its roots have spread; he sees the top of the tree growing, and he wants it to touch the sky and shelter all mankind under its branches. Does that mean anything to you?

It sounds like stuff and nonsense, said Channing. I begin to wish Id never taken this damned case. Its going to be simply an opportunity for Clinton to give me a damned good licking with the whole world looking on. He turned on the girl. What have you been doing to Kildare?

Ive been trying to show him how much it all means to me. She enumerated, smiling, Ive left off every bit of make-up, so that Id look pale. When he rings me up, I tell him that Im exhausted, that I havent slept, that I cant see anyone. Not even him.

Does that mean anything to him? What about losing your temper and giving him a good dressing-down?

She looked at Gillespie, shuddered and made a gesture of surrender.

Gillespie interpreted. You dont throw stones at a bull terrier. You can use them to frighten off any other dog, but if you start a fight with a bull terrier, he loves it. I tell you, Channing, this fellow Kildare, with his whole world trying to break his grip, gets a throat-hold and locks his jaws on it.

A stubborn fool said Channing.

Everybody thats very good or very bad is stubborn, said Gillespie.

Channing stood up. Very well, he said. Tomorrow is the day. Im going into this fight with one eye blind and the other damned tired. But Ill do what I can.

But Channing had his own way of putting on pressure. When he sat beside Kildare in the courtroom the next day at the defence table, he scanned the crowd with his keen eyes and said, Do you notice anything about this crowd?

Theyre staring at me, said Kildare, and its hard to look back at them.

Because they want your blood, said Channing. Its no show unless they see your throat cut in the end. Remember it, Kildare. Theyre in here to hunt you down, all of them.

Kildare took heed of the crowd again. The hostile, hungry curiosity of the majority became as a mist in his mind, for he could see friends scattered here and there. There was Mike Ryan, letting his saloon business go hang in order to give moral support to a friend. There was Mary Lamont, her eyes never moving from him, smiling the instant his glance touched her. Beside her sat little Tommy Long, rigid in his chair on account of the big cast that supported his body. On the other side of Tommy was his brother, Bill, who watched Kildare with hatred. It was strange indeed to see love and hate so close together.

Doctor Gresham sat not far away. It was a shock of pleasure to think that the important neurosurgeon should abandon his work to sit in a courtroom in order to give his support. And several of the younger doctors made friendly oases in that desert of hostility. Kildare could feel the animosity of the crowd. It was like the cruel curiosity of schoolboys when a new lad comes to the school; it was something peculiarly savage and impersonal.

But if he wanted to see the strength of the prosecution, he had the District Attorneys table. Here sat Clinton with two assistants, with records and papers under their hands; and beside Clintons tall, commanding figure, calm, strong in confidence, was Estelle Courcy, dressed for her part in gauzy black.

They had arranged a reclining chair covered with deep cushions, and she was lying there with her eyes closed, her head turned in touching, childish trust toward her attorney, so that he seemed less a deputy from the District Attorneys office than a father defending the rights of his daughter. Just behind Miss Courcys chair was a nurse in professional white. She had a case of medicines in her lap. From time to time she moved unobtrusively to take Miss Courcys pulse. In a critical moment, she would produce a bottle of smelling salts and wave it under the nose of the dancer.

Who is the judge? asked Kildare.

Old Sawtelle, said Channing. Of course Clinton would make sure that the case came before a damned old pirate like Sawtelle.

Is he a bad judge? asked Kildare.

Channing looked sharply at his client. There was often a naïve openness about Kildares remarks that shocked Channing. It was as though the doctor were a newcomer in this world of many devices — mostly crooked.

You cant call him a bad judge. He knows the law, said Channing. But he cant help charging the jury in a way that makes them bring in convictions.

A moment later the judge entered in his long dark robe, and the people in the court were bidden to rise. But even before the command, everyone was getting up. It interested Kildare to see how Clinton gently helped Miss Courcy from her chair. The nurse was useful at this moment, also. Miss Courcy seemed to be making a great effort. It made her pant.

Kildare could not help smiling. To his keen eyes, it was apparent that the whole thing had been rehearsed. Clinton was not throwing away a single trick, no matter how dishonest might be the fall of the cards.

The judge lingered by the dais while the clerk continued the pronouncement which declared the court in session. Sawtelle was a broad block of a man with a thick neck and a featureless, heavy face. But there was a quick intelligence in his eyes.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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IT CAME OVER Kildare suddenly, as he regarded the judge, that he needed above all the support of the strongest friend he possessed in the world. But naturally, Gillespie could not be expected to give up his work for the sake of appearing in a courtroom. He must keep the line flowing steadily through his office, night and day. Like this man of the court, he was a judge, and he was pronouncing opinions that meant life or death.

The selection of the jury began at once. Neither lawyer seemed to care particularly who was taken from the panel to sit in the jury box; but it was interesting that no fewer than ten of those called admitted that they had read so much in the newspapers about the case that they already were prejudiced against the defendant. One elderly woman even went so far as to say: Its too bad its not a case where they could put a doctor behind the bars for murder. Thats what a lot of them do to get their money — murder!

The judge stopped her at that. She went out with a bristling indignation, a righteous indignation, and the understanding looks and smiles of the crowd followed her. She had spoken the general mind of the whole assemblage, it was plain.

In forty minutes that jury was impanelled.

Now, murmured Channing, as Clinton rose to open the case for the prosecution, were going to have a look into the great mans mind. And folding his arms tightly together, Channing slumped in his chair and fixed his bright eyes on the face of the prosecuting attorney.

With the bill of indictment in his hand, Clinton opened the trial. In this case, said he, speaking quietly, we accuse the defendant, young Doctor Kildare, of malpractice. We could wish that he were an older man. The example then would be more convincing. The advantage of his youth lies in the fact that after disciplining he may be able to change his ways.

We are interested here not so much in Doctor Kildare as in the whole subject of malpractice. There is no doubt that it exists. Ignorant, fraudulent or careless doctors are the curse of their profession and a menace to the public. But it is impossible, or almost impossible to convict of malpractice in a court of law. A strange delicacy prevents a doctor from testifying. And without professional testimony, how can we convict medical criminals? Their science necessarily remains a mystery to the uninitiated, and the uninitiate include all men and women who are not actual graduates of medical schools. This mystery we respect. We respect it blindly. Even when the knowledge is in our hands, we still will not permit ourselves to judge. We will not believe even what our eyes have seen and our ears have heard because we feel that we are too ignorant to interpret.

In the present case we deal with a most extraordinary mass of evidence, because the acts were performed, strange to say, in the street. There were a thousand witnesses, but because what they saw and heard had a medical implication — because there was a doctor, however young, in charge — one thousand pairs of eyes and ears become blind and deaf.

Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, we feel that this is a peculiarly monstrous instance of medical error, but it was hard for us to find witnesses who were willing even to state the most simple facts in the case: the crash of an automobile against a truck; the screaming of brakes in the traffic jam that followed, the sight of bodies thrown on the street; the appearance of the young doctor; the shrieking of a terrified woman in dreadful agony, as she lay in the street with the bones of a compound fracture protruding through the flesh and skin of her leg; the blow across the face with which the doctor silenced her—

Here Clinton paused and seemed to swallow his anger.

A murmur of indignation ran through the courtroom. As it died down, Clinton seemed to force himself to resume his narrative. And Kildare, glancing at the jury box, read his condemnation already in the horrified eyes of the jurors.

Clinton was saying, We hope to prove to you that the brutal haste of the young doctor worked an irreparable damage to Miss Courcy. We shall demonstrate to you not in words, but by ocular witness, that the ordinary course of her life and activity is destroyed. We shall not linger too much in pointing out the frightful hazard that was undergone by the victim when, stripped almost naked under the public eye, her body was slashed open on the street, in air literally crowded with germs. For the fact that she survived the danger of a fatal infection she may thank God, not the precautions of Doctor Kildare.

During this description, Miss Courcy was impelled by shame to cover her face with both hands and to shudder with outraged modesty.

Clinton went on. When we have presented to you the details of the testimony, we shall attempt to go further and show the obvious motives which influenced this young doctor into a course so criminal and so dangerous. It will not have escaped the notice of people as intelligent as the ladies and gentlemen of this jury that the Press is not entirely oblivious of the procedure in this case. That the Press should not be oblivious was, I believe we can prove, the purpose of Doctor Kildare. He had his desire accomplished from the first. From obscurity, he sprang into prominence by means of performing an operation in the street.

You have not heard of such an operation before. Neither have I. I trust that none of us shall hear of such a thing again. Before we are through with him, the publicity which Doctor Kildare so much desired may become a valued instrument in placing before the public and the honest members of the medical profession the dangers of unchecked authority placed in the hands of unwise or unscrupulous practitioners.

Clintons speech, although brief, was none the less forceful. The jury, as though they took the final opinion they would arrive at for granted, gave Kildare only a glance of curious inspection, such as one might give a beast in a cage. Then they prepared to pay attention to the development of proof by the prosecutor.

He responded by playing his biggest ace at once. He called Estelle Courcy to the witness stand. She was first assisted to her feet by the nurse and Clinton. Helped by them, she went slowly across the room toward the chair and the moment she moved, it was apparent that she was dreadfully crippled in the right leg. Her limping was painful. The jury leaned forward to consider her gait and everything else about her that they could see.

The design of the dress was by no means as modest as its colour. God had been particularly gracious in the forming of Estelle Courcy, and the dress designer had made certain that few of his gifts to her should go unnoticed. If her right leg was crippled it was more than apparent that there was nothing wrong with her left leg. The jury observed this with a fixed regard.

When the interesting group reached the witness stand, Estelle looked with helpless dismay at the elevation to which she must climb, and raised her eyes to Clinton. His response was too quick to be entirely unplanned.

He said, Pardon me, my dear. He gathered her in his arms with a fatherly tenderness and lifted her to the witness chair. When she was seated, it was necessary for the nurse to rearrange her skirt.

Estelle, in the meantime, embarrassed, bent her head and blushed. And a little whisper went through the courtroom. It was composed in part of the noise made by reporters pencils, and in part it was the indrawn breath of compassion.

Channing remarked to Kildare, Do you see that? Clinton is barring no holds. He means to play this game to win.

The pause which Clinton allowed for his client to compose herself after this great voyage across the courtroom also permitted the crowd to look its fill. Presently he asked her to state in her own words what had happened on the day of the accident.

She answered, I was driving downtown, south on Eighth Avenue, when I saw a light truck coming north, quite fast. I tried to give it more room. But it seemed to jump at me—

Address the Court, Miss Courcy, please. Pardon her, Your Honour.

The judge nodded. He smiled encouragingly at the witness. Estelle continued her story. She was sure there must have been a wet spot on the street; it was such a nice poor boy who had been driving the truck.

At this most impermissible injection of opinion, her lawyer checked her. He said, Now, Miss Courcy, we want your story, but not your opinions, if you dont mind. This court is not interested in the fact that you bear no grudge against Bill Long. It wants to hear only what you saw and heard, not what you thought and felt.

This injunction caused the judge to nod in approval. In fact, the whole courtroom was approving Estelle. Quite outside the proper course of the testimony, it had been developed by Clinton that the complainant was so merciful and just that she was registering no complaint whatever against the unfortunate young man who had injured her in the accident. Since she was so without malice, how gross must have been the misconduct of the doctor whom she did accuse!

There was a terrible crash, Estelle went on, and it seemed to me that everything was topsyturvy — as though a hand were throwing me.

She barely whispered this but everyone in the silent courtroom could hear perfectly.

Damn her, murmured Channing. Shes a good witness!

There was a dreadful pain in my side, too, said Estelle. And I saw that I was lying right in the street. I tried to sit up, and then I saw what had happened to my leg, and it was all —— — —

Never mind, Miss Courcy. You need not describe it, said Clinton.

She was so overcome that she had to use the smelling salts. For this delay she apologised with childish simplicity saying, Im so sorry! Channing swore again.

When I thought that perhaps I never would be able to dance again— she began.

Only what you saw and heard; not your thought, please, said Clinton.

The judge obviously approved of this lawyer who confined his witness so narrowly to the proper course.

What I chiefly heard — Im afraid I was screaming, said Estelle. I couldnt seem to control it. Then a girl in a nurses white uniform was there, leaning over me and twisting something around my leg to keep the blood from running away so fast. But Doctor Kildare came and told the nurse to go away.

Can you remember his words? asked Clinton.

Im afraid I can remember all Doctor Kildares words, she sighed. His voice was very sharp. He told the nurse to get to a telephone, let the hospital know what had happened and tell them to get another doctor out to the delivery case. She was to rush to the address as fast as she could. She said he had broken open the obstetrical kit and she hadnt anything, and he told her harshly that she had her hands and to go and use them. So she ran away, and I was left there in his hands.

At this awful memory, Estelle Courcy closed her eyes and used the smelling salts again.

She resumed. I couldnt help screaming, and it seemed to bother Doctor Kildare. He said, Stop that yelling! I tried to stop, but I couldnt, and —— —

She stopped abruptly.

Continue, please, said Clinton.

I cant! whispered Estelle Courcy.

We must have all the facts, please, urged Clinton.

No one will believe it, she said. And lifting a hand to her cheek, she said, with a stunned look, as though the horror of that moment overcame her freshly: He struck me — in the face!

The whole courtroom growled.

Clinton, as though this testimony was too much even for him to endure, took a pace or two and turned back to his witness. He said sharply, Well, Miss Courcy. Try to continue, please.

Then Doctor Kildare began to tear off my clothes.

Repeat that, please, said the judge, leaning forward.

He started tearing off my clothes. I asked him not to undress me in the street. There was a young policeman there, and I asked him please to interfere and he asked the doctor to give me more decent treatment. Doctor Kildare said, Keep out of this! And get that crowd back! You hear? Knock them down with your club if you have to. I want room here and Im going to have it!

However overcome Estelle might be, she was able to give her voice a harsh, cold ring of authority when she imitated Doctor Kildare.

He began to tap me with his fingers, continued Estelle. Then he said, I must operate here and now! And I saw from a dreadful look in his face that he was enjoying all this.

For the first time Channing rose to protest. The judge sustained him.

Clinton directed his witness, Just tell us what you saw and heard and did.

I said I wouldnt have it. I wouldnt be stripped and shamed in the street. I wouldnt die like a dog in the gutter.

And the doctor? asked Clinton.

He said, Its your life! and I said, Id rather die! Then he ran away from me. When he came back, everything was getting dark in front of my eyes. I heard a policeman saying, Youre out of your head. Shes refused the operation. I know the law. You cant touch her after shes refused the operation. Maam, do you still refuse to let him operate? I tried terribly to speak, but the darkness was coming over me and I dont think I was able to say anything, but I heard Doctor Kildare saying, Hang the law! I dont remember anything more.

Mr. Clinton was overcome once more. He had to breathe deeply before he was able to go on. Then he said, Well, will you continue, Miss Courcy?

She was leaning back in her chair, with her eyes closed. It was impossible for the poor girl to utter another word, it seemed, until the nurse gave her a restorative. After that, she lifted her pretty head again.

Channing broke out in his harsh voice, If the Court please, hasnt there been enough of this acting?

The judge roared at Channing, The Court will decide what is acting and what is testimony!

Channing sat down slowly; and Clinton flashed at him a single bright glance of triumph.

Can you continue now, Miss Courcy? asked Clinton.

Then I was in the hospital, said Miss Courcy, apparently nerving herself to finish the recountal of this grim experience as quickly as possible. I was terribly ill. I saw that they had put a weight on my right leg. There were blood transfusions, and I was always dizzy. I didnt know much of anything. And then one evening my nurse was talking to me about the hospital and about Doctor Gillespie and she happened to repeat what he had said to her when he first saw my leg. He said. If you were a nurse for thirty years, youd never see a worse damned criminal job than has been done on this leg. Whos the so-called doctor whos taking care of this case? When this point had been reached, Kildare took a deep breath. He was aware of Clinton turning to Channing and saying, Your witness, if you please! And Kildare wished ardently that Channing would permit the girl to leave the witness chair without cross-examination, for every word she uttered had been a damnation of him.

Channing, however, had no such purpose. The withered, time-hardened little man advanced to take up the questioning. He made a sort of bow to Miss Courcy and then said, Miss Courcy?

Yes? said Miss Courcy, shrinking from his harsh voice.

Kildare gritted his teeth. It seemed that Channing was inspired to ruin the case. Every rough touch on that tender skin would be resented by the whole courtroom.

Is that your baptismal name? asked Channing. She hesitated.

Are you ashamed of your real name? snapped Channing.

Clinton jumped up with a protest. The judge sustained him. But a curious chill had entered the air of the courtroom. Some of the sweetness and light had been banished by tough Channing.

When youre through blushing, said Channing, lets hear your real name.

He turned half away from her, wearily.

Im not ashamed, said Estelle in a surprisingly loud voice. My name was Stella Carney.

Why did you change it? snapped Channing. When I went on the stage.

Ah, youre on the stage, are you?

A little.

How little?

Just now and then.

What sort of plays?

Musical plays.

What did you do? Song and dance, or just dance?

I sang a little and danced a good deal. Ill never be able to dance again! said Estelle.

When the world loses an artist, its a pity, said the pitiless Channing. Where did you use your art? In the chorus?

Estelle Courcy found in this simple question something so outrageous that she was silent, sitting bolt upright on her chair, looking quite capable of jumping in Channings face.

She gasped out venomously, The chorus! Is that a disgrace?

No disgrace at all, said Channing. The chorus seems to be a place where a great many of our prettiest girls aspire to be placed — for a while. Have you confined yourself to your dancing, or have you any other means of support?

People were sitting back in their seats, shrugging. The jury looked a little shamefaced. And Clinton smiled a smile of white-faced endurance and silent rage. The whole setting of his little comedy had been snatched away from him. He would have to proceed along other lines when his turn came.

I do some modelling, said Estelle.

What sort of modelling? asked Channing.

Clinton rose to protest. The Court overruled him.

Ive modelled a good many things, said Estelle.

Any stockings? asked Channing.

She hated him with her eyes. Yes, she said.

Any bathing suits?

Yes.

One-piece?

Yes, she said through her teeth.

Someone in the courtroom laughed, too loudly. The judge brought the room to order sharply and glared about him.

Now, Stella Carney, said Channing, tell us again how badly you felt at the idea of having some of your clothes removed in the street by the doctor.

She was silent.

Never mind, said Channing. Youve answered the question already — in one way or another. But lets go a little further. We need to know more about you. Out of modelling and dancing, I suppose youve made a good income and that you have quite a bit of money in the bank?

Im under heavy expenses, said Estelle sullenly.

Heavy expenses? asked Channing. Why should you be under heavy expenses? Supporting your social position?

I have people to take care of, said Estelle.

Ah, what sort of people? asked Channing.

My mother and my little brother, said Estelle. They havent a dollar except what I send them.

It was a blow so unexpected that Channing excused her from the stand on the spot. Clinton and the nurse helped her back to her reclining chair, but they were a shade less tender in their treatment of her. Kildare, catching her eye, winked. And she flashed an involuntary grin back at him — a message which only he could see.


CHAPTER NINE
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THEN A BIG, red-faced policeman was giving his testimony. He was another good witness for Clinton. The accident, he said, had occurred at four-thirteen in the afternoon, when he was on his beat. He had run out at once to see what was wrong and to keep the crowd back. He had found Doctor Kildare looking at the boy, Tommy Long.

Here Channing protested. The judge overruled him. The care given Tommy Long by the doctor, since it was part of the same accident in which the girl was injured, might cast light upon the nature of Kildares procedure, the judge decided. The testimony was relevant.

Officer Maloney continued, reading from his small notebook; The boy Tommy, there — he pointed to Tommy Long, seated between his tall brother and Mary Lamont— was laying still, flat on his back, and there was a mean-looking cut on his forehead and the blood was running down his face and he looked near gone. His legs and arms were twisted up.

The doctor told him to straighten his legs and arms, and he said hed been trying to. So the doctor straightened them for him, and he looked at Tommys eyes. Then he opened a bag and gave Tommy an injection and told him to lie still and not to move at all. Then he left.

After stopping the bleeding of the head wound and bandaging it, I presume? asked Clinton.

He did not, said the officer. The brother yelled at the doctor, You aint going off and leave him bleed to death, are you? And the doctor said, Keep your hands off him. Dont touch him.

Here there was a flash of light through the room as the rear door suddenly opened wide. Loud voices resounded. There was a protest, and with infinite relief Kildare saw Gillespies familiar figure being wheeled into the room by Conover.

The judge said, Why couldnt you be on time, sir, in this courtroom?

Because there was a foolish woman in the hospital, said Gillespie, and she chose just this hour to try to die on my hands. Sick people have no manners, Your Honour.

The judge relaxed, the courtroom chuckled, and Channing took over the cross-examination of the witness.

The time was four-thirteen? asked Channing. Not a minute earlier or later?

Not a minute, said Maloney.

How do you know? questioned Channing. My watch dont gain or lose a minute a month.

Were you looking at it when the accident took place?

I was directing the traffic, said Maloney. How would I be looking at my watch?

Then how did you know the time?

I must have looked at it later.

Is that what you do when theres an accident which covers the street with injured people? Do you first look at your watch?

I do not! I go to them!

So you went to these unfortunate people?

I did that.

But how, then, did you know the time so exactly?

I must have seen it on a clock on a building.

Ive been on that corner, said Channing. Theres no clock in sight.

There was silence from Maloney.

Think, man, said Channing. Its important. Think hard. But I see that youre already thinking so hard youre in a sweat, Officer Maloney. But try to remember where you saw that time. Accurately registered in your mind it was, too. Not four-ten or four-fifteen, as most of us remember time, but exactly four-thirteen. Can you remember now where you saw it?

I cannot, said Maloney, grown sullen.

Can I help you by guessing? asked Channing. Can I suggest that its possible there may be a convenient room not far from the corner where an electric clock hangs on the wall, and one would look right up at it if one were taking a drink?

Maloney, sweating with dread, saw the handwriting on the wall before him. I remember feeling a little faint and dizzy. I may have needed a glass of water, he said.

I dont blame you, Maloney, said Channing, and excused him at once.

The policemans testimony about the boy and the bleeding head and Kildares cruelty in leaving the poor victim would be washed out of the minds of the jury by the same drink that had washed Maloneys throat when he heard the crash in the street and saw the face of the electric clock.

Kildare began to realise that Channings harsh tactics were by no means blind. Already the lawyer had undermined a large part of the case which Clinton had presented so skilfully. He merely had gone one unlucky step too far with Estelle. It was true that in that courtroom she no longer was the frightened little clinging vine she had at first appeared. Instead, she was something much better.

She was a hard-working girl who earned money in the only way she could and used it to support a helpless family. The jurys sympathy for her would now be on a more solid basis.

Only one person from the crowd had been called as a witness by Clinton. She was on the stand now, a formidable person, dry, lean, worn as an old eagle, but with an eye as sharp and with a beak as threatening. She spoke slowly, with decision. It was plain that she had spoken many times before this in the presence of a crowd.

She said, I have seen a brutal kennelman strike a whining dog. I saw Doctor Kildare strike this young woman in a similar manner.

She spoke so that every person in the courtroom could hear, but she kept her eyes fixed upon Kildare, scorning and condemning him to his face.

Of the splint that he put on Estelle Courcys leg, she said, No sensible mother would tie up a bleeding finger as carelessly as this doctor slapped a splint on that broken leg. There was no attempt to straighten it carefully. It was given a jerk and no more.

Concerning Kildares manner she said, It was like that of a man in a hurry to get somewhere, and hating the interruption. She referred to the brutality of a schoolyard bully.

Channing was on his feet objecting after almost everything she said, and though the judge sustained the objections repeatedly, there was no way to prevent this terrible old woman from delivering her shots like blasts from a cannons mouth. Clinton kept her on the stand as long as he could before turning her over to Channing.

Channing said, Mrs. Wilmerding, have you ever seen firemen at a fire?

I have, she answered.

Have you ever watched them when the lives of people were endangered by the flames?

I have, she answered.

Were their manners polite? asked Channing.

She was silent, seeing where the questions were tending.

Clinton objected violently and was upheld. Channing defending himself, remarked that people in haste and in earnest are rarely polite.

There were more and more objections from Clinton. They remained polite, but they were growing angry. It was a fight every moment. They were roused to their utmost and the crowd enjoyed every minute of it.

There was no doubt that Mrs. Cyril Wilmerding had done Kildare a good deal of damage. The young policeman whom Estelle Courcy had mentioned was on the stand now. He had been chosen by Clinton to dwell upon the callous indifference with which Kildare had half stripped his victim in the street.

But Miss Courcy was in great pain, said Clinton. Does it seem probable that she would pay much attention to modesty?

She cried out. She tried to defend herself, said the young man slowly. He blushed with anger as he added, I think she would rather have died.

Did you protest against this unusual proceeding? asked Clinton.

I heard her say that she refused an operation. I then warned the doctor that he had no legal right to operate if the operation was refused by the patient. He examined his notebook, making sure that he had been accurate in what he said.

What response did the doctor make? asked Clinton.

He looked up at me as though he wanted to jump at my throat. Then he shut me up and told me to keep the crowd back.

You are an officer of the law. You could have prevented the continuance of the operation, could you not?

I know something about the law and my duty, the policemen replied, but Im not a doctor. I saw an injured woman and a man who said he knew what he was doing. I was afraid to interfere because he might be saving her life.

You observed the manner of the operation. Will you describe what you saw?

After he had tapped her over the abdomen, I thought he was about to commence his operation, but instead he jumped up and ran off into the crowd.

What did he do in the crowd?

I heard him shouting to someone. I dont know what it was about. He returned on the run. He commenced to operate at once.

Can you tell the Court and the jury what he did?

The witness frowned. He opened her — the way youd carve open a watermelon. He just seemed to slash at her!

Clinton offered this witness to Channing, but Channing would have none of him.

That big fellow hates you, Kildare, he said, and if I didnt know something about you and your work, Id be inclined to swear that what he says is the truth. One or two more bits like that evidence and youre as good as in the penitentiary. I dont dare question him.

Even so, it seemed to Kildare that something should have been done. The overwhelming impression which the officer had made on the jury showed in the manner in which they looked at one another and then at Kildare, their eyes narrowing as though they saw in him the most inhuman of brutes.

Billy Long, the driver of the truck, was next on the stand. He was a little frightened, but in the midst of his fear he flashed a reassuring smile at his brother Tommy. Tommy, gripping Mary Lamonts hand, watched Bill with wide eyes. Speaking to this lad who was the cause of the accident, Clinton adopted a grave tone, as though this were a moment whose solemnity had been agreed upon between him and the witness.

Bill described the accident quickly, in short phrases. He seemed to accept responsibility — or to be quite willing to accept it.

Clinton stepped the testimony forward, through the objections of Channing, to the moment when Kildare had left Estelle Courcy.

Bill said, I was kneeling beside Tommy, trying to do something about him.

Did he seem to be suffering?

He was white. He had to keep his teeth hard shut.

Why did he have to keep his teeth hard shut?

To keep from hollering, said Bill. Hes terribly game.

The interest of the jury in the boy who was terribly game grew intense. He was a good-looking lad, and his staring, white face brought them closer to the moment of the accident than anything that had happened so far during the trial.

What was his condition? asked Clinton. Channing leaped to his feet with a violent protest. The judge said, Will the District Attorney advise us what purpose this particular testimony serves in the case before the Court?

Something should be done to indicate why Doctor Kildare suddenly left Miss Courcy when, as Im sure he will tell you, he felt sure that she was on the point of dying, explained Clinton.

You may continue, said the judge.

Channing made a gesture of helplessness and sank into his chair again. He murmured to Kildare, This is going to hurt you, doctor.

What was your brothers condition? asked Clinton, glancing triumphantly at Channing.

There was a big cut over his forehead — you can see where the red of the scar is, now, said Bill pointing.

Confine yourself to your testimony, Clinton told him.

But the point had been made. The jury was staring with pity at the red mark of that recent wound on the boys pale face.

The blood kept pouring out of the cut. I tried to stop it with my hands, but the doctor had told me not to touch Tommy. Then I thought that it would be good to get him off the street. I was just touching his shoulders. I was just asking him how he felt and could I move him.

Emotion and anger stopped Bill for a moment. Clinton waited patiently.

Bill went on, All at once this Doctor Kildare ran at me. He grabbed me by the neck and threw me down on the street sos my head knocked on the pavement and the blood from a cut on my head spilled down over my face.

He paused again, and his hands gripped into fists. Tommy began to sob silently. Mary Lamont put her arm about the boy to comfort him.

Did the doctor say anything to you? asked Clinton, watching the savage faces of the jury.

He yelled at me not to touch Tommy. Then he ran away again, said Bill.

Your witness, said Clinton, turning to the defence lawyer.

The last three witnesses had been hard on Kildare, but Bills testimony was a sharper blow than any of the others. He had completed the picture of the doctor as a savage beast. Even hard-boiled reporters were regarding him with a curious disgust.

Kildare, being what he was, chose this moment to turn his head and scan the courtroom curiously.

Face by face he read them. Mass emotion was something with which he was not familiar. It interested him to see this exhibition of a single feeling reflected from so many eyes. He reached for his notebook and began to jot down notes.

Channing said, in a cutting whisper: If you dont give a damn about whats happening, at least try to pretend that you do.

Kildare, abashed, put away his notebook.

Now Channing said to the witness, For coming here and testifying, just what did the District Attorney promise you, Bill?

I would have said the same things, anyway, answered Bill.

Clinton was up, protesting; but the judge let the questioning continue.

Perhaps you would have said the same things anyway, agreed Channing, but what was promised you?

Bill, realising that he had made a damaging admission, replied, I didnt say that anything was promised me.

What? exclaimed Channing, as though shocked. Do you mean to say its only by accident that youre here instead of in jail for reckless driving?

Bills white, frightened face convicted him without a spoken word.

The District Attorney made a little bargain with you, Bill, didnt he? asked Channing.

He didnt ask me to tell no lies, said Bill.

Very well, said Channing, and with a laugh dismissed him.

Again he had trimmed the sharp nails of a witness, this time by a hint of collusion operating against Kildare.

Channing opened his defence by Calling Doctor Carew.

You are acquainted with the defendant, doctor? he asked.

I am, said Carew. I have known him for the year of his interneship and for part of a year as resident physician.

You are the head of the Blair General Hospital, Doctor Carew. It means that you have many young doctors working under you. Have you had a chance to pay particular attention to Doctor Kildares work?

His work forced itself upon my attention and the attention of every other doctor connected with the hospital, said Carew, in his dry voice.

In what manner, if you please? asked Channing.

By the brilliancy of his record.

Brilliancy of his record? repeated Channing, as though surprised. He turned toward the jury box and added, In what manner was that brilliancy demonstrated?

By his passion for knowledge, by his dogged persistence, and particularly by a special gift for diagnosis.

You do not feel that Doctor Kildare has been a handicap to your hospital, then?

No interne in the history of the place has done so much for the Blair General Hospital, declared Carew. He has made many important friends for us.

Kildare, listening to this praise, flushed and looked down nervously at his hands. But to Channing such testimony was like cream to a cat.

Has Doctor Kildare ever proved derelict in his duty? asked Channing.

Never, said Carew. He is known for his devotion to duty and for the passionate energy which he pours into his work.

Occasionally, in the hospital, you meet with men of his character?

Very occasionally, said Carew, but in our entire history it is generally admitted by the staff physicians that we have had no one comparable with Kildare.

In the course of a doctors work, it often is necessary for a man, however young, to show courage and honesty. Would you say that Doctor Kildare is short in these qualities?

Doctor Kildare has been brave and honest almost to a fault, said Carew.

Channing paused. The jury began to look at Kildare with new eyes. Then Channing said, I think that is enough. I shall not ask you to give specific instances of Doctors Kildares skill.

I could give them by the dozen, said Carew. Thank you, doctor, I shall not trouble you. Channing turned to Clinton. Your witness.

You hold a position of importance in the medical world, Doctor Carew, said Clinton. Above all, you are important to the Blair General Hospital and therefore its interests are yours, to a large degree.

They are, said Carew crisply.

Naturally, Doctor Carew, you would shield the hospital from injury.

Naturally.

You are therefore aware, doctor, that if this case of malpractice is decided against the defendant, the hospital will immediately be sued for damages? And undoubtedly for a large sum?

A violent objection from Channing was not sustained by the judge.

I am aware that if the case goes against Doctor Kildare, the hospital may be open to a suit, admitted Carew.

Very well, said Clinton, smiling. Now, let us consider the nature of Doctor Kildares reputation in the hospital. When a member of the staff or an interne is suspected of some crime against medical practice or of an infraction of the hospital rules, it is your habit to bring the accused man into your office, is it not?

It is, said Carew, growing unhappy.

In your whole experience at the head of this hospital, has any other interne been on the carpet before you as often as this one?

Carew managed to say, I cannot remember the statistics.

Can you not? Upon how many occasions have you threatened this young doctor with expulsion from the hospital?

I cannot remember, said Carew.

You do remember, however, that you have at least once threatened him with dismissal?

I do remember, agreed Carew, hating the words he had to speak.

Was there not a time when you and the whole body of mature opinion in the hospital condemned him and wished to expel him?

On that particular occasion— began Carew.

Answer yes or no, said Clinton coldly.

Yes, said Carew.

You may explain that answer to the Court, prompted Channing.

It was decided that Kildare was wrong in a case of great importance, said Carew. Pressure was brought to bear upon him, but he stuck to his guns — and he proved that he was right.

Did you once say that no one in the history of the hospital had given you such great anxiety? asked Clinton, without giving the jury time to digest Carews statement.

That may be true, said Carew. A stubborn adherence to his own line of thought is characteristic of Doctor Kildare, but in an important matter he has yet to be wrong.

Clinton hastily excused Carew from the witness stand. It was plain that his earlier testimony had counted heavily in favour of Kildare; but the cross-examination had undone much of the effect.

Gresham went into the witness chair. The opening questions established his character as an experienced neurosurgeon at the Blair General Hospital.

What has been your past knowledge of Doctor Kildare? asked Channing.

I had heard of him as a talented young physician, said Gresham. But ordinarily I dont pay much attention to the youngsters in my profession. Recently, however, I had actual knowledge of Doctor Kildares quality.

Will you tell us about it?

I operated upon the boy, Thomas Long, said Gresham. He came to the hospital with a fractured vertebra, with pressure symptoms. He was paralysed from the base of the neck down. I operated to remove the posterior portion of the vertebra, and I also removed a spicule of bone which was lodged in the spinal cord. Afterwards the patient was placed in a cast.

Was there anything remarkable concerning the manner in which this patient came to you doctor? asked Channing.

It was remarkable that he came to me at all, or that I was able to do anything for him, said Gresham. The seventh cervical vertebra was fractured. Only the greatest delicacy in picking him up and bringing him to the hospital kept him from being paralysed for life.

If he had been picked up by the shoulders, for instance, what do you think would have happened?

Unquestionably the boy never would have moved hand or foot again as long as he lived.

Channing turned to Clinton with a smile of satisfaction. He had made a powerful point in the very teeth of evidence from the police and Bill.

Clinton, taking the witness over, said, Doctor Gresham, did you not, shortly after the admission of the boy to the hospital, state that Doctor Kildares interference was a nuisance, and did you not request him never to meddle with one of your cases again? Channing rose with angry objections and he was sustained, but the question and Greshams evident uneasiness had already told a story to the jury. It was unfair, but it was a telling stroke for the prosecution.

Red-faced Mike Ryan was on the stand, now, grinning at Kildare.

Do you know the defendant? asked Channing. Like me own flesh and blood, said Ryan. Your place of business is near the hospital?

You could hit it with a stone.

You and your friends and their families have frequently employed Doctor Kildare.

Theres a lot of us, said Mike Ryan, that wouldnt have no one else but the doc. If he walks down the block, theres always someone stopping him to consult him about a pain in the back or a sore head, or a baby that cant keep its food down. This speech sent a rustle of appreciation through the courtroom.

Hes worked up a good practice among you and your people? asked Channing.

Hes good, said Mike Ryan, but he cant make money out of us. For the doc wouldnt charge a friend a penny, and where I live were all his friends. {Kildare Text}

The courtroom chuckled. Kildare blessed Mike in his heart. It was the most telling evidence on his side so far. Channing, satisfied, turned Ryan over to Clinton.

Where did you first meet Doctor Kildare? asked Clinton.

In my place of business.

What is your business?

Im a bartender, said Mike.

The jury grinned.

And Doctor Kildare often dropped in?

When he was off duty. Yes.

Was he always in civilian clothes or usually in hospital whites?

Usually in the hospital whites.

Then how could you tell whether he was on or off duty?

Mike, seeing how he had been trapped, scowled grimly and made no retort. Clinton dismissed him from the stand with his testimony smudged. In another moment Mary Lamont was being sworn in.

Channing kept Mary Lamonts testimony to one point: Estelle Courcys appearance at the time of the accident.

Mary said in her quiet voice, Ive had to see a good many people die. I thought Miss Courcy was dying under my eyes.

That was an excellent point for Kildare, of course. Then Clinton took her in hand.

He said, What were the symptoms?

She was very pale, a leaden grey, said Mary Lamont, and she was perspiring a good deal. She had a rapid, shallow respiration.

Have you ever seen any cases of shock? snapped Clinton.

Yes.

Did they look as Miss Courcy looked at that moment?

Somewhat — perhaps.

Could you then be sure that her appearance was due to actual internal injuries received rather than to the shock of the accident?

Shock, Mary stated, would be dependent on injury of some sort.

Are you engaged to be married to Doctor Kildare? asked Clinton.

I am, said the girl.

This admission caused a stir through the courtroom; it also erased all the weight of her testimony. Even the judge shrugged his shoulders a little, as though he wondered why Channing had brought such a witness into court.

On the heels of this, Kildare himself was called to the stand. He felt the jury judging him as he crossed the floor. They sat back, as it were, and folded their arms while they considered him, and their consideration was far from favourable. It came to him that all men have in themselves the capacity to be criminal, prosecutor, defending counsel, juror, and judge, and that human truth can be discovered only by the will of the majority. That was why the judge was not entrusted with the decision, but twelve men and women utterly unversed in all laws except those of common living, and that untarnished sense of right and wrong which belongs to every man. Considering what humanity is, it seemed absurd that twelve human beings ever could agree about anything, and yet he knew, as he faced the twelve in the jury box, that at the moment their judgment was unanimous. No matter how Channing had shaken them here and there, they saw in Kildare a guilty man. He felt their verdict like the sound of the jail door closing on him again. And the vision of his life as a doctor disappeared like dead leaves whipped from a tree, leaving it naked as winter.


CHAPTER TEN
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HE RALLIED HIMSELF. He had had to steady his nerves many times before this. At many a bedside, where the difference between hope and despair would be the difference between life and death, he had been able to smile and seem calmly assured. Now it was his own case, and his behaviour might mean the life or the death of his career.

He dismissed from his mind the faces of his friends — Mary Lamont, Gillespie nodding encouragement, and little Tommy sitting on the edge of his chair. They did not matter now. What counted was the impression he made upon the unfriendliness of that courtroom.

He made himself look calmly around. Then he repeated the formula. The last part of it came back again through his mind like an echo. The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. He had heard other people say those words, but there was little taste in the sound of them until he came to speak them with his own tongue. At once they became a formidable command, a part of his conscience, like the oath of Hippocrates.

Then Channing was at work on him. This was the witness, his manner told the Court, who would beat Clinton for him. He put his questions tensely. He got Kildare quickly through the first stages of the accident, and to the condition of Tommy Long.

He lay in a crumpled position. Blood flowed over his face from a gash on the forehead.

Was that significant to you?

It was. From the manner in which he lay, I was afraid he was dead. But of course the dead do not bleed.

How did you proceed?

I asked him to straighten his legs. He could not. I suspected an injury to the spinal column. When I scratched him on the breast with a fingernail there was no reaction until I touched him almost at the base of the throat. He was paralysed nearly to that point.

How did you proceed and for what reason?

There was nothing to do for him until an ambulance came. All that was necessary was to see that he was not moved. I intended to sew up the cut on his forehead, but it seemed best to look first at the other victim of the accident.

In what condition did you find her? asked Channing.

I thought she was dying, said Kildare. She had the look. She had the quick, gasping breath, very shallow. Her pulse was racing, thready.

Explain thready please.

Fading out, growing thin, as the fluttering contractions of the heart drive a very small stream of blood through the arteries. The rate was a hundred and fifty or sixty. I suspected internal haemorrhage. In addition, she was screaming loudly.

Estelle Courcy, listening intently, straightened in her chair.

Did this have any special meaning to you? asked Channing.

Kildare heard his own calm voice answering: Every effort to scream meant a contraction of the muscles which would probably increase the rate of bleeding. To supply a counter-irritant and to occupy her mind, I slapped her face hard.

He heard a slight gasp throughout the courtroom at his last words.

Is that a common procedure, Doctor Kildare? asked Channing.

No, he answered. But sometimes it is useful. Ive slapped a baby and brought it out of approaching convulsions. In the case of Miss Courcy, I thought it would be better to have her angry than to have her frightened.

An expression of relief passed over Channings face. The tension of the jury, Kildare was aware, had relaxed a little. He knew that he had passed one of the great hurdles in this trial.

You continued your examination in what manner? asked Channing.

I found an abrasion on the side. I tapped it, and it was clear that the abdomen was filling. I suspected a ruptured spleen as the cause of the bleeding. I told Miss Courcy that I intended to operate at once. She protested that she did not wish to die like a dog in the gutter. The policeman also intervened.

And what did you do? How did you answer these protests?

I told the policeman to be still. It was not necessary to answer Miss Courcy. She was fainting and, I felt, about to die. I asked the policeman — or ordered him — to keep the crowd back. I could not be interrupted at that moment.

Do you not know the law, Doctor Kildare — that you must not operate without the permission of your patient?

I know the law. This was an emergency. The patient was suffering from shock. At the moment I did not consider her sane and competent, but hysterical.

Again he could feel the relaxation, all over the courtroom.

Channing took a deep breath of relief before he continued. You did, however, permit yourself to be interrupted?

Only because I saw Tommys brother catching him by the shoulders. It would probably mean incurable paralysis for life if the boy were moved except with great care. I ran to jerk Bill Long away from his brother. I believe Bill fell on the street.

With blood flying over his face? asked Channing He already had a shallow cut across the scalp, said Kildare. By the manner of its bleeding, I suspected it was only a deep scratch. My only purpose was to keep Bill away from the boy.

Would you have used even stronger measures if you had thought them necessary? Would you, let us say, have knocked him down with your fist?

Kildare opened his eyes. Oh, naturally, he said.

The judge grinned and Kildare knew another milepost had been passed.

What did you do next? asked Channing.

I hurried back to Miss Courcy. She was still protesting, but losing consciousness. Luckily, I had an obstetrical kit with sterilised sheets. They would minimise the unsanitary conditions a little. I put Miss Courcy on the sheets with the help of a policeman.

The officer who testified in court today?

Kildare passed a hand over his forehead and tried to remember. Im afraid I could identify no one except the three people who were injured in the accident, he said.

This simple remark seemed to tell heavily in his favour. Even the judge seemed to be impressed.

Continue, said Channing, with a rising note of triumph in his voice.

There was a bad compound fracture of the leg, said Kildare. Naturally, it meant nothing to me compared with the internal bleeding. I put it in the quickest splint I could devise at the moment.

You gave a lick and a promise? asked Channing.

Yes.

You felt that you were racing against time? insisted Channing.

There were objections from Clinton, but the effect had been produced, and again it was telling heavily. Kind eyes began to look upon Kildare from all sides.

Estelle Courcy, sensing the change in atmosphere, was flushed with anger.

At that moment, said Channing, how long did you feel Miss Courcy might live?

Two minutes — three minutes, perhaps, said Kildare, and there was a deep, quick murmur of response from a hundred throats.

The reporters began to lose interest, for unless the case resulted in a conviction, it would get only a paragraph on an inside page. A conviction would mean a front-page spread with pictures.

Proceed, please, said Channing. When you operated, did you or did you not find that the spleen was ruptured?

I found it ruptured, and I put three clamps on the pedicle which attaches the organ and through which the blood flows into it. I cut between the first and second clamps and tied below the second and third. I then closed the wound as rapidly as possible. The ambulance had arrived, and it was necessary to see that the boy with the fractured spine was properly handled when he was removed to the hospital.

One more thing, Doctor Kildare. Is the spleen an organ necessary to the preservation of health?

So far as medicine knows, it is of no value. Aside from Clinton and Estelle Courcy, there was not a hostile face in the courtroom now.

When Miss Courcy was brought to the hospital, what attention was given to her leg? Were you satisfied with its condition?

It was placed in a splint, and traction was applied. No, I was not satisfied with its condition.

Why did you not do something to remedy it, then? demanded Channing, almost harshly.

Because, said Kildare, it was impossible to operate on the leg without giving her a general anaesthetic, and that would have been fatal in her condition.

She was greatly weakened?

She required repeated blood transfusions. For more than a day I scarcely left her room.

You mean that you remained in her room watching every breath she drew?

It was necessary, said Kildare, frowning at the sentimentality behind the lawyers suggestion.

Channing turned to Clinton with a smile, to let him take the witness. But there seemed, at that moment, no doubt as to the final result. Kildare felt in the very marrow of his bones that he was a free man.

Clinton, taking over the examination, was as casual as Channing had been tense. He said, We come to the conclusion that, however it happened, Miss Courcy is left with a permanently injured leg which destroys her entire mode of livelihood. Doctor Kildare, you or someone else told us that the leg can be patched up, made fairly good again, instead of a horrible distortion.

Kildare said, It is an operative case.

You mean that an operation can assure her of a leg as straight and well modelled as it was before? Kildare was thoughtful. At last he said, The first operation might not be successful. There might have to be two or three.

What would the procedure be? asked Clinton. I suppose bone would be taken from the other shin and grafted into the damaged leg bones.

In other words, said Clinton, looking at the jury, its a little operation in which bone is taken from one leg and used on the other?

Yes, said Kildare.

And you say there might be two or three of these operations?

It is possible, said Kildare.

He dared not look at Channing or Gillespie or Mary Lamont. But the bell in his brain was ringing out: The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth!

And each operation would place Miss Courcy under an anaesthetic, give her the shock of the operation, and perhaps keep her in the hospital for weeks or months? Clinton persisted.

That is true, said Kildare.

And her nerves, her spirit, are not supposed to fail under a strain of this nature?

Channing objected and was upheld, but again Clinton had scored his point. If it had been at all safe to take Miss Courcy to the hospital and operate on the leg at once, I dare say everything would be well with her now, Doctor Kildare?

I am sure it would, said Kildare.

But the delay caused the bones to set wrong?

I believe that is the trouble.

If there had been in your estimation a little more time the operation on the leg and the operation on the ruptured spleen could both have been performed?

Yes, said Kildare.

Clinton said, in a confidential tone, Doctor Kildare, when you were in the midst of the operation and discovered the exact condition of the spleen, would you say under oath that there might not have been time to take Miss Courcy to the hospital and perform both operations?

Channing came in with an objection, but he was overruled. This and Kildares hesitancy focused attention on a critical point.

Clinton said, Ill repeat the question in a different way, later on. Lets approach this from another angle. You felt that Miss Courcy was dying — that she had only two or three minutes to live?

That was what I felt, said Kildare.

Rapid, shallow breathing, a bad colour and a pulse of — what did you say?

A hundred and fifty or sixty.

But accurately, which was it — a hundred and fifty or a hundred and sixty?

I cant say.

You cant say? asked Clinton, showing surprise. You mean at this critical moment you didnt take an accurate count of the pulse?

There was no time for it, said Kildare. The general rate was what counted and the character of the pulse, not how fast it was beating.

But he felt that he had lost ground suddenly. Clinton walked up and down a few steps, shaking his head as though he could not recover from his astonishment. On this quick — shall I call it surmise? — you proceeded to a major operation in the street, Doctor Kildare?

Yes, said Kildare.

Such things as listening to the heart with a stethoscope or taking the blood pressure — you did none of these things?

No, said Kildare.

You may explain that answer, instructed Channing.

I dont need to, said Kildare. Its the truth.

You can explain, said Channing, that her condition was apparent without the use of instruments which —— — —

Clinton said, interrupting, Perhaps my learned colleague does not realise that he has finished examining this witness!

Channing did not protest. He sat down slowly. Kildares whole body began to grow cold.

But lets return to another matter, said Clinton. When you actually were in the midst of the operation, were you certain that it would have been impossible to take time to carry Miss Courcy to the hospital to perform the operation?

Kildare was silent, yet he knew that every instant of silence was counting against him. It was a question for which they had prepared him — Gillespie, Carew, and above all, Channing. Mary Lamont had pleaded with him about it.

Clinton snapped his fingers. Lets get down to details, he said. In describing an operative case, I dare say few laymen will be impressed by anything except life and blood in danger of being spent. However, although we are men off the street, I shall ask this doctor to describe to us exactly what condition he found in Miss Courcy and how he treated it from the first incision to the last stitch. Doctor Kildare, will you kindly comply?

Kildare dared not look left or right. He could feel the eyes of Gillespie and Mary Lamont fixed upon him. His whole future looked him in the face.

He put back his head. Over yonder was Estelle Courcy, who had winked at him with the sympathy of a good fighter — in there to win the bout if possible. At least, he thought, she was a human being. Human beings who dont know medical details at least have human rights.

He found himself saying, Im afraid I dont remember the details.

He dared not look at anyone except his questioner. He saw Clinton stare at him, first with incredulity, then with amusement. A cold triumph followed, and Kildare knew that he was ruined.

Stillness extended through the courtroom. In it, he felt the despairing eyes of Gillespie and Mary Lamont.

But what he chiefly was aware of was a change in Clinton — a dazzled look as of one who has found gold but will not believe it. He stared at Kildare. There was something like awe in his eyes.

My friend, he said, every move of every classic operation must be known to every competent surgeon. I ask you again. Do you choose to remember the details of this operation?

Kildare heard himself answering, I do not choose to remember.

He knew that in that brief answer he had destroyed himself. He had destroyed Mary Lamonts hopes, and Gillespies.

Clinton said gently, I believe that is all.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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KILDARE LEFT THE witness chair and went back to his place at the defence table.

Youve done it, murmured Channing, rising. He added to the judge, We have one more witness to present. Doctor Gillespie, will you take the stand?

Gillespie said, I cant climb that high. I can swear just as loud from this wheel-chair.

May we have the permission of the Court? asked Channing.

He may be placed in front of the witness stand, ruled the Court.

Conover wheeled Gillespies chair to that position and retired.

You have been practising medicine for some time, Doctor Gillespie? asked Channing.

About half a century, said Gillespie.

In the course of those years, said Channing, you perhaps have learned how to estimate the soundness of other physicians?

I can make a guess, now and then.

In the case of Doctor Kildare, you have had an opportunity to make a careful estimate?

For over a year Ive worked with him day and night.

You consider him a careless and unsound doctor?

I do not, said Gillespie.

In such a matter as a ruptured spleen, is it possible that a patient might bleed to death in a few minutes?

More than possible.

Do you feel that Doctor Kildare could have made a wrong decision, knowing as you do—

Clinton objected. The judge sustained him. Gillespies opinions were not important, except as they pertained to Kildares character.

Wearily, Channing turned the witness over to Clinton, as if he felt that it was useless to strike further blows for a man who chooses to cut his own throat.

I shall ask you only one question, doctor, said Clinton. When you saw the condition of Miss Courcys fractured leg, after she had arrived at the hospital, what was your expressed opinion about the care she had received?

I said it was a damned bad job, said Gillespie.

That is all, said Clinton, and he turned away.

There was a stir among the twelve in the jury box, as if they were ready to leave even though they still had to listen to the final pleas.

You may leave the witness stand, doctor, said the judge.

Got not the slightest idea in the world of budging from here, said Gillespie.

Sir? said the judge, lifting his brows.

Im not budging, said Gillespie, until I have a chance to talk like a doctor, not like a damned croaking toad.

Bailiff, please! cried the judge, indicating that Gillespie should be removed from the centre of the courtroom.

Dont try to run me out of this court, said Gillespie. Your Honour, Im an old man and youre an old man, and you know confounded well I cant recite a piece when teachers like those two frauds ask me questions. I want to talk my own way.

There is a law in the land that deals with witnesses, Doctor Gillespie, said the judge.

If you were stretched out on an operating table, thered be a law in the land that would put your life in my hands, said Gillespie. Damn the law of the land! Kildare may have had legal justice here today, but he hasnt had medical or human justice, not by a long way!

What do you expect me to do, Doctor Gillespie? asked the judge growing red with anger.

Ive spent fifty years in a hospital listening to people — mostly fools — talk about themselves. Now, maybe Im an old fool, but I want a chance to do some talking myself. You dont really know anything about this case yet. You dont know a damned thing, and I want to tell you in my own words.

Clinton said, If I may make a suggestion to the Court?

Well? said the judge.

Channing slumped wearily in his chair, seemed to pay no attention to anything that was happening.

The testimony has been completed, said Clinton, and this witness has been examined and cross-examined.

Maybe, said the judge. But this is my room, and I do as I please in it to get at the facts. Keep to facts, Doctor Gillespie, and talk as long as you please — unless you put me to sleep.

I wont let you sleep, said Gillespie. Im going to begin by telling you that the fifty years I spent practising medicine were not spent asleep. Im a damned good doctor, Your Honour. I had gifts to begin with, and Ive spent fifty years improving what God gave me.

There was general laughter. The judge rapped, not too sternly, for order. He nodded to Gillespie to continue.

Just keep yourself within bounds, said the judge. After all, we have a limited time. I dont doubt that youre a competent physician.

Physician be hanged! cried Gillespie. Im a diagnostician. That means Ive had to train myself to have an X-ray eye. To see people and to see through them. For instance, continued Gillespie, pointing, that fat man in the second row of the jury box is a stubborn fellow — a damned stubborn fellow.

Come, come, doctor! said the judge.

The fat man stared, his colour rapidly heightening.

You are, brother, insisted Gillespie. Youre confoundedly stubborn. Youre so stubborn that when your doctor wanted to operate on you for exophthalmic goitre, you wouldnt have the knife. He argued. You held out, and thats why you have popeyes today. You made him wait too long!

We cant permit these personalities, said the judge, tapping his desk with his gavel to stop the laughter. If you have anything to say concerning this case—

Nonsense! said Gillespie. Ask the man if thats why he has popeyes.

It is, said the juror, and he stared at Gillespie, agape.

I just want to show you what a diagnostician has to be and do, said Gillespie. I wont be modest. Theres that woman in the front row with the dreamy look and the sweet smile. Shes a little deaf, Your Honour, but she wears a hearing aid behind her ear, so she hears very well. Dont you, madam?

There was more laughter.

I didnt know it could be seen, she said.

It cant be seen, said Gillespie, except by people who know what to look for. And thank the good God youre not fool enough to refuse the gifts science makes to help you. It was scarlet fever, wasnt it?

Yes, she agreed.

The courtroom began to hang upon Gillespies words.

Our other stout friend in the back row, just now popping some candy into his mouth — he should watch his diet a little more. Not because of the fat, but because of the overdose of insulin he has to take. Is that right, friend?

The fat man in the back row laughed, and the judge laughed, too.

And as for you, Your Honour, said Gillespie, you should go in for golf a little less. Arthritis doesnt like too much exercise, and rubbing wont take the soreness out of that finger joint. Try swimming. Swimming will give you enough of a workout.

The judge was astonished. Do you know my doctor? he asked.

I havent the faintest idea who he is, said Gillespie, but you ought to see him more often.

I shall, said the judge, and then he drew up straighter in his chair. Continue, doctor, if you please. I believe you are a diagnostician — or the devil!

The point I want to make, said Gillespie, is that a man cant learn to be a diagnostician. He has to be born one. He has to have the eye for it; and then he has to work day and night for twenty years. After that, he may be a diagnostician. I want to tell you that after youve worked for forty or fifty years, youve picked up a lot of tricks of the trade. And you have a portrait gallery of a million faces, a million bodies labelled with diseases. A million faces have looked at me and Ive looked at them and Ive learned something from every one.

A million, doctor? asked the judge.

Fifty people or a hundred people nearly every day of my life for fifty years. Not a million. Make it two million. And after nearly half a century, I found myself looking around for someone into whose hands I could pour what Id learned. Men want children so that they can pass on their names and their money. I wanted not a child, but a brain to which I could give what I had gained. But it wasnt easy to find the right man. I searched for ten years. At last I found him. I found a stubborn fellow. No manners. The first time he saw me he told me what was wrong with me! He had the eye. He saw through the flesh like an X-ray. I found that he could work night and day, and that what he learned, he held on to like a bulldog. We began to work together. And he has never failed me from that day to this. Now, I ask you if youre trying to take him away from me. Hes sitting there. Hes young Doctor Kildare!

The shock of the name, at the end of those words, made everything else in the trial a little dim.

Maybe I can wring your heart a bit about him, continued Gillespie. That fellow Clinton was making out through Carew that Kildare has been a trouble-maker in the hospital. Of course he made trouble. Honesty is worse than a splinter under your fingernail, sometimes. But every time Kildare held out against general opinion, he was right. Not always legally right. Hes taken care of a gunshot wound without reporting it to the police, for instance. And what the whole hospital called insanity, he called hysteria, and he gained and held the confidence of a young girl until hed proved his point.

Hes been legally wrong, but hes never been wrong from the viewpoint of sound medicine or God Almighty. And what he is, Ive helped to make. Your Honour, you look as though you have children and grandchildren, but Kildare is my only gift to the world after my death. And now I want to tell you about the case in hand.

Reporters were making notes in desperate haste. No such witness had ever sat in a court of law before. History — and news — was in the making.

Well start at the point where Kildare inches Tommy Long on to a sheet, out there in the street, out there where Mr. Clinton implies that my boy was trying to get notoriety, so that he could make a living. Why, confound it, hes turned down a job of a thousand a month and postponed his marriage so that he could carry on as my assistant — at a hundred a month! But to go on to Tommy. There the boy lay, and if hed been moved wrongly, do you know what would have happened? The least tug by inexpert hands would have made that youngster a cripple for life. But Kildare was so rough and tough that nobody dared to move that boy, and the result is that Tommy is sitting there as gay as you please. Arent you, Tommy?

Yes, sir, said Tommys thin childish voice.

The courtroom laughed.

I dont need to point out to the Court that this is extremely irregular, said Clinton.

This is an irregular scene because heres an irregular witness and Im an irregular judge, said His Honour. Please continue, doctor.

Lets step forward to the hospital, said Gillespie, and have a look at this hard-hearted, casual young doctor, who doesnt give a rap for anything except newspaper publicity. Hes sitting all night beside Estelle Courcy, taking her pulse, listening to her heart, getting her blood pressure, ordering transfusions. And when he gets away from her for a moment, its to go down to Tommy, who lies in bed thinking hes crippled for life. And he lies to Tommy and starts him hoping once more. For the loss of faith and hope can kill us, my friends. It can kill us as surely as knives and guns.

Since he cant spend all his time with the boy, this brutal young Kildare does the next best thing. He goes to the girl whos going to marry him. He goes to Mary Lamont, yonder, the gal Clinton didnt like because she was prejudiced in favour of Kildare. She was so prejudiced in favour of this young brute, you people on the jury, that at his request she spent more than three days and nights with Tommy, keeping up his courage, amusing him, singing to him, talking to him, telling him stories until her brain reeled, and finally — what happened, Tommy?

I could move it. I could move my hand! shrilled Tommy. He held up his hand and moved it.

The whole courtroom took a deep breath. Clinton stared in despair at the ceiling. Channing had come to life. He looked at Gillespie as a lost sinner might look at a blessed saint.

Now we come to the time when I saw Estelle Courcy and looked at the splint on her leg, and without knowing anything else about the case, I said that the doctor who had taken care of that leg was a scoundrel. I didnt know shed been operated on for a ruptured spleen. But I spoke hasty words, like the old fool that I am, and those words have been fired at my boy in this courtroom. They were repeated to Miss Courcy, and she flung out of the hospital in a rage.

When that happened, we knew there might be trouble ahead. I talked to Kildare. So did Carew. And we made the horrible discovery that he was not going to qualify the truth when he talked about this case. We didnt want him to lie. We merely wanted to have him put his best foot forward. We tried to shake him.

A time came when the best brains in the hospital were conniving and contriving. If we lost his case with Miss Courcy, there would be a great suit against the hospital. Hang the money it would cost, but the reputation of the hospital would be shaken to the roots. Do you see? We pointed that out to him — and that it would be the end of all the great work he and I had been doing; and that it would break the heart of the girl he loved; and that Kildare himself would go to jail, with never another chance in the world of carrying on the work he wanted to do. And all he had to say, when questioned, was that Estelle Courcy would have had no chance for her life unless an instant operation was performed on her.

The infernal truth was that he would not make that positive statement. Kildare knew then that the case was apt to go to the devil, and himself and the hospital along with it. Why wouldnt he be human? Because hed been taught to be a diagnostician, and when that diagnosticians eye fell on that girl during the operation, he knew there was a chance that she could have been moved safely. Mark you, Im not telling you yet what chance.

No other doctor would have operated in the street. Any other doctor would have preferred to see the patient die in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. Ever read that in the papers? The patient died on the way to the hospital? Well, youll read it again, too. But Kildare isnt like other doctors. He isnt simply against disease and death — hes at war with it. He hates the filthy sight and sound of it. He fights it with a sword.

So, as Kildare knelt there in the street, he took Estelle Courcys pulse. It was fast and fluttering. Mr. Clinton is surprised that he didnt pause to get the accurate beat. But Mr. Clinton, there was no regular beat, any more than theres a regular beat when rain rattles on the window, with winter outside. So he felt the fluttering of that pulse, and he knew what sort of winter was outside for the girl — a cold winter, my friend: cold death itself.

She was dying, I tell you, and if any other man had been there, she would in fact have been as good as dead. But Kildare fights. He doesnt know what it is to be scared into defeat. He went to her in the open street, with the germs in billions in the air around him. She had a badly broken leg. But what did the germs, what did a broken leg mean to Kildare compared with death?

They say he slashed her open like a watermelon. And I see the picture of a master surgeon with his hands flying, clamping off bleeding blood vessels, cutting swiftly down to the root of the trouble.

Its a forbidden operation. The girl has legally forbidden it. The policeman has reinforced the point of law. It is true. Kildare had no legal right except to let her die. He preferred to be legally wrong and medically right, God bless him! For to him, from that unconscious body, a message was coming. An alarm was ringing in his brain, and every stroke was growing fainter and fainter. The sick heart of that girl was not finding the blood which is life to pump out through the arteries. In the veins it was congealing. She was sagging. And then those quick hands of his were at the seat of the trouble. And he found — what?

Gillespie paused. He glared at the jury and then at the judge. And the courtroom watched and listened breathlessly. The reporters forgot their notes.

He found, thundered Gillespie, that there had been a chance to get her back to the hospital and perform the double operation. Yes, yes, there had been a chance — there had been one chance in ten, one chance in fifteen, one chance in twenty, that she would not have died on the way. And a doubt comes into his mind — the most honest mind in the world; so honest that love, friendship, a career, could not make him speak the mere shadow of a lie. A doubt enters the mind of this brave fellow, and he asks himself if he has done the right thing; he wonders — just a little. But put him in the same place again, in spite of all hes endured here, and you would find him once more acting as he acted this time — according to his best judgment.

It is true that the girls leg is deformed. She needs another operation. Were sorry about that. Well perform the operation without cost to her, but were sorry that she has pain to endure and inconvenience, whereas she might be a tidy corpse in a grave that already would be fairly green, considering this rainy weather weve been having.

Perhaps, by some miracle, everything might have been saved. If there had been divine insight, perhaps that tenth, that twentieth chance might have been taken, and safely. But there is only one perfect Healer. Doctor Kildare gave Estelle Courcy her life; but he left her with a blemish. And now, it seems, you are about to make him pay.

Gillespie, having finished, stared about the courtroom, but there was no chance for either judge or lawyers to speak, for Estelle Courcy, jumping out of her chair with amazing agility, stretched out her hands to the court, saying, No! No! No!

Even Clinton saw the handwriting on the wall. There was no use persisting after his client had made that demonstration, and particularly after she hurried to the defence table — without the least need of support — and begged Kildare to forgive her.

The judge almost shattered his desk before he could restore order and hear Clintons voice requesting that the case be dismissed.

It was dismissed, and Clinton walked beside Gillespies chair as the old man was wheeled out of the courtyard, with Mary Lamont and Tommy on one side of him, and Kildare on the other.

You performed a fine operation today, sir, said Clinton.

I? I? repeated Gillespie. What the devil are you talking about?

An operation on my brain, said Clinton. Youve removed an old grievance.

Why, my boy, said Gillespie, theres a lot of truth in what you feel. There are doctors in the world who are scoundrels and fakers. But among the decent fellows, there are not actually many who are fools. They have to know too much before they get permission to practise.

But I begin to see another thing, said Clinton. If Id won today, the decision of the Court might have come up like a ghost before every doctor who found himself, like Kildare, in a pinch, an emergency. He might decide not to take a chance that would imperil his whole future. And, after all, the law reads that a man must not be penalised if he has worked to the best of his judgment.

I know only one thing, said Gillespie, and that is that youre a tough fellow. When the law catches up with me and my rascalities, Im going to send for you. Doctor Gillespie was ladled into the car with Kildare and Mary Lamont.

He said, Stop holding hands.

Yes, sir, said Mary Lamont.

Now, you jackass, said Gillespie, what did you find wrong with Estelle Courcy?

Kildare looked over his shoulder.

What was it, Jimmy? asked Mary, pulling at his sleeve.

Still Kildare did not speak.

To be true to the infernal oath of Hippocrates, said Gillespie, I can understand. To go out of your stupid way in order to serve some poor devil in pain — I can understand that, also. But when the entire hospital, poor Carew, and me — damn you, Jimmy, you preferred to break my confounded heart and kick my teeth down my throat, rather than chuck overboard the health and wealth of a hard-fisted, hard-headed, hard-hearted little vixen wholl never get into heaven except in a thunder storm. Admit that thats the truth about her.

It wont be true any longer, mused Kildare.

Hang the future, said Gillespie. How could you tell what she would be in the future. Admitting she became human before the trial was over, what made you think she was worth a rap in the beginning, when she was pointing the gun at all our heads?

Kildare became thoughtful.

Answer me! roared Gillespie.

I found a man who loved her a great deal, said Kildare.

You found what? shouted Gillespie.

You know how it is, sir? asked Kildare. Most men in love are like homesick calves. They go mooning around.

What the devil has that to do with her? demanded Gillespie.

That fellow was different, said Kildare. He shook his head, remembering. I dont think hes a very important man, but he loved Estelle Courcy in a very rare way.

The damnedest stuff and nonsense I ever heard in my life, said Gillespie.

No, sir, if you had seen him for one minute, you would have felt the same way about him. There arent many things a man will die for. Patriotism with brass bands. Men will die for that. But this fellow didnt need a brass band or any glory. He needed Estelle just as much as he needed air for breathing.

So for the sake of this nameless, unimportant, worthless stranger— began Gillespie.

His anger ran him out of breath.

Hes not a stranger to me any more, said Kildare. Hes something worth remembering. The thought of him is going to stop me and make me take more pains.

Over the unknowns, Jimmy? asked Gillespie, suddenly grown gentle.

Yes, sir, said Kildare.

But just tell me, young man, said Gillespie, what there was in that operation that you couldnt talk about. What was there that made you shut your silly mouth and lock your jaws, while the hospital, and that old fool of a Gillespie, and Mary Lamont, and everything else went to the devil?

Well, sir, before Id finished working on the ruptured spleen, I found a mass in the pancreas—

Wait a minute, Jimmy.

Yes, sir, a sarcoma, I suspected it to be.

Cancer? At her age? cried Gillespie.

Yes, sir. I suspected it to be sarcoma. Of course cancer isnt normally present in such a young woman, but I was afraid that it was present in the pancreas. It was rather a bad moment. I only had a few seconds to make up my mind about it.

Great thundering Moses! said Gillespie.

There were no signs that it was spreading, said Kildare. The lymph glands were normal to the touch. There was no hardening. Like a cyst, that sarcoma seemed to be walled away from the rest of the body. Of course some day before long it would flare up and thered be a quick end to her. Should I close the incision and let nature take its course? Would I have the nerve to keep my mouth shut afterwards and let her go ahead with her marriage?

A perfectly horrible position! cried Gillespie. So I decided that Id go ahead and take it out, and I did. I was glad. It was very securely walled off. I felt in my bones, as I cut it out, that it wouldnt recur, that it hadnt spread. I felt that all the roots were coming away and that from that moment forward shed be as sound as any other woman. So I was pretty happy about it.

Yes, yes! God knows — yes! said Gillespie. But my dear boy, werent you tempted afterwards to tell her one word of the truth and shut her mouth when she was hounding us all down?

You know how people are about such things, said Kildare. If there were a whisper about cancer, she couldnt have married her man without feeling that there was a gun at her head. I kept seeing the look hed have when he heard. There would have been a marriage just the same, I suppose, but every day of it would have been hell. Probably she wouldnt have dared to have a child. Somehow I kept thinking about that. That was what helped me to be silent. But it was very hard, sir.

Confound you, it should have been impossible!

You made it very hard, sir, agreed Kildare, with a sigh. You and Mary, and the whole hospital, in fact.

Do you realise, thundered Gillespie, that except for the lucky turn in the courtroom today, you would have been a wrecked man, your marriage impossible, your career ended, alone in the world to the end of time?

Kildare passed a hand over his face. I thought of those things. I seemed to breathe them instead of air.

Ah, God bless you, Jimmy! said Gillespie.

Kildare raised Marys hand to his lips.

Are you trying to be seventeenth century, or what? asked Gillespie.

No, sir, said Mary Lamont.

She began to laugh, looking at Kildare.

Well, heres the hospital, said Gillespie. Let me out here, and you two go on. He was helped from the cab.

Rain was bringing on a false twilight as Kildare drove away from the hospital with Mary Lamont.

She said at last, It was terribly close!

Terribly, said Kildare gravely.

Has it taught you something?

About the need of a few white lies now and then?

Yes.

Do you want me to learn that sort of thing? Mary had to think. After a while she smiled. No, she said. After all, I suppose youre meant for war, so therell always be fighting.


Tizzo the Firebrand Series
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Max Brands office


The Firebrand (1934)
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In this series of novels featuring Tizzo the Firebrand, Max Brand wrote in the historical adventure genre. He was not new to the swashbuckling theme – his first attempt, published as George Challis, featured Ivor Kildare, an ancestor of the more famous twentieth-century doctor. Brand retained the George Challis pseudonym for his Firebrand stories. In Tizzo, Brand also exploited his love of Italy, where he holidayed annually. Brand set the stories in sixteenth century Italy, which provided local colour for the adventures of Tizzo – a young street urchin with fiery red hair, who is taken in by Lugi Falcone and raised as a page. 

Schooled in the classics, Tizzo is equally dexterous with a sword and leaves Falcone in order to serve Baron Henry of Montrose, an Englishman with whom he shares many hair-raising adventures. All this is recounted in the first story in the series, The Firebrand (1934), in which Tizzo joins Montrose and falls in love with the lady Beatrice (the subject of several daring rescue attempts) and finally receives a startling revelation about his origins. 

This formula of daring adventure, maidens in distress and colourful historical detail was continued in six further tales: The Great Betrayal, The Storm, The Cat and the Perfume, Claws of the Tigress, The Bait and the Trap and The Pearls of Bonfadini – all of which appeared as serials or single-issue novelettes in The Argosy throughout 1935.
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The Argosy, November 24 1934, which carried the first instalment of The Firebrand
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The Argosy, August 24 1935, which carried the final Firebrand story


CHAPTER 1
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LUIGI FALCONE AT fifty-five had lost some hair from his head and some speed from his foot, but his shoulders were as strong and his hands almost as quick as in those days when he had been famous with spear and sword. Now, stepping back with a wide gesture of both sword and small target, he cried out, Tizzo, you are asleep! Wake up! Wake up!

Tizzo, given the name of Firebrand because his hair was flame red and his eyes were flame blue, looked up at the blue Italian sky and then through the vista of the trees toward Perugia which in the far distance threw up its towers like thin arms.

Well, the day is warm, said Tizzo, and yawned.

But Tizzo himself was not warm. All the exercise of wielding the target and the long, heavy sword had hardly brought a moisture to his forehead or caused him to take a single deep breath, partly because he had been stepping through the fencing practice so carelessly and partly because — though he was neither tall nor heavy — he was muscled as supple and smooth as a cat.

The day is warm but you are not warm, Tizzo! exclaimed Falcone. God has given you nothing but a pleasant sort of laughter. You lack two inches of six feet. I could button you almost twice inside of one of my jackets. Nothing but skill can make up for the lack of weight in your hand; and here I am giving you my time, teaching you my finest strokes, and yet you sleep through the work! If you could touch me twice with the point or once with the edge, Id give you whatever you ask.

Tizzo stopped yawning and laughed that pleasant laughter which had commended him to the eye of rich Falcone fifteen years before when Luigi rode through the street of the little village. Through a swirl of fighting, scrambling lads he had heard screaming and laughter. The screaming came from a lad who had been cornered against a wall. The laughter came from a redheaded youngster who was pommeling the bigger boy.

So Falcone, stopping the fight, asked questions. The sound of that laughter had reminded him of his own childless years and empty, great house on the hill. To most Italians red hair and blue eyes would not have been attractive, but Falcone was one who always chose the unusual. That was why he had taken Tizzo home with him. The boy had no other name. Mother and father were unknown. He had simply grown up in the streets like a young wolf running along with many others of the same unmothered kind; they were the brood of war which was scattered up and down Italy.

He had been a page, a valet, and then like the rightful son of the house of Falcone he had been educated with all care. Falcone, turning from war to the adventures of the study and the golden mines of Greek literature which were dazzling the wits of the learned throughout the Western world, had Tizzo trained in the same tongues which he himself had mastered. He was very fond of the slender youth, but that fire which had flamed in the lad when he ran wild through the streets of the village had grown dim. What he did was done well, without effort, without enthusiasm. And the big, headlong nature of Falcone was disgusted by that casual response, that ceaseless indifference.

Now, however, that old shimmer of flame blue glanced in the eyes of Tizzo as it had not shone for years.

Shall I have the rest of the day to go where I wish and do what I please? he asked. If I touch you twice with the point or once with the edge, shall I have that gift?

Falcone stared.

What would you do with so many hours? he asked. You could not travel as far as Perugia in that time. What would you do?

Tizzo shrugged his shoulders.

But you have what you please and a horse to take you on the way, said Falcone, if you touch me — edge or point — a single time!

Tizzo laughed and threw the target from his arm. What? Are you giving up before you begin? demanded Falcone.

Why should I have that weight in my hand? asked Tizzo. Now — on your guard—

And he came gliding at Falcone.

In that day of fencing, when men were set to ward off or deliver tremendous thrusts or sweeping cuts that might cleave through plate armor, there was generally a forward posture of the body, both arms thrust a little out. This caused stiffness and slowness, but it braced a man against every shock. It was in this manner that Falcone stood, scowling out of his years of long experience, at that flame-headed lad who came in erect and swift and delicately poised, like a dancer.

Falcone feinted with the point and then made a long sweeping cut which if it had landed, in spite of the blunted edge of the sword, certainly might have broken bones.

But the sword whirred through the empty air. Tizzo had vanished from its path. No, he was there again in flesh and laughter on the right. Falcone, growling deeply in his throat, made a sudden attack. Strokes downright and sidewise, dangerous little upcuts, darting thrusts he showered at Tizzo.

Sometimes a mere touch of steel against steel made the ponderous stroke of Falcone glance past its target, a hairs breadth from head or body. Sometimes a twist of the body, a short, lightning pass of the feet deceived the sword. Falcone, sweat streaming down his face, attacked that laughing shadow with redoubled might and in the midst of his attack felt a suddenly light pressure against his breast. He could hardly be sure for an instant. Then he realized that Tizzo had stepped in and out, moving his whole body more swiftly than most men could move the hand.

It was a touch, to be sure — with the point and exactly above the heart!

Luigi Falcone drew back a little and leaned on his blade.

Quick! Neat! A pretty stroke! And worth not a straw against a man in armor.

In every armor there are joints, crevices, said Tizzo. Where is there armor through which a wasp cannot sting, somewhere? And where a wasp can sting the point of a sword can follow!

So? said Falcone, through his teeth. He was very angry. He had a dim suspicion that for years, perhaps, this pupil of his had been playing idly through their fencing bouts. Now, try again—

He fell on guard. There would be no rash carelessness, now. His skill, his honor, almost his good name were involved in keeping that shadow dancer from touching him with the sword again. Well and warily, with buckler and ready sword, he watched the attack of Tizzo.

It was a simple thing. There was no apparent device as Tizzo walked straight in toward danger. But just as he stepped into reaching distance his sword — and his body behind it — flickered to this side and to that. A ray of sunlight flashed into the eyes of Falcone. Something cold touched him lightly in the center of the forehead. And Tizzo stood laughing at a little distance again.

Falcone wiped his forehead and looked at his hand as though the touch of the sword point must have left a stain of blood. His hand was clean, but his heart was more enraged.

Have you been making a fool of me? he shouted. Have you been able to do this for years — and yet you have let me sweat and labor and scold? Have you been playing with me like a child? Take your horse and go. And stay as long as you please! Do you hear? As long as you please! I shall not miss you while you are away. Cold blood never yet made a gentle knight!

He had a glimpse of Tizzo standing stiff and straight with the look of one who has been wounded deeply, near to the life.

But the anger of Falcone endured for a long time. It made him stride up and down through his room, glowering out the window, stamping as he turned in the corner. Now and again he knit his great hands together and groaned out with a wordless voice.

And every moment his rage increased.

He had rescued a nameless child from the streets. He had poured out upon the rearing of the youngster all that a man could give to his own son. And in return the indolent rascal had chosen to laugh up his sleeve at his foster father!

Falcone shouted aloud. A servant, panting with fear and haste, jumped through the doorway.

Tizzo! Bring him to me! On the run! cried Falcone.

The broad face of the servant squinted with a malicious satisfaction. He was gone at once, and Falcone continued his striding with his rage hardening, growing colder, more deadly, every moment.

It was some time before the servant returned again, this time sweating with more than fear. He had been running far.

He is not in his room, reported the man. He is not at the stables or practicing in the field at the ring with his lance. He has not even been near his favorite hawk all day. He was not with the woodmen, learning to swing their heavy axes — a strange amusement for a gentleman! I ran to the stream but he was not there fishing. I asked everywhere. He has not been seen since he was fencing in the garden—

Falcone, raising his hand, silenced this speech, and the fellow disappeared. Then he went to the room of Tizzo to see for himself.

The big hound rose from the casement where it was lying, snarled at the intruder, and crossed to the high-built bed as though it chose to guard this point most of all. Falcone, even in his anger, could not help remembering that Tizzo could make all things love him, men or beasts, when he chose. But how seldom he chose! The old master huntsman loved Tizzo like a son; so did one or two of the peasants, particularly those woodsmen who had taught him the mastery of their own craft in wielding the ax; but the majority of the servants and the dependents hated his indifference and his jests, so often cruel.

Falcone saw on the table in the center of the room — piled at either end with the books of Tizzos study — a scroll of cheap parchment on which beautiful fresh writing appeared.

In the swift, easy, beautiful smooth writing of Tizzo, he read,



Messer Luigi, my more than father, benefactor, kindest of protectors, it is true that I have no name except the one that I found in the street. And yet I feel that my blood is not cold — 



Falcone, lifting his head, remembered that he had used this phrase. He drew a breath and continued.



— and I have determined to take the permission which you gave me in your anger today. I am going out into the world. I think this afternoon I may be close to an opportunity which will take me away — in a very humble service. I shall stay in that service and try to find a chance to prove that my blood is as high as that of an honest man. If my birth is not gentle, at least I hope to show that my blood is not cold.

The wine and the meat of your charity are in themselves enough to make me more than a cold clod. If I cannot show that gentle fare has made me gentle, may I die in a ditch and be buried in the bellies of dogs.

Kind Messer Luigi, noble Messer Luigi, my heart is yearning, as I write this, to come and fling myself at your feet and beg you to forgive me. If I laughed as I fenced with you, it was not that I was sure of beating you but only because that laughter will come sometimes out of my throat even against my will.

Is there a laughing devil in me that is my master?

But if I came to beg your forgiveness, you would permit me to stay because of your gentleness. And I must not stay. I must go out to prove that I am a man.

Perhaps I shall even find a name.

I shall return with honor or I shall die not worthy of your remembering. But every day you will be in my thoughts.

Farewell. May God make my prayers strong to send you happiness. Prayers are all I can give.

From a heart that weeps with pain, farewell!

Tizzo

There were, in fact, a number of small blots on the parchment. Falcone examined them until his eyes grew dim and the spots blurred. Then he lifted his head.

It seemed to him that silence was flowing upon him through the chambers of his house.


CHAPTER 2
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AT THE VILLAGE wineshop, which was also the tavern, a number of ragged fellows were gathered, talking softly. They turned when they saw one in the doublet and hose and the long, pointed shoes of a gentleman enter the door; and they rose to show a decent respect to a superior. He waved them to sit again and came down the steps to the low room with his sword jingling faintly beside him.

Now that he was well inside the room and the sunlight did not dazzle the eyes of the others, they recognized Tizzo.

They remembered him from the old days, as keen as a knife for every mischief. They remembered that he had been one of them — less than one of them — a nameless urchin on the street, a nothing. Chance had lifted him up into the hall of the great, the rich Luigi Falcone. And therefore the villagers hated him willingly and he looked on them, always, with that flame-blue eye which no man could read, or with that laughter which made both men and women uneasy, because they could never understand what it might mean.

Now he walked up to the shopkeeper, saying: Giovanni, has that stranger, the Englishman, found a manservant that pleases him? One that is good enough with a sword?

Giovanni shook his head.

He put them to fight one another. There were some bad cuts and bruises and Mateo, the son of Grifone, is cut through the arm almost to the bone. But the Englishman sits there in the back room and laughs and calls them fools!

Give me a cup of wine, Giovanni.

The red?

No. The Orvieto. Red wine in the middle of a hot day like this would boil a mans brains.

He picked up the wine cup which Giovanni filled and was about to empty it when he remembered himself, felt in the small purse attached to his belt, and then replaced the wine on the counter.

I have no money with me, he said. I cannot take the wine.

Mother of Heaven! exclaimed Giovanni. Take the wine! Take the shop along with it, if you wish! Do you think I am such a fool that I cannot trust you and my master, Signore Falcone?

I have left his house, said Tizzo, lifting his head suddenly. And you may as well know that Im not returning to it. The noble Messer Luigi now has nothing to do with my comings and goings — or the state of my purse!

He flushed a little as he said this, and saw his words strike a silence through the room. Some of the men began to leer with a wide, open-mouthed joy. Others seemed turned to stone with astonishment. But on the whole it was plain that they were pleased. Even Giovanni grinned suddenly but tried to cover his smile by thrusting out the cup of wine.

Here! Take this! he said. You have been a good patron. This is a small gift but it comes from my heart.

Thank you, Giovanni, said Tizzo. But charity would poison that wine for me. Go tell the Englishman that I have come to try for the place.

You? cried Giovanni. To become a servant?

Ive been a master, said Tizzo, and therefore I ought to make a good servant. Tell the Englishman that I am here.

There is no use in that, said Giovanni. The truth is that he rails at lads with red hair. You know that Marco, the son of the charcoal burner? He threw a stool at the head of Marco and drove him out of the room; and he began a tremendous cursing when he saw that fine fellow, Guido, simply because his hair was red, also.

Is the Englishman this way? asked Tizzo. Ill go in and announce myself!

Before he could be stopped, he had stepped straight back into the rear room which was the kitchen, and by far the largest chamber in the tavern. At the fire, the cook was turning a spit loaded with small birds and larding them anxiously. A steam of cookery mingled with smoke through the rafters of the room; and at a table near the window sat the Englishman.

Tizzo, looking at him, felt as though he had crossed swords with a master in the mere exchange of glances. He saw a tall man, dressed gaily enough to make a court figure. His short jacket was so belted around the waist that the skirts of the blue stuff flared out; his hose was plum colored, his shirtsleeves — those of the jacket stopped at the elbow — were red, and his jacket was laced with yellow. But this young and violent clashing of colors was of no importance. What mattered were the powerful shoulders, the deep chest, and the iron-gray hair of the stranger. In spite of the gray he could not have been much past forty; his look was half cruel, half carelessly wild. Just now he was pointing with the half consumed leg of a roast chicken toward the spit and warning the cook not to let the tidbits come too close to the flame. He broke off these orders to glance at Tizzo.

Sir, said Tizzo, are you Henry, baron of Melrose?

I am, answered the baron. And who are you, my friend?

You have sent out word, said Tizzo, that you want to find in this village a servant twenty-two years old and able to use a sword. I have come to ask for the place.

You? murmured the baron, surveying the fine clothes of Tizzo with a quick glance.

I have come to ask for the place, said Tizzo.

Well, you have asked, said the baron.

He began to eat the roast chicken again as though he had finished the interview.

And what is my answer? asked Tizzo.

Redheads are all fools, said the baron. In a time of trouble they run the wrong way. They have their brains in their feet. Get out!

Tizzo began to laugh. He was helpless to keep back the musical flowing of his mirth, and yet he was far from being amused. The Englishman stared at him.

I came to serve you for pay, said Tizzo. But Ill remain to slice off your ears for no reward at all. Just for the pleasure, my lord.

My lord, still staring, pushed back the bench on which he was sitting and started up. He caught a three-legged stool in a powerful hand.

Get out! shouted the baron. Get out or Ill brain you — if there are any brains in a redheaded fool.

The sword of Tizzo came out of its sheath. It made a sound like the spitting of a cat.

If you throw the stool, he said, Ill cut your throat as well as your ears.

And he began to laugh once more. The sound of this laughter seemed to enchant the Englishman.

Can it be? he said. Is this the truth?

He cast the stool suddenly to one side and, leaning, drew his own sword from the belt and scabbard that lay nearby.

My lords — my masters— stammered the cook.

Look, Tonio, said Tizzo. You have carved a good deal for other people. Why dont you stand quietly and watch them carving for themselves?

And why not? asked Tonio, blinking and nodding suddenly. He opened his mouth and swallowed not air but a delightful idea. I suppose the blood of gentlemen will scrub off the floor as easily as the blood of chickens or red beef. So lay on and Ill cheer you.

What is your name? asked the baron.

Tizzo.

They call you the Firebrand, do they? But what is your real name?

If you get any more answers from me, youll have to earn them, said Tizzo. Tonio, bolt the doors!

The cook, his eyes gleaming, ran in haste to bar the doors leading to the guest room and also to the rear yard of the tavern. Then he climbed up and sat on a stool which he placed on a table. He clapped his hands together and called out: Begin, masters! Begin, gentlemen! Begin, my lords! My God, what a happiness it is! I have sweated to entertain the gentry and now they sweat to entertain me!

It will end as soon as it begins, said the Englishman, grinning suddenly at the joy of the cook. But — I havent any real pleasure in drawing your blood, Tizzo. I have a pair of blunted swords; and Id as soon beat you with the dull edge of one of them.

My lord, said Tizzo, I am not a miser. Ill give my blood as freely as any tapster ever gave wine — if you are man enough to draw it!

The Englishman, narrowing his eyes, drew a dagger to fill his left hand. Ready, then, he said. Where is your buckler or dagger or whatever you will in your left hand?

My sword is enough, said Tizzo. Come on!

And he fairly ran at the baron. The other, unwilling to have an advantage, instantly threw the dagger away; the sword blades clashed together, and by the first touch Tizzo knew he was engaged with a master.

He was accustomed to the beautifully precise, finished swordsmanship of Luigi Falcone, formed in the finest schools of Italy and Spain; he knew the rigid guards and heavy counters and strong attacks of Falcone; but in the Englishman he seemed to be confronting all the schools of fencing in the world. His own fencing was a marvel of delicacy of touch and he counted inches of safety where other men wanted to have feet; but the Englishman had almost as fine a hand and eye as his own, with that same subtlety in the engagement of the sword blade, as though the steel were possessed of the nerves and wisdom of the naked hand.

Moreover, the Baron Melrose was swift in all his movements, with a stride like the leap of a panther; and yet he seemed slow and clumsy compared with the lightning craft of Tizzo. The whole room was aflash and aglitter with the swordplay. The noise of the stamping and the crashing of steel caused Giovanni and others to beat on the door; but the cook bellowed out that there was a game here staged for his own entertainment, only. The cook, in an ecstasy, stood up on his table and shouted applause. With his fat hand he carved and thrust at the empty air. He grunted and puffed in sympathy with the failing strength of the Englishman — who now was coming to a stand, turning warily to meet the constant attacks of Tizzo; and again the cook was pretending to laugh like Tizzo himself as that youth like a dance of wildfire flashed here and there.

And then, feinting for the head but changing for the body suddenly, Tizzo drove the point of his sword fairly home against the target. The keen blade should have riven right through the body of Melrose. Instead, by the grace of the finest chance, it lodged against the broad, heavy buckle of his belt. Even so, the force of the lunge was enough to make the big man grunt and bend over.

But instead of retreating after this terrible instant of danger, he rushed out in a furious attack.

Now! Now! Now! he kept crying.

With edge and point he showered death at Tizzo, but all those bright flashes were touched away and seemed to glide like rain from a rock around the head and body of Tizzo. And still he was laughing, breathlessly, joyfully, as though he loved this danger more than wine.

Protect yourself, Tizzo! cried the cook. Well done! Well moved, cat; well charged, lion! But now, now—

For Tizzo was meeting the furious attack with an even more furious countermovement; and the Englishman gave slowly back before it.

Now, Englishman — now, Tizzo! shouted the cook. Well struck! Well done! Oh, God, I am the happiest cook in the world! Ha—

He shouted at this moment because the combat had ended suddenly. The Englishman, hard-pressed, with a desperate blue gleam in his eyes — very like the same flame-blue which was in the eyes of Tizzo — made at last a strange upward stroke which looked clumsy because it was unorthodox; but it was delivered with the speed of a cats paw and it was, at the same instant, a parry, and a counterthrust. It knocked the weapon of Tizzo away and, for a hundredth part of a second, the point of the baron was directly in front of Tizzos breast.

But the thrust did not drive home.

Tizzo, leaping away on guard, was ready to continue the fight; but then, by degrees, he realized what had happened.

You could have cut my throat! he said.

And he lowered his weapon and stood panting, leaning on the hilt of his sword.

I would give, said Tizzo, ten years of my life to learn that stroke.

The baron tossed his own blade away. It fell with a crash on the table. And now he held out his right hand.

That stroke, said he, is worth ten years of any life — but I was almost a dead man half a dozen times before I had a chance to use it! Give me your hand, Tizzo. You are not my servant, but if you choose to ride with me, you are my friend!

Tizzo gripped the hand. The grasp that clutched his fingers was like hard iron.

But, said the baron, you have only come here as a jest — you are the son of a gentleman. Not my service — not even my friendship is what you desire. It was only to measure my sword that you came, and by the Lord, youve done it. Except for the trick, I was a beaten man. And — listen to me — I have faced Turkish scimitars and the wild Hungarian sabers. I have met the stamping, prancing Spaniards who make fencing a philosophy, and the quick little Frenchmen, and cursing Teutons — but Ive never faced your master. In what school did you learn? Sit down! Take wine with me! Cook, unbolt the door and give wine to everyone in the shop. Broach a keg. Set it out in the street. Let the village drink itself red and drunk. Do you hear?

Put all your sausages and bread and cheese on the tables in the taproom. If there is any music to be found in this place, let it play. I shall pay for everything with a glad heart and a happy hand, because today I have found a man!

The cook, unbarring the door, began to shout orders; uproar commenced to spread through the little town; presently all the air was sour with the smell of the good red wine of the last vintage. But young Tizzo sat at the table with the baron hearing nothing, tasting nothing, for all his soul was staring into the future as he heard the big man speak.


CHAPTER 3
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THEY HAD NOT been long at the table when a strange little path of silence cut through the increasing uproar of the taproom, and tall Luigi Falcone came striding into the kitchen. When he saw his protégé, he threw up a hand in happy salutation.

Now I have found you, Tizzo! he said. My dear son, come home with me. Yes, and bring your friend with you. I read your message, and Ive been the unhappiest man in Italy.

Tizzo introduced the two; they bowed to one another gravely. There was a great contrast between the immense dignity, the thoughtful and cultured face of Falcone, and the half handsome, half wild look of this man out of the savage North.

It would be a happiness, said the Englishman, to go anywhere with my new friend, Tizzo. But this moment I am leaving the village. I must continue a journey. And we have been agreeing to make the trip together.

Falcone sighed and shook his head.

Tizzo cannot go, he said. All that his heart desires waits for him here — Tizzo, you cannot turn your back on it.

Tizzo stood buried in silence which seemed to alarm Falcone, for he begged Melrose to excuse him and stepped aside for a moment with the younger man.

It is always true, said Falcone. We never know our happiness until it is endangered. When I found that you had gone, the house was empty. I read your letter and thought I found your honest heart in it. Tizzo, you came to me as a servant; you became my protégé; now go back with me and be my son. I mean it. There are no blood relations who stand close to me. I have far more wealth than I have ever showed to you. It is not with money that I wish to tempt you, Tizzo. If I thought you could be bought, I would despise and disown you. But I have kept you too closely to your books. Even Greek should be a servant and not a master when a youth has reached a certain age. And now when you return — I have been painting this picture while I hunted for you — you will enter a new life. Yonder is Perugia. I have friends in that city who will welcome you. You shall have your journeys to Rome to see the great life there. You shall enter the world as a gentleman should do.

Tizzo had started to break out into grateful speech, when the Englishman said, calmly but loudly, My friends, I have heard what Messer Luigi has to say. It is my right to be heard also.

My lord, said Falcone, I have a right of many years over this young gentleman.

Messer Luigi, said the Englishman, I have a still greater right.

A greater right? exclaimed Falcone.

We have pledged our right hands together, said the baron.

A handshake— began Falcone.

In my country, answered the Englishman, it is as binding as a holy oath sworn on a fragment of the true cross. We have pledged ourselves to one another; and he owes me ten years of his life.

In the name of God, said Falcone, how could this be? What have you seen in such a complete stranger, Tizzo?

I have seen— said Tizzo. He paused and added: I have seen the way down a beautiful road — by the light of his sword.

But this means nothing, said Falcone. These are only words. Have you given a solemn promise?

I have given a solemn promise, said Tizzo, glancing down at his right hand.

I shall release you from it, said the baron suddenly.

Ha! said Falcone. That is a very gentle offer. Do you hear, Tizzo?

I release him from it, said the Englishman, but still I have something to offer him. Messer Luigi, it happens that I also am a man without a son who bears my name. Like you, I understand certain things about loneliness. We do not need to talk about this any more.

But I should like to match what I have to offer against what you propose to give him.

Ah? said Falcone. Let us hear.

You offer him, said the Englishman, an old affection, wealth, an excellent name, a great house, many powerful friends. Am I right?

I offer him all of those things, agreed the Italian.

As for me, said the baron, the home of my fathers is a blackened heap of stones; my kin and my friends are dead at the hands of our enemies in my country; my wealth is the gold that I carry in this purse and the sword in my scabbard.

Well? asked Falcone.

In spite of that, said the Englishman, I have something to offer — to a redheaded man.

Tizzo started a little and glanced sharply at the baron.

Melrose went on: I offer you, Tizzo, danger, battle, suspicion, confusion, wild riding, uneasy nights — and a certain trick with the sword. I offer that. Is it enough?

Falcone smiled. Well said! he answered. You have a great heart, my lord, and you know something of the matters that make the blood of a young man warmer. But — what is your answer, Tizzo?

Tizzo, turning slowly from the Englishman to Falcone, looked him fairly in the eye.

He said: Signore, I shall keep you in my heart as a father. But this man is my master, and I must follow him!


CHAPTER 4
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THEY HAD A day, said the baron, to get to a certain crossroads and they spent much of the next morning finding an excellent horse and some armor for Tizzo. Speed, said the baron, rather than hard fighting was apt to be the greatest requisite in the work that lay before them, therefore he had fitted Tizzo only with a good steel breastplate and a cap of the finest steel also which fitted on under the flow of his big hat. He carried, furthermore, a short, straight dagger which could be of value in hand to hand encounters and whose thin blade could be driven home through the bars of a visor or the eyeholes. He had taken, also, of his own choice, a short-handled woodsmans ax. This amazed the Englishman. He tried it himself, but the broad blade unbalanced his grasp.

How can you handle a weight like that, Tizzo? he asked. You lack the shoulder and the hand to manage it.

Tizzo, with his careless laughter, loosened the ax from its place at his saddle bow and swung it about his head, cleaving this way and that. The thing became a feather. It whirled and danced. It swayed to this side and that as though parrying showers of blows — and all of this while in the grasp of a single hand.

Practice will make even a bear dance! said Tizzo. And then gripping the handle of the ax in both hands, he struck a thick branch from a tree under which the road passed at that moment. The big bough fell with a rustling sound to the highway, and Tizzo rode on, still laughing; but the baron paused a moment to examine the depth and the cleanness of the wound and to try the hardness of the wood with his dagger point.

God help the head that trusts its helmet against your ax, Tizzo, he said. A battle ax is a thing I have used, but a woodsmans ax never.

If a battle ax were swung for half a day to fell trees, said Tizzo, the strongest knight would begin to curse it. But a woodsman will know the balance of his ax as you know the balance of your sword, and the hours he works teaches him to manage it like nothing. Ive seen them fighting with axes too, and using them to ward as well as to strike. So I spent some time with them every day for years.

They came in sight now of a fork in the road, and as they drew closer a carriage drawn by four horses swung out of a small wood and waited for them.

There are our friends, said the baron. Inside that coach is the lad were taking to a safer home than the one hes been in. His name is Tomaso, and thats enough for you to know about him. Except that to take him safely and deliver him will bring us a good, handsome sum of money for our purses.

I shall ask no questions, agreed Tizzo, delighted by this touch of mystery.

About the coach, which was heavy enough to need the stronger of the four horses to pull it over the rutted, unsurfaced roads, there were grouped a number of armed men, two on the drivers seat and two as postillions, while another pair stood at the heads of their horses. And each one of the six, it seemed to Tizzo, looked a more complete villain than the other. They were half fine and half in tatters, with a good weight of armor and weapons on every man of the lot.

A slender lad in a very plain black doublet and hose with a red cap on his head was another matter.

Tomaso, Ive told you to keep inside the carriage, said the baron angrily, as he rode up.

What does it matter where theres nothing but blue sky and winds to see me? asked Tomaso, in a voice surprisingly light, so that Tizzo put down the age of the lad at two or three years younger than the sixteen or seventeen which had been his first guess.

Whatever you may be in other places, said Melrose, sternly, when you ride with me, I am the master. Get into the carriage!

Tomaso, in spite of this sternness, moved in the most leisurely manner to re-enter the carriage, with a shrug of his shoulders and a glance of contempt from his brown eyes.

After he was out of sight, one of the guards refastened the curtains that shut Tomaso from view.

Why, said Tizzo, hes only a child.

The baron pointed a finger at him. Let me tell you, he said, that youre apt to find more danger in Tomaso than in any man youll meet in the whole course of your life. To horse, my lads. Im glad to see you all safely here; and Ive been true to my promise and found a good man to add to our party. My friends, this is Tizzo. They call him Firebrand because his hair is red; but his nature is as quiet as that of a pet dog. Value him as I do — which is highly. He will help us to get to the end of our journey.

There were only a few muttered greetings. One fellow with a long face and a patch over one eye protested: Its a bad business stirring up hornets and then waiting for them to sting; or making these long halts in the middle of enemy country. Already weve been noted.

By whom, Enrico? asked the baron. Who would think of searching this place? And you covered the marks of the wheels when you drove the carriage into hiding?

I covered the marks well enough. But a dog uses its nose, not its eyes, and it was a dog that led the man into the wood.

Did you catch the fellow? asked the baron, anxiously.

How could we? There was not a single horse saddled. He came on us suddenly, whirled about, and was off. I caught up a crossbow and tried for him but missed, answered Enrico. He rode away between those hills, and ever since, Ive been watching to see trouble come through the pass at us. I was never for making the halt.

Tush, said Melrose. Everything will be well. Did that stranger who spied on you — did he see Tomaso?

He did — clearly — and Tomaso shouted to him.

By God, Enrico, do you mean that Tomaso recognized him?

I dont know. It seemed that way. Very likely, too, because a thousand men are hunting for — Tomaso.

The baron groaned and ordered an instant start. He left Enrico and Tizzo as a rear guard to follow at a little distance, out of the dust raised by the clumsy wheels of the carriage; for his own part, the baron of Melrose went forward to spy out the way.

As they started forward, their horses at a trot, Enrico turned his ugly face to Tizzo and said: So my lord found his redhead, eh? Youre the prize, are you?

Tizzo had felt himself on the verge of a mystery. Now he was sure that he was involved in the mystery itself. For some definite and singular purpose, the baron certainly wanted him. It was above all strange that in Italy he should be looking for redheaded young men. Might it be that he intended to use Tizzo to impersonate another character? In any event, it was certain that the baron was not a man to bother over small scruples. And Tizzo determined to be more wakeful than a hungry cat. He had a liking for the baron; he respected his strength and his courage; he hoped that through him the golden door of adventure might be opened; but he half expected that the big man was using him as the slightest of pawns in some great game.

The carriage horses dragged their burden through the hills, where the road wound blazing white among the vineyards and the dusty gray of the olive trees, often silvered by a touch of wind. The day was hot, the work was hard, and presently the team had to be rested.

As they halted to take breath, the baron rode apart with Tizzo, and dismounting behind a tall stone wall, he pulled out his sword. For the first lesson! he said, and as Tizzo drew his own blade, Melrose showed him, with the slowest movement of the hand, the details of that maneuver which had opened the guard of Tizzo like a handstroke. For several minutes he studied and practiced that strange combination of ward and counterstroke. He had not mastered it with his hand but he understood it with his mind before they went back to the others.

Tizzo asked him, on the way, why he had not used the irresistible force of that ward and counter earlier during their encounter in the kitchen. At this the baron chuckled. Because Im a fool, he said. I was enjoying the sight of your good swordsmanship too much to want the thing to end.

Yes, agreed Tizzo, smiling. And besides, you were wearing a lucky buckle.

Luck is the best friend that any soldier ever had, answered the baron. When you learn to trust it, you have learned how to be happy. But, Tizzo, trust me, also!

He said this with a certain gravity that impressed his companion. But when the journey through the late afternoon commenced again, there was still a pregnant doubt in the mind of Tizzo. That matter of the search for the redheaded young man — that unknown role for which he had been selected weighed much on his mind.

He kept his concerns to himself, however, as they drew on into the cooler evening. A wind had begun in the upper sky, whirling the clouds into thin, twisted streamers, but it had not yet reached the surface of the ground.

The carriage was being dragged up a fairly easy slope when the baron halted it by raising his hand. He reined his horse back at the same time, calling: Enrico, do you see anything in those trees?

Enrico, staring fixedly at the small grove of willows — thick, pollarded stumps, exclaimed: I cant see into the trees, but I can see a dust over them that the wind never put there.

Now that it was pointed out, Tizzo could see the same thing — a few drifting wisps of dust high above the tops of the trees. If the baron paid heed to such small tokens as these, it proved the intensity of his care.

If we go on, the road takes us straight past that place, he said, Cesare, ride into those trees and see what sort of birds you can stir up.

But before Cesare could stir to execute the order, something whirred in a streak through the air and Tizzo received a heavy blow against his breastplate. A broken quarrel dropped to the ground, the steel point of it fixed deeply in the armor; and Tizzo heard at the same time the humming clang of the crossbow string, which sounded from the edge of the wood. As though this were the signal, a shout burst out from many throats and the brush at the edge of the willows appeared alive with men.


CHAPTER 5
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THE BARON SHOUTED to get the horses turned. The team was swinging around when a full volley of half a dozen of crossbow bolts darted from the brush and stopped the maneuver. One of the team dropped dead. Two others, badly wounded, began to squeal and plunge, dragging the carriage to the side of the road and smashing a wheel against a rock.

Charge before they reload! shouted the baron. Tizzo! Enrico! With me, friends!

He set the example, yelling over his shoulder: Andrea, hold Tomaso; the rest, follow me!

The other fellows of the barons troop left the carriage and ran on foot to help their master, four of them sword in hand. But Tizzo rushed at the side of Enrico toward the brush. Crossbowmen, usually lightly armored, would make easy game; but there were enemies of a different quality to deal with in the woods. For out of them rode no fewer than five men-at-arms in complete armor, lances at rest. Those on either side were equipped in the most complete fashion, but he in the center wore flowing plumes from his helmet and the evening light brightened on the rich inlay of his armor.

With closed visors, like five deaths-heads, the horsemen charged, shouting: Marozzo! Marozzo!

It was a name that Tizzo knew very well. No man in Perugia, not even among the family of the high and mighty Baglioni, was richer than gallant young Mateo Marozzo, the last heir of his family name.

Anxiously, Tizzo glanced toward the baron, because it seemed a madness to engage, half armed as they were, with five fully equipped riders like these. Their long spears threatened quick death and an ending to the fight before sword or ax or dagger ever could come into play.

But Baron Melrose did not slacken his pace for all the odds against him. As the men-at-arms appeared, he merely stood up in his stirrups and shouted in a thundering voice: Ah, ha! Melrose! Melrose! Strike in! Strike in! And with this battle cry he rushed first of the three against his enemy, swinging his sword for a stroke. Enrico did not hang back; and Tizzo was last of the trio to come to action.

The spears were not so dangerous as they looked. Tizzo could see that at once. On smooth ground that charge of the five ponderous warriors would have overwhelmed the barons men at once; but the brush, the uneven ground staggered the galloping horses and made the lances waver from a true aim. Tizzo, hurling himself toward that brilliant plumed figure in the center, grasped his woodsmans ax, rode seated high in his saddle, and at the last moment dipped low. The lance of his enemy drove over his shoulder; the backstroke of the ax, in passing, glanced off the polished shoulder armor, and descending on the mailed arm of the rider, knocked the spear from his grasp.

As he turned his horse, Tizzo could see the crossbowmen in the shrubbery struggling energetically to reload their weapons, but they were armed with those powerful arbalests whose cords were pulled back by the use of a complicated tackle of pulleys and rope. The fastest of them still did not have a second quarrel in place as Tizzo reined in his horse and flung himself again at the knight.

He saw, as he swerved, that Enricos horse was falling; injured by a misdirected thrust of a spear; and big Baron Melrose had engaged with his sword two of the men-at-arms. As for the three fellows on foot, they had paused. They saw their master overmatched, one of his best fighters already dismounted, and the battle definitely lost, it seemed.

Those two glances were enough to discourage Tizzo. But, if he were to die, he was determined to die fighting. The plumed knight, wheeling toward him, had unsheathed a long sword and now drove in his horse at a trot, wielding the sword with both hands.

Marozzo! he was shouting. Marozzo! Marozzo!

And Tizzo answered with a yell of: Melrose! Long live Melrose!

Then he swung up the axhead to meet the terrible downward sway of the sword. A sure eye and a swift hand made that parry true. The sword blade shattered with a tinkling sound, splintering and breaking at the point of impact.

But Marozzo — if this were in fact he — was still full of fight. He could see his fourth companion whirling and running his horse at a gallop to come to the rescue, so the knight of the plumed helmet snatched a mace from his saddlebow and drove at Tizzo.

The first ax-stroke had glanced. The second would not, Tizzo swore — not if he had truly learned from the woodsmen how to strike to a line. He aimed at the central one of the three plumes and then struck like a whirling flash of light.

The blow was true and deep and good. As the blade bit in, a savage hope came up in Tizzo that he had cloven the skull of the leader of the ambuscade. But it was only the crest that he shore away, while from the heavier, conical steel of the helmet itself the ax glanced a second time.

The weight of that blow made the helmet ring like a bell; and Marozzo fell helplessly forward on the pommel of his saddle and the neck of his horse.

The course of the battle was instantly changed.

The trotting horse of Marozzo moved him from the next stroke of that flashing ax, which certainly would have been a death blow. And as Tizzo swung his own horse about, with his cry of Melrose! Melrose! the four men-at-arms left off their individual battles and rushed to the rescue of their leader, who was sliding helplessly out of the saddle, stunned.

Away! shouted one of the ambushers. Rescue the signore! Away, away! If hes dead, our necks will be stretched for it! Crossbowmen, cover us! The signore is hurt!

In a moment the men-at-arms were withdrawing, one of them supporting their hurt master and the other three reining back their horses in the rear to keep a steady front against a new attack. The crossbowmen — there were eight of them in all — issued from the woods and fell in behind the riders, keeping their quarrels ready for discharge but making no offer to loose them at the barons men. Quickly the entire troop was lost among the trees.

From the melee, two horses were left dead and one dying, but, what seemed a miracle, not a single man had received so much as a scratch. Luck had been with the baron and the plate armor of the men-at-arms had saved them. Only the leader had been injured to an unknown degree.

It was dusk before the dying horse was put out of pain; the carriage was abandoned; and with Tomaso mounted behind Melrose the party started on through the hills. The twilight gradually grew more and more dim and yet there had been light enough for Tomaso to look long and fixedly at Tizzo with a curious expression of admiration and hate in his brown eyes.

Baron Henry of Melrose was in high spirits in spite of the loss of the carriage. He said to Enrico: You see what a redheaded man is worth, Enrico? And that was the famous knight Mateo Marozzo, you understand? Tell me, Tomaso! Was it not young Mateo? You ought to know his voice and he was shouting loudly enough until Tizzo tapped on his headpiece.

I dont know, answered Tomaso.

He kept his one hand on the shoulder of the baron and the other gripped the high back of the saddle while Tomaso looked dreamily off across the hills.

Answer me, Tomaso! commanded the baron.

My lord, said Tomaso, in his musical and quiet voice, you could not get an answer from me with whips. Let me be quiet with my thoughts.

This calm insolence seemed very strange to Tizzo; it was still stranger that the rough baron made no retort; but perhaps that was because the spirits of Melrose were naturally very high since their lucky escape.

Luck was the theme of his talk — luck and the swift hand and the courage of Tizzo — until the falling of night left them all in silence except for the steady creaking of the saddle leather. Finally Tomaso began to sing in a pleasant but oddly small voice, to which Tizzo listened with such a singular pleasure that he paid no attention to the words; the voice and the music fed in him a hunger which he had never felt before.

Presently on a hilltop vague towers loomed against the sky and toward these they made their way, entering the streets of a ruined village such as one could find frequently throughout Italy. Fire had ravished the place and all of the smaller houses were tumbled this way and that while grass had begun to grow in the streets. The castle which topped the height was only partially destroyed during the sacking of the place ten years before, and it was here that the baron intended to spend the night. In the courtyard they built a fire and roasted meat on small spits, like soldiers. Some skins of wine, warm and muddy from the jostling of the days riding, were opened. And while they ate, Tizzo kept looking from the pale, handsome face of the silent Tomaso to the upper casements of the castle which stared down at the firelight with dark and empty eyes.

Melrose said briefly: One more good night of watching, my friends, and we shall be far away from the grip of the Baglioni with our treasure. This night — and afterwards we shall be at ease. Keep a good ward. Tizzo will be here in the court until midnight, and Enrico at the door of Tomasos room. At midnight Ill take the watch here. Tizzo, be wary and alive. If you hear so much as a nightingales song, call me. Up, Tomaso, and follow me. You sleep in one of the rooms above.

Why not here in the open, where its cool? demanded Tomaso.

Because the night air might steal you, my lad, said the baron. And he led Tomaso from the court and through the narrow black mouth of a postern door. Tizzo listened until the footfalls and the muffled chiming of steel had ceased.

But in his heart he had companionship enough. He had memories of this day which seemed to outweigh all the rest of his life. Two things stood out above the rest — the sword of the Englishman arrested in midthrust at his throat and that instant of incredible delight when the plumes had floated away from the crest of Marozzo and the steel helmet had rung with the stroke.

It must have been close to midnight when, as he turned the corner of the wall of the keep, he saw a slender shadow that trailed like a snake from an upper casement. He looked again, startled, and made sure that it was a rope of some sort which had just been lowered from the room of Tomaso!


CHAPTER 6
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HE FOUND WHAT the rope was by a touch — blankets cut into strips and twisted. And this fragile, uneven rope-end began to twitch and jerk suddenly. When he looked up, he saw a form sliding down the rope from the casement above.

Tizzo pulled the dagger from his belt and waited. He had that insane desire to laugh but he repressed it by grinding his teeth. Overhead, he heard a voice call out, dimly: Tomaso! Hello — Tomaso!

That call would not be answered, he knew, for poor Tomaso was sliding, as he thought, toward a new chance for liberty. There was courage, after all, in the pale, brown-eyed boy. There was an unexpected force in the creature in spite of the undue softness of voice, whether in speaking or singing.

He kept his teeth gripped and grasped the dagger a little more firmly, also. He would not use the point; a tap on the head with the hilt of the dagger would be enough to settle this case.

Above him, the calling became that not of Enrico but of the baron himself, who shouted: Tomaso! Where are you?

Then Baron Melrose was bawling out the window above: Hai! He is there! He is almost to the ground. Enrico, waken every one! Down to the court or the prize will be gone. Run! Run! Our bird is on the wing!

The descending form, casting itself loose from the rope as it heard this cry, dropped the short distance to the ground that remained — and the arm of Tizzo was instantly pinioning the figure.

Tomaso, with the silence of despair, writhed fiercely and vainly; the head went back and the wild eyes stared up into the face of Tizzo.

And suddenly Tizzo breathed out: Lord! and recoiled a step as though he had been stabbed. Tomaso for an instant leaned a hand against the wall — the other was pressed to his breast. That hand against the wall carried a glimmer of light in the form of a little needle-pointed poniard.

Listen, Tizzo! stammered the voice of Tomaso. Youre only with them by chance. Youre not one of them. Save me — and my people will make you rich! Rich!

Damn the wealth! groaned Tizzo. Madam — how could I keep from guessing what you are? — madam, I am your servant — trust me — and run in the name of God!

Overhead, there were rapid feet rushing on the stairs; and Tomaso ran like a deer beside Tizzo around the corner of the keep and toward the horses, which had been left in a corner of the yard to graze on the long grass which grew through the interstices of the pavement. Some of them were lying down, others still tore at the grass.

Can you ride — without a saddle? gasped Tizzo.

Yes — yes! cried the girl.

He was hardly before her at the horses. Two bridles he found, tossed one to her, and jerked the other over the head of the best of the animals, a good gray horse which the baron himself had ridden that day. When that was on, with the throatlatch unsecured, he saw the girl struggling to get the bit of the second bridle through the teeth of another horse. He took that work from her hands, finished it with a gesture, and then helped that lithe body to leap onto the back of the gray.

* * * * *

Voices had burst out into the court, that of Enrico first of all. And he saw the forms running, shadowy in the starlight.

Ride! he called to the girl. Ride! Ride!

And as the gray horse began to gallop, Tizzo was on the back of the second bridled charger. The moment his knees pressed the rounded sides, he recognized one of the wheelhorses, the slowest of them all; and he groaned.

Whats there? big Enrico was calling. Whos there?

I! he cried in answer. Tizzo — and fighting for the lady.

It was too late for him to drive the horse through the gateway of the ruined courtyard; they were already on him, Enrico running first.

The redheaded brat — cut him to pieces! yelled Enrico. The horses — get to horse and after her!

And he aimed a long stroke at Tizzo, who caught it on his naked blade and returned a thrust that ran through the shoulder of the man. Enrico fell back, with a yell and a curse. Two more were coming; but in spite of its clumsy feet and bulky size, Tizzo had his horse in motion, now. He could hear the loud voice of the baron shouting orders as the heavy brute cantered through the gateway and then slithered and slid down the steep way outside, theatening to fall with a crash at every instant.

The girl was there — she was waiting just beyond the threshold of the first danger, crying out: Are you hurt, Tizzo?

She had heard the clashing of the swords, no doubt.

Not touched! he answered.

And they swept down the dangerous, bending way together. The huddled ruins of the town poured past them, like crouching figures ready to spring. They issued into the open country; and already the roar of pursuing hoofs sounded through the street of the village behind them.

Tizzo began to laugh. He sheathed his sword and waved his arm above his head. We have won! he shouted.

It seemed to him in the wildness of his happiness that he could pluck the brightness of the stars from the sky. But under him he felt the gallop of the carriage-horse already growing heavy. It would not endure. The poor brute was as sluggish as though running in mud fetlock-deep.

The girl had to rein in her light-footed gray to keep level with Tizzo.

Go on! he called to her. This brute is as slow as an ox and theyll overtake it. But youre free. Youve won. Ride for safety — go on!

If they find you, theyll kill you, cried the girl. I wont leave you. If they catch you, Tizzo, Ill let them catch me, also!

Theyd never spare me for your sake! he shouted in answer. Ride on!

I shall not! came that clear voice in reply.

He drew the blundering horse closer to hers and leaned above her.

I have started the work. Let me hope that it will be finished! he exclaimed. For Gods sake and for mine, save yourself!

As though to reinforce his words, the uproar of hoofs left the dull, echoing street of the village and poured more loudly across the open country.

If they find you— she protested.

But he laughed in that wild and happy voice. Theyll never find me. I have a lucky star — do you see there? — the golden one — it is favoring me now. Farewell! Tell me where to find you — and ride on!

Perugia! she cried in answer. You shall find me in Perugia. My name is—

But here their horses thundered over the hollow of a bridge and the name was quite lost to him.

As they reached the roadway beyond, with loosed rein she was already flying before him, farther and farther in the lead; every stride that the fine gray gave carried her distinctly away from him. At the next bend of the road she was gone; and the flying hoofs from the village poured closer and closer behind Tizzo.

There was no use continuing on the back of that sluggard. He drew rein enough to make it safe to leap to the ground and then let the heavy blunderer canter on, diminishing speed at every jump, while the liquid jounced and squeaked audibly in its belly. Tizzo jumped behind a broken stone wall and lay still.

When the flight had passed him, he ran up to the top of the nearest hill, but the light was too dim for him to see anything. Only the noise of the galloping poured up to him from the darkness of the hollow, rang more loudly off the face of the opposite hill, and then dipped away and disappeared beyond.

Tizzo folded his arms and shook his head.

Ah, what a fool he had been not to see the truth before! Of course all of the others had known what she was. That was why their eyes had dwelt upon her in a certain way, following her hungrily. But he, Tizzo, had not known. And yet no matter what a fool he had been there remained in him an abiding resentment against the baron.

Neither was it all resentment, either. The heart of Tizzo poured out in admiration of that rash and valiant man who had set his single hand against such powers as those of the house of Marozzo. For with the name of Marozzo went that of Baglioni; the whole of Perugia was dominated by that noble family.

From Falcone, from Melrose, he had cut himself off. And if he went to Perugia — well, was it not likely that he would encounter the eyes of any one of the dozen men who had seen him with unvisored face in the battle of that day?

That did not matter. He knew that it was folly, but he also knew that nothing under a thunderstroke could keep him possibly from the town of Perugia.

She had made a handsome boy; she would be a gloriously beautiful woman. It seemed to Tizzo that there was nothing in the world he wanted so much as to hear, once more, her singing of that song which he had heard in the evening.

He walked down the hill, took the first road, and stepped along it at a brave pace toward distant Perugia.


CHAPTER 7
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IT WAS A day of heat and of showers; and the old beggar at last drew in under a projecting cornice which kept him dry. His withered face was full of both malice and patience, and his throat was sore from the whining pitch at which he had been singing out his appeals for mercy since that morning. He had in his purse enough to buy him a good cloak, and wine and meat and bread for half a month, but he was disappointed because he had not picked up enough for an entire month. Old Ugo, secure under the cornice, leaning on his staff, was about to step out into the street again in spite of a slight continuing of the rain, but here a sprightly young man with a sword at his side and his hat cocked jauntily at an angle paused suddenly beside him and said: Father, have you lived a long time in Perugia?

I have existed here for a little course of years, some fifty or sixty, said Ugo.

If I describe a lady to you, shall you be able to tell me her name?

Try me, said Ugo. But first why not advertise your name?

Because she has never heard it.

She has not heard your name — but she will be glad to see you?

I hope so — I pray so — I earnestly believe so, sighed the young Tizzo.

Well, said the beggar, this is like something out of an old story. Perhaps love at first sight, love in passing, a look between you — and now you are hunting for her around the world. Describe her to me.

I describe to you, said Tizzo, a girl of about nineteen or twenty. She has eyes that are brown and big — gold in the brown like sunlight through forest shadows — and a sweet, pretty, perfect, delightful face — about so wide across the brow and with a smile that dimples, do you hear—

I hear, said Ugo, smiling steeply down at the ground.

A smile that dimples in the left cheek only. The left cheek, you understand?

Perfectly, signore.

Are you laughing at me?

I? By no means, signore. I was simply remembering certain things. Old men cannot help remembering, you know. Tell me more about her.

The top of her head comes to the bridge of my nose. Her nose, by the way, is not exactly a straight, ruled, stupid line. It is altered from that just a trifle. It is tipped up a shade at the end. Just at that slight angle which makes smiling most charming. Do you understand me?

Perfectly, signore.

Her complexion, said Tizzo, frowning as he searched for the proper words, is neither too pale nor too dark. A trifle pale now, because of a little trouble, but with radiance shining through. She is slightly made. Not thin, do you hear; slenderly made but rounded. In her step there is the lightness of a cat, the pride of a deer, the grace of a dancer.

Ah? said the beggar.

Do you recognize her? asked Tizzo.

Almost! said the beggar. Tell me a little more.

And he kept on smiling down at the ground.

Her voice, said Tizzo, is singular. Of a million ladies, or of a million angels, there is not one who can speak like her. And when she sings, the heart of a man grows big with joy and floats like a bubble. Do you hear? Like a golden bubble!

I hear you, said the beggar.

Her hands, said Tizzo, are small but not weak. They are hands which could rein a horse as well as use a needle.

Ah? said the beggar.

And — I forgot — on her face, below the right eye, there is a little mark — not a blemish, you see — but a small spot of black; as though God would not give to the world absolute perfection or, rather, as though He would place a signature upon her; or as though through one fault he would make the rest of her beauty to shine more brightly. Am I clear?

Ugo, the beggar, looked suddenly into the distance, squinting his eyes.

Ah ha! You know her! said Tizzo.

I am trying to think. I shall go to see, signore. I shall go to a certain house and make sure. And then where shall I find you?

At that inn down the street. The one which carries the sign of the stag. I shall be there.

Within a little while, I shall be with you, signore, and tell you yes or no.

What is your name?

I am called Ugo, signore.

Look, Ugo. You see this emerald which is set into the hilt of my dagger?

I see it very clearly. It is a beautiful stone.

I swear to God that if you bring me to the lady, you shall have this stone for your own.

A faint groan of hungry desire burst from the lips of Ugo. In fact, he seemed about to speak more words but controlled himself with an effort.

At the Sign of the Golden Stag — within an hour, I hope, signore.

And Ugo turned and strode up the street like a young man, because it seemed to him that, when he saw the emerald, he had looked into a green deeper than the blue peace of Heaven.

He continued on his way until he came to a great house where many horses were tethered and where there was a huge bustling from the court. Into this he made his way and said to the tall porter at the door: My friend, carry word that Ugo, the beggar, has important word for Messer Astorre. It is a thing that I dare not speak in the streets or to any ear except to that of Messer Astorre himself.

Then he added, Or to my lord, Giovanpaolo.

At this second name the porter stopped his smiling.

Messer Astorre, he said, is engaged in talk with an important man. If I break in upon him, I must give some excuse.

It shall be this, said Ugo. Tell him that there is a beggar who is not a fool or crazy, but who dares to demand immediately to speak to him.

The porter hesitated, but the eye of the old man was burning with such a light that after a moment he was told to wait at the door while the porter went to announce him.

This was the way in which Ugo, after a time, passed through a door of inlaid wood and came into a room lighted by two deep windows, in one of which sat the famous warrior whose name at that time was celebrated throughout Italy — the great Astorre Baglioni. First the beggar glanced hesitantly and covetously all about him at the rich hangings which covered the walls of the room and then toward a pair of magnificent paintings done in the gay Venetian style. Afterwards he approached the noble Astorre, bowing profoundly and repeatedly.

Your name is Ugo, said Messer Astorre, and you have something to say to me?

The second man in the room, a tall, darkly handsome fellow who had been striding around in an excited manner, shrugged his shoulders and looked out the window as though he could hardly endure the interruption.

What I have to say is for the ear of my lord alone, said Ugo.

Whatever is fit for me is proper for my friend, Mateo Marozzo, to hear, said the warrior.

Messer Astorre, said Ugo, it is a thing that concerns your sister, the Lady Beatrice, I believe.

Mateo Marozzo whirled about suddenly, with an exclamation and Ugo shrank a little.

Be quiet, Mateo, said Astorre. Dont frighten the man.

The word was, said Ugo, that the noble lady your sister was gone from the town, stolen away from it by thieves hired by some of the cursed house of the Oddi. But this very day a young man spoke to me in the street, described her, and offered me a jewel if I could find her for him.

So? said Astorre, smiling. Then he added: My sister has been returned safely to the town. Who is this man who asked for her?

I do not know his name, my lord. He is a young man with red hair and eyes of a blue that shines like the blade of a fine sword, or like the blue underpart of a flame.

Astorre! Mateo called. It is the man! It is the man! Give him to me!

Well, no doubt you shall have him if you want, said Astorre. But who is he?

He is called Tizzo. I heard his name called out in the fight. He is the Firebrand. And it was he who knocked the wits out of my head with a lucky stroke of his battle-ax.

Ah? exclaimed Astorre. Have the Oddi become so bold as this? Are they sending their agents like this into the middle of Perugia? Are they searching for Beatrice to steal her from us again? By God, Mateo, if we can catch this fellow, you shall have him. And if you dont tear out of him some information about the Oddi plans, call me a fool and a liar! My friend, where is this fellow?

At the Sign of the Golden Stag, said Ugo, beginning to tremble in body and voice as he realized that he had struck upon great news indeed.

He is yours, said Astorre to Marozzo. Go take him and do what you will with him.


CHAPTER 8
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AT THE SIGN of the Golden Stag a man whose face was roughed over with beard to the eyes was talking loudly in the big taproom. He had on a long yellow coat and pointed shoes of red; and he walked back and forth a little through the room, while all eyes followed him. The afternoon had grown so dark with rain that lamps had been lighted in the room and these cast an uncertain and wavering light. Tizzo followed the movements of the tall stranger with interest because he found the voice vaguely familiar, but not the face. He was wondering where he could have seen before that shaggy front; and in the meantime he sipped some of the cool white wine of Orvieto and listened to the strangers talk. The beggar, Ugo, surely would soon return.

The man of the yellow coat was a doctor, it appeared, and he was peddling in the taproom some of his cures; for instance— A powder made of the wing cases of the golden rose chafer, an excellent thing for cases of rheumatism. Let the sick man put four large pinches of this powder into a glass of wine and swallow off the draught when he goes to bed at night. The taste will not be good but what is bad for the belly is good for the bones. Or again the doctor was saying: When old men find themselves feeble, their eyes watering, their joints creaking, their breathing short, their sleep long, I have here an excellent remedy. In this packet there is a brown powder and it is no less than the dried gall of an Indian elephant, which carried six generations of the family of a Maharajah on its back for two hundred years. And then it died not of old age but fighting bravely in battle. Now the merit, relish, and the source of an elephants long life lies in its gall; and in this powder there is strength to make the old young again, and to make the middle-aged laugh, and to make the young dance on the tips of their toes.

Continuing his walk and his narration of wonders, the doctor happened to drop one of his many little packages on the floor beside the chair where Tizzo was sitting. And as he leaned to pick up the fallen thing he muttered words which reached Tizzos ears only.

Up, you madman! Away with me. Your face is known in Perugia and every moment you remain here is at the peril of your life.

The doctor, saying this, straightened again and allowed Tizzo to have a glimpse of flame-blue eyes which he remembered even better than he had remembered the voice.

It was the baron of Melrose who had come into the city of his enemies in this effective disguise. Was he risking his life only for the sake of plucking Tizzo out of the danger? The heart of Tizzo leaped with surprise and a strange pleasure. A moment later he stepped into a small adjoining room which had not yet been lighted. He had been there hardly a moment before the doctor entered behind him. He gripped Tizzo by the arm, exclaiming in a quick, muffled voice: Go before me through the court and down the street toward the northern gate of the town. There I shall join you.

I cannot go, my lord, said Tizzo. I must wait here to learn—

You must do as I command you, exclaimed Melrose. You have given me the pledge of your honor to serve me; we have made a compact and have shaken hands on it.

I shall serve out the terms of the contract, said Tizzo. I swear that I shall hunt you out tomorrow, but today I have to find the lady.

What lady? asked Melrose.

That same Tomaso.

You betrayed me, Tizzo, said the baron, angrily.

It is true, answered Tizzo, and I shall betray you again if you give me the work of harrying poor girls across the country, robbing them from their homes, leaving their people—

Hush! said Melrose. Tell me — when did you know that Tomaso was a woman?

When I grappled with her at the moment she dropped to the ground.

Not until then?

No.

I understand, said the baron, and any lad of a good, high spirit might have done exactly as you did, Tomaso turned into a lady in distress and the gallant Tizzo sprang to her rescue — but if I had overtaken you that night — well, let it go. She told you her name?

No, said Tizzo.

But you came here into Perugia because she herself invited you!

I was to find her in Perugia, but I could not hear the name she called to me. The horses drowned it, thundering over a bridge.

You came into this big city to hunt for her face? Are you mad, Tizzo?

I think I am about to see her, answered Tizzo. I was able to describe her—

My lad, said Melrose, if you try to reach her, youll be caught and thrown to wild beasts. She is the Lady—

But here a voice called from the lighted taproom, loudly: He was in here. He was seen to enter in here. A young man with blue eyes and red hair. A treacherous murderer; a hired sword of the Oddi. Find him living or find him dead, I have gold in my purse for the lucky man who will oblige me!

Tizzo, springing to the door, glanced out into the taproom and saw a tall, dark, handsome young man in complete body armor with a steel hat on his head and a sword naked in his hand. Behind him moved a troop of a full dozen armed men. They came clanking through the taproom, looking into every face.

Thats Mateo Marozzo, said Melrose, the same fellow you bumped on the head yesterday. Run for your life, Tizzo. Try from that window which opens on the street; Ill make an outcry to pretend that youve escaped into the court on the other side.

My lord, said Tizzo, for risking your life to search for me—

Be still — away! At the northern gate as fast as you can get there — hurry, Tizzo!

Tizzo jumped into the casement of the window at the right and looked down into the rainy dimness of the street. One or two people were in sight; and the drop to the ground was a good fifteen feet. He slipped out, and he was hanging by his hands when he heard the loud voice of Melrose shouting inside the room: This way! A thief! A redheaded thief! He has jumped down into the court—

There came a trampling rush of armed heels, a muttering of eager voices. And Tizzo loosed his hold and fell. He landed lightly on his feet, pitched forward upon his hands, and then sprang up, unhurt. But from the entrance gate that led into the court of the tavern he heard a voice bawl: There! That is he Messer Mateo wants. Quick! Quick! There is a golden price on his head!

It was the old beggar, Ugo, who fairly danced with excited eagerness as he pointed out Tizzo to a number of loiterers about the gate.

The whole process of betrayal was evident now. One glance Tizzo cast up toward the high towers of Perugia, now melting into the blowing, rainy sky, and in his heart he cursed the pride of the town. But they were coming at him from the direction of the gate; and other yelling voices of the hunt issued from the tavern into the open of its court. They would be on the trail in another moment. He turned and ran with all his might, blindly.

It was clumsy work. He had to hold up the scabbard and sword in his left hand to keep it from tripping him; the steel breastplate which he wore under his doublet was a weight to impede him; but he held fairly even with the foremost of the pursuit until he heard the clangor of hoofs on the pavement, and he looked back to see mounted men behind, and one of them in the lead with three flowing plumes in his hat.

That would be Mateo Marozzo, of course!

He could not outrun horses, but he might dodge them for a moment, so he turned sharply to the left down a dark and narrow lane.

It was a winding way, as empty of people as it was of light, and when he turned the first corner he saw that he was trapped, for the foot of the lane was blocked straight across by a great building.

All other doors were blocked except to the right, where two figures in black hoods stood as if on guard, one of them constantly ringing a little bell. They made an ominous picture, and inside the open door of the house there was a yawning, a cavernous darkness. But Tizzo sprang straight toward this added moment of safety. In front of him, he saw the dark forms lift and stretch out their arms.

Halt! cried one deep voice. Better to die in the open under a clean sky; death itself is waiting inside this house.

But Tizzo already had brushed past the restraining hands. He entered the dimness of a long hall with the ringing hoofbeats coming to a pause in front of the entrance to the place. And he heard a long cry from the street that might be triumph, horror — he could not tell what.

A stairway climbed on the left. He went up it on the run toward the greater light that came through the upper casements of the house. And at the landings of the stairway he saw bronze figures covered with the dark green patina of great age. That was sure proof that he had entered a house of the greatest wealth; none other could afford sculpture of the Greeks or of the Romans.

He sprang into an upper hall hung from end to end with magnificent tapestries, but empty of all life. There seemed to be no servants in the great mansion; none except the two grim door-keepers at the entrance. And as he ran past a long table in the hall, he saw that the surface of it was dim with dust.

Through the first door he turned into a chamber with brightly frescoed walls and a number of crystal goblets set out on the table. The glasses were stained but empty. A decanter lay broken on the floor.

He ran on into a bedroom with embroidered hangings over the walls, the windows, the doors. The bed itself was raised on a dais above a floor of wood mosaic; a heavily carved canopy rose above but from it some of the curtains had been torn away. These and the covers of the bed streamed out on the floor as though someone, desperately struggling, had fallen from the bed not long before.

But the dust was deep, everywhere.

A strange, oppressive odor made the air thick to breathe. And a chill of dread passed suddenly through the body of Tizzo, and through his spirit.

He no longer ran, but crossed that room slowly. The doorway on the far side, yawning like a dangerous mouth upon the unknown that lay beyond, made him draw his sword before he would cross the threshold.

He listened for the sound of pursuit, but there was no beating of footfalls on the stairs. He heard no more than a dim whisper through the room, and this came, he saw, from the wind which he had brought with him as he entered and which still made the rich hangings of the apartment sway slightly.

When he had passed the door into the next room he found himself stepping on the skins of leopards. A service of massive silver, now dim under tarnish and dust, stood on a sideboard; and on a central table a huge jewel box lay overturned. Red and green and crystal-bright, the jewels streamed across the table and lay scattered on the floor. Here in the palm of one hand there was wealth to make an entire family rich forever. But the beauty frightened Tizzo more than it excited him.

He remembered what the man had called to him in the street — that within the house was death itself.

He saw a Madonna in a niche at the end of the room, a beautiful carved image, but there was no taper burning beneath it. And then, compelled by a sudden cold horror in his blood, he turned and thought that he was looking into the eyes of death itself.


CHAPTER 9
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IT SEEMED TO Tizzo an apparition which had not been in the chamber before; suddenly it appeared as a young man who sat in the depths of a chair near a casement. He was dressed very richly. About his neck shone a golden chain that supported a great jewel. But his hose lay wrinkled over his wasted legs; his neck was shrunk to hardly more than the bigness of a mans wrist; and his face was a deaths-head in which the eyes were deep caverns of unlighted shadow. Like a deaths-head he grinned, or seemed to grin, at Tizzo. And to crown the horror some great red patches appeared across his forehead and down one side of the face.

Then realization came over Tizzo, and blew through him like the empty howling of a winter wind.

The plague! he groaned.

He looked back.

He had crossed many thresholds since he turned in from the street and each one had, in fact, brought him farther into the maw of death.

Far better to have turned and faced the riders in the wet street, dying obscurely but with sweet air in his nostrils. Now he was confined where every breath might be planting the horrible infection deep in his lungs.

He gripped his head with both hands, and he set his teeth to keep back a yell of fear.

Welcome, said a husky voice hardly louder than the stillness of thought. The last of the Bardis of Perugia gives a kind welcome to the last of his guests!

Such a sickness of spirit troubled Tizzo that he gripped the carved back of a chair and supported himself. He wanted to sink on his knees and implore Heaven for succor.

I should rise to welcome you, said young Bardi, but I lack the strength to do anything except crawl to the bed where my father and my grandfather have died before me. I should offer you wine, but it is consumed. I should offer you food, but there is nothing in the house — except the rats and even those must be a little thin, by this time. But if you can catch one of them, you are welcome.

Tizzo passed the tip of his tongue across his dry lips. He wanted to turn and flee but a powerful instinct made him walk straight up to the specter in the chair.

If you come near my breathing, you are probably a dead man, said the young Bardi.

If I am to die, I shall die, said Tizzo. If I am to live, all the plagues in the world will not touch me.

You talk like a brave man, but that is because you are cornered, declared Bardi. But you will have this comfort: When I am dead you may throw me into the foulness of the cellars where the rest of the dead are lying; and then for a few days you will be the heir of the house and the master of it.

Tizzo, forcing himself to step still closer, peered at the red blotches on the forehead and face of the other.

Those sores are dry, said Tizzo. And that means you are recovering from the plague. It is starvation that kills you, my friend.

It is as good a way to die as any other, said Bardi.

You must have food, said Tizzo.

I have prayed for it; there is no other way to come by it, said Bardi.

If you are healed of the sores, all the world knows that you are a clean man again, said Tizzo, remembering the dreadful stories of the plague which he had heard.

I shall be dead of the famine before the sores disappear from my face, said Bardi. And you — whether you take the disease after the third day or not, you will starve here after me. And another month will go by after your death before brave men will venture into this rotten hellhole. What is your name?

Tizzo.

Tizzo, I have told you your future. Accept it.

It is better to run out on the street and die fighting.

So you think now; but every day a strange new hope will come up in you, and you will cling to your life for another twenty-four hours — until you are too weak to hold a sword.

We could steal out through some secret passage underground.

There is such a passage; and it has been blocked to close up the rattrap. My kind uncle, who wants this house and everything in it when the plague has finished its work, saw to it that the secret passage was stopped.

We might be able to slip away in the dark of a rainy night like this.

My good uncle and the city of Perugia keep guards at every door, day and night.

Yet I was allowed to enter?

It would never occur to them to try to stop a man from entering; their care is to keep anyone from getting out.

Tizzo nodded. He attacked the last possibility.

We may be able to get to a neighboring roof.

From the eaves of this house to the nearest, there is a span of thirty feet. I have thought of all of these things. There is no hope. I sat at that table with my own father trying to plan. There was no hope—

His voice, which had raised to a great outcry, suddenly stilled and the Bardi fell sidewise across the arm of his chair.

Was he dying? Was he suddenly and mercifully dead?

It seemed to Tizzo that he could not force himself to touch that body, still no doubt reeking with the mortal presence of the plague; but he could not stand by and leave the helpless man in that position.

Besides, since Tizzo was in the house, since there was hardly a chance in a hundred that he could pass the crucial three days without becoming infected with the sickness, he felt that he might as well open his arms to the horrible danger. He deliberately picked up the wasted, skeleton body of Bardi and carried it back to the bedroom which he had noticed before. There he stretched the senseless man on the bed where his father had died before him. He arranged the clothes, opened the window to allow more air to enter, and listened for a moment to the breathing of the sick man.

He was alive. He was barely alive.

Water would help. Presently Tizzo found the door which opened on the wellshaft and he wound up the long, long rope that carried the bucket up from the depths below.

It was good, clean, bright water. Tizzo took a swallow of it himself and then carried the bucket in to poor Bardi. A few drops on that bruised, tormented face roused Bardi.

Ah! he said, looking at Tizzo. You are going to be fortunate. I dreamed that I was in heaven and saw you there.

It was a dream of a sort that Tizzo did not exactly appreciate. However, he talked with Bardi for a moment, bade him try to sleep, and then went back to the well. The length of the rope had given him thought. He unwound the long rope and put his weight against it; it held him easily.

So he stumbled and fumbled his way to the top of the house and there reached the roof.

It was not quite full darkness. The night, like an ugly smoke, steamed upward, as it seemed, to Tizzo. When he stood on the roof, he could see dim lights far down in the streets; voices rose to him very faintly.


CHAPTER 10
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TIZZO LOOKED UPON himself as already dead; therefore life was a casual thing to be risked as he chose. Otherwise perhaps he would never have dared to attempt what he now tried.

There were watchers on the ground, an ample posting of guards, of course, as young Bardi had said. But were there watchers from the nearer houses? No, all of the windows had been closely shuttered as though to keep off the terrible breath of the infection from that pesthouse. So he measured the distance to the nearest roof and guessed it, with a fair accuracy, to be the full ten paces which Bardi had mentioned. Well, it was not an insuperable distance, after all.

He made a loop in the end of the wellrope and tried to cast it over the nearest chimney on the adjoining roof. But his stand was precarious on the slant of the tiled roof. The rope was heavy of its own weight and the damp it had absorbed; the frayed strands of it caught the wind and always it fell short or far away. He worked until his arm was weary before he surrendered that project.

There was some mystery behind the coming of Melrose. And Tizzo would be dead, of course, before ever he pierced the strangeness and found the answer.

He determined on another way of reaching the house adjoining. He went down the roof of the Bardi home until he was at the rear edge of it. It was perhaps ten feet higher than the roof of the adjoining house, at this point. Tizzo fastened his wellrope over the nearest of the chimneys and allowed some forty feet of its length to fall dangling over the edge. Down this length he lowered himself until he reached the big knot which he had tied in the end. Afterwards, like a boy in a swing, he began to sway his body back and forth until the rope commenced a pendulous motion that swept Tizzo farther and farther; in a greater and a greater arc across the rear face of the Bardi house.

Above him, he could hear the rope grating against the cornices, he could feel the shudder as the strands of rope began to fray out with this continual, heavy rubbing. At any moment the rope might part, he knew. But, since death was almost certain anyway, it was well enough for him to come to the end of life by the merciful swiftness of a fall to the hard pavement.

Higher he swayed. The rope flexed and bucked at the end of each rise. He could look up the slope of the adjoining roof, now. Then he could touch it with his feet if he cast them up.

Now, dimly, he could make out the hollow of the stone gutter that circled the edge of the roof.

A greater effort — and as the arc of the swing lengthened, he gripped a hand and arm inside the edge of the gutter. The strain was tremendous for an instant only; then he was up on the roof, holding an end of the rope in one hand. If it were impossible for him to find a way down into the house from the roof, the rope must serve as a bridge by which he could return to the house of Bardi. It was barely long enough to enable him to tie it around a chimney pot. It slanted up at a rather steep angle toward the Bardi roof above, but for one of his great activity of body and strength of hand, it could easily be traveled.

He began the search of the new roof at once. It was very wet, and where lichens had grown on the tiles, they were as slippery as though they had been oiled.

He had to watch himself carefully, for the pitch of the roof was, in addition, quite sharp. But he found on the other side of the crest of the roof what he had hoped for — a trap door which opened to the first pull.

He passed down a ladder into darkness thick as that of a wall. He found himself in a room cluttered with odds and ends, with a smell of moldy old cloth. Perhaps battered furniture was stored here. After he got to the wall he had to fumble carefully along it until he reached a door. It was not locked. He pushed it open and found himself in an upper hall, very narrow, long, bare. Down this he went to a stair which communicated with a far more spacious hall beneath, and here the odor of cookery greeted him. It was, of course, far past the time for the dinner of Italians; but the first door he passed was a big upstairs kitchen such as the clever Italians continually built in their larger houses so that the servants need not climb the great distance from the cellar kitchens to serve meals.

There was no one in this part of the house. Voices and laughter sounded farther down in the building, but Tizzo paused an instant at the kitchen, his teeth set.

He needed no food for himself; but he could not help remembering the gaunt body and the skeleton face of Bardi, in the pesthouse. To return to that place, now, seemed worse than giving up life itself. What man would be generous enough to dare such a thing? How could it be expected of anything in nature?

So Tizzo argued with himself, briefly — and then he remembered how the Englishman had adventured into Perugia — truly as dangerous as any plague spot for him!

He took a quick breath and made up his mind though his hair prickled in his scalp at the thought.

There was a slowly steaming bowl of soup near the embers of the fire, but of course such a weight as soup would be a waste of effort. Instead, he found a great ham such as might have come as the prize from a boar hunt. He cut a heavy quantity of this meat from the bone. There was good whole wheat flour. He took a bag of that, also, and even placed a flask of wine in his pocket.

He had some thirty pounds of provisions on his person, and if he could haul himself up the rope with that freight, it would keep the life of poor Bardi in his body for a fortnight, at the least.

He returned to the roof by the way he had come, found the rope, and began to climb, his body hanging under while with hands and pinching knees and a leg twisting into the slack of the rope he struggled up to the Bardi roof.

* * * * *

Down from the roof through the upper passages and into the dark of the bedchamber he went. But he had marked a lamp, before leaving, and this he now lighted. Young Bardi gave proof of life, groaning as he heard the clicking of the flint against the steel.

But not until the fragrance of the ham was in his nostrils and the savor of it was on his lips did he completely rouse.

He looked, then, from the food on the table to the red wine in the flask, and thence to the flame-blue eyes and the red hair of Tizzo.

God of miracles! said Bardi, and crossed himself. Tizzo, have you worn wings?

I used the wellrope, said Tizzo, smiling. It made a bridge for me to the next house.

But after you reached it — after you were free to go — do you mean that you came back to me, voluntarily?

He sat up; he stood up; and he supported his unsteadiness by grasping both the hands of the redheaded man.

Theres enough food here, said Tizzo, to keep you alive until your kind uncle is certain that you are dead. And when he opens the house at the end of the appointed time — when he comes with his heart hungry for treasure — and finds you alive, well, with the scars of the plague disappearing from your face — that is a moment I should like to see.

Tizzo, said Bardi, you are going back to liberty. Why? Stay here with me. Well divide the food. There will be enough for both of us until the time my uncle lets the house be opened. God will not permit you to catch the plague—

He stopped himself as he uttered the absurdity.

Whatever happens, said Bardi, to the end of my life half of whatever belongs to me is yours. All, if you need it!

He made a gesture toward the door.

There are the jewels yonder, he said. Even kings have heard of the Bardi jewels. Tizzo, pour them into your pockets. They are yours!

And when Tizzo thought of those sparkling beauties, a sort of fire shot up from his heart across his brain. He actually turned toward the door; but then something stopped him.

This is not for profit, he said. This is an offering, Signor Bardi, and a little touch of charity—

He paused and added, with a certain touch of astonishment: Only the second kindness that I have done in all my life! May it be recorded! And God take care of us both!

He slipped away from the gratitude of Bardi quickly. There was still trouble in his mind. And it was true, he could see, that all during his years he had taken, taken, taken, and never given. He had taken from the very beggars in the streets, when he was a child; he had taken from the long-continued charity of Falcone afterwards; and never until he ventured himself for the sake of Tomaso had he returned to the world its kindness.

When he got to the roof again, he looked up at the raining sky and breathed deeply. He had a sudden confidence. Fear left him. He could swear that not a shadow of the plague would adhere to him, and that he would make his way again safely down through the house of the neighbor to the street and to the new chance for life which he would find in it. He could not tell why this certainty was in him; but it was an odd feeling that, having paid, he had a right to expect from fate some kind return.


CHAPTER 11
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HE GOT DOWN through the house without the slightest difficulty, through dim halls, past some brightly lighted doorways, until he came to the ground floor. There remained only the porter at the entrance to be passed, but this might prove difficult since the heavy door was locked. However, he had his sword to cut a way through difficulties and he was about to lay hand on it as he stalked the drowsy figure of the porter, when a door opened at his right and a flood of men and women, richly dressed, came out of a chamber that flared with many lights.

The surprise was so stunning that for half an instant Tizzo hesitated whether to run forward or back; and in that instant a man cried out in a ringing voice of horror: The redheaded man of the Oddi; the man from the plague-house! We are all contaminated — we are dead!

The women began a frightful screaming, but as Tizzo turned to flee, half a dozen resolute men sprang out, sword in hand, to pursue him.

He leaped to the nearest door, wrenched at the knob of it, and found it closed. He had barely time to whirl about on guard, with a sense that steel was already entering his body, and catch several swords with a sweeping parry.

His dagger in one hand, his sword busy in the other, he saw that he could not hope to win without a miracle. For the men of Perugia were all soldiers who had followed the banners of the Baglioni all up and down the length of Italy. These were swordsmen; and in the cramped space of the semicircle that fenced him in, Tizzo could not use that flashing, catlike footwork which was the chiefest grace of his fencing.

More men were coming. The big porter strode with a partisan in his hand, balancing the long-handled ax in a powerful pair of hands. In the meantime, feeling that the end had come, Tizzo threw back his head and laughed as he battled. For a frenzy was in him and the joy of the fight shut out past and future. He was to die, but he would do some execution even against all of those swords, before he fell. His body twisted from side to side; twice a lunging sword blade drove past him and shattered its point against the stone wall at his back. The dance of his wild sword parried many a downright cleaving stroke aimed at his head and flicked out a snake-tongue of danger that touched the others one by one. Here a fellow drew back with a slashed forearm; another was gashed across the forehead; a third was stung in the thigh by a lightning thrust.

This incredible resistance brought a great shouting. More men came flocking, and up the great stairway at the end of the hall he could see the ladies, bright as a garden of flowers, standing to watch the fight. Yet, for all their numbers, they drew back from his deadly work a little. Someone shouted to bring a crossbow and nail the redhead to the wall; but here the porter, stepping into the throng, brought down his partisan with a monstrous sweep.

Tizzo warded the stroke skillfully with his sword, but the blade broke at the hilt and the head of the long ax, turning, descended flat upon his skull. A red sheet of flame leaped across his brain; darkness swallowed him.

When he wakened, he rolled his eyes vainly to find light. All was thick blackness; water dripped, somewhere; and he was lying on a pavement greasy with slime.

He stood up, in spite of his spinning brain, and found that he could touch both walls of his chamber with his outstretched hands.

They had him cooped in one of the dungeon cells, far underground. They might leave him there to die, never opening the cell for a year for fear of the plague; or else they might take him to the torture chamber.

Tizzo sat down, cross-legged, and resigned himself to his fate. The sharpest, the most sudden regret that came to him was that he had not killed at least one man in the battle of his capture.

Afterwards, he began to think of Tomaso.

* * * * *

He was very cold, very hungry, when a port in his door was opened, and a ray of light shone in at him. By that light, a loaf of bread and a pitcher of water were placed upon the floor.

Where am I, friend? asked Tizzo.

Ay, you were out of your wits and talking dreams, chuckled the jailer, when we put you down here. You are in the cellars of Messer Mateo Marozzo. We keep you here for three days to see whether or not the plague comes out on your face. If it comes, why, then we wall up this door and let you rest for a hundred years. If it does not come, you have the pleasure of meeting Messer Marozzo and the torture chamber.

It seemed to Tizzo that the part of good sense would be to end his misery by dashing out his brains against the stones; but he could not smash the bottle and spill the unique wine of life. Hope remained to him, foolish though it might be. And now and again, several times a day, he amused himself with a horrible interest by feeling the glands at the base of his throat. For these were the first to swell when the plague laid hold on a man.

Yet for a third time the shutter of the door opened, and the light struck on his face. Then said the voice of a man beside the jailer: It is more than three days, and yet there is no sign of the plague in him. You may take him out at once. Let him be washed and have him dressed in clean clothes. He is to come before Messer Mateo!

All of this was done quickly. Half a dozen armed men — a proof that the desperate courage of Tizzo was recognized — took him from his cell. Under their eyes and the points of their weapons, as it were, he was allowed to strip, bathe, and put on clean clothes. Then irons were fastened to his wrists and ankles with a chain that connected them passing through his belt; and in this fashion he was taken into the great hall of the Marozzo palace, and through this to a smaller room where a tall, very handsome, dark fellow walked up and down; several other men stood back, apparently attendants.

* * * * *

When Tizzo was brought in with clanking chains, the tall man stepped straight up to him; the guards on either side checked Tizzo by the arms.

Do you know who I am? he asked.

You are Mateo Marozzo, I suppose, answered Tizzo.

Have you ever seen me before?

With your visor down, Messer Mateo, said Tizzo.

You know it was I that you faced that day?

Yes.

Well, said Marozzo, stepping back with a smile of infinite satisfaction, you are now in my hands.

I am glad of it, Messer Mateo, said Tizzo.

Glad of it, did you say?

I had rather be in your hands than in those of any other man in Perugia. You at least know that I fight as an honorable man.

Ah, youve been reading stories about perfect knights. Is that it? asked Marozzo. Do you think that the spies and body-snatchers of the Oddi are entitled to be treated like men of honor?

I know nothing of the Oddi, said Tizzo.

Am I to believe that?

I hope so, said Tizzo, frankly.

On the contrary, said Marozzo, I know that you are one of their men of greatest trust.

I have never seen one of their faces, said Tizzo.

Marozzo laughed in his face in return. Perhaps you never have seen the mad Englishman, Lord Melrose? he asked.

Yes. I know him. I am in his service.

And he in that of the Oddi. In fact, my friend, I know that you are one of their most prized hirelings, in spite of your youth. Shall give you the proof?

That you cannot do.

Presently. When I have sent off to Astorre Baglioni himself a letter from Lord Melrose in which he offers anything for your release. Anything up to his own life!

His life? exclaimed Tizzo, hoarsely.

If that devil of a Melrose offers so much, you are worth a high price; you stand among the first of the servants of the Oddi. Admit that, my friend, and talk to me freely concerning whatever you know of the Oddi now — their location, their position, their plans — talk openly, and it may be that I shall be able to give you what I have a right to take — your life!

His glance went hungrily over Tizzo as he spoke. It was plain that he hardly wished to surrender personal revenge to statecraft, no matter how he might be advanced in the eyes of the all-powerful Baglioni.

Messer Mateo, said Tizzo, I only repeat what I have said to you before; I know nothing about the Oddi.

Well, said Marozzo, then I shall have to see if I can persuade you to talk.

Tizzo knew what that meant. Torture would be used now, in order to force him to confess things of which he knew nothing. A fine sweat covered his body, gleamed on his face; and his eye looked inward on his soul, wondering how long he would be able to endure the agony without screeching out shamefully. For wild savages would never be able to reproduce the exquisite masterpieces of pain of which the people of Italy were capable.

But before another move was made, a servant came in haste, carrying a letter on a tray.

A message from Signor Bardi!


CHAPTER 12
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THE VERY NAME of Bardi filled Tizzo with a sudden hope, but Marozzo cried out in horror to throw the letter into fire without touching it. The plague might be carried even in the ink with which it was written.

Antonio Bardi, said the servant, is pronounced by the doctors free and clean of the plague. This morning the house of the Bardi was broken open. It was thought that everyone must be dead of disease or of the plague, but by a miracle, Messer Antonio has lived and fresh food was found beside him. The terrible house is now being cleansed with wine and vinegar; and the first care of Messer Antonio was to send this letter to you.

Read it to me, said Marozzo, his glance impatiently seeking his prisoner again, as though he was in haste to start a congenial work.

The seal of the letter was broken, and the secretary read:



Mateo, my dear friend:

By the grace of God and the charity of a stranger I have returned from the dead to the living. I was recovering from the disease by dying slowly of the famine when Tizzo, the Firebrand, brought to me food; my house is now open and life begins again. I hear that Tizzo is now in your hands. I know you will use him kindly for my sake until I am strong enough to come to you and tell you with my own mouth how great he is of heart.

(Signed in haste),
Antonio Bardi



Young Marozzo hesitated only a moment. His malignancy was too much roused to permit him to give up his cruel plan. He said: Send word to Antonio Bardi that you found me engaged and that at my first leisure I shall read his letter; in the meantime I send congratulations on his wonderful escape. And now we shall test the greatness of the heart of this Tizzo. Is that rare swordsman of mine prepared with armor in the court? Is he ready to put the question to this man?

The answer was that Guido, the swordsman, was waiting; so the entire assembly adjourned at once to the courtyard of the palace. Here the superior servants of the household were ranged around the open colonnade; the female servants leaned from the upper windows of the house; and there were at hand half a dozen crossbowmen with quarrels ready on the string. In addition, Tizzo saw a tall man armed in complete steel from head to foot, the visor raised to show a lean face except for the bulge of the wide jaws.

Where is that woodsmans ax? demanded Marozzo. It was brought at once. Set the prisoner free. And now, Tizzo, I have seen your tricks with an ax; I have felt one of them. You shall show them to me once more. Perhaps I shall learn from you something that will be worth knowing, Guido, there, will test your skill. And if his sword begins to enter you, remember that you have only to confess what you know of the Oddi in order to escape from more punishment. If you try to escape, the arbalests will send their bolts through you.

* * * * *

Tizzo, feet and hands free, grasped the ax and saw that in fact was such a weapon as he had learned to use. And he answered: Messer Mateo, the ax is for striking blows, and the sword is both a weapon and a shield. I have no armor, but even without it, if you put a sword in my hand, Ill try my fortune against your champion.

Do you begin to whine, you redheaded dog? burst out Marozzo. I should have you in the torture room, pulled by ropes and broken on the rack. Instead, I give you a chance to fight like a man. If you beat Guido fairly, you are a free man!

Tizzo, running his eyes over the bright steel armor of Guido — whose visor was now closed and whose sword was drawn, with a dagger in the left hand — felt that his chance was smaller than that of a naked child against a mounted knight. But yet this was a far better way to die than to lie stretched in the torture chamber. And there was that ghost of a chance that he might escape, after all, to the promised freedom.

He flexed his knees, stretched his muscles as carefully and elaborately as a cat, and then said: Guido, you have the advantage of weapons and armor; you would not be chosen for this part if you were not a good fighter; but God and luck fight on the side of the underdog. If youre ready, come on!

Guido made no speech at all. He merely laughed through the holes of his visor, which was long and pointed like the muzzle of a dog. Then he strode forward with his sword prepared. Tizzo, instead of retreating, moved in a circle, carrying the weight of the ax in both hands.

Action! Action! called out Marozzo.

Guido, obediently, tried to close, feinting at the head with a thrust and then swinging his sword in a long sweep aimed at the legs. Tizzo, letting that blow go past him, withdrawing so that the keen edge missed his flesh by the least part of an inch, sprang in and struck.

The dimness of the prison was still in his eyes; and he felt the weakness of his diet for the past three days; otherwise that blow would have alighted exactly on the top of the helmet of Guido and finished the battle at the first stroke.

As it was, the stroke glanced from the head, slipped off the shoulder armor, and almost wasted. Even so, the brain of Guido had received a shock that set him reeling. The people who watched began to shout; and a shrill, tingling cry went up from the women at the upper casements.

Marozzo yelled: Guido, if you let yourself be beaten, whether you live or not Ill send you back to Assisi to let them hang you for your murders!

Tizzo had followed the staggering Guido closely, ready to strike a finishing blow, when his foot skidded on a rolling pebble and he half fell to his knees.

Guido was by no means too far gone to throw away this opening. He struck a mighty blow. Tizzo half turned it with the up-flung head of his ax, but the sharp blade gashed the side of his head.

When he regained his feet and leaped back, blood was streaming down one side of his face and Marozzo began to laugh with joy.

Now will you talk, red dog? he called.

And he added: Well done, Guido! All the others who looked on were uttering harsh cries of satisfaction like so many savages. And Tizzo felt like a baited bull.

He began to circle Guido again until the man-at-arms, tired of the delay, pressed close in, showering blows. Half of them Tizzo dodged; the rest he put away with the incredibly swift movements of his ax. He seemed to be dancing in the midst of a fire, the sword of Guido flickered so rapidly. And when it was seen that Tizzo actually had escaped harm, a yell of astonishment went up from every beholder, Marozzo himself crying out: Witchcraft! His life is charmed!

* * * * *

But the red flow down the side of Tizzos head was a sufficient answer to that accusation. He had been badly hurt; but with set teeth he tried a second chance. It was at the very moment when Guido abated his attack for a moment and lowered his sword a little. That instant Tizzo used to make one of his startling leaps forward. The ax flashed in an arc of fire but Guido, recovering himself with wonderful speed, threw up the ward of his dagger and armored left arm to prevent the blow while the sword flashed out in a long thrust. The blow of the ax snapped the blade of the dagger and then was wasted; but the sword of Guido slithered across the ribs of Tizzo, biting into bone and flesh. One inch inside of his mark, and he would have riven the body of Tizzo straight through the heart.

As it was, it seemed to Tizzo that a great claw had ripped him. His body was poisoned with pain, and the blood gushed from this second wound.

Marozzo began to shout with pleasure: Well done, Guido! Well done, my friend! You have caught the will-o-the-wisp! You have notched the wild fire. Tizzo, has the time come when you will talk?

Tizzo, drawing back a little, closely followed, answered: The ax talks for me better than my tongue!

And once more he had to fight desperately, leaping here and there among the thronging strokes and thrusts of Guido. The man was a master of his weapon, and his armor was so perfectly fitted that it did not greatly hamper the speed of his motions, yet the swerving body of Tizzo made a hard target to reach, and the magic dance of his feet carried him in and out from the verge of death as with his ax he strove to get close enough to strike a vital blow.

He retreated, limping, and the spectators suddenly ceased their yelling. The length to which that unequal combat had been drawn out, and the savage courage of Tizzo, together with his skill, had made all men sympathize with his battle. Only Marozzo in a frenzy of delight was shouting: You have him now, Guido! He cannot keep on dancing with one leg gone. Kill!

The bright helmet of Guido nodded in agreement, but even so he came in with caution, for his head must still have been ringing from the effects of the first blow of the battle.

Tizzo, favoring his wounded leg, stumbled as he retreated and sank upon one knee. He could have leaped up, though with difficulty. But instead, he raised the ax above his head as though he were incapable of keeping his feet and so waited for the final stroke.

A great call for quarter went up, now, from the onlookers, but Marozzo shouted: Now, Guido! The dog is down. Kill! Kill!

Guido took two quick steps forward and struck with all his might straight at the head of Tizzo.

He was so confident that his victim could not move that Guido launched his full force in that stroke; he was unprepared for the sudden spring that carried Tizzo to his feet, swerving barely aside from the blow.

Guido, grunting with fear, tried to recover and put himself on guard, but for the tenth part of a second his head was unwarded. And in that interval, as an arrow through a slot, Tizzo struck desperately with both hands.

The helmet was not his target, now, but a narrow crevice where the gorget plates fitted to the helm with rivets. If ever he had struck accurately to a marked line when he amused himself among the woodsmen of Falcone, so now he aimed his stroke with exquisite surety. Well and true the edge of the ax descended. The rivets snapped. The heavy blade of the ax shore almost through the neck of Guido so that his armored head dropped over on the opposite shoulder and a great gush of blood sprang up into the sunlight. Guido fell crashing on the paving, and lay still.

Marozzo himself, stunned with astonishment, found no utterance for a moment. He then yelled: Drag Guido away. Federigo, arm yourself and take the sword. Witchcraft! Black witchcraft if ever I saw it!

He was still shouting this speech as a crowd of people poured into the gate of the court, the porters instantly giving way before them.

Tizzo, looking up with dulled eyes, saw two men on horseback and a lady all in green, riding between them, with a plumed green hat on her head as though she were ready for hunting or hawking.

One of her two mounted companions, thrusting his horse suddenly forward, exclaimed: Whats this, Mateo? We need men in our army. Do you have them killed here for your sport?

Tizzo looked up into the noble face of a man whose eye glanced and whose head moved as though he were born to authority. Marozzo grew humble before him at once.

This little sport of mine, Messer Giovanpaolo, he said, is something that should please you. Instead of using the torture chamber, to extract secrets from your enemies, the Oddi, I am letting my men use the sword—

The name rushed strongly on the brain of Tizzo. For who had not heard, throughout all Italy, of Giovanpaolo Baglioni? With his brother, Astorre, he was a famous leader in war and in the councils of the city of Perugia.

Even now the fame of Giovanpaolo, and even the half-familiar beauty of the lady in green, was obscured for Tizzo by the sight of none other than Lord Melrose himself, who rode between two knights like a prisoner, the bridle of his horse made fast to those of the adjoining pair of riders.

The Englishman, like a madman, had come once by stealth to rescue Tizzo; and now he had come openly and put himself in the hands of deadly enemies!

He heard the lady cry out, and her voice staggered him with wonder: Astorre! Giovanpaolo! It is he, and they have killed him! It is Tizzo — it is that man I have told you about — and you have let them murder him!

It was that same Tomaso. Fine clothes might alter her appearance, but her voice could not be changed even when she was calling out so familiarly by name upon the lords of Perugia. She slipped from her horse and came running, with her hands held out. One of those hands she laid in the blood that streamed slowly down Tizzos side.

Tizzo, they have murdered you! They have murdered you!

But still there was life in Tizzo that made him break out in laughter.

If I were dying, I would drink life again from your eyes, my lady! he cried to her.

Help him! cried the girl. Giovanpaolo! Astorre! If he dies I shall go mad! It was he who saved me! Do you understand? Astorre, if you are a brother of mine, let him be carried to a good leech. Tizzo, lean on me!

* * * * *

There in the court, beneath the arcade of columns, they forced Tizzo to lie on blankets which were thrown down hastily, while a doctor came in haste. Baron Henry of Melrose crouched on one side of him and examined the wounds with a stern face and with cruel hands until he learned the truth and heaved a great breath.

Why, Tizzo, he said, you are going to be as gay as a lark inside of a fortnight. These are scratches that only make a bloody show.

And the lady, hearing this, cried out happily.

Is it true? asked Tizzo, looking up into the brown of her eyes. Is it true that you are the sister of my lords, Astorre and Giovanpaolo? Are you the Lady Beatrice?

She nodded, but added: I am also your poor friend, Tomaso!

If you are the Lady Beatrice, said Tizzo, in the name of God let no harm come to my friend who has given himself up for my sake!

She lifted her head and looked a little coldly on the Englishman.

I would rather be damned than be pitied, said the baron. And Im too old to catch the eye of a lady, Tizzo. Messer Giovanpaolo, you will be as good as your word and make him a free man?

Giovanpaolo was frowning in deepest thought.

I may even make a bargain with the pair of you, he said. You, my lord, are serving the Oddi. But these are days of many changes. Why should you not enter my services?

To this the Englishman replied: If I had known you first, Messer Giovanpaolo, I would be with you. But I have given my word and my hand to the Oddi; and in England a mans hand is more than a written oath. I must serve the Oddi until they prosper or until I am dead.

And this young man, said Giovanpaolo, is he sworn to you in the same manner?

If it will help his fortune, I would release him from his oath, said the baron.

Tizzo, said Giovanpaolo, I have heard tales of you from my sister. I have heard other things, not an hour ago, from my dear friend, Antonio Bardi. I have many good men about me, but what one of them, himself a fugitive in a city of enemies, would have imperiled his life by returning to a plague-house carrying food to a dying enemy? You are a man of war; wars are the fortune of Perugia. I offer you a choice and a bargain also. You have heard Lord Melrose release you from your engagement to him. Now give me your hand as you gave it to him and I shall on the one hand set Melrose free to go where he pleases, even into the camp of my enemies. On the other hand, you shall be my man and of your future I shall take good care. You already have a friend in my house. And he smiled at the girl as he spoke.

But Tizzo looked from her and from handsome Giovanpaolo to the grim face and the flame-blue eyes of the Englishman.

My lord, he said, you are my master. Tell me what I must do.

Why, Tizzo, said the baron, are you as blind as an owl? One of these days we shall meet again; but here is your fortune waiting for you. Take it, in Gods name. We shall not forget one another. Remember the secret stroke; it is my legacy to you. But turn your face to the fortune that smiles on you!

The loss of blood had made Tizzo weak and dimmed his eyes a little but the smile of the girl was so bright that it lighted up his soul. In her it seemed to him that he could see his future, his fortune, his happiness. He gripped the hand of Melrose with one of his, but the other, slowly, he raised to the waiting grasp of Giovanpaolo.


CHAPTER 13
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SEVERAL EVENINGS LATER, Tizzo was dressing with care, helped busily by Elia Bigi, a one-eyed cutthroat, now become his devoted servant. He had drawn on long purple hose, a green doublet heavily embroidered with crimson, green shoes of soft leather that came halfway up the calf of his leg; he had belted on his sword which was balanced at the right hip by a dagger. Scabbard of both sword and dagger were enhanced by rich golden chasings. Over his neck he hung a chain of massive gold, each link variously and curiously worked by a Florentine goldsmith, and supporting an intaglio which showed the noble profile of the famous Giovanpaolo, that Achilles of the condottieri of Italy. He was now swinging over his shoulders a black cloak which shone with an elaborate arabesqueing in silver when a messenger came to the door with a letter.

When Elia gave him the letter, he was about to throw it aside, but his eye saw the arms of the Bardi stamped into the seal and therefore he knew that it was a missive from his dearest friend in the entire city. So he opened the letter and read:



To my brother Tizzo, given in haste from my house; greetings, life, happiness, honor.

Tizzo, go not where you have willed to go on this night. Let your heart sleep. Do not follow it.

Ask me no more for my meaning or for the source of my information.

If I were free to come to you, I would be with you now and beg you on my bended knees to stay at home.

If ever you entered my house like a brave angel from heaven; if ever you saved me from a foul death beyond the holy hand of the church, alone, desperate, hateful to men; if ever I have sworn to you the eternal love of a brother for a brother, believe me now, ask me nothing, and lie quietly in your chamber tonight. It is your time of danger. If it passes, tomorrow will dawn brightly and the rest of your life may be spent in peace.

Farewell. My heart burns with anxiety. Be wise. Be prudent.

With all the blood of my body, thine,
Antonio



When Tizzo had finished the reading, he was so overwhelmed that he threw himself into a chair and bowed his head.

He begs me as he loves me.... True, Antonio loves me.... Go not where you have willed to go on this night.... How should he know where I am to go this night? Beatrice, my noble, glorious, generous, brave, gracious, most perfect Beatrice!... Let my heart sleep? How can I let it sleep when it strides like a lion through my body?... Ask not for his source of information, which means that he has it from a high and dangerous authority.... This is my time of danger? No, by God, it is my time of love! Elia!

Messer Tizzo?

I am called! And I must go. Is my horse ready?

It is, Messer Tizzo.

Not the muleheaded bay for carrying an armored man, but the chestnut Barb that flies?

The Barb is saddled. The silver bridle is on him and the yellow housings with the bells.

Bells? said Tizzo. Well, if they are waiting for me, let them hear me come! But give me that hat with the steel lining.

And the breastplate of Spanish mail? queried Elia.

Yes. Let me have it.... No, I shall not take it.... What manner of man would I be, Elia, if I feared to die? Love of her is my armor. Arrows will turn from me tonight.

I would put my money on a good crossbow bolt, said Elia, or more still on a knife-thrust aimed at the back, or perhaps a little in a few dozen tiles, dropped from an overhanging roof.

Tizzo, staring for a moment at his servant, suddenly broke out of the room and ran hastily down the stairs. In the courtyard he found the slender chestnut Barb standing, a gift from the richest of all the Baglioni, that Grifone who was the most fortunate of men, married to the loveliest of ladies, with the whole world of happiness already in his hands, as it seemed. The occasion of the gift hung now beside the saddle in a case of embossed leather, a common woodsmans ax. The deceptively slender frame of Tizzo had seemed incapable of great efforts and yet with that ax he had cloven the massive jousting helmet, the finest product of the Milanese armorers. It had been put on a horse-post and he had split it from top to bottom with that deft, quick swing which he had learned from Falcones foresters in his boyhood. The reward had been a loud exclamation that ran all the rounds of Perugia — and this beautiful Barb mare which now put out her lovely head and whinnied for her new master.

Once in the saddle, he flew the mare down the crooked, winding, paved streets of Perugia until the dark and massive arch of a city gate appeared before him.

Open! Open! he shouted, as he came up.

The captain of the gate stepped into his path, a tall man in complete armor except for the head, which was shaven close and gray with premature age.

Are you drunk or a fool? he asked bluntly, for the soldiers of the Baglioni were at ease in their manners to the townsfolk. Is it my duty to open the gate to every young hothead who wishes to take the country air at night?

Does this help you, captain? asked Tizzo, thrusting out a hand on which appeared a ring with a large incised emerald on it.

The captain saluted instantly. Messer Tizzo! he said. The light is dim; I could not see your face; forgive me!

He ordered the small portal to be unlocked and it was done at once.

Give me fortune, my captain, said Tizzo.

The captain of the gate laughed. If I dont give it to you, youll take it anyway. I give you fortune, Messer Tizzo. May she be the daughter of the richest merchant in Perugia!

* * * * *

The last exclamation came as Tizzo leaped the Barb through the barely opened portal and let the mare speed away down the slope. He crossed the hollow at the same wild gallop, but let the mare draw down to a trot as he climbed into the hills again. It was the face of Beatrice Baglioni that filled his mind, it was her remembered voice that silenced the hoofbeats of the mare as he drew near the high, dark shoulders of a great villa.

He did not go directly to the big house, but tethering the mare at a short distance from the corner of the stone wall, he climbed that wall like a cat, and dropped lightly down inside it.

Already he was well inside a realm of danger. It was true that he was a chosen friend and supporter of both Astorre and Giovanpaolo Baglioni, but the armed guards they maintained were apt to strike an intruder dead before they looked into his face or asked for his name. Besides, no matter how they valued him, they could not be expected to smile on a romance between him and their own sister, a lady rich enough and famous enough in name and in beauty to marry a prince of a great estate. The Baglioni were, he knew, generous, brave and true to their friends; but they were also ruthless in matters of important policy.

The fragrances of the garden flowers came as intimately as voices to the heart of Tizzo.

There was almost infinite peril about him, but to him it was the spice in the wine, the savor in the breath of life. He would not have altered anything.

When he looked up, he took note of the position of the moon and saw that it still lacked perhaps half of an hour of the position in the sky on which he had agreed with Beatrice. But now she was filling her heart with expectancy in the great villa. That was her room, there at the upper corner of the building that one with the two lighted windows.

Yes, she was there, preparing to steal from the house.

And now she must be coming down the little winding steps which were cut into the wall. She would wear a dark cloak to hide her beauty and defy the moon. Slipping over the lawns like a shadow, she would enter the summerhouse and then he would see, from his place of covert at the hedge above, the signal which they had agreed upon: the triple passing of a light across the face of a window.

He had to sit down on the grass and bow his head in his hands and tell himself stories of his past to make the time pass. When he looked up, the moon was already at the proper place in the sky. The moment had come!

But no signal flashed for him! He waited with a sudden coldness of the heart.

Strange things are done by the great to the humble. What if she had been playing with him? What if she had named the hour for him and, afterwards, had told the story to her maids, laughing pleasantly, wondering how long in the chill of the night the poor redheaded fool would wait in vain?

The window of the summerhouse which faced him was, to be sure, unshuttered; but perhaps it was habitually left open to the cool of the night.

Impatience suddenly overwhelmed him, swept him away. He ran swiftly as the shadow of a stooping hawk across the lawn and peered in through the window. The moonlight made a slant path before him, and in the midst of it saw nothing except a chair which lay on its side.

He was through the window instantly.

The air within was warmer, softer, and a perfume breathed in it that sent an ecstasy through his brain, for it was that fragrance which his lady preferred, he knew. That one chair overturned — that sparkling eye — he leaned and picked from the floor a small ring set with diamonds and knew it for one of the jewels of the Lady Beatrice. At the same time shadows moved softly from the dark corners of the room; he saw them by instinct rather than with his eyes.


CHAPTER 14
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AS FULL AWARENESS leaped into the mind of Tizzo, he heard a voice more hateful to his ears than any other in the world, the young Mateo Marozzo crying: Now! Keep him from the window! Now! Now!

And those shadows were lunging from the corners of the room with a sudden thundering of feet.

This was the danger of which Antonio Bardi had warned him, faithfully. He heard the peculiar grating, clanging noise of the steel plates of armor; he saw the sheen of naked weapons already sweeping past the open window behind him.

There was no refuge in that direction. And since he could see no means of flight he followed the first impulse of a very brave man: with his sword swinging he leaped straight into the face of danger and charged the men immediately before him.

Their own numbers clogged their efforts. Two blades struck at him almost in the same instant. He caught one with the sword, one with the dagger, and burst straight through the fighting men. There was a door before him, barely ajar. Through it he leaped as a hand grappled his cloak and a sword smote the ledge of the doorway above his head. That assailant he heard crying out in the voice of Marozzo, once more.

He turned and struck the man to the floor with the pommel of his sword. Those others, recovering from their confusion, had turned to follow at his heels but he slammed the door and shot home the bolt. By the moonlight he saw a point of steel struck straight through the heavy wood and heard the impact of armored shoulders against the barrier.

It held firm and he turned to the senseless form on the floor. By the hair of the head he raised Marozzo and laid the back of the mans neck across his knee.

Take the rear way; cut him off; a thousand florins for him! he could hear voices shouting.

But with the point of his dagger, with cruel deliberation, he cut a cross in the forehead of Marozzo. The point of the keen weapon shuddered against the bone, so strong was the pressure. And the blood looked black as it flowed down the face of Marozzo.

He, wakening with a groan, heard the voice of Tizzo saying: Where is the lady? Marozzo, here is your death waiting in my hand if you lie; but you live if you tell the truth.

The convent of the Clares! groaned Marozzo.

Tizzo flung the helpless body from him and sprang up. A fellow with an ax was smashing in the outer door to this room and there was a clamor of many voices near him. So Tizzo drew back again the bolt which he had just shot and leaped back into the first room.

Two soldiers were still in the place, but totally unprepared for this sally, and Tizzo leaped through the window and raced over the gentle slope of the lawn.

They were hopelessly lost behind him, in a moment, those fellows in the anchoring weight of their armor. He leaped the first hedge, gained the wall, and was over it and in the saddle of the Barb, while the clamor still poured aimlessly toward him from the distance.

The swift mare carried him from all danger, now, like a leaf in a strong wind.

And still, as he looked up, he saw the same moon which had promised him happiness sliding over the wide arch of the night and tossing a meager drift of clouds into shining spray.

But in an hour the entire prospect of his life had changed. He had been the friend of the Baglioni; what was he to them now? The red hair which had been his passport through the city gate might be his death warrant now. And Lady Beatrice was closed inside the icy walls of a convent until it pleased her lordly brothers to set her free!

He could not cast forward to any conclusion; the speed of the mare had brought him back to the same gate of the city before anything was settled in his mind; he was knocking again at the portal with an instinctive hand, and he heard a voice calling through the shot-window: Who is there?

Ive come through this way once before, tonight, said Tizzo.

Ah, it is he! Tizzo heard a quieter voice mutter before the hole in the gate.

The middle door was opened at once, and he saw that same tall captain approaching, now with a naked sword in his hand and a helmet on his head.

Messer Tizzo, said the captain, with a certain happy unction, I arrest you in the name—

Of my foot! cried Tizzo, and driving a spur into the side of the Barb, he made her bound like a deer while he drove the heel of his other foot straight into the face of the captain.

Crossbows! Crossbows! shouted the captain in a muffled voice as he staggered and fell.

The crossbows were quickly at the shoulder, but before a single quarrel could fly, the Barb had rounded the corner of the first building and was raising loud echoes down the narrows of the street.

So Tizzo came back into Perugia easily enough, but would he find it such a simple matter to get out again? If he were wanted, he probably would be caught, because the Baglioni knew how to turn their city into a bird net which was capable of catching even the swiftest hawk in the highest sky.

But here he was riding on the street which contained the convent of the gentle order of the Clares, that sisterhood which followed the mind of St. Francis. But however good their lives and sweet their ways, the gray of their habits was not so gloomy as the bitterness in the mind of Tizzo. The gray gowns seemed to Tizzo to have claimed his lady, and she was shut away from him already as though by the veil of twenty years.

And now he sat the Barb under the lofty wall of the convent, staring hopelessly up at the barred casements. Somewhere inside the building a bell was striking, as though to hurry penitents to their prayers. The knees of Tizzo weakened, also. He would have been glad to throw himself down on the pavement of the street and to ask God for mercy in the midst of his wretchedness.

It was now that a figure detached itself from the arched shadows near the door of the building and came slowly across the street toward him, a ragged beggar, walking with a staff. When he came closer, he lifted his tattered hat.

Messer Tizzo? he asked, humbly.

Well? demanded Tizzo.

This is for your hand, signore.

And he handed to Tizzo a letter from which there came the slightest scent of perfume, a fragrance more grateful to Tizzo than all the music of the spheres.

He ripped open the letter and read the writing by the dim moonlight.



Tizzo, we are betrayed. Astorre is wild with rage. Even Giovanpaolo has struck his hand on his sword and sworn an oath. A wretched woman of my own household has told everything. I shall spend my days kneeling, praying for your life. Fly, Tizzo, fly! My love follows you.

Beatrice


CHAPTER 15
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THE GIFT OF a florin made the beggar begin to bless Tizzo and all his ancestors.

I dont know their names, said Tizzo harshly, interrupting the long benediction, so keep your prayers for your own spindle-shanks.

Out of the letter came two great facts: that his lady loved him, which lifted earth to heaven and spread blue fields of eternal happiness before him; and that Giovanpaolo had struck his sword hilt with rage — which swept all of this happiness out of existence again.

Tizzo sat his saddle musing through a long moment until he heard the clanking of armor down the street and saw the dim swinging light of a lantern approaching. Then he turned the head of the Barb mare and rode on the wildest errand he had ever attempted in all his wild life.

Danger came to him from the Baglioni. The innermost brain as well as the strongest striking hand of the Baglioni was Giovanpaolo. Therefore he intended to go straight to that man of many devices.

Giovanpaolo, he knew, was spending the night at the house of his cousin, Grifone, in order to discuss with him, late and early, the plans for the reception of Astorres wife, who was to arrive the next day from Naples. The whole city was to be given over to a great fiesta in honor of the newly married pair and already the preparations were making the town hum day and night.

Toward the house of Grifone he went, therefore, and rode his horse slowly past the great façade. At all the corners of it were posted small groups of men-at-arms to keep watch, for the Baglioni were masters of the city, though Perugia was full of danger to them. The exiled house of the Oddi still retained a great number of adherents within the walls and these were likely to strike whenever the opportunity was good. What bait more tempting than to find within the walls of one house both the richest and the wisest of the Baglioni?

Since it was obvious that he would not be able to enter the house through one of the lower windows, he determined to take the place in the rear. So he went to the next lane, left the good mare tethered in it, and looked up the gloomy height of the side wall of that house which adjoined Grifones.

He took off his hat to have the weight of the steel lining from his head. He put away the heavy cloak, also. In doublet, hose, and the soft green leather shoes he prepared to climb, but first he hung his sword by its shortened belt from around his neck. So lightened he went up the side of the house with ease. As a cat climbs, at home in the branches, swift-footed and confident, so he ran up the window bars which were like ladders, clawed his way over the great projecting ledges, and came at last to the high cornice, which thrust well out from the wall of the building. Balanced on a mere edging of stonework that girdled the house, he looked up to study this hazard, and made sure that he could hardly hope to surmount the barrier. Then he saw a projecting coping stone on which he might be able to fasten, but it was well beyond his reach.

He slipped off his sword and stretching out his arm, hooked the belt over the stone. As well as he was able, he tested the strength of this anchorage; he looked to the fastening which, except in time of action, held the sword blade to the sheath.

However, he was a fellow who usually found the first thought better than the second. In another moment, setting his teeth, he grasped the sword blade and allowed himself to swing out from the wall of the building. Above him, he felt the belt slide on the stone and made sure that he would drop the next instant into thin air.

That was why he looked down and saw in the street, made narrow by the height at which he hung, two lanterns and a dozen men gathered about his mare.

Would they glance up and find that dim, small object dangling under the great eaves of the house?

* * * * *

The belt no longer slipped. It had stuck precariously, at the very end of the projecting stone, and Tizzo pulled himself up gingerly, hand over hand, until he could grasp the stone itself. Then, in a moment, he had swung himself onto the steep slant of the roof, gathering the sword up after him.

Lying flat, he peered down and made out the mare being led away, while one lantern went swaying down the street and another was hurried up its length. For all he knew, they might well have seen him above their heads and they were now going to spread the alarm. Nevertheless he went forward.

That moon which had appeared to him like a bright face of promise earlier in the night was now sloping into the west and the stars were wheeling slowly after it. He gave them one glance and then crossed the roof to its farther side. The roof of the great house of Grifone Baglioni began here, with hardly a ten foot gap between the two cornices.

He bounded across that chasm quickly and nimbly.

A flat roof-garden stood in the center of the space with a door leading downward. The door was locked, but the bolt was so flimsy that it gave at once to the pressure of his shoulder, and so he passed down into the house of Grifone. Past the upper corridor, he went down to the second hall and through this to the end because he knew perfectly where Giovanpaolo would be lodged. It was not the first time that Tizzo had been in this palace and he knew that the suite of honor adjoined a fine open loggia which overlooked the piazza. Here he expected to find Giovanpaolo.

He turned to the loggia. The door was not locked and he stepped into the open, peering down from between the columns into the width of the piazza.

No one stirred across that great pavement; he could hear the sound of the fountain waters in the middle of the place like the soft rushing of a wind.

From the loggia he turned through the next door and found himself in a large anteroom lighted clearly enough by two lamps which no doubt had been supplied with oil to burn all the night through. There lay the hat of Giovanpaolo, shining with an incrustation of pearls all over the crown. On a chair were piled the cuirass, the leg armor of finest steel; a two-handed sword leaned in its sheath against the chair. On the table were a pair of golden spurs with immensely long rowels. And beside the spurs lay an open book, beautifully printed according to the new art which had been introduced through Italy from Germany, that distant nation of northern barbarians. It was strange, thought Tizzo, that any art could come from that misty, northern region!

Through a doorway adjoining he passed into a chamber far more dimly lighted by a single small lamp from whose wick a mere tremor of flame rose, so that the shadows washed up and down the walls ceaselessly and the entire apartment became a ghostly thing.

The paintings along the walls seemed more real than the figure of the man who lay on the great bed. It stood huge as a house at the side of the chamber.

The sleeper must have had restless dreams, for even now he was stirring uneasily, gripping a hand above his head, and muttering. Half of the covers had slipped from him and spilled toward the floor.

Tizzo leaned over him and recognized the strong, handsome face of Giovanpaolo.

He had come to the end of his short quest!

His sword was naked in his hand, now. He placed the point of it close to the throat of the sleeper and, leaning still closer, heard Giovanpaolo muttering: Once more, men of Florence, brave fellows! If you are hungry, remember that there is bread and wine in their tents. The fat, red wine of Siena, comrades! Charge once more with me and we shall have it!

The warrior was fighting again some battle in his sleep as Tizzo murmured: Waken, my lord! There is a sword at your throat.


CHAPTER 16
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THE ROUSING OF such a warrior as Giovanpaolo was like the rousing of a lion, Tizzo knew, and he watched with apprehension and curiosity. Giovanpaolo, opening his eyes, looked without a start along the steady gleam of the sword and up into the eyes of the youth.

So, Tizzo? he said. Murder?

If Id wanted to murder you, said Tizzo, as much as youve wanted to murder me, I could have drawn the edge of this sword across your throat or dipped the point of the dagger into your heart. I have come to talk to you.

Let me reach the sword in that chair and I can answer all your questions, said Giovanpaolo.

He sat up in the bed, looking earnestly at Tizzo.

Why have you wished to murder me? asked Tizzo.

Ive had no such wish, said Giovanpaolo.

You knew that armed men were posted at the summer house of Messer Astorre, waiting for me, said Tizzo.

I knew that a trap was baited. I could not believe that such a clever cat as Tizzo would play the mouse and walk into the danger.

But if I were fool enough to go — there was the end of me, so far as you are concerned? asked Tizzo.

My dear Tizzo, said the warrior, what use have I for fools in my life? I knew you were a brave man and a good fighter, so I valued you; but if you were fool enough to throw your eyes on Lady Beatrice with hope, you are no more to me than a dog that bays the moon.

Tizzo regarded the Baglioni with a curious eye. There was no fear in this man, and there was a ruthless frankness of truth in his remarks, as though the long, keen blade of the sword were no more than a pointing finger.

Sir Giovanpaolo, said Tizzo, if I have looked at the lady it is because I love her as other men love angels in heaven.

My friend, answered the Baglioni, every pretty girl is as bright as a star — while she is at a distance. I want to keep you from Lady Beatrice.

Who means to you, agreed Tizzo, gloomily, a strong marriage with some powerful house.

She means that to us, answered Giovanpaolo. Men who rule cities, Tizzo, cannot be governed by ordinary motives. Beatrice is a pretty thing, and moreover she is a Baglioni, therefore she has to be of use to the house. And what are you? A fellow with a fine flame on his head and a fine spark in his eye — but no more.

My lord, said Tizzo, straightening, the reason I came to you was to ask for an explanation.

I have given you one, said Giovanpaolo, looking both at the sword and the man without fear.

I was sworn to your service, said Tizzo, and yet you were willing to throw me to the dogs of Marozzo.

It was he who had the forethought and the information, answered the other, shrugging his shoulders.

The Lady Beatrice was to be the bait, and I was to be the rat for the trap!

If you play the rats part, you must die the rats death.

And you, my patron, for whom I have fought with my sword — you let me go to my death?

No. I gave you a fighting chance but a good one. To a man who loves you like a brother, to that same Bardi who owes his life to you, I let a hint be given that you should keep at home tonight.

Tizzo started. And if I had done as he advised me to do?

Then, when Marozzos trap had closed on nothing, I should have seized his house and his possessions, given a moiety of them to you, and had him beaten from Perugia with whips; as a man who dared to conspire against and falsely accuse my nearest followers.

Tizzo was staring, now. There was a queer, crooked, cruel morality in this attitude of mind that he could not fathom. He could see the fact, but he could not feel any understanding of it.

Instead, he said, bitterly, the lady is closed inside a convent until you choose to bring her out for a political wedding, and I am an enemy of your house forever.

Not unless you wish to be one, said Giovanpaolo. All the qualities that I saw in you before are in you still. I have removed the temptation of Lady Beatrice from your way and I have flashed a sword in your eyes. There is no reason why we should not carry on as we have done before.

There is a reason, said Tizzo, his heart beating high.

Name it to me, then, answered Giovanpaolo.

You have set a trap for me and therefore you are a traitor to me, my lord. What keeps me from driving this sword through your heart, then?

A certain foolish set of scruples prevents you, said Giovanpaolo. And the light in your eyes, Tizzo, is the love of battle, not of murder. You cannot strike an unarmed man.

It is true, said Tizzo. But there is plenty of light in the next room. You have a sword there and another on this chair. These apartments are set off from the rest of the house so that the clashing of swords will bring no interruption to us. Your highness, we will fight hand to hand and wash our stained honors clean with our blood.

That, said Giovanpaolo, is as childish and mad an idea as I have ever heard, but I like it.

He rose from the bed and picked up from the chair beside it a sheathed sword. The scabbard fell away with a hissing sound and left in the hand of the Baglioni a blade as like that of Tizzos as a twin brother. Giovanpaolo led the way straight into the next room and from the scattered clothes selected hose, doublet, and slippers. Now that he was dressed, he took his position and weighted the balance of his weapon. His sleeve, thrust back to the elbow, showed a forearm alive with snaky muscles. The wrist was perfectly rounded by the distention of the big tendons. Stories of the terrible cunning and strength of this man rushed back upon the brain of Tizzo; for in Giovanpaolo there was the brain to plan great battles and then the courage of a hero to lead his soldiers through the fight.

Now, Tizzo, said Giovanpaolo, Im to thank you for this pretty little occasion. How often do we have a chance to fence with honest, edged weapons? How often does blood follow the touch?

He began to advance, slowly.

I shall have to let the world know that you burst in on me like an assassin, he said, but I shall have you honorably buried. Tizzo, I salute your courage, I smile at your folly. Defend yourself!

On the heel of these words, he rushed suddenly to the attack. Tizzo, having marked everything in the big room, gave back before the assault, and at the first ringing touch of steel against steel, he knew that he had met a great master.

The lightning feet of Tizzo were his defense and his attack. The sleights of a magicians hands were no more subtle than the flying of his feet, the intricate dancing measures through which they passed.

Twice, in as many minutes, Giovanpaolo cornered his man and set his teeth with a grim, furious purpose to drive the sword through the body of the enemy; and twice, with hardly a parry, Tizzo swayed from the darting point and was away.

Giovanpaolo began to sweat. He drew back to take breath, measuring his man and the work before him.

By God, Tizzo, he said, you are such an exquisite master that my heart bleeds to think that I must lose you through my own handiwork. Defend yourself!

He leaped again to the attack. The man was as cunning as a fox, leaving apparently wide openings to invite the point of Tizzos blade and flashing a murderous counterattack the moment Tizzo lunged at the opening. But Tizzo, holding back, with a carelessly hanging guard, met the assaults, moving his sword arm little, his feet much. There seemed to be an intricate pattern on the floor, in every one of whose divisions he had to step. Death darted past his face, his throat, his body, but it always missed him by a hairs breadth.

And then Tizzo began to attack in earnest. He had fathomed the consummate science of his man, by this time. Now he pressed steadily in, until Giovanpaolo began to groan faintly in his breathing. His face turned pale; it was polished with sweat.

Here a heavy beating came against the door.

Who is there? called Giovanpaolo.

In the name of God, your highness, we have heard swords clashing in your rooms!

Giovanpaolo looked at Tizzo for an instant. A faint, cruel smile dawned on his face.

But he answered: I am fencing with a friend. Be gone and leave us in peace.

There is one other thing, your highness. The noble Mateo Marozzo is now in your house, his face horribly wounded. Tizzo, men say, has escaped from a dozen men, branded the face of Mateo Marozzo forever, and escaped. But he is still in Perugia. Shall all the gates be guarded for him?

No! called Giovanpaolo. He is already gone! Let me be in peace!

Footfalls obediently withdrew.

Tizzo said: Your highness, I have always known that you must be such a man as this. You could have let your servants in to kill me like a blind puppy. I thank you. Your highness is troubled; your breath is short and your arm is tired. Shall we end this fighting?

End it? exclaimed Giovanpaolo. Do you think that I shall ever give over a battle I have entered upon?

He came in with a desperate, last strength. Twice the leap of his sword blinded the very eyes of Tizzo. And he, half down upon one knee, used suddenly the secret stroke which the baron of Melrose had given to him as a treasure.

The sword of Giovanpaolo, knocked from his hand, wheeled brightly in the air and then descending, thrust straight through the cushioned bottom of a chair.

Giovanpaolo himself, unabashed, hurled himself straightforward at Tizzo, in spite of the level gleam of the weapon that pointed at his breast.

And Tizzo could not strike the final blow! His arm turned weak and senseless to make the stroke. Giovanpaolo, brushing past the bright point of danger, grasped the doublet of Tizzo at the neck and thrust him back against the wall. The other hand caught Tizzos sword hand at the wrist.

So for a moment they stood, with the glare of savage beast in the eyes of Giovanpaolo.

But this fire died out. His hands left their holds. His head dropped forward wearily on his breast. He turned from Tizzo and, slipping into a chair, rested his forehead on the heels of his hands.

Tizzo sheathed his sword and felt gingerly the bruised muscles about his throat.

To be beaten — and then spared — like a dog! groaned Giovanpaolo.

Tizzo went to the loggia door and paused there.

Your highness, he said, I cannot fight under you any longer; and it is seen that God will not let me strike against you. Therefore I leave Perugia forever. Farewell. To the Lady Beatrice, say that I send my prayers—

Be silent! commanded Giovanpaolo. Pour wine for us at that table, and bring it at once.


CHAPTER 17
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NOW, TIZZO, HE said, you have taken service under me before. In the meantime, you have dared to look past your height to the Lady Beatrice. In reward for that, I have allowed you to be trapped. You were a step from death in the summer house of Astorre tonight. I have been half an inch from death in this room. Tizzo, for the evil I have done you, forgive me.

Forgive you? said Tizzo, overcome by the humility of this fierce master of Perugia. Highness, I have forgotten all offense!

You have beaten me, said Giovanpaolo. It could be in my heart to hate you, Tizzo; it is also in my heart to love you. I cast the hate away — here he spilled a little of the wine purposely on the floor— and I take the love, instead. This cup, Tizzo, is filled with immortal friendship. Beware before you taste the wine. If it passes your lips it is as though you drank my blood. Do you hear me?

I hear you, highness, said Tizzo, beginning to tremble with a great emotion.

Are you prepared to be with me two hands, two hearts, two souls of friendship?

I am! said Tizzo.

Then give me your hand! said Giovanpaolo, grasping that of Tizzo at the same moment. I drink to you, Tizzo, in token that so long as blood runs in my body, it is your blood and ready to flow for you.

They drank, and setting down the silver goblets stared at one another for a moment, as men who already saw a strange future stretching before them.

Giovanpaolo, said Tizzo, this is a beginning. Whether it be a dry death or a wet one, by steel, or fire, or bullets, or starvation, may we come to the same ending together.

Giovanpaolo, picking up from the table a heavy ring of gold, laid it on the floor and stamped on it. He lifted it, snapped it in two parts.

Take this, he said to Tizzo. Whatever message comes with it, night or day, if the half of the ring fits with my half, I shall go at once to answer you.

If your portion comes to me in the same manner, answered Tizzo, by the blood of God I shall come to you in spite of ten thousand.

So, so! said Giovanpaolo. We have spoken in a very high strain for a few moments. Sit down, my friend. But — sacred heaven! When I think that a moment ago I stood with a naked breast in front of the point of your sword, I am still amazed. Where did you learn that last trick of the blade, Tizzo? Or did some devil of an enchanter teach you the thing? Will you teach it to me?

Whatever I know I shall teach you — and that same stroke as soon as I have the permission of the man who taught it to me.

Who was that?

Henry, baron of Melrose.

That wild-headed Englishman loves you, I know, Tizzo. He put his head in jeopardy to keep you from death when he rode into this city and gave himself into the hands of Astorre to have you set free. Do you give medicine to make them love you, Tizzo? What is Henry of Melrose to you — except that he is the chief leader of the forces of the Oddi and plots daily against the lives of the Baglioni?

He is, said Tizzo, a friend of the Oddi, for what he chiefly serves is chance and the bright face of danger. To follow danger, he has left his country and ridden around the world. At last he came seeking for me; and for what mysterious reason I still cannot tell. He values me, I know, and again I cannot tell why. And that not in modesty, but because the strange love of this man amazes me! I only know that he came one day into my life, dashed me away from all the future I had come to accept, and swept me away at his side in the pursuit of adventure. There the Lady Beatrice crossed my way. You know how I set her free from the Oddi and followed her here. You know how that pursuit of her almost won me my death at the hands of Marozzo. And now it has led me to the rooms of your highness — and made us pledge our hands together.

All spoken like a prophet, said Giovanpaolo. It is true that you are a wild-headed lover of the Lady Beatrice. Now tell me what you would have me do? Marry you to her?

Five minutes ago, said Tizzo, I would have stolen her with poison or swords. Now I would not lift a finger to come near her without your special permission.

So? said Giovanpaolo. If men were like you, I should have to give up war and my old way of living; I should have to take to frankness, honesty, truth, and mercy. Let me tell you this — if the time comes when I can persuade old Messer Guido, the head of our house, you shall marry Beatrice on that day. And Ill carry you to see her this moment.

You will? exclaimed Tizzo.

This moment, said Giovanpaolo, she shall be set free from the house of the Clares and permitted to see you.

Wait! said Tizzo. Before I take so much from you, tell me in what way I shall be able to serve you? Tell me, quickly, before my heart bursts, that service of which you are most in need.

I should have to drop you like a plummet into the sea, deeply into the heart of a man who smiles in my face but who is, I fear, my greatest enemy, said the Baglioni.

Let me go to him then, cried Tizzo, and I shall read his mind and you shall know his present attitude.

Tizzo, if you could do that, the weight of the world would be removed from me!

What is his name?

Jeronimo della Penna.

But he is one of the chief friends of the Baglioni.

So he seems, said Giovanpaolo, but as a matter of fact he is known to have been kind to our enemies, of late.

For all that is known to others, said Tizzo, I have been pursued through the city by your riders—

There I was at fault, said Giovanpaolo.

It is forgotten, answered Tizzo. But suppose that tomorrow you put a price on my head and proclaim me an enemy? I return to the house of my foster father. There is an estate of this della Penna close by. If he truly hates you, and learns that I also am your enemy, will he not try at once to make me his friend?

Giovanpaolo laughed, suddenly and loudly.

Our friends are the eyes that look into the hearts of the world; the ears that listen to its mind. With two more like you, Tizzo, I should be able to conquer Italy in six months. — But wait — there is a frightful peril. You and I alone will know the truth. All of my family will hunt you down like a wild beast the moment I put the price on your head; and you know already that the Baglioni can be cruel enemies.

You, and I, and the Lady Beatrice will know the truth, said Tizzo. That is enough for me. Nothing is gained without danger. If della Penna is your enemy, within two days I shall know the degree of his hatred. You may depend on that.

It is done! said Giovanpaolo. Here, cloak yourself with this and pull the hood down over your head. Already it is dawn. We shall go to Beatrice now!

Wrapped in a length of blue velvet that muffled his body and his sword, with the hood pulled down over his face, Tizzo a moment later was passing down the halls, down the great stairs, through the tremor of life which the night lights revealed along the painted walls of the house of Grifone and so out onto the street, where he walked eastward with Giovanpaolo toward a great, golden Venus which blazed in the green forehead of the morning sky. But the lesser stars already were withdrawing to their distances like the lights of a retreating army.

So they came to the high, bald front of the convent of the Clares, where the porter saw the face of Giovanpaolo and bowed very lowly as though he would strike his forehead against the floor.


CHAPTER 18
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TIZZO, STRIDING ANXIOUSLY up and down in the reception room, looked again and again toward the shimmering bars of iron which set off the room from the little cell in which the sisters of the order might appear to converse with their friends. He had waited, he was sure, for hours, before hinges moved with a dull, grating sound, and then a candle was carried into the cell by a veiled girl with a beautiful face.

Tizzo leaped to the bars and grasped them.

Beatrice! he said.

Beatrice, said Giovanpaolo, Tizzo is now my sworn brother. He has forgiven my sins; will you do the same?

How did you buy him, Giovanpaolo? asked the girl.

With my right hand, said Giovanpaolo.

Has he given you his hand? she asked suddenly of Tizzo.

And I have given him mine, said Tizzo.

Her face softened suddenly.

Did you hate me, Beatrice? I came to the place honestly, as I told you I would, and before the time. And there I was!

Do you know what I found there? she asked.

Marozzo?

Yes. My wretched maid had sold my secrets to him; and Giovanpaolo let him use what he had learned.

I was to blame, said Giovanpaolo.

Some day, she said fiercely, I shall pay you home for that, my handsome brother!

Hush! said Tizzo. I have put my mark on Marozzo.

With the point of my dagger I have drawn a cross on his forehead that will make him a crusader the rest of his life. No doctor will ever rub that mark away.

Tizzo, I love you! said the girl.

* * * * *

The mulberry, orange, and lemon trees flavored the airs that blew over the house of Luigi Falcone, and through the lawns of his garden great-headed plane trees gave shade and spear-headed cypresses marked the walks and circled the fountains. There was an artificial lake expensively produced by diverting the water from a creek among the hills and leading it here to fill an excavated hollow in the midst of the garden. A Venetian gondola with a gondolier waited there on the convenience of the master.

This fellow now started up, for his name was called.

Olimpio! Fat-witted, lazy Olimpio!

Mother of heaven! said Olimpio. It is my master!

And he leaped up to the deck and to the handle of his oar. As soon as he saw the flaming head of Tizzo under the shadows of the trees that crowned the bank, Olimpio began to lean his weight on the long oar and drive the little bark furiously forward.

Wait here, said Tizzo to Elia Bigi. Before he left the town of Perugia he had said to the one-eyed servant: Elia, I am about to leave Perugia as a proscribed man with a price on my head. You can sit here and keep my rooms, or you can ride with me and risk your neck. And the grotesque answered: Well, if I stay here I shall lose my appetite and the only eye thats left to me will grow dull as an unused knife. But if I go with you, every day will have a salt and savor of its own. So he had ridden with Tizzo, each with a shirt of the finest Spanish mail, and a steel-lined bonnet, and the pair of them got hastily from the town.

The gondolier, bringing his boat swiftly and gracefully along the side of the little pier at the edge of the lake, held out both hands with a shout, but Tizzo leaped from the pier exactly into the center of the gondola.

Tizzo! cried Olimpio. Ah, two-footed cat. You could drop from a treetop and never break the leaves that you landed on. Welcome home! Welcome, welcome! You have been dancing with the devil in Perugia and still he has not turned your hair gray!

Tizzo shook the greeting hands warmly and laughed: The best day is the day of the returning. Is your master on the island?

He is there with a Greek manuscript, said Olimpio. He will make it a fiesta when he knows you have come!

From the columns of the temple, as the gondola touched the shore, there ran out a tall, bald-headed man who threw up his hands with a shout when he saw Tizzo.

For a moment it seemed to Tizzo that he was again the nameless waif of the village streets, standing agape as the lord of the castle went past him. And then, like the blurred flicker of many pictures, his memory touched the years when he had entered this house as the humblest of pages and grown at last to the position of foster son and heir.

Now he had fallen into the arms of Luigi Falcone. Now he was being swept into the little summer house where the harp stood aslant against a chair and, on a table, were scattered the yellow parchments of old manuscripts.

What have you been doing with your Greek, Tizzo? demanded Falcone.

Ive been using it to sharpen my sword, said Tizzo.

Ive heard that you and Giovanpaolo Baglioni are like two brothers together; and a man must have a sharp sword to be a brother to Giovanpaolo. But Perugia is a city of murder.

Im a proscribed man with a price on my head, said Tizzo. Havent you heard that?

Proscribed? By the Baglioni? Tizzo, what are you doing lingering here so close to Perugia? Wait! Ill call for horses! Well send you as fast as hoofs can gallop—

Ive fled all this distance from Perugia and Im tired of flight, said Tizzo. Im going to stay here.

Theyll come in a drove and slaughter you, lad!

Perhaps they will. But the fact is that a man has to die some time, and its better to be struck down from in front than stabbed in the back. Ill run no farther. Its as easy to die young as it is to die old.

Of course it is, said Falcone. But are you really resolved to run no more from the Baglioni?

Not another step — today, said Tizzo, and laughed.

Falcone laughed in tarn. The same blue devil is in your eyes and the same red devil is in your hair, he said with a smile.

Well go into the villa. I have some French wine for you. You shall tell me everything; and Ill give orders that every man on my place shall take weapons and be prepared to fight for you!

Not a stroke! Not a stroke! said Tizzo. Ive made my own fortune and whatever is in the cup Ill be ready to drink it, alone.

They went back in the gondola, and as he left the boat Tizzo gave some golden florins to Olimpio. Turn them into silver, he said, and scatter them among all the servants. Tell them that the Baglioni want my life and that if it is known that I am here in the Villa Falcone, Im not better than a dead man.

Ah, signore, said Olimpio, his eyes still startled by the sight of the gold, we all are ready to die for you; not a whisper will come from one of us.

But as they went on toward the large house, Falcone said: Tizzo, that is the act of a child, really! You tell them that the Baglioni are hunting you, and you ask the servants to say not a word. But how can they cease from talking? They have heard no gossip like this for many years! You have come back from Perugia with the atmosphere of a hundred duels about you.

So how can they keep from talking about you?

Let them talk, then, said Tizzo. Even mute swans have to sing when they die. Let them talk.

In fact, said Falcone, suddenly stopping, it is a part of your plan to have them talk?

Perhaps it is, agreed Tizzo. But dont ask me what the plan may be.

I shall ask nothing, said Falcone. Even when the wasps begin to hum, Ill try to brush them away and merely go on rejoicing myself in you, Tizzo. Tell me everything! What have you learned in new swordplay? Are you content in Perugia? Why dont you decide to travel across the world? There are great new things to see, in these days. But you hear everything in Perugia, because it is on a main road to Rome. Tell me all the news of the world, Tizzo! I hunger to learn it!

They sat in an open loggia near the top of the large house, looking over the green rolling of the Umbrian hills; the sunflare shimmered over all. They drank white wine of Bordeaux, cooled with packings of snow.

So they sat talking and laughing together while the day ran on toward the evening. The dusk was descending blue and soft after the hot summer day when a whistle sounded from the trees near the villa and Tizzo bounded to his feet.

Is it danger? Wait for me, Tizzo! exclaimed Falcone. I catch up my sword and follow you instantly—

But Tizzo was gone, flashing through the bright, painted rooms, leaping down the stairways and then out the door into the garden.

There he found a big, gray-headed man whose eyes shone even through the dimness of the twilight. He wore heavy riding boots; his doublet was wide open at the base of his great throat. A small round hat, plumed at one side, sat jauntily on his head, and at his side a heavy sword made a light shivering sound of steel against the scabbard as he moved to greet Tizzo. Even Luigi Falcone, even Giovanpaolo Baglioni were no greater in the eyes of Tizzo than this man who had made him the gift of one consummate trick of swordplay.


CHAPTER 19
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THEY GREETED EACH other as men who have owed their lives to one another. Then, as Baron Melrose pushed himself back to arms length, he surveyed the younger man with care.

You are no bigger in the bones than when I last saw you, he said. But neither is the wasp as big as an eagle, and yet it can trouble a man more. Still, I could wish that there were twenty English pounds of extra beef on you. Then you could spend more muscle and less spirit in your wars.

My lord, said Tizzo, I am what I am — a starved thing compared with you, but ready to guard your back in any battle. Tell me, how do you dare to show yourself so near to Perugia? Are the Oddi rising to try to retake the town? How did you know so quickly that I was at the Villa Falcone? Where have you been since I last saw you?

If I had four tongues and four separate sets of brains, I would begin to answer all those questions at once, said the big Englishman, laughing. But as the matter stands, I have to speak them one by one. As for the Oddi, their secrets are their own. I am no nearer Perugia than I have been for a month. And I knew you were here because a whisper ran through the hills and came to my ears. Now for one question in my turn: Have you broken with Giovanpaolo, Astorre, and all the Baglioni?

Ive crossed swords with Giovanpaolo, said Tizzo. Ive had my life attempted in the garden of Messer Astorre. And a price has been put on my head.

Have all of these things happened? asked Henry of Melrose. You can pick up trouble faster than a pigeon can pick up wheat. But if the Baglioni have closed one door in your face, another opens of its own weight behind you. Tizzo, Jeronimo della Penna wishes to speak to you.

About what?

He will open the subject to you himself.

Tizzo! called the anxious voice of Falcone.

Say farewell to Falcone, said Melrose, and meet me again here. That is, if you wish to face della Penna tonight.

There was nothing that Tizzo wished to see less than the long, dark face of Jeronimo della Penna, but it was for the very purpose of sounding the depths and the intentions of this man that Giovanpaolo had schemed with him. Therefore: I return in one moment! said Tizzo, and hurried to meet Falcone.

Im called away, said Tizzo.

Into what? demanded Falcone. Tizzo, you shall stay this night, at least, in my house.

I have to go. I am compelled, said Tizzo. As surely as a swallow ever followed summer, so I have to follow the whistle that sounded for me tonight.

Its a thing that I dont like, said Falcone. But the devil befriends young men. Good-by again. Wait — here is a purse you may need — no, take it. God bless you; come to me again when you can!

And Tizzo was away again to the side of Melrose.

They walked on through the gardens until they heard the ringing strokes of an ax in a hollow, followed by the crashing of a great tree. The fall of the heavy trunk seemed to shake the ground under them.

There are friends of mine, yonder, working by lanternlight, said Tizzo. And I must speak a word with them. Wait here — or at least keep out of their sight.

Tizzo, hurrying on, came on three foresters who worked by a dim, shaking light which had been hung from the branch of a small sapling. Unshaven of face, ragged in their clothes, the three were preparing to attack another huge pine tree with axes.

My friends! called Tizzo, stepping into the faint circle of the light. Taddeo — Riccardo — Adolfo — well met again!

The three turned slowly toward him. Old Taddeo began to nod his bearded head.

Here comes the Firebrand again. What forests have you been burning down, Tizzo? Is it true that the Baglioni are leaning their weight and ready to fall on your head?

Tizzo grasped their hands. Ive had my hands filled with something besides axshafts, he admitted. But Im happy enough to see you all again.

Your hand has turned soft, said Taddeo.

It is harder than my head, however, laughed Tizzo. Why are you working so late?

Because the overseer drives us like dogs.

Ill speak to my father. You shall not be enslaved like this!

No man is a slave who has mastered an art, said Taddeo. He waved his great ax with one hand. And we are masters of ours! he added. But have you touched the haft of an ax since we last saw you?

An ax has helped me more than a sword, said Tizzo. Give me a mark and let me show you that my eye is still clear.

Old Taddeo struck the trunk of the tree a slashing blow and left a broad, white face, large as the disk of the moon and shining brightly.

There is the target. Make a mark for him, my sons, said Taddeo.

Big Riccardo, chuckling half in malice, drew out a knife, picked up a straight stick to make a ruler, and calmly drew a five-pointed star with the sharp steel edge. Where the knife cut the white of the pine wood it left a thin, glistening streak, hardly perceptible except to a very fine eye.

Old Taddeo ran the tips of his hard fingers over the design and laughed loudly.

Let me see it done, then! he said. It has never been managed before even by the oldest woodsman in the forest. Strike at that target freely, Tizzo. There are ten strokes to make and with the tenth the star should leap out from the tree. And then see that every one of your strokes has hit exactly the ruled line. Ten strokes without a single failure — here is my own ax to use, and if you succeed — why, the ax is yours!

Tizzo accepted the ax and looked down on it with attention. Of old, from his boyhood, he had heard about that ax, and he had seen it swung, more than once, in the hands of Taddeo. The steel had a curious look. It was blue, with a strangely intermingling pattern of lines of gray. And the story was that once a fine Damascus blade had been brought back from the Orient, and being broken it had been rewelded by the father of Taddeo, not into a new sword, but into an axhead. That matchless steel, supple as thought, hard as crystal, had been transformed into a common woodsmans ax. The blue shining of it seemed to be reflected, at that moment, in the flame-blue of the eyes of Tizzo as he swayed the cunningly poised weight of the ax.

For two lifetimes that ax had been in use, the handle altered, refined, reshaped, so as to give it a gently sweeping curve. The balance was perfect. It grew to the hand like an extension of the body.

Tizzo threw down on the ground the purse which he had just received from Falcone.

I take the challenge, and if I fail, that purse is yours, my friends. Watch me now, Taddeo. Watch, Riccardo, Adolfo! There are ten enemies; if I miss one of them, the gold in that purse is your gold, and you will all be rich for ten years!

So, measuring his distance, swinging the ax lightly once or twice to free his muscles, he suddenly attacked the dim target with no calm deliberation, but with a shower of strokes, as though he stood foot to foot with fighting antagonists. With each stroke the ax bit in deeply; and with the tenth a block of solid wood leaped out from the blazed surface of the tree and fell upon the ground — a perfect star with five points!

The three foresters raised a single deep-throated shout and actually fell on their knees to examine the work that had been done. But neither on the fallen star nor on the edges of the blazed surface appeared a single one of the lines which Riccardo had drawn with his knife. True to a hairs breadth, the ax had sunk into the wood.

Old Taddeo, standing up, pulled the cap from his head and scratched the scalp in meditation.

Wise men should teach only the wise, he stated. I have wasted my time teaching these two louts. But when I taught you the art of the ax, I taught two hands and a brain. Take my ax, Tizzo. Take my blue ax, and God give you grace with it. If it will not shear through the heaviest helmet as though it were leather and not hard armorers steel, call me a fool and a liar! Keep the edge keen; let it bite; and the battle will always be yours.

Tizzo picked up the purse and tossed it to the old man.

A gift is always better than a bargain, he said. Turn this money into happiness, and remember Tizzo when you drink wine.

So he was gone, quickly, and found Henry of Melrose chuckling in the woods not far away.

I followed closely enough to see what you did, said the Englishman. You understand one of the great secrets; coin is made round so that it may keep rolling. And the best of buying is a giving away!


CHAPTER 20
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JERONIMO DELLA PENNA had a dark, yellow skin, and a mouth which the earnest gloom of his speculations pulled down at the corners. He had large properties, but he was both penurious and absent-minded. His hose was threadbare over the knees, on this evening, but his brocaded cloak was fit for a king.

He kept striding up and down, and when he greeted Tizzo it was with a stare that strove to penetrate to his soul.

Do you vouch for this man, my lord of Melrose? he asked.

I vouch for nothing, said Melrose, except for the state of my appetite and the cleanness of my sword. Here is the man I told you about. I found him willing to come. I know he has been driven out of Perugia. Perhaps that makes him fit for your purposes. For my part, I withdraw and leave you to find out about him as much as you please. Come to me later, Tizzo. I have a room in the south tower. We can have a glass of wine together, before you sleep.

He went away in this abrupt fashion, leaving della Penna still at a gaze.

He said: My friend, it is said that there is a price on your head?

That is true, said Tizzo.

It is said that you have been wronged by Giovanpaolo. But he has a way of winding himself into the hearts of men so that they serve him more for love than for money. If he has dropped you today, can he pick you up tomorrow?

Perhaps, said Tizzo.

Della Penna started. Do you think that he can take you again when he chooses?

How can I tell? asked Tizzo, calmly. I am not a man who knows the mind he will have tomorrow. The days as they come one by one are hard enough for me to decipher. Every morning, I hope to find a pot of gold before night; and how can I tell what will be in the pot? The hate of Giovanpaolo, or his friendship? It is all one to me.

And yet Melrose brought you to me! pondered Jeronimo della Penna. Tell me, Tizzo — because I have heard some rare tales of your courage and strength and wild heart — are you a man to pocket an insult?

I am not, said Tizzo.

Are you a man to return wrong for wrong?

I am, said Tizzo.

Are you a man I could trust? pursued della Penna.

Ive never betrayed a friend, said Tizzo.

Ah! You wont answer me outright? exclaimed della Penna.

Signore, you are a stranger to me, said Tizzo. Why should I boast about my faith and truth? You must do as I do — take you as I find you. If you can use me for things I wish to do, I hope to shine with a very good opinion. If you try to ride me uphill against my wishes, you can be sure youll be sooner weary of spurring than I of following the road.

Della Penna scowled.

You are one of these fellows, he said, who have been praised for speaking your mind right out, like an honest man.

Sir, said Tizzo. I think that only a fool trusts the man who is out of his sight.

Do you know why I have sent for you?

I guess that you plan something against Giovanpaolo or some others of your own family who have the control of Perugia.

If that were the case, what do I know of you?

Nothing except that you think I have a grievance against the same people. I make no promises; I ask none from you. If there is mischief abroad, perhaps each of us will make his own profit.

Della Penna smiled, faintly. He had found something in the last speech that appealed to him very much. Now he said: There is one man in the world who can tell me the truth about you. But before he is through searching you, you may wish that you had let your soul be roasted on a spit in hell. Come with me, Mr. Honest Man.

They went down a corridor which communicated with winding stairs and came up these to an open tower from which Tizzo could look across the dark heads of the hills to a little group of lights which, he knew, shone from the village of Falcone. On this top story of the tower there was a fat old white-headed man with a red nose and a very cheerful smile, who greeted della Penna warmly, turning from an iron kettle in which he was stewing some sort of a brew over a little corner hearth.

Messer Baldassare, said della Penna, I have brought—

A good sharp blade that will be useful unless it cuts the hand which tries to use it.

Della Penna was so struck by the saying that he turned sharply about toward Tizzo, but Tizzo was too busy staring into the white circle to pay the least attention. It seemed to him that great white sign upon the floor was as dangerous as the entrance into hell itself. It was a pit of damnation on the verge of which he stood and, covertly, he crossed himself.

How do you know, asked della Penna, that I wish to use this man? You have cast no horoscope for him nor even consulted your herbs on his behalf or on mine. Explain what you mean?

This sharply inquiring tone did not upset the magician in the least, and he turned his red, jovial smile on della Penna as he answered.

I have served your father and you for so long that when great good or evil come toward you my invisible agents are apt to whisper something in the air, indistinct words. I was about to make those words become clearer. I was about to force the spirits to speak to me in real language. I had drawn the circle on the floor and heated the broth, as you can see for yourself, when you appeared with the very man about whom I heard the whisper.

How do you know it is the very man? asked della Penna.

Look! said the magician.

He extended his hand above the steaming pot. In an instant the steam had turned crimson, and the hand of Messer Baldassare was gilded red, also.

Tizzo uttered a faint, choked exclamation. His knees grew weak. He was terribly certain that now he was beholding the handiwork of the devil.

When I saw the red light strike my hand, said the magician, I knew that you were near — on the very stairs about to open my door. I had barely time to put my hat on my head before you came into the tower.

He was wearing a square, yellow, high hat with certain cabalistic signs worked in black upon it; Tizzo remembered the saying that it is not safe for common men to look upon an enchanter when he is serving the devil with his arts.

Look into this man, Baldassare, said della Penna. Shall I have good or evil fortune from him?

Better than for me to speak, I can force him to speak for himself and to utter the truth.

Force him, Baldassare? demanded the patron.

Give me three drops of your blood, young man, said the enchanter. Come, and let me put them into the pot. Come without fear. In the circle, there is no harm for you!

But Tizzo nevertheless chose to edge cautiously around the circle and so come to the caldron.

Give me your hand! said Messer Baldassare in a sudden, loud, and terrible voice.

He caught the right hand of Tizzo and stared straight into his eyes. The very soul of Tizzo was shaken, but he looked back and thought that the face of the enchanter had turned into the face of a frowning lion. The eyes were sparks of fire.

Now, said Baldassare. And drawing the hand of Tizzo until it extended over the pot, Baldassare plucked out a bodkin and pricked a finger until the blood ran. The running of the blood he watched carefully and suddenly threw the hand from him.

Then, stepping to the circle in haste, Baldassare drew certain signs with a rapid piece of chalk. Tizzo, frozen in his place with horror, felt the hair prickle and rise on his scalp.

Baldassare, dropping on one knee, held out both hands, palms down, close to the floor. It was the gesture, Tizzo knew, of one who prayed to the infernal powers.

What would be revealed, now? In what manner would the enchanter learn of the plot which Tizzo had made with Giovanpaolo to come at the truth of any machinations which this same scoundrelly della Penna was practicing against him?

It was time to prepare for an escape with foot and hand and sword; but Tizzo found that he could not move. The spell of the enchantment — was it already working upon him?

Then out of silence in which there was only the faint bubbling of the caldron, a voice issued, faint and far away, half stifled, but seeming to proceed from the steam of the pot itself. In obscure doggerel the voice said — and it was like the voice of Tizzo himself:



I have found no greater lord
Than the brightness of a sword;
I have found no ladys grace
Sweeter than high dangers face;
I shall serve no higher power
Than the stealthy midnight hour;
Trust me in the hour of sorrow
But beware of me tomorrow...



Here the voice ended. The enchanter, faintly groaning, rose to his feet and then sank wearily into a chair where he remained with his head bowed, as though exhausted by the labor of his spirit.

Trust you in the hour of sorrow? That is my answer! said della Penna, triumphantly. If I can trust you in the hour of sorrow, let the devil carry you off wherever he pleases on the adventure of tomorrow. Messer Baldassare, here is something for your hand. I am very well pleased with you and the spirit that sang from the steam. Come, Signor Tizzo; there is much that I must say to you!


CHAPTER 21
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TIZZO, HIS BODY and his face darkened by the almost indelible stain of walnut juice, a sleek, black wig on his head, and his face aged at least ten years by the introduction of certain dark shadows in the natural lines of his features, finished dressing, looked at himself in a mirror, and turned with a laugh to Henry of Melrose and della Penna.

If I had a mother, she would never know me, he said. If I had a father, he would deny me.

No, said the baron. He would see the same blue devil looking out of your eyes.

It would take more than a father, said della Penna, critically, to look into that face and see the blue of the eyes. He is safe, my lord. He can enter Perugia now, and walk straight through all the halls of the Baglioni, if he wishes, without drawing a second glance. This handiwork of Messer Baldassare, who is there that can see through it?

They all agreed to this.

There are horses ready, said della Penna. Ride as fast as you can to the town of Camerino. Go to the lord of Camerino and show to him this signet ring of mine. He will know it well. Ask him this question: How many? And when you have heard his answer, return to the city of Perugia as fast as you may. Go to the tavern of the Sign of the Golden Stag. There, wait until you see in one of the public rooms a man with a red band drawn around his head. When you see him, go to him privately and say: Camerino. That will be enough to win his ear and he will instantly ask what news you bring. Repeat to him then the number which the lord of Camerino has given to you. And leave him at once. When this has been done, remain at the Sign of the Golden Stag until you receive word from me, directly. As for your means of entering the town of Perugia, show at any gate the same signet ring which I have given to you, and you will be admitted without question. I am not without power in that city, and before long my power shall be greater. The time may come before many days when they will have a cause to think of me — the fat rats, the citizens of Perugia!

Here the Englishman remarked: I shall wait for you at the Sign of the Golden Stag, my young friend. Look for me there.

No, Henry, protested della Penna. You are too well known. You run too great a risk if you enter that town. They would rather see you dead than have all the Oddi stretched lifeless at their feet. For, without you, they know that the Oddi would be powerless.

I have ways of going into the city and coming from it safely enough, said the Baron Melrose. Remember, Tizzo. I shall see you at the inn.

Now hurry, exclaimed della Penna. Your servant is already waiting at the head of your horse. I have fetched him from the house of Falcone. Be swift, be faithful, and your fortune is made as well as your revenge.

That was how Tizzo found himself mounted and on the road in another minute.

The one-eyed warrior, thief, and servant, Elia Bigi, merely said to him: What am I to know, master?

To know nothing is to be wiser than I am, said Tizzo, frankly.

They rode constantly through the night. And still there were relays of horses waiting for them at appointed places along the road, strong horses which beat the summer roads to dust as they galloped steadily on. It was a weary pair of riders who, at last, climbed into the mountain town of Camerino, dignified by the presence in it of the old university. And chance brought them straight on a procession of riders who had come back from hawking with some short-winged hawks on the wrist, and, above all, a beautiful pair of peregrine falcons.

One of these was on the wrist of a middle-aged man who rode with a downward smile of crafty thought on his fat face.

That, whispered Elia Bigi, is the lord of Camerino.

So Tizzo, hurrying his horse to meet the aristocrat, held out his hand in greeting, having turned the signet face of della Pennas ring around to the inside of his finger. He made sure that those crafty, downward eyes were fixed on the signet as he spoke.

Instantly the eyes of the lord of Camerino lifted to the face of Tizzo.

What news of my friends? he asked, quietly.

How many? questioned Tizzo, with a smile.

There was half a second of pause before the other answered: Two hundred and fifty. If time is given.

And Tizzo fell back at once from the group of riders and let them go on with their tired, sweating horses.

Camerino was half a mile high in the mountains; Tizzo and Elia Bigi dropped by looping roads through the valleys and climbed again toward Perugia. It was night when they came before the dark height of the gate of Marzia. The lights of the guard showed vaguely, the three Etruscan busts above the gateway and the heads of the two proud horses which flanked the group. To the captain of the gate, Tizzo showed the signet ring. There was no asking of questions. The gate was opened to them at once, and they entered into that narrow, winding way, so capable of defense, so sure to check the onrush of attackers, and so advanced into the narrows of Baglioni Street.

It was well-named; because to either side the lofty tops of the palaces of the Baglioni lifted toward the stars, fencing a narrow, crooked way through heaven.

Elia Bigi said at the ear of his master: Here are the seats of the mighty, and the mighty are asleep. They are so rich, these Baglioni, that poison is beside every bed; a knife is sharpened for every throat. And yet they can sleep.

Not all of them, answered Tizzo.

For, as he spoke, a number of retainers bearing lights rounded a bend of the narrow street with several horsemen behind them. The fellows who were on foot in advance kept calling out: Room for the noble Semonetto! Room for his highness!

At these calls, the crowd in the street shrank back at once into entrances.

This Semonetto, as Tizzo knew, was of all the Baglioni the fiercest blade, the greatest warrior with the single exception of Giovanpaolo and, perhaps, the great Astorre, for whose wedding the city of Perugia was now in a tumult. He was still in the middle twenties and the expectation of the time was that he would go on to a greatness even surpassing that of the older members of the family, for already he showed the brain for war as well as the courage of a true lion.

He was now seen with two young companions on horseback behind the group of his forerunners, who kept the crowd back from his nobility. They were laughing with one another.

Back! said Elia Bigi, at the ear of his master. Quickly, signore. This is the great young Semonetto himself, the wildest and strongest blade in Perugia, unless Giovanpaolo himself be counted. Give him free passage. His temper is fiercer than any fire!

It should have something to feed on, then, said Tizzo, laughing. A fire that is starved of wood soon dies.

And he kept his horse fairly in the middle of the street.

The forerunners of the Baglioni were instantly about him. Two or three of them sang out for him to keep from the path; one man laid his hand on the bridle of Tizzos tired horse.

Keep your hand back, brother, said Tizzo. Even if there is a helmet oh your head, I have a hand heavy enough to knock a dent in it.

The man-at-arms, hearing this threat, instantly sprang into a posture of defense and snatched out his long and heavy sword.

Whats the matter there? cried a loud voice. And young Semonetto rode up to the van on a great white horse. Of all the men Tizzo had seen, this was the most magnificent. Such shoulders, such a head and such a bearing were beyond comparison.

Here is a fool of a stranger, said one of the servants, who refuses to make way for your highness.

What do you mean, fellow? asked Semonetto. I am Semonetto of the Baglioni. What will you have?

My share of the street, even if you were the lord of the sun and the moon, said Tizzo. And he looked fixedly at the other, as a hunting hound might have looked at the throat of a lion, wondering if just there a touch of the teeth might not give an ending to the battle.

Are you drunk? demanded Semonetto.

Only with a little wine, said Tizzo. But you are drunk with pride, Semonetto. You have too much blood in your body. You are swollen.

Master, master! groaned Elia Bigi, in terror.

If I have too much blood, are you prepared to let some of it? demanded Semonetto.

My friend, Ill gladly be your doctor, said Tizzo, fingering the handle of old Taddeos ax which hung beside his saddle.

Have at you, then! shouted Semonetto, in a sudden and uncontrollable rage, and he spurred his big white horse straight down the street toward Tizzo. A sword had come into Semonettos hand as he spoke. His height, the bigness of his horse, the sharp down-slope of the street made him loom like a giant above Tizzo. And the long sword darted like a silver snake at Tizzos breast.

Taddeos ax was swiftly in the hand of Tizzo. It feathered as true and as light in his grasp as though it had been made of painted wood.

He had little time. In a flashing semicircle the head of the ax went up and met the deadly lunge which was aimed at his heart. As he parried, Tizzo laughed, and as he laughed the axhead struck the sword away. The violence of the parry knocked the long blade high up; and then Tizzo struck in turn, with one hand, a lightning fast circling of the ax.

Semonetto might well have been cloven to the chin by that blow, but his was the instinct of the true fencer, and he turned his sword into a parry to guard his head.

The descending weight of the ax met the long steel and snapped it. But the shock turned the blade of the ax so that it glanced flatling from the head of Semonetto. The shock hurled him prostrate across the bows of his saddle.

And at this, a wild yell of despair and rage and anguish came from all the followers and companions of the young noble. They drove in a flock, straight at Tizzo.

The ax, which was perfect for the dealing of a single stroke, was less valuable in such a melee as this. Tizzo, hooking the heavy weapon beside his saddle, instantly pulled out his sword, which was blade and shield at once in his perfect hand. And here Elia Bigi proved the goodness of his fighting heart by pressing in beside his master in this hopeless quarrel against overmastering numbers.

They put aside a dozen strokes. The clashing of steel began to resound through the street when the voice of Semonetto called out, loudly: Swords up! Hold every hand.

His order was obeyed. And Semonetto, riding weaponless through the crowd of his friends, came up to Tizzo and held out his hand.

Semonetto was pale. A thin streak of blood coursed down one side of his face, but he was smiling as he said: My lord of the moon and sun, that was a good, swift trick of the ax. And I see that you are the master of a sword, also. My friend, come to see me tomorrow. I yearn with all my heart to cross blades with you again. In any case, I wish to call you a friend, whether living or dead. You know my name. Find your way to my house and a wel welcome. Now, my friends, he added to those around him, beware of lifting a hand against this dark-faced stranger. He is my companion from this moment. He is my confederate and friend.

He added, in a voice that was probably louder than he intended to make it: Get me home, some of you. My head is broken, and I am half sick from that blow! Fool that I am to venture out with no steel to guard this thin pate of mine!


CHAPTER 22
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THE PRESS WAS gone instantly from the street and Tizzo, riding on unhampered and unfollowed, at the side of Elia Bigi, said: That was very well done, Elia. When the fellow with the halberd took that swing at my head I was sure that it was my last moment. I saw the flash of the steel from the corner of my eye, but never in time to make a parry. You were the hand that saved me then. I thank you from my heart.

What am I to say, then, remarked Bigi, about the man in the green and red hose who ran in with his target and sword and would have cut my throat if you had not knocked his blade aside from the true thrust which he was making with it?

Say nothing, said Tizzo, except to thank God, with me, that we are both men, and true to one another.

Thats a very handsome thing to say, declared Elia, rubbing his big hands together and chuckling, but your way of searching for trouble is something more than manly. It is more like an angels; and an angel you are apt to become, one of these days, if you continue always as you have begun. If you keep on sowing the teeth of dragons every day of your life one of them will stick you in the heel and poison your life.

Tizzo laughed in turn. They had come now within the sight of the Sign of the Golden Stag, and now rode through the entrance into a courtyard which Tizzo could remember very well.

It seemed to Tizzo that the very man who showed him to a room looked closely and covertly at him. But, as Elia said afterwards this was a mere trick of his imagination.

The hunted rabbit sees a wolf in every strange hare, said Elia. Now we are as safe as any other man in Perugia to drink wine at our ease until the devil and your own weariness with life cause you to get us into more trouble.

You shall have your wine, said Tizzo, but now I give you the smallest part of an hour to go out and find exactly where the Lady Beatrice is now lodged. Go quickly, and return to me.

He went out while Tizzo looked about his room and examined the windows which opened on the one side upon the paved court and upon the other, just beneath the eaves, overlooked the outer street. There was no country in the world, at that time, which offered so many conveniences to travelers as the inns of Italy.

And Tizzo, after he had tried the softness of the bed with a backstroke of his ax, and tasted the pitcher of red Umbrian wine which was brought to him, decided that he would have a few hours of happiness, no matter what would follow.

It was at about this time that Elia Bigi re-entered the room.

Ive been stopped by a hard-faced captain of infantry, he said, who remembers that I was once employed by a certain Tizzo, the Firebrand.

What did you say to him? Tell me honestly, said Tizzo.

I told him, said Elia Bigi, grinning sourly, that although I was a male cat I had already spent eight of my lives and that I did not wish to pay down the ninth of them for the sake of a flame-headed, wild-brained fellow with an eye crazier than that of a warhorse. So I now had service with a quiet young man who did not fight with swords or axes above once a day, except on the Sabbath, when he might blood himself twice; and who never played at dice for more than five hours at a sitting, or drank more than two gallons of wine before rising from the table. The lieutenant said that I was wise to find such a quiet master and that he would pay his respects to you tomorrow.

He asked me if I knew that there was a price of two thousand florins on the head of that same Tizzo. I swallowed twice before I was able to repeat the words after him.

Tizzo laughed. But did you come back to me without news of the Lady Beatrice? However, of course you would not have word of her at a common tavern.

Would I not? asked the servant. The poor people are always the ones to talk about kings and lords and ladies. The Lady Beatrice cannot so much as crook the little finger of her left hand without the report of it going the rounds of Perugia. There is a certain French lord who swears that if he could have enjoyed the privilege of killing you he might have taken your place in her favor.

Enough of that, said Tizzo. But tell me the name of the frog-eater, the forked carrot, the damned parlez-vous who dared to handle my name and that of the lovely lady in the same breath?

If I told you that you would have him dead and yourself hanged before morning, said Elia. However, it is true that the Lady Beatrice now sleeps in the house of her cousin, the rich Grifone. Her room, since she left the convent and you left Perugia, is the third room on the south side — the room with the three little columns of white marble, banded with blue, in front of each window.

Instantly Tizzo was drinking wine with his left hand and scribbling with his right:



Adored and most beautiful, queen of the world and of Tizzo, spitfire and nightingale, flirt and angel, most exquisite Beatrice of whom waking I dream, and for whom sleeping I wake, hear me and forgive me:

I am at the Sign of the Golden Stag, come to see the wedding of my lord Astorre, and would to God that it were yours and mine.

I love you past thought. I shall see you before I leave Perugia or die attempting it.

Farewell for a moment, which to me is an age, loveliest, maddest, sweetest of women.

Thy servant that will one day be thy master by the help of God, two spurs, and a good right arm.

Tizzo



This letter he sealed, kissed, and presented to Elia.

Tie a pebble to it and throw it in at one of those same columned windows of which you spoke, said Tizzo. Remember that if you are seen making the throw, your throat will be cut. If the letter falls into any hands but hers, my throat will be cut.

At this, Elia was gone quickly from the room and left his master walking up and down in an agony of impatience.

It was still the greater part of an hour before Elia returned and gave his master a letter from which a light and delicate fragrance came to the enchanted senses of Tizzo, but when he opened the letter he found written, merely:



I had forgotten that you were living; your letter reminds me that you will soon be dead if you linger in Perugia.

Farewell.



There was no signature. Over the brutal words Tizzo pored for a long time but could not extract from them any semblance of a tender meaning.


CHAPTER 23
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THE SLEEP THAT tumbled at last over the excited brain of Tizzo was a storm of nightmares. When he wakened, it was with sun in the window, a fanfare of trumpets ringing through the street outside, and a joyous voice of citizens crying through the air.

And far and near through the city there were high sounds of music.

Hai, Elia! cried Tizzo. Is it the end of the world and are we all going to heaven?

And running to the window he looked out on the most splendid sight that had ever graced his eyes, for directly beneath him he saw twenty knights riding up the street in gilded armor that shone like fire, while trumpeters paced before them, blowing their blasts in great, strident harmonies. And after the knights walked girls each as gay as a wind of spring that dances at once all the wild flowers in the field, so bright were their costumes. In between the out-roaring of the trumpets, the girls were dancing, and from their filled aprons scattering roses, roses, nothing but roses white and yellow and crimson on the pavement. Behind them, in turn, came eight horses as white as snow, each led not by a mere page or groom, but by a man of noble birth.

The eight horses drew a great carriage canopied loftily with flowing velvets fringed with gold and silver, and under that canopy sat Messer Astorre Baglioni and his bride.

It seemed to Tizzo, at that moment, that Astorre Baglioni was the most glorious man he had ever seen or dreamed of, because he was dressed from head to foot in blazing gold, and with a great golden collar oversprinkled with jewels, the gift of My Lords of Venice, whom the famous warrior had served in their time of need.

In fact, the eyes of the world were fixed, for this day, upon Perugia and on this almost royal wedding.

As for the bride, Tizzo could hardly tell whether she was beautiful or no. At least she bore the great name of the Orsini, dazzling to the mind that knew its famous history, and the pearls that covered her sleeves and her hair dazzled the eye of Tizzo.

Behind that chariot of fame rode, in advance of all the rear escort, a single figure on a great black horse, armed in chased steel completely except for the stern young head. That was Semonetto. As he went by, there was almost as great an outcry in his honor as in that of the bridegroom and the bride. For all of Perugia had been beautified by the great undertakings of this youth in honor of the marriage.

As young Semonetto rode by, the voice of Tizzo was among the most shrill as he leaned from his window, so Semonetto looked up. Instantly he shouted a greeting, waving his arm, and still was waving it to Tizzo as the black charger carried him from view around the next bend of the street.

Tizzo was out in the throng at once, with gaunt Elia Bigi striding behind him. The weight of Beatrices letter was heavy on the heart of Tizzo, but in this time of public rejoicing, he could not help but rejoice, also.

They were coming into the yard of the Golden Stag when Tizzo saw, suddenly, a tall man about whose head was tied a scarf of crimson silk with fringed tassels falling down behind his neck. In the wild riot of that day such a Turkish bit of decoration passed for nothing, but Tizzo remembered the instructions of della Penna.

He passed close to the tall fellow and, as he did so, he was startled to see the disfigured face of the most poisonous of his enemies: Marozzo.

A dagger stroke would have been a proper greeting for the scoundrel, but instead, Tizzo walked slowly past, fingering his cap so that the great signet ring of della Penna showed clearly on his hand. Marozzo could not miss it.

Instantly he was touched on his shoulder.

How many? demanded the voice of Marozzo, huskily.

Two hundred and fifty, said Tizzo.

Ha! exclaimed Marozzo, and Tizzo turned around to find his eyes blazing.

They have drawn you in, Master Tizzo, have they? sneered Marozzo. A fine bargain they have made, when nameless dogs are to hunt at the sides of gentlemen!

Mateo, said Tizzo, calmly, the next mark I put on you will not be a thing which a rag can cover. Go carry the news to your masters and stop snapping at my heels. There will be a time for our own private brawling, but this is not the day.

He walked on into the tavern and went singing up the stairs, with Bigi behind him, but when he threw open the door of his room he was amazed to see a jaunty youth in a green doublet and parti-colored hose, half red and half yellow, lolling in a chair near the window and sipping wine.

You take your ease, my friend, said Tizzo, but you take it in the wrong room.

A fig for you and your rooms, said a rather husky, boyish voice, that sounded on a familiar chord in the memory of Tizzo. Anger brought the old flame-blue into the eyes of Tizzo as he answered: A fig for me and my rooms? Young lad, I give you while I count three to get from that chair through the door.... Elia, where is your whip!

Whip? said the figure that still lolled in the chair. Whip — to me?

And a slender poniard, a mere gleam of light, came into the hand of the stranger.

The sight brought the sword of Tizzo whistling from the scabbard.

You have a sword as well as a knife. Draw it and well have a little game together! he challenged.

Have at you! cried the stranger, and was instantly up, and sword in hand. But at this moment the sunlight fell on the face which had been darkly shadowed and Tizzo sprang back with a cry.

Out of the room, Elia! he said.

What is it? A saint or a bit of the true Cross? asked Elia, and strode grumbling from the room, slamming the door heavily behind him.

Tizzo, throwing his sword onto the bed, ran forward with his hands stretched out: Beatrice! he said. Mother of heaven, you have not come here? Beatrice, if a whisper comes to the ears of Perugia your reputation is ruined, blackened forever; so quickly — go—

She dropped her sword back into its sheath, the poniard clanked home in the scabbard.

Tizzo, she said, my reputation will still be good with you, and what do I care about the rest of the world?

And what did you care for me, he asked, when you wrote to me last night?

That was last night, she answered, and this is a new day.

He took her in his arms.

Dont kiss me, Tizzo, she said, her brown eyes looking straight into his.

He released her with a great effort.

I do as you will, said he.

So much as a touch, she told him, and I leave my home forever, and follow you through the world. Oh, in the name of my good father, why are there not other men like you? Not in looks, Tizzo, because I loathe red hair. Not in fortune, because I hate poverty. Not in dimensions, because you are half a head shorter than the hero I would like to have. But why are not other men, like you, compounded of equal parts of madness, laughter, extravagance, and swordplay? If I could find one, I would never look at you again, never think of you, never dream of you, but until I can find another, I have to love Tizzo until my heart aches and my head spins.


CHAPTER 24
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HE WAS LIKE a man who sees a jewel but dares not touch it. He could not move without stretching his hands toward her. He could not speak without a rush of emotion that threatened to destroy his words.

Whatever you think of me, tell me what you have done this afternoon, he insisted.

Put on boys clothes and left the house of Grifone.

You have been living there?

Yes, Ive been living there.

How could you leave unnoticed?

By a rope. I slid out of a back window.

And left the rope hanging?

No, it was a double length, so when I got down, I pulled it all after me.

How long before youll be missed?

They wont miss me before dark.

Beatrice, I love you to a madness.

You were mad before, or you would never have loved me.

What are we to do?

Giovanpaolo loves you, and with his love you can do anything. He swears that you are one of the immortals.

Will he let me marry you, Beatrice?

He says it would be poor policy, but he will never oppose it too much if he can make the rest of the family agree. Ive told him that if I cannot have you, I will have nothing. They have showed me a beautiful French duke with more estates than there are between Perugia and Rome, a face like a statue, and a brain like a statues, also. They want me to choose him. But I tell them that if I marry such an ass well have mules for children.

Beatrice, stop talking a moment and let me look at you.

She put back her head and assumed a proud attitude, but in a moment she was smiling at him.

You had to keep yourself in exercise by fighting the proudest, highest, harshest, sternest, wildest of the Baglioni — my cousin Semonetto. I heard that you cracked his head for him.

How did you know that it was I?

Who else would dare such a thing? Who else could do it, with an ax like a woodchopper working on a tree? Besides, I talked to Semonetto, and he told me about it; when he saw that a blue lightning came in your eyes as you fought, when he told me that you fought laughing, I knew that it was my Tizzo, the happy madman. Tizzo, when we marry we shall not have mules for children — they will all be born with a cap and bells.

My God, my God, how happy I am! How I love you, Beatrice! I could forswear wine, or anything, for your sake. But listen to me. I have news for Giovanpaolo.

I know that. That is what has waked me at night in a cold sweat.

Tell him that I saw della Penna.

The long-faced, sour, discontented grumbler!

He is more than a grumbler. He is a traitor. Besides, he works with a wizard!

Do you believe in such stuff? asked the girl, her proud lip curling a little.

I tell you, Beatrice, that in della Pennas house I heard things and I saw things beyond credence.

Every man is sure to see as much as his superstition enables him to believe. Tizzo, dont tell me that you are taken in by the childish tricks of juggling magicians.

I heard my own voice speak out of the rising steam of a magic caldron!

Magic fiddlesticks.

I tell you, I heard it. And afterward, della Penna gave part of his trust to me. He sent me to the lord of Camerino to ask him one question: How many? I went there and asked, and the lord of Camerino told me: Two hundred and fifty.

Did Camerino speak of two hundred and fifty armed men?

He named the number; he did not speak of the men.

This is horribly serious, Tizzo.

Murder, murder, or I miss my guess. That news from Camerino I repeated today to a designated man in the court of this tavern, a man with a red scarf around his head — and that was Mateo Marozzo.

He was never known for any good.

I have sworn to have the killing of him — but this leads on. I shall see more of them, Im sure. Before long, having done one mission, I shall be employed on another. When and where they mean to strike we still do not know. There must be other heads of the plot than della Penna. Tell Giovanpaolo that before long I hope to have seen the bare faces of the plotters; and then I shall be able to send him word.

In the meantime, you go in a double danger, Tizzo. A price has been put on your head by my family; and also if the traitors of della Pennas company suspect you, you will die like a dog.

Danger is the air I was born to breathe. Beatrice, go back with the news I give you.

I cannot leave you, Tizzo. See — I try to walk to the door but my feet will not carry me there.

How can even God have fashioned a thing so beautiful, a mind so noble, a spirit so high? I shall spend my life worshipping you.

We shall spend our lives having tiffs and quarrels, Im sure. But we love each other, and thats worth a barrel of French dukes.

Here there was a soft, quietly murmuring sound from the corridor, a thin humming noise which Tizzo, his head suddenly high in the air, seemed to recognize as the stir of swords in scabbards. The girl, too, suddenly thrust the bolt home in the lock and whirled about.

There are armed men in the hallway, Tizzo! she whispered, turning white.

And at that moment the bolt of the door clanked a little; after that followed a quiet, discreet knocking. Tizzo moved slowly to make his answer, when the inner door of the chamber was thrust suddenly open and Elia Bigi appeared looking like a hungry wolf. His one eye was shrunk by fear.

There are a hundred men come to find you! he muttered. Come with me quickly. There is still time to escape. The traitor Marozzo is among them to point you out. Quickly, my master. There is still time to pass through this door and down the winding stairs.

Take the lad — the girl — and carry her along with you.

Lad? Girl? You shall come with me! snarled Bigi, and laid a hand on her arm.

Do you know what you do, you fool? she asked savagely. Then she added in a whispering passion: I shall not leave you, Tizzo! I know you mean to protect my good name or my life, or both. But I shall not leave you! I shall not leave you here to be a rearguard — and to die—

Her voice broke, while Elia Bigi stared gloomily down at her and bit his lip.

Tizzo did not argue. He merely said: Elia, it is the Lady Beatrice Baglioni. Take her; save her; and quickly.

Hai! muttered Elia Bigi, and instantly he had grasped her with both hands. Come with me, my lady! There is no use in argument. You come while I have the strength to take you. You are too fine a hawk to be found in this nest. A Baglioni in a common tavern! Aha! You will struggle? This ends all struggling! Away! Away!

Here he literally caught her up in both arms and bore her out of the room.

The door swung softly shut behind him, and now a heavier hand beat on the door. Tizzo called out: Whats there?

A friend to see you, signore.

What friend?

A messenger from Antonio Bardi.

How many are with you?

I am alone, signore.

You are alone in your lie, only, said Tizzo. The hall is filled with the murmur of armed men.

A distinct though faint voice now said out of the distance: Guard the lower hallway and the winding stairs. He may try to break out through that way.

Then a louder voice exclaimed: Open the door, traitor and dog! It is I! It is Marozzo!

The moment he spoke, there was a distinct clinking of steel as the many men who had stolen into the hall with him gave up all pretense at secrecy.

And a moment later an ax was struck into the door with such force that the edge of it gleamed on the inner surface of the wood!


CHAPTER 25
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TIZZO LOOKED SWIFTLY around him, then sprang for the inner door of the room. He had waited long enough, now, to assure the retreat of the girl and Bigi in safety. But when he snatched the second door open, he heard, distinctly, the clanking of steel on stone as many armed feet ascended the winding stairs beyond.

He swung that door shut and thrust home the bolt. There remained the window, which offered to him the blue sky of twilight as a promise of peace. He leaped to the window and looked out, but he saw what he had known he would see — the eaves projecting too far for him to reach them, and under him the sheer, flat surface of a wall of cemented masonry. Not even a cat could have climbed to safety in this direction.

He turned again, to face the darkening room and the certainty of death. And then the rising night wind blew through the window upon him and gave to him a new inspiration.

He had noticed, glimmering around the room, a number of large oil-fed lamps. The olive oil in the big bowls must be measured in many a liter. He seized those lamps now and emptied them one after another on the clothing of the bed until the mass of cloth was soaked.

In the meantime, the wood was being hewn away in chunks. And the voice of Marozzo at the door was calling out: Busily, axes! One moment and we bear down the door with our shoulders and get at the rat. Remember that he has teeth! Beware of him. Use the point before the edge! Remember, there is a reward of two thousand florins and thats enough to keep you all drunk for six months. I give you my half share in the reward. I put it all into your hands! Cheerily now, axes!

Tizzo swept the bedding onto the floor of flags and with the flint and steel beside the fireplace, struck a shower of sparks onto the oil-drenched material.

The flames caught, ran lazily, cast upward a thick smudge of black smoke that rapidly began to cloud the room.

Tizzo! shouted Marozzo, as a hail of blows fell upon the door thickly. Do you hear? It is I! It is Mateo Marozzo! I have come to see you at your finish, Tizzo! Do you hear me laugh?

In fact, the loud, long laughter of Marozzo rang mocking above the tumult.

Tizzo, the woodsmans ax in his hand, pulled the flaming mass of the bedding closer to the door. Then, with his left hand, he thrust back the bolt, hurled the door open. He saw before him a closely packed mass of steel-armored men-at-arms. On this occasion, Mateo Marozzo was taking no chances, but having cornered his quarry he was making sure that he had enough trained soldiers beside him to finish his game.

Into the faces of these men, with the hooked blade of the ax, Tizzo flung the flaming mass of the bedclothes.

Before the fire, the dense, thick, oily smoke was blown by the draft into the faces of the men-at-arms. And now the flames themselves followed. Even drawn visors were no sure protection against the spattering drops of flying, flaming oil which searched every crevice of all the armor instantly. The surcoats were flaring fires at once. And the gust from the window, pouring through the door, fanned the fire and drove all the smoke in a headlong cloud.

Through that whirling, dense mist Tizzo leaped with his ax. He dealt blows right and left and the shock of the impacts on the heavy steel helmets dropped a man before him at every blow.

But it was not from his fighting that they turned. It was the sudden appearance of a flaring hell-mouth at the door of a common tavern room that made the men-at-arms bolt.

Magic! Black magic! one of them yelled.

That shout was taken up by all the rest. It was an ample excuse for flight, and the whole mass of men poured down the hall.

Tizzo, by dint of his ax-work, was ahead of the rest. He was down the stairs like a leaping wildcat. He was in the courtyard where stupid-faced grooms held the bridles of horses and stared up in wonder at the black smoke pouring through the windows of the corridor above them.

Not the blow of the ax but the merely swinging flash of it was enough to give Tizzo a horse. He raced the animal through the gaping gate of the courtyard and out onto the street. And behind him he heard the wild cry begin to go up: Treason! Treason! Treason to the Baglioni! Follow, in the name of God and two thousand florins!

Down half a dozen of the swift-sloping streets of Perugia which turn and angle dizzily, like the courses of mountain torrents, he twisted and turned his way until the noise of the pursuit was dimmer behind him. Then he leaped to the ground and let the horse gallop furiously down a slope, sliding and twisting and slipping over the smoothness of the pavement.

But Tizzo had gone on straight to the house of the rich della Penna.

Compared with the country villa of the same family, this house was small. But it offered him the one point of safety he knew about, unless he chose to make his way a greater distance to the residence of his dear friend, Antonio Bardi. But to go to Bardis place was to involve Antonio in the same difficulties which faced him, and this he preferred not to do.

To the two armed porters who kept the main door of the house, he merely flashed the face of the signet ring of their master and they let him pass through at once. One of them conducted him to a hall on the second floor above the street; and then went to fetch della Penna himself who, he said, had just returned from the country that day.

He heard a swift stride, presently, and into the hall came the tall frame of della Penna.

He was one of those men who like to stand close to any conversational partner, as though to awe the other by the keenness of his eye and the dignity of his presence. He might as well have stared into the eyes of a hawk as into the eyes of Tizzo, where the faint blue flame of battle was still dancing.

Did I tell you to make my house your resort? demanded della Penna.

I was chased from the Sign of the Golden Stag, said Tizzo, and I came here to report the thing to you.

As for your tavern brawls, said della Penna, they do not enter into my accounting.

Does the honesty of your brother traitor, Marozzo — does that enter into your accounting? demanded Tizzo.

The whole phrasing of the sentence was such an affront that della Penna fell back a stride, as though from a blow.

Marozzo? he said. What has filled your mouth with language like this? In what way do you dare—

Listen to me, my friend, said Tizzo. That you are older than I, I admit; that you are wiser, I am ready to grant; but if you try to beat me with your tongue first, you will have to beat me with your sword in real earnest afterward. Ive come to bring you news. If you want to hear it, well; if not, may you and your entire faction be damned. I leave you at once.

Wait — wait! panted della Penna, yellow with rage and yet hard bound with curiosity, also. You forget that men who are deep in dangerous affairs—

Have dangerous tongues? Well, Im willing to forget the first manners so long as the second ones are better. Do you wish to hear me?

If you please, said della Penna, still breathing hard.

I tell you that I gave your message from Camerino to Marozzo—

What was it?

Two hundred and fifty.

Good! Ah, that is news which men who are now in the house will be glad to hear. Two hundred and fifty?

That is what he said.

You gave that to Marozzo? Why did not the madman carry me the word at once?

Because he recognized my voice, if not my face in spite of walnut stain and black hair. Hatred washes the eyes very clear, Signor della Penna. And a little later he was back at the tavern, outside my room, with twenty armed men.

Twenty? How in the name of God did you escape? Through a window?

Im not a bird, answered Tizzo. I managed to throw some fire in their faces, and then I came away. It does not particularly matter how. The important thing is that you now know what the lord of Camerino will do for you.

Two hundred and fifty! muttered della Penna. Then the thing is as good as done — ah, Astorre Baglioni! May I see your face before you have ended dying!

As he spoke, forgetting himself in a transport, he shook his clenched fist above his head. Then he took Tizzo hastily by the arm.

You have done enough, he said. You have done quite enough. You shall come in among the others with me and tell your news. If Camerino is with us, we shall surely win!

Tizzo followed, his mind whirling. Whatever he had guessed before, the naked truth, as the first glimpse was revealed to him, dazzled his eyes with horror. For it was plain that an attack on Perugia was planned and that Astorre was to be murdered in the midst of his wedding festivities.

But now he was taken through a doorway into a large room, well lighted. The first face he saw was that of Henry, baron of Melrose.

With the sight of the second face his brain reeled and refused all thought. For the host in whose house Astorre, Beatrice, Giovanpaolo, Messer Guido, and more than half the great names of the Baglioni were gathered as guests for this night, himself the richest of all the name, young, famous, beautiful Grifone Baglioni stood there among the plotters against his own blood!
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AFTERWARDS, SLOWLY, BY glimpses, other faces were identified by the stunned eyes of Tizzo. Grifone was not the only traitor to the name of Baglioni. There was Carlo Barciglia, poorest and proudest and most spendthrift of the Baglioni, but a famous fighter. There was Filippo de Braccio, descended from the high and mighty family by the left hand. There was that other Jeronimo, della Staffa, young, foolish, but a devil in daring, and Berardo da Corgnie and his brothers, Pietro Giacomo and Ottaviano hardly past twenty years of age. Others among the noblest in the city were in that hall, and hardly a one of them but had been supported and favored by the great leaders, Giovanpaolo and the great Astorre. But the face to which the eyes of Tizzo repeatedly turned was that of handsome Grifone, who still was housing in his own great palace the heads of his family.

Henry of Melrose, whose very life was lived for the sake of danger, plot and counterplot, came striding to Tizzo and grasped his hand.

Well met in the hornets nest, my fine bird, he said.

My friends, said della Penna, there is handsome news for you. It is brought to us by a confessed enemy of the Baglioni, by a man with a great price of two thousand florins on his head. Tizzo has ridden to the lord of Camerino. He will tell you himself how many men-at-arms Camerino will send to our help.

Tizzo, so appealed to, said in a clear voice: Two hundred and fifty is the number that he named, without fail.

There was a faint shout — it sounded rather like the growling of a great beast with a single throat. On all sides the number was repeated. Two hundred and fifty!

Not that the number was large, but for the execution of a secret plot, in the narrow streets of such a city as Perugia, a well-armed band of two or three hundred could do almost more than a large army. Besides, they would come in a unit, under a strong command. They could be even more trusted than the nearest members and originators of the plot Another man stepped up to Tizzo from the shadows in the corner of the room. It was young Antonio Bardi who clasped his hand in turn. The fine, intellectual face of Bardi was flushed with emotion and happiness.

Tizzo, he said, my hands have never felt quite clean in this enterprise before tonight. But now that I see you, I am sure that the cause is just!

Still I am amazed, Antonio, said Tizzo. Because I thought that you and your family have been for generations great friends of the Baglioni.

So the world has thought; and so I thought until my father opened his heart to me when he died. He told me of many slights and brutalities to which the Bardi had had to submit. He made me swear to use the first opportunity of striking for the lost honor of my house. But more than all else, if I had known that you were joined to this plan, I should have been happy to come into it. In fact, my dear Tizzo, when I heard you had been driven from the city with a price upon your head, at that moment I determined to join myself with della Penna and the rest.

Tizzo, hearing this speech, groaned inwardly.

But here there came an interruption that made a great stir, for the door of the big chamber opened, and Mateo Marozzo entered with a plume burned from his helmet, his cloak scorched, and half his mustache singed from his face. Soot of the oil smoke was still streaked over him.

Seize that man! called out Grifone Baglioni.

Baron Henry of Melrose went up to Marozzo with his hand on his dagger.

You are my prisoner, Marozzo, he said.

Am I? said Marozzo, and laughed cheerfully.

Ill change that laughter; Ill widen the stretch of your mouth for you, said Melrose, in one of his quick tempers.

Jeronimo della Penna strode to Marozzo and lowered upon him.

Mateo, he said, you received great news for us this long time ago. Why have we not heard from you about it? What does it mean that you gratify a private spite by attacking one of the best men in our enterprise?

Best? said Marozzo, still laughing scornfully. You call him best? This fellow — this man without a name — this Firebrand, this Tizzo! Bah! He is a spy in the midst of you!

The blood congealed in the body of Tizzo and the nerves ran tingling shocks through his brain.

The Englishman, Melrose, with a sudden shout of rage raised his hand to strike Marozzo, but della Penna intervened just in time.

Mateo has something to say. I, also, remember a voice that was not of any fleshly throat, saying ambiguous words — to trust Tizzo today but not tomorrow! Mateo, what is it you know?

What is it you guess, rather — you singed cat! said Melrose, in such a passion that Tizzo, even with all the fear in his heart, was struck with wonder.

I tell you, said Marozzo, that this fine Tizzo, this stray dog in Perugia, this red head and blue eye that never came from honest Italian blood — this same Tizzo is hand in glove with the men who still own the city.

Talk! Talk! Empty talk! exclaimed Melrose. We want proof, not words.

Shall I give them to you? asked Marozzo.

Or die for the lack of them! cried Tizzo, warming himself into a pretended anger.

I shall not die for the lack of them, said Marozzo calmly. But first I ask you — what sort of proof will do? How much proof do you need, my friends, to show you that you are on the brink of a precipice and about to fall? How much proof do you need? What should its nature be?

Any proof, said Grifone, that Tizzo is playing false with us.

Look first at the cunning of the trick! said Marozzo. A pretended quarrel between Giovanpaolo and this Tizzo sends Tizzo out of the town as a fugitive. Where does he fly? To Jeronimo della Penna. Naturally, you will say, because the world knows that della Penna for a long time has been no friend of Giovanpaolo, who thinks himself the master of the world!

He did not come directly to me. I sent for him, said della Penna.

You found him conveniently in a neighbors house. He showed himself to you as a man who hated Giovanpaolo in the hope that then you might invite him into any scheme that might be on foot.

Do you think that Giovanpaolo dreams of our plans? demanded della Penna. No, we should long ago have been minus our heads if he had had the least suspicion.

There has been talk for a long time, and even whispers come finally to the ears of the rulers of the city, answered Marozzo. But it was not a certain knowledge. That is, it was not certain before tonight. Now, however, it is sure in the mind of Giovanpaolo; or almost sure.

We have had Tizzo watched. He has not been near Giovanpaolo since he came into the city, said della Penna.

Are you sure that Giovanpaolo has not been near him, however? asked Marozzo.

How can Giovanpaolo move, in these days, without having a crowd around him? asked Grifone Baglioni.

Not he himself, but his own flesh and blood! exclaimed Marozzo. What do you say when I tell you that the Lady Beatrice herself went to the tavern to speak with Tizzo this night.

Liar! Liar and dog! shouted Tizzo, and drew his sword.

But della Penna held him back from running at Marozzo. The last words of that man had made a great stir through the hall. He continued now, forcefully: She was there. She was seen to leave the Golden Stag after spending a long time in the room of Tizzo.

I give you the lie! panted Tizzo. She is a lady pure as snow and higher than heaven is above your head!

You hear him? said Marozzo. This is the language he uses about a woman whose brothers we intend to put to death, and he assisting. Come, come! The thing is patent, and the man is a spy.

Della Penna exclaimed: I begin to smell a rat, it is true. But how could the great beauty, the famous Lady Beatrice enter a tavern and visit the room of an unknown man? It is not possible, Mateo!

Not for her in the dress of a woman; but in the dress of a boy — what do you say to that? I tell you, the poniard she had worn was found in the room where Tizzo had stayed. It was her own weapon. An emerald which Giovanpaolo had given to her was set in its hilt.

Not a thing from which she would be parted lightly. A delicate little dagger such as most of these ladies of Perugia have about them. And — here it is!

He held it out suddenly in his hand. And in the silence that followed Tizzo felt his heart thundering. It was a damning proof.

How are we to know, said Henry of Melrose, that this Marozzo, who has been shamed by Tizzo and hates him, as all men know, has not stolen the poniard on purpose?

Who was the pretty boy who went to the room of Tizzo in the tavern, then? demanded Marozzo. Who was the boy so important to him that he sent his own servant to carry the lad away to safety while he, like a brave fool, remained behind to cover the retreat? Yes, remained there until he would surely have fallen into our hands except that a touch of the devil and black magic got him away in the midst of flames?

It is true! exclaimed della Penna. The scoundrel has betrayed us — the hand of Giovanpaolo is about to close over our throats!

He added, with a shout: Seize him!

Kill! Kill! cried Marozzo.

The baron of Melrose was suddenly in front of Tizzo, sword in hand.

Justice, here, and a little common sense, he roared.

The Italians in a semicircle that glittered with naked steel faced the baron; and then Antonio Bardi, throwing away his scabbard, took his place at the side of the Englishman, calling out: I shall lose my faith in God sooner than in this man!

These three with resolved faces confronted a score of fighters, as Melrose said: My wild-headed friends, are you turning a boys love affair into treason? This same Lady Beatrice — when I was serving the Oddi and taking her stealthily away through the hills — did he not steal her from me and give her liberty? Is it a wonder, then, that the silly wild hawk of a girl should come running to his arms when he shows himself in Perugia? Bah! Young blood is hot and it will have its way. But the lad has served us all, and he will serve us again. Della Penna, you are not a child. Be reasonable.

You take a strong position with a drawn sword, Melrose, said della Penna. But the fact is that Im not altogether convinced that Tizzo is a traitor.

He is, by heaven! insisted Marozzo.

Be quiet, young man, answered della Penna.

Melrose broke in: There has been time. If Giovanpaolo had news of this gathering, do you not think that his men-at-arms would have surrounded the house long before this? We would all be dead men, and the house would be running blood.

This was a remark so convincing that Grifone Baglioni cried out: That is true. Up swords and have an end of this argument.

We need all our weapons tonight for the work before us.

God above us! cried Marozzo. Are we to turn the villain loose? Are you all mad?

No, said della Penna. Let him remain here with Marozzo to guard him while we do our nights work.

Agreed, said Grifone Baglioni. So it must be.
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ANTONIO BARDI, AFTER this scene, remained standing at the side of Tizzo, who had been tied firmly with silken cord and then bound into a chair to keep him from moving too freely. And Bardi, resting a hand on the shoulder of his friend, said over and over: I am your surety that you shall come to no harm. Trust in that, Tizzo.

And now one explanation began to form, suddenly, in the mind of Tizzo, taking his breath; but before the idea could grow clear, the words that were being spoken in this room drove from his mind all else. For he was hearing the details of the plot by which the Baglioni were to meet their death on this night.

Each was assigned his part.

Henry of Melrose, saying simply: This damned business smells more of murder than of fighting! promptly refused to undertake any of the midnight work, and therefore to him was assigned the guarding of the gate of San Ercolano, through which the men of Camerino were to be admitted.

Balks of wood heavy enough to dash in the doors of the bed-chambers were prepared and in readiness. To each of the leaders was assigned fifteen men and a definite mission. Grifone would give the signal for the united attack by dropping a huge stone from his balcony into the street.

So Tizzo listened, his eyes on the floor for fear lest he might lift them and the horror be seen that worked in his mind.

Jeronimo della Penna made the last speech. He said: My friends, we hope to give to ourselves power and wealth, to Perugia a new rule. Let us be true to one another. And remember that if either Astorre or Giovanpaolo escape, we have not killed the snake — we have only scotched it. Midnight is the hour. Be prepared. All must go well!

So they went out from the room. Henry of Melrose, before he left, dropped a hand on the shoulder of Marozzo and said, sternly: If harm comes to Tizzo while you are his guardian, I shall call you to an accounting afterwards, Marozzo!

Then he strode from the room and left Tizzo alone with his enemy.

The latter sat down in a tall chair upholstered in red velvet and stared for a long time at his captive. Then he began to smile.

What is the taste in your throat, Tizzo? he asked at last.

It is a little cold, Mateo, answered Tizzo. Why do you ask?

Because I wish to know how death seems in its coming, what weight is on the heart, and what taste in the throat.

It is a taste youll enjoy in the morning, said Tizzo, when Baron Melrose finds that you have murdered me.

I? Murdered you? laughed Marozzo. Ah, Tizzo, what a simple fellow you must think I am! No, the truth is that you yourself tonight showed me exactly how the thing should be done. With fire, Tizzo. Here, do you see, I place a small table with a lamp on it. It seems that I have left the room. When I return, I find Tizzo has overturned his chair in a vain effort to escape — traitor that he is! — and not only is the chair overturned but the small table beside it has fallen. Besides, with the fall of the lamp, the flaming oil has spilled over the clothes of Tizzo, and he is burned horribly — too horribly! Death is a mercy to him. My wild cries have brought the servants, and they carry the dead body away. They fight to put out the fire, which luckily is quite harmless on this tiled floor.

What is the hour? said Tizzo.

It lacks a few minutes of midnight.

Let me die as you please, Mateo, said Tizzo. But the truth is that there is still time for you to do one great and noble thing. Burn me, stab me — that does not matter. But when you have done that, run to the house of the traitor Grifone. Fly to the room of Giovanpaolo. Rouse him. Tell him his life is in danger. Believe me, he will reward you more for the saving of his life than all the scoundrels of tonight will ever reward you for the taking of it. Think, Marozzo! Jeronimo della Penna will have all the power in Perugia in his own hands after the Great Betrayal has taken place. And you will again be one of the lesser citizens, undistinguished, as weak as ever you were. But go to the Baglioni now and you will become a giant in Perugia!

Marozzo, who had started to sneer, finished by scowling in a serious fashion out the window toward the night.

True, he muttered, true— And then he groaned: But it is too late. If I try to give the warning, the trap which is about to close over Giovanpaolo will close over me, also. It is too late to repent. Much too late! And besides — Id rather have these five minutes alone with my dear friend Tizzo, than to possess all the wealth in the world and be king of France besides!

Aye, said Tizzo, looking curiously at him. You hate me as much as one man may hate another, I believe.

From the moment I looked into the blue of your eyes, like the blue tremor of flame before the yellow of it begins — from that moment I have hated you, Tizzo. But today came the crown of thorns for me. Not that you escaped from me. No, that was bitter poison to swallow, but that you should have been visited in your room by my Lady Beatrice!

He groaned aloud.

Then, without a word, he picked up a small table and stood it close to the chair of Tizzo. On the table he set a lamp and stood for an instant enjoying the sight of Tizzos face with almost affectionate eyes.

What shall I do in this world when I no longer have you to hate in it, Tizzo? he murmured.

Then he added: But first I shall have to seal your mouth, my friend, for otherwise the screaming might make too much noise in the house and call too many servants here. They would be surprised if they saw a squealing pig being roasted alive, eh?

He stepped to the window and began to tug at one of the long, silken cords.

And Tizzo held his bound wrists over the flame of the lamp on the table beside him.

The instant agony knocked his chin against his breast. He remembered that old tale of the Roman hero who had allowed his right hand to consume in the fire in order to prove his love of his country. But he, when his skin was barely hissing with the heat, could hardly endure the torment.

But in a moment, the pressure of his wrist caused the cord to snap. He tossed it into the fireplace and, in another instant, he would have managed to untie the other cords which fastened him into the chair. But it was too late for that. Marozzo, turning from the window, came jauntily across the room to his prisoner.

A hai! said Marozzo. Whats been burning? Theres a stench in the air.

Tizzo kept his scorched wrists close together in his lap, in just that position in which the cords had held them.

You smell your own idea, said Tizzo.

Marozzo paused, close to the chair.

By heavens, he said, theres a cloud of smoke in the air across the ceiling! What does it mean?

He was about to draw back to pursue his inquiry when Tizzo, leaning as far forward as he could, reached out with both hands. One of them quite missed a hold; but with the left he caught the cloak of Marozzo close to the throat.

The latter, wildly starting back, pulled Tizzo after him, chair and all. The hand of Marozzo was very swift. Still striving to free himself from Tizzo, he snatched out his dagger to strike, but here the plunging forward weight of the chair drove Tizzo toward the floor. He flung his arms around Marozzos knees and brought him crashing down at full length.

Then, reaching upward, he caught frantically at the dagger hand of the murderer.

But the hand was relaxed; the dagger hilt fell from inert fingers. Marozzo lay stunned from the blow which the back of his head had struck against the tiles.
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A FEW SLASHES with the sharp edge of the dagger and Tizzo was free.

He caught Marozzo by the hair of the head, jerked up the loose weight of the body, and bent the neck back over his knee. There, with the knife poised, twice he tried to stab and twice his will failed him. If so much as a glimmer of open eyes had showed, the blade would have been instantly in the heart of Marozzo, but it was a limp, lifeless form that lay there, and Tizzo sprang again to his feet.

There was a flight of time like arrows past his ears. With each second of his delay, death was drawing closer in the house of Grifone Baglioni.

There in the corner stood his ax. The sword had been left belted about his hips when he was tied into the chair. He reached the ax with a bound, dashed open the doors, and fled down the stairs and was instantly out in the street.

He knew the way well. And, ah, for a horse to shorten the distance!

But there were only his straining legs to carry him up the steep way, through the dipping, staggered course of an alley, and so into the wider street and the piazza where the great house of Grifone stood.

He had almost reached it when a thin shadow streaked down the face of the palace. A stone crashed on the pavement below with such force that it split into a hundred pieces, recoiling and then lying scattered.

It was the appointed signal of Grifone, and in this instant the heavy balks of wood would begin to dash against the bedroom doors. Those poor sleepers, startled by the sound of the falling stone, would perhaps rouse for a single instant with wonder in their minds. And then death would burst in upon them.

Through the open doorway of the house he leaped and heard, with one terrible, resounding crash, the sudden thundering of the battering rams against a dozen doors.

The great lower hall stretched before him, dim with the flicker of a few lights. And at the foot of the main stairway a full dozen of men-at-arms, in complete armor, barred the way.

Halt! called a voice that broke out above the frightful turmoil of the house. And a pair of swords crossed in the path of Tizzo.

The agony in his heart needed some outlet. With all the might of his body and the strength of his charge he swung the woodmans ax. The exquisite Damascus steel alighted full on the ridge of a heavy helmet, and the steel split like wood — steel and skull beneath it.

That tall, knightly body, falling, cleared a small gap in the crowd, and through that gap Tizzo sprang. The force of his leap wrenched the lodged blade of the ax out of the wound it had dealt; Tizzo was up the steps far before the soldiers, weighted with their armor, had moved a stride in pursuit. And, in fact, they did not rush after him; they remained at the post which had been assigned to them, merely thrusting the body of the dead man out of the way. On a night like this, with so much murder in the air, one more death here or there made very little difference. And what could a single man perform against the hands of the scores who swarmed through the upper part of the house?

Tizzo, as he reached the hall above, saw a confusion of tossing lights and men and heard the crashing of the heavy beams of wood against the doors of various rooms. For more than he could see, he could hear, and from the left the wild screams of a woman plunged like a burning dagger again and again into his brain.

Giovanpaolo, sworn blood brother, was his objective; but he could not resist that frantic screeching of terror and sprang through the open doorway.

What he saw was a female servant groveling on the floor and trying to fight off the burly man-at-arms who was tearing the jewels from her hands and neck. It was she who screamed so terribly, but at the farther end of the room stood the slender figure of the Lady Beatrice who, with a delicate French sword in her hand, fought as valiantly as a man and with some sense of fencing against another big invader, who laughed at her efforts and made half playful gestures with his sword.

The cry of Tizzo rescued her from danger before he reached the spot. As for the brute who was plundering the serving maid, he received one of those stunning hammerstrokes with the back of the ax, and was spilled like a heap of old iron junk upon the floor.

The man-at-arms in front of the girl, whirling as he heard that cry, swung his sword with a fine strength and made a downright stroke at Tizzo. He might as well have struck at a dead leaf which is thrust aside by the mere wind of a blow. His sword actually descended with such violence that the point of it lodged in the floor; and the circling ax of Tizzo once more cleft steel as though it had been wood. The man-at-arms, struck through the brain pan, fell forward, crashing, and the voice of Beatrice was ringing at the ears of Tizzo: Run, Tizzo! For your life! You are unarmed, madman, among all the swords. It is murder — Tizzo — this way — through the window—

Save yourself if you know a way! he panted. Giovanpaolo—

He had that one glimpse of her as she stood beside the table on which the scroll of an unfinished letter lay. She could not have spent the evening in that male costume. How did she happen to have it on now? He had only the millionth part of a second to give to that thought and to the picture of her beauty as she stood by the flame of the lamp. Then he wheeled from her and rushed again into the hall.

He could hear a great voice shouting: To me, friends! Hai! Semonetto! Semonetto! Hai! Baglioni! Down, traitors! A hai!

And through the hall rolled a tangle of men whose swords flashed and fell, aimed at a tall, white figure.

It was the young Semonetto himself, of whom men said that among all the Baglioni there was not a better blade, hardly in Giovanpaolo himself. Now, clad only in his shirt, he struck such giant blows that the armored fighters broke back from him then rushed forward to cut him down. Still with a warding buckler and with a living sword of light, he struggled against them.

Semonetto! Semonetto! shouted Tizzo, and hurled himself into that fray.

The unexpected attack from the rear, the great, ringing, hammerstrokes of the ax which stunned brains or smashed shoulders, split the crowd in two and let Semonetto leap through the gap.

Never would Tizzo forget that figure. For Semonetto had been wounded in the head so that one side of his face ran crimson; and from a rent in his shirt high on the breast another torrent of blood was flowing.

Brother! he gasped to Tizzo.

Flee! shouted Tizzo, and from the lightning circles of his ax the murderers shrank for an instant.

Semonetto, with one wild glance about him, sprang down the great staircase with Tizzo yelling: No, no! That way is blocked! Semonetto!

But Semonetto, crazed with his wounds or deafened by the uproar which rang through the house as through a brazen cave, fled on down the stairs, and Tizzo turned to run upward. He found, as he returned, that Lady Beatrice was beside him with that delicate splinter, that long dagger of a French sword in her hand.

Beatrice, save yourself! he groaned to her. But she was already fleeing before him to show him the way through a narrow little door which was set flush against the wall, and so to the windings of a secret stairway. As Tizzo slammed that door behind him, he heard steel clash and break against it.

He thrust the bolt home and fled upward, pursuing the girl.

Do you hear me? Beatrice! he panted.

She waited for him at an upper landing, where a little narrow arched window opened over a roof.

Here is escape, Tizzo, she cried, and yonder, in that hell — yonder is Giovanpaolo! Will you save yourself?

Beyond the roof, beyond the rough tiling, he saw the moon hanging like a red flag of murder in the west, above the city of Perugia.

There was the road to safety, and the girl pointing the way to it. He could save her and himself, perhaps, but in the meantime the man to whom he was sworn must be fighting for his life. He turned his back on the window with a shout.

Giovanpaolo! he cried, and raced down the hall.


CHAPTER 29
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WHEN THE ASSAULT began, Messer Astorre was roused, and called out to know what had happened. There was the vast crashing and shouting all through the house, as though the place were seized upon by thunder, but at the door of Astorre himself, and his wife, there was no disturbance. Only the voice of Filippo, the traitor, called out to him from the hall: My lord! Your highness! It is your friend, Filippo! Open in the name of God! There is murder loosed through the house.

At that, Astorre took a sword in his hand and turned the key, with his own hand opening the door on his destruction. As the door yawned, Ottaviano da Corgnie struck savagely through the opening and made a great wound in the head of Astorre, striking him to his knees. While he was still down, Filippo, who had called to him like a friend, plunged a sword into the body of Astorre.

That hero, though he was dying, was not yet dead. He managed to gain his feet and struck some great stroke with his own sword, so that for a moment the press of men failed to get through the door. He might even have succeeded in driving the scoundrels out of the room, except that his poor wife, in a frenzy of screaming terror, came like the wind and threw her arms around him to save him from further blows.

Then Filippo — it was he himself — with his sword ran the poor woman through the shoulder and with the same stroke drove the blade of his weapon right through the body of the Baglioni. Then Astorre felt that he had his death. He put his bloody arms around his wife and kissed her.

He fell, and as he fell his wife was dragged down with him because she was still pinned to his body by the sword of the traitor.

They seemed to feel that his glory must be as strong as armor about his naked body and that they would have to hew at him as at a man clad in steel plate. Over fifty wounds were received by his senseless body, so that he was hewed almost to pieces, but as though by a miracle — it was in fact the work of a kind saint, said some men — the face of Astorre was not touched, so that when he lay in death with his body covered he looked like a glorious Greek hero, asleep.

When his highness, the young Semonetto, had escaped in the upper hall by means of the battle ax of Tizzo and his own strong sword, he fled down the staircase, dripping blood as he ran, and so came to the men-at-arms at the bottom of the stairs.

They tried to stop his flight, but he struck down two of them, killing one, and the force of his attack carried him straight through the armored crowd.

They followed and clung to him, however. His sword struck showers of sparks from their armor, as he raged among them, and for a moment they fell back, in awe of this man.

In that moment, he leaped into the street and, perhaps, might have escaped. But here he saw a poor serving lad, a mere page of twelve or thirteen years, who was driven by the swords above to leap from a window, and this poor boy was crushed to death on the stones of the street in front of Semonetto. He only lived long enough to gasp out: Semonetto — my lord — avenge me! Then he died.

They say that Semonetto, when he saw this death and heard those dying words, turned straight around, forgot all care for his own safety, and rushed back against the men-at-arms from whom he had just escaped.

Before he fell, he laid on the ground five armored men, and his sword was broken in two before they managed to push in close and overwhelm him with blows.

It was a second miracle that he, like Astorre, was never wounded in the face, during all this terrible medley of blows.

Men said that if this Semonetto had lived, not even Nicolo Piccininni would have accomplished such feats, because in all things, even in his cruelty, he was above other men. After his death, his absence was felt like a curse, and like a blessing, in Perugia.

Berardino of Antignolle had already burst into the room of the old man, Guido Baglioni, the father of so much strength and valor and himself, men said, among the wisest of the men of his time.

When the door was burst in, the murderers found that the old man had risen from his bed and that he had taken up a sword in a corner of the room. So many blades came at him, that he had to use both his blade and his left arm to ward off the strokes. And then a soldier leaned and stabbed the old man in the breast.

The chief object of all that midnight attack was the person of Giovanpaolo, the most famous of all the house. Astorre was perhaps as widely known for his commanding of mercenary armies in the service of various cities through Italy, but it was known by all that Giovanpaolo was the great brain of the house of the Baglioni.

For his destruction his treacherous host and cousin, Grifone, had taken special order.

Also Carlo Barciglia and some of the house of da Corgnie went hurrying from their other special tasks of murder to assist in the killing of that famous man, because, as Jeronimo della Penna had said, if that one brain escaped with life, all the business of the slaughter was disappointed and undone. Here are some of the chief heads of the enterprise gathered before the door of Giovanpaolo, and it was said that just as Filippo, the traitor, called out to Astorre, so Carlo Barciglia called to Giovanpaolo and wakened him.

He begged to be let into the room, because there was destruction in the house, but the wise Giovanpaolo said: Traitor, if there is destruction in the house, you are a part of it!

In fact, there were great suspicions in the breast of Giovanpaolo because, on the night before, his sister, Lady Beatrice, had brought him assured word from Tizzo that in the hands of della Penna there was some murderous scheme for which the lord of Camerino was sending two hundred and fifty men-at-arms.

Just after Giovanpaolo had cried out in this manner, the traitors in the hall outside his room saw that there was no way except to beat in the door of his room. As they gathered and lifted the heavy beam, they heard him cry out, inside the room: Tizzo! I have been like a blind fool for failing to heed your warning! I have allowed murder to come into my family!

With the heavy balk of wood, the assassins dashed against the door. At the first stroke they smashed it down. They dropped the beam of wood which they had used to crush the barrier and they were about to pour into the room to finish their black business when they were amazed by a voice crying out loudly, behind them: Giovanpaolo! Giovanpaolo! I come!

At this Giovanpaolo raised a great shout of joy.

At the same time a slender man with a still slighter youth beside him, the first armed with a terrible ax and the second with a light sword, sharper than a needle, rushed through the group and threw them all into a slight confusion. Here a young man of the house of da Corgnie, trying to close with the newcomer, received from the ax a tremendous stroke which glanced from his helmet, clove through his shoulder armor, and almost severed the arm from his body.

But Tizzo and Lady Beatrice were now in the room of Giovanpaolo, who had taken time to draw on a few clothes between the first alarm and the beating down of his door.

When he saw Tizzo, he cried out: Brother, you should have lived to revenge me; now we must die together!

To Lady Beatrice, he merely said: And it was I who tried to keep two sparks from flying in the same wind!

For there was a certain touch of laughter in Giovanpaolo, even on a battlefield. But he with his lunging sword and Tizzo with the terrible, beating ax, kept the doorway clear for a moment.


CHAPTER 30

[image: img58.jpg]

LADY BEATRICE EXCLAIMED: The way is still open to the loggia. In a pause in the fighting, Giovanpaolo said: There is no use in that unless we all had wings! — Ha, Grifone, do I see your face, traitor and dog? Have you joined yourself with villains?

Then he saw Carlo and shouted: Carlo Barciglia, come closer. If we cannot touch hands, at least let us touch swords!

Pay no heed to him, Grifone, said Carlo Barciglia. He has the tongue that will persuade honest men that red is white! Death to him!

The whole body was about to rush again at the doorway when Tizzo said at the ear of his friend: Giovanpaolo, I know a way from the loggia which even men can take. Follow me! He added: Beatrice, go first and open the doors from here to the loggia. If you see a strong cord or a rope, snatch it up. If not, take the long red cloth that lies across the table in the second room.

She obeyed those orders at once.

And Giovanpaolo and Tizzo met the second rush against the doorway. Again the sword flamed in the hands of Giovanpaolo, the ax circled in the grasp of Tizzo, and those blows, together with the narrowness of the doorway, held back the attackers for a moment.

Grifone called out that crossbows were coming, and that they should hold their hands.

But as the assailants fell back, the two inside the room fled suddenly across it and, passing through the door to the outer room, they locked and bolted it behind them, throwing some furniture against it to delay further the murderers.

In the same way they passed out onto the loggia and closed and locked that strong outer door behind them.

They could now look down through the last of the moonlight upon the piazza beneath, where loud shouts were ringing, and the hoofs of horses struck sparks out of the pavement, galloping back and forth. The continual cry was Camerino! Camerino! as though the men of that town had actually taken Perugia by assault.

There was neither cord nor rope, but the girl had brought the red cloth from the table of the second room. And Tizzo, grasping this, threw it like a long scarf over his shoulder.

Then he made Giovanpaolo hold him up on the low wall at the edge of the loggia in such a fashion that with his hands he could swing out and grasp the edge of the roof just above.

With a mighty effort, he tried to pull himself up, but one hand failed to hold and left him dangling by a precarious grasp. Lady Beatrice, trying to reach out to save him, herself almost fell headlong into the street below, but her brother caught and held her.

Behind them, they heard the conspirators smashing down the door to the outer room, the furniture which had been piled against it, yielding with a groaning sound as it was pushed across the floor.

Tizzo, listening to that uproar which shook the house, made a new, great effort and swung himself up onto the edge of the roof. There he lay precariously on the steeply slanting surface, looking down into the piazza as into a deep well.

Above him, the roof of the loggia rose to the higher wall of the house with a window in the midst of it. He reached that window, presently, smashed it open, and peered into an obscurity of shadow in which he could see nothing. He had no time to make sure of what was about him. Beneath him events were flowing like a wild river, and he was close to ruin with Lady Beatrice and Giovanpaolo. He merely tied the belt of his sword about a chair that could not slip through the window, and then fastened the safety catch which held sheath and blade firmly together. He had been able to trust his life once before to the strength of that catch. He would have to trust three lives to it, now.

Sliding down to the end of the scabbard, on which he took a firm hold, he found that he could actually look over the edge of the wall onto the loggia beneath. Already the battering ram was crashing against the door that led from the outer room onto the loggia, and it must have seemed to the two Baglioni that they were only a moment from death. Above all other voices, like a rising fountain above still water, came the maddened screaming of the voice of Mateo Marozzo, who was yelling:

Down with the doors! Down with them! Oh, God, give my hands one grasp on his throat!

Like a hunting dog, Marozzo had followed his enemy and was now on his traces. It was a foolish hand, Tizzo knew, that had spared Marozzo in the house of della Penna.

He threw down the crimson cloth which he had carried up with him. The reaching hand of Giovanpaolo caught it.

Now, Beatrice! called Giovanpaolo, and helped the girl upward.

Partly from his strength to lift her, partly climbing like a cat, she swarmed up the length of the cloth and over the edge of the roof.

Up to the window! commanded Tizzo.

She went panting past him, and by his body and his scabbard climbed to the window above.

Giovanpaolo was already following, and the task of Tizzo was a heavier one, now. He had twisted the end of the cloth about his right arm, which swung over the edge of the room; the grip of his left hand was fastened upon the end of the scabbard, which terminated in a small knob. Even so, the smooth metal made an evil hold; he had to bow his head and grind his teeth together in the last extremity of effort as he felt the full weight of Giovanpaolo swing dangling from the cloth over the depth of the piazza.

There was one instant of that frightful strain. Then the powerful grasp of the knight was on the edge of the roof and he heaved himself onto the roof beside Tizzo.

Marvels and miracles! gasped Giovanpaolo. How have you done this thing, Tizzo?

Swiftly! Swiftly! urged Tizzo. They are at our heels!

He had snatched up the crimson cloth as he spoke, and at the same moment the doors which had held so stoutly to resist the batterings of the crowd, as though they had weakened the instant that the need of them had diminished, now were beaten down, and the pressure of men poured out instantly upon the loggia.

Tizzo, retreating through the window above, his whole body shaken and trembling from the effort which he had made, heard them shouting beneath them in despair and in wonder. It was the screeching of Mateo Marozzo that again drowned all other sound.

He cannot have flown — three of them, they cannot have flown — but Tizzo has the wings of a devil. Look everywhere! — We shall find them — God cannot disappoint me again!

In the shadows of the room above, Giovanpaolo was saying: You are the general, brave Tizzo. Oh, my friend, you are the leader and I am the humble follower. Tell us which way we should move now — or have we only dodged death for an instant?

Up with me to the highest roof. There is still a way, said Tizzo.

And he guided them from the room down that upper corridor which he had passed through before, and below them the house seemed to rock with the turmoil of shouting. They climbed the stairs and issued by the dormer window onto the top roof, leveled for a garden.

The moon was down, the stars were out in clear multitudes, seeming to tremble above all the horrors of Perugia. But the three made only an instant of pause, then Tizzo led the way across the roof to the edge which was nearest to the neighboring ledge. He cast sword and ax before him, then leaped lightly across the ten-foot gap.

The girl turned back up the roof, ran forward, bounded high, and landed light as a cat on the safer side. Giovanpaolos foot slipped as he made his leap. His feet, striking the very edge of the roof, gave him a precarious balance and he began to fall backward, striking wildly with his arms at the thin air. But the swift grip of Tizzo was instantly on him, and he was drawn forward into safety.

Through a trap door which was unlocked they passed from the roof down darkling stairs into a house of silence, into which only the vague uproar from the outside penetrated as from a distance.

Are we safe here, Giovanpaolo? asked Tizzo.

This is the house of Carlo Barciglia, said Giovanpaolo. And he is among the traitors. I saw his face. But he is at his hellish work in the house of Grifone and we may win through this place if we have fortune.

In fact, they met not a living soul. All the people, no doubt, had been drawn out into the piazza. Giovanpaolo led them straight down into the armory of the house, where they paused, not to equip themselves with armor, but to take three hooded cloaks which might cover their faces and their bodies from recognition. After that, they walked, by Tizzos suggestion, straight out into the open street. They were not the only men who were masked on this night when few could tell who was a friend and who an enemy.

In command at the gate of San Ercolano, said Tizzo, there is the Baron Melrose, who is my friend. He would not have a hand in this work of murder, and for my sake he will pass us safely through, perhaps.

Let us go there, then, in the name of God, said Giovanpaolo. There is blood in the very air we breathe, inside Perugia.

When they came down to San Ercolano, they found a close group of a dozen or more men-at-arms on the ground, and others in command on the walls. The great iron chains had been drawn across the gate.

Their progress was challenged instantly by the crossing of a pair of huge halberds, those ponderous, two-handed axes with which horse and rider could be struck to the ground.

Who goes there? came the challenge.

A friend of Baron Melrose, said Tizzo.

I know the voice. Let them come to me, said the voice of Henry of Melrose, instantly. So they were passed into the room of the captain of the gate, where Melrose was walking up and down uneasily. He banished his soldiers from the room, as he grasped the hand of Tizzo.

How have you escaped from the hands of Marozzo and the rest at the house of della Penna? he demanded. Show me your face, Tizzo. Are you hurt?

Not in the flesh, said Tizzo. I am safe and sound.

And he threw back the hood to smile on the big Englishman.

Good! Good! said Melrose. Tizzo, the sight of you with a whole skin lets me breathe again. I have been wondering how I could persuade them with cunning or with blows to let you escape, because you have made strong enemies in this town, my lad. Who are these with you?

My best of friends, said Tizzo. And people who may be friends of yours on another day, sir.

Will they? said the baron. I hear that there is wild work at the house of Grifone. I must see the faces of these two.

It is not wise, my lord, urged Tizzo.

Not wise? Are they a pair of bright angels who might dazzle me? asked Melrose.

I say, it is not wise. If there is friendship between us, for the sake of that let them pass through with me!

Why, my lad, said Melrose, for all I know the king of the clan, the eagle of the sky, the lion of Perugia, Giovanpaolo himself might be one of them! My friends, unmask, if you please!

Giovanpaolo turned his head slowly toward Tizzo. His hand made a slight motion toward his sword.

No! exclaimed Tizzo. It is better to trust to him than to fight against him. Do as he commands! He has a heart greater than any in Italy!

Giovanpaolo, slowly, raised the hood from his head; Beatrice flung back her own with a quick gesture.

But Melrose, dropping his head suddenly, stared at the floor.

There is dust in my eyes, Tizzo, he said. I cannot see. God and my employers forgive me — but — battle is battle and murder is murder! The key to the small outer portal is lying on that table. Take it — go, all three of you. Quickly!

There was not time even for thanks. The heavy key was fitted into the lock on the farther side of the gateroom; in a moment more they walked freely down the slope beyond the city wall.


CHAPTER 31
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FAR BEYOND PERUGIA, three dark figures, small on the top of a great hill, looked back to the dim tremor of the lights of the city.

Giovanpaolo, dropping to his knees, began to pray, softly, aloud. He prayed for the souls of his father, his dead brother Semonetto, the warrior soul of Astorre.

And the girl and Tizzo dropped back until the voice was only a murmur in their ears.

It seemed as though all possibility of lamentation had gone from her. Her pale face, clear and cold as a stone, lifted slightly toward the dim light of the stars. And Tizzo, saying nothing, looked sometimes at the girl he loved and sometimes toward that sworn blood brother, Giovanpaolo.

He could not tell for which of them his heart ached most.

Giovanpaolo rose and came slowly on toward them, his head bowed. But he straightened himself with a sudden effort and said: There is no time for grief. None at all. We shall be at the house of my uncle before morning. By midday we shall have a hundred lances with us. By night there will be an army. There is no time for grief.

When I think of this nights work, said the girl in a trembling voice, I could turn myself into a man and spend the rest of my life in armor, with a drawn sword.

There will be swords enough, said Giovanpaolo. And a melancholy work for them to do, because we must strike against our own kindred. Beatrice, except for Tizzo, the house of the Baglioni would have fallen indeed and the name would have been borne by traitors only.

They listened, and heard far away the rapid ringing of the bells of Perugia, all striking together to beat out the alarm.

It was easy enough to understand what the alarm bells meant. The traitors had paused in the midst of their murders to discover that Giovanpaolo had definitely escaped from the city. And therefore their work remained a headless task. It was all to be done again.

The bells were still ringing when the three turned their backs on the dim city and went steadily away across the darkness of the hills.


CHAPTER 32
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IT WAS A month later when Tizzo rode swiftly through the camp of Giovanpaolo and, coming to the tent of the commander, which was distinguished by the long pennon which flew from the peak, slipped out of the saddle and threw the reins toward one of the men-at-arms who stood guard at the entrance.

Entering the tent, Tizzo saw Giovanpaolo striding up and down, his head a little bent toward the depth of his thought. On the table lay a map. Pieces of armor were stacked on a folding chair. The whole tent was filled with confusion.

Ah, Tizzo, said Giovanpaolo, hardly turning his fine head toward the interloper, what is it now? More brawling? More tavern drinking? More duelling? You have put Gismondo of Urbino to bed for a month with one of your sword tricks; the Spaniard from Naples will never see out of both eyes again, they tell me; and Ugo of Camerino will be a lucky man if he ever recovers the use of his left arm.

It was only the left arm, said Tizzo, seriously. I knew that he was a fellow you put a value on, and that was why I did not teach his right arm the sort of manners it ought to know.

Giovanpaolo threw himself wearily back into a chair. He shook his head.

Is the world always no more than a playground for you? he asked, sadly. Here we are shut out of Perugia, half of our friends killed, my own family slaughtered like sheep in the middle of the night, and the army which I am raising to retake the city already muttering and growling because I am slow in giving them pay. The men promised to me by the city of Florence have not appeared. All men begin to doubt my fortune. The sky turns black over me; and still you are dancing, drinking, laughing, fighting day and night without a care in the world.

Look! said Tizzo, and held out a rolled letter which Giovanpaolo pulled open and read aloud:



Friend and Fire-eater, My Tizzo:

I send you this letter by sure hand. I have already rewarded him, but give him plenty of money when he arrives in honor of a dead man. That is myself.

The days went very well immediately after the Great Betrayal. The wine ran in the gutters, so to speak; the people cheered the murderers of the Baglioni; the traitors sat high in the saddle and they remembered Henry of Melrose with a good many favors and quite a bit of money. I began to feel that I might spend a happy time here except for the stench of murder which rises in my heart when I think of the midnight work which has been done in these streets.

However, when I was about to skim the cream off my cup of fortune and go away with it I was suddenly haled before the chiefs of the Great Betrayal — before Jeronimo della Penna, I mean, and Carlo Barciglia. For Grifone Baglioni is no longer accounted anything. Except for him they never would have taken the place, of course, but since the Great Betrayal conscience has been eating his heart; he has turned yellow and is growing old. Every day he goes to the castle of his lady mother and begs her to let him enter and give him her blessing, and every day the Lady Atlanta bars her doors against him and sends him a curse as a traitor instead of a blessing as a son.

So I was before Jeronimo and Carlo alone, and the information against me was dug up by that double-tongued snake of darkness, that hell-hound of a Mateo Marozzo, who hates you so sweetly and who wears on his forehead the cross which you put there with the point of your dagger. If he remains long out of hell, the chief devil will die of yearning.

It is this Marozzo who discovered that on the night of the Great Betrayal it was through my gate that there passed the Lady Beatrice Baglioni, accompanied by the main head and brains of the Baglioni family, the famous Giovanpaolo, and that Firebrand, the hawk-brained wild man, Tizzo, who had snatched those two lives from the slaughter.

I damned and lied with a vengeance and offered to prove my innocence in single combat with Marozzo, but they have seen my sword-work and they shrank from that idea. In brief, out came two eyewitnesses and I was damned at once, and thrown into prison. Here Jeronimo della Penna is letting me lie while he revolves in his mind a punishment savage enough to be equal to my fault. After that, be sure, I shall die.

In dying, as I run my eyes down the years, I shall see no face more dear to me than that of my young companion who never showed his back to a friend. I shall think of you, Tizzo, as I die. Think of me also, a little, as you live.

Farewell,
Henry of Melrose


CHAPTER 33
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GIOVANPAOLO, WHEN HE had finished reading the letter, his voice dropping with an honest reverence as he pronounced the last words, remained for a time with his head bent.

I know the brave Englishman, said he at last. I know he has been a bulwark of the house of the Oddi. I have seen him in battle and anyone who has watched the work of his sword can remember him easily enough. I know that it was he who allowed us to pass out of the city on the night of the Betrayal. I would give all the jewels and the gold in this place and all I could send for in order to set him free. But that would not help him. Money will not buy a man out of the cruel hands of Jeronimo della Penna. And what can you do, or any other man? We can only pray that we may storm the city and set him free before Jeronimo makes up his mind what form of torment he will use on Melrose.

I must go to him, answered Tizzo.

Listen to me, urged Giovanpaolo. How can one man help him?

The man who brought me the letter is an assistant jailer. Ive bribed him with a fine sum of money. He is going to meet me in Perugia and admit me to the house of Jeronimo, where Melrose lies in one of the great cellars. He will furnish me with a file to cut through the manacles. After that, I must try to get Melrose away.

How will you take him out of the city? Will you use wings?

Chance, said Tizzo. Ive worshiped her so long with dice, Ive made so many sacrifices in her name, that she would not have the heart to refuse me a single request like this one.

Tizzo — tell me in brief. What is Melrose to you? He is brave; he has an eye which is the same flame-blue as yours in a fight; he is true to his friends. I grant all that. But other men have the same qualities.

Paolo, said Tizzo, you and I have sworn to be true to one another. We have sworn to be blood brothers without the blood.

That is right, nodded Giovanpaolo.

Well, then, said Tizzo, if I heard that you were lying in prison, expecting death, my heart would be stirred no more than when I hear that the Englishman is rotting in misery in the dungeon of della Penna.

Giovanpaolo, after this, merely made a mute gesture and argued no more.

Beatrice is in the inner tent, he said. You will want to say farewell to her?

No, answered Tizzo. If I see her, Ill fall out of this resolution of mine and be in love with life again. Tell her so after I have gone.

I shall tell her, said Giovanpaolo. What is your plan?

Simply to enter the city and go to the house of a certain Alberto Marignello, in the little lane off the via dei Bardi. This Marignello is the fellow I have given the money to, the one with the keys to the cellars of della Penna. When I have the keys — why, you see that Ill not know the next step until I come to take it.

Tizzo, you are a dead man!

I am, said Tizzo, cheerfully, and that is why I have come to say farewell!

He held out his hands, and Giovanpaolo, with a groan but with no further protest, held out his hands to make that silent farewell.

The green, the orange, the yellow and the crimson no longer flashed on the body of Tizzo when he came near Perugia in the twilight of that day. His skin had been darkened with the walnut stain which he had used on the night of the Great Betrayal, and his red hair, darkened also, tumbled unkempt about his face. His clothes were ragged; his back was bowed under a great fagot of olive wood to which was lashed a heavy woodsmans ax. In the full light of the day a curious eye might have been interested in the blue sheen of the blade of that ax, but in the half-light of the evening the glimmer of the pure Damascus steel could not be noticed.

When he came to the gate, a pair of fine young riders were being questioned by the captain on duty there, but none of the guards paid the slightest attention to that bowed form under the heavy load of wood. A young lad inside the gate bawled: Look! Look at the donkey walking on two legs!

In fact, hardly the poorest man in Perugia would have carried such a crushing burden of wood on his back into the town, but Tizzo, with a hanging head and a slight sway from side to side of his entire body, strode gradually up the steep slope of the street. He turned right and left again before he came to the wide façade of the great house in which lived Atlanta Baglioni, the mother of the traitor to his house, Grifone.

In the dusk, he came to the entrance of the courtyard, where the porter merely sang out: Whats this?

A broken back and a load of olive wood, said Tizzo. Where shall I leave the stuff?

He made as if to drop it to the pavement but the porter cursed him for a lout. Dyou wish to litter the street and give me extra work? he demanded. Get in through the court and Ill open the inner door.

He led the way, but stopped suddenly as he saw the form of a man kneeling on the farther side of the court under a shuttered window, crying out, not overloud: Mother, whatever I have done, I have repented. If I have sinned against God, he will have his own vengeance. If I have sinned against men, my heart is already broken. But if you turn a deaf ear to me, the devils in hell are laughing!

So! muttered the porter. Always the same! Always the same! But she is the sort of pale steel that will not bend. This way, woodcutter.

He led through a doorway, but as he was about to close the door, the man who cried out in the corner of the courtyard rose and rushed to enter behind the burden-bearer. A streak of light from a window flashed dimly across his face and Tizzo recognized the most handsome features of Perugia, the richest of her sons, the pride and the boast of all her youth, Grifone. He was a great deal altered. Even in that faint glimpse, Tizzo could see the pale, hollow face. Then the door slammed heavily and shut out the vision.

So! So! panted the porter. God forgive him for his sins; God forgive my lady for shutting him away; and God forgive me that I have seen such things in my life!

He showed Tizzo where to carry the wood into a storeroom, and locked the door behind him.

And now for the payment! said Tizzo, standing straight with a groan. I have brought twenty backloads of that wood, now, and I need the money for it, friend.

He leaned on the handle of the ax and wiped sweat from his face.

You want money? There is not a penny ever paid out in this household except by my lady, said the porter. Do you want me to break in on her now?

Brother, said Tizzo, there is neither flour nor oil in my house, to say nothing of wine, and I have to walk a league to come to my place.

Have you carried that backload three miles? asked the porter.

Yes, said Tizzo, truthfully.

Well, murmured the porter, I shall see what can be done. It is very late, but the lady is kind as milk to every man except to her poor son.

He left Tizzo standing, leaning against the wall, and finally ran down some stairs and told Tizzo to follow him. She will see you. But this is a strange thing — that she knows everything and yet she does not know of any twenty backloads of wood of the olive. Well, we shall see.

He took Tizzo up the stairs and brought him into a little square anteroom where a table was piled with neatly arranged papers of account.

A moment later the lady of the house entered. The Lady Atlanta wore the black of deep mourning with double bands of blackness as though for two deaths. To be sure, her husband had been dead ever since the infancy of her son; she had never married in the interval because she had kept one memory sacred although her great wealth had tempted a number of famous suitors; and now it was plain that she mourned for Grifone, her son, as though he were dead also.

This darkness of the clothes made her face marble. Her brow was as clear as stone, her eyes were unmarked by time, and she wore that faint smile which Greek sculptors knew and loved. At first glance she seemed still in her twenties. In fact, she was not yet forty years of age.

She took her place at once behind the table, sitting straight in a backless chair and resting on the edge of the table a hand of wonderful youth and delicacy of outline.

Your name? she said.

Andrea, said Tizzo, bowing until his shaggy hair almost touched the floor. Andrea the son of Andrea the son of Andrea, the son of Luigi of the millside near the village of La Pietra.

Andrea, said she, you claim the payment for twenty backloads of olive wood?

I do, said Tizzo, bowing again.

I have no record of ordering this fuel, my poor friend, said the lady.

I carry the order with me, said Tizzo.

You carry it with you?

Yes, my lady.

In writing?

In token, said Tizzo.

He shifted the ax which he still held and drew from his breast on a slender string something which he held in the hollow of his palm so that the porter could not see it but the lady could. What she saw was a broken ring.

She saw, also, the sudden flash of meaning in eyes too bright, too flame-blue for the darkness of the skin and the hair.

She saw this, and instantly looked down at the floor.

Go to Fortinacci the steward, she said to the porter, and ask him what he knows about this affair of Andrea the son of Andrea the son of Andrea. I will talk to Andrea in the meantime.

The porter disappeared, and Lady Atlanta rose at once.

What is the ring? she asked.

Tizzo, with his grimy fingers, laid it at once in the white palm of her hand and she bent over it curiously. She started straight again, suddenly. There was a wide incredulity in her eyes as she said: It is one half of a broken signet ring of Giovanpaolo Baglioni!

The other half, said Tizzo, is worn about his neck.

In sign of what? she asked.

In sign that we are sworn brothers, said Tizzo.


CHAPTER 34
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THE LADY ATLANTA, looking with her cold, steady eyes into the face of the stranger, said to him, suddenly: You are the red-haired man, the Firebrand; you are that Tizzo — and yet you cannot be he! Hair may be stained and skin darkened, but Tizzo is a man who can cleave a thick jousting helmet with one stroke of his ax—

Here her eye ran down along the arm and the hand of Tizzo to the blue, shimmering blade of his ax.

Ah, it is true! she murmured. She smiled with a radiance that made her young as a girl.

She hurried to the door and slid the bolt, whispering: What is there that I may do? I know that you saved two sacred lives of my family. Now you are risking your head again by entering Perugia. Tizzo, you had better walk into a flaming furnace than into this town!

Withdraw the bolt, madam, said Tizzo. If you honor me with a private interview, even that is enough to make men look at me, and if they look at me twice, I shall be discovered.

True! she said, and drew out the bolt again, instantly. But what is there that I can do, Tizzo? Tell me how I can aid you? Whatever purpose brought you to Perugia, I shall make it my purpose!

My purpose, said he, is to rescue a friend from his prison in the cellars of della Penna.

With how many men are you to attack the house?

With my two hands and this ax, he said, smiling. It is not force that will save my friend. The only thing that will unlock the bolts of della Pennas house is chance and a little bribery. I am using both.

Tizzo, the chance is dreadfully slight. And if they capture you, your head will be on a pike before morning!

The chance is very small, he admitted. There is a better and a surer way of saving my friend: beating open the gates of Perugia and restoring the city to its rightful rulers.

Tell me what way! she demanded, eagerly.

You have the means in your own hands. The agent is now in your courtyard calling out on your name and begging you to let him speak to you. Your son Grifone is trusted with half the charge of the walls. He could open the gates easily, and allow the soldiers of Giovanpaolo to enter the town.

Since Judas, she said, there never has been such a traitor as Grifone Baglioni!

He is your own son! said Tizzo.

I forswear my claim in him. He is a changeling. My true son was stolen out of my bed and a murderers brat was placed on my breast.

My lady, if ever the same blood showed in two faces, it is in you and his highness, Grifone.

It cannot be, she said. Or if I have had a share in the making of his body, I have had none in the forming of his heart. In his own house — at midnight — with his own hand he gave the signal for the butchery — and he led the way — Ah, God, when I gave him birth, what a curse I brought upon my poor Perugia!

One word from you, and he would throw himself on the side of Giovanpaolo.

Giovanpaolo would not have the traitors aid — not for the price of two cities, each twice greater than Perugia.

My lady, it is true that Giovanpaolo would never forgive him, but if Grifone will restore the Baglioni to their own, then a peace can be made between them. His highness, Grifone, can withdraw with all his possessions to another place. And time may partly close the breach between them.

Death alone can close it! said the Lady Atlanta.

Madam, I beg you to think — it is in your power to restore the Baglioni to Perugia.

It is the dearest wish of my soul, but shame would keep Grifone from lifting a hand to help the men he has wronged.

Be sure that his heart is suffering. There is torture in his face. A word from him will make him repent everything and strive to make amends to all the people of his blood.

Tizzo, I have sworn a great and sacred oath never to look on his face, never to speak to him, never to listen to his voice. If I hear him crying out under my window, I run to another room and stop my ears.

An oath which is wrong should not be maintained. Every priest will grant you absolution for breaking it.

I did not swear it with thin breath; I swore it with my heart and soul.

Tizzo, for a moment regarded the beauty, the terrible anger in her face. And he knew that persuasion would be impossible.

Then I kiss your hand and leave you, my lady, he said.

She retained his hand in both of hers, the fierce passion dying gradually out of her eyes.

But you, Tizzo, she said. I know what you have done. I know by words, and also, I saw that great jousting helmet cloven to the bottom by your ax-stroke. There is not strength in your hands for such a feat and therefore it must be a strength in your heart. Trust me, that if I know any manner in which I may aid you and help you, I am at your service. There is money here — or jewels which have a greater price — will you have them? She actually stripped the rich rings from her fingers. But Tizzo shook his head.

There are men in this house whom I could trust to support you in anything.

No, my lady, said Tizzo. I have had enough money for my purpose. More would only be a weight in my pocket. And as for men, the thing I have to do is better and more easily managed by one hand than by twenty. Secrecy has to be the point of the sword for me now.

Must I feel that my hands are empty to help you? she exclaimed.

No, my lady. I shall remember you when I come to the time of need, and that will make me stronger.

You will go on this wild enterprise, Tizzo?

I must go, at once.

Tell me what service I can do, other than this, for Giovanpaolo and his men?

Send to my friend, Antonio Bardi, and tell him that Giovanpaolo forgives the part he played in the Great Betrayal. At least, Bardi did no murder on that night.

How can Giovanpaolo forgive a single soul who took part in the Great Betrayal?

Because he is as wise as he is brave. My lady, send for Bardi. Tell him he is forgiven if he wishes to strike a blow on our side. Send, also, for my foster father, Luigi Falcone. He has taken no stand on either side. But he will ride and fight for me. Those two men inside the city, if they will meet in your house and lay their plans together, may be strong enough to open Perugia to the attack of Giovanpaolo. Farewell!

Farewell, noble Tizzol, said the Lady Atlanta. If I were a man, I would go at your side, tonight!

It was easy enough for Tizzo to get down the stairway and out into the empty courtyard, unobserved.

A thunderstorm was rolling over the city, lighting up its towers and mountain ranges of clouds with long ripplings of cataracting lightning. Brief, rattling showers raised a pungent odor of dust in the air, and scurried the people out of the streets, as Tizzo turned away from the great, unhappy house of the Lady Atlanta.

He had never seen, he was sure, a lady so beautiful. Not the young and lovely wife of Grifone, even, was so like an immortal. Compared with such majesty and purity of features, the Lady Beatrice was a mere tomboy. She was a mere prettiness, in contrast. But then it was her spirit that set the hearts of men burning.

Thinking of her, Tizzo turned into the via dei Bardi and there forgot everything except his purpose. From the street of the Bardi, he turned into the alley that branched off from it, crooked and downhill as the course of a stream; and the lofty, irregular front of the houses might well have been a canyon which the running water had worked out of the living rock.

The house of Alberto Marignello had been well described to him. He found it almost at once and was about to cross the street toward it when a slender youth, wrapped in a cloak to defy the rain, said to him: Tizzo, there have been many men there before you!

He turned with a half groan of bewilderment and fear. Beatrice, he whispered, in the name of what god have you come to Perugia tonight?
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SHE STOOD BACK with one elbow leaning against the wall, her hat pulled half down across her forehead, her legs crossed, her whole attitude one of super-boyish impudence and mirth. He had seen her so often in mans clothes, she was so certain to slip into them whenever there was an emergency of importance, that his quickest memory of her was not in dresses at all. She was saying: I came to Perugia in the name of the great god of the fire, in the name of the Firebrand; I came for Tizzo. Does that answer please you, my most noble lord?

Beatrice, listen to me—

If you talk so earnestly, people will notice you. If they look at you twice, theyll soon have you clapped into a fire to burn in good earnest, Messer Firebrand.

They will find you in the town. They will surely recognize you, Beatrice. And if they get their hands on you—

They dont murder women, said Beatrice. Not even in Perugia.

Theyll do worse. Theyll marry you to one of their brutal selves for the sake of your estate.

And then comes noble Sir Tizzo and runs my false husband through the gizzard and makes me a widow today and a new wife tomorrow. You see, I risk very little. No matter what road the story starts away on, it will wind up with Beatrice and Tizzo hand in hand at the close.

My God, how wild, how foolish, and how charming you are, said Tizzo. Giovanpaolo should not have told you where I had gone.

I pulled the story out of him like so many teeth. Tizzo, you would sneak away and let yourself be killed? Sneak away without a word of farewell to me?

I had not the courage to face you.

When I knew you were gone, I was empty, she said. I felt, suddenly, as though you had never kissed me, as though you had never said you loved me. I felt as though danger were another woman, and you had gone to her. So I had to come here and meet you in the street.

You must go instantly from the city.

With you, Tizzo, I would go anywhere.

I cannot go with you farther than the walls.

Then I shall not leave Perugia.

Beatrice, I beg you — if you love me—

I only love the man who lets me share his dangers, she said.

I will take you to the walls and see you safely away.

I shall not go unless you come with me.

He groaned. And then he said: The work which lies before me is something I cannot turn my back on.

Your work is spoiled before it commenced, she said.

Why?

Ive lingered up and down this street, and Ive seen half a dozen men enter that building.

Why not? More than one family lives in it.

Men in cloaks, with something under the cloaks.

Bread from the baker, perhaps.

Bread or steel ground sharp along two edges, more likely, she said.

Marignello has been paid his price. He would not betray me.

Perhaps he could get a greater price from della Penna.

He would not dare to confess that he had been in touch with me.

No? He would simply say that, from the first, he had been attempting to draw you into a trap.

There is not that degree of guile in him.

Tizzo, for all your cleverness — and I know you are not a fool — you continue to think that men are as honest as yourself. And that is a folly. Why, Tizzo, every man in Perugia knows that Mateo Marozzo, for instance, would pay all the gold in his treasury for the sake of one chance to drive a knife into your body!

Marozzo hates me. They all hate me, now. But I must count on Marignello. Without him, I have no hope. And that means that Melrose has to die without a hand lifted to save him.

Henry of Melrose, she said, has followed adventure all his life. He could never expect to die peacefully. Let him have the end that he has invited.

I cannot, Beatrice.

Will not, you should say.

I love you, Beatrice; but even you hardly stir my blood and draw my soul from me so much as that wild Englishman.

He taught you half a dozen tricks of fencing, and therefore you love him.

There is something more than that, said Tizzo, frowning. Long ago, when I saw him, suddenly I had to follow him. I left the inheritance of a great house and a huge fortune for the sake of tagging about the world at his heels.

Perhaps he used a charm on you?

Tizzo crossed himself and murmured: God forbid! But I must go forward in this.

You mean that you will surely enter that house?

Most surely I shall.

Well, then, I shall show you one thing first, said the girl.

Before he could stop her, she was halfway across the street, and he saw her pass straight through the door of the tall house. As she opened the door, he had a glimpse of a dull light and suddenly reaching hands. He saw a flash of naked steel here and there in the background.

He ran like a deer to the rescue but the door slammed heavily; he arrived at it only in time to hear the clank of the heavy iron bolt rammed home into a stone socket.

To beat against the door with his ax would simply be a folly. He ran to the left into a meager alley hardly the width of a mans body and saw, high above his head, the glimmer of a light through a barred window.

Springing up as high as possible, he was barely able to hook the lower edge of the ax over the sill of the window. Then he drew himself up into the casement and curled into the embrasure. Through the bars of the window he found himself looking down into a large room with a fire flickering on a deep hearth and a mist of woodsmoke in the air. And in the midst of the room stood a full dozen of men clustered about the Lady Beatrice, holding her fast by the arms.

Alberto Marignello stood before her, his rather handsome but heavy face darkened by a scowl.

Now, my lad, he was saying, explain why you open the door of a place where you have never been seen before?

I come here because I bring a message.

What sort of a message?

A brief one, said the girl.

From whom?

From a man I met outside the gate of San Ercolano.

Well, what sort of a man?

A young man with red hair.

Ah, ha! said Marignello. Young — with red hair, and blue eyes that never stop shining?

Yes, that is he.

You see? said Marignello. He has seen that Tizzo — that blue-eyed devil of a Tizzo! Well, and what message did he give you?

To come here and find a man called Alberto Marignello.

That is my name.

Well, then Im to tell you that he cannot come tonight.

Ah, he cannot come?

No.

Will he come tomorrow?

Tomorrow after dark, if you will come out to the camp of Giovanpaolo and arrange a second meeting place.

I go again into the jaws of the lion? said Marignello. I am not such a fool.

That was the message. And then I come here, said Beatrice, angrily, and you all leap at me like dogs at a bone.

A strangeness came into the mind of Tizzo. He half wanted to shout: Fools! You have in your hands the greatest prize, bar one, that you could ask for. You have the sister of Giovanpaolo. With her in your hands, you are safe, and Giovanpaolo himself will not dare to attack the city — not if he had a million armed men behind him!

And again, with his bare hands, he wanted to tear at the iron bars and wrench them from their stone sockets and plunge into the room.

Here a great booming of thunder began, one of those cataracting sounds which pour over heaven like a cart over a brazen bridge. Inserting the stout oaken haft of the ax between the bars, he bore down with all his strength. Something gave. It was not the stone socket, but the soft iron itself bent, and so was pulled loose. With his hand he was able to draw it away from the socket.

As the uproar of the thunder died down, one of the men said: This story that the boy tells is all very smooth and well. But I wish to ask when he passed through the gate at San Ercolano?

Oh, half an hour ago, said the Lady Beatrice.

The fellow who had asked the question turned with a sudden grin on his companions. He threw out his hand to make an important gesture. Then he said: It was less than a half hour ago that I passed near San Ercolano and found out that the gate had not been opened during the entire afternoon.

The small portal in the gate was open, however, said Beatrice, and the heart of Tizzo stood still as he listened.

The portal was not opened! shouted the fellow who had last spoken. He had a broad, brutal face and Tizzo swore that he would never forget that countenance.

The portal was not opened. The entire guard was taken from the gate at noon! At noon, mind you! And the boy lies!

Ah, ha, said Marignello. Is that the way of it? Now, he looks capable of a good lie, when I look at him again. His face is a little too fine for those clothes. Give me your hand, boy!

Beatrice held out her hand, and Marignello leaned over it. Suddenly he threw it to one side. He exclaimed: It is soft as the hand of a woman! This fellow never has done a stroke of work! What has your labor been, eh?

Ive been a tailors apprentice, said Beatrice, instantly.

Ha? So! Well that may be, too, said Marignello, half convinced by this remark.

No tailors apprentice ever stood so straight, said another. From sitting cross-legged, their shoulders begin to stoop before theyre twelve years old.

Aye, and their chins stick out in front.

Aye, and they squint!

These remarks came in a general murmur. The thunder rolled heavily again, and Tizzo used that noise to cover the wrenching jerk with which he pried loose a second bar. Another pair, and he would have opened a sufficient space to admit his body. After that, if once he got down into that room with his ax — well, they would have something to think about other than this boy they were questioning.

You are not a tailors apprentice, said Marignello, pointing to her hand. See, there is no enlargement of the thumb and the forefinger of the right hand, and the left forefinger is not stuck full of the little scars of the needle point. Confess that you have lied.

I was ill for six months and the scars wore away from my skin, said Beatrice Baglioni.

I never saw a tailor, said Marignello, who dared to look people straight in the eyes in the manner of this lad. He holds up his chin in the manner of one who has told servants to come and to go. Come — the signore will be here in a little while, and then we may learn something more about this lad.

It was only another moment, in fact, when a knock came distinctly at the street door.

Shall I open? asked one of the men.

No, not till I have spoken, said Marignello.

He approached the door and called out: Who is there?

The answer was indistinguishable to Tizzo, but Marignello called again: What word has passed between us?

He paused for the answer and then said to the other: This is right. He has named the word which he and I alone know. It is the signore.

He then unbarred the door and there entered a man in a scarlet cloak whose collar was wrapped up high about the head and face in order to shut off the rain.

He threw back this cloak and revealed himself in a fine doublet and costly hose that had a silken sheen. He had a colored handkerchief thrust inside his belt and carried a dagger as well as a sword. His soft hat was of blue velvet, and it was pulled low over his forehead. In spite of this, the silver gleam of a scar appeared just above the center of the forehead and looked like a streak of grease. Tizzo recognized his own handiwork. With the point of his dagger he had drawn a cross into the flesh of Mateo Marozzo, the point of the sharp steel shuddering against the bone. This man he had branded for life, and it was a deed which he looked back upon only with pleasure. He wished, now, that he had driven the dagger through the fellows heart.

Marignello said: We have caught a queer lad here, who says that hes a tailors apprentice. But he hasnt that look. He says that he carries a message from Tizzo. Will your lordship look at him?

Marozzo approached the Lady Beatrice and stared full in her face.

Then he said: This is, in fact, a very queer — lad! Marignello, take yourself and your men away. Let me have plenty of time alone with this — lad. And I may make something of him!


CHAPTER 36
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MARIGNELLO GOT QUICKLY out of the room, the slamming of the door behind him and his companions being quite covered by an immense, crashing downpour of the rain. In that uproar, Tizzo managed to work the other bars from the sockets. He had plenty of room, now, to slip through the window, but his position was frightfully complicated. If he leaped down, the ten foot drop to the floor from that high casement probably would send him sprawling, and before he could rise the dagger of Marozzo would be in his back. He waited, the corners of his mouth jerking with eagerness.

He could hear Marozzo, now, saying: Dangerous, beautiful — most beautiful, most dangerous, Lady Beatrice! Can I tell you how welcome you are to me?

My dear Mateo, said the girl, I ought to be welcome to you. You can make a very neat sum of money out of me, I suppose.

Money? said Marozzo. Do you think that we will sell you? No, sweetheart, you will never leave Perugia, and so long as you are inside the city the hands of Giovanpaolo are tied. He cannot strike at us for fear we may strike at you. You mean more than money to all of us. You mean life, Beatrice, life!

He began to laugh, putting his face close to hers, jeering.

And the handsome fellow with the red hair — the Firebrand — Tizzo — I suppose it was he who drew you into this crazy adventure, my lady? Your reputation — what is that to a man whose brain is all in a flame? Such a bright flame that the pretty little moths, the charming, delicate Beatrices, are always flying into the fire!

Mateo, she answered, Tizzo has nothing to do with this.

Certainly not. You didnt even know that he was expected here this evening? You were merely walking up the street by chance? You merely happened to walk through this door? Certainly Tizzo could have nothing to do with it!

She took a deep, quick breath and looked fixedly at Marozzo.

Mateo, you can make a fortune, a great fortune, if youll see me out of the city.

If an angel came down and offered me a throne in heaven for returning you to your brother, I would never do it! said Marozzo.

No, she said, slowly, I think you mean that!

I mean it with all my heart. We are leaving the house now, my lady!

To cheat your friend Marignello of his share in the reward? There is as much fox as dog in you, Mateo, she said.

And Marozzo, overwhelmed with a sudden frenzy of hate, flicked the tips of his fingers across her face.

It was not thought that governed Tizzo. Far better for him to have slipped back down to the street and waited for Marozzo and his prize in the darkness of the narrow way. But he could not resist the lightning impulse which overcame him when he saw the girl struck. He slid through the window and dropped to the floor, and his foot, striking a wet spot on the tiles, shot him headlong on the slippery pavement.

He was already half twisting to his feet when he saw Marozzo running in at him with a leveled sword. An agony of quick fear had turned the face of Mateo white and pulled his mouth into a horrible grin; an agony of joy at this golden opportunity set his eyes blazing. He might have brought a dozen men swarming by a single cry, but that conflict of his emotions seemed to have throttled him. Or perhaps he saw, in this gleaming instant, a chance to accomplish a double deed — the capture of Lady Beatrice and the death of Tizzo. Such a thing would make him a hero forever among the powers who then ruled the city of Perugia. He would be, at once, among the great ones.

So he sprang at Tizzo, the sword shooting out before him for the death stroke. It came with such speed that there was no avoiding it, but Beatrice caught at the backward flaring cloak of Marozzo with such strength that he was checked and jerked a little to the side. That gave Tizzo the fraction of a moment he needed for rising to his feet. The head of the ax, light as gilded paper in the practiced grasp of his hands, struck aside the next thrust. He was in no position to use the edge of the ax for a counterstroke. Instead, he drove the butt of the haft between the eyes of Marozzo and snatched the sword as it fell from the unnerved hand.

Marozzo fell in a heap, not utterly unconscious but still struggling to recover himself. To Tizzo the miracle was that a yell of alarm had not roused the house before this.

Quick! Quick, Tizzo! gasped Lady Beatrice, already at the street door.

Go in the name of God, he commanded. Go to the house of Lady Atlanta and she will shield you. I have one more thing to attempt here.

With a twist of cloth he was tying the hands of Marozzo behind his back. Then he drew the little poniard from the side of Marozzo and flashed it before his eyes.

If you mark me again like a branded beast— groaned Marozzo. Kill me outright, Tizzo. Ah, God, to think that I had you so close to the point of my sword!

A greater miracle is going to happen, said Tizzo. You will have a chance for your life if you listen to me! Beatrice, will you go? Will you go? Are you staying here to drive me mad? Slip away! Swift, to the house of the lady, and she will help you from the city.

The girl stepped to the table and sat down on the edge of it, swinging one small foot.

I stay here, she said. I havent had so many chances of seeing you at work, Tizzo.

He glared at her, baffled.

There is still danger! he insisted. There is a frightful danger — I beg you with the blood of my heart — go at once!

While you stay here? said the girl. No, I stay where you stay. Save your breath. You cant persuade me to leave you.

He glared at her once more, half enraged, half desperate. Then he turned back to Marozzo.

Stand up! he commanded, and Marozzo rose. His eyes saw one thing only, the deadly splinter of steel, the almost invisible needle point of the poniard which was at his breast.

Step to the door, said Tizzo, and led his captive there.

He pulled that door a trifle ajar and ordered: Call to Marignello and tell him to send all his companions away. Tell him you have learned something that is only for his ears and yours. In a hearty, happy voice, Marozzo, or by St. Stephen youll have something sharper than arrows in your heart!

Ill be no tool of yours! panted Marozzo. Stab me, then; but Ill not do your work for you! The day is cursed that first saw you!

Ah, Mateo, do you invite me? asked Tizzo through his teeth. Dont you see, Marozzo, that wild horses are drawing me forward to your slaughter, you jackal? But do as I tell you and I give back your dirty life. You hear?

In that moment of shame and surrender, Marozzo glanced toward the girl and found her hard, cruel eyes fixed upon him. His head dropped.

Make up your mind, said Tizzo. Will you call to Marignello? Heartily?

Yes, said Marozzo.

His head jerked back. His eyes were half closed, and suddenly he shouted to the full of his lungs: Marignello! Help! Hel—

The point of Tizzos dagger could have stifled the first word of that cry, but he could not strike it into a defenseless throat. His whole heart yearned to kill the traitor, and still he could not use the edge of the dagger. Instead, he jerked it about and struck with the pommel once, twice, and again into the midst of that still beautiful face.

A smashed red ruin took the place of a face. Marozzo slid through the arms of Tizzo like a figure of sand and lay helpless on the floor.

Tizzo, they are coming! panted the girl.

They are, he admitted. But I cant leave. Theres still a chance. I must get from Marignello the keys that he holds — Beatrice, for the last time — will you run for your life?

A tumult of many footfalls came hurrying, and Tizzo barred the inner door against that influx.

Signore Marozzo? Your highness? Marignello was calling out anxiously as he came.

And then a light and silver sound of laughter chimed in the room, making Tizzo jerk his head suddenly about. It was the Lady Beatrice, with her head tilted back, now crying out: Your highness — Signore Marozzo — how can I help laughing—

The inner door was shaken.

Your highness — did you call to me?

Yes, for wine, said Lady Beatrice. Ill unbar the door for you, Marignello—

She looked fixedly at Tizzo and walked up to the door. He, understanding suddenly, dragged the fallen body of Marozzo aside and placed himself where the door would cover him as it swung open.

There he waited. A crack of light struck in on him as he stood there while the door swung wide under the hands of the girl.

Only you, Marignello, she said, still laughing. There is a secret, here, and you are the only man his highness will admit to it. Step in!

A secret? I thought I heard a yell for help— began Marignello, as he stepped through the door.

The girl shut and barred it instantly behind him.

But where is Signore Marozzo— began Marignello. It was only then that he saw the gleam of the poised ax in the hand of Tizzo. He made no effort to leap back. There was not a man in Perugia who did not know the singular and deadly magic which Tizzo could work with that weapon.

Tie his hands, said Tizzo softly, to the girl.

It was done instantly.

Is there a rear door out of the house? whispered Tizzo to the stricken Marignello.

The eyes of the man dropped to the still figure of Marozzo on the floor.

You still have a chance for life, promised Tizzo, but only if you lend us your help.

May I live? Oh, God, is it possible that you give me my life? breathed Marignello. There is, my lord. There is a door at the back of the house.

Then tell all those fellows of yours to leave the place by that door — to return here tomorrow at the same time. Sing out in a hearty voice. You hear me?

Marignello nodded. His eyes blinked. Twice he moistened his lips and took deep breaths, before he called out in a ringing tone: Its finished for tonight. Paolo — Guido — all of you out the back way; I have to confer here with his highness.

This is all too damned strange, said a heavy, growling voice beyond the door.

Marignello looked down again at the limp figure, the blood-dripping face of Marozzo, and shuddered.

Orders from his highness, he said. Weve found wonders in the boy — and tomorrow night, my lads! At the same hour. Well have the trap and well have the Tizzo to catch in it, and double pay for all.

There was still a little murmuring, but presently the footfalls began to withdraw. The knees of Marignello were bending under his weight, and the cold burden of fear.

Be brave, Marignello, said Tizzo. I have made a promise. Fill your part of the bargain, and you shall live, I swear.

God and your highness forgive me for treachery! groaned Marignello. But they offered me a fortune, a treasure of gold! They hate you so, and they fear you so, that they would buy your death with your own weight in gold. Yes, they would make a statue of you all in precious metals and set jewels in the head of it for eyes. They would give that away to make sure of your death!

I understand, said Tizzo.

The girl had gone to the street door and was listening, but the crashing of the rain muffled all other sounds outside the house. Small gusts of wind worked down the chimney and knocked puffs of smoke out into the room.

But you have, somewhere in the house, keys that fit doors in the prison cellars of della Penna, said Tizzo. You were not lying when you told me that you were a trusted man?

I was not, signore. No, no, I am a trusted man — and God forgive me for once betraying my trust! There are three sets of the keys, one in the hands of his highness, Jeronimo della Penna, and the head jailer keeps one — he never leaves the house; and I have a smaller set.

What will your smaller set open? The outer door of the cellars?

Yes, signore.

Marignello, you will still be a treasure to me! Where are those keys?

They are at the keymakers.

Ha?

His highness, Jeronimo della Penna, ordered me to have my set copied.

Tizzo groaned, but the girl, turning from the door, said: He lies, Tizzo.

Why do you think so?

Three sets of keys to one dungeon — that is more than enough. If Jeronimo used all the wits he possesses, he would never have so many. Besides, would he trust such keys into common hands? Into the hands of a keymaker, who might make ten sets as easily as one?

True! exclaimed Tizzo. He turned sharply on Marignello, who cowered as though he expected death to strike him that instant.

You have lied, Marignello? he demanded.

Ah, my lord, consider! For these years I never have broken my trust to my master! How can I break it now?

You were bribed by Henry of Melrose.

No, signore. I took his money, but then I carried the letter to my master. He read it through and told me to deliver it — and keep the bribe. You see, I tried to be honest.

I think you have, said Tizzo, with a queer turning of his heart. As well as you could, youve tried. Youve tried to betray me and trap me — but I suppose that money can buy outright a conscience like yours. But now, Marignello, make up your mind. Will you give me the keys or will you not? Will you give them to me, or will you die here?

They are in that closed cupboard at the corner of the room, sighed Marignello.

Beatrice was instantly at the place, and when she had pulled the door open she drew out from one of the inner shelves a bunch of keys which were dark with rust in places but polished with use in others.

Are these the ones, Marignello? she asked.

They are, said Marignello, sinking his head. And I am a ruined man forever!

You have made a fortune out of your treachery, said Tizzo. Why not leave Perugia, then, and spend your money in another place?

Because wine in other cities has no taste, and bread in another place will not fill the belly. Except in Perugia there is no good air for breathing; in other places, the men are fools and the women are foul, said Marignello, mournfully.

A deep sigh from Marozzo, at this moment, called attention back to him, and Beatrice stooped above his body.

Now for the keys, said Tizzo. One by one — slowly — here, I draw a diagram on the floor as you name me the rooms and the passages, one by one. Now, begin!


CHAPTER 37
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THEY LEFT MAROZZO and Marignello lashed hand and foot, converted into two lifeless hulks which were rendered silent with strong gags. The cloak and the hat of Marignello were taken by Tizzo. That of Marozzo would shelter Beatrice from the rain.

And now, with the ax under the folds of the cloak, Tizzo stood beside the girl in the street. The eaves above them shut away most of the rain, which rushed down just past their faces.

You see that where I am going now, no one can go with me, said Tizzo. I have to be as secret as a cat, as casual as a pack mule. If I tried to take you with me, I would be lost at once.

I know it, said Beatrice. But if you go, Tizzo, I shall never see you again!

The keys give me a good chance. The clothes of Marignello may help me more than everything else.

Suppose that you even get to the Englishman and then find that already he has been torn and ruined by torture so that he cant follow you?

Tizzo groaned.

I must not find him that way! he said.

Then he added: You can go to one of three houses — that of Lady Atlanta, or to my foster father, Luigi Falcone, or to the place of Antonio Bardi. Which one will you choose?

Lady Atlanta.

Farewell, Beatrice.

Tizzo, say something now for me to remember through the years when I think of you going into the rattrap.

He laughed a little. Soft-footed thunder ran down the farther sky. Lightning slid along a crack of brightness.

Youll remember that I drank too much wine, loved dice and fighting. Remember, too, that I loved my friends and one exquisite lady — one that could be more troublesome than smoke in the eyes, more delightful than a warm fire in December.

He could see that her eyes were closed as she leaned back against the wall.

Now go before I begin to weep, she said.

He turned and hurried up the street.

He had with him the ax muffled under the cloak, the broad, strong dagger of Marignello, and a file made of the most perfect steel, three cornered, ready to eat through other metal like fire through wood. Also, he had keys and a plan of the cellars of della Penna. These items were all advantages. Against him he had the hands of a strongly occupied house where one word of alarm would bring a score of well-armed men.

Was that why he was singing under his breath when he looked up at the gloomy façade of the house of della Penna?

He passed the main entrance, with its lanterns lighted, the horses waiting saddled in the street; for now that Jeronimo della Penna was the chief lord of Perugia, he had to have horses in readiness night and day.

Around the corner he came on a small portal which was sunk into the wall, a little round-topped doorway. Into the lock of this he fitted the largest of his keys, and felt the wards moving instantly, silently under the pressure.

That success was to him prophetic of victory all the way through. It seemed a sufficient proof that Marignello had not lied. He pushed the door open, and found himself in a little semicircular guardroom where a man in breastplate and morion was rising and picking up an unsheathed sword. He gave one glance at the weapon and at the little gray pointed beard of the guard. Then he walked by, making his step longer, heavier, more lumbering to match the gait of Marignello.

Well, Marignello, said the guard, this is before your time, isnt it?

Tizzo went silently on.

Behind him he heard a muttering voice say: Surly, voiceless, low-hearted dog!

But Tizzo, turning a bend of the corridor, left the thought of the guard behind him. He had passed through the second stage of success and now he could swear that all would go well. A great premonition of victory accompanied him.

The stairs, exactly as Marignello had charted them, opened to the right of the hall. In a niche in the wall were placed three or four small lanterns, and one of these he took with him to light his way. The dull illumination showed him the descending stages as the stairway passed over laid stone and then was cut into the living rock. A singular odor filled the air. Gray slime covered the damp corners.

Down for two stories he passed into the bowels of the earth before he came to another hall somewhat narrower than the ones above it.

The third door on the right was his destination. When he came to it he waited for an instant, his ear pressed to the iron-bound door, his heart beating wildly. It would be worth everything to shine his lantern into the blue eyes of the Englishman and see his face change when he recognized his friend. All danger was worth while in the light of that moment of recognition.

He tried the prescribed key. It worked, but not so easily, the rusted lock groaning a little under the weight of his effort. At last the door sagged inward; he took a sudden, long step inside and pressed the door shut behind him. Then he raised the lantern high.

What he saw was emptiness. There was not a soul in the cell. A flat bit of moldering straw in a corner might have served as a bed at one time. That was the only sign.

He looked up despairingly at the glimmer of sweat on the ceiling of the rock. He saw the innumerable chisel strokes with which the tomb had been carved in the rock. He would need a patience as great as that if he were to find the Englishman in another part of this underground world which generations had enlarged, patiently, to provide storerooms and prisons for the lordly family which lived in the upper regions of light and air.

He sat down, like a prisoner himself, on the pallet of straw, and tried to remember. As he had charted the plan of the underground rooms at the direction of Marignello, so now he redrew the plan in his mind, bit by bit, carefully. This flight of chambers, all small, ran from side to side of the cellar. Above were slightly larger rooms. In the lowest level of all there was only the torture chamber, fittingly placed at the foot of the entire structure so that the frightful sounds from it might not rise to the upper levels, poisoning the souls of all who heard.

Had Marignello simply lied — speaking truth until he came to the last and most important step of all? Did the scoundrel really have in him one strong devotion — to his trust in the house of della Penna?

If so, it was a miracle; for one evil corrupts the entire soul.

With the lantern, Tizzo examined the heavy iron bracket and ring which were fastened at the foot of one side of the wall, opposite the door. The ring was completely covered with rust, but when he examined the inside of it, he found that the rust powdered and flaked away. He stared at the floor. There was already a very thin deposit of the same iron dust on the floor, enough to stain the tips of his fingers red.

No, Marignello had not lied entirely. Into that ring, very recently, fetters had been locked and by their chafing had loosened the rust.

Perhaps Henry of Melrose already was dead. Perhaps his body had been taken from the cell and buried. If not to a grave, to what place would he be removed?

Yes, living, they might take him to another room — the torture chamber underneath!

Tizzo was up, instantly, and in the corridor outside. Something gray and dim streaked across his feet. He heard the incredibly light scampering of a rat, saw the gleam of the long, naked tail, heard a faint squeak that made his flesh crawl.

There was no air for breathing. Fear like a vampire sucked the life from him. He would have given a year of life for the sake of ten deep breaths of the outer night.

At the bottom of the steps there was no corridor, only a brief anteroom, so to speak, and then a very powerful door, crossed and recrossed with such iron bars that it could have endured the battering of a ram designed to tear down a wall.

The key for this door had not been named by Marignello, but there were only three that could possibly fit the yawning mouth of the lock. It was the third of these that, actually, turned the bolt and slid it with a slight rumbling noise. The hinges of the door did not creak, however. For whatever hellish purposes, this room was used and opened at not too infrequent intervals.

Gradually, he pushed the door open and stepped inside.

What he saw was such a quantity of gear hanging from the ceiling, such a litter dripping down the walls, such complicated machines standing on the floor, that it looked like the interior of some important manufacturers shop — some place, say, where iron is formed to make singular weapons or tools of trade. But those machines were not designed for the working of wood or of iron; they were framed to work torment into the human flesh, and the ingenuity of a thousand devils could not have done more.

Wherever the swift eye of Tizzo glanced, he saw monstrosities that sickened him. A pair of huge metal boots, he knew at once, were used to encase legs, while various turnscrews and wheels attached to the boots indicated the pressures which could be applied. On the wall, a great cross of iron was equipped with three terrible screws so that the victims could be crucified alive. The rack, with its double wheels at either end and all its strong tackle, looked like a carriage turned upside down, and of course it occupied the place of honor, being an instrument on which all sorts of tunes of agony could be improvised. Then there was the wheel which could turn a man head down or else spin him into a nausea. There was the hurdle for the water torture; there was tackle for hoisting men by the wrists or the thumbs into the air and leaving them suspended. There were iron weights, hammers, picks, saws with frightful teeth that reminded Tizzo of the story of the poor man who, in this prison, had a span sawed off his right arm every day until the arm was gone to the shoulder before he was willing to confess where he had buried his treasure.

But the eyes of Tizzo fled from these horrors, and the light of his lantern now showed him, stretched on a heap of straw that was gray with time, a fine figure of a man who now lifted his head and allowed Tizzo to see the resolute face and the intensely blue eyes of Henry, baron of Melrose.


CHAPTER 38
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TIZZO, WITH THE door of the torture chamber closed, standing then above the Englishman, found the face of his friend in a sea of wavering light, because the lantern was being held in an uncertain hand.

Melrose, making a great effort, raised himself to a sitting posture. He was chained at the wrists, at the ankles, with a connecting chain which ran from the hands to the feet and thence to a great ring which was attached to a bolt that sank into the stone wall.

Ah, Tizzo, said Melrose, have you changed sides, made peace with your enemies, and made yourself snug in Perugia again?

I am here in Perugia again, my lord, said Tizzo. But only to take you away with me.

The baron closed his eyes and nodded his head with a strange smile.

Ah, is that it? he said. Here in Perugia? And to take me away?

Tizzo threw back the cloak. He leaned the great woodsmans ax against the wall and showed the file.

This is the way to cut the Gordian knot, he said.

Melrose opened his eyes, looked at the file, and shook his grizzled head.

It wont do, Tizzo, he said. Youre going to walk me out of the prison. Isnt that the thought?

And why not? said Tizzo.

Can you find a way back for yourself?

I think so.

Then find it now, and use it.

What?

I shall not go with you.

My lord?

Damn my lord, said the Englishman. What made you come here in the first place?

You taught me what to do when a friend is in trouble, said Tizzo.

In what way?

I have not forgotten the day you entered Perugia and risked your head in order to set mine in freedom.

Ah, I remember something about that, said Melrose. And that good fellow, that Giovanpaolo, not only set you free but refused to take my life in payment for yours, though he knew that I was a lifelong servant of the Oddi, whom he has reason to hate.

Giovanpaolo is my sworn brother, said Tizzo. And chiefly because of what he did that day. If there were a way for him to break into Perugia suddenly, I should not have had to slip into the town by stealth. We should have bought you by our work in battle, my lord.

Perhaps you would, said Melrose. But I rather think that Jeronimo della Penna would have used an extra five minutes to run down into his cellar, when he saw the day — or the night — was lost. He would have used that time to come down and put a knife into me. The bottles of wine in his cellar, Tizzo, are not half so dear to him as all the revenge which he opens, like a sweet perfume, when he sees me.

Why does he hate you, my lord? Because Giovanpaolo slipped through the gate you were guarding?

And the Lady Beatrice — and you. Mostly because of you, Tizzo. The fact is that he hates you a little more than he hates the rest of the world because, as he says, you cheated him. You pretended to be on his side.

Tizzo dropped to one knee and began to use the file on the heavy manacles that linked the wrists of the prisoner together. It is no use, Tizzo, said the prisoner.

No use? exclaimed Tizzo, looking up in astonishment.

Not in the least. Do as I tell you. Leave the prison at once.

Why is there no use in setting your hands free?

Because, my lad, even after they are free, I shall not be able to use them.

I dont understand, said Tizzo, staring down at the deep, silver-shining trench which the file already had cut into the comparatively soft iron.

Why, Tizzo, it means that I have paid a visit to the lady, yonder.

What lady?

It has a good many names. Some people call it the engine of grace. Others call it the rack.

And Tizzo, groaning aloud, said: God, God! Why have I come a day too late?

The rascal Marignello required time as well as money, said the prisoner. But a day ago you would not have found me here. I was in a cell on the tier above. This morning della Penna decided to begin spinning out my death in a long, thin thread. He stood over me during the torment. He kept feeling the hardness of my shoulders and thighs as the strain of the rack grew greater. He kept telling them to go more slowly, more tenderly. Tenderly was the word he used, laughing. He laughed, and told them to use me more tenderly. Stretch the beef today and cut it up tomorrow. He stood over me with the rod of iron, ready to tap some of my bones and break them, but that was a temptation he resisted. Tomorrow he will break an arm. The next day a leg. Then another arm. Then a few ribs. What, Tizzo? Would a connoisseur swallow off his wine? No, he would taste it slowly, rolling the drops over his tongue and up against his palate.

God curse and strike him! said Tizzo.

Not God. You must strike him, said the baron. I tell you, Tizzo, that I could not walk from the prison, even with all the doors thrown open. I could hardly crawl or writhe along like a snake. A snail would be faster than I. You are not a mule to carry me hence. Therefore, escape, yourself, as you may. And afterwards, if Giovanpaolo takes the city, strike no blow except at Jeronimo della Penna. Strike only for his head. Beat him down. And for every stroke that maims him, that slays him by degrees, cry my name. Cry Melrose! while you enjoy the killing of him. That will be a comfort to my soul, no matter how deep in hell I am hidden away. I shall hear every word you utter. I shall taste every drop of his blood. I shall laugh at hellfire as della Penna dies.

I shall kill him afterwards, said Tizzo. God knows that I shall kill him, but now there is only one task.

He gripped the wrist irons and began to file at them, furiously.

And the noise was like that of the singing of a mosquito in the torture chamber.

Take care of what you do! said Melrose. If you throw yourself away, I am cheated of my revenge. Listen to me, Tizzo. If I even dream that revenge will fill its belly with the life of della Penna, I can endure everything. For every pang he gives me, I can laugh loud and long, because I shall promise myself that he will die by worse pains afterward. And, being a coward, he will taste every agony thrice over. My death will only enrich me, if I can hope that he will die afterward, and by your hand, my noble friend.

Tizzo said nothing. He merely set his teeth, and the file turned the iron of the manacles hot as it bit into the metal.

Tizzo! exclaimed Melrose. If ever we fought together, and if ever I taught you the innermost secrets of my swordcraft, I beseech you, leave me — save your life — do not cast yourself away in trying to help a hopeless wreck from the reef. I shall only sink, myself, and draw you down after me.

The courtyard of Marozzo, said Tizzo, and my own life bleeding away, and Marozzo ordering more of his men to fight with me, and then the entrance of Astorre and Giovanpaolo, with you — you who had given up your life in order to pay down a price that would ransom me. God! Do you think I have forgotten?

Ah, you remember that? said Melrose.

Aye. I remember.

And another thing?

When I first saw you, said Tizzo, I knew, suddenly, that I had met the man I wished to follow around the world.

Like a young, impressionable, silly fool, said the Englishman. I have received nothing from the world but blows and I have paid my reckoning in the same coin.

Then he added: Tizzo, I ask one boon of you.

I shall not grant it, said Tizzo.

He asked, in his turn: But tell me what angel drew you on, my lord? What made you, in the first place, risk your life in order to save mine?

An imp of the perverse, it seems, said Melrose, that must have told me that if I risked my life in the first place I then should have the privilege of drawing the two of us down into perdition, as I am drawing us now. Do you hear me?

Rather, said Tizzo, an angel of heaven who told you that death is an easy thing, when there are two friends to endure it.

Friends? said the baron, loudly and suddenly. Well, call it that—

But as he said this, there was a dim sound of steps in the corridor outside, and then a wrangling of iron at the door to the torture chamber.

They have come to take me to the finish, said Melrose. Jeronimo could not wait any longer. His appetite was greater than his patience. But, ah, God, that he should find two morsels to swallow instead of one!
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TIZZO, FINGERING HIS ax, looked desperately toward the door. The quick, soft voice of Melrose stopped him.

No, no! Tizzo, you may strike down one or two but the mob will kill you. Theyll worry you to death. You are trapped. But no man is dead to hope while there is still breath in him. Do you hear? Out with the lantern. Roll in under the old straw, here. They shall not find you, if God is willing!

The key was already grating in the lock when Tizzo, letting the commands of the baron take the place of his own thought, blew out the lantern and slid into the straw. There he lay flat, turning his face so that it dropped on the cold side of his ax.

Above him, he heard certain rustlings, and felt the straw being straightened by the manacled hands of the baron. Then a crushing weight fell on him, as Melrose must have straightened out and laid his body directly down across the hidden bulk of Tizzo.

The door had flung open and a faint gust of the stale air blew even through the straw to the nostrils of Tizzo, casting up dust that gave him an agonizing desire to sneeze.

But footfalls were pouring into the room. And he heard the deadly jangling of naked steel, and the queer humming, muffled noise of blades against scabbards.

Then Jeronimo della Penna cried out: Look everywhere. If he was not above, he may be here!

It was the voice of Marozzo that broke in: He must be here because he goes to his work as straight as a ferret to blood — a ferret to the throat of a rabbit. Look well. I, from my own purse — a hundred florins of gold — do you hear, men? No, five hundred florins to the first fellow with sharp eyes who comes on the traces of the devil!

To this Marignellos voice added: He will not be here, my masters. I said nothing of the baron being here. I knew nothing of his being here. He was brought in here after I left the cellars.

Della Penna said: Your work was worthless, Marignello. Your thoughts are worthless, also. By God, I have a thought to try you on the same rack that tried Melrose.

He added, loudly: To your work! Look everywhere!

It was hard for Tizzo to breathe, there was such a pressure upon his body. And then there came to him a queer reaction — that it was better to burst upright before their eyes, ax in hand, and strike right and left, dying like a man. It was better to do that than to lie here and be discovered like a crawling rat.

Everywhere! He may hide himself in a beam of light! said Marozzo.

The voice of Marozzo was recognizable, but this enunciation was much stifled. Plainly his mouth had been smashed and perhaps many of his teeth knocked in by the battering which Tizzo had given him.

Men were trampling all about the room, knocking against metal, bumping the walls.

Something whispered through the straw and grinded against the stone not an inch from his face.

No use thrusting your sword into that bed, commanded della Penna. Do you think that anything could be hidden under the bulk of Melrose without being stifled?

And della Penna laughed as he spoke.

After a moment that half-muffled voice of Marozzo said: Is there any possible way by which he might have escaped from the house after he found that the cell of Melrose was empty?

No, said della Penna, unless he went up the stairs and into the house itself. That could not be.

Why not?

Because there are servants everywhere.

Jeronimo, in Gods name remember that we are talking of a man who could hide himself in the shadow of a cat, if he wished to do so.

How could he escape through the front door, which is always guarded. In these days, I have a dozen men-at-arms at that door.

Numbers mean sleepy eyes, said Marozzo. What of the window?

None except those twenty feet from the pavement outside.

Ha! He could run down the perpendicular side of a wall!

Are you going to call him half fly and half cat?

And mostly devil! cried Marozzo. He is not here. Jeronimo, leave this place. Spread the alarm. Let the town be raised. God knows, if we can catch him, we have at a stroke secured half the strength of Giovanpaolo.

You may be right, said della Penna.

He commanded someone to go at once and have an alarm rung, a word carried about the town to all the gates that Tizzo, not for the first time, had slunk inside the gates of Perugia. There was a rich reward on his head.

Then della Pennas voice sounded close by.

Ah, Melrose, he said. How is it with you?

Better, my lord, said Henry of Melrose. I breathe the air and still can taste it. It is better than wine.

Well, strangling might be a good end for you. I dont know. How do your joints feel, Melrose?

They ache with sympathy for you.

For me?

Certainly, Jeronimo.

I dont understand you — but then, I never could understand any man from the beef-eating English.

Why, my lord, you are searching for Tizzo, are you not? asked Melrose.

What of it?

Nothing. It is merely a token.

A token of what?

That you have named the wasp who will sting you to death.

Damn you! snarled della Penna, and Tizzo heard the sound of a blow that re-echoed through his brain. Had della Penna struck that chained and helpless man?

Well and knightly done, said Melrose. Your servants watch you, Jeronimo. They learn how men of noble birth should treat one another.

I have a mind to give you another taste of the rack at this moment, declared della Penna.

Give me enough tastes of it, close enough together, and soon I shall have a mouthful.

Do you hear him? said della Penna. He means that if I give him enough of it I shall soon have him dead. Dyou know, Melrose, that if you were of a little different pattern, I would like to have you around me. But since I cant buy you, I shall have to bury you.

It is one of the pities of the wars, answered Melrose. We are not able to love the sort of poison that might physic us.

Good again, laughed della Penna. I shall return to you again tomorrow, and the rack may even sharpen your wit a little more. Come, my lads. Out of this, and run through the house. Search in every corner. Remember, he can make himself as small as a rat.

Then he added: Put irons on Marignello. I shall have some use for the rack with him, tomorrow, also.
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THE DOOR CLOSED, the lock grated.

The way is open, Tizzo, said the baron softly.

Tizzo wriggled into the open and began to blow out air through his nose, and to wipe the chaff and dust from his hair, from his face, from his eyes. He dusted himself all over.

Neat as a cat, said the baron. Was it hard on you, Tizzo?

There are thirty excess pounds of you, my lord, said Tizzo, and I felt the weight of all of them. However, I can breathe again now. I swear to God that for a moment I was about to leap out and try for the head of della Penna with my ax.

Wrong, Tizzo, said the baron. Consider what a masterpiece he is, what a perfect semblance, picture, statue, harmony of evil! There is a man without charity or kindness, without decency or gentleness, without courtesy or heart, courage or warmth. A mere brain. A fox. A cold fire. Where will you find him again? Where is there his like? Merely to be killed by such a man is to be remembered by history. To be listed among his victims saves a man from oblivion. No, no, Tizzo, thank God that your eyes have seen such a prodigy.

He is a prodigy, said Tizzo, and I pray that I may have the prodigious pleasure of killing him.

He resumed his work with his file, and in two strokes of it cut through one of the manacle irons. With the edge of the ax he pried the bracelet wide open at that mouth and let the hand of the Englishman escape.

He fell to work on the other handiron when the baron said: Hush! Do you hear it?

Tizzo, listening for a moment, started violently.

They are coming again! he muttered.

No. They are walking on guard outside the door. You have startled them, Tizzo, and now they are worried. They fear that you and the devil may come romping, hand in hand, down those stairs, yonder, ready to beat open the door and fly away with me in a cloud of red smoke. They have, in fact, corked the bottle; and inside that bottle you are to die!

True! said Tizzo.

He stood up and stared at the door.

Tell me, now, asked Melrose. This is the end. There is no possible escape. Day and night that door will be guarded. And this means that you must surely die. So tell me now how great is your regret that you have come here for a foreigner, a mere Englishman from the barbarous north?

Tizzo said: Are you tempting me to use some fine words? Well, my lord, Ill only say that so long as I die in company, with a friend, I cannot ask any more of my life.

What is better than a friend? asked Melrose.

A blood relation, but I have none.

Are you sure?

My mother is dead, my lord, as I think I told you. There was never a father to me.

Do you remember your mother, Tizzo?

I was a very young child when she died.

Shall I describe her?

You, my lord?

A tall, slender girl. Brown-eyed, Tizzo. The grace of a wild deer and the step of a faun. A sweet smile and a gentle heart. A face as calm as prayer. Laughter as bright as the first spring day. And a faith that would have stirred a god and shamed a devil.

Did you know her?

Do I speak as though I were ignorant, Tizzo?

No, my lord.

Shall I tell you more about her?

Every word is like a life to me!

She was a girl so good that she could not expect villainy in others.

I have seen such people, said Tizzo.

There are tears in your eyes, Tizzo.

Well, let them fall, also, said Tizzo. I am not ashamed to weep for her, I would have died for her, if God had granted me that much grace.

Instead of which, she died for you.

Is that true?

Yes. You being born out of wedlock, the hate and the scorn of others killed her quickly.

Tizzo covered his face. Then he said: If I could find the demi-devil, the villain who betrayed her—

What would you do?

He would be my father, said Tizzo. I could only — I could only — curse him and leave him!

Aye, perhaps.

Did you know him?

I knew him very well.

Tell me of him, then.

That knowledge would only poison your last moments. Tizzo, you are about to die! You should be on your knees, praying.

I was never a praying fellow, said Tizzo. I would rather listen to a story, even if it is about a villain.

The baron shook his gray head, without smiling.

This Englishman— he began.

Ah, it was an Englishman? exclaimed Tizzo.

Yes. I told you that he was my friend.

Am I half English? murmured Tizzo, looking down at himself in wonder.

Aye. Half at least.

That is where I caught the red hair?

Your mothers hair was black as the wing of a raven.

Dear God, if I had only known her!

But shall I tell you more about your father?

Yes. I almost half forgive him if he was a true friend of yours.

I said he was a friend, but very often he was a bad companion.

Ah?

I mean, Tizzo, that there was no constancy to him.

That is a bad vice, said Tizzo, gravely.

It is, said the baron. That fellow would sometimes be serious and sometimes laughing. Out of his laughter he might fall to brawling, and out of his seriousness he might fall to laughing. I never could tell what he would do next.

A wild, evil man? said Tizzo.

A dancing, drinking, dicing, fighting man, said the baron.

For all of those sins, God forgive me! said Tizzo, sadly. Now I know from whom I inherit them. Was he cruel?

In battle? Yes. Otherwise, no, I should say not Merciful enough.

Charitable?

In this way — that he found it hard to refuse a request. If he won a mans money, he was apt to give half of it back if the fellow laughed at the loss and showed himself a good fellow.

I like that, said Tizzo, adding up the points. Yes, I like that a great deal. And brave? he asked, catching his breath a little in a dreadful doubt.

Brave? Men called him brave, said the baron. That is to say, this Englishman I tell you of was a fellow who loved danger as some men love a partner at a dance. He was accustomed to brawling. Sword-shine was more often in his eyes than daylight. He was used to danger, and therefore he loved it for the sake of old neighborliness.

Ah? said Tizzo, smiling suddenly. I wish that I could have seen him! What was his blood?

He was of an old and noble name.

Tizzo braced back his shoulders and frowned.

Good, also! he said.

Then he asked: And my mother — did he love her?

So much, Tizzo, that when he heard of her death he fell on the ground and beat his head against it. He was half mad for many days.

Was he? Was he in fact? said Tizzo. Ah, God, who is to judge the sins of others — who that is as sinful as myself? He was young; she was young; they loved one another. And if they missed the priest—

True, said the baron.

A brave, kind, wild man, said Tizzo.

I would not praise him too highly. He knew no books. Nothing but battle. I have seen him as savage as a mad dog, as headlong as a fighting stallion, as drunk as a fool, and as cruel as a tiger.

What shall I think of him? said Tizzo. What did you think of him?

I have prayed God to forgive his sins. He is still alive.

Alive! In the name of Heaven, tell me his name!

It will give a point to your hatred of him.

I cannot hate my flesh and blood, said Tizzo. Tell me his name!

His name, said the baron, is Henry, baron of Melrose.
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THE DIAMOND-HARD EDGES of the file, in the meantime, had freed the other arm of the prisoner, had liberated one leg, and now, as Tizzo listened to the last revelation, the last manacle fell from the baron. He was again master of his limbs — with the slight strength that remained to him. And Tizzo, grasping the hands of his father, stared wildly into his face. Then, throwing back his head, he cried, shutting his teeth to keep back the noise of his joy, God made the blood in me speak when I first saw you!

A dog of a lying servant that I sent into the village those years ago, swore when he returned that both the mother and the child were dead, said Melrose. And then I beat my head and groaned a while and said a prayer for two dead souls. But this long time afterward the wretched scoundrel confessed that he had found the mother dead, indeed, but the child was living. Why had he not told me about it? Because he did not wish to have me chained in one spot to support a son. He wished to be a free traveler and therefore he would have me free also. The villain confessed all this on his deathbed. I rushed back to the town. But how could I find my son? My own hair was red as fire when I was your age. The dying rat of a servant had told me that my dead boy had hair the color of mine, and I trusted that this was the truth. But there was more than one redheaded lad in the town. Which, therefore, was the one of my blood? Why, the first that would cross swords with me and stand to me like a man! Ha, Tizzo! In that little test I nearly had my throat cut by the damned trickery and cunning of your swordplay. I never before had met a man with the heart of a knight in armor and the feet of a dancing boy!

But how could you make sure that I was he? asked Tizzo, anxiously.

By the cry of my blood to you, lad! And then, also, Ive been back to the village twice. I have been able to trace the Firebrand to the little redheaded foundling. Mother of Heaven, to think that I have missed these years with you! But, ah, Tizzo, do you forgive me for my greatest sin of all?

What shall I do except pray with you for the sake of her soul? asked Tizzo.

Here, as they stared at one another with rejoiced faces, they heard the deadly noise of the big key grating in the lock. Tizzo had barely time to blow out his lantern and thrust it away under the straw. There was no time at all for his own body to be pushed into the bedding out of sight. The waver and throw of the lantern light already was shimmering across the room when he fled to the shadow cast by the bulky rack. There he crouched, hearing at the door the voice of Jeronimo della Penna saying, Come in, my friends. You will have a chance to do something more than stand guard now. You will be able to play a little game which will warm your blood for the rest of the night.

Della Penna, followed by the three guards who had been posted outside the door, crossed the floor of the torture chamber. On the way, the master paused in front of what seemed a suit of complete armor.

This, said della Penna, this, now, might be the trick which would serve for the end of the game.

He pulled at the shoulder of the armor and it opened wide, showing to the peering eyes of Tizzo a hollow interior set over thickly with needle-sharp bits of steel, projecting inwards.

But not tonight, said della Penna. Not while there is still so much pain to be drawn out of his tendons and joints. My Lady, the Rack, has not finished with him.

Ah, my lord, he said, you are now feeling much recovered, eh? Ive come to tell you that the cunning rat, Tizzo, has escaped from the house; but because that is a cruel disappointment, I know you will want to make us some amends. You and the rack, eh?

The long face of della Penna lengthened still more with his laughter. Then, breaking off into a snarl, he commanded, Pick him up and stretch him on the wheel!

Two of the men-at-arms instantly laid hold on the prisoner. And Tizzo, saying three brief words of a prayer, could not help casting one yearning glance toward the open door that might mean liberty. Then he freshened his grip on the handle of the ax and slipped from the side of the rack, stealing forward.

There was a great outcry from two voices, at the same moment.

Look, your highness! The irons are gone from his hands and ankles!

They are, by Heaven! exclaimed della Penna.

Witchcraft! exclaimed one of the men.

You fool! shouted della Penna. Look to yourselves. The witch that did this work is still in the room — a witch that carries the name of Tizzo!

He drew his sword as he spoke and turned sharply around. The men-at-arms, less ready in their heavy armor, swung about also, hardly in time to meet the rush of Tizzo. For his softly shod feet made no noise on the stones. He came like a shadow at them.

Della Penna, seeing that rushing figure, groaned with terror and sprang back behind his armored men. The foremost of them, swaying up his massive halberd, thrust full at Tizzo with the lance point at the end of the weapon. Tizzo wasted no time in parrying that stroke. A swerve of his body allowed the thrust to waste itself close to his side; then the ax in his hand clanged against the morion of the halberdier.

If that stroke had landed truly it would have ended the life of the soldier; even the glancing force dropped him with a crash, face down and senseless.

A sword gleamed at the throat of Tizzo — della Penna thrusting from between the shelter of his two remaining men-at-arms. A sidestep made that sword point reach empty air, only. The swinging blade of the ax met a downright sword stroke and the brittle steel shivered to pieces. A backward leap foiled the third man-at-arms as he shouted, Before God, this is no man, but a dancing shadow!

That same shadow leaped in again; the ax swayed and rang on the helmet, a brief, dull, horrible chopping sound, and the wide blade clove straight down through the skull.

The third warrior, with the mere stump of his sword in hand, turned with a yell of horror and fled. Jeronimo della Penna, unweighted by steel, was racing for the door far before his companion. And as far as that door the vengeance of Tizzo pursued him. Then Tizzo turned back to see that the baron of Melrose had forced himself to his feet, where he stood swaying, helpless, then making vague steps like the movements of a man half senseless with wine.

Steel rang on stone along the outer passage as one of the fugitives cast away a weapon to lighten his flight. The yelling voices that called for help grew dim around the corners of the corridors.

Tizzo cast one glance at the dead and the senseless forms on the floor. Then he rushed to Melrose and drew one of the big arms over his shoulder.

That towering bulk of manhood which he had always admired so greatly was now a curse to them both; it was an unwieldy mass barely able to move at all and far too ponderous for Tizzo to carry to any distance. He could only help Melrose forward from the torture chamber.

Go, Tizzo! pleaded the father. You see that I cannot be saved. They are raising the house. Every murdering rat of them will come running and swarming on you, in a moment. Save yourself. For my sake. The name of Melrose must not die from the face of the earth. Tizzo — I command you — you have done enough. No son in the world could do more. Now fly — fly! Use those devilish dancing feet of yours! Do you hear? I give you the blessing of my heart. I command you to go!

Hush, said Tizzo. If my name is Melrose, my blood is Melrose. Will you have me turn from my own blood? Save your breath for the labor. And if we die, you can strike one blow for us both—

So, panting, he supported the staggering weight of his father up the outer steps, groaning and cursing the slime that made the stones slippery.

It was a terrible labor. The very brain of Tizzo reeled with the might of the effort as he put his shoulder into the weight of the great, helpless body and so bore it upward. The stairs had no ending. The turns of them would never cease.

And the knees of Tizzo had turned to water before he reached the level of the floor above. It was then that they heard clearly the sounds of the gathering storm overhead.
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DOORS SEEMED TO be opening and shutting, letting out the noises of armored, trampling feet, the familiar dry clashing of steel against stone; voices shouted, far and near; there were so many elements of sound that the whole made a sort of humming roar. There must have been, literally, scores of men running toward the point of danger; and now the tumult opened with thundering violence on the staircase above. Like a flood of water, that throng was descending to sweep away the lives of those two fugitives.

Tizzo, gasping with an effort, hurried the big, shambling form down the corridor to that very cell which he had entered before. He had not locked the door. A mere thrust of the hand opened it now, and they entered as many dancing lights began to strike through the darkness.

There, leaning against the wall, half spent already, Tizzo said, They will go past us. They will go down to the lowest level. They will not leave the torture chamber till they have searched it. And you and I still have a ghost of a chance.

A weak ghost, Tizzo. My lad, I plead for the line of Melrose. Go on — save yourself—

You say the words, but your heart is not in them, said Tizzo.

It is true, admitted the Englishman, suddenly. If you left me, I should know that there was little of my blood in your body. What is death, when two men face it, true to each other?

It is nothing. It is a song! cried Tizzo.

But, ah, if I could raise my arms to strike one blow in the battle! It is the punishment of Heaven for all my sins — to stand like a sleeping fool while my son fights for my life.

You have fought in your turn for mine, said Tizzo.

Lord God, Almighty Father, groaned the Englishman, forgive my sins and let my hand hold a sword for ten seconds only. Kill me, then. Stamp on me like a poor beast. But let me die fighting!

The tumult that descended the stairs had now rushed completely past the door of the cell where Tizzo and his father were sheltered for the moment. That door Tizzo now flung open and supported Melrose into the corridor.

Over the level, the returning strength of Melrose enabled him to walk with less and less resistance, but as they struggled up the stairs again he was almost a dead weight on his son. Too furious a hurry would melt the strength out of Tizzo as a hot fire burns wax. He had to take a pace and hold to it, stubbornly; and yet, beneath him, he began to hear the echoes of a wild outcry.

Anger has a sound like despair when it comes shouting from many throats. Those men of della Penna, their master at their head, had reached the torture chamber far beneath by this time, and their yelling was from purest rage, of course. Yet it seemed to Tizzo like the lamenting of the eternally damned.

Now for one blast of the great new giant — gunpowder — to crumble together the walls of the prison and drop headlong masses of stone on the heads of all those manhunters!

Melrose, panting, struggling, nevertheless still whispered his prayer, Almighty God, I do not ask for the power to swing a sword. Let me only have the strength to draw a dagger and use it. A single blow — one gesture of glory is all that I ask for — one drop out of the infinite sea of Your mercy!

They had, in fact, reached the highest level of the cellar, and before them there was a straight way toward the outer door; but Melrose was almost too exhausted by pain and the frightful effort of moving his witless limbs to stand erect any longer. Both he and Tizzo reeled from side to side as they moved down the hallway.

And still the prayer, in a new form, was issuing from the lips of Melrose. Glorious God, I ask not to strike with any weapon, but with my bare hands let me grasp one villain by the throat before the steel is struck into me from every side. Let them hew me to pieces — or let them keep and burn me inch by inch afterwards. But let me strike one blow before I die—

That panting, broken whisper continued, drowned from the hearing of Tizzo because the rout of the pursuers was spreading back again through the upper stairways.

He could hear the wild voice of della Penna screaming, They are here! Two grown men cannot hide in a rathole — but look in every corner. If we lose them, I shall go mad — mad — mad! If you fail to take them — every man of you look to himself. Swiftly, swiftly! Be everywhere with wide eyes. Your swords ready. Take them alive if you can, but even dead they will be beautiful pictures to me!

That screeching voice of rage sent small shudders down the back of Tizzo as he worked his way down the hall. Then he heard running feet approaching from the rear.

They were coming very quickly. But here, thank God, was the outer door. One warder remained there at his post with the same partisan which Tizzo had seen in the grasp of the jailer before.

The approaching rush of many feet had put the jailer on his guard. He stood now with the great weapon held at the ready, that is, slung sidelong across his body, the head gleaming above his left shoulder. It was an engine designed to strike down horse and man. It made the infantryman the peer of the mounted warrior. And now, into the view of the sentry there came the vision of the great, staggering, wavering gray-headed man, and beside him the tense, lithe figure of Tizzo.

He stared and elevated his halberd for the stroke when Tizzo, with a cry, ran straight in on him, his smaller and more active ax poised to strike.

It was not for nothing that he had crossed with the best of the swaggering young blades of the town, and that he had performed such feats with the ax that every clod in Perugia knew of the strokes of Tizzo. The halberdier, the moment his eyes made sure of Tizzo, the moment he saw that famous ax at a balance in his hands, cried out: Mercy, in the name of God! and fled slinking along the wall with his halberd flung down upon the ground.

Tizzo let him go. He was no lover of bloodshed even in the midst of battle. The game was the thing, not the slaughter which delighted some. A moment later he was throwing back the bolt of the portal, thrusting the door wide.

But when he looked back he could see Melrose staggering, almost pitching to the floor with every short forward step he took, and behind him danger came pouring up the corridor like the shout of battle up a throat. He saw them coming, the glitter of the weapons in the tossing lantern light, then the wild faces; and always the shouting roared louder and louder.

He leaped to Melrose and supported him outside the door. To be in the open was at least some comfort. The taste of the sweet night air was a blessing and a mercy. And a changing wind had knocked the rain clouds out of the sky and blown up over the black towers of the city the golden beauty of a summer moon.

Open air — the moon — the bright face of the Almighty God! gasped the Englishman. Now I can die content. Tizzo — for the last time, go — save yourself!

As he spoke, it became impossible for Tizzo to save himself. Out of the portal of the cellar rooms, like a great smoke from a small mouth, came sweeping the men of della Penna — half-dressed servants who had been called up in the middle of the night unexpectedly, and the men-at-arms who had been on duty. Others in greater numbers were running from the interior of the house. The whole garrison was pouring through toward the street, but in the first whirling batch there were a dozen assailants who hurled themselves upon Tizzo.

His father, staggering back from this attack, had been brought to a pause by a sharp angle of the wall which protected their backs against assault but which also would make it more difficult for them to escape in any direction except straight to the front.

And straight in front lay the thronging swords of the enemy.

Tizzo, flashing back and forth in front of Melrose, like a panther in defense of some old lion, made the swinging arcs of the ax gleam with incredible lightness, incredible force. The cleaving power of that weapon was far greater than that of any sword. Where it struck solidly, it left more hideous wounds, also; and in the cunning grasp of Tizzo it did not possess the usual disadvantage of being a weapon of offense only. The dance of it in his hands swept aside the striking of many swords: his light advances staggered the crowded ranks of the enemy.

A man in full armor, the young nephew of the master, Marco della Penna by name, was directing that attack. He had in fact been in charge of the guarding of the house of his uncle during the emergency of this time of danger. He, now, seeing before him two of the greatest enemies of his house and above all the notorious red head of Tizzo, came striding through the crowd of his men like a giant with the plume blown high on his helmet and the great two-handed sword poised for a blow.

He shouted out to the others to join him, and the battle would be ended in an instant. But the rest held back an instant to see their mail-clad champion dispose of this dancing wisp of a Tizzo. And Tizzo, as he flashed back and forth in front of his father, panted forth a wild sort of laughter that was half a song. When that lofty champion came striding, Tizzo sprang a step to meet him, turned the swordstroke with an incredibly deft counter, and then hit right upward with the reverse of the swing of his ax. Under the arm, where the steel joints of the armor were multiplied and the steel itself was thin, Tizzo struck; and the ax crunched through the iron as through brittle wood, clove the flesh, crushed through the shoulder bone.

Marco della Penna, feeling himself so struck, so maimed and ruined for life that he never again could wield a weapon, dropped his sword and tried to break in with his dagger at Tizzo. But a hammerstroke from the back of the ax stopped his frightful screaming and laid him senseless.

Here there was a mere instant of pause, partly because a man of such importance had fallen, and partly because reinforcements were certainly coming at once out of the house. There was no occasion, it seemed, for men to put themselves in further danger from that uncanny, blue-bladed ax. Besides, Baron Henry of Melrose had leaned, weak as he was, and picked up the great fallen sword of della Penna. This he now managed to poise above his head, given strength and control of his body by the battle heat that was in him.

Melrose! Melrose! he thundered, and made the men of della Penna shrink a step farther back.

At the same instant there came a most astonishing change. For the battle cry of the Englishman was echoed by a shrill cry, Melrose! Melrose! A rescue! Melrose!

And over the paved street rattled the hoofs of several horses. Right at the crowd came a single rider, young, slender, shouting the battle cry of the baron; and Tizzo recognized the voice of the Lady Beatrice. Her horse, and those she led, were trained battle chargers. They did not hesitate to strike into the crowd, rearing, smashing out with their hoofs, and the della Penna men did not abide that charge.

Straight into the baron pushed the girl. He grappled at the horn of a saddle with his hands; the strength of Tizzo heaved him up until he was suddenly straddling the back of a horse, grasping at the familiar reins. Effort that should have killed another man in his condition seemed merely to have warmed his blood and brain.

A Melrose! Melrose! he shouted again, and vainly tried to sway the big two-handed sword again.

There was no need for more fighting. The men of della Penna had a chance to see, now, the slightness of the rescue party and they were running back to the attack, but the street was open and the three rushed away up it, leaving only yells of furious despair behind; and through that outcry, Tizzo recognized the voice of Jeronimo della Penna himself.

Disappointed malice would surely burn the heart of the man to a cinder.
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TIZZO STEPPED TO the bed and drew the curtain.

Antonio Bardi slept there in the midst of a troubled dream, one clenched hand thrown above his head. He had changed since the night when he joined the traitors at the Great Betrayal which had slain so many of the Baglioni. He looked older. His face was thin and even in sleep expressed a settled unhappiness.

Antonio! murmured Tizzo.

Young Bardi was wakened suddenly even by that quiet voice. He sat up with a start, snatching a dagger from under the sheet.

Wait for me, comrades— he called out.

Then, recovering from his dream, he stared at Tizzo. The dagger dropped from his grip — slowly he stretched out both his hands.

Tizzo, it has been my prayer that you would come to me, ever since the news came that you, madman that you are, had entered the city.

He rose, flinging a thin robe about him, thrusting his feet into slippers. Joy made him young again, as he saw his friend. He ran to the doors of the room and bolted them.

How is it with you, brother? he asked Tizzo, but then he answered his own question, saying: But I see that you are well and I know that you are happy. You are in the enemys country. Every breath you take is drawn in danger. Every minute may be your last. And therefore you are happier than kings.

And you, Antonio? asked Tizzo.

Bardi sighed. Do you remember how you found me in this house not so many weeks ago? he asked. Do you remember that I was dying of the plague, Tizzo, and that a casket of the family jewels had been spilled out half on the table and half on the floor? Wealth would not help me, then, because famine and the plague were eating me like two wolves. And then you came to save me — you, a stranger, when no man of my own blood dared to enter the house on account of the poison in the air. Well, Tizzo, there is a poison in the air now. It kills me as surely as the plague. It is the poison of treason. And I am the traitor!

He threw up his clenched fists.

But the cold-blooded devil, della Penna, knows that my heart is not with him. He watches me day and night. He fears that at any moment I may gather all the wealth I can carry and with it slip away to join the army of Giovanpaolo.

No, brother, said Tizzo. You have a harder part than that. You must stay inside the city.

I? Why do you say that, Tizzo? I tell you, I could make my peace with Giovanpaolo for all the troubles that have passed between us.

You could, said Tizzo, but if you try to escape, youll find it a hard thing to take away even your own body, to say nothing of anything else. Besides, you can help Giovanpaolo more by remaining inside the town. Have you heard from one or two people this same night?

Why do you ask? said Bardi.

He peered with a worn and anxious face at his friend.

A great lady, for one, said Tizzo.

Bardi, starting, seemed about to check himself and then answered frankly: I have seen her, Tizzo.

And a man with her, perhaps — a man who has been very close to me?

Luigi Falcone. Yes. I have seen them both. Was your hand behind that, also?

This is the point: Can I return to Giovanpaolo and tell him that he has strong friends inside the city?

It would be truer to say that his strong friends in the city wish that they were outside, and riding in his ranks.

You must see, Antonio, that one friend inside the city could be worth more than five hundred men-at-arms in his ranks. He has not strength enough to storm Perugia. It stands on its hill like an iron fist raised. There are more armed men inside it than Giovanpaolo can collect. And Jeronimo della Penna is watching over the town like a cat over a dish of milk. The chains are fastened across the streets every night. The walls are manned. The gates are guarded. Della Penna handles everything as though Perugia were besieged by a great army. And how can we break in against such precautions? Only through friends inside the town. We have those friends — you, Falcone, the Lady Atlanta. Working together, you can win some control over one of the gates. By bribery or by personal influence you may seduce some of the guards. Then, from the top of your house, fly a flag of some sort. Several flags, if you wish. But a red one among the rest. The direction toward which it points will indicate to us which of the city gates you have mastered. And when you fly the flag, we shall know that on that same night you expect us.

Aye, said Antonio Bardi. It is dangerous work, but it could be done. I am suspected; so is Falcone. All who have been your friends are hated now like so many poisoned wells inside Perugia. But we — and the Lady, who has the courage of a man — may be able to do these things.

You must, Antonio.

We shall, then, said Bardi.

A rumor of noise broke upward through the house; there was a sudden tapping at the door of Bardis room.

Hide, Tizzo! breathed Antonio Bardi. There is no servant I can trust. They are all in the pay of the devil, della Penna!

Tizzo, casting one glance at the window through which he had entered, nevertheless stepped back behind the high tapestries which draped the bed. He heard the bolts of the door slide, then a breathless voice exclaiming: Signore, they have come! The men of—

The tramping of armored men followed; then the voice of Mateo-Marozzo was sounding through the room.

I greet you, Bardi, in the name of Jeronimo della Penna, to know where you have hidden away the traitor, Tizzo!

The flesh of Tizzo congealed as he listened.

Then he heard Bardi answering, calmly: Since the night when the Baglioni were expelled, you should know that there is no friendship between Tizzo and me. He is a sword in the hand of Giovanpaolo, and that sword is pointed at my throat, along with all the rest of the danger which the Baglioni are gathering, for the attack on the city. What sort of nonsense is this, Marozzo, to come with armed men into my house at night and ask for Tizzo? Even if he were a hawk, he would not dare to fly over the walls of Perugia! Then he added: Whats happened? Where has there been fighting? Or has a horse kicked you in the face, Marozzo?

The damned villain, the murdering Tizzo has been at me by treachery and trickery! exclaimed Marozzo. But the end of him has come. He will never leave Perugia alive! They are doubling the guard on the walls, and he is caught like a bird in a net. He and the English Melrose!

Melrose lies in the dungeon of della Penna, said Bardi. Do you have to man the walls to keep him from escaping? Arent there irons to load him with?

He was loaded with iron, said Marozzo, but the fiend, the wizard Tizzo entered the prison and cut the irons from the body of Melrose.

Impossible! cried Bardi.

You say impossible — I say impossible — but the thing is done! Melrose has been taken from the torture chamber at the bottom of the prison. Taken away by one man, even though his great bulk was so wrenched by the rack that he had hardly the strength to stand up. Carried away by that lean ferret, that Tizzo — God, I go mad when I think of it! They are gone! They are gone! Bardi, if you give them shelter your head will fall the next day.

I know Melrose, said Bardi. Not even a giant could have dragged his helpless bulk up the long stairs of della Pennas cellars.

Not a giant, but a Tizzo could manage the thing. It has been done. And the work is signed by the true signature of Tizzo. With his shoulder shorn almost from his body, young della Penna lies under the care of the doctors, ruined for life. He must exist with one arm all his days.

I listen to you, said Bardi, but still I cannot believe you.

Bardi, said Marozzo, the thing I have told you is entirely true. I have seen the blood that Tizzo spilled and the irons through which he cut. He is adrift in Perugia. He cannot have left the city so soon. And now the walls are well manned. He is likely as not to come at last to your house for shelter. Listen to me, Bardi! With him there is Melrose — a helpless mass of flesh, unable to stir without assistance. With him there is also a greater prize than all else — dressed as a slip of a boy — the Lady Beatrice Baglioni!

God rains miracles on Perugia tonight! said Bardi. The Lady Beatrice, inside the walls of Perugia, Marozzo, you are mad!

So I thought when I saw her, said Marozzo. But I with my own eyes have seen her this night, and talked with her. I am out of my wits when I think of it. Yes, she is here, drawn by her crazy passion for Tizzo which would make her run through flames. Bardi, if they come to your house, you will become the first man, the favored citizen of Perugia if you turn them over, at once, to della Penna.

The Lady Beatrice! exclaimed the stunned voice of Bardi.

Farewell, said Marozzo. Remember that all suspicions against you will be allayed if you can make the trap which catches Tizzo.
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MAROZZO HAD DEPARTED when Tizzo issued from behind the bed.

Bardi, suddenly holding out his hand, grasped that of Tizzo strongly.

There is such a flame of high heart in you, said Bardi, that you could turn a cat into a lion! But is the rest true? Melrose — have you used witchcraft to steal him from the prison of della Penna, from which no man ever has escaped?

No witchcraft, Antonio. Only a stolen pack of keys, a sharp file, and that ax of mine with the good blue Damascus steel in the head of it! All of these things — and then Lady Beatrice in the last moment bringing up horses like a cavalry charge to give us wings for our escape and scatter della Pennas men. Now you know the entire story.

I hear the miracle told in simple words, but a miracle it still remains. Where are they now?

Waiting for me in the dark throat of a little alley, not far from here.

The Lady Beatrice! murmured Bardi, staring. And you left them there?

There was one thing more important than their safety. The retaking of Perugia. I had to find the key that would open one of the gates of the city to us. And I have found it, Antonio. You are the man!

I am — I shall do it! God stands on your side, Tizzo. Otherwise it could not be that you would pass through such dangers unhurt! But you and the Lady Beatrice, and Melrose — how will you leave the town?

I have no idea, confessed Tizzo. We have made two steps toward safety. What the third one will be, I cannot tell.

I shall go with you, said Bardi. The moment I am dressed, I shall go without, whatever comes of the adventure—

You will stay here, commanded Tizzo. Antonio, if you love me, remain here to play your part well. The other task is entirely mine. See Falcone and the Lady Atlanta again. Concert your measures. Spend money like water if you must; it will all come back to you. And let me go alone.

How will you leave the house?

By the window that gave me entrance.

Not even a cat could climb that sheer wall.

Not a cat, but a Tizzo can do it.

Bardi, approaching the window, stared down at the profound darkness. There was only a faint, starlit glimmer of the wet pavement beneath. He drew back with a shudder.

And yet your eyes are laughing at the danger! breathed Bardi. What breed of man are you, Tizzo? Give me your hand. Farewell!

But hardly a moment later Tizzo, at the bottom of the great wall, picked up the woodsmans ax which he had left there and went swiftly toward the little dark-throated alley where he had left Melrose and the girl.

Two steps from the entrance he called, softly, and the thinnest of whistles answered him. He had heard that signal before, from Lady Beatrice, and he recognized it now; that was why he was half-laughing with joy as he went forward.

The girl said: All well, Tizzo?

Aye, all well, he answered. All well till daylight.

He could make out the big outline of his father, stretched on the wet pavement at full length. The girl had made of her cloak a pillow on which the head of the Englishman rested.

And you, sir? asked Tizzo, on his knees beside the baron.

Every moment better, said the baron. My legs and arms are still half asleep, but the life is coming back into them. Before noon tomorrow I shall be able to wear full armor and leap onto my horse again without touching the stirrups. But still even to sit up is a little hard. Tell me what you have done. You could not scale that wall after all, could you?

Easily, said Tizzo. I have seen Antonio Bardi, plotted with him the opening of Perugia, and heard the voice of Marozzo announcing that a double guard is on the walls. Perugia buzzes like a hornets nest. It is known everywhere that you have escaped, that Lady Beatrice is inside the walls, and that I am here, also. We have from now until daylight to devise a means of getting out of Perugia. As soon as the sun is up, we shall be found, even if we squeeze ourselves into a rathole.

It was much later when Tizzo looked up and saw the pale blue-green invading the sky and making the stars a trifle dim.

Day is almost here, he said, and we are no nearer the solution.

True, said Melrose. But the glory is, Tizzo, that when we are found, I shall be able to swing a sword and die like a man. Strength has come back to me!

The girl stirred a little. She, abandoning the problem to the two men, had been sound asleep, her head on the shoulder of Tizzo. Now she yawned and stretched, then rose, settled her hat on her head, and looked about her.

What have you decided, my masters? she asked.

We have decided that Perugia is as good a place as the next one to die in, said Tizzo.

We could try to get over the wall at some low place, said the girl.

The walls have a double guard, said Tizzo. We might begin to climb down, but wed be full of crossbow quarrels before ever we got to the bottom of the great walls.

Can we bribe the guard at a gate?

Ive thought of that. But nothing we can offer will be worth a tithe of the immense reward that Jeronimo della Penna will give for our capture.

That is true, of course, said the girl.

She began to walk up and down, whistling very softly.

Then she said: Tizzo, if I cannot follow you, you must follow me.

How? he asked.

In silence and with a little hope, she answered. Come! Let us go!
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ALFREDO, THE SON of Lorenzo, got to the stable shed, fed his mules, harnessed them, watered them, and at last led them out to hitch them to the vast two-wheeled cart whose creakings and squeakings could be heard almost through Perugia. The cart was heaped with a load of rubbish of all sorts, collected in the latter half of the preceding day.

But as he brought the mules out, pulling their stubborn heads along with a powerful hand, he saw three figures, dim in the half-light of the dawn, standing in his yard. One, the largest by far of the three, leaned against the wall, as though very weary. Another remained near the big man, wrapped in a cloak.

The third, a mere strip of a boy, advanced toward him, saying: Well met, Alfredo!

Alfredo picked a good thick club off the top of the loaded cart.

Before daylight there are no good meetings, he said. Who are you?

A friend, said the stripling.

You lie, said Alfredo. I have no friends except the gray mule, there. He would do something for me in a time of trouble, I think.

Nevertheless, I am a friend, said the youth.

Prove it, said the carter.

One day the carriage of a noble passed and thrust your cart off the road. The cart was broken in the ditch. The next day I brought you money to buy a new one.

May all the highblood in Perugia be damned! said the carter. The Baglioni first, because they are the leeches, the bloodsuckers, who grow rich on the labor of the poor men. Their taxes eat the marrow out of my bones. But a curse on all men who drive in swift carriages, drawn by galloping, blooded horses; a curse, and a double curse on them all. Now, as for this story you tell me, you have heard of the thing, but the truth is it was the noble Lady Beatrice herself who brought me the money the next day — the queen of heaven bring her happiness in return for it! — and as for you, you are a liar.

I have told a few lies in my time, said the girl, but I am the Lady Beatrice.

And this is the Englishman who escaped from the prison of Jeronimo della Penna. This is the baron of Melrose.

This mule next to you — that seems a mule, said the carter, is really the winged horse of the poet. Do you think I am a half-wit, my lad? Come, Come! Trouble me no more.

And this, said the girl, is Tizzo.

The carter, stunned, continued to stare at her for a long time. Let me see you, he said. It is true that you are a woman. Yes. No man ever had legs as sleek and small about the knees as those. But the Lady Beatrice — she would never be fool enough to come here to me for help. And — if that is the great Tizzo, the Firebrand — here — here — look here! This is the thick top of a jousting helmet; yonder is my own ax.

Let him try to split this fragment, if he is the man with the magic in his hands!

He put a round bit of arched steel on the ground as he spoke but Tizzo, stepping forward, produced his own ax from beneath his cloak.

If that is honest steel, he said, I shall give you the proof you ask, friend.

With that, he flourished the ax through two brief circles, and then struck a flashing blow. The whole head of the ax sank into the ground; the steel helmet top was shorn straight in two.

Alfredo the carter actually dropped to his knees, and, picking up the two fragments of the steel, stared from one hand to the other.

At last he looked up with a groan of wonder.

No other man in Perugia could do such an enchantment! he exclaimed. And it is true that you are Tizzo! And if that is true, all the rest — and — God the Father, this is the Lady Beatrice!

He rose slowly to his feet.

My Lady, he said, ten thousand people are searching for the three of you. Half of Perugia will be given to the man who discovers you. What made you come to me?

Because you carry a load of rubbish out of the town every morning. And this morning you shall carry the three of us in the rest of the worthless stuff.

It was not hard to arrange the hiding place. It was done by removing part of the rubbish from the cart and then constructing a little shelter with the use of two hurdles and some crosspieces. Into this stifling hut the three crept, crushed close together, and over the hurdles the carter heaped enough to restore the appearance of the load. After that, Tizzo could hear him calling out to his mules. The cart started with a lurch.

The wheels were so big that the cart kept jerking from side to side as the wagon passed down the slope of a street over the big cobbles. The carter, walking beside it, kept calling out to the mules. The piece of wood which he used as a brake screamed continually through the friction.

After a time the cart stopped. There was the familiar, telltale clinking of steel as armored men moved near.

Im Alfredo, son of Lorenzo, called the carter. And heres the load of rubbish that Im taking into the country this morning.

You wont take it this morning, said a commanding voice. Haul it back to your house. There are orders that nothing, not even a mouse, is to dare to leave Perugia today.

Consider, my captain, said Alfredo, that if I turn back, I must haul the weight up the hill. And have pity on my poor mules and myself.

Consider you, fellow? said the captain. Would I be such a fool as to consider you when I have myself to consider? Shall I put my head under a sword for the sake of a carter? No, I still have wits left to me.

Let me at least leave the cart here near the gate. Then I can haul it out tomorrow. But to pull the load back up the hill—

Shall I leave the street blocked near the gate? Do as youre ordered and get the stuff away from here!

Well, said the carter, I call you to witness that I have tried to do as his highness commanded me, but the captain of the gate has prevented me.

What highness? asked the captain.

Jeronimo della Penna. He swore to harry the skin off my body with whips unless I had finished clearing his courtyard of rubbish today, replied the carter.

Ah? said the captain. Are you working for Jeronimo della Penna? Did he tell you to do that?

Della Penna is not having any building work done in his courtyard — none that I know of, said another voice.

Not in the courtyard, said Alfredo. The work is being done inside the house, but the rubbish of the old walls is heaped in the second courtyard.

At this, there was a small laugh. The captain said: Well, get on your way! If della Penna has given you commands, I suppose they must be executed. Otherwise whips will take the skin off my body. And thats a tune with different words to it. Get on with you!

The cart started forward with another lurch. Again the brake started screaming, but it was a delightful music in the ears of Tizzo. Presently the bumps grew less hard and regular. The wheels were continually rising and descending, making the entire cart rock like a small boat going over waves, so Tizzo could guess that they were voyaging over the ruts and the bumps of the long white road that led among the hills toward the town of Perugia.

For a long time that journey continued before the cart halted again, and the voice of Alfredo called: Your highnesses, we are around the shoulder of a hill, and the sight of Perugia is shut off from us. Shall I empty the rubbish here?

Yes, empty it here, said Tizzo.

And presently the stuff was being raked away and poured noisily down to the ground beside the road. At last, the three could issue, brushing the dust from their clothes, coughing the dust from their lungs.
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TIZZO WAS STANDING in the fine quarters of Giovanpaolo, who had taken over the villa of a rich merchant.

He on one side of the table, big Henry of Melrose on the other, attacked a great roast of veal with their knives and fingers and drank plentifully of good red wine. Lady Beatrice, still in her boyish costume, walked up and down the room eating, with all the hungry abandon of a true boy, some bits of cold chicken and stopping at the table to sip wine. While Giovanpaolo, work thrust aside for the moment, enriched his eyes with the picture before him.

There was another member of the group, for a short time, and that was the carter, Alfredo, son of Lorenzo. He, dusty cap in hand, blinked his one eye at Giovanpaolo and was unable to name the reward he expected. He could only say: Another pair of mules would be a blessing to the four who now work for me, your highness!

You shall have ten pairs of mules, said Giovanpaolo.

No, in the name of God! cried Alfredo. For where should I put ten pairs in my shed?

You shall have larger quarters! exclaimed Giovanpaolo.

Alfredo shook his head, saying: Too big a bite of good fortune may choke me. Let me swallow happiness morsel by morsel, my lord. But when Perugia is retaken—

Are you sure that we shall retake it, Alfredo? asked Giovanpaolo.

The wisdom of your lordship will surround it, said Alfredo, and the fire of Tizzo will burn a way through the gates. Oh, yes, Perugia will be yours again, and soon! But when it is taken, if I could have the honor of running at the side of Tizzo and watching the ax of his honor at work on the heads of traitors, I would have something that would keep me in talk whenever I sat down to a cup of wine, so long as I live.

You shall not run beside me; you shall ride on the finest warhorse in the camp. What else will you have, Alfredo? said Tizzo.

Leave to go away for a little while and catch my breath, said Alfredo.

So! said Giovanpaolo, when the carter had gone. I felt like a one-armed man — I felt like poor young della Penna, Tizzo, when you were gone from me. But why did you go, Beatrice?

Because, said the girl, I had to see Tizzo again if only to tell him that his brain is as wild and as dizzy as the color of his hair.

She had to come, said Tizzo, in order to show me the trap I was entering, and spring it by throwing herself into danger; she had to come in order to save my father and myself in the first great moment of danger; she had to come in order with her fine wit to have us both carried safely again out of the town.

My lord of Melrose, said Giovanpaolo, now that you have come to us, you will always be welcome. Your strength will make itself felt when we storm the city. But tell me only one thing: Why did you let Tizzo go this long time without telling him that he is your flesh and blood?

Because like a fool I thought that the time had not yet come, said the Englishman. What had the boy got from me? A chance to win hard knocks in the world, only! But I hoped that before long I would be able to give him a house and lands and fine horses and a whole armory of axes and swords and spears and everything else that he prizes most in the world. When I could, one day, take him into that paradise and say: Tizzo, all this is yours; it is your father who gives it! Then, when I could do that, I felt that he might incline to forgive me. But, as I said before, I was a fool.

Nothing is folly that has a glorious ending, answered Giovanpaolo. When you have eaten, Tizzo, tell me what you have done.

No, Giovanpaolo. Ill simply tell you what to do. Have your scouts, every day, sharpen their eyes when they ride toward Perugia, and above all, let them look toward the tower of the house of Antonio Bardi. For, one day, many flags will appear on that house, and one of them will be red. In whatever direction that red flag is placed, be sure that the same night the gate toward which it is set will be in the hands of our friends and will be opened. The Lady Atlanta, Luigi Falcone, Bardi, have all been drawn into a pact. They will act for you.

Have you done that? cried Giovanpaolo. Then, if only the time comes before the lord of Camerino has advanced his men to the rescue of the town, we have still one chance in three of conquering Perugia!

* * * * *

The lord of Camerino, in fact, did not advance suddenly to the relief of the city of Perugia. He was gathering a strong force, and it was plain that his thought was actually to meet Giovanpaolo in the field and beat him out of it with sheer numbers. Merely to throw his forces into the city was not to his taste.

And so a few days intervened which were a priceless gift to Henry of Melrose, among the rest. For, every day, he was twenty hours in bed, and four hours on horseback or exercising gingerly with weapons, feeling his way back to a strength which grew momently. And this same leisure time was used by young Tizzo in adoring his Lady Beatrice, in drinking wine with boon companions — for the entire camp was his companion — in playing dice, in riding races against the other youngsters on their finest horses, in fencing, wrestling, running, leaping, practicing with his great blue-bladed ax, in twanging a harp and composing songs to his own music, in the reading of a curious old Greek manuscript which Giovanpaolo, knowing his taste, had presented to him, in thumbing out little models of clay — for one day he swore that he would be a sculptor like that great broken-nosed genius, Michelangelo — in sleeping, eating, laughing, laboring, and filling every day to the brim with his abundant activities. For every moment his flame-blue eyes were open, they were employed with the first object or the first thought that came his way.

Lady Beatrice said to him: Do you love me, Tizzo?

He answered: Love you? No! Love is no word for it. I love your beauty and hate your smallness; I worship your dignity and despise your arrogance; I adore and I detest you. I revere and I scorn you. If you were an inch taller I should spend all my days on my knees giving up offerings to your beauty. If you were a shade more gentle, I should perish from the greatness of my devotion. If you had not the claws of a cat as well as the velvet grace of one, I should die, instantly, because my heart would burst with joy. Therefore, never change, Beatrice!

If there were ten of me, said the Lady Beatrice, I might be enough to keep a tenth part of your thoughts for the tenth part of a year. But as it is, you must be off every moment to some other diversion. Where are you going now, you dizzy-wit?

I must keep an appointment, my love, said Tizzo. Beatrice, I must go at once to see Giovanpaolo. He wishes to speak with me on a matter of the greatest importance, an affair of the attack, and I am late for the appointment already!

He rose at once and went to find the quarters of his friend.

* * * * *

He found there, not only Giovanpaolo, but also his father, and the leaders of the host, who quickly gave him place until he was close to Giovanpaolo.

And Giovanpaolo said to him, with a smile: What have I interrupted? Hawking, hunting, fencing, jousting, racing, drinking, gambling, story-telling, idling, or merely silly talk?

I have been doing all those things, answered Tizzo, gloomily. And I was thinking, on my way here, that a man who serves the great is never his own master.

That is true, answered Giovanpaolo. And whenever you are the true master, God help those who are your enemies — or your servants, perhaps. They will be rich today and beggared tomorrow. But, to the point. We have had scouts out toward Perugia all this time, and at last one has returned with a sweating horse to say that flags fly from the tower of the house of Antonio Bardi, and one of those flags is red, and lies in the direction of the gate of San Pietro.

Then the city is ours! cried Tizzo, in a fervor.

True, Tizzo, true, said Giovanpaolo, if we may take the gate of San Pietro and so master a friendly ward and the lower city. But still the main city will be lost to us, and in the higher city is all the strength and the force of Perugia.

We may take the gate of San Pietro, said Tizzo, and then we must rush on to the next gate into the city.

That is the Two Gates, said Giovanpaolo.

Which admits us into the higher city? asked Tizzo.

It admits us to that place, answered Giovanpaolo. And the question that now rides with us is this: Shall we—

We shall strike in with lance and sword and ax, said Tizzo, and God show Himself for the right!

Well said, answered Giovanpaolo. And who shall say where the favor of God lies, even the holiest hermit? Without that favor, we shall never win. The city is high, the walls are strong, and there are many valiant and strong men inside the citadel.

Which means, said Tizzo, that a small party must press up close to the gate and win that of San Pietro, then rush forward and gain the gate to the higher city.

At night? asked Giovanpaolo.

At night, the owl in every man awakens, said Tizzo, but at noonday the owl sleeps. At noon we shall approach the city. Such a small number that we shall seem to be friends at that hour of the day.

No, no. Night, night is the only time! said Giovanpaolo. Night is the only chance for small numbers against great.

Night which confuses the defendants confuses the assailants also, said Tizzo.

And in the daytime, we have a chance to recognize our friends, hate our enemies, and strike all the harder.

But the first men in the gate are bound to be slain, said Giovanpaolo. Who would lead such a forlorn attempt?

You speak to the leader, said Tizzo. That is I!


CHAPTER 47
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TIZZO ARMED HIMSELF; that is to say, he stood as a passive figure while three valets busied themselves in adjusting his armor.

They put upon him the cuirass, which covered both the breast and the back. Epaulières guarded his shoulders, brassards covered his arms. There were elbow-guards and coverings for the inside of the elbow joints, without which a side slash or an upstroke might disable the stoutest knight. The avant-bras guarded the lower arms. But first, of course there was a sort of steel mail nightshirt, which guarded the body under the cuirass and might turn the point of the deadliest crossbow bolt. Then there were the cuissarts to guard the leg to the knee, the kneeguards, the legpieces, and laminated coverings for the feet. The gauntlets, newly invented for Charles VII of France, were pieces of iron sewed upon strong leather gloves, and when all of this paraphernalia had been donned, Tizzo put on the great war helmet, with its visor, and its beaver, pierced with breathing holes.

When he was fully armed, he picked up his ax and walked a few paces, making strokes and parries here and there, after which he had various bits of the armor loosened to give him a freer action.

At last he was ready to start on his dangerous journey. His lance was given into his hand, and the battle ax which really was simply a woodsmans ax was hung at his saddle bow. His sword was belted about him with strong chain. The spurs were fixed on his heels. His poniard, so useful for stabbing through the bars or the breathing holes in the helmet of a fallen enemy, was put into the scabbard over his right hip. And now, at last, he was ready for war. He was so armored that only the mightiest blow could crush in or cut through his steel plate. His whole body was clothed with a weight which was yet so subtly and cunningly hinged and laminated that he was able to move every limb with the most perfect freedom.

To Tizzo it was above all more important because he carried with him as a favorite weapon the blue-bladed ax. He now could trust to the armor to cause counterblows to glide from his body while with vast two-handed blows which he had learned from the foresters, he could wreak destruction to this side and to that.

In this party that gathered about him there were fifteen men in complete armor, and on horseback; there were also ten men armed with the harquebus. This more or less recent invention was a long tube of steel which shot out a great leaden bullet, and though the gun was slow to load and had to be balanced on a tall supporting staff, and though its range was not great, it was known that the bullets would pierce through the stoutest armor that ever was made to cover the breast of the most famous knight in the world. Thus a commoner, in a fortnight, could master an art which might bring down the greatest baron in the land. Farther north, in the realm of England, they still used the long bows whose arrows had pierced the steel plate of the knights of France at Crécy as though the metal were silk, but in the southland gunpowder was taken to more kindly.

There were twenty and five in the company which Tizzo led against the great and famous city of Perugia, perched on its height. Since Etruscan time, it had been a known place. Now a score and more of fighters advanced against it!

* * * * *

Tizzo had said to the Lady Beatrice: Do you love me?

And she had answered: In part, yes. But I am afraid to love you, Tizzo. You are here today, and dead tomorrow. How long will you live, Tizzo?

As long as my luck, said Tizzo. My happiness is that you will not die grieving for me.

Id rather die fighting beside you, said the girl.

You speak words, but no answer, said Tizzo.

Tizzo, said the girl, to be frank, do you love me half as much as you love the naked face of danger?

No, he said, not half so much.

If you did, she answered, I should despise you. Spur forward. God help you. Ah, that I were a man to be able to see how you enter into this action.

Giovanpaolo said, briefly, in making his farewell: My army will follow you, coming up as close as the shelter of the hills warrants it. But the first and the main brunt falls upon you. Remember only this — that glory is not given to those who fall in vain!

These things Tizzo was thinking of as he approached the walls of Perugia, content in two things. The first was that his party was so small that the watchers from the walls of the city could have no idea that this was an attacking force.

The second comfort was the nature of the men he had with him.

That Amadeo, the Corsican, was the sort who would die to prove himself a more honorable man with the sword than with the dice. There was the bulk of the carter, Alfredo, looking very vast inside a suit of complete armor and carrying at the bow of his saddle a huge spiked battle mace, the only weapon which, he said, he was sure that he could manage. But best of all, at the side of Tizzo rode a knight famous through six kingdoms and the empire — Henry of Melrose, the Englishman.

He, as he rode, could not help singing, and when Tizzo asked him what the song might mean, he only laughed aloud.

We Englishmen, he said, have to sing of love when we are about to die!

I would rather sing of wine, said Tizzo, tersely, and led his men on toward the great gate of San Pietro.

There were men on the walls above. There were men on the ground beneath. There were more men inside the gateway, when Tizzo arrived. A touch of the spurs sent forward his fine Barb mare, the gift of Giovanpaolo himself.

Who goes? called the languid voice of the captain of the gate.

Friends of Jeronimo della Penna, answered Tizzo.

A wild yell was his response.

It is Tizzo! Close the gate! Close the gate!

Several men with staves thrust the gate shut. The galloping horse of Tizzo arrived too late. But at the last moment he heard a voice cry: The lock will not turn! It has been fouled!

Truly, Antonio Bardi and Luigi Falcone had not been false to their word! The spiked breast plate of Tizzos Barb struck against the gate. It thrust open.

Spears pushed out at him; he waved them aside with a swift motion of his ax. A halberd descended, and glanced with stunning force from his helmet He pressed on through the widening gap of the gate, while a wild cry went up from the men on the ground, from the men on the great wall above.

Strike! Strike! Strike! cried Tizzo, and as his mare cleared the lips of the gate, he set the example with the swinging of his ax.

They had swarmed out to meet him and they showed the valor that was worthy of a good cause. He saw a footman actually hurl himself at the knees of the mare and try to gather them inside his grasp.

The ax of Tizzo split the helmet and the skull of the man like cheese. The mare pushed on.

Then a bristling forest of spears lodged against the armored breast of Tizzo. He tried vainly to beat those thrusting points aside, when on either side of him rushed two mounted forms. The one was Henry of Melrose. The other was the carter. The Englishman swung a long, two-handed sword. The carter was wielding that mace which bristled with stout steel points.

Melrose! A Melrose! A Melrose! yelled the Englishman.

And the Italian shouted: Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo! A firebrand! Sparks in your eyes and smoke in your brain! Traitors and dogs! This from the hand of a true man — and this — and this!

With every phrase, he rose in his stirrups and discharged a blow. His riding was not of the most graceful, but his handwork was wonderful. The labor of his years had hardened his muscles. His terrible blows smashed strong helmets like paper, and the long, two-handed sword of Henry of Melrose, his favorite weapon, shore through the hafts of spears or halberds with his parries, and then clove the wielders to the life with terrible strokes.

The cunning of thirty years of battle lived in his hands.

So the brunt of the battle was rushed away from Tizzo, and he was given a clean passage. He could even afford one turn of his head, to see a new rider at the foot of his little squadron, a mere lad, as it appeared, clad in gaudy armor, swinging a one-handed sword of the lightest fashion, and crying out in a voice which carried with it a certain sweetness that was familiar to the ears of Tizzo.

He knew the cry. It was the wild-headed, the flame-hearted, the glorious Beatrice who, once more, had followed him into the very lions jaws of danger!

And he, half-exultant, half-groaning, spurred on the Barb mare and, with a sweep of his battle ax, glanced the keen blade from the helmet of the captain of the gate and drove it sheer down through the shoulder of the man, mortally wounding him.

They had won the gate of San Pietro. But there still remained before them a veritable wilderness of danger. How long would it take the forefront of the charging host of Giovanpaolo to reach the gate and assist his vanguard?

Tizzo, looking back, saw a stream of dust pour around the shoulder of a hill, beyond the gate, and through that dust fluttered pennons, and the flashing of armor.

They were coming as fast as true heart and strong horses would bear them. In the meantime, from the top of the wall, rocks and immense javelins began to descend as the wall guard joined in the battle. To remain near would be death, one by one, to all the band which Tizzo led. But forward?

He could hardly tell what lay forward. There was the inner gate, to be sure, which communicated with the heart of the higher city. They could not hope to win this, but they could at least make a thrust in that direction.

That was why, rising in his stirrups, he shouted: Forward all! The higher gate! The double gate! Ride! Ride!

And in a small but savage tide his followers, every one, rushed behind him along the way which he showed.

Here, to the left and to the right, men were running to meet this mysterious and insane attack in the middle of the noonday. Above him, the bells of the town had just begun to beat out the wild alarm. But Tizzo led the charge straight up toward the higher gate, where the wall arose like the sheer face of a mountain, bristling with armed men.

A troop had issued from that gate. Tizzo, with the carter on his left hand and Baron Henry of Melrose on his right, smote that troop before it could form, struck it as a sledge hammer strikes a brittle stone, and smashed it. The recoiling troopers poured back through the higher gate. And with them rushed Tizzo and his companions!


CHAPTER 48
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COULD TWENTY-FIVE MEN win the double gates of Perugia? No, not at midnight, not at dawn. But in the sleepy hour of the noonday, when all Italy disposes itself for sleep — yes, that was a different matter. Men, still yawning, rose, heard the alarm bells, the shouting and the clashing in the streets, and rushed forth with bewildered minds. And before them were the weapons of the small, determined group.

They had, actually, with one rush cleared both the outer and the inner gate. But here all progress ceased. The inner guards were now at work and they came strongly on. These were the chosen men of Jeronimo della Penna, and they fought like heroes, as Tizzo soon learned.

Here was no chance to fell a few with blows and drive the rest by fear. In those days, the men of Perugia were the most desired mercenary warriors in all of Italy, and now the men of the town lived up to their reputation nobly. Shoulder to shoulder, hand to hand, they pressed in with their shields raised, their swords always thrusting like the bright tongues of snakes. Fools cut and carve; wise men use the point.

And the charge of Tizzo was wasted, foiled, beaten back, back toward the jaws of the gate. A little more and they would be thrust out through the gates, and then all the thunder of hoofs down the street, as the forefront of Giovanpaolos riders approached, would be in vain.

Tizzo, striking with all the force he could lend to his terrible ax, was seconded by the full press of all his men, and still they had to give back, though the street began to run blood before them.

It was then that a voice shouted suddenly: Melrose! A Melrose! Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo! and there was a sudden thrust of armored knights from the dim mouth of an alley.

Tizzo! Melrose! they shouted, and at the same time they were crying: Bardi! Bardi! Falcone! Falcone!

Those battle cries were enough to tell Tizzo what was happening. His foster father and his sworn friend, Bardi, had collected some of their chosen retainers at this critical point, and now they were driving in to make a diversion in his favor.

That charge struck the enemy, staggered it, thrust it aside, and here beside Tizzo a visor raised and he saw the sweating face, and the bald forehead of his foster father, Falcone.

Ha, Tizzo! cried the knight. Now to the real glory!

A rush of pikemen poured down the street, men running shoulder to shoulder, the forward ranks bent over so that three rows of bristling spears stuck out in front. And this wave of fighters struck Tizzo and his friends. They hewed vainly at the spear-points. A forest seemed falling upon them. The horse of Falcone went down, and he himself and the brave carter struggled on foot, quickly borne down, when a great shouting came thronging through the gate for which they fought.

Baglioni! Baglioni! roared the newcomers.

It was Giovanpaolo in the forefront of his charge. They rode down those stout pikemen. They scattered the valiant men-at-arms. But there and then the keynote of the battle was established. For no man asked for quarter. Dismounted knights fought with the truncheons of their spears, with their swords, till these were broken, with their poniards, with their hands and teeth.

No swift movement could be expected. Here on one side fought the men of Giovanpaolo to regain the possessions of a lifetime. On the other side struggled those who had seized the goods of the banished men. To be defeated was to pass into exile again, and to be captured was to be slain without mercy later. Therefore, every step of the fight was marked with slaughter.

That first thrust of the men of Giovanpaolo brought their famous leader right up to the side of Tizzo, where he shouted: Well done, my miracle. Ah, Tizzo, with one more like you, I could conquer the world! Forward, forward! Always forward! But these dogs still are biting when they die! Indeed, they were still biting.

And then the advance struck the chains.

All forward movement stopped at once. From side to side in the streets were stretched great bars of iron, padlocked at the sides and jointed with heavy iron. Raised as high as the breast of a horse, they halted the animals. No beast could leap that height, uphill and onto the pikes that bristled in opposition.

So the advance was checked; and in the meantime the forces of Jeronimo della Penna, gathering force and confidence, with harquebus and with crossbow began to pour in a terrible fire from every raised place. A bullet which missed here was sure to strike there. The caroming lead left devastation behind it. One ball of lead drove through three armored bodies and a cry went up: We are against a fall! It is murder, not battle!

A wild panic was beginning, and if it gained head would wash the forces of Giovanpaolo out of Perugia — out of Perugia, and forever.

Then a voice called to Tizzo: My lord! Tizzol Here is a way through the barriers! I hold the anvil, and you strike, Tizzo!

That was the shout from the husky throat of Alfredo, the carter, as he thrust under a joint of the chain a great wooden block, such as might have once been the joist of the awning of a shop. It lifted the joint of the chain and Tizzo, without a word, seeing his chance, swayed in the saddle, spurred the Barb mare forward, and smote with the full force of leaping horse, swaying body, and driving ax.

The stout iron was shorn in twain. The chain of iron bars fell, clashing, and at once the riders of Giovanpaolo rushed forward up the street. The harquebusiers, grown confident, thrusting the muzzles of their guns closer and closer to the target, were taken by surprise and died almost to a man, and in a moment.

Those of the party of della Penna who filled the street were numerous enough to have beaten back the charge of Giovanpaolo, but the breaking of the chains seemed to dismay their spirits.

They fled as far as the next chain and there they rallied once again.

Tizzo! Tizzo! went up a shout from the army of the invaders. Tizzo, where is your ax? Open the way for us.

And again the blue-bladed ax of Tizzo glanced through the noonday sun, and the chain was shorn through at the jointing.

As it fell, Tizzo cried out: Ah, blessed be the Saracen who forged you, noble steel! Blessed the ore that yielded you like a mother to the world, and the wise brains that gave you lore. Forward, my braves! Forward, forward! Strike and slay!

And at that moment a hurly burly of charging cavalry rushed down the street and encountered them. There was the cry for Jeronimo della Penna. There was the screeching voice of della Penna himself. That charge beat the Barb mare of Tizzo to its knees.

It was not so much a man as a horse that had brought Tizzo almost to the ground; for in the forefront of the defenders of Perugia rode a fellow in beautiful Milanese armor on a gray stallion so beautiful that Tizzo never had seen the like of it even in the stables of Grifonetto. Perfectly trained, the great charger made short curvets every time his rider raised the sword arm, and so gave a terrible added momentum to the descending force of the blow. Besides, with his steel-shod hoofs he worked like two good fighting men to make a way for his master.

A crossbowman who pressed up beside Tizzo, seeing the havoc the warhorse worked, called to him: Watch this quarrel from my arblast, my lord, Tizzo, and you will see the gray horse strike its last blow!

And Tizzo had answered: Let the horse be! He who kills the good gray horse has done a murder!

A moment later, he could repent what he had said, for in the next surge of the fight his own companions were borne back for a moment and the gray monster swept down on him. It reared and one striking forehoof glanced from the armored head of the Barb mare, flinging her down on her knees.

With that same fall, the guard of Tizzo was thrown wide and the descending stroke of the swordsman fell full on his helmet. That well-fashioned, exquisitely tempered steel turned the sword. It fell with a blunted edge on his shoulder plate, but the blow had been enough to daze him.

Other strokes came from right and left. A footman, springing through the press when he saw his opportunity, cut off the retreat of the rider by driving his dagger three times into the breast of the Barb before she could rise again.

Tizzo, springing clear of the stirrups as the mare fell dead, struck the heel of his ax into the face of the murderer. The visor was smashed by the blow. Blood spurted forcefully out from the breathing holes of the helmet as the man fell on his back.

But the danger had thickened around Tizzo suddenly. The men of Jeronimo della Penna, having gained a little ground in that forward surge, closed about Tizzo, shouting: We have him! Strike! Strike! Tizzo is ours!

Yield! shouted the knight on the gray horse. Yield yourself prisoner to me, rescue or no rescue! It was the voice of Marozzo.

Tizzo, for answer, aimed a blow that made the fellow reel in his saddle. But as he fought, Tizzo knew that only the excellence of his armor was saving his life. Immense strokes rang against it. In a moment he would be overwhelmed. And, in the distance, he could hear the agonized cry of Giovanpaolo and see the frantic efforts of that great fighter to rescue a friend.

Help came in another way. A horseman in gilded armor, a slight figure, managed to leap his mount to the side of Tizzo with a spare charger on the rein.

Here, Tizzo! cried the voice of Beatrice.

Tizzo leaped into the saddle through a shower of blows and, swaying his ax from that vantage point, saw the girl pitch forward on the bow of her saddle, stunned by many strokes. Either her helmet had been insecurely put on, or else the blows had snapped the fastenings, for now the helmet was knocked from her head. Beneath it there was no coif of chain mail belonging to the hauberk which most fighters wore for a greater security. She had avoided that crushing weight; and now her head was naked; her hair flowed free.

Tizzo, groaning, drove his new horse between her and the press of danger, but not before he heard the shout of Marozzo: It is the Lady Beatrice. A thousand, two thousand ducats to the man who takes her alive! And a moment later, as Tizzo sweated and fought, he heard the same voice yelling: After her! After her! Giovanni — Taddeo — Marco! With me and after her!

Tizzo, looking askance, saw that the girl had forced her horse through the mouth of a narrow alley and was fleeing at full speed; but after her ran the great gray stallion of Marozzo like a grey-hound after a rabbit.

Then a wave of hard-fighting men swept up to him from behind — a wave whose steel forefront was composed of Luigi Falcone, the sword of Lord Melrose, Giovanpaolo himself, and that terrible, long-striding carter.

He gave them no thanks for saving his life. And through a gap behind their advance, he drove his horse presently down the side alley.


CHAPTER 49
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SHE WOULD FLEE where? All through Perugia the tumult was not spread. Here and there men would be arming and issuing from their houses singly or in groups. But the major portion of the fighting citizens must be gathered about the focus of uproar where the forces of Giovanpaolo had burst through the gates of the town. In all the rest of the city, where would Beatrice find a harborage?

He remembered then the Lady Atlanta. Her charity was greater than the sea; her kindness was without limit except to traitors. And Beatrice, riding for her life, surely would remember this friend.

Tizzo drove his horse at frantic speed straight for the palace of the Lady Atlanta.

There were, as he had expected, small, hurrying groups of men-at-arms proceeding toward the battle. As they saw the fugitive, they cried out to stop him and asked which way the fighting inclined. But Tizzo gave them no answer. They might as well have been howling dogs.

Twice his horse skidded at paved turns and was almost down. But at last he had reached the entrance to the courtyard of the famous house and found inside it half a dozen men in full armor who were beating with maces and axes at the main door of the house. And inside the house the shrill voices of frightened women ran up and down the stairs as they fled for safety and found no place to go.

Tizzo, lifting himself in the stirrups, shouted: Baglioni! At them, men! No quarter! Baglioni! Baglioni!

He turned in his saddle as though waving a charge to follow him, then spurred straight across the courtyard. They did not wait for him. A last shower of blows burst in the entrance door, but three of the men-at-arms who had followed Marozzo scattered to this side and that, yelling as though hot steel were already in them.

Mateo Marozzo himself, with only two companions, pushed through the opened doorway and there turned. They could see, now, that there was but a single rider coming at them, and Marozzo knew that single horseman very well indeed.

It is Tizzo! he yelled to his companions. We are three and he is only one. Call back the others. Living or dead — two — three — four thousand ducats! Five thousand ducats! In the name of God, strike hard — be valiant—

To try to push through that doorway on foot seemed a madness. Tizzo did not attempt it. His spurs bit cruelly deep into the tender flanks of his horse as he hurled it straight toward the threshold. Like a true warhorse, taught to charge even at a stone wall, it leaped the lower steps in splendid style, and, striking the smooth, polished tiles inside the great doorway, skidded and was flung from its feet. But the swinging ax of Tizzo, before the horse fell, had cloven through the helmet of one of those defenders.

As the charger crashed against the wall and dropped with a broken neck, Tizzo leaped clear of the fall and then he saw the man he had struck to the brain make a stumbling run with his armored, empty hands extended. Right against the tall curtains of red velvet that cloaked a side doorway the man plunged and when he fell the curtains came with his fall. That was not all that was involved. For when the outer door was closed, the inner hall was dusky dim even in the middle of the day. Four graceful lamps of silver hung by silver chains from wall brackets about which the looped cords of the curtains were also fitted. They were deep lamps of an Arabic pattern and filled full every day with a scented oil whose burning carried a gentle fragrance up the main stairway and through all the rooms of the great house. These lamps were torn down, brackets and all, by the fall of the man-at-arms who lay across the open threshold, now, with the velvet heaped in great folds about and above him. The spilled oil was instantly ignited; the flames leaped wildly and made the shadow of Tizzo spring and dance before him like a dark giant as he attacked Marozzo and the other.

Mateo Marozzo, halting with his companion at the first broad landing, shouted: Stand with me, Taddeo! Two to one and the slope to climb is good odds even against a devil like Tizzo. Stand fast and strike hard!

And a wild glory came up in Tizzo, so that he danced rather than ran up the steps. Out of his throat rang the words of the song of the grape harvest.



September, golden with stain of the sun;
September, crimson with blood of the grape;
Under my feet the juices run
And into my soul the joys escape!



And he shouted, as he reached them: Oh, Mateo, now we should have music for this dance! Sing, dog! Sing!

Taddeo was a good, stout fighter, and now he made a sweeping stroke with his two-handed sword that could have cleft the head of Tizzo from his shoulders as neatly as a flower is snipped from the throat of its stalk. But Tizzo dipped his head under the blow and struck from beneath, upward.

The ax, well-aimed, snapped the rivets at the base of the cuirass and with its flawless edge slashed through the chain mail of the hauberk beneath; only the bone of the ribs stayed the stroke, and a great, red gush of blood poured out from the wound.

The man gave back.

Forward, Taddeo! yelled Marozzo. Forward! Forward! Brother, we strike and conquer together!

Shouting out this, he turned and fled with all his might up the stairs.

But Taddeo, ignorant of this desertion, deeply wounded and tormented with pain, drove bravely in at Tizzo again.

Your master has left you! cried Tizzo. Give back, Taddeo! Save yourself, man! The traitor has taken to his heels.

Taddeo did not seem to hear. Groaning, he flung himself at Tizzo and struck again, mightily, with the long sword.

The ax swung in a lightning arc. The blade of the great two-handed sword snapped like glass — and Taddeo, throwing aside the useless weapon, snatched out a poniard and grappled Tizzo in mighty arms.

They fell together and rolled over and over to the bottom of the stairs, the clashing armor making an immense uproar. Only the confusion of that fall prevented Taddeo from driving his poniard through the breathing holes of Tizzos helmet. But as they reached the level of the floor at the foot of the steps, Tizzos own dagger found the rent in the side armor which his ax already had made. Through that he stabbed twice and again, deep into the vitals.

Taddeo fell prone. With his last of life, he dug his poniard blindly into the tiles of the floor.

A roar of fire was in the ears of Tizzo; thick, rolling clouds of smoke billowed up the stairway. For the flaming curtains had kindled the woodwork of the lower hall. It was still possible to leap across the threshold to the safety of the courtyard beyond, but the fire had licked its way to the ceiling. It had run up the carved wood at the sides of the stairs. The whole house was being given to the flames!

But Tizzo turned and sprang back up the stairs.

Somewhere in that house was Mateo Marozzo searching for the Lady Beatrice. And even the noble dignity of Lady Atlanta would be unable to shield her young friend.

On the upper level Tizzo ran into a great, empty hall where smoke was already circling before the painted faces on the frescoed walls. The roar of the fire was increasing momently behind him.

A locked door on his right he burst open with a hammerstroke from the back of the ax, and as the door sprung wide, he heard a wild screaming of many women.

There they were, heaped together like sheep afraid of the cold — or the wolf. He saw their hands held up and their faces distorted by screaming as though murderers were already dragging them by the hair of the head.

But neither the Lady Atlanta nor Beatrice was among them. Either would have stood like a proud tower among all these cowards.

He rushed from that room, through the length of the hall again, shouting: Beatrice! Beatrice! Beatrice! It is I! Tizzo! Beatrice, in the name of God—

He seemed to hear voices, but as he came to a halt, listening, he knew that it was merely the distant screeching of the serving women.

Another locked doorway barred his way. His ax beat it open and he sprang into a bedroom in wild disarray. The curtains had been half ripped from the great four-poster bed. A tapestry sagged from the wall in deep folds, making a forest scene tumble topsy turvy as though waves from a green sea were breaking over the woodland scene.

And still there was no sign or sound to lead him.

He held up both hands. From the ax in one of them, warm blood trickled down over his right arm. He prayed aloud, panting out the words like a sobbing child: Kind St. Christopher, noble patron of the unhappy, sweet St. Christopher, the guard of the traveler, show me the way to my lady, and I vow on your shrine two candlesticks of massy gold, set around with pearls, and on the altar I shall spread—

But here he saw a flight of winding steps which rose from a corner of the room and his prayer was interrupted.

Up those stairs he ran, till the winding of them had him dizzy, and past one narrow tower room, and then past another, until he came to the wildest sight his eyes would ever see.

For there on the open loggia at the summit of the tower stood Mateo Marozzo in broken, stained armor, sword in hand, and in the corner of the loggia, facing him, was the noble Lady Atlanta, with her white nuns face and her cowl of black; and behind her on the loggia railing, dizzily poised against a background of narrow towers and the sun-flooded sky, stood Lady Beatrice. The loosened hair blew over her shoulders; the sun burned on her gilded armor.

If a thousand words had been spoken, they would not have told Tizzo more than this silent picture.

Mateo! he shouted.

His voice staggered Marozzo as though it were a stabbing point of steel. Then, whirling, Marozzo sprang at him with such a screech of hysterical fear that even Tizzo was daunted.

That was why the swordstroke of Marozzo glanced from his helmet and drove him back half a step. And Mateo Marozzo, springing past, was already at the head of the winding stairs.

There Tizzo overtook him. The blade of his ax split the steel helmet like a block of wood. And as he stood back, he could hear the body falling with a loose, pausing, clashing uproar down the stairs.

The house is burning! he shouted to Lady Atlanta. Drag your screaming women fools to put out the flames. Beatrice, I come again, quickly. Stay here in quiet.... Beautiful Beatrice, I adore you! Farewell!


CHAPTER 50
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THEY WERE GONE from the courtyard, all the men and the horses. And Tizzo, running fast, left the smoking house of Lady Atlanta without another thought. Now that the beast Marozzo was dead, Atlanta would know how to bring her screeching household back to its senses. They had at least a fair chance of saving the house. And the uproar of the battle called Tizzo like the sound of a thousand trumpets. Angels could not have made a music that would have been sweeter to his ears.

A wounded man propped against a wall, groaning and dying, was nothing to Tizzo. What mattered was the well-harnessed warhorse that stood beside the stranger — a Barb mare like Tizzos own. Instantly in the saddle of it, Tizzo drove at a gallop for the fight.

It had hardly moved from the spot where he left it. In that narrow-fronted melee, arms were already terribly wearied from constant striking. And from the nearest side alley, Tizzo burst into the throng shouting: Baglioni! Tizzo for Baglioni! Melrose and Baglioni! Tizzo for Baglioni!

He saw mighty workmen in the front rank, his father, Giovanpaolo, Falcone and others, but no voice was more welcome to his ears than the roar of Alfredo the carter. It was he who brought up the block at once, and the blue-bladed ax of Tizzo cleft the chains of that barrier.

The stream of the assailants instantly surged well forward.

A shrill screaming trailed through the air. Women were seen by Tizzo leaning out of windows, screeching prayers to one side and benedictions upon the other. He could not tell whether he were blessed or cursed, so he laughed as he spurred the Barb mare forward.

That terrible ax which was tempered to cleave all day like clay the hard olive wood, now struck right and left and with every lifting of it, the blood ran down the handle of the weapon. Blood bathed Tizzo himself, turned the brightness of his armor dim, drooped the plume of his helmet. But still his battle cry was as savage as at first:

Melrose! Melrose! Baglioni! Tizzo to the rescue! Melrose! Melrose!

The strange sounding name of the Englishman beat now into the ears of many who were not long to live. For the pressure of the inward stream was far greater than those who stood in defense could endure.

It was the failure of the chains that broke their spirits. On those great linked iron bars they had depended to prevent any action of mounted men in the streets of the town, and yet in spite of this impediment, the men of Giovanpaolo had pressed forward. And when new chains were encountered, before the men of Jeronimo della Penna could rally in force, the blue-bladed ax of Tizzo had cloven the iron of the joint and caused the chain to drop.

It was that strange ax in the hands of Tizzo that caused the panic to start, that shower of terrible ax blows, and the laughter of the man who wielded the weapon.

But that was not all. As he laughed, he was also cursing.

There pushed forward at his side the great bulk of the invincible carter with his mace and the huge form of the Englishman, ever wielding the great, two-handed sword.

They would hear him say: Now for you, you fine knight of the red plume! Have at you! Melrose! Baglioni! Tizzo! Tizzo!

Those last words seemed to strike a dreadful hypnosis through the limbs of the listeners. And then the terrible ax swayed, flashed, fell, was newly bathed in crimson, and the hoofs of the fierce Barb mare trampled another fallen form.

There were men — horrible to tell — who cried out for mercy, when they heard the cry of Tizzo! Tizzo! But the relentless ax soared and fell, unheeding.

Then a slight form bore up behind him and the voice of the Lady Beatrice called: Are you man or devil? Tizzo, in the devils name, since you care nothing for that of the Lord, show mercy!

After that, the terrible ax forebore some of those who screamed out in surrender.

For the battle was no longer a battle. It was rout.

The labor of mounting the steep streets had ended. There was level going across the top of the town, and here the assailants were able to make a faster progress, until they came into the piazza before the cathedral.

Ten times, at least, rushing forward with a hungry purpose, Tizzo had made at the form of a knight armed cap-a-pie who continually shouted: Della Penna! Della Penna! To me, brave hearts, good friends! Della Penna!

And always he was shut away by a press of many men and hard blows.

It was as they entered the piazza that he saw a man who was armored with nothing whatever, and who carried a sword which he never raised, and the face of the man was the drawn, pale caricature of the features of the chief of traitors, Grifone Baglioni.

Tizzo was close enough to see Giovanpaolo spur toward this man and then halt his horse, shouting: Is it you — you—

Then he cried out: Go your way — I shall not cover my hands with the blood of our house, as you have done! I shall not strike at you, Grifone!

And he swerved his furious horse away from that target.

But Tizzo, crying out: Let him stand! No man touch him! found that his voice was wasted. For savage swords raised, and Grifone, expert swordsman that he was, never raised blade to defend his life. He fell under twenty strokes, and the wash of the battle poured over him.

This Tizzo saw askance, and giving up his struggle to reach the spot, as he saw the traitor fall, pushed fiercely onward toward the figure with the white plume above the helmet about whom men were constantly rallying.

Della Penna! was the cry that bubbled from the lips of the warriors who thronged about that tall form on the great black horse.

And Tizzo rushed the swift Barb mare toward the figure, shouting: Melrose! Melrose! Tizzo! Tizzo!

And he saw the man of the white plume snatch a lance from the hand of a man beside him, a great lance with a hooded hand-hold. Then, bowed above the long spear, della Penna rushed back to meet that implacable pursuer.

To Tizzo, it was like the first movement of a dance. He waited till the last instant, then with an upward stroke of the ax head, he knocked the lance aside and, with a half-swing of the ax, brought it sheer down on the crest of the knight. That blade was sadly battered and blunted by the cleaving of solid armor. But the true Damascus steel had kept its temper; and as a hatchet cleaves the block of wood, so that stroke cleft the helmet of della Penna.

He did not live to cry out once more. His body, lurching sidewise from the saddle, seemed reaching for the ground to break the force of his fall. And then the armored body crashed on the stones of the pavement loudly enough to be heard above the battle.

It was the final stroke.

There broke out, after it, a wild uproar of fear. No one remained to reward valor, and therefore all men fled. Moreover, the height of the town had been taken. As for the men who had supported the traitors, they took to their horses and poured out of Perugia as from a spot afflicted by the plague, and yet most of them had thought to spend the rest of their lives in the place as lords of the multitude.

So the fall of della Penna unnerved his followers. And the men of Giovanpaolo rushed hard on their traces.

It was said that fugitives from the battle were slain as far as ten miles on the other side of the city. And this was true.

It was said that a certain number closed themselves into the cathedral and were there cut down by the inbreaking forces of Giovanpaolo. But this was false. For the garrison of the cathedral surrendered when Giovanpaolo, unwilling to cover the floor of the house of God with blood, permitted the men inside to depart in peace.

But Perugia, down to the farther ward, was conquered and pacified all on one night, and blood ran on every street of the town.


CHAPTER 51
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THERE WAS A scene which Tizzo did not see, but which remains to this day famous through all of Italy.

For the Lady Atlanta, with four of her maidens as a train, advanced through the bloodstained streets of Perugia as far as the main piazza where the cathedral still stands. There she walked among the dead until she came to a place where a man lifted up his unarmored hand.

And that was Grifone.

Some say that they said a great many things. Some say that it was a scene sufficient to cover many pages of a record. But what actually happened was as follows:

The Lady Atlanta, dropping on her knees, caught the hand of her dying son and called out to him. What he said in answer was: Bartolomeo! Guido! Give me my armor! I must go out and fight gentlemen as though they were dogs!

At this Lady Atlanta said to him: It is I, my son! It is your mother, and therefore speak to me.

But Grifone said: I am already in hell. She would not speak to me. It is some lying devil!

In spite of what is written in other places, this is all that Lady Atlanta spoke to her son, and those were the words which he answered.

Afterwards, her women lifted the dead body and carried it away. There were a number of men who would have been glad to strike a weapon into the dead body of the chief traitor, who allowed the noblest of his kindred to be killed by treason on the night of the Great Betrayal, but the fact is that all men drew aside when they saw the black-robed figure of Lady Atlanta carrying her son from his dying place.

There were not many, however, who commented on the fact that he abandoned his house and rushed out into the street without armor, or that he failed to lift his famous sword in defense of his head. This, however, was the truth.

What between the taking and the retaking of the city of Perugia, there was hardly a house in the town which had not been plundered at least once. Therefore, very few of the citizens had a reason to rejoice. But it must be said that one of the most cheerful voices that was raised inside the town, on days that followed, was that of Alfredo, the son of Lorenzo, who appeared at his old task, except that he now had under him three four-mule teams, each pulling a high-wheeled cart, each cart driven by a special driver. The one-eyed man remained at his house unhappily roving up and down all day and regretting the vanished times of his hard work, but all his neighbors looked up to him as to a mountain.

In those days, there were many changes.

Great men were pulled down. Many heads of traitors fell on the block. And new men were made rich and famous.

Luigi Falcone gained a name as a great soldier instead of the repute of a scholar, only, and Henry of Melrose was given the rental of so many houses that he was made rich to the end of his days.

But Tizzo was not there. He was gone.

When men asked what had been done to reward the man who had prepared the way for the recapture of Perugia and who in person had formed the sharp edge of the entering wedge, they were told that he had disappeared.

And this was true. For all of the men who loved him, and they were many, were unable to find any trace of him until several days after the fall of the town.

It was at that time that the Lady Beatrice entered the room of her brother, now sole lord of Perugia, and threw a letter down on the table.

News from whom? asked Giovanpaolo.

From the devil, I think! said the girl.

She flung herself down on a chair and the tears began to run down her face as her famous brother began to read aloud, slowly:



Beatrice, blessed among women, my beloved, and most worthy of all loving, my glorious lady, my bravest and best of women, sweetest and dearest, a word from one who loves you to distraction, who dies for the lack of you, whose breath is not drawn because you are not near him, who cannot eat or drink without having the taste of his food and his wine filled by the thought of you,

My noble Beatrice,

Why am I not there in Perugia to share in your high joy? Why am I not there to grasp the hand of my father and my foster father and to make us lifelong friends?

Why am I not there to take you to the altar of our everlasting happiness?

Alas, Beatrice, in the battle I saw a scoundrel of a traitor who was mounted on a great gray stallion.

I saw him, and my eyes would not believe, and I chased him, and he fled.

For two days he fled.

But tomorrow I shall find him, without a doubt. I shall return riding the great horse perhaps long before this letter reaches you.

And in the meantime, my heart yearns for you.

I curse the villain who rode a horse so mighty that I could not help but pursue him.

Farewell.

I love you, my heart breaks for you, my blood runs cold in longing for you.

Farewell again. Keep my memory near your heart. Remember me to the great hero, to my father, and to Luigi Falcone. And to Antonio Bardi.

God, how much of my heart remains behind me in Perugia! But the gray horse I must have, and will have, and shall have.

Farewell again,

Tizzo
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CHAPTER I.

TIZZO RIDES TO BEATRICE.
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TO THE CREDIT of Tizzo there stood a number of things for a man who was not much past twenty and who had no more family than a rabbit in the fields.
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Item: five duels with the best blades of the town of Perugia, in all of which ne was the conqueror, through luck and a certain nameless cunning of the hand none had resulted fatally.

Item: the great favor of Messers Astorre and Giovanpaolo, war lords and battle-leaders of the powerful and ruling house of the Baglioni.

Item: a purse filled either by his patrons, the Baglioni, or by clearheaded gambling, or by the wealth of his foster-father, Luigi Falcone; a purse worn out by these emptyings and fillings.

Item: handsome lodgings in the inn.

Item: a one-eyed cut-throat with a patch on his face, a leering smile, and the cunning of the devil, named Elia and devoted to the service of Master Tizzo.

Item: a head of hair which, being cut short to accommodate a helmet; looked a little less burning red than in younger days when it had gained him the name of Tizzo, the Spark.

Item: eyes the color of the blue of flame.

Item: an engagement to meet this night, under the moon, in the summer house of the country estate of Astorre Baglioni outside the city, the beautiful sister of Messer Astorre, the Lady Beatrice.

Of all of these articles in his favor, young Tizzo was most burningly aware. For the blue flame of his eyes showed him one who was enjoying the full savor of life to the very roots of his palate. He was this evening dressing with care, helped busily by Elia Bigi. He had drawn on long purple hose, a green doublet heavily embroidered with crimson, green shoes of soft leather that came half way up the calf of his leg; he had belted on his sword which was balanced at the right hip by a dagger. Scabbard of both sword and dagger were enhanced by rich golden chasings. Over his neck he hung a chain of massive gold, each link variously and curiously worked by a Florentine goldsmith, and supporting an intaglio which showed the noble profile of the famous Giovanpaolo, that Achilles of the condottieri of Italy. He was now swinging over his shoulders a black cloak which shone with an elaborate arabesqueing in silver when a messenger came to the door with a letter.

When Elia gave him the letter, he was about to throw it aside, but his eye saw the arms of the Bardi stamped into the seal and therefore he knew that it was a missive from his dearest friend in the entire city. So he opened the letter and read:

To my brother Tizzo, given in haste from my house; greetings, life, happiness, honor.

Tizzo, go not where you have willed to go on this night. Let your heart sleep. Do not follow it.

Ask me no more for my meaning or for the source of my information.

If I were free to come to you, I would be with you now and beg you on my bended knees to stay at home.

If ever you entered my house like a brave angel from heaven; if ever you saved me from a foul death beyond the holy hand of the church, alone, desperate, hateful to men; if ever I have sworn to you the eternal love of a brother for a brother, believe me now, ask me nothing, and lie quietly in your chamber tonight. It is your time of danger. If it passes, tomorrow will dawn brightly and the rest of your life may be spent in peace.

Farewell. My heart burns with anxiety. Be wise. Be prudent.

With all the blood of my body, thine,— Antonio.

When Tizzo had finished the reading, he was so overwhelmed that he threw himself into a chair and bowed his head.

Elia, that hardy brigand, muttered: You have lost a good legacy, at least. But take a glass of wine and lift your head again. There are still throats to be cut and purses to be taken in this jolly old world.

As he spoke, he poured from a silvered pitcher a goblet of the rich, thick red wine of Tuscany and held out the glass to Tizzo, who took it, tasted it, and pushed it back into the hand of his servant.

Or if it is merely a woman, said Elia, I can swear that there are others who—

Be silent! commanded Tizzo.

He rose and paced the room, thinking aloud.

He begs me as he loves me. — True, Antonio loves me. Go not where you have willed to go on this night. — How should he know where I am to go this night? Beatrice, my beautiful, noble, glorious, generous, brave, gracious, most perfect Beatrice! — Let my heart sleep? How can I let it sleep when it strides like a lion through my body? — Ask not for his source of information, which means that he has it from a high and dangerous authority. — This is my time of danger? No, by God, it is my time of love! — If this night passes in safety — by the Lord, poor Antonio has been visiting an astrologer. Elia!

Messer Tizzo?

Do you believe in astrology?

Well, said Elia, the sky is a large, clean page, and it would be a pity if God had not put some good writing on it, for wise men to read.

True! said Tizzo.

HE went to the window and thrust it open to look up past the nearest battlemented heights and into the brightness of the heavens. A wind which never touched the earth made the stars tremble like leaves. Awe fell upon the irreverent soul of Tizzo.

He murmured: But how could God waste his time to arrange symbols in the high heavens concerning the life of Tizzo?

Sparks in heaven to speak of a spark on earth, said Elia. How could the stars be better employed than to speak to you, master?

I shall remain at home.

The will of God be done, said Elia, grinning behind his masters back, because he was sure that this safe impulse would not be followed.

It happened that, at this moment, a sound of music turned a distant corner, the tremor of strings, singing, and the mingled laughter of women. Tizzo threw up his hands.

I am called! he said. And I must go. Is my horse ready?

It is, Messer Tizzo.

Not the mule-headed bay for carrying an armored man, but the chestnut Barb that flies?

The Barb is saddled. The silver bridle is on him and the yellow housings with the bells.

Bells? said Tizzo. Well, if they are waiting for me, let them hear me come! But give me that hat with the steel lining.

And the breastplate of Spanish mail? queried Elia.

Yes. Let me have it. — No, I shall not take it. — What manner of man would I be, Elia, if I feared to die?

Love of her is my armor. Arrows will turn from me tonight.

I would put my money on a good cross-bow bolt, said Elia, or more still on a knife-thrust aimed at the back, or perhaps a little in a few dozen tiles, dropped from an overhanging roof.

Tizzo, staring for a moment at his servant, suddenly broke out of the room and ran hastily down the stairs. In the courtyard he found the slender chestnut Barb standing, a gift from the richest of all the Baglioni, that Gridone who was the most fortunate of men, married to the loveliest of ladies, with the whole world of happiness already in his hands, as it seemed. The occasion of the gift hung now beside the saddle in a case of embossed leather, a common woodsmans axe. The deceptively slender frame of Tizzo had seemed incapable of great efforts and yet with that axe he had cloven the massive jousting helmet, the finest product of the Milanese armorers. It had been put on a horse-post and he had split it from top to bottom with that deft, quick swing which he had learned from Falcones foresters in his boyhood. The reward had been a loud exclamation that ran all the rounds of Perugia — and this beautiful Barb mare which now put out her lovely head and whinnied for her new master.

Once in the saddle, he flew the mare down the crooked, winding, paved streets of Perugia until the dark and massive arch of a city gate appeared before him.

Open! Open! he shouted, as he came up.

The captain of the gate stepped into his path, a tall man in complete armor except for the head, which was shaven close and gray with premature age.

Are you drunk or a fool? he asked bluntly, for the soldiers of the Baglioni were at ease in their manners to the townsfolk. It is my duty to open the gate to every young hot-head who wishes to take the country air at night?

Does this help you, captain? asked Tizzo, thrusting out a hand on which appeared a ring with a large incised emerald on it.

The captain, regarding the design with a bowed head, stepped back and frowned.

The ring may be stolen, for all I know, he said.

Tizzo snatched off his hat.

Do you know me better now? he exclaimed.

The captain saluted instantly. Messer Tizzo! he said. The light is dim; I could not see your face; forgive met!

He ordered the small portal to be unlocked and it was done at once.

Give me fortune, my captain, said Tizzo.

The captain of the gate laughed. If I dont give it to you, youll take it anyway. I give you fortune, Messer Tizzo. May she be the daughter of the richest merchant in Perugia!

THE last exclamation came as Tizzo leaped the Barb through the barely opened portal and let the mare speed away down the slope. He crossed the hollow at the same wild gallop, but let the mare draw down to a trot as he climbed into the hills again. To the right he saw the misty lights of the city of Assissi, the sacred place of pilgrimage, but those lights meant no more to Tizzo, on this night, than the distant stars of the sky. It was the face of Beatrice Baglioni that filled his mind, it was her remembered voice that silenced the hoofbeats of the mare as he drew near the high, dark shoulders of a great villa.

He did not go directly to the big house, but tethering the mare at a short distance from the corner of the stone wall, he climbed that wall like a cat, and dropped lightly down inside it.

Already he was well inside a realm of danger. It was true that he was a chosen friend and supporter of both Astorre and Giovanpaolo Baglioni, but the armed guards they maintained were apt to strike an intruder dead before they looked into his face or asked for his name. Besides, no matter how they valued him, they could not be expected to smile on a romance between him and their own sister, a lady rich enough and famous enough in name and in beauty to marry a prince of a great estate. The Baglioni were, he knew, generous, brave and true to their friends; but they were also ruthless in matters of important policy.

These things softened his step as he stole from place to place through the garden, dropping flat on the grass when he heard the jingling of steel and staying under the shadowed lee of a hedge until three men went by, the moonlight glinting on their armor.

But he went on again until he saw, in the midst of a silver sheen of lawn covered by the moonlight as with dew, the little summerhouse which was the jewel of the garden. About it, statues stood at the corners of the hedges, dancing figures that seemed to move in this light.

And the fragrances of the garden flowers came as intimately as voices to the heart of Tizzo.

There was almost infinite peril about him, but to him it was the spice in the wine, the savor in the breath of life. He would not have altered anything.

When he looked up, he took note of the position of the moon and saw that it still lacked perhaps half of an hour of the position in the sky on which he had agreed with Beatrice. But now she was filling her heart with expectancy in the great villa. That was her room, there at the upper corner of the building — that one with the two lighted windows.

Yes, she was there, preparing to steal from the house.
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And now she must be coming down the little winding steps which were cut into the wall. She would wear a dark cloak to hide her beauty and defy the moon. Slipping over the lawns like a shadow, she would enter the summerhouse and then he would see, from his place of covert at the hedge above, the signal which they had agreed upon: the triple passing of a light across the face of a window.

He had to sit down on the grass and bow his head in his hands and tell himself stories of his past to make the time pass. When he looked up, the moon was already at the proper place in the sky. The moment had come!

But no signal flashed for him! He waited with a sudden coldness of the heart.

Strange things are done by the great to the humble. What if she had been playing with him? What if she had named the hour for him and, afterwards, had told the story to her maids, laughing pleasantly, wondering how long in the chill of the night the poor red-headed fool would wait in vain?

The window of the summerhouse which faced him was, to be sure, unshuttered; but perhaps it was habitually left open to the cool of the night.

Impatience suddenly overwhelmed him, swept him away. He ran swiftly as the shadow of a stooping hawk across the lawn and peered in through the window. The moonlight made a slant path before him, and in the midst of it he saw nothing except a chair which lay on its side.

He was through the window instantly.

The air within was warmer, softer, and a perfume breathed in it that sent an ecstasy through his brain, for it was that fragrance which his lady preferred, he knew. That one chair overturned — that sparkling eye — he leaned and picked from the floor a small ring set with diamonds and knew it for one of the jewels of the Lady Beatrice. At the same time shadows moved softly from the dark corners of the room; he saw them by instinct rather than with his eyes.


CHAPTER II.

A LETTER.
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AS FULL AWARENESS leaped into the mind of Tizzo, he heard a voice more hateful to his ears than any other in the world, the young Mateo Marozzo crying: Now! Keep him from the window! Now! Now!

And those shadows were lunging from the corners of the room with a sudden thundering of feet.

This was the danger of which Antonio Bardi had warned him, faithfully. He heard the peculiar grating, clanging noise of the steel plates of armor; he saw the sheen of naked weapons already sweeping past the open window behind him.

There was no refuge in that direction. And since he could see no means of flight he followed the first impulse of a very brave man: with his sword swinging he leaped straight into the face of danger and charged the men immediately before him.

Their own numbers clogged their efforts. Two blades struck at him almost in the same instant. He caught one with the sword, one with the dagger, and burst straight through the fighting men. There was a door before him, barely ajar. Through it he leaped as a hand grappled his cloak and a sword smote the ledge of the doorway above his head. That assailant he heard crying out in the voice of Marozzo, once more.

He turned and struck the man to the floor with the pommel of his sword. Those others, recovering from their confusion, had turned to follow at his heels but he slammed the door and shot home the bolt. By the moonlight he saw a point of steel struck straight through the heavy wood and heard the impact of armored shoulders against the barrier.

It held firm and he turned to the senseless form on the floor. By the hair of the head he raised Marozzo and laid the back of the mans neck across his knee.

Take the rear way; cut him off; a thousand florins for him! he could hear voices shouting.

But with the point of his dagger, with cruel deliberation, he cut a cross in the forehead of Marozzo. The point of the keen weapon shuddered against the bone, so strong was the pressure. And the blood looked black as it flowed down the face of Marozzo.

He, wakening with a groan, heard the voice of Tizzo saying: Where is the lady? Marozzo, here is your death waiting in my hand if you lie; but you live if you tell the truth.

The convent of the Clares! groaned Marozzo.

Tizzo flung the helpless body from him and sprang up. A fellow with an axe was smashing in the outer door to this room and there was a clamor of many voices near him. So Tizzo drew back again the bolt which he had just shot and leaped back into the first room.

Two soldiers were still in the place, but totally unprepared for this sally, and Tizzo leaped through the window and raced over the gentle slope of the lawn.

They were hopelessly lost behind him, in a moment, those fellows in the anchoring weight of their armor. He leaped the first hedge, gained the wall, and was over it and in the saddle of the Barb, while the clamor still poured aimlessly towards him from the distance.

The swift mare carried him from all danger, now, like a leaf in a strong wind.

And still, as he looked up, he saw the same moon which had promised him happiness sliding over the wide arch of the night and tossing a meager drift of clouds into shining spray.

But in an hour the entire prospect of his life had changed. He had been the friend of the Baglioni; what was he to them now? The red hair which had been his passport through the city gate might be his death-warrant now. And Lady Beatrice was closed inside the icy walls of a convent until it pleased her lordly brothers to set her free!

HE could not cast forward to any conclusion; the speed of the mare had brought him back to the same gate of the city before anything was settled in his mind; he was knocking again at the portal with an instinctive hand, and he heard a voice calling through the shot-window: Who is there?

Ive come through this way once before, tonight, said Tizzo.

Ah, it is-he! Tizzo heard a quieter voice mutter before the hole in the gate.

The middle door was opened at once, and he saw that same tall captain approaching, now with a naked sword in his hand and a helmet on his head.

Messer Tizzo, said the captain, with a certain happy unction, I arrest you in the name—

Of my foot! cried Tizzo, and driving a spur into the side of the Barb, he made her bound like a deer while he drove the heel of his other foot straight into the face of the captain.

Cross-bows! Cross-bows! shouted the captain in a muffled voice as he staggered and fell.

The cross-bows were quickly at the shoulder, but before a single quarrel could fly, the Barb had rounded the corner of the first building and was raising loud echoes down the narrows of the street.

So Tizzo came back into Perugia easily enough, but would he find it such a simple matter to get out again? If he were wanted, he probably would be caught, because the Baglioni knew how to turn their city into a bird net which was capable of catching even the swiftest hawk in the highest sky.

But here he was riding on the street which contained the convent of the gentle order of the Clares, that sisterhood which followed the mind of St. Francis. But however good their lives and sweet their ways, the gray of their habits was not so gloomy as the bitterness in the mind of Tizzo. The gray gowns seemed to Tizzo to have claimed his lady, and she was shut away from him already as though by the veil of twenty years.

And now he sat the Barb under the lofty wall of the convent, staring hopelessly up at the barred casements. Somewhere inside the building a bell was striking, as though to hurry penitents to their prayers. The knees of Tizzo weakened, also. He would have been glad to throw himself down on the pavement of the street and to ask God for mercy in the midst of his wretchedness.

It was now that a figure detached itself from the arched shadows near the door of the building and came slowly across the street towards him, a ragged beggar, walking with a staff. When he came closer, he lifted his tattered hat.

Messer Tizzo? he asked, humbly. Well? demanded Tizzo.

This is for your hand, signore. And he handed to Tizzo a letter from which there came the slightest scent of perfume, a fragrance more grateful to Tizzo than all the music of the spheres.

He ripped open the letter and read the writing by the dim moonlight.

Tizzo, we are betrayed. Astorre is wild with rage. Even Giovanpaolo has struck his hand on his sword and sworn an oath.

A wretched woman of my own household has told everything. I shall spend my days kneeling, praying for your life. Fly, Tizzo, fly! My love follows you.

Beatrice.


CHAPTER III.

A SWORD AT HIS THROAT.
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THE GIFT OF a florin made the beggar begin to bless Tizzo and all his ancestors.

I dont know their names, said Tizzo harshly, interrupting the long benediction, so keep your prayers for your own spindleshanks.

Out of the letter came two great facts: that his lady loved him, which lifted earth to heaven and spread blue fields of eternal happiness before him; and that Giovanpaolo had struck his sword hilt with rage — which swept all of this happiness out of existence again.

He could see them together, the Lady Beatrice and the noble face of Giovanpaolo. Only long continued wars had taught him the vice of cruelty, but his heart was as glorious as his face. Of that Tizzo was sure.

He could wish, now, to have the council of the boldest man he had ever known, that famous English warrior, Henry, the Baron of Melrose. What would the baron have advised in a time like this? Why, his counsel would have been to strike at the root of the fire in order to put out the flames. And Giovanpaolo was the root of the danger, of course. Astorre mattered less because one word from his famous brother would rule him.

Tizzo sat his saddle musing through a long moment until he heard the clanking of armor down the street and saw the dim swinging light of a lantern approaching. Then he turned the head of the Barb mare and rode on the wildest errand he had ever attempts in all his wild life.

Danger came to him from the Baglioni. The innermost brain as well a the strongest striking hand of the Baglioni was Giovanpaolo. Therefore he intended to go straight to that man o; many devices.

Giovanpaolo, he knew, was spending the night at the house of his cousin Grifone, in order to discuss with him late and early, the plans for the reception of Astorres wife, who was to arrive the next day from Naples. The whole city was to be given over to a great fiesta in honor of the newly married pair and already the preparations were making the town hum day and night.

Towards the house of Grifone he went, therefore, and rode his horse slowly past the great façade. At all the corners of it were posted small groups of men-at-arms to keep watch, for the Baglioni were masters of the city, though Perugia was full of danger to them. The exiled house of the Oddi still retained a great number of adherents within the walls and these were likely to strike whenever the opportunity was good. What bait more tempting than to find within the walls of one house both the richest and the wisest of the Baglioni?

Since it was obvious that he would not be able to enter the house through one of the lower windows, he determined to take the place in the rear. So he went to the next lane, left the good mare tethered in it, and looked up the gloomy height of the side wall of that house which adjoined Grifones.

He took off his hat to have the weight of the steel lining from his head. He put away the heavy cloak, also. In doublet, hose, and the soft green leather shoes he prepared to climb, but first he hung his sword by its shortened belt from around his neck. So lightened he went up the side of the house with ease. As a cat climbs, at home in the branches, swift-footed and confident, so he ran up the window bars which were like ladders, clawed his way over the great projecting ledges, and came at last to the high cornice, which thrust well out from the wall of the building. Balanced on a mere edging of stonework that girdled the house, he looked up to study this hazard, and made sure that he could hardly hope to surmount the barrier. Then he saw a projecting coping stone on which he might be able to fasten, but it was well beyond his reach.

He slipped off his sword and stretching out his arm, hooked the belt over the stone. As well as he was able, he tested the strength of this anchorage; he looked to the fastening which, except in time of action, held the sword blade to the sheath.

However, he was a fellow who usually found the first thought better than the second. In another moment, setting his teeth, he grasped the sword blade and allowed himself to swing out from the wall of the building. Above him, he felt the belt slide on the stone and made sure that he would drop the next instant into thin air.

That was why he looked down and saw in the street, made narrow by the height at which he hung, two lanterns and a dozen men gathered about his mare.

Would they glance up and find that dim, small object dangling under the great eaves of the house?

THE belt no longer slipped. It had stuck precariously, at the very end of the projecting stone, and Tizzo pulled himself up gingerly, hand over hand, until he could grasp the stone itself. Then, in a moment, he had swung himself onto the steep slant of the roof, gathering the sword up after him.

Lying flat, he peered down and made out the mare being led away, while one lantern went swaying down the street and another was hurried up its length. For all he knew, they might well have seen him above their heads and they were now going to spread the alarm. Nevertheless he went forward.

That moon which had appeared to him like a bright face of promise earlier in the night was now sloping into the west and the stars were wheeling slowly after it. He gave them one glance and then crossed the roof to its farther side. The roof of the great house of Grifone Baglioni began here, with hardly a ten foot gap between the two cornices.

He bounded across that chasm quickly and nimbly.

A flat roof-garden stood in the center of the space with a door leading downwards. The door was locked, but the bolt was so flimsy that it gave at once to the pressure of his shoulder, and so he passed down into the house of Grifone. Past the upper corridor, he went down to the second hall and through this to the end because he knew perfectly where Giovanpaolo would be lodged. It was not the first time that Tizzo had been in this palace and he knew that the suite of honor adjoined a fine open loggia which overlooked the piazza. Here he expected to find Giovanpaolo.

It was said that the house of Grifone was painted from top to bottom and, except for the servants quarters above, this was entirely true. A nightlamp, hanging from the ceiling of the hall showed him the walls moving with a great procession of figures and even the ceiling itself, of coffered wood, was painted and gilded so that it shone over his head like a bright autumn forest.

In a niche at the end of the hall crouched a white Venus, shrinking from his approach.

He turned to the loggia. The door was not locked and he stepped into the open, peering down from between the columns into the width of the piazza.

No one stirred across that great pavement; he could hear the sound of the fountain waters in the middle of the place like the soft rushing of a wind.

From the loggia he turned through the next door and found himself in a large anteroom lighted clearly enough by two lamps which no doubt had been supplied with oil to burn all the night through. There lay the hat of Giovanpaolo, shining with an incrustation of pearls all over the crown. On a chair were piled the cuirass, the leg armor of finest steel; a two-handed sword leaned in its sheath against the chair. On the table were a pair of golden spurs with immensely long rowels. And beside the spurs lay an open book, beautifully printed according to the new art which had been introduced through Italy from Germany, that distant nation of northern barbarians. It was strange, thought Tizzo, that any art could come from that misty, northern region!

Through a doorway adjoining he passed into a chamber far more dimly lighted by a single small lamp from whose wick a mere tremor of flame rose, so that the shadows washed up and down the walls ceaselessly and the entire apartment became a ghostly thing.

The paintings along the walls seemed more real than the figure of the man who lay on the great bed. It stood huge as a house at the side of the chamber.

The sleeper must have had restless dreams, for even now he was stirring uneasily, gripping a hand above his head, and muttering. Half of the covers had slipped from him and spilled towards the floor.
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Over him leaned Tizzo and recognized the strong, handsome face of Giovanpaolo.

He had come to the end of his short quest!

His sword was naked in his hand, now. He placed the point of it close to the throat of the sleeper and, leaning still closer, heard Giovanpaolo muttering: Once more, men of Florence, brave fellows! If you are hungry, remember that there is bread and wine in their tents. The fat, red wine of Siena, comrades! Charge once more with me and we shall have it!

The warrior was fighting again some battle in his sleep as Tizzo murmured; Waken, my lord! There is a sword at your throat.


CHAPTER IV.

TO BE BEATEN — AND SPARED.
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THE ROUSING OF such a warrior as Giovanpaolo was like the rousing of a lion, Tizzo knew, and he watched with apprehension and curiosity. Giovanpaolo, opening his eyes, looked without a start along the steady gleam of the sword and up into the eyes of the youth.

So, Tizzo? he said. Murder?

If Id wanted to murder you, said Tizzo, as much as youve wanted to murder me, I could have drawn the edge of this sword across your throat or dipped the point of the dagger into your heart. I have come to talk to you.



Let me reach the sword in that chair and I can answer all your questions, said Giovanpaolo.

He sat up in the bed, looking earnestly at Tizzo.

Why have you wished to murder me? asked Tizzo.

Ive had no such wish, said Giovanpaolo.

You knew that armed men were posted at the summer house of Messer Astorre, waiting for me, said Tizzo.

I knew that a trap was baited. I could not believe that such a clever cat as Tizzo would play the mouse and walk into the danger.

But if I were fool enough to go — there was the end of me, so far as you are concerned? asked Tizzo.

My dear Tizzo, said the warrior, what use have I for fools in my life? I knew you were a brave man and a good fighter, so I valued you; but if you were fool enough to throw your eyes on Lady Beatrice with hope, you are no more to me than a dog that bays the moon.

Tizzo regarded the Baglioni with a curious eye. There was no fear in this man, and there was a ruthless frankness of truth in his remarks, as though the long, keen blade of the sword were no more than a pointing finger.

Sir Giovanpaolo, said Tizzo, if I have looked at the lady it is because I love her as other men love angels in heaven.

My friend, answered the Baglioni, every pretty girl is as bright as a star — while she is at a distance. I want to keep you from Lady Beatrice.

Who means to you, agreed Tizzo, gloomily, a strong marriage with some powerful house.

She means that to us, answered Giovanpaolo. Men who rule cities, Tizzo, cannot be governed by ordinary motives. Beatrice is a pretty thing, and moreover she is a Baglioni, therefore she has to be of use to the house. And what are you? A fellow with a fine flame on his head and a fine spark in his eye — but no more.

My lord, said Tizzo, straightening, the reason I came to you was to ask for an explanation.

I have given you one, said Giovanpaolo, looking both at the sword and the man without fear.

I was sworn to your service, said Tizzo, and yet you were willing to throw me to the dogs of Marozzo.

It was he who had the forethought and the information, answered the other, shrugging his shoulders.

The Lady Beatrice was to be the bait, and I was to be the rat for the trap!

If you play the rats part, you must die the rats death.

And you, my patron, for whom I have fought with my sword — you let me go to my death?

No. I gave you a fighting chance but a good one. To a man who loves you like a brother, to that same Bardi who owes his life to you, I let a hint be given that you should keep at home to-night.

Tizzo started. And if I had done as he advised me to do?

Then, when Marozzos trap had closed on nothing, I should have seized his house and his possessions, given a moiety of them to you, and had him beaten from Perugia with whips; as a man who dared to conspire against and falsely accuse my nearest followers.



TIZZO was staring, now. There was a queer, crooked, cruel morality in this attitude of mind that he could not fathom. He could see the fact, but he could not feel any understanding of it.

Instead, he said, bitterly, the lady is closed inside a convent until you choose to bring her out for a political wedding, and I am an enemy of your house forever.

Not unless you wish to be one, said Giovanpaolo. All the qualities that I saw in you before are in you still. I have removed the temptation of Lady Beatrice from your way and I have flashed a sword in your eyes. There is no reason why we should not carry on as we have done before.

There is a reason, said Tizzo, his heart beating high.

Name it to me, then, answered Giovanpaolo.

You have set a trap for me and therefore you are a traitor to me, my lord. What keeps me from driving this sword through your heart, then?

A certain foolish set of scruple prevents you, said Giovanpaolo. Am the light in your eyes, Tizzo, is the love of battle, not of murder. You cannot strike an unarmed man.

It is true, said Tizzo. But then is plenty of light in the next room You have a sword there and another on this chair. These apartments are set off from the rest of the house sc that the clashing of swords will bring no interruption to us. Your highness, we will fight hand to hand and wash our stained honors clean with our blood.

That, said Giovanpaolo, is as childish and mad an idea as I have ever heard, but I like it.

He rose from the bed and picked up from the chair beside it a sheathed sword. The scabbard fell away with a hissing sound and left in the hand of the Baglioni a blade as like that of Tizzos as a twin brother. Giovanpaolo led the way straight into the next room and from the scattered clothes selected hose, doublet, and slippers. Now that he was dressed, he took his position and weighted the balance of his weapon. His sleeve, thrust back to the elbow, showed a forearm alive with snaky muscles. The wrist was perfectly rounded by the distention of the big tendons. Stories of the terrible cunning and strength of this man rushed back upon the brain of Tizzo; for in Giovanpaolo there was the brain to plan great battles and then the courage of a hero to lead his soldiers through the fight.

Now, Tizzo, said Giovanpaolo, Im to thank you for this pretty little occasion. How often do we have a chance to fence with honest, edged weapons? How often does blood follow the touch?

He began to advance, slowly.

I shall have to let the world know that you burst in on me like an assassin, he said, but I shall have you honorably buried. Tizzo, I salute your courage, I smile at your folly. Defend yourself!

On the heel of these words, he rushed suddenly to the attack. Tizzo, having marked everything in the big room, gave back before the assault, and at the first ringing touch of steel against steel, he knew that he had met a great master.

Let the teachers, the schoolmasters of fencing, talk as they pleased; the important matter was not the clumsy swaying of the edge of the sword but the snakelike dartings of the point, which gave a more dangerous wound without exposing the assailant so widely. In that understanding, Tizzo had fenced many a long hour with Luigi Falcone; it was the point, also, which the wild daredevil of an Englishman, the Baron of Melrose, had used against him. And now it was with the point that Giovanpaolo pressed home the attack. He attacked hungrily, and yet with a smooth beauty of movement. For a moment, Tizzo was bewildered, his heart in his throat. Then he thought of the shadowy murderers who had waited for him in the summer house of Messer Astorre, and he met the attack with a savage countering.

THE lightning feet of Tizzo were his defense and his attack. The sleights of a magicians hands were no more subtle than the flying of his feet, the intricate dancing measures through which they passed.

Twice, in as many minutes, Giovanpaolo cornered his man and set his teeth with a grim, furious purpose to drive the sword through the body of the enemy; and twice, with hardly a parry, Tizzo swayed from the darting point and was away.

Giovanpaolo began to sweat. He drew back to take breath, measuring his man and the work before him.

By God, Tizzo, he said, you are such an exquisite master that my heart bleeds to think that I must lose you through my own handiwork. Defend yourself!

He leaped again to the attack. The man was as cunning as a fox, leaving apparently wide openings to invite the point of Tizzos blade and flashing a murderous counter attack the moment Tizzo lunged at the opening. But Tizzo, holding back, with a carelessly hanging guard, met the assaults, moving his sword arm little, his feet much. There seemed to be an intricate pattern on the floor, in every one of whose divisions he had to step. Death darted past his face, his throat, his body, but it always missed him by a hairs breadth.

And then Tizzo began to attack in earnest. He had fathomed the consummate science of his man, by this time. Now he pressed steadily in, until Giovanpaolo began to groan faintly in his breathing. His face turned pale; it was polished with sweat.

Here a heavy beating came against the door.

Who is there? called Giovanpaolo.

In the name of God, your highness, we have heard swords clashing in your rooms!

Giovanpaolo looked at Tizzo for an instant. A faint, cruel smile dawned on his face.

But he answered: I am fencing with a friend. Be gone and leave us in peace.

There is one other thing, your highness. The noble Mateo Marozzo is now in your house, his face horribly wounded. Tizzo, men say, has escaped from a dozen men, branded the face of Mateo Marozzo forever, and escaped. But he is still in Perugia. Shall all the gates be guarded for him?

No! called Giovanpaolo. He is already gone! Let me be in peace!

Footfalls obediently withdrew.

Tizzo said: Your highness, I have always known that you must be such a man as this. You could have let your servants in to kill me like a blind puppy. I thank you. Your highness is troubled; your breath is short and you arm is tired. Shall we end this fighting?

End it? exclaimed Giovanpaolo. Do you think that I shall ever give over a battle I have entered upon?

He came in with a desperate, last strength. Twice the leap of his sword blinded the very eyes of Tizzo. And he, half down upon one knee, used suddenly the secret stroke which the Baron of Melrose had given to him as a treasure.

The sword of Giovanpaolo, knocked from his hand, wheeled brightly in the air and then descending, thrust straight through the cushioned bottom of a chair.

Giovanpaolo himself, unabashed, hurled himself straightforward at Tizzo, in spite of the level gleam of the weapon that pointed at his breast.

And Tizzo could not strike the final blow! His arm turned weak and senseless to make the stroke. Giovanpaolo, brushing past the bright point of danger, grasped the doublet of Tizzo at the neck and thrust him back against the wall. The other hand caught Tizzos sword hand at the wrist.

So for a moment they stood, with the glare of savage beast in the eyes of Giovanpaolo.

But this fire died out. His hands left their holds. His head dropped forward wearily on his breast. He turned from Tizzo and, slipping into a chair, rested his forehead on the heels of his hands.

Tizzo sheathed his sword and felt gingerly the bruised muscles about his throat.

To be beaten — and then spared — like a dog! groaned Giovanpaolo.

Tizzo went to the loggia door and paused there.

Your highness, he said, I cannot fight under you any longer; and it is seen that God will not let me strike against you. Therefore I leave Perugia forever. Farewell. To the Lady Beatrice, say that I send my prayers—

Be silent! commanded Giovanpaolo. Pour wine for us at that table, and bring it at once.


CHAPTER V.

WINE OF FRIENDSHIP.
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TIZZO, WITH HIS brain quite adrift, unfathoming the purpose of the Baglioni, obediently poured two silver goblets full of pale, golden wine and brought the drink. Giovanpaolo raised himself suddenly from his chair. He picked up one of the beakers in his left hand and motioned Tizzo to do the same.

Now, Tizzo, he said, you have taken service under me before. In the meantime, you have dared to look past your height to the Lady Beatrice. In reward for that, I have allowed you to be trapped. You were a step from death in the summer house of Astorre tonight. I have been half an inch from death in this room. Tizzo, for the evil I have done you, forgive me.

Forgive you? said Tizzo, overcome by the humility of this fierce master of Perugia. Highness, I have forgotten all offense!

You have beaten me, said Giovanpaolo. It could be in my heart to hate you, Tizzo; it is also in my heart to love you. I cast the hate away — here he spilled a little of the wine purposely on the floor— and I take the love, instead. This cup, Tizzo, is filled with immortal friendship. Beware before you taste the wine. If it passes your lips it is as though you drank my blood. Do you hear me?

I hear you, highness, said Tizzo, beginning to tremble with a great emotion.

Are you prepared to be with me two hands, two hearts, two souls of friendship?

I am! said Tizzo.

Then give me your hand! said Giovanpaolo, grasping that of Tizzo at the same moment. I drink to you, Tizzo, in token that so long as blood runs in my body, it is your blood and ready to flow for you.

They drank, and setting down the silver goblets stared at one another for a moment, as men who already saw a strange future stretching before them.

Giovanpaolo, said Tizzo, this is a beginning. Whether it be a dry death or a wet one, by steel, or fire, or bullets, or starvation, may we come to the same ending together.

Giovanpaolo, picking up from the table a heavy ring of gold, laid it on the floor and stamped on it. He lifted it, snapped it in two parts.

Take this, he said to Tizzo. Whatever message comes with it, night or day, if the half of the ring fits with my half, I shall go at once to answer you.

If your portion comes to me in the same manner, answered Tizzo, by the blood of God I shall come to you in spite of ten thousand.

So, sol said Giovanpaolo. We have spoken in a very high strain for a few moments. Sit down, my friend. But — sacred heaven! When I think that a moment ago I stood with a naked breast in front of the point of your sword, I am still amazed. Where did you learn that last trick of the blade, Tizzo? Or did some devil of an enchanter teach you the thing? Will you teach it to me?

Whatever I know I shall teach you — and that same stroke as soon as I have the permission of the man who taught it to me.

Who was that?

Henry, Baron of Melrose.

That wild-headed Englishman loves you, I know, Tizzo. He put his head in jeopardy to keep you from death when he rode into this city and gave himself into the hands of Astorre to have you set free. Do you give medicine to make them love you, Tizzo? What is Henry of Melrose to you — except that he is the chief leader of the forces of the Oddi and plots daily against the lives of the Baglioni?

He is, said Tizzo, a friend of the Oddi, for what he chiefly serves is chance and the bright face of danger. To follow danger, he has left his country and ridden around the world. At last he came seeking for me; and for what mysterious reason I still cannot tell. He values me, I know, and again I cannot tell why. And that not in modesty, but because the strange love of this man amazes me! I only know that he came one day into my life, dashed me away from all the future I had come to accept, and swept me away at his side in the pursuit of adventure. There the Lady Beatrice crossed my way. You know how I set her free from the Oddi and followed her here. You know how that pursuit of her almost won me my death at the hands of Marozzo. And now it has led me to the rooms of your highness — and made us pledge our hands together.



ALL spoken like a prophet, said Giovanpaolo. It is true that you are a wild-headed lover of the Lady Beatrice. Now tell me what you would have me do? Marry you to her?

Five minutes ago, said Tizzo, I would have stolen her with poison or swords. Now I would not lift a finger to come near her without your special permission.

So? said Giovanpaolo. If men were like you, I should have to give up war and my old way of living; I should have to take to frankness, honesty, truth and mercy. Let me tell you this — if the time comes when I can persuade old Messer Guido, the head of our house, you shall marry Beatrice on that day. And Ill carry you to see her this moment.

You will? exclaimed Tizzo.

This moment, said Giovanpaolo, she shall be set free from the house of the Clares and permitted to see you. — 

Wait! said Tizzo. Before I take so much from you, tell me in what way I shall be able to serve you? Tell me, quickly, before my heart bursts, that service of which you are most in need.

I should have to drop you like a plummet into the sea, deeply into the heart of a man who smiles in my face but who is, I fear, my greatest enemy, said the Baglioni.

Let me go to him then, cried Tizzo, and I shall read his mind and you shall know his present attitude.

Tizzo, if you could do that, the weight of the world would be remove from me!

What is his name?

Jeronimo della Penna.

But he is one of the chief friends of the Baglioni.
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So he seems, said Giovanpaolo, but as a matter of fact he is know. to have been kind to our enemies, of late.

Would he then have been kind to me if the world did not know that you and I have been reconciled to-night? asked Tizzo.

How? asked Giovanpaolo sharply.

For all that is known to others, said Tizzo, I have been pursued through the city by your riders—

There I was at fault, said Giovanpaolo.

It is forgotten, answered Tizzo. But suppose that tomorrow you put a price on my head and proclaim me an enemy? I return to the house of my foster-father. There is an estate of this della Penna close by. If he truly hates you, and learns that I also am your enemy, will he not try at once to make me his friend?

Giovanpaolo laughed, suddenly and loudly.

Our friends are the eyes that look into the hearts of the world; the ears that listen to its mind. With two more like you, Tizzo, I should be able to conquer Italy in six months. — But wait — there is a frightful peril. You and I alone will know the truth. All of my family will hunt you down like a wild beast the moment I put the price on your head; and you know already that the Baglioni can be cruel enemies.

You, and I, and the Lady Beatrice will know the truth, said Tizzo. That is enough for me. Nothing is gained without danger. If della Penna is your enemy, within two days I shall know the degree of his hatred. You may depend on that.

It is done! said Giovanpaolo. Here, cloak yourself with this and pull the hood down over your head. Already it is dawn. We shall go to Beatrice now!

Wrapped in a length of blue velvet that muffled his body and his sword, with the hood pulled down over his face, Tizzo a moment later was passing down the halls, down the great stairs, through the tremor of life which the night lights revealed along the painted walls of the house of Grifone and so out onto the street, where he walked eastwards with Giovanpaolo towards a great, golden Venus which blazed in the green forehead of the morning sky. But the lesser stars already were withdrawing to their distances like the lights of a retreating army.

So they came to the high, bald front of the convent of the Clares, where the porter saw the face of Giovanpaolo and bowed very lowly as though he would strike his forehead against the floor.



TO BE CONTINUED NEXT WEEK.

LEADING UP TO THIS INSTALLMENT
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WHEN young Tizzo, daring adventurer and master swordsman, rode through the streets of old Perugia to keep a rendezvous with his beautiful lady, Beatrice Baglioni, after having been warned that he was heading straight for danger, little did he realize that his secret visit to the house of the powerful Baglioni would end the way it did. He learned that his attention to Beatrice had incurred the enmity of her brother, Giovanpaolo, and that a price had been set on his head. Learning that Beatrice had been taken to the Convent of Poor Clares, Tizzo made his way to her brothers room, and after a fierce struggle, vanquishes him in a duel. Giovanpaolo pledges eternal friendship with him, and asks Tizzo to help the House of Baglioni rid itself of its insidious enemies — particularly the treacherous Jeronimo della Penna.

Tizzo agrees to undertake the mission, realizing that if he is successful he will have the hand of his beloved Beatrice who means so much to him.

Elia Bigi, Tizzos faithful minion; Luigi Falcone, Tizzos foster-father, and his old friend, Henry, Baron of Melrose, all help him toward the accomplishment of his task.


CHAPTER V (Continued).

WINE OF FRIENDSHIP.
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TIZZO, STRIDING ANXIOUSLY up and down in the reception room, looked again and again towards the shimmering bars of iron which set off the room from the little cell in which the sisters of the order might appear to converse with their friends. He had waited, he was sure, for hours, before hinges moved with a dull, grating sound, and then a candle was carried into the cell by a veiled girl with a beautiful face.

Tizzo leaped to the bars and grasped them.

Beatrice! he said.

Hello! exclaimed Giovanpaolo. Can you see her face through that veil, Tizzo?

The girl tossed back the hood and came to the bars.

This is a strange summer house for our meeting, Tizzo, she said without emotion.

He took one of her cool, slender hands and stared, entranced, into her brown eyes.

She was above all a Baglioni in the immensity of calm with which she faced every crisis.

And now, looking past Tizzo, she exclaimed, Is that the traitor? Is that Giovanpaolo? O that I ever thought I loved you!

Beatrice, said Giovanpaolo, Tizzo is now my sworn brother. He has forgiven my sins; will you do the same?

How did you buy him, Giovanpaolo? asked the girl.

With my love, said the warrior.

It is something that turns as quickly as a page, said the girl.

With my faith, said Giovanpaolo.

I could blow away a thousand faiths like yours on one breath, she declared.

With my right hand, said Giovanpaolo.

Has he given you his hand? she asked suddenly of Tizzo.

And have given him mine, said Tizzo.

Her face softened suddenly.

She said to Giovanpaolo:— You are as dangerous as a poisoned knife, or treachery by night; but I can still love you a little for the sake of Tizzo. Tell me what it means, though, when you bring Tizzo to see me here? Am I to suspect anything?

It means that when Messer Guido gives his consent, you two will be married, if you still love this red-headed fellow.

But mind you, Beatrice — his brain is really on fire.

I know it, said the girl. She looked earnestly at Tizzo Do I love you, my dear? she asked.

Somewhere in your wicked heart there is something that cares for this worthless self of mine, said Tizzo.

Yes, she answered. But last night when I walked into the trap for your sake — when I went down over the lawns trembling like a silly fool and whispering your name — I hated you for the thing that I found! Yes, how I hated you!

Did you hate me, Beatrice? I came to the place honestly, as I told you I would, and before the time. And there I was!

Do you know what I found there? she asked.

Marozzo?

Yes. My wretched maid had sold my secrets to him; and Giovanpaolo let him use what he had learned.

I was to blame, said Giovanpaolo.

Some day, she said fiercely, I shall pay you home for that, my handsome cousin!

Hush! said Tizzo. I have put my mark on Marozzo.

Have you? she asked, eagerly.

With the point of my dagger I have drawn a cross on his forehead, that will make him a crusader the rest of his life. No doctor will ever rub that mark away.

Tizzo, I love you! said the girl.

She threw out her arms to him through the bars, but he only took her hands and kissed them.

Why not my lips, Tizzo? she cried.

Never, he answered, till I am sure that you love me — not for the shame I have done to Marozzo but for myself.

Do you see? said the girl to Giovanpaolo. He makes bargains and draws up definitions. This comes from his study of Greek. God forgive me if I ever marry a scholar. Tizzo, when will you be sure that I love you for yourself?

Only, he answered, when you and I have faced the devil together and plucked a few hairs from his iron beard.


CHAPTER VI.

WASPS BEGIN TO HUM.
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THE MULBERRY, ORANGE and lemon trees flavored the airs that blew over the house of Luigi Falcone, and through the lawns of his garden great-headed plane trees gave shade and spear-headed cypresses marked the walks and circled the fountains. There was an artificial lake expensively produced by diverting the water from a creek among the hills and leading it here to fill an excavated hollow in the midst of the garden. The soil of the excavation had been used to create raised, flowering banks around the pool, and in the center of the lake there was a little island on which stood a summer house. Its form was that of a little Greek temple with graceful Ionic columns that threw a white glimmering reflection across the water, and the principal use of the water was that it acted as a barrier across which the world could not step in order to invade the privacy of Luigi Falcone when he chose to sit here alone with his thoughts. A Venetian gondola with a gondolier lolling under its canopy, waited on the convenience of the master.

This fellow now started up, for his name was called.

Olimpio! Fat-witted, lazy Olimpio!

Mother of heaven! said Olimpio. It is my master!

And he leaped up to the deck and to the handle of his oar. As soon as he saw the flaming head of Tizzo under the shadows of the trees that crowned the bank, Olimpio began to lean his weight on the long oar and drive the little bark furiously forward.

Wait here, said Tizzo to Elia Bigi. Before he left the town of Perugia he had said to the one-eyed servant: Elia, I am about to leave Perugia as a proscribed man with a price on my head. You can sit here and keep my rooms, or you can ride with me and risk your neck. And the grotesque answered: Well, if I stay here I shall lose my appetite and the only eye thats left to me will grow dull as an unused knife. But if I go with you, every day will have a salt and savor of its own. So he had ridden with Tizzo, each with a shirt of the finest Spanish mail, and a steel-lined bonnet, and the pair of them got hastily from the town.

The gondolier, bringing his boat swiftly and gracefully along the side of the little pier at the edge of the lake, held out both hands with a shout, but Tizzo leaped from the pier exactly into the center of the gondola.

Tizzo! cried Olimpio. Ah, two-footed cat. You could drop from a tree-top and never break the leaves that you landed on. Welcome home! Welcome, welcome! You have been dancing with the devil in Perugia and still he has not turned your hair gray! Tizzo shook the greeting hands warmly and laughed: The best day is the day of the returning. Is your master on the island?

He is there with a Greek manuscript, and I hear him chanting the words and striking the lyre, said Olimpio. He will make it a fiesta when he knows you have come!

In fact, as the long, narrow gondola went swaying across the smooth water of the lake, Tizzo heard strings of music sound from the little temple, and when he stepped ashore, he recognized a chorus of Aristophanes, sung with a fine gusto to that improvised accompaniment.

A great cry greeted this singing, and from the columns of the temple, as the gondola touched the shore, there ran out a tall, bald-headed man who threw up his hands with a shout when he saw Tizzo.

FOR a moment it seemed to Tizzo that he was again the nameless waif of the village streets, standing agape as the lord of the castle went past him. And then, like the blurred flicker of many pictures, his memory touched the years when he had entered this house as the humblest of pages and grown at last to the position of foster son and heir.

Now he had fallen into the arms of Luigi Falcone. Now he was being swept into the little summer house where the harp stood aslant against a chair and, on a table, were scattered the yellow parchments of old manuscripts.

What have you been doing with your Greek, Tizzo? demanded Falcone.

Ive been using it to sharpen my sword, said Tizzo.

Ive heard that you and Giovanpaolo Baglioni are like two brothers together; and a man must have a sharp sword to be a brother to Giovanpaolo. But Perugia is a city of murder.

Im a proscribed man with a price on my head, said Tizzo. Havent you heard that?

Proscribed? By the Baglioni? Tizzo, what are you doing lingering here so close to Perugia? Wait! Ill call for horses! Well send you as fast as hoofs can gallop—

Ive fled all this distance from Perugia and Im tired of flight, said Tizzo. Im going to stay here.

Theyll come in a drove and slaughter you, lad!

Perhaps they will. But the fact is that a man has to die some time, and its better to be struck down from in front than shot through the back. Ill run no farther. Its as easy to die young as it is to die old.

Of course it is, said Falcone.

But are you really resolved to run no more from the Baglioni?

Not another step — today, said Tizzo, and laughed.

Falcone laughed in turn. The same blue devil is in your eyes and the same red devil is in your hair, he said with a smile.

Well go into the villa. I have some French wine for you. You shall tell me everything; and Ill give orders that every man on my place shall take weapons and be prepared to fight for you!

Not a stroke! Not a stroke! said Tizzo. Ive made my own fortune and whatever is in the cup Ill be ready to drink it, alone.

They went back in the gondola, and as he left the boat Tizzo gave some golden florins to Olimpio. Turn them into silver, he said, and scatter them among all the servants. Tell them that the Baglioni want my life and that if it is known that I am here in the Villa Falcone, Im not better than a dead man.

Ah, signore, said Olimpio, his eyes still startled by the sight of the gold, we all are ready to die for you; not a whisper will come from one of us.

But as they went on towards the large house, Falcone said: Tizzo, that is the act of a child, really! You tell them that the Baglioni are hunting you, and you ask the servants to say not a word. But how can they cease from talking? They have heard no gossip like this for many years! You have come back from Perugia with the atmosphere of a hundred duels about you.

So how can they keep from talking about you?

Let them talk, then, said Tizzo. Even mute swans have to sing when they die. Let them talk.

In fact, said Falcone, suddenly stopping, it is a part of your plan to have them talk?

Perhaps it is, agreed Tizzo. But dont ask me what the plan may be.

I SHALL ask nothing, said Falcone. Even when the wasps begin to hum, Ill try to brush them away and merely go on rejoicing myself in you, Tizzo. Tell me everything! What have you learned in new sword-play? Are you content in Perugia? Why dont you decide to travel across the world? There are great new things to see, in these days. But you hear everything in Perugia, because it is on a main road to Rome. Tell me all the news of the world, Tizzo! I hunger to learn it!

They sat in an open loggia near the top of the large house, looking over the green rolling of the Umbrian hills; the sun-flare shimmered over all. They drank white wine of Bordeaux, cooled with packings of snow.

I strike out at random and tell you whatever Ive heard, said Tizzo. The traitor Warbeck has been executed in England.

I knew that, said Falcone.

The Emperor rages because the Swiss are at last free from him. But at Dornach they beat him so thoroughly that they have a right to rule their own lives. In Spain, the great Ferdinand has broken his promise and begins to burn the Moriscoes like firewood. A certain great sailor of Portugal, one Vasco da Gama, has returned after finding a way around Africa to the Indies. The Venetians groan because the Turks beat them last year at Sapienza; they swear to have their revenge soon. But Kemal-Reis is a fighting demon by sea. The Spanish princess, Catherine of Aragon, is betrothed to Prince Arthur, of England, the son of that sour-faced money-changer, Henry Tudor. Louis XII is annexing Milan and bargaining with the Spaniards. Thats an unhappy day for Italy! The Diet of Augsburg is stealing some of the Emperors powers from him, they say. Pedro Cabral has touched the shore of a great land in the Western ocean; he has called the thing Brazil. It is south of the islands which Columbus discovered for Spain, and people begin to say that it is not the Indies which Columbus discovered. It is new land, with a new, red-skinned people living on it. There, my father, I have burst open all the latest news in one packet. I suppose youve heard most of it before.

Not as I hear it now, said Falcone. The world is wakening, Tizzo, and great things will come to pass. The new printing press with its moveable types will multiply books throughout the world. Gun-powder knocks down castle walls. A common man with a harquebus may stand at ease and kill with a single shot the knight in complete armor. God alone can tell where the world is tending. But you — Tizzo — how have you ever tended except to mischief?

So they sat talking and laughing together while the day ran on towards the evening. The dusk was descending blue and soft after the hot summer day when a whistle sounded from the trees near the villa and Tizzo bounded to his feet.

Is it danger? Wait for me, Tizzo? exclaimed Falcone. I catch up my sword and follow you instantly—

But Tizzo was gone, flashing through the bright, painted rooms, leaping down the stairways and then out the door into the garden.

There he found a big, gray-headed man whose eyes shone even through the dimness of the twilight. He wore heavy riding boots; his doublet was wide open at the base of his great throat. A small round hat, plumed at one side, sat jauntily on his head, and at his side a heavy sword made a light shivering sound of steel against the scabbard as he moved to greet Tizzo. Even Luigi Falcone, even Giovanpaolo Baglioni were no greater in the eyes of Tizzo than this man who had made him the gift of one consummate trick of sword-play.


CHAPTER VII.

A STAR OR FIVE POINTS.
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THEY GREETED EACH other as men who have owed their lives to one another. Then, as Baron Melrose pushed himself back to arms length, he surveyed the younger man with care.

You are no bigger in the bones than when I last saw you, he said. But neither is the wasp as big as an eagle, and yet it can trouble a man more. Still, I could wish that there were twenty English pounds of extra beef on you. Then you could spend more muscle and less spirit in your wars.

My lord, said Tizzo, I am what I am — a starved thing compared with you, but ready to guard your back in any battle. Tell me, how do you dare to show yourself so near to Perugia? Are the Oddi rising to try to re-take the town? How did you know so quickly that I was at the Villa Falcone? Where have you been since I last saw you?

If I had four tongues and four separate sets of brains, I would begin to answer all those questions at once, said the big Englishman, laughing. But as the matter stands, I have to speak them one by one. As for the Oddi, their secrets are their own. I am no nearer Perugia than I have been for a month. And I knew you were here because a whisper ran through the kills and came to my ears. Now for one question in my turn: Have you broken with Giovanpaolo, Astorre, and all the Baglioni?

Ive crossed swords with Giovanpaolo, said Tizzo. Ive had my life attempted in the garden of Messer Astorre. And a price has been put on my head.

Have all of these things happened? asked Henry of Melrose. You can pick up trouble faster than a pigeon can pick up wheat. But if the Baglioni have closed one door in your face, another opens of its own weight behind you. Tizzo, Jeronimo della Penna wishes to speak to you.

About what?

He will open the subject to you himself.

Tizzo! called the anxious voice of Falcone.

Say farewell to Falcone, said Melrose, and meet me again here. That is, if you wish to face della Penna tonight.

There was nothing that Tizzo wished to see less than the long, dark face of Jeronimo della Penna, but it was for the very purpose of sounding the depths and the intentions of this man that Giovanpaolo had schemed with him. Therefore:— I return in one moment! said Tizzo, and hurried to meet Falcone.

Im called away, said Tizzo.

Into what? demanded Falcone. Tizzo, you shall stay this night, at least, in my house.

I have to go. I am compelled, said Tizzo. As surely as a swallow ever followed summer, so I have to follow the whistle that sounded for me tonight.

Its a thing that I dont like, said Falcone. But the devil befriends young men. Good-by again. Wait — here is a purse you may need — no, take it. God bless you; come to me again when you can!

And Tizzo was away again to the side of Melrose.

They walked on through the gardens until they heard the ringing strokes of an axe in a hollow, followed by the crashing of a great tree. The fall of the heavy trunk seemed to shake the ground under them.
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There are friends of mine, yonder, working by lantern light, said Tizzo. And I must speak a word with them. Wait here — or at least keep out of their sight.

Tizzo, hurrying on, came on three foresters who worked by a dim, shaking light which had been hung from the branch of a small sapling. Unshaven of face, ragged in their clothes, the three were preparing to attack another huge pine tree with axes.

My friends! called Tizzo, stepping into the faint circle of the light. Taddeo — Riccardo — Adolfo — well met again!

The three turned slowly towards him. Old Taddeo began to nod his bearded head.

Here comes the Firebrand again. What forests have you been burning down, Tizzo? Is it true that the Baglioni are leaning their weight and ready to fall on your head?

Tizzo grasped their hands. Ive had my hands filled with something besides axe shafts, he admitted. But Im happy enough to see you all again.

Your hand has turned soft, said Taddeo.

It is harder than my head, however, laughed Tizzo. Why are you working so late?

Because the overseer drives us like dogs.

Ill speak to my father. You shall not be enslaved like this!



NO man is a slave who has mastered an art, said Taddeo.

He waved his great axe with one hand. And we are masters of ours! he added. But have you touched the haft of an axe since we last saw you?

An axe has helped me more than a sword, said Tizzo. Give me a mark and let me show you that my eye is still clear.

Old Taddeo struck the trunk of the tree a slashing blow and left a broad, white face, large as the disk of the moon and shining brightly.

There is the target. Make a mark for him, my sons, said Taddeo.

Big Riccardo, chuckling half in malice, drew out a knife, picked up a straight stick to make a ruler, and calmly drew a five-pointed star with the sharp steel edge. Where the knife cut the white of the pine wood it left a thin, glistening streak, hardly tible except to a very fine eye.

Old Taddeo ran the tips of his hard fingers over the design and laughed loudly.

Let me see it done, then! he said. It has never been managed before even by the oldest woodsman in the forest. Strike at that target freely, Tizzo. There are ten strokes to make and with the tenth the star should leap out from the tree. And then see that every one of your strokes has hit exactly the ruled line. Ten strokes without a single failure — here is my own axe to use, and if you succeed — why, the axe is yours!

Tizzo accepted the axe and looked down on it with attention. Of old, from his boyhood, he had heard about that axe, and he had seen it swung, more than once, in the hands of Taddeo. The steel had a curious look. It was blue, with a strangely intermingling pattern of lines of gray. And the story was that once a fine Damascus blade had been brought back from the Orient, and being broken it had been re-welded by the father of Taddeo, not into a new sword, but into an axe-head. That matchless steel, supple as thought, hard as crystal, had been transformed into a common woodsmans axe. The blue shining of it seemed to be reflected, at that moment, in the flame-blue of the eyes of Tizzo as he swayed the cunningly poised weight of the axe.

For two life times that axe had been in use, the handle altered, refined, reshaped, so as to give it a gently sweeping curve. The balance was perfect. It grew to the hand like an extension of the body.

Tizzo threw down on the ground the purse which he had just received from Falcone.

I take the challenge, and if I fail, that purse is yours, my friends.

Watch me now, Taddeo. Watch, Riccardo, Adolfo! There are ten enemies; if I miss one of them, the gold in that purse is your gold, and you will all be rich for ten years!

So, measuring his distance, swinging the axe lightly once or twice to free his muscles, he suddenly attacked the dim target with no calm deliberation, but with a shower of strokes, as though he stood foot to foot with fighting antagonists. With each stroke the axe bit in deeply; and with the tenth a block of solid wood leaped out from the blazed surface of the tree and fell upon the ground — a perfect star with five points!

And in the wood of the tree, softly etched by shadow, there was another star incised.

The three foresters raised a single deep-throated shout and actually fell on their knees to examine the work that had been done. But neither on the fallen star nor on the edges of the blazed surface appeared a single one of the lines which Riccardo had drawn with his knife. True to a hairs breadth, the axe had sunk into the wood.

Old Taddeo, standing up, pulled the cap from his head and scratched the scalp in meditation.

Wise men should teach only the wise, he stated. I have wasted my time teaching these two louts. But when I taught you the art of the axe, I taught two hands and a brain. Take my axe, Tizzo. Take my blue axe, and God give you grace with it. If it will not shear through the heaviest helmet as though it were leather and not hard armorers steel, call me a fool and a liar! Keep the edge keen; let it bite; and the battle will always be yours.

Tizzo picked up the purse and tossed it to the old man.

A gift is always better than a bargain, he said. Turn this money into happiness, and remember Tizzo when you drink wine.

So he was gone, quickly, and found Henry of Melrose chuckling in the woods not far away.

I followed closely enough to see what you did, said the Englishman. You understand one of the great secrets; coin is made round so that it may keep rolling. And the best of buying is a giving away!


CHAPTER VIII.

BEWARE OF ME TOMORROW.
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JERONIMO DELLA PENNA had a dark, yellow skin, and a mouth which the earnest gloom of his speculations pulled down at the corners. He had large properties, but he was both penurious and absent-minded. His hose was threadbare over the knees, on this evening, but his brocaded cloak was fit for a king.

He kept striding up and down, and when he greeted Tizzo it was with a stare that strove to penetrate to his soul.

Do you vouch for this man, my lord of Melrose? he asked.

I vouch for nothing, said Melrose, except for the state of my appetite and the cleanness of my sword. Here is the man I told you about. I found him willing to come. I know he has been driven out of Perugia. Perhaps that makes him fit for your purposes. For my part, I withdraw and leave you to find out about him as much as you please. Come to me later, Tizzo. I have a room in the south tower. We can have a glass of wine together, before you sleep.

He went away in this abrupt fashion, leaving della Penna still at a gaze.

He said: My friend, it is said that there is a price on your head?

That is true, said Tizzo.

It is said that you have been wronged by Giovanpaolo. But he has a way of winding himself into the hearts of men so that they serve him more for love than for money. If he has dropped you today, can he pick you up tomorrow?

Perhaps, said Tizzo.

Della Penna started. Do you think that he can take you again when he chooses?

How can I tell? asked Tizzo, calmly. I am not a man who knows the mind he will have tomorrow. The days as they come one by one are hard enough for me to decipher. Every morning, I hope to find a pot of gold before night; and how can I tell what will be in the pot? The hate of Giovanpaolo, or his friendship? It is all one to-me.

And yet Melrose brought you to me! pondered Jeronimo della Penna. Tell me, Tizzo — because I have heard some rare tales of your courage and strength and wild heart — are you a man to pocket an insult?

I am not, said Tizzo.

Are you a man to return wrong for wrong?

I am, said Tizzo.

Are you a man I could trust? pursued della Penna.

Ive never betrayed a friend, said Tizzo.

Ah! You wont answer me outright? exclaimed della Penna.

Signore, you are a stranger to me, said Tizzo. Why should I boast about my faith and truth? You must do as I do — take you as I find you. If you can use me for things I wish to do, I hope to shine with a very good opinion. If you try to ride me up hill against my wishes, you can be sure youll be sooner weary of spurring than I of following the road.

Della Penna scowled.

You are one of these fellows, he said, who have been praised for speaking your mind right out, like an honest man.

Sir, said Tizzo. I think that only a fool trusts the man who is out of his sight.

Do you know why I have sent for you?

I guess that you plan something against Giovanpaolo or some others of your own family who have the control of Perugia.

If that were the case, what do I know of you?

Nothing except that you think I have a grievance against the same people. I make no promises; I ask none from you. If there is mischief abroad, perhaps each of us will make his own profit.

Della Penna smiled, faintly. He had found something in the last speech that appealed to him very much. Now he said: There is one man in the world who can tell me the truth about you. But before he is through searching you, you may wish that you had let your soul be roasted on a spit in hell. Come with me, Mr. Honest Man.



THEY went down a corridor which communicated with winding stairs and came up these to an open tower from which Tizzo could look across the dark heads of the hills to a little group of lights which, he knew, shone from the village of Falcone. On this top story of the tower there was a fat old white-headed man with a red nose and a very cheerful smile, who greeted della Penna warmly, turning from an iron kettle in which he was stewing some sort of a brew over a little corner hearth.

Tizzo was about to step forward to acknowledge the greeting when della Penna caught his arm with a hand of iron and checked him. Looking down, he saw that he had been about to put his foot inside a circle which was chalked upon the floor and which was filled with strange signs.

A chill of horror passed like a night wind through the blood of Tizzo. He remembered strange tales in the village, years before, of the wizard who lived in the tower of the della Penna castle. When a blight fell on the grapes, when oxen fell dead at the plough or weevils got into the stored grain, the peasants were apt to look up with a curse towards the distant della Penna tower.

Messer Baldassare, said della Penna, I have brought—

A good sharp blade that will be useful unless it cuts the hand which tries to use it.

Della Penna was so struck by the saying that he turned sharply about towards Tizzo, but Tizzo was too busy staring into the white circle to pay the least attention. It seemed to him that that great white sign upon the floor was as dangerous as the entrance into hell itself. It was a pit of damnation on the verge of which he stood and, covertly, he crossed himself.

How do you know, asked della Penna, that I wish to use this man? You have cast no horoscope for him nor even consulted your herbs on his behalf or on mine. Explain what you mean?

This sharply inquiring tone did not upset the magician in the least, and he turned his red, jovial smile on della Penna as he answered.

I have served your father and you for so long that when great good or evil come towards you my invisible agents are apt to whisper something in the air, indistinct words. I was about to make those words become clearer. I was about to force the spirits to speak to me in real language. I had drawn the circle on the floor and heated the broth, as you can see for yourself, when you appeared with the very man about whom I heard the whisper.

How do you know it is the very man? asked della Penna.

Look! said the magician.

He extended his hand above the steaming pot. In an instant the steam had turned crimson, and the hand of Messer Baldassare was gilded red, also.

Tizzo uttered a faint, choked exclamation. His knees grew weak. He was terribly certain that now he was beholding the handiwork of the devil.

When I saw the red light strike my hand, said the magician, I knew that you were near — on the very stairs about to open my door. I had barely time to put my hat on my head before you came into the tower.

He was wearing a square, yellow, high hat with certain cabalistic signs worked in black upon it; Tizzo remembered the saying that it is not safe for common men to look upon an enchanter when he is serving the devil with his arts.

Look into this man, Baldassare, said della Penna. Shall I have good or evil fortune from him?

Better than for me to speak, I can force him to speak for himself and to utter the truth.

Force him, Baldassare? demanded the patron.

Give me three drops of your blood, young man, said the enchanter. Come, and let me put them into the pot. Come without fear. In the circle, there is no harm for you!

But Tizzo nevertheless chose to edge cautiously around the circle and so come to the caldron.

Give me your hand! said Messer Baldassare in a sudden, loud, and terrible voice.

HE caught the right hand of Tizzo and stared straight into his eyes. The very soul of Tizzo was shaken, but he looked back and thought that the face of the enchanter had turned into the face of a frowning lion. The eyes were sparks of fire.
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Now, said Baldassare. And drawing the hand of Tizzo until it extended over the pot, Baldassare plucked out a bodkin and pricked a finger until the blood ran. The running of the blood he watched carefully and suddenly threw the hand from him.

Then, stepping to the circle in haste, Baldassare drew certain signs with a rapid piece of chalk. Tizzo, frozen in his place with horror, felt the hair prickle and rise on his scalp.

Baldassare, dropping on one knee, held out both hands, palm down, close to the floor. It was the gesture, Tizzo knew, of one who prayed to the infernal powers.

What would be revealed, now? In what manner would the enchanter learn of the plot which Tizzo had made with Giovanpaolo to come at the truth of any machinations which this same scoundrelly della Penna was practicing against him?

It was time to prepare for an escape with foot and hand and sword; but Tizzo found that he could not move. The spell of the enchantment — was it already working upon him?

Then out of silence in which there was only the faint bubbling of the caldron, a voice issued, faint and far away, half stifled, but seeming to proceed from the steam of the pot itself. In obscure doggerel the voice said — and it was like the voice of Tizzo himself:

I have found no greater lord Than the brightness of a sword; I have found no ladys grace Sweeter than high dangers face; I shall serve no higher power Than the stealthy midnight hour; Trust me in the hour of sorrow But beware of me tomorrow...

Here the voice ended. The enchanter, faintly groaning, rose to his feet and then sank wearily into a chair where he remained with his head bowed, as though exhausted by the labor of his spirit.

Trust you in the hour of sorrow? That is my answer! said della Penna, triumphantly. If I can trust you in the hour of sorrow, let the devil carry you off wherever he pleases on the adventure of tomorrow. Messer Baldassare, here is something for your hand. I am very well pleased with you and the spirit that sang from the steam. Come, Signor Tizzo; there is much that I must say to you!


CHAPTER IX.

DRUNK WITH PRIDE.
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TIZZO, HIS BODY and his face darkened by the almost indelible stain of walnut juice, a sleek, black wig on his head, and his face aged at least ten years by the introduction of certain dark shadows in the natural lines of his features, finished dressing, looked at himself in a mirror, and turned with a laugh to Henry of Melrose and della Penna.

If I had a mother, she would never know me, he said. If I had a father, he would deny me.

No, said the baron. He would see the same blue devil looking out of your eyes.

It would take more than a father, said della Penna, critically, to look into that face and see the blue of the eyes. He is safe, my lord. He can enter Perugia now, and walk straight through all the halls of the Baglioni, if he wishes, without drawing a second glance. This handiwork of Messer Baldassare, who is there that can see through it?

They all agreed to this.

There are horses ready, said della Penna. Ride as fast as you can to the town of Camerino. Go to the lord of Camerino and show to him this signet ring of mine. He will know it well. Ask of him this question: How many? And when you have heard his answer, return to the city of Perugia as fast as you may. Go to the tavern of the Sign of the Golden Stag. There, wait until you see in one of the public rooms a man with a red band drawn around his head. When you see him, go to him privately and say: Camerino. That will be enough to win his ear and he will instantly ask what news you bring. Repeat to him then the number which the lord of Camerino has given to you. And leave him at once. When this has been done, remain at the Sign of the Golden Stag until you receive word from me, directly. As for your means of entering the town of Perugia, show at any gate the same signet ring which I have given to you, and you will be admitted without question. I am not without power in that city, and before long my power shall be greater. The time may come before many days when they will have a cause to think of me — the fat rats, the citizens of Perugia!

Here the Englishman remarked: I shall wait for you at the Sign of the Golden Stag, my young friend. Look for me there,

No, Henry, protested della Penna. You are too well known. You run too great a risk if you enter that town. They would rather see you dead than have all the Oddi stretched lifeless at their feet. For, without you, they know that the Oddi would be powerless.

I have ways of going into the city and coming from it safely enough, said the Baron Melrose. Remember, Tizzo. I shall see you at the inn.

Now hurry, exclaimed della Penna. Your servant is already waiting at the head of your horse. I have fetched him from the house of Falcone. Be swift, be faithful, and your fortune is made as well as your revenge.

That was how Tizzo found himself mounted and on the road in another minute.

The one-eyed warrior, thief, and servant, Elia Bigi, merely said to him: What am I to know, master?

To know nothing is to be wiser than I am, said Tizzo, frankly.

He could see that he was only faintly trusted by della Penna. The obscure warnings of the magician had not been enough to make the treacherous Baglioni give up his project of using that brilliant young swordsman in the striking of some blow. But he had not opened his mind in the least to Tizzo, who was to ask a question which could be answered in one word; and the word was then to be repeated to a chosen agent in the tavern at Perugia. This was his sole duty so far as he knew it at the present moment.

People, when we come to Perugia, said Tizzo, will ask you what has become of your former master. You will tell them that he left while owing you money, that you have taken new service, and only wish for a chance to bury a knife in my back. You understand?

Elia Bigi laughed.

Where is the pleasure of stabbing a man in the back? he asked.

Why not? said his master, smiling.

Because you cannot see his face as the steel slides home, said Elia, making a slight grimace.

They rode constantly through the night. And still there were relays of horses waiting for them at appointed places along the road, strong horses which beat the summer roads to dust as they galloped steadily on. It was a weary pair of riders who, at last, climbed into the mountain town of Camerino, dignified by the presence in it of the old university. And chance brought them straight on a procession of riders who had come back from hawking with some short-winged hawks on the wrist, and, above all, a beautiful pair of peregrine falcons.

ONE of these was on the wrist of a middle-aged man who rode with a downward smile of crafty thought on his fat face.

That, whispered Elia Bigi, is the lord of Camerino.

So Tizzo, hurrying his horse to meet the aristocrat, held out his hand in greeting, having turned the signet face of della Pennas ring around to the inside of his finger. He made sure that those crafty, downward eyes were fixed on the signet as he spoke.

Instantly the eyes of the lord of Camerino lifted to the face of Tizzo.

What news of my friends? he asked, quietly.

How many? questioned Tizzo, with a smile.

There was half a second of pause before the other answered: Two hundred and fifty. If time is given. And Tizzo fell back at once from the group of riders and let them go on with their tired, sweating horses.

Camerino was half a mile high in the mountains; Tizzo and Elia Bigi dropped by looping roads through the valleys and climbed again towards Perugia. It was night when they came before the dark height of the gate of Marzia. The lights of the guard showed vaguely, the three Etruscan busts above the gateway and the heads of the two proud horses which flanked the group. To the captain of the gate, Tizzo showed the signet ring. There was no asking of questions. The gate was opened to them at once, and they entered into that narrow, winding way, so capable of defense, so sure to check the onrush of attackers, and so advanced into the narrows of Baglioni Street.

It was well-named; because to either side the lofty tops of the palaces of the Baglioni lifted towards the stars, fencing a narrow, crooked way through heaven.

Elia Bigi said at the ear of his master: Here are the seats of the mighty, and the mighty are asleep. They are so rich, these Baglioni, that poison is beside every bed; a knife is sharpened for every throat. And yet they can sleep.

Not all of them, answered Tizzo.

For, as he spoke, a number of retainers bearing lights rounded a bend of the narrow street with several horsemen behind them. The fellows who were on foot in advance kept calling out: Room for the noble Semonetto! Room for his highness!

At these calls, the crowd in the street shrank back at once into entrances.

This Semonetto, as Tizzo knew, was of all the Baglioni the fiercest blade, the greatest warrior with the single exception of Giovanpaolo and, perhaps, the great Astorre, for whose wedding the city of Perugia was now in a tumult. He was still in the middle twenties and the expectation of the time was that he would go on to a greatness even surpassing that of the older members of the family, for already he showed the brain for war as well as the courage of a true lion.

He was now seen with two young companions on horseback behind the group of his forerunners, who kept the crowd back from his nobility. They were laughing with one another.

Back! said Elia Bigi, at the ear of his master. Quickly, signore. This is the great young Semonetto himself, the wildest and strongest blade in Perugia, unless Giovanpaolo himself be counted. Give him free passage. His temper is fiercer than any fire!

It should have something to feed on, then, said Tizzo, laughing. A fire that is starved of wood soon dies. And he kept his horse fairly in the middle of the street.

THE forerunners of the Baglioni were instantly about him. Two or three of them sang out for him to keep from the path; one man laid his hand on the bridle of Tizzos tired horse.

Keep your hand back, brother, said Tizzo. Even if there is a helmet on your head, I have a hand heavy enough to knock a dent in it.

The man-at-arms, hearing this threat, instantly sprang into a posture of defense and snatched out his long and heavy sword.

Whats the matter there? cried a loud voice. And young Semonetto rode up to the van on a great white horse. Of all the men Tizzo had seen, this was the most magnificent. Such shoulders, such a head and such a bearing were beyond comparison.

Here is a fool of a stranger, said one of the servants, who refuses to make way for your highness.

What do you mean, fellow? asked Semonetto. I am Semonetto of the Baglioni. What will you have?

My share of the street, even if you were the lord of the sun and the moon, said Tizzo. And he looked fixedly at the other, as a hunting hound might have looked at the throat of a lion, wondering if just there a touch of the teeth might not give an ending to the battle.

Are you drunk? demanded Semonetto.

Only with a little wine, said Tizzo. But you are drunk with pride, Semonetto. You have too much blood in your body. You are swollen.

Master, master! groaned Elia Bigi, in terror.

If I have too much blood, are you prepared to let some of it? demanded Semonetto.

My friend, Ill gladly be your doctor, said Tizzo, fingering the handle of old Taddeos axe which hung beside his saddle.

Have at you, then! shouted Semonetto, in a sudden and uncontrollable rage, and he spurred his big white horse straight down the street towards Tizzo, A sword had come into Semonettos hand as he spoke. His height, the bigness of his horse, the sharp down-slope of the street made him loom like a giant above Tizzo. And the long sword darted like a silver snake at the breast of Tizzo.

The axe of Taddeo was swiftly in the hand of Tizzo. It feathered as true and as light in his grasp as though it had been made of painted wood.

He had little time. In a flashing semi-circle the head of the axe went up and met the deadly lunge which was aimed at his heart. As he parried, Tizzo laughed, and as he laughed the axe head struck the sword away. The violence of the parry knocked the long blade high up; and then Tizzo struck in turn, with one hand, a lightning fast circling of the axe.
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Semonetto might well have been cloven to the chin by that blow, but his was the instinct of the true fencer, and he turned his sword into a parry to guard his head.

THE descending weight of the axe met the long steel and snapped it. But the shock turned the blade of the axe so that it glanced flat-ling from the head of Semonetto. The shock hurled him prostrate across the bows of his saddle.

And at this, a wild yell of despair and rage and anguish came from all the followers and companions of the young noble. They drove in a flock, straight at Tizzo.

The axe, which was perfect for the dealing of a single stroke, was less valuable in such a mêlée as this. Tizzo, hooking the heavy weapon beside his saddle, instantly caught out his sword, which was blade and shield at once in his perfect hand. And here Elia Bigi proved the goodness of his fighting heart by pressing in beside his master in this hopeless quarrel against overmastering numbers.

They put aside a dozen strokes. The clashing of steel began to resound through the street when the voice of Semonetto called out, loudly: Swords up! Hold every hand.

His order was obeyed. And Semonetto, riding weaponless through the crowd of his friends, came up to Tizzo and held out his hand.

Semonetto was pale. A thin streak of blood coursed down one side of his face, but he was smiling as he said: My lord of the moon and sun, that was a good, swift trick of the axe. And I see that you are the master of a sword, also. My friend, come to see me tomorrow. I yearn with all my heart to cross blades with you again. In any case, I wish to call you a friend, whether living or dead. You know my name. Find your way to my house and a welcome. Now, my friends, he added to those around him, beware of lifting a hand against this dark faced stranger. He is my companion from this moment. He is my confederate and friend.

He added, in a voice that was probably louder than he intended to make it: Get me home, some of you. My head is broken, and I am half sick from that blow! Fool that I am to venture out with no steel to guard this thin pate of mine!


CHAPTER X.

FLIRT AND ANGEL.
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THE PRESS WAS gone instantly from the street and Tizzo, riding on unhampered and unfollowed, at the side of Elia Bigi, said: That was very well done, Elia. When the fellow with the halberd took that swing at my head I was sure that it was my last moment. I saw the flash of the steel from the corner of my eye, but never in time to make a parry. You were the hand that saved me then. I thank you from my heart.

What am I to say, then, remarked Bigi, about the man in the green and red hose who ran in with his target and sword and would have cut my throat if you had not knocked his blade aside from the true thrust which he was making with it?

Say nothing, said Tizzo, except to thank God, with me, that we are both men, and true to one another.

Thats a very handsome thing to say, declared Elia, rubbing his big hands together and chuckling, but your way of searching for trouble is something more than manly. It is more like an angels; and an angel you are apt to become, one of these days, if you continue always as you have begun. If you keep on sowing the teeth of dragons every day of your life one of them will stick you in the heel and poison your life.

Tizzo laughed in turn. They had come now within the sight of the Sign of the Golden Stag, and now rode through the entrance into a courtyard which Tizzo could remember very well. When he had first entered Perugia, unknown, in peril of his life, he had come to that same hostelry. Now he was back again with his skin stained dark, with a black wig on his head. But, on the other hand, no matter how good his disguise might be, there were men and women of this town who knew his voice as well as they might know the faces of others. All his brawling, his battling, had not been in vain, and an intimate follower of the great Giovanpaolo, now with a price on his head, was a man so deeply marked that the mere changing of his complexion was not a sure safeguard against detection.

It seemed to Tizzo that the very man who showed him to a room looked closely and covertly at him. But, as Elia said afterwards this was a mere trick of his imagination.

The hunted rabbit sees a wolf in every strange hare, said Elia. Now we are as safe as any other man in Perugia to drink wine at our ease until the devil and your own weariness with life cause you to get us into more trouble.

You shall have your wine, said Tizzo, but now I give you the smallest part of an hour to go out and find exactly where the Lady Beatrice is now lodged. Go quickly, and return to me.

A woman again? groaned Elia. There never was a day in heaven that one woman could not turn into a hell. They rob us of our sleep first and of our money afterwards. On account of women we go early to the grave and fail to rise to any reward afterwards. When the Last Judgment comes, it is women who will draw the best men downwards; because the loveliest of them will all be bound for the nether regions.

He went out still growling these words while Tizzo looked about his room and examined the windows which opened on the one side upon the paved court and upon the other, just beneath the eaves, overlooked the outer street. There was no country in the world, at that time, which offered so many conveniences to travelers as the inns of Italy.

And Tizzo, after he had tried the softness of the bed with a back-stroke of his axe, and tasted the pitcher of red Umbrian wine which was brought to him, decided that he would have a few hours of happiness, no matter what would follow.

It was at about this time that Elia Bigi reentered the room.

Ive been stopped by a hard-faced captain of infantry, he said, who remembers that I was once employed by a certain Tizzo, the Firebrand.

What did you say to him? Tell me honestly, said Tizzo.

I told him, said Elia Bigi, grinning sourly, that although I was a male cat I had already spent eight of my lives and that I did not wish to pay down the ninth of them for the sake of a flame-headed, wild-brained fellow with an eye crazier than that of a war-horse. So I now had service with a quiet young man who did not fight with swords or axes above once a day, except on the Sabbath, when he might blood himself twice; and who never played at dice for more than five hours at a sitting, or drank more than two gallons of wine before rising from the table. The lieutenant said that I was wise to find such a quiet master and that he would pay his respects to you tomorrow.

He asked me if I knew that there was a price of two thousand florins on the head of that same Tizzo. I swallowed twice before I was able to repeat the words after him.

TELL me now, Elia, said Tizzo, why you did not bargain with him at once for half the reward? I know about that cross-eyed Flemish girl you wish to marry. You could have set up with her in the sort of an inn you have always promised yourself as the better end of life.

The face of a woman, said Elia, should not be like the pretty sign of a popular tavern. The sternest dragon makes the truest wife. That was why I chose a woman with crossed eyes. As for not betraying you, my only reason is a certain queer devil of curiosity which continually eats me. I know that you are to die soon, but I cannot help wishing to see the manner of it.

Tizzo laughed. But why did you come back to me without news of the Lady Beatrice? However, of course you would not have word of her at a common tavern.

Would I not? asked the servant. The poor people are always the ones to talk about kings and lords and ladies. The Lady Beatrice cannot so much as crook the little finger of her left hand without the report of it going the rounds of Perugia. There is a certain French lord who swears that if he could have enjoyed the privilege of killing you he might have taken your place in her favor.

Enough of that, said Tizzo. But tell me the name of the frog-eater, the forked carrot, the damned parlez-vous who dared to handle my name and that of the lovely lady in the same breath?

If I told you that you would have him dead and yourself hanged before morning, said Elia. However, it is true that the Lady Beatrice now sleeps in the house of her cousin, the rich Grifone. Her room, since she left the convent and you left Perugia, is the third room on the south side — the room with the three little columns of white marble, banded with blue, in front of each window.

Have you found her nest? cried Tizzo. Elia, by God when I look at you I understand that your one eye sees more than the ten eyes of a harem. My noble Elia, my heart of gold, I shall reward you!

With giving me work that will turn me bald ten years before my time, answered Elia, dryly.

Wait till I have written a letter, said Tizzo.

And instantly he was drinking wine with his left hand and scribbling with his right:

Adored and most beautiful, queen of the world and of Tizzo, spit-fire and nightingale, flirt and angel, most exquisite Beatrice of whom waking I dream, and for whom sleeping I wake, hear me and forgive me:

I am at the Sign of the Golden Stag, come to see the wedding of my lord Astorre, and would to God that it were yours and mine.

I love you past thought. I shall see you before I leave Perugia or die attempting it.

Farewell for a moment, which to me is an age, loveliest, maddest, sweetest of women.

Thy servant that will one day be thy master by the help of God, two spurs, and a good right arm.

Tizzo.

This letter he sealed, kissed, and presented to Elia.

Tie a pebble to it and throw it in at one of those same columned windows of which you spoke, said Tizzo. Remember that if you are seen making the throw, your throat will be cut. If the letter falls into any hands but hers, my throat will be cut. But if you wish to make a tidy fortune of two thousand florins, you have only to take this letter to that same lieutenant of infantry and the money will be yours.

Elia looked at the letter fixedly.

Spit-fire and nightingale, flirt and angel! he quoted, dreamily.

Did you dare to look over my shoulder? exclaimed Tizzo.

You ought to be more surprised that Im able to read, said Elia. But I am gaining from you more than my pay, if I learn how to talk to women, particularly to those that are cross-eyed. Adios!

With this, he was gone quickly from the room and left his master walking up and down in an agony of impatience.

It was still the greater part of an hour before Elia returned and gave his: master a letter from which a light and delicate fragrance came to the ex-chanted senses of Tizzo, but when he opened the letter he found written, merely:

I had forgotten that you were living; your letter reminds me that you will soon be dead if you linger in Perugia.

Farewell.

There was no signature. Over the brutal words Tizzo pored for a long time but could not extract from them any semblance of a tender meaning.


CHAPTER XI.

FESTIVITY IN PERUGIA.
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THE SLEEP THAT tumbled at last over the excited brain of Tizzo was a storm of nightmares. When he wakened, it was with sun in the window, a fanfare of trumpets ringing through the street outside, and a joyous voice of citizens crying through the air.

And far and near through the city there were high sounds of music.

Hai, Elia! cried Tizzo. Is it the end of the world and are we all going to heaven?

And running to the window he looked out on the most splendid sight that had ever graced his eyes, for directly beneath him he saw twenty knights riding up the street in gilded armor that shone like fire, while trumpeters paced before them, blowing their blasts in great, strident harmonies. And after the knights walked girls each as gay as a wind of spring that dances at once all the wild flowers in the field, so bright were their costumes. In between the out-roaring of the trumpets, the girls were dancing, and from their filled aprons scattering roses, roses, nothing but roses white and yellow and crimson on the pavement. Behind them, in turn, came eight horses as white as snow, each led not by a mere page or groom, but by a man of noble birth.

The eight horses drew a great carriage canopied loftily with flowing velvets fringed with gold and silver, and under that canopy sat Messer Astorre Baglioni and his bride.

It seemed to Tizzo, at that moment, that Astorre Baglioni was the most glorious man he had ever seen or dreamed of, because he was dressed from head to foot in blazing gold, and with a great golden collar oversprinkled with jewels, the gift of My Lords of Venice, whom the famous warrior had served in their time of need.

In fact, the eyes of the world were fixed, for this day, upon Perugia and on this almost royal wedding.

As for the bride, Tizzo could hardly tell whether she was beautiful or no. At least she bore the great name of the Orsini, dazzling to the mind that knew its famous history, and the pearls that covered her sleeves and her hair dazzled the eye of Tizzo.

Behind that chariot of fame rode, in advance of all the rear escort, a single figure on a great black horse, armed in chased steel completely except for the stern young head. That was Semonetto. As he went by, there was almost as great an outcry in his honor as in that of the bridegroom and the bride. For all of Perugia had been beautified by the great undertakings of this youth in honor of the marriage.

In the great Piazza and in his own ward of San Pietro he had brought in big trees and brush at a prodigious labor and expense; from the ward of San Pietro, he had removed all the tradesmens booths.



TO BE CONCLUDED NEXT WEEK.

LEADING UP TO THIS CONCLUDING INSTALLMENT

[image: img78.png]

AS he rode through the streets of old Perugia, young Tizzo, of daring, adventurous heart, did not realize that he was headed straight for danger. The powerful ruling House of the Baglioni knew that he was on his way to visit the fair lady of the House, the beautiful and charming Beatrice Baglioni. Tizzo encounters her brother, Giovanpaolo, and their swords clash — the outcome being that Tizzo vanquishes his opponent. Giovanpaolo pledges eternal friendship with him, and asks Tizzo to help the Baglioni rid itself of its insidious enemies — especially the treacherous Jeronimo della Penna. Tizzo agrees to lend aid, knowing that if successful he will have the hand of his beloved Beatrice.

Tizzo manages to ingratiate himself with della Penna, who takes him to a wise old magician, Messer Baldassare, for a prophecy of Tizzos intentions. Baldassares revelation is slightly ambiguous, but della Penna accepts the best meaning, and receives Tizzo into his confidence, telling him of the plans to overthrow the Baglioni.

Tizzo rides back to the city of Perugia and gets into a street fight with Semonetto Baglionis horsemen, who of course do not know Tizzo is an ally.


CHAPTER XI (Continued).

FESTIVITY IN PERUGIA.
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AS YOUNG SEMONETTO rode by, the voice of Tizzo was among the most shrill as he leaned from his window, so Semonetto looked up. Instantly he shouted a greeting, waving his arm, and still was waving it to Tizzo as the black charger carried him from view around the next bend of the street.

Tizzo was out in the throng at once, with gaunt Elia Bigi striding behind him. The weight of the letter of Beatrice was heavy on the heart of Tizzo, but in this time of public rejoicing, he could not help but rejoice, also.

Everywhere preparations and ceremonies went forward. The wards of the city contended with one another to give the newly married couple the most sumptuous reception.

For the supper of the wedded pair, the Piazza between the house of Grifone and Santa Maria degli Servi was covered with a cloth embroidered with their cognizances and set out with tables. Every street was decorated with arches; every street turned green with pots of box and with climbing ivy.

The great Piazza was covered over with fine woolen cloth from one side to the other! What a spectacle it was!

And Tizzo laughed at the delightful extravagance, when he walked under this canopy and saw the softly filtered light that fell through the cloth.

THE members of the guild of the Ward Sole were dressed in silk and in velvet, all white; there were thirty ladies dressed in fine cloth of gold and thirty in cloth of silver. In the middle of the Piazza the Ward San Sanne had built a great pavilion covered with branches and with tapestry work. On the tables was a banquet of fruit fashioned out of sugar, confections, cooked crabs and frogs and birds of every kind. Men came with wallets and filled them from the superfluity.

Here His Highness, Semonetto, drove through the crowd in a chariot heaped full with confections, which he tossed out to the people with a spade. Sixty thousand florins, it was said, were spent on that festival.

And Tizzo, coming home in the afternoon, was weary from laughing and staring.

Elia Bigi said: Now, master, the finest bed that I ever enjoyed was a hammock after a hard march; but will the Lady Lavinia sleep better because she is laid away under velvets?

They say her counterpane on the bed is made of scarlet silk and thread of gold and the silk fringes are intertangled with pearls.

I wonder if she will sleep the better for all that?

Look, Elia, said Tizzo, it is not for the sake of sleep that men do such things, but for the sake of glory; and to fill the eye with another mans greatness is the same, or better, than to fill the hand with his wealth.

But every man who wears a sword wants, this evening, to become as great as Messer Astorre. I myself have that hunger. I could now fight giants!

Id rather fight them in my sleep, said Elia.

They have a good spiced wine at the Golden Stag that Im thinking more about, just now, than about glory and swords. Id rather use a sword now to carve a chicken, he continued.

They were coming into the yard of the tavern when Tizzo saw, suddenly, a tall man about whose head was tied a scarf of crimson silk with fringed tassels falling down behind his neck. In the wild riot of that day such a Turkish bit of decoration passed for nothing, but Tizzo remembered the instructions of della Penna.

He passed close to the tall fellow and, as he did so, he was startled to see the disfigured face of the most poisonous of his enemies: Marozzo.

A dagger stroke would have been a proper greeting for the scoundrel, but instead, Tizzo walked slowly past, fingering his cap so that the great signet ring of della Penna showed clearly on his hand. Marozzo could not miss it.

Instantly he was touched on the shoulder.

How many? demanded the voice of Marozzo, huskily.

Two hundred and fifty, said Tizzo. Ha! exclaimed Marozzo, and Tizzo turned around to find his eyes blazing.

They have drawn you in, Master Tizzo, have they? sneered Marozzo. A fine bargain they have made, when nameless dogs are to hunt at the sides of gentlemen!

Mateo, said Tizzo, calmly, the next mark I put on you will not be a thing which a rag can cover. Go carry the news to your masters and stop snapping at my heels. There will be a time for our own private brawling, but this is not the day.

HE walked on into the tavern and went singing up the stairs, with Bigi behind him, but when he threw open the door of his room he was amazed to see a jaunty youth in a green doublet and parti-colored hose, half red and half yellow, lolling in a chair near the window and sipping wine.

You take your ease, my friend, said Tizzo, but you take it in the wrong room.

A fig for you and your rooms, said a rather husky, boyish voice, that sounded on a familiar chord in the memory of Tizzo. Anger brought the old flame-blue into the eyes of Tizzo as he answered:— A fig for me and my rooms? Young lad, I give you while I count three to get from that chair through the door. — Elia, where is your whip!

Whip? said the figure that still lolled in the chair. Whip — to me?

And a slender poniard, a mere gleam of light, came into the hand of the stranger.

The sight brought the sword of Tizzo whistling from the scabbard.

You have a sword as well as a knife. Draw it and well have a little game together! he challenged.

Have at you! cried the stranger, and was instantly up, and sword in hand. But at this moment the sunlight fell on the face which had been darkly shadowed and Tizzo sprang back with a cry.

Out of the room, Elia! he said.

What is it? A saint or a bit of the true Cross? asked Elia, and strode grumbling from the room, slamming the door heavily behind him.

Tizzo, throwing his sword onto the bed, ran forward with his hands stretched out. Beatrice! he said. Mother of heaven, you have not come here? Beatrice, if a whisper comes to the ears of Perugia your reputation is ruined, blackened forever; so quickly — go—

She dropped her sword back into its sheath, the poniard clanked home in the scabbard.

Tizzo, she said, my reputation will still be good with you, and what do I care about the rest of the world?

And what did you care for me, he asked, when you wrote to me last night?

That was last night, she answered, and this is a new day.

He took her in his arms.

Dont kiss me, Tizzo, she said, her brown eyes looking straight into his.

 He released her with a great effort.

I do as you will, said he.

So much as a touch, she told him, and I leave my home forever, and follow you through the world. Oh, in the name of my good father, why are there not other men like you? Not in looks, Tizzo, because I loathe red hair. Not in fortune, because I hate poverty. Not in dimensions, because you are half a head shorter than the hero I would like to have. But why are not other men, like you, compounded of equal parts of madness, laughter, extravagance, and sword-play? If I could find one, I would never look at you again, never think of you, never dream of you, but until I can find another, I have to love Tizzo until my heart aches and my head spins.


CHAPTER XII.

MAROZZOS TREACHERY.
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HE WAS LIKE a man who sees a jewel but dares not touch it. He could not move without stretching his hands towards her. He could not speak without a rush of emotion that threatened to destroy his words.

Whatever you think of me, tell me what you have done this afternoon, he insisted.

Put on boys clothes and left the house of Grifone.

You have been living there?

Yes. Ive been living there.

How could you leave unnoticed?

By a rope. I slid out of a back window.

And left the rope hanging?

No, it was a double length, so when I got down, I pulled it all after me.

How long before youll be missed?

I gave word that I had gone to visit a lady who is a dear friend of mine. They wont miss me before dark.

And then?

Then theyll perhaps rip the pavements off the streets of Perugia to find me.

My dear, beautiful, insane Beatrice, go home at once.

If I try to get inside the house before dark, Ill be seen and halted and examined — and then the truth will be known — that Ive been masquerading as a man.

As a boy, Beatrice.

I look as much like a man as another, lacking a beard. You lack one yourself.

Beatrice, there is no one in the world like you; and it would take a world to show such another. The slim, smooth, smiling, damned, impertinent look of you — how did you escape being slapped when you walked down the street.

I had to draw my sword on one drunken blusterer, said she.

Great God, you mean that you are able to fence?

Most fights dont get as far as fencing, she said. The first drawn sword and high manner end the thing. See how it was when you came in. You drew your sword but you did not have the courage to use it.

Beatrice, I love you to a madness.

You were mad before, or you would never have loved me.

What are we to do?

Giovanpaolo loves you, and with his love you can do anything. He swears that you are one of the immortals.

Will he let me marry you, Beatrice?

He says it would be poor policy, but he will never oppose it too much if he can make the rest of the family agree. Ive told him that if I cannot have you, I will have nothing. They have showed me a beautiful French duke with more estates than there are between Perugia and Rome, a face like a statue, and a brain like a statues, also. They want me to choose him. But I tell them that if I marry such an ass well have mules for children.

Beatrice, stop talking a moment and let me look at you.

She put back her head and assumed a proud attitude, but in a moment she was smiling at him.

You had to keep yourself in exercise by fighting the proudest highest, harshest, sternest, wildest of the Baglioni — my cousin Semonetto. I heard that you cracked his head for him.

How did you know, that it was I?

Who else would dare such a thing? Who else could do it, with an axe like a woodchopper working on a tree? Besides, I talked to Semonetto, and he told me about it; when he saw that a blue lightning came in your eyes as you fought, when he told me that you fought laughing, I knew that it was my Tizzo, the happy madman. Tizzo, when we marry we shall not have mules for children — they will all be born with a cap and bells.

My God, my God, how happy I am! How I love you, Beatrice! I could forswear wine, or anything, for your sake. But listen to me. I have news for Giovanpaolo.

HAVE you? Then that is my excuse for coming dressed like a boy.

Hush. Be serious. It is hard for me to come to him because there is supposed to be a price upon my head.



I know that. That is what has waked me at night in a cold sweat.

Tell him that I saw della Penna.

The long-faced, sour, discontented grumbler!

He is more than a grumbler. He is a traitor. Besides, he works with a wizard!

Do you believe in such stuff? asked the girl, her proud lip curling a little.

I tell you, Beatrice, that in della Pennas house I heard things and I saw things beyond credence.

Every man is sure to see as much as his superstition enables him to believe. Tizzo, dont tell me that you are taken in by the childish tricks of juggling magicians.

I heard my own voice speak out of the rising steam of a magic cauldron!

Magic fiddlesticks.

I tell you, I heard it. And afterwards, della Penna gave part of his trust to me. He sent me to the lord of Camerino to ask him one question: How many? I went there and asked, and the lord of Camerino told me: Two hundred and fifty.

What? Florins?

Armed men, or I miss my guess. Two hundred and fifty armed men, for what and when? For Perugia, I take it, and the danger of all the high and mighty Baglioni, including your sweet self.

If I were not sauced with a little danger, I would never appeal to your palate, I know. Did Camerino speak of two hundred and fifty armed men?

He named the number; he did not speak of the men.

This is horribly serious, Tizzo.

Murder, murder, or I miss my guess. That news from Camerino I repeated today to a designated man in the court of this tavern, a man with a red scarf around his head — and that was Mateo Marozzo.

He was never known for any good.

I have sworn to have the killing of him — but this leads on. I shall see more of them, Im sure. Before long, having done one mission, I shall be employed on another. When and where they mean to strike we still do not know. There must be other heads of the plot than della Penna. Tell Giovanpaolo that before long I hope to have seen the bare faces of the plotters; and then I shall be able to send him word.

In the meantime, you go in a double danger, Tizzo. A price has been put on your head by my family; and also if the traitors of della Pennas company suspect you, you will die like a dog.

Danger is the air I was born to breathe. Beatrice, go back with the news I give you.

I cannot leave you, Tizzo. See — I try to walk to the door but my feet will not carry me there.

How can even God have fashioned a thing so beautiful, a mind so noble, a spirit so high? I shall spend my life worshipping you.

We shall spend our lives having tiffs and quarrels, Im sure. But we love each other, and thats worth a barrel of French dukes.

Here there was a soft, quietly murmuring sound from the corridor, a thin humming noise which Tizzo, his head suddenly high in the air, seemed to recognize as the stir of swords in scabbards. The girl, too, suddenly thrust the bolt home in the lock and whirled about.

There are armed men in the hallway, Tizzo! she whispered, turning white.

AND at that moment the bolt of the door clanked a little; after that followed a quiet, discreet knocking. Tizzo moved slowly to make his answer, when the inner door of the chamber was thrust suddenly open and Elia Bigi appeared looking like a hungry wolf. His one eye was shrunk by fear.

There are a hundred men come to find you! he muttered. Come with me quickly. There is still time to escape. The traitor Marozzo is among them to point you out. Quickly, my master. There is still time to pass through this door and down the winding stairs.

Take the lad — the girl — and carry her along with you.

Lad? Girl? You shall come with me! snarled Bigi, and laid a hand on her arm.

Do you know what you do, you fool? she asked, savagely. Then she added in a whispering passion:— I shall not leave you, Tizzo! I know you mean to protect my good name or my life, or both. But I shall not leave you! I shall not leave you here to be a rearguard — and to die—

Her voice broke, while Elia Bigi stared gloomily down at her and bit his lip.

Tizzo did not argue. He merely said: Elia, it is the Lady Beatrice Baglioni. Take her; save her; and quickly.

Hai! muttered Elia Bigi, and instantly he had grasped her with both hands. Come with me, my lady! There is no use in argument. You come while I have the strength to take you. You are too fine a hawk to be found in this nest. A Baglioni in a common tavern! Aha! You will struggle? This ends all struggling: Away! Away!

Here he literally caught her up in both arms and bore her out of the room.

The door swung softly shut behind him, and now a heavier hand beat on the door. Tizzo called out: Whats there?

A friend to see you, signore.

What friend?

A messenger from Antonio Bardi.

How many are with you?

I am alone, signore.

You are alone in your lie, only, said Tizzo. The hall is filled with the murmur of armed men.

A distinct though faint voice now said out of the distance:— Guard the lower hallway and the winding stairs. He may try to break out through that way. Then a louder voice exclaimed: Open the door, traitor and dog! It is I! It is Marozzo!

Whatever the engagements of Marozzo to the friends of della Penna, he had not been able to give over this golden opportunity of mastering his great enemy. The moment he spoke, there was a distinct clinking of steel as the many men who had stolen into the hall with him gave up all pretense at secrecy.

And a moment later an axe was struck into the door with such force that the edge of it gleamed on the inner surface of the wood!


CHAPTER XIII.

MAGIC FIRE.
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TIZZO LOOKED SWIFTLY around him, then sprang for the inner door of the room. He had waited long enough, now, to assure the retreat of the girl and Bigi in safety. But when he snatched the second door open, he heard, distinctly, the clanking of steel on stone as many armed feet ascended the winding stairs beyond.

He swung that door shut and thrust home the bolt. There remained the window, which offered to him the blue sky of twilight as a promise of peace. He leaped to the window and looked out, but he saw what he had known he would see — the eaves too far projecting for him to reach them, and under him the sheer, flat surface of a wall of cemented masonry. Not even a cat could have climbed to safety in this direction.

He turned again, to face the darkening room and the certainty of death. And then the rising night wind blew through the window upon him and gave to him a new inspiration.

He had noticed, glimmering around the room, a number of large oil-fed lamps. The olive oil in the big bowls must be measured in many a litre. He seized those lamps now and emptied them one after another on the clothing of the bed until the mass of cloth was soaked.

In the meantime, the wood was being hewn away in chunks. And the voice of Marozzo at the door was calling out: Busily, axes! One moment and we bear down the door with our shoulders and get at the rat. Remember that he has teeth! Beware of him. Use the point before the edge! Remember, there is a reward of two thousand florins and thats enough to keep you all drunk for six months. I give you my half share in the reward. I put it all into your hands! Cheerily now, axes!

Tizzo swept the bedding onto the floor of flags and with the flint and steel beside the fireplace, struck a shower of sparks onto the oil-drenched material.

The flames caught, ran lazily, cast upwards a thick smudge of black smoke that rapidly began to cloud the room.

Tizzo! shouted Marozzo, as a hail of blows fell upon the door thickly. Do you hear? It is II It is Mateo Marozzo! I have come to see you at your finish, Tizzo! Do you hear me laugh?

In fact, the loud, long, wailing laughter of Marozzo rang mocking above the tumult.

Tizzo, the woodsmans axe in his hand, pulled the flaming mass of the bedding closer to the door. Then, with his left hand, he thrust back the bolt, hurled the door open. He saw before him a closely packed mass of steel-armored men-at-arms. On this occasion, Mateo Marozzo was taking no chances, but having cornered his quarry he was making sure that he had enough trained soldiers beside him to finish his game.

Into the faces of these men, with the hooked blade of the axe, Tizzo flung the flaming mass of the bedclothes.

Before the fire, the dense, thick, oily smoke was blown by the draught into the faces of the men-at-arms. And now the flames themselves followed. Even drawn visors were no sure protection against the spattering drops of flying, flaming oil which searched every crevice of all the armor instantly. The surcoats were flaring fires at once. And the gust from the window, pouring through the door, fanned the fire and drove all the smoke in a headlong cloud.

Through that whirling, dense mist Tizzo leaped with his axe. The edge would be swift death wherever it struck, but it was too apt to lodge in the cut it made. Therefore, with the back of the axe as with a heavy sledge hammer, Tizzo dealt blows right and left and the shock of the impacts on the heavy steel helmets dropped a man before him at every blow.

But it was not from his fighting that they turned. It was the sudden appearance of a flaring hell-mouth at the door of a common tavern room that made the men-at-arms bolt.

Magic! Black magic! one of them yelled.

That shout was taken up by all the rest. It was an ample excuse for flight, and the whole mass of men poured down the hall.

TIZZO, by dint of his axe-work, was ahead of the rest. He was down the stairs like a leaping wild cat. He was in the courtyard where stupidfaced grooms held the bridles of horses and stared up in wonder at the black pouring of smoke through the windows of the corridor above them.

Not the blow of the axe but the merely swinging flash of it was enough to give Tizzo a horse. He raced the animal through the gaping gate of the courtyard and out onto the street. And behind him he heard the wild cry begin to go up: Treason! Treason! Treason to the Baglioni! Follow, in the name of God and two thousand florins!

Down half a dozen of the swift-sloping streets of Perugia which turn and angle dizzily, like the courses of mountain torrents, he twisted and turned his way until the noise of the pursuit was dimmer behind him. Then he leaped to the ground and let the horse gallop furiously down a slope, sliding and twisting and slipping over the smoothness of the pavement.

But Tizzo had gone on straight to the house of the rich della Penna.

Compared with the country villa of the same family, this house was small. But it offered him the one point of safety he knew about, unless he chose to make his way a greater distance to the residence of his dear friend, Antonio Bardi. But to go to Bardis place to involve Antonio in the same difficulties which faced him, and this he preferred not to do.

To the two armed porters who kept the main door of the house, he merely flashed the face of the signet ring of their master and they let him pass through at once. One of them conducted him to a hall on the second floor above the street; and then went to fetch della Penna himself who, he said, had just returned from the country that day.

Tizzo, left alone, helped himself to wine which stood on a corner table and walked slowly up and down the big apartment. Outside the window, the twilight sky was turning a deeper, darker blue and by the uneven light of two lamps Tizzo looked on such a room as might have been seen, at that time, in the house of any rich Italian. On the walls were paintings and tapestries. The very ceiling was all one great fresco. And in the center of the hall there was a priceless old Greek bronze which had been fished up out of the bay of Naples. Not a bit of furniture except hard wood, hand-carved, graced that hall. And in the tapestry which covered the end wall, designed to show the Miraculous Draught of Fishes, there was a masterpiece worth a dozen fortunes to-day.

But Tizzo, though he had an eye for such things, had other things than luxury and art of think of. He heard a swift stride, presently, and into the hall came the tall frame of della Penna.

He was one of those men who like to stand close to any conversational partner, as though to awe the other by the keenness of his eye and the dignity of his presence. He might as well have stared into the eyes of a hawk as into the eyes of Tizzo, where the faint blue flame of battle was still dancing.

Did I tell you to make my house your resort? demanded della Penna.

I was chased from the Sign of the Golden Stag, said Tizzo, and I came here to report the thing to you.

As for your tavern brawls, said della Penna, they do not enter into my accounting.

Does the honesty of your brother traitor, Marozzo — does that enter into your accounting? demanded Tizzo.

The whole phrasing of the sentence was such an affront that della Penna fell back a stride, as though from a blow.

Marozzo? he said. What has filled your mouth with language like this? In what way do you dare—



LISTEN to me, my friend, said Tizzo. That you are older than I, I admit; that you are wiser, I am ready to grant; but if you try to beat me with your tongue first, you will have to beat me with your sword in real earnest afterwards. Ive come to bring you news. If you want to hear it, well; if not, may you and your entire faction be damned. I leave you at once.

Wait — wait! panted della Penna, yellow with rage and yet hard bound with curiosity, also. You forget that men who are deep in dangerous affairs—

Have dangerous tongues? Well, Im willing to forget the first manners so long as the second ones are better. Do you wish to hear me?

If you please, said della Penna, still breathing hard.

I tell you that I gave your message from Camerino to Marozzo—

What was it?

Two hundred and fifty.

Good! Ah, that is news which men who are now in the house will be glad to hear. Two hundred and fifty?

That is what he said.

You gave that to Marozzo? Why did not the madman carry me the sword at once?

Because he recognized my voice, if not my face in spite of walnut stain and black hair. Hatred washes the eyes very clear, Signor della Penna. And a little later he was back at the tavern, outside my room, with twenty armed men.

Twenty? How in the name of God did you escape? Through a window?

Im not a bird, answered Tizzo. I managed to throw some fire in their faces, and then I came away. It does not particularly matter how. The important thing is that you now know what the lord of Camerino will do for you.

Two hundred and fifty! muttered della Penna. Then the thing is as good as done — ah, Astorre Baglioni! May I see your face before you have ended dying!

As he spoke, forgetting himself in a transport, he shook his clenched fist above his head. Then he took Tizzo hastily by the arm.

You have done enough, he said. You have done quite enough. You shall come in among the others with me and tell your news. If Camerino is with us, we shall surely win!

Tizzo followed, his mind whirling. Whatever he had guessed before, the naked truth, as the first glimpse was revealed to him, dazzled his eyes with horror. For it was plain that an attack on Perugia was planned and that Astorre was to be murdered in the midst of his wedding festivities.

But now he was taken through a doorway into a large room, well-lighted. The first face he saw was that of Baron Henry, of Melrose.

With the sight of the second face his brain reeled and refused all thought. For the host in whose house Astorre, Beatrice, Giovanpaolo, Messer Guido, and more than half the great names of the Balgioni were gathered as guests for this night, himself the richest of all the name, young, rich, famous, beautiful Grifone Baglioni stood there among the plotters against his own blood!


CHAPTER XIV.

MAROZZOs ACCUSATION.
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AFTERWARDS, SLOWLY, BY glimpses, other faces were identified by the stunned eyes of Tizzo. Grifone was not the only traitor of the name of Baglioni. There was Carlo Barciglia, poorest and proudest and most spendthrift of the Baglioni, but a famous fighter. He was a nephew of the lord of Camerino, and instantly showed the link by which that powerful man had been drawn to the support of the conspiracy. There was Filippo de Braccio, descended from the High and Mighty family by the left hand. There was that other Jeronimo, della Staffa, young, foolish, but a devil in daring, and Berardo da Corgnie and his brothers, Pietro Giacomo and Ottaviano hardly past twenty years of age. Others among the noblest in the city were in that hall, and hardly a one of them but had been supported and favored by the great leaders, Giovanpaolo and the great Astorre. But the face to which the eyes of Tizzo repeatedly turned was that of handsome Grifone, who still was housing in his own great palace the heads of his family.

It seemed to Tizzo that he could see the future of the thing at once. After a life of victory, in the very moment of his reward and his splendor, the blow was to fall on the hero. And only one power in the world could prevent that stroke of evil — and that power was the life of Tizzo himself!

He trembled under the greatness of the burden.

And then he remembered, with a fresh onfalling of horror like a cold nightwind, that the Lady Beatrice also was lodged in the house of Grifone.

Henry of Melrose, whose very life was lived for the sake of danger, plot and counter-plot, came striding to Tizzo and grasped his hand.

Well met in the hornets nest, my fine bird, he said.

My friends, said della Penna, there is handsome news for you. It is brought to us by a confessed enemy of the Baglioni, by a man with a great price of two thousand florins on his head. Tizzo has ridden to the lord of Camerino. He will tell you himself how many men-at-arms Camerino will send to our help.

Tizzo, so appealed to, said in a clear voice:— Two hundred and fifty is the number that he named, without fail.

There was a faint shout — it sounded rather like the growling of a great beast with a single throat. On all sides the number was repeated. Two hundred and fifty!

Not that the number was large, but for the execution of a secret plot, in the narrow streets of such a city as Perugia, a well-armed band of two or three hundred could do almost more than a large army. Besides, they would come in a unit, under a strong command. They could be even more trusted that the nearest members and originators of the plot.

Another man stepped up to Tizzo from the shadows in the corner of the room. It was young Antonio Bardi who clasped his hand in turn. The fine, intellectual face of Bardi was flushed with emotion and happiness.

Tizzo, he said, my hands have never felt quite clean in this enterprise before to-night. But now that I see you, I am sure that the cause is just!

Still I am amazed, Antonio, said Tizzo. Because I thought that you and your family have been for generations great friends of the Baglioni.

So the world has thought; and so I thought until my father opened his heart to me when he died. He told me of many slights and brutalities to which the Bardi had had to submit. He made me swear to use the first opportunity of striking for the lost honor of my house. But more than all else, if I had known that you were joined to this plan, I should have been happy to come into it. In fact, my dear Tizzo, when I heard you had been driven from the city with a price upon your head, at that moment I determined to join myself with della Penna and the rest.

Tizzo, hearing this speech, groaned inwardly. When he had five minutes for quiet he would show to Bardi the true nature of his connection with Giovanpaolo, and how they had become as blood brothers to one another.

But here there came an interruption that made a great stir, for the door of the big chamber opened, and Mateo Marozzo entered with a plume burned from his helmet, his cloak scorched, and half his moustaches singed from his face. Soot of the oil smoke was still streaked over him.

SEIZE that man! called out Grifone Baglioni.

Baron Henry of Melrose went up to Marozzo with his hand on his dagger.

You are my prisoner, Marozzo, he said.

Am I? said Marozzo, and laughed cheerfully.

Ill change that laughter; Ill widen the stretch of your mouth for you, said Melrose, in one of his quick tempers.

Jeronimo della Penna strode to Marozzo and lowered upon him.

Mateo, he said, you received great news for us this long time ago. Why have we not heard from you about it? What does it mean that you gratify a private spite by attaching one of the best men in our enterprise?

Best? said Marozzo, still laughing scornfully. You call him best? This fellow — this man without a name — this firebrand, this Tizzo! Bah! He is a spy in the midst of you!

The blood congealed in the body of Tizzo and the nerves ran tingling shocks through his brain.

The Englishman, Melrose, with a sudden shout of rage raised his hand to strike Marozzo, but della Penna intervened just in time.

Mateo has something to say. I, also, remember a voice that was not of any fleshly throat, saying ambiguous words — to trust Tizzo today but not tomorrow! Mateo, what is it you know?

What is it you guess, rather — you singed cat! said Melrose, in such a passion that Tizzo, even with all the fear in his heart, was struck with wonder.

I tell you, said Marozzo, that this fine Tizzo, this stray dog in Perugia, this red head and blue eye that never came from Italian honest blood — this same Tizzo is hand in glove with the men who still own the city.

Talk! Talk! Empty talk! exclaimed Melrose. We want proofs, not words.

Shall I give them to you? asked Marozzo.

Or die for the lack of them! cried Tizzo, warming himself into a pretended anger.

I shall not die for the lack of them, said Marozzo, calmly. But first I ask you — what sort of proof will do? How much proof do you need, my friends, to show you that you are on the brink of a precipice and about to fall? How much proof do you need? What should its nature be?

Any proof, said Grifone, that Tizzo is playing false with us.

Look first at the cunning of the trick! said Marozzo. A pretended quarrel between Giovanpaolo and this Tizzo sends Tizzo out of the town as a fugitive. Where does he fly? To Jeronimo della Penna. Naturally, you will say, because the world knows that della Penna for a long time has been no friend of Giovanpaolo, who thinks himself the master of the world!

He did not come directly to me. I sent for him, said della Penna.

You found him conveniently in a neighbors house. He showed himself to you as a man who hated Giovanpaolo in the hope that then you might invite him into any scheme that might be on foot.

Do you think that Giovanpaolo dreams of our plans? demanded della Penna. No, we should long ago have been minus our heads if he had had the least suspicion.

THERE has been talk for a long time, and even whispers come finally to the ears of the rulers of the city, answered Marozzo. But it was not a certain knowledge. That is, it was not certain before tonight. Now, however, it is sure in the mind of Giovanpaolo; or almost sure.

We have had Tizzo watched. He has not been near Giovanpaolo since he came into the city, said della Penna.

Are you sure that Giovanpaolo has not been near him, however? asked Marozzo.

How can Giovanpaolo move, in these days, without having a crowd around him? asked Grifone Baglioni.

Not he himself, but his own flesh and blood! exclaimed Marozzo. What do you say when I tell you that the Lady Beatrice herself went to the tavern to speak with Tizzo this night.

Liar! Liar and dog! shouted Tizzo, and drew his sword.

But della Penna held him back from running at Marozzo. The last words of that man had made a great stir through the hall. He continued now, forcefully: She was there. She was seen to leave the Golden Stag after spending a long time in the room of Tizzo.



I give you the lie! panted Tizzo. She is a lady pure as snow and higher than heaven is above your head!

You hear him? said Marozzo. This is the language he uses about a woman whose brothers we intend to put to death, and he assisting. Come, come! The thing is patent, and the man is a spy.

Della Penna exclaimed:— I begin to smell a rat, it is true. But how could the great beauty, the famous Lady Beatrice enter a tavern and visit the room of an unknown man? It is not possible, Mateo!

Not for her in the dress of a woman; but in the dress of a boy — what do you say to that? I tell you, the poniard she had worn was found in the room where Tizzo had stayed. It was her own weapon. An emerald which Giovanpaolo had given to her was set in its hilt.

Not a thing from which she would be parted lightly. A delicate little dagger such as most of these ladies of Perugia have about them. And — here it is!

He held it out suddenly in his hand. And in the silence that followed Tizzo felt his heart thundering. It was a damning proof.

How are we to know, said Henry of Melrose, that this Marozzo, who has been shamed by Tizzo and hates him, as all men know, has not stolen the poniard on purpose?

ARGOSY

Who was the pretty boy who went to the room of Tizzo in the tavern, then? demanded Marozzo. Who was the boy so important to him that he sent his own servant to carry the lad away to safety while he, like a brave fool, remained behind to cover the retreat? Yes, remained there until he would surely have fallen into our hands except that a touch of the devil and black magic got him away in the midst of flames?

It is true! exclaimed della Penna. The scoundrel has betrayed us — the hand of Giovanpaolo is about to close over our throats!

He added, with a shout: Seize him!

Kill! Kill! cried Marozzo.

The baron of Melrose was suddenly in front of Tizzo, sword in hand.

Justice, here, and a little common sense, he roared.

The Italians in a semicircle that glittered with naked steel faced the baron; and then Antonio Bardi, throwing away his scabbard, took his place at the side of the Englishman, calling out: I shall lose my faith in God sooner than in this man!

These three with resolved faces confronted a score of fighters, as Melrose said: My wild-headed friends, are you turning a boys love affair into treason? This same Lady Beatrice — when I was serving the Oddi and taking her stealthily away through the hills — did he not steal her from me and give her liberty? Is it a wonder, then, that the silly wild hawk of a girl should come running to his arms when he shows himself in Perugia? Bah! Young blood is hot and it will have its way. But the lad has served us all, and he will serve us again. Della Penna, you are not a child. Be reasonable.

You take a strong position with a drawn sword, Melrose, said della Penna. But the fact is that Im not altogether convinced that Tizzo is a traitor.

He is, by heaven! insisted Marozzo.

Be quiet, young man, answered della Penna.

Melrose broke in:— There has been time. If Giovanpaolo had news of this gathering, do you not think that his men-at-arms would have surrounded the house long before this? We would all be dead men, and the house would be running blood.

This was a remark so convincing that Grifone Baglioni cried out: That is true. Up swords and have an end of this argument.

We need, all our weapons tonight for the work before us.

God above us! cried Marozzo. Are we to turn the villain loose? Are you all mad?

No, said della Penna. Let him remain here with Marozzo to guard him while we do our nights work.

Agreed, said Grifon Baglioni. So it must be.


CHAPTER XV.

MAROZZOS SCHEME.
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ANTONIO BARDI, AFTER this scene, remained standing at the side of Tizzo, who had been tied firmly with silken cord and then bound into a chair to keep him from moving too freely. And Bardi, resting a hand on the shoulder of his friend, said over and over:— I am your surety that you shall come to no harm. Trust in that, Tizzo.

But Tizzo, though he was much moved, kept his glance fixed on the gray head and the flame-blue eyes of the Englishman, who paid not the slightest attention to the prisoner after his life had been assured. It was very strange, to Tizzo, that Melrose should have risked his life once more to secure the safety of a man who was not of his race and who, more than once, had actually crossed him in his plans. It was a mystery which could not be explained by the dangers which they had endured together.

And how one explanation began to form, suddenly, in the mind of Tizzo, taking his breath; but before the idea could grow clear, the words that were being spoken in this room drove from his mind all else.

For he was hearing the details of the plot by which the Baglioni were to meet their death on this night.

Each was assigned his part.

Henry of Melrose, saying simply: This damned business smells more of murder than of fighting! promptly refused to undertake any of the midnight work, and therefore to him was assigned the guarding the gate of San Ercolano, through which the men of Camerino were to be admitted.

Balks of wood heavy enough to dash in the doors of the bed chambers were prepared and in readiness. To each of the leaders was assigned fifteen men and a definite mission.

Carlo Barciglia was to attack the room of Semonetto, that fearless blade; Filippo de Braccio and Ottaviano da Corgnie would attack Astorre; to Jeronimo della Penna, by special request, was assigned the slaughter of Gismondo; Bernardinello, son of Messer Gregorio, would slay His Highness, Guido, the old brain of the family. Grifone in person, chief traitor that he was, would attend to the murder of Giovanpaolo. And Grifone it was who would give the signal for the united attack by dropping a huge stone from his balcony into the street.

So Tizzo listened, his eyes on the floor for fear lest he might lift them and the horror be seen that worked in his mind.

Jeronimo della Penna made the last speech. He said: My friends, we hope to give to ourselves power and wealth, to Perugia a new rule. Let us be true to one another. And remember that if either Astorre or Giovanpaolo escape, we have not killed the snake — we have only scotched it. Midnight is the hour. Be prepared. All must go well!

So they went out from the room. Henry of Melrose, before he left, dropped a hand on the shoulder of Marozzo and said, sternly:— If harm comes to Tizzo while you are his guardian, I shall call you to an accounting afterwards, Marozzo!

Then he strode from the room and left Tizzo alone with his enemy.

The latter sat down in a tall chair upholstered in red velvet and stared for a long time at his captive. Then he began to smile.

What is the taste in your throat, Tizzo? he asked at last.

It is a little cold, Mateo, answered Tizzo. Why do you ask?

Because I wish to know how death seems in its coming, what weight is on the heart, and what taste in the throat.

It is a taste youll enjoy in the morning, said Tizzo, when Baron Melrose finds that you have murdered me.

I? Murdered you? laughed Marozzo. Ah, Tizzo, what a simple fellow you must think I am! No, the truth is that you yourself tonight showed me exactly how the thing should be done. With fire, Tizzo. Here, do you see, I place a small table with a lamp on it. It seems that I have left the room. When I return, I find Tizzo has overturned his chair in a vain effort to escape — traitor that he is! — and not only is the chair overturned but the small table beside it has fallen. Besides, with the fall of the lamp, the flaming oil has spilled over the clothes of Tizzo, and he is burned horribly — too horribly! Death is a mercy to him. My wild cries have brought the servants, and they carry the dead body away. They fight to put out the fire, which luckily is quite harmless on this tiled floor.

And if Melrose wont believe that lie, said Marozzo, a few drops of poison in his wine will do the trick perfectly well. They will put an end to his doubtings!

What is the hour? said Tizzo.

It lacks a few minutes of midnight. Tizzo groaned.

Ah, said Marozzo, does the fear begin to gnaw in you, Tizzo?

He drew close, gloating.

LET me die as you please, Mateo, I said Tizzo. But the truth is that there is still time for you to do one great and noble thing. Burn me, stab me — that does not matter. But when you have done that, run to the house of the traitor Grifone. Fly to the room of Giovanpaolo. Rouse him. Tell him his life is in danger. Believe me, he will reward you more for the saving of his life than all the scoundrels of tonight will ever reward you for the taking of it. Think, Marozzo! Jeronimo della Penna will have all the power in Perugia in his own hands after the Great Betrayal has taken place. And you will again be one of the lesser citizens, undistinguished, as weak as ever you were. But go to the Baglioni now and you will become a giant in Perugia!

Marozzo, who had started to sneer, finished by scowling in a serious fashion out the window towards the night.

True, he muttered— true— And then he groaned: But it is too late. If I try to give the warning, the trap which is about to close over Giovanpaolo will close over me, also. It is too late to repent. Much too late! And besides — Id rather have these five minutes alone with my dear friend Tizzo, than to possess all the wealth in the world and be king of France besides!

Aye, said Tizzo, looking curiously at him. You hate me as much as one man may hate another, I believe.

From the moment I looked into the blue of your eyes, like the blue tremor of flame before the yellow of it begins — from that moment I have hated you, Tizzo. But to-day came the crown of thorns for me. Not that you escape from me. No, that was bitter poison to swallow, but that you should have been visited in your room by my Lady Beatrice!

He groaned aloud.

Then, without a word, he picked up a small table and stood it close to the chair of Tizzo. On the table he set a lamp and stood for an instant enjoying the sight of Tizzos face with almost affectionate eyes.

What shall I do in this world when I no longer have you to hate in it, Tizzo? he murmured.

Then he added: But first I shall have to seal your mouth, my friend, for otherwise the screaming might make too much noise in the house and call too many servants here. They would be surprised if they saw a squealing pig being roasted alive, eh?

He stepped to the window and began to tug at one of the long, silken cords.

And Tizzo held his bound wrists over the flame of the lamp on the table beside him.

The instant agony knocked his chin against his breast. He remembered that old tale of the Roman hero who had allowed his right hand to consume in the fire in order to prove his love of his country. But he, when his skin was barely hissing with the heat, could hardly endure the torment.

But in a moment, the pressure of his wrist caused the cord to snap. He tossed it into the fireplace and, in another instant, he would have managed to untie the other cords which fastened him into the chair. But it was too late for that. Marozzo, turning from the window, came jauntily across the room to his prisoner.

A hai! said Marozzo. Whats been burning? Theres a stench in the air.

Tizzo kept his scorched wrists close together in his lap, in just that position in which the cords had held them.

You smell your own idea, said Tizzo.

Marozzo paused, close to the chair.

By heavens, he said, theres a cloud of smoke in the air across the ceiling! What does it mean?

He was about to draw back to pursue his inquiry when Tizzo, leaning as far forward as he could, reached out with both hands. One of them quite missed a hold; but with the left he caught the cloak of Marozzo close to the throat.

The latter, wildly starting back, pulled Tizzo after him, chair and all. The hand of Marozzo was very swift. Still striving to free himself from the hand of Tizzo, he snatched out his dagger to strike, but here the plunging forward weight of the chair drove Tizzo towards the floor. He flung his arms around the knees of Marozzo and brought him crashing down at full length.

Then, reaching upwards, he caught frantically at the dagger hand of the murderer.

But the hand was relaxed; the dagger hilt fell from inert fingers. Marozzo lay stunned from the blow which the back of his head had struck against the tiles.


CHAPTER XVI.

UNEXPECTED ATTACK.
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A FEW SLASHES with the sharp edge of the dagger and Tizzo was free.

He caught Marozzo by the hair of the head, jerked up the loose weight of the body, and bent the neck back over his knee. There, with the knife poised, twice he tried to stab and twice his will failed him. If so much as a glimmer of open eyes had showed, the blade would have been instantly in the heart of Marozzo, but it was a limp, lifeless form that lay there, and Tizzo sprang again to his feet.

There was a flight of time like arrows past his ears. With each second of his delay, death was drawing closer in the house of Grifone Baglioni.

There in the corner stood his axe. The sword had been left belted about his hips when he was tied into the chair. He reached the axe with a bound, dashed open the doors, and fled down the stairs.

At the street door, a burly porter held up a hand.

What is this rushing, my master? he asked.

Tizzo, without speech, planted the heel of the axe handle between the eyes of the porter and was instantly out in the street.

He knew the way well. And, ah, for a horse to shorten the distance!

But there were only his straining legs to carry him up the steep way, through the dipping, staggered course of an alley, and so into the wider street and the piazza where the great house of Grifone stood.

It was hushed; it lay still beneath the stars; there was only a thin arc of a moon hanging in the west, blood-red, looking like the blade of a vast, burning sickle.

And Tizzo, panting a prayer of thanksgiving, raced on towards the door of the great house.

He had almost reached it when a thin shadow streaked down the face of the palace. A stone crashed on the pavement below with such force that it split into a hundred pieces, recoiling and then lying scattered.

It was the appointed signal of Grifone, and in this instant the heavy balks of wood would begin to dash against the bedroom doors. Those poor sleepers, startled by the sound of the falling stone, would perhaps rouse for a single instant with wonder in their minds. And then death would burst in upon them.

Through the open doorway of the house he leaped and heard, with one terrible, resounding crash, the sudden thundering of the battering rams against a dozen doors.

The great lower hall stretched before him, dim with the flicker of a few lights. And at the foot of the main stairway a full dozen of men-at-arms, in complete armor, barred the way.

Halt! called a voice that broke out above the frightful turmoil of the house. And a pair of swords crossed in the path of Tizzo.

The agony in his heart needed some outlet. With all the might of his body and the strength of his charge he swung the woodmans axe. The exquisite Damascus steel alighted full on the ridge of a heavy helmet, and the steel split like wood — steel and skull beneath it.

That tall, knightly body, falling, cleared a small gap in the crowd, and through that gap Tizzo sprang. The force of his leap wrenched the lodged blade of the axe out of the wound it had dealt; Tizzo was up the steps far before the soldiers, weighted with their armor, had moved a stride in pursuit. And, in fact, they did not rush after him; they remained at the post which had been assigned to them, merely thrusting the body of the dead man out of the way. On a night like this, with so much murder in the air, one more death here or there made very little difference. And what could a single man perform against the hands of the scores who swarmed through the upper part of the house?

Tizzo, as he reached the hall above, saw a confusion of tossing lights and men and heard the crashing of the heavy beams of wood against the doors of various rooms. For more than he could see, he could hear, and from the left the wild screams of a woman plunged like a burning dagger again and again into his brain.



GIOVANPAOLO, sworn blood-brother, was his objective; but he could not resist that frantic screeching of terror and sprang through the open doorway.

What he saw was a female servant groveling on the floor and trying to fight off the burly man-at-arms who was tearing the jewels from her hands and neck. It was she who screamed so terribly, but at the farther end of the room stood the slender figure of the Lady Beatrice who, with a delicate French sword in her hand, fought as valiantly as a man and with some sense of fencing against another big invader, who laughed at her efforts and made half playful gestures with his sword.

The cry of Tizzo rescued her from danger before he reached the spot. As for the brute who was plundering the serving maid, he received one of those stunning hammer-strokes with the back of the axe, and was spilled like a heap of old iron junk upon the floor.

The man-at-arms in front of the girl, whirling as he heard that cry, swung his sword with a fine strength and made a downright stroke at Tizzo. He might as well have struck at a dead leaf which is thrust aside by the mere wind of a blow. His sword actually descended with such violence that the point of it lodged in the floor; and the circling axe of Tizzo once more cleft steel as though it had been wood. The man-at-arms, struck through the brain-pan, fell forward, crashing, and the voice of Beatrice was ringing at the ears of Tizzo: Run, Tizzo! For your life! You are unarmed, madman, among all the swords. It is murder — Tizzo — this way — through the window—

Save yourself if you know a way! he panted. Giovanpaolo—

He had that one glimpse of her as she stood beside the table on which the scroll of an unfinished letter lay. She could not have spent the evening in that male costume. How did she happen to have it on now? He had only the millionth part of a second to give to that thought and to the picture of her beauty as she stood by the flame of the lamp. Then he wheeled from her and rushed again into the hall.

He could hear a great voice shouting: To me, friends! — Hai! Semonetto!

Semonetto! Hai! — Baglioni! Down, traitors! Ahai!

And through the hall rolled a tangle of men whose swords flashed and fell, aimed at a tall, white figure.

It was the young Semonetto himself, of whom men said that among all the Baglioni there was not a better blade, hardly in Giovanpaolo himself. Now, clad only in his shirt, he struck such giant blows that the armored fighters broke back from him, then rushed forward to cut him down. Still with a warding buckler and with a living sword of light, he struggled against them.

Semonetto! — Semonetto! — shouted Tizzo, and hurled himself into that fray.

The unexpected attack from the rear, the great, ringing, hammerstrokes of the axe which stunned brains or smashed shoulders, split the crowd in two and let Semonetto leap through the gap.

Never would Tizzo forget that figure. For Semonetto had been wounded in the head so that one side of his face ran crimson; and from a rent in his shirt high on the breast another torrent of blood was flowing.

Brother! he gasped to Tizzo.

Flee! shouted Tizzo, and from the lightning circles of his axe the murderers shrank for an instant.

Semonetto, with one wild glance about him, sprang down the great staircase with Tizzo yelling: No, no! That way is blocked! Semonetto!

But Semonetto, crazed with his wounds or deafened by the uproar which rang through the house as through a brazen cave, fled on down the stairs, and Tizzo turned to run upwards. He found, as he turned, that Lady Beatrice was beside him with that delicate splinter, that long dagger of a French sword in her hand.

Beatrice, save yourself! he groaned to her. But she was already fleeing before him to show him the way through a narrow little door which was set flush against the wall, and so to the windings of a secret stairway. As Tizzo slammed that door behind him, he heard steel clash and break against it.

He thrust the bolt home and fled upwards, pursuing the girl.

Do you hear me? Beatrice! he panted.

She waited for him at an upper landing, where a little narrow arched window opened over a roof. [Tizzo Sequel book]

Here is escape, Tizzo, she said, and yonder, in that hell — yonder is Giovan-paolo! Will you save yourself?

Beyond the roof, beyond the rough thing, he saw the moon hanging like a red flag of murder in the west, above the city of Perugia.

There was the road to safety, and the girl pointing the way to it. He could save her and himself, perhaps, but in the meantime the man to whom he was sworn must be fighting for his life. He turned his back on the window with a shout.

Giovanpaolo! he cried, and raced down the hall.


CHAPTER XVII.

TWO SPARKS.
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WHEN THE ASSAULT began, says the historian, Messer Astorre was roused, and called out to know what had happened. There was the vast crashing and shouting all through the house, as though the place were seized upon by thunder, but at the door of Astorre himself, and his wife, there was no disturbance. Only the voice of Filippo, the traitor, called out to him from the hall: My lord! Your highness! It is your friend, Filippo! Open in the name of God! There is murder loosed through the house.

At that, Astorre took a sword in his hand and turned the key, with his own hand opening the door on his destruction. As the door yawned, Ottaviano da Corgnie struck savagely through the opening and made a great wound in the head of Astorre, striking him to his knees. While he was still down, Filippo, who had called to him like a friend, plunged a sword into the body of Astorre.

That hero, though he was dying, was not yet dead. He managed to gain his feet and struck some great stroke with his own sword, so that for a moment the press of men failed to get through the door. He might even have succeeded in driving the scoundrels out of the room, except that his poor wife, in a frenzy of screaming terror, came like the wind and threw her arms around him to save him from further blows.

Then Filippo — it was he himself — with his sword ran the poor woman through the shoulder and with the same stroke drove the blade of his weapon right through the body of the Baglioni. Then Astorre felt that he had his death. He put his bloody arms around his wife and kissed her.

Alas that I, Astorre, should die like a coward! he said.

Men could not tell what he meant by that saying, unless it were that he had always prayed to die on the field of battle, fighting in armor and on a horse, as a noble knight should do.

He fell, and as he fell his wife was dragged down with him because she was still pinned to his body by the sword of the traitor.

Filippo, it is said, put his foot on her back and tugged three times to drag out his weapon, and when that was done they dragged her by the hair of the head to a corner of the room, where she fell fainting. But when the rest of the murderers saw Astorre lying on the floor, they still could not believe that such a great warrior had died so quickly.

They seemed to feel that his glory must be as strong as armor about his naked body and that they would have to hew at him as at a man clad in steel plate. It is true that over fifty wounds were received by his senseless body, so that he was hewed almost to pieces, but as though by a miracle — it was in fact the work of a kind saint, said some men — the face of Astorre was not touched, so that when he lay in death with his body covered he looked like a glorious Greek hero, asleep.

When His Highness, the young Semonetto, had escaped in the upper hall by means of the battle axe of Tizzo and his own strong sword, he fled down the staircase, dripping blood as he ran, and so came to the men-at-arms at the bottom of the stairs, They tried to stop his flight, but he struck down two of them, killing one, and the force of his attack carried him straight through the armored crowd.

They followed and clung to him, however. His sword struck showers of sparks from their armor, as he raged among them, and for a moment they fell back, in awe of this man.

In that moment, he leaped into the street and, perhaps, might have escaped. But here he saw a poor serving lad, a mere page of twelve or thirteen years, who was driven by the swords above to leap from a window, and this poor boy was crushed to death on the stones of the street in front of Semonetto. He only lived long enough to gasp out: Semonetto — my lord — avenge me! Then he died.

This is told by three witnesses who saw the lad fall, turning over and over in the air until he struck the ground. They say that Semonetto, when he saw this death and heard those dying words, turned straight around, forgot all care for his own safety, and rushed back against the men-at-arms from whom he had just escaped.

IT is certain that there, in the corner of the house and the street, he was surrounded and, still fighting till death reached him, was at last cut down. Before he fell, he laid on the ground five armored men, and it is said that his sword was broken in two before they managed to push in close and overwhelm him with blows.

It was a second miracle that he, like Astorre, was never wounded in the face, during all this terrible medley of blows.

Men said that if this Semonetto had lived, not even Nicolo Piccininni would have accomplished such feats, because in all things, even in his cruelty, he was above other men. Of all the Baglioni who died that night, he was the strongest of hand, the tallest, the most beautiful to behold. He was a man without fear. Other men were brave, but he was fearless. He did not know the vice of cowardice, because it was not in him. When men fled from the field of battle he never thought it could be through fear, but always attributed it to malice and treachery. That was why his hand in revenge was often so terrible and his soldiers feared him like an angel of fire.

After his death, his absence was felt like a curse, and like a blessing, in Perugia.

Berardino of Antignolle had already burst into the room of the old man, Guido Baglioni, the father of so much strength and valor and himself, men said, among the wisest of the men of his time.

When the door was burst in, the murderers found that the old man had risen from his bed and that he had taken up a sword in a corner of the room. So many blades came at him, that he had to use both his blade and his left arm to ward off the strokes. And then a soldier leaned and stabbed the old man in the breast.

The strength and the courage of this ancient hero were wonderful. Though his body was shriveled with time, his heart was still like that of a youth. He caught the soldier who had given him the death blow by the ridge of the helmet and hurled him to the floor.

Then he dealt two or three more strokes among his enemies and, like Astorre and Semonetto, before him, he made a little clearance among the slayers before his death. He was a man who believed in destiny, and when he felt the drain of blood passing from him, he leaned on the point of his sword and said: My time has come to me! Then he fell on his sword and died.

Some men say that of all the deaths among the Baglioni that night, that of old Guido was the most terrible and the most noble. Like the scorpion, he stung himself to death rather than submit to the hands of his enemies. There was not much mourning for him except in his family which survived, for he was a very shrewd, hard-fisted man of business as well as the father of the tyranny in Perugia.



THE chief object of all that midnight attack was the person of Giovan-paolo, the most famous of all the house. Astorre was perhaps as widely known for his commanding of mercenary armies in the service of various cities through Italy, but it was known by all that Giovanpaolo was the great brain of the house of the Baglioni.

For his destruction his treacherous host and cousin, Grifone, had taken special order.

Also Carlo Barciglia and some of the house of da Corgnie went hurrying from their other special tasks of murder to assist in the killing of that famous man, because, as Jeronimo della Penna had said, if that one brain escaped with life, all the business of the slaughter was disappointed and undone. Here are some of the chief heads of the enterprise gathered before the door of Giovanpaolo, and it was said that just as Filippo, the traitor, called out to Astorre, so Carlo Barciglia called to Giovanpaolo and wakened him.

He begged to be let into the room, because there was destruction in the house, but the wise Giovanpaolo said: Traitor, if there is destruction in the house, you are a part of it!

In fact, there were great suspicions in the breast of Giovanpaolo because, on the night before, his sister, Lady Beatrice, had brought him assured word from Tizzo that in the hands of della Penna there was some murderous scheme for which the lord of Camerino was sending two hundred and fifty men-at-arms. However, Giovanpaolo made one great mistake, which was in thinking that the attack would not come for a few days, at least. He could not dream that it would be so soon.

Just after Giovanpaolo had cried out in this manner, the traitors in the hall outside his room saw that there was no way except to beat in the door of his room. As they gathered and lifted the heavy beam, they heard him cry out, inside the room: Tizzo! I have been like a blind fool for failing to heed your warning! I have allowed murder to come into my family!

At that time, however, he still did not know that even his very cousin, the rich and handsome Grifone, had actually taken a main part in the conspiracy, so that although the house was Baglioni in name, it was, in fact, a cruel trap for the hero.

With the heavy balk of wood, the assassins dashed against the door. At the first stroke they smashed it down. They dropped the beam of wood which they had used to crush the barrier and they were about to pour into the room to finish their black business when they were amazed by a voice crying out loudly, behind them: Giovanpaolo! Giovanpaolo! I come!

At this Giovanpaolo raised a great shout of joy.

At the same time a slender man with a still slighter youth beside him, the first armed with a terrible axe and the second with a light sword, sharper than a needle, rushed through the group and threw them all into a slight confusion. Here a young man of the house of Corgnie, trying to close with the newcomer, received from the axe a tremendous stroke which glanced from his helmet, clove through his shoulder armor, and almost severed the arm from his body.

Of that wound, afterwards, he bled to death.

But Tizzo and Lady Beatrice were now in the room of Giovanpaolo, who had taken time to draw on a few clothes between the first alarm and the beating down of his door.

When he saw Tizzo, he cried out: Brother, you should have lived to revenge me; now we must die together!

To Lady Beatrice, he merely said: And it was I who tried to keep two sparks from flying in the same wind!

For there was a certain touch of laughter in Giovanpaolo, even on a battle-field. But he with his lunging sword and Tizzo with the terrible, beating axe, kept the doorway clear for a moment.


CHAPTER XVIII.

MARVELS AND MIRACLES.
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IT WAS LADY Beatrice who exclaimed: The way is still open to the loggia. In a pause in the fighting, Giovanpaolo said: There is no use in that unless we all had wings! — Ha, Grifone, do I see your face, traitor and dog? Have you joined yourself with villains?

Grifone, when he heard this, shaking his sword above his head, tried to break through the press of his soldiers, and called out: It was you who drove me to treason. Your treachery to me, Giovanpaolo, for which you shall die. You have disgraced the honor of my house!

In that he must have glanced at the reputation of his wife, who was beautiful as an angel, and, so far as men knew, as virtuous as an angel, also. Giovanpaolo answered: Have you listened to villains, Grifone, and believed them, like a poor, weak-witted fool?

Then he saw Carlo and shouted: Carlo Barciglia, come closer. If we cannot touch hands, at least let us touch swords!

Pay no, heed to him, Grifone, said Carlo Barciglia. He has the tongue that will persuade honest men that red is white! Death to him!

The whole body was about to rush again at the doorway when Tizzo said at the ear of his friend: Giovanpaolo, I know a way from the loggia which even men can take. Follow me! He added: Beatrice, go first and open the doors from here to the loggia. If you see a strong cord or a rope, snatch it up. If not, take the long red cloth that lies across the table in the second room.

She obeyed those orders at once.

And Giovanpaolo and Tizzo met the second rush against the doorway. Again the sword flamed in the hands of Giovanpaolo, the axe circled in the grasp of Tizzo, and those blows, together with the narrowness of the doorway, held back the attackers for a moment.

Grifone called out that crossbows were coming, and that they should hold their hands.

But as the assailants fell back, the two inside the room fled suddenly across it and, passing through the door to the outer room, they locked and bolted it behind them, throwing some furniture against it to delay further the murderers.

In the same way they passed out onto the loggia and closed and locked that strong outer door behind them.

They could now look down through the last of the moonlight upon the piazza beneath, where loud shouts were ringing, and the hoofs of horses struck sparks out of the pavement, galloping back and forth. The continual cry was Camerino! Camerino! as though the men of that town had actually taken Perugia by assault.

A good number of citizens had come out from their houses towards the uproar and these made a dark, solid edging around the piazza, keeping themselves safe from the conflict, like a shore around a turbulent sea.

There was neither cord nor rope, but the girl had brought the red cloth from the table of the second room. And Tizzo, grasping this, threw it like a long scarf over his shoulder.

Then he made Giovanpaolo hold him up on the low wall at the edge of the loggia in such a fashion that with his hands he could swing out and grasp the edge of the roof just above.

With a mighty effort, he tried to pull himself up, but one hand failed to hold and left him dangling by a precarious grasp. Lady Beatrice, trying to reach out to save him, herself almost fell headlong into the street below, but her brother caught and held her.

Behind them, they heard the conspirators smashing down the door to the outer room, the furniture which had been piled against it, yielding with a groaning sound as it was pushed across the floor.

Tizzo, listening to that uproar which shook the house, made a new, great effort and swung himself up onto the edge of the roof. There he lay precariously on the steeply slanting surface, looking down into the piazza as into a deep well.

ABOVE him, the roof of the loggia rose to the higher wall of the house with a window in the midst of it. He reached that window, presently, smashed it open, and peered into an obscurity of shadow in which he could see nothing. He had no time to make sure of what was about him. Beneath him events were flowing like a wild river, and he was close to ruin with Lady Beatrice and Giovanpaolo. He merely tied the belt of his sword about a chair that could not slip through the window, and then fastened the safety catch which held sheath and blade firmly together. He had been able to trust his life once before to the strength of that catch. He would have to trust three lives to it, now.

Sliding down to the end of the scabbard, on which he took a firm hold, he found that he could actually look over the edge of the wall onto the loggia beneath. Already the battering ram was crashing against the door that led from the outer room onto the loggia, and it must have seemed to the two Baglioni that they were only a moment from death. Above all other voices, like a rising fountain above still water, came the maddened screaming of the voice of Mateo Marozzo, who was yelling:

Down with the doors! Down with them! Oh, God, give my hands one grasp on his throat!

Like a hunting dog, Marozzo had followed his enemy and was now on his traces. It was a foolish hand, Tizzo knew, that had spared Marozzo in the house of della Penna.

He threw down the crimson cloth which he had carried up with him. The reaching hand of Giovanpaolo caught it.

Now, Beatrice! called Giovanpaolo, and helped the girl upwards.

Partly from his strength to lift her, partly climbing like a cat, she swarmed up the length of the cloth and over the edge of the roof.

Up to the window! commanded Tizzo.

She went panting past him, and by his body and his scabbard climbed to the window above.

Giovanpaolo was already following, and the task of Tizzo was a heavier one, now. He had twisted the end of the cloth about his right arm, which swung over the edge of the room; the grip of his left hand was fastened upon the end of the scabbard, which terminated in a small knob. Even so, the smooth metal made an evil hold; he had to bow his head and grind his teeth together in the last extremity of effort as he felt the full weight of Giovanpaolo swing dangling from the cloth over the depth of the piazza.

There was one instant of that frightful strain. Then the powerful grasp of the knight was on the edge of the roof and he heaved himself onto the roof beside Tizzo.

Marvels and miracles! gasped Giovanpaolo. How have you done this thing, Tizzo?

Swiftly! Swiftly! urged Tizzo. They are at out heels!

He had snatched up the crimson cloth as he spoke, and at the same moment the doors which had held so stoutly to resist the batterings of the crowd, as though they had weakened the instant that the need of them had diminished, now were beaten down, and the pressure of men poured out instantly upon the loggia.

Tizzo, retreating through the window above, his whole body shaken and trembling from the effort which he had made, heard them shouting beneath them in despair and in wonder. It was the screeching of Mateo Marozzo that again drowned all other sound.

He cannot have flown — three of them, they cannot have flown — but Tizzo has the wings of a devil. Look everywhere! — We shall find them — God cannot disappoint me again!



IT was a sort of agony of virtue that strained the throat of Mateo Marozzo, and the other men made a howling like wolves. For here was all their work undone. Perugia in their hands and all the rest of the leaders of the Baglioni dead, nevertheless all was unsure once Giovanpaolo escaped to raise an army of his friends and return to the attack.

In the shadows of the room above, Giovanpaolo was saying: You are the general, brave Tizzo. Oh, my friend, you are the leader and I am the humble follower. Tell us which way we should move now — or have we only dodged death for an instant?

Up with me to the highest roof. There is still a way, said Tizzo.

And he guided them from the room down that upper corridor which he had passed through before, and below them the house seemed to rock with the turmoil of shouting. They climbed the stairs and issued by the dormer window onto the top roof, leveled for a garden.

The moon was down, the stars were out in clear multitudes, seeming to tremble above all the horrors of Perugia. But the three made only an instant of pause, then Tizzo led the way across the roof to the edge which was nearest to the neighboring ledge. He cast sword and axe before him, then leaped lightly across the ten-foot gap.

The girl turned back up the roof, ran forward, bounded high, and landed light as a cat on the safer side. Giovanpaolos foot slipped as he made his leap. His feet, striking the very edge of the roof, gave him a precarious balance and he began to fall backwards, striking wildly with his arms at the thin air. But the swift grip of Tizzo was instantly on him, and he was drawn forward into safety.

Why were not men already swarming on the roof of Grifones house? There was no answer to that question, unless Grifone and all the rest thought that the three must have cast themselves down onto the stones of the street to escape from the murder behind them.

Through a trap door which was unlocked they passed from the roof down darkling stairs into a house of silence, into which only the vague uproar from the outside penetrated as from a distance.

Are we safe here, Giovanpaolo? asked Tizzo.

This is the house of Carlo Barciglia, said Giovanpaolo. And he is among the traitors. I saw his face. But he is at his hellish work in the house of Grifone and we may win through this place if he have fortune.

In fact, they met not a living soul. All the people, no doubt, had been drawn out into the piazza. Giovanpaolo led them straight down into the armory of the house, where they paused, not to equip themselves with armor, but to take three hooded cloaks which might cover their faces and their bodies from recognition. After that, they walked, by Tizzos suggestion, straight out into the open street.

They were not regarded. They were not the only men who were masked on this night when few could tell who was a friend and who an enemy. Besides, there were many strange and horrible sights to occupy the eyes of the crowd, and not far from the door they came on a press of people about a body that lay naked on the pavement, gored with many wounds, the arms flung out crosswise, the face smiling and unmarred. Beatrice staggered and caught at the arm of Giovanpaolo; but Tizzo paused an instant to lean and touch the dead man.

Semonetto, I shall remember you! he said.

Then he rejoined the other two, and heard a faint, groaning murmur from Giovanpaolo.

This is not the time, Beatrice kept whispering. There will be another day, Giovanpaolo. But ah, Semonetto!

So the two left their murdered brother lying naked and dead behind them and went on with Tizzo.





In command at the gate of San Ercolano, said Tizzo, there is the Baron Melrose, who is my friend. He would not have a hand in this work of murder, and for my sake he will pass us safely through, perhaps.

Let us go there, then, in the name of God, said Giovanpaolo. There is blood in the very air we breathe, inside Perugia.

THE turmoil of the city was not very great except actually around the house of Grifone, but the clanking hoofs of horses rushed this way and that in the distance, and now and again there were outbreaks of shouting.

When they came down to San Ercolano, they found a close group of a dozen or more men-at-arms on the ground, and others in command on the walls. The great iron chains had been drawn across the gate.

Their progress was Challenged instantly by the crossing of a pair of huge halberds, those ponderous, two-handed axes with which horse and rider could be struck to the ground.

Who goes there? came the challenge. A friend Of Baron Melrose, said Tizzo. I know the voice. Let them come to me, said the voice of Henry of Melrose, instantly. So they were passed into the room of the captain of the gate, where Melrose was walking up and down uneasily. He banished his soldiers from the room, as he grasped the hand of Tizzo.

How have you escaped from the hands of Marozzo and the rest at the house of della Penna? he demanded. Show me your face, Tizzo. Are you hurt?

Not in the flesh, said Tizzo. I am safe and sound.

And he threw back the hood to smile on the big Englishman.

Good! Good! said Melrose. Tizzo, the sight of you with a whole skin lets me breathe again. I have been wondering how I could persuade them with cunning or with blows to let you escape, because you have made strong enemies in this town, my lad. Who are these with you?

My best of friends, said Tizzo. And people who may be friends of yours on another day, sir.

Will they? said the baron. I hear that there is wild work at the house of Grifone. I must see the faces of these two.

It is not wise, my lord, urged Tizzo.

Not wise? Are they a pair of bright angels who might dazzle me? asked Melrose.

I say, it is not wise. If there is friendship between us, for the sake of that let them pass through with me!

Why, my lad, said Melrose, for all I know the king of the clan, the eagle of the sky, the lion of Perugia, Giovanpaolo himself might be one of them! My friends, unmask, if you please!

Giovanpaolo turned his head slowly towards Tizzo. His hand made a slight motion towards his sword.

No! exclaimed Tizzo. It is better to trust to him than to fight against him. Do as he commands! He has a heart greater than any in Italy!

Giovanpaolo, slowly, raised the hood from his head; Beatrice flung back her own with a quick gesture.

But Melrose, dropping his head suddenly, stared at the floor.

There is dust in my eyes, Tizzo, he said. I cannot see. God and my employers forgive me — but — battle is battle and murder is murder! The key to the small outer portal is lying on that table. Take it — go, all three of you. Quickly!

There was not time even for thanks. The heavy key was fitted into the lock on the farther side of the gate-room; in a moment more they walked freely down the slope beyond the city wall.


CHAPTER XIX.

THE BELLS OF PERUGIA.
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FAR BEYOND PERUGIA, three dark figures, small on the top of a great hill, looked back to the dim tremor of the lights of the city.

They were alone; they were unaided; but one of them had a voice which in a single day could call hundreds of armored riders about him. That was why it seemed to Tizzo that already there were armed ghosts gathering behind them and facing angrily towards the many towers of the city. Beautiful Perugia, which had passed through its bath of blood on this night, would surely be washed with red again before long, unless the attack spent itself vainly against the great walls.

Giovanpaolo, dropping to his knees, began to pray, softly, aloud. He prayed for the souls of his father, his dead brother Semonetto, the warrior soul of Astorre.

And the girl and Tizzo dropped back until the voice was only a murmur in their ears.

It seemed as though all possibility of lamentation had gone from her. Her pale face, clear and cold as a stone, lifted slightly towards the dim light of the stars. And Tizzo, saying nothing, looked sometimes at the girl he loved and sometimes toward that sworn blood-brother, Giovanpaolo.

He could not tell for which of them his heart ached most.

Giovanpaolo rose and came slowly on towards them, his head bowed. But he straightened himself with a sudden effort and said: There is no time for grief. None at all. We shall be at the house of my uncle before morning. By mid-day we shall have a hundred lances with us. By night there will be an army. There is no time for grief. But one thing first. You heard the traitor, Grifone — you heard him accuse me, Beatrice, Tizzo?

I heard him shout in the hall outside your door, said Tizzo.

I swear to you both and to the God who hears the voices of all men — I solemnly swear that I am innocent of that crime.

Grifone was mad — mad as a dog to think of such a thing! said Lady Beatrice.

Giovanpaolo answered: No. Jealousy will work in the noblest brains, even. The greater the man it overthrows, the greater the human ruin that is spread. And Grifone was always a noble nature and loved his wife as though she were an angel. Beatrice, when I think of this nights work, I could leave the world and spend the rest of my life in prayer!

When I think of this nights work, said the girl in a trembling voice, I could turn myself into a man and spend the rest of my life in armor, with a drawn sword.

There will be swords enough, said Giovanpaolo. And a melancholy work for them to do, because we must strike against our own kindred, Beatrice, except for Tizzo, the house of the Baglioni would have fallen indeed and the name would have been borne by traitors only.

It is true, said the girl, turning slowly towards Tizzo.

Whatever ending this adventure may have, said Giovanpaolo, we shall be too employed to give way to gratitude, even. But nothing is forgotten. Beatrice, give me your hand.

She gave it to him.

And now to Tizzo.

She extended the other hand to Tizzo and Giovanpaolo, completing the linked circle, was grasping the free hand of Tizzo in his.

Here we are, three unhoused mortals, said Giovanpaolo. But love is a better refuge than walled places and I feel stronger at this moment, and captain of a greater army than ever I have led, when I hold the hands of you two. In you I can have no doubt. In you I have a perfect trust. Do you feel in the same manner?

In the same manner, agreed Tizzo. The girl said nothing, merely smiling upon them.

Well, said Giovanpaolo, quietly, our blood is one blood. Tizzo has proved that, on this night. But what proof have we given to him, Beatrice? What service have we rendered on our side? But where there is a perfect faith, there is no question of services given. There is no accounting. I foresee the day, now, when this red-headed Tizzo will lead us to victory like a battlefield in some terrible fight. I can foresee the day when we enter Perugia again and the gutters run full with blood. And after that day you will not be forgotten, Tizzo.

He added: Tell me, Beatrice — have I your hand to give?

There is no one else to give me, said the girl.

I give you, then, to Tizzo, said Giovanpaolo. It is an earnest of a payment to come.

Earnest? cried Tizzo. It is more than all the stars of heaven poured into my arms!

Hush! said Giovanpaolo.

They listened, and heard far away the rapid ringing of the bells of Perugia, all striking together to beat out the alarm.

It was easy enough to understand what the alarm bells meant. The traitors had paused in the midst of their murders to discover that Giovanpaolo had definitely escaped from the city. And therefore their work remained a headless task. It was all to be done again.

The bells were still ringing when the three turned their backs on the dim city and went steadily away across the darkness of the hills.

THE END
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CHAPTER I.

TIZZO DECIDES.
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THE HOSE ON his right leg was orange; on his left leg it was green. His doublet was a puff of yellow and through the slashed sleeves of it appeared the crimson of an undertunic. He wore, not for warmth since the day was mid-summer, but merely from the excess of vanity and fashion, a short cloak which tumbled down from his shoulders and washed about from side to side behind them. And on his head, tilted a shade to an angle, there was a small round hat which was looped about by a fine golden chain.
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As though this flare of colors were not enough to attract the eye, his hair was flame-red and glistened in the slant of the afternoon sun. He rode swiftly through the camp of Giovan Paolo and, coming to the tent of the commander, which was distinguished by the long pennon which flew from the peak, he slipped out of the saddle and threw the reins towards one of the men-at-arms who stood guard at the entrance.

The man was struck by the flying leather and allowed the strips to fall.

Hold the horse, my friend, said the young fellow in the brilliant clothes. Announce to Giovan Paolo that Tizzo is entering.

Go ask the devil to announce you! said the guard who had been flicked by the reins.

One of the gentry who lolled under the adjoining olive tree broke into a loud laughter and sat up to watch the brawl.

The guard added: His Highness, Giovan Paolo, is not to be disturbed. the man-at-arms tumbled flat on his back while Tizzo disappeared suddenly through the tent entrance. The guard, leaping to his feet, started to rush inside in pursuit, but his companion checked him.

Youve made a fool of yourself already, said the companion. But if you break in on them now, youll be damned for your folly.

What do you mean? asked the first man.

Why, if you wore ears in your head you ought to have recognized the name. Tizzo is the brightness of which Giovan Paolo is the shadow; he is the warmth in Giovan Paolos blood, the light in his eyes, the strength of his right hand. Tizzo, fool, is the man who saved the life of Giovan Paolo on the night of the Great Betrayal and got both him and the Lady Beatrice safely out of the city when men were running about like bloodhounds, lapping up the lives of the Baglioni.

You could have told me what he was, growled the big guard.

You asked no questions, said the other. You brought some of your Swiss cheese with you from the Alps, but you left your wits behind you. And this is Italy, man, where brains are better than sword-blades.

Tizzo? Tizzo? said the man. Now I think that I recall the name.

Pick up the reins of his horse and hold them, then, said the other man-at-arms, and the name may be willing to recall you.

INSIDE the tent, Tizzo saw Giovan Paolo striding up and down, his head a little bent towards the depth of his thought. On the table lay a map. Pieces of armor were stacked on a folding chair. The whole tent was filled with confusion.

Why not? asked Tizzo, walking straight towards the two guards. Compared with their armor-sheathed bulks he seemed very slender and boyish. The sword at his side appeared to be a foolish vaunt. Is Giovan Paolo sleeping because hes had too much to drink? If he is, Ill wake him up. Announce me!

Announce you? said the guard who had spoken before. Your name may be Firebrand, but you give me no warmth. Im hot enough in the sun without having a fire at hand. Sit down on your heels and wait for the time of His Highness.

There was another loud laugh from the nobleman who lounged under the tree, and who now stood up as though expecting something further to happen.

He said, Heres a check for Tizzo, at last.

One of his companions answered: I wager three ducats to one that he gets into the tent.

The guard will see him damned first, said the first man.

The guard will be damned himself if he tries to bar the way, said the other. I put money on Tizzo. Young Tizzo, at this moment, stepped straight to the angry guard and said: Give me your name so that I can remember you.

I give my name to my equals, said the guard, not to wild-headed young forget-me-nots like you.

Nevertheless, Ill shake hands with you, said Tizzo.

He caught the big, brown hand of the fighting man as he spoke. The latter tried to wrench his sword-arm free but the effort merely served to jerk Tizzo towards the entrance of the tent. Perhaps he tripped the guard as he passed. It was hard to tell exactly what happened, but the fact was that Ah, Tizzo, said Giovan Paolo, hardly turning his fine head towards the interloper, what is it now? More brawling? More tavern drinking? More duelling? You have put Gismondo of Urbino to bed for a month with one of your sword tricks; the Spaniard from Naples will never see out of both eyes again, they tell me; and Ugo of Camerino will be a lucky man if he ever recovers the use of his left arm.

It was only the left arm, said Tizzo, seriously. I knew that he was a fellow you put a value on, and that was why I did not teach his right arm the sort of manners it ought to know.

Giovan Paolo threw himself wearily back into a chair. He shook his head.

Is the world always no more than a playground for you? he asked, sadly. Here we are shut out of Perugia, half of our friends killed, my own family slaughtered like sheep in the middle of the night, and the army which I am raising to retake the city already muttering and growling because I am slow in giving them pay. The men promised to me by the city of Florence have not appeared. All men begin to doubt my fortune. The sky turns black over me; and still you are dancing, drinking, laughing, fighting day and night without a care in the world.

I could use some clouds in that same sky, said Tizzo. Today is too hot for armor. The guards at your door are stewing under their cuirasses in their own sweat; they have turned as mad as hornets and try to sting your own friends.

I heard them trying to keep you out, smiled Giovan Paolo, but I knew that they might as well forbid a wild hawk to fly through the blue of heaven. What is it that you want?

Time to say farewell to you, said Tizzo.

Farewell? You? said Giovan Paolo.

He rose slowly from his chair. The rest have fallen away from me, he said. And now you? You are leaving?

His handsome face darkened with sorrow. But he added, suddenly: Very well. I can understand. You are too bright a butterfly for these dark days. Go where you please, Tizzo, and God go with you. Here — you will need funds for your journey. Help yourself from these—

He jerked open the top of a small chest which appeared half filled with gold pieces. Then, stepping to the table, he unfastened a little casket awash inside with points of red and yellow and crystal flames. Here are the last jewels which the Baglioni could collect, he said. Fill a pocket with them. God knows you are welcome. If it were not for you, all of us would have died on that night of the Great Betrayal.



TIZZO lifted a handful of the jewels and let them sift slowly through his fingers, showering back into the casket.

This stuff will do me no good where I am going, he said.

Where are you going, then? demanded the other, shortly.

To hell, said Tizzo.

Ha? cried Giovan Paolo.

To Perugia, I should say, added Tizzo.

You? To Perugia? Yes, when we take the city by storm. Yes, then you will go to Perugia. But in the meantime even the stones in the streets would cry out Tizzo! and Treason! if they felt the falling of your feet.

I damned and lied with a vengeance and offered to prove my innocence in single combat with Marozzo, but they have seen my swordwork and they shrank from that idea. In brief, out came two eye-witnesses and I was damned at once, and thrown into prison. Here Jeronimo della Penna is letting me lie while he revolves in his mind a punishment savage enough to be equal to my fault. After that, be sure, I shall die.

In dying, as I run my eyes down the years, I shall see no face more dear to me than that of my young companion who never showed his back to a friend. I shall think of you, Tizzo, as I die. Think of me also, a little, as you live.

Farewell, 

HENRY OF MELROSE.


CHAPTER II.

THE RING.
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GIOVAN PAOLO, WHEN he had finished reading the letter, his voice dropping with an honest reverence as he pronounced the last words, remained for a time with his head bent.

I know the brave Englishman, said he, at last. I know he has been a bulwark of the house of the Oddi. I have seen him in battle and anyone who has watched the work of his sword can remember him easily enough. I know that it was he who allowed us to pass out of the city on the night of the Betrayal. I would give all the jewels and the gold in this place and all I could send for in order to set him free. But that would not help him. Money will not buy a man out of the cruel hands of Jeronimo della Penna. And what can you do, or any other man? We can only pray that we may storm the city and set him free before Jeronimo makes up his mind what form of torment he will use on Melrose.

Look! said Tizzo, and held out a rolled letter which Giovan Paolo pulled open and read aloud:



FRIEND AND FIRE-EATER, MY TIZZO:



I send you this letter by sure hand. I have already rewarded him, but give him plenty of money when he arrives in honor of a dead man. That is myself.

The days went very well immediately after the Great Betrayal. The wine ran in the gutters, so to speak; the people cheered the murderers of the Baglioni; the traitors sat high in the saddle and they remembered Henry of Melrose with a good many favors and quite a bit of money. I began to feel that I might spend a happy time here except for the stench of murder which rises in my heart when I think of the midnight work which has been done in these streets.

However, when I was about to skim the cream off my cup of fortune and go away with it I was suddenly haled before the chiefs of the Great Betrayal — before Jeronimo della Penna, I mean, and Carlo Barciglia. For Grifone Baglioni is no longer accounted anything. Except for him they never would have taken the place, of course, but since the Great Betrayal conscience has been eating his heart; he has turned yellow and is growing old. Every day he goes to the castle of his lady mother and begs her to let him enter and give him her blessing, and every day the Lady Atlanta bars her doors against him and sends him a curse as a traitor instead of a blessing as a son.

So I was before Jeronimo and Carlo alone, and the information against me was dug up by that double-tongued snake of darkness, that hell-hound of a Mateo Marozzo, who hates you so sweetly and who wears on his forehead the cross which you put there with the point of your dagger. If he remains long out of hell, the chief devil will die of yearning.

It is this Marozzo who discovered that on the night of the Great Betrayal it was through my gate that there passed the Lady Beatrice Baglione, accompanied by the main head and brains of the Baglione family, the famous Giovan Paolo, and that firebrand, the hawk-brained wild man, Tizzo, who had snatched those two lives from the slaughter.

Giovan Paolo, after this, merely made a mute gesture and argued no more.

Beatrice is in the inner tent, he said. You will want to say farewell to her?

No, answered Tizzo. If I see her, Ill fall out of this resolution of mine and be in love with life again. Tell her so after I have gone.

I shall tell her, said Giovan Paolo. What is your plan?

Simply to enter the city and go to the house of a certain Alberto Marignello, in the little lane off the via dei Bardi. This Marignello is the fellow I have given the money to, the one with the keys to the cellars of della Penna. When I have the keys — why, you see that Ill not know the next step until I come to take it.

Tizzo, you are a dead man!

I am, said Tizzo, cheerfully, and that is why I have come to say farewell!

He held out his hands, and Giovan Paolo, with a groan but with no further protest, held out his hands to make that silent farewell.



THE green, the orange, the yellow and the crimson no longer flashed on the body of Tizzo when he came near Perugia in the twilight of that day. His skin, rather fairer than that of most Italians, had been darkened with the walnut stain which he had used on the night of the Great I must go to him, answered Tizzo. Listen to me, urged Giovan Paolo. How can one man help him?
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The man who brought me the letter is an assistant jailer. Ive bribed him with a fine sum of money. He is going to meet me in Perugia and admit me to the house of Jeronimo, where Melrose lies in one of the great cellars.

He will furnish me with a file to cut through the manacles. After that, I must try to get Melrose away.

How will you take him out of the city? Will you use wings?

Chance, said Tizzo. Ive worshipped her so long with dice, Ive made so many sacrifices in her name, that she would not have the heart to refuse me a single request like this one.

Tizzo — tell me in brief. What is Melrose to you? He is brave; he has an eye which is the same flame-blue as yours in a fight; he is true to his friends. I grant all that. But other men have the same qualities.

Paolo, said Tizzo, you and I have sworn to be true to one another. We have sworn to be blood brothers without the blood.

That is right, nodded Giovan Paolo.

Well, then, said Tizzo, if I heard that you were lying in prison, expecting death, my heart would be stirred no more than when I hear that the Englishman is rotting in misery in the dungeon of della Penna.

Betrayal, and his red hair, darkened also, tumbled unkempt about his face. His clothes were ragged; his back was bowed under a great fagot of olive wood to which was lashed a heavy woodsmans ax. In the full light of the day a curious eye might have been interested in the blue sheen of the blade of that ax, but in the half-light of the evening the glimmer of the pure Damascus steel could not be noticed.

When he came to the gate, a pair of fine young riders were being questioned by the captain on duty there, but none of the guards paid the slightest attention to that bowed form under the heavy load of wood. A young lad inside the gate bawled: Look! Look at the donkey walking on two legs!

In fact, hardly the poorest man in Perugia would have carried such a crushing burden of wood on his back into the town, but Tizzo, with a hanging head and a slight sway from side to side of his entire body, strode gradually up the steep slope of the street. He turned right and left again before he came to the wide façade of the great house in which lived Atlanta Baglione, the mother of the traitor to his house. Grifone.

In the dusk, he came to the entrance of the courtyard, where the porter merely sang out: Whats this?

A broken back and a load of olive wood, said Tizzo. Where shall I leave the stuff?

He made as if to drop it to the pavement but the porter cursed him for a lout. Dyou wish to litter the street and give me extra work? he demanded. Get in through the court and Ill open the inner door.

He led the way, but stopped suddenly as he saw the form of a man kneeling on the farther side of the court under a shuttered window, crying out, not over-loud: Mother, whatever I have done, I have repented. If I have sinned against God, he will have his own vengeance. If I have sinned against men, my heart is already broken. But if you turn a deaf ear to me, the devils in hell are laughing!

So! muttered the porter. Always the same! Always the same! But she is the sort of pale steel that will not bend. This way, woodcutter.

He led through a doorway, but as he was about to close the door, the man who cried out in the corner of the courtyard rose and rushed to enter behind the burden-bearer. A streak of light from a window flashed dimly across his face and Tizzo recognized the most handsome features of Perugia, the richest of her sons, the pride and the boast of all her youth, Grifone. He was a great deal altered. Even in that faint glimpse, Tizzo could see the pale, hollow face. Then the door slammed heavily and shut out the vision.

So! So! panted the porter. God forgive him for his sins; God forgive my lady for shutting him away; and God forgive me that I have seen such things in my life!

He showed Tizzo where to carry the wood into a storeroom, and locked the door behind him.

And now for the payment, said Tizzo, standing straight with a groan. I have brought twenty backloads of that wood, now, and I need the money for it, friend.

He leaned on the handle of the ax and wiped sweat from his face.

You want money? There is not a penny ever paid out in this household except by my lady, said the porter. Do you want me to break in on her now?

Brother, said Tizzo, there is neither flour nor oil in my house, to say nothing of wine, and I have to walk a league to come to my place.

Have you carried that backload three miles? asked the porter.

Yes, said Tizzo, truthfully.

Well, murmured the porter, I shall see what can be done. It is very late, but the lady is kind as milk to every man except to her poor son.



HE left Tizzo standing, leaning against the wall, and finally ran down some stairs and told Tizzo to follow him. She will see you. But this is a strange thing — that she knows everything and yet she does not know of any twenty backloads of wood of the olive. Well, we shall see.

He took Tizzo up the stairs and brought him into a little square anteroom where a table was piled with neatly arranged papers of account.

A moment later the lady of the house entered. The Lady Atlanta wore the black of deep mourning with double bands of blackness as though for two deaths. To be sure, her husband had been dead ever since the infancy of her son; she had never married in the interval because she had kept one memory sacred although her great wealth had tempted a number of famous suitors; and now it was plain that she mourned for Grifone, her son, as though he were dead also.

This darkness of the clothes made her face marble. Her brow was as clear as stone, her eyes were unmarked by time, and she wore that faint smile which Greek sculptors knew and loved. At first glance she seemed still in her twenties. In fact, she was not yet forty years of age.

She took her place at once behind the table, sitting straight in a backless chair and resting on the edge of the table a hand of wonderful youth and delicacy of outline.

Your name? she said.

Andrea, said Tizzo, bowing until his shaggy hair almost touched the floor. Andrea the son of Andrea the son of Andrea, the son of Luigi of the millside near the village of La Pietra.

Andrea, said she, you claim the payment for twenty backloads of olive wood?

I do, said Tizzo, bowing again.

I have no record of ordering this fuel, my poor friend, said the lady.

I carry the order with me, said Tizzo.

You carry it with you?

Yes, my lady.

In writing?

In token, said Tizzo.

He shifted the ax which he still held and drew from his breast on a slender string something which he held in the hollow of his palm so that porter could not see it but the lady could. What she saw was a broken ring.

She saw, also, the sudden flash of meaning in eyes too bright, too flame-blue for the darkness of the skin and the hair.

She saw this, and instantly looked down at the floor.

Go to Fortinacci the steward, she said to the porter, and ask him what he knows about this affair of Andrea the son of Andrea the son of Andrea. I will talk to Andrea in the meantime.

The porter disappeared, and Lady Atlanta rose at once.

What is the ring? she asked.

Tizzo, with his grimy fingers, laid it at once in the white palm of her hand and she bent over it curiously. She started straight again, suddenly. There was a wide incredulity in her eyes as she said: It is one half of a broken signet ring of Giovan Paolo Baglione!

The other half, said Tizzo, is worn about his neck.

In sign of what? she asked.

In sign that we are sworn brothers, said Tizzo.


CHAPTER III.

A STERN MOTHER.
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THE LADY ATLANTA, looking with her cold, steady eyes into the face of the stranger, said to him, suddenly: You are the red-haired man, the firebrand; you are that Tizzo — and yet you cannot be he! Hair may be stained and skin darkened, but Tizzo is a man who can cleave a thick jousting helmet with one stroke of his ax— Here her eye ran down along the arm and the hand of Tizzo to the blue, shimmering blade of his ax.

Ah, it is true! she murmured. She smiled with a radiance that made her young as a girl.

She hurried to the door and slid the bolt, whispering: What is there that I may do? I know that you saved two sacred lives of my family. Now you are risking your head again by entering Perugia. Tizzo, you had better walk into a flaming furnace than into this town!

Withdraw the bolt, madame, said Tizzo. If you honor me with a private interview, even that is enough to make men look at me, and if they look at me twice, I shall be discovered.

True! she said, and drew out the bolt again, instantly. But what is there that I can do, Tizzo? Tell me how I can aid you? Whatever purpose brought you to Perugia, I shall make it my purpose!

My purpose, said he, is to rescue a friend from his prison in the cellars of della Penna.

With how many men are you to attack the house?

With my two hands and this ax, he said, smiling. It is not force that will save my friend. The only thing that will unlock the bolts of della Pennas house is chance and a little bribery. I am using both.

Tizzo, the chance is dreadfully slight. And if they capture you, your head will be on a pike before morning!

The chance is very small, he admitted. There is a better and a surer way of saving my friend: beating open the gates of Perugia and restoring the city to its rightful rulers.

Tell me what way! she demanded, eagerly.

You have the means in your own hands. The agent is now in your courtyard calling out on your name and begging you to let him speak to you. Your son Grifone is trusted with half the charge of the walls. He could open the gates easily, and allow the soldiers of Giovan Paolo to enter the town.

Since Judas, she said, there never has been such a traitor as Grifone Baglione!

He is your own son! said Tizzo. I forswear my claim in him. He is a changeling. My true son was stolen out of my bed and a murderers brat was placed on my breast.

My lady, if ever the same blood showed in two faces, it is in you and his highness, Grifone.

It cannot be, she said. Or if I have had a share in the making of his body, I have had none in the forming of his heart. In his own house — at midnight — with his own hand he gave the signal for the butchery — and he led the way — Ah, God, when I gave him birth, what a curse I brought upon my poor Perugia!

My lady, said Tizzo, he was very young; he was tempted by a great jealousy.

Of whom?

He suspected Giovan Paolo with his wife.

His wife is a sacred saint, and Giovan Paolo is the noblest of men! Tizzo, only curs hate the truly noble! And Grifone may whine like a dog in the courtyard. I never shall see him!

One word from you, and he would throw himself on the side of Giovan Paolo.

Giovan Paolo would not have the traitors aid — not for the price of two cities, each twice greater than Perugia.

My lady, it is true that Giovan Paolo would never forgive him, but if Grifone will restore the Baglioni to their own, then a peace can be made between them. His Highness, Grifone, can withdraw with all his possessions to another place. And time may partly close the breach between them.

Death alone can close it! said the Lady Atlanta.

Madame, I beg you to think — it is in your power to restore the Baglioni to Perugia.

It is the dearest wish of my soul, but shame would keep Grifone from lifting a hand to help the men he has wronged.

Be sure that his heart is suffering. There is torture in his face. A word from him will make him repent everything and strive to make amends to all the people of his blood.

Tizzo, I have sworn a great and sacred oath never to look on his face, never to speak to him, never to listen to his voice. If I hear him crying out under my window, I run to another room and stop my ears.

An oath which is wrong should not be maintained. Every priest will grant you absolution for breaking it.

I did not swear it with thin breath; I swore it with my heart and soul.



TIZZO, for a moment, regarded the beauty, the terrible anger in her face. And he knew that persuasion would be impossible.

Then I kiss your hand and leave you, my lady, he said.

She retained his hand in both of hers, the fierce passion dying gradually out of her eyes.

But you, Tizzo, she said. I know what you have done. I know by words, and also, I saw that great jousting helmet cloven to the bottom by your ax-stroke. There is not strength in your hands for such a feat and therefore it must be a strength in your heart. Trust me, that if I know any manner in which I may aid you and help you, I am at your service. There is money here — or jewels which have a greater price — will you have them? She actually stripped the rich rings from her fingers. But Tizzo shook his head.

There are men in this house whom I could trust to support you in anything.

No, my lady, said Tizzo. I have had enough money for my purpose. More would only be a weight in my pocket. And as for men, the thing I have to do is better and more easily managed by one hand than by twenty. Secrecy has to be the point of the sword for me now.

Must I feel that my hands are empty to help you? she exclaimed.

No, my lady. I shall remember you when I come to the time of need, and that will make me stronger.

You will go on this wild enterprise, Tizzo?

I must go, at once.

Tell me what service I can do, other than this, for Giovan Paolo and his men?

Send to my friend, Antonio Bardi, and tell him that Giovan Paolo forgives the part he played in the Great Betrayal. At least, Bardi did no murder on that night.

How can Giovan Paolo forgive a single soul who took part in the Great Betrayal?

Because he is as wise as he is brave. My lady, send for Bardi. Tell him he is forgiven if he wishes to strike a blow on our side. Send, also, for my foster father, Luigi Falcone. He has taken no stand on either side. But he will ride and fight for me. Those two men inside the city, if they will meet in your house and lay their plans together, may be strong enough to open Perugia to the attack of Giovan Paolo. Farewell!

Farewell, noble Tizzo! said the Lady Atlanta. If I were a man, I would go at your side, tonight!

IT was easy enough for Tizzo to get down the stairway and out into the courtyard, unobserved.

The court was empty. A thunderstorm was rolling over the city, lighting up its towers and mountain-ranges of clouds with long ripplings of cataracting lightning. Brief, rattling showers raised a pungent odor of dust in the air, and scurried the people out of the streets, as Tizzo turned away from the great, unhappy house of the Lady Atlanta.

He had never seen, he was sure, a lady so beautiful. Not the young and lovely wife of Grifone, even, was so like an immortal. Compared with such majesty and purity of features, the Lady Beatrice was a mere tomboy.

She was a mere prettiness, in contrast. But then it was her spirit that set the hearts of men burning.

Thinking of her, Tizzo turned into the via dei Bardi and there forgot everything except his purpose. From the street of the Bardi, he turned into the alley that branched off from it, crooked and downhill as the course of a stream; and the lofty, irregular front of the houses might well have been a canon which the running water had worked out of the living rock.

The house of Alberto Marignello had been well described to him. He found it almost at once and was about to cross the street towards it when a slender youth, wrapped in a cloak to defy the rain, said to him: Tizzo, there have been many men there before you!

He turned with a half groan of bewilderment and fear. Beatrice, he whispered, in the name of what god have you come to Perugia tonight?


CHAPTER IV.

THE ENEMYS LAIR.
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SHE STOOD BACK with one elbow leaning against the wall, her hat pulled half down across her forehead, her legs crossed, her whole attitude one of super-boyish impudence and mirth. He had seen her so often in mans clothes, she was so certain to slip into them whenever there was an emergency of importance, that his quickest memory of her was not in dresses at all. She was saying:— I came to Perugia in the name of the great god of the fire, in the name of the firebrand; I came for Tizzo. Does that answer please you, my most noble lord?

Beatrice, listen to me—

If you talk so earnestly, people will notice you. If they look at you twice, theyll soon have you clapped into a fire to burn in good earnest, Messer Firebrand.

They will find you in the town. They will surely recognize you, Beatrice. And if they get their hands on you—

They dont murder women, said Beatrice. Not even in Perugia.

Theyll do worse. Theyll marry you to one of their brutal selves for the sake of your estate.

And then comes noble Sir Tizzo and runs my false husband through the gizzard and makes me a widow today and a new wife tomorrow. You see, I risk very little. No matter what road the story starts away on, it will wind up with Beatrice and Tizzo hand in hand at the close.
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My God, how wild, how foolish, and how charming you are, said Tizzo. Giovan Paolo should not have told you where I had gone.

I pulled the story out of him like so many teeth. Tizzo, you would sneak away and let yourself be killed? Sneak away without a word of farewell to me?

I had not the courage to face you.

When I knew you were gone, I was empty, she said. I felt, suddenly, as though you had never kissed me, as though you had never said you loved me. I felt as though danger were another woman, and you had gone to her. So I had to come here and meet you in the street.

You must go instantly from the city.

With you, Tizzo, I would go anywhere.

I cannot go with you farther than the walls.

Then I shall not leave Perugia.

Beatrice, I beg you — if you love me — 

I only love the man who lets me share his dangers, she said.

I will take you to the walls and see you safely away.

I shall not go unless you come with me.

He groaned.



AND then he said: The work which lies before me is something I cannot turn my back on.

Your work is spoiled before it commenced, she said.

Why?

Ive lingered up and down this street, and Ive seen half a dozen men enter that building.

Why not? More than one family lives in it.

Men in cloaks, with something under the cloaks.

Bread from the baker, perhaps.

Bread or steel ground sharp along two edges, more likely, she said.

Marignello has been paid his price. He would not betray me.

Perhaps he could get a greater price from della Penna.

He would not dare to confess that he had been in touch with me.

No? He would simply say that, from the first, he had been attempting to draw you into a trap.

There is not that degree of guile in him.

Tizzo, for all your cleverness — and I know you are not a fool — you continue to think that men are as honest as yourself. And that is a folly. Why, Tizzo, every man in Perugia knows that Mateo Marozzo, for instance, would pay all the gold in his treasury for the sake of one chance to drive a knife into your body!

Marozzo hates me. They all hate me, now. But I must count on Marignello. Without him, I have no hope. And that means that Melrose has to die without a hand lifted to save him.

Henry of Melrose, she said, has followed adventure all his life. He could never expect to die peacefully. Let him have the end that he has invited.

I cannot, Beatrice.

Will not, you should say.

I love you, Beatrice; but even you hardly stir my blood and draw my soul from me so much as that wild Englishman.

He taught you half a dozen tricks of fencing, and therefore you love him.

There is something more than that, said Tizzo, frowning. Long ago, when I saw him, suddenly I had to follow him. I left the inheritance of a great house and a huge fortune for the sake of tagging about the world at his heels.

Perhaps he used a charm on you? Tizzo crossed himself and murmured: God forbid! But I must go forward in this.

You mean that you will surely enter that house?

Most surely I shall.

Well, then, I shall show you one thing first, said the girl.

Before he could stop her, she was half way across the street, and he saw her pass straight through the door of the tall house. As she opened the door, he had a glimpse of a dull light and suddenly reaching hands. He saw a flash of naked steel here and there in the background.

He ran like a deer to the rescue but the door slammed heavily; he arrived at it only in time to hear the clank of the heavy iron bolt rammed home into a stone socket.



TO beat against the door with his ax would simply be a folly. He ran to the left into a meager alley hardly the width of a mans body and saw, high above his head, the glimmer of a light through a barred window.

Springing up as high as possible, he was barely able to hook the lower edge of the ax over the sill of the window. Then he drew himself up into the casement and curled into the embrasure. Through the bars of the window he found himself looking down into a large room with a fire flickering on a deep hearth and a mist of woodsmoke in the air. And in the midst of the room stood a full dozen of men clustered about the Lady Beatrice, holding her fast by the arms.

Alberto Marignello stood before her, his rather handsome but heavy face darkened by a scowl.

Now, my lad, he was saying, explain why you open the door of a place where you have never been seen before?

I come here because I bring a message.

What sort of a message?

A brief one, said the girl.

From whom?

From a man I met outside the gate of San Ercolano.

Well, what sort of a man?

A young man with red hair.

Ah, ha! said Marignello. Young — with red hair, and blue eyes that never stop shining?

Yes, that is he.

You see? said Marignello. She has seen that Tizzo — that blue-eyed devil of a Tizzo! Well, and what message did he give you?

To come here and find a man called Alberto Marignello.

That is my name.

Well, then Im to tell you that he cannot come tonight.

Ah, he cannot come?

No.

Will he come tomorrow?

Tomorrow after dark, if you will come out to the camp of Giovan Paolo and arrange a second meeting place.

I go again into the jaws of the lion? said Marignello. I am not such a fool.

That was the message. And then I come here, said Beatrice, angrily, and you all leap at me like dogs at a bone.

It seemed a miracle to the watcher at the window that they should not see, at once, that she was no boy at all. The beauty and the dignity of the Baglioni was in her face in spite of her rough clothes. And in her voice there was a strange sweetness that should have undeceived them at once, he thought. But in that voice there was also a huskiness, and it was true that she looked slender and small enough to have passed for a boy at the turning point towards youth.

A strangeness came into the mind of Tizzo. He half wanted to shout: Fools! You have in your hands the greatest prize, bar one, that you could ask for. You have the sister of Giovan Paolo. With her in your hands, you are safe, and Giovan Paolo himself will not dare to attack the city — not if he had a million armed men behind him! And again, with his bare hands, he wanted to tear at the iron bars and wrench them from their stone sockets and plunge into the room.



HERE a great booming of thunder began, one of those cataracting sounds which pour over heaven like a cart over a brazen bridge. Inserting the stout oaken haft of the ax between the bars, he bore down with all his strength. Something gave. It was not the stone socket, but the soft iron itself bent, and so was pulled loose. With his hand he was able to draw it away from the socket.

As the uproar of the thunder died down, one of the men said: This story that the boy tells is all very smooth and well. But I wish to ask when he passed through the gate at San Ercolano?

Oh, half an hour ago, said the Lady Beatrice.

The fellow who had asked the question turned with a sudden grin on his companions. He threw out his hand to make an important gesture. Then he said: It was less than a half hour ago that I passed near San Ercolano and found out that the gate had not been opened during the entire afternoon.

The small portal in the gate was open, however, said Beatrice, and the heart of Tizzo stood still as he listened.

The portal was not opened! shouted the fellow who had last spoken. He had a broad, brutal face and Tizzo swore that he would never forget that countenance.

The portal was not opened. The entire guard was taken from the gate at noon! At noon, mind you! And the boy lies!

Ah, ha, said Marignello. Is that the way of it? Now, he looks capable of a good lie, when I look at him again. His face is a little too fine for those clothes. Give me your hand, boy!

Beatrice held out her hand, and Marignello leaned over it. Suddenly he threw it to one side. He exclaimed: It is soft as the hand of a woman! This fellow never has done a stroke of work! What has your labor been, eh?

Ive been a tailors apprentice, said Beatrice, instantly.

Ha? So! Well that may be, too, said Marignello, half convinced by this remark.

No tailors apprentice ever stood so straight, said another. From sitting cross-legged, their shoulders begin to stoop before theyre twelve years old.

Aye, and their chins stick out in front.

Aye, and they squint!

These remarks came in a general murmur. The thunder rolled heavily again, and Tizzo used that noise to cover the wrenching jerk with which he pried loose a second bar. Another pair, and he would have opened a sufficient space to admit his body. After that, if once he got down into that room with his ax — well, they would have something to think about other than this boy they were questioning.



YOU are not a tailors apprentice, said Marignello, pointing to her hand. See, there is no enlargement of the thumb and the forefinger of the right hand, and the left forefinger is not stuck full of the little scars of the needle point. Confess that you have lied.

I was ill for six months and the scars wore away from my skin, said Beatrice Baglione.

I never saw a tailor, said Marignello, who dared to look people straight in the eyes in the manner of this lad. He holds up his chin in the manner of one who has told servants to come and to go. Come — the signore will be here in a little while, and then we may learn something more about this lad.

It was only another moment, in fact, when a knock came distinctly at the street door.

Shall I open? asked one of the men.

No, not till I have spoken, said Marignello.

He approached the door and called out: Who is there?

The answer was indistinguishable to Tizzo, but Marignello called again: What word has passed between us?

He paused for the answer and then said to the other: This is right. He has named the word which he and I alone know. It is the signore.

He then unbarred the door and there entered a man in a scarlet cloak whose collar was wrapped up high about the head and face in order to shut off the rain.

He threw back this cloak and revealed himself in a fine doublet and costly hose that had a silken sheen. He had a colored handkerchief thrust inside his belt and carried a dagger as well as a sword. His soft hat was of blue velvet, and it was pulled low over his forehead. In spite of this, the silver gleam of a scar appeared just above the center of the forehead and looked like a streak of grease. Tizzo recognized his own handiwork. With the point of his dagger he had drawn a cross into the flesh of Mateo Marozzo, the point of the sharp steel shuddering against the bone. This man he had branded for life, and it was a deed which he looked back upon only with pleasure. He wished, now, that he had driven the dagger through the fellows heart.

Marignello said: We have caught a queer lad here, who says that hes a tailors apprentice. But he hasnt that look. He says that he carries a message from Tizzo. Will your lordship look at him?

Marozzo approached the Lady Beatrice and stared full in her face.

Then he said: This is, in fact, a very queer — lad! Marignella, take yourself and your men away. Let me have plenty of time alone with this — lad. And I may make something of him!


CHAPTER V.

THE SLAP.
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MARIGNELLO GOT QUICKLY out of the room, the slamming of the door behind him and his companions being quite covered by an immense, crashing downpour of the rain. In that uproar, Tizzo managed to work the other bars from the sockets. He had plenty of room, now, to slip through the window, but his position was frightfully complicated. If he leaped down, the ten foot drop to the floor from that high casement probably would send him sprawling, and before he could rise the dagger of Marozzo would be in his back. He waited, the corners of his mouth jerking with eagerness.

He could hear Marozzo, now, saying: Dangerous, beautiful — most beautiful, most dangerous, Lady Beatrice! Can I tell you how welcome you are to me?

My dear Mateo, said the girl, I ought to be welcome to you. You can make a very neat sum of money out of me, I suppose.

Money? said Marozzo. Do you think that we will sell you? No, sweetheart, you will never leave Perugia, and so long as you are inside the city the hands of Giovan Paolo are tied. He cannot strike at us for fear we may strike at you. You mean more than money to all of us. You mean life, Beatrice, life!

He began to laugh, putting his face close to hers, jeering.

And the handsome fellow with the red hair — the firebrand — Tizzo — I suppose it was he who drew you into this crazy adventure, my lady? Your reputation — what is that to a man whose brain is all in a flame? Such a bright flame that the pretty little moths, the charming, delicate Beatrices, are always flying into the fire!

Mateo, she answered, Tizzo has nothing to do with this.

Certainly not. You didnt even know that he was expected here this evening? You were merely walking up the street by chance? You merely happened to walk through this door? Certainly Tizzo could have nothing to do with it!

She took a deep, quick breath and looked fixedly at Marozzo.

Mateo, you can make a fortune, a great fortune, if youll see me out of the city.

If an angel came down and offered me a throne in heaven for returning you to your brother, I would never do it! said Marozzo.

No, she said, slowly, I think you mean that! his hands, struck aside the next thrust. He was in no position to use the edge of the ax for a counterstroke. Instead, he drove the butt of the haft between the eyes of Marozzo and snatched the sword as it fell from the unnerved hand.

Marozzo fell in a heap, not utterly unconscious but still struggling to recover himself. To Tizzo the miracle was that a yell of alarm had not roused the house before this.

Quick! Quick, Tizzo! gasped Lady Beatrice, already at the street door.

Go in the name of God, he commanded. Go to the house of Lady Atlanta and she will shield you. I have one more thing to attempt here.

With a twist of cloth he was tying the hands of Marozzo behind his back. Then he drew the little poniard from the side of Marozzo and flashed it before his eyes.

I mean it with all my heart. We are leaving the house now, my lady!

To cheat your friend Marignello of his share in the reward? There is as much fox as dog in you, Mateo, she said.

And Marozzo, overwhelmed with a sudden frenzy of hate, flicked the tips of his fingers across her face.



IT was not thought that governed Tizzo. Far better for him to have slipped back down to the street and waited for Marozzo and his prize in the darkness of the narrow way. But he could not resist the lightning impulse which overcame him when he saw the girl struck. He slid through the window and dropped to the floor, and his foot, striking a wet spot on the tiles, shot him headlong on the slippery pavement.

He was already half twisting to his feet when he saw Marozzo running in at him with a levelled sword. An agony of quick fear had turned the face of Mateo white and pulled his mouth into a horrible grin; an agony of joy at this golden opportunity set his eyes blazing. He might have brought a dozen men swarming by a single cry, but that conflict of his emotions seemed to have throttled him. Or perhaps he saw, in this gleaming instant, a chance to accomplish a double deed — the capture of Lady Beatrice and the death of Tizzo. Such a thing would make him a hero forever among the powers who then ruled the city of Perugia. He would be, at once, among the great ones.

So he sprang at Tizzo, the sword shooting out before him for the death stroke. It came with such speed that there was no avoiding it, but Beatrice caught at the backward flaring cloak of Marozzo with such strength that he was checked and jerked a little to the side. That gave Tizzo the fraction of a moment he needed for rising to his feet. The head of the ax, light as gilded paper in the practiced grasp of If you mark me again like a branded beast— groaned Marozzo. Kill me outright, Tizzo. Ah, God, to think that I had you so close to the point of my sword!
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A greater miracle is going to happen, said Tizzo. You will have a chance for your life if you listen to me! Beatrice, will you go? Will you go? Are you staying here to drive me mad? Slip away! Swift, to the house of the lady, and she will help you from the city.

The girl stepped to the table and sat down on the edge of it, swinging one small foot.

I stay here, she said. I havent had so many chances of seeing you at work, Tizzo.

He glared at her, baffled.

There is still danger! he insisted. There is a frightful danger — I beg you with the blood of my heart — go at once!

While you stay here? said the girl. No, I stay where you stay. Save your breath. You cant persuade me to leave you.

He glared at her once more, half enraged, half desperate. Then he turned back to Marozzo.



STAND up! he commanded, and Marozzo rose. His eyes saw one thing only, the deadly splinter of steel, the almost invisible needle point of the poniard which was at his breast.

Step to the door, said Tizzo, and led his captive there.

He pulled that door a trifle ajar and ordered: Call to Marignello and tell him to send all his companions away. Tell him you have learned something that is only for his ears and yours. In a hearty, happy voice, Marozzo, or by St. Stephen youll have something sharper than arrows in your heart!

Ill be no tool of yours! panted Marozzo. Stab me, then; but Ill not do your work for you! The day is cursed that first saw you!

Ah, Mateo, do you invite me? asked Tizzo through his teeth. Dont you see, Marozzo, that wild horses are drawing me forward to your slaughter, you jackal? But do as I tell you and I give back your dirty life. You hear?

In that moment of shame and surrender, Marozzo glanced towards the girl and found her hard, cruel eyes fixed upon him. His head dropped.

Make up your mind, said Tizzo. Will you call to Marignello? Heartily?

Yes, said Marozzo.

His head jerked back. His eyes were half closed, and suddenly he shouted to the full of his lungs: Marignello! Help! Hel—

The point of Tizzos dagger could have stifled the first word of that cry, but he could not strike it into a defenseless throat. His whole heart yearned to kill the traitor, and still he could not use the edge of the dagger. Instead, he jerked it about and struck with the pommel once, twice, and again into the midst of that still beautiful face.

A smashed red ruin took the place of a face. Marozzo slid through the arms of Tizzo like a figure of sand and lay helpless on the floor.

Tizzo, they are coming! panted the girl.

They are, he admitted. But I cant leave. Theres still a chance. I must get from Marignello the keys that he holds — Beatrice, for the last time — will you run for your life?

A tumult of many footfalls came hurrying, and Tizzo barred the inner door against that influx.

Signore Marozzo? Your highness? Marignello was calling out anxiously as he came.

And then a light and silver sound of laughter chimed in the room, making Tizzo jerk his head suddenly about. It was the Lady Beatrice, with her head tilted back, now crying out: Your highness — Signore Marozzo — how can I help laughing—

The inner door was shaken.

Your highness — did you call to me?

Yes, for wine, said Lady Beatrice. Ill unbar the door for you, Marignello—

She looked fixedly at Tizzo and walked up to the door. He, understanding suddenly, dragged the fallen body of Marozzo aside and placed himself where the door would cover him as it swung open.

There he waited. A crack of light struck in on him as he stood there while the door swung wide under the hands of the girl.



ONLY you, Marignello, she said, still laughing. There is a secret, here, and you are the only man his highness will admit to it. Step in!

A secret? I thought I heard a yell for help— began Marignello, as he stepped through the door.

The girl shut and barred it instantly behind him.

But where is Signore Marozzo— began Marignello. It was only then that he saw the gleam of the poised ax in the hand of Tizzo. He made no effort to leap back. There was not a man in Perugia who did not know the singular and deadly magic which Tizzo could work with that weapon.

Tie his hands, said Tizzo softly, to the girl.

It was done instantly.

Is there a rear door out of the house? whispered Tizzo to the stricken Marignello.

The eyes of the man dropped to the still figure of Marozzo on the floor.

You still have a chance for life, promised Tizzo, but only if you lend us your help.

May I live? Oh, God, is it possible that you give me my life? breathed Marignello. There is, my lord.

There is a door at the back of the house.

Then tell all those fellows of yours to leave the place by that door — to return here tomorrow at the same time. Sing out in a hearty voice. You hear me?

Marignello nodded. His eyes blinked. Twice he moistened his lips and took deep breaths, before he called out in a ringing tone: Its finished for tonight. Paolo — Guido — all of you out the back way; I have to confer here with his highness.

This is all too damned strange, said a heavy, growling voice beyond the door.

Marignello looked down again at the limp figure, the blood-dripping face of Marozzo, and shuddered.

Orders from his highness, he said. Weve found wonders in the boy — and tomorrow night, my lads! At the same hour. Well have the trap and well have the Tizzo to catch in it, and double pay for all.

There was still a little murmuring, but presently the footfalls began to withdraw. The knees of Marignello were bending under his weight, and the cold burden of fear.

Be brave, Marignello, said Tizzo. I have made a promise. Fill your part of the bargain, and you shall live, I swear.

God and your highness forgive me for treachery! groaned Marignello. But they offered me a fortune, a treasure of gold! They hate you so, and they fear you so, that they would buy your death with your own weight in gold. Yes, they would make a statue of you all in precious metals and set jewels in the head of it for eyes. They would give that away to make sure of your death!

I understand, said Tizzo.

The girl had gone to the street door and was listening, but the crashing of the rain muffled all other sounds outside the house. Small gusts of wind worked down the chimney and knocked puffs of smoke out into the room.

But you have, somewhere in the house, keys that fit doors in the prison cellars of della Penna, said Tizzo. You were not lying when you told me that you were a trusted man?

I was not, signore. No, no, I am a trusted man — and God forgive me for once betraying my trust! There are three sets of the keys, one in the hands of his highness, Jeronimo della Penna, and the head jailer keeps one — he never leaves the house; and I have a smaller set.

What will your smaller set open? The outer door of the cellars?

Yes, signore.

Marignello, you will still be a treasure to me! — Where are those keys?

They are at the key-makers.

Ha?

His Highness, Jeronimo della Penna, ordered me to have my set copied.



TIZZO groaned, but the girl, turning from the door, said: He lies, Tizzo.

Why do you think so?

Three sets of keys to one dungeon — that is more than enough. If Jeronimo used all the wits he possesses, he would never have so many. Besides, would he trust such keys into common hands? Into the hands of a keymaker, who might make ten sets as easily as one?

True! exclaimed Tizzo. He turned sharply on Marignello, who cowered as though he expected death to strike him that instant.

You have lied, Marignello? he demanded.

Ah, my lord, consider! For these years I never have broken my trust to my master! How can I break it now?

You were bribed by Henry of Melrose.

No, signore. I took his money, but then I carried the letter to my master. He read it through and told me to deliver it — and keep the bribe. You see, I tried to be honest.

I think you have, said Tizzo, with a queer turning of his heart. As well as you could, youve tried. Youve tried to betray me and trap me — but I suppose that money can buy outright a conscience like yours. But now, Marignello, make up your mind. Will you give me the keys or will you not? Will you give them to me, or will you die here?

They are in that closed cupboard at the corner of the room, sighed Marignello.

Beatrice was instantly at the place, and when she had pulled the door open she drew out from one of the inner shelves a bunch of keys which were dark with rust in places but polished with use in others.

Are these the ones, Marignello? she asked.

They are, said Marignello, sinking his head. And I am a ruined man forever!

You have made a fortune out of your treachery, said Tizzo. Why not leave Perugia, then, and spend your money in another place?

Because wine in other cities has no taste, and bread in another place will not fill the belly. Except in Perugia there is no good air for breathing; in other places, the men are fools and the women are foul, said Marignello, mournfully.

A deep sigh from Marozzo, at this moment, called attention back to him, and Beatrice stooped above his body.

Now for the keys, said Tizzo. One by one — slowly — here, I draw a diagram on the floor as you name me the rooms and the passages, one by one. Now, begin!


CHAPTER VI.

THE DUNGEON.
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THEY LEFT MAROZZO and Marignello lashed hand and foot, converted into two lifeless hulks which were rendered silent with strong gags. The cloak and the hat of Marignello were taken by Tizzo. That of Marozzo would shelter Beatrice from the rain.

And now, with the ax under the folds of the cloak, Tizzo stood beside the girl in the street. The eaves above them shut away most of the rain, which rushed down just past their faces.

You see that where I am going now, no one can go with me, said Tizzo. I have to be as secret as a cat, as casual as a pack-mule. If I tried to take you with me, I would be lost at once.

I know it, said Beatrice. But if you go, Tizzo, I shall never see you again!

The keys give me a good chance. The clothes of Marignello may help me more than everything else.

Suppose that you even get to the Englishman and then find that already he has been torn and ruined by torture so that he cant follow you?

Tizzo groaned.

I must not find him that way! he said.

Then he added: You can go to one of three houses — that of Lady Atlanta, or to my foster father, Luigi Falcone, or to the place of Antonio Bardi. Which one will you choose?

Lady Atlanta.

Farewell, Beatrice.

Tizzo, say something now for me to remember through the years when I think of you going into the rat-trap. He laughed a little. Soft-footed thunder ran down the farther sky. Lightning slid along a crack of brightness.

Youll remember that I drank too much wine, loved dice and fighting. Remember, too, that I loved my friends and one exquisite lady — one that could be more troublesome than smoke in the eyes, more delightful than a warm fire in December.

He could see that her eyes were closed as she leaned back against the wall.

Now go before I begin to weep, she said.

He turned and hurried up the street.

HE had with him the ax muffled under the cloak, the broad, I strong dagger of Marignello, and a file made of the most perfect steel, three cornered, ready to eat through other metal like fire through wood. Also, he had keys and a plan of the cellars of della Penna. These items were all advantages. Against him he had the hands of a strongly occupied house where one word of alarm would bring a score of well-armed men.

Was that why he was singing under his breath when he looked up at the gloomy façade of the house of della Penna?

He passed the main entrance, with its lanterns lighted, the horses waiting saddled in the street; for now that Jeronimo della Penna was the chief lord of Perugia, he had to have horses in readiness night and day.

Around the corner he came on a small portal which was sunk into the wall, a little round-topped doorway. Into the lock of this he fitted the largest of his keys, and felt the wards moving instantly, silently under the pressure.

That success was to him prophetic of victory all the way through. It seemed a sufficient proof that Marignello had not lied. He pushed the door open, and found himself in a little semicircular guard-room where a man in breastplate and morion was rising and picking up an unsheathed sword. He gave one glance at the weapon and at the little gray pointed beard of the guard. Then he walked by, making his step longer, heavier, more lumbering to match the gait of Marignello.

Well, Marignello, said the guard, this is before your time, isnt it?

Tizzo went silently on.

Behind him he heard a muttering voice say: Surly, voiceless, low-hearted dog!

But Tizzo, turning a bend of the corridor, left the thought of the guard behind him. He had passed through the second stage of success and now he could swear that all would go well. A great premonition of victory accompanied him.

The stairs, exactly as Marignello had charted them, opened to the right of the hall. In a niche in the wall were placed three or four small lanterns, and one of these he took with him to light his way. The dull illumination showed him the descending stages as the stairway passed over laid stone and then was cut into the living rock. A singular odor filled the air. Gray slime covered the damp corners.

Down for two stories he passed into the bowels of the earth before he came to another hall somewhat narrower than the ones above it.

The third door on the right was his destination. When he came to it he waited for an instant, his ear pressed to the iron-bound door, his heart beating wildly. It would be worth everything to shine his lantern into the blue eyes of the Englishman and see his face change when he recognized his friend. All danger was worth while in the light of that moment of recognition.

He tried the prescribed key. It worked, but not so easily, the rusted lock groaning a little under the weight of his effort. At last the door sagged inwards; he took a sudden, long step inside and pressed the door shut behind him. Then he raised the lantern high.

What he saw was emptiness. There was not a soul in the cell. A flat bit of moldering straw in a corner might have served as a bed at one time. That was the only sign.



HE looked up despairingly at the glimmer of sweat on the ceiling of the rock. He saw the innumerable chisel strokes with which the tomb had been carved in the rock. He would need a patience as great as that if he were to find the Englishman in another part of this underground world which generations had enlarged, patiently, to provide store rooms and prisons for the lordly family which lived in the upper regions of light and air.

He sat down, like a prisoner himself, on the pallet of straw, and tried to remember. As he had charted the plan of the underground rooms at the direction of Marignello, so now he re-drew the plan in his mind, bit by bit, carefully. This flight of chambers, all small, ran from side to side of the cellar. Above were slightly larger rooms. In the lowest level of all there was only the torture chamber, fittingly placed at the foot of the entire structure so that the frightful sounds from it might not rise to the upper levels, poisoning the souls of all who heard.

Had Marignello simply lied — speaking truth until he came to the last and most important step of all? Did the scoundrel really have in him one strong devotion — to his trust in the house of della Penna?

If so, it was a miracle; for one evil corrupts the entire soul.

With the lantern, Tizzo examined the heavy iron bracket and ring which were fastened at the foot of one side of the wall, opposite the door. The ring was completely covered with rust, but when he examined the inside of it, he found that the rust powdered and flaked away. He stared at the floor. There was already a very thin deposit of the same iron dust on the floor, enough to stain the tips of his fingers red.

No, Marignello had not lied entirely. Into that ring, very recently, fetters had been locked and by their chafing had loosened the rust.

Perhaps Henry of Melrose already was dead. Perhaps his body had been taken from the cell and buried. If not to a grave, to what place would he be removed?

Yes, living, they might take him to another room — the torture chamber underneath!

Tizzo was up, instantly, and in the corridor outside. Something gray and dim streaked across his feet. He heard the incredibly light scampering of a rat, saw the gleam of the long, naked tail, heard a faint squeak that made his flesh crawl.

There was no air for breathing. Fear like a vampire sucked the life from him. He would have given a year of life for the sake of ten deep breaths of the outer night.

He had done enough, he kept telling himself. He had made the venture, found failure, and now it was time for him to think of his own safety.

But while his mind was rehearsing these silent words, his feet were bearing him steadily down the corridor, and then down the last windings of the stairs. Only in the center were they worn a little by traffic. Green-gray slime grew on the wet of the steps to either side.

At the bottom of the steps there was no corridor, only a brief anteroom, so to speak, and then a very powerful door, crossed and recrossed with such iron bars that it could have endured the battering of a ram designed to tear down a wall.

The key for this door had not been named by Marignello, but there were only three that could possibly fit the yawning mouth of the lock. It was the third of these that, actually, turned the bolt and slid it with a slight rumbling noise. The hinges of the door did not creak, however. For whatever of the poor man who, in this prison, had a span sawed off his right arm every day until the arm was gone to the shoulder before he was willing to confess where he had buried his treasure.

But the eyes of Tizzo fled from these horrors, and the light of his lantern now showed him, stretched on a heap of straw that was gray with time, a fine figure of a man who now lifted his head and allowed Tizzo to see the resolute face and the intensely blue eyes of Henry, Baron of Melrose.


CHAPTER VII.

TORTURE.
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TIZZO, WITH THE door of the torture chamber closed, standing then above the Englishman, found the face of his friend in a sea of wavering light, because the lantern was being held in an uncertain hand.

Melrose, making a great effort, raised himself to a sitting posture. He was chained at the wrists, at the ankles, with a connecting chain which ran from the hands to the feet and thence to a great ring which was attached to a bolt that sank into the stone wall.

Ah, Tizzo, said Melrose, have you changed sides, made peace with your enemies, and made yourself snug in Perugia again?

I am here in Perugia again, my lord, said Tizzo. But only to take you away with me.

The baron closed his eyes and nodded his head with a strange smile.

Ah, is that it? he said. Here in Perugia? And to take me away? Tizzo threw back the cloak. He leaned the great woodsmans ax against the wall and showed the file.

This is the way to cut the Gordian knot. he said. hellish purposes, this room was used and opened at not too infrequent intervals.

Gradually, he pushed the door open and stepped inside.



WHAT he saw was such a quantity of gear hanging from the ceiling, such a litter dripping down the walls, such complicated machines standing on the floor, that it looked like the interior of some important manufacturers shop — some place, say, where iron is formed to make singular weapons or tools of trade. But those machines were not designed for the working of wood or of iron; they were framed to work torment into the human flesh, and the ingenuity of a thousand devils could not have done more.

Wherever the swift eye of Tizzo glanced, he saw monstrosities that sickened him. A pair of huge metal boots, he knew at once, were used to encase legs, while various turn-screws and wheels attached to the boots indicated the pressures which could be applied. On the wall, a great cross of iron was equipped with three terrible screws so that the victims could be crucified alive. The rack, with its double wheels at either end and all its strong tackle, looked like a carriage turned upside down, and of course it occupied the place of honor, being an instrument on which all sorts of tunes of agony could be improvised. Then there was the wheel which could turn a man head down or else spin him into a nausea. There was the hurdle for the water torture; there was tackle for hoisting men by the wrists or the thumbs into the air and leaving them suspended. There were iron weights, hammers, picks, saws with frightful teeth that reminded Tizzo of the story Melrose opened his eyes, looked at the file, and shook his grizzled head.

It wont do, Tizzo, he said. Youre going to walk me out of the prison. Isnt that the thought?

And why not? said Tizzo.

Can you find a way back for yourself?

I think so.

Then find it now, and use it.

What?

I shall not go with you.

My lord?

Damn my lord, said the Englishman. What made you come here in the first place?

You taught me what to do when a friend is in trouble, said Tizzo.

In what way?

I have not forgotten the day you entered Perugia and risked your head in order to set mine in freedom.

Ah, I remember something about that, said Melrose. And that good fellow, that Giovan Paolo, not only set you free but refused to take my life in payment for yours, though he knew that I was a lifelong servant of the Oddi, whom he has reason to hate.

Giovan Paolo is my sworn brother, said Tizzo. And chiefly because of what he did that day. If there were a way for him to break into Perugia suddenly, I should not have had to slip into the town by stealth. We should have bought you by our work in battle, my lord.

Perhaps you would, said Melrose. But I rather think that Jeronimo della Penna would have used an extra five minutes to run down into his cellar, when he saw the day — or the night — was lost. He would have used that time to come down and put a knife into me. The bottles of wine in his cellar, Tizzo, are not half so dear to him as all the revenge which he opens, like a sweet perfume, when he sees me.

Why does he hate you, my lord? Because Giovan Paolo slipped through the gate you were guarding?

And the Lady Beatrice — and you. Mostly because of you, Tizzo. The fact is that he hates you a little more than he hates the rest of the world because, as he says, you cheated him. You pretended to be on his side.



TIZZO dropped to one knee and began to use the file on the heavy manacles that linked the wrists of the prisoner together.

It is no use, Tizzo, said the prisoner.

No use? exclaimed Tizzo, looking up in astonishment.

Not in the least. Do as I tell you. Leave the prison at once.

Why is there no use in setting your hands free?

Because, my lad, even after they are free, I shall not be able to use them.

I dont understand, said Tizzo, staring down at the deep, silver-shining trench which the file already had cut into the comparatively soft iron.

Why, Tizzo, it means that I have paid a visit to the lady, yonder.

What lady?

It has a good many names. Some people call it the engine of grace. Others call it the rack.

Tizzo, jerking his head about, stared at the double-wheeled length of the great rack, with the old, stiff cordage attached to it, and the terrible sliding beam in the center which could be moved by the wheel to any length. What fiendish brains ever had devised the rack, which pulls at the head and the feet of a man until from wrists to ankles the body is drawn taut and every tendon, every joint, contributes its note to the general symphony of exquisite agony. There was the pain to consider — there was also the deathless shame of the naked body which had to submit to the torments of the enemy.

He looked at that frightful instrument, whose name ran into all the nightmares of the age, and then back at the man who had suffered from it. He saw the seated figure bunched over, as though the backbone had no rigid strength. Part of the weight rested on the arms, and the arms shook under the burden. Those powerful arms in which a battle mace ordinarily was a toy, were now bending under the elbows. A bed-ridden old man could not have been more feeble. The head of the baron thrust out on his thick neck. Pain devoured his eyes. But still he managed some sort of a smile.

And Tizzo, groaning aloud, said: God, God! Why have I come a day too late?

The rascal Marignello required time as well as money, said the prisoner. But a day ago you would not have found me here. I was in a cell on the tier above. This morning della Penna decided to begin spinning out my death in a long, thin thread. He stood over me during the torment. He kept feeling the hardness of my shoulders and thighs as the strain of the rack grew greater. He kept telling them to go more slowly, more tenderly. Tenderly was the word he used, laughing. He laughed, and told them to use me more tenderly. Stretch the beef today and cut it up tomorrow. He stood over me with the rod of iron, ready to tap some of my bones and break them, but that was a temptation he resisted. Tomorrow he will break an arm. The next day a leg. Then another arm. Then a few ribs. What, Tizzo? Would a connoisseur swallow off his wine? No, he would taste it slowly, rolling the drops over his tongue and up against his palate.

God curse and strike him! said Tizzo.

Not God. You must strike him, said the baron. I tell you, Tizzo, that I could not walk from the prison, even with all the doors thrown open. I could hardly crawl or writhe along like a snake. A snail would be faster than I. You are not a mule to carry me hence. Therefore, escape, yourself, as you may. And afterwards, if Giovan Paolo takes the city, strike no blow except at Jeronimo della Penna. Strike only for his head. Beat him down. And for every stroke that maims him, that slays him by degrees, cry my name. Cry Melrose! while you enjoy the killing of him. That will be a comfort to my soul, no matter how deep in hell I am hidden away. I shall hear every word you utter. I shall taste every drop of his blood. I shall laugh at hell-fire as della Penna dies.

I shall kill him afterwards, said Tizzo. God knows that I shall kill him, but now there is only one task.

HE gripped the wrist irons and began to file at them, furiously. And the noise was like that of the singing of a mosquito in the torture chamber.

Take care of what you do! said Melrose. If you throw yourself away, I am cheated of my revenge. Listen to me, Tizzo. If I even dream that revenge will fill its belly with the life of della Penna, I can endure everything. For every pang he gives me, I can laugh loud and long, because I shall promise myself that he will die by worse pains afterwards. And, be-

An imp of the perverse, it seems, said Melrose, that must have told me that if I risked my life in the first place I then should have the privilege of drawing the two of us down into perdition, as I am drawing us now. Do you hear me?

Rather, said Tizzo, an angel of heaven who told you that death is an easy thing, when there are two friends to endure it.

Friends? said the baron, loudly and suddenly. Well, call it that—

But as he said this, there was a dim sound of steps in the corridor outside, and then a wrangling of iron at the door to the torture chamber.

They have come to take me to the finish, said Melrose. Jeronimo could not wait any longer. His appetite was greater than his patience. But, ah, God, that he should find two morsels to swallow instead of one!


CHAPTER VIII.

THE SEARCH.

[image: img90.jpg]

TIZZO, FINGERING HIS ax, looked desperately towards the door. The quick, soft voice of Melrose stopped him.

No, no! Tizzo, you may strike down one or two but the mob will kill you. Theyll worry you to death. You are trapped. But no man is dead to hope while there is still breath in him. Do you hear? Out with the lantern. Roll in under the old straw, here. They shall not find you, if God is willing! The key was already grating in the lock when Tizzo, letting the commands of the baron take the place of his own thought, blew out the lantern and slid into the straw. There he lay flat, turning his face so that it dropped on the cold side of his axing a coward, he will taste every agony thrice over. My death will only enrich me, if I can hope that he will die afterwards, and by your hand, my noble friend.

Tizzo said nothing. He merely set his teeth, and the file turned the iron of the manacles hot as it bit into the metal.

Tizzo! exclaimed Melrose. If ever we fought together, and if ever I taught you the innermost secrets of my sword-craft, I beseech you, leave me — save your life — do not cast yourself away in trying to help a hopeless wreck from the reef. I shall only sink, myself, and draw you down after me.

The courtyard of Marozzo, said Tizzo, and my own life bleeding away, and Marozzo ordering more of his men to fight with me, and then the entrance of Astorre and Giovan Paolo, with you — you who had given up your life in order to pay down a price that would ransom me. God! Do you think I have forgotten?

Ah, you remember that? said Melrose.

Aye. I remember.

And another thing?

When I first saw you, said Tizzo, I knew, suddenly, that I had met the man I wished to follow around the world.

Like a young, impressionable, silly fool, said the Englishman. I have received nothing from the world but blows and I have paid my reckoning in the same coin.

Then he added: Tizzo, I ask one boon of you.

I shall not grant it, said Tizzo.

He asked, in his turn: But tell me what angel drew you on, my lord? What made you, in the first place, risk your life in order to save mine?

Above him, he heard certain rustlings, and felt the straw being straightened by the manacled hands of the baron. Then a crushing weight fell on him, as Melrose must have straightened out and laid his body directly down across the hidden bulk of Tizzo.

The door had flung open and a faint gust of the stale air blew even through the straw to the nostrils of Tizzo, casting up dust that gave him an agonizing desire to sneeze.

But footfalls were pouring into the room. And he heard the deadly jangling of naked steel, and the queer humming, muffled noise of blades against scabbards.

Then Jeronimo della Penna cried out: Look everywhere. If he was not above, he may be here!

It was the voice of Marozzo that broke in: He must be here because he goes to his work as straight as a ferret to blood — a ferret to the throat of a rabbit. Look well. I, from my own purse — a hundred florins of gold — do you hear, men? No, five hundred florins to the first fellow with sharp eves who comes on the traces of the devil!

To this Marignellos voice added: He will not be here, my masters. I said nothing of the baron being here. I knew nothing of his being here. He was brought in here after I left the cellars.

Della Penna said: Your work was worthless, Marignello. Your thoughts are worthless, also. By God, I have a thought to try you on the same rack that tried Melrose.

He added, loudly: To your work! Look everywhere!

It was hard for Tizzo to breathe, there was such a pressure upon his body. And then there came to him a queer reaction — that it was better to burst upright before their eyes, ax in hand, and strike right and left, dying like a man. It was better to do that than to lie here and be discovered like a crawling rat.

Everywhere! He may hide himself in a beam of light! said Marozzo.

The voice of Marozzo was recognizable, but this enunciation was much stifled. Plainly his mouth had been smashed and perhaps many of his teeth knocked in by the battering which Tizzo had given him.

Men were trampling all about the room, knocking against metal, bumping the walls.

Something whispered through the straw and grinded against the stone not an inch from his face.

No use thrusting your sword into that bed, commanded della Penna. Do you think that anything could be hidden under the bulk of Melrose without being stifled?

And della Penna laughed as he spoke.



AFTER a moment that half-muffled voice of Marozzo said: Is there any possible way by which he might have escaped from the house after he found that the cell of Melrose was empty?

No, said della Penna, unless he went up the stairs and into the house itself. That could not be.

Why not?

Because there are servants everywhere.

Jeronimo, in Gods name remember that we are talking of a man who could hide himself in the shadow of a cat, if he wished to do so.

How could he escape through the front door, which is always guarded. In these days, I have a dozen men-at-arms at that door.

Numbers mean sleepy eyes, said Marozzo. What of the window?

None except those twenty feet from the pavement outside.

Ha! He could run down the perpendicular side of a wall!

Are you going to call him half fly and half cat?

And mostly devil! cried Marozzo. He is not here. Jeronimo, leave this place. Spread the alarm. Let the town be raised. God knows, if we can catch him, we have at a stroke secured half the strength of Giovan Paolo.

You may be right, said della Penna.

He commanded someone to go at once and have an alarm rung, a word carried about the town to all the gates that Tizzo, not for the first time, had slunk inside the gates of Perugia. There was a rich reward on his head.

Then della Pennas voice sounded close by.

Ah, Melrose, he said. How is it with you?

Better, my lord, said Henry of Melrose. I breathe the air and still can taste it. It is better than wine.

Well, strangling might be a good end for you. I dont know. How do your joints feel, Melrose?

They ache with sympathy for you.

For me?

Certainly, Jeronimo.

I dont understand you — but then, I never could understand any man from the beef-eating English.

Why, my lord, you are searching for Tizzo, are you not? asked Melrose.

What of it?

Nothing. It is merely a token.

A token of what?

That you have named the wasp who will sting you to death.

Damn you! snarled della Penna, and Tizzo heard the sound of a blow that reëchoed through his brain. Had della Penna struck that chained and helpless man?

Well and knightly done, said Melrose. Your servants watch you, Jeronimo. They learn how men of noble birth should treat one another.

I have a mind to give you another taste of the rack at this moment, declared della Penna.

Give me enough tastes of it, close enough together, and soon I shall have a mouthful.

Do you hear him? said della Penna. He means that if I give him enough of it I shall soon have him dead. Dyou know, Melrose, that if you were of a little different pattern, I would like to have you around me. But since I cant buy you, I shall have to bury you.

It is one of the pities of the wars, answered Melrose. We are not able to love the sort of poison that might physic us. — 

Good again, laughed della Penna. I shall return to you again tomorrow, and the rack may even sharpen your wit a little more. Come, my lads. Out of this, and run through the house. Search in every corner. Remember, he can make himself as small as a rat.

Then he added: Put irons on Marignello. I shall have some use for the rack with him, tomorrow, also.


CHAPTER IX.

TIZZOS FATHER.
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THE DOOR CLOSED, the lock grated. The way is open, Tizzo, said the baron softly.

Tizzo wriggled into the open and began to blow out air through his nose, and to wipe the chaff and dust from his hair, from his face, from his eyes. He dusted himself all over.

Neat as a cat, said the baron. Was it hard on you, Tizzo?

There are thirty excess pounds of you, my lord, said Tizzo, and I felt the weight of all of them. However, I can breathe again now. I swear to God that for a moment I was about to leap out and try for the head of della Penna with my ax.

Wrong, Tizzo, said the baron. Consider what a masterpiece he is, what a perfect semblance, picture, statue, harmony of evil! There is a man without charity or kindness, without decency or gentleness, without courtesy or heart, courage or warmth. A mere brain. A fox. A cold fire. Where will you find him again? Where is there his like? Merely to be killed by such a man is to be remembered by history. To be listed among his victims saves a man from oblivion. No, no, Tizzo, thank God that your eyes have seen such a prodigy.

He is a prodigy, said Tizzo, and I pray that I may have the prodigious pleasure of killing him.

He resumed his work with his file, and in two strokes of it cut through one of the manacle irons. With the edge of the ax he pried the bracelet wide open at that mouth and let the hand of the Englishman escape.

He fell to work on the other hand-iron when the baron said: Hush! Do you hear it?

Tizzo, listening for a moment, started violently.

They are coming again! he muttered.

No. They are walking on guard outside the door. You have startled them, Tizzo, and now they are worried. They fear that you and the devil may come romping, hand in hand, down those stairs, yonder, ready to beat open the door and fly away with me in a cloud of red smoke. They have, in fact, corked the bottle; and inside that bottle you are to die!

True! said Tizzo.

He stood up and stared at the door. Tell me, now, asked Melrose. This is the end. There is no possible escape. Day and night that door will be guarded. And this means that you must surely die. So tell me now how great is your regret that you have come here for a foreigner, a mere Englishman from the barbarous north? Tizzo said: Are you tempting me to use some fine words? Well, my lord, Ill only say that so long as I die in company, with a friend, I cannot ask any more of my life.

What is better than a friend? asked Melrose.

A blood relation, but I have none.

Are you sure?

My mother is dead, my lord, as I think I told you. There was never a father to me.

Do you remember your mother, Tizzo?

I was a very young child when she died.

Shall I describe her?

You, my lord?

A tall, slender girl. Brown-eyed, Tizzo. The grace of a wild deer and the step of a faun. A sweet smile and a gentle heart. A face as calm as prayer. Laughter as bright as the first spring day. And a faith that would have stirred a god and shamed a devil.

Did you know her?

Do I speak as though I were ignorant, Tizzo?

No, my lord.

Shall I tell you more about her?

Every word is like a life to me!

She was a girl so good that she could not expect villainy in others.

I have seen such people, said Tizzo.

There are tears in your eyes, Tizzo.

Well, let them fall, also, said Tizzo. I am not ashamed to weep for her. I would have died for her, if God had granted me that much grace.

Instead of which, she died for you.

Is that true?

Yes. You being born out of wedlock, the hate and the scorn of others killed her quickly.



TIZZO covered his face. Then he said: If I could find the demidevil, the villain who betrayed her—

What would you do?

He would be my father, said Tizzo. I could only — I could only — curse him and leave him!

Aye, perhaps.

Did you know him?

I knew him very well.

Tell me of him, then.

That knowledge would only poison your last moments. Tizzo, you are about to die! You should be on your knees, praying.

I was never a praying fellow, said Tizzo. I would rather listen to a story, even if it is about a villain.

The baron shook his gray head, without smiling.

This Englishman— he began. Ah, it was an Englishman? exclaimed Tizzo.

Yes. I told you that he was my friend.

Am I half English? murmured Tizzo, looking down at himself in wonder.

Aye. Half at least.

That is where I caught the red hair?

Your mothers hair was black as the wing of a raven.

Dear God, if I had only known her!

But shall I tell you more about your father?

Yes. I almost half forgive him if he was a true friend of yours.

I said he was a friend, but very often he was a bad companion.

Ah?

I mean, Tizzo, that there was no constancy to him.

That is a bad vice, said Tizzo, gravely.

It is, said the baron. That fellow would sometimes be serious and sometimes laughing. Out of his laughter he might fall to brawling, and out of his seriousness he might fall to laughing. I never could tell what he would do next.

A wild, evil man? said Tizzo.

A dancing, drinking, dicing, fighting man, said the baron.

For all of those sins, God forgive me! said Tizzo, sadly. Now I know from whom I inherit them. Was he cruel?

In battle? Yes. Otherwise, no, I should say not. Merciful enough.

Charitable?

In this way — that he found it hard to refuse a request. If he won a mans money, he was apt to give half of it back if the fellow laughed at the loss and showed himself a good fellow.

I like that, said Tizzo, adding up the points. Yes, I like that a great deal. And brave? he asked, catching his breath a little in a dreadful doubt.

Brave? Men called him brave, said the baron. That is to say, this Englishman I tell you of was a fellow who loved danger as some men love a partner at a dance. He was accustomed to brawling. Sword-shine was more often in his eyes than daylight. He was used to danger, and therefore he loved it for the sake of old neighborliness.

Ah? said Tizzo, smiling suddenly. I wish that I could have seen him! What was his blood?

He was of an old and noble name.

Tizzo braced back his shoulders and frowned.

Good, also! he said.

Then he asked: And my mother — did he love her?

So much, Tizzo, that when he heard of her death he fell on the ground and beat his head against it He was half mad for many days.

Was he? Was he in fact? said Tizzo. Ah, God, who is to judge the sins of others — who that is as sinful as myself? He was young; she was young; they loved one another. And if they missed the priest—

True, said the baron.

A brave, kind, wild man, said Tizzo.

I would not praise him too highly. He knew no books. Nothing but battle. I have seen him as savage as a mad dog, as headlong as a fighting stallion, as drunk as a fool, and as cruel as a tiger.

What shall I think of him? said Tizzo. What did you think of him?

I have prayed God to forgive his sins. He is still alive.

Alive! In the name of Heaven, tell me his name!

It will give a point to your hatred of him.

I cannot hate my flesh and blood, said Tizzo. Tell me his name!

His name, said the baron, is Henry, Baron of Melrose.





TO BE CONTINUED NEXT WEEK.
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THIS STORY HAS JUST BEGUN — START IT NOW

TWO royal families, enemies, ruled the town of Perugia, in Old Italy. Their enmity broke out in open warfare, and in a midnight massacre, the house of the Oddi routed the house of the Baglioni. Giovan Paolo, leader of the Baglioni, escaped with his sister, the Lady Beatrice, through the, aid of Tizzo, the Firebrand, a young swordsman from the nearby countryside.

One day Tizzo approached Giovan Paolo at the latters camp outside the city and told him that he was leaving, to re-enter Perugia. His friend, Henry, Baron of Melrose, an English soldier who had been in the service of the Oddi, had been clapped in the dungeon of Jeronimo della Penna, chief of the Oddi, after Mateo Marozzo, one of della Pennas lieutenants, had accused Melrose of helping Tizzo escape the midnight slaughter.

Disguised as a woodcutter, Tizzo entered the city. Unknown to him, the Lady Beatrice, dressed as a young boy, followed him. Tizzo persuaded the jailer to give him the keys to della Pennas dungeons, and went down into them. He found Melrose, but apparently Tizzo had come too late, for already the baron had been put on the rack, and although still alive, he was in a bad state. Nevertheless, Tizzo set to work to release him. It was then that Melrose revealed himself as Tizzos father.


CHAPTER X.

DISCOVERED.
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THE DIAMOND-HARD EDGES of the file, in the meantime, had freed the other arm of the prisoner, had liberated one leg, and now, as Tizzo listened to the last revelation, the last manacle fell from the baron. He was again master of his limbs — with the slight strength that remained to him. And Tizzo, grasping the hands of his father, stared wildly into his face. Then, throwing back his head, he cried, shutting his teeth to keep back the noise of his joy, God made the blood in me speak when I first saw you!



A dog of a lying servant that I sent into the village those years ago, swore when he returned that both the mother and the child were dead, said Melrose. And then I beat my head and groaned a while and said a prayer for two dead souls. But this long time afterwards the wretched scoundrel confessed that he had found the mother dead, indeed, but the child was living. Why had he not told me about it? Because he did not wish to have me chained in one spot to support a son. He wished to be a free traveler and therefore he would have me free also. The villain confessed all this on his death-bed. I rushed back to the town. But how could I find my son? My own hair was red as fire when I was your age. The dying rat of a servant had told me that my dead boy had hair the color of mine, and I trusted that this was the truth. But there was more than one red-headed lad in the town. Which, therefore, was the one of my blood? Why, the first that would cross swords with me and stand to me like a man! Ha, Tizzo! In that little test I nearly had my throat cut by the damned trickery and cunning of your sword play. I never before had met a man with the heart of a knight in armor and the feet of a dancing boy!

But how could you make sure that I was he? asked Tizzo, anxiously.

By the cry of my blood to you, lad! And then, also, Ive been back to the village twice. I have been able to trace the Firebrand to the little redheaded foundling. Mother of Heaven, to think that I have missed these years with you! But, ah, Tizzo, do you forgive me for my greatest sin of all?

What shall I do except pray with you for the sake of her soul? asked Tizzo.

Here, as they stared at one another with rejoiced faces, they heard the deadly noise of the big key grating in the lock. Tizzo had barely time to blow out his lantern and thrust it away under the straw. There was no time at all for his own body to be pushed into the bedding out of sight. The waver and throw of the lantern could not help casting one yearning glance towards the open door that might mean liberty. Then he freshened his grip on the handle of the ax and slipped from the side of the rack, stealing forward.

There was a great outcry from two voices, at the same moment.

Look, your highness! The irons are gone from his hands and ankles!

They are, by Heaven! exclaimed della Penna.

Witchcraft! exclaimed one of the men.

You fool! shouted della Penna. Look to yourselves. The witch that did this work is still in the room — a witch that carries the name of Tizzo!

He drew his sword as he spoke and turned sharply around. The men-at arms, less ready in their heavy armor, swung about also, hardly in time to meet the rush of Tizzo. For his softly shod feet made no noise on the stones. He came like a shadow at them.

Della Penna, seeing that rushing figure, groaned with terror and sprang back behind his armored men. The foremost of them, swaying up his massive halberd, thrust full at Tizzo with the lance-point at the end of the weapon. Tizzo wasted no time in parrying that stroke. A swerve of his body allowed the thrust to waste itself close to his side; then the ax in his hand clanged against the morion of the halberdier.

If that stroke had landed truly it would have ended the life of the soldier; even the glancing force dropped him with a crash, face down and senseless.



A SWORD gleamed at the throat of Tizzo — della Penna thrusting from between the shelter of his two remaining men-at-arms. A side-light already was shimmering across the room when he fled to the shadow cast by the bulky rack. There he crouched, hearing at the door the voice of Jeronimo della Penna saying, Come in, my friends. You will have a chance to do something more than stand guard now. You will be able to play a little game which will warm your blood for the rest of the night.



DELLA PENNA, followed by the three guards who had been posted outside the door, crossed the floor of the torture chamber. On the way, the master paused in front of what seemed a suit of complete armor.

This, said della Penna, this, now, might be the trick which would serve for the end of the game.

He pulled at the shoulder of the armor and it opened wide, showing to the peering eyes of Tizzo a hollow interior set over thickly with needle-sharp bits of steel, projecting inwards.

But not tonight, said della Penna. Not while there is still so much pain to be drawn out of his tendons and joints. My Lady, the Rack, has not finished with him.

Ah, my lord, he said, you are now feeling much recovered, eh? Ive come to tell you that the cunning rat, Tizzo, has escaped from the house; but because that is a cruel disappointment, I know you will want to make us some amends. You and the rack, eh?



The long face of della Penna lengthened still more with his laughter. Then, breaking off into a snarl, he commanded, Pick him up and stretch him on the wheel!

Two of the men-at-arms instantly laid hold on the prisoner. And Tizzo, saying three brief words of a prayer, step made that sword-point reach empty air, only. The swinging blade of the ax met a downright sword stroke and the brittle steel shivered to pieces. A backward leap foiled the third man-at-arms as he shouted, Before God, this is no man, but a dancing shadow!

That same shadow leaped in again; the ax swayed and rang on the helmet, a brief, dull, horrible chopping sound, and the wide blade clove straight down through the skull.

The third warrior, with the mere stump of his sword in hand, turned with a yell of horror and fled. Jeronimo della Penna, unweighted by steel, was racing for the door far before his companion. And as far as that door the vengeance of Tizzo pursued him. Then Tizzo turned back to see that the Baron of Melrose had forced himself to his feet, where he stood swaying, helpless, then make vague steps like the movements of a man half senseless with wine.

Steel rang on stone along the outer passage as one of the fugitives cast away a weapon to lighten his flight. The yelling voices that called for help grew dim around the corners of the corridors.

Tizzo cast one glance at the dead and the senseless forms on the floor. Then he rushed to Melrose and drew one of the big arms over his shoulder.

That towering bulk of manhood which he had always admired so greatly was now a curse to them both; it was an unwieldy mass barely able to move at all and far too ponderous for Tizzo to carry to any distance. He could only help Melrose forward from the torture chamber.

Go, Tizzo! pleaded the father. You see that I cannot be saved. They are raising the house. Every murdering rat of them will come running and swarming on you, in a moment. Save yourself. For my sake. The name of Melrose must not die from the face of the earth. Tizzo — I command you — you have done enough. No son in the world could do more. Now fly — fly! Use those devilish dancing feet of yours! Do you hear? I give you the blessing of my heart. I command you to go!

Hush, said Tizzo. If my name is Melrose, my blood is Melrose. Will you have me turn from my own blood? Save your breath for the labor. And if we die, you can strike one blow for us both—

So, panting, he supported the staggering weight of his father up the outer steps, groaning and cursing the slime that made the stones slippery.

It was a terrible labor. The very brain of Tizzo reeled with the might of the effort as he put his shoulder into the weight of the great, helpless body and so bore it upwards. The stairs had no ending. The turns of them would never cease.

And the knees of Tizzo had turned to water before he reached the level of the floor above. It was then that they heard clearly the sounds of the gathering storm overhead.


CHAPTER XI.

A MELROSE!
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DOORS SEEMED TO be opening and shutting, letting out the noises of armored, trampling feet, the familiar dry clashing of steel against stone; voices shouted, far and near; there were so many elements of sound that the whole made a sort of humming roar. There must have been, literally, scores of men running towards the point of danger; and now the tumult opened with thundering violence On the staircase above. Like a flood of water, that throng was descending to sweep away the lives of those two fugitives.

Tizzo, gasping with an effort, hurried the big, shambling form down the corridor to that very cell which he had entered before. He had not locked the door. A mere thrust of the hand opened it now, and they entered as many dancing lights began to strike through the darkness.

There, leaning against the wall, half spent already, Tizzo said, They will go past us. They will go down to the lowest level. They will not leave the torture chamber till they have searched it. And you and I still have a ghost of a chance.

A weak ghost, Tizzo. My lad, I plead for the line of Melrose. Go on — save yourself—

You say the words, but your heart is not in them, said Tizzo.

It is true, admitted the Englishman, suddenly. If you left me, I should know that there was little of my blood in your body. What is death, when two men face it, true to each other?

It is nothing. It is a song! cried Tizzo.

But, ah, if I could raise my arms to strike one blow in the battle! It is the punishment of Heaven for all my sins — to stand like a sleeping fool while my son fights for my life.

You have fought in your turn for mine, said Tizzo.

Lord God, Almighty Father, groaned the Englishman, forgive my sins and let my hand hold a sword for ten seconds only. Kill me, then. Stamp on me like a poor beast. But let me die fighting!

The tumult that descended the stairs had now rushed completely past the door of the cell where Tizzo and his father were sheltered for the moment. That door Tizzo now flung open and supported Melrose into the corridor.

Over the level, the returning strength of Melrose enabled him to walk with less and less resistance, but as they struggled up the stairs again he was almost a dead weight on his son. Too furious a hurry would melt the strength out of Tizzo as a hot fire burns wax. He had to take a pace and hold to it, stubbornly; and yet, beneath him, he began to hear the echoes of a wild outcry.

Anger has a sound like despair when it comes shouting from many throats. Those men of della Penna, their master at their head, had reached the torture chamber far beneath by this time, and their yelling was from purest rage, of course. Yet it seemed to Tizzo like the lamenting of the eternally damned.

Now for one blast of the great new giant — gunpowder — to crumble together the walls of the prison and drop headlong masses of stone on the heads of all those manhunters!



MELROSE, panting, struggling, nevertheless still whispered his prayer, Almighty God, I do not ask for the power to swing a sword. Let me only have the strength to draw a dagger and use it. A single blow — one gesture of glory is all that I ask for — one drop out of the infinite sea of Your mercy!

They had, in fact, reached the highest level of the cellar, and before them there was a straight way towards the outer door; but Melrose was almost too exhausted by pain and the frightful effort of moving his witless limbs to stand erect any longer. Both he and Tizzo reeled from side to side as they moved down the hallway.

And still the prayer, in a new form, was issuing from the lips of Melrose. Glorious God, I ask not to strike with any weapon, but with my bare hands let me grasp one villain by the throat before the steel is struck into me from every side. Let them hew me to pieces — or let them keep and burn me inch by inch afterwards. But let me strike one blow before I die—

That panting, broken whisper continued, drowned from the hearing of Tizzo because the rout of the pursuers was spreading back again through the upper stairways.

He could hear the wild voice of della Penna screaming, They are here! Two grown men cannot hide in a rat-hole — but look in every corner. If we lose them, I shall go mad — mad — mad! If you fail to take them — every man of you look to himself. Swiftly, swiftly! Be everywhere with wide eyes. Your swords ready. Take them alive if you can, but even dead they will be beautiful pictures to me!

That screeching voice of rage sent small shudders down the back of Tizzo as he worked his way down the hall. Then he heard running feet approaching from the rear.

They were coming very quickly. But here, thank God, was the outer door. One warder remained there at his post with the same partizan which Tizzo had seen in the grasp of the jailer before.

The approaching rush of many feet had put the jailer on his guard. He stood now with the great weapon held at the ready, that is, slung sidelong across his body, the head gleaming above his left shoulder. It was an engine designed to strike down horse and man. It made the infantryman the peer of the mounted warrior. And now, into the view of the sentry there came the vision of the great, staggering, wavering gray-headed man, and beside him the tense, lithe figure of Tizzo.

He stared and elevated his halberd for the stroke when Tizzo, with a cry, ran straight in on him, his smaller and more active ax poised to strike.

It was not for nothing that he had crossed blades with the best of the swaggering young blades of the town, and that he had performed such feats with the ax that every clod in Perugia knew of the strokes of Tizzo. The halberdier, the moment his eyes made sure of Tizzo, the moment he saw that famous ax at a balance in his hands, cried out: Mercy, in the name of God! and fled slinking along the wall with his halberd flung down upon the ground.

Tizzo let him go. He was no lover of bloodshed even in the midst of battle. The game was the thing, not the slaughter which delighted some. A moment later he was throwing back the bolt of the portal, thrusting the door wide.

BUT when he looked back he could see Melrose staggering, almost pitching to the floor with every short forward step he took, and behind him danger came pouring up the corridor like the shout of battle up a throat. He saw them coming, the glitter of the weapons in the tossing lantern light, then the wild faces; and always the shouting roared louder and louder.

He leaped to Melrose and supported him outside the door. To be in the open was at least some comfort. The taste of the sweet night air was a blessing and a mercy. And a changing wind had knocked the rain-clouds out of the sky and blown up over the black towers of the city the golden beauty of a summer moon.

Open air — the moon — the bright face of the Almighty God! gasped the Englishman. Now I can die content. Tizzo — for the last time, go — save yourself!

As he spoke, it became impossible for Tizzo to save himself. Out of the portal of the cellar rooms, like a great smoke from a small mouth, came sweeping the men of della Penna — half-dressed servants who had been called up in the middle of the night unexpectedly, and the men-at-arms who had been on duty. Others in greater numbers were running from the interior of the house. The whole garrison was pouring through towards the street, but in the first whirling batch there were a dozen assailants who hurled themselves upon Tizzo.

His father, staggering back from this attack, had been brought to a pause by a sharp angle of the wall which protected their backs against assault but which also would make it more difficult for them to escape in any direction except straight to the front.

And straight in front lay the thronging swords of the enemy.

Tizzo, flashing back and forth in front of Melrose, like a panther in defense of some old lion, made the swinging arcs of the ax gleam with incredible lightness, incredible force. The cleaving power of that weapon was far greater than that of any sword. Where it struck solidly, it left more hideous wounds, also; and in the cunning grasp of Tizzo it did not possess the usual disadvantage of being a weapon of offense only. The dance of it in his hands swept aside the striking of many swords: his light advances staggered the crowded ranks of the enemy.



A MAN in full armor, the young nephew of the master, Marco della Penna by name, was directing that attack. He had in fact been in charge of the guarding of the house of his uncle during the emergency of this time of danger. He, now, seeing before him two of the greatest enemies of his house and above all the notorious red head of Tizzo, came striding through the crowd of his men like a giant with the plume blown high on his helmet and the great two-handed sword poised for a blow.

He shouted out to the others to join him, and the battle would be ended in an instant. But the rest held back an instant to see their mail-clad champion dispose of this dancing wisp of a Tizzo. And Tizzo, as he flashed back and forth in front of his father, panted forth a wild sort of laughter that was half a song. When that lofty champion came striding, Tizzo sprang a step to meet him, turned the sword-stroke with an incredibly deft counter, and then hit right upwards with the reverse of the swing of his ax. Under the arm, where the steel joints of the armor were multiplied and the steel itself was thin, Tizzo struck; and the ax crunched through the iron as through brittle wood, clove the flesh, crushed through the shoulder bone. A stroke incredible, considering that it was struck with the upward sway of the ax.

Marco della Penna, feeling himself so struck, so maimed and ruined for life that he never again could wield a weapon, dropped his sword and tried to break in with his dagger at Tizzo. But a hammer stroke from the back of the ax stopped his frightful screaming and laid him senseless.

Here there was a mere instant of pause, partly because a man of such importance had fallen, and partly because reinforcements were certainly coming at once out of the house. There was no occasion, it seemed, for men to put themselves in further danger from that uncanny, blue-bladed ax. Besides, Baron Henry of Melrose had leaned, weak as he was, and picked up the great fallen sword of della Penna. This he now managed to poise above his head, given strength and control of his body by the battle heat that was in him.

Melrose! Melrose! he thundered, and made the men of della Penna shrink a step farther back.

At the same instant there came a most astonishing change. For the battle cry of the Englishman was echoed by a shrill cry, Melrose! Melrose! A rescue! Melrose!

And over the paved street rattled the hoofs of several horses. Right at the crowd came a single rider, young, slender, shouting the battle-cry of the baron; and Tizzo recognized the voice of the Lady Beatrice. Her horse, and those she led, were trained battle chargers. They did not hesitate to strike into the crowd, rearing, smashing out with their hoofs, and the della Penna men did not abide that charge.

Most of them, perhaps, felt that it was forefront of a massed attack. Hardly any of them, probably, were aware that there were only four horses and that only a single saddle was filled of all the four.

Straight in to the baron pushed the girl. He grappled at the horn of a saddle with his hands; the strength of Tizzo heaved him up until he was suddenly straddling the back of a horse, grasping at the familiar reins. Effort that should have killed another man in his condition seemed merely to have warmed his blood and brain.

A Melrose! Melrose! he shouted again, and vainly tried to sway the big two-handed sword again.

There was no need for more fighting. The men of della Penna had a chance to see, now, the slightness of the rescue party and they were running back to the attack, but the street was open and the three rushed away up it, leaving only yells of furious despair behind; and through that outcry, Tizzo recognized the voice of Jeronimo della Penna himself.

Disappointed malice would surely burn the heart of the man to a cinder.


CHAPTER XII.

TIZZO PAYS A VISIT.
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ON THE PAINTED walls of two sides of the room were magnificent murals. Th other two walls of the room were so broken by doors and windows that no large frescoes could be painted on them, but still they glowed with the color of smaller compositions. The bed, built up like a separate house, was curtained with green tapestry that showed a hawking scene, the hunt flowing through the midst of the beautiful Umbrian hills.

Tizzo, looking over this luxury of beauty with the eye of a connoisseur, made a few paces back and forth through the room. The dimness of the night lamp concealed half the splendor of the colors and made them thin as a reflection in wavering water. However, for a moment he took breath after the climb he had just made. And the scenes of the della Penna house grew distant and unimportant.

At last he stepped to the bed and drew the curtain.

Antonio Bardi slept there in the midst of a troubled dream, one clenched hand thrown above his head. He had changed since the night when he joined the traitors at the Great Betrayal which had slain so many of the Baglioni. He looked older. His face was thin and even in sleep expressed a settled unhappiness.

Antonio! murmured Tizzo.

Young Bardi was wakened suddenly even by that quiet voice. He sat up with a start, snatching a dagger from under the sheet.

Wait for me, comrades— he called out.

Then, recovering from his dream, he stared at Tizzo. The dagger dropped from his grip — slowly he stretched out both his hands.

Tizzo, it has been my prayer that you would come to me, ever since the news came that you, madman that you are, had entered the city.

He rose, flinging a thin robe about him, thrusting his feet into slippers. Joy made him young again, as he saw his friend. He ran to the doors of the room and bolted them.

How is it with you, brother? he asked Tizzo, but then he answered his own question, saying: But I see that you are well and I know that you are happy. You are in the enemys country. Every breath you take is drawn in danger. Every minute may be your last. And therefore you are happier than kings.

And you, Antonio? asked Tizzo.

Bardi sighed. Do you remember how you found me in this house not so many weeks ago? he asked. Do you remember that I was dying of the plague, Tizzo, and that a casket of the family jewels had been spilled out half on the table and half on the floor? Wealth would not help me, then, because famine and the plague were eating me like two wolves. And then you came to save me — you, a stranger, when no man of my own blood dared to enter the house on account of the poison in the air. Well, Tizzo, there is a poison in the air now. It kills me as surely as the plague. It is the poison of treason. And I am the traitor! He threw up his clenched fists.

But the cold-blooded devil, della Penna, knows that my heart is not with him. He watches me day and night. He fears that at any moment I may gather all the wealth I can carry and with it slip away to join the army of Giovan Paolo.

No, brother, said Tizzo. You have a harder part than that. You must stay inside the city.

I? Why do you say that, Tizzo? I tell you, I could make my peace with Giovan Paolo for all the troubles that have passed between us.

You could, said Tizzo, but if you try to escape, youll find it a hard thing to take away even your own body, to say nothing of anything else. Besides, you can help Giovan Paolo more by remaining inside the town. Have you heard from one or two people this same night?

Why do you ask? said Bardi. He peered with a worn and anxious face at his friend.

A great lady, for one, said Tizzo.



BARDI, starting, seemed about to check himself and then answered frankly: I have seen her, Tizzo.

And a man with her, perhaps — a man who has been very close to me?

Luigi Falcone. Yes. I have seen them both. Was your hand behind that, also?

This is the point: Can I return to Giovan Paolo and tell him that he has strong friends inside the city?

It would be truer to say that his strong friends in the city wish that they were outside, and riding in his ranks.

You must see, Antonio, that one friend inside the city could be worth more than five hundred men-at-arms in his ranks. He has not strength enough to storm Perugia. It stands on its hill like an iron fist raised. There are more armed men inside it than Giovan Paolo can collect. And Jeronimo della Penna is watching over the town like a cat over a dish of milk. The chains are fastened across the streets every night. The walls are manned. The gates are guarded. Della Penna handles everything as though Perugia were besieged by a great army. And how can we break in against such precautions? Only through friends inside the town. We have those friends — you, Falcone, the Lady Atlanta. Working together, you can win some control over one of the gates. By bribery or by personal influence you may seduce some of the guards. Then, from the top of your house, fly a flag of some sort. Several flags, if you wish. But a red one among the rest. The direction towards which it points will indicate to us which of the city gates you have mastered. And when you fly the flag, we shall know that on that same night you expect us.

Aye, said Antonio Bardi. It is dangerous work, but it could be done. I am suspected; so is Falcone. All who have been your friends are hated now like so many poisoned wells inside Perugia. But we — and the Lady, who has the courage of a man — may be able to do these things.

You must, Antonio.

We shall, then, said Bardi.

A rumor of noise broke upwards through the house; there was a sudden tapping at the door of Bardis room.

Hide, Tizzo! breathed Antonio Bardi. There is no servant I can trust. They are all in the pay of the devil, della Penna!

Tizzo, casting one glance at the window through which he had entered, nevertheless stepped back behind the high tapestries which draped the bed. He heard the bolts of the door slide, then a breathless voice exclaiming: Signore, they have come! The men of—

The tramping of armored men followed; then the voice of Mateo Marozzo was sounding through the room.

I greet you, Bardi, in the name of Jeronimo della Penna, to know where you have hidden away the traitor, Tizzo!

The flesh of Tizzo congealed as he listened.

Then he heard Bardi answering, calmly: Since the night when the Baglioni were expelled, you should know that there is no friendship between Tizzo and me. He is a sword in the hand of Giovan Paolo, and that sword is pointed at my throat, along with all the rest of the danger which the Baglioni are gathering, for the attack on the city. What sort of nonsense is this, Marozzo, to come with armed men into my house at night and ask for Tizzo? Even if he were a hawk, he would not dare to fly over the walls of Perugia!



THEN he added: Whats happened? Where has there been fighting? Or has a horse kicked you in the face, Marozzo?

The damned villain, the murdering Tizzo has been at me by treachery and trickery! exclaimed Marozzo. But the end of him has come. He will never leave Perugia alive! They are doubling the guard on the walls, and he is caught like a bird in a net. He and the English Melrose!

Melrose lies in the dungeon of della Penna, said Bardi. Do you have to man the walls to keep him from escaping? Arent there irons to load him with?

He was loaded with iron, said Marozzo, but the fiend, the wizard Tizzo entered the prison and cut the irons from the body of Melrose.

Impossible! cried young Bardi.

You say impossible — I say impossible — but the thing is done! Melrose has been taken from the torture chamber at the bottom of the prison. Taken away by one man, even though his great bulk was so wrenched by the rack that he had hardly the strength to stand up. Carried away by that lean ferret, that Tizzo — God, I go mad when I think of it! They are gone! They are gone! Bardi, if you give them shelter your head will fall the next day.

I know Melrose, said Bardi. Not even a giant could have dragged his helpless bulk up the long stairs of della Pennas cellars.

Not a giant, but a Tizzo could manage the thing. It has been done. And the work is signed by the true signature of Tizzo. With his shoulder shorn almost from his body, young della Penna lies under the care of the doctors, ruined for life. He must exist with one arm all his days.

I listen to you, said Bardi, but still I cannot believe you.

Bardi, said Marozzo, the thing I have told you is entirely true. I have seen the blood that Tizzo spilled and the irons through which he cut. He is adrift in Perugia. He cannot have left the city so soon. And now the walls are well manned. He is likely as not to come at last to your house for shelter. Listen to me, Bardi! With him there is Melrose — a helpless mass of flesh, unable to stir without assistance. With him there is also à greater prize than all else — dressed as a slip of a boy — the Lady Beatrice Baglione!

God rains miracles on Perugia tonight! said Bardi. The Lady Beatrice, inside the walls of Perugia? Marozzo, you are mad!

So I thought when I saw her, said Marozzo. But I with my own eyes have seen her this night, and talked with her. I am out of my wits when I think of it. Yes, she is here, drawn by her crazy passion for Tizzo which would make her run through flames. Bardi, if they come to your house, you will become the first man, the favored citizen of Perugia if you turn them over, at once, to della Penna.

The Lady Beatrice! exclaimed the stunned voice of Bardi.

Farewell, said Marozzo. Remember that all suspicions against you will be laid if you can make the trap which catches Tizzo.

Wait, then— exclaimed Bardi. There was a terrible moment of silence.

Well? said Marozzo.

I was thinking of a place where he might be found, muttered Bardi. But, no — I was wrong!


CHAPTER XIII.

BEATRICE LEADS ON.
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MAROZZO HAD DEPARTED when Tizzo issued from behind the bed and found young Bardi fallen into a chair with his white face in his hands.

You heard, Tizzo? he said. All men have their price, it seems; and mine was almost reached. Dog that I am, I was within one breath of betraying you!

You know, Antonio, said Tizzo, that none of us would have good faith if it were never tested in the fire. Lift your head, my brother. I value you a thousand times more; I know that you are the true steel because I have seen the metal tested.

Bardi, suddenly holding out his hand, grasped that of Tizzo strongly.

There is such a flame of high heart in you, said Bardi, that you could turn a cat into a lion! But is the rest true? Melrose — have you used witchcraft to steal him from the prison of della Penna, from which no man ever has escaped?

No witchcraft, Antonio. Only a stolen pack of keys, a sharp file, and that ax of mine with the good blue Damascus steel in the head of it! All of these things — and then Lady Beatrice in the last moment bringing up horses like a cavalry charge to give us wings for our escape and scatter della Pennas men. Now you know the entire story.

I hear the miracle told in simple words, but a miracle it still remains. Where are they now?

Waiting for me in the dark throat of a little alley, not far from here.

The Lady Beatrice! murmured Bardi, staring. And you left them there?

There was one thing more important than their safety. The retaking of Perugia. I had to find the key that would open one of the gates of the city to us. And I have found it, Antonio. You are the man!

I am — I shall do it! God stands on your side, Tizzo. Otherwise it could not be that you would pass through such dangers unhurt! But you and the Lady Beatrice, and Melrose — how will you leave the town?

I have no idea, confessed Tizzo. We have made two steps towards safety. What the third one will be, I cannot tell.

I shall go with you, said Bardi. The moment I am dressed, I shall go without, whatever comes of the adventure—

You will stay here, commanded Tizzo. Antonio, if you love me, remain here to play your part well. The other task is entirely mine. See Falcone and the Lady Atlanta again. Concert your measures. Spend money like water if you must; it will all come back to you. And let me go alone.

How will you leave the house?

By the window that gave me entrance.

Not even a cat could climb that sheer wall.

Not a cat, but a Tizzo can do it.

Bardi, approaching the window, stared down at the profound darkness. There was only a faint, starlit glimmer of the wet pavement beneath. He drew back with a shudder.

And yet your eyes are laughing at the danger! breathed Bardi. What breed of man are you, Tizzo? Give me your hand. Farewell. I turn my head because I cannot endure to see you pass through that window — farewell again!



BUT hardly a moment later Tizzo, at the bottom of the great wall, picked up the woodsmans ax which he had left there and went swiftly towards the little dark-throated alley where he had left Melrose and the girl.

Two steps from the entrance he called, softly, and the thinnest of whistles answered him. He had heard that signal before, from Lady Beatrice, and he recognized it now; that was why he was half-laughing with joy as he went forward.

The girl said: All well, Tizzo?

Aye, all well, he answered. All well till daylight.

He could make out the big outline of his father, stretched on the wet pavement at full length. The girl had made of her cloak a pillow on which the head of the Englishman rested.

And you, sir? asked Tizzo, on his knees beside the baron.

Every moment better, said the baron. My legs and arms are still half asleep, but the life is coming back into them. Before noon tomorrow I shall be able to wear full armor and leap onto my horse again without touching the stirrups. But still even to sit up is a little hard. Tell me what you have done. You could not scale that wall after all, could you?

Easily, said Tizzo. I have seen Antonio Bardi, plotted with him the opening of Perugia, and heard the voice of Marozzo announcing that a double guard is on the walls. Perugia buzzes like a hornets nest. It is known everywhere that you have escaped, that Lady Beatrice is inside the walls, and that I am here, also. We have from now until daylight to devise a means of getting out of Perugia. As soon as the sun is up, we shall be found, even if we squeeze ourselves into a rat-hole.

IT was much later when Tizzo looked up and saw the pale blue-green invading the sky and making the stars a trifle dim.

Day is almost here, he said, and we are no nearer the solution.

True, said Melrose. But the glory is, Tizzo, that when we are found, I shall be able to swing a sword and die like a man. Strength has come back to me!

The girl stirred a little. She, abandoning the problem to the two men, had been sound asleep, her head on the shoulder of Tizzo. Now she yawned and stretched, then rose, settled her hat on her head, and looked about her.

What have you decided, my masters? she asked.

We have decided that Perugia is as good a place as the next one to die in, said Tizzo.

We could try to get over the wall at some low place, said the girl.

The walls have a double guard, said Tizzo. We might begin to climb down, but wed be full of crossbow quarrels before ever we got to the bottom of the great walls.

Can we bribe the guard at a gate?

Ive thought of that. But nothing we can offer will be worth a tithe of the immense reward that Jeronimo della Penna will give for our capture.

That is true, of course, said the girl.

She began to walk up and down, whistling very softly.

Then she said: Tizzo, if I cannot follow you, you must follow me.

How? he asked.

In silence and with a little hope, she answered. Come! Let us go!


CHAPTER XIV.

WITH THE OTHER RUBBISH.
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ALFREDO, THE SON of Lorenzo, at the first full gleam of the daylight, left his bed, dressed, washed, breakfasted, and prepared his lunch for the midday meal.

That is to say, he threw off the blanket, pulled on his heavy shoes, rubbed his eyes open, and put in his mouth half an onion and some stale bread. For lunch, he split open another stale loaf, laid a long slice of moldy cheese inside the split, and put the lunch in the pocket of his coat. He was now ready for the day and went out to the stable-yard behind his little shack. For he was a rich man, owning no fewer than four mules. Every day he collected rubbish here and there in the town, the débris which was constantly collecting from building operations, or junk of a thousand sorts. This material he carted out of the town, emptied it a good distance from the wall, and then hauled back into Perugia a good load of country produce. The rates he charged were so high that, in the course of half a dozen years he had been able to increase his team from two donkeys to four mules; besides, he had been able to put money aside.

This Alfredo, son of Lorenzo, was not a pretty man to see. He had served in the wars and had an eye knocked out. He wore a short growth of beard all over his face and so avoided the necessity and the wasted time involved in shaving.

The beard he trimmed once a month or so with a sheep-shears. He was a big man, with capacious shoulders, huge arms, and hands as tough as the heels of his mules. He was said to be strong enough to serve as a fifth mule in case of need.

Now Alfredo, the son of Lorenzo, got to the stable-shed, fed his mules, harnessed them, watered them, and at last led them out to hitch them to the vast two-wheeled cart whose creakings and squeakings could be heard almost through Perugia. The cart was heaped with a load of rubbish of all sorts, collected in the latter half of the preceding day.



BUT as he brought the mules out, pulling their stubborn heads along with a powerful hand, he saw three figures, dim in the half-light of the dawn, standing in his yard. One, the largest by far of the three, leaned against the wall, as though very weary. Another remained near the big man, wrapped in a cloak.

The third, a mere strip of a boy, advanced towards him, saying: Well met, Alfredo!

Alfredo picked a good thick club off the top of the loaded cart.

Before daylight there are no good meetings, he said. Who are you?

A friend, said the stripling.

You lie, said Alfredo. I have no friends except the gray mule, there. He would do something for me in a time of trouble, I think.

Nevertheless, I am a friend, said the youth.

Prove it, said the carter.

One day the carriage of a noble passed and thrust your cart off the road. The cart was broken in the ditch. The next day I brought you money to buy a new one.

May all the highblood in Perugia be damned! said the carter. The Baglioni first, because they are the leeches, the bloodsuckers, who grow rich on the labor of the poor men. Their taxes eat the marrow out of my bones. But a curse on all men who drive in swift carriages, drawn by galloping, blooded horses; a curse, and a double curse on them all. Now, as for this story you tell me, you have heard of the thing, but the truth is it was the noble Lady Beatrice herself who brought me the money the next day — the queen of heaven bring her happiness in return for it! — and as for you, you are a liar.

I have told a few lies in my time, said the girl, but I am the Lady Beatrice.

And I, said the carter, am the Archangel Gabriel. Get out of my way and let me harness my mules to the cart. Are you drunk? Do they let infants like you have the price of wine to spend in a shop?

I am the Lady Beatrice, she answered.

And I am the King of France, said the carter.

And this, said the girl, is the Englishman who escaped from the prison of Jeronimo della Penna. This is the Baron of Melrose.

This mule next to you — that seems a mule, said the carter, is really the winged horse of the poet. Do you think I am a half-wit, my lad? Come, Come! Trouble me no more.

And this, said the girl, is Tizzo.

Ha! exclaimed the carter. Now, of all the lies and the father and the mother of lying, this is the greatest lie! You stand there to tell me that the man I have seen with my own eyes, the Firebrand as they truly call him, prancing his horses through Perugia, striking sparks out of the streets and out of the eyes of the people, the warrior, the hero, the man whose ax splits helmets like kindling wood — that Tizzo whom I have seen with my own eyes, you tell me he is that skulking sneak who hangs his head there, wrapped in a cloak? My lad, it is true that all the three people you speak of were loose in Perugia last night, but the devil who favors them has flown them away again.

No, said the girl. Alfredo, the carter, is going to take them through the gate of the city and set them free.



THE carter, stunned, continued to stare at her for a long time. Let me see you, he said. It is true that you are a woman. Yes. No man ever had legs as sleek and small about the knees as those. But the Lady Beatrice — she would never be fool enough to come here to me for help. And — if that is the great Tizzo, the Firebrand — here — here — look here! This is the thick top of a jousting helmet; yonder is my own ax.

Let him try to split this fragment, if he is the man with the magic in his hands!

He put a round bit of arched steel on the ground as he spoke but Tizzo, stepping forward, produced his own ax from beneath his cloak.

If that is honest steel, he said, I shall give you the proof you ask, friend.

With that, he flourished the ax through two brief circles, and then struck a flashing blow. The whole head of the ax sank into the ground; the steel helmet top was shorn straight in two.

Alfredo the carter actually dropped to his knees and, picking up the two fragments of the steel, stared from one hand to the other.

At last he looked up with a groan of wonder.

No other man in Perugia could do such an enchantment! he exclaimed. And it is true that you are Tizzo! And if that is true, all the rest — and — God the Father, this is the Lady Beatrice!

He rose slowly to his feet.

My Lady, he said, ten thousand people are searching for the three of you. Half of Perugia will be given to the man who discovers you. What made you come to me?

Because you carry a load of rubbish out of the town every morning. And this morning you shall carry the three of us in the rest of the worthless stuff.

Look, said Alfredo, the son of Lorenzo, pointing to the four downheaded mules as though in some way they emphasized his point, how could you trust in me? A word as we go through the gate, and the armed men will seize the cart and capture you all.

Alfredo, said the girl, I know that rich men cannot be trusted because they have the taste of money in their blood and want more of it. But you are both brave and poor. You knew me in the old days. That is why we have come to ask you for help.

Well, answered the carter, if harm comes to one of you through me, may the devil seize me the next moment.

Then he added, referring to the event which really had staggered his imagination: It was like a flash of blue lightning! It was like the jump of fire through the heavens, the stroke of Tizzos ax! Will you teach me how to swing an ax like that?

Yes, said Tizzo. Ill teach you if youll give ten years to the learning of the trick.

Suddenly the carter began to laugh aloud.

It is Tizzo! he said. Because who else would tell me the truth like that? Hush, hush! Here I am bawling like a calf when all the swords in Perugia are out ready to kill veal! Softly and quickly, and God help us through the time of need!

IT was not hard to arrange the hiding place. It was done by removing part of the rubbish from the cart and then constructing a little shelter with the use of two hurdles and some crosspieces. Into this stifling hut the three crept, crushed close together, and over the hurdles the carter leaped enough to restore the appearance of the load. After that, Tizzo could hear him calling out to his mules. The cart started with a lurch.

The wheels were so big that the cart kept jerking from side to side as the wagon passed down the slope of a street over the big cobbles. The carter, walking beside it, kept calling out to the mules. The piece of wood which he used as a brake screamed continually through the friction.

After a time the cart stopped. There was the familiar, telltale clinking of steel as armored men moved near.

Im Alfredo, son of Lorenzo, called the carter. And heres the load of rubbish that Im taking into the country this morning.

You wont take it this morning, said a commanding voice. Haul it back to your house. There are orders that nothing, not even a mouse, is to dare to leave Perugia today.

Consider, my captain, said Alfredo, that if I turn back, I must haul the weight up the hill. And have pity on my poor mules and myself.

Consider you, fellow? said the captain. Would I be such a fool as to consider you when I have myself to consider? Shall I put my head under a sword for the sake of a carter? No, I still have wits left to me.

Let me at least leave the cart here near the gate. Then I can haul it out tomorrow. But to pull the load back up the hill—

Shall I leave the street blocked near the gate? Do as youre ordered and get the stuff away from here!

Well, said the carter, I call you to witness that I have tried to do as his highness commanded me, but the captain of the gate has prevented me.

What highness? asked the captain.

Jeronimo della Penna. He swore to harry the skin off my body with whips unless I had finished clearing his courtyard of rubbish today, replied the carter.

Ah? said the captain. Are you working for Jeronimo della Penna? Did he tell you to do that?

Della Penna is not having any building work done in his courtyard — none that I know of, said another voice.

Not in the courtyard, said Alfredo. The work is being done inside the house, but the rubbish of the old walls is heaped in the second courtyard.

At this, there was a small laugh. The captain said: Well, get on your way! If della Penna has given you commands, I suppose they must be executed. Otherwise whips will take the skin off my body. And thats a tune with different words to it. Get on with you!

The cart started forward with an other lurch. Again the brake started screaming, but it was a delightful music in the ears of Tizzo. Presently the bumps grew less hard and regular. The wheels were continually rising and descending, making the entire cart rock like a small boat going over waves, so Tizzo could guess that they were voyaging over the ruts and the bumps of the long white road that led among the hills towards the town of Perugia.

For a long time that journey continued before the cart halted again, and the voice of Alfredo called: Your highnesses, we are around the shoulder of a hill, and the sight of Perugia is shut off from us. Shall I empty the rubbish here?

Yes, empty it here, said Tizzo.

And presently the stuff was being raked away and poured noisily down to the ground beside the road. At last, the three could issue, brushing the dust from their clothes, coughing the dust from their lungs.

But none of them looked strange to the others. Freedom had given a glory to all three.





TO BE CONCLUDED NEXT WEEK.
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THE town of Perugia in Old Italy had been the scene of a bloody midnight battle and massacre, when the royal house of Oddi turned on the Baglioni, the other reigning house, and drove them out side the walls of the city — those who were not killed.

Leader of the Oddi was Jeronimo della Penna, and his lieutenant was Mateo Marozzo.

Of the Baglioni who escaped, Giovan Paolo was the leader, and with him were his sister, Lady Beatrice, and Tizzo, the Firebrand, master swordsman and fearless fighter. Giovan Paolo established a camp near by and laid plans for retaking the city.

Hearing that his friend, Henry, Baron of Melrose, was being tortured by della Penna, Tizzo slipped into the city and, with the aid of Beatrice and a carter of the name of Alfredo, rescued Melrose, who turned out to be Tizzos father. Before returning to Giovan Paolos camp, Tizzo made plans with three friends in the city for the opening of one of the gates. They were Luigi Falcone, Tizzos foster-father; Antonio Bardi, whose life Tizzo had once saved; and the Lady Atlanta Baglione.


CHAPTER XV.

A RECRUIT.
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IN THE TOWN of San Martino in Campo, where the growing forces of Giovan Paolo were gathered, there arrived a rumor which spread like wildfire that four people on mule-back were coming, and that two of them were Lady Beatrice and Tizzo; a third was the famous English warrior, the Baron of Melrose. The whole town buzzed with the wildest excitement, and the four on mule-back arrived with Giovan Paolo in person rushing his horse up to them.

Men saw him lift his sister off the mule and embrace her.

The whole camp went wild with excitement and joyous expectation, because of late the news had not been cheerful in the least. Word had come that the lord of Camerino was marching a strong force to assist the traitors who held Perugia. Perhaps he would be strong enough to attack Giovan Paolo in the open field!

These rumors had mixed, in the last day, with word that the Lady Beatrice was missing from the camp, that Giovan Paolo was half-mad with anxiety, and that Tizzo, the right hand of Giovan Paolo in war, had disappeared on some strange mission. It was said that he had gone, actually, into the city of Perugia itself, but this was generally disbelieved because not even a Tizzo would have been capable of such folly. However, his return rushed a warm confidence into the breast of every man in the camp. San Martinos bells rang out a frantic welcome, and the cheering made a gay thunder in the sky.

But Tizzo, before long, was standing in the fine quarters of Giovan Paolo, who had taken over the villa of a rich merchant.

He on one side of the table, big Henry of Melrose on the other, attacked a great roast of veal with their knives and fingers and drank plentifully of good red wine. Lady Beatrice, still in her boyish costume, walked up and down the room eating, with all the hungry abandon of a true boy, some bits of cold chicken and stopping at the table to sip wine. While Giovan Paolo, work thrust aside for the moment, enriched his eyes with the picture before him.

There was another member of the group, for a short time, and that was the carter, Alfredo, son of Lorenzo. He, dusty cap in hand, blinked his one eye at Giovan Paolo and was unable to name the reward he expected. He could only say: Another pair of mules would be a blessing to the four who now work for me, your highness!

You shall have ten pairs of mules, said Giovan Paolo.

No, in the name of God! cried Alfredo. For where should I put ten pairs in my shed?

You shall have larger quarters! exclaimed Giovan Paolo.

Alfredo shook his head, saying: Too big a bite of good fortune may choke me. Let me swallow happiness morsel by morsel, my lord. But when Perugia is retaken—

Are you sure that we shall retake it, Alfredo? asked Giovan Paolo.

The wisdom of your lordship will surround it, said Alfredo, and the fire of Tizzo will burn a way through the gates. Oh, yes, Perugia will be yours again, and soon! But when it is taken, if I could have the honor of running at the side of Tizzo and watching the ax of his honor at work on the heads of traitors, I would have something that would keep me in talk whenever I sat down to a cup of wine, so long as I live.

You shall not run beside me; you shall ride on the finest warhorse in the camp. What else will you have, Alfredo? said Tizzo.

Leave to go away for a little while and catch my breath, said Alfredo.

So! said Giovan Paolo, when the carter had gone. I felt like a one-armed man — I felt like poor young della Penna, Tizzo, when you were gone from me. But why did you go, Beatrice?

Because, said the girl, I had to see Tizzo again if only to tell him that his brain is as wild and as dizzy as the color of his hair.

My lord of Melrose, said Giovan Paolo, now that you have come to us, you will always be welcome. Your strength will make itself felt when we storm the city. But tell me only one thing: Why did you let Tizzo go this long time without telling him that he is your flesh and blood?

Because like a fool I thought that the time had not yet come, said the Englishman. What had the boy got from me? A chance to win hard knocks in the world, only! But I hoped that before long I would be able to give him a house and lands and fine horses and a whole armory of axes and swords and spears and everything else that he prizes most in the world. When I could, one day, take him into that paradise and say: Tizzo, all this is yours; it is your father who gives it! Then, when I could do that, I felt that he might incline to forgive me. But, as I said before, I was a fool.

Nothing is folly that has a glorious ending, answered Giovan Paolo. When you have eaten, Tizzo, tell me what you have done.

No, Giovan Paolo. Ill simply tell you what to do. Have your scouts, every day, sharpen their eyes when they ride towards Perugia, and above all, let them look towards the tower of the house of Antonio Bardi. For, one day, many flags will appear on that house, and one of them will be red. In whatever direction that red flag is placed, be sure that the same night the gate towards which it is set will be in the hands of our friends and will be opened. The Lady Atlanta, Luigi Falcone, Bardi, have all been drawn into a pact. They will act for you.

Have you done that? cried Giovan Paolo. Then, if only the time comes before the lord of Camerino has advanced his men to the rescue of the She had to come, said Tizzo, in order to show me the trap I was entering, and spring it by throwing herself into danger; she had to come in order to save my father and myself in the first great moment of danger; she had to come in order with her fine wit to have us both carried safely again out of the town. town, we have still one chance in three of conquering Perugia!



THE lord of Camerino, in fact, did not advance suddenly to the relief of the city of Perugia. He was gathering a strong force, and it was plain that his thought was actually to meet Giovan Paolo in the field and beat him out of it with sheer numbers. Merely to throw his forces into the city was not to his taste.

And so a few days intervened which were a priceless gift to Henry of Melrose, among the rest. For, every day, he was twenty hours in bed, and four hours on horseback or exercising gingerly with weapons, feeling his way back to a strength which grew momently. And this same leisure time was used by young Tizzo in adoring his Lady Beatrice, in drinking wine with boon companions — for the entire camp was his companion — in playing dice, in riding races against the other youngsters on their finest horses, in fencing, wrestling, running, leaping, practicing with his great blue-bladed ax, in twanging a harp and composing songs to his own music, in the reading of a curious old Greek manuscript which Giovan Paolo, knowing his taste, had presented to him, in thumbing out little models of clay — for one day he swore that he would, be a sculptor like that great broken-nosed genius, Michaelangelo — in sleeping, eating, laughing, laboring, and filling every day to the brim with his abundant activities. For every me-monet his flame-blue eyes were open, they were employed with the first object or the first thought that came his way.

Lady Beatrice said to him: Do you love me, Tizzo?

He answered: Love you? No! Love is no word for it. I love your beauty and hate your smallness; I worship your dignity and despise your arrogance; I adore and I detest you. I revere and I scorn you. If you were an inch taller I should spend all my days on my knees giving up offerings to your beauty. If you were a shade more gentle, I should perish from the greatness of my devotion. If you had not the claws of a cat as well as the velvet grace of one, I should die, instantly, because my heart would burst with joy. Therefore, never change, Beatrice!

If there were ten of me, said the Lady Beatrice, I might be enough to keep a tenth part of your thoughts for the tenth part of a year. But as it is, you must be off every moment to some other diversion. Where are you going now, you dizzy-wit?

I must keep an appointment, my love, said Tizzo. Beatrice, I must go at once to see Giovan Paolo. He wishes to speak with me on a matter of the greatest importance, an affair of the attack, and I am late for the appointment already!

But when, five minutes later, Beatrice saw her brother horsed and riding out with a train of companions to train the infantry in pike drill, there was no sign of Tizzo. She said nothing. She was not over bitter. It was perhaps because she understood him so well that she feared so much the future, and yet she could not be angry with him more than five minutes together.


CHAPTER XVI.

THE CHEAT.
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THE APPOINTMENT OF Tizzo had not been to talk war with Giovan Paolo. It had been to play dice at the tavern with a certain Amadeo, a Corsican, a good, sharp blade, a keen eye, with some of the surly Corsican hardness. He was no great friend of Tizzo, except that Tizzo was the friend of everyone, with no more suspicion in his nature than there is rain in an Italian summer sky. He had won a handful of gold florins from this Amadeo the night before and promised him some revenge today.

In ten minutes the money had been won back by the Corsican, and a little crowd gathered to watch the famous ease with which Tizzo could squander gold. In fact, he was soon at the bottom of his wallet, though it had been well-crammed with money that same morning — a kindness which Giovan Paolo always performed for him. And Tizzo accepted the money with no more shame than he would have felt in pouring diamonds or blood on behalf of any friend. As a rule, he was too busy and too swift in his pleasures to allow shame to catch up with him.

He was crying, now:— Hello, Amadeo! I have reached the bottom of my purse in this moment.

Your credit! said Amadeo, eyeing the other as a falcon would stare at a singing bird. Your credit, Tizzo, with me is like the credit of an angel! We cast again, I with gold and against your word for anything you please.

Good! said Tizzo. Begin.

There is no need for you to throw your money away, my lord, said a voice beside the table.

Tizzo, looking up, saw a youth in the middle teens, a soft-eyed, gentlelooking lad who carried in his eyes a certain dignity — of knowledge, perhaps.

Ah, you are the apprentice painter, are you? demanded the Corsican. What is it that you know about dice? — 

In Urbino, said the other, we learn how to roll dice when we are children, and so we can always tell a loaded pair.

Loaded? cried Amadeo. Loaded dice? You cursed, woman-faced brat—

His strong hand was instantly fixed in the long black hair of the lad and a cruel, broad-bladed dagger appeared in his hand. He had dragged the lad far forward across the table sprawling, and the devil in his eyes made him look as though he were about to strike the weapon home.

There was a general outcry, but not a hand lifted against the Corsican.

Only, Tizzo said: If you murder him, Amadeo, Ill cut your throat for you as surely as there are five toes on your feet.

Amadeo, glancing aside with a scowl, saw the dangerous gleam in the eyes of Tizzo, and relaxed his grasp.

Do you believe him, Tizzo? he complained, loudly.

THE stranger, staggering back to his feet, dropped on the table the two dice which he had scooped up from it.

These are the dice he has been using, he said. Try them yourself, my lord, and then make up your mind.

Tizzo fixed a stern glance on the Corsican.

Shall I try them? he asked. Shall I roll with them, Amadeo? Said the Corsican: How can I tell that they are the same dice which I used?

But, though he spoke so bravely, his glance wandered for an instant towards the door of the tavern.

They are the same dice, said Tizzo, quietly. I can tell by the yellow color and by the way the edges are worn. These are the same dice. It is not possible that he could have carried with him another false set so exactly like yours.

Then he added, slowly: Shall I roll them, to find out whether or not they are loaded?

The Corsican, a pale sweat covering his face, was making ready to answer, while the keen eyes of all around the table shone, for no people are so interested in the exposing of a lie as the Italians — when Tizzo exclaimed: No, I shall not roll them. Amadeo, to what you have won, you are welcome. I have seen you fight, and such a brave man cannot be dishonest!

Suddenly Amadeo burst into a loud weeping.

I am a villain and a scoundrel! he cried out.

It was strange to see his hard, cruel, cunning face break into pieces with the grief of shame.

Tizzo answered: You have been my friend before; you shall be my friend now.

I shall be honest! cried Amadeo. Here is the money I have so falsely won!

Well, said Tizzo, I have learned so much that it is worth a little expenditure. I shall not take the money. It is earned by something else — the goddess of chance, perhaps. Here, my host — let no one pay a score until all of this money has been spent. Take it uncounted, but if you cheat, Ill return and — well, Ill return.

The host of the tavern, his eyes thrusting out of his head, took up the money with trembling fingers.

It shall be spent according to the scores, my lord, he said. God has blessed those who drink this month without expense!

Is it so? said Amadeo, staring at Tizzo.

My friend, said Tizzo, if I shame a brave man, how do I gain by it?



AMADEO, throwing the hood of his cloak over his head, suddenly left the tavern, and Tizzo turned to the dark-faced young man.

You are called what? he asked. Sanzio, my lord, said the other. And the other name?

Raphael.

Raphael, what is your trade?

I am a painter, my lord.

Under whom?

Him whom they already call Perugino.

I have seen his work. A good, noble, rich painter. But, Lord, what broken necks and stupid faces!

The stupidity in the faces is his sense of God, my lord, said the youth.

When you paint, remedy that defect, said Tizzo.

I shall try to, my lord, said the youth.

Paint — why, paint anything, but make it human.

That is my very thought, said Raphael.

Is that your thought? Sit down and drink with me!

I have had enough wine for this day, said the painter.

Sit down and drink! commanded Tizzo.

Yes, my lord, said the painter, and slipped hurriedly into a chair.

What is that bundle under your arm? asked Tizzo. Then he shouted: Ho! Mine host! Wine!

The best wine of the house was brought on the run.

These? said the boy. These are drawings which I have made.

Drink first, and then show them to me.

To my lord, the noble knight, Tizzo, said Raphael. His smooth, dark face began to glow as he drank. And as for these drawings — well, you see them.

Come to my side of the table and point them out.

Raphael leaned by the side of the warrior and his femininely slender finger pointed out the drawings which he showed.

This, said Tizzo, is the lord, Giovan Paolo himself, about to strike a blow!

No, signore said Raphael, it is Hector, who is about to strike down Patroculus.

Ha! So? said Tizzo. But this is — why, this is my noble father, the Baron of Melrose.

No, signore. This is simply Odysseus, about to enter his own house and slay the suitors.

Hai, Raphael, this is myself! said Tizzo.

No, signore. It is that cruel, great, glorious, and beautiful tyrant, Achilles, whom no man could conquer.

Tizzo brooded on the drawing.

That man died young, he said.

You, also, prefer fame to long life, said the artist.

It is true, mused Tizzo.

Yes, my lord, it is true, said Raphael.

A voice ran in at the mouth of the tavern: Is my lord here? Is Tizzo here?

Tizzo stood up.

I shall see you again, Raphael, he said.

I trust so, said the youth. Or my works, at least.

Your works I shall see if I live, because here are not things out of the mind but out of the eye. But you I shall see also. Remember me.

As a most noble patron, sir, said the painter.



WHAT will you have of me? asked Tizzo of the messenger.

My lord, said the lad who had entered, I have searched every tavern in the town, and in each I have heard that you were not there since the morning. His highness, Giovan Paolo, requires you instantly!

His highness requires me? cried Tizzo. Oh for the time when I shall require other men, and they shall come!

However, he rose at once and went to find the quarters of his friend.

He found there, not only Giovan Paolo, but also his father, the lady, Beatrice Baglione, and the leaders of the host, who quickly gave him place until he was close to Giovan Paolo.

And Giovan Paolo said to him, with a smile:

What have I interrupted? Hawking, hunting, fencing, jousting, racing, drinking, gambling, story-telling, idling, or merely silly, amusing talk?

I have been doing all those things, answered Tizzo, gloomily. And I was thinking, on my way here, that a man who serves the great is never his own master.

That is true, answered Giovan Paolo. And whenever you are the true master, God help those who are your enemies — or your servants, perhaps. They will be rich today and beggared tomorrow. But, to the point. We have had scouts out toward Perugia all this time, and at last one has returned with a sweating horse to say that flags fly from the tower of the house of Antonio Bardi, and one of those flags is red, and lies in the direction of the gate of San Pietro.

Then the city is ours! cried Tizzo, in a fervor.

True, Tizzo, true, said Giovan Paolo, if we may take the gate of San Pietro and so master a friendly ward and the lower city. But still the main city will be lost to us, and in the higher city is all the strength and the force of Perugia.

We may take the gate of San Pietro, said Tizzo, and then we must rush on to the next gate into the city.

That is the Two Gates, said Giovan Paolo.

Which admits us into the higher city? asked Tizzo.

It admits us to that place, answered Giovan Paolo. And the question that now rides with us is this: Shall we—

We shall strike in with lance and sword and ax, said Tizzo, and God show Himself for the right!

Well said, answered Giovan Paolo. And who shall say where the favor of God lies, even the holiest hermit? Without that favor, we shall never win. The city is high, the walls are strong, and there are many valiant and strong men inside the citadel.

Which means, said Tizzo, that a small party must press up close to the gate and win that of San Pietro, then rush forward and gain the gate to the higher city.

At night? asked Giovan Paolo.

At night, the owl in every man awakens, said Tizzo, but at noonday the owl sleeps. At noon we shall approach the city. Such a small number that we shall seem to be friends at that hour of the day.

No, no. Night, night is the only time! said Giovan Paolo. Night is the only chance for small numbers against great.

Night which confuses the defendants confuses the assailants also, said Tizzo.

And in the daytime, we have a chance to recognize our friends, hate our enemies, and strike all the harder.

But the first men in the gate are bound to be slain, said Giovan Paolo. Who would lead such a forlorn attempt?

You speak to the leader, said Tizzo. That is I!


CHAPTER XVII.

THE FIRST GATE.
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TIZZO ARMED HIMSELF; that is to say, he stood as a passive figure while three valets busied themselves in adjusting his armor.

They put upon him the cuirass, which covered both the breast and the back. Epaulières guarded his shoulders, brassarts covered his arms. There were elbow-guards and coverings for the inside of the elbow joints, without which a side slash or an up-stroke might disable the stoutest knight. The avant-bras guarded the lower arms. But first, of course there was a sort of steel mail nightshirt, which guarded the body under the cuirass and might turn the point of the deadliest crossbow bolt. Then there were the cuissarts to guard the leg to the knee, the knee-guards, the leg-pieces, and laminated coverings for the feet. The gauntlets, newly invented for Charles VII of France, were pieces of iron sewed upon strong leather gloves, and when all of this paraphernalia had been donned, Tizzo put on the great war helmet, with its visor, and its beaver, pierced with breathing holes. to cover the breast of the most famous knight in the world. Thus a commoner, in a fortnight, could master an art which might bring down the greatest baron in the land. Farther north, in the realm of England, they still used the long bows whose arrows had pierced the steel plate of the knights of France at Crecy as though the metal were silk, but in the southland gunpowder was taken to more kindly.

There were twenty and five in the company which Tizzo led against the great and famous city of Perugia, perched on its height. Since Etruscan time, it had been a known place. Now a score and more of fighters advanced against it!



TIZZO had said to the Lady Beatrice: Do you love me?

And she had answered: In part, yes. But I am afraid to love you, Tizzo. You are here today, and dead tomorrow. How long will you live, Tizzo?

As long as my luck, said Tizzo. My happiness is that you will not die grieving for me.

Id rather die fighting beside you, said the girl.

You speak words, but no answer, said Tizzo.

Tizzo, said the girl, to be frank, do you love me half as much as you love the naked face of danger?

No, he said, not half so much.

If you did, she answered, I should despise you. Spur forward. God help you. Ah, that I were a man to be able to see how you enter into this action.

Giovan Paolo said, briefly, in making his farewell: My army will follow you, coming up as close as the shelter of the hills warrants it. But the first and the main brunt falls upon you. Re-

When he was fully armed, he picked up his ax and walked a few paces, making strokes and parries here and there, after which he had various bits of the armor loosened to give him a freer action.

At last he was ready to start on his dangerous journey. His lance was given into his hand, and the battle ax which really was simply a woodsmans ax was hung at his saddle bow. His sword was belted about him with strong chain. The spurs were fixed on his heels. His poniard, so useful for stabbing through the bars or the breathing holes in the helmet of a fallen enemy, was put into the scabbard over his right hip. And now, at last, he was ready for war. He was so armored that only the mightiest blow could crush in or cut through his steel plate. His whole body was clothed with a weight which was yet so subtly and cunningly hinged and laminated that he was able to move every limb with the most perfect freedom.

To Tizzo it was above all more important because he carried with him as a favorite weapon the blue-bladed ax. He now could trust to the armor to cause counter blows to glide from his body while with vast two-handed blows which he had learned from the foresters, he could wreak destruction to this side and to that.

In this party that gathered about him there were fifteen men on complete armor, and horseback; there were also ten men armed with the harquebus. This more or less recent invention was a long tube of steel which shot out a great leaden bullet, and though the gun was slow to load and had to be balanced on a tall supporting staff, and though its range was not great, it was known that the bullets would pierce through the stoutest armor that ever was made member only this — that glory is not given to those who fall in vain!

These things Tizzo was thinking of as he approached the walls of Perugia, content in two things. The first was that his party was so small that the watchers from the walls of the city could have no idea that this was an attacking force.

The second comfort was the nature of the men he bad with him.

That Amadeo, the Corsican, was the sort who would die to prove himself a more honorable man with the sword than with the dice. There was the bulk of the carter, Alfredo, looking very vast inside a suit of complete armor and carrying at the bow of his saddle a huge spiked battle mace, the only weapon which, he said, he was sure that he could manage. But best of all, at the side of Tizzo rode a knight famous through six kingdoms and the empire — Henry of Melrose, the Englishman.

He, as he rode, could not help singing, and when Tizzo asked him what the song might mean, he only laughed aloud.

We Englishmen, he said, have to sing of love when we are about to die!

I would rather sing of wine, said Tizzo, tersely, and led his men on toward the great gate of San Pietro.

There were men on the walls above. There were men on the ground beneath. There were more men inside the gateway, when Tizzo arrived. A touch of the spurs sent forward his fine Barb mare, the gift of Giovan Paolo himself.

Who goes? called the languid voice of the captain of the gate.

Friends of Jeronimo della Petina, answered Tizzo.

A wild yell was his response.

It is Tizzo! Close the gate! Close the gate!

Several men with staves thrust the gate shut. The galloping horse of Tizzo arrived too late. But at the last moment he heard a voice cry: The lock will not turn! It has been fouled! Truly, Antonio Bardi and Luigi Falcone had not been false to their word! The spiked breast plate of Tizzos Barb struck against the gate. It thrust open.

SPEARS pushed out at him; he waved them aside with a swift motion of his ax. A halberd descended, and glanced with stunning force from his helmet. He pressed on through the widening gap of the gate, while a wild cry went up from the men on the ground, from the men on the great wall above.

Strike! Strike! Strike! cried Tizzo, and as his mare cleared the lips of the gate, he set the example with the swinging of his ax.

They had swarmed out to meet him and they showed the valor that was worthy of a good cause. He saw a footman actually hurl himself at the knees of the mare and try to gather them inside his grasp.

The ax of Tizzo split the helmet and the skull of the man like cheese. The mare pushed on.

Then a bristling forest of spears lodged against the armored breast of Tizzo. He tried vainly to beat those thrusting points aside, when on either side of him rushed two mounted forms. The one was Henry of Melrose. The other was the carter. The Englishman swung a long, two-handed sword. The carter was wielding that mace which bristled with stout steel points.

Melrose! A Melrose! A Melrose! yelled the Englishman.

And the Italian shouted: Tizzo!

Tizzo! Tizzo! A firebrand! Sparks in your eyes and smoke in your brain! Traitors and dogs! This from the hand of a true man — and this — and this!

With every phrase, he rose in his stirrups and discharged a blow. His riding was not of the most graceful, but his handwork was wonderful. The labor of his years had hardened his muscles. His terrible blows smashed strong helmets like paper, and the long, two-handed sword of Henry of Melrose, his favorite weapon, shore through the hafts of spears or halberds with his parries, and then clove the wielders to the life with terrible strokes.

The cunning of thirty years of battle lived in his hands.

So the brunt of the battle was rushed away from Tizzo, and he was given a clean passage. He could even afford one turn of his head, to see a new rider at the foot of his little squadron, a mere lad, as it appeared, clad in gaudy armor, swinging a one-handed sword of the lightest fashion, and crying out in a voice which carried with it a certain sweetness that was familiar to the ears of Tizzo.

He knew the cry. It was the wildheaded, the flame-hearted, the glorious Beatrice who, once more, had followed him into the very lions jaws of danger!

And he, half-exultant, half-groaning, spurred on the Barb mare and, with a sweep of his battle ax, glanced the keen blade from the helmet of the captain of the gate and drove it sheer down through the shoulder of the man, mortally wounding him.

They had won the gate of San Pietro. But there still remained before them a veritable wilderness of danger. How long would it take the forefront of the charging host of Giovan Paolo to reach the gate and assist his vanguard?



TIZZO, looking back, saw a stream of dust pour around the shoulder of a hill, beyond the gate, and through that dust fluttered pennons, and the flashing of armor.

They were coming as fast as true heart and strong horses would bear them. In the meantime, from the top of the wall, rocks and immense javelins began to descend as the wall-guard joined in the battle. To remain near would be death, one by one, to all the band which Tizzo led. But forward?

He could hardly tell what lay forward. There was the inner gate, to be sure, which communicated with the heart of the higher city. They could not hope to win this, but they could at least make a thrust in that direction.

That was why, rising in his stirrups, he shouted: Forward all! The higher gate! The double gate! Ride! Ride!

And in a small but savage tide his followers, every one, rushed behind him along the way which he showed.

Here, to the left and to the right, men were running to meet this mysterious and insane attack in the middle of the noonday. Above him, the bells of the town had just begun to beat out the wild alarm. But Tizzo led the charge straight up toward the higher gate, where the wall arose like the sheer face of a mountain, bristling with armed men.

A troop had issued from that gate. Tizzo, with the carter on his left hand and Baron Henry of Melrose on his right, smote that troop before it could form, struck it as a sledge hammer strikes a brittle stone, and smashed it. The recoiling troopers poured back through the higher gate. And with them rushed Tizzo and his companions!


CHAPTER XVIII.

THE GRAY STALLION.
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COULD TWENTY-FIVE MEN win the double gates of Perugia? No, not at midnight, not at dawn. But in the sleepy hour of the noonday, when all Italy disposes itself for sleep — yes, that was a different matter. Men, still yawning, rose, heard the alarm bells, the shouting and the clashing in the streets, and rushed forth with bewildered minds. And before them were the weapons of the small, determined group.

They had, actually, with one rush cleared both the outer and the inner gate. But here all progress ceased. The inner guards were now at work and they came strongly on. These were the chosen men of Jeronimo della Penna, and they fought like heroes, as Tizzo soon learned.

Here was no chance to fell a few with blows and drive the rest by fear. In those days, the men of Perugia were the most desired mercenary warriors in all of Italy, and now the men of the town lived up to their reputation nobly. Shoulder to shoulder, hand to hand, they pressed in with their shields raised, their swords always thrusting like the bright tongues of snakes. Fools cut and carve; wise men use the point.

And the charge of Tizzo was wasted, foiled, beaten back, back toward the jaws of the gate. A little more and they would be thrust out through the gates, and then all the thunder of hoofs down the street, as the forefront of Giovan Paolos riders approached, would be in vain.

Tizzo, striking with all the force he could lend to his terrible ax, was seconded by the full press of all his men, and still they had to give back, though the street began to run blood before them.

It was then that a voice shouted suddenly: Melrose! A Melrose! Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo! and there was a sudden thrust of armored knights from the dim mouth of an alley.

Tizzo! Melrose! they shouted, and at the same time they were crying: Bardi! Bardi! Falcone! Falcone!

Those battle cries were enough to tell Tizzo what was happening. His foster-father and his sworn friend, Bardi, had collected some of their chosen retainers at this critical point, and now they were driving in to make a diversion in his favor.

That charge struck the enemy, staggered it, thrust it aside, and here beside Tizzo a visor raised and he saw the sweating face, and the bald forehead of his foster-father, Falcone.

Ha, Tizzo! cried the knight. Now to the sword-work! Now to the real glory!



A RUSH of pikemen poured down the street, men running shoulder to shoulder, the forward ranks bent over so that three rows of bristling spears stuck out in front. And this wave of fighters struck Tizzo and his friends. They hewed vainly at the spearpoints. A forest seemed falling upon them. The horse of Falcone went down, and he himself and the brave carter struggled on foot, quickly borne down, when a great shouting came thronging through the gate for which they fought.

Baglione! Baglione! roared the newcomers.

It was Giovan Paolo in the forefront of his charge. They rode down those stout pikemen. They scattered the valiant men-at-arms. But there and then the keynote of the battle was established. For no man asked for quarter. Dismounted knights fought with the truncheons of their spears, with their swords, till these were broken, with their poniards, with their hands and teeth.

No swift movement could be expected. Here on one side fought the men of Giovan Paolo to regain the possessions of a lifetime. On the other side struggled those who had seized the goods of the banished men. To be defeated was to pass into exile again, and to be captured was to be slain without mercy later. Therefore, every step of the fight was marked with slaughter.

That first thrust of the men of Giovan Paolo brought their famous leader right up to the side of Tizzo, where he shouted: Well done, my miracle. Ah, Tizzo, with one more like you, I could conquer the world! Forward, forward! Always forward! But these dogs still are biting when they die! Indeed, they were still biting.

And then the advance struck the chains.

All forward movement stopped at once. From side to side in the streets were stretched great bars of iron, padlocked at the sides and jointed with heavy iron. Raised as high as the breast of a horse, they halted the animals. No beast could leap that height, uphill and onto the pikes that bristled in opposition.

So the advance was checked; and in the meantime the forces of Jeronimo della Penna, gathering force and confidence, with harquebus and with crossbow began to pour in a terrible fire from every raised place. A bullet which missed here was sure to strike there.

The caroming lead left devastation behind it. One ball of lead drove through three armored bodies and a cry went up We are against a fall! It is murder, not battle!

A wild panic was beginning, and if it gained head would wash the forces of Giovan Paolo out of Perugia — out of Perugia, and forever.

Then a voice called to Tizzo: My lord! Tizzo! Here is a way through the barriers! I hold the anvil, and you strike, Tizzo!

That was the shout from the husky throat of Alfredo, the carter, as he thrust under a joint of the chain a great wooden block, such as might have once been the joist of the awning of a shop. It lifted the joint of the chain and Tizzo, without a word, seeing his chance, swayed in the saddle, spurred the Barb mare forward, and smote with the full force of leaping horse, swaying body, and driving ax.

The stout iron was shorn in twain. The chain of iron bars fell, clashing, and at once the riders of Giovan Paolo rushed forward up the street. The harquebusiers, grown confident, thrusting the muzzles of their guns closer and closer to the target, were taken by surprise and died almost to a man, and in a moment.

Those of the party of della Penna who filled the street were numerous enough to have beaten back the charge of Giovan Paolo, but the breaking of the chains seemed to dismay their spirits.

They fled as far as the next chain and there they rallied once again.

Tizzo! Tizzo! went up a shout from the army of the invaders. Tizzo, where is your ax? Open the way for us.

And again the blue-bladed ax of Tizzo glanced through the noonday sun, and the chain was shorn through at the jointing.

As it fell, Tizzo cried out: Ah, blessed be the Saracen who forged you, noble steel! Blessed the ore that yielded you like a mother to the world, and the wise brains that gave you lore. Forward, my braves! Forward, forward! Strike and slay!



AND at that moment a hurly-burly of charging cavalry rushed down the street and encountered them. There was the cry for Jeronimo della Penna. There was the screeching voice of della Penna himself. That charge beat the Barb mare of Tizzo to its knees.

It was not so much a man as a horse that had brought Tizzo almost to the ground; for in the forefront of the defenders of Perugia rode a fellow in beautiful Milanese armor on a gray stallion so beautiful that Tizzo never had seen the like of it even in the stables of Grifonetto. Perfectly trained, the great charger made short curvets every time his rider raised the sword-arm, and so gave a terrible added momentum to the descending force of the blow. Besides, with his steel-shod hoofs he worked like two good fighting men to make a way for his master.

A crossbowman who pressed up beside Tizzo, seeing the havoc the war-horse worked, called to him: Watch this quarrel from my arblast, my lord, Tizzo, and you will see the gray horse strike its last blow!

And Tizzo had answered: Let the horse be! He who kills the good gray horse has done a murder!

A moment later, he could repent what he had said, for in the next surge of the fight his own companions were borne back for a moment and the gray monster swept down on him. It reared and one striking forehoof glanced from the armored head of the Barb mare, flinging her down on her knees.

With that same fall, the guard of Tizzo was thrown wide and the descending stroke of the swordsman fell full on his helmet. That well-fashioned, exquisitely tempered steel turned the sword. It fell with a blunted edge on his shoulder plate, but the blow had been enough to daze him.

Other strokes came from right and left. A footman, springing through the press when he saw his opportunity, cut off the retreat of the rider by driving his dagger three times into the breast of the Barb before she could rise again.

Tizzo, springing clear of the stirrups as the mare fell dead, struck the heel of his ax into the face of the murderer. The visor was smashed by the blow. Blood spurted forcefully out from the breathing holes of the helmet as the man fell on his back.



BUT the danger had thickened around Tizzo suddenly. The men of Jeronimo della Penna, having gained a little ground in that forward surge, closed about Tizzo, shouting: We have him! Strike! Strike! Tizzo is ours!

Yield! shouted the knight on the gray horse. Yield yourself prisoner to me, rescue or no rescue! It was the voice of Marozzo.

Tizzo, for answer, aimed a blow that made the fellow reel in his saddle. But as he fought, Tizzo knew that only the excellence of his armor was saving his life. Immense strokes rang against it. In a moment he would be overwhelmed. And, in the distance, he could hear the agonized cry of Giovan Paolo and see the frantic efforts of that great fighter to rescue a friend.

Help came in another way. A horseman in gilded armor, a slight figure, managed to leap his mount to the side of Tizzo with a spare charger on the rein.

Here, Tizzo! cried the voice of Beatrice.

Tizzo leaped into the saddle through a shower of blows and, swaying his ax from that vantage point, saw the girl pitch forward on the bow of her saddle, stunned by many strokes. Either her helmet had been insecurely put on, or else the blows had snapped the fastenings, for now the helmet was knocked from her head. Beneath it there was no coif of chain mail belonging to the hauberk which most fighters wore for a greater security. She had avoided that crushing weight; and now her head was naked; her hair flowed free.

Tizzo, groaning, drove his new horse between her and the press of danger, but not before he heard the shout of Marozzo: It is the Lady Beatrice. A thousand, two thousand ducats to the man who takes her alive! And a moment later, as Tizzo sweated and fought, he heard the same voice yelling: After her! After her! Giovanni — Tadeo — Marco! — With me and after her!

Tizzo, looking askance, saw that the girl had forced her horse through the mouth of a narrow valley and was fleeing at full speed; but after her ran the great gray stallion of Marozzo like a greyhound after a rabbit.

Then a wave of hard-fighting men swept up to him from behind — a wave whose steel forefront was composed of Luigi Falcone, the terrible sword of Lord Melrose, Giovan Paolo himself, and that terrible, long-striding carter.

He gave them no thanks for saving his life. And through a gap behind their advance, he drove his horse presently down the side alley.


CHAPTER XIX.

TIZZO AGAINST MATEO.
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SHE WOULD FLEE where? All through Perugia the tumult was not spread. Here and there men would be arming and issuing from their houses singly or in groups. But the major portion of the fighting citizens must be gathered about the focus of uproar where the forces of Giovan Paolo had burst through the gates of the town. In all the rest of the city, where would Beatrice find a harborage?

He remembered then the Lady Atlanta. Her charity was greater than the sea; her kindness was without limit except to traitors. And Beatrice, riding for her life, surely would remember this friend.

Tizzo drove his horse at frantic speed straight for the palace of the Lady Atlanta.

There were, as he had expected, small, hurrying groups of men-at-arms proceeding toward the battle. As they saw the fugitive, they cried out to stop him and asked which way the fighting inclined. But Tizzo gave them no answer. They might as well have been howling dogs.

Twice his horse skidded at paved turns and was almost down. But at last he had reached the entrance to the courtyard of the famous house and found inside it half a dozen men in full armor who were beating with maces and axes at the main door of the house. And inside the house the shrill voices of frightened women ran up and down the stairs as they fled for safety and found no place to go.

Tizzo, lifting himself in the stirrups, shouted: Baglioni! At them, men! No quarter! Baglioni! Baglioni!

He turned in his saddle as though waving a charge to follow him, then spurred straight across the courtyard. They did not wait for him. A last shower of blows burst in the entrance door, but three of the men-at-arms who had followed Marozzo scattered to this side and that, yelling as though hot steel were already in them.

Mateo Marozzo himself, with only two companions, pushed through the opened doorway and there turned. They could see, now, that there was but a single rider coming at them, and Marozzo knew that single horseman very well indeed.

It is Tizzo! he yelled to his companions. We are three and he is only one. Call back the others. Living or dead — two — three — four thousand ducats! Five thousand ducats! In the name of God, strike hard — be valiant—

To try to push through that doorway on foot seemed a madness. Tizzo did not attempt it. His spurs bit cruelly deep into the tender flanks of his horse as he hurled it straight toward the threshold. Like a true warhorse, taught to charge even at a stone wall, it leaped the lower steps in splendid style, and, striking the smooth, polished tiles inside the great doorway, skidded and was flung from its feet. But the swinging ax of Tizzo, before the horse fell, had cloven through the helmet of one of those defenders.



AS the charger crashed against the wall and dropped with a broken neck, Tizzo leaped clear of the fall and then he saw the man he had struck to the brain make a stumbling run with his armored, empty hands extended. Right against the tall curtains of red velvet that cloaked a side doorway the man plunged and when he fell the curtains came with his fall. That was not all that was involved. For when the outer door was closed, the inner hall was dusky dim even in the middle of the day. Four graceful lamps of silver hung by silver chains from wall brackets about which the looped cords of the curtains were also fitted. They were deep lamps of an Arabic pattern and filled full every day with a scented oil whose burning carried a gentle fragrance up the main stairway and through all the rooms of the great house. These lamps were torn down, brackets and all, by the fall of the man-at-arms who lay across the open threshold, now, with the velvet heaped in great folds about and above him. The spilled oil was instantly ignited; the flames leaped wildly and made the shadow of Tizzo spring and dance before him like a dark giant posturing on the staircase as he attacked Marozzo and the other.

Mateo Marozzo, halting with his companion at the first broad landing, shouted: Stand with me, Tadeo! Two to one and the slope to climb is good odds even against a red-headed devil like Tizzo. Stand fast and strike hard!

And a wild glory came up in Tizzo, so that he danced rather than ran up the steps. Out of his throat rang the words of the song of the grape harvest.

September, golden with stain of the sun; September, crimson with blood of the grape; 

Under my feet the juices run And into my soul the joys escape!

And he shouted, as he reached them: Oh, Mateo, now we should have music for this dance! Sing, dog! Sing!

That Tadeo was a good, stout fighter, and now he made a sweeping stroke with his two-handed sword that could have cleft the head of Tizzo from his shoulders as neatly as a flower is snipped from the throat of its stalk. But Tizzo dipped his head under the blow and struck from beneath, upward.

The ax, well-aimed, snapped the rivets at the base of the cuirass and with its flawless edge slashed through the chain mail of the hauberk beneath; only the bone of the ribs stayed the stroke, and a great, red gush of blood poured out from the wound.

The man gave back.

Forward, Tadeo! yelled Marozzo. Forward! Forward! Brother, we strike and conquer together!

Shouting out this, he turned and fled with all his might up the stairs.

But Tadeo, ignorant of this desertion, deeply wounded and tormented with pain, drove bravely in at Tizzo again.

Your master has left you! cried Tizzo. Give back, Tadeo! Save yourself, man! The traitor has taken to his heels.

Tadeo did not seem to hear. Groaning, he flung himself at Tizzo and struck again, mightily, with the long sword, The ax swung in a lightning arc. The blade of the great two-handed sword snapped like glass — and Tadeo, throwing aside the useless weapon, snatched out a poniard and grappled Tizzo in mighty arms.

They fell together and rolled over and over to the bottom of the stairs, the clashing armor making an immense uproar. Only the confusion of that fall prevented Tadeo from driving his poniard through the breathing holes of Tizzos helmet. But as they reached the level of the floor at the foot of the steps, Tizzos own dagger found the rent in the side armor which his ax already had made. Through that he stabbed twice and again, deep into the vitals.

Tadeo fell prone. Still, with his last of life, he dug his poniard blindly into the tiles of the floor.



A ROAR of fire was in the ears of Tizzo; thick, rolling clouds of smoke billowed up the stairway. For the flaming curtains had kindled the woodwork of the lower hall. It was still possible to leap across the threshold to the safety of the courtyard beyond, but the fire had licked its way to the ceiling. It had run up the carved wood at the sides of the stairs. The whole house was being given to the flames!

But Tizzo turned and sprang back up the stairs.

Somewhere in that house was Mateo Marozzo searching for the Lady Beatrice. And even the noble dignity of Lady Atlanta would be unable to shield her young friend.

On the upper level Tizzo ran into a great, empty hall where smoke was already circling before the painted faces on the frescoed walls. The roar of the fire was increasing momently behind him.

A locked door on his right he burst open with a hammer-stroke from the back of the ax, and as the door sprung wide, he heard a wild screaming of many women.

There they were, heaped together like sheep afraid of the cold — or the wolf. He saw their hands held up and their faces distorted by screaming as though murderers were already dragging them by the hair of the head.

But neither the Lady Atlanta nor Beatrice was among them. Either would have stood like a proud tower among all these cowards.

He rushed from that room, through the length of the hall again, shouting: Beatrice! Beatrice! Beatrice! It is I! Tizzod Beatrice, in the name of God—

He seemed to hear voices, but as he comes to a halt, listening, he knew that it was merely the distant screeching of the serving women.

Another locked doorway barred his way. His ax beat it open and he sprang into a bedroom in wild disarray. The curtains had been half ripped from the great four-poster bed. A tapestry sagged from the wall in deep folds, making a forest scene tumble topsy turvy as though waves from a green sea were breaking over the woodland scene.

And still there was no sign or sound to lead him.

He held up both hands. From the ax in one of them, warm blood trickled down over his right arm. He prayed aloud, panting out the words like a sobbing child: Kind St. Christopher, noble patron of the unhappy, sweet St. Christopher, the guard of the traveler, show me the way to my lady, and I vow on your shrine two candlesticks of massy gold, set around with pearls, and on the altar I shall spread—

But here he saw a flight of winding steps which rose from a corner of the room and his prayer was interrupted.



UP those stairs he ran, till the winding of them had him dizzy, and past one narrow tower room, and then past another, until he came to the wildest sight his eyes would ever see.

For there on the open loggia at the summit of the tower stood Mateo Marozzo in broken, stained armor, sword in hand, and in the corner of the loggia, facing him, was the noble Lady Atlanta, with her white nuns face and her cowl of black; and behind her on the loggia railing, dizzily poised against a background of narrow towers and the sun-flooded sky, stood Lady Beatrice. The loosened hair blew over her shoulders; the sun burned on her gilded armor.

If a thousand words had been spoken, they would not have told Tizzo more than this silent picture.

Mateo! he shouted.

His voice staggered Marozzo as though it were a stabbing point of steel. Then, whirling, Marozzo sprang at him with such a screech of hysterical fear that even Tizzo was daunted.

That was why the sword-stroke of Marozzo glanced from his helmet and drove him back half a step. And Mateo Marozzo, springing past, was already at the head of the winding stairs.

There Tizzo overtook him. The blade of his ax split the steel helmet like a block of wood. And as he stood back, he could hear the body falling with a loose, pausing, clashing uproar down the stairs.

The house is burning! he shouted to Lady Atlanta. Drag your screaming women fools to put out the flames. Beatrice, I come again, quickly. Stay here in quiet. — Beautiful Beatrice, I adore you! Farewell!


CHAPTER XX.

THE FINAL STROKE.
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THEY WERE GONE from the courtyard, all the men and the horses. And Tizzo, running fast, left the smoking house of Lady Atlanta without another thought. Now that the beast Marozzo was dead, Atlanta would know how to bring her screeching household back to its senses. They had at least a fair chance of saving the house. And the uproar of the battle called Tizzo like the sound of a thousand trumpets. Angels could not have made a music that would have been sweeter to his ears.

A wounded man propped against a wall, groaning and dying, was nothing to Tizzo. What mattered was the well-harnessed warhorse that stood beside the stranger — a Barb mare like Tizzos own. Instantly in the saddle of it, Tizzo drove at a gallop for the fight.

It had hardly moved from the spot where he left it. In that narrow-fronted mêlée, arms were already terribly wearied from constant striking. And from the nearest side alley, Tizzo burst into the throng shouting: Baglioni! Tizzo for Baglioni! Melrose and Baglioni! Tizzo for Baglioni!

He saw mighty workmen in the front rank, his father, Giovan Paolo, Falcone and others, but no voice was more welcome to his ears than the roar of Alfredo the carter. It was he who brought up the block at once, and the blue-bladed ax of Tizzo cleft the chains of that barrier.

The stream of the assailants instantly surged well forward.

A shrill screaming trailed through the air. Women were seen by Tizzo leaning, out of windows, screeching prayers to one side and benedictions upon the other. He could not tell whether he were blessed or cursed, so he laughed as he spurred the Barb mare forward.

That terrible ax which was tempered to cleave all day like clay the hard olive wood, now struck right and left and with every lifting of it, the blood ran down the handle of the weapon. Blood bathed Tizzo himself, turned the brightness of his armor dim, drooped the plume of his helmet. But still his battle cry was as savage as at first:

Melrose! Melrose! Baglioni! Tizzo to the rescue! Melrose! Melrose! The strange sounding name of the Englishman beat now into the ears of many who were not long to live. For the pressure of the inward stream was far greater than those who stood in defense could endure. (The Storm book)



IT was the failure of the chains that broke their spirits. On those great linked iron bars they had depended to prevent any action of mounted men in the streets of the town, and yet in spite of this impediment, the men of Giovan Paolo had pressed forward. And when new chains were encountered, before the men of Jeronimo della Penna could rally in force, the blue-bladed ax of Tizzo had cloven the iron of the joint and caused the chain to drop.

It was that strange ax in the hands of Tizzo that caused the panic to start, that shower of terrible ax blows, and the laughter of the man who wielded the weapon.

But that was not all. As he laughed, he was also cursing.

There pushed forward at his side the great bulk of the invincible carter with his mace and the huge form of the Englishman, ever wielding the great, two-handed sword.

They would hear him say: Now for you, you fine knight of the red plume! Have at you! Melrose! Baglioni! Tizzo! Tizzo!

Those last words seemed to strike a dreadful hypnosis through the limbs of the listeners. And then the terrible ax swayed, flashed, fell, was newly bathed in crimson, and the hoofs of the fierce Barb mare trampled another fallen form.

There were men — horrible to tell — who cried out for mercy, when they heard the cry of Tizzo! Tizzo! But the relentless ax soared and fell, unheeding.

Then a slight form bore up behind him and the voice of the Lady Beatrice called: Are you man or devil? Tizzo, in the devils name, since you care nothing for that of the Lord, show mercy!

After that, the terrible ax forebore some of those who screamed out in surrender.

For the battle was no longer a battle. It was rout.

The labor of mounting the steep streets had ended. There was level going across the top of the town, and here the assailants were able to make a faster progress, until they came into the piazza before the cathedral.



TEN times, at least, rushing forward with a hungry purpose, Tizzo had made at the form of a knight armed cap-a-pie who continually shouted: Della Penna! Della Penna! To me, brave hearts, good friends! Della Penna!

And always he was shut away by a press of many men and hard blows.

It was as they entered the piazza that he saw a man who was armored with nothing whatever, and who carried a sword which he never raised, and the face of the man was the drawn, pale caricature of the features of the chief of traitors, Grifone Baglione.

Tizzo was close enough to see Giovan Paolo spur toward this man and then halt his horse, shouting: Is it you — you—

Then he cried out: Go your way — I shall not cover my hands with the blood of our house, as you have done! I shall not strike at you, Grifone!

And he swerved his furious horse away from that target.

But Tizzo, crying out: Let him stand! No man touch him! found that his voice was wasted. For savage swords raised, and Grifone, expert swordsman that he was, never raised blade to defend his life. He fell under twenty strokes, and the wash of the battle poured over him.

This Tizzo saw askance, and giving up his struggle to reach the spot, as he saw the traitor fall, pushed fiercely onward toward that figure with the white plume above the helmet about whom men were constantly rallying.

Della Penna! was the cry that bubbled from the lips of the warriors who thronged about that tall form on the great black horse.

And Tizzo rushed the swift Barb mare toward the figure, shouting: Melrose! Melrose! Tizzo! Tizzo!

And he saw the man of the white plume snatch a lance from the head of a man beside him, a great lance with a hooded hand-hold. Then, bowed above the long spear, della Penna rushed back to meet that implacable pursuer.

To Tizzo, it was like the first movement of a dance. He waited till the last instant, then with an upward stroke of the ax head, he knocked the lance aside and, with a half-swing of the ax, brought it sheer down on the crest of the knight. That blade was sadly battered and blunted by the cleaving of solid armor. But the true Damascus steel had kept its temper; and as a hatchet cleaves the block of wood, so that stroke cleft the helmet of della Penna.

He did not live to cry out once more. His body, lurching sidewise from the saddle, seemed reaching for the ground to break the force of his fall. And then the armored body crashed on the stones of the pavement loudly enough to be heard above the battle.



IT was the final stroke.

There broke out, after it, a wild uproar of fear. No one remained to reward valor, and therefore all men fled. Moreover, the height of the town had been taken. As for the men who had supported the traitors, they took to their horses and poured out of Perugia as from a spot afflicted by the plague, and yet most of them had thought to spend the rest of their lives in the place as lords of the multitude.

So the fall of della Penna unnerved his followers. And the men of Giovan Paolo rushed hard on their traces.

It was said that fugitives from the battle were slain as far as ten miles on the other side of the city. And this was true.

It was said that a certain number closed themselves into the cathedral and were there cut down by the inbreaking forces of Giovan Paolo. But this was false. For the garrison of the cathedral surrendered when Giovan Paolo, unwilling to cover the floor of the house of God with blood, permitted the men inside to depart in peace.

But Perugia, down to the farther ward, was conquered and pacified all on one night, and blood ran on every street of the town.


CHAPTER XXI.

FAREWELL.
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THERE WAS A scene which Tizzo did not see, but which remains to this day famous through all of Italy.

For the Lady Atlanta, with four of her maidens as a train, advanced through the bloodstained streets of Perugia as far as the main piazza where the cathedral still stands. There she walked among the dead until she came to a place where a man lifted up his unarmored hand.

And that was Grifone.

Some say that they said a great many things. Some say that it was a scene sufficient to cover many pages of a record. But what actually happened was as follows:

The Lady Atlanta, dropping on her knees, caught the hand of her dying son and called out to him. What he said in answer was: Bartolomeo! Guido! Give me my armor! I must go out and fight gentlemen as though they were dogs!

At this Lady Atlanta said to him: It is I, my son! It is your mother, and therefore speak to me.

But Grifone said: I am already in hell. She would not speak to me. It is some lying devil!

In spite of what is written in other places, this is all that Lady Atlanta spoke to her son, and those were the words which he answered.

Afterward, her women lifted the dead body and carried it away. There were a number of men who would have been glad to strike a weapon into the dead body of the chief traitor, who allowed the noblest of his kindred to be killed by treason on the night of the Great Betrayal, but the fact is that all men drew aside when they saw the black-robed figure of Lady Atlanta carrying her son from his dying place.

There were not many, however, who commented on the fact that he abandoned his house and rushed out into the street without armor, or that he failed to lift his famous sword in defense of his head. This, however, was the truth.



WHAT between the taking and the retaking of the city of Perugia, there was hardly a house in the town which had not been plundered at least once. Therefore, very few of the citizens had a reason to rejoice. But it must be said that one of the most cheerful voices that was raised inside the town, on days that followed, was that of Alfredo, the son of Lorenzo, who appeared at his old task, except that he now had under him three four-mule teams, each pulling a high-wheeled cart, each cart driven by a special driver. While the one-eyed man remained at his house unhappily roving up and down all day and regretting the vanished times of his hard work, but all his neighbors looked up to him as to a mountain.

In those days, there were many changes.

Great men were pulled down. Many heads of traitors fell on the block. And new men were made rich and famous.

Luigi Falcone gained a name as a great soldier instead of the repute of a scholar, only, and Henry of Melrose was given the rental of so many houses that he was made rich to the end of his days.

But Tizzo was not there. He was gone.

When men asked what had been done to reward the man who had prepared the way for the recapture of Perugia and who in person had formed the sharp edge of the entering wedge, they were told that he had disappeared.

And this was true. For all of the men who loved him, and they were many, were unable to find any trace of him until several days after the fall of the town.



IT was at that time that the Lady Beatrice entered the room of her brother, now sole lord of Perugia, and threw a letter down on the table.

News from whom? asked Giovan Paolo.

From the devil, I think! said the girl.

She flung herself down on a chair and the tears began to run down her face as her famous brother began to read aloud, slowly:

Beatrice, blessed among women, my beloved, and most worthy of all loving, my glorious lady, my bravest and best of women, sweetest and dearest, a word from one who loves you to distraction, who dies for the lack of you, whose breath is not drawn because you are not near him, who cannot eat or drink without having the taste of his food and his wine filled by the thought of you, My noble Beatrice, Why am I not there in Perugia to share in your high joy? Why am I not there to grasp the hand of my father and my foster-father and to make us lifelong friends?

Why am I not there to take you to the altar of our everlasting happiness?

Alas, Beatrice, in the battle I saw a scoundrel! of a traitor who was mounted on a great gray stallion.

I saw him, and my eyes would not believe, and I chased him, and he fled. For two days he fled.

But tomorrow I shall find him, without a doubt. I shall return riding the great horse perhaps long before this letter reaches you.

And in the meantime, my heart yearns for you.

I curse the villain who rode a horse so mighty that I could not help but pursue him.

Farewell.

I love you, my heart breaks for you, my blood runs cold in longing for you.

Farewell again. Keep my memory near your heart. Remember me to the great hero, to my father, and to Luigi Falcone. And to Antonio Bardi.

God, how much of my heart remains behind me in Perugia! But the gray horse I must have, and will have, and shall have.

Farewell again, 

Tizzo.

THE END


The Cat and the Perfume (1935)
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CHAPTER I.— GALLOP! GALLOP!
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OUT OF THE Apennines the river plunged toward the flat strip of the Romagna, toward the gleam of the walls of distant Faenza that stands on the great Via Emilia; swiftly the river ran, and the road beside it, but swiftest of all was the gallop of Tizzo on a long-legged gelding that had made slow work through the climbing of the Apennines, but now on the downward slope stretched out in gigantic strides. And Tizzo let him run, only keeping a tight rein to balance the awkward beast on the corners. For a rain had ceased falling only a short time before and the river was frothed with new brown and bubbles and the big rocks beside the road flashed in the sun; the surface, being mere mud, was a treacherous footing, and the clumsy gelding needed a bit of steering. He was the fourth that Tizzo had ridden since he left Perugia. Even by the riverside the road sometimes went uphill. And now they came to a long rise up which the gelding started to gallop, fell to a trot, to a walk, and finally, in spite of spurring, stood still and let its head fall.

Tizzo, in a fury, tore the feathered cap from his head and dashed it on the ground; the steel lining of the headpiece clanged on a stone with a muffled note. Then, his passion leaving him as quickly as it had flared up, he slipped to the earth and glanced over the horse.

The eye of the gelding was dull, his muzzle twitched spasmodically, his sides heaved, and there was a tremor in his knees.

Spent like a bad coin, said Tizzo. Done for and gone, and be damned to all long legs on men or beasts.

He turned, his eyes straining toward the east, which was his goal, and through the strain of his baffled impatience he began to hear the musical conversation of the river, which talked to itself contentedly with many voices; he was aware of the blue of the sky, and the pines that climbed the mountains in thick, dark-green ranks. The river seemed to rush on with a redoubled speed and he was drifting back, back, losing fatal time in the race. A dim thunder began, behind him, and turned into a distinct rattling, and now a cart drawn by two mules appeared around the corner at the foot of the hill.

Tizzo at once stripped saddle and bridle from the dripping gelding. And from behind the saddle he took the leather-holstered ax which he hooked onto his belt so that the leather-covered head of it was behind his hip and the wooden handle sloped across his back toward his right shoulder. He wore, also, a short-bladed, light sword whose slender steel would be entirely useless to carve through the thick steel plate and the under-armoring of chain-mail of Milan such as men wore in Italy in the year 1500. The sword was balanced at the right hip by a slim-bodied little poniard, a very good instrument with which to look through the breathing holes of a visored helmet. These were his weapons. He picked up his feather hat and put it on his head. That was the only defensive armor he wore. He had not even a shirt of fine mail under his long-sleeved, short-skirted jacket because his best guard was speed of hand and foot.

Now he stood waiting eagerly for the carter, with the wind ruffling the curled fringes of his flame-colored hair and tossing the plume in his steel-lined hat. At his call, the carter drew rein; the mules stretched their hind legs to keep the cart from rolling backward.

When you went by me, back there, said the peasant, I saw the belly of your horse pumping and I guessed youd come to a stand before long, highness.

He added the last word out of respect to the plume and the edging of fur around the collar of the jacket. Tizzo flung bridle and saddle into the cart, laid his hand on the high edge of it, and vaulted lightly in.

On toward Faenza, friend, said Tizzo, as fast as your mules can run; and if they gallop all the way, you get this!

He held up a florin, beautifully new from the Florence mint. The peasant opened his eyes so wide that the pupils became pinpoints in the big white circles. But the horse — to leave your horse—

My servants will pick up the beast when they come along behind me, said Tizzo. The whip! The whip! Gallop all the way, and you have the florin. Only half if the mules trot a step.

THERE were no servants following him. No man could have followed the frantic course he had ridden since that night of tumult when he rode conquering into Perugia at the side of Giovanpaolo Baglioni and then saw, far before him, the man on the gray horse, such a horse as Tizzo never had seen before, a horse of silk, a horse that flowed over miles like the wind. He had intended to chase the rider no farther than the northern wall of Perugia; and then, a single mile beyond the town he was prepared to halt, but the imp of the perverse and the beauty of the gray, horse had led him on, and on. For four days he had been led, stopping for brief moment, hollow-eyed for the lack of sleep, hardly ever in sight of the fugitive but always guided by report, for when men saw the gray stallion, they did not forget it readily.

The peasant, with one half-frightened glance over his shoulder, began to beat the mules with his long staff; by the time the cart reached the top of the hill, the gray mules were galloping with the short-striding, stiff-legged swing peculiar to the race.

You hurry, my lord, said the peasant.

Did you see a man on a gray horse? said Tizzo. A gray horse with four black points on its legs and a black silk muzzle?

I saw it, said the peasant. A half hour before you went by me—

Gallop! Gallop! said Tizzo. If you bring me up with him, ten florins! Ten florins, dyou hear?

I hear! said the peasant, and struck his mules in turn.

Was the gray horse weakening? asked Tizzo.

It was only trotting when I saw it, said the peasant, but it trotted faster than most horses would gallop, on a long road.

Was it thin as if from a hard journey? asked Tizzo, eagerly. Was it gaunt beneath, and the back roached?

No, highness. It seemed in good condition.

What a horse! said Tizzo. A Pegasus! A winged throne for a man; a glory and a triumph to the eye... Tell me, what was the look of the man that rode it?

A good, strong-built man, said the peasant, speaking loudly over the rattling of the cart, the groaning of the heavy axles. A man that might make one and a half of you, highness! He glanced almost with a smile over the lithe, slight body of Tizzo, and measured his inches. He was not, in fact, a hairs breadth above a middle height.

A good, strong-built man— said Tizzo, thoughtfully.

You want to overtake him, very much? He wears a helmet at his saddlebow, and there is good steel plate from his neck to his knees; he has a two-handed sword, also!

Has he? said Tizzo. And a big-built man, with all that weight of armor to carry as well — and I with four horses dead beat behind me — and he with only one? No, it is not a horse. It is an immortal!

Perhaps, said the peasant, with a touch of malice, when your highness comes up with this armored man, you will be sorry that you caught him.

Sorry? said Tizzo. Tut, tut! It is a cousin of my wifes sister, and he left home without a purse of money that he may need along the way. No fighting, my friend. No fighting, at all. Just a matter of pure friendship!

The peasant looked into the eyes of his passenger and saw them glimmer as bright as the blue of flame that underlies the yellow tip. After that, the man kept his eyes upon the road they were travelling. He was trying to think. It seemed to him that he had seen a man with eyes like that, once in his life before.

Whats forward in Faenza? asked Tizzo. Is the Duke of Valentinois in the town still?

Aye, said the peasant. Cesare Borgia is there with his Frenchmen and his Swiss and with his good peasants of the Romagna, too.

Will he make soldiers of them, as men say?

He will, as no other man can.

And who has the Borgia poisoned lately? asked Tizzo.

Poisoned? said the peasant. He poisons no man. The good duke is stern with his soldiers, friendly to all others.

The good duke? said Tizzo.

Aye, the good duke, said the peasant, looking at Tizzo with surprise.

Well, explained Tizzo, laughing, they say things about him in Rome. They say that the Borgias kill their man in an hour or in two years at their will. The wine they give is neither salty nor bitter. It has just the right breath of sweetness; it is a little richer in the aftertaste. He grows warm. He sweats with pleasure. He feels the strong wine mounting to his brain. He laughs — and in the middle of his laughter he becomes silent. He is dead. Or on the other hand, he goes home happily. The Borgias attend him cheerfully to the door. They send their servants to light him on the way home. He sleeps well. It is a month later before his eyes at noonday are as dim as evening light; his memory fails like that of any old dotard; food disgusts his sight; his hair falls, his teeth loosen, he crawls like a frost-bitten insect into his room and dies in the corner. Have you never heard stories like this about Cesare Borgia?

In Rome, said the peasant, they will say anything. I have an uncle who once went there in the Holy Year. Well, they will say anything in Rome, but up here we know the great duke very well.

How well do you know him? asked Tizzo.

I, with these eyes, have seen him take a great sword and stand to the charge of a bull, and cut off the head of the bull with one stroke. My God, how I howled. My throat still aches when I remember how I shouted. We all shouted.

That proves hes a good man? asked Tizzo.

It proves hes a man, said the peasant, and as for his goodness, ask the people of the Romagna what happens when other armies come among us. We do not care who wins. The victors are as great a plague as the defeated. For working people like us, there is no right in war. There is only wrong. I beg the pardon of your highness.

I understand you perfectly, said Tizzo. And Cesare Borgia?

Well, you should see the difference! He will have no stealing, no taking of mens wives and daughters, no plundering of wine-shops, no commandeering of food, no slaughtering of our cattle, our pigs, our chickens. No, no! The good duke stops all of that. He asks in the towns merely for bed, fire, and roof for his soldiers. He pays for everything else. And for the men who fail to obey his commands — well, God help them! I saw two fine fellows hanging by the heels from the windows of his own sleeping apartment in the palace only the day before yesterday. Great, big, wide-shouldered fighting men — hanging there like pigs at the autumn slaughtering time. And what had they done? Why, no great thing at all. They simply had taken a fancy to a girl, that Angela, the daughter of the old vintner; and when she ran they followed her into the house, and knocked her father over the head when he tried to stop them. Why, they didnt kill the old man. Half of one of his ears is gone, but otherwise hes as well as can be; but the good duke would not have it. And he hanged them out of his windows. No — there is a man to follow — there is a man to die for!

Perhaps, said Tizzo — and then he broke out with a shout. Do you see? Do you see?

The walls of Faenza? Yes, said the driver.

Damn the walls of Faenza along with the Romans that built them first; I see something better; I see my fellow of the gray horse turning in at that gate, yonder. Do I not? Are my eyes lying to me?

No, my lord. I see it, also. I see him turn to scan the road this way — and now he passes on into the tavern.

Tavern? said Tizzo.

The Giglio Rosso, highness. And there a man that can afford to buy them can find the good wines of Tuscany, so good that they are food and drink all in one moment.

Gallop! said Tizzo. Gallop, gallop!

And off they rode.


CHAPTER II. WHEN A BORGIA SMILES
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THE RIDER OF the gray horse knelt on the carpet beside the bed in the best room of the Giglio Rosso, with the arched windows giving on a pleasant garden; for the tavern had been a charming villa, in better days, and in the garden it offered on this hot day the delightful spectacle of half a dozen little fountains that raised trembling arms of silver into the sun. But the traveller had no eye for these things or for the luxurious appointments of the chamber, nor for the thin-faced, white-skinned man who stood in a corner. His whole regard was bent, with a modest discretion, on the man who lay lounging on the bed. He was half-dressed. One riding boot was on, smearing mud on the silken covering of the bed, the other boot lay on the floor. He had pulled off his jacket from one shoulder, but the other inert arm still remained in a sleeve. He lay, in fact, as though he had been struck down by a mortal wound and was now dying, or dead. No one could be sure of his expression, since he had a small mask across the upper part of his face. Under the edge of the cloth, one could see a red, pimply eruption on account of which, perhaps, he used the mask. The lower part of his face was covered with a short, heavy beard and cropped mustaches. He was a big man, and even the mask could not entirely obscure his large, handsome features.

I remember you, Dino Sanudo, said a slow, weary voice. Why do you come rushing here all the way from Perugia? What is wrong?

I have been chased, my lord, said Sanudo. The man is at my heels now.

Chased? said the other. And by one man — all the way from Perugia?

I have played the decoy, my lord of Valentinois. I have brought him here as a present to you. Giovanpaolo will pay a great deal of money for the life of this man who follows me.

Giovanpaolo is an exile from his city, said Cesare Borgia.

He has returned; he has taken the town, said Sanudo.

The Borgia closed his eyes and sighed.

The traitor? he inquired. The rich one?

Dead, my lord.

Delia Penna?

Dead, my lord.

Delia Penna, too? Who killed him?

Was he a friend of yours, my lord?

He was.

The man who follows me is the one who slew him.

Cesare Borgia raised a finger.

What is the name of this man?

Tizzo of Melrose.

Italian and English?

A mongrel half-breed with red hair; his father is that condottiere, that Baron Melrose.

Bonfadini, if this Tizzo, this redhead spark from the fire, enters the Giglio Rosso, have him secured for me.

The white-faced fellow in the corner bowed and left the room instantly.

Tell me of the retaking of Perugia, said the Duke of Valentinois and the Romagna.

It was a question of might, said Sanudo. And a sudden attack. There was the question of Giovanpaolo Baglioni fighting like an Achilles; and that heavy-handed Englishman, Melrose, striking in; and the surprise troubled some of the defenders; they would not stand when they saw the iron chains across the street cloven in two.

Ha? said the Borgia, suddenly lifting himself on one elbow. Cloven in two? By whom?

By this same Tizzo.

A giant, is he?

No, but he carries an ax that has enchantment in the head of it.

The Borgia relaxed on the bed again.

And then? he said.

A rout — murder — wild flight in all directions — and the shouting of Baglioni! Baglioni! till my ears rang. I took my way out of the northern gate; this Tizzo followed me.

Is he an old enemy?

No, my lord. It was very strange. Something drew him after me.

And then you remembered me — and led him to me all the way from Perugia?

Yes, my lord.

Very good, said the Borgia.

This Tizzo, said Sanudo, is betrothed to Beatrice, the sister of Giovanpaolo; and because of that and a thousand services that the half-breed Englishman has done to Giovanpaolo, he is willing to spend a great fortune to buy Tizzo into safety again.

Be still, Sanudo. I wish to think.

THE chamber grew silent. Sanudo, moving slowly as though he feared to attract attention, rose to his feet. He saw that the eyes of the other were closed. The moments passed. In the distance, there came a sudden outbreaking of shouts and crashing noises. Sanudo, his head jerked back, listened with shining eyes and parted lips. A door closed with a shock that ran all through the building. After that followed not silence, but a confusion of rapid murmuring. And still Cesare Borgia did not move on the bed, did not open his eyes. By the regularity of the rise and fall of the breast, on which appeared the golden rose of the Gonfaloniere of the Church, Sanudo made sure that the duke was sleeping. But he dared not move. The catlike humors of this man he had heard too much about.

The door opened. It was white-faced Alessandro Bonfadini again.

The man is taken, he said.

How? asked the Borgia.

By numbers — fighting, said Bonfadini.

Dead or alive?

Unharmed, my lord. But Pietro is cut in the leg; Roberto is speared through both cheeks; Giovanni—

Ah, Giovanni? said the Borgia.

He is hurt in the body. He may not live. They came at Tizzo at last in a wave. He no longer had room to dance between the swords. They fell on him with weight of numbers. Now he is in chains.

Sanudo, leave the room, said the Borgia.

Dino Sanudo bowed very low, made three steps backward, turned, and carried his big shoulders through the doorway. He closed the door after him with softness.

Give me wine, said the Borgia.

Alessandro Bonfadini went to the table and took from it a silver pitcher with a gleaming dance of nymphs carved around the swelling sides of it and incidents of boar-hunt worked about the top. He poured clear red wine into a golden cup with a wide, shallow bowl. The pedestal of it was a bowed Atlas whose pillow that cushioned his shoulders against the crushing weight of the sky was a single huge sapphire. This cup Bonfadini filled, carried to his master, and sank on one knee. With his left hand, gently, he raised the inert head of his master. With the other he offered the cup, tilting it delicately as the Borgia drank. At exactly the correct moment, he drew the cup away and cautiously lowered the head of Cesare Borgia into the pillow again.

Talk, said the Borgia.

Bonfadini did not have to ask what the subject should be.

He is a young man, he said, with flame-red hair and eyes the color of blue — let me see — the color of the blue part of a flame when he is excited. All his life he will be excited until he dies. He will die young. He is of middle height, slenderly made, but with strength; there are long fingerings of muscle over his shoulders and arms. When the men arrested him, he was away from them with a whirl and a leap. He drew from his pack what seemed a short truncheon, a short staff, but it turned out to have the head of an ax of fine blue steel, Damascus steel, I would say. However, he had not time to swing this. Too many blades were at his throat. He had to drop the ax as he jumped for his life, and he drew out a light sword with a narrow blade. After that he began his dance. He danced, as I said, between the swords. Every moment I saw a heavy blade cleaving him through the brain, but it was only his shadow, his ghost, that the blows fell on. He laughed as he danced.

Ah? said the Borgia.

He danced both in and out, he bent and twisted and leaped among the swords like a fish on a hook. And his own sword kept darting. Mostly for the head. Some of the men were in half armor; some only had breast-plates. Giovanni was wounded through the side as he turned in making a heavy stroke.

What armor was he wearing when he did all this dancing?

No armor except a steel lining in his hat.

No armor? cried the Borgia, in a rich, ringing voice.

None whatever, my lord. Not even a shirt of mail.

I have a wish, said the Borgia.

Yes, my lord.

This Dino Sanudo is a proved soldier. I have seen him fight. Yet he saw this Tizzo do such things that, rather than face him, he ran all the way from Perugia to this place like a whipped dog. Now, however, he shall face Tizzo. Give him advantages. Give him complete armor from head to foot, the heaviest and best plate that you can find. Place him in a place where I can see the thing and then send in this Tizzo to confront him. Send Tizzo without armor.

My lord — against a man armed cap-a-pie?

If the fool fought once without armor for his own pleasure, he can fight again for mine. Give him his sword — and that ax which he had no chance to use. Tell Sanudo that the death of Tizzo is the price of my favor. Then bring them together.

It shall be done. In what place?

Where I can look on without being seen. In the chapel, perhaps.

Alessandro Bonfadini drew up his shoulders till they were half their normal width.

In the chapel, my lord?

The deep voice of Borgia answered, wearily: Yes, fool. In the chapel. Then I can look down through the window above and see everything through the grating. To see and be unseen, that is to be like God. And Godlike things are what should be found happening in sanctified chapels.

Bonfadini raised his eyes to the ceiling, shivered a little, and went from the room with his quick, noiseless step. The Borgia closed his eyes again. He began to smile.


CHAPTER III. MASKED
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THEY UNLOCKED THE irons that held Tizzo, hand and foot, and thrust him with many hands, suddenly, into a small chapel, slamming and locking the door behind him.

He looked about him, bewildered. It was a modest little chapel with a high ceiling supported on rounded pilasters. And the walls were buff, the ceiling sky-blue, the altar a shimmering intricacy of marble lacework.

Tizzo, when he saw the cross, knelt to it. He was not a very religious soul, but now he uttered a characteristic prayer.

O Lord, you see where I am; let me have a sign that I am not forgotten!

As he rose, the door was unlocked behind him again, and at his feet reaching hands flung his own scabbarded sword, together with his ax. And across the threshold advanced toward him a big-shouldered man armed from head to foot in massive steel plate, perfectly plain but jointed with all the exquisite skill that the Milan armorers knew how to use. And, in his hand, he carried a long sword with a knob at the end of the hilt to counterbalance the weight of the steel. The door slammed and was again locked behind this formidable metal monster, who came straight at Tizzo, without uttering a word and only with the clanking echoes of his sollerets filling the room. So, with a sudden side-stroke, he cut at the head of Tizzo.

The blade whistled, such was the force of the blow; and the keen edge caught like many little claws at the red curls of Tizzos hair as he ducked. The back-stroke which followed he was prepared for and sprang away so that the point swept harmlessly past him.

Tizzo cast his sword from him. It was a magic little weapon against men in half-armor or less, but this complete suit of plate was impregnable to the needle point. There remained the ax with its curved head of Damascus steel, but the ax was a weapon to be used by a man in full armor who could give all his attention to sheer striking and let his accouterments take care of the counter attack. Yet Tizzo, as he whirled the ax lightly over his head, looked calmly down the long sword of the stranger, and prepared to evade the next blow.

What are you, brother? asked Tizzo. It seems that Ive fallen into the hands of the Duke. Are you his executioner? Does he wash his chapel every day with blood?

It will be washed with yours today, Tizzo, said a deep, stern voice.

Ah, you know me? said Tizzo.

Know you? Why else have I been leading you on for four days? asked the stranger.

Ah ha! You are the man of the gray horse? And leading me on, do you call it? Tell me your name, my friend.

I tell it to you gladly, said the other. Its right for you to know my name before I clip the head off your shoulders. I am Dino Sanudo.

Then, Dino, said Tizzo, you are a lying coward. You were not decoying me. For four days youve been running for your life. Step in, my lad, and do your best; but youll see that heavy armor is not worth a breath when a coward wears it. Come on, Sanudo!

Sanudo, under the insults, hesitated, leaned, and then rushed with a tremendous stroke. To avoid it, Tizzo leaped back and up onto a stone bench that stood against the wall. Even so, the sword drove humming past his throat and breast, the sharp point ripping the breast of his jacket. The force of the blow swung Dino Sanudo more than half-way round, for he had struck in the perfect confidence that this time the blade surely would find flesh.

And while Sanudo hung for an instant, amazed, off balance, Tizzo leaped from the bench like a cat, and added the force of his springing body to the full weight he could put in the head of the axe. It struck with beautiful accuracy between the bowl of the helmet and the jugular plate, springing the heavy steel apart or cleaving sheer through it.

Sanudo fell, his sword hurling before him into the corner and his armored weight falling against the blade and snapping it into three singing fragments; Tizzo leaped on over Sanudo and wrenched out the imbedded edge of the ax. He whirled, ready to strike desperately again — and saw his enemy lying with his head at the foot of the altar steps and the blood oozing from the cleft in the armor.

Dead? said Tizzo. But before he made sure, he looked to the edge of his ax. It was hardly blunted. The chisel edge remained entirely sound.

Now God bless the Saracen hands that found the iron and worked it into this steel! said Tizzo, aloud. Our Italian stuff is tin, compared with this.

HE took note of Dino Sanudo again and, lest any of the blood should run out on the altar steps, he took hold of the prostrate body by the foot and dragged it, bumping and clattering, over the floor to the corner of the chapel. Even at that distance from the altar, blood on the floor would be a sacrilege. He stripped off his jacket and laid it under the head of Sanudo. Not until that had been done did he turn the body on its back and undo the visor. When it was raised, he looked a moment on the swarthy, ugly face, now gray green with pallor. Some of the blood had run forward and traced a crimson streak down the face of Sanudo. The eyes were not closed, but slightly open, and that to Tizzo was perfect proof of death. He drew a fold of the jacket over the face of Sanudo and facing toward the altar raised his hands, the ax still gripped in one of them.

O Lord, said Tizzo, I have had the sign. In return for this, if I fail to build a house on earth for some saint, if I fail to fit it out from bell to altar, let me have no more place in heaven than a rat!

This satisfied his sense of devotion and he began to look about the chapel again until his eye lighted on the stone grille-work of the window, high up on a side wall. The capital of a pilaster projected just beneath this marble open-work and Tizzo measured the distance. First he cased his ax in the holster at his back; his sword he belted around him aslant across the front of his body. Next he laid hands on a wooden bench, put it under the column, and backed across the chapel to the opposite wall. There he paused, gathering in himself the electric strength which could be piled up in the nerves and discharged in one great flash of effort.

At last he crouched, ran forward, stamped on the top of the bench and hurled himself high up. His fingers brushed the edge of the capital, but he could get no secure hold, and his body struck heavily against the wall. He dropped, half stunned. On one knee he waited a moment for the shock to pass; and again he stepped back to examine the problem. He began to sing a little, very softly. And now and then his glance flashed toward the door which might open at any moment and let danger pour in at him.

He rearranged the bench, now, putting it at a slant between the floor and the side of the pilaster, the two ends braced as firmly as he could manage. Afterward, he went to the little marble bowl of holy water, sunk in a niche in the wall.

May it be forgiven, O Father in Heaven! said Tizzo, and with some of the water he carefully moistened the soft leather soles of his shoes so that they might stick better to wood. Now, again, he took his place opposite the bench, waited the vital instant, felt the full charge of energy built up in his nerves, and raced across the room once more.

This time, he ran up the sharp slant of the bench, leaped, and caught the head of the pilaster easily. One more arm-haul set his grip on the stone grille of the window.

Through the white bars, he could see the little semi-circular chamber where the lord of the house might come to attend divine service at his pleasure, unhampered by the public presence of many people.

Still hanging by one hand, he slipped the ax free over his shoulder and with the hammer-head that balanced the blue blade of it, he tapped carefully on the stone rods until they cracked, broke, dropped down on a floor where the noise of their fall was muffled by a carpet or prayer rug. His shoulders were aching before he managed to break out a portion sufficient to allow even his lithe body to wriggle through. But now he stood in the little room with a passage slanting away from it into dimness. He paused only to take a few deep breaths. Then, with the ax again holstered and the slender sword in his hand, he made forward through the obscurity.

A door stopped him. And it was locked! He gave his shoulder to the wood. It was so heavy that it would take a number of strokes to cut his way through it. Besides, the noise he made would be as fatal as beating on a drum.

He paused for thought, singing softly, drumming the thin, hard tips of his fingers against his chin. The key was not on his side of the door, of course; and the lock itself was secured inside a big, square plate of iron which was screwed strongly into its socket.

The screws were the vulnerable part. With a corner of his ax set into the grooves of the screws, he turned them out of their holes one after another, until the lock came freely into his hand. Once it was exposed, nothing was easier than to manipulate the rusted old springs inside it and so move the bolt.

Cautiously, therefore, bit by stealthy bit, he opened the door until he made sure that there was a deep obscurity beyond it.

When he discovered that, he advanced more confidently and closed the door behind his back.

The room was very dark, but there were things in it that surprised his senses. This was full daylight that must be shuttered and curtained out with much care in order to produce this darkness and yet the room did not have the musty air of a chamber that has been sealed up for a long time. Instead, there were various savors that were very pleasing. With an accurate sense he numbered them to himself — the fragrance of fruit — of apples, and a dusty sweetness that might come from plums. The thin, sour-sweet of a wine, a red wine, was dimly in that air, together with that slight taint of soot which is left when a candle has been burning for some time, or a lamp with too long a wick. Beyond this, he thought he could make out, more obscurely than the rest, the presence of some unknown perfume, an unnatural, blended fragrance.

He stooped and touched the floor. It was tiled and the tiles were smooth with wax. It had been polished within a day or two, at the most.

This thing had become a mystery. It was a habitable room, one ordinarily in constant use, perhaps, and yet today it had been darkened. Not merely darkened for coolness in the middle of hot weather, but actually closed up so that not a ray, no matter how he turned and looked in all directions, could be found.

The wall would guide him somewhat. He went along it with poised, reaching steps, feeling his way by hands and feet together. So it was that he found a chair.

The wood, by the rough of the grain under the seat, was probably oak; the cushion was silk velvet; the back of the chair was covered with intricate carvings, not deeply incised. And at the base of the chair, on the floor, he found a pair of soft cloth slippers such as one might wear in a bedroom. He slid a hand inside one of the slippers. No woman was apt to wear slippers of such a size. He was in a mans bedroom, then.

He started forward again and had made one or two of those stealthy, gliding steps when he heard a sound of metal scraping against metal; a yellow cone of light sprang out into the room, flashed across his eyes, returned to catch and hold him as with a bodiless hand.

He could see, now, that he was lost. Four motionless figures on the farther side of the room, holding up big-headed halberds, were not dummies with waxen, painted faces. They were living men in stout half-armor. They were more to deal with than his single pair of hands could cope with, and yet they seemed nothing compared to the figure of the big man who sat in a chair near the wall between two shuttered windows, with a mask over his face.


CHAPTER IV. SACRIFICE FOR ITALY

[image: img94.jpg]

THE SHOCK OF the sudden burst of light from the unhooded lantern perhaps had had an effect in straining the nerves of Tizzo more than a little; but at any rate the vision of this man poured in and in through his mind with a sensation like the cold of the wind at dawn, touching flesh that is warm and tender from the bed.

He could not see the eyes of this man clearly behind the mask, but he felt them as he never had felt a mans eyes before.

Tizzo dropped the point of his sword, put his left hand on his hip, and waited.

He could not go forward. It was foolish to turn back because he knew where the passage led.

Open the windows, said the masked man.

They were flung open at once. The keen daylight shocked the eyes of Tizzo for a moment — he had been straining his pupils in order to pierce the darkness of a moment before.

And now from the masked man came a deep, resonant, slow-speaking voice again, which said: There is enough of this childish game. The rest of you, begone.

The soldiers moved instantly from the room. There remained in a corner a slight, pale-faced fellow who kept his bright eyes constantly on the face of Tizzo.

You, also, Alessandro, said the master, and the slender man with that dead-white face passed from the room in turn.

And now Tizzo became very keenly aware that he had a naked sword in his hand while the big man in the chair was unarmed except for a dagger which he wore hanging from a golden chain and cased in a golden scabbard richly worked over with emeralds. Except for that single ornament, his clothes were not rich — a pair of muddy riding boots were on his feet. He sat half sprawling, and yet with an effect of powerful dignity.

An armed man, a barred window, a locked door could not hold you, Tizzo, said that deep voice. You are free. Leave when you wish. Not a hand will be raised to stop you. I have given the order to the soldiers, and I am the Duke of Valentinois and the Romagna.

Tizzo unbelted the scabbard of his sword, placed it again around his hips, and slipped the blade back into the scabbard.

My lord duke, he said, shall I be grateful to you, or shall I ask if you sent Dino Sanudo in full armor to murder a naked man?

I sent him to you, said the Borgia.

In the name of God, will you tell me why?

You had injured a servant of mine; you had driven Sanudo for four days, like a dog.

In that case, if you wished to have me dead, why do you set me free?

Because I would rather please you than please the ghost of a dead coward.

My lord, you stood behind the barred windows and watched us fight.

I did, and then sat here in a darkened room to wait for you to enter the trap, when I saw that you had courage and wit enough to break into it. But when it closed on you, you neither ran like a woman, nor tried to fight the impossible like a fool. By the light of that lantern, I saw a man. That is why you are free. If you had shrunk — if you had tried to storm out of the room— He paused.

I would by this time be hanging by the neck in your courtyard? asked Tizzo.

You would, said the Borgia. You would have been hanged properly for murder.

But as it is?

A brave man can do no wrong in my Romagna, said the duke.

Youve said a number of friendly things, my lord, said Tizzo. And you are doing things that are more friendly than your words. From now on, if I ever hear words against Cesare Borgia, my hand will be against the speaker. May I ask you a final favor?

You may, said the Borgia.

My lord, Sanudo I was chasing for the sake of the horse he rode. May I buy him at your own price?

A very good horse?

A very good horse, my lord. You may have whats in my purse and my pledge to pay more.

This stallion is something you have fixed your heart on, Tizzo?

Aye, said Tizzo, and until Ive sat on his back — by God, until hes run up perpendicular walls with me — and jumped whole rivers — why, until then Ill never live as a happy man.

In that case, said the duke, you shall have him. Is that he, now?

He pointed out the window, and there Tizzo saw the unsaddled stallion passing, led by a pair of grooms; and two were necessary, for the gray was dancing as though he wanted to leap into the sky.

Yes — yes — yes! cried Tizzo. That is he! See how he steps with wings instead of fetlocks — that light on his flanks runs through my soul like a sword — and all that life and glory in him after four days of running with the weight of a coward in armor on his back! Four days of work — and then this! Why, if they turned him loose, hed jump to the head of that hill with the first bound, and hop onto the back of that cloud with the next!

He is yours, Tizzo, said Valentinois.

I thank you from the bottom of my heart. This is noble of you, my lord. I can see in your own eye that you know a horse — but now, to let me buy him—

You cannot, Tizzo, said the duke. Id rather sell flesh cut from my own body than such a horse as that. You cannot buy him, but it will enrich me to have him ridden by a friend.

Here Tizzo started, and struck a hand over his heart as though to cover a wound. A gift, my lord? he said. A gift of that gray beauty — that living flash of silver — that winged glory? I cannot take it.

Can you not? asked the duke. You have heard some dark things about me, Tizzo. A gift from me would make you feel unclean?

I have heard tales, my lord, said Tizzo, keeping his head at an imperious height.

Poison — stabbings in the dark — murder, murder, murder, lechery and murder? The duke smiled.

And suddenly Tizzo cried out: Tell me that they are lies, my lord, and I shall forget them — they have no existence for me!

You would wash my memory and reputation clean with enthusiasm, Tizzo, said Cesare Borgia, but I must tell you the truth because I want it to be a friend that rides away on the gray stallion. So I must tell you the truth. If I buy your friendship with a lie today, I lose it at the first touch of truth tomorrow. They have made a beast out of me with their talking; they have exaggerated; but the truth is that I have been the death of many men.

Tizzo burst into a sweat. He shuddered.

By poison — and stabbings in the back? he asked.

Well, yes. By many ways. By wine at my table, by a strange fragrance in the smoke of a candle after it is snuffed; or, again, an accident on shipboard, or a sudden rush of ruffians in a dark alley. In many ways.

Tizzo peered at the eyes of this man; a shadow fell over them from the mask, but through the shadow they could be felt. Then the word, the only word for it, came with horror out of the stiffening throat of Tizzo: Murder!

No, said the Borgia, sacrifice.

Sacrifice? To what? asked Tizzo.

To Italy, said the duke.

And when he saw that Tizzo had been struck to a silence, he said: They have cut the garment of God into pieces and thrown dice for it. And a few of the dicers have been removed — by me! Look!

He pointed out the window, and the eyes of Tizzo glanced over the deep green of the rolling land, enriched with vineyards and orchards and bright here and there with the gold of grain-fields. Florence, Venice, Naples, Rome at the throats of one another fighting with hired soldiers, borrowing the help of Spaniards and Frenchmen who suck out the blood of our land. Do you see? Italy is my mistress, and I see dogs eating her beautiful body. There will be no great Italy till it is free and united; it will never be free until Italians fight Italian battles. And here in the little Romagna, away from the eye of the world, hidden by the mountains, I have taught the peasants to fight as steadily as Spanish pikemen, as gayly as the French, as furiously as the Swiss. Here, in the ranks of those drilled peasants of mine, begins the real life of Italy. Old Rome shall be born again. The tyrants of the cities shall be swept away. Italy shall be her own!

By God, cried Tizzo, you are a great and good man, my lord. Let me serve behind you, beneath you, under your feet!


CHAPTER V. CALLED BACK FROM THE DEAD
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WHITE-FACED ALESSANDRO BONFADINI, coming again into his masters room, found him alone, slumped forward in his chair.

I am tired, Alessandro, said the duke. Help me to my bed. Ive had a fire burning in my brain.

Bonfadini drew one of the long, heavy, muscular arms over his shoulders and helped his master strongly to his feet. Leaning on him, the Borgia shambled to the bed and slumped down on it. With his face half buried, he said: Did you hear?

Naturally, my lord.

I never was better, said the Borgia.

It was very convincing, said Bonfadini. But is he worth the horse — and the expense of my lords spirit as well?

He is worth something for himself, said the Borgia, but he is worth still more because he has in his hand Giovanpaolo of Perugia. I need the Baglioni brain fighting for me and five hundred or a thousand of those tough Perugia soldiers.

Can this Tizzo bring you all that?

He is betrothed to that famous beauty, Beatrice, the sister of Giovanpaolo. And Giovanpaolo himself is the sworn brother in arms of Tizzo. He has written me a letter to the Baglioni endorsing my character. I send the letter and ten thousand florins to Perugia and — you will see that Giovanpaolo will not refuse. But get the letter which this red-headed firebrand has written. You will find the whole man in what he writes.

Alessandro Bonfadini picked up the letter. This is addressed to the Lady Beatrice, not to Giovanpaolo Baglioni, he said.

I have already opened it, said the Borgia. You may have the trouble of closing it again.

Bonfadini smiled a little. He never smiled very much. Then he read aloud, distilling the words with a voice of infinite precision:



My beautiful Beatrice,

How shall I prefer to think of you? Scampering on horseback in mens clothes, or walking through the night from Perugia with the Great Betrayal behind us, or in my Lady Atalantas tower, or sitting in a crimson velvet chair with your hands folded on the blue velvet of your dress? When I dwell on your hands, my mind stops there. I see them again; I feel them as though they were clasped in mine; they are gesturing and making laughter in the air; the little polished nails are ten points of fire in my soul.

Why am I here in the Romagna when I should be south, far south in happy Perugia, high in one of those towers that lance the sky, on my knees before your chair, kissing the hands of my lovely lady? No, we would now be galloping over the hills, or walking the walls and planning a foray as far as Arezzo, or making the music play in the hall while we dance, you and I alone, whirling or slowly, you in my arms, and happiness under our feet.

My God, if I were a bird I would fly till my wing were hot with speed, and hurl myself suddenly out of the air before you. If I could catch a lightning flash by the haft, I would have it fling me this instant at your feet. What happiness!

Why am I here? Not for long. Soon we shall be together. Raise your head and listen. My love is all around you. It is in the silence behind your chair. It is the dazzle of sunlight falling through the casement.

Farewell. Be true not to me but to our love, which is from heaven. When I think of you, I could be a priest or anything. I curse the mountains that lie between us. When I look up from this writing, they may lie flat!

Farewell. Love me. Close me inside your eyelids when you fall asleep at night.

Thine, forever, and ever, and ever and ever, and ever.

Tizzo..



P.S. I forgot to say that I have the gray horse. He is mine. It is like owning the wind. His rider is dead and the horse was given to me by the noblest soul, the greatest heart in Italy. I name him. Forget all you have heard of him. He is Cesare Borgia. Believe in him, trust him. The messenger who carries this to you will present ten thousand florins to Giovanpaolo. The duke wants your brother and a thousand good soldiers in the Romagna. He pays for part of his service in this open-handed way and asks as a sure hostage for Giovanpaolos truth of hand and heart — what? Why, my beautiful, he makes a jest of it, a happiness to me, his newest and humblest follower — he asks only that you should come to the Romagna. Therefore, conclude everything instantly with Giovanpaolo and let my father bring you north to me and to the duke while Giovanpaolo raises the army we need.

Tizzo..

WHEN Bonfadini had finished the letter, he folded it once more with the greatest care, his pale, thin fingers moving with wonderful surety as he reformed the seal of the letter over a lamp.

Well? demanded the Borgia, suddenly. Why dont you speak?

I was finding words for my thought, said Bonfadini. This Tizzo, this firebrand as he is aptly named, you may pick from the fire and use to cast a great light down your path. But on the other hand, he may be a coal that will burn your flesh to the bone.

You find him too honest? asked the Borgia.

A little too honest, my lord.

He is on fire with the dream of a free, united, powerful Italy, said the Borgia. He is ready to die for the cause.

It would be better if he were ready to die for Cesare Borgia.

The cause of Italy and the cause of Borgia are one and the same thing, said the duke.

As long as you can make him believe that, it is well.

Perhaps, Alessandro, it is true.

Perhaps, said Bonfadini.

Is Sanudo dead? asked the Borgia.

Almost. His eyes are fixed, his flesh is cold, his heart makes a stroke now and then, like the wings of a soaring hawk. He will die within the hour.

Try on him the new elixir, said the Borgia.

It should be tried first on dogs and cats, said Bonfadini.

Sanudo is a dog, and there is something of the cat in him, also. An honest fellow like Tizzo — yes, that is one thing to possess. But a poisonous cat-clawed creature like Sanudo has his uses, also. Try the elixir on him.

It probably will kill him instantly.

The world will lose nothing.

No, it will gain another story linking the Borgia and strange death together.

Let the stories be told, said the duke. Even if there is only a little truth in them, they make men feel that I am omniscient.

Yes, said Bonfadini, omniscient like the devil.

If I can make them fear me first, Ill take care of getting their affections later on. That is a small matter. First master the house. Afterward, put it in order. Have Sanudo brought here.

Four men carried Sanudo into the room and left him stretched on a couch. His armor had been removed and he was left merely in a flowing undergarment of finely woven steel, bright as water. This hauberk and the shirt beneath it, Bonfadini opened and laid his hand over the heart of Sanudo. He shook his head. And the Borgia, now turned on his side, regarded the wounded man with a lack-luster eye. Death already seemed to be working in the body of Sanudo.

A beautiful stroke, my lord, said Bonfadini. It cut through the heavy steel plate of the helmet like tin. Who would think that a man of Tizzos inches could deliver such a blow?

The brain, Alessandro, said the Borgia. It is the brain that does all things, even the handwork in this life of ours. The brain, even in the tips of the fingers! Now try the elixir if there is any chance at all.

If the edge of the ax touched the brain—

Even so — tell me, Alessandro, if it is impossible to call back the dead? I mean, those who have taken only the first brief step over the threshold away from life.

Bonfadini raised his head, slowly. Color ran up through his starved face. I have a hope, he said.

If you can do it, said the Borgia, then we have the power of God himself. You know, now, how to kill with a wisp of candle-smoke, the fragrance of roses, a pair of silken gloves, a drop or two in the glass of wine to deepen its flavor; if you can do the other thing — if you can call back the dead to life—

He had raised himself to one elbow, his eyes on fire. But Bonfadini suddenly crossed himself. God forgive me! he said.

Come, come, said the Borgia. Leave God to women and children. Set about your work.

Bonfadini, accordingly, took a tall goblet of crystal and poured into it, first, several powders, all white. Then he uncorked a phial that let a clear, amber liquid run into the cup. At once the whole frothed up like smoke with Bonfadini dropping into the bubbles and froth drop after drop of oily liquid from another little flask. He stopped these drops, at length, and the fuming stuff mounted at once to the brim of the cup, swelling above it with snapping bubbles that cast up thin, sparkling showers of spray.

The hand of Bonfadini that held the cup was shaking a little. Such anxiety was in his face that it seemed a light was cast upon it by the frothing mixture.

This now settled down into a trembling liquid of a clear red, like wine, but with a constant glitter of bubbles that sprang from an invisible presence at the bottom of the cup.

Now! said Bonfadini.

The Borgia watched with eyes of fire and said not a word. Something made him pull off his mask, which showed the slight red corrugations over the top of his face like an erupting fever.

Alessandro Bonfadini, going to the couch, placed his hand over the heart of the wounded.

Ah, well, he said, it is plainly too late. I feel no heartbeat whatever. You see that his jaws are locked, now, in rigor mortis, or in the last spasm.

Pry open his jaws! Pry open his jaws! shouted Borgia, as if in a rage.

He leaped from the bed, ran with that sudden activity of his to Sanudo, and with his own hands wrenched at the stubborn jaws until they were forced open. Bonfadini lifted the head of Sanudo, and poured the drink gradually into the throat that swallowed it with occasional laborings. After that, they stood back.

Nothing! said Bonfadini. Nothing at all. Nothing will happen.

Be silent, said the Borgia. The greatest fool is the one who despairs at the last moment. Ah-hah! Look! Look!

Dino Sanudo had sat up, with his-head fallen far back on his shoulders and his hand groping blindly before him. The Borgia caught those hands.

Come safely back from hell! said Cesare Borgia. Come back, Sanudo!

Here the soldier staggered to his feet and began to look around him.

My lord! he gasped. My lord! And stared down at the powerful hands of Cesare Borgia which held his own. I was in hell — and a voice called me safely back from it. Was it yours, my lord?

It was mine, said the Borgia. Take him away, Alessandro. Now that he has a new life, let us see what hell do with it. Take him away and have the wound dressed.

Dino Sanudo put his hand over the wound at the side of his skull. That wound, the Borgia noticed with the most interest of all, had commenced to bleed again, and strongly.

I pour my life out at your feet, my lord, said Sanudo. What you have given, you may take again when you will.

What was the last you knew? asked Borgia, overcome with curiosity.

The last I knew, I was driving my sword through the twisting, dodging body of Tizzo; and the flash of his ax leaped in at me suddenly, and then I was dropping a thousand leagues into swift darkness — and then pains of fire caught me by the head — I still feel them as though the fingers of the master devil had seized me with fingers like talons along the cheek and jaw to tear open my mouth and pour molten lead down my gullet. And while the lead was still pouring — I heard your voice calling me back from hell — my lord, I heard your voice!

Self-pity, or gratitude, made Dino Sanudo fall at the knees of the Borgia, who smiled above him toward Alessandro Bonfadini.

Take him, said Cesare Borgia. And Sanudo was led out of the room.


CHAPTER VI. THE SNAKE HISSED
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THE LADY BEATRICE Baglioni, having come that very day as hostage and surety that her brother Giovanpaolo would duly fulfill his contract with the Borgia, stood at a window high in the tower room of the tavern near Faenza with the Borgia and Henry, Baron of Melrose, behind her. She had been waiting there for some time in expectation that a cloud of dust might emerge from the mouth of the valley into the plain; for Tizzo had not been on hand to welcome her. He, the Borgia had explained, had taken that day his newly-raised company of a hundred Romagnol peasants, and with them had challenged an equal number of veteran Swiss, also in the employ of Cesare Borgia, to a twenty-mile march into the mountains and back. At any time the two little columns might approach.

But the big, long-legged Swiss, complained the Lady Beatrice, have done nothing but march and fight with their pikes and long swords all these years! And how can the poor peasants match them?

That, said Cesare Borgia, I pointed out to Tizzo. But you know that he is like his name — always setting fire to a new idea. He no sooner saw his men in their new uniforms than he began to feel that they were perfect soldiers. There come the two columns — there you can see the dusty clouds blowing, and they are close together. It will be a race!

Ill ride to meet him! exclaimed the girl.

Stay here with us, said the father of Tizzo.

She looked up at his gray head, his robust, slightly wine-reddened features.

Because, he explained, if you keep out of the picture you may see something interesting. When Tizzo is left alone, he usually manages to keep both hands busy with some sort of deviltry. These peasants of the Romagna, my lord, he added to the Duke of Valentinois, do you hope to make them into serious soldiers?

That is my hope, said the Borgia.

It never has been done in Italy, said Henry of Melrose, since the days of the old cities when the Milanese had their citizen levies of pikemen who were like a hedgehog — hard to handle, but easy to walk around. The Hohenstaufens would rush at the long front of the pikes and so go down with all their chivalry; but since those days, the citizens and the peasants never have been worth mustering. Am I wrong?

You are not wrong. But new things must be tried, said the duke. And fire-new ideas are what pleases Tizzo the most.

I see the white horse! cried the girl— and it is at the head of the second column! Tizzo is losing!

What of it? said the baron. Its only a little friendly wager.

But he never loses, answered the girl.

Youve been saying, yourself, that the Swiss are the finest marchers in the world, answered the baron.

No matter what I said — they wont beat him, she declared.

Aye, but you see they are doing it! remarked the Borgia.

The white horse is gaining, though, she pointed out. Do you see that it is creeping up the flank of the leading column?

The two bodies of men had come close enough for all the soldiers to be seen in spite of the dust they were raising. In fact, the second body was gaining on the first, the white horse moving at the head.

Twenty miles, said the Borgia, and only seven hours for the doing of it, in spite of marching in helmets and body armor, the Swiss with their pikes, the Romagnols with their pikes for half the men and heavy arquebuses for the other half. Twenty miles in seven hours! Well have a tired lot of fellows at the end. Such marching hasnt been seen in Italy for a good many days. If they had horses under them, they would hardly do better!

He was in a great enthusiasm, striding up and down, looking now and again out the window at the approaching soldiers, and exclaiming again and again in that peculiarly deep, resonant voice: It is the same as victory for the peasants, even if they are beaten a step or two. See how the Swiss are straggling! If you see the Swiss march out of formation, its a sure sign that theyre nearly done for. But notice the Romagnols — all closed up well and marching in fours neatly enough. Well done, Tizzo! Done like a captain!

Who is that on the white horse? demanded the girl. That is not Tizzo — its a poor lout who lets his head fall and holds onto the pommel with both hands!

THEY could see now that the white horse carried in the saddle a fellow who reeled from side to side a little, as though he were drunk; and he was in the red and black uniform of the Borgian infantry. Moreover, a man clung to each stirrup of the white horse, and still another actually held by the tail of the stallion.

The spent men! The weak and the exhausted — hes given up his place in the saddle and let his peasants use the horse, said Cesare Borgia, softly and slowly. Now, a man who will go on foot like that will go farther in the world than a thousand of the haughty cavaliers.

He has hung his helmet and his cuirass on either side of the pommel, said the big Englishman, Do you see them like a pair of drums? Aye, and his leg armor is there, too. Where is that red head of his?

There! cried the girl. There he is! I see the flame of his hair by the flag. Hes carrying the flag of the company, and thats the greatest weight of all. Look, look! They are gaining, my lord, are they not?

They are not, said the Borgia, grimly, staring with fixed eyes.

Where does the race end? asked the girl.

Here, in front of the tavern — ah ha! Do you see?

The whole length of Tizzos column of peasants, laden though all of them were with heavy weights of armor and of weapons, broke into a slow and dragging trot. Slow as it was, it pushed them straight past the head of the Swiss column. The Swiss raised a broken shout that was audible even as far as the tavern. They responded with a double-quick, but a number of their men were incapable of increasing past a walk, though their officer could be seen riding his horse down the long, straggling line, and striking at the laggards with the flat of his sword.

Not the whip! Not the whip! said the Borgia. You will not make soldiers with the whip. Lead them and theyll follow — lead them as Tizzo leads them. Oh, my brave Romagnols!

The very last of the peasant ranks had by this time passed in front of the flag-bearer at the head of the Swiss column.

Ah, they are tired! cried out Beatrice Baglioni. See how their poor heads flop from side to side, I wish I were out there carrying a pike for one of them!

She began to wave a scarf from the window, and she shouted with a far-heard piercing voice: A Baglioni! Baglioni! Tizzo and Baglioni! Tizzo!

The two big men, standing behind her at the window, looked at one another with faint smiles. And Baron Melrose murmured: I heard that same voice in the streets of Perugia when the cross-bow bolts and the bullets were flying, and the spears were crashing, and the swords were crack-ling like wood on every side.

Do you mean that she rode in the attack? demanded the Borgia, startled.

She did — in armor — and laughing and singing — no man can be a coward when there is such a girl to set an example.

The Borgia, instead of answering, looked long and fixedly at the slender girl. She, with her hands clasped against the sides of her face, was swaying a bit from side to side, as though this effort of hers might lend a little strength to the exhausted peasants.

But the race was won. That slow dog-trot the men of the Romagna maintained until they had poured into the court of the tavern, and the moment they were inside, they fell in heaps and lay on their backs. The Swiss followed, staggering in an even greater exhaustion, for defeat adds a leaden weight to every man.

FROM the tower window, the three watchers saw the captain of the Swiss cursing violently, raging up and down with a brandished sword, until suddenly he took himself off into the inn.

Shall we go down? asked Henry of Melrose.

No — but watch him a moment from here! cried the girl. You will see him — every moment he shows himself, no matter what hes employed at. There — there — do you see? Hes having wine served to his own men — not those on their feet cheering him, but to those that are down, first!

Perhaps a third of the peasants were on their feet, and these, crowding about Tizzo, cheered and yelled, staggering as they were, till he broke from them to hurry the servants from the tavern, who were carrying out whole buckets of wine and giving dripping cups of it, right and left; others followed with bread and cheese.

Suddenly Cesare Borgia flung up an arm: Ha! There! There! There is the master-stroke — there is the man revealed in full! There is the leader of armies, not of companies!

For Tizzo was passing among the Swiss, with a wine-bucket in his own hands, ladling out the red liquor right and left while those big men from the north gaped and stared in bewilderment before they accepted the charity.

Beatrice almost wept with happiness. She caught the arm of the baron and pointed. Thats his way! she exclaimed. He ties up the wounds he makes. Between Romagnols and Swiss therell be no dissension after this. Do you see the peasants sharing their bread and cheese with the Swiss now that the example is set? Ah, Tizzo, what a heart you have, you mad-head!

Cesare Borgia, his face strangely lighted by thought, was striding up and down with only occasional glances out of the window. He stopped suddenly and laid a big hand on the shoulder of the baron.

I owe a certain share of gratitude to you for giving such a son to Italy, he said.

No thanks to me, said Melrose, honestly. If I had my way with him, wed both be out of Italy and on our way to green England as fast as horses or ships could take us.

Ah? said the Borgia. Ah?

And a cloud ran suddenly over his face. But the pale, bright blue eyes of Melrose dwelt unflinchingly on the Duke until Cesare Borgia turned suddenly away, saying: I shall send word to him that you are here.

He went quickly down the stairs from the tower and the girl, sobered in a moment, murmured to the baron: Is he angry? What have you done to him?

I touched him in the wrong place, and the snake hissed at me. Thats all, said Henry of Melrose. I told you — I told Giovanpaolo — what the Borgia is, no matter what he seems. But you, like a little wild-head, you would come whether your brother wanted you to or not. Perhaps youre safe enough, but for my part, Ill have to guard every breath I draw from this time forward.


CHAPTER VII.— I SMELL RATS!
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THE BORGIA, RECLINING in his room, said gloomily: Did you see them meet?

I saw them, said Alessandro Bonfadini.

And the girl? asked Cesare Borgia.

Ran to him and took him in her arms, all dusty as he was, and kissed him, and then broke away and did a whirling dance step or two, and came back and kissed him again.

If women meant much to me either by day or night, said the Borgia, I would put something in the wine of Tizzo and take the girl for myself. As it is, he is safe. And the baron?

Sat in a chair and stretched his legs and called for wine. And sunned himself with looking at them and chuckled a little, as the English do.

Did you see his eye?

I did, my lord. It is the flame-blue of the eye of Tizzo.

He is my enemy, Bonfadini.

My lord?

I say what I mean. He is my enemy, Alessandro. That blue eye of his burned straight into my brain. Neither talk nor money will ever clear away the impression he has of me. He stared into me as though he were seeing murder. Perhaps I was a mirror to him. Perhaps he was seeing his own death. Do you understand?

Alessandro Bonfadini ran the tip of his tongue across the dryness of his lips.

Quickly, or slowly? he asked.

Too quickly for him to have a chance to think before he dies.

Like a sword thrust?

Yes, like the thrust of a sword. But something that will not leave his face contorted, if possible. Something that will kill him in his bed, or in his chair, and in the morning people may look at his placid face and say: His heart simply stopped in the night! What a pity!

I understand, said Bonfadini. I only ask: Is it necessary? Is it really necessary to put the baron to sleep forever? If a hint of a whisper, if a dream of the truth comes to Tizzo, you will have to kill him, also.

In three days, said the Borgia, the baron will have poisoned the mind of Tizzo against me. In the talk of a single day, he will put doubts in the mind that underlies that red hair. And that would be a disaster. Did you do as I said? Did you send a man into the Swiss cantonment? Did you hear what they were saying about the marching, today?

They say that the peasants are men, and that Tizzo is a noble leader. They would poison their own general with a pint of wine if they could be sure of having Tizzo to take care of them afterward.

Do you understand why he is valuable to me?

I do, said the poisoner.

Listen! said the Borgia, and lifted a finger. Laughter came faintly from across the garden court, with one heavy, booming note in it.

Thats from the throat of the baron, said the Borgia. I want him silenced before tomorrow. In the meantime, find out what the talk is about.

I shall, at once, agreed Bonfadini.

Alessandro, what should I do without you? asked the duke.

You would kill even more, but with the knife, my lord.

And thereby lose half my mystery? No, Alessandro, without you I am only a common man. Now, go to find out what underlies all that laughter.

ON one side, the windows of the room looked into the garden court; on the other they opened on the stable yard, where a groom was leading the gray horse up and down to cool him off after his hard work of the day. He neighed, and Tizzo started up from the table where he sat at wine with his father, crossed the room from the garden side, and stood looking down on the stallion. The big baron, following his son, leaned on his shoulder and looked on the same scene.

He could carry my weight, even, said Melrose.

For the last six miles, said Tizzo, the peasants were hanging onto the stirrups by turns. When one set of them had caught their wind again, another lot caught on. A dozen of them never would have finished the march except for him.

And what of you, Tizzo, with the weight of the flag-staff to carry?

I had worse than that. I had the weight of the whole company on my mind, and when I called out for them to double-quick, and set them the example, my knees turned to water. I thought I would fall on my face, but a moment later I heard the whole crew of them swinging along behind me, and all the weariness went out of my legs. I could have run miles. And after that, there was you, and Beatrice, and now its as though I had rested for a whole night. Ah hail Falcone!

The stallion stopped so short that the lead-strap was jerked out of the hand of the groom. The gray horse lifted his head and whinnied a soft inquiry.

Falcone! said Tizzo again. The horse trotted to the foot of the wall, reared, seemed to look for a ladder by which to climb, and then cantered back and forth. The groom, laughing, caught the lead-strap, but Falcone refused to move until Tizzo had waved him away.

There has been little time. How have you managed to do it? asked Melrose.

I slept for three nights in the end of his manger, and for three days I never left him. When I was drilling the Romagnols, I led him every step, until he began to follow me. I did the feeding of him, groomed him, watered him, fed him bunches of wheat-heads and apples. He has a tooth for grapes, too, and before long he began to know me, then to look for me, then to wait for me. And so you see him now. What a richness to have a horse as true to ones hand as a good sword! What a wealth of joy there is in this world, father! When I think of you, for instance, and of Beatrice, I feel that my hands are full, my arms are full, my heart is full!

The horse had disappeared into the stable, and as they turned from the window, Henry of Melrose said: Well, my lad, youre in a place where your heart can be emptied again, quickly enough.

How? asked Tizzo.

By a taste of meat or a sip of wine at any meal.

Ah, youve heard the tales of the Borgia?

I have.

And believe them?

I do.

When you know the duke better, said Tizzo, youll forget the whisperings. Hes a bold man, capable of anything, but nothing against the good of Italy. When I came here — think! I had wounded a parcel of his men, killed another in his own chapel, and then broke out into his own room, with a sword in my hand. He could have had me killed like mutton. But instead, he set me free, gave me Falcone, and called me a friend. When I talked, he opened his mind like a book. I could read where I pleased. And I found the truth at once. What he wants is the freedom of Italy, one Italy, one great Italy, like the one great England, the one France.

Theres a good deal of your mother in you, Tizzo.

Enough to make me love the land I was born in.

Enough to make you believe what every man says. Tizzo, listen to me! Sit here at the table again. Lean close — there are ears around us to hear whispers, even—

Stuff! said Tizzo. The Duke loves me, father. What I wish is what he wills. A man to die for, I tell you!

A good many have died for him. Let me say whats in my instinct. If I could have my way, Id take horse and leave this tavern as far behind me as a day of galloping could take me, and yet the rest of my life Id feel eyes looking at me from behind.

Superstition, said Tizzo. Nothing but superstition and gossip, I swear. You are as safe here—

As I would be in a battle, with horses trampling over me, with a knife at my throat. I tell you, I saw the poison gather in his eyes when he looked at me. He found an enemy and was wise enough to recognize the fact. Tizzo, in the name of God, get away from the man and take Beatrice with you!

So? So? said Tizzo, smiling. He smoothed the green silk of his doublet sleeves and continued smiling.

Dont treat me like a child! exclaimed the father.

I shall not, said Tizzo. I only know that Beatrice is as safe here as though she were in heaven. So am I. So are you!

The baron started to make an answer, but finally he frowned instead and shrugged his shoulders.

I see how it is, he said. Youve been touched with the fire again, and nothing will put out the flames except your own blood — but what—

He started up from the table, raising a hand for attention, and whispered: Did you hear anything?

No, nothing, smiled Tizzo.

The baron sprang to the door and wrenched it open. The hallway was empty.

You see? said Tizzo. Dreams, my father; nervous dreams, and no reality. Theres nothing in this place to fear.

The baron remained with the edge of the door in his grip, scowling up and down the corridor. At last he dropped to one knee and stared at the floor of the hall. His gesture waved Tizzo towards him and so, staring over the shoulder of Melrose, Tizzo saw a dim imprint of a mans foot, a small foot, the soft leather of the shoe apparently pointed towards the toe.

Do you see now? said the baron.

I see a footprint on the floor of the hall — well, what if one of the servants wanted to clean up this room and paused here for a moment to listen, and make sure that there was no one inside?

Melrose stood up again.

I can show you the truth, but I cant write it on your brain, he said. Tizzo, we are spied on. We are watched and overheard. And where the Borgia is, that is, to have one foot in the grave. Will you saddle now, and ride with me?

Give up my Romagnols? Give up my chance to fight for the united Italy? And all because of a footprint on the floor? I would not leave the Borgia for a handful of diamonds!

I see it and I know it, said the baron. Very well — but tomorrow sees me gone, and gone forever from the neighborhood of that murderer. Faugh! I have gooseflesh; there are chills in my back; I smell rats!


CHAPTER VIII. DEADLY PERFUME
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THE BORGIA, SITTING at his window, looked at the stars and spoke softly. The slender shadow that leaned at his shoulder said nothing.

Go to the Romagnols of Tizzos company, said Cesare Borgia. Let a suggestion run among them — a suggestion that some of them come to the window of their captain and ask him out to drink wine with his men. Its the sort of a thing that the stupid peasants would never think of, but would be happy about it if their brains could reach the idea. And Tizzo could never refuse them. In that way hell be drawn out of the room where he sleeps with his father. And when he is gone — when he is gone, Alessandro.

Bonfadini drew in his breath. I am prepared, he said. But if Tizzo lives, will he doubt that we have done the thing to his father?

I will swear on a stack of crosses that I had no hand in it, said the Borgia, and the fellow is so simple, in spite of his good wits, that he wont be able to doubt me. Do as I say, and let me take the consequences with Tizzo. What of the girl?

She spent half an hour standing in the hall, saying good-night to Tizzo, she laughing, he singing snatches of songs to her. Finally she went to bed, tired from the day.

She has metal in her, though, commented the Borgia. If she were cut into thin strips, every strip would make a sword.

He waved his hand. Now go, Alessandro. It is time to reach the soldiers. Whisper the idea, here and there.

I am gone, said Bonfadini, and slipped from the room.

Bonfadini wore a battered gray cloak with a hood, almost like that of a monk, except that he kept a flap of the cloak flung over one shoulder. The hood cast a deep shadow under which the pallor of his face was partially lost, and so he was able to glide about among the campfires of Tizzos little company of peasants. Even though it was night, even though they had done much on this day, they were still talking of war and marches. Here was a pair disputing loudly; there was another working furiously with wooden swords, trying certain strokes and parries which that uncanny ghost of a swordsman, Tizzo, had taught them. And Alessandro, from the rearmost of a group, let his voice be heard, not overloudly: We should ask the captain to be with us. We should ask him to drink a little wine with us. Let us see if he loves us as he seems to do. Let us see if he would come out to carouse with common men!

He was gone before men had a chance to turn their heads, but the thought was planted, and it worked in the minds of the peasants. A huge man with a long and heavy face said: Why should he come with us? He would rather eat with an ox at a manger. He is a gentleman and the son of a great baron.

He slipped out of his saddle and put Roberto into it, said a bystander. He took the standard of the company out of your hand when you were staggering like a great hulk, and he carried it all the rest of the way. Was that like the son of a great baron?

I did not stagger. I stumbled in a rut. That was all.

You lie! Sweat ran down your face like water.

Ill make you eat those words and like them!

Will you? Ill rip your great guts across and let them roll down around your feet.

Come, brothers. Well try the captain. Half a dozen of us go and call under his window, and then see what you will see!

The word went swiftly through the company; the determination was quickly made; the rumor of it passed into the adjoining tents of the Swiss who had contested in the march and three or four of those hulking fellows, the pikemen par excellence of all Europe, came striding to ask that the festival be one that would include them. And so ten men went hurrying towards the inn through the moonlight and stood in the stable yard under the windows of Tizzos room.

Captain! Noble captain! Captain Tizzo! one of them whispered.

Louder, growled someone. Not even a cat would hear such whispers.

He has more ears than a cat. Youll see, said the man who had called.

And presently, sure enough, a figure leaned out the window.

Who goes? asked the guarded voice of Tizzo.

Friends, friends, my captain. The fires are burning high; we have a cask of wine five years old and sausages and good bread. Will you come and break the bread and broach the cask with us?

Will I not? said Tizzo. Ill drink you under the table and onto the ground, you hulking scoundrels! Ill show you that a small bag can hold much wine. Wait for me! I come like a thought. Wait for me, hearties!

They stood waiting, nudging one another, laughing softly for dread lest noise should reach the ears of the terrible duke. And they said to one another, chortling, rejoicing: Well get him to show us a few of his sword tricks.

Aye, but when he strikes, he leaves a welt.

So the lesson wont be forgotten.

Drink us onto the ground? I drink him into a stupor, or damn me.

How could he come to know us so soon and love us so well?

Because he is a man. And men know men quickly. Hush! It is he! Alberigo — Tomasso — take him from that side and we from this... master him quickly, because he is a jumping jackanapes... get him up on our shoulders, and well carry him back, no matter how he wriggles. Show him the strength of Romagnol hands!

THE Baron of Melrose, sleeping heartily in the first strong, deep sleep of the night, filled with a happy dream more than with good wine, was roused in spite of his fumes of slumber by a faint meow. He was a man who hated cats, as it is said that all true men, rough men, bold men are apt to do. So he roused suddenly and sat up, and then he saw, on the inside ledge of his casement, clearly defined in the moonlight, a big round-headed tomcat.

The baron was a man well into middle age, as his gray head showed, but he had some of the workings of youth in his blood and would have until death turned him cold.

He reached over the side of his bed and settled his hand on a heavy riding-boot which he raised, poised, and then squinted his eyes to take good aim.

It was because his glance was so firmly settled that he saw the thing at all. It was no more, say, than a single puff of steam from a boiling kettle; it was a translucence, a sparkling in the moonlight that slipped in a cold flood through the open casement. The cat turned its head and then leaped to the floor.

No, it had not leaped to the floor. A cat is light as a feather — down, and this was the loose fall of a helpless body. Staring, the big baron saw that the slender shape of the cat did not appear. Straining his eyes, he could make out that it lay stretched on one side on the floor, moveless.

Something got the baron out of his bed and into his boots. Being a soldier, he had merely to pull on his doublet and he was dressed.

The evanescent mist was gone from the moonlit casement. He made two long strides across the floor; he was leaning toward the cat when a slight fragrance, a strangeness of perfume entered his nostrils.

That instant his brain reeled, his knees weakened so that he fell into a stagger that took him halfway across the room. His hand touched the wall; he dropped to his knees.

His head was swaying from side to side. He found his whispering voice saying: Merciful God! Merciful God!

And, dimly, he was remembering the big tomcat, the little puff as of steam that had floated across the casement. The next moment he could recall that he was in a house with the Borgia!

He shut off his breathing. Terror and rage sharpened his wits and drove the fumes out of his brain. Still with his lungs closed, half stifling, he rose, fumbled, found his sword and belt, and so got to the door.

When he was in the hall, with the door closed behind him, he had to sink to his knees again.

I am dead, he kept saying. Every breath I am drawing is death!

In fact, he could not draw breath to the bottom of his lungs. And his brain would not function clearly. It was as though he had drunk too much. Ideas came to him, but they came mistily, from far off.

At last he could stand, wavering, supporting himself against the wall with one hand.

He had to leave the Giglio Rosso at once. He had to leave it and at once. That was as far as he could see ahead of him.

But Tizzo — in that room?

He jerked the door open, still holding his breath, and saw that the bed of Tizzo was empty, some of the covering spilling off onto the floor.

He closed the door. It seemed to him that he was shutting away the cold fingers of invisible, deadly hands that reached out toward him.

Now that he had shut them away, he paused for a moment to wonder how his son could have disappeared from the room.

But that thought faded from his mind again. He must get away.

HE went down the stairs to the stable yard, keeping his hand on the hilt of his sword, now that it was buckled to his side. The familiar touch of the roughened hilt restored his wits somewhat, but he was still far at sea. In the stable yard he had not taken a step before a pair of great halberds were crossed at his breast and rough voices demanded his name.

One of the guards, however, instantly struck down the weapon of his companion, muttering: It is the father of Tizzo. It is the father of the captain! My lord, what will you have? Pardon us, my lord. In Gods name, dont mention to your son that we have offered steel at your breast. Your face was unseen by us, highness!

My horse! said the baron. Let me have my horse.

His tongue was thick. There was a singing in the back of his brain. Only vaguely he heard one of the guards mutter: Drunk as an Englishman! He is an Englishman. Quick — run and have his horse saddled!

It was a big, powerful brute that they led out, saddled, but the stunned brain of Melrose still was recuperating, and as he looked back at the massive, high, square shoulders of the tavern, he recalled other things. His son was somewhere, and there was Beatrice, also. They were both still within the coil of the dragon.

Two more horses — the best — and one of them Falcone, he directed.

Falcone. The horse of your son? asked the sleepy groom who had been wakened for this service.

Do as I say, said the baron. I am going back into the tavern.

And he turned and made long, resolute strides toward the inn.


CHAPTER IX. MELROSE AND BORGIA
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HE WAS NOT half himself. In the great engine of the mind remained some stoppage that could not be swept away. Physical strength was returning; there was only a slight blur across the eyes, a slight dimness of the brain. If he had been drinking steadily for many hours, his condition would have been somewhat the same. Perhaps the fierceness of one great effort would clarify his wits again. He felt the fierceness in him, but he could not find an object for it.

There was Beatrice, first of all. He tapped at her door. Almost instantly he heard her come, the sweep of her gown like a softly passing wind.

Who is there?

Speak quietly. It is I. Open the door.

The bolt slipped through well-oiled wards; the door opened and let out to him a delicate breath of fragrance. Moonlight sweeping through one tall southern window, and the girl between, with a cloak held loosely about her. The touch of perfume sickened him almost to nausea. He would never be able to endure sweet odors again, he was sure, for it was with sweetness that the poison had slipped into his brain.

Yes? What is it? she whispered. Is Tizzo—

Say nothing. Dress. Go down to the stable yard. There are three horses there.

He turned away.

But what—

Her hand had touched him but it fell away again instantly from the hard rock of his shoulder. It was not for nothing that she had lived through the midnight murders of the Great Betrayal and the re-winning of Perugia. She would be steady as a man, and as quick.

He could forget her, now. But there was Tizzo — no, Tizzo was away and that meant — in fact, he could not tell what it meant. The important thing, now, was the Borgia — or so it seemed to Henry of Melrose.

The moment his mind closed on that point, he was oblivious to all other things in the world. Cesare Borgia must die. This night must be made famous in the history of the world by the slaughter of that damned deviser of death.

The baron gripped his sword hard and strode straight up the stairs and then down the corridor to the room of the Duke of the Romagna and Valentinois. There was a single soldier on guard. He brought his halberd to the ready and put the point of it at the breast of the Englishman.

What will you have in this part of the building, my lord? asked the soldier.

A word with the Duke, said Melrose.

The Duke is employed, said the soldier.

Employed with what, rascal? asked the baron.

With sleep, my lord, said the guard casually.

With his left hand, Melrose put the spear-head of the halberd to one side. With his right he drew a dagger and struck not with the point but with the pommel, twice, right against the forehead of the sentry. The first blow stunned him; the second dropped him in a heap before the door.

Melrose tried it. It was locked.

He tried to think. Some voice in his soul was striving to draw him back from his virtuous labor of destroying the Borgia. Perhaps the argument within him had something to do with Tizzo, but he still was not able to focus his brain on the two subjects at once. There was the Borgia to be rid of first — the damned Borgia who poisoned by night, killing with a sweet breath of perfume!

He looked down at the guard. The fellows face was visible in the shaken light from a hanging lamp. There was a sort of bewildered grin on the looseness of the mouth; the blood ran in radiating, thin lines from the battered wound on the forehead.

The baron picked up the halberd, set the edge of it into the crack of the door, and bore down. The steel blade snapped with a light, singing, bell-like sound. It was echoed — very faintly from within the room — by a slight groan. Melrose jammed the broken axe-blade into the crevice which had opened a little wider. The steel was far thicker and stronger, now. It stood the strain. The wood began to tear, ripping out like cloth, and the door lurched open with a staggering sway.

Melrose passed with a long stride over the threshold; he pushed the door shut with one hand. Before him he could see only a step from the window by the moonlight but there was also a hooded lantern which sent out a few yellow rays. These showed the bed, and the great form which was rising from it. Bernardo? said the Borgia. Let me give you more light, my lord, said Melrose. I want you to see well enough to die!

He jerked the hood from the lantern; the sword was already in his hand and as he turned, he saw the Borgia leaping at him like some agile, vast, four-footed beast with a long, drawn blade in his grasp. Melrose met the attack with a high parry that caused the stroke to slip harmlessly aside. His own point drove for the throat. He wanted to get the steel through that dense beard into the soft of the flesh, but he missed his aim a little, and the point, instead, drove home hard against the breast of the Borgia.

The force of the lunge drove the Duke gasping back but the sharp steel had not entered his body; it had been stopped by a double weave of the finest Spanish mail.

The Borgia, catching up a bed covering around his left arm, to act as a shield, rushed in again; and again his attack slid vainly away from the wise sword of Melrose.

From the counter-attack, Cesare Borgia saved himself partly with the muffled folds of the cloak that was wrapped around his arm, and far more by the activity which enabled him to leap far back from the assault. But he would not have space in those quarters to evade many more of these murderously cunning attacks. He opened his throat and thundered a call for help; and by the lantern light he saw Melrose laughing like a devil, and coming swiftly in to finish the business.

For Tizzo that night visit to his men was as pleasant a thing as he could remember. It was high time for the tired fellows to be asleep, but they were all out in a crowd around a single huge campfire. At the edges of this blaze, some of them were toasting the sausages; others were broaching the cask of wine; and some of the tall Switzers strode about among the rest making a great, foreign, roaring noise. And that whole crowd cheered itself hoarse when it saw the captain coming among them, borne high on the shoulders of some of their comrades. They bore Tizzo twice around the camp, yelling like savages, and finally put him down. The big cups were out and filled to slopping over with the strong, coarse red wine.

Tizzo, with cup in one hand and a hot sausage in the other, ate, drank and laughed and chatted with the huge peasants. Among them, his shorter inches and his slenderness made him appear like a child.

But the little festival had hardly started when some of the soldiers had to be at their rough games again. Here was one who swore that he, at last, knew how to break down the guard of the commander with a good, full, two-handed halberd stroke, for instance. So he had to take his chance, letting drive full with the big weapon at the head of Tizzo, only to see the ponderous stroke baffled and delicately turned aside by the slender blade of the captains sword. And, in return, though he struggled desperately to leap away to a safe distance, the flashing, unavoidable counter followed — a sweeping stroke that rapped both shins of the peasant, though but with the flat of the blade. Even so, he howled and hopped, but laughed with all the rest at the result of his attack.

BUT the sword tricks of Tizzo were not enough. These fellows had heard strange tales of axe-work of which their master was capable — of the blue-bladed axe with which a man could shear through even the guarded and trebled thickness of a jousting helmet. That is, the blade would cut through if the hand that wielded it were clever enough. Could they, therefore, see Tizzo swing the axe? Could they have the blue flash of it once in their eyes, to remember?

Well, it was not far back to the tavern, and Tizzo was willing enough. A dozen of them poured at his heels as he returned to the tavern to get the weapon.

And all the way back to the Giglio Rosso, he was flexing his hands, preparing them once more for the familiar weight of the ax, and calling into the tips of them all that craft which he had learned from the woodsmen on the estate of his foster father. He might need it all, now, because he could surmise that one of the Swiss would bring out such an Austrian helmet as their own vast two-handed swords, with a five or six-foot blade, could not cut through or crush. The stunning weight of those sword-strokes might beat down both horse and man, but the ponderous helmet of the Austrians usually kept the sword edge from cleaving to the brain.

Would his lighter ax bite into such thick steel as that, or would his stroke glance harmlessly away?

He was full of a nervous tension, thinking of this. So far, he had been to his men an invincible figure. He never had failed them. And he would give a quart of blood rather than fail them now.

Perhaps it was the wine that warmed him, but he thought that he never had seen such a perfect night, stars so showering the sky with golden points, the moon so brilliant, the world so fair. And yonder, inside the Giglio Rosso, was Beatrice and the very happiness of his soul.

At the entrance to the tavern he left his followers. He would be only a moment, he told them, as he ran up the stairs. And behind him, following dimly even after he had shut the door of the inn, he could hear the old Italian love song which every Romagnol knows.



Fatherless, motherless,
She came from the mountains.
Carrying blue heaven
The river ran by her.
The sea has the river
And I have the maiden
The wind has our laughter.

This softened music came to him very faintly as he hurried up the stairs inside the tavern, and it was then that he heard the deep and sudden resonance of the voice of Cesare Borgia himself, calling for help.


CHAPTER X. THE TURN OF A BLADE
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LONG BEFORE HE reached the doorway, Tizzo heard the clashing of the swords; and above him the sound of the rousing house, the slamming of doors, the calling of muffled voices, then the noisy beat of armored footfalls.

On the floor of the hall — moveless, dead it seemed — lay a halberdier with his broken weapon beside him. The door was slightly ajar, and through it Tizzo sprang with his sword.

The unhooded lantern threw an indifferent light, like a dull yellow mist, compared with the silver pools of moonlight that lay beneath the windows; and through the dimness he saw the lofty figure of Cesare Borgia fighting for his life, striking great strokes with a heavy sword, and at this moment warding off a dangerous blow delivered by a man nearly as tall, more heavily made, his face obscured by the flaring folds of a cloak which had been caught up around his left arm.

Tizzo, with a groan of anxiety, ran into the fight.

The Borgia had warded the last blow, but crowded as he was into a corner, his feet slipped from under him as he made a vain effort to retreat farther. He was sprawling on the floor with the sword of the enemy sweeping down over his head when Tizzo stepped into the path of that great stroke and caused death to glide harmlessly down his own slender weapon.

He heard a muffled curse from that obscure assailant; then he sprang in with his attack.

It never failed him in battle — the first thrust high, the lunge low, and then that singular, hanging, double-stroke which was his masterpiece. In the broad, unarmored breast of the other swordsman, he knew that his blade would go home to the hilt — but his knowledge was wrong!

He could not believe the thing. His craft was met and mastered by an instant resistance. No skill of his hand saved his life the next moment, but only the instinctive speed of foot and swaying body that enabled him to swerve from the steel glint of danger at his throat, at his side, or sweeping past his head.

The Borgia was rising, catching up his fallen sword. But even the Borgias help might come too late. For never had Tizzo faced such a fencer, with the snaky cunning of a devil in his hand and the strength of a blacksmith in his arm. Through a glittering shower of death, Tizzo warded his way to get in close and use the lightning speed of his own lighter point. But for every move he made, there was always a quick answer, a terrible counterstroke.

Of one thing he could be sure; the parry that had beat aside his master-blow must have been the sheerest accident. And now he saw his chance to use it again.

Men of the household were arriving at last, rushing in through the doorway, and yet even the brief seconds of the encounter had brought Tizzo a dozen times to the verge of death. Even the width of the room that separated the fighters from that rush of armed men to the rescue was like an ocean of danger that might be consummated before they arrived.

Right in at his enemy leaped Tizzo, savage to end the battle with his single hand before the staggered Borgia could strike him, before the shouting men-at-arms could end the struggle with an avalanche of strokes. This time there was to be no mistake. This time the master-stroke must go home. Like lightning the hand of Tizzo carried out the double effort — and found it checked with the one perfect parry.

Astonishment seized him. And then he knew. No hand in the world could have parried that attack twice except the very brain which had devised the thing and taught it to him. It was the Baron of Melrose himself. Only blind eyes could have failed to be sure of it long before. Those were the broad, heavy shoulders, the narrow hips of the old swordsman, that was the dauntless, head-high bearing — 

Father! cried Tizzo. Let me stand with you—

In a flash he was at the side of the baron, who panted: Ha! Tizzo! You have robbed the devil, tonight, of his dues! Ah ha! At them!

For the rush of the men-at-arms had reached them across the big room, and Cesare Borgia himself was leaping in to join the attack when he saw Tizzo and held back his hand a moment.

The old one! he shouted. Only the big one — spare Tizzo—

But that shouting went for nothing. Here were keen soldiers who saw their chance to save their open-handed lord, and every man of them wanted to shed blood and assure himself of riches and a deathless gratitude.

The stroke of a halberd Tizzo turned aside with difficulty, and darted the wasp sting of his sword through the leg of the striker. He half turned and dipped down like a shrinking cat to let the long gleam of a deadly thrust pass over his shoulder. He, stabbing upward, spitted the fellow through the forearm and brought a howl of agony from him.

The Baron of Melrose had been striking and thrusting with the fury of a madman; the whole wave of the attack bore back for a moment, and allowed Tizzo to gasp: Behind you — through the door — follow me!

He reached the door at a leap. The lock which he had broken out had been replaced in the intervening days. One motion snatched out the key and jerked the door open.

The baron lunged through the opening as Tizzo turned and parried a stroke aimed at the head of his father. Then, slamming the heavy door, he turned the key.

They had perhaps ten seconds leisure; it might be that their lives were in that slight interval.

Right down the narrow, slanting passage, Tizzo rushed to the little semicircular room in which so many prayers in old days had been heard. The gap in the stone network which he had made was still unrepaired; through that gap he slipped, hung by his arms and hands, and cautioned his father: The drop is ten feet; make your knees loose and your feet light or youll break a leg!

It was a well of the thickest blackness, there below. And into it Tizzo dropped. The floor came up and spanked his feet sharply. He fell, and rolled over to get out of the way of his father.

Above him, he could hear the older man still climbing through the gap in the stone grill. And the whole house had filled with sound. Out on the street, long shrilling echoes were running. Thundering feet beat through the halls and rooms of the inn. There was a constant and jabbering outcry.

Above him, he could hear Melrose growling: To the stable yard, Tizzo! Horses are waiting there now — and Beatrice—

Beatrice? At the stable yard?

A groan filled the throat of Tizzo with an ache. In the stable yard — Beatrice — and his father involved in the horrible confusion of this danger — 

He ran forward, his hands stretched far forward ahead of him, his brain striving to print the plan of the chapel floor. Quick thinking as well as luck brought him straight to the chapel door — and as he reached it, he heard his father fall heavily behind him.

The door, by the grace of happy fortune, was not locked; only the clumsy, unbalanced weight of it pulled heavily back to resist his strength, and, as it swayed gradually open, an uneven twilight from a distant lamp entered the place of prayer.

In that light, Tizzo turned and saw the baron lurching towards him, the sword gleaming in his hand.

Down the hall! panted Tizzo. The first turn to the right, and then straight on.

Straight on! grunted the baron.

On his feet there was the weight of a far huger frame and twenty years or so more than Tizzo carried, and yet the oldster ran like a boy.

HIS brain was clear enough, now, and he knew exactly what had happened. He had played the part of a madman. He had thrown the two beings he loved most in the world into mortal danger. He himself, even if he had killed the duke, would have been lost, surely, without the skillful guidance of Tizzo through the house.

And it seemed to Melrose, suddenly, that he had dreamed the rest of that nights events, from the moment when, wakening, he had seen the round-faced tomcat in the casement, and the shimmering little mist of fragrance blowing in behind it.

That lower hall was empty, by miracle, though footfalls were pouring and roaring above and below it. And the yelling voices were dominated from far above by the thunder of the furious cry of Cesare Borgia himself, now roused and like a lion.

Hearing that voice, even the people in the street began to shout: Duca! Duca! Duca!

Tizzo, racing in the lead, turned right into the narrower passageway that led on towards the stable yard. Before him appeared in a sudden clutter three men-at-arms, with enough light barely to show that they were clad in complete mail.

Fencing tricks would not quickly end men who were completely clad in armor. Tizzo hurled himself suddenly feet first along the floor the instant after he had made his sword flicker in the air towards the heads of those armored forms. The driving weight of his body smashed through the legs. A hard rim of steel caught him fairly under the chin and knocked his brain into a daze, a thickness of dark out of which he staggered slowly to his feet.

The powerful arms of his father caught him beneath the shoulder. Wild yelling and cursing screeched behind him.

But Melrose, with Tizzo at the end of the passage, jerked the door open, and Tizzo saw the stars spinning vaguely before him, each trailing out a little arc of brightness. The fresh air cleared his head like a dash of cold water in the face.

Beatrice — this way! he heard the voice of his father calling.

And then Tizzo made out a sight that quite blew the mists from his brain: the gleam of the white stallion coming at a gallop beside the horse of Beatrice and another.

He was in the saddle in a moment, and he saw the big torso of Melrose loom above the next horse, as the door to the tavern opened and the three men-at-arms rushed out.

They were only in time to see the heels of the three horses as they went off at a gallop. Half a dozen more men stood in the gateway of the stable yard, but though the warning cry told them who were coming, they scattered, for men on foot were not trained to stand the shock of cavalry unless they stood in a compact order with pikes levelled.

So the three rushed through.

A sea of outcry surged up behind them. It seemed to Tizzo that he could hear the thundering tones of the Borgia above all the rest. But that was gone behind him.

And also gone was the sudden dream which had flamed before his eyes of a great, new Italy, and a glorious master to serve, worthy of being a king.

Behind him, he heard hoofs sounding as horsemen started off in headlong pursuit. But they were riding away through the tangles of the orchards and vineyards; they had crossed the first low hill; they were in a labyrinth of moonlight and silence where they would never be found.

And from all the adventure there remained to Tizzo one thing only — the glory of the horse on which he rode, the white, satin sheen of it.

He halted. After the heavy burst of running through cultivated, deep ground, the other two horses were panting hard, but the stallion was as much at ease as though he had covered that ground on the wing.

Tizzo reached out a hand to the girl, a hand to his father.

How can it be? he asked. How have we managed to escape from them?

By miracle! said the baron, though he was not a religious or a very superstitious man.

By miracle, of course, said the girl. When two such men as you stand together, miracles are as daily as bread. Come on! Let the Romagna go hang. We have Perugia to be happy in. Its a long road, but we have good luck beside us. Ah-hah, Tizzo! when I looked from my window and saw the moonlight tonight, I knew, somehow, that you and I would be out in it before the morning. Horses and moonlight, and Italy, and all the world!

But the baron turned and looked thoughtfully back in the direction of the Giglio Rosso. He was remembering that he had had history under the edge of his sword, and the blade of his own son had turned the stroke aside.

THE END
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CATARINA, COUNTESS SFORZA-RIARIO, high lady and mistress of the rich, strong town of Forli, was tall, well made, slenderly strong, and as beautiful as she was wise. She used to say that there was only one gift that God had specially denied her, and that was a pair of hands that had the strength of a man in them. But if she had not a mans strength, she had a mans will to power, and more than a mans headlong courage.

She was not quite as cruel as Cesare Borgia, her neighbor to the north who now was overrunning the Romagna with his troops of Swiss and French and trained peasants, but she was cruel enough to be famous for her outbursts of rage and vengeance. That sternness showed in the strength of her jaw and in the imperial arch of her nose, but usually she covered the iron in her nature with a smiling pleasantry.

Three husbands had not been able to age her; she looked ten years younger than the truth. And this morning she looked younger than ever because her peregrine falcon had three times outfooted the birds of the rest of the hawking party and swooped to victory from the dizzy height of the blue sky. The entire troop had been galloping hard over hill and dale, sweeping through the soft soil of vineyards and orchards; crashing over the golden stand of ripe wheat; soaring again over the rolling pasture lands until the horses were half exhausted and the riders nearly spent. Even the troop of two-score men-at-arms who followed the hunt, always pursuing short cuts, taking straight lines to save distance, were fairly well tired, though their life was in the saddle.

They kept now at a little distance — picked men, every one, all covered with the finest steel plate armor that could be manufactured in Milan. Most of them were armed with sword and spear, but there were a few who carried the heavy arquebuses which were becoming more fashionable in war since the matchlock was invented, with the little swiveled arm which turned the flame over the touch-hole of the gun, with its priming.

Forty strong men-at-arms — to guard a hawking party. But at any moment danger might pour out at them through a gap in the hills. Danger might thrust down at them from the ravaging bands of the Borgias conquering troops; or danger might lift at them from Imola; or danger might come across the mountains from the treacherous Florentines, insatiable of business and territory. Therefore even a hawking party must be guarded, for the countess would prove a rich prize.

The danger was real, and that was why she enjoyed her outing with such a vital pleasure. And now, as she sat on her horse and stroked the hooded peregrine that was perched on her wrist, she looked down the steep pitch of the cliff at whose edge she was halting and surveyed the long, rich sweep of territory which was hers, and still hers until the brown mountains of the Apennines began, and rolled back into blueness and distance.

Her glance lowered. Two men and a woman were riding along the road which climbed and sank, and curved, and rose again through the broken country at the base of the cliff. They were so far away that she could take all three into the palm of her hand. Yet her eyes were good enough to see the wind snatch the hat from the ladys head and float it away across a hedge.

Before that cap had ever landed, the rider of the white horse flashed with his mount over the hedge, caught the hat out of the air, and returned it to the lady.

The countess laughed with high pleasure.

A gentleman and a gentle man, she said. Here, Gregorio! Do you see those three riding down there? Bring them up to me. Send two of the men-at-arms to invite them, and if they wont come, bring them by force. I want to see that white horse; I want to see the man who rides it.

Gregorio bowed to cover his smile. He admired his lady only less than he feared her. And it was a month or two since any man had caught her eye. He picked out two of the best men-at-arms — Emilio, a sergeant in the troop, and Elia, an old and tried veteran of the wars which never ended in Italy as the sixteenth century commenced. This pair, dispatched down a short cut, were quickly in the road ahead of the three travelers, who had stopped to admire a view across the valley.

The lady countess and her companions, gathered along the edge of the cliff, could see everything and yet remain screened from view by the heavy fringe of shrubbery that grew about them.

What they saw was a pretty little picture in action. The two men-at-arms, their lances raised, the bright pennons fluttering near the needle-gleam of the spearheads, accosted the three, talked briefly, turned their horses, took a little distance, and suddenly couched their spears in the rests, leaned far forward, and rushed straight down the road at the strangers.

Rough — a little rough, said the Countess Sforza-Riario. Those two fellows are unarmed, it seems to me. That Emilio must be told that there is something more courteous in the use of strangers than a leveled lance.

But here something extremely odd happened, almost in the midst of the calm remark of the lady. For the two men who were assaulted, unarmored as they were, instead of fleeing for their lives or attempting to flee, rode right in at the spearmen.

One drew a long sword, the other a mere glitter of a blade. Each parried or swerved from the lance thrust. He of the long sword banged his weapon down so hard on the helmet of Emilio that the man-at-arms toppled from the saddle, rolled headlong on the ground, and reached to the feet of the horse of the lady.

She was on the ground instantly, with a little flash of a knife held at the visor of the fallen soldier.

Good! said the countess. Oh, excellently good!

She began to clap her hands softly.

The second rider — he on the white horse — had grappled with hardy Elia. Both of them were whirled from the saddle, but the man-at-arms fell prone, helpless with the weight of his plates of steel, and the other perched like a cat on top of him. His hat had fallen. The gleam of his hair in the bright sunlight was flame-red.

And all in a moment! said the countess, laughing. Two good lances gone in a trice. Roderigo, you should have better men than that in your command.

The captain, scowling, and biting an end of his short mustache, swore that there had been witchcraft in it.

Aye, said the countess. The witchcraft of sure eyes and quick, strong hands… Did you see the lady leap from her horse like a tigress and hold her poniard above the helmet of your friend? Look, now! They are stripping the two of their armor. The big fellow is putting on that of Emilio; the redhead takes that of Elia. Roderigo, take three of your best lances. Down to them again, and let me see them fight against odds, now that they are armed like knights… Ah, what a glorious day — to go hawking for birds and end by stooping out of the sky at men!

The four men-at-arms were quickly in the saddle and sweeping down the short, steep road; but here the countess found herself too far from the crash and dust of the battle. To gain a nearer view, she galloped after the four leaders, and the armed men, the courtiers, followed in a stream.

Those loud tramplings hardly could fail to be heard by the men in the roadway beneath; in fact, when her ladyship turned the shoulder of the cliff and could look at the scene, she found her four warriors already charging, heads down, lances well in rest, straight in on the pair. And these, in their borrowed armor, with their borrowed lances, galloped to meet the fresh shock.

Six metal monsters, flaming in the sun, they crashed together. The big fellow had lifted one of the men-at-arms right out of the saddle, but the counter-shock knocked his own horse to its knees; and at that instant the rearmost of the four men-at-arms caught the stranger with a well-centered spear that bowled him in his turn out of the saddle and into the dust.

He whose red head was now covered by steel had a different fortune. Riding straight, confident, at the last instant he dropped suddenly to the side, which caused one spear to miss him utterly, while the second glanced off his shoulder. But his own spear caught fairly on a man-at-arms, knocking him over like a ninepin.

This is jousting! cried the countess. Glorious God, these are men.

He of the white horse, his spear shattered to the butt by the shock of the encounter, whirled his white horse about and went hurling against the only one of the men-at-arms who remained mounted. In his hand he swung not a sword but the old battle-ax which the veteran Elia had kept at the bow of his saddle.

In the hand of the rider of the white horse it became both a sword to parry with and a club to strike; a side sweep turned the driving spear of the soldier away, and a shortened hammer-blow delivered with the back of the ax rolled the other fellow on the road. All was a flying mist of dust, through which the countess heard the voice of a girl crying:

Well done, Tizzo! Oh, bravely done!

She had ridden to the spot where the larger of the two strangers had fallen, and leaning far down, she helped him, stunned as he was, to his feet. And now, springing instantly into an empty saddle, he unsheathed his sword and prepared for whatever might be before them.

There was plenty of work ahead.

The men-at-arms of the countess, swiftly surrounding the cyclone of dust, were now ranged on every side in a dense semicircle which could not be broken through. And as Tizzo saw this, he began to rein his white horse back and forth, whirling the ax in a dexterous hand as he shouted in a passion of enthusiasm:

Ah, gentlemen! We only begin the dance. Before the blood gets cold, take my hand again. Step forward. Join me, gallants!

One of the men-at-arms, infuriated by these taunts, rushed horse and spear suddenly on Tizzo; but a side twist of the ax turned the thrust of the spear aside, and a terrible downstroke shore straight through the conical crest of the helmet, through the coil of strong mail beneath, and stopped just short of the skull. The stricken fighter toppled from the saddle and seemed to break his neck in his fall.

Tizzo, still reining his horse back and forth, continued to shout his invitation, but a calm voice said: Bring up an arquebus and knock this bird out of the air.

Not until this point did the lady call out: Stay from him. My friend, you have fought very well… Pick up the fallen, lads… Will you let me see your face?

Tizzo instantly raised his visor.

Madame, he said, I should have saluted you before, but the thick weather prevented me.

The countess looked at his red hair and the flame-blue of his eyes.

What are you? she asked.

Some of her men-at-arms were lifting the fallen to their feet and opening their helmets to give them air; by good fortune, not a one of them was very seriously hurt. The huge, heavy rounds of the plate armor had secured them from hurt as, oftentimes, it would do during the course of an entire days fighting.

Defensive armor had outdistanced aggressive weapons. Gunpowder was still in its infancy. The greatest danger that a knight ordinarily endured was from the weight of his armor, which might stifle him when he was thrown from his horse in the midst of a hot battle.

And Tizzo was answering the countess, with the utmost courtesy: I am under the command of an older and more important man, my lady.

He turned to his companion, who pushed up his visor and showed a battered, grizzled face in which the strength of youth was a little softened into folds, but with greater knowledge in his brow to make him more dangerous.

I am going to take the short cut, Tizzo, said the other. The trust is a two-edged knife that hurts the fellow who uses it, very often, I know, but heres for it. Madame, I am the Baron Henry of Melrose; this is the noble Lady Beatrice Baglione, sister of Giovanpaolo Baglione; this is my son Tizzo. We are on the road from near Faenza, where weve just escaped from the hands of Cesare Borgia, after a breath of poisoned air almost killed me. We are bound back towards Perugia. There is our story.

The countess rode straight to Beatrice and took her by the hands. My dear, she said, Im happy that you escaped from that gross beast of a Borgia. How could I guess that such distinguished strangers were passing through my territory? Come with me into Forli. You shall rest there, and then go forward under a safe-conduct. My Lord of Melrose — those were tremendous blows you gave with that sword; Sir Tizzo, you made the ax gleam in your hand like your name. I thought it was a firebrand flashing! Will you come on with me? Some of the rest of you ride forward to the castle. Have them prepare a welcome… Ah, that Borgia! The black dog has put his teeth in the heart of the Romagna, but hell fight for my blood before he has it!

The countess, talking cheerfully in this manner, put the little procession under way again, and they streamed up the winding road toward the top of the cliff. But all her courtesy was not enough to cover the eyes of Beatrice.

Caterina of Sforza-Riario headed the riders, naturally, and Tizzo was at her right hand, more or less by seeming accident. A little back of the two came Beatrice at the side of Henry of Melrose. And the girl was saying: Do you see how she eyes Tizzo? She is making herself sweet as honey, but I know her. Shes a famous virago… How can Tizzo be such a fool as to be taken in by her? I dont think shes so very handsome, do you?

The baron looked at her with a rather grim smile for her jealousy. She is not worth one glance of your eyes, Beatrice, he declared. But Tizzo would be a greater fool still if he failed to give her smile for smile. She has three birds in her claws, and if shes angered, shes likely to swallow all of us. She never was so deeply in love that could not wash her hands and her memory of the lover clean in blood. Be cheerful, Beatrice, or you may spoil everything. Smile and seem to enjoy the good weather. Because I have an idea that after the gates of Forli Castle close behind us it will be a long day before we come out again.

They passed over the green uplands and sank down into the road toward the walled town of Forli. The city itself was a place of considerable strength, but within it uprose the Rocca — or castle on the rock — which was the citadel and the stronghold of the town. No one could be real master of Forli until he had mastered the castle on the rock as well. And young Tizzo, riding beside the countess, making his compliments, smiling on the world, took quiet note of the mouths of the cannons in the embrasures of the walls.

The drawbridge had already been lowered. They crossed it, with the hollow echoes booming beneath them along the moat. They passed under the leaning forehead of the towers of the defense; they passed through the narrows of the crooked entrance way; they climbed up into the enclosed court of the powerful fortress.

Tizzo was the first on the ground to offer his hand to hold the stirrup of the countess. But she, laughing, avoided him, and sprang like a man to the ground. Like a man she was tall — almost the very inches of Tizzo; like a man her eye was bold and clear; and like a man she had power in her hand and speed in her foot. She looked to Tizzo like an Amazon; he could not help glancing past her to the more slender beauty of Beatrice and wondering what the outcome of this strange adventure would be.


CHAPTER II
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THE COURTESY OF the countess might be perfect, but it was noticeable that she assigned to the three strangers three rooms in quite different parts of the castle.

The Countess Riario, stepping up and down in her room, said to her maid: You, Alicia — you have seen him — what do you think?

Of whom, madame? asked the maid.

Of the man, you fool, said the countess.

Of which man, madame? asked the maid.

Blockhead, there was only one.

There was a beautiful Venetian stand near by, of jet inlaid with ivory; and the capable hand of the countess gripped the stand now. The maid had saved herself from a fractured skull more than once before this by the speed of her foot in dodging. But she knew a danger when she saw it, and her brain was stimulated.

There was the noble young gentleman who rode with you into the court, madame. There was he, of course. And when he took off his helmet and I saw the gold of his hair—

Red — silly chattering idiot — red hair. Would I waste my time looking at golden hair? Insipid nonsense — gold — in the purse and flame in the head — thats what I prefer!

When I saw the flame of his hair, madame, and the blue of his eyes, I understood that he was a very proper man, though not exactly a giant—

Judge a dog by the depth of his bite, not by the length of his muzzle, said the countess. I saw that slenderly made fellow carve the helmet of that Giulio almost down to the skull — the helmet and the coif of mail beneath it!

Jesu! cried the maid.

And with a stroke as light and easy as the flick of a hand, the white hand of an empty girl. He is a man, Alicia. I want to send him a gift of some sort. What shall it be?... Wait — there is a belt of gold with amethyst studs — have that carried to him at once, and give him my wish that he may rest comfortably after his hard journey and the work of the fighting — ah ha — if you had seen him battling, Alicia! If you had seen him rushing among my men and tumbling them over as though they were so many dummies that had not been tied in place. The ring of the ax strokes is still in my ears. He tossed the spears aside as though they had been headless straws. It was a picture to fill the heart, Alicia… Why are you standing there like a lackbrain? Why dont you take the belt to him instantly?

I beg the pardon of madame… You forget that you already have given it to Giovanni degli Azurri.

Ah — ah — that Giovanni? Is he still in the castle? Is he still in the Rocco?

Madame, you had supper with him last night; and dinner before it; and breakfast in the morning—

Did I? That was yesterday. He has a dark skin. I hate a man with a greasy skin. Besides, he talks too much! Here! Take this lute to the noble Tizzo. Tell him it is from my hand, and then well see if he has wit enough to sing a song with it; and through the singing, he may be able to discover that his room is not very far from mine — not very far — hurry, Alicia! Wait — give something to the others. To the baron — let me see — there was a man, Alicia. Ten years younger, and I would not have changed a dozen Tizzos for one such big-shouldered fighter. He jousts like a champion and handles a sword like a Frenchman. Have a good warm cloak of English wool carried to him. And then the girl — I hate silly faces, Alicia. I hate silly, young, witless, thoughtless faces. Do you think that young Tizzo has an eye for her?

One would call her pretty enough to take a young mans eye, said the girl.

Pretty enough? Silly enough, you mean to say. Take her a dish of sweet meats with my compliments. Pretty enough? Look at me, Alicia. Tell me how I appear, now that Im no longer a girl, in the eyes of a man.

Alicia, directly challenged in this manner, fell into a trembling so that her knees hardly would bear her up. Her glance wandered wildly out the window toward the brown and blue Apennines. If she did not tell the truth, she would be beaten; if she did not convey some sort of a compliment, she would be cast out of her sinecure which brought her a better income than any two knights in Forli possessed. The Apennines brought no suggestions into the mind of Alicia. She looked out the opposite window over the plains as far as the distant blue stream of the Adriatic.

Madame, she said, the truth is a thing that ought to be told.

The countess, at her mirror, viewed herself from a different angle.

Go on, Alicia, tell me the truth, she commanded.

The fact is, madame, that when men see you in the morning they are filled with delight; in the full light of the noonday — a time for which madame the countess doesnt care a whit anyway — a man would think you a very handsome good friend; and in the evening light, madame is always adored.

At noon the wrinkles show, eh? asked the countess.

No, madame, but—

The countess turned her head slowly, like a lioness, so that the strength of her chin and the powerful arch of her nose stood in relief against those same blue Apennines beyond the window.

Well— she said. Well, run about your business. And dont forget to take the lute.

It was ten minutes later when Alicia, out of breath, tapped at a door in a certain way; and it was opened almost at once by a tall, powerfully built man in early middle age, his beard and mustaches close-cropped to permit the wearing of a helmet, his complexion swarthy, his eye easily lighted, like a coal of fire when a draught of air blows upon it.

He glanced down the hall above the head of the girl to make sure that she was alone, took her by the elbows, kissed her, and drew her into the room.

Now, Alicia, whats the news? he asked.

She paused for a moment to recover her breath and begin her smiling. She was a pretty girl, with pale tawny hair and only a touch of shrewish sharpness about the tip of the nose and the forward thrust of the chin. By twenty-five or so she already would begin to look like a hag.

Trouble for you, Giovanni, she said. In that lot of people whom the countess picked up while she was hawking, there was a red-headed and blue-eyed young fellow who has caught her eye. She sent me to him with that enameled lute as a present.

The one which I gave to her? exclaimed Giovanni.

The very same one. She never can remember who has given her things, the girl said.

I had better find a way to call the man into a quarrel, said Giovanni. The countess will always forgive what a sword-stroke accomplishes honestly.

Yes, of course, said Alicia. And if the stranger should happen to cut your throat, she would bury you today and forget you tomorrow. This Tizzo of Melrose — have you heard about him?

No.

Well, there is a rumor running about the castle now. One of the men-at-arms was at the taking of Perugia, when Giovanpaolo Baglione returned to the town, and this is the Tizzo who rode beside him. He does strange things with an ax. There is a story that he shore through the chains that blocked the streets of Perugia against the horsemen of the Baglioni.

Cut through the street-chains? With an ax? Impossible! said Giovanni.

Just now, when the fighting men of the countess attacked him, he knocked them about, and whacked them off their horses. He is not big, but he strikes terribly close to the life every time he swings his ax; and a sword is like a magic flame in his hands. It burns through armor like the sting of a wasp through the skin of the hand.

Ah? said Giovanni. That sounds like enchantment.

It does. And the countess saw the fighting and is enchanted. Giovanni, have a good care—

Hush! said he. Listen!

He held up his hand and began to make soft steps toward the single casement that opened out of his room upon one of the castle courts. Alicia followed him, nodding, for the trembling music of a lute had commenced, and then a mans voice began to sing, not overloudly, one of those old Italian songs which have originated no one knows when or where. Roughly translated, it runs something like this:



What shall I do with this weariness of light?
The day is like the eye of a prying fool
And the thought of a lover is burdened by it.
Only the stars and the moon have wisdom.
Of all the birds there is only a single one,
Of all the birds one who knows that night is the time for song.
And I of all men understand how to wait for darkness.
Oh, my beloved, are you, also, patient?



From the casement, leaning into the deep of it, Giovanni saw a crimson scarf of silk, with a knot tied into the center of it, drop from a window, and as it passed a casement immediately below, a swift hand darted out and caught it. There was only a glimpse of a young fellow with flame-red hair, and gleaming eyes, and laughter. Then he and the scarf he had caught disappeared.

Did you see? said Giovanni, drawing back darkly.

I saw. And I had warned you, Giovanni. Something ought to be done.

Yes, and before night. But if the devil is so apt with weapons — well, there is wine and poison for it, Alicia.

There is, agreed the girl simply. But still she was held in thought.

What was in that scarf? asked Giovanni.

A ring — or an unset jewel, with the fragrance of her favorite perfume drenching it. Giovanni, you must send him away.

Aye, but how?

Well, you have a brain and I have a brain. Between the two of us we must devise something. Sit there — sit there still as a stone, and Ill sit here without moving until weve devised something. The air of Italy cannot be breathed without bringing thoughts.


CHAPTER III
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TIZZO OF MELROSE, as the day turned into the night, whistled through his teeth and did a dance along a crack in the timber floor of his room. His feet fell with no noise, and always, as he bounded forward and backward, they alighted exactly on the line. It was a mere jongleurs trick, but Tizzo, when the humor seized upon him, was merely a jongleur. And one day he wanted to do that same dance high in the air on a tightly stretched rope.

A soft tap at the door stopped the dance. He stood with his balancing arms outstretched for a moment, listening, and heard a soft rustle go whispering down the outer hall and vanish from hearing. After that he opened the door and found on the threshold a little folded missive.

He opened it, and inside found the writing which most quickly made his heart leap. It was the hand of Beatrice — a little more roughly and largely flowing than the writing of that high lady, perhaps, but still so exactly like it that Tizzo did not pause to consider the differences. He kissed the letter twice before he closed the door and then read it. It said:



Tizzo:

There is frightful danger for all of us in the Rocca. But we have found an unexpected friend. Your father and I already have been smuggled out of the castle. We are waiting for you outside the town.

When you receive this letter, go straight down to the eastern court. There you will see a horse covered by a large blanket. It will be your own Falcone. The man leading it will unlock the postern for you. Go quietly through the town, keeping your face covered with your mantle and the blanket on the horse so that you will not be known. On the main road to Imola, beyond Forli, you will reach a farmhouse with a ruined stable beside it. The house will seem to be unoccupied, but go straight in through the front door and call. Your father and I are waiting.

God bless you and keep you. The countess is a devil incarnate. Come quickly.

Beatrice



Tizzo went quickly.

He clapped on his head his hat with the strong steel lining, belted his sword about him, and was instantly in the corridor. He walked with a free and careless swing. There was nothing about him to indicate that he moved with fear of danger in his mind except the silence of his step, graceful, and padding like the footfall of a cat.

He passed through a great lower hall with the hood of his cloak pulled forward so that his face was shadowed. A door opened. Somewhere music was beginning, the musicians scraping at their instruments as they tuned them. In a very few minutes the countess would be expecting to receive her guests for the great banquet.

But Beatrice was no rattle-brained girl. And if Henry of Melrose had consented to flee from the castle like a thief, then it was certain that the Countess Riario was a mortal danger to them, all three.

That was the thought of Tizzo as he passed out into the eastern court, where he saw not a living soul. He looked up at the windows, most of them dark, a few faintly illumined by the steady glow of lamps in the lower rooms, and of flickering torches above. Then, in a farther corner, something stirred. A man leading a draped horse stepped out into the pallid starlight and Tizzo went straight to him. When he was closer, the blanketed horse lifted head and whinnied, a mere whisper of sound. But it told Tizzo louder than trumpets that this was Falcone.

The fellow who led the stallion gave the strap instantly into Tizzos hand. Not a word was spoken. The man, who was a tall figure wrapped up to the brightness of his eyes in a great mantle, fitted a key into the small postern gate. The lock turned with a dull, rusty grating; the door opened; over the narrow of the causeway Tizzo led the horse.

Whom do I thank? he murmured as he went through the gate.

But the postern was shut quickly, silently behind him.

An odd touch of suspicion came up in the heart of Tizzo; and at this moment he heard the whining music of strings come from a distant casement with such a sense of warmth and hospitality and brightness about it that he could not help doubting the truth of the letter of Beatrice.

This hesitation did not endure a second. He was on the back of Falcone again, his sword was at his side, his dagger was in his belt, and if only he could have in his grasp, once more, that woodsmans ax with its head of the blue Damascus steel, he would have felt himself once more a man free and armed against the perils of the world. However, the thought of Beatrice and of his father expanded before him pleasantly.

He jogged the stallion through by-streets. They were dark. Once a door opened and a tumult of voices, a flare of torches poured out into the street, brawling and laughter together; but Falcone galloped softly away from this scene and carried his master safely out of the town onto the broad surface of the famous road which slants across the entire north of Italy.

A moon came up and helped him to see, presently, a ruined farmhouse fifty steps from the edge of the pavement; the roof of the stable beside the house had fallen in through two-thirds of its length. The house itself had settled crookedly toward the ground. The windows were unshuttered. The door lay on the ground, rotted almost to dust.

Tizzo dismounted at this point and walked forward a little gingerly. The long black of his shadow wavered before him with each step he made over the grass-grown path; and that shadow like a ghost lay on the broken floor of the old house, slanting into it as Tizzo stood at the threshold.

Beatrice! he called.

The sound of his voice traveled swiftly through the place, came emptily back to him in an echo.

He stepped a few strides forward. Through the door, through two windows, the moon streamed into the interior. He could make out a pile of rubbish that had fallen from the wreck of half the ceiling; a huge oil jar stood in a corner; he could make out, dimly, the outlines of the fireplace.

Beatrice! he called again.

Here! shouted a man behind him. And at once: At him, lads, before his swords out — in on him from every side—

Three men were rushing through the doorway full upon him, the moon flashed on their morions, on their breastplates and the rest of their half-armor such as foot soldiers usually were equipped with. They came in eagerly with shields and swords, the sort of equipment which the Spanish infantry were making famous again in Europe.

Tizzo whipped out his sword so that it whistled from the sheath. If he could get through them to the door, Falcone was outside, but only a ruse would take him that far. He ran at them with his sword held above his head, shouting a desperate cry, as though with his unarmored body he would strive to crush straight through them. And they, all as anxious to drive their weapons into him, thrust out with one accord.

He was under the flash of their swords, hurling himself headlong at their feet. Once before he had saved his life by that device. Now he was kicked with terrible force in the stomach and ribs.

The fellow who had tripped over him fell headlong, crashing. Another had been staggered and Tizzo, as he gained his knees, thrust upward at the back of the mans body. A scream answered that stroke. A scream that had no ending as the man leaped about the room in a frightful agony.

And Tizzo, gasping, breathless, rose to face the attack of the third soldier.

The strokes of the short sword might be parried; but the shield gave the man a terrible advantage and he used it well, keeping himself faultlessly covered as he drove in, calling at the same time: Up, Tomaso! Up! Up! Alfredo, stop screeching and strike one blow, you dog. Take him behind! Have you forgot the money thats waiting for us? Are fifty ducats thrown into our laps every day?

Alfredo had stopped his dance, but now he lay writhing on the floor; and still that horrible screeching cut through the ears, through the brain of Tizzo.

He saw Tomaso lurching up from the floor. His sword and shield would put a quick end to this battle of moonlight and shadow, this obscure murder.

Tizzo with his light blade feinted for the head of the third soldier; the shield jerked up to catch the stroke which turned suddenly down and the point drove into the leg of the fellow above the knee. He cursed; but instinct made him lower his shield toward the wound and in that moment the sword of Tizzo was in the hollow of his throat.

He fell heavily forward, not dead, fighting death away with one hand and striving to hold the life inside his torn throat with the other. Tizzo snatched up the fallen shield and faced Tomaso, who had been maneuvering toward the rear of the enemy to make a decisive attack.

Mother of Heaven! groaned Tomaso. What? Both down?

The screeching of Alfredo turned into frightful, long-drawn groaning, sounds that came with every long, indrawn breath. Tomaso fell on his knees. Noble master! Mercy! he said.

He held up sword and shield.

By the blood of God, said Tizzo, I should put you with the other two. But I was born a weak-hearted fool. Drop your sword and shield and I may give you your life if you tell the truth.

The sword and buckler instantly clattered on the floor.

I swear — the pure truth — purer than the honor of—

Keep good names out of your swines mouth, said Tizzo. Stand up.

The soldier arose and Tizzo, stepping back, leaned on his sword to take breath. He saw the man who had been stabbed in the throat now rise from the floor, make a staggering stride, and fall headlong. He who lay groaning turned, lay on his face, and began to make bubbling noises.

Do you hear me, Tomaso? asked Tizzo.

With my soul — with my heart! said Tomaso.

Who was to pay you the fifty ducats?

Giovanni degli Azurri.

Ah? said Tizzo. He looked back in his mind to the dark face and the bright eyes of the man who had appeared at the table of the countess for the midday meal. In what manner had he offended Giovanni degli Azurri? Undoubtedly the fellow was acting on the orders of the countess.

Tell me, Tomaso, he asked, what is the position of Giovanni degli Azurri in the castle of the countess?

How can I tell, lord? He is one of the great ones. That is all that I know, and he showed us fifty ducats of new money.

Fifty ducats is a large price for the cutting of a throat.

Highness, if I had known what a great heart and a noble—

Be silent, said Tizzo, freshening his grip on the handle of his sword.

He had to pause a moment, breathing hard, to get the disgust and the anger from his heart.

This Giovanni degli Azurri, he said, is one of the great ones of the castle, and a close adviser of the countess?

He is, signore.

The thing grew clear in the mind of Tizzo. The countess already knew that he and his father had parted from the Borgia with sword in hand. Would it not be a part of her policy to conciliate the terrible Cesare Borgia, therefore, by wiping an enemy out of his path? But she would do it secretly, away from the castle. Otherwise, the thing might come to the ears of the High and Mighty Baglioni of Perugia, who would be apt to avenge with terrible thoroughness the murder of their friend.

And Henry of Melrose? Beatrice Baglione? What would come to them?

It was a far, far cry to Perugia. Help nearer at hand must be found to split open the Rocca and bring out the captives alive.

He began to remember how, to please the fair countess, he had accepted the lute from her and sung her the love song. And a black bitterness swelled in his heart; a taste of gall was in his throat.


CHAPTER IV
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HIS NAME WAS Luigi Costabili; his height was six feet two; his weight was two hundred; the horse that carried him was proud of the burden. Luigi Costabili wore a jacket quartered with the yellow and red colors of Cesare Borgia, with Cesare written across the front and across the back. His belt was formed like a snake. He wore a helmet on his head and a stout shirt of mail.

His weapons were his sword, his dagger, and the pike which infantry used to defy cavalry charges. It was not quite the weight or the balance to serve as the lance of a knight, but still it could offer a formidable stroke or two in practiced hands — and the hands of Luigi Costabili were very practiced. Among the enrolled bands of the Romagnol peasantry who followed the Borgia there was not a finer specimen than Costabili. He knew his own worth even better than he knew his masters. Therefore he paid little heed to a slender man who rode out onto the Faenza highway on a white stallion. But when the stranger came straight on toward him, Luigi Costabili lifted his pike from his foot and stared, then lowered the weapon to the ready.

The stranger had red hair and bright, pale blue eyes, like the blue one sees in a flame. When he was close to Luigi, he called out, in the most cheerful and calm voice imaginable: Defend yourself! and drew a sword.

Defend myself? Ill split you like a partridge! said Luigi.

And he let drive with his pike. He had practised a maneuver which the master of arms said was infallible. It consisted of a double feint for the head, followed with a hard drive straight for the body. Luigi used that double feint and thrust with perfect adroitness and facility, but the sword did a magic dance in the hand of the other; the pike was slipped aside, and the white horse, as though it was thinking on behalf of its master, sprang right in to the attack. He was far lighter than the charger Luigi bestrode, but he drove his shoulder against the side of Luigis big brown gelding with such force that man and rider were staggered.

Luigi dropped the pike, caught for the reins, snatched out his dagger, and then had his right arm numbed by a hard stroke that fell on it below the shoulder.

If that blow had been delivered with the edge, Luigi would have been a man without a right arm and hand during the rest of his days; but the whack was delivered with the flat of the blade only and the result was merely that the dagger dropped from the benumbed fingers of the big soldier.

He looked down the leveled blade of the red-headed man and felt that he was blinded. Helplessness rushed over him. Bewilderment paralyzed him as effectively as though he had been stung by a great wasp. So he sat without attempting resistance and allowed a noosed cord to be tossed over him and his arms cinched up close against his sides.

A turn of the cord about the pommel of the saddle secured him as efficiently as though he were a truss of hay.

What is you name? asked the stranger.

Luigi Costabili, said the peasant,  — and God forgive me!

God will forgive you for being Luigi, said the other. Do you know me?

I know the trick you have with your sword, said Costabili.

I am Tizzo of Melrose, said the stranger.

Costabili closed his eyes. Then I am a dead man, he groaned.

Luigi, how do you come to ride such an excellent horse?

It was given to me by the Duke of Valentinois himself, because I won the prize at the pike drill of the whole army.

He is going to give you a greater gift than that, said Tizzo, if you will carry safely and quickly to him a letter that Ill put in your hands.

I shall carry it as safely as a pigeon, highness, said poor Luigi. But you — pardon me — you are not Tizzo. He is half a foot taller than you.

I am Tizzo, was the answer, accompanied by a singular little smile and a glint of the eye that made Luigi stare.

Yes, highness, he said. You are whatever you say, and I am your faithful messenger.

Luigi, if I set you honorably free and let you have your weapons, will you do as you promise and ride straight to the duke?

Straight, my lord! Straight as an arrow flies or as a horse can run... Tizzo... the captain himself!

The last words were murmured.

In the Rocca of the town of Forli, Caterina Sforza strode up and down a tower room with the step of a man. Anger made her eyes glorious, her color was high. She looked what she was — the most formidable woman that ever gripped a knife or handled thoughts of a sword. Her passion had risen high but still it was rising.

Most of the time she glared out the casements toward the sea on one side and toward the mountains on the other; only occasionally did she sweep her eyes over the figures of the two who were before her, their hands and their feet weighted down with irons. Henry of Melrose carried his gray head high and serenely. But his jaw was set hard and his eyes followed the sweeping steps of the virago. The Lady Beatrice, on the other hand, looked calmly out the window toward the mountains and seemed unconscious of the weight of the manacles that bound her. She maintained a slight smile.

Treachery, said the Lady of Forli, panting out the words. Treachery and treason!

The men-at-arms who remained in a solid cluster just inside the door of the room stirred as they listened, and their armor clashed softly. Giovanni delgi Azurri, their leader, actually gripped his sword and looked at the big Englishman as though he were ready to rush at him with a naked weapon.

One of you or both of you know where the sneaking, hypocritical, lying thief has gone and how he managed to get out of the castle, cried Caterina Sforza.

If my son is a thief, said the Baron of Melrose, will you tell us what he stole?

My smallest jewel case with my finest jewels in it! declared the countess.

Here the eyes of Giovanni degli Azurri glanced down and aside suddenly. And the corners of his mouth twitched slightly.

A great emerald, two rubies, and a handful of diamonds! said the countess. Gone — robbed from me — stolen — by a half-breed dog! A half-breed dog!

She stopped and stamped, and glared at the Englishman. His color did not alter as he answered without heat: You have tied up my hands with iron, madame. But even if you had not, in my country a man cannot resent a womans insult.

A scoundrel! cried the countess. I could see it in his face. A sneaking, light-footed, quick-handed thief! Ah, God, when I remember the red heart of fire in the biggest of my rubies... and gone... gone to an adventuring, smiling, singing, damned mongrel. But Ill tear it out of you! The executioner knows how to tear conversation out of the flesh of men. Stronger men than Henry of Melrose have howled out their confessions, and Ive stood by and listened with my own ears — and laughed — and listened — and laughed. Do you hear me?

I hear you, madame, said the big Englishman.

He looked steadily, gravely, toward the sinister grin on the face of Giovanni degli Azurri.

Will you tell me now, demanded the countess, where Tizzo has gone? Or must the rack stretch you first? Will you tell me what poisonous treason enabled him to get out of my castle without permission?

Could no one else have let him go? asked Melrose.

Giovanni degli Azurri, said the countess. She turned and fixed a blazing eye on the face of her favorite.

But Giovanni smiled and shook his head. Is it likely that Id steal the jewels of your highness and give them to that redhead? he asked. Had I any special reason for loving him?

No, declared the countess, convinced suddenly and entirely. No, you had no reason. But treachery was somewhere in this castle. Treachery is still here, so complete that it is trusted in. So complete that one of them sneaks away with his theft and two of the others remain behind — confident that they can flee away when they please — God — I stifle when I think of it! I am made a child — a child—

She strode across the room and buried her grip in the bright hair of Beatrice. A jerk of her hand forced the head of the girl back, but it did not alter her expression, which remained calm, half-smiling.

If the Englishman has the strength to hold out in the torture-room, said the countess, how long will your courage last, eh? How long before you will be squealing and squawking and yelping out everything you know?

Try me, then, said the Lady Beatrice. Take me down, quickly. Heat the pincers. Oil the wheels of your rack.

The countess relaxed her grip and stepped back. She began to stare with narrowed eyes into the face of the girl.

Theres as much as this in you, is there? she asked.

I am the sister of Giovanpaolo Baglione, said the girl. And I shall be the wife of Tizzo. And what can you rats of the Romagna do to the old Perugian blood?

The countess struck with a powerful hand, twice. The blows knocked the head of Beatrice from side to side. Her hair loosened and rushed down, streaming over her shoulders; but her eye was undimmed.

What a fool you are! she said to Caterina Sforza. Do you think that you can break me with your own hands? Take me to the wheel. Stand by and watch the rack stretch me. Then use the bar and break me, while I laugh in your face — and sing — and laugh!

Take her! Now! Take her! Giovanni, drag her by the hair of the head down to the dungeon rooms.

Giovanni degli Azurri made two or three eager steps across the room before the sudden thunder of the voice of Melrose shocked him to a pause.

Do you forget the Baglioni? Melrose shouted. Do you know that Perugian banners will be flying all around your town of Forli within a month? Do you know that when the walls of the Rocca are breached a river of blood will run out of the gap? I say, for the two blows that have struck her face, two hundred of your men will die, madame!

The countess stared curiously at Melrose, half her passion almost instantly gone.

Take the girl — but not by the hair of the head, she said to Giovanni degli Azurri. And now away with you. Let me stay here a moment with the baron, alone.

The girl walked uncompelled toward the stairs. From the head of them she smiled back over her shoulder toward Melrose.

Well find each other again, she said.

We shall, by the grace of God, said the Baron.

Id put a quicker trust in Tizzo, said Beatrice, and then the crowd of mailed fighting men formed about her and their descending steps passed down the stairs. Giovanni degli Azurri, going down last, called out: Are you safe with him, alone?

The countess pulled from her girdle a dagger with a seven-inch blade, the light dripping from its keenness like water from a melting icicle. This is enough company for me, she said. See the girl safely locked up before you come back.

When Giovanni was gone, she turned to Melrose again. The last of her passion was falling away from her, though she still breathed deep.

My lord, she said to Melrose, what was the mother of Tizzo?

An angel out of the bluest part of heaven, he answered.

Is the thiefs blood in you, then?

He would no more steal from a woman than he would lie to the face of the Almighty.

But the jewels are gone, and he has gone with them — and behind him he leaves in my grip his father and his lady. You, my lord, are a brave man; but your son is a dog. I prove it to you by the things he has done. Can you make an answer?

The face of the baron grew very pale. He said: Madame, what you say seems to be true. He was here — and now he is gone. I tell you my answer. You see my right hand. Well, this hand is not such a true servant to me, or so close to my blood, as my son is. That is all I can say.

So? Well — perhaps you are right. Perhaps you are right. But your face is a little too white, my lord. I think that strange things are happening in the Rocca and that you know something about them. And the executioner will ask you questions on the rack. I am sorry to say it. You have an old head and a young eye. I am very sorry for you. But — your blood in your own son condemns you... If I could put hands on him, I would eat his heart — raw! And I shall have my hands on him. Youve heard me shouting and raging like a fool. But I can be quiet, also. You will see that I keep to my promise, letter by letter.

Madame, said Melrose, I am young enough to be afraid of you; but I am old enough not to be afraid of death.

She looked at him with a smile that was almost pleasant.

I like that. Theres something neat in what you say. Will you speak as well when youre on the rack?

I hope so.

Go before me down the stairs, then, said the lady. For once be discourteous to a lady and walk before her. Thank you. Im sorry that the irons make your step so short... Take care, my lord, and dont let yourself fall on the stairway. What a pity if such a wise and elderly gentleman should be hurt by a fall, in my house!

She began to laugh, and the sweet echoes of her laughter ran before them down the steep stairs and came softly back from below.


CHAPTER V
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CESARE BORGIA LAY on his back in the sun with a mask over the slightly swollen deformity of his upper face, his eyes closed, his attention fixed on nothing but the stir of the wind in the grass about him, and the clean fragrance of moist earth and flowers, and the weight of the suns heat pressing down upon him, soaking through his clothes, through his body.

Beside him, always standing erect, was Alessandro Bonfadini, the pallor of whose face would never be altered by all the sunshine that pours out oceans of gold over Italy every summer. Men said that his body was so filled with the poisons which he took as preventatives in the service of his dangerous master that neither sun nor air could work upon him as it worked upon other men. It was even said that, when he sat in a perfectly dark room, a dim halo was visible creeping out of his skin — a thin, phosphorescent glimmering which could be just noted. So that he seemed, in the darkness, like a ghost of a ghost.

And even in the broad daylight, one could not look at his cadaverous face without thinking of death.

The door to the walled garden of the tavern opened. An armored soldier called: Bonfadini! Bonfadini!

Bonfadini turned and waved a hand to command silence. But the soldier persisted: A message from Captain Tizzo...

The Borgia leaped suddenly to his feet.

From Captain Tizzo? he exclaimed. Bring the man to me instantly.

He went striding off with great steps, a huge man, startlingly powerful the moment he was in motion. Through the silk of his hose, the big calf muscle slipped or bulged like a fist being flexed and relaxed.

Before him, voices called orders that were repeated far away. And Bonfadini ran to keep close to his master.

They were halfway through the garden before Luigi Costabili appeared, with the dust of his hurried ride still white on his uniform. He was busily trying to dust off that white when he saw the duke and fell on his knees.

Get up and dont be a fool, said the Borgia. Soldiers kneel to their king or their God; but in the Romagna my men in armor kneel to nothing but a bullet or a sword stroke. Stand up, and remember that you are a man. Have you seen Captain Tizzo?

I have here a letter from him. I met him on the high road.

Why didnt you arrest the traitor and bring him here? asked the Borgia.

His voice was not angry, but the peasant turned a greenish white.

My lord, I tried to arrest him — but I was prevented—

You had bad luck with him and his sword, said the Borgia. Well, other people have had bad luck with that will-o-the-wisp. Bonfadini, read the letter to me. Was Captain Tizzo alone? On the white horse, Falcone? Was he well?

Alone, my lord — there was no one with him — he seemed — I dont know, my lord. He doesnt seem like other men.

He is not like other men, agreed the Borgia. Because you brought me a letter from him, here is five ducats…

My lord, I thank you from my heart; you are very kind.

…and because you failed to bring the man himself — holla! Lieutenant! Catch this fellow and give him a sound flogging!

Luigi was led off.

Read! Read! said the Borgia, and began to walk up and down in a great excitement.

The white face of Bonfadini, unalterable as stone, slowly pronounced the words of the letter:



My noble lord: I left you the other night in such a hurry that I hardly had time to tell you why I was going. And certainly I did not know where. The only thing that was obvious was that my father was fighting for his life, and then running for his life. Since then, Ive heard something about a moonlight night, a dead cat, and poison in the air. It seems that my father, not knowing as I do the excellent heart of your highness, grew a little excited…



Good! said the Borgia. Not knowing as he does, eh? Ah, Bonfadini, there is a red devil on the head and in the heart of that Tizzo that pleases me. I wish I might have him back with me again.

Would it be wise, my lord, since he knows that his own father was almost poisoned in your house?

But not by my orders, perhaps. Who can tell?

Yes, said Alessandro Bonfadini, who can tell?

Continue the reading.

Bonfadini went on:



First he warned Lady Beatrice to leave the tavern. His mind was half bewildered by the effects of the poison. He looked for me, failed to find me, and then went on with the next part of his program, blindly. You, my lord, were to die. He went straight to your room, broke into it, and, at the moment when I heard you call out for help, was about to cut the head of your serene highness from your noble neck. You may recall the moment when I got to the spot. It was one thing to realize it…



True! said the duke. Very true, Alessandro. When he ran in, I was on one knee, desperate. The big Englishman fenced like a fiend. But then Tizzo flashed in between us, and took up the fight. Even Tizzo could not win quickly, however. Have I showed you how they leaped at one another? Until by the flashing of their own swords, I suppose, they recognized one another — otherwise it would have been a sweet bit of family murder in my room that night.

The duke began to laugh.

Shall I continue, my lord? asked the cold voice of the poisoner.

Get on! Get on! said the Borgia. It warms my heart even to think of that cat-footed, wild-headed, fire-brained Tizzo. Was there ever a name so apt? The spark — the spark of fire — the spark that sets a world on fire — thats what he is!

The poisoner read:

However, the three of us managed, as you know, to escape from the hands of your men; we rode like the devil across country and found ourselves in the morning of the next day surrounded by the men-at-arms of the Lady of Forli. You know her, of course. Shes a big creature, handsome, with a good, swinging step, and a hearty laugh and an eye that brightens wherever it touches. But a twist of strange circumstances made her decide that I would be better under ground than above it. Unlike your tactful self, she used three murderers instead of a whiff of poisoned fragrance on a moonlight night. However, the moon helped me. I danced with the three of them till two fell down and the third was willing to talk. He told me a story that leaves my blood cold and my skin crawling.

My lord, I am safely out of Forli. But inside of it remain the two people I love — my father and my lady. To ride to Perugia is a long journey; and it would take them a long time to attack Forli from that distance.

But your highness is within arms stretch of Forli. You easily can find the will to attack the place. It is just the sort of a morsel that would slip most easily down your throat. The Rocca, if you havent seen it, is an excellently fortified place, but your cannon will breach its walls. However, what I hope is that a night march, a night attack might sweep all clean. And God will give me the claws of a cat to climb those walls and come to the help of my lady.

Do you need to be persuaded further? Is not my lords heart already twice its usual size? Is not your mouth watering and your brain on fire?

Well, I can offer nothing of great value, because I have spent my fortune as fast as it was showered on me. I hate to use pockets or hang purses around my neck, and therefore I have no place to carry money.

However, my lord, I have one thing remaining, and it shall be yours. Will you have it? Two hands, two feet, and a heart that will never weaken in your service.

For how long shall I serve you? That, my lord, is a bargaining point. The devil might demand my service for life. But the Borgia, perhaps, will let me off with three months. For three months, my lord, I am at your beck and call, but there are certain slight conditions that I would like to make and certain little Borgian duties which I would avoid as, for instance,

item... stabbing in the back
item... poison in wine or elsewhere
item... midnight murder in the dark

but otherwise, I am completely yours.

If my lord chooses me and my service on these terms, he may ride out of the tavern and take the road toward Forli. I shall be waiting to meet him if he is accompanied by not more than two men-at-arms.

Ever my lords faithful servant and obedient friend — Tizzo.



The Borgia began to laugh again. Where is the Florentine secretary? he asked. Where is Machiavelli? Call him down to me here and let me have his advice on this letter and its writer. This Machiavelli has a young brain but a good one.

Accordingly, a young man dressed all in black entered the garden a moment later. He was of a middle size, and when he took off his hat to the duke, he showed a head of rather small dimensions, covered with glistening black hair. His lips were thin and secret. Perhaps it was they that gave a slight touch of the cat to his face. His eyes were very restless, very bright.

Niccolo, said the duke, here is a letter. Read it and tell me what to think of the writer.

Machiavelli read the letter half through, raised his head to give one bright, grave look to the duke, and then continued to the end.

After that he said, without hesitation: If this is an elderly adventurer, Id have him put out of the way as soon as possible; if it is a low-born man, have him thoroughly flogged where ten thousand men may hear him howl; but if he is young and well-born, I would attach him to me at any price.

Good, said the Borgia. Machiavelli, you have a brain that the world will hear from one day. There is something about you that pleases me beyond expression. Do you notice that he is willing to meet me if I dont bring with me more than two men-at-arms? Thats characteristic of this Tizzo. If the odds are only three to one, he feels at home... Horses! Horses! Machiavelli, you and Bonfadini alone shall ride out with me to meet this red-headed fellow.


CHAPTER VI
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THEY RODE STRAIGHTAWAY from the tavern, the duke giving orders for the company of Tizzos Romagnol infantry to be gathered at once. And with that word, behind, the Borgia rode on between Machiavelli and Alessandro Bonfadini. In his hand, Cesare Borgia carried a naked ax that looked like the common ax of a woodsman, except that the color of the steel was a delicate blue. They had not gone down the road for a mile when something white flashed behind them from a tuft of willows and a rider on a white stallion was in the way to their rear.

The Borgia called out and waved the ax over his head.

Thats Tizzo, he said. As wary as a cat, and as dangerous as a hungry tiger. I tell you, Machiavelli, that if he thought any great purpose would be served by it, he would ride at us and put his single hand against the three of us.

He may be a very sharp tool, said Machiavelli, but he will be in the hand of a very great artisan.

At this, the Borgia smiled. He rode out ahead of the other pair, and Tizzo came to meet him, doffing his hat, then closing to take the hand of the Duke of Valentinois. The duke kept that hand in a great grasp.

Now, Tizzo, he said, I have you. I accept your own terms. Three months of service. And this evening I start with my army for Forli. It is, as you suggest, a morsel of exactly the right size to fit my throat. But what if that hardhearted devil of a Caterina Sforza murders her prisoners before we can storm the walls of the castle?

Aye, said Tizzo, I had thought about that, too. What other chance can I take, though?

Here is Bonfadini whom you remember well, said the duke.

My father remembers him better, however, said Tizzo, looking grimly at the stone-white face of the poisoner.

And here is my friend and adviser, good Niccolo Machiavelli. He has come from Florence to look into our ways.

He will find many wonderful things, said Tizzo dryly.

But the Borgia merely laughed; for his spirits seemed high from the moment he had read the letter of Tizzo. Ride on ahead of us, he said to Tizzo. There are your Romagnol peasants that you were forming into good soldiers. They havent forgotten you. Go on to them. Theyre good fellows and they love you.

A swarm of the peasants, bright in the red and yellow quarterings of the Borgia, had poured across the road from the tavern. Tizzo galloped his white horse toward them and was greeted by a loud shouting of: Duca! Duca! in honor of the duke, followed by a thundering roar for Tizzo, the captain.

Now that youve seen him, said the duke to Machiavelli, what do you think of him?

The young statesman said: That is the sort of a sword that I would leave in the scabbard until there was straightforward work to do.

Perhaps. His men love him. Do you see them swarming and throwing up their hands in his honor? Now they have him off his horse and carry him on their shoulders... He has taught them to shoot straight, fence, and obey orders. They love him because he has made them stronger men. I tell you, Niccolo, the day may come when every Italian will love me because I have made Italy a strong nation.

The virtues of age, said Machiavelli, outweigh the sins of youth, always. Today is greater than all the yesterdays.

They still shout themselves hoarse. I knew they were fond of him, but this is devotion. Such a man could be a dangerous force in an army, Niccolo.

When a tool has accomplished its purpose, said Machiavelli, it should be broken before it is thrown away.

The Borgia glanced aside at him, and then, slowly, smiled. Bonfadini was smiling also.

That blue-headed ax of steel which the Borgia had carried to the meeting on the road by Faenza was once more in the hands of Tizzo. His sword was at his side. The white horse stepped lightly beneath him. He was not cased from head to foot in complete steel, as most mounted soldiers were, but wore merely an open helmet, or steel cap, with a breastplate and shoulder-pieces. Equipped in this light manner, he was a lighter burden for his horse when he rode and, on the ground, those quick-thinking feet of his would be able to dance more swiftly.

The dance itself would not be long in starting.

The dawn had not yet commenced but it would not be long delayed; and Tizzos peasant soldiery, armed with arquebuses and pikes and short swords, moved behind him with a steady thrumming of feet.

He had been given the vanguard; a mile back of him came the French soldiers with the famous Swiss pike-men behind them; and last of all, at such a distance that the rumbling of its wheels could not be heard, moved the clumsy artillery which might have to batter down the gates of the town if Tizzo could not take them with the first rush.

Another rumbling, a growing thunder, was beginning to come down the road at a walking pace toward Forli, and Tizzo reined back his horse to ask what the noise might be.

The carts of the farmers bringing in produce for the markets, said one of the peasant soldiers. They load their carts in the evening, and they start in the darkness so as to get to Forli just before daybreak. The market must be opened at sunrise, you see.

Carts — sunrise — produce... Perhaps those carts will carry something more than vegetables when they get through the gates of Forli. Down in that ditch, every man of you. Do you hear? If one of you stirs, if one of you coughs or sneezes, if one of you allows the head of a single pike to shine in the moonlight, Ill have that mans head on the ground at my feet.

He saw his column sink down out of sight into the ditch. And suddenly he was alone in the road with the brilliant moonlight flooding about him and Forli lifting its gilded shoulders in the distance.

He could see the fort of the Rocca looming above the city.

With a hundred men to surprise such a place? He felt as though he had empty hands.

He passed on a short distance toward the town, then turned his horse and let it jog softly back up the road. The carts were in view, now, a whole score of them trudging along, the owners walking at the heads of the horses, the carts piled high with all sorts of country produce; the squealing of pigs sounded, and now and then the drowsy cackling and cawing of disturbed chickens as the carts rolled over a deeper rut or struck a bump with creaking axles.

Tizzo held up his hand when he came to the first cart.

Halt there, friend! he commanded.

Halt yourself and be hanged, said the Romagnol. Were already late for Forli. What puts you on the road so far from a warm bed at this time of the morning?

Two or three of the other peasants ran up with clubs in their hands to join in any altercation that might follow, but Tizzo knew these hardy Romagnols too well to interfere with them in this fashion. He reined the white horse aside and called out: Up, lads, and at them!

The thing was ended in one rush, Tizzos voice calling: Hands only! No daggers or swords! Dont hurt them, boys!

So it was done, in a moment; the tough Romagnols, overwhelmed by numbers, were quickly helpless, and over the brief babbling noises could be heard only the voices of several of the farmers wives, crowing out their laments as they sat up on the tops of the loaded carts.

Tizzo brought quiet.

He rode up and down the line, saying cheerfully: Friends, you have been robbed and cheated and taxed by the Countess Sforza-Riario for a good many years.

Here I am with some of the men of the Duca. If I open the gates of the town with your help, it will belong to Cesare Borgia before midday. Do you hear me?

A man growled out the short answer: Why change one robber for another?

The Duke of Valentinois and the Romagna does not rob peasants, said Tizzo.

All dukes are robbers.

Of course they are, answered Tizzo, chuckling, but this one only robs the lords and ladies and lets the peasant alone. For the food that his troops need, he pays hard cash.

The readiness of this reply and the apparent frankness of it brought a laugh from the peasants.

I leave you your cartloads unharmed, said Tizzo. I put a ducat in the hand of every man of you. I leave your women behind you on the road, here. I throw a few of my men into each cart, and we roll on through the gates. Do you hear? If we pass the gates unchallenged, all is well. If one of you betrays us, we cut your throats. Is that a bargain?

And one of the peasants answered with a sudden laugh: Thats a soldiers true bargain. Come on, friends! Id as soon shout Ducal as yell Riario! Lets take the bargain; because we cant refuse it!


CHAPTER VII
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CATERINA, COUNTESS SFORZA-RIARIO, gathered a big woolen peasants cloak more closely about her and raised the lantern so that she could see better the picture before her. It was the Baron of Melrose, naked except for a cincture, and lashed up by the hands so that his toes barely rested on the floor. In this posture he could support his entire weight only for a few moments on the tips of his toes, after which the burden of his body depended from his wrists.

He had been lashed there long enough to be close to exhaustion and now a continual tremor ran through his body, and the big muscles of his legs twitched up and down, and shudderings pulled at the tendons about his shoulders. But still his gray head was carried straight.

The countess broke off a bit of bread and ate it, and then swallowed a bit of wine which a page offered her on one knee, holding the silver salver high.

How long before the strength goes out of his legs? she asked. How long before he hangs from the wrists like a heavy sack tied up by the two ears?

A tall, powerful man stepped out of the shadows a little and looked more closely at the prisoner. He reached up and felt the shoulder muscles of Melrose, then the trembling, great muscles of the thighs.

Hell endure until not long after dawn, said the executioner.

And how long after that, Adolfo, before the tendons begin to pull and break in his shoulders?

He is a heavy man, said the executioner, but he is well muscled. You see that right arm, particularly?

Thats the arm of a swordsman, said the countess. And I hear that hes a famous fellow with a sword.

After the middle of this morning, he never will be famous again, said Adolfo.

Will his arms be ruined?

Forever, said Adolfo. Until he dies, he will have to be fed, like a baby.

Do you hear that, my lord? asked the countess.

Melrose looked at her, with the sweat of the long agony running down his face. He said nothing.

There is something Christian in the sight of suffering like this, said the countess. After watching you, my lord, Ill be able to say my prayers with more feeling, for a long time.

Of course you will, said the executioner. I always go to church after Ive killed a man in here.

He looked without a smile over his domain, the gibbet-like beams that projected from the wall, here and there, and the iron machines with projecting spokes, the iron boots, also, together with the little wedges which are driven between the metal and the knee, gradually crushing the bone as wedge after wedge is added. And there were other devices such as strong gloves which pulled on easily but were fitted with fishhooks inside; in fact, there were a thousand little devices that helped Adolfo to play on human flesh and nerves like a great musician.

But best of all, the foundation of all the most perfect torments, was the great rack, whose sliding beams could be extended through the pressure exerted by a big wheel which worked against a screw. Here the body could be drawn out to the breaking point — or literally torn in two. But, when the flesh was all taut, the accepted practice was to strike the limbs and the joints one by one with a small iron bar, so breaking the tensed bone with ease. Sometimes the leg and arm on one side would be wrecked forever before the prisoner confessed. Sometimes both legs went. Sometimes a single stroke of the bar made the screaming victim begin to shriek out whatever he could remember, whatever he could invent — anything to end the torture.

Adolfo, looking over his possessions, had good reason to smile. He felt like a miser in the midst of his hoard.

How long will it be before dawn? asked the countess. Very often they go to pieces when the gray of the morning commences to strike their faces.

Another half-running of the hour glass, highness.

Very well.

No, it is beginning even now, said the jailer.

The day is about to commence, said the countess to Melrose. Will you tell me now, my friend, where Ill be able to find Tizzo, and who it was in my castle that let him go free from it?

Melrose, staring at her, parted his lips as though to speak, but he merely moistened them and set his jaws hard again. His eyes were commencing to thrust out from his head under the long-continued pressure of the torment.

Here a confusion of tumult broke out in the town.

Whats that? asked the countess. Are my silly people starting a fiesta before sunrise?

Adolfo, running to the casement, leaned into it and listened. He started to cry out: This is no fiesta, highness, but a trouble of some—

But here the countess herself cried out: Do you hear it? They have passed the wall — they have broken into Forli. Oh, the careless, treacherous, hired dogs that are in my army! Do you hear?... Ring the alarm bells. Call for—

The uproar was washing rapidly across the lower level of the town, and the voice of the crowd streamed like a flag across the mind of Melrose. He could hear the shouting grow from confusion into syllables that were understandable: Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo!

It seemed to him that the voices were pouring from his own throat in an ecstasy. And in fact they were. He was shouting involuntarily: Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo! and he began to laugh.

The countess had jerked a door open and was crying orders to the men-at-arms who waited outside it; Aldolfo leaned, fascinated, at the casement and still was there when the countess slammed the door and hurried back into the torture chamber.

The red-headed wildcat has come into Forli to claw us all to death! cried the countess. Set his father free — quickly, Adolfo! Suppose Tizzo dreamed what had been happening here — he would make the stones of the Rocca melt away and come in at us with all his devils behind him.

Melrose, released from the ropes that held him, leaned feebly against the wall, breathing hard, his head for the first time bowed.

Have him taken to the Lady Beatrice, said Caterina Sforza. Guard them both as you would guard the balls of your eyes. Hai! How they yell in the streets! Are the Borgia and Tizzo saints and deliverers to my own people? Ah, if I were only a man — but today I shall be a man!

The day had in fact begun, the green gray of the dawn glowing on the edge of the sky as she ran from the room and down the stairs.

Adolfo was saying: Noble Signor Melrose, you will never forget that I have done nothing for my own pleasure, but all by command? Lean on me, highness. Step slowly. So! So!


CHAPTER VIII
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IT WOULD NOT be many minutes now, Tizzo knew, before the rioting soldiery of the duca had penetrated into every part of the castle; and somewhere in the Rocca were his father and Beatrice. They must be reached at once.

It was true that the Borgia controlled his men carefully during nearly every emergency, but when a stronghold had been taken by open assault, there was only one sort of a reward that could be offered to the victors — the sacking of the place. And when the wild-headed victors found women — 

Tizzo looked grimly over his little group of prisoners. There was one elderly fighting man with a grizzled head, his face now as gray as his hair. Tizzo took him by the arm with a strong hand.

In the Rocca, he said, there are two prisoners. One is the Englishman — the big Englishman with gray hair and a red face — the Baron Melrose. And there is a girl — Beatrice of the Baglioni. Do you know where they may be kept, now?

A dull eye rolled toward the face of Tizzo in utter lack of comprehension. Fear had benumbed the brain of the prisoner. Tizzo used the most powerful stimulant known to the Italian mind. He snatched a handful of silver out of his purse and jangled the ducats in front of the man.

This money goes to you, if you can tell me where theyre apt to be found. If you can lead me to them before some of the raiders reach them — you get this money today and a whole purse of it tomorrow.

The man opened his mouth and eyes as though he were receiving both spiritual and mental food.

I think I know where they could be found, he said. Follow me, highness. Quickly, because they may be on the opposite side of the Rocca.

He set off at a run, down the stairs, and then at full speed along a corridor that rose and fell and twisted and angled. Not a single man of Tizzos company followed. Doors right and left invited them to hunt for plunder.

And the whole castle was turned into a screaming-house. The shouts of the men were nothing. It was the thin screaming of the women that drove like sword strokes through the brain of Tizzo.

They were in one of those endless corridors which most Italian fortresses were apt to have for a rapid means of getting from one part of the place to another.

Groups of plunderers lurched into the runway, here and there, but the shout of Tizzo made them scatter before his coming. He had thrown off his steel cap so that his red hair would make him more readily known.

And wherever he was seen, the men of the Borgia gave him a cheer — and went on about their business which would strip the famous Rocca to the bone long before noon in that day.

The panting voice of Tizzos companion halted him, led him now through a side door and up another winding stairs into a tower where there was a great noise of trampling and battle.

So he rushed up into a big room with an old, vaulted ceiling that rested on stout piers. At the head of the stairs a half dozen of the Borgians were fighting against a larger band of the defenders of the Rocca. And yonder in a corner he saw what he had been praying for sight of — Henry of Melrose, unarmored, but with a sword in his hands, heedless of the outcome of the fighting as he held his place in front of a smaller, slenderer figure. That was Beatrice Baglione. It must be she — now he could see the color of her dress — now her face, like a star to a sailor.

Beatrice! he shouted, and leaped into the fight, his head unarmored as it was. Beatrice! he cried, and Beatrice! It was his battle-cry, and with each utterance, he struck with the terrible swift ax, right and left.

He had come at a good time, for the Borgians were having enough of this fierce struggling and were giving up when he sprang into the lead and rallied them.

And he heard a womans voice coming out of a visored helmet and shouting, shrill and high: Giovanni degli Azurri! There is your man! There is the one who brought all this ruin down on Forli! There is Tizzo of Melrose! Kill him now, and I swear that this is the happiest day of my life.

The outcry of the countess inspired all her men. They had been on the verge of retreating; now they made a sudden rally. Two of the Borgians were driven back over the edge of the floor and fell into the well of the stairs; Giovanni degli Azurri put his sword with a downright stroke through the throat of a third. The other pair gave back from the side of Tizzo and called on him to give up a hopeless fight. But he could not be drawn away. Down the length of the room he saw the big form of his father striding; and Beatrice, helplessly unarmed as she was, hurrying after him.

When he should have retreated, he leaped in suddenly, springing here and there like an erratic dancer. He used the light sword in his left hand like a dagger to ward off blows; the ax in his right hand made lightning circles.

One of these flashing arcs of light glanced against the helmet of Giovanni degli Azurri and staggered that champion.

The second blow would have killed him outright, but here Caterina Sforza herself ran forward and struck a good two-handed blow at the head of Tizzo.

He had not expected actual fighting from the countess. His hastily reared guard received the blow and turned the edge of it, but the force of the flat sword was enough to knock him to his knees.

He heard the scream of Beatrice like a ray of light gleaming across his mind. The two Borgians, inspired by the attack he had delivered, had closed in from the sides and they lustily struck out to protect him. But the decisive blow came from Henry of Melrose.

He had come in on the rear of the Sforza men on the run. A long lunge drove the point of his sword through the gorget rivets at the back of the neck of one man-at-arms. That fellow was down, never to rise again. And now with a huge stroke the baron dropped a second man-at-arms.

That second of interval had put Tizzo back on his feet again. He swerved from the lunging sword of Giovanni degli Azurri and struck with his ax at the junction between the helmet and the gorget. The steel split; the ax sank in; and Giovanni degli Azurri, dropping his sword, clasped his throat with both hands and fell sprawling to his knees.

His fall was the end. The other defenders threw up their mailed hands and shouted for quarter. Only the virago, Caterina Sforza, scorning surrender, lifted her sword over her head and rushed in for a final attack. A side-stroke of Tizzos ax knocked the sword out of her grip and sent it clanging against the wall. He caught her by the hands and held her fast. She groaned with rage like a man and suddenly stopped struggling.

A strange voice called to them from the floor. It was Giovanni degli Azurri, his visor raised so that he could gasp in more air, and the blood-bubbles breaking on his lips. He had risen to his knees, but now he began to sink down again.

I confess — my God forgive me! — it was your maid who stole the jewels; and I forged a letter in the hand of Lady Beatrice to draw him out of the Rocca; I posted the three men to murder him at the rendezvous beyond the town. And now — now—

He slipped to his side. Caterina Sforza dropped on her knees and screeched out: Giovanni, what do you mean? What do you say?

Aye — for love of you, muttered Giovanni.

She struck him with her mailed hand across his bleeding face. But he was already past feeling. He fell on his back and died with one groan and one quick updrawing of the knees.

The Countess Riario looked up from his dead face at Tizzo and Beatrice in one anothers arms. The girl was wiping the sweat and the blood from the face of her lover with the puffed velvet sleeve of her dress.

They were laughing together; and the baron stood by them leaning on his sword, smiling faintly as he watched their joy.

Except for Tizzo, the Borgians had rushed on to find less fighting and more loot, herding their new prisoners before them.

And now from the wounded and the dead the blood spread across the floor in widening pools that interlinked and made little flowing streams.

The countess walked straight up to Melrose.

My lord, she said, I have given you the treatment of a common criminal. Will you reward me for it by giving me good advice?

Madame, said the Englishman, a knight is sworn to serve all ladies.

Tell me what to do, then. Surrender to Cesare Borgia or throw myself from the casement, there?

If you were my daughter, said the baron, Id hope to see you leap from the wall and die; but since you are the noble Countess Riario, I expect you to take my arm and let me lead you to the Duke of Romagna.

She hesitated, glaring savagely at him. Then, with a shrug of the shoulders and a laugh, she accepted his arm.

All day the riot rang and roared through the streets of Forli and through the courts and rooms of the Rocca; but when night came, joy had exhausted itself. A few drunken voices sang in the town and Niccolo Machiavelli listened to them with a pleased smile as he sat by the side of the duke at the casement. Cesare Borgia rather lay than sat in a great chair, his head flung back.

A successful day, said Machiavelli. You have Forli, town and citadel. It has cost you only a few men, and the work has been done by one who has rewarded himself.

Tizzo? murmured the duke.

I see him standing on the rampart with the girl in his arms. They are like one bit of black paper, curiously carved and held up against the moon between thumb and forefinger.

Fools always find happiness in foolish ways, said the Borgia. But you see that I know how to use edged tools?

This time — yes. But the next time you may cut your hand to the bone.

THE END
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RE-ENTER THE FIREBRAND IN A NOVEL OF HIGH ADVENTURE
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OUT OF ALL this, said the Borgia, I shall make a net...

In what manner? asked Machiavelli.

Who is the most honest man about me — barring my faithful Bonfadini? asked the duke.

Why, redheaded, fire-eating Tizzo, I suppose, said the Florentine.

He is the net I will use to catch the traitors, one and all!

Thus Tizzo, the Firebrand, is to become a pawn in the hands of the most powerful and unscrupulous prince in Italy, Cesare Borgia. The stakes are high: for the Borgia, control of all Italy; and for Tizzo the safe return of his betrothed, Lady Beatrice... or perhaps a reward more illusive, a touch of the famous Borgia poison.

GEORGE CHALLIS is one of the better-known pen-names of Frederick Faust, whose best-known pseudonym is Max Brand. Born in Seattle in 1892, he rose quickly through the ranks as a very prolific and industrious author. He created the popular character of Dr. Kildare for the motion pictures and wrote so many magazine novels and short stories that he was justly called King of the pulp writers.

More than ninety books have appeared under the name of Max Brand alone, including the well-known Destry Rides Again. Not confined to any one genre, he became equally famous for his novels of adventure and derring-do under the by-line of George Challis.

Shortly before he was killed in the Second World War, it was estimated that he had published some twenty-five million words. This unbelievable wordage approximates a full-length book every three weeks I Readers will find that George Challis is nonetheless an author of skill, authenticity and magnetic readability.


I. JOUSTING MATCH
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CATERINA, COUNTESS SFOBZA-RIABIO, high lady and mistress of the rich, strong town of Forli, was tall, well made, slenderly strong, and as beautiful as she was wise. She used to say that there was only one gift that God had specially denied her, and that was a pair of hands that had the strength of a man in them. But if she had not a mans strength, she had a mans will to power, and more than a mans headlong courage.

She was not quite as cruel as Cesare Borgia, her neighbor to the north who now was overrunning the Romagna with his troops of Swiss and French and trained peasants, but she was cruel enough to be famous for her outbursts of rage and vengeance. That sternness showed in the strength of her jaw and in the imperial arch of her nose, but usually she covered the iron in her nature with a smiling pleasantry.

Three husbands had not been able to age her; she looked ten years younger than the truth. And this morning she looked younger than ever because her peregrine falcon had three times outfooted the birds of the rest of the hawking party and swooped to victory from the dizzy height of the blue sky. The entire troop had been galloping hard over hill and dale, sweeping through the soft soil of vineyards and orchards; crashing over the golden stand of ripe wheat; soaring again over the rolling pasture lands until the horses were half exhausted and the riders nearly spent. Even the troop of two score men-at-arms who followed the hunt, always pursuing short cuts, taking straight lines to save distance, were fairly well tired, though their life was in the saddle.

They kept now at a little distance — picked men, every one, all covered with the finest steel plate armor that could be manufactured in Milan. Most of them were aimed with sword and spear, but there were a few who carried the heavy arquebuses which were becoming more fashionable in war since the matchlock was invented, with the little swiveled arm which turned the flame over the touchhole of the gun, with its priming.

Forty strong men-at-arms — to guard a hawking party! But at any moment danger might pour out at them through a gap in the hills. Danger might thrust down at them from the ravaging bands of the Borgias conquering troops; or might lift at them from Imola; or might come across the mountains from the treacherous Florentines, insatiable of business and territory. Therefore even a hawking party must be guarded, for the countess would prove a rich prize.

The danger was real, and that was why she enjoyed her outing with such a vital pleasure. And now, as she sat on her horse and stroked the hooded peregrine that was perched on her wrist, she looked down the steep pitch of the cliff at whose edge she was halting and surveyed the long, rich sweep of territory which was hers, and still hers until the brown mountains of the Apennines began, and rolled back into blueness and distance.

Her glance lowered. Two men and a woman were riding along the road which climbed and sank, and curved, and rose again through the broken country at the base of the cliff. They were so far away that she could take all three into the palm of her hand. Yet her eyes were good enough to see the wind snatch the hat from the ladys head and float it away across a hedge.

Before that cap had ever landed, the rider of the white horse flashed with his mount over the hedge, caught the hat out of the air, and returned it to the lady.

The countess laughed with high pleasure.

A gentleman and a gentle man, she said. Here, Gregorio! Do you see those three riding down there? Bring them up to me. Send two of the men-at-arms to invite them, and if they wont come, bring them by force. I want to see that white horse; I want to see the man who rides it.

Gregorio bowed to cover his smile. He admired his lady only less than he feared her. And it was a month or two since any man had caught her eye. He picked out two of the best men-at-arms — Emilio, a sergeant in the troop, and Elia, an old and tried veteran of the wars which never ended in Italy as the sixteenth century commenced. This pair, dispatched down a short cut, were quickly in the road ahead of the three travelers, who had stopped to admire a view across the valley.

The lady countess and her companions, gathered along the edge of the cliff, could see everything and yet remain screened from view by the heavy fringe of shrubbery that grew about them.

What they saw was a pretty little picture in action. The two men-at-arms, their lances raised, the bright pennons fluttering near the needle-gleam of the spearheads, accosted the three, talked briefly, turned their horses, took a little distance, and suddenly crouched their spears in the rests, leaned far forward, and rushed straight down the road at the strangers.

Rough — a little rough, said the Countess Sforza-Riario. Those two fellows are unarmed, it seemed to me. That Emilio must be told that there is something more courteous in the use of strangers than a leveled lance.

But here something extremely odd happened, almost in the midst of the calm remark of the lady. For the two men who were assaulted, unarmored as they were, instead of fleeing for their lives or attempting to flee, rode right in at the spearmen!

One drew a long sword, the other a mere glitter of a blade. Each parried or swerved from the lance thrust. He of the long sword banged his weapon down so hard on the helmet of Emilio that the man-at-arms toppled from the saddle, rolled headlong on the ground, and reached to the feet of the horse of the lady.

She was on the ground instantly, with a little flash of a knife held at the visor of the fallen soldier.

Good! said the countess. Oh, excellently good!

She began to clap her hands softly.

The second rider — he on the white horse — had grappled with the hardy Elia. Both of them were whirled from the saddle, but the man-at-arms fell prone, helpless with the weight of his plates of steel, and the other perched like a cat on top of him. His hat had fallen. The gleam of his hair in the bright sunlight was flame-red.

And all in a moment! said the countess, laughing. Two good lances gone in a trice. Roderigo, you should have better men than that in your command.

The captain, scowling, and biting an end of his short mustache, swore that there had been witchcraft in it.

Aye, said the countess. The witchcraft of sure eyes and quick, strong hands. Did you see the lady leap from her horse like a tigress and hold her poniard above the helmet of your friend? Look, now! They are stripping the two of their armor. The big fellow is putting on that of Emilio; the redhead takes that of Elia. Roderigo, take three of your best lances. Down to them again, and let me see them fight against odds, now that they are armed like knights.... Ah, what a glorious day — to go hawking for birds and end by swooping out of the sky at men!

The four men-at-arms were quickly in the saddle and sweeping down the short, steep road; but here the countess found herself too far from the crash and dust of the battle. To gain a nearer view, she galloped after the four leaders, and the armed men, the courtiers, followed in a stream.

Those loud tramplings hardly could fail to be heard by the men in the roadway beneath; in fact, when her ladyship turned the shoulder of the cliff and could look at the scene, she found her four warriors already charging, heads down, lances well in rest, straight in on the pair. And these, in their borrowed armor, with their borrowed lances, galloped to meet the fresh shock.

Six metal monsters, flaming in the sun, they crashed together. The big fellow had lifted one of the men-at-arms right out of the saddle, but the countershock knocked his own horse to its knees; and at that instant the rearmost of the four men-at-arms caught the stranger with a well centered spear that bowled him in his turn out of the saddle and into the dust.

He whose red head was now covered by steel had a different fortune. Riding straight, confident, at the last instant he dropped suddenly to the side, which caused one spear to miss him utterly, while the second glanced off his shoulder. But his own spear caught fairly on a man-at-arms, knocking him over like a ninepin.

This is jousting! cried the countess. Glorious God, these are men!

He of the white horse, his spear shattered to the butt by the shock of the encounter, whirled his white horse about and went hurling against the only one of the men-at-arms who remained mounted. In his hand he swung not a sword but the old battle-ax which the veteran Elia had kept at the bow of his saddle.

In the hand of the rider of the white horse it became both a sword to parry with and a club to strike; a side sweep turned the driving spear of the soldier away, and a shortened hammer-blow delivered with the back of the ax rolled the other fellow on the road. All was a flying mist of dust, through which the countess heard the voice of a girl crying, Well done, Tizzo! Oh, bravely done!

She had ridden to the spot where the larger of the two strangers had fallen, and leaning far down, she helped him, stunned as he was, to his feet. And now, springing instantly into an empty saddle, he unsheathed his sword and prepared for whatever might be before them.

There was plenty of work ahead.

The men-at-arms of the countess, swiftly surrounding the cyclone of dust, were now ranged on every side in a dense semicircle which could not be broken through. And as Tizzo saw this, he began to rein his white horse back and forth, whirling the ax in a dexterous hand as he shouted in a passion of enthusiasm, Ah, gentlemen! We only begin the dance. Before the blood gets cold, take my hand again. Step forward. Join me, gallants!

One of the men-at-arms, infuriated by these taunts, rushed horse and spear suddenly in on Tizzo; but a side twist of the ax turned the thrust of the spear aside, and a terrible down-stroke shore straight through the conical crest of the helmet, through the coil of strong mail beneath, and stopped just short of the skull. The stricken fighter toppled from the saddle and seemed to break his neck in his fall.

Tizzo, still reining his horse back and forth, continued to shout his invitation, but a calm voice said, Bring up an arquebus and knock this bird out of the air.

Not until this point did the lady call out, Stay from him. My friend, you have fought very well.... Pick up the fallen, lads.... Will you let me see your face?

Tizzo instantly raised his visor.

Madame, he said, I should have saluted you before, but the thick weather prevented me.

The countess looked at his red hair and the flame-blue of his eyes.

What are you? she asked.

Some of her men-at-arms were lifting the fallen to their feet and opening their helmets to give them air; by good fortune, not a one of them was very seriously hurt. The huge, heavy rounds of the plate armor had secured them from hurt as, oftentimes, it would do during the course of an entire days fighting.

Defensive armor had outdistanced aggressive weapons. Gun-powder was still in its infancy. The greatest danger that a knight ordinarily endured was from the weight of his armor, which might stifle him when he was thrown from his horse in the midst of a hot battle.

And Tizzo was answering the countess, with the utmost courtesy, I am under the command of an older and more important man, my lady.

He turned to his companion, who pushed up his visor and showed a battered, grizzled face in which the strength of youth was a little softened into folds, but with greater knowledge in his brow to make him more dangerous.

I am going to take the short cut, Tizzo, said the other. The trust is a two-edged knife that hurts the fellow who uses it very often, I know, but heres for it. Madame, I am the Baron Henry of Melrose; this is the noble Lady Beatrice Baglione, sister of Giovan Paolo Baglione; this is my son Tizzo. We are on the road from near Faenza, where weve just escaped from hands of Cesare Borgia, after a breath of poisoned air almost killed me. We are bound back toward Perugia. There is our story.

The countess rode straight to Beatrice and took her by the hands. My dear, she said, Im happy that you escaped from that gross beast of a Borgia. How could I guess that such distinguished strangers were passing through my territory? Come with me into Forli. You shall rest there, and then go forward under a safe-conduct. My Lord of Melrose those were tremendous blows you gave with that sword; Sir Tizzo, you made the ax gleam in your hand like your name. I thought it was a firebrand flashing! Will you come on with me? Some of the rest of you ride forward to the castle. Have them prepare a welcome.... Ah, that Borgia! The black dog has put his teeth in the heart of the Romagna, but hell fight for my blood before he has it!

The countess, talking cheerfully in this manner, put the little procession under way again, and they streamed up the winding road toward the top of the cliff. But all her courtesy was not enough to cover the eyes of Beatrice.

Caterina of Sforza-Riario headed the riders, naturally, and Tizzo was at her right hand, more or less by seeming accident. A little back of the two came Beatrice at the side of Henry of Melrose. And the girl was saying: Do you see how she eyes Tizzo? She is making herself sweet as honey, but I know her.

Shes a famous virago. How can Tizzo be such a fool as to be taken in by her? I dont think shes so very handsome, do you?

The baron looked at her with a rather grim smile for her jealousy. She is not worth one glance of your eyes, Beatrice, he declared. But Tizzo would be a greater fool still if he failed to give her smile for smile. She has three birds in her claws, and if shes angered shes likely to swallow all of us. She never was so deeply in love that she could not wash her hands and her memory of the lover clean in blood. Be cheerful, Beatrice, or you may spoil everything. Smile and seem to enjoy the good weather. Because I have an idea that after the gates of Forli Castle close behind us it will be a long day before we come out again.

They passed over the green uplands, and sank down into the road toward the walled town of Forli. The city itself was a place of considerable strength, but within it uprose the Rocca — or castle on the rock — which was the citadel and the stronghold of the town. No one could be real master of Forli until he had mastered the castle on the rock as well. And young Tizzo, riding beside the countess, making his compliments, smiling on the world, took quiet note of the mouths of the cannons in the embrasures of the walls.

The drawbridge had already been lowered. They crossed it, with the hollow echoes booming beneath them along the moat. They passed under the leaning forehead of the towers of the defense; they climbed up into the enclosed court of the powerful fortress.

Tizzo was the first on the ground to offer his hand to hold the stirrup of the countess. But she, laughing, avoided him, and sprang like a man to the ground. Like a man she was tall — almost the very inches of Tizzo; like a man her eye was bold and clear; and like a man she had power in her hand and speed in her foot. She looked to Tizzo like an Amazon; he could not help glancing past her to the more slender beauty of Beatrice and wondering what the outcome of this strange adventure would be.


II. A DANGEROUS WOMAN
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THE COURTESY OF the countess might be perfect, but it was noticeable that she assigned to the three strangers three rooms in quite different parts of the castle.

The Countess Riario, stepping up and down in her room, said to her maid: You, Alicia — you have seen him — what do you think?

Of whom, madame? asked the maid.

Of the man, you fool, said the countess.

Of which man, madame? asked the maid.

Blockhead, there was only one!

There was a beautiful Venetian stand near by, of jet inlaid with ivory; and the capable hand of the countess gripped the stand now. The maid had saved herself from a fractured skull more than once before this by the speed of her foot in dodging. But she knew a danger when she saw it, and her brain was stimulated.

There was the noble young gentleman who rode with you into the court, madame. There was he, of course. And when he took off his helmet and I saw the gold of his hair—

Red — silly chattering idiot — red hair. Would I waste my time looking at golden hair? Insipid nonsense — gold — in the purse, and flame in the head — thats what I prefer!

When I saw the flame of his hair, madame, and the blue of his eyes, I understood that he was a very proper man, though not exactly a giant—

Judge a dog by the depth of his bite, not by the length of his muzzle, said the countess. I saw that slenderly made fellow carve the helmet of that Giulio almost down to the skull — the helmet and the coif of mail beneath it!

Jesu! cried the maid.

And with a stroke as light and easy as the flick of a hand, the white hand of an empty girl. He is a man, Alicia. I want to sent him a gift of some sort. What shall it be?... Wait — there is a belt of gold with amethyst studs — have that carried to him at once, and give him my wish that he may rest comfortably after his hard journey and the work of the fighting — ah ha — if you had seen him battling, Alicia! If you had seen him rushing among my men, and tumbling them over as though they were so many dummies that had not been tied in place. The ring of the ax strokes is still in my ears. He tossed the spears aside as though they had been headless straws. It was a picture to fill the heart, Alicia... Why are you standing there like a lackbrain? Why dont you take the belt to him instantly?

I beg the pardon of madame.... You forget that you already have given it to Giovanni degli Azurri.

Ah — ah — that Giovanni?... Is he still in the castle? Is he still in the Rocca?

Madame, you had supper with him last night; and dinner before it; and breakfast in the morning—

Did I? That was yesterday. He has a dark skin. I hate a man with a greasy skin. Besides, he talks too much! Here! Take this lute to the noble Tizzo. Tell him it is from my hand, and then well see if he has wit enough to sing a song with it; and through the singing, he may be able to discover that his room is not very far from mine — not very far — hurry, Alicia! Wait — give something to the others. To the baron-let me see — there was a man, Alicia. Ten years younger, and I would not have changed a dozen Tizzos for one such bigshouldered fighter. He jousts like a champion and handles a sword like a Frenchman. Have a good warm cloak of English wool carried to him. And then the girl — I hate silly faces, Alicia. I hate silly, young, witless, thoughtless faces.... Do you think that young Tizzo has an eye for her?

One would call her pretty enough to take a young mans eyes, said the girl.

Pretty enough? Silly enough, you mean to say. Take her a dish of sweetmeats with my compliments. Pretty enough? Look at me, Alicia. Tell my how I appear, now that Im no longer a girl, in the eyes of a man.

Alicia, directly challenged in this manner, fell into a trembling so that her knees hardly would bear her up. Her glance wandered wildly out the window toward the brown and blue Apennines. If she did not tell the truth, she would be beaten; if she did not convey some sort of a compliment, she would be cast out of her sinecure which brought her a better income than any two knights in Forli possessed. The Apennines brought no suggestions into the mind of Alicia. She looked out the opposite window over the plains as far as the distant blue stream of the Adriatic.

Madame, she said, the truth is a thing that ought to be told.

The Countess, at her mirror, viewed herself from a different angle.

Go on, Alicia, tell me the truth, she commanded.

The fact is, madame, that when men see you in the morning they are filled with delight; in the full light of the noonday — a time for which madame the countess doesnt care a whit anyway — a man would think you a very handsome good friend; and in the evening light, madame is always adored.

At noon the wrinkes show, eh? asked the countess.

No, madame, but—

The countess turned her head slowly, like a lionness, so that the strength of her chin and th powerful arch of her nose stood in relief against those same blue Apennines beyond the window.

Well— she said. Well, run about your business. And dont forget to take the lute.

It was ten minutes later when Alicia, out of breath, tapped at a door in a certain way; and it was opened almost at once by a tall, powerfully built man in early middle age, his beard and mustaches close-cropped to permit the wearing of a helmet, his complexion swarthy, his eyes easily lighted, like a coal of fire when a draught of air blows upon it.

He glanced down the hall above the head of the girl to make sure that she was alone, took her by the elbows, kissed her, and drew her into the room.

Now, Alicia, whats the news? he asked.

She paused for a moment to recover her breath and begin her smiling. She was a pretty girl, with pale tawny hair and only a touch of shrewish sharpness about the tip of the nose and the forward thrust of the chin. By twenty-five or so she already would begin to look like a hag.

Trouble for you, Giovanni, she said. In that lot of people whom the countess picked up while she was hawking, there was a redheaded and blue-eyed young fellow who has caught her eye. She sent me to him with that enameled lute as a present.

The one which I gave to her? exclaimed Giovanni.

The very same one. She never can remember who has given her things, the girl said.

I had better find a way to call the man into a quarrel, said Giovanni. The countess will always forgive what a swordstroke accomplishes honestly.

Yes, of course, said Alicia. And if the stranger should happen to cut your throat, she would bury you today and forget you tomorrow. This Tizzo of Melrose — have you heard about him?

No, said Giovanni.

Well, there is a rumor running about the castle now. One of the men-at-arms was at the taking of Perugia, when Giovan Paolo Baglione returned to the town, and this is the Tizzo who rode beside him. He does strange things with an ax. There is a story that he shore through the chains that blocked the streets of Perugia against the horsemen of the Baglioni.

Cut through the street-chains? With an ax? Impossible! said Giovanni.

Just now, when the fighting men of the countess attacked him he knocked them about, and whacked them off their horses. He is not big, but he strikes terribly close to the life every time he swings his ax; and a sword is like a magic flame in his hands. It burns through armor like a sting of a wasp through the skin of the hand.

Ah? said Giovanni. That sounds like enchantment.

It does. And the countess saw the fighting and is enchanted. Giovanni, have a good care—

Hush! said he. Listen!

He held up his hand and began to make soft steps toward the single casement that opened out of his room upon one of the castle courts. Alicia followed him, nodding, for the trembling music of a lute had commenced, and then a mans voice began to sing, not overloudly, one of those old Italian songs which have originated no one knows when or where. Roughly translated, it runs something like this:



What shall I do with this weariness of light?

The day is like the eye of a prying fool 

And the thought of a lover is burdened by it.

Only the stars and the moon have wisdom.

Of all the birds there is only a single one, 

Of all the birds one who knows that night is the time for song.

And I of all men understand how to wait for darkness.

Oh, my beloved, are you, also, patient?



From the casement, leaning into the deep of it, Giovanni saw a crimson scarf of silk, with a knot tied into the center of it, drop from a window, and as it passed a casement immediately below, a swift hand darted out and caught it. There was only a glimpse of a young fellow with flame-red hair, and gleaming eyes, and laughter. Then he and the scarf he had caught disappeared.

Did you see? said Giovanni, drawing back darkly.

I saw. And I had warned you, Giovanni. Something ought to be done.

Yes, and before night, said he. But if the devil is so apt with weapons — well, there is wine and poison for it, Alicia.

There is, agreed the girl, simply. But still she was held in thought.

What was in that scarf? muttered Giovanni.

A ring — or an unset jewel, with the fragrance of her favorite perfume drenching it. Giovanni, you must send him away.

Aye, but how?

Well, you have a brain and I have a brain. Between the two of us we must devise something. Sit there — sit there still as a stone, and Ill sit here without moving until weve devised something. The air of Italy cannot be breathed without bringing thoughts.


III. BEATRICE CALLS
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TIZZO OF MELROSE, as the day turned into night, whistled through his teeth and did a dance along a crack in the timber floor of his room. His feet fell with no noise, and always, as he bounded forward and backward, they alighted exactly on the line. It was a mere jongleurs trick, but Tizzo, when the humor seized upon him, was merely a jongleur. And one day he wanted to do that same dance high in the air on a tightly stretched rope.

A soft tap at the door stopped the dance. He stood with his balancing arms outstretched for a moment, listening, and heard a soft rustle go whispering down the outer hall and vanish from hearing. After that he opened the door and found on the threshold a little folded missive.

He opened it, and inside found the writing which most quickly made his heart leap. It was the hand of Beatrice — a little more roughly and largely flowing than the writing of that high lady, perhaps, but still so exactly like it that Tizzo did not pause to consider the differences. He kissed the letter twice before he closed the door and then read it. It said:

Tizzo:

There is frightful danger for all of us in the Rocca. But we have found an unexpected friend. Your father and I already have been smuggled out of the castle. We are waiting for you outside the town.

When you receive this letter, go straight down to the eastern court. There you will see a horse covered by a large blanket. It will be your own Falcone. The man leading it will unlock the postern for you. Go quietly through the town, keeping your face covered with your mantle and the blanket on the horse so that you will not be known. On the main road to Imola, beyond Forli, you will reach a farmhouse with a ruined stable beside it. The house will seem to be unoccupied, but go straight in through the front door and call. Your father and I are waiting.

God bless you and keep you. The countess is a devil incarnate. Come quickly.



BEATRICE



Tizzo went quickly.

He clapped on his head his hat with the strong steel lining, belted his sword about him, and was instantly in the corridor. He walked with a free and careless swing. There was nothing about him to indicate that he moved with fear of danger in his mind except the silence of his step, graceful, and padding like the footfall of a cat.

He passed through a great lower hall with the hood of his cloak pulled forward so that his face was shadowed. A door opened. Somewhere music was beginning, the musicians scraping at their instruments as they tuned them. In a very few minutes the countess would be expecting to receive her guests for the great banquet.

But Beatrice was no rattlebrained girl. And if Henry of Melrose had consented to flee from the castle like a thief, then it was certain that the Countess Riario was a mortal danger to them, all three.

That was the thought of Tizzo as he passed out into the eastern court, where he saw not a living soul. He looked up at the windows, most of them dark, a few faintly illumined by the steady glow of lamps in the lower rooms, and of flickering torches above. Then, in a farther corner, something stirred. A man leading a draped horse stepped out into the pallid starlight and Tizzo went straight to him. When he was closer, the blanketed horse lifted head and whinnied, a mere whisper of sound. But it told Tizzo louder than trumpets that this was Falcone.

The fellow who led the stallion gave the strap instantly into Tizzos hand. Not a word was spoken. The man who was a tall figure wrapped up to the brightness of his eyes in a great mantle, fitted a key into the small postern gate. The lock turned with a dull, rusty grating; the door opened; over the narrow of the causeway Tizzo led the horse.

Whom do I thank? he murmured as he went through the gate.

But the postern was shut quickly, silently behind him.

An odd touch of suspicion came up in the heart of Tizzo; and at this moment he heard the whining music of strings come from a distant casement with such a sense of warmth and hospitality and brightness about it that he could not help doubting the truth of the letter of Beatrice.

This hesitation did not endure a second. He was on the back of Falcone again, his sword was at his side, his dagger was in his belt, and if only he could have in his grasp, once more, that woodsmans ax with its head of the blue Damascus steel, he would have felt himself once more a man free and armed against the perils of the world. However, the thought of Beatrice and of his father expanded before him pleasantly.

He jogged the stallion through bystreets. They were dark. Once a door opened and a tumult of voices, a flare of torches poured out into the street, brawling and laughter together; but Falcone galloped softly away from this scene and carried his master safely out of the town onto the broad surface of the famous road which slants across the entire north of Italy.

A moon came up and helped him to see, presently, a ruined farmhouse fifty steps from the edge of the pavement; the roof of the stable beside the house had fallen in through two-thirds of its length. The house itself had settled crookedly toward the ground. The windows were unshuttered. The door lay on the ground, rotted almost to dust.

Tizzo dismounted at this point, and walked forward a little gingerly. The long black of his shadow wavered before him with each step he made over the grass-grown path; and that shadow like a ghost lay on the broken floor of the old house, slanting into it as Tizzo stood at the threshold.

Beatrice! he called.

The sound of his voice traveled swiftly through the place, came emptily back to him in an echo.

He stepped a few strides forward. Through the door, through two windows, the moon streamed into the interior. He could make out a pile of rubbish that had fallen from the wreck of half the ceiling; a huge oil jar stood in a corner; he could make out, dimly, the outlines of the fireplace.

Beatrice! he called again.

Here! shouted a man behind him. And at once: At him, lads, before his swords out — in on him from every side—

Three men were rushing through the doorway full upon him, the moon flashed on their morions, on their breastplates and the rest of their half-armor such as foot soldiers usually were equipped with. They came in eagerly with shields and swords, the sort of equipment which the Spanish infantry were making famous again in Europe.

Tizzo whipped out his sword so that it whistled from the sheath. If he could get through them to the door, Falcone was outside, but only a ruse would take him that far. He ran at them with his sword held above his head, shouting a desperate cry, as though with his unarmored body he would strive to crush straight through them. And they, all as anxious to drive their weapons into him, thrust out with one accord.

He was under the flash of their swords, hurling himself headlong at their feet. Once before he had saved his life by that device. Now he was kicked with terrible force in the stomach and ribs.

The fellow who had tripped over him fell headlong, crashing. Another had been staggered and Tizzo, as he gained his knees, thrust upward at the back of the mans body. A scream answered that stroke. A scream that had no ending as the man leaped about the room in a frightful agony.

And Tizzo, gasping, breathless, rose to face the attack of the third soldier.

The strokes of the short sword might be parried; but the shield gave the man a terrible advantage and he used it well, keeping himself faultlessly covered as he drove in, calling at the same time, Up, Tomaso! Up! Up! Alfredo, stop screeching and strike one blow, you dog. Take him behind! Have you forgot the money thats waiting for us? Are fifty ducats thrown into our laps every day?

Alfredo had stopped his dance, but now he lay writhing on the floor; and still that horrible screeching cut through the ears, through the brain of Tizzo.

He saw Tomaso lurching up from the floor. His sword and shield would put a quick end to this battle of moonlight and shadow, this obscure murder.

Tizzo with his light blade feinted for the head of the third soldier; the shield jerked up to catch the stroke which turned suddenly down and the point drove into the leg of the fellow above the knee. He cursed; but instinct made him lower his shield toward the wound and in that moment the sword of Tizzo was in the hollow of his throat.

He fell heavily forward, not dead, fighting death away with one hand and striving to hold the life inside his torn throat with the other. Tizzo snatched up the fallen shield and faced Tomaso, who had been maneuvering toward the rear of the enemy to make a decisive attack.

Mother of Heaven! groaned Tomaso. What? Both down?

The screeching of Alfredo turned into frightful, long-drawn groaning sounds that came with every long, indrawn breath. Tomaso fell on his knees.

Noble master! Mercy! he said.

He held up sword and shield.

By the blood of God, said Tizzo, I should put you with the other two. But I was born a weak-hearted fool.

Drop your sword and shield and I may give you your life if you tell the truth.

The sword and buckler instantly clattered on the floor.

I swear — the pure truth — purer than the honor of—

Keep good names out of your swines mouth, said Tizzo. Stand up.

The soldier arose and Tizzo, stepping back, leaned on his sword to take breath. He saw the man who had been stabbed in the throat now rise from the floor, make a staggering stride, and fall headlong. He who lay groaning turned, lay on his face, and began to make bubbling noises.

Do you hear me, Tomaso? asked Tizzo.

With my soul — with my heart! said Tomaso.

Who was to pay you the fifty ducats?

Giovanni degli Azurri.

Ah? said Tizzo. He looked back in his mind to the dark face and the bright eyes of the man who had appeared at the table of the countess for the midday meal. In what manner had he offended Giovanni degli Azurri? Undoubtedly the fellow was acting on the orders of the countess.

Tell me, Tomaso, he asked, what is the position of Giovanni degli Azurri in the castle of the countess?

How can I tell, lord? He is one of the great ones. That is all that I know, and he showed us fifty ducats of new money.

Fifty ducats is a large price for the cutting of a throat.

Highness, if I had known what a great heart and a noble—

Be silent, said Tizzo, freshening his grip on the handle of his sword.

He had to pause a moment, breathing hard, to get the disgust and the anger from his heart.

This Giovanni degli Azurri, he said, is one of the great ones of the castle, and a close adviser of the countess?

He is, signore.

The thing grew clear in the mind of Tizzo. The countess already knew that he and his father had parted from the Borgia with sword in hand. Would it not be a part of her policy to conciliate the terrible Cesare Borgia, therefore, by wiping an enemy out of his path? But she would do it secretly, away from the castle. Otherwise, the thing might come to the ears of the High and Mighty Baglioni of Perugia, who would be apt to avenge with terrible thoroughness the murder of their friend.

And Henry of Melrose? Beatrice Baglione? What would come to them?

It was a far, far cry to Perugia. Help nearer at hand must be found to split open the Rocca and bring out the captives alive.

He began to remember how, to please the fair countess, he had accepted the lute from her and sung her the love song. And a black bitterness swelled in his heart; a taste of gall was in his throat.


IV. THE MESSENGER
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HIS NAME WAS Luigi Costabili; his height was six feet two; his weight was two hundred; the horse that carried him was proud of the burden. Luigi Costabili wore a jacket quartered with the yellow and red colors of Cesare Borgia, with Cesare written across the front and across the back. His belt was formed like a snake. He wore a helmet on his head and a stout shirt of mail.

His weapons were his sword, his dagger, and the pike which infantry used to defy cavalry charges. It was not quite the weight or the balance to serve as the lance of a knight, but still it could offer a formidable stroke or two in practiced hands — and the hands of Luigi Costabili were very practiced. Among the enrolled bands of the Romagnol peasantry who followed the Borgia there was not a finer specimen than Costabili. He knew his own worth even better than he knew his masters. Therefore he paid little heed to the slender man who rode out onto the Faenza highway on a white stallion. But when the stranger came straight on toward him, Luigi Costabili lifted his pike from his foot and stared, then lowered the weapon to the ready.

The stranger had red hair and bright, pale blue eyes, like the blue one sees in a flame. When he was close to Luigi he called out, in the most cheerful and calm voice imaginable, Defend yourself! and drew a sword.

Defend myself? Ill split you like a partridge! said Luigi.

And he let drive with his pike. He had practiced a maneuver which the master of arms said was infallible. It consisted of a double feint for the head, followed with a hard drive straight for the body. Luigi used that double feint and thrust with perfect adroitness and facility, but the sword did a magic dance in the hand of the other; the pike was slipped aside, and the white horse, as though it was thinking on behalf of its master, sprang right in to the attack. He was far lighter than the charger Luigi bestrode, but he drove his shoulder against the side of Luigis big brown gelding with such force that man and rider were staggered.

Luigi dropped the pike, caught for the reins, snatched out his dagger, and then had his right arm numbed by a hard stroke that fell on it below the shoulder.

If that blow had been delivered with the edge, Luigi would have been a man without a right arm and hand during the rest of his days; but the whack was delivered with the flat of the blade only and the result was merely that the dagger dropped from the benumbed fingers of the big soldier.

He looked down the leveled blade of the redheaded man and felt that he was blinded. Helplessness rushed over him. Bewilderment paralyzed him as effectively as though he had been stung by a great wasp. So he sat without attempting resistance and allowed a noosed cord to be tossed over him and his arms cinched up close against his sides.

A turn of the cord about the pommel of the saddle secured him as efficiently as though he were a truss of hay.

What is your name? asked the stranger.

Luigi Costabili, said the peasant, and God forgive me!

God will forgive you for being Luigi, said the other. Do you know me?

I know the trick you have with your sword, said Costabili.

I am Tizzo of Melrose, said the stranger.

Costabili closed his eyes. Then I am a dead man, he frowned.

Luigi, how do you come to ride such an excellent horse?

It was given to me by the Duke of Valentinois himself, said Luigi, because I won the prize at the pike drill of the whole army.

He is going to give you a greater gift than that, said Tizzo, if you will carry safely and quickly to him a letter that Ill put in your hands.

I shall carry it as safely as a pigeon, highness, said poor Luigi. But you — pardon me — you are not Tizzo. He is half a foot taller than you.

I am Tizzo, was the answer, accompanied by a singular little smile and a glint of the eye that made Luigi stare.

Yes, highness, he said. You are whatever you say, and I am your faithful messenger.

Luigi, if I set you honorably free and let you have your weapons, will you do as you promise and ride straight to the duke?

Straight, my lord! Straight as an arrow flies or as a horse can run.... Tizzo... the captain himself!

The last words were murmured.

In the Rocca of the town of Forli, Caterina Sforza strode up and down a tower room with the step of a man. Anger made her eyes glorious, her color was high. She looked what she was — the most formidable woman that ever gripped a knife or handled thoughts of a sword. Her passion had risen high but still it was rising.

Most of the time she glared out the casements toward the sea on one side and toward the mountains on the other; only occasionally did she sweep her eyes over the figures of the two who were before her, their hands and their feet weighted down with irons. Henry of Melrose carried his gray head high and serenely. But his jaw was set hard and his eyes followed the sweeping steps of the virago. The Lady Beatrice, on the other hand, looked calmly out the window toward the mountains and seemed unconscious of the weight of the manacles that bound her. She maintained a slight smile.

Treachery! said the Lady of Forli, panting out the words. Treachery and treason!

The men-at-arms who remained in a solid cluster just inside the door of the room stirred as they listened, and their armor clashed softly. Giovanni degli Azurri, their leader, actually gripped his sword and looked at the big Englishman as though he were ready to rush at him with a naked weapon.

One of you or both of you know where the sneaking, hypocritical, lying thief has gone and how he managed to get out of the castle, cried Caterina Sforza.

If my son is a thief, said the Baron of Melrose, will you tell us what he stole?

My smallest jewel case with my finest jewels in it! declared the countess.

Here the eyes of Giovanni degli Azzuri glanced down and aside suddenly. And the corners of his mouth twitched slightly.

A great emerald, two rubies, and a handful of diamonds! said the countess. Gone — robbed from me — stolen — by a half-breed dog! A half-breed dog!

She stopped and stamped, and glared at the Englishman. His color did not alter as he answered without heat, You have tied up my hands with iron, madame. But even if you had not, in my country a man can not resent a womans insult.

A scoundrel! cried the countess. I could see it in his face. A sneaking, light-footed, quick-handed thief! Ah, God, when I remember the red heart of fire in the biggest of my rubies... and gone... gone to an adventuring, smiling, singing, damned mongrel! But Ill tear it out of you! The executioner knows how to tear conversation out of the flesh of men. Stronger men than Henry of Melrose have howled out their confessions, and Ive stood by and listened with my own ears — and laughed — and listened — and laughed. Do you hear me?

I hear you, madame, said the big Englishman, He looked steadily, gravely, toward the sinister grin on the face of Giovanni degli Azzuri.

Will you tell me now, demanded the countess, where Tizzo has gone? Or must the rack stretch you first? Will you tell me what poisonous treason enabled him to get out of my castle without permission?

Could no one else have let him go? asked Melrose.

Giovanni degli Azzuri, said the countess. She turned and fixed a blazing eye on the face of her favorite.

But Giovanni smiled and shook his head. Is it likely that Id steal the jewels of your highness and give them to that redhead? he asked. Had I any special reason for loving him?

No, declared the countess, convinced suddenly and entirely. No, you had no reason. But treachery was somewhere in this castle. Treachery is still here, so complete that it is trusted in. So complete that one of them sneaks away with his theft and two of the others remain behind — confident that they can flee away when they please — God — I stifle when I think of it! I am made a child — a child—

She strode across the room and buried her grip in the bright hair of Beatrice. A jerk of her hand forced the head of the girl back, but it did not alter her expression, which remained calm, half-smiling.

If the Englishman has the strength to hold out in the torture-room, said the countess, how long will your courage last, eh? How long before you will be squealing and squawking and yelping out everything you know?

Try me, then, said the Lady Beatrice. Take me down, quickly. Heat the pincers. Oil the wheels of your rack.

The countess relaxed her grip and stepped back. She began to stare with narrowed eyes into the face of the girl.

Theres as much as this in you, is there? she asked.

I am the sister of Giovan Paolo Baglione, said the girl. And I shall be the wife of Tizzo. And what can you rats of the Romagna do to the old Perugian blood?

The countess struck with a powerful hand, twice. The blows knocked the head of Beatrice from side to side. Her hair loosened and rushed down, streaming over her shoulders; but her eyes were undimmed.

What a fool you are! she said to Caterina Sforza. Do you think that you can break me with your own hands? Take me to the wheel. Stand by and watch the rack stretch me. Then use the bar and break me, while I laugh in your face — and sing — and laugh!

Take her! Now! Take her! Giovanni, drag her by the hair of the head down to the dungeon rooms.

Giovanni degli Azurri made two or three eager steps across the room before the sudden thunder of the voice of Melrose shocked him to a pause.

Do you forget the Baglione? Melrose shouted. Do you know that Perugian banners will be flying all around your town of Forli within a month? Do you know that when the walls of the Rocca are breached a river of blood will run out of the gap? I say, for the two blows that have struck her face, two hundred of your men will die, madame!

The countess stared curiously at Melrose, half her passion almost instantly gone.

Take the girl — but not by the hair of the head, she said to Giovanni degli Azurri. And now away with you. Let me stay here a moment with the baron, alone.

The girl walked uncompelled toward the stairs. From the head of them she smiled back over her shoulder toward Melrose.

Well find each other again, she said.

We shall, by the grace of God, said the baron.

Id put a quicker trust in Tizzo, said Beatrice, and then the crowd of mailed fighting men formed about her and their descending steps passed down the stairs. Giovanni degli Azurri, going down last, called out, Are you safe with him, alone?

The countess pulled from her girdle a dagger with a seven-inch blade, the fight dripping from its keenness like water from a melting icicle. This is enough company for me, she said. See the girl safely locked up before you come back.

When Giovanni was gone, she turned to Melrose again. The last of her passion was falling away from her, though she still breathed deep.

My lord, she said to Melrose, what was the mother of Tizzo?

An angel out of the bluest part of heaven, he answered.

Is the thiefs blood in you, then?

He would no more steal from a woman than he would lie to the face of the Almighty, said the Baron.

But the jewels are gone, said the countess, and he has gone with them — and behind him he leaves in my grip his father and his lady. You, my lord, are a brave man; but your son is a dog. I prove it to you by the things he has done. Can you make an answer?

The face of the baron grew very pale. He said: Madame, what you say seems to be true. He was here — and now he is gone. I tell you my answer. You see my right hand. Well, this hand is not such a true servant to me, or so close to my blood, as my son is. That is all I can say.

So? said the countess. Well — perhaps you are right. Perhaps you are right. But your face is a little too white, my lord. I think that strange things are happening in the Rocca and that you know something about them. And the executioner will ask you questions on the rack. I am sorry to say it. You have an old head and a young eye. I am very sorry for you. But — your blood in your own son condemns you.... If I could put hands on him, I would eat his heart — raw! And I shall have my hands on him. Youve heard me shouting and raging like a fool. But I can be quiet, also. You will see that I keep to my promise, letter by letter.

Madame, said Melrose, I am young enough to be afraid of you; but I am old enough not to be afraid of death.

She looked at him with a smile that was almost pleasant.

I like that, she said. Theres something neat in what you say. Will you speak as well when youre on the rack?

I hope so, he answered.

Go before me down the stairs, then, said the lady. For once be discourteous to a lady and walk before her. Thank you. Im sorry that the irons make your step so short.... Take care, my lord, and dont let yourself fall on the stairway.... What a pity if such a wise and elderly gentleman should be hurt by a fall, in my house!

She began to laugh, and the sweet echoes of her laughter ran before them down the steep stairs and came softly back from below.


V. TIZZOS OFFER
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CESARE BORGIA, THE Duke of Valentinois, lay on his back in the sun with a mask over the slightly swollen deformity of his upper face, his eyes closed, his attention fixed on nothing but the stir of the wind in the grass about him, and the clean fragrance of moist earth and flowers, and the weight of the suns heat pressing down upon him, soaking through his clothes, through his body.

Beside him, always standing erect, was Alessandro Bonfadini, the pallor of whose face would never be altered by all the sunshine that pours out oceans of gold over Italy every summer. Men said that his body was so filled with the poisons which he took as preventatives in the service of his dangerous master that neither sun nor air could work upon him as it worked upon other men. It was even said that, when he sat in a perfectly dark room, a dim halo was visible creeping out of his skin — a thin, phosphorescent glimmering which could be just noted. So that he seemed, in the darkness, like a ghost of a ghost.

And even in the broad daylight, one could not look at his cadaverous face without thinking of death.

The door to the walled garden of the tavern opened. An armored soldier called, Bonfadini! Bonfadini!

Bonfadini turned and waved a hand to command silence. But the soldier persisted: A message from Captain Tizzo...

The Borgia leaped suddenly to his feet.

From Captain Tizzo? he exclaimed. Bring the man to me instantly.

He went striding off with great steps, a huge man startlingly powerful the moment he was in motion. Through the silk of his hose, the big calf muscle slipped or bulged like a fist being flexed and relaxed.

Before him, voices called orders that were repeated far away. And Bonfadini ran to keep close to his master.

They were halfway through the garden before Luigi Costabili appeared, with the dust of his hurried ride still white on his uniform. He was busily trying to dust off that white when he saw the duke and fell on his knees.

Get up and dont be a fool, said the Borgia. Soldiers kneel to their king or their god; but in the Romagna my men in armor kneel to nothing but a bullet or a sword-stroke. Stand up, and remember that you are a man. Have you seen Captain Tizzo?

I have here a letter from him. I met him on the high road, said Luigi.

Why didnt you arrest the traitor and bring him here? asked the Borgia.

His voice was not angry, but the peasant turned a greenish white.

My lord, I tried to arrest him — but I was prevented—

You had bad luck with him and his sword, said the Borgia. Well, other people have had bad luck with that will-o-the-wisp. Bonfadini, read the letter to me.... Was Captain Tizzo alone? On the white horse, Falcone? Was he well?

Alone, my lord — there was no one with him — he seemed — I dont know, my lord. He doesnt seem like other men.

He is not like other men, agreed the Borgia. Because you brought me a letter from him, here is five ducats....

My lord, I thank you from my heart; you are very kind.

... and because you failed to bring the man himself — holla! Lieutenant! Catch this fellow and give him a sound flogging!

Poor Luigi was led off.

Read! Read! said the Borgia, and began to walk up and down in a great excitement.

The white face of Bonfadini, unalterable as stone, slowly pronounced the words of the letter.

My noble lord: I left you the other night in such a hurry that I hardly had time to tell you why I was going. And certainly I did not know where. The only thing that was obvious was that my father was fighting for his life, and then running for his life. Since then, Ive heard something about a moonlight night, a dead cat, and poison in the air. It seems that my father, not knowing as I do the excellent heart of your highness, grew a little excited—

Good! said the Borgia. Not knowing as he does, eh? Ah, Bonfadini, there is a red devil on the head and in the heart of that Tizzo that pleases me. I wish I might have him back with me again.

Would it be wise, my lord, since he knows that his own father was almost poisoned in your house?

But not by my orders, perhaps. Who can tell?

Yes, said Alessandro Bonfadini, who can tell?

Continue the reading.

Bonfadini went on: First he warned Lady Beatrice to leave the tavern. His mind was half bewildered by the effects of the poison. He looked for me, failed to find me, and then went on with the next part of his program, blindly. You, my lord, were to die. He went straight to your room, broke into it, and, at the moment when I heard you call for help, was about to cut the head of your serene highness from your noble neck. You may recall the moment when I got to the spot. It was one thing to realize—

True! said the duke. Very true, Alessandro. When he ran in, I was on one knee, desperate. The big Englishman fenced like a fiend. But when Tizzo flashed in between us, and took up the fight — even Tizzo could not win quickly, however. Have I showed you how they leaped at one another? Until by the flashing of their own swords, I suppose, they recognized one another — otherwise it would have been a sweet bit of family murder in my room that night!

The duke began to laugh.

Shall I continue, my lord? asked the cold voice of the poisoner.

Get on! Get on! said the Borgia. It warms my heart even to think of that cat-footed, wild-headed, fire-brained Tizzo. Was there ever a name so apt? The spark — the spark of fire — the spark that sets a world on fire — thats what he is!

The poisoner read: However, the three of us managed, as you know, to escape from the hands of your men; we rode like the devil across country and found ourselves in the morning of the next day surrounded by the men-at-arms of the Lady of Forli. You know her, of course. Shes a big creature, handsome, with a good, swinging step, and a hearty laugh and an eye that brightens wherever it touches. But a twist of strange circumstances made her decide that I would be better under ground than above it. Unlike your tactful self, she used three murderers instead of a whiff of poisoned fragrance on a moonlight night. However, the moon helped me. I danced with the three of them till two fell down and the third was willing to talk. He told me a story that leaves my blood cold and my skin crawling.

My lord, I am safely out of Forli. But inside of it remain the two people I love — my father and my lady. To ride to Perugia is a long journey; and it would take them a long time to attack Forli from that distance.

But your highness is within arms stretch of Forli. You easily can find the will to attack the place. It is just the sort of a morsel that would slip most easily down your throat. The Rocca, if you havent seen it, is an excellently fortified place, but your cannon will breach its walls. However, what I hope is that a night march, a night attack might sweep all clean. And God will give me the claws of a cat to climb those walls and come to the help of my lady.

Do you need to be persuaded further? Is not my lords heart already twice its usual size? Is not your mouth watering and your brain on fire?

Well, I can offer nothing of great value, because I have spent my fortune as fast as it was showered on me. I hate to use pockets or hang purses around my neck, and therefore I have no place to carry money.

However, my lord, I have one thing remaining, and it shall be yours. Will you have it? Two hands, two feet, and a heart that will never weaken in your service.

For how long shall I serve you? That, my lord, is a bargaining point. The devil might demand my service for life. But the Borgia, perhaps, will let me off with three months. For three months, my lord, I am at your beck and call, but there are certain slight conditions that I would like to make and certain little Borgian duties which I would avoid as, for instance, 



item... stabbing in the back 



item... poison in wine or elsewhere 



item... midnight murder in the dark.



but otherwise, I am completely yours.

If my lord chooses me and my service on these terms, he may ride out of the tavern and take the road toward Forli. I shall be waiting to meet him if he is accompanied by not more than two men-at-arms.

Ever my lords faithful servant and obedient friend — Tizzo.

The Borgia began to laugh again. Where is the Florentine secretary? he asked. Where is Machiavelli? Call him down to me here and let me have his advice on this letter and its writer. This Machiavelli has a young brain but a good one.

Accordingly, a young man dressed all in black entered the garden a moment later. He was of a middle size, and when he took off his hat to the duke, he showed a head of rather small dimensions, covered with glistening black hair. His lips were thin and secret. Perhaps it was they that gave a slight touch of the cat to his face. His eyes were very restless, very bright.

Niccolô, said the duke, here is a letter. Read it and tell me what to think of the writer.

Machiavelli read the letter half through, raised his head to give one bright, grave look to the duke, and then continued to the end.

After that he said, without hesitation, If this is an elderly adventurer, Id have him put out of the way as soon as possible; if it is a low-born man, have him thoroughly flogged where ten thousand men may hear him howl; but if he is young and well-born, I would attach him to me at any price.

Good! said the Borgia. Machiavelli, you have a brain that the world will hear from one day. There is something about you that pleases me beyond expression.... Do you notice that he is willing to meet me if I dont bring with me more than two men-at-arms? Thats characteristic of this Tizzo. If the odds are only three to one, he feels at home.... Horses! Horses! Machiavelli, you and Bonfadini alone shall ride out with me to meet this redheaded fellow!


VI. A BARGAIN IS STRUCK
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THEY RODE STRAIGHTAWAY from the tavern, the duke giving orders for the company of Tizzos Romagnol infantry to be gathered at once. And with that word the Borgia rode on behind, between Machiavelli and Alessandro Bonfadini. In his hand, Cesare Borgia carried a naked ax that looked like the common ax of a woodsman, except that the color of the steel was a delicate blue. They had not gone down the road for a mile when something white flashed behind them from a tuft of willows and a rider on a white stallion was in the way to their rear.

The Borgia called out, and waved the ax over his head. Thats Tizzo, he said. As wary as a cat, and as dangerous as a hungry tiger. I tell you, Machiavelli, that if he thought any great purpose would be served by it, he would ride at us and put his single hand against the three of us.

He may be a very sharp tool, said Machiavelli, but he will be in the hand of a very great artisan.

At this, the Borgia smiled. He rode out ahead of the other pair, and Tizzo came to meet him, doffing his hat, then closing to take the hand of the Duke of Valentinois. The duke kept that hand in a great grasp.

Now, Tizzo, he said, I have you. I accept your own terms. Three months of service. And this evening I start with my army for Forli. It is, as you suggest, a morsel of exactly the right size to fit my throat. But what if that hard-hearted devil of a Caterina Sforza murders her prisoners before we can storm the walls of the castle?

Aye, said Tizzo, I had thought about that, too. What other chance can I take, though?

Here is Bonfadini whom you remember well, said the duke.

My father remembers him better, however, said Tizzo, looking grimly at the stone-white face of the poisoner.

And here is my friend and adviser, good Niccolô Machiavelli. He has come from Florence to look into our ways.

He will find many wonderful things, said Tizzo, dryly.

But the Borgia merely laughed, for his spirits seemed high from the moment he had read the letter of Tizzo. Ride on ahead of us, he said to Tizzo. There are your Romagnol peasants that you were forming into good soldiers. They havent forgotten you. Go on to them. Theyre good fellows and they love you.

A swarm of the peasants, bright in the red and yellow quarterings of the Borgia, had poured across the road from the tavern. Tizzo galloped his white horse toward them and was greeted by a loud shouting of Duca! Duca! in honor of the duke, followed by a thundering roar for Tizzo, the captain.

Now that youve seen him, said the duke to Machiavelli, what do you think of him?

The young statesman said, That is the sort of a sword that I would leave in the scabbard until there was straightforward work to do.

Perhaps. His men love him. Do you see them swarming, and throwing up their hands in his honor? Now they have him off his horse and carry him on their shoulders.... He has taught them to shoot straight, fence and obey orders. They love him because he has made them stronger men. I tell you, Niccolo, the day may come when every Italian will love me because I have made Italy a strong nation.

The virtues of age, said Machiavelli, outweigh the sins of youth, always. Today is greater than all the yesterdays.

They still shout themselves hoarse. I knew they were fond of him, but this is devotion. Such a man could be a dangerous force in an army, Niccolô.

When a tool has accomplished its purpose, said Machiavelli, it should be broken before it is thrown away.

The Borgia glanced aside at him, and then, slowly, smiled. Bonfadini was smiling also.

That blue-headed ax of steel which the Borgia had carried to the meeting on the road by Faenza was once more in the hands of Tizzo. His sword was at his side. The white horse stepped lightly beneath him. He was not cased from head to foot in complete steel, as most mounted soldiers were, but wore merely an open helmet, or steel cap, with a breastplate and shoulder-pieces. Equipped in this light manner, he was a lighter burden for his horse when he rode and, on the ground, those quick-thinking feet of his would be able to dance more swiftly.

The dance itself would not be long in starting.

The dawn had not yet commenced but it would not be long delayed; and Tizzos peasant soldiery, armed with arquebuses and pikes and short swords, moved behind him with a steady thrumming of feet.

He had been given the vanguard; a mile back of him came the French soldiers with the famous Swiss pikemen behind them; and last of all, at such a distance that the rumbling of its wheels could not be heard, moved the clumsy artillery which might have to batter down the gates of the town if Tizzo could not take them with the first rush.

Another rumbling, a growing thunder, was beginning to come down the road at a walking pace toward Forli, and Tizzo reined back his horse to ask what the noise might be.

The carts of the farmers bringing in produce for the markets, said one of the peasant soldiers. They load their carts in the evening, and they start in the darkness so as to get to Forli just before daybreak. The market must be opened at sunrise, you see.

Carts — sunrise — produce. Perhaps those carts will carry something more than vegetables when they get through the gates of Forli. Down in that ditch, every man of you. Do you hear? If one of you stirs, if one of you coughs or sneezes, if one of you allows the head of a single pike to shine in the moonlight, Ill have that mans head on the ground at my feet.

He saw his column sink down out of sight into the ditch. And suddenly he was alone in the road with the brilliant moonlight flooding about him and Forli lifting its gilded shoulders in the distance.

He could see the fort of the Rocca looming above the city.

Surprise such a place with a hundred men? He felt as though he had empty hands.

He passed on a short distance toward the town, then turned his horse and let it jog softly back up the road. The carts were in view, now, a whole score of them trudging along, the owners walking at the heads of the horses, the carts piled high with all sorts of country produce; the squealing of pigs sounded, and now and then the drowsy cackling and cawing of disturbed chickens as the carts rolled over a deeper rut or struck a bump with creaking axles.

Tizzo held up his hand when he came to the first cart.

Halt there, friend! he commanded.

Halt yourself and be hanged, said the Romagnol. Were already late for Forli. What puts you on the road so far from a warm bed at this time of the morning?

Two or three of the other peasants ran up with clubs in their hands to join in any altercation that might follow, but Tizzo knew these hardy Romagnols too well to interfere with them in this fashion. He reined the white horse aside and called out: Up, lads, and at them!

The thing was ended in one rush, Tizzos voice calling, Hands, only! No daggers or swords! Dont hint them, boys!

So it was done, in a moment; the tough Romagnols, overwhelmed by numbers, were quickly helpless, and over the brief babbling noises could be heard only the voices of several of the farmers wives, crowing out their laments as they sat up on the tops of the loaded carts.

Tizzo brought quiet.

He rode up and down the line, saying cheerfully, Friends, you have been robbed and cheated and taxed by the Countess Sforza-Riario for a good many years. Here I am with some of the men of the duca. If I open the gates of the town with your help, it will belong to Cesare Borgia before midday. Do you hear me?

A man growled out the short answer: Why change one robber for another?

The Duke of Valentinois and the Romagna does not rob peasants, said Tizzo.

All dukes are robbers, said a peasant.

Of course they are, answered Tizzo, chuckling, but this one only robs the lords and ladies and lets the peasant alone. For the food that his troops need, he pays hard cash.

The readiness of this reply and the apparent frankness of it brought a laugh from the peasants.

I leave you your cartloads unharmed, said Tizzo. I put a ducat in the hand of every man of you. I leave your women behind you on the road, here. I throw a few of my men into each cart, and we roll on through the gates. Do you hear? If we pass the gates unchallenged, all is well. If one of you betrays us, we cut your throats. Is that a bargain?

And one of the peasants answered with a sudden laugh, Thats a soldiers true bargain. Come on, friends! Id as soon shout Duca! as yell Riario! Lets take the bargain; because we cant refuse it!


VII. TORTURE
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CATERINA, COUNTESS SFORZA-RIABIO, gathered a big woolen peasants cloak more closely about her and raised the lantern so that she could see better the picture before her. It was the Baron of Melrose, naked except for a cincture, and lashed up by the hands so that his toes barely rested on the floor. In this posture he could support his entire weight only for a few moments on the tips of his toes, after which the burden of his body depended from his wrists.

He had been lashed there long enough to be close to exhaustion and now a continual tremor ran through his body, and the big muscles of his legs twitched up and down, and shudderings pulled at the tendons about his shoulders. But still his gray head was carried straight.

The countess broke off a bit of bread and ate it, and then swallowed a bit of wine which a page offered her on one knee, holding the silver salver high.

How long before the strength goes out of his legs? she asked. How long before he hangs from the wrists like a heavy sack tied up by the two ears?

A tall, powerful man stepped out of the shadows a little and looked more closely at the prisoner. He reached up and felt the shoulder muscles of Melrose, then the trembling, great muscles of the thighs.

Hell endure until not long after dawn, said the executioner.

And how long after that, Adolfo, before the tendons begin to pull and break in his shoulders?

He is a heavy man, said the executioner, but he is well muscled. You see that right arm, particularly?

Thats the arm of a swordsman, said the countess. And I hear that hes a famous fellow with a sword.

After the middle of this morning, he never will be famous again, said Adolfo.

Will his arms be ruined?

Forever, said Adolfo. Until he dies, he will have to be fed like a baby.

Do you hear that, my lord? asked the countess.

Melrose looked at her, with the sweat of the long agony running down his face. He said nothing.

There is something Christian in the sight of suffering like this, said the countess. After watching you, my lord, Ill be able to say my prayers with more feeling, for a long time.

Of course you will, said the executioner. I always go to church after Ive killed a man in here.

He looked without a smile over his domain, the gibbetlike beams that projected from the wall here and there, and the iron machines with projecting spokes, the iron boots, also, together with the little wedges which are driven between the metal and the knee, gradually crushing the bone as wedge after wedge is added. And there were other devices such as strong gloves which pulled on easily but were fitted with fishhooks inside; in fact, there were a thousand little devices that helped Adolfo to play on human flesh and nerves like a great musician.

But best of all, the foundation of all the most perfect torments, was the great rack, whose sliding beams could be extended through the pressure exerted by a big wheel which worked against a screw. Here the body could be drawn out to the breaking point — or literally torn in two. But, when the flesh was all taut, the accepted practice was to strike the limbs and the joints one by one with a small iron bar, so breaking the tensed bone with ease. Sometimes the leg and arm on one side would be wrecked forever before the prisoner confessed. Sometimes both legs went. Sometimes a single stroke of the bar made the screaming victim begin to shriek out whatever he could remember, whatever he could invent — anything to end the torture.

Adolfo, looking over his possessions, had good reason to smile. He felt like a miser in the midst of his hoard.

How long will it be before dawn? asked the countess. Very often they go to pieces when the gray of the morning commences to strike their faces.

Another half-running of the hourglass, highness.

Very well.

No, it is beginning even now, said the jailer.

The day is about to commence, said the countess to Melrose. Will you tell me now, my friend, where Ill be able to find Tizzo, and who it was in my castle that let him go free from it?

Melrose, staring at her, parted his lips as though to speak, but he merely moistened them and set his jaws hard again. His eyes were commencing to thrust out from his head under the long-continued pressure of the torment.

Here a confusion of tumult broke out in the town.

Whats that? asked the countess. Are my silly people starting a fiesta before sunrise?

Adolfo, running to the casement, leaned into it and listened. He started to cry out, This is no fiesta, highness, but a trouble of some—

But here the countess herself cried out, Do you hear it? They have passed the wall — they have broken into Forli.... Oh, the careless, treacherous, hired dogs that are in my army!... Do you hear?... Ring the alarm bells.... Call for-

The uproar was washing rapidly across the lower level of the town, and the voice of the crowd streamed like a flag across the mind of Melrose. He could hear the shouting grow from confusion into syllables that were understandable: Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo!

It seemed to him that the voices were pouring from his own throat in an ecstasy. And in fact they were. He was shouting involuntarily, Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo! and he began to laugh.

The countess had jerked a door open and was crying orders to the men-at-arms who waited outside it; Adolfo leaned, fascinated, at the casement and still was there when the countess slammed the door and hurried back into the torture chamber.

The redheaded wilcat has come into Forli to claw us all to death! cried the countess. Set his father free — quickly, Adolfo! Suppose Tizzo dreamed what had been happening here — he would make the stones of the Rocca melt away and come in at us with all his devils behind him.

Melrose, released from the ropes that held him, leaned feebly against the wall, breathing hard, his head for the first time bowed.

Have him taken to the Lady Beatrice, said Caterina Sforza. Guard them both as you would guard the balls of your eyes. Hai! How they yell in the streets! Are the Borgia and Tizzo saints and deliverers to my own people? Ah, if I were only a man — but today I shall be a man!

The day had in fact begun, the green-gray of the dawn glowing on the edge of the sky as she ran from the room and down the stairs.

Adolfo was saying: Noble Signor Melrose, you will never forget that I have done nothing for my own pleasure, but all by command? Lean on me, highness. Step slowly. So! So!


VIII. A SPARTAN MOTHER
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THE CAPTAIN OF the gate was something seldom seen in Italy in those days — an honest fighting man worthy of his hire. And when the string of carts halted just inside the walls and out of the greens tumbled armed men, the captain had the trumpet sounded, called for a charge, and headed that charge himself in valiant style; but one of Tizzos Romagnol pikemen drove a spear straight through the unguarded throat of the captain and that was the only life lost at the winning of the gate. The rest of the hired soldiers threw away their weapons to lighten their heels and ran as hard as they could.

The holding of the gate was the important thing. Tizzo put a score of men in the towers on either side of it, and the first shout from them emptied the nearest guard towers and sent more of Caterina Sforzas fighting men scampering for the Rocca with shouts of Treason! Treason!

With half of his pikes and arquebuses, Tizzo marched straight on into Forli, his men beginning that shout of Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo! And the results were amazing. For on every hand shutters were opened and doors thrown wide. Women stood in the casements yelping, Duca! Duca! to show that that house was in favor of the assailants; and the men came out, half-dressed, each one with a weapon. For all of these fellows in the Romagna had the making of tough soldiers in them. In five minutes Tizzo had five hundred volunteers about him to reinforce his band; and now, as the dawn came glimmering out of the mountains, Cesare Borgia and his picked horsemen streamed in through the captured gate. Forli, almost without a blow, had fallen into the hands of the duke. By actual count, one of the defenders had been killed, and one of the assailants in Tizzos little company had been wounded in the head by the accident of a falling tile. At this small cost the rich town of Forli was in the hands of the Borgia. The riders about him were laughing as they came under the walls of the Rocca and found there Tizzo and his white horse ranging up and down, calling on volunteers to help him in an attempted escalade.

But that was wild-headed folly and the calm eye of the Borgia saw at once that no sudden attack could sweep the walls of the fortress. The soldiers of Caterina Sforza might have been unwilling to maintain the walls of the town with a population behind them filled with hatred of the Sforza rule; but the Rocca was a different matter. It looked like an impregnable height, with arquebuses at every shot window and loophole and casement, and heavy guns already being trained down on the town.

The Borgia, with cat-faced Machiavelli always beside him, called Tizzo back from the attack.

Youve done very well, Tizzo, he said. Youve put the nut inside the jaws of the cracker; but we have to smash the shell before we can eat the meat. Listen! The guns are coming up and getting into position every moment!

The rumbling, great wheels of the gun carriages rolled nearer and nearer to the ears of Tizzo. But he looked anxiously up toward the armed heights of the walls and made no answer to his master.

We can try another trick of fence, now, said the Borgia. And turning in the saddle, he called out, Bonfadini! Sound the trumpets for a parley and bring out the brats of Caterina Sforza!

Straightway, the horns began to blow, and Tizzo saw a pair of young boys, both sleek and and slim in red velvet, brought forth to the mouth of a street near the Rocca. When they appeared, a great shouting of dismay resounded from the castle. A moment later Tizzo had the news: They were the sons of the countess and in exchange for them the Borgia would ask for the fortress. That same night, a raiding party of his had surprised the children in the Apennine dwelling where they were kept. They were the prizes, now, which ought to settle the business of the fortress of the Rocca very quickly.

Tizzo, pressing up to the side of the Borgia, said to him rather curiously than fiercely, Would you cut the throats of those lads in sight of their mother, if she fails to give up the Rocca?

The Borgia looked at him with a cold eye and then turned to Machiavelli.

Tell me, Niccolô, he said, what should I do in a case like this? Of course the woman will surrender the fortress in exchange for the safety of her sons. But suppose that she should refuse?

There are certain matters, said the Florentine, in which a prince should keep his word. Promises of money, of favor, of lands and estates may be forgotten. But promises of blood and vengeance never should be allowed to fall lightly to the ground.

The Borgia looked back to Tizzo. Do you hear? he asked.

The English part of me refuses to listen, said Tizzo. Tell me in exact words — would you murder the two boys?

Murder? said the Borgia, smiling. I never do murder. I only do justice — the sort of justice that stiffens the backs of my friends and turns the blood of my enemies to water. Never say murder to me, Tizzo!

Here the noise of the trumpets was answered by a snarling of horns from the walls, sounding thin and far because of the height from which they were blown; almost at once there appeared on the walls a party of halberdiers and arquebusiers, with Giovanni degli Azurri at their head. Beside him stepped a warrior of something less than middle height to whom the other soldiers gave precedence. This figure now raised the visor and showed Tizzo the face of Caterina Sforza. From the soldiers of the Borgia came a brief shout; but the townsmen raised a wild and prolonged howling at the sight of the tyrant they hated.

In answer to this cry, the countess walked calmly up and down the wall until the noise sank down to a silence through which came only the distant rumbling of the gun carriages.

Then she called out in a melodious, clearly audible voice: Do you yell, you dogs, when you see your mistress? You will yell again when I have brushed the Borgia pest away and laid my whip on your back once more!

A fresh outburst of fury came from the townsmen, but the countess merely laughed, as though she enjoyed their clamoring. And a singular admiration rose in the breast of Tizzo as he watched her. Her hands might even now be freshly washed after the murders of Beatrice and his father. He could not tell. And yet he could say to himself that he hated her only in part.

The Borgia rode his horse forward a little and in his turn lifted the pointed, long visor of his helmet, which made his head look like that of an immense ant.

Caterina — my dear lady! he called.

Ah, Cesare? said the lady. You look well, you Spanish dog. Have you been drinking plenty of raw blood, lately? Where is your poisoner? Where is your Bonfadini? Will he poison the air that blows toward the Rocca?

If youll look here beside me, said the Borgia, youll see something that ought to interest your eyes a good deal more than Bonfadini. Stand out, lads. Lead them forward, Bonfadini.

They were taken from behind the horsemen and exposed to the eyes of their mother. Tizzo saw the poor woman strike her hands suddenly together and heard her cry out, My dears — my dear boys — ah, what a cruel God is in heaven! Has the Borgia put his hand on you?

You see them, Caterina, said the Borgia. Will you have their throats cut, or will you hand over the Rocca to me with no further talking?

Ha! cried the Countess Caterina. Give you the entire Rocca for the sake of two lives — and such young ones as those? Make the bargain of a fool with you? Who are you speaking to, Cesare? To a witless, doddering old woman or to Caterina Sforza?

Stand out, executioner! called the Borgia, loudly.

A tall man strode forward and caught the children by their arms. He was all in black, and the darkness of his figure made the red velvet of the children shine more brightly through contrast.

You see them, madame, said the Borgia, calling up to her. And now I give you your choice. To let them live and give me the Rocca, or to let them die here, before your eyes.

He added, Be ready, executioner!

The man in black caught a wrist of either child in one capacious hand and with the other drew out a scimitar with a blade four fingers wide. This great weapon he poised and looked up toward Caterina Sforza.

Tizzo pressed close to the Borgia.

This is your little joke, my lord? said Tizzo.

Joke? And why should it be a joke? asked the Borgia.

If the children die, Ill try to give you reasons, said Tizzo.

He had in his hand that common-looking ax with the head of shimmering blue steel, and the Borgia, glancing down at the weapon, saw the sunlight trembling on it. Cesare Borgia took a quick, deep breath.

There had been an outcry of horror from the people of the Rocca, and a sort of groaning sound from the men of the town. But now the voice of Caterina Sforza rang down clearly through the air.

Do what you will with them! If they die, Ill furnish more sons to the world, but theres only one Rocca of Forli!

As she spoke, she struck her body with her gauntleted hand so that the clashing noise came clearly to the ears of Tizzo. The two boys in red velvet dropped to their knees and began to scream supplications; the whole sky was rent with the groaning of the townsmen of Forli. But the executioner turned his head with a beastly grin to get the final order.

The Borgia looked at the light which trembled on the deadly ax of Tizzo. And the duke remembered, at that moment, a certain heavy helmet of the best Milanese plate steel with a great clean gash carved in it. Tizzo had delivered that other stroke. The head of the Borgia ached a little.

The womans an animal, said the duke to the executioner. But let her children be. I wont cut the throats of the calves. Ill wait for the cow.

The executioner released the wrists of the boys; and they flung themselves down weeping with relief in front of the horse of the Borgia.

Tizzo heard the quiet voice of Machiavelli say, Dont waste this opportunity. As long as youve decided to make a kind gesture, let the whole world see you do it. It will be remembered perhaps longer than a dozen bad deeds.

Here the duke, without a word of answer, sprang from his saddle — a thing that few men could do in that burden of massive armor — and raised up the boys one by one. Cheers broke from the Rocca. The men of Forli raised an amazing yell of approbation. And Caterina Sforza, staggered and amazed after the crisis which she had defied, could be seen leaning against one of her soldiers for support.

Tizzo took off his steel cap and rode far forward with the sunlight red and flashing in his hair. He held up the helmet and ax to attract attention.

Madame the countess! he called. Noble lady — do you forget me?

I see you and know you, thief, said Caterina Sforza.

I am no thief, madame, said Tizzo. But you see that we do not put hand on the helpless. And I remember that two people are in your hands.

Youll see them long before the Rocca is won, said the countess. Youll see them hanging from the walls!

She turned and walked back from view.

The Borgia was saying softly, What would you do, Machiavelli, with a man like Tizzo, who would have murdered me if the children were touched? Aye, and that in spite of the fact that he has sworn to be my man for three months? What would you do with him?

I think, said Machiavelli, always quiet in his voice, that before he has a chance to do serious harm, such a friendly enemy might be put out of the way.

The Borgia laughed.

Not at all! he said. Because of Tizzo, the men of Forli are cheering me. And Tizzo I shall reward — by letting him lead the storming party into the first breach the cannon open!


IX. THE ASSAULT
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THE CANNONS WERE up. Tizzo went back to the park of the pieces and watched them at work — all big weapons and all with names. Roberta was the largest of the guns, Giulia was the smallest, but Ardwina was the champion when it came to doing effective work on the walls of the castle. At the third round, big Roberta burst into fragments and knocked half a dozen men into perdition.

The master gunner merely said, There goes a good many florins in carved work. But Ive always said that a dance of nymphs was a silly thing to have around the muzzle of a gun. Some good big heavy metal bands should have been shrunk around the belly of Roberta and then she might never have burst. Smaller guns are the things. Theyll spit out their mischief faster.

Giulia, for instance, was firing about once in ten minutes, being swabbed out with water and sponged dry in between shots, so that she might not become too hot in the throat. For that heat might crack the metal, it was felt. But big Roberta and her kind could hardly be discharged more than once in twenty minutes. Tizzo watched the flight of the balls, seeing the ponderous round masses turn into, almost invisible streaks of darkness, wraiths, shadows flying headlong through the air. These little streaks of speed then landed with terrible force against the wall of the Rocca. The master gunner, being a true artist, did not scatter his fire but concentrated it on one place. On this spot, the surface of the masonry began to look pock-marked, and presently it was seen to have been battered into wavering lines. After that, the tremendous assault caused whole rocks to commence falling from their places; the outer skin of heavier and better-fitted and cemented masonry was being stripped from the wall, and the rubble of the central stuffing quickly went to pieces under the bombardment.

This was not carried on without trouble. The Rocca had plenty of artillery and from the walls, after a time, these guns began to do heavy execution. But, as Cesare Borgia said, The malice of Caterina keeps that fire from being effective. Instead of concentrating all of it on my battery of heavy guns and trying to disable them, she has, to scatter her fire all over the town thats risen against her.

Angry men throw away their brains, answered Machiavelli.

A shout of joy from the besiegers and of dismay from the besieged now accompanied the crashing noise of the downfall of a whole upper section of the wall. A cleft appeared, running straight through it; and the following discharges quickly widened this gap.

Now, Tizzo, said Cesare Borgia, you shall have the honor of being first through the breach. Pick your men for the work.

Give me some of those Swiss; and a few wild Gascons, said Tizzo. And my own company of Romagnol peasants to follow as soon as weve established a foothold. Has enough rubbish fallen to let us pass the moat?

That was reported practicable; the storming party gathered quickly.

Tizzo looked over those volunteers, the rangy big Swiss, the quick little Gascons, and his own more sluggish peasants. He put the cat-footed Gascons in the front line and jumped on the wheel of a gun to make a speech.

He merely said: Lads, were the wedge. Once we get past the wall, the whole weight of the army will fall behind us to drive us home. Theres plenty of loot inside the Rocca to fill your arms and bend your backs. Theres plenty of glory in the breach, also, and the duca who has an eye to see you and remember you. Heres a flag for you to follow and so — come on with me and the devil bite the heels of the last man into the breach!

As he ended, he waved over his head the flag, which was simply the bright jacket which had been pulled from the dead body of one of the dukes soldiers and stuck on the blade of Tizzos sword. He held that in his left hand and the blue-headed ax in the other. And when the storming party looked up at the fringe of red hair that curled up from beneath the edge of his steel cap, and saw the smile on his face, they uttered one deep, quick shout of impatience.

Tizzo took them on the crest of their enthusiasm and led them at a run. They were instantly out of the shelter of the houses which were being battered down in places by the vengeful fire of guns from the walls of the Rocca. They crossed the moat, stumbling and staggering on the loose, uncertain surface of the broken masonry.

A storm of fire struck them here. With a flanking tower on either side of the breach, Caterinas soldiery had posted themselves well and they maintained a heavy fire from little cannon, from arquebuses, from crossbows. In addition, a solid body of troops was posted behind the breach and several cannon had been dragged up to help in the defense.

It was a bullet from one of those cannon that tore in two the first man in the breach, a great, long-striding Swiss. A thin red spray whipped through the air and struck into the face of Tizzo as he ran on into the gap in the wall.

He saw the range of arquebuses before him, and a tall knight in complete armor that shone like silver, in command. The knight steadied a flag standard with one hand and waved his sword over his head with the other, shouting out the command to fire.

Down! Down on the ground, lads! yelled Tizzo, and set the good example by diving for the ground.

The volley from the arquebuses thundered in his ears. He sprang up, casting a single glance behind him. Smoke veiled the line of soldiers inside the breach; but behind him it seemed that half of his chosen company of a hundred had been struck down in that murderous moment. A few, right about him, were on their feet, but wavering. His own action rallied them. He let them have a glimpse of the waving standard on his sword; then he ran straight through the smoke toward the place where the splendid figure of the knight glimmered through the mist. The sweeping stroke that was aimed at him he ducked under, and came up with a lifting blow of the ax. It drove right through the weaker plates under the raised arm of the knight; it clove straight into the body, and the knight fell dead, his splendid armor clashing in a heap, the standard toppling idly to the ground.

That was the first blood for the assailants in this fierce attack. They drew more immediately, however. A little Gascon came running in with no other weapon than an old-fashioned war club that had steel spikes sticking out of its head. With that he brained one of the arquebusiers. And yonder was a tall Swiss striding through the press delivering terrific blows with a two-handed sword that had a blade five feet long. Arms and heads could be lopped off neatly by the sway of such a weapon I And here came others, and others; the living half of the storming party rushed into the court of the castle and swept before them the soldiers of the guard. One of the cannoneers was cut down even before he could discharge his piece. A ghost had leaped at him through the mist of smoke.

The joyous shouting of the storming party as it swept that inner court clean was echoed with a tremendous uproar of delight from the entire town of Forli.

But now Caterina Sforza showed herself as able a commander and as brave a soul as any trained general. The big doors at the base of one of the towers beside the breach were thrown open, and a solid stream of heavily armored men charged out to man the breach.

That unexpected blow struck Tizzos men into a confusion and cast them back, not toward the moat but deeper into the interior court. Tizzo saw the first rush of the main body of the Borgian army reach the moat and sweep up toward the breach, but there the unexpected appearance of a new wall of steel checked them; fire from the walls told heavily; that wave of attack suddenly yielded and washed back.

Captain, panted one of his stout peasants, a fellow now freshly dipped in blood, Captain, weve fought our way into the trap, but well never fight out again.

Tizzo looked desperately around him. The mass of heavily armed men in the breach was a force with which his own forlorn hope could not expect to deal. For the moment, all pressure from the outside had ended. He had about him hardly two score of his original hundred, and more of them were falling every moment as guns from the casements around the court were turned on these intruders. And from a window of the big central court, Tizzo saw the face of the captain of the defense herself, Caterina Sforza with the visor of her helmet raised, and laughter in her handsome face.

It was death to remain in the court; it was impossible to cut through the living wall of defenders in the breach.

Tizzo had a dozen hands help him to swing around that undischarged cannon. This he pointed at the heavy door of the central tower, in one of whose upper windows he had seen the countess. The burning match lay on the ground beside the gun; the powder horn for priming was still in the dead grasp of the artilleryman. So Tizzo primed and touched the match to that cannon.

The force of the explosion jumped the gun back for a yard; but the great door of the tower was beaten open by the shot.

The tower! The tower! shouted Tizzo. Well be safe enough inside those walls. Come on, lads!

They went on with a yell of delight. Through the wide door they passed into a sort of armory, the walls set around with all manner of weapons, and suits of armor hanging from central columns. Behind them followed in a swift charge a full hundred of the men-at-arms who had been manning the breach, but the heavy door was slammed and propped against them; and while they vainly battered and hacked at the door, Tizzo led a score of his men to the story above.

From that very place Caterina Sforza had been looking out and laughing her triumph, the moment before.

Well, she could take her laughter and her triumph to another place now. Down distant corridors, Tizzo heard shouts of fear and a wild stampeding of footfalls. The soldiers had fled from their posts. They even had left their well-charged arquebuses behind them at the casements and the long arrow-vents in the wall.

Tizzo had those arquebuses manned instantly. The muzzles being depressed, a single volley knocked over half a dozen of those gallants who were trying to batter a way through the door below. That blow from above was enough for them. They scattered as fast as their heavy armor would let them run. Some of them rejoined the diminished line of fighters who manned the throat of the breach. Some of them fled blindly for their lives. That shout began to go up which destroys the soul of a fighting force: Treason! Were betrayed! Were lost! Treason!

Aim at the men in the breach, Tizzo commanded. Let them have a bit of hell from the rear and see how they like it. We have the game in our hands. Theyve trapped us, friends, but well eat our way into the heart of the Rocca. The duke will throw another attack at them in a moment. A dozen of you are enough for these guns. The rest of your follow me!

He led the way at a run out of the room and up the winding stairs. Two stories above, half a dozen frightened defenders threw down their weapons and begged for quarter. Tizzo granted it. He gained the very top of the tower and leaped into an embrasure of the rampart, standing on top of the cannon which stood there. From that height he could overlook the breach and see the masses of men forming confusedly for the next assault on the breach.

And now it was that he began to wave his improvised sword.

Shout, boys! he said to the dozen men around him. Cheer a few rounds, and then listen!

They gave a hearty cheer, and in the silence that followed they heard a wild yelling of joy from the men of the Borgia beyond the walls. A wave of them started for the moat; another wave and another followed. Here and there soldiers were knocked over, but the rest hurried on, blind with the enthusiasm of victory.

Before them stood a solid mass of the heavy men-at-arms of the Rocca. But on that line the arquebuses from the lower story of the tower were playing. Struck at from behind, attacked from in front, that massive line of practiced fighters held their ground not a moment but scattered right and left, and the inflooding troops of the Borgia rushed on to the fruits of victory.


X. THE EDGED TOOL

[image: img98.jpg]

IT WOULD NOT be many minutes now, Tizzo knew, before the rioting soldiery of the duca had penetrated into every part of the castle; and somewhere in the Rocca were his father and Beatrice. They must be reached at once.

It was true that the Borgia controlled his men carefully during nearly every emergency, but when a stronghold had been taken by open assault, there was only one sort of a reward that could be offered to the victors — the sacking of the place. And when the wild-headed victors found women — 

Tizzo looked grimly over his little group of prisoners. There was one elderly fighting man with a grizzled head, his face now as gray as his hair. Tizzo took him by the arm with a strong hand.

In the Rocca, he said, there are two prisoners. One is the Englishman — the big Englishman with gray hair and a red face — the Baron Melrose. And there is a girl — Beatrice of the Baglione. Do you know where they may be kept, now?

A dull eye rolled toward the face of Tizzo in utter lack of comprehension. Fear had benumbed the brain of the prisoner. Tizzo used a powerful stimulant: snatching a handful of silver out of his purse, he jangled the ducats in front of the man.

This money goes to you, if you can tell me where theyre apt to be found. If you can lead me to them before some of the raiders reach them — you get this money today and a whole purse of it tomorrow.

The man opened his mouth and eyes as though he were receiving both spiritual and mental food.

I think I know where they could be found, he said. Follow me, highness. Quickly, because they may be clear on the opposite side of the Rocca.

He set off at a run, down the stairs, and then at full speed along a corridor that rose and fell and twisted and angled. Not a single man of Tizzos company followed. Doors right and left invited them to hunt for plunder.

And the whole castle was turned into a screaming-house. The shouts of the men were nothing. It was the thin screaming of the women that drove like sword-strokes through the brain of Tizzo.

They were in one of those endless corridors which most Italian fortresses were apt to have for a rapid means of getting from one part of the place to another.

Groups of plunderers lurched into the runway, here and there, but the shout of Tizzo made them scatter before his coming. He had thrown off his steel cap so that his red hair would make him more readily known.

And wherever he was seen, the men of the Borgia gave him a cheer — and went on about their business which would strip the famous Rocca to the bone long before noon of that day.

The panting voice of Tizzos companion halted him, led him now through a side door and up another winding stairs into a tower where there was a great noise of trampling and battle.

So he rushed up into a big room with an old, vaulted ceiling that rested on stout piers. At the head of the stairs a half dozen of the Borgians were fighting against a larger band of the defenders of the Rocca. And yonder in a corner he saw what he had been praying for sight of — Henry of Melrose, unarmored, but with a sword in his hands, heedless of the outcome of the fighting as he held his place in front of a smaller, slenderer figure. That was Beatrice Baglione. It must be she — now he could see the color of her dress — now her face, like a star to a sailor.

Beatrice! he shouted, and leaped into the fight, his head unarmored as it was. Beatrice! he cried, and Beatrice!

It was his battle cry, and with each utterance, he struck with the terrible swift ax, right and left.

He had come at a good time, for the Borgians were having enough of this fierce struggling and were giving up when he sprang into the lead and rallied them.

And he heard a womans voice coming out of a visored helmet and shouting, shrill and high: Giovanni degli Azurri! There is your man! There is the one who brought all this I ruin down on Forli! There is Tizzo of Melrose! Kill him now, and I swear that this is the happiest day of my life.

The outcry of the countess inspired all her men. They had been on the verge of retreating; now they made a sudden rally. Two of the Borgians were driven back over the edge of the floor and fell into the well of the stairs; Giovanni degli Azurri put his sword with a downright stroke through the throat of a third. The other pair gave back from the side of Tizzo, and called on him to give up a hopeless fight. But he could not be drawn away. Down the length of the room he saw the big form of his father striding; and Beatrice, helplessly unarmed as she was, hurrying after him.

When he should have retreated, he leaped in suddenly, springing here and there like an erratic dancer. He used the light sword in his left hand like a dagger to ward off blows; the ax in his right hand made lightning circles.

One of these flashing arcs of light glanced against the helmet of Giovanni degli Azurri and staggered that champion.

The second blow would have killed him outright, but here Caterina Sforza herself ran forward and struck a good two-handed blow at the head of Tizzo.

He had not expected actual fighting from the countess. His hastily reared guard received the blow and turned the edge of it, but the force of the flat sword was enough to knock him to his knees.

He heard the scream of Beatrice like a ray of light gleaming across his mind. The two Borgians, inspired by the attack he had delivered, had closed in from the sides and they lustily struck out to protect him. But the decisive blow came from; Henry of Melrose.

He had come in on the rear of the Sforza men on the run. A long lunge drove the point of his sword through the gorget rivets at the back of the neck of one man-at-arms. That fellow was down, never to rise again. And now with a huge stroke the baron dropped a second man-at-arms. That second of interval had put Tizzo back on his feet again. He swerved from the lunging sword of Giovanni degli Azurri and struck with his ax at the junction between the helmet and the gorget. The steel split; the ax sank in; and Giovanni degli Azurri, dropping his sword, clasped his throat with both hands and fell sprawling to his knees.

His fall was the end. The other defenders threw up their mailed hands and shouted for quarter. Only the virago, Caterina Sforza, scorning surrender, lifted her sword over her head and rushed in for a final attack. A side stroke of Tizzos ax knocked the sword out of her grip and sent it clanging against the wall. He caught her by the hands and held her fast. She groaned with rage like a man and suddenly stopped struggling.

There is no justice, there is no God! cried the countess, or a redheaded thief could not have robbed me, and then come back to be my master!

A strange voice called to them from the floor. It was Giovanni degli Azurri, his visor raised so that he could gasp in more air, and the blood-bubbles breaking on his lips. He had risen to his knees, but now he began to sink down again.

I confess — my God forgive me! — it was your maid who stole the jewels; and I forged a letter in the hand of Lady Beatrice to draw him out of the Rocca; I posted the three men to murder him at the rendezvous beyond the town. And now — now—

He slipped to his side, Caterina Sforza dropped on her knees and screeched out: Giovanni, what do you mean? What do you say? You cannot have been such a traitor.

Aye — for love of you, muttered Giovanni.

The countess struck him with her mailed hand across his bleeding face. But he was already past feeling. He fell on his back and died with one groan, one quick updrawing of the knees.

The Countess Riario looked up from his dead face at Tizzo and Beatrice in one anothers arms. The girl was wiping the sweat and the blood from the face of her lover with the puffed velvet sleeve of her dress.

They were laughing together; and the baron stood by them leaning on his sword, smiling faintly as he watched their joy.

Except for Tizzo, the Borgians had rushed on to find less fighting and more loot, herding their new prisoners before them.

And now from the wounded and the dead the blood spread across the floor in widening pools that interlinked and made little flowing streams.

The countess walked straight up to Melrose.

My lord, she said, I have given you the treatment of a common criminal. Will you reward me for it by giving me good advice?

Madame, said the Englishman, a knight is sworn to serve all ladies.

Tell me what to do, then, she demanded. Surrender to Cesare Borgia or throw myself from the casement, there?

If you were my daughter, said the baron, Id hope to see you leap from the wall and die; but since you are the noble Countess Riario, I expect you to take my arm and let me lead you to the Duke of Romagna.

She hesitated, glaring savagely at him. Then, with a shrug of the shoulders and a laugh, she accepted his arm.

All day the riot rang and roared through the streets of Forli and through the courts and rooms of the Rocca; but when night came, joy had exhausted itself. A few drunken voices sang in the town and Niccolô Machiavelli listened to them with a pleased smile as he sat by the side of the duke at the casement. Cesare Borgia rather lay than sat in a great chair, his head flung back.

A successful day, said Machiavelli. You have Forli, town and citadel. It has cost you only a few men, and the work has been done by one who has rewarded himself.

Ah... Tizzo...? murmured the duke.

I see him standing on the rampart with the girl in his arms. They are like one bit of black paper, curiously carved and held up against the moon between thumb and forefinger.

Fools always find happiness in foolish ways, said the Borgia. But you see that I know how to used edged tools?

This time-yes. But the next time you may cut your hand to the bone!


XI. MISSION OF DANGER
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THE BORGIA LAY on his bed on his back, with a cloth soaked in cooling lotion covering his face down to the bearded chin and lips, because the upper portion was troubled by a hot eruption. Now and then white-faced Alessandro Bonfadini, soft-stepping, thin-fingered, changed the cloth for a fresh one. Except during those moments when the change was made, the Duke of the Romagna remained blinded.

He was saying: Niccolo, look on the map thats spread out on the table and tell me what you see on it; tell me where my next step should take me.

The young Florentine, stepping to the table, looked at the big map which was spread on it.

I see all your conquests are tinted red, my lord, said Machiavelli. You want to know in what direction your next step should take you.

Yes. In what direction should the red begin to flow now?

Into some adjoining territory so that it will make a solid mass of territory under your rule.

Well, name the direction.

It should be into a territory where the people hate their present rulers, said Machiavelli, and would be glad to turn to you. It should be a place where the least effort would have to be made. Above all, the present ruler should be induced to make the first hostile steps. If you make any further unprovoked attacks all of Italy will be up in arms against you.

Think of Urbino, said Cesare Borgia. It is vastly rich, furnished with a great stronghold on an impregnable rock, and the people hate their present duke with all their hearts.

Urbino is impossible, answered Machiavelli. The great stronghold you speak of is too strong to be stormed. And while the people hate their duke, they would be afraid to rise against him unless they were furnished with a good leader. Besides, Guidobaldo da Montefeltro is a coward and never would give you provocation to make war.

All good reasons, but they could be undone by better ones. Duke Guidobaldo has a weakness for women, particularly for rich ones. Suppose that I make a rich woman fall into his hands.

She would have to be both rich and desperate if she wasted herself on that spendthrift of a Montefeltro, said Machiavelli.

Remember Caterina Sforza, said the Borgia.

Ah? said the Florentine. You have deprived her of Forli, here. You have turned her out of her inheritance. She is a prisoner in your hands, and your wise course is to send her to Rome.

I have deprived her of Forli, but still she is rich in jewels and in other lands. I should send her to Rome, and in fact it will be on the way to Rome that my envoy in charge of her will stop at Urbino to pay my respects to Guidobaldo.

You never will find an envoy foolhardy enough to enter Urbino, knowing how the duke hates you, declared Machiavelli.

But suppose that I can do it. Suppose that I can find the right man. What happens after the Countess Sforza finds herself inside the walls of Urbino?

Then, said Machiavelli, she will use all her beauty, all her persuasion, all her wealth of promises to make Guidobaldo snatch her out of the hands of your envoy, and set her free.

Naturally, said the Borgia, and the moment that happens, you see that I shall have a good pretext for war?

It all would follow, perhaps, said Machiavelli, and that would be guessed by any man. The envoy who guides the countess into Urbino knows instantly that his throat will be cut and the countess snatched from his hands within twenty-four hours.

I tell you however, that I know of such a man.

A fool?

Very far from a fool. You know him yourself. A fellow who is all aflame, without fear, never still, and who fills his days with so much action that hell hardly take time to sleep in between for fear of missing another adventure.

This man you speak of — has he red hair? asked the Florentine.

Of course! Its Tizzo, the firebrand, the key that unlocked Forli for us, the wedge that burst into the citadel of the Rocca. Tizzo is the man.

He may have the courage to do it, if you dare him to it, said the Forentine, but hes not stupid enough to venture his neck in such a way.

I shall give him a reason, said the Borgia. Now that I think of the thing, Im determined on it. Bonfadini, send orders instantly to the countess to prepare to travel; dispatch a relay of riders toward Perugia together with a very secret message to Giovan Paolo Baglione to gather his forces at once and let them drift a little toward the boundary of Urbino. Do these things, but first of all fetch me Tizzo, instantly.

Bonfadini left the room and went into the waiting chamber where a few halberdiers were waiting in the half-armor of the foot soldiery. Also, there were half a dozen men-at-arms completely protected in heavy steel plate. Bonfadini clapped his hands to draw attention.

He said, Half a dozen of you go out to find Tizzo.

Half a dozen are not enough, said one of the men-at-arms.

There are not so many quarters of the town; and Tizzo is known to everyone, said Bonfadini.

Not when he pulls a black wig over the red of his hair, said the soldier, and he does that usually. Who can tell where to look for him? He may be with a hawking party outside of Forli, or he may be following the greyhounds, or simply riding his white horse through the hills, or inside the walls he may be flirting with a girl, or at the studio of one of the painters, or watching that new sculptor at work, or teaching his company how to fence and shoot, or in a blacksmith shop learning the tricks of the trade, or drinking with a traveler in a wineshop, or learning a dance from one of the Gascons, or picking a fight with some huge Switzer. Or he may be running a race, or throwing dice, or sitting beside that scholar from Pisa reading out the Greek as gravely as any old man.

If you know that he does all these things, said Bonfadini, you ought to be the man to find him. But if I were you, Id go toward the place where theres the most noise. Off with you, and have him here quickly, or youll hear of it.

They hurried out, and Bonfadini went at once to the rooms where Caterina Sforza was kept under guard. He found her seated with a grim face at a casement overlooking the town that once had belonged to her. When she saw Bonfadini she exclaimed in her strong resonant voice, Tell your master to send a different messenger to me. The look of your white face is like a poison to me.

Madame, said Bonfadini, I came by command. The duke asks that you prepare yourself to travel at once.

Where? said she.

To Rome, madame. — 

With what escort?

Tizzo of Melrose, said Bonfadini, and smiled.

With him? she cried. Go under the escort of the very man who stole my city and gave it to the Borgia? It would stifle me. I would die of rage before I had ridden a mile.

Madame, said the poisoner, I hope that youll die of something more than anger.

And he bowed himself from the room while she remained standing by her chair, having sprung up in a passion that flushed her handsome face.

Armed men and their horses were gathered in the court; a mule litter and two horses were prepared for the countess and her maid; an hour or more had gone by and still there was no word of Tizzo. At last a messenger came with word. He was a halberdier with a pair of big dents in his helmet, a scared look in his eyes, and a heavy limp in one leg. Bonfadini brought him straight in to the duke and Machiavelli.

If you saw Tizzo of Melrose, why didnt you bring him with you? asked the duke.

Highness, said the soldier, when I saw him, he was fighting a huge Swiss who handled a five-foot sword as though it were a lath and a man stood with six ducats rattling in his hands; Tizzo had given him the money as a wager that he could beat the swordsman and use nothing but a plain stick of wood in the fight. Highness, I thought it was murder and I ran in to stop the fight. Every moment I was sure that a sweep of that sword would murder Captain Tizzo and cut him in two the way a child cuts down a flower. But when I tried to interfere, the Swiss roared out that they would see the battle to a finish; they beat me down and rushed me away. I came back to tell what I have seen, my lord; when you see Captain Tizzo again, hell be a dead man.

The duke pressed the coolness of the wet cloth closer across his eyes.

What do you say, Niccolô? he asked. Is Tizzo a dead man now?

A stick against the sweep of a Swiss sword in the hands of a picked man—

Why a picked man? asked the duke.

Because Tizzo would only fight against the best.

Well, thats true, agreed the Borgia. The devil thats in him will only show its teeth at giants. I suppose that well have to find another officer to ride with the countess.

But at this moment a knock at the door caused Bonfadini to open it a crack, and then fling it wide, letting in a small uproar from the waiting room. And over the threshold stepped Tizzo, looking as lithe and sleek as a greyhound. He twirled in his hand a slender stick less than a yard in length and rested a hand on this as he bowed to the Borgia.

The Borgia pulled the cloth from his face and suddenly stood, a lofty, massive figure, with a weight in the shoulders that made it possible to believe that he had decapitated a fighting bull with a single sword-stroke.

Ive searched the town for you, Tizzo, said the Borgia. Where have you been?

I was wandering about enjoying the sights of the town, said Tizzo.

Was one of the sights a butchershop? asked the duke. Theres blood on that stick!

Ah, is there? murmured Tizzo. He lifted the stick and examined. Why, so there is. Six ducats worth of blood, in fact.

If you had lost the wager, you would not be here alive, man.

Ah, youve heard about it? The fact is that the Switzer kept me leaping about like a dancer. At last he made sure that he had me and swung himself off balance; so I managed to step in and flick him between the eyes with the tip of my stick. Afterward I had to leave him the ducats to heal the wound.

How long do you expect to live? asked the duke, curiously.

As long as theres a good dash of excitement in the air, said Tizzo.

Let us be alone, said the Borgia. Except for you, Niccolô.

The room, accordingly, was cleared at once.

It means mischief, Niccolô, Tizzo was saying to the Florentine. It means mischief when youre here.

The eyes of Machiavelli narrowed a little and gave him for the moment a look more like a cat than usual.

Why does it mean mischief? he asked.

When two cats are together and both of em hungry, said Tizzo, it usually means that theres an unlucky mouse somewhere at hand for dinner. Am I to be the meat for you both, my lord?

He addressed the last words to the duke; and his air, I hear that Im called for. half laughing and half indifferent, took the sting out of the frankness of his talk.

Shall I tell you the truth, Tizzo? asked the duke.

No, my lord, said Tizzo, the truth from so great a man would be more than I could stomach. Tell me only what you wish me to believe and Ill swallow as much of it as I can at one good, long draught.

The Borgia merely laughed. Tizzo, youre honest. And I have honest work to do. Thats why Ive sent for you.

Honest work? said Tizzo, lifting his eyebrows a little.

I want the Countess Sforza-Riario taken to Rome.

Id be glad to ride anywhere with Caterina, said Tizzo.

Do you call her by her name? asked Machiavelli.

She hates me so well that weve become intimates, said Tizzo.

The Florentine and the Borgia looked at one another and laughed a little.

And on the way to Rome with the beautiful countess, said Borgia, you will take the first step toward making peace between me and Guidobaldo da Montefeltro.

Youll carry a letter from me to Urbino — and there—

Ah! said Tizzo. Its tomorrow that Im to be eaten, and not today. Go to Urbino — did you say go into Urbino?

I understand you perfectly, answered the Borgia. Youre afraid that the old enmity between Guidobaldo and me might make it a dangerous trip?

Afraid? murmured Tizzo thoughtfully, as though he did not like the taste of the word in his mouth. Then he broke out: My lord, theres some damned dark bit of policy behind all this, I suppose. But I wont try to fathom it. Ive sworn to serve you with mind and hand and heart for three months. Give me the countess and Ill take her as far toward Rome as God will let me. Give me the letter and Ill put it in the hands of Guidobaldo if I fall dead the next moment. Ill go now to prepare for the ride, and come back for your final orders.

He was gone from the room in another moment, as the duke waved his assent.

Cesare Borgia went to the casement and leaned there, looking with troubled eyes over the roofs of the town.

A sword against a walking stick — a five-foot Swiss two-handed man-slayer, against a little trick of a cane, murmured Machiavelli. Tell me how this Tizzo has managed to live so long. Hell certainly die tomorrow.

The Borgia said nothing in answer to this comment, and Machiavelli began to look at him, studying him with a curious attention.

Youre troubled, my lord, he said at last.

I am, Niccolô, said the duke. Im troubled.

But everything goes according to your plan.

Did you notice how he spoke?

With a fine, free swing to his words, my lord. A fellow like that would sooner use his sword than his brain.

Do you think so? He has a quick wit, though. But there was something about his way of talking — something from the heart — a certain noble carelessness, Niccolô.

Ah, is that what you are thinking of?

Yes — a certain air with which he spoke.

Then perhaps I know what troubles my lord.

Tell me, Niccolô.

Is it shame, my lord?

Ah? Shame? said the Borgia. I wonder!


XII. AN UNDERSTANDING
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FROM LADY BEATRICE Baglione to her brother, Giovan Paolo, Lord of Perugia.

DEAR GIOVAN PAOLO:

Tizzo is away again like a wild hawk — or like a wild duck that some hawk will plume and eat presently. The Borgia has sent him with a handful of men to Urbino with a letter to Guidobaldo da Montefeltro, the duke, and with Caterina Sforza. What is in the Borgia brain? I am sick and dizzy. I begged Tizzo on my knees to reconsider, but he has bound himself to be a slave to the Borgia for some months — eternities they will prove and end with his wretched death.

You cannot know what it means to me to be in love with such a wild-headed fellow. I try to tear the thought of him out of my heart. But the memory of his red hair burns in my mind. And all that he has done for you, for me, for our house. He should be kept under lock and key and only allowed liberty when there is some great danger threatening. There is too much English blood in him to permit him to fathom or suspect the depths of these cunning people.

Before you get this he will be in Urbino. Perhaps he will be dead and Caterina Sforza will be in the hands of the Duke of Urbino. What can you do to help him? Try to think. I know you will because you love him almost as much as I do. I have only one comfort. His father, Baron Melrose has ridden with him.

And you know as I know that the two of them are a double edge sword that cuts faster in all directions than sneaking traitors and murderers ever can suspect.

My sleep has gone from me. My heart is breaking. I wish to God that I were a man so that I could stay at the side of Tizzo wherever he rides.

Farewell.



BEATRICE



Letter from Cesare, Duke of Valentinois and Romagna, to Guidobaldo da Montefeltro, Duke of Urbino.



MY DEAR LORD AND BROTHER:

I send this to you by the hand of Tizzo of Melrose, one of my most distinguished captains, whose reputation will have come to your ears long before this. He is escorting on the way to Rome the Countess Sforza-Riario, whom you will be glad to receive and shelter for the night for my sake and her own.

I have asked Tizzo to open my heart to you. The purpose of his speech will be my heartfelt intent to enter into a lasting alliance with you. If I could join myself to your known greatness of mind and position, where would there be a limit to our ambitions?

Consider what I have suggested and which he will repeat more at large. There are many things that we could do together. These are times of stir and change.

My confidence in you I need not express. The coming of Tizzo and of the countess are eloquent of it.

Let me hear happy news from you soon. Your affectionate friend, 



CESARE



This letter the Duke of Urbino read once and again, moving a candle closer so that he could be sure of some of the words. In the meantime he rubbed his nose, which, like that of his distinguished ancestor Federigo, was so big that it seemed like the single handle of a cup.

Then he looked up and across the room, toward the chair in which the Countess Sforza-Riario was sitting. It was a famous chair of carved wood, having as one support a horned stag and as the other an angry dragon with lifted wings. The countess lost so many years by this dim light that to her beauty was added the perfume of youth. The duke shaded his eyes and looked at her again, but the illusion persisted. He began to smile a little.

This Tizzo, he said, is a man high in the confidence of Cesare Borgia?

Yes, she said.

And a friend to you?

So much a friend, she answered, that he cut the Rocca of Forli out of my hand and gave it to the Borgia!

Ah? said Guidobaldo, and fell into thought again, stroking that long hooked nose.

He was not conscious of his ugliness. His position was so great that he did not have to think of his face.

Then he read the letter aloud. As he finished, he asked: Did you know what was written here?

No, said the countess.

Does it bring any thought into your mind?

One thought, she said.

What is it?

That Cesare Borgia has gone mad. If he lets me come into your hands, what prevents you from making an agreement with me by which you receive my claim to Forli and all the territory around it?

And by the same agreement I receive my freedom — and certain funds in ready cash, perhaps, or some pleasant, small estate in Urbino?

Yes, said the duke. It would be a simple matter for us to come to this agreement. Tell me: Do you fear that this Tizzo will have you put out of the way long before Rome is reached?

No, she answered. He is a man for battle, desperate chances, and he loves danger more than he ever can love a woman — there is beautiful Beatrice Baglione, and yet he cannot find time between his wild undertakings to marry her — he is not an agent for murder, my lord.

He is a man of great value to Cesare Borgia, murmured the duke, and yet he, together with you, has been placed in my hands, and his father along with him. Has the Borgia lost his wits, or has he some deep scheme in view?

He is always deep, but what scheme can he have in mind now? she asked.

War?

You have the strongest castle in Italy. If he had an army of birds he still would hardly be able to scale your walls.

True, murmured the duke. Very true! But I wish that I could look into that mind of his.

He began to walk the floor, pausing at last behind the chair of Caterina and leaning on it.

You and I could come to an understanding, my dear, could we not? asked the duke.

For answer, she reached up her hand, quietly, and took soft hold on one of his.


XIII. POISON
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FROM THE CASEMENT of the room in which Tizzo was quartered with his father, the eyes skipped briefly over the crowded, tiled roofs of the town of Urbino and danced away over a ragged sea of mountains.

Tizzos eyes skipped away in that fashion, watched the last green and gold of the sunset die out, and then he turned his glance down toward the town. The lights were beginning to shine along the streets.

A town like this, he said, who could take it with all the armies in the world?

All the armies in the world never could take it if it were honestly garrisoned, said the baron. But where can you find an honest garrison in these times?

Tizzo leaned far out until he was flat on his stomach, peering down the steep of the great wall beneath. It seemed an incredible work, this heap on heap of masonry, like the work of an army continued through centuries. Somewhere in the dark tangle of the streets below he could hear a mans voice that was singing, lustily, a rare old song of the countryside:



Her hand is gone from the loom, 

Her step no longer hurries toward me, 

Her voice no more sings from the pasture, 

She has left me the empty night.



Tizzo waited, but when the next verse did not follow, he rolled it out with a ringing voice:



Search for her not so far as heaven; 

Look up, but not to the stars; 

The castle of my lord held many treasures; 

Then why did he steal my happiness?



From the street below a voice began to shout; Tizzo, laughing, tinned back into the room and began to tease a green and golden parrot which was climbing head down around the wire walls of its cage.

How can you tell, Tizzo? asked the baron. It may he that it is treason to sing that song in the castle of Urbino.

If a song can be treason, Im glad to die for it, said Tizzo, and from a silver bowl of fruit he began to pick out the little white, dry, sugar-covered figs and eat them, together with morsels of bread which he broke from a loaf, cramming his mouth too full for talk.

His father watched him and smiled at him.

Ill tell you one thing, he said. A man can sing himself into more trouble than he can talk his way out of afterwards. When I was serving under Piccinino, there was a big Milanese who had a throat like a bull and a voice that could fill it, and one day he sang a serenade that had the name of Giulia in it. Well, it happened that Piccinino was fond of a girl with that name, and when he heard the song he didnt stop to ask questions. He sent down a pair of his men and they slipped a dagger under the fifth rib of the singer before he had finished emptying the song from his throat. When youre around these great people, its best to speak in a small voice and not sing at all.

Well, said Tizzo, I need room for my elbows and a chance to make a noise, now and then. Room — room to swing an ax, say, or a sword—

He washed down the bread and figs with a mouthful of red wine, and picked up that blue-headed steel ax which was dearer to him than all his possessions except Falcone, his white horse. Swinging the ax, he did an improvised dance about the room, striking swift blows to right and left, and making the edge of the ax whistle just past carved and gilded furniture, and then all around the head of a little marble faun that occupied a niche in the wall.

The baron began to laugh with pleasure, and here there was a knock at -the door. When the baron called out, the door was pushed open by one page who allowed a second lad, all brilliant in sleek velvet, to enter carrying a beautiful silverncharger that had on it a pair of goblets.

Rosy crystal composed the bowls of the cups, which were held in a net of gold and supported on pedestals of silver.

His highness sends his compliments and his good wishes for an excellent nights sleep to my lord and to Captain Tizzo. said the page, and straightaway presented the cups to the two guests. After that, he backed out of the room and closed the door after him with a reverent softness.

The baron lifted the cover of his goblet, and sniffed. — 

Good spiced wine, he said. This Guidobaldo has good manners even if he is a duke with a castle built in the middle of the sky. To your health, Tizzo!

Wait! said Tizzo, who was inhaling the bouquet of the wine. This is probably the best wine and the safest in the world — but I have been living in the shadow of Cesare Borgia, remember, and Ive been learning some new ways in the world. The parrot can be our tester.

He dipped a bit of bread in his wine and carried it to the cage. The parrot rolled his eyes, put out his head, twisted it to the side, and nipped the bread neatly out of the fingers of Tizzo.

You see? said the baron. Theres nothing wrong. A parrots too wise a bird to eat poison. It shows that youve been too long in the wrong company, Tizzo. How much longer do you have to serve the Borgia?

Im sworn to him for another ten weeks, said Tizzo.

Id feel safer if you were serving any other man in the world for ten years, said the baron. I drink to you, Tizzo! He was lifting the cup to his lips when they both heard a soft fall, and they saw that the parrot had fallen to the bottom of his cage, where he was stretching his wings and kicking out with his feet, and ruffing out the brilliant feathers about his neck. In a moment he was still. The wings remained halfspread, and the feathers of the ruff slowly collapsed.

The baron rubbed his lips dry. Tizzo, he exclaimed, did you taste the damnable stuff?

Not a drop, said Tizzo, putting the cup slowly back on the table beside him. A quick, powerful shudder ran through him.

The two stared with blank eyes at one another.

Why? asked the baron.

Either for hate or for gain, said Tizzo. And my lady the countess hates me since Forli. Perhaps — why, perhaps the gain would be in having me out of the way, and you out of the way, also, if the duke intends to keep the countess here in the castle instead of sending her on to Rome.

He ran to the door with silent-falling feet and leaned there, to listen.

Turning, he whispered as he tiptoed across the floor, There are armed men waiting outside the door. I heard a sword stir in a sheath.

Lock the door, said the baron. Theyll wait for a moment for us to drop dead, and then they will come in to look at the bodies and cart them away.

If I turn the lock, theyll hear the bolt sliding and then they will know that something has gone wrong with the plan.

Tizzo reached for a jacket of mail. But his father raised a hand to stop him.

Hurrying to the casement, Melrose leaned out far and glanced down the face of the wall. The drop of it was sheer to the street, far below; even the first roof was a terrible fall beneath them. And for the first fifty feet there was no embrasure of any kind to break the smooth surface of the wall. To the left, perhaps two stories below and twenty feet away, there was a projecting roof-line.

Take the sheets from the bed, directed Melrose. So—

He tore away the covers and with the edge of his dagger began to slash the sheets into long, thin strips. The edge of the knife was so razor-keen that the cloth divided almost without a sound.

If they mean murder, said the baron, at least well make them take a long step to catch us. The Borgia — the Borgia, Tizzo — was it part of his policy to send you into a murder trap?

Tizzo, asking no questions, was imitating his father implicitly. When the sheets were cut, they began to twist the - sections so as to make strong rope, and then the ends were tied together.

And Tizzo was saying: If Cesare Borgia loves a friend, he never will betray him. But he loves few friends. I am merely a new acquaintance. I have a value to him, but he would give me up in a moment if he dreamed that he could get a handsome return for my life.

Do you ever think of putting a knife into the hollow of his throat and so ending your bargain with him? asked the baron.

Between you and me, said Tizzo, I rather like him. There is a devil in him, but that devil may do a great work for Italy. Sing, Father. Well need a little noise. And let them think that were enjoying the first effect of the wine, before we have a second taste, of death.

As they talked, quietly, calmly, their hands moved rapidly, and a long rope of the white, twisted sheets was now prepared.

Tizzo ran to the window with it.

The roof there on the left. Can you swing yourself onto it? murmured the baron. And he began to sing one of the old marching songs.

Tizzo, having estimated the distance from the casement to the roof with a careful glance, measured out a length of the white rope and tied the rest of the rope around a couch which he dragged with the barons help beneath the casement.

You first! he murmured to the baron.

But the older man, with a frown and a headshake, pointed toward the door and then toward his own throat as though to indicate that his voice, which had begun the song, must be permitted to continue it. And Tizzo peered up into the older face for a long half-second, realizing perfectly the calm abnegation which underlay this gesture. But there was no time for argument. He was instantly through the window and slithered down the end of the rope.

Running with his feet along the wall, he started the pendulous swing of the rope. When it had once begun, with the swing of his lithe body he made the rope sway out in wider and in wider arcs. Above him, dimly, he could hear his fathers voice still singing the Song of the Plough. The wall rushed back and forth beside him with greater and with greater speed.

Now his head rose so that he could look into a window that broke the surface of that projecting wall whose roof was his goal. A girl was inside it — a servant, perhaps, ogling herself in a hand mirror while she turned her head from side to side, and lifted or bent it in order to view herself from the most favorable angle. She was an ugly wench and the task was hard, but she kept at it with wonderful patience and seemed to enjoy the work.

The next swing of the rope brought him to the level of the roof, almost, but he saw that he was much too low on the rope, since it was bringing him in under the projecting eaves. He hauled himself up several arm-lengths and on the next return of the rope, with one hand he was able to reach out and grip the roof gutter under the tiles.

His weight recoiled with a violent wrench that almost broke his grasp on the gutter; a moment later he was on the roof.

His father, older and heavier, never could succeed in that athletic effort, he was sure. But the baron would be able to hand himself down the slant of the rope and so come to the roof. Yonder was a trap door set into the slant of the tiles. To one of the projecting beam-ends inside of which the door was set, Tizzo made the linen rope fast. Then he turned and waved.

At the dimly lighted casement he saw the head and shoulders of his father. A strong strain was put on the rope and set it trembling. A moment later the body of the baron dropped over the casements edge and he began to swing himself along the downslant with long arm-hauls.



He came out of the lamplight into dimness, then closer and closer, until even by starlight Tizzo could see his face and the knotted effort in it.


XIV. TRAPPED
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HERE A GREAT shout struck across the night. At the casement to which the rope pointed like a long finger appeared a leaning figure; steel flashing bright; the rope was cut across.

THE BARON dropped instantly on the loose rope. Tizzo heard and felt in his own flesh the shock of the impact as that heavy body struck the wall beneath the eaves.

Was he gone? No, the weight still strained down on the rope. Tizzo, groaning with hope and fear, reached back and fingered the haft of the ax which he had hung by its noose from about his neck.

Now a womans voice began to screech just below. It was the servant girl, no doubt, who had been called to her window by the noise to see a dark figure struggling in the empty air above her casement.

Would the baron drop down and try to enter that window, or would he climb?

The answer was in the appearance of a hand that gripped the edge of the eaves. Another hand joined it. The big man heaved himself up with power, grunting. Tizzo caught the collar of his jacket and pulled with all his might to lighten the work.

Yonder at the lighted casement, two figures remained, yelling out the alarm. Other shadowy heads appeared at other windows. There was a dim but distinct sound of running feet along corridors.

Are you hurt? breathed Tizzo.

The baron stood up and pulled out the sheathed sword which he had stuffed inside his clothes.

It was a bit of a slap — but it was nothing, he said. Here, Tizzo. Do we run along the roof, or do we go down into the wolf-den?

Down into the den, said Tizzo. Theyll have twenty men on the roofs before a minute has gone. Heres the way!

He found the lock of the trap door, smashed it with a blow of the axhead, and lifted the door open. Beneath him he saw darkness which seemed to be churning like dusky water. But with hand and foot he found the ladder.

Down he went into the pitchy blackness with the weight of his father making the ladder creak as the baron followed after. The floor was quickly reached.

Rough boarding was underfoot. He reached a wall of unfinished stone and fumbled along it.

The tumult was redoubling through the castle. The pounding sound with the metal clash that accompanied it was made by the armored feet of soldiers, of course. But the most terrible noise was the dreadful screeching of the women.

To his left, he was aware now of a silver rectangle drawn on the wall, etched in with broken strokes. That must be the leakage of light round the edges of a door. And now, in fact, his hand was on the knob.

The lock had not been turned. He pushed the door open and looked out onto a long, narrow corridor.

As he stepped out into the hallway, a whole bevy of the female servants not five paces from him threw up their arms and fled, screeching with terror.

They were crying for help, they were shouting that the two were there — there in the hall — murdering the women.

And the answering shouts of men came in quick response, from close at hand.

Which way? muttered the baron.

The first way! said Tizzo, and running round the first elbow turn of the hall, he leaped across a faintly lighted threshold the larger size of whose doorway seemed to indicate that it might be the entrance to another corridor.

And as he entered with his father behind him, he heard the armored uproar of the men-at-arms come pouring into the hallway which he had just left.

But it was not another hall. It was a narrow little room with a table across one end of it. On the table were piled old clothes and near it sat a crone bent over her work of patching with much care a pair of hose, frayed about the knees.

She did not look up, but pursed her lips tighter as she made the next stitch.

Tizzo and the baron backed into the thick shadows of the corner and waited. The sword was unsheathed in the barons hand, now. And Tizzos ax was ready. It was the last fight, perhaps, but at least they could make it together.

Deaf! whispered the baron at Tizzos ear. Shes deaf!

The noise of the manhunt thundered in the hall. Two steel-clad figures lurched a step into the room, saw the seamstress, and recoiled again.

A false alarm drew the flood of searchers off to the left. To the right there were the babbling, squealing women, their voices growing dimmer as they retreated.

Now? asked Tizzo.

Hush! said his father.

The flight of figures down the hall seemed to have caught the eye of the old woman at last.

And as the thunder of the mailed feet surged back again, she left her chair and went to the threshold of the room, standing there with her hands on her hips, shaking her white old head at the mad confusion.

There seemed to be no fear in her.

A crowd of soldiery poured past her. Half a dozen times she was hailed: Have you seen them?

But she answered with the continued wagging of her head.

The manhunt left that portion of the palace and ebbed down to a lower level. Through the casement, Tizzo could hear more sounds of war rising from a court or open street. Voices were shouting commands.

And as the tumult grew less, the seamstress returned to her chair again.

Some brazen-throated fellow was bawling out beneath the window:

Five hundred ducats-for the Englishman, Melrose! Five hundred ducats for him and his son! A hundred for the baron; a hundred ducats for the baron! Four hundred for the red head of Captain Tizzo! Money and the dukes favor! Money and the dukes favor! Five hundred ducats!

It was like the crowing of a rooster, a sound that cut through the increasing tumult. It was as though an auctioneer were asking for bids.

Dead or alive, five hundred ducats! Five hundred ducats! The old woman went to the casement and seemed to be listening to that proclamation, but since she was deaf, no doubt she merely was watching the dimly lighted figures in the street or the court below.

She turned from the window and faced straight toward the corner in which the two fugitives remained, pressed close together. Did her old eyes pierce the shadows? Could she indeed see them?

Five hundred ducats is a world of money, she said. Tizzo shuddered.

After all, she had good ears. How had she failed, then, to hear them when they first bounded into the room.

Four hundred ducats for a redheaded lad!

She went to the door, and shut and locked it.

Well, she said, turning, I think I shooed the hawks away from a pair of helpless chickens that time. Come out here and let an old woman bless her eyes with the sight of two men saved from the grave.

They moved slowly forward, neither of them glancing at the other. The brain of Tizzo had stopped.

Mother, he said, except for you, our blood and brains would be smeared on the floor long ago.

I hate a screaming fool of a girl, said the crone, and so I learned to hold my tongue when I was a youngster.... Five hundred ducats!... A great deal of money... a great purse of money... a farm, and a peaceful life.

You shall have it, friend, said the baron, if you can show us the way out of the palace — any secret stairs — any back, unregarded way — do you see this gold chain? A thousand ducats would never buy it. And you shall have it. Here it is in your hand, now.

She took the chain and weighed it, grinning.

Suppose that I took it, she said. For every bead of it how many times do you think theyd make me scream on the rack?

She gave back the chain into the big hand of the baron and shook her head.

Besides, what would I do with a farm and quiet? she asked. Ive had the city and the palace all the days of my life. Ive had the processions, and the smell of incense in the churches, and the music, and the pretty girls, and the slim lads, and the babies in silk and the old men in brocades, and the marriages and the murders, and the civil wars, and the stabbings in the dark, and the night cries where some poor devil found his end in a dark alley... how could I change all of this for a farm, and the smell of the wet ground or the dust instead of the perfumes and the stenches of the palace? No, no — I dont need five hundred ducats to end my days on. A prayer would be a greater help to me, my friend.

You shall have our prayers, mother, said Tizzo.

She looked at him with a smile that made her withered old face more horrible than ever.

The first lover I had in all my life, he had a head of red hair, like yours. When I saw the flash of that flaming head of yours, I thought for a moment that it was a ghost coming out of the past to me, and that I was a pretty young thing again; and the thought took the breath out of me and made me miss a stitch. That poor Adolfo — he was a beautiful lad, except that he talked all on one side of his mouth. But he stole one of my ladys rings, and they cut his soft throat for him. That was the day I cried my eyes red! And my heart ached for a week. Ah, well, I never see red hair that my heart doesnt jump up stairs like a wild ragamuffin. What shall I do with the pair of you?

The noise of the search that had sunk away now boiled up higher inside the walls of the castle and flowed suddenly once more down the corridor beside them. And here a hand tried the door, then beat against it.

Open! called a voice.

Ah? murmured the woman. Five hundred ducats?

She weighed the key in her hands, and in her eye she weighed the lives of the two. Then she opened the door.


XV. AGNES-ONCE EVE
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TIZZO TAKING HIS fathers arm, drew him down behind the table which was heaped high with clothes that needed repair. They were not perfectly concealed from the man who stood in the doorway now. Tizzo, from beneath the table, could see the armored legs of the man as high as the hips. They made him think of the legs of a great beetle, such as those he had watched crawling when he was a lad — sleek, glossy metal. He used to turn these beetles over and then watch them flopping helplessly on their backs, kicking their legs. He had an insane desire to try to steal out and trip up this spendid soldier.

And yet, behind the man and up and down the hallway, moved an armed number of other fighting men.

Ah, mother, said the man-at-arms, what are you doing up so late?

Mending your worn-out clothes, she answered.

Have you seen a pair of men — one old, one young?

Certainly, she answered. Look yonder, under the table.

Tizzo heard his father catch breath, and gripped his arm with a sudden pressure, to seek to restrain the sound.

The soldier broke into laughter.

Whats your name?

Agnes.

Agnes, I dont suppose that the two were hunting are here in the room with you. But I wondered—

Why dont you suppose so? asked Agnes.

Because theyd twist your old windpipe before theyd let you open the door. But I thought—

Not if they were real men. Real men dont murder old women, said the hag.

Agnes, I wanted to know if youd seen any glimpse of them. Thats all.

Certainly. I saw them come into my room and stand in the corner. When I went to the window, they sneaked under the table.

The soldier laughed again.

Youre an old one, and all the old ones are hard, he said. Well, God be good to you.

God give you better sense to understand women, said Agnes.

He laughed again, and walked from the room. Agnes closed the door after him, and locked it again.

And down the stairs at the end of the corridor, Tizzo heard the noise of the manhunt passing, dwindling, descending. He stood up with the baron beside him.

Well, you see what truth is worth in Urbino, said the hag, grinning at them.

She had only one tooth in the middle of her mouth, and when she grinned it showed as yellow as old ivory, and her eyes disappeared in nests of wrinkles.

You could have pointed, instead of speaking, said the baron. A motion of your hand would have started him, like a hunting dog. And he would have found us. You would have had your share in the ducats.

Id hate to show a man to a hunting dog, said Agnes. But if I had, there would have been a pretty thing to see. Would that sword of yours have found a way through his armor? Would that ax of Captain Tizzo have cut through his helmet? Yes, I think it would. Redheaded men are better than all the rest. I remember when a redheaded man fought for me in the street, yonder. I was not what I am now. I had feet under me as quick as a cat. And I was as sleek as a fish, all over. Hand or eye could not touch me without pleasure. But now what am I to do with you?

Youve given us a chance to draw breath and turned the hunt another way, said the baron. Well find our own way out, now.

You talk like a fool, said Agnes. Do you think that every inch of the castle wont be hunted over again, now? You dont know the noble duke. Theres a patient man for you. Theres a fellow wholl wait longer than a fisherman or a cat at a rathole.... Well, let me think a little.

She propped her chin on one hand and frowned. The frown swallowed her eyes in black shadows. At last she said: Old clothes. Ive nothing to work with but old clothes.

In fact, on shelves at either end of the room appeared big bundles.

Those are for the hospitals. But why shouldnt they be carried to the hospital now? muttered Agnes. Listen to me, Captain Tizzo — are you the man who rode through Perugia at the side of the Baglione and cut through the chains of the streets with your ax?

Thats true, said Tizzo. Theres a gift in this ax. It laughs at all other steel.

Redheaded men laugh at everything, said Agnes. But who would see Tizzo of Perugia in the form of a porter carrying bundles of old clothes on the top of his shoulders.... Wait!... Now see yourself!

She pulled out a ragged mantle, which she threw over the shoulders of Tizzo.

Upon his head she drew down an even more ragged hat that covered his face to the eyes.

Now, now! she exclaimed, inviting the attention of the baron, would you know your son, my lord?

Never! said Melrose, smiling. And then?

Then I take you down the little winding stairs at the back of the palace. I let you out at the small door. There will be guards, of course, but there is my tongue, also, and two simple, honest poor men carrying old clothes.

She began to outfit the baron and then to throw down from the shelves bundle after bundle of the old clothes which had been cast off by members of the ducal household.

From beneath the window, the bawling voice of another crier began to sound out: Five hundred ducats for the English baron and Captain Tizzo. Five hundred ducats, dead or alive!

Hail grunted Agnes. Do they have to maunder on about ducats? I was tempted once by ducats and Ill never be temped again. Five wretched years — five years — where did they fly to, Lord God? Five mortal years. They found me a girl and they left me a woman with age pointing my chin and misting my eyes.... Oh, God, how quickly the pollen is shaken from the flower and the bloom wiped from the petal and the fragrance gone, gone, gone! Well, Ive been young. Thats all there is to it. Ive been young. I had the lightest pair of heels in Urbino and the prettiest pair of legs and I didnt care who knew it.... Lord, Lord, the withered old shanks that carry me around today.... But if a girl wants a lover she should find a man with red hair.... Youll make some lass happy, Captain Tizzo, for a week or two — before you smell flowers of a new sort behind some high garden wall.... Walls are made to be climbed; women are made to be hunted... to run away and laugh over their shoulders. And only the swiftest foot shall catch em. Oh, I know about it! Are you ready?... Look at my heels and never higher. Walk slowly. Trust the talking to me.

She opened the door and they followed her into the hall, each of them bending under a clumsy, great bulk of clothing that loomed vast above their shoulders.

They passed down the upper corridor, and then they went down a stairway that wound constantly. The steps were so steep and so many that the knees of Tizzo grew a little weak.

They reached another hall beneath them, more filled with clamor of voices, tramplings, loud commands, and always the clashing footfall of armored men. The Urbino palace was buzzing like a hive, and there were no drones — every human was armed with a sting. Halberd, sword, boar-spear, dagger, club were all about the two inclining figures of the baron and his son.

Whos that, and whats here, and who the devil are these? demanded a loud voice.

And old Agnes shrilled back in her wavering voice: And who are you and what are you and who gave you power to ask? If Im tumbled out of my bed at this hour to pile charity on the backs of a couple of sinners from the hospital, who has the right to—

Ah, be still! said the soldier. Id rather talk to a barking dog than to you, old Agnes.

Aye, but the young Agnes was for your, betters. Ive seen the time when the lifting of my finger would sweep ten better heads than yours off the shoulders that wore them.

Damn you and your better men and your better times, you hag, said the soldier. Get out of my sight!

She led on down more stairs and came to a dim passage that ended at a door guarded on either side by a man-at-arms.

One of these stood up and lowered his halberd to a striking position.

Whos there? he asked.

Agnes, she replied.

Whats with you, Agnes?

A pair of weak-kneed beggars from the hospital, she answered.

What are their names?

Beggard have no names.

They cant pass at this time. Have you not heard the uproar? Captain Tizzo and the Englishman who arrived today are wanted for the hangman tonight.

Dyou mean that these two cant get out of the palace?

They cannot.

All right, said Agnes. If you care nothing for fleas — and for worse things — Ill turn this pair over to you.

Turn them over to me? Damn the dirty rats, what would I do with them?

I dont care what you do with them, said Agnes. They were sent to me to get the clothes for the hospital. Ive given them the clothes. Thats all I can do.

I wont have em. Take them back to where you found them.

And tell his highness that I was stopped at the door?

Well — I cant do this, and you know it very well.

I know nothing about you. I dont want to know. Shall I leave these two with you and go back?

Wait a moment.

Suppose its Tizzo and his father. I half think that those are the right names, said Agnes.

The soldier chuckled. You have a sting in the end of your tongue, he said. But now listen to me. Are you sure that the duke ordered these two to be allowed to carry away the old clothes for the hospital?

Yes, said Agnes, because he recruits from hospitals and takes old men as nigh as any.

It may be true, decided the guard. Well, shall we let them through?

Who are you, fellow? asked the other guard. And he rapped Tizzo in the ribs with the butt of his halberd.

Tizzo grunted, half the breath driven from his body.

God forgive your worship, he whined. Youve struck me on the place where the doctor cut me for stones, and I doubt youve opened the old wound. Oh, ah, I feel the heat of the blood running down my side — but God knows that Ill never cast blame on you. Im one of the unfortunates of the world, and the quickest way out of it will be the greatest mercy for me.

The soldier broke in: Thats enough. Thats the true hospital chatter, and Ive heard it before. Get them out, and quickly. Otherwise, well be catching a thousand foul diseases from them. A sick man is worse than a sick dog. Did you hear the whine of him?

The other man shrugged his shoulders, shoved the key into the lock, and pulled the door wide.

Out with you! Out with you! he commanded, and kicked the baron to help him more rapidly through the doorway.

Farewell! called Agnes after them. Mind you that you get one of the beggars to say a prayer for Agnes. For any Agnes. Theres not one in the world that needs praying for as much as I do!

Then the door slammed with a metal jangling of the lock and key.

And Tizzo found himself in a narrow street that pitched sharply down the hill on one side and climbed steeply up it on the other.

Which way, father?

Either way — I dont care which, muttered the Englishman. That dog of a soldier has put his foot to me. Ill have blood for it. By God, Ill have a river of blood!


XVI. TIZZOS RASHNESS
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THEY CLIMBED THE hill, and took the first way to the right, still bending under their loads.

A pair of young cavaliers, galloping past, scattered mud and water over them and laughed over their shoulders at the two weighted-down pedestrians.

A rabble of young drunkards streamed around a corner and suddenly beset them.

Way for the Lazar House! Way for the hospital! called Tizzo, in a dreary singsong.

The lads scattered with yells. If it were not actual disease to touch or speak with one from the hospital, it was bad luck of the worst sort, at the least.

And now they came out into a wider street and saw a cart with two men in half-armor riding behind it. To the tail of the cart was tied a man stripped to the waist, and after him strode a giant of a man who swung a whip and used it at every tenth step. And in the cart sat a fellow who bawled out: This is Luigi, the son of Elia the smith, for speaking ill of his glorious highness, the Duke of Urbino! This is Luigi, flogged through the streets of Urbino for a day and a night...

A little crowd followed after the cart. They were curious, but they never came too near. They kept to either side of the street and not a sound, not a word came out of their throats. The only reason the flogging could be seen so well was that a lantern was carried high from the cart at the end of a projecting pole, and this showed the entire picture — the carter half asleep behind his two mules, the crier of the punishment, the criminal, the big man with the whip, two soldiers who jogged behind the rest to see that the course of the law was undisturbed.

Tizzo paused and stared at the unhappy man.

On, on! said his father, shouldering past him.

Aye, said Tizzo, and yet I could drink hot blood when I see such a thing—

Come, come! exclaimed the baron. We cant right all the wrongs in the world—

But for speaking evil of the damned Guidobaldo, the poisoner and traitor, the destroyer of good knights, the dogfaced Duke of Urbino! gasped Tizzo.

He kept on staring at the procession, unable to start on again. The face of the prisoner must have been young, the day before. It was old, now. It was old, and long drawn. The eyes were buried in holes.

The cart lurched over a bump in the way, the sudden pull on the cords jerked the poor Luigi forward on his face and he dragged in the mud. His back could be seen more clearly, now. The lantern light streamed down over it and showed it painted with stripes of red, as with crimson paint, sticky and wet, and in the middle of the back the stripes all gathered together in one huge, solid red patch on which the blood was flowing.

The big man, laughing, called out: Look, my masters! Ill put more speed in his feet.

He whirled his whip and brought it down with a loud crack that made the blood fly; and Luigi was lifted to his feet by the agony.

Christ... mercy... he gasped.

And Tizzo heard him. He hurled the bundle from his back and caught out of the rags he had been bearing the ax with the head of good, blue steel. The edge of it gleamed like silver. — 

A rescue! A rescue! shouted Tizzo. All good men behind me!

The two halves of the following crowd halted. The cart driver, amazed, pulled at the heads of his mules and brought them to a stand. The two soldiers, bewildered, halted their horses also. The nearest of them, seeing a man spring in at him with an ax, leveled his spear and took a shrewd thrust at the breast of Tizzo.

He might as well have thrust at a dancing flame. The spearhead went wide of the mark and Tizzo, leaping up, planted one foot on the stirrup of the soldier and brought down his ax.

If he had used the edge, the man never would have spoken again. But he used only the hammer head at the back of the ax; the blow hurled the man-at-arms out of the saddle and senseless into the mud.

Treason! shouted the other soldier. All true men—

But the crowd stood in frozen silence as Tizzo ducked under the belly of the first horse and leaped at the other soldier. He had one help, now. The baron, tossing aside his bundles in turn, had snatched out his sword from the mass of cloth and was running in with the weapon raised.

That sight was too much for the man of war. He put spurs to his horse and went plunging away, still screeching, Treason! Rebellion! The people are up!

And only then did the people who looked on suddenly give voice with such a sound as Tizzo never had heard before from men or from beasts — a low, groaning, mournful, growling noise; and the two halves of the crowd began to flow suddenly into the street.

Were lost! cried the baron. To your heels, Tizzo!

The man who carried the whip had turned and started to flee. One wing of the closing crowd met him. There was a scream, a sound of blows. It was the big man who had yelled out.

But Tizzo, running forward, slashed the rope that tethered Luigi to the carts tail. The carter, in the meantime, began to flog his mules; they broke into a gallop. And Tizzo found himself with one arm around the reeling body of Luigi, his other hand free to handle his ax.

His father came and stood beside him, the sword raised and ready at a balance for the first stroke.

This is the end, Tizzo! he exclaimed. Poison from high hands would have been better than death from the mob. Guard my back truly as Ill guard yours, and still well make a fight of it. — 

Wait! exclaimed Tizzo. I think that they mean no harm After the first growling noise, the crowd made no sound. But they came straight in. They were almost on Tizzo and his father before two or three of them muttered: Friends!

Friends! Put down your weapons. Every man here would die for you, brothers!

They mean it, muttered Tizzo over his shoulder. Let The baron, undecided, nevertheless kept his sword raised and did not strike until he saw the many reaching hands go out to Luigi, take him up, lift him shoulder high, and begin to bear him away.

A tall old man, still strong and swift stepping, caught Tizzo and the baron by the arms.

This is the first day of my life! he said. Now I am born. Now I have seen a common man lift hand against the dukes own officers. I thank God! Im ready to die! Come with us, friends! There is no safety in Urbino for you, now, but you are safer with us than with any others!

And they went with the flow of the crowd, under the dim starlight, hurried along blindly as though the run of a river had picked them up and were carrying them along.

They entered alleys filled with a foul, sour savor. They twisted around dingy corners. And at last a door opened, and they poured into a dairy barn where the cows were tethered in rows, and a single dim lantern gave them a flickering fight as unclean as the streets through which they had been passing.

Hay was piled in an empty manger and Luigi was laid on this bed, face down. — 

A young woman came swiftly into the throng.

His wife! The wife of Luigi! said voices, and a way was made for her suddenly.

She climbed into the manger and took the head of her husband in her lap. And every now and then she would jerk up her head and look over the crowd with startled eyes, only to bow again, a moment later, and stare at the bleeding flesh of Luigi.

The old man who had taken the baron and Tizzo by the arms now officiated with an air of authority. At his direction warm water was brought. With his own hands he washed the blood away, and then plastered over the back of Luigi a good layer of lard.

Said a voice near Tizzo: There goes enough lard to give a savor to ten pounds of black bread.

And another answered, Aye, but the bread he eats is pain! I wont grudge him the lard tonight!

It seemed to Tizzo that he had never seen such men before. He had had to do with foresters, on the place of his foster father, and here and there he had mingled briefly with the common people. But now it seemed to him that he was beholding them for the first time, and he was amazed.

They were in rags; they were dirty, ill-smelling; but now that he looked at them by the lantern light, it seemed to him that he never had seen better brows, keener eyes, more resolute faces. Now and again his eye fell on some brutal face, but for the most part, in good clothes and with a bath between them and the past, they would have seemed as noble a lot as ever stood in a court.

And a great, strange thought burst in upon Tizzo — that perhaps men, after all, are very much alike. The born prince might have his royalty by accident rather than merit. And the cobbler, the peasant, the household drudge, the serf, perhaps were all of them as kingly as any who sat on thrones, except that their feet had been forced into lower ways.

It was a thought that discomforted Tizzo. He knew that it was a great blasphemy, and he put it away from him as quickly as possible. For, of course, kingship comes from God and from God only, and common people are born to serve their superiors. Nevertheless, he was so troubled that he began to breathe a little faster. There was a giddy lightness in his breast. He found that his teeth were hard-set.

At his shoulder he heard the voice of his father saying, We had better be out of this. This no place for people of our bearing, Tizzo. Quickly, lad — and come with me.

Tizzo pulled off his cloak and stepped forward.

Here, friend, he said to Luigis wife, wrap your husband in this.

Her hand caught at the cloak and then dropped it. Her eyes remained staring aghast. She pointed with a trembling hand.

Look! Look! she cried.

And a sudden snarl came out of the throats of the crowd.

One of the gentry! A spy! A spy!... Let me come at him!... Let me have my hands in his throat!


XVII. THE TEST
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SUCH HANDS AS Tizzo never had felt before gripped him. He saw the cloak and hat torn off his father at the same moment.

The baron, huge and weighty with trained muscle, struggled desperately. Knives gleamed.

And Tizzo shouted, Father, were helpless. Stand still and let the fools remember what weve done for Luigi!

This sudden outcry stilled the fight for a moment. But the people had become animals, with burning eyes and flaring nostrils. They kept inching nearer and nearer to their prisoners. The tall old man who had been spreading the lard over Luigis back began to exclaim, What are you thinking of, friends? Do you forget that these are the men that knocked one soldier into the mud and made the other run? If you wanted fighting, why didnt you use your hands when poor Luigi was being flogged at the tail of the cart? What reason have spies for fighting the dukes own men?

A hunchback, deformed but not crippled by the great bunch behind his shoulders, thrust his long head still farther forward. He had a pale face, slit with a vast mouth, that formed itself strangely around the words he spoke.

What reason? he said. A very good reason. To seem to strike a blow for a friend of the people, and so be brought in among them and see them, and count the faces of the men who hate the duke.

Aye, aye! muttered the rest. Thats the point of it. Those newly opened eyes of Tizzo scanned the others again. To be sure, these ragamuffins could not afford plate armor and fight on horseback against the gentlemen, but the arquebus was becoming cheaper, more manageable year by year. Suppose that the mob ever were disciplined and armed with such weapons — what would their millions do to the scant thousands of the gentry? The tremendous picture rolled darkly across the eyes of Tizzo. He shuddered a little.

The old man — a blessing on him! — was continuing the argument.

What fools the pair of them would be to disguise themselves in nothing but old hats and cloaks? Do you think that theyre half-wits, my friends?

All the gentry are more than half fools, said the hunchback.

There was an instant muttering of assent.

And the hunchbacked man went on, Now that we have a pair of spies, lets close their eyes and ears for them forever.

Luigi, said the old fellow, here are the two men who saved you from the tail of the cart. Turn your head and see them. Speak a word for them.

The head of Luigi was turned by the hands of his wife, but he looked with red-stained, senseless eyes at the faces around him. When his lips parted, a feverish, incoherent babbling issued, and nothing more. His wife began to weep softly, unwilling to obtrude her grief upon the attention of men.

If theyre not of the dukes gentry, said the hunchback, let them say what they are. Let us hear what sort of common men they may be.

Theres no other way but to tell them, said the baron. Shall I do it?

Speak out. Its as well to be hanged by the dukes hangman as to be stabbed in the back by these fellows, said Tizzo.

The baron looked calmly around him. His clothes had been pulled half off his back, but he bore himself always with a good deal of dignity, and yet there was a cheerfulness about his bulldog face and the wine-red of it that could not help appealing to ordinary men.

He said: To be short — youve heard the dukes criers proclaiming a reward of five hundred ducats through the streets for the capture of Baron Melrose and Captain Tizzo. We are they!

There was not a whisper in answer, for a moment. Through the silence, Tizzo heard the grinding of the fodder which the cows were consuming, tossing their heads from time to time to tear out long streamers of the hay and then lick it easily into their mouths. They observed this human scene with bland, indifferent eyes.

The hunchback was the first to speak, and he sneered, The baron? I know little about him. But Captain Tizzo is the man who cut through the street chains in Perugia. Everybody in Italy knows that story. Now I ask you, all my masters, if this spindling fellow has the arms or the shoulders to strike such strokes? Could he sway the ax that might deal such blows? Answer me, any man who dares to say so?

The growl was a convincing reply. They meant business, now, and quick business.

Tizzo said, There are some of you who never saw a small cat scratch the nose of a big dog and make him run off, howling. I say that I am he who cut the chains at Perugia. And in my hand is the ax that dealt the strokes.

This statement made a very obvious impression. But the hunchback tore the ax suddenly from the grasp of Tizzo and held it high over his head. The lantern light sent a blue flickering over the fine steel of the axhead.

You hear what he says? declared the hunchback. Now look with your own eyes on the ax that he carries! Are any of you fools enough to believe him? Why, heres an ax so light that it hardly fills half my hand!

The old man put in: Neighbor Berte, you still have the old Austrian helmet with the dents that the Swiss swords knocked into it; but none of their swords would carve through it. Bring it here and let the young man try the edge of his ax on it, if he thinks he can manage the trick.

Berte laughed and showed a mouth in which there was not a single tooth, though he was a young man. The bread he ate constantly lacerated his gums, and therefore his lips were continually edged with drying blood.

He said: Ill bring the helmet in two minutes. Wait for me here!

He was gone at once. The hunchback, with a grin, leaned back against a stanchion and stared into the face of Tizzo.

You have a couple of minutes to live, brother, he said. Tie the hands of the fellow who calls himself Baron Melrose, some of you. Well leave this lying captain the use of his hands until hes proved the lie with the ax in his grip.... Here, stand back a little. Give me that club.... I take my place behind this man who calls himself Tizzo of Perugia. When he deals the blow to the helmet, if his ax fails to cut a good gash in the steel, that moment I bring down my club on his head and see how far his brains will spatter. Is that a fair judgment?

They laughed, all those wolfish men, and nodded at one another.

A fairer judgment than Luigi had! they said.

Tall Berte now returned and put on the stump of a post an old conical, open helmet of great weight and thickness of metal, no matter how old its workmanship might be.

There! said Berte, stepping back. That old headpiece has saved lives in its day. It may be the losing of another life now that its grown so old-fashioned. Step up, signore! Step up and try your luck! The five-foot Swiss swords could do no more than knock those dents into it. See if your ax can slash through it. What? Never hang back! Those were greater strokes than you claim to have struck in Perugia!

Tizzo, freed, stepped forward with his ax and took the helmet in his hand.

It was even more massive to the touch than it was to the eye. The solid weight of it surprised him, and he saw that the entire top of the headpiece was doubly reinforced.

He glanced up with a smile at the faces around him.

This is a good, tough nut to crack, said Tizzo. But give me elbow room, friends, and Ill try my hand at it. Keep out of the swing of my ax, though.

He weighted the ax first in his left hand and then his right, as though he intended to strike it with a single arm. But now he took the well-balanced weapon in a double grasp and swung it to the right and to the left in sweeping circles. Suddenly he reversed the sway. The ax swept up on high. His body, not more than middle height at the most, seemed to stretch whole inches taller. It curved backward with a swift and sudden tension and then, like a full-drawn bow when the string is released, all that accumulated tension of muscle and nerve released.

The ax flashed too swiftly for the eye to follow. It was a blue glint in the lantern light. Right in the center of the helmet the blow struck with a clang, followed by a splintering noise.

Tizzo straightened slowly from the great effort. And a groan of profound wonder came from the men around him. The hunchback, grunting with awe that was almost terror, had fallen on his knees. He picked up one half of the cloven helmet. With the other hand he traced the crack which the ax had cut through the post beneath.


XVIII. ANOTHER MANS POISON
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BY DAY CESARE Borgia preferred to sleep; by night he usually was up and about, but on this night he sat gloomily in front of his casement with his chin propped on his big bands. No one would have dared to keep him company or even speak to him at such a time, except that same young Florentine envoy, Niccolo Machiavelli.

He, with a soft step, paced up and down the room, speaking from time to time, sometimes humming a phrase of music, and paying no heed to the continual silence with which Cesare Borgia received his remarks. Here the door was opened a crack and the voice of the master poisoner, Bonfadini, murmured, A letter from Captain Tizzo!

That is what Ive been waiting for, said the Borgia, in a sudden loud voice. Bring it in. Read it, Alessandro! From what place does it come?

A place where men have red blood in them, said Bonfadini. Theres enough of that color on the letter. And the messenger dropped dead from his horse when he reached Forli.

Ah? Ah? muttered the duke. How does it come that I can spend fortunes on men, and yet I never have people ready to die for me as theyre ready to die for that penniless adventurer of a Tizzo?

Money only buys the time of men, said Machiavelli.

What buys their hearts blood, Niccolo?

Love, said the Florentine, and laughed a little.

The letter! The letter! said the Borgia. Im a new man before I hear even a word of it. Tizzo would never send a letter unless there were something worth-while inside it. Bonfadini, breaking open the writing, now read aloud, holding the page close to the small flame of the single lamp in the room. My dear lord: A parrot died for me the other day, and thats why Im alive to write this letter.

Duke Guidobaldo received me with every courtesy and listened like a scholar while I made my speech about your deep-seated affection for his excellency and your desire to join hands with him in public and in private war. Once I thought he was about to smile, but he swallowed it. He took the care of the countess out of my hands at once, and in such a way that I could not protest without doubting his intention to hold her as a safe prisoner at your disposal—

Dyou see, Niccolo? said the duke. I told you how it would work. Guidobaldo took the countess into his own hands, and it will need fighting to get her away from him again. I have a perfect cause for war—

You will have more causes before that letter is ended, said Machiavelli.

Bonfadini read on: Presently two cups of spiced wine were sent to our room in the night for sleeping draughts; and if we had drunk them we would still be asleep, my father and I, without ever a dream. But we gave a taste to a parrot in the room and he dropped asleep in time to warn us.; The same sleep that we all come to at the end of living. There were soldiers at the door; we got out the window, onto the roof, and found an old crone who liked red hair and let us down to the street. There we fell in with a mob who wanted to knife us as members of the gentry, because the gutter-sweepings and riffraff of this town seem to hold grudges against the blue-bloods and even feel that one man is as good as another.

They were about to cut our throats when I managed to cut the Gordian knot, literally, with a stroke of my ax. And now we are accepted as good fellows — a title which seems to be incomparably above that of kings or emperors in the opinion of these queer people. They swear to die rather than give us up to the duke, though he has raised the price on our heads from five hundred to a thousand ducats. His idea seems to be that we are to drop forever out of sight in Urbino, after which he will be able to send you word that your envoys got drunk and were killed in a stupid brawl, leaving the poor countess in his hands, and he remains your humble servant, as ever.

We have tried to get out of the town, but every inch of the walls is watched; this letter coming to your hands will be proof that some one of my new friends in Urbino has risked his life to carry word to you.

Now that you have read this far, sound the trumpets and order horses, and away, because—

Here Cesare Borgia shouted suddenly, with a lions roar, Sound horns! Sound to horse! To horse! He added, Ill take Tizzo at his word!

A distant voice called out, faintly heard through the walls, and a moment later strong trumpets were blowing, followed by a rushing of feet through the court below.

Cesare Borgia began to laugh as he listened to the rest of the letter.

...because at the end of the fourth day from this writing, which is on Monday, I intend, if a single Romagnol spear shines in the passes about Rubino, to gather about me as many of the rabble as can bear arms of one sort or another and rush the Porta del Monte. If I can capture that one gate and let in a few companies of my lords best fighting men, trust me that they will be enough to stab Urbino to the heart. If I cannot capture and hold the gate until your troops are inside the walls, dont try the attack because the town is invulnerable, and there are plenty of good soldiers inside it.

However, those good soldiers will only fight so long as they have the advantages. One and all, they hate everything about Duke Guidobaldo except his money. Once you can break into the town, they will run like rats; unless perhaps a garrison remains in the palace, which is a fort within a fort.

My lord, everything depends on haste and speed.

I see that I have been dropped as a bait into the mouth of the shark. I have managed to jump out of his mouth again, but his teeth are on all sides of me, sharper than swords.

For these reasons, I cannot send you my affection, but I can send you my duty. My hair is not yet gray. — Tizzo.

The Borgia already was up and striding for the door.

Youve heard! he called. What do you say to this, Niccolô?

I say, said Machiavelli, that either you will bruise and break your hands on those great walls and heights of Urbino, or else you will have a dukedom for the mere gesture of taking. With three more men like Tizzo, you would have half the towns of Italy in your hands inside a year.

Aye! cried the duke. What a man for me and for the future! There is a sword that strikes a thousand blows and still the edge is never turned. What is the reason for that, my wise Niccolô?

Why, my lord, said Machiavelli, the reason is that a man who loves danger for its own sake sharpens his temper the more he is used. Another mans poison is his food.


XIX. THE EYES OF AGNES
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DUKE GUIDOBALDO, TOWARD the close of the day, strolled on the top of the ramparts of the palace and looked far across the roofs of Urbino toward the northern mountains. Now he halted and pointed. The Countess Sforza-Riario at his side halted and squinted her eyes.

There in the hollow, said the duke. Theres so much dust in the air that it looks blue and covers the picture a good deal. But you can make out the glitter of the spear-points like little candle-flames. Those are the lances of Giovan Paolo of the High and Mighty Baglione; he must have fifteen hundred good men with him. The fighters from Perugia always are good ones. The Duke of Valentinois comes in from the eastern road. They are going to move toward Urbino from opposite sides and hope to take us by surprise.

The fools! said the countess. Do they think that youll invite them and their men into the city? And unless you invite them, theyll never get over the walls without wings.

The duke laughed. We are as safe here, madame, said he, as though we were sitting on top of a cloud in the blue of the sky. Now see the dust cloud raised by the Perugians; it looks like a bright mist flowing there between the hills.

The day had been very hot; Urbino still was steaming; people had come out from their houses and sat on doorsteps with haggard faces. The children had been quiet all day. Now the pleasant hum of their voices rose up as far as the battlements of the castle.

Where is the old woman you were speaking of? asked the duke of one of the attendants who remained at a respectful distance.

We have her at hand, highness, said the attendant.

Bring her, said the duke.

She was brought at once before him, bowed of back, her head jutting forward with every step she took.

What is your name? asked Guidobaldo.

Agnes, my lord, she answered, making her bow.

How old are you?

I was ten years old when your mother was born, my lord.

What is your place in the palace?

I do sewing and mending. I used to work with the fine silks and linens. But when my hands grew darker with needle pricks and iron burns, they looked unclean.

So you were given coarser work?

Yes, my lord. I was given the dirty mending, putting together rents, and darning hose.

The duke smiled at Caterina Sforza. You have an honest face, Agnes, he said.

Thank you, my lord. It is best to look honest if one cannot look happy.

Are you not happy?

In my thoughts, yes.

What are your thoughts? went on the duke, who began to feel the philosopher.

They stopped at the time I was twenty-eight, she answered.

What happened then?

I began to grow thin. My chin got long and my eyes grew hollow.

If you can remember things as long ago as that, do you remember what happened four nights ago?

That was the night the English baron and Captain Tizzo escaped from the castle.

Where were you?

Sewing in the mending room.

What did you do?

I kept on sewing, my lord.

When all the other women were running and screaming?

I knew no matter how fast I ran, I could not catch the five hundred ducats.

The duke started to laugh but ended with a smile. His courtiers saw that they were free to chuckle, and did so.

I hear, said the duke, that on that night you brought down two men loaded with old clothes to take to the hospital?

Yes, my lord.

They never arrived at the hospital, said Duke Guidobaldo.

Were they thieves? asked Agnes.

You are not surprised?

I am too old to be surprised by men, my lord.

What if those two were the men who were escaping?

That would have been lucky for them.

What was their appearance?

One was older than the other. He was larger, also.

What was the color of their hair?

I could not tell, my lord. They came and asked for the clothes. I gave them the bundles. There was a great deal of noise and trampling in the palace. They were afraid to go down until I showed them the little winding stairway, and I took them down it.

She tells the thing straight enough, remarked the duke to Caterina Sofrza.

The countess held out her hand. What is the stone in this ring, Agnes?

A ruby, madame.

Shes the guilty witch who let them out of the castle, said the countess instantly. She could not tell the color of their hair, she is so old? Well, she could tell the color of this stone. One lie, and all lies!

The courtiers started, murmured not altogether with admiration. But the duke was greatly impressed.

Agnes, he said, you have heard the countess. What do you say now? — 

Rubies are bright enough to shine by their own light, my lord.

This old woman talks too well. She is lying, said the countess.

I think she is, agreed the duke. Here, Roberto. Take the old hag and give her a few strokes of the whip. Loosen her tongue for her.

Instantly, my lord.

Why not drop her into one of the bird cages? asked the countess. Heres one beside us.

It was an iron cage affixed to the edge of the parapet, with a door at the top. The bars were painted to keep them from rusting. They enclosed a space so small that a man could neither sit nor stand nor lie full length. Men were said to have existed for months in those frightful machines of torment.

Why not? asked the duke. Yes, pop Agnes into that cage at once.

Good, said Agnes. Ill have a better view of the street than I ever had before.

The countess broke out laughing. Let her be! she said. The old witch has so much courage that she deserves to live.

If she is a traitor, said the duke, Ill have her flayed alive. But take her to the dungeon and let her cool her quick old brain there for a while. Off with her. Ill attend to her tomorrow.... Theyre coming out from the valley and straight toward the city, he added, pointing toward the advancing little army.

Now they scatter to pitch camp. My lord, you have no doubt about them being enemies. Why not sound the trumpets and pour out at them with horse and pike and arquebusiers?

Would you do that, Caterina?

Instantly! she cried. Aye, and lead the spearmen myself.

You would, nodded the duke, smiling. I know that you would, because Ive heard of other things youve done. But I prefer to sit in the clouds and let the silly little people go their own way down there beneath me. When I can take them off guard, then Ill strike them into a rout. Ive done it many times. But those Perugians are a hardy lot of fighters.

So much the more glory in beating them, said the countess.

So much the more blood shed in doing it. And my soldiers cost me money, you know. Well go in, if it pleases you — or we can dine on the loggia; you see the moon is up and well have the light of it to show us the hills.... But still theres a wish thats burning in me.

Shall I name it to you, my lord?

Can you?

You would give half your army for the sake of seeing that quick-footed, bold-eyed, redheaded Tizzo — seeing him in chains.

I shall have him in chains, said the duke. Or is he yonder? Has he escaped to the Borgia? Is it because of him that Cesare has marched south to pay me this visit?

Wherever he is, said she, youll find him before long. Hes like a spark in the hand. It soon will burn you!


XX. THE ATTACK

[image: img98.jpg]

THE MOON WAS as strong as the sunset light when Tizzo made a speech. He stood in a manger of that same dairy stable where he had cloven the helmet with an ax. And now he said: Im going from this stable with my ax hidden under my cloak. Im going straight for the Porta del Monte. Those who will go with me, lift the right hand.

There was a whispering answer. The sound came from the upswinging of every right arm. Three hundred men were packed around the cows as thick as they could stand. Others skulked in the yard outside. The forest of arms dropped.

Show what you have to fill your hands, commanded Tizzo.

Up went the same right hands. Tizzo saw hatchets, axes, mere knives of all sorts, straightened sickles fixed on short wooden handles so as to make a stabbing spear of incredible ugliness; and then there were straightened scythe-blades which looked like clumsy swords. They would cut like a sword and an ax combined. In addition, there were the clubs of all sorts and sizes, and old spearheads which had been ground razor sharp and mounted on short truncheons.

Well-armored men could laugh at the attack of such motley weapons, and the men-at-arms who secured the guard of the gates of Urbino were armed cap-a-pie, every one. And yet Tizzo smiled as he looked around him at the silent flourish and saw the hard, grim faces of the crowd.

Brothers, he said, we are going to Porta del Monte.

When I get there, I am going to strike with my ax one of the soldiers on guard. Raise your hands, those who are going to strike with me.

A third of the audience lifted hands.

Those who rush at the same time toward the left tower beside the gate and try to master it, give me a sign.

The hunchback, who was to lead that attempt, hoisted himself up on a stanchion and grinned as a third of the arms were lifted again.

And who are going to follow my father to the capture of the right-hand tower and the magazines of arms? demanded Tizzo.

The remaining hands went up.

If all goes well at the gate, said Tizzo, my father remains there in command. And who are those who will follow me back through the streets of Urbino?

Half of the men lifted their arms.

What is the shout we will raise? repeated Tizzo.

The answer was a murmur that swelled throats and died behind clenched teeth: Duca! Duca!

The teeth of Tizzo himself set hard as he heard this stern muttering.

The gates of Urbino were closed not at sunset but at dark. There was still green light rimming the western mountains when a number of ragged fellows went toward the Porta del Monte. Some of them came down the main street. Others issued suddenly from alleys. Nearly all of them were muffled in old, torn, ragged cloaks in spite of the great warmth of the evening. But then, all men knew that the damp night air was mortally dangerous. These were probably countrymen who had remained in Urbino until the last moment. It was only a little odd that so many of them should be flocking out at the Porta del Monte. Or were they going to have traffic with the army of the Perugians that lay in the hollow beneath?

The captain of the gate pulled out the beautifully shining length of his sword and held it at the breast of the first of the crowd, a slender fellow of not more than middle height, with a tuft of red hair sticking out through a gap in his cloaks hood. — 

Where are the lot of you going, fellow? demanded the captain.

Out of Urbino to get some cool air, said Tizzo.

Out of Urbino to talk to the Perugians, you mean, said the captain. Whats to keep me from knowing or thinking that youre a pack of damned traitors?

This, highness, ought to convince you, said Tizzo, and shifting away from the sword with a sudden side step, he jerked the blue-headed ax from under his cloak and struck.

The blow clanged on the steel and at the same instant cut through it with a dull, chopping sound. That ruined helmet never would be worn again. And the captain of the gate fell on his face, dead.

There were a dozen soldiers on guard, three times the usual number, because the Perugians were in sight down there in the hollow, their tents showing like a pale blue mist under the increasing moonlight. Those dozen guards were mastered and slain instantly, in the moment of bewilderment which gripped them after they saw the captain fall. A few of them cried out in terror or in the death agony, but the mob of three hundred and more assailants never uttered a sound.

That was the special horror of the moment, the silence with which the crowd showed the flash of weapons and rushed to work, part of them to destroy the guard at the gate, part of them through the doors at the bottom of the towers, to the right and left of the gate. The hunchback with his club sprang like a horrible spider up the winding stairs of the left tower. The sword of the baron led the way more slowly on the right.

The three strokes went home almost at the same moment. The gate was hardly won before the great, husky, roaring voice of the hunchback began to sound from the top of the left gate; and a man-at-arms, like a signal of victory, was hurled out of the topmost casement. The poor fellow dropped, spinning head over heels, screaming, and struck the pavement below, crushed to death.

Tizzo, rushing with part of his men to the more serious work of the attack on the right tower and the little armory beside it, was not halfway up the stairs before he heard the shouting that announced the victory.

He went on with the peasants and found a score of his men already in the armory, snatching up steel caps to put on their heads, seizing swords, targets, battle-axes, poniards sharp as a cats tooth.

There was hardly a wound to count. The success was complete and perfect. And Tizzo was once more on the ground level of the gate with the baron panting beside him before he heard the alarm bells begin to crash from all parts of Urbino. It had required all that time, so sudden was the stoke, for the news to reach from the Porta del Monte to the rest of the city.

He left more than a hundred men with his father, a third part of that number in the left-and right-hand towers.

If you had half a dozen men who understood firearms, said Tizzo, you could make sure of the gate.

I can be sure of it anyway, said Melrose. Why dont the Perugians come swarming up to take this advantage?

I never knew Giovan Paolo to be so slow, said Tizzo. Do you hear? I go with the rest of the men straight back through the city and try to rouse the mob. Every one of my fellows is carrying extra weapons from the armory. Im heading for the Porta S. Bartolo. The Borgians are out there on the Pesaro Road. And if I have luck, Ill carry that gate and open it to our friends.

Good lad, said the baron. Be confident of me. All will go well here. See how the gutter rats come swarming to take part in the victory!

For already men were scampering toward the Porta del Monte, shouting the battle cry which was gathering force every moment: Duca! Duca!

Tizzo gripped the hand of his father and left the knight arming himself rapidly with complete steel plate which he had found in the armory. For his own part, he was content, as usual, with a mere breastplate and steel cap; but he had a sword by his side to help out the ax which was his favorite.

He started to cross the city with all his selected men swarming behind him.

They were like a column of marching ants. Some of them ran ahead into houses and tumbled the inhabitants out into the street. Others stood over the people who already were gathered along the way and made them join the chorus of Duca! Duca!

Hundreds and hundreds were joining the wild-headed throng behind Tizzo. He walked in the lead, most of the time with the steel cap removed so that the flame-red of his hair could be seen. And the cry was increasingly: Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo! Who has five hundred ducats to pay for a redhead?

So, laughing, yelling, they thronged up the streets.

A murmur, a dim shouting, an echo out of the distant horizon first climbed to the open loggia where Duke Guidobaldo sat at supper with Countess Caterina. And then, suddenly, they heard the first crashing of the alarm bells, harsh, fierce, rapid, senseless language of fear.

Guidobaldo leaped to his feet. The countess sat perfectly composed. And onto the terrace ran one of those silken courtiers now white with fear and trembling.

The Porta del Monte! The Porta del Monte! was all he could gasp.

What about the Porta del Monte? asked the stem countess. Have the Perugians captured it? If they have, Guidobaldo — theyll gut your city in an hour. I know Giovan Paolo and the ways of his men.

Duke Guidobaldo shouted: What has happened at the Porta del Monte, you foots?

The mob! The mob is up, shouting for the Duca! Duca! and leading the mob is the English baron and his son. Tizzo is there. They have murdered the guard. They are holding the gate—

Are they? snarled the duke. Ill smash them against the walls with a single sweep of the men-at-arms! Wait here for me, Caterina. Ill finish this little work in a few minutes, wash my hands, and come back to you.

He was gone, instantly. And in his room below pages hustled him into his gilded armor while he called out orders that caused his throng of chosen men-at-arms, his household bodyguard, to pour out into the court beneath. There they waited, all mounted and ready for action, three score chosen lances; and a hundred arquebusiers formed up behind them.

The duke, clambering heavily into the saddle-he never was a warrior — called to his men: Down to the Porta del Monte, all of you, and cut down the ragamuffins there. Theres a good bright moon to show you your way, and just enough work to warm you. But unless we close the gate, the Perugians will be in on us, and then the devil to pay. Forward! Arquebusiers, come on as fast as you may!

Everywhere in the city the trumpets were sounding as the garrison gathered at the endangered points; and from the north and south towers of the Porta del Monte the small cannon were booming more as a signal to the Perugians to hurry than to inflict harm.

This was the situation when Duke Guidobaldo arrived with his cavalry. If there had been mailed men-at-arms to oppose him, he would have remained behind to watch his soldiers clear the way for him. But since there were only a score or two of ragged fellows, half-armed, in the open throat of the gate, he rushed in valiantly and swept the rabble out of his path.

It was over in ten seconds. Half the citizens were down, and the rest had fled, screaming with fear or with the pain of wounds. And as the duke drew rein, he heard the pounding of hoofs that approached from the hollow and saw the gleam of the moonlight on the horsemen of Giovan Paolo, not a furlong away!

It was a near thing, a very near thing. His flesh crawled at the nearness of it. But well before the Perugians arrived, the heavy gates had been swung shut, and the men-at-arms, furious with the first easy taste of blood, were swarming up the stairs of the south tower and the north. The south gate tower they took at the first rush. But to the north they encountered strangely unexpected resistance. For there was Baron Henry of Melrose, now armored from head to foot, and rallying his men for a last, desperate stand. Again and again the men-at-arms charged up the stairs and recoiled from the blows of the knight and the savage thrusts of his followers.

In the meantime, helpless before the gates and the lofty walls, Giovan Paolo and his knights shook their spears vainly and cursed their bad luck. They had come five seconds too late to gain one of the richest prizes in Italy.


XXI. THE SINGED FISH
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TWO THOUSAND MEN, a flowing river, half-armed or not armed at all, followed Tizzo to the Bartolo Gate on the Pesaro Road. But the uproarious shouting of Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo! Tizzo! had outlined their whole course as though with fire, and the troops within Urbino were gathering rapidly in squadrons of horse and companies of pikes and arquebusiers.

So, when Tizzo and the head of his column reached the open square near the gate, he was not at all surprised to see the gates closed, the walls and towers thronged with soldiers, and a hundred arquebusiers drawn up in good order to contest the way. A hundred arquebusiers with lighted matches, and leveled, heavy guns, all ready to blast the rebels from the surface of the pavement. And off to either side appeared in the moonlight the glimmering heads of small bodies of horse.

There was hope, but it was far removed. That hope was in the distant echoing cry of Duca! Duca! which resounded beyond the walls. There, he could be sure were the Borgians, horse, foot — the fiery Gascons, the tall Swiss with their terrible pikes, and not least of all, the companies of Romagnol peasants so well drilled and armed. His own company was among them. How willingly he would have exchanged all this mob for that single company of trained fighting men!

But behind him he had merely a torrent of men. The strength of its rush was all that he could strike with.

He caught two burly fellows by the shoulder and lifted himself up until he was head above all the rest. And he shouted: On the run, friends! Half of us must die, but the other half will butcher those arquebusiers! On the run! Follow me!

And swinging himself down to the ground, he ran forward rapidly into the lead, until the moonlight gleamed on him well before all the rest. The eager Italian temperament could not hold back behind such a leader. There was a yell of wildest enthusiasm. Men who had been faltering at the sight of the terrible guns now rushed blindly forward.

The arquebusiers were commanded by a gentleman of: culture who had accepted a company of foot in order to show his good nature and his willingness to learn the game of war from the bottom. He now stood splendid in complete gilded armor, leaning on his naked sword, and calling his commands with casual precision. He called out cheerfully: We will blow the heads of the ragamuffins down their own throats. Aim carefully, my lads — and now — fire!... Ah, well done! Well done! Draw sword and cut them down before they can run — 

The blast of fire from the arquebuses had ripped the front of the rebels to pieces. But Tizzo, unharmed, ran straight on, and behind him streamed a thin wedge of his followers.

He himself picked out the noble captain who had expected! so confidently that the rabble would be dispersed by that volley. The sword-stroke of the noble was flicked aside by the flourish of the ax; and the next blow split the helmet of the soldier as though it had been kindling wood instead of fine steel.

The arquebusiers were taken by amazement. Their volley would have been enough to have halted a charge delivered by the bravest of knights. But here were half-armed and wholly untrained people of the street who came running in lightly with half their friends laid dead before their eyes. The arquebusiers, having no time to load again, drew their swords, but they gave only a few feeble strokes. They felt that the devil was abroad. Their commander was dead, and now they took to their heels and left their heavy weapons behind them.

That was how Tizzo won through to the gate, and burst it open.

Hot work followed.

As the huge panels of the gate swayed wide, Tizzo could see down the moon-whitened strip of the Pesaro Road the glitter of a column of cavalry which now rushed toward the open gate. And as they rode, the men-at-arms were shouting: Duca! Duca! at the top of their lungs.

Against the thunder of their hoofs, another uproar of galloping horses and rattling of mailed riders rushed at Tizzo from behind. The cavalry posted around the gate when the arquebusiers were swept away, now poured out to ride down the rabble. Half the townsmen they swept aside, butchering them, trampling them underfoot. But right in the center of the gateway they met Tizzo, the hunchback, and a few desperately determined men. These were borne back by the shock of the attack, but they still were fighting when the men of the Borgia rushed into the battle.

The impact of their charge was decisive. Cesare Borgia himself headed the cavalry rush. Behind him his best men were striking with spear or with lance. They slashed straight through the cavalry of Duke Guidobaldos forces.

Cesare himself saw a saddle near him emptied by a bullet or an arrow. An instant later a man rose as from the ground and sat in the saddle and shouted: My lord, give me men to take to the Porta del Monte.

Take whatever you please, said Borgia. Tizzo, you have burned down the gates of Troy for us — and now the city is ours! Take what you want. If I had a bucket of diamonds, Id pour them over you. Halloo! Halloo! Tomaso! Innocente! Follow Captain Tizzo! If he wants to take you to hell, give my compliments to the devil.

That was why Tizzo led a compact body of a hundred men rushing through the town of Urbino toward the Porta del Monte, shouting Duca! Duca! all the way.

As he came near the gate, he saw a whirl of armored horsemen galloping furiously away. His own task was to break into the north tower. And when he reached the armory he found there his father, three times wounded surrounded by dead and wounded men, but with his helmet off and a leathern bottle of wine in his hand.

Hai, Tizzo! he said. I thought you were gone and would never come again. Here, taste this wine with me. I drink to you, my lad. I drink to all true companions and the devil take traitors. Help me to my feet. Ive had such a good bit of fighting that I dont care whether or not I get a penny of the loot of the town.

Duke Guidobaldo had fled from the Porta del Monte the instant that he heard the shouting of Duca! as Tizzo led his cavalry across the city. With him he had taken the greater part of his jewels. The rest of Urbino fell intact into the hands of the Borgia.

But it was not money that he regarded. It was power that he wanted. And the winning of Urbino made him one of the leading princes of all Italy. That was why he cried out to Tizzo, as they sat late that night in the rooms of the vanished Guidobaldo, Tizzo, we have made Guidobaldo run like a coward; the people are all cheering you and me in the street; the Countess Sforza was captured again as she was trying to slip out of the town; and there is nothing my heart can desire except to reward you, Tizzo. What will you have? Name ten requests!

I have only one, said Tizzo. Let an old woman called Agnes be found. Dress her in the finest clothes that can be found and let her sit at your right hand during supper tonight.

They found old Agnes. They dressed her in crimson satin and brocade of gold. They placed her at the right hand of the duke himself. And Tizzo sat beside her. She was very gay, and laughed continually.

Redheaded men, she said, are always unfaithful rascals. But women cannot help loving them. Thank God that I thought at first that you were a sacred ghost. If I had screeched like a fool you would be a dead man, and I would not be sitting beside the Duke Valentinois.

It was a wild, gay party in the palace of Urbino that night. But not a man at the table was as light-hearted as Tizzo, because he had old Agnes beside him and, across the table, the long, terrible, wounded face of the hunchback.

Through the casements stormed the unwearying shout of the people as they roared, Duca! Duca!

If I had known that they wanted me so badly, said the Borgia, I would have come here long ago! Tell me, Niccolo, what the least shadow there can be on this happy occasion?

How did you win Urbino? asked Machiavelli.

Through Tizzo. You know how it happened.

Is he worth more than the city he captured?

I think he is, said the Borgia.

Ask him this moment what he is thinking about.

Tizzo, called the Borgia, what are you thinking of this moment?

I was thinking, said Tizzo, about a poor fool of a fellow who was used as a living bait in order to catch some big fish.

What do you mean by that? asked the duke.

I mean only that a fish that once has been singed always hates the frying pan.

And Machiavelli murmured, Do you see? You have won Urbino, but you have lost Tizzo. Was the exchange worth while? He never will serve you again.

The Borgia sank his chin on the palm of his hand and shrugged his shoulders. He made no answer. Machiavelli began to smile at him with bright, cold eyes, like the eyes of a cat.


XXII. A STRANGE POISON
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CESARE BORGIA, ALL in black, except for the white ruff of collar about his neck, black-masked also, across the upper part of his face, lolled in a big chair that had the dimensions and gave the effect of a throne. Always one who loved shadows, he had the room lighted by a few candles only and they cast on the wall wavering shadows of the men who stood near the chair of the Duke of Romagna. Only Bonfadinis face could be seen clearly, so bone-white that it seemed to be illumined from within. The poisoners expression was always one of still attention.

Before the duke stood Giovanni Malatesta, the sooty smoke of the candles in his face, a captain in the employ of Oliverotto, the hired soldier. He was completely in plate armor. His helmet was plumed. His raised visor exposed a stern young face, fearless of the great man whom he was to address.

The Borgia said, Weve had enough compliments, Malatesta. Now lets have the letter.

Malatesta bowed, unrolled a scroll of paper, and read aloud: To the most noble Cesare Borgia, Duke of Vanentinois and the Romagna, we who are signed below send greetings, set forth certain complaints, and declare the action which we are about to take.

Among our complaints the first is that no mans life is safe when he comes near the noble duke, whether he be an enemy or too great a friend.

Second, the money which the noble dukes promises for services is paid in full, always, but his other promises are neglected.

Third, his ambition is so great that presently there would be room for only one man in Italy.

For these reasons we have determined to serve him no longer but to stand together against him. For this purpose we sign our names:

Giovan Paolo Baglione, Paolo Orsini, Fabio Orsini, Francesco Orsini, Oliverotto da Ferma, Vitellozzo Vitelli.

The duke did not lift his head; there was a slight rustling sound as his men turned toward him. The pale hand of Alessandro Bonfadini, secretary and poisoner, drooping over the top of Borgias chair, touched his shoulder as though by accident, but received no sign.

You have another paper there in your hand, said the Borgia. What is that?

It is for Captain Tizzo, said the messenger.

Is it as pleasant as the other? Read it! said the duke.

Aloud? asked Malatesta.

Aloud, if that pleases Captain Tizzo, also, said the duke.

Tizzo of Melrose advanced a step and nodded, the candlelight glimmering on the red of his hair. Most of the men about him were not of middle age, and yet he seemed a youth among the youngest.

Read it aloud, certainly, said Tizzo.

Very well, said Malatesta. And unfurling the paper he read: To the noble Captain Tizzo of Melrose:

We send you greetings as to a brave and wise officer by whom almost alone the towns of Forli and Urbino were won over to the possession of the Duke of Romagna.

Tizzo, we know your honesty and your quality as a soldier and as a man. With you at his side, we fear the duke. Without you, we care less for him than for an apple paring....

The hand of Bonfadini again touched the shoulder of the Borgia, and this time that shoulder shrugged slightly up and down. Bonfadini glided instantly toward the candles, stepping between them and the open window. He leaned as though to trim the wicks, and each one that he touched gave, instantly a slightly brighter flame, a single puff of pale smoke, as was natural. And the smoke was blowing toward Malatesta.

The Malatesta was reading on: We wish all men to know that we desire to have you among us, a wise, trusted, and well-rewarded commander. Leave him and we will make your career famous. Stay with him and you will be praised and paid until you are dangerously strong, and then you will be stabbed and thrown in a gutter, as he has thrown other men.

This is rather strong talk, said the Borgia calmly. But continue, Malatesta.

The captain hesitated, shrugged his shoulders, and then struggled with a yawn; which was strange, because it was hardly a time or a place to feel sleepy.

We wish to point out to you, continued the captain, reading, that although the duke holds the Lady Beatrice merely as a hostage for the good behavior of Giovan Paolo Baglione and promises that you shall have her hand in marriage as soon as—

Captain Malatesta hesitated, yawned openly, rubbed his eyes and fell suddenly to the ground.

There was a general exclamation. Several of the men rushed forward to the fallen captain. And one of them cried out, Dead! Dead as a stone!

The voice of the Borgia, usually muffled and low, now was heard saying loudly, A proper reward for traitors, my friends! Let all of you bear witness that no hand of mine touched this man; the finger of God was laid on him for his treachery. May all that he spoke for die like dogs in the same way. Bear witness, all of you!

He gave instant order that the body should be carried out; Tizzo and all except two of those who were about the duke left his presence at once. They had noticed nothing strange in the air of the room, except perhaps a light fragrance almost like that of violets; also, a few of them were just a trifle dizzy. But the open air soon put that right.

Cesare Borgia remained alone with Alessandro Bonfadini and bright-eyed, cat-faced Niccolô Machiavelli. The duke went to the couch and stretched himself upon it. He yawned — in his turn.

That is very precious stuff, Bonfadini, he said. How much of it remains to you?

About six men, my lord, said the poisoner.

Machiavelli laughed. That is a new measurement, he said.

Can you make more of it, Bonfadini? asked the duke.

I am making more, my lord, said the poisoner.

When will it be ready?

In about two years, said Bonfadini.

Ah hail Two years to make a few pinches of fragrant white powder that burns so well in a candle flame? asked the Borgia.

My lord, said Bonfadini, must understand that I am not often at the cattle farm; I usually must be at the side of my lord.

Of course you must be at my side, said the Borgia. You are the brightest dagger in my armory and you are kept shining by continual use. But what have your visits to the cattle farm to do with your poisons?

I am more at ease in the country air, my lord, said Bonfadini. My mind works more precisely.

Be frank, said the duke. Come, come! Do you think I would question you before my wise friend Machiavelli except that he is free to hear everything I know? No, Bonfadini; you help me to some very considerable deeds, and he has the pen that may make them famous. What is all this about poisons and the cattle farm, and two years to make half an ounce of white powder?

I must find healthy young cattle, my lord, said Bonfadini, and inject a certain poison into the body of one. Several injections. At the end of a month the beef sickens and dies. When the body is corrupt, after a certain number of days, the liquids are drawn off and distilled. They have not the strength of the original poison; they are far more terrible. Death itself has helped to strengthen them. This fine juice I inject into another beef, which dies, and the distilled product is introduced to a third, and so on, the virulence of the poison steadily growing, until at last I have only a certain process to crystallize a sediment in the quart of liquid which two years of labor will have given to me. There remains a few pinches of powder to which I add a certain perfume of my invention. The rest my lord knows better than any man.

Beautiful, eh, Machiavelli? asked the duke.

So in all art, said the Florentine, patience makes the perfect thing. No one but Bonfadini has raised murder to a fine art.

And still, said the duke, you notice that he says nothing. A certain poison... and a certain number of days.. and a certain perfume... Its plain that you will not entrust your secrets to me, Bonfadini.

My lord, I merely remove temptation from your hands.

Like a good priest, eh? The Borgia laughed. Now tell me what I have gained from all of this?

No matter what the eyewitnesses testify, said Machiavelli, the generals will not believe that it was the hand of God which struck down their messenger. No one in Italy will believe it.

I dont care what they believe, so long as they dont understand. Always to be successful and never to be understood is the secret of greatness. So long as Italy fears me, it will follow me. Is that true?

Very true, said Machiavelli. He began to peel an apple, cutting the paring translucently thin, using a very sharp pen-knife. He said as he peeled the fruit, You have convinced the generals that their messenger was murdered. They will make a strong head against you.

On the contrary, said the Borgia, out of all of this, I shall make a net in which I shall catch every one of the generals.

In what manner? asked Machiavelli.

Who is the most honest man about me — barring my faithful Bonfadini? asked the duke.

Why, redheaded, fire-eating Tizzo, I suppose, said the Florentine.

He is the net I will use to catch the traitors, one and all.

But Tizzo is not a fool.

Certainly not. He is as suspicious as a cat. But I shall make his suspicions the lever through which I work on him. Once I satisfy his doubts, he will be my devoted servant again.


XXIII. STATECRAFT EXTRAORDINARY
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CAPTAIN TIZZO, WHEN the summons from the duke came to him, was walking rapidly up and down his room, snapping questions at his father who, like the rough old soldier that he was, sat cross-legged on a cushion on the floor and whittled a stick of wood into a monks head, using his dagger for a knife.

Was it a natural death? asked Tizzo.

I never saw a heartier lad than that Malatesta, said Baron Melrose.

But no hand touched him; he tasted nothing.

Perhaps he tasted something when he was first brought to the town, and it only worked on him as he stood before the duke.

It was strange, said Tizzo. At the very moment when Beatrice was named — then like an invisible sword he was struck down.

It is easier to understand the devil than to know the Borgia, said Melrose.

And here came the message from the duke that Tizzo was wanted. He followed to the door, turned back to buckle on his sword, and then straightened his coat of blue velvet, slashed with silver.

You look fine enough for a marriage or a murder, said his father. Run along, Tizzo.

He went at once into the presence of the Borgia.

Sit down, my captain, said the Borgia cheerfully.

I have things to say that I can speak better standing, said Tizzo.

Your hair is such flame that it keeps your brain seething, said the duke. Whats the trouble now?

Bonfadini came behind the dukes chair and leaned on it.

The trouble, for one thing, is the rat-faced poisoner who keeps at your elbow, said Tizzo.

Go into the corner of the room, said the duke to Bonfadini.

Bonfadini turned on Tizzo a smile of exquisite malice and obeyed the order with his whispering step.

Now whats the matter, Tizzo?

My lord, I was bound to your service for three months. That time is almost up.

It is ended now, if you wish.

Ended now? exclaimed Tizzo, bewildered.

Come, come! smiled the Borgia, lolling on the pillows of the couch, to which he had gone from his chair. Did you think that I was saving you till the last moment, to throw you away on one final, desperate exploit? Is that what you think of me?

I dont know what to think of you, my lord, said Tizzo.

If you want your freedom, you have it now. And whatever else you ask. — 

Whatever else?

Yes. Do you think that I forget I owe Urbino and Forli to you? I would be more a beast than a man if that were the case. Tizzo, ask and I grant it.

Here the duke cast a side glance at Machiavelli and saw the Florentine staring with wonder. It was not the sort of statecraft that the philosopher expected from his hero.

Lady Beatrice— said Tizzo, and then stopped, choked by the expectation of refusal.

She loves you; she is promised to you by her brother; and though she is in my hands as a hostage — and though, mark you, her brother is in arms against me — I give her to you freely, Tizzo.

Tizzo drew himself up with a great breath. His face turned almost as red as his hair. He bowed profoundly.

My lord, said he, you are kind. By heaven, he broke out, I cant help believing that most of the things said against you are lies!

Most of the things that are said against everyone are lies, answered the Borgia. Do you hear me?

I hear you and mark you, my lord.

And whoever has told you that you are not like my right hand has told a very poisonous lie, Tizzo. What else do you wish?

My father to ride with me?

Certainly. He is free to go as he pleases. He came to me merely because of you, and he has fought like a hundred men for your sake. Take this to him and my kindest greeting.

He took from his neck a golden chain which supported as a pendant a single ruby of great size and beauty, with a candle flame burning in the heart of it. This he dropped into the hand of Tizzo and, to the side, noted the amazement of Machiavelli again.

What else, Tizzo? he demanded.

I am ashamed to ask. But it is possible to take back gifts. I would like to have the escort of my company of the Romagnols for a few miles out of the camp.

Asked like a sensible man of the world — a thing I thought you never would become, Tizzo. Bonfadini, go at once and order Tizzos company to be mustered under arms. Take them with you wherever you please, my friend, unless the cost of them will be too heavy for your purse. Take them to my revolting generals and theyll be delighted to have such a fine unit of infantry. You have made them a company of heroes, Tizzo.

Wait, Bonfadini! called Tizzo.

The poisoner halted, and turned slowly.

My lord, said Tizzo, I see that I have been a dog to doubt you. But when Malatesta fell a little time ago, I was sure that it was because he had been murdered by your command. And when I looked on the floor for the letter to me which he had been reading, it was gone. But I see now that I have been a fool and that your intentions are kind and honorable to me. I cannot leave you until my time of service is completed.

You must and shall go, Tizzo, said the duke. Better to have one free friend than a thousand hired retainers. You must go. Take the Romagnols with you. They love you like a father. They are my parting gift, besides the money in this purse.

I cannot take it, my lord, said Tizzo, overcome.

You shall take it, however. It is yours. And that is not the end of the supply. What, man? Do you think I forget the towers of Urbino, and the rich plains around Forli? Tizzo, to the day of my death, my purse is yours. You have taught me what an honest man can be. Bonfadini, carry my order, and send word to the Lady Beatrice to prepare herself for travel in the morning. She is returning to her family. Captain Tizzo and his father escort her. Good night, Tizzo. You will want this evening to make your preparations. Your company will be under arms and ready for you at dawn. A good voyage to you. I say farewell now, because you know that its hard for me to leave my bed in the morning.

My lord, there must be one last service that I can do for you, said Tizzo.

Nothing. Not a thing. Only give my compliments to Giovan Paolo Baglione and tell him hell be your brother-in-law before long — that I am sorry he listened to fools and cowards and turned against me. Tell the rest of them that if they wish to meet me in Sinigaglia in a few days, I shall be there with an entirely open mind. I can forget the past, Tizzo. Tell them that. God knows that Ive been a cruel fellow in my time, and I suppose I can be cruel again. If war has to come, it will be war to the knife. They understand that already. But a bit of quiet conversation might make us all friends.

I remember every word, said Tizzo, and Ill repeat it - exactly. I believe you, and I hope I can make them believe in you, also.

I think you can, Tizzo, said the duke, calmly. Go to bed. Sleep well. And away with you in the morning. Well see each other often again. Two like you and me cannot live long in one country without meeting often.

He stood up and walked to the door with Tizzo, opening it with his own hand.

The trouble with the generals, he said, is that theyre afraid of the size Ive grown to — partly with your help. Well, tell them that the greater I grow, the bigger my friends will become, and the better I can crush my enemies. Farewell! Good fortune!

And as he closed the door and turned around toward Machiavelli, he found the Florentine leaning forward in his chair, his chin resting on one hand, a faint smile on his face.

Do you understand, now? asked the duke.

The Lady Beatrice, also? said Machiavelli.

You cant understand that?

Shes a beautiful thing, my lord.

She is, Niccolô.

And beauty has a higher price in Italy than all the other virtues. I mean, beauty is a virtue in Italy.

Do you think I am surrendering her foolishly?

You might marry her off to some very great man, my lord.

I could. And I intend to.

Ah? Do you think that the Baglione will send her back into your hands?

They wont send her. They will drop her into my hands, Niccolô.

There I fail to follow you, said Machiavelli.

Well, then — in the first place what will happen when Tizzo talks to the generals?

I think he may convince them that you mean well. Liars are always persuaded by a greater he. But the most persuasive thing in the world is a lie honestly told by an honest man. Tizzo is honest.

If he were not so honest, he might become a great man in the world, my friend. Yes, I think that Tizzo will draw them all to Sinigaglia like birds into a limed net.

And there?

They must die, Niccolô. They know me too well, they suspect me too much, and already theyve raised their hands against me. I am about to give Italy a final lesson in statecraft, the greatest it has ever seen.

And Lady Beatrice?

That girl is the only human being — except Machiavelli — who understands me. I can see the men being persuaded by Tizzo. I can see the girl vainly warning them like another Cassandra. I can see the generals riding off to Sinigaglia, and Tizzo along with them, to give them warrant that he meant what he said to me. And I can see Beatrice — shes a girl all fire, Niccolô — slipping after them. She would follow Tizzo into fire as red as his own hair. And therefore, in Sinigaglia, I expect to hang the generals and take Lady Beatrice again.

And Tizzo? said the Florentine.

My dear Niccolô, why do you ask painful questions?

Of course — of course! said Machiavelli. Its clearly logical that he must die.


XXIV. ARRIVAL OF TIZZO
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GIOVAN PAOLO BAGLIONE, young, handsome, smiling, the grim Orsini, three of them, Oliverotto da Ferma, Vitellozzo Vitelli, all sat about a table at the tavern. Oliverotto was paring the rind from his slice of cheese and smiling at his thought; the Orsini drank their wine in silence, being silent men; Vitellozzo held his head high because his pride never left him, even at the table; and Giovan Paolo regarded the others with his own inimitable calm.

A murmur from the verge of the town swelled suddenly into a strong shouting as voices nearer at hand took up the cry: Duca! Duca!

Vitellozzo looked as though he had been stabbed to the heart. His face withered with pain and with fear.

Giovan Paolo! he called out. Is Cesare Borgia in Sinigaglia here with us?

Hush! Hush! cried Oliverotto, who had run to the door and thrown it wide. You can hear something else!

They were able to make it out, cheering and laughter combined, and always the cry, Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo!

Giovan Paolo began to clap his hands and laughed with happiness.

But wait! called Vitellozzo. Youre safe enough with Tizzo; yet how about the rest of us? Weve heard that Tizzo is a blind servant to Cesare Borgia. What if hes come here to cut our throats and send our heads back to his master in a basket? What about that? We are not bound to Tizzo by long services as you are!

Do you know him? asked Giovan Paolo.

No. Ive never seen his face.

If you talk to him for five minutes youll forget to be afraid. Hes the most honest man in Italy, Vitellozzo. When the Borgia plans his murders, he doesnt pick Tizzo to execute them. Depend on it. Were safer than before if we have Tizzo with us.

But what if hes the vanguard of the Borgia army?

Our outposts would have sent in word that the army is coming, protested the Baglione. Wait till you see Tizzo. The clamor poured echoing down the street and approached the tavern.

Whats to be our position here? exclaimed Oliverotto. Here we are each with a little army of our own and all, nominally, in the service of Cesare Borgia. And here comes part of - the rest of Borgias army to enter the city which were holding for him. Now I ask you, what shall we do? Shall we declare open war with Borgia, seize Tizzo and his men as prisoners, and defy the duke and all his hired men? Or shall we attempt to honor the duke in the person of Tizzo? Answer; up brightly, my friends!

Theres no need to, said Giovan Paolo. The uproars going past us and Tizzo isnt coming in here, after all.

For the shouting of Duca! Duca! was in fact streaming on down the street.

But if he came this way, its because he wants to see us, said Vitellozzo. Why should he go by us?

He has red hair and an unsettled brain, said Oliverotto. One can expect anything from him.

The youngest of the Orsini remarked, He is a mongrel-half English and half Italian. What can you expect from him?

Wine, gentlemen? Did I hear you call for wine? asked a servile voice at the door.

And in came a figure with a white cap set on the head and a white cloth over the arm, carrying a tray loaded with red wine.

Giovan Paolo Baglione, at the casement, was listening with bowed, attentive head, to the passing of the clamor down the street.

Here — serve the wine! exclaimed the young Orsini. I need a drink and I need it badly. Dont stumble over my foot, you fool.

Keep your feet out of the way, then, you blockhead, said the other.

The words jumped Orsini fiercely to his feet, with a hand on his sword, but he saw that the man who had just put down the tray had now thrown off the white cloth, the white cap, and revealed a head of flaming red hair, a light breast-place of steel chased with gold, and a light sword belted high on his hip.

Tizzo! shouted Giovan Paolo from the casement, turning suddenly around. Be careful, Orsini. Take your hand from your sword. If you try to handle this flame, it will burn you to the bone. Give him your hand. Tizzo, I make you known to my friends. Oliverotto, Vitellozzo, the Orsini. Men you should have known long before this. Why did you come slipping in among us like this?

I beg your pardons, said Tizzo to them all, but I came into Sinigaglia with no more than a hundred tough Romagnol peasants behind me and if your highnesses decided to be angry, you could have swallowed me in a single mouthful. So I decided that I would have a look at your faces.

And how do the faces seem to you? asked the young Orsini darkly.

They seem to me like men who are as honest as they have to be, answered Tizzo, calmly and quickly.

I smell an insult in that! exclaimed Orsini.

Your nose is long enough to sniff into corners, said Tizzo.

Ill stand no more! shouted Orsini, snatching out his sword. Giovan Paolo, running in, struck down the blade.

You shall not fight, said the Baglione. Tizzo, what sort of fire-brained foolishness is all this? Orsini, put up your sword! Tizzo, you are to blame!

Am I to blame? said Tizzo, carelessly. My lord Orsini, I ask your pardon, if I am to blame. And Giovan Paolo, who is the perfect knight, says that I am at fault. Will you give me your hand?

The Orsini stretched out his, grudgingly. But in a moment the atmosphere of the room had lightened a great deal, and Tizzo was saying, Weve heard a great deal about hard feelings among you hired soldiers. Weve heard that you were ready to turn on the Duke of Romagna and try your best weapons against him. Is that the truth? I hope not. Ive come ahead of his army to find out whats in your mind.

Oliverotto had been dropping the heavy links of a gold chain through his fingers. He stopped this, now, to look up and say, Youve rented your hand and your heart and your soul to Cesare Borgia, Tizzo, and every man in Italy knows it. And a lie told about a mans master is not a sin. However, you see that we cant take your word.

Suppose that Im free of the duke? said Tizzo.

If you were free of the duke, still youd be bound to him, said Vitellozzo, because the woman you love is held in his hands.

Shall I prove to you that Im in fact a free man? asked Tizzo.

Prove it if you can, my friend, said Oliverotto.

Nothing more easy, said Tizzo.

It was a big room, low of ceiling, the heavy wooden beams discolored by sooty incrustations, because the fireplace smoked badly. At the farther end two curtained doorways communicated with the rooms beyond; and it was toward these curtains that Tizzo now turned and waved his hand.

Its safe enough, I think, said he.

And out of the shadowy curtains two figures came forward into the light. The one had the red face and the huge shoulders of the Baron of Melrose; the other was Lady Beatrice Baglione, covered by the sweeping length of a dark cloak. Giovàn Paolo ran to his sister with an outcry of wonder and of happiness.

Is the Borgia drunk? asked Oliverotto. Or has Tizzo managed to get his father and the lady away by some sleight or trick?

What do you know of Cesare Borgia? asked Tizzo.

I know murder of him! stated the older Orsini.

So do I, said Tizzo. But I also know that he keeps his friends.

We are not friends of his, and weve proved it by rebelling against him, said Oliverotto.

Stop the rebellion and hell welcome you back in his service. Thats what Ive come to tell you.

Ah, he sent you on before him? suggested Giovan Paolo. And youre to persuade us, and flatter us, and bribe us here and there? Is that it, Tizzo? And Beatrice is even sent along to make us feel that the tiger for once has his fill of meat and is ready to sleep and be petted? Is that the game of it? Beatrice went up to Tizzo and waited for his answer. But he merely laughed at the concern of Giovan Paolo.

Not one of you knows what a man he is! said Tizzo. What hes done is partly for himself and partly for the sake of Italy. But the rest of you think of nothing but plundering a town here, or making a rich marriage there. I tell you, theres no fear in him, either. He doesnt fear the strength of all of you combined. Hes marching on Sinigaglia now, and youll hear his trumpets in the morning. Make up your minds by that time what you intend to do. If you want peace, you shall have it. If you want war, he promises to wash the streets of Sinigaglia with blood.

The others stood silent for a moment. Giovan Paolo said, The truth is this. If we join the duke now, theres hardly a power in Italy that can stand against us. But if we make him too great, hell simply be fattening us before he cuts our throats and roasts us on a fire. Now, my dear lads, think it over wisely and well. Let Beatrice tell us what she thinks of the duke.

Beatrice sat in a tall-backed chair and smiled on the generals.

She said, Ill tell you the truth as I see it about him. He likes well enough a man he can use. Hes used Tizzo to capture Forli and Urbino. So of course, he is kind to him. More than kind. He even sends him away and sets him free from danger. I was held as a guarantee of the sword of Giovan Paolo. But he gave me up at once when Tizzo said that he couldnt leave without me.

Do you make that into a villainy? demanded Tizzo.

I make nothing. But since youre too honest for the Borgian statecraft, he would try to stretch your honesty far enough to use it for a mask. The rest of you may do as you please, but Ill plead with Giovan Paolo on my knees not to join this foolish alliance. Cesare Borgia will feast you in the morning and murder you by noon, and I know it by instinct. Vitellozzo said suddenly, Actions mean more than words. Consider this. No one has done more than Tizzo for the duke. Forli and Urbino are two prizes worth having in hand. And here is Tizzo contracted for a certain period to the service of the duke but set free the instant he requests it. Not only that, but Beatrice Baglione is freed also, and the father of Tizzo. The rest of you may think what you please, but I say with Plato that virtue can be learned and that the Borgia seems to have learned it. Im ready to join him again.

Vitellozzo Vitelli, I can see you with your hands tied behind your back and the sword at your throat! said Lady Beatrice.

He looked at her with a scowl. He was young. Too much success, too much power in his youth had given him an excess of age in his face. He was dressed with an almost feminine luxury. He kept gripping and relaxing his grasp from the handle of a dagger at the butt of which there was a big emerald, like a great cats eye.

We take our advice from men, not from girls, said he. You hear what I decide on, all of you. Now you can do as you please.

They stared at one another. In all Italy a more priceless crew of cutthroats could not have been gathered, except that Giovan Paolo Baglione was a man of honor as great as his courage. He stood up and threw a cloak over his shoulders.

The rest of you can do as you please, he said. I leave Singaglia to you and the Borgia. Beatrice, come with me.

Giovan Paolo, I cant go and leave Tizzo behind us in this trap, said the girl.



Whether you want to or not, said he, you must go. Tizzo went to her and led her by the arm from the room. After he had passed through the door, with Baglione behind him, Vitellozzo said, You see that Tizzo trusts the Borgia absolutely. Isnt that proof enough for us?


XXV. THE SHREWD MACHIAVELLI
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AND SLOWLY THE heads of the others were nodded.

THERE WAS trouble with Vitellozzo in the morning. During his sleep of the night he had a vision of Giovan Paolo in which the Baglione warned him with a gloomy brow and a raised finger that he was only one day from the start of a long residence in hell. Paolo Orsini, on the other hand, worked to persuade the general, and finally he consented to start forward with the others to welcome the duke. He refused to ride a horse but said that he wanted a mule under him for the sake of the sure footing.

What he said on this morning was long remembered by men.

When a man quits his instinct and follows his reason, it is time for him to have a surer seat than a horse can give him. All of the words and actions of Vitellozzo during this day were overclouded by a strange sense of doom. Everything he did or said was recalled afterward by the witnesses.

When he rode out with the rest of the generals, he kept to the rear on his mule. His head was down and he shook it from side to side now and again. Tizzo, riding the white stallion at his side, said, Vitellozzo, if you feel the devil elbowing you in the ribs, why dont you turn back?

The hired soldier merely raised his head and stared at Tizzo, with a blank, uncomprehending eye. Afterward Tizzos father said to him, That Vitellozzo is seeing shadows at midday. There will be trouble ahead of us all!

There was a check when the long column of the army of the Borgia came in view. The generals who had been in revolt had spread their forces in varying directions toward Ancona. The troops of Vitellozzo, for instance, were quartered in Morro and Fiumessino, a dozen miles south and east of Sinigaglia. The duke came on with five hundred chosen men-at-arms in the lead of his column.

These men were under the command of Ludovico di Mirandola and Raffaello de Pazzi. Next came a picked thousand of Gascon and Swiss infantry, men able to stand off the charge of cavalry with their pikes and blast the mounted men with the fire from their arquebuses. The main body followed behind, raising a great dust cloud, and with the brilliant uniforms of the Romagnol infantry gleaming through the dust.

The generals from Sinigaglia drew rein when they saw the imposing force. Oliverotto shouted suddenly: There! Do you see it? Theres the trap, and Vitellozzo was right from the first!

One of the Orsini turned sharply to Tizzo with murder in his face.

You knew what would happen, Tizzo! he exclaimed.

What will happen? muttered Tizzo, frowning. A friendly meeting is what will happen. Look! He pointed.

Ahead of them, at the slow pace of a walking mule, Vitellozzo was riding forward alone, his head still slightly depressed, as though he saw nothing worthy of concern in the imposing host that was moving toward them.

Oliverotto groaned and then laughed.

Well, if the devil is taking charge of us, well have to go where he beckons, said the general, and they all went forward toward the Borgia.

Cesare Borgia, on an ambling pad that looked hardly as large as its rider, swept out from the head of the column with half a dozen of his leaders around him. He was completely armed in the finest plate that gleamed with reddish cast, there was so much gold chased over the surface of the armor. His head alone was bare, the long hair blowing, and his face dimmed by the usual mask. It seemed to Tizzo that the eyes of the duke were flashing with an extra brilliance as he rode up.

In the background was the white face of Bonfadini the poisoner, and near Bonfadini rode that man of increasing fame, Niccolô Machiavelli, with his faint smile that made his face look like that of a cat.

Reining his pad back to a walk as he drew near, the Borgia called out heartily: Where is my brother, Vitellozzo?

Then he seemed to make sure of the repentant rebel for the first time and rode straight to him. He leaned from his saddle and caught the arm of Vitellozzo to prevent him from dismounting, then kissed him affectionately.

The duke said, so that all could hear, The best of friends make the shrewdest of enemies, Vitellozzo. But now we are home again in one house.

Vitellozzo answered, Perhaps so, my lord. I see we are to have the same devil with us.

What devil? asked the duke.

The white one, said Vitellozzo, and pointed at Bonfadini.

Everyone in Italy knew the singular talent of Bonfadini, but Cesare Borgia laughed openly and loudly when he heard the remark.

My dear Vitellozzo, he said, a sin loses most of its taint when its exposed to the open day. You must admit that.

The white face of Bonfadini, for the first time in the knowledge of men, slowly turned scarlet. Tizzo looked at the cold devil with amazement. And Vitellozzo said, If I die in my sleep, tonight, my ghost will know whom to blame for the quick trip to heaven.

The duke was greeting the others, one by one. When he came to Tizzo, he laid his big hand on the shoulder of his captain and said: Honesty is a new policy for me, Tizzo. But I think its going to prove the best one.

At this, his own staff and the men from Sinigaglia all laughed. They rode on together. The men-at-arms who followed, seeing this amicable reunion, all began to shout and cheer and cry: Duca! Duca! Vitellozzo! Orsini! Tizzo! Oliverotto! Duca! Duca! for they could see that some hard and dangerous fighting was being avoided by this reconciliation. The news spread back through the column. All the way into Sinigagha there was a continual cheering from the rearward ranks.

Tizzo listened carefully to every word the duke spoke. Paolo Orsini was very bold. He said to the Borgia, frankly: You always have hated me and my house, my lord.

Thats true, said the Borgia. But why should I refuse to use one of the sharpest swords in Italy, even if my enemy has put the edge to it?

Paolo Orsini laughed. He said: Every man with a clear head and a strong hand ought to be in your service, my lord. If that could happen, Italy would soon be one country, and never a Frenchman or a Swiss in it.

Or a Spaniard, either, said Vitellozzo.

There was a slight, embarrassed pause. The reference to the Spanish blood of the Borgias was too direct and insulting, but the duke turned to Vitellozzo and said calmly, You stab at me, Vitellozzo, but a dagger of words has no point — not when a friend uses it.

My lord, you mistook me, said Vitellozzo.

But there was a sour twist of satisfaction on his face. All of these men, Tizzo could see, feared the duke to the cores of their hearts, but they were unwilling to rejoin him and submit to his leadership without making some gestures of an independent mind and spirit.

Cesare Borgia said, But where is the noble Giovan Paolo Baglione?

He looked at Tizzo, who answered, He is gone toward Perugia.

And his sister with him? asked the Borgia sharply.

The Lady Beatrice is with him, admitted Tizzo.

Do you hear, Niccolô? asked the duke.

I said it before the thing happened, answered Machiavelli.

You did, agreed the duke. I am going to listen to you more carefully. After all, the Florentine brain is the finest in the world, as all men will admit.

Its the finest for intrigue, at least, put in Oliverotto, and stared sternly at Machiavelli.

He did not like the young statesman. None of the soldiers, in fact, could endure him in spite of the smoothness of his address.

Machiavelli said, Oliverotto, you ought to know that intrigue is what unties the strings of the purse and if the purse were tied up, where would we find the brave Oliverottos?

Now, what the devil does he mean by that? demanded the general, turning his back on Machiavelli.

I will write it out for you, said Machiavelli, and let you study the meaning at your leisure.

Ha? exclaimed Oliverotto, and turned sharply back to glare at Machiavelli. The passion of the soldier was so great that Tizzo half expected to see a dagger drawn on the moment, but after looking into the faintly smiling face and the cold, bright eyes of the Florentine for a moment, Oliverotto muttered a few indistinct words and turned his scowling glance back on the road.

Vitellozzo laughed loudly. To lose ones temper is a luxury that most of us have to pay for, Oliverotto, he said.

But the other general said nothing.


XXVI. A MAD DOG
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WHEN CESARE BORGIA and his army approached Sinigaglia, the first act of the Borgia was to send Lorenzo Ridi, one of his fiercest captains and best fighters, with a dozen picked lances straight through the city with word to gallop the heart out of their horses until they managed to overtake and kill Giovan Paolo Baglione. The orders were secret. The other hired soldiers must know nothing about this, but the Borgia felt, and he was right, that half his work was undone if the most famous of all the hired soldiers managed to escape scot-free.

So that chosen detachment rushed through Sinigaglia, crossed its moated drawbridges, and swept off on the Perugia road. The word was that Giovan Paolo, since his own army was at a great distance, had left the city with only his sister and perhaps one or two more companions. Therefore the pursuit hastened with red spurs, and they were soon in the hills, with a widening view of the town just behind them.

So they entered a narrow valley and raised close volleys of thunder from the sides. They rode in a stream that stretched out a full furlong, the best horses keeping well in the van. And as they approached a corner of the valley and the head of their scattered column galloped around the turn of the road, six mail-clad knights with spears in rest charged them.

Lorenzo Ridi went down with a deep spear wound in his breast. Two more fell immediately behind him.

The fall of Lorenzo Ridi in itself would have been enough to unnerve his followers. And when they saw the solid front which the horsemen of Giovan Paolo offered, it seemed to them that they were seeing a wall of steel. This handful of escort had been picked up by the Perugian. With it, he scattered the group of Borgians and sent them fleeing more wildly than they had pursued.

When Giovan Paolo turned the head of his horse, he saw his sister already on her knees, disarming Lorenzo Ridi and trying to stanch the deadly flow from his breast.

The man was young. He had a pale eye and a pale droop of mustaches. He was famous for ferocity and a savage delight in blood. Cesare Borgia used him constantly for desperately important or murderous missions.

Giovan Paolo dismounted, threw the reins of his horse to one of his men-at-arms, and stood by the prostrate form of Ridi. The other two men who had been stricken from their horses had not even been wounded. They were merely stunned from their falls.

Ridi said calmly: You held the spear that spitted me, Giovan Paolo.

I held it, admitted the Baglione.

Luck was with you, said Ridi. It was the work of the damned armorer that left a weak joint there under the shoulder plate. However — Lady Beatrice, dont dirty your hands with me any longer. My life is dripping out of me. Nothing can stop it from running. Ah hail To think of dying like this in a little skirmish at the first shock of the spears!

The girl said nothing. She had grown a little pale. Now she went to a small run of water beside the road, washed her stained hands clean, and brought water to Lorenzo Ridi.

He thanked her. Put my helmet under my head, he said. This is poor business for you, Giovan Paolo. If you could have knocked me over and taken me alive, there would have been several thousand ducats of ransom money to gain for my life. Now you see its coined into drops of blood that are worth nothing except to dogs and wolves. Or would you have ransomed me?

I ask you the question back, said the Baglione. Would you have held me for ransom if you had captured me?

Ridi looked up at him with a contented smile.

I would have cut your throat, my friend, he said.

Out of your own malice?

Orders, Giovan Paolo.

From the Borgia?

Yes.

What has happened in Sinigaglia?

Nothing — so far. But in a few minutes the slaughter will start.

Ah, I was right in riding away?

Of course you were right, said the dying man. Theres no question of your rightness. But why the rest remained for the trap to close on them I cant understand.

It was Tizzo, answered Giovan Paolo. He trusted the Borgia. And the amount of his trust outweighed the fear of the Orsini and the rest.

True, agreet Ridi. Theres a strange fellow, now — that Tizzo. As quick as a cat and as strong as a lion; as clever as a sharp knife; and yet he cannot see through the Borgia. He lets himself be turned into the bait that will trap all the hired soldiers — even the trapping of Giovan Paolo, though he loves you more than he loves his own life.

All? asked the Baglione. Will Vitellozzo be killed among the rest?

Yes. All. And Vitellozzo among the first. All of them may not be slaughtered in Sinigaglia. A few might be saved to take to Rome and let the people have a look at their deaths.

And Tizzo himself? asked Beatrice Baglione, putting out a hand to protect herself from the answer she feared.

Why, you could answer that for yourself, suggested Ridi.

Do you mean that he will be murdered by the Borgia devil?

Tell me what else could happen? asked Ridi. This Tizzo is strangely honest. He cannot fight except for a good cause. The Borgia has hoodwinked him by making him feel that all this war, murders, poisonings and all, has been for the sake of the great, new, united Italy. But when Tizzo finds that the duke has broken his faith and used him for a cats-paw, the sword of Tizzo will be out. That ax of his will try to chop its way through the skull of the Borgia. Theres no doubt of that. Once the generals are safely in hand, dont you see that the Borgia will have to kill Tizzo also, in self-defense?

The girl did not cry out. She folded her hands together and stared at the distance. Then she stood up and withdrew, unnoticed. Ridi was turning very pale. His lips parted. His breathing came in gasps.

Can I reach Perugia and bring back my army in time to strike? muttered Giovan Paolo, thinking aloud.

What good would your little army do against the Borgias forces? asked Ridi. And by this time, even, the soldiers of the revolted generals are fraternizing with the Borgians. The towspeople are raising their yell of Duca! Duca! And before night the whole army of your friends will be in the hands of the duke. If you came against him, you would be swept down into the sea.

Its true, murmured the Baglione.

He looked up and took a quick, deep breath.

The breathing of Ridi came now with a distinct, dry rattling.

Ridi, said Giovan Paolo, you are close to your end. Is there a last wish I can execute for you?

I think not, said Ridi.

Can you tell me why you always have hated me so much?

Because, said Ridi, I envied the brightness that always surrounded your name. I wanted to be what men said of you, and the devil in me always made my hand too quick to kill, always thickened my tongue so that I could not use your noble words.

Those are poor grounds for hate, said Giovan Paolo. Tell me, Ridi, if there is anything that will rest your soul, and Ill surely try to do it for you after you are dead.

Why, theres one thing, whispered the dying Ridi. Lean closer, Giovan Paolo.

The Baglione leaned far over the soldier, who with a sudden last effort jerked himself up on one elbow. Blood spurted from the frightful wound in his breast as he made the struggle. But with his right hand he snatched out his poniard and drove it straight at the unvisored face of the Baglione.

The first shadow of death already was dimming the eyes of Ridi, or that stroke would have been mortal. As it was, the needle-sharp point of the poniard stuck in the rim of the raised visor; the fine steel of the dagger burst into a thousand pieces, stinging and cutting the face of the Baglione. But there was no further harm. Giovan Paolo sprang to his feet, and Lorenzo Ridi dropped dead in the dust.

Carry him off the road, said Giovan Paolo to his men. Leave his armor on him. He was a mad dog, but he had courage and a great heart. Leave him as he is, unplundered. My heart aches for Tizzo! Where is Lady Beatrice?

She took her horse a few minutes ago, was the answer.

Her horse? Where did she ride? Up the road?

No, my lord. Strange to say, she went down the road a little distance.

Down the road? muttered Giovan Paolo. How could that be?

I cannot tell, my lord.

The Baglione started and struck his mailed hands together.

She would not be insane enough to try to get back to Tizzo with a warning? he groaned. She would not try to — but she would! She would! To horse and after her. A thousand ducats to the man who overtakes her!

They were in the saddle instantly and thundering down the way, but at the next turn of the road they saw Beatrice Baglione far before them, bent in the saddle, whipping her horse to full speed.

My lord! called one of the men-at-arms. We are riding straight back toward destruction. And we cant overtake her. Her horse is fast; she rides as well as a man; and she has not a mans weight.

Still for a moment Giovan Paolo urged his horse forward; but the heavy war horse manifestly was losing the race against that slender-limbed Arab which carried the girl.

At last he drew rein. The dust he had raised blew up from behind and swept past him. Bitterly he stared at the dwindling form that fled down the valley road.


XXVII. BONFADINIS PLEASURE
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A HERD OF cattle bought by the Borgia money, numberless casks of strong red country wine, heaps of fruit, mountains of shining bread made a feast for the army and flooded the pockets of the happy Sinigaglians with hard cash. Song and shouting and laughter rang far away, through the streets. The feast for the generals was a different matter.

Cesare Borgia always was a lavish hand, and he was more lavish than ever, on this day. He said to white-faced Bonfadini, Let them swallow their last gifts — well cut open their crops and have the things back again!

The generals — his own and those recently returned to him — sat at a long table while a crowd of servants passed around to serve them. The Borgia himself would not sit at the board. Now and again he came to his place at the head of the table and seemed about to take the chair there. But always he passed on again. From in front of the hearth he would lift his cup and pledge one of his generals. Or from the doorway he would be seen as he shouted some pleasantry.

You know, my lord, said Vitellozzo Vitelli, that some men fear to break bread and eat salt with others against whom they have evil intentions?

Are you there again, my fine raven, croaking? laughed the Borgia. Try some new feathers on your back, my friend, and see whether or not I am a friend!

He waved his hand. At once two servants came in, carrying between them a long weight of the heaviest gold brocade.

The cloth glittered. The pattern was exquisite. It seemed all a mass of jewels and precious metal, and a shout of admiration and of envy went up when the servants bore the little treasure to Vitellozzo.

The man was so greedy that he choked and could not swallow when he saw the gift. His hands trembled as he ran the tips of his fingers over the tracery. Then he began to laugh. His face became a violent red.

I could be a Pope — I could be a king — I could be an emperor on a throne, if I wore a robe made of this! he shouted. Ah ha!, Cesare, you know my tastes.

Of course, said the Borgia. Every one of us would like to sit on a throne.

He waved his hand again and two men carried in a fifty-pound salver of solid silver and put it down in front of Paolo Orsini. The general weighted the thing and then shouted aloud. He began to catch up quantities of fruit from the center of the table where it was piled and make a bright mountain to top the silver tray. And still he was shouting.

All that shouting ended when on a little blue cushion a page, on one knee, presented to Oliverotto a single pearl.

He picked it up with a bewildered air. Then he rushed to the window and held the jewel in the cup of both hands. The sunlight, streaming through, made the pearl a mass of milky fire. The sheen of it seemed to strike Oliverotto to the soul, and the radiance poured again out at his eyes. He began to do an impromptu dance. Everyone left the table and rushed around him. Their eyes and teeth flashed as they saw the shining of the gem; but into the midst of his tumult more presents were carried, as varied as the taste, as rich as the magnificence of the Borgia could afford. And before and after every gift was presented, there was another round of wine.

And who was there to notice the pale face and the slender, dark form of Bonfadini, the poisoner, in the corner of the room?

To crown all, in came a pair of magnificent war horses, each the purest white, in complete harness, with magnificent suits of armor tied to the saddles. The wooden floor shook and thundered under the striding of those great animals. Every man at the board felt himself three times an emperor. The Orsini who received that regal gift leaped up and made a speech.

He said: Glorious Cesare! You are the last of the Romans and the first of the Italians. Who were the fools who told me to fear you? I shall take Italy for myself — from Torino to Palermo. Let Oliverotto have France. Vitellozzo can take Spain. And you, my lord, shall have the world.

We will conquer it for you. You will have an army to send against Asia. You will trample the Turks to dust on the way and free Constantinople, liberate Jerusalem on the way. What way? The way to India and China. The way to forests of gold that bloom with jewels.

You shall have a hundred thousand fierce French cavalry in your arm, a hundred thousand English axes and bows, a hundred thousand German and Flemish pikes, a hundred thousand Swiss and Italian arquebuses, and light cavalry.

That is the way for my lord Cesare to conquer the world, while we lead on the divisions of the army. Life is beginning. The world is beginning. Rivers of gold are about to pour. Joy is the only air that we breathe!

He seized a great two-handled cup, lifted it, started to drink, found mere drinking too slow, and poured a red flood over himself from neck to foot. Then, staggering with drunkenness and joy, he began to laugh and wave the cup. It clipped a page in the head and knocked the lad senseless. The Orsini kicked the fallen body.

Stand up, dog! he shouted. Do you lie down in the presence of the King of Italy?

The whole crowd began to roar with laughter.

And Cesare Borgia whispered to cat-faced Machiavelli: Do you see the token, Niccolô?

The token is red, my lord, answered Machiavelli. I see it clearly. A flood of red!

The Borgia smiled and passed on, always striding about the room.

That entertainment had been rapidly improvised but it was complete. There were not the gifts only, but there were musicians to fill up the interludes of happiness. There was a flock of slim dancing girls with wings of gauze fluttering behind them. There was a Negro who ate fire, a juggler who filled the air with swords that never reached the floor.

And so the day wore on toward its conclusion, and as the evening approached wine and too much happiness began to overcome the feasters.

The Borgia made a speech to close the occasion. He said: My friends, I have been at a little expense to show you how my heart stands toward you. If there ever was trouble in your minds, like yellow mud in a clear river, I hope it is all washed away to sea now. Clean rivers and a clean sky. Clean eyes and clean hopes. And our hands linked together will be a force to crack the back of all opposition. Go to bed, my friends, Sleep. Have happy dreams, and tomorrow we will start turning those dreams of yours into bright reality.

They began to troop out. As they passed, the Borgia called to Tizzo. He was left alone in the big room, littered with scraps of food, overturned chairs, broken wine cups, the floor wet with the spilled wine, the air sour with the smell of it. A fire began to crackle cheerfully on the hearth and there was now no other light. In the midst of that confusion, Tizzo was left alone with Bonfadini the poisoner, with Machiavelli, and with Cesare Borgia.

You have been thoughtful, Tizzo, said the duke.

My lord, said Tizzo, I am always thoughtful when I see that the host does not drink with his guests.

I was waiting for you to commence with your wine, said the Borgia.

Tizzo looked at him narrowly and the duke covered a bit of confusion with an apparently happy laughter.

Your father was as free with his wine as the rest, pointed out the Borgia.

He is a man who never thinks except when he has a sword in his hand, answered Tizzo.

A foolish time for thinking, said the Borgia. But now, Tizzo, I am going to tell you why you have been so sour and sad.

Tell me, then, my lord.

It is because when all the gifts went round the table, there was nothing given to Tizzo.

But Tizzo smiled and shrugged his shoulders. What gift do I need? he asked. I have an ax, a sword, and the loveliest woman in the world. My lord knew of these things and therefore he would not waste himself and his money trying to find new gifts for me. Besides, I am under contract to serve you.

No longer, Tizzo. I have set you free from the contract.

However that may be, I am happy enough about myself, but I am not happy about the others. I watched you lift your cup many times, but the wine never passed your lips.

Do you think so? Well, Tizzo, Ill drink alone with you, now, said the duke.

Will Bonfadini be the wine bearer? asked Tizzo.

Ah, Tizzo, do you still suspect me? Will you always suspect me?

If these men who are in your hands should die tonight, the whole of Romagna would be in your hands, said Tizzo.

Of course it would. A thing I have thought about, said the duke. But if I did such a thing, all honest men would shrink from me, and the first one to shrink would be Tizzo.

My lord, if there were such a murder, I would not shrink from you, said Tizzo.

You would come hunting for me with your sword, I think, said the duke, curiously.

Tizzo smiled and said no more. Am I free to leave you, my lord? he asked.

Free, said the duke. Unless you wish to stay and hear how I intend to reward you not with brocade or pearls but with real honor and power.

I shall leave that till tomorrow, said Tizzo. My lord is too weary with all his hospitality.

And that was the way he left the Borgia and retreated from the hall.

Afterward, the remaining three looked silently at one another for a moment.

Did you hear? asked the Borgia, at last.

He suspects everything, said Bonfadini.

If I spare him, can I possibly win him back after he knows that I have betrayed the others?

My lord, said Machiavelli, in Tizzo, honesty is an incurable disease.

It is true, said the duke. Therefore — Bonfadini, make account of him first of all. I leave him in your perfect hands.

My lord, said the white-faced poisoner, this is the greatest honor and pleasure you ever have done me. I have hated him with all my heart!


XXVIII. A CAT IN A TREE
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BETWEEN THE SOUTHWARD branch of the River Misa and the southern gate of Sinigaglia lay the Borgo, where the poorest houses stood. And not a shack in the entire quarter equaled in wretchedness the little shed where the trader, Baltassarre by name, kept his stock of clothes old and new. His new clothes cost less than old clothes would cost inside the gate.

He was a long, lean, cadaver of a man with a tuft of beard that jutted straight forward. Always, by night and day, he seemed to be standing against a high wind, his eyes forever squinted almost shut and water winking out of them. He was a dirty old man whose hands were never softened by water, his mouth never cleansed by wine. And he stood now, toward the close of the day, at the rack where his secondhand clothes were hung, probing among them, making his selling talk according to one of his many lines of chatter; except that now he was making such a sale as he never had made before.

He would have sold that entire stock of clothing for a ducat and rubbed his hands over the bargain. But now he was asking in his whining voice a ducat for a single outfit.

The reason was that a girl was making the purchase. All the wrapping of her big cloak would not have been able to disguise her femininity in spite of the erect fearlessness of her carriage.

The trader had looked through her at the first glance.

He said, Here is a doublet better than new, because it was noble wine that stained it. Here is a pair of hose that will go with it. Do you see how one leg is yellow and the other plum-colored? You would look like a brave young sprig in that outfit. You can see the shoes, yonder. I throw them in without a price, because I am sorry when a girls wants to go dressed like a man. Theres no honesty in that. But be of bright cheer. The night will cover you. Shame has no eyes in the dark. But look — this will fit you perfectly. Will you try it?

Lady Beatrice took the garment with a careless hand.

Here is your money beforehand, she said. A ducat for the clothes and another ducat if you will stand at the entrance to your shops and keep everyone out.

He took the money, carried it to the dull glimmer of the lamp, bit the good silver, and suddenly pouched it with a shudder of avaricious joy. Then he went to the door, muttering, and stood there as wan and meager as a scarecrow.

The girl tossed aside her clothes hastily. She pulled on the second-hand clothes with an indescribable loathing. Her cloak she swung over her shoulders again and pulled on the pair of chipped and battered gloves. At her belt there was a small dagger.

This was her one security against prying danger.

When she came to the door of the shed, the old trader was muttering: Two ducats, two ducats, two ducats! Oh, God, how much wealth comes to unworthy hands, and how little into mine who would cherish it!

Then he added to the girl, Think again, my child. The soldiers of the Borgia are inside the gate of the city. They have eyes sharper than gimlets. They have hands as cruel as the teeth of wolves. Even if your lover wears velvet, do not go into the city tonight. I once had a daughter.

Have you heard whispers of murder from Sinigaglia? she asked.

A thousand whispers; and I have seen some of the dead, said Baltassarre.

Ah, my God! breathed the girl. Have you seen dead men? Today?

Not today. Night is a better time for murder, he answered. Why do you ask about today? Is it some young page who waits on one of the generals? Murder will not come the way of the very young, except by accident or by jealousy. Has he made his master jealous? Yes, if the general should see your pretty face. If you wish to do good to your lover, let no other man see him in your company.

Farewell! said the girl, and went hastily on toward the gate of the city, where the big lanterns already were lighted.

She went into a wineshop where soldiers were drinking, and bought a round for them all. They looked at her with bleared eyes.

Your father will beat you when you get home, said one of them. How do you come by so much money, lad?

My father is dead and I sold his house yesterday, said the girl. That is why I have a little money left in my purse tonight.

What will you do when the last of the money is gone? asked a burly fellow in the gaudy uniform of the Borgias Romagnol companies.

Ill become a soldier, she said.

Will you? Let me see your hand!

She pulled out her dagger and showed him her hand gripping it. At this, all the wine drinkers began to laugh.

A hand for a bodkin, not for a sword, said a halberdier.

Whose soldier are you? asked the girl I serve the famous Oliverotto, said the halberdier.

Ah, he is a great name, said the girl.

Yes, and a great brain, too, answered the halberdier.

And you? she asked of a pikeman.

Vitellozzo is my captain.

That is a famous man, too. Who is your leader? she repeated to the Romagnol peasant.

Tizzo, he answered, and grinned, sitting up straighter.

Tizzo? she echoed. Tizzo? Who is it that they call Tizzo? I never heard of him.

Open your ears, you young fool, said the peasant, and you will hear plenty about him! He is the man who won Forli and Urbino for the great duke!

I never heard of him, she replied. I suppose he is one of the lesser officers?

Lesser? shouted the Romagnol, angrily. Lesser, do you say? Ask this man what would happen if Tizzo stood at swords length from Oliverotto or Vitellozzo, with weapons in their hands!

The halberdier answered, Well, a general is something more than a duellist or a jouster. Tizzo does very well with his ax and his sword. But Im talking about generalship. Id rather follow a brain than a swordsman.

What brain opened Forli and took the Rocca? What brain captured Urbino? asked the peasant, growing hot with anger.

Oh, Im tired of hearing of that, said the halberdier.

Im not tired of telling about it, though, said the Romagnol.

Lady Beatrice asked, casually, He may have had good fortune and a sharp sword. But hes not one to be kept with the famous leaders like the Orsini and the rest, is he?

Is he not? demanded the Romagnol. Does he not sleep in the same palace that shelters the duke himself? It is the house of Messer Bernardino of Parma. The finest in the city, of course. And there in the left-hand range of rooms sleeps Tizzo in the chamber next to that of his father. My captain himself was called to Tizzo this evening, and talked with him there. I myself led his white horse into the stable in the next court. Only the duke himself is better lodged than Tizzo, if it comes to that.

At the chief portal of the house of Messer Bernardino of Parma two lights burned and half a dozen soldiers stood on guard. Beatrice Baglione walked carelessly past them. She turned the corner, saw an unshuttered window and an empty street, and instantly was through the casement.

Inside there was the odor of a stable. The light came through the huge room only from a single lamp that hung from a beam near the farther door. The horses had not yet lain down. They were stamping, crunching their fodder, snorting out the dust of the hay.

Beatrice picked up a dung fork and walked calmly down the aisle between the stalls.

A voice bawled out at her: Who goes there?

A dung fork, said she. Do you want it?

Go to the devil with it, answered the groom.

She went outside the stable into the court and closed the door behind her. She could remember one figure in all that gloom — a form of dim silver in the fourth stall from the door. That was Falcone, a horse hardly less famous than Tizzo, his master, among the troops of the Borgian army. Perhaps the knowledge of his whereabouts would tell a tale later on in the night.

She stood now in a big court and looked up at the tiers of windows that framed the three sides of the open space.

The left wing contained the room in which Tizzo slept — with danger already creeping toward him from the Borgia; unless Lorenzo Ridi had lied. But dying men are not apt to lie. Tizzo, before the morning, would die unless the warning reached him.

How should she reach him?

Armed men patrolled the court. The torchlight flickered pale over the big heads of the halberds as the men paraded. Their swords made a harsh shivering sound inside the scabards.

A big tree offered her a ladder of a sort, as it grew at the end of the left wing of the building, the only hint of foliage in that mass of naked stone. She went quickly toward the tree and got behind the trunk of it as the soldiers turned their backs and went in the opposite direction along their beat.

They had to come back before she could venture to climb. Leaning close to the tree trunk, she heard them humming to themselves.

One of them said, Do we march on Ancona?

The other answered: Why should I care? Ancona has worse wine than this part of the world.

What fools the generals have been! said the first sentry. Aye, fools! said the other.

They turned at the end of their walk and proceeded back. They passed so close that she could have reached out and touched the shoulder of the nearest man. And when they were halfway down the court, she climbed the tree, managing to reach the first branch by a run and a jump.

The coarse bark bit into her hands. She smiled at that pain. Through the branches, she could see the soldiers turn and come toward her again. As they came under the tree one of them said, Why should a tree rustle when there is no wind?

Because theres a cat in it, you fool! said the second.

And they both laughed and went on.


XXIX. THE BURNING OF A CANDLE
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WHEN SHE GOT out as far as the branch would bear her weight and when it had already begun to crackle beneath her, she found that she could barely reach to the edge of the nearest casement with the tip of her toe and the ends of her fingers. She had to grit her teeth. When she looked down, the pavement of the court seemed harder than stone, and rough as teeth to receive her.

Then, with a shake of the head, she thought of Tizzo. How like a cat he would spring across this little gap. For her own part, she barely was able to summon enough resolution to make the attempt. She drew herself out. She felt her fingers slipping. She had a frantic impulse to fling herself back into the tree which she had just quitted; but the noise of that would certainly bring the soldiers — and the end of her attempt. So she held to her grip as firmly as she could and gradually drew herself forward until both feet were firmly planted in the casement.

The shutters were open. She stood looking down into a little room which was almost bare. There was only a small table in the center of it, and a bench on one side of the table. A pair of gloves lay on this table and a candle burned on it. The candle gleam was reflected from the boss of a shield that leaned in a corner of the room, with a long pike rising beside it.

She could see everything with perfect clearness. There was a cheese rind beside the gloves on the table, and a fitter of crumbs of bread crust. And on the floor there was a sleek, long-tailed gray rat moving quickly here and there, no doubt picking up fallen crumbs.

Now it lifted its head. She could see the bright, long whiskers tremble back and forth as the horrible creature scented more food above its head.

But she could thank God for the rat. It was the sufficient warranty that there was no human being in the room, unless he were asleep in a corner bed.

She slipped down to the sill of the window and dropped to the floor beneath, turning her back and lowering herself with her hands, there was such a distance to the floor. Behind her she heard the light, tapping scurry of feet as the rat fled to its hole.

She had gained the floor when two powerful hands gripped her by the arms.

So, my fine young thief! said a mans voice.

She wrenched herself desperately. She merely succeeded in twisting around, so that he held her in the grasp of one strong arm. The other hand held over her head a deadly little poniard. The wine-breath, sour with an admixture of cheese, stifled her.

And then she saw over his scarred face the coming of a broad smile.

A wench! he said, Ah, ha! Wine and bread and cheese — and then a wench!

He jammed the poniard back into the scabbard and slipped his hands down her arms until he held her by the wrists. After that, he pushed her back to arms length and looked at her from head to foot.

And so I thought — so I thought! he said. Even better than my thinking, and better than my dreaming.

She did not stir; she would show neither terror nor disgust. With a still face she regarded him.

A brazen one for such a young one, said the soldier. Whats your name?

Giulia.

Whose daughter?

Tomaso, the chief fisherman.

Hes as important as that? grinned the soldier.

Where the scar cut across his upper lip the mustaches scattered as he smiled and showed a broad white glint of scar tissue. He had no forehead at all — only two wrinkles of flesh above the eyebrows and then a shag of hair.

And whom have you come to see? asked the soldier.

She answered — she had planned that answer—Tizzo.

Ah ha! You aim at the high ones, eh? said the soldier. Tizzo, is it? Let me see. Does that sound reasonable? All the fine ladies throw their gloves to him. Why should he look down as far as a fishermans daughter? Ill take you to the captain of the watch, perhaps — and he may have something to say, and certain ways of saying it.

She said nothing. She kept watching that face, seeing it as she never had seen another thing in her life.

The moonlight streamed in across her shoulder and mixed with the dim yellow of the lamplight that illumined him. It seemed to her that the moonlight was like a stream of cold water, chilling her to the bone.

Tizzo! said the soldier. And thinking about him has almost made you dumb, eh? Well, hes a good captain. By God, hes one of the best that rides a horse or swings an ax. Ive seen that ax of his chip a way through a forest of steel helmets. Tizzo, is it? And did you come for love or money?

He gave me the purse at my belt, she answered.

Ah, did he?

He took hold of the purse at her belt and wrenched it away. He stepped back from her, holding her with an occasionally watchful eye.

She could leap back into the casement, now, and so fling herself into the tree and escape — but that would not save Tizzo.

She had to steel herself with invincible calmness.

He poured the money on the table — a few coppers — much silver — some glintings of golden coins.

What a fool he is! Gold! To throw away gold on a wench!

He came back to her. Who are you? he demanded.

Giulia, she answered. The daughter of Tomaso.

You lie, said the soldier.

She answered nothing. It seemed to her that she could not endure for another moment the weight of his eyes; outwardly she maintained a thin shell of calm. Inside, she felt the scream working higher in her throat.

Well... he said.

He went back to the money on the table.

It youve told me a lie, youve paid for it, he said. You lost your purse — and you dont know where. Is that the story you would tell him?

Yes, she answered.

He doubted her with his eye for another moment, then he walked to the door.

I cant turn my shoulder on fortune as good as this. Do you know where the room of Tizzo is?

Only that its in this wing of the palace.

Well, come along with me. What a night for me! I can go back to Switzerland after one more profit like this. I can see the mountains again and listen to the cows booming in the valleys. Come along.

He led her from the room into a corridor and, keeping his grip on her arm, conducted her past several doors. At last he stopped and pointed.

There you are, he said. The thing is to see whether or not the brave captain has left his door unlocked for you. If he hasnt, I march you to the captain of the guard, money or no money. There may be some deviltry behind all this. A fishermans daughter never had an eye as straight as yours!

She bowed her head and tried the knob of the door. Incredibly, it turned and gave at once. The door pushed open and showed her a thin wavering of candlelight inside. A great breath came into her body. All the rest had been despair, but this was hope. Through the narrow gap of the opening door, she could see the central table, and the burning candle and, lying on a chair near by, that famous ax with its head of the blue Damascus steel.

Hes waiting for you, then, whispered the soldier. Good fortune!

And he went off down the hall with long, silent strides, hunching his shoulders to take weight from his feet.

Beatrice Baglione, pushing the door wide, looked anxiously around her.

Tizzo, fully clothed, had thrown himself on the bed in the corner of the room. He lay sprawling, his head turned down until it almost touched his shoulder. The candlelight touched dimly on the flaming red of his hair. And her heart leaped and raced away toward him.

A touch of terror was in her happiness until, as she closed the door behind her, distinctly she heard the sound of his breathing.

The moonlight was entering the two windows a white step. But the candle threw most of the dim fight that invaded the room. It seemed to her that a thin, white mist issued from the candle and curled slightly upward in the air, worked on by the draught that came in through the windows. But this mist, if there were one, was so extremely thin that it was hardly visible. It might have been a matter of thought only. But not a matter of thought was the faint fragrance which filled the air — something in the nature of the sweetness of violets — a clean delight of perfume.

She went toward the bed, passing into one of the dim billows of that mist. One breath, and she was staggered. A second and she fell to the floor.

She knew, then. Poison — Bonfadini the master devil of the craft! Men had died before in the house of the Borgia, from as small a thing as inhaling the fragrance of a bouquet of roses.

She screamed loudly for help. Her throat muscles had strained, but not even a whisper came to her ears.

She could make no sound. Darkness was rolling over her brain. She got to hands and knees which trembled under her, and crawled forward.

Her knees gave way.

She dragged herself on hands and elbows only. The rest of her body trailed like the body of a snail. Its weight was enormous. She wanted to drop her head and fall asleep. It was agony, it was death to maintain that struggle, but she saw before her the hand of Tizzo that drooped down over the side of the bed.

It was an infinite distance away. It was a distance that grew greater and greater, or was that because of the dimness of her eyes?

And then, suddenly, it was immediately before her. She caught at it with her last strength and fell senseless on her face.


XXX. THE PEARLS

[image: img98.jpg]

AT A LITTLE after nine in the evening, Bonfadini stepped close to Cesare Borgia and murmured at his ear, I found him asleep. I changed the candle that was burning in his room for one of another sort. He will have sweet dreams, my lord. He will have dreams so delightful that he never will waken from them. — 

Poor Tizzo, said the Borgia. I tell you, Bonfadini, that I feel a stroke against my heart when I think that that ax of his never will strike for me again. And perhaps poison was too ignoble. He should have been openly arrested.

He is too popular with the soldiers, my lord. We would have risked an open revolt if Tizzo had been led out to meet a gentlemans death under the edge of the executioners sword. — 

True again, said the Borgia. When one sees how common soldiery and other fools follow brave and honest leaders, it is almost a temptation to change the role and become such a man myself.

My lord chooses to amuse himself with speculation, said Bonfadini, dryly.

What is your pay for this little job with Tizzo? asked the Borgia.

The pearls have been growing larger, my lord. As you see?

The poisoner took out a string of pearls, held it by a central point, and allowed the jewels to fall away from the place where his fingers pinched the silk on which they were strung. Beginning with jewels quite small, they increased gradually in size on either side, mounting into big pearls toward the center of the necklace, which was left open for a gap of several inches.

Youve increased the length of the silk, Bonfadini, said the Borgia.

My lord, said the poisoner, that is because I trust that you will live a long and happy life.

And that you will make it happier by removing my enemies one by one — a pearl for every life? asked the Borgia smiling.

It has been so to this point, said Bonfadini, and held up the necklace with an admiring eye, half-closed by pleasure.

Do you want me to count them? asked the Borgia grimly.

You may do so with pleasure, my lord. These on the left all have been added in memory of the good men and the lovely women who have been a little too much in my lords way. They have inherited the heaven that was their due, and a little before their time. These on the right are the scoundrels who have gone to a hell that already was hungry for them.

The duke laughed dryly.

I see you are a genius, Bonfadini, he said, and you have a way of making even your poisonings acts of virtue.

A wise man, said Bonfadini, always knows how to compromise with his conscience. A conscience, my lord is a treasure that never should be expended hastily or carelessly. Neither should pearls be cast before swine.

I see that youve been profiting by the conversation of my Machiavelli, said the duke.

A man, my lord, of the sheerest virtue.

Here the duke opened a purse and took from it several pearls, which he matched against those on the necklace, and finally selecting one, he handed it to the poisoner. Bonfadini dropped to one knee to receive it.

On which side do you place that jewel? asked the Borgia.

Bonfadini, with rapid fingers, was unknotting the silken string and threading the last pearl. As he held up the unfinished necklace again he said, A man whom I have hated, my lord, and yet the justice of the clear mind and the unprejudiced soul forces me to place him on the left. He is at this moment winging his way to the upper silences and blue of heaven, my lord.

The duke laughed again.

You are one of the strings of my heart, Bonfadini, he said. Without you I should be nothing. But one Bonfadini and one Machiavelli are enough to ensure the fortune of any man. Have the officers gone to make the other arrests?

They have, my lord. As soon as I had lighted the candle in the room of Captain Tizzo, I went immediately to the officers and passed on your orders. I think — I think that they are coming now, my lord.

For a steady tramping of heavy feet came up the corridor and now paused at the door of the dukes chamber.

See what it is, and let them in, commanded the Borgia.

He reclined on his bed, pulling a big cushion behind him. There was a dish of Venetian sweetmeats on the bedside table, and after making careful selection, he placed one of these in his mouth.

At that moment the door opened and the three Orsini were led in with their arms bound and soldiers about them.

Paolo Orsini fell on his knees at once. Oh, my lord, noble Cesare, he groaned, you are not doing more than jest with us, I know.

What a fool I would be to jest with the proclaimed King of Italy! said the duke.

Get on your feet, said another Orsini. It is worse than two deaths for me to see you on your knees to that inhuman devil.

Niccolô Machiavelli came unbidden into the room and observed the scene.

You see, my dear Niccolô, said the duke, that a man cannot do justice without being cursed — and that is one of the pities of this life of ours in Italy.

He added, with a sweep of the hand: Take them out. I am tired of their faces. I always have been tired of the sight of them. Away with the Orsini!

And the Orsini were dragged from the room. Paolo began to groan as he was carried away. He began to pray aloud for the kind God to have mercy.

They will not die here, said the duke to Machiavelli. Not until they get to Rome. It would be a pity to waste the sweetness of their deaths on a place like Singaglia. But Rome will lick up their blood faster than it can pour from their wounds. Ah, here is my brave Oliverotto!

The general came in with a firm step and a high head.

Cesare Borgia rose from his bed. Are you ready? he asked Oliverotto.

Ready and more than ready, my lord, said the general. I would despise living after I have made such a fool of myself as to trust your word.

The duke picked from the table a dagger with a delicately carved handle, ornamented and roughened with jewels, cut and uncut.

How brave are you, my dear Oliverotto? he asked.

Brave enough to stand the rack, said the general.

I think so and hope so, said the Borgia. But I intend a mercy, my friend.

He laid the point of the dagger against the bare breast of the general and pressed, lightly.

The point sank in.

If you draw a deep breath, you are a dead man, Oliverotto, said the duke.

His teeth and his eyes shone as he smiled at the face of his victim, but Oliverotto showed not the slightest emotion. His own glance sternly held on that of the Borgia. There was not a quiver of his lip.

The dagger point sank slowly into the living flesh above the heart.

So much life, so bravely throbbing, said the duke.

It makes me think of a hidden bird that wants to break from the mesh and escape into the sky. You will fly faster than birds, Oliverotto, but not in the same direction.

I give my soul to God, said Oliverotto, if he will have it. Otherwise it is a first-rate prize for the devil.

An instant later his head fell on his shoulder and his body would have dropped to the floor except for the hands that gripped him on either side. He was dead.

An excellent fellow, that Oliverotto, said the Borgia. He picked up a napkin from the table and wiped the dagger clean on it. Lay this dagger aside for me, Bonfadini, he said. I never shall use it again after it has been dipped in such brave blood. — 

The dead body was carried away.

How little blood was spilled! said the Borgia. I think that this might be a lesson to executioners, Machiavelli.

It is always ennobling, said the Florentine, to see a brave man die as he should.

You lick your lips, Niccolô, answered the duke. You would be glad to have a hand in this sort of business?

Not at all, said Machiavelli. I play the role of an observer. I do not attempt to rival my masters.

And before another word could be said Vitellozzo Vitelli was brought in, struggling with his guards, still half-drunk, cursing. When he saw the Borgia, he made a mighty bound and almost reached him before the guards drew him back. The Borgia, as though half in self-defense, gripped him by the collar of the shirt and then twisted the cloth.

The mouth of Vitellozzo gaped and his tongue thrust out under the strangling pressure.

What do you say to me? asked the duke through his teeth. He stood up on his toes as he applied more pressure. The collar of the shirt pinched into the fleshy neck of Vitellozzo. Have you no answers? Where are your curses? Where is your ranting? Where are your damned speeches? Talk to me now, Vitellozzo! Speak one word, even, and I grant you your life and your liberty, I enrich you and set you free. Speak to me, Vitellozzo! Oh God, that I could have this pleasure every day of my life and see the faces of my enemies blackened and their eyes thrusting out! Look at him, Machiavelli!

It is a pity, said the Florentine, that one of my friends in Florence could not see this mask and make a living sketch of it. Note how the tongue quivers, my lord!

The legs of Vitellozzo jumped up and down rapidly. His body writhed. And then he hung limp as dead flesh in the hands of the soldiers.

They, with white faces of horror, looked down on the man their master had just put to death.

The Borgia, stepping back, looked down at his hand. It was white from the immense pressure it had just exerted.

Send the soldiers out with the carrion, Bonfadini, he commanded. And then look in on Tizzo and see how well he sleeps now. This is one of the pleasant nights of my life.


XXXI. BONFADINI AGAIN
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CAPTAIN TIZZO HAD dreamed of a garden in the early spring with a delicate fragrance of violets in the air. And yet that fragrance made him so uneasy that he began to smile in his sleep; and at that moment he felt a faint clutch at his hand.

He was awake and on his feet, instantly.

Between him and the moonlight, he saw a faint swirling of the thinnest white mist, billowing dimly up toward the ceiling, as the pressure of the wind whirled it. And on the floor at his feet he saw Beatrice, her eyes closed.

At the same time, a breath of deadly sickness entered his lungs and staggered his brain.

He dropped to his knees.

The air was pure, closer to the floor. He could breathe again safely. And as he laid his hand over the heart of the girl, he felt the slow, faint beating of it. Then, wildly rolling his eyes, he marked the flutter of the candle flame. Out of that flame seemed to issue the delicate mist, the fragrance of the violets — and suddenly he remembered another moment when such a perfume had been in the air.

Holding his breath, he crossed the room and pinched out the flame of the candle. Still without drawing breath, he rushed back to the girl, caught up her body, and ran with the limp weight of it to the first of the open casements.

Above his head, thin, thin wisps of the vapor continued to float out into the moonlight, but here at the lower casement the air was fresh. He knew that a miracle and the coming of the girl had saved him.

Her head lay lifelessly in the hollow of his arm. Her lips were parted a little. They seemed purple-gray in the moonlight. When he leaned and put his face close, he could not feel her breathing.

The boys clothes on her slender body were a desecration.

And how had she reached him through the streets of Sinigaglia, crowded with the men of the duke? How could she have come near to him through a thousand dangers? How had Giovan Paolo happened to let her go?

Well, it would have been easier to keep a bird in one place in the sky than to control her once her heart was up and her mind resolved. He held her less hungrily to his breast. For it seemed to him that the pressure might keep her heart from beating.

There was still a gentle and steady throbbing. Was it growing stronger? Was it diminishing?

He began to pray. All he could say was: God see me — God forgive me — God have mercy on me!

He was praying for himself, but he knew that the prayer was for Beatrice.

It seemed to him that the ghost of the white hands of Bonfadini was pressed on the throat of the girl, trying to destroy the small fountain of life that began to lift and throb there little by little.

Then, guardedly, he turned his head toward the next casement, leaning far out.

He whistled, waited, whistled again. His father was in that room, unless the devilish practices of Bonfadini had rubbed him effectually out of the reckoning of life.

And then a burly pair of shoulders, a tousled head appeared at the next casement.

It is I! said Tizzo. Dress and arm yourself quickly. The devil is afoot — murder in the air — get from the palace the quickest way and go to my company of Romagnols. Please be quick, I cannot join you. I must stay here with Beatrice—

Beatrice? gasped the older soldier.

She is here. Half-dead through one of Bonfadinis gestures. You know his art. Go quickly. Rouse them, theyll come. And with them, I may manage to fight my way out—

The head of the Baron of Melrose disappeared. From the next room came soft sounds of padding feet, light clinking noises of steel against steel.

These noises ended with the sound of a closing door.

But would the baron succeed in passing through the corridors of the palace unchallenged? Was it a madness on the part of the Borgia that the life of the father had not been attempted at the same time as that of the son?

He forgot these thoughts, and looked down again at the girl. There was no pulsation of the heart. With a groan of mortal anguish, he dropped to his knees. He pressed his ear against her breast.

Was it her heart that he heard beating or the thunder of galloping terror in his own breast?

He began to whisper: Mercy, God! Mercy!

And it seemed to him that the icy fingers of the poisoner were closing over his own temples, over his own throat, stifling the breath.

That was the moment when he heard a light footfall in the corridor and, after that, a slight moaning sound as the handle of the door was turned.

He laid the weight of Beatrice on the floor. There was still warmth in her flesh, and yet it seemed to him that there was less warmth than he could have thought necessary to life. The touch of the stone was on the back of his fingers. The touch of her body was on the front of them. Putting her down, like this, was to Tizzo like abandoning her, dropping her out of consciousness, out of existence.

He leaped toward his bed and found his sword beside it. He was crouched there as the door swung slowly open. At first he could see nothing, hear nothing, until at length he was aware of a slight whispering noise, and after that, a lean body looming, a body with skinny legs that stepped half into the moonlight as though into a bath of silvery water. And above the body was clothed in a doublet.

Strange! murmured the voice of Bonfadini. Strange! Very strange!

Tizzo leaped at the sound rather than at the sight of the detestable monster. His sword point found a bone in the body of the man, glanced from it, sank through a softness of flesh.

He saw a glitter of light in the hand of Bonfadini. He reached with his left hand and caught the wrist of the striking hand. The blade of the dagger went over his shoulder and the arm struck with force. He had a glimpse of the contorted face of the man, and then Bonfadini was away.

He had struck to kill before he leaped off the death that was working in his body; and he left Tizzo with a warmth of blood running down from his sword blade over his hand.

The man was almost at the door before Tizzo realized what had happened. Bonfadini must not escape from the room. He must die there, inside the room.

Strange that the poisoner made no outcry. Not a sound had passed his lips, though his agony must have been mortal. Tizzo raced for him, saw the door opened, slammed. He gripped the edge of it with his hand before it had a chance to shut. He thrust the door wide again and saw before him, in the dim light of the hall lantern, the form of the poisoner running fast, but swaying heavily from side to side.

He could not run far, in that condition. As he dipped out of sight around the corner of the hallway, Tizzo was racing after him at full speed.

And it was then that he heard — from an infinite distance, welling up into his mind like a fish rising through dark waters — the outcry of a voice that pronounced his name.

Tizzo! Tizzo! a feeble cry.

But that was Beatrice.

If she were alive now, then she would not die at all, if once he could get her away from this place.

But the first step to that was to overtake Bonfadini and strike him down before he had raised the alarm.

Still strange, very strange, that he had made no outcry. The place must be filled with men-at-arms and lesser soldiery ready to answer a summons, but Bonfadini had fled as though he were in the desert and only could save his life by the speed of his heels.

Fast as a greyhound, Tizzo turned the corner of the hall, and there saw Bonfadini rushing before him through an open, lighted doorway. Tizzo followed with a bound. Before him appeared the lofty height of Cesare Borgia, with Niccolo Machiavelli not far away.


XXXII. ONE MANS POLICY
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THERE WAS A long sword lying across the foot of the bed of the Borgia, encased in its sheath. This the duke whipped out, the motion causing the blade to scream against the metal scabbard. At his feet fell Bonfadini and threw his arms around the legs of his master. He was bleeding horribly. The great red stain sprang out on either side. He was writhing his legs together in the death agony.

Niccolô Machiavelli drew a short sword that was hanging at his side and stood on guard without taking a step forward.

Ah! said the duke. Tizzo — and a short shrift for him! This for you, dog! This, and this!

With each gasp of breath he struck heavily with the full length of the blade, reaching; master strokes which would have shorn the head clean from a wild bull.

They would have cloven Tizzo in twain if they had reached him, but he avoided those strokes with swift flexions of the body. His own light sword-point reached for the throat of the duke and made him spring back.

Niccolô, come in on his back! gasped in Borgia.

I am a man of words, not of action, said the great statesman. I cannot use my sword except to save my life.

Im murdered! breathed the Borgia. Help! Help!

For Tizzo, dipping under the full sway of a mighty stroke, leaped in. He had had to use his sword blade to parry the blow. The hilt was nearest the target. Therefore he struck with the hilt, and the metal landed full between the masked eyes of the duke. He dropped to one knee. His sword, with a long shivering sound, fell to the floor.

And Tizzo, measuring the distance of Machiavelli with a glance, drew back his weapon for the final thrust.

And then he heard a rain of footfalls in the corridor.

Back with them! said Tizzo. Send them back.

The shiver and the clatter of armor could be too plainly heard. He had the life of the Borgia under the edge of his sword, but that meant his own life, the life of Beatrice lost also.

The duke, half-stunned, looked wildly up at Tizzo, made a brief gesture of surrender, and then shouted: Get out from the hall! What do you mean by maundering through the palace at this hour? Out!

The footfalls stopped. The metal of armored feet screeched on the stone of the pavement.

Pardon, my lord! called a voice. We thought we heard a cry for help—

Out! Out! thundered the duke.

The footfalls hastily, noisily retreated.

Cesare Borgia slowly rose to his feet. His sword lay on the floor. He had no weapon now, except the dagger on the table beside him, and Tizzo backed him into a corner of the room.

Hush! said the duke. Bonfadini is speaking. You have killed him, Tizzo, and I feel that youve killed my soul with him. Alessandro! Alessandro! Do you hear me? Can you speak?

The gasping voice of the poisoner answered: Oh, master, I am going to hell such a long time before you.

Every day of my life I shall remember you! groaned the duke. Did this cursed devil of a Tizzo murder you?

As I went to look at his dead body, it leaped at me from beside his bed. For once, master, I have failed, gasped Bonfadini. Misery — how my heart burns!... My pearls... my uncompleted necklace... my love... ah, Borgia...

The last bubbling gasp gave inexpressible proof that he had died.

Cesare Borgia leaned a hand against the corner of the wall and muttered slowly: He is gone — Bonfadini... I never dreamed that sword could penetrate that devils body... but he is gone and I think that Im gone with him.... Machiavelli, how was it that you would not strike a stroke in my behalf?

My lord, said the Florentine, calmly, to admire murder from a distance when there are reasons to enforce it is philosophy and good political thinking. But to assist at murder is a crime. If a thousand Borgias, steeped in crime, where threatened by a Tizzo, still it would be a crime to help the Borgias against him.

This is your praise and your almost worship of me? demanded the Borgia.

My lord, said Machiavelli, I admired you to the limit of mortal power while you were still victorious and always successful. This morning and evening you were a most politic murderer. Now you are a most damnable villain. That is the penalty of every bad man who fails. My lord, I bid you farewell.

And Niccolô Machiavelli passed out of the room.

The duke nodded his head. Bonfadini is gone, and Machiavelli is gone. At one stroke I lose the right hand of my body and the right hand of my wits. And through you, Tizzo! God mark the day in black when I first laid eyes on you! Who are those swarming and making noise in the courtyard?

Look for yourself, my lord. I am not fool enough to turn my back to you and your murders.

The duke turned to the window, muttering: Bonfadini dead! And that keen Machiavelli leaving me with a curse of impotence. Am I at the end of my tether? No, by heaven! Those are my own men! Those are my own Romagnols! And still the place is in my hands!

They are the Romagnols of my own company, said Tizzo. If you doubt it, call down to them. Call the name of my father.

Good Bonfadini accounted for him long ago. He is dead, Tizzo, said the duke.

Call his name, nevertheless, said Tizzo.

Melrose! called the duke.

And the deep, hearty voice of the baron rose in answer.

The duke staggered a little. He turned slowly back toward Tizzo. — 

What sort of damned black magic have you used, Tizzo? he said. But still you never can escape from me. My voice can bring a thousand armed men.

True, said Tizzo. I never could escape — but they would find you dead. Policy, my lord, policy! That was always your word and the word of Machiavelli whom you admired so much. Policy, my lord, dictates that you should save your life even if the cost spoils some of the charms of your vanity. Tell my father to lead some of my men to my room and take the Lady Beatrice from it. She is ill — for a reason that you may guess — after breathing the poisoned air.

Cesare Borgia hesitated a moment, and then leaned from the casement to speak.

It seemed always to Tizzo a miracle that he and his company of the stout Romagnol peasants managed to escape from the town. For, after they marched away from the palace, with the white horse of Tizzo dancing in their midst and Beatrice supported by strong hands as she reeled in the saddle, the duke could have had fifty times their number to crush them.

Tizzo could not know that the great duke sat, at that time, cross-legged on the floor, holding the thin, cold, white hand of Bonfadini the poisoner. And even thoughts of vengeance, which always had been the nearest and the dearest to the dukes heart, were for the moment forgotten.
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I. A STRANGE POISON
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CESARE BORGIA, ALL in black, except for the white ruff of collar about his neck, black-masked also, across the upper part of his face, lolled in a big chair that had the dimensions and gave the effect of a throne. Always one who loved shadows, he had the room lighted by a few candles only and they cast on the wall wavering shadows of the men who stood near the chair of the duke of Romagna. Only Bonfadinis face could be seen clearly; it was so bone-white that it seemed to be illumined from within. The poisoners expression was always one of still attention.

Before the duke stood Giovanni Malatesta, the waver and some of the sooty smoke of the candles in his face, a captain in the employ of Oliverotto, the hired soldier. He was completely in plate armor. His helmet was plumed. His raised visor exposed a stern young face, fearless of the great man whom he was to address.

The Borgia said: Weve had enough compliments, Malatesta. Now lets have the letter.

Malatesta bowed, unrolled a scroll of paper, and read aloud: To the most noble Cesare Borgia, duke of Valentinois and the Romagna, we who are signed below send greetings, set forth certain complaints, and declare the action which we are about to take.

Among our complaints the first is that no mans life is safe when he comes near the noble duke, whether he be an enemy or too great a friend.

Second, the money which the noble duke promises for service is paid in full, always, but his other promises are neglected.

Third, his ambition is so great that presently there would be room for only one man in Italy.

For these reasons we have determined to serve him no longer but to stand together against him. For this purpose we sign our names:

Giovanpaolo Baglione, Paolo Orsini, Fabio Orsini, Francesco Orsini, Oliverotto da Ferma, Vitellozzo Vitelli.

The duke did not lift his head; there was a slight rustling sound as his men turned towards him. The pale hand of Alessandro Bonfadini, secretary and poisoner, drooping over the top of Borgias chair, touched his shoulder as though by accident, but received no sign.

You have another paper there in your hand, said the Borgia. What is that?

It is for Captain Tizzo, said the messenger.

Is it as pleasant as the other? Read it! said the duke.

Aloud? asked Malatesta.

Aloud, if that pleases Captain Tizzo, also, said the duke.

Tizzo of Melrose advanced a step and nodded, the candlelight glimmering on the red of his hair. Most of the men about him were not of middle age, and yet he seemed a youth among the youngest.

Read it aloud, certainly, said Tizzo.

Very well, said Malatesta. And unfurling the paper he read: To the noble Captain Tizzo of Melrose:

We send you greetings as to a brave and wise officer by whom almost alone the towns of Forli and Urbino were won over to the possession of the duke of Romagna.

Tizzo, we know your honesty and your quality as a soldier and as a man. With you at his side, we fear the duke. Without you, we care less for him than for an apple-paring...

THE hand of Bonfadini again touched the shoulder of the Borgia, and this time that shoulder shrugged slightly up and down. Bonfadini glided instantly towards the candles, stepping between them and the open window. He leaned as though to trim the wicks, and each one that he touched gave, instantly, a slightly brighter flame, a single puff of pale smoke, as was natural. And the smoke was blowing towards Malatesta.

The Malatesta was reading on: We wish all men to know that we desire to have you among us, a wise, trusted, and well-rewarded commander. Leave him and we will make your career famous. Stay with him and you will be praised and paid until you are dangerously strong, and then you will be stabbed and thrown in a gutter, as he has thrown other men.

This is rather strong talk, said the Borgia calmly. But continue, Malatesta.

The captain hesitated, shrugged his shoulders, and then struggled with a yawn; which was strange, because it was hardly a time or a place to feel sleepy.

We wish to point out to you, continued the captain, reading, that although the duke holds the Lady Beatrice merely as a hostage for the good behavior of Giovanpaolo Baglione and promises that you shall have her hand in marriage as soon as—

Captain Malatesta hesitated, yawned openly, rubbed his eyes, and fell suddenly to the ground.

There was a general exclamation. Several of the men rushed forward to the fallen captain. And one of them cried out: Dead! Dead as a stone!

The voice of the Borgia, usually muffled and low, now was heard saying loudly: A proper reward for traitors, my friends! Let all of you bear witness that no hand of mine touched this man; the finger of God was laid on him for his treachery. May all that he spoke for die like dogs in the same way. Bear witness, all of you!

He gave instant order that the body should be carried out; and all except two of those who were about the duke left his presence at once. They had noticed nothing strange in the air of the room, except perhaps a slight fragrance almost like that of violets; also, a few of them were just a trifle dizzy. But the open air soon put that right.

Cesare Borgia remained alone with Alessandro Bonfadini and bright-eyed, cat-faced Niccolò Machiavelli. The duke went to the couch and stretched himself upon it. He yawned — in his turn.

That is very precious stuff, Bonfadini, he said. How much of it remains to you?

About six men, my lord, said the poisoner.

Machiavelli laughed. That is a new measurement, he said.

Can you make more of it, Bonfadini? asked the duke.

I am making more, my lord, said the poisoner.

When will it be ready?

In about two years, said Bonfadini.

Ah hai! Two years to make a few pinches of fragrant white powder that burns so well in a candle flame? asked the Borgia.

My lord, said Bonfadini, must understand that I am not often at the cattle farm; I usually must be at the side of my lord.

Of course you must be at my side, said the Borgia. You are the brightest dagger in my armory and you are kept shining by continual use. But what have your visits to the cattle farm to do with your poisons?

I am more at ease in the country air, my lord, said Bonfadini. My mind works more precisely.

Be frank, said the duke. Come, come! Do you think I would question you before my wise friend Machiavelli except that he is free to hear everything I know? No, Bonfadini; you help me to some very considerable deeds, and he has the pen that may make them famous. What is all this about poisons and the cattle farm, and two years to make half an ounce of white powder?

I MUST find healthy young cattle, my lord, said Bonfadini, and inject a certain poison into the body of one. Several injections. At the end of a month the beef sickens and dies. When the body is corrupt, after a certain number of days, the liquids are drawn off and distilled. They have not the strength of the original poison. They are far more terrible. Death itself has helped to strengthen them.

This fine juice I inject into another beef, which dies, and the distilled product is introduced to a third, and so on, the virulence of the poison steadily growing, until at last I have only a certain process to crystallize a sediment in the quart of liquid which two years of labor will have given to me. There remains a few pinches of powder to which I add a certain perfume of my invention. The rest my lord knows better than any man.

Beautiful, eh, Machiavelli? asked the duke.

So in all art, said the Florentine. Patience makes the perfect thing. No one but Bonfadini has raised murder to a fine art.

And still, said the duke, you notice that he says nothing. A certain poison... and a certain number of days... and a certain perfume... Its plain that you will not entrust your secrets to me, Bonfadini.

My lord, I merely remove temptation from your hands.

Like a good priest, eh?

The Borgia laughed. Now tell me what I have gained from all of this?

No matter what the eye-witnesses testify, said Machiavelli, the generals will not believe that it was the hand of God which struck down their messenger. No one in Italy will believe it.

I dont care what they believe, so long as they dont understand. Always to be successful and never to be understood is the secret of greatness. So long as Italy fears me, it will follow me. Is that true?

Very true, said Machiavelli.

He began to peel an apple, cutting the paring translucently thin, using a very sharp pen-knife.

He said as he peeled the fruit: You have convinced the generals that their messenger was murdered. They will make a strong head against you.

On the contrary, said the Borgia, out of all of this, I shall make a net in which I shall catch every one of the generals.

In what manner? asked Machiavelli.

Who is the most honest man about me — barring my faithful Bonfadini? asked the duke.

Why, red-headed, fire-eating Tizzo, I suppose, said the Florentine.

He is the net I will use to catch the traitors, one and all.

But Tizzo is not a fool.

Certainly not. He is as suspicious as a cat. But I shall make his suspicions the lever through which I work on him. Once I satisfy his doubts, he will be my devoted servant again.


II. STATECRAFT EXTRAORDINARY.
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CAPTAIN TIZZO, WHEN the summons from the duke came to him, was walking rapidly up and down his room, snapping questions at his father who, like the rough old soldier that he was, sat cross-legged on a cushion on the floor and whittled a stick of wood into a monks head, using his dagger for a knife.

Was it a natural death? asked Tizzo.

I never saw a heartier lad than that Malatesta, said Baron Melrose.

But no hand touched him; he tasted nothing.

Perhaps he tasted something when he was first brought to the town, and it only worked on him as he stood before the duke.

It was strange, said Tizzo. At the very moment when Beatrice was named — then like an invisible sword he was struck down.

It is easier to understand the devil than to know the Borgia, said Melrose.

And here came the message from the duke that Tizzo was wanted. He followed to the door, turned back to buckle on his sword, and then straightened his coat of blue velvet, slashed with silver.

You look fine enough for a marriage or a murder, said his father. Run along, Tizzo.

He went at once into the presence of the Borgia.

Sit down, my captain, said the Borgia, cheerfully.

I have things to say that I can speak better standing, said Tizzo.

Your hair is such flame that it keeps your brain seething, said the duke. Whats the trouble now?

Bonfadini came behind the dukes chair and leaned on it.

The trouble, for one thing, is the rat-faced poisoner who keeps at your elbow, said Tizzo.

Go into the corner of the room, said the duke to Bonfadini.

Bonfadini turned on Tizzo a smile of exquisite malice and obeyed the order with his whispering step.

Now whats the matter, Tizzo?

My lord, I was bound to your service for three months. That time is almost up.

It is ended now, if you wish.

Ended now? exclaimed Tizzo, bewildered.

Come, come! smiled the Borgia, lolling on the pillows of the couch, to which he had gone from his chair. Did you think that I was saving you till the last moment, to throw you away on one final, desperate exploit? Is that what you think of me?

I dont know what to think of you, my lord, said Tizzo.

If you want your freedom, you have it now. And whatever else you ask.

Whatever else?

Yes. Do you think that I forget I owe Urbino and Forli to you? I would be more a beast than a man if that were the case. Tizzo, ask and I grant it.

Here the duke cast a side glance at Machiavelli and saw the Florentine staring with wonder. It was not the sort of statecraft that the philosopher expected from his hero.

Lady Beatrice— said Tizzo, and then stopped, choked by the expectation of refusal.

She loves you; she is promised to you by her brother; and though she is in my hands as a hostage — and though, mark you, her brother is in arms against me — I give her to you freely, Tizzo.

Tizzo drew himself up with a great breath. His face turned almost as red as his hair. He bowed profoundly.

My lord, said he, you are kind. By heaven, he broke out, I cant help believing that most of the things said against you are lies!

Most of the things that are said against every one are lies, answered the Borgia. Do you hear me?

I hear you and mark you, my lord.

And whoever has told you that you are not like my right hand has told a very poisonous lie, Tizzo. What else do you wish?

My father to ride with me?

Certainly. He is free to go as he pleases. He came to me merely because of you, and he has fought like a hundred men for your sake. Take this to him and my kindest greeting.

HE took from his neck a golden chain which supported as a pendant a single ruby of great size and beauty, with a candle flame burning in the heart of it. This he dropped into the hand of Tizzo and, to the side, noted the amazement of Machiavelli again.

What else, Tizzo? he demanded.

I am ashamed to ask. But it is possible to take back gifts. I would like to have the escort of my company of the Romagnols for a few miles out of the camp.

Asked like a sensible man of the world — a thing I thought you never would become, Tizzo. Bonfadini, go at once and order Tizzos company to be mustered under arms. Take them with you wherever you please, my friend, unless the cost of them will be too heavy for your purse. Take them to my revolting generals and theyll be delighted to have such a fine unit of infantry. You have made them a company of heroes, Tizzo.

Wait, Bonfadini! called Tizzo.

The poisoner halted, and turned slowly.

My lord, said Tizzo, I see that I have been a dog to doubt you. But when Malatesta fell a little time ago, I was sure that it was because he had been murdered by your command. And when I looked on the floor for the letter to me which he had been reading, it was gone. But I see now that I have been a fool and that your intentions are kind and honorable to me. I cannot leave you until my time of service is completed.

You must and shall go, Tizzo, said the duke. Better to have one free friend than a thousand hired retainers. You must go. Take the Romagnols with you. They love you like a father. They are my parting gift, besides the money in this purse.

I cannot take it, my lord, said Tizzo, overcome.

You shall take it, however. It is yours. And that is not the end of the supply. What, man? Do you think I forget the towers of Urbino, and the rich plains around Forli? Tizzo, to the day of my death, my purse is yours. You have taught me what an honest man can be. Bonfadini, carry my order, and send word to the Lady Beatrice to prepare herself for travel in the morning. She is returning, to her family. Captain Tizzo and his father escort her. Good night, Tizzo.

You will want this evening to make your preparations. Your company will be under arms and ready for you at dawn. A good voyage to you. I say farewell now, because you know that its hard for me to leave my bed in the morning.

My lord, there must be one last service that I can do for you, said Tizzo.

Nothing. Not a thing. Only give my compliments to Giovanpaolo Baglione and tell him hell be your brother-in-law before long — that I am sorry he listened to fools and cowards and turned against me. Tell the rest of them that if they wish to meet me in Sinigaglia in a few days, I shall be there with an entirely open mind. I can forget the past, Tizzo. Tell them that. God knows that Ive been a cruel fellow in my time, and I suppose I can be cruel again. If war has to come, it will be war to the knife. They understand that already. But a bit of quiet conversation might make us all friends.

I remember every word, said Tizzo, and Ill repeat it exactly. I believe you, and I hope I can make them believe in you, also.

I think you can, Tizzo, said the duke, calmly. Go to bed. Sleep well. And away with you in the morning. Well see each other often again. Two like you and me cannot live long in one country without meeting often.

HE stood up and walked to the door with Tizzo, opening it with his own hand.

The trouble with the generals, he said, is that theyre afraid of the size Ive grown to — partly with your help. Well, tell them that the greater I grow, the bigger my friends will become, and the better I can crush my enemies. Farewell! Good fortune!

And as he closed the door and turned around towards Machiavelli, he found the Florentine leaning forward in his chair, his chin resting on one hand, a faint smile on his face.

Do you understand, now? asked the duke.

The Lady Beatrice, also? said Machiavelli.

You cant understand that?

Shes a beautiful thing, my lord.

She is, Niccolò .

And beauty has a higher price in Italy than all the other virtues. I mean, beauty is a virtue in Italy.

Do you think I am surrendering her foolishly?

You might marry her off to some very great man, my lord. Or establish her as the mistress of some prince of importance.

I could. And I intend to.

Ah? Do you think that the Baglione will send her back into your hands?

They wont send her. They will drop her into my hands, Niccolò.

There I fail to follow you, said Machiavelli.

Well, then — in the first place what will happen when Tizzo talks to the generals?

I think he may convince them that you mean well. Liars are always persuaded by a greater lie. But the most persuasive thing in the world is a lie honestly told by an honest man. Tizzo is honest.

If he were not so honest, he might become a great man in the world, my friend. Yes, I think that Tizzo will draw them all to Sinigaglia like birds into a limed net.

And there?

They must die, Niccolò. They know me too well, they suspect me too much, and already theyve raised their hands against me. I am about to give Italy a final lesson in statecraft, the greatest it ever has seen.

And Lady Beatrice?

That girl is the only human being — except Machiavelli — who understands me. I can see the men being persuaded by Tizzo. I can see the girl vainly warning them like another Cassandra. I can see the generals riding off to Sinigaglia, and Tizzo along with them, to give them warrant that he meant what he said to me. And I can see Beatrice — shes a girl all fire, Niccolò — slipping after them. She would follow Tizzo into fire as red as his own hair. And therefore, in Sinigaglia, I expect to hang the generals and take Lady Beatrice again.

And Tizzo? said the Florentine.

My dear Niccolò, why do you ask painful questions?

Of course — of course! said Machiavelli. Its clearly logical that he must die.


III. ARRIVAL OF TIZZO.
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GIOVANPAOLO BAGLIONE, YOUNG, handsome, smiling, the grim Orsini, three of them, Oliverotto da Ferma, Vitellozzo Vitelli, all sat about a table at the tavern. Oliverotto was paring the rind from his slice of cheese and smiling at his thoughts; the Orsini drank their wine in silence, being silent men; Vitellozzo held his head high because his pride never left him, even at the table; and Giovanpaolo regarded the others with his own inimitable calm.

A murmur from the verge of the town swelled suddenly into a strong shouting as voices nearer at hand took up the cry: Duca! Duca!

Vitellozzo looked as though he had been stabbed to the heart. His face withered with pain and with fear.

Giovanpaolo! he called out. Is Cesare Borgia in Sinigaglia here with us?

Hush! Hush! cried Oliverotto, who had run to the door and thrown it wide. You can hear something else!

They were able to make it out, cheering and laughter combined, and always the cry; Duca! Duca! Tizzo! Tizzo!

Giovanpaolo began to clap his hands and laughed with happiness.

But wait! called Vitellozzo. Youre safe enough with Tizzo; yet how about the rest of us? Weve heard that Tizzo is a blind servant to Cesare Borgia. What if hes come here to cut our throats and send our heads back to his master in a basket? What about that? We are not bound to Tizzo by long services as you are!

Do you know him? asked Giovanpaolo.

No. Ive never seen his face.

If you talk to him for five minutes youll forget to be afraid. Hes the most honest man in Italy, Vitellozzo. When the Borgia plans his murders, he doesnt pick Tizzo to execute them. Depend on it. Were safer than before if we have Tizzo with us.

But what if hes the vanguard of the Borgia army?

Our outposts would have sent in word that the army is coming, protested the Baglione. Wait till you see Tizzo.

The clamor poured echoing down the street and approached the tavern.

Whats to be our position here? exclaimed Oliverotto. Here we are each with a little army of our own and all, nominally, in the service of Cesare Borgia. And here comes part of the rest of Borgias army to enter the city which were holding for him. Now I ask you, what shall we do? Shall we declare open war with Borgia, seize Tizzo and his men as prisoners, and defy the duke and all his hired men? Or shall we attempt to honor the duke in the person of Tizzo? Answer up brightly, my friends!

Theres no need to, said Giovanpaolo. The uproars going past us and Tizzo isnt coming in here, after all.

For the shouting of Duca! Duca! was in fact streaming on down the street.

But if he came this way, its because he wants to see us, said Vitellozzo. Why should he go by us?

He has red hair and an unsettled brain, said Oliverotto. One can expect anything from him.

The youngest of the Orsini remarked: He is a mongrel — half English and half Italian. What can you expect from him?

Wine, gentlemen? Did I hear you call for wine? asked a servile voice at the door.

And in came a figure with a white cap set on the head and a white cloth over the arm, carrying a tray loaded with red wine.

Giovanpaolo Baglione, at the casement, was listening with bowed, attentive head, to the passing of the clamor down the street.

Here — serve the wine! exclaimed the young Orsini. I need a drink and I need it badly. Dont stumble over my foot, you fool.

Keep your feet out of the way, then, you blockhead, said the other.

THE words jumped Orsini fiercely to his feet, with a hand on his sword, but he saw that the man who had just put down the tray had now thrown off the white cloth, the white cap, and revealed a head of flaming red hair, a light breastplate of steel chased with gold, and a light sword belted high on his hip.

Tizzo! shouted Giovanpaolo from the casement, turning suddenly around. Be careful, Orsini. Take your hand from your sword. If you try to handle this flame, it will burn you to the bone. Give him your hand. Tizzo, I make you known to my friends. Oliverotto, Vitellozzo, the Orsini. Men you should have known long before this. Why did you come slipping in among us like this?

I beg your pardons, said Tizzo to them all, but I came into Sinigaglia with no more than a hundred tough Romagnol peasants behind me and if your highnesses decided to be angry, you could have swallowed me in a single mouthful. So I decided that I would have a look at your faces.

And how do the faces seem to you? asked the young Orsini, darkly.

They seem to me like men who are as honest as they have to be, answered Tizzo, calmly and quickly.

I smell an insult in that! exclaimed Orsini.

Your nose is long enough to sniff into corners, said Tizzo.

Ill stand no more! shouted Orsini, snatching out his sword. Giovanpaolo, running in, struck down the blade.

You shall not fight, said the Baglione. Tizzo, what sort of fire-brained foolishness is all this? Orsini, put up your sword! Tizzo, you are to blame!

Am I to blame? said Tizzo, carelessly. My lord Orsini, I ask your pardon, if I am to blame. And Giovanpaolo, who is the perfect knight, says that I am at fault. Will you give me your hand?

The Orsini stretched out his, grudgingly. But in a moment the atmosphere of the room had lightened a great deal, and Tizzo was saying: Weve heard a great deal about hard feelings among you hired soldiers. Weve heard that you were ready to turn on the duke of Romagna and try your best weapons against him. Is that the truth? I hope not. Ive come ahead of his army to find out whats in your mind.

Oliverotto had been dropping the heavy links of a gold chain through his fingers. He stopped this, now, to look up and say: Youve rented your hand and your heart and your soul to Cesare Borgia, Tizzo, and every man in Italy knows it. And a lie told about a mans master is not a sin. However, you see that we cant take your word.

Suppose that Im free of the duke? said Tizzo.

If you were free of the duke, still youd be bound to him, said Vitellozzo, because the woman you love is held in his hands.

Shall I prove to you that Im in fact a free man? asked Tizzo.

Prove it if you can, my friend, said Oliverotto.

Nothing more easy, said Tizzo.

It was a big room, low of ceiling, the heavy wooden beams discolored by sooty incrustations, because the fireplace smoked badly. At the farther end two curtained doorways communicated with the rooms beyond; and it was towards these curtains that Tizzo now turned and waved his hand.

Its safe enough, I think, said he.

AND out of the shadowy curtains two figures came forward into the light. The one had the red face and the huge shoulders of the baron of Melrose; the other was Lady Beatrice Baglione, covered by the sweeping length of a dark cloak. Giovanpaolo ran to his sister with an outcry of wonder and of happiness.

Is the Borgia drunk? asked Oliverotto. Or has Tizzo managed to get his father and the lady away by some sleight or trick?

What do you know of Cesare Borgia? asked Tizzo.

I know murder of him! stated the older Orsini,

So do I, said Tizzo. But I also know that he keeps his friends.

We are not friends of his, and weve proved it by rebelling against him, said Oliverotto.

Stop the rebellion and hell welcome you back in his service. Thats what Ive come to tell you.

Ah, he sent you on before him? suggested Giovanpaolo. And youre to persuade us, and flatter us, and bribe us here and there? Is that it, Tizzo? And Beatrice is even sent along to make us feel that the tiger for once has his fill of meat and is ready to sleep and be petted? Is that the game of it? Beatrice went up to Tizzo and waited for his answer. But he merely laughed at the concern of Giovanpaolo.

Not one of you knows what a man he is! said Tizzo. What hes done is partly for himself and partly for the sake of Italy. But the rest of you think of nothing by plundering a town here, or making a rich marriage there. I tell you, theres no fear in him, either.

He doesnt fear the strength of all of you combined. Hes marching on Sinigaglia now, and youll hear his trumpets in the morning. Make up your minds by that time what you intend to do. If you want peace, you shall have it. If you want war, he promises to wash the streets of Sinigaglia with blood.

The others stood silent for a moment. Giovanpaolo said: The truth is this. If we join the duke now, theres hardly a power in Italy that can stand against us. But if we make him too great, hell simply be fattening us before he cuts our throats and roasts us on a fire. Now, my dear lads, think it over wisely and well. Let Beatrice tell us what she thinks of the duke.

Beatrice sat in a tall-backed chair and smiled on the generals.

She said: Ill tell you the truth as I see it about him. He likes well enough a man he can use. Hes used Tizzo to capture Forli and Urbino. So of course, he is kind to him. More than kind. He even sends him away and sets him free from danger. I was held as a guarantee of the sword of Giovanpaolo. But he gave me up at once when Tizzo said that he couldnt leave without me.

Do you make that into a villainy? demanded Tizzo.

I make nothing. But since youre too honest for the Borgian statecraft, he would try to stretch your honesty far enough to use it for a mask. The rest of you may do as you please, but Ill plead with Giovanpaolo on my knees not to join this foolish alliance. Cesare Borgia will feast you in the morning and murder you by noon, and I know it by instinct.

Vitellozzo said suddenly: Actions mean more than words. Consider this. No one has done more than Tizzo for the duke. Forli and Urbino are two prizes worth having in hand. And here is Tizzo contracted for a certain period to the service of the duke but set free the instant he requests it. Not only that, but Beatrice Baglione is freed also, and the father of Tizzo. The rest of you may think what you please, but I say with Plato that virtue can be learned and that the Borgia seems to have learned it. Im ready to join him again.

Vitellozzo Vitelli, I can see you with your hands tied behind your back and the sword at your throat! said Lady Beatrice.

HE looked at her with a scowl. He was young. Too much success, too much power in his youth had given him an excess of age in his face. He was dressed with an almost feminine luxury. He kept gripping and relaxing his grasp from the handle of a dagger at the butt of which there was a big emerald, like a great cats-eye.

We take our advice from men, not from girls, said he. You hear what I decide on, all of you. Now you can do as you please.

They stared at one another. In all Italy a more priceless crew of cutthroats could not have been gathered, except that Giovanpaolo Baglione was a man of honor as great as his courage. He stood up and threw a cloak over his shoulders.

The rest of you can do as you please, he said. I leave Sinigaglia to you and the Borgia. Beatrice, come with me.

Giovanpaolo, I cant go and leave Tizzo behind us in this trap, said the girl.

Whether you want to or not, said he, you must go.

Tizzo went to her and led her by the arm from the room. After he had passed through the door, with Baglione behind him, Vitellozzo said: You see that Tizzo trusts the Borgia absolutely. Isnt that proof enough for us?

And slowly the heads of the others were nodded.


IV. THE SHREWD MACHIAVIELLI.
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THERE WAS TROUBLE with Vitellozzo in the morning. During his sleep of the night he had a vision of Giovanpaolo in which the Baglione warned him with a gloomy brow and a raised finger that he was only one day from the start of a long residence in hell. Paolo Orsini, on the other hand, worked to persuade the captain, and finally he consented to start forward with the others to welcome the duke. He refused to ride a horse but said that he wanted a mule under him for the sake of the sure footing.

What he said on this morning was long remembered by men.

When a man quits his instinct and follows his reason, it is time for him to have a surer seat than a horse can give him.

All of the words and the actions of Vitellozzo during this day were overclouded by a strange sense of doom. Everything he did or said was recalled afterward by the witnesses.

When he rode out with the rest of the generals, he kept to the rear on his mule. His head was down and he shook it from side to side now and again. Tizzo, riding the white stallion at his side, said: Vitellozzo, if you feel the devil elbowing you in the ribs, why dont you turn back?

The hired soldier merely raised his head and stared at Tizzo, with a blank, uncomprehending eye. Afterwards the father of Tizzo said to him: That Vitellozzo is seeing shadows at midday. There will be trouble ahead of us all!

There was a check when the long column of the army of the Borgia came in view. The generals who had been in revolt had spread their forces in varying directions towards Ancona. The troops of Vitellozzo, for instance, were quartered in Morro and Fiumessino, a dozen miles south and east of Sinigaglia. The duke came on with five hundred chosen men-at-arms in the lead of his column.

These men were under the command of Ludovico di Mirandola and Raffaello de Pazzi. Next came a picked thousand of Gascon and Swiss infantry, men able to stand off the charge of cavalry with their pikes and blast the mounted men with the fire from their arquebuses. The main body followed behind, raising a great dust cloud, and with the brilliant uniforms of the Romagnol infantry gleaming through the dust.

The generals from Sinigaglia drew rein when they saw the imposing force. Oliverotto shouted suddenly: There! Do you see it? Theres the trap, and Vitellozzo was right from the first!

One of the Orsini turned sharply to Tizzo with murder in his face.

You knew what would happen, Tizzo! he exclaimed.

What will happen? muttered Tizzo, frowning. A friendly meeting is what will happen. Look! he pointed.

Ahead of them, at the slow pace of a walking mule, Vitellozzo was riding forward alone his head still slightly depressed, as though he saw nothing worthy of concern in the imposing host that was moving towards them.

Oliverotto groaned and then laughed.

Well, if the devil is taking charge of us, well have to go where he beckons, said the general, and they all went forward towards the Borgia.

Cesare Borgia, on an ambling pad that looked hardly as large as its rider, swept out from the head of the column with half a dozen of his leaders around him. He was completely armed in the finest plate that gleamed with a reddish cast, there was so much gold chased over the surface of the armor. His head alone was bare, the long hair blowing, and his face dimmed by the usual mask. It seemed to Tizzo that the eyes of the duke were flashing with an extra brilliance as he rode up.

In the background was the white face of Bonfadini the poisoner, and near Bonfadini rode that man of in creasing fame, Niccolò Machiavelli, with his faint smile that made his face look like that of a cat.

Reining his pad back to a walk as he drew near, the Borgia called out heartily: Where is my brother, Vitellozzo?

THEN he seemed to make sure of the repentant rebel for the first time and rode straight to him. He leaned from his saddle and caught the arm of Vitellozzo to prevent him from dismounting, then kissed him affectionately.

The duke said, so that all could hear: The best of friends make the shrewdest of enemies, Vitellozzo. But now we are home again in one house.

Vitellozzo answered: Perhaps so, my lord. I see we are to have the same devil with us.

What devil? asked the duke.

The white one, said Vitellozzo, and pointed at Bonfadini.

Everyone in Italy knew the singular talent of Bonfadini, but Cesare Borgia laughed openly and loudly when he heard the remark.

My dear Vitellozzo, he said, a sin loses most of its taint when its exposed to the open day. You must admit that.

The white face of Bonfadini, for the first time in the knowledge of men, slowly turned scarlet. Tizzo looked at the cold devil with amazement. And Vitellozzo said: If I die in my sleep, tonight, my ghost will know whom to blame for the quick trip to heaven.

The duke was greeting the others, one by one. When he came to Tizzo, he laid his big hand on the shoulder of his captain and said: Honesty is a new policy for me, Tizzo. But I think its going to prove the best one.

At this, his own staff and the men from Sinigaglia all laughed. They rode on together. The men-at-arms who followed, seeing this amicable reunion, all began to shout and cheer and cry: Duca! Duca! Vitellozzo! Orsini! Tizzo! Oliverotto! Duca! Duca! for they could see that some hard and dangerous fighting was being avoided by this reconciliation. The news spread back through the column. All the way into Sinigaglia there was a continual cheering from the rearward ranks.

Tizzo listened carefully to every word the duke spoke. Paolo Orsini was very bold. He said to the Borgia, frankly: You always have hated me and my house, my lord.

Thats true, said the Borgia. But why should I refuse to use one of the sharpest swords in Italy, even if my enemy has put the edge to it?

Paolo Orsini laughed. He said: Every man with a clear head and a strong hand ought to be in your service, my lord. If that could happen, Italy would soon be one country, and never a Frenchman or a Swiss in it.

Or a Spaniard, either, said Vitellozzo.

There was a slight, embarrassed pause. The reference to the Spanish blood of the Borgias was too direct and insulting, but the duke turned to Vitellozzo and said calmly: You stab at me, Vitellozzo, but a dagger of words has no point — not when a friend uses it.

My lord, you mistook me, said Vitellozzo.

But there was a sour twist of satisfaction on his face. All of these men, Tizzo could see, feared the duke to the cores of their hearts, but they were unwilling to rejoin him and submit to his leadership without making some gestures of an independent mind and spirit.

Cesare Borgia said: But where is the noble Giovanpaolo Baglione?

He looked at Tizzo, who answered: He is gone towards Perugia.

And his sister with him? asked the Borgia, sharply.

The Lady Beatrice is with him, admitted Tizzo.

Do you hear, Niccolò? asked the duke.

I said it before the thing happened, answered Machiavelli.

You did, agreed the duke. I am going to listen to you more carefully. After all, the Florentine brain is the finest in the world, as all men will admit.

Its the finest for intrigue, at least, put in Oliverotto, and stared sternly at Machiavelli.

He did not like the young statesman. None of the soldiers, in fact, could endure him in spite of the smoothness of his address.

Machiavelli said: Oliverotto, you ought to know that intrigue is what unties the strings of the purse, and if the purse were tied up, where would we find the brave Oliverottos?

Now, what the devil does he mean by that? demanded the captain, turning his back on Machiavelli.

I will write it out for you, said Machiavelli, and let you study the meaning at your leisure.

Ha? exclaimed Oliverotto, and turned sharply back to glare at Machiavelli, The passion of the soldier was so great that Tizzo half-expected to see a dagger drawn on the moment, but after looking into the faintly smiling face and the cold, bright eyes of the Florentine for a moment, Oliverotto muttered a few indistinct words and turned his scowling glance back on the road.

Vitellozzo laughed loudly. To lose ones temper is a luxury that most of us have to pay for, Oliverotto, he said.

But the other general said nothing.


V. A MAD DOG.
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WHEN CESARE BORGIA and his army approached Sinigaglia, the first act of the Borgia was to send Lorenzo Ridi, one of his fiercest captains and best fighters, with a dozen picked lances straight through the city with word to gallop the heart out of their horses until they managed to overtake and kill Giovanpaolo Baglione. The orders were secret. The other hired soldiers must know nothing about this, but the Borgia felt, and he was right, that half his work was undone, if the most famous of all the hired soldiers managed to escape scot free.

So that chosen detachment rushed through Sinigaglia, crossed its moated drawbridges, and swept off on the Perugia road. The word was that Giovanpaolo, since his own army was at a great distance, had left the city with only his sister and perhaps one or two more companions. Therefore the pursuit hastened with red spurs, and they were soon in the hills, with a widening view of the town just behind them.

So they entered a narrow valley and raised close volleys of thunder from the sides. They rode in a stream that stretched out a full furlong, the best horses keeping well in the van. And as they approached a corner of the valley and the head of their scattered column galloped around the turn of the road, six mail-clad knights with spears in rest charged them.

Lorenzo Ridi went down with a deep spear-wound in his breast. Two more fell immediately behind him.

The fall of Lorenzo Ridi in itself would have been enough to unnerve his followers. And when they saw the solid front which the horsemen of Giovanpaolo offered, it seemed to them that they were seeing a wall of steel. This handful of escort had been picked up by the Perugian. With it, he scattered the group of Borgians and sent them fleeing more wildly than they had pursued.

When Giovanpaolo turned the head of his horse, he saw his sister already on her knees, disarming Lorenzo Ridi and trying to stanch the deadly flow of blood from his breast. The man was young. He had a pale eye and a pale droop of mustaches. He was famous for ferocity and a savage delight in blood. Cesare Borgia used him constantly for desperately important or murderous missions.

Giovanpaolo dismounted, threw the reins of his horse to one of his men-at-arms, and stood by the prostrate form of Ridi. The other two men who had been stricken from their horses had not even been wounded. They were merely stunned, from their falls.

Ridi said, calmly: You held the spear that spitted me, Giovanpaolo.

I held it, admitted the Baglione.

Luck was with you, said Ridi. It was the work of the damned armorer that left a weak joint there under the shoulder plate. However — Lady Beatrice, dont dirty your hands with me any longer. My life is dripping out of me. Nothing can stop it from running. Ah hai! To think of dying like this in a little skirmish at the first shock of the spears!

The girl said nothing. She had grown a little pale. Now she went to a small run of water beside the road, washed her stained hands clean, and brought water to Lorenzo Ridi.

He thanked her.

Put my helmet under my head, he said. This is poor business for you, Giovanpaolo. If you could have knocked me over and taken me alive, there would have been several thousand ducats of ransom money to gain for my life. Now you see its coined into drops of blood that are worth nothing except to dogs and wolves. Or would you have ransomed me?

I ask you the question back, said the Baglione. Would you have held me for ransom if you had captured me?

Ridi looked up at him with a contented smile.

I would have cut your throat, my friend, he said.

Out of your own malice?

Orders, Giovanpaolo.

From the Borgia?

Yes.

What has happened in Sinigaglia?

Nothing — so far. But in a few minutes the slaughter will start

Ah, I was right in riding away?

Of course you were right, said the dying man. Theres no question of your rightness. But why the rest remained for the trap to close on them I cant understand.

It was Tizzo, answered Giovanpaolo. He trusted the Borgia. And the amount of his trust outweighed the fear of the Orsini and the rest.

True, agreed Ridi. Theres a strange fellow, now — that Tizzo. As quick as a cat and as strong as a lion; as clever as a sharp knife; and yet he cannot see through the Borgia. He lets himself be turned into the bait that will trap all the hired soldiers — even the trapping of Giovanpaolo, though he loves you more than he loves his own life.

All? asked the Baglione. Will Vitellozzo be killed among the rest?

Yes. All. And Vitellozzo among the first. All of them may not be slaughtered in Sinigaglia. A few might be saved to take to Rome and let the people have a look at their deaths.

And Tizzo himself? asked Beatrice Baglione, putting out a hand to protect herself from the answer she feared.

Why, you could answer that for yourself, suggested Ridi.

Do you mean that he will be murdered by the Borgia devil?

Tell me what else could happen? asked Ridi. This Tizzo is strangely honest. He cannot fight except for a good cause. The Borgia has hoodwinked him by making him feel that all this war, murders, poisonings and all, has been for the sake of the great, new, united Italy. But when Tizzo finds that the duke has broken his faith and used him for a cats-paw, the sword of Tizzo will be out. That axe of his will try to chop its way through the skull of the Borgia. Theres no doubt of that. Once the generals are safely in hand, dont you see that the Borgia will have to kill Tizzo also, in self-defense?

The girl did not cry out. She folded her hands together and stared at the distance. Then she stood up and withdrew, unnoticed. Ridi was turning very pale. His lips parted. His breathing came in gasps.

Can I reach Perugia and bring back my army in time to strike? muttered Giovanpaolo, thinking aloud.

What good would your little army do against the Borgias forces? asked Ridi. And by this time, even, the soldiers of the revolted generals are fraternizing with the Borgians. The townspeople are raising their yell of Duca! Duca! And before night the whole army of your friends will be in the hands of the duke. If you came against him, you would be swept down into the sea.

Its true, murmured the Baglione.

He looked up and took a quick, deep breath.

The breathing of Ridi came, now, with a distinct, dry rattling.

Ridi, said Giovanpaolo, you are close to your end. Is there a last wish I can execute for you?

I think not, said Ridi.

Can you tell me why you always have hated me so much?

Because, said Ridi, I envied the brightness that always surrounded your name. I wanted to be what men said of you, and the devil in me always made my hand too quick to kill, always thickened my tongue so that I could not use your noble words.

Those are poor grounds for hate, said Giovanpaolo. Tell me, Ridi, if there is nothing that will rest your soul, and Ill surely try to do it for you after you are dead.

Why, theres one thing, whispered the dying Ridi. Lean closer, Giovanpaolo.

THE Baglione leaned far over the soldier, who with a sudden last effort jerked himself up on one elbow. Blood spurted from the frightful wound in his breast as he made the struggle. But with his right hand he snatched out his poniard and drove it straight at the unvisored face of the Baglione.

The first shadow of death already was dimming the eyes of Ridi, or that stroke would have been mortal. As it was, the needle-sharp point of the poniard stuck in the rim of the raised visor; the fine steel of the dagger burst into a thousand pieces, stinging and cutting the face of the Baglione. But there was no farther harm. Giovanpaolo sprang to his feet; and Lorenzo Ridi dropped dead in the dust.

Carry him off the road, said Giovanpaolo to his men. Leave his armor on him. He was a mad dog, but he had courage and a great heart. Leave him as he is, unplundered. My heart aches for Tizzo! Where is Lady Beatrice?

She took her horse a few minutes ago, was the answer.

Her horse? Where did she ride? Up the road?

No, my lord. Strange to say, she went down the road a little distance.

Down the road? muttered Giovanpaolo. How could that be?

I cannot tell, my lord.

The Baglione started and struck his mailed hands together.

She would not be insane enough to try to get back to Tizzo with a warning? he groaned. She would not try to — but she would! She would! To horse and after her. A thousand ducats to the man who overtakes her!

They were in the saddle instantly and thundering down the way, but at the next turn of the road they saw Beatrice Baglione far before them, bent in the saddle, whipping her horse to full speed.

My lord! called one of the men-at-arms. We are riding straight back towards destruction. And we cant overtake her. Her horse is fast; she rides as well as a man; and she has not a mans weight.

Still for a moment Giovanpaolo urged his horse forward; but the heavy warhorse manifestly was losing the race against that slender-limbed Arab which carried the girl.

At last he drew rein, The dust he had raised blew up from behind and swept past him. Bitterly he stared at the dwindling form that fled down the valley road.


VI. BONFADINIS PLEASURE.
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A HERD OF cattle bought by the Borgia money, numberless casks of strong red country wine, heaps of fruit, mountains of shining bread made a feast for the army and flooded the pockets of the happy Sinigaglians with hard cash. Song and shouting and laughter rang far away through the streets.

The feast for the generals was a different matter.

Cesare Borgia always was a lavish hand, and he was more lavish than ever, on this day.

He said to white-faced Bonfadini: Let them swallow their last gifts — well cut open their crops and have the things back again!

The generals — his own and those recently returned to him — sat at a long table while a crowd of servants passed around to serve them. The Borgia himself would not sit at the board. Now and again he came to his place at the head of the table and seemed about to take the chair there. But always he passed on again. From in front of the hearth he would lift his cup and pledge one of his generals. Or from the doorway he would be seen as he shouted some pleasantry.

You know, my lord, said Vitellozzo Vitelli, that some men fear to break bread and eat salt with others against whom they have evil intentions?

Are you there again, my fine raven, croaking? laughed the Borgia. Try some new feathers on your back, my friend, and see whether or not I am a friend!

He waved his hand. At once two servants came in, carrying between them a long weight of the heaviest gold brocade. The cloth glittered. The pattern was exquisite. It seemed all a mass of jewels and precious metal, and a shout of admiration and of envy went up when the servants bore the little treasure to Vitellozzo.

The man was so greedy that he choked and could not swallow when he saw the gift. His hands trembled as he ran the tips of his fingers over the tracery. Then he began to laugh. His face became a violent red.

I could be a Pope — I could be a king — I could be an emperor on a throne, if I wore a robe made of this! he shouted. Ah hai, Cesare, you know my tastes.

Of course, said the Borgia. Every one of us would like to sit on a throne.

He waved his hand again and two men carried in a fifty pound salver of solid silver and put it down in front of Paolo Orsini. The general weighted the thing and then shouted aloud. He began to catch up quantities of fruit from the center of the table where it was piled and make a bright mountain to top the silver tray. And still he was shouting.

All that shouting ended when on a little blue cushion a page, on one knee, presented to Oliverotto a single pearl.

He picked it up with a bewildered air. Then he rushed to the window and held the jewel in the cup of both hands. The sunlight, streaming through, made the pearl a mass of milky fire. The sheen of it seemed to strike Oliverotto to the soul; and the radiance poured again out at his eyes. He began to do an impromptu dance. Everyone left the table and rushed around him. Their eyes and teeth flashed as they saw the shining of the gem; but into the midst of this tumult more presents were carried, as varied as the taste, as rich as the magnificence of the Borgia could afford. And before and after every gift was presented, there was another round of wine.

And who was there to notice the pale face and the slender, dark form of Bonfadini, the poisoner, in the corner of the room?

To crown all, in came a pair of magnificent war-horses, each the purest white, in complete harness, with magnificent suits of armor tied to the saddles. The wooden floor shook and thundered under the striding of those great animals. Every man at the board felt himself three times an emperor. The Orsini who received that regal gift leaped up and made a speech.

He said: Glorious Cesare! You are the last of the Romans and the first of the Italians. Who were the fools who told me to fear you? I shall take Italy for myself — from Torino to Palermo. Let Oliverotto have France. Vitellozzo can take Spain. And you, my lord, shall have the world.

We will conquer it for you. You will have an army to send against Asia. You will trample the Turks to dust on the way and free Constantinople, liberate Jerusalem on the way. What way? The way to India and China. The way to forests of gold that bloom with jewels.

You shall have a hundred thousand fierce French cavalry in your arm, a hundred thousand English axes and bows, a hundred thousand German and Flemish pikes, a hundred thousand Swiss and Italian arquebuses, and light cavalry.

That is the way for my lord Cesare to conquer the world, while we lead on the divisions of the army. Life is beginning. The world is beginning. Rivers of gold are about to pour. Joy is the only air that we breathe!

HE seized a great two-handled cup, lifted it, started to drink, found mere drinking too slow, and poured a red flood over himself from neck to foot. Then, staggering with drunkenness and joy, he began to laugh and wave the cup. It clipped a page in the head and knocked the lad senseless. The Orsini kicked the fallen body.

Stand up, dog! he shouted. Do you lie down in the presence of the king of Italy?

The whole crowd began to roar with laughter.

And Cesare Borgia said to cat-faced Machiavelli: Do you see the token, Niccolò?

The token is red, my lord, answered Machiavelli. I see it clearly. A flood of red!

The Borgia smiled and passed on, always striding about the room.

That entertainment had been rapidly improvised but it was complete. There were not the gifts only, but there were musicians to fill up the interludes of happiness. There was a flock of slim dancing girls with wings of gauze fluttering behind them. There was a negro who ate fire, a juggler who filled the air with swords that never reached the floor.

And so the day wore on towards its conclusion, and as the evening approached wine and too much happiness began to overcome the feasters.

The Borgia made a speech to close the occasion. He said: My friends, I have been at a little expense to show you how my heart stands towards you. If there ever was trouble in your minds, like yellow mud in a clear river, I hope it is all washed away to sea now. Clean rivers and a clean sky. Clean eyes and clean hopes. And our hands linked together will be a force to crack the back of all opposition. Go to bed, my friends. Sleep. Have happy dreams, and tomorrow we will start turning those dreams of yours into a bright reality.

They began to troop out. As they passed, the Borgia called to Tizzo. He was left alone in the big room, littered with scraps of food, overturned chairs, broken wine cups, the floor wet with the spilled wine, the air sour with the smell of it. A fire began to crackle cheerfully on the hearth and there was now no other light. In the midst of that confusion, Tizzo was left alone with Bonfadini, the poisoner, with Machiavelli, and with Cesare Borgia.

You have been thoughtful, Tizzo, said the duke.

My lord, said Tizzo, I am always thoughtful when I see that the host does not drink with his guests.

I was waiting for you to commence with your wine, said the Borgia.

Tizzo looked at him narrowly and the duke covered a bit of confusion with an apparently happy laughter.

Your father was as free with his wine as the rest, pointed out the Borgia.

He is a man who never thinks except when he has a sword in his hand, answered Tizzo.

A foolish time for thinking, said the Borgia. But now, Tizzo, I am going to tell you why you have been so sour and sad.

Tell me, then, my lord.

It is because when all the gifts went round the table, there was nothing given to Tizzo.

But Tizzo smiled and shrugged his shoulders. What gift do I need? he asked. I have an axe, a sword, and the loveliest woman in the world. My lord knew of these things and therefore he would not waste himself and his money trying to find new gifts for me. Besides, I am under contract to serve you.

No longer, Tizzo. I have set you free from the contract.

However that may be, I am happy enough about myself, but I am not happy about the others. I watched you lift your cup many times, but the wine never passed your lips.

Do you think so? Well, Tizzo, Ill drink alone with you, now, said the duke.

Will Bonfadini be the wine-bearer? asked Tizzo.

Ah, Tizzo, do you still suspect me? Will you always suspect me?

If these men who are in your hands should die tonight, the whole of the Romagna would be in your hands, said Tizzo.

Of course it would. A thing I have thought about, said the duke. But if I did such a thing, all honest men would shrink from me, and the first one to shrink would be Tizzo.

My lord, if there were such a murder, I would not shrink from you, said Tizzo.

You would come hunting for me with your sword, I think, said the duke, curiously.

Tizzo smiled and said no more. Am I free to leave you, my lord? he asked.

Free, said the duke. Unless you wish to stay and hear how I intend to reward you not with brocade or pearls but with real honor and power.

I shall leave that till tomorrow, said Tizzo. My lord is too weary with all his hospitality.

And that was the way he left the Borgia and retreated from the hall.

Afterwards, the remaining three looked silently at one another for a moment.

Did you hear? asked the Borgia, at last.

He suspects everything, said Bonfadini.

If I spare him, can I possibly win him back after he knows that I have betrayed the others?

My lord, said Machiavelli, in Tizzo, honesty is an incurable disease.

It is true, said the duke. Therefore — Bonfadini, make account of him first of all. I leave him in your perfect hands.

My lord, said the white-faced poisoner, this is the greatest honor and pleasure you ever have done me. I have hated him with all my heart!


VII. A CAT IN A TREE.
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BETWEEN THE SOUTHWARD branch of the River Misa and the southern gate of Sinigaglia lay the Borgo, where the poorest houses stood. And not a shack in the entire quarter equalled in wretchedness the little shed where the Jew, Sinigaglia by name, kept his stock of clothes old and new. His new clothes cost less than old clothes would cost inside the gate. He had taken the name of the town that sheltered him because his own name would not have been easily enunciated by Italian lips.

He was a long, lean, cadaver of a man with a tuft of beard that jutted straightforward. Always, by night and day, he seemed to be standing against a high wind, his eyes forever squinted almost shut and water winking out of them. He was a dirty old man whose hands were never softened by water, his mouth never cleansed by wine. And he stood now, towards the close of the day, at the rack where his second-hand clothes are hung, probing among them, making his selling talk according to one of his many lines of chatter; except that now he was making such a sale as he never had made before.

He would have sold that entire stock of clothing for a ducat and rubbed his hands over the bargain. But now he was asking in his whining voice a ducat for a single outfit.

The reason was that a girl was making the purchase. All the wrappings of her big cloak would not have been able to disguise her femininity in spite of the erect fearlessness of her carriage.

The Jew had looked through her at the first glance.

He said: Here is a doublet better than new, because it was noble wine that stained it. Here is a pair of hose that will go with it. Do you see how one leg is yellow and the other plum-colored? You would look like a brave young sprig in that outfit. You can see the shoes, yonder. I throw them in without a price, because I am sorry when a girl wants to go dressed like a man. Theres no honesty in that. But be of bright cheer. The night will cover you. Shame has no eyes in the dark. But look — this will fit you perfectly. Will you try it?

Lady Beatrice took the garment with a careless hand.

Here is your money beforehand, she said. A ducat for the clothes and another ducat if you will stand at the entrance to your shop and keep everyone out.

He took the money, carried it to the dull glimmer of the lamp, bit the good silver, and suddenly pouched it with a shudder of avaricious joy. Then he went to the door, muttering, and stood there as wan and meager as a scarecrow.

The girl tossed aside her clothes hastily. The chill of the evening washed her bare flesh. She pulled on the second-hand clothes with an indescribable loathing. Her cloak she swung over her shoulders again and pulled on the pair of chipped and battered gloves. At her belt there was a small dagger.

This was her one security against prying danger.

When she came to the door of the shed, the old Jew was muttering: Two ducats, two ducats, two ducats! Oh, God, how much wealth comes to unworthy hands, and how little into mine who would cherish it!

Then he added to the girl: Think again, my child. The soldiers of the Borgia are inside the gate of the city. They have eyes sharper than gimlets. They have hands as cruel as the teeth of wolves. Even if your lover wears velvet, do not go into the city tonight. I once had a daughter.

Have you heard whispers of murder from Sinigaglia? she asked.

A thousand whispers; and I have seen some of the dead, said the Jew.

Ah, my God! breathed the girl. Have you seen dead men? Today?

Not today. Night is a better time for murder, he answered. Why do you ask about today? Is it some young page who waits on one of the generals? Murder will not come the way of the very young, except by accident or by jealousy. Has he made his master jealous? Yes, if the general should see your pretty face. If you wish to do good to your lover, let no other man see him in your company.

Farewell! said the girl, and went hastily on towards the gate of the city, where the big lanterns already were lighted.

SHE went into a wine-shop where soldiers were drinking, and bought a round for them all. They looked at her with bleared eyes.

Your father will beat you when you get home, said one of them. How do you come by so much money, lad?

My father is dead and I sold his house yesterday, said the girl. That is why I have a little money left in my purse tonight.

What will you do when the last of the money is gone? asked a burly fellow in the gaudy uniform of the Borgias Romagnol companies.

Ill become a soldier, she said.

Will you? Let me see your hand!

She pulled out her dagger and showed him her hand gripping it. At this, all the wine-drinkers began to laugh.

A hand for a bodkin, not for a sword, said a halberdier.

Whose soldier are you? asked the girl.

I serve the famous Oliverotto, said the halberdier.

Ah, he is a great name, said the girl.

Yes, and a great brain, too, answered the halberdier.

And you? she asked of a pikeman.

Vitellozzo is my captain.

That is a famous man, too. Who is your leader? she repeated to the Romagnol peasant.

Tizzo, he answered, and grinned, sitting up straighter.

Tizzo? she echoed. Tizzo? Who is it that they call Tizzo? I never heard of him?

Open your ears, you young fool, said the peasant, and you will hear plenty about him! He is the man who won Forli and Urbino for the great duke!

I never heard of him, she replied. I suppose he is one of the lesser officers?

Lesser? shouted the Romagnol, angrily. Lesser, do you say? Ask this man what would happen if Tizzo stood at swords length from Oliverotto or Vitellozzo, with weapons in their hands!

The halberdier answered: Well, a general is something more than a duellist of a jouster. Tizzo does very well with his axe and his sword. But Im talking about generalship. Id rather follow a brain than a swordsman.

What brain opened Forli and took the Rocca? What brain captured Urbino? asked the peasant, growing hot with anger.

Oh, Im tired of hearing of that, said the halberdier.

Im not tired of telling about it, though, said the Romagnol.

Lady Beatrice asked, casually: He may have had good fortune and a sharp sword. But hes not one to be kept with the famous leaders like the Orsini and the rest, is he?

Is he not? demanded the Romagnol. Does he not sleep in the same palace that shelters the duke himself? It is the house of Messer Bernardino of Parma. The finest in the city, of course. And there in the left hand range of rooms sleeps Tizzo in the chamber next to that of his father. My captain himself was called to Tizzo this evening, and talked with him there. I myself led his white horse into the stable in the next court. Only the duke himself is better lodged than Tizzo, if it comes to that.

AT the chief portal of the house of Messer Bernardino of Parma two lights burned and half a dozen soldiers stood on guard. Beatrice Baglione walked carelessly past them. She turned the corner, saw an unshuttered window and an empty street, and instantly was through the casement.

Inside there was the odor of a stable. The light came through the huge room only from a single lamp that hung from a beam near the farther door. The horses had not yet lain down. They were stamping, crunching their fodder, snorting out the dust of the hay.

Beatrice picked up a dung fork and walked calmly down the aisle between the stalls.

A voice bawled out at her: Who goes there?

A dung fork, said she. Do you want it?

Go to the devil with it, answered the groom.

She went outside the stable into the court and closed the door behind her. She could remember one figure in all that gloom — a form of dim silver in the fourth stall from the door. That was Falcone, a horse hardly less famous than Tizzo, his master, among the troops of the Borgian army. Perhaps the knowledge of his whereabouts would tell a tale later on in the night.

She stood now in a big court and looked up at the tiers of windows that framed the three sides of the open space.

The left wing contained the room in which Tizzo slept — with danger already creeping towards him from the Borgia; unless Lorenzo Ridi had lied. But dying men are not apt to lie. Tizzo, before the morning, would die unless the warning reached him.

How should she reach him?

Armed men patrolled the court. The torch light flickered pale over the big heads of the halberds as the men paraded. Their swords made a harsh shivering sound inside the scabbards.

A big tree offered her a ladder of a sort, as it grew at the end of the left wing of the building, the only hint of foliage in that mass of naked stone, She went quickly towards the tree and got behind the trunk of it as the soldiers turned their backs and went in the opposite direction along their beat.

They had to come back before she could venture to climb. Leaning close to the tree-trunk, she heard them humming to themselves.

One of them said: Do we march on Ancona?

The other answered: Why should I care? Ancona has worse wine than this part of the world?

What fools the generals have been! said the first sentry.

Aye, fools! said the other.

They turned at the end of their walk and proceeded back. They passed so close that she could have reached out and touched the shoulder of the nearest man. And when they were halfway down the court, she climbed the tree, managing to reach the first branch by a run and a jump.

The coarse bark bit into her hands. She smiled at that pain. Through the branches, she could see the soldiers turn and come towards her again. As they came under the tree one of them said: Why should a tree rustle when there is no wind?

Because theres a cat in it, you fool! said the second.

And they both laughed and went on.


VIII. THE BURNING OF A CANDLE.
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WHEN SHE GOT out as far as the branch would bear her weight and when it had already begun to crackle beneath her, she found that she could barely reach to the edge of the nearest casement with the tip of her toe and the ends of her fingers. She had to grit her teeth. When she looked down, the pavement of the court seemed harder than stone, and rough as teeth to receive her.

Then, with a shake of the head, she thought of Tizzo. How like a cat he would spring across this little gap. For her own part, she barely was able to summon enough resolution to make the attempt. She drew herself out. She felt her fingers slipping. She had a frantic impulse to fling herself back into the tree which she had just quitted; but the noise of that would certainly bring the soldiers — and the end of her attempt. So she held to her grip as grimly as she could and gradually drew herself forward until both feet were firmly planted in the casement.

The shutters were open. She stood looking down into a little room which was almost bare. There was only a small table in the center of it, and a bench on one side of the table. A pair of gloves lay on this table and a candle burned on it. The candle gleam was reflected from the boss of a shield that leaned in a corner of the room, with a long pike rising beside it.

She could see everything with perfect clearness. There was a cheese rind beside the gloves on the table, and a litter of crumbs of bread-crust. And on the floor there was a sleek, long tailed gray rat moving quickly here and there, no doubt picking up fallen crumbs.

Now it lifted its head. She could see the bright, long whiskers tremble back and forth as the horrible creature scented more food above its head.

But she could thank God for the rat. It was the sufficient warranty that there was no human being in the room, unless he were asleep in a corner bed.

She slipped down to the sill of the window and dropped to the floor beneath, turning her back and lowering herself with her hands, there was such a distance to the floor. Behind her she heard the light, tapping scurry of feet as the rat fled to its hole.

She had gained the floor when two powerful hands gripped her by the arms.

So, my fine young thief! said a mans voice.

She wrenched herself desperately. She merely succeeded in twisting around, so that he held her in the grasp of one strong arm. The other hand held over her head a deadly little poniard. The wine-breath, sour with an admixture of cheese, stifled her.

And then she saw over his scarred face the coming of a broad smile.

A wench! he said, Ah, ha! All good things come to those who wait! Wine and bread and cheese — and then a wench!

He jammed the poniard back into the scabbard and slipped his hands down her arms until he held her by the wrists. After that, he pushed her back to arms length and looked her over from head to foot.

The cloak obscured his full sight of her. He held both her wrists easily in the grip of a single hand. With the other, he cast the cloak away from her shoulders.

And so I thought — so I thought! he said. Even better than my thinking, and better than my dreaming.

He leaned and kissed her. She did not stir. She could feel the grease left by his lips on her skin. But she would show neither terror nor disgust. With a still face she regarded him.

A brazen one for such a young one, said the soldier. Whats your name?

Giulia.

Whose daughter?

Tomaso, the chief fisherman.

Hes as important as that? grinned the soldier.

Where the scar cut across his upper lip, the mustaches scattered as he smiled and showed a broad, white glint of scar-tissue. He had no forehead at all — only two wrinkles of flesh above the eyebrows and then a shag of hair.

And whom have you come to see? asked the soldier.

She answered — she had planned that answer— Tizzo.

Ah hai! You aim at the high ones, eh? said the soldier. Tizzo, is it? Let me see. Does that sound reasonable? All the fine ladies throw their gloves to him. Why should he look down as far as a fishermans daughter? Ill take you to the captain of the watch, perhaps — and he may have something to say, and certain ways of saying it. Or will you stay here comfortably with me?

SHE said nothing. She kept watching that face, seeing it as she never had seen another thing in her life.

The moonlight streamed in across her shoulder and mixed with the dim yellow of the lamplight that illumined him. It seemed to her that the moonlight was like a stream of cold water, chilling her to the bone.

Tizzo! said the soldier. And thinking about him has almost made you dumb, eh? Well, hes a good captain. By God, hes one of the best that rides a horse or swings an axe. Ive see that axe of his chip a way through a forest of steel helmets. Tizzo, is it? And did you come for love or money?

He gave me the purse at my belt, she answered.

Ah, did he?

He took hold of the purse at her belt and wrenched it away. He stepped back from her, holding her with an occasionally watchful eye.

She could leap back into the casement, now, and so fling herself into the tree and escape — but that would not save Tizzo.

She had to steel herself with invincible calmness.

He poured the money on the table — a few coppers — much silver — some glintings of golden coins.

What a fool he is! Gold! To throw away gold on a wench!

He came back to her.

Who are you? he demanded.

Giulia, she answered. The daughter of Tomaso.

You lie, said the soldier.

She answered nothing. It seemed to her that she could not endure for another moment the weight of his eyes; outwardly she maintained a thin shell of calm. Inside, she felt the scream working higher in her throat.

Well... he said.

He went back to the money on the table.

If youve told me a lie, youve paid for it, he said. You lost your purse — and you dont know where. Is that the story you would tell him?

Yes, she answered.

He doubted her with his eye for another moment, then he picked up her cloak and flung it to her.

I cant turn my shoulder on fortune as good as this. Do you know where the room of Tizzo is?

Only that its in this wing of the palace.

Well, come along with me. What a night for me! I can go back to Switzerland, after one more profit like this. I can see the mountains again and listen to the cows booming in the valleys. Come along.

He led her from the room into a corridor and, keeping his grip on her arm, conducted her past several doors. At last he stopped and pointed.

There you are, he said. The thing is to see whether or not the brave captain has left his door unlocked for you. If he hasnt, I march you to the captain of the guard, money or no money. There may be some deviltry behind all this. A fishermans daughter never had an eye as straight as yours!

SHE bowed her head and tried the knob of the door. Incredibly, it turned and gave at once. The door pushed open and showed her a thin wavering of candlelight inside. A great breath came into her body. All the rest had been despair, but this was hope. Through the narrow gap of the opening door, she could see the central table, and the burning candle and, lying on a chair nearby, that famous axe with its head of the blue Damascus steel.

Hes waiting for you, then, whispered the soldier. Good fortune!

And he went off down the hall with long, silent strides, hunching his shoulders to take weight from his feet.

Beatrice Baglione, pushing the door wide, looked anxiously around her.

Tizzo, fully clothed, had thrown himself on the bed in the corner of the room. He lay sprawling, his head turned down until it almost touched his shoulder. The candlelight touched dimly on the flaming red of his hair. And her heart leaped and raced away towards him.

A touch of terror was in her happiness until, as she closed the door behind her, distinctly she heard the sound of his breathing.

The moonlight was entering the two windows a white step. But the candle threw most of the dim light that invaded the room. It seemed to her that a thin, white mist issued from the candle and curled slightly upwards in the air, worked on by the draught that came in through the windows. But this mist, if there were one, was so extremely thin that it was hardly visible. It might have been a matter of thought only. But not a matter of thought was the faint fragrance which filled the air — something in the nature of the sweetness of violets — a clean delight of perfume.

She went towards the bed, passing into one of the dim billows of that mist. One breath, and she was staggered. A second and she fell to the floor.

She knew, then. Poison — Bonfadini the master devil of the craft! Men had died before, in the house of the Borgia, from as small a thing as inhaling the fragrance of a bouquet of roses.

She screamed loudly for help. Her throat muscles had strained, but not even a whisper came to her ears.

She could make no sound. It was as though she had tried to cry out while she swam under water.

There was a roaring in her ears. Darkness was rolling over her brain. She got to hands and knees which trembled under her, and crawled forward.

Her knees gave way.

She dragged herself on hands and elbows only. The rest of her body trailed like the body of a snail. Its weight was enormous. She wanted to drop her head and fall asleep. It was agony, it was death to maintain that struggle, but she saw before her the hand of Tizzo that drooped down over the side of the bed.

It was an infinite distance away. It was a distance that grew greater and greater, or was that because of the dimness of her eyes?

And then, suddenly, it was immediately before her. She caught at it with her last strength and fell senseless on her face.





[image: img101.png]


IX. THE PEARLS.
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AT A LITTLE after nine in the evening, Bonfadini stepped close to Cesare Borgia and murmured at his ear: I found him asleep. I changed the candle that was burning in his room for one of another sort. He will have sleep dreams, my lord. He will have dreams so delightful that he never will waken from them.

Poor Tizzo, said the Borgia. I tell you, Bonfadini, that I feel a stroke against my heart when I think that that axe of his never will strike at me again. And perhaps poison was too ignoble. He should have been openly arrested.

He is too popular with the soldiers, my lord. We would have risked an open revolt if Tizzo had been led out to meet a gentlemans death under the edge of the executioners sword.

True again, said the Borgia. When one sees how common soldiery and other fools follow brave and honest leaders, it is almost a temptation to change the role and become such a man myself.

My lord chooses to amuse himself with speculation, said Bonfadini, dryly.

What is your pay for this little job with Tizzo? asked the Borgia.

The pearls have been growing larger, my lord. As you see?

The poisoner took out a string of pearls, held it by a central point, and allowed the jewels to fall away from the place where his fingers pinched the silk on which they were strung. Beginning with jewels quite small, they increased gradually in size on either side, mounting into big pearls towards the center of the necklace, which was left open for a gap of several inches.

Youve increased the length of the silk, Bonfadini, said the Borgia.

My lord, said the poisoner, that is because I trust that you will live a long and happy life.

And that you will make it happier by removing my enemies one by one — a pearl for every life? asked the Borgia, smiling.

It has been so to this point, said Bonfadini, and held up the necklace with an admiring eye, half closed by pleasure.

Do you want me to count them? asked the Borgia, grimly.

You may do so with pleasure, my lord. These on the left all have been added in memory of the good men and the lovely women who have been a little too much in my lords way. They have inherited the heaven that was their due, and a little before their time. These on the right are the scoundrels who have gone to a hell that already was hungry for them.

The duke laughed dryly.

I see you are a genius, Bonfadini, he said, and you have a way of making even your poisonings acts of virtue.

A wise man, said Bonfadini, always knows how to compromise with his conscience. A conscience, my lord, is a treasure that never should be expended hastily or carelessly. Neither should pearls be cast before swine.

I see that youve been profiting by the conversation of my Machiavelli, said the duke.

A man, my lord, of the sheerest virtue.

Here the duke opened a purse and took from it several pearls, which he matched against those on the necklace, and finally, selecting one, he handed it to the poisoner. Bonfadini dropped to one knee to receive it.

On which side do you place that jewel? asked the Borgia.

Bonfadini, with rapid fingers, was unknotting the silken string and threading the last pearl. As he held up the unfinished necklace again he said: A man whom I have hated, my lord, and yet the justice of the clear mind and the unprejudiced soul forces me to place him on the left. He is at this moment winging his way to the upper silences and blue of heaven, my lord.

The duke laughed again.

You are one of the strings of my heart, Bonfadini, he said. Without you, I should be nothing. But one Bonfadini and one Machiavelli are enough to ensure the fortune of any man. Have the officers gone to make the other arrests?

They have, my lord. As soon as I had lighted the candle in the room of Captain Tizzo, I went immediately to the officers and passed on your orders. I think — I think that they are coming now, my lord.

For a steady tramping of heavy feet came up the corridor and now paused at the door of the dukes chamber.

See what it is, and let them in, commanded the Borgia.

HE reclined on his bed, pulling a big cushion behind him. There was a dish of Venetian sweetmeats on the bedside table, and one of these, after making careful selection, he placed in his mouth. At that moment the door opened and the two Orsini were led in with their arms bound, and soldiers about them.

Paolo Orsini fell on his knees at once. Oh, my lord, noble Cesare, he groaned, you are not doing more than jest with us, I know.

What a fool I would be to jest with the proclaimed king of Italy! said the duke.

Get on your feet, said the other Orsini, It is worse than two deaths for me to see you on your knees to that inhuman devil.

Niccolò Machiavelli came unbidden into the room and observed the scene.

You see, my dear Niccolò, said the duke, that a man cannot do justice without being cursed — and that is one of the pities of this life of ours in Italy.

He added, with a sweep of the hand: Take them out. I am tired of their faces. I always have been tired of the sight of them. Away with the Orsini. This will be sweet news for certain ears in Rome!

And the Orsini were dragged from the room. Paolo began to groan as he was carried away. He began to pray aloud for the kind God to have mercy.

They will not die here, said the duke to Machiavelli. Not until they get to Rome. It would be a pity to waste the sweetness of their deaths on a place like Sinigaglia. But Rome will lick up their blood faster than it can pour from their wounds. Ah, here is my brave Oliverotto!

The general came in with a firm step and a high head.

Cesare Borgia rose from his bed. Are you ready? he asked Oliverotto.

Ready and more than ready, my lord, said the general. I would despise living after I have made such a fool of myself as to trust your word.

The duke picked from the table a dagger with a delicately carved handle, ornamented and roughened with jewels, cut and uncut.

How brave are you, my dear Oliverotto? he asked.

Brave enough to stand the rack, said the general.

I think so and hope so, said the Borgia. But I intend a mercy, my friend.

He laid the point of the dagger against the bare breast of the general and pressed, lightly.

The point sank in.

If you draw a deep breath, you are a dead man, Oliverotto, said the duke.

His teeth and his eyes shone as he smiled at the face of his victim, but Oliverotto showed not the slightest emotion. His own glance sternly held on that of the Borgia. There was not a quiver of his lip.

The dagger point sank slowly into the living flesh above the heart.

So much life, so bravely throbbing, said the duke. It makes me think of a hidden bird that wants to break from the mesh and escape into the sky. You will fly faster than birds, Oliverotto, but not in the same direction.

I give my soul to God, said Oliverotto, if he will have it. Otherwise it is a first-rate prize for the devil.

AN instant later his head fell on his shoulder and his body would have dropped to the floor except for the hands that gripped him on either side. He was dead.

An excellent fellow, that Oliverotto, said the Borgia. He picked up a napkin from the table and wiped the dagger clean on it. Lay this dagger aside for me, Bonfadini, he said. I never shall use it again after it has been dipped in such brave blood.

The dead body was carried away.

How little blood was spilled! said the Borgia. I think that this might be a lesson to executioners, Machiavelli.

It is always ennobling, said the Florentine, to see a brave man die as he should.

You lick your lips, Niccolò, answered the duke. You would be glad to have a hand in this sort of a business?

Not at all, said Machiavelli. I play the role of an observer. I do not attempt to rival my masters.

And before another word could be said Vitellozzo Vitelli was brought in, struggling with his guards, still half-drunk, cursing. When he saw the Borgia, he made a mighty bound and almost reached him before the guards drew him back. The Borgia, as though half in self-defense, gripped him by the collar of the shirt and then twisted the cloth.

The mouth of Vitellozzo gaped and his tongue thrust out under the strangling pressure.

What do you say to me, asked the duke through his teeth. He stood up on his toes as he applied more pressure. The collar of the shirt pinched into the fleshy neck of Vitellozzo. Have you no answers? Where are your curses? Where is your ranting? Where are your damned speeches? Talk to me now, Vitellozzo! Speak one word, even, and I grant you your life and your liberty, I enrich you and set you free. Speak to me, Vitellozzo! Oh God, that I could have this pleasure every day of my life and see the faces of my enemies blackened and their eyes thrusting out! Look at him, Machiavelli!

It is a pity, said the Florentine, that one of my friends in Florence could not see this mask and make a living sketch of it. Note how the tongue quivers, my lord!

The legs of Vitellozzo jumped up and down rapidly. His body writhed. And then he hung limp as dead flesh in the hands of the soldiers.

They, with white faces of horror, looked down on the dead man their master had just put to death.

The Borgia, stepping back, looked down at his hand. It was white from the immense pressure it had just exerted.

Send the soldiers out with the carrion, Bonfadini, he commanded. And then look in on Tizzo and see how well he sleeps now. This is one of the pleasant nights of my life.


X. BONFADINI AGAIN.
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CAPTAIN TIZZO HAD dreamed of a garden in the early spring with a delicate fragrance of violets in the air. And yet that fragrance made him so uneasy that he began to smile in his sleep; and at that moment he felt a faint clutch at his hand.

He was awake and on his feet, instantly.

Between him and the moonlight, he saw a faint swirling of the thinnest white mist, billowing dimly up towards the ceiling, as the pressure of the wind whirled it. And on the floor at his feet he saw Beatrice, her eyes closed.

At the same time, a breath of deadly sickness entered his lungs and staggered his brain.

He dropped to his knees.

The air was pure, closer to the floor. He could breathe again safely. And as he laid his hand over the heart of the girl, he felt the slow, faint beating of it. Then, wildly rolling his eyes, he marked the flutter of the candle flame. Out of that flame seemed to issue the delicate mist, the fragrance of the violets — and suddenly he remembered another moment when such a perfume had been in the air.

Holding his breath, he crossed the room and pinched out the flame of the candle. Still without drawing breath, he rushed back to the girl, caught up her body, and ran with the limp weight of it to the first of the open casements.

Above his head, thin, thin wisps of the vapor continued to float out into the moonlight, but here at the lower casement the air was fresh. He knew that a miracle and the coming of the girl had saved him.

Her head lay lifelessly in the hollow of his arm. Her lips were parted a little. They seemed purple gray in the moonlight. When he leaned and put his face close, he could not feel her breathing.

The boys clothes on her slender body were a desecration. And how had she reached him through the streets of Sinigaglia, crowded with the men of the duke? How could she have come near to him through a thousand dangers? How had Giovanpaolo happened to let her go?

Well, it would have been easier to keep a bird in one place in the sky than to control her once her heart was up and her mind resolved. He held her less hungrily to his breast. For it seemed to him that the pressure might keep her heart from beating.

There was still a gentle and steady throbbing. Was it growing stronger? Was it diminishing?

He began to pray. All he could say was: God see me — God forgive me — God have mercy on me!

He was praying for himself, but he knew that the prayer was for Beatrice.

It seemed to him that the ghost of the white hands of Bonfadini were pressed on the throat of the girl, trying to press down the small fountain of life that began to lift and throb there little by little.

Then, guardedly, he turned his head towards the next casement, leaning far out.

He whistled, waited, whistled again. His father was in that room, unless the devilish practices of Bonfadini had rubbed him effectually out of the reckoning of life.

And then a burly pair of shoulders, a tousled head appeared at the next casement.

It is I! said Tizzo. Dress and arm yourself quickly. The devil is afoot — murder in the air — get from the palace the quickest way and go to my company of Romagnols. Please be quick. I cannot join you. I must stay here with Beatrice—

Beatrice? gasped the older soldier.

She is here. Half-dead through one of Bonfadinis gestures. You know his art. Go quickly. Rouse them, theyll come. And with them, I may manage to fight my way out—

The head of the baron of Melrose disappeared. From the next room came soft sounds of padding feet, light clinking noises of steel against steel.

These noises ended with the sound of a closing door.

But would the baron succeed in passing through the corridors of the palace unchallenged? Was it a madness on the part of the Borgia that the life of the father had not been attempted at the same time as that of the son?

HE forgot these thoughts, and looked down again at the girl. When he kissed her, it seemed to him that the ghost of a smile began on her lips.

Or was it the smile of death?

He touched her breast. There was no pulsation of the heart. With a groan of mortal anguish, he dropped to his knees. He pressed his ear against her breast.

Was it her own heart that he heard beating or the thunder of galloping terror in his breast?

He began to whisper : Mercy, God! Mercy!

And it seemed to him that the icy fingers of the poisoner were closing over his own temples, over his own throat, stifling the breath.

That was the moment when he heard a light footfall in the corridor and, after that, a slight moaning sound as the handle of the door was turned.

He laid the weight of Beatrice on the floor. There was still warmth in her flesh, and yet it seemed to him that there was less warmth than he could have thought necessary to life. The touch of the stone was on the back of his fingers. The touch of her body was on the front of them. Putting her down, like this, was to Tizzo like abandoning her, dropping her out of consciousness, out of existence.

He leaped towards his bed and found his sword beside it. He was crouched there as the door swung slowly open. At first he could see nothing, hear nothing, until at length he was aware of a slight whispering noise, and after that, a lean body looming, a body with skinny legs that stepped half into the moonlight as though into a bath of silvery water. And above, the body was clothed in a doublet.

Strange! murmured the voice of Bonfadini. Strange! Very strange!

Tizzo leaped at the sound rather than at the sight of the detestable monster. His sword point found a bone in the body of the man, glanced from it, sank through a softness of flesh.
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He saw a glitter of light in the hand of Bonfadini. He reached with his left hand and caught the wrist of the striking hand. The blade of the dagger went over his shoulder and the arm struck with force. He had a glimpse of the contorted face of the man, and then Bonfadini was away.

He had struck to kill before he leaped off the death that was working in his body; and he left Tizzo with a warmth of blood running down from his sword blade over his hand.

The man was almost at the door before Tizzo realized what had happened. Bonfadini must not escape from the room. He must die there, inside the room.

Strange that the poisoner made no outcry. Not a sound had passed his lips, though his agony must have been mortal. Tizzo raced for him, saw the door opened, slammed. He gripped the edge of it with his hand before it had a chance to shut. He thrust the door wide again and saw before him, in the dim light of the hall lantern, the form of the poisoner running fast, but swaying heavily from side to side.

He could not run far, in that condition. As he dipped out of sight around the corner of the hallway, Tizzo was racing after him at full speed.

AND it was then that he heard — from an infinite distance, welling up into his mind like a fish rising through dark waters — the outcry of a voice that pronounced his name.

Tizzo! Tizzo! a feeble cry.

But that was Beatrice.

If she were alive now, then she would not die at all, if once he could get her away from that place.

But the first step to that was to overtake Bonfadini and strike him down before he had raised the alarm.

Still strange, very strange, that he had made no outcry. The place must be filled with men-at-arms and lesser soldiery ready to answer a summons, but Bonfadini had fled as though he were in the desert and only could save his life by the speed of his heels.

Fast as a greyhound, Tizzo turned the corner of the hall, and there saw Bonfadini rushing before him through an open, lighted doorway. Tizzo followed with a bound. Before him appeared the lofty height of Cesare Borgia, with Niccolò Machiavelli not far away.


XI. ONE MANS POLICY.
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THERE WAS A long sword lying across the foot of the bed of the Borgia, encased in its sheath. This the duke whipped out, the motion causing the blade to scream softly against the metal scabbard. At his feet fell Bonfadini and threw his arms around the legs of his masters. He was bleeding horribly. The great red stain sprang out on either side. He was writhing his legs together in the death agony.

Niccolò Machiavelli drew a short sword that was hanging at his side and stood on guard without taking a step forward.

Ah! said the duke. Tizzo — and a short shrift for him! This for you, dog! This, and this!

With each gasp of his breast he struck heavily with the full length of the blade, reaching; master strokes which in the bullfight had shorn the head clean from a fierce, wild bull.

They would have cloven Tizzo in twain if they had reached him, but he avoided those strokes with swift flexions of the body. His own light sword-point reached for the throat of the duke and made him spring back.

Niccolò, come in on his back! gasped the Borgia.

I am a man of words, not of action, said the great statesman. I cannot use my sword except to save my life.

Im murdered! breathed the Borgia. Help! Help!

For Tizzo, dipping under the full sway of a mighty stroke, leaped in. He had had to use his sword blade to parry the blow. The hilt was nearest the target. Therefore he struck with the hilt, and the metal landed full between the masked eyes of the duke. He dropped to one knee. His sword, with a long, shivering sound, fell to the floor.

And Tizzo, measuring the distance of Machiavelli with a glance, drew back his weapon for the final thrust.

And then he heard a rain of footfalls in the corridor.

Back with them! said Tizzo. Send them back.

The shiver and the clatter of armor could be too plainly heard. He had the life of the Borgia under the edge of his sword, but that meant his own life, the life of Beatrice lost also.

The duke, half-stunned, looked wildly up at Tizzo, made a brief gesture of surrender, and then shouted: Get out from the hall! What do you mean by maundering through the palace at this hour? Out!

The footfalls stopped. The metal of armored feet screeched on the stone of the pavement.

Pardon, my lord! called a voice. We thought we heard a cry for help—

Out! Out! thundered the duke.

The footfalls hastily, noisily retreated.

Cesare Borgia slowly rose to his feet. His sword lay on the floor. He had no weapon now, except the dagger on the table beside him, and Tizzo backed him into a corner of the room.

Hush! said the duke. Bonfadini is speaking. You have killed him, Tizzo, and I feel that youve killed my soul with him. Alessandro! Alessandro! Do you hear me? Can you speak?

The gasping voice of the poisoner answered: Oh, master, I am going to hell such a long time before you.

Every day of my life I shall remember you! groaned the duke. Did this cursed devil of a Tizzo murder you?

As I went to look at his dead body, it leaped at me from beside his bed. For once, master, I have failed, gasped Bonfadini. Misery — how my heart burns!... My pearls... my uncompleted necklace... my love... ah, Borgia...

The last bubbling gasp gave inexpressible proof that he had died.

Cesare Borgia leaned a hand against the corner of the wall and muttered slowly: He is gone — Bonfadini... I never dreamed that sword could penetrate that devils body... but he is gone and I think that Im gone with him... Machiavelli, how was it that you would not strike a stroke in my behalf?

My lord, said the Florentine, calmly, to admire murder from a distance when there are reasons to enforce it is philosophy and good political thinking. But to assist at murder is a crime. If a thousand Borgias, steeped in crime, were threatened by a Tizzo, still it would be a crime to help the Borgias against him.

This is your praise and your almost worship of me? demanded the Borgia.

MY lord, said Machiavelli, I admired you to the limit of mortal power while you were still victorious and always successful. This morning and evening you were a most politic murderer. Now you are a most damnable villain. That is the penalty of every bad man who fails. My lord, I bid you farewell.

And Niccolò Machiavelli passed out from the room.

The duke nodded his head. Bonfadini is gone, and Machiavelli is gone. At one stroke I lose the right hand of my body and the right hand of my wits. And through you, Tizzo! God mark the day in black when I first laid eyes on you! Who are those swarming and making noise in the courtyard?

Look for yourself, my lord. I am not fool enough to turn my back to you and your murders.

The duke turned to the window, muttering: Bonfadini dead! And that keen Machiavelli leaving me with a curse of impotence. Am I at the end of my tether? No, by heaven! Those are my own men! Those are my own Romagnols! And still the place is in my hands!

They are the Romagnols of my own company, said Tizzo. If you doubt it, call down to them. Call the name of my father.

Good Bonfadini accounted for him long ago. He is dead, Tizzo, said the duke.

Call his name, nevertheless, said Tizzo.

Metrose! called the duke.

And the deep, hearty voice of the baron rose in answer.

The duke staggered a little. He turned slowly back towards Tizzo.

What sort of damned black magic have you used, Tizzo? he said. But still you never can escape from me. My voice can bring a thousand armed men.

True, said Tizzo. I never could escape — but they would find you dead. Policy, my lord, policy! That was always your word and the word of Machiavelli whom you admired so much. Policy, my lord, dictates that you should save your life even if the cost spoils some of the charms of your vanity. Tell my father to lead some of my men to my room and take the Lady Beatrice from it. She is ill — for a reason that you may guess after breathing the poisoned air.

Cesare Borgia hesitated a moment, and then leaned from the casement to speak.

It seemed always to Tizzo a miracle that he and his company of the stout Romagnol peasants managed to escape from the town. For, after they marched away from the palace, with the white horse of Tizzo dancing in their midst and Beatrice supported by strong hands as she reeled in the saddle, the duke could have had fifty times their number to crush them.

Tizzo could not know that the great duke sat, at that time, crossed legged on the floor, holding the thin, cold, white hand of Bonfadini, the poisoner. And even thoughts of vengeance, which always had been the nearest and the dearest to the dukes heart, were for the moment forgotten.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. TWO THOUSAND DOLLARS REWARD
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HER EYES WERE like the sky on a summer night, a color to be dreamed of but never reproduced. From the golden hair to the delicate hands which cupped her chin a flower-like loveliness kept her aloof from her surroundings, like a rare pearl set in base metal. Her companion, young and darkly handsome, crumpled in a hand, scarcely less white than hers, the check which the waiter had left. In the mean time he gazed with some concern at his companion. Her lips stirred; she sighed.

Two dollars for ham, she murmured. Can you beat it, Freddie?

He sort of sagged when we slipped him the order, answered the dark and distinguished youth. I guess the hens are only making one-night stands in this country.

Theyve got an audience, anyway, she returned, and thats more than we could draw!

She opened her purse and passed two bills to him under the table.

Why the camouflage? he asked, as he took the money.

Freddie, she said, run your glass eye over the men in this joint. If they see you pay for the eats with my money, theyd take you for a skirt in disguise.

A light twinkled for an instant far back in her eyes.

Take me for a skirt? said Frederick Montgomery, in his most austere manner. Say, cutie, lay off on the rough stuff and get human. The trouble with you, La Belle Geraldine, is that you forget your real name is Annie Kerrigan.

Her lazy smile caressed him.

Freddie, she purred, you do your dignity bit, the way Charlie Chaplin would do Hamlet.

Mr. Montgomery scowled upon her, but the dollar bills in the palm of his hand changed the trend of his thoughts at once.

Think of it, Jerry, he groaned, if we hadnt listened to that piker Delaney, wed be doing small big-time over the R. and W.!

Take it easy, deary, answered La Belle Geraldine, Ive still got a hundred iron men; but that isnt enough to take both of us to civilization.

Montgomery cleared his throat, frowned, and raised his head like a patriot making a death-speech in the third act.

Geraldine, he said solemnly, it aint right for me to sponge on you now. You take the money. Itll get you back to Broadway. As for me — I — I — can go to work in one of the mines with these ruffians!

La Belle Geraldine chuckled.

You couldnt do it without make-up, Freddie. And besides, think of spoiling those hands with a pick-handle!

Mr. Montgomery regarded his tender palms with a rather sad complacency.

Theres no other way out, Jerry. Besides, I can, I can—

His voice trailed away drearily, and La Belle Geraldine regarded him with the familiar twinkle far back in her eyes.

Youre a born hero, Freddie — on the stage. But were minus electric lights out here, and the plays no good.

Were minus everything, declared Freddie with heat, overlooking the latter part of her speech. This joint hasnt even got a newspaper in it, unless you call this rag one!

He pulled out a crumpled paper, a single sheet poorly printed on both sides. Geraldine took it and regarded it with languid interest.

The funny thing, she muttered, as she read, is that I sort of like this rube gang out here, Freddie.

Like them? snorted her companion, as he shook down his cuffs and tightened his necktie. Say, Jerry, youre talking in your sleep. Wake up and get next to yourself! Pipe the guy in the corner piling fried potatoes on his knife with a chunk of bread.

She turned her head.

Kind of neat action, all right, she said critically. That takes real courage, Freddie. If his hand slipped, hed cut his throat. Dont be so sore on them. As parlor snakes, they arent in your class, but dont spend all your time looking at the stage set. Watch the show and forget the background, Freddie. These boys may eat with knives and get a little too familiar with their revolvers, but they strike me as being a hundred percent men.

You always were a nut, Jerry, yawned Montgomery. For my part, give me the still small voice, but not the wilderness. I can see all the rough nature I want in the Central Park Zoo.

He pushed back his chair.

Wait a minute, Freddie. Hold the curtain while I play the overture. Ive got an idea. Listen to this!

She spread out the Snider Gulch Clarion and read:



Attention, men of Snider Gulch, its up to us! The citizens of Three Rivers have organized to rid the mountains of Black Jim. Prominent miners of that town have placed two thousand dollars on deposit, and offered it for the capture of the bandit, dead or alive. Men, is Snider Gulch going to be left behind by a jerk-water shanty village like Three Rivers? No! Lets get together. If Three Rivers can offer two thousand dollars for the capture of Black Jim, Snider Gulch can offer three thousand easy. Weve got to show Three Rivers that were on the map!



Hows that for a line of talk, Freddie?

Whats the point? he queried. What do you get out of that monologue?

Wait a minute, the drums are still going out in the orchestra and your cue hasnt come yet; but before I get through Im going to ring up the curtain on a three-act melodrama thatll fill the house and give the box office insomnia.

She went on with the reading.



We cant expect to land Black Jim in a hurry. The reward money will probably get covered with cobwebs before its claimed. The men who get it will have their hands full, thats certain. If they can even find his hiding-place, they will be doing their share of work.

There are a number of theories about the way he works. Some people think that he lives either in Snider Gulch or Three Rivers and does his hold-ups on the side. No man has ever seen his face because of the black mask he wears over his eyes. All we know is that his hair is black and that he always rides a roan horse. But that ought to be enough to identify him.

Some hold that he hides in some gulch with a lot of other outlaws. They dont think he leads a gang, because he always works alone, but they believe that other gunmen have found his hiding-place and are living near him. If that is the case, and Black Jim can be found in his home, we will clean out the bandits who have given our town a black name.

If Black Jim is caught, he will surely hang. He hasnt killed anyone yet, but hes wounded nine or ten, and if hes ever pressed hard, theres sure to be a lot of bloodshed. However, its up to the brave men of Snider Gulch to take the chance. If they get him theyll probably get the rest of the gun-fighters who have been sticking up stages (which is Black Jims specialty), and robbing and killing lone miners and prospectors, which is the long suit of the rest of the crowd.

In conclusion, all we have to say is that the men who gets the money for Black Jims capture will earn it, and our respect along with it.



She dropped the paper.

Now do you see, Freddie?

Im no psychic wonder, Jerry, he answered with some irritation. How can I tell what act youre thinking of? Wait a minute!

He gaped at her with sudden astonishment.

Say, Jerry, he growled, have you got a hunch that Im going to go out and catch this man-eating Black Jim?

She broke into musical laughter.

Freddie, she said, when she could speak again. Id as soon send you to capture the bandit as Id send a baby with a paper knife to capture a machine gun. No, deary, I know you want to get out of here, but I dont want you to start east in a coffin. It costs too much!

Slip it to me easy, Jerry, he said, or Ill get peeved.

Dont make me nervous, she mocked. I dont ask you to do anything rough except to put on clothes like the ones these fellows around here are wearing — heavy boots, overalls, broad-brimmed hat, red bandanna around the neck.

He stared at her without comprehension.

Do you think theyll pay to see me in an outfit like that?

They ought to, and its my idea to make them. Its a nice little bit for us both, Freddie. First act starts like this. Stage set: A western mining town, Three Rivers. Enter the lead — a girl, stunning blonde, wears corduroy walking skirt.

Montgomery grinned but still looked baffled.

You hate yourself all right, he said, but lead on the action.

Nobody knows why the girl is there, and nobody cares, because they dont ask questions in a mining town.

Not even about the theater, groaned Montgomery.

Shut up, Freddie, cut in La Belle Geraldine, you spoil the scene with your monologue stunts. I say, the swell blonde appears and buys a seat on the stage which starts that afternoon, running towards Truckee. She kids the driver along a little and he lets her sit on the seat beside him. As soon as she gets planted there she begins to talk — let me see — yes, she begins to hand out a swift line of chatter about what she can do with a revolver. Then she shows him a little nickel-plated revolver which she carries with her. He asks her to show off her skill, but she says Nothing stirring, Oscar. Finally they go around a curve and out rides a masked bandit on a roan horse. Everybody on the stage holds up their arms as soon as he comes out with his gun leveled.

How do you know they would? said Montgomery.

Because they always do, answered Geraldine. Nobody thinks of making a fight when a masked man on a roan horse appears, because they know its Black Jim, who can shoot the core out of an apple at five hundred yards, or something like that. Well, they all hold up their hands except the girl, who raises her revolver and fires, and though she used a blank cartridge the gun jumps out of the grip of the bandit as if a bullet hit it. Then he holds up his hands and everybody in the stage cheers, and the girl takes the bandit prisoner. The stage turns around and carries them back to Three Rivers.

The people of the town come to look at Black Jim—

And they see Im not the guy they want. Then the games blown.

Not a hope, said Jerry. They dont know anything about this man-killer except the color of his horse. Theyll take you for granted.

Sure, groaned Montgomery, and hang me to the nearest tree, what?

Take it easy, Freddie. Theres some law around here. You just keep your face shut after they take you. Theyll wait to try you the next day, anyway. Thatll give me time to cash in the reward. Ill be fifty miles east before they get wise. The next morning when they come in to stick a rope on your neck, you simply light a cigarette and tell them its all a mistake. Let em go to Snider Gulch to the hotel and they can find a hundred people to recognize you as a ham actor. Tell them you were merely trying a little act of your own when you stuck up the stage, and that your partner flashed the gun from the drivers seat. Say, kid, the people of Three Rivers will see the laugh is on them, and theyll buy you a ticket to Denver just to get rid of you. Ill meet you there, and then well trot on to Broadway, savvy? Its a dream!

A nightmare, growled Montgomery, though light entered his face; but still—

Well?

Jerry, I begin to think it wouldnt be such a hard thing to get away with this! But what if you couldnt get me out of the town? What if they started to lynch me without waiting for the law?

Thats easy, smiled Geraldine. Then I step out and tell them its simply one grand joke. All we would have to be sorry about is the money we spent on your horse and clothes and gun. Its a chance, Freddie, but its a chance thats worth taking. Two thousand dollars reward!

Montgomerys eyes hardened.

Jerry, he whispered, every stage that leaves Three Rivers has a lot of pure gold in the boot. Why not play the bandit part legitimate and grab the gold? Its a lot simpler, and theres no more risk.

Geraldine studied him curiously.

Youve got the makings of a fine crook, Freddie. Its in your eye now.

He colored and glanced away.

Its no go, deary. If we cheat these miners with my little game, at least we know that the money comes only from the rich birds who can afford to put up a reward. But if we grab the cash in the boot, how can we tell we arent taking the bread and jam out of the mouth of some pick-swinger with a family to support?

She finished with a smile, but there was a suggestion of hardness in her voice.

Jerry, he answered, youre certainly fast in the bean. Id go a ten-spot to a Canadian dime that you could make up with one hand and darn stockings with the other. Well do it your way if you insist. Itll be a great show,

Right you are, Freddie. Youve got the face for the act.

They had to spread a hundred dollars over a horse, a revolver, and Montgomerys clothes. He spent most of the day shopping and at night came home with the necessary roan, a tall animal which was cheapened by bad ring-bones. His clothes; except the hat and boots, were very inexpensive, and he managed to buy a secondhand revolver for six dollars.

While he made these purchases, La Belle Geraldine, now registered at the hotel as Annie Kerrigan, opened a conversation with the girl who worked in the store. She proved diffident at first, with an envious eye upon Jerrys hat with its jaunty feather curled along the side; but in the end La Belles smile thawed the cold.

She handed me the frosty eye, reported Jerry to Montgomery that evening, until I put her wise on some millinery stunts. After that it was easy. She told me all she knew about Black Jim, and a lot more. People say hes a big chap — so are you, Freddie. His complexion is dark — so is yours. One queer thing is that he has never killed any one. The paper said that and the girl said it, too. It seems hes a big-time guy with a gun, and when he shoots he can pick a man in the arm or the leg, just as he pleases. I dont suppose you can hit a house at ten yards, Freddie, but its a cinch they arent going to try you out with a revolver — not as long as they have a hunch youre Black Jim.

That night Montgomery learned all that could be told about the stage route and the time it left Three Rivers. By dawn of the next day he and Jerry were on the road toward Three Rivers by different routes.


CHAPTER II. HANDS UP!
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THE HAPPINESS OF women, say the moralists, depends upon their ability to preserve illusions. Annie Kerrigan punched so many holes in that rule that she made it look like a colander.

Illusions and gloom filled her earlier girlhood in her little Illinois hometown. Those illusions chiefly concerned men. They made the masculine sex appear vast in strength and illimitable in mystery.

She remembered saying to a youth who wore a white flower in his lapel and parted his hair in the middle and curled it on the sides: When I talk to you, I feel as if I were poking at a man in armor. I never find the real you. What is it?

The youth occupied two hours in telling her about the real you. He was so excited that he held her hand as he proceeded in the revelation. When he left she boiled down everything he had said. It was chiefly air, and all that wasnt air was surrounded with quotation marks so large that even Annie Kerrigan could see them. So she revised her opinion of men a little.

In place of part of the question marks she substituted quotations. As she grew older and prettier she learned more. In fact she learned a good deal more than she wished to know about every attractive youth in her town.

So Annie Kerrigan started out to conquer new worlds of knowledge.

Her family balked, but Annie was firm. She went to Chicago, where she found the stockyards — and more men. They smiled at her in the streets. They stared at her in restaurants. They accosted her at corners. So the mystery wore off.

About this time Annie was left alone in the world to support herself. She starved for six months in a department store. Then an enterprising theatrical manager offered her a chance in a third-rate vaudeville circuit.

Before that season ended she had completed her definition of men. In her eyes they were one-half quotation marks and the other half bluff. Every one of them had his pet mystery and secret. Annie Kerrigan found that if she could get them to tell her that secret, they forged their own chains of slavery and gave her the key to the lock.

In time she held enough keys to open the doors of a whole city full of masculine souls. But she never used those keys, because, as she often said to herself, she wasnt interested in interior decoration. The exceptions were when she wanted a raise in salary or a pleasure excursion.

In this manner Annie Kerrigan of many illusions and more woes developed into La Belle Geraldine with no illusions: a light heart and a conscience that defied insomnia. She loved no one in particular — not even herself — but she found the world a tolerably comfortable place. To be sure, it was not a dream world. La Belle Geraldine was so practical that she knew cigarettes stain the fingers yellow and increase the pulse. She even learned that Orange Pekoe tea is pleasanter than cocktails, and that men are more often foolish than villainous.

Without illusions, the mental courage of Jerry equaled that of a man. Therefore she commenced this adventure without fear or doubt of the result.

It was a long journey, but her lithe, strong body, never weakened by excess, never grown heavy with idleness, shook off the fatigue of the labor, as a coyote that has traveled all day and all night shakes off its weariness and trots on, pointing its keen nose against the wind. So she went on, sometimes humming an air, sometimes pausing an instant to look across the valley at the burly peaks — and far beyond these, range after range of purple-clad monsters, like a great hierarchy whose heads rise closer and closer to heaven itself. She found herself smiling in spite of herself, and for no cause whatever.

She had estimated the distance to Three Rivers at about ten miles. Yet it seemed to her that she had covered scarcely a third of that space when the road twisted down and she was in the village. It was even smaller than Snider Gulch. The type of man to which she had grown accustomed during the past few weeks swarmed the street. They paid little attention to her, even as she had expected. Mountains discourage personal curiosity.

The six horses were already hitched to the stage and baggage was piled in the boot. After she bought a passage to Truckee, her money was exhausted. If she failed, the prospect was black indeed. She could not even telegraph for help, particularly since there was not a telegraph line within two days journey. She shrugged this thought away as unworthy.

When the passengers climbed up to select their seats, Geraldine remained on the ground to talk with the driver about his near leader, a long barreled bay with a ragged mane and a wicked eye. The driver as he went from horse to horse, examining tugs and other vital parts of the harness, informed her that the bay was the best mountain horse he had ever driven, and that with this team he could make two hours better time than on any of the other relays between Three Rivers and Truckee.

She showed such smiling interest in this explanation that he asked her to sit up on his seat while he detailed the other points of interest about this team.

Her heart quickened. The first point in the game was won.

As they swung out onto the shadowed road — for the canons were already half dark, though it was barely sunset — she made a careful inventory of the passengers. There were nine besides herself and all were men. Two of them sitting just behind the driver, held sawed off shotguns across their knees and stared with frowning sagacity into the trees on either side of the road, as if they already feared an attack. Their tense expectancy satisfied La Belle Geraldine that the first appearance of her bandit would take the fight out of them. The others were mostly young fellows who hailed each other in loud voices and broke into an immediate exchange of mining gossip. She feared nothing from any of these.

The driver worried her more. To be sure his only weapon was a rifle which lay along the seat just behind him, with its muzzle pointing out to the side, a clumsy position for rapid work. But his lean face with the small, sad eye made her guess at qualities of quiet fearlessness. However, it was useless to speculate on the chances for or against Montgomery! The event could be scarcely more than half an hour away.

They had scarcely left Three Rivers behind when she produced the small revolver from her pocket. The driver grinned and asked if it were loaded. It was a sufficient opening for Geraldine. She sketched briefly for his benefit a life in the wilds during which she had been brought up with a rifle in one hand and a revolver in the other. The stage driver heard her with grim amusement, while she detailed her skill in knocking squirrels out of a treetop.

The top of a tree like that one, lady? he asked, pointing out a great sugar pine.

You dont believe me? asked Jerry, with a convincing assumption of pique, I wish there was a chance for me to show you.

H-m! said the driver. Theres a tolerable lot of things for you to aim at along the road. Take a whirl at anything you want to. The horses wont bolt when they, hear the gun.

If I did hit it, said Jerry, with truly feminine logic, you would think it was luck.

She dropped the pistol back into the pocket of her dress. They were swinging round a curve which brought them to the foot of the long slope, at the top of which Montgomery must be waiting.

I hope something happens, she assured the driver, and then Ill show you real shooting.

Maybe, he nodded, Ive lived so long, nothin surprises me, lady.

She smiled into the fast-growing night and made no answer. Then she broke out into idle chatter again, asking the names of all the horses and a thousand other questions, for a childish fear came to her that he might hear the beating of her heart and learn its meaning. Up they drudged on the long slope, the harness creaking rhythmically as the horses leaned into the collars, and the traces stiff and quivering with the violence of the pull. The driver with his reins gathered in one hand and the long whip poised in the other, flicked the laggards with the lash.

Look at them lug all together as if they was tryin to keep time! he said to Geraldine? I call that a team; but this grade here keeps them winded for a half an hour after we hit the top.

The rank odor of the sweating horses rose to her. A silence, as if their imaginations labored with the team, fell upon the passengers. Even Geraldine found herself leaning forward in the seat, as though this would lessen the load.

Yo ho, boys! shouted the driver.

Get into that collar, Dixie, you wall-eyed excuse for a hoss! Yea, Queen, good girl!

His whip snapped and hummed through the air.

One more lug altogether and were there!

They lurched up onto the level ground and the horses, still leaning forward to the strain of the pull, stumbled into a feeble trot. Jerry sat a little side-wise in the seat so that from the corner of her eye she could watch the rest of the passengers. One of the guards was lighting a cigarette for the other!

Hands up! called a voice.

The driver cursed softly, and his arms went slowly into the air; the hands of the two guards shot up even more rapidly. Not three yards from the halted leaders, a masked man sat on a roan horse, reined across the road: and covered the stage with his revolver.

Keep those hands up! ordered the bandit. Now get out of that stage — and dont get your hands down while youre doin it! You — all there by the driver, get up your hands damned quick!


CHAPTER III. THE MIXED CAST
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A GREAT TIDE of mirth swelled in Jerrys throat. She recognized in these deep and ringing tones, the stage voice of Freddie Montgomery. Truly he played his part well!

She crouched a little toward the stage driver, whipped out the revolver, and fired, — but a louder explosion blended with the very sound of her shot. The revolver spun out of her fingers and exquisite pain burned her hand.

Her rage kept her from screaming. She groaned between her set teeth. This was an ill day for Frederick Montgomery!

For Gods sake! breathed a voice from the stage behind her. Hell kill us all now! Its Black Jim!

Down to the road with you, cried the bandit, in the same deep voice, and the next of you-all that tries a fancy trick, Ill drill you clean!

Warm blood poured out over her hands and the pain set her shuddering, but the white-hot fury gave her strength. Jerry was the first to touch the ground.

You fool! she moaned. You big, clumsy, square-headed, bat-eyed, fool! Theyll stick you in the pen for life for this!

Shut up! advised a cautious voice from the stage, where the passengers stood bolt upright, willing enough to descend, but each afraid to move. Shut up or youll have him murdering us all!

Sorry, lady, said the masked man, and still he maintained that heavy voice. If I had seen you was a girl I wouldnt have fired!

Aw, tell that to the judge, cried Geraldine, Youve shot my hand off! Ill bleed to death and youll hang for it! I tell you youll hang for it!

He had reined his horse from his position in front of the leaders and now he swung from his saddle to the ground, a sudden motion during which he kept his revolver steadily leveled.

Steady in there! he ordered, and get the hell out of that stage or Ill blow you out!

He gestured with his free hand to Jerry.

Tear off a strip from your skirt and tie that hand up as tight as you can! Here, one of you, get down here and help the lady. You can take your hands down to do that!

But there was another thought than that of La Bella Geraldine in the mind of the practical stage driver. His leaders stood now without obstruction. He had lost one passenger, indeed, but the gold in the boot of his stage was worth a hundred passengers to him. He shouted a warning, dropped flat on his seat and darted his whip out over the horses. At his call the other passengers groveled flat, which put the thickness of the boot between them and the bullets of the bandit. The horses hit the collars and the stage whirled into the dusk of the evening.

To pursue them was folly, for it would be a running fight with two deadly shotguns handled by men concealed and protected. The masked man fired a shot over the heads of the fugitives and turned on Jerry. She was weak with excitement and loss of blood and even her furious anger could not give her strength for long. She staggered.

Im done for, all right— she gasped, As a bandit, youre the biggest cheese ever. My hand — blood — help—

Red night swam before Jerrys eyes, and as utter dark came, she felt an arm pass round her. When she woke from the swoon her entire right arm ached grimly. She was being carried on horseback up a steep mountainside. The trees rose sheer above her. She strove to speak, but the intolerable weakness flooded back on her and she fainted again.

She recovered again in less pain, lying in a low-roofed room, propped up on blankets. A lantern hung against the wall from a nail, and by its light she made out the form of the man who stooped over her and poured steaming hot water over her hand. He still wore the mask. She closed her eyes again and lay gathering her wrath, her energy, and her vocabulary, for the supreme effort which confronted her.

So you did your little bandit bit, did you? she said at last with keen irony, as she opened her eyes again, You had to pull the grand-stand stunt with a fine audience of ten to watch you? You had to—

Lie still; dont talk! he commanded, still in that deep, and melodramatic bass which enraged her. You have a fever, kind of; it aint much. Just keep quiet an youll be all right.

It was the crowning touch! He was still playing his part!

Deary, she said fiercely, this is the first time in my life I ever wished I was Shakespeare. Nobody, but the old boy himself could do you justice — but Im not Billy S. and I can only hint around sort of vague at what I think of you. But of all the tinhorn sports — the ham-fat, small-time actors, youre the prize bonehead. Honey, does that begin to percolate? Does that begin to get through the armor plate down to that dwarfed bean youre in the habit of calling your brain?

He went on calmly pouring the hot water over her hand. She had not credited him with such self-control. He did not even blush as far as she could make out. It made her throat dry with impotence.

An old womans home, thats where you belong, she went on. Say, youre wise to keep that mask on. Youd need a disguise to get by as a property man on small-time. Deary, you havent got enough bean to be number-two man in a monologue,

He stared at her a moment and then went on with the work of cleansing the bullet wound in her hand. Evidently he did not trust himself to speak. It was not a severe cut, but it had bled freely, the bullet cutting the fleshy part between the thumb and forefinger. To look at it made her head reel. She lay back on the pile of blankets and closed her eyes.

When she opened them again he was approaching with a small bottle half full of a brownish-black fluid, iodine. She started, for she knew the burn of the antiseptic. She tucked her wounded hand under her other arm and glared at him.

Nothing doing with that stuff, cutie, she said, shaking her head. This isnt my first season, even if Im not on the big-time. You can give that bottle to the marines. Go pour that on the daisies, Alexander W. Flathead, itll kill the insects. But not for mine!

She saw his forehead pucker into a frown above the mask. He stopped, hesitated.

Take it away and rock it to sleep, Oscar, she went on, because theres no cue for that in this act. It wont get across — not even with a make-up. Oh, this will make a lovely story when I get back to Broadway. Im going to spill the beans, deary. Yep, Im going to give this spiel to the papers. Itll make a great ad for you — all scare-heads. You can run the last musical comedy scandal onto the back page with a play like this. Here! Let go my arm, you big simp — do you think—

He caught her wrist and drew out the injured hand firmly. She struggled weakly, but the pain in the hand unnerved her.

Go ahead — turn on the fireworks, Napoleon! Honey, theyll write this on your tombstone for an epitaph.

He spread her thumb and forefinger apart, poured some of the iodine onto a clean rag, and swabbed out the wound. The burning pain brought her close to a faint, but her fury kept her mind from oblivion. She clenched her teeth so that a tortured scream became merely a moan. When she recovered he was making the last turn of a rather skilful bandage. She sat up on the blankets.

All right, honey, now youve played the music and Ill dance. Whats the way to town from here?

He shook his head.

Wont tell me, eh? I suppose you think Ill stay up here till I get well? Think again, janitor.

She rose and started a bit unsteadily to the door. Before she reached it his step caught up with her. She was swung up in strong arms and carried back to the blankets. While she sat dumb with hate and rage, he took a piece of rope and tied her ankles fast with an intricate knot which she could never hope to untie with her one sound hand.

Youll stay here, he explained curtly.

Listen, deary, she answered between her teeth, Im going to do you for this. Im going to make you a bum draw on every circuit in the little old U. S. Im going to make you the card that doesnt fill the straight, thats all. Get your shingle ready, cutie, because after this all you can get across will be a chop-house in the Bowery.

Lie still, growled the deep voice. There aint any chance of you getting away. Savvy?

He turned.

Deary, she cried after him, if you dont cut out that ghost-voice stunt, Ill—

The rickety door at the back of the shack closed upon him.

I never knew, said Jerry to herself, that that big Swede could do such a swell mystery bit. He ought to be in the heavies, thats all.

She settled herself back on the blankets again more comfortably. The last sting of the iodine died away and left a pleasant sense of warmth in her injured hand. Now she set about surveying her surroundings in detail. It was the most clumsily built house she had ever seen, made of rudely trimmed logs so loosely set together that the night air whistled through a thousand chinks.

Two boards placed upon saw horses represented a table. A crazily constructed fireplace of large dimensions was the only means of heating the shack. Here and there from pegs and nails driven into the wall hung overalls, deeply wrinkled at the knees, heavy mackintoshes, and two large hats of broad brim. On the floor were several pairs of heavy shoes in various states of dilapidation. In the corner next to the hearth the walls were garnished with a few pots and pans. On the table she saw a heavy hunting knife. There were three doors. Perhaps one of them led to a second room. To know which it was, was of vital significance to her. If it was the door through which the masked man had disappeared then he was still within hearing distance. If that were true she could hardly succeed in reaching that knife upon the table unheard, for she would make a good deal of noise dragging herself across the floor to the table. She determined to make the experiment. If she could cut the bonds and escape she made no doubt that she could find the road to Three Rivers again, and even to wander across the mountains at night with a wounded hand was better than to stay with this bungler. Moreover, there was something in his sustained acting which made her uneasy. She knew his code of morals was as limited as the law of the Medes and the Persians and of an exactly opposite nature. On the stage, in the city, she had no fear of him. He was an interesting type and his vices were things at which she could afford to shrug her shoulders. But in the wilderness of the silent mountains even the least of men borrows a significance, and the meaning he gave her was wholly evil.

She commenced hunching herself slowly and painfully across the floor toward the table. Half, three-quarters of the distance was covered. In another moment she could reach out and take the knife.

A door creaked behind her. She turned. There he stood again, still masked and with his hands behind him. He started. His mouth gaped. She made another effort and caught up the knife. At least it was a measure of defense, even if it were too late for her to free herself.


CHAPTER IV. BLACK JIM
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JERRY! SAID, IN a strange, whispering voice.

She eyed him with infinite disgust.

Playing a new role, Freddie, arent you? she sneered.

He merely stared.

Youre versatile, all right, she went on. First the grim bandit, and then the astonished friend. Say, deary, do you expect warm applause? No, cutie, but if I had some spoiled eggs, Id certainly pass them to you.

Jerry, youre raving!

She gritted her teeth.

Im through with the funny stuff, you one-syllable, lock-jawed baby. Now I mean business. Get me out of this as fast as they hooked you off the boards, the last time you tried out in Manhattan.

Do you — have — will—

Bah! she said. Dont you get next that Im through with this one-night stand? Drop the curtain and start the orchestra on Home, Sweet Home. Talk sense. Cut this rope. Im starting and Im starting alone.

For Gods sake, Jerry—

Lay off on that stuff, deary. If words made a cradle, youd rock the world to sleep.

How — how did you come here?

She stared at him a moment and then broke into rather sinister laughter.

I suppose youve been walking in your sleep, what? I suppose Im to fall for this bum line, Freddie? Not me! You cant get by even in a mask, Mr. Montgomery.

Geraldine.

Call me Annie for short.

Upon my word of honor—

Can the talk, cutie. You can tell the rest to the judge.

But how can I help you? he asked. He turned and she saw his hands tied securely together behind him!

While she still stared at this marvelous revelation, the door opened again and another Montgomery strode into the room. He was the same build as the other man. He wore the same sort of mask. His hair was black. He could not be Montgomery. It was only when they stood together that she felt a significant difference in this man.

Seeing Jerry with the hunting knife in her hand, he crossed the room and learned above her.

Give me the knife, boomed the musical bass voice.

She shrank back and clutched the heavy handle more closely.

Keep away, she cried hoarsely.

Give me the knife.

Black Jim! breathed Jerry, for the first time wholly frightened, while her mind whirled in confusion, Is the whole world made up of doubles or am I losing my brain? Keep off, Mr. Mystery, or Ill make hash of you with this cleaver!

She held the knife poised and the man observed her with a critical eye.

Fighter, he decided.

He leaned again; his hand darted out with the speed of a striking snake. She cut at him furiously, but the hand caught her wrist and stopped the knife while it was still an inch from his face. He shook her hand, and the numbing grasp made her fingers relax. The knife clattered on the floor and he carried her back to the pile of blankets. When she opened her eyes she saw Black Jim loosing the hands of Montgomery.

No use in we-all stay in masked anymore, said the bandit, Ive been down an seen the other boys. I thought maybe theyd vote yes on turnin the girl loose agin. I told em she was too sick to see anything when I brought her in. I told em Id blindfold her when I took her out to the road agin. But they-all sort of figure shed be able to track back with a posse followin jest a sense of direction like a hoss. They vote that she stays here, an so it makes no difference what she sees.

He finished untying Montgomerys hands, and drew off his mask.

Her faintness left Jerry. She saw a lean-faced man with great, dark eyes, singularly lacking in emotion, and forehead unfurrowed by worries. Montgomery, likewise withdrew his mask and showed a face familiar enough, but drawn and colorless.

All Im askin, said Black Jim, is have you got anything against me?

I? queried Montgomery, and he drew a slow hand across his forehead as if he were partially dazed.

Yes, you, said the other, and the dark eyes dwelt carefully on Montgomerys face. If youve got any lingerin suspicion that theres something coming from you to me, well jist nacherally step out an make our little play where theres room.

Not a thing against you, my friend, said Montgomery with a sudden heartiness for which Jerry despised him. You had the drop on me and I guess you had special reasons for wanting that stage.

The outlaw shrugged his shoulders. I got to go out agin, he said, an Im goin to ask you to watch this girl while Im gone.

Glad to, said Montgomery.

Black Jim turned, paused, and came back.

If anything happens to her, my friend. He hesitated significantly. The boys seemed to be sort of excited when I told them about her bein in my cabin, he explained. If they-all come up here, dont let em come in. You got a gun!

He stepped to the door and was gone. The eyes of Jerry and Montgomery met.

Quick! she ordered. Talk out and tell me what has happened, Freddie, or Ill go crazy! Im half out of my head now!

Its Black Jim! he said heavily.

I knew that half an hour ago. Your brains are petrified, Freddie. Start where Im a blank. Howd you come here?

He held me up!

Black Jim?

Yes. I was waiting behind the rock with my mask on. I heard a horse coming up the road from behind and when I turned I was looking into the mouth of a pistol as big as a cannon. I put up my hands. I just stared at him. I couldnt speak. He said he was sorry he couldnt leave the job to me. He said there were two things clear to him. He went on thinking them over while his gun covered me. Then he told me that he couldnt leave me alive near the road. He had to take me up to his camp. Then he came up behind me and tied my hands behind my back. Jerry, I felt that if he hadnt thought me one of his own sort, hed have dropped the curtain on my act forever!

He shuddered slightly at the thought.

He made me ride before him up here, he went on, and he put me in this cabin. As far as I can make out were in a little gulch of the mountains. Its a sort of bandits refuge — the sort of thing that paper told about. When we rode over the edge of the hill and dipped down into the valley, I saw some streaks of smoke down the canon. There must be a half dozen places like this one, and some of the outlaws in every one. Whatll we do, Jerry, for Gods sake, what will we do?

Shut up! she said fiercely, and her face was whiter than mere exhaustion could make it. Lemme think; lemme think!

Montgomery had no eye for her. He strode up, and down the room with a wild eye. He seemed to think of her as an aftermath.

What happened to you? Was it Black Jim again?

I pulled my gun and shot in the air. He shot the pistol out of my fingers and put my hand on the blink. I fainted. He brought me up here. Thats all.

Her thoughts were not for her troubles.

Im going to make a break for it! he cried at last. Maybe I can get free!

She recognized him without emotion.

And leave me here? she asked.

He flushed, stammered, and avoided her eyes.

It doesnt make any difference, he muttered, I couldnt find my way out, and maybe theyd take a pot shot at me as I tried to get away. Its better to die quick than starve in the mountains. But, my God, Jerry, whatll he do when he finds out that Im not an outlaw like himself?

Stop crying like a baby, she said. Ive got to think.

Theres only one thing for you to do, she said at last, raising her head, and thats for you to play your part as he sees it. You can act rough. Go down and mix with them — but be here with me when Black Jim is here. They can only kill you, Freddie, but me—

Her eyes were roving again.

Maybe I can do it, he said rapidly, half to himself. Pray God I can do it!


CHAPTER V. THE STAGE MAN
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HER UPPER LIP curled. Youre in a blue funk — a blue funk, she said. Freddie, heres your one chance in a life to play the man.

Do you see my condition? Do you see the little act thats mapped out ahead for me? Its as clear as the palm of your hand. He brought me up here because he thought Id die if he left me in the road. Even his heart was not black enough for that! But once he had me here it wasnt in his power to send me away again. Thats what he meant when he said he had talked to the boys. They wouldnt let me go because they thought I might be able to find the way back and bring a posse after them. Dont you see? They have me a prisoner. And youre all that I have to protect me.

She stopped and moaned softly.

Why was I ever born a woman?

He moistened his lips.

Ill do what I can, he mumbled, but — did you see that devils eye? He isnt human, Jerry!

I might have known, she murmured to herself, I might have known he was only a stage man. She said aloud: Theres one chance in a thousand left to me, Freddie, but theres no chance at all unless youll help me. Will you?

All that I can — in reason, he stammered miserably.

Its this, she went on, trying to sweep him along with her. You had your eyes open when you came up here. Maybe you could find the way out again. Freddie, you said on the road today that you loved me. Freddie, Ill go to hell and slave for you as long as I live, if youll fight for me now. Tell me again that you love me and youll be a man!

His lips were so stiff that he could hardly speak in answer.

I didnt tell you one thing, he said. When we came over the top of the lull, at the edge of the valley, we passed an armed man. They keep a sentry there.

She pointed with frantic eagerness.

You have your gun at your belt! That will free us, I tell you. It is only one man you have to fight.

He could not answer. His eyes wandered rapidly around the room like a boy already late for school and striving miserably to find his necessary book.

Then if you wont do that, cut the rope that holds my feet and Ill go myself! she cried. Ill go! Id rather a thousand times die of starvation than wait for the time when the eyes of that fiend light up with hell-fire.

Black Jim, he answered, and stopped.

She loosened her dress at the throat as if she stifled.

For Gods sake, Freddie. You have a sister. Ive seen her picture. For her sake!

He was utterly white and striving to speak.

He would know it was me who did it, he said at last, and then—

Voices sounded far away. They listened with great eyes that stared at each other but saw only their own imaginings.

The voices drew closer.

The door! The door! she whispered. Lock the door! Theyre coming — the men he warned us about!

He was frozen to the spot on which he stood.

Hello! called a voice from without.

Montgomery! she moaned, wringing her hands.

At last he walked hastily to the door.

You cant come in here, he answered.

Why the hell not? roared one of them.

Because of Black Jim.

A silence followed.

Is he in there?

No, but he wants no one else to come in while hes gone.

They parleyed.

Shall we chance it?

Not me!

Why not?

Lets see his woman.

Sure. Seein her doesnt do no harm.

Whos in there?

Its the pal he brought up.

Are we goin to act like a bunch of short horns? asked a deeper voice. Im goin in!

A dozen men broke into the room. At the first stir of the door Jerry dropped prone to the blankets and feigned sleep. The crowd gathered first about Montgomery, searching him with curious eyes.

Heres the new lamb, said a lithe white-faced man, and he grinned over yellow teeth. Heres another roped for the brandin. Let pass on him now, boys!

A chuckle which rang heavily on the heart of Montgomery ran around the circle, but though his soul was lead in him, his art came to his rescue. After all, this was merely a part to be played. It was a dangerous part, indeed, but with a little effort he should be able to pass before an uncritical audience. He leaned back against the wall and smiled at the group. It required every ounce of his courage to manage that smile.

Look me over, boys, he responded, take a good long look, and in case youre curious, maybe youll find something interesting on my right hip!

He broke off the smile again. For one instant the scales hung in the balance. What he said might have been construed as a threat, but the smile took the sting out of his words. After all, a man who had been passed by Black Jim himself had some rights among them.

Youre a cool one, all right, grinned a man who was bearded like a Russian, with his shirt open, and a great black, hairy chest partially exposed, but whered you get that color? Been doing inside work?

Mac, said Montgomery, easily, for the last remark gave him courage, and some of the boys call me Silent Mac. Im a bit off color, all right. Thats because some legal gents got interested in me. They got so damned interested in me that they thought I shouldnt be out in the sun so much. They thought maybe it was spoiling my complexion, see? They fixed a plant and sent me up the river to a little joint the government runs for restless people. Yep, Ive just had a long rest cure, and now Im ready for business!

A low laugh of understanding ran around the group. A jailbird has standing in the shadow of the law.

Youll do, pal, said the yellow-toothed one.

You can enter the baby show, all right, said another. Im the Doctor.

Ive heard of you, said Montgomery, as the crowd passed him to examine Jerry.

Know anything about the calico? asked one of Montgomery.

Not a thing, answered the latter carelessly, except that Jim picked it off the stage.

And a damned bad job, too, growled he of the beard. Wheres he goin to fence her up in a corral like this?

Bad job your eye! answered one who leaned far over to glance at her partially concealed face. Shes a looker, boys — shes a regular Cleopatra.

They grouped closely around her.

Wake her, suggested one, sos we can size her up.

One who stood closer stirred her rudely with his foot. She sat up yawning, rubbing her eyes, and smiled up to their faces.

Turn me into a wall-eyed cayuse! muttered one of them, but the others were silent while their eyes drank.

Montana Pete, with a mop of tawny hair falling low down on his forehead, dropped to a squatting position, the better to look into her eyes.

Well, baby blue-eyes, he grinned, what dyou think of your new pals?

Oh, she cried, with a semblance of pretty confusion, I — I — where am I? Oh, I remember!

Boys, said Montana Pete rising, we aint the kind to have a king, but Im all for a queen! What?

Sure, said the Doctor. There aint nothing like the womans touch to make a home.

They roared with laughter.

Look out! Shes remembering some more and here comes the waterfall! called another.

Jerry, in order to get time to plan her campaign, broke into heart-rending sobs. The bearded man, who rejoiced in the name of Porky Martin, now came forward again.

Lemme take care of her, he said. I had two mothers, six sisters, an fourteen sweethearts. I know all about women!

He dropped to one knee and put his arm around her.

Take it easy, kid. Youre runnin loose now an well give you all the rope you want, except enough for hangin yourself. Look around you, kid, heres enough men to make a jury and you got a home with every one. Am I right, boys?

Let me — alone! wailed Jerry, and she shuddered under the caress.

Huh! growled Porky Martin. Shes proud, damn her.

Give her time, give her time, said the Doctor. The kids hurt. She dont savvy yet, boys, that shes in a real democracy where everythings common property.

No more foolin, advised Montana Pete. Jimll be coming back any time. Hell sure be glad to find us here, I guess not.

Whos Black Jim? snarled Porky Martin. Ive stood for enough of his nutty ideas. I say to hell with Black Jim. Weve had enough of him!

Say that to him, said Montana easily. I wont hold your hands, Porky. Take it easy, kid  — this to Jerry— we aint all swine!

Wha dya mean? said Porky in a rising voice.

Jerry trembled, for she knew that if the men began fighting over her, her fate was sealed.

You aint deer, I reckon, said Montana Pete, with obvious scorn.

Let me go! cried Jerry, not that she hoped for freedom, but because she thought there was some chance of changing the issue. Let me go! I wont tell about you! I swear I wont!

She extended her hands, one slender and white, and then the other in its ominously stained bandage, first to Porky Martin and them to Pete.

Look at that, said Pete. Were a fine gang to stand around makin life hell for the kid.

He dropped to one knee beside her.

Well give you a square deal, you lay to that, but we cant let you go. There aint a hope of that, understand.

She shrank against the wall, her sobs coming heavily at intervals.

What I say is this, orated Porky Martin. What do you make out of Jim bringin in two people in one day — and one of them a woman?

Why, you poor fat head, said the Doctor soothingly, Mac over there was blockin one of Jims plays an to get him out of the way Jim took him up here. Anyway, Macs one of us. Whats bitin you? She was hurt. Besides, maybe Jim wanted that womans touch around his house.

Aye, said Porky, but theres a lot more to be said about that. As far as I go Im sick of this feller who stays away from the rest of us — never even gets drunk with us — and now he gets a woman!

Look out! warned a voice, I think—

Several heads turned to the open door which framed Black Jim. His eyes ran slowly from face to face until they settled on Montgomery. The men stirred uneasily.

I told you-all to keep these out, he said calmly. By his contemptuous gesture he might have been referring to dogs of the street.

They said youd changed your mind, explained Montgomery.

I aint ever done that yet, said the bandit. Hope youve enjoyed yourselves, boys.

Look here, said Porky Martin, blustering. What we want to know is about the calico here — we—

I told you about her before, said Black Jim softly, and you sat around am hollered an said she was to stay here. Its too late to get rid of her now. Shes seen us all. She could identify every one of us.

We aint askin you to send her off, said Porky, but as long as shes goin to stay here we dont see no nacheral reason why she has to hang around here in one cabin. Were boostin for a lot of changes of scenery,

We? asked Black Jim and he frowned.

You heard me before, damn you!

He was half crouched with the fighting fury in his face. The rest of the men moved quickly back, leaving an open space between the two. Porkys hand tugged and writhed about the handle of his revolver as though he found difficulty in drawing it, but Black Jim made no movement toward his weapon. His soft, dark eyes dwelt without change on the face of his opponent. Jerry watched, utterly fascinated. She saw Montgomery staring in the background. The rest of the men stood closer to Porky, as if they sympathized with him, and their eyes were fixed with a sort of mute horror on Black Jim. An instinct told her that the moment he made a motion toward his revolver every gun in that room would be out and leveled at him. Yet when the strange sympathy troubled her throat, it was not for the bandit who faced the roomful of enemies, but for the crouched, tense figure of Porky Martin.

His big beard quivered. She saw his jaws stir. A strange, gurgling sound came in his throat, and yet he could not draw his revolver.

My God! breathed the Doctor.

It was as if some spell broke with his voice. A dozen breaths were audible in quick succession. Porky Martin drew a long pace back and half straightened. His hand left the butt of his revolver, and then both hands moved in slow jerks up toward his head. The gurgling rose louder in his throat. It formed into gasping words.

Jim — dont shoot — for Gods sake!

The whole of that great body shook. A moment before he had been the most awe-inspiring of them all, and the center of Jerrys fears.

Hypnotism, she murmured to herself, but she did not believe her own diagnosis.

Take your hands down, Porky, said Black Jim. I aint asked you to put em up there.

In spite of this permission, the big mans arms remained as if fixed in air.

Get out, ordered Black Jim, and gestured toward the door.

Porky started side-wise, edging past Black Jim as if he feared to take his eyes off him. At the door he whirled and bolted suddenly into the dark. The order of the bandit had apparently been directed at Porky alone, but all the rest obeyed, each man moving silently, keeping his face with a religious earnestness toward Jim and his hand on his revolver until he came to the door through which each vanished with startling swiftness. They were all gone; Montgomery alone remained. Jim faced him.

Get out, said the bandit, an tell the rest of em that theres a deadline drawn at the edge of the trees. They can cross it when they get tired of livin.

Jerry made vain motions to him with lips and hands to stay and wondered why she dared not sneak out; but his eves were not for her. Like the rest he moved side-wise, and darted out into the night. Black Jim turned to Jerry and she set her teeth to make her glance cross his boldly. There was a subtle change of his expression. He jerked a hand toward the door.

That last man, he said, did you really want him to stay?

Yes, she said faintly, Im afraid!


CHAPTER VI. GREEK MEETS GREEK
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TO HER ASTONISHMENT he nodded slowly. Yes, he said, they-all aint much moren cattle.

With that he disappeared into the next room. He came back at once bearing a bolstered revolver which he dropped beside her carelessly.

Theyre a rotten gang, all right, he went on, and that last man — why did you want him to stay?

Under the direct question of his eyes, her own dropped till they fell upon the revolver-butt, significantly protruding from the holster.

You dont need to tell me, he said gently, I guess you thought youd be safer with two. But that pale-faced one aint a man. Hes a skunk. I told him to keep em out.

She did not answer. Her head remained bowed with wonder. Montgomery had been no protection to her. Even now there were twelve grim men who were twelve dangers to her. Yet in the presence of this man-queller, she felt unutterably safe. She glanced at her injured hand and smiled at her sense of security. Black Jim retreated. He came back with a great armful of logs.

Hunger and weariness fought like drugs against the stimulus of fear. She found herself drowsing as she stared into the growing blaze of flames. Her ear caught the chink, the rattle, and the hiss of cookery. Then she watched as through a haze the tall figure of Black Jim, swart against the fire. Through her exhaustion, her suffering, and her fear, that shadowy figure became the symbol of the protector.

He came before her again carrying a tin plate that bore a steaming venison steak flanked with big chunks of bread and a cup of black coffee. She tasted the coffee first and it cleared her mind, pumped strong blood through her body again.

Another woman would have roused to a paralyzing terror when her faculties returned; but now the strange schooling of Annie Kerrigan stood her in good stead. She was used to men, but she was not used to the fear of them. After all, what difference was there between this man and those she had known before? She had felt helpless indeed when the twelve filled the room. She had seen and she should never forget a certain flickering light of hunger in their eyes. They were dangerous, but that element of danger she did not see in Black Jim. Some men are dangerous to men alone. Others threaten all nature; born destroyers. She knew that Black Jim was of the first category. Nothing told her except a small inner voice that chanted courage to her heart. Consequently when the hot coffee gave her strength she sat erect, propping herself with her sound hand.

I say! she called. He started where he sat before his food at the table, lifted his head, and stared at her.

What about these hobbles, deary? she went on. His eyes widened, but he answered nothing.

Cut out the silent treatment, cutie, said Jerry, her courage rising, and this rope. Youve got your stage guarded. Theres no fear that Ill jump through the curtain to get to the audience. I cant run away, Im not very slow, but bullets are a little faster. So drop the hobbles, Alexander. Theyre away out of date.

He sat with knife poised and ear canted a trifle to one side as if he strained every effort to follow the meaning of her slang. At last he comprehended, nodded, and set her free with a few strokes of a knife.

Its all right to let you go free, he said, but you got to remember that this shack may be watched from now on. You could get away any time. I wont stop you. But outside youll find, maybe no bullets, but some of the boys who were in here a while ago. Savvy?

She understood, but she shrugged the terror away, as she would have shrugged away self-consciousness on the stage.

All right, Jimmy, she said cheerfully, I savvy. Lend me a hand, will you?

She reached up with a smile for him to assist her to her feet. His astonishment at this familiar treatment made his eyes big again, and Jerry laughed.

Its all right, cutie, she said. Youve got a funny name, but you cant get by as a nightmare as far as Im concerned. Not without a make-up. Can the glassy eye, and give me your hand.

He extended his hand hesitatingly, and she drew herself erect with some difficulty, for she had remained a long time in a cramped position.

Its all right to feed some Swede farmhand in the corner, Oscar, but not La Belle Geraldine. Nix. It isnt done. Theres no red light on that table, is there?

Red light? he repeated.

Sure. I mean theres no danger sign. Say, deary, do I have to translate everything I say into Mother Goose rimes? I mean, may I eat at the table, or do I have to stay on the floor?

He regarded her a moment with his usual somber concern. Then he turned and carried a stool to the table and brought her food to it.

This is solid comfort, declared Jerry, as she settled herself at the board, and she attacked the venison with great vigor.

There were certain difficulties, however, against which she had to struggle. Her right hand was useless to manage the knife, but she managed to steady the fork between the third and fourth fingers. With her left hand she tried to cut the meat, but progress in this way was highly unsatisfactory. In the midst of her labors a brawny hand carried away her plate.

She looked up with a laugh and surrendered her knife and fork.

After all, she said, you flashed the gun that put my hand to the bad. So its up to you to do the prompting when I break down.

He raised his eyes a moment to consider this statement, but he failed to find the clue to its meaning, went on silently cutting up the meat, and finally passed it back to her. Dumfounded by this reticence, Jerry kept a suspicious eye upon him. Among the people with whom she was familiar silence meant anger, plots, hatred. Evidently he turned the matter over seriously in his mind, for his gaze was fixed far away.

Lady, he said at last, meeting her inquiry with his dull, unreadable eyes, was you-all born with that vocabulary, or did you jest find it?

Jerry rested her chin upon a clenched white fist while she smiled at him.

Youre wrong twice, Solomon, she answered, an angel slipped it to me in a dream.

Which a dream like that is some nightmare, nodded Black Jim. Would you-all mind wakin up when you talk to me?

He chuckled softly.

Say, Oscar, said Jerry, Id lay a bet thats the first time youve laughed this year.

He was sober at once.

Why?

The wrinkles around your eyes aint worn very deep.

He shrugged his shoulders and confined his attention to his plate for a time, as if the matter no longer interested him, but when she had half forgotten it he resumed, breaking into the midst of her chatter: Speakin of wrinkles, you dont look moren a yearling yoursef. Which I would ask, how old are you, maam?

The instinct of the eternal feminine made her parry the question for a moment.

Im old enough, she answered; but take it from me, I dont have to wear a wig.

H-m! he growled, considering this evasive return. What I want to know is where you-all got to know so much?

Know so much? repeated Jerry, On the level, Oscar, or speaking with a smile? I mean, do you ask that straight?

Straight as I shoot, he said.

She leaned back, curiosity greater than her mirth.

Honest, said La Belle Geraldine, youve got me beat. Youve got me feeling like a toe-dancer in the mud. Youre the original mystery, all right. To hear people talk of you, youd think Black Jim put the damn in death; but if I just met you at a dance, Id think you were so green you didnt know the first violin from the drummer.

Speakin in general, replied the bandit carefully, I get your drift, but even if I begin allowing for the wind—

Meaning the way I talk, I suppose, broke in Jerry.

Even allowin for that, went on Black Jim, I dont think I could shoot straight enough to ring the bell. Youve got me side-stepped.

Go on, said Jerry, Ill keep them amused till you bring on the heavy stuff. What do you mean?

Well, drawled Black Jim, you look a heap more like a picture of a lady I once saw in a soap ad than anything else. Youre all pink an white an soft, with eyes like a two-day calf.

Go right on, Shakespeare, murmured La Belle Geraldine; you cant make me mad.

When I brought you up here, said Black Jim, I figured that when you come to, youd begin yellin an hollerin an raisin Cain. I was sort of steelin myself to it when you opened your eyes a while ago. Lady  — here he leaned across the table earnestly— I was expectin a plumb hell of a time. He grinned broadly. I got it, all right, but not the kind I thought.

I sure panned you some, nodded Jerry. I thought—

She stopped. To tell Black Jim that she thought she was talking to Frederick Montgomery when she recovered from her faint, would be to expose that worthy; for once it were known that he was only a temporary bandit, his days in the valley would be short indeed. In his pose as a man-killer, an ex-convict, a felon in the shadow of the law, he was as safe as a child in the bosom of his family. Otherwise, a dozen practiced fighters would be hot on his trail. I was just sore, concluded La Belle, to think I had balled up everything by flashing a small-time act on a big-time stage.

The pun amused her so that she broke into hearty laughter. The sound reacted on both her and the bandit. Though he fell silent again and scarcely spoke for the next hour or more, she thought that she could detect a greater kindliness about his eyes.

He went about cleaning up the tin dishes with singular deftness. When he concluded he turned abruptly upon her.

Time to turn in. You sleep there. I bunk in the next room. Slong!

He turned at the entrance of the other apartment.

Hows your hand?

Doing fine, smiled Jerry. Slong, Jim!


CHAPTER VII. JERRY TAKES LESSONS
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SHE WAS STILL smiling when she slipped down among the blankets. For some time she lay there wondering. By all the laws of Nature she should not have closed an eye for anxiety. She pictured all the dangers of her position one by one, and then — smiled again! She could not be afraid of this man. The very terror he inspired in others was a warm sense of protection around her. The weary muscles of her body relaxed by slow degrees. The wind hummed like a muted violin through the trees outside. She slept.

When she woke, a fire burned on the hearth brightly again, and the room filled with the savor of fried bacon and steaming coffee. Black Jim sat at the table draining his tin cup. Jerry sat up with a yawn.

Hello, Jim! she called. Say, this mountain air is all the dope for hard sleeping; what?

He lowered the cup and smiled back at her.

Im glad you-all slept well, he drawled, and rose from the table.

Im goin off on a bit of a trip today, he said, but before I go I want to tell you—

My names Geraldine, she answered, but most people shorten it up to Jerry.

Which Id tell a man jest about hits you off, he answered. You aint seen much of the valley. I suppose youll want Jo explore around a lot, an you can go as far as you like; but jest pack that shootin-iron with you by way of a friend. Come here to the door and Ill show you how far you can go.

She followed him obediently, and standing at the entrance to the shack looked out over the silver-misted valley. Four guardian peaks surrounded a gorge about a mile and a half long and half a mile wide, narrowing toward the farther end, where the entrance gap could not have been more than a hundred yards in width. The shack of Black Jim huddled against the precipitous wall of rock at the opposite extremity of the valley and stood upon ground higher than the rest of the floor. Great trees rose on all sides, and what she saw was made out through the spaces between these monsters.

Where are the others? she asked.

He waved his hand in a generous circle.

All around. Maybe you could wander about for a month and never find where they stay. But if you meet em theyll be gladder to see you than youll be to see them.

And if I stay right here, she asked him, would I be in danger from them here?

They came last night, he said grimly, but I got an idea they wont be in no hurry to come again. At the edge of those trees is a deadline. They know if they come beyond that theyre takin their own chances. If you see em come, make your gun talk for you.

He stepped through the door and she followed him a pace into the open air. The big roan horse, lean of neck and powerful of shoulder, stood near, his bridle-reins hanging over his head. Black Jim swung into the saddle.

Jest hobble this one idea so it dont never get outside your brain, said Black Jim. The men in this valley are only up here because they wanted to get above the law — and they are above it. The only law they know, the only law I know, is to play square with each other. Partner, Ive busted that law by bringin you in here. Accordin to all the rules there aint no place for any one here exceptin the men thats beyond the law. I dunno what theyll do. Maybe its war. Maybe it aint. Rope that idea and stick a brand on it. Slong, Jerry. An dont get near that gap down to the far end of the valley.

He spurred the roan through the trees and disappeared, leaving Jerry to listen to the rapidly diminishing sound of the horses feet.

Then the silence dropped like a cloak about her, save for the light humming of the wind through the upper branches. She went back and buckled the revolver with its holster about her waist. She felt strangely as if that act placed her at once among the ranks of those who, as Black Jim said, were above the law.

A great impulse to collapse in the middle of the floor and weep rose in her. All that life of gaiety, of action, of many butterfly hopes, was lost to her. Years might pass before she could break away from this valley of the damned. Perhaps she might actually grow old here, away from men, away from the lure of the footlights. Hopelessness tightened about her heart — and Jerry began to sing while the tears ran down her face. After all, she was trained to fight against misery, and she fought now until the tears stopped and her voice was sure. The very sound of the song was a cure to all ills.

She set about examining the cabin with the practical mind of any one who had had to make a home of a dressing room in a theater, and who can give a domestic touch even to a compartment in a Pullman.

The main room could be made more attractive. When her hand healed she could cut some young evergreens and place them here and there. That floor could be cleaned. Those clothes, if they had to hang on the wall, might at least be shaken free from dust and covered with sacking. She turned her attention to the adjoining room.

Here was the bunk of Black Jim, covered with a few tumbled blankets. Another pair of lanterns sat in a corner. More clothes lay here and there about the floor. Beyond this roof lay the horse-shed. She turned back to examine Jims belongings. What caught her eye was a little pile of books upon a rudely made shelf. She took them down one by one. Here was the explanation of the bandits mixed English, sometimes almost scholarly and correct, but again full of Western vernacular. It was a cross between the slang of cowboy and mountaineer, and the vocabulary of the educated.

There were six volumes all told. The first she opened was Scotts Redgauntlet which fell open at Wandering Willies Tale. Next came a volume of Shakespeares greatest tragedies— Othello, Macbeth, King Lear, and Hamlet; Gil Bias; a volume of Poes verse, and another of Byrons; and finally quaint old Mallorys Morte dArthur.

Can you beat it? whispered Jerry to the blank wall. And me — I havent read a single one of em!

How he had got them she could not imagine. Perhaps he took them with other loot from a stage. At any rate, they were here, and their presence made her strangely ill at ease.

There is a peculiar reverence for books in the minds of the most illiterate. It is a superstition which runs back to the days when the written word had to be copied by hand and a man was esteemed rich if he possessed three or four manuscripts. That legendary reverence grew almost to worship in the early Renaissance, and when the invention of John Fust finally brought literature within the grasp of the poorest man, the early respect still clung to ink and paper — clings to it today.

Of books Jerry knew little enough and consequently had the greater respect. In school she had gone as far as the Merchant of Venice, but blank verse was an impassable fence which stood between her and the dramatic action. When she started out on her own gay path through the world she found small time for reading and less desire. Books were all very well, and the knowledge which might be found in them was doubtless desirable, but for Jerry as unattainable as the shining limousines which purr down Fifth Avenue.

Her first impulse when she saw this little array of books was a blind anger, whose cause she could scarcely discover. It seemed as if the reading of those books had suddenly placed the bandit as far away from her as he was away from the law. But when the anger died away a tingling excitement followed.

Perhaps through these books she could gain the clue to the inner nature of Black Jim. If these were his only books he might be molded by the thoughts he found in them. Therefore, through them, she might gain a power over him which, in the end, would avail to bring her safely from the valley. With this purpose before her, Jerry formulated a plan of campaign.

She must in the first place win the liking of the bandit. When this was done all things would be possible, but she also knew that there was much work before her until this end could be accomplished. His gentleness had not deceived her. It was the velvet touch of the panthers foot with the steel-sharp claws concealed.

Those claws would be out and at her throat the moment she attempted an escape, or even a rash movement. In the mean time she must work carefully, patiently, to win first his respect, and then, perhaps, his affection. It was dangerous to attempt this. Yet it was necessary, and once this was done much might be accomplished. Possibly she could persuade him to attempt flight with her. If so, there was a ghost of a chance that he might be able to fight off the rest of the bandits and take her away from the valley.

The eyes of Jerry brightened again with even this faint hope to urge her on; and all that day she did what she could, with her one hand, to clean and arrange the rooms. By nightfall she was utterly weary but expectant. The expectancy was vain.

Black Jim arrived long after dark, and she heard him moving about in the shed as he put up his roan. It was her signal to commence the cooking of supper. She waited with bated breath for his entrance and his shout of surprise when he saw the changes she had worked in a single day, but when he did come it was in silence. He gave no more heed either to her or her work than an Indian gives to his squaw.

Jerry fumed in quiet as long as she could. Then her plans and resolutions gave way before anger. She dropped a big pan, clattering to the floor. Black Jim, who sat near a lantern at a table, reading and calmly waiting for his meal, did not raise his head from his book.

Say, Lord Algernon, she cried, wake up and slide your eye over this room! Am I your hired cook, maybe? Am I the scrubwoman at eight per?

He let a vague and unseeing eye rove toward her, and was immediately lost in his book again. She repressed a slight desire to pick up the pan from the floor and hurl it at him.

All right, deary, she said, go on dreaming this is a play, but the finale is going to take you off your feet. The silent treatment is okay for some, cutie, but if you keep it up on me, this show will turn out wilder than a night of Uncle Toms Cabin down in New Orleans.

She resumed her cooking in silence. Black Jim had not favored her with even a glance during this oration. That evening was a symbol of the days to come. He ate in silence, without thanks or regard to her. Apparently now that her wound was no longer troubling her greatly, his attitude was changed. She felt it was not that he was indifferent; she had simply vanished from his mind. He had cared for her hurt; he had warned her of the dangers she might find in the valley; he had armed her against them. Thereafter she ceased to exist in his mind, for his code was fulfilled.

She fumed and fretted under this treatment at first, and still attempted to follow out her original campaign of winning Black Jim to her side. In all respects she failed miserably. She attempted to read his books; the verse wearied her; the vulgarity of Gil Blas stopped her in twenty pages; she could not wade through the opening exchange of letters in Redgauntlet. Her mind turned back to Montgomery many times during the first ten days, but he never appeared and she quickly forgot him.

Black Jim was never at home during the day. He either rode out on the roan or else he went off on foot and returned at night with game, so that they never lacked meat. Cooking, short walks through the trees, endless silences, these things occupied the mind of Annie Kerrigan.

Yet she was not unhappy. She was of the nature which loves extremes, and to her own astonishment, growing every day, she discovered that the hush of the mountains filled her life even more than the clattering gaiety of the stage. Slight, murmuring sounds which would scarcely have reached her ear a month before, now came to her with meaning — the thousand faint stirs which never cease in the forest.

Heretofore she had never had a thought which she did not speak. Now she learned the most profound wisdom of all when the mind speaks to itself and the voice is still.

Whatever of the old restless activity remained in her found a vent in the ceaseless study of the bandit. She picked up a thousand clues little by little, but they all led in different directions. At the end of a month she felt that she was farther away from the truth than she had been at the first.

All that she really knew was what he had told her. He lived above the law. She knew him well enough to see that he was not a criminal because of hate for other men, or even because he loved the thrill of his night riding. He simply avoided that other world of men because it was a world where life was constrained by a thousand rules.

To her mind he was like a powerful and sinisterly beautiful beast of prey which hunts where it will through the forest, and when it is pressed in its haunts by man turns and strikes him down. She carried the animal metaphor still farther.

She saw it in his singular silence, which was not reticence, but the speechlessness of a man to whom words are of no use. She saw it most of all in the singularly fathomless eyes. They never mocked her. They were simply veils through which she could not look.

The face changes expression only because man lives among fellows, whom he wishes to read his emotions, his anger, his pleasure, his contempt. Therefore his features grow mobile.

Black Jim lived alone. When he was with men and wished to express an emotion he did not pause to express his will in anything save action. At first, when the endless chatter of La Belle Geraldine disturbed him of an evening, he simply rose and left the cabin to walk (through the woods. It was long before she understood why.

The clock which ticks out our lives in the cities of men had no place in his house. He rose in the morning early, because, like an animal again, he could not sleep after the light came. He felt no measuring of time by which to check and control his actions. He ate at any hour, now and then, once a day, often four times. Jerry fell into his habits through the strong force of a near example; the ticking of the clock no longer entered her consciousness, and in its place flowed the broad and tideless river of life.


CHAPTER VIII. THE SIGN OF THE BEAST
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THE DEADLINE WHICH Black Jim said he had drawn around his cabin certainly had its effect, for never after the first day did she see one of the bandits. Now and again she caught the sound of distant firing when they practiced with their guns. Three or four times she heard drunken singing through the night as they held high festival. Otherwise she knew naught of them or their actions, though her mind retained the grim gallery of their portraits. The day would surely be when Black Jim should fail to return from one of his expeditions, and then — 

That day came. She waited till late at night, but he did not come. She could scarcely sleep, and when the morning came she sat in the cabin guessing at a thousand, horrors.

A voice took up a song in the distance, and then came closer and closer. Jerry stood up and felt for her revolver with a nervous hand. The voice rose clearer and clearer. She could make out the words:



Julia, you are peculiar;
Julia, you are queer.



Jerry dropped her hands on her hips and drew a long breath, partly of vexation and partly of relief.

Its Freddie, she muttered.



Truly, you are unruly,
As a wild Western steer.
Some day, when we marry,
Dear one, you and I;
Julia, you little mule, you,
Im going to rule you,
Or die.



The song ended as the singer approached the edge of the open space before Black Jims cabin. Jerry stepped through the door to see Montgomery standing in the shadow of the trees.

Yea, Jerry! he yelled. Is the gunman around?

Hes not here, she answered. You dont have to be afraid of anything, Freddie.

Oh, dont I? came the reply. Didnt he make this a deadline, La Belle? Suppose he should come back and find me on the other side of it? Not me, Jerry; I like life too well!

Whereve you been? said Jerry, approaching him— and what in the world have you been doing, Freddie?

For as she drew closer she found herself looking upon a Frederick Montgomery who, in voice alone, remained the man she had known. A vast stubble of black beard and whiskers, unshaven for full two weeks or more, obscured the fine outline of his features. His broad hat, pushed back from his forehead, allowed a mop of tangled hair to fall down almost to his eyes. Overalls, soiled and marred with wrinkles, a shirt torn savagely across the side, muddy boots, and the heavy revolver completed his equipment. Jerry was aghast!

Whats the matter, Jerry? asked Montgomery. Some hit, this costume; eh? It isnt make-up, kid. Its the real thing.

And I suppose youre the real thing under it? said Jerry in deep disgust.

Sure, said he, easily. Stack all your chips and put em on me, kid. Im the real stuff!

Why havent you been around? asked Jerry sharply, and bitter anger took her breath, You knew I was left here at the mercy of Black Jim. And you havent done a thing to help me! Why?

Why? repeated the other, but not peculiarly embarrassed. Theres a reason, kid. Ive been too busy living.

Too busy getting dirty, you mean, snorted La Belle Geraldine. Go make yourself decent and then come back if you want to talk with me! But if youve got dirt in your mind, Freddie, water wont help you.

He growled deep in his throat and she stepped back a pace. She had never heard such an ominous sound from him before: now she scanned him more closely. It seemed to her that his eyes were sunken and shadowed significantly.

Dont try that line on me any more, Jerry, he answered, You could get by in the old days, but it wont do up here.

Wont it, deary? asked Jerry, with a rather dangerous sweetness.

Not a hope, kid, answered he, Im through with all that stuff. Down in the States a jane could pull that line now and then and get by with it, but up here, its a mans country, and its up to you to sidestep when anything in pants comes along.

As a man, returned Jerry, yet for some reason she did not feel as brave as her words, as a man, cutie, you come about as close to the real article as a makeup will let you. But Im behind the scenes and it wont quite do, Mr. Montgomery, it wont quite do.

He scowled but he softened his tone as he answered.

Look here, Jerry, he said, I didnt come here looking for a fight. Am I your friend or am I not?

Do you remember how you backed out of the room when Black Jim simply looked at you, Freddie? she asked gently.

Sure I do, he growled, but you cant hold that up against me, Jerry. There isnt a man of the bunch that would take a chance face to face with Black Jim. He aint human, you ought to know that. The only difference between him and a tiger is that he uses a gun. Hes just—

Cut it out, Freddie, she broke in. Im tired of you already. Ring off. Hang up. Youre on the wrong wire.

Say, kid, he said with gravity, Do I gather that you stand for that man-eater?

Take it any way you like, she said coldly.

He laughed disagreeably.

Of course you dont, he went on, Youre simply kidding me along. What if I could show you the way out of the valley tonight, Jerry?

She caught her breath.

The way out? Freddie! Are you playing me straight?

I dont know, he said, with a trace of sullenness, but this is my night on duty at the gap.

Then Im free! she cried, Ill start as soon as its pitch dark and—

Wait a minute, he interrupted, dont run away with yourself. If you disappeared Black Jim would know I let you pass and when he found out that his—

Stop there, she said. Freddie, what do you mean — do you think—

Lay off on that, Jerry, returned Montgomery. Youre a swell dancer, but you cant get away with heavy stuff like this. Youve been all alone with him here, havent you?

She touched her hand to her forehead and wondered at its coldness in a vague way.

Why should I care? she murmured, Let him think what he will.

But Im still strong for you, Montgomery was saying. Dont get white and scared, kid. I dont hold it against you, much. What I say is, why not get rid of Black Jim? You can take him off his guard. Say the word and Ill hang around at night and you can signal me when hes asleep. Then Ill come and do the work. Itd be a risky job, but for your sake, kid, Id—

Youve said enough, she answered, and then summoning her courage and fighting back her disgust, for here was her one chance to gain freedom. If youre afraid of him, why not go with me? Whats your idea? Do you really intend to stay here. Freddie, you havent become one of those swine!

He laughed heavily.

Swine? he repeated; Say, kid, did you ever see swine with this stuff hanging around in their hides?

He slid a hand into his hip pocket and brought it out again full of gold pieces of three denominations. He poured it deftly back and forth.

Take a slant at it, Jerry, he said. Listen to em click! One little job I pulled last week brought me this and about twice as much more. Easy? say, its a shame to take the coin. Its like robbing the cradle. Do you think Id leave this game even to go off with you, Jerry? Not till Im blind, kid! Get wise! Say the word and we can pull a stunt on Black Jim thatll give us the cabin and all the loot thats stacked up in it.

His eyes glittered.

How much has he got stowed away in there, kid?

She retreated another pace. He was half a dozen yards away now.

I dont know, she murmured. Fear was growing in her, and horror with it. In a sudden desperation she held out her hand to him and cried: Freddie what is it? You were pretty clean when you first came up here. What has changed you? Whats happened?

Whats happened? he asked, dully, as if he could not follow her meaning.

Yes, yes! Open your lungs — taste this air. Isnt that enough in itself to make a man of you? And the scent of the evergreen, Freddie — and the nearness of the sky — and the whiteness of the stars—

And the absence of the law, kid, he broke in. Dont forget that. A man makes his own law up here, which means no law at all. Were above it, thats what we are. Stay here a little longer and youll get it, too!

She stared at him with great eyes while her mind moved quickly. She was beginning to understand, not the gross-minded brute which Frederick Montgomery had become, but the singular influence of the wild, free life. Of those other twelve and of Montgomery, the open license made animals. There was a difference between them and Black Jim. She had felt the touch of the animal in him, too, but in another manner. The others were like feeders on carrion; he was truly a great and fearless beast of prey. The solemn silences of the mountains imparted to him some of their own dignity. The mystery and the terror of the wilderness were his.

Above the law? she said. No, youre beneath it. I wish — I wish I were a man for half a minute — to rid the world of you all!

She turned and fled back to the cabin.

Jerry! Oh, Jerry! he shouted from the edge of the clearing where the deadline of Black Jim still held him.

She turned at the door.

Have you made up your mind about it finally?

She shuddered so that she could not answer.

Then, by God, Ill have you, if I have to get Black Jim first, and Ill get his other loot when I get you!

He disappeared among the trees and she went back into the cabin, weak at heart, and filled now with a strange yearning for the return of Black Jim. The vultures, she felt, circled above the valley, waiting for her. He was the strong eagle which would put them to flight.

Evening drew on. He did not come. Night settled black over the valley and the white stars brushed the great trees that fringed the cliffs. Still he did not come. The hearth fire remained unlighted. The damp cold of darkness numbed her hands and her heart. She waited, bowed and miserable. He was delayed, but delay to Black Jim could mean only death. No other force could take all this time for his return. This grew more certain in her mind as the hours passed. In that gloom every minute meant more than whole hours during the day.

At last she made up her mind. Montgomery — not the light-hearted man she had known, but a hot-eyed beast — threatened her. Not he alone, but perhaps all of the other twelve were so many dangers. Now that Black Jim was gone she was helpless in their hands.

By the next day they would know of his long absence and come for her — for her and for the rest of the loot, as Montgomery had said. She must get away from the valley that night. The sentinel was there, to be sure, but that sentinel was Montgomery and she felt that there was a fighting chance that she could pass him safely in the gap. If necessary she could fight, and perhaps she could handle a revolver as well as he. Perhaps she could surprise him. He would not look for the attempt and if she could get him under the aim of her revolver, she knew that he was not a hero.

Once out of the gap there was an even chance for life. She might wander through the mountains until she starved to death. On the other hand she might find a road and follow it to town.

She weighed the chances in her own practical way; rose from the stool; saw that her cartridge belt was well filled; strapped a canvas bag full of food on the other hip, and left the cabin.

She kept as closely as possible to the center of the valley, for she felt that the habitation of the gang must lie close to the wall, on which side she could not know. As she approached the gap she went more and more slowly, for here the valley began to narrow rapidly, and the chance that she might encounter one of the twelve grew greater. At every step she feared a discovery, for it was impossible to guess what lay immediately before her. The valley floor was not only thick with great trees, but mighty boulders. They had evidently been split by erosion from the cliffs around and lay here and there, a perfect hiding place for a veritable army. The keen scent of wood-smoke reached her nostrils. She paused a moment, uncertain from which direction it came, for the air was still. Then she turned to the right and stole on with careful steps. Each crackling of a twig beneath her feet made her heart thunder.


CHAPTER IX. JERRY DECIDES
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THE SCENT OF smoke grew fainter, ceased, and came again. A murmur like the sound of voices brought her to a dead halt to listen. She heard nothing further for a moment and went on again until a great stone, full forty feet in height, blocked her progress and she began to circle it. As she turned the corner of the boulder she stopped short, and dropped to the ground.

The big stone and several smaller ones close to it lay in a rough circle, and in the center of the space smoked a pile of wood, which would soon break into flames. Already little crimson tongues of flames licked up along the edges, quivered, and went out, to be replaced by others. By the dim light of this rising fire, she made out shadowy figures one after another, nine in all, and she could not see all of the circle.

Start it yourself, Porky, said a voice.

A snatch of flame jerked up the side of the pile of wood and flickered a moment like a detached thing at the top. By that light she saw the big bearded fellow leaning against a rock just opposite her.

Not me, he answered, Mac will be back maybe. If he dont come, Ill start the ball rollin. Gimme time.

The fear which made her drop to the ground still paralyzed Jerry, so that she heard these things as from a great distance. With all her heart she wished for the strength to creep back from the rock, but for the moment she had no strength. The clatter of a galloping horse drew up to the rocks and stopped. Montgomery entered the circle and threw himself down beside Porky. A general silence held the group. The fire flamed up and clearly showed the round of somber faces as they turned to Montgomery.

New heart came to Jerry, for Montgomery had evidently abandoned his place in the gap and now the way of her flight lay clear. She rose cautiously from her prone position to her hands and knees and began to draw softly back.

Did he come through? asked a voice.

Just passed me, answered Montgomery, and he was riding hard. The roan looked as if hed covered a hundred miles today.

Jerry paused, all ears, and her heart leaped. They must mean that Black Jim had ridden through the pass. The black shadow of the rock concealed her perfectly and unless some one actually walked upon her, through the aperture between the two big boulders, there was practically no chance that they could discover her presence. Black Jim has returned, and now she connected his return to the valley, for some unknown reason, with this assemblage in the night. She could not forget the threat which Montgomery had made earlier in the day.

Put it to them straight, Mac, said Porky to Montgomery. Give em the whole idea, just the way you talked it over with me. Theyre all set to listen. I sort of prepared the way.

All right, agreed Montgomery, Ill tell you where I stand. Im tired as hell of having Black Jim walk all over us. I say if were men weve got to put an end to it, savvy?

Another of those little ominous silences fell on the circle.

It appears to me, partner, drawled Montana, that youre talkin a powerful lot, when a man might say youre only jest come among us.

He aint askin you to come in on the plan, broke in Porky aggressively. Neither am I. Jest listen, an if you dont like the idea a mighty sight, nobodys goin to hurt you for staying out.

Nacherally, agreed the Doctor, but kick out with your hunch, Mac.

Jerry went cold, yet she edged a little closer for fear that a single low-pitched word might escape her.

I havent been here long, said Montgomery, but while Ive been here Ive learned enough about Black Jim for him to make me sick.

He generally makes folks feel that way, said a voice, and a chuckle followed, which broke off short, for Porky was glowering from face to face.

You remember what he did the day after he brought the girl into the valley?

I reckon he brought you-all in about the same time, said the man of the pale face and yellow teeth, grinning.

Montgomery frowned black.

He took me from behind, he said savagely. I didnt have no chance to get at my gun, or maybe the story wouldnt be the same.

Go on, Silent, encouraged Porky. Dont let em throw you off the trail.

All right. You remember he came down here and told us all he had a deadline drawn around his cabin at the edge of the trees and if any of us crossed it he was no better than dead meat?

A general growl rose, for the memory angered them to their hearts.

We all were pretty still when he spoke, said Montgomery, and my way of looking at it, we acted like a bunch of whipped dogs.

Kind of smile when you say that, partner, said the pale-faced man, or pretty soon maybe youll be riding your idea to death!

Im telling you what it seemed to me, said Montgomery. I say, what right has Black Jim got to make rules up here? This valley is above the law, isnt it?

It aint the first thing he done, said Porky. Hes been makin laws of his own all the time, an, by God, I aint the man to stand for it no longer, which I say, Black Jim is always a bluffin from a four-flush.

Me speakin personal, added the Doctor, I got no use for a man that wont liquor up with the boys now an then. It shows he aint got any nacheral trust for his pals.

I say its come to a show down, said Montgomery. Either weve got to move out and leave the valley to Black Jim, or hes got to move out and leave it to us. Am I right?

All savin one little thing, drawled a voice. You-all seem to be forgettin that Black Jim aint particlar willin to move for anybody. Ef it comes to movin him, hell have to be carried out feet first, in a way of speakin.

And why not move him that way? asked Montgomery.

Once more the breathless silence fell. Jerry could see each man flash a glance of question at his neighbor and then each pair of eyes fell glowering upon the fire. A little gritting sound caught her, and she found that she was grinding her teeth savagely. All her wild, loyal nature revolted against this cool and secret plotting.

Because it aint no way possible, said the Doctor, to ride Black Jim without buckin straps an a Spanish bit.

Maybe not for one man, said Montgomery softly, but heres twelve men can all shoot straight and every one knows his gun. Can Black Jim stand up against us all at one time?

Maybe not, said the Doctor, but he aint no gun-shy paint-pony, an before were through flashin guns, some of us are goin to start out on the long trail for the happy huntin grounds. You can stack your chips on that, partner!

Then, by God! cried Porky, starting to his feet with such suddenness that the others shrank a little, if youre goin to quit cold, me an Silent Macll take on the game by ourselves, and we split the loot between us. Therell be a lot of it. He dont never spend it any ways I can see — no liquor, no gamblin, no nothin. Boys, the stuff must be piled up to the roof!

Without hardly knowing what she did Jerry drew out the revolver from her holster and drew a deadly bead on Porkys breast. She checked herself with horror at the thought that a single pressure of her finger would bring a man to his death. Three or four other men rose around the circle.

If it comes to a show down, Porky, said one of them, well stack our chips with yours. Im agin Black Jim, an Id jest as soon tell him so from the talkin end of a gun.

Me, too, said another, and a clamor of voices rose in affirmation.

Jerry began to draw back, her head whirling.

Then theres no time like tonight, called Montgomery, and I tell you how we can work best.

He lowered his tone as he spoke, and as Jerry drew back behind the jutting angle of the rock, she heard only a confused murmur of sounds. There she crouched a long moment, thinking as she had never thought before.

The way out of the valley lay clear before her. If she rose and walked on she would be free within ten minutes and in fifteen escape beyond the reach of pursuit.

The other alternative was to turn back to the cabin of Black Jim and warn him of the danger which threatened. If she did this, it meant that she would be involved in the same ruin which was soon to involve the solitary bandit.

Thirteen men that night would attack him. When he fell, she would be the prize of the victors. Jerry moaned aloud.

Then she rose, still crouching, and hurried off among the trees towards the gap of the valley. Terror drove her faster and faster. When she reached the last rise of ground up to the gap, she broke into a stumbling run. In another moment she stood at the farther end of a narrow pass, and paused an instant to take her breath. Below her the ground pitched steeply down, down to freedom. On that outward trail she would be started again for happiness, for the applause of the gay hundreds, for the shimmer of the footlights, which had been to her like signal fires which led on finally to fame, She looked back to the valley. It was black as death. She looked up, and there were the cold, white stars very near. One of them seemed to burn in the top of a tall pine, a lordly tree.

A great weakness mastered Jerry, and she dropped to her knees, her shoulder pressing against the cliff which fenced the gap. Perhaps the thirteen were even then prowling toward the cabin of Black Jim. Perhaps Jim was stooped over the hearth, kindling the fire. Perhaps he even thought of her, at least to wonder carelessly where she had gone. Big tears formed in her eyes and ran hotly down her cheeks. She threw her arms up toward the pallid Stars, and her hands were fiercely clenched.

O God, she said, whispering the words, tell me whats the big-time thing to do! Howm I going to put over this act right? Ive been on the small-time so long I dont know what to do! I dont know what to do!

Surely there was an answer to that prayer, for her tears ceased at once. She rose and looked once more longingly down the slope that led to liberty. Then she turned and went back into the double night of the valley.

She went on at a swinging step and hope came to her as she walked. Surely the crew of Porky and Montgomery would deliberate some time longer, laying their plans for the attack. She had heard enough to know that they feared Black Jim worse than death and they would not be the men to take greater chances than necessary. If that were so she might reach the cabin in time. Once or twice she started to run, but she stopped and swung into the walk again for she must not exhaust her strength. There might be need for it all, before the night was done.


CHAPTER X. A STRAIGHT GAME WITH A FIXED DECK
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SHE GREW MORE and more cautious as she approached the farther end of the valley, and for a time she hesitated at the edge of the circle of trees around the cabin, watching and listening. She found nothing suspicious. When she moved a little to one side she saw a shaft of light fall from a window of the house. It was a golden promise to Jerry, and her heart beat strongly again with hope. Once with Black Jim she felt at that moment as if they could fight off the whole world between them.

She went tiptoeing across the open space like a child that is stealing up to catch a playmate by surprise. At the open door she stood a moment, peeking around the corner and into the interior. The shock of the discovery unnerved her, even more than the plot which she had overheard, scarcely an hour before.

By the lantern light she saw Black Jim standing with folded arms beside her bunk. He stared down at an array of womans clothes which was spread out on the blankets. She saw a long, rose-colored scarf, a dress of blue silk that shimmered faintly in the dim light, light shoes on the floor, a small round hat, and there were other articles at which she could only guess, for they were not all exposed.

Jim! she called softly, and then stepped into the door.

He whirled with a clutching hand on the butt of his revolver. He was pale but a deep color poured into his face and his eyes wavered to the floor under her shining glance.

I thought you were gone, he said. I thought—

He raised his head and went to her with outstretched hand.

Jerry, he said, as she met his grasp, I was thinkin awhile ago that I didnt care for anything livin except the roan. But I reckon Id have missed you!

The confession came stammeringly forth. Jerry pressed his hand in both of hers.

Youre just — youre just a dear, she cried, and in a moment she was on her knees, turning over the finery, article by article. Tears brimmed her eyes again.

I thought you never noticed me, she said, turning to him. I thought I was no more than the blank wall to you, Jim!

Which a man would be blind that didnt see your clothes was getting some worn, Jerry, he said, and she saw that his eyes were traveling slowly over her from head to foot, as if to make sure that she had really come back to him. It thrilled her with a happiness different from any she had ever known in her life. She forgot the danger! of the thirteen gangsters and the warning which she had come back to tell Black Jim at such a peril to herself. She leaned over the clothes to conceal the hot color in her face and to fight against a sudden sense of self-consciousness. It was more like stage fright than anything else, yet it was different. It was not the fear of many critical eyes. It was an awful knowledge that her own searching vision was turned back upon her soul and every corner of her heart lay exposed. And still that quivering, foolish, childish happiness sang in her like the murmur of a harp-string.

She left a slight touch at her side. Black Jim had opened the canvas bag and glanced at the contents. He stepped back, a frown and a smile fighting on his face.

You did start on the out-trail, Jerry? he asked.

She remembered now with horrible suddenness all that she had come back to tell him. It brought her slowly to her feet, white, tense.

I did start, she answered. You were gone so long — I thought you were hurt — killed — and that I was left here at the mercy of—

She stopped, and then hurried on.

I started to go down the valley and on the way I came to the same crowd of men who were in this room the night you brought me here. They were around a fire. I hid beside the rock and listened to their talk. They were threatening you, Jim! They planned to come up here tonight and attack you — because of the gold you have — and me! They were all there. They hadnt even left a man to guard the gap!

Which left you plumb free to go on out of the valley, said Jim, half to himself, and entirely disregarding the rest of her speech.

We must leave at once! she cried. We must try to sneak off down the valley before they arrive to make their attack—

But you come back here to tell me, he went on, musing, when you might have got away.

She caught him by the arm and shook it savagely.

Wake up! she called. Listen to me! Dont you understand what is going to happen?

I didnt think there was no man would do that, he said; leastwise, not up here, above the law. But now a woman has done it — for me!

For the wonder of it he shook his head slowly.

Jerry, Ive been considerble of a fool!

Yea, Jim! called a voice from the night.

Git down! whispered Black Jim, and dragged her to the floor. Keep low when the bullets start comin, an stay down. Hell is just startin around here!

Dont go! she pleaded, clutching him. They want you to go out and then theyll shoot at you from the shelter of the trees.

His faint chuckle answered her.

After all, Jerry, Im not a plumb fool!

He ran softly to the open door and swung it to.

Whos there? he called.

He whispered to Jerry: I can see four of them among the trees, an Silent Mac an Porky are standin by the dead line waiting for me to come out. Watch them from the other side of the cabin. They might try to rush from that side.

Come out! answered the voice of Montgomery from without. We got to see you, Jim, or let us come across your deadline.

Jerry ran to the narrow window on the farther side of the room and peered cautiously out. The new-risen moon shed so faint a light that she could see nothing at first.

What dyou want with me? she heard Black Jim say.

Now as she strained her eyes she made out one, two, three dim figures moving behind the trees. The cabin was surrounded on all sides.

We need you, Jim, answered Porkys voice. Theys a passel of men camped in the gap. When day comes theyll start cleanin out our valley.

Black Jim chuckled.

Jest a minute, boys, he called. Wait there, an Ill be with you,

He crossed hurriedly to Jerry.

They are out on this side, too, Jim, she breathed. They have us surrounded! Its death to us both, Jim! Theres no escape!

Remember this! he whispered, and his hand closed on her shoulder, Whatever happens, keep close to the floor. They got us trapped. Maybe there aint any hope. Anyway, itll be a fight theyll remember—

I will! I will! she answered, and her voice trembled, for he seemed to have caught at her whole soul with his hand, but before it begins — Ive got to say — Ive got to tell you—

She stopped, then went on with a great effort: Jim, before we die—

Hush! he said. There aint goin to be no death for you

Before we die, she pressed on, remember that I love you with all my heart and soul, Jim!

Jerry, youre talkin loco!

It isnt much to be loved by a smalltime actress, and Ive never once been behind the lights on the real big time. But, oh, Jim! I wish I was keen in the bean like Cissy Loftus, because then—

Slowly, fumbling, his arms went around her and tightened.

Jerry! he whispered.

Yes? she answered in the same tone.

It seems to me—

Dear Jim

It wont be so particlar hard—

Dear — dear old Jim!

To pass out now. But its too late to ask for a new deal. This decks already shuffled and stacked. Jerry, well play a straight game even with a fixed deck. An, an I love you, honey, more n the roan an my six-gun put together!

He gathered her close with powerful arms, but the kiss which touched her eyes and then her lips, was gentle and reverent.

Are you sleepin, Jim? called a voice.

He turned and went with drawn revolver o the door, still slightly ajar. From behind him, Jerry could see Montgomery and Porky standing in the moonlight.

I aint sleepin, replied Black Jim, but Im figurin why I aint shot such hounds as you two, without warnin!

As if he had pressed a spring which set automata in motion, they whirled and leaped behind trees.

Take warning! called Black Jim, I could have bagged you both with my eyes shut, an the next man of you that I see Ill let him have it

For reply a revolver barked and a bullet thudded into the heavy door. Black Jim slammed it and dropped the heavy latch. A series of wild yells sounded from the trees on all sides and a dozen shots rang in quick succession. After this first venting of their disappointed spleen, the bandits were silent again. Jerry poised her revolver and searched the trees carefully. A hand dropped on her arm and another hand took away the revolver.

If theres shootin to be done, said Black Jim, Ill do it, The blood of a man dont wash off so easy, even from soft white hands like yours, Jerry!

Then when you shoot, shoot to kill! she said fiercely. They are trying for your life like bloodhounds, Jim

Kill? he repeated, taking up his place at the small window with his revolver raised. Jerry, Ive never killed a man yet, no matter what people say, an Im not goin to begin now. While a bullet in the leg or the shoulder puts a man out of the way jest as well as if it went through the heart. Git down closer to the floor!

His gun exploded; a yell from the edge of the trees answered him; and then a chorus of shouts and a score of bullets in swift succession smashed against the logs, Through the silence that followed they heard a distant, faint moaning.

Black Jim, running with his body close to the floor, crossed the room to the window on the other side. Almost instantly his gun spoke again, and a man screamed in the night of the trees.

Too high! she heard Jim saying. I meant it lower.

Theyre beaten, Jim! she called softly. They dont dare try to rush the cabin. Theyre beaten!

Not yet! he answered. Unless theyre plumb crazy theyll tackle us from the blind side. There aint any window in the shed, Jerry!


CHAPTER XI. BACK TO THE LAW
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FROM THREE SIDES of the house he could command the approaches through the door and the two slits in the wall which answered in place of windows. On the side of the shed where the roan was stabled, there was not the smallest chink through which he could fire. Jerry sat twisting her hands in despair.

Take the ax, Jim, she said at last, and chop away a hole in the logs. Theyre all light and thin. You could make a place to shoot from in a minute!

Jerry, girl, he said; youve a heart of gold!

He started to fumble about in the dark for the ax. But the weak side of the cabin was too apparent to be overlooked by the besiegers. Before the ax was found, a great crackling of fire commenced outside the shed and a cry of triumph rose from the men without. The sound of the fire rose; the roan whinnied with terror. Black Jim slipped his revolver back into his holster, and turned with folded arms to Jerry.

So this is the finale, she said with white lips. Wheres our soft music and the curtain, Jim?

Let the girl out! shouted the voice of Montgomery. We wont hurt her! Come out, Jerry!

Go on out, honey, said Black Jim.

She went to him and drew his arm about her.

Do you think Id go out to them, Jim?

I dont think, he said; I know. Theres nothin but death in here!

A gust of wind puffed the flames to a roar up the side of the shed outside, and they heard the stamping of the roan in an agony of panic.

Theres only two ways left to me, she said, and dying with you is a lot the easiest, Jim. Give back my gun!

Honey, he said, and she wondered at the gentleness of his voice, youre jest a girl — a bit of a slip of a girl — an I cant no-ways let you stay in here. Go out the door. They wont shoot.

Give back my gun! she said.

She felt the arm about her tremble, and then the butt of a revolver was placed in her hand. The fire hissed and muttered now on the roof of the cabin. Red glimmers of light showed before the windows and filled the interior with grim dance of shadows.

I never knew it could be this way, Jerry, he said.

Nor I, either, she answered, and the day I make my final exit is the day I really began to live. Jim, its worth it!

Through another pause they listened to the fire. Outside Montgomery was imploring the girl to leave the house, and as the fire mounted, an occasional yell from the crowd applauded its progress.

Seein were goin out on the long trail together, said Black Jim, aint there some way we can hitch up sos we can be together on the other side of the river?

She did not understand.

I mean, supposin we were married—

She pressed her race against his body to keep back a sob.

Seems to me, he went on, that I can remember some of a marriage I fence read. Do you suppose, Jerry, that if me an you said it over now, bein about to die, that it would mean anything?

Yes, yes! she cried eagerly. Were above the law, Jim, and what we do is either sacred or damned.

The part I remember, he said calmly, though the room was hot now with the rising fire, begins something like this, an it aint very long Is Jerry your real name, honey?

My real name is Annie Kerrigan. And yours, Jim?

I was never called nothin but Black Jim. Shall I begin?

Yes!

I, Black Jim, take thee, Annie—

I, Annie, take thee, Black Jim, she repeated.

To have and to hold—

To have and to hold.

For better or worse—

For better or worse.

Till death do us part—

Jim, dear Jim, can that part us?

Nothin between heaven an hell can, honey! Annie, there was the ring, too, but I aint got a ring.

The room was bright with the firelight now. She raised her left hand and kissed the third finger.

Jim, dear, this is a new kind of marriage. We dont really need a ring, do we?

Well jest suppose that part.

The roan made the whole cabin tremble with his frantic efforts to break from his halter.

An old Roan Bill goes with us, said Black Jim; everything I wanted comes with me in the end of things, honey. But he ought to die easier than by fire!

He drew his revolver again and stepped through the doorway into the shed, Jerry followed him and saw Roan Bill standing crouched and shuddering against the wall, his eyes green with fear. Black Jim stepped to him and stroked the broad forehead. For a moment Bill kept his terrified eyes askance upon the burning wall of the shed. Then he turned his head and pressed against Jim, as if to shut out the sight. With his left hand stroking the horse gently along the neck, Jim raised his revolver and touched it to the temple of Roan Bill. Another cry broke from the crowd without as if they could look through the burning walls and witness the coming tragedy and glory in it.

Old pal, said Black Jim, weve seen a mighty pile of things together, an if hosses get on the other side of the river, I got an idea Ill find you there. So-long!

Wait! called Jerry. Dont shoot, Jim?

He turned toward her with a frown as she ran to him.

The wall, Jim Look at the wall of the shed!

The thin wall had burned through in many places and the wood was charred deeply. In several parts the burning logs had fallen away, leaving an aperture edged with flames.

I see it, said Black Jim. Its about to fall. Get back in the cabin.

Yes, she answered, fairly trembling with excitement, even a strong puff of wind would blow it in! Listen! I see the ghost of a chance for us! Blindfold Roan Bill so that the fire wont make him mad. Well both get in the saddle. Then you can beat half of that wall down at a single blow. Well ride for the woods. They wont be watching very closely from this side. We may — we may — theres one chance in a thousand.

He stared at her a single instant. Then by way of answer jerked the saddle from a peg on the wall of the cabin and threw it on the roans back. Jerry darted into the cabin and came out with the long scarf, which she tied firmly around the horses eyes. In two minutes their entire preparations were completed and a money-belt dropped into a saddlebag. Jerry in the saddle with the roan trembling beneath her, and the reins clutched tight in one hand, a revolver in the other. Black Jim caught up a loose log-end, fallen from the wall.

There in the center, she called. Its thinnest there!

The minute it falls start the roan, he said; Ill swing on behind as you pass! With that he swung the stick around his head and drove it against the wall. A great section fell. He struck again. A yell came from without as another width crushed down, and Jerry loosened the reins.

At the very moment that Black Jim caught the back of the saddle, the roan stepped on a red-hot coal and reared away, but Jim kept his hold and was safe behind the saddle as the horse made his first leap beyond the burning timbers.

Theyre out! This way! shouted a voice from the trees, and two shots in quick succession hummed close to them.

Fifty yards away lay the trees and safety. The roan lengthened into a racing stride. A chorus of yells broke out around the house and Jerry saw a man jump from behind a tree, and the flash of a revolver in his hand. The long arm of Black Jim darted out and his gun spoke once and again. The man tossed up his arms and pitched forward to the ground. Still another revolver barked directly before them and she saw, by the light of the flaming house, the great figure of Porky Martin, half-hidden by a tree-trunk. A bullet tore through the horn of the saddle.

The woods were only a fraction of a second away from them. Martin stood in their path. Once more the revolver of Black Jim belched, and as they plunged into the saving shadow of the trees, she saw the outlaw stagger and clutch at his throat with both hands.

To the left! To the left! said Black Jim, and straight down the valley for the gap!

* * * *

A WEEK later a golden-haired girl rode down a broken trail on the side of one of the lower Sierras. By her side walked a tall man with quick, keen eyes. When they broke from the edge of the forest, she checked her horse and they stood looking down on the upper valley of the Feather River.

Far away the water burned jewel-bright under the sun, and almost directly below them were the green and red roofs of a small village. Here the trail forked, one branch winding west along the mountainside and the other dropping straight down toward the village.

Which way shall it be? she asked. I dont know where the west trail leads, but this straight one takes us down to the village, and that means the law.

Jerry, he answered, Ive been thinkin it over, an it seems to me that itd be almighty hard to raise kids right above the law. Lets take the trail for the village!

THE END
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THAT FELLOW WITH the red hair, said the police captain as he pointed.

Ill watch him, the sergeant answered.

The captain had raided two opium dens the day before, and the pride of accomplishment puffed his chest. He would have given advice to the sheriff of Oahu that evening.

He went on: I can pick some men out of the crowd by the way they walk, and others by their eyes. That fellow has it written all over him.

The red-headed man came nearer through the crowd. Because of the warmth, he had stuffed his soft hat into a back pocket, and now the light from a window shone steadily on his hair and made a fire of it, a danger signal. He encountered the searching glances of the two officers and answered with cold, measuring eyes, like the gaze of a prize fighter who waits for a blow. The sergeant turned to his superior with a grunt.

Youre right, he nodded.

Trail him, said the captain, and take a man with you. If that fellow gets into trouble, you may need help.

He stepped into his automobile and the sergeant beckoned to a nearby policeman.

Akana, he said, we have a man-sized job tonight. Are you feeling fit?

The Kanaka smiled without enthusiasm.

The man of the red hair?

The sergeant nodded, and Akana tightened his belt. He had eaten fish baked in ti leaves that evening.

He suggested: Morley has little to do. His beat is quiet. Shall I tell him to come with us?

No, grinned the sergeant, and then looked up and watched the broad shoulders of the red-haired man, who advanced through the crowd as the prow of a ship lunges through the waves. Go get Morley, he said abruptly.

But Harrigan went on his way without misgivings, not that he forgot the policeman, but he was accustomed to stand under the suspicious eye of the law. In all the course of his wanderings it had been upon him. His coming was to the men in uniform like the sound of the battle trumpet to the cavalry horse. This, however, was Harrigans first night in Honolulu, and there was much to see, much to do. He had rambled through the streets; now he was headed for the Ivilei district. Instinct brought him there, the still, small voice which had guided him from trouble to trouble all his life.

At a corner he stopped to watch a group of Kanakas who passed him, wreathed with leis and thrumming their ukuleles. They sang in their soft, many-voweled language and the sound was to Harrigan like the rush and lapse of water on a beach, infinitely soothing and as lazy as the atmosphere of Honolulu. All things are subdued in the strange city where East and West meet in the middle of the Pacific. The gayest crowds cannot quite disturb the brooding peace which is like the promise of sleep and rest at sunset. It was not pleasing to Harrigan. He frowned and drew a quick, impatient breath, muttering: Im not long for this joint. I gotta be moving.

He joined a crowd which eddied toward the center of Ivilei. In there it was better. Negro soldiers, marines from the Maryland, Kanakas, Chinamen, Japanese, Portuguese, Americans; a score of nationalities and complexions rubbed shoulders as they wandered aimlessly among the many bright-painted cottages.

Yet even in that careless throng of pleasure-seekers no one rubbed shoulders with Harrigan. The flame of his hair was like a red lamp which warned them away. Or perhaps it was his eye, which seemed to linger for a cold, incurious instant on every face that approached. He picked out the prettiest of the girls who sat at the windows chatting with all who passed. He did not have to shoulder to win a way through the crowd of her admirers.

She was a hap haoli, with the fine features of the Caucasian and the black of hair and eye which shows the islander. A rounded elbow rested on the sill of the window; her chin was cupped in her hand.

Send these away, said Harrigan, and leaned an elbow beside hers.

Oh, she murmured; then: And if I send them away?

Ill reward you.

Reward?

For answer he dragged a crimson carnation from the buttonhole of a tall man who stood at his side.

What in hell— began the victim, but Harrigan smiled and the other drew slowly back through the crowd.

Now send them away.

She looked at him an instant longer with a light coming slowly up behind her eyes. Then she leaned out and waved to the chuckling semicircle.

Run away for a while, she said; I want to talk to my brother.

She patted the thick red hair to emphasize the relationship, and the little crowd departed, laughing uproariously. Harrigan slipped the carnation into the jetty hair. His hand lingered a moment against the soft masses, and she drew it down, grown suddenly serious.

There are three policemen in the shadow of that cottage over there.
Theyre watching you.

Ah-h!

The sound was so soft that it was almost a sigh, but she shivered perceptibly.

What have you been doing?

He answered regretfully: Nothing.

Theyre coming this way. The man who had the carnation is with them.
You better beat it.

Nope. I like it here.

She shook her head, but the flame was blowing high now in her eyes. A hand fell on Harrigans shoulder.

Hey! said the sergeant in a loud voice.

Harrigan turned slowly and the sergeants hand fell away. The man of the carnation was far in the background.

Well?

That flower. You cant get away with little tricks like that. You better be starting on. Move along.

Harrigan glanced slowly from face to face. The three policemen drew closer together as if for mutual protection.

Please — honey! urged the whisper of the girl.

The hand of Harrigan resting on the window sill had gathered to a hard-bunched fist, white at the knuckles, but he nodded across the open space between the cottages.

If youre looking for work, he said, seems as though youd find a handful over there.

A clatter of sharp, quick voices rose from a group of Negro soldiers gathering around a white man. No one could tell the cause of the quarrel. It might have been anything from an oath to a blow.

Watch him, said Harrigan. He looks like a man. He added plaintively: But looks are deceivin.

The center of the disturbance appeared to be a man indeed. He was even taller than Harrigan and broader of shoulder, and, like the latter, there was a suggestion of strength in him which could not be defined by his size alone. At the distance they could guess his smile as he faced the clamoring mob.

Break in there! ordered the sergeant to his companions, and started toward the angry circle.

As he spoke, they heard one of the Negroes curse and the fist of the tall man darted at the face of a soldier and drove him toppling back among his comrades. They closed on the white man with a yell; a passing group of their compatriots joined the affray; the whole mass surged in around the tall fellow. Harrigans head went back and his eyes half closed like a critic listening to an exquisite symphony.

Ah-h! he whispered to himself. Watch him fight!

The policemen struck the outer edge of the circle with drawn clubs, but there they stopped. They could not dent that compacted mass. The soldiers struggled manfully, but they were held at bay. Harrigan could see the heaving shoulders of the defender over the heads of the assailants, and the crack of hard-driven fists. The attackers were crushed together and had little room to swing their arms with full force, while the big man stood with his back against the wall of the cottage and made every smashing punch count.

As if by common assent, the soldiers suddenly desisted and gave back from this deadly fighter. His bellow of triumph rang over the clamor. His hat was off; his long black hair stood straight up in the wind; and he leaped after them with flailing arms.

But now the police had managed to pry their way into the mass by dint of indiscriminate battering. As the black-haired man came face to face with the sergeant, the light gleamed on a high-swung club that thudded home; and the big man dropped out of sight. He came up again almost at once, but with men draped from every portion of his body. The soldiers and police had joined forces, and once more a dozen men clutched him, spilling over him like football players in a scrimmage. He was knocked from his feet by the impact.

Coming! shouted Harrigan.

He raced with long strides, head lowered and back bowed until his long arms nearly swept the ground. Gathering impetus at every stride, he crushed into the floundering heap of arms and legs. The police sergeant rose and whirled with lifted club. Harrigan grunted with joy as he dug his left into the mans midsection. The sergeant collapsed upon the ground, embracing his stomach with both arms. Harrigan jerked away the upper layers of the attackers and dragged the black-haired man to his feet.

Shoulder to shoulder! thundered Harrigan, and smote Officer Akana upon the point of the chin.

The victory was not yet won. The black soldiers of Uncle Sams regular army need not take second place to any body of troops in the world. These men had tasted their own blood and they came tearing in now for revenge.

Harrigan, standing full in front of the rescued man until the latter should have recovered his breath, found food for both fists, and his love of battle was fed. The other man had fought stiffly erect, standing with feet braced to give the weight of his whole body to every punch; Harrigan raged back and forth like a panther, avoiding blows by the catlike agility of his movements, which left both hands free to strike sledge-hammer blows. Presently he heard a chuckling at his side. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the black-haired man come into the battle, straight and stiff as before, with long arms shooting out like pistons.

It was a glorious sight. Something made Harrigans heart big; rose and swelled his throat; rose again and came as a wild yell upon his tongue. The unfortunates who have faced Irish legions in battle know that yell. The soldiers did not know it, and they held back for a moment. Something else lowered their spirits still more. It was the clanging of the police patrol as it swung to a halt and a body of reserves poured out.

Here comes our finish! panted Harrigan to his comrade in arms. But oh, man, Im thinkin it was swate while it lasted!

In his great moments the Irish brogue thronged thick upon his tongue.

Finish, hell! grunted the other. After me, lad!

And lowering his head like a bull, he drove forward against the crowd. Harrigan caught the idea in a flash. He put his shoulder to the hip of his friend. They became a flying wedge with the jabbing fists of the black-haired man for a point — and they sank into the mass of soldiers like a hot knife into butter, shearing them apart.

There were few who wished more action, for the police reserves were capturing man after man. One or two resisted, but a revolver fired straight in the air put a sudden period to such thoughts. The crowd scattered in all directions and Harrigan was taking to his heels among the rest when an iron hand caught his shoulder and jerked him to a halt. It was the black-haired man.

Easy, he cautioned. He pulled a cap out and settled it upon his head.
Harrigan followed suit with his soft hat.

Are you after givin yourself away to the law? he queried, bewildered.

Steady, you fool, said the other; theyre only after the ones who run away.

An excited Kanaka confronted them with brandished club.

Whats the cause of the disturbance, officer? asked the big man.

The policeman for answer waved them away and darted after a running soldier.

Ill be damned! murmured Harrigan, and his eyes dwelt on his companions face almost tenderly.

They were at the edge of the crowd when a shrill voice called: Those two big men! Halt em! Stand!

Officer Akana ran through the crowd with his regulation Colt brandished above his head.

The times come! said Harrigans new friend, and broke into a run.


CHAPTER 2
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THEY WERE PAST the thick of the mob now and they dodged rapidly among the cottages until the clamor of police fell away to a murmur behind them, and they swung out onto the narrow, dark street which led back toward the heart of Honolulu. For ten minutes they strode along without a word. Under the light of a street lamp they stopped of one accord.

Im McTee.

Im Harrigan.

The gripping of the hands was more than fellowship; it was like a test of strength which left each uncertain of the others resources. They were exactly opposite types. McTee was long of face, with an arched, cruel nose, gleaming eyes, heavy, straight brows which pointed up and gave a touch of the Mephistophelian to his expression, a narrow, jutting chin, and lips habitually compressed to a thin line. It was a handsome face, in a way, but it showed such a brutal dominance that it inspired fear first and admiration afterward.

Such a man must command. He might be only the boss of a gang of laborers, or he might be a financier, but never in any case an underling. Altogether he combined physical and intellectual strength to such a degree that both men and women would have stopped to look at him, and once seen he would be remembered.

On the other hand, in Harrigan one felt only force, not directed and controlled as in McTee, but impulsive, irregular, irresponsible, uncompassed. He carried a contradiction in his face. The heavy, hard-cut jaw, the massive cheekbones, the stiff, straight upper lip indicated merely brutal endurance and energy, but these qualities were tempered by possibilities of tenderness about the lips and by the singular lights forever changing in the blue eyes. He would be hard for the shrewdest judge to understand, for the simple reason that he did not know himself.

In looking at McTee, one asked: What is he? In looking at Harrigan, the question was: What will he become?

Stayin in town long? asked Harrigan, and his voice was a little wistful.

Im bound out tonight.

So long, then.

So long.

They turned on their heels into opposite streets without further words, with no thanks given for service rendered, with no exchange of congratulations for the danger they had just escaped. That parting proved them hardened knights of the road which leads across the world and never turns back home.

Harrigan strode on full of thought. His uncertain course brought him at last to the waterfront, and he idled along the black, odorous docks until he came to a pier where a ship was under steam, making ready to put out to sea. The spur touched the heart of Harrigan. The urge never failed to prick him when he heard the scream of a steamers horn as it put to sea. It brought the thoughts of far lands and distant cities.

He strolled out to the pier and watched the last ropes cast loose. The ship was not large, and even in the dark it seemed dingy and dilapidated. He guessed that, big or small, this boat would carry her crew to some distant quarter of the world, and therefore to a place to be desired.

A strong voice gave an order from the deck — a hard voice with a ring in it like the striking of iron against iron. Harrigan glanced up with a start of recognition, and by the light of a swinging lantern he saw McTee. If he were in command, this ship was certainly going to a far port. Black water showed between the dock and the ship. In a moment more it would be beyond reach, and that thought decided Harrigan. He made a few paces back, noted the aperture in the rail of the ship where the gangplank was being drawn in, then ran at full speed and leaped high in the air.

The three sailors at the rail shouted their astonishment as Harrigan struck the edge of the gangplank, reeled, and then pitched forward to his knees. He rose and shook himself like a cat that has dropped from a high fence to the ground.

Whatre you?

Im the extra hand.

And Harrigan ran up the steps to the bridge. There he found McTee with the first and second mates.

McTee, he said, I came on your ship by chance an saw you. If you can use an extra hand, let me stay. Im footfree an I need to be movin on.

Even through the gloom he caught the glint of the Scotchmans eye.

Get off the bridge! thundered McTee.

But Im Harrigan, and—

McTee turned to his first and second mates.

Throw that man off the bridge! he ordered.

Harrigan didnt wait. He retreated down the steps to the deck and went to the rail. A wide gap of swarthy water now extended between the ship and the dock, but he placed his knee on the rail ready to dive. Then he turned and stood with folded arms looking up to the bridge, for his mind was dark with many doubts. He tapped a passing sailor on the shoulder.

What sort of an old boy is the captain?

He made up his mind that according to the answer he would stay with the ship or swim to the shore, but the sailor merely stared stupidly at him for a moment and then grinned slowly. There might be malice, there might be mere ridicule in that smile. He passed on before another question could be asked.

Huh! grunted Harrigan. I stay!

He kept his eyes fixed on the bridge, remaining motionless at the rail for an hour while the glow of Honolulu grew dimmer and dimmer past the stern. There were lights in the after-cabin and he guessed that the ship, in a small way, carried both freight and passengers. At last McTee came down the steps to the deck and as he passed Harrigan snapped: Follow me.

He led the way aft and up another flight of steps to the after-cabin, unlocked a door, and showed Harrigan into the captains room. Here he took one chair and Harrigan dropped easily into another.

Now, what n hell was your line of thinkin, McTee, he began, when you told me to—

Stand up! said McTee.

What?

Stand up!

Harrigan rose very slowly. His jaw was setting harder and harder, and his face became grim.

Harrigan, you took a chance and came with me.

Yes.

I didnt ask you to come.

Sure you didnt, but if you think you can treat me like a swine and get away with it—

It was wonderful to see the eyes of McTee grow small. They seemed to retreat until they became points of light shining from the deep shadow of his brow. They were met by the cold, incurious light of Harrigans stare.

Youre a hard man, Harrigan.

He made no answer, but listened to the deep thrum of the engines. It seemed to him that the force which drove the ship was like a part of McTees will, a thing of steel.

And Im a hard man, Harrigan. On this ship Im king. Theres no will but my will; theres no right but my right; theres no law but my law. Remember, on land we stood as equals. On this ship you stand and I sit.

The thin lips did not curve, and yet they seemed to be smiling cruelly, and the eyes were probing deep, deep, deep into Harrigans soul, weighing, measuring, searching.

When we reach land, said Harrigan, I got an idea Ill have to break you.

He raised his hands, which trembled with the restrained power of his arms, and moved them as though slowly breaking a stick of wood.

Ive broken men — like that, he finished.

When Im through with you, Harrigan, youll take water from a Chinaman. Youre the first man Ive ever seen who could make me stop and look twice. I need a fellow like you, but first Ive got to make you my man. The best colt in the world is no good until he learns to take the whip without bucking. Im going to get you used to the whip. This is frank talk, eh? Well, Im a frank man. Youre in the harness now, Harrigan; make up your mind: Will you pull or will you balk? Answer me!

Ill see you damned!

Good. Youve started to balk, so now youll have to feel the whip.

He pulled a cord, and while they waited, the relentless duel of the eyes continued. A flash of instinct like a womans intuition told Harrigan what impulse was moving McTee. He knew it was the same thing which makes the small schoolboy fight with the stranger; the same curiosity as to the unknown power, the same relentless will to be master, but now intensified a thousandfold in McTee, who looked for the first time, perhaps, on a man who might be his master. Harrigan knew, and smiled. He was confident. He half rejoiced in looking forward to the long struggle.

A knock came and the door opened.

Masters, said McTee to the boatswain, were three hands short.

Yes, sir.

Here are the three hands. Take them forward.


CHAPTER 3
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MASTERS LOOKED AT Harrigan, started to laugh, looked again, and then silently held the door open. Harrigan stepped through it and followed to the forecastle, a dingy retreat in the high bow of the ship. He had to bend low to pass through the door, and inside he found that he could not stand erect. It was his first experience of working aboard a ship, and he expected to find a scrupulous neatness, and hammocks in place of beds. Instead he looked on a double row of bunks heaped with swarthy quilts, and the boatswain with a silent gesture indicated that one of these belonged to Harrigan. He went to it without a word and sat down cross-legged to survey his new quarters. It was more like the bunkhouse of a western ranch than anything else he had been in, but all reduced to a miniature, cramped and confined.

Now his eyes grew accustomed to the dim, unpleasant light which came from a single lantern hanging on the central post, and he began to make out the faces of the sailors. An oily-skinned Greek squatted on the bunk to his left. To his right was a Chinaman, marvelously emaciated; his lips pulled back in a continual smile, meaningless, like the grin of a corpse.

Opposite was the inevitable Englishman, slender, good-looking, with pale hair and bright, active eyes. Harrigan had traveled over half the world and never failed to find at least one subject of John Bull in any considerable group of men. This young fellow was talking with a giant Negro, his neighbor. The black man chattered with enthusiasm while the Englishman listened, nodding, intent.

One thing at least was certain about this crew: the Negro, the Chinaman, the Greek, even the Englishman, despite his slender build, they were all hard, strong men.

The cook brought out supper in buckets — stews, chunks of stale bread, tea. As they ate, the sailors grew talkative.

Slide the slum this way, said the Englishman.

The Negro pushed the bucket across the deck with his foot.

A hard trip, went on the first speaker.

All trips on the Mary Rogers is hard, rumbled a voice.

Aye, but Black McTee is blackern ever today.

He belted the bosn with a rope end, commented the Negro.

He aint human. This is my last trip with him. How about you, John? You got a lump on your jaw yet where he cracked you for breakin that truck.

This was to the Chinaman, who answered in a soft guttural as if there were bubbling oil in his throat: Me sail two year Black McTee, an—

To finish his speech he passed a tentative hand across his swollen jaw.

And youll sail with him till you die, John, said the Englishman. When a man has had Black McTee for a boss, hell want no other. Hes to other captains what whisky is to beer.

The white teeth of the Negro showed. Maybe Black McTee wont live long, he suggested.

There was a long silence. It lasted until the supper was finished. It lasted until the men slid into their bunks. And Harrigan knew that every man was repeating slowly to himself: Maybe Black McTee wont live long.

Not if this gang goes after him, muttered Harrigan, and yet—

He remembered the fight in Ivilei and the heaving shoulders which showed above the heads of the swarming soldiers. With that picture in his mind he went to sleep.

They were far out of sight of land in the morning and loafing south before the trade wind, with a heavy ground swell kicking them along from behind. Harrigan saw the Mary Rogers plainly for the first time. She was small, not more than fifteen hundred or two thousand tons, and the dingiest, sootiest of all tramp freighters. He had little time to make observations.

In the first place all hands washed down the decks, some of the men in rubber boots, the others barefooted, with their trousers rolled up above the knees. Harrigan was one of this number. The cool water from the hose swished pleasantly about his toes. He began to think better of life at sea as the wind blew from his nostrils the musty odors of the forecastle. Then the bosn, with the suggestion of a grin in his eyes, ordered him up to scrub the bridge. He climbed the steps with a bucket in one hand and a brush in the other. There stood McTee leaning against the wheelhouse and staring straight ahead across the bows. He seemed quite oblivious of his presence until, having finished his job, Harrigan started back down the steps.

Dyou call this clean? rumbled McTee. All over again!

And Harrigan dropped to his knees without protest and commenced scrubbing again. As he worked, he hummed a tune and saw the narrow jaw of McTee jut out. Harrigan smiled.

He had scarcely finished stowing his bucket and brush away when the bosn brought him word that he was wanted in the fireroom. Masterss face was serious.

Whats the main idea? asked Harrigan.

The bosn cast a worried eye fore and aft.

Black McTees breakin you, he said; youre getting the whip.

Well?

God help you, thats all. Now get below.

There was a certain fervency about this speech which impressed even Harrigan. He brooded over it on his way to the fireroom. There he was set to work passing coal. He had to stand in a narrow passage scarcely wide enough for him to turn about in. On either side was a towering black heap which slanted down to his feet. Midway between the piles was the little door through which he shoveled the coal into the fireroom.

All was stifling hot, with a breath of coal dust and smoke to choke the lungs. Even the Greek firemen sweated and cursed, though they were used to that environment. An ordinary man might have succumbed simply to that fiery, foul atmosphere. It was like a glimpse of hell, dark, hopeless.

It was not the heat or the atmosphere which troubled Harrigan, but his hands. His skin was puffed and soft from the scrubbing of the bridge. Now as he grasped the rough wood of the short-handled scoop the epidermis wore quickly and left his palms half raw. For a time he managed to shift his grip, bringing new portions of his hands to bear on the wood, but even this skin was worn away in time. When he finished his shift, his hands were bleeding in places and raw in the palms.

As he came on deck, he tied them up with bits of soft waste in lieu of a bandage and made no complaint, yet his fingers were trembling when he ate supper that night. He caught the eyes of the rest of the crew studying him with a cold calculation. They were estimating the strength of his endurance and he knew at once that they had been through the same trial one by one until they were broken.

He could see that they hated the captain and he wondered why they would ship with him time and again. He watched their expressions when Black McTee was mentioned, and then he understood. They were waiting for the time when the captain should weaken. Then they would have their revenge.

The second day was a repetition of the first. He began with scrubbing down the bridge. The suds, strong with lye, ate shrewdly at his raw hands. Still he hummed as he worked and watched McTees frown grow dark. When he was ordered below to the fireroom, he wrapped his hands in the soft waste again. That helped him for a time, but after the first two hours the waste matted and grew hard with perspiration and blood. He had to throw it away and take the shovel handle against his bare skin. He told himself that it was only a matter of time before calluses would form, but what chance was there for a formation of calluses when the water and suds softened his hands every morning?

On the third day he was a little more used to the torture. His hands were hopelessly raw now, but still he made no complaint and stuck with his task. That night he secured a rag and retreated to the stretch of deck between the wheelhouse and the after-cabin, where he squatted beside a bucket of water and washed his hands carefully. Both hands were puffed and red; one of the creases in the left palm bled a steady trickle. He washed them slowly, with infinite relish of the cool water, until he felt that peculiar sensation which warns us that we are watched by another eye.

He looked up to see a young woman standing above him at the rail of the after-cabin. She had been watching him by the light from the window of the wheelhouse.


CHAPTER 4
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LET ME BANDAGE your hands, she said. I have some salve in my room.

Her voice was a balm to the troubled heart of Harrigan. His knotted forehead relaxed.

Are you coming up?

Aye.

He ran up the ladder and followed her to a cabin. She rummaged through a suitcase and finally brought out a little tin box of salve and a roll of gauze. As she stooped with her back to him, he saw that her hair was red — not fiery red like his, but a deep dull bronze, with points of gold where the light struck it. When she straightened and turned, her eyes went wide, looking up to him, for he bulked huge in the tiny cabin.

What a big fellow you are!

He did not answer for a moment; he was too busy watching her eyes, which were sea-green, and strangely pleasant and restful.

Do you know me? she asked with a slight frown.

Scuse me, muttered Harrigan. I thought at first I did.

He abased his glance while she took one of his hands and turned it palm up.

Ugh! she muttered. How did this happen?

Work.

Do you mean to say they make you work with your hands in this condition?

Sure.

Poor fellow! That black captain!

Her voice had changed from a peculiarly soft, low accent to a shrill tone that made Harrigan start.

Poor fellow! she repeated. Sit down.

The campstool creaked under the burden of his weight. She pulled up the chair in front of him and placed his left hand on her knees.

This is peroxide. Tell me if it hurts too much.

She spilled some of the liquid across his palm; it frothed.

Ouch! grunted Harrigan involuntarily.

She caught his wrists with both hands.

Why, your whole arm is trembling! You must be in torture with this.
Have you made any complaint?

No.

She studied him for a moment, scenting a mystery somewhere and guessing that he would not speak of it. And she asked no questions. She said not a word and merely bowed her head and started to apply the salve with delicate touches. For the result, a confession of all his troubles tumbled up the big mans throat to his tongue. He had to set his teeth to keep it back.

She became aware of those cold, incurious eyes studying her face as she wrapped the gauze bandage deftly around the injured palms.

Why do you watch me so closely?

It disarmed him. Those possibilities of tenderness came about his stiff-set lips, and the girl wondered.

I was thinkin about my home town.

Where is it?

He frowned and waved his hand in a sweep which included half the points on the compass.

Back there.

She waited, wrapping up the gauze bandage.

When I was a kid, I used to go down to the harbor an watch the ships comin in an goin out, he went on cautiously.

She nodded, and he resumed with more confidence: Id sit on the pierhead an watch the ships. I knew they was bringing the smell of far lands in their holds.

There was a little pause; then his head tilted back and he burst into the soft, thick brogue: Ah-h, I was afther bein woild about the schooners blowin out to sea wid their sails shook out like clouds. An then Id look down to the wather around the pier, an it was green, deep green, ah-h, the deep sea-green av it! An I would look into it an dream. Whin I seen your eyes—

He stopped, grown cold as a man will when he feels that he has laid his inner self indecently bare to the eye of the world. But she did not stir; she did not smile.

I felt like a kid again, said Harrigan, recovering from the brogue. Like a kid sittin on the pierhead an watchin the green water. Your eyes are that green, he finished.

Self-consciousness, the very thing which she had been trying to keep the big sailor from, turned her blood to fire. She knew the quick color was running from throat to cheek; she knew the cold, incurious eye would note the change. He was so far aware of the alteration that he rose and glanced at the door.

Good-by, she said, and then quite forgetting herself: I shall ask the captain to see that you are treated like a white man.

You will not!

I beg your pardon? she said, but the hint of insulted dignity was lost on Harrigan.

You will not, he repeated. Itd simply make him worse.

She was glad of the chance to be angry; it would explain her heightening color.

The captain must be an utter brute.

I figger hes nine tenths man, an the other tenth devil, but there aint no human bein can change any of them ten parts. Good-by. Im thankin you. My names Harrigan.

She opened the door for him.

If you wish to have that dressing changed, ask for Miss Malone.

Ah-h! said Harrigan. Malone!

She explained coldly: Im Scotch, not Irish.

Scotch or Irish, said Harrigan, and his head tilted back as it always did when he was excited. Youre afther bein a real shport, Miss Malone!

Miss Malone, she repeated, closing the door after him, and vainly attempting to imitate the thrill which he gave to the word. What a man!

She smiled for a moment into space and then pulled the cord for the cabin boy.
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THE CABIN BOY did duty for all the dozen passengers, and therefore he was slow in answering. When he appeared, she asked him to carry the captain word that she wished to speak with him. He returned in a short time to say that Captain McTee would talk with her now in his cabin. She followed aft to the captains room. He did not rise when she entered, but turned in his chair and relinquished a long, black, fragrant cigar.

Dont stop smoking, she said. I want you in a pleasant mood to hear what I have to say.

Without reply he placed the cigar in his mouth and the bright black eyes fastened upon her. That suddenly intent regard was startling, as if he had leaned over and spoken a word in her ear. She shrugged her shoulders as if trying to shake off a compelling hand and then settled into a chair.

Ive come to say something thats disagreeable for you to hear and for me to speak.

Still he would not talk. He was as silent as Harrigan. She clenched her hands and drove bravely ahead. She told how she had called the red-headed sailor up to the after-cabin and dressed his hurts, and she described succinctly, but with rising anger the raw and swollen condition of his fingers. The captain listened with apparent enjoyment; she could not tell whether he was relishing her story or his slowly puffed cigar. In the end she waited for his answer, but evidently none was forthcoming.

Now, she said at last, I know something about ships and sailors, and I know that if this fellow was to appeal against you after you touch port, a judge would weigh a single word of yours against a whole sentence of Harrigans. It would be a different matter if a disinterested person pressed a charge of cruelty against you. I am such a person; I would press such a charge; I have the money, the time, and the inclination to do it.

She read the slight hesitation in his manner, not as if he were impressed by what she had to say, but as though he was questioning himself as to whether he should give her any answer at all. It made her wish fervently that she were a man — and a big one. He spoke then, as if an illuminating thought had occurred to him.

You know Harrigans record?

No, she admitted grudgingly.

McTee sighed as if with deep relief and leaned back in his chair. His smile was sympathetic and it altered his face so marvelously that she caught her breath.

Of course that explains it, Miss Malone. I dont doubt that he was clever enough to make you think him abused.

He didnt say a word of accusation against anyone.

Naturally not. When a man is bad enough to seem honest—

He drew a long, slow puff on his cigar by way of finishing his sentence and his eyes smiled kindly upon her.

I knew that he would do his worst to start mutiny among the crew; I didnt think he could get as far as the passengers.

Her confidence was shaken to the ground. Then a new suspicion came to her.

If he is such a terrible character, why did you let him come aboard your ship?

Instead of answering, he pulled a cord. The bosn appeared in a moment.

Tell this lady how Harrigan came aboard, ordered the captain, and he fastened a keen eye upon the bosn.

Made it on the jump while we was pullin out of dock, said the sailor. Just managed to get his feet on the gangplank — came within an ace of falling into the sea.

Thats all.

The bosn retreated and McTee turned back to Kate Malone.

He had asked me to sign him up for this trip, he explained. If Id set him ashore, hed probably have been in the police court the next morning. So I let him stay. To be perfectly frank with you, I had a vague hope that gratitude might make a decent sailor out of him for a few days. But the very first night he started his work he began to talk discontent among the men in the forecastle, and such fellows are always ready to listen. Of course I could throw Harrigan in irons and feed him on bread and water; my authority is absolute at sea. But I dont want to do that if I can help it. Instead, I have been trying to discipline him with hard work. He knows that he can come to me at any time and speak three words which will release him from his troubles. But he wont say them — yet!

Really? she breathed.

She began to feel deeply honored that such a man as McTee would make so long an explanation to her.

Shall I call him up here and ask him to say them now?

Would you do that? Captain McTee, Im afraid that Ive been very foolish to bother you in this matter, but—

He silenced her with a wave of the hand, and pulled the cord.

Bring up Harrigan, he said, when the bosn appeared again.

Ive considered myself a judge of human nature, she apologized, but
I shall think a long time before I venture another decision.

Youre wrong to feel that way. It would take a shrewd judge to see through Harrigan unless his record were known.

The door opened and the bosn entered with Harrigan. He fixed his eyes upon the captain without a glance for Kate Malone.

Harrigan, said McTee, Ive been telling Miss Malone that you can be released from your trouble by saying half a dozen words to me. And you know that you can. You will be treated better than anyone in the crew if you will put your hand in mine and say: Captain McTee, I give you my word of honor as a man to do my best to obey orders during the rest of this trip and to hold no malice against you for anything that has happened to me so far.

For you see, he explained to the girl, he probably thinks himself aggrieved by my discipline. Will you say it, Harrigan?

Instead of answering, the cold eye of Harrigan turned on Kate.

I told you not to speak to the captain, he said.

Ah, said McTee, you were clever enough for that?

Do you say nothing, Harrigan? she said incredulously. Do you really refuse to speak those words to the captain after he has been generous enough to give you a last chance to make a man of yourself?

Harrigan turned pale as he glanced at the captain. Her scorn and contempt gave a little metallic ring to her voice.

You need not be afraid. Captain McTee hasnt told me anything about your record.

Harrigan smiled, but in such a manner that she stepped back. Easy, said McTee, you dont need to fear him in here. He knows that Im his master.

Im glad you didnt tell me his record, she answered.

I can read it in his eyes.

Lady, said Harrigan, and his head tilted back till the cords stood strongly out at the base of his throat, Im afther askin your pardon for thinkin ye had ever a dr-rop av hot Irish blood in ye.

Take him below, bosn, broke in McTee, and put him in on the night shift in the fireroom.

No hours of Harrigans life were bitterer than that night shift. The bandages saved his hands from much of the torture of the shovel handle, but there was deep night in his heart. Early in the morning one of the firemen ran to the chief engineers room and forced open the door.

The red-headed man, sir, he stammered breathlessly.

The chief engineer awoke with a snarl. He had drunk much good Scotch whisky that evening, and the smoke of it was still dry in his throat and cloudy in his brain.

And what the hell is wrong with the red-headed man now? he roared.
Aint he doin two mens work still?

Two? Hes doin ten mens work with his hands rolled in cloth and the blood soakin through, an he sings like a devil while he works. Hes gone crazy, sir.

Naw, he aint, growled the chief; thatll come later. Black McTee is breakin him an hell be broke before he goes off his nut. Now get to hell out of here. I aint slept a wink for ten days.

The fireman went back to his work muttering, and Harrigan sang the rest of the night.
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IN THE MORNING there was the usual task of scrubbing down the bridge. The suds soaked through the bandages at once and burned his hands like fire. He tore away the cloths and kept at his task, for he knew that if he refused to continue, he became by that act of disobedience a mutineer.

The fourth day was a long nightmare, but at the end of it Harrigan was still at his post. That night the pain kept him awake. For forty-eight hours he had not closed his eyes. The next morning, as he prepared his bucket of suds and looked down at his blood-caked hands, the thought of surrender rose strongly for the first time. Two things fought against it: his fierce pride and a certain awe which he had noted as it grew from day to day in the eyes of the rest of the crew. They were following the silent battle between the great Irishman and the captain with a profound, an almost uncanny interest.

As he scrubbed the bridge that morning, McTee, as always, stood staring out across the bows, impassive, self-contained as a general overlooking a field of battle. And the temptation to surrender swelled up in the throat of Harrigan like the desire for speech in a child. He kept his teeth hard together and prayed for endurance. Only five days, and it might be weeks before they made a port. Even then the captain might put him in irons rather than risk his escape.

Harrigan, said McTee suddenly. Dont keep it up. Youre bound to break. Speak those words now that I told you to say and youre a free man.

Harrigan looked up and the words formed at the base of his tongue. Harrigan looked down and saw his crimson hands. The words fell back like dust on his heart.

Take you for my master an swear to forget what youve done? he said, and his voice was hardly more than a whisper. McTee, if I promised you that Id perjure blacker n hell an kill you someday when your back was turned. As it is, Ill kill you while were standin face to face.

McTee laughed, low, deep, and his eyes were half closed as if he heard pleasant music. Harrigan grinned up at him.

Ill kill you with my bare hands. Theres no gun or knife could do justice to whats inside of me.

His head tilted back and his whisper went thick like that of a drunkard: Ah-h, McTee, look at the hands, look at the hands! Theyre red now for a sign av the blood av ye thatll someday be on em!

And he picked up his bucket and brush and went down the deck. The laugh of McTee followed him.

Having framed the wish in words, it was never absent from Harrigans mind now. It made that day easier for him. He stopped singing. He needed all his brain energy to think of how he should kill McTee.

It was this hungry desire which sustained him during the days which followed. The rest of the crew began to sense the mighty emotion which consumed Harrigan. When they saw both him and McTee on the deck, their eyes traveled from one to the other making comparisons, for they felt that these men would one day meet hand to hand. They could not stay apart any more than the iron can keep from the magnet.

Finally Harrigan knew that they were nearing the end of their long journey. The port was only a few days distant, for they were far in the south seas and they began to pass islands, and sometimes caught sight of green patches of water. Those were the coral reefs, the terror of all navigators, for they grow and change from year to year. To a light-draught ship like the Mary Rogers these seas were comparatively safe, but not altogether. Even small sailing craft had come to grief in those regions.

Yet the islands, the reefs, the keen sun, the soft winds, the singing of the sailors, all these things came dimly to Harrigan, for he knew that his powers of resistance were almost worn away. His face was a mask of tragedy, and his body was as lean as a starved wolf in winter. His will to live, his will to hate, alone remained.

Each morning it was harder for him to leave the bridge without speaking those words to the captain. He rehearsed them every day and vowed they would never pass his lips. And every day he knew that his vow was weaker. When he was about to give in, he chanced to see McTee and Kate Malone laughing together on the promenade.

It was McTee who saw Harrigan first and pointed him out to Kate. She leaned against the rail and peered down at him, shuddering at the sight of his drawn face and shadowed eyes. Then she turned with a little shrug of repulsion.

McTee must have made some humorous comment, for she turned to glance down at Harrigan again and this time she laughed. Blind rage made the blood of the Irishman hot. That gave him his last strength, but even this ran out. Finally he knew that the next day was his last, and when that day came, he counted the hours. They passed heavy-footed, as time goes for one condemned to die. And then he sat cross-legged on his bunk and waited.

The giant Negro came, bringing word that the bosn wanted him to scrub down the bridge. He remained with his head bowed, unhearing. The bosn himself came, cursing. He called to Harrigan, and getting no answer shook him by the shoulder. He put his hand under Harrigans chin and raised the listless head. It rolled heavily back and the dull eyes stared up at him.

God! said the bosn, and started back.

The head remained where he had placed it, the eyes staring straight up at the ceiling.

God! whispered the bosn again, and ran from the forecastle.

In time — it seemed hours — Harrigan heard many voices approaching. McTees bass was not among them, but he knew that McTee was coming, and Harrigan wondered whether he would have the strength to refuse to obey and accept the fate of the mutineer; or whether terror would overwhelm him and he would drop to his knees and beg for mercy. He had once seen a sight as horrible. The voices swept closer. McTee was bringing all the available crew to watch the surrender, and Harrigan prayed with all his soul to a nameless deity for strength.

Something stopped in the Irishman. It was not his heart, but something as vital. The very movement of the earth seemed to be suspended when the great form blocked the door to the forecastle and the ringing voice called: Harrigan!

At the summons Harrigans jaw fell loosely like that of an exhausted distance-runner, and long-suppressed words grew achingly large in his throat.

Ive had enough! he groaned.

Harrigan! thundered the captain, and Harrigan knew that his attempted speech had been merely a silent wish.

God help me! he whispered hoarsely, and in response to that brief prayer a warm pulse of strength flooded through him. He sprang to his feet.

I refuse to work! he cried, and this time the sound echoed back against his ears.

There was a long pause.

Mutiny! said McTee at last, and his voice was harsh with the knowledge of his failure. Bring him outside in the open. Ill deal with him!

He retreated from the door, but before any of the sailors could go in to fulfill the order, Harrigan walked of his own accord out onto the deck. The wind on his face was sweet and keen; the vapors blew from eyes and brain. He was himself again, weaker, but himself. He saw the circle of wondering, awe-stricken faces; he saw McTee standing with folded arms.
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MUTINY ON THE high seas, the captain was saying, is as bad as murder on dry land. I could swing you by the neck from the mast for this, Harrigan, and every court would uphold me. Or I can throw you into the irons and leave your trial until we touch port. But — stand back!

At the wave of his hand the circle spread. McTee stepped close to
Harrigan.

I could do all that Ive said, but why should I waste you on a prison when theres a chance that I can use for myself? Harrigan, will you stand up to me, man to man, and fist to fist, fighting fair and square without advantage, and then if I thrash you, will you be my man? If I beat you, will you swear to follow me, to do my bidding? Harrigan, if I have you to work for me — Ill be king of the south seas!

Man to man — fair and square? repeated Harrigan vaguely. Im weak.
Youve had me in hell an sweated me thin, McTee. If I was my old self,
Id jump at the chance.

Then its irons for you and ten years for mutiny when we reach port.

Ah-h, damn your heart!

But if I beat you, youll be a lord of men, Harrigan, with only one king over you — McTee! Youll live on the fat of the land and the plunder of the high seas if you serve McTee.

What oath could I swear that youd believe?

Your hand in mind for a pledge — I ask no more.

He held out his hand. The lean, strong fingers fascinated Harrigan.

Id rather take your throat than your hand, McTee — an mebbe I will — an mebbe I will!

He caught the hand in his own cracked, stained, black palm. The smile of McTee was like the smile of Satan when he watched Adam driven from the Eden.

Strip to the waist, he said, and turned on the crew.

You know me, lads. Ive tried to break Harrigan, but Ive only bent him, and now hes going to stand up to me man to man, and if he wins, hes free to do as he likes and never lift a hand till we reach port. Aye, lick your chops, you dogs. Theres none of you had the heart to try what Harrigan is going to try.

If they did not actually lick their chops, there was hunger in their eyes and a strange wistfulness as they watched Harrigan strip off his shirt, but when they saw the wasted arms, lean, with the muscles defined and corded as if by famine, their faces went blank again. For they glanced in turn at the vast torso of McTee. When he moved his arms, his smooth shoulders rippled in significant spots — the spots where the driving muscles lay. But Harrigan saw nothing save the throat of which he had dreamed.

This is to the finish? said McTee.

Aye.

And no quarter?

Harrigan grinned, and slipped out to the middle of the deck. Both of them kicked off their shoes. Even in their bare feet it would be difficult to keep upright, for the Mary Rogers was rollicking through a choppy sea. Harrigan sensed the crew standing in a loose circle with the hunger of the wolf pack in winter stamped in their eyes.

McTee stood with his feet braced strongly, his hands poised. But Harrigan stole about him with a gliding, unequal step. He did not seem preparing to strike with his hands, which hung low, but rather like one who would leap at the throat with his teeth. The ship heaved and Harrigan sprang and his fists cracked — one, two. He leaped out again under the captains clubbed hands. Two spots of red glowed on McTees ribs and the wolf pack moistened their lips.

Come again, Harrigan, for Ive smelled the meat, not tasted it.

It tastes red — like this.

And feinting at McTees body, he suddenly straightened and smashed both hands against the captains mouth. McTees head jarred back under the impact. The wolf pack murmured. The captain made a long step, waited until Harrigan had leaped back to the side of the deck to avoid the plunge, and then, as the deck heaved up to give added impetus to his lunge, he rushed. The angle of the deck kept the Irishman from taking advantage of his agility. He could not escape. One pile-driver hand cracked against his forehead — another thudded on his ribs. He leaped through a shower of blows and clinched.

He was crushed against the rail. He was shaken by a quick succession of short arm punches. But anything was preferable to another of those long, driving blows. He clung until his head cleared. Then he shook himself loose and dropped, as if dazed, to one knee. McTees bellow of triumph filled his ears. The captain bore down on him with outstretched hands to grapple at his throat, but at the right instant Harrigan rose and lurched out with stiff arm. The punch drove home to the face with a shock that jarred Harrigan to his feet and jerked McTee back as if drawn by a hand. Before he recovered his balance, Harrigan planted half a dozen punches, but though they shook the captain, they did not send him down, and Harrigan groaned.

McTee bellowed again. It was not pain. It was not mere rage. It was a battle cry, and with it he rushed Harrigan. They raged back and forth across the deck, and the wolf pack drew close, cursing beneath their breath. They had looked for a quick end to the struggle, but now they saw that the fighters were mated. The greater strength was McTees; the greater purpose was Harrigans. McTee fought to crush and conquer; Harrigan fought to kill.

The blows of the captain flung Harrigan here and there, yet he came back to meet the attack, slinking with sure, catlike steps. The heel and pitch of the deck sometimes staggered the captain, but Harrigan seemed to know beforehand what would happen, and he leaped in at every opening with blows that cut the skin.

His own flesh was bruised. He bled from mouth and nose, but what was any other pain compared with the torture of his clenched fists? It made his arms numb to the elbow and sent currents of fire through his veins. His eyes kept on the thick throat of McTee. Though he was knocked reeling and half senseless, his stare never changed, and the wolf pack, with their heads jutting forward with eagerness watched, waited. The Ha! of McTee rang with the strength of five throats. The Wah-h! of Harrigan purred like a furious panthers snarl.

Then as the frenzy left Harrigan and the numbness departed from his arms, he knew that he was growing weaker and weaker. In McTees eyes he saw the growing light of victory, the confidence. His own wild hunger for blood grew apace with his desperation. He flung himself forward in a last effort.

A ponderous fist cracked home between his eyes, fairly lifting him from his feet and hurling him against the base of the wheelhouse. Then a forearm shot under his shoulder and a hand fastened on the back of his neck in an incomplete half-Nelson. As McTee applied the pressure, Harrigan felt his vertebral column give under the tremendous strain. He struggled furiously but could not break the grip. Far away, like the storm wind in the forest, he heard the moan of the wolf pack.

Give in! Give in! panted McTee.

Ah-h! snarled Harrigan.

He felt the deck swing and jerked his legs high in the air. He could not have broken that grip of his own strength, but the sway of the deck gave his movement a mighty leverage. The hand slipped from his neck, scraping skin away, as if a red-hot iron had been drawn across the flesh. But he was half loosed, and that twist of his body sent them both rolling one over the other to the scuppers of the ship — and it was McTee who crashed against the rail, receiving the blow on the back of his head. His eyes went dull; the red hands of Harrigan fastened on his throat.

God! screamed McTee, and gripped Harrigans wrists, but the Irishman heaved him up and beat his head against the deck.

McTees jaws fell open, and a bloody froth bubbled to his lips; his eyes thrust out hideously.

Ah-h! snarled Harrigan, and shifted his grip lower, his thumbs digging relentlessly into the great throat. This time the giant limbs of the captain relaxed as if in sleep. Then through the fierce singing in his ears the Irishman heard a yell. He turned his head. The wolf pack saw their prey pulled down at last. They ran now to join the kill, not men, but raging devils. Harrigan sprang to his feet, catching up a marlinspike, and whirled it above his head.

Back! he shouted.

They shrank back, growling one to the other savagely, irresolute. There came a moan at Harrigans feet. He leaned over and lifted the bulk of the captains inert body. As if through a haze he saw the chief engineer and the two mates running toward him and caught the glitter of a revolver in the hands of the first officer. The Irishmans battered lips stretched to a shapeless grin.

Help me to the captains cabin, he said. Hes afther bein sick.


CHAPTER 8
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AND THE FOUR of them went aft carrying McTees body. On the promenade they passed Kate Malone. She shrank against the rail, her eyes blank and her face white.

Hes dead! she cried.

Hes just beginnin to live, said Harrigan.

The captain was muttering faintly as they laid him on the bunk in his room. Now get out, commanded Harrigan. I will be alone with him when he wakes up. I have something to whisper in his ear.

Is it safe? said the first mate to the chief engineer, gesturing with his weapon.

Harrigan snatched it away and waved it like a club above his head.

Get out, or Ill bash your skull in.

His face was hideous, cut and blood-stained, starved with the long hunger and lighted with the victory. They slunk from the cabin, backing out as if they expected him to rush them. Harrigan locked the door and started to tend the captain. He washed McTee to the waist, cleansed the cut places carefully, and covered them with narrow strips of adhesive tape which he found in a small medicine chest. As the heavier breathing of the captain indicated that he was about to recover his senses, Harrigan performed the same services for himself. It was slow work, for now that the stimulus of action was gone, his weakness grew on him in recurrent waves. Finally a sound made him turn to see McTee propping himself up on the bunk with one elbow; his eyes, unconfused and steady, looked brightly out at Harrigan.

You beat me?

It was the swing of the deck that rolled you over and broke your grip.
Ive stayed to tell you that.

Chances or no chances, you beat me.

Man, youd have busted my back if it hadnt been for that buck of the ship. When your hand came away, it took the skin with it.

And thats why you didnt finish me?

Aye.

Youll never have the chance again.

I want no chances; I want no help except my own strength as it was before you withered me with your hellfire.

When we stand up again, Ill kill you, Harrigan.

When we stand up again, Ill break you, Black McTee — like a rotten stick.

Lie down here, said the captain, rising quickly. Youre sick.

He forced Harrigan onto the bunk and stretched him out at full length. The Irishman clenched his hands and fought against the sleep which crept over his senses.

Theres fire in my brain, muttered Harrigan, an its trying to burn its way out.

McTee dipped a towel in cool water.

I kept the rest of them away, went on the Irishman. When you woke up, I wanted you to hear why I didnt finish you.

He raised his shaking hands and gripped at the air.

Ah-h! When me ould silf is back, Ill shtand up to ye. Tis a promise, McTee. Black McTee, Black McTee — Ill make ye Red McTee — red as the palms av me hands.

McTee tied the cold, wet towel around Harrigans forehead.

Ill kill you by inches, Harrigan. Youll read hell in my eyes before your end. Drink this!

He raised Harrigans almost lifeless head and forced the neck of a whisky bottle between his teeth.

Ah-h! said Harrigan, blinking and coughing after the strong liquor had burned its way down his throat. The feel av your throat under me thumbs was sweeter than the touch av a colleens hand, McTee! Im dead for shlape!

And instantly his eyes closed; his breathing was deep and sonorous. The captain watched him for a long moment, then sat down and laying a hand on the sleeping mans wrist, he counted the pulse carefully. It was irregular and feeble.

Time is all he needs, muttered McTee to himself, and he sat staring before him, dreaming. A fool can live well, he was thinking, but it takes a great man to die well. Harrigan will make a fine death. In the meantime the big Irishman slept heavily, and Black McTee tended him well, keeping the towel cool and wet about his forehead. The pulse was gaining rapidly in strength and regularity; sleep seemed to act upon Harrigan as food acts upon a starved man. At times he smiled, and McTee could guess at the dream which caused it. He was dreaming of killing McTee, and McTee sat by and understood, and smiled with deep content. He, also, was tasting his thoughts of the battle-to-be when, without any warning rap, the door swung open and the burly form of Bosn Masters appeared.

The first mate— he began.

Did you knock?

Ive got no time to waste, the first mate—

McTee rose. In the frank, bold eyes of the bosn he read the open revolt, and understood. He had been beaten in open battle; his crew felt that they were liberated by the victory of their champion.

Who told you to enter without knocking? he broke in.

I dont need telling, said the dauntless bosn. The first mates drunk an—

The heavy fist of McTee landed on Masterss mouth and hurled him in a heap into the corner of the cabin. The captain seized him by the nape of the neck and jerked him back to his feet, blinking and gasping, thoroughly subdued.

Get out and come in as you should.

The bosn fled. A moment later a timid knock came at the door and McTee bade him enter. He stepped in, cap in hand, his eyes on the floor.

The first mates drunk, sir, an runnin amuck with the ship. Hes at the wheel an he wont leave it. Weve nearly scraped one reef already. You know this aint any open sea, sir. Theres green water everywhere.

Go up and give the fool my orders. Tell the second officer to take the wheel.

The bosn retreated, but he returned within a few moments.

He wont leave the wheel, he reported. He said you could take your orders to the devil, sir.

Ill tie him to the deck and skin him alive, said McTee calmly. Stay here and watch Harrigan while I—

He was jerked from his feet and hurled across the room, crashing against the cabin wall. When his senses returned, he was sitting on the floor staring stupidly into the white face of the bosn, who was in a similar posture. Harrigan, who had been flung from the bunk, staggered to his feet.

What the deuce is up? asked the Irishman.

A chorus of piercing yells rose in answer from the deck outside.

The end of the Mary Rogers, said McTee. Stay with me, Harrigan.

He caught the latter by the arm and dragged him out onto the deck. The hull of the ship at the bow must have been literally ripped away by the impact against the reef; already the deck sloped sharply to the bows.

McTee raised a voice that rang like a trumpet over the clamor as he gave his orders to clear away the boats. If he had been a moment earlier, he might have succeeded in getting at least one of them safely launched, but now the Mary Rogers was settling to her doom with a speed which made the crew senseless with terror. A half-gale which promised to swell soon into a veritable hurricane seemed to be lifting the freighter by the heel and driving her nose into the sea. The quick settling twilight of the tropics made the waters doubly cold and dark.

Not till the bows of the Mary Rogers were deep below the waves and her propeller humming loudly in the air did the captain desist from his efforts to bring order out of the panic of the crew. Half a dozen men, with the Chinaman at their head, had cut one boat from its davits, but plunging into it before it fairly struck the water, they tipped it far to one side. It filled instantly and sank, leaving its occupants struggling on the surface. The Chinaman, who apparently could not swim, gave up the struggle at once. He threw his clutching hands high above his head and went down; his scream was the first death cry of the wreck of the Mary Rogers.

McTee, with Harrigan at his heels, rushed for the second lifeboat. Under the directions of the captain, pointed and emphasized by blows of his fist, the boat was swung safely from the davits and lowered to the sea. The instant that it rode the waves, bouncing up and down on the choppy surface, the crew began leaping in, the drunken mate being the first overside.

The lifeboat was loaded from stem to stern, and only Harrigan, McTee, and half a dozen more remained on the ship when the boat swung a dozen feet away from the Mary Rogers and with the next wave was picked up and smashed against the freighter. Its side went in like a matchbox pressed by a strong thumb, and it zigzagged quickly below the surface. The yells of the swimmers rose in a long wail. McTee caught Harrigan by the shoulder and shouted in his ear: Stay close and do what I do.

Miss Malone! yelled Harrigan in answer, and pointed.

She stood by the after-cabin, clinging to the rail with one hand while she attempted to adjust a life preserver with the other. The Mary Rogers lurched forward, a long slide that buried half of the ship under the sea. A giant wave towered above the side and licked the wheelhouse away.

Let her go! roared McTee. Save ourselves and let her go.

It was a matter of seconds now before the last of the Mary Rogers should disappear. They clambered up to the after-cabin.

For the love av God, McTee, shes a woman!

The Irishman struggled up the deck toward the girl, but the captain caught him and held him fast.

Theres one chance, shouted Black McTee, and he pointed to the litter of the wrecked wheelhouse which tossed on the waves. Overboard and make for a big timber.

But the eyes of Harrigan held on the form of the girl. They could only make out the shadow of her form with her hair blowing wildly on the wind. Then as swift as the sway of a birds wing, a mass of black water tossed over the side of the Mary Rogers. When it was gone, the shadowy figure of the girl had disappeared with it.

Now! thundered McTee.

Aye, said Harrigan.
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THEY CLIMBED THE rail. Plainly Harrigan had made them delay too long, for now they had not time to swim beyond the reach of the swirl that would form when the ship went down. The Mary Rogers lurched to her grave as they sprang from the rail. A wave caught them and washed them beyond the grip of the whirlpool; another wave swung them back, and the waters sucked them down. Such was the force of that downward pull that it seemed to Harrigan as if a weight were attached to either foot. He drew a great, gasping breath before his head went under and then struck out with all his might.

When his lungs seemed bursting with the labor, he whirled to the surface again and drew another gasping breath. The storm had torn a rift in the clouds and through it looked the moon as if some god were peering through the curtain of mist to watch the havoc he was working. By this light Harrigan saw that he was being drawn down in a narrowing circle. Straight before him loomed a black fragment of the wreckage. He tried to swing to one side, but the current of the water bore him on. He received a heavy blow on the head and his senses went out like a snuffed light.

When consciousness returned, there was a sharp pain in both head and right shoulder, for it was on his shoulder that McTee had fastened his grip. The captain sprawled on a great timber, clutching it with both legs and one arm. With the free hand he held Harrigan. All this the Irishman saw by the haggard moonlight. Then they were pitched high up on the crest of a wave. As Harrigan grappled the timber with arms and legs, it turned over and over and then pitched down through empty space. The wind had literally cut away the top of the wave. He went down, submerged, and then rose to a giddy height again. As he caught a great breath of air, he saw that McTee was no longer on the timber.

A shout reached him, the sound being cut off in the middle by the noise of the wind and waves. He saw McTee a dozen feet away, swimming furiously. He came almost close enough to touch the timber with his hands, and then a twist of the wave separated them. Harrigan worked down the timber until he reached the end of the stanchion which was nearest Black McTee. All that time the captain was struggling, but could not draw closer. The wood was drifting before the wind faster than he could swim.

When he reached the end of the timber, Harrigan wound his long arms tightly around it and let his legs draw out on the water. McTee, seeing the purpose of the maneuver, redoubled his efforts. On a wave crest the storm swept Harrigan still farther away; then they dropped into a hollow and instantly he felt a mighty grip fall on his ankle. They pitched up again with the surge of a wave so sharp and sudden that what with his own weight and the tugging burden of McTee behind him, Harrigan felt as if his arms would be torn from their sockets. He kept his hold by a mighty effort, and the tremendous grip of McTee held fast on his ankle until they dropped once more into a hollow. Then the captain jerked himself hand over hand up the body of Harrigan until he reached the timber. They lay panting and exhausted on the stanchion, embracing it with arms and legs.

Sometimes the wind sent the timber with its human freight lunging through a towering wave; and several times the force of the storm caught them and whirled them over and over. When they rose to a wave crest, they struggled bitterly for life; when they fell into the trough, they drew long breaths and freshened their holds.

Save once when Harrigan reached out his hand and set it upon that of Black McTee. The captain met the grip, and by the wild moonlight they stared into each others faces. That handshake almost cost them their lives, for the next moment the full breath of the storm caught them and wrenched furiously at their bodies. Yet neither of them regretted the handclasp, for all its cost. If they died now, it would be as brothers. They had at least escaped from the greatest of all horrors, a lonely death.

It seemed as if the storm acknowledged the strength of their determination. It fell away as suddenly as it had risen. A heavy ground swell still ran, but without the wind to roughen the surface and sharpen the crests, the big timber rode safely through the sea. The storm clouds were dropping back in a widening circle beneath the moon when, as they heaved up on the top of a wave, Harrigan suddenly pointed straight ahead and shouted hoarsely. On the horizon squatted a black shadow, darker than any cloud.

All night they watched the shadow grow, and when the morning came and the tropic dawn stepped suddenly up from the east, the light glinted on the unmistakable green of verdure.

With the help of the steady wind they drifted slowly closer and closer to the island. By noon they abandoned the timber and started swimming, but the submerged beach went out far more gradually than they had expected. The last hundred yards they walked arm in arm, floundering through the gentle surf.

Then they stumbled up the beach, reeling with weariness, and sprawled out in the shade of a palm tree. They were asleep almost before they struck the sand.

It was late afternoon when they woke, ravenously hungry, their throats burning with thirst. For food McTee climbed a coconut palm and knocked down some of the fruit. They split the gourds open on a rock, drank the liquor, and ate heartily of the meat. That quelled their appetites, but the sweet liquor only partially appeased their thirst, and they started to search the island for a spring. First they went to the center of the place to a small hill, and from the top of this they surveyed their domain. The island was not more than a thousand yards in width and three or four miles in length. Nowhere was there any sign of even a hut.

Well? queried Harrigan, seeing McTee frown.

We can live here, explained the captain, but God knows how long it will be before we sight a ship. Our only hope is for some tramp freighter thats trying to find a short cut through the reefs. Even if we sight a tramp, howll we signal her?

With a fire.

Aye, if one passes at night. We could stack up wood on the top of this hill. The island isnt charted. If a skipper saw a light, he might take a chance and send a boat. But how could we kindle a fire?

They went slowly down the hill, their heads bent. At the base, as if placed in their path to cheer them in this moment of gloom, they found a spring. It ran a dozen feet and disappeared into a crevice. They cupped the water in their hands and drank long and deep. When they stood up again, McTee dropped a hand on Harrigans shoulder. He said: Youve cause enough for hating me.

Pal, said Harrigan, youre nine parts devil, but the part of you thats a man makes up for all the rest.

McTee brooded: Now were standing on the rim of the world, and weve got to be brother to each other. But what if we get off the island — theres small chance of it, but what if we should? Would we remember then how we took hands in the trough of the sea?

Harrigan raised his hand.

So help me God— he began.

Wait! broke in McTee. Dont say it. Suppose we get off the island, and when we reach port find one thing which we both want. What then?

Harrigan remembered a word from the Bible.

Ill never covet one of your belongins, McTee, an Ill never cross your wishes.

Your hair is red, Harrigan, and mine is black; your eye is blue and mine is black. We were made to want the same thing in different ways. Ive never met my mate before. I can stand it here on the rim of the world — but in the world itself — what then, Harrigan?

They stepped apart, and the glance of the black eye crossed that of the cold blue.

Ah-h, McTee, are ye dark inside and out? Is the black av your eye the same as the soot in your heart?

Harrigan, you were born to fight and forget; I was born to fight and remember. Well, I take no oath, but heres my hand. Its better than the oath of most men.

A strange fist, grinned Harrigan; soft in the palm and hard over the knuckles — like mine.

They went down the hill toward the beach, Harrigan singing and McTee silent, with downward head. On the beach they started for some rocks which shelved out into the water, for it was possible that they might find some sort of shellfish on the rocks below the surface of the water. Before they reached the place, however, McTee stopped and pointed out across the waves. Some object tossed slowly up and down a short distance from the beach.

From the wreck, said McTee. I didnt think it would drift quite as fast as this.

They waded out to examine; the water was not over their waists when they reached it. They found a whole section from the side of the wheelhouse, the timbers intact.

On it lay Kate Malone, unconscious.

Manifestly she never could have kept on the big fragment during the night of the storm had it not been for a piece of stout twine with which she had tied her left wrist to a projecting bolt. She had wrapped the cord many times, but despite this it had worn away her skin and sunk deep in the flesh of her arm. Half her clothes were torn away as she had been thrown about on the boards. Whether from exhaustion or the pain of her cut wrist, she had fainted and evidently lain in this position for several hours; one side of her face was burned pink by the heat of the sun.

They dragged the float in, and McTee knelt beside the girl and pressed an ear against her breast.

Living! he announced. Now were three on the rim of the world.

Which makes a crowd, grinned Harrigan.
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THEY STARTED WORKING eagerly to revive her. While McTee bathed her face and throat with handfuls of the sea water, Harrigan worked to liberate her from the twine. It was not easy. The twine was wet, and the knot held fast. Finally he gnawed it in two with his teeth. McTee, at the same time, elicited a faint moan. Her wrist was bruised and swollen rather than dangerously cut. Harrigan stuffed the twine into his hip pocket; then the two Adams carried their Eve to the shade of a tree and watched the color come back to her face by slow degrees.

The wind now increased suddenly as it had done on the evening of the wreck. It rose even as the day darkened, and in a moment it was rushing through the trees screaming in a constantly rising crescendo. The rain was coming, and against that tropical squall shelter was necessary.

The two men ran down the beach and returned dragging the ponderous section of the wheelhouse. They leaned the frame against two trunks at the same instant that the first big drops of rain rattled against it. Overhead they were quite securely protected by the dense and interweaving foliage of the two trees, but still the wind whistled in at either side and over and under the frame of boards. Of one accord they dropped beside their patient.

She was trembling violently; they heard the light, continuous chattering of her teeth. After her many hours under the merciless sun, this sudden change of temperature might bring on the fever against which they could not fight. They stripped off their shirts and wound them carefully around her shivering body. McTee lifted her in his arms and sat down with his back to the wind. Harrigan took a place beside him, and they caught her close. They seemed to be striving by the force of their will to drive the heat from their own blood into her trembling body. But still she moaned in her delirium, and the shivering would not stop.

Then the great idea came to Harrigan. He rose without a word and ran out into the rain to a fallen tree which must have been blown down years before, for now the trunk and the splintered stump were rotten to the core. He had noticed it that day. There was only a rim of firm wood left of the wreck. The stump gave readily enough under his pull. He ripped away long strips of the casing, bark and wood, and carried it back to the shelter. He made a second trip to secure a great armful of the powder-dry time-rotted core of the stump.

His third expedition carried him a little farther afield to a small sapling which he could barely make out through the night. He bent down the top of the little tree and snapped off about five feet of its length. This in turn he brought to the shelter. He stopped short here, frozen with amazement. The girl was raving in her delirium, and to soothe her, McTee was singing to her horrible sailor chanteys, pieced out with improvised and foolish words.

Harrigan listened only while his astonishment kept him helpless; then he took up his work. He first stripped away the twigs from his sapling top. Then he tied the twine firmly at either end of the stick, leaving the string loose. Next he fumbled among the mass of rubbish he had brought in from the rotten trunk and broke off a chunk of hard wood several inches in length. By rubbing this against the fragment of the wheelhouse, he managed to reduce one end of the little stick to a rough point.

He took the largest slab of the rim wood from the stump and knelt upon it to hold it firm. On this wood he rested his peg, which was wrapped in several folds of the twine and pressed down by the second fragment of wood. When he moved the long stick back and forth, the peg revolved at a tremendous rate of speed, its partially sharpened end digging into the wood on which it rested. It is a method of starting a fire which was once familiarly used by Indians.

For half an hour Harrigan sweated and groaned uselessly over his labor. Once he smelled a taint of smoke and shouted his triumph, but the peg slipped and the work was undone. He started all over again after a short rest and the peg creaked against the slab of wood with the speed of its rotation — a small sound of protest drowned by the bellowing of the storm and the ringing songs of McTee. Now the smoke rose again and this time the peg kept firm. The smoke grew pungent; there was a spark, then a glow, and it spread and widened among the powdery, rotten wood which Harrigan had heaped around his rotating peg.

He tossed the peg and bow aside and blew softly and steadily on the glowing point. It spread still more and now a small tongue of flame rose and flickered. Instantly Harrigan laid small bits of wood criss-cross on the pile of tinder. The flame licked at them tentatively, recoiled, rose again and caught hold. The fire was well started.

With gusts of wind fanning it roughly, the flame rose fast. Harrigan made other journeys to the rotten stump and wrenched away great chunks of bark and wood. He came back and piled them on the fire. It towered high, the upper tongues twisting among the branches of the tree. They laid Kate Malone between the windbreak and the fire. In a short time her trembling ceased; she turned her face to the blaze and slept.

They watched her with jealous care all night. In lieu of a pillow they heaped some of the wood dust from the stump beneath her head. When their large hands hovered over her to straighten the clothes which the wind fluttered, she seemed marvelously delicate and fragile. It was astonishing that so fragile a creature should have lived through the buffeting of the sea.

Toward morning the storm fell at a breath and the rain died away. They agreed that it might be safe to leave her alone while they ventured out to look for food, and at the first hint of light they started out, one to the north, and one to the south. Harrigan started at an easy run. He felt a joyous exultation like that of a boy eager for play. He tried to find shellfish first, but without success. His search carried him far down the beach to a group of big rocks rolling out to sea. On the leeward side of these rocks, in little hollows of the stone, he found a quantity of the eggs of some seafowl. They were quite large, the shells a dirty, faint blue and apparently very thick. He collected all he could carry and started back.

As he approached the shelter, he heard voices and stopped short with a sudden pang; McTee had returned first and awakened the girl. Harrigan sighed. He knew now how he had wanted to watch her eyes open for the first time, the cool sea-green eyes lighted by bewilderment, surprise, and joy. All that delight had been McTees. It was that dark, handsome face she had seen leaning over her when she awoke. He was firmly implanted in her mind by this time as her savior. She opened her eyes, hungered, and she had seen McTee bringing food. Harrigan drew a long breath and went on slowly with lowered head.

They sat cross-legged, facing each other. The captain was showing Kate his prizes, which seemed to consist of a quantity of shellfish. She clapped her hands at something McTee said, and her laughter, wonderfully clear, reminded Harrigan of the chiming of faraway church bells. Blind anger suddenly possessed him as he stood by the fire glowering down at them.
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EGGS! HOW PERFECTLY wonderful, Mr. Harrigan! And Im starved!

She looked up to him, radiant with delight; but the triumphant eye of Harrigan fell not upon her but on McTee, who had suddenly grown pensive.

But how can we cook them? Theres nothing to boil water in — and no pan for frying them, ventured McTee.

Roast em, said Harrigan scornfully. Like this.

He wrapped several eggs in wet clay and placed them in the glowing ashes of the fire which had now burned low.

While theyre cooking, said McTee, Im going off. Ive an idea.

Harrigan watched him with a shade of suspicion while he retreated. He turned his head to find Kate studying him gravely.

Before you came, Mr. Harrigan—

My names Dan. Thatll save time.

While you were gone, she went on, thanking him with a smile, Captain
McTee told me a great many things about you.

Harrigan stirred uneasily.

Among other things, that you had no such record as he hinted at while we were on the Mary Rogers. So I have to ask you to forgive me—

The blue eyes grew bright as he watched her.

Ive forgotten all that, for the sea washed it away from my mind.

Really?

As clean as the wind has washed the sky.

Not a cloud stained the broad expanse from horizon to horizon.

Thats a beautiful way to put it. Now that we are here on the island, we begin all over again and forget what happened on the ship?

Aye, all of it.

Shake on it.

He took her hand, but so gingerly that she laughed.

We have to be careful of you, he explained seriously. Here we are, as McTee puts it, on the rim of the world, two men an one woman. If something happens to one of us, a third of our populations gone.

A third of our population! Then Im very important?

You are.

He was so serious that it disconcerted her. It suddenly became impossible for her to meet his eyes, they burned so bright, so eager, with something like a threat in them. She hailed the returning figure of McTee with relief.

He came bearing a large gourd, and he knelt before Kate so that she might look into it. She cried out at what she saw, for he had washed the inside of the gourd and filled it with cool water from the spring.

Look! said she to Harrigan. Its water — and my throat is fairly burning.

Humph, growled Harrigan, and he avoided the eye of McTee.

The gourd was too heavy and clumsy for her to handle. The captain had to raise and tip it so that she might drink, and as she drank, her eyes went up to his with gratitude.

Harrigan set his teeth and commenced raking the roasted eggs from the hot ashes. When her thirst was quenched, she looked in amazement at Harrigan; even his back showed anger. In some mysterious manner it was plain that she had displeased the big Irishman.

He turned now and offered her an egg, after removing the clay mold. But when she thanked him with the most flattering of smiles, she became aware that McTee in turn was vexed, while the Irishman seemed perfectly happy again.

Have an egg, McTee, he offered, and rolled a couple toward the big captain.

I will not. I never had a taste for eggs.

Why, captain, murmured Kate, you cant live on shellfish?

Humph! Cant I? Very nutritious, Kate, and very healthful. Have to be careful what you eat in this climate. Those eggs, for instance. Can you tell, Harrigan, whether or not theyre fresh?

Harrigan, his mouth full of egg, paused and glared at the captain.

For the captain of a ship, McTee, he said coldly, your head is packed with fool ideas. Eat your fish an dont spoil the appetites of others.

He turned to Kate.

These eggs are new-laid — theyre — theyre not more than twenty-four hours old.

His glance dared McTee to doubt the statement. The captain accepted the challenge.

I suppose you watched em being laid, Harrigan?

Harrigan sneered.

I can tell by the taste partly and partly — here he cracked the shell of another egg and, stripping it off, held up the little white oval to the light— and partly by the color. Its dead white, isnt it?

Yes.

That shows its fresh. If there was a bit of blue in it, itd be stale.

McTee breathed hard.

You win, he said. You ought to be on the stage, Harrigan.

But Harrigan was deep in another egg. Kate watched the two with covert glances, amazed, wondering. They had saved each other from death at sea, and now they were quarreling bitterly over the qualities of eggs.

And not eggs alone, for McTee, not to be outdone in courtesy, passed a handful of his shellfish to Harrigan. The Irishman regarded the fish and then McTee with cold disgust.

Dyou really think Im crazy enough to eat one of these? he queried.

Black McTee was black indeed as he glowered at the big Irishman.

Open up; lets hear what you got to say about these shellfish, he demanded.

Harrigan announced laconically: Scurvy.

What? This from Kate and McTee at one breath.

Sure. There aint any salt in em. No salt is as bad as too much salt.
A friend of mine was once in a place where he couldnt get any salt
food, an he ate a lot of these shellfish. What was the result? Scurvy!
He hasnt a tooth in his head today. An hes only thirty.

Why didnt you tell me? cried Kate indignantly, and she laid a tentative finger against her white teeth, as if expecting to find them loose.

I didnt want to hurt McTees feelins. Besides, maybe a few of them wont hurt you — much!

McTee suddenly burst into laughter, but there was little mirth in the sound.

Maybe you know these are the great blue clams that are famous for their salt.

Really? said Kate, greatly relieved.

Yes, went on McTee, his eyes wandering slightly. This species of clam has an unusual organ by which it extracts some of the salt from the sea water while taking its food. Look here!

He held up a shell and indicated a blue-green spot on the inside.

You see that color? Thats what gives these clams their name and this is also the place where the salt deposit forms. This clam has a high percentage of salt — more than any other.

Harrigan, sending a bitter side glance at McTee, rose to bring some more wood, for it was imperative that they should keep the fire burning always.

Im so glad, said Kate, that we have both the eggs and the clams to rely on. At least they will keep us from starving in this terrible place.

Hm. Im not so sure about the eggs.

He eyed them with a watering mouth, for his raging hunger had not been in the least appeased by the shellfish.

But Ill try one just to keep you company.

He peeled away the shell and swallowed the egg hastily, lest Harrigan, returning, should see that he had changed his mind.

Maybe the eggs are all right, he admitted as soon as he could speak, and he picked up another, but between you and me, Ill confess that I shall not pay much attention to what Harrigan has to say. Hes never been to sea before. You cant expect a landlubber to understand all the conditions of a life like this.

But a new thought which was gradually forming in her brain made Kate reserve judgment. Harrigan came back and placed a few more sticks of wood on the fire.

I cant understand, said Kate, how you could make a fire without a sign of a match.

Thats simple, said McTee easily. When a man has traveled about as much as I have, he has to pick up all sorts of unusual ways of doing things. The way we made that fire was to—

The way we made it? interjected Harrigan with bitter emphasis.

Kate frowned as she glanced from one to the other. There was the same deep hostility in their eyes which she had noticed when they faced each other in the captains cabin aboard the Mary Rogers.

An why were ye sittin prayin for fire with the gir-rl thremblin and freezin to death in yer ar-rms if ye knew so well how to be makin one?

Hush — Dan, said Kate; for the fire of anger blew high.

McTee started.

You know each other pretty well, eh?

Tut, tut! said Harrigan airily. You cant expect a slip of a girl to be calling a black man like you by the front name?

McTee moistened his white lips. He rose.

Im going for a walk — I always do after eating.

And he strode off down the beach. Harrigan instantly secured a handful of the shellfish.

Speakin of salt, he said apologetically, Ill have to try a couple of these to be sure that the captains right. I can tell by a taste or two.

He pried open one of the shells and ate the contents hastily, keeping one eye askance against the return of McTee.

Maybe hes right about these shellfish, he pronounced judicially, but its a hard thing an a dangerous thing to take the word of a man like McTee — hes that hasty. We must go easy on believin what he says, Kate.


CHAPTER 12
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THEN UNDERSTANDING FLOODED Kates mind like waves of light in a dark room. She tilted back her head and laughed, laughed heartily, laughed till the tears brimmed her eyes. The gloomy scowl of Harrigan stopped her at last. As her mirth died out, the tall form of McTee appeared suddenly before them with his arms crossed. Where they touched his breast, the muscles spread out to a giant size. He was turned toward her, but the gleam of his eye fell full upon Harrigan.

I suppose, said McTee, and his teeth clicked after each word like the bolt of a rifle shot home, I suppose that you were laughing at me?

The Irishman rose and faced the Scotchman, his head thrust forward and a devil in his eyes.

An what if we were, Misther McTee? he purred. An what if we wer-r-re, Im askin?

Kate leaped to her feet and sprang between them.

Is there anything we can do, she broke in hurriedly, to get away from the island?

A raft? suggested Harrigan.

McTee smiled his contempt.

A raft? And how would you cut down the trees to make it?

Burn em down with a circle of fire at the bottom.

And then set green logs afloat? And how fasten em together, even supposing we could burn them down and drag them to the water? No, theres no way of getting off the island unless a boat passes and catches a glimpse of our fire.

Then well have to move this fire to the top of the hill, said
Harrigan.

Suppose we go now and look over the hill and see what dry wood is near it, said McTee.

Good.

Something in their eagerness had a meaning for Kate.

Would you both leave me? she reproached them.

It was McTee suggested it, said Harrigan.

McTee favored his comrade with a glance that would have made any other man give ground. It merely made Harrigan grin.

Well draw straws for who goes and who stays, said McTee.

Kate picked up two bits of wood.

The short one stays, she said.

Draw, said Harrigan in a low voice.

I was taught manners young, said McTee. After you.

They exchanged glares again. The whole sense of her power over these giants came home to her as she watched them fighting their duel of the eyes.

You suggested it, she said to McTee.

He stepped forward with an expression as grim as that of a prize fighter facing an antagonist of unknown prowess. Once and again his hand hovered above the sticks before he drew.

Youve chosen the walk to the hill, she said, and showed the shorter stick. Do you mind?

No, mocked Harrigan, he always walks after meals.

Their eyes dwelt almost fondly upon each other. They were both men after the others heart. Then the Scotchman turned and strode away.

Kate watched Harrigan suspiciously, but his eyes, following McTee, were gentle and dreamy.

Ah, he murmured, theres a jewel of a man.

Do you like him so much?

Do I like him? Me dear, I love the man; Ill break his head with more joy than a shtarvin man cracks a nut!

He recovered himself instantly.

I didnt mean that — I—

Dan, you and McTee have planned to fight!

He growled: If a man told me that, Id say he was a liar.

Yes; but you wont lie to a girl, Harrigan.

She rose and faced him, reaching up to lay her hands on his thick shoulders.

Will you give me your promise as an honest man to try to avoid a fight with him?

For she saw death in it if they met alone; certainly death for one, and perhaps for both.

Kate, would you ask a tree to promise to avoid the lightning?

She caught a little breath through set teeth in her angry impatience, then: Dan, youre like a naughty boy. Cant you be reasonable?

Despite her wrath, she noticed a quick change in his face. The blue of his eyes was no longer cold and incurious, but lighted, warm, and marvelously deep.

And she said rapidly, making her voice cold to quell the uneasy, rising fire behind his eyes: If you have made McTee angry, arent you man enough to smooth things over — to ask his pardon?

He answered vaguely: Beg his pardon?

Why is that so impossible? For my sake, Dan!

The light went out of his face as if a candle had been snuffed.

For you, Kate?

Then she understood her power fully for the first time, and found the thing which she must do.

For me. I — I—

She let her head droop, and then glanced up as if beseeching him to ask no questions.

Look me square in the eye — so!

He caught her beneath the chin with a grip that threatened a bruise, and his eyes burned down upon her.

Are ye playin with me, Kate? Are ye tryin to torment me, or do ye really care for McTee?

She tried with all her might, but could not answer. The rumble and ring of his voice brought her heart to her throat.

Youre tremblin, said Harrigan, and he released her. So its all true. McTee!

He turned on his heel like a soldier, lest she should mark the change of his expression; but she must have noticed something, for she called: Harrigan — Dan!

He stopped, but would not face her.

You have your hands clenched. Are you going out to hunt for McTee in that black mood?

Kate, said Harrigan, by my honor Im swearin hes as safe in my hands as a child.


CHAPTER 13
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HARRIGAN STRODE OFF through the trees. To loosen the tight, aching muscles of his throat he began to sing — old Irish songs with a wail and a swing to them. He had taken no certain direction, for he only wished to be alone and far away from the other two; but after a time he realized that he was on the side of the central hill to which McTee had gone to look for the dry wood. Above all things in the world he wished to avoid the Scotchman now, and as soon as he became conscious of his whereabouts, he veered sharply to the right. He had scarcely walked a minute in the new direction before he met McTee. The latter had seen him first, and now stood with braced feet in his position of battle, rolling the sleeves of his shirt away from his forearms. Harrigan stepped behind a tree.

Come out, roared McTee. Ive seen you. Dont try to sneak behind and take me from the back.

With an exceeding bitterness of heart, Harrigan stepped into view again.

You look sick, went on McTee. If you knew what would happen when we met, why did you come? If you fear me, go back and hug the skirts of the girl. Shell take pity on you, Harrigan.

The Irishman groaned. Think your thoughts an say your say, McTee. I cant lay a hand on you today.

The latter stepped close, stupefied with wonder.

Do I hear you right? Are you taking water, Harrigan?

Harrigan bowed his head, praying mutely for strength to endure.

Dont say it! pleaded McTee. Ive hunted the world and worn the roads bare looking for one man who could stand up to me — and now that Ive found him, he turns yellow inside!

And he looked upon the Irishman with a sick horror, as if the big fellow were turning into a reptile before his eyes. On the face of Harrigan there was an expression like that of the starving man whom the fear of poison induces to push away food.

Theres no word I can speak to you, McTee. You could never understand.
Go back to the girl. Maybe shell explain.

The girl?

At the wild hope in that voice Harrigan shuddered, and he could not look up.

Harrigan, what do you mean?

Dont ask me. Leave me alone, McTee.

Heres a mystery, said the Scotchman, and our little party is postponed. The date is changed, thats all. Remember!

He stepped off through the trees in the direction of the shelter on the beach, leaving Harrigan to throw himself upon the ground in a paroxysm of shame and hate.

But McTee, with hope to spur him on — a vague hope; a thought half formed and therefore doubly delightful — went with great strides until he came to Kate where she sat tending the fire. He broke at once into the heart of his question.

I met Harrigan. Hes changed. Something has happened. Tell me what it is. He says you know.

He crouched close to her, intent and eager, his eyes ready to read a thousand meanings into the very lowering of her lashes; but she let her glance rove past him.

Well? he asked impatiently.

It is hard to speak of it.

Cold doubt fell upon the captain; he moistened his lips before he spoke.

Hit straight from the shoulder. Theres something between you and the
Irishman?

She dropped a hand over his mighty fist.

After all, you are our only friend, Angus. Why shouldnt you know?

He stood up and made a few paces to and fro, his hands locked behind him and his leonine head fallen low.

Yes, why shouldnt you tell me! I think I understand already.

All desire to laugh went from her, and deep fear took its place; her eyes were held fascinated upon his interlaced fingers, white under their own terrific pressure; yet she understood that she must go on. If she failed, this mighty force would be turned against Harrigan; and Harrigan, not less grim in battle, as she could guess, would be turned against him.

She said quickly, to conceal her fear: I thought there was some trouble between you and Dan. I asked him to promise that he would not fight with you. But I dont need to ask you to promise not to fight with him, for now that you know—

He leaped up and beat his hands together over his head.

And that was why! I taunted him and all the time he was laughing to himself!

He stopped and then whispered to himself: Still, its only postponed.
The tune will come! The time will come!

She understood the promise.

Angus! What are you saying?

He said quietly: Harrigans safe from me while you care for him. Do you think Im fool enough to make a martyr of him? Not I! But when we get back to the world—

He finished the sentence by slowly flexing his fingers.

I love you, Kate, and until the strength goes out of my hands, Ill still love you. I want you; and what I want I get. Youll hate me for it, eh?

He went off without waiting for an answer, stumbling as he walked like one who was dazed. Her strength held with her until he was out of sight among the trees, but then she sank to the ground, panting. Sooner or later they were sure to discover her ruse, and the moment one of them learned that she did not love the other, they would rush into battle. She only prayed that the discovery would not come till they were safely off the island. Once back in the world the strong arm of the law might suffice to keep them apart.

The falling of the fire roused her at last and she set about gathering wood to keep it alive. It was the Irishman who returned first. He waved her to the shade of the shelter and finished collecting the wood.


CHAPTER 14
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AFTERWARD HE INQUIRED, frowning: Wheres McTee? I met him an he started back to find you.

Hes gone off with his thoughts, Dan.

Harrigan sighed, looking up to the stainless blue of the sky: Aye, thats the way of the Scotch. When theyre happy in love, they go off by themselves an brood like a dog thats thinking of a fight. But were I he, Id never be leavin your side, colleen.

His head tilted back in the way she had come to know, and she waited for the soft dialect: Id be singin songs av love an war-r-r, an braggin me hear-rt out, an talkin av the sea-green av your eyes, colleen. Look at him now!

For the great form of McTee left the circle of the trees and approached them.

Hes got his head down between his shoulders like a whipped cur. Hes broodin, an his soul is thick in a fog.

Dan, I trust you to cheer him up; but youll not speak of me?

Not I. Hes a proud man, Black McTee, an hed be angered to the core of him if he thought youd talked about him an his love to Harrigan. Whisht, Kate, Ill handle him like fire!

The wood, he began, as McTee came in. Did you find it on top of the hill, lad?

McTee rumbled after a pause, and without looking at Harrigan: Theres plenty of it there. I made a little heap of the driest on the crown of the hill.

Then the next thing is to move our fire up there.

Move our fire? cried Kate. How can you carry the fire?

Easy. Take two pieces of burnin wood an walk along holdin them close together. That way they burn each other an the flame keeps goin. Watch!

He selected two good-sized brands from the fire and raised them, holding one in either hand and keeping the ignited portions of the sticks together. McTee looked from Kate to Harrigan.

Sit down and talk to Kate. Ill carry the sticks; I know where the pile of timber is.

Harrigan made a significant and covert nod and winked at McTee with infinite understanding.

Stay here yourself, lad. I wouldnt be robbing you — —

Kate coughed for warning, and he broke off sharply.

Youve made one trip to the hill. This is my turn. Besides, you wouldnt know how to keep the stick burnin. Ive done it before.

McTee stared, agape with astonishment. The meaning of that wink still puzzled his brain. He turned to Kate for explanation, and she beckoned him to stay. When Harrigan disappeared, he said: Whats the meaning? Doesnt Harrigan want to be with you?

She allowed her eyes to wander dreamily after Harrigan.

Dont you see? Hes like a big boy. Hes overflowing with happiness and he has to go off to play by himself.

McTee watched her with deep suspicion.

Its queer, he pondered. I know the Irish like a book, and when theyre in love, theyre always singing and shouting and raising the devil. It looked to me as if Harrigan was making himself be cheerful.

He went on: Ill take him aside and tell him that I understand.
Otherwise hell think hes fooling me.

Please! You wont do that? Angus, you know how proud he is! He will be furious if he finds out that Ive spoken to you about — about — our love. Wont you wait until he tells you of his own accord?

He ground his teeth in an ugly fury.

You understand? If I find youve been playing with me, itll mean death for Harrigan, and worse than that for you?

She made her glance sad and gentle.

Will you never trust me, Angus?

He answered, with a sort of wonder at himself: Since I was a child, you are the first person in the world who has had the right to call me by my first name.

Not a single woman? and she shivered.

Not one.

She pondered: No love, no friendship, not even pity to bring you close to a single human being all your life?

No child has ever come near me, for Ive never had room for pity. No man has been my friend, for Ive spent my time fighting them and breaking them. And Ive despised women too much to love them.

The tears rose to her eyes as she spoke: I pity you from the bottom of my soul!

Pity? Me? By God, Kate, youll teach me to hate you!

I cant help it. Why, if you have never loved, you have never lived!

You talk like a girl in a Sunday school! Ha, have I never lived? Men were made strong so that a stronger man should be their master; and women—

And women, Angus?

All women are fools; one woman is divine!

The yearning of his eyes gave a bitter meaning to his words, and she was shaken like a leaf blown here and there by contrary winds. Unheeded, the sudden tropic night swooped upon them like the shadow of a giant bird, and as the dark increased, they saw the glimmering of the fire upon the hill. She rose, and he followed her until they reached the upward slope.

Then he said: You will want to be alone with him for a time. Can you find the rest of the way?

Yes. Youll come soon?

Ill come soon, but I have to be by myself for a while. I may hate you for it afterward, but now Im weak and soft inside — like a child — and I only wish for your happiness.

God bless you, Angus!

God help me, he answered harshly, and stepped into the blank night of the shadow of the trees.

Harrigan shook his head in wonder when he saw her coming alone. He had built up the fire and heaped fresh fuel in towering piles nearby. The flames shot up twenty and thirty feet, making a wide signal across the sea.

Hes gone off by himself again? questioned the Irishman.

She complained: I cant understand him. Will he be always like this?
What shall I do, Dan?

He met her appeal with a smile, but the blue eyes went cold at once and he sighed. It would never do to have the two sitting silent beside that fire. The brooding of McTee would excite no suspicions in the mind of Harrigan, but the quiet of the Irishman would be sure to excite the suspicions of the other.

Will you do something for me, Dan?

He looked up with a whimsical yearning.

Teach McTee manners? Aye, with all me heart!

She laughed: No; but cheer him up. You said that if you were in his place, youd be singing all the time.

And I would.

Then sing for me — for Angus and me — tonight when were sitting by the fire. Hes fallen into a brooding melancholy, and I cant altogether trust him. Can you understand?

And Im to do the cheering up?

You wont fail me?

He turned and occupied himself for a moment by hurling great armfuls of wood upon the fire. The flames burst up with showering sparks, roaring and leaping. Then, as if inspired by the sight, he came to her with his head tilting back in the way he had.

Ill do it — Ill sing my heart out for you.

As McTee came up, the three sat down; a strange group, for the two men stared fixedly before them at the fire, conscientiously avoiding any movement of the eyes toward Kate and the other; and she sat between them, watching each of them covertly and humming all the while as if from happiness. Each of them thought the humming a love song meant for the ears of the other. Finally McTee turned and stared curiously, first at Kate and then at Harrigan. Manifestly he could not understand either their silence or their aloofness. It was for the Scotchman that she would have to play her role; Harrigan was blind. The Irishman also, as if he felt the eyes of McTee, turned his head. Kate nodded significantly and moved closer to him.

Obedient to his promise, he turned away again and raised his head to sing. Alternate light and shadow swept across his face and made fire and dark in his hair as the wind tossed the flame back and forth. At the other side of her McTee rested upon one elbow. Whenever she turned her head, she caught the steel-cold glitter of his eyes.

The first note from Harrigans lips was low and faltering and off key; she trembled lest McTee should understand, but the Scotchman attributed the emotion to another cause. As his singing continued, moreover, it increased in power and steadiness. One thing, however, she had not counted on, and that was the emotion of Harrigan. Every one of his songs carried on the theme of love in a greater or less degree, and now his own singing swept him beyond the bounds of caution; he turned directly to Kate and sang for her alone Kathleen Mavourneen. There was love and farewell at once in his singing, there was yearning and despair.

She knew that a crisis had come, and that McTee was pressed to the limits of his endurance. The game had gone too far, and yet she dared not appear indifferent to the singing. That would have been too direct a betrayal, so she sat with her head back and a smile on her lips.

There was a groan and a stifled curse. McTee rose; the song died in the throat of Harrigan.


CHAPTER 15
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IS THIS WHAT you feared? said the Scotchman. Is this what you wanted protection against? No; youre in league together to torture me, and all this time youve been laughing up your sleeves at my expense!

At your expense? growled Harrigan, rising in turn. Is it at your expense that Ive been sittin here breakin me heart with singin love tunes for you an the girl?

She sprang up in an agony of fear.

Go! Go! she begged of McTee. If you doubt me, go, and when you come back calm, I will explain.

He brushed her to one side and made a step toward Harrigan.

Love songs for me? he repeated incredulously.

Aye, love songs for you. Ye black swine, ye could not be happy till I was brought in to be the piper while you an Kate danced!

While I and Kate danced? thundered McTee. My God, man—

He broke off short, and a cruel light of understanding was in his eyes.

Harrigan, he said quietly, did Kate tell you she loved me?

Ye fool! Why else am I sittin here singin for your sake? Would I not rather be amusin myself by takin the hollow of your throat under my thumbs — so?

McTee laughed softly, and Kate could not meet his eye.

Well? he said.

Yes, I lied to you.

She turned to Harrigan: And to you. Dont you see? I found you on the verge of a fight, and I knew that in it you would both be killed. What else could I do? I hoped that for my sake you would spare each other. Was it wrong of me, Dan? Angus, will you forgive me?

Harrigan raised his arms high above his head and stretched like one from whose wrists the manacles have been unlocked after a long imprisonment.

McTee, are ye ready? Theres a weight gone off my soul!

Harrigan, Ive been a driver of men, but this girl has put me under the whip. When Im through with you, Im coming back to her.

Itll be your ghost that returns.

Kate hesitated one instant as if to judge which was the greatest force toward evil. Then she dropped to her knees and caught the hands of McTee, those strong, cruel hands.

If you will not fight, Ill — Ill be kind to you, Ill be everything you ask of me—

Youre pleading for him?

No, no! For him and for you; for your two souls!

Bah! Mine was lost long ago, and Ill answer that theres a claim on
Harrigan filed away in hell. Hes too strong to have lived clean.

Angus, were all alone here — on the rim of the world, youve said — and in places like this the eye of God is on you.

He laughed brutally: If He sees me, Hell look the other way.

Have done with the chatter, broke in Harrigan. Ah-h, McTee, I see where my handsll fit on your throat.

Come, McTee answered without raising his voice; theres a corner of the beach where a current stands in close by the shore. Youve been a traveling man, Harrigan. When Ive killed you, Ill throw your body into the sea, and the tide will take you out to see the rest of the world.

Come, said Harrigan; Id as soon finish you there as here, and when youre dead, Ill sit you up against a tree and come down every day to watch you rot.

The girl fell to the ground between them with her face buried in her arms, silent. The two men lowered their eyes for a moment upon her, and then turned and walked down the hill, going shoulder to shoulder like friends. So they came out upon the beach and walked along it until they reached the point of which McTee had spoken.

It was a level, hard-packed stretch of sand which offered firm footing and no rocks over which one of the fighters might stumble at a critical moment.

Tis a lovely spot, sighed Harrigan. Captain, youre a jewel of a man to have thought of it.

Aye, this is no deck at sea that can heave and twist and spoil my work.

It is not; and the palms of my hands are almost healed. Had you thought of that, captain?

As you lie choking, Harrigan, think of the girl. The minute Ive heaved you into the sea, I go back to her.

The hard breathing of the Irishman filled up the interval.

I see one thing clear. Its that Ill have to kill you slow. A man like you, McTee, ought to taste his death a while before it comes. Come to me ar-rms, captain, Ive a little secret to whisper in your ear. Whisht! Twill not be long in the tellin!

McTee replied with a snarl, and the two commenced to circle slowly, drawing nearer at every step. On the very edge of leaping forward, Harrigan was astonished to see McTee straighten from his crouch and point out to sea.

The eye of God! muttered the Scotchman. She was right!

Harrigan jumped back lest this should prove a maneuver to place him off his guard, and then looked in the indicated direction. It was true; a point of light, a white eye, peered at them from far across the water. Then the shout of McTee rang joyously: A ship!

The fire! answered Harrigan, and pointed back to the hill, for Kate had allowed the flames to fall in their absence.

All thought of the battle left them. They started back on the run to build high their signal light, and when they came to the top of the hill, they found Kate lying as they had left her. She started to her knees at the sound of their footsteps and stretched out her arms to them.

God has sent you back to me!

A ship! thundered McTee for answer, and he flung a great armful of wood upon the blaze. It rose with a rush, leaping and crackling, but all three kept at their work until the pile of wood was higher than their heads. Only when the supply of dry fuel was exhausted did they pause to look out to sea. In place of the one eye of white there were three lights, one of white, one of red, and one of green — the lights of a ship running in toward land.

In a moment the moon slipped up above the eastern waters, and right across that broad white circle moved a ship with the smoke streaming back from her funnel. Unquestionably the captain had seen the signal fire and understood its meaning.

They waited until the red light became fairly stationary, showing that the steamer had been laid-to. Then they ran for the beach and took up their position on the line between the glow of their fire and the position of the ship, guessing that in this way they would be on the spot where the ships boat would be most likely to touch the shore.

McTee, said Harrigan, it may be half an hour before that boat reaches the beach. Is there any reason why both of us should go aboard it?

Harrigan, there is none! Stand up to me.

If you do this, broke in Kate, I will bring the sailors who come ashore to the spot where the dead man lies, and Ill tell how he died.

They looked at her, knowing that she could be trusted to fulfill that threat. The moon lay on the beauty of her face; never had she seemed so desirable. They looked to each other, and each seemed doubly hateful to the other.

Kate, dear, said Harrigan hastily, I see the boat come tossin there over the water. Speak out like a brave girl. Neither of us will leave the other in peace as long as we have a hope of you. Choose between us before we put a foot in that boat, and if you choose McTee, Ill give you Gods blessin an say no more nor ever raise my hand against ye. McTee, will ye do the like?

For the sake of the day of the fight and the wreck I will. If she chooses you now, Ill raise no hand against you.

A shout came faintly across the rush and ripple of the breakers.

Speak out, said Harrigan.

Hallo! she screamed in answer to the hail from the boat, and then turning to them: I choose neither of you!

McTee, growled Harrigan, Im thinkin weve both been fools.

Think what you will, Ill have her; and if you cross me again, Ill finish you, Harrigan.

McTee, ten of your like couldnt finish me. But look! Theres the girl wadin out to the boat. Lets steady her through the waves.

They ran out and, catching her beneath the shoulders, bore her safe and high through the small rollers. When they were waist-deep, the boat swung near. A lantern was raised by the man in the bows, and under that light they saw the four men at the oars, now backing water to keep their boat from washing to the beach. The sailors cheered as the two men swung Kate over the gunwale and then clambered in after her. The man at the bows all this time had kept his lantern high above his head with a rigid arm, and now he bellowed: Black McTee!

Right! said McTee. And you?

Salvain — put back for the ship, lads — Pietro Salvain. Dyou mean to say youve forgotten me?

Shanghai! said McTee, as light broke on his memory. What a night that was.

But you—

The Mary Rogers took a header for Davy Joness locker; first mate drunk and ran her on a reef; all hands went under except the three of us; we drifted to this island.

Black McTee shipwrecked! By God, if we get to port with our old tramp,
Ill get a farm and stick to dry land.

Your ship?

The Heron, four thousand tons, White Henshaw, skipper.

White Henshaw? cried McTee in almost reverent tones.

The same. Old White still sticks to his wheel. Hes as hard a man as you, McTee, in his own way.

They were pulling close to the freighter by this time, and Salvain gave quick orders to lay the boat alongside. In another moment they stood on the deck, where a tall man in white clothes advanced to meet them.

Good fishing, sir, said Salvain. Weve picked up three shipwrecked people, with Angus McTee among them.

Black McTee! cried the other, and even in the dim light he picked out the towering form of the Scotchman.

It took a wreck to bring us together, Captain Henshaw, said McTee, but here we are, Ive combed the South Seas for ten years for the sake of meeting you.

H-m! grunted Henshaw. Well drink on the strength of that. Come into the cabin.

They trooped after him, Salvain and the three rescued, and stood in the roomy cabin, the captain and the first mate dapper and cool in their white uniforms, the other three marvelously ragged. Barefooted, their hair falling in jags across their foreheads, their muscles bulging through the rents in their shirts, McTee and Harrigan looked battered but triumphant. Kate Malone might have been the prize which they had safely carried away. She was even more ragged than her companions, and now she withdrew into a shadowy corner of the cabin and shook the long, loose masses of her hair about her shoulders.


CHAPTER 16
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THE DARK EYE of Pietro Salvain was quick to note her condition. He was a rather small, lean-faced man with the skin drawn so tightly across his high cheekbones that it glistened. He was emaciated; his energy consumed him as hunger consumes other men.

There is a berth for me below, he said to Kate. You must take my room. And I have a cap, some silk shirts, a loose coat which you might wear — so?

This is Miss Malone, Salvain, said McTee before she could answer.

You are very kind, Mr. Salvain, she said.

He smiled and bowed very low, and then opened the door for her; but all the while his glance was upon McTee, who stared at him so significantly that before following Kate through the door, Salvain shrugged his shoulders and made a gesture of resignation.

The captain turned to Harrigan. Henshaw was very old. He was always so erect and carried his chin so high that the loose skin of his throat hung in two sharp ridges. In spite of the tight-lipped mouth, the beaklike nose, and the small, gleaming eyes, there was something about his face which intensified his age. Perhaps it was the yellow skin, dry as the parchment from an Egyptian tomb and criss-crossed by a myriad little wrinkles.

And you, sir? he said to the Irishman.

One of my crew, broke in McTee carelessly. Hell be quite contented in the forecastle. Eh, Harrigan?

Quite, said Harrigan, and his glance acknowledged the state of war.

Then if youll go forward, Harrigan, said the captain, and his voice was dry and dead as his skin— if youll go forward and report to the bosn, hell see that you have a bunk.

Thank you, sir, murmured Harrigan, and slipped from the room on his bare feet.

That man, stated Henshaw, is as strong as you are, McTee, and yet they call you the huskiest sailor of the South Seas.

He is almost as strong, answered McTee with a certain emphasis.

Something like a smile appeared in the eyes of Henshaw, but did not disturb the fixed lines of his mouth. For a moment Henshaw and McTee measured each other.

The Scotchman spoke first: Captain, youre as keen as the stories they tell of you.

And youre as hard, McTee.

The latter waved the somewhat dubious compliment away.

I was breaking that fellow, and he held out longer than any man Ive ever handled. The shipwreck interrupted me, or I would have finished what I started.

Youd like to have me finish what you began?

You read my mind.

Discipline is a great thing.

Absolutely necessary at sea.

Henshaw answered coldly: Theres no need for us to act the hypocrite, eh?

McTee hesitated, and then grinned: Not a bit. I know what you did twenty years ago in the Solomons.

And I know the story of you and the pearl divers.

Thats enough.

Quite.

And Harrigan?

As a favor to you, McTee, Ill break him. Maybe youll be interested in my methods.

Try mine first. I made him scrub down the bridge with suds every morning, and while his hands were puffed and soft, I sent him down to the fireroom to pass coal.

Hell kill you someday.

If he can.

They smiled strangely at each other.

A knock came at the door, and Salvain entered, radiant.

She is divine! he cried. Her hair is old copper with golden lights.
McTee, if she is yours, you have found another Venus!

If she is not mine, answered McTee, at least she belongs to no other man.

Salvain studied him, first with eagerness, then with doubt, and last of all with despair.

If any other man said that I would question it — so! — with my life. But
McTee? No, I love life too well!

Now, Henshaw said to Salvain, Captain McTee and I have business to talk.

Aye, sir, said Salvain.

One minute, Salvain, broke in McTee. I havent thanked you in the girls name for taking care of Miss Malone.

The first mate paused at the door.

I begin to wonder, captain, he answered, whether or not you have the right to thank me in her name!

He disappeared through the door without waiting for an answer.

Salvain has forgotten me, muttered McTee, balling his fist, but Ill freshen his memory.

He flushed as he became aware of the cold eye of Henshaw upon him.

Even Samson fell, said the old man. But she hasnt cut your hair yet, McTee?

What the devil do you mean?

Henshaw silently poured another drink and passed it to the Scotchman. The latter gripped the glass hard and tossed off the drink with a single gesture. At once his eyes came back to Henshaws face with the fierce question. He was astonished to note kindliness in the answering gaze.

Old Henshaw said gently: Tut, tut! Youre a proper man, McTee, and a proper man has always the thought of some woman tucked away in his heart. Look at me! For almost sixty years Ive been the King of the South Seas!

At the thought of his glories his face altered, as soldiers change when they receive the order to charge.

Youre a rare man and a bold man, McTee, but youll never be what White Henshaw has been — the Shark of the Sea! Ha! Yet think of it! Ten years ago, after all my harvesting of the sea, I had not a dollar to show for it! Why? Because I was working for no woman. But here I am sailing home from my last voyage — rich! And why? Because for ten years Ive been working for a woman. For ourselves we make and we spend. But for a woman we make and we save. Aye!

For a woman? repeated McTee, wondering. Do you mean to say—

Tut, man, its my granddaughter. Look!

Perhaps the whisky had loosened the old mans tongue; perhaps these confidences were merely a tribute to the name and fame of McTee; but whatever was the reason, McTee knew he was hearing things which had never been spoken before. Now Henshaw produced a leather wallet from which he selected two pictures, and handed one to the Scotchman. It showed a little girl of some ten years with her hair braided down her back. McTee looked his question.

That picture was sent to me by my son ten years ago.

It showed the effect of time and rough usage. The edges of the cheap portrait were yellow and cracked.

He was worthless, that son of mine. So I shut him out of my mind until I got a letter saying he was about to die and giving his daughter into my hands. That picture was in the letter. Ah, McTee, how I pored over it! For, you see, I saw the face of my wife in the face of the little girl, Beatrice. She had come back to life in the second generation. I suppose that happens sometimes.

I made up my mind that night to make a fortune for little Beatrice. First I sold my name and honor to get a half share and captaincy of a small tramp freighter. Then I went to the Solomon Islands. You know what I did there? Yes, the South Seas rang with it. It was brutal, but it brought me money.

I sent enough of that money to the States to keep the girl in luxury. The rest of it I put back into my trading ventures. I got a larger boat. I did unheard-of things; and everything I touched turned into gold. All into gold!

From time to time I got letters from Beatrice. First they were careful scrawls which said nothing. Then the handwriting grew more fluent. It alarmed me to notice the growth of her mind; I was afraid that when I finally saw her, she would see in me only a barbarian. So I educated myself in odd hours. Ive read a book while a hurricane was standing my ship on her beam ends.

McTee, leaning forward with a frown of almost painful interest, understood. He saw it in the wild light of the old mans eyes; a species of insanity, this love of the old man for the child he had never seen.

Notice my language now? Never a taint of the beach lingo in it. I rubbed all that out. Aye, McTee, it took me ten years to educate myself for that girls sake. In the meantime, I made money, as Ive said. Ten years of that!

Beatrice was in college, and six months ago I got the word that she had graduated. A month later I heard that she was going into a decline. It was nothing very serious, but the doctors feared for the strength of her lungs. It made me glad. Now I knew that she would need me. An old man is like a woman, McTee; he needs to have things dependent on him.

I turned everything I had into cash. I did it so hurriedly that I must have lost close to twenty per cent on the forced sales. What did I care? I had enough, and I made myself into a grandfather who could meet Beatrices educated friends on their own level.

I kept this old ship, the Heron, out of the list of my boats. I am going back to Beatrice with gold in my hands and gold in my brain! All for her. But is she not worth it? Look!

He thrust the second portrait into McTees hands. It showed a rather thin-faced girl with abnormally large eyes and a rather pathetic smile. It was an appealing face rather than a pretty one.

Beautiful! said McTee with forced enthusiasm.

Yes, beautiful! A little pinched, perhaps, but shell fill out as she grows older. And those are her grandmothers eyes! Aye!

He took the photograph and touched it lightly.

His voice grew lower, and the roughness was plainly a tremolo now: The doctors say shes sick, a little sick, quite sick, in fact. Twice every day I make them send me wireless reports of her condition. One day its better — one day its worse.

He began to walk the cabin, his step marvelously elastic and nervous for so aged a man.

Is it not well, McTee? Let her be at deaths door! I shall come to her bedside with gold in either hand and raise her up to life! She shall owe everything to me! Will that not make her love me? Will it?

He grasped McTees shoulder tightly.

Im not a pretty lad to look at, eh, lad?

McTee poured himself a drink hastily, and drained the glass before he answered.

A pretty man? Nonsense, Henshaw! A little weather-beaten, but a tight craft at that; shell worship the ground you walk! Character, Henshaw, thats what these new American girls want to see in a man!

Henshaw sighed with deep relief.

Ah-h, McTee, you comfort me more than a drink on a stormy night! For reward, you shall see what Im bringing back to her. Come!

He rose and led McTee into his bedroom, for two cabins were retained for the captains use. Filling one corner of the room was a huge safe almost as tall as a man.

He squatted before the safe and commenced to work the combination with a swift sureness which told McTee at once that the old buccaneer came here many times a day to gloat over his treasure. At length the door of the safe fell open. Inside was a great mass of little canvas bags. McTee was panting as if he had run a great distance at full speed.

Take one.

The Scotchman raised one of the bags and shook it. A musical clinking sounded.

Forty pounds of gold coin, said Henshaw, and about ten thousand dollars in all. There are eighty-five of those bags, and every one holds the same amount. Also—

He opened a little drawer at the top of the safe and took from it a chamois bag. When he untied it, McTee looked within and saw a quantity of pearls. He took out a small handful. They were chosen jewels, flawless, glowing. His hand seemed to overflow with white fire. He dropped them back in the bag, letting each pearl run over the end of his fingers. Henshaw restored the bag and locked the safe. Then the two men stared at each other. They had been opposite types the moment before, but now their lips parted in the same thirsty eagerness.

If she were dead, said McTee almost reverently, the sight of that would bring her back to life.

McTee, youre a worthy lad. Theyve told me lies about you. Indeed it would bring her back to life! It must be so! And yet— Sudden melancholy fell on him as they returned to the other room and sat down. Yet I think night and day of what an old devil of a black magician told me in the Solomon Islands. He said I and my gold should burn together. I laughed at him and told him I could not die on dry land. He said I would not, but that I should burn at sea! Think of that, McTee! Suppose I should be robbed of the sight of my girl and of my gold at the same time!

McTee started to say something cheerful, but his voice died away to a mutter. Henshaw was staring at the wall with visionary eyes filled with horror and despair.

Lad, do you think ghosts have power?

Henshaw, youve drunk a bit too much!

If they have no power, Im safe. I fear no living man! He added softly: No man but myself!

Im tired out, said McTee suddenly. Where shall I bunk, captain?

Here! Here in this room! Take that couch in the corner over there. It has a good set of springs. With gold in my hands. Here are some blankets. With gold in my hands and my brain. Though you dont need much covering in this latitude. I would raise her from the grave.

He went about, interspersing his remarks to McTee with half-audible murmurs addressed to his own ears.

Is this, thought McTee, the Shark of the South Seas?

A knock came and the door opened. A fat sailor in an oilskin hat stood at the entrance.

The cook aint put out no lunch for the night watches, sir, he whined.

Henshaw had stood with his back turned as the door opened. He turned now slowly toward the open door. McTee could not see his face nor guess at its expression, but the moment the big sailor caught a glimpse of his skippers countenance, he blanched and jumped back into the night, slamming the door behind him. That sight recalled something to McTee.

One thing more, captain, he said. What of Harrigan? Do we break him between us?

Aye, in your own way!

Good! Then start him scrubbing the bridge and send him down to the fireroom afterwards, eh?

Its done. Why do you hate him, McTee? Is it the girl?

No; the color of his hair. Good night.


CHAPTER 17
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LONG BEFORE THIS, Harrigan had reported to the bosn, burly Jerry Hovey, and had been assigned to a bunk into which he fairly dived and fell asleep in the posture in which he landed. In the morning he tumbled out with the other men and became the object of a crossfire of questions from the curious sailors who wanted to know all the details of the wreck of the Mary Rogers and the life on the island. He was saved from answering nine-tenths of the chatter by a signal from the bosn, who beckoned Harrigan to a stool a little apart from the rest of the crew. Jerry Hovey was a cheery fellow of considerable bulk, with an habitual smile. That smile went out, however, when he talked with Harrigan, and the Irishman became conscious of a pair of steady, alert gray eyes.

Look here, said Hovey, and he talked out of the corner of his mouth with a skill which would have become an old convict of many terms, Ive had it put to me straight that youre a hard one. Is that the right dope?

Harrigan smiled.

Because if it is, said Hovey, were the best gang at bustin up these hard guys that ever walked the deck of a ship. If you try any side steps and fancy ducking of your work, therell be a disciplinin comin your way at a gallop. Are you wise?

Harrigan still smiled, but the coldness of his eye made the bosn thoughtful. He was not one, however, to be easily cowed. Now he balled his fist and smote it against the palm of his other hand with a slap that resounded.

On my own hook, he stated, I can sling my mitts with the best of them, an Im always lookin for work in that line. Now Im sayin all this in private, sonny, to let you know that Black McTee has wised up the skipper about you, and Im keepin a weather eye open. If you make one funny move, Ill be on your back.

All right, Jerry.

Dont call me Jerry, you swab! Im the bosn.

Look me in the eye, Jerry Hovey, me dear. If you so much as bat the lashes av wan eye in lookin at me, Ill bust ye in two pieces like a sea biscuit, Jerry, an Ill eat the biggest half an throw the rest into the sea. Ar-r-re ye wise?

Now, Jerry Hovey was a very big man, and he had thrashed men of larger bulk than Harrigan. But there was something about the Irishmans thickness of shoulder and length of arm that gave him pause. So first of all Jerry grew very thoughtful indeed, and then his habitual smile returned. Nevertheless, Harrigan did not forget those gray, alert eyes.

The bosn went on in a gentler voice: I was tryin you out, Harrigan. Ill lay to it that the capn has the wrong idea about you. But will you tell me why hes ridin you?

Sure. Its Black McTee. Before the Mary Rogers went down, McTee was tryin to break me. I guess hes asked this White Henshaw to try a hand. What have they got lined up for me?

Youre to scrub down the bridge an while your hands are still soft you go down to the fireroom an pass coal. Itll tear your hands off, that work.

Harrigan was gray, but he answered. Thats an old story. McTee worked me like that all the time.

An you didnt break? gasped Hovey.

Harrigan grinned, but his smile stopped when he noticed a certain calculation in the face of the bosn.

Mate, said Hovey, I guess youre about ripe for something Im goin to say to you one of these days. Now go up to the bridge an scrub it down.

With the prospect of the long torture before him once more, Harrigan in a daze picked up the bucket of suds to which he was pointed and went with his brush toward the bridge. Through the mist which enveloped his brain broke wild thoughts — to steal upon McTee at the first meeting and hurl his hated body overboard. Yet even in his bewildered condition he realized what such an act would mean. Murder on land is bad enough, but murder at sea is doubly damned by the law. It was in the power of White Henshaw to hang him up to the mast.

Revolving these dismal prospects with downward head, he climbed from the waist of the ship to the cabin promenade, and there a voice hailed him, and he turned to see Kate Malone approaching. She was all in white — cap, canvas shoes, silk shirt absurdly lose at the throat, and linen coat with the sleeves turned far back so that her hands would not be enveloped. The duck trousers were also taken up several reefs.

Good morning, she said, and held out her hand.

He watched her smile wistfully, and then made a little gesture with his own hands, one burdened with the scrubbing brush and the other with the bucket.

What does it mean?

Hell, said Harrigan.

Explain.

Its McTee again, damn his eyes!

Do you mean to say theyve started to treat you as they did on the Mary Rogers? The scrubbing and then the work in the fireroom?

Right.

She stamped her foot in impotent fury.

What manner of man is he, Dan? Hes not all brute; why does he treat you like this?

The Irishman smiled.

She cried with increasing anger: What can I do?

Make your skin yellow an your hair gray an walk with no spring in your step. He wants to break me now because of you.

There was moist pity in her eyes, yet they gleamed with excitement at the thought of this battle of the Titans for her sake.

I will go to him, she said after a moment, and tell him that you mean nothing to me. Then he will stop.

The cold, incurious eyes studied her without passion, and once more he smiled.

Hell not stop. Whether you like me or not, Kate, doesnt count. One of usll go down, an youll be for the one thats left. He knows it — I know it.

Harrigan! called the voice of McTee from the bridge, and the tall
Scotchman lifted his cap to Kate.

Im the slave, said Harrigan, and theres the whip. Good-by.

She stamped her foot with an almost childish fury, saying: Someday he shall regret this brutal tyranny. Good-by, Dan, and good luck!

She took his hand in both of hers, but her eyes held spitefully upon the bridge, as if she hoped that McTee would witness the handshake; the captain, however, had turned his back upon them.

Dan muttered to himself as he climbed the bridge: Did she do that to anger McTee or to please me? And the thought so occupied his mind that he paid no attention to the Scotchman when he reached the bridge. He merely dropped to his knees and commenced scrubbing. McTee, in the meanwhile, loitered about the bridge as if on his own ship. In due time Harrigan drew near, the suds swishing under his brush. The Irishman, remembering suddenly, commenced to hum a tune.

The old grind, eh, Harrigan? said McTee.

The Irishman, humming idly still, looked up, calmly surveyed the captain, and then went on as if he had heard merely empty wind instead of words.

After the scrubbing brush the shovel, went on McTee, but still Harrigan paid no attention. He rose when his task was completed and made his eyes gentle as if with pity while he gazed upon McTee.

Im sorry for you, McTee; youve made a hard fight; its strange youve got no ghost of a chance of winnin.

What dyou mean?

Couldnt you hear her when she talked to me?

I could not.

Couldnt you see her face? It was written there as plain as print.

McTee cleared his throat.

What was written there?

The thing you want to see. When she took my hand in both of hers—

Hell!

Ah-h, man, it was wonderful! The scrubbing brush an the shovel — they mean nothin to me now.

Harrigan, youre lying.

The latter dropped his scrubbing brush into the bucket of suds and stood with arms akimbo studying the captain.

For a smart man, McTee, youve been a fool. I could of gone down on me knees an begged to do what youve done. Dont you see? Youve thrown her with her will or against it into me arms. Im poor Harrigan, brave and downtrodden; youre Black McTee once more, the tyrant. She looks sick at the mention of your name.

I never dreamed youd go whining to her. I thought you were a man; youre only a spineless dog, Harrigan!

Am I that? She pities me, McTee, an from pity its only one step to something bigger. Can you trust me to lead her that one step? You can!

If I went to her and told her how you boasted of having won her?

She wouldnt believe what you said about me if you swore it with both hands on the Bible. Be wise, McTee. Give up the game. Youve lost her, me boy! For every day that I work in the fireroom Ill come to her an show her the palms of me bleedin hands an mention your name. An for every day I work in the hole the hate of you will burn blacker into her heart.

Id rather have her hate than her pity.

Youll have both; her hate for torturin Harrigan; her pity for lettin the devil in you get the best of the man. Youre done for, McTee.

Each one of the short phrases was like a whip flicked across the face of McTee, but he would not wince.

Youve said enough. Now get down to the fireroom. Ive had Henshaw prepare the chief engineer for your coming.

Harrigan turned.

Wait! Remember when youre in hell that the old compact still holds.
Your hand in mine and a promise to be my man will end the war.

Only the low laughter of the Irishman answered as he made his way down to the deck.


CHAPTER 18
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THERES TIMES FOR truth an theres times for lying, murmured Harrigan, as he stowed away the bucket and brush and started down for the fireroom, an this was one of the times for lyin. Hes sick for the love of her, an hes hatin the thought of Harrigan.

So he was humming a rollicking tune when he reached the fireroom. It was stifling hot, to be sure, but it was twice as large as that of the Mary Rogers. The firemen were all glistening with sweat. One of them, larger than the rest and with a bristling, shoebrush mustache like a sign of authority, said to the newcomer: Youre Harrigan?

He nodded.

The chief wants to see you, boss, before you start swingin the shovel.

Wheres the chiefs cabin?

Take him up, Alex, directed the big fireman, and Harrigan followed one of the men up the narrow ladder and then aft. He was grateful for this light respite from the heat of the hole, but his joy faded when the man opened a door and he stood at last before the chief, Douglas Campbell, who looked up at the burly Irishman in a long silence.

The scion of the ancient and glorious clan of the Campbells had fallen far indeed. His face was a brilliant red, and the nose, comically swollen at the end, was crossed with many blue veins. Like Miltons Satan, however, he retained some traces of his original brightness. Harrigan knew at once that the chief engineer was fully worthy of joining those rulers of the south seas and harriers of weaker men, McTee and White Henshaw.

Stand straight and look me in the eye, said Campbell, and in his voice was a slight bur-r-r of the Scotch accent.

Harrigan jerked back his shoulders and stood like a soldier at attention.

A drinkin man, he was saying to himself, may be hard an fallen low, but hes sure to have a heart.

So youre the mutineer, my fine buck?

Harrigan hesitated, and this seemed to infuriate Campbell, who banged a brawny fist on a table and thundered: Answer me, or Ill skin your worthless carcass!

The cold, blue eyes of Harrigan did not falter. They studied the face of the Campbell as a fighter gauges his opponent.

If I say yes, he responded at length, its as good as puttin myself in chains; if I say no, youll be thinkin Im givin in, you an McTee, damn his eyes!

Campbell grew still redder.

You damn him, do you? McTee is Scotch; hes a gentleman too good to be named by swine!

The irrepressible Harrigan replied: Hes enough to make swine speak!

Amazement and then a gleam of laughter shone in the eyes of the chief engineer. He was seized, apparently, by a fit of violent coughing and had to turn away, hiding his face with his hand. When he faced the Irishman again, his jaw was set hard, but his eyes were moist.

Look me in the eye, laddie. Men say a good many things about me; they call me a slave driver and worse. Why? Because when I say move, my men have to jump. Ive asked you a question, and Im going to get an answer. Are you a mutineer or not?

I will not pleasure McTee by sayin Im not!

The ponderous hand rose over the table, but it was checked before it fell.

What the devil has McTee to do with this? he bellowed.

Hes the one that sent me here. Harrigan was thinking fast as he went on: And youre going to keep me here for the sake of McTee.

Campbell changed from red to purple and exploded: Ill keep no man here to please another; not White Henshaw himself. He rules on deck, and I rule below. Dyou hear? Tell me youre a liar! Speak up!

Youre a liar, said Harrigan instantly.

The engineers mouth opened and closed twice while he stared at
Harrigan.

Get out! he shouted, springing to his feet. Ill have you boxed up and sweated; Ill have you pounded to a pulp! Wait! Stay here! Ill bring in some men!

Harrigan was desperate. He knew that what he had said was equivalent to a mutiny. He threw caution to the wind. Campbell had rung a bell.

Bring your men an be damned! he answered; and now his head tilted back and he set his shoulders to the wall. Ill be afther lickin your whole crew! A man do ye call yourself? Ah-h, yere not fit to be lickin the boots ay a man! Slave driver? No, yere an overseer, an Henshaw kicks you an you pass the kick along. But lay a hand on Harrigan, an hell tear the rotten head off your shoulders!

The door flew open, and the second assistant engineer, a burly man, with two or three others, appeared at the entrance, drawn by the furious clamor of the bell.

What— began the second assistant, and then stopped as he caught sight of Harrigan against the wall with his hands poised, ready for the first attack.

Who called you? roared Campbell.

Your bell— began the assistant.

You lie! Get out! I was telling a joke to my old friend Harrigan. Maybe I leaned back against the bell. Shake hands with Harrigan. Ive known him for years.

Incredulous, Harrigan lowered his clenched fist and relaxed it to meet the hesitant hand of the assistant.

Now be off, growled the chief, and the others fled.

As the door closed, Harrigan turned in stupid amazement upon the Scotchman. The latter had dropped into his chair again and now looked at Harrigan with twinkling eyes.

Youd have fought em all, eh, lad?

He burst into heavy laughter.

Ah, the blue devil that came in your eyes! Why did I not let them have one whirl at you? Ha, ha, ha!

Wake me up, muttered Harrigan. Im dreamin!

Theres a thick lie in my throat, said Campbell. I must wash it out and leave a truth there!

He opened a small cupboard, exposing a formidable array of black and green bottles. One of the black he pulled down, as well as two small glasses, which he filled to the brim.

To your bonny blue eyes, lad! he said, and raised a glass. Heres an end to the mutiny — and a drop to our old friendship!

Harrigan, still with clouded mind, raised the glass and drank. It was a fine sherry wine.

How old would you say that wine was? queried the Scotchman with exaggerated carelessness.

The carelessness did not deceive Harrigan. His mind went blanker still, for he knew little about good wines.

Well? asked the engineer.

H-m! muttered Harrigan, and racked his brain to remember the ages at which a good vintage becomes a rare old wine. About thirty-five years.

By the Lord! cried Campbell. It never fails — a strong man knows his liquor like a book! Youre almost right. Add three years and you have it! Thirty-eight years in sunshine and shadow!

He leaned back and gazed dreamily up to the ceiling.

Think of it, he went on in a reverent murmur. Men have been born and grown strong and then started toward the shady side of life since this wine was put in the bottle. For thirty-eight years it has been gathering and saving its perfume — draw a breath of it now, lad! — and when I uncork the bottle, all the odor blows out to me at once.

True, said Harrigan, nodding sagely. Ive thought the same thing, but never found the words for it, chief.

Have you? asked Campbell eagerly. Sit down, lad; sit down! Well, well! Good wine was put on earth for a blessing, but men have misused it, Harrigan — but hear me preaching when I ought to be praying!

Prayin? repeated the diplomatic Harrigan. No, no, man! Maybe youve drunk a good store of liquor, but it shines through you. It puts a flush on your face like a sun shinin through a cloud. Youd hearten any man on a dark day!

He could not resist the play on the words, and a shadow crossed the face of the engineer.

Harrigan, he growled, theres a double meaning in what you say, but Ill not think of it. Youre no fool, lad, but do not vex me. But say your say. I suppose Im red enough to be seen by my own light on a dark night. What does Bobbie say?

Oh, wad some power the giftie gie us
To see oursels as others see us!

Well, well! I forgave you for the sake of Bobbie! Do you know his rhymes, lad?

A light shone in the eye of Harrigan. He began to sing softly in his musical, deep voice: Ye banks and braes of bonny Doon—

No, no, man! cried Campbell, raising his hand in horror at the sound of the false accent. It should go like this!

He pulled a guitar out of a case and commenced to strum lightly on it, while he rendered the old song in a voice roughened by ill usage but still strong and true. A knock at the door interrupted him at the climax of his song, and he glared toward the unseen and rash intruder.

What will ye hae? he roared, continuing the dialect which the song had freshened on his tongue.

The shift in the fireroom is short-handed, said the voice. That fellow Harrigan has not shown up. Shall we search for him?

Search for the deil! thundered Campbell. Harrigan is doing a fine piece of work for me; shall I let him go to the fireroom to swing a shovel?

The captains orders, sir, persisted the voice rashly.

Campbell leaped for the door and jerked it open a few inches.

Be off! he cried; or Ill set you passin coal yourself, my fine lad! What? Will ye be asking questions? Is there no discipline? Mutiny, mutiny — thats what this is!

Aye, aye, sir! murmured a rapidly retreating voice.

Campbell closed and locked the door and turned back to Harrigan with a grin.

The worlds a wide place, he said, but theres few enough in it who know our Bobbie, God bless him! When Ive found one, shall I let him go down to the fireroom? Ha! Now tell me whats wrong between you and McTee.

I will not talk, said Harrigan with another bold stroke of diplomacy, till I hear the rest of that song. The true Scotch comes hard on my tongue, but Ill learn it.

You will, laddie, for your hearts right. Man, man, Im nothing now, but you should have heard me sing in the old days—

When we were in Glasgow, grinned Harrigan.

In Glasgow, repeated Campbell, and then lifted his head and finished the song. Now for the story, laddie.

Harrigan started, as though recalled from a dream built up by the music. Then he told briefly the tale of the tyranny aboard the Mary Rogers, now apparently to be repeated.

So I thought, he concluded, that it was to be the old story over again — look at my hands!

He held them out. The palms were still red and deeply scarred. Campbell said nothing, but his jaw set savagely.

I thought it was to be this all over again, went on Harrigan, till I
met you, chief. But with you for a friend Ill weather the storm.
McTees a hard man, but when Scot meets Scot — Ill bet on the
Campbells.

Would you bet on me against Black McTee? queried the engineer, deeply moved. Well, lad, McTees a dour man, but dour or not he shall not run the engine room of the Heron.

And he banged on the table for emphasis.

Scrub down the bridge every morning, as they tell you, but when they send you below to pass the coal, come and report to me first. Ill have work for you to do — chiefly practicing the right accent for Bobbies songs. Is not that a mans work?


CHAPTER 19
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TO MAKE GOOD this promise, Campbell straightway sang for Harrigans delectation two or three more of his favorite selections. It was evening, and the shift in the fireroom was ended before Harrigan left the engineers room. On his way to the deck he passed the tired firemen from the hole of the ship. They stared at the Irishman with wide eyes, for it was known that he had been in the chief engineers room for several hours; they looked upon him as one who has been in hell and has escaped from thence to the upper air.

He was, in fact, a marked man when he reached the forecastle. Rumor travels through a ships crew and it was already known that Black McTee hated the Irishman and that White Henshaw had commenced to persecute him in a new and terrible manner.

This would have been sufficient tragedy to burden the shoulders of any one man, however strong, and when to this was added the fact that he had been kept by the grim chief engineer for several hours in the chiefs own room, and finally considering that this man had passed through a shipwreck, one of three lone survivors, it is easy to understand why the sailors gave him ample elbow room.

It was evidently expected that he would break out into a torrent of abuse, and when he, perceiving this, remained silent, their awe increased. All through supper he was aware of their wondering glances; above all he felt the gray, steady eyes of Jerry Hovey, the bosn, yet he ate without speaking, replying to their tentative questions with grunts. Before the meal was finished and the pipes and cigarettes lighted, he was a made man. Persevering in his role, as soon as he had eaten he went out on deck and sat down in the corner between the rail and the forecastle upon a coil of rope.

As deep as the blue sea in the evening light was the peace which lay on the soul of Harrigan, for the day had brought two great victories, one over McTee and the other over the chief engineer. It was not a stolid content, for he knew the danger of the implacable hate of McTee, but with the aid of Campbell he felt that he would have a fighting chance at least to survive, and that was all he asked.

So he sat on the coil of rope leaning against the rail, and looked ahead. It was almost completely dark when a hand fell on his shoulder and he looked up into the steady, gray-blue eyes of the bosn.

I promised to talk to you tonight, said that worthy, and sat down uninvited on a neighboring coil of rope.

He waited for a response. As a rule, sailors are glad to curry favor with the bosn. Harrigan, however, sat without speaking, staring through the gloom.

Well? said Hovey at length. Youre a silent man, Harrigan.

There was no response.

All right; I like a silent man. In a way of speakin, I need em like you! If you say little to me, youre likely to say little to others.

I dont talk much myself, went on Hovey, until I know my man. I aint seen much of you, but I guess I figure you straight.

He grew suddenly cautious, cunning, and the steady, gray-blue eyes reminded Harrigan of a cat when she crouches for hours watching the rathole.

You aint got much reason for standing in with White Henshaw? he purred.

Hm, grunted the Irishman, and waited.

Sure, you aint, went on Hovey soothingly, because McTee has raised hell between you. They say McTee tried his damnedest to break you?

The last question was put in a different manner; it came suddenly like a surprise blow in the dark.

Well? queried Harrigan. What of it?

He tried all the way from Honolulu?

He did.

Did he try his fists?

He did.

Jerry Hovey cursed with excitement.

And?

I carried him to his cabin afterward, said Harrigan truthfully.

Would you take on McTee again? Black McTee?

If I had to. Why?

Oh, nothin. But McTee has started White Henshaw on your trail. Maybe you know what Henshaw is? The whole South Seas know him!

Well?

Youll have a sweet hell of a time before this boat touches port,
Harrigan.

Ill weather it.

Yes, this trip, but what about the next? If Henshaw is breakin a man, he keeps him on the ship till the man gives in or dies. I know! Henshawll get so much against you that he could soak you for ten years in the courts by the time we touch port. Then hell offer to let you off from the courts if youll ship with him again, and then the old game will start all over again. You may last one trip — other men have — one or two — but no one has ever lasted out three or four shippings under White Henshaw. It cant be done!

He paused to let this vital point sink home. Only the same dull silence came in reply, and this continued taciturnity seemed to irritate Hovey. When he spoke again, his voice was cold and sharp.

Hes got you trapped, Harrigan. Youre a strong man, but youll never get his rope off your neck. Hell either hang you with it or else tie you hand and foot an make you his slave. I know!

There was a bitter emphasis on the last word that left no doubt as to his meaning, and Harrigan understood now the light of that steady, gray-blue eye which made the habitual smile of good nature meaningless.

Ten years ago I shipped with White Henshaw. Ten years ago I didnt have a crooked thought or a mean one in my brain. Today theres hell inside me, understand? Hell! He paused, breathing hard.

Theres others on this ship that have been through the same grind, some of them longer than me. Theres others that aint here, but that aint forgotten, because me an some of the rest, we seen them dyin on their feet. Maybe they aint dropped into the sea, but theyre just the same, or worse. Youll find em loafin along the beaches. They take water from the natives, they do.

He went on in a hoarse whisper: On this ship Ive seen em busted. An Henshaw has done the bustin. This is a coffin ship, Harrigan, an Henshaw hes the undertaker. He dont bring em to Davy Joness locker — he does worse — he brings em to hell on earth, a hell so bad that when they go below, they dont notice no difference. Harrigan, me an a few of the rest, we know whats been done, an some of us have thought wouldnt it be a sort of joke, maybe, if sometime what Henshaw has done to others was done to himself, what?

The sweat was standing out on Harrigans face wet and cold. It seemed to him that through the darkness he could make out whole troops of those broken men littering the decks. He peered through the dark at the bosn, and made out the hint of the gray-blue eyes watching him again as the cat watches the mousehole, and the heart of Harrigan ached.

Hovey, are you bound for the loincloth an the beaches, like the rest?

No, because Ive sold my soul to White Henshaw; but youre bound there, Harrigan, because you can never sell your soul. I looked in your eyes and seen it written there like it was in a book.

He gripped the Irishman by the shoulder.

Theres some say this is the last voyage of White Henshaw, but me an some of the rest, we know different. He cant leave the sea, which means that he wont take us out of hell. Now, talk straight. You stood up to McTee; would you stand up to Henshaw?

Harrigan muttered after a moment of thought: I suppose this is mutiny, bosn?

Aye, but Im safe in talkin it. White Henshaw trusts me, he does, because Ive sold my soul to him. If you was to go an tell him what Ive said, hed laugh at you an say you was tryin to incite discontent. Whats it goin to be, Harrigan? Will you join me an the rest who can set you free an make a man of you, or will you stay by McTee and White Henshaw and that devil Campbell?

How could you set me free?

One move — altogether — in the night — wed have the ship for our own, an we could beach her and take to the shore at any place we pleased.

Harrigan repeated: One move — altogether — in the night! I dont like it, bosn. Ill stand up to my man foot to foot an hand to hand, but for strikin at him in the dark — I cant do it.

He caught the sound of Hoveys gritting teeth.

Think it over, persisted the bosn. We need you, Harrigan, but if you dont join, well help McTee and Henshaw and Campbell to make life hell for you.

Ive thought it over. I dont like the game. This mutiny at night — its like hittin a man whos down.

Thats final?

It is.

Then God help you, Harrigan, for you aint the man I took you for.


CHAPTER 20
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HE ROSE AND left Harrigan to the dark, which now lay so thick over the sea that he could only dimly make out the black, wallowing length of the ship. After a time, he went into the dingy forecastle and stretched out on his bunk. Some of the sailors were already in bed, propping their heads up with brawny, tattooed arms while they smoked their pipes. For a time Harrigan pondered the mutiny, glancing at the stolid faces of the smokers and trying to picture them in action when they would steal through the night barefooted across the deck — some of them with bludgeons, others with knives, and all with a thirst for murder.

Sleep began to overcome him, and he fought vainly against it. In a choppy sea the bows of a ship make the worst possible bed, for they toss up and down with sickening rapidity and jar quickly from side to side; but when a vessel is plowing through a long-running ground swell, the bows of the ship move with a sway more soothing than the swing of a hammock in a wind. Under these circumstances Harrigan was lulled to sleep.

He woke at length with a consciousness, not of a light shining in his face, but of one that had just been flashed across his eyes. Then a guarded voice said: Hes dead to the world; he wont hear nothin.

Peering cautiously up from under the shelter of his eyelashes, he made out a bulky figure leaning above him.

Sure hes dead to the world, said a more distant voice. After the day he must have put in with Campbell, he wont wake up till hes dragged out. I know!

Lift his foot and let it drop, advised another. If you can do that to a man without waking him, you know hes not going to be waked up by any talkin.

Harrigans foot was immediately raised and dropped. He merely sighed as if in sleep, and continued to breathe heavily, regularly. After a moment he was conscious that the form above him had disappeared. Then very slowly he turned his head and raised his eyelids merely enough to peer through the lashes. The sailors sat cross-legged in a loose circle on the floor of the forecastle. At the four corners of the group sat four significant figures. They were like the posts of the prize ring supporting the rope; that is to say, the less important sailors who sat between them. Each of the four was a man of mark.

Facing Harrigan were Jacob Flint and Sam Hall. The former was a little man, who might have lived unnoticed forever had it not been for a terrible scar which deformed his face. It was a cut received in a knife fight at a Chinese port. The white, gleaming line ran from the top of his temple, across the side of his right eye, and down to the cheekbone. The eye was blind as a result of the wound, but in healing the cut had drawn the skin so that the lids of the eye were pulled awry in a perpetual, villainous squint. It was said that before this wound Flint had been merely an ordinary sailor, but that afterward he was inspired to live up to the terror of his deformed face.

Sam Hall, the corner post, at Flints right, was a type of blond stupidity, huge of body, with a bull throat and a round, featureless face. You looked in vain to find anything significant in this fellow beyond his physical strength, until your glance lingered on his eyes. They were pale blue, expressionless, but they hinted at possibilities of berserker rage.

The other two, whose backs were toward Harrigan, were Garry Cochrane and Jim Kyle. The latter might have stood for a portrait of a pirate of the eighteenth century, with a drooping, red mustache and bristling beard. The reputation of this monster, however, was far less terrible than that of any of the other three, certainly far less than Garry Cochrane. This was a lean fellow with bright black eyes, glittering like a suspicious wolfs.

Between these corner posts sat the less distinguished sailors. They might have been notable cutthroats in any other assemblage of hard-living men, but here they granted precedence willingly to the four more notable heroes.

Around the circle walked Jerry Hovey like a shepherd about his flock. It was apparent that they all held him in high favor. His chief claim to distinction, or perhaps his only one, was that he had served as bosn for ten years under White Henshaw; but this record was enough to win the respect of even Garry Cochrane.

It was Jim Kyle who had peered into the face of Harrigan, for now he was pushing to one side the lantern he had used and settling back into his place in the circle. He gestured over his shoulder with his thumb.

Howd you happen to miss out with the Irishman, Jerry?

Talk low or you may wake him, warned Hovey. I lost him because the fool aint sailed long enough to know White Henshaw. He has an idea that mutiny at night is like hittin a man when hes down — as if there was any other way of hittin Henshaw an gettin away with it!

The chuckle of the sailors was like the rumble of the machinery below, blended and lost with that sound.

So hes out — an you know what that means, went on Hovey.

A light came into the pale eyes of Sam Hall, and his thick lips pulled back in a grin.

Aye, he growled, we do! Hes a strong man, but — and here he raised his vast arms and stretched them— Ill tend to Harrigan!

The voice of the bosn was sharp: None o that! Wait till I give orders, Sam, before you raise a hand. Were too far from the coast. Let old Henshaw bring us close inshore, an then well turn loose.

What I dont see, said one of the sailors, is how we make out for hard cash after we hit the coast. We beach the Heron — all right; but then were turned loose in the woods without a cent.

Youre a fool, said Garry Cochrane. We loot the ship before we abandon her. Therell be money somewhere.

Aye, said Hovey, theres money. Thats what I got you together for tonight. Theres money, and more of it than you ever dreamed of.

He waited for his words to take effect in the brains of the men, running his glance around the circle, and a light flashed in response to each eye as it met his.

He continued: White Henshaw cashed in every cent of his property before he sailed in the Heron. I know, because he used me for some of his errands. And I know that he had a big safe put into his cabin. For ten years everything that White Henshaw has looked at turned into gold. I know! All that gold hes got in that safe — you can lay to that.

He turned to the sailor who had first raised the question: Money?
Youll have your share of the loot — if you can carry it!

They drew in their breath as if they were drinking.

Hovey continued: Now, lads, I know youre gettin excited and impatient. Thats why Ive got you together. Youve got to wait. And until I give the word, youve got to keep your eyes on the deck an run every time one of the mates of White Henshaw — damn his heart! — gives the word. Why? Because one wrong word — one queer look — will tip off the skipper that somethings wrong, and once he gets suspicious, you can lay to it that hell find out what were plannin. I know!

There was a grim significance in that repeated phrase, I know, for it hinted at a knowledge more complete and evil than falls to the share of the ordinary mortal.

Lads, keep your eyes on the deck and play the game until I give the
word! If the wind of this comes to the captain, its overboard for
Jerry Hovey. Id rather give myself to the sharks than to White
Henshaw. Thats all.

Now, lads, its come to the point where weve got to know what well do. Theres two ways. One is to crowd all them what aint in the mutiny into one cabin an keep em there till we beach the boat.

So that they can get out and tell the land sharks what weve done? suggested Garry Cochrane in disgust.

Garry, said Hovey with deep feeling, youre a lad after my heart. And youre right. If one of them lives, hell be enough to put a halter around the necks of each of us. We couldnt get away. If were once described, there aint no way we could dodge the law.

He grinned sardonically as he looked about the circle: Theres something about us, lads, that makes us different from other men.

The sailors glanced appreciatively at the scarred countenances of their fellows and laughed hoarsely.

So the second way is the only way, went on Hovey, seeing that he had scored his point. The rest of the crew that aint with us has got to go under. Are you with me?

Aye, croaked the chorus, and every man looked down at the floor. Each one had picked out the man he hated the most, and was preparing the manner of the killing.

Good, said Hovey; and now that weve agreed on that, weve got to choose—

He stopped, going rigid and blank of face. He had seen the open, chilling blue eye of Harrigan, who, drawn on into forgetfulness, had lain for some time on his bunk watching the scene without caution.


CHAPTER 21
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HES HEARD! STAMMERED Hovey, pointing. Guard the door! Get him!

Bash in his head an overboard with the lubber! growled Sam Hall.

Not one of the others spoke; their actions were the more significant.
Some leaped to the door and barred the exit.

Others started for Harrigan. The latter leaped off his bunk and, sweeping up a short-legged, heavy stool, sprang back against the wall. This he held poised, ready to drive it at the first man who approached. Their semicircle grew compact before him, but still they hesitated, for the man who made the first move would die.

You fools! said Harrigan, brandishing his stool. Keep off!

He was thinking desperately, quickly.

Harrigan, said Hovey, edging his way to the front of the sailors, you heard!

I did!

They growled, infuriated. His death was certain now, but they kept back for another moment, astonished that this man would sign his own sentence of doom. From marlinspikes to pocketknives, every man held some sort of a weapon. Garry Cochrane, flattening himself against the wall at one side, edged inch by inch toward Harrigan.

I heard it all, said the Irishman, and until the last word I thought you were a lot of bluffin cowards.

You had your chance, Harrigan, said Hovey, an you turned me down.
Now you get whats due you.

The sailors crouched a little as if at a command to leap forward in the attack. Cochrane was perilously near.

If I get my due, said Harrigan coolly, youll go down on your knees. Stand back, Cochrane, or Ill brain ye! Youll go down on your knees an thank God that Im with ye!

Stand fast, Garry! ordered Hovey. What do you mean, Harrigan?

The Irishman laughed. Every son of Erin is an actor, and now Harrigans laughter rang true.

What should I mean except what I said? he answered.

Hes tryin to save his head, broke in Kyle, but with the fear of death lookin him in the eye, any man would join us. Finish him, lads.

You fool! said Harrigan authoritatively. Dont talk so loud, or youll have White Henshaw down on our heads. Maybe hes heard that bull voice of yours already!

It was a master stroke. The mention of the terrible skipper and the skillful insinuation that he was one of them, made them straighten and stare at him.

Go guard the door, said Hovey to one of his sailors, an see that none of the mates is near. Now, Harrigan, what dyou mean? Youd hear no word of mutiny when I talked to you. Speak for your life now, because were hard to convince.

We cant be convinced, said Garry Cochrane, but maybe itll be fun to hear him talk before we dump him overboard.

Instead of answering the speaker, Harrigan looked upon Hovey with a cold eye of scorn.

He said: I changed my mind. Im not one of you. I thought the bosn was a real captain for the gang, but Ill not follow a dog that lets every one of his pack yelp.

Im a dog, am I? snarled Hovey furiously. Ill teach you what I am, Harrigan. An you, Cochrane, keep your face shut. Ill learn you whos boss of this little crew!

If youre half the man you seem, went on Harrigan, this game looks good to me.

You lie, said the bosn. You turned me down cold when I talked to you.

You fool, that was because you said no word outright of wipin out the officers an takin control of the ship. You sneaked up to me in the dark; you felt me out before you said a word; you were like a cat watchin a rathole. Am I a rat? Am I a sneak? Do I have to be whispered to? No, Im Harrigan, an anyone who wants to talk to me has got to speak out like a man!

The very impudence of his speech held them in check for another precious moment. He whirled the heavy stool.

If you wanted me, why didnt you come an say: Harrigan, I know you. You hate Henshaw an McTee an the rest. Were goin to wipe em out an beach the ship. Are you with us? Why, then Id of shook hands with you, and that would end it. But when you come whisperin and insinuatin, sayin nothin straight from the shoulder, howd I know you werent sent by Henshaw to feel me out, eh? How do any of you know the bosn aint feelin you out for the skipper hes sailed with ten years?

The circle shifted, loosened; half the men were facing Hovey with suspicious eyes. They had not thought of this greater danger, and the bosn was desperate in the crisis.

Boys, he pleaded, are you goin to let one stranger ball up our game? Are you goin to start doubtin me on his say-so?

The men glanced from him to Harrigan. Plainly they were deep in doubt, and the Irishman made his second masterful move. He stepped forward, dropping his stool with a crash to the floor, and clapped a hand upon Hoveys shoulder.

I spoke too quick, he said frankly, but you got me mad, bosn. I know youre straight, an Im with you, for one. A man Harrigan will toiler ought to be good enough for the rest, eh?

Jerry Hovey wiped his gleaming forehead. The kingdom of his ambition was rebuilt by this speech.

Sit down, boys, he ordered. The last man in the forecastle is with us now. Were solid. Sit down and well plan our game.

The plan, as it developed after the circle re-formed, was a simple one. They were to wait until the ship was within two or three days voyage from the coast of Central America — their destination — and then they would act. They had secured to their side the firemen and the first assistant engineer. That meant that they could run the ship safely with the bosn, who understood navigation, at the wheel. They would select a night, and then, on the command of Hovey, the men would take the arms which they had prepared.

One of the Japanese cabin boys, Kamasura, was a member of the plot. He would furnish butcherknives and cleavers from the kitchen. Besides this, there were various implements which could be used as bludgeons; and finally there were the pocketknives with which every sailor is always equipped, generally stout, long-bladed instruments. The advantage of firearms was with the officers of the ship, but apparently there were no rifles and probably very few revolvers aboard. Against powder and lead they would have the advantage of a surprise attack.

First, Sam Hall and Kyle were to go down to the hole of the ship and lead the firemen in their attack upon the oilers and wipers, most of whom had not been approachable with the plan of mutiny because they were newly signed on the ship. In this part of the campaign the most important feature would be the capturing of Campbell, who would be reserved for a finely drawn-out, tortured death. The firemen had insisted upon this.

In the meantime Hovey with Flint and the rest would attack the cabins of Henshaw, McTee, and the mates. Here they depended chiefly upon the effect of the surprise. If it were possible, Henshaw also was to be taken alive and reserved for a long death like Campbell. This done, they would lead the ship to an uninhabited part of the shore, beach her, and scatter over the mainland, each with his share of the booty.

Harrigan forced himself to take an active part in the discussion of the plans. Several features were his own suggestion, among others the idea of presenting a petition for better food to Henshaw, and beating him down while he was reading it; but all the time that the Irishman spoke, he was thinking of Kate.

When the crew turned into their bunks at last, he went over a thousand schemes in his head. In the first place he might go to Henshaw at once and warn him of the coming danger, but he remembered what the bosn had said — in such a case he would not be believed, and both the crew and the commander would be against him.

Finally it seemed to him that the best thing was to wait until the critical moment had arrived. He could warn the captain just in time — or if absolutely necessary he could warn McTee, who would certainly believe him. In the meantime there were possibilities that the mutiny would come to nothing through internal dissension among the crew. In any case he must play a detestable part, acting as a spy upon the crew and pretending enthusiasm for the mutiny.

With that shame like a taste of soot in his throat, he climbed to the bridge the next morning with his bucket of suds and his brush, and there as usual he found McTee, cool and clean in the white outfit of Henshaw. At sight of the Scotchman he remembered at once that he must pretend the double exhaustion which comes of pain and hard labor. Therefore he thrust out his lower jaw and favored McTee with a glare of hate. He was repaid by the glow of content which showed in the captains face.

And the hole of the Heron, he said, speaking softly lest his voice should carry to the man in the wheelhouse, is it cooler than the fireroom of the Mary Rogers?

Harrigan glanced up, glowering.

Damn you, McTee!

The palms of your hands, lad, are they raw? Is the lye of the suds cool to them?

Another black glance came in reply and McTee leaned back against the rail, tapping one contented toe against the floor.

It was a fine tale you told me yesterday, Harrigan, he said at length, but afterward I saw Kate, and she was never kinder. I spoke of you, and we laughed together about it. She said you were like a horse thats too proud — you need the whip!

Harrigan was in doubt, but he concealed his trouble with a mighty effort and smiled.

Thats a weak lie, Angus. When I was a boy of ten, I would of hung me head for shame if I could not have made a better lie. Shall I tell you what really happened when you met Kate? You came up smilin an grinnin like a baboon, an she passed you by with a look that went through you as if you were just a cloud on the edge of the sky. Am I right, McTee?

Youve seen her, and shes told you this, exclaimed the captain.

Harrigan chuckled his triumph and went on with the scrubbing of the bridge.

No, Angus, me dear, Ive not seen her, but when two souls are as close as hers and mine — well, capn, I leave it to you!

McTee ground his teeth with rage and turned his back on the worker for a moment until he could master the contorted muscles of his face.

Tut, McTee, went on the Irishman, youve but felt the tickle of the spur; when I drive it in, youll yell like a whipped kid. Always you play into me hands, McTee. Now when you see Kate, youll feel me grin in the background mockin ye, eh?

The banter gave the captain a shrewd inspiration. He leaned, and catching one of Harrigans hands with a quick movement, turned it palm up. It was as he suspected; the palm, though red from the effect of the strong suds and still scarcely healed after the torment of the Mary Rogers, was nevertheless manifestly unharmed by the labor which it was supposed Harrigan had performed the day before. The hand was wrenched away and a balled fist held under McTees nose.

If youre curious, Angus, look at me knuckles, not me palm. Its the knuckles youll feel the most, capn.
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BUT MCTEE, DEEP in thought, was walking from the bridge. He went straight to the hole of the ship and questioned some of the firemen, and they told him that Harrigan had done no work passing coal the day before; Campbell, it appeared, had taken him for some special job. With this tidings the Scotchman hastened back to Henshaw.

The games slipping through our hands, captain, he said.

Harrigan? queried Henshaw.

Aye. He didnt pass a shovelful of coal in the hole yesterday.

Tut, tut, answered the other with a wave of the hand. I sent orders to Campbell, and told him what sort of a man he could expect to find in Harrigan.

Ive just talked to the firemen. They say that Harrigan didnt handle a single pound of coal. That ought to be final.

Henshaw went black.

It may be so. Ive given more rope to old Campbell than to any man that ever sailed the seas with White Henshaw, and it may be hes using the rope now to hang himself. Well find out, McTee; well find out! Wheres Harrigan now?

Gone below a while ago after he finished scrubbing down the bridge.

Well speak with Douglas. Come along, McTee. Theres nothing like discipline on the high seas.

He went below, murmuring to himself, with McTee close behind him. Strange sounds were coming from the room of the chief engineer, sounds which seemed much like the strumming of a guitar.

Hes playing his songs, grinned Henshaw, and he chuckled noiselessly. Listen! Well give him something to sing about — and itll be in another key. Ha-ha!

He tasted the results of his disciplining already, but just as he placed his hand on the knob of the door, another sound checked him and made him turn with a puzzled frown toward McTee. It was a ringing baritone voice which rose in an Irish love song.

What the devil— began Henshaw.

Youre right, nodded McTee. Its the devil — Harrigan. Open the door!

The captain flung it open, and they discovered the two worthies seated at ease with a black bottle and two glasses at hand. Campbell, in the manner of a musical critic of some skill, leaned back in a chair with his brawny arms folded behind his head and his eyes half closed. Harrigan, tilted back in a chair, rested his feet on the edge of a small table and swept the guitar which lay on his lap. In the midst of a high note he saw the ominous pair standing in the door, and the music died abruptly on his lips.

He rose to his feet and nudged Campbell at the same time. The latter opened his eyes and, glimpsing the unwelcome visitors, sprang up, gasping, stammering.

What? Come in! Dont be standing there, Capn Henshaw. Come in and sit down!

In spite of his bluster his red face was growing blotched with patches of gray. Harrigan, less moved than any of the others, calmly replaced the guitar in its green cloth case.

I sent this fellow down to be put at hard work, said Henshaw, and waited.

It was obvious to Harrigan that the chief engineer was in mortal fear. He himself felt strangely ill at ease as he looked at White Henshaw with his skin yellow as Egyptian papyrus from a tomb.

Just a minute, captain, began the engineer. You sent Harrigan down to the hole because hes considered a hard man to handle, eh?

Henshaw waited for a fuller explanation; he seemed to be enjoying the distress of Campbell.

Just so, went on the Scotchman, but there are two ways of handling a difficult sailor. One is by using the club and the other by using kindness. The club has been tried and hasnt worked very well with Harrigan. I decided to take a hand with kindness. The results have been excellent. I was just about—

His voice died away, for McTee was chuckling in a deep bass rumble, and
Henshaw was smiling in a way that boded no good.

The captain broke in coldly: Ive heard enough of your explanation, Campbell. Send Harrigan down to the hole at once. Well work him a double shift today, for a starter.

Campbell was trembling like a self-conscious girl, for he was drawn between shame and dread of the captain.

Look! he cried, and taking the hand of Harrigan, he turned it palm up. This chap has been brutally treated. Hes been at work that fairly tore the skin from the palms of his hands. One hours work with a shovel, captain, would make Harrigan useless at any sort of a job for a month.

Which goes to show, said McTee, that you dont know Harrigan.

Ive heard what you have to say, said Henshaw. I sent him down to work in the hole; I come down and find him singing in your room. I expect you to have him passing coal inside of fifteen minutes, Campbell.

Harrigan started for the door, feeling that the game had been played out, and glad of even this small respite of a day or more from the labor of the shovel. Before he left the room, however, the voice of Campbell halted him.

Wait! Stay here! Youll do what I tell you, Harrigan. Im the boss belowdecks.

It was a declaration of war, and what it cost Campbell no one could ever tell. He stood swaying slightly from side to side, while he glared at Henshaw.

Youre drunk, remarked the captain coldly. Ill give you half an hour, Campbell, to come to your senses — but after that—

Damn you and your time! I want no tune! I say the lad has been put through hell and shant go back to it, do you hear me?

Henshaw was controlling himself carefully, or else he wished to draw out the engineer.

He said: You know the record of Harrigan?

What record? The one McTee told you? Would you believe what Black
McTee says of a man he tried to break and couldnt?

My friend McTee is out of the matter. All that you have to do with is my order. Youve heard that order, Campbell!

Ill see you in hell before I send him to the hole.

Henshaw waited another moment, quietly enjoying the wild excitement of the engineer like the Spanish gentleman who sits in safety in the gallery and watches the baiting of the bull in the arena below.

I shall send that order to you in writing. If you refuse to obey then,
I shall act!

He turned on his heel; McTee stayed a moment to smile upon Harrigan, and then followed. As the door closed, Harrigan turned to Campbell and found him sitting, shuddering, with his face buried in his hands. He touched the Scotchman on the shoulder.

Youve done your part, chief. I wont let you do any more. Im starting now for the hole.

What? bellowed Campbell. Am I no longer the boss of my engine room? Youll sit here till I tell you to move! Damn Henshaw and his written orders!

If you refuse to obey a written order, he can take your license away from you in any marine court.

Let it go.

Ah-h, chief, yere afther bein a thrue man an a bould one, but Id rather stay the rest av me life in the hole than let ye ruin yourself for me. Whisht, man, Im goin! Think no more av it!

Campbells eyes grew moist with the temptation, but then the fighting blood of his clan ran hot through his veins.

Sit down, he commanded. Sit down and wait till the order comes. Its a fine thing to be chief engineer, but its a better thing to be a man. What does Bobbie say?

And he quoted in a ringing voice: A mans a man for a that! Afterward they sat in silence that grew more tense as the minutes passed, but it seemed that Henshaw, with demoniac cunning, had decided to prolong the agony by delaying his written order and the consequent decision of the engineer. And Harrigan, watching the suffused face of Campbell, knew that the time had come when his will would not suffice to make him follow the dictates of his conscience.

All of which Henshaw knew perfectly well as he sat in his cabin filling the glass of McTee with choice Scotch.

They sat for an hour or more, chatting, and McTee drew a picture of the pair waiting below in silent dread — a picture so vivid that Henshaw laughed in his breathless way. In time, however, he decided that they had delayed long enough, and took up pen and paper to write the order which was to convince the dauntless Campbell that even he was a slave. As he did so, Sloan, the wireless operator, appeared at the door, saying: The report has come, sir.
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HE HELD A little folded paper in his hand. At sight of it Henshaw turned in his chair and faced Sloan with a wistful glance.

Good?

Not very, sir.

Henshaw rose slowly and frowned like the king on the messenger who bears tidings of the lost battie.

Then very bad?

Im afraid so.

Very well. Let me have the message. You may go.

He took the slip of paper cautiously, as if it were dangerous in itself, and then called back the operator as the latter reached the door.

Come back a minute. Sloan, youre a good boy — a very good boy. Faithful, intelligent; you know your business. H-m! Here — heres a five spot — he slipped the money into Sloans hand— and you shall have more when we touch port. Now this message, my lad — you couldnt have made any mistake in receiving it? You couldnt have twisted any of the words a little?

No mistake, Im sure, sir. It was repeated twice.

That makes it certain, then — certain, muttered Henshaw. That is all,
Sloan.

As the latter left the cabin, the old captain went back to his chair and sat with the paper resting upon his knee, as if a little delay might change its import.

I am growing old, McTee, he said at last, apologetically, and age affects the eyes first of all. Suppose you take this message, eh? And read it through to me — slowly — I hate fast reading, McTee.

The big Scotchman took the slip of paper and read with a long pause between each word:

Beatrice — failing — rapidly — hemorrhage — this — morning — very — weak.

The paper was snatched from his hand, and Henshaw repeated the words over and over to himself: Weak — failing — hemorrhage — the fools! A little bleeding at the nose they call a hemorrhage!

McTee broke in: A good many doctors are apt to make a case seem more serious than it is. They get more credit that way for the cure, eh?

God bless you, lad! Aye, theyre a lot of damnable curs! Burning at sea — death by fire at sea! He was right! The old devil was right! Look, McTee! Im safe on my ship; Im rich; but still Im burning to death in the middle of the ocean.

He shook the Scotchman by his massive shoulder.

Go get Sloan — bring him here!

McTee rose.

No! Dont let me lay eyes on him — he brought me this! Go yourself and carry him a message to send. The doctors are letting her die; they think she has no money. Send them this message:

Save Beatrice at all costs. Call in the greatest doctors. I will pay all bills ten times over.

Quick! Why are you waiting here? You fool! Run! Minutes mean life or death to her!

McTee hastened back to the wireless house in the after-part of the ship. To Sloan he gave the message, even exaggerating it somewhat. After it was sent, he said: Look here, my boy, do you realize that its dangerous to bring the captain messages like that last one you carried to him?

Do I know it? I should say I do! Once the old boy jumped at me like a tiger because I carried in a bad report.

Could you make up a false message?

Its against the law, sir.

Its not against the law to keep a man from going crazy.

Crazy?

I mean what I say. Henshaw is balancing on the ragged edge of insanity. Mark my words! If the news comes of his granddaughters death, hell fall on the other side. Why cant you give him some hope in the meantime? Suppose you work up something this afternoon like this: Beatrice rallying rapidly. Doctors much more hopeful. What do you say?

Crazy! repeated the wireless operator, fascinated. If the old man loses his reason, were all in danger.

Hes on the verge of it. I know something of this subject. Ive studied it a lot. A common sign is when one fancy occupies a mans brain. Henshaw has two of them. One is what an old soothsayer told him: that he would die by fire at sea; the other is his love for this girl. Between the two, hes in bad shape. Remember that hes an old man.

Youre right, sir; and Ill do it. It may not be legal, but we cant stop for law in a case like this.

McTee nodded and went back to Henshaw, whom he found walking the cabin with a step surprisingly elastic and quick.

Go back and send another message, he called. I made a mistake. I didnt send one that was strong enough. They may not understand. What I should have said was—

I made it twice as strong as the way you put it, said McTee; and he repeated his phrasing of the message with some exaggeration.

The lean hand of the captain wrung his.

Youre a good lad, McTee — a fine fellow. Stand by me. Youd never guess how my brain is on fire; the old devil of a soothsayer was right. But that message you sent will bring those deadheaded doctors to life. Ah, McTee, if I were only there for a minute in spirit, I could restore her to life — yes, one minute!

Of course you could. But in the meantime, for a change of thought, suppose you finish that order you were about to write out and send to Campbell.

What order?

About Harrigan.

Who the devil is Harrigan?

McTee drew a deep breath and answered quietly: The man you ordered to work in the hole. Heres the paper and your pen.

He placed them in the hands of the captain, but the latter held them idly.

Its the frail ones who are carried off by the white plague. Am I right?

No, youre wrong. The frail ones sometimes have a better chance than the husky people. Look at the number of athletes who are carried away by it!

God bless you, McTee!

The strength that counts is the strength of spirit, and this girl has your own fighting spirit.

Do you think so?

Yes; I saw it in her eyes.

Henshaw shook his head sadly.

No; theyre the eyes of her grandmother, and she had no fighting spirit. I think I married her more for pity than for love. Her grandmother died by that same disease, McTee.

The latter gave up the struggle and spent an hour soothing the excited old man. When he managed to escape, he went up and down the deck breathing deeply of the fresh air. For the moment Harrigan was safe, but it would not be long before he would force Henshaw to deliver the order. Into this reverie broke the voice of Jerry Hovey.

Beg your pardon, Captain McTee.

The Scotchman turned to the bosn with the smile still softening his stern lips.

Well? he asked good-naturedly.

Let me have half a dozen words, sir.

A thousand, bosn. What is it?

Now, Hovey remembered what Harrigan had said about coming straight to the point, and he appreciated the value of the advice. Particularly in speaking to a man like McTee, for he recognized in the Scotchman some of the same strong, blunt characteristics of Harrigan.

Every man whos sailed the South Seas knows Captain McTee, he began.

None of that, lad. If you know me, you also know that Im called Black
McTee — and for a reason.

More than that, sir, we know that whatever men say of you, your word has always been good.

Well?

Im going to ask you to give me your word that what I have to say, if it doesnt please you, will go out one ear as fast as it goes in the other.

You have my word.

And maybe your hand, sir?

McTee, stirred by curiosity, shook hands.

Hovey began: Some of us have sailed a long time and never got much in the pocket to show for it.

Yes, thats true of me.

But theres none of us would turn our backs on the long green?

McTee grinned.

Well, sir, I have a little plan. Suppose you knew an old man — a man so old, sir, that he was sure to die in a year or so. And suppose he had one heir — a girl who was about to die—

Mutiny, bosn, said McTee coldly.

But the eye of Hovey was fully as cold; he knew his man.

Well? he queried.

Talk ahead. Ive given you my word to keep quiet.

Suppose this old man had a lot of money. Would it be any crime — any great crime to slip a little of that long green into our pockets?

Two pictures were in McTees mind — one of the safe piled full of gold, and the other of the half-crazed old skipper with his dying granddaughter. After all, it was only a matter of months before Henshaw would be dead, for certainly he would not long survive the death of Beatrice. Even a small portion of that hoard would enable him to leave the sea — to woo Kate as she must be wooed before he could win her. Golden would be the veil with which he could blind her eyes to the memory of Harrigan after he had removed the Irishman from his path.

Very well, bosn. I understand what you mean. Ive seen the inside of that safe in the cabin. Now I come straight to the point. Why do you talk with me?

Because I need a man like you.

To lead the mutiny?

Tell me first, are you with us?

Who are us?

Youll have to speak first.

Im with you.

Now Ill tell you. The whole forecastle is hungry for the end of White Henshaw. Your share of the money is whatever you want to make it. You can have all my part; what I want is the sight of Henshaw crawlin at our feet.

Youre a good deal of a man, Hovey. Henshaw has put you in his school, and now youre about to graduate, eh? But why do you want me? What brought you to me?

I thought I didnt need you a while ago; now I have to have somebody stronger than I am. I was the king of the bunch yesterday; but the last man we took into our plan proved to be stronger than I am.

Who?

Harrigan.

McTee straightened slowly and his eyes brightened. Hovey went on: Before hed been with us ten minutes, the rest of the men in the forecastle were looking up to him. He has the reputation. He won it by facing you and Henshaw at the same time. Now the lads listen to me, but they keep their eyes on Harrigan. I know what that means. Thats why I come here and offer the leadership to you.

McTee was thinking rapidly.

A plan like this is fire, bosn, and I have an idea I might burn my fingers unless you have enough of the crew with you. If you have Harrigan, it certainly means that you have a majority of the rest.

Hovey grinned: Aye, you know Harrigan.

The insinuation made McTee hot, but he went on seriously: If you could make me sure that you have Harrigan, Id be one of you.

What proof do you want?

None will do except the word out of his own mouth. Listen! Along about four bells this afternoon Ill find some way of sending Miss Malone out of her cabin. Then Ill go in there and wait. Bring Harrigan close to that door at that tune and make him talk about the mutiny. Can you do it?

But why the room of the girl?

Youre stupid, Hovey. Because if you talked outside of the cabin where I sleep — that being the office of Henshaw — hed hear you as well as I would.

Then Ill bring him to the door of the girls cabin. At four bells?

Right.

After that well talk over the details, sir?

We will. And keep away from me, Hovey. If Henshaw sees me talking with members of his crew, he might begin to think — and any of his thinking is dangerous for the other fellow.

The bosn touched his cap.

Aye, aye, sir. You can begin hearin the chink of the money, and I begin to see White Henshaw eatin dirt. With Black McTee — excusin the name, sir — to lead us, there aint nothin can stop us.
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HE WENT OFF toward the forecastle hitching at his trousers and whistling an old English song of the Spanish Main. As for Black McTee, he remained staring after Hovey with a rising thought of perjury. The loot of the Heron was a deep temptation, and his pledged word to the bosn was a strong bond, for as Hovey had said, the honor of Black McTee, in spite of his other failings, was respected throughout the South Seas. For one purpose, however, he would have sacrificed all hopes of plunder and a thousand plighted words, and that purpose was the undoing of Harrigan in the eyes of Kate.

She had grown into a necessity to him. Though were she twice as beautiful, he would never have paid her the dangerous honor of a second glance under ordinary conditions, but their life together on the island and his rivalry with Harrigan for her sake had made her infinitely dear to him.

Seeing the opportunity to destroy all her respect for Harrigan, he schemed instantly to betray his word to Hovey. Like Harrigan earlier in the day, he had no purpose to reveal the planned mutiny at once. The Irishman waited because he did not know to whom he could confide the dangerous information; McTee delayed in the hope of nipping insurrection in the bud at the very instant when it was about to flower. It would be far more spectacular. Moreover, he saw in this a manner of enlisting Kate on his side.

Shortly before four bells in the afternoon he went to her cabin and knocked at the door. When she opened it to him, she stood with one hand upon the knob, blocking the way and waiting silently for an explanation of his coming. That quiet coldness banished from his mind the speech which he had prepared.

He said at last: Kate, I want you to talk with me for a few minutes.

She considered him seriously — without fear, but with such a deep distrust that he was startled. He had not dreamed that matters had progressed as far as that. At length she stepped back, and without a word beckoned him to come inside. He entered and then his eyes raised and met her glance with such a deep, still yearning that she was startled. No woman can see the revelation of a mans love without being moved to the heart.

She said: You are in trouble, Angus?

The hunger of his eyes came full in her face.

Aye, trouble.

And you have come to me— she asked; and before she could finish her sentence, McTee broke in, pleadingly:

For help.

He saw her lips part, her eyes brighten; he knew it was his despair which was winning her.

Tell me! And she made a little gesture with both hands toward him.

I have seen it for days. I have lost all hope of you, Kate.

Her glance wandered slightly, and his hope increased.

Because of Harrigan, he said.

She was remembering what Harrigan had said: How to stop McTee? Make yourself old and your skin yellow, and your hair gray, and take the spring out of your step.

Why do you keep the whip over him, Angus? He has saved your life, and you his. Why will you not treat him as one strong and generous man would treat another?

Because I love you, Kate.

Angus, would you stop if you knew I loved him?

Is that a fair question, Kate? Even if you said you loved him, I could not stop, because I would have to do my best to save you from yourself.

She looked her query silently.

He is not worthy of you, Kate. Because he seems generous and simple, do not be deceived. He is capable of things which even Black McTee would turn from. I know it, for I know his type. But I, Kate — your head is turned; do you hear me?

She rose and cried: Why have you both thought from the first that I must choose between you? Are there no other men in the whole world?

He answered doggedly: You will never find another who will love you as we do. To one of us you must finally belong.

And that is why you go ahead with your schemes to torture Harrigan, certain that when he is finished I will be helpless?

No, I am certain of nothing. But I am absolutely sure that Harrigan stands between you and me, and I will have him done for.

Let me think, Angus. You have pulled my old world about my ears, and now I am trying to build another kingdom where force is the only god. Can there be such a place?

Four bells sounded. He wondered if Hovey would bring Harrigan at the time they had agreed upon. And she stood with her hands pressed against her eyes, trembling.

In one thing at least you spoke the truth, Angus. There are only two men left for me in the world. I must choose between you and Harrigan.

Until that time comes, I must fight for you, Kate, in the only way I know how to fight — with both my hands, trying to kill the things that stand between us — Hush!

For he heard the rumble of two deep voices near the door.
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KATE AND MCTEE both stood frozen with attention, for one of the voices was Harrigans, saying: And why the devil have you brought me away up here, bosn?

Because we have to watch sharp, Harrigan. There are some of the lads we cant trust too far, and they mustnt overhear us when we talk.

Why, Hovey, they can hear us inside the cabin.

She cannot. This is the girls cabin, and I saw her go out a while ago.

Well, then, what is it you want to know?

Ill tell you, man to man. When you said you were with us last night,
Ive been thinking you might have said it for fear of the lads.

Hovey, youre thick in the head. Didnt you hear me talk?

I did, and I may be thick in the head, but I cant rest easy till you give me your hand and tell me youre playin straight with us. You were backward at first, Harrigan.

There was an instant of pause, and then Harrigan answered: I cant take your hand, Hovey.

McTee set his teeth. To have his plans upset when all so far had gone with perfect smoothness was maddening.

Why not? asked Hovey sharply.

Its just a queer hunch Ive always had. I dont like the idea of takin any oath. Im a man of action, Hovey. When the night comes, give me a club, and youll see where I stand!

There was a subdued, purring danger in his voice which made Kate tremble. Evidently it convinced Hovey.

I guess youre right, Harrigan. I dont want to doubt you; God knows we got a need for men like you when the time comes. The other lads think therell be nothin to it, but I know Henshaw — I know!

Itll be a hard nut to crack. I dont make any mistake about that, said Harrigan; but if we work cool and with a rush, well sweep them off their feet.

Now youre talkin, said Hovey. Speed is the thing we want most.
Speed, and no quarter.

Youll need no urging for that. The boys are all set to kill. Have the officers many revolvers?

Not many. Salvain has one, and so has Henshaw. I dont think the rest pack any. Harrigan, Ive got a weight off my mind, knowing that youre sure with us. And youll get any share of the loot you want to name.

There was another brief pause.

Im easy satisfied, said Harrigan. What I want is that the girl who has this cabin — Kate Malone — should be handled with gloves.

Ah, there speaks the Irish!

I want the care of her to fall to my hands.

Aye, you could have ten like her, as far as Im concerned.

Then Im your man, Hovey. There comes one of the mates. Lets move on.

Right-o, lad.

Their voices retreated, and after a time McTee looked down at Kate. She was dazed, as if someone had struck her in the face.

What does it mean, Angus?

Wasnt it plain? Mutiny!

She struck her hand sharply across her forehead with a little moan.

I warned you, Kate, that he was capable of anything, but I never dreamed of a proof coming as quickly as this.

I cant believe it; I wont believe it.

He shrugged his shoulders.

Why should I blame him? he said. He sees a way to get you. I could almost sink as low as that myself — but not quite — not quite! I know something of mutinies at sea. Have you noticed the fellows who are in this crew?

I dont know — yes — Im too sick to remember a single face except one scar-faced man.

On the whole theyre the roughest lot Ive ever seen cooped up together. If they should be turned loose, they would make a shambles of this ship — a red shambles, Kate!

There was not a trace of color in her face. She watched him with a horrified fascination.

Of course, he went on easily, Ill be the first one to go down.
Harrigan would see to that. Well, it would be a worthwhile fight — while
I lasted!

It can never take place! she said desperately. You are forewarned.
Tell Captain Henshaw at once, and—

He raised his hand solemnly.

You must not do that, Kate. You must promise me not to speak a word on the subject until I have given you leave.

I will promise you anything — but why not speak of it at once? I feel as if we were standing over a — a magazine of powder!

We are — only worse. But it would be madness to warn Henshaw now. He is unnerved — almost insane. His granddaughter, for whom he had made all his fortune and to whom he is going in the States—

Yes, Salvain told me. She is dying; it is pitiful, Angus, but—

He must not be told. He would start with the hand of iron, and the first act of violence which he committed would be the touch of fire which would set off this powder magazine. No, we must wait. Perhaps in a little time I may be able to win over one of the mutineers and from him learn all their plans, and then turn the tables on them. But I must first know all the men who are concerned in the uprising. When we do move — shall I spare Harrigan, Kate?

He tried to ask it frankly, but a devil of malice was in his eyes.

I dont know — I cant think! Angus, what did Dan mean?

I warned you of what he was capable, he said.

She caught his hands, stammering: You are all that is left to me. You will stand between me and danger, Angus? You will protect me? But wait! I could go to Harrigan. I know that if I plead with him, I can win him away from the mutineers!

Kate, you are hysterical! Dont you see that a man who is capable of planning a wholesale murder in the night would be quite able to lie to you? No, no! Whatever you do, you must promise me not to speak a word of this to anyone, most of all, to Harrigan.

I will promise anything — I will do anything. It all rests with you,
Angus.

And when we strike at the mutineers — if Harrigan falls, will you absolve me of his death, Kate?

She was terribly moved, standing stiff and straight and helpless like a child about to be punished.

Angus, for the sake of pity, do not ask me.

I must know.

Angus, came her broken voice, I cannot give up my faith in him.

His face grew as dark as night, but he laid a gentle hand on her shoulder and said: Your mind is distraught. You shall have time to think this over; but remember, Kate, we must fight fire with fire, and the time has come when you must choose between us.

And then, very wisely, he slipped from the room.
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ON THE PROMENADE outside he met Sloan, the wireless operator, on his way to Captain Henshaws cabin with a slip of paper in his hand. Sloan winked at him broadly.

The good news has come, sir, he grinned. Take a look at this!

And McTee eagerly read the typewritten slip.

Beatrice is rallying. Doctors have decided effusion of blood was not hemorrhage. Opinion now very hopeful.

Will that bring the old boy around for a while? asked Sloan.

Hell slip you a twenty on the strength of that and give you a drink as well, said McTee.

They reached the cabin and entered together to find that White Henshaw lay on the couch in the corner. His physical strength was apparently exhausted, and one long, lean arm dangled to the floor. At sight of the dreaded wireless operator with the message in his hand, his yellow face turned from yellow to pale ivory. He rose and supported himself with one hand against the wall, scowling as if he dared them to notice his weakness.

Good news! called Sloan cheerily, and extended the paper.

The captain snatched the paper, his eyes were positively wolfish while he devoured the message.

Sloan — good lad, he stammered. Stay by your instrument every minute, my boy. Before night well have word that shes past all danger.

Sloan touched his cap and withdrew.

Good news! said McTee amiably. Im mighty glad to hear it, captain.

The old man fell back into a chair, holding the precious piece of paper with its written lie in both trembling hands.

Good news, he croaked. Aye, McTee. You were right, lad! Those damned doctors dont know their business. Theyre making the case out bad so theyll get more credit for the cure. See how theyre fooling with me — and me with my heart on fire in the middle of the sea!

His eyes wandered strangely in the midst of his exultation.

That would be a strange death, eh, McTee — to burn in the middle of the sea with a ship full of gold?

The Scotchman shuddered.

Forget that, man. Youre not going to burn at sea. Youre going to reach port with all your gold and youre going to stand beside Beatrice and say—

Henshaw broke in: And say, Beatrice, Ive come to make you happy. Well leave this country where the fogs are so thick and the sun never shines, and well go south, far south, where theres summer all the year. Thats what Ill say!

Right, nodded McTee. If her lungs are weak, thats the place to take her.

Henshaw jerked erect in his chair. Weak lungs? Who said she had weak lungs? McTee, youre a fool! A little cold on the chest, thats all thats the matter with the girl! The doctors have made the sickness — they and their rotten medicines! And now theyre making sport out of White Henshaw. Ill skin them alive, I will!

McTee lighted a cigar and nodded judiciously as he puffed it.

Very good idea, Henshaw. If you want me to, Ill go along and help you out.

Youre a brick, McTee. Maybe Ill need you. Getting old; not what I used to be.

I see youre not, said McTee boldly.

Henshaw scowled: What do you mean?

That affair of Harrigan. Hes still going scot-free, you know.

Right! McTee, Im getting feeble-minded, but Ill make up for lost time.

He caught up pen and paper, while McTee drew a long breath of relief. A moment later he was astonished to note that the captain had not written a single letter.

Id forgotten, murmured Henshaw. When I started to write that order this morning — just as I was putting pen to paper — in came Sloan with the message from the doctors saying that Beatrice was in a critical situation. It may be, captain, that this message is bad luck for me, eh?

Nonsense, said McTee easily, gripping his hand with rage, while he fought to control his voice. You mustnt let superstitions run away with you.

So! So! frowned Henshaw. Youre a young man to give me advice, McTee. Ive followed superstitions all my life. I tell you theres something in those star-gazing devils of the South Seas. They know things that arent in the books.

What about the old fool who prophesied that youd die by fire at sea?

Henshaw shivered, and his eyes narrowed as he stared at McTee.

How do you know hes an old fool, eh? We havent reached port yet — not by a long sight!

Well, said McTee, with a carefully assumed carelessness, this ship belongs to you — youre the skipper; but on a boat I was captain of, no damned engineer would pull my beard and tell me to rightabout. They never got away with a line of chatter like that when Black McTee was speaking to them. Never!

At this comparison the face of Henshaw grew marvelously evil.

McTee, he said, men step lively when you speak to them — but they jump out of their skins when they hear White Henshaws voice.

Thats what Ive heard, said the other dauntlessly, but dyou think Campbell ever would have taken this chance if he didnt know youre not what you used to be?

For reply Henshaw set his teeth and dipped the pen into the ink. As he poised it above the paper, Sloan appeared at the door calling: One minute, captain!

The captain turned livid and rose slowly, crumpling the paper as he did so and letting it drop to the floor.

Out with it! he muttered in a hoarse whisper. Shes worse again!
Damn you, McTee, I told you this message was bad luck!

The wireless operator was much puzzled and glance from the Scotchman to his skipper.

I only wanted to know, sir, if you wish to send an answer to this last wireless. Any congratulations?

No — get out!

And as Sloan fled from the door with a wondering side glance at McTee, Henshaw sank back into his chair, picked up the paper on which he was about to write, and tore it into small bits. Not until this task was finished was he able to speak to McTee.

Dyou see now? Is there nothing in my superstitions? Why, sir, just holding that pen over this piece of damnable paper brought Sloan on the run to my door. If Id written a single word, hed of had a message from the doctors saying that Beatrice was dying. I know!

You really think, began McTee, and some of his furious impatience crept into his voice— you really think that writing on that piece of paper with your pen would have brought in Sloan with a wireless message from the mainland?

Henshaw shook his head slowly.

Theres no use trying to explain these things, he said, but sometimes, McTee, theres a small voice that comes up inside of me and tells me what to do and what not to do. When I first saw the picture of Beatrice — that one where shes just a slip of a child — there was a voice that said: Heres the spirit of your dead wife come back to life. You must work for her and cherish her. So Ive done it. And because I started to do it, the voice never left me. It warned me when to put to sea and when to stay in port. It gave me a hint when to buy and when to sell, and the result is that Im rich — rich — rich. Gold in my hand and gold in my brain, McTee!

The Scotchman began to feel more and more that old age or his monomania had shaken White Henshaws reason, but he said bitterly: And I suppose, if that voice never fails you and if these South Seas natives can read the future, that you are bound to burn at sea?

Damn you! said Henshaw, terribly moved. What devil keeps putting that in your brain? Isnt it in mine all the day and all the night? Dont I see hellfire in the dark? Dont I see the same flames, blue and thin, dancing in the light of the sun at midday? Is the thing ever out of my mind? Were you put on this ship to keep dinning the idea into my ears? If theres something more than the life on earth, then there must be a hell — and if theres a hell, then its real hellfire that I see!

He paused and pointed a gaunt, trembling arm at McTee:

Dyou understand? The men Ive killed before they died — they send their spirits here to walk beside me. They wait in the dark — and they whisper in my ear!

McTee swallowed hard and commenced to edge toward the door.

Farley is always hanging around — Farley, as I saw him on the beach that last time in his loincloth, with his pig eyes; sometimes he seems to be begging me to take pity on him; sometimes he seems to be laughing at me. And hes always got his hand outstretched. And Collins comes stroking his beard in the way he had, and he keeps his hand stretched out to me. What do they want? Alms! Alms! Alms! They want my soul for alms to take it below and burn it in the hellfire — the thin, blue flames!

He stopped in the midst of his ravings and drew himself erect, a smile of infinite cruelty on his lips.

Let them all come with their damned, empty palms! Theyre ghosts, and they cannot stop me so long as I follow the small voice thats inside of me. They cant stop me, and Ill win back to Beatrice. There Im safe — safe! Her hands are thin and light and cool and as fragrant as flowers. Shell lay them on my eyelids and Ill go to sleep! And the ghosts will close their empty hands. Ha! McTee, dyou know aught of the power of a womans love?

He stepped close to the burly Scotchman.

Keep off, growled McTee. I want none of you! Theres poison in your touch!

He raised his hand like a guard, but two lean, thin hands, incredibly strong, closed on his wrists.

A womans love, went on the old buccaneer of the South Seas, is stronger than armor plate to save the man she cares for. You cant see it; you could never see it! But I tell you there are times when the ghosts have come close to me, and then sometimes Ive seen the shadows of thin, small hands come in front of me and push them back. The hands of Beatrice push them back, and theyre helpless to harm me!


CHAPTER 27
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BUT MCTEE WRENCHED his arms away and fled out on the deck. He blundered into Jerry Hovey, who started back at sight of him.

Whats happened, sir? asked the bosn. Been seein ghosts?

Damn you, growled McTee, I had a nap and a bad dream — a hell of a nightmare.

You look it! You heard what Harrigan said? Does that sound as if I had enough backing?

If the rest of them are as strong for it as Harrigan, it does.

As strong for it as Harrigan? Between you and me — just a whisper in your ear — I dont think Harrigan is half as strong for it as he talks. I dont trust him, somehow.

No?

Look here, said the bosn cautiously. We hear there was once some trouble between you and Harrigan?

Well?

Would you waste much tune if somethin was to happen to him — say in the middle of the night, silent and unexpected?

I would not! Take him by the foot and heave him into the sea. Very good idea, Hovey. Is he getting the eyes of the lads too much?

Hovey fenced: Hes a landlubber, and he dont understand sea things.
Hes better out of the way.

Howll you do it? asked McTee softly. Speak out, Hovey. Would you try your own hand on Harrigan?

Not me! I know a better way. Theres one thats in the mutiny who has a hand as strong as mine — almost — and a foot as silent as the paw of a cat. Ill give him the tip.

And now for the details of the attack, said McTee, anxious not to lay too much stress upon the destruction of Harrigan.

Here it is, answered Hovey, and entered into an elaborate description of all their plans. McTee listened with faraway eyes. He heard the words, but he was thinking of the death of Harrigan.

That invincible Irishman, after his talk with Hovey in front of the cabin of Kate, returned to the cool room of the chief engineer. The worthy Campbell, in wait for the ultimatum of White Henshaw, had been fortifying himself steadily with liquor, and by the middle of the afternoon he had reached a state in which he had no care for consequences; he would have defied all the powers upon earth and beyond it.

The next morning, as he went up to his usual task of scrubbing the bridge, Harrigan thought he perceived a possible reason why his persecution was being neglected. It was the picture of McTee and Kate Malone leaning at the rail. McTee was content. There was no doubt of that. He leaned above Kate and talked seriously down into her face. Harrigan was mightily tempted to turn about and climb to the bridge from the other side of the deck, but he made himself march on and begin whistling a tune.

McTee raised his head instantly, and, staring at the Irishman, he murmured a word to Kate, and she turned and regarded Harrigan with an almost painful curiosity. He was about to swagger past her when she shook off the detaining hand of McTee and ran to the Irishman.

Dan, she said eagerly, and laid a hand on his arm.

Come back, Kate, growled McTee. Youve promised me not to speak—

Did you promise him not to speak with me again? broke in Harrigan.

I only meant— she began.

Its little I care what you meant, said the Irishman coldly, and he shook off her hand. Go play with McTee. I want none of ye! After Ive slaved for ye an saved ye from God knows what, ye dare to turn and make them eyes cold and distant when ye look at me? Ah-h, get back to McTee! Im through with ye!

She only insisted the more: I will speak to you, Dan!

Come away, Kate, urged McTee, grinding his teeth. Doesnt this prove what I told you?

I dont care what it proves, she said hotly. Dan, Ive been thinking grisly things of you. I simply cant believe them now that I look you in the face.

Whisht! said Harrigan, and his face was black. Have you the right to doubt me?

She answered sadly: I have, Dan.

The Irishman turned slowly away and started up for the bridge without answer. As he went, he groaned beneath his breath: Ochone! Ochone! Shes heard!

He could not dream how she knew of the mutiny, but if it was carried through, he was damned in her eyes forever. What she guessed McTee must know. What McTee knew must be familiar to White Henshaw, yet Henshaw could not know, for if he did, the ring-leaders would be instantly clapped into irons. Once or twice he looked down from his work to Kate and McTee. They still leaned at the rail, talking seriously.

And McTee was saying: I have learned what I want to know. Every detail of the plot is in my hands. Now I am going to the cabin of White Henshaw and tell him everything. Its the simplest way. And youve started a suspicion in the mind of Harrigan. Hell spread the word to the rest of the mutineers, and theyll be on their watch against us.

She made a little gesture of appeal. I couldnt help speaking to him, Angus. Suspecting him of such a thing is like — is like suspecting myself!

Let it go. Its done. Now Im going up to see White Henshaw. The old man will be crazy when he hears it.

He found the captain giving some orders to Salvain, and waited until they were alone. Then he said: There are about ten of us against the rest of the crew of the ship. Can we hold them in case of a mutiny?

He had planned this laconic statement carefully, expecting to see
Henshaw turn pale and stammer in terror. Instead, the captain regarded
McTee with quietly contemplative eyes.

So, he murmured, youve heard of the mutiny?

The tables were completely turned on the Scotchman. He gasped: You have known all the time?

Certainly, said Henshaw; I even know every word that Hovey said to you.

McTee turned crimson.

I have eyes that see everything on the ship, went on Henshaw, as if he wished to cover the embarrassment of the Scotchman, and I have ears which hear everything. I have lines of information tangled through the forecastle. I can almost guess what they are about to think, let alone what they will speak or do. The blockheads are always planning a mutiny, though I confess none of them have ever taken the proportions of this one. However, this will go the way of the rest.

The way of the rest? queried McTee almost stupidly.

Yes. They plan to hold their action till were close to the land. About that time Ill call up one or two of the ring-leaders and tell them just what they have planned to do. Thatll make them think I have unknown means of meeting the mutiny. It will die.

McTee sat down, loosened his shirt at the throat, and gaped upon
Henshaw as a child might gape upon a magician.

I dont blame you for taking a day to think over the temptation, smiled the old buccaneer. The gold I showed you would have tempted any man. But Im glad you came to me. I expected you last night. It took you a little longer to settle the details in your mind, eh?

Henshaw, I feel like a yellow dog!

Come! Come! Youre a man after my own heart. You took the temptation in your hand — you looked it over — and then you turned away from it. Well, and suppose the mutiny should actually come to the breaking point; they would be right in thinking I have means of fighting them. I have no firearms on the ship; they know that. They dont know that I have these.

He went into the next room and returned carrying a heavy box. This he placed on the desk and took a small, heavy ball of metal from it.

A bomb? queried McTee.

It is. The moment a group gathers, one of these tossed among them will end the mutiny the moment it begins.

McTee handed back the bomb in silence. There was something about this cold-blooded way of speaking of death which was not cruelty — it was something greater — it was an absolute disregard of life.

Of course, said Henshaw, as he came back from depositing the box in the next room, there are only half a dozen of those bombs, but that will be enough. The explosion of a couple of them would just about wreck the deck. However, the mutiny will never reach the point of action. Ill see to that. What always ties the hands of the crew is that it lacks real leaders. Hovey, for instance, will turn to water when I say three words about the mutiny to him.

But Harrigan, said McTee quietly, will not.

The Irishman! Henshaw muttered. I forgot. McTee, Im getting old!

Only careless, answered the other, but its a bad thing to be careless where Harrigan is concerned. A man like that, Henshaw, could lead your mutineers, and lead them well. Hovey told me that every one of the crew looks up to the Irishman.

Hes got to be crippled — or put out of the way, stated Henshaw calmly. I was a fool. I forgot about Harrigan.

It may be, said McTee, that hell be put out of the way tonight.

McTee, I begin to see that you have brains.

The latter waved the sinister compliment aside.

Suppose the little — er — experiment fails? Doesnt it occur to you that that message might be written out and sent to Campbell?

The captain changed color, and his eyes shifted.

Ive told you— he began.

Nonsense, said McTee. Ill write the thing, if you want, and all youll have to do is to sign it.

Would that make any difference? asked Henshaw wistfully.

Of course, said McTee. Here we go. Youve got to do something to tame Harrigan, captain, or therell be the deuce to pay.

And as he spoke, he picked up pen and paper and began to write, Henshaw in the meantime walking to the door in an agony of apprehension as if he expected to see the dreaded figure of Sloan appear. McTee wrote:

From Captain Henshaw to Chief Engineer Douglas Campbell

Sir:

On the receipt of this order, you will at once place Daniel Harrigan at work passing coal, beginning this day with a double shift, and continuing hereafter one shift a day.

(Signed)

Here you are, captain, he called, and Henshaw turned reluctantly from the door and sat down at the table.

Bad lucks in it, he muttered, but something has to be done — something has to be done!

He wrote: Captain Hensh— but at this point the voice of Sloan spoke from the open door.

A message, captain.

With a choked cry Henshaw whirled and rose, supporting himself against the edge of the table with both trembling hands. His accusing eyes were on McTee.

Sloan! he called in his hoarse whisper at last, but still his damning gaze held hard upon McTee.

The wireless operator advanced a step at a time into the room, placed the written message on the edge of the table, and then sprang back as if in mortal fear. Henshaw, still keeping his glance upon the Scotchman with a terrible earnestness, picked up the sheet of paper on which he had been signing his name, and tore it slowly, methodically, into small strips. As the last of the small fragments fluttered to the floor, his hand went out to the message Sloan had brought and drew it to his side. He waved his arm in a sweeping gesture that commanded the other two from his presence, and they slipped from the cabin without a word.
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SHES DEAD? MCTEE asked softly when they stood on the promenade outside.

She is. She must have been dying at about the time I brought in that other message — the one you told me to bring.

They avoided each others eyes. Inside the cabin they heard a faint sound like paper crumpled up. Then they caught a moan from the room — a soft sound such as the wind makes when it hums around the corners of a tall building.

They were silent for a time, listening with painful intentness. Not another murmur came from the cabin. Sloan wiped his wet forehead and whispered shakily: I wouldnt mind it so much if hed curse and rave. But to sit like that, not making a sound — it aint natural, Captain McTee.

Hush, you fool, said McTee. White Henshaw is alone with his dead.
And its me that he blames for it. I brought him the bad luck.

Sloan shuddered.

Then I wouldnt have your name for ten thousand dollars, sir.

If theres bad luck, said McTee solemnly, for every sailor has some superstitious belief, its on the entire ship — on every one of the crew as well as on me. Well have to pay for this — all of us — and pay high. Were apt to feel it before long. And Ive got to go back to that cabin after a while!

He spoke it as another man might say: And an hour from now I have to face the firing squad.

But when he returned to the cabin, he heard no outburst of reproaches from White Henshaw. The door to Henshaws bedroom was closed, and McTee could hear the captain stirring about in it, working at some nameless task over which he hummed continually, now and then breaking into little snatches of song. McTee was stupefied. He tried to explain to himself by imagining that Henshaw was one of those hard-headed men who live for the present and never waste time thinking of the past. He had made many plans for his granddaughter. Now she was dead, and he dismissed her from his mind.

This explanation might be the truth, but nevertheless the steady humming wore on McTees nerves until finally he knocked on the door of the inner cabin. It was dusk by this time, and when Henshaw opened the door, he was carrying a lantern.

You! he muttered. Well, captain?

You seem busy, said McTee uneasily, shifting under the steady light from the lantern. I thought I might be able to help you.

At the work Im doing no man can help, answered Henshaw.

What work?

Im calculating profit and loss.

On your cargo?

Cargo? Yes, yes! Profit and loss on this cargo.

And he broke into a harsh laugh. Obviously Henshaw was lying, yet the Scotchman went on with the conversation, eager to draw out some hidden meaning.

Its an odd idea of yours, this, to bring a shipment of wheat from the south seas to Central America.

Aye, the first time its ever been done. This wheat came all the way from Australia and the United States, and now its going back again. Ill tell you why. Wheat is scarce for export even in the States just now, so Im taking a gambling chance on getting this to port before the first quantities come from the north. If I get in in time, Ill clean up — big.

I understand, said McTee.

The captain raised his lantern again and shone it in the eyes of McTee.

Do you understand? he queried. Do you?

And he broke again into the harsh laughter. McTee started back with a scowl.

Whats the mystery, captain? Whats the secret youre laughing about?

Again Henshaw chuckled.

Youre a curious man, McTee. Well, well! What am I laughing about?
Money always makes me want to laugh, and now Im laughing about money.
Do you understand that? No, you dont. Perhaps you will before long.
Patience, my friend!

For some reason the blood of McTee grew cold and colder as he listened. His original suspicion of insanity grew weaker. He was being mocked, and the mad do not mock.

So tonight is the last night of Harrigan, eh? said Henshaw suddenly.

In the name of God, said McTee, deeply shaken, why do you speak of that? Yes, tonight he dies!

Alone! said Henshaw in a changed voice. He dies alone! It must be a grim thing to die alone at sea — to slip into the black water — to drink the salt — a little struggle — and then the light goes out. So!

He shivered and folded his arms. He seemed to be embracing himself to find warmth.

But to die in the middle of the ocean with many men around you, he went on, speaking half to himself, that would not be so bad. What do you say, McTee?

But McTee was not in a mood for speaking. He only stared, fascinated and dumb. Henshaw continued: In the middle of night, with the engines thrumming, and the lights burning in every port, suppose a ship should put her nose under the surface and dive for the bottom! The men are singing in the forecastle, and suddenly their song goes out. The captain is in the wheelhouse. He is dreaming of his home town, maybe, when he sees the black waters rising over the prow. He thinks it is a dream and rubs his eyes. Before he can look again, the waves are upon him. There is no alarm; the wireless, perhaps, is broken; the boats, perhaps, are useless; and so the brave ship dives down to Davy Joness locker with all on board, and the next minute the waves wash over the spot and rub out all memory of those who died there. Well, well, McTee, theres a way of dying that would please White Henshaw more than a death in a bed at a home port, with the landsharks sitting round your bed grinning and nodding out your minutes of life. Ha?

But Black McTee, like a frightened child caught in a dark room, turned and fled in shameless fear into the deep night. Not till he was far aft did he stop in a quiet place to think of Harrigan dying alone, choking in the black water.

But Harrigan was far from fear. He lay on the deck above the forecastle, cradled by the swing of the bows. He shook away the lurking horror of the mutiny and gave himself up to peace.

In the midst of his sleep he dreamed of lying in a pitch-dark room and staring up at a brilliant point of light, like a dark lantern partially unshuttered. And suddenly Harrigan woke, and looking up, he caught a flashing point of light directly above his eyes. In another moment he was aware of the dark figure of a man crouched beside him, and then he knew that the light which glittered over his head was the shimmer of the stars against a steel blade.

The knife, as he stared, jerked up and then down with a sweep; Harrigan shot up his hand to meet the blow, and his grip fastened on a wrist. Wrenching on that wrist, he jerked himself to his knees, and the knife clattered on the deck, but at the same instant the other man — a dim figure which he could barely make out in the thick night — rushed on him, a shoulder struck against his chest, and he was thrown sprawling on the deck, sliding with the toss of the deck underneath the rail. He would have fallen overboard had he not kept his grip on that wrist, and as he reached the perilous edge, the other man jerked back to free his arm.

He succeeded, but the effort checked the slide of Harrigans great body, and the next instant the Irishman was on his feet. He drove at the elusive figure with his balled fist, but the other ducked beneath the blow and fled down the ladder. Harrigan stopped only long enough to sweep up the fallen knife before he followed, but when he reached the edge of the deck, the waist of the ship extending back to the main cabin was empty. The man, whoever he was, must have fled into the forecastle.

Harrigan knew that if one of the sailors had dared to attack him, he must be suspected, and if he was suspected by one, that one would poison the minds of a dozen others in a short time. It was even possible that someone in authority had given orders for his death. With this in mind he climbed down the ladder and opened the door of the forecastle. He found the sailors sitting in a loose circle on the floor rolling battered dice out of a time-blackened leather box.

Harrigan sat down on the edge of his bunk, produced the captured knife, and commenced to sharpen it slowly, without ostentation, on the sole of his shoe. It was already of a razor keenness. It was a carving knife evidently stolen from the galley of the ship; it had been ground so often that the steel which remained was thin and narrow. A sharp blow with that knife would drive it to the handle through human flesh. As he passed it slowly back and forth across his shoe, Harrigan watched the faces of the others with a side glance.

One or two looked up frankly and nodded approval when they saw his occupation. The others, however, kept at their game, and of these the only one to pay no attention to his presence was Jerry Hovey. It convinced Harrigan at once that the bosn had given orders for his death. It might have been the bosn himself who had made the attempt just a moment before and had retreated to the forecastle.

On the other hand, the bosn seemed to be breathing regularly, and the man with whom he had fought would not be able to keep his chest from heaving a little after that violent effort. It was more probable that one of the men who lay in their bunks had made the attempt, but it would be useless to examine them. Then his glance fell on Kamasura, the cabin boy.

The little, flat-faced Jap was a favorite with Jerry Hovey, and he was permitted to come forward whenever he pleased to the forecastle. He now sat on a box against a wall, watching the dice game with his slant eyes. Once or twice he met the searching scrutiny of Harrigan with a calm glance, and when it was repeated for the third time, nodded and grinned in the most friendly manner.

Harrigan was about to dismiss his suspicion from his mind, when he noticed that the Japs arms were folded and the hands thrust up the opposite sleeves, concealing both wrists. Harrigan considered a moment, and then stooped over and commenced to unlace his boots. When the first one was unloosened, he kicked it off, but with such careless vigor that it skidded far across the floor and smashed against the box on which Kamasura sat. The little Oriental leaped to his feet and caught up the shoe. As he did so, Harrigans watchful eye saw a bright-red spot on the Japs wrist. That was where the grip of his fingers had lain when they struggled on the deck above.

Scuse me, Kamasura, he called cheerily, and raised his hand to betoken that the boot had come from him.

There was a flash of teeth and a glint of almond eyes as the Jap grinned in answer and the boot was tossed back. Harrigan caught it, but his eye was not on the shoe. He was staring covertly at Jerry Hovey, and now he saw the gray-blue eyes of the bosn flash up and glance with a singular meaning at Kamasura. If he had heard every detail of the plot, Harrigan could not have understood more fully. Thereafter, every moment he spent on the Heron would be full of danger, but apparently Hovey had confided his hatred of the Irishman to Kamasura alone. If Hovey had spoken to the rest of the forecastle, those blunt sailors would have showed their feelings by some scowling side glance at Harrigan. It flashed across his mind that the reason Hovey wished him out of the way was because he feared him.


CHAPTER 29
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HE SLIPPED ONTO his bunk and lay with his hands folded under his head, thinking; for between the danger from the leader of the mutiny and the danger from McTee and Henshaw, he was utterly confused. He made out the voices of the two gamblers, Hall and Cochrane.

Three deuces to beat, said Hall.

Id beat three fives to get Van Roos, answered Cochrane.

Jan Van Roos was the second mate, a genial Dutchman with rosy cheeks and a hearty laugh for all occasions; but he was an excellent sailor and a strict disciplinarian. Therefore he had won the hatred of the crew. The entire group of mutineers had shaken dice to have the disposing of the mate in case he was captured alive. Now the dice rattled and clicked on the deck as Cochrane made his cast.

Forty-three! called Cochrane. Now watch the fours.

He swept up the other three dice and made his second cast. Another four rolled upon the deck. He had won Van Roos, to dispose of him as he saw fit. Harrigan heard the rumble of Sam Halls cursing.

Easy, lad, said Cochrane soothingly. Well work on Van Roos together, and if we dont sweat every ounce of blubber out of his fat carcass, my name is not Garry.

There was a sharp knock at the door of the forecastle, and a moment later Shida, the other Japanese cabin boy, entered and came directly to the bunk of Harrigan.

He whispered in the ear of the Irishman: Meester Harrigan, get up.
Capn McTee, he want.

Where is he? growled Harrigan.

I show.

Harrigan slipped on his shoes and followed Shida aft, wondering. The little, quick-footed Jap brought him back of the wheelhouse and then disappeared. Leaning against the rail was McTee, unaware of their coming and peering out at the wake of the ship.

As the Herons stern dipped to a trough of a wave that towered blackly into the night, the outlines of McTees form were blurred, but the next moment he was tossed up against the very heart of the starry sky. With that peculiar mixture of fear and thrilling exultation which he always felt when he came into the presence of the captain, Harrigan drew close. Perhaps the sailor had chosen this heaving afterdeck as the place for their final death struggle, ending when one of them was hurled into the black ocean.

It was this thought which gave the ring to his voice when he called,
Ive come, McTee!

The captain whirled, bracing himself against the rail with both hands, as though prepared to meet an attempt to thrust him overboard. Then — and Harrigan thought his ears deceived him as he listened — McTee said with a great, outgoing breath: Thank God!

He explained: Come closer; talk soft! Harrigan, guard yourself tonight. Therell be an attempt at your life!

Another? queried Harrigan.

Theyve tackled you already?

Harrigan took out the knife and waved it in the faint starlight.

They did, he said jauntily, and they left this behind them as a token.

Listen, said McTee; its not for nothing that men call me Black, but all evening Ive been remembering the time when we took hands in the trough of the sea. Ive thought of that, Harrigan, and it made me weak inside—

He paused, but Harrigan would not speak.

Because I planned your death tonight, Dan.

Angus, the steel aint been sharpened that can kill me.

Dont be too confident. Get every word I say. Im washing my soul out for you. Its Hovey and the little Jap, Kamasura, that youll have to guard against.

I know em both.

Dyou mean to say—

No, I didnt make em confess, but I saw em lookin at each other.
What made you hitch up with swine like them? Was it because of — her?

Yes.

Then I forgive you for it. Angus, I got a sort of a desire to shake hands with you. Theres nothin but swine an snakes aboard the Heron. Id like to feel the grip of a mans hand.

They fumbled in the dark and then their hands met. They retained that grasp till the ship sank twice to the deep shadow of the trough and swung up again to the crest.

Theres no peace between us till shes out of the way, muttered
Harrigan at last. What dyou say, Angus?

Harrigan, there are times when youre a poet. Strip!

The Irishman was tearing off his shirt, when three crashing, rattling explosions sent a shudder through the Heron, and his arms dropped nervelessly.

Where was it? gasped Harrigan.

Forward, answered McTee.

Kate! they cried in the same breath, and rushed for the main cabin.
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THE DECKS WERE already thick with half-dressed sailors. Here and there lanterns gleamed, and what they showed was the three lifeboats of the Heron — two on one side of the cabin and one on the other — blown into matchwood. Only shapeless fragments and bundles of kindling wood dangled from the davits. Captain Henshaw, cool and calm in his white clothes, stood with folded arms examining the wreckage on one side.

The sailors from the forecastle went here and there, muttering, growling surlily; for a shrewd blow had been struck at their plan of mutiny, the last item of which was to abandon the Heron off a deserted coast and then row ashore in the lifeboats. Over their clamor and cursing broke two voices, one accusing in a deep bass and the other protesting innocence in a harsh treble. It was the third mate, Eric Borgson, who approached carrying little Kamasura under his arm like a bundle.

Heres the little devil who done the work, he snarled, and flung
Kamasura at the feet of White Henshaw.

The Japanese are a brave people, but in that dreadful presence Kamasura made no effort to regain his feet, but remained on his knees, groveling and clinging to the hands of the captain, while he shrieked out an explanation. To remove his hands from those clinging fingers, Henshaw simply raised his foot, laid it against the breast of the Jap, and thrust out. The kick sent Kamasura rolling head over heels till he crashed against the rail. He lay partially stunned by the impact, and Eric Borgson, bellowing his enjoyment of this pleasant jest, collared poor Kamasura and dragged him back before White Henshaw. The Jap was now inarticulate with terror and pain.

I was comin down out of the wheelhouse, said the mate, to get a bite of lunch — this bein a night watch — when I seen this little yellow rat sneakin down the deck like a thief. I didnt think nothin much about it, supposin hed just lifted some chow, maybe, and then I heard them explosions. They knocked me off my pins, but I scrambled over an collared this fellow. He showed he was guilty right off the bat by yellin for mercy.

Captain, captain! screamed Kamasura. Lies, lies-all lies. I go down the deck—

The heavy hand of Eric Borgson smashed against Kamasuras mouth. The Jap sagged back, was jerked upright, and the mates clubbed fist jarred home again.

Lies, are they? thundered Borgson. Ill teach you to say that word to Eric Borgson, ha!

And he struck the half-conscious Jap again full in the face. There was
a slight commotion in the back of the gathering crowd of sailors.
Harrigan was urging forward, but he was caught by the iron hands of
McTee and held back.

For the love of Mike, moaned the Irishman softly, let me at that swine of a mate!

Shut up! cautioned McTee savagely, but in a whisper. Thats the Jap who tried to knife you!

I will — Ill shut up, sighed Harrigan, panting, but ah-h, to get in punchin distance of Borgson for one second!

What shall we do with him? Borgson was asking.

Captain! begged the husky voice of Kamasura, fighting his way back to semi-consciousness.

If he tries to speak again, smash his mouth in, said Henshaw without raising his voice. Tonight put him in irons. Ill tend to him tomorrow. Go get the irons. Hovey, take Kamasura below.

Aye, aye, sir, said Hovey, and caught the Jap by the arms behind.

That touch quieted Kamasura, and as he was led off, he began to whisper quickly.

The moment they were away from the crowd, Hovey said: Say it slow — no, you dont have to beg me to help you. Ill do what I can. You know that. Now tell me what you saw.

Capn McTee — behind the wireless house — holding the hand of Harrigan.
They were talkin soft — like friends!

By God, muttered Hovey fiercely, an yet McTee told me he wanted Harrigan put out of the way. Hes double-crossin us. Theyre teamin it together. What did they say?

The Jap spat blood copiously before he could answer: I could not hear.

You aint worth your salt, responded Hovey.

I cannot help — I am crush — I am defeat. Do not let them bring me before Henshaw. To look at him — it puts the cold in my heart. I cannot speak. I shall die — I—

Keep your head up, said Hovey. Theres nothing I can say thatll help you — just now. Later on youll be able to deal with Henshaw and Borgson just the way they dealt with you. Does that help any?

Ah-h, whispered the Jap and drew in his breath sharply with delight.

I might start the boys — I might turn them loose on the ship, went on Hovey, but the time aint come yet for that. Were too far from the coast. Whatever happens, Kamasura, can you promise me to keep your face shut about the mutiny?

Yes-s.

Even if they was to tie you up an feed you the lash? Henshaws equal to that.

Kamasura stammered, hesitated.

Dont make no mistake, said Hovey fiercely, because well be standin close, some of us, an the first tune you open your damned mouth, well bash your head in. Get me?

The entrance of Eric Borgson made it impossible for the Jap to answer with words, but his eyes were eloquent with promise. Hovey started back for the forecastle; he had much to say to the sailors, and thereafter life on the Heron would be equally dangerous for both Harrigan and McTee.

The two, in the meantime, were making their way aft shoulder to shoulder. When they reached the stretch of deck behind the wireless house, McTee said: Harrigan, whats it to be? Are you for fighting it out?

Im with you in anything you say, retorted the dauntless Irishman, and then with a changed voice, but Im feelin sort of sick inside, Angus. Did ye see that murtherin dog smash the mouth of that Jap when he hadnt the strength to lift his head? Ah-h!

Im sick, too, said McTee, but not because of the Jap. Its something worse that bothers me.

What?

Its the thought of White Henshaw, Dan. The brain of that old devil is going back on him. I think he loves death more than life. His memories of what hes done put him in hell every minute he lives.

Go easy, McTee, said Harrigan. Dyou mean to say that Henshaw blew up those boats — an his ship still in the middle of the Pacific?

I say nothing. All I know is that he talked damned queerly of how wonderful it would be if a ship in the middle of the sea put her nose under the waves and started for Davy Joness locker. Yes, if she went down with all hands — dived for the bottom, in fact.

What can we do?

I dont know, but Im beginning to think that this ship — and our lives — would be safer in the hands of Hovey and his gang of cutthroats than they will be under White Henshaw. Queer things are going to happen on the Heron, Harrigan, mark my word.

You think Henshaw blew up the boats so not one of the crew could escape?

It sounds too crazy to repeat.

McTee!

Yes, Im thinking of her, too.

Between the mutiny and the crazy captain, Angus, itll take both of us to pull her through.

It will.

Then gimme your hand once more, capn. Were in the trough of the sea once more, an God knows when well reach dry land, but while were on the Heron, were brothers once more. For her sake Ill forget I hate you till weve got the honest ground under our feet once more.

When the time comes, said McTee, itll be a wonderful fight.

It will, agreed Harrigan fervently. But first, McTee, we must let her know that were standin shoulder to shoulder to fight for her. Otherwise she wont give us her trust.

Youre right again. Well go to her cabin now and tell her. But dont give her a hint of all that we fear. She already knows about the mutiny — and she knows about your part in it.

You saw to that, McTee? said Harrigan softly, as he pulled on his shirt.

I did.

Ah-h, Angus, that fightll be even better than I was afther thinkin.

And they went forward, walking again shoulder to shoulder. It was Harrigan who stood in front at her door and knocked. She opened it wide, but at sight of him started to slam it again. He blocked it with his foot.

Ive not come for my own sake, he said in a hard voice, but the two of us have come together.

He jerked his thumb over his shoulder, and she made out the towering form of McTee. At that she opened the door, glancing curiously from one to the other. The eyes of Harrigan went from her face to McTee, and his eyes flamed.

Speak up, McTee, he said savagely. Tell her you lied about me.

The Scotchman glowered upon him.

Ill tell her what Ive just found out, he answered coldly, and turned to Kate. We were mistaken in what we thought when we overheard Hovey talking with Harrigan. Dan was simply playing a part with them — he was trying to learn their plans so as to use them against the mutineers when the time came.

There was a joyousness in her voice that cut McTee like a knife as she cried: I knew! I knew! My instinct fought for you, Dan. I couldnt believe what I heard!

What you both heard? he said bitterly. I remember now. It was when I talked with Hovey in front of this cabin?

Ask no more questions, said McTee. Im seeing red now.

Black! You see nothin but black, ye swine! The soot in your soul is a stain in your eyes, McTee.

They turned toward the door, but she sprang before it and set her shoulders against the boards.

Sit down — you too, Dan.

They obeyed slowly, McTee taking the edge of the bunk and Harrigan lowering his bulk to the little campstool, which groaned beneath his weight. She sat on a chair between them, while she looked from face to face.

When you came in you were friends, she said, and the only thing that could bring you to friendship was danger. There is danger. What?

They exchanged glances of wonder at this shrewd interpretation.

There is danger, said McTee at length, and its a danger which is something more than the mutiny, perhaps.

I will tell it, said Harrigan.

He drew his chair closer to Kate and leaned over so that his face was near hers. She knew at once that he had forgotten all about the presence of McTee.

Kate, I will not lie to ye, colleen — here McTee set his teeth, but Harrigan went on— I hate McTee, and its for your sake that I hate him. And its for your sake that Im goin to forget it for a while. Theres throuble abroad — theres a cloud over this ship an a curse on it—

What he means to say, broke in McTee, and then he became aware that she had not heard him speak, and he saw her smiling as she drank in the musical brogue of the Irishman.

A curse on it, acushla, an a promise av death that only two shtrong men can save you from — an McTee is shtrong — so Ive put away desire av killin him till we get you safe an sound to the shore, colleen, acushla; but ye must trust in us, an follow us as ye love your life an as I love ye!

She straightened in her chair and turned her eyes toward McTee.

And you cannot tell me what the danger is?

We cannot, he answered, but you must pay no attention to anything that happens or to anything that is said to you by others. There are only two men on the Heron whom you can trust — and here we are. But there may be wild happenings on the Heron. Keep your courage and trust in Angus McTee and—

And Harrigan, broke in the Irishman quickly, with a glare at the captain.

She reached an impulsive hand to both of them, and they met the clasp, keeping, as it were, one eye upon her and one eye of hate upon each other.

She said, and her voice was low and musical with exultation: Ive no care what happens. I know we shall pull through safely. The three of us — Dan, Angus — we lived through the storm when the Mary Rogers sank, we lived on the island and survived, we reached the Heron in safety, and as long as we stay together, wed be safe if the whole world were against us. Dont you feel it?

She rose, and they stood up, towering above her, while she went on in a voice trembling somewhat: But we must not be seen together if all these dangers threaten us; they must not know that the three of us are like one great heart.

They stepped back, and McTee pulled open the door, but still she retained their hands, and now she raised them both to her lips with a gesture so swift that they could not resist it.

Both of you, she said; God bless you both!
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SHE RELEASED THEIR hands; the door closed upon them; they stood facing each other on the deck in the dark.

McTee, said Harrigan with deep emotion, were swine. We were about to fight before — her.

Harrigan, said McTee, we are swine. But when the time comes, well make up for it to her. If you hear a word in the forecastle, let me know about it; if I hear a word in the captains cabin, Ill send for you. I may be wrong. Henshaw may be in his right senses. Well see. In the meantime there are just the two of us, Harrigan, and against us theres a mutinous crew on one side and a mad captain, I think, on the other.

Theres no use in thinkin, said Harrigan; when the time comes, well fight. So long, Angus. When the trouble starts, our assemblin point is Kate.

And he went forward to the forecastle. In the morning he discovered what he wanted to know. The men were aloof from him. He was conscious of eyes upon him whenever his back was turned, but while he faced them, no one would meet his glance.

In some way Hovey had learned that Harrigan was no longer to be trusted as a member of the mutineers, and he must have spread his tidings among the rest of the sailors. What he sensed in those covert glances, however, was not an immediate danger, but rather a waiting — an expectancy, and he deduced rightly that they would not attempt to lay a hand upon him until the mutiny was started. Then he would be reserved for some lingering death as a traitor doubly dyed.

While they were eating breakfast, Hovey came in late with the word that during the night someone had tampered with the dynamo, and the result was that the ship must complete her voyage without electric lights and — far more important — without the use of the wireless. Sam Hall started to blurt a comment on this, but a glance from Hovey silenced him. It was plain that the bosn would risk no conversation from his blunt sailors while Harrigan was in earshot. The Irishman hurried through his breakfast and took his bucket and scrubbing brush toward the bridge, for he had many questions to ask McTee. He had scarcely left the forecastle when Hovey said to Garry Cochrane: Watch the door. Ive got something important to say.

Cochrane took up the designated position, and Hovey went on: Lads, Ive bad news, bad and good news together. The boats are gone — though who the devil destroyed them we dont know — and now the wireless is destroyed. The boats are a big loss, for now well have to rig up some sort of a raft to make shore when we beach the Heron. The busting of the wireless almost balances that loss. Now were sure they cant slip out any quick wireless call that would bring a dozen ships after us. Bad news and good news together; and heres some more of the same kind.

Henshaw has made up his mind to give Kamasura the whip. You know what that means? Well, Ill tell you. It means that after the first dozen strokes — as Borgson will lay them on — Kamasura will break down and tell everything we dont want him to say. Understand? With the cabin warned of what were going to do, what chance would we have to take them? So well hang around close, lads, and the minute Kamasura opens his face to say the wrong thing, well rush em — are you with me? And go for two men first — Black McTee and Harrigan. With them out of the way well simply chew up the rest. Try to take the others alive, but dont waste any time with McTee and the Irishman. You can lay to it before you start that theyll never be taken till theyre dead.

For some minutes he talked on, appointing to each man or group of men the work he would be expected to perform when Hovey gave the signal to attack, which would be one long blast on his whistle.

While they planned, Harrigan had reached the bridge and found McTee impatiently awaiting him.

Youre late, frowned the Scotchman. Whats happened in the forecastle?

Black looks on all sides, and no talk, said Harrigan.

A falling barometer, nodded McTee, and things are just as bad in the cabin. Youve heard about the wireless breaking?

I have. What does it mean?

It may have been done by the mutineers. I doubt it. But that isnt all thats happened. This is a pretty cool day for the tropics.

Harrigan stared at him, baffled by the sudden change of the conversation.

It is cool, he assented.

But in the fireroom its hotter than its been at any time since the Heron started on this trip. The second assistant came up to complain to Henshaw, and I heard them.

Theres something wrong with the air shafts, he said to White
Henshaw.

Look here, said Henshaw, Ive had enough grumbling from the fireroom. Put a fan in the air shaft, and dont come up here again with any nonsense. Dyou expect to find cool breezes in the South Seas? No, theyre hot as fire — hot as fire — hot as fire!

He repeated those words three times over in a way that made my flesh creep, and then he laughed. Even the second saw that something was wrong. He took a long look at Henshaw, and then he went out with his head down.

What did it all mean? asked Harrigan.

I dont know. I dont dare think what it means. But if my guess is right, then the Heron is a lot nearer hell than even you and I expected. Look, there goes Fritz Klopp, the first assistant engineer. Ill wager hes got another complaint about the heat in the fireroom.

They watched Klopp go into the captains cabin, waited a moment, and then the door flew open and Klopp sprang out and fled aft like a man pursued. Henshaw came to the open door and peered after the engineer and laughed silently.

McTee muttered: Thats the way the devil laughs when he watches the damned souls pass by.

Here Henshaw glanced up and saw them watching him from the bridge. His face altered suddenly to a malevolence so terrible that both the men stepped back. Harrigan was trembling like a hysterical girl. He looked in the face of McTee and saw that the Scotchman had blanched. For a long moment they exchanged glances, and then McTee went down from the bridge and entered the cabin.

Henshaw was not there. He had evidently gone into the inner room, and McTee sat down to wait. The time had come for him to ask questions, and he was nerving himself for the ordeal. His plans were disturbed by a muffled sound from the inner cabin, a sound so unusual that McTee stiffened in his chair with horror and then rose slowly.

Tiptoe he stole across the floor and laid a hand lightly on the knob of the door of the captains private room. It turned easily without any creak, and the door opened a few inches. There sat Henshaw with his back to McTee, leaning over a table. Gold pieces were spilled loosely across the surface of the wood — possibly the contents of three or four of those small canvas bags — and Henshaw leaned forward with his forehead resting upon the glittering yellow coins and one hand clutching a quantity of them. His other hand held a photograph of the dead Beatrice. The sound continued. It was the low sobbing of the captain, a hoarse and horrible murmur.

McTee closed the door and went back onto the deck, for he suddenly understood the futility of questions. Harrigan, in the meantime, had waited for the return of McTee, and when the latter did not come, the Irishman lingered on the bridge for an hour or more, pottering about with his brush in a pretense of finishing up a perfect job. His attention was drawn then by a gathering crowd and bustle in the waist of the ship between the wheelhouse and the forecastle. The entire crew of the Heron seemed to be mustering, with the exception of those needed to keep the engines running. They stood in a circle, leaving the cover of the hatch clear.

He hurried down to witness the ceremony, and as he reached the waist, he saw Henshaw take up his position with folded arms in the very center of the hatch. A moment later Kamasura was led up by Eric Borgson and Jan Van Roos.

The two mates, under the direction of Henshaw, lashed the Japanese face down upon the hatch, pulling his arms and legs taut with ropes that fastened to the bolts on all sides of the hatch cover.

When he was securely tied, Kamasura was stripped to the waist, and then Harrigan saw Borgson, grinning evilly, step up with a long whip in his hand. It was a blacksnake, heavily loaded and stiff at the butt and tapering gradually to a slender, supple, snakelike body, with a thin, sinister lash. Borgson whirled the whip around his head to get its balance. Henshaw stepped back, still with folded arms.

This fellow Kamasura, he announced to the crew, has blown up the boats of the Heron. Theres no doubt of it. Borgson caught him almost in the act. I could do worse things than this to Kamasura, but Ive decided to flog him until he confesses.

There was not a word of answer from the crew; they waited, hushed, ominous. A whisper sounded in the ear of Harrigan, who stood with gritting teeth and clenched hands.

It was McTee who murmured: Hold onto yourself, Harrigan. Our time hasnt come.

Ill hold onto myself all right, said Harrigan, but look at the crew.

In fact, there was something more deadly than any snarling of a crowd in this unnatural silence of many men. Also they were not looking at Kamasura; they were staring, every man, at the bosn, who stood with his whistle hanging from a cord around his neck.

Begin! said Henshaw.

The blacksnake whistled around the head of the third mate and there was a long scream from Kamasura — but the blacksnake only cracked loudly in the air. Borgson laughed with a hideous delight. Harrigan, sickly white, bowed his head. Again the blacksnake whirled and again it cracked, but this time on naked flesh, and the scream of Kamasura was like the cut of a knife.

Again, again, and again the blacksnake fell, and now Kamasura twisted his head toward the captain and cried in a voice made thin by pain and rage at once: I confess! Captain, let me speak!

At a gesture from Henshaw, the third mate reluctantly stepped back, drawing the lash of the blacksnake slowly through his hands with a caressing touch. Van Roos, the color completely gone from his usually blooming cheeks, cut the ropes, and Kamasura rose, facing the captain. He extended a naked, trembling arm toward Hovey.

Mutiny! he yelled. The whole crew — the whole forecastle — mutiny,
Capn Henshaw! I know—

The piercing whistle of the bosn cut into his speech, and the crew rolled forward over the hatch with a single shout that might have come from one throat except for its shrill volume.
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ITS COME! CRIED Harrigan to McTee. Kate!

But even as he whirled, two sailors leaped on him from behind and bore him to the deck. At the same time a gun flashed in the hand of Henshaw, and he fired twice into the onrushing host. Two men crumpled up on deck and the others gave back a little — they were glad to turn to the easier prey of Van Roos and Borgson, who were instantly overpowered, while Henshaw, with brandished revolver, made his way toward the main cabin.

The second and smaller rush of the mutineers had been toward Harrigan and McTee, where the two men stood together. Harrigan, taken from behind, went down at once and then grappled with his assailants before they could use their knives. McTee stood over the struggling three and smote right and left among the mutineers. A knife caught his shirt at the shoulder and ripped it to the waist; a club whizzed past his head, but his great fists smashed home on face and head and sent men staggering and sprawling back. The confusion gave him an instant of freedom in a small circle, and he leaned and caught one of Harrigans assailants by the heels. It was a little man, a withered fellow scarcely five feet tall and literally dried up by the tropic heat. He was wrenched from his hold, heaved into the air, and then whirled about the head of McTee like a mighty bludgeon. As the sailors rushed again, that living club smashed against them and flung them back. Even to the herculean strength of McTee it was a prodigious feat, but the danger gave him for the moment the power of a madman. Twice he swung the shrieking little sailor, and twice that body smashed back the attack, while Harrigan leaped to his feet in time to knock down a man who sprang at McTee from behind with a brandished knife.

All this had occurred in the space of half a dozen seconds; the first rush of the mutineers was spent; before they could lunge forward again, McTee flung the half-lifeless body of his human weapon into the midst of the crowd and, turning with Harrigan at his shoulder, they sprang up the ladder to the main cabin door.

Hovey was screaming commands over the din; the crowd rushed after the fugitives.

Harrigan shouted at McTee: Get Kate! Take her aft to the wireless house! Ill hold em here a minute and then join you!

McTee nodded and tore down the deck toward Kates cabin, while Harrigan pulled the knife of Kamasura from his trousers and thrust it in the face of the first man up the ladder. The blade slashed him from nose to cheekbone, and he toppled back with a yell, bearing with him in the fall the two men immediately below. Harrigan glanced across to the other ladder on the farther side of the deck, and saw Kate and McTee running aft. He turned and raced after them.

The wireless house was their one hope. There the sea would be at their backs, and the only approach for the mutineers in their rush would be up the ladders reaching from the deck below; the main cabin, on the other hand, had half a dozen places from which it could be assailed. This had been instantly seen by the other officers, and when Harrigan reached the ladder to the deck at the other end of the cabin, he saw Salvain standing in front of the wireless house, Kate and McTee in the act of climbing the steps from the waist, and White Henshaw, with his hair blowing, following hard in their tracks.

Harrigan reached the waist at a leap, and in another moment joined the survivors in the shelter of the wireless house — Kate, McTee, Henshaw, Salvain, and Sloan, a party of six. They were safe for the moment, for the mutineers would certainly never venture an attack against the wheelhouse, where they could be beaten from the ladders by the defendants, but they were safe without food, without water.

Then, as they stared hopelessly across the waist, they saw three men led across the rear promenade of the main cabin. Their hands were tied behind them, and they were kicked forward by the mutineers, first Jacob Van Roos — they could note his pallor even at that distance — then Eric Borgson, scowling and defiant, and dragged along by the men of the forecastle; and last came Douglas Campbell, surrounded by the firemen. Finally, Jerry Hovey shouted across the waist:

Black McTee! Oh, Black McTee!

The Scotchman raised his hand as a token that he heard.

Youre done for, McTee, you and all the rest. Youre bound to starve, and when youre weak, well come and carry you forward, and youll die by inches as the other three are going to die; but if you want to live — you and the girl and all of you, give us White Henshaw to treat as he ought to be treated. Give us him, an the rest of youll be saved. If you wont trust us, well bring you food and water enough to keep you alive till we reach shore. Give us Henshaw and—

He broke off, for he heard the harsh, ringing laughter of White
Henshaw. The captain held up his revolver.

No use, Hovey, he called. I fired five shots, but I saved one for myself. Ha, ha, ha! And his mirthless cackle broke out once more.

Look! cried Kate, and pointed at the captain.

Down the left side of Henshaw, bright against the white of his coat, was a rapidly growing stain of red. They could see the small slit in the cloth where a knife thrust had entered his side, but the old buccaneer would give no sign of his injury. He waved his gun toward Kate as she advanced an impulsive step toward him.

Keep back! he commanded. Woman and man, I trust none of you. Give me distance or Ill use this bullet on the first of you and give whats left of me to the sea.

By the Lord, hes wounded! cried Harrigan. Steady, old heart of oak, youve nothing to fear from us. Hovey! Oh-h, Hovey, well see you damned before we give up the captain!

The bosn, choking with his fury, shook his clenched fist at them and disappeared into the cabin.

Now lie down, said McTee to the captain, and well fix you up. Are you badly hurt?

Enough to finish me, said Henshaw calmly, but keep off! Ill have none of you! None of your tricks!

His old body was trembling with the pain of his wound, but the hand which held the gun leveled on McTee was as steady as a rock. Kate pushed McTee aside and turned a glance of scorn on the others.

Youd let him die among you — for fear of an old man and his wretched revolver?

She faced Henshaw.

Go into the wireless house, Captain Henshaw, and I will go in alone with you. If you dont trust me, you can keep your revolver at my breast while I dress your wound — but see! — you will bleed to death in a short time!

He laughed again, saying: Girl, theres nothing between heaven and hell that can make me die by anything but fire — fire at sea — blue fire.

She whitened at sight of his frenzied, yellow face, and then she saw Harrigan slipping around to take the captain from the rear. He saw the shadow of the Irishman just too late, and whirled with a curse at the same time that Harrigans iron hand seized the gun. For an instant he struggled, but those mighty arms gathered him as easily as a woman lifts a stubborn child, and he was carried into the wireless house and placed on Sloans bunk. As soon as he discovered that he was helpless in their hands, he ceased struggling and lay without a motion while they tore away his coat and shirt and Kate started to dress the deep, ugly wound.

She had scarcely finished when a shout, or rather a scream, from fifty throats brought them running out of the wireless house. Again and again that cry was repeated from the main cabin, and they could not tell whether it was despair or agony that inspired it.

Neither of these emotions caused it. All that time Hovey had been kneeling in front of the captains safe working at the combination, for he had seen Henshaw open it several times and thought that he could imitate the captains motions. But he failed. Around him packed the sailors in both cabins, a serried mass of intent faces and burning eyes. But at last Hovey stood up and announced his failure — he could not work the combination. Then came that yell which those in the wireless house heard, a cry of mingled rage and disappointment. Gold in untold quantities was here just within their reach — and yet just beyond it. A few inches of steel kept the gold safe.

Men beat it with their bare hands in a senseless fury, till Garry
Cochrane slipped through the dense mass of sailors.

I know something about locks. What do I get, lads, if I open this one?

Five shares!

Ten shares!

Ten shares! nodded Cochrane. Good! Now keep still. I need quiet.

They were mute; not a breath was drawn; they scarcely dared move their eyes lest he should be disturbed. Cochrane touched the lock lightly and then rubbed his fingertips vigorously back and forth on the carpet — anything to stimulate those fine nerves which are as valuable to some criminals as eyes are to normal people.

With ear pressed close to the combination, he turned it slowly, by delicate degrees, waiting for the telltale click. They saw him set his teeth and grow eager as a hound on a scent of blood; they saw the fingers move rapidly and nervously, and then came a click which was audible through the entire room, and the door of the safe swung open. Still no one stirred, no one breathed. He took out a small canvas bag, he untied the top, he spilled the contents out, and then they saw bright gold, gold which inspires, and gold which destroys, gold the tempter and the murderer.

A wild scramble followed. They swept the gold up in handfuls and tossed it into the air, laughing like madmen as the light gleamed on the yellow surfaces. And at length when they were wearied of touching it and caressing it, Hovey apportioned the spoils: to Cochrane, by common assent, the ten shares, a fortune; to Sam Hall, Kyle, and Flint, two shares each, for they had been leaders in the fight; to himself ten shares, also by universal voice, and to each of the others, forty in all, his portion.

There was no fighting or complaint over the division of the spoils. What difference did a few hundred pieces here or there matter? Gold in floods, gold in oceans, was before them, and each man gathered his own share close.

But where there is gold there is death. One of the firemen said in the ear of Hovey: The second assistant — Fritz Klopp — he is dying.

It was upon Klopp that they depended for the running of the Heron. Hovey merely laughed: Carry him in here. Hell come to life when he sees this!

They had left Klopp lying on the deck. He had been one of the first to leap at White Henshaw, and a bullet from the captains revolver had torn its way through his lungs; his eyes were glazing fast when two of the firemen carried him into the outer cabin of White Henshaw and placed him in an armchair beside the desk.

How are you, Klopp? asked Hovey.

I am dying, answered the engineer, and a faint pink froth bubbled to his lips as he spoke.

Hovey merely laughed; he spilled Klopps share of the gold across the surface of the table, a gleaming pile.

How are you, Klopp? he repeated.

I will live, croaked the dying man, and instantly his clutches were among the hundreds of coins, and his red mouth grinned with a ghastly joy. He had forgotten death.

You will live! rumbled Sam Hall. A man would be a fool to die when theres so much money in sight. Wheres your hurt?

I have no hurt, whispered Klopp hoarsely, but Im on fire inside.
Water! Something to drink!

Something to drink, but not water, responded Hovey. Hey, Kamasura!
Drink! Whisky!

Instantly Kamasura, who had evidently anticipated the order, came staggering into the room with a literal armful of bottles. Hovey himself brought a glass and placed it in the hand of Klopp and filled it to the brim.

Drink! shouted Hovey, and sprang upon a chair so that all might see him. Drink to Fritz Klopp! White Henshaw potted him, but he laughs at death, and hell bring the old Heron to shore. Heres to Fritz Klopp!

Many a glass was raised high. They drank with a shout of applause to Fritz Klopp, who sat without stirring his glass, one hand upon it, and the other buried among the heaps of gold, his head resting against the back of the chair, and his red mouth still ajar in that horrible grin.

What ye laughin at? yelled Sam Hall in his ear. Are ye drunk at the sight of the money, man?

There was no answer. Hall caught him by the shoulder to rouse him, but Klopps head merely sagged far to one side, though his glazed eyes still seemed to be fixed upward upon the same spot on the ceiling at which he had been staring before.

What is it? cried one or two. What does he see?

Death, you fools! answered Hovey. And how the devil will we bring the Heron to land without an engineer?
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MAKE CAMPBELL RUN the ship, said Cochrane.

You cant make a Scotchman do anything.

Persuade him, then, went on Cochrane. Hed sell his soul for a drink of that whisky. But if you cant persuade him, Id trust to those fellows to make him do what you want.

And he pointed to the firemen.

Ill let em play their little game till theyre tired of it, answered Hovey, an then well bring up Campbell an try what we can do with him.

The little game had now become a wild debauch. Except for the few unfortunates who had been detailed by Hovey to guard the prisoners and see that the fugitives in the wireless house made no attempt to rush the main cabin as a forlorn hope, every man of the crew was gathered in the captains cabins or on the deck nearby. The fireroom was deserted; the engines stopped; the Heron floated idly on the swell of the sea; but heedless of this the mutineers celebrated their victory.

They divided their attention between drinking and gambling. They seemed feverishly eager to throw away their piles of gold. Some of them flipped coins at ten dollars a throw. Others tossed dice. One group of four sat around a greasy pack of cards betting on which man would draw the first jack.

Those who lost did not envy the winners. They looked about; gold was on all sides, heaps of it; if their hands were empty, their eyes were rich. Sam Hall lost his entire share within an hour, betting recklessly. He approached a gigantic fireman who squatted by the wall with a canvas bag clutched in one hand and a broken bottle in the other. The whisky had run out on the floor, but the fellow was too far gone to know the difference, and from time to time he raised the empty bottle to his lips.

Money gone, said Hall. Gimme! And he held out his hand.

The fireman, with a vast grin, delved his hand into the bag and brought it forth loaded with gold, which Hall took without a word and returned to his game of rolling dice, one throw at five hundred dollars a throw. In ten minutes he went back to the fireman with a double handful of corns.

Principal an interest, grunted the big sailor, and dumped his gold into the canvas bag which, filled to overflowing, spilled a dozen coins upon the floor.

The fireman, with a groan of dull content, slipped prone on the floor and was instantly asleep, embracing the canvas bag in both arms. Every man in the crew was in a somewhat similar condition, saving Hovey, with his gray-blue, steady eyes, and Cochrane, with his glittering, shifty black. These two watched the rest descend toward swinish unconsciousness; they saw, and waited coolly, and now and then glanced at each other with faint smiles of understanding.

Somewhere in the waist of the ship Jacob Flint was singing shrill songs of infinite profanity, but otherwise there was no sound on the Heron as the sun went down, and all night long the old freighter wallowed sluggishly up and down on the waves, as if she waited for dawn before resuming her journey toward the shore.

There was a wisdom, however, in Hoveys laxness of discipline during the first day of his mastery. The next morning the men slept late, sprawling about the deck, and Hovey and Cochrane first roused ominous Jacob Flint and Sam Hall and Kyle. With this nucleus of five mighty men, men to be feared on land or sea, Hovey started to rouse the rest of the mutineers. They woke cursing and sad of stomach and head, and to the first orders they responded with cursing; the reply was a sledge-hammer blow from the fist of Hall or Kyle, and while the man lay on the deck, it was explained curtly and forcibly to him that while the Heron was at sea, he would have to obey Bosn Hovey; but as soon as the ship reached land, each man could be his own master.

First of all the firemen were commanded to the hole to get up steam, but when this was done, it was found that there was some minor trouble with the machinery. An engineer was needed; Hovey, with Cochrane, Flint and Hall beside him, sent for Campbell, and retired to the cabin to await his coming.

There sat the body of Fritz Klopp as it had remained ever since the beginning of the revels the day before, grinning up at the ceiling. Hall and Flint raised the body, and the clutching fingers were found to be frozen by death immovably around a whole handful of gold. As Hall suggested, this would serve as lead to take him to the bottom of the sea. The others applauded the thought, and with his hand still full of gold, they carried Fritz Klopp to the rail and dumped him into the water.

As they re-entered the cabin, Campbell was kicked in from the opposite door. His hands were manacled behind him, and the force of the kick, together with a sway of the ship, threw him off his balance. He crashed on his face at the feet of Hovey. The bosn grew positively pale with pleasure. He selected a cigar from an open box on the table and lighted it leisurely.

At last he ordered: Pick him up.

The chief engineer was jerked to his feet and stood with a trickle of blood running down from his split lip. His face was rather purple than red, and the dark pouches underneath his eyes told the horror of the night he had passed. Nevertheless, the eyes themselves were bright.

Far away, half heard, and drowned by any noise near at hand, was a sound of singing. It was Black McTee in the wireless house, half maddened by thirst and hunger and despair, and singing in defiance songs of bonny Scotland.

Theres been trouble aboard, chief, he said, but now troubles over. All over! We want you to take charge of the engines again and bring us to shore.

Campbell waited, not as if he had not heard. In spite of himself, Hovey stirred a trifle and grew uneasy. From a corner of the room he picked up a canvas bag and dropped it with a melodious jingling on the table in front of the engineer.

This is your share, he said.

Campbell smiled faintly.

And this, said Hovey, with a glance at his companions.

The smile had not altered on the lips of the Scotchman.

With this money, said Hovey, forcing himself to remain calm, you can retire from active work. You can get yourself a little place on the coast somewhere — he had heard Campbell name some of his dreams— and have a little cellar full of the right stuff, and have your friends run out to see you now an then, an talk over things thatre goin on at sea — where you aint.

Here he placed a third bag of money on the table.

You could do all that and more, chief — a lot more — with this money.

Hovey cut the lace which tied the mouth of one of the bags; he poured the gleaming contents across the table.

Well? he asked softly.

Damn you! whispered Campbell, and then, You fool, am I not Scotch?

At least, went on the bosn easily, think it over, chief, and while youre thinkin, what dyou say to a drop of the real stuff?

Campbell had not tasted either food or liquid since early the day before, and his eyes were moist as they stared at the two bottles.

Set his hands free, said Hovey, so that the chief can drink. We aint half-bad fellers, Campbell; but weve got good cause for raisin the hell youve seen on the Heron.

While he spoke, the arms of Campbell were set free, and glasses were shoved toward him, one full of Scotch and the other of seltzer. The mutineers were already raising their drinks for a toast when Campbell took his with a violently trembling hand. But as he lifted the liquor, he was fully conscious for the first time of a singing which had been faint in the air for some time, the songs of Black McTee in the wireless house, and now the big-throated Scotchman swung into a new air, plaintive and rapid in cadence, a death song and a war song at once, the speech of Bruce before Bannockburn, as Burns conceived it. Loud and true rang the voice of Black McTee, breaker of men:

Scots wha hae wi Wallace bled,
Scots wham Bruce hae aften led,
Welcome to your gory bed,
Or to victory!

And the hand of Campbell checked on its way to his lips. Were lookin in your eyes, chief, said Hovey. And the song broke in:

Wha would be a traitor slave,
Let him turn and flee!

Campbell was staring at the wall like one who sees a vision but cannot make out its meaning.

The voice of Black McTee swelled high and strong:

Wha for Scotlands king and law
Freedoms sword will strongly draw,
Freemen stand and freemen fa,
Let him on wi me!

And the glass dropped from the lips of the Scotchman. It crashed against the hard floor. Broad Scotch was on his tongue.

I canna drink wi murderers! he cried.

Damn you! said Hovey, and drove his fist into Campbells face, hurling him to the deck.

The manacles were clapped on his wrists again; he was dragged once more to his feet.

Take him out, said Hovey to the grinning sailors who had lingered in the door. Take him back to the waist of the ship before the wireless house. Wait for me there. And see that Van Roos and Borgson are brought there also.
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AS CAMPBELL WAS dragged away, the bosn said to his companions: Now, lads, you see where Campbell stands!

They growled for answer.

But Ill get him! went on Hovey. Im going to kill Van Roos and Borgson by inches before his eyes. And when he sees em die — theyll have to die, anyway, before we reach shore — Campbell will be water in our hands. Hell see em die, an them in the wireless house will see em die. Their throats are thick with thirst by now. Well show em water an food, an offer it to em if theyll give up Henshaw. If they wont, well show em how well kill em when theyre too weak to resist. Theyll see a sample in Van Roos and Borgson. Every yell they let outll be an argument for us. Well have Henshaw before the days done.

Sam Hall pushed his thick fingers slowly through his hair, stupefied by this careful cruelty, and even the one eye of Jacob Flint grew dim, but Garry Cochrane slapped the bosn on the shoulder heartily.

Jerry, he said, you got the makins of a great man. Lets go start the fun.

On the way aft they passed the firemen sprawling on the shady side of the deck. They stumbled to their feet at sight of Hovey, and swore volubly that the hole of the ship was too hot for a man to live in it five minutes. Hovey passed them without a word. He had to tend to Campbell now, and without an engineer it was useless to work men in the fireroom.

First of all he had two buckets of water carried aft and placed just below the edge of the raised deck which supported the wireless house. There were dippers floating invitingly on the surface of the water in each bucket. Then from the galley of the ship Kamasura and Shida, the cabin boys, brought out steaming meats and cut loaves of bread and displayed the feast near the buckets of water. Upon this outlay gazed the famine-stricken fugitives, Sloan, McTee and Harrigan; Kate did not see, for she was caring for the sick captain. Hovey advanced and made a speech.

Were actin generous and open to you, he began. Were offerin you food an water — all you want — in exchange for White Henshaw. He sold his soul to hell long ago, an weve come to claim payment. Its overdue, thats what it is!

Aye, aye! came a chorus of yells from the sailors. White Henshaws overdue.

Look at this here water, went on Hovey, with a tempting wave of his hand. Why not take this up an help yourselves — after youve given us Henshaw?

Sloan crowded in between Harrigan and McTee; his voice was a slavering murmur: For pitys sake, boys, what we going to do?

Harrigan and the big Scot exchanged glances. Faintly and slowly they smiled. There was a profound mutual understanding in that smile.

Im dying, went on Sloan eagerly and still in that slavering voice. Im burnin up inside. For Gods sake let em take him and finish him off!

And always as he spoke his quick eyes went back and forth from face to face. They had neither eye nor voice for him. They turned their attention back to Hovey, who now spoke again hastily.

But if you dont give us Henshaw, well take him, anyway. In one more day — or maybe two at the most — well come an get you — understand? An what well do to you when we get you will be this!

He gestured over his shoulder. Eric Borgson was being led out on the deck by some of the crew.

Look him over, Capn McTee. Hes a big man, an were goin to kill him by inches. So were goin to finish Van Roos — the same way. Speak out, lads; dyou want to die like these two are goin to die, or will you turn over Henshaw — who needs killin?

McTee smiled benevolently down upon the upturned, furious faces of the mutineers, and muttered: Harrigan, I could drink blood.

An lick your lips afther it, groaned the Irishman softly. An so could I, Angus! Theyre startin their devil work. Lets go inside. I cant be standing the sight of it, McTee.

Go inside an let em rush the wireless house? said McTee incredulously. No, lad. We got to stay an watch. Besides, maybe this is the way well all die — after were too weak to fight em. And Im rather curious to learn just how Ill die; Ive always been!

They were binding Borgson face down on the hatch.

Look, said Harrigan. Maybe it aint goin to be so bad as we thought. Theyre just goin to lick Borgson the way he licked the Jap.

Theyll do more, replied McTee, shaking his head. Henshaw and Borgson and Van Roos have really put those wild men through hell, and now theyre going to get it back with interest.

In the meantime little Kamasura stepped out from the crowd. He was naked to the waist, for the raw incisions which the lash had left would not bear the weight of clothes. He carried the blacksnake in his hands, drawing it caressingly through his hands as Borgson had done. Now the tying of Borgson was completed, and the sailors spread back in a loose circle to watch their entertainment.

The Japanese took his distance carefully, shifting repeatedly a matter of inches to make sure that no stroke would be wasted. Then he whirled the blacksnake over his head. They could see Borgson wince as the lash sang above him, and the muscles of his bare back flexed and stood up in knots that glistened under the sunlight. But the stroke did not fall. Kamasura had learned the lesson of creating suspense from the very man he was now about to torture. Harrigan bowed his head in his hands.

I cant look, McTee, he muttered. Im sick inside — sick — sick!

The last words came in a growl from the hollow of his throat. The blacksnake whirled through the air again and fell with a sharp slap like two broad hands clapped together, but Borgson did not cry out. His body writhed mutely, and down his back appeared a red mark. The whip whirled again and fell, this time bringing a stifled curse for a response. Once more it whirled, and this time merely cracked in the air. Again and again an idle snap in the air. Broken by that grim suspense, Borgson yelled in terror.

Kamasura laughed and glanced at the circle of sailors like a ringmaster in a circus in search of applause. The whip now whirled rapidly over his head and fell again and again, and every stroke brought a fresh and louder scream from the mate. Another sound, rhythmic and barbarous, punctuated those shrieks of anguish. It was the singing of Kamasura, who as he wielded the lash remembered a chant of his native land and shouted it now in time with the blows of the blacksnake.

On the upper deck Sloan lay prone on his face, sobbing with terror; Harrigan kept his face hid and clutched at his head with both hands; McTee stared straight down upon the scene of the torture with burning eyes. Inside the wheelhouse Kate crouched beside the bunk on which Henshaw was stretched, staring straight above his head. The fever had deprived him of the last of his senses.

Your hands! he muttered at length.

She placed them upon his forehead. She had done that repeatedly during the past day, and each time the effect had been marvelously soothing to the old man. Now at the touch he drew a deep breath of relief.

Even in hell, he whispered at length— even in hell you come to me,
Beatrice! I knew you would!

He caught her hands at the wrists; his fingers, despite his fever, were deadly cold, and a chill ate into her blood.

I hear them yelling — the souls of the damned, he said quietly. You cant hear it?

No, no! she said. I cannot hear!

Of course not, he went on with the same lack of emotion; for, you see, youve come from heaven, and the coolness of heaven is in your hands, Beatrice. Put them against my temples, so! For every bit of the love I have given you you are permitted to repay me with coolness — coolness and comfort in hell!

Suddenly he broke into exultant laughter, a sound more terrible than the wild wails from the deck.

See! he said, and his eyes twinkled as he stretched out a gaunt arm toward a corner of the room. Theres Johnny Carson lying naked on a bed of blue fire. Ha, ha, ha! Have you been waiting long for me to come, lad?

She shut out the hungry, hideous light of his eyes with the palms of her hands. Now the screaming on the deck ceased abruptly.

Beatrice! he cried with a sudden terror.

Yes, answered Kate.

Ah, he said, and patted her hands endearingly. When the silence came, I feared maybe you were leaving me. You wont do that?

No. Ill stay.

So! Then Ill sleep. But waken me when they begin yelling again. They thought Id come down to the same hell I sent them to, and that theyd watch me burn. But I fooled em, Beatrice, by loving you. Youre the chip of wood that keeps me afloat — afloat — afloat—

And he drifted into sleep, while she leaned against the bunk, almost unconscious from fear and exhaustion.
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KAMASURA, IN NOWISE loath to bring his work to an end, stood back and laid on the whip with redoubled vigor. The lash spatted sharply against the raw and bleeding flesh. The screams sank into moans, and the moans in turn declined to a mere horrible gasping of the breath. Even this ceased at length, and the quivering of the body stopped. Kamasura leaned over and slipped his hand under the body in the region of the heart. When he straightened up again, he made a gesture of finality with his crimsoned hands. The mate was dead.

They cut his body loose at once and pitched him over the rail, then turned their attention to Van Roos. Sam Hall was the inspired man this time, and according to his directions they lashed the body of the big mate on the same blood-spotted hatch cover where Borgson had lain a moment before, but this time the victim was placed upon his back. Hall himself attended to the tying of Van Rooss head, and he performed his work so ably that the mate could not change his position in the least particle. He was literally swathed in ropes; so much so, in fact, that it was difficult to see how he could be tormented. Sam Hall, however, insisted that this was what he wanted, and the crew consented to let him do his work.

Youve heard something, an youve seen something, said Hovey at this juncture to Campbell; but what youve seen and heard isnt nothin to whatll happen to you unless you start handling the engines of the Heron. Why, Campbell, Im goin to give you to the firemen!

Hovey, answered the engineer calmly, the only place Id run this ship would be down to hell — your home port. Thats final!

The bosn was white with rage.

Id like to tear your heart out an feed it to the fish, he said, stepping close to Campbell, and then, remembering himself, he moved back and grinned: But the men will find something better to do with you.

He crossed the deck and held up a bucket of water toward Harrigan and McTee. He raised a dipperful and allowed it to splash back in the bucket.

Well? asked Hovey.

They merely stared at him as if they had not heard him speak.

All right, said Hovey, quite unmoved, theres plenty of time for you to make up your minds. But if you wait too long — well, well come and get him. And the girl, too!

He laughed and turned away.

I thought, muttered McTee, that we could end it by simply dying — but
I forgot the girl.

The girl, answered Harrigan, and — and them! Shes got to die before were too far gone. Youll do that to save her from — them?

McTee moistened his parched lips before he could speak.

One of us has to do it, but it cant be me, Harrigan.

Nor me, Angus. Well wait till tonight. Maybe a shipll pass and see us lyin like a derelict and put a boat aboard, eh?

But if no ship comes, then well draw straws, eh?

Yes.

Two sharp, sudden cries now called their attention back to the waist of the ship to the blood-stained hatch cover where Van Roos lay.

Sam Hall had approached the big mate with a knife in his hand. He kneeled beside the prostrate body and fumbled at the face an instant. No one had been able to make out the significance of his act. Then the knife gleamed, and twice he plucked with one hand and cut with the knife. The two sharp cries answered him. Then he rose; two little trickles of blood ran down the face of the mate.

Well? asked Jacob Flint. When does the game begin?

The game is just started, said Hall, an the sun will do the rest.
Ive cut off his eyelids!

They stared a moment in amazement, and then an understanding broke on them. Every tribe of savages in the world has been accredited with this ingenious torture which blinded their victim and usually drove him mad. The sun was now climbing the sky rapidly, and already fell on the face of the mate. The tropic sun which scorches and burns the toughest of skins was now directed full on the pupils of his eyes.

The sailors sought comfortable positions and waited for a long exhibition of pain, but they were mistaken. The torture acted far more quickly than even the whip. There was no outcry. Not once during his struggles did Van Roos make a sound from his throat, save for a quick, heavy panting. Perhaps by contrast with the yells of Borgson, which were still in the ears of the men, this silence was more horrible than the most throat-filling shrieks. They could see Van Roos twisting his head ceaselessly and vainly to escape that blinding light. His ruddy face became swollen like the features of a drowned man. And that was all that happened — only that, and the panting, the quick, choppy panting like a running man. Finally one of the sailors rose with a mallet in his hand.

Where you goin? asked Hall ominously.

Going to finish him.

Hall caught the fellows arm.

Listen! he whispered, and such was the silence that the hoarse whisper was audible all over the deck. Dont you hear?

And with one hand he kept beat for the quick breaths of the tortured man. At that moment there was a long sigh, and the breathing stopped. Hall strode angrily forward to his victim, but when he reached the hatch, Van Roos was dead. A blood vessel must have burst in his brain, and death was as instantaneous as though a bullet had struck him. So they cut him free, and his body followed that of Borgson over the rail. Then the eyes of the mutineers turned aft toward the wireless house, and then back upon Campbell. Six victims remained. One of the firemen slipped close to Hovey on naked feet. He did not speak, but his long, thin arm pointed toward the engineer.

Not yet, said Hovey, not yet! Tomorrow if he doesnt give in, well turn you loose on him.

The fireman grinned and went back on noiseless feet to his companions to spread the good tidings. Hovey approached the wireless house.

Weve got one show left to offer, but were savin it till tomorrow, he said. So brace up, hearties, and keep cheer. Youll see Campbell go a way worse than either of these tomorrow.

Wait, called Harrigan, suddenly roused. Dyou mean to say that youd try your hellwork on a kind man like Campbell?

A kind man like Campbell? echoed Hovey, and then laughed. A kind man?

And he retreated with no other answer, and left the fugitives aft to the merciless, sweltering heat of the sun. By the time the sun went down, they were so fevered by the need of water that they had not the strength to bless the cool falling of the dark; they still carried the fire of the sunlight in their blood.
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THIS MAN CAMPBELL, said Harrigan, hes a true man, McTee, and he stood up to White Henshaw for my sake — for the sake of me and his Bobbie Burns. They plan to take him to hell tomorrow, Angus, and Ive an idea that theres one chance in the thousand that I could steal in on the dogs tonight and bring him back with me.

Can they do anything worse to him than theyre doing to us?

Maybe not, but my heart would lie easier, McTee. Ill wait for the fever o the sun to go out of me head an for the crew to get drunk an a little drunker.

So they waited while the noise of the nightly carousal waxed high and higher, and then died away by slow degrees. At length Harrigan stood up, gripped the hand of McTee in silent farewell, heard a whispered Good luck! and slipped noiselessly down the ladder and started across the deck in the shadow of the rail. From any portion of the main cabin eyes might be watching him; there was only the one chance in ten that the lookout whom Hovey had certainly stationed would not perceive him as he crept along under the shadow. Accordingly he went blindly forward.

If the lookout saw him, at least there was no outcry, no general alarm. He stood flat against the wall of the main cabin at length and rehearsed a plan, listening the while to the lapping of the waves against the side of the ship. Then he stole step by step up the ladder to the upper deck. His head was already above the ladder when he heard the light padding of a bare foot and saw a figure around the corner of the cabin.

Harrigan ducked out of sight and clung to the iron rounds ready to leap up and strike if the sailor should descend the ladder, though in that case the alarm would be given and his errand spoiled; but the sailor was apparently the lookout set there by Hovey. He stayed at the head of the ladder a moment, humming to himself, and then turned and walked on his beat to the other side of the ship. Harrigan slipped onto the deck and ran noiselessly to the side of the cabin. Here he flattened himself against the wall until the sentinel had again made the turn of his beat, and as the latter moved dimly out of sight through the darkness, the Irishman stole down the deck toward the forward cabins.

The first two windows showed dark and empty; if there were anyone inside, he must be asleep in the drunken torpor into which most of the crew seemed to have fallen. The door of the third room, formerly occupied by the second mate, stood ajar, and here by the dull light of an oil lantern, he saw Campbell tied hand and foot to a chair. He was placed close to a little table whereon sat a bottle of whisky, a siphon of seltzer, a tall glass, meat, bread, water — everything, in fact, with which the senses of the starving man could be tormented. And near him, sitting with elbows spread out on the edge of the table, was one of the firemen, grinning continually as if he had just heard some monstrous joke. The expression of Campbell was just as fixed, for his small eyes shifted eagerly, swiftly, from the food to the water, and back again.

The fireman — the same tall, gaunt fellow who had demanded that Hovey turn over Campbell to him and his companions that day — now leaned forward and raised a dipper of water from a bucket which sat on the floor, and allowed it to trickle back, splashing with what seemed to Harrigan the sweetest music in the world. Hovey must have taught him that trick, and its effect upon Campbell was worse than the beating of the whips. The fireman let his head roll loosely back as he laughed, and while his head was still back and his eyes squinting shut in the ecstasy of his delight, Harrigan leaped from the shadow of the door and struck at the throat — at the great Adams apple which shook with the laughter. The blow must have nearly broken the mans neck. His head jerked forward with a whistling gasp of breath, and as he reached for the knife on the table, Harrigan struck again, this time just behind the ear. The man slid from his chair to the floor and lay in a queer heap — as if all the bones in his body were broken.

Harrigan! Harrigan! Harrigan! Campbell was whispering over and over, but still his eyes held like those of a starved wolf on the food. The moment his ropes were cut, he buried his teeth in the great chunk of roasted meat.

Harrigan jerked him away and held him by main force.

Be a man! he whispered. Weve got to take this food and this water back to the wireless house — if we can get there with it. Take hold of yourself, Campbell!

The engineer nodded. Voices came close down the deck; instantly Harrigan jerked up the glass globe which protected the lanterns flame and blew out the light. They crouched shoulder to shoulder.

I thought he was in here, said a voice at the door.

He was, answered Hoveys voice, but I guess they took him below — they said it was too cool for him up there. Ha, ha, ha!

Their steps disappeared down the deck. After that Harrigan dared not show a light in the cabin window. He and Campbell located the meat and bread, which were given into the engineers keeping, while Harrigan took the bucket of water. They slipped out onto the deck and hurried aft, keeping close to the side of the cabin, for the starlight would show their figures to any watchful eyes. At the rear edge of the cabin Harrigan halted Campbell and whispered: Theres a guard here. I got past him in the dark, but two of us loaded down like this can never go unseen down that ladder. Weve got to get rid of him.

And he pulled out the knife which he had kept with him ever since the outbreak of the mutiny. They waited without daring to draw breath until the sailor came padding by with his naked feet. Harrigan crept out behind him, and when the sailor turned at the rail, the Irishman leaped in and struck, not with the blade, but with the haft of the knife; he could not kill from behind.

If it had been a solid blow, the sailor would have crumpled silently as the fireman had done a few moments before, but the impact glanced and merely cut his scalp as it knocked him down. He fell with a shout which was instantly answered from the front of the ship.

Down the ladder! Run for it! cried Harrigan to Campbell, and as the engineer clambered down, he stood guard above.

The sailor leaped up from the deck and lunged with a knife gleaming in his hand, but Harrigan slashed him across the arm, and he fled howling into the dark. Before Hovey and his men could reach the spot, Harrigan had climbed down the ladder with his precious bucket and was fleeing aft to the wireless house.

As he reached it, lights were showing from the main cabin, and there were choruses of yells announcing the discovery that Campbell was missed. But Harrigan and the rest of the fugitives scarcely heard the sounds. The Irishman was busy measuring as carefully as he could in the dark dippers of water which the others drank.

There was no sleep that night, partly from fear lest the infuriated mutineers should at last attempt to rush the wireless house, partly because they ate sparingly but long of the meat which Harrigan carved for them, and the bread, and partly also because of a singular odor which they had not noticed when they were tortured by thirst and hunger, and which now they observed for the first time. It was peculiarly pungent and heavy with a sickening suggestion of sweetness about it. None of them could describe it, saving Harrigan, who had been much in the country and likened the odor to the smell of an old straw stack which lay molding and rotting.

It seemed to increase — that smell — during the night, probably because their strength was returning and all their senses grew more acute. It was a torrid night, without moon, so that the blanket of dark pressed the heat down upon them and seemed to stifle the very breath.

With the coming of the first light of the dawn they noticed a peculiar phenomenon. Perhaps it was because of the evaporation of water under the fire of the sun, but the Heron seemed to be surrounded with a white vapor which rose shimmering in the slant rays of the morning. But even when the sun had risen well up in the sky, the vapor was still visible, clinging like a wraith about the ship. They wondered idly upon it, and wondered still more at the heat, which was now intense. They were interrupted in their conjectures by the call of Kate summoning them to the wireless house where Henshaw lay apparently at the last gasp.

He had altered marvelously in the past two days. That resemblance which he had always had to a mummy was now oddly intensified, for the cheeks were fallen, the neck withered to scarcely half its former size, the eyes sunk in purple hollows. He murmured without ceasing, his voice now rising hardly above a low whisper. Kate sat beside him, passing her hands slowly over his temples, for he complained of a fire rising within his brain.

His complaints died away under her touches, and he said at last, calmly but very, very faintly: Beatrice, there is one thing I have not yet told you.

Yes? she asked gently, though she averted her eyes, for all the long hours he had filled with the stories of his crimes upon earth were poured into the ear of the spirit of his Beatrice, as he thought. One last and crowning atrocity was yet to be told.

I have left out the greatest thing of all.

He paused to smile at the memory.

You remember Samsons death, Beatrice? And how he pulled the house down on the shoulders of his enemies?

Yes.

That was a wonderful way to die — wonderful! But I, Beatrice, look at me, child! — I have surpassed Samson! Listen! You will wonder and you will admire when you hear it! When I got the word that you were dead, I knew two things: first, that the prophecy of my death at sea would come true, and secondly that my gold must perish with me. You will never guess how long I pondered over a way to destroy my gold before I died! You will think I could have simply thrown it into the sea? Yes, but the ship was filled with men ready to mutiny, and they were hungry for my wealth. They would never have allowed me to destroy that gold! So I thought of a way — ah, it was an inspiration! — by which I could destroy my body, my wealth, and the lives of all the mutineers at once. Like Samson, I would pull the house on the heads of my enemies. Ha, ha, ha!

His laughter was rather a grimace than a sound.

He went on: See how cunningly, how carefully I worked! First I blew up the three lifeboats so that there would be no escape for the crew. Then I tampered with the dynamo so that it burned out, and they could not send out a wireless call for help. That touch was the best of all. Well, well! Then I went down into the hold, deep down, and I started a fire in the cargo. And then—

Oh, my God! stammered Sloan.

The others were white, but they gestured at Sloan to silence him. The whisper continued: And then I knew that they were done for. The wheat would not break into a sudden flame, but it would smolder and glow and spread from hour to hour and from day to day. The crew would know nothing of it for a long time. But when they guessed at what was happening, they would open the hatches to fight the fire with water. Then what would happen? Ah, my dear, there was the crowning touch; for when they opened the hatches, the current of air would feed the fire and the ship would be instantly in flames. And so they would burn like dogs with water, water all around them, and no boats to put off in — no boats. Ha, ha, ha!

He choked with his laughter and gasped for breath.

If it were possible for a bodiless spirit to perish, I should think that I am dying twice, Beatrice. The air is thick — this air of hell!

He broke off short in his whispering and raised himself suddenly to an elbow. With the coming of death his voice grew strong and rang clearly: They are in the corners — they are coming closer! Beatrice! Brush them away with your fingers as cold as snow. Beatrice, oh, my dear!

And he was dead as he fell back on the bunk.

Sloan was already on the deck outside the wireless house, shrieking with all the power of his lungs: Fire! Fire! The wheat in the hold!


CHAPTER 37

[image: img107.jpg]

AND AS HARRIGAN and McTee, followed by Kate and Campbell, ran out to the open air, they saw the crowd of the mutineers surge across the waist toward Sloan with upturned faces, wondering, and ready for terror. Hovey broke through their midst.

Hovey! shouted McTee. Look at the mist over the sides! Draw a breath; smell of it! It is fire! Henshaw has set fire in the hold!

It was plain to every brain in the instant. To every man came the thought of the complaints of the firemen concerning the heat in the hold of the Heron; the noxious odor like musty straw; the warmth, the deadly warmth of the decks. A volcano smoldered beneath them, and the mist was the sign of the coming outbreak of flames. And the mutineers stood mute, gaping at one another, looking for some hope, some comfort, and finding the same question repeated in every eye. McTee climbed down the ladder to the waist, followed by the rest of the fugitives. Ten minutes before they would have been torn to pieces by the wolf pack. Now no man had a thought for anything save his own death.

Hovey, ordered McTee in his voice of thunder, tell these fellows they must obey my voice from now on.

They roared, snatching at this ghost of a hope: We will! Well follow
Black McTee! Hovey has brought us to hell!

In a moment everyone was in frantic motion. Campbell started for the engine room to see what had caused the stopping of the ship. McTee himself, followed by Harrigan and the stokers, went down to the fireroom. It was fiery hot there, indeed. When the Scotchman swung down the ladder into the hole, it was like a blast from a furnace, and the air was foul with the nauseating odor of the smoldering wheat. The men gasped and struggled for breath, and yet they began to work without complaint.

All hands set to. The fires were shaken down and started afresh; the coal shoveled out from the bunkers. Then a fireman collapsed without a cry of warning. They carried him out to the upper air, and brought down two of the sailors to take his place. And the sailors went without a murmur. They were fighting for the one chance in ten thousand, the chance of bringing the ship to shore before the fire burst out in flame which would lick the Heron from one end to the other within an hour.

McTee went up to the bridge to take the bearings and lay the course. By the time his reckonings were completed, steam was up; Campbell had remedied the trouble in the engine room; the propeller began to turn, and a yell went up from the ship and tingled to heaven. When McTee came down from the bridge to the waist, leaving Hovey at the wheel, a dozen of the tars gathered about the new skipper, weeping and shouting, for in their eyes he was the deliverer, it was he who was giving them the fighting chance to live.

And how they fought! There was something awe-inspiring and almost beyond the human in the fury with which they labored. It was in the fireroom that their chief difficulty lay. The fireroom of a large steamer is a veritable furnace, and when to this heat was added that from the hold of the ship, it was truly a miracle that any living thing could exist there.

But Harrigan was in charge. When men wilted and pitched to their faces on the sooty, dusty floor, he trussed them under one arm and bore them up to the air. Then he went back and drove them on again. Before the end of that day, however, with the coast still a full thirty-hour run ahead of them, it became literally impossible to continue longer in the fireroom. But Harrigan would not leave. He had a hose introduced into the hold. The men worked absolutely naked with a stream of water playing on them. Now and again when one of them collapsed, Harrigan snatched the fire bar or the shovel from the hands of the worker and labored furiously until another substitute was found.

The necessity of his presence was amply demonstrated that night. The Irishman was too exhausted to continue another minute, and the men helped him to the deck and sluiced buckets of salt water over his great, trembling body. To keep the men at work, Campbell went down in the hole.

They had to carry him up in half an hour. Then McTee tried his hand. He stood the heat as well as Harrigan, but he could not inspire such daredevil enthusiasm in the men. They missed the raucous, cheery voice of Harrigan; they missed the inspiring sight of that flame-red hair; and they missed above all his peculiar driving force. In other words, when Harrigan came among them, they felt hope, and when a man has hope, he will work on in the face of death.

And at last McTee came up and begged Harrigan to go back. He went, and found an empty fireroom and dying fires. He ran back to the deck, and at his shout the dead veritably rose to life. Men staggered to their feet to follow him below. Every man on the ship took his turn. Hovey came down and passed coal; McTee came down and wielded the fire bar, doing the labor of three men while he could endure.

And the Heron drove on toward the shore. The morning passed; the afternoon wore away. It was a matter of hours now before the shore would be in sight, and McTee spread this news among the crew. He sent little Kamasura and Shida, the cabin boys, running here and there saying to every man they passed: Four hours! Four hours! Four hours! And then: Three hours! Three hours! Three hours!

And the crew swallowed whisky neat and returned to the fireroom.

At sunset, dim as a shadow, a thing to be guessed at rather than known, the man on the bridge sighted land. The word spread like lightning. The staggering workers in the fireroom heard and joined the cheer which Harrigan started. Then the catastrophe came.

A torch of red fire licked up the stern of the ship; the flames had eaten their way out to the open air!

It was the quick action of McTee which kept the panic from spreading to the hold of the ship at once and bringing up every one of the workers from the fireroom. He gathered the sailors on deck who had strength enough left to walk, and they made a line and attacked the flames with buckets of water. There was, of course, no possibility of quelling the fire at its source, for by this time the hold of the ship where the wheat was stowed must have been one glowing mass of smoldering matter. Yet they were able, for a time, to keep the course of the fire from spreading over the decks of the ship.

With this work fairly started, McTee ran back to the forward cabin and upper deck of the Heron and set several men to tear down some of the framework, sufficient at least to build enough rafts to maintain the crew in the water. So the three sections of the work went on — the firefighting, the lifesaving, and the driving of the ship. McTee on deck managed two ends of it; Harrigan in the fireroom handled the most desperate responsibility. It seemed as if these two men by their naked will power were lifting the lives of the crew away from the touch of death and hurling the ship toward the shore.

And now for an hour, for two hours, that ghastly labor continued. The entire stern of the Heron was a sheet of flames when the last workers staggered up from the fireroom, their skin seared and blistered by the terrific heat. Last of all came Harrigan, raving and cursing and imploring the men to return to their work. As he staggered up the deck, reeling and sobbing hoarsely, Kate Malone ran to him. She pointed out across the waters ahead of the ship. There rose the black shadow of the shore and under it a thin line of white — the breakers!

Now by McTees direction the rafts were hoisted and dragged over the side of the ship, while one frail line of men remained to struggle against the encroaching flames.

They were licking into the waist of the Heron, and the wireless house was a mass of red; White Henshaw was burning at sea, and the prophecy was fulfilled.

The last of the rafts were hoisted overboard and half a dozen men tumbled into each. When the rest of the crew were overboard, McTee, Kate, and Harrigan, lingering behind by mutual consent, took one raft to themselves. All about them tossed the other rafts, and not one man of all the crowd had thought of the golden treasure which they were abandoning with the Heron. Each might be carrying a few gold pieces, but the wealth of White Henshaw would go back into the sea from which it came.

They had not abandoned the flaming ship too soon. A fresh breeze was sweeping from the ocean onto the shore, and red tongues licked about the main cabin and darted like reaching hands into the heart of the sky. By these flashes they could make out the struggling rafts where the sailors cheered and yelled in the triumph of their escape. But McTee set about erecting a jury sail.

He wrenched off two strips of board from their raft and across these he and Harrigan affixed their shirts. The same wind which had lashed the fires forward on the Heron now hurried the fugitives toward the shore. They had a serious purpose in outstripping the rest of the rafts, because when the mutineers reached the shore, the mood of gratitude which they held for Harrigan and McTee was sure to change, for these two men could submit enough evidence to hang them in any country in the world.

Looking back, the Heron was a belching volcano, which suddenly lifted in the center with the sound of a dozen siege guns in volleyed unison, and a column of fire vaulted high into the heavens. Before they reached the tossing heart of the breakers, the Heron was dwindling and sliding, fragment by fragment into the sea.

Through those breakers the last light from the ship helped them, and the wind tugging at their little jury sail aided to drive them on until they could swing off the raft and walk toward the beach, carrying Kate between them. On the safe, dry sands they turned, and as they looked back, the Heron slid forward into the ocean and quenched her fires with a hiss that was like a far-heard whisper of the sea.
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MEANWHILE THE SHOUTS of the mutineers rang louder and louder as their rafts edged in toward the land, so the three turned again and made directly inland. A hundred yards from the edge of the water they were in a dense jungle such as only exists in a Central American swamp region, but they waded and splashed on, and clambered over rotten stumps, slick with wet moss, and stepped on fragments of wood that crumbled under their feet. And all the time they kept the girl between them, lifting her clear of the noisome water as much as possible.

The shouting of the mutineers, however, urged them on, and from the sound of the voices there was no doubt that Hovey and his men were combing the marsh for the fugitives. Torches had been made by the sailors, and behind them, now and then, they caught a glimpse of a winking eye of light. This drove them on, and just when the shouts of the mutineers began to die away, the marsh ended as abruptly as it had begun, and they started to climb a slope where the thicket changed to an almost open wood. The rise was not long, for after some hours of weary trudging, they reached a road.

Down this they straggled with stumbling feet. They had not spoken for nearly two hours, as though they wished to save even the breath of speech for some trial which might still await them. Kate was half unconscious with fatigue, and McTee on her left and Harrigan on her right carried most of her weight.

In this manner they came in sight of a light which developed into a low-roofed, broad house with a hospitable veranda stretching about it. They made directly for it, traversing a level field until they came to the door. McTee supported Kate while Harrigan knocked. There was silence within the house, and then a whisper, a stir, the padding of a slippered foot, and the door was jerked open. A tall man with a narrow, pointed beard appeared. He held a lantern in one hand and a pistol in the other; for those were troubled times in that republic. The light fell full on the haggard face of Kate, and the man started back.

Enter, my children, he said in Spanish, and tossing his weapon onto a little hall table, he held out his hand to them.

With a great voice he brought his family and servants about them in a few seconds. To a wide-eyed girl with a frightened voice, he gave the care of Kate, and the two went off together. The master of the house himself attended to the needs of Harrigan and McTee.

There were few questions asked. This was a question of dire need, and the Spanish-American loves to show his hospitality. Talking was for the morning. In the meantime his guests would require what? Perhaps sleep? Perhaps a bath first? They answered him with one voice, for they both spoke a little Spanish, picked up in their wanderings. Sleep!

The next day they woke about noon to find clothes laid out for them, the immaculate white clothes which the tropics require. They were led to a high-ceilinged bathroom cool with glazed, white bricks which lined it, where the two servants poured over them bucket after bucket of cold water, and the grime of the voyage and the labors in the fireroom and the mighty weariness of their muscles disappeared little by little in slow degrees. Then a shave, then the white clothes, and they were ready for presentation to Senor Jose, Barrydos y Maria y Leon and his family.

And here was a time of many words indeed. It was McTee who told the story of the wreck, and even with his broken Spanish the tale was so vivid that Senor Jose was forced to rise and walk up and down the room, calling out upon a hundred various saints. In the end it was clear in his eyes that he had to deal with two heroes. As such they could have lived with him as honored guests forever.

Then Kate came into the room with the daughter of the house. She wore a green dress of some light material which fluttered into folds at every move. The Spaniard straightened up from his chair. The two big men followed suit, staring wide-eyed upon her. It seemed as if some miracle had been worked in her, for they looked in vain for any traces of her helpless weariness of the night before.

There was a color in her cheeks and her eyes were bright and quiet. To Senor Jose Barrydos y Maria y Leon she gave both her hands, and he bowed over them and kissed them both. His courtliness made Harrigan and McTee exchange a glance, perhaps of envy and perhaps of disquiet, for she accepted this profound courtesy with an ease as if she had been accustomed to nothing else all her life.

But what a smile there was for each of them afterward! It left them speechless, so that they glowered upon each other and were glad of the soft flow of Senor Joses words as he led them in to the breakfast table.

And when the meal had progressed a little and some of the edge of the novelty of the situation and story had worn away, the Spaniard said: But is it not true? Strange news floats in the air this week.

What news? asked Harrigan. Our wireless was out of commission for days.

True! Then you must learn from me?

He drew a breath and stiffened in his chair, then with a gesture of apology and a smile he added: Why should I hunt for pompous words? I can tell you in one phrase: the world is at war, gentlemen!

They merely gaped upon him.

German troops have entered Belgium; France, England, and Russia are at war with Germany and Austria!

He waited for the astonishment to die away in their eyes.

Kate was shaking her head. It is impossible, she said. There may be a disturbance, but the world is past the time of great wars. Men are now too civilized, and—

Here she stopped, for her eyes fell on the faces of Harrigan and McTee. Civilized? No; she had seen enough to know that civilization strikes no deeper in human nature than clothes go to change the man.

Civilized? Don Jose had taken her up. Ah, madam, already wild tales reach us of the Germans in Belgium.

But there was a treaty, she cried, and the greatest nations in the world have guaranteed the neutrality of Belgium. Germany herself—

True! said Jose; but it is because of the violation of Belgian neutrality, among other things, that England has entered the war, it is said.

Ah-h! said Harrigan, lapsing suddenly from Spanish into his Irish brogue. Thrue for ye, man! John Bull will take the Kaiser by the throat. In time of peace, why, to hell with England, say I, like all good Irishmen; but in time av war-r, its shoulder to shoulder, John Bull an Paddy, say I, an well lick the wor-r-rld!

And McTee broke in savagely. You forget the Scotch. Without the
Scotch, England and Ireland — what could they do? Nothing!

Could they not? said Harrigan, with rising temper. I tell ye, ye black Highlander, that wan Irishman—

Hush, said Kate earnestly; for the Spaniard was staring at them in amaze. It is a world war, and no time for jealousy. England — Scotland — Ireland — and America, too, in time — we will all be fighting for one purpose. And when the last test comes, the United States—

She stopped with a gesture of pride, and Harrigan said with deep feeling: Aye, theyre a hard lot, the Yankees. But as for the Scotch, he went on in a murmur which only McTee could hear— as for the Scotch, I wouldnt be wipin my feet on em, when it comes to the fightin. Dye hear me, McTee?

And understand, said McTee, smiling broadly, so that none of the rest might understand; our time is close at hand, Harrigan. Were on dry land.

We are — thank God, answered Harrigan, but play the game, McTee, till the girl is cared for.

In the meantime Senor Jose had explained to Kate the nearness of the city — El Ciudad Grande — for she had been asking many urgent questions. The upshot of their conversation was that their host offered to take them immediately into the town, where they could find accommodation at the one hotel — if they refused his further hospitality. So in half an hour Senor Joses carriage of state was harnessed and the four journeyed into El Ciudad Grande.

Senor Jose went with them to explain to the hotel owner that these were his guests — his dear friends — his friends of many years standing — in fact, his relatives in close blood. In short, he recommended the party to the special care of the hotelkeeper. Business called the hospitable Spaniard away. He refused to accept any consideration for the clothes which he donated to the party, and McTee jingled a handful of Henshaws gold in vain. Senor Jose must depart, but he would return the next day. So the three stood alone together at last. Harrigan was the first to speak.

Ive an engagement. Im afther havin some important business on hand,
Kate, colleen, so Ill be steppin out. And he turned to go.

Wait, she called. I know what your engagements are when the Irish comes so thick on your tongue, Dan. You were about to have an engagement also, Angus?

McTee glowered on Harrigan for having so clumsily betrayed them.

You are like children, she said softly, and you let me read your minds.

She bowed her head in long thought.

Then: Didnt we pass the sign of the British consul down the street over that little building?

Yes, said McTee, wondering, and again she was lost in thought.

Then she raised her head and stepped close to them with that smile, half whimsical and half sad.

Im going to ask you to let me be alone for a time — for a long time. It will be sunset in five hours. Will you let me have that long to do some hard thinking? And will you promise me during that time that you will not fly at each others throats the moment you are out of my sight? For what I will have to say at sunset I know will make a great deal of difference in your attitude to each other.

Ill promise, said Harrigan suddenly. Ive waited so long — I can stand five hours more.

Ill promise, said McTee; but he scowled upon the floor.


CHAPTER 39
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THEY LEFT HER and walked from the hotel. At the door Harrigan turned fiercely upon the Scotchman.

Do what ye please for the five hours, McTee, but give me the room I need for breathin. Dye hear? Otherwise Ill be forgettin me promises.

Do I hear ye? answered McTee, snarling. Aye, growl while you may.
Ill stop that throat of yours for good — tonight.

He turned on his heel, and the two men separated. Harrigan struck with a long swing out over a road which led into the rolling fields near the little town. He walked rapidly, and his thoughts kept pace, for he was counting his chances to win Kate as a miser counts his hoard of gold. Two pictures weighed large in his mind. One was of Kate at ease in the home of the Spaniard. Such ease would never be his; she came from another social world — a higher sphere. The second picture was of McTee climbing down from the wireless house and calmly assuming command of the mutineers in the crisis. Such a maneuver would never have occurred to the Irishman, and it was only through that maneuver that the ship had been brought to shore, for nothing save the iron will of McTee could have directed the mutineers.

When the sun hung low, he turned and strode back toward the village, and despair trailed him like his shadow.

He began to see clearly now what he had always feared. She loved McTee — McTee, who spoke clear, pure English, when he chose, and who could talk of many things. She loved McTee, but she dared not avow that love for fear of infuriating Harrigan and thereby risking the life of the Scotchman. It grew plainer and plainer. With the thought of Kate came another, far different, and yet blending one with another. When he reached the village, it was still a short time before sunset. He went straight to the British consulate and entered, for he had reached the solution of his puzzle.

My names Harrigan, he said to the little man with the sideburns and the studious eyes, and Ive come to know if the old country has sent for volunteers. I want to go over.

The old country, said the consul, has called for volunteers, and I have discovered a means of sending our boys across the water; but — and here he examined Harrigan shrewdly— but its an easy thing to take an Irish name. How am I to know youre not a German, my friend? Ive never seen you before.

Harrigan swelled.

A German? Me? he muttered, and then, his head tilted back: Ye little wan-eyed, lantern-jawed, flat-headed block, is it me — is it Harrigan ye call a German? Shtep out from behind the desk an let me see av youre a man!

Strangely enough, the consul did not seem irritated by this outburst.
He was, in fact, smiling. Then his hand went out to the Irishman.

Mr. Harrigan, he said, Im honored by knowing you.

Harrigan stared and accepted the hand with caution; there was still battle in his eyes.

And can you send me over? he asked doubtfully.

I can. As I said before, weve raised a small fund for just this purpose.

He drew out a piece of paper and commenced taking down the particulars of Harrigans name and birth and other details. Then a short typewritten note signed by the consul ended the interview. He gave Harrigan directions about how he could reach a shipping agent on the eastern coast, handed over the note, and the Irishman stepped out of the little office already on his way to the world war. He took no pleasure in his resolution, but wandered slowly back toward the hotel with downward head. He would speak a curt farewell and step out of the lives of the two. It would be very simple unless McTee showed some exultation, but if he did — Here Harrigan refused to think further.

It was well after sunset when he crossed the veranda, and at the door he found McTee striding up and down.

Harrigan, said McTee.

Well?, growled Harrigan.

Stand over here close to me, and keep your face shut while Im speaking. It wont take me long.

The words were insulting enough, but the voice which spoke them was sadly subdued.

Listen, said McTee. What Ive got to say is harder for me to do than anything Ive ever done in my life. So dont make me repeat anything. Harrigan, Ive tried to beat you by fair means or foul ever since we met — ever since you saved my hide in the Ivilei district of Honolulu. Ive tried to get you down, and Ive failed. I fought you — here he ground his teeth in agony— and you beat me.

It was the bucking of the deck that beat you, put in Harrigan.

Shut up till Im through or Ill wring your neck and break your back! Ive failed to down you, Harrigan. You beat me on the Mary Rogers. You made a fool of me on the island. And on the Heron—

He paused again, breathing hard.

On the Heron, it was you who brought us food and water when we were dying. And afterward, when Henshaw died, I jumped out before the mutineers and took command of them because I thought I could win back in Kates mind any ground which Id lost before. I paraded the deck before her eyes; I gave commands; I was the man of the hour; I was driving the Heron to the shore in spite of the fire.

You were, admitted Harrigan sadly. It was a great work you did,
McTee. It was that which won her—

But even when I was in command, you proved yourself the better man,
Harrigan.

The Irishman leaned back against the wall, gasping, weak with astonishment.

McTee went on: I paraded the deck; I made a play to make her admire me, and for a while I succeeded, until the time came when you were carried up to the deck too weak to keep the men at work in the fireroom. Ah, Harrigan, that was a great moment to me. I said to Kate: Harrigan has done well, but of course he cant control men — his mind is too simple.

Did you say that? murmured Harrigan, and hatred made his voice soft, almost reverent.

I did, and I went on: I suppose Ill have to go down there and drive the lads back to their work. So down I went, but you know what happened. They wouldnt work for me. They stood around looking stupid at me and left me alone in the fireroom, and I had to come back on deck, in the sight of Kate, and rouse you out of your sleep and beg you to go back and try to make the lads keep at their work. And you got up to your knees, struggling to get back your consciousness! And you staggered to your feet, and you called to the firemen who lay senseless and sick on the deck around you — sick for sleep — and when they heard you call, they got up, groaning, and they reeled after you back to their work in the fireroom, and some of them dragged themselves along on their hands and knees. Oh, God!

He struck his clenched fist across his eyes.

And all the time I was watching the awe and the wonder come up like a fire in the eyes of Kate, while she looked after you.

Harrigan watched him with the same stupid amazement.

Harrigan, said McTee at last, youve won her. When I walked out by myself today, I saw that I was the only obstacle between her and her happiness. She doesnt dare tell you she loves you, for fear that Ill try to kill you. So Ive decided to step out from between — I have stepped out! Im going back to Scotland and get into the war. If I have fighting enough, I can forget the girl, maybe, and you! Ive talked to the British consul already, and hes given me a note that will take me over the water. So, Harrigan, Ive merely come to say good-by to you — and you can say good-by for me to Kate.

Wait, said Harrigan. There are a good many kinds of fools, but a Scotch fool is the worst of all. Take that paper out of your pocket and tear it up. Ah-h, McTee, ye blind man! Cant ye see that gir-rls been eatin out her hear-rt for the love av ye, damn your eyes? Cant ye see that the only thing that keeps her from throwin her ar-rms around your neck is the fear of Harrigan? Look!

He pulled out the note which the consul had given him.

Ive got the same thing you have. Im going to go over the water. I tell you, Ive seen her eyes whin she looked at ye, McTee, an thats how I know she loves ye. Tear up your paper! A blight on ye! May ye have long life and make the girl happy — an rot in hell after!

By God, said McTee, weve both been thinking the same thing at the same time. And maybe were both wrong. Kate said she had something to say to us. Lets see her first and hear her speak.

Itll break my heart to hear her confess she loves ye, McTee — but Ill go!

They went to the sleepy clerk behind the desk and asked him to send up word to Miss Malone that they wished to see her.

Ah, Miss Malone, said the clerk, nodding, before she left—

Left? echoed the two giants in voices of thunder.

She gave me this note to deliver to you.

And he passed them the envelope. Each of them placed a hand upon it and stared stupidly at the other.

Open it! said Harrigan hoarsely.

Im troubled with my old failing — a weakness of the eyes, said McTee.
Open it yourself.

Harrigan opened it at last and drew out the paper within. They stood under a light, shoulder to shoulder, and read with difficulty, for the hand of Harrigan which held the paper shook.

Dear lads, dear Dan and Angus:

As soon as you left me, I went to the British consul, and from him I learned the shortest way of cutting across country to the railroad. By the time you read this, I am on the train and speeding north to the States.

I have known for a long time that the only thing which keeps you from being fast friends is the love which each of you says he has for me. So I have decided to step from between you, for there is nothing on earth so glorious as the deep friendship of one strong man for another.

I fear you may try to follow me, but I warn you that it would be useless. I have taken a course of training, and I am qualified as a nurse. The Red Cross of America will soon be sending units across the water to care for the wounded of the Allies. I shall go with one of the first units. You might be able to trace me to the States, but you will never be able to trace me overseas. This is good-by.

It is hard to say it in writing. I want to take your hands and tell you how much you mean to me. But I could not wait to do that. For your own sakes I have to flee from you both.

Now that I have said good-by, it is easier to add another thing. I care for both of you more than for any man I have ever known, but one of you I love with all my soul. Even now I dare not say which, for it might make enmity and jealousy between you, and enmity between such men as you means only one thing — death.

I have tried to find courage to stand before you and say which of you I love, but I cannot. At the last moment I grow weak at the thought of the battle which would follow. My only resort is to resign him I care for beyond all friends, and him I love beyond all other men.

I know that when I am gone, you will become fast friends, and together you will be kings of men. And in time — for a mans life is filled with actions which rub out all memories — you will forget that you loved me, I know; but perhaps you will not forget that because I resigned you both, I built a foundation of rock for your friendship.

You will be happy, you will be strong, you will be true to one another. And for that I am glad. But to you whom I love: Oh, my dear, it is breaking my heart to leave you!

Kate

One hand of each was on the paper as they lowered it and stared into each others face, with a black doubt, and a wild hope. Then of one accord they raised the paper and read it through again.

And to think, muttered Harrigan at last, that I should have ruined her happiness. I could tear my heart out, McTee!

Harrigan, said the big Scotchman solemnly, it is you she means. See!
She cried over the paper while she was writing. No woman could weep for
Black McTee!

And no woman could write like that to Harrigan. Angus, you can keep the knowledge that she loves you, but let me keep the letter. Ah-h, McTee, Ill be afther keepin it forninst me heart!

Lets go outside, said McTee. There is no air in this room.

They went out into the black night, and as they walked, each kept his hand upon the letter, so that it seemed to be a power which tied them together.

Angus, said Harrigan after a time, well be fightin for the letter soon. Why should we? I know every line of it by heart.

I know every word, answered McTee.

Ive a thought, said Harrigan. In the ould days, whin a great man died, they used to burn his body. An now Im feelin as if somethin had died in me — the hope av winnin Kate, McTee. So lets burn her letter between us, eh?

Harrigan, said McTee with heartfelt emotion, that thought is well worthy of you!

They knelt on the little spot. They placed the paper between them. Each scratched a match and lighted one side of the paper; the flames rose and met in the middle of the letter. Yet they did not watch the progress of the fire; by the sudden flare of light they gazed steadily into each others face, straining their eyes as the light died away as though each had discovered in the other something new and strange. When they looked down, the paper was merely a dim, red glow which passed away as quickly as a flush dies from the face, and the wind carried away the frail ashes. Then they rose and walked shoulder to shoulder on and into the night.
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PROLOGUE
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THE GREAT WEST, prior to the centurys turn, abounded in legend. Stories were told of fabled gunmen whose bullets always magically found their mark, of mighty stallions whose tireless gallop rivaled the speed of the wind, of glorious women whose beauty stunned mind and heart. But nowhere in the vast spread of the mountain-desert country was there a greater legend told than the story of Red Pierre and the phantom gunfighter, McGurk.

These two men of the wilderness, so unalike, of widely-differing backgrounds, had in common a single trait: each was unbeatable. Fate brought them clashing together, thunder to thunder, lightning to lightning. They were destined to meet at the crossroads of a long, long trail … a trail which began in the northern wastes of Canada and led, finally, to a deadly confrontation in the mountains of the Far West.

Riders of the Silences


CHAPTER 1
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IT SEEMED THAT Father Anthony gathered all the warmth of the short northern summer and kept it for winter use, for his good nature was an actual physical force. From his ruddy face beamed such a kindliness that people reached out toward him as they might extend their hands toward a comfortable fire.

All the labors of his work as an inspector of Jesuit institutions across the length and breadth of Canada could not lessen the good fathers enthusiasm; his smile was as indefatigable as his critical eyes. The one looked sharply into every corner of a room and every nook and hidden cranny of thoughts and deeds; the other veiled the criticism and soothed the wounds of vanity.

On this day, however, the sharp eyes grew a little less keen and somewhat wider, while that smile was fixed rather by habit than inclination. In fact, his expression might be called a frozen kindliness as he looked across the table to Father Victor.

It required a most indomitable geniality, indeed, to outface the rigid piety of Jean Paul Victor. His missionary work had carried him far north, where the cold burns men thin. The zeal which drove him north and north and north over untracked regions, drove him until his body failed, drove him even now, though his body was crippled.

A mighty yearning, and a still mightier self-contempt whipped him on, and the school over which he was master groaned and suffered under his régime. Father Anthony said gently: Are there none among all your lads, dear Father Victor, whom you find something more than imperfect machines?

The man of the north drew from a pocket of his robe a letter. His lean fingers touched it almost with a caress.

One. Pierre Ryder. He shall carry on my mission in the north. I, who am silent, have done much; but Pierre will do more. I had to fight my first battle to conquer my own stubborn soul, and the battle left me weak for the great work in the snows, but Pierre will not fight that battle, for I have trained him.

This letter is for him. Shall we not carry it to him? For two days I have not seen Pierre.

Father Anthony winced.

He said: Do you deny yourself even the pleasure of the lads company? Alas, Father Victor, you forge your own spurs and goad yourself with your own hands. What harm is there in being often with the lad?

The sneer returned to the lips of Jean Paul Victor.

The purpose would be lost — lost to my eyes and lost to his — the purpose for which I have lived and for which he shall live. When I first saw him he was a child, a baby, but he came to me and took one finger of my hand in his small fist and looked up to me. Ah, Gabrielle, the smile of an infant goes to the heart swifter than the thrust of a knife! I looked down upon him and I knew that I was chosen to teach the child. There was a voice that spoke in me. You will smile, but even now I think I can hear it.

I swear to you that I believe, said Father Anthony.

Another man would have given Pierre a Bible and a Latin grammar and a cell. I gave him the testament and the grammar; I gave him also the wild north country to say his prayers in and patter his Latin. I taught his mind, but I did not forget his body.

He is to go out among wild men. He must have strength of the spirit. He must also have a strength of the body that they will understand and respect. He can ride a horse standing; he can run a hundred miles in a day behind a dog-team. He can wrestle and fight with his hands, for skilled men have taught him. I have made him a thunderbolt to hurl among the ignorant and the unenlightened; and this is the hand which shall wield it. Ha!

It is now hardly a six month since he saved a trapper from a bobcat and killed the animal with a knife. It must have been my prayers which saved him from the teeth and the claws.

Good Father Anthony rose.

You have described a young David. I am eager to see him. Let us go.

Father Victor nodded, and the two went out together. The chill of the open was hardly more than the bitter cold inside the building, but there was a wind that drove the cold through the blood and bones of a man.

They staggered along against it until they came to a small house, long and low. On the sheltered side they paused to take breath, and Father Victor explained: This is his hour in the gymnasium. To make the body strong required thought and care. Mere riding and running and swinging of the ax will not develop every muscle. Here Pierre works every day. His teachers of boxing and wrestling have abandoned him.

There was almost a smile on the lean face.

The last man left with a swollen jaw and limping on one leg.

Here he opened the door, and they slipped inside. The air was warmed by a big stove, and the room — for the afternoon was dark — lighted by two swinging lanterns suspended from the low roof. By that illumination Father Anthony saw two men stripped naked, save for a loincloth, and circling each other slowly in the center of a ring which was fenced in with ropes and floored with a padded mat.

Of the two wrestlers, one was a veritable giant, swarthy of skin, hairy-chested. His great hands were extended to grasp or to parry — his head lowered with a ferocious scowl — and across his forehead swayed a tuft of black, shaggy hair. He might have stood for one of those northern barbarians whom the Romans loved to pit against their native champions in the arena. He was the greater because of the opponent he faced, and it was upon this opponent that the eyes of Father Anthony centered.

Like Father Victor, he was caught first by the bright hair. It was a dark red, and where the light struck it strongly there were places like fire. Down from this hair the light slipped like running water over a lithe body, slender at the hips, strong-chested, round and smooth of limb, with long muscles leaping and trembling at every move.

He, like the big fighter, circled cautiously about, but the impression he gave was as different from the other as day is from night. His head was carried high; in place of a scowl, he smiled with a sort of eagerness, a light which was partly exultation and partly mischief sparkled in his eyes. Once or twice the giant caught at the other, but David slipped from under the grip of Goliath easily. It seemed as if his skin were oiled. The big man snarled with anger, and lunged more eagerly at Pierre.

The two, abandoning their feints, suddenly rushed together, and the swarthy arms of the monster slipped around the white body of Pierre. For a moment they whirled, twisting and struggling.

Now! murmured Father Victor; and as if in answer to a command, Pierre slipped down, whipped his hands to a new grip, and the two crashed to the mat, with Pierre above.

Open your eyes, Father Anthony. The lad is safe. How Goliath grunts! The boy had not cared to follow his advantage, but rose and danced away, laughing softly. The Canuck floundered up and rushed like a furious bull. His downfall was only the swifter. The impact of the two bodies sounded like hands clapped together, and then Goliath rose into the air, struggling mightily, and pitched with a thud to the mat.

He writhed there, for the wind was knocked from his body by the fall. At length he struggled to a sitting posture and glared up at the conqueror. The boy reached out a hand to his fallen foe.

You would have thrown me that way the first time, he said, but you let me change grips on you. In another week you will be too much for me, bon ami.

The other accepted the hand after an instant of hesitation and was dragged to his feet. He stood looking down into the boys face with a singular grin. But there was no triumph in the eye of Pierre — only a good-natured interest.

In another week, answered the giant, there would not be a sound bone in my body.


CHAPTER 2
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YOU HAVE SEEN him, murmured the tall priest. Now let us go back and wait for him. I will leave word.

He touched one of the two or three men who were watching the athletes, and whispered his message in the others ear. Then he went back with Father Anthony. You have seen him, he repeated, when they sat once more in the cheerless room. Now pronounce on him.

The other answered: I have seen a wonderful body — but the mind,
Father Victor?

It is as simple as that of a child — his thoughts run as clear as spring water.

But suppose a strange thought came in the mind of your Pierre. It would be like the pebbles in swift-running spring water. He would carry it on, rushing. It would tear away the old boundaries of his mind — it might wipe out the banks you have set down for him — it might tear away the choicest teachings.

Father Victor sat straight and stiff with stern, set lips. He said dryly: Father Anthony has been much in the world.

I speak from the best intention, good father. Look you, now, I have seen that same red hair and those same lighted blue eyes before, and wherever I have seen them has been war and trouble and unrest. I have seen that same smile which stirs the heart of a woman and makes a man reach for his revolver. This boy whose mind is so clear — arm him with a single wrong thought, with a single doubt of the eternal goodness of Gods plans, and he will be a thunderbolt indeed, dear Father, but one which even your strong hand could not control.

I have heard you, said the priest; but you will see. He is coming now.

There was a knock at the door; then it opened and showed a modest novice in a simple gown of black serge girt at the waist with the flat encircling band. His head was downward; it was not till the blue eyes flashed inquisitively up that Father Anthony recognized Pierre.

The hard voice of Jean Paul Victor pronounced: This is that Father
Anthony of whom I have spoken.

The novice slipped to his knees and folded his hands, while the plump fingers of Father Anthony poised over that dark red hair, pressed smooth on top where the skullcap rested. The blessing which he spoke was Latin, and Father Victor looked somewhat anxiously toward his protege till the latter answered in a diction so pure that Cicero himself would have smiled to hear it.

Stand up! cried Father Anthony. By heavens, Jean Paul, it is the purest Latin I have heard this twelvemonth.

And the lad answered: It must be pure Latin; Father Victor has taught me.

Gabrielle Anthony stared, and to save him from too obvious confusion the other priest interrupted: I have a letter for you, my son.

And he passed the envelope to Pierre. The latter examined it with interest. This comes from the south. It is marked from the United States.

So far! exclaimed the tall priest. Give me the letter, lad.

But here he caught the whimsical eyes of Father Anthony, and he allowed his outstretched hand to fall. Yet he scowled as he said: No; keep it and read it, Pierre.

I have no great wish to keep it, answered Pierre, studying anxiously the dark brow of the priest.

It is yours. Open it and read.

The lad obeyed instantly. He shook out the folded paper and moved a little nearer the light. Then he read aloud, as if it had never entered his mind that what was addressed to him might be meant for his eyes alone.

Morgantown,

R.F.D. No. 4.

SON PIERRE:

Here I lie with a chunk of lead from the gun of Bob McGurk resting somewheres in the insides of me, and there aint no way of doubting that Im about to go out. Now, I aint complaining none. Ive had my fling. Ive eat my meat to order, well done and rare — mostly rare. Maybe some folks will be saying that Ive got what Ive been asking for, and I know that Bob McGurk got me fair and square, shooting from the hip. That dont help me none, lying here with a through ticket to some place thats farther south than Texas.

Hell aint none too bad for me, I know. I aint whining none. I just lie here and watch the world getting dimmer until I begin to be seeing things out of my past. That shows the devil aint losing no time with me. But the thing that comes back oftenest and hits me the hardest is the sight of your mother, lying with you in the hollow of her arm and looking up at me and whispering, Dad, just before she went out.

The hand of the boy fell, and his eyes sought the face of Father
Victor. The latter was standing.

You told me I had no father—

An imperious arm stretched toward him.

Give me the letter.

He moved to obey, and then checked himself.

This is my fathers writing, is it not?

No, no! Its a lie, Pierre!

But Pierre stood with the letter held behind his back, and the first doubt in his life stood up darkly in his eyes. Father Victor sank slowly back into his chair, his gaunt frame trembling.

Read on, he commanded.

And Pierre, white of face, read on:

So I got a idea that I had to write to you, Pierre. There aint nothing I can make up to you, but knowing the truth may help some. Poor kid, you aint got no father in the eyes of the law, and neither did you have no mother, and there aint no name that belongs to you by rights.

I was a man in them days, and your mother was a woman that brought your heart into your throat and set it singing. She and me, we were too busy being just plain happy to care much about what was right or wrong; so you just sort of happened along, Pierre. Me being so close to hell, I remember her eyes that was bluer than heaven looking up to me, and her hair, that was copper with gold lights in it.

I buried Irene on the side of the mountain under a big, rough rock, and I didnt carve nothing on the rock. Then I took you, Pierre, and I knew I wasnt no sort of a man to raise up the son of Irene; so I brought you to Father Victor on a winter night and left you in his arms. That was after Id done my best to raise you and you was just about old enough to chatter a bit. There wasnt nothing else to do. My wife, she went pretty near crazy when I brought you home. And shed of killed you, Pierre, if I hadnt took you away.

You see, I was married before I met Irene. So there aint no alibi for me. But me being so close to hell now, I look back to that time, and somehow I see no wrong in it still.

And if I done wrong then, Ive got my share of hell-fire for it. Here I lie, with my boys, Bill and Bert, sitting around in the corner of the room waiting for me to go out. They aint men, Pierre. Theyre wolves in the skins of men. Theyre the right sons of their mother. When I go out theyll grab the coin Ive saved up, and leave me to lie here and rot, maybe.

Lad, its a fearful thing to die without having no one around that cares, and to know that even after Ive gone out Im going to lie here and have my dead eyes looking up at the ceiling. So Im writing to you, Pierre, part to tell you what you ought to know; part because I got a sort of crazy idea that maybe you could get down here to me before I go out.

You dont owe me nothing but hard words, Pierre; but if you dont try to come to me, the ghost of your mother will follow you all your life, lad, and youll be seeing her blue eyes and the red-gold of her hair in the dark of the night as I see it now. Me, Im a hard man, but it breaks my heart, that ghost of Irene. So here Ill lie, waiting for you, Pierre, and lingering out the days with whisky, and fighting the wolf eyes of them there sons of mine. If I weaken — If they find they can look me square in the eye — theyll finish me quick and make off with the coin. Pierre, come quick.

MARTIN RYDER.

The hand of Pierre dropped slowly to his side, and the letter fluttered with a crisp rustling to the floor.


CHAPTER 3
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THEN CAME A voice that startled the two priests, for it seemed that a fourth man had entered the room, so changed was it from the musical voice of Pierre.

Father Victor, the roan is a strong horse. May I take him?

Pierre! and the priest reached out his bony hands.

But the boy did not seem to notice or to understand.

It is a long journey, and I will need a strong horse. It must be eight hundred miles to that town.

Pierre, what claim has he upon you? What debt have you to repay?

And Pierre le Rouge answered: He loved my mother.

You are going?

The boy asked in astonishment: Would you not have me go, Father?

And Jean Paul Victor could not meet the sorrowful blue eyes.

He bowed his head and answered: My child, I would have you go. But promise with your hand in mine that you will come back to me when your father is buried.

The lean fingers caught the extended hand of Pierre and froze about it.

But first I have a second duty in the southland.

A second?

You taught me to shoot and to use a knife. Once you said: An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth. Father Victor, my father was killed by another man.

Pierre, dear lad, swear to me here on this cross that you will not raise your hands against the murderer. Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord.

He must have an instrument for his wrath. He shall work through me in this.

Pierre, you blaspheme.

An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.

It was a demon in me that quoted that in your hearing, and not myself.

The horse, Father Victor — may I have the roan?

Pierre, I command you—

The light in the blue eyes was as cold and steady as that in the starved eyes of Jean Paul Victor.

Hush! he said calmly. For the sake of the love that I bear for you, do not command me.

The stern priest dropped his head. He said at last: I have nothing saving one great and terrible treasure which I see was predestined to you. It is the cross of Father Meilan. You have worn it before. You shall wear it hereafter as your own.

He took from his own neck a silver cross suspended by a slender silver chain, and the boy, with startled eyes, dropped to his knees and received the gift.

It has brought good to all who possessed it, but for every good thing that it works for you it will work evil on some other. Great is its blessing and great is its burden. I, alas, know; but you also have heard of its history. Do you accept it, Pierre?

Dear Father, with all my heart.

The colorless hands touched the dark-red hair.

God pardon the sins you shall commit.

Pierre crushed the hand of Jean Paul Victor against his lips and rushed from the room, while the tall priest, staring down at the fingers which had been kissed, pronounced: I have forged a thunderbolt, Father Gabrielle. It is too great for my hand. Listen! And they heard clearly the sharp clang of a horses hoofs on the hard-packed snow, loud at first, but fading rapidly away. The wind, increasing suddenly, shook the house furiously about them.

It was a north wind, and traveled south before the rider of the strong roan. Over a thousand miles of plain and hills it passed, and down into the cattle country of the mountain-desert which the Rockies hem on one side and the tall Sierras on the other.

It was a trail to try even the endurance of Pierre and the strong roan, but the boy clung to it doggedly. On a trail that led down from the edges of the northern mountain the roan crashed to the ground in a plunging fall, hitting heavily on his knees. He was dead before the boy had freed his feet from the stirrups.

Pierre threw the saddle over his shoulder and walked eight miles to the nearest ranch house, where he spent practically the last cent of his money on another horse, and drove on south once more.

There was little hope in him as day after day slipped past. Only the ghost of a chance remained that Martin Ryder could fight away death for another fortnight; yet Pierre had seen many a man from the mountain-desert stave off the end through weeks and weeks of the bitterest suffering. His father must be a man of the same hard durable metal, and upon that Pierre staked all his hopes.

And always he carried the picture of the dying man alone with his two wolf-eyed sons who waited for his eyes to weaken. Whenever he thought of that he touched his horse with the spurs and rode fiercely for a time. They were his flesh and blood, the man, and even the two wolf-eyed sons.

So he came at last to a gap in the hills and looked down on Morgantown in the hollow, twoscore unpainted houses sprawling along a single street. The snow was everywhere white and pure, and the town was like a stain on the landscape with wisps of smoke rising and trailing across the hilltops.

Down to the edge of the town he rode, left his cow-pony standing with hanging head outside a saloon, strode through the swinging doors, and asked of the bartender the way to the house of Martin Ryder.

The bartender stopped in his labor of rubbing down the surface of his bar and stared at the black-serge robe of the stranger, with curiosity rather than criticism, for women, madmen, and clergymen have the right-of-way in the mountain-desert.

He said: Well, Ill be damned! — askin your pardon. So old Mart Ryder has come down to this, eh? Partner, youre sure going to have a rough ride getting Mart to heaven. Better send a posse along with him, because some first-class angels are going to get considerable riled when they sight him coming. Ha, ha, ha! Sure Ill show you the way. Take the northwest road out of town and go five miles till you see a broken-backed shack lyin over to the right. Thats Mart Ryders place.

Out to the broken-backed shack rode Pierre le Rouge, Pierre the Red, as everyone in the north country knew him. His second horse, staunch cow-pony that it was, stumbled on with sagging knees and hanging head, but Pierre rode upright, at ease, for his mind was untired.

Broken-backed indeed was the house before which he dismounted. The roof sagged from end to end, and the stove pipe chimney leaned at a drunken angle. Nature itself was withered beside that house; before the door stood a great cottonwood, gashed and scarred by lightning, with the limbs almost entirely stripped away from one side. Under this broken monster Pierre stepped and through the door. Two growls like the snarls of watch-dogs greeted him, and two tall, unshaven men barred his way. Behind them, from the bed in the corner, a feeble voice called: Whos there?

In the name of God, said the boy gravely, for he saw a hollow-eyed specter staring toward him from the bed in the corner, let me pass! I am his son!

It was not that which made them give back, but a shrill, faint cry of triumph from the sick man toward which they turned. Pierre slipped past them and stood above Martin Ryder. He was wasted beyond belief — only the monster hand showed what he had been.

Son? he queried with yearning and uncertainty.

Pierre, your son.

And he slipped to his knees beside the bed. The heavy hand fell upon his hair and stroked it.

There aint no ways of doubting it. Its red silk, like the hair of Irene. Seein you, boy, it aint so hard to die. Look up! So! Pierre, my son! Are you scared of me, boy?

Im not afraid.

Not with them eyes you aint. Now that youre here, pay the coyotes and let em go off to gnaw the bones.

He dragged out a small canvas bag from beneath the blankets and gestured toward the two lurkers in the corner.

Take it, and be damned to you!

A dirty, yellow hand seized the bag; there was a chortle of exultation, and the two scurried out of the room.

Three weeks theyve watched an waited for me to go out, Pierre. Three weeks theyve waited an sneaked up to my bed an sneaked away agin, seein my eyes open.

Looking into their fierce fever brightness, Pierre understood why they had quailed. For the man, though wrecked beyond hope of living, was terrible still. The thick, gray stubble on his face could not hide altogether the hard lines of mouth and jaw, and on the wasted arm the hand was grotesquely huge. It was horror that widened the eyes of Pierre as he looked at Martin Ryder; it was a grim happiness that made his lips almost smile.

Youve taken holy orders, lad?

No.

But the black dress?

Im only a novice. Ive sworn no vows.

And you dont hate me — you hold no grudge against me for the sake of your mother?

Pierre took the heavy hand.

Are you not my father? And my mother was happy with you. For her sake
I love you.

The good Father Victor. He sent you to me.

I came of my own will. He would not have let me go.

He — he would have kept my flesh and blood away from me?

Do not reproach him. He would have kept me from a sin.

Sin? By God, boy, no matter what Ive done, is it sin for my son to come to me? What sin?

The sin of murder!

Ha!

I have come to find McGurk.


CHAPTER 4
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LIKE SOME OLD father-bear watching his cub flash teeth against a stalking lynx, half proud and half fearful of such courage, so the dying cattleman looked at his son. Excitement set a high and dangerous color in his cheek. Pierre — brave boy! Look at me. I aint no imitation man, even now, but I aint a ghost of what I was. There wasnt no man I wouldnt of met fair and square with bare hands or with a gun. Maybe my hands was big, but they were fast on the draw. Ive lived all my life with iron on the hip, and my six-gun has seven notches.

But McGurk downed me fair and square. There wasnt no murder. I was out for his hide, and he knew it. I done the provokin, an he jest done the finishin, that was all. It hurts me a lot to say it, but hes a better man than I was. A kid like you, why, hed jest eat you, Pierre.

Pierre le Rouge smiled again. He felt a stern pride to be the son of this man.

So thats settled, went on Martin Ryder, an a damned good thing it is. Son, you didnt come none too soon. Im goin out fast. There aint enough light left in me sos I can see my own way. Heres all I ask: When I die touch my eyelids soft an draw em shut — Ive seen the look in a dead mans eyes. Close em, and I know Ill go to sleep an have good dreams. And down in the middle of Morgantown is the buryin-ground. Ive ridden past it a thousand times an watched a corner plot, where the grass grows quicker than it does anywheres else in the cemetery. Pierre, Id die plumb easy if I knew I was goin to sleep the rest of time in that place.

It shall be done.

But that corner plot, it would cost a pile, son. And Ive no money. I gave what I had to them wolf-eyed boys, Bill an Bert. Money was what they wanted, an after I had Irenes son with me, money was the cheapest way of gettin rid of em.

Ill buy the plot.

Have you got that much money, lad?

Yes, lied Pierre calmly.

The bright eyes grew dimmer and then fluttered close. Pierre started to his feet, thinking that the end had come. But the voice began again, fainter, slowly.

No light left inside of me, but dyin this way is easy. There aint no wind will blow on me after Im dead, but Ill be blanketed safe from head to foot in cool, sweet-smellin sod — the kind that has tangles of the roots of grass. There aint no snow will reach to me where I lie. There aint no sun will burn down to me. Dyin like that is jest — goin to sleep.

After that he said nothing for a time, and the late afternoon darkened slowly through the room.

As for Pierre, he did not move, and his mind went back. He did not see the bearded wreck who lay dying before him, but a picture of Irene, with the sun lighting her copper hair with places of burning gold, and a handsome young giant beside her. They rode together on some upland trail at sunset time, sharply framed against the bright sky.

There was a whisper below him: Irene!

And Pierre looked down to blankly staring eyes. He groaned, and dropped to his knees.

I have come for you, said the whisper, because the time has come, Irene. We have to ride out together. We have a long ways to go. Are you ready?

Yes, said Pierre.

Thank God! Its a wonderful night. The stars are asking us out. Quick! Into your saddle. Now the spurs. So! We are alone and free, with the winds around us, and all that we have been forgotten behind us.

The eyes opened wide and stared up; without a stir in the great, gaunt body, he was dead. Pierre reverently drew the eyes shut. There were no tears in his eyes, but a feeling of hollowness about his heart. He straightened and looked about him and found that the room was quite dark.

So in the dimness Pierre fumbled, by force of habit, at his throat, and found the cross which he wore by a silver chain about his throat. He held it in a great grip and closed his eyes and prayed. When he opened his eyes again it was almost deep night in the room, and Pierre had passed from youth to manhood. Through the gloom nothing stood out distinctly save the white face of the dead man, and from that Pierre looked quickly away.

One by one he numbered his obligations to Martin Ryder, and first and last he remembered the lie which had soothed his father. The money for that corner plot where the grass grew first in the spring of the year — where was he to find it? He fumbled in his pocket and found only a single coin.

He leaned back against the wall and strove to concentrate on the problem, but his thoughts wandered in spite of himself. Looking backward, he remembered all things much more clearly than when he had actually seen them. For instance, he recalled now that as he walked through the door the two figures which had started up to block his way had left behind them some playing-cards at the corner table. One of these cards had slipped from the edge of the board and flickered slowly to the floor.

With that memory the thoughts of Pierre le Rouge stopped. The picture of the falling card remained; all else went out in his mind like the snuffing of the candle. Then, as if he heard a voice directing him through the utter blackness of the room, he knew what he must do.

All his wealth was the single half-dollar piece in his pocket, and there was only one way in which that coin could be increased to the sum he would need to buy that corner plot, where the soul of old Martin Ryder could sleep long and deep.

From his brothers he would get no help. The least memory of those sallow, hungry faces convinced him of that.

There remained the gaming table. In the north country he had watched men sit in a silent circle, smoking, drinking, with the flare of an oil-lamp against deep, seamed faces, and only the slip and whisper of card against card.

Cold conscience tapped the shoulder of Pierre, remembering the lessons of Father Victor, but a moment later his head went up and his eyes were shining through the dark. After all, the end justified the means.

A moment later he was laughing softly as a boy in the midst of a prank, and busily throwing off the robe of serge. Fumbling through the night he located the shirt and trousers he had seen hanging from a nail on the wall. Into these he slipped, and then went out under the open sky.

The rest had revived the strength of the tough little cow-pony, and he drove on at a gallop toward the twinkling lights of Morgantown. There was a new consciousness about Pierre as if he had changed his whole nature with his clothes. The sober sense of duty which had kept him in awe all his life like a lifted finger, was almost gone, and in its place was a joyous freedom.

For the first time he faintly realized what an existence other than that of a priest might be. Now for a brief moment he could forget the part of the subdued novice and become merely a man with nothing about him to distinguish him from other men, nothing to make heads turn at his approach and raise whispers as he passed.

It was a game, but he rejoiced in it as a girl does in her first masquerade. Tomorrow he must be grave and sober-footed and an example to other men; tonight he could frolic as he pleased.

So Pierre le Rouge tossed back his head and laughed up to the frosty stars. The loose sleeves and the skirts of the robe no longer entangled his limbs. He threw up his arms and shouted. A hillside caught the sound and echoed it back to him with a wonderful clearness, and up and down the long ravine beat the clatter of the flying hoofs. The whole world shouted and laughed and rode with him on Morgantown.

If the people in the houses that he passed had known they would have started up from their chairs and taken rifle and horse and chased after him on the trail. But how could they tell from the passing of those ringing hoofs that Pierre, the novice, was dead, and Red Pierre was born?

So they drowsed on about their comfortable fires, and Pierre drew rein with a jerk before the largest of Morgantowns saloons. He had to set his teeth before he could summon the resolution to throw open the door. It was done; he stepped inside, and stood blinking in the sudden rush of light against his face.

It was all bewildering at first; the radiance, the blue tangle of smoke, the storm of voices. For Muldoons was packed from door to door. Coins rang in a steady chorus along the bar, and the crowd waited three and four deep.

Someone was singing a rollicking song of the range at one end of the bar, and a chorus of four bellowed a profane parody at the other end.

The ears of Pierre le Rouge tingled hotly, and partly to escape the uproar he worked his way to the quieter room at the back of the saloon.

It was almost as crowded as the bar, but here no one spoke except for an occasional growl. Sudden speaking, and a loud voice, indeed, was hardly safe. Someone cursed at his ill-luck as Pierre entered, and a dozen hands reached for six-guns. In such a place one had to be prepared.

Pierre remembered with quick dismay that he was not armed. All his life the straight black gown had been weapon enough to make all men give way before him. Now he carried no borrowed strength upon his shoulders.

Automatically he slipped his fingers under the breast of his shirt until their tips touched the cold metal of the cross. That gave him stronger courage. The joy of the adventure made his blood warm again as he drew out his one coin and looked for a place to start his venture.

So he approached the nearest table. On the surface of it were marked six squares with chalk, and each with its appropriate number. The man who ran the game stood behind the table and shook three dice. The numbers which turned up paid the gambler. The numbers which failed to show paid the owner of the game.

His luck had been too strong that night, and now only two men faced him, and both of them lost persistently. They were bucking the dice with savage stubbornness.

Pierre edged closer, shut his eyes, and deposited his coin. When he looked again he saw that he had wagered on the five.


CHAPTER 5
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THE DICE CLATTERED across the table and were swept up by the hand of the man behind the table before Pierre could note them. Sick at heart, he began to turn away, as he saw that hand reach out and gather in the coins of the other two bettors. It went out a third time and laid another fifty-cent piece upon his. The heart of Pierre bounded up to his throat.

Again the dice rolled, and this time he saw distinctly two fives turn up. Two dollars in silver were dropped upon his, and still he let the money lie. Again, again, and again the dice rolled. And now there were pieces of gold among the silver that covered the square of the five. The other two looked askance at him, and the owner of the game growled: Gimme room for the coins, stranger, will you?

Pierre picked up his winnings. In his left hand he held them, and the coins brimmed his cupped palm. With the free hand he placed his new wagers. But he lost now.

I cannot win forever, thought Pierre, and redoubled his bets in an effort to regain the lost ground.

Still his little fortune dwindled, till the sweat came out on his forehead and the blood that had flushed his face ran back and left him pale with dread. And at last there remained only one gold piece. He hesitated, holding it poised for the wager, while the owner of the game rattled the dice loudly and looked up at the coin with hungry eyes.

Once more Pierre closed his eyes and laid his wager, while his empty left hand slipped again inside his shirt and touched the metal of the cross, and once more when he opened his eyes the hand of the gambler was going out to lay a second coin over his.

It is the cross! thought Pierre. It is the cross which brings me luck.

The dice rattled out. He won. Again, and still he won. The gambler wiped his forehead and looked up anxiously. For these were wagers in gold, and the doubling stakes were running high. About Pierre a crowd had grown — a dozen cattlemen who watched the growing heap of gold with silent fascination. Then they began to make wagers of their own, and there were faint whispers of wrath and astonishment as the dice clicked out and each time the winnings of Pierre doubled.

Suddenly the dealer stopped and held up his left hand as a warning. With his right, very slowly, inch by inch lest anyone should suspect him of a gunplay, he drew out a heavy forty-five and laid it on the table with the belt of cartridges. Three years shes been on my hip through thick and thin, stranger. Three years shes shot close an true. There aint a butt in the world that hugs your hand tighter. There aint a cylinder that spins easier. Shoot? Lad, even a kid like you could be a killer with that six-gun. What will you lay agin it?

And his red-stained eyes glanced covetously at the yellow heap of
Pierres money.

How much? said Pierre eagerly. Is there enough on the table to buy the gun?

Buy? said the other fiercely. There aint enough coin west of the
Rockies to buy that gun. Dyou think Im yaller enough to sell my six?
No, but Ill risk it in a fair bet. There aint no disgrace in that;
eh, pals?

There was a chorus of low grunts of assent.

All right, said Pierre. That pile against the gun.

All of it?

All.

Look here, kid, if youre tryin to play a charity game with me—

Charity?

The frank surprise of that look disarmed the other. He swept up the dice-box, and shook it furiously, while his lips stirred. It was as if he murmured an incantation for success. The dice rolled out, winking in the light, spun over, and the owner of the gun stood with both hands braced against the edge of the table, and stared hopelessly down.

A moment before his pockets had sagged with a precious weight, and there had been a significant drag of the belt over his right hip. Now both burdens were gone.

He looked up with a short laugh.

Im dry. Wholl stake me to a drink?

Pierre scooped up a dozen pieces of the gold.

Here.

The other drew back. Youre very welcome to it. Heres more, if youll have it.

The coin Ive lost to you? Take back a gamblin debt?

Easy there, said one of the men. Dont you see the kids green?
Heres a five-spot.

The loser accepted the coin as carelessly as if he were conferring a favor by taking it, cast another scowl in the direction of Pierre, and went out toward the bar. Pierre, very hot in the face, pocketed his winnings and belted on the gun. It hung low on his thigh, just in easy gripping distance of his hand, and he fingered the butt with a smile.

The kids feelin most a man, remarked a sarcastic voice. Say, kid, why dont you try your luck with Mac Hurley? Hes almost through with poor old Cochrane.

Following the direction of the pointing finger, Pierre saw one of those mute tragedies of the gambling hall. Cochrane, an old cattleman whose carefully trimmed, pointed white beard and slender, tapering fingers set him apart from the others in the room, was rather far gone with liquor. He was still stiffly erect in his chair, and would be till the very moment consciousness left him, but his eyes were misty, and when he spoke his lips moved slowly, as though numbed by cold.

Beside him stood a tall, black bottle with a little whisky glass to flank it. He made his bets with apparent carelessness, but with a real and deepening gloom. Once or twice he glanced up sharply as though reckoning his losses, though it seemed to Pierre le Rouge almost like an appeal.

And what appeal could affect Mac Hurley? There was no color in the man, either body or soul. No emotion could show in those pale, small eyes or change the color of the flabby cheeks. If his hands had been cut off, he might have seemed some sodden victim of a drug habit, but the hands saved him.

They seemed to belong to another body — beautiful, swift, and strong, and grafted by some foul mischance onto this rotten hulk. Very white they were, and long, with a nervous uneasiness in every motion, continually hovering around the cards with little touches which were almost caresses.

It aint a game, said the man who had first pointed out the group to Pierre, its just a slaughter. Cochranes too far gone to see straight. Look at that deal now! A kid could see that hes crooking the cards!

It was blackjack, and Hurley, as usual, was dealing. He dealt with one hand, flipping the cards out with a snap of the wrist, the fingers working rapidly over the pack. Now and then he glanced over to the crowd, as if to enjoy their admiration of his skill. He was showing it now, not so much by the deftness of his cheating as by the openness with which he exposed his tricks.

As the stranger remarked to Pierre, a child could have discovered that the cards were being dealt at will from the top and the bottom of the pack, but the gambler was enjoying himself by keeping his game just open enough to be apparent to every other man in the room — just covert enough to deceive the drink-misted brain of Cochrane. And the pale, swinish eyes twinkled as they stared across the dull sorrow of the old man. There was an ominous sound from Pierre: Do you let a thing like that happen in this country? he asked fiercely.

The other turned to him with a sneer.

Let it happen? Wholl stop him? Say, partner, you aint meanin to say that you dont know who Hurley is?

I dont need telling. I can see.

What you cant see means a lot more than what you can. Ive been in the same room when Hurley worked his gun once. It wasnt any killin, but it was the prettiest bit of cheatin I ever seen. But even if Hurley wasnt enough, what about Carl Diaz?

He glared his triumph at Pierre, but the latter was too puzzled to quail, and too stirred by the pale, gloomy face of Cochrane to turn toward the other.

What of Diaz?

Look here, boy. Youre a kid, all right, but you aint that young.
Dyou mean to say that you aint heard of Carlos Diaz?

It came back to Pierre then, for even into the snowbound seclusion of the north country the shadow of the name of Diaz had gone. He could not remember just what they were, but he seemed to recollect grim tales through which that name figured.

The other went on: But if you aint ever seen him before, look him over now. Theys some says hes faster on the draw than Bob McGurk, but, of course, thats stretchin him out a size too much. Whats the matter, kid; youve met McGurk?

No, but Im going to.

Might even be carried to him, eh — feet first?

Pierre turned and laid a hand on the shoulder of the other.

Dont talk like that, he said gently. I dont like it.

The other reached up to snatch the hand from his shoulder, but he stayed his arm.

He said after an uncomfortable moment of that silent staring: Well, partner, there aint a hell of a lot to get sore over, is there? You dont figure youre a mate for McGurk, do you?

He seemed oddly relieved when the eyes of Pierre moved away from him and returned to the figure of Carlos Diaz. The Mexican was a perfect model for a painting of a melodramatic villain. He had waxed and twirled the end of his black mustache so that it thrust out a little spur on either side of his long face. His habitual expression was a scowl; his habitual position was with a cigarette in the fingers of his left hand, and his right hand resting on his hip. He sat in a chair directly behind that of Hurley, and Pierres new-found acquaintance explained: Hes the bodyguard for Hurley. Maybe theres some who could down Hurley in a straight gunfight; maybe theres one or two like McGurk that could down Diaz — damn his yellow hide — but there aint no one can buck the two of em. It aint in reason. So they play the game together. Hurley works the cards and Diaz covers up the retreat. Cant beat that, can you?

Pierre le Rouge slipped his left hand once more inside his shirt until the fingers touched the cross.

Nevertheless, that game has to stop.

Wholl — say, kid, are you stringin me, or are you drunk? Look me in the eye!


CHAPTER 6
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PIERRE TURNED AND looked calmly upon the other.

And the man whispered in a sort of awe: Well, Ill be damned!

Stand aside!

The other fell back a pace, and Pierre went straight to the table and said to Cochrane: Sir, I have come to take you home.

The old man looked up and rubbed his eyes as though waking from a sleep.

Stand back from the table! warned Hurley.

By the Lord, have they been missing me? queried old Cochrane. You are waited for, answered Pierre le Rouge, and Ive been sent to take you home.

If thats the case—

It aint the case. The kids lying.

Lying? repeated Cochrane, as if he had never heard the word before, and he peered with clearing eyes toward Pierre. No, I think this boy has never lied.

Silence had spread through the place like a vapor. Even the slight sounds in the gaming-room were done now, and one pair after another of eyes swung toward the table of Cochrane and Hurley. The wave of the silence reached to the barroom. No one could have carried the tidings so soon, but the air was surcharged with the consciousness of an impending crisis.

Half a dozen men started to make their way on tiptoe toward the back room. One stood with his whisky glass suspended in midair, and tilted back his head to listen. In the gaming-room Hurley pushed back his chair and leaned to the left, giving him a free sweep for his right hand. The Mexican smiled with a slow and deep content.

Thank you, answered Pierre, but I am waiting still, sir.

The left hand of Hurley played impatiently on the table.

He said: Of course, if you have enough—

I — enough? flared the old aristocrat.

Pierre le Rouge turned fairly upon Hurley.

In the name of God, he said calmly, make an end of your game. Youre playing for money, but I think this man is playing for his eternal soul.

The solemn, bookish phraseology came smoothly from his tongue. He knew no other. It drew a murmur of amusement from the room and a snarl from Hurley.

Put on skirts, kid, and join the Salvation Army, but dont get yourself messed all up in here. This is my party, and Im damned particular who I invite! Now, run along! The head of Pierre tilted back, and he burst into laughter which troubled even Hurley.

The gambler blurted: Whats happening to you, kid?

Ive been making a lot of good resolutions, Mr. Hurley, about keeping out of trouble; but here I am in it up to the neck.

No trouble as long as you keep your hand out of another mans game, kid.

Thats it. I cant see you rob Mr. Cochrane like this. You arent gambling — youre digging gold. The game stops now.

It was a moment before the crowd realized what was about to happen; they saw it reflected first in the face of Hurley, which suddenly went taut and pale, and then, even as they looked with a smile of curiosity and derision toward Pierre le Rouge, they saw and understood.

For the moment Pierre said, The game stops now, the calm which had been with him was gone. It was like the scent of blood to the starved wolf. The last word was scarcely off his tongue when he was crouched with a devil of green fury in his eyes — the light struck his hair into a wave of flame — his face altered by a dozen ugly years.

Dyou mean? whispered Hurley, as if he feared to break the silence with his full voice.

Get out of the room.

And the impulse of Hurley, plainly enough, was to obey the order, and go anywhere to escape from that relentless stare. His glance wavered and flashed around the circle and then back to Red Pierre, for the expectancy of the crowd forced him back.

When the leader of the pack springs and fails to kill, the rest of the pack tear him to pieces. Remembering this, Mac Hurley forced his glance back to Pierre. Moreover, there was a soft voice from behind, and he remembered Diaz.

All this had taken place in the length of time that it takes a heavy body to totter on the brink of a precipice or a cat to regain its feet after a fall. After the voice of Diaz there was a sway through the room, a pulse of silence, and then three hands shot for their hips — Pierre, Diaz, and Hurley.

No stop-watch could have caught the differing lengths of time which each required for the draw. The muzzle of Hurleys revolver was not clear of the holster — the gun of Diaz was nearly at the level when Pierres weapon exploded at his hip. The bullet cut through the wrist of Hurley. Never again would that slender, supple hand fly over the cards, doing things other than they seemed. He made no effort to escape from the next bullet, but stood looking down at his broken wrist; horror for the moment gave him a dignity oddly out of place with his usual appearance. He alone in all the room was moveless.

The crowd, undecided for an instant, broke for the doors at the first shot; Pierre le Rouge pitched to the floor as Diaz leaped forward, the revolver in either hand spitting lead and fire.

It was no bullet that downed Pierre but his own cunning. He broke his fall with an outstretched left hand, while the bullets of Diaz pumped into the void space which his body had filled a moment before.

Lying there at ease, he leveled the revolver, grinning with the mirthless lust of battle, and fired over the top of the table. The guns dropped from the hands of huge Diaz. He caught at his throat and staggered back the full length of the room, crashing against the wall. When he pitched forward on his face he was dead before he struck the floor.

Pierre, now Red Pierre, indeed, rose and ran to the fallen man, and, looking at the bulk of the giant, he wondered with a cold heart. He knew before he slipped his hand over the breast of Diaz that this was death. Then he rose again and watched the still fingers which seemed to be gripping at the boards. These he saw, and nothing else, and all he heard was the rattling of the wind of winter, wrenching at some loose shingle on the roof, and he knew that he was alone in the world, for he had put out a life.

He found a strange weight pulling down his right hand, and started when he saw the revolver. He replaced it in the holster automatically, and in so doing touched the barrel and found it warm.

Then fear came to Pierre, the first real fear of his life. He jerked his head high and looked about him. The room was utterly empty. He tiptoed to the door and found even the long bar deserted, littered with tall bottles and overturned glasses. The cold in his heart increased. A moment before he had been hand in hand with all the mirth in that place.

Now the men whose laughter he had repeated with smiles, the men against whose sleeves his elbow had touched, were further away from him than they had been when all the snow-covered miles from Morgantown to the school of Father Victor had laid between them. They were men who might lose themselves in any crowd, but he was set apart with a brand, even as Hurley and Diaz had been set apart that eventful evening.

He had killed a man. That fact blotted out the world. He drew his gun again and stole down the length of the bar. Once he stopped and poised the weapon before he realized that the white, fierce face that squinted at him was his own reflection in a mirror.

Outside the door the free wind caught at his face, and he blessed it in his heart, as if it had been the touch of the hand of a friend. Beyond the long, dark, silent street the moor rose and passed up through the safe, dark spaces of the sky.

He must move quickly now. The pursuit was not yet organized, but it would begin in a space of minutes. From the group of half a dozen horses which stood before the saloon he selected the best — a tall, raw-boned nag with an ugly head. Into the saddle he swung, wondering faintly that the theft of a horse mattered so little to him. His was the greatest sin. All other things mattered nothing.

Down the long street he galloped. The sharp echoes flew out at him from every unlighted house, but not a human being was in sight. So he swung out onto the long road which wound up through the hills, and beside him rode a grim brotherhood, the invisible fellowship of Cain.

The moon rose higher, brighter, and a grotesque black shadow galloped over the snow beside him. He turned his head sharply to the other side and watched the sweep of white hills which reached back in range after range until they blended with the shadows of night.

The road faded to a bridle path, and this in turn he lost among the windings of the valley. He was lost from even the traces of men, and yet the fear of men pursued him. Fear, and yet with it there was a thrill of happiness, for every swinging stride of the tall, wild roan carried him deeper into freedom, the unutterable fierce freedom of the hunted.


CHAPTER 7
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ALL LIFE WAS tame compared with this sudden awakening of Pierre. He had killed a man. For fear of it he raced the tall roan furiously through the night.

He had killed a man. For the joy of it he shouted a song that went ringing across the blank, white hills. What place was there in Red Pierre for solemn qualms of conscience? Had he not met the first and last test triumphantly? The oldest instinct in creation was satisfied in him. Now he stood ready to say to all the world: Behold, a man!

Let it be remembered that his early years had been passed in a dull, dun silence, and time had slipped by him with softly padding, uneventful hours. Now, with the rope of restraint snapped, he rode at the world with hands, palm upward, asking for life, and that life which lies under the hills of the mountain-desert heard his question and sent a cold, sharp echo back to answer his lusty singing.

The first answer, as he plunged on, not knowing where, and not caring, was when the roan reeled suddenly and flung forward to the ground. Even that violent stop did not unseat Red Pierre. He jerked up on the reins with a curse and drove in the spurs. Valiantly the horse reared his shoulders up, but when he strove to rise the right foreleg dangled helplessly. He had stepped in some hole and the bone was broken cleanly across.

The rider slipped from the saddle and stood facing the roan, which pricked its ears forward and struggled once more to regain its feet. The effort was hopeless, and Pierre took the broken leg and felt the rough edges of the splintered bone through the skin. The animal, as if it sensed that the man was trying to do it some good, nosed his shoulder and whinnied softly.

Pierre stepped back and drew his revolver. The bullet would do quickly what the cold would accomplish after lingering hours of torture, yet, facing those pricking ears and the trust of the eyes, he was blinded by a mist and could not aim. He had to place the muzzle of the gun against the roans temple and pull the trigger. When he turned his back he was the only living thing within the white arms of the hills.

Yet, when the next hill was behind him, he had already forgotten the second life which he put out that night, for regret is the one sorrow which never dodges the footsteps of the hunted. Like all his brotherhood of Cain, Pierre le Rouge pressed forward across the mountain-desert with his face turned toward the brave tomorrow. In the evening of his life, if he should live to that time, he would walk and talk with God.

Now he had no mind save for the bright day coming.

He had been riding with the wind and had scarcely noticed its violence in his headlong course. Now he felt it whipping sharply at his back and increasing with each step. Overhead the sky was clear. It seemed to give vision for the wind and cold to seek him out, and the moon made his following shadow long and black across the snow.

The wind quickened rapidly to a gale that cut off the surface of the snow and whipped volleys of the small particles level with the surface. It cut the neck of Red Pierre, and the gusts struck his shoulders with staggering force like separate blows, twisting him a little from side to side.

Coming from the direction of Morgantown, it seemed as if the vengeance for Diaz was following the slayer. Once he turned and laughed in the teeth of the wind, and shook his fist back at Morgantown and all the avenging powers of the law.

Yet he was glad to turn away from the face of the storm and stride on down-wind. Even traveling with the gale grew more and more impossible. The snowdrifts which the wind picked up and hurried across the hills pressed against Pierres back like a great, invisible hand, bowing him as if beneath a burden. In the hollows the labor was not so great, but when he approached a summit the gale screamed in his ear and struck him savagely.

For all his optimism, for all his young, undrained strength, a doubt began to grow in the mind of Pierre le Rouge. At length, remembering how that weight of gold came in his pockets, he slipped his left hand into the bosom of his shirt and touched the icy metal of the cross. Almost at once he heard, or thought he heard, a faint, sweet sound of singing.

The heart of Red Pierre stopped. For he knew the visions which came to men perishing with cold; but he grew calmer again in a moment. This touch of cold was nothing compared with whole months of hard exposure which he had endured in the northland. It had not the edge. If it were not for the wind it was scarcely a threat to life. Moreover, the singing sounded no more. It had been hardly more than a phrase of music, and it must have been a deceptive murmur of the wind.

After all, a gale brought wilder deceptions than that. Some men had actually heard voices declaiming words in such a wind. He himself had heard them tell their stories. So he leaned forward again and gave his stanch heart to the task. Yet once more he stopped, for this time the singing came clearly, sweetly to him.

There was no doubt of it now. Of course it was wildly impossible, absurd; but beyond all question he heard the voice of a girl come whistling down the wind. He could almost catch the words. For a little moment he lingered still. Then he turned and fought his way into the strong arms of the storm.

Every now and then he paused and crouched to the snow. Usually there was only the shriek of the wind in his ears, but a few times the singing came to him and urged him on. If he had allowed the idea of failure to enter his mind, he must have given up the struggle, but failure was a stranger to his thoughts.

He lowered his head against the storm. Sometimes it caught under him and nearly lifted him from his feet. But he clung against the slope of the hill, sometimes gripping hard with his hands. So he worked his way to the right, the sound of the singing coming more and more frequently and louder and louder. When he was almost upon the source of the music it ceased abruptly.

He waited a moment, but no sound came. He struggled forward a few more yards and pitched down exhausted, panting. Still he heard the singing no longer. With a falling heart he rose and resigned himself to wander on his original course with the wind, but as he started he placed his hand once more against the cross, and it was then that he saw her.

For he had simply gone past her, and the yelling of the storm had cut off the sound of her voice. Now he saw her lying, a spot of bright color on the snow. He read the story at a glance. As she passed this steep-sided hill the loosely piled snow had slid down and carried with it the dead trunk of a fallen tree.

Pierre came from behind and stood over her unnoticed. He saw that the oncoming tree, by a strange chance, had knocked down the girl and pinned her legs to the ground. His strength and the strength of a dozen men would not be sufficient to release her. This he saw at the first glance, and saw the bright gold of her hair against the snow. Then he dropped on his knees beside her.


CHAPTER 8
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THE GIRL TOSSED up her arms in a silent greeting, and Pierre caught the small cold hands and saw that she was only a child of twelve or fourteen trapped by the wild storm sweeping over them. He crouched lower still, and when he did so the strength of the wind against his face decreased wonderfully, for the sharp angle of the hills declivity protected them. Seeing him kneel there, she cried out with a little wail: Help me — the tree — help me! And, bursting into a passion of sobbing, she tugged her hands from his and covered her face.

Pierre placed his shoulder under the trunk and lifted till the muscles of his back snapped and cracked. He could not budge the weight; he could not even send a tremor through the mass of wood. He dropped back beside her with a groan. He felt her eyes upon him; she had ceased her sobs, and looked steadily into his face.

It would have been easy for him to meet that look on the morning of this day, but after that nights work in Morgantown he had to brace his nerve to withstand it.

She said: You cant budge the tree?

Yes — in a minute; I will try again.

Youll only hurt yourself for nothing. I saw how you strained at it.

The greatest miracle he had ever seen was her calm. Her eyes were wide and sorrowful indeed, but she was almost smiling up to him.

After a while he was able to say, in a faint voice: Are you very cold?

She answered: Im not afraid. But if you stay longer with me, you may freeze. The snow and even the tree help to keep me almost warm; but you will freeze. Go for help; hurry, and if you can, send it back to me.

He thought of the long miles back to Morgantown; no human being could walk that distance against this wind; not even a strong horse could make its way through the storm. If he went on with the wind, how long would it be before he reached a house? Before him, over range after range of hills, he saw no single sign of a building. If he reached some such place it would be the same story as the trip to Morgantown; men simply could not beat a way against that wind.

Then a cold hand touched him, and he looked up to find her eyes grave and wide once more, and her lips half smiling, as if she strove to deceive him.

Theres no chance of bringing help?

He merely stared hungrily at her, and the loveliest thing he had ever seen was the play of golden hair beside her cheek. Her smile went out. She withdrew her hand, but she repeated: Im not afraid. Ill simply grow numb and then fall asleep. But you go on and save yourself.

Seeing him shake his head, she caught his hands again.

Ill be unhappy. Youll make me so unhappy if you stay. Please go.

He raised the small hand and pressed it to his lips.

She said: You are crying!

No, no!

There! I see the tears shining on my hand. What is your name?

Pierre.

Pierre? I like that name. Pierre, to make me happy, will you go? Your face is all white and touched with a shadow of blue. It is the cold. Oh, wont you go? Then she pleaded, finding him obdurate: If you wont go for me, then go for your father.

He raised his head with a sudden laughter, and, raising it, the wind beat into his face fiercely and the particles of snow whipped his skin.

Dear Pierre, then for your mother?

He bowed his head.

Not for all the people who love you and wait for you now by some warm fire — some cozy fire, all yellow and bright?

He took her hands and with them covered his eyes. Listen: I have no father; I have no mother.

Pierre! Oh, Pierre, Im sorry!

And for the rest of em, Ive killed a man. The whole world hates me; the whole worlds hunting me.

The small hands tugged away. He dared not raise his bowed head for fear of her eyes. And then the hands came back to him and touched his face.

She was saying tremulously: Then he deserved to be killed. There must be men like that — almost. And I — like you still, Pierre.

Really?

I almost think I like you more — because you could kill a man — and then stay here for me.

If you were a grown-up girl, do you know what Id say?

Please tell me.

That I could love you.

Pierre—

Yes.

My name is Mary Brown.

He repeated several times: Mary.

And if I were a grown-up girl, do you know what I would answer?

I dont dare guess it.

That I could love you, Pierre, if you were a grown-up man.

But I am.

Not a really one.

And they both broke into laughter — laughter that died out before a sound of rushing and of thunder, as a mass slid swiftly past them, snow and mud and sand and rubble. The wind fell away from them, and when Pierre looked up he saw that a great mass of tumbled rock and soil loomed above them.

The landslide had not touched them, by some miracle, but in a moment more it might shake loose again, and all that mass of ton upon ton of stone and loam would overwhelm them. The whole mass quaked and trembled, and the very hillside shuddered beneath them.

She looked up and saw the coming ruin; but her cry was for him, not herself.

Run, Pierre — you can save yourself.

With that terror threatening him from above, he rose and started to run down the hill. A moan of woe followed him, and he stopped and turned back, and fought his way through the wind until he was beside her once more.

She was weeping.

Pierre — I couldnt help calling out for you; but now Im strong again, and I wont have you stay. The whole mountain is shaking and falling toward us. Go now, Pierre, and Ill never make a sound to bring you back.

He said: Hush! Ive something here which will keep us both safe.
Look!

He tore from the chain the little metal cross, and held it high overhead, glimmering in the pallid light. She forgot her fear in wonder.

I gambled with only one coin to lose, and I came out tonight with hundreds and hundreds of dollars because I had the cross. It is a charm against all danger and against all bad fortune. It has never failed me.

Over them the piled mass slid closer. The forehead of Pierre gleamed with sweat, but a strong purpose made him talk on. At least he could take all the foreboding of death from the child, and when the end came it would be swift and wipe them both out at one stroke. She clung to him, eager to believe.

Ive closed my eyes so that I can believe.

It has never failed me. It saved me when I fought two men. One of them I crippled and the other died. You see, the power of the cross is as great as that. Do you doubt it now, Mary?

Do you believe in it so much — really — Pierre?

Each time there was a little lowering of her voice, a little pause and caress in the tone as she uttered his name, and nothing in all his life had stirred Red Pierre so deeply with happiness and sorrow.

Do you believe, Pierre? she repeated.

He looked up and saw the shuddering mass of the landslide creeping upon them inch by inch. In another moment it would loose itself with a rush and cover them.

I believe, he said.

If you should live, and I should die—

I would throw the cross away.

No, you would keep it; and every time you touched it you would think of me, Pierre, would you not?

When you reach out to me like that, you take my heart between your hands.

And I feel grown up and sad and happy both together. After weve been together on such a night, how can we ever be apart again?

The mass of the landslide toppled right above them. She did not seem to see.

Im so happy, Pierre. I was never so happy.

And he said, with his eyes on the approaching ruin: It was your singing that brought me to you. Will you sing again?

I sang because I knew that when I sang the sound would carry farther through the wind than if I called for help. What shall I sing for you now, Pierre?

What you sang when I came to you.

And the light, sweet voice rose easily through the sweep of the wind. She smiled as she sang, and the smile and music were all for Pierre, he knew. Through the last stanza of the song the rumble of the approaching death grew louder, and as she ended he threw himself beside her and gathered her into protecting arms.

She cried: Pierre! What is it?

I must keep you warm; the snow will eat away your strength.

No; its more than that. Tell me, Pierre! You dont trust the power of the cross?

Are you afraid?

Oh, no; Im not afraid, Pierre.

If one life would be enough, Id give mine a thousand times. Mary, we are to die.

An arm slipped around his neck — a cold hand pressed against his cheek.

Pierre.

Yes.

The thunder broke above them with a mighty roaring.

You have no fear.

Mary, if I had died alone I would have dropped down to hell under my sins; but, with your arm around me, youll take me with you. Hold me close.

With all my heart, Pierre. See — Im not afraid. It is like going to sleep. What wonderful dreams well have!

And then the black mass of the landslide swept upon them.


CHAPTER 9
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DOWN ALL THE length of the mountain-desert and across its width of rocks and mountains and valleys and stern plateaus there is a saying: You can tell a man by the horse he rides. For most other important things are apt to go by opposites, which is the usual way in which a man selects his wife. With dogs, for instance — a quiet man is apt to want an active dog, and a tractable fellow may keep the most vicious of wolf-dogs.

But when it comes to a horse, a mans heart speaks for itself, and if he has sufficient knowledge he will choose a sympathetic mount. A woman loves a neat-stepping saddle-horse; a philosopher likes a nodding, stumble-footed nag which will jog all day long and care not a whit whether it goes up dale or down.

To know the six wild riders who galloped over the white reaches of the mountain-desert this night, certainly their horses should be studied first and the men secondly, for the one explained the other.

They came in a racing triangle. Even the storm at its height could not daunt such furious riders. At the point of the triangle thundered a mighty black stallion, his muzzle and his broad chest flecked with white foam, for he stretched his head out and champed at the bit with ears laid flat back, as though even that furious pace gave him no opportunity to use fully his strength.

He was an ugly headed monster with a savagely hooked Roman nose and small, keen eyes, always red at the corners. A medieval baron in full panoply of plate armor would have chosen such a charger among ten thousand steeds, yet the black stallion needed all his strength to uphold the unarmored giant who bestrode him, a savage figure.

When the broad brim of his hat flapped up against the wind the moonshine caught at shaggy brows, a cruelly arched nose, thin, straight lips, and a forward-thrusting jaw. It seemed as if nature had hewn him roughly and designed him for a primitive age where he could fight his way with hands and teeth.

This was Jim Boone. To his right and a little behind him galloped a riderless horse, a beautiful young animal continually tossing its head and looking as if for guidance at the big stallion.

To the left strode a handsome bay with pricking ears. A mound interfered with his course, and he cleared it in magnificent style that would have brought a cheer from the lips of any English lover of the chase.

Straight in the saddle sat Dick Wilbur, and he raised his face a little to the wind, smiling faintly as if he rejoiced in its fine strength, as handsome as the horse he rode, as cleanly cut, as finely bred. The moon shone a little brighter on him than on any other of the six riders.

Bud Mansie behind, for instance, kept his head slightly to one side and cursed beneath his breath at the storm and set his teeth at the wind. His horse, delicately formed, with long, slender legs, could not have endured that charge against the storm save that it constantly edged behind the leaders and let them break the wind. It carried less weight than any other mount of the six, and its strength was cunningly nursed by the rider so that it kept its place, and at the finish it would be as strong as any and swifter, perhaps, for a sudden, short effort, just as Bud Mansie might be numbed through all his nervous, slender body, but never too numb for swift and deadly action.

On the opposite wing of the flying wedge galloped a dust-colored gray, ragged of mane and tail, and vindictive of eye, like its down-headed rider, who shifted his glance rapidly from side to side and watched the ground closely before his horse as if he were perpetually prepared for danger.

He distrusted the very ground over which his mount strode. For all this he seemed the least formidable of all the riders. To see him pass none could have suspected that this was Black Morgan Gandil.

Last of the crew came two men almost as large as Jim Boone himself, on strong steady-striding horses. They came last in this crew, but among a thousand other long-riders they would have ridden first, either red-faced, good-humored, loud-voiced Garry Patterson, or Phil Branch, stout-handed, blunt of jaw, who handled men as he had once hammered red iron at the forge.

Each of them should have ridden alone in order to be properly appreciated. To see them together was like watching a flock of eagles every one of which should have been a solitary lord of the air. But after scanning that lordly train which followed, the more terrible seemed the rider of the great black horse.

Yet the king was sad, and the reason for his sadness was the riderless horse which galloped so freely beside him. His son had ridden that horse when they set out, and all the way down to the railroad Handsome Hal Boone had kept his mount prancing and curveting and had ridden around and around tall Dick Wilbur, playing pranks, and had teased his fathers black until the big stallion lashed out wildly with furious heels.

It was the memory of this that kept the grave shadow of a smile on the fathers lips for all the sternness of his eyes. He never turned his head, for, looking straight forward, he could conjure up the laughing vision; but when he glanced to the empty saddle he heard once more the last unlucky shot fired from the train as they raced off with their booty, and saw Hal reel in his saddle and pitch forward; and how he had tried to check his horse and turn back; and how Dick Wilbur, and Patterson, and big Phil Branch had forced him to go on and leave that form lying motionless on the snow.

At that he groaned, and spurred the black, and so the cavalcade rushed faster and faster through the night.

They came over a sharp ridge and veered to the side just in time, for all the further slope was a mass of treacherous sand and rubble and raw rocks and mud, where a landslide had stripped the hill to the stone.

As they veered about the ruin and thundered on down to the foot of the hill, Jim Boone threw up his hand for a signal and brought his stallion to a halt on back-braced, sliding legs.

For a metallic glitter had caught his eye, and then he saw, half covered by the pebbles and dirt, the figure of a man. He must have been struck by the landslide and not overwhelmed by it, but rather carried before it like a stick in a rush of water. At the outermost edge of the wave he lay with the rocks and dirt washed over him. Boone swung from the saddle and lifted Pierre le Rouge.

The gleam of metal was the cross which his fingers still gripped. Boone examined it with a somewhat superstitious caution, took it from the nerveless fingers, and slipped it into a pocket of Pierres shirt. A small cut on the boys forehead showed where the stone struck which knocked him senseless, but the cut still bled — a small trickle — Pierre lived. He even stirred and groaned and opened his eyes, large and deeply blue.

It was only an instant before they closed, but Boone had seen. He turned with the figure lifted easily in his arms as if Pierre had been a child fallen asleep by the hearth and now about to be carried off to bed.

And the outlaw said: Ive lost my boy tonight. This here one was given me by the will of — God.

Black Morgan Gandil reined his horse close by, leaned to peer down, and the shadow of his hat fell across the face of Pierre.

Theres no good comes of savin shipwrecked men. Leave him where you found him, Jim. Thats my advice. Sidestep a redheaded man. Thats what I say.

The quick-stepping horse of Bud Mansie came near, and the rider wiped his stiff lips, and spoke from the side of his mouth, a prison habit of the line that moves in the lockstep: Take it from me, Jim, there aint any place in our crew for a man youve picked up without knowing him beforehand. Let him lay, I say. But big Dick Wilbur was already leading up the horse of Hal Boone, and into the saddle Jim Boone swung the inert body of Pierre. The argument was settled, for every man of them knew that nothing could turn Boone back from a thing once begun. Yet there were muttered comments that drew Black Morgan Gandil and Bud Mansie together.

And Gandil, from the South Seas, growled with averted eyes: This is the most fool stunt the chief has ever pulled.

Right, pal, answered Mansie. You take a snake in out of the cold, and it bites you when it comes to in the warmth; but the chief has started, and there aint nothing thatll make him stop, except maybe God or McGurk.

And Black Gandil answered with his evil, sudden grin: Maybe McGurk, but not God.

They started on again with Garry Patterson and Dick Wilbur riding close on either side of Pierre, supporting his limp body. It delayed the whole gang, for they could not go on faster than a jog-trot. The wind, however, was falling off in violence. Its shrill whistling ceased, at length, and they went on, accompanied only by the harsh crunching of the snow underfoot.


CHAPTER 10
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CONSCIOUSNESS RETURNED TO Pierre slowly. Many a time his eyes opened, and he saw nothing, but when he did see and hear it was by vague glimpses.

He heard the crunch of the snow underfoot; he heard the panting and snorting of the horses; he felt the swing and jolt of the saddle beneath him; he saw the grim faces of the long-riders, and he said: The law has taken me.

Thereafter he let his will lapse, and surrendered to the sleepy numbness which assailed his brain in waves. He was riding without support by this time, but it was an automatic effort. There was no more real life in him than in a dummy figure. It was not the effect of the blow. It was rather the long exposure and the overexertion of mind and body during the evening and night. He had simply collapsed beneath the strain.

But an old army man has said: Give me a soldier of eighteen or twenty. In a single day he may not march quite so far as a more mature man or carry quite so much weight. He will go to sleep each night dead to the world. But in the morning he awakens a new man. He is like a slate from which all the writing has been erased. He is ready for a new day and a new world. Thirty days of campaigning leaves him as strong and fresh as ever.

Thirty days of campaigning leaves the old soldier a wreck. Why? Because as a man grows older he loses the ability to sleep soundly. He carries the nervous strain of one day over to the next. Life is a serious problem to a man over thirty. To a man under thirty it is simply a game. For my part, give me men who can play at war.

So it was with Pierre le Rouge. He woke with a faint heaviness of head, and stretched himself. There were many sore places, but nothing more. He looked up, and the slant winter sun cut across his face and made a patch of bright yellow on the wall beside him.

Next he heard a faint humming, and, turning his head, saw a boy of fourteen or perhaps a little more, busily cleaning a rifle in a way that betokened the most expert knowledge of the weapon. Pierre himself knew rifles as a preacher knows his Bible, and as he lay half awake and half asleep he smiled with enjoyment to see the deft fingers move here and there, wiping away the oil. A green hand will spend half a day cleaning a gun, and then do the work imperfectly; an expert does the job efficiently in ten minutes. This was an expert.

Undoubtedly this was a true son of the mountain-desert. He wore his old slouch hat even in the house, and his skin was that olive brown which comes from many years of exposure to the wind and sun. At the same time there was a peculiar fineness about the boy. His feet were astonishingly small and the hands thin and slender for all their supple strength. And his neck was not bony, as it is in most youths at this gawky age, but smoothly rounded.

Men grow big of bone and sparse of flesh in the mountain-desert. It was the more surprising to Pierre to see this young fellow with the marvelously delicate-cut features. By some freak of nature here was a place where the breed ran to high blood.

The cleaning completed, the boy tossed the butt of the gun to his shoulder and squinted down the barrel. Then he loaded the magazine, weighted the gun deftly at the balance, and dropped the rifle across his knees.

Morning, said Pierre le Rouge cheerily, and swung off the bunk to the floor. How olds the gun?

The boy, without the slightest show of excitement, snapped the butt to his shoulder and drew a bead on Pierres breast.

Sit down before you get all heated up, said a musical voice.
Theres nobody waiting for you on horseback.

And Pierre sat down, partly because Western men never argue a point when that little black hole is staring them in the face, partly because he remembered with a rush that the last time he had fully possessed his consciousness he had been lying in the snow with the cross gripped hard and the toppling mass of the landslide above him. All that had happened between was blotted from his memory. He fumbled at his throat. The cross was not there. He touched his pockets. Ease your hands away from your hip, said the cold voice of the boy, who had dropped his gun to the ready with a significant finger curled around the trigger, or Ill drill you clean.

Pierre obediently raised his hands to the level of his shoulders. The boy sneered.

This isnt a hold-up, he explained. Put em down again, but watch yourself.

The sneer varied to a contemptuous smile.

I guess youre tame, all right.

Point that gun another way, will you, son?

The boy flushed.

Dont call me son.

Is this a lockup — a jail?

This?

What is it, then? The last I remember I was lying in the snow with—

I wish to God youd been let there, said the boy bitterly.

But Pierre, overwhelmed with the endeavor to recollect, rushed on with his questions and paid no heed to the tone.

I had a cross in my hand—

The scorn of the boy grew to mighty proportions.

Its there in the breast-pocket of your shirt.

Pierre drew out the little cross, and the touch of it against his palm restored whatever of his strength was lacking. Very carefully he attached it to the chain about his throat. Then he looked up to the contempt of the boy, and as he did so another memory burst on him and brought him to his feet. The gun went to the boys shoulders at the same time.

When I was found — was anyone else with me?

Nope.

What happened?

Must have been buried in the landslide. Half a hill caved in, and the dirt rolled you down to the bottom. Plain luck, thats all, that kept you from going out.

Luck? said Pierre and he laid his hand against his breast where he could feel the outline of the cross. Yes, I suppose it was luck. And she—

He sat down slowly and buried his face in his hands. A new tone came in the voice of the boy as he asked: Was a woman with you? But Pierre heard only the tone and not the words. His face was gray when he looked up again, and his voice hard.

Tell me as briefly as you can how I come here, and who picked me up.

My father and his men. They passed you lying on the snow. They brought you home.

Who is your father?

The boy stiffened and his color rose.

My father is Jim Boone.

Instinctively, while he stared, the right hand of Pierre le Rouge crept toward his hip.

Keep your hand steady, said the boy. I got a nervous trigger-finger. Yeh, dad is pretty well known.

Youre his son?

Im Jack Boone.

But Ive heard — tell me, why am I under guard?

Jack was instantly aflame with the old anger.

Not because I want you here.

Who does?

Dad.

Put away your pop-gun and talk sense. I wont try to get away until
Jim Boone comes. I only fight men.

Even the anger and grief of the boy could not keep him from smiling.

Just the same Ill keep the shooting-iron handy. Sit still. A gun dont keep me from talking sense, does it? Youre here to take Hals place. Hal! The little wail told a thousand things, and Pierre, shocked out of the thought of his own troubles, waited.

My brother, Hal; hes dead; he died last night, and on the way back dad found you and brought you to take Hals place. Hals place!

The accent showed how impossible it was that Hals place could be taken by any mortal man.

I got orders to keep you here, but if I was to do what Id like to do, Id give you the best horse on the place and tell you to clear out. Thats me!

Then do it.

And face dad afterward?

Tell him I overpowered you. That would be easy; you a slip of a boy, and me a man.

Stranger, it goes to show you may have heard of Jim Boone, but you dont anyways know him. When he orders a thing done he wants it done, and he dont care how, and he dont ask questions why. He just raises hell.

He really expects to keep me here?

Expects? He will.

Going to tie me up? asked Pierre ironically.

Maybe, answered Jack, overlooking the irony. Maybe hell just put you on my shoulders to guard.

He moved the gun significantly.

And I can do it.

Of course. But he would have to let me go sometime.

Not till youd promised to stick by him. I told him that myself, but he said that youre young and that hed teach you to like this life whether you wanted to or not. Me speaking personally, I agree with Black Gandil: This is the worst fool thing that dad has ever done. What do we want with you — in Hals place!

But Ive got a thing to do right away — today; it cant wait.

Give dad your word to come back and hell let you go. He says youre the kind that will keep your word. You see, he found you with a cross in your hand.

And Jacks lips curled again.

It was all absurd, too impossible to be real. The only real things were the body of yellow-haired Mary Brown, under the tumbled rocks and dirt of the landslide, and the body of Martin Ryder waiting to be placed in that corner plot where the grass grew quicker than all other grass in the spring of the year.

However, having fallen among madmen, he must use cunning to get away before the outlaw and his men came back from wherever they had gone. Otherwise there would be more bloodshed, more play of guns and hum of lead.

Tell me of Hal, he said, and dropped his elbows on his knees as if he accepted his fate.

Dont know you well enough to talk of Hal.

Im sorry.

The boy made a little gesture of apology.

I guess that was a mean thing to say. Sure Ill tell you about
Hal — if I can.

Tell me anything you can, said Pierre gently, because Ive got to try to be like him, havent I?

You could try till rattlers got tame, but itd take ten like you to make one like Hal. He was dads own son — he was my brother.

The sob came openly now, and the tears were a mist in the boys eyes.

Whats your name?

Pierre.

Pierre? I suppose I got to learn it.

I suppose so. And he edged farther forward so that he was sitting only on the edge of the bunk.

Please do. And he gathered his feet under him, ready for a spring forward and a grip at the boys threatening rifle.

Jack had canted his head a little to one side. Did you ever see a horse that was gentle and yet had never been ridden, or his spirit broke, Pierre—

Here Pierre made his leap swift as some bobcat of the northern woods; his hand whipped out as lightning fast as the striking paw of the lynx, and the gun was jerked from the hands of Jack. Not before the boy clutched at it with a cry of horror, but the force of the pull sent him lurching to the floor and broke his grip.

He was up in an instant, however, and a knife of ugly length glittered in his hand as he sprang at Pierre.

Pierre tossed aside the rifle and met the attack barehanded. He caught the knife-bearing hand at the wrist and under his grip the hand loosened its hold and the steel tinkled on the floor. His other arm caught the body of Jack in a mighty vise.

There was a brief and futile struggle, and a hissing of breath in the silence till the hat tumbled from the head of Jack and down over the shoulders streamed a torrent of silken black hair.

Pierre stepped back. This was the meaning, then, of the strangely small feet and hands and the low music of the voice. It was the body of a girl that he had held.


CHAPTER 11
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IT WAS NOT fear nor shame that made the eyes of Jacqueline so wide as she stared past Pierre toward the door. He glanced across his shoulder, and blocking the entrance to the room, literally filling the doorway, was the bulk of Jim Boone.

Seems as if I was sort of steppin in on a little family party, he said. Im sure glad you two got acquainted so quick. Jack, how did you and — What the hells your name, lad?

He tricked me, dad, or he would never have got the gun away from me. This — this Pierre — this beast — he got me to talk of Hal. Then he stole—

The point, said Jim Boone coldly, is that he got the gun. Run along, Jack. You aint so growed up as I was thinkin. Or hold on — maybe youre more grown up. Which is it? Are you turnin into a woman, Jack?

She whirled on Pierre in a white fury.

You see? You see what youve done? Hell never trust me again — never!
Pierre, I hate you. Ill always hate you. And if Hal were here—

A storm of sobs and tears cut her short, and she disappeared through the door. Boone and Pierre stood regarding each other critically.

Pierre spoke first: Youre not as big as I expected.

Im plenty big; but youre older than I thought.

Too old for what you want of me. The girl told me what that was.

Not too old to be made what I want.

And his hands passed through a significant gesture of molding the empty air. The boy met his eye dauntlessly.

I suppose, he said, that Ive a pretty small chance of getting away.

Just about none, Pierre. Come here.

Pierre stepped closer and looked down the hall into another room. There, about a table, sat the five grimmest riders of the mountain-desert that he had ever seen. They were such men as one could judge at a glance, and Pierre made that instinctive motion for his six-gun. The girl, Jim Boone was saying, kept you pretty busy tryin to make a break, and if she could do anything maybe youd have a pile of trouble with one of them guardin you. But if Id had a good look at you, lad, Id never have let Jack take the job of guardin you.

Thanks, answered Pierre dryly.

You got reason; I can see that. Heres the point, Pierre. I know young men because I can remember pretty close what I was at your age. I wasnt any ladies lap dog, at that, but time and older men molded me the way Im going to mold you. Understand?

Pierre was nerved for many things, but the last word made him stir. It roused in him a red-tinged desire to get through the forest of black beard at the throat of Boone and dim the glitter of those keen eyes. It brought him also another thought.

Two great tasks lay before him: the burial of his father and the avenging of him on McGurk. As to the one, he knew it would be childish madness for him to attempt to bury his father in Morgantown with only his single hand to hold back the powers of the law or the friends of the notorious Diaz and crippled Hurley.

And for the other, it was even more vain to imagine that through his own unaided power he could strike down a figure of such almost legendary terror as McGurk. The bondage of the gang might be a terrible thing through the future, but the present need blinded him to what might come.

He said: Suppose I stop raising questions or making a fight, but give you my hand and call myself a member—

Of the family? Exactly. If you did that Id know it was because you were wantin something, Pierre, eh?

Two things.

Lad, I like this way of talk. One — two — you hit quick like a two-gun man. Well, Im used to paying high for what I get. Whats up? The first—

Wait. Can I help you out by myself, or do you need the gang?

The gang.

Then come, and Ill put it up to them. You first.

It was equally courtesy and caution, and Pierre smiled faintly as he went first through the door. He stood in a moment under the eyes of five silent men.

The booming voice of Jim Boone pronounced: This is Pierre. Hell be one of us if he can get the gang to do two things. I ask you, will you hear him for me, and then pass on whether or not you try his game?

They nodded. There were no greetings to acknowledge the introduction.
They waited, eyeing the youth with distrust.

Pierre eyed them in turn, and then he spoke directly to big Dick
Wilbur.

Heres the first: I want to bury a man in Morgantown and I need help to do it.

Black Gandil snarled: You heard me, boys; blood to start with. Whos the man you want us to put out?

Hes dead — my father.

They came up straight in their chairs like trained actors rising to a stage crisis. The snarl straightened on the lips of Black Morgan Gandil.

Hes lying in his house a few miles out of Morgantown. As he died he told me that he wanted to be buried in a corner plot in the Morgantown graveyard. Hed seen the place and counted it for his a good many years because he said the grass grew quicker there than any other place, after the snow went.

A damned good reason, said Garry Patterson. As the idea stuck more deeply into his imagination he smashed his fist down on the table so that the crockery on it danced. A damned good reason, say I!

Whos your father? asked Dick Wilbur, who eyed Pierre more critically but with less enmity than the rest.

Martin Ryder.

A ringer! cried Bud Mansie, and he leaned forward alertly. You remember what I said, Jim?

Shut up. Pierre, talk soft and talk quick. We all know Mart Ryder had only two sons and youre not either of them.

The Northerner grew stiff and as his face grew pale the red mark where the stone had struck his forehead stood out like a danger signal.

He said slowly: Im his son, but not by the mother of those two.

Was he married twice?

Pierre was paler still, and there was an uneasy twitching of his right hand which every man understood.

He barely whispered. No; damn you!

But Black Gandil loved evil.

He said, with a marvelously unpleasant smile: Then she was—

The voice of Dick Wilbur cut in like the snapping of a whip: Shut up,
Gandil, you devil!

There were times when not even Boone would cross Wilbur, and this was one of them.

Pierre went on: The reason I cant go to Morgantown is that Im not very well liked by some of the men there.

Why not?

When my father died there was no money to pay for his burial. I had only a half-dollar piece. I went to the town and gambled and won a great deal. But before I came out I got mixed up with a man called Hurley, a professional gambler.

And Diaz? queried a chorus.

Yes. Hurley was hurt in the wrist and Diaz died. I think Im wanted in Morgantown.

Out of a little silence came the voice of Black Gandil: Dick, Im thankin you now for cuttin me so short a minute ago.

Phil Branch had not spoken, as usual, but now he repeated, with rapt, far-off eyes: Hurley was hurt in the wrist and Diaz died? Hurley and Diaz! I played with Hurley, a couple of times.

Speakin personal, said Garry Patterson, his red verging toward purple in excitement, which Im ready to go with you down to Morgantown and bury your father.

And do it shipshape, added Black Gandil.

With all the trimmings, said Bud Mansie, with all Morgantown joinin the mournin voluntarily under cover of our six-guns.

Wait, said Boone. Whats the second request?

That can wait.

Its a bigger job than this one?

Lots bigger.

And in the meantime?

Im your man.

They shook hands. Even Black Gandil rose to take his share in the ceremony — all save Bud Mansie, who had glanced out the window a moment before and then silently left the room. A bottle of whisky was produced and glasses filled all round. Jim Boone brought in the seventh chair and placed it at the table. They raised their glasses.

To the empty chair, said Boone.

They drank, and for the first time in his life, the liquid fire went down the throat of Pierre. He set down his glass, coughing, and the others laughed good-naturedly.

Started down the wrong way? asked Wilbur.

Its beastly stuff; first I ever drank.

A roar of laughter answered him.

Still I got an idea, broke in Jim Boone, that hes worthy of takin the seventh chair. Draw it up lad.

Vaguely it reminded Pierre of a scene in some old play with himself in the role of the hero signing away his soul to the devil, but an interruption kept him from taking the chair. There was a racket at the door — a half-sobbing, half-scolding voice, and the laughter of a man; then Bud Mansie appeared carrying Jack in spite of her struggles. He placed her on the floor and held her hands to protect himself from her fury.

I glimpsed her through the window, he explained. She was lining out for the stable and then a minute later I saw her swing a saddle onto — what horse dyou think?

Out with it.

Jims big Thunder. Yep, she stuck the saddle on big black Thunder and had a rifle in the holster. I saw there was hell brewing somewhere, so I went out and nabbed her.

Jack! called Jim Boone. What were you started for?

Bud Mansie released her arms and she stood with them stiffening at her sides and her fists clenched.

Hal — he died, and there was nothing but talk about him — nothing done.
You got a live man in Hals place.

She pointed an accusing finger at Pierre.

Maybe he takes his place for you, but hes not my brother — I hate him. I went out to get another man to make up for Pierre.

Well?

A dead man. I shoot straight enough for that.

A very solemn silence spread through the room; for every man was watching in the eyes of the father and daughter the same shining black devil of wrath.

Jack, get into your room and dont move out of it till I tell you to.
Dyou hear?

She turned on her heel like a soldier and marched from the room.

Jack.

She stopped in the door but would not turn back. Jack, dont you love your old dad anymore? She whirled and ran to him with outstretched arms and clung to him, sobbing. Oh, dad, she groaned. Youve broken my heart.


CHAPTER 12
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THE ANNALS OF the mountain-desert have never been written and can never be written. They are merely a vast mass of fact and tradition and imagining which floats from tongue to tongue from the Rockies to the Sierra Nevadas. A man may be a fact all his life and die only a local celebrity. Then again, he may strike sparks from that imagination which runs riot by camp-fires and at the bars of the crossroads saloons.

In that case he becomes immortal. It is not that lies are told about him or impossible feats ascribed to him, but every detail about him is seized upon and passed on with a most scrupulous and loving care.

In due time he will become a tradition. That is, he will be known familiarly at widely separated parts of the range, places which he has never visited. It has happened to a few of the famous characters of the mountain-desert that they became traditions before their deaths. It happened to McGurk, of course. It also happened to Red Pierre.

Oddly enough, the tradition of Red Pierre did not begin with his ride from the school of Father Victor to Morgantown, distant many days of difficult and dangerous travel. Neither did tradition seize on the gunfight that crippled Hurley and put out wizard Diaz. These things were unquestionably known to many, but they did not strike the popular imagination. What set men first on fire was the way Pierre le Rouge buried his father at the point of the gun in Morgantown.

That day Boones men galloped out of the higher mountains down the trail toward Morgantown. They stole a wagon out of a ranch stable on the way and tied two lariats to the tongue. So they towed it, bounding and rattling, over the rough trail to the house where Martin Ryder lay dead.

His body was placed in state in the body of the wagon, pillowed with everything in the line of cloth which the house could furnish. Thus equipped they went on at a more moderate pace toward Morgantown.

What followed it is useless to repeat here. Tradition rehearsed every detail of that days work, and the purpose of this narrative is only to give the details of some of the events which tradition does not know, at least in their entirety.

They started at one end of Morgantowns street. Pierre guarded the wagon in the center of the street and kept the people under cover of his rifle. The rest of Boones men cleaned out the houses as they went and sent the occupants piling out to swell the crowd.

And so they rolled the crowd out of town and to the cemetery, where volunteers dug the grave of Martin Ryder wide and deep, and Pierre paid for the corner plot three times over in gold.

Then a coffin — improvised hastily for the occasion out of a packing-box — was lowered reverently, also by volunteer mourners, and before the first sod fell on the dead. Pierre raised over his head the crucifix of Father Victor that brought good luck, and intoned a service in the purest Ciceronian Latin, surely, that ever regaled the ears of Morgantowns elect.

The moment he raised that cross the bull throat of Jim Boone bellowed a command, the poised guns of the gang enforced it, and all the crowd dropped to their knees, leaving the six outlaws scattered about the edges of the mob like sheep dogs around a folding flock, while in the center stood Pierre with white, upturned face and the raised cross.

So Martin Ryder was buried with trimmings, and the gang rode back, laughing and shouting, through the town and up into the safety of the mountains. Election day was fast approaching and therefore the rival candidates for sheriff hastily organized posses and made the usual futile pursuit.

In fact, before the pursuit was well under way, Boone and his men sat at their supper table in the cabin. The seventh chair was filled; all were present except Jack, who sulked in her room. Pierre went to her door and knocked. He carried under his arm a package which he had secured in the General Merchandise Store of Morgantown.

Were all waiting for you at the table, he explained.

Just keep on waiting, said the husky voice of Jacqueline.

Ive brought you a present.

I hate your presents!

Its a thing youve wanted for a long time, Jacqueline.

Only a stubborn silence.

Im putting your door a little ajar.

If you dare to come in Ill—

And Im leaving the package right here at the entrance. Im so sorry,
Jacqueline, that you hate me.

And then he walked off down the hall — cunning Pierre — before she could send her answer like an arrow after him. At the table he arranged an eighth plate and drew up a chair before it. If thats for Jack, remarked Dick Wilbur, youre wasting your time. I know her and I know her type. Shell never come out to the table tonight — nor tomorrow, either. I know!

In fact, he knew a good deal too much about girls and women also, did Wilbur, and that was why he rode the long trails of the mountain-desert with Boone and his men. Far south and east in the Bahamas a great mansion stood vacant because he was gone, and the dust lay thick on the carpets and powdered the curtains and tapestries with a common gray.

He had built it and furnished it for a woman he loved, and afterward for her sake he had killed a man and fled from a posse and escaped in the steerage of a west-bound ship. Still the law followed him, and he kept on west and west until he reached the mountain-desert, which thinks nothing of swallowing men and their reputations.

There he was safe, but someday he would see some woman smile, catch the glimmer of some eye, and throw safety away to ride after her.

It was a weakness, but what made a tragic figure of handsome Dick Wilbur was that he knew his weakness and sat still and let fate walk up and overtake him.

Yet Pierre le Rouge answered this man of sorrowful wisdom: In my part of the country men say: If you would speak of women let money talk for you.

And he placed a gold piece on the table.

She will come out to the supper table.

She will not, smiled Wilbur, and covered the coin. Will you take odds?

No charity. Who else will bet?

I, said Jim Boone instantly. You figure her for an ordinary sulky kid.

Pierre smiled upon him.

Theres a cut in my shirt where her knife passed through; and thats the reason that Ill bet on her now. The whole table covered his coin, with laughter.

Weve kept one part of your bargain, Pierre. Weve seen your father buried in the corner plot. Now, whats the second part?

I dont know you well enough to ask you that, said Pierre.

They plied him with suggestions.

To rob the Berwin Bank?

Stick up a train?

No. Thats nothing.

Round up the sheriffs from here to the end of the mountains?

Too easy.

Roll all those together, said Pierre, and youll begin to get an idea of what Ill ask.

Then a low voice called from the black throat of the hall: Pierre!

The others were silent, but Pierre winked at them, and made great flourish with knife and fork against his plate as if to cover the sound of Jacquelines voice.

Pierre! she called again. Ive come to thank you.

He jumped up and turned toward the hall.

Do you like it?

Its a wonder!

Then were friends?

If you want to be.

Theres nothing I want more. Then youll come out and have supper with us, Jack?

There was a little pause, and then Jim Boone struck his fist on the table and cursed, for she stepped from the darkness into the flaring light of the room.


CHAPTER 13
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SHE WORE A cartridge-belt slung jauntily across her hips and from it hung a holster of stiff new leather with the top flap open to show the butt of a man-sized forty-five caliber six-shooter — her first gun. Not a man of the gang but had loaned her his guns time and again, but they had never dreamed of giving her a weapon of her own.

So they stared at her agape, where she stood with her head back, one hand resting on her hip, one hovering about the butt of the gun, as if she challenged them to question her right to be called man.

It was as if she abandoned all claims to femininity with that single step; the gun at her side made her seem inches taller and years older. She was no longer a child, but a long-rider who could shoot with the best.

One glance she cast about the room to drink in the amazement of the gang, and then her father broke in rather hoarsely: Sit down, girl. Sit down and be one of us. One of us you are by your own choice from this day on. Youre neither man nor woman, but a long-rider with every mans hand against you. Youve done with any hope of a home or of friends. Youre one of us. Poor Jack — my girl!

Poor? she returned. Not while I can make a quick draw and shoot straight.

And then she swept the circle of eyes, daring them to take her boast lightly, but they knew her too well, and were all solemnly silent. At this she relented somewhat, and went directly to Pierre, flushing from throat to hair. She held out her hand.

Will you shake and call it square?

I sure will, nodded Pierre.

And were pals — you and me, like the rest of em?

We are.

She took the place beside him.

As the whisky went round after round the two seemed shut away from the others; they were younger, less marked by life; they listened while the others talked, and now and then exchanged glances of interest or aversion.

Listen, she said after a time, Ive heard this story before.

It was Phil Branch, square-built and square of jaw, who was talking.

Theres only one thing I can handle better than a gun, and thats a sledgehammer. A gun is all right in its way, but for work in a crowd, well, give me a hammer and Ill show you a way out.

Bud Mansie grinned: Leave me my pair of sixes and you can have all the hammers between here and Central Park in a crowd. Theres nothing makes a crowd remember its heels like a pair of barking sixes.

Ah, ah! growled Branch. But when theyve heard bone crunch under the hammer theres nothing will hold them.

Id have to see that.

Maybe you will, Bud, maybe you will. It was the hammer that started me for the trail west. I had a big Scotchman in the factory who couldnt learn how to weld. Id taught him day after day and cursed him and damn near prayed for him. But he somehow wouldnt learn — the swine — ah, ah!

He grew vindictively black at the memory.

Every night he wiped out what Id taught him during the day and the eraser he used was booze. So one fine day I dropped the hammer after watchin him make a botch on a big bar, and cussed him up one leg and down the other. The Scotchman had a hangover from the night before and he made a pass at me. It was too much for me just then, for the day was hot and the forge fire had been spitting cinders in my face all morning. So I took him by the throat.

He reached out and closed his taut fingers slowly.

I didnt mean nothin by it, but after a man has been moldin iron, flesh is pretty weak stuff. When I let go of Scotchy he dropped on the floor, and while I stood starin down at him somebody seen what had happened and spread the word.

I wasnt none too popular, bein not much on talk, so the boys got together and pretty soon they come pilin through the door at me, packin everything from hatchets to crowbars.

Lads, I was sorry about Scotchy, but after I glimpsed that gang comin I wasnt sorry for nothing. I felt like singin, though there wasnt no song that could say just what I meant. But I grabbed up the big fourteen-pound hammer and met em halfway.

The first swing of the hammer it met something hard, but not as hard as iron. The thing crunched with a sound like an egg under a mans heel. And when that crowd heard it they looked sick. God, how sick they looked! They didnt wait for no second swing, but they beat it hard and fast through the door with me after em. They scattered, but I kept right on and didnt never really stop till I reached the mountain-desert and you, Jim.

Which is a good yarn, said Bud Mansie, but I can tell you one thatll cap it. It was—

He stopped short, staring up at the door. Outside, the wind had kept up a perpetual roaring, and no one noticed the noise of the opening door. Bud Mansie, facing that door, however, turned a queer yellow and sat with his lips parted on the last word. He was not pretty to see. The others turned their heads, and there followed the strangest panic which Pierre had ever seen.

Jim Boone jerked his hand back to his hip, but stayed the motion, half completed, and swung his hands stiffly above his head. Garry Patterson sat with his eyes blinked shut, pale, waiting for death to come. Dick Wilbur rose, tall and stiff, and stood with his hands gripped at his sides, and Black Morgan Gandil clutched at the table before him and his eyes wandered swiftly about the room, seeking a place for escape.

There was only one sound, and that was a whispering moan of terror from Jacqueline. Only Pierre made no move, yet he felt as he had when the black mass of the landslide loomed above him.

What he saw in the door was a man of medium size and almost slender build. In spite of the patch of gray hair at either temple he was only somewhere between twenty-five and thirty. But to see him was to forget all details except the strangest face which Pierre had ever seen or would ever look upon in all his career.

It was pale, with a pallor strange to the ranges; even the lips seemed bloodless, and they curved with a suggestion of a smile that was a nervous habit rather than any sign of mirth. The nerves of the left eye were also affected, and the lid dropped and fluttered almost shut, so that he had to carry his head far back in order to see plainly. There was such pride and scorn in the man that his name came up to the lips of Pierre: McGurk.

A surprisingly gentle voice said: Jim, Im sorry to drop in on you this way, but Ive had some unpleasant news.

His words dispelled part of the charm. The hands of big Boone lowered; the others assumed more natural positions, but each, it seemed to Pierre, took particular and almost ostentatious care that their right hands should be always far from the holsters of their guns.

The stranger went on: Martin Ryder is finished, as I suppose you know. He left a spawn of two mongrels behind him. I havent bothered with them, but Im a little more interested in another son that has cropped up. Hes sitting over there in your family party and his name is Pierre. In his own country they call him Pierre le Rouge, which means Red Pierre, in our talk.

You know Ive never crossed you in anything before, Jim. Have I?

Boone moistened his white lips and answered: Never, huskily, as if it were a great muscular effort for him to speak.

This time I have to break the custom. Boone, this fellow Pierre has to leave the country. Will you see that he goes?

The lips of Boone moved and made no sound.

He said at length: McGurk, Id rather cross the devil than cross you.
Theres no shame in admitting that. But Ive lost my boy, Hal.

Too bad, Jim. I knew Hal; at a distance, of course.

And Pierre is filling Hals place in the family.

Is that your answer?

McGurk, are you going to pin me down in this?

And here Jack whirled and cried: Dad, you wont let Pierre go!

You see? pleaded Boone.

It was uncanny and horrible to see the giant so unnerved before this stranger, but that part of it did not come to Pierre until later. Now he felt a peculiar emptiness of stomach and a certain jumping chill that traveled up and down his spine. Moreover, he could not move his eyes from the face of McGurk, and he knew at length that this was fear — the first real fear that he had ever known.

Shame made him hot, but fear made him cold again. He knew that if he rose his knees would buckle under him; that if he drew out his revolver it would slip from his palsied fingers. For the fear of death is a mighty fear, but it is nothing compared with the fear of man.

Ive asked you a question, said McGurk. Whats your answer?

There was a quiver in the black forest of Boones beard, and if Pierre was cold before, he was sick at heart to see the big man cringe before McGurk.

He stammered: Give me time.

Good, said McGurk. Im afraid I know what your answer would be now, but if you take a couple of days you will think things over and come to a reasonable conclusion. I will be at Gaffneys place about fifteen miles from here. You know it? Send your answer there. In the meantime — he stepped forward to the table and poured a small drink of whisky into a glass and raised it high— heres to the long health and happiness of us all. Drink!

There was a hasty pouring of liquor.

And you also!

Pierre jumped as if he had been struck, and obeyed the order hastily.

So, said the master, pleasant again, and Pierre wiped his forehead furtively and stared up with fascinated eyes. An unwilling pledge is better than none at all. To you, gentlemen, much happiness; to you, Pierre le Rouge, bon voyage.

They drank; the master placed his glass on the table again, smiled upon them, and was gone through the door. He turned his back in leaving. There was no fitter way in which he could have expressed his contempt.


CHAPTER 14
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THE MIRTH DIED and in its place came a long silence. Jim Boone stared upon Pierre with miserable eyes, and then rose and left the room. The others one by one followed his example. Dick Wilbur in passing dropped his hand on Pierres shoulder. Jacqueline was silent.

As he sat there minute after minute and then hour after hour of the long night Pierre saw the meaning of it. If they sent word that they would not give up Pierre it was war, and war with McGurk had only one ending. If they sent word that Pierre was surrendered the shame would never leave Boone and his men.

Whatever they did there was ruin for them in the end. All this Pierre conned slowly in his mind, until he was cold. Then he looked up and saw that the lamp had burned out and that the wood in the fireplace was consumed to a few red embers.

He replenished the fire, and when the yellow flames began to mount he made his resolution and walked slowly up and down the floor with it. For he knew that he must go to meet McGurk.

The very thought of the man sent the old chill through his blood, yet he must go and face him and end the thing.

It came over him with a pang that he was very young; that life was barely a taste in his mouth, whether bitter or sweet he could not tell. He picked a flaming stick from the fire and went before a little round mirror on the wall.

Back at him stared the face of a boy. He had seen so much of the grim six in the last day that the contrast startled him. They were men, hardened to life and filled with knowledge of it. They were books written full. But he? He was a blank page with a scribbled word here and there. Nevertheless, he was chosen and he must go.

Having reached that decision he closed his mind on what would happen. There was a vague fear that when he faced McGurk he would be frozen with fear; that his spirit would be broken and he would become a thing too despicable for a man to kill.

One thing was certain: if he was to act a mans part and die a mans death he must not stand long before McGurk. It seemed to him then that he would die happy if he had the strength to fire one shot before the end.

Then he tiptoed from the house and went over the snow to the barn and saddled the horse of Hal Boone. It was already morning, and as he led the horse to the door of the barn a shadow, a faint shadow in that early light, fell across the snow before him.

He looked up and saw Jacqueline. She stepped close, and the horse nosed her shoulder affectionately.

She said: Isnt there anything that will keep you from going?

Its just a little ride before breakfast. Ill be back in an hour.

It was foolish to try to blind her, as he saw by her wan, unchildish smile.

Is there no other way, Pierre?

I dont know of any, do you?

You have to leave us, and never come back?

Is he as sure as that, Jack?

Sure? Who?

She had not known, after all; she thought that he was merely riding away from the region where McGurk was king. Now she caught his wrists and shook them. Pierre, you are not going to face McGurk? Pierre!

If you were a man, you would understand.

I know; because of your father. I do understand, but oh, Pierre, listen! I can shoot as straight as almost any man. We will ride down together. We will go through the doors together — me first to take his fire, and you behind to shoot him down.

I guess no man can be as brave as a woman, Jack. No; I have to see
McGurk alone. He faced my father alone and shot him down. Ill face
McGurk alone and live long enough to put my mark on him.

But you dont know him. He cant be hurt. Do you think my father and — and Dick Wilbur would fear any man who could be hurt? No, but McGurk has been in a hundred fights and never been touched. Theres a charm over him, dont you see?

Ill break the charm, thats all.

He was up in the saddle.

Then Ill call dad — Ill call them all — if you die they shall all follow you. I swear they shall. Pierre!

He merely leaned forward and touched the horse with his spurs, but after he had raced the first hundred yards he glanced back. She was running hard for the house, and calling as she went. Pierre cursed and spurred the horse again.

Yet even if Jim Boone and his men started out after him they could never overtake him. Before they were in their saddles and up with him, hed be a full three miles out in the hills. Not even black Thunder could make up as much ground as that.

So all the fifteen miles to Gaffneys place he urged his horse. The excitement of the race kept the thought of McGurk back in his mind. Only once he lost time when he had to pull up beside a buckboard and inquire the way. After that he flew on again. Yet as he clattered up to the door of Gaffneys crossroads saloon and swung to the ground he looked back and saw a cluster of horsemen swing around the shoulder of a hill and come tearing after him. Surely his time was short.

He thrust open the door of the place and called for a drink. The bartender spun the glass down the bar to him.

Wheres McGurk?

The other stopped in the very act of taking out the bottle from the shelf, and his curious glance went over the face of Pierre le Rouge. He decided, apparently, that it was foolish to hold suspicions against so young a man.

In that room, and he jerked his hand toward a door. What do you want with him?

Got a message for him.

Tell it to me, and Ill pass it along.

Pierre met the eye of the other and smiled faintly.

Not this message.

Oh, said the other, and then shouted: McGurk!

Far away came the rush of hoofs over a hard trail. Only a minute more and they would be here; only a minute more and the room would be full of fighting men ready to die with him and for him. Yet Pierre was glad; glad that he could meet the danger alone; ten minutes from now, if he lived, he could answer certainly one way or the other the greatest of all questions: Am I a man?

Out of the inner room the pleasant voice which he dreaded answered:
Whats up?

The barkeeper glanced Pierre le Rouge over again and then answered: A friend with a message.

The door opened and framed McGurk. He did not start, seeing Pierre.

He said: None of the rest of them had the guts even to bring me the message, eh?

Pierre shrugged his shoulders. It was a mighty effort, but he was able to look his man fairly in the eyes. All right, lad. How long is it going to take you to clear out of the country?

Thats not the message, answered a voice which Pierre did not recognize as his own.

Out with it, then.

Its in the leather on my hip.

And he went for his gun. Even as he started his hand he knew that he was too slow for McGurk, yet the finest splitsecond watch in the world could not have caught the differing time they needed to get their guns out of the holsters.

Just a breath before Pierre fired there was a stunning blow on his right shoulder and another on his hip. He lurched to the floor, his revolver clattering against the wood as he fell, but falling, he scooped up the gun with his left and twisted.

That movement made the third shot of McGurk fly wide and Pierre fired from the floor and saw a spasm of pain contract the face of the outlaw.

Instantly the door behind him flew open and Boones men stormed into the room. Once more McGurk fired, but his wound made his aim wide and the bullet merely tore up a splinter beside Pierres head. A fusillade from Boone and his men answered, but the outlaw had leaped back through the door.

Hes hurt, thundered Boone. By God, the charm of McGurk is broken. Dick, Bud, Gandil, take the outside of the place. Ill force the door.

Wilbur and the other two raced through the door and raised a shout at once, and then there was a rattle of shots. Big Patterson leaned over Pierre.

He said in an awe-stricken voice: Lad, its a great work that youve done for all of us, if youve drawn the blood from McGurk.

His left shoulder, said Pierre, and smiled in spite of his pain.
And you, lad?

Im going to live; Ive got to finish the job. Whos that beside you?
Theres a mist over my eyes.

Its Jack. She outrode us all.

Then the mist closed over the eyes of Pierre and his senses went out in the dark.


CHAPTER 15

[image: img107.jpg]

THOSE WHO ARE curious about the period which followed during which the title Le Rouge was forgotten and he became known only as Red Pierre through all the mountain-desert, can hear the tales of his doing from the analysts of the ranges. This story has to do only with his struggle with McGurk.

The gap of six years which occurs here is due to the fact that during that period McGurk vanished from the mountain-desert. He died away from the eyes of men and in their minds he became that tradition which lives still so vividly, the tradition of the pale face, the sneering, bloodless lips, and the hand which never failed.

During this lapse of time there were many who claimed that he had ridden off into some lonely haunt and died of the wound which he received from Pierres bullet. A great majority, however, would never accept such a story, and even when the six years had rolled by they still shook their heads. They awaited his return just as certain stanch old Britons await the second coming of Arthur from the island of Avalon. In the meantime the terror of his name passed on to him who had broken the charm of McGurk.

Not all that grim significance passed on to Red Pierre, indeed, because he never impressed the public imagination as did the terrible ruthlessness of McGurk. At that he did enough to keep tongues wagging.

Cattlemen loved to tell those familiar exploits of the two sheriffs, or that thousand-mile pursuit of Canby, with its half-tragic, half-humorous conclusion, or the Sacking of Two Rivers, or the three-cornered battle against Rodriguez and Blond.

But men could not forget that in all his work there rode behind Red Pierre six dauntless warriors of the mountain-desert, while McGurk had been always a single hand against the world, a veritable lone wolf.

Whatever kept him away through those six years, the memory of the wound he received at Gaffneys place never left McGurk, and now he was coming back with a single great purpose in his mind, and in his heart a consuming hatred for Pierre and all the other of Boones men.

Certainly if he had sensed the second coming of McGurk, Pierre would not have ridden so jauntily through the hills this day, or whistled so carelessly, or swept the hills with such a complacent, lordly eye. A man of mark cannot bear himself too modestly, and Pierre, from boots to high-peaked, broad-brimmed sombrero, was the last word in elegance for a rider of the mountain-desert.

Even his mount seemed to sense the pride of his master. It was a cream-colored mustang, not one of the lump-headed, bony-hipped species common to the ranges, but one of those rare reversions to the Spanish thoroughbreds from which the Western cow-pony is descended. The mare was not over-large, but the broad hips and generous expanse of chest were hints, and only hints, of her strength and endurance. There was the speed of the blooded racer in her and the tirelessness of the mustang.

Now, down the rocky, half-broken trail she picked her way as daintily as any debutante tiptoeing down a great stairway to the ballroom. Life had been easy for Mary since that thousand-mile struggle to overtake Canby, and now her sides were sleek from good feeding and some casual twenty miles a day, which was no more to her than a canter through the park is to the city horse.

The eye which had been so red-stained and fierce during the long ride after Canby was now bright and gentle. At every turn she pricked her small sharp ears as if she expected home and friends on the other side of the curve. And now and again she tossed her head and glanced back at the master for a moment and then whinnied across some echoing ravine.

It was Marys way of showing happiness, and her masters acknowledgment was to run his gloved left hand up through her mane and with his ungloved right, that tanned and agile hand, pat her shoulder lightly.

Passing to the end of the down-grade, they reached a slight upward incline, and the mare, as if she had come to familiar ground, broke into a gallop, a matchless, swinging stride. Swerving to right and to left among the great boulders, like a football player running a broken field, she increased the gallop to a racing pace.

That twisting course would have shaken an ordinary horseman to the toes, but Pierre, swaying easily in the saddle, dropped the reins into the crook of his left arm and rolled a cigarette in spite of the motion and the wind. It was a little feat, but it would have drawn applause from a circus crowd.

He spoke to the mare while he lighted a match and she dropped to an easy canter, the pace which she could maintain from dawn to dark, eating up the gray miles of the mountain and the desert, and it was then that Red Pierre heard a gay voice singing in the distance.

His attitude changed at once. He caught a shorter grip on the reins and swung forward a little in the saddle, while his right hand touched the butt of the revolver in its holster and made sure that it was loose; for to those who hunt and are hunted every human voice in the mountain-desert is an ominous token.

The mare, sensing the change of her master through that weird telegraphy which passed down the taut bridle reins, held her head high and flattened her short ears against her neck.

The song and the singer drew closer, and the vigilance of Pierre ceased as he heard a mellow baritone ring out.

They call me poor, yet I am rich
In the touch of her golden hair,
My heart is filled like a misers hands
With the red-gold of her hair.
The sky I ride beneath all day
Is the blue of her dear eyes;
The only heaven I desire
Is the blue of her dear eyes.

And here Dick Wilbur rode about the shoulder of a hill, broke off his song at the sight of Pierre le Rouge, and shouted a welcome. They came together and continued their journey side by side. The half-dozen years had hardly altered the blond, handsome face of Wilbur, and now, with the gladness of his singing still flushing his face, he seemed hardly more than a boy — younger, in fact, than Red Pierre, into whose eyes there came now and then a grave sternness.

After hearing that song, said Pierre smiling, I feel as if Id listened to a portrait. Right! said Wilbur, with unabated enthusiasm. Its the bare and unadorned truth, Prince Pierre. My fine Galahad, if you came within eye-shot of her thered be a small-sized hell raised.

No. Im immune there, you know.

Nonsense. The beauty of a really lovely woman is like a fine perfume. It strikes right to a mans heart; theres no possibility of resistance. I know. You, Pierre, act like a man already in love or a boy who has never known a woman. Which is it, Pierre?

The other made a familiar gesture with those who knew him, a touching of his left hand against his throat where the cross lay.

He said: I suppose it seems like that to you.

Like what? Dodging me, eh? Well, I never press the point, but Id give the worth of your horse, Pierre, to see you and Mary together.

Red Pierre started, and then frowned.

Irritates you a little, eh? Well, a woman is like a spur to most men.

He added, with a momentary gloom: God knows, I bear the marks of em.

He raised his head, as if he looked up in response to his thought.

But theres a difference with this girl. Ive named the quality of her before — it disarms a man.

Pierre looked to his friend with some alarm, for there was a saying among the followers of Boone that a woman would be the downfall of big Dick Wilbur again, as a woman had been his downfall before. The difference would be that this fall must be his last.

And Wilbur went on: Shes Eastern, Pierre, and out here visiting the daughter of old Barnes who owns about a thousand miles of range, you know. How long will she be here? Thats the question Im trying to answer for her. I met her riding over the hills — she was galloping along a ridge, and she rode her way right into my heart. Well, Im a fool, of course, but about this girl I cant be wrong. Tonight Im taking her to a masquerade.

He pulled his horse to a full stop.

Pierre, you have to come with me.


CHAPTER 16
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PIERRE STARED AT his companion with almost open-mouthed astonishment.

I? A dance?

And then his head tilted back and he laughed.

My good times, Dick, come out of the hills and the skyline, and the gallop of Mary. But as for women, they bore me, Dick.

Even Jack?

Shes more man than woman.

It was the turn of Wilbur to laugh, and he responded uproariously until Pierre frowned and flushed a little.

When I see you out here on your horse with your rifle in the boot and your six-gun swinging low in the scabbard, and riding the fastest bit of horseflesh on the ranges, explained Wilbur, I get to thinking that youre pretty much king of the mountains; but in certain respects, Pierre, youre a child.

Pierre stirred uneasily in his saddle. A man must be well over thirty before he can withstand ridicule.

He said dryly: Ive an idea that I know Jacks about as well as the next man. Let it drop, said Wilbur, sober again, for he shared with all of Boones crew a deep-rooted unwillingness to press Red Pierre beyond a certain point. The one subject I wont quarrel about is Jack, God bless her.

Shes the best pal, said Pierre soberly, and the nearest to a man
Ive ever met.

Nearest to a man? queried Wilbur, and smiled, but so furtively that even the sharp eye of Red Pierre did not perceive the mockery. He went on: But the dance, what of that? Its a masquerade. Thered be no fear of being recognized.

Pierre was silent a moment more. Then he said: This girl — what did you call her?

Mary.

And about her hair — I think you said it was black?

Golden, Pierre.

Mary, and golden hair, mused Red Pierre. I think Ill go to that dance.

With Jack? She dances wonderfully, you know.

Well — with Jack.

So they reached a tumbled ranch house squeezed between two hills so that it was sheltered from the storms of the winter but held all the heat of the summer.

Once it had been a goodly building, the home of some cattle king. But bad times had come. A bullet in a saloon brawl put an end to the cattle king, and now his home was a wreck of its former glory. The northern wing shelved down to the ground as if the building were kneeling to the power of the wind, and the southern portion of the house, though still erect, seemed tottering and rotten throughout and holding together until at a final blow the whole structure would crumple at once.

To the stables, hardly less ruinous than the big house, Pierre and Wilbur took their horses, and a series of whinnies greeted them from the stalls. To look down that line of magnificent heads raised above the partitions of the stalls was like glancing into the stud of some crowned head who made hunting and racing his chief end in life, for these were animals worthy of the sport of kings.

They were chosen each from among literal hundreds, and they were cared for far more tenderly than the masters cared for themselves. There was a reason in it, for upon their speed and endurance depended the life of the outlaw. Moreover, the policy of Jim Boone was one of actual long riding.

Here he had come to a pause for a few days to recuperate his horses and his men. Tomorrow, perhaps, he would be on the spur again and sweeping off to a distant point in the mountain-desert to strike and be gone again before the rangers knew well that he had been there. Very rarely did one settler have another neighbor at a distance of less than two hundred miles. It meant arduous and continual riding, and a horse with any defect was worse than useless because the speed of the gang had to be the speed of the slowest horse in the lot.

It was some time before the two long riders had completed the grooming of their horses and had gone down the hill and into the house. In the largest habitable room they found a fire fed with rotten timbers from the wrecked portion of the building, and scattered through the room a sullen and dejected group: Mansie, Branch, Jim Boone, and Black Morgan Gandil.

At a glance it was easy to detect their malady; it was the horrible ennui which comes to men who are always surrounded by one set of faces. If a man is happily married he may bear with his wife and his children constantly through long stretches of time, but the glamour of life lies in the varying personalities which a man glimpses in passing, but never knows.

This was a rare crew. Every man of them was marked for courage and stamina and wild daring. Yet even so in their passive moments they hated each other with a hate that passed the understanding of common men.

Through seven years they had held together, through fair weather and foul, and now each knew from the others expression the words that were about to be spoken, and each knew that the other was reading him, and loathing what he read.

So they were apt to relapse into long silences unless Jack was with them, for being a woman her variety was infinite, or Pierre le Rouge, whom all except Black Gandil loved and petted, and feared.

They were a battered crowd. Wind and hard weather and a thousand suns had marked them, and the hand of man had branded them. Here and there was a touch of gray in their hair, and about the mouth of each were lines which in such silent moments as this one gave an expression of yearning.

Whats up? Whats wrong? asked Wilbur from the door, but since no answer was deigned he said no more.

But Pierre, like a charmed man who dares to walk among lions, strolled easily through the room, and looked into the face of big Boone, who smiled faintly up to him, and Black Gandil, who scowled doubly dark, and Bud Mansie, who shifted uneasily in his chair and then nodded, and finally to Branch. He dropped a hand on the massive shoulder of the blacksmith.

Well? he asked.

Branch let himself droop back into his chair. His big, dull, colorless eyes stared up to his friend.

I dunno, lad. Im just weary with the sort of tired that you cant help by sleepin. Understand?

Pierre nodded, slowly, because he sympathized. And the trouble?

Branch stared about as if searching for a reason. Jacks upstairs sulking; Patterson hasnt come home yet.

And Black Gandil, who heard all things, said without looking up: A man that saves a shipwrecked fellow, he gets bad luck for thanks.

Pierre turned a considerable eye on him, and Gandil scowled back.

Youve been croaking for six years, Morgan, about the bad luck that would come to Jim from saving me out of the snow. Its never happened, has it?

Gandil, snarling from one side of his mouth, answered: Wheres
Patterson?

Am I responsible if the blockhead has got drunk someplace?

Patterson doesnt get drunk — not that way. And he knows that we were to start again today.

There aint no doubt of that, commented Branch.

Its the straight dope. Patterson keeps his dates, said Bud Mansie.

The booming bass of Jim Boone broke in: Shut up, the whole gang of you. Weve had luck for the six years Pierre has been with us. Who calls him a Jonah?

And Black Gandil answered: I do. Ive sailed the seas. I know bad luck when I see it.

Youve been seeing it for six years.

The worst storms come on a voyage that starts with fair weather.
Patterson? Hes gone; he aint just delayed; hes gone.

It was not the first of these gloomy prophecies which Gandil had made, but each time a heavy gloom broke over Red Pierre. For when he summed up the good fortune which the cross of Father Victor had brought him, he found that he had gained a father, and lost him at their first meeting; and he had won money on that night of the gambling, but it had cost the life of another man almost at once. The horse which carried him away from the vengeance in Morgantown had died on the way and he had been saved from the landslide, but the girl had perished.

He had driven McGurk from the ranges, and where would the penalty fall on those who were near and dear to him? In a superstitious horror he had asked himself the question a thousand times, and finally he could hardly bear to look into the ominous, brooding eyes of Black Gandil. It was as if the man had a certain and evil knowledge of the future.


CHAPTER 17
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The knowledge of the torment he was inflicting made the eye of Black
Gandil bright with triumph.

He continued, and now every man in the room was sitting up, alert, with gloomy eyes fixed upon Pierre: Patterson is the first, but he aint the last. Hes just the start. Whos next? He looked slowly around.

Is it you, Bud, or you, Phil, or you, Jim, or maybe me?

And Pierre said: What makes you think you know that troubles coming,
Morgan?

Because my blood runs cold in me when I look at you.

Red Pierre grew rigid and straightened in a way they knew.

Damn you, Gandil, Ive borne with you and your croaking too long, dye hear? Too long, and Ill hear no more of it, understand?

Why not? Youll hear from me every time I sight you in the offing.
You cn lay to that!

The others were tense, ready to spring for cover, but Boone reared up his great figure.

Dont answer him, Pierre. You, Gandil, shut your face or Ill break ye in two.

The fierce eyes of Pierre le Rouge never wavered from his victim, but he answered: Keep out of this. This is my party. Ill tell you why youll stop gibbering, Gandil.

He made a pace forward and every man shrank a little away from him.

Because the cold in your blood is part hate and more fear, Black
Gandil.

The eyes of Gandil glared back for an instant. With all his soul he yearned for the courage to pull his gun, but his arm was numb; he could not move it, and his eyes wavered and fell.

The shaggy gray head of Jim Boone fell likewise, and he was murmuring to his savage old heart: The good days are over. Theyll never rest till one of em is dead, and then the rest will take sides and well have gun-plays at night. Seven years, and then to break up!

Dick Wilbur, as usual, was the pacifier. He strode across the room, and the sharp sound of his heels on the creaking floor broke the tension. He said softly to Pierre: Youve raised hell enough. Now lets go and get Jack down here to undo what youve just finished. Besides, youve got to ask her for that dance, eh?

The glance of Pierre still lingered on Gandil as he turned and followed Wilbur up the complaining stairs to the one habitable room in the second story of the house. It was set aside for the use of Jacqueline.

At the door Wilbur said: Shrug your shoulders back; you look as if you were going to jump at something. And wipe the wolf look off your face. After all, Jacks a girl, not a gunfighter.

Then he knocked and opened the door.

She lay face down on her bunk, her head turned from them toward the wall. Slender and supple and strong, it was still only the size of her boots and her hands that would make one look at her twice and then guess that this was a woman, for she was dressed, from trousers even to the bright bandanna knotted around her throat, like any prosperous range rider.

Now, to be sure, the thick coils of black hair told her sex, but when the broad-brimmed sombrero was pulled well down on her head, when the cartridge-belt and the six-gun were slung about her waist, and most of all when she spurred her mount recklessly across the hills no one could have suspected that this was not some graceful boy born and bred in the mountain-desert, willful as a young mountain lion, and as dangerous.

Sleepy? called Wilbur.

She waited a moment and then queried with exaggerated impudence:
Well?

Ennui unspeakable was in that drawling monotone.

Brace up; Ive got news for you. And Ive brought Pierre along to tell you about it.

Oh!

And she sat bolt upright with shining eyes. Instantly she remembered to yawn again, but her glance smiled on them above her hand.

She apologized. Awfully sleepy, Dick.

But he was not deceived. He said: Theres a dance down near the
Barnes place, and Pierre wants you to go with him.

Pierre! A dance?

He explained: Dicks lost his head over a girl with yellow hair, and he wants me to go down and see her. He thought you might want to go along. Her face changed like the moon when a cloud blows across it. She answered with another slow, insolent yawn: Thanks! Im staying home tonight.

Wilbur glared his rage covertly at Pierre, but the latter was blandly unconscious that he had made any faux pas.

He said carelessly: Too bad. It might be interesting. Jack?

At his voice she looked up — a sharp and graceful toss of her head.

What?

The girl with the yellow hair.

Then go ahead and see her. I wont keep you. You dont mind if I go on sleeping? Sit down and be at home.

With this she calmly turned her back again and seemed thoroughly disposed to carry out her word.

Red Pierre flushed a little, watching her, and he spoke his anger outright: Youre acting like a sulky kid, Jack, not like a man.

It was a habit of his to forget that she was a woman. Without turning her head she answered: Do you want to know why?

Youre like a cat showing your claws. Go on! Tell me what the reason is.

Because I get tired of you.

In all his life he had never been so scorned. He did not see the covert grin of Wilbur in the background. He blurted: Tired?

Awfully. You dont mind me being frank, do you, Pierre?

He could only stammer: Sometimes I wish to God you were a man,
Jack!

You dont often remember that Im a woman.

Do you mean that Im rude or rough with you, Jacqueline? Still the silence, but Wilbur was grinning broader than ever. Answer me!

She started up and faced him, her face convulsed with rage.

What do you want me to say? Yes, you are rude — I hate you and your lot. Go away from me; I dont want you; I hate you all.

And she would have said more, but furious sobs swelled her throat and she could not speak, but dropped, face down, on the bunk and gripped the blankets in each hardset hand. Over her Pierre leaned, utterly bewildered, found nothing that he could say, and then turned and strode, frowning, from the room. Wilbur hastened after him and caught him just as the door was closing.

Come back, he pleaded. This is the best game Ive ever seen. Come back, Pierre! Youve made a wonderful start.

Pierre le Rouge shook off the detaining hand and glared up at Wilbur.

Dont try irony, Dick. I feel like murder. Think of it! All this time shes been hating me; and now its making her weep; think of it — Jack — weeping!

Why, youre a child, Pierre. Shes in love with you.

With me?

With Red Pierre.

You cant make a joke out of Jack with me. You ought to know that.

Pierre, Id as soon make a joke out of a wildcat.

Grinning still? Wilbur, Im taking more from you than I would from any man on the ranges.

I know you are, and thats why Im stringing this out because Im going to have a laugh — ha, ha, ha! — the rest of my life — ha, ha, ha, ha! — whenever I think of this!

The burst of merriment left him speechless, and Pierre, glowering,
his right hand twitching dangerously close to that holster at his hip.
He sobered, and said: Go in and talk to her and prove that
Im right.

Ask Jack if she loves me? Why, Id as soon ask any man the same question.

The big long-rider was instantly curious.

Has she never appealed to you as a woman, Pierre?

How could she? Ive watched her ride; Ive watched her use her gun; Ive slept rolled in the same blankets with her, back to back; Ive walked and talked and traveled with her as if she were my kid brother.

Wilbur nodded, as if the miracle were being slowly unfolded before his eyes.

And youve never noticed anything different about her? Never watched a little lift and grace in her walk that no man could ever have; never seen her color change just because you, Pierre, came near or went far away from her?

Because of me? asked the bewildered Pierre.

You fool, you! Why, lad, Ive been kept amused by you two for a whole evening, watching her play for your attention, saving her best smiles for you, keeping her best attitudes for you, and letting all the richness of her voice go out for — a block — a stone. Gad, the thing still doesnt seem possible! Pierre, one instant of that girl would give romance to a mans whole life.

This girl? This Jack of ours?

He hasnt seen it! Why, if I hadnt seen years ago that she had tied her hands and turned her heart over to you, Id have been begging her for a smile, a shadow of a hope.

If I didnt know you, Dick, Id say that you were partly drunk and partly a fool.

Heres a hundred — a cold hundred that Im right. Ill make it a thousand, if you dare.

Dare what?

Ask her to marry you. Marry — me?

Damn it all — well, then — whatever you like. But I say that if you go back into that room and sit still and merely look at her, shell be in your arms within five minutes.

I hate to take charity, but a bet is a bet. That hundred is in my pocket already. Its a go!

They shook hands.

But what will be your proof, Dick, whether I win or lose?

Your face, blockhead, when you come out of the room.

Upon this Pierre pondered a moment, and then turned toward the door. He set his hand on the knob, faltered, and finally set his teeth and entered the room.


CHAPTER 18

[image: img107.jpg]

SHE LAY AS he had left her, except that her face was now pillowed in her arms, and the long sobs kept her body quivering. Curiosity swept over Pierre, looking down at her, but chiefly a puzzled grief such as a man feels when a friend is in trouble. He came closer and laid a hand on her shoulder.

Jack!

She turned far enough to strike his hand away and instantly resumed her former position, though the sobs were softer. This childish anger irritated him. He was about to storm out of the room when the thought of the hundred dollars stopped him. The bet had been made, and it seemed unsportsmanlike to leave without some effort.

The effort which he finally made was that suggested by Wilbur. He folded his arms and stood silent, waiting, and ready to judge the time as nearly as he could until the five minutes should have elapsed. He was so busy computing the minutes that it was with a start that he noticed some time later that the weeping had ceased. She lay quiet. Her hand was dabbing furtively at her face for a purpose which Pierre could not surmise.

At last a broken voice murmured: Pierre!

He would not speak, but something in the voice made his anger go.
After a little it came, and louder this time: Pierre?

He did not stir.

She whirled and sat on the edge of the bunk, crying: Pierre! with a note of fright.

Still he persisted in that silence, his arms folded, the keen blue eyes considering her as if from a great distance.

She explained: I was afraid — Pierre! Why dont you speak? Tell me, are you angry?

And she sprang up and made a pace toward him. She had never seemed so little manlike, so wholly womanly. And the hand which stretched toward him, palm up, was a symbol of everything new and strange that he found in her.

He had seen it balled to a small, angry fist, brown and dangerous; he had seen it gripping the butt of a revolver, ready for the draw; he had seen it tugging at the reins and holding a racing horse in check with an ease which a man would envy; but never before had he seen it turned palm up, to his knowledge; and now, because he could not speak to her, according to his plan, he studied her thoroughly for the first time.

Slender and marvelously made was that hand. The whole woman was in it, made for beauty, not for use. It was all he could do to keep from exclaiming.

She made a quick step toward him, eager, uncertain: Pierre, I thought you had left me — that you were gone, and angry.

Something caught on fire in Pierre, but still he would say nothing. He was beginning to feel a cruel pleasure in his victory, but it was not without a deep sense of danger.

She had laid aside her six-gun, but she had not abandoned it. She had laid aside her anger, but she could resume it again as swiftly as she could take up her revolver.

She cried with a little burst of rage: Pierre, you are making a game of me!

But seeing that he did not change she altered swiftly and caught his hand in both of hers. She spoke the name which she always used when she was greatly moved.

Ah, Pierre le Rouge, what have I done?

His silence tempted her on like the smile of the sphinx.

And suddenly she was inside his arms, though how she separated them he could not tell, and crying: Pierre, I am unhappy. Help me, Pierre!

It was true, then, and Wilbur had won his bet. But how could it have happened? He took the arms that encircled his neck and brought them slowly down, and watched her curiously. Something was expected of him, but what it was he could not tell, for women were as strange to him as the wild sea is strange to the Arab.

He hunted his mind, and then: One of the boys has angered you, Jack?

And she said, because she could think of no way to cover the confusion which came to her after the outbreak: Yes.

He dropped her arms and strode a pace or two up and down the room.

Gandil?

N-no! Youre lying. It was Gandil.

And he made straight for the door.

She ran after him and flung herself between him and the door. Clearly, as if it were a painted picture, she saw him facing Gandil — saw their hands leap for the guns — saw Gandil pitch face forward on the floor. Pierre — for Gods sake!

Her terror convinced him partially, and the furor went back from his eyes as a light goes back in a long, dark hall.

On your honor, Jack, its not Gandil?

On my honor.

But someone has broken you up. And hes here — hes one of us, this man whos bothered you.

She could not help but answer: Yes.

He scowled down at the floor.

You would never be able to guess who it is. Give it up. After all — I can live through it — I guess.

He took her face between his hands and frowned down into her eyes.
Tell me his name, Jack, and the dog—

She said: Let me go. Take your hands away, Pierre.

He obeyed her, deeply worried, and she stood up for a moment with a hand pressed over her eyes, swaying. He had never seen her like this; he was like a pilot striving to steer his ship through an unfathomable fog. Following what had become an instinct with him, he raised his left hand and touched the cross beneath his throat. And inspiration came to him.


CHAPTER 19
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WHETHER YOU WANT to or not, Jack, well go to this dance tonight.

Jacquelines hand fell away from her eyes. She seemed suddenly glad again.

Do you want to take me, Pierre?

He explained: Of course. Besides, we have to keep an eye on Wilbur.
This girl with the yellow hair—

She had altered swiftly again. There was no understanding her or following her moods this day. He decided to disregard them, as he had often done before.

Black Gandil swears that Im bringing bad luck to the boys at last.
Patterson has disappeared; Wilbur has lost his head about a girl.
Weve got to save Dick.

He knew that she was fond of Wilbur, but she showed no enthusiasm now.

Let him go his own way. Hes big enough to take care of himself.

But its common talk, Jack, that the end of Wilbur will come through a woman. It was that that sent him on the long trail, you know. And this girl with the yellow hair—

Why do you harp on her?

Harp on her?

Every other word — nothing but yellow hair. Im sick of it. I know the kind — faded corn color — dyed, probably. Pierre, you are all blind, and you most of all.

This being obviously childish, Pierre brushed the consideration of it from his mind. And for clothes, Jack?

They were both dumb. It had been years since she had worn the clothes of a woman. She had danced with the men of her fathers gang many a time while someone whistled or played on a mouth-organ, and there was the time they rode into Beulah Ferry and held up the dance hall, and Jim Boone and Mansie lined up the crowd with their hands held high above their heads while the sweating musicians played fast and furious and Jack and Pierre danced down the center of the hall.

She had danced many a time, but never in the clothes of a woman; so they stared, mutely puzzled.

A thought came first to Jacqueline. She stepped close and murmured her suggestion in the ear of Pierre. Whatever it was, it made his jaw set hard and brought grave lines into his face.

She stepped back, asking: Well?

Well do it. What a little demon you are, Jack!

Then well have to start now. Theres barely time.

They ran from the room together, and as they passed through the room below Wilbur called after them: The dance?

Yes.

Wait and go with me.

We ride in a roundabout way.

They were through the door as Pierre called back, and a moment later the hoofs of their horses scattered the gravel down the hillside. Jacqueline rode a black stallion sired by her fathers mighty Thunder, who had grown old but still could do the work of three ordinary horses in carrying the great bulk of his master. The son of Thunder was little like his sire, but a slender-limbed racer, graceful, nervous, eager. A clumsy rider would have ruined the horse in a single days hard work among the trails of the mountain-desert, but Jacqueline, fairly reading the mind of the black, nursed his strength when it was needed and let him run free and swift when the ground before him was level.

Now she picked her course dexterously down the hillside with the cream-colored mare of Pierre following half a length behind.

After the first down-pitch of ground was covered they passed into difficult terrain, and for half an hour went at a jog trot, winging in and out among the rocks, climbing steadily up and up through the hills.

Here the ground opened up again, and they roved on at a free gallop, the black always half a length in front. Along the ridge of a crest, an almost level stretch of a mile or more, Jack eased the grip on the reins, and the black responded with a sudden lengthening of stride and lowered his head with ears pressed back flat while he fairly flew over the ground.

Nothing could match that speed. The strong mare fell to the rear, fighting gamely, but beaten by that effort of the stallion.

Jack swerved in the saddle and looked back, laughing her triumph. Pierre smiled grimly in response and leaned forward, shifting his weight more over the withers of Mary. He spoke to her, and one of her pricking ears fell back as if to listen to his voice. He spoke again and the other ear fell back, her neck straightened, she gave her whole heart to her work.

First she held the stallion even, then she began to gain. That was the meaning of those round, strong hips, and the breadth of the chest. She needed a half-mile of running to warm her to her work, and now the black came back to her with every leap.

The thunder of the approaching hoofs warned the girl. One more glance she cast in apprehension over her shoulder, and then brought her spurs into play again and again. Still the rush of hoofs behind her grew louder and louder, and now there was a panting at her side and the head of cream-colored Mary drew up and past.

She gave up the battle with a little shout of anger and slowed up her mount with a sharp pull on the reins. It needed only a word from Pierre and his mare drew down to a hand-gallop, twisting her head a little toward the black as if she called for some recognition of her superiority.

Its always this way, cried Jack, and jerked at the reins with a childish impotence of anger. I beat you for the first quarter of a mile and then this fool of a horse — Im going to give him away.

The black, said Pierre, assuming an air of quiet and superior knowing which always aggravated her most, is a good second-rate cayuse when someone who knows horses is in the saddle. Id give you fifty for him on the strength of his looks and keep him for a decoration.

She could only glare her speechless rage for a moment. Then she changed swiftly and threw out her hands in a little gesture of surrender.

After all, what difference does it make? Your Mary can beat him in a long run or a short one, but its your horse, Pierre, and that takes the sting away. If it were anyone elses Id — well, Id shoot either the horse or the rider. But my partners horse is my horse, you know.

He swerved his mare sharply to the left and took her hand with a strong grip.

Jack, of all the men Ive ever known, Id rather ride with you, Id rather fight for you.

Of all the men you ever knew, she said, I suppose that I am.

He did not hear the low voice, for he was looking out over the canyon.
A few moments later they swung out onto the very crest of the range.

On all sides the hills dropped away through the gloom of the evening, brown nearby, but falling off through a faint blue haze and growing blue-black with the distance. A sharp wind, chill with the coming of night, cut at them. Not a hundred feet overhead shot a low-winging hawk back from his days hunting and rising only high enough to clear the range and then plunge down toward his nest.

Like the hawks they peered down from their point of vantage into the profound gloom of the valley below. They shaded their eyes and studied it with a singular interest for long moments, patient, as the hawk.

So these two marauders stared until she raised a hand slowly and then pointed down. He followed the direction she indicated, and there, through the haze of the evening, he made out a glimmer of lights.

He said sharply: I know the place, but well have a devil of a ride to get there.

And like the swooping hawk they started down the slope. It was precipitous in many places, but Pierre kept almost at a gallop, making the mare take the slopes often crouched back on her haunches with forefeet braced forward, and sliding many yards at a time.

In between the boulders he darted, twisting here and there, and always erect and jaunty in the saddle, swaying easily with every movement of the mare. Not far behind him came the girl. Fine rider that she was, she could not hope to compete with such matchless horsemanship where man and horse were only one piece of strong brawn and muscle, one daring spirit. Many a time the chances seemed too desperate to her, but she followed blindly where he led, setting her teeth at each succeeding venture, and coming out safe every time, until they swung out at last through a screen of brush and onto the level floor of the valley.


CHAPTER 20

[image: img107.jpg]

IN THE HEART of that valley two roads crossed. Many a year before a man with some imagination and illimitable faith was moved by the crossing of those roads to build a general merchandise store.

Time justified his faith, in a small way, and now McGuires store was famed for leagues and leagues about, for he dared to take chances with all manner of novelties, and the curious, when their pocketbooks were full, went to McGuires to find inspiration.

Business was dull this night, however; there was not a single patron at the bar, and the store itself was empty, so he went to put out the big gasoline lamp which hung from the ceiling in the center of the room, and was on the ladder, reaching high above his head, when a singular chill caught him in the center of his plump back and radiated from that spot in all directions, freezing his blood. He swallowed the lump in his throat and with his arms still stretched toward the lamp he turned his head and glanced behind.

Two men stood watching him from a position just inside the door. How they had come there he could never guess, for the floor creaked at the lightest step. Nevertheless, these phantoms had appeared silently, and now they must be dealt with. He turned on the ladder to face them, and still he kept the arms automatically above his head while he descended to the floor. However, on a closer examination, these two did not seem particularly formidable. They were both quite young, one with dark-red hair and a somewhat overbright eye; the other was hardly more than a boy, very slender, delicately made, the sort of handsome young scoundrel whom women cannot resist.

Having made these observations, McGuire ventured to lower his arms by jerks; nothing happened; he was safe. So he vented his feelings by scowling on the strangers.

Well, he snapped, whats up? Too late for business. Im closin up.

The two quite disregarded him. Their eyes were wandering calmly about the place, and now they rested on the pride of McGuires store. The figure of a man in evening clothes, complete from shoes to gloves and silk hat, stood beside a girl of wax loveliness. She wore a low-cut gown of dark green, and over her shoulders was draped a scarf of dull gold. Above, a sign said: You only get married once; why dont you do it up right?

That, said the taller stranger, ought to do very nicely for us, eh?

And the younger replied in a curiously light, pleasant voice: Just what we want. But howll I get away with all that fluffy stuff, eh?

The elder explained: Were going to a bit of a dance and well take those evening clothes.

The heart of McGuire beat faster and his little eyes took in the strangers again from head to foot.

They aint for sale, he said. Theys just samples. But right over here—

This isnt a question of selling, said the red-headed man. Weve come to accept a little donation, McGuire.

The storekeeper grew purple and white in patches. Still there was no show of violence, no display of guns; he moved his hand toward his own weapon, and still the strangers merely smiled quietly on him. He decided that he had misunderstood, and went on: Over here I got a line of goods that youll like. Just step up and—

The younger man, frowning now, replied: We dont want to see any more of your junk. The clothes on the models suit us all right. Slip em off, McGuire.

But— began McGuire and then stopped.

His first suspicion returned with redoubled force; above all, that head of dark red hair made him thoughtful. He finished hoarsely: What the hells this?

Why, smiled the taller man, youve never done much in the interests of charity, and nows a good time for you to start. Hurry up, McGuire; were late already!

There was a snarl from the storekeeper, and he went for his gun, but something in the peculiarly steady eyes of the two made him stop with his fingers frozen hard around the butt.

He whispered: Youre Red Pierre?

The clothes, repeated Pierre sternly, on the jump, McGuire.

And with a jump McGuire obeyed. His hands trembled so that he could hardly remove the scarf from the shoulders of the model, but afterward fear made his fingers supple, as he did up the clothes in two bundles.

Jacqueline took one of them and Pierre the other under his left arm; with his right hand he drew out some yellow coins.

I didnt buy these clothes because I didnt have the time to dicker with you, McGuire. Ive heard you talk prices before, you know. But heres what the clothes are worth to us.

And into the quaking hands of McGuire he poured a chinking stream of gold pieces.

Relief, amazement, and a very wholesome fear struggled in the face of McGuire as he saw himself threefold overpaid. At that little yellow heap he remained staring, unheeding the sound of the retreating outlaws.

It aint possible, he said at last, thieves have begun to pay.

His eyes sought the ceiling.

So thats Red Pierre? said McGuire.

As for Pierre and Jacqueline, they were instantly safe in the black heart of the mountains. Many a mile of hard riding lay before them, however, and there was no road, not even a trail that they could follow. They had never even seen the Crittenden schoolhouse; they knew its location only by vague descriptions.

But they had ridden a thousand times in places far more bewildering and less known to them. Like all true denizens of the mountain-desert, they had a sense of direction as uncanny as that of an Eskimo. Now they struck off confidently through the dark and trailed up and down through the mountains until they reached a hollow in the center of which shone a group of dim lights. It was the schoolhouse near the Barnes place, the scene of the dance.

So they turned back behind the hills and in the covert of a group of cottonwoods they kindled two more little fires, shading them on three sides with rocks and leaving them open for the sake of light on the fourth.

They worked busily for a time, without a word spoken by either of them. The only sound was the rustling of Jacquelines stolen silks and the purling of a small stream of water near them, some meager spring.

But presently: P-P-Pierre, Im f-freezing.

He himself was numbed by the chill air and paused in the task of thrusting a leg into the trousers, which persisted in tangling and twisting under his foot.

Som I. Its c-c-cold as the d-d-d-devil.

And these — th-things — arent any thicker than spider webs. Wait.
Ill build you a great big fire.

And he scooped up a number of dead twigs.

There was an interlude of more silk rustling, then: P-P-Pierre.

Well?

I wish I had a m-m-m-mirror.

Jack, are you vain?

A cry of delight answered him. He threw caution to the winds and advanced on her. He found her kneeling above a pool of water fed by the soft sliding little stream from the spring. With one hand she held a burning branch by way of a torch, and with the other she patted her hair into shape and finally thrust the comb into the glittering, heavy coils.

She started, as if she felt his presence.

P-P-Pierre!

Yes?

Look!

She stood with the torch high overhead, and he saw a beauty so glorious that he closed his eyes involuntarily and still he saw the vision in the dull-green gown, with the scarf of old gold about her dazzling white shoulders. And there were two lights, the barbaric red of the jewels in her hair, and the black shimmer of her eyes. He drew back a step more. It was a picture to be looked at from a distance.

She ran to him with a cry of dismay: Pierre, whats wrong with me?

His arms went round her of their own accord. It was the only place they could go. And all this beauty was held in the circle of his will.

It isnt that, but youre so wonderful, Jack, so glorious, that I hardly know you. Youre like a different person.

He felt the warm body trembling, and the thought that it was not entirely from the cold set his heart beating like a trip-hammer. What he felt was so strange to him that he stepped back in a vague alarm, and then laughed. She stood with an expectant smile.

Jack, how am I to risk you in the arms of all the strangers in that dance?

Its late. Listen!

She cupped a hand at her ear and leaned to listen. Up from the hollow below them came a faint strain of music, a very light sound that was drowned a moment later by the solemn rushing of the wind through the great trees above them.

They looked up of one accord.

Pierre, what was that?

Nothing; the wind in the branches, thats all.

It was a hushing sound. It was like — it was like a warning, almost.

But he was already turning away, and she followed him hastily.


CHAPTER 21
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JACQUELINE COULD NEVER ride a horse in that gown, or even sit sidewise in the saddle without hopelessly crumpling it, so they walked to the schoolhouse. It was a slow progress, for she had to step lightly and carefully for fear of the slippers. He took her bare arm and helped her; he would never have thought of it under ordinary conditions, but since she had put on this gown she was greatly changed to him, no longer the wild, free rider of the mountain-desert, but a defenseless, strangely weak being. Her strength was now something other than the skill to ride hard and shoot straight and quick.

So they came to the schoolhouse and reached the long line of buggies, buckboards, and, most of all, saddled horses. They crowded the horse-shed where the school children stabled their mounts in the winter weather. They were tethered to the posts of the fence; they were grouped about the trees.

It was a prodigious gathering, and a great affair for the mountain-desert. They knew this even before they had set foot within the building.

They stopped here and adjusted their masks carefully. They were made from a strip of black lining which Jack had torn from one of the coats in the trunk which lay far back in the hills.

Those masks had to be tied firmly and well, for some jester might try to pull away that of Pierre, and if his face were seen, it would be death — a slaughter without defense, for he had not been able to conceal his big Colt in these tight-fitting clothes. Even as it was, there was peril from the moment that the lights within should shine on that head of dark-red hair.

As for Jack, there was little fear that she would be recognized. She was strange even to Pierre every time he looked down at her, for she had ceased to be Jack and had become very definitely Jacqueline. But the masks were on; the scarf adjusted about the throat and bare, shivering shoulders of Jack, and they stood arm in arm before the door out of which streamed the voices and the music.

Are you ready?

Yes.

But she was trembling so, either from fear, or excitement, or both, that he had to take a firm hold on her arm and almost carry her up the steps, shove the door open, and force her in. A hundred eyes were instantly upon them, practiced, suspicious eyes, accustomed to search into all things and take nothing for granted; eyes of men who, when a rap came at the door, looked to see whether or not the shadow of the stranger fell full in the center of the crack beneath the door. If it fell to one side the man might be an enemy, and therefore they would stand at one side of the room, their hands upon the butt of a six-gun, and shout: Come in. Such was the battery of glances from the men, and the color of Pierre altered, paled.

He knew some of those faces, for those who hunt and are hunted never forget the least gestures of their enemies. There was a mighty temptation to turn back even then, but he set his teeth and forced himself to stand calmly.

The chuckle which replied to this maneuver freed him for the moment. Suspicion was lulled. Moreover, the red-jeweled hair of Jacqueline and her lighted eyes called all attention almost immediately upon her. She shifted the golden scarf — the white arms and breast flashed in the light — a gasp responded. There would be talk tomorrow; there were whispers even now.

It was not the main hall that they stood in, for this school, having been built by an aspiring community, contained two rooms; this smaller room, used by the little ones of the school, was now converted into a hat-and-cloak room.

Pierre hung up his hat, removed his gloves slowly, nerving himself to endure the sharp glances, and opened the door for Jacqueline.

If she had held back tremulously before, something she had seen in the eyes of those in the first room, something in the whisper and murmur which rose the moment she started to leave, gave her courage. She stepped into the dance-hall like a queen going forth to address devoted subjects. The second ordeal was easier than the first. There were many times more people in that crowded room, but each was intent upon his own pleasure. A wave of warmth and light swept upon them, and a blare of music, and a stir and hum of voices, and here and there the sweet sound of a happy girls laughter. They raised their heads, these two wild rangers of the mountain-desert, and breathed deep of the fantastic scene.

There was no attempt at beauty in the costumes of the masqueraders. Here and there some girl achieved a novel and pleasing effect; but on the whole they strove for cheaper and more stirring things in the line of the grotesque.

Here passed a youth wearing a beard made from the stiff, red bristles of the tail of a sorrel horse. Another wore a bears head cunningly stuffed, the grinning teeth flashing over his head and the skin draped over his shoulders. A third disfigured himself by painting after the fashion of an Indian on the warpath, with crimson streaks down his forehead and red and black across his cheeks.

But not more than a third of all the assembly made any effort to masquerade, beyond the use of the simple black mask across the upper part of the face. The rest of the men and women contented themselves with wearing the very finest clothes they could afford to buy, and there was through the air a scent of the general merchandise store which not even a liberal use of cheap perfume and all the drifts of pale-blue cigarette smoke could quite overcome.

As for the music, it was furnished by two very old men, relics of the days when there were contests in fiddling; a stout fellow of middle age, with cheeks swelled almost to bursting as he thundered out terrific blasts on a slide trombone; a youth who rattled two sticks on an overturned dish-pan in lieu of a drum, and a cornetist of real skill.

There were hard faces in the crowd, most of them, of men who had set their teeth against hard weather and hard men, and fought their way through, not to happiness, but to existence, so that fighting had become their pleasure.

Now they relaxed their eternal vigilance, their eternal suspicion. Another phase of their nature weakened. Some of them were smiling and laughing for the first time in months, perhaps, of labor and loneliness on the range. With the gates of good-nature opened, a veritable flood of gaiety burst out. It glittered in their eyes, it rose to their lips in a wild laughter. They seemed to be dancing more furiously fast in order to forget the life which they had left, and to which they must return.

These were the conquerors of the bitter nature of the mountain-desert. There was beauty here, the beauty of strength in the men and a brown loveliness in the girls; just as in the music, the blatancy of the rattling dish-pan and the blaring trombone were more than balanced by the real skill of the violinists, who kept a high, sweet, singing tone through all the clamor.

And Pierre le Rouge and Jacqueline? They stood aghast for a moment when that crash of noise broke around them; but they came from a life where there was nothing of beauty except the lonely strength of the mountains and the appalling silences of the stars that roll above the desert. Almost at once they caught the overtone of human joyousness, and they turned with smiles to each other, and it was Pierre? Jack? Then a nod, and she was in his arms, and they glided into the dance.


CHAPTER 22
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WHEN A CROWD gathers in the street, there rises a babel of voices, a confused and pointless clamor, no matter what the purpose of the gathering, until some man who can think as well as shout begins to speak. Then the crowd murmurs a moment, and after a few seconds composes itself to listen.

So it was with the noise in the hall when Pierre and Jacqueline began to dance. First there were smiles of derision and envy around them, but after a moment a little hush came where they moved.

They could not help but dance well, for they had youth and grace and strength, and the glances of applause and envy were like wine to quicken their blood, while above all they caught the overtone of the singing violins, and danced by that alone. The music ended with a long flourish just as they whirled to a stop in a corner of the room. At once an eddy of men started toward them.

Who shall it be? smiled Pierre. With whom do you want to dance?
Its your triumph, Jack.

She was alight and alive with the victory, and her eyes roved over the crowd.

The big man with the tawny hair.

But hes making right past us.

No; hell turn and come back.

How do you know?

For answer she glanced up and laughed, and he realized with a singular sense of loneliness that she knew many things which were beyond his ken. Someone touched his arm, and a voice, many voices, beset him.

Hows the chances for a dance with the girl, partner?

This dance is already booked, Pierre answered, and kept his eyes on the tall man with the scarred face and the resolute jaw. He wondered why Jacqueline had chosen such a partner.

At least she had prophesied correctly, for the big man turned toward them just as he seemed about to head for another part of the hall. The crowd gave way before him, not that he shouldered them aside, but they seemed to feel the coming of his shadow before him, and separated as they would have done before the shadow of a falling tree.

In another moment Pierre found himself looking up to the giant. No mask could cover that long, twisting mark of white down his cheek, nor hide the square set of the jaw, nor dim the steady eyes.

And there came to Pierre an exceedingly great uneasiness in his right hand, and a twitching of the fingers low down on his thigh where the familiar holster should have hung. His left hand rose, following the old instinct, and touched beneath his throat where the cold cross lay.

He was saying easily: This is your dance, isnt it?

Right, Bud, answered the big man in a mellow voice as great as his size. Sorry I cant swap partners with you, but I hunt alone.

An overwhelming desire to get a distance between himself and this huge unknown came to Pierre.

He said: There goes the music. Youre off.

And the other, moving toward Jack, leaned down a little and murmured at the ear of the outlaw: Thanks, Pierre.

Then he was gone, and Jacqueline was laughing over his shoulder back to Pierre.

Through his daze and through the rising clamor of the music, a voice said beside him: You look sort of sick, dude. Whos your friend?

Dont you know him? asked Pierre.

No more than I do you; but Ive ridden the range for ten years around here, and I know that hes new to these parts. If Id ever glimpsed him before, Id remember him. Hed be a bad man in a mix, eh?

And Pierre answered with devout earnestness: He would.

But whered you buy those duds, pal? Hey, look! Heres what Ive been waiting for — the Barneses and the girl thats visitin em from the East.

What girl?

Look!

The Barnes group was passing through the door, and last came the unmistakable form of Dick Wilbur, masked, but not masked enough to hide his familiar smile or cover the well-known sound of his laughter as it drifted to Pierre across the hall, and on his arm was a girl in an evening dress of blue, with a small, black mask across her eyes, and deep-golden hair.

Pausing before she swung into the dance with Wilbur, she made a gesture with the white arm, and looked up laughing to big, handsome Dick. Pierre trembled with a red rage when he saw the hands of Wilbur about her.

Dick, in passing, marked Pierres stare above the heads of the crowd, and frowned with trouble. The hungry eyes of Pierre followed them as they circled the hall again; and this time Wilbur, perhaps fearing that something had gone wrong with Pierre, steered close to the edge of the dancing crowd and looked inquisitively across.

He leaned and spoke to the girl, and she turned her head, smiling, to Pierre. Then the smile went out, and even despite the mask, he saw her eyes widen. She stopped and slipped from the arm of Wilbur, and came step by step slowly toward him like one walking in her sleep. There, by the edge of the dancers, with the noise of the music and the shuffling feet to cover them, they met. The hands she held to him were cold and trembling.

Is it you?

It is I.

That was all; and then the shadow of Wilbur loomed above them.

Whats this? Do you know each other? It isnt possible! Pierre, are you playing a game with me?

But under the glance of Pierre he fell back a step, and reached for the gun which was not there. They were alone once more.

Mary — Mary Brown!

Pierre!

But you are dead!

No, no! But you — Pierre, where can we go?

Outside.

Let us go quickly!

Do you need a wrap?

No.

But it is cold outside, and your shoulders are bare.

Then take that cloak. But quickly, Pierre, before were followed.

He drew it about her; he led her through the door; it clicked shut; they were alone with the sweet, frosty air before them. She tore away the mask.

And yours, Pierre?

Not here.

Why?

Because there are people. Hurry. Now here, with just the trees around us—

And he tore off his mask.

The white, cold moon shone over them, slipping down between the dark tops of the trees, and the wind stirred slowly through the branches with a faint, hushing sound, as if once more a warning were coming to Pierre this night. He looked up, his left hand at the cross.

Look down. You are afraid of something, Pierre. What is it?

With your arms around my neck, theres nothing in the world I fear. I never dreamed I could love anything more than the little girl who lay in the snow, and died there that night.

And I never dreamed I could smile at any man except the boy who lay by me that night. And he died.

What miracle saved you?

She said: It was wonderful, and yet very simple. You remember how the tree crushed me down into the snow? Well, when the landslide moved, it carried the tree before it; the weight of the trunk was lifted from me. Perhaps it was a rock that struck me over the head then, for I lost consciousness. The slide didnt bury me, but the rush carried me before it like a stick before a wave, you see.

When I woke I was almost completely covered with a blanket of debris, but I could move my arms, and managed to prop myself up in a sitting posture. It was there that my father and his searching party found me; he had been combing that district all night. They carried me back, terribly bruised, but without even a bone broken. It was a miracle that I escaped, and the miracle must have been worked by your cross; do you remember?

He shuddered. The cross — for every good fortune it has brought me, it has brought bad luck to others. Ill throw it away, now — and then — no, it makes no difference. We are done for.

Pierre!

Dont you see, Mary, or are you still blind as I was ever since I saw you tonight? Its all in that name — Pierre.

Theres nothing in it, Pierre, that I dont love.

His head was bowed as if with the weight of the words which he foresaw. You have heard of the wild men of the mountains, and the long-riders?

He knew that she nodded, though she could not speak.

I am Red Pierre.

You!

Yes.

Yet he had the courage to raise his head and watch her shrink with horror. It was only an instant. Then she was beside him again, and one arm around him, while she turned her head and glanced fearfully back at the lighted schoolhouse. The faint music mocked them.

And you dared to come to the dance? We must go. Look, there are horses! Well ride off into the mountains, and theyll never find us — well—

Hush! One days riding would kill you — riding as I ride.

Im strong — very strong, and the love of you, Pierre, will give me more strength. But quickly, for if they knew you, every man in that place would come armed and ready to kill. I know, for Ive heard them talk. Tell me, are one-half of all the terrible things they say—

They are true, I guess.

I wont think of them. Whatever youve done, it was not you, but some devil that forced you on. Pierre, I love you more than ever. Will you go East with me, and home? We will lose ourselves in New York. The millions of the crowd will hide us.

Mary, there are some men from whom even the night cant hide me. If they were blind their hate would give them eyes to find me.

Pierre, you are not turning away from me — Pierre — Theres some ghost of a chance for us. Will you take that chance and come with me?

He thought of many things, but what he answered was: I will. Then lets go at once. The railroad—

Not that way. No one in that house suspects me now. Well go back and put on our masks again, and — hush. Whats there?

Nothing.

There is — a mans step.

And she, seeing the look on his face, covered her eyes in horror. When she looked up a great form was looming through the dark, and then the voice of Wilbur came, hard and cold.

Ive looked everywhere for you. Miss Brown, they are anxious about you in the schoolhouse. Will you go back?

No — I—

But Pierre commanded: Go back.

So she turned, and he ordered again: I think our friend has something to say to me. You can find your way easily. Tomorrow—

Tomorrow, Pierre?

Yes.

I shall be waiting.

With what a voice she said it! And then she was gone.

He turned quietly to big Dick Wilbur, on whose contorted face the moonlight fell.

Say it, Dick, and have it out in cursing me, if thatll help.

The big man stood with his hands gripped behind, fighting for self-control.

Pierre, Ive cared for you more than Ive cared for any other man. Ive thought of you like a kid brother. Now tell me that you havent done this thing, and Ill believe you rather than my senses. Tell me you havent stolen the girl I love away from me; tell me—

I love her, Dick.

Damn you! And she?

Shell forget me; God knows I hope shell forget me. I brought two guns with me. Here they are.

He held out the weapons.

Take your choice.

Does it have to be this way?

If youd rather have me shoot you down in cold blood?

I suppose this is as good a way as any.

What do you mean?

Nothing. Give me a gun.

Here. This is ten paces. Are you ready?

Yes.

Pierre. God forgive you for what youve done. She liked me, I know. If it werent for you, I would have won her and a chance for real life again — but now — damn you!

Ill count to ten, slowly and evenly. When I reach ten we fire?

Yes.

Ill trust you not to beat the count, Dick.

And I you. Start.

He counted quietly, evenly: One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine — ten!

The gun jerked up in the hand of Wilbur, but he stayed the movement with his finger pressing still upon the trigger. The hand of Pierre had not moved.

He cried: By God, Pierre, what do you mean?

There was no answer. He strode across the intervening space, dropped his gun and caught the other by the shoulders. Out of Pierres nerveless fingers the revolver slipped to the ground.

In the name of God, Pierre, what has happened to you?

Dick, why didnt you fire?

Fire? Murder you?

You shoot straight — I know — it would have been over quickly.

What is it, boy? You look dead — theres no color in your face, no light in your eyes, even your voice is dead. I know it isnt fear. What is it?

Youre wrong. Its fear.

Fear and Red Pierre. The two dont mate.

Fear of living, Dick.

So thats it? God help you. Pierre, forgive me. I should have known that you had met her before, but I was mad, and didnt know what I was doing, couldnt think.

Its over and forgotten. I have to go back and get Jack. Will you ride home with us?

Jack? Shes not in the hall. She left shortly after you went, and she means some deviltry. Theres a jealous fiend in that girl. I watched her eyes when they followed you and Mary from the hall.

Then well ride back alone.

Not I. Carry the word to Jim that Im through with the game. Im going to wash some of the grime off my conscience and try to make myself fit to speak to this girl again.

Its the cross, said Pierre.

What do you mean?

Nothing. The bad luck has come to poor old Jim at last, because he saved me out of the snow. Patterson has gone, and now you, and perhaps Jack — well, this is good-bye, Dick?

Yes.

Their hands met.

You forgive me, Dick?

With all my heart, old fellow.

Ill try to wish you luck. Stay close to her. Perhaps youll win her.

Ill do what one man can.

But if you succeed, ride out of the mountain-desert with her — never let me hear of it.

I dont understand. Will you tell me whats between you, Pierre?
Youve some sort of claim on her. What is it? Ive said good-bye.
Only one thing more. Never mention my name to her.

So he turned and walked out into the moonlight and Wilbur stared after him until he disappeared beyond the shoulder of a hill.


CHAPTER 23
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IT WAS EARLY morning before Pierre reached the refuge of Boones gang, but there was still a light through the window of the large room, and he entered to find Boone, Mansie, and Gandil grouped about the fire, all ominously silent, all ominously wakeful. They looked up to him and big Jim nodded his gray head. Otherwise there was no greeting.

From a shadowy corner Jacqueline rose and went toward the door. He crossed quickly and barred the way.

What is it, Jack?

Get out of the way.

Not till you tell me whats wrong.

A veritable devil of fury came blazing in her eyes, and her hand twitched nervously back to her hip where the dark holster hung. She said in a voice that shook with anger: Dont try your bluff on me. I aint no shorthorn, Pierre le Rouge.

He stepped aside, frowning.

Tomorrow Ill argue the point with you, Jack. She turned at the door and snapped back: You? You aint fast enough on the draw to argue with me!

And she was gone. He turned to face the mocking smile of Black Gandil and a rapid volley of questions.

Wheres Patterson?

No more idea than you have.

And Branch?

Whats become of Branch? Hasnt he returned?

No. And Dick Wilbur?

Boys, hes done with this life and Im glad of it. Hes starting on a new track.

After a woman? sneered Bud Mansie.

Shut up, Bud, broke in Boone, and then slowly to Pierre:

Patterson is gone for two days now. You ought to know what that means. Branch ought to have returned from looking for him, and Branch is still out. Wilbur is gone. Out of seven were only four left. Whos next?

He stared gloomily from face to face, and Gandil snarled: A fellow who saves a shipwrecked man—

Damn you, keep still, Gandil.

Dont damn me, Pierre le Rouge, but damn the luck youve brought to
Jim Boone.

Jim, do you chalk all this up against me?

I, lad? No, no! But its queer. Pattersons done for; theres no doubt of that. Good-natured Garry Patterson. God, boy, how well miss him! And Branch seems to have gone the same way. If neither of them show up before morning we can cross em off the list. Now Wilbur has gone and Jack has ridden home looking like a small-sized thunderstorm, and now you come with a white face and a blank eye. What hell is trailin us, Pierre, what hell is in store for us. Youve seen something, and we want to know what it is.

A ghost, Jim, thats all.

Bud Mansie said softly: Theres only one ghost that could make you look like this. Was it McGurk, Pierre?

Boone commanded: No more of that, Bud. Boys, were going to turn in, and tomorrow well climb the hills looking for the two weve lost. But theres something or someone after us. Lads, Im thinking our good days are over. The seven of us have been too many for a small posse and too fast for a big one, but the seven are down to four. The good days are over.

And the three answered in a solemn chorus: The good days are over.

All eyes fixed on Pierre, and his glance was settled on the floor.

The morning brought them no better cheer, for Jack, whose singing generally wakened them, was not to be coaxed into speech, and when Pierre entered the room she rose and left the breakfast table. The sad eyes of Jim Boone followed her and then turned to Pierre. No explanation was forthcoming, and he asked for none. The old fatalist had accepted the worst, and now he waited for doom to descend.

They took their horses after breakfast and rode out to search the hills, for it was quite possible that an accident had crippled at least one of the two lost men, either Patterson or Branch. Not a gully within miles was left unsearched, but toward evening they rode back, one by one, with no tidings.

One by one they rode up, and whistled to announce their coming, and then rode on to the stable to unsaddle their horses. About the supper table all gathered with the exception of Bud Mansie. So they waited the meal and each from time to time stole a glance at the fifth plate where Bud should sit.

It was Jack who finally stirred herself from her dumb gloom to take up that fifth and carry it out of the room. It was as if she had announced the death of Mansie.

After that, they ate what they could and then went back around the fire. The evening waned, but it brought no sign of any of the missing three. The wood burned low in the fire. The first to break the long silence was Jim Boone, with Who brings in the wood?

And Black Gandil answered: Well match, eh?

In an outburst of energy the day before he disappeared Garry Patterson had chopped up some wood and left a pile of it at the corner of the house. It was a very little thing to bring in an armful of that wood, but long-riders do not love work, and now they started the matching seriously. The odd man was out, and Pierre went out on the first toss of the coins.

You see, said Gandil. Bad luck to everyone but himself.

At the next throw Jacqueline was the lucky one, and her father afterward. Gandil rose and stretched himself leisurely, yet as he sauntered toward the door his backward glance at Pierre was black indeed. He glanced curiously toward Jack — who looked away sharply — and then turned his eyes to her father.

The latter was considering him with a gloomy, foreboding stare and considering over and over again, as Pierre le Rouge well knew, the prophecy of Black Morgan Gandil.

He fell in turn into a solemn brooding, and many a picture out of the past came up beside him and stood near till he could almost feel its presence. He was roused by the creaking of the floor beneath the ponderous step of Jim Boone, who flung the door open and shouted: Oh, Morgan.

In the silence he turned and stared back at Pierre.

Whats up with Gandil?

God knows, not I.

Pierre rose and ran from the room and around the side of the building. There by the woodpile lay the prostrate body. It was a mere limp weight when he turned and raised it in his arms. So he walked back into the house carrying all that was left of Black Morgan Gandil, and placed his burden on a bunk at the side of the room.

There had been no outcry from either Jim Boone or his daughter, but they came quickly to him, and Jacqueline pressed her ear over the heart of the hurt man.

She said: Hes still alive, but nearly gone. Wheres the wound?

They found it when they drew off his coat — a small cut high on the right breast, and another lower and more to the left. Either of them would have been fatal, and about each the flesh was discolored where the hilt of the knife or the fist of the striker had driven home the blade.

They stood back and made no hopeless effort to save him. It was uncanny that Black Morgan Gandil, after all of his battles, should die without a struggle in this way. And it had been no cowardly attack from the rear. Both wounds were in the front. A hope came to them when his color increased at one time, but it was for only a moment; it went out again as if someone were erasing paint from his cheeks.

But just as they were about to turn away his body stirred with a slight convulsion, the eyes opened wide, and he strove to speak. A red froth came on his lips. He made another desperate effort, and twisting himself onto one elbow pointed a rigid arm at Pierre. He gasped: McGurk — God! and dropped. He was dead before his head touched the blanket.

It was Jacqueline who closed the staring eyes, for the two men were frozen where they stood. They had heard the story of Patterson and Branch and Mansie in one word from the lips of the dying man.

McGurk was back. McGurk was prowling about the last of the gang of Boone, and the lone wolf had pulled down four of the band one by one on successive days. Only two remained, and these two looked at one another with a common thought.

The lights! cried Jacqueline, turning from the body of Gandil. He can shoot us down through the windows at his leisure.

But he wont, said her father. Ive lived too long with the name of McGurk in my ears not to know the man. Hell never kill by stealth, but openly and man to man. I know him, damn him. Hell wait till he meets us alone, and then well finish as poor Gandil, there, or Patterson and Branch and Bud Mansie, all of them fallen somewhere in the mountains with the buzzards left to bury em. Thats how well finish with McGurk on our trail. And you — Gandil was right — its you thats brought him on us. A shipwrecked man — by God, Gandil was right!

His right hand froze on the butt of his gun and his face convulsed with impotent rage, for he knew, as both the others knew, that long before that gun was clear of the holster the bullet from Pierres gun would be on its way. But Pierre threw his arms wide, and standing so, his shadow made a black cross on the wall behind him. He even smiled to tempt the big man further.


CHAPTER 24
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JACQUELINE RAN BETWEEN and caught the hand of her father, crying:

Are you going to finish the work of McGurk before he has a chance to start it? He hunted the rest down one by one. Dad, if you put out Pierre what is left? Can you face that devil alone?

And the old man groaned: But its his luck thats ruined me. Its his damned luck which has broken up the finest fellowship that ever mocked at law on the ranges. Oh, Jack, the heart in mes broken. I wish to God that I lay where Gandil lies. Whats the use of fighting any longer? No man can stand up against McGurk!

And the cold which had come in the blood of Pierre agreed with him. He was a slayer of men, but McGurk was a devil incarnate. His father had died at the hand of this lone rider; it was fitting, it was fate that he himself should die in the same way. The girl looked from face to face, and sensed their despondency. It seemed that their fear gave her the greater courage. Her face flushed as she stood glaring her scorn.

The yellow streak took a long time in showin, but its in you, all right, Pierre le Rouge.

Youve hated me ever since the dance, Jack. Why?

Because I knew you were yellow — like this!

He shrugged his shoulders like one who gives up the fight against a woman, and seeing it, she changed suddenly and made a gesture with both hands toward him, a sudden gesture filled with grace and a queer tenderness.

She said: Pierre, have you forgotten that when you were only a boy you stood up to McGurk and drew blood from him? Are you afraid of him now?

Ill take my chance with any man — but McGurk—

He has no cross to bring him luck.

Aye, and he has no friends for that luck to ruin. Look at Gandil,
Jack, and then speak to me of the cross.

Pierre, that first time you met you almost beat him to the draw. Oh, if I were a man, Id — Pierre, it was to get McGurk that you rode out to the range. Youve been here six years, and McGurk is still alive, and now youre ready to run from his shadow.

Run? he said hotly. I swear to God that as I stand here Ive no fear of death and no hope for the life ahead.

She sneered: Youre white while you say it. Your will may be brave, but your bloods a coward, Pierre. It deserts you.

Jack, you devil—

Aye, you can threaten me safely. But if McGurk were here—

Let him come.

Then give me one promise.

A thousand of em.

Let me hunt him with you.

He stared at her with wonder.

Jack, what a heart you have! If you were a man we could rule the mountains, you and I.

Even as I am, what prevents us, Pierre?

And looking at her he forgot the sorrow which had been his ever since he looked up to the face framed with red-gold hair and the dark tree behind and the cold stars steady above it. It would come to him again, but now it was gone, and he murmured, smiling: I wonder?

They made their plans that night, sitting all three together. It was better to go out and hunt the hunter than to wait there and be tracked down. Jack, for she insisted on it, would ride out with Pierre the next morning and hunt through the hills for the hiding-place of McGurk.

Some covert he must have, so as to be near his victims. Nothing else could explain the ease with which he kept on their track. They would take the trail, and Jim Boone, no longer agile enough to be effective on the trail, would guard the house and the body of Gandil in it.

There was little danger that even McGurk would try to rush a hostile house, but they took no chances. The guns of Jim Boone were given a thorough overhauling, and he wore as usual at his belt the heavy-handled hunting knife, a deadly weapon in a hand-to-hand fight. Thus equipped, they left him and took the trail.

They had not ridden a hundred yards when a whistle followed them, the familiar whistle of the gang. They reined short and saw big Dick Wilbur riding his bay after them, but at some distance he halted and shouted: Pierre!

Hes come back to us! cried Jack.

No. Its only some message.

Do you know?

Yes. Stay here. This is for me alone.

And he rode back to Wilbur, who swung his horse close alongside. However hard he had followed in the pursuit of happiness, his face was drawn with lines of age and his eyes circled with shadows.

He said: Ive kept close on her trail, Pierre, and the nearest she has come to kindness has been to send me back with a message to you.

He laughed without mirth, and the sound stopped abruptly.

This is the message in her own words: I love him, Dick, and theres nothing in the world for me without him. Bring him back to me. I dont care how; but bring him back. So tell Jack to ride the trail alone today and go back with me. I give her up, not freely, but because I know theres no hope for me.

But Pierre answered: Wherever Ive gone theres been luck for me and hell for everyone around me. I lived with a priest, Dick, and left him when I was nearly old enough to begin repaying his care. I came South and found a father and lost him the same day. I gambled for money with which to bury him, and a man died that night and another was hurt. I escaped from the town by riding a horse to death. I was nearly killed in a landslide, and now the men who saved me from that are done for.

Its all one story, the same over and over. Can I carry a fortune like that back to her? Dick, it would haunt me by day and by night. She would be the next. I know it as I know that Im sitting in the saddle here. Thats my answer. Carry it back to her.

I wont lie and tell you Im sorry, because Im a fool and still have a ghost of a hope, but this will be hard news to tell her, and Id rather give five years of life than face the look that will come in her eyes.

I know it, Dick.

But this is final?

It is.

Then good-bye again, and — God bless you, Pierre.

And you, old fellow.

They swerved their horses in opposite directions and galloped apart.

It was nothing, said Pierre to Jack, when he came up with her and drew his horse down to a trot. But he knew that she had read his mind.

But all day through the mazes of canyon and hill and rolling ground they searched patiently. There was no cranny in the rocks too small for them to reconnoiter with caution. There was no group of trees they did not examine.

Yet it was not strange that they failed. In the space of every square mile there were a hundred hiding-places which might have served McGurk. It would have taken a month to comb the country. They had only a day, and left the result to chance, but chance failed them. When the shadows commenced to swing across the gullies they turned back and rode with downward heads, silent.

One hill lay between them and the old ranch house which had been the headquarters for their gang so many days, when they saw a faint drift of smoke across the sky — not a thin column of smoke such as rises from a chimney, but a broad stream of pale mist, as if a dozen chimneys were spouting wood smoke at once.

They exchanged glances and spurred their horses up the last slope. As always in a short spurt, the long-legged black of Jacqueline out-distanced the cream-colored mare, and it was she who first topped the rise of land. The girl whirled in her saddle with raised arm, screamed back at Pierre, and rode on at a still more furious pace.

What he saw when he reached a corresponding position was the ranch house wreathed in smoke, and through all the lower windows was the red dance of flames. Before him fled Jacqueline with all the speed of the black. He loosened the reins, spoke to the mare, and she responded with a mighty rush. Even that tearing pace could not quite take him up to the girl, but he flung himself from the saddle and was at her side when she ran across the smoking veranda and wrenched at the front door.

The whole frame gave back at her, and as Pierre snatched her to one side the doorway fell crashing on the porch, while a mighty volume of smoke burst out at them like a puff from the pit.

They stood sputtering, coughing, and choking, and when they could look again they saw a solid wall of red flame, thick, impenetrable, shuddering with the breath of the wind.

While they stared a stronger breath of that wind tore the wall of flames apart, driving it back in a raging tide to either side. The fire had circled the walls of the entire room, but it had scarcely encroached on the center, and there, seated at the table, was Boone.

He had scarcely changed from the position in which they last saw him, save that he was fallen somewhat deeper in the chair, his head resting against the top of the back. He greeted them, through that infernal furnace, with laughter, and wide, steady eyes. At least it seemed laughter, for the mouth was agape and the lips grinned back, but there was no sound from the lips and no light in the fixed eyes. Laughter indeed it was, but it was the laughter of death, as if the soul of the man, in dying, recognized its natural wild element and had burst into convulsive mirth. So he sat there, untouched as yet by the wide river of fire, chuckling at his destiny. The wall of fire closed across the doorway again and the work of red ruin went on with a crashing of timbers from the upper part of the building.

As that living wall shut solidly, Jacqueline leaped forward, shouting, like a man, words of hope and rescue; Pierre caught her barely in time — a precarious grasp on the wrist from which she nearly wrenched herself free and gained the entrance to the fire. But the jerk threw her off balance for the least fraction of an instant, and the next moment she was safe in his arms.

Safe? He might as well have held a wildcat, or captured with his bare hands a wild eagle, strong of talon and beak. She tore and raged in a wild fury.

Pierre, coward, devil!

Steady, Jack!

Are you going to let him die?

Dont you see? Hes already dead.

You lie. You only fear the fire!

I tell you, McGurk has been here before us.

Her arm was freed by a twisting effort and she beat him furiously across the face. One blow cut his lip and a steady trickle of hot blood left a taste of salt in his mouth.

You young fiend! he cried, and grasped both her wrists with a crushing force.

She leaned and gnashed at his hands, but he whirled her about and held her from behind, impotent, raging still.

A hundred McGurks could never have killed him!

There was a sharp explosion from the midst of the fire.

See! Hes fighting against his death!

No! No! Its only the falling of a timber!

Yet with a panic at his heart he knew that it was the sharp crack of a firearm. Liar again! Pierre, for Gods sake, do something for him. Father! Hes fighting for his life!

Another and another explosion from the midst of the fire. He understood then.

The flames have reached his guns. Thats all, Jack. Dont you see?
Wed be throwing ourselves away to run into those flames.

Realization came to her at last. A heavy weight slumped down suddenly over his arms. He held her easily, lightly. Her head had tilted back, and the red flare of the fire beat across her face and throat. The roar of the flames shut out all other thought of the world and cast a wide inferno of light around them.

Higher and higher rose the fires, and the wind cut off great fragments and hurried them off into the night, blowing them, it seemed, straight up against the piled thunder of the clouds. Then the roof sagged, swayed, and fell crashing, while a vast cloud of sparks and livid fires shot up a hundred feet into the air. It was as if the soul of old Boone had departed in that final flare.

It started the girl into sudden life, surprising Pierre, so that she managed to wrench herself free and ran from him. He sprang after her with a shout, fearing that in her hysteria she might fling herself into the fire, but that was not her purpose. Straight to the black horse she ran, swung into the saddle with the ease of a man, and rode furiously off through the falling of the night.

He watched her with a curious closing of loneliness like a hand about his heart. He had failed, and because of that failure even Jacqueline was leaving him. It was strange, for since the loss of the girl of the yellow hair and those deep blue eyes, he had never dreamed that another thing in life could pain him.

So at length he mounted the mare again and rode slowly down the hill and out toward the distant ranges, trotting mile after mile with downward head, not caring even if McGurk should cross him, for surely this was the final end of the world to Pierre le Rouge.

About midnight he halted at last, for the uneasy sway of the mare showed that she was nearly dead on her feet with weariness. He found a convenient place for a camp, built his fire, and wrapped his blanket about him without thinking of food.

He never knew how long he sat there, for his thoughts circled the world and back again and found all a prospect of desert before him and behind, until a sound, a vague sound out of the night, startled him into alertness. He slipped from beside the fire and into the shadow of a steep rock, watching with eyes that almost pierced the dark on all sides.

And there he saw her creeping up on the outskirts of the firelight, prone on her hands and knees, dragging herself up like a young wildcat hunting prey; it was the glimmer of her eyes that he caught first through the gloom. A cold thought came to him that she had returned with her gun ready.

Inch by inch she came closer, and now he was aware of her restless glances probing on all sides of the camp-fire. Silence — only the crackling of a pitchy stick. And then he heard a muffled sound, soft, soft as the beating of a heart in the night, and regularly pulsing. It hurt him infinitely, and he called gently: Jack, why are you weeping?

She started up with her fingers twisted at the butt of her gun.

Its a lie, called a tremulous voice. Why should I weep?

And then she ran to him.

Oh, Pierre, I thought you were gone!

That silence which came between them was thick with understanding greater than speech. He said at last: Ive made my plan. I am going straight for the higher mountains and try to shake McGurk off my trail. Theres one chance in ten I may succeed, and if I do then Ill wait for my chance and come down on him, for sooner or later we have to fight this out to the end.

I know a place he could never find, said Jacqueline. The old cabin in the gulley between the Twin Bears. Well start for it tonight.

Not we, he answered. Jack, heres the end of our riding together.

She frowned with puzzled wonder.

He explained: One man is stronger than a dozen. Thats the strength of McGurk — that he rides alone. Hes finished your fathers men. Theres only Wilbur left, and Wilbur will go next — then me!

She stretched her hands to him. She seemed to be pleading for her very life.

But if he finds us and has to fight us both — I shoot as straight as a man, Pierre!

Straighter than most. And youre a better pal than any Ive ever ridden with. But I must go alone. Its only a lone wolf that will ever bring down McGurk. Think how hes rounded us up like a herd of cattle and brought us down one by one.

By getting each man alone and killing him from behind.

From the front, Jack. No, hes fought square with each one. The wounds of Black Gandil were all in front, and when McGurk and I meet its going to be face to face.

Her tone changed, softened: But what of me, Pierre?

You have to leave this life. Go down to the city, Jack. Live like a woman; marry some lucky fellow; be happy.

Can you leave me so easily?

No, its hard, devilish hard to part with a pal like you, Jack; but all the rest of my life Ive got hard things to face, partner.

Partner! she repeated with an indescribable emphasis. Pierre, I cant leave you.

Why?

Im afraid to go: Let me stay!

He said gloomily: No good will come of it.

Ill never trouble you — never!

No, the bad luck comes on the people who are with me, but never on me. Its struck them all down, one by one; your turn is next, Jack. If I could leave the cross behind—

He covered his face and groaned: But I dont dare; I dont dare! I have to face McGurk. Jack, I hate myself for it, but I cant help it. Im afraid of McGurk, afraid of that damned white face, that lowered, fluttering eyelid, that sneering mouth. Without the cross to bring me luck, how could I meet him? But while I keep the cross theres ruin and hell without end for everyone with me.

She was white and shaking. She said: Im not afraid. Ive one friend left; theres nothing else to care for.

So its to be this way, Jack?

This way, and no other.

Partner, Im glad. My God, Jack, what a man you would have made!

Their hands met and clung together, and her head had drooped, perhaps in acquiescence.


CHAPTER 25
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DICK WILBUR, TELLING Mary how Pierre had cut himself adrift, did not even pretend to sorrow, and she listened to him with her eyes fixed steadily on his own. As a matter of fact, she had shown neither hope nor excitement from the moment he came back to her and started to tell his message. But if she showed neither hope nor excitement for herself, surely she gave Dick still fewer grounds for any optimistic foresights.

So he finished gloomily: And as far as I can make out, Pierre is right. Theres some rotten bad luck that follows him. It may not be the cross — I dont suppose you believe in superstition like that, Miss Brown?

She said: It saved my life.

The cross?

Yes.

Then Pierre — you mean — you met before the dance — you mean—

He was stammering so that he couldnt finish his thoughts, and she broke in: If he will not come to me, then I must go to him.

Follow Pierre le Rouge? queried Wilbur. Youre an optimist. But thats because youve never seen him ride. I consider it a good days work to start out with him and keep within sight till night, but as for following and over-taking him—

He laughed heartily at the thought.

And she smiled a little sadly, answering: But I have the most boundless patience in the world. He may gallop all the way, but I will walk, and keep on walking, and reach him in the end.

Her hands moved out as though testing their power, gripping at the air.

Where will you go to hunt for him?

I dont know. But every evening, when I look out at the sunset hills, with the purple along the valleys, I think that he must be out there somewhere, going toward the highest ranges. If I were up in that country I know that I could find him. Never in a thousand years.

Why?

Because hes on the trail—

On the trail?

Of McGurk.

She started.

What is this man McGurk? I hear of him on all sides. If one of the men rides a bucking horse successfully, someone is sure to say: Who taught you what you know, Bud — McGurk? And then the rest laugh. The other day a man was pointed out to me as an expert shot. Not as fast as McGurk, it was said, but he shoots just as straight. Finally I asked someone about McGurk. The only answer I received was: I hope you never find out what he is. Tell me, what is McGurk?

Wilbur considered the question gravely.

He said at last: McGurk is — hell!

He expanded his statement: Think of a man who can ride anything that walks on four feet, who never misses with either a rifle or a revolver, who doesnt know the meaning of fear, and then imagine that man living by himself and fighting the rest of the world like a lone wolf. Thats McGurk. Hes never had a companion; hes never trusted any man. Perhaps thats why they say about him the same thing that they say about me.

Whats that?

You will smile when you hear. They say that McGurk will lose out in the end on account of some woman.

And they say that of you?

They say right of me. I know it myself. Look at me now. What right have I here? If Im found Im the meat of the first man who sights me, but here I stay, and wait and watch for your smiles — like a love-sick boy. By God, you must despise me, Mary!

I dont try to understand you Westerners, she answered, and thats why I have never questioned you before. Tell me, why is it that you come so stealthily to see me and run away as soon as anyone else appears?

He said with wonder: Havent you guessed?

I dont dare guess.

But you have, and your guess was right. Theres a price on my head. By right, I should be out there on the ranges with Pierre le Rouge and McGurk. Theres the only safe place; but I saw you and I came down out of the wilds and cant go back. Ill stay, I suppose, till I run my head into a halter.

She was too much moved to speak for a moment, and then: You come to me in spite of that? Dick, whatever you have done, I know that its only chance which made you go wrong, just as it made Pierre. I wish—

The dimness of her eyes encouraged him with a hope. He moved closer to her.

He repeated: You wish—

That you could be satisfied with a mere friendship. I could give you that, Dick, with all my heart.

He stepped back and smiled somewhat grimly on her.

She went on: And this McGurk — what do you mean when you say that
Pierre is on his trail?

Hunting him with a gun.

She grew paler, but her voice remained steady.

But in all those miles of mountains they may never meet?

They cant stay apart any more than iron can stay away from a magnet. Listen: half a dozen years ago McGurk had the reputation of bearing a charmed life. He had been in a hundred fights and he was never touched with either a knife or a bullet. Then he crossed Pierre le Rouge when Pierre was only a youngster just come onto the range. He put two bullets through Pierre, but the boy shot him from the floor and wounded him for the first time. The charm of McGurk was broken.

For half a dozen years McGurk was gone; there was never a whisper about him. Then he came back and went on the trail of Pierre. He has killed the friends of Pierre one by one; Pierre himself is the next in order — Pierre or myself. And when those two meet there will be the greatest fight that was ever staged in the mountain-desert.

She stood straight, staring past Wilbur with hungry eyes.

I knew he needed me. I have to save him, Dick. You see that? I have to bring him down from the mountains and keep him safe from McGurk. McGurk! Somehow the sound means what devil used to mean to me.

Youve never traveled alone, and yet youd go up there and brave everything that comes for the sake of Pierre? What has he done to deserve it, Mary?.

What have I done, Dick, to deserve the care you have for me?

He stared gloomily on her.

When do you start?

Tonight.

Your friends wont let you go.

Ill steal away and leave a note behind me.

And youll go alone?

She caught at a hope.

Unless youll go with me, Dick?

I? Take you — to Pierre?

She did not speak to urge him, but in the silence her beauty pleaded for her.

He said: Mary, how lovely you are. If I go I will have you for a few days — for a week at most, all to myself.

She shook her head. From the window behind her the sunset light flared in her hair, flooding it with red-gold.

All the time that we are gone, you will never say things like this,
Dick?

I suppose not. I should be near you, but terribly far away from your thoughts all the while. Still, you will be near. You will be very beautiful, Mary, riding up the trail through the pines, with all the scents of the evergreens blowing about you, and I — well, I must go back to a second childhood and play a game of suppose—

A game of what?

Of supposing that you are really mine, Mary, and riding out into the wilderness for my sake.

She stepped a little closer, peering into his face.

No matter what you suppose, Im sure youll leave that part of it merely a game, Dick!

He laughed suddenly, though the sound broke off as short and sharp as it began.

Havent I played a game all my life with the fair ladies? And have I anything to show for it except laughter? Ill go with you, Mary, if youll let me.

Dick, youve a heart of gold! What shall I take?

Ill make the pack up, and Ill be back here an hour after dark and whistle. Like this—

And he gave the call of Boones gang.

I understand. Ill be ready. Hurry, Dick, for weve very little time.

He hesitated, then: All the time were on the trail you must be far from me, and at the end of it will be Pierre le Rouge — and happiness for you. Before we start, Mary, Id like to—

It seemed that she read his mind, for she slipped suddenly inside his arms, kissed him, and was gone from the room. He stood a moment with a hand raised to his face.

After all, he muttered, thats enough to die for, and— He threw up his long arms in a gesture of resignation.

The will of God be done! said Wilbur, and laughed again.


CHAPTER 26
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SHE WAS READY, crouched close to the window of her room, when the signal came, but first she was not sure, because the sound was as faint as a memory. Moreover, it might have been a freakish whistling in the wind, which rose stronger and stronger. It had piled the thunder-clouds higher and higher, and now and again a heavy drop of rain tapped at her window like a thrown pebble.

So she waited, and at last heard the whistle a second time, unmistakably clear. In a moment she was hurrying down to the stable, climbed into the saddle, and rode at a cautious trot out among the sand-hills.

For a time she saw no one, and commenced to fear that the whole thing had been a gruesomely real, practical jest. So she stopped her horse and imitated the signal whistle as well as she could. It was repeated immediately behind her — almost in her ear, and she turned to make out the dark form of a tall horseman.

A bad night for the start, called Wilbur. Do you want to wait till tomorrow?

She could not answer for a moment, the wind whipping against her face, while a big drop stung her lips.

She said at length: Would a night like this stop Pierre — or McGurk?

For answer she heard his laughter.

Then Ill start. I must never stop for weather.

He rode up beside her.

This is the start of the finish.

What do you mean? Nothing. But somewhere on this ride, Ive an idea a question will be answered for me.

What question?

Instead of replying he said: Youve got a slicker on?

Yes.

Then follow me. Well gallop into the wind a while and get the horses warmed up. Afterward well take the valley of the Old Crow and follow it up to the crest of the range.

His horse lunged out ahead of hers, and she followed, leaning far forward against a wind that kept her almost breathless. For several minutes they cantered steadily, and before the end of the gallop she was sitting straight up, her heart beating fast, a faint smile on her lips, and the blood running hot in her veins. For the battle was begun, she knew, by that first sharp gallop, and here at the start she felt confident of her strength. When she met Pierre she could force him to turn back with her.

Wilbur checked his horse to a trot; they climbed a hill, and just as the rain broke on them with a rattling gust they swung into the valley of the Old Crow. Above them in the sky the thunder rode; the rain whipped against the rocks like the rattle of a thousand flying hoofs; and now and again the lightning flashed across the sky.

Through that vast accompaniment they moved on in the night straight toward the heart of the mountains which sprang into sight with every flash of the lightning and seemed toppling almost above them, yet they were weary miles away, as she knew.

By those same flashes she caught glimpses of the face of Wilbur. She hardly knew him. She had seen him always big, gentle, handsome, good-natured; now he was grown harder, with a stern set of the jaw, and a certain square outline of face. It had seemed impossible. Now she began to guess how the law could have placed a price upon his head. For he belonged out here with the night and the crash of the storm, with strong, lawless things about him. An awe grew in her, and she was filled half with dread and half with curiosity at the thought of facing him, as she must many a time, across the camp-fire. In a way, he was the ladder by which she climbed to an understanding of Pierre le Rouge, Red Pierre. For that Pierre, she knew, was to big Wilbur what Dick himself was to the great mass of law-abiding men. Accident had cut Wilbur adrift, but it was more than accident which started Pierre on the road to outlawry; it was the sheer love of dangerous chance, the glory in fighting other men. This was Pierre.

What was the man for whom Pierre hunted? What was McGurk? Not even the description of Wilbur had proved very enlightening. Her thought of him was vague, nebulous, and taking many forms. Sometimes he was tall and dark and stern. Again he was short and heavy and somewhat deformed of body. But always he was everywhere in the night about her.

All this she pondered as they began the ride up the valley, but as the long journey continued, and the hours and the miles rolled past them, a racking weariness possessed her and numbed her mind. She began to wish desperately for morning, but even morning might not bring an end to the ride. That would be at the will of the outlaw beside her. Finally, only one picture remained to her. It stabbed across the darkness of her mind — the red hair and the keen eyes of Pierre.

The storm decreased as they went up the valley. Finally the wind fell off to a pleasant breeze, and the clouds of the rain broke in the center of the heavens and toppled west in great tumbling masses. In half an hours time the sky was clear, and a cold moon looked down on the blue-black evergreens, shining faintly with the wet, and on the dead black of the mountains.

For the first time in all that ride her companion spoke: In an hour the gray will begin in the east. Suppose we camp here, eat, get a bit of sleep, and then start again?

As if she had waited for permission, fighting against her weariness, she now let down the bars of her will, and a tingling stupor swept over her body and broke in hot, numbing waves on her brain.

Whatever you say. Im afraid I couldnt ride much further tonight.

Look up at me.

She raised her head.

No; youre all in. But youve made a game ride. I never dreamed there was so much iron in you. Well make our fire just inside the trees and carry water up from the river, eh?

A scanty growth of the evergreens walked over the hills and skirted along the valley, leaving a broad, sandy waste in the center where the river at times swelled with melted snow or sudden rains and rushed over the lower valley in a broad, muddy flood.

At the edge of the forest he picketed the horses in a little open space carpeted with wet, dead grass. It took him some time to find dry wood. So he wrapped her in blankets and left her sitting on a saddle. As the chill left her body she began to grow delightfully drowsy, and vaguely she heard the crack of his hatchet. He had found a rotten stump and was tearing off the wet outer bark to get at the dry wood within.

After that it was only a moment before a fire sputtered feebly and smoked at her feet. She watched it, only half conscious, in her utter weariness, and seeing dimly the hollow-eyed face of the man who stooped above the blaze. Now it grew quickly, and increased to a sharp-pointed pyramid of red flame. The bright sparks showered up, crackling and snapping, and when she followed their flight she saw the darkly nodding tops of the evergreens above her. With the fire well under way, he took the coffeepot to get water from the river, and left her to fry the bacon. The fumes of the frying meat wakened her at once, and brushed even the thought of her exhaustion from her mind. She was hungry — ravenously hungry.

So she tended the bacon slices with care until they grew brown and crisped and curled at the edges. After that she removed the pan from the fire, and it was not until then that she began to wonder why Wilbur was so long in returning with the water. The bacon grew cold; she heated it again and was mightily tempted to taste one piece of it, but restrained herself to wait for Dick.

Still he did not come. She stood up and called, her high voice rising sharp and small through the trees. It seemed that some sound answered, so she smiled and sat down. Ten minutes passed and he was still gone. A cold alarm swept over her at that. She dropped the pan and ran out from the trees.

Everywhere was the bright moonlight — over the wet rocks, and sand, and glimmering on the slow tide of the river, but nowhere could she see Wilbur, or a form that looked like a man. Then the moonlight glinted on something at the edge of the river. She ran to it and found the coffee-can half in the water and partially filled with sand.

A wild temptation to scream came over her, but the tight muscles of her throat let out no sound. But if Wilbur were not here, where had he gone? He could not have vanished into thin air. The ripple of the water washing on the sand replied. Yes, that current might have rolled his body away.

To shut out the grim sight of the river she turned. Stretched across the ground at her feet she saw clearly the impression of a body in the moist sand.


CHAPTER 27
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THE HEELS HAD left two deeply defined gouges in the ground; there was a sharp hollow where the head had lain, and a broad depression for the shoulders. It was the impression of the body of a man — a large man like Wilbur. Any hope, any doubt she might have had, slipped from her mind, and despair rolled into it with an even, sullen current, like the motion of the river.

It is strange what we do with our big moments of fear and sorrow and even of joy. Now Mary stooped and carefully washed out the coffeepot, and filled it again with water higher up the bank; and turned back toward the edge of the trees.

It was all subconscious, this completing of the task which Wilbur had begun, and subconscious still was her careful rebuilding of the fire till it flamed high, as though she were setting a signal to recall the wanderer. But the flame, throwing warmth and red light across her eyes, recalled her sharply to reality, and she looked up and saw the dull dawn brightening beyond the dark evergreens.

Guilt, too, swept over her, for she remembered what big, handsome Dick Wilbur had said: He would meet his end through a woman. Now it had come to him, and through her.

She cringed at the thought, for what was she that a man should die in her service? She raised her hands with a moan to the nodding tops of the trees, to the vast, black sky above them, and the full knowledge of Wilburs strength came to her, for had he not ridden calmly, defiantly, into the heart of this wilderness, confident in his power to care both for himself and for her? But she! What could she do wandering by herself? The image of Pierre le Rouge grew dim indeed and sad and distant.

She looked about her at the pack, which had been distributed expertly, and disposed on the ground by Wilbur. She could not even lash it in place behind the saddle. So she drew the blanket once more around her shoulders and sat down to think.

She might return to the house — doubtless she could find her way back. And leave Pierre in the heart of the mountains, surely lost to her forever. She made a determination, sullen, like a child, to ride on and on into the wilderness, and let fate take care of her. The pack she could bundle together as best she might; she would live as she might; and for a guide there would be the hunger for Pierre.

So she ended her thoughts with a hope; her head nodded lower, and she slept the deep sleep of the exhausted mind and body. She woke hours later with a start, instantly alert, quivering with fear and life and energy, for she felt like one who has gone to sleep with voices in his ear.

While she slept someone had been near her; she could have sworn it before her startled eyes glanced around.

And though she kept whispering, with white lips, No, no; it is impossible! yet there was evidence which proved it. The fire should have burned out, but instead it flamed more brightly than ever, and there was a little heap of fuel laid conveniently close. Moreover, both horses were saddled, and the pack lashed on the saddle of her own mount.

Whatever man or demon had done this work evidently intended that she should ride Wilburs beautiful bay. Yes, for when she went closer, drawn by her wonder, she found that the stirrups had been much shortened.

Nothing was forgotten by this invisible caretaker; he had even left out the cooking-tins, and she found a little batter of flapjack flour mixed.

The riddle was too great for solving. Perhaps Wilbur had disappeared merely to play a practical jest on her; but that supposition was too childish to be retained an instant. Perhaps — perhaps Pierre himself had discovered her, but having vowed never to see her again, he cared for her like the invisible hands in the old Greek fable.

This, again, an instinctive knowledge made her dismiss. If he were so close, loving her, he could not stay away; she read in her own heart, and knew. Then it must be something else; evil, because it feared to be seen; not wholly evil, because it surrounded her with care.

At least this new emotion obscured somewhat the terror and the sorrow of Wilburs disappearance. She cooked her breakfast as if obeying the order of the unseen, climbed into the saddle of Wilburs horse, and started off up the valley, leading her own mount.

Every moment or so she turned in the saddle suddenly in the hope of getting a glimpse of the follower, but even when she surveyed the entire stretch of country from the crest of a low hill, she saw nothing — not the least sign of life.

She rode slowly, this day, for she was stiff and sore from the violent journey of the night before, but though she went slowly, she kept steadily at the trail. It was a broad and pleasant one, being the beaten sand of the river-bottom; and the horse she rode was the finest that ever pranced beneath her.

His trot was as smooth and springy as the gallop of most horses, and when she let him run over a few level stretches, it was as if she had suddenly been taken up from the earth on wings. There was something about the animal, too, which reminded her of its vanished owner; for it had strength and pride and gentleness at once. Unquestionably it took kindly to its new rider; for once when she dismounted the big horse walked up behind and nuzzled her shoulder.

The mountains were much plainer before the end of the day. They rose sheer up in wave upon frozen wave like water piled ragged by some terrific gale, with the tops of the waters torn and tossed and then frozen forever in that position, like a fantastic and gargantuan mask of dreaming terror. It overawed the heart of Mary Brown to look up to them, but there was growing in her a new impulse of friendly understanding with all this scalped, bald region of rocks, as if in entering the valley she had passed through the gate which closes out the gentler world, and now she was admitted as a denizen of the mountain-desert, that scarred and ugly asylum for crime and fear and grandeur.

Feeling this new emotion, the old horizons of her mind gave way and widened; her gentle nature, which had known nothing but smiles, admitted the meaning of a frown. Did she not ride under the very shadow of that frown with her two horses? Was she not armed? She touched the holster at her hip, and smiled. To be sure, she could never hit a mark with that ponderous weapon, but at least the pistol gave the feeling of a dangerous lone rider, familiar with the wilds.

It was about dark, and she was on the verge of looking about for a suitable camping-place, when the bay halted sharply, tossed up his head, and whinnied. From the far distance she thought she heard the beginning of a whinny in reply. She could not be sure, but the possibility made her pulse quicken. In this region, she knew, no stranger could be a friend.

So she started the bay at a gallop and put a couple of swift miles between her and the point at which she had heard the sound; no living creature, she was sure, could have followed the pace the bay held during that distance. So, secure in her loneliness, she trotted the horse around a bend of the rocks and came on the sudden light of a campfire.

It was too late to wheel and gallop away; so she remained with her hand fumbling at the butt of the revolver, and her eyes fixed on the flicker of the fire. Not a voice accosted her. As far as she could peer among the lithe trunks of the saplings, not a sign of a living thing was near.

Yet whoever built that fire must be near, for it was obviously newly laid. Perhaps some fleeing outlaw had pitched his camp here and had been startled by her coming. In that case he lurked somewhere in the woods at that moment, his keen eyes fixed on her, and his gun gripped hard in his hand. Perhaps — and the thought thrilled her — this little camp had been prepared by the same power, human or unearthly, which had watched over her early that morning.

All reason and sane caution warned her to ride on and leave that camp unmolested, but an overwhelming, tingling curiosity besieged her. The thin column of smoke rose past the dark trees like a ghost, and reaching the unsheltered space above the trees, was smitten by a light wind and jerked away at a sharp angle.

She looked closer and saw a bed made of a great heap of the tips of limbs of spruce, a bed softer than down and more fragrant than any manufactured perfume, however costly.

Possibly it was the sight of this bed which tempted her down from the saddle, at last. With the reins over her arm, she stood close to the fire and warmed her hands, peering all the while on every side, like some wild and beautiful creature tempted by the bait of the trap, but shrinking from the scent of man.

As she stood there a broad, yellow moon edged its way above the hills and rolled up through the black trees and then floated through the sky. Beneath such a moon no harm could come to her. It was while she stared at it, letting her tensed alertness relax little by little, that she saw, or thought she saw, a hint of moving white pass over the top of the rise of ground and disappear among the trees.

She could not be sure, but her first impulse was to gather the reins with a jerk and place her foot in the stirrup; but then she looked back and saw the fire, burning low now and asking like a human voice to be replenished from the heap of small, broken fuel nearby; and she saw also the softly piled bed of evergreens.

She removed her foot from the stirrup. What mattered that imaginary figure of moving white? She felt a strong power of protection lying all about her, breathing out to her with the keen scent of the pines, fanning her face with the chill of the night breeze. She was alone, but she was secure in the wilderness.


CHAPTER 28
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FOR MANY A minute she waited by that camp-fire, but there was never a sign of the builder of it, though she centered all her will in making her eyes and ears sharper to pierce through the darkness and to gather from the thousand obscure whispers of the forest any sounds of human origin. So she grew bold at length to take off the pack and the saddles; the camp was hers, built for her coming by the invisible power which surrounded her, which read her mind, it seemed, and chose beforehand the certain route which she must follow.

She resigned herself to that force without question, and the worry of her search disappeared. It seemed certain that this omnipotence, whatever it might be, was reading her wishes and acting with all its power to fulfill them, so that in the end it was merely a question of time before she should accomplish her mission — before she should meet Pierre le Rouge face to face.

That night her sleep was deep, indeed, and she only wakened when the slant light of the sun struck across her eyes. It was a bright day, crisp and chill, and through the clear air the mountains seemed leaning directly above her, and chief of all two peaks, almost exactly similar, black monsters which ruled the range. Toward the gorge between them the valley of the Old Crow aimed its course, and straight up that diminishing canyon she rode all day.

The broad, sandy bottom changed and contracted until the channel was scarcely wide enough for the meager stream of water, and beside it she picked her way along a narrow path with banks on either side, which became with every mile more like cliffs, walling her in and dooming her to a single destination.

It was evening before she came to the headwaters of the Old Crow, and rode out into the gorge between the two mountains. The trail failed her here. There was no semblance of a ravine to follow, except the mighty gorge between the two peaks, and she ventured into the dark throat of this pass, riding through a gate with the guarding towers tall and black on either side.

The moment she was well started in it and the steep shadow of the evening fell across her almost like night from the west, her heart grew cold as the air. A sense of coming danger filled her. Yet she kept on, holding a tight rein, throwing many a fearful glance at the vast rocks which might have concealed an entire army in every mile of their extent.

When she found the cabin she mistook it at first for merely another rock of singular shape. It was at this shape that she stared, and checked her horse, and not till then did she note the faint flicker of a light no brighter than the phosphorescent glow of the eyes of a hunted beast.

Her impulse was to drive her spurs home and pass that place at a racing gallop, but she checked the impulse sharply and began to reason. In the first place, it was doubtless only the cabin of some prospector, such as she had often heard of. In the second place, night was almost upon her, and she saw no desirable camping-place, or at least any with the necessary water at hand.

What harm could come to her? Among Western men, she well knew a woman is safer than all the law and the police of the settled East can make her, so she nerved her courage and advanced toward the faint, changing light.

The cabin was hidden very cunningly. Crouched among the mighty boulders which earthquakes and storms of some wilder, earlier epoch had torn away from the side of the crags above, the house was like another stone, leaning its back to the mountain for support.

When she drew very close she knew that the light which glimmered at the window must come from an open fire, and the thought of a fire warmed her. She hallooed, and receiving no answer, fastened the horses and entered the house. The door swung to behind her, as if of its own volition it wished to make her a prisoner.

The place consisted of one room, and not a spacious one at that, but arranged as a shelter, not a home. The cooking, apparently, was done over the open hearth, for there was no sign of any stove, and, moreover, on the wall near the fireplace hung several soot-blackened pans and the inevitable coffeepot. There were two bunks built on opposite sides of the room, and in the middle a table was made of a long section split from the heart of a log by wedges, apparently, and still rude and undressed, except for the preliminary smoothing off which had been done with a broad-ax.

The great plank was supported at either end by a roughly constructed sawbuck. It was very low, and for this reason two fairly square boulders of comfortable proportions were sufficiently high to serve as chairs.

For the rest, the furniture was almost too meager to suggest human habitation, but from nails on the wall there hung a few shirts and a pair of chaps, as well as a much-battered quirt. But a bucket of water in a corner suggested cleanliness, and a small, round, highly polished steel plate, hanging on the wall in lieu of a mirror, further fortified her decision that the owner of this place must be a man somewhat particular as to his appearance.

Here she interrupted her observations to build up the fire, which was flickering down and apparently on the verge of going out. She worked busily for a few minutes, and a roaring blaze rewarded her; she took off her slicker to enjoy the warmth, and in doing so, turned, and saw the owner of the place standing with folded arms just inside the door.

Making yourself to home? asked the host, in a low, strangely pleasant voice.

Do you mind? asked Mary Brown. I couldnt find a place that would do for camping.

And she summoned her most winning smile. It was wasted, she knew at once, for the stranger hardened perceptibly, and his lip curled slightly in scorn or anger. In all her life Mary had never met a man so obdurate, and, moreover, she felt that he could not be wooed into a good humor.

If youd gone farther up the gorge, said the other, youd of found the best sort of a camping place — water and everything.

Then Ill go, said Mary, shrinking at the thought of the strange, cold outdoors compared with this cheery fire. But she put on the slicker and started for the door.

At the last moment the host was touched with compunction. He called: Wait a minute. There aint no call to hurry. If you can get along here just stick around.

For a moment Mary hesitated, knowing that only the unwritten law of Western hospitality compelled that speech; it was the crackle and flare of the bright fire which overcame her pride.

She laid off the slicker again, saying, with another smile: For just a few minutes, if you dont mind.

Sure, said the other gracelessly, and tossed his own slicker onto a bunk.

Covertly, but very earnestly, Mary was studying him. He was hardly more than a boy — handsome, slender.

Now that handsome face was under a cloud of gloom, a frown on the forehead and a sneer on the lips, but it was something more than the expression which repelled Mary. For she felt that no matter how she wooed him, she could never win the sympathy of this darkly handsome, cruel youth; he was aloof from her, and the distance between them could never be crossed. She knew at once that the mysterious bridges which link men with women broke down in this case, and she was strongly tempted to leave the cabin to the sole possession of her surly host.

It was the warmth of the fire which once more decided against her reason, so she laid hands on one of the blocks of stone to roll it nearer to the hearth. She could not budge it. Then she caught the sneering laughter of the man, and strove again in a fury. It was no use; for the stone merely rocked a little and settled back in its place with a bump.

Here, said the boy, Ill move it for you. It was a hard lift for him, but he set his teeth, raised the stone in his slender hands, and set it down again at a comfortable distance from the fire.

Thank you, smiled Mary, but the boy stood panting against the wall, and for answer merely bestowed on her a rather malicious glance of triumph, as though he gloried in his superior strength and despised her weakness.

Some conversation was absolutely necessary, for the silence began to weigh on her. She said: My name is Mary Brown.

Is it? said the boy, quite without interest. You can call me Jack.

He sat down on the other stone, his dark face swept by the shadows of the flames, and rolled a cigarette, not deftly, but like one who is learning the mastery of the art. It surprised Mary, watching his fumbling fingers. She decided that Jack must be even younger than he looked.

She noticed also that the boy cast, from time to time, a sharp, rather worried glance of expectation toward the door, as if he feared it would open and disclose some important arrival. Furthermore, those old worn shirts hanging on the wall were much too large for the throat and shoulders of Jack.

Apparently, he lived there with some companion, and a companion of such a nature that he did not wish him to be seen by visitors. This explained the lads coldness in receiving a guest; it also stimulated Mary to linger about a few more minutes.


CHAPTER 29
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NOT THAT SHE stayed there without a growing fear, but she still felt about her, like the protection of some invisible cloak, the presence of the strange guide who had followed her up the valley of the Old Crow.

It seemed as if the boy were reading her mind.

See you got two horses. Come up alone?

Most of the way, said Mary, and tingled with a rather feline pleasure to see that her curtness merely sharpened the interest of Jack.

The boy puffed on his cigarette, not with long, slow breaths of inhalation like a practiced smoker, but with a puckered face as though he feared that the fumes might drift into his eyes.

Why, thought Mary, hes only a child!

Her heart warmed a little as she adopted this view of her surly host. Being warmed, and having much to say, words came of themselves. Surely it would do no harm to tell the story to this queer urchin, who might be able to throw some light on the nature of the invisible protector.

I started with a man for guide. She fixed a searching gaze on the boy. His name was Dick Wilbur.

She could not tell whether it was a tremble of the boys hand or a short motion to knock off the cigarette ash.

Did you say was Dick Wilbur?

Yes. Did you know him?

Heard of him, I think. Kind of a hard one, wasnt he?

No, no! A fine, brave, gentle fellow — poor Dick! She stopped, her eyes filling with tears at many a memory.

Hm! coughed the boy. I thought he was one of old Boones gang? If hes dead, that made the last of em — except Red Pierre.

It was like the sound of a trumpet call at her ear. Mary sat up with a start.

What do you know of Red Pierre?

The boy flushed a little, and could not quite meet her eye.

Nothin.

At least you know that hes still alive?

Sure. Anyone does. When he dies the whole range will know about it — damn quick. I know that much about Red Pierre; but who doesnt?

I, for one.

You!

Strangely enough, there was more of accusation than of surprise in the word.

Certainly, repeated Mary. Ive only been in this part of the country for a short time. I really know almost nothing about the — legends.

Legends? said the boy, and laughed. Legend? Say, lady, if Red Pierre is just a legend the Civil War aint no moren a fable. Legend? You go anywhere on the range an get em talking about that legend, and theyll make you think its an honest-to-goodness fact, and no mistake.

Mary queried earnestly: Tell me about Red Pierre. Its almost as hard to learn anything of him as it is to find out anything about McGurk.

What you doing? asked the boy, keen with suspicion. Making a study of them two for a book?

He wiped a damp forehead.

Take it from me, lady, it aint healthy to join up them two even in talk! Is there any harm in words?

The boy was so upset for some unknown reason that he rose and paced up and down the room.

Lots of harm in fool words.

He sat down again, and seemed a little anxious to explain his unusual conduct.

Maam, suppose you had a well plumb full of nitroglycerin in your back yard; suppose there was a forest fire comin your way from all sides; would you like to have people talk about nitroglycerin and that forest fire meeting? Even the talk would give you chills. Thats the way it is with Pierre and McGurk. When they meet theres going to be a fight thatll stop the hearts of the people that have to look on.

Mary smiled to cover her excitement.

But are they coming your way?

The question seemed to infuriate young Jack, who cried: Aint that a fool way of talkin? Lady, theyre coming everyones way. You never know where theyll start from or where theyll land. If theres a thunder-cloud all over the sky, do you know where the lightnings going to strike?

Excuse me, said Mary, but she was still eager with curiosity, but I should think that a youngster like you wouldnt have anything to fear from even those desperadoes.

Youngster, eh? snarled the boy, whose wrath seemed implacable. I can make my draw and start my gun as fast as any man — except them two, maybe — he lowered his voice somewhat even to name them— Pierre — McGurk!

It seems hopeless to find out anything about McGurk, said Mary, but at least you can tell me safely about Red Pierre.

Interested in him, eh? said the boy dryly.

Well, hes a rather romantic figure, dont you think? Romantic? Lady, about a month ago I was talking with a lady that was a widow because of Red Pierre. She didnt think him none too romantic.

Red Pierre had killed the womans husband? repeated Mary, with pale lips.

Yep. He was one of the gang that took a chance with Pierre and got bumped off. Had three bullets in him and dropped without getting his gun out of the leather. Pierre sure does a nice, artistic job. He serves you a murder with all the trimmings. If I wanted to die nice and polite without making a mess, I dont know who Id rather go to than Red Pierre.

A murderer! whispered Mary, with bowed head.

The boy opened his lips to speak, but changed his mind and sat regarding the girl with a somewhat sinister smile.

But might it not be, said Mary, that he killed one man in self-defense and then his destiny drove him, and bad luck forced him into one bad position after another? There have been histories as strange as that, you know.

Jack laughed again, but most of the music was gone from the sound, and it was simply a low, ominous purr.

Sure, he said. You can take a bear-cub and keep him tame till he gets the taste of blood, but after that you got to keep him muzzled, you know. Pierre needs a muzzle, but there aint enough gunfighters on the range to put one on him.

Something like pride crept into the boys voice while he spoke, and he ended with a ringing tone. Then, feeling the curious, judicial eyes of Mary upon him, he abruptly changed the subject.

You say Dick Wilbur is dead?

I dont know. I think he is.

But he started out with you. You ought to know.

It was like this: We had camped on the edge of the trees coming up the Old Crow Valley, and Dick went off with the can to get water at the river. He was gone a long time, and when I went out to look for him I found the can at the margin of the river half filled with sand, and beside it there was the impression of the body of a big man. That was all I found, and Dick never came back.

They were both silent for a moment.

Could he have fallen into the river?

Sure. He was probably helped in. Did you look for the footprints?

I didnt think of that.

Jack was speechless with scorn.

Sat down and cried, eh?

I was dazed; I couldnt think. But he couldnt have been killed by some other man. There was no shot fired; I should have heard it.

Jack moistened his lips.

Lady, a knife dont make much sound either going or coming out — not much more sound than a whisper, but that whisper means a lot. I got an idea that Dick heard it. Then the river covered him up.

He stopped short and stared at Mary with squinted eyes.

Dyou mean to tell me that you had the nerve to come all the way up the Old Crow by yourself?

Every inch of the way.

Jack leaned forward, sneering, savage.

Then I suppose you put the hitch thats on that pack outside?

No.

Jack was dumbfounded.

Then you admit—

That first night when I went to sleep I felt as if there were something near me. When I woke up there was a bright fire burning in front of me and the pack had been lashed and placed on one of the horses. At first I thought that it was Dick, who had come back. But Dick didnt appear all day. The next night— Wait! said Jack. This is gettin sort of creepy. If you was the drinking kind Id say youd been hitting up the red-eye.

The next evening, continued Mary steadily, I came about dark on a camp-fire with a bed of twigs near it. I stayed by the fire, but no one appeared. Once I thought I heard a horse whinny far away, and once I thought that I saw a streak of white disappear over the top of a hill.

The boy sprang up, shuddering with panic.

You saw what?

Nothing. I thought for a minute that it was a bit of something white, but it was gone all at once.

White — vanished at once — went into the dark as fast as a horse can gallop?

Something like that. Do you think it was someone?

For answer the boy whipped out his revolver, examined it, and spun the cylinder with shaking hands. Then he said through set teeth: So you come up here trailin him after you, eh?

Who?

McGurk!

The name came like a rifle shot and Mary rose in turn and shrank back toward the wall, for there was murder in the lighted black eyes which stared after her and crumbling fear in her own heart at the thought of McGurk hovering near — of the peril that impended for Pierre. Of the nights in the valley of the Crow she refused to let herself think. Cold beads of perspiration stood out on her forehead.

You fool — you fool! Damn your pretty pink-and-white face — youve done for us all! Get out!

Mary moved readily enough toward the door, her teeth chattering with terror in the face of this fury.

Jack continued wildly: Done for us all; got us all as good as under the sod. I wish you was in — Get out quick, or Ill forget — youre a woman! He broke into hysterical laughter, which stopped short and finished in a heartbroken whisper: Pierre!


CHAPTER 30
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AT THAT MARY, who stood with her hand on the latch, whirled and stood wide-eyed, her astonishment greater than her fear, for that whisper told her a thousand things.

Through her mind all the time that she stayed in the cabin there had passed a curious surmise that this very place might be the covert of Pierre le Rouge. There was a fatality about it, for the invisible Power which had led her up the valley of the Old Crow surely would not make mistakes.

In her search for Pierre, Providence brought her to this place, and Providence could not be wrong. This, a vague emotion stirring in her somewhere between reason and the heart, grew to an almost certain knowledge as she heard the whisper, the faint, heartbroken whisper: Pierre!

And when she turned to the boy again, noting the shirts and the chaps hanging at the wall, she knew they belonged to Pierre as surely as if she had seen him hang them there.

The fingers of Jack were twisted around the butt of his revolver, white with the intensity of the pressure.

Now he cried: Get out! Youve done your work; get out!

But Mary stepped straight toward the murderous, pale face. Ill stay, she said, and wait for Pierre.

The boy blanched.

Stay? he echoed.

The heart of Mary went out to this trusted companion who feared for his friend.

She said gently: Listen; Ive come all this way looking for Pierre, but not to harm him or to betray him, Im his friend. Cant you trust me Jack?

Trust you? No more than Ill trust what came with you!

And the fierce black eyes lingered on Mary and then fled past her toward the door, as if the boy debated hotly and silently whether or not it would be better to put an end to this intruder, but stayed his hand, fearing that Power which had followed her up the valley of the Old Crow.

It was that same invisible guardian who made Mary strong now; it was like the hand of a friend on her shoulder, like the voice of a friend whispering reassuring words at her ear. She faced those blazing, black eyes steadily. It would be better to be frank, wholly frank.

This is the house of Pierre. I know it as surely as if I saw him sitting here now. You cant deceive me. And Ill stay. Ill even tell you why. Once he said that he loved me, Jack, but he left me because of a strange superstition; and so Ive followed to tell him that I want to be near no matter what fate hangs over him.

And the boy, whiter still, and whiter, looked at her with clearing, narrowing eyes.

So youre one of them, said the boy softly; youre one of the fools who listen to Red Pierre. Well, I know you; Ive known you from the minute I seen you crouched there at the fire. Youre the one Pierre met at the dance at the Crittenden schoolhouse. Tell me!

Yes, said Mary, marveling greatly.

And he told you he loved you?

Yes. It was a fainter voice now, and the color was going up her cheeks.

The lad fixed her with his cold scorn and then turned on his heel and slipped into an easy position on the bunk.

Then wait for him to come. Hell be here before morning.

But Mary followed across the room and touched the shoulder of Jack. It was as if she touched a wild wolf, for the lad whirled and struck her hand away in an outburst of silent fury.

Why shouldnt I stay? He hasnt — he hasnt changed — Jack?

The insolent black eyes looked up and scanned her slowly from head to foot. Then he laughed in the same deliberate manner.

No, I guess he thinks as much of you now as he ever did.

You are lying to me, said the girl faintly, but the terror in her eyes said another thing.

He thinks as much of you as he ever did. He thinks as much of you as he does of the rest of the soft-handed, pretty-faced fools who listen to him and believe him. I suppose—

He broke off to laugh heartily again, with a jarring, forced note which escaped Mary.

I suppose that he made love to you one minute and the next told you that bad luck — something about the cross — kept him away from you?

Each slow word was like a blow of a fist. Mary closed her eyes to shut out the scorn of that handsome, boyish face; closed her eyes to summon out from the dark of her mind the picture of Pierre le Rouge as he had told her of his love; and then she heard the voice of Pierre renouncing her.

She opened her eyes again. She cried: It is all a lie! If he is not true, theres no truth in the world.

If you come down to that, said the boy coldly, there aint much wasted this side of the Rockies. Its about as scarce as rain.

He continued in an almost kindly tone: What would you do with a wild man like Red Pierre? Run along; git out of here; grab your horse, and beat it back to civilization; there aint no place for you up here in the wilderness.

What would I do with him? cried the girl. Love him!

It seemed as though her words, like whips, lashed the boy back to his murderous anger. He lay with blazing eyes, watching her for a moment, too moved to speak. At last he propped himself on one elbow, shook a small, white-knuckled fist under the nose of Mary, and cried: Then what would he do with you?

He went on: Would he wear you around his neck like a watch charm?

Id bring him back with me — back into the East, and he would be lost among the crowds and never suspected of his past.

Youd bring Pierre anywhere? Say, lady, thats like hearing the sheep talk about leading the wolf around by the nose. If all the men in the ranges cant catch him, or make him budge an inch out of the way hes picked, do you think you could stir him?

Jeering laughter shook him; it seemed that he would never be done with his laughter, yet there was a hint of the hysterically mirthless in it. It came to a jarring stop.

He said: Dyou think hes just bein driven around by chance? Lady, dyou think he even wants to get out of this life of his? No, he loves it! He loves the danger. Dyou think a man thats used to breathing in a whirlwind can get used to living in calm air? It cant be done!

And the girl answered steadily: For every man there is one woman, and for that woman the man will do strange things.

You poor, white-faced, whimpering fool, snarled the boy, gripping at his gun again, dyou dream that youre the one thats picked out for Pierre? No, theres another!

Another? A woman who—

Who loves Pierre — a woman thats fit for him. She can ride like a man; she can shoot almost as straight and as fast as Pierre; she can handle a knife; and shes been through hell for Pierre, and shell go through it again. She can ride the trail all day with him and finish it less fagged than he is. She can chop down a tree as well as he can, and build a fire better. She can hold up a train with him or rob a bank and slip through a town in the middle of the night and laugh with him about it afterward around a campfire. I ask you, is that the sort of a woman thats meant for Pierre?

And Mary answered, with bowed head: She is.

She cried instantly afterward, cutting short the look of wild triumph on the face of the boy: But theres no such woman; theres no one who could do these things! I know it!

The boy sprang to his feet, flushing as red as the girl was white.

You fool, if youre blind and got to have your eyes open to see, look at the woman!

And she tore the wide-brimmed sombrero from her head. Down past the shoulders flooded a mass of blue-black hair. The firelight flickered and danced across the silken shimmer of it. It swept wildly past the waist, a glorious, night-dark tide in which the heart of a strong man could be tangled and lost. With quivering lips Jacqueline cried: Look at me! Am I worthy of him?

Short step by step Mary went back, staring with fascinated eyes as one who sees some devilish, midnight revelry, and shrinks away from it lest the sight should blast her. She covered her eyes with her hands but instantly strong grips fell on her wrists and her hands were jerked down from her face. She looked up into the eyes of a beautiful tigress.

Answer me — your yellow hair against mine — your child fingers against my grip — are you equal with me?

But the strength of Jacqueline faded and grew small; her arms fell to her side; she stepped back, with a rising pallor taking the place of the red. For Mary, brushing her hands, one gloved and one bare, before her eyes, returned the stare of the mountain girl with equal scorn. A mighty loathing filled up her veins in place of strength.

Tell me, she said, was — was this man living with you when he came to me and — and made speeches — about love?

Bah! He was living with me. I tell you, he came back and laughed with me about it, and told me about your baby-blue eyes when they filled with tears; laughed and laughed and laughed, I tell you, as I could laugh now.

The other twisted her hands together, moaning: And I have followed him, even to the place where he keeps his — woman? Ah, how I hate myself: how I despise myself. Im unclean — unclean in my own eyes!

Wait! called Jacqueline. You are leaving too soon. The night is cold.

I am going. There is no need to gibe at me.

But wait — he will want to see you! I will tell him that you have been here — that you came clear up the valley of the Old Crow to see him and beg him on your knees to love you — hell be angry to have missed the scene!

But the door closed on Mary as she fled with her hands pressed against her ears.
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JACQUELINE RAN TO the door and threw it open.

Ride down the valley! she cried. Thats right. Hes coming up, and hell meet you on the way. Hell be glad — to see you!

She saw the rider swing sharply about, and the clatter of the galloping hoofs died out up the valley; then she closed the door, dropped the latch, and, running to the middle of the room, threw up her arms and cried out, a wild, shrill yell of triumph like the call of the old Indian brave when he rises with the scalp of his murdered enemy dripping in his hand.

The extended arms she caught back to her breast, and stood there with head tilted back, crushing her delight closer to her heart.

And she whispered: Pierre! Mine, mine! Pierre!

Next she went to the steel mirror on the wall and looked long at the flushed, triumphant image. At length she started, like one awakening from a happy dream, and hurriedly coiled the thick, soft tresses about her head. Never before had she lingered so over a toilet, patting each lock into place, twisting her head from side to side like a peacock admiring its image.

Now she looked about hungrily for a touch of color and uttered a little moan of vexation when she saw nothing, till her eyes, piercing through the gloom of a dim corner, saw a spray of autumn leaves, long left there and still stained with beauty. She fastened them at the breast of her shirt, and so arrayed began to cook. Never was there a merrier cook, not even some jolly French chef with a heart made warm with good red wine, for she sang as she worked, and whenever she had to cross the room it was with a dancing step. Spring was in her blood, warm spring that sets men smiling for no cause except that they are living, and rejoicing with the whole awakening world.

So it was with Jacqueline. Ever and anon as she leaned over the pans and stirred the fire she raised her head and remained a moment motionless, waiting for a sound, yearning to hear, and each time she had to look down again with a sigh.

As it was, he took her by surprise, for he entered with the soft foot of the hunted and remained an instant searching the room with a careful glance. Not that he suspected, not that he had not relaxed his guard and his vigilance the moment he caught sight of the flicker of light through the mass of great boulders, but the lifelong habit of watchfulness remained with him.

Even when he spoke face to face with a man, he never seemed to be giving more than half his attention, for might not someone else approach if he lost himself in order to listen to any one voice? He had covered half the length of the room with that soundless step before she heard, and rose with a glad cry: Pierre!

Meeting that calm blue eye, she checked herself mightily.

A hard ride? she asked.

Nothing much.

He took the rock nearest the fire and then raised a glance of inquiry.

I got cold, she said, and rolled it over.

He considered her and then the rock, not with suspicion, but as if he held the matter in abeyance for further consideration; a hunted man and a hunter must keep an eye for little things, must carry an armed hand and an armed heart even among friends. As for Jacqueline, her color had risen, and she leaned hurriedly over a pan in which meat was frying.

Any results? she asked.

Some.

She waited, knowing that the story would come at length.

He added after a moment: Strange how careless some people get to be.

Yes? she queried.

Yes.

Another pause, during which he casually drummed his fingers on his knee. She saw that he must receive more encouragement before he would tell, and she gave it, smiling to herself. Women are old in certain ways of understanding in which men remain children forever.

I suppose were still broke, Pierre?

Broke? Well, not entirely. I got some results.

Good.

As a matter of fact, it was a pretty fair haul. Watch that meat,
Jack; I think its burning.

It was hardly beginning to cook, but she turned it obediently and hid another slow smile. Rising, she passed behind his chair, and pretended to busy herself with something near the wall. This was the environment and attitude which would make him talk most freely, she knew.

Speaking of careless men, said Pierre, I could tell you a yarn,
Jack.

She stood close behind him and made about his unconscious head a gesture of caress, the overflow of an infinite tenderness.

Id sure like to hear it, Pierre.

Well, it was like this: I knew a fellow who started on the range with a small stock of cattle. He wasnt a very good worker, and he didnt understand cattle any too well, so he didnt prosper for quite a while. Then his affairs took a sudden turn for the better; his herd began to increase. Nobody understood the reason, though a good many suspected, but one man fell onto the reason: our friend was simply running in a few doggies on the side, and hed arranged a very ingenious way of changing the brands.

Pierre—

Well?

What does ingenious mean?

Why, I should say it means skillful, clever, and it carries with it the connotation of novel.

It carries the con-conno — whats that word, Pierre?

Im going to get some books for you, Jack, and well do a bit of reading on the side, shall we?

Id love that!

He turned and looked up to her sharply.

He said: Sometimes, Jack, you talk just like a girl.

Do I? Thats queer, isnt it? But go on with the story.

He changed the brands very skillfully, and no one got the dope on him except this one man I mentioned; and that man kept his face shut. He waited.

So it went on for a good many years. The herd of our friend grew very rapidly. He sold just enough cattle to keep himself and his wife alive; he was bent on making one big haul, you see. So when his doggies got to the right age and condition for the market, hed trade them off, one fat doggie for two or three skinny yearlings. But finally he had a really big herd together, and shipped it off to the market on a year when the price was sky-high.

Like this year?

Dont interrupt me, Jack!

From the shadow behind him she smiled again.

They went at a corking price, and our friend cleared up a good many thousand — I wont say just how much. He sank part of it in a ruby brooch for his wife, and shoved the rest into a satchel.

You see how careful hed been all those years while he was piling up his fortune? Well, he began to get careless the moment he cashed in, which was rather odd. He depended on his fighting power to keep that money safe, but he forgot that while hed been making a business of rustling doggies and watching cattle markets, other men had been making a business of shooting fast and straight.

Among others there was the silent man whod watched and waited for so long. But this silent man hove alongside while our rich friend was bound home in a buckboard.

Good evening! he called.

The rich chap turned and heard; it all seemed all right, but hed done a good deal of shady business in his day, and that made him suspicious of the silent man now. So he reached for his gun and got it out just in time to be shot cleanly through the hand.

The silent man tied up that hand and sympathized with the rich chap; then he took that satchel and divided the paper money into two bundles. One was twice the size of the other, and the silent man took the smaller one. There was only twelve thousand dollars in it. Also, he took the ruby brooch for a friend — and as a sort of keepsake, you know. And he delivered a short lecture to the rich man on the subject of carelessness and rode away. The rich man picked up his gun with his left hand and opened fire, but hed never learned to shoot very well with that hand, so the silent man came through safe.

Thats a bully story, said Jack. Who was the silent man?

I think youve seen him a few times, at that.

She concealed another smile, and said in the most businesslike manner: Chow-time, Pierre, and set out the pans on the table. By the way, he said easily, Ive got a little present for you, Jack.

And he took out a gold pin flaming with three great rubies.
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SHE MERELY STARED, like a child which may either burst into tears or laughter, no one can prophesy which.

He explained, rather worried: You see, you are a girl, Jack, and I remembered that you were pleased about those clothes that you wore to the dance in the Crittenden schoolhouse, and so when I saw that pin I — well—

Oh, Pierre! said a stifled voice. Oh, Pierre!

Jack, you arent angry, are you? See, when you put it at the throat it doesnt look half bad!

And to try it, he pinned it on her shirt. She caught both his hands, kissed them again and again, and then buried her face against them as she sobbed. If the heavens had opened and a cloudburst crashed on the roof of the house, he would have been less astounded.

What is it? he cried. Damn it all — Jack — you see — I meant—

But she tore herself away and flung herself face down on the bunk, sobbing more bitterly than ever. He followed, awe-stricken — terrified.

He touched her shoulder, but she shrank away and seemed more distressed than ever. It was not the crying of a weak woman: these were heartrending sounds, like the sobbing of a man who has never before known tears.

Jack — perhaps Ive done something wrong—

He stammered again: I didnt dream I was hurting you—

Then light broke upon him.

He said: Its because you dont want to be treated like a silly girl; eh, Jack?

But to complete his astonishment she moaned: N-n-no! Its b-b-because you — you n-n-never do t-treat me like a g-g-girl, P-P-Pierre!

He groaned heartily: Well, Ill be damned!

And because he was thoughtful he strode away, staring at the floor. It was then that he saw it, small and crumpled on the floor. He picked it up — a glove of the softest leather. He carried it back to Jacqueline.

Whats this?

Wh-wh-what?

This glove I found on the floor?

The sobs decreased at once — broke out more violently — and then she sprang up from the bunk.

Pierre, Ive acted a regular chump. Are you out with me?

Not a bit, old-timer. But about this glove?

Oh, thats one of mine.

She took it and slipped it into the bosom of her shirt — the calm blue eye of Pierre noted.

He said: Well eat and forget the rest of this, if you want, Jack.

And you aint mad at me, Pierre?

Not a bit.

There was just a trace of coldness in his tone, and she knew perfectly why it was there, but she chose to ascribe it to another cause.

She explained: You see, a woman is just about nine tenths fool,
Pierre, and has to bust out like that once in a while.

Oh! said Pierre, and his eyes wandered past her as though he found food for thought on the wall.

She ventured cautiously, after seeing that he was eating with appetite: How does the pin look?

Why, fine.

And the silence began again.

She dared not question him in that mood, so she ventured again: The old boy shooting left-handed — didnt he even fan the wind near you?

That was another bit of carelessness, said Pierre, but his smile held little of life. He might have known that if he had shot close — by accident — I might have turned around and shot him dead — on purpose. But when a man stops thinking for a minute, hes apt to go on for a long time making a fool of himself.

Right, she said, brightening as she felt the crisis pass away, and that reminds me of a story about—

By the way, Jack, Ill wager theres a more interesting story than that you could tell me.

What?

About how that glove happened to be on the floor.

Why, partner, its just a glove of my own.

Didnt know you wore gloves with a leather as soft as that.

No? Well, that story I was speaking about runs something like this—

And she told him a gay narrative, throwing all her spirit into it, for she was an admirable mimic. He met her spirit more than half-way, laughing gaily; and so they reached the end of the story and the end of the meal at the same time. She cleared away the pans with a few motions and tossed them clattering into a corner. Neat housekeeping was not numbered among the many virtues of Jacqueline. Now, said Pierre, leaning back against the wall, well hear about that glove.

Damn the glove! broke from her.

Steady, pal!

Pierre, are you going to nag me about a little thing like that?

Why, Jack, youre red and white in patches. Im interested.

He sat up.

Im more than interested. The story, Jack.

Well, I suppose I have to tell you. I did a fool thing today. Took a little gallop down the trail, and on my way back I met a girl sitting in her saddle with her face in her hands, crying her heart out. Poor kid! Shed come up in a hunting party and got separated from the rest.

So I got sympathetic—

About the first time on record that youve been sympathetic with another girl, eh?

Shut up, Pierre! And I brought her in here — right into your cabin, without thinking what I was doing, and gave her a cup of coffee. Of course it was a pretty greenhorn trick, but I guess no harm will come of it. The girl thinks its a prospectors cabin — which it was once. She went on her way, happy, because I told her of the right trail to get back with her gang. Thats all there is to it. Are you mad at me for letting anyone come into this place?

Mad? He smiled. No, I think thats one of the best lies you ever told me, Jack.

Their eyes met, hers very wide, and his keen and steady. Then she gripped at the butt of her gun, an habitual trick when she was very angry, and cried: Do I have to sit here and let you call me — that? Pierre, pull a few more tricks like that and Ill call for a new deal. Get me?

She rose, whirled, and threw herself sullenly on her bunk. Come back, said Pierre. Youre more scared than angry. Why are you afraid, Jack?

Its a lie — Im not afraid!

Let me see that glove again.

Youve seen it once — thats enough.

He whistled carelessly, rolling a cigarette. After he lighted it he said: Ready to talk yet, partner?

She maintained an obstinate silence, but that sharp eye saw that she was trembling. He set his teeth and then drew several long puffs on his cigarette.

Im going to count to ten, pal, and when I finish youre going to tell me everything straight. In the meantime dont stay there thinking up a new lie. I know you too well, and if you try the same thing on me again—

Well? she snarled, all the tiger coming back in her voice.

Youll talk, all right. Here goes the count: One — two — three — four—

As he counted, leaving a long drag of two or three seconds between numbers, there was not a change in the figure of the girl. She still lay with her back turned on him, and the only expressive part that showed was her hand. First it lay limp against her hip, but as the monotonous count proceeded it gathered to a fist.

Five — six — seven—

It seemed that he had been counting for hours, his will against her will, the man in him against the woman in her, and during the pauses between the sound of his voice the very air grew charged with waiting. To the girl the wait for every count was like the wait of the doomed traitor when he stands facing the firing-squad, watching the glimmer of light go down the aimed rifles.

For she knew the face of the man who sat there counting; she knew how the firelight flared in the dark red of his hair and made it seem like another fire beneath which the blue of the eyes was strangely cold. Her hand had gathered to a hard-balled fist.

Eight — nine—

She sprang up, screaming: No, no, Pierre! And threw out her arms to him.

Ten.

She whispered: It was the girl with yellow hair — Mary Brown.
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IT WAS AS if she had said: Good morning! in the calmest of voices. There was no answer in him, neither word nor expression, and out of ten sharp-eyed men, nine would have passed him by without noting the difference; but the girl knew him as the monk knows his prayers or the Arab his horse, and a solemn, deep despair came over her. She felt like the drowning, when the water closes over their heads for the last time.

He puffed twice again at the cigarette and then flicked the butt into the fire. When he spoke it was only to say: Did she stay long?

But his eyes avoided her. She moved a little so as to read his face, but when he turned again and answered her stare she winced. Not very long, Pierre.

Ah, he said. I see! It was because she didnt dream that this was the place I lived in.

It was the sort of heartless, torturing questioning which was once the crudest weapon of the inquisition. With all her heart she fought to raise her voice above the whisper whose very sound accused her, but could not. She was condemned to that voice as the man bound in nightmare is condemned to walk slowly, slowly, though the terrible danger is racing toward him, and the safety which he must reach lies only a dozen steps, a dozen mortal steps away.

She said in that voice: No; of course she didnt dream it.

And you, Jack, had her interests at heart — her best interests, poor girl, and didnt tell her?

Her hands went out to him in mute appeal.

Please, Pierre — dont!

Is something troubling you, Jack?

You are breaking my heart.

Why, by no means! Lets sit here calmly and chat about the girl with the yellow hair. To begin with — shes rather pleasant to look at, dont you think?

I suppose she is.

Hm! Rather poor taste not to be sure of it. Well, let it go. Youve always had rather queer taste in women, Jack; but, of course, being a long-rider, you havent seen much of them. At least her name is delightful — Mary Brown! Youve no idea how often Ive repeated it aloud to myself — Mary Brown!

I hate her!

You two didnt have a very agreeable time of it? By the way, she must have left in rather a hurry to forget her glove, eh?

Yes, she ran — like a coward.

Ah? Like a trembling coward. How can you care for a white-faced little fool like that? Is she your match? Is she your mate?

He considered a moment, as though to make sure that he did not exaggerate.

I love her, Jack, as men love water when theyve ridden all day over hot sand without a drop on their lips — you know when the tongue gets thick and the mouth fills with cotton — and then you see clear, bright water, and taste it?

She is like that to me. She feeds every sense; and when I look in her eyes, Jack, I feel like the starved man on the desert, as I was saying, drinking that priceless water. You knew something of the way I feel, Jack. Isnt it a little odd that you didnt keep her here?

She had stood literally shuddering during this speech, and now she burst out, far beyond all control: Because she loathes you; because she hates herself for ever having loved you; because she despises herself for having ridden up here after you. Does that fill your cup of water, Pierre, eh?

His forehead was shining with sweat, but he set his teeth, and, after a moment, he was able to say in the same hard, calm voice: I suppose there was no real reason for her change. She can be persuaded back to me in a moment. In that case just tell me where she has gone and Ill ride after her.

He made as if to rise, but she cried in a panic, and yet with a wild exultation: No, shes done with you forever, and the more you make love to her now the more shell hate you. Because she knows that when you kissed her before — when you kissed her — you were living with a woman.

I — living with a woman?

Her voice had risen out of the whisper for the outbreak. Now it sank back into it.

Yes — with me! With you? I see. Naturally it must have gone hard with her — Mary! And she wouldnt see reason even when you explained that you and I are like brothers?

He leaned a little toward her and just a shade of emotion came in his voice.

When you carefully explained, Jack, with all the eloquence you could command, that you and I have ridden and fought and camped together like brothers for six years? And how I gave you your first gun? And how Ive stayed between you and danger a thousand times? And how Ive never treated you otherwise than as a man? And how Ive given you the love of a blood-brother to take the place of the brother who died? And how Ive kept you in a clean and pure respect such as a man can only give once in his life — and then only to his dearest friend? She wouldnt listen — even when you talked to her like this?

For Gods sake — Pierre!

Ah, but you talked well enough to pave the way for me. You talked so eloquently that with a little more persuasion from me she will know and understand. Come, I must be gone after her. Which way did she ride — up or down the valley?

You could talk to her forever and shed never listen. Pierre, I told her that I was — your woman — that youd told me of your scenes with her — and that wed laughed at them together.

She covered her eyes and crouched, waiting for the wrath that would fall on her, but he only smiled bitterly on the bowed head, saying: Why have I waited so long to hear you say what I knew already? I suppose because I wouldnt believe until I heard the whole abominable truth from your own lips. Jack, why did you do it?

Wont you see? Because Ive loved you always, Pierre!

Love — you — your tiger-heart? No, but you were like a cruel, selfish child. You were jealous because you didnt want the toy taken away. I knew it. I knew that even if I rode after her it would be hopeless. Oh, God, how terribly youve hurt me, partner!

It wrung a little moan from her. He said after a moment: Its only the ghost of a chance, but Ill have to take it. Tell me which way she rode? No? Then Ill try to find her.

She leaped between him and the door, flinging her shoulders against it with a crash and standing with outspread arms to bar the way.

You must not go!

He turned his head somewhat.

Dont stand in front of me, Jack. You know Ill do what I say, and just now its a bit hard for me to face you.

Pierre, I feel as if there were a hand squeezing my heart small, and small, and small. Pierre, Id die for you!

I know you would. I know you would, partner. It was only a mistake, and you acted the way any coldhearted boy would act if — if someone were to try to steal his horse, for instance. But just now its hard for me to look at you and be calm.

Dont try to be! Swear at me — curse — rave — beat me; Id be glad of the blows, Pierre. Id hold out my arms to em. But dont go out that door!

Why?

Because — if you found her — shes not alone.

Say that slowly. I dont understand. Shes not alone?

Ill try to tell you from the first. She started out for you with
Dick Wilbur for a guide.

Good old Dick, God bless him! Ill fill all his pockets with gold for that; and he loves her, you know.

Youll never see Dick Wilbur again. On the first night they camped she missed him when he went for water. She went down after a while and saw the mark of his body on the sand. He never appeared again.

Who was it?

Listen. The next morning she woke up and found that someone had taken care of the fire while she slept, and her pack was lashed on one of the saddles. She rode on that day and came at night to a camp-fire with a bed of boughs near it and no one in sight. She took that camp for herself and no one showed up.

Dont you see? Someone was following her up the valley and taking care of the poor baby on the way. Someone who was afraid to let himself be seen. Perhaps it was the man who killed Dick Wilbur without a sound there beside the river; perhaps as Dick died he told the man who killed him about the lonely girl and this other man was white enough to help Mary.

But all Mary ever saw of him was that second night when she thought she saw a streak of white, traveling like a galloping horse, that disappeared over a hill and into the trees—

A streak of white—

Yes, yes! The white horse — McGurk!

McGurk! repeated Pierre stupidly; then: And you knew she would be going out to him when she left this house?

I knew — Pierre — dont look at me like that — I knew that it would be murder to let you cross with McGurk. Youre the last of seven — hes a devil — no man—

And you let her go out into the night — to him.

She clung to a last thread of hope: If you met him and killed him with the luck of the cross it would bring equal bad luck on someone you love — on the girl, Pierre!

He was merely repeating stupidly: You let her go out — to him — in the night! Shes in his arms now — you devil — you tiger—

She threw herself down and clung about his knees with hysterical strength.

He tore the little cross from his neck and flung it into her upturned face.

Dont make me put my hands on you, Jack. Let me go! There was no need to tear her grasp away. She crumpled and slipped sidewise to the floor. He leaned over and shook her violently by the shoulder.

Which way did she ride? Which way did they ride?

She whispered: Down the valley, Pierre; down the valley; I swear they rode that way.

And as she lay in a half swoon she heard the faint clatter of galloping hoofs over the rocks and a wild voice yelling, fainter and fainter with distance: McGurk!
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IT CAME BACK to her like a threat; it beat at her ears and roused her, that continually diminishing cry: McGurk! It went down the valley, and Mary Brown, and McGurk with her, perhaps, had gone up the gorge, but it would be a matter of a short time before Pierre le Rouge discovered that there was no camp-fire to be sighted in the lower valley and whirled to storm back up the canyon with that battle-cry: McGurk! still on his lips.

And if the two met she knew the result. Seven strong men had ridden together, fought together, and one by one they had fallen, disappeared like the white smoke of the camp-fire, jerked off into thin air by the wind, until only one remained.

How clearly she could see them all! Bud Mansie, meager, lean, with a shifting eye; Garry Patterson, of the red, good-natured face; Phil Branch, stolid and short and muscled like a giant; Handsome Dick Wilbur on his racing bay; Black Gandil, with his villainies from the South Seas like an invisible mantle of awe about him; and her father, the stalwart, gray Boone.

All these had gone, and there remained only Pierre le Rouge to follow in the steps of the six who had gone before.

She crawled to the door, feeble in mind and shuddering of body like a runner who has spent his last energy in a long race, and drew it open. The wind blew up the valley from the Old Crow, but no sound came back to her, no calling from Pierre; and over her rose the black pyramid of the western peak of the Twin Bears like a monstrous nose pointing stiffly toward the stars.

She closed the door, dragged herself back to her feet, and stood with her shoulders leaning against the wall. Her weakness was not weariness — it was as if something had been taken from her. She wondered at herself somewhat vaguely. Surely she had never been like this before, with the singular coldness about her heart and the feeling of loss, of infinite loss.

What had she lost? She began to search her mind for an answer. Then she smiled uncertainly, a wan, small smile. It was very clear; what she had lost was all interest in life and all hope for the brave tomorrow. Nothing remained of all those lovely dreams which she had built up by day and night about the figure of Pierre le Rouge. He was gone, and the bright-colored bubble she had blown vanished at once.

She felt a slight pain at her forehead and then remembered the cross which Pierre had thrown into her face. Casting that away he had thrown his faintest chance of victory with it; it would be a slaughter, not a battle, and red-handed McGurk would leave one more foe behind him.

But looking down she found the cross and picked up the shining bit of metal; it seemed as if she held the greater part of Pierre le Rouge in her hands. She raised the cross to her lips.

When she fastened the cross about her throat it was with no exultation, but like one who places over his heart a last memorial of the dead; a consecration, like the red sign or the white which the crusaders wore on the covers of their shields.

Then she took from her breast the spray of autumn leaves. He had not noticed them, yet perhaps they had helped to make him happy when he came into the cabin that night, so she placed the spray on the table. Next she unpinned the great rubies from her throat and let her eye linger over them for a moment. They were chosen stones, a lure and a challenge at once.

The first thought of what she must do came to Jacqueline then, but not in an overwhelming tide — it was rather a small voice that whispered in her heart.

Last, she took from her bosom the glove of the yellow-haired girl. Compared with her stanch riding gloves, how small was this! Yet, when she tried it, it slipped easily on her hand. This she laid in that little pile, for these were the things which Pierre would wish to find if by some miracle he came back from the battle. The spray, perhaps, he would not understand; and yet he might. She pressed both hands to her breast and drew a long breath, for her heart was breaking. Through her misted eyes she could barely see the shimmer of the cross.

She dropped to her knees, and twisted her hands together in agony. It was prayer. There were no words to it, but it was prayer, a wild appeal for aid.

That aid came in the form of a calm that swept on her like the flood of a clear moonlight over a storm-beaten landscape. The whisper which had come to her before was now a solemn-speaking voice, and she knew what she must do. She could not keep the two men apart, but she might reach McGurk before and strike him down by stealth, by craft, any way to kill that man as terrible as a devil, as invulnerable as a ghost.

This she might do in the heart of the night, and afterward she might have the courage left to tell the girl the truth and then creep off somewhere and let this steady pain burn its way out of her heart.

Once she had reached a decision, it was characteristic that she moved swiftly. Also, there was cause for haste, for by this time Pierre must have discovered that there was no one in the lower reaches of the gorge and would be galloping back with all the speed of the cream-colored mare which even McGurks white horse could not match.

She ran from the cabin and into the little lean-to behind it where the horses were tethered. There she swung her saddle with expert hands, whipped up the cinch, and pulled it with the strength of a man, mounted, and was off up the gorge.

For the first few minutes she let the long-limbed black race on at full speed, a breathless course, because the beat of the wind in her face raised her courage, gave her a certain impulse which was almost happiness, just as the martyrs rejoiced and held out their hands to the fire that was to consume them; but after the first burst of headlong galloping, she drew down the speed to a hand-canter, and this in turn to a fast trot, for she dared not risk the far-echoed sound of the clattering hoofs over the rock.

And as she rode she saw at last the winking eye of red which she longed for and dreaded. She pulled her black to an instant halt and swung from the saddle, tossing the reins over the head of the horse to keep him standing there.

Yet, after she had made half a dozen hurried paces something forced her to turn and look again at the handsome head of the horse. He stood quite motionless, with his ears pricking after her, and now as she stopped he whinnied softly, hardly louder than the whisper of a man. So she ran back again and threw the reins over the horn of the saddle; he should be free to wander where he chose through the free mountains, but as for her, she knew very certainly now that she would never mount that saddle again, or control that triumphant steed with the touch of her hands on the reins. She put her arms around his neck and drew his head down close.

There was a dignity in that parting, for it was the burning of her bridges behind her. She drew back, the horse followed her a pace, but she raised a silent hand in the night and halted him; a moment later she was lost among the boulders.

It was rather slow work to stalk that camp-fire, for the big boulders cut off the sight of the red eye time and again, and she had to make little, cautious detours before she found it again, but she kept steadily at her work. Once she stopped, her blood running cold, for she thought that she heard a faint voice blown up the canyon on the wind: McGurk!

For half a minute she stood frozen, listening, but the sound was not repeated, and she went on again with greater haste. So she came at last in view of a hollow in the side of the gorge. Here there were a few trees, growing in the cove, and here, she knew, there was a small spring of clear water. Many a time she had made a cup of her hands and drunk here.

Now she made out the fire clearly, the trees throwing out great spokes of shadow on all sides, spokes of shadows that wavered and shook with the flare of the small fire beyond them. She dropped to her hands and knees and, parting the dense underbrush, began the last stealthy approach.


CHAPTER 35
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UP THE SAME course which Jacqueline followed, Mary Brown had fled earlier that night with the triumphant laughter of Jack still ringing in her ears and following her like a remorseless, pointed hand of shame.

There is no power like shame to disarm the spirit. A dog will fight if a man laughs at him; a coward will challenge the devil himself if he is whipped on by scorn; and this proud girl shrank and moaned on the saddle. She had not progressed far enough to hate Pierre. That would come later, but now all her heart had room for was a consuming loathing of herself.

Some of that torture went into the spurs with which she punished the side of the bay, and the tall horse responded with a high-tossed head and a burst of whirlwind speed. The result was finally a stumble over a loose rock that almost flung Mary over the pommel of the saddle and forced her to draw rein.

Having slowed the pace she became aware that she was very tired from the trip of the day, and utterly exhausted by the wild scene with Jacqueline, so that she began to look about for a place where she could stop for even an hour or so and rest her aching body.

Thought of McGurk sent her hand trembling to her holster. Still she knew she must have little to fear from him. He had been kind to her. Why had this scourge of the mountain-desert spared her? Was it to track down Pierre?

It was at this time that she heard the purl and whisper of running water, a sound dear to the hearts of all travelers. She veered to the left and found the little grove of trees with a thick shrubbery growing between, fed by the water of that diminutive brook. She dismounted and tethered the horses.

By this time she had seen enough of camping out to know how to make herself fairly comfortable, and she set about it methodically, eagerly. It was something to occupy her mind and keep out a little of that burning sense of shame. One picture it could not obliterate, and that was the scene of Jacqueline and Pierre le Rouge laughing together over the love affair with the silly girl of the yellow hair.

That was the meaning, then, of those silences that had come between them? He had been thinking, remembering, careful lest he should forget a single scruple of the whole ludicrous affair. She shuddered, remembering how she had fairly flung herself into his arms.

On that she brooded, after starting the little fire. It was not that she was cold, but the fire, at least, in the heart of the black night, was a friend incapable of human treachery. She had not been there long when the tall bay, Wilburs horse, stiffened, raised his head, arched his tail, and then whinnied.

She started to her feet, stirred by a thousand fears, and heard, far away, an answering neigh. At once all thought of shame and of Pierre le Rouge vanished from her mind, for she remembered the man who had followed her up the valley of the Old Crow. Perhaps he was coming now out of the night; perhaps she would even see him.

And the excitement grew in her pulse by pulse, as the excitement grows in a man waiting for a friend at a station; he sees first the faint smoke like a cloud on the skyline, and then a black speck beneath the smoke, and next the engine draws up on him with a humming of the rails which grows at length to a thunder.

The heart of Mary Brown beat faster, though she could not see, but only felt the coming of the stranger.

The only sign she saw was in the horses, which showed an increasing uneasiness. Her own mare now shared the restlessness of the tall bay, and the two were footing it nervously here and there, tugging at the tethers, and tossing up their heads, with many a start, as if they feared and sought to flee from some approaching catastrophe — some vast and preternatural change — some forest fire which came galloping faster than even their fleet limbs could carry them.

Yet all beyond the pale of her camp-fires light was silence, utter and complete silence. It seemed as if a muscular energy went into the intensity of her listening, but not a sound reached her except a faint whispering of the wind in the dark trees above her.

But at last she knew that the thing was upon her. The horses ceased their prancing and stared in a fixed direction through the thicket of shrubbery; the very wind grew hushed above her; she could feel the new presence as one feels the silence when a door closes and shuts away the sound of the street below.

It came on her with a shock, thrilling, terrible, yet not altogether unpleasant. She rose, her hands clenched at her sides and her eyes abnormally wide as they stared in the same direction as the eyes of the two horses held. Yet for all her preparation she nearly fainted when a voice sounded directly behind her, a pleasantly modulated voice: Look this way. I am here, in front of the fire.

She turned about and the two horses, quivering, whirled toward that sound.

She stepped back, back until the embers of the fire lay between her and that side of the little clearing. In spite of herself the exclamation escaped her— McGurk!

The voice spoke again: Do not be afraid. You are safe, absolutely.

What are you? Your friend.

Is it you who followed me up the valley?

Yes.

Come into the light. I must see you. A faint laughter reached her from the dark.

I cannot let you do that. If that had been possible I should have come to you before.

But I feel — I feel almost as if you are a ghost and no man of flesh and blood.

It is better for you to feel that way about it, said the voice solemnly, than to know me.

At least, tell me why you have followed me, why you have cared for me.

You will hate me if I tell you, and fear me.

No, whatever you are, trust me. Tell me at least what came to Dick
Wilbur?

Thats easy enough. I met him at the river, a little by surprise, and caught him before he could even shout. Then I took his guns and let him go.

But he didnt come back to me?

No. He knew that I would be there. I might have finished him without giving him a chance to speak, girl, but Id seen him with you and I was curious. So I found out where you were going and why, and let Wilbur go. I came back and looked at you and found you asleep.

She grew cold at the thought of him leaning over her.

I watched you a long time, and I suppose Ill remember you always as I saw you then. You were very beautiful with the shadow of your lashes against your cheek — almost as beautiful as you are now as you stand over there, fearing and loathing me. I dared not let you see me, but I decided to take care of you — for a while.

And now?

I have come to say farewell to you.

Let me see you once before you go.

No! You see, I fear you even more than you fear me. Then Ill follow you.

It would be useless — utterly useless. There are ways of becoming invisible in the mountains. But before I go, tell me one thing: Have you left the cabin to search for Pierre le Rouge in another place?

No. I do not search for him.

There was an instant of pause. Then the voice said sharply: Did
Wilbur lie to me?

No. I started up the valley to find him.

But youve given him up?

I hate him — I hate him as much as I loathe myself for ever condescending to follow him.

She heard a quick breath drawn in the dark, and then a murmur: I am free, then, to hunt him down!

Why?

Listen: I had given him up for your sake; I gave him up when I stood beside you that first night and watched you trembling with the cold in your sleep. It was a weak thing for me to do, but since I saw you, Mary, I am not as strong as I once was.

Now you go back on his trail? It is death for Pierre?

You say you hate him?

Ah, but as deeply as that? she questioned herself.

It may not be death for Pierre. I have ridden the ranges many years and met them all in time, but never one like him. Listen: six years ago I met him first and then he wounded me — the first time any man has touched me. And afterward I was afraid, Mary, for the first time in my life, for the charm was broken. For six years I could not return, but now I am at his heels. Six are gone; he will be the last to go.

What are you? she cried. Some bloodhound reincarnated?

He said: That is the mildest name I have ever been called.


CHAPTER 36
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GIVE UP THE trail of Pierre.

And there, brought face to face with the mortal question, even her fear burned low in her, and once more she remembered the youth who would not leave her in the snow, but held her in his arms with the strange cross above them.

She said simply: I still love him.

A faint glimmer came to her through the dark and she could see deeper into the shrubbery, for now the moon stood up on the top of the great peak above them and flung a faint light into the hollow. That glimmer she saw, but no face of a man.

And then the silence held; every second of it was more than a hundred spoken words.

Then the calm voice said: I cannot give him up.

For the sake of God!

God and I have been strangers for a good many years.

For my sake.

But you see, I have been lying to myself. I told myself that I was coming merely to see you once — for the last time. But after I saw you I had to speak, and now that I have spoken it is hard to leave you, and now that I am with you I cannot give you up to Pierre le Rouge.

She cried: What will you have of me?

He answered with a ring of melancholy: Friendship? No, I cant take those white hands — mine are so red. All I can do is to lurk about you like a shadow — a shadow with a sting that strikes down all other men who come near you.

She said: For all men have told me about you, I know you could not do that.

Mary, I tell you there are things about me, and possibilities, about which I dont dare to question myself.

You have guarded me like a brother. Be one to me still; I have never needed one so deeply!

A brother? Mary, if your eyes were less blue or your hair less golden
I might be; but you are too beautiful to be only that to me.

Listen to me—

But she stopped in the midst of her speech, because a white head loomed beside the dim form. It was the head of a horse, with pricking ears, which now nosed the shoulder of its master, and she saw the firelight glimmering in the great eyes.

Your horse, she said in a trembling voice, loves you and trusts you.

It is the only thing which has not feared me. When it was a colt it came out of the herd and nosed my hand. It is the only thing which has not fought me, as all men have done — as you are doing now, Mary.

The wind that blew up the gorge came in gusts, not any steady current, but fitful rushes of air, and on one of these brief blasts it seemed to Mary that she caught the sound of a voice blown to whistling murmur. It was a vague thing of which she could not be sure, as faint as a thought. Yet the head of the white horse disappeared, and the glimmer of the mans face went out.

She called: Whatever you are, wait! Let me speak!

But no answer came, and she knew that the form was gone forever.

She cried again: Whos there?

It is I, said a voice at her elbow, and she turned to look into the dark eyes of Jacqueline. So hes gone? asked Jack bitterly.

She fingered the butt of her gun.

I thought — well, my chance at him is gone.

But what—

Bah, if you knew youd die of fear. Listen to what I have to say. All the things I told you in the cabin were lies.

Lies? said Mary evenly. No, they proved themselves.

Be still till Ive finished, because if you talk you may make me forget—

The gesture which finished the sentence was so eloquent of hate that
Mary shrank away and put the embers of the fire between them.

I tell you, it was all a lie, and Pierre le Rouge has never loved anything but you, you milk-faced—

She stopped again, fighting against her passion. The pride of Mary held her stiff and straight, though her voice shook.

Has he sent you after me with mockery?

No, hes given up the hope of you.

The hope?

Dont you see? Are you going to make me crawl to explain? It always seemed to me that God meant Pierre for me. It always seemed to me that a girl like me was what he needed. But Pierre had never seen it. Maybe, if my hair was yellow an my eyes blue, he might have felt different; but the way it is, hes always treated me like a kid brother—

And lived with you? said the other sternly.

Like two men! Dyou understand how a woman could be the bunky of a
man an yet be no more to him than — than a man would be. You dont?
Neither do I, but thats what Ive been to Pierre le Rouge.
Whats that?

She lifted her head and stood poised as if for flight. Once more the vague sound blew up to them upon the wind. Mary ran to her and grasped both of her hands in her own. If its true—

But Jack snatched her hands away and looked on the other with a mighty hatred and a mightier contempt.

True? Why, it damn near finished Pierre with me to think hed take up with — a thing like you. But its true. If somebody else had told me Id of laughed at em. But its true. Tell me: whatll you do with him?

Take him back — if I can reach him — take him back to the East.

Yes — maybe hed be happy there. But when the spring comes to the city, Mary, wait till the wind blows in the night and the rain comes tappin on the roof. Then hold him if you can. Dye hear? Hold him if you can!

If he cares it will not be hard. Tell me again, if—

Shut up. Whats that again?

The sound was closer now and unmistakably something other than the moan of the wind.

Jacqueline turned in great excitement to Mary:

Did McGurk hear that sound down the gorge?

Yes. I think so. And then he—

My God!

What is it?

Pierre, and hes calling for — dyou hear?

Clear and loud, though from a great distance, the wind carried up the sound and the echo preserved it: McGurk!

McGurk! repeated Mary.

Yes! And you brought him up here with you, and brought his death to
Pierre. Whatll you do to save him now? Pierre!

She turned and fled out among the trees, and after her ran Mary, calling, like the other: Pierre!


CHAPTER 37
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AFTER THAT CALL first reached him, clear to his ears though vague as a murmur at the ear of Mary, McGurk swung to the saddle of his white horse, and galloped down the gorge like a veritable angel of death.

The end was very near, he felt, yet the chances were at least ten to one that he would miss Pierre in the throat of the gorge, for among the great boulders, tall as houses, which littered it, a thousand men might have passed and repassed and never seen each other. Only the calling of Pierre could guide him surely.

The calling had ceased for some moments, and he began to fear that he had overrun his mark and missed Pierre in the heart of the pass, when, as he rounded a mighty boulder, the shout ran ringing in his very ears: McGurk! and a horseman swung into view.

Here! he called in answer, and stood with his right hand lifted, bringing his horse to a sharp halt, like some ancient cavalier stopping in the middle of the battle to exchange greetings with a friendly foe.

The other rider whirled alongside, his sombreros brim flaring back from his forehead, so that McGurk caught the glare of the eyes beneath the shadow.

So for the third time, my friend— said McGurk.

Which is the fatal one, answered Pierre. How will you die, McGurk?
On foot or on horseback?

On the ground, Pierre, for my horse might stir and make my work messy. I love a neat job, you know. Good.

They swung from the saddles and stood facing each other.

Begin! commanded McGurk. Ive no time to waste.

Ive very little time to look at the living McGurk. Let me look my fill before the end.

Then look, and be done. Ive a lady coming to meet me.

The other grew marvelously calm.

She is with you, McGurk?

My dear Pierre, Ive been with her ever since she started up the Old
Crow.

It will be easier to forget her. Are you ready?

So soon? Come, man, theres much for us to say. Many old times to chat over.

I only wonder, said Pierre, how one death can pay back what youve done. Think of it! Ive actually run away from you and hidden myself among the hills. Ive feared you, McGurk!

He said it with a deep astonishment, as a grown man will speak of the way he feared darkness when he was a child. McGurk moistened his white lips. The white horse pawed the rocks as though impatient to be gone.

Listen, said Pierre, your horse grows restive. Suppose we stand here — its a convenient distance apart — and wait with our arms folded for the next time the white horse paws the rocks, because when I kill you, McGurk, I want you to die knowing that another man was faster on the draw and straighter with his bullets than you are. Dyou see?

He could not have spoken with a more formal politeness if he had been asking the other to pass first through the door of a dining-room. The wonder of McGurk grew and the sweat on his forehead seemed to be spreading a chill through his entire body. He said: I see. You trust all to the cross, eh, Pierre? The little cross under your neck?

Its gone, said Pierre le Rouge. Why should I use it against a night rider, McGurk? Are you ready?

And McGurk, not trusting his voice for some strange reason, nodded.
The two folded their arms.

But the white horse which had been pawing the stones only a moment before was now unusually quiet. The very postures of the men seemed to turn him to stone, a beautiful, marble statue with the moonlight glistening on the muscles of his perfect shoulders.

At length he stirred. At once a quiver jerked through the tense bodies of the waiting men, but the white horse had merely stiffened and raised his head high. Now, with arched neck and flaunting tail he neighed loudly, as if he asked a question. How could he know, dumb brute, that what he asked only death could answer?

And as they waited an itching came at the palm of McGurks hand. It was not much, just a tingle of the blood. To ease it, he closed his fingers and found that his hand was moist with cold perspiration.

He began to wonder if his fingers would be slippery on the butt of the gun. Then he tried covertly to dry them against his shirt. But he ceased this again, knowing that he must be of hair-trigger alertness to watch for the stamp of the white horse.

It occurred to him, also, that he was standing on a loose stone which might wobble when he pulled his gun, and he cursed himself silently for his hasty folly. Pierre, doubtless, had noticed that stone, and therefore he had made the suggestion that they stand where they were. Otherwise, how could there be that singular calm in the steady eyes which looked across at him?

Also, how explain the hunger of that stare? Was not he McGurk, and was not this man whom he had already once shot down? God, what a fool he had been not to linger an instant longer in that saloon in the old days and place the final shot in the prostrate body! In all his life he had made only one such mistake, and now that folly was pursuing him. And now — 

The foot of the white horse lifted — struck the rock. The sound of its fall was lost in the explosion of two guns, and a ring of metal on metal. The revolver snapped from the hand of McGurk, whirled in a flashing circle, and clanged on the rocks at his feet. The bullet of Pierre had struck the barrel and knocked it cleanly from his hand.

It was luck, only luck, that placed that shot, and his own bullet,
which had started first, had traveled wild, for there stood Pierre le
Rouge, smiling faintly, alert, calm. For the first time in his life
McGurk had missed. He set his teeth and waited for death.

But that steady voice of Pierre said: To shoot you would be a pleasure, but there wouldnt be any lasting satisfaction in it. So there lies your gun at your feet. Well, here lies mine.

He dropped his own weapon to a position corresponding with that of
McGurks.

We were both very wild that time. We must do better now. Well stoop for our guns, McGurk. The signal? No, we wont wait for the horse to stamp. The signal will be when you stoop for your gun. You shall have every advantage, you see? Start for that gun, McGurk, when youre ready for the end.

The hand of McGurk stretched out and his arm stiffened but it seemed as though all the muscles of his back had grown stiff. He could not bend. It was strange. It was both ludicrous and incomprehensible. Perhaps he had grown stiff with cold in that position.

But he heard the voice of Pierre explaining gently: You cant move, my friend. I understand. Its fear that stiffened your back. Its fear that sends the chill up and down your blood. Its fear that makes you think back to your murders, one by one. McGurk, youre done for. Youre through. Youre ready for the discard. Im not going to kill you. Ive thought of a finer hell than death, and that is to live as you shall live. Ive beaten you, McGurk, beaten you fairly on the draw, and Ive broken your heart by doing it. The next time you face a man youll begin to think — youll begin to remember how one other man beat you at the draw. And that wonder, McGurk, will make your hand freeze to your side, as youve made the hands of other men before me freeze. Dyou understand?

The lips of McGurk parted. The whisper of his dry panting reached
Pierre, and the devil in him smiled.

In six weeks, McGurk, youll be finished. Now get out!

And pace by pace McGurk drew back, with his face still toward Pierre.

The latter cried: Wait. Are you going to leave your gun?

Only the steady retreat continued.

And go unarmed through the mountains? What will men say when they see
McGurk with an empty holster?

But the outlaw had passed out of view beyond the corner of one of the monster boulders. After him went the white horse, slowly, picking his steps, as if he were treading on dangerous and unknown ground and would not trust his leader. Pierre was left to the loneliness of the gorge.

The moonlight only served to make more visible its rocky nakedness, and like that nakedness was the life of Pierre under his hopeless inward eye. Over him loomed from either side the gleaming pinnacles of the Twin Bears, and he remembered many a time when he had looked up toward them from the crests of lesser mountains — looked up toward them as a man looks to a great and unattainable ideal. Here he was come to the crest of all the ranges; here he was come to the height and limit of his life, and what had he attained? Only a cruel, cold isolation. It had been a steep ascent; the declivity of the farther side led him down to a steep and certain ruin and the dark night below. But he stiffened suddenly and threw his head high as if he faced his fate; and behind him the cream-colored mare raised her head with a toss and whinnied softly.

It seemed to him that he had heard something calling, for the sound was lost against the sweep of wind coming up the gorge. Something calling there in the night of the mountains as he himself had called when he rode so wildly in the quest for McGurk. How long ago had that been?

But it came once more, clear beyond all doubt. He recognized the voice in spite of the panting which shook it; a wild wail like that of a heartbroken child, coming closer to him like someone running: Pierre! Oh, Pierre!

And all at once he knew that the moon was broad and bright and fair, and the heavens clear and shining with gold points of light. Once more the cry. He raised his arms and waited.


CHAPTER 38
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SO MARY, RUNNING through the wilderness of boulders, was guided straight and found Pierre, and before the morning came, they were journeying east side by side, east and down to the cities and a new life; but Jacqueline, a thousand times quicker of foot and surer of eye and ear, missed her goal, went past it, and still on and on, running finally at a steady trot.

Until at last she knew that she had far overstepped her mark and sank down against one of the rocks to rest and think out what next she must do. There seemed nothing left. Even the sound of a gun fired she might not hear, for that sharp call would not travel far against the wind.

It was while she sat there, burying Pierre in her thoughts, a white shape came glimmering down to her through the moonlight. She was on her feet at once, alert and gun in hand. It could only be one horse, only one rider, McGurk coming down from his last killing with the sneer on his pale lips. Well, he would complete his work this night and kill her fighting face to face.

A mans death; that was all she craved. She rose; she stepped boldly out into the center of the trail between the rocks.

There she saw the greatest wonder she had ever looked on. It was McGurk walking with bare, bowed head, and after him, like a dog after the master, followed the white horse. She shoved the revolver back into the holster. This should be a fair fight.

McGurk!

Very slowly the head went up and back, and there he stood, not ten paces from her, with the white moon full on his face. The sneer was still there; the eyelid fluttered in scornful derision. And the heart of Jacqueline came thundering in her throat.

But she cried in a strong voice: McGurk, dyou know me?

He did not answer.

You murderer, you night rider! Look again: its the last of the
Boones!

The sneer, it seemed to her, grew bitterer, but still the man did not speak. Then the thought of Pierre, lying dead somewhere among the rocks, burned across her mind. Her hand leaped for the revolver, and whipped it out in a blinding flash to cover him, but with her finger curling on the trigger she checked herself in the nick of time. McGurk had made no move to protect himself.

A strange feeling came to her that perhaps the man would not war against women; the case of Mary was almost proof enough of that. But as she stepped forward, wondering, she looked at the holster at his side and saw that it was empty. Then she understood.

Understood in a daze that Pierre had met the man and conquered him and sent him out through the mountains disarmed. The white horse raised his head and whinnied, and the sound gave a thought to her. She could not kill this man, unarmed as he was; she could do a more shameful thing.

The bluff you ran was a strong one, McGurk, she said bitterly, and you had these parts pretty well at a standstill; but Pierre was a bit too much for you, eh?

The white face had not altered, and still it did not change, but the sneer was turned steadily on her.

She cried: Go on! Go on down the gorge!

Like an automaton the man stepped forward, and after him paced the white horse. She stepped between, caught the reins, and swung up to the saddle, and sat there, controlling between her stirrups the best-known mount in all the mountain-desert. A thrill of wild exultation came to her. She cried: Look back, McGurk! Your gun is gone, your horse is gone; youre weaker than a woman in the mountains!

Yet he went on without turning, not with the hurried step of a coward, but still as one stunned. Then, sitting quietly in the saddle, she forgot McGurk and remembered Pierre. He was happy by this time with the girl of the yellow hair; there was nothing remaining to her from him except the ominous cross which touched cold against her breast. That he had abandoned as he had abandoned her.

What, then, was left for her? The horse of an outlaw for her to ride; the heart of an outlaw in her breast.

She touched the white horse with the spurs and went at a reckless gallop, weaving back and forth among the boulders down the gorge. For she was riding away from the past.

The dawn came as she trotted out into a widening valley of the Old Crow. To maintain even that pace she had to use the spurs continually, for the white horse was deadly weary, and his head fell more and more. She decided to make a brief halt, at last, and in order to make a fire that would take the chill of the cold morning from her, she swung up to the edge of the woods. There, before she could dismount, she saw a man turn the shoulder of the slope. She drew the horse back deeper among the trees and waited.

He came with a halting step, reeling now and again, a big man, hatless, coatless, apparently at the last verge of exhaustion. Now his foot apparently struck a small rock, and he pitched to his face. It required a long struggle before he could regain his feet; and now he continued his journey at the same gait, only more uncertainly than ever, close and closer. There was something familiar now about the fellows size, and something in the turn of his head. Suddenly she rode out, crying: Wilbur!

He swerved, saw the white horse, threw up his hands high above his head, and went backward, reeling, with a hoarse scream which Jacqueline would never forget. She galloped to him and swung to the ground.

Its me — Jack. Dyou hear?

He would not lower those arms, and his eyes stared wildly at her. On his forehead the blood had caked over a cut; his shirt was torn to rags, and the hair matted over his eyes. She caught his hands and pulled them down.

Its not McGurk! Dont you hear me? Its Jack!

He reached out, like a blind man who has to see by the sense of touch, and stroked her face.

Jack! he whispered at last. Thank God!

Whats happened?

McGurk—

A violent palsy shook him, and he could not go on.

I know — I understand. He took your guns and left you to wander in this hell! Damn him! I wish—

She stopped.

How long since youve eaten?

Years!

Well eat — McGurks food!

But she had to assist him up the slope to the trees, and there she left him propped against a trunk, his arms fallen weakly at his sides, while she built the fire and cooked the food. Afterward she could hardly eat, watching him devour what she placed before him; and it thrilled all the woman in her to a strange warmth to take care of the long-rider. Then, except for the disfigured face and the bloodshot eyes, he was himself.

Up there? What happened?

He pointed up the valley.

The girl and Pierre. Theyre together.

She found him?

Yes.

He bowed his head and sighed.

And the horse, Jack? He said it with awe.

I took the horse from McGurk.

You!

She nodded. After all, it was not a lie. You killed McGurk?

She said coolly: I let him go the way he let you, Dick. Hes on foot in the mountains without a horse or a gun.

It isnt possible!

Theres the horse for proof.

He looked at her as if she were something more than human.

Our Jack — did this?

Weve got to start on. Can you walk, Dick?

A thousand miles now.

Yet he staggered when he tried to rise, and she made him climb up to the saddle. The white horse walked on, and she kept her place close at the stirrup of the rider. He would have stopped and dismounted for her a hundred times, but she made him keep his place.

Whats ahead of us, Jack? Were the last of the gang?

The last of Boones gang. We are.

The old life over again?

What else?

Yes; what else?

Are you afraid, Dick?

Not with you for a pal. Seven was too many; with two we can rule the range.

Partners, Dick?

How could he tell that her voice was gone so gentle because she was seeing in her minds eye another face than his? He leaned toward her.

Why not something more than partners, after a while, Jack?

She smiled strangely up to him.

Because of this, Dick.

And fumbling at her throat, she showed him the glittering metal of the cross.

The cross goes on, but what of you, Jack? A long silence fell between them. Words died in the making.

The great weight pressing down on that slender throat was like the iron hand of a giant, but slowly, one by one, the sounds marshalled themselves:

…God knows… It was the passing of Judgment. God knows…not I.

Epilogue

But what of the legendary gunfighter, McGurk? How could the spirit of any man survive that terrible defeat at the hands of Red Pierre?

After that night, when he had walked from the dark heart of the mountain without horse or gun, head bowed, eyes glazed, it seemed that the life of Bob McGurk had burned down to black ash.

Indeed, no one heard of him for five long years. Then, phoenix-like, he was reborn in fire, emerging in the raw border country of Texas. His rebirth was spectacular. No longer the lone phantom fighter of past days, he led a gang of coldhearted thieves and killers that became the scourge of the Rio Grande.

But McGurk never returned to the mountain-desert country of his shame and defeat. And only he knew that the face of Red Pierre never left him; it blazed in his mind by day and haunted his nights.

Then, as suddenly as he had reappeared, after proving his skill and courage afresh in a score of wild, bullet-filled encounters, the great gunfighter vanished from the world of civilized men. His gang dispersed and the border country saw no more of him.

McGurk was finally gone.

Only the legend remained.


Trailin! (1919)
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CHAPTER I

LA-A-A-DIES AN GENLMUN
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ALL THROUGH THE exhibition the two sat unmoved; yet on the whole it was the best Wild West show that ever stirred sawdust in Madison Square Garden and it brought thunders of applause from the crowded house. Even if the performance could not stir these two, at least the throng of spectators should have drawn them, for all New York was there, from the richest to the poorest; neither the combined audiences of a seven-day race, a prize-fight, or a community singing festival would make such a cosmopolitan assembly.

All Manhattan came to look at the men who had lived and fought and conquered under the limitless skies of the Far West, free men, wild men — one of their shrill whoops banished distance and brought the mountain desert into the very heart of the unromantic East. Nevertheless from all these thrills these two men remained immune.

To be sure the smaller tilted his head back when the horses first swept in, and the larger leaned to watch when Diaz, the wizard with the lariat, commenced to whirl his rope; but in both cases their interest held no longer than if they had been old vaudevillians watching a series of familiar acts dressed up with new names.

The smaller, brown as if a thousand fierce suns and winds had tanned and withered him, looked up at last to his burly companion with a faint smile.

Theyre bringing on the cream now, Drew, but Im going to spoil the dessert.

The other was a great, grey man whom age apparently had not weakened but rather settled and hardened into an ironlike durability; the winds of time or misfortune would have to break that stanch oak before it would bend.

He said: Weve half an hour before our train leaves. Can you play your hand in that time?

Easy. Look at em now — the greatest gang of liars that never threw a diamond hitch! Ride? Ive got a ten-year kid home that would laugh at em all. But Ill show em up. Want to know my little stunt?

Ill wait and enjoy the surprise.

The wild riders who provoked the scorn of the smaller man were now gathering in the central space; a formidable crew, long of hair and brilliant as to bandannas, while the announcer thundered through his megaphone:

La-a-a-dies and genlmun! You see before you the greatest band of subduers and breakers of wild horses that ever rode the cattle ranges. Death defying, reckless, and laughing at peril, they have never failed; they have never pulled leather. I present Happy Morgan!

Happy Morgan, yelling like one possessed of ten shrill-tongued demons, burst on the gallop away from the others, and spurring his horse cruelly, forced the animal to race, bucking and plunging, half way around the arena and back to the group. This, then, was a type of the dare-devil horse breaker of the Wild West? The cheers travelled in waves around and around the house and rocked back and forth like water pitched from side to side in a monstrous bowl.

When the noise abated somewhat, And this, la-a-a-dies and genlmun, is the peerless, cowpuncher, Bud Reeves.

Bud at once imitated the example of Happy Morgan, and one after another the five remaining riders followed suit. In the meantime a number of prancing, kicking, savage-eyed horses were brought into the arena and to these the master of ceremonies now turned his attention.

From the wildest regions of the range we have brought mustangs that never have borne the weight of man. They fight for pleasure; they buck by instinct. If you doubt it, step down and try em. One hundred dollars to the man who sticks on the back of one of em — but we wont pay the hospital bill!

He lowered his megaphone to enjoy the laughter, and the small man took this opportunity to say: Never borne the weight of a man! That chap in the dress-suit, he tells one lie for pleasure and ten more from instinct. Yep, he has his hosses beat. Never borne the weight of man! Why, Drew, I can see the saddle-marks clear from here; I got a mind to slip down there and pick up the easiest hundred bones that ever rolled my way.

He rose to make good his threat, but Drew cut in with: Dont be a damn fool, Werther. You arent part of this show.

Well, I will be soon. Watch me! There goes Ananias on his second wind.

The announcer was bellowing: These man-killing mustangs will be ridden, broken, beaten into submission in fair fight by the greatest set of horse-breakers that ever wore spurs. They can ride anything that walks on four feet and wears a skin; they can—

Werther sprang to his feet, made a funnel of his hand, and shouted:
Yi-i-i-ip!

If he had set off a great quantity of red fire he could not more effectively have drawn all eyes upon him. The weird, shrill yell cut the ringmaster short, and a pleased murmur ran through the crowd. Of course, this must be part of the show, but it was a pleasing variation.

Partner, continued Werther, brushing away the big hand of Drew which would have pulled him down into his seat; Ive seen you bluff for two nights hand running. There aint no man can bluff all the world three times straight.

The ringmaster retorted in his great voice: That sounds like good poker. Whats your game?

Five hundred dollars on one card! cried Werther, and he waved a fluttering handful of greenbacks. Five hundred dollars to any man of your lot — or to any man in this house that can ride a real wild horse.

Wheres your horse?

Around the corner in a Twenty-sixth Street stable. Ill have him here in five minutes.

Lead him on, cried the ringmaster, but his voice was not quite so loud.

Werther muttered to Drew:

Heres where I hand him the lemon thatll curdle his cream, and ran out of the box and straight around the edge of the arena. New York, murmuring and chuckling through the vast galleries of the Garden, applauded the little mans flying coat-tails.

He had not underestimated the time; in a little less than his five minutes the doors at the end of the arena were thrown wide and Werther reappeared. Behind him came two stalwarts leading between them a rangy monster. Before the blast of lights and the murmurs of the throng the big stallion reared and flung himself back, and the two who lead him bore down with all their weight on the halter ropes. He literally walked down the planks into the arena, a strange, half-comical, half-terrible spectacle. New York burst into applause. It was a trained horse, of course, but a horse capable of such training was worth applause.

At that roar of sound, vague as the beat of waves along the shore, the stallion lurched down on all fours and leaped ahead, but the two on the halter ropes drove all their weight backward and checked the first plunge. A bright-coloured scarf waved from a nearby box, and the monster swerved away. So, twisting, plunging, rearing, he was worked down the arena. As he came opposite a box in which sat a tall young man in evening clothes the latter rose and shouted: Bravo!

The fury of the stallion, searching on all sides for a vent but distracted from one torment to another, centred suddenly on this slender figure. He swerved and rushed for the barrier with ears flat back and bloodshot eyes. There he reared and struck at the wood with his great front hoofs; the boards splintered and shivered under the blows.

As for the youth in the box, he remained quietly erect before this brute rage. A fleck of red foam fell on the white front of his shirt. He drew his handkerchief and wiped it calmly away, but a red stain remained. At the same time the two who led the stallion pulled him back from the barrier and he stood with head high, searching for a more convenient victim.

Deep silence spread over the arena; more hushed and more hushed it grew, as if invisible blankets of soundlessness were dropping down over the stirring masses; men glanced at each other with a vague surmise, knowing that this was no part of the performance. The whole audience drew forward to the edge of the seats and stared, first at the monstrous horse, and next at the group of men who could ride anything that walks on four feet and wears a skin.

Some of the women were already turning away their heads, for this was to be a battle, not a game; but the vast majority of New York merely watched and waited and smiled a slow, stiff-lipped smile. All the surroundings were changed, the flaring electric lights, the vast roof, the clothes of the multitude, but the throng of white faces was the same as that pale host which looked down from the sides of the Coliseum when the lions were loosed upon their victims.

As for the wild riders from the cattle ranges, they drew into a close group with the ringmaster between them and the gaunt stallion, almost as if the fearless ones were seeking for protection. But the announcer himself lost his almost invincible sang-froid; in all his matchless vocabulary there were no sounding phrases ready for this occasion, and little Werther strutted in the centre of the great arena, rising to his opportunity.

He imitated the ringmasters phraseology. La-a-a-dies and genlmun, the price has gone up. The death-defyin, dare-devils that laugh at danger aint none too ready to ride my hoss. Maybe the price is too low for em. Its raised. One thousand dollars — cash — for any man in hearin of me thatll ride my pet.

There was a stir among the cattlemen, but still none of them moved forward toward the great horse; and as if he sensed his victory he raised and shook his ugly head and neighed. A mighty laugh answered that challenge; this was a sort of horse-humour that great New York could not overlook, and in that mirth even the big grey man, Drew, joined. The laughter stopped with an amazing suddenness making the following silence impressive as when a storm that has roared and howled about a house falls mute, then all the dwellers in the house look to one another and wait for the voice of the thunder. So all of New York that sat in the long galleries of the Garden hushed its laughter and looked askance at one another and waited. The big grey man rose and cursed softly.

For the slender young fellow in evening dress at whom the stallion had rushed a moment before was stripping off his coat, his vest, and rolling up the stiff cuffs of his sleeves. Then he dropped a hand on the edge of the box, vaulted lightly into the arena, and walked straight toward the horse.


CHAPTER II

SPORTING CHANCE
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IT MIGHT EASILY have been made melodramatic by any hesitation as he approached, but, with a businesslike directness, he went right up to the men who held the fighting horse.

He said: Put a saddle on him, boys, and Ill try my hand.

They could not answer at once, for Werthers pet, as if he recognized the newcomer, made a sudden lunge and was brought to a stop only after he had dragged his sweating handlers around and around in a small circle. Here Werther himself came running up, puffing with surprise.

Son, he said eagerly, Im not aiming to do you no harm. I was only calling the bluff of those four-flushers.

The slender youth finished rolling up his left sleeve and smiled down at the other.

Put on the saddle, he said.

Werther looked at him anxiously; then his eyes brightened with a solution. He stepped closer and laid a hand on the others arm.

Son, if youre broke and want to get the price of a few squares just say the word and Ill fix you. I been busted myself in my own day, but dont try your hand with my hoss. He aint just a buckin hoss; hes a man-killer, lad. Im tellin you straight. And this floor aint so soft as the sawdust makes it look, he ended with a grin.

The younger man considered the animal seriously.

Im not broke; Ive simply taken a fancy to your horse. If you dont mind, Id like to try him out. Seems too bad, in a way, for a brute like that to put it over on ten thousand people without getting a run for his money — a sporting chance, eh?

And he laughed with great good nature.

Whats your name? asked Werther, his small eyes growing round and wide.

Anthony Woodbury.

Mines Werther.

They shook hands.

City raised?

Yes.

Didnt know they came in this style east of the Rockies, Woodbury. I hope I lose my thousand, but if there was any betting Id stake ten to one against you.

In the meantime, some of the range-riders had thrown a coat over the head of the stallion, and while he stood quivering with helpless rage they flung a saddle on and drew the cinches taut.

Anthony Woodbury was saying with a smile: Just for the sake of the game, Ill take you on for a few hundred, Mr. Werther, if you wish, but I cant accept odds.

Werther ran a finger under his collar apparently to facilitate breathing. His eyes, roving wildly, wandered over the white, silent mass of faces, and his glance picked out and lingered for a moment on the big-shouldered figure of Drew, erect in his box. At last his glance came back with an intent frown to Woodbury. Something in the keen eyes of the lad raised a responsive flicker in his own.

Well, Ill be damned! Just a game, eh? Lad, no matter on what side of the Rockies you were born, I know your breed and I wont lay a penny against your money. Theres the hoss saddled and theres the floor youll land on. Go to it — and God help you!

The other shook his shoulders back and stepped toward the horse with a peculiarly unpleasant smile, like a pugilist coming out of his corner toward an opponent of unknown prowess.

He said: Take off the halter.

One of the men snapped viciously over his shoulder: Climb on while the climbings good. Cut out the bluff, partner.

The smile went out on the lips of Woodbury. He repeated: Take off the halter.

They stared at him, but quickly began to fumble under the coat, unfastening the buckle. It required a moment to work off the heavy halter without giving the blinded animal a glimpse of the light; then Woodbury caught the bridle reins firmly just beneath the chin of the horse. With the other hand he took the stirrup strap and raised his foot, but he seemed to change his mind about this matter.

Take off the blinder, he ordered.

It was Werther who interposed this time with: Look here, lad, I know this hoss. The minute the blinders off hell up on his hind legs and bash you into the floor with his forefeet.

Let him go, growled one of the cowboys. Hes goin to hell making a gallery play.

But taking the matter into his own hands Woodbury snatched the coat from the head of the stallion, which snorted and reared up, mouth agape ears flattened back. There was a shout from the man, not a cry of dismay, but a ringing battle yell like some ancient berserker seeing the first flash of swords in the mêlée. He leaped forward, jerking down on the bridle reins with all the force of his weight and his spring. The horse, caught in mid-air, as it were, came floundering down on all fours again. Before he could make another move, Woodbury caught the high horn of the saddle and vaulted up to his seat. It was gallantly done and in response came a great rustling from the multitude; there was not a spoken word, but every man was on his feet.

Perhaps what followed took their breaths and kept them speechless. The first touch of his riders weight sent the stallion mad, not blind with fear as most horses go, but raging with a devilish cunning like that of an insane man, a thing that made the blood run cold to watch. He stood a moment shuddering, as if the strange truth were slowly dawning on his brute mind; then he bolted straight for the barriers. Woodbury braced himself and lunged back on the reins, but he might as well have tugged at the mooring cable of a great ship; the bit was in the monsters teeth.

Then a whisper reached the rider, a universal hushing of drawn breath, for the thousands were tasting the first thrill and terror of the combat. They saw a picture of horse and man crushed against the barrier. But there was no such stupid rage in the mind of the stallion.

At the last moment he swerved and raced close beside the fence; some projecting edge caught the trousers of Woodbury and ripped away the stout cloth from hip to heel. He swung far to the other side and wrenched back the reins. With stiff-braced legs the stallion slid to a halt that flung his unbalanced rider forward along his neck. Before he could straighten himself in the saddle, the horse roared and came down on rigid forelegs, yet by a miracle Woodbury clung, sprawled down the side of the monster, to be sure, but was not quite dismounted.

Another pitch of the same nature would have freed the stallion from his rider beyond doubt, but he elected to gallop full speed ahead the length of the arena, and during that time, Woodbury, stunned though he was, managed to drag himself back into the saddle. The end of the race was a leap into the air that would have cleared a five-bar fence, and down pitched the fighting horse on braced legs again. Woodburys chin snapped down against his breast as though he had been struck behind the head with a heavy bar, but though his brain was stunned, the fighting instinct remained strong in him and when the stallion reared and toppled back the rider slipped from the saddle in the nick of time.

Fourteen hundred pounds of raging horseflesh crashed into the sawdust; he rolled like a cat to his feet, but at the same instant a flying weight leaped through the air and landed in the saddle. The audience awoke to sound — to a dull roar of noise; a thin trickle of blood ran from Woodburys mouth and it seemed that the mob knew it and was yelling for a death.

There followed a bewildering exhibition of such bucking that the disgruntled cowboys forgot their shame and shouted with joy. Upon his hind legs and then down on his forefeet with a sickening heartbreaking jar the stallion rocked; now he bucked from side to side; now rose and whirled about like a dancer; now toppled to the ground and twisted again to his feet.

Still the rider clung. His head rocked with the ceaseless jars; the red-stained lips writhed back and showed the locked teeth. Yet, as if he scorned the struggles of the stallion, he brought into play the heavy quirt which had been handed him as he mounted. Over neck and shoulders and tender flanks he whirled the lash; it was not intelligence fighting brute strength, but one animal conquering another and rejoicing in the battle.

The horse responded, furiously he responded, but still the lash fell, and the bucking grew more cunning, perhaps, but less violent. Yet to the wildly cheering audience the fight seemed more dubious than ever. Then, in the very centre of the arena, the stallion stopped in the midst of a twisting course of bucking and stood with widely braced legs and fallen head. Strength was left in him, but the cunning, savage mind knew defeat.

Once more the quirt whirled in the air and fell with a resounding crack, but the stallion merely switched his tail and started forward at a clumsy stumbling trot. The thunder of the host was too hoarse for applause; they saw a victory and a defeat but what they had wanted was blood, and a death. They had had a promise and a taste; now they hungered for the reality.

Woodbury slipped from the saddle and gave the reins to Werther. Already a crowd was growing about them of the curious who had sprung over the barriers and swarmed across the arena to see the conqueror, for had he not vindicated unanswerably the strength of the East as compared with that of the West? Boys shouted shrilly; men shouldered each other to slap him on the back; but Werther merely held forth the handful of greenbacks. The conqueror braced himself against the saddle with a trembling hand and shook his head.

Not for me, he said, I ought to pay you — ten times that much for the sport — compared to this polo is nothing.

Ah, muttered those who overheard, polo! That explains it!

Then take the horse, said Werther, because no one else could ride him.

And now any one can ride him, so I dont want him, answered Woodbury.

And Werther grinned. Youre right, boy. Ill give him to the iceman.

The big grey man, William Drew, loomed over the heads of the little crowd, and they gave way before him as water divides under the prow of a ship; it was as if he cast a shadow which they feared before him.

Help me through this mob, said Woodbury to Werther, and back to my box. Devil take it, my overcoat wont cover that leg.

Then on him also fell, as it seemed, the approaching shadow of the grey man and he looked up with something of a start into the keen eyes of Drew.

Son, said the big man, you look sort of familiar to me. Im asking your pardon, but who was your mother?

The eyes of young Woodbury narrowed and the two stood considering each other gravely for a long moment.

I never saw her, he said at last, and then turned with a frown to work his way through the crowd and back to his box.

The tall man hesitated a moment and then started in pursuit, but the mob intervened. He turned back to Werther.

Did you get his name? he asked.

Fine bit of riding he showed, eh? cried the little man, and turned down my thousand as cool as you please. I tell you, Drew, theres some flint in the Easterners after all!

Damn the Easterners. Whats his name?

Woodbury. Anthony Woodbury.

Woodbury?

Whats wrong with that name?

Nothing. Only Im a bit surprised.

And he frowned with a puzzled, wistful expression, staring straight ahead like a man striving to solve a great riddle.


CHAPTER III

SOCIAL SUICIDE
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AT HIS BOX, Woodbury stopped only to huddle into his coat and overcoat and pull his hat down over his eyes. Then he hurried on toward an exit, but even this slight delay brought the reporters up with him. They had scented news as the eagle sights prey far below, and then swooped down on him. He continued his flight shaking off their harrying questions, but they kept up the running fight and at the door one of them reached his side with: Its Mr. Woodbury of the Westfall Polo Club, son of Mr. John Woodbury of Anson Place?

Anthony Woodbury groaned with dismay and clutched the grinning reporter by the arm.

Come with me!

Prospects of a scoop of a sizable nature brightened the eyes of the reporter. He followed in all haste, and the other news-gatherers, in obedience to the exacting, unspoken laws of their craft, stood back and followed the flight with grumbling envy.

On Twenty-Sixth Street, a little from the corner of Madison Avenue, stood a big touring car with the chauffeur waiting in the front seat. There were still some followers from the Garden.

Woodbury jumped into the back seat, drew the reporter after him, and called: Start ahead, Maclaren — drive anywhere, but get moving.

Now, sir, turning to the reporter as the engine commenced to hum, whats your name?

Bantry.

Bantry? Glad to know you.

He shook hands.

You know me?

Certainly. I cover sports all the way from polo to golf. Anthony
Woodbury — Westfall Polo Club — then golf, tennis, trap shooting—

Enough! groaned the victim. Now look here, Bantry, you have me dead to rights — got me with the goods, so to speak, havent you?

It was a great bit of work; ought to make a first-page story.

And the other groaned again. I know — son of millionaire rides unbroken horse in Wild West show — and all that sort of thing. But, good Lord, man, think what it will mean to me?

Nothing to be ashamed of, is it? Your fatherll be proud of you.

Woodbury looked at him sharply.

How do you know that?

Any man would be.

But the notoriety, man! It would kill me with a lot of people as thoroughly as if Id put the muzzle of a gun in my mouth and pulled the trigger.

H-m! muttered the reporter, sort of social suicide, all right. But its news, Mr. Woodbury, and the editor—

Expects you to write as much as the rest of the papers print — and none of the other reporters know me.

One or two of them might have.

But my dear fellow — wont you take a chance?

Bantry made a wry face.

Madison Square Garden, went on Woodbury bitterly. Ten thousand people looking on — gad, man, its awful.

Whyd you do it, then?

Couldnt help it, Bantry. By Jove, when that wicked devil of a horse came at my box and I caught a glimpse of the red demon in his eyes — why, man, I simply had to get down and try my luck. Ever play football?

Yes, quite a while ago.

Then you know how it is when youre in the bleachers and the whistle blows for the game to begin. Thats the way it was with me. I wanted to climb down into the field — and I did. Once started, I couldnt stop until Id made a complete ass of myself in the most spectacular style. Now, Bantry, I appeal to you for the sake of your old football days, dont show me up — keep my name quiet.

Id like to — damned if I wouldnt — but — a scoop—

Anthony Woodbury considered his companion with a strange yearning. It might have been to take him by the throat; it might have been some gentler motive, but his hand stole at last toward an inner coat pocket.

He said: I know times are a bit lean now and then in your game, Bantry. I wonder if you could use a bit of the long green? Just now Im very flush, and—

He produced a thickly stuffed bill-fold, but Bantry smiled and touched
Woodburys arm.

Couldnt possibly, you know.

He considered a moment and then, with a smile: Its a bit awkward for both of us, isnt it? Suppose I keep your name under my hat and you give me a few little inside tips now and then on polo news, and that sort of thing?

Heres my hand on it. Youve no idea what a load you take off my mind.

Weve circled about and are pretty close to the Garden again. Could you let me out here?

The car rolled to an easy stop and the reporter stepped out.

Ill forget everything you wish, Mr. Woodbury.

Its an honour to have met you, sir. Use me whenever you can.
Goodnight.

To the chauffeur he said: Home, and make it fast.

They passed up Lexington with Maclaren making it fast, so that the big car was continually nosing its way around the machines in front with much honking of the horn. At Fifty-Ninth Street they turned across to the bridge and hummed softly across the black, shimmering waters of the East River; by the time they reached Brooklyn a fine mist was beginning to fall, blurring the wind-shield, and Maclaren slowed up perceptibly, so that before they passed the heart of the city, Woodbury leaned forward and said: Whats the matter, Maclaren?

Wet streets — no chains — this wind-shield is pretty hard to see through.

Stop her, then. Ill take the wheel the rest of the way. Want to travel a bit to-night.

The chauffeur, as if this exchange were something he had been expecting, made no demur, and a moment later, with Woodbury at the wheel, the motor began to hum again in a gradually increasing crescendo. Two or three motor-police glanced after the car as it snapped about corners with an ominous skid and straightened out, whining, on the new street; but in each case, having made a comfortable number of arrests that day, they had little heart for the pursuit of the grey monster through that chill mist.

Past Brooklyn, with a country road before them, Woodbury cut out the muffler and the car sprang forward with a roar. A gust of increasing wind whipped back to Maclaren, for the wind-shield had been opened so that the driver need not look through the dripping glass and mingling with the wet gale were snatches of singing.

The chauffeur, partly in understanding and partly from anxiety, apparently, caught the side of the seat in a firm grip and leaned forward to break the jar when they struck rough places. Around an elbow turn they went with one warning scream of the Klaxon, skidded horribly at the sharp angle of the curve, and missed by inches a car from the opposite direction.

They swept on with the startled yell of the other party ringing after them, drowned at once by the crackling of the exhaust. Maclaren raised a furtive hand to wipe from his forehead a moisture which was not altogether rain, but immediately grasped the side of the seat again. Straight ahead the road swung up to meet a bridge and dropped sharply away from it on the further side. Maclaren groaned but the sound was lost in the increasing roar of the exhaust.

They barely touched that bridge and shot off into space on the other side like a hurdler clearing an obstacle. With a creak and a thud the big car landed, reeled drunkenly, and straightened out in earnest, Maclaren craned his head to see the speedometer, but had not the heart to look; he began to curse softly, steadily.

When the muffler went on again and the motor was reduced to a loud, angry humming, Woodbury caught a few phrases of those solemn imprecations. He grinned into the black heart of the night, streaked with lines of grey where therein entered the halo of the headlights, and then swung the car through an open, iron gate. The motor fell to a drowsily contented murmur that blended with the cool swishing of the tires on wet gravel.

Maclaren, said the other, as he stopped in front of the garage, if everyone was as good a passenger as you Id enjoy motoring; but after all, a car cant act up like a horse. He concluded gloomily: Theres no fight in it.

And he started toward the house, but Maclaren, staring after the departing figure, muttered: Theres only one sort thats worse than a damn fool, and thats a young one.

It was through a door opening off the veranda that Anthony entered the house, stealthily as a burglar, and with the same nervous apprehension. Before him stretched a wide hall, dimly illumined by a single light which splashed on the Italian table and went glimmering across the floor. Across the hall was his destination — the broad balustraded staircase, which swept grandly up to the second floor. Toward this he tiptoed steadying himself with one hand against the wall. Almost to his goal, he heard a muffled footfall and shrank against the wall with a catlike agility, but, though the shadow fell steep and gloomy there, luck was against him.

A middle-aged servant of solemn port, serene with the twofold dignity of double chin and bald head, paused at the table in his progress across the room, and swept the apartment with the judicial eye of one who knows that everything is as it should be but will not trust even the silence of night. So that bland blue eye struck first on the faintly shining top hat of Anthony, ran down his overcoat, and lingered in gloomy dismay on the telltale streak of white where the trouser leg should have been.

What he thought not even another Oedipus could have conjectured. The young master very obviously did not wish to be observed, and in such times Peters at could be blinder than the bat noon-day and more secret than the River Styx. He turned away, unhurried, the fold of that double chin a little more pronounced over the severe correctness of his collar.

A very sibilant whisper pursued him. He stopped again, still without haste, and turned not directly toward Anthony, but at a discreet angle, with his eyes fixed firmly upon the ceiling.


CHAPTER IV

A SESSION OF CHAT
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THE WHISPER GREW distinct in words.

Peters, you old numskull, come here!

The approach of Peters was something like the sidewise waddle of a very aged crab. He looked to the north, but his feet carried him to the east. That he was much moved was attested by the colour which had mounted even to the gleaming expanse of that nobly bald head.

Yes, Master Anthony — I mean Mr. Anthony?

He set his teeth at the faux pas.

Peters, look at me. Confound it, I havent murdered any one. Are you busy?

It required whole seconds for the eyes to wheel round upon Anthony, and they were immediately debased from the telltale white of that leg to the floor.

No, sir.

Then come up with me and help me change. Quick!

He turned and fled noiselessly up the great stairs, with Peters panting behind. Anthonys overcoat was off before he had fairly entered his room and his coat and vest flopped through the air as Peters shut the door. Whatever the old servant lacked in agility he made up in certain knowledge; as he laid out a fresh tuxedo, Anthony changed with the speed of one pursued. The conversation was spasmodic to a degree.

Wheres father? Waiting in the library?

Yes. Reading, sir.

Had a mix-up — bully time, though — damn this collar! Peters, I wish youd been there — wheres those trousers? Rub some of the crease out of em — they must look a little worn.

He stood at last completely dressed while Peters looked on with a shining eye and a smile which in a younger man would have suggested many things.

How is it? Will I pass father this way?

I hope so, sir.

But you dont think so?

Its hard to deceive him.

Confound it! Dont I know? Well, heres for a try. Soft-foot it down stairs. Ill go after you and bang the door. Then you say good-evening in a loud voice and Ill go into the library. Hows that?

Very good — your coat over your arm — so! Just ruffle your hair a bit, sir — now you should do very nicely.

At the door: Go first, Peters — first, man, and hurry, but watch those big feet of yours. If you make a noise on the stairs Im done with you.

The noiselessness of the descending feet was safe enough, but not so safe was the chuckling of Peters for, though he fought against the threatening explosion, it rumbled like the roll of approaching thunder. In the hall below, Anthony opened and slammed the door.

Good-evening, Mr. Anthony, said Peters loudly, too loudly.

Evening, Peters. Wheres father?

In the library, sir. Shall I take your coat?

Ill carry it up to my room when I go. Thats all.

He opened the door to the library and entered with a hope that his father would not be facing him, but he found that John Woodbury was not even reading. He sat by the big fire-place smoking a pipe which he now removed slowly from his teeth.

Hello, Anthony.

Good-evening, sir.

He rose to shake hands with his son: they might have been friends meeting after a separation so long that they were compelled to be formal, and as Anthony turned to lay down his hat and coat he knew that the keen grey eyes studied him carefully from head to foot.

Take this chair.

Why, sir, wouldnt dream of disturbing you.

Not a bit. I want you to try it; just a trifle too narrow for me.

John Woodbury rose and gestured his son to the chair he had been occupying. Anthony hesitated, but then, like one who obeys first and thinks afterward, seated himself as directed.

Mighty comfortable, sir.

The big man stood with his hands clasped behind him, peering down under shaggy, iron-grey brows.

I thought it would be. I designed it myself for you and I had a pretty bad time getting it made.

He stepped to one side.

Hits you pretty well under the knees, doesnt it? Yes, its deeper than most.

A perfect fit, father, and mighty thoughtful of you.

H-m, rumbled John Woodbury, and looked about like one who has forgotten something. What about a glass of Scotch?

Nothing, thank you — I — in fact Im not very strong for the stuff.

The rough brows rose a trifle and fell.

No? But isnt it usual? Better have a go.

Once more there was that slight touch of hesitancy, as if the son were not quite sure of the father and wished to make every concession.

Certainly, if itll make you easier.

There was an instant softening of the hard lines of the elder Woodburys face, as though some favour of import had been done him. He touched a bell-cord and lowered himself with a little grunt of relaxation into a chair. The chair was stoutly built, but it groaned a little under the weight of the mighty frame it received. He leaned back and in his face was a light which came not altogether from the comfortable glow of the fire.

And when the servant appeared the big man ordered: Scotch and seltzer and one glass with a pitcher of ice.

Arent you taking anything, sir? asked Anthony.

Who, me? Yes, yes, of course. Why, let me see — bring me a pitcher of beer. He added as the servant disappeared: Never could get a taste for Scotch, and rye doesnt seem to be — er — good form. Eh, Anthony?

Nonsense, frowned the son, havent you a right to be comfortable in your own house?

Come, come! rumbled John Woodbury. A young fellow in your position cant have a boor for a father, eh?

It was apparently an old argument between them, for Anthony stared gloomily at the fire, making no attempt to reply; and he glanced up in relief when the servant entered with the liquor. John Woodbury, however, returned to the charge as soon as they were left alone again, saying: As a matter of fact, Im about to set you up in an establishment of your own in New York. He made a vastly inclusive gesture. Everything done up brown — old house — high-class interior decorator, to get you started with a splash.

Are you tired of Long Island?

Im not going to the city, but you will.

And my work?

A gentleman of the class youll be in cant callous his hands with work. I spent my life making money; you can use your life throwing it away — like a gentleman. But — he reached out at this point and smashed a burly fist into a palm hardly less hard— but Ill be damned, Anthony, if Ill let you stay here in Long Island wasting your time riding the wildest horses you can get and practising with an infernal revolver. What the devil do you mean by it?

I dont know, said the other, musing. Of course the days of revolvers are past, but I love the feel of the butt against my palm — I love the kick of the barrel tossing up — I love the balance; and when I have a six-shooter in my hand, sir, I feel as if I had six lives. Odd, isnt it? He grew excited as he talked, his eyes gleaming with dancing points of fire. And Ill tell you this, sir: Id rather be out in the country where men still wear guns, where the sky isnt stained with filthy coal smoke, where theres an horizon wide enough to breathe in, where theres man-talk instead of this damned chatter over tea-cups—

Stop! cried John Woodbury, and leaned forward, no matter what fool ideas you get into your head — youre going to be a gentleman!

The swaying forward of that mighty body, the outward thrust of the jaws, the ring of the voice, was like the crashing of an ax when armoured men meet in battle. The flicker in the eyes of Anthony was the rapier which swerves from the ax and then leaps at the heart. For a critical second their glances crossed and then the habit of obedience conquered.

I suppose you know, sir.

The father stared gloomily at the floor.

Youre sort of mad, Anthony?

Perhaps there was nothing more typical of Anthony than that he never frowned, no matter how angered he might be. Now the cold light passed from his eyes. He rose and passed behind the chair of the elder man, dropping a hand upon those massive shoulders.

Angry with myself, sir, that I should so nearly fall out with the finest father that walks the earth.

The eyes of the grey man half closed and a semblance of a smile touched those stiff, stern lips; one of the great work-broken hands went up and rested on the fingers of his son.

And therell be no more of this infernal Western nonsense that youre always reverting to? No more of this horse-and-gun-and-hell-bent-away stuff?

I suppose not, said Anthony heavily.

Well, Anthony, sit down and tell me about tonight.

The son obeyed, and finally said, with difficulty: I didnt go to the
Morrison supper.

A sudden cloud of white rose from the bowl of Woodburys pipe.

But I thought—

That it was a big event? It was — a fine thing for me to get a bid to; but I went to the Wild West show instead. Sir, I know it was childish, but — I couldnt help it! I saw the posters; I thought of the horse-breaking, the guns, the swing and snap and dash of galloping men, the taint of sweating horses — and by God, sir, I couldnt stay away! Are you angry?

It was more than anger; it was almost fear that widened the eye of
Woodbury as he stared at his son. He said at last, controlling himself:
But I have your word; youve given up the thought of this Western
life?

Yes, answered Anthony, with a touch of despair, I have given it up, I suppose. But, oh, sir— He stopped, hopeless.

And what else happened?

Nothing to speak of.

After you come home you dont usually change your clothes merely for the pleasure of sitting with me here.

Nothing escapes you, does it? muttered Anthony.

In your set, Anthony, thats what theyd call an improper question.

I could ask you any number of questions, sir, for that matter.

Well?

That room over there, for instance, which you always keep locked. Am I never to have a look at it?

He indicated a door which opened from the library.

I hope not.

You say that with a good deal of feeling. But theres one thing more that I have a right to hear about. My mother! Why do you never tell me of her?

The big man stirred and the chair groaned beneath him.

Because it tortures me to speak of her, Anthony, said the husky voice.
Tortures me, lad!

I let the locked room go, said Anthony firmly, but my mother — she is different. Why, sir, I dont even know how she looked! Dad, its my right!

Is it? By God, you have a right to know exactly what I choose to tell you — no more!

He rose, strode across the room with ponderous steps, drew aside the curtains which covered the view of the garden below, and stared for a time into the night. When he turned he found that Anthony had risen — a slender, erect figure. His voice was as quiet as his anger, but an inward quality made it as thrilling as the hoarse boom of his father.

On that point I stick. I must know something about her.

Must?

In spite of your anger. That locked room is yours; this house and everything in it is yours; but my mother — she was as much mine as yours, and Ill hear more about her — who she was, what she looked like, where she lived—

The sharply indrawn breath of John Woodbury cut him short.

She died in giving birth to you, Anthony.

Dear God! She died for me?

And in the silence which came over the two men it seemed as if another presence were in the room. John Woodbury stood at the fire-place with bowed head, and Anthony shaded his eyes and stared at the floor until he caught a glimpse of the other and went gently to him.

He said: Im sorrier than a lot of words could tell you. Will you sit down, sir, and let me tell you how I came to press home the question?

If you want to have it that way.

They resumed their chairs.


CHAPTER V

ANTHONY IS LEFT IN THE DARK
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IT WILL EXPLAIN why I changed my clothes after I came home. You see, toward the end of the show a lot of the cowboys rode in. The ringmaster was announcing that they could ride anything that walked on four feet and wore a skin, when up jumped an oldish fellow in a box opposite mine and shouted that he had a horse which none of them could mount. He offered five hundred dollars to the man who could back him; and made it good by going out of the building and coming back inside of five minutes with two men leading a great stallion, the ugliest piece of horseflesh Ive ever seen.

As they worked the brute down the arena, it caught sight of my white shirt, I suppose, for it made a dive at me, reared up, and smashed its forehoofs against the barrier. By Jove, a regular maneater! Brought my heart into my mouth to see the big devil raging, and I began to yearn to get astride him and to — well, just fight to see which of us would come out on top. You know?

The big man moistened his lips; he was strangely excited.

So you climbed into the arena and rode the horse?

Exactly! I knew youd understand! After Id ridden the horse to a standstill and climbed off, a good many people gathered around me. One of them was a big man, about your size. In fact, now that I look back at it, he was a good deal like you in more ways than one; looked as if time had hardened him without making him brittle. He came to me and said: Excuse me, son, but you look sort of familiar to me. Mind telling me who your mother was? What could I answer to a—

A shadow fell across Anthony from the rising height of his father. As he looked up he saw John Woodbury glance sharply, first toward the French windows and then at the door of the secret room.

Was that all, Anthony?

Yes, about all.

I want to be alone.

The habit of automatic obedience made Anthony rise in spite of the questions which were storming at his lips.

Good-night, sir.

Good-night, my boy.

At the door the harsh voice of his father overtook him.

Before you leave the house again, see me, Anthony.

Yes, sir.

He closed the door softly, as one deep in thought, and stood for a time without moving. Because a man had asked him who his mother was, he was under orders not to leave the house. While he stood, he heard a faint click of a snapping lock within the library and knew that John Woodbury had entered the secret room.

In his own bedroom he undressed slowly and afterward stood for a long time under the shower, rubbing himself down with the care of an athlete, thumbing the soreness of the wild ride out of the lean, sinewy muscles, for his was a made strength built up in the gymnasium and used on the wrestling mat, the cinder path, and the football field. Drying himself with a rough towel that whipped the pink into his skin, he looked down over his corded, slender limbs, remembered the thick arms and Herculean torso of John Woodbury, and wondered.

He sat on the edge of his bed, wrapped in a bathrobe, and pondered. Stroke by stroke he built the picture of that dead mother, like a painter who jots down the first sketch of a large composition. John Woodbury, vast, blond, grey-eyed, had given him few of his physical traits. But then he had often heard that the son usually resembled the mother. She must have been dark, slender, a frail wife for such a giant; but perhaps she had a strength of spirit which made her his mate.

As the picture drew out more clearly in the mind of Anthony, he turned from the lighted room, threw open a window, and leaned out to breathe the calm, damp air of night.

It was infinitely cool, infinitely fresh. To his left a row of young trees darted their slender tops at the sky like shadowy spearheads. The smell of wet leaves and the wet grass beneath rose up to him. To the right, for his own room stood in a wing of the mansion, the house shouldered its way into the gloom, a solemn, grey shadow, netted in a black tracery of climbing vine. In all the stretch of wall only two windows were lighted, and those yellow squares, he knew, belonged to his father. He had left the secret room, therefore.

As he watched, a shadow brushed slowly across one of the drawn shades, swept the second, and returned at once in the opposite direction. Back and forth, back and forth, that shadow moved, and as his eye grew accustomed to watching, he caught quite clearly the curve of the shoulders and the forward droop of the head.

It was not until then that the first alarm came to Anthony, for he knew that the footsteps of the big grey man were dogged by fear. He could no more conceive it than he could imagine noon and midnight in conjunction, and feeling as guilty as if he had played the part of an eavesdropper he turned away, snapped off the lights, and slipped into bed.

The pleasant warmth of sleep would not come. In its place the images of the day filed past him like the dance of figures on a motion picture screen, and always, like the repeated entrance of the hero, the other images grew small and dim. He saw again the burly stranger wading through the crowd in the arena, shaking off the packed mob as the prow of a stately ship shakes off the water, to either side.

At length he started out of bed and glanced through the window. The moving shadow still swept across the lighted shades of his fathers room; so he donned bathrobe and slippers and went down the long hall. At the door he did not stop to knock, for he was too deeply concerned by this time to pay any heed to convention. He grasped the knob and threw the door wide open. What happened then was so sudden that he could not be sure afterward what he had seen. He was certain that the door opened on a lighted room, yet before he could step in the lights were snapped out.

He was staring into a deep void of night; and a silence came about him like a whisper. Out of that silence he thought after a second that he caught the sound of a hurried breathing, louder and louder, as though someone were creeping upon him. He glanced over his shoulder in a slight panic, but down the grey hall on either side there was nothing to be seen. Once more he looked back into the solemn room, opened his lips to speak, changed his mind, and closed the door again.

Yet when he looked down again from his own room the lights shone once more on the shades of his fathers windows. Past them brushed the shadow of the pacing man, up and down, up and down. He turned his eyes away to the jagged tops of the young trees, to the glimpses of dark fields beyond them, and inhaled the scent of the wet, green things. It seemed to Anthony as if it all were hostile — as though the whole outdoors were besieging this house.

He caught the sway of the pacing figure whose shadow moved in regular rhythm across the yellow shades. It entered his mind, clung there, and finally he began to pace in the same cadence, up and down the room. With every step he felt that he was entering deeper into the danger which threatened John Woodbury. What danger? For answer to himself he stepped to the windows and pulled down the shades. At least he could be alone.


CHAPTER VI

JOHN BARD
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THERE IS NO cleanser of the mind like a morning bath. The same cold, whipping spray which calls up the pink blood, glowing through the marble of the skin, drives the ache of sleep from the brain, and washes away at once all the recorded thoughts of yesterday. So in place of a crowded slate of wonders and doubts, Anthony bore down to the breakfast table a willingness to take what the morning might bring and forget the night before.

John Woodbury was already there, helping himself from the covered dishes, for the meal was served in the English style. There was the usual Good-morning, sir, Good-morning, Anthony, and then they took their places at the table. A cautious survey of the craglike face of his father showed no traces of a sleepless night; but then, what could a single night of unrest mean to that body of iron?

He ventured, remembering the implied command to remain within the house until further orders: You asked me to speak to you, sir, before I left the house. Id rather like to take a ride this morning.

And the imperturbable voice replied: Youve worn your horses out lately. Better give them a day of rest.

That was all, but it brought back to Anthony the thought of the shadow which had swept ceaselessly across the yellow shades of his fathers room; and he settled down to a day of reading. The misty rain of the night before had cleared the sky of its vapours, so he chose a nook in the library where the bright spring sun shone full and the open fire supplied the warmth. At lunch his father did not appear, and Peters announced that the master was busy in his room with papers. The afternoon repeated the morning, but with less unrest on the part of Anthony. He was busy with LAssommoir, and lost himself in the story of downfall, surrounding himself with each unbeautiful detail.

Lunch was repeated at dinner, for still John Woodbury seemed to be busy with papers in his room. A fear came to Anthony that he was to be dodged indefinitely in this manner, deceived like a child, and kept in the house until the silent drama was played out. But when he sat in the library that evening his father came in and quietly drew up a chair by the fire. The stage was ideally set for a confidence, but none was forthcoming. The fire shook long, sleepy shadows through the room, the glow of the two floor-lamps picked out two circles of light, and still the elder man sat over his paper and would not speak.

LAssommoir ended, and to rid himself of the grey tragedy, Anthony looked up and through the windows toward the bright night which lay over the gardens and terraces outside, for a full moon silvered all with a flood of light. It was a waiting time, and into it the old-fashioned Dutch clock in the corner sent its voice with a monotonous, softly clanging toll of seconds, until Anthony forgot the moonlight over the outside terraces to watch the gradual sway of the pendulum. A minute, spent in this manner, was equal to an hour of ordinary time. Fascinated by the sway of the pendulum he became conscious of the passage of existence like a river broad and wide and shining which flowed on into an eternity of chance and left him stationary on the banks.

The voice which sounded at length was as dim and visionary as a part of his waking dream. It was like one of those imagined calls from the world of action to him who stood there, watching reality run past and never stirring himself to take advantage of the thousand opportunities for action. He would have discarded it for a part of his dream, had not he seen John Woodbury raise his head sharply, heard the paper fall with a dry crackling to the floor, and watched the square jaw of his father jut out in that familiar way which meant danger.

Once more, and this time it was unmistakably clear: John Bard, — John
Bard, come out to me!

The big, grey man rose with widely staring eyes as if the name belonged to him, and strode with a thumping step into the secret room. Hardly had the clang of the closing door died out when he reappeared, fumbling at his throat. Straight to Anthony he came and extended a key from which dangled a piece of thin silver chain. It was the key to the secret room.

He took it in both hands, like a young knight receiving the pommel of his sword from him who has just given the accolade, and stared down at it until the creaking of the opened French windows startled him to his feet.

Wait! he called, I will go also!

The big man at the open window turned.

You will sit where you are now, said his harsh voice, but if I dont return you have the key to the room.

His burly shoulders disappeared down the steps toward the garden, and Anthony slipped back into his chair; yet for the first time in his life he was dreaming of disobeying the command of John Woodbury. Woodbury — yet the big man had risen automatically in answer to the name of Bard. John Bard! It struck on his consciousness like two hammer blows wrecking some fragile fabric; it jarred home like the timed blow of a pugilist. Woodbury? There might be a thousand men capable of that name, but there could only be one John Bard, and that was he who had disappeared down the steps leading to the garden. Anthony swerved in his chair and fastened his eyes on the Dutch clock. He gave himself five minutes before he should move.

The watched pot will never boil, and the minute hand of the big clock dragged forward with deadly pauses from one black mark to the next. Whispers rose in the room. Something fluttered the fallen newspaper as if a ghost-hand grasped it but had not the strength to raise; and the window rattled, with a sharp gust of wind. The last minute Anthony spent at the open French window with a backward eye on the clock; then he raced down the steps as though in his turn he answered a call out of the night.

The placid coolness of the open and the touch of moist, fresh air against his forehead mocked him as he reached the garden, and there were reassuring whispers from the trees he passed; yet he went on with a long, easy stride like a runner starting a distance race. First he skirted the row of poplars on the drive; then doubled back across the meadow to his right and ran in a sharp-angling course across an orchard of apple trees. Diverging from this direction, he circled at a quicker pace toward the rear of the grounds and coursed like a wild deer over a stretch of terraced lawns. On one of these low crests he stopped short under the black shadow of an elm.

In the smooth-shaven centre of the hollow before him, the same ground over which he had run and played a thousand times in his childhood, he saw two tall men standing back to back, like fighters come to a last stand and facing a crowd of foes. They separated at once, striding out with a measured step, and it was not until they moved that he caught the glint of metal at the side of one of them and knew that one was the man who had answered to the name of John Bard and the other was the grey man who had spoken to him at the Garden the night before. He knew it not so much by the testimony of his eyes at that dim distance as by a queer, inner feeling that this must be so. There was also a sense of familiarity about the whole thing, as if he were looking on something which he had seen rehearsed a thousand times.

As if they reached the end of an agreed course, the two whirled at the same instant, the metal in their hands glinted in an upward semicircle, and two guns barked hoarsely across the lawns.

One of them stood with his gun still poised; the other leaned gradually forward and toppled at full length on the grass. The victor strode out toward the fallen, but hearing the wild yell of Anthony he stopped, turned his head, and then fled into the grove of trees which topped the next rise of ground. After him, running as he had never before raced, went Anthony; his hand, as he sprinted, already tensed for the coming battle; two hundred yards at the most and he would reach the lumbering figure which had plunged into the night of the trees; but a call reached him as sharp as the crack of the guns a moment before: Anthony!

His head twitched to one side and he saw John Bard rising to his elbow.
His racing stride shortened choppily.

Anthony!

He could not choose but halt, groaning to give up the chase, and then sped back to the fallen man. At his coming John Bard collapsed on the grass, and when Anthony knelt beside him a voice in rough dialect began, as if an enforced culture were brushed away and forgotten in the crisis: Anthony, there aint no use in followin him!

Where did the bullet strike you? Quick!

A place where it aint no use to look. I know!

Let me follow him; its not too late—

The dying man struggled to one elbow.

Dont follow, lad, if you love me.

Who is he? Give me his name and—

Hes acted in the name of God. You have no right to hunt him down.

Then the law will do that.

Not the law. For Gods sake swear—

Ill swear anything. But now lie quiet; let me—

Dont try. This couldnt end no other way for John Bard.

Is that your real name?

Yes. Now listen, Anthony, for my times short.

He closed his eyes as if fighting silently for strength.

Then: When I was a lad like you, Anthony— That was all. The massive body relaxed; the head fell back into the dewy grass. Anthony pressed his head against the breast of John Bard and it seemed to him that there was still a faint pulse. With his pocket knife he ripped away the coat from the great chest and then tore open the shirt. On the expanse of the hairy chest there was one spot from which the purple blood welled; a deadly place for a wound, and yet the bleeding showed that there must still be life.

He had no chance to bind the wound, for John Bard opened his eyes again and said, as if in his dream he had still continued his tale to Anthony.

So thats all the story, lad. Do you forgive me?

For what, sir? In Gods name, for what?

Damnation! Tell me; do you forgive John Bard?

He did not hear the answer, for he murmured: Even Joan would forgive, and died.


CHAPTER VII

BLUEBEARDS ROOM
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AS ANTHONY WOODBURY, he knelt beside the dying. As Anthony Bard he rose with the dead man in his arms a mighty burden even for his supple strength; yet he went staggering up the slope, across a level terrace, and back to the house. There it was Peters who answered his call, Peters with a flabby face grown grey, but still the perfect servant who asked no questions; together they bore the weight up the stairs and placed it on John Bards bed. While Anthony kept his steady vigil by the dead man, it was Peters again who summoned the police and the useless doctor.

To the old, uniformed sergeant, Anthony told a simple lie. His father had gone for a walk through the grounds because the night was fine, and Anthony was to join him there later, but when he arrived he found a dying man who could not even explain the manner of his death.

Nothin surprises me about a rich mans death, said the sergeant, not in these here days of anarchy. Got a place to write? I want to make out my report.

So Anthony led the grizzled fellow to the library and supplied him with what he wished. The sergeant, saying good-bye, shook hands with a lingering grip.

I knew John Woodbury, he said, just by sight, but Im here to tell the world that youve lost a father who was just about all man. So long; Ill be seein you again.

Left alone, Anthony Bard went to the secret room. The key fitted smoothly into the lock. What the door opened upon was a little grey apartment with an arched ceiling, a place devoid of a single article of furniture save a straight-backed chair in the centre. Otherwise Anthony saw three things-two pictures on the wall and a little box in the corner. He went about his work very calmly, for here, he knew, was the only light upon the past of John Bard, that past which had lain passive so long and overwhelmed him on this night.

First he took up the box, as being by far the most promising of the three to give him what he wished to know; the name of the slayer, the place where he could be found, and the cause of the slaying. It held only two things; a piece of dirty silk and a small oil can; but the oil can and the black smears on the silk made him look closer, closer until the meaning struck him in a flare, as the glow of a lighted match suddenly illumines, even if faintly, an entire room.

In that box the revolver had lain, and here every day through all the year, John Bard retired to clean and oil his gun, oil and reclean it, keeping it ready for the crisis. That was why he went to the secret room as soon as he heard the call from the garden, and carrying that gun with him he had walked out, prepared. The time had come for which he had waited a quarter of a century, knowing all that time that the day must arrive. It was easy to understand now many an act of the big grim man; but still there was no light upon the slayer.

As he sat pondering he began to feel as if eyes were fastened upon him, watching, waiting, mocking him, eyes from behind which stared until a chill ran up his back. He jerked his head up, at last, and flashed a glance over his shoulder.

Indeed there was mockery in the smile with which she stared down to him from her frame, down to him and past him as if she scorned in him all men forever. It was not that which made Anthony close his eyes. He was trying with all his might to conjure up his own image vividly. He looked again, comparing his picture with this portrait on the wall, and then he knew why the grey man at the Garden had said: Son, whos your mother? For this was she into whose eyes he now stared.

She had the same deep, dark eyes, the same black hair, the same rather aquiline, thin face which her womans eyes and lovely mouth made beautiful, but otherwise the same. He was simply a copy of that head hewn with a rough chisel — a sculptors clay model rather than a smoothly finished re-production.

Ah, and the fine spirit of her, the buoyant, proud, scornful spirit! He stretched out his arms to her, drew closer, smiling as if she could meet and welcome his caress, and then remembered that this was a thing of canvas and paint — a bright shadow; no more.

To the second picture he turned with a deeper hope, but his heart fell at once, for all he saw was an enlarged photograph, two mountains, snow-topped in the distance, and in the foreground, first a mighty pine with the branches lopped smoothly from the side as though some tremendous ax had trimmed it, behind this a ranch-house, and farther back the smooth waters of a lake.

He turned away sadly and had reached the door when something made him turn back and stand once more before the photograph. It was quite the same, but it took on a different significance as he linked it with the two other objects in the room, the picture of his mother and the revolver box. He found himself searching among the forest for the figures of two great grey men, equal in bulk, such Titans as that wild country needed.

West it must be, but where? North or South? West, and from the West surely that grey man at the Garden had come, and from the West John Bard himself. Those two mountains, spearing the sky with their sharp horns — they would be the pole by which he steered his course.

A strong purpose is to a man what an engine is to a ship. Suppose a hull lies in the water, stanchly built, graceful in lines of strength and speed, nosing at the wharf or tugging back on the mooring line, it may be a fine piece of building but it cannot be much admired. But place an engine in the hull and add to those fine lines the purr of a motor — there is a sight which brings a smile to the lips and a light in the eyes. Anthony had been like the unengined hulk, moored in gentle waters with never the hope of a voyage to rough seas. Now that his purpose came to him he was calmly eager, almost gay in the prospect of the battle.

On the highest hill of Anson Place in a tomb overlooking the waters of the sound, they lowered the body of John Bard.

Afterward Anthony Bard went back to the secret room of his father. The old name of Anthony Woodbury he had abandoned; in fact, he felt almost like dating a new existence from the moment when he heard the voice calling out of the garden: John Bard, come out to me! If life was a thread, that voice was the shears which snapped the trend of his life and gave him a new beginning. As Anthony Bard he opened once more the door of the chamber.

He had replaced the revolver of John Bard in the box with the oiled silk. Now he took it out again and shoved it into his back trouser pocket, and then stood a long moment under the picture of the woman he knew was his mother. As he stared he felt himself receding to youth, to boyhood, to child days, finally to a helpless infant which that woman, perhaps, had held and loved. In those dark, brooding eyes he strove to read the mystery of his existence, but they remained as unriddled as the free stars of heaven.

He repeated to himself his new name, his real name: Anthony Bard. It seemed to make him a stranger in his own eyes. Woodbury had been a name of culture; it suggested the air of a long descent. Bard was terse, short, brutally abrupt, alive with possibilities of action. Those possibilities he would never learn from the dead lips of his father. He sought them from his mother, but only the painted mouth and the painted smile answered him.

He turned again to the picture of the house with the snow-topped mountains in the distance. There surely, was the solution; somewhere in the infinite reaches of the West.

Finally he cut the picture from its frame and rolled it up. He felt that in so doing he would carry with him an identification tag — a clue to himself. With that clue in his travelling bag, he started for the city, bought his ticket, and boarded a train for the West.


CHAPTER VIII

MARTY WILKES

[image: img107.jpg]

THE MOTION OF the train, during those first two days gave Anthony Bard a strange feeling that he was travelling from the present into the past. He felt as if it was not miles that he placed behind him, but days, weeks, months, years, that unrolled and carried him nearer and nearer to the beginning of himself. He heard nothing about him; he saw nothing of the territory which whirled past the window. They were already far West before a man boarded the train and carried to Bard the whole atmosphere of the mountain desert.

He got on the train at a Nebraska station and Anthony sat up to watch, for a man of importance does not need size in order to have a mien. Napoleon struck awe through the most gallant of his hero marshals, and even the porter treated this little brown man with a respect that was ludicrous at first glimpse.

He was so ugly that one smiled on glancing at him. His face, built on the plan of a wedge, was extremely narrow in front, with a long, high-bridged nose, slanting forehead, thin-lipped mouth, and a chin that jutted out to a point, but going back all the lines flared out like a reversed vista. A ridge of muscle crested each side of the broad jaws and the ears flaunted out behind so that he seemed to have been built for travelling through the wind.

The same wind, perhaps, had blown the hair away from the upper part of his forehead, leaving him quite bald half way back on his head, where a veritable forest of hair began, and continued, growing thicker and longer, until it brushed the collar of his coat behind.

When he entered the car he stood eying his seat for a long moment like a dog choosing the softest place on the floor before it lies down. Then he took his place and sat with his hands folded in his lap, moveless, speechless, with the little keen eyes straight before him — three hours that state continued. Then he got up and Anthony followed him to the diner. They sat at the same table.

The journey, said Anthony, is pretty tiresome through monotonous scenery like this.

The little keen eyes surveyed him a moment before the man spoke.

There was buffalo on them plains once.

If someone had said to an ignorant questioner, This little knoll is called Bunker Hill, he could not have been more abashed than was Anthony, who glanced through the window at the dreary prospect, looked back again, and found that the sharp eyes once more looked straight ahead without the slightest light of triumph in his coup. Silence, apparently, did not in the least abash this man.

Know a good deal about buffaloes?

Yes.

It was not the insulting curtness of one who wishes to be left in peace, but simply a statement of bald fact.

Really? queried Anthony. I didnt think you were as old as that!

It appeared that this remark was worthy of no answer whatever. The little man turned his attention to his order of ham and eggs, cut off the first egg, manoeuvred it carefully into position on his knife, and raised it toward a mouth that stretched to astonishing proportions; but at the critical moment the egg slipped and flopped back on the plate.

Missed! said Anthony.

He couldnt help it; the ejaculation popped out of its own accord. The other regarded him with grave displeasure.

If you had your bead drawed an somebody jogged your arm jest as you pulled the trigger, would you call it a miss?

Excuse me. Ive no doubt youre extremely accurate.

I neer miss, said the other, and proved it by disposing of the egg at the next imposing mouthful.

I should like to know you. My name is Anthony Bard.

Im Marty Wilkes. Hware ye?

They shook hands.

Westerner, Mr. Wilkes?

This is my furthest East.

Have a pleasant time?

A gesture indicated the barren, brown waste of prairie.

Too much civilization.

Really?

Even the cattle got no fight in em. He added, That sounds like Im a fighter. I aint.

Till youre stirred up, Mr. Wilkes?

Heat me up an Ill burn. Soil wood.

Youre pretty familiar with the Western country?

I get around.

Perhaps youd recognize this.

He took a scroll from his breast pocket and unrolled the photograph of the forest and the ranchhouse with the two mountains in the distance. Wilkes considered it unperturbed.

Them are the Little Brothers.

Ah! Then all I have to do is to travel to the foot of the Little
Brothers?

No, about sixty miles from em. Impossible! Why, the mountains almost overhang that house.

Wilkes handed back the picture and resumed his eating without reply. It was not a sullen resentment; it was hunger and a lack of curiosity. He was not heated up.

Any one, said Anthony, to lure the other on, could see that.

Sure; any one with bad eyes.

But how can you tell its sixty miles?

Ive been there.

Well, at least the big tree there and the ranchhouse will not be very hard to find. But I suppose Ill have to travel in a circle around the Little Brothers, keeping a sixty-mile radius?

If you want to waste a pile of time. Yes.

I suppose you could lead me right to the spot?

I could.

How?

Thats about fifty-five miles straight north-east of the Little
Brothers.

How the devil can you tell that, man?

That aint hard. Theys a pretty steady north wind that blows in them parts. Its cold and its strong. Now when you been out there long enough and get the idea that the only things that live is because God loves em. Mostly its jest plain sand and rock. The trees live because they got protection from that north wind. Nature puts moss on em on the north side to shelter em from that same wind. Look at that picture close. You see that rough place on the side of that tree — jest a shadow like the whiskers of a man that aint shaved for a week? Thats the moss. Now if thats north, the rest is easy. That place is north-east of the Little Brothers.

By Jove! how did you get such eyes?

Used em.

The reason Id like to find the house is because—

Reasons aint none too popular with me.

Well, youre pretty sure that your suggestion will take me to the spot?

Im sure of nothing except my gun when the weathers hot.

Reasonably sure, however? The pine trees and the house — if I dont find one Ill find the other.

The housell be in ruins, probably.

Why?

That picture was taken a long time ago.

Do you read the mind of a picture, Mr. Wilkes?

No.

The tree, however, will be there.

No, thats chopped down.

Thats going a bit too far. Do you mean to say you know that this particular tree is down?

Thats first growth. All that countrys been cut over. Dyou think theyd pass up a tree the size of that?

Its going to be hard, said Anthony with a frown, for me to get used to the West.

Maybe not.

I can ride and shoot pretty well, but I dont know the people, I havent worn their clothes, and I cant talk their lingo.

The countrys mostly rocks when it aint ground; the people is pretty generally men and women; the clothes they wear is cotton and wool, the lingo they talk is English.

It was like a paragraph out of some book of ultimate knowledge. He was not entirely contented with his statement, however, for now he qualified it as follows: Maybe some of em dont talk good book English. Quite a pile aint had much eddication; in fact there aint awful many like me. But they can tell you how much you owe em an theyll understand you when you say youre hungry. Whats your business? Excuse me; I dont generally ask questions.

Thats all right. Youve probably caught the habit from me. Im simply going out to look about for excitement.

A feller generly finds what hes lookin for. Maybe you wont be disappointed. Ive knowed places on the range where excitement growed like fruit on a tree. It was like that there manna in the Bible. You didnt have to work none for it. You jest laid still an it sort of dropped in your mouth.

He added with a sigh: But them times aint no more.

Thats hard on me, eh?

Dont start complainin till you miss your feed. Things are gettin pretty crowded, but theres ways of gettin elbow room — even at a bar.

And you really think theres nothing which distinguishes the Westerner from the Easterner?

Just the Western feeling, partner. Get that an youll be at home.

If you were a little further East and said that, people might be inclined to smile a bit.

Partner, if they did, they wouldnt finish their smile. But I heard a feller say once that the funny thing about men east and west of the Rockies was that they was all—

He paused as if trying to remember.

Well?

Americans, Mr. Bard.


CHAPTER IX

THIS PLACE FOR REST
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AS THE WHITE heat of midday passed and the shadows lengthened more and more rapidly to the east, the sheep moved out from the shade and from the tangle of the brush to feed in the open, and the dogs, which had laid one on either side of the man, rose and trotted out to recommence their vigil; but the shepherd did not change his position where he sat cross-legged under the tree.

Alternately he stroked the drooping moustache to the right and then to the left, with a little twist each time, which turned the hair to a sharp point in its furthest downward reach near his chin. To the right, to the left, to the right, to the left, while his eyes, sad with a perpetual mist, looked over the lake and far away to the white tops of the Little Brothers, now growing blue with shadow.

Finally with a brown forefinger he lifted the brush of moustache on his upper lip, leaned a little, and spat. After that he leaned back with a sigh of content; the brown juice had struck fairly and squarely on the centre of the little stone which for the past two hours he had been endeavouring vainly to hit. The wind had been against him.

All was well. The spindling tops of the second-growth forest pointed against the pale blue of a stainless sky, and through that clear air the blatting of the most distant sheep sounded close, mingled with the light clangour of the bells. But the perfect peace was broken rudely now by the form of a horseman looming black and large against the eastern sky. He trotted his horse down the slope, scattered a group of noisy sheep from side to side before him, and drew rein before the shepherd.

Evening.

Evening, stranger.

Own this land?

No; rent it.

Could I camp here?

The shepherd lifted his moustache again and spat; when he spoke his eyes held steadily and sadly on the little stone, which he had missed again.

Cant think of nobody whod stop you.

That your house over there? You rent that?

He pointed to a broken-backed ruin which stood on the point of land that jutted out onto the waters of the lake, a crumbling structure slowly blackening with time.

Nope.

A shadow of a frown crossed the face of the stranger and was gone again more quickly than a cloud shadow brushed over the window on a windy city in March.

Well, he said, this place looks pretty good to me. Ever fish those streams?

Dont eat fish.

Ill wager youre missing some first-class trout, though. By Jove, Id like to cast a couple of times over some of the pools Ive passed in the last hour! By the way, who owns that house over there?

Same feller that owns this land.

That so? Whats his name?

The other lifted his shaggy eyebrows and stared at the stranger.

Aint been long around here, eh?

No.

William Drew, he owns that house.

William Drew? repeated the rider, as though imprinting the word on his memory. Is he home?

Maybe.

Ill ride over and ask him if he can put me up.

Wait a minute. He may be home, but he lives on the other side of the range.

Very far from here?

Apiece.

Howll I know him when I see him?

Big feller — grey — broad shoulders.

Ah! murmured the other, and smiled as though the picture pleased him. Ill hunt him up and ask him if I can camp out in this house of his for a while.

Well, thats your party.

Dont you think hed let me?

Maybe; but the house aint lucky.

That so?

Sure. Theres a grave in front of it.

A grave? Whose?

Dunno.

Well, it doesnt worry me. Ill drop over the hill and see Drew.

Maybe youd better wait. Youll be passin him on the road, like as not.

Hows that?

He comes over here on Tuesdays once a month; to-morrow hes about due.

Good. In the meantime I can camp over there by that stream, eh?

Dont know of nobody whod stop you.

By the way, what brings Drew over here every month?

Never asked him. I was brung up not to ask questions.

The stranger accepted this subtle rebuke with such an open, infectious laugh that the shepherd smiled in the very act of spitting at the stone, with the result that he missed it by whole inches.

Ill answer some of the questions you havent asked, then. My name is Anthony Bard and Im out here seeing the mountains and having a bully time in general with my rod and gun.

The sad eyes regarded him without interest, but Bard swung from his horse and advanced with outstretched hand.

I may be about here for a few days and we might as well get acquainted, eh? Ill promise to lay off the questions.

Im Logan.

Glad to know you, Mr. Logan.

Same tyou. Dont happen to have no fine-cut about you?

No. Sorry.

Som I. Ran out an now all Ive got is plug. Kind of hard on the teeth an full of molasses.

Ive some pipe tobacco, though, which might do.

He produced a pouch which Logan opened, taking from it a generous pinch.

Looks kind of like fine-cut — smells kind of like the real thing — here he removed the quid from his mouth and introduced the great pinch of tobacco— an Ill be damned if it dont taste a pile the same!

The misty eyes centred upon Bard and a light grew up in them.

Maybe youd put a price on this tobacco, stranger?

Its yours, said Bard, to help you forget all the questions Ive asked.

The shepherd acted at once lest the other might change his mind, dumping the contents of the pouch into the breast pocket of his shirt. Afterward his gaze sought the dim summits of the Little Brothers, and a sad, great resolution grew up and hardened the lines of his sallow face.

You can camp with me if you want — partner.

A cough, hastily summoned, covered Bards smile.

Thanks awfully, but Im used to camping alone — and rather like it that way.

Which Id say, the same goes here, responded the shepherd with infinite relief, I aint got much use for company — away from a bar. But I could show you a pretty neat spot for a camp, over there by the river.

Thanks, but Ill explore for myself.

He swung again into the saddle and trotted whistling down the slope toward the creek which Logan had pointed out. But once fairly out of sight in the second-growth forest, he veered sharply to the right, touched his tough cattle-pony with the spurs, and headed at a racing pace straight for the old ruined house.

Even from a distance the house appeared unmistakably done for, but not until he came close at hand could Bard appreciate the full extent of the ruin. Every individual board appeared to be rotting and crumbling toward the ground, awaiting the shake of one fierce gust of wind to disappear in a cloud of mouldy dust. He left his horse with the reins hanging over its head behind the house and entered by the back door. One step past the threshold brought him misadventure, for his foot drove straight through the rotten flooring and his leg disappeared up to the knee.

After that he proceeded more cautiously, following the lines of the beams on which the boards were nailed, but even these shook and groaned under his weight. A whimsical fancy made him think of the fabled boat of Charon which will float a thousand bodiless spirits over the Styx but which sinks to the water-line with the weight of a single human being.

So he passed forward like one in a fabric of spider-webs almost fearing to breathe lest the whole house should puff away to shreds before him. Half the boards, fallen from the ceiling, revealed the bare rafters above; below there were ragged holes in the flooring. In one place a limb, torn by lightning or wind from its overhanging tree, had crashed through the corner of the roof and dropped straight through to the ground.

At last he reached a habitable room in the front of the house. It was a new shell built inside the old wreck, with four stout corner-posts supporting cross-beams, which in turn held up the mouldering roof. In the centre was a rude table and on either side a bunk built against the wall. Perhaps this was where Drew lived on the occasions of his visits to the old ranchhouse.

Out of the gloom of the place, Bard stepped with a shrug of the shoulders, like one who shakes off the spell of a nightmare. He strode through the doorway and took the slant, warm sun of the afternoon full in his face.

He found himself in front of the only spot on the entire premises which showed the slightest care, the mound of a grave under the shelter of two trees whose branches were interwoven overhead in a sort of impromptu roof. From the surface of the mound all the weeds and grasses had been carefully cleared away, and around its edge ran a path covered with gravel and sand. It was a wellbeaten path with the mark of heels still comparatively fresh upon it.

The headstone itself bore not a vestige of moss, but time had cracked it diagonally and the chiselled letters were weathered away. He studied it with painful care, poring intently over each faint impression. He who cared for the grave had apparently been troubled only to keep the stone free from dirt — the lettering he must have known by heart. At length Bard made out this inscription:

HERE SLEEPS

JOAN

WIFE OF WILLIAM DREW

SHE CHOSE THIS PLACE FOR REST


CHAPTER X

A BIT OF STALKING
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IT SEEMED AS if the peaceful afternoons of Logan were ended forever, for the next day the scene of interruption was repeated under almost identical circumstances, save that the tree under which the shepherd sat was a little larger. Larger also was the man who rode over the brow of the hill to the east. The most durable cattle-pony would have staggered under the bulk of that rider, and therefore he rode a great, patient-eyed bay, with shoulders worthy of shoving against a work-collar; but the neck tapered down small behind a short head, and the legs, for all their breadth at shoulder and hip, slipped away to small hoofs, and ankles which sloped sharply to the rear, the sure sign of the fine saddle-horse.

Yet the strong horse was winded by the burden he bore, a mighty figure, deep-chested, amply shouldered, an ideal cavalier for the days when youths rode out in armour-plate to seek adventures and when men of fifty still lifted the lance to run a friendly course or two in the lists.

At sight of him Logan so far bestirred himself as to uncoil his long legs, rise, and stand with one shoulder propped against the tree.

Evening, Mr. Drew, he called.

Hello, Logan. Hows everything with you?

He would have ridden on, but at Logans reply he checked his horse to a slow walk.

Busy. Lots of company lately, Mr. Drew.

Company?

Yes, theres a young feller come along who says he wants to see you. Hes over there by the creek now, fishin I think. I told him Id holler if I seen you, but I guess you wouldnt mind ridin over that way yourself.

Drew brought his horse to a halt.

What does he want of me?

Dunno. Something about wanting to hunt and fish on your streams here.

Why didnt you tell him he was welcome to do what he liked? Must be an
Easterner, Logan.

Wants to bunk in the old house, too. Seems sort of interested in it.

That so? What sort of a fellow is he?

All right. A bit talky. Green; but he rides damn well, an he smokes good tobacco.

His hand automatically rose and touched his breast pocket.

Ill go over to him, said Drew, and swung his horse to the left, but only to come again to a halt.

He called over his shoulder: What sort of a looking fellow?

Pretty keen — dark, answered Logan, slipping down into his original position. Thin face; black eyes.

Ah, yes, murmured Drew, and started at a trot for the creek.

Once more he imitated the actions of Bard the day before, however, for no sooner had the trees screened him thoroughly from the eyes of Logan than he abandoned his direct course for the creek. He swung from the saddle with an ease surprising in a man of such age and bulk and tossed the reins over the head of the horse.

Then he commenced a cautious stalking through the woods, silent as an Indian, stealthy of foot, with eyes that glanced sharply in all directions. Once a twig snapped under foot, and after that he remained motionless through a long moment, shrinking against the trunk of a tree and scanning the forest anxiously in all directions. At length he ventured out again, grown doubly cautious. In this manner he worked his way up the course of the stream, always keeping the waters just within sight but never passing out on the banks, where the walking would have been tenfold easier. So he came in sight of a figure far off through the trees.

If he had been cautious before, he became now as still as night. Dropping to hands and knees, or crouching almost as prone, he moved from the shadow of one tree to the next, now and then venturing a glance to make sure that he was pursuing the right course, until he manoeuvred to a point of vantage which commanded a clear view of Bard.

The latter was fishing, with his back to Drew. Again and again he cast his fly out under an overhanging limb which shadowed a deep pool. The big grey man set his teeth and waited with the patience of a stalking beast of prey, or a cat which will sit half the day waiting for the mouse to show above the opening of its hole.

Apparently there was a bite at length. The pole bent almost double and the reel played back and forth rapidly as the fisher wore down his victim. Finally he came close to the edge of the stream, dipped his net into the water, and jerked it up at once bearing a twisting, shining trout enwrapped in the meshes. Swinging about as he did so, Drew caught his first full glimpse of Anthonys face, and knew him for the man who had ridden the wild horse at Madison Square Garden those weeks before.

Perhaps it was astonishment that moved the big man — surely it could not have been fear — yet he knelt there behind the sheltering tree grey-faced, wide, and blank of eye, as a man might look who dreamed and awoke to see his vision standing before him in full sunlit life. What his expression became then could not be said, for he buried his face in his hands and his great body shook with a tremor. If this was not fear it was something very like.

And very like a man in fear he stole back among the trees as cautiously as he had made his approach. Resuming his horse he rode straight for Logan.

Couldnt find your young friend, he said, along the creek.

Why, said Logan, I can reach him with a holler from here, I think.

Never mind; just tell him that hes welcome to do what he pleases on the place; and he can bunk down at the house if he wants to. Id like to know his name, though.

Thats easy. Anthony Bard.

Ah, said Drew slowly, Anthony Bard!

Thats it, nodded Logan, and fixed a curious eye upon the big grey rider.

As if to escape from that inquiring scrutiny, Drew wheeled his horse and spurred at a sharp gallop up the hill, leaving Logan frowning behind.

No stay over night, muttered the shepherd. No fooling about that damned old shack of a house; whats wrong with Drew?

He answered himself, for all shepherds are forced by the bitter loneliness of their work to talk with themselves. The old boys worried. Damned if he isnt! Ill keep an eye on this Bard feller.

And he loosened the revolver in its holster.

He might have been even more concerned had he seen the redoubled speed with which Drew galloped as soon as the hilltop was between him and Logan. Straight on he pushed his horse, not exactly like one who fled but rather more like one too busy with consuming thoughts to pay the slightest heed to the welfare of his mount. It was a spent horse on which he trotted late that night up to the big, yawning door of his barn.

Wheres Nash? he asked of the man who took his horse.

Playing a game with the boys in the bunk-house, sir.

So past the bunk-house Drew went on his way to his dwelling, knocked, and threw open the door. Inside, a dozen men, seated at or standing around a table, looked up.

Nash!

Here.

On the jump, Nash. Im in a hurry.

There rose a man of a build much prized in pugilistic circles. In those same circles he would have been described as a fellow with a fighting face and a heavy-weight above the hips and a light-weight below — a handsome fellow, except that his eyes were a little too small and his lips a trifle too thin. He rose now in the midst of a general groan of dismay, and scooped in a considerable stack of gold as well as several bright piles of silver; he was undoubtedly taking the glory of the game with him.

Is this square? growled one of the men clenching his fist on the edge of the table.

The sardonic smile hardened on the lips of Nash as he answered: Before youve been here much longer, Pete, youll find out that about everything I do is square. Sorry to leave you, boys, before youre broke, but orders is orders.

But one more hand first, pleaded Pete.

You poor fool, snarled Nash, dyou think Ill take a chance on keepin him waiting?

The last of his winnings passed with a melodious jingling into his pockets and he went hurriedly out of the bunk-house and up to the main building. There he found Drew in the room which the rancher used as an office, and stood at the door hat in hand.

Come in; sit down, said him. Been taking the money from the boys again, Steve? I thought I talked with you about that a month ago?

Its this way, Mr. Drew, explained Nash, with me stayin away from the cards is like a horse stayin off its feed. Besides, I done the square thing by the lot of those short-horns.

Hows that?

I showed em my hand.

Told them you were a professional gambler?

Sure. I explained they didnt have no chance against me.

And of course that made them throw every cent they had against you?

Maybe.

It cant go on, Nash.

Look here, Mr. Drew. I told em that I wasnt a gambler but just a gold-digger.

The big man could not restrain his smile, though it came like a shadow of mirth rather than the sunlight.

After all, they might as well lose it to you as to someone else.

Sure, grinned Nash, it keeps it in the family, eh?

But one of these days, Steve, crooked cards will be the end of you.

Im still pretty fast on the draw, said Steve sullenly.

All right. Thats your business. Now I want you to listen to some of mine.

Real work?

Your own line.

That, said Nash, with a smile of infinite meaning, sounds like the dinner bell to me. Let her go, sir!


CHAPTER XI

THE QUEST BEGINS

[image: img107.jpg]

YOU KNOW THE old place on the other side of the range?

Like a book. I got pet names for all the trees.

Theres a man there I want.

Logan?

No. His name is Bard.

H-m! Any relation of the old bird that was partners with you back about the year one?

I want Anthony Bard brought here, said. Drew, entirely overlooking the question.

Easy. I can make the trip in a buckboard and Ill dump him in the back of it.

No. Hes got to ride here, understand?

A dead man, said Nash calmly, aint much good on a hoss.

Listen to me, said Drew, his voice lowering to a sort of musical thunder, if you harm a hair of this lads head Ill-Ill break you in two with my own hands.

And he made a significant gesture as if he were snapping a twig between his fingers. Nash moistened his lips, then his square, powerful jaw jutted out.

Which the general idea is me doing baby talk and sort of hypnotizing this Bard feller into coming along?

More than that. Hes got to be brought here alive, untouched, and placed in that chair tied so that he cant move hand or foot for ten minutes while I talk.

Nice, quiet day you got planned for me, Mr. Drew.

The grey man considered thoughtfully.

Now and then youve told me of a girl at Eldara — I think her name is
Sally Fortune?

Right. She begins where the rest of the calico leaves off.

H-m! that sounds familiar, somehow. Well, Steve, youve said that if you had a good start you think the girl would marry you.

I think she might.

She pretty fond of you?

She knows that if I cant have her Im fast enough to keep everyone else away.

I see. A process of elimination with you as the eliminator. Rather an odd courtship, Steve?

The cowpuncher grew deadly serious.

You see, I love her. There aint no way of bucking out of that. So do nine out of ten of all the boys thatve seen her. Which one will she pick? Thats the question we all keep askin, because of all the contrary, freckle-faced devils with the heart of a man an the smile of a woman, Sally has em all beat from the drop of the barrier. One feller has money; another has looks; another has a funny line of talk. But Ive got the fastest gun. So Sally sees shes due for a complete outfit of black mournin if she marries another man while Im alive; an that keeps her thinkin. But if I had the price of a start in the world — why, maybe shed take a long look at me.

Would she call one thousand dollars in cash a start in the world — and your job as foreman of my place, with twice the salary you have now?

Steve Nash wiped his forehead.

He said huskily: A joke along this line dont bring no laugh from me, governor.

I mean it, Steve. Get Anthony Bard tied hand and foot into this house so that I can talk to him safely for ten minutes, and youll have everything I promise. Perhaps more. But that depends.

The blunt-fingered hand of Nash stole across the table.

If its a go, shake, Mr. Drew.

A mighty hand fell in his, and under the pressure he set his teeth. Afterward he covertly moved his fingers and sighed with relief to see that no permanent harm had been done.

Me speakin personal, Mr. Drew, Id of give a lot to seen you when you was ridin the range. This Bard — hell be here before sunset to-morrow.

Dont jump to conclusions, Steve. Ive an idea that before you count your thousand youll think that youve been underpaid. Thats straight.

This Bard is something of a man?

I can say that without stopping to think.

Texas?

No. Hes a tenderfoot, but he can ride a horse as if he was sewed to the skin, and Ive an idea that he can do other things up to the same standard. If you can find two or three men who have silent tongues and strong hands, youd better take them along. Ill pay their wages, and big ones. You can name your price.

But Nash was frowning.

Now and then I talk to the cards a bit, Mr. Drew, and youll hear fellers say some pretty rough things about me, but Ive never asked for no odds against any man. Im not going to start now.

Youre a hard man, Steve, but so am I; and hard men are the kind I take to. I know that youre the best foreman who ever rode this range and I know that when you start things you generally finish them. All that I ask is that you bring Bard to me in this house. The way you do it is your own problem. Drunk or drugged, I dont care how, but get him here unharmed. Understand?

Mr. Drew, you can start figurin what you want to say to him now. Ill get him here — safe! And then Sally—

If money will buy her youll have me behind you when you bid.

When shall I start?

Now.

So-long, then.

He rose and passed hastily from the room, leaning forward from the hips like a man who is making a start in a foot-race.

Straight up the stairs he went to his room, for the foreman lived in the big house of the rancher. There he took a quantity of equipment from a closet and flung it on the bed. Over three selections he lingered long.

The first was the cartridge belt, and he tried over several with conscientious care until he found the one which received the cartridges with the greatest ease. He could flip them out in the night, automatically as a pianist fingers the scale in the dark.

Next he examined lariats painfully, inch by inch, as though he were going out to rope the stanchest steer that ever roamed the range. Already he knew that those ropes were sound and true throughout, but he took no chances now. One of the ropes he discarded because one or two strands in it were, or might be, a trifle frayed. The others he took alternately and whirled with a broad loop, standing in the centre of the room. Of the set one was a little more supple, a little more durable, it seemed. This he selected and coiled swiftly.

Last of all he lingered — and longest — over his revolvers. Six in all, he set them in a row along the bed and without delay threw out two to begin with. Then he fingered the others, tried their weight and balance, slipped cartridges into the cylinders and extracted them again, whirled the cylinders, examined the minutest parts of the actions.

They were all such guns as an expert would have turned over with shining eyes, but finally he threw one aside into the discard; the cylinder revolved just a little too hard. Another was abandoned after much handling of the remaining three because to the delicate touch of Nash it seemed that the weight of the barrel was a gram more than in the other two; but after this selection it seemed that there was no possible choice between the final two.

So he stood in the centre of the room and went through a series of odd gymnastics. Each gun in turn he placed in the holster and then jerked it out, spinning it on the trigger guard around his second finger, while his left hand shot diagonally across his body and fanned the hammer. Still he could not make his choice, but he would not abandon the effort. It was an old maxim with him that there is in all the world one gun which is the best of all and with which even a novice can become a killer.

He tried walking away, whirling as he made his draw, and levelling the gun on the door-knob. Then without moving his hand, he lowered his head and squinted down the sights. In each case the bead was drawn to a centre shot. Last of all he weighed each gun; one seemed a trifle lighter — the merest shade lighter than the other. This he slipped into the holster and carried the rest of his apparatus back to the closet from which he had taken it.

Still the preparation had not ended. Filling his cartridge belt, every cartridge was subject to a rigid inspection. A full half hour was wasted in this manner. Wasted, because he rejected not one of the many he examined. Yet he seemed happier after having made his selection, and went down the stairs, humming softly.

Out to the barn he went, lantern in hand. This time he made no comparison of horses but went directly to an ugly-headed roan, long of leg, vicious of eye, thin-shouldered, and with hips that slanted sharply down. No one with a knowledge of fine horse-flesh could have looked on this brute without aversion. It did not have even size in its favour. A wild, free spirit, perhaps, might be the reason; but the animal stood with hanging head and pendant lower lip. One eye was closed and the other only half opened. A blind affection, then, made him go to this horse first of all.

No, his greeting was to jerk his knee sharply into the ribs of the roan, which answered with a grunt and swung its head around with bared teeth, like an angry dog. Damn your eyes! roared the hoarse voice of Steve Nash, stand still or Ill knock you for a goal!

The ears of the mustang flattened close to its neck and a devil of hate came up in its eyes, but it stood quiet, while Nash went about at a judicious distance and examined all the vital points. The hoofs were sound, the backbone prominent, but not a high ridge from famine or much hard riding, and the indomitable hate in the eyes of the mustang seemed to please the cowpuncher.

It was a struggle to bridle the beast, which was accomplished only by grinding the points of his knuckles into a tender part of the jowl to make the locked teeth open.

In saddling, the knee came into play again, rapping the ribs of the brute repeatedly before the wind, which swelled out the chest to false proportions, was expelled in a sudden grunt, and the cinch whipped up taut. After that Nash dodged the flying heels, chose his time, and vaulted into the saddle.

The mustang trotted quietly out of the barn. Perhaps he had had his fill of bucking on that treacherous, slippery wooden floor, but once outside he turned loose the full assortment of the cattle-ponys tricks. It was only ten minutes, but while it lasted the cursing of Nash was loud and steady, mixed with the crack of his murderous quirt against the roans flanks. The bucking ended as quickly as it had begun, and they started at a long canter over the trail.


CHAPTER XII

THE FIRST DAY
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MILE AFTER MILE of the rough trail fell behind him, and still the pony shambled along at a loose trot or a swinging canter; the steep upgrades it took at a steady jog and where the slopes pitched sharply down, it wound among the rocks with a faultless sureness of foot.

Certainly the choice of Nash was well made. An Eastern horse of blood over a level course could have covered the same distance in half the time, but it would have broken down after ten miles of that hard trail.

Dawn came while they wound over the crest of the range, and with the sun in their faces they took the downgrade. It was well into the morning before Nash reached Logan. He forced from his eye the contempt which all cattlemen feel for sheepherders.

I spose youre here askin after Bard? began Logan without the slightest prelude.

Bard? Whos he?

Logan considered the other with a sardonic smile.

Maybe you been ridin all night jest for fun?

If you start usin your tongue on me, Logan youll wear out the snapper on it. Im on my way to the A Circle Y.

Listen; Im all for old man Drew. You know that. Tell me what Bard has on him?

Never heard the name before. Did he rustle a couple of your sheep?

Logan went on patiently: I knew something was wrong when Drew was here yesterday but I didnt think it was as bad as this.

What did Drew do yesterday?

Came up as usual to potter around the old house, I guess, but when he heard about Bard bein here he changed his mind sudden and went home.

Thats damn queer. What sort of a lookin feller is this Bard?

I dont suppose you know, eh? queried Logan ironically. I dont suppose the old man described him before you started, maybe?

Logan, you poor old hornless maverick, dyou think Im on somebodys trail? Dont you know Ive been through with that sort of game for a hell of a while?

When rocks turn into ham and eggs Ill trust you, Steve. Ill tell you what I done to Bard, anyway. Yesterday, after he found that Drew had been here and gone he seemed sort of upset; tried to keep it from me, but Im too much used to judgin changes of weather to be fooled by any tenderfoot that ever used school English. Then he hinted around about learnin the way to Eldara, because he knows that town is pretty close to Drews place, I guess. I told him; sure I did. He should of gone due west, but I sent him south. There is a south trail, only it takes about three days to get to Eldara.

Maybe you think that interests me. It dont.

Logan overlooked this rejoinder, saying: Is it his scalp youre after?

Your ideas are like nest-eggs, Logan, an you set over em like a hen.
They look like eggs; they feel like eggs; but they dont never hatch.
Thats the way with your ideas. They look all right; they sound all
right; but they dont mean nothin. So-long.

But Logan merely chuckled wisely. He had been long on the range.

As Nash turned his pony and trotted off in the direction of the A Circle Y ranch, the sheepherder called after him: What you say cuts both ways, Steve. This feller Bard looks like a tenderfoot; he sounds like a tenderfoot; but he aint a tenderfoot.

Feeling that this parting shot gave him the honours of the meeting, he turned away whistling with such spirit that one of his dogs, overhearing, stood still and gazed at his master with his head cocked wisely to one side.

His eastern course Nash pursued for a mile or more, and then swung sharp to the south. He was weary, like his horse, and he made no attempt to start a sudden burst of speed. He let the pony go on at the same tireless jog, clinging like a bulldog to the trail.

About midday he sighted a small house cuddled into a hollow of the hills and made toward it. As he dismounted, a tow-headed, spindling boy lounged out of the doorway and stood with his hands shoved carelessly into his little overall pockets.

Hello, young feller.

Lo, stranger.

Whats the chance of bunking here for three or four hours and gettin a good feed for the hoss?

Never better. Gimme the hoss; Ill put him up in the shed. Feed him grain?

No, you wont put him up. Ill tend to that.

Looks like a bad un.

Thats it.

But a sure goer, eh?

Yep.

He led the pony to the shed, unsaddled him, and gave him a small feed.
The horse first rolled on the dirt floor and then started methodically
on his fodder. Having made sure that his mount was not off his feed,
Nash rolled a cigarette and strolled back to the house with the boy.

Wheres the folks? he asked.

Mas sick, a little, and didnt get up to-day. Pas down to the corral, cussing mad. But I can cook you up some chow.

All right son. I got a dollar here thatll buy you a pretty good store knife.

The boy flushed so red that by contrast his straw coloured hair seemed positively white.

Maybe you want to pay me? he suggested fiercely. Maybe you think were squatters that run a hotel?

Recognizing the true Western breed even in this small edition, Nash grinned.

Speakin man to man, son, I didnt think that, but I thought Id sort of feel my way.

Which Ill say youre lucky you didnt try to feel your way with pa; not the way hes feelin now.

In the shack of the house he placed the best chair for Nash and set about frying ham and making coffee. This with crackers, formed the meal. He watched Nash eat for a moment of solemn silence and then the foreman looked up to catch a meditative chuckle from the youngster.

Let me in on the joke, son.

Nothin. I was just thinkin of pa.

Whats he sore about? Come out short at poker lately?

No; he lost a hoss. Ha, ha, ha!

He explained: Hes lost his only standin joke, and now the laughs on pa!

Nash sipped his coffee and waited. On the mountain desert one does not draw out a narrator with questions.

There was a feller come along early this mornin on a lame hoss, the story began. He was a sure enough tenderfoot — leastways he looked it an he talked it, but he wasnt.

The familiarity of this description made Steve sit up a trifle straighter.

Was he a ringer?

Maybe. I dunno. Pa meets him at the door and asks him in. What dyou think this feller comes back with?

The boy paused to remember and then with twinkling eyes he mimicked: Thats very good of you, sir, but Ill only stop to make a trade with you — this horse and some cash to boot for a durable mount out of your corral. The brute has gone lame, you see.

Pa waited and scratched his head while these here words sort of sunk in. Then says very smooth: Ill let you take the best hoss Ive got, an I wont ask much cash to boot.

I begin wonderin what pa was drivin at, but I didnt say nothin — jest held myself together and waited.

Look over there to the corral, says pa, and pointed. Theys a hoss that ought to take you wherever you want to go. Its the best hoss Ive ever had.

It was the best horse pa ever had, too. It was a piebald pinto called Jo, after my cousin Josiah, whos jest a plain bad un and raises hell when theres any excuse. The piebald, he didnt even need an excuse. You see, hes one of them hosses that likes company. When he leaves the corral he likes to have another hoss for a runnin mate and he was jest as tame as anything. I could ride him; anybody could ride him. But if you took him outside the bars of the corral without company, first thing he done was to see if one of the other hosses was comin out to join him. When he seen that he was all laid out to make a trip by himself he jest nacherally started in to raise hell. Which Jo can raise more hell for his size than any hoss I ever seen.

Hes what you call an eddicated bucker. He dont fool around with no pauses. He jest starts in and figgers out a situation and then he gets busy slidin the gent thats on him offn the saddle. An he always used to win out. In fact, he was known for it all around these parts. He begun nice and easy, but he worked up like a fiddler playin a favourite piece, and the end was the rider lyin on the ground.

Whenever the boys around here wanted any excitement they used to come over and try their hands with Jo. We used to keep a pile of arnica and stuff like that around to rub them up with and tame down the bruises after Jo laid em cold on the ground. There wasnt never anybody could ride that hoss when he was started out alone.

Well, this tenderfoot, he looks over the hoss in the corral and says:
Thats a pretty fine mount, it seems to me. What do you want to boot?

Aw, twenty-five dollars is enough, says pa.

All right, says the tenderfoot, heres the money.

And he counts it out in pas hand.

He says: What a little beauty! It would be a treat to see him work on a polo field.

Pa says: Itdbe a treat to see this hoss work anywhere.

Then he steps on my foot to make me wipe the grin offn my face.

Down goes the tenderfoot and takes his saddle and flops it on the piebald pinto, and the piebald was jest as nice as milk. Then he leads him outn the corral and gets on.

First the pinto takes a look over his shoulder like he was waiting for one of his pals among the hosses to come along, but he didnt see none. Then the circus started. An blieve me, it was some circus. Jo hadnt had much action for some time, an he must have used the wait thinkin up new ways of raisin hell.

There aint enough words in the Bible to describe what he done. Which maybe you sort of gather that he had to keep on performin, because the tenderfoot was still in the saddle. He was. An he never pulled leather. No, sir, he never touched the buckin strap, but jest sat there with his teeth set and his lips twistin back — the same smile he had when he got into the saddle. But pretty soon I spose Jo had a chance to figure out that it didnt do him no particular harm to be alone.

The minute he seen that he stopped fightin and started off at a gallop the way the tenderfoot wanted him to go, which was over there.

Damn my eyes! says pa, an couldnt do nuthin but just stand there repeatin that with variations because with Jo gone there wouldnt be no drawin card to get the boys around the house no more. But youre lookin sort of sleepy, stranger?

I am, answered Nash.

Well, if youd seen that show you wouldnt be thinkin of sleep. Not for some time.

Maybe not, but the point is I didnt see it. Dyou mind if I turn in on that bunk over there?

Help yourself, said the boy. What time dyou want me to wake you up?

Never mind; I wake up automatic. Slong, Bud.

He stretched out on the blankets and was instantly asleep.


CHAPTER XIII

A TOUCH OF CRIMSON
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AT THE END of three hours he awoke as sharply as though an alarm were clamouring at his ear. There was no elaborate preparation for renewed activities. A single yawn and stretch and he was again on his feet. Since the boy was not in sight he cooked himself an enormous meal, devoured it, and went out to the mustang.

The roan greeted him with a volley from both heels that narrowly missed the head of Nash, but the cowpuncher merely smiled tolerantly.

Feelin fit agin, eh, damn your soul? he said genially, and picking up a bit of board, fallen from the side of the shed, he smote the mustang mightily along the ribs. The mustang, as if it recognized the touch of the master, pricked up one ear and side-stepped. The brief rest had filled it with all the old, vicious energy.

For once more, as soon as they rode clear of the door, there ensued a furious struggle between man and beast. The man won, as always, and the roan, dropping both ears flat against its neck, trotted sullenly out across the hills.

In that monotony of landscape, one mile exactly like the other, no landmarks to guide him, no trail to follow, however faintly worn, it was strange to see the cowpuncher strike out through the vast distances of the mountain-desert with as much confidence as if he were travelling on a paved street in a city. He had not even a compass to direct him but he seemed to know his way as surely as the birds know the untracked paths of the air in the seasons of migration.

Straight on through the afternoon and during the long evening he kept his course at the same unvarying dog-trot until the flush of the sunset faded to a stern grey and the purple hills in the distance turned blue with shadows. Then, catching the glimmer of a light on a hillside, he turned toward it to put up for the night.

In answer to his call a big man with a lantern came to the door and raised his light until it shone on a red, bald head and a portly figure. His welcome was neither hearty nor cold; hospitality is expected in the mountain-desert. So Nash put up his horse in the shed and came back to the house.

The meal was half over, but two girls immediately set a plate heaped with fried potatoes and bacon and flanked by a mighty cup of jetblack coffee on one side and a pile of yellow biscuits on the other. He nodded to them, grunted by way of expressing thanks, and sat down to eat.

Beside the tall father and the rosy-faced mother, the family consisted of the two girls, one of them with her hair twisted severely close to her head, wearing a mans blue cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up to a pair of brown elbows. Evidently she was the boy of the family and to her fell the duty of performing the innumerable chores of the ranch, for her hands were thick with work and the tips of the fingers blunted. Also she had that calm, self-satisfied eye which belongs to the workingman who knows that he has earned his meal.

Her sister monopolized all the beauty and the grace, not that she was either very pretty or extremely graceful, but she was instinct with the challenge of femininity like a rare scent. It lingered about her, it enveloped her ways; it gave a light to her eyes and made her smile exquisite. Her clothes were not of much finer material than her sisters, but they were cut to fit, and a bow of crimson ribbon at her throat was as effective in that environment as the most costly orchids on an evening gown.

She was armed in pride this night, talking only to her mother, and then in monosyllables alone. At first it occurred to Steve that his coming had made her self-conscious, but he soon discovered that her pride was directed at the third man at the table. She at least maintained a pretence of eating, but he made not even a sham, sitting miserably, his mouth hard set, his eyes shadowed by a tremendous frown. At length he shoved back his chair with such violence that the table trembled.

Well, he rumbled, I guess this lets me out. Slong.

And he strode heavily from the room; a moment later his cursing came back to them as he rode into the night.

Takes it kind of hard, dont he? said the father.

And the mother murmured: Poor Ralph!

So you went an done it? said the mannish girl to her sister.

What of it? snapped the other.

Hes too good for you, thats what of it.

Girls! exclaimed the mother anxiously. Remember we got a guest!

Oh, said she of the strong brown arms, I guess we cant tell him nothin; I guess he had eyes to be seein whats happened. She turned calmly to Steve.

Lizzie turned down Ralph Boardman — poor feller!

Sue! cried the other girl.

Well, after you done it, are you ashamed to have it talked about? You make me sore, Ill tell a man!

Thats enough, Sue, growled the father.

Whats enough?

We aint goin to have no more show about this. Ive had my supper spoiled by it already.

I say its a rotten shame, broke out Sue, and she repeated, Ralphs too good for her. All because of a city dude — a tenderfoot!

In the extremity of her scorn her voice drawled in a harsh murmur.

Then take him yourself, if you can get him! cried Lizzie. Im sure I dont want him!

Their eyes blazed at each other across the table, and Lizzie, having scored an unexpected point, struck again.

I think youve always had a sort of hankerin after Ralph — oh, Ive seen your eyes rollin at him.

The other girl coloured hotly through her tan.

If I was fond of him I wouldnt be ashamed to let him know, you can tell the world that. And I wouldnt keep him trottin about like a little pet dog till I got tired of him and give him up for the sake of a greenhorn who — her voice lowered to a spiteful hiss— kissed you the first time he even seen you!

In vain Lizzie fought for her control; her lip trembled and her voice shook.

I hate you, Sue!

Sue, aint you ashamed of yourself? pleaded the mother.

No, I aint! Think of it; heres Ralph been sweet on Liz for two years an now she gives him the go-by for a skinny, affected dude like that feller that was here. And hes forgot you already, Liz, the minute he stopped laughing at you for bein so easy.

Ma, are you goin to let Sue talk like this — right before a stranger?

Sue, you shut up! commanded the father.

I dont see nobody that can make me, she said, surly as a grown boy. I cant make any more of a fool out of Liz than that tenderfoot made her!

Did he, asked Steve, ride a piebald mustang?

Dyou know him? breathed Lizzie, forgetting the tears of shame which had been gathering in her eyes.

Nope. Jest heard a little about him along the road.

Whats his name?

Then she coloured, even before Sue could say spitefully: Didnt he even have to tell you his name before he kissed you?

He did! His name is — Tony!

Tony! — in deep disgust. Well, hes dark enough to be a dago! Maybe hes a foreign count, or something, Liz, and hell take you back to live in some castle or other.

But the girl queried, in spite of this badinage: Do you know his name?

His name, said Nash, thinking that it could do no harm to betray as much as this, is Anthony Bard, I think.

And you dont know him?

All I know is that the feller who used to own that piebald mustang is pretty mad and cusses every time he thinks of him.

He didnt steal the hoss?

This with more bated breath than if the question had been: He didnt kill a man? for indeed horse-stealing was the greater crime.

Even Nash would not make such an accusation directly, and therefore he fell back on an innuendo almost as deadly.

I dunno, he said non-committally, and shrugged his shoulders.

With all his soul he was concentrating on the picture of the man who conquered a fighting horse and flirted successfully with a pretty girl the same day; each time riding on swiftly from his conquest. The clues on this trail were surely thick enough, but they were of such a nature that the pleasant mind of Steve grew more and more thoughtful.


CHAPTER XIV

LEMONADE
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IN FACT, SO thoughtful had Nash become, that he slept with extraordinary lightness that night and was up at the first hint of day. Sue appeared on the scene just in time to witness the last act of the usual drama of bucking on the part of the roan, before it settled down to the mechanical dog-trot with which it would wear out the ceaseless miles of the mountain-desert all day and far into the night, if need be.

Nash now swung more to the right, cutting across the hills, for he presumed that by this time the tenderfoot must have gotten his bearings and would head straight for Eldara. It was a stiff two day journey, now, the whole first days riding having been a worse than useless detour; so the bulldog jaw set harder and harder, and the keen eyes squinted as if to look into the dim future.

Once each day, about noon, when the heat made even the desert and the men of the desert drowsy, he allowed his imagination to roam freely, counting the thousand dollars over and over again, and tasting again the joys of a double salary. Yet even his hardy imagination rarely rose to the height of Sally Fortune. That hour of dreaming, however, made the day of labour almost pleasant.

This time, in the very middle of his dream, he reached the cross-roads saloon and general merchandise store of Flanders; so he banished his visions with a compelling shrug of the shoulders and rode for it at a gallop, a hot dryness growing in his throat at every stride. Quick service he was sure to get, for there were not more than half a dozen cattle-ponies standing in front of the little building with its rickety walls guiltless of paint save for the one great sign inscribed with uncertain letters.

He swung from the saddle, tossed the reins over the head of the mustang, made a stride forward — and then checked himself with a soft curse and reached for his gun.

For the door of the bar dashed open and down the steps rushed a tall man with light yellow moustache, so long that it literally blew on either side over his shoulders as he ran; in either hand he carried a revolver — a two-gun man, fleeing, perhaps, from another murder.

For Nash recognized in him a character notorious through a thousand miles of the range, Sandy Ferguson, nicknamed by the colour of that famous moustache, which was envied and dreaded so far and so wide. It was not fear that made Nash halt, for otherwise he would have finished the motion and whipped out his gun; but at least it was something closely akin to fear.

For that matter, there were unmistakable signs in Sandy himself of what would have been called arrant terror in any other man. His face was so bloodless that the pallor showed even through the leathery tan; one eye stared wildly, the other being sheltered under a clumsy patch which could not quite conceal the ugly bruise beneath. Under his great moustache his lips were as puffed and swollen as the lips of a negro.

Staggering in his haste, he whirled a few paces from the house and turned, his guns levelled. At the same moment the door opened and the perspiring figure of little fat Flanders appeared. Scorn and anger rather than hate or any bloodlust appeared in his face. His right arm, hanging loosely at his side, held a revolver, and he seemed to have the greatest unconcern for the levelled weapons of the gunman.

He made a gesture with that armed hand, and Sandy winced as though a whiplash had flicked him.

Steady up, damn your eyes! bellowed Flanders, and put them guns away.
Put em up; hear me?

To the mortal astonishment of Nash, Sandy obeyed, keeping the while a fascinated eye upon the little Dutchman.

Now climb your hoss and beat it, and if I ever find you in reach again,
Ill send my kid out to rope you and give you a hoss-whippin.

The gun fighter lost no time. A single leap carried him into his saddle and he was off over the sand with a sharp rattle of the beating hoofs.

Well, breathed Nash, Ill be hanged.

Sure you will, suggested Flanders, at once changing his frown for a smile of somewhat professional good nature, as one who greeted an old customer, sure you will unless you come in an have a drink on the house. I want something myself to forget what I been doin. I feel like the dog-catcher.

Steve, deeply meditative, strode into the room.

Partner, he said gravely to Flanders, Ive always prided myself on having eyes a little better than the next one, but just now I guess I must of been seein double. Seemed to me that that was Sandy Ferguson that you hot-footed out of that door — or has Sandy got a double?

Nope, said the bartender, wiping the last of the perspiration from his forehead, thats Sandy, all right.

Then gimme a big drink. I need it.

The bottle spun expertly across the bar, and the glasses tinkled after.

Funny about him, all right, nodded Flanders, but then its happened the same way with others I could tell about. As long as he was winnin Sandy was the king of any roost. The minute he lost a fight he wasnt worth so many pounds of salt pork. Take a hoss; a fine hoss is often jest the same. Long as it wins nothin can touch some of them blooded boys. But let em go under the wire second, maybe jest because theys packing twenty pounds too much weight, and theyre never any good any more. Any second-rater can lick em. I lost five hundred iron boys on a hoss that laid down like that.

All of which means, suggested Nash, that Sandy has been licked?

Licked? No, he aint been licked, but hes been plumb annihilated, washed off the map, cleaned out, faded, rubbed into the dirt; if there was some stronger way of puttin it, I would. Only last night, at that, but now look at him. A girl that never seen a man before could tell that he wasnt any more dangerous now than if he was made of putty; but if the fool keeps packin them guns hes sure to get into trouble.

He raised his glass.

So heres to the man that Sandy was and aint no more.

They drank solemnly.

Maybe you took the fall out of him yourself, Flanders?

Nope. I aint no fighter, Steve. You know that. The feller that downed
Sandy was — a tenderfoot. Yep, a greenhorn.

Ah-h-h, drawled Nash softly, I thought so.

You did?

Anyway, lets hear the story. Another drink — on me, Flanders.

It was like this. Along about evening of yesterday Sandy was in here with a couple of other boys. He was pretty well lighted — the glow was circulatin promiscuous, in fact — when in comes a feller about your height, Steve, but lighter. Goodlookin, thin face, big dark eyes like a girl. He carried the signs of a long ride on him. Well, sir, he walks up to the bar and says: Can you make me a very sour lemonade, Mr. Bartender?

I grabbed the edge of the bar and hung tight.

A which? says I.

Lemonade, if you please.

I rolled an eye at Sandy, who was standin there with his jaw falling, and then I got busy with lemons and the squeezer, but pretty soon Ferguson walks up to the stranger.

Are you English? he asks.

I knew by his tone what was comin, so I slid the gun I keep behind the bar closer and got prepared for a lot of damaged crockery.

I? says the tenderfoot. Why, no. What makes you ask?

Your damned funny way of talkin, says Sandy.

Oh, says the greenhorn, nodding as if he was thinkin this over and discovering a little truth in it. I suppose the way I talk is a little unusual.

A little rotten, says Sandy. Did I hear you askin for a lemonade?

You did.

Would I seem to be askin too many questions, says Sandy, terrible polite, if I inquires if bar whisky aint good enough for you?

The tenderfoot, he stands there jest as easy as you an me stand here now, and he laughed.

He says: The bar whisky Ive tasted around this country is not very good for any one, unless, perhaps, after a snake has bitten you. Then it works on the principle of poison fight poison, eh?

Sandy says after a minute: Im the most quietest, gentle, innercent cowpuncher that ever rode the range, but Id tell a man that it riles me to hear good bar whisky insulted like this. Look at me! Do I look as if whisky aint good for a man?

Why, says the tenderfoot, you look sort of funny to me.

He said it as easy as if he was passin the morning with Ferguson, but I seen that it was the last straw with Sandy. He hefted out both guns and trained em on the greenhorn.

I yelled: Sandy, for Gods sake, dont be killin a tenderfoot!

If whisky will kill him hes goin to die, says Sandy. Flanders, pour out a drink of rye for this gent.

I did it, though my hand was shaking a lot, and the chap takes the glass and raises it polite, and looks at the colour of it. I thought he was goin to drink, and starts wipin the sweat offn my forehead.

But this chap, he sets down the glass and smiles over to Sandy.

Listen, he says, still grinnin, in the old days I suppose this would have been a pretty bluff, but it wont work with me now. You want me to drink this glass of very bad whisky, but Im sure that you dont want it badly enough to shoot me.

There are many reasons. In the old days a man shot down another and then rode off on his horse and was forgotten, but in these days the telegraph is faster than any horse that was ever foaled. Theyd be sure to get you, sir, though you might dodge them for a while. And I believe that for a crime such as you threaten, they have recently installed a little electric chair which is a perfectly good inducer of sleep — in fact, it is better than a cradle. Taking these things all into consideration, I take it for granted that you are bluffing, my friend, and one of my favourite occupations is calling a bluff. You look dangerous, but Ive an idea that you are as yellow as your moustache.

Sandy, he sort of swelled up all over like a poisoned dog.

He says: I begin to see your style. You want a clean man-handlin, which suits me uncommon well.

With that, he lays down his guns, soft and careful, and puts up his fists, and goes for the other gent.

He makes his pass, which should have sent the other gent into kingdom come. But it didnt. No, sir, the tenderfoot, he seemed to evaporate. He wasnt there when the fist of Ferguson come along. Ferguson, he checked up short and wheeled around and charged again like a bull. And he missed again. And so they kept on playin a sort of a game of tag over the place, the stranger jest side-steppin like a prize-fighter, the prettiest you ever seen, and not developin when Sandy started on one of his swings.

At last one of Sandys fists grazed him on the shoulder and sort of peeved him, it looked like. He ducks under Sandys next punch, steps in, and wallops Sandy over the eye — that punch didnt travel moren six inches. But it slammed Sandy down in a corner like hes been shot.

He was too surprised to be much hurt, though, and drags himself up to his feet, makin a pass at his pocket at the same time. Then he came again, silent and thinkin of blood, I spose, with a knife in his hand.

This time the tenderfoot didnt wait. He went in with a sort of hitch step, like a dancer. Fergusons knife carved the air beside the tenderfoots head, and then the skinny boy jerked up his right and his left — one, two — into Sandys mouth. Down he goes again — slumps down as if all the bones in his body was busted — right down on his face. The other feller grabs his shoulder and jerks him over on his back.

He stands lookin down at him for a moment, and then he says, sort of thoughtful: He isnt badly hurt, but I suppose I shouldnt have hit him twice.

Can you beat that, Steve? You cant!

When Sandy come to he got up to his feet, wobbling — seen his guns — went over and scooped em up, with the eye of the tenderfoot on him all the time — scooped em up — stood with em all poised — and so he backed out through the door. It wasnt any pretty thing to see. The tenderfoot, he turned to the bar again.

If you dont mind, he says, I think Ill switch my order and take that whisky instead. I seem to need it.

Son! says I, there aint nothin in the house you cant have for the askin. Try some of this!

And I pulled out a bottle of my private stock — you know the stuff; Ive had it twenty-five years, and it was ten years old when I got it. That aint as much of a lie as it sounds.

He takes a glass of it and sips it, sort of suspicious, like a wolf scentin the wind for an elk in winter. Then his face lighted up like a lantern had been flashed on it. Youd of thought that he was lookin his long-lost brother in the eye from the way he smiled at me. He holds the glass up and lets the light come through it, showin the little traces and bubbles of oil.

May I know your name? he says.

It made me feel like Rockerbilt, hearin him say that, in that special voice.

Me, says I, Im Flanders.

Its an honour to know you, Mr. Flanders, he says. My name is
Anthony Bard.

We shook hands, and his grip was three fourths man, Ill tell the world.

Good liquor, says he, is like a fine lady. Only a gentleman can appreciate it. I drink to you, sir.

So thats how Sandy Ferguson went under the sod. To-day? Well, I couldnt let Ferguson stand in a barroom where a gentleman had been, could I?


CHAPTER XV

THE DARKNESS IN ELDARA
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EVEN THE STOUT roan grew weary during the third day, and when they topped the last rise of hills, and looked down to darker shadows in Eldara in the black heart of the hollow, the mustang stood with hanging head, and one ear flopped forward. Cruel indeed had been the pace which Nash maintained, yet they had never been able to overhaul the flying piebald of Anthony Bard.

As they trotted down the slope, Nash looked to his equipment, handled his revolver, felt the strands of the lariat, and resting only his toes in the stirrups, eased all his muscles to make sure that they were uncramped from the long journey. He was fit; there was no doubt of that.

Coming down the main street — for Eldara boasted no fewer than three thoroughfares — the first houses which Nash passed showed no lights. As far as he could see, the blinds were all drawn; not even the glimmer of a candle showed, and the voices which he heard were muffled and low.

He thought of plague or some other disaster which might have overtaken the little village and wiped out nine tenths of the populace in a day. Only such a thing could account for silence in Eldara. There should have been bursts and roars of laughter here and there, and now and then a harsh stream of cursing. There should have been clatter of kitchen tins; there should have been neighing of horses; there should have been the quiver and tingle of childrens voices at play in the dusty streets. But there was none of this. The silence was as thick and oppressive as the unbroken dark of the night. Even Butlers saloon was closed!

This, however, was something which he would not believe, no matter what testimony his eyes gave him. He rode up to a shuttered window and kicked it with his heel.

Only the echoes of that racket replied to him from the interior of the place. He swore, somewhat touched with awe, and kicked again.

A faint voice called: Whos there?

Steve Nash. What the devils happened to Eldara?

The boards of the shutter stirred, opened, so that the man within could look out.

Is it Steve, honest?

Damn it, Butler, dont you know my voice? Whats turned Eldara into a cemetery?

Cemeterys right. Butch Conklin and his gang are going to raid the place to-night.

Butch Conklin?

And Nash whistled long and low.

But why the devil dont the boys get together if they know Butch is coming with his gunmen?

Thats what theyve done. Every able-bodied man in town is out in the hills trying to surprise Conklins gang before they hit town with their guns going.

Butler was a one-legged man, so Nash kept back the question which naturally formed in his mind.

How do they know Conklin is coming? Who gave the tip?

Conklin himself.

What? Has he been in town?

Right. Came in roaring drunk.

Whyd they let him get away again?

Because the sheriffs a bonehead and because our marshal is solid ivory. Thats why.

What happened?

Butch came in drunk, as I was saying, which he generally is, but he wasnt giving no trouble at all, and nobody felt particular called on to cross him and ask questions. He was real sociable, in fact, and thats how the mess was started.

Go on. I dont get your drift.

Everybody was treatin Butch like he was the king of the earth and not passin out any backtalk, all except one tenderfoot — —

But here a stream of tremendous profanity burst from Nash. It rose, it rushed on, it seemed an exhaustless vocabulary built up by long practice on mustangs and cattle.

At length: Is that damned fool in Eldara?

Dyou know him?

No. Anyway, go on. What happened?

I was sayin that Butch was feelin pretty sociable. It went all right in the bars. He was in here and didnt do nothin wrong. Even paid for all the drinks for everybody in the house, which nobody could ask more even from a white man. But then Butch got hungry and went up the street to Sally Fortunes place.

A snarl came from Nash.

Did they let that swine go in there?

Whod stop him? Would you?

Id try my damnedest.

Anyway, in he went and got the centre table and called for ten dollars worth of bacon and eggs — which there hasnt been an egg in Eldara this week. Sally, she told him, not being afraid even of Butch. He got pretty sore at that and said that it was a frame-up and everyone was agin him. But finally he allowed that if shed sit down to the table and keep him company hed manage to make out on whatever her cook had ready to eat.

And Sally done it? groaned Nash.

Sure; it was like a dare — and you know Sally. Shed risk her whole place any time for the sake of a bet.

I know it, but dont rub it in.

She fetched out a steak and served Butch as if hed been a king and then sat down beside him and started kiddin him along, with all the gang of us sittin or standin around and laughin fit to bust, but not loud for fear Butch would get annoyed.

Then two things come in together and spoiled the prettiest little party that was ever started in Eldara. First was that player piano which Sally got shipped in and paid God-knows-how-much for; the second was this greenhorn I was tellin you about.

Go on, said Nash, the little snarl coming back in his voice. Tell me how the tenderfoot walked up and kicked Butch out of the place.

Somebody been tellin you?

No; I just been readin the mind of Eldara.

It was a nice play, though. This Bard — we found out later that was his name — walks in, takes a table, and not being served none too quick, he walks over and slips a nickel in the slot of the piano. Out she starts with a piece of rippin ragtime — you know how loud it plays? Butch, he kept on talkin for a minute, but couldnt hear himself think. Finally he bellers: Who turned that damned tin-pan loose?

This Bard walks up and bows. He says: Sir, I came here to find food, and since I cant get service, Ill take music as a substitute.

Them was the words he used, Steve, honest to God. Used them to Butch!

Well, Conklin was too flabbergasted to budge, and Bard, he leaned over and says to Sally: This floor is fairly smooth. Suppose you and I dance till I get a chance to eat?

We didnt know whether to laugh or to cheer, but most of us compromised by keeping an eye on Butchs gun.

Sally says, Sure Ill dance, and gets up.

Wait! hollers Butch; are you leavin me for this wall-eyed galoot?

There aint nothin Sally loves moren a fight — we all know that. But this time I guess she took pity on the poor tenderfoot, or maybe she jest didnt want to get her floor all messed up.

Keep your hat on, Butch, she says, all I want to do is to give him some motherly advice.

If youre acting that part, says Bard, calm as you please, Ive got to tell mother that shes been keeping some pretty bad company.

Some what? bellers Butch, not believin his ears.

And young Bard, he steps around the girl and stands over Butch.

Bad company is what I said, he repeats, but maybe I can be convinced.

Easy, says Butch, and reaches for his gun.

We all dived for the door, but me being held up on account of my missing leg, I was slow an couldnt help seein what happened. Butch was fast, but the young feller was faster. He had Butch by the wrist before the gun came clear — just gave a little twist — and there he stood with the gun in his hand pointin into Butchs face, and Butch sittin there like a feller in a trance or wakin up out of a bad dream.

Then he gets up, slow and dignified, though he had enough liquor in him to float a ship.

I been mobbed, he says, its easy to see that. I come here peaceful and quiet, and here I been mobbed. But Im comin back, boys, and I aint comin alone.

There was our chance to get him, while he was walking out of that place without a gun, but somehow nobody moved for him. He didnt look none too easy, even without his shootin irons. Out he goes into the night, and we stood around starin at each other. Everybody was upset, except Sally and Bard.

He says: Miss Fortune, this is our dance, I think.

Excuse me, says Sally, I almost forgot about it.

And they started to dance to the piano, waltzin around among the tables; the rest of us lit out for home because we knew that Butch would be on his way with his gang before we got very far under cover. But hey, Steve, where you goin?

Im going to get in on that dance, called Nash, and was gone at a racing gallop down the street.


CHAPTER XVI

BLUFF
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HE FOUND NO dance in progress, however, but in the otherwise empty eating place, which Sally owned and ran with her two capable hands and the assistance of a cook, sat Sally herself dining at the same table with the tenderfoot, the flirt, the horse-breaker, the tamer of gun-fighters.

Nash stood in the shadow of the doorway watching that lean, handsome face with the suggestion of mockery in the eyes and the trace of sternness around the thin lips. Not a formidable figure by any means, but since his experiences of the past few days, Nash was grown extremely thoughtful.

What he finally thought he caught in this most unusual tenderfoot was a certain alertness of a more or less hair-trigger variety. Even now as he sat at ease at the table, one elbow resting lightly upon it, apparently enwrapped in the converse of Sally Fortune, Nash had a consciousness that the other might be on his feet and in the most distant part of the room within a second.

What he noted in the second instant of his observation was that Sally was not at all loath to waste her time on the stranger. She was eating with a truly formidable conventionality of manner, and a certain grace with which she raised the ponderous coffee cup, made of crockery guaranteed to resist all falls, struck awe through the heart of the cowpuncher. She was bent on another conquest, beyond all doubt, and that she would not make it never entered the thoughts of Nash. He set his face to banish a natural scowl and advanced with a good-natured smile into the room.

Hello! he called.

Its old Steve! sang out Sally, and whirling from her chair, she advanced almost at a run to meet him, caught him by both hands, and led him to a table next to that at which she had been sitting.

It was as gracefully done as if she had been welcoming a brother, but Nash, knowing Sally, understood perfectly that it was only a play to impress the eye of Bard. Nevertheless he was forced to accept it in good part.

My old pal, Steve Nash, said Sally, and this is Mr. Anthony Bard.

Just the faintest accent fell on the Mr., but it made Steve wince. He rose and shook hands gravely with the tenderfoot.

I stopped at Butlers place down the street, he said, and been hearin a pile about a little play you made a while ago. It was about time for somebody to call old Butchs bluff.

Bluff? cried Sally indignantly.

Bluff? queried Bard, with a slight raising of the eyebrows.

Sure — bluff. Butch wasnt any more dangerous than a cat with trimmed claws. But I guess you seen that?

He settled down easily in his chair just as Sally resumed her place opposite Bard.

Steve, she said, with a quiet venom, that bluff of his has been as good as four-of-a-kind with you for a long time. I never seen you make any play at Butch.

He returned amiably: Like to sit here and have a nice social chat,
Sally, but I got to be gettin back to the ranch, and in the meantime,
Im sure hungry.

At the reminder of business a green light came in the fine blue eyes of Sally. They were her only really fine features, for the nose tilted an engaging trifle, the mouth was a little too generous, the chin so strong that it gave, in moments of passivity, an air of sternness to her face. That sternness was exaggerated as she rose, keeping her glare fixed upon Nash; a thing impossible for him to bear, so he lowered his eyes and engaged in rolling a cigarette. She turned back toward Bard.

Sorry I got to go — before I finished eating — but business is business.

And sometimes, suggested Bard, a bore.

It was an excellent opening for a quarrel, but Nash was remembering religiously a certain thousand dollars, and also a gesture of William Drew when he seemed to be breaking an imaginary twig. So he merely lighted his cigarette and seemed to have heard nothing.

The whole town, he remarked casually, seems scared stiff by this
Butch; but of course he aint comin back to-night.

I suppose, said the tenderfoot, after a cold pause, that he will not.

But the coldness reacted like the most genial warmth upon Nash. He had chosen a part detestable to him but necessary to his business. He must be a gabber for the nonce, a free talker, a chatterer, who would cover up all pauses.

Kind of strange to ride into a dark town like this, he began, but I could tell you a story about—

Oh, Steve, called the voice of Sally from the kitchen.

He rose and nodded to Bard.

Scuse me, Ill be back in a minute.

Thanks, answered the other, with a somewhat grim emphasis.

In the kitchen Sally spoke without prelude. What deviltry are you up to now, Steve?

Me? he repeated with eyes widened by innocence. What dyou mean,
Sally?

Dont four-flush me, Steve.

Is eating in your place deviltry?

Am I blind? she answered hotly. Have I got spring-halt, maybe? Youre too polite, Steve; I can always tell when youre on the way to a little bell of your own making, by the way you get sort of kind and warmed up. What is it now?

Kiss me, Sally, and Ill tell you why I came to town.

She said with a touch of colour: Ill see you— and then changing quickly, she slipped inside his ready arms with a smile and tilted up her face.

Now what is it, Steve?

This, he answered.

What dyou mean?

You know me, Sally. Ive worn out the other ways of raising hell, so I thought Id start a little by coming to Eldara to kiss you.

Her open hand cracked sharply twice on his lean face and she was out of his arms. He followed, laughing, but she armed herself with a red-hot frying pan and defied him.

You aint even a good sport, Steve. Im done with you! Kiss you?

He said calmly: I see the hell is startin, all right.

But she changed at once, and smiled up to him.

I cant stay mad at you, Steve. I spose its because of your nerve. I want you to do something for me.

What?

Is that a way to take it! Ive asked you a favour, Steve.

He said suspiciously: Its got something to do with the tenderfoot in the room out there?

It was a palpable hit, for she coloured sharply. Then she took the bull by the horns.

What if it is?

Sally, dyou mean to say youve fallen for that cheap line of lingo he passes out?

Steve, dont try to kid me.

Why, you know who he is, dont you?

Sure; Anthony Bard.

And do you know who Anthony Bard is?

Well? she asked with some anxiety.

Well, if you dont know you can find out. Thats what the last girl done.

She wavered, and then blinked her eyes as if she were resolved to shut out the truth.

I asked you to do me a favour, Steve.

And I will. You know that.

I want you to see that Bard gets safe out of this town.

Sure. Nothing Id rather do.

She tilted her head a little to one side and regarded him wistfully.

Are you double-crossin me, Steve?

Why dyou suspect me? Havent I said Id do it?

But you said it too easy.

The gentleness died in her face. She said sternly: If you do double-cross me, youll find Im about as hard as any man on the range. Get me?

Shake.

Their hands met. After all, he did not guarantee what would happen to the tenderfoot after they were clear of the town. But perhaps this was a distinction a little too fine for the downright mind of the girl. A sea of troubles besieged the mind of Nash.

And to let that sea subside he wandered back to the eating room and found the tenderfoot finishing his coffee. The latter kept an eye of frank suspicion upon him. So the silence held for a brooding moment, until Bard asked: Dyou know the way to the ranch of William Drew?

It was a puzzler to Nash. Was not that his job, to go out and bring the man to Drews place? Here he was already on the way. He remembered just in time that the manner of bringing was decidedly qualified.

He said aloud: The way? Sure; I work on Drews place.

Really!

Yep; foreman.

You dont happen to be going back that way to-night?

Not all the way; part of it.

Mind if I went along?

Nobody to keep you from it, said the cowpuncher without enthusiasm.

By the way, what sort of a man is Drew?

Dont you know him?

No. The reason I want to see him is because I want to get the right to do some — er — fishing and hunting on a place of his on the other side of the range.

The place with the old house on it; the place Logan is?

Exactly. Also I wish to see Logan again. Ive got several little things
Id like to have him explain.

H-m! grunted Nash without apparent interest.

And Drew?

Hes a big feller; big and grey.

Ah-h-h, said the other, and drew in his breath, as though he were drinking.

It seemed to Nash that he had never seen such an unpleasant smile.

Youll get what you want out of Drew. Hes generous.

I hope so, nodded the other, with far-off eyes. Ive got a lot to ask of him.


CHAPTER XVII

BUTCH RETURNS
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HE REMINDED NASH of some big puma cub warming itself at a hearth like a common tabby cat, a tame puma thrusting out its claws and turning its yellow eyes up to its owner — tame, but with infinite possibilities of danger. For the information which Nash had given seemed to remove all his distrust of the moment before and he became instantly genial, pleasant. In fact, he voiced this sentiment with a disarming frankness immediately.

Perhaps Ive seemed to be carrying a chip on my shoulder, Mr. Nash. You see, Im not long in the West, and the people Ive met seem to be ready to fight first and ask questions afterward. So Ive caught the habit, I suppose.

Which a habit like that aint uncommon. The graveyards are full of fellers that had that habit and theyre going to be fuller still of the same kind.

Here Sally entered, carrying the meal of the cowpuncher, arranged it, and then sat on the edge of Bards table, turning from one to the other as a bird on a spray of leaves turns from sunlight to shadow and cannot make a choice.

Bard, stated Nash, is going out to the ranch with me to-night.

Long ride for to-night, isnt it?

Yes, but well bunk on the way and finish up early in the morning.

Then youll have a chance to teach him Western manners on the way,
Steve.

Manners? queried the Easterner, smiling up to the girl.

She turned, caught him beneath the chin with one hand, tilting his face, and raised the lessoning forefinger of the other while she stared down at him with a half frown and a half smile like a schoolteacher about to discipline a recalcitrant boy.

Western manners, she said, mean first not to doubt a man till he tries to double-cross you, and not to trust him till he saves your life; to keep your gun inside the leather till youre backed up against the wall, and then to start shootin as soon as the muzzle is past the holster. Then the thing to remember is that the fast shootin is fine, but sure shootin is a lot better. Dyou get me?

Thats a fine sermon, smiled Bard, but youre too young to make a convincing preacher, Miss Fortune.

Misfortune, said the girl quickly, dont have to be old to do a lot of teachin.

She sat back and regarded him with something of a frown and with folded arms.

He said with a sudden earnestness: You seem to take it for granted that
Im due for a lot of trouble.

But she shook her head gloomily.

I know what youre due for; I can see it in your eyes; I can hear it in your way of talkin. If you was to ride the range with a sheriff on one side of you and a marshal on the other you couldnt help fallin into trouble.

As a fortune-teller, remarked Nash, youd make a good undertaker,
Sally.

Shut up, Steve. Ive seen this bird in action and I know what Im talking about. When you coming back this way, Bard?

He said thoughtfully: Perhaps to-morrow night — perhaps—

It ought to be to-morrow night, she said pointedly, her eyes on Nash.

The latter had pushed his chair back a trifle and sat now with downward head and his right hand resting lightly on his thigh. Only the place in which they sat was illumined by the two lamps, and the forward part of the room, nearer the street, was a sea of shadows, wavering when the wind stirred the flame in one of the lamps or sent it smoking up the chimney. Sally and Bard sat with their backs to the door, and Nash half facing it.

Steve, she said, with a sudden low tenseness of voice that sent a chill up Bards spinal cord, Steve, whats wrong?

This, answered the cowboy calmly, and whirling in his chair, his gun flashed and exploded.

They sprang up in time to see the bulky form of Butch Conklin rise out of the shadows in the front part of the room with outstretched arms, from one of which a revolver dropped clattering to the floor. Backward he reeled as though a hand were pulling him from behind, and then measured his length with a crash on the floor.

Bard, standing erect, quite forgot to touch his weapon, but Sally had produced a ponderous forty-five with mysterious speed and now crouched behind a table with the gun poised. Nash, bending low, ran forward to the fallen man.

Nicked, but not done for, he called.

Thank God! cried Sally, and the two joined Nash about the prostrate body.

That bullet had had very certain intentions, but by a freak of chance it had been deflected on the angle of the skull and merely ploughed a bloody furrow through the mat of hair from forehead to the back of the skull. He was stunned, but hardly more seriously hurt than if he had been knocked down by a club.

Ive an idea, said the Easterner calmly, that I owe my life to you,
Mr. Nash.

Let that drop, answered the other.

A quarter of an inch lower, said the girl, who was examining the wound, and Butch would have kissed the world good-bye.

Not till then did the full horror of the thing dawn on Bard. The girl was no more excited than one of her Eastern cousins would have been over a game of bridge, and the man in the most matter-of-fact manner, was slipping another cartridge into the cylinder of the revolver, which he then restored to the holster.

It still seemed incredible that the man could have drawn his gun and fired it in that flash of time. He recalled his adventure with Butch earlier that evening and with Sandy Ferguson before; for the first time he realized what he had done and a cold horror possessed him like the man who has nerves to walk the tight rope across the chasm and faints when he looks back on the gorge from the safety of the other side. The girl took command.

Steve, run down to the marshals office; Deputy Glendin is there.

She took the wet cloth and made a deft bandage for the head of Conklin. With his shaggy hair covered, and all his face sagging with lines of weariness, the gun-fighter seemed no more than a middle-aged man asleep, worn out by trouble.

Is there a doctor? asked Bard anxiously.

That aint a case for a doctor — look here; youre in a blue faint. What is the matter?

I dont know; Im thinking of that quarter of an inch which would have meant the difference to poor Conklin.

Poor Conklin? Why, you fish, he was sneakin in here to try his hand on you. He found out he couldnt get his gang into town, so he slipped in by himself. Hell get ten years for this — and a thousand if they hold him up for the other things hes done.

I know — and this fellow Nash was as quiet as the strike of a snake. If hed been a fraction of a second slower I might be where Conklin is now. Ill never forget Nash for this.

She said pointedly: No, hes a bad one to forget; keep an eye on him.
You spoke of a snake — thats how smooth Steve is.

Remember your own motto, Miss Fortune. He saved my life; therefore I must trust him.

She answered sullenly: Youre your own boss.

Whats wrong with Nash?

Find out for yourself.

Are all these fellows something other than they seem?

What about yourself?

How do you mean that?

What trail are you on, Bard? Dont look so innocent. Oh, I seen you was after something a long time ago.

I am. After excitement, you know.

Aint you finding enough?

Ive got two things ahead of me.

Well?

This trip, and when I come back I think making love to you would be more exciting than gun-plays.

They regarded each other with bantering smiles.

A tenderfoot like you make love to me? That would be exciting, all right, if it wasnt so funny.

As for the competition, he said serenely, that would be simply a good background.

Hate yourself, dont you, Bard? she grinned.

The rest of these boys are all very well, but they dont see that what you want is the velvet touch.

Whats that?

She was as frankly curious as some boy hearing a new game described.

Youve only been loved in one way. These rough-handed fellows come in and throw an arm around you and ask you to marry them; isnt that it? What you really need, is an old, simple, but very effective method.

Though her eyes were shining, she yawned.

It dont interest me, Bard.

On the contrary, youre getting quite excited.

So does a horse before it gets ready to buck.

Exactly. If I thought it would be easy I wouldnt be tempted.

Well, if you like fighting youve sure mapped out a nice sizeable quarrel with me, Bud.

Good. Im certainly coming back to Eldara. Now about this method of mine—

Throwing your cards on the table, eh? What you got, Bard, a royal flush?

Right again. Its a very simple method but you couldnt beat it.

Bud, you aint half old enough to kid me.

What you need, he persisted calmly, is someone who would sit down and simply talk good, plain English to you.

Let er go.

In the first place I will call attention to your method of dressing.

Anything wrong with it?

I knew youd be interested.

She slipped into a chair and sat cross-legged in it, her elbows on her knees and her chin cupped in both her hands.

Sure Im interested. If theres a new way fixin ham-and, serve it out.

I would begin, he went on judiciously, by saying that you dressed in five minutes in the dark.

Its generally dark at 5 a.m., she admitted.

You look, on the whole, as if youd fallen into your clothes.

The wounded man stirred and groaned faintly.

She called: Lie down, Butch; Im busy. Go on, Bard.

If you keep a mirror its a wall decoration — not for personal use.

Maybe this is an old method, Bard; but around this place itd be a quick way of gettin shot.

Angry?

Youd peeve a mule.

This was only an introduction. The next thing is to sit close beside you and shift the lamp so that the light would shine on your face; then take your hand—

He suited his action to his word.

Let go my hand, Bard. Its like the rest of me — not a decoration but for use.

Afraid of me, Sally?

Not of a regiment like you.

Then of my method?

Go on; Im game.

But this is all there is to it.

What dyou mean?

Just what I say. Having observed that you havent set off any of your advantages, I will sit here and look into your face in silence, which is as much as to say that no matter how you dress you cant spoil a very excellent figure, Sally. I suppose youve heard that before?

Lots of times, she muttered.

But you wouldnt hear it from me. All I would do would be to sit and stare and let you imagine what Im thinking. And youd begin to see that in spite of the way you do your hair you cant spoil its colour nor its texture.

He raised his other hand and touched it.

Like silk, Sally.

He studied her closely, noting the flush which began to touch her cheeks.

Part of the game is for you to keep looking me in the eye.

Well, Ill be — Go on, Im game.

Is it hard to sit like this — silently? Do I do it badly?

No, you show lots of practice. How many have you tried this method on,
Bard?

He made a vague gesture and then, smiling: Millions, Sally, and they all liked it.

So do I.

And they laughed together, and grew serious at the same instant.

All silence — like this? she queried.

No; after a while I would say: You are beautiful.

You dont get a blue ribbon for that, Bard.

Not for the words, but the way theyre said, which shows I mean them.

She blinked as though to clear her eyes and then met his stare again.

You know you are beautiful, Sally.

With a pug nose — freckles — and all that?

Just a tip-tilt in the nose, Sally. Why, its charming. And you have everything else — young, strong, graceful, clear.

What dyou mean by that?

Clear? Fresh and colourful like the sunset over the desert. Do you understand?

Her eyes went down to consider.

I spose I do.

With a touch of awe in it, because the silence and the night are coming, and the stars walk down, one by one — one by one. And the wind is low, soft, musical, whispering, as you do now — What if this were not a game of suppose, Sally?

She wrenched herself suddenly away, rising.

Im tired of supposing! she cried.

Then well call it all real. What of that?

That colour was unmistakably high now; it ran down from her cheeks and even stained the pure white of the throat where the flap of the shirt was open. He was excited as a hunter who has tracked some new and dangerous animal and at last driven it to bay, holding his gun poised, and not knowing whether or not it will prove vulnerable.

He stepped close, eager, prepared for any wild burst of temper; but she let him take her hands, let him draw her close, bend back her head; hold her closer still, till the warmth and softness of her body reached him, but when his lips came close she said quietly: Are you a rotter, Bard?

He stiffened and the smile went out on his lips. He stepped back.

She repeated: Are you a rotter?

He raised the one hand which he still retained and touched it to his lips.

I am very sorry, said Anthony, will you forgive me?

And with her eyes large and grave upon him she answered: I wonder if I can!

Butch Conklin looked up, raising his bandaged head slowly, like a white flag of truce, with a stain of red growing through the cloth. He stared at the two, raised a hand to his head as though to rub away the dream, found a pain too real for a dream, and then, like a crab which has grown almost too old to walk, waddled on hands and knees, slowly, from the room and melted silently into the dark beyond.


CHAPTER XVIII

FOOLISH HABITS
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A SHARP NOISE of running feet leaped from the dust of the street and clattered through the doorway; the two turned. A swarthy man, broad of shoulder, was the first, and afterward appeared Nash.

Conklin? called Deputy Glendin, and swept the room with his startled glance. Wheres Conklin?

He was not there; only a red stain remained on the floor to show where he had lain.

Wheres Conklin? called Nash.

Im afraid, whispered Bard quickly to the girl, that it was more than a game of suppose.

He said easily to the other two: He had enough. His share of trouble came to-night; I let him go.

Young feller, growled Glendin, you aint been in town a long while, but Ive heard a pile too much about you already. What you mean by takin the law into your own hands?

Wait, said Nash, his keen eyes on the two, I guess I understand.

Lets have it, then.

Still the steady eyes of Nash passed from Sally Fortune to Bard and back again.

This feller bein a tenderfoot, he dont understand our ways; maybe he thinks the range is a bit freer than it is.

Thats the trouble, answered Glendin, he thinks too damned much.

And does quite a pile besides thinkin, murmured Nash, but too low for the others to hear it.

He hesitated, and then, as if making up his mind by a great effort:
There aint no use blamin him; better let it drop, Glendin.

Nothin else to do, Steve; but its funny Sally let him do it.

It is, said Nash with emphasis, but then women is pretty funny in lots of ways. Ready to start, Bard?

All ready.

Slong, Sally.

Good-night, Miss Fortune.

Evenin, boys. Well be lookin for you back in Eldara to-morrow night,
Bard.

And her eyes fixed with meaning on Nash.

Certainly, answered the other, my business ought not to take longer than that.

Ill take him by the shortest cut, said Nash, and the two went out to their horses.

They had difficulty in riding the trail side by side, for though the roan was somewhat rested by the delay at Eldara it was impossible to keep him up with Bards prancing piebald, which sidestepped at every shadow. Yet the tenderfoot never allowed his mount to pass entirely ahead of the roan, but kept checking him back hard, turning toward Nash with an apology each time he surged ahead. It might have been merely that he did not wish to precede the cowpuncher on a trail which he did not know. It might have been something quite other than this which made him consistently keep to the rear; Nash felt certain that the second possibility was the truth.

In that case his work would be doubly hard. From all that he had seen the man was dangerous — the image of the tame puma returned to him again and again. He could not see him plainly through the dark of the night, but he caught the sway of the body and recognized a perfect horsemanship, not a Western style of riding, but a good one no matter where it was learned. He rode as if he were sewed to the back of the horse, and, as old William Drew had suggested, he probably did other things up to the same standard. It would have been hard to fulfil his promise to Drew under any circumstances with such a man as this; but with Bard apparently forewarned and suspicious the thing became almost impossible.

Almost, but not entirely so. He set himself calmly to the problem; on the horn of his saddle the lariat hung loose; if the Easterner should turn his back for a single instant during all the time they were together old Drew should not be disappointed, and one thousand cash would be deposited for the mutual interest of Sally Fortune and himself. That is to say, if Sally would consent to become interested. To the silent persuasion of money, however, Nash trusted many things.

The roan jogged sullenly ahead, giving all the strength of his gallant, ugly body to the work; the piebald mustang pranced like a dancing master beside and behind with a continual jingling of the tossed bridle.

The masters were to a degree like the horses they rode, for Nash kept steadily leaning to the front, his bulldog jaw thrusting out; and Bard was forever shifting in the saddle, settling his hat, humming a tune, whistling, talking to the piebald, or asking idle questions of the things they passed, like a boy starting out for a vacation. So they reached the old house of which Nash had spoken — a mere, shapeless, black heap huddling through the night.

In the shed to the rear they tied the horses and unsaddled. In the single room of the shanty, afterward, Nash lighted a candle, which he produced from his pack, placed it in the centre of the floor, and they unrolled their blankets on the two bunks which were built against the wall on either side of the narrow apartment.

Truly it was a crazy shack — such a building as two men, having the materials at hand, might put together in a single day. It was hardly based on a foundation, but rather set on the slope side of the hill, and accordingly had settled down on the lower side toward the door. Not an old place, but the wind had pried and the rain warped generous cracks between the boards through which the rising storm whistled and sang and through which the chill mist of the coming rain cut at them.

Now and then a feeling came to Anthony that the gale might lift the tottering old shack and roll it on down the hillside to the floor of the valley, for it rocked and swayed under the breath of the storm. In a way it was as if the night was giving a loud voice to the silent struggle of the two men, who continued pleasant, careless with each other.

But when Nash stepped across the room behind Bard, the latter turned and was busy with the folding of his blankets at the foot of his bunk, his face toward the cowpuncher and when Bard, slipping off his belt, fumbled at his holster, Nash was instantly busy with the cleaning of his own gun.

The cattleman, having removed his boots, his hat, and his belt, was ready for bed, and slipped his legs under the blankets. He stooped and picked up his lariat, which lay coiled on the floor beside him.

People gets into foolish habits on the range, he said, thumbing the strong rope curiously, and so doing, spreading out the noose.

Yes? smiled Bard, and he also sat up in his bunk.

Its like a kid. Give him a new toy and he wants to take it to bed with him. Ever notice?

Surely.

Thats the way with me. When I go to bed nothin matters with me except that I have my lariat around. I generally like to have it hangin on a nail at the head of my bunk. The fellers always laugh at me, but I cant help it; makes me feel more at home.

And with that, still smiling at his own folly in a rather shamefaced way, he turned in the blankets and dropped the big coil of the lariat over a nail which projected from the boards just over the head of his bunk. The noose was outermost and could be disengaged from the nail by a single twist of the cowpunchers hand as he lay passive in the bunk.

On this noose Bard cast a curious eye. To cityfolk a piece of rope is a harmless thing with which one may make a trunk secure or on occasion construct a clothes line on the roof of the apartment building, or in the kitchen on rainy Mondays.

To a sailor the rope is nothing and everything at once. Give a seaman even a piece of string and he will amuse himself all evening making lashings and knots. A piece of rope calls up in his mind the stout lines which hold the masts steady and the yards true in the gale, the comfortable cable which moors the ship at the end of the dreary voyage, and a thousand things between.

To the Westerner a rope is a different thing. It is not so much a useful material as a weapon. An Italian, fighting man to man, would choose a knife; a Westerner would take in preference that same harmless piece of rope. In his hands it takes on life, it gains a strange and sinister quality. One instant it lies passive, or slowly whirled in a careless circle — the next its noose darts out like the head of a striking cobra, the coil falls and fastens, and then it draws tighter and tighter, remorselessly as a boa constrictor, paralyzing life.

Something of all this went through the mind of Bard as he lay watching the limp noose of the cowboys lariat, and then he nodded smiling.

I suppose that seems an odd habit to some men, but I sympathize with it. I have it myself, in fact. And whenever Im out in the wilds and carry a gun I like to have it under my head when I sleep. Thats even queerer than your fancy, isnt it?

And he slipped his revolver under the blankets at the head of his bunk.


CHAPTER XIX

THE CANDLE
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YES, SAID NASH, thats a queer stunt, because when youre lyin like that with your head right over the gun and the blankets in between, itd take you a couple of seconds to get it out.

Not when youre used to it. Youd be surprised to see how quickly a man can get the gun out from under.

That so?

Yes, and shooting while youre lying on your back is pretty easy, too, when youve had practice.

Sure, with a rifle, but not with a revolver.

Well, do you see that bit of paper in the corner there up on the rafter?

Yes.

The hand of Bard whipped under his head, there was a gleam and whirl of steel, an explosion, and the bit of paper came fluttering slowly down from the rafter, like a wounded bird struggling to keep upon the air. A draft caught the paper just before it landed and whirled it through the doorless entrance and out into the night.

He was yawning as he restored the gun beneath the blanket, but from the corner of his eye he saw the hardening of Nashs face, a brief change which came and went like the passing of a shadow.

Thats something Ill remember, drawled the cowpuncher.

You ought to, answered the other quickly, it comes in handy now and then.

Feel sleepy?

The candle guttered and flickered on the floor midway between the two bunks, and Bard, glancing to it, was about to move from his bed and snuff it; but at the thought of so doing it seemed to him as if he could almost sense with prophetic mind the upward dart of the noose about his shoulders. He edged a little lower in the blankets.

Not a bit. How about you?

Me? I most generally lie awake a while and gab after I hit the hay.
Makes me sleep better afterward.

I do the same thing when Ive any one who listens to me — or talks to me.

Queer how many habits we got the same, eh?

It is. But after all, most of us are more alike than we care to imagine.

Yes, there aint much difference; sometimes the difference aint as much as a split-second watch would catch, but it may mean that one feller passes out and the other goes on.

They lay half facing each other, each with his head pillowed on an arm.

By Jove! lucky we reached this shelter before the rain came.

Yep. A couple of hours of this and the rivers will be up — may take up all day to get back to the ranch if we have to ride up to the ford on the Saverack.

Then well swim em.

The other smiled drily.

Swim the Saverack when shes up? No, lad, we wont do that.

Then Ill have to work it alone, I suppose. You see, I have that date in Eldara for tomorrow night.

Nash set his teeth, to choke back the cough. He produced papers and tobacco, rolled a cigarette with lightning speed, lighted it, and inhaled a long puff.

Sure, you ought to keep that date, but maybe Sally would wait till the night after.

She impressed me, on the whole, as not being of the waiting kind.

H-m! A little delay does em good; gives em a chance to think.

Why, every man has his own way with women, I suppose, but my idea is, keep them busy — never give them a chance to think. If you do, they generally waste the chance and forget you altogether.

Another coughing spell overtook Nash and left him frowning down at the glowing end of his butt.

She aint like the rest.

I wonder? mused the Easterner.

He had an infinite advantage in this duel of words, for he could watch from under the shadow of his long, dark lashes the effect of his speeches on the cowboy, yet never seem to be looking. For he was wondering whether the enmity of Nash, which he felt as one feels an unknown eye upon him in the dark, came from their rivalry about the girl, or from some deeper cause. He was inclined to think that the girl was the bottom of everything, but he left his mind open on the subject.

And Nash, pondering darkly and silently, measured the strength of the slender stranger and felt that if he were the club the other was the knife which made less sound but might prove more deadly. Above all he was conscious of the Easterners superiority of language, which might turn the balance against him in the ear of Sally Fortune. He dropped the subject of the girl.

You was huntin over on the old place on the other side of the range?

Yes.

Pretty fair run of game?

Rather.

I think you said something about Logan?

Did I? Ive been thinking a good deal about him. He gave me the wrong tip about the way to Eldara. When I get back to the old place—

Well?

The other smiled unpleasantly and made a gesture as if he were snapping a twig between his hands.

Ill break him in two.

The eyes of Nash grew wide with astonishment; he was remembering that same phrase on the lips of the big, grey man, Drew.

He murmured: That may give you a little trouble. Logans a peaceable chap, but he has his record before he got down as low as sheepherdin.

I like trouble — now and then.

A pause.

Odd old shack over there.

Drews old house?

Yes. Theres a grave in front of it.

And theres quite a yarn inside the grave.

The cowpuncher was aware that the other stirred — not much, but as if he winced from a drop of cold water; he felt that he was close on the trail of the real reason why the Easterner wished to see Drew.

A story about Drews wife?

You read the writing on the headstone, eh?

Joan, she chose this place for rest, quoted Bard.

That was all before my time; it was before the time of any others in these parts, but a few of the grey-beards know a bit about the story and Ive gathered a little of it from Drew, though he aint much of a talker.

Id like to hear it.

Sensitively aware of Bard, as a photographic plate is aware of light on exposures, the cowpuncher went on with the tale.

And Bard, his glance probing among the shadowy rafters of the room, seemed to be searching there for the secret on whose trail he rode. Through the interims the rain crashed and volleyed on the roof above them; the cold spray whipped down on them through the cracks; the wind shook and rattled the crazy house; and the drawling voice of Nash went on and on.


CHAPTER XX

JOAN
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THEM WERE THE days when this was a mans country, which a man could climb on his hoss with a gun and a rope and touch heaven and hell in one days ridin. Them good old days aint no more. Ive heard the old man tell about em. Now theyve got everybody stamped and branded with law an order, herded together like cattle, ticketed, done for. Thats the way the range is now. The marshals have us by the throat. In the old days a sheriff that outlived his term was probably crooked and runnin hand in hand with the long-riders.

Long-riders? queried Bard.

Fellers that got tired of workin and took to ridin for their livin. Mostly they worked in little gangs of five and six. They was called long-riders, I guess, partly because they was in the saddle all the time, and partly because they done their jobs so far apart. Theyd ride into Eldara and blow up the safe in the bank one day, for instance, and five days later theyd be two hundred and fifty miles away stoppin a train at Lewis Station.

They never hung around no one part of the country and that made it hard as hell to run em down — that and because they had the best hosses that money could buy. They had friends, too, strung out all over — squatters and the like of that. Theyd drop in on these little fellers and pass em a couple of twenties and make themselves solid for life. Afterward they used em for stoppin places.

Theyd pull off a couple of hold-ups, then theyd ride off to one of these squatter places and lay up for ten days, maybe, drinkin and feedin up themselves and their hosses. That was the only way they was ever caught. They was killed off by each other, fighting about the split-up, or something like that.

But now and then a gang held together long enough to raise so much hell that they got known from one end of the range to the other. Mostly they held together because they had a leader who knew how to handle em and who kept em under his thumb. That was the way with old Piotto.

He had five men under him. They was all hell-benders who had ridden the range alone and had their share of fights and killings, which there wasnt one of em that wouldnt have been good enough to go leader in any other crew, but they had to knuckle under to old Piotto. He was a great gunman and he was pretty good in scheming up ways of dodging the law and picking the best booty. He had these five men, and then he had his daughter, Joan. She was bettern two ordinary men herself.

Three years that gang held together and got rich — fair rich. They made it so fast they couldnt even gamble the stuff away. About a thousand times, I guess posses went out after Piotto, but they never came back with a trace of em; they never got within shootin distance. Finally Piotto got so confident that he started raidin ranches and carryin off members of well-off ranchers to hold for ransom. That was the easiest way of makin money; it was also pretty damned dangerous.

One time they held up a stage and picked off of it two kids who was comin out from the East to try their hands in the cattle business. They was young, they looked like gentlemen, they was dressed nifty, and they packed big rolls. So wise old Piotto took em off into the hills and held em till their folks back East could wire out the money to save em. That was easy money for Piotto, but that was the beginnin of the end for him; because while they was waitin, them two kids seen Joan and seen her good.

I been telling you she was bettern two common men. She was. Which means she was equal to about ten ordinary girls. Theres still a legend about how beautiful Joan Piotto was — tall and straight and big black eyes and terrible handy with her gun. She could ride anything that walked and she didnt know what fear meant.

These two kids seen her. One of em was William Drew; one of em was
John Bard.

He turned to Anthony and saw that the latter was stern of face. He had surely scored his point.

Same name as yours, eh? he asked, to explain his turning.

Its a common enough name, murmured Bard.

Well, them two had come out to be partners, and there they was, fallin in love with the same girl. So when they got free they put their heads together — bein uncommon wise kids — and figured it out this way. Neither of em had a chance workin alone to get Joan way from her fathers gang, but workin together they might have a ghost of a show. So they decided to stay on the trail of Piotto till they got Joan. Then theyd give her a choice between the two of em and the one that lost would simply back off the boards.

They done what they agreed. For six months they stuck on the trail of old Piotto and never got in hailin distance of him. Then they come on the gang while they were restin up in the house of a squatter.

That was a pretty night. Drew and Bard went through that gang. It sounds like a nice fairy-story, all right, but I know old fellers wholl swear its true. They killed three of the men with their guns; they knifed another one, an they killed Riley with their bare hands. It wasnt no pretty sight to see — the inside of that house. And last of all they got Piotto, fightin like an old wildcat, into a corner with his daughter; and William Drew, he took Piotto into his arms and busted his back. That dont sound possible, but when you see Drew youll know how it was done.

The girl, shed been knocked cold before this happened. So while Bard and Drew sat together bindin up each others wounds — because they was shot pretty near to pieces — they talked it over and they seen pretty clear that the girl would never marry the man that had killed her father. Of course, old Bill Drew, hed done the killing, but that wasnt any reason why he had to take the blame.

They made up their minds that right there and then with the dead men lyin all around em, theyd match coins to see which one would take the blame of havin killed Piotto — meanin that the other one would get the girl — if he could.

And Bard lost. So he had to take the credit of havin killed old Piotto. Id of give something to have seen the two of em sittin there — oozin blood — after that marchin was decided. Because they tell me that Bard was as big as Drew and looked pretty much the same.

Then Bard, he asked Drew to let him have one chance at the girl, lettin her know first what hed done, but jest trustin to his power of talk. Which, of course, didnt give him no show. While he was makin love to the girl she outs with a knife and tries to stick him — nice, pleasant sort she must have been — and Drew, he had to pry the two of em apart.

That made the girl look sort of kind on Drew and she swore that sooner or later shed have the blood of Bard for what hed done — either have it herself or else send someone after him to the end of the world. She was a wild one, all right.

She was so wild that Drew, after they got married, took her over on the far side of the range and built that old house thats rottin there now. Bard, he left the range and wasnt never seen again, far as I know.

It was clear to Anthony, bitterly clear. His father had had a grim scene in parting with Drew and had placed the continent between them. And in the Eastern states he had met that black-eyed girl, his mother, and loved her because she was so much like the wild daughter of Piotto. The girl Joan in dying had probably extracted from Drew a promise that he would kill Bard, and that promise he had lived to fulfil.

So Joan died? he queried.

Yep, and was buried under them two trees in front of the house. I dont think she lived long after they was married, but about that nobody knows. They was clear off by themselves and there isnt any one can tell about their life after they was married. All we know is that Drew didnt get over her dyin. He aint over it yet, and goes out to the old place every month or so to potter around the grave and keep the grass and the weeds off of it and clean the head-stone.

The candle guttered wildly on the floor. It had burnt almost to the wood and now the remnant of the wick stood in a little sprawling pool of grease white at the outer edges.

Bard yawned, and patted idly the blanket where it touched on the shape of the revolver beneath. In another moment that candle would gutter out and they would be left in darkness.

He said: Thats the best yarn Ive heard in a good many days; its enough to make any one sleepy — so here goes.

And he turned deliberately on his side.

Nash, his eyes staring with incredulity, sat up slowly among his blankets and his hand stole up toward the noose of the lariat. A light snore reached him, hardly a snore so much as the heavy intake of breath of a very weary, sleeping man; yet the hand of Nash froze on the lariat.

By God, he whispered faintly to himself, he aint asleep!

And the candle flared wildly, leaped, and shook out.


CHAPTER XXI

THE SWIMMING OF THE SAVERACK
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OVER THE FACE of Nash the darkness passed like a cold hand and a colder sense of failure touched his heart; but men who have ridden the range have one great power surpassing all others — the power of patience. As soundlessly as he had pushed himself up the moment before, he now slipped down in the blankets and resigned himself to sleep.

He knew that he would wake at the first hint of grey light and trusted that after the long ride of the day before his companion would still be fast asleep. That half light would be enough for his work; but when he roused while the room was still scarcely more visible than if it were filled with a grey fog, he found Bard already up and pulling on his boots.

Howd you sleep? he growled, following the example of the tenderfoot.

Not very well, said the other cheerily. You see, that story of yours was so vivid in my mind that I stayed awake about all night, I guess, thinking it over.

I knew it, murmured Nash to himself. He was awake all the time. And still — —

If that thrown noose of the lariat had settled over the head and shoulders of the sham sleeper it would have made no difference whether he waked or slept — in the end he would have sat before William Drew tied hand and foot. If that noose had not settled? The picture of the little piece of paper fluttering to the floor came back with a strange vividness to the mind of Nash, and he had to shrug his shoulders to shake the thought away.

They were in the saddle a very few moments after they awoke and started out, breakfastless. The rain long ago had ceased, and there was only the solemn silence of the brown hills around them — silence, and a faint, crinkling sound as if the thirsty soil still drank. It had been a heavy fall of rain, they could see, for whenever they passed a bare spot where no grass grew, it was crossed by a thick tracery of the rivulets which had washed down the slopes during the night.

Soon they reached a little creek whose current, barely knee deep, foamed up around the shoulders of the horses and set them staggering.

The Saverack will be hell, said Nash, and wed better cut straight for the ford.

How long will it take?

Add about three hours to the trip.

Cant do it; remember that little date back in Eldara to-night.

Then look for yourself and make up your mind for yourself, said Nash drily, for they topped a hill, and below them saw a mighty yellow flood pouring down the valley. It went leaping and shouting as if it rejoiced in some destruction it had worked and was still working, and the muddy torrent was threaded with many a ridge of white and swirling with bubbles.

The Saverack, said Nash. Now what dyou think about fording it?

If we cant ford it, we can swim it, declared Bard. Look at that tree-trunk. If that will float I will float, and if I can float I can swim, and if I can swim Ill reach the other bank of that little creek. Wont we, boy?

And he slapped the proud neck of the mustang.

Swim it? said Nash incredulously. Does that date mean as much as that to you?

It isnt the date; its the promise I gave, answered the other, watching the current with a cool eye, besides, when I was a youngster I used to do things like this for the sport of it.

They rode down to the edge of the stream.

How about it, Nash, will you take the chance with me?

And the other, looking down: Try the current, Ill stay here on the shore and if it gets too strong for you Ill throw out a rope, eh? But if you can make it, Ill follow suit.

The other cast a somewhat wistful eye of doubt upon the cowpuncher.

How far is it to the ford? he asked.

About eight miles, answered Nash, doubling the distance on the spot.

Eight miles? repeated the other ruefully. Too far. Then here goes,
Nash.

Still never turning his back on the cowpuncher, who was now uncoiling his lariat and preparing it for a cast, Bard edged the piebald into the current. He felt the mustang stagger as the water came knee-deep, and he checked the horse, casting his eye from shore to shore and summing up the chances.

If it had been simply water against which he had to contend, he would not have hesitated, but here and there along the course sharp pointed rocks and broad-backed boulders loomed, and now and then, with a mighty splashing and crashing one of these was overbalanced by the force of the current and rolled another step toward the far-off sea.

That rush of water would carry him far downstream and the chances were hardly more than even that he would not strike against one of these murderous obstructions about which the current foamed.

An impulse made him turn and wave a hand to Nash.

He shouted: Give me luck?

Luck? roared the cowboy, and his voice came as if faint with distance over the thunder of the stream.

He touched the piebald with the spurs, and the gallant little horse floundered forward, lost footing and struck into water beyond its depth. At the same instant Bard swung clear of the saddle and let his body trail out behind, holding with his left hand to the tail of the struggling horse and kicking to aid the progress.

Immersed to the chin, and sometimes covered by a more violent wave, the sound of the river grew at once strangely dim, but he felt the force of the current tugging at him like a thousand invisible hands. He began to wish that he had taken off his boots before entering, for they weighted his feet so that it made him leg-weary to kick. Nevertheless he trusted in the brave heart of the mustang. There was no wavering in the wild horse. Only his head showed over the water, but the ears were pricking straight and high, and it never once swerved back toward the nearer shore.

Their progress at first was good, but as they neared the central portion of the water they were swept many yards downstream for one that they made in a transverse direction. Twice they missed projecting rocks by the narrowest margin, and then something like an exceedingly thin and exceedingly strong arm caught Anthony around the shoulders. It tugged back, stopped all their forward progress, and let them sweep rapidly down the stream and back toward the shore.

Turning his head he caught a glimpse of Nash sitting calmly in his saddle, holding the rope in both hands — and laughing. The next instant he saw no more, for the current placed a taller rock between him and the bank. On that rock the line of the lariat caught, hooking the swimmers sharply in toward the bank. He would have cut the rope, but it would be almost impossible to get out a knife and open a blade with his teeth, still clinging to the tail of the swimming horse with one hand. He reached down through the water, pulled out the colt, and with an effort swung himself about. Close at hand he could not reach the rope, and therefore he fired not directly at the rope itself, but at the edge of the rock around which the lariat bent at a sharp angle. The splash of that bullet from the strong face of the rock sliced the rope like a knife. It snapped free, and the brave little mustang straightened out again for the far shore.

An instant more Bard swam with the revolver poised above the water, but he caught no glimpse of Nash; so he restored it with some difficulty to the holster, and gave all his attention and strength to helping the horse through the water, swimming with one hand and kicking vigorously with his feet.

Perhaps they would not have made it, for now through exhaustion the ears of the mustang were drooping back. He shouted, and at the faint sound of his cheer the piebald pricked a single weary ear. He shouted again, and this time not for encouragement, but from exultation; a swerving current had caught them and was bearing them swiftly toward the desired bank.

It failed them when they were almost touching bottom and swung sharply out toward the centre again, but the mustang, as though it realized that this was the last chance, fought furiously. Anthony gave the rest of his strength, and they edged through, inch by inch, and horse and man staggered up the bank and stood trembling with fatigue.

Glancing back, he saw Nash in the act of throwing his lariat to the ground, wild with anger, and before he could understand the meaning of this burst of temper over a mere spoiled lariat, the gun whipped from the side of the cowboy, exploded, and the little piebald, with ears pricked sharply forward as though in vague curiosity, crumpled to the ground. The suddenness of it took all power of action from Bard for the instant. He stood staring stupidly down at the dying horse and then whirled, gun in hand, frantic with anger and grief.

Nash was galloping furiously up the far bank of the Saverack, already safely out of range, and speeding toward the ford.


CHAPTER XXII

DREW SMILES
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WHEN THE CATTLEMAN felt the rope snap back to his hand he could not realize at first just what had happened. The crack of the gun had been no louder than the snapping of a twig in that storming of the river, and the only explanation he could find was that the rope had struck some superlatively sharp edge of the rock and been sawed in two. But examining the cut end he found it severed as cleanly as if a knife had slashed across it, and then it was he knew and threw the lariat to the ground.

When he saw Bard scramble up the opposite bank he knew that his game was lost and all the tables reversed, for the Easterner was a full two hours closer to the home of Drew than he was, with the necessary detour up to the ford. The Easterner might be delayed by the unknown country for a time, but not very long. He was sure to meet someone who would point the way. It was then that Nash drew his gun and shot down the piebald mustang.

The next instant he was racing straight up the river toward the ford. The roan was not spared this day, for there were many chances that Bard might secure a fresh mount to speed him on the way to the Drew ranch, and now it was all important that the big grey man be warned; for there was a danger in that meeting, as Nash was beginning to feel.

By noon he reached the house and went straight to the owner, a desperate figure, spattered with mud to the eyes, a three days growth of whiskers blackening his face, and that face gaunt with the long, hard riding. He found the imperturbable Drew deep in a book in his office. While he was drawing breath, the rancher examined him with a faint smile.

I thought this would be the end of it, he announced.

The devil and all hell plays on the side of Bard, answered the foreman. I had him safe — almost tied hand and foot. He got away.

Got away?

Shot the rope in two.

The other placed a book-mark, closed the volume, and looked up with the utmost serenity.

Try again, he said quietly. Take half a dozen men with you, surprise him in the night — —

Surprise a wolf, growled Nash. Its just the same.

The shaggy eyebrows stirred.

How far is he away?

Two or three miles — maybe half a dozen — I dont know. Hell be here before night.

The big man changed colour and gripped the edge of the desk. Nash had never dreamed that it would be possible to so stir him.

Coming here?

Yes.

Nash — you infernal fool! Did you let him know where you were taking him?

No. He was already on the way here.

Once more Drew winced. He rose now and strode across the room and back; from the wall the heavy echo of his footfall came sharply back. And he paused in front of Nash, looming above his foreman like some primitive monster, or as the Grecian heroes loomed above the rank and file at the siege of Troy. He was like a relic of some earlier period when bigger men were needed for a greater physical labour.

What does he want?

I dont know. Says he wants to ask for the right of hunting on your old place on the other side of the range. Which Id tell a man its jest a lie. He knows he can hunt there if he wants to.

Does he know me?

Just your name.

Did he ask many questions about me?

Wanted to know what you looked like.

And you told him?

A lot of things. Said you were big and grey. And I told him that story about you and John Bard.

Drew slumped into a chair and ground the knuckles of his right hand across his forehead. The white marks remained as he looked up again.

What was that?

Why, how you happened to marry Joan Piotto and how Bard left the country.

That was all?

Is there any more, sir?

The other stared into the distance, overlooking the question.

Tell me what youve found out about him.

I been after him these three days. Logan tipped him wrong, and he started the south trail for Eldara. I got on his trail three times and couldnt catch him till we hit Eldara.

I thought your roan was the most durable horse on the range, Steve.
Youve often told me so.

He is.

But you couldnt catch — Bard?

He was on a faster horse than mine — for a while.

Well? Isnt he now?

I killed the horse.

You showed your hand, then? He knows you were sent after him?

No, he thinks its because of a woman.

Is he tangling himself up with some girl? frowned the rancher.

Hes cutting in on me with Sally Fortune — damn his heart!

And Nash paled visibly, even through whiskers and mud. The other almost smiled.

So soon, Nash?

With hosses and women, he dont lose no time.

Whats he done?

The first trace I caught of him was at a shack of an old ranchhouse where hed traded his lame hoss in. They gave him the wildest mustang they had — a hoss that was saddle-shy and that hadnt never been ridden. He busted that hoss in — a little piebald mustang, tougher n iron — and that was why I didnt catch him till we hit Eldara.

The smile was growing more palpable on the face of Drew, and he nodded for the story to continue.

Then I come to a house which was all busted up because Bard had come along and flirted with the girl, and shes got too proud for the feller she was engaged to — begun thinkin of millionaires right away, I spose.

Next I tracked him to Flanderss saloon, where hed showed up Sandy Ferguson the day before and licked him bad. I seen Ferguson. It was sure some lickin.

Ferguson? The gun-fighter? The two-gun man?

Him.

Ah-h-h! drawled the big man.

The colour was back in his face. He seemed to be enjoying the recountal hugely.

Then I hit Eldara and found all the lights out.

Because of Bard?

H-m! Hed had a run-in with Butch Conklin, and Butch threatened to come back with all his gang and wipe Eldara off the map. He stuck around and while he was waitin for Butch and his gang, he started flirtin with Sally — Fortune.

The name seemed to stick in his throat and he had to bring it out with a grimace. So now you want his blood, Nash?

Ill have it, said the cowpuncher quietly, Ive got gamblers luck.
In the end Im sure to win.

Youre not going to win here, Nash.

No? queried the younger man, with a dangerous intonation.

No. I know the blood behind that chap. You wont win here. Blood will out.

He smote his great fist on the desk-top and his laugh was a thunder which reverberated through the room.

Blood will out? The blood of John Bard? asked Nash.

Drew started.

Who said John Bard?

He grew grey again, the flush dying swiftly. He started to his feet and repeated in a great voice, sweeping the room with a wild glance: Who said John Bard?

I thought maybe this was his son, answered Nash.

Youre a fool! Does he look like John Bard? No, theres only one person in the world he looks like.

He strode again up and down the room, repeating in a deep monotone:
John Bard!

Coming to a sharp halt he said: I dont want the rest of your story. The point is that the boy will be here within — an hour — two hours. Weve got work to do before that time.

Listen to me, answered the foreman, dont let him get inside this house. Id rather take part of hell into a house of mine. Besides, if he sees me—

Hes coming here, but hes not going to see either of us — my mind is made up — neither of us until I have him helpless.


CHAPTER XXIII

THE COMEDY SETTING
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DEAD, YOU MEAN, broke in Nash, because otherwise hell never be helpless.

I tell you, Nash, said the other solemnly, I can make him helpless with one minute of talk. My problem is to keep that wild devil harmless while he listens to me talk. Another thing — if he ever sees me, nothing but death will stop him from coming at my throat.

Speakin personal, said the other coldly, I never take no chances on fellers that might come at my throat.

I know; youre for the quick draw and the quick finish. But Id rather die myself than have a hair of his head hurt. I mean that!

Nash, his thoughts spinning, stood staring blankly.

I give up tryin to figure it out; but if hes comin here and you want to keep him safe Id better take a fresh hoss and get twenty miles away before night.

Youll do nothing of the kind; youll stay here with me.

And face him without a gun? asked the other incredulously.

Leave gun talk out of this. I think one of the boys looks a little like me. Lawlor — isnt that his name?

Him? Yes; a little bit like you — but hes got his thickness through the stomach and not through the chest.

Never mind. Hes big, and hes grey. Send for him, and get the rest of the boys in here. Theyre around now for noon. Get every one. Understand? And make it fast.

In ten minutes they came to the office in a troop — rough men, smooth men, little and big, fat and thin, but good cattlemen, every one.

Boys, said Drew, a tenderfoot is coming to the ranch to-day. Im going to play a few jokes on him. First of all, I want you to know that until the stranger leaves the house, Lawlor is going to take my place. He is going to be Drew. Understand?

Lawlor? broke out several of them, and turned in surprise to a big, cheerful man — grey, plump, with monstrous white whiskers.

Because he looks a bit like me. First, youll have to crop those whiskers, Lawlor.

He clutched at the threatened whiskers with both hands.

Crop em? Chief, you aint maybe runnin me a bit?

Not a bit, said Drew, smiling faintly. Ill make it worth your while.

It took me thirty years to raise them whiskers, said the cattleman, stern with rebuke. Dyou think I could be hired to give em up? Its like givin up some of myself.

Let them go, then. You can play the part, whiskers and all. The rest of you remember that Lawlor is the boss.

And brand that deep, growled Lawlor, looking about with a frown.

He had already stepped into his part; the others laughed loudly.

Steady there! called Drew. Lawlor starts as boss right now. Cut out the laughing. Ill tell the rest of you what youre to do later on. In the meantime just step out and Ill have a talk with Lawlor on his part. We havent much time to get ready. But remember — if one of you grins when Lawlor gives an order — Im done with that man — thats all.

They filed out of the room, looking serious, and Drew concentrated on Lawlor. This sounds like a joke, he began, but theres something serious about it. If you carry it through safely, theres a hundred in it for you. If you fall down, why, you fall out of an easy place on this ranch.

The big cattleman wiped a growing perspiration from his forehead and considered his boss with plaintive eyes.

This tenderfoot whos coming is green to the range, but hes a hard man; a fine horseman, a sure shot, and a natural fighter. More than that, hes coming here looking for trouble; and hell expect to get the trouble from you.

Lawlor brushed his moustache anxiously.

Let someone else take the job — thats all. A hundred aint to be picked up every week, but Ill do without it. In my day Ive done my share of brawlin around, but Im too stiff in the joints to make a fast draw and getaway now. Let Nash take this job. Hes gun-fighter enough to handle this bad-man for you.

No, said Drew, not even Nash can handle this one.

Then — with a mighty and explosive emphasis— there aint no possible use of me lingering around the job. S-long.

Wait. This young chap isnt going to murder you. Ill tell you this much. The man he wants is I; but he knows my face, not my name. Hes been on the trail of that face for some time, and now hes tracking it to the right house; but when he sees you and hears you called Drew, hell be thrown off again.

The other nodded gloomily.

Im by way of a lightning rod. This tenderfoot with the hard hand, he strikes and I sort of conduct the shock away from anything thatll burn, eh?

Drew overlooked the comment.

There are certain things about me you will have to know. And he explained carefully the story which Nash had told to Bard.

This Bard, asked the cautious Lawlor, is he any relation of old John
Bard?

Even if he were, it wouldnt make your position dangerous. The man he wants is I. He knows my face — not my name. Until he sees me hell be perfectly reasonable, unless hes crossed. You must seem frank and above board. If you tell more lies than are necessary he may get suspicious, and if he grows suspicious the game is up and will have to be finished with a gun play. Remember that. Hell want to know about Nash. Tell him that Nash is a bad one and that youve fixed him; he mustnt expect to find Nash here.

Lawlor rubbed his hands, like one coming from the cold outdoors to a warm fire.

Im beginning to see light. Lemme at this Bard. Im going to get enough fun out of this to keep me laughin the rest of my life.

Good; but keep that laugh up your sleeve. If he asks questions youll have some solemn things to say.

Chief, when the time comes, theres going to be about a gallon of tears in my eyes.

So Drew left him to complete the other arrangements. If Bard reached the house he must be requested to stay, and if he stayed he must be fed and entertained. The difficulty in the way of this was that the servants in the big ranchhouse were two Chinese boys. They could never be trusted to help in the deception, so Drew summoned two of his men, Shorty Kilrain and Calamity Ben.

Calamity had no other name than Ben, as far as any one on the range had ever been able to learn. His nickname was derived from the most dolorous face between Eldara and Twin Rivers. Two pale-blue eyes, set close together, stared out with an endless and wistful pathos; a long nose dropped below them, and his mouth curled down at the sides. He was hopelessly round-shouldered from much and careless riding, and in attempting to straighten he only succeeded in throwing back his head, so that his lean neck generally was in a V-shape with the Adams apple as the apex of the wedge.

Shorty Kilrain received his early education at sea and learned there a general handiness which stood him in stead when he came to the mountain-desert. There was nothing which Shorty could not do with his hands, from making a knot to throwing a knife, and he was equally ready to oblige with either accomplishment. Drew proposed that he take charge of the kitchen with Calamity Ben as an assistant. Shorty glowered on the rancher.

Me! he said. Me go into the galley to wait on a blasted tenderfoot?

After he leaves youll have a month off with full pay and some over,
Shorty.

Dont want the month off.

Drew considered him thoughtfully, following the precept of Walpole that every man has his price.

What do you want, Shorty?

The ex-sailor scratched his head and then rolled his eyes up with a dawning smile, as one who sees a vision of ultimate bliss.

Let one of the other boys catch my hoss out of the corral every morning and saddle him for me for a month.

Its a bargain. Whatll you do with that time?

Sit on the fence and roll a cigarette like a blasted gentleman and damn the eyes of the feller thats catchin my hoss.

And me, said Calamity Ben, what do I get?

You get orders, answered Kilrain, from me.

Calamity regarded him, uncertain whether or not to fight out the point, but apparently decided that the effort was not worth while.

There aint going to be no luck come out of this, he said darkly. Before this tenderfoot gets out of the house, were all going to wish he was in hell.


CHAPTER XXIV

SAML HALL
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BUT WITH THE stage set and the curtain ready to rise on the farce, the audience did not arrive until the shadow of the evening blotted the windows of the office where big Lawlor waited impatiently, rehearsing his part; but when the lamp had been lighted, as though that were a signal for which the tenderfoot had waited, came a knock at the door of the room, and then it was jerked open and the head of one of the cowpunchers was inserted.

Hes coming!

The head disappeared; the door slammed. Lawlor stretched both arms wide, shifted his belt, loosened his gun in the holster for the fiftieth time, and exhaled a long breath. Once more the door jerked open, and this time it was the head and sullen face of Nash, enlivened now by a peculiarly unpleasant smile.

Hes here!

As the door closed the grim realization came to Lawlor that he could not face the tenderfoot — his staring eyes and his pallor would betray him even if the jerking of his hands did not. He swung about in the comfortable chair, seized a book and whisking it open bowed his head to read. All that he saw was a dance of irregular black lines: voices sounded through the hall outside.

Sure, hell see you, Calamity Ben was saying. And if you want to put up for the night there aint nobody more hospital than the Chief. Right in here, son.

The door yawned. He could not see, for his back was resolutely toward it and he was gripping the cover of the book hard to steady his hands; but he felt a breath of colder air from the outer hall; he felt above all a new presence peering in upon him, like a winter-starved lynx that might flatten its round face against the window and peer in at the lazy warmth and comfort of the humans around the hearth inside. Some such feeling sent a chill through Lawlors blood.

Hello! called Calamity Ben.

Humph! grunted Lawlor.

Got a visitor, Mr. Drew.

Bring him in.

And Lawlor cleared his throat.

All right, here he is.

The door closed, and Lawlor snapped the book shut.

Drew! said a low voice.

The cowpuncher turned in his chair. He had intended to rise, but at the sound of that controlled menace he knew that his legs were too weak to answer that purpose. What he saw was a slender fellow, who stood with his head somewhat lowered while his eyes peered down from under contracted brows, as though the light were hurting them. His feet were braced apart and his hands dropped lightly on his hips — the very picture of a man ready to spring into action.

Under the great brush of his moustache, Lawlor set his teeth, but he was instantly at ease; for if the sight of the stranger shook him to the very centre, the other was even more obviously shocked by what he saw. The hands dropped limp from his hips and dangled idly at his sides; his body straightened almost with a jerk, as though he had been struck violently, and now, instead of that searching look, he was blinking down at his host. Lawlor rose and extended a broad hand and an even broader smile; he was proud of the strength which had suddenly returned to his legs.

Hware ye, stranger? Sure glad to see you.

The other accepted the proffered hand automatically, like one moving in a dream.

Are you Drew?

Sure am.

William Drew?

He still held the hand as if he were fearful of the vision escaping without that sensible bondage.

William Drew is right. Sit down. Make yourself to home.

Thanks! breathed the other and as if that breath expelled with it all his strength he slumped into a chair and sat with a fascinated eye glued to his host.

Lawlor had time to mark now the signs of long and severe travelling which the other bore, streaks of mud that disfigured him from heel to shoulder; and his face was somewhat drawn like a man who has gone to work fasting.

William Drew! he repeated, more to himself than to Lawlor, and the latter formed a silent prayer of gratitude that he was not William Drew.

Im forgetting myself, went on the tenderfoot, with a ghost of a smile. My name is Bard — Anthony Bard.

His glance narrowed again, and this time Lawlor, remembering his part, pretended to start with surprise.

Bard?

Yes. Anthony Bard.

Glad to know you. You aint by any chance related to a John Bard?

Why?

Had a partner once by that name. Good old John Bard!

He shook his head, as though overcome by recollections.

Ive heard something about you and your partner, Mr. Drew.

Yes?

In fact, it seems to be a rather unusual story.

Well, it aint common. John Bard! Ill tell the world there was a man.

Yes, he was.

Whats that?

He must have been, answered Anthony, from all that Ive heard of him. Im interested in what I scrape together about him. You see, he carries the same name.

Thats nacheral. How long since you ate?

Last night.

The hell! Starved?

Rather.

Its near chow-time. Will you eat now or wait for the reglar spread?

I think I can wait, thank you.

A little drink right now to help you along, eh? He strode over and opened the door. Hey! Shorty!

For answer there came only the wail of an old pirate song.

Oh, my names Saml Hall — Saml Hall;
My names Saml Hall — Saml Hall.
My name is Saml Hall,
And I hate you one an all,
Youre a gang of muckers all — 
Damn your eyes!

Listen! said Lawlor, turning to his guest with a deprecating wave of the hand. A cook what sings! Which in the old days I wouldnt have had a bum like that around my place, but there aint no choosin now.

The voice from the kitchen rolled out louder:

I killed a man, they said, so they said;
I killed a man, they said, so they said.
I killed a man they said,
For I hit im on the head,
And I left him there for dead — 
Damn your eyes!

Hey! Shorty Kilrain! bellowed the aggravated host.

He turned to Bard.

Whatd you do with a bum like that for a cook?

Pay him wages and keep him around to sing songs. I like this one.
Listen!

They put me in the quad — in the quad;
They put me in the quad — in the quad.
They put me in the quad,
They chained me to a rod,
And they left me there, by God — 
Damn your eyes!

Kilrain, come here and make it fast or Ill damn your eyes!

He explained to Bard: Got to be hard with these fellers or you never get nowhere with em.

Yo ho! answered the voice of the singer, and approached booming:

The parson he did come, he did come;
The parson he did come — did come.
The parson he did come,
He looked almighty glum,
He talked of kingdom come — .
Damn your eyes!

Shorty loomed in the doorway and caught his hand to his forehead in a nautical salute. He had one bad eye, and now it squinted as villainously as if he were the real Saml Hall.

Righto sir. Whatll you have, mate?

Dont mate me, you ignernt sweepin of the South Sea, but trot up some red-eye — and gallop.

The ex-sailor shifted his quid so that it stuck far out in the opposite cheek with such violence of pressure that a little spot of white appeared through the tan of the skin. He regarded Lawlor for a silent moment with bodeful eyes.

What the hell are you lookin at? roared the other. On your way!

The features of Kilrain twitched spasmodically.

Righto, sir.

Another salute, and he was off, his voice coming back less and less distinctly.

So up the rope Ill go, I will go;
So up the rope Ill go — Ill go.
So up the rope Ill go
With the crowd all down below
Yelling, Sam, I told you so!
Damn their eyes!


CHAPTER XXV

HAIR LIKE THE SUNSHINE
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WELL, GRUMBLED LAWLOR, settling back comfortably into his chair, one of these days Im goin to clean out my whole gang and put in a new one. They maybe wont be any better but they cant be any wuss.

Nevertheless, he did not seem in the least downhearted, but apparently had some difficulty in restraining his broad grin.

The voice of the grim cook returned:

Ill see Nelly in the crowd, in the crowd;
Ill see Nelly in the crowd, in the crowd;
Ill see Nelly in the crowd,
And Ill holler to her loud:
Hey, Nelly, aint you proud — 
Damn your eyes?

I ask you, cried Lawlor, with freshly risen wrath, is that any way to go around talkin about women?

Not talking. Hes singing, answered Bard. Let him alone.

The thunder of their burly Ganymedes singing rose and echoed about them.

And this shall be my knell, be my knell;
And this shall be my knell — my knell.
And this shall be my knell:
Sam, I hope you go to hell,
Sam, I hope you sizzle well — 
Damn your eyes!

Shorty Kilrain appeared in the doorway, his mouth wide on the last, long, wailing note.

Shorty, said Lawlor, with a sort of hopeless sadness, aint you never been educated to sing no better songs than that?

Why, you old, grey-headed— began Shorty, and then stopped short and hitched his trousers violently.

Lawlor pushed the bottle of whisky and glass toward Bard.

Help yourself. And to Kilrain, who was leaving the room: Come back here.

Well? snarled the sailor, half turning at the door.

While Im runnin this here ranch youre goin to have manners, see?

If manners was like your whiskers, said the unabashed Shorty, itd take me nigh onto thirty years to get em.

And he winked at Bard for sympathy.

Lawlor smashed his fist on the table.

What I say is, are you running this ranch or am I?

Well? growled Kilrain.

If you was a kid youd have your mouth washed out with soap.

The eyes of Shorty bulged.

It ought to be done now, but there aint no one Id give such dirty work to. What youre going to do is stand right here and show us you know how to sing a decent song in a decent way. That there song of yours didnt leave nothin sacred untouched, from parsons and jails to women and the gallows. Stand over there and sing.

The eyes of the sailor filmed over with cold hate.

Was I hired to punch cattle, he said, or make a blasted, roarin fool out of myself?

You was hired, answered Lawlor softly, as he filled his glass to the brim with the old rye whisky, to be a cook, and youre the rottenest hash-slinger that ever served cold dough for biscuits; a blasted, roarin fool youve already made out of yourself by singin that song. I want another one to get the sound of that out of my ears. Tune up!

Thoughts of murder, ill-concealed, whitened the face of the sailor.

Some day— he began hoarsely, and then stopped. For a vision came to him of blithe mornings when he should sit on the top of the corral fence rolling a cigarette, while some other puncher went into the herd and roped and saddled his horse.

Dyou mean this — Drew? he asked, with an odd emphasis.

Dyou think Im talking for fun?

Whatll I sing? he asked in a voice which was reduced to a faint whisper by rage.

I dunno, mused Lawlor, but maybe it ought to lie between Alice, Ben
Bolt, and Annie Laurie. What dyou choose, partner?

He turned to Bard.

Alice, Ben Bolt, by all means. I dont think he could manage the
Scotch.

Start! commanded Lawlor.

The sailor closed his eyes, tilted back his head, twisted his face to a hideous grimace, and then opening his shapeless mouth emitted a tremendous wail which took shape in the following words:

Oh, dont you remember sweet Alice, Ben Bolt,
Sweet Alice, with hair like the sunshine—

Shut up! roared Lawlor.

It required a moment for Shorty to unkink the congested muscles of his face.

What the hells the matter now? he inquired.

Whoever heard of hair like the sunshine? There aint no such thing possible. Hair so brown, thats what the song says. Shorty, we got more feelin for our ears than to let you go on singin an showin your ignerance. Gwan back to the kitchen!

Kilrain drew a long breath, regarded Lawlor again with that considerate, expectant eye, and then turned on his heel and strode from the room. Back to Bard came fragments of tremendous cursing of an epic breadth and a world-wide inclusiveness.

Got to do things like this once in a while to keep em under my thumb,
Lawlor explained genially.

With all his might Bard was struggling to reconcile this big-handed vulgarian with his mental picture of the man who could write for an epitaph: Here sleeps Joan, the wife of William Drew. She chose this place for rest. But the two ideas were not inclusive.

He said aloud: Arent you afraid that that black-eyed fellow will run a knife between your ribs one of these dark nights?

Who? My ribs? exclaimed Lawlor, nevertheless stirring somewhat uneasily in his chair. Nope, they know that Im William Drew. They may be hard, but they know Im harder.

Oh, drawled the other, and his eyes held with uncomfortable steadiness on the rosy face of Lawlor. I understand.

To cover his confusion Lawlor seized his glass.

Heres to you — drinkin deep.

And he tossed off the mighty potion. Bard had poured only a few drops into his glass; he had too much sympathy for his empty stomach to do more. His host leaned back, coughing, with tears of pleasure in his eyes.

Damn me! he breathed reverently. I aint touched stuff like this in ten years.

Is this a new stock? inquired Bard, apparently puzzled.

This? said Lawlor, recalling his position with a start. Sure it is; brand new. Yep, stuff aint been in moren five days. Smooth, aint it? Medicine, thats what I call it; a gentlemans drink — goes down like water.

Observing a rather quizzical light in the eyes of Bard, he felt that he had probably been making a few missteps, and being warmed greatly at the heart by the whisky, he launched forth in a new phase of the conversation.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE CRITIQUE OF PURE REASON
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SPEAKIN OF HARD cattlemen, he said, I could maybe tell you a few things, son.

No doubt of it, smiled Anthony. I presume it would take a very hard man to handle this crowd.

Fairly hard, nodded the redoubtable Lawlor, but they aint nothin to the men that used to ride the range in the old days.

No?

Nope. One of them men — why, hed eat a dozen like Kilrain and think nothin of it. Them was the sort I learned to ride the range with.

Ive heard something about a fight which you and John Bard had against the Piotto gang. Care to tell me anything of it?

Lawlor lolled easily back in his chair and balanced a second large drink between thumb and forefinger.

There aint no harm in talk, son; sure Ill tell you about it. What dyou want to know?

The way Bard fought — the way you both fought.

Lemme see.

He closed his eyes like one who strives to recollect; he was, in fact, carefully recalling the skeleton of facts which Drew had told him earlier in the day.

Six months, me and Bard had been trailin Piotto, damn his old soul!
Bard — hed of quit cold a couple of times, but I kept him at it.

John Bard would have quit? asked Anthony softly.

Sure. He was a big man, was Bard, but he didnt have none too much endurance.

Go on, nodded Anthony.

Six months, I say, we was ridin day and night and wearin out a hoss about every week of that time. Then we got jest a hint from a bartender that maybe the Piottos was nearby in that section.

It didnt need no more than a hint for us to get busy on the trail. We hit a circle through the mountains — it was over near Twin Rivers where the ground aint got a level stretch of a hundred yards in a whole days ridin. And along about evenin of the second day we come to the house of Tom Shaw, a squatter.

Bard would of passed the house up, because he knew Shaw and said there wasnt nothin crooked about him, but I didnt trust nobody in them days — and I aint changed a pile since.

That, remarked Anthony, is an example I think I shall follow.

Eh? said Lawlor, somewhat blankly. Well, we rode up on the blind side of the house — from the north, see, got off, and sneaked around to the east end of the shack. The windows was covered with cloths on the inside, which didnt make me none too sure about Shaw havin no dealins with crooks. It aint ordinary for a feller to be so savin on light. Pretty soon we found a tear in one of the cloths, and lookin through that we seen old Piotto sittin beside Tom Shaw with his daughter on the other side.

We went back to the north side of the house and figured out different ways of tacklin the job. There was only the two of us, see, and the fellers inside that house was all cut out for man-killers. How would you have gone after em, son?

Opened the door, I suppose, and started shooting, said Bard, if I had the courage.

The other stared at him.

You heard this story before?

Not this part.

Well, that was jest what we done. First off, it sounds like a fool way of tacklin them; but when you think twice it was the best of all. They never was expectin anybody fool enough to walk right into that room and start fightin. We went back and had a look at the door.

It wasnt none too husky. John Bard, he tried the latch, soft, but the thing was locked, and when he pulled there was a snap.

Whos there? hollers someone inside.

We froze agin the side of the house, lookin at each other pretty sick.

Nobodys there, sings out the voice of old Piotto. We can trust Tom Shaw, jest because he knows that if he double-crossed us hed be the first man to die.

And we heard Tom say, sort of quaverin: Gods sake, boys, what dyou think I am?

Now, says Bard, and we put our shoulders to the door, and takes our guns in our hands — we each had two.

The door went down like nothin, because we was both husky fellers in them days, and as she smashed in the fall upset two of the boys sittin closest and gave em no chance on a quick draw. The rest of em was too paralyzed at first, except old Piotto. He pulled his gun, but what he shot was Tom Shaw, who jest leaned forward in his chair and crumpled up dead.

We went at em, pumpin lead. It wasnt no fight at first and half of em was down before they had their guns workin. But when the real hell started it wasnt no fireside story, Ill tell a man. We had the jump on em, but they meant business. I dropped to the floor and lay on my side, shootin; Bard, he followered suit. They went down like tenpins till our guns were empty. Then we up and rushed what was left of em — Piotto and his daughter. Bard makes a pass to knock the gun out of the hand of Joan and wallops her on the head instead. Down she goes. I finished Piotto with my bare hands.

Broke his back, eh?

Me? Whoever heard of breakin a mans back? Ha, ha, ha! You been hearin fairy tales, son. Nope, I choked the old rat.

Were you badly hurt?

Lawlor searched his memory hastily; there was no information on this important point.

Couple of grazes, he said, dismissing the subject with a tolerant wave of the hand. Nothin worth talkin of.

I see, nodded Bard.

It occurred to Lawlor that his guest was taking the narrative in a remarkably philosophic spirit. He reviewed his telling of the story hastily and could find nothing that jarred.

He concluded: That was the way of livin in them days. They aint no more — they aint no more!

And now, said Anthony, the only excitement you get is out of books — and running the labourers?

He had picked up the book which Lawlor had just laid down.

Oh, I read a bit now and then, said the cowpuncher easily, but I aint much on booklearnin.

Bard was turning the pages slowly. The title, whose meaning dawned slowly on his astonished mind as a sunset comes in winter over a grey landscape, was The Critique of Pure Reason. He turned the book over and over in his hands. It was well thumbed.

He asked, controlling his voice: Are you fond of Kant?

Eh? queried the other.

Fond of this book?

Yep, thats one of my favourites. But I aint much on any books.

However, said Bard, the story of this is interesting.

It is. Theres some great stuff in it, mumbled Lawlor, trying to squint at the title, which he had quite overlooked during the daze in which he first picked it up.

Bard laid the book aside and out of sight.

And I like the characters, dont you? Some very close work done with them.

Yep, theres a lot of narrow escapes.

Exactly. Im glad that we agree about books.

Som I. Feller can kill a lot of time chinning about books.

Yes, I suppose a good many people have killed time over this book.

And as he smiled genially upon the cowpuncher, Bard felt a great relief sweep over him, a mighty gladness that this was not Drew — that this looselipped gabbler was not the man who had written the epitaph over the tomb of Joan Piotto. He lied about the book; he had lied about it all. And knowing that this was not Drew, he felt suddenly as if someone were watching him from behind, someone large and grey and stern of eye, like the giant who had spoken to him so long before in the arena at Madison Square Garden.

A game was being played with him, and behind that game must be Drew himself; all Bard could do was to wait for developments.

The familiar, booming voice of Shorty Kilrain echoed through the house:
Supper!

And the loud clangour of a bell supported the invitation.

Chow-time, breathed Lawlor heavily, like one relieved at the end of a hard shift of work. I figure you aint sorry, son?

No, answered Bard, but its too bad to break off this talk. Ive learned a lot.


CHAPTER XXVII

THE STAGE
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YOU FIRST, SAID Lawlor at the door.

Ive been taught to let an older man go first, said Bard, smiling pleasantly. After you, sir.

Any way you want it, Bard, answered Lawlor, but as he led the way down the hall he was saying to himself, through his stiffly mumbling lips: He knows! Calamity was right; theres going to be hell poppin before long.

He lengthened his stride going down the long hall to the dining-room, and entering, he found the cowpunchers about to take their places around the big table. Straight toward the head to the big chair he stalked, and paused an instant beside little Duffy. Their interchange of whispers was like a muffled rapid-fire, for they had to finish before young Bard, now just entering the room, could reach them and take his designated chair at the right of Lawlor.

He knows, muttered Lawlor.

Hell! Then its all up?

No; keep bluffin; wait. Hows everything?

Gregory aint come in, but Drew may put him wise before he gets inside the house.

You done all I could expect, said Lawlor aloud as Bard came up, but to-morrow go back on the same job and try to get something definite.

To Bard: Heres your place, partner. Just been tellin Duffy, there on your right, about some work. Some of the doggies have been rustled lately and were on their trail.

They took their places, and Bard surveyed the room carefully, as an actor who stands in the wings and surveys the stage on which he is soon to step and play a great part; for in Anthony there was a gathering sense of impending disaster and action. What he saw was a long, low apartment, the bare rafters overhead browned by the kitchen smoke, which even now was rolling in from the wide door at the end of the room — the thick, oily smoke of burnt meat mingled with steam and the nameless vapours of a great oven.

There was no semblance of a decoration on the walls; the boards were not even painted. It was strictly a place for use, not pleasure. The food itself which Shorty Kilrain and Calamity Ben now brought on was distinctly utilitarian rather than appetizing. The pièce de resistance was a monstrous platter heaped high with beefsteak, not the inviting meat of a restaurant in a civilized city, but thin, brown slabs, fried dry throughout. The real nourishment was in the gravy in which the steak swam. In a dish of even more amazing proportions was a vast heap of potatoes boiled with their jackets on. Lawlor commenced loading the stack of plates before him, each with a slab and a potato or two.

Meantime from a number of big coffee pots a stream of a liquid, bitter as lye and black as night, was poured into the tin cups. Yet the cattlemen about the table settled themselves for the meal with a pleasant expectation fully equal to that of the most seasoned gourmand in a Manhattan restaurant.

The peculiar cowboys squint — a frowning of the brow and a compression of the thin lips — relaxed. That frown came from the steady effort to shade the eyes from the white-hot sunlight; the compression of the lips was due to a determination to admit none of the air, laden with alkali dust, except through the nostrils. It grew in time into a perpetual grimace, so that the expression of an old range rider is that of a man steeling himself to pass through some grim ordeal.

Now as they relaxed, Anthony perceived first of all that most of the grimness passed away from the narrowed eyes and they lighted instead with good-humoured banter, though of a weary nature. One by one, they cast off ten years of age; the lines rubbed out; the jaws which had thrust out grew normal; the leaning heads straightened and went back.

They paid not the slightest attention to the newcomer, talking easily among themselves, but Anthony was certain that at least some of them were thinking of him. If they said nothing, their thoughts were the more.

In fact, in the meantime little Duffy had passed on to the next man, in a side mutter, the significant phrase: He knows! It went from lip to lip like a watchword passing along a line of sentinels. Each man heard it imperturbably, completed the sentence he was speaking before, or maintained his original silence through a pause, and then repeated it to his right-hand neighbour. Their demeanour did not alter perceptibly, except that the laughter, perhaps, became a little more uproarious, and they were sitting straighter in their chairs, their eyes brighter.

All they knew was that Drew had impressed on them that Bard must not leave that room in command of his six-shooter or even of his hands. He must be bound securely. The working out of the details of execution he had left to their own ingenuity. It might have seemed a little thing to do to greener fellows, but every one of these men was an experienced cowpuncher, and like all old hands on the range they were perfectly familiar with the amount of damage which a single armed man can do.

The thing could be done, of course, but the point was to do it with the minimum of danger. So they waited, and talked, and ate and always from the corners of their eyes were conscious of the slightly built, inoffensive man who sat beside Lawlor near the head of the table. In appearance he was surely most innocuous, but Nash had spoken, and in such matters they were all willing to take his word with a childlike faith.

So the meal went on, and the only sign, to the most experienced eye, was that the chairs were placed a little far back from the edge of the table, a most necessary condition when men may have to rise rapidly or get at their holsters for a quick draw.

Calamity Ben bearing a mighty dish of bread pudding, passed directly behind the chair of the stranger. The whole table watched with a sudden keenness, and they saw Bard turn, ever so slightly, just as Calamity passed behind the chair.

I say, he said, may I have a bit of hot water to put in this coffee?

Sure, said Calamity, and went on, but the whole table knew that the stranger was on his guard.

The mutual suspicion gave a tenseness to the atmosphere, as if it were charged with the electricity of a coming storm, a tingling waiting which made the men prone to become silent and then talk again in fitful outbursts. Or it might be said that it was like a glass full of precipitate which only waits for the injection of a single unusual substance before it settles to the bottom and leaves the remaining liquid clear. It was for the unusual, then, that the entire assembly waited, feeling momentarily that it must be coming, for the strain could not endure.

As for Bard, he stuck by his original apparent indifference. For he still felt sure that the real William Drew was behind this elaborate deception and the thing for which he waited was some revelation of the hand of the master. The trumps which he felt he held was in being forewarned; he could not see that the others knew his hand.

He said to Lawlor: I think a man named Nash works on this ranch. I expected to see him at supper here.

Nash? answered Lawlor. Sure, he used to be foreman here. Aint no more. Nope — I couldnt stand for his lip. Didnt mind him getting fresh till he tried to ride me. Then I turned him loose. Where did you meet him?

While I was riding in this direction.

Want to see him bad?

The other moistened his lips.

Rather! He killed my horse.

A silence fell on these who were within hearing. They would not have given equal attention to the story of the killing of a man.

Howd he get away with it?

The Saverack was between us. Before I could get my gun out he was riding out of range. Ill meet him and have another talk some day.

Well, the range aint very small.

But my dear fellow, its not nearly as big as my certainty of meeting this — cur.

There is something in a low, slow voice more thrilling than the thunder of actual rage. Those who heard glanced to one another with thoughtful eyes. They were thinking of Nash, and thinking of him with sympathy.

Little Duffy, squat and thick-set, felt inspiration descend on him. He turned to Bard on his left.

That aint a full-size forty-five, is it — that one youre packin?

Doesnt it look it? answered Bard.

Nope. Holster seems pretty small to me.

Its the usual gun, Im sure, said Bard, and pulled the weapon from the leather.

Holding the butt loosely, his trigger finger hooked clear around the far side of the guard, he showed the gun.

I was wrong, nodded Duffy unabashed, thats the regular kind. Lets have a look at it.

And he stretched out his hand. No one would ever have guessed how closely the table followed what now happened, for each man began talking in a voice even louder than before. It was as if they sought to cover the stratagem of Duffy with their noise.

Theres nothing unusual about the gun, said Bard, but Id be glad to let you have it except that Ive formed a habit of never letting a six-shooter get away from me. Its a foolish habit, I know, but I cant lose it. If theres any part youd like to see, just name it.

Thanks, answered Duffy. I guess Ive seen all I want of it.

Calamity had failed; Duffy had failed. It began to look as if force of downright numbers must settle the affair.


CHAPTER XXVIII

SALLY BREAKS A MIRROR
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AS SALLY HAD remarked the night before, one does not pay much attention to a toilet when one rises at 5 a.m. At least that is the rule, but Sally, turning out with a groan in the chill, dark room, shut off the alarm, lighted her lamp, and set about the serious task of dressing. A woman, after all, is much like a diplomatic statesman; a hint along certain lines is more to her than a sworn statement.

She had secured a large mirror, and in front of this she laboured patiently for a full ten minutes, twisting her hair this way and that, and using the comb and brush vigorously. Now and then, as she worked, she became aware that a fluff of hair rolling down low over her forehead did amazing things to her face and brought her from Sally Fortune into the strange dignity of a lady. But she could not complete any of the manoeuvres, no matter how promisingly they started. In the end she dashed a handful of hairpins on the floor and wound the hair about her head with a few swift turns.

She studied the sullen, boyish visage which looked back at her. After all, she would be unmercifully joked if she were to appear with her hair grown suddenly fluffy and womanly — it would become impossible for her to run the eating-place without the assistance of a man, and a fighting man at that. So what was the use? She threw the mirror crashing on the floor; it splintered in a thousand pieces.

After all, she murmured aloud, do I want to be a woman?

The sullen mouth undoubtedly answered No; the wistful eyes undoubtedly replied in another key. She shrugged the question away and stepped out of her room toward the kitchen, whistling a tune to raise her spirits.

Late, Sally, said the cook, tossing another hot cake on the growing pile which surmounted the warmer.

Sure; I busted my mirror, said Sally.

The cook stared at her in such astonishment that he allowed a quantity of dough to fall from the dish cupped in the hollow of his arm; it overflowed the griddle-iron.

Blockhead! shouted Sally. Watch your step!

She resumed, when the dough had been rescued by somewhat questionable means: Dyou think a girl can dress in the dark?

But the cook had had too much experience with his employer to press what seemed a tender point. He confined his attention to the pancakes.

There aint no fool worse than a he-fool, continued Sally bitterly.
Which maybe you think a girl can dress without a mirror?

Since this taunt brought no response from her victim, she went on into the eating-room. It was already filling, and the duties of her strenuous day began.

They continued without interruption hour after hour, for the popularity of her restaurant had driven all competition out of Eldara, a result which filled the pocket-book and fattened the bank account of Sally Fortune, but loaded unnumbered burdens onto her strong shoulders. For she could not hire a waiter to take her place; every man who came into the eating-room expected to be served by the slim hands of Sally herself, and he expected also some trifling repartee which would make him pay his bill with a grin.

The repartee dragged with Sally to-day, almost to sullenness, and when she began to grow weary in the early afternoon, there was no reserve strength on which she could fall back. She suddenly became aware that she wanted support, aid, comfort. Finally she spilled a great armful of empties down on the long drain-board of the sink, turned to the wall, and buried her face in her hands. The cook, Bert, though he cast a startled glance at her would not have dared to speak, after that encounter of the morning, but a rather explosive sniff was too eloquent an appeal to his manliness.

His left sleeve having fallen, he rolled it back, tied the strings of the apron tighter about his plump middle, and advanced to the battle. His hand touched the shoulder of the girl.

Sally!

Shut your face! moaned a stifled voice.

But he took his courage between his teeth and persisted.

Sally, somethin is wrong.

Nothin you can right, Fatty, said the same woe-stricken voice.

Sally, if somebodys been gettin fresh with you—

Her arms jerked down; she whirled and faced him with clenched fists; her eyes shining more brightly for the mist which was in them.

Fresh with me? Why, you poor, one-horned yearling, dyou think theres anybody in Eldara man enough to get fresh with me?

Bert retreated a step; caution was a moving element in his nature. From a vantage point behind a table, however, he ventured: Then what is wrong?

Her woe, apparently, was greater than her wrath.

She said sadly: I dunno, Bert. I aint the man I used to be — I mean, the woman.

He waited, his small eyes gentle. What woman can altogether resist sympathy, even from a fat man and a cook? Not even the redoubtable soul of a Sally.

She confessed: I feel sort of hollow and gone — around the stomach,
Fatty.

Eat, suggested the cook. I just took out a pie that would—

But it aint the stomach. Its like bein hungry and wantin no food.
Fatty, dyou think Im sick?

You look kind of whitish.

Fatty, I feel—

She hesitated, as though too great a confession were at her lips, but she stumbled on: I feel as if I was afraid of somethin, or someone.

That, said Bert confidently, aint possible. Its the stomach, Sally.
Something aint agreed with you.

She turned from him with a vague gesture of despair.

If this here feelin is goin to keep up — why, I wisht I was dead — I wisht I was dead!

She went on to the swinging door, paused there to dab her eyes swiftly, started to whistle a tune, and in this fashion marched back to the eating-room. Fatty, turning back to the stove, shook his head; he was more than ever convinced in his secret theory that all women are crazy.

Sally found that a new man had entered, one whom she could not remember having seen before. She went to him at once, for it seemed to her that she would die, indeed, if she had to look much longer on the familiar, unshaven faces of the other men in the room.

Anything you got, said the stranger, who was broad of hands and thick of neck and he cast an anxious eye on her. I hear you seen something of a thinnish, dark feller named Bard.

What dyou want with him? asked Sally with dangerous calm.

I was aimin to meet up with him. Thats all.

Partner, if you want to stand in solid around here, dont let out that youre a friend of his. He aint none too popular; thats straight and puttin it nice and easy.

Which who said I was his friend? said the other with heat.

She turned away to the kitchen and reappeared shortly, bearing his meal. The frown with which she departed had disappeared, and she was smiling as brightly as ever while she arranged the dishes in front of him. He paid no attention to the food.

Now, she said, resting both hands on the table and leaning so that she could look him directly in the eye: Whats Bard done now? Horse — gun-fighter — woman; which?

The other loosened the bandanna which circled his bull neck.

Woman, he said hoarsely, and the blood swelled his throat and face with veins of purple.

Ah-h-h, drawled the girl, and straightening, she dropped both hands on her hips. It was a struggle, but she managed to summon another smile.

Wife — sister — sweetheart?

The man stared dubiously on her, and Sally, mother to five hundred wild rangers, knew the symptoms of a man eager for a confidant. She slipped into the opposite chair.

It might be any of the three, she went on gently, and I know because
Ive seen him work.

Damn his soul! growled the other by way of a prefix to his story. It aint any of the three with me. This Bard — maybe he tried his hand with you?

Whether it was rage or scorn that made her start and redden he could not tell.

Me? she repeated. A tenderfoot get fresh with me? Stranger, you aint been long in Eldara or you wouldnt pull a bonehead like that.

Scuse me. I was hopin that maybe you took a fall out of him, thats all.

He studied the blue eyes. They had been tinted with ugly green a moment before, but now they were clear, deep, dark, guileless blue. He could not resist. The very nearness of the woman was like a gentle, cool hand caressing his forehead and rubbing away the troubles.

It was like this, he began. Me and Lizzie had been thick for a couple of years and was jest waitin till Id corralled enough cash for a start. Then the other day along comes this feller Bard with a queer way of talkin school language. Made you feel like you was readin a bit out of a dictionary jest to listen to him for a minute. Liz, she never heard nothin like it, I figure. She got all eyes and sat still and listened. Bein like that he plumb made a fool out of Liz. Kidded her along and wound up by kissing her good-bye. I didnt see none of this; I jest heard about it later. When I come up and started talkin jest friendly with Liz she got sore and passed me the frosty stare. I didnt think she could be doin more than kiddin me a bit, so I kept right on and it ended up with Liz sayin that all was over between us.

He paused on his tragedy, set his teeth over a sigh, and went on: The feller aint no good. I know that from a chap that come to the house a few hours after Bard left. Nash was his name—

What!

Nash. Feller built husky around the shoulders — looks like a fighter.
Know him?

Pretty well. Dyou say he come to your house right after Bard left it?

Yep. Why?

How long ago was this?

About three days.

Three days?

Whats wrong?

Nothin.

You look like you was goin to murder some one, lady.

Her laughter ended with a jerk and jar.

Maybe I am. Gwan! Tell me some more about what Nash said.

Why, he didnt say much. Hinted around that maybe Bard had walked off with the piebald hoss he was ridin.

Thats a lie.

Lady, said the other a little coldly, you say that like you was a friend of Bards.

Me? There aint nobody around these parts man enough to say to my face that Im a friend of that tenderfoot.

Im glad of that. My names Ralph Boardman.

Im Sally Fortune.

Sure; Ive heard of you — a lot. Say, you couldnt tip me off where I could hit the trail of Bard?

Dunno. Wait; lemme see.

She studied, with closed eyes. What she was thinking was that if Nash had been so close to Bard three days before he was surely on the trail of the tenderfoot and certainly that meeting in her place had not been a casual one. She set her teeth, thinking of the promise Nash had given to her. Undoubtedly he had laughed at it afterward. And now Bard probably lay stretched on his back somewhere among the silent hills looking up to the pitiless brightness of the sky with eyes which could never shut.

The hollow feeling of which Sally had complained to Bert grew to a positive ache, and the tears stood up closer to her eyes.

Wait around town, she said in a changed voice. I think I heard him say something of riding out, but hell be back before long. Thats the only tip I can give you, partner.

So she rose and hurried back to the kitchen.

Bert, she said, Im off for the rest of the day. You got to handle the place.

He panted: But the heavy rush — it aint started yet.

Its started for me.

What dyou mean?

Nothin. Im on my way. Slong, Bert. Back in the mornin bright and early.

If she could not find Bard at least she could find Nash at the ranch of
Drew, and in that direction she headed her racing horse.


CHAPTER XXIX

THE SHOW
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JANSEN, THE BIG Swede, was the first to finish his meal in Drews dining-room. For that matter, he was always first. He ate with astonishing expedition, lowering his head till that tremendous, shapeless mouth was close to the plate and then working knife and fork alternately with an unfaltering industry. To-night, spurred on by a desire to pass through this mechanical effort and be prepared for the coming action, his speed was something truly marvellous. He did not appear to eat; the food simply vanished from the plate; it was absorbed like a mist before the wind. While the others were barely growing settled in their places, Jansen was already through.

He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, produced Durham and papers, and proceeded to light up. Lawlor, struggling still to re-establish himself in the eyes of Bard as the real William Drew, seized the opportunity to exert a show of authority. He smashed his big fist on the table.

Jansen! he roared.

Eh? grunted the Swede.

Where was you raised?

Me?

You, square-head.

Elvaruheimarstadhaven.

Are you sneezin or talkin English?

Jansen, irritated, bellowed: Elvaruheimarstadhaven! Thats where I was born.

Thats where you was born? Elvaru — damn such a language! No wonder you
Swedes dont know nothin. It takes all your time learnin how to talk
your lingo. But if you aint never had no special trainin in manners,
Im goin to make a late start with you now. Put out that cigarette!

The pale eyes of Jansen stared, fascinated; the vast mouth fell agape.

Maybe, he began, and then finished weakly: I be damned!

There aint no reasonable way of doubtin that unless you put out that smoke. Hear me?

Shorty Kilrain, coming from the kitchen, grinned broadly. Having felt the lash of discipline himself, he was glad to see it fall in another place. He continued his gleeful course around that side of the table.

And big Jansen slowly, imperturbably, raised the cigarette and inhaled a mighty cloud of smoke which issued at once in a rushing, fine blue mist, impelled by a snort.

Maybe, he rumbled, completing his thought, maybe youre one damn fool!

Im going to learn you whos boss in these parts, boomed Lawlor. Put out that cigarette! Dont you know no better than to smoke at the table?

Jansen pushed back his chair and started to rise. There was no doubt as to his intentions; they were advertised in the dull and growing red which flamed in his face. But Kilrain, as though he had known such a moment would come, caught the Swede by the shoulders and forced him back into the chair. As he did so he whispered something in the ear of Jansen.

Let him go! bellowed Lawlor. Let him come on. Dont hold him. I aint had work for my hands for five years. I need exercise, I do.

The mouth of Jansen stirred, but no words came. A hopeless yearning was in his eyes. But he dropped the cigarette and ground it under his heel.

I thought, growled Lawlor, that you knew your master, but dont make no mistake again. Speakin personal, I dont think no more of knockin down a Swede than I do of flickin the ashes offn a cigar.

He indulged in a side glance at Bard to see if the latter were properly impressed, but Anthony was staring blankly straight before him, unable, to all appearances, to see anything of what was happening.

Kilrain, went on Lawlor, trot out some cigars. You know where theyre kept.

Kilrain falling to the temptation, asked: Wheres the key to the cabinet?

For Drew kept his tobacco in a small cabinet, locked because of long experience with tobacco-loving employees. Lawlor started to speak, checked himself, fumbled through his pockets, and then roared: Smash the door open. I misplaced the key.

No semblance of a smile altered the faces of the cowpunchers around the table, but glances of vague meaning were interchanged. Kilrain reappeared almost at once, bearing a large box of cigars under each arm.

The eats bein over, announced Lawlor, we can now light up. Open them boxes, Shorty. Am I goin to work on you the rest of my life teachin you how to serve cigars?

Kilrain sighed deeply, but obeyed, presenting the open boxes in turn to Bard, who thanked him, and to Lawlor, who bit off the end of his smoke continued: A match, Kilrain.

And he waited, swelling with pleasure, his eyes fixed upon space. Kilrain lighted a match and held it for the two in turn. Two rows of waiting, expectant eyes were turned from the whole length, of the table, toward the cigars.

Shall I pass on the cigars? suggested Bard.

These smokes? breathed Lawlor. Waste em on common hands? Partner, you aint serious, are you?

A breath like the faint sighing of wind reached them; the cowpunchers were resigned, and started now to roll their Durham. But it seemed as if a chuckle came from above; it was only some sound in the gasoline lamp, a big fixture which hung suspended by a slender chain from the centre of the ceiling and immediately above the table.

Civilizin cowpunchers, went on Lawlor, tilting back in his chair and bracing his feet against the edge of the table, civilizin cowpunchers is worsen breakin mustangs. Theys some that say it cant be done. But look at this crew. Do they look like rough uns?

A stir had passed among the cowpunchers and solemn stares of hate transfixed Lawlor, but he went on: Im askin you, do these look rough?

I should say, answered Bard courteously, that you have a pretty experienced lot of cattle-men.

Experienced? Well, theyll pass. Theyve had experience with bar whisky and talkin to their cards at poker, but aside from bein pretty much drunks and crookin the cards, they aint anything uncommon. But when I got em they was wild, they was. Why, if Id talked like this in front of em theyd of been guns pulled. But look at em now. I ask you: Look at em now! Aint they tame? They hear me call em what they are, but they dont even bat an eye. Yes, sir, Ive tamed em. They took a lot of lickin, but now theyre tamed. Hello!

For through the door stalked a newcomer. He paused and cast a curious eye up the table to Lawlor.

What the hell! he remarked naively. Wheres the chief?

Fired! bellowed Lawlor without a moment of hesitation.

Who fired him? asked the new man, with an expectant smile, like one who waits for the point of a joke, but he caught a series of strange signals from men at the table and many a broad wink.

I fired him, Gregory, answered Lawlor. I fired Nash!

He turned to Bard.

You see, he said rather weakly, the boys is used to callin Nash the chief.

Ah, yes, said Bard, I understand.

And Lawlor felt that he did understand, and too well.

Gregory, in the meantime, silenced by the mysterious signs from his fellow cowpunchers, took his place and began eating without another word. No one spoke to him, but as if he caught the tenseness of the situation, his eyes finally turned and glanced up the table to Bard.

It was easy for Anthony to understand that glance. It is the sort of look which the curious turn on the man accused of a great crime and sitting in the court room guilty. His trial in silence had continued until he was found guilty. Apparently, he was now to be both judged and executed at the same time.

There could not be long delay. The entrance of Gregory had almost been the precipitant of action, and though it had been smoothed over to an extent, still the air was each moment more charged with suspense. The men were lighting their second cigarette. With each second it grew clearer that they were waiting for something. And as if thoughtful of the work before them, they no longer talked so fluently.

Finally there was no talk at all, save for sporadic outbursts, and the blue smoke and the brown curled up slowly in undisturbed drifts toward the ceiling until a bright halo formed around the gasoline lamp. A childish thought came to Bard that where the smoke was so thick the fire could not be long delayed.

A second form appeared in the doorway, lithe, graceful, and the light made her hair almost golden.

Evnin, fellers, called Sally jauntily. Hello, Lawlor; what you doin at the head of the table?


CHAPTER XXX

THE LAMP
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THE BLUFF WAS ended. It was as if the wind blew a cloud suddenly from the face of the sun and let the yellow sunlight pour brightly over the world; so everyone in the room at the voice of Sally knew that the time had come for action. There was no vocal answer to her, but each man rose slowly in his place, his gun naked in his hand, and every face was turned to Bard.

Gentlemen, he said in his soft voice, I see that my friend Lawlor has not wasted his lessons in manners. At least you know enough to rise when a lady enters the room.

His gun, held at the hip, pointed straight down the table to the burly form of Jansen, but his eyes, like those of a pugilist, seemed to be taking in every face at the table, and each man felt in some subtle manner that the danger would fall first on him. They did not answer, but hands were tightening around revolver butts.

Lawlor moved back, pace by pace, his revolver shaking in his hand.

But, went on Bard, you are all facing me. Is it possible?

He laughed.

I knew that Mr. Drew was very anxious to receive me with courtesy; I did not dream that he would be able to induce so many men to take care of me.

And Sally Fortune, bracing herself against the wall with one hand, and in the capable grasp of the other a six-gun balanced, stared in growing amazement on the scene, and shuddered at the silences.

Bard, she called, what have I done?

Youve started a game, he answered, which I presume weve all been waiting to play. What about it, boys? I hope youre well paid; Id hate to die a cheap death.

A voice, deep and ringing, sounded close at hand, almost within the room, and from a direction which Bard could not locate.

Dont harm him if you can help it. But keep him in that room!

Bard stepped back a pace till his shoulders touched the wall.

Sirs, he said, if you keep me here you will most certainly have to harm me.

A figure ran around the edge of the crowd and stood beside him.

Stand clear of me, Sally, he muttered, much moved. Stand away. This is a mans work.

The work of a pack of coyotes! she cried shrilly. What dye mean?

She turned on them fiercely.

Are you goin to murder a tenderfoot among you? One that aint done no real harm? I dont believe my eyes. You, there, Shorty Kilrain, Ive waited on you with my own hands. Youve played the man with me. Are you goin to play the dog now? Jansen, you was tellin me about a blue-eyed girl in Sweden; have you forgot about her now? And Calamity Ben! My God, aint there a man among you to step over here and join the two of us?

They were shaken, but the memory of Drew quelled them.

Theys no harm intended him, on my honour, Sally, said Lawlor. All hes got to do is give up his gun — and — and — he finished weakly— let his hands be tied.

Is that all? said Sally scornfully.

Dont follow me, Sally, said Bard. Stay out of this. Boys, you may have been paid high, but I dont think youve been paid high enough to risk taking a chance with me. If you put me out with the first shot that ends it, of course, but the chances are that Ill be alive when I hit the floor, and if I am, Ill have my gun working — and I wont miss. One or two of you are going to drop.

He surveyed them with a quick glance which seemed to linger on each face.

I dont know wholl go first. But now Im going to walk straight for that door, and Im going out of it.

He moved slowly, deliberately toward the door, around the table. Still they did not shoot.

Bard! commanded the voice which had spoken from nowhere before. Stop where you are. Are you fool enough to think that Ill let you go?

Are you William Drew?

I am, and you are — —

The son of John Bard. Are you in this house?

I am; Bard, listen to me for thirty seconds — —

Not for three. Sally, go out of this room and through that door.

There was a grim command in his voice. It started her moving against her will. She paused and looked back with an imploring gesture.

Go on, he repeated.

And she passed out of the door and stood there, a glimmering figure against the night. Still there was not a shot fired, though all those guns were trained on Bard.

Youve got me Drew, he called, but Ive got you, and your hirelings — all of you, and Im going to take you to hell with me — to hell!

He jerked his gun up and fired, not at a man, for the bullet struck the thin chain which held the gasoline lamp suspended, struck it with a clang, and it rushed down to the table. It struck, but not with the loud explosion which Bard had expected. There was a dull report, as of a shot fired at a great distance, the scream of Sally from the door, and then liquid fire spurted from the lamp across the table, whipped in a flare to the ceiling, and licked against the walls. It shot to all sides but it shot high, and every man was down on his face.

Anthony, scarcely believing that he was still alive, rushed for the door, with a cry of agony ringing in his ears from the voice beyond the room. One man in all that crowd was near enough or had the courage to obey the master even to the uttermost. The gaunt form of Calamity Ben blocked the doorway in front of Bard, blocked it with poised revolver.

Halt! he yelled.

But the other rushed on. Calamity whipped down the gun and fired, but even before the trigger was pulled he was sagging toward the floor, for Bard had shot to kill. Over the prostrate form of the cowpuncher he leaped, and into the night, where the white face of Sally greeted him.

Outside the red inferno of that room, as if the taste of blood had maddened him, he raised his arms and shouted, like one crying a wild prayer: William Drew! William Drew! Come out to me!

Small, strong hands gripped his wrists and turned him away from the house.

You fool! cried Sally. Ride for it! Youve raised your hell at last — I knew you would!

Red light flared in all the windows of the dining-room; shouts and groans and cursing poured out of them. Bard turned and followed her out toward the stable on the run, and he heard her moaning as she ran: I knew! I knew!

She mounted her horse, which was tethered near the barn. He chose at random the first horse he reached, a grey, threw on his back the saddle which hung from the peg behind, mounted, and they were off through the night. No thought, no direction; but only in blind speed there seemed to be the hope of a salvation.

A mile, two miles dropped behind them, and then in an open stretch, for he had outridden her somewhat, Anthony reined back, caught the bridle of her horse, and pulled it down to a sharp trot.

Why have you come?

Their faces were so close that even through the night he could see the grim set of her lips.

Aint you raised your hell — the hell you was hungry to raise? Dont you need help?

What Ive done is my own doing. Ill take the burden of it.

Youll take a halter for it, thats what youll take. The whole rangell rise for this. Youre marked already. Everywhere youve gone youve made an enemy. Theyll be out to get you — Nash — Boardman — the whole gang.

Let em come. Id do this all over again.

Born gunman, eh? Bard, you aint got a week to live.

It was fierceness; it was a reproach rather than sorrow.

Then let me go my own way. Why do you follow, Sally?

Dyou know these mountains?

No, but — —

Then theyd run you down in twelve hours. Wherell you head for?

He said, as the first thought entered his mind: Ill go for the old house that Drew has on the other side of the range.

That aint bad. Know the short cut?

What cut?

You can make it in five hours over one trail. But of course you dont know. Nobody but old Dan and me ever knowed it. Let go my bridle and ride like hell.

She jerked the reins away from him and galloped off at full speed. He followed.

Sally! he called.

But she kept straight ahead, and he followed, shouting, imploring her to go back. Finally he settled to the chase, resolved on overtaking her. It was no easy task, for she rode like a centaur, and she knew the way.


CHAPTER XXXI

NASH STARTS THE FINISH
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THROUGH THE WINDOWS and the door the cowpunchers fled from the red spurt of the flames, each man for himself, except Shorty Kilrain, who stooped, gathered the lanky frame of Calamity Ben into his arms, and staggered out with his burden. The great form of William Drew loomed through the night.

His hand on the shoulder of Shorty, he cried: Is he badly burned?

Shot, said Kilrain bitterly, by the tenderfoot; done for.

It was strange to hear the big voice go shrill with pain.

Shot? By Anthony? Give him to me.

Kilrain lowered his burden to the ground.

Youve got him murdered. Aint you through with him? Calamity, he was my pal!

But the big man thrust him aside and knelt by the stricken cowpuncher.

He commanded: Gather the boys; form a line of buckets from the pump; fight that fire. It hasnt a hold on the house yet.

The habit of obedience persisted in Kilrain. Under the glow of the fire, excited by the red light, the other man stood irresolute, eager for action, but not knowing what to do. A picture came back to him of a ship labouring in a storm; the huddling men on the deck; the mate on the bridge, shrieking his orders through a megaphone. He cupped his hands at his mouth and began to bark orders.

They obeyed on the run. Some rushed for the kitchen and secured buckets; two manned the big pump and started a great gush of water; in a moment a steady stream was being flung by the foremost men of the line against the smoking walls and even the ceiling of the dining-room. So far it was the oil itself, which had made most of the flame and smoke, and now, although the big table was on fire, the main structure of the house was hardly touched.

They caught it in time and worked with a cheer, swinging the buckets from hand to hand, shouting as the flames fell little by little until the floor of the room was awash, the walls gave back clouds of steam, and the only fire was that which smouldered along the ruined table. Even this went out, hissing, at last, and they came back with blackened, singed faces to Calamity and Drew.

The rancher had torn away the coat and shirt of the wounded man, and now, with much labour, was twisting a tight bandage around his chest. At every turn Calamity groaned feebly. Kilrain dropped beside his partner, taking the head between his hands.

Calamity — pal, he said, howd you let a tenderfoot, a damned tenderfoot, do this?

The other sighed: I dunno. I had him covered. I should have sent him to hell. But sure shootin is bettern fast shootin. He nailed me fair and square while I was blockin him at the door.

How dyou feel?

Done for, Shorty, but damned glad that — —

His voice died away in a horrible whisper and bubbles of red foam rose to his lips.

God! groaned Shorty, and then called loudly, as if the strength of his voice might recall the other, Calamity!

The eyes of Calamity rolled up; the wide lips twisted over formless words; there was no sound from his mouth. Someone was holding a lantern whose light fell full on the silent struggle. It was Nash, his habitual sneer grown more malevolent than ever.

What of the feller that done it, Shorty? he suggested.

So help me God, said the cattleman, with surprising softness, the range aint big enough to keep him away from me.

Drew, completing his bandage, said, Thats enough of such talk, Nash. Let it drop there. Here, Kilrain, take his feet. Help me into the house with him.

They moved in, the rest trailing behind like sheep after a bell-weather, and it was astonishing to see the care with which big Drew handled his burden, placing it at last on his own four-poster bed.

The old mans all busted up, said little Duffy to Nash. Id never of guessed he was so fond of Calamity.

Youre a fool, answered Nash. It aint Calamity he cares about.

Then what the devil is it?

I dunno. Were goin to see some queer things around here.

Drew, having disposed of the wounded man, carefully raising his head on a pillow, turned to the others.

Who saw Ben shot?

I did, said Kilrain, who was making his way to the door.

Come back here. Are you sure you saw the shot fired?

I seen the tenderfoot — damn his eyes! — whip up his gun and take a snap shot while he was runnin for the door where Calamity stood.

Nash raised his lantern high, so that the light fell full on the face of
Drew. The rancher was more grey than ever.

He said, with almost an appeal in his voice: Mightnt it have been one of the other boys, shooting at random?

The tone of Kilrain raised and grew ugly.

Are you tryin to cover the tenderfoot, Drew?

The big man made a fierce gesture.

Why should I cover him?

Because you been actin damned queer, answered Nash.

Ah, youre here again, Nash? I know you hate Bard because he was too much for you.

He got the start of me, but Ill do a lot of finishing.

Kilrain, called Drew, youre Calamitys best friend. Ride for Eldara and bring back Dr. Young. Quick! Were going to pull Ben through.

Jest a waste of time, said Nash coolly. Hes got one foot in hell already.

Youve said too much, Nash. Kilrain, are you going?

Ill stop for the doctor at Eldara, but then Ill keep on riding.

What do you mean?

Nothin.

Ill go with you, said Nash, and turned with the other.

Stop! called Drew. Boys, I know what you have planned; but let the law take care of this. Remember that we were the aggressors against young Bard. He came peaceably into this house and I tried to hold him here. What would you have done in his place?

Theys a dozen men know how peaceable he is, said Nash drily. Wherever hes gone on the range hes raised hell. Hes cut out for a killer, and Glendin in Eldara knows it.

Ill talk to Glendin. In the meantime you fellows keep your hands off Bard. In the first place because if you take the law into your own hands youll have me against you — understand?

Kilrain and Nash glowered at him a moment, and then backed through the door.

As they hurried for the barn Kilrain asked: What makes the chief act soft to that hell-raiser?

If you have a feller cut out for your own meat, answered Nash, dyou want to have any one else step in and take your meal away?

But you and me, Steve, well get this bird.

Well get Glendin behind us first.

Why him?

Play safe. Glendin can swear us in as deputies to— apprehend, as he calls it, this Bard. Apprehendin a feller like Bard simply means to shoot him down and ask him to come along afterward, see?

Nash, you got a great head. You ought to be one of these lawyers. There aint nothin you cant find a way out of. But will Glendin do it?

Hell do what I ask him to do.

Friend of yours?

Bettern a friend.

Got something on him?

These here questions, they aint polite, Shorty, grinned Nash.

All right. You do the leadin in this game and Ill jest follow suit. But lay your course with nothin but the topsls flyin, because Ive got an idea were goin to hit a hell of a storm before we get back to port, Steve.

For my part, answered Nash, Im gettin used to rough weather.

They saddled their horses and cut across the hills straight for Eldara.
Kilrain spurred viciously, and the roan had hard work keeping up.

Hold in, called Nash after a time. Save your hoss, Shorty. This aint no short trail. Dyou notice the hosses when we was in the barn?

Nope.

Bard took Duffys grey, and the grey can go like the devil.
Hoss-liftin? Thats another little mark on Bards score.


CHAPTER XXXII

TO APPREHEND A MAN
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AS IF TO make up for its silence of the blast when the two reached it late the night before, Eldara was going full that evening. Kilrain went straight for Doc Young, to bring him later to join Nash at the house of Deputy Glendin.

The front of the deputys house was utterly dark, but Nash, unabashed, knocked loudly on the door, and went immediately to the rear of the place. He was in time to see a light wink out at an upper window of the two-story shack. He slipped back, chuckling, among the trees, and waited until the back door slammed and a dark figure ran noiselessly down the steps and out into the night. Then he returned, still chuckling, to the front of the house, and banged again on the door.

A window above him raised at length and a drawling voice, apparently overcome with sleep, called down: Whats up in Eldara?

Nash answered: Everythings wrong. Deputy Glendin, he sits up in a back room playin poker and hittin the redeye. No wonder Eldaras goin to hell!

A muffled cursing rolled down to the cowpuncher, and then a sharp challenge: Whos there?

Nash, you blockhead!

Nash! cried a relieved voice, come in; confound you. I thought — no matter what I thought. Come in!

Nash opened the door and went up the stairs. The deputy met him, clad in a bathrobe and carrying a lamp. Under the bathrobe he was fully dressed.

Thought your game was called, eh? grinned the cattleman.

Sure. I had a tidy little thing in black-jack running and was pulling in the iron boys, one after another. Why didnt you tip me off? You could have sat in with us.

Nope; Im here on business.

Lets have it.

He led the way into a back room and placed the lamp on a table littered with cards and a black bottle looming in the centre.

Drink?

Nope. I said I came on business.

What kind?

Bard.

I thought so.

I want a posse.

Whats he done?

Killed Calamity Ben at Drews place, started a fire that near burned the house, and lifted Duffys hoss.

Glendin whistled softly.

Nice little start.

Sure, and its just a beginnin for this Bard.

Ill go out to Drews place and see what hes done.

And then start after him with a gang?

Sure.

By that time hell be a thousand miles away.

Well?

Im running this little party. Let me get a gang together. You can swear em in and put me in charge. Ill guarantee to get him before morning.

Glendin shook his head.

It aint legal, Steve. You know that.

The hell with legality.

Thats what you say; but I got to hold my job.

Youll do your part by goin to Drews place with Doc Young. Hell be here with Shorty Kilrain in a minute.

And let you go after Bard?

Right.

Fars I know, you may jest shoot him down and then come back and say you done it because he resisted arrest.

Well?

You admit thats what you want, Steve?

Absolute.

Well, partner, it cant be done. That aint apprehendin a man. Its jest plain murder.

Dyou think you could ever catch that bird alive?

Dunno, Id try.

Never in a thousand years.

He dont know the country. Hell travel in a circle and Ill ride him down.

Hes got somebody with him that knows the country bettern you or me.

Who?

The face of Nash twisted into an ugly grimace.

Sally Fortune.

The hell!

It is; but its true.

It aint possible. Sally aint the kind to make a fool of herself about any man, let alone a gun-fighter.

Thats what I thought, but I seen her back up this Bard agin a roomful of men. And shell keep on backin him till hes got his toes turned up.

Thats another reason for you to get Bard, eh? Well, I cant send you after him, Nash. Thats final.

Not a bit. I know too much about you, Glendin.

The glance of the other raised slowly, fixed on Nash, and then lowered to the floor. He produced papers and Durham, rolled and lighted his cigarette, and inhaled a long puff.

So thats the game, Steve?

I hate to do it.

Let that go. Youll run the limit on this?

Listen, Glendin. Ive got to get this Bard. Hes out-ridden me, out-shot me, out-gamed me, out-lucked me, out-guessed me — and taken Sally. Hes mine. He blongs all to me. Dyou see that?

Im only seein one thing just now.

I know. You think Im double-crossin you. Maybe I am, but Im desperate, Glendin.

After all, mused the deputy, youd be simply doin work Id have to do later. Youre right about this Bard. Hell never be taken alive.

Good ol Glendin. I knew youd see light. Ill go out and get the boys I want in ten minutes. Wait here. Shorty and Doc Young will come in a minute. One thing more: when you get to Drews place youll find him actin queer.

What about?

I dunno why. Its a bad mess. You see, hes after this Bard himself, the way I figure it, and he wants him left alone. Hed raise hell if he knew a posse was after the tenderfoot.

Drews a bad one to get against me.

I know. You think Im double-crossin?

Ill do it. But this squares all scores between us, Steve?

Right. It leaves the debt on my side, and you know Ive never dodged an I.O.U. Drew may talk queer. Hell tell you that Bard done all that work in self-defence.

Did he?

The point is he killed a man and stole a hoss. No matter what comes of it, hes got to be arrested, dont he?

And shot down while resistin arrest? Steve, Id hate to have you out for me like this.

But you wont listen to Drew?

Not this one time. But, Lord, man, I hate to face him if hes on the warpath. Wholl you take with you?

Shorty, of course. He was Calamity Bens pal. The rest will be — dont laugh — Butch Conklin and his gang.

Butch!

Hold yourself together. Thats what I mean — Butch Conklin.

After you dropped him the other night?

Self-defence, and he knows it. I can find Butch, and I can make him go with me. Besides, hes out for Bard himself.

The deputy said with much meaning: You can do a lot of queer things,
Nash.

Forget it, Glendin.

I will for a while. Dyou really think I can let you take out Butch and his gunmen agin Bard? Why, theyre ten times worsen the tenderfoot.

Maybe, but theres nothin proved agin em — nothin but a bit of cattle-liftin, maybe, and things like that. The point is, theyre all hard men, and with em along I cant help but get Bard.

Murder aint proved on Butch and his men, but it will be before long.

Wait till its proved. In the meantime use em all.

Youve a long head, Nash.

Glendin, Im makin the biggest play of my life. Im off to find Butch.
Youll stand firm with Drew?

I wont hear a word he says.

Slong! Be back in ten minutes. Wait for me.

He was as good as his word. Even before the ten minutes had elapsed he was back, and behind followed a crew of heavy thumping boots up the stairs of Glendins house and into the room where he sat with Dr. Young and Shorty Kilrain. They rose, but not from respect, when Nash entered with Conklin and his four ill-famed followers behind.

The soiled bandage on the head of Butch was far too thick to allow his hat to sit in its normal position. It was perched high on top, and secured in place by a bit of string which passed from side to side under the chin. Behind him came Lovel, an almost albino type with straw-coloured hair and eyes bleached and passionless; the vacuous smile was never gone from his lips.

More feared and more hated than Conklin himself was Isaacs. The latter, always fastidious, wore a blue-striped vest, without a coat to obscure it, and about his throat was knotted a flaming vermilion necktie, fastened in place with a diamond stickpin — obviously the spoil of some recent robbery. Glendin, watching, ground his teeth.

McNamara followed. He had been a squatter, but his family had died of a fever, and McNamaras mind had been unsettled ever since; whisky had finished the work of sending him on the downward path with Conklins little crew of desperadoes. Men shrank from facing those too-bright, wandering eyes, yet it was from pity almost as much as horror.

Finally came Ufert. He was merely a round-faced boy of nineteen, proud of the distinguished bad company he kept. He was that weak-minded type which is only strong when it becomes wholly evil. With a different leadership he would have become simply a tobacco-chewing hanger-on at cross-roads saloons and general merchandise stores. As it was, feeling dignified by the brotherhood of crime into which he had been admitted as a full member, and eager to prove his qualifications, he was as dangerous as any member of the crew.

The three men who were already in the room had been prepared by Glendin for this new arrival, but the fact was almost too much for their credence. Consequently they rose, and Dr. Young muttered at the ear of Glendin: Is it possible, Deputy Glendin, that youre going to use these fellows?

A thief to catch a thief, whispered Glendin in reply.

He said aloud: Butch, Ive been looking for you for a long time, but I really never expected to see you quite as close as this.

Youve said it, grinned Butch, I aint been watchin for you real close, but now that I see you, you look more or less like a man should look. Hware ye, Glendin?

He held out his hand, but the deputy, shifting his position, seemed to overlook the grimy proffered palm.

You fellows know that youre wanted by the law, he said, frowning on them.

A grim meaning rose in the vacuous eye of Lovel; Isaacs caressed his diamond pin, smiling in a sickly fashion; McNamaras wandering stare fixed and grew unhumanly bright; Ufert openly dropped his hand on his gun-butt and stood sullenly defiant.

You know that youre wanted, and you know why, went on Glendin, but Ive decided to give you a chance to prove that youre white men and useful citizens. Nash has already told you what we want. Its work for seven men against one, but that one man is apt to give you all plenty to do. If you are — successful — he stammered a little over the right word— what you have done in the past will be forgotten. Hold up your right hands and repeat after me.

And they repeated the oath after him in a broken, drawling chorus, stumbling over the formal, legal phraseology.

He ended, and then: Nash, youre in charge of the gang. Do what you want to with them, and remember that youre to get Bard back in town unharmed — if possible.

Butch Conklin smiled, and the same smile spread grimly from face to face among the gang. Evidently this point had already been elucidated to them by Nash, who now mustered them out of the house and assembled them on their horses in the street below.

Which way do we travel? asked Shorty Kilrain, reining close beside the leader, as though he were anxious to disestablish any relationship with the rest of the party.

Two ways, answered Nash. Of course I dont know what way Bard headed, because hes got the girl with him, but I figure it this way: if a tenderfoot knows any part of the range at all, hell go in that direction after hes in trouble. Ive seen it work out before. So I think that Bard may have ridden straight for the old Drew place on the other side of the range. I know a short cut over the hills; we can reach there by morning. Kilrain, youll go there with me.

It may be that Bard will go near the old place, but not right to it. Chances may be good that hell put up at some place near the old ranchhouse, but not right on the spot. Jerry Wood, hes got a house about four or five miles to the north of Drews old ranch. Butch, you take your men and ride for Woods place. Then switch south and ride for Partridges store; if we miss him at Drews old house well go on and join you at Partridges store and then double back. Hell be somewhere inside that circle and Eldara, you can lay to that. Now, boys, are your hosses fresh?

They were.

Then ride, and dont spare the spurs. Hoss flesh is cheapern your own hides.

The cavalcade separated and galloped in two directions through the town of Eldara.


CHAPTER XXXIII

NOTHING NEW
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GLENDIN AND DR. Young struck out for the ranch of William Drew, but they held a moderate pace, and it was already grey dawn before they arrived; yet even at that hour several windows of the house were lighted. They were led directly to Drews room.

The big man welcomed them at the door with a hand raised for silence. He seemed to have aged greatly during the night, but between the black shadows beneath and the shaggy brows above, his eyes gleamed more brightly than ever. About his mouth the lines of resolution were worn deep by his vigil.

He seems to be sleeping rather well — though you hear his breathing?

It was a soft, but ominously rattling sound.

Through the lungs, said the doctor instantly.

The cowpuncher was completely covered, except for his head and feet. On the latter, oddly enough, were still his grimy boots, blackening the white sheets on which they rested.

I tried to work them off — you see the laces are untied, explained Drew, but the poor fellow recovered consciousness at once, and struggled to get his feet free. He said that he wants to die with his boots on.

You tried his pulse and his temperature? whispered the doctor.

Yes. The temperature is not much above normal, the pulse is extremely rapid and very faint. Is that a bad sign?

Very bad.

Drew winced and caught his breath so sharply that the others stared at him. It might have been thought that he had just heard his own death sentence pronounced.

He explained: Ben has been with me a number of years. It breaks me up to think of losing him like this.

The doctor took the pulse of Calamity with lightly touching fingers that did not waken the sleeper; then he felt with equal caution the forehead of Ben.

Well? asked Drew eagerly.

The chances are about one out of ten.

It drew a groan from the rancher.

But there is still some hope.

The doctor shook his head and carefully unwound the bandages. He examined the wound with care, and then made a dressing, and recovered the little purple spot, so small that a five-cent piece would have covered it.

Tell me! demanded Drew, as Young turned at length.

The bullet passed right through the body, eh?

Yes.

He ought to have been dead hours ago. I cant understand it. But since hes still alive well go on hoping.

Hope? whispered Drew.

It was as if he had received the promise of heaven, such brightness fell across his haggard face.

Theres no use attempting to explain, answered Young. An ordinary man would have died almost instantly, but the lungs of some of these rangers seem to be lined with leather. I suppose they are fairly embalmed with excessive cigarette smoking. The constant work in the open air toughens them wonderfully. As I said, the chances are about one out of ten, but Im only astonished that there is any chance at all.

Doctor, Ill make you rich for this!

My dear sir, Ive done nothing; it has been your instant care that saved him — as far as he is saved. Ill tell you what to continue doing for him; in half an hour I must leave.

Drew smiled faintly.

Not till hes well or dead, doctor.

I didnt quite catch that.

You wont leave the room, Young, till this man is dead or on the way to recovery.

Come, come, Mr. Drew, I have patients who — 

I tell you, there is no one else. Until a decision comes in this case your world is bounded by the four walls of this room. Thats final.

Is it possible that you would attempt—

Anything is possible with me. Make up your mind. You shall not leave this man till youve done all thats humanly possible for him.

Mr. Drew, I appreciate your anxiety, but this is stepping too far. I have an officer of the law with me—

Better do what he wants, Doc, said Glendin uneasily.

Dont mouth words, ordered Drew sternly.

There lies your sick man. Get to work. In this Im as unalterable as the rocks.

The bill will be large, said Young sullenly, for he began to see that it was as futile to resist the grey giant as it would have been to attempt to stop the progress of a landslide.

Ill pay you double what you wish to charge.

Does this mans life mean so much to you?

A priceless thing. If you save him, you take the burden of murder off the soul of another.

Ill do what I can.

I know you will.

He laid the broad hand on Youngs shoulder. Doctor, you must do more than you can; you must accomplish the impossible; I tell you, it is impossible for this man to die; he must live!

He turned to Glendin.

I suppose you want the details of what happened here?

Right.

Follow me. Doctor, Ill be gone only a moment.

He led the way into an adjoining room, and lighted a lamp. The sudden flare cast deep shadows on the face leaning above, and Glendin started. For the moment it seemed to him that he was seeing a face which had looked on hell and lived to speak of it.

Mr. Drew, he said, youd better hit the hay yourself; you look pretty badly done up.

The other looked up with a singular smile, clenching and unclenching his fingers as if he strove to relax muscles which had been tense for hours.

Glendin, the surface of my strength has not been scratched; I could keep going every hour for ten days if it would save the life of the poor fellow who lies in there.

He took a long breath.

Now, then, lets get after this business. Ill tell you the naked facts. Anthony Bard was approaching my house yesterday and word of his coming was brought to me. For reasons of my own it was necessary that I should detain him here for an uncertain length of time. For other reasons it was necessary that I go to any length to accomplish my ends.

I had another man — Lawlor, who looks something like me — take my place in the eyes of Bard. But Bard grew suspicious of the deception. Finally a girl entered and called Lawlor by name, as they were sitting at the table with all the men around them. Bard rose at once with a gun in his hand.

Put yourself in his place. He found that he had been deceived, he knew that he was surrounded by armed men, he must have felt like a cornered rat. He drew his gun and started for the door, warning the others that he meant to go the limit in order to get free. Mind you, it was no sudden gun-play.

Then I ordered the men to keep him at all costs within the room. He saw that they were prepared to obey me, and then he took a desperate chance and shot down the gasoline lamp which hung over the table. In the explosion and fire which resulted he made for the door. One man blocked the way, levelled a revolver at him, and then Bard shot in self-defence and downed Calamity Ben. I ask you, Glendin, is that self defence?

The other drummed his finger-tips nervously against his chin; he was thinking hard, and every thought was of Steve Nash.

So far, all right. I aint askin your reasons for doin some pretty queer things, Mr. Drew.

Ill stand every penalty of the law, sir. I only ask that you see that punishment falls where it is deserved only. The case is clear. Bard acted in self-defence.

Glendin was desperate.

He said at length: When a mans tried in court they bring up his past career. This feller Bard has gone along the range raisin a different brand of hell everywhere he went. He had a run-in with two gunmen, Ferguson and Conklin. He had Eldara within an ace of a riot the first night he hit the town. Mr. Drew, that chap looks the part of a killer; he acts the part of a killer; and by God, he is a killer.

You seem to have come with your mind already made up, Glendin, said the rancher coldly.

Not a bit. But go through the whole town or Eldara and ask the boys what they think of this tenderfoot. They feel so strong that if he was jailed theyd lynch him.

Drew raised a clenched fist and then let his arm fall suddenly limp at his side.

Then surely he must not be jailed.

Want me to let him wander around loose and kill another man — in self-defence?

I want you to use reason — and mercy, Glendin!

From what Ive heard, you aint the man to talk of mercy, Mr. Drew.

The other, as if he had received a stunning blow, slipped into a chair and buried his face in his hands. It was a long moment before he could speak, and when his hands were lowered, Glendin winced at what he saw in the others face.

God knows Im not, said Drew.

Suppose we let the shootin of Calamity go. What of hoss-liftin, sir?

Horse stealing? Impossible! Anthony — he could not be guilty of it!

Ask your man Duffy. Bards ridin Duffys grey right now.

But Duffy will press no claim, said the rancher eagerly. Ill see to that. Ill pay him ten times the value of his horse. Glendin, you cant punish a man for a theft of which Duffy will not complain.

Drew, you know what the boys on the range think of a hoss thief. It aint the price of what they steal; its the low-down soul of the dog that would steal it. It aint the money. But whats a man without a hoss on the range? Suppose his hoss is stole while hes hundred miles from nowhere? What does it mean? You know; it means dyin of thirst and goin through a hundred hells before the finish. I say shootin a man is nothin compared with stealin a hoss. A man thatll steal a hoss will shoot his own brother; thats what hell do. But I dont need to tell you. You know it bettern me. What was it you done with your own hands to Louis Borgen, the hoss-rustler, back ten years ago?

A dead voice answered Glendin: What has set you on the trail of Bard?

His own wrong doin.

The rancher waved a hand of careless dismissal.

I know you, Glendin, he said.

The deputy stirred in his chair, and then cleared his throat.

He said in a rising tone: What dyou know?

I dont think you really care to hear it. To put it lightly, Glendin, youve done many things for money. I dont accuse you of them. But if you want to do one thing more, you can make more money at a stroke than youve made in all the rest.

With all his soul the deputy was cursing Nash, but now the thing was done, and he must see it through.

He rose glowering on Drew.

Ive stood a pile already from you; this is one beyond the limit.
Bribery aint my way, Drew, no matter what Ive done before.

Is it war, then?

And Glendin answered, forcing his tone into fierceness: Anything you want — any way you want it!

Glendin, said the other with a sudden lowering of his voice, has some other man been talking to you?

Who? Me? Certainly not.

Dont lie.

Drew, rein up. Theys one thing no man can say to me and get away with it.

I tell you, man, Im holding myself in harder than Ive ever done before. Answer me!

He did not even rise, but Glendin, his hand twitching close to the butt of his gun, moved step by step away from those keen eyes.

Answer me!

Nash; hes been to Eldara.

I might have known. He told you about this?

Yes.

And youre going the full limit of your power against Bard?

Ill do nothin that aint been done by others before me.

Glendin, there have been cowardly legal murders before. Tell me at least that you will not send a posse to apprehend Bard until its learned whether or not Ben will die — and whether or not Duffy will press the charge of horse stealing.

Glendin was at the door. He fumbled behind him, found the knob, and swung it open.

If you double-cross me, said Drew, all that Ive ever done to any man before will be nothing to what Ill do to you, Glendin.

And the deputy cried, his voice gone shrill and high, I aint done nothin that aint been done before!

And he vanished through the doorway. Drew followed and looked after the deputy, who galloped like a fugitive over the hills.

Shall I follow him? he muttered to himself, but a faint groan reached him from the bedroom.

He turned on his heel and went back to Calamity Ben and the doctor.


CHAPTER XXXIV

CRITICISM
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AFTER THE FIRST burst of speed, Bard resigned himself to following Sally, knowing that he could never catch her, first because her horse carried a burden so much lighter than his own, but above all because the girl seemed to know every rock and twist in the trail, and rode as courageously through the night as if it had been broad day.

She was following a course as straight as a crows flight between the ranch of Drew and his old place, a desperate trail that veered and twisted up the side of the mountain and then lurched headlong down on the farther side of the crest. Half a dozen times Anthony checked his horse and shook his head at the trail, but always the figure of the girl, glimmering through the dusk ahead, challenged and drove him on.

Out of the sharp descent of the downward trail they broke suddenly onto the comparatively smooth floor of the valley, and he followed her at a gallop which ended in front of the old house of Drew. They had been far less than five hours on the way, yet his long detour to the south had given him three days of hard riding to cover the same points. His desire to meet Logan again became almost a passion. He swung to the ground, and advanced to Sally with his hands outstretched.

Youve shown me the short cut, all right, he said, and I thank you a thousand times, Sally. So-long, and good luck to you.

She disregarded his extended hand.

Want me to leave you here, Bard?

You certainly cant stay.

She slipped from her horse and jerked the reins over its head. In another moment she had untied the cinch and drawn off the saddle. She held its weight easily on one forearm. Actions, after all, are more eloquent than words.

I suppose, he said gloomily, that if Id asked you to stay youd have ridden off at once?

She did not answer for a moment, and he strained his eyes to read her expression through the dark. At length she laughed with a new note in her voice that drew her strangely close to him. During the long ride he had come to feel toward her as toward another man, as strong as himself, almost, as fine a horseman, and much surer of herself on that wild trail; but now the laughter in an instant rubbed all this away. It was rather low, and with a throaty quality of richness. The pulse of the sound was like a light finger tapping some marvellously sensitive chord within him.

Dyou think that? she said, and went directly through the door of the house.

He heard the crazy floor creak beneath her weight; the saddle dropped with a thump; a match scratched and a flight of shadows shook across the doorway. The light did not serve to make the room visible; it fell wholly upon his own mind and troubled him like the waves which spread from the dropping of the smallest pebble and lap against the last shores of a pool. Dumfounded by her casual surety, he remained another moment with the rein in the hollow of his arm.

Finally he decided to mount as silently as possible and ride off through the night away from her. The consequences to her reputation if they spent the night so closely together was one reason; a more selfish and more moving one was the trouble which she gave him. The finding and disposing of Drew should be the one thing to occupy his thoughts, but the laughter of the girl the moment before had suddenly obsessed him, wiped out the rest of the world, enmeshed them hopelessly together in the solemn net of the night, the silence. He resented it; in a vague way he was angry with Sally Fortune.

His foot was in the stirrup when it occurred to him that no matter how softly he withdrew she would know and follow him. It seemed to Anthony that for the first time in his life he was not alone. In other days social bonds had fallen very lightly on him; the men he knew were acquaintances, not friends; the women had been merely border decorations, variations of light and shadow which never shone really deep into the stream of his existence; even his father had not been near him; but by the irresistible force of circumstances which he could not control, this girl was forced bodily upon his consciousness.

Now he heard a cheery, faint crackling from the house and a rosy glow pervaded the gloom beyond the doorway. It brought home to Anthony the fact that he was tired; weariness went through all his limbs like the sound of music. Music in fact, for the girl was singing softly — to herself.

He took his foot from the stirrup, unsaddled, and carried the saddle into the room. He found Sally crouched at the fire and piling bits of wood on the rising flame. Her face was squinted to avoid the smoke, and she sheltered her eyes with one hand. At his coming she smiled briefly up at him and turned immediately back to the fire. The silence of that smile brought their comradeship sharply home to him. It was as if she understood his weariness and knew that the fire was infinitely comforting. Anthony frowned; he did not wish to be understood. It was irritating — indelicate.

He sat on one of the bunks, and when she took her place on the other he studied her covertly, with side glances, for he was beginning to feel strangely self-conscious. It was the situation rather than the girl that gained upon him, but he felt shamed that he should be so uncertain of himself and so liable to expose some weakness before the girl.

That in turn raised a blindly selfish desire to make her feel and acknowledge his mastery. He did not define the emotion exactly, nor see clearly what he wished to do, but in a general way he wanted to be necessary to her, and to let her know at the same time that she was nothing to him. He was quite sure that the opposite was the truth just now.

At this point he shrugged his shoulders, angry that he should have slipped so easily into the character of a sullen boy, hating a benefactor for no reason other than his benefactions; but the same vicious impulse made him study the face of Sally Fortune with an impersonal, coldly critical eye. It was not easy to do, for she sat with her head tilted back a little, as though to take the warmth of the fire more fully. The faint smile on her lips showed her comfort, mingled with retrospection.

Here he lost the trend of his thoughts by beginning to wonder of what she could be thinking, but he called himself back sharply to the analysis of her features. It was a game with which he had often amused himself among the girls of his eastern acquaintance. Their beauty, after all, was their only weapon, and when he discovered that that weapon was not of pure steel, they became nothing; it was like pushing them away with an arm of infinite length.

There was food for criticism in Sallys features. The nose, of course, was tipped up a bit, and the mouth too large, but Anthony discovered that it was almost impossible to centre his criticism on either feature. The tip-tilt of the nose suggested a quaint and infinitely buoyant spirit; the mouth, if generously wide, was exquisitely made. She was certainly not pretty, but he began to feel with equal certainty that she was beautiful.

A waiting mood came on him while he watched, as one waits through a great symphony and endures the monotonous passages for the sake of the singing bursts of harmony to which the commoner parts are a necessary background. He began to wish that she would turn her head so that he could see her eyes. They were like the inspired part of that same symphony, a beauty which could not be remembered and was always new, satisfying. He could make her turn by speaking, and knowing that this was so, he postponed the pleasure like a miser who will only count his gold once a day.

From the side view he dwelt on the short, delicately carved upper lip and the astonishingly pleasant curve of the cheek.

Look at me, he said abruptly.

She turned, observed him calmly, and then glanced back to the fire. She asked no question.

Her chin rested on her hands, now, so that when she spoke her head nodded a little and gave a significance to what she said.

The grey doesnt belong to you?

So she was thinking of horses!

Well, she repeated.

No.

Hoss-lifting, she mused.

Why shouldnt I take a horse when they had shot down mine?

She turned to him again, and this time her gaze went over him slowly, curiously, but without speaking she looked back to the fire, as though explanation of what hoss-lifting meant were something far beyond the grasp of his mentality. His anger rose again, childishly, sullenly, and he had to arm himself with indifference.

Whod you drop, Bard?

The one they call Calamity Ben.

Is he done for?

Yes.

The turmoil of the scene of his escape came back to him so vividly that he wondered why it had ever been blurred to obscurity.

She said: In a couple of hours wed better ride on.


CHAPTER XXXV

ABANDON
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THAT WAS ALL; no comment, no exclamation — she continued to gaze with that faint, retrospective smile toward the fire. He knew now why she angered him; it was because she had held the upper hand from the minute that ride over the short pass began — he had never once been able to assert himself impressively. He decided to try now.

I dont intend to ride on.

Too tired?

He felt the clash of her will on his, even like flint against steel, whenever they spoke, and he began to wonder what spark would start a fire. It made him think of a game of poker, in a way, for he never knew what the next instant would place in his hands while the cards of chance were shuffled and dealt. Tired? There was a subtle, scoffing challenge hidden somewhere in that word.

No, but I dont intend to go any farther from Drew.

Her smile grew more pronounced; she even looked to him with a frank amusement, for apparently she would not take him seriously.

If I were you, hed be the last man Id want to be near.

I suppose you would.

As if she picked up the gauntlet, she turned squarely on the bunk and faced him.

Youre going to hit the trail in an hour, understand?

It delighted him — set him thrilling with excitement to feel her open anger and the grip of her will against his; he had to force a frown in order to conceal a smile.

If I do, it will be to ride back toward Drew.

Her lips parted to make an angry retort, and then he watched her steel herself with patience, like a mother teaching an old lesson to a child.

Dyou know what youd be like, wanderin around these mountains without a guide?

Well?

Like a kid in a dark, lonesome room. Youd travel in a circle and fall into their hands in a day.

Possibly.

She was still patient.

Follow me close, Bard. I mean that if you dont do what I say Ill cut loose and leave you alone here.

He was silent, enjoying her sternness, glad to have roused her, no matter what the consequences; knowing that each second heightened the climax.

Apparently she interpreted his speechlessness in a different way. She said after a moment: That sounds like quittin cold on you. I wont do it unless you try some fool thing like riding back toward Drew.

He waited again as long as he dared, then: Dont you see that the last thing I want is to keep you with me?

There was no pleasure in that climax. She sat with parted lips, her hands clasped tightly in her lap, staring at him. He became as vividly conscious of her femininity as he had been when she laughed in the dark. There was the same sustained pulsing, vital emotion in this silence.

He explained hastily: A girls reputation is a fragile thing, Sally.

And she recovered herself with a start, but not before he saw and understood. It was as if, in the midst of an exciting hand, with the wagers running high, he had seen her cards and knew that his own hand was higher. The pleasant sense of mastery made a warmth through him.

Meaning that theyd talk about me? Bard, theyve already said enough things about me to fill a book — notes and all, with a bunch of pictures thrown in. What I cant live down I fight down, and no man never says the same thing twice about me. It aint healthy. If thats all that bothers you, close your eyes and let me lead you out of this mess.

He hunted about for some other way to draw her out. After all, it was an old, old game. He had played it before many a time; though the setting and the lights had been different the play was always the same — a man, and a woman.

She was explaining: And it is a mess. Maybe you could get out after droppin Calamity, because it was partly self-defence, but there aint nothin between here and God that can get you off from liftin a hoss. No, sir, not even returning the hoss wont do no good. I know! The only thing is speed — and a thousand miles east of here you can stop ridin.

He found the thing to say, and he made his voice earnest and low to give the words wing and sharpness; it was like the hum of the bow string after the arrow is launched, so tense was the tremor of his tone.

There are two reasons why I cant leave. The first is Drew. I must get back to him.

Why dyou want Drew? Let me tell you, Bard, hes a bigger job than ten tenderfeet like you could handle. Why, mothers scare their babies asleep by tellin of the things that William Drew has done.

I cant tell you why. In fact, I dont altogether know the complete why and wherefore. Its enough that I have to meet him and finish him!

Her fingers interlaced and gripped; he wondered at their slenderness; and leaning back so that his face fell under a slant, black shadow, he enjoyed the flame of the firelight, turning her brown hair to amber and gold. White and round and smooth and perfect was the column of her throat, and it trembled with the stir of her voice.

The most fool idea I ever heard. Sounds like something in a dream — a nightmare. What dyou want to do, Anthony, make yourself famous? You will be, all right; theyll put up your tombstone by a public subscription.

He would not answer, sure of himself; waiting, tingling with enjoyment.

As he expected, she said: Go on; is the other reason as good as that one?

Making his expression grim, he leaned suddenly forward, and though the width of the room separated them, she drew back a little, as though the shadow of his coming cast a forewarning shade across her. He heard her breath catch, and as if some impalpable and joyous spirit rushed to meet and mingle with his, something from her, a spirit as warm as the fire, as faintly, keenly sweet as an air from a night-dark, unseen garden blowing in his face.

The other reason is you, Sally Fortune. You cant go with me as far as
I must go; and I cant leave you behind.

Ah, there it was! He had fumbled at the keys of the organ in the dark; he had spread his fingers amply and pressed down; behold, back from the cathedral lofts echoed a rising music of surpassing beauty. Like the organist, he sank back again in the shadow and wondered at the phrase of melody. Surely he had not created it? Then what? God, perhaps. For her lips parted to a smile that was suggested rather than seen, a tender, womanly sweetness that played about her mouth; and a light came in her eyes that would never wholly die from them. Afterward he would feel shame for what he had done, but now he was wholly wrapped in the new thing that had been born in her, like a bird striving to fly in the teeth of a great storm, and giving back with reeling, drumming wings, a beautiful and touching sight.

Her lips framed words that made no sound. Truly, she was making a gallant struggle. Then she said: Anthony! She was pale with the struggle, now, but she rose bravely to her part. She even laughed, though it fell short like an arrow dropping in front of the target.

Listen, Bard, you make a pretty good imitation of Samson, but I aint cut out for any Delilah. If Im holding you here, why, cut and run and forget it.

She drew a long breath and went on more confidently: It aint any use; Im not cut out for any man — Id so much rather be — free. Ive tried to get interested in others, but it never works.

She laughed again, more surely, and with a certain hardness like the ringing of metal against metal, or the after rhythm from the peal of a bell. With deft, flying fingers she rolled a cigarette, lighted it, and sat down cross-legged.

Through the first outward puff of smoke went these words: The only thing thats a woman about me is skirts. Thats straight.

Yet he knew that his power was besieging her on every side. Her power seemed gone, and she was like a rare flower in the hollow of his hand; all that he had to do was to close his fingers, and — He despised himself for it, but he could not resist. Moreover, he half counted on her pride to make her break away.

Then if its hopeless, Sally Fortune, go now.

She answered, with an upward tilt of her chin: Dont be a fool, Anthony. If I cant be a woman to you, at least I can be a pal — the best youve had in these parts. Nope, Ill see you through. Better saddle now—

And start back for Drew?

There was the thrust that made her start, as if the knife went through tender flesh.

Are you such a plumb fool as that?

Go now, Sally. I tell you, its no use. I wont leave the trail of
Drew.

It was only the outward stretch of her arm, only the extension of her hand, palm up, but it was as if her whole nature expanded toward him in tenderness.

Oh, Anthony, if you care for me, dont stay in reach of Drew! Youre breaking—

She stopped and closed her eyes.

Breakin all the rules, like any tenderfoot would be expected to do.

She glanced at him, wistful, to see whether or not she had smoothed it over; his face was a blank.

You wont go?

Nope.

He insisted cruelly: Why?

Because — because — well, can I leave a baby alone near a fire? Not me!

Her voice changed. The light and the life was gone from it, but not all the music. It was low, a little hoarse.

I guess we can stay here tonight without no danger. And in the morning — well, the morning can take care of itself. Im going to turn in.

He rose obediently and stood at the door, facing the night. From behind came the rustle of clothes, and the sense of her followed and surrounded and stood at his shoulder calling to him to turn. He had won, but he began to wonder if it had not been a Pyrrhic victory.

At length: All right, Anthony. Its your turn.

She was lying on her side, facing the wall, a little heap of clothes on the foot of her bunk, and the lithe lines of her body something to be guessed at — sensed beneath the heavy blanket. He slipped into his own bunk and lay a moment watching the heavy drift of shadows across the ceiling. He strove to think, but the waves of light and dark blotted from his mind all except the feeling of her nearness, that indefinable power keen as the fragrance of a garden, which had never quite become disentangled from his spirit. She was there, so close. If he called, she would answer; if she answered —— — 

He turned to the wall, shut his eyes, and closed his mind with a Spartan effort. His breathing came heavily, regularly, like one who slept or one who is running. Over that sound he caught at length another light rustling, and then the faint creak as she crossed the crazy floor. He made his face calm — forced his breath to grow more soft and regular.

Then, as if a shadow in which there is warmth had crossed him, he knew that she was leaning above him, close, closer; he could hear her breath. In a rush of tenderness, he forgot her beauty of eyes and round, strong throat, and supple body — he forgot, and was immersed, like an eagle winging into a radiant sunset cloud, in a sense only of her being, quite divorced from the flesh, the mysterious rare power which made her Sally Fortune, and would not change no matter what body might contain it.

It was blindingly intense, and when his senses cleared he knew that she was gone. He felt as if he had awakened from a night full of dreams more vivid than life — dreams which left him too weak to cope with reality.

For a time he dared not move. He was feeling for himself like a man who fumbles his way down a dark passage dangerous with obstructions. At last it was as if his hand touched the knob of a door; he swung it open, entered a room full of dazzling light — himself. He shrank back from it; closed his eyes against what he might see.

All he knew, then, was an overpowering will to see her. He turned, inch by inch, little degree by degree, knowing that if, when he turned, he looked into her eyes, the end would rush upon them, overwhelm them, carry them along like straws on the flooding river. At last his head was turned; he looked.

She lay on her back, smiling as she slept. One arm hung down from the bunk and the graceful fingers trailed, palm up, on the floor, curling a little, as if she had just relaxed her grasp on something. And down past her shoulder, half covering the whiteness of her arm, fled the torrent of brown hair, with the firelight playing through it like a sunlit mist.

He rose, and dressed with a deadly caution, for he knew that he must go at once, partly for her sake that he must be seen apart from her this night — partly because he knew that he must leave and never come back.

He had hit upon the distinctive feature of the girl — a purity as thin and clear as the air of the uplands in which she drew breath. He stooped and smoothed down the blankets of his bunk, for no trace of him must be seen if any other man should come during this night. He would go far away — see and be seen — apart from Sally Fortune. He picked up his saddle.

Before he departed he leaned low above her as she must have done above him, until the dark shadow of lashes was tremulous against her cheek. Then he straightened and stole step by step across the floor, to the door, to the night; all the myriad small white eyes of the heavens looked down to him in hushed surprise.


CHAPTER XXXVI

JERRY WOOD
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WHEN HE WAS at the old Drew place before, Logan had told him of Jerry Woods place, five miles to the north among the hills; and to this he now directed his horse, riding at a merciless speed, as if he strove to gain, from the swift succession of rocks and trees that whirled past him, new thoughts to supplant the ones which already occupied him.

He reached in a short time a little rise of ground below which stretched a darkly wooded hollow, and in the midst the trees gave back from a small house, a two-storied affair, with not a light showing. He wished to announce himself and his name at this place under the pretence of asking harbourage for the brief remainder of the night. The news of what he had done at Drews place could not have travelled before him to Woods house; but the next day it would be sure to come, and Wood could say that he had seen Bard — alone — the previous night. It would be a sufficient shield for the name of Sally Fortune in that incurious region.

So he banged loudly at the door.

Eventually a light showed in an upper window and a voice cried: Whos there?

Anthony Bard.

Who the devil is Anthony Bard?

Lost in the hills. Can you give me a place to sleep for the rest of the night? Im about done up.

Wait a minute.

Voices stirred in the upper part of the house; the lantern disappeared; steps sounded, descending the stairs, and then the door was unbarred and held a cautious inch ajar. The ray of light jumped out at Bard like an accusing arm.

Evidently a brief survey convinced Jerry Wood that the stranger was no more than what he pretended. He opened the door wide and stepped back.

Come in.

Bard moved inside, taking off his hat.

Howd you happen to be lost in the hills?

Im a bit of a stranger around here, you see.

The other surveyed him with a growing grin.

I guess maybe you are. Sure, well put you up for the night. Wheres your hoss?

He went out and raised the lantern above his head to look. The light shone back from the lustrous wide eyes of the grey.

Wood turned to Bard.

Seems to me Ive seen that hoss.

Yes. I bought it from Duffy out at Drews place.

Oh! Friend of Mr. Drew?

Half a life spent on the mountain-desert had not been enough to remove from Drew that distinguishing title of respect. The range has more great men than it has misters.

Not exactly a friend, answered Bard.

Sail right. Longs you know him, youre as good as gold with me. Come on along to the barn and well knock down a feed for the hoss.

He chuckled as he led the way.

For that matter, there aint any I know that can say theyre friends to William Drew, though theres plenty that would like to if they thought they could get away with it. Hows he lookin?

Why, big and grey.

Sure. He never changes none. Time and years dont mean nothin to Drew. He started bein a man when most of us is in short pants; hell keep on bein a man till he goes out. He aint got many friends — real ones — but I dont know of any enemies, neither. All the time hes been on the range Drew has never done a crooked piece of work. Every decent man on the range would take his word agin — well, agin the Bible, for that matter.

They reached the barn at the end of this encomium, and Bard unsaddled his horse. The other watched him critically.

Know somethin about hosses, eh?

A little.

When I seen you, I put you down for a tenderfoot. Dont mind, do you?
The way you talked put me out.

For that matter, I suppose I am a tenderfoot.

Speakin of tenderfoots, I heard of one over to Eldara the other night that raised considerable hell. You aint him, are you?

He lifted the lantern again and fixed his keen eyes on Bard.

However, he went on, lowering the lantern with an apologetic laugh, Im standin here askin questions and chatterin like a woman, and what youre thinkin of is bed, eh? Come on with me.

Upstairs in the house he found Bard a corner room with a pile of straw in the corner by way of a mattress. There he spread out some blankets, wished his guest a good sleep, and departed.

Left to himself, Anthony stretched out flat on his back. It had been a wild, hard day, but he felt not the slightest touch of weariness; all he wished was to relax his muscles for a few moments. Moreover, he must be away from the house with the dawn-first, because Sally Fortune might waken, guess where he had gone, and follow him; secondly because the news of what had happened at Drews place might reach Wood at any hour.

So he lay trying to fight the thought of Sally from his mind and concentrate on some way of getting back to Drew without riding the gauntlet of the law.

The sleep which stole upon him came by slow degrees; or, rather, he was not fully asleep, when a sound outside the house roused him to sharp consciousness compared with which his drowsiness had been a sleep.

It was a knocking at the door, not loud, but repeated. At the same time he heard Jerry Wood cursing softly in a neighbouring room, and then the telltale creak of bedsprings.

The host was rousing himself a second time that night. Or, rather, it was morning now, for when Anthony sat up he saw that the hills were stepping out of the shadows of the night, black, ugly shapes revealed by a grey background of the sky. A window went up noisily.

Am I runnin a hotel? roared Jerry Wood. Aint I to have no sleep no more? Who are ye?

A lowered, muttering voice answered.

All right, said Jerry, changing his tone at once. Ill come down.

His steps descended the noisy stairs rapidly; the door creaked. Then voices began again outside the house, an indistinct mumble, rising to one sharp height in an exclamation.

Almost at once steps again sounded on the stairs, but softly now. Bard went quietly to the door, locked it, and stole back to the window. Below it extended the roof of a shed, joining the main body of the house only a few feet under his window and sloping to what could not have been a dangerous distance from the ground. He raised the window-sash.

Yet he waited, something as he had waited for Sally Fortune to speak earlier in the night, with a sense of danger, but a danger which thrilled and delighted him. No game of polo could match suspense like this. Besides, he would be foolish to go before he was sure.

The walls were gaping with cracks that carried the sounds, and now he heard a sibilant whisper with a perfect clearness.

This is the room.

There was a click as the lock was tried.

Locked, damn it!

Shut up, Butch. Jerry, have you got a bar, or anything? Well pry it down and break in on him before he can get in action.

Youre a fool, McNamara. That feller dont take a wink to get into action. Sure he didnt hear you when you hollered out the window? That was a fool move, Wood.

I dont think he heard. There wasnt any sound from his room when I passed it goin downstairs. Think of the nerve of this bird comin here to roost after what he done.

He didnt think wed follow him so fast.

But Anthony waited for no more. He slipped out on the roof of the shed, lowered himself hand below hand to the edge, and dropped lightly to the ground.

The grey, at his coming, flattened back its ears, as though it knew that more hard work was coming, but he saddled rapidly, led it outside, and rode a short distance into the forest. There he stopped.

His course lay due north, and then a swerve to the side and a straight course west for the ranch of William Drew. If the hounds of the law were so close on his trace, they certainly would never suspect him of doubling back in this manner, and he would have the rancher to himself when he arrived.

Yet still he did not start the grey forward to the north. For to the south lay Sally Fortune, and at the thought of her a singular hollowness came about his heart, a loneliness, not for himself, but for her. Yes, in a strange way all self was blotted from his emotion.

It would be a surrender to turn back — now.

And like a defeated man who rides in a lost cause, he swung the grey to the south and rode back over the trail, his head bowed.


CHAPTER XXXVII

TODO ES PERDO
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It was not long after the departure of Bard that Sally Fortune awoke.
For a step had creaked on the floor, and she looked up to find Steve
Nash standing in the centre of the room with the firelight gloomily
about him; behind, blocking the door with his squat figure, stood Shorty
Kilrain.

Wheres your side-kicker? asked Nash. Wheres Bard?

And looking across the room, she saw that the other bunk was empty. She raised her arms quickly, as if to stifle a yawn, and sat up in the bunk, holding the blanket close about her shoulders. The face she showed to Nash was calmly contemptuous.

The bird seems to be flown, eh? she queried.

Where is he? he repeated, and made a step nearer.

She knew at last that her power over him as a woman was gone; she caught the danger of his tone, saw it in the steadiness of the eyes he fixed upon her. Behind was a great, vague feeling of loss, the old hollowness about the heart. It made her reckless of consequences; and when Nash asked, Is he hangin around behind the corner, maybe? she cried:

If he was that close youd have sense enough to run, Steve.

The snarl of Nash showed his teeth.

Out with it. The tenderfoot aint left his woman fur away. Wheres he gone? Whos he gone to shoot in the back? Wheres the hoss he started out to rustle?

Kind of peeved, Nash, eh?

One step more he made, towering above her.

Ive done bein polite, Sally. Ive asked you a question.

And Ive answered you: I dont know.

Sally, Im patient; I dont mean no wrong to you. What youve been to me Im goin to bust myself tryin to forget; but dont lie to me now.

Such a far greater woe kept up a throbbing ache in the hollow of her throat that now she laughed, laughed slowly, deliberately. He leaned, caught her wrist in a crushing pressure.

You demon; you she-devil!

She whirled out of the bunk, the blanket caught about her like the toga of some ancient Roman girl; and as she moved she had swept up something heavy and bright from the floor.

All this, and still his grip was on her left arm.

Drop your hand, Nash.

With a falling of the heart, she knew that he did not fear her gun; instead, a light of pleasure gleamed in his eyes and his lower jaw thrust out.

She would never forget his face as he looked that moment.

Will you tell me?

Ill see you in hell first.

By that wrist he drew her resistlessly toward him, and his other arm went about her and crushed her close; hate, shame, rage, love were in the contorted face above her. She pressed the muzzle of her revolver against his side.

Youre in beckoning distance of that hell, Steve!

You she-wolf — shoot and be damned! Id live long enough to strangle you.

You know me, Steve; dont be a fool.

Know you? Nobody knows you. And God Almighty, Sally, I love you worsen ever; love the very way you hate me. Come here!

He jerked her closer still, leaned; and she remembered then that
Anthony had never kissed her. She said:

Youre safe; you know he cant see you.

He threw her from him and stood snarling like a dog growling for the bone it fears to touch because there may be poison in the taste — a starving dog, and a bone full of toothsome marrow which has only to be crushed in order that it may be enjoyed.

Im wishin nothin more than that he could see me.

Then youre a worse fool than I took you for, Steve. You know hed go through ten like you.

There aint no man has gone through me yet.

But he would. You know it. Hes not stronger, maybe not so strong. But he was born to win, Steve; hes like — hes like Drew, in a way. He cant fail.

If I wrung that throat of yours, he said, I know I couldnt get out of you where hes gone.

Because I dont know, you see.

Dont know?

Hes given me the slip.

You!

Funny, aint it? But he has. Thought I couldnt ride fast enough to keep up with him, maybe. Hes gone on east, of course.

Thats another lie.

Well, you know.

I do.

His voice changed.

Has he really beat it away from you, Sally?

She watched him with a strange, sneering smile. Then she stepped close.

Lean your ear down to me, Steve.

He obeyed.

Ill tell you what ought to make you happy. He dont care for me no more than I care for — you, Steve.

He straightened again, wondering.

And you?

I threw myself at him. I dunno why Im tellin you, except its right that you should know. But he dont want me; hes gone on without me.

An you like him still?

She merely stared, with a sick smile.

My God! he murmured, shaken deep with wonder. Whats he made of?

Steel and fire — thats all.

Listen, Sally, forget what Ive done, and—

Would you drop his trail, Steve?

He cursed through his set teeth.

If thats it — no. Its him or me, and Im sure to beat him out.
Afterwards youll forget him.

Try me.

Girls have said that before. Ill wait. There aint no one but you for me — damn you — I know that. Ill get him first, and then Ill wait.

Ten like you couldnt get him.

Ive six men behind me.

She was still defiant, but her colour changed.

Six, Sally, and hes out here among the hills, not knowing his right from his left. I ask you: has he got a chance?

She answered: No; not one.

He turned on his heel, beckoned to Kilrain, who had stood moveless through the strange dialogue, and went out into the night.

As they mounted he said: Were going straight for the place where I told Butch Conklin Id meet him. Then the bunch of us will come back.

Why waste time?

Because hes sure to come back. Shorty, after a feller has seen Sally smile — the way she can smile — he couldnt keep away. I know!

They rode off at a slow trot, like men who have resigned themselves to a long journey, and Sally watched them from the door. She sat down, crosslegged, before the fire, and stirred the embers, and strove to think.

But she was not equipped for thinking, all her life had been merely action, action, action, and now, as she strove to build out some logical sequence and find her destiny in it, she failed miserably, and fell back upon herself. She was one of those single-minded people who give themselves up to emotion rarely, but when they do their whole body, their whole soul burns in the flame.

Into her mind came a phrase she had heard in her childhood. On the outskirts of Eldara there was a little shack owned by a Mexican — José, he was called, and nothing else, Greaser José. One night an alarm of fire was given in Eldara, and the whole populace turned out to enjoy the sight; it was a festival occasion, in a way. It was the house of Greaser José.

The cowpunchers manned a bucket line, but the source of water was far away, the line too long, and the flames gained faster than they could be quenched. All through the work of fire-fighting Greaser José was everywhere about the house, flinging buckets of water through the windows into the red furnace within; his wife and the two children stood stupidly, staring, dumb. But in the end, when the fire was towering above the roof of the house, roaring and crackling, the Mexican suddenly raised a long arm and called to the bucket line, It is done. Señors, I thank you.

Then he had folded his arms and repeated in a monotone, over and over again: Todo es perdo; todo es perdo!

His wife came to him, frantic, wailing, and threw her arms around his neck. He merely repeated with heavy monotony: Todo es perdo; todo es perdo!

The phrase clung in the mind of the girl; and she rose at last and went back to her bunk, repeating: Todo es perdo; todo es perdo! All is lost; all is lost!

No tears were in her eyes; they were wide and solemn, looking up to the shadows of the ceiling, and so she went to sleep with the solemn Spanish phrase echoing through her whole being: Todo es perdo!

She woke with the smell of frying bacon pungent in her nostrils.


CHAPTER XXXVIII

BACON
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THE SAVOUR OF roasting chicken, that first delicious burst of aroma when the oven door is opened, would tempt an angel from heaven down to the lowly earth. A Southerner declares that his nostrils can detect at a prodigious distance the cooking of possum and taters. A Kanaka has a cosmopolitan appetite, but the fragrance which moves him most nearly is the scent of fish baking in Ti leaves. A Frenchman waits unmoved until the perfume of some rich lamb ragout, an air laden with spices, is wafted toward him.

Every man and every nation has a special dish, in general; there is only one whose appeal is universal. It is not for any class or nation; it is primarily for the hungry man, no matter what has given him an appetite. It may be that he has pushed a pen all day, or reckoned up vast columns, or wielded a sledge-hammer, or ridden a wild horse from morning to night; but the savour of peculiar excellence to the nostrils of this universal hungry man is the smell of frying bacon.

A keen appetite is even stronger than sorrow, and when Sally Fortune awoke with that strong perfume in her nostrils, she sat straight up among the blankets, startled as the cavalry horse by the sound of the trumpet. What she saw was Anthony Bard kneeling by the coals of the fire over which steamed a coffee-pot on one side and a pan of crisping bacon on the other.

The vision shook her so that she rubbed her eyes and stared again to make sure. It did not seem possible that she had actually wakened during the night and found him gone, and with this reality before her she was strongly tempted to believe that the coming of Nash was only a vivid dream.

Morning, Anthony.

He turned his head quickly and smiled to her.

Hello, Sally.

He was back at once, turning the bacon, which was done on the first side. Seeing that his back was turned, she dressed quickly.

Howd you sleep?

Well.

Where?

He turned more slowly this time.

You woke up in the middle of the night?

Yes.

What wakened you?

Nash and Kilrain.

He sighed: I wish Id been here.

She answered: Ill wash up; well eat; and then off on the trail. Ive an idea that the two will be back, and theyll have more men behind them.

After a little her voice called from the outside: Anthony, have you had a look at the morning?

He came obediently to the doorway. The sun had not yet risen, but the fresh, rose-coloured light already swept around the horizon throwing the hills in sharp relief and flushing, faraway, the pure snows of the Little Brothers. And so blinding was the sheen of the lake that it seemed at first as though the sun were about to break from the waters, for there all the radiance of the sunrise was reflected, concentrated.

Looking in this manner from the doorway, with the water on either side and straight ahead, and the dark, narrow point of land cutting that colour like a prow, it seemed to Anthony almost as if he stood on the bridge of a ship which in another moment would gather head and sail out toward the sea of fresh beauty beyond the peaks, for the old house of William Drew stood on a small peninsula, thrusting out into the lake, a low, shelving shore, scattered with trees.

Where the little tongue of land joined the main shore the ground rose abruptly into a shoulder of rocks inaccessible to a horse; the entrance and exit to the house must be on either side of this shoulder hugging closely the edge of the water.

Feeling that halo of the morning about them, for a moment Anthony forgot all things in the lift and exhilaration of the keen air; and he accepted the girl as a full and equal partner in his happiness, looking to her for sympathy.

She knelt by the edge of the water, face and throat shining and wet, her head bending back, her lips parted and smiling. It thrilled him as if she were singing a silent song which made the brightness of the morning and the colour beyond the peaks. He almost waited to see her throat quiver — hear the high, sweet tone.

But a scent of telltale sharpness drew him a thousand leagues down and made him whirl with a cry of dismay: The bacon, Sally!

It was hopelessly burned; some of it was even charred on the bottom of the pan. Sally, returning on the run, took charge of the cookery and went about it with a speed and ability that kept him silent; which being the ideal mood for a spectator, he watched and found himself learning much.

Whatever that scene of the night before meant in the small and definite, in the large and vague it meant that he had a claim of some sort on Sally Fortune and it is only when a man feels that he has this claim, this proprietorship, as it were, that he begins to see a woman clearly.

Before this his observance has been half blind through prejudice either for or against; he either sees her magnified with adulation, or else the large end of the glass is placed against his eye and she is merely a speck in the distance. But let a woman step past that mysterious wall which separates the formal from the intimate — only one step — at once she is surrounded by the eyes of a man as if by a thousand spies. So it was with Anthony.

It moved him, for instance, to see the supple strength of her fingers when she was scraping the charred bacon from the bottom of the pan, and he was particularly fascinated by the undulations of the small, round wrist. He glanced down to his own hand, broad and bony in comparison.

It was his absorption in this criticism that served to keep him aloof from her while they ate, and the girl felt it like an arm pushing her away. She had been very close to him not many hours before; now she was far away. She could understand nothing but the pain of it.

As he finished his coffee he said, staring into a corner: I dont know why I came back to you, Sally.

You didnt mean to come back when you started?

Of course not.

She flushed, and her heart beat loudly to hear his weakness. He was keeping nothing from her; he was thinking aloud; she felt that the bars between them were down again.

In the first place I went because I had to be seen and known by name in some place far away from you. That was for your sake. In the second place I had to be alone for the work that lay ahead.

Drew?

Yes. It all worked like a charm. I went to the house of Jerry Wood, told him my name, stayed there until Conklin and several others arrived, hunting for me, and then gave them the slip.

She did not look up from her occupation, which was the skilful cleaning of her gun.

It was perfect; the way clear before me; I had dodged through their lines, so to speak, when I gave Conklin the slip, and I could ride straight for Drew and catch him unprepared. Isnt that clear?

But you didnt?

She was so calm about it that he grew a little angry; she would not look up from the cleaning of the gun.

Thats the devil of it; I couldnt stay away. I had to come back to you.

She restored the gun to her holster and looked steadily at him; he felt a certain shock in countering her glance.

Because I thought you might be lonely, Sally.

I was.

It was strange to see how little fencing there was between them. They were like men, long tried in friendship and working together on a great problem full of significance to both.

Do you know what I kept sayin to myself when I found you was gone?

Well?

Todo es perdo; todo es perdo!

She had said it so often to herself that now some of the original emotion crept into her voice. His arm went out; they shook hands across their breakfast pans.

She went on: The next thing is Drew?

Yes.

Theres no changing you. She did not wait for his answer. I know that. I wont ask questions. If it has to be done well do it quickly; and afterward I can find a way out for us both.

Something like a foreknowledge came to him, telling him that the thing would never be done — that he had surrendered his last chance of Drew when he turned back to go to Sally. It was as if he took a choice between the killing of the man and the love of the woman. But he said nothing of his forebodings and helped her quietly to rearrange the small pack. They saddled and took the trail which pointed up over the mountains — the same trail which they had ridden in an opposite direction the night before.

He rode with his head turned, taking his last look at the old house of
Drew, with its blackened, crumbling sides, when the girl cried softly:
Whats that? Look!

He stared in the direction of her pointing arm. They were almost directly under the shoulder of rocks which loomed above the trail along the edge of the lake. Anthony saw nothing.

What was it?

He checked his horse beside hers.

I thought I saw something move. Im not sure. And there — back,
Anthony!

And she whirled her horse. He caught it this time clearly, the unmistakable glint of the morning light on steel, and he turned the grey sharply. At the same time a rattling blast of revolver shots crackled above them; the grey reared and pitched back.

By inches he escaped the fall of the horse, slipping from the saddle in the nick of time. A bullet whipped his hat from his head. Then the hand of the girl clutched his shoulder.

Stirrup and saddle, Anthony!

He seized the pommel of the saddle, hooked his foot into the stirrup which she abandoned to him, and she spurred back toward the old house.

A shout followed them, a roar that ended in a harsh rattle of curses; they heard the spat of bullets several times on the trees past which they whirled. But it was only a second before they were once more in the shelter of the house. He stood in the centre of the room, stunned, staring stupidly around him. It was not fear of death that benumbed him, but a rising horror that he should be so trapped — like a wild beast cornered and about to be worried to death by dogs.

As for escape, there was simply no chance — it was impossible. On three sides the lake, still beautiful, though the colour was fading from it, effectively blocked their way. On the fourth and narrowest side there was the shoulder of rocks, not only blocking them, but affording a perfect shelter for Nash and his men, for they did not doubt that it was he.

They think theyve got us, said a fiercely exultant voice beside him, but we aint started to make all the trouble were goin to make.

Life came back to him as he looked at her. She was trembling with excitement, but it was the tremor of eagerness, not the unmistakable sick palsy of fear. He drew out a large handkerchief of fine, white linen and tied it to a long splinter of wood which he tore away from one of the rotten boards.

Go out with this, he said. They arent after you, Sally. This is west of the Rockies, thank God, and a woman is safe with the worst man that ever committed murder.

She said: Dyou mean this, Anthony?

Im trying to mean it.

She snatched the stick and snapped it into small pieces.

Does that look final, Anthony?

He could not answer for a moment. At last he said: What a woman you would have made for a wife, Sally Fortune; what a fine pal!

But she laughed, a mirth not forced and harsh, but clear and ringing.

Anthony, aint this bettern marriage?

By God, he answered, I almost think youre right.

For answer a bullet ripped through the right-hand wall and buried itself in a beam on the opposite side of the room.

Listen! she said.

There was a fresh crackle of guns, the reports louder and longer drawn.

Rifles, said Sally Fortune. I knew no bullet from a six-gun could carry like that one.

The little, sharp sounds of splintering and crunching began everywhere. A cloud of soot spilled down the chimney and across the hearth. A furrow ploughed across the floor, lifting a splinter as long and even as if it had been grooved out by a machine.

Look! said Sally, theyre firin breast high to catch us standing, and on the level of the floor to get us if we lie down. Thats Nash. I know his trademark.

From the back of the house we can answer them, said Bard. Lets try it.

Pepper for their salt, eh? answered Sally, and they ran back through the old shack to the last room.


CHAPTER XXXIX

LEGAL MURDER
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AS DREW ENTERED his bedroom he found the doctor in the act of restoring the thermometer to its case. His coat was off and his sleeves rolled up to the elbow; he looked more like a man preparing to chop wood than a physician engaging in a struggle with death; but Dr. Young had the fighting strain. Otherwise he would never have persisted in Eldara.

Already the subtle atmosphere of sickness had come upon the room. The shades of the windows were drawn evenly, and low down, so that the increasing brightness of the morning could only temper, not wholly dismiss the shadows. Night is the only reality of the sick-bed; the day is only a long evening, a waiting for the utter dark. The doctors little square satchel of instruments, vials, and bandages lay open on the table; he had changed the apartment as utterly as he had changed his face by putting on great, horn-rimmed spectacles. They gave an owl-like look to him, an air of omniscience. It seemed as if no mortal ailment could persist in the face of such wisdom.

Well? whispered Drew.

You can speak out, but not loudly, said the doctor calmly. Hes delirious; the fever is getting its hold.

What do you think?

Nothing. The time hasnt come for thinking.

He bent his emotionless eye closer on the big rancher.

You, he said, ought to be in bed this moment.

Drew waved the suggestion aside.

Let me give you a sedative, added Young.

Nonsense. Im going to stay here.

The doctor gave up the effort; dismissed Drew from his mind, and focused his glance on the patient once more. Calamity Ben was moving his head restlessly from side to side, keeping up a gibbering mutter. It rose now to words.

Joe, a mule is to a hoss what a woman is to a man. Ever notice? The difference aint so much in what they do as what they dont do. Me speakin personal, Ill take a lot from any hoss and lay it to jest plain spirit; but a mule can make me mad by standin still and doin nothing but wablin them long ears as if it understood things it wasnt goin to speak about. Y always feel around a mule as if it knew somethin about you — had somethin on you — and was laughin soft and deep inside. Damn a mule! I remember—

But here he sank into the steady, voiceless whisper again, the shadow of a sound rather than the reality. It was ghostly to hear, even by daylight.

Will it keep up long? asked Drew.

Maybe until he dies.

Ive told you before; its impossible for him to die.

The doctor made a gesture of resignation.

He explained: As long as this fever grows our man will steadily weaken; it shows that hes on the downward path. If it breaks — why, that means that he will have a chance — more than a chance — to get well. It will mean that he has enough reserve strength to fight off the shock of the wound and survive the loss of the blood.

It will mean, said Drew, apparently thinking aloud, that the guilt of murder does not fall on Anthony.

Who is Anthony?

The wounded man broke in; his voice rose high and sharp: Halt!

He went on, in a sighing mumble: Shorty — help — Im done for!

The shooting, said the doctor, who had kept his fingers on the wrist of his patient; I could feel his pulse leap and stop when he said that.

He said halt! first; a very clear sign that he tried to stop Bard before Bard shot. Doctor, youre witness to that?

He had grown deeply excited.

Im witness to nothing. I never dreamed that you could be so interested in any human being.

He nodded to himself.

Do you know how I explained your greyness to myself? As that of a man ennuied with life — tired of living because he had nothing in the world to occupy his affections. And here I find you so far from being ennuied that you are using your whole strength to keep the guilt of murder away from another man. Its amazing. The boys will never believe it.

He continued: A man who raised a riot in your own house, almost burned down your place, shot your man, stole a horse — gad, Drew, you are sublime!

But if he expected an explanatory answer from the rancher he was disappointed. The latter pulled up a chair beside the bed and bent his stern eyes on the patient as if he were concentrating all of a great will on bringing Calamity Ben back to health.

He worked with the doctor. Every half hour a temperature was taken, and it was going up steadily. Drew heard the report each time with a tightening of the muscles about his jaws. He helped pack the wounded man with wet cloths. He ran out and stopped a wrangling noise of the cowpunchers several times. But mostly he sat without motion beside the bed, trying to will the sufferer back to life.

And in the middle of the morning, after taking a temperature, the doctor looked to the rancher with a sort of dull wonder.

Its dropping? whispered Drew.

Its lower. I dont think its dropping. It cant be going down so soon. Wait till the next time I register it. If its still lower then, hell get well.

The grey man sagged forward from his chair to his knees and took the hands of Calamity, long-fingered, bony, cold hands they were. There he remained, moveless, his keen eyes close to the wandering stare of the delirious man. Out of the exhaustless reservoir of his will he seemed to be injecting an electric strength into the other, a steadying and even flow of power that passed from his hands and into the body of Calamity.

When the time came, and Young stood looking down at the thermometer,
Drew lifted haggard eyes, waiting.

Its lower!

The great arms of the rancher were thrown above his head; he rose, changed, triumphant, as if he had torn his happiness from the heart of the heavens, and went hastily from the room, silent.

At the stable he took his great bay, saddled him, and swung out on the trail for Eldara, a short, rough trail which led across the Saverack — the same course which Nash and Bard had taken the day before.

But the river had greatly fallen — the water hardly washed above the knees of the horse except in the centre of the stream; by noon he reached the town and went straight for the office of Glendin. The deputy was not there, and the rancher was referred to Murphys saloon.

There he found Glendin, seated at a corner table with a glass of beer in front of him, and considering the sun-whitened landscape lazily through the window. At the sound of the heavy footfall of Drew he turned, rose, his shoulders flattened against the wall behind him like a cornered man prepared for a desperate stand.

Its all right, cried Drew. Its all over, Glendin. Duffy wont press any charges against Bard; he says that hes given the horse away. And Calamity Ben is going to live.

Who says he will?

Ive just ridden in from his bedside. Dr. Young says the crisis is past. And so — thank God — theres no danger to Bard; hes free from the law!

Too late, said the deputy.

It did not seem that Drew heard him. He stepped closer and turned his head.

Whats that?

Too late. Ive sent out men to — to apprehend Bard.

Apprehend him? repeated Drew. Is it possible? To murder him, you mean!

He had not made a threatening move, but the deputy had his grip on the butt of his gun.

It was that devil Nash. He persuaded me to send out a posse with him in charge.

And you sent him?

What could I do? Aint it legal?

Murder is legal — sometimes. It has been in the past. Ive an idea that its going to be again.

What dyou mean by that?

Youll learn later. Where did they go for Bard?

He did not seem disappointed. He was rather like a man who had already heard bad news and now only finds it confirmed. He knew before. Now the fact was simply clinched.

They went out to your old place on the other side of the range. Drew, listen to me—

How many went after him?

Nash, Butch Conklin, and five more. Butchs gang.

Conklin!

I was in a hole; I needed men.

How long have they been gone?

Since last night.

Then, said Drew, hes already dead. He doesnt know the mountains.

I give Nash strict orders not to do nothin but apprehend Bard.

Dont talk, Glendin. It disgusts me — makes my flesh crawl. Hes alone, with seven cutthroats against him.

Not alone. Sally Fortunes bettern two common men.

The girl? God bless her! Shes with him; she knows the country. There may be a hope; Glendin, if youre wise, start praying now that I find Bard alive. If I dont—

The swinging doors closed behind him as he rushed through toward his horse. Glendin stood dazed, his face mottled with a sick pallor. Then he moved automatically toward the bar. Murphy hobbled down the length of the room on his wooden leg and placed bottle and glass before the deputy.

Well? he queried.

Glendin poured his drink with a shaking hand, spilling much liquor across the varnished wood. He drained his glass at a gulp.

I dunno; what dyou think, Murphy?

You heard him talk, Glendin. You ought to know whats best.

Lets hear you say it.

Id climb the best hoss I owned and start west, and when I come to the sea Id take a ship and keep right on goin till I got halfway around the world. And then Id climb a mountain and hire a couple of dead-shots for guards and have my first nights sleep. After that Id begin thinkin of what I could do to get away from Drew.

Murphy, said the other, maybe that line of talk would sound sort of exaggerated to some, but I aint one of them. Youve got a wooden leg, but your brains sound. But tell me, what in Gods name makes him so thick with the tenderfoot?

He waited for no answer, but started for the door.


CHAPTER XL

PARTNERS
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IF DREW HAD done hard things in his life, few were more remorseless than the ride on the great bay horse that day. Starting out, he reckoned coldly the total strength of the gallant animal, the distance to his old house, and figured that it was just within possibilities that he might reach the place before evening. From that moment it was certain that the horse would not survive the ride.

It was merely a question as to whether or not the master had so gaged his strength that the bay would not collapse before even the summit of the range had been reached. As the miles went by the horse loosened and extended finely to his work; sweat darkened and polished his flanks; flecks of foam whirled back and spattered his chest and the legs of his rider; he kept on; almost to the last the rein had to be drawn taut; to the very last his heart was even greater than his body.

Up the steep slopes Drew let the horse walk; every other inch of the way it was either the fast trot or a swinging gallop, not the mechanical, easy pace of the cattle-pony, but a driving, lunging speed. The big hoofs literally smashed at the rocks, and the ringing of it echoed hollowly along the rock face of the ravine.

At the summit, for a single moment, like a bird of prey pausing in mid circle to note the position of the field mouse before it closes wings and bolts down out of the blue, Drew sat his horse motionless and stared down into the valleys below until he noted the exact location of his house — the lake glittered back and up to him in the slant light of the late afternoon. The bay, such was the violence of its panting, literally rocked beneath him.

Then he started the last downward course, sweeping along the treacherous trail with reckless speed, the rocks scattering before him. When they straightened out on the level going beneath, the bay was staggering; there was no longer any of the lilt and ease of the strong horse running; it was a succession of jerks and jars, and the panting was a sharper sound than the thunder of the hoofs. His shoulders, his flanks, his neck — all was foam now; and little by little the proud head fell, reached out; still he drove against the bit; still the rider had to keep up the restraining pressure.

Until at last he knew that the horse was dying on his feet; dying with each heavy stride it made. Then he let the reins hang limp. It was sad to see the answer of the bay — a snort, as if of happiness; a pricking of the ears; a sudden lengthening of stride and quickening; a nobler lift to the head.

Past the margin of the lake they swept, crashed through the woods to the right; and now, very distinctly, Drew heard the heavy drum of firing. He groaned and drove home the spurs. And still, by some miracle, there was something left in the horse which responded; not strength, certainly that was gone long ago, but there was an indomitable spirit bred into it with its fine blood by gentle care for generations. The going was heavier among the trees, and yet the bay increased its pace. The crackle of the rifles grew more and more distinct. A fallen trunk blocked the way.

With a snort the bay gathered speed, rose, cleared the trunk with a last glorious effort, and fell dead on the other side.

Drew disentangled his feet from the stirrup, raised the head of the horse, stared an instant into the glazing eyes, and then turned and ran on among the trees. Panting, dripping with sweat, his face contorted terribly by his effort, he came at last behind that rocky shoulder which commanded the approach to the old house.

He found seven men sheltered there, keeping up a steady, dropping fire on the house. McNamara sat propped against a rock, a clumsy, dirty bandage around his thigh; Isaacs lay prone, a stained rag twisted tightly around his shoulder; Lovel sat with his legs crossed, staring stupidly down to the steady drip of blood from his left forearm.

But Ufert, Kilrain, Conklin, and Nash maintained the fight; and Drew wondered what casualties lay on the other side.

At his rush, at the sound of his heavy footfall over the rocks, the four turned with a single movement; Ufert covered him with a rifle, but Nash knocked down the boys arm.

Weve done talkin; its our time to listen; understand?

Ufert, gone sullen, obeyed. He was at that age between youth and manhood when the blood, despite the songs of the poets, runs slow, cold; before the heart has been called out in love, or even in friendship; before fear or hate or anything saving a deep egoism has possessed the brain.

He looked about to the others for his cue. What he saw disturbed him. Shorty Kilrain, like a boy caught playing truant, edged little by little back against the rock; Butch Conklin, his eyes staring, had grown waxy pale; Steve Nash himself was sullen and gloomy rather than defiant.

And all this because of a grey man far past the prime of life who ran stumbling, panting, toward them. At his nearer approach a flash of understanding touched Ufert. Perhaps it was the sheer bulk of the newcomer; perhaps, more than this, it was something of stern dignity that oppressed the boy with awe. He fought against the feeling, but he was uneasy; he wanted to be far away from that place.

Straight upon them the big grey man strode and halted in front of Nash.

He said, his voice harsh and broken by his running: I ordered you to bring him to me unharmed. What does this mean, Nash?

The cowpuncher answered sulkily: Glendin sent us out.

Dont lie. You sent yourself and took these men. Ive seen Glendin.

His wrath was tempered with a sneer.

But here you are four against one. Go down and bring him out to me alive!

There was no answer.

You said you wanted no odds against any one man.

When a man and a woman stand together, answered Nash, theyre worse than a hundred. That devil, Sally Fortune, is down there with him.

A gun cracked from the house; the bullet chipped the rock with an evil clang, and the flake of stone whirled through the air and landed at the feet of Drew.

Theres your answer, said Nash. But weve got the rat cornered.

Wrong again. Calamity Ben is going to live—

A cry of joy came from Shorty Kilrain.

Duffy says that he gave his horse away to Bard. Glendin has called back your posse. Ride, Nash! Or else go down there unarmed and bring Bard up to me.

The shadow of a smile crossed the lips of Nash.

If the laws done with him, Im not. I wont ride, and I wont go down to him. Ive got the upper hand and Im going to hold it.

If youre afraid to go down, I will.

Drew unbuckled his cartridge belt and tossed it with his gun against the rocks. He drew out a white handkerchief, and holding it above him, at a full arms length, he stepped out from the shelter. The others, gathering at their places of vantage, watched his progress toward the house. Steve Nash described it to the wounded men, who had dragged themselves half erect.

Hes walkin right toward the house, wavin the white rag. They aint goin to shoot. Hes goin around the side of the house. Hes stopped there under the trees.

Where?

At that grave of his wife under the two trees. He waits there like he expected Bard to come out to him. And, by God, there goes Bard to meet him — right out into the open.

Steady, Steve! Drop that gun! If you shoot now youll have Drew on your head afterward.

Dont I know it? But God, wouldnt it be easy? I got him square inside the sights. Jest press the trigger and Anthony Bard is done for. He walks up to Drew. Hes got no gun on. Hes empty-handed jest like Drew. Hes said something short and quick and starts to step across the grave.

Drew points down to it and makes an answer. Bard steps back like hed been hit across the face and stands there lookin at the mound. What did Drew say? Id give ten years of life to hear that talk!

Bard looks sort of stunned; he stands there with a hand shadin his eyes, but the sun aint that bright. Well, I knew nobody could ever stand up to Drew.

The chief is talkin fast and hard. The young feller shakes his head. Drew begins talkin again. Youd think he was pleadin for his life in front of a jury that meant him wrong. His hands go out like he was makin an election speech. He holds one hand down like he was measurin the height of a kid. He throws up his arms again like hed lost everything in the world.

And now Bard has dropped the hand from his face. He looks sort of interested. He steps closer to the grave again. Drew holds out both his arms. By God, boys, hes pleadin with Bard.

And the head of Bard is dropped. Hows it goin to turn out? Drew wins, of course. There goes Bards hand out as if it was pulled agin his will. Drew catches it in both his own. Boys, heres where we grab our hosses and beat it.

He turned from the rocks in haste.

What dyou mean? cried Conklin. Steve, are you goin to leave us here to finish the job you started?

Finish it? You fools! Dont you see that Drew and Bard is pals now? If we couldnt finish Bard alone, howd we make out agin the two of them? The games up, boys; the thing thats left is for us to save our hides — if we can — before them two start after us. If they do start, then God help us all!

He was already in the saddle.

Wait! called Conklin. One of ems a tenderfoot. The other has left his gun here. What we got to fear from em?

And Nash snarled in return: If there was a chance, dont you think Id take it? Dont you see Im givin up everythin that amounts to a damn with me? Tenderfoot? He may act Eastern and he may talk Eastern, but hes got Western blood. There aint no other way of explainin it. And Drew? He didnt have no gun when he busted the back of old Piotto. I say, theres two men, armed or not, and between em they can do moren all of us could dream of. Boys, are you comin?

They went. The wounded were dragged to their feet and hoisted to their horses, groaning. At a slow walk they started down through the trees. Evening fell; the shadows slanted about them. They moved faster — at a trot — at a gallop. They were like men flying from a certain ruin. Beyond the margin of the bright lake they fled and lost themselves in the vast, secret heart of the mountain-desert.


CHAPTER XLI

SALLY WEEPS
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ALL THAT DAY, in a silence broken only by murmurs and side glances, Anthony and Sally Fortune moved about the old house from window to window, and from crack to crack, keeping a steady eye on the commanding rocks above. In one of those murmurs they made their resolution. When night came they would rush the rocks, storm them from the front, and take their chance with what might follow. But the night promised to give but little shelter to their stalking.

For in the late afternoon a broad moon was already climbing up from the east; the sky was cloudless; there was a threat of keen, revealing moonshine for the night. Only desperation could make them attempt to storm the rock, but by the next morning, at the latest, reinforcements were sure to come, and then their fight would be utterly hopeless.

So when the light of the sun mellowed, grew yellow and slant, and the shadows sloped from tree to tree, the two became more silent still, drawn and pale of face, waiting. Anthony at a window, Sally at a crack which made an excellent loophole, they remained moveless.

It was she who noted a niche which might serve as a loophole for one of the posse, and she fired at it, aiming low. The clang of the bullet against rock echoes clearly back to her, like the soft chime of a sheep bell from the peaceful distance. Then, as if in answer to her shot, around the edge of the rocks appeared a moving rag of white which grew into William Drew, bearing above his head the white sign of the truce.

In her astonishment she looked to Bard. He was quivering all over like a hound held on a tight leash, with the game in sight, hungry to be slipped upon it. The edge of his tongue passed across his colourless lips. He was like a man who long has ridden the white-hot desert and is now about to drink. There was the same wild gleam in his eyes; his hand shook with nervous eagerness as he shifted and balanced his revolver. Listening, in her awe, she heard the sound of his increasing panting; a sound like the breath of a running man approaching her swiftly.

She slipped to his side.

Anthony!

He did not answer; his gun steadied; the barrel began to incline down; his left eye was squinting. She dropped to her knees and seized his wrist.

Anthony, what are you going to do?

Its Drew! he whispered, and she did not recognize his voice. Its the grey man Ive waited for. Its he!

In such a tone a dying man might speak of his hope of heaven — seeing it unroll before him in his delirium.

But hes carrying the flag of truce, Anthony. You see that?

I see nothing except his face. It blots out the rest of the world. Ill plant my shot there — there in the middle of those lips.

Anthony, thats William Drew, the squarest man on the range.

Sally Fortune, thats William Drew, who murdered my father!

Ah! she said, with sharply indrawn breath. It isnt possible!

I saw the shot fired.

But not this way, Anthony; not from behind a wall!

His emotion changed him, made him almost a stranger to her. He was shaking and palsied with eagerness.

I could do nothing as bad as the crime he has done. For twenty years the dread of his coming haunted my father, broke him, aged him prematurely. Every day he went to a secret room and cared for his revolver — this gun here in my hand, you see? He and I — we were more than father and son — we were pals, Sally. And then this devil called my father out into the night and shot him. Damn him!

Youve got to listen to me, Anthony—

Ill listen to nothing, for there he is and—

She said with a sharp, rising ring in her voice: If you shoot at him while he carries that white flag Ill — Ill send a bullet through your head — thats straight! We got only one law in the mountains, and thats the law of honour. If you bust that, Im done with you, Anthony.

Take my gun — take it quickly, Sally, I cant trust myself; looking at him, I can see the place where the bullet should strike home.

He forced the butt of his revolver into her hands, rose, and stepped to the door, his hands clasped behind his back.

Tell me what he does.

Hes comin straight toward us as if he didnt fear nothin — grey
William Drew! Hes not packin a gun; he trusts us.

The better way, answered Bard. Bare hands — the better way!

He has killed men with those bare hands of his. I can see em clear — great, blunt-fingered hands, Anthony. Hes coming around the side of the house. Ill go into the front room.

She ran past Anthony and paused in the habitable room, spying through a crack in the wall. And Anthony stood with his eyes tightly closed, his head bowed. The image of the leashed hound came more vividly to her when she glanced back at him.

Hes walkin right up the path. There he stops.

Where?

Right beside the old grave.

Anthony! called a deep voice. Anthony, come out to me!

He started, and then groaned and stopped himself.

Is the sign of the truce still over his head, Sally?

Yes.

I darent go out to him — Id jump at his throat.

She came beside him.

It means something besides war. I can see it in his face. Pain — sorrow,
Anthony, but not a wish for fightin.

From the left side of his cartridge belt a stout-handled, long-bladed hunting-knife was suspended. He disengaged the belt and tossed it to the floor. Still he paused.

If I go, Ill break the truce, Sally.

You wont; youre a man, Anthony; and remember that youre on the range, and the law of the range holds you.

Anthony! called the deep voice without.

He shuddered violently.

What is it?

It sounds — like the voice of my father calling me! I must go!

She clung to him.

Not till youre calmer.

My father died in my arms, he answered; let me go.

He thrust her aside and strode out through the door.

On the farther side of the grave stood Drew, his grey head bare, and looking past him Anthony saw the snow-clad tops of the Little Brother, grey also in the light of the evening. And the trees whose branches interwove above the grave — grey also with moss. The trees, the mountain, the old headstone, the man — they blended into a whole.

Anthony! said the man, I have waited half my life for this!

And I, said Bard, have waited a few weeks that seem longer than all my life, for this!

His own eager panting stopped him, but he stumbled on: I have you here in reach at last, Drew, and Im going to tear your heart out, as you tore the heart out of John Bard.

Ah, Anthony, said the other, my heart was torn out when you were born; it was torn out and buried here.

And to the wild eyes of Anthony it seemed as if the great body of Drew, so feared through the mountain-desert, was now enveloped with weakness, humbled by some incredible burden.

After that a mist obscured his eyes; he could not see more than an outline of the great shape before him; his throat contracted as if a hand gripped him there, and an odd tingling came at the tips of his fingers. He moved forward.

It is more than I dreamed, he said hoarsely, as his foot planted firmly on the top of the grave, and he poised himself an instant before flinging himself on the grey giant. It is more than I dreamed for — to face you — alone!

And a solemn, even voice answered him, We are not alone.

Not alone, but the others are too far off to stop me.

Not alone, Anthony, for your mother is here between us.

Like a fog under a wind, the mist swept from the eyes of Anthony; he looked out and saw that the face of the grey man was infinitely sad, and there was a hungry tenderness that reached out, enveloped, weakened him. He glanced down, saw that his heel was on the mount of the grave; saw again the headstone and the time-blurred inscription: Here sleeps Joan, the wife of William Drew. She chose this place for rest.

A mortal weakness and trembling seized him. The wind puffed against his face, and he went staggering back, his hand caught up to his eyes.

He closed his mind against the words which he had heard.

But the deep organ voice spoke again: Oh, boy, your mother!

In the stupor which came over him he saw two faces: the stern eyes of John Bard, and the dark, mocking beauty of the face which had looked down to him in John Bards secret room. He lowered his hand from his eyes; he stared at William Drew, and it seemed to him that it was John Bard he looked upon. Their names differed, but long pain had touched them with a common greyness. And it seemed to Anthony that it was only a moment ago that the key turned in the lock of John Bards secret room, the hidden chamber which he kept like Bluebeard for himself, where he went like Bluebeard to see his past; only an instant before he had turned the key in that lock, the door opened, and this was the scene which met his eyes — the grave, the blurred tombstone, and the stern figure beyond.

Joan, he repeated; your wife — my mother?

He heard a sob, not of pain, but of happiness, and knew that the blue eyes of Sally Fortune looked out to him from the doorway of the house.

The low voice, hurried now, broke in on him.

When I married Joan, John Bard fled from the range; he could not bear to look on our happiness. You see, I had won her by chance, and he hated me for it. If you had ever seen her, Anthony, you would understand. I crossed the mountains and came here and built this house, for your mother was like a wild bird, Anthony, and I did not dare to let men near her; then a son was born, and she died giving him birth. Afterward I lived on here, close to the place which she had chosen herself for rest. And I was happy because the boy grew every day into a more perfect picture of his dead mother.

One day when he was almost three I rode off through the hills, and when I came back the boy was gone. I rode with a posse everywhere, hunting him; aye, Anthony, the trail which I started then I have kept at ever since, year after year, and here it ends where it began — at the grave of Joan!

Finally I came on news that a man much like John Bard in appearance had been seen near my house that day. Then I knew it was Bard in fact. He had seen the image of the woman we both loved in the boy. He was all that was left of her on earth. After these years I can read his heart clearly; I know why he took the boy.

Then I left this place. I could not bear the sight of the grave; for she slept in peace, and I lived in hell waiting for the return of my son.

At last I went east; I was at Madison Square Garden and saw you ride. It was the face of Joan that looked back at me; and I knew that I was close to the end of the trail.

The next night I called out John Bard. He had been in hell all those years, like me, for he had waited for my coming. He begged me to let him have you; said you loved him as a father; I only laughed. So we fought, and he fell; and then I saw you running over the lawn toward us.

I remembered Joan, her pride and her fierceness, and I knew that if I waited a son would kill his father that night. So I turned and fled through the trees. Anthony, do you believe me; do you forgive me?

The memory of the clumsy, hungered tenderness of John Bard swept about
Anthony.

He cried: How can I believe? My father has killed my father; what is left?

The solemn voice replied: Anthony, my son!

He saw the great, blunt-fingered hands which had killed men, which were feared through the length and breadth of the mountain-desert, stretched out to him.

Anthony Drew! said the voice.

His hand went out, feebly, by slow degrees, and was caught in a mighty double clasp. Warmth flowed through him from that grasp, and a great emotion troubled him, and a voice from deep to deep echoed within him — the call of blood to blood. He knew the truth, for the hate burned out in him and left only an infinite sadness.

He said: What of the man who loved me? Whom I love?

I have done penance for that death, answered William Drew, and I shall do more penance before I die. For I am only your father in name, but he is the father in your thoughts and in your love. Is it true?

It is true, said Anthony.

And the other, bitterly: In his life he was as strong as I; in his death he is still stronger. It is his victory; his shadow falls between us.

But Anthony answered: Let us go together and bring his body and bury it at the left side of — my mother.

Lad, it is the one thing we can do together, and after that?

A plaintive sound came to the ear of Anthony, and he looked down to see Sally Fortune weeping at the grave of Joan. Better than both the men she understood, perhaps. In the deep tenderness which swelled through him he caught a sense of the drift of life through many generations of the past and projecting into the future, men and women strong and fair and each with a high and passionate love.

The men died and the women changed, but the love persisted with the will to live. It came from a thousand springs, but it rolled in one river to one sea. The past stood there in the form of William Drew; he and Sally made the present, and through his love of her sprang the hope of the future.

It was all very clear to him. The love of Bard and Drew for Joan Piotto had not died, but passed through the flame and the torment of the three ruined lives and returned again with gathering power as the force which swept him and Sally Fortune out into that river and toward that far-off sea. The last mist was brushed from his eyes. He saw with a piercing vision the world, himself, life. He looked to William Drew and saw that he was gazing on an old and broken man.

He said to the old man: Father, she is wiser than us both.

And he pointed to Sally Fortune, still weeping softly on the grave of
Joan.

But William Drew had no eye for her; he was fallen into a deep muse over the blurred inscription on the headstone. He did not even raise his head when Anthony touched Sally Fortune on the shoulder. She rose, and they stole back together toward the house. There, as they stood close together, Sally murmured: It is cruel to leave him alone. He needs us now, close to him.

His hand wandered slowly across her hair, and he said: Sally, how close can we ever be to him?

We can only watch and wait and try to understand, murmured Sally
Fortune.

They were so close to the door of the ruined house, now, that a taint of burnt powder crept out to them, a small, keen odour, and with a sudden desire to protect her, he drew her close to him. There was no tensing of her body when his arm went around her and he knew with a rush of tenderness how completely, how perfectly she accepted him. Over the hand which held her he felt soft fingers settle to keep it in its place, and when he looked down he found that her face was raised, and the eyes which brooded on him were misty bright, like the eyes of a child when joy overflows in it, but awe keeps it quiet.

THE END
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I. A FRESH START
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IT WAS SNOWING. A northwester was rushing over the mountains. As the storm wind shifted a few points west and east, the mountains cut it away, so that one valley lay in a lull of quiet air, with the snow dropping in perpendicular lines; or else the mountains caught the wind in a funnel and poured a venomous blast, in which the snow hardened and became cold teeth.

The two men lying in a covert saw Skinner Mountain, due south of them, withdraw into the mist of white and again jump out at them, blocking half the sky. The weather and the sudden appearances of Mount Skinner troubled Lou Alp. In his own way and in his own time, Alp was a successful sneak thief. He had been known to take chances enough; but that was in Manhattan, where the millions walk the street and where mere numbers offer a refuge. That was in Manhattan, where a man may slip into twisting side streets with a dozen issues through alleys and cellars. That was in Manhattan, where a fugitive turning a corner is as far away as though he had dropped to the other side of the world.

Far different here. Of man there was not a trace, and the huge and brutal face of nature pressed upon the sensitive mind of Lou Alp; the chill air numbed his finger tips and made his only useful weapons helpless. Lou Alp depended upon sleight of hand and agility rather than upon strength. This whirl and rush of snow baffled him and irritated him. He kept repeating to his companion: Is this your sunshine? Is this your happy country? I say, to hell with it!

His companion, who lay by his side in the bushes and kept a sharp lookout up the road at such times as the drive of the snow made it possible to see fifty yards, would answer: Its a freak storm, Lou. Never saw it come so thick and fast so early in December as this. Give the country a chance. Its all right.

Alp would stare at him in amazement. From the time of their first intimacy Jack Chapel had continually amazed him. That was in the shoe shop of the penitentiary where they had sat side by side on their stools. The rule was silence and, though there were many opportunities for speech from the side of the mouth in the carefully gauged whispers which state prisoners learn to use so soon, Chapel had never taken advantage of the chances. Lou would never forget the man as he had first seen him, the clean-cut features, the rather square effect given by the size of his jaw muscles, the prison pallor which made his dark eyes seem darker. On the whole he was a handsome chap, but he had something about him more arresting than his good looks.

For the most part the prisoners pined or found resignation. Their eyes became pathetic or dull, as Lous eyes became after the first three months. But the eyes of Jack Chapel held a spark which bespoke neither resignation nor inertia. He had a way of sitting forward on his stool all day long, giving the impression of one ready to start to his feet and spring into action. When one of the trusties spoke to him, he did not stare straight before him, as the other prisoners did, but his eyes first looked his questioner full in the face and flashed, then he made his answer. He gave an effect, indeed, of one who bides a day.

These things Lou Alp noted, for there were few things about faces which he missed. He had learned early to read human nature from his life as a gutter urchin who must know which face means a dime, which means a cent, and which means no gift to charity at all. But what lay behind the fire in Jack Chapels eyes he could not say. Alp was cunning, but he lacked imagination. He knew the existence of some devouring emotion, but what that emotion was he could not tell.

He was not the only one to sense a danger in Chapel. The trusty in charge of the shop guessed it at the end of the first week, and he started to break Chapel. It was not hard to find an opening. Chapel had little skill with his hands, and presently job after job was turned back to him. He had sewed clumsily; he had put in too many nails; he had built up the heel awry. After a time, he began to be punished for his clumsiness. It was at this point that Alp interfered. He had no great liking for Chapel, but he hated the trusty with the hatred of a weasel for a badger. To help Chapel was to get in an indirect dig at the trusty.

Because Lou Alp could do almost anything with his agile fingers, he began to instruct Chapel in the fine points of shoemaking. It was a simple matter. He had only to wait until Chapel was in difficulty, and then Lou would start the same piece of work on one of his own shoes. He would catch the eye of Chapel and work slowly, painstakingly, so that his neighbor could follow the idea. Before long, Chapel was an expert and even the carping trusty could find no fault.

Now charity warms the heart; a gift is more pleasant to him who gives than to him who takes. Lou Alp, having for once in his life performed a good deed, was amazed by the gradual unlocking of his heart that followed. He had lived a friendless life; vaguely, delightfully, he felt the growth of a new emotion.

When the time came, he had leaned over to pick something from the floor and had whispered sidewise: Whats the charge?

The other had made no attempt to reply guardedly. His glance held boldly on the face of the sneak thief, as the latter straightened again on his stool. There was a slight tightening of his jaw muscles, and then Chapel said: Murder!

The word knocked at the heart of Lou Alp and made him tremble. Murder! Looking at the strong, capable, but rather clumsy hands of Chapel, he saw how all that strength could have been applied. Suppose those square-tipped fingers had clutched someone by the throat — an ache went down the windpipe of the thief.

If Lou had been interested before, he was fascinated now. In all their weeks of labor side by side, only four words had been interchanged between them, and here he was in the soul of his companion. He was not horrified. Rather, he felt a thrill of dog-like admiration. He, Lou Alp, had wished to kill more than one man. There was the flatty who ran him down in Mug McIntyres place. He had wanted to bump that man off. There were others. But fear, which was the presiding deity in the life of the sneak thief, had warded him away from the cardinal sin. He respected Chapel; he was glad he had helped his neighbor; he felt even a touch of reverence for the boy.

And later on he had said: How?

It was a frame, answered Chapel. A dirty frame!

And then Alp knew the meaning of the spark behind those eyes. It took some of the thrill from his feeling for Chapel, but now he understood that undying alertness, for it sprang out of the hate of a man who has been wronged. After all, it is almost as exciting to be seated beside a man who has been wrongly convicted of murder as it is to sit beside a man who is really guilty.

A little later Chapel put his first question.

And you? he said.

They framed me, too, said Alp, and with marvelous skill he was able to put a touch of a whine even in his whisper. The dirty dogs framed me, too!

He hardened his face in lines of sadness, prepared to meet unbelief in the eyes of the other, but there was no questioning in Jack Chapels mind. Instead, he sat rigid on his stool and his eyes flamed at his companion. Then he smiled. The last bar was down between them; he admitted the sneak thief into his friendship.

Events came swiftly to a head. About his past Chapel was reticent. He had come from the West and he was going back to some part of his own great country when he was out. He was not going to attempt to get even for the double-cross which in the first place had brought him East and then lodged him in prison for a ten-year term. His vengeance was barred, for it was a girl who had engineered the whole scheme to save her lover. Alp learned of this reticence with amazement. If a strong man had injured him in a similar manner, he might well have postponed his vengeance as he had often postponed it in times past; but to withhold the heavy hand from a woman, this was a thing which he could not comprehend. As always when a thing passed his understanding, he remained silent. In the future he was to find that silence was often necessary when he talked with the falsely accused murderer.

A new event came. Chapel was planning an escape and he confided his plan to the sneak thief. That night Lou sat in his cell and brooded. If he took part in the attempt, it meant a probable recapture and a far heavier sentence for breaking jail. The other alternative was to tell the prison authorities everything. They would make him a trusty at once, lighten his service, and cut his term as short as was possible. On the other hand a still, small voice kept assuring him that if he betrayed Chapel, he would sooner or later die by the hand of that man. There was a third possibility, to remain quietly in the prison, say nothing, and take no part in the attempted escape.

Lou Alp had not sufficient moral courage to be reticent. As a result he found himself dragged into the plan. On the appointed night, after five minutes of quiet work and murderous suspense, he stood outside the black walls a free man, with Jack Chapel at his side. Instinct told him, as strongly as it tells the homing pigeon, safety lay in the slide across country to the all-sheltering labyrinth of Manhattan, but the voice of Jack Chapel was stronger than instinct and Alp started West with his friend. They had aimed for a district safely north of Jack Chapels home, had ridden the beams as far as the railroad would take them, and then plunged into the wilderness of mountains on a road that led them here. The night before they had spent in a small village and there, with his usual ferretlike skill, Lou learned of the payroll which was to go the next day from the village up to the mine in the hills under charge of two armed men. He had told Chapel, and the latter insisted on a holdup.

Ill take whats coming to me, and no more, he said. Whats my time worth for two years? I dont count in the pain or the work or the dirty disgrace, but write me down for a thousand a year. Thats two thousand. Then you come in. A year and a half at the same rate. Thats thirty-five hundred the world owes us and heres where we collect. Thirty-five hundred, no more and no less. We use that to make a new start. Tell me straight, is that square? And we take it from old Purviss payroll. God knows Purvis can afford to spare the coin. Hes so crooked he cant lie in bed. Howd he get his mines? By beating out poor devils who hit hard times. So hes our paymaster. Something is coming to us. Were both innocent. Weve both been hit between the eyes. Now we can get something back. Is that logic?

There had been a sort of appeal in his voice as he made the proposition to Alp early that morning.

Sure its justice, nodded Lou.

Then Chapel drew a little breath and his eyes flashed from one side to the other. I aint much on a holdup, he faltered.

You never stuck em up before? cried Lou, horrified by such rash inexperience.

Sure I never did. That doesnt make any difference. I know how holdups go. You step out and shove a gun under the nose of somebody. He jerks his hands over his head. You go through his pockets or whatever he has the coin in. You take his guns. He rides into town like a shot. A posse starts out after you. You go one way and they go the other way. Havent I seen it work out that way a hundred times? I tell you theres nothing to it, Lou.

Once more Lou had been drawn into the dragnet of the others commanding will.


II. WITH A TWIG
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ALP DID NOT like it, no matter from what angle he looked at it. It was foreign to him. The game was not his. He was used to playing a lone hand and now he lay like a rabbit in a covert, not knowing what was expected of him, or if he would have courage to carry through the part assigned him. If it had been spring weather, he kept saying to himself, with a good, clear sky to pour content through the mind of a man and air through which one could see, things would have been very different with him. His one comfort was the bright eye of his companion. Cold had turned the fingers of Jack Chapel purple around the knuckles, but for some reason Alp could not imagine him stopped or even seriously embarrassed by such a thing as cold.

Yet he asked to make assurance doubly sure: Pretty smooth with a gun?

Me? Smooth with a gun? asked the heavyshouldered young fellow. Why, Lou, I couldnt hit the side of a barn with a rifle, let alone a revolver.

The terror which had been reined up in Lou Alps vitals now burst loose and flooded him. The chill which swept through him was a mortal cold that had nothing to do with either wind or snow. It was fear, horrible, strength-devouring fear. He could not even speak, as he heard his companion continue carelessly.

But what does gun work have to do with it? I wouldnt hurt those two fellows if I could. Their boss is a skunk. He deserves anything that comes his way, but I dont hold any grudge against those two fellows. Not me! But therell be no shooting. No, all you need for a game like this is a little bluff and some sand.

He followed his statement with his usual chuckle. Alp was seized in a fresh amazement. There were qualities about this man which never grew old. There was a surprising freshness, a nearness to the soil. Two things about him spoke the two sides of his nature. There were the bright, steady, and dangerous eyes. Lou Alp had been among the defiers of society long enough to recognize that glance. On the other hand, there was that ready chuckle. It came deeply out of his throat; it was musical, changing, and redolent with good nature. It was a laugh which instantly made a roomful of people smile and turn around. It was a laugh which never offended because there was not the slightest suggestion of mockery or derision or self complacency in it.

Yet it failed to warm the trembling heart of the thief at this juncture. He continued to stare as though at a revelation of madness.

But for heavens sake... was all he could say. Then: Ive been wonderin about your gun, where you been keepin it all this time?

Here, said the other and, reaching above him, he snapped off a twig, shook the snow from it, and presented to Lou Alp the frost-blackened, curved fragment of wood. The sneak thief threw back his head and began to laugh wildly. The sound came up through his slender throat cackling. It was singularly like the wind-shaken scream of some bird of prey.

That! he cried. Man, dont you know that you got two armed men to handle? Dont you know that theyre lookin for trouble? Thats why theyre with the coin! And even if you had a gun... he broke off, unable to continue. Then: Lets get out of this. Im froze clear through.

Whats the matter? asked Chapel. Dont you trust me?

Again Alp was staggered. He had dragged his cold-cramped body to his knees and now he paused, agape. He was about to say, What has trust got to do with powder and lead? but he checked himself. It occurred to him that this singular fellow might be angered by any doubts cast upon him; already there was the queer, thoughtful flicker in his eyes, and Alp dropped back into his bed of leaves and snow. It came to him that much as he dreaded the storm and the coming of the armed men, he dreaded Jack Chapel even more. He knew now why the twelve good men and true had looked into the face of this man and had believed all too readily, with only the most circumstantial evidence to back their belief, that he had been guilty of a murder. Aside from the escape from the prison he had never seen Chapel meet danger or perform any violent act, and yet he was ready to premise the most tremendous things of this bright-eyed man.

He lay back in the snow without a word and began to massage his lips with his knuckles, so as to be able to speak when he had mentally framed his argument. He must prevent this incipient act of madness that would destroy them both. His agile brain began to turn and twist around the subject, looking back on a score of arguments; but, when he was on the verge of beginning, there was a low exclamation from Jack Chapel.

Theyre here!

He cast one wild glance down the road, but a whirl of snow rose and closed the way before him. Then, like the coward that he was, he looked to his companion, prepared with the protest, prepared with the plea, to let the danger and the money pass. He was stopped by the singular expression of happiness in the face of his companion. Somewhere he had seen such a look. Now he remembered. It was when he had taken a girl out of the slums to the theater; when the curtain slipped up, in the dim glow from the stage, he had turned and watched the face of the girl, her lips parted, her eyes at once dreaming, wistful, and eager.

Such was the face of Jack Chapel. The same hushed expectancy, the same trembling alertness, the same love of the unknown that lay before him. Now, through the curtain of the snow, the heads of two horses thrust out, powdered and unreal. Instantly the whole of the buckboard and the two men who rode in it came out upon Lou Alp. They were humped into bunches of flesh, shrinking from the cold, made numb and sleepy by it. Looking up at them they seemed huge and formidable to Alp. A shudder went through his meager body when he thought of a single man, armed with a bent twig, trying to halt that on-sweeping force of horses and wagon and fighting men.

Chapel was on his hands and feet like a runner at the mark. The wagon rushed nearer, rattling above the hum of wind and the soft crushing of the snow among the naked trees. Suddenly the man leaped out from behind his screen with a deep shout.

The horses stopped and veered to one side, cramping the wagon dangerously. The men in the wagon sat and stared stupidly at the apparition. There stood Jack Chapel before them, crouched a little, with the twig in his hand not extended at full arms length, but drawn back close to his breast. For the moment Alp forgot that it was simply a crooked piece of wood. He expected to see fire flash from the end of it.

The guards must have expected the same thing. For they made no attempt at resistance, but slowly — or was it the feverish activity of Lous mind that made it seem slow — they put their hands up to their shoulders and then, inch by inch, above their heads.

Chapel was barking orders. Obediently they climbed down and turned their backs, still with hands above their heads. Jack went to them at a run, still speaking swiftly, cautioning them not to make a suspicious move. He jerked a revolver out of the holster that hung at the hip of one of them and tossed his twig away.

Lou Alp stood up. The blood was beginning to run freely again in his veins. A spot of red stood out in the hollow of each sallow, thin cheek. For the madman was turning his madness into sane matter of fact. With his twig he had rendered two stalwart men helpless. With a cry of encouragement, Lou was about to step out and render such help as he was capable of when the second of the guards, whose revolver had not yet been taken, jerked down his arms, whirled, and fired.

It happened with incredible suddenness. Lou felt his left leg go numb, but he forgot that, giving his whole attention on Chapel. He expected to see that broad, strong form topple to the earth. Instead, his friend smashed the fist that carried the revolver into the face of the man who had just fired. The fellow tossed up both arms, staggered back, and sank slowly into the snow. His companion, turning at the shot, grappled the bandit. For a moment they swayed and twisted and then were torn apart. The guard came close again, his arms reaching out. He was met by the lunging fist of Chapel and dropped loosely upon his face.

By the time Alps brain began to work, he felt the numbness in his leg give place to a sharp pain, as though a red-hot knife had been thrust into his calf and left there to burn the flesh. Not until then did he realize that he had been shot through the leg by that first wild bullet from the gun of the guard. A red trickle was running out over his trousers. He watched it, fascinated.

Chapel was tying the fallen guards. Now that the danger was past, Lou attempted to go to him, but his left leg crumbled beneath his weight. Lying on his side, he saw his friend climb into the buckboard, take up a box, smash the lock with a bullet, and then drop to the snow with a stack of what he knew to be money. Chapel was counting it. Was it possible that the fool was only taking the thirty-five hundred? There must be at least twelve thousand in that payroll!

He dragged himself out from the covert at the same time that the other finished dumping his loot into a sack. Chapel was instantly beside him with an exclamation while tears of self-pity rose into the eyes of Alp.

The dirty swine, he moaned. Look what they done to me? Will you? And what harm was I doin em?

Before he answered, Chapel knelt beside Lou, ripped up the leg of his trousers, and examined the wound. Its an easy one, he said. He was tearing away his own coat as he spoke, and now he ripped his undershirt into strips and made a swift and skillful bandage. Clean as a whistle, Lou, he went on reassuringly. You wont lose a tablespoonful of blood hardly. Keep your chin up, will you?

A hot rage sent a mist across the vision of Lou. Pump em full of lead! he said through his teeth.

Why? asked Jack Chapel.

Didnt they do this? You ask me why?

Something in the face of his companion cleared Alps eyes again. He saw that Chapel was looking at him with a curiously cold glance.

It was just a chance that you got hurt, he said. Besides, do you blame em for tryin to protect the stuff they were sent out to guard? No, they showed they had... courage. I like em all the better for it, but the luck was against em. And thats the only reason why were not blown full of lead, the way you want me to fix them now that they got their hands tied.

Lou Alp forgot the pain of his wound as he met the new glance of Chapel.

Say, Bo, he grinned feebly. You dont think I meant it, do you? The leg was hurting like fire and it peeved me for a minute.

Sure, said Jack Chapel slowly, I know what you mean. Only... He did not finish the sentence.


III. WHITE VS. YELLOW
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SOMEHOW THAT INCOMPLETE sentence tied the tongue of the sneak thief even when he saw Jack Chapel take up the box with the gold coin and drop it in the snow beside the guards. There went close to ten thousand dollars perhaps. Yet Lou Alp merely writhed in silence. He dared not speak.

Lou was lifted in the strong arms of Jack Chapel and placed in the rear of the buckboard. Looking over the side, he saw Chapel search the two guards for weapons, and then in amazement he saw him cut the bonds of his enemies. Such faulty procedure took the breath of Lou Alp. Still he attempted no advice, and even flattened himself on the bottom of the buckboard.

He felt quite sure that up to this point his presence had not been noted. He had not issued from his hiding place until after both guards had been stunned by the blows of Jack Chapel and, as they lay face downward in the snow, there was small reason to think that they had heard his voice over the screaming of the storm, or that they had seen him during the very brief interim before he was placed in the bed of the wagon. He lay still and said nothing while the two struggled to their feet and went with uncertain steps down the road. The circling, thick eddies of the snow covered them from view quickly. Jack climbed up to his place in the drivers seat. He turned and looked down to Lou Alp, bedded in feed sacks with his injured leg cocked up to break the jar of the bumps. As he turned, Lou saw Chapels right hand laid on the rail of the seat, with the knuckles scraped bare and bleeding. The blows which knocked down the guards had done that work, he knew, and he felt once more that surprise, tinged with fear, with which he had already discovered so many unsuspected accomplishments in his companion. He knew enough about boxing to recognize the snapping, straight-armed power of the blows which had stunned the guards. He felt again that there was more to Jack Chapel than appeared on the surface. The man was hiding something.

Are you going to be all right, there? asked Jack.

His voice was cold, and Alp winced under it. I can stand it, pal, he said conciliatingly.

He watched to see the face of the other soften, but with a curt nod Chapel turned and started the horses on. He swung the wagon about and sent it along the valley with the storm at their backs. They made good time up the road, jogging steadily on for the better part of three or four hours. Before the end of that time Lou Alp had squirmed into a dozen positions and was finding ease in none. How fervently he blessed the moment when the buckboard was brought to a halt. Chapel climbed down from the seat and stood over his companion.

Weve come to the end of the road, he said.

This wilderness? Where in the name of heaven can we put up? Jack, I cant stand much more!

Look over there.

Lou strained his feverish eyes and made out the vague form of a house ghost-like in the storm, a big house of which he saw more the longer he stared.

But howll I get there? he groaned. Must be half a mile, Jack.

Ill get you there.

Something of restraint in his voice made Lou wince again. He broached the vital question. Will... will you be safe there? he asked. Suppose the posse turns along this road?

I dunno, replied the other. He turned as he spoke and looked into the teeth of the storm as though danger were at that moment riding upon him out of it. I dunno. But Ive got to get you to that house before you get a cold in your wound.

Lou could see his friend hesitating, and that hesitation drove him into a panic. Would he be abandoned here in the snow on the meager chance that someone from the house should happen on him, or that he could drag himself to the shelter? He was on the verge of breaking into a frantic appeal when he checked himself and thought of new tactics.

Jack, he said, listen to me. Ive done you no good. First to last youve started everything and finished everything all by yourself. You got me out of jail. You brought me West. You planned the job down the road. You pulled it off. And all Ive done is to clog up the works and gum the cards. He paused a little to study the effect of his words. It was hard to read Jack Chapel with the wind turning up his hat behind and the snow spattering on his shoulders. He seemed so self-reliant and self-possessed that again the shivering took Lou Alp. Yet he persisted in his singular appeal.

Leave me be where I am, Jack, he went on, his voice shaking. If you come up there to the house with me, theyll have you sure. Before ten hours somebodyll come along this way and the folks at the housell tell em that you been there to leave me.

The larger man grunted. Whatll you do without me? he asked harshly. You dont know these folks around here. You dont know their ways. You aint like em and theyll see the difference. Theyll start askin questions and youll be fool enough to start tellin em lies. Inside of five days theyll have the sheriff out here to look you over as a queer one.

The sneak thief looked into his wretched soul and shook in acknowledgment of the truth. Let them come and get me, he said hoarsely. Let em come. But if they get me, Ill have this one satisfaction, that I didnt drag you into it. Jack, pal, you take the horses and go on. Ill take my own chances.

Through a heart-breaking pause he saw the other hesitate, and even turn partly away; but at the very moment, when a wild and craven appeal was about to break from the lips of Lou Alp, Chapel turned again and caught the meager hand of the thief.

I thought you were bluffin me, he said with emotion. I thought you were yellow and were just bluffin me. But now I see youre straight, partner, and Ill tell you where I stand. Back there when you were peeved and wanted me to bump off those two gents, I figured that you meant it, and it sort of riled me a little. Speakin man to man, I thought you were a skunk, Lou. Been thinkin so all this time right up to now. But a gent that plays square once, cant play crooked the next minute. Here you lie, helpless, but not thinkin once about yourself.

The emotion in his voice had a powerful effect upon Lou Alp. Tears of self-pity for the sacrifice which he had shammed began to gather.

And now I feel like a skunk, said Jack Chapel. If you can take my hand and call it square in spite of what I been thinkin about you, here it is. If youre still mad at me, why, when you get on your feet again, well fight it out. What say?

Lou Alp, trembling at the narrowness of his escape, clutched the proffered hand eagerly and wrung it.

Thats good, said Jack Chapel simply. Thats mighty good! He seemed to brush away the remnants of the situation and turned to new things. Give me your arms and Ill get you on my back, he directed.

But what about the wagon and the horses?

Dont you see whatll become of em? With this storm at their backs, theyll drift straight down the road. I dont know a whole pile about this country, but I know there aint moren one road for em to take down this valley. As long as the wind blows, theyll keep moving and they may wind up fifty miles from here. The posse, if they start one out right away, will go straight for the place where the horses and wagon, or whats left of the wagon, are picked up. Theyll start combing the hills for me around that place. Theyll never think to look for me in a house. Even if they find me, they wont know me because I had my handkerchief over the lower part of my face and my hat pretty well down over my eyes. And its a cinch that theyll never dream of lookin for two of us!

It was all so logically reasoned that the sneak thief nodded in admiration. The fever which had been gathering in him, and the waves of weakness, began to make his head swim. Yet he followed Jack Chapels voice.

First thing theyll do will be to look over the list of their old employees. Why? Because I only took part of the coin. On account of that the big boss will think that somebody hed wronged, or somebody with a debt he wouldnt pay, tuned up a gun and came out to take what belonged to him by rights. And Ill tell you what theyll do. Theyll be apt to send the posse right to the house of the first man around these parts that the big boss owes around thirty-five hundred dollars to. When they get all through with that sort of lookin... then, and not till then... theyll take the back trail. By that time anything may have happened. Ten days ought to make you fit for a saddle, and most likely itll be ten days before anybody bothers us here.

And so? queried Lou Alp.

And so Im goin to take you up to that house, and Im goin to stay there with you. I dunno who lives there. But if its white folks, and you dont talk too much, we wont be bothered. You hear me talk?

The sneak thief smiled feebly as he was raised into the arms of Jack Chapel. Jack, he said, youre riskin your life for me. I know you could make a getaway into the hills if you wanted to. Youre riskin everything to save me. Youre givin me everything. Some day Ill give it all back in a chunk!

Forget it, answered Chapel. You talk a pile too much, partner.

Again he began to breathe hard as the strain of the steep hillside told on his legs and the weight of the limp body told on his arms.


IV. GOOD SAMARITANS
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THE HALF MILE up that grade was no easy walk under any circumstances. With a staggering storm from one side, with the rocks slippery from snow, and with the burden of another man weighting him, it was a terrific task for Jack Chapel. Looking up into his face, Alp saw the fighting jaw thrust out and the muscles over the angles of the jaw harden. Yet he took the half mile with only three brief pauses for rest. Finally, just a brief distance from the house, he deposited the wounded man in a bank of snow and leaned over him, panting.

I dont know what our story is going to be till I see the people of the house, he said. The thing for you to do is to keep your ears open and your eyes shut. You understand?

You want me to faint? grinned Lou Alp.

Sure. Soon as I come close up to the door, Ill give you the word and you go limp. Thatll bring me to the door with an unconscious man. As soon as I go in, theyll rush around until your senses come back. Ill have a chance that way to size up the gang in that house and frame a story. Ill tell the story so you can hear it. It wont be long, and you hang on to what I say. Will you do that?

Ill turn a flop, said the sneak thief, thatll have the real thing beat a mile. Lead on!

Where it was a mere matter of stratagem, Alp felt at home. His head cleared and his pulse strengthened as matters approached this new crisis. Once more he was taken up and they came in full view of a square-built ranch house whose tall windows promised capacious rooms within.

Now! cautioned Jack Chapel, and the thief made himself limp.

He became so perfectly inert that his left arm dangled toward the ground, his head dropped back and allowed his hat to fall off, while his long black hair blew in the wind. He heard a grunt of satisfaction from Jack Chapel that was music in his ears. Then he closed his eyes.

He was too much of an artist to attempt to look through the lashes at what passed around him. He remained in darkness, his mouth agape, his head dangling, his whole weight utterly inert. He felt Jack prop him up on one knee and then heard the clatter of knuckles against the front door; it was opened. Warm air rushed out around them.

Hello, there! What you got? Not dead, man?

It was a deep, strong bass voice.

No. But drilled through the leg. Accident. Hunting. The reply of Jack Chapel was a tumbling mass of words panted out. Lemme get him to a bed, will you?

Of course. Let me carry him.

No, Ill manage him. Not serious, but hes played out. Lost a lot of blood.

Up this way, then, son. Hello! Mother! Kate! Come here. Hurry up. Hurry, I say!

A scurry of voices and footsteps in the distance, and then Lou felt himself being carried up a flight of stairs. The feminine rustling and voices came from behind and below and poured up around him. A young, pleasant voice had cried: Poor fellow! The voice of an older woman had screamed.

Now, none of that foolishness, said the man who led the way. Keep your head, Mother. He aint goin to die. Just a scratch. Lost a little blood. Kate, I want you to stand by to help. Get some water and bandages.

They reached level flooring, turned, and a door was opened. Lou could tell by the changed temperature of the air.

Ill have a fire going in a jiffy, said the big mans voice. Kate, get that hot water. But how did you get him here? How fard you carry him?

Lou felt himself laid upon a bed and then Jack Chapel was answering: Not so far. Wed been hunting through the mountains. The storm got us, and we started down for lower levels. Coming along fine when this accident happened just in the hills, there above your house. And mighty lucky we were so close. Barbed wire is a curse, sir. Climbing through a fence got my holster caught... tried to get it loose... reached to pull my gun out... and somehow the thing went off and drilled Lou through the calf of his leg.

All the time he talked brokenly, he was working swiftly, taking off Lous clothes. Presently Lou Alp found himself slipped in between chilly sheets. In the meantime, a pair of massive fingers closed over his wrist.

Hell come along all right, said the deep voice after a moment. Lucky it wasnt higher. Lucky it didnt hit the bone. Men of this generation dont know how to handle guns any more. No sense for em. Dont mean to hurt your feelins, my young friend. By the way, my names Moore, Roger Moore.

My name is Jack Chandler and this is Louis Angus.

Glad to know you. He aint one of the Barr County Angus family, is he?

Might be related. I dunno.

No, he aint got bone enough to be one of em. Well, son, lucky you landed here. And youre welcome as long as youll stay, and thatll be ten days anyway before hes on his feet. Come on in, Kate. Meet Jack Chandler. This is my daughter. Put that basin down over here, Kate. Theres a good girl. Nothin to be white about. The gent aint goin to die. Got a .45 through the calf of his leg, though. Was it a .45?

A .32, said Jack Chandler.

What! Never seen a .32 tear things up like that, but bullets are as tricky as guns. Never know what theyll do. Look at that scar on my wrist. Bullet went in there, twisted clean around my forearm, and come out by the elbow. Didnt break a bone or tear a tendon and my arm was as good as ever inside three weeks. Thats one of the queer things a bulletll do. Luck, eh? Hello! Hes comin to!

Alp had felt a covert nudge from the knee of his companion and he took it as a signal to open his eyes. He did it very well. First he blinked. Then he glared up at the ceiling and murmured: Its all right, Jack. You couldnt help it.

Delirious a little, muttered the deep voice.

Alp sat bolt upright in the bed and stared wildly around him. What the devil! he exclaimed.

His words met a pleased chuckle from half a dozen faces, and each with shining, kindly eyes.

The snow, said Lou vaguely, rubbing his eyes. The wind... I...

A silver-haired woman with a youthful, beautiful face came beside him and laid her hand gently on his shoulder.

You lie down, my boy, she said. The snow and the wind and the trouble are all left outside. And now were goin to take care of you.

He allowed himself to be pressed back into the bed, but still his eyes went the rounds of the room. He saw Jack Chapel standing over him, his face grave with well-simulated trouble. He saw behind the woman the owner of the deep, bass voice. From the hand and the voice, he had expected a giant. Instead, he saw a stubby fellow, middle-aged, with a prodigious pair of shoulders and a not over large head set between them. His arms were very long, and the hands in exact proportion to the shoulders. Yet the small face which topped off this clumsy body was so filled with energy and penetration that Lou Alp forgot the lack of proportion.

Rattling at the fireplace at one side of the big bedroom was evidently a woman servant, and close to her stood a girl with sunny hair and earnest blue eyes, still darkened with the shadow of her recent fright. Her head was framed by the snow-crusted window beyond, and against that cold background the brown of her hair seemed golden and the olive skin took on tints of rich life. Upon Lou Alp she broke as light breaks upon deep darkness. Only the knee of Jack Chapel, striking his ribs, made him rouse himself enough to turn his glance.

Youll have this room to yourself, the rancher was saying to Alp. And you can take that smaller room next door, Mister Chandler. I suppose youll want to be handy to your partner, eh? That way he can call you plumb easy.

He accepted the thanks which Jack Chapel proffered with a negligent wave of his massive arm.

It aint a thing, he said. Were glad to have you. Lonely life we lead out here. Need company. Take Kate in particular, over there. She gets blue from bein alone so much. Dont blame her. You try to cheer her up and Ill thank you for it.

The girl flushed and parted her lips to protest, but her father, laughing uproariously, drove her and the others out of the room.

You boys make yourselves to home, he said from the door. Ill see that youre kept quiet. If you need anything, just holler. We chow in about half an hour. Well send up some broth and chicken for Mister Angus. Slong, boys.

He banged the door after him and went down the hall with a thunderous step.

The moment he was assured that there was no danger of being overheard, Lou Alp cried: Did you see?

His companion turned moodily. See what?

The girl!

Huh?

The girl, blockhead!

Forget the girl.

Chapel began to pace the floor slowly. Once he stopped and kicked at the fire so that a shower of sparks went snapping up the chimney.

Dont cuss women, said Alp, his face darkening. He was a good-looking fellow in his lean, dark way but, when he frowned, his face became savage to the point of venom.

Cuss women? said the other with a start. Who cussed them? I didnt mean to.

What a girl, sighed Alp. He looked hungrily at Chapel but, seeing that he could not confide in the larger man, he changed the topic reluctantly. I guess we landed on our feet well enough.

I guess we did.

You dont seem terrible cheerful about it.

Maybe I dont, growled Chapel.

Whats wrong?

Theyre clean, said Jack. He straightened, and took a deep breath. Theyre clean!

The sneak thief gathered the bed clothes a little closer around his throat. But aint... aint you clean yourself, Jack? Wasnt it a frame that put you in jail?

There was a sort of acid eagerness in his query, a bitter longing to hold his head as high as his companions.

I spose Im all right, said the big man dubiously. But Ive been in jail, and I bring the scent of it with me. Ive been in the shadow, and now I dont feel right. Understand?

The thief merely stared. His mind came near enough to comprehension to be disturbed, but no more.

In the meantime Jack Chapel paced up and down the floor thoughtfully. Did you notice their eyes? he kept repeating Nothing behind them. Did you notice their eyes? Straight as a string. You can look a mile into eyes like that. Nothing to hide in em.

What have you got to hide? asked Lou, rather viciously.

Nothin much. Im just a supposed murderer and an uncaught highway robber. Im a jail breaker and a bum. Outside of them little things, I guess the doctorll give me a clean bill of health.

He began to laugh in an ugly manner. Then the laughter broke off short, and he stood beside the fire with his elbow resting on the mantel. Over his downcast face the light tossed up bursts of yellow and bursts of red. It made the lines deeper and the strong jaw became a cruel, dominant feature. Lou Alp, looking on, saw as from a distance there was some inner struggle going on in the man. But he did not speak. He could not even silently name the trouble to himself.

Nobodyll ever get anything on you, he ventured at length.

But what about myself? cried Jack Chapel. He threw out his hand, but there was no oratorical suggestion in the gesture. It was simply the appeal of one seeking aid. They took us in and didnt ask any questions. Why, if the old man had asked questions, he could have punched my story full of holes. But hes so honest, he doesnt bother himself doubting. Well... He stopped.

The sneak thief once more huddled deeper into the clothes. Well? he echoed faintly.

Dont talk. Im filled full of something... deviltry, I guess. Im about ready to bust, Alp!


V. VICARIOUS VIRTUES
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A STILL SMALL voice warned Lou Alp to be silent and let the mind of his companion work by itself. As one sees lights through a fog and cannot tell whether they mean ships or land or danger, so he stared at the gloomy face of Jack Chapel and wondered what passed behind his eyes. Secretly he rather despised Jack. Such exhibitions of emotion seemed ludicrous to Lou Alp.

Only one thing could extract any great display of his own inner self, and that was his overlord: fear. Yet, at the end of the chase when he found himself hopelessly lost, he could display the stoicism of an Indian. No third degree could make him betray the secrets of himself or of a confederate. Nothing under heaven could make him talk when he was helpless. The consequence was that each arrest was for a new and different crime, and not once had the police been able to link together a complete record of his doings from his testimony.

That day, for instance, up to the time when he was shot he was a coward, a trembling, rank coward. But the moment the bullet plowed through his flesh and made him helpless, he became brave. He had endured the torture of the ride with few murmurs, and only the new danger of Chapels imminent desertion had shattered his nerves.

He was, indeed, the exact opposite of Chapel. To Lou Alp the exciting moment was the approach to this house where they knew no one, and where they might be betrayed and exposed. Once they were inside the place, helpless, hopelessly consigned to one course of action, fear departed from Lou Alp just as the fear which made the Indian flee in battle left him when he was in the hands of his enemy. On the other hand, Jack Chapel was perfectly at home meeting active danger, but this house closed around him like a new prison. The storm had been nothing except sound and fury, against which one could battle; but the silence of the house lay heavily on him. He was tormented by thoughts which could never enter the cramped forehead of Lou Alp. Under the sting of those thoughts he writhed. One room held the two men, but a world separated them.

In a few moments there was a tap at the door, which Jack Chapel answered. Katherine Moore entered with a steaming tray of food and her glance went pleasantly toward the wounded man, so that Lou Alp raised himself on one elbow, expectantly, and smiled back. Chapel took the tray.

Thanks, he said. But Ill take care of Lou.

The girl glanced at him in bewilderment, his tone had been so sharp. She apparently struggled against a touch of irritation, and then the feeling of a hostess overcame her scruple of anger.

Well see that hes comfortable, she suggested, and then well both have to go down to dinner. Everythings about ready.

Chapel, on the way to the bed, turned back on her. Id better stay here till hes through. He might want something.

She paused, then, We can leave the door open and hear him if he calls.

If you dont mind, Ill bring a tray up for myself and stay with Lou.

This stark bluntness astonished Lou. It was almost as if Jack Chapel considered the girl an enemy. Katherine Moore continued to examine their strange guest in silent surprise. She said at last, laughing a little: It will be a terrible disappointment to Dad. Hes been congratulating himself on having someone to talk to. As a matter of fact, hes waiting for you now in the front room.

Then Ill go, said Jack sullenly. He eyed his companion with a hopeless eye. Get along without me, Lou?

Sure, said the other. Sure, I can get along without you. S a matter of fact, Id kind of like to be alone, not meanin no offense to you, Jack.

Jack favored him with a brief glare and turned on his heel. The girl took the tray and placed it on the table beside the bed while she stacked pillows behind Alp. He watched the movements of her hands in a happy trance. Sometimes as she leaned her hair came close to his eyes, and the firelight was in it. She hummed a little, working over him, and the sound completed the charm for Lou. It seemed to him that he was swept outside of himself and carried away. Something was taken from him, and in its place a light and heady happiness began to run into him. She built up the pillows behind him; she took him under the shoulders and helped him to sit up higher; she put the tray across his knees.

Are you comfortable?

Yes.

Need anything more?

Nope.

You must eat as well as you can. Mother says thats the thing for you. Have to build up lots of blood, you know, to take the place of what you lost.

Under his eyes she uncovered the dishes. The fragrance spoke strongly to the famished Lou Alp, and still he could not eat.

Let me see you start, she was saying.

The sneak thief folded his hands and smiled vaguely at her. Somehow, I cant, he murmured.

Its the pain, nodded the girl. I know how it works on ones appetite. Youre mighty brave not to complain about it. Never a word all this time.

Lou Alp was dazed. He, brave? Since his earliest recollection he had been kicked about by stronger men. Brave? One flash of fire in the eyes of another man had always made him sick at heart. Brave? He looked sadly at the girl, for she seemed so bright, so clean eyed, so beautiful, that the old rhyme ran into his head: None but the brave deserve the fair.

Oh, said Lou Alp, I dont mind the pain, hardly. Im kind of used to it, you know?

A little impulse of sympathy moved the girl to lay her hand over his and press it warmly. Youre the sort of man my father likes, she declared, and her smile went through the eyes of Lou Alp and embraced his whole soul with warmth. Something akin to fear was in him and an enormous happiness wavered in front of him. A dream-happiness, and he trembled for fear the delicate illusion should vanish. The world-shattering truth came home to him. He, Lou Alp, was respected and admired as a brave man.

She was speaking of something else. What she said did not matter. The important thing was to keep her talking.

Your friend is a little shaken up, I guess. Must have been an awful shock to hear that gun explode and see you fall!

Him? Shaken up? gasped Lou Alp. He laughed faint and shrill. Lady, you dont know him.

He observed that she was frowning thoughtfully, and began to regret what he had just said.

He wasnt nervous? she asked.

He aint got any nerves, declared Lou Alp.

Hmm, said the girl.

Lou Alp gathered that in some cases she considered nerves a commendable possession. He felt that she was forming a strong prepossession against Jack Chapel, and for some strange reason this fact pleased him greatly. Indeed, Lou Alp would gladly have destroyed her good opinion of every man in the world except one.

Ill tell you how it is with Jack, he said. Hes hard. You see?

Ah? said the girl.

It occurred to the thief that he must not go too far, for a suspicion of one would embrace them both.

But hes square, added Lou. Hes terrible square in spite of the fact that hes hard.

Terrible square is a good way to put it. He surely has a cold eye.

Lou Alp became alarmed. You dont see under the surface, he declared. In a pinch hes the best pal that ever stepped. No boastin, no braggin, but when the time comes he steps out and does his part. Steady as a rock, true as steel, honest as the day, thats the sort of a gent Jack is.

If he praised his friend, was he not removing the foundation of any suspicion she might have? Was he not, by allusion, strengthening his own safety and good repute in this household? Birds of a feather, etc. Then he observed that readily as the girl had been prejudiced against Jack Chapel, she was equally ready to be prejudiced in his favor.

Is he all those things? In fact, I guessed at part of them.

Look at the way he done for me, went on Lou Alp. It wasnt his fault I got shot. Then, when a lot of gents I know would of sat down and let me freeze to death, he starts right out to carry me and get me to some sort of help. Tears up his own shirt, makes a bandage, starts the long pull up that hill....

Uphill? echoed Kate Moore.

Downhill, I mean. I got my tongue twisted. But he took me a long way. Most men would of buckled before they carried me half so far. Then he saw the house. Didnt leave me there in the snow to freeze while he went and got help, but he carried me right down, with his breath comin more like a rasp every step. Thats the sort of a gent...

His voice faltered and died away, for he looked more closely at her and saw that her eyes were on fire.

It was a fine thing to do, declared the girl. It was a fine thing. Sounds simple, but I know how hard it was. No wonder he was gruff after all that hard work. And he wanted to stay with you! Why, he has a lot of affection for you, Mister Angus.

Him and me... pals, murmured Lou Alp.

He felt, miserably, that the light was gone for him. She stood up. Im going down, now. Theyll be waiting for me.

Im sorry, said Lou.

For what?

Ill explain later.

She went lightly out of the room, smiled back at him from the door, and was gone. A weight settled on the heart of the thief.


VI. CHAPELS CHANGE OF HEART
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ALP HAD THAT surpassing mortification, the feeling that he had been defeated with his own weapons, that he had overreached himself. He had talked so hard to remove her dislike of Jack Chapel that he had overshot the mark and made her just as keen in an opposite direction. Before she left she had been looking at Lou through a film, and he knew perfectly well that on the other side of that film was the face of Jack Chapel.

He writhed in his bed and forgot the tray of food before him. If he had only dismissed Jack with a careless word of reassurance, but he had drawn a clear and strong portrait. Even now she would be downstairs studying the man. This thought led on to further misery, for Lou felt that there was much to be studied in Jack. If she once seriously turned her attention upon him it would be long before she finished the examination.

Turning restlessly in his bed, he saw that the last light of day was gone and the early winter evening, almost as black as night with the storm, had come. The window was white and sparkling with the crusted snow, but behind it was a field of dark. The fire, dying toward a bed of coals, no longer held the room in shadow but sent a steady glow over the opposite wall and kept the ceiling dim. It was a big, square, old-fashioned chamber with plenty of reach overhead, yet for all the solidity of the wall, the storm pried through crevices, perhaps around the window, and sent probing, cold fingers about the room. These icy touches of the air chilled the heart of the thief. He began to eat but without tasting his food.

Perhaps in all his life Alp had never seen a thing he desired to possess in another manner than taking it in his hands. The pinnacles of his life had been the moments when a weight of gold glided over the tips of his fingers, or when the cold surface of a rare jewel set the skin of his hand prickling with delight. He looked at those agile, lean, pale hands of his now with dumb lack of understanding. They were his weapons, his only weapons. They were his open sesame with which he set ajar the doors to his desires. They were his livelihood. They comprised his profundities and his subtleties. They were almost detached intelligences. They could glide over human skin without alarming the person he touched. They could gesture with the speed of a camera shutter, eluding the most trained and vigilant eye. The nerves of those sensitive finger tips informed him of the mechanism of a lock at the first turning of a knob. In the center of his palm a mind seemed to work.

Now Alp sat in his bed staring wistfully at the capable hands and realizing that the new thing which he desired was beyond the power of instruments ten times more gifted. In a word, it was something which could not be grasped, which eluded the usual methods of acquisition, which could not be bought or traded for, or stolen. Lifting his eyes again, Alp heard the storm go whining past the house, a lonely sound, and he felt here was music made to order for him.

What was the matter with him he did not know. Indeed, in all matters of emotion he was younger and less developed than a child. He knew fear from the ground up, but beyond that he was uneducated in matters of the soul. In a vague way he knew that the girl was at the root of his trouble; and yet in what way he could not tell. He had known other girls before. There was the one whom he had taken to the theater out of the slums, where she lived a soiled, small life bounded by the reaches of a dozen streets around one central place of noise, scrambling children, drunken men, scolding women. To that girl he had been a superior power, a voice of all knowledge. They had had a few weeks of intimate companionship, but he soon tired of her and made it very plain to her that she had become an annoyance. The effect of this experience was the crushing of all her ideals and aspirations to lead a life of the better sort. If Alp had been told that he was connected with her failure, or even to blame for it, he would have been the most astonished man in Manhattan. But of such experiences his knowledge of women was built, and therefore it was no wonder that he found a new world in Katherine Moore. She possessed a combination which upset and startled him. He finally sank into broodings over his half finished tray of food.

How long he remained there without lifting his head he could not tell, but it must have been a long time. When he was roused by the entrance of Chapel, he felt as though he had been wakened from a deep sleep. He instantly straightened among his pillows. Into his thoughts of the moment before, the growing pain of his leg had entered, but now the pain was clean forgotten. An air of excitement had entered with the form of Chapel, and Alp, with his usual sensitiveness to changes, shared the unexpressed emotion.

It showed in the light, quick step of the larger man. It showed in the manner in which he walked swiftly back and forth through the room. Now and then he stopped in the midst of his pacing, and then went on again. Not gloomily, but as one rapt in a happy mood. Now and again a smile flashed on his lips and his eyes danced. The light murmur of his humming came to Alp in the bed. For some mysterious reason he connected that humming with the humming of the girl. He listened again. It seemed to be the same tune. It went through the heart of Lou Alp with a bitter pang.

As a matter of fact for the first time in his life he was jealous. In his small soul each emotion was over-mastering. In his narrow heart every desire was a cloud-sweeping thing. Before Chapel spoke, the sneak thief knew that the girl was at the bottom of this sudden mood, just as he suddenly realized that she had been at the bottom of Chapels previous depression.

Suddenly the larger man started and became aware of his companion. He hurried across to him and took the tray. He was filled with concern that his friend had been left alone so long. He apologized because he had not seen that the tray was still burdening his knees.

To all of this Lou listened in silence. He felt that something was beneath the rush of good feeling. It impressed him as penny alms thrown to a beggar by a newly-made millionaire. He had to cast a film over his eye to keep its coldness from being apparent. Chapel carried the tray out of the room and, when he had done that, he hurried back and sat down on the side of Lous bed.

Been lonely up here, old man? he asked, and then without waiting for an answer: Pretty clubby supper we had downstairs. These people are all to the good. Fine crowd. No dog. Plain, straight from the shoulder, dont turn corners when they talk. The old man is a world-beater outside of his stale yarns. His wife is a lady... a lady!

He repeated the word with a singular softening of face and voice, but Lou Alp waited for something else, and presently it came.

You dropped some pretty good words for me with the girl, didnt you? he said, and his eyes were actually moist with gratitude. Tell you what, Lou, youre such a silent gent that sometimes I hardly know how to make you out. About as noisy as a snake, not meaning that in an ugly way.

S all right, said Lou quietly.

He felt like a snake at that moment, and he would gladly have struck Jack Chapel with poison fangs.

I made a fool of myself when I met her, went on Jack. He rocked back on the bed and gathered his knees within his strongly interlaced fingers. But she dazed me a bit. I wasnt set for her, you see, and she made me feel that Id been a skunk. You know how a good girl makes a gent feel?

Lou did not know, but he kept his ignorance under a discreet veil. He knew only one thing now, and that was a raging hatred.

I guess you made up for the way you met her later on, he suggested, and smiled for fear that he could not control a sneer.

Chapel flushed at the memory. I dunno how it was, he said, nodding. She seemed to sort of like me. Kept looking at me in a bright sort of way. You know?

Alas, Lou Alp did know, and inwardly writhed in pain. Go on, he said rather hoarsely.

Whats the matter? asked Chapel.

Matter? Nothin. Ive got a bit of a cold, thats all, replied Alp.

Hmm! murmured Chapel. Every now and then he forgot what he was about to say and sat smiling into space. What a girl! he said at length. Anyway, she began talking after a while. Sat next to me at supper, you see? I aint much at talking, and I had the handicap of knowing that Id almost insulted her when we first met. But it dont take any sense to talk to her. She leads the way and a gent can just sort of follow along easy on the trail she makes. She sure carried the lantern for me and told me where to step. Right off she spilled out all the nice things you said about me, partner. Mighty decent of you, too. Fine of you to come out with a bunch of stuff. Somehow, he paused, and his glance flicked across the face of Lou with a shade of its old coldness, somehow I didnt expect anything like that out of you.

The sneak thief grunted.

Well, said Chapel after a pause, in which he appeared to be stumbling with incoherent mind over the memories of that evening, I wrote down in red what you said about me, and I aint going to forget it. Youre solid with me for life, Lou Alp.

Alp said nothing at all. Outside the window a fresh gust of the storm went rattling and howling by and, if he could have done so, Lou would gladly have transformed his companion into a dead leaf and thrown him to the mercies of that wind. He began to ask questions and, though every answer was a fresh probing of this new and acute inner wound, he could not desist. He took a perverse pleasure in torturing himself.

He learned that Kate and Jack had talked together a good deal during the supper. Old man Moore had broken in for a few snatches of talk. When he found that Jack had no pronounced political views, was not an expert cattleman, had no intimate knowledge of guns and gunnery, he lost interest. He confined his own share in the conversation to a few threadbare anecdotes at which the family had faintly smiled, as at old, familiar faces, and at which Jack had made an effort and had been able to muster a laugh at the correct times. Kind of jokes my grandfather told, said Jack.

Then, after supper, they had drifted into a big, dark room with a fireplace of gigantic dimensions, filled with great logs that roared and snapped like musketry. Here Mr. Moore had fallen asleep in his easy-chair, Mrs. Moore had gone up to her room, and Jack and the girl had the time and the silence to themselves. He appeared to have made great progress in the direction of securing information. He knew the schools to which she had gone. He knew the names of her friends and particularly of one Ross Kirkpatrick, of whom Chapel spoke with a concentrated venom, which it was easy for Lou to understand. He was a wealthy mining man. He had built up his own fortune. He was an Eastern college gent. Chapel referred to him with the polite endurance a Puritan would show for the devil. In the middle of this talk the door was suddenly flung open, and without any warning Katherine Moore flung into the room.


VII. ENTER MARSHAL GAINES
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THE RUSH OF air from the opened door passed like a solemn sighing through the big room, but it did not need that sound to send the chill through Alp and Jack Chapel. The face of the girl was enough. She went straight to Chapel.

Have you done anything wrong? she whispered.

Why was all the concern for Jack Chapel? Was there not another man in the room? Through a haze of jealous agony Lou heard Jack answer: In my time... things bad enough, I guess. Why?

It was the grave and perfectly controlled voice which Alp envied. He was almost glad that the girl had not come so directly to him with that whispered alarm, for he knew that a sudden blanching of the face would have answered her. But Jack Chapel was quite controlled.

I dont mean what youve done long ago, but lately... I havent any time... a robbery...

There was a little pause — a heart-breaking little pause — and during that space of a second or so Alp stared intensely at the girl. She was without color. There seemed a cold film of blue shadow around her mouth, and her eyes were unnaturally dark and deep. There was accusation in the glance she fixed upon Chapel. It was rather a prayer for his good. It seemed impossible that Jack Chapel could lie to that face.

Then he heard Chapels voice, rather stifled. Robbery? Ill say this: that Ive never taken a penny that I didnt feel was owing to me!

Lou Alp sighed with relief. After all, had not the queer fool said something like this when he was about to commit the robbery? Had he not actually left part of the money behind, and the greater part at that? But he had no time for his own thoughts. There was a sobbing, small breath of relief from the girl.

I knew... oh, I knew, she said. But I had to ask you. And I had to... to tell you that Marshal Gaines is here, and that hes coming up to see you.

Who?

Lou could see that the name shook his companion.

Marshal Gaines. But Im so glad... so happy... that theres no trouble.

She was gone like a shadow and, as she went through the door, she looked back as she had looked at Lou once before, only this time the look was for Jack Chapel. And what a look it was! What a flash of eyes! What a tremulous smile! Bitterly Alp remembered that not once had she glanced at him this time. Her whole care was for Jack Chapel, and he, the wounded man, could fend for himself as best he might. His companion turned slowly toward the bed, smiling faintly.

Whos Marshal Gaines? asked Alp, leaning forward.

Shes got eyes like a man, was the singular answer of Chapel. Eyes like a mans eyes. But her smiles! Thats all woman. Have you noticed her smile, Lou?

Forget her smile, groaned the sneak thief. Whos Marshal Gaines?

Marshal Gaines? echoed Chapel carelessly. Oh, hes just a gent that I know.

The words froze the trembling heart of the thief to motionlessness. That you know? he whispered at length. Then, for heavens sake, does he know you?

Bettern you do, a lot, replied Jack Chapel.

Lou Alp fell back in the pillows with a chalky face. What does it mean? he asked.

It means were done for, said Chapel.

No, no, no, whined Lou. No, no, no! He began wringing his hands; then he stretched them out to Jack Chapel. Gimme a lift out of the bed. I cant go back to the pen, pal. I cant go! Who got me into this? You did! Who tried to keep away from the whole thing? I did! You got to save me. You got to!

Shut up, said the larger man. He winced before this exhibition of cowardice and looked at the other with new eyes. Is this the stuff youre made of? Shut up, or shell hear you!

I dont care, gasped Alp. Gimme a lift to the window. I can stand the drop to the ground. Theres snow on it and itll break the fall. Then, my legs good enough. Gimme a help and I can wiggle along. Ill get away from this infernal trap.

Shut up, will you? snapped Chapel. I got you into this. Id get you out if I could, but I cant. Now stop whining. I told you who the gent is. Its Marshal Gaines. Theres no hope.

None?

None!

A singular change came over Alp. He arranged the pillows behind his back. His natural color returned. Pass me the makings, will you? he demanded. I thought there was a show but, if there aint, lets see what the musics like.

The sudden change of front made Chapel blink. Youve got something, Lou, he admitted admiringly. He himself was gray about the mouth, and his jaw was set.

Tell me about Gaines.

Itd take all the rest of the night. Ill tell you this much. If I knew that Gaines was out on my trail, Id stop runnin. Id turn around and go in and give myself up to him to save a lot of trouble for both him and me. Thats the sort he is. Hes so good that, if I had two guns and he didnt have nothin but a knife, Id throw up my hands and let him take me. Why, man, I aint a gunfighter, and Gaines is a devil. He took `Sandy Crew. He took Gus Landers. He killed Peters and Galbright, and I could reel em off by the yard. Thats Gaines.

Well, sighed the sneak thief, its something to be taken by a bird like that. Thing that makes me sore is to be nabbed by some greasy cheap flatty, likes happened to me. Well, lead on your man-eater and lets have a look at his teeth.

He twisted his cigarette deftly into shape, lighted a match, and waited with a steady hand for the sulfur to burn away. Then he lighted his smoke and inhaled a deep breath.

Thats nerve, admitted Chapel, and brushed the perspiration from his own forehead. Thats nerve a-plenty. Here they come.

They heard the rhythm of footfalls coming unhurriedly up the stairs. Once, and once only, the eyes of the sneak thief darkened as he glanced toward the window. Then his glance went back to the face of Chapel and lingered there with a hungry content. In this crisis he felt his superiority. The larger man was going through a torture.

The girl, asked Chapel. Whatll she think?

Nothing, said Lou coldly. After a day or two shell brush us out of her mind. No trouble at all when they see theyve made a mistake. Girls can forget anything.

Do you think so? said Jack through his teeth. But not this girl. Shell remember. Lou, whatll we get for this?

Oh, about five more years for you, same for me, maybe, or less seeing you started everything and simply took me along.

Five and ten... fifteen... forty-one, said the other, rather incoherently. Too long! She...

He stopped, for the knob of the door turned slowly, then opened and Moore entered with a man behind him. Lou Alp prepared himself for a shock meeting the eye of this savage marshal, this man so terrible that even Jack Chapel gave up at the mere thought of him. But what he saw was a dusty little man with misty, long-distance eyes. He carried his hat in an apologetic manner in both hands, fingering the brim as though he felt that he was out of place, but Lou was fascinated by the action of those nervous broken hands. He recognized in them a quality of deft and easy precision.

Here they are, Marshal, said Moore. Heres Jack Chandler and his partner, Louis Angus. Jack and Lou, heres Marshal Gaines, my old friend. He wants to talk to you boys. Theres been an outrage. Holdup down the valley. Thirty-five hundred dollars walked off by a holdup artist. Between you and me, Marshal, I dont see what good this talk will do you. That holdup was worked by one gent. Heres two of em.

The marshal nodded. He stepped from behind Moore and glanced at Chapel. Alp braced himself for the shock of the recognition, the flash of steel, as the marshal covered his man. He was stunned by the difference between his expectation and what actually happened. The marshal passed Chapel over with a glance and turned at once to Lou Alp, lying there helpless in the bed. It was embarrassing. Alp blinked and then smoothed his face to a smile.

How are you, Marshal, he said. It was always a policy of his to be ingratiating with police. And here was simply a new form of flattery.

Im doin fairly well, said the marshal, advancing as far as the foot of the bed. Got a touch of rheumatism, though. Settled in my left hip a couple of years ago and I aint much in the saddle when these cold snaps come on.

Oh, youll do well enough, boomed Moore from the background.

Sorry to bother you boys, went on the marshal, but I got to look over the strangers in these parts. Id be sayin that youre kind of new around here, Mister Angus?

Kind of, admitted Alp.

He observed a spark that came up behind the eye of the marshal, and the spark grew into a small and hungry fire. It made Alp feel distinctly ill at ease. The marshals form was growing rapidly in his eyes.

Well, said the marshal, it aint often that we get visitors around here in the cold spells. How long you think of staying on, partner?

It occurred suddenly to Lou Alp that there was a double meaning in what the marshal was saying. He was addressing to the thief words apparently quite innocent in the ears of the other people in the room, but to Lou they might mean many things. At least he surmised that double meaning, and he decided to try out his theory.

I dunno, he declared. Maybe a month. Maybe a year. Maybe more.

The marshal shook his head. I dunno, he said, but I kind of feel maybe youre makin a mistake. Take a gun wound like that, and it dont stand up none too well in stormy weather. I know.

Lou Alp shifted his eyes to the puzzled face of Jack Chapel. Plainly his companion was bewildered by this friendly dialogue and was waiting for the denouement.

Know what Id do if I was you? went on the marshal.

Well? asked Alp seriously.

Id climb on a hoss as soon as that wound would let me and get away from here. Id get down to some warmer climate. Otherwise youll find rheumatism settlin in your leg and making you lame, maybe for the rest of your life. Understand?

Maybe I do, said Lou, and his eyes grew larger. Maybe I do.

You look like an intelligent sort, said the marshal carelessly. I wouldnt give that advice to everybody. Take your friend... Chandler — and he turned to Chapel and looked him over— if he had a wound like that in the leg, Id leave it to his blood and good bones to bring him through safe and sound, even up here in the winter and in the mountains. Fact is, seems to me that some gents is all cut out for mountain life, winter or summer... and some aint.

This statement of Gainess was prompted by the fact that he had learned of Chapels innocence of the crime with which he had been charged through letters from the prison authorities. The real murderer had confessed. Chapel understood.

Moore began to laugh thunderously. There you go on your rheumatics, he said. Get you on that and they aint any means of pryin you loose from it. Come on downstairs and have a drink, Gaines. I guess youve talked to these boys long enough?

Sure. I guess I have. The glance of the marshal went back and dwelt gently upon the face of Alp. The latter changed color. Im sure I have, continued the marshal.

And you dont no ways think that they took the coin? chuckled Moore.

Nope. What Im really lookin for, Moore, is somebody that thought the big boss owed him some money, about thirty-five hundred of it. Well, glad tove met you boys. Slong.

Without another word he was gone. Chapel turned to Lou with a white face.

He didnt know you, after all, said Alp cheerily. Aint that a load off? He didnt know you, the batty-eyed old fool. He missed you clean.

He knew me, said Jack, bettern you do. Why, three years ago I went on a hunting trip with the marshal. Not only knows me, but he knows that I ought to be in prison on a charge of murder.

He cant know that. Hed... began Alp.

But he does. I got a letter from him while I was there.

Then hes gone down to frame us!

Thats not his way. And he seemed to take a fancy to you, Lou.

You fool! Didnt you hear him plain as day tell me to get out of this country as soon as I could ride a hoss, and stay out?

You mean?

I mean that he knowed me. Heaven knows how. Hes giving you a chance to make good, but hes letting me go to the devil.


VIII. LOUISS LETTER
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HOWEVER INCREDIBLE THE miracle was, yet it happened. Not only did the marshal leave the house of Moore, but he never returned. Afterward Lou and Jack heard frequent reports. The marshal let it be known throughout the countryside that he was going to get the daring outlaw or bust in the attempt. It was reported that he had brought several clues into the wind, and it was known that on two occasions he had made long rides through the mountains. But still the perpetrator of the outrage remained undiscovered.

What it was that urged the marshal toward this elaborate camouflage, Lou and Jack did not know, unless indeed it was that out of old friendship he had determined to give Jack another chance. One of the few failures which the marshal had ever made was being scored in this case, and people of the mountains wondered at it. Sheriff Meigs took a hand and followed separate clues, but those clues never brought him to the house of Moore, and Lou and Jack were safe.

The days went on with Alp improving by leaps and bounds. By the end of the first week the wound was only a red blur on the surface of the skin. In ten days he had taken his first careful step; within a fortnight he and Chapel were thinking of their departure.

Yet those days of recovery were by no means altogether happy days for Lou Alp. It was a period of storm and stress, with the storm composed of small things no louder than the laughter of a girl or the fall of a womans foot. After that first day he saw the hopelessness of hope. Every morning, when he wakened, he made a firm resolve that that day he would bar her out of his heart. But before he had even seen her, at the first sound of her step or her voice, the hard lines in which he had set his face in preparation for the meeting dissolved, and invariably he smiled when he saw her.

If she had been oblivious of him, it would have been easier, but she paid him every attention. In fact, the girl and Jack Chapel were meeting, as it were, over his body. His welfare and the progress of his healing wound composed a topic which apparently possessed undying interest for them. He used to lie in his bed and read through the hypocritical warmth with which they made their inquiries. Always his condition was the starting point, and always the talk ended in something a thousand miles removed from him. Usually it brought both the talkers out of the room, and then a time of misery would begin for Lou Alp.

All day long, while he was bedridden, he found himself listening with terrific concentration for all sounds of life that passed through the walls of his room. When his door was left open, it was a double trial. Sometimes he could hear them talking, their voices reduced to an echoing murmur up the long hall. Sometimes the piano tinkled directly beneath him. Or again, and this more and more often, he caught the sound of their singing. They had learned some two-part songs. Jack Chapel had a strong, somewhat rough baritone, and the girls voice was a light, sweet-toned soprano. It seemed that his strength covered the meagerness of her voice, and her quality smoothed the harshness of the man. The result was altogether pleasant. Lou Alp admitted that fact with the cruel and cold justice which had come to temper his mind more and more since the first day. But all things else were nothing compared to the sound of the girls laughter. He could almost hear that even when the door was closed. He had a seventh sense for it. He could feel the rhythm of the sound before it was audible to his ear. He could tell it by a sudden quickening of the pulse and falling of the heart. Yet it was a mellow laughter, though it went through the heart of Lou Alp like a sword of fire.

It is very bad for a man to think of himself during any prolonged time. It is exceedingly evil for a man to set his heart on one desire, while his body is helpless to advance him toward his wish. A prisoner goes mad longing for green leaves. Yet the green may be on the other side of the wall, and half an hour in the sun would make him sick of the open day. Perhaps it is not the green of the leaves nor the yellow of the sun so much as the very thickness of the wall that torments the prisoner. Under ordinary conditions Lou would no doubt have cast the thought of the girl away or have pushed the memory of her into an obscure pain, recurring now and then.

Yet, perhaps, what a man once feels truly, he can never forget. Lou Alp was truly in love. Somewhere in that small, mean soul was fuel which fed the flame until it burned as brightly, as intensely as any noble passion in the heart of a noble man. The flame was too much for Lou. It crumbled that shell of a man. It tormented him. If he had been a poet, he could have translated his suffering into song and found relief. Or if he had been strong in manhood, he could have poured the truth frankly before the girl, and then roused himself with a muscular effort.

There was not a strong muscle in the body of Lou Alp. There was not a strong thought in his brain. She became to him what the drug is to the famished dope addict. He was in a fever, and the sight of her face was snow on his brow; his mind was filled with noises, and the sound of her voice brought him blessed peace. She fed the fire and she stacked it. If at times he blessed her as a devotee blesses his patron saint, at other times he writhed on his bed and cursed her with equal fervor.

There were not two possibilities. In the end there was only one result, and that result was a consuming, a devout hatred for Jack Chapel. Not that he really looked forward to winning the girl for himself if he could push Jack out of the way, but every time the girl smiled on Jack it cost Lou a pang, which he swore his companion should repay. Every time he heard them singing, every time the girl laughed in a high-hearted happiness, then Lou turned his face to the wall and begged God for a chance to blast this man, body and soul.

He did not reason on to final results. He only knew that Jack Chapel caused him pain, and therefore he wished to destroy the man. If it could be viewed abstractly, this devilish passion of Lou Alps, was it not strange that such a girl as Katherine Moore, who had never in her life done as much evil as would give shading to a single day of an average man, was it not strange that she should have been the cause of such black viciousness?

She did not guess it, and Jack Chapel did not guess it. Once the sneak thief had determined that in some way or another he would destroy his former friend, he masked his purpose with truly fiendish cunning. At the very moment when he was closing his mind and his heart to all gentleness, he appeared to open his whole life to Jack. He told him stories of his childhood, and the dark, vicious days in the streets of Manhattan. He told him of adventures, some mean and all exciting. He told him things which would have caused an average man to turn away in loathing, but Jack was not average. He had on occasion called this fellow partner, and in his Western eyes that was a sacred word, no more capable of recall than the fire of heaven. Moreover, a confession always subtly implies a reform and a change. Indeed, it is this hope of making the world believe him a better man or a man capable of better things, if he has the chance, that makes the suspected murderer make a clean breast of his past and sign his own death warrant. He will sign the paper that sends him to the gallows in the hope that his confession will draw one word of regret, one word of sympathy.

In this case the sneak thief was correct in his deductions. Jack answered the confidences of Lou with confessions of his own, and the two men seemed drawing close toward a true friendship. There was one bitterly sweet result of that. The more Lou wormed himself close to Jack, the more often the girl was with Lou. And to the man who is hungry, both the alms of charity and the alms of scorn are welcome. Lou accepted her presence with a deep joy and, knowing that her presence was due to Jack, he cursed Jack for it.

In the end, if he could have thought of no better way, Lou Alp would have stuck a knife into the back of Jack Chapel while his friend slept. But it did not turn out so. There was a better way, and Lou found it.

He had been searching his mind for days and days, hunting for some weapon which would strike down the larger man. One thing had repeatedly come home to him. The past of Jack, if it were known, would come like a wave and snatch him away to the prison as it withdrew. But if his prison record were known, the same danger that threatened one of them would threaten the other. Lou Alp was wanted, hardly less than Jack Chapel. He must find something that would overwhelm Chapel without scratching so much as a finger of the hand of he who struck him. Otherwise where was the satisfaction? Where would be the deep after-joy of seeing the girl in her despair, and remember her happiness of the past and all the pain which she had poured into his brain?

And then it came to him. It was the robbery. In that, at least, he had had no hand. Why could not that be worked? There was the lightning which he could direct at Chapel without singeing his own skin.

Suppose, therefore, that someone were to search the house for evidence of that crime. He would find thirty-five hundred dollars in the bedroom which Chapel now occupied, for Alp had insisted that he keep all the money until they were both well clear of the house. Also, the searcher would find the two revolvers which Jack had taken from the guards. Was not that proof enough?

But suppose that they then asked if he, Lou Alp, were not mixed up in this crime? Very easily answered! He had been through the mountains with Jack Chapel. He had met the man accidentally and they had struck up a friendship without asking about the past. On the trip they had stopped at a village. There they had heard about the coming of the payroll. The next day Jack had disappeared. Lou waited for his return. Late in the afternoon he had come, showing signs of having covered a long distance in a short time. They had gone on together in the storm. Then the accidental shooting occurred.

Or make it even stronger. After the return of his companion, Lou protested against the robbery in the first place and against keeping the money in the second. He argued violently. Jack Chapel flew into a rage, offered him part of the money for his silence, was refused, and then deliberately drew his revolver and shot down the unoffending Lou whose passion for law and order had drawn him to this dangerous pass. Thinking of this portion of the story, Alp felt tears of self-sympathy rise in his eyes. There he was on the ground, bleeding. Compassion seized the murderous robber as he saw his companion and late friend lying there in the snow. He felt remorse. He lifted the inert body. He carried his friend to the house of Moore and for a long time, filled with gratitude for that last act of grace, Lou refused to give the information. But at last the truth must be told, and he tells it. Surely that story would be smooth enough. Besides he would perfect it before it became necessary to tell it to the officer of the law.

To whom should he send the information? Not to Marshal Gaines, but rather to Sheriff Jesse Meigs who was the known rival of the marshal in that district, and who would consider it a choice morsel if he could take the man who had escaped the hands of the celebrated marshal. The plan had more and more good points which gradually unrolled themselves before the calm eyes of Lou Alp. There would not even be a whispered reproach from Jack Chapel until Jack was helpless in the hands of the law. He would make a bargain with the sheriff that his evidence should not be used against Jack until the last moment. In the meantime he would slip away and disappear, leaving behind him the money and the guns, sufficient evidence in itself to send Jack to prison for highway robbery, if not to bring out a lynching party to hang him up by the neck. The malice of Alp went even as far as this. Necessarily so, for if Jack survived, the day of reckoning sooner or later would come.

Yet for several reasons he decided to tell the marshal only enough to hint at the crime, only enough to bring the dogs of the law on the traces of Chapel. He wrote briefly:



If you want to find the dope on the holdup that fooled Marshal Gaines, come to Moores house and look in the room where Jack Chandler sleeps. Youll find thirty-five hundred bucks and two guns.



He addressed the envelope, writing the address as he had done the note with his left hand, for Jack Chapel knew his writing. Using the cane which Kate Moore had given him, he hobbled slowly down the stairs and then out the front door and into the wilderness of shining snow outside. It was only fifty feet to the road, and by the road was the mail box. He lifted the iron flap and dropped in the letter.


IX. LEADEN SOLDIER
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THE REST OF that day passed smoothly. There was only one real task for Lou Alp, and that was to exaggerate his limp. For, of course, when his leg was entirely healed, he and Jack Chapel must go on together. Now it was above all things necessary that he keep Jack in the house until that letter reached the sheriff and brought the man of the law to the house of Roger Moore. How long it would require for that he had not been able exactly to deduce, but he imagined that at least two full days would be required, unless the sheriff left the town as soon as the letter reached him and rode at full speed with his men.

That thought gave Lou another qualm. He should have warned the sheriff that Jack Chapel was a dangerous man, that there might be more than one mans handful of work in taking him. He had prepared to submit meekly enough to the marshal, but that was because he knew Gaines. Driven to the wall, and particularly now that he had so much to hope from life, Jack Chapel would probably fight like a devil incarnate.

The worry of it held on into the night for Lou Alp. In the afternoon he had retired to his room, pretending a feverish aching in his leg. In reality his mind was on fire with doubts, and he sat before the fire which Jack Chapel had built for him and kept rubbing his hands. The rest of his body was warm, but his hands were moist and cold always these days. A continual tremor possessed them. This afternoon he heard much noise and bustling in the house. There was, to Lou, an appearance of stealth about the noise, but he laid that feeling to his uneasy nerves. Everyone in the house was smiling. Everyone seemed to have bright and misty eyes. Everyone had a loud voice and a gay manner. There was a sort of reckless happiness, so strong that it pervaded the atmosphere as keenly as the cold.

Lou Alp canted an ear toward these sounds and regarded them with keen suspicion. It even occurred to him that all the rejoicing was because the girl and Jack Chapel had let the others know of their engagement, and the rest of the house had kept the secret well from him. Why? Did they guess how he felt about Kate Moore? Had they penetrated beneath his bright, shifting glances? Was that the reason for their singular gentleness this day, and the kindliness of their eyes? The thought put a whip upon him and made him writhe.

Supper that night was a trial indeed. The merriment, which had gone ringing up and down the halls all day and which had seemed to cover itself stealthily, now burst out full-fledged. Roger Moore dug out his oldest and most musty stories. Mrs. Moore wore a flush in either cheek which made her seem ten years younger and turned her white hair into a mockery. Jack Chapel was continually laughing with everybody, at everybody. Once he slapped Lou on the back with a force that made the teeth of the sneak thief rattle. Joy was closed upon the world, and Lou Alp shuddered in its presence.

In some manner he got through that nightmare meal and was in his room again. He stirred the embers of his fire and roused it with fresh wood. There he sat, nodding over his plans until very late. Just after supper everyone downstairs had gathered in the big front room and Jack Chapel and Kate Moore came up to plead with him and bring him down.

Dont you know what day it is? they asked in one voice.

He stared at them with blank eyes.

He doesnt know! murmured Kate Moore to Jack Chapel, and then they laughed together musically, idiotically.

It seemed to Lou Alp that they were flaunting their joy in his face to torture him with it. Finally they gave up their pleading, cast him a word of commiseration for his leg like alms thrown to a dog, and were gone off down the hall. Hardly had the door closed on them when he caught the muffled peal of their laughter.

Fools!

Later still, while the fire was dying down, he thought that steps went up and down the hall and paused at his door. He thought he heard guarded whispers. His mind was still clear enough and strong enough to dismiss such absurd conjectures, and finally, quite late at night, he went to bed and was instantly asleep.

Dreams haunted him. People seemed to come to him. Once his eyes snapped open and he could have sworn that there had been someone leaning over him. He could almost have sworn, from the jumping of his heart and the tingling of his skin, that there was someone in the room at that very instant. He dismissed the illusion. What earthly reason could there be for stalking him?

When he wakened naturally after such a disturbed sleep, it was quite late. He lay looking up to the lofty ceiling. There was a fresh scent in the room, as if the window had been left wide open and the odor of evergreens had blown into the chamber. Lou Alp was no passionate lover of fresh air, and he certainly was never guilty of leaving the window open in winter. Then he was aware that he was hungry, and he hunched himself up in the bed, preparatory to getting up. Yet he did not slip from beneath the covers. He remained there with his elbows propping him and blinking.

For this was what he saw. On either side of the tall window leaned a great fir branch. From the mantelpiece over the fireplace dangled a long womans stocking, bulged out of shape by its contents. On the table beside the bed there was a scattering of parcels large and small, wrapped in red paper and tied with gaudy green ribbon.

Lou Alp sat slowly erect in the bed. Then, like a sleepwalker, he got carefully out of bed and walked across the floor, in bare feet which did not feel the cold. He took the long stocking from its hook. He opened it and drew forth the contents, one by one. A bag of sugar candies, red, green, yellow, purple, blue; a necktie of gaudy stripe; some animal cakes, gilded with the colors of life; and on and on, his hand reached down the bag until he found a card and drew it out.

A happy, happy Christmas to the man who forgot.



The card fluttered from his hand, and falling into the fireplace began to blacken with the heat of the dying embers. And yet he turned again to the stocking and continued to draw out the silly knickknacks. A jumping jack which squawked foolishly when one pressed the button.

They had given him the gifts they would give a child in the house. Why? Because he did not know? Yet he seemed to expect something different, something more, and finally, at the very bottom of the stocking, his reaching fingers closed over the last thing. He knew it before he drew it out, and the form of Lou Alp shook, and his face whitened.

At length he let the stocking fall to the floor and there in his hand was a leaden soldier with red coat and stiff back, a painted musket at his side. Upon this Lou Alp gazed with a sort of horror, and raising his hand slowly he brushed numb fingers across his forehead. He had forgotten, but now it came back to him, so many things out of the past. But how had they known about the lead soldiers which in the brief time of his child life at home had been an inevitable part of every Christmas stocking? For some reason it humbled him.

He went with the lead soldier still clutched in his hand and opened the packages on the table, the largest first. It was a fleece-lined leather coat with a card scrawled upon in a great, rough hand: To Lou from Roger Moore. Good luck.

Then a bundle of home-knitted socks so soft and woolly that they crunched up in his hand and warmed his numb finger tips. To Lou from Mary Moore.

Then a big box of cigarettes, his own favorite brand of tailor-mades. To Lou from Kate.

Then a heavy little package, the smallest of them all. The heavy leather tore its own way out of the flimsy wrappings of its own accord. Lou took out of the holster a neat little automatic, such a gun as he had often praised to Jack Chapel as the king of weapons, rather than one of these clumsy, wrist-breaking .45s. It came apart under his deft fingers, and was assembled again. A perfect weapon!

Then the card: To my partner, Lou.

No name to that. It came suddenly home to him that no name was needed, for probably Jack Chapel had never applied the term partner to any other man. Lou Alp, dry-throated, laid the weapon carefully down on the table. He took up the little case of cartridges and loaded the gun with familiar swiftness.

There is a personality in weapons. The little automatic was particularly fitted for the sneak thief. One would expect to find it on him, and certainly he had skill in its use. Many a dick in Manhattan could have testified that Lou, in spite of his cowardice, when pressed to the wall could fight with tigerish ferocity. For there is nothing quite so terrible as the cornered coward. Under the surface lay the claws, under the velvet touch the steel.

Laying aside the loaded weapon, he sank down on the side of the bed. The chilly wind, prying through the crevices of the room, set him shuddering as though with an ague, but Lou Alp paid no heed to it. His face was buried in his hands, and in one hand was the leaden soldier.

In that manner Jack Chapel found him sitting when, a little later, he opened the door softly. He shut it again, just as silently. The girl behind met him with a glance of eager curiosity when he turned away. Jack Chapel laid a finger against his lips, and then whispered: Hush! Hes remembering.

Poor fellow, said the girl, and her eyes misted.

Poor devil, said Jack Chapel.

They had between them such a great happiness that they felt they could give alms to all the world and still have plenty left.


X. A MAN WHO FORGOT CHRISTMAS
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WHO KNOWS WHAT might have happened if Lou Alp had heard nothing of what they said? But he heard. The closing of the door, softly as it was done, had roused him as a whisper rouses a cat. Instantly he was beside the door, on his knees, and this was what he heard:

Poor fellow!

Poor devil!

There is no man so low as to accept pity from a successful rival. If a great tide of tenderness had been rising in the heart of Lou Alp the moment before, it was now suddenly checked. He remembered that a treasure remained to Jack Chapel. The pity had a string to it that sent him reeling and gasping back into the room, as though a bullet had plowed through his vitals. He remained there in a silent frenzy, biting his hands, beating at his face.

Who has seen the frantic contortions of the cat that, playing with the mouse, loses the little creature? For such was the fury of Lou Alp. The fact that he despised himself for still hating Jack Chapel did not matter, it only intensified the hatred.

Going down for breakfast a little later, he found the old Negro servant hobbling up in the opposite direction. Lou nodded to him, and shrank aside, for he had an almost physical aversion for Negroes. But there was a great red-lipped smile, a flash of rolling eyes, and out of a deep throat the greeting: Merry Christmas!

The words came back from the lips of Lou Alp, but they came as a harsh and hardly whispered echo: Merry Christmas.

That chance meeting prepared him for what was to follow. In the dining room the people were already gathering. Mrs. Moore had on a new dress and, from the manner in which she kept looking down at it and then across at her daughter, it was plain who had made the gift.

The bald head of Roger Moore was covered by a black silk skull cap which he touched now and then, as one will handle a novelty. But what Lou chiefly saw was the picture of Kate Moore and Jack Chapel in the corner. They were whispering together. They were almost holding each others hands. Lou, shocked with surprise, realized that the parents of the girl must know what had been going on, that they actually approved of her affection for this unknown fellow, this chance acquaintance.

In the meantime all eyes had whipped across in his direction the moment he put foot through the door. There was a chorus of greetings.

I dunno what to say, muttered Lou Alp.

You dont have to say a thing.

I forgot...

What a joyous laugh there was.

The best joke I ever heard, cried Roger Moore in his enormous voice. A man who forgot Christmas!

The words remained ringing in the ears of Lou Alp all during the breakfast, all during the rest of the day. But, after all, what was Christmas? Werent there other holidays? What about Washingtons Birthday? What about New Years? Certainly all those were holidays which closed banks and stores with as much definiteness as any Christmas that had ever happened. Yet no one would laugh at him for forgetting such days. And here was Roger Moore with a brand-new jest added to his stale collection, happy as a child with a new toy.

Dont apologize, the old fellow said. You made us all a present, without knowing it. I wouldnt have missed this for a year of life!

Wherein was the day different? For it was different. It came tinglingly to Lou Alp himself. This was the one day in the year when the world forgot its taking and gave itself up to giving. Very strange! People gave things away and were happier because of the giving.

Here he sat, the sole member of that household who had not given away valuable things, and yet all the rest were happy and he was wrapped in gloom. It made him shake his head. How had it all begun, this giving away? Out of his childhood the old story came slowly back to him, the stable, the manger, and Mary with the child. The child who grew to manhood and gave everything and took nothing. The one perfect type of the selfless man, who lived for others and who died for others.

And what was the result of this giving, this senseless outpouring of effort? Buildings erected in His name around the world, and myriads carrying His thought and one day each year set aside for giving in some small measure as He had given. The thought burdened and bewildered Lou Alp who had lived with his hand in the pockets of others. These people had given, and yet they acted as if they had received. Kate Moore, Jack Chapel, Mrs. Moore, Roger Moore, they all met him with open eyes and open hearts as though he had conferred a favor on each by his mute acceptances.

A bee buzzing in a small, closed room fills it with sound to bursting, and one large thought crammed the narrow brain of Lou Alp until it reeled. The thought kept him occupied all that day. Automatically he spoke, answered questions, smiled vaguely, and lived on the edge of the happiness which flushed the others and raised their voices. Nothing mattered. When the cook dropped the platter and spoiled the dinner set, there was only laughter from Roger Moore, and a smiling shake of the head from Mrs. Moore. When a gust of snow rushed through an opened window and soaked the carpet, there was an outburst of merriment, and everyone set about repairing the damage.

One would have thought that the howling wind was the voice of a friend, to see these people and to hear them. One would have thought that each of them sat in expectation of a legacy. And was there not, perhaps, a legacy left them by that man who had died two thousand years before? Again the thought appalled Lou Alp.

They were seated around the dinner table. Roger Moore was at the head, Mrs. Moore at the foot, with her cheeks roses and her hair whiter than ever by contrast. Lou Alp sat at one side, and Jack Chapel and Kate Moore at the other. It was a large table, so heaped with food that the five people seemed utterly inadequate. The mountain of bittersweet in the center helped to separate one from another, so that Lou felt that a great distance lay between him and the two opposite.

Things came and went, plates were passed before him, and he ate mechanically, hardly tasting what he touched. Roger Moore was filling his glass with wine, a rare treat in the mountains.

Watery stuff, Roger Moore said, but its sort of in style this time of year.

Lou Alp did not hear or, if he heard, he did not understand. For the great thought was still rising and ebbing through his mind and crowding all other things out. All other things except the loveliness of Kate Moore.

How beautiful she was! There was about her a perishable quality. One might have wished that she be transmuted to marble and color, so that she could neither grow old nor die. No, death was not so much to be dreaded as the withering years.

Lou Alp attempted to push the thought of her beauty away by remembering what time accomplished. There was Belle Samson of Fourth Street near the Bowery. Belle at nineteen had been ravishing. The sort of girl people turned to look at and go on, half smiling and half sad. But Belle married Gandil, the saloon keeper, and at twenty-five her color was gone, the luster fled from her hair, her shoulders bowed, her fingers stubby. Still pretty, but without that other thing, that quality of a different world which stops the minds of men.

He could enumerate others. And then he squinted at Kate Moore across the table. It made no difference. He tried to dim those eyes with time. He tried to paint in the wrinkles on the brow and by the mouth. He tried to straighten the curve of the lips. But, when he had finished the picture which fifteen years would make of her, his hand fell away from the picture and his eyes saw the truth. No matter what she became, she would always remain, to him who loved her, what she was at this time. As if these young years alone truly expressed the soul within her. Afterward the husk of the body changed, but the spirit of beauty remained. Into the dark mind of the sneak thief the gentle thought made way, that love is an immortalizer, that time cannot undo that marvelous embalming.


XI. THE GREATEST GIFT
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IT HAD BEEN an unfinished beauty, the face of Kate Moore, when he first saw her on the day of the shooting and the robbery. There had been lacking some master touch, and his weak hand had aspired, all unknowing, to supply the missing thing. But now the picture was completed. The room was lighted. There was nothing more to be wished. Every time she turned to Jack Chapel, the sneak thief remembered his first aspiration and knew that another hand had done what his own could not accomplish. Something as dry as soot choked him with hatred for Chapel.

They had come to mince pie and plum pudding when a knock was heard at the front door. The old Negro with a yellow face appeared at one of the two doors leading from the hall to the dining room, his lips parted to speak. He did not come to speech, for a hand brushed him roughly to one side and a big man, armed, stood in the doorway.

Lou Alp glanced to the other door. Immediately it was filled by a second man. Likewise he was tall and he was armed. There needed only one glance at either of them to know that these were trained man-hunters. The face of Roger Moore, starting up from his chair, would have supplied the information.

He choked down his morsel of pudding. What the devil, Sheriff...?

The tall man who had first appeared raised his hand and took off his hat, which up to that time he had apparently forgotten.

Maybe I look like the devil to you, Roger, he said genially, and Im a pile sorry that I have to break in on a party like this. Ill tell you how it is. Ive got a little job to do here, and Ive got to see that you folks all stay in your places while the job is bein done. They aint goin to be no unpleasantness I hope. Jest you go right on eatin. And then Ill slope and there you are. But dont nobody, man or woman, leave his chair till I get back!

He disappeared, and a third man stepped up to fill the vacant place at the door. Neither he nor the other man offered a single offensive word or gesture, but it was plain from their shifting glances that they were keeping every member of that Christmas group in mind. But that was not what Lou Alp saw first of all. He saw Kate Moore, as she had sprung up, clutch the arm of Jack Chapel with both her hands, and the white, still face which she turned to her companion told Lou that she knew everything — everything. Jack Chapel had laid his past bare before the girl. Had he told her about Lou as well, curse him? But he had told her, and in spite of that she loved him. Once more the knife entered the flesh of Lou Alp, and he grinned in his agony.

Now another thing. They were settling back in their chairs, and Roger Moore was saying something about an outrage and that the sheriff couldnt run for dog catcher in that county after an affair like this, invading a private home at Christmas. But the big voice of Roger Moore was a blur in the ears of Lou Alp. He saw Jack Chapel sink back into his chair with a reassuring word to Kate that brought a tint into her cheeks again, and then the eyes of Jack went across the table, across the mountain of bittersweet, and dwelt steadily on the face of Lou Alp.

He knew! As sure as there was a God in heaven, he knew that he had been betrayed and who the Judas was. Lou Alp, with murder and horror in his heart, slipped his cold fingers over the butt of his automatic. Yet it did not come. The explosion hung fire, and then did not explode. There was death in the eyes of Jack Chapel and yet he did not lift his hand.

A vast wonder swept over Lou. Roger Moore was ordering everyone to fall to and enjoy the dinner in spite of the sheriff. Jack Chapel seemed to be obeying the order. He did not eat. He drained his wineglass, and then he turned to Kate Moore and began talking in a low, swift monotone. There was something almost fierce about his face, the set of his jaw, and the flare of his eyes, and Lou quaked with the thought that he was telling the girl the story of the betrayer.

But no. She raised her glance and gazed at Lou, and yet he knew that she did not see him. Her eyes were wide and starry with the look of distance. Her lips were parted as though she drank. Lou Alp knew that indeed she was drinking, drinking the words of the condemned man at her side. That was the reason, then, that Jack Chapel would not lift his hand for vengeance. That was the reason he let Judas sit unharmed across the very table. He needed those last, priceless moments to pour out his heart to the girl. The whisper became more than the rush of the storm past the windows, and like a storm it shook Lou Alp.

In a rush of inspiration he knew that man who sat opposite him for the first time, knew that Jack Chapel would let himself be taken without one word of accusation leveled at his confederate. What had the whole story of their relations been? It had been a giving by Jack and a taking by Lou. He had given Lou the very gun, which now threatened his life, if he made one hostile move.

Lou Alp closed his eyes and sagged forward in his chair but, in the darkness that swam before his vision, he saw a picture grow, a picture he had seen long before, forgotten, almost. It was a picture of one man among many at a table. There was light upon that single face. Lou Alp opened his eyes again and saw Jack Chapels face. For the moment in the blur of his sight it seemed that there was a light upon the face of his companion.

Steps were coming heavily down the stairs from above, and the heart of Lou Alp beat steadily in unison with that sound. The form of the sheriff towered again at the door and, casting down a bag which he carried, it struck the floor with a clash of much metal within. Jack Chapel stood up by his chair. He laid his hand on the shoulder of the girl, but he sent his last glance across the table, and Lou knew that he was forgiven.

Gents, said the sheriff, Im sorry to say it, but theres a thief in this house and his name is...

The explosion of a revolver tore the next word to rags. Lou Alp was on his feet with the automatic barking in his hands. Roger Moore, with an expression of dumb surprise, slid gently under the table. Kate Moore had shrunk back against the wall, carrying Jack with her and circling him with her entangling arms. Mrs. Moore sat stupefied.

Not one living soul would ever know what beautiful gun play was going on before them. For Lou Alp was a master hand, when his hand was steady, and today his hand was steadier than it had ever been before in his life. He did better than hit the bulls-eye. He chipped the edges of his target. He sent a slug through the shoulder of the sheriffs coat and trimmed the edge of the other fellows long mustache with his first two shots. So lightning fast was his work that he had fired twice before the others, trained gunmen though they were, had their weapons out.

A bullet crashed through the left shoulder of Lou Alp and drove him back against the wall. He fired again, aiming nicely, and gave the hair of the sheriff a new part. Another slug struck him in the hip. Two guns roared at once, and Lou sank gently forward on his knees, still farther forward, and finally lay on his face.

The sheriff was the first to cease firing. His long legs brought him first to the side of Lou. He jerked him over upon his back.

Yes, said Lou Alp, I done the job. And then I shoved the coin in Jacks room, because I wanted to frame him. He didnt have nothin to do with it.

Jack Chapel burst in between and gathered the shattered body in his arms. The whisper reached his ear only.

My gift, said Lou Alp. Be good to her.


Black Jack (1921)
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CHAPTER 1
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IT WAS CHARACTERISTIC of the two that when the uproar broke out Vance Cornish raised his eyes, but went on lighting his pipe. Then his sister Elizabeth ran to the window with a swish of skirts around her long legs. After the first shot there was a lull. The little cattle town was as peaceful as ever with its storm-shaken houses staggering away down the street.

A boy was stirring up the dust of the street, enjoying its heat with his bare toes, and the same old man was bunched in his chair in front of the store. During the two days Elizabeth had been in town on her cattle- buying trip, she had never see him alter his position. But she was accustomed to the West, and this advent of sleep in the town did not satisfy her. A drowsy town, like a drowsy-looking cow-puncher, might be capable of unexpected things.

Vance, she said, theres trouble starting.

Somebody shooting at a target, he answered.

As if to mock him, he had no sooner spoken than a dozen voices yelled down the street in a wailing chorus cut short by the rapid chattering of revolvers. Vance ran to the window. Just below the hotel the street made an elbow-turn for no particular reason except that the original cattle- trail had made exactly the same turn before Garrison City was built. Toward the corner ran the hubbub at the pace of a running horse. Shouts, shrill, trailing curses, and the muffled beat of hoofs in the dust. A rider plunged into view now, his horse leaning far in to take the sharp angle, and the dust skidding out and away from his sliding hoofs. The rider gave easily and gracefully to the wrench of his mount.

And he seemed to have a perfect trust in his horse, for he rode with the reins hanging over the horns of his saddle. His hands were occupied by a pair of revolvers, and he was turned in the saddle.

The head of the pursuing crowd lurched around the elbow-turn; fire spat twice from the mouth of each gun. Two men dropped, one rolling over and over in the dust, and the other sitting down and clasping his leg in a ludicrous fashion. But the crowd was checked and fell back.

By this time the racing horse of the fugitive had carried him close to the hotel, and now he faced the front, a handsome fellow with long black hair blowing about his face. He wore a black silk shirt which accentuated the pallor of his face and the flaring crimson of his bandanna. And he laughed joyously, and the watchers from the hotel window heard him call: Go it, Mary. Feed em dust, girl!

The pursuers had apparently realized that it was useless to chase. Another gust of revolver shots barked from the turning of the street, and among them a different and more sinister sound like the striking of two great hammers face on face, so that there was a cold ring of metal after the explosion — at least one man had brought a rifle to bear. Now, as the wild rider darted past the hotel, his hat was jerked from his head by an invisible hand. He whirled again in the saddle and his guns raised. As he turned, Elizabeth Cornish saw something glint across the street. It was the gleam of light on the barrel of a rifle that was thrust out through the window of the store.

That long line of light wobbled, steadied, and fire jetted from the mouth of the gun. The black-haired rider spilled sidewise out of the saddle; his feet came clear of the stirrups, and his right leg caught on the cantle. He was flung rolling in the dust, his arms flying weirdly. The rifle disappeared from the window and a boys set face looked out. But before the limp body of the fugitive had stopped rolling, Elizabeth Cornish dropped into a chair, sick of face. Her brother turned his back on the mob that closed over the dead man and looked at Elizabeth in alarm.

It was not the first time he had seen the result of a gunplay, and for that matter it was not the first time for Elizabeth. Her emotion upset him more than the roar of a hundred guns. He managed to bring her a glass of water, but she brushed it away so that half of the contents spilled on the red carpet of the room.

He isnt dead, Vance. He isnt dead! she kept saying.

Dead before he left the saddle, replied Vance, with his usual calm. And if the bullet hadnt finished him, the fall would have broken his neck. But — what in the world! Did you know the fellow?

He blinked at her, his amazement growing. The capable hands of Elizabeth were pressed to her breast, and out of the thirty-five years of spinsterhood which had starved her face he became aware of eyes young and dark, and full of spirit; by no means the keen, quiet eyes of Elizabeth Cornish.

Do something, she cried. Go down, and — if theyve murdered him—

He literally fled from the room.

All the time she was seeing nothing, but she would never forget what she had seen, no matter how long she lived. Subconsciously she was fighting to keep the street voices out of her mind. They were saying things she did not wish to hear, things she would not hear. Finally, she recovered enough to stand up and shut the window. That brought her a terrible temptation to look down into the mass of men in the street — and women, too!

But she resisted and looked up. The forms of the street remained obscurely in the bottom of her vision, and made her think of something she had seen in the woods — a colony of ants around a dead beetle. Presently the door opened and Vance came back. He still seemed very worried, but she forced herself to smile at him, and at once his concern disappeared; it was plain that he had been troubled about her and not in the slightest by the fate of the strange rider. She kept on smiling, but for the first time in her life she really looked at Vance without sisterly prejudice in his favor. She saw a good-natured face, handsome, with the cheeks growing a bit blocky, though Vance was only twenty-five. He had a glorious forehead and fine eyes, but one would never look twice at Vance in a crowd. She knew suddenly that her brother was simply a well-mannered mediocrity.

Thank the Lord youre yourself again, Elizabeth, her brother said first of all. I thought for a moment — I dont know what!

Just the shock, Vance, she said. Ordinarily she was well-nigh brutally frank. Now she found it easy to lie and keep on smiling. It was such a horrible thing to see!

I suppose so. Caught you off balance. But I never knew you to lose your grip so easily. Well, do you know what youve seen?

Hes dead, then?

He locked sharply at her. It seemed to him that a tremor of unevenness had come into her voice.

Oh, dead as a doornail, Elizabeth. Very neat shot. Youngster that dropped him; boy named Joe Minter. Six thousand dollars for Joe. Nice little nest egg to build a fortune on, eh?

Six thousand dollars! What do you mean, Vance?

The price on the head of Jack Hollis. That was Hollis, sis. The celebrated Black Jack.

But — this is only a boy, Vance. He couldnt have been more than twenty- five years old.

Thats all.

But Ive heard of him for ten years, very nearly. And always as a man- killer. It cant be Black Jack.

I said the same thing, but its Black Jack, well enough. He started out when he was sixteen, they say, and hes been raising the devil ever since. You should have seen them pick him up — as if he were asleep, and not dead. What a body! Lithe as a panther. No larger than I am, but they say he was a giant with his hands.

He was lighting his cigarette as he said this, and consequently he did not see her eyes close tightly. A moment later she was able to make her expression as calm as ever.

Came into town to see his baby, went on Vance through the smoke.
Little year-old beggar!

Think of the mother, murmured Elizabeth Cornish. I want to do something for her.

You cant, replied her brother, with unnecessary brutality. Because shes dead. A little after the youngster was born. I believe Black Jack broke her heart, and a very pleasant sort of girl she was, they tell me.

What will become of the baby?

It will live and grow up, he said carelessly. They always do, somehow. Make another like his father, I suppose. A few years of fame in the mountain saloons, and then a knife in the back.

The meager body of Elizabeth stiffened. She was finding it less easy to maintain her nonchalant smile.

Why?

Why? Blood will out, like murder, sis.

Nonsense! All a matter of environment.

Have you ever read the story of the Jukes family?

An accident. Take a son out of the best family in the world and raise him like a thief — hell be a thief. And the thiefs son can be raised to an honest manhood. I know it!

She was seeing Black Jack, as he had raced down the street with the black hair blowing about his face. Of such stuff, she felt, the knights of another age had been made. Vance was raising a forefinger in an authoritative way he had.

My dear, before that baby is twenty-five — that was his fathers age — hell have shot a man. Bet you on it!

Ill take your bet!

The retort came with such a ring of her voice that he was startled.
Before he could recover, she went on: Go out and get that baby for me,
Vance. I want it.

He tossed his cigarette out of the window.

Dont drop into one of your headstrong moods, sis. This is nonsense.

Thats why I want to do it. Im tired of playing the man. Ive had enough to fill my mind. I want something to fill my arms and my heart.

She drew up her hands with a peculiar gesture toward her shallow, barren bosom, and then her brother found himself silenced. At the same time he was a little irritated, for there was an imputation in her speech that she had been carrying the burden which his own shoulders should have supported. Which was so true that he could not answer, and therefore he cast about for some way of stinging her.

I thought you were going to escape the sentimental period, Elizabeth.
But sooner or later I suppose a woman has to pass through it.

A spot of color came in her sallow cheek.

Thats sufficiently disagreeable, Vance.

A sense of his cowardice made him rise to conceal his confusion.

Im going to take you at your word, sis. Im going out to get that baby.
I suppose it can be bought — like a calf!

He went deliberately to the door and laid his hand on the knob. He had a rather vicious pleasure in calling her bluff, but to his amazement she did not call him back. He opened the door slowly. Still she did not speak. He slammed it behind him and stepped into the hall.


CHAPTER 2
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TWENTY-FOUR YEARS MADE the face of Vance Cornish a little better-fed, a little more blocky of cheek, but he remained astonishingly young. At forty-nine the lumpish promise of his youth was quite gone. He was in a trim and solid middle age. His hair was thinned above the forehead, but it gave him more dignity. On the whole, he left an impression of a man who has done things and who will do more before he is through.

He shifted his feet from the top of the porch railing and shrugged himself deeper into his chair. It was marvelous how comfortable Vance could make himself. He had one great power — the ability to sit still through any given interval. Now he let his eye drift quietly over the Cornish ranch. It lay entirely within one grasp of the vision, spilling across the valley from Sleep Mountain, on the lower bosom of which the house stood, to Mount Discovery on the north. Not that the glance of Vance Cornish lurched across this bold distance. His gaze wandered as slowly as a free buzzes across a clover field, not knowing on which blossom to settle.

Below him, generously looped, Bear Creek tumbled out of the southeast, and roved between noble borders of silver spruce into the shadows of the Blue Mountains of the north, half a dozen miles across and ten long of grazing and farm land, rich, loamy bottom land scattered with aspens.

Beyond, covering the gentle roll of the foothills, was grazing land. Scattering lodgepole pine began in the hills, and thickened into dense yellow-green thickets on the upper mountain slopes. And so north and north the eye of Vance Cornish wandered and climbed until it rested on the bald summit of Mount Discovery. It had its name out of its character, standing boldly to the south out of the jumble of the Blue Mountains.

It was a solid unit, this Cornish ranch, fenced away with mountains, watered by a river, pleasantly forested, and obviously predestined for the ownership of one man. Vance Cornish, on the porch of the house, felt like an enthroned king overlooking his dominions. As a matter of fact, his holdings were hardly more than nominal.

In the beginning his father had left the ranch equally to Vance and Elizabeth, thickly plastered with debts. The son would have sold the place for what they could clear. He went East to hunt for education and pleasure; his sister remained and fought the great battle by herself. She consecrated herself to the work, which implied that the work was sacred. And to her, indeed, it was.

She was twenty-two and her brother twelve when their father died. Had she been a tithe younger and her brother a mature man, it would have been different. As it was, she felt herself placed in a maternal position with Vance. She sent him away to school, rolled up her sleeves and started to order chaos. In place of husband, children — love and the fruits of love — she accepted the ranch. The dam between the rapids and the waterfall was the child of her brain; the plowed fields of the central part of the valley were her reward.

In ten years of constant struggle she cleared away the debts. And then, since Vance gave her nothing but bills to pay, she began to buy out his interest. He chose to learn his business lessons on Wall Street. Elizabeth paid the bills, but she checked the sums against his interest in the ranch. And so it went on. Vance would come out to the ranch at intervals and show a brief, feverish interest, plan a new set of irrigation canals, or a sawmill, or a better road out over the Blue Mountains. But he dropped such work half-done and went away.

Elizabeth said nothing. She kept on paying his bills, and she kept on cutting down his interest in the old Cornish ranch, until at the present time he had only a finger-tip hold. Root and branch, the valley and all that was in it belonged to Elizabeth Cornish. She was proud of her possession, though she seldom talked of her pride. Nevertheless, Vance knew, and smiled. It was amusing, because, after all, what she had done, and all her work, would revert to him at her death. Until that time, why should he care in whose name the ranch remained so long as his bills were paid? He had not worked, but in recompense he had remained young. Elizabeth had labored all her youth away. At forty-nine he was ready to begin the most important part of his career. At sixty his sister was a withered old ghost of a woman.

He fell into a pleasant reverie. When Elizabeth died, he would set in some tennis courts beside the house, buy some blooded horses, cut the road wide and deep to let the world come up Bear Creek Valley, and retire to the life of a country gentleman.

His sisters voice cut into his musing. She had two tones. One might be called her social register. It was smooth, gentle — the low-pitched and controlled voice of a gentlewoman. The other voice was hard and sharp. It could drive hard and cold across a desk, and bring businessmen to an understanding that here was a mind, not a woman.

At present she used her latter tone. Vance Cornish came into a shivering consciousness that she was sitting beside him. He turned his head slowly. It was always a shock to come out of one of his pleasant dreams and see that worn, hollow-eyed, impatient face.

Are you forty-nine, Vance?

Im not fifty, at least, he countered.

She remained imperturbable, looking him over. He had come to notice that in the past half-dozen years his best smiles often failed to mellow her expression. He felt that something disagreeable was coming.

Why did Cornwall run away this morning? I hoped to take him on a trip.

He had business to do.

His diversion had been a distinct failure, and had been turned against him. For she went on: Which leads to what I have to say. Youre going back to New York in a few days, I suppose?

No, my dear. I havent been across the water for two years.

Paris?

Brussels. A little less grace; a little more spirit.

Which means money.

A few thousand only. Ill be back by fall.

Do you know that youll have to mortgage your future for that money,
Vance?

He blinked at her, but maintained his smile under fire courageously.

Come, come! Things are booming. You told me yesterday what youd clean up on the last bunch of Herefords.

When she folded her hands, she was most dangerous, he knew. And now the bony fingers linked and she shrugged the shawl more closely around her shoulders.

Were partners, arent we? smiled Vance.

Partners, yes. You have one share and I have a thousand. But — you dont want to sell out your final claim, I suppose?

His smile froze. Eh?

If you want to get those few thousands, Vance, you have nothing to put up for them except your last shreds of property. Thats why I say youll have to mortgage your future for money from now on.

But — how does it all come about?

Ive warned you. Ive been warning you for twenty-five years, Vance.

Once again he attempted to turn her. He always had the impression that if he became serious, deadly serious for ten consecutive minutes with his sister, he would be ruined. He kept on with his semi-jovial tone.

There are two arts, Elizabeth. One is making money and the other is spending it. Youve mastered one and Ive mastered the other. Which balances things, dont you think?

She did not melt; he waved down to the farm land.

Watch that wave of wind, Elizabeth.

A gust struck the scattering of aspens, and turned up the silver of the dark green leaves. The breeze rolled across the trees in a long, rippling flash of light. But Elizabeth did not look down. Her glance was fixed on the changeless snow of Mount Discoverys summit.

As long as you have something to spend, spending is a very important art, Vance. But when the purse is empty, its a bit useless, it seems to me.

Well, then, Ill have to mortgage my future. As a matter of fact, I suppose I could borrow what I want on my prospects.

A veritable Indian yell, instantly taken up and prolonged by a chorus of similar shouts, cut off the last of his words. Round the corner of the house shot a blood-bay stallion, red as the red of iron under the blacksmiths hammer, with a long, black tail snapping and flaunting behind him, his ears flattened, his beautiful vicious head outstretched in an effort to tug the reins out of the hands of the rider. Failing in that effort, he leaped into the air like a steeplechaser and pitched down upon stiffened forelegs.

The shock rippled through the body of the rider and came to his head with a snap that jerked his chin down against his breast. The stallion rocked back on his hind legs, whirled, and then flung himself deliberately on his back. A sufficiently cunning maneuver — first stunning the enemy with a blow and then crushing him before his senses returned. But he landed on nothing save hard gravel. The rider had whipped out of the saddle and stood poised, strong as the trunk of a silver spruce.

The fighting horse, a little shaken by the impact of his fall, nevertheless whirled with catlike agility to his feet — a beautiful thing to watch. As he brought his forequarters off the earth, he lunged at the rider with open mouth. A sidestep that would have done credit to a pugilist sent the youngster swerving past that danger. He leaped to the saddle at the same time that the blood-bay came to his four feet.

The chorus in full cry was around the horse, four or five excited cow- punchers waving their sombreros and yelling for horse or rider, according to the gallantry of the fight.

The bay was in the air more than he was on the ground, eleven or twelve hundred pounds of might, writhing, snapping, bolting, halting, sunfishing with devilish cunning, dropping out of the air on one stiff foreleg with an accompanying sway to one side that gave the rider the effect of a cudgel blow at the back of the head and then a whip-snap to part the vertebrae. Whirling on his hind legs, and again flinging himself desperately on the ground, only to fail, come to his feet with the clinging burden once more maddeningly in place, and go again through a maze of fence-rowing and sun-fishing until suddenly he straightened out and bolted down the slope like a runaway locomotive on a downgrade. A terrifying spectacle, but the rider sat erect, with one arm raised high above his head in triumph, and his yell trailing off behind him. From a running gait the stallion fell into a smooth pace — a true wild pacer, his hoofs beating the ground with the force and speed of pistons and hurling himself forward with incredible strides. Horse and rider lurched out of sight among the silver spruce.

By the Lord, wonderful! cried Vance Cornish.

He heard a stifled cry beside him, a cry of infinite pain.

Is — is it over?

And there sat Elizabeth the Indomitable with her face buried in her hands like a girl of sixteen!

Of course its over, said Vance, wondering profoundly.

She seemed to dread to look up. And — Terence?

Hes all right. Ever hear of a horse that could get that young wildcat out of the saddle? He clings as if he had claws. But — where did he get that red devil?

Terence ran him down — in the mountains — somewhere, she answered, speaking as one who had only half heard the question. Two months of constant trailing to do it, I think. But oh, youre right! The horse is a devil! And sometimes I think—

She stopped, shuddering. Vance had returned to the ranch only the day before after a long absence. More and more, after he had been away, he found it difficult to get in touch with things on the ranch. Once he had been a necessary part of the inner life. Now he was on the outside. Terence and Elizabeth were a perfectly completed circle in themselves.


CHAPTER 3
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IF TERRY WORRIES you like this, suggested her brother kindly, why dont you forbid these pranks?

She looked at him as if in surprise.

Forbid Terry? she echoed, and then smiled. Decidedly this was her first tone, a soft tone that came from deep in her throat. Instinctively Vance contrasted it with the way she had spoken to him. But it was always this way when Terry was mentioned. For the first time he saw it clearly. It was amazing how blind he had been. Forbid Terence? Vance, that devil of a horse is part of his life. He was on a hunting trip when he saw Le Sangre—

Good Lord, did they call the horse that?

A French-Canadian was the first to discover him, and he gave the name. And hes the color of blood, really. Well, Terence saw Le Sangre on a hilltop against the sky. And he literally went mad. Actually, he struck out on foot with his rifle and lived in the country and never stopped walking until he wore down Le Sangre somehow and brought him back hobbled — just skin and bones, and Terence not much more. Now Le Sangre is himself again, and he and Terence have a fight — like that — every day. I dream about it; the most horrible nightmares!

And you dont stop it?

My dear Vance, how little you know Terence! You couldnt tear that horse out of his life without breaking his heart. I know!

So you suffer, day by day?

Ive done very little else all my life, said Elizabeth gravely. And
Ive learned to bear pain.

He swallowed. Also, he was beginning to grow irritated. He had never before had a talk with Elizabeth that contained so many reefs that threatened shipwreck. He returned to the gist of their conversation rather too bluntly.

But to continue, Elizabeth, any banker would lend me money on my prospects.

You mean the property which will come to you when I die?

He used all his power, but he could not meet her glance. You know thats a nasty way to put it, Elizabeth.

Dear Vance, she sighed, a great many people say that Im a hard woman. I suppose I am. And I like to look facts squarely in the face. Your prospects begin with my death, of course.

He had no answer, but bit his lip nervously and wished the ordeal would come to an end.

Vance, she went on, Im glad to have this talk with you. Its something you have to know. Of course Ill see that during my life or my death youll be provided for. But as for your main prospects, do you know where they are?

Well?

She was needlessly brutal about it, but as she had told him, her education had been one of pain.

Your prospects are down there by the river on the back of Le Sangre.

Vance Cornish gasped.

Ill show you what I mean, Vance. Come along.

The moment she rose, some of her age fell from her. Her carriage was erect. Her step was still full of spring and decision, as she led the way into the house. It was a big, solid, two-story building which the mightiest wind could not shake. Henry Cornish had merely founded the house, just as he had founded the ranch; the main portion of the work had been done by his daughter. And as they passed through, her stern old eye rested peacefully on the deep, shadowy vistas, and her foot fell with just pride on the splendid rising sweep of the staircase. They passed into the roomy vault of the upper hall and went down to the end. She took out a big key from her pocket and fitted it into the lock; then Vance dropped his hand on her arm. His voice lowered.

Youve made a mistake, Elizabeth. This is Fathers room.

Ever since his death it had been kept unchanged, and practically unentered save for an occasional rare day of work to keep it in order. Now she nodded and resolutely turned the key and swung the door open. Vance went in with an exclamation of wonder. It was quite changed from the solemn old room and the brown, varnished woodwork which he remembered. Cream-tinted paint now made the walls cool and fresh. The solemn engravings no longer hung above the bookcases. And the bookcases themselves had been replaced with built-in shelves pleasantly filled with rich bindings, black and red and deep yellow-browns. A tall cabinet stood open at one side filled with rifles and shotguns of every description, and another cabinet was loaded with fishing apparatus. The stiff-backed chairs had given place to comfortable monsters of easy lines. Vance Cornish, as one in a dream, peered here and there.

God bless us! he kept repeating. God bless us! But wheres there a trace of Father?

I left it out, said Elizabeth huskily, because this room is meant for — but lets go back. Do you remember that day twenty-four years ago when we took Jack Holliss baby?

When you took it, he corrected. I disclaim all share in the idea.

Thank you, she answered proudly. At any rate, I took the boy and called him Terence Colby.

Why that name, muttered Vance, I never could understand.

Havent I told you? No, and I hardly know whether to trust even you with the secret, Vance. But you remember we argued about it, and you said that blood would out; that the boy would turn out wrong; that before he was twenty-five he would have shot a man?

I believe the talk ran like that.

Well, Vance, I started out with a theory; but the moment I had that baby in my arms, it became a matter of theory, plus, and chiefly plus. I kept remembering what you had said, and I was afraid. That was why I worked up the Colby idea.

Thats easy to see.

It wasnt so easy to do. But I heard of the last of an old Virginia family who had died of consumption in Arizona. I traced his family. He was the last of it. Then it was easy to arrange a little story: Terence Colby had married a girl in Arizona, died shortly after; the girl died also, and I took the baby. Nobody can disprove what I say. Theres not a living soul who knows that Terence is the son of Jack Hollis — except you and me.

How about the woman I got the baby from?

I bought her silence until fifteen years ago. Then she died, and now Terry is convinced that he is the last representative of the Colby family.

She laughed with excitement and beckoned him out of the room and into another — Terrys room, farther down the hall. She pointed to a large photograph of a solemn-faced man on the wall. You see that?

Who is it?

I got it when I took Terry to Virginia last winter — to see the old family estate and go over the ground of the historic Colbys.

She laughed again happily.

Terry was wild with enthusiasm. He read everything he could lay his hands on about the Colbys. Discovered the year they landed in Virginia; how they fought in the Revolution; how they fought and died in the Civil War. Oh, he knows every landmark in the history of his family. Of course, I encouraged him.

I know, chuckled Vance. Whenever he gets in a pinch, Ive heard you say: Terry, what should a Colby do?

And, cut in Elizabeth, you must admit that it has worked. There isnt a prouder, gentler, cleaner-minded boy in the world than Terry. Not blood. Its the blood of Jack Hollis. But its what he thinks himself to be that counts. And now, Vance, admit that your theory is exploded.

He shook his head.

Terry will do well enough. But wait till the pinch comes. You dont know how hell turn out when the rub comes. Then blood will tell!

She shrugged her shoulders angrily.

Youre simply being perverse now, Vance. At any rate, that picture is one of Terrys old ancestors, Colonel Vincent Colby, of prewar days. Terry has discovered family resemblances, of course — same black hair, same black eyes, and a great many other things.

But suppose he should ever learn the truth? murmured Vance.

She caught her breath.

That would be ruinous, of course. But hell never learn. Only you and I know.

A very hard blow, eh, said Vance, if he were robbed of the Colby illusion and had Black Jack put in its place as a cold fact? But of course well never tell him.

Her color was never high. Now it became gray. Only her eyes remained burning, vivid, young, blazing out through the mask of age.

Remember you said his blood would tell before he was twenty-five; that the blood of Black Jack would come to the surface; that he would have shot a man?

Still harping on that, Elizabeth? What if he does?

Id disown him, throw him out penniless on the world, never see him again.

Youre a Spartan, said her brother in awe, as he looked on that thin, stern face. Terry is your theory. If he disappoints you, hell be simply a theory gone wrong. Youll cut him out of your life as if he were an algebraic equation and never think of him again.

But hes not going wrong, Vance. Because, in ten days, hell be twenty- five! And thats what all these changes mean. The moment it grows dark on the night of his twenty-fifth birthday, Im going to take him into my fathers room and turn it over to him.

He had listened to her patiently, a little wearied by her unusual flow of words. Now he came out of his apathy with a jerk. He laid his hand on Elizabeths shoulder and turned her so that the light shone full in her face. Then he studied her.

What do you mean by that, Elizabeth?

Vance, she said steadily, but with a touch of pity in her voice, I have waited for a score of years, hoping that youd settle down and try to do a mans work either here or somewhere else. You havent done it. Yesterday Mr. Cornwall came here to draw up my will. By that will I leave you an annuity, Vance, that will take care of you in comfort; but I leave everything else to Terry Colby. Thats why Ive changed the room. The moment it grows dark ten days from today, Im going to take Terry by the hand and lead him into the room and into the position of my father!

The mask of youth which was Vance Cornish crumbled and fell away. A new man looked down at her. The firm flesh of his face became loose. His whole body was flabby. She had the feeling that if she pushed against his chest with the weight of her arm, he would topple to the floor. That weakness gradually passed. A peculiar strength of purpose grew in its place.

Of course, this is a very shrewd game, Elizabeth. You want to wake me up. Youre using the spur to make me work. I dont blame you for using the bluff, even if its a rather cruel one. But, of course, its impossible for you to be serious in what you say.

Why impossible, Vance?

Because you know that Im the last male representative of our family. Because you know my father would turn in his grave if he knew that an interloper, a foundling, the child of a murderer, a vagabond, had been made the heir to his estate. But you arent serious, Elizabeth; I understand.

He swallowed his pride, for panic grew in him in proportion to the length of time she maintained her silence.

As a matter of fact, I dont blame you for giving me a scare, my dear sister. I have been a shameless loafer. Im going to reform and lift the burden of business off your shoulders — let you rest the remainder of your life.

It was the worst thing he could have said. He realized it the moment he had spoken. This forced, cowardly surrender was worse than brazen defiance, and he saw her lip curl. An idler is apt to be like a sullen child, except that in a grown man the childs sulky spite becomes a dark malice, all-embracing. For the very reason that Vance knew he was receiving what he deserved, and that this was the just reward for his thriftless years of idleness, he began to hate Elizabeth with a cold, quiet hatred. There is something stimulating about any great passion. Now Vance felt his nerves soothed and calmed. His self-possession returned with a rush. He was suddenly able to smile into her face.

After all, he said, youre absolutely right. Ive been a failure, Elizabeth — a rank, disheartening failure. Youd be foolish to trust the result of your life labors in my hands — entirely foolish. I admit that its a shrewd blow to see the estate go to — Terry.

He found it oddly difficult to name the boy.

But why not? Why not Terry? Hes a clean youngster, and he may turn out very well — in spite of his blood. I hope so. The Lord knows youve given him every chance and the best start in the world. I wish him luck!

He reached out his hand, and her bloodless fingers closed strongly over it.

Theres the old Vance talking, she said warmly, a mist across her eyes.
I almost thought that part of you had died.

He writhed inwardly. By Jove, Elizabeth, think of that boy, coming out of nothing, everything poured into his hands — and now within ten days of his goal! Rather exciting, isnt it? Suppose he should stumble at the very threshold of his success? Eh?

He pressed the point with singular insistence.

Doesnt it make your heart beat, Elizabeth, when you think that he might fall — that he might do what I prophesied so long ago — shoot a man before hes twenty-five?

She shrugged the supposition calmly away.

My faith in him is based as strongly as the rocks, Vance. But if he fell, after the schooling Ive given him, Id throw him out of my life — forever.

He paused a moment, studying her face with a peculiar eagerness. Then he shrugged in turn. Tush! Of course, thats impossible. Lets go down.


CHAPTER 4
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WHEN THEY REACHED the front porch, they saw Terence Colby coming up the terrace from the river road on Le Sangre. And a changed horse he was. One ear was forward as if he did not know what lay in store for him, but would try to be on the alert. One ear flagged warily back. He went slowly, lifting his feet with the care of a very weary horse. Yet, when the wind fluttered a gust of whirling leaves beside him, he leaped aside and stood with high head, staring, transformed in the instant into a creature of fire and wire-strung nerves. The rider gave to the side- spring with supple grace and then sent the stallion on up the hill.

Joyous triumph was in the face of Terry. His black hair was blowing about his forehead, for his hat was pushed back after the manner of one who has done a hard days work and is ready to rest. He came close to the veranda, and Le Sangre lifted his fine head and stared fearlessly, curiously, with a sort of contemptuous pride, at Elizabeth and Vance.

The killer is no longer a killer, laughed Terry. Look him over, Uncle
Vance. A beauty, eh?

Elizabeth said nothing at all. But she rocked herself back and forth a trifle in her chair as she nodded. She glanced over the terrace, hoping that others might be there to see the triumph of her boy. Then she looked back at Terence. But Vance was regarding the horse.

He might have a bit more in the legs, Terry.

Not much more. A leggy horse cant stand mountain work — or any other work, for that matter, except a ride in the park.

I suppose youre right. Hes a picture horse, Terry. And a devilish eye, but I see that youve beaten him.

Beaten him? He shook his head. We reached a gentlemans agreement. As long as I wear spurs, hell fight me till he gets his teeth in me or splashes my skull to bits with his heels. Otherwise hell keep on fighting till he drops. But as soon as I take off the spurs and stop tormenting him, hell do what I like. No whips or spurs for Le Sangre. Eh, boy?

He held out the spurs so that the sun flashed on them. The horse stiffened with a shudder, and that forward look of a horse about to bolt came in his eyes.

No, no! cried Elizabeth.

But Terry laughed and dropped the spurs back in his pocket.

The stallion moved off, and Terry waved to them. Just as he turned, the mind of Vance Cornish raced back to another picture — a man with long black hair blowing about his face and a gun in either hand, sweeping through a dusty street with shots barking behind him. It came suddenly as a revelation, and left him downheaded with the thought.

What is it, Vance? asked his sister, reaching out to touch his arm.

Nothing. Then he added abruptly: Im going for a jaunt for a few days,
Elizabeth.

She grew gloomy.

Are you going to insist on taking it to heart this way?

Not at all. Im going to be back here in ten days and drink Terrys long life and happiness across the birthday dinner table.

He marvelled at the ease with which he could make himself smile in her face.

You noticed that — his gentlemans agreement with Le Sangre? Ive made him detest fighting with the idea that only brute beasts fight — men argue and agree.

Ive noticed that he never has trouble with the cow-punchers.

Theyve seen him box, chuckled Elizabeth. Besides, Terry isnt the sort that troublemakers like to pick on. He has an ugly look when hes angry.

Hm, murmured Vance. Ive noticed that. But as long as he keeps to his fists, hell do no harm. But what is the reason for surrounding him with guns, Elizabeth?

A very good reason. He loves them, you know. Anything from a shotgun to a derringer is a source of joy to Terence. And not a day goes by that he doesnt handle them.

Certainly the effect of blood, eh? suggested Vance.

She glanced sharply at him.

Youre determined to be disagreeable today, Vance. As a matter of fact, Ive convinced him that for the very reason he is so accurate with a gun he must never enter a gun fight. The advantage would be too much on his side against any ordinary man. That appeals to Terrys sense of fair play. No, hes absolutely safe, no matter how you look at it.

No doubt.

He looked away from her and over the valley. The day had worn into the late afternoon. Bear Creek ran dull and dark in the shadow, and Mount Discovery was robed in blue to the very edge of its shining crown of snow. In this dimmer, richer light the Cornish ranch had never seemed so desirable to Vance. It was not a ranch; it was a little kingdom. And Vance was the dispossessed heir.

He knew that he was being watched, however, and all that evening he was at his best. At the dinner table he guided the talk so that Terence Colby was the lion of the conversation. Afterward, when he was packing his things in his room for his journey of the next day, he was careful to sing at the top of his voice. He reaped a reward for this cautious acting, for the next morning, when he climbed into the buckboard that was to take him down the Blue Mountain road and over to the railroad, his sister came down the steps and stood beside the wagon.

You will come back for the birthday party, Vance? she pleaded.

You want me to?

You were with me when I got Terry. In fact, you got him for me. And I want you to be here when he steps into his own.

In this he found enough to keep him thoughtful all the way to the railroad while the buckskins grunted up the grade and then spun away down the long slope beyond. It was one of those little ironies of fate that he should have picked up the very man who was to disinherit him some twenty- four years later.

He carried no grudge against Elizabeth, but he certainly retained no tenderness. Hereafter he would act his part as well as he could to extract the last possible penny out of her. And in the meantime he must concentrate on tripping up Terence Colby, alias Hollis.

Vance saw nothing particularly vicious in this. He had been idle so long that he rejoiced in a work which was within his mental range. It included scheming, working always behind the scenes, pulling strings to make others jump. And if he could trip Terry and actually make him shoot a man on or before that birthday, he had no doubt that his sister would actually throw the boy out of her house and out of her life. A woman who could give twenty-four years to a theory would be capable of grim things when the theory went wrong.

It was early evening when he climbed off the train at Garrison City. He had not visited the place since that cattle-buying trip of twenty-four years ago that brought the son of Black Jack into the affairs of the Cornish family. Garrison City had become a city. There were two solid blocks of brick buildings next to the station, a network of paved streets, and no less than three hotels. It was so new to the eye and so obviously full of the booster spirit that he was appalled at the idea of prying through this modern shell and getting back to the heart and the memory of the old days of the town.

At the restaurant he forced himself upon a grave-looking gentleman across the table. He found that the solemn-faced man was a travelling drummer. The venerable loafer in front of the blacksmiths shop was feeble-minded, and merely gaped at the name of Black Jack. The proprietor of the hotel shook his head with positive antagonism.

Of course, Garrison City has its past, he admitted, but we are living it down, and have succeeded pretty well. I think Ive heard of a ruffian of the last generation named Jack Hollis; but I dont know anything, and I dont care to know anything, about him. But if youre interested in Garrison City, Id like to show you a little plot of ground in a place that is going to be the center of the—

Vance Cornish made his mind a blank, let the smooth current of words slip off his memory as from an oiled surface, and gave up Garrison City as a hopeless job. Nevertheless, it was the hotel proprietor who dropped a valuable hint.

If youre interested in the early legends, why dont you go to the State Capitol? They have every magazine and every book that so much as mentions any place in the state. So Vance Cornish went to the capitol and entered the library. It was a sweaty task and a most discouraging one. The name Black Jack revealed nothing; and the name of Hollis was an equal blank, so far as the indices were concerned. He was preserved in legend only, and Vance Cornish could make no vital use of legend. He wanted something in cold print.

So he began an exhaustive search. He went through volume after volume, but though he came upon mention of Black Jack, he never reached the account of an eyewitness of any of those stirring holdups or train robberies.

And then he began on the old files of magazines. And still nothing. He was about to give up with four days of patient labor wasted when he struck gold in the desert — the very mine of information which he wanted.

How I Painted Black Jack, by Lawrence Montgomery.

There was the photograph of the painter, to begin with — a man who had discovered the beauty of the deserts of the Southwest. But there was more — much more. It told how, in his wandering across the desert, he had hunted for something more than raw-colored sands and purple mesas blooming in the distance.

He had searched for a human being to fit into the picture and give the softening touch of life. But he never found the face for which he had been looking. And then luck came and tapped him on the shoulder. A lone rider came out of the dusk and the desert and loomed beside his campfire. The moment the firelight flushed on the face of the man, he knew this was the face for which he had been searching. He told how they fried bacon and ate it together; he told of the soft voice and the winning smile of the rider; he told of his eyes, unspeakably soft and unspeakably bold, and the agile, nervous hands, forever shifting and moving in the firelight.

The next morning he had asked his visitor to sit for a picture, and his request had been granted. All day he labored at the canvas, and by night the work was far enough along for him to dismiss his visitor. So the stranger asked for a small brush with black paint on it, and in the corner of the canvas drew in the words Yours, Black Jack. Then he rode into the night.

Black Jack! Lawrence Montgomery had made up his pack and struck straight back for the nearest town. There he asked for tidings of a certain Black Jack, and there he got what he wanted in heaps. Everyone knew Black Jack — too well! There followed a brief summary of the history of the desperado and his countless crimes, unspeakable tales of cunning and courage and merciless vengeance taken.

Vance Cornish turned the last page of the article, and there was the reproduction of the painting. He held his breath when he saw it. The outlaw sat on his horse with his head raised and turned, and it was the very replica of Terence Colby as the boy had waved to them from the back of Le Sangre. More than a family, sketchy resemblance — far more.

There was the same large, dark eye; the same smile, half proud and half joyous; the same imperious lift of the head; the same bold carving of the features. There were differences, to be sure. The nose of Black Jack had been more cruelly arched, for instance, and his cheekbones were higher and more pronounced. But in spite of the dissimilarities the resemblance was more than striking. It might have stood for an actual portrait of Terence Colby masquerading in long hair.

When the full meaning of this photograph had sunk into his mind, Vance
Cornish closed his eyes. Eureka! he whispered to himself.

There was something more to be done. But it was very simple. It merely consisted in covertly cutting out the pages of the article in question. Then, carefully, for fear of loss, he jotted down the name and date of the magazine, folded his stolen pages, and fitted them snugly into his breast pocket. That night he ate his first hearty dinner in four days.


CHAPTER 5
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VANCES WORK WAS not by any means accomplished. Rather, it might be said that he was in the position of a man with a dangerous charge for a gun and no weapon to shoot it. He started out to find the gun.

In fact, he already had it in mind. Twenty-four hours later he was in
Craterville. Five days out of the ten before the twenty-fifth birthday of
Terence had elapsed, and Vance was still far from his goal, but he felt
that the lions share of the work had been accomplished.

Craterville was a days ride across the mountains from the Cornish ranch, and it was the county seat. It was one of those towns which spring into existence for no reason that can be discovered, and cling to life generations after they should have died. But Craterville held one thing of which Vance Cornish was in great need, and that was Sheriff Joe Minter, familiarly called Uncle Joe. His reason for wanting the sheriff was perfectly simple. Uncle Joe Minter was the man who killed Black Jack Hollis.

He had been a boy of eighteen then, shooting with a rifle across a window sill. That shot had formed his life. He was now forty-two and he had spent the interval as the professional enemy of criminals in the mountains. For the glory which came from the killing of Black Jack had been sweet to the youthful palate of Minter, and he had cultivated his taste. He became the most dreaded manhunter in those districts where manhunting was most common. He had been sheriff at Craterville for a dozen years now, and still his supremacy was not even questioned.

Vance Cornish was lucky to find the sheriff in town presiding at the head of the long table of the hotel at dinner. He was a man of great dignity. He wore his stiff black hair, still untarnished by gray, very long, brushing it with difficulty to keep it behind his ears. This mass of black hair framed a long, stern face, the angles of which had been made by years. But there was no sign of weakness. He had grown dry, not flabby. His mouth was a thin, straight line, and his fighting chin jutted out in profile.

He rose from his place to greet Vance Cornish. Indeed, the sheriff acted the part of master of ceremonies at the hotel, having a sort of silent understanding with the widow who owned the place. It was said that the sheriff would marry the woman sooner or later, he so loved to talk at her table. His talk doubled her business. Her table afforded him an audience; so they needed one another.

You dont remember me, said Vance.

I got a tolerable poor memory for faces, admitted the sheriff.

Im Cornish, of the Cornish ranch.

The sheriff was duly impressed. The Cornish ranch was a show place. He arranged a chair for Vance at his right, and presently the talk rose above the murmur to which it had been depressed by the arrival of this important stranger. The increasing noise made a background. It left Vance alone with the sheriff.

And how do you find your work, sheriff? asked Vance; for he knew that Uncle Joe Minters great weakness was his love of talk. Everyone in the mountains knew it, for that matter.

Dull, complained Minter. Men aint what they used to be, or else the law is a heap stronger.

The men who enforce the law are, said Vance.

The sheriff absorbed this patent compliment with the blank eye of satisfaction and rubbed his chin.

But theys been some talk of rustling, pretty recent. Im waiting for it to grow and get ripe. Then Ill bust it.

He made an eloquent gesture which Vance followed. He was distinctly pleased with the sheriff. For Minter was wonderfully preserved. His face seemed five years younger than his age. His body seemed even younger — round, smooth, powerful muscles padding his shoulders and stirring down the length of his big arms. And his hands had that peculiar light restlessness of touch which Vance remembered to have seen — in the hands of Terence Colby, alias Hollis!

And hows things up your way? continued the sheriff.

Booming. By the way, how long is it since youve seen the ranch?

Never been there. Bear Creek Valley has always been a quiet place since the Cornishes moved in; and they aint been any call for a gent in my line of business up that way.

He grinned with satisfaction, and Vance nodded.

If times are dull, why not drop over? Were having a celebration there in five days. Come and look us over.

Maybe I might, and maybe I mightnt, said the sheriff. All depends.

And bring some friends with you, insisted Vance.

Then he wisely let the subject drop and went on to a detailed description of the game in the hills around the ranch. That, he knew, would bring the sheriff if anything would. But he mentioned the invitation no more. There were particular reasons why he must not press it on the sheriff any more than on others in Craterville.

The next morning, before traintime, Vance went to the post office and left the article on Black Jack addressed to Terence Colby at the Cornish ranch. The addressing was done on a typewriter, which completely removed any means of identifying the sender. Vance played with Providence in only one way. He was so eager to strike his blow at the last possible moment that he asked the postmaster to hold the letter for three days, which would land it at the ranch on the morning of the birthday. Then he went to the train.

His self-respect was increasing by leaps and bounds. The game was still not won, but, starring with absolutely nothing, in six days he had planted a charge which might send Elizabeths twenty-four years of labor up in smoke.

He got off the train at Preston, the station nearest the ranch, and took a hired team up the road along Bear Creek Gorge. They debouched out of the Blue Mountains into the valley of the ranch in the early evening, and Vance found himself looking with new eyes on the little kingdom. He felt the happiness, indeed, of one who has lost a great prize and then put himself in a fair way of winning it back.

They dipped into the valley road. Over the tops of the big silver spruces he traced the outline of Sleep Mountain against the southern sky. Who but Vance, or the dwellers in the valley, would be able to duly appreciate such beauty? If there were any wrong in what he had done, this thought consoled him: the ends justified the means.

Now, as they drew closer, through the branches he made out glimpses of the dim, white front of the big house on the hill. That big, cool house with the kingdom spilled out at its feet, the farming lands, the pastures of the hills, and the rich forest of the upper mountains. Certainty came to Vance Cornish. He wanted the ranch so profoundly that the thought of losing it became impossible.


CHAPTER 6
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BUT WHILE HE had been working at a distance, things had been going on apace at the ranch, a progress which had now gathered such impetus that he found himself incapable of checking it. The blow fell immediately after dinner that same evening. Terence excused himself early to retire to the mysteries of a new pump-gun. Elizabeth and Vance took their coffee into the library.

The night had turned cool, with a sharp wind driving the chill through every crack; so a few sticks were sending their flames crumbling against the big back log. The lamp glowing in the corner was the only other light, and when they drew their chairs close to the hearth, great tongues of shadows leaped and fell on the wall behind them. Vance looked at his sister with concern. There was a certain complacency about her this evening that told him in advance that she had formed a new plan with which she was well pleased. And he had come to dread her plans.

She always filled him with awe — and never more so than tonight, with her thin, homely face illuminated irregularly and by flashes. He kept watching her from the side, with glances.

I think I know why youve gone away for these few days, she said.

To get used to the new idea, he admitted with such frankness that she turned to him with unusual sympathy. It was rather a shock at first.

I know it was. And I wasnt diplomatic. Theres too much man in me,
Vance. Altogether too much, while you—

She closed her lips suddenly. But he knew perfectly the unspoken words. She was about to suggest that there was too little man in him. He dropped his chin in his hand, partly for comfort and partly to veil the sneer. If she could have followed what he had done in the past six days!

And you are used to the new idea?

You see that Im back before the time was up and ahead of my promise, he said.

She nodded. Which paves the way for another new idea of mine.

He felt that a blow was coming and nerved himself against the shock of it. But the preparation was merely like tensing ones muscles against a fall. When the shock came, it stunned him.

Vance, Ive decided to adopt Terence!

His fingertips sank into his cheek, bruising the flesh. What would become of his six days of work? What would become of his cunning and his forethought? All destroyed at a blow. For if she adopted the boy, the very law would keep her from denying him afterward. For a moment it seemed to him that some devil must have forewarned her of his plans.

You dont approve? she said at last, anxiously.

He threw himself back in the chair and laughed. All his despair went into that hollow, ringing sound.

Approve? Its a queer question to ask me. But let it go. I know I couldnt change you.

I know that you have a right to advise, she said gently. You are my fathers son and you have a right to advise on the placing of his name.

He had to keep fighting against surging desires to throw his rage in her face. But he mastered himself, except for a tremor of his voice.

When are you going to do it?

Tomorrow.

Elizabeth, why not wait until after the birthday ceremony?

Because Ive been haunted by peculiar fears, since our last talk, that something might happen before that time. Ive actually lain awake at night and thought about it! And I want to forestall all chances. I want to rivet him to me!

He could see by her eagerness that her mind had been irrevocably made up, and that nothing could change her. She wanted agreement, not advice. And with consummate bitterness of soul he submitted to his fate.

I suppose youre right. Call him down now and Ill be present when you ask him to join the circle — the family circle of the Cornishes, you know.

He could not school all the bitterness out of his voice, but she seemed too glad of his bare acquiescence to object to such trifles. She sent Wu Chi to call Terence down to them. He had apparently been in his shirt sleeves working at the gun. He came with his hands still faintly glistening from their hasty washing, and with the coat which he had just bundled into still rather bunched around his big shoulders. He came and stood against the massive, rough-finished stones of the fireplace looking down at Elizabeth. There had always been a sort of silent understanding between him and Vance. They never exchanged more words and looks than were absolutely necessary. Vance realized it more than ever as he looked up to the tall athletic figure. And he realized also that since he had last looked closely at Terence the latter had slipped out of boyhood and into manhood. There was that indescribable something about the set of the chin and the straight-looking eyes that spelled the difference.

Terence, she said, for twenty-four years you have been my boy.

Yes, Aunt Elizabeth.

He acknowledged the gravity of this opening statement by straightening a little, his hand falling away from the stone against which he had been leaning. But Vance looked more closely at his sister. He could see the gleam of worship in her eyes.

And now I want you to be something more. I want you to be my boy in the eyes of the law, so that when anything happens to me, your place wont be threatened.

He was straighter than ever.

I want to adopt you, Terence!

Somehow, in those few moments they had been gradually building to a climax. It was prodigiously heightened now by the silence of the boy. The throat of Vance tightened with excitement.

I will be your mother, in the eyes of the law, she was explaining gently, as though it were a mystery which Terry could not understand. And Vance, here, will be your uncle. You understand, my dear?

What a world of brooding tenderness went into her voice! Vance wondered at it. But he wondered more at the stiff-standing form of Terence, and his silence; until he saw the tender smile vanish from the face of Elizabeth and alarm come into it. All at once Terence had dropped to one knee before her and taken her hands. And now it was he who was talking slowly, gently.

All my life youve given me things, Aunt Elizabeth. Youve given me everything. Home, happiness, love — everything that could be given. So much that you could never be repaid, and all I can do is to love you, you see, and honor you as if you were my mother, in fact. But theres just one thing that cant be given. And thats a name!

He paused. Elizabeth was listening with a stricken face, and the heart of Vance thundered with his excitement. Vaguely he felt that there was something fine and clean and honorable in the heart of this youth which was being laid bare; but about that he cared very little. He was getting at facts and emotions which were valuable to him in the terms of dollars and cents.

It makes me choke up, said Terence, to have you offer me this great thing. Its a fine name, Cornish. But you know that I cant do it. It would be cowardly — a sort of rotten treason for me to change. It would be wrong. I know it would be wrong. Im a Colby, Aunt Elizabeth. Every time that name is spoken, I feel it tingling down to my fingertips. I want to stand straighter, live cleaner. When I looked at the old Colby place in Virginia last year, it brought the tears to my eyes. I felt as if I were a product of that soil. Every fine thing that has ever been done by a Colby is a strength to me. Ive studied them. And every now and then when I come to some brave thing theyve done, I wonder if I could do it. And then I say to myself that I must be able to do just such things or else be a shame to my blood.

Change my name? Why, Ive gone all my life thanking God that I come of a race of gentlemen, clean-handed, and praying God to make me worthy of it. That name is like a whip over me. It drives me on and makes me want to do some fine big thing one of these days. Think of it! Im the last of a race. Im the end of it. The last of the Colbys! Why, when you think of it, you see how I cant possibly change, dont you? If I lost that, Id lose the best half of myself and my self-respect! You understand, dont you? Not that I slight the name of Cornish for an instant. But even if names can be changed, blood cant be changed!

She turned her head. She met the gleaming eyes of Vance, and then let her glance probe the fire and shadow of the hearth.

Its all right, my dear, she said faintly. Stand up.

Ive hurt you, he said contritely, leaning over her. I feel — like a dog. Have I hurt you?

Not the least in the world. I only offered it for your happiness, Terry.
And if you dont need it, theres no more to be said!

He bent and kissed her forehead.

The moment he had disappeared through the tall doorway, Vance, past control, exploded.

Of all the damnable exhibitions of pride in a young upstart, this—

Hush, hush! said Elizabeth faintly. Its the finest thing Ive ever heard Terry say. But it frightens me, Vance. It frightens me to know that Ive formed the character and the pride and the self-respect of that boy on — a lie! Pray God that he never learns the truth!


CHAPTER 7
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THERE WERE NOT many guests. Elizabeth had chosen them carefully from families which had known her father, Henry Cornish, when, in his reckless, adventurous way, he had been laying the basis of the Cornish fortune in the Rockies. Indeed, she was a little angry when she heard of the indiscriminate way in which Vance had scattered the invitations, particularly in Craterville.

But, as he said, he had acted so as to show her that he had entered fully into the spirit of the thing, and that his heart was in the right place as far as this birthday party was concerned, and she could not do otherwise than accept his explanation.

Some of the bidden guests, however, came from a great distance, and as a matter of course a few of them arrived the day before the celebration and filled the quiet rooms of the old house with noise. Elizabeth accepted them with resignation, and even pleasure, because they all had pleasant things to say about her father and good wishes to express for the destined heir, Terence Colby. It was carefully explained that this selection of an heir had been made by both Elizabeth and Vance, which removed all cause for remark. Vance himself regarded the guests with distinct amusement. But Terence was disgusted.

What these true Westerners need, he said to Elizabeth later in the day, is a touch of blood. No feeling of family or the dignity of family precedents out here.

It touched her shrewdly. More than once she had felt that Terry was on the verge of becoming a complacent prig. So she countered with a sharp thrust.

You have to remember that youre a Westerner born and bred, my dear. A very Westerner yourself!

Birth is an accident — birthplaces, I mean, smiled Terence. Its the blood that tells.

Terry, youre a snob! exclaimed Aunt Elizabeth.

I hope not, he answered. But look yonder, now!

Old George Armstrongs daughter, Nelly, had gone up a tree like a squirrel and was laughing down through the branches at a raw-boned cousin on the ground beneath her.

And what of it? said Elizabeth. That girl is pretty enough to please any man; and shes the type that makes a wife.

Terry rubbed his chin with his knuckles thoughtfully. It was the one family habit that he had contracted from Vance, much to the irritation of the latter.

After all, said Terry, with complacency, what are good looks with bad grammar?

Elizabeth snorted literally and most unfemininely.

Terence, she said, lessoning him with her bony, long forefinger, youre just young enough to be wise about women. When youre a little older, youll get sense. If you want white hands and good grammar, how do you expect to find a wife in the mountains?

Terry answered with unshaken, lordly calm. I havent thought about the details. They dont matter. But a man must have standards of criticism.

Standards your foot! cried Aunt Elizabeth. You insufferable young prig. That very girl laughing down through the branches — Ill wager she could set your head spinning in ten seconds if she thought it worth her while to try.

Perhaps, smiled Terence. In the meantime she has freckles and a vocabulary without growing pains.

All men are fools, declared Aunt Elizabeth; but boys are idiots, bless em! Terence, before you grow up youll have sore toes from stumbling, take my word for it! Do you know what a wise man would do?

Well?

Go out and start a terrific flirtation with Nelly.

For the sake of experience? sighed Terence.

Good heavens! groaned Aunt Elizabeth. Terry, youre impossible! Where are you going now?

Out to see El Sangre.

He went whistling out of the door, and she followed him with confused feelings of anger, pride, joy, and fear. She went to a side window and saw him go fearlessly into the corral where the man-destroying El Sangre was kept. And the big stallion, red fire in the sunshine, went straight to him and nosed at a hip pocket. They had already struck up a perfect understanding. Deeply she wondered at it.

She had never loved the mountains and their people and their ways. It had been a battle to fight. She had fought the battle, won, and gained a hollow victory. And watching Terry caress the great, beautiful horse, she knew vaguely that his heart, at least, was in tune with the wilderness.

I wish to heaven, Terry, she murmured, that you could find a master as
El Sangre has done. You need teaching.

When she turned from the window, she found Vance watching her. He had a habit of obscurely melting into a background and looking out at her unexpectedly. All at once she knew that he had been there listening during all of her talk with Terence. Not that the talk had been of a peculiarly private nature, but it angered her. There was just a semblance of eavesdropping about the presence of Vance. For she knew that Terence unbosomed himself to her as he would do in the hearing of no other human being. However, she mastered her anger and smiled at her brother. He had taken all these recent changes which were so much to his disadvantage with a good spirit that astonished and touched her.

Do you know what Im going to give Terry for his birthday? he said, sauntering toward her.

Well? A mention of Terence and his welfare always disarmed her completely. She opened her eyes and her heart and smiled at her brother.

Theres no set of Scott in the house. Im going to give Terry one.

Do you think hell ever read the novels? I never could. That antiquated style, Vance, keeps me at arms length.

A stiff style because he wrote so rapidly. But theres the greatest body and bone of character. Except for his heroes. Terry reminds me of them, in a way. No thought, not very much feeling, but a great capacity for physical action.

I think youd like to be Terrys adviser, she said.

I wouldnt aspire to the job, yawned Vance, unless I could ride well and shoot well. If a man cant do that, he ceases to be a man in Terrys eyes. And if a woman cant talk pure English, she isnt a woman.

Thats because hes young, said Elizabeth.

Its because hes a prig, sneered Vance. He had been drawn farther into the conversation than he planned; now he retreated carefully. But another year or so may help him.

He retreated before she could answer, but he left her thoughtful, as he hoped to do. He had a standing theory that the only way to make a woman meditate is to keep her from talking. And he wanted very much to make Elizabeth meditate the evil in the son of Black Jack. Otherwise all his plans might be useless and his seeds of destruction fall on barren soil. He was intensely afraid of that, anyway. His hope was to draw the boy and the sheriff together on the birthday and guide the two explosives until they met on the subject of the death of Black Jack. Either Terry would kill the sheriff, or the sheriff would kill Terry. Vance hoped for the latter, but rather expected the former to be the outcome, and if it were, he was inclined to think that Elizabeth would sooner or later make excuses for Terry and take him back into the fold of her affections. Accordingly, his work was, in the few days that intervened, to plant all the seeds of suspicion that he could. Then, when the denouement came, those seeds might blossom overnight into poison flowers.

In the late afternoon he took up his position in an easy chair on the big veranda. The mail was delivered, as a rule, just before dusk, one of the cow-punchers riding down for it. Grave fears about the loss of that all- important missive to Terry haunted him, for the postmaster was a doddering old fellow who was quite apt to forget his head. Consequently he was vastly relieved when the mail arrived and Elizabeth brought the familiar big envelope out to him, with its typewritten address.

Looks like a business letter, doesnt it? she asked Vance.

More or less, said Vance, covering a yawn of excitement.

But how on earth could any business — its postmarked from Craterville.

Somebody may have heard about his prospects; theyre starting early to separate him from his money.

Vance, how much talking did you do in Craterville?

It was hard to meet her keen old eyes.

Too much, Im afraid, he said frankly. You see, Ive felt rather touchy about the thing. I want people to know that you and I have agreed on making Terry the heir to the ranch. I dont want anyone to suspect that we differed. I suppose I talked too much about the birthday plans.

She sighed with vexation and weighed the letter in her hand.

Ive half a mind to open it.

His heartbeat fluttered and paused.

Go ahead, he urged, with well-assured carelessness.

She shook down the contents of the envelope preparatory to opening it.

Its nothing but printed stuff, Vance. I can see that, through the envelope.

But wait a minute, Elizabeth. It might anger Terry to have even his business mail opened. Hes touchy, you know.

She hesitated, then shrugged her shoulders.

I suppose youre right. Let it go. She laughed at her own concern over the matter. Do you know, Vance, that sometimes I feel as if the whole world were conspiring to get a hand on Terry?


CHAPTER 8
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TERRY DID NOT come down for dinner. It was more or less of a calamity, for the board was quite full of early guests for the next days festivities. Aunt Elizabeth shifted the burden of the entertainment onto the capable shoulders of Vance, who could please these Westerners when he chose. Tonight he decidedly chose. Elizabeth had never see him in such high spirits. He could flirt good-humoredly and openly across the table at Nelly, or else turn and draw an anecdote from Nellys father. He kept the reins in his hands and drove the talk along so smoothly that Elizabeth could sit in gloomy silence, unnoticed, at the farther end of the table. Her mind was up yonder in the room of Terry.

Something had happened, and it had come through that long business envelope with the typewritten address that seemed so harmless. One reading of the contents had brought Terry out of his chair with an exclamation. Then, without explanation of any sort, he had gone to his room and stayed there. She would have followed to find out what was the matter, but the requirements of dinner and her guests kept her downstairs.

Immediately after dinner Vance, at a signal from her, dexterously herded everyone into the living room and distributed them in comfort around the big fireplace; Elizabeth Cornish bolted straight for the room of Terence. She knocked and tried the door. To her astonishment, the knob turned, but the door did not open. She heard the click and felt the jar of the bolt. Terry had locked his door!

A little thing to make her heart fall, one would say, but little things about Terry were great things to Elizabeth. In twenty-four years he had never locked his door. What could it mean?

It was a moment before she could call, and she waited breathlessly. She was reassured by a quiet voice that answered her: Just a moment. Ill open.

The tone was so matter-of-fact that her heart, with one leap, came back to normal and tears of relief misted her eyes for an instant. Perhaps he was up here working out a surprise for the next day — he was full of tricks and surprises. That was unquestionably it. And he took so long in coming to the door because he was hiding the thing he had been working on. As for food, Wu Chi was his slave and would have smuggled a tray up to him. Presently the lock turned and the door opened.

She could not see his face distinctly at first, the light was so strong behind him. Besides, she was more occupied in looking for the tray of food which would assure her that Terry was not suffering from some mental crisis that had made him forget even dinner. She found the tray, sure enough, but the food had not been touched.

She turned on him with a new rush of alarm. And all her fears were realized. Terry had been fighting a hard battle and he was still fighting. About his eyes there was the look, half-dull and half-hard, that comes in the eyes of young people unused to pain. A worried, tense, hungry face. He took her arm and led her to the table. On it lay an article clipped out of a magazine. She looked down at it with unseeing eyes. The sheets were already much crumbled. Terry turned them to a full- page picture, and Elizabeth found herself looking down into the face of Black Jack, proud, handsome, defiant.

Had Vance been there, he might have recognized her actions. As she had done one day twenty-four years ago, now she turned and dropped heavily into a chair, her bony hands pressed to her shallow bosom. A moment later she was on her feet again, ready to fight, ready to tell a thousand lies. But it was too late. The revelation had been complete and she could tell by his face that Terence knew everything.

Terry, she said faintly, what on earth have you to do with that—

Listen, Aunt Elizabeth, he said, you arent going to fib about it, are you?

What in the world are you talking about?

Why were you so shocked?

She knew it was a futile battle. He was prying at her inner mind with short questions and a hard, dry voice.

It was the face of that terrible man. I saw him once before, you know.
On the day—

On the day he was murdered!

That word told her everything. Murdered! It lighted all the mental processes through which he had been going. Who in all the reaches of the mountain desert had ever before dreamed of terming the killing of the notorious Black Jack a murder?

What are you saying, Terence? That fellow—

Hush! Look at us!

He picked up the photograph and stood back so that the light fell sharply on his face and on the photograph which he held beside his head. He caught up a sombrero and jammed it jauntily on his head. He tilted his face high, with resolute chin. And all at once there were two Black Jacks, not one. He evidently saw all the admission that he cared for in her face. He took off the hat with a dragging motion and replaced the photograph on the table.

I tried it in the mirror, he said quietly. I wasnt quite sure until I tried it in the mirror. Then I knew, of course.

She felt him slipping out of her life.

What shall I say to you, Terence?

Is that my real name?

She winced. Yes. Your real name.

Good. Do you remember our talk of today?

What talk?

He drew his breath with something of a groan.

I said that what these people lacked was the influence of family — of old blood!

He made himself smile at her, and Elizabeth trembled. If I could explain— she began.

Ah, what is there to explain, Aunt Elizabeth? Except that you have been a thousand times kinder to me than I dreamed before. Why, I — I actually thought that you were rather honored by having a Colby under your roof. I really felt that I was bestowing something of a favor on you!

Terry, sit down!

He sank into a chair slowly. And she sat on the arm of it with her mournful eyes on his face.

Whatever your name may be, that doesnt change the man who wears the name.

He laughed softly. And youve been teaching me steadily for twenty-four years that blood will tell? You cant change like this. Oh, I understand it perfectly. You determined to make me over. You determined to destroy my heritage and put the name of the fine old Colbys in its place. It was a brave thing to try, and all these years how you must have waited, and waited to see how I would turn out, dreading every day some outbreak of the bad blood! Ah, you have a nerve of steel, Aunt Elizabeth! How have you endured the suspense?

She felt that he was mocking her subtly under this flow of compliment.
But it was the bitterness of pain, not of reproach, she knew.

She said: Why didnt you let me come up with you? Why didnt you send for me?

Ive been busy doing a thing that no one could help me with. Ive been burning my dreams. He pointed to a smoldering heap of ashes on the hearth.

Terry!

Yes, all the Colby pictures that Ive been collecting for the past fifteen years. I burned em. They dont mean anything to anyone else, and certainly they have ceased to mean anything to me. But when I came to Anthony Colby — the eighteen-twelve man, you know, the one who has always been my hero — it went pretty hard. I felt as if — I were burning my own personality. As a matter of fact, in the last couple of hours Ive been born over again.

Terry paused. And births are painful, Aunt Elizabeth!

At that she cried out and caught his hand. Terry dear! Terry dear! You break my heart!

I dont mean to. You mustnt think that Im pitying myself. But I want to know the real name of my father. He must have had some name other than Black Jack. What was it?

Are you going to gather his memory to your heart, Terry?

I am going to find something about him that I can be proud of. Blood will tell. I know that Im not all bad, and there must have been good in Black Jack. I want to know all about him. I want to know about — his crimes.

He labored through a fierce moment of silent struggle while her heart went helplessly out to him.

Because — I had a hand in every one of those crimes! Everything that he did is something that I might have done under the same temptation.

But youre not all your fathers son. You had a mother. A dear, sweet- faced girl—

Dont! whispered Terry. I suppose he broke — her heart?

She was a very delicate girl, she said after a moment.

And now my fathers name, please?

Not that just now. Give me until tomorrow night, Terry. Will you do that? Will you wait till tomorrow night, Terry? Im going to have a long talk with you then, about many things. And I want you to keep this in mind always. No matter how long you live, the influence of the Colbys will never go out of your life. And neither will my influence, I hope. If there is anything good in me, it has gone into you. I have seen to that. Terry, you are not your fathers son alone. All these other things have entered into your make-up. Theyre just as much a part of you as his blood.

Ah, yes, said Terry. But blood will tell!

It was a mournful echo of a thing she had told him a thousand times.


CHAPTER 9
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SHE WENT STRAIGHT down to the big living room and drew Vance away, mindless of her guests. He came humming until he was past the door and in the shadowy hall. Then he touched her arm, suddenly grown serious.

Whats wrong, Elizabeth?

Her voice was low, vibrating with fierceness. And Vance blessed the dimness of the hall, for he could feel the blood recede from his face and the sweat stand on his forehead.

Vance, if youve done what I think youve done, youre lower than a snake, and more poisonous and more treacherous. And Ill cut you out of my heart and my life. You know what I mean?

It was really the first important crisis that he had ever faced. And now his heart grew small, cold. He knew, miserably, his own cowardice. And like all cowards, he fell back on bold lying to carry him through. It was a triumph that he could make his voice steady — more than steady. He could even throw the right shade of disgust into it.

Is this another one of your tantrums, Elizabeth? By heavens, Im growing tired of em. You continually throw in my face that you hold the strings of the purse. Well, tie them up as far as Im concerned. I wont whine. Id rather have that happen than be tyrannized over any longer.

She was much shaken. And there was a sting in this reproach that carried home to her; there was just a sufficient edge of truth to wound her. Had there been much light, she could have read his face; the dimness of the hall was saving Vance, and he knew it.

God knows Id like to believe that you havent had anything to do with it. But you and I are the only two people in the world who know the secret of it—

He pretended to guess. Its something about Terence? Something about his father?

Again she was disarmed. If he were guilty, it was strange that he should approach the subject so openly. And she began to doubt.

Vance, he knows everything! Everything except the real name of Black
Jack!

Good heavens!

She strained her eyes through the shadows to make out his real expression; but there seemed to be a real horror in his restrained whisper.

It isnt possible, Elizabeth!

It came in that letter. That letter I wanted to open, and which you persuaded me not to! She mustered all her damning facts one after another. And it was postmarked from Craterville. Vance, you have been in Craterville lately!

He seemed to consider.

Could I have told anyone? Could I, possibly? No, Elizabeth, Ill give you my word of honor that Ive never spoken a syllable about that subject to anyone!

Ah, but what have you written?

Ive never put pen to paper. But — how did it happen?

He had control of himself now. His voice was steadier. He could feel her recede from her aggressiveness.

It was dated after you left Craterville, of course. And — I cant stand imagining that you could be so low. Only, who else would have a motive?

But how was it done?

They sent him an article about his father and a picture of Black Jack that happens to look as much like Terry as two peas.

Then I have it! If the picture looks like Terry, someone took it for granted that hed be interested in the similarity. Thats why it was sent. Unless they told him that he was really Black Jacks son. Did the person who sent the letter do that?

There was no letter. Only a magazine clipping and the photograph of the painting.

They were both silent. Plainly she had dismissed all idea of her brothers guilt.

But what are we going to do, Elizabeth? And how has he taken it?

Like poison, Vance. He — he burned all the Colby pictures. Oh, Vance, twenty-four years of work are thrown away!

Nonsense! This will all straighten out. Im glad hes found out. Sooner or later he was pretty sure to. Such things will come to light.

Vance, youll help me? Youll forgive me for accusing you, and youll help me to keep Terry in hand for the next few days? You see, he declared that he will not be ashamed of his father.

You cant blame him for that.

God knows I blame no one but myself.

Ill help you with every ounce of strength in my mind and body, my dear.

She pressed his hand in silence.

Im going up to talk with him now, he said. Im going to do what I can with him. You go in and talk. And dont let them see that anything is wrong.

The door had not been locked again. He entered at the call of Terry and found him leaning over the hearth stirring up the pile of charred paper to make it burn more freely. A shadow crossed the face of Terry as he saw his visitor, but he banished it at once and rose to greet him. In his heart Vance was a little moved. He went straight to the younger man and took his hand.

Elizabeth has told me, he said gently, and he looked with a moist eye into the face of the man who, if his plans worked out, would be either murderer or murdered before the close of the next day. I am very sorry, Terence.

I thought you came to congratulate me, said Terry, withdrawing his hand.

Congratulate you? echoed Vance, with unaffected astonishment.

For having learned the truth, said Terry. Also, for having a father who was a strong man.

Vance could not resist the opening.

In a way, I suppose he was, he said dryly. And if you look at it in that way, I do congratulate you, Terence!

Youve always hated me, Uncle Vance, Terry declared. Ive known it all these years. And Ill do without your congratulations.

Youre wrong, Terry, said Vance. He kept his voice mild. Youre very wrong. But Im old enough not to take offense at what a young spitfire says.

I suppose you are, retorted Terry, in a tone which implied that he himself would never reach that age.

And when a few years run by, went on Vance, youll change your viewpoint. In the meantime, my boy, let me give you this warning. No matter what you think about me, it is Elizabeth who counts.

Thanks. You need have no fear about my attitude to Aunt Elizabeth. You ought to know that I love her, and respect her.

Exactly. But youre headstrong, Terry. Very headstrong. And so is Elizabeth. Take your own case. She took you into the family for the sake of a theory. Did you know that?

The boy stiffened. A theory?

Quite so. She wished to prove that blood, after all, was more talk than a vital influence. So she took you in and gave you an imaginary line of ancestors with which you were entirely contented. But, after all, it has been twenty-four years of theory rather than twenty-four years of Terry. You understand?

Its a rather nasty thing to hear, said Terence huskily. Perhaps youre right. I dont know. Perhaps youre right.

And if her theory is proved wrong — look out, Terry! Shell throw you out of her life without a second thought.

Is that a threat?

My dear boy, not by any means. You think I have hated you? Not at all. I have simply been indifferent. Now that you are in more or less trouble, you see that I come to you. And hereafter if there should be a crisis, you will see who is your true friend. Now, good night!

He had saved his most gracious speech until the very end, and after it he retired at once to leave Terence with the pleasant memory in his mind. For he had in his mind the idea of a perfect crime for which he would not be punished. He would turn Terry into a corpse or a killer, and in either case the youngster would never dream who had dealt the blow.

No wonder, then, as he went downstairs, that he stepped onto the veranda for a few moments. The moon was just up beyond Mount Discovery; the valley unfolded like a dream. Never had the estate seemed so charming to Vance Cornish, for he felt that his hand was closing slowly around his inheritance.


CHAPTER 10
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THE SLEEP OF the night seemed to blot out the excitement of the preceding evening. A bright sun, a cool stir of air, brought in the next morning, and certainly calamity had never seemed farther from the Cornish ranch than it did on this day. All through the morning people kept arriving in ones and twos. Every buckboard on the place was commissioned to haul the guests around the smooth roads and show them the estate; and those who preferred were furnished with saddle horses from the stable to keep their own mounts fresh for their return trip. Vance took charge of the wagon parties; Terence himself guided the horsemen, and he rode El Sangre, a flashing streak of blood red.

The exercise brought the color to his face; the wind raised his spirits; and when the gathering at the house to wait for the big dinner began, he was as gay as any.

Thats the way with young people, Elizabeth confided to her brother.
Trouble slips off their minds.

And then the second blow fell, the blow on which Vance had counted for his great results. No less a person than Sheriff Joe Minter galloped up and threw his reins before the veranda. He approached Elizabeth with a high flourish of his hat and a profound bow, for Uncle Joe Minter affected the mannered courtesy of the Southern school. Vance had them in profile from the side, and his nervous glance flickered from one to the other. The sheriff was plainly pleased with what he had seen on his way up Bear Creek. He was also happy to be present at so large a gathering. But to Elizabeth his coming was like a death. Her brother could tell the difference between her forced cordiality and the real thing. She had his horse put up; presented him to the few people whom he had not met, and then left him posing for the crowd of admirers. Life to the sheriff was truly a stage. Then Elizabeth went to Vance.

You saw? she gasped.

Sheriff Minter? What of it? Rather nervy of the old ass to come up here for the party; he hardly knows us.

No, no! Not that! But dont you remember? Dont you remember what Joe
Minter did?

Good Lord! gasped Vance, apparently just recalling. He killed Black
Jack! And what will Terry do when he finds out?

She grew still whiter, hearing him name her own fear.

They mustnt meet, she said desperately. Vance, if youre half a man youll find some way of getting that pompous, windy idiot off the place.

My dear! Do you want me to invite him to leave?

Something — I dont care what!

Neither do I. But I cant insult the fool. That type resents an insult with gunplay. We must simply keep them apart. Keep the sheriff from talking.

Keep rain from falling! groaned Elizabeth. Vance, if you wont do anything, Ill go and tell the sheriff that he must leave!

You dont mean it!

Do you think that Im going to risk a murder?

I suppose youre right, nodded Vance, changing his tactics with Machiavellian smoothness. If Terry saw the man who killed his father, all his twenty-four years of training would go up in smoke and the blood of his father would talk in him. Thered be a shooting!

She caught a hand to her throat. Im not so sure of that, Vance. I think he would come through this acid test. But I dont want to take chances.

I dont blame you, Elizabeth, said her brother heartily. Neither would I. But if the sheriff stays here, I feel that Im going to win the bet that I made twenty-four years ago. You remember? That Terry would shoot a man before he was twenty-five?

Have I ever forgotten? she said huskily. Have I ever let it go out of my mind? But it isnt the danger of Terry shooting. Its the danger of Terry being shot. If he should reach for a gun against the sheriff — that professional mankiller — Vance, something has to be done!

Right, he nodded. I wouldnt trust Terry in the face of such a temptation to violence. Not for a moment!

The natural stubbornness on which he had counted hardened in her face.

I dont know.

It would be an acid test, Elizabeth. But perhaps now is the time. Youve spent twenty-four years training him. If he isnt what he ought to be now, he never will be, no doubt.

It may be that youre right, she said gloomily. Twenty-four years! Yes, and Ive filled about half of my time with Terry and his training. Vance, you are right. If he has the elements of a mankiller in him after what Ive done for him, then hes a hopeless case. The sheriff shall stay! The sheriff shall stay!

She kept repeating it, as though the repetition of the phrase might bring her courage. And then she went back among her guests.

As for Vance, he remained skillfully in the background that day. It was peculiarly vital, this day of all days, that he should not be much in evidence. No one must see in him a controlling influence.

In the meantime he watched his sister with a growing admiration and with a growing concern. Instantly she had a problem on her hands. For the moment Terence heard that the great sheriff himself had joined the party, he was filled with happiness. Vance watched them meet with a heart swelling with happiness and surety of success. Straight through a group came Terry, weaving his way eagerly, and went up to the sheriff. Vance saw Elizabeth attempt to detain him, attempt to send him on an errand. But he waved her suggestion away for a moment and made for the sheriff. Elizabeth, seeing that the meeting could not be avoided, at least determined to be present at it. She came up with Terence and presented him.

Sheriff Minter, this is Terence Colby.

Ive heard of you, Colby, said the sheriff kindly. And he waited for a response with the gleaming eye of a vain man. There was not long to wait.

Youve really heard of me? said Terry, immensely pleased. By the Lord,
Ive heard of you, sheriff! But, of course, everybody has.

I dunno, son, said the sheriff benevolently. But I been drifting around a tolerable long time, I guess.

Why, said Terry, with a sort of outburst, Ive simply eaten up everything I could gather. Ive even read about you in magazines!

Well, now you dont say, protested the sheriff. In magazines?

And his eye quested through the group, hoping for other listeners who might learn how broadly the fame of their sheriff was spread.

That Canning fellow who travelled out West and ran into you and was along while you were hunting down the Garrison boys. I read his article.

The sheriff scratched his chin. I disremember him. Canning? Canning? Come to think of it, I do remember him. Kind of a small man with washed- out eyes. Always with a notebook on his knee. I got sick of answering all that gents questions, I recollect. Yep, he was along when I took the Garrison boys, but that little party didnt amount to much.

He thought it did, said Terry fervently. Said it was the bravest, coolest-headed, cunningest piece of work hed ever seen done. Perhaps youll tell me some of the other things — the things you count big?

Oh, I aint done nothing much, come to think of it. All pretty simple, they looked to me, when I was doing them. Besides, I aint much of a hand at talk!

Ah, said Terry, youd talk well enough to suit me, sheriff!

The sheriff had found a listener after his own heart.

They aint nothing but a campfire that gives a good light to see a story
by — the kind of stories I got to tell, he declared. Some of these days
Ill take you along with me on a trail, son, if youd like — and most like
Ill talk your arm off at night beside the fire. Like to come?

Like to? cried Terry. Id be the happiest man in the mountains!

Would you, now? Well, Colby, you and me might hit it off pretty well. Ive heard tell you aint half bad with a rifle and pretty slick with a revolver, too.

I practice hard, said Terry frankly. I love guns.

Good things to love, and good things to hate, too, philosophized the sheriff. But all right in their own place, which aint none too big, these days. The old times is gone when a man went out into the world with a hoss under him, and a pair of Colts strapped to his waist, and made his own way. Them days is gone, and our younger boys is going to pot!

I suppose so, admitted Terry.

But you got a spark in you, son. Well, one of these days well get together. And I hear tell you got El Sangre?

I was lucky, said Terry.

Thats a sizable piece of work, Colby. Ive seen twenty that run El Sangre, and never even got close enough to eat his dust. Nacheral pacer, right enough. Ive seen him kite across country like a train! And his mane and tail blowing like smoke!

I got him with patience. That was all.

Spose we take a look at him?

By all means. Just come along with me.

Elizabeth struck in.

Just a moment, Terence. Theres Mr. Gainor, and hes been asking to see you. You can take the sheriff out to see El Sangre later. Besides, half a dozen people want to talk to the sheriff, and you mustnt monopolize him. Miss Wickson begged me to get her a chance to talk to you — the real Sheriff Minter. Do you mind?

Pshaw, said the sheriff. I aint no kind of a hand at talking to the womenfolk. Where is she?

Down yonder, sheriff. Shall we go?

The old lady with the cane?

No, the girl with the bright hair.

Doggone me, muttered the sheriff. Well, lets saunter down that way.

He waved to Terence, who, casting a black glance in the direction of Mr. Gainor, went off to execute Elizabeths errand. Plainly Elizabeth had won the first engagement, but Vance was still confident. The dinner table would tell the tale.


CHAPTER 11
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ELIZABETH LEFT THE ordering of the guests at the table to Vance, and she consulted him about it as they went into the dining room. It was a long, low-ceilinged room, with more windows than wall space. It opened onto a small porch, and below the porch was the garden which had been the pride of Henry Cornish. Beside the tall glass doors which led out onto the porch she reviewed the seating plans of Vance. You at this end and I at the other, he said. Ive put the sheriff beside you, and right across from the sheriff is Nelly. She ought to keep him busy. The old idiot has a weakness for pretty girls, and the younger the better, it seems. Next to the sheriff is Mr. Gainor. Hes a political power, and what time the sheriff doesnt spend on you and on Nelly he certainly will give to Gainor. The arrangement of the rest doesnt matter. I simply worked to get the sheriff well-pocketed and keep him under your eye.

But why not under yours, Vance? Youre a thousand times more diplomatic than I am.

I wouldnt take the responsibility, for, after all, this may turn out to be a rather solemn occasion, Elizabeth.

You dont think so, Vance?

I pray not.

And where have you put Terence?

Next to Nelly, at your left.

Good heavens, Vance, thats almost directly opposite the sheriff. Youll have them practically facing each other.

It was the main thing he was striving to attain. He placated her carefully.

I had to. Theres a danger. But the advantage is huge. Youll be there between them, you might say. You can keep the table talk in hand at that end. Flash me a signal if youre in trouble, and Ill fire a question down the table at the sheriff or Terry, and get their attention. In the meantime you can draw Terry into talk with you if he begins to ask the sheriff what you consider leading questions. In that way, youll keep the talk a thousand leagues away from the death of Black Jack.

He gained his point without much more trouble. Half an hour later the table was surrounded by the guests. It was a table of baronial proportions, but twenty couples occupied every inch of the space easily. Vance found himself a greater distance than he could have wished from the scene of danger, and of electrical contact.

At least four zones of cross-fire talk intervened, and the talk at the farther end of the table was completely lost to him, except when some new and amazing dish, a triumph of Wu Chis fabrication, was brought on, and an appreciative wave of silence attended it.

Or again, the mighty voice of the sheriff was heard to bellow forth in laughter of heroic proportions.

Aside from that, there was no information he could gather except by his eyes. And chiefly, the face of Elizabeth. He knew her like a book in which he had often read. Twice he read the danger signals. When the great roast was being removed, he saw her eyes widen and her lips contract a trifle, and he knew that someone had come very close to the danger line indeed. Again when dessert was coming in bright shoals on the trays of the Chinese servants, the glance of his sister fixed on him down the length of the table with a grim appeal. He made a gesture of helplessness. Between them four distinct groups into which the table talk had divided were now going at full blast. He could hardly have made himself heard at the other end of the table without shouting.

Yet that crisis also passed away. Elizabeth was working hard, but as the meal progressed toward a close, he began to worry. It had seemed impossible that the sheriff could actually sit this length of time in such an assemblage without launching into the stories for which he was famous. Above all, he would be sure to tell how he had started on his career as a manhunter by relating how he slew Black Jack.

Once the appalling thought came to Vance that the story must have been told during one of those moments when his sister had shown alarm. The crisis might be over, and Terry had indeed showed a restraint which was a credit to Elizabeths training. But by the hunted look in her eyes, he knew that the climax had not yet been reached, and that she was continually fighting it away.

He writhed with impatience. If he had not been a fool, he would have taken that place himself, and then he could have seen to it that the sheriff, with dexterous guiding, should approach the fatal story. As it was, how could he tell that Elizabeth might not undo all his plans and cleverly keep the sheriff away from his favorite topic for an untold length of time? But as he told his sister, he wished to place all the seeming responsibility on her own shoulders. Perhaps he had played too safe.

The first ray of hope came to him as coffee was brought in. The prodigious eating of the cattlemen and miners at the table had brought them to a stupor. They no longer talked, but puffed with unfamiliar awkwardness at the fine Havanas which Vance had provided. Even the women talked less, having worn off the edge of the novelty of actually dining at the table of Elizabeth Cornish. And since the hostess was occupied solely with the little group nearest her, and there was no guiding mind to pick up the threads of talk in each group and maintain it, this duty fell more and more into the hands of Vance. He took up his task with pleasure.

Farther and farther down the table extended the sphere of his mild influence. He asked Mr. Wainwright to tell the story of how he treed the bear so that the tenderfoot author could come and shoot it. Mr. Wainwright responded with gusto. The story was a success. He varied it by requesting young Dobel to describe the snowslide which had wiped out the Vorheimer shack the winter before.

Young Dobel did well enough to make the men grunt at the end, and he brought several little squeals of horror from the ladies.

All of this was for a purpose. Vance was setting the precedent, and they were becoming used to hearing stories. At the end of each tale the silence of expectation was longer and wider. Finally, it reached the other end of the table, and suddenly the sheriff discovered that tales were going the rounds, and that he had not yet been heard. He rolled his eye with an inward look, and Vance knew that he was searching for some smooth means of introducing one of his yarns.

Victory!

But here Elizabeth cut trenchantly into the heart of the conversation. She had seen and understood. She shot home half a dozen questions with the accuracy of a marksman, and beat up a drumfire of responses from the ladies which, for a time, rattled up and down the length of the table. The sheriff was biting his mustache thoughtfully.

It was only a momentary check, however. Just at the point where Vance began to despair of ever effecting his goal, the silence began again as lady after lady ran out of material for the nonce. And as the silence spread, the sheriff was visibly gathering steam.

Again Elizabeth cut in. But this time there was only a sporadic chattering in response. Coffee was steaming before them, Wu Chis powerful, thick, aromatic coffee, which only he knew how to make. They were in a mood, now, to hear stories, that tableful of people. An expected ally came to the aid of Vance. It was Terence, who had been eating his heart out during the silly table talk of the past few minutes. Now he seized upon the first clear opening.

Sheriff Minter, Ive heard a lot about the time you ran down Johnny Garden. But Ive never had the straight of it. Wont you tell us how it happened?

Oh, protested the sheriff, it dont amount to much.

Elizabeth cast one frantic glance at her brother, and strove to edge into the interval of silence with a question directed at Mr. Gainor. But he shelved that question; the whole table was obviously waiting for the great man to speak. A dozen appeals for the yarn poured in.

Well, said the sheriff, if you folks are plumb set on it, Ill tell you just how it come about.

There followed a long story of how Johnny Garden had announced that he would ride down and shoot up the sheriffs own town, and then get away on the sheriffs own horse — and how he did it. And how the sheriff was laughed at heartily by the townsfolk, and how the whole mountain district joined in the laughter. And how he started out single-handed in the middle of winter to run down Johnny Garden, and struck through the mountains, was caught above the timberline in a terrific blizzard, kept on in peril of his life until he barely managed to reach the timber again on the other side of the ridge. How he descended upon the hiding-place of Johnny Garden, found Johnny gone, but his companions there, and made a bargain with them to let them go if they would consent to stand by and offer no resistance when he fought with Johnny on the latters return. How they were as good as their word and how, when Johnny returned, they stood aside and let Johnny and the sheriff fight it out. How the sheriff beat Johnny to the draw, but was wounded in the left arm while Johnny fired a second shot as he lay dying on the floor of the lean-to. How the sheriffs wound was dressed by the companions of the dead Johnny, and how he was safely dismissed with honor, as between brave men, and how afterwards he hunted those same men down one by one.

It was quite a long story, but the audience followed it with a breathless interest.

Yes, sir, concluded the sheriff, as the applause of murmurs fell off. And from yarns like that one you wouldnt never figure it that I was the son of a minister brung up plumb peaceful. Now, would you?

And again, to the intense joy of Vance, it was Terry who brought the subject back, and this time the subject of all subjects which Elizabeth dreaded, and which Vance longed for.

Tell us how you came to branch out, Sheriff Minter?

It was this way, began the sheriff, while Elizabeth cast at Vance a glance of frantic and weary appeal, to which he responded with a gesture which indicated that the cause was lost.

I was brung up mighty proper. I had a most amazing lot of prayers at the tip of my tongue when I wasnt no moren knee-high to a grasshopper. But when a man has got a fire in him, they aint no use trying to smother it. You either got to put water on it or else let it burn itself out.

My old man didnt see it that way. When I got to cutting up hed try to smother it, and stop me by saying: Dont! Which dont accomplish nothing with young gents that got any spirit. Not a damn thing — asking your pardon, ladies! Well, sirs, he kept me in harness, you might say, and pulling dead straight down the road and working hard and faithful. But all the time Id been saving up steam, and swelling and swelling and getting pretty near ready to bust.

Well, sirs, pretty soon — we was living in Garrison City them days, when Garrison wasnt near the town that it is now — along comes word that Jack Hollis is around. A lot of you younger folks aint never heard nothing about him. But in his day Jack Hollis was as bad as they was made. They was nothing that Jack wouldnt turn to real handy, from shootin up a town to sticking up a train or a stage. And he done it all just about as well. He was one of them universal experts. He could blow a safe as neat as youd ask. And if it come to a gun fight, he was greased lightning with a flying start. That was Jack Hollis.

The sheriff paused to draw breath.

Perhaps, said Elizabeth Cornish, white about the lips, we had better go into the living room to hear the rest of the sheriffs story?

It was not a very skillful diversion, but Elizabeth had reached the point of utter desperation. And on the way into the living room unquestionably she would be able to divert Terry to something else. Vance held his breath.

And it was Terry who signed his own doom.

Were very comfortable here, Aunt Elizabeth. Lets not go in till the sheriff has finished his story.

The sheriff rewarded him with a flash of gratitude, and Vance settled back in his chair. The end could not, now, be far away.


CHAPTER 12
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I WAS SAYING, proceeded the sheriff, that they scared their babies in these here parts with the name of Jack Hollis. Which they sure done. Well, sir, he was bad.

Not all bad, surely, put in Vance. Ive heard a good many stories about the generosity of—

He was anxious to put in the name of Black Jack, since the sheriff was sticking so close to Jack Hollis, which was a name that Terry had not yet heard for his dead father. But before he could get out the name, the sheriff, angry at the interruption, resumed the smooth current of his tale with a side flash at Vance.

Not all bad, you say? Generous? Sure he was generous. Them that live outside the law has got to be generous to keep a gang around em. Not that Hollis ever played with a gang much, but he had hangers-on all over the mountains and gents that he had done good turns for and hadnt gone off and talked about it. But that was just common sense. He knew hed need friends that he could trust if he ever got in trouble. If he was wounded, they had to be someplace where he could rest up. Aint that so? Well, sir, thats what the goodness of Jack Hollis amounted to. No, sir, he was bad. Plumb bad and all bad!

But he had them qualities that a young gent with an imagination is apt to cotton to. He was free with his money. He dressed like a dandy. Hed gamble with hundreds, and then give back half of his winnings if hed broke the gent that run the bank. Them was the sort of things that Jack Hollis would do. And I had my head full of him. Well, about the time that he come to the neighborhood, I sneaked out of the house one night and went off to a dance with a girl that I was sweet on. And when I come back, I found Dad waiting up for me ready to skin me alive. He tried to give me a clubbing. I kicked the stick out of his hands and swore that Id leave and never come back. Which I never done, living up to my word proper.

But when I found myself outside in the night, I says to myself: Where shall I go now?

And then, being sort of sick at the world, and hating Dad particular, I decided to go out and join Jack Hollis. I was going to go bad. Mostly to cut up Dad, I reckon, and not because I wanted to particular.

It wasnt hard to find Jack Hollis. Not for a kid my age that was sure not to be no officer of the law. Besides, they didnt go out single and hunt for Hollis. They went in gangs of a half a dozen at a time, or more if they could get em. And even then they mostly got cleaned up when they cornered Hollis. Yes, sir, he made life sad for the sheriffs in them parts that he favored most.

I found Jack toasting bacon over a fire. He had two gents with him, and they brung me in, finding me sneaking around like a fool kid instead of walking right into camp. Jack sized me up a minute. He was a fine-looking boy, was Hollis. He gimme a look out of them fine black eyes of his which I wont never forget. Aye, a handsome scoundrel, that Hollis!

Elizabeth Cornish sank back in her chair and covered her eyes with her hands for a moment. To the others it seemed that she was merely rubbing weary eyes. But her brother knew perfectly that she was near to fainting.

He looked at Terry and saw that the boy was following the tale with sparkling eyes.

I like what you say about this Hollis, sheriff, he ventured softly.

Do you? Well, so did I like what I seen of him that night, for all I knew that he was a no-good, man-killing, heartless sort. I told him right off that I wanted to join him. I even up and give him an exhibition of shooting.

What do you think he says to me? You go home to your ma, young man!

Thats what he said.

I aint a baby, says I to Jack Hollis. Im a grown man. Im ready to fight your way.

Any fool can fight, says Jack Hollis. But a gent with any sense dont have to fight. You can lay to that, son!

Dont call me son, says I. Im older than you was when you started out.

Id had my heart busted before I started, says Jack Hollis to me. Are you as old as that, son? You go back home and dont bother me no more. Ill come back in five years and see if youre still in the same mind!

And that was what I seen of Jack Hollis.

I went back into town — Garrison City. I slept over the stables the rest of that night. The next day I loafed around town not hardly noways knowing what I was going to do.

Then I was loafing around with my rifle, like I was going out on a hunting trip that afternoon. And pretty soon I heard a lot of noise coming down the street, guns and what not. I look out the window and there comes Jack Hollis, hellbent! Jack Hollis! And then it pops into my head that they was a big price, for them days, on Jacks head. I picked up my gun and eased it over the sill of the window and got a good bead.

Jack turned in his saddle—

There was a faint groan from Elizabeth Cornish. All eyes focused on her in amazement. She mustered a smile. The story went on.

When Jack turned to blaze away at them that was piling out around the corner of the street, I let the gun go, and I drilled him clean. Great sensation, gents, to have a life under your trigger. Just beckon one mite of an inch and a life goes scooting up to heaven or down to hell. I never got over seeing Hollis spill sidewise out of that saddle. There he was a minute before bettern any five men when it come to fighting. And now he wasnt nothing but a lot of trouble to bury. Just so many pounds of flesh. You see? Well, sir, the price on Black Jack set me up in life and gimme my start. After that I sort of specialized in manhunting, and Ive kept on ever since.

Terry leaned across the table, his left arm outstretched to call the sheriffs attention.

I didnt catch that last name, sheriff, he said.

The talk was already beginning to bubble up at the end of the sheriffs tale. But there was something in the tone of the boy that cut through the talk to its root. People were suddenly looking at him out of eyes which were very wide indeed. And it was not hard to find a reason. His handsome face was colorless, like a carving from the stone, and under his knitted brows his black eyes were ominous in the shadow. The sheriff frankly gaped at him. It was another man who sat across the table in the chair where the ingenuous youth had been a moment before.

What name? Jack Hollis?

I think the name you used was Black Jack, sheriff?

Black Jack? Sure. That was the other name for Jack Hollis. He was mostly called Black Jack for short, but that was chiefly among his partners. Outside he was called Jack Hollis, which was his real name.

Terence rose from his chair, more colorless than ever, the knuckles of one hand resting upon the table. He seemed very tall, years older, grim.

Terry! called Elizabeth Cornish softly.

It was like speaking to a stone.

Gentlemen, said Terry, though his eyes never left the face of the sheriff, and it was obvious that he was making his speech to one pair of ears alone. I have been living among you under the name of Colby — Terence Colby. It seems an appropriate moment to say that this is not my name. After what the sheriff has just told you it may be of interest to know that my real name is Hollis. Terence Hollis is my name and my father was Jack Hollis, commonly known as Black Jack, it seems from the story of the sheriff. I also wish to say that I am announcing my parentage not because I wish to apologize for it — in spite of the rather remarkable narrative of the sheriff — but because I am proud of it.

He lifted his head while he spoke. And his eye went boldly, calmly down the table.

This could not have been expected before, because none of you knew my fathers name. I confess that I did not know it myself until a very short time ago. Otherwise I should not have listened to the sheriffs story until the end. Hereafter, however, when any of you are tempted to talk about Black or Jack Hollis, remember that his son is alive — and in good health!

He hung in his place for an instant as though he were ready to hear a reply. But the table was stunned. Then Terry turned on his heel and left the room.

It was the signal for a general upstarting from the table, a pushing back of chairs, a gathering around Elizabeth Cornish. She was as white as Terry had been while he talked. But there was a gathering excitement in her eye, and happiness. The sheriff was full of apologies. He would rather have had his tongue torn out by the roots than to have offended her or the young man with his story.

She waved the sheriffs apology aside. It was unfortunate, but it could not have been helped. They all realized that. She guided her guests into the living room, and on the way she managed to drift close to her brother.

Her eyes were on fire with her triumph.

You heard, Vance? You saw what he did?

There was a haunted look about the face of Vance, who had seen his high- built schemes topple about his head.

He did even better than I expected, Elizabeth. Thank heaven for it!


CHAPTER 13
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TERENCE HOLLIS HAD gone out of the room and up the stairs like a man stunned or walking in his sleep. Not until he stepped into the familiar room did the blood begin to return to his face, and with the warmth there was a growing sensation of uneasiness.

Something was wrong. Something had to be righted. Gradually his mind cleared. The thing that was wrong was that the man who had killed his father was now under the same roof with him, had shaken his hand, had sat in bland complacency and looked in his face and told of the butchery.

Butchery it was, according to Terrys standards. For the sake of the price on the head of the outlaw, young Minter had shoved his rifle across a window sill, taken his aim, and with no risk to himself had shot down the wild rider. His heart stood up in his throat with revulsion at the thought of it. Murder, horrible, and cold-blooded, the more horrible because it was legal.

Something had to be done. What was it?

And when he turned, what he saw was the gun cabinet with a shimmer of light on the barrels. Then he knew. He selected his favorite Colt and drew it out. It was loaded, and the action in perfect condition. Many and many an hour he had practiced and blazed away hundreds of rounds of ammunition with it. It responded to his touch like a muscular part of his own body.

He shoved it under his coat, and walking down the stairs again the chill of the steel worked through to his flesh. He went back to the kitchen and called out Wu Chi. The latter came shuffling in his slippers, nodding, grinning in anticipation of compliments.

Wu, came the short demand, can you keep your mouth shut and do what youre told to do?

Wu try, said the Chinaman, grave as a yellow image instantly.

Then go to the living room and tell Mr. Gainor and Sheriff Minter that Mr. Harkness is waiting for them outside and wishes to see them on business of the most urgent nature. It will only be the matter of a moment. Now go. Gainor and the sheriff. Dont forget.

He received a scared glance, and then went out onto the veranda and sat down to wait.

That was the right way, he felt. His father would have called the sheriff to the door, in a similar situation, and after one brief challenge they would have gone for their guns. But there was another way, and that was the way of the Colbys. Their way was right. They lived like gentlemen, and, above all, they fought always like gentlemen.

Presently the screen door opened, squeaked twice, and then closed with a hum of the screen as it slammed. Steps approached him. He got up from the chair and faced them, Gainor and the sheriff. The sheriff had instinctively put on his hat, like a man who does not understand the open air with an uncovered head. But Gainor was uncovered, and his white hair glimmered.

He was a tall, courtly old fellow. His ceremonious address had won him much political influence. Men said that Gainor was courteous to a dog, not because he respected the dog, but because he wanted to practice for a man. He had always the correct rejoinder, always did the right thing. He had a thin, stern face and a hawk nose that gave him a cast of ferocity in certain aspects.

It was to him that Terry addressed himself.

Mr. Gainor, he said, Im sorry to have sent in a false message. But my business is very urgent, and I have a very particular reason for not wishing to have it known that I have called you out.

The moment he rose out of the chair and faced them, Gainor had stopped short. He was quite capable of fast thinking, and now his glance flickered from Terry to the sheriff and back again. It was plain that he had shrewd suspicions as to the purpose behind that call. The sheriff was merely confused. He flushed as much as his tanned-leather skin permitted. As for Terry, the moment his glance fell on the sheriff he felt his muscles jump into hard ridges, and an almost uncontrollable desire to go at the throat of the other seized him. He quelled that desire and fought it back with a chill of fear.

My fathers blood working out! he thought to himself.

And he fastened his attention on Mr. Gainor and tried to shut the picture of the sheriff out of his brain. But the desire to leap at the tall man was as consuming as the passion for water in the desert. And with a shudder of horror he found himself without a moral scruple. Just behind the thin partition of his will power there was a raging fury to get at Joe Minter. He wanted to kill. He wanted to snuff that life out as the life of Black Jack Hollis had been snuffed.

He excluded the sheriff deliberately from his attention and turned fully upon Gainor.

Mr. Gainor, will you be kind enough to go over to that grove of spruce where the three of us can talk without any danger of interruption?

Of course, that speech revealed everything. Gainor stiffened a little and the tuft of beard which ran down to a point on his chin quivered and jutted out. The sheriff seemed to feel nothing more than a mild surprise and curiosity. And the three went silently, side by side, under the spruce. They were glorious trees, strong of trunk and nobly proportioned. Their tops were silver-bright in the sunshine. Through the lower branches the light was filtered through layer after layer of shadow, until on the ground there were only a few patches of light here and there, and these were no brighter than silver moonshine, and seemed to be without heat. Indeed, in the mild shadow among the trees lay the chill of the mountain air which seems to lurk in covert places waiting for the night.

It might have been this chill that made Terry button his coat closer about him and tremble a little as he entered the shadow. The great trunks shut out the world in a scattered wall. There was a narrow opening here among the trees at the very center. The three were in a sort of gorge of which the solemn spruce trees furnished the sides, the cold blue of the mountain skies was just above the lofty tree-tips, and the wind kept the pure fragrance of the evergreens stirring about them. The odor is the soul of the mountains. A great surety had come to Terry that this was the last place he would ever see on earth. He was about to die, and he was glad, in a dim sort of way, that he should die in a place so beautiful. He looked at the sheriff, who stood calm but puzzled, and at Gainor, who was very grave, indeed, and returned his look with one of infinite pity, as though he knew and understood and acquiesced, but was deeply grieved that it must be so.

Gentlemen, said Terry, making his voice light and cheerful as he felt that the voice of a Colby should be at such a time, being about to die, I suppose you understand why I have asked you to come here?

Yes, nodded Gainor.

But Im damned if I do, said the sheriff frankly.

Terry looked upon him coldly. He felt that he had not the slightest chance of killing this professional manslayer, but at least he would do his best — for the sake of Black Jacks memory. But to think that his life — his mind — his soul — all that was dear to him and all that he was dear to, should ever lie at the command of the trigger of this hard, crafty, vain, and unimportant fellow! He writhed at the thought. It made him stand stiffer. His chin went up. He grew literally taller before their eyes, and such a look came on his face that the sheriff instinctively fell back a pace.

Mr. Gainor, said Terry, as though his contempt for the sheriff was too great to permit his speaking directly to Minter, will you explain to the sheriff that my determination to have satisfaction does not come from the fact that he killed my father, but because of the manner of the killing? To the sheriff it seems justifiable. To me it seems a murder. Having that thought, there is only one thing to do. One of us must not leave this place! Gainor bowed, but the sheriff gaped.

By the eternal! he scoffed. This sounds like one of them duels of the old days. This was the way they used to talk!

Gentlemen, said Gainor, raising his long-fingered hand, it is my solemn duty to admonish you to make up your differences amicably.

Whatever that means, sneered the sheriff. But tell this young fool thats trying to act like he couldnt see me or hear me — tell him that I dont carry no grudge agin him, that Im sorry hes Black Jacks son, but that its something he can live down, maybe. And Ill go so far as to say Im sorry that I done all that talking right to his face. But farther than that I wont go. And if all this is leading up to a gunplay, by God, gents, the minute a gun comes into my hand I shoot to kill, mark you that, and dont you never forget it!

Mr. Gainor had remained with his hand raised during this outbreak. Now he turned to Terry.

You have heard? he said. I think the sheriff is going quite a way toward you, Mr. Colby.

Hollis! gasped Terry. Hollis is the name, sir!

I beg your pardon, said Gainor. Mr. Hollis it is! Gentlemen, I assure you that I feel for you both. It seems, however, to be one of those unfortunate affairs when the mind must stop its debate and physical action must take up its proper place. I lament the necessity, but I admit it, even though the law does not admit it. But there are unwritten laws, sirs, unwritten laws which I for one consider among the holies of holies.

Palpably the old man was enjoying every minute of his own talk. It was not his first affair of this nature. He came out of an early and more courtly generation where men drank together in the evening by firelight and carved one another in the morning with glimmering bowie knives.

You are both, he protested, dear to me. I esteem you both as men and as good citizens. And I have done my best to open the way for peaceful negotiations toward an understanding. It seems that I have failed. Very well, sirs. Then it must be battle. You are both armed? With revolvers?

Nacherly, said the sheriff, and spat accurately at a blaze on the tree trunk beside him. He had grown very quiet.

I am armed, said Terry calmly, with a revolver.

Very good.

The hand of Gainor glided into his bosom and came forth bearing a white handkerchief. His right hand slid into his coat and came forth likewise — bearing a long revolver.

Gentlemen, he said, the first man to disobey my directions I shall shoot down unquestioningly, like a dog. I give you my solemn word for it!

And his eye informed them that he would enjoy the job.

He continued smoothly: This contest shall accord with the only terms by which a duel with guns can be properly fought. You will stand back to back with your guns not displayed, but in your clothes. At my word you will start walking in the opposite directions until my command Turn! and at this command you will wheel, draw your guns, and fire until one man falls — or both!

He sent his revolver through a peculiar, twirling motion and shook back his long white hair.

Ready, gentlemen, and God defend the right!


CHAPTER 14
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THE TALK WAS fitful in the living room. Elizabeth Cornish did her best to revive the happiness of her guests, but she herself was a prey to the same subdued excitement which showed in the faces of the others. A restraint had been taken away by the disappearance of both the storm centers of the dinner — the sheriff and Terry. Therefore it was possible to talk freely. And people talked. But not loudly. They were prone to gather in little familiar groups and discuss in a whisper how Terry had risen and spoken before them. Now and then someone, for the sake of politeness, strove to open a general theme of conversation, but it died away like a ripple on a placid pond.

But what I cant understand, said Elizabeth to Vance when she was able to maneuver him to her side later on, is why they seem to expect something more.

Vance was very grave and looked tired. The realization that all his cunning, all his work, had been for nothing, tormented him. He had set his trap and baited it, and it had worked perfectly — save that the teeth of the trap had closed over thin air. At the denouement of the sheriffs story there should have been the barking of two guns and a film of gunpowder smoke should have gone tangling to the ceiling. Instead there had been the formal little speech from Terry — and then quiet. Yet he had to mask and control his bitterness; he had to watch his tongue in talking with his sister.

You see, he said quietly, they dont understand. They cant see how fine Terry is in having made no attempt to avenge the death of his father. I suppose a few of them think hes a coward. I even heard a little talk to that effect!

Impossible! cried Elizabeth.

She had not thought of this phase of the matter. All at once she hated the sheriff.

It really is possible, said Vance. You see, its known that Terry never fights if he can avoid it. There never has been any real reason for fighting until today. But you know how gossip will put the most unrelated facts together, and make a complete story in some way.

I wish the sheriff were dead! moaned Elizabeth. Oh, Vance, if you only hadnt gone near Craterville! If you only hadnt distributed those wholesale invitations!

It was almost too much for Vance — to be reproached after so much of the triumph was on her side — such a complete victory that she herself would never dream of the peril she and Terry had escaped. But he had to control his irritation. In fact, he saw his whole life ahead of him carefully schooled and controlled. He no longer had anything to sell. Elizabeth had made a mock of him and shown him that he was hollow, that he was living on her charity. He must all the days that she remained alive keep flattering her, trying to find a way to make himself a necessity to her. And after her death there would be a still harder task. Terry, who disliked him pointedly, would then be the master, and he would face the bitter necessity of cajoling the youngster whom he detested. A fine life, truly! An almost noble anguish of the spirit came upon Vance. He was urged to the very brink of the determination to thrust out into the world and make his own living. But he recoiled from that horrible idea in time.

Yes, he said, that was the worst step I ever took. But I was trying to be wholehearted in the Western way, my dear, and show that I had entered into the spirit of things.

As a matter of fact, sighed Elizabeth, you nearly ruined Terrys life — and mine!

Very near, said the penitent Vance. But then — you see how well it has turned out? Terry has taken the acid test, and now you can trust him under any—

The words were literally blown off ragged at his lips. Two revolver shots exploded at them. No one gun could have fired them. And there was a terrible significance in the angry speed with which one had followed the other, blending, so that the echo from the lofty side of Sleep Mountain was but a single booming sound. In that clear air it was impossible to tell the direction of the noise.

Everyone in the room seemed to listen stupidly for a repetition of the noises. But there was no repetition.

Vance, whispered Elizabeth in such a tone that the coward dared not look into her face. Its happened!

What? He knew, but he wanted the joy of hearing it from her own lips.

It has happened, she whispered in the same ghostly voice. But which one?

That was it. Who had fallen — Terry, or the sheriff? A long, heavy step crossed the little porch. Either man might walk like that.

The door was flung open. Terence Hollis stood before them.

I think that Ive killed the sheriff, he said simply. Im going up to my room to put some things together; and Ill go into town with any man who wishes to arrest me. Decide that between yourselves.

With that he turned and walked away with a step as deliberately unhurried as his approach had been. The manner of the boy was more terrible than the thing he had done. Twice he had shocked them on the same afternoon. And they were just beginning to realize that the shell of boyhood was being ripped away from Terence Colby. Terry Hollis, son of Black Jack, was being revealed to them.

The men received the news with utter bewilderment. The sheriff was as formidable in the opinion of the mountains as some Achilles. It was incredible that he should have fallen. And naturally a stern murmur rose: Foul play!

Since the first vigilante days there has been no sound in all the West so dreaded as that deep-throated murmur of angry, honest men. That murmur from half a dozen law-abiding citizens will put the fear of death in the hearts of a hundred outlaws. The rumble grew, spread: Foul play. And they began to look to one another, these men of action.

Only Elizabeth was silent. She rose to her feet, as tall as her brother, without an emotion on her face. And her brother would never forget her.

It seems that youve won, Vance. It seems that blood will out, after all. The time is not quite up — and you win the bet!

Vance shook his head as though in protest and struck his hand across his face. He dared not let her see the joy that contorted his features. Triumph here on the very verge of defeat! It misted his eyes. Joy gave wings to his thoughts. He was the master of the valley.

But — youll think before you do anything, Elizabeth?

Ive done my thinking already — twenty-four years of it. Im going to do what I promised Id do.

And that?

Youll see and hear in time. Whats yonder?

The men were rising, one after another, and bunching together. Before Vance could answer, there was a confusion in the hall, running feet here and there. They heard the hard, shrill voice of Wu Chi chattering directions and the guttural murmurs of his fellow servants as they answered. Someone ran out into the hall and came back to the huddling, stirring crowd in the living room.

Hes not dead — but close to it. Maybe die any minute — maybe live through it!

That was the report.

Well get young Hollis and hold him to see how the sheriff comes out.

Aye, well get him!

All at once they boiled into action and the little crowd of men thrust for the big doors that led into the hall. They cast the doors back and came directly upon the tall, white-headed figure of Gainor.


CHAPTER 15
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GAINORS DIGNITY SPLIT the force of their rush. They recoiled as water strikes on a rock and divides into two meager swirls. And when one or two went past him on either side, he recalled them.

Boys, there seems to be a little game on hand. What is it?

Something repelling, coldly inquiring in his attitude and in his voice. They would have gone on if they could, but they could not. He held them with a force of knowledge of things that they did not know. They were remembering that this man had gone out with the sheriff to meet, apparently, his death. And yet Gainor, a well-tried friend of the sheriff, seemed unexcited. They had to answer his question, and how could they lie when he saw them rushing through a door with revolvers coming to brown, skillful hands? It was someone from the rear who made the confession.

Were going to get young Black Jack!

That was it. The speech came out like the crack of a gun, clearing the atmosphere. It told every man exactly what was in his own mind, felt but not confessed. They had no grudge against Terry, really. But they were determined to hang the son of Black Jack. Had it been a lesser deed, they might have let him go. But his victim was too distinguished in their society. He had struck down Joe Minter; the ghost of the great Black Jack himself seemed to have stalked out among them.

Youre going to get young Terry Hollis? interpreted Gainor, and his voice rose and rang over them. Those who had slipped past him on either side came back and faced him. In the distance Elizabeth had not stirred. Vance kept watching her face. It was cold as ice, unreadable. He could not believe that she was allowing this lynching party to organize under her own roof — a lynching party aimed at Terence. It began to grow in him that he had gained a greater victory than he imagined.

If you aim at Terry, went on Gainor, his voice even louder, youll have to aim at me, too. Theres going to be no lynching bee, my friends!

The women had crowded back in the room. They made a little bank of stir and murmur around Elizabeth.

Gentlemen, said Gainor, shaking his white hair back again in his imposing way, there has been no murder. The sheriff is not going to die. There has been a disagreement between two men of honor. The sheriff is now badly wounded. I think that is all. Does anybody want to ask questions about what has happened?

There was a bustle in the group of men. They were putting away the weapons, not quite sure what they could do next.

I am going to tell you exactly what has happened, said Gainor. You heard the unfortunate things that passed at the table today. What the sheriff said was not said as an insult; but under the circumstances it became necessary for Terence Hollis to resent what he had heard. As a man of honor he could not do otherwise. You all agree with me in that?

They grunted a grudging assent. There were ways and ways of looking at such things. The way of Gainor was a generation old. But there was something so imposing about the old fellow, something which breathed the very spirit of honor and fair play, that they could not argue the point.

Accordingly Mr. Hollis sent for the sheriff. Not to bring him outdoors and shoot him down in a sudden gunplay, nor to take advantage of him through a surprise — as a good many men would have been tempted to do, my friends, for the sheriff has a wide reputation as a handler of guns of all sorts. No, sir, he sent for me also, and he told us frankly that the bad blood between him and the sheriff must be spent. You understand? By the Lord, my friends, I admired the fine spirit of the lad. He expected to be shot rather than to drop the sheriff. I could tell that by his expression. But his eye did not falter. It carried me back to the old days — to old days, sirs!

There was not a murmur in the entire room. The eye of Elizabeth Cornish was fire. Whether with anger or pride, Vance could not tell. But he began to worry.

We went over to the group of silver spruce near the house. I gave them the directions. They came and stood together, back to back, with their revolvers not drawn. They began to walk away in opposite directions at my command.

When I called Turn, they wheeled. My gun was ready to shoot down the first man guilty of foul play — but there was no attempt to turn too soon, before the signal. They whirled, snatching out their guns — and the revolver of the sheriff hung in his clothes!

A groan from the little crowd.

Although, upon my word, said Gainor, I do not think that the sheriff could have possibly brought out his gun as swiftly as Terence Hollis did. His whirl was like the spin of a top, or the snap of a whiplash, and as he snapped about, the revolver was in his hand, not raised to draw a bead, but at his hip. The sheriff set his teeth — but Terry did not fire!

A bewildered murmur from the crowd.

No, my friends, cried Gainor, his voice quivering, he did not fire. He dropped the muzzle of his gun — and waited. By heaven, my heart went out to him. It was magnificent.

The thin, strong hand of Elizabeth closed on the arm of Vance. That was a Colby who did that! she whispered.

The sheriff gritted his teeth, went on Gainor, and tore out his gun. All this pause had been such a space as is needed for an eyelash to flicker twice. Out shot the sheriffs Colt. And then, and not until then, did the muzzle of Terrys revolver jerk up. Even after that delay he beat the sheriff to the trigger. The two shots came almost together, but the sheriff was already falling when he pulled his trigger, and his aim was wild.

He dropped on one side, the revolver flying out of his hand. I started forward, and then I stopped. By heaven, the sheriff had stretched out his arm and picked up his gun again. He was not through fighting.

A bulldog spirit, you say? Yes! And what could I do? It was the sheriffs right to keep on fighting as long as he wished. And it was the right of Terence to shoot the man full of holes the minute his hand touched the revolver again.

I could only stand still. I saw the sheriff raise his revolver. It was an effort of agony. But he was still trying to kill. And I nerved myself and waited for the explosion of the gun of Terence. I say I nerved myself for that shock, but the gun did not explode. I looked at him in wonder. My friends, he was putting up his gun and quietly looking the sheriff in the eye!

At that I shouted to him, I dont know what. I shouted to the sheriff not to fire. Too late. The muzzle of the gun was already tilting up, the barrel was straightening. And then the gun fell from Minters hand and he dropped on his side. His strength had failed him at the last moment.

But I say, sirs, that what Terence Hollis did was the finest thing I have ever seen in my life, and I have seen fine things done by gentlemen before. There may be unpleasant associations with the name of Terrys father. I, for one, shall never carry over those associations to the son. Never! He has my hand, my respect, my esteem in every detail. He is a gentleman, my friends! There is nothing for us to do. If the sheriff is unfortunate and the wound should prove fatal, Terence will give himself up to the law. If he lives, he will be the first to tell you to keep your hands off the boy!

He ended in a little silence. But there was no appreciative burst of applause from those who heard him. The fine courage of Terence was, to them, merely the iron nerve of the man-killer, the keen eye and the judicious mind which knew that the sheriff would collapse before he fired his second shot. And his courtesy before the first shot was simply the surety of the man who knew that no matter what advantage he gave to his enemy, his own speed of hand would more than make up for it.

Gainor, reading their minds, paid no more heed to them. He went straight across the room and took the hand of Elizabeth.

Dear Miss Cornish, he said so that all could hear, I congratulate you for the man you have given us in Terence Hollis.

Vance, watching, saw the tears of pleasure brighten the eyes of his sister.

You are very kind, she said. But now I must see Sheriff Minter and be sure that everything is done for him.

It seemed that the party took this as a signal for dismissal. As she went across the room, there were a dozen hasty adieus, and soon the guests were streaming towards the doors.

Vance and Elizabeth and Gainor went to the sheriff. He had been installed in a guest room. His eyes were closed, his arms outstretched. A thick, telltale bandage was wrapped about his breast. And Wu Chi, skillful in such matters from a long experience, was sliding about the room in his whispering slippers. The sheriff did not open his eyes when Elizabeth tried his pulse. It was faint, but steady.

He had been shot through the body and the lungs grazed, for as he breathed there was a faint bubble of blood that grew and swelled and burst on his lips at every breath. But he lived, and he would live unless there were an unnecessary change for the worse. They went softly out of the room again. Elizabeth was grave. Mr. Gainor took her hand.

I think I know what people are saying now, and what they will say hereafter. If Terrys father were any other than Hollis, this affair would soon he forgotten, except as a credit to him. But even as it is, he will live this matter down. I want to tell you again, Miss Cornish, that you have reason to be proud of him. He is the sort of man I should be proud to have in my own family. Madam, good-by. And if there is anything in which I can be of service to you or to Terence, call on me at any time and to any extent.

And he went down the hall with a little swagger. Mr. Gainor felt that he had risen admirably to a great situation. As a matter of fact, he had.

Elizabeth turned to Vance.

I wish youd find Terence, she said, and tell him that Im waiting for him in the library.


CHAPTER 16
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VANCE WENT GLOOMILY to the room of Terry and called him out. The boy was pale, but perfectly calm, and he looked older, much older.

There was a great deal of talk, said Vance — he must make doubly sure of Terence now. And they even started a little lynching party. But we stopped all that. Gainor made a very nice little speech about you. And now Elizabeth is waiting for you in the library.

Terry bit his lip.

And she? he asked anxiously.

Theres nothing to worry about, Vance assured him.

Shell probably read you a curtain lecture. But at heart shes proud of you because of the way Gainor talked. You cant do anything wrong in my sisters eyes.

Terry breathed a great sigh of relief.

But Im not ashamed of what Ive done. Im really not, Uncle Vance. Im afraid that Id do it over again, under the same circumstances.

Of course you would. Of course you would, my boy. But you dont have to blurt that out to Elizabeth, do you? Let her think it was the overwhelming passion of the moment; something like that. A woman likes to be appealed to, not defied. Particularly Elizabeth. Take my advice. Shell open her arms to you after shes been stern as the devil for a moment.

The boy caught his hand and wrung it.

By the Lord, Uncle Vance, he said, I certainly appreciate this!

Tush, Terry, tush! said Vance. Youll find that Im with you and behind you in more ways than youd ever guess.

He received a grateful glance as they went down the broad stairs together. At the door to the library Vance turned away, but Elizabeth called to him and asked him in. He entered behind Terence Hollis, and found Elizabeth sitting in her fathers big chair under the window, looking extremely fragile and very erect and proud. Across her lap was a legal-looking document.

Vance knew instantly that it was the will she had made up in favor of
Terence. He had been preparing himself for the worst, but at this his
heart sank. He lowered himself into a chair. Terence had gone straight to
Elizabeth.

I know Ive done a thing that will cut you deeply, Aunt Elizabeth, he said. Im not going to ask you to see any justice on my side. I only want to ask you to forgive me, because—

Elizabeth was staring straight at and through her protege.

Are you done, Terence?

This time Vance was shocked into wide-eyed attention. The voice of
Elizabeth was hard as iron. It brought a corresponding stiffening of
Terence.

Im done, he said, with a certain ring to his voice that Vance was glad to hear.

It brought a flush into the pale cheeks of Elizabeth.

It is easy to see that youre proud of what you have done, Terence.

Yes, he answered with sudden defiance, I am proud. Its the best thing
Ive ever done. I regret only one part of it.

And that?

That my bullet didnt kill him!

Elizabeth looked down and tapped the folded paper against her fingertips. Whether it was mere thoughtfulness or a desire to veil a profound emotion from Terence, her brother could not tell. But he knew that something of importance was in the air. He scented it as clearly as the smoke of a forest fire.

I thought, she said in her new and icy manner, that that would be your one regret.

She looked suddenly up at Terence.

Twenty-four years, she said, have passed since I took you into my life. At that time I was told that I was doing a rash thing, a dangerous thing — that before your twenty-fifth birthday the bad blood would out; that you would, in short, have shot a man. And the prophecy has come true. By an irony of chance it has happened on the very last day. And by another irony you picked your victim from among the guests under my roof!

Victim? cried Terry hoarsely. Victim, Aunt Elizabeth?

If you please, she said quietly, not that name again, Terence. I wish you to know exactly what I have done. Up to this time I have given you a place in my affections. I have tried to the best of my skill to bring you up with a fitting education. I have given you what little wisdom and advice I have to give. Today I had determined to do much more. I had a will made out — this is it in my hands — and by the terms of this will I made you my heir — the heir to the complete Cornish estate aside from a comfortable annuity to Vance.

She looked him in the eye, ripped the will from end to end, and tossed the fragments into the fire. There was a sharp cry from Vance, who sprang to his feet. It was the thrill of an unexpected triumph, but his sister took it for protest.

Vance, I havent used you well, but from now on Im going to change. As for you, Terence, I dont want you near me any longer than may be necessary. Understand that I expect to provide for you. I havent raised you merely to cast you down suddenly. Im going to establish you in business, see that you are comfortable, supply you with an income thats respectable, and then let you drift where you will.

My own mind is made up about your end before you take a step across the threshold of my house. But Im still going to give you every chance. I dont want to throw you out suddenly, however. Take your time. Make up your mind what you want to do and where you are going. Take all the time you wish for such a conclusion. Its important, and it needs time for such a decision. When that decision is made, go your way. I never wish to hear from you again. I want no letters, and I shall certainly refuse to see you.

Every word she spoke seemed to be a heavier blow than the last, and Terence bowed under the accumulated weight. Vance could see the boy struggle, waver between fierce pride and desperate humiliation and sorrow. To Vance it was clear that the stiff pride of Elizabeth as she sat in the chair was a brittle strength, and one vital appeal would break her to tears. But the boy did not see. Presently he straightened, bowed to her in the best Colby fashion, and turned on his heel. He went out of the room and left Vance and his sister facing one another, but not meeting each others glances.

Elizabeth, he said at last, faintly — he dared not persuade too much lest she take him at his word. Elizabeth, you dont mean it. It was twenty-four years ago that you passed your word to do this if things turned out as they have. Forget your promise. My dear, youre still wrapped up in Terry, no matter what you have said. Let me go and call him back. Why should you torture yourself for the sake of your pride?

He even rose, not too swiftly, and still with his eyes upon her. When she lifted her hand, he willingly sank back into his chair.

Youre a very kind soul, Vance. I never knew it before. Im appreciating it now almost too late. But what I have done shall stand!

But, my dear, the pain — is it worth—

It means that my life is a wreck and a ruin, Vance. But Ill stand by what Ive done. I wont give way to the extent of a single scruple.

And the long, bitter silence which was to last so many days at the
Cornish ranch began. And still they did not look into one anothers eyes.
As for Vance, he did not wish to. He was seeing a bright future. Not long
to wait; after this blow she would go swiftly to her grave.

He had barely reached that conclusion when the door opened again. Terry stood before them in the old, loose, disreputable clothes of a cow- puncher. The big sombrero swung in his hand. The heavy Colt dragged down in its holster over his right hip. His tanned face was drawn and stern.

I wont keep you more than a moment, he said. Im leaving. And Im leaving with nothing of yours. Ive already taken too much. If I live to be a hundred, Ill never forgive myself for taking your charity these twenty-four years. For what youve spent maybe I can pay you back one of these days, in money. But for all the time and — patience — youve spent on me I can never repay you. I know that. At least, heres where I stop piling up a debt. These clothes and this gun come out of the money I made punching cows last year. Outside Ive got El Sangre saddled with a saddle I bought out of the same money. Theyre my start in life, the clothes Ive got on and the gun and the horse and the saddle. So Im starting clean — Miss Cornish!

Vance saw his sister wince under that name from the lips of Terry. But she did not speak.

Therell be no return, said Terence sadly. My trail is an out trail.
Good-by again. And so he was gone.


CHAPTER 17
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DOWN THE BEAR Creek road Terence Hollis rode as he had never ridden before. To be sure, it was not the first time that El Sangre had stretched to the full his mighty strength, but on those other occasions he had fought the burst of speed, straining back in groaning stirrup leathers, with his full weight wresting at the bit. Now he let the rein play to such a point that he was barely keeping the power of the stallion in touch. He lightened his weight as only a fine horseman can do, shifting a few vital inches forward, and with the burden falling more over his withers, El Sangre fled like a racer down the valley. Not that he was fully extended. His head was not stretched out as a cow-ponys head is stretched when he runs; he held it rather high, as though he carried in his big heart a reserve strength ready to be called on for any emergency. For all that, it was running such as Terry had never known.

The wind became a blast, jerking the brim of his sombrero up and whistling in his hair. He was letting the shame, the grief, the thousand regrets of that parting with Aunt Elizabeth be blown out of his soul. His mind was a whirl; the thoughts became blurs. As a matter of fact, Terry was being reborn.

He had lived a life perfectly sheltered. The care of Elizabeth Cornish had surrounded him as the Blue Mountains and Sleep Mountain surrounded Bear Valley and fenced off the full power of the storm winds. The reality of life had never reached him. Now, all in a day, the burden was placed on his back, and he felt the spur driven home to the quick. No wonder that he winced, that his heart contracted.

But now that he was awakening, everything was new. Uncle Vance, whom he had always secretly despised, now seemed a fine character, gentle, cultured, thoughtful of others. Aunt Elizabeth Cornish he had accepted as a sort of natural fact, as though there were a blood tie between them. Now he was suddenly aware of twenty-four years of patient love. The sorrow of it, that only the loss of that love should have brought him realization of it. Vague thoughts and aspirations formed in his mind. He yearned toward some large and heroic deed which should re-establish himself in her respect. He wished to find her in need, in great trouble, free her from some crushing burden with one perilous effort, lay his homage at her feet.

All of which meant that Terry Hollis was a boy — a bewildered, heart- stricken boy. Not that he would have undone what he had done. It seemed to him inevitable that he should resent the story of the sheriff and shoot him down or be shot down himself. All that he regretted was that he had remained mute before Aunt Elizabeth, unable to explain to her a thing which he felt so keenly. And for the first time he realized the flinty basis of her nature. The same thing that enabled her to give half a lifetime to the cherishing of a theory, also enabled her to cast all the result of that labor out of her life. It stung him again to the quick every time he thought of it. There was something wrong. He felt that a hundred hands of affection gave him hold on her. And yet all those grips were brushed away.

The torment was setting him on fire. And the fire was burning away the smug complacency which had come to him during his long life in the valley.

When El Sangre pulled out of his racing gallop and struck out up a slope at his natural gait, the ground-devouring pace, Terry Hollis was panting and twisting in the saddle as though the labor of the gallop had been his. They climbed and climbed, and still his mind was involved in a haze of thought. It cleared when he found that there were no longer high mountains before him. He drew El Sangre to a halt with a word. The great stallion turned his head as he paused and looked back to his master with a confiding eye as though waiting willingly for directions. And all at once the heart of Terence went out to the blood-bay as it had never gone before to any creature, dumb or human. For El Sangre had known such pain as he himself was learning at this moment. El Sangre was giving him true trust, true love, and asking him for no return.

The stallion, following his own will, had branched off from the Bear Creek trail and climbed through the lower range of the Blue Peaks. They were standing now on a mountain-top. The red of the sunset filled the west and brought the sky close to them with the lower drifts of stained clouds. Eastward the winding length of Bear Creek was turning pink and purple. The Cornish ranch had never seemed so beautiful to Terry as it was at this moment. It was a kingdom, and he was leaving, the disinherited heir.

He turned west to the blare of the sunset. Blue Mountains tumbled away in lessening ranges — beyond was Craterville, and he must go there today. That was the world to him just then. And something new passed through Terry. The world was below him; it lay at his feet with its hopes and its battles. And he was strong for the test. He had been living in a dream. Now he would live in fact. And it was glorious to live!

And when his arms fell, his right hand lodged instinctively on the butt of his revolver. It was a prophetic gesture, but there, again, was something that Terry Hollis did not understand.

He called to El Sangre softly. The stallion responded with the faintest of whinnies to the vibrant power in the voice of the master; and at that smooth, effortless pace, he glided down the hillside, weaving dexterously among the jagged outcroppings of rock. A period had been placed after Terrys old life. And this was how he rode into the new.

The long and ever-changing mountain twilight began as he wound through the lower ranges. And when the full dark came, he broke from the last sweep of foothills and El Sangre roused to a gallop over the level toward Craterville.

He had been in the town before, of course. But he felt this evening that he had really never seen it before. On other days what existed outside of Bear Valley did not very much matter. That was the hub around which the rest of the world revolved, so far as Terry was concerned. It was very different now. Craterville, in fact, was a huddle of broken-down houses among a great scattering of boulders with the big mountains plunging up on every side to the dull blue of the night sky.

But Craterville was also something more. It was a place where several hundred human beings lived, any one of whom might be the decisive influence in the life of Terry. Young men and old men were in that town, cunning and strength; old crones and lovely girls were there. Whom would he meet? What should he see? A sudden kindness toward others poured through Terry Hollis. After all, every man might be a treasure to him. A queer choking came in his throat when he thought of all that he had missed by his contemptuous aloofness.

One thing gave him check. This was primarily the sheriffs town, and by this time they knew all about the shooting. But what of that? He had fought fairly, almost too fairly.

He passed the first shapeless shack. The hoofs of El Sangre bit into the dust, choking and red in daylight, and acrid of scent by the night. All was very quiet except for a stir of voices in the distance here and there, always kept hushed as though the speaker felt and acknowledged the influence of the profound night in the mountains. Someone came down the street carrying a lantern. It turned his steps into vast spokes of shadows that rushed back and forth across the houses with the swing of the light. The lantern light gleamed on the stained flank of El Sangre.

Halloo, Jake, that you?

The man with the lantern raised it, but its light merely served to blind him. Terry passed on without a word and heard the other mutter behind him: Some damn stranger!

Perhaps strangers were not welcome in Craterville. At least, it seemed so when he reached the hotel after putting up his horse in the shed behind the old building. Half a dozen dark forms sat on the veranda talking in the subdued voices which he had noted before. Terry stepped through the lighted doorway. There was no one inside.

Want something? called a voice from the porch. The widow Rickson came in to him.

A room, please, said Terry.

But she was gaping at him. You! Terence — Hollis!

A thousand things seemed to be in that last word, which she brought out with a shrill ring of her voice. Terry noted that the talking on the porch was cut off as though a hand had been clapped over the mouth of every man.

He recalled that the widow had been long a friend of the sheriff and he was suddenly embarrassed.

If you have a spare room, Mrs. Rickson. Otherwise, Ill find—

Her manner had changed. It became as strangely ingratiating as it had been horrified, suspicious, before.

Sure I got a room. Best in the house, if you want it. And — youll be hungry, Mr. — Hollis?

He wondered why she insisted so savagely on that newfound name? He admitted that he was very hungry from his ride, and she led him back to the kitchen and gave him cold ham and coffee and vast slices of bread and butter.

She did not talk much while he ate, and he noted that she asked no questions. Afterwards she led him through the silence of the place up to the second story and gave him a room at the corner of the building. He thanked her. She paused at the door with her hand on the knob, and her eyes fixed him through and through with a glittering, hostile stare. A wisp of gray hair had fallen across her cheek, and there it was plastered to the skin with sweat, for the evening was, warm.

No trouble, she muttered at length. None at all. Make yourself to home, Mr. — Hollis!


CHAPTER 18
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WHEN THE DOOR closed on her, Terry remained standing in the middle of the room watching the flame in the oil lamp she had lighted flare and rise at the corner, and then steady down to an even line of yellow; but he was not seeing it; he was listening to that peculiar silence in the house. It seemed to have spread over the entire village, and he heard no more of those casual noises which he had noticed on his coming.

He went to the window and raised it to let whatever wind was abroad enter the musty warmth of the room. He raised the sash with stealthy caution, wondering at his own stealthiness. And he was oddly glad when the window rose without a squeak. He leaned out and looked up and down the street. It was unchanged. Across the way a door flung open, a child darted out with shrill laughter and dodged about the corner of the house, escaping after some mischief.

After that the silence again, except that before long a murmur began on the veranda beneath him where the half-dozen obscure figures had been sitting when he entered. Why should they be mumbling to themselves? He thought he could distinguish the voice of the widow Rickson among the rest, but he shrugged that idle thought away and turned back into his room. He sat down on the side of the bed and pulled off his boots, but the minute they were off he was ill at ease. There was something oppressive about the atmosphere of this rickety old hotel. What sort of a world was this he had entered, with its whispers, its cold glances?

He cast himself back on his bed, determined to be at ease. Nevertheless, his heart kept bumping absurdly. Now, Terry began to grow angry. With the feeling that there was danger in the air of Craterville — for him — there came a nervous setting of the muscles, a desire to close on someone and throttle the secret of this hostility. At this point he heard a light tapping at the door. Terry sat bolt upright on the bed.

There are all kinds of taps. There are bold, heavy blows on the door that mean danger without; there are careless, conversational rappings; but this was a furtive tap, repeated after a pause as though it contained a code message.

First there was a leap of fear — then cold quiet of the nerves. He was surprised at himself. He found himself stepping into whatever adventure lay toward him with the lifting of the spirits. It was a stimulus.

He called cheerfully: Come in!

And the moment he had spoken he was off the bed, noiselessly, and half the width of the room away. It had come to him as he spoke that it might be well to shift from the point from which his voice had been heard.

The door opened swiftly — so swiftly was it opened and closed that it made a faint whisper in the air, oddly like a sigh. And there was no click of the lock either in the opening or the closing. Which meant an incalculably swift and dexterous manipulation with the fingers. Terry found himself facing a short-throated man with heavy shoulders; he wore a shapeless black hat bunched on his head as though the whole hand had grasped the crown and shoved the hat into place. It sat awkwardly to one side. And the hat typified the whole man. There was a sort of shifty readiness about him. His eyes flashed in the lamplight as they glanced at the bed, and then flicked back toward Terry. And a smile began somewhere in his face and instantly went out. It was plain that he had understood the maneuver.

He continued to survey Terry insolently for a moment without announcing himself. Then he stated: Youre him, all right!

Am I? said Terry, regarding this unusual visitor with increasing suspicion. But Im afraid you have me at a disadvantage.

The big-shouldered man raised a stubby hand. He had an air of one who deprecates, and at the same time lets another into a secret. He moved across the room with short steps that made no sound, and gave him a peculiar appearance of drifting rather than walking. He picked up a chair and placed it down on the rug beside the bed and seated himself in it.

Aside from the words he had spoken, since he entered the room he had made no more noise than a phantom.

Youre him, all right, he repeated, balancing back in the chair. But he gathered his toes under him, so that he remained continually poised in spite of the seeming awkwardness of his position.

Who am I? asked Terry.

Why, Black Jacks kid. Its printed in big type all over you.

His keen eyes continued to bore at Terry as though he were striving to read features beneath a mask. Terry could see his visitors face more clearly now. It was square, with a powerfully muscled jaw and features that had a battered look. Suddenly he teetered forward in his chair and dropped his elbows aggressively on his knees.

Dyou know what theyre talking about downstairs?

Havent the slightest idea.

You aint! The old lady is trying to fix up a bad time for you.

Shes raising a crowd?

Doing her best. I dunno what itll come to. The boys are stirring a little. But I think itll be all words and no action. Four-flushers, most of em. Besides, they say you bumped old Minter for a goal; and they dont like the idea of messing up with you. Theyll just talk. If they try anything besides their talk — well, you and me can fix em!

Terry slipped into the only other chair which the room provided, but he slid far down in it, so that his holster was free and the gun butt conveniently under his hand.

You seem a charitable sort, he said. Why do you throw in with me?

And you dont know who I am? said the other.

He chuckled noiselessly, his mouth stretching to remarkable proportions.

Im sorry, said Terry.

Why, kid, Im Denver. Im your old mans pal, Denver! Im him that done the Silver Junction job with old Black Jack, and a lot more jobs, when you come to that!

He laughed again. They were getting sort of warm for me out in the big noise. So I grabbed me a side-door Pullman and took a trip out to the old beat. And think of bumping into Black Jacks boy right off the bat!

He became more sober. Say, kid, aint you got a glad hand for me? Aint you ever heard Black Jack talk?

He died, said Terry soberly, before I was a year old.

The hell! murmured the other. The hell! Poor kid. That was a rotten lay, all right. If Id known about that, Id of — but I didnt. Well, let it go. Here we are together. And youre the sort of a sidekick I need. Black Jack, were going to trim this town to a fare-thee-well!

My name is Hollis, said Terry. Terence Hollis.

Terence hell, snorted the other. Youre Black Jacks kid, aint you? And aint his moniker good enough for you to work under? Why, kid, thats a trademark most of us would give ten thousand cash for!

He broke off and regarded Terry with a growing satisfaction.

Youre his kid, all right. This is just the way Black Jack would of sat — cool as ice — with a gang under him talking about stretching his neck. And now, bo, hark to me sing! I got the job fixed and — But wait a minute. What you been doing all these years? Black Jack was known when he was your age!

With a peculiar thrill of awe and of aversion Terry watched the face of the man who had known his father so well. He tried to make himself believe that twenty-four years ago Denver might have been quite another type of man. But it was impossible to re-create that face other than as a bulldog in the human flesh. The craft and the courage of a fighter were written large in those features.

Ive been leading — a quiet life, he said gently.

The other grinned. Sure — quiet, he chuckled. And then you wake up and bust Minter for your first crack. You began late, son, but you may go far. Pretty tricky with the gat, eh?

He nodded in anticipatory admiration.

Old Minter had a name. Aint I had my run-in with him? He was smooth with a cannon. And fast as a snakes tongue. But they say you beat him fair and square. Well, well, I call that a snappy start in the world!

Terry was silent, but his companion refused to be chilled.

Thats Black Jack over again, he said. No wind about what hed done. No jabber about what he was going to do. But when you wanted something done, go to Black Jack. Bam! There it was done clean for you and no talk afterward. Oh, he was a bird, was your old man. And you take after him, right enough!

A voice rose in Terry. He wanted to argue. He wanted to explain. It was not that he felt any consuming shame because he was the son of Black Jack Hollis. But there was a sort of foster parenthood to which he owed a clean-minded allegiance — the fiction of the Colby blood. He had worshipped that thought for twenty years. He could not discard it in an instant.

Denver was breezing on in his quick, husky voice, so carefully toned that it barely served to reach Terry.

I been waiting for a pal like you, kid. And heres where we hit it off. You dont know much about the game, I guess? Neither did Black Jack. As a peterman he was a loud ha-ha; as a damper-getter he was just an amateur; as a heel or a houseman, well, them things were just outside him. When it come to the gorilla stuff, he was there a million, though. And when there was a call for fast, quick, soft work, Black Jack was the man. Kid, I can see that youre cut right on his pattern. And heres where you come in with me. Right off the bat theres going to be velvet. Later on Ill educate you. In three months youll be worth your salt. Are you on?

He hardly waited for Terry to reply. He rambled on.

I got a plant that cant fail to blossom into the long green, kid. The store safe. You know whats in it? Ill tell you. Ten thousand cold. Ten thousand bucks, boy. Well, well, and how did it get there? Because a lot of the boobs around here have put their spare cash in the safe for safekeeping!

He tilted his chin and indulged in another of his yawning, silent bursts of laughter.

And you never seen a peter like it. Tin, kid, tin. I could turn it inside out with a can opener. But I aint long on a kit just now. Im on the hog for fair, as a matter of fact. Well, I dont need a kit. I got some sawdust and I can make the soup as pretty as you ever seen. Well blow the safe, kid, and then well float. Are you on?

He paused, grinning with expectation, his face gradually becoming blank as he saw no response in Terry.

As nearly as I can make out — because most of the slang is new to me, said Terry, you want to dynamite the store safe and—

Who said sawdust? Soup, kid, soup! I want to blow the door off the peter, not the roof off the house. Say, who dyou think I am, a boob?

I understand, then. Nitroglycerin? Denver, Im not with you. Its mighty good of you to ask me to join in — but that isnt my line of work.

The yegg raised an expostulatory hand, but Terry went on: Im going to keep straight, Denver.

It seemed as though this simple tiding took the breath from Denver.

Ah! he nodded at length. You playing up a new line. No strong-arm stuff except when you got to use it. Going to try scratching, kid? Is that it, or some other kind of slick stuff?

I mean what I say, Denver. Im going straight.

The yegg shook his head, bewildered. Say, he burst out suddenly, aint you Black Jacks kid?

Im his son, said Terry.

All right. Youll come to it. Its in the blood, Black Jack. You cant get away from it.

Terry tugged his shirt open at the throat; he was stifling. Perhaps, he said.

Its the easy way, went on Denver. Well, maybe you aint ripe yet, but when you are, tip me off. Gimme a ring and Ill be with you.

One more thing. Youre broke, Denver. And I suppose you need whats in that safe. But if you take it, the widow will be ruined. She runs the hotel and the store, too, you know.

Why, you poor boob, groaned Denver, dont you know shes the old dame thats trying to get you mobbed?

I suppose so. But she was pretty fond of the sheriff, you know. I dont blame her for carrying a grudge. Now, about the money, Denver; I happen to have a little with me. Take what you want.

Denver took the proffered money without a word, counted it with a deftly stabbing forefinger, and shoved the wad into his hip pocket.

All right, he said, thisll sort of sweeten the pot. You dont need it?

Ill get along without it. And you wont break the safe?

Hell! grunted Denver. Does it hang on that?

Terry leaned forward in his chair.

Denver, dont break that safe!

You kind of say that as if you was boss, maybe, sneered Denver.

I am, said Terry, as far as this goes.

Howll you stop me, kid? Sit up all night and nurse the safe?

No. But Ill follow you, Denver. And Ill get you. You understand? Ill stay on your trail till I have you.

Again there was a long moment of silence, then, Black Jack! muttered
Denver. Youre like his ghost! I think youd get me, right enough! Well,
Ill call it off. This fifty will help me along a ways.

At the door he whirled sharply on Terence Hollis. How much have you got left? he asked.

Enough, said Terry.

Then lemme have another fifty, will you?

Im sorry. I cant quite manage it.

Make it twenty-five, then.

Cant do that either, Denver. Im very sorry.

Hell, man! Are you a short sport? I got a long jump before me. Aint you got any credit around this town?

I — not very much, Im afraid.

Youre kidding me, scowled Denver. That wasnt Black Jacks way. From his shoes to his skin everything he had belonged to his partners. His ghostll haunt you if youre turning me down, kid. Why, aint you the heir of a rich rancher over the hills? Aint that what I been told?

I was, said Terry, until today.

Ah! You got turned out for beaning Minter?

Terry remained silent.

Without a cent?

Suddenly the pudgy arm of Denver shot out and his finger pointed into
Terrys face.

You damn fool! This fifty is the last cent you got in the world!

Not at all, said Terry calmly.

You lie! Denver struck his knuckles across his forehead. And I was going to trim you. Black Jack, I didnt know you was as white as this. Fifty? Pal, take it back!

He forced the money into Terrys pocket.

And take some more. Here; lemme stake you. I been pulling a sob story, but Im in the clover, Black Jack. Gimme your last cent, will you? Kid, heres a hundred, two hundred — say what you want.

Not a cent — nothing, said Terry, but he was deeply moved.

Denver thoughtfully restored the money to his wallet.

Youre white, he said gently. And youre straight as they come. Keep it up if you can. I know damned well that you cant. Ive seen em try before. But they always slip. Keep it up, Black Jack, but if you ever change your mind, lemme know. Ill be handy. Heres luck!

And he was gone as he had entered, with a whish of the swiftly moved door in the air, and no click of the lock.


CHAPTER 19
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THE DOOR HAD hardly closed on him when Terence wanted to run after him and call him back. There was a thrill still running in his blood since the time the yegg had leaned so close and said: That wasnt Black Jacks way!

He wanted to know more about Black Jack, and he wanted to hear the story from the lips of this man. A strange warmth had come over him. It had seemed for a moment that there was a third impalpable presence in the room — his father listening. And the thrill of it remained, a ghostly and yet a real thing.

But he checked his impulse. Let Denver go, and the thought of his father with him. For the influence of Black Jack, he felt, was quicksand pulling him down. The very fact that he was his fathers son had made him shoot down one man. Again the shadow of Black Jack had fallen across his path today and tempted him to crime. How real the temptation had been, Terry did not know until he was alone. Half of ten thousand dollars would support him for many a month. One thing was certain. He must let his father remain simply a name.

Going to the window in his stocking feet, he listened again. There were more voices murmuring on the veranda of the hotel now, but within a few moments forms began to drift away down the street, and finally there was silence. Evidently the widow had not secured backing as strong as she could have desired. And Terry went to bed and to sleep.

He wakened with the first touch of dawn along the wall beside his bed and tumbled out to dress. It was early, even for a mountain town. The rattling at the kitchen stove commenced while he was on the way downstairs. And he had to waste time with a visit to El Sangre in the stable before his breakfast was ready.

Craterville was in the hollow behind him when the sun rose, and El Sangre was taking up the miles with the tireless rhythm of his pace. He had intended searching for work of some sort near Craterville, but now he realized that it could not be. He must go farther. He must go where his name was not known.

For two days he held on through the broken country, climbing more than he dropped. Twice he came above the ragged timber line, with its wind-shaped army of stunted trees, and over the tiny flowers of the summit lands. At the end of the second day he came out on the edge of a precipitous descent to a prosperous grazing country below. There would be his goal.

A big mountain sheep rounded a corner with a little flock behind him. Terry dropped the leader with a snapshot and watched the flock scamper down what was almost the sheer face of a cliff — a beautiful bit of acrobatics. They found foothold on ridges a couple of inches deep, hardly visible to the eye from above. Plunging down a straight drop without a sign of a ledge for fifty feet below them, they broke the force of the fall and slowed themselves constantly by striking their hoofs from side to side against the face of the cliff. And so they landed, with bunched feet, on the first broad terrace below and again bounced over the ledge and so out of sight.

He dined on wild mutton that evening. In the morning he hunted along the edge of the cliffs until he came to a difficult route down to the valley. An ordinary horse would never have made it, but El Sangre was in his glory. If he had not the agility of the mountain sheep, he was well-nigh as level-headed in the face of tremendous heights. He knew how to pitch ten feet down to a terrace and strike on his bunched hoofs so that the force of the fall would not break his legs or unseat his rider. Again he understood how to drive in the toes of his hoofs and go up safely through loose gravel where most horses, even mustangs, would have skidded to the bottom of the slope. And he was wise in trails. Twice he rejected the courses which Terry picked, and the rider very wisely let him have his way. The result was that they took a more winding, but a far safer course, and arrived before midmorning in the bottomlands.

The first ranch house he applied to accepted him. And there he took up his work.

It was the ordinary outfit — the sun- and wind-racked shack for a house, the stumbling outlying barns and sheds, and the maze of corral fences. They asked Terry no questions, accepted his first name without an addition, and let him go his way.

He was happy enough. He had not the leisure for thought or for remembering better times. If he had leisure here and there, he used it industriously in teaching El Sangre the cow business. The stallion learned swiftly. He began to take a joy in sitting down on a rope.

At the end of a week Terry won a bet when a team of draught horses hitched onto his line could not pull El Sangre over his mark, and broke the rope instead. There was much work, too, in teaching him to turn in the cow-pony fashion, dropping his head almost to the ground and bunching his feet altogether. For nothing of its size that lives is so deft in dodging as the cow-pony. That part of El Sangres education was not completed, however, for only the actual work of a round-up could give him the faultless surety of a good cow-pony. And, indeed, the ranchman declared him useless for real roundup work.

A no-good, high-headed fool, he termed El Sangre, having sprained his bank account with an attempt to buy the stallion from Terry the day before.

At the end of a fortnight the first stranger passed, and ill-luck made it a man from Craterville. He knew Terry at a glance, and the next morning the rancher called Terry aside.

The work of that season, he declared, was going to be lighter than he had expected. Much as he regretted it, he would have to let his new hand go. Terry taxed him at once to get at the truth.

Youve found out my name. Thats why youre turning me off. Is that the straight of it?

The sudden pallor of the other was a confession.

Whats names to me? he declared. Nothing, partner. I take a man the way I find him. And Ive found you all right. The reason I got to let you go is what I said.

But Terry grinned mirthlessly.

You know Im the son of Black Jack Hollis, he insisted. You think that if you keep me youll wake up some morning to find your sons throat cut and your cattle gone. Am I right?

Listen to me, the rancher said uncertainly. I know how you feel about losing a job so suddenly when you figured it for a whole season. Suppose I give you a whole months pay and—

Damn your money! said Terry savagely. I dont deny that Black Jack was my father. Im proud of it. But listen to me, my friend. Im living straight. Im working hard. I dont object to losing this job. Its the attitude behind it that I object to. Youll not only send me away, but youll spread the news around — Black Jacks son is here! Am I a plague because of that name?

Mr. Hollis, insisted the rancher in a trembling voice, I dont mean to get you all excited. Far as your name goes, Ill keep your secret. I give you my word on it. Trust me, Ill do whats right by you.

He was in a panic. His glance wavered from Terrys eyes to the revolver at his side.

Do you think so? said Terry. Heres one thing that you may not have thought of. If you and the rest like you refuse to give me honest work, theres only one thing left for me — and thats dishonest work. You turn me off because Im the son of Black Jack; and thats the very thing that will make me the son of Black Jack in more than name. Did you ever stop to realize that?

Mr. Hollis, quavered the rancher, I guess youre right. If you want to stay on here, stay and welcome, Im sure.

And his eye hunted for help past the shoulder of Terry and toward the shed, where his eldest son was whistling. Terry turned away in mute disgust. By the time he came out of the bunkhouse with his blanket roll, there was neither father nor son in sight. The door of the shack was closed, and through the window he caught a glimpse of a rifle. Ten minutes later El Sangre was stepping away across the range at a pace that no mount in the cattle country could follow for ten miles.


CHAPTER 20
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THERE WAS AN astonishing deal of life in the town, however. A large company had reopened some old diggings across the range to the north of Calkins, and some small fragments of business drifted the way of the little cattle town. Terry found a long line of a dozen horses waiting to be shod before the blacksmith shop. One great wagon was lumbering out at the farther end of the street, with the shrill yells of the teamster calling back as he picked up his horses one by one with his voice. Another freight-wagon stood at one side, blocking half the street. And a stir of busy life was everywhere in the town. The hotel and store combined was flooded with sound, and the gambling hall across the street was alive even at midday.

It was noon, and Terry found that the dining room was packed to the last chair. The sweating waiter improvised a table for him in the corner of the hall and kept him waiting twenty minutes before he was served with ham and eggs. He had barely worked his fork into the ham when a familiar voice hailed him.

Got room for another at that table?

He looked up into the grinning face of Denver. For some reason it was a shock to Terry. Of course, the second meeting was entirely coincidental, but a still small voice kept whispering to him that there was fate in it. He was so surprised that he could only nod. Denver at once appropriated a chair and seated himself in his usual noiseless way.

When he rearranged the silver which the waiter placed before him, there was not the faintest click of the metal. And Terry noted, too, a certain nice justness in every one of Denvers motions. He was never fiddling about with his hands; when they stirred, it was to do something, and when the thing was done, the hands became motionless again.

His eyes did not rove; they remained fixed for appreciable periods wherever they fell, as though Denver were finding something worth remembering in the wall, or in a spot on the table. When his glance touched on a face, it hung there in the same manner. After a moment one would forget all the rest of his face, brutal, muscular, shapeless, and see only the keen eyes.

Terry found it difficult to face the man. There was need to be excited about something, to talk with passion, in order to hold ones own in the presence of Denver, even when the chunky man was silent. He was not silent now; he seemed in a highly cheerful, amiable mood.

Heres luck, he said. I didnt know this God-forsaken country could raise as much luck as this!

Luck? echoed Terry.

Why not? Dyou think I been trailing you?

He chuckled in his noiseless way. It gave Terry a feeling of expectation. He kept waiting for the sound to come into that laughter, but it never did. Suddenly he was frank, because it seemed utterly futile to attempt to mask ones real thoughts from this fellow.

I dont know, he said, that it would surprise me if you had been tailing me. I imagine youre apt to do queer things, Denver.

Denver hissed, very softly and with such a cutting whistle to his breath that Terrys lips remained open over his last word.

Forget that name! Denver said in a half-articulate tone of voice.

He froze in his place, staring straight before him; but Terry gathered an impression of the most intense watchfulness — as though, while he stared straight before him, he had sent other and mysterious senses exploring for him. He seemed suddenly satisfied that all was well, and as he relaxed, Terry became aware of a faint gleam of perspiration on the brow of his companion.

Why the devil did you tell me the name if you didnt want me to use it? he asked.

I thought youd have some savvy; I thought youd have some of your dads horse sense, said Denver.

No offense, answered Terry, with the utmost good nature.

Call me Shorty if you want, said Denver. In the meantime he was regarding Terry more and more closely.

Your old man would of made a fight out of it if Id said as much to him as Ive done to you, he remarked at length.

Really? murmured Terry.

And the portrait of his father swept back on him — the lean, imperious, handsome face, the boldness of the eyes. Surely a man all fire and powder, ready to explode. He probed his own nature. He had never been particularly quick of temper — until lately. But he began to wonder if his equable disposition might not rise from the fact that his life in Bear Valley had been so sheltered. He had been crossed rarely. In the outer world it was different. That very morning he had been tempted wickedly to take the tall rancher by the throat and grind his face into the sand.

But maybe youre different, went on Denver. Your old man used to flare up and be over it in a minute. Maybe you remember things and pack a grudge with you.

Perhaps, said Terry, grown strangely meek. I hardly know.

Indeed, he thought, how little he really knew of himself. Suddenly he said: So you simply happened over this way, Shorty?

Sure. Why not? I got a right to trail around where I want. Besides, what would there be in it for me — following you?

I dont know, said Terry gravely. But I expect to find out sooner or later. What else are you up to over here?

I have a little job in mind at the mine, said Denver. Something that may give the sheriff a bit of trouble. He grinned.

Isnt it a little — unprofessional, said Terry dryly, for you to tell me these things?

Sure it is, bo — sure it is! Worst in the world. But I can always tell a gent that can keep his mouth shut. By the way, how many jobs you been fired from already?

Terry started. How do you know that?

I just guess at things.

I started working for an infernal idiot, sighed Terry. When he learned my name, he seemed to be afraid Id start shooting up his place one of these days.

Well, he was a wise gent. You aint cut out for working, son. Not a bit. Itd be a shame to let you go to waste simply raising calluses on your hands.

You talk well, sighed Terry, but you cant convince me.

Convince you? Hell, I aint trying to convince your fathers son. Youre like Black Jack. You got to find out yourself. We was with a Mick, once. Red-headed devil, he was. I says to Black Jack: Dont crack no jokes about the Irish around this guy!

Why not? says your dad.

Because thered be an explosion, says I.

Hm, says Black Jack, and lifts his eyebrows in a way he had of doing.

And the first thing he does is to try a joke on the Irish right in front of the Mick. Well, there was an explosion, well enough.

What happened? asked Terry, carried away with curiosity.

What generally happened, kid, when somebody acted up in front of your dad? From the air he secured an imaginary morsel between stubby thumb and forefinger and then blew the imaginary particle into empty space.

He killed him? asked Terry hoarsely.

No, said Denver, he didnt do that. He just broke his heart for him. Kicked the gat out of the hand of the poor stiff and wrestled with him. Black Jack was a wildcat when it come to fighting with his hands. When he got through with the Irishman, there wasnt a sound place on the fool. Black Jack climbed back on his horse and threw the gun back at the guy on the ground and rode off. Next we heard, the guy was working for a Chinaman that run a restaurant. Black Jack had taken all the fight out of him.

That scene out of the past drifted vividly back before Terrys eyes. He saw the sneer on the lips of Black Jack; saw the Irishman go for his gun; saw the clash, with his father leaping in with tigerish speed; felt the shock of the two strong bodies, and saw the other turn to pulp under the grip of Black Jack.

By the time he had finished visualizing the scene, his jaw was set hard. It had been easy, very easy, to throw himself into the fierceness of his dead fathers mood. During this moment of brooding he had been looking down, and he did not notice the glance of Denver fasten upon him with an almost hypnotic fervor, as though he were striving to reach to the very soul of the younger man and read what was written there. When Terry looked up, the face of his companion was as calm as ever.

And youre like the old boy, declared Denver. You got to find out for yourself. Itll be that way with this work idea of yours. Youve lost one job. Youll lose the next one. But — I aint advising you no more!


CHAPTER 21

[image: img107.jpg]

TERRY LEFT THE hotel more gloomy than he had been even when he departed from the ranch that morning. The certainty of Denver that he would find it impossible to stay by his program of honest work had made a strong impression upon his imaginative mind, as though the little safecracker really had the power to look into the future and into the minds of men. Where he should look for work next, he had no idea. And he balanced between a desire to stay near the town and work out his destiny there, or else drift far away. Distance, however, seemed to have no barrier against rumor. After two days of hard riding, he had placed a broad gap between himself and the Cornish ranch, yet in a short time rumor had overtaken him, casually, inevitably, and the force of his name was strong enough to take away his job.

Standing in the middle of the street he looked darkly over the squat roofs of the town to the ragged mountains that marched away against the horizon — a bleak outlook. Which way should he ride?

A loud outburst of curses roared behind him, a whip snapped above him, he stepped aside and barely from under the feet of the leaders as a long team wound by with the freight wagon creaking and swaying and rumbling behind it. The driver leaned from his seat in passing and volleyed a few crackling remarks in the very ear of Terry. It was strange that he did not resent it. Ordinarily he would have wanted to, climb onto that seat and roll the driver down in the dust, but today he lacked ambition. Pain numbed him, a peculiar mental pain. And, with the world free before him to roam in, he felt imprisoned.

He turned. Someone was laughing at him from the veranda of the hotel and pointing him out to another, who laughed raucously in turn. Terry knew what was in their minds. A man who allowed himself to be cursed by a passing teamster was not worthy of the gun strapped at his thigh. He watched their faces as through a cloud, turned again, saw the door of the gambling hall open to allow someone to come out, and was invited by the cool, dim interior. He crossed the street and passed through the door.

He was glad, instantly. Inside there was a blanket of silence; beyond the window the sun was a white rain of heat, blinding and appalling. But inside his shoes took hold on a floor moist from a recent scrubbing and soft with the wear of rough boots; and all was dim, quiet, hushed.

There was not a great deal of business in the place, naturally, at this hour of the day. And the room seemed so large, the tables were so numerous, that Terry wondered how so small a town could support it. Then he remembered the mine and everything was explained. People who dug gold like dirt spent it in the same spirit. Half a dozen men were here and there, playing in what seemed a listless manner, save when you looked close.

Terry slumped into a big chair in the darkest corner and relaxed until the coolness had worked through his skin and into his blood. Presently he looked about him to find something to do, and his eye dropped naturally on the first thing that made a noise — roulette. For a moment he watched the spinning disk. The man behind the table on his high stool was whirling the thing for his own amusement, it seemed. Terry walked over and looked on.

He hardly knew the game. But he was fascinated by the motions of the ball; one was never able to tell where it would stop, on one of the thirty-six numbers, on the red or on the black, on the odd or the even. He visualized a frantic, silent crowd around the wheel listening to the click of the ball.

And now he noted that the wheel had stopped the last four times on the odd. He jerked a five-dollar gold piece out of his pocket and placed it on the even. The wheel spun, clicked to a stop, and the rake of the croupier slicked his five dollars away across the smooth-worn top of the table.

How very simple! But certainly the wheel must stop on the even this time, having struck the odd five times in a row. He placed ten dollars on the even.

He did not feel that it was gambling. He had never gambled in his life, for Elizabeth Cornish had raised him to look on gambling not as a sin, but as a crowning folly. However, this was surely not gambling. There was no temptation. Not a word had been spoken to him since he entered the place. There was no excitement, no music, none of the drink and song of which he had heard so much in robbing men of their cooler senses. It was only his little system that tempted him on.

He did not know that all gambling really begins with the creation of a system that will beat the game. And when a man follows a system, he is started on the most cold-blooded gambling in the world.

Again the disk stopped, and the ball clicked softly and the ten dollars slid away behind the rake of the man on the stool. This would never do! Fifteen dollars gone out of a total capital of fifty! He doubled with some trepidation again. Thirty dollars wagered. The wheel spun — the money disappeared under the rake.

Terry felt like setting his teeth. Instead, he smiled. He drew out his last five dollars and wagered it with a coldness that seemed to make sure of loss, on a single number. The wheel spun, clicked; he did not even watch, and was turning away when a sound of a little musical shower of gold attracted him. Gold was being piled before him. Five times thirty- six made one hundred and eighty dollars he had won! He came back to the table, scooped up his winnings carelessly and bent a kinder eye upon the wheel. He felt that there was a sort of friendly entente between them.

It was time to go now, however. He sauntered to the door with a guilty chill in the small of his back, half expecting reproaches to be shouted after him for leaving the game when he was so far ahead of it. But apparently the machine which won without remorse lost without complaint.

At the door he made half a pace into the white heat of the sunlight. Then he paused, a cool edging of shadow falling across one shoulder while the heat burned through the shirt of the other. Why go on?

Across the street the man on the veranda of the hotel began laughing again and pointing him out. Terry himself looked the fellow over in an odd fashion, not with anger or with irritation, but with a sort of cold calculation. The fellow was trim enough in the legs. But his shoulders were fat from lack of work, and the bulge of flesh around the armpits would probably make him slow in drawing a gun.

He shrugged his own lithe shoulders in contempt and turned. The man on the stool behind the roulette wheel was yawning until his jaw muscles stood out in hard, pointed ridges, and his cheeks fell in ridiculously. Terry went back. He was not eager to win; but the gleam of colors on the wheel fascinated him. He placed five dollars, saw the wheel win, took in his winnings without emotion.

While he scooped the two coins up, he did not see the croupier turn his head and shoot a single glance to a fat, squat man in the corner of the room, a glance to which the fat man responded with the slightest of nods and smiles. He was the owner. And he was not particularly happy at the thought of some hundred and fifty dollars being taken out of his treasury by some chance stranger.

Terry did not see the glance, and before long he was incapable of seeing anything saving the flash of the disk, the blur of the alternate colors as they spun together. He paid no heed to the path of the sunlight as it stretched along the floor under the window and told of a westering sun. The first Terry knew of it he was standing in a warm pool of gold, but he gave the sun at his feet no more than a casual glance. It was metallic gold that he was fascinated by and the whims and fancies of that singular wheel. Twice that afternoon his fortune had mounted above three thousand dollars — once it mounted to an even six thousand. He had stopped to count his winnings at this point, and on the verge of leaving decided to make it an even ten thousand before he went away. And five minutes later he was gambling with five hundred in his wallet.

When the sunlight grew yellow, other men began to enter the room. Terry was still at his post. He did not see them. There was no human face in the world for him except the colorless face of the croupier, and the long, pale eyelashes that lifted now and then over greenish-orange eyes. And Terry did not heed when he was shouldered by the growing crowd around the wheel.

He only knew that other bets were being placed and that it was a nuisance, for the croupier took much longer in paying debts and collecting winnings, so that the wheel spun less often.

Meantime he was by no means unnoticed. A little whisper had gone the rounds that a real plunger was in town. And when men came into the hall, their attention was directed automatically by the turn of other eyes toward six feet of muscular manhood, heavy-shouldered and erect, with a flare of a red silk bandanna around his throat and a heavy sombrero worn tilted a little to one side and back on his head.

Hes playing a system, said someone. Been standing there all afternoon and making poor Pedro — the thief! — sweat and shake in his boots.

In fact, the owner of the place had lost his complacence and his smile together. He approached near to the wheel and watched its spin with a face turned sallow and flat of cheek from anxiety. For with the setting of the sun it seemed that luck flooded upon Terry Hollis. He began to bet in chunks of five hundred, alternating between the red and the odd, and winning with startling regularity. His winnings were now shoved into an awkward canvas bag. Twenty thousand dollars! That had grown from the fifty.

No wonder the crowd had two looks for Terry. His face had lost its color and grown marvellously expressionless.

The real gamblers look, they said.

His mouth was pinched at the corners, and otherwise his expression never varied.

Once he turned. A broad-faced man, laughing and obviously too self- contented to see what he was doing, trod heavily on the toes of Terry, stepping past the latter to get his winnings. He was caught by the shoulder and whirled around. The crowd saw the tall man draw his right foot back, balance, lift a trifle on his toes, and then a balled fist shot up, caught the broad-faced man under the chin and dumped him in a crumpled heap half a dozen feet away. They picked him up and took him away, a stunned wreck. Terry had turned back to his game, and in ten seconds had forgotten what he had done.

But the crowd remembered, and particularly he who had twice laughed at
Terry from the veranda of the hotel.

The heap in the canvas sack diminished, shrank — he dumped the remainder of the contents into his pocket. He had been betting in solid lumps of a thousand for the past twenty minutes, and the crowd watched in amazement. This was drunken gambling, but the fellow was obviously sober. Then a hand touched the shoulder of Terry.

Just a minute, partner.

He looked into the face of a big man, as tall as he and far heavier of build: a magnificent big head, heavily marked features, a short-cropped black beard that gave him dignity. A middle-aged man, about forty-five, and still in the prime of life.

Lemme pass a few words with you.

Terry drew back to the side.
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MY NAMES POLLARD, said the older man. Joe Pollard.

Glad to know you, sir. My name — is Terry. The other admitted this reticence with a faint smile.

I got a name around here for keeping my mouth shut and not butting in on another gents game. But I always noticed that when a gent is in a losing run, half the time he dont know it. Maybe that might be the way with you. I been watching and seen your winnings shrink considerable lately.

Terry weighed his money. Yes, its shrunk a good deal.

Stand out of the game till later on. Come over and have a bite to eat with me.

He went willingly, suddenly aware of a raging appetite and a dinner long postponed. The man of the black beard was extremely friendly.

One of the prettiest runs I ever see, that one you made, he confided when they were at the table in the hotel. You got a system, I figure.

A new one, said Terry. Ive never played before.

The other blinked.

Beginners luck, I suppose, said Terry frankly. I started with fifty, and now I suppose I have about eight hundred.

Not bad, not bad, said the other. Too bad you didnt stop half an hour before. Just passing through these parts?

Im looking for a job, said Terry. Can you tell me where to start hunting? Cows are my game.

The other paused a moment and surveyed his companion. There seemed just a shade of doubt in his eyes. They were remarkably large and yellowish gray, those eyes of Joe Pollard, and now and again when he grew thoughtful they became like clouded agate. They had that color now as he gazed at Terry. Eventually his glance cleared.

I got a little work of my own, he declared. My range is all clogged up with varmints. Any hand with a gun and traps?

Pretty fair hand, said Terry modestly.

And he was employed on the spot.

He felt one reassuring thing about his employer — that no echo out of his past or the past of his father would make the man discharge him. Indeed, taking him all in all, there was under the kindliness of Joe Pollard an indescribable basic firmness. His eyes, for example, in their habit of looking straight at one, reminded him of the eyes of Denver. His voice was steady and deep and mellow, and one felt that it might be expanded to an enormous volume. Such a man would not fly off into snap judgments and become alarmed because an employee had a past or a strange name.

They paid a short visit to the gambling hall after dinner, and then got their horses. Pollard was struck dumb with admiration at the sight of the blood-bay.

Maybe you been up the Bear Creek way? he asked Terry.

And when the latter admitted that he knew something of the Blue Mountain country, the rancher exclaimed: By the Lord, partner, Id say that hoss is a ringer for El Sangre.

Pretty close to a ringer, said Terry. This is El Sangre himself.

They were jogging out of town. The rancher turned in the saddle and crossed his companion with one of his searching glances, but returned no reply. Presently, however, he sent his own capable Steeldust into a sharp gallop; El Sangre roused to a flowing pace and held the other even without the slightest difficulty. At this Pollard drew rein with an exclamation.

El Sangre as sure as I live! he declared. Aint nothing else in these parts that calls itself a hoss and slides over the ground the way El Sangre does. Partner, what sort of a price would you set on El Sangre, maybe?

His weight in gold, said Terry.

The rancher cursed softly, without seeming altogether pleased. And thereafter during the ride his glance continually drifted toward the brilliant bay — brilliant even in the pallor of the clear mountain starlight.

He explained this by saying after a time: I been my whole life in these parts without running across a hoss that could pack me the way a man ought to be packed on a hoss. I weigh two hundred and thirty, son, and it busts the back of a horse in the mountains. Now, you aint a flyweight yourself, and El Sangre takes you along like you was a feather.

Steeldust was already grunting at every sharp rise, and El Sangre had not even broken out in perspiration.

A mile or so out of the town they left the road and struck onto a mere semblance of a trail, broad enough, but practically as rough as nature chose to make it. This wound at sharp and ever-changing angles into the hills, and presently they were pressing through a dense growth of lodgepole pine.

It seemed strange to Terry that a prosperous rancher with an outfit of any size should have a road no more beaten than this one leading to his place. But he was thinking too busily of other things to pay much heed to such surmises and small events. He was brooding over the events of the afternoon. If his exploits in the gaming hall should ever come to the ear of Aunt Elizabeth, he was certain enough that he would be finally damned in her judgment. Too often he had heard her express an opinion of those who lived by chance and their wits, as she phrased it. And the thought of it irked him.

He roused himself out of his musing. They had come out from the trees and were in sight of a solidly built house on the hill. There was one thing which struck his mind at once. No attempt had been made to find level for the foundation. The log structure had been built apparently at random on the slope. It conformed, at vast waste of labor, to the angle of the base and the irregularities of the soil. This, perhaps, made it seem smaller than it was. They caught the scent of wood smoke, and then saw a pale drift of the smoke itself.

A flurry of music escaped by the opening of a door and was shut out by the closing of it. It was a moment before Terry, startled, had analyzed the sound. Unquestionably it was a piano. But how in the world, and why in the world, had it been carted to the top of this mountain?

He glanced at his companion with a new respect and almost with a suspicion.

Up to some damn doings again, growled the big man. Never got no peace nor quiet up my way.

Another surprise was presently in store for Terry. Behind the house, which grew in proportions as they came closer, they reached a horse shed, and when they dismounted, a servant came out for the horses. Outside of the Cornish ranch he did not know of many who afforded such luxuries.

However, El Sangre could not be handled by another, and Terry put up his horse and found the rancher waiting for him when he came out. Inside the shed he had found ample bins of barley and oats and good grain hay. And in the stalls his practiced eye scanned the forms of a round dozen fine horses with points of blood and bone that startled him.

Coming to the open again, he probed the darkness as well as he could to gain some idea of the ranch which furnished and supported all these evidences of prosperity. But so far as he could make out, there was only a jumble of ragged hilltops behind the house, and before it the slope fell away steeply to the valley far below. He had not realized before that they had climbed so high or so far.

Joe Pollard was humming. Terry joined him on the way to the house with a deepened sense of awe; he was even beginning to feel that there was a touch or two of mystery in the make-up of the man.

Proof of the solidity with which the log house was built was furnished at once. Coming to the house, there was only a murmur of voices and of music. The moment they opened the door, a roar of singing voices and a jangle of piano music rushed into their ears.

Terry found himself in a very long room with a big table in the center and a piano at the farther end. The ceiling sloped down from the right to the left. At the left it descended toward the doors of the kitchen and storerooms; at the right it rose to the height of two full stories. One of these was occupied by a series of heavy posts on which hung saddles and bridles and riding equipment of all kinds, and the posts supported a balcony onto which opened several doors — of sleeping rooms, no doubt. As for the wall behind the posts, it, too, was pierced with several openings, but Terry could not guess at the contents of the rooms. But he was amazed by the size of the structure as it was revealed to him from within. The main room was like some baronial hall of the old days of war and plunder. A role, indeed, into which it was not difficult to fit the burly Pollard and the dignity of his beard.

Four men were around the piano, and a girl sat at the keys, splashing out syncopated music while the men roared the chorus of the song. But at the sound of the closing of the door all five turned toward the newcomers, the girl looking over her shoulder and keeping the soft burden of the song still running.
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SO TURNED, TERRY could not see her clearly. He caught a glimmer of red bronze hair, dark in shadow and brilliant in high lights, and a sheen of greenish eyes. Otherwise, he only noted the casual manner in which she acknowledged the introduction, unsmiling, indifferent, as Pollard said: Heres my daughter Kate. This is Terry — a new hand.

It seemed to Terry that as he said this the rancher made a gesture as of warning, though this, no doubt, could be attributed to his wish to silently explain away the idiosyncrasy of Terry in using his first name only. He was presented in turn to the four men, and thought them the oddest collection he had ever laid eyes on.

Slim Dugan was tall, but not so tall as he looked, owing to his very small head and narrow shoulders. His hair was straw color, excessively silky, and thin as the hair of a year-old child. There were other points of interest in Slim Dugan; his feet, for instance, were small as the feet of a girl, accentuated by the long, narrow riding boots, and his hands seemed to be pulled out to a great and unnecessary length. They made up for it by their narrowness.

His exact opposite was Marty Cardiff, chunky, fat, it seemed, until one noted the roll and bulge of the muscles at the shoulders. His head was settled into his fat shoulders somewhat in the manner of Denvers, Terry thought.

Oregon Charlie looked the part of an Indian, with his broad nose and high cheekbones, flat face, slanted dark eyes; but his skin was a dead and peculiar white. He was a down-headed man, and one could rarely imagine him opening his lips to speak; he merely grunted as he shook hands with the stranger.

To finish the picture, there was a man as huge as Joe Pollard himself, and as powerful, to judge by appearances. His face was burned to a jovial red; his hair was red also, and there was red hair on the backs of his freckled hands.

All these men met Terry with cordial nods, but there was a carelessness about their demeanor which seemed strange to Terry. In his experience, the men of the mountains were a timid or a blustering lot before newcomers, uneasy, and anxious to establish their place. But these men acted as if meeting unknown men were a part of their common, daily experience. They were as much at their ease as social lions.

Pollard was explaining the presence of Terry.

Hes come up to clean out the varmints, he said to the others. They been getting pretty thick on the range, you know.

You came in just wrong, complained Kate, while the men turned four pairs of grave eyes upon Terry and seemed to be judging him. I got Oregon singing at last, and he was doing fine. Got a real voice, Charlie has. Regular branded baritone, Ill tell a man.

Strike up agin for us, Charlie, said Pollard good-naturedly. You dont never make much more noisen a grizzly.

But Charlie looked down at his hands and a faint spot of red appeared in his cheek. Obviously he was much embarrassed. And when he looked up, it was to fix a glance of cold suspicion upon Terry, as though warning him not to take this talk of social acquirements as an index to his real character.

Get us some coffee, Kate, said Pollard. Turned off cold coming up the hill.

She did not rise. She had turned around to her music again, and now she acknowledged the order by lifting her head and sending a shrill whistle through the room. Her father started violently.

Damn it, Kate, dont do that!

The only thing thatll bring Johnny on the run, she responded carelessly.

And, indeed, the door on the left of the room flew open a moment later, and a wide-eyed Chinaman appeared with a long pigtail jerking about his head as he halted and looked about in alarm.

Coffee for the boss and the new hand, said Kate, without turning her head, as soon as she heard the door open. Pronto, Johnny.

Johnny snarled an indistinct something and withdrew muttering.

Youll have Johnny quitting the job, complained Pollard, frowning. You cant scare the poor devil out of his skin like that every time you want coffee. Besides, why didnt you get up and get it for us yourself?

Still she did not turn; but, covering a yawn, replied: Rather sit here and play.

Her father swelled a moment in rage, but he subsided again without audible protest. Only he sent a scowl at Terry as though daring him to take notice of this insolence. As for the other men, they had scattered to various parts of the room and remained there, idly, while the boss and the new hand drank the scalding coffee of Johnny. All this time Pollard remained deep in thought. His meditations exploded as he banged the empty cup back on the table.

Kate, this stuff has got to stop. Understand?

The soft jingling of the piano continued without pause.

Stop that damned noise!

The music paused. Terry felt the long striking muscles leap into hard ridges along his arms, but glancing at the other four, he found that they were taking the violence of Pollard quite as a matter of course. One was whittling, another rolled a cigarette, and all of them, if they took any visible notice of the argument, did so with the calmest of side glances.

Turn around! roared Pollard.

His daughter turned slowly and faced him. Not white-faced with fear, but to the unutterable astonishment of Terry she was quietly looking her father up and down. Pollard sprang to his feet and struck the table so that it quivered through all its massive length.

Are you trying to shame me before a stranger? thundered the big man.
Is that the scene?

She flicked Terry Hollis with a glance. I think hell understand and make allowances.

It brought the heavy fist smashing on the table again. And an ugly feeling rose in Hollis that the big fellow might put hands on his daughter.

And what dyou mean by that? What in hell dyou mean by that?

In place of wincing, she in turn came to her feet gracefully. There had been such an easy dignity about her sitting at the piano that she had seemed tall to Terry. Now that she stood up, he was surprised to see that she was not a shade more than average height, beautifully and strongly made.

Youve gone about far enough with your little joke, said the girl, and her voice was low, but with an edge of vibrancy that went through Hollis. And youre going to stop — pronto!

There was a flash of teeth as she spoke, and a quiver through her body. Terry had never seen such passion, such unreasoning, wild passion, as that which had leaped on the girl. Though her face was not contorted, danger spoke from every line of it. He made himself tense, prepared for a similar outbreak from the father, but the latter relaxed as suddenly as his daughter had become furious.

There you go, he complained, with a sort of heavy whine. Always flying off the handle. Always turning into a wildcat when I try to reason with you!

Reason! cried the girl. Reason!

Joe Pollard grew downcast under her scorn. And Terry, sensing that the crisis of the argument had passed, watched the other four men in the room. They had not paid the slightest attention to the debate during its later phases. And two of them — Slim and huge Phil Marvin — had begun to roll dice on a folded blanket, the little ivories winking in the light rapidly until they came to a rest at the farther end of the cloth. Possibly this family strife was a common thing in the Pollard household. At any rate, the father now passed off from accusation to abrupt apology. You always get me riled at the end of the day, Kate. Damn it! Cant you never bear with a gent?

The tigerish alertness passed from Kate Pollard. She was filled all at once with a winning gentleness and, crossing to her father, took his heavy hands in hers.

I reckon Im a bad one, she accused herself. I try to get over tantrums — but — I cant help it! Something — just sort of grabs me by the throat when I get mad. I — I see red.

Hush up, honey, said the big man tenderly, and he ran his thick fingers over her hair. You aint so bad. And all thats bad in you comes out of me. You forget and Ill forget.

He waved across the table.

Terryll be thinking were a bunch of wild Indians the way we been actin.

Oh!

Plainly she was recalled to the presence of the stranger for the first time in many minutes and, dropping her chin in her hand, she studied the new arrival.

He found it difficult to meet her glance. The Lord had endowed Terry Hollis with a remarkable share of good looks, and it was not the first time that he had been investigated by the eyes of a woman. But in all his life he had never been subjected to an examination as minute, as insolently frank as this one. He felt himself taken part and parcel, examined in detail as to forehead, chin, and eyes and heft of shoulders, and then weighed altogether. In self-defense he looked boldly back at her, making himself examine her in equal detail. Seeing her so close, he was aware of a marvellously delicate olive-tanned skin with delightful tints of rose just beneath the surface. He found himself saying inwardly: Its easy to look at her. Its very easy. By the Lord, shes beautiful!

As for the girl, it seemed that she was not quite sure in her judgment. For now she turned to her father with a faint frown of wonder. And again it seemed to Terry that Joe Pollard made an imperceptible sign, such as he had made to the four men when he introduced Terry.

But now he broke into breezy talk.

Met Terry down in Pedros—

The girl seemed to have dismissed Terry from her mind already, for she broke in: Crooked game hes running, isnt it?

I thought so till today. Then I seen Terry, here, trim Pedro for a flat twenty thousand!

Oh, nodded the girl. Again her gaze reverted leisurely to the stranger and with a not unflattering interest.

And then I seen him lose most of it back again. Roulette.

She nodded, keeping her eyes on Terry, and the boy found himself desiring mightily to discover just what was going on behind the changing green of her eyes. He was shocked when he discovered. It came like the break of high dawn in the mountains of the Big Bend. Suddenly she had smiled openly, frankly. Hard luck, partner!

A little shivering sense of pleasure ran through him. He knew that he had been admitted by her — accepted.

Her father had thrown up his head.

Someone come in the back way. Oregon, go find out!

Dark-eyed Oregon Charlie slipped up and through the door. Everyone in the room waited, a little tense, with lifted heads. Slim was studying the last throw that Phil Marvin had made. Terry could not but wonder what significance that back way had. Presently Oregon reappeared.

Petes come.

The hell!

Went upstairs.

Wants to be alone, interrupted the girl. Hell come down and talk when he feels like it. Thats Petes way.

Watching us, maybe, growled Joe Pollard, with a shade of uneasiness still. Damned funny gent, Pete is. Watches a man like a cat; watches a gopher hole all day, maybe. And maybe the gent he watches is a friend hes known for ten years. Well — let Pete go. They aint no explaining him.

Through the last part of his talk, and through the heaviness of his voice, cut another tone, lighter, sharper, venomous: Phil, you gummed them dice that last time!

Joe Pollard froze in place; the eyes of the girl widened. Terry, looking across the room, saw Phil Marvin scoop up the dice and start to his feet.

You lie, Slim!

Instinctively Terry slipped his hand onto his gun. It was what Phil Marvin had done, as a matter of fact. He stood swelling and glowering, staring down at Slim Dugan. Slim had not risen. His thin, lithe body was coiled, and he reminded Terry in ugly fashion of a snake ready to strike. His hand was not near his gun. It was the calm courage and self- confidence of a man who is sure of himself and of his enemy. Terry had heard of it before, but never seen it. As for Phil, it was plain that he was ill at ease in spite of his bulk and the advantage of his position. He was ready to fight. But he was not at all pleased with the prospect.

Terry again glanced at the witnesses. Every one of them was alert, but there was none of that fear which comes in the faces of ordinary men when strife between men is at hand. And suddenly Terry knew that every one of the five men in the room was an old familiar of danger, every one of them a past master of gun fighting!
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The uneasy wait continued for a moment or more. The whisper of Joe
Pollard to his daughter barely reached the ear of Terry.

Cut in between em, girl. You can handle em. I cant!

She responded instantly, before Terry recovered from his shock of surprise.

Slim, keep away from your gun!

She spoke as she whirled from her chair to her feet. It was strange to see her direct all her attention to Slim, when Phil Marvin seemed the one about to draw.

I aint even nearin my gun, asserted Slim truthfully. Its Phil thats got a strangle hold on his.

Youre waiting for him to draw, said the girl calmly enough. I know you, Slim. Phil, dont be a fool. Drop your hand away from that gat!

He hesitated; she stepped directly between him and his enemy of the moment and jerked the gun from its holster. Then she faced Slim. Obviously Phil was not displeased to have the matter taken out of his hands; obviously Slim was not so pleased. He looked coldly up to the girl.

This is between him and me, he protested. I dont need none of your help, Kate.

Dont you? Youre going to get it, though. Gimme that gun, Slim Dugan!

I want a square deal, he complained. I figure Phil has been crooking the dice on me.

Bah! Besides, Ill give you a square deal.

She held out her hand for the weapon.

Got any doubts about me being square, Slim?

Kate, leave this to me!

Why, Slim, I wouldnt let you run loose now for a million. You got that ugly look in your eyes. I know you, partner!

And to the unutterable astonishment of Terry, the man pulled his gun from its holster and passed it up to her, his eyes fighting hers, his hand moving slowly. She stepped back, weighing the heavy weapons in her hands. Then she faced Phil Marvin with glittering eyes.

It aint the first time you been accused of queer stunts with the dice.
Whats the straight of it, Phil? Been doing anything to these dice?

Me? Sure I aint!

Her glance lingered on him the least part of a second.

Hm! said the girl. Maybe not.

Slim was on his feet, eager. Take a look at em, Kate. Take a look at them dice!

She held them up to the light — then dropped them into a pocket of her skirt. Ill look at em in the morning, Slim.

The stuffll be dry by that time!

Dry or not, thats what Im going to do. I wont trust lamplight.

Slim turned on his heel and flung himself sulkily down on the blanket, fighting her with sullen eyes. She turned on Phil.

How much dyou win?

Nothin. Just a couple of hundred.

Just a couple of hundred! You call that nothing?

Phil grunted. The other men leaned forward in their interest to watch the progress of the trial, all saving Joe Pollard, who sat with his elbows braced in sprawling fashion on the table, at ease, his eyes twinkling contentedly at the girl. Why she refused to examine the dice at once was plain to Terry. If they proved to have been gummed, it would mean a gun fight with the men at a battling temperature. In the morning when they had cooled down, it might be a different matter. Terry watched her in wonder. His idea of an efficient woman was based on Aunt Elizabeth, cold of eye and brain, practical in methods on the ranch, keen with figures. The efficiency of this slip of a girl was a different matter, a thing of passion, of quick insight, of lightning guesses. He could see the play of eager emotion in her face as she studied Phil Marvin. And how could she do justice? Terry was baffled.

How long you two been playing? About twenty minutes.

Not moren five! cut in Slim hotly.

Shut up, Slim! she commanded. Im running this here game; Phil, how many straight passes did you make?

Me? Oh, I dunno. Maybe — five.

Five straight passes! said the girl. Five straight passes!

You heard me say it, growled big Phil Marvin.

All at once she laughed.

Phil, give that two hundred back to Slim!

It came like a bolt from the blue, this decision. Marvin hesitated, shook his head.

Damned if I do. I dont back down. I won it square!

Listen to me, said the girl. Instead of threatening, as Terry expected, she had suddenly become conciliatory. She stepped close to him and dropped a slim hand on his burly shoulder. Aint Slim a pal of yours? You and him, aint you stuck together through thick and thin? He thinks you didnt win that coin square. Is Slims friendship worth two hundred to you, or aint it? Besides, you aint lying down to nobody. Why, you big squarehead, Phil, dont we all know that youd fight a bull with your bare hands? Whod call you yaller? Wed simply say you was square, Phil, and you know it.

There was a pause. Phil was biting his lip, scowling at Slim. Slim was sneering in return. It seemed that she had failed. Even if she forced Phil to return the money, he and Slim would hate each other as long as they lived. And Terry gained a keen impression that if the hatred continued, one of them would die very soon indeed. Her solution of the problem was a strange one. She faced them both.

You two big sulky babies! she exclaimed. Slim, what did Phil do for you down in Tecomo? Phil, did Slim stand by you last April — you know the time? Why, boys, youre just being plain foolish. Get up, both of you, and take a walk outside where youll get cooled down.

Slim rose. He and Phil walked slowly toward the door, at a little distance from each other, one eyeing the other shrewdly. At the door they hesitated. Finally, Phil lurched forward and went out first. Slim glided after.

By heaven! groaned Pollard as the door closed. There goes two good men! Kate, what put this last fool idea into your head?

She did not answer for a moment, but dropped into a chair as though suddenly exhausted.

Itll work out, she said at length. You wait for it!

Well, grumbled her father, the mischief is working. Run along to bed, will you?

She rose, wearily, and started across the room. But she turned before she passed out of their sight and leaned against one of the pillars.

Dad, why you so anxious to get me out of the way?

What dyou mean by that? I got no reason. Run along and dont bother me!

He turned his shoulder on her. As for the girl, she remained a moment, looking thoughtfully at the broad back of Pollard. Then her glance shifted and dwelt a moment on Terry — with pity, he wondered?

Good night, boys!

When the door closed on her, Joe Pollard turned his attention more fully on his new employee, and when Terry suggested that it was time for him to turn in, his suggestion was hospitably put to one side. Pollard began talking genially of the mountains, of the varmints he expected Terry to clean out, and while he talked, he took out a broad silver dollar and began flicking it in the air and catching it in the calloused palm of his hand.

Call it, he interrupted himself to say to Terry.

Heads, said Terry carelessly.

The coin spun up, flickered at the height of its rise, and rang loudly on the table.

You win, said Pollard. Well, youre a lucky gent, Terry, but Ill go you ten you cant call it again.

But again Terry called heads, and again the coin chimed, steadied, and showed the Grecian goddess. The rancher doubled his bet. He lost, doubled, lost again, doubled again, lost. A pile of money had appeared by magic before Terry.

I came to work for money, laughed Terry, not take it away.

I always lose at this game, sighed Joe Pollard.

The door opened, and Phil Marvin and Slim Dugan came back, talking and laughing together.

What dyou know about that? Pollard exclaimed softly. She guessed right. She always does! Oughta be a man, with a brain like shes got. Here we are again!

He spun the coin; it winked, fell, a streak of light, and again Terry had won. He began to grow excited. On the next throw he lost. A moment later his little pile of winnings had disappeared. And now he had forgotten the face of Joe Pollard, forgotten the room, forgotten everything except the thick thumb that snapped the coin into the air. The cold, quiet passion of the gambler grew in him. He was losing steadily. Out of his wallet came in a steady stream the last of his winnings at Pedros. And still he played. Suddenly the wallet squeezed flat between his fingers.

Pollard, he said regretfully, Im broke.

The other waved away the idea.

Break up a fine game like this because youre broke? The cloudy agate eyes dwelt kindly on the face of Terry, and mysteriously as well. That aint nothing. Nothing between friends. You dont know the style of a man I am, Terry. Your word is as good as your money with me!

Ive no security—

Dont talk security. Think Im a moneylender? This is a game. Come on!

Five minutes later Terry was three hundred behind. A mysterious providence seemed to send all the luck the way of the heavy, tanned thumb of Pollard.

Thats my limit, he announced abruptly, rising.

No, no! Pollard spread out his big hand on the table. You got the red hoss, son. You can bet to a thousand. Hes worth that — to me!

I wont bet a cent on him, said Terry firmly.

Every damn cent Ive won from you agin the hoss, son. Thats a lot of cash if you win. If you lose, youre just out that much hossflesh, and Ill give you a good enough cayuse to take El Sangres place.

A dozen wouldnt take his place, insisted Terry.

That so?

Pollard leaned back in his chair and put a hand behind his neck to support his head. It seemed to Terry that the big man made some odd motion with his hidden fingers. At any rate, the four men who lounged on the farther side of the room now rose and slowly drifted in different directions. Oregon Charlie wandered toward the door. Slim sauntered to the window behind the piano and stood idly looking out into the night. Phil Marvin began to examine a saddle hanging from a peg on one of the posts, and finally, chunky Marty Cardiff strolled to the kitchen door and appeared to study the hinges.

All these things were done casually, but Terry, his attention finally off the game, caught a meaning in them. Every exit was blocked for him. He was trapped at the will of Joe Pollard!
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LOOKING BACK, HE could understand everything easily. The horse was the main objective of Pollard. He had won the money so as to tempt Terry to gamble with the value of the blood-bay. But by fair means or foul he intended to have El Sangre. And now, the moment his men were in place, a change came over Pollard. He straightened in the chair. A slight outthrust of his lower jaw made his face strangely brutal, conscienceless. And his cloudy agate eyes were unreadable.

Look here, Terry, he argued calmly, but Terry could see that the voice was raised so that it would undubitably reach the ears of the farthest of the four men. I dont mind letting a gambling debt ride when a gent aint got anything more to put up for covering his money. But when a gent has got more, I figure hed ought to cover with it.

Unreasoning anger swelled in the throat of Terry Hollis; the same blind passion which had surged in him before he started up at the Cornish table and revealed himself to the sheriff. And the similarity was what sobered him. It was the hunger to battle, to kill. And it seemed to him that Black Jack had stepped out of the old picture and now stood behind him, tempting him to strike.

Another covert signal from Pollard. Every one of the four turned toward him. The chances of Terry were diminished, nine out of ten, for each of those four, he shrewdly guessed, was a practiced gunman. Cold reason came to Terrys assistance.

I told you when I was broke, he said gently. I told you that I was through. You told me to go on.

I figured you was kidding me, said Pollard harshly. I knew you still had El Sangre back. Son, Im a kind sort of a man, I am. I got a name for it.

In spite of himself a faint and cruel smile flickered at the corners of his mouth as he spoke. He became grave again.

But theys some things I cant stand. Theys some things that I hate worsen I hate poison. I wont say what one of em is. I leave it to you. And I ask you to keep in the game. A thousand bucks agin a boss. Aint that moren fair?

He no longer took pains to disguise his voice. It was hard and heavy and rang into the ear of Terry. And the latter, feeling that his hour had come, looked deliberately around the room and took note of every guarded exit, the four men now openly on watch for any action on his part. Pollard himself sat erect, on the edge of his chair, and his right hand had disappeared beneath the table.

Suppose I throw the coin this time? he suggested.

By God! thundered Pollard, springing to his feet and throwing off the mask completely. You damned skunk, are you accusin me of crooking the throw of the coin?

Terry waited for the least moment — waited in a dull wonder to find himself unafraid. But there was no fear in him. There was only a cold, methodical calculation of chances. He told himself, deliberately, that no matter how fast Pollard might be, he would prove the faster. He would kill Pollard. And he would undoubtedly kill one of the others. And they, beyond a shadow of a doubt, would kill him. He saw all this as in a picture.

Pollard, he said, more gently than before, youll have to eat that talk!

A flash of bewilderment crossed the face of Pollard — then rage — then that slight contraction of the features which in some men precedes a violent effort.

But the effort did not come. While Terry literally wavered on tiptoe, his nerves straining for the pull of his gun and the leap to one side as he sent his bullet home, a deep, unmusical voice cut in on them:

Just hold yourself up a minute, will you, Joe?

Terry looked up. On the balcony in front of the sleeping rooms of the second story, his legs spread apart, his hands shoved deep into his trouser pockets, his shapeless black hat crushed on the back of his head, and a broad smile on his ugly face, stood his nemesis — Denver the yegg!

Pollard sprang back from the table and spoke with his face still turned to Terry.

Pete! he called. Come in!

But Denver, alias Shorty, alias Pete, merely laughed.

Come in nothing, you fool! Joe, youre about half a second from hell, and sos a couple more of you. Dyou know who the kid is? Eh? Ill tell you, boys. Its the kid that dropped old Minter. Its the kid that beat foxy Joe Minter to the draw. Its young Hollis. Why, you damned blind men, look at his face! Its the son of Black Jack. Its Black Jack himself come back to us!

Joe Pollard had let his hand fall away from his gun. He gaped at Terry as though he were seeing a ghost. He came a long pace nearer and let his arms fall on the table, where they supported his weight.

Black Jack, he kept whispering. Black Jack! God above, are you Black
Jacks son?

And the bewildered Terry answered:

Im his son. Whatever you think, and be damned to you all! Im his son and Im proud of it. Now get your gun!

But Joe Pollard became a great catapult that shot across the table and landed beside Terry. Two vast hands swallowed the hands of the younger man and crushed them to numbness.

Proud of it? God amighty, boy, why wouldnt you be? Black Jacks son!
Pete, thank God you come in time!

In time to save your head for you, Joe.

I believe it, said the big man humbly. I blieve he would of cleaned up on me. Maybe on all of us. Black Jack would of come close to doing it. But you come in time, Pete. And Ill never forget it.

While he spoke, he was still wringing the hands of Terry. Now he dragged the stunned Terry around the table and forced him down in his own huge, padded armchair, his sign of power. But it was only to drag him up from the chair again.

Lemme look at you! Black Jacks boy! As like Black Jack as ever I seen, too. But a shade taller. Eh, Pete? A shade taller. And a shade heavier in the shoulders. But you got the look. I might of knowed you by the look in your eyes. Hey, Slim, damn your good-for-nothing hide, drag Johnny here pronto by the back of the neck!

Johnny, the Chinaman, appeared, blinking at the lights. Joe Pollard clapped him on the shoulder with staggering force.

Johnny, you see! a broad gesture to Terry. Old friend. Just find out. Velly old friend. Like pretty much a whole damned lot. Get down in the cellar, you yaller old sinner, and get out the oldest bourbon I got there. You savvy? Pretty damned pronto — hurry up — quick — old keg. Git out!

Johnny was literally hurled out of the room toward the kitchen, trailing a crackle of strange-sounding but unmistakable profanity behind him. And Joe Pollard, perching his bulk on the edge of the table, introduced Terry to the boys again, for Oregon had come back with word that Kate would be out soon.

Heres Denver Pete. You know him already, and hes worth his weight in any mans company. Heres Slim Dugan, that could scent a big coin shipment a thousand miles away. Phil Marvin aint any slouch at stalling a gent with a fat wallet and leading him up to be plucked. Marty Cardiff aint half so tame as he looks, and hes the best trailer that ever squinted at a buzzard in the sky; he knows this whole country like a book. And Oregon Charlie is the best all-around man you ever seen, from railroads to stages. And me — Im sort of a handyman. Well, Black Jack, your old man himself never got a finer crew together than this, eh?

Denver Pete had waited until his big friend finished. Then he remarked quietly: All very pretty, partner, but Terry figures he walks the straight and narrow path. Savvy?

Just a kids fool hunch! snorted Joe Pollard. Didnt your dad show me the ropes? Wasnt it him that taught me all I ever knew? Sure it was, and Im going to do the same for you, Terry. Damn my eyes if I aint! And here I been sitting, trimming you! Son, take back the coin. I was sure playing a cheap game — and I apologize, man to man.

But Terry shook his head.

You won it, he said quietly. And youll keep it.

Won nothing. I can call every coin I throw. I was stealing, not gambling. I was gold-digging! Take back the stuff!

If I was fool enough to lose it that way, itll stay lost, answered
Terry.

But I wont keep it, son.

Then give it away. But not to me.

Black Jack— began Pollard.

But he received a signal from Denver Pete and abruptly changed the subject.

Let it go, then. Theys plenty of loose coin rolling about this day. If you got a thin purse today, Ill make it fat for you in a week. But think of me stumbling on to you!

It was the first time that Terry had a fair opportunity to speak, and he made the best of it.

Its very pleasant to meet you — on this basis, he said. But as for taking up — er — road life—

The lifted hand of Joe Pollard made it impossible for him to complete his sentence.

I know. You got scruples, son. Sure you got em. I used to have em, too, till your old man got em out of my head.

Terry winced. But Joe Pollard rambled on, ignorant that he had struck a blow in the dark: When I met up with the original Black Jack, I was slavin my life away with a pick trying to turn ordinary quartz into pay dirt. Making a fool of myself, thats what I was doing. Along comes Black Jack. He needed a man. He picks me up and takes me along with him. I tried to talk Bible talk. He showed me where I was a fool.

All you got to do, he says to me, is to make sure that you aint stealing from an honest man. And theys about one gent in three with money thats come by it honest, in this part of the world. The rest is just plain thieves, but they been clever enough to cover it up. Pick on that crew, Pollard, and squeeze em till they run money into your hand. Ill show you how to do it!

Well, it come pretty hard to me at first. I didnt see how it was done. But he showed me. Hed send a scout around to a mining camp. If they was a crooked wheel in the gambling house that was making a lot of coin, Black Jack would slide in some night, stick up the works, and clean out with the loot. If they was some dirty dog that had jumped a claim and was making a pile of coin out of it, Black Jack would drop out of the sky onto him and take the gold.

Terry listened, fascinated. He was having the workings of his fathers mind re-created for him and spread plainly before his eyes. And there was a certain terror and also a certain attractiveness about what he discovered.

It sounds, maybe, like an easy thing to do, to just stick on the trail of them that you know are worse crooks than you. But it aint. Ive tried it. Ive seen Black Jack pass up ten thousand like it was nothing, because the gent that had it come by it honest. But I cant do it, speaking in general. But Ill tell you more about the old man.

Thank you, said Terry, but—

And when youre with us—

You see, said Terry firmly, I plan to do the work you asked me to do — kill what you wanted killed on the range. And when Ive worked off the money I owe you—

Before he could complete his sentence, a door opened on the far side of the room, and Kate Pollard entered again. She had risen from her bed in some haste to answer the summons of her father. Her bright hair poured across her shoulders, a heavy, greenish-blue dressing gown was drawn about her and held close with one hand at her breast. She came slowly toward them. And she seemed to Terry to have changed. There was less of the masculine about her than there had been earlier in the evening. Her walk was slow, her eyes were wide as though she had no idea what might await her, and the light glinted white on the untanned portion of her throat, and on her arm where the loose sleeve of the dressing gown fell back from it.

Kate, said her father, I had to get you up to tell you the big news — biggest news you ever heard of! Girl, whove I always told you was the greatest gent that ever come into my life?

Jack Hollis — Black Jack, she said, without hesitation. According to your way of thinking, Dad!

Plainly her own conclusions might be very different.

According to anybodys way of thinking, as long as they was thinking right. And dyou know who weve got here with us now? Could you guess it in a thousand years? Why, the kid that come tonight. Black Jack as sure as if he was a picture out of a book, and me a blind fool that didnt know him. Kate, heres the second Black Jack. Terry Hollis. Give him your hand agin and say youre glad to have him for his dads sake and for his own! Kate, hes done a mans job already. Its him that dropped old foxy Minter!

The last of these words faded out of the hearing of Terry. He felt the lowered eyes of the girl rise and fall gravely on his face, and her glance rested there a long moment with a new and solemn questioning. Then her hand went slowly out to him, a cold hand that barely touched his with its fingertips and then dropped away.

But what Terry felt was that it was the same glance she had turned to him when she stood leaning against the post earlier that evening. There was a pity in it, and a sort of despair which he could not understand.

And without saying a word she turned her back on them and went out of the room as slowly as she had come into it.
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IT DONT MEAN nothing, Pollard hastened to assure Terry. It dont mean a thing in the world except that shes a fool girl. The queerest, orneriest, kindest, strangest, wildest thing in the shape of calico that ever come into these parts since her mother died before her. But the more you see of her, the more youll value her. She can ride like a man — no wear out to her — and shes got the courage of a man. Besides which she can sling a gun like it would do your heart good to see her! Dont take nothing she does to heart. She dont mean no harm. But she sure does tangle up a gents ideas. Here I been living with her nigh onto twenty years and I dont savvy her none yet. Eh, boys?

Im not offended in the least, said Terry quietly.

And he was not, but he was more interested than he had ever been before by man, woman, or child. And for the past few seconds his mind had been following her through the door behind which she had disappeared.

And if I were to see more of her, no doubt— He broke off with: But Im not apt to see much more of any of you, Mr. Pollard. If I cant stay here and work off that three-hundred-dollar debt—

Work, hell! No son of Black Jack Hollis can work for me. But he can live with me as a partner, son, and he can have everything I got, half and half, and the bigger half to him if he asks for it. Thats straight!

Terry raised a protesting hand. Yet he was touched — intimately touched. He had tried hard to fit in his place among the honest people of the mountains by hard and patient work. They would have none of him. His own kind turned him out. And among these men — men who had no law, as he had every reason to believe — he was instantly taken in and made one of them.

But no more talk tonight, said Pollard. I can see youre played out.
Ill show you the room.

He caught a lantern from the wall as he spoke and began to lead the way up the stairs to the balcony. He pointed out the advantages of the house as he spoke.

Not half bad — this house, eh? he said proudly. And who dyou think planned it? Your old man, kid. It was Black Jack Hollis himself that done it! He was took off sudden before hed had a chance to work it out and build it. But I used his ideas in this the sames Ive done in other things. His idea was a house like a ship.

They build a ship in compartments, eh? Ship hits a rock, water comes in. But it only fills one compartment, and the old ship still floats. Same with this house. You seen them walls. And the walls on the outside aint the only thing. Every partition is the same thing, pretty near; and a gent could stand behind these doors safe as if he was a mile away from a gun. Why? Because theys a nice little lining of the best steel you ever seen in the middle of em.

Cost a lot. Sure. But look at us now. Suppose a posse was to rush the house. They bust into the kitchen side. Where are they? Just the same as if they hadnt got in at all. I bolt the doors from the inside of the big room, and theyre shut out agin. Or suppose they take the big room? Then a couple of us slide out on this balcony and spray em with lead. This house aint going to be took till the last room is filled full of the sheriffs men!

He paused on the balcony and looked proudly over the big, baronial room below them. It seemed huger than ever from this viewpoint, and the men below them were dwarfed. The light of the lanterns did not extend all the way across it, but fell in pools here and there, gleaming faintly on the men below.

But doesnt it make people suspicious to have a fort like this built on the hill? asked Terry.

Of course. If they knew. But they dont know, son, and they aint going to find out the lining of this house till they try it out with lead.

He brought Terry into one of the bedrooms and lighted a lamp. As the flare steadied in the big circular oil burner and the light spread, Terry made out a surprisingly comfortable apartment. There was not a bunk, but a civilized bed, beside which was a huge, tawny mountain-lion skin softening the floor. The window was curtained in some pleasant blue stuff, and there were a few spots of color on the wall — only calendars, some of them, but helping to give a livable impression for the place.

Kates work, grinned Pollard proudly. Shes been fixing these rooms up all out of her own head. Never got no ideas out of me. Anything you might lack, son?

Terry told him he would be very comfortable, and the big man wrung his hand again as he bade him good night.

The best work that Denver ever done was bringing you to me, he declared. Which youll find it out before Im through. Im going to give you a home! And he strode away before Terry could answer.

The rather rare consciousness of having done a good deed swelled in the heart of Joe Pollard on his way down from the balcony. When he reached the floor below, he found that the four men had gone to bed and left Denver alone, drawn back from the light into a shadowy corner, where he was flanked by the gleam of a bottle of whisky on the one side and a shimmering glass on the other. Although Pollard was the nominal leader, he was in secret awe of the yegg. For Denver was an in-and-outer. Sometimes he joined them in the West; sometimes he worked an Eastern territory. He came and went as he pleased, and was more or less a law to himself. Moreover, he had certain qualities of silence and brooding that usually disturbed the leader. They troubled him now as he approached the squat, shapeless figure in the corner chair.

What you think of him? said Denver.

A good kid and a clean-cut kid, decided Joe Pollard judicially. Maybe he aint another Black Jack, but hes tolerable cool for a youngster. Stood up and looked me in the eye like a man when I had him cornered a while back. Good thing for him you come out when you did!

A good thing for you, Joe, replied Denver Pete. Hed of turned you into fertilizer, bo!

Maybe; maybe not. Maybe theys some things I could teach him about gun- slinging, Pete.

Maybe; maybe not, parodied Denver. Youve learned a good deal about guns, Joe — quite a bit. But theres some things about gun fighting that nobody can learn. Its got to be born into em. Remember how Black Jack used to slide out his gat?

Yep. There was a man!

And Minter, too. Theres a born gunman.

Sure. We all know Uncle Joe — damn his soul!

But the kid beat Uncle Joe fair and square from an even break — and beat him bad. Made his draw, held it sos Joe could partway catch up with him, and then drilled him clean!

Pollard scratched his chin.

Id believe that if I seen it, he declared.

Pal, it wasnt Terry that done the talking; it was Gainor. Hes seen a good deal of gunplay, and said that Terrys was the coolest he ever watched.

All right for that part of it, said Joe Pollard. Suppose hes fast — but can I use him? I like him well enough; Ill give him a good deal; but is he going to mean charity all the time he hangs out with me?

Maybe; maybe not, chuckled Denver again. Use him the way he can be used, and hell be the best bargain you ever turned. Black Jack started you in business; Black Jack the Second will make you rich if you handle him right — and ruin you if you make a slip.

How come? He talks this honesty talk pretty strong.

Gimme a chance to talk, said Denver contemptuously. Takes a gent thats used to reading the secrets of a safe to read the secrets of a gents head. And Ive read the secret of young Black Jack Hollis. Hes a pile of dry powder, Joe. Throw in the spark and hell explode so damned loud theyll hear him go off all over the country.

How?

First, you got to keep him here.

How?

Joe Pollard sat back with the air of one who will be convinced through no mental effort of his own. But Denver was equal to the demand.

Im going to show you. He thinks he owes you three hundred.

Thats foolish. I cheated the kid out of it. Ill give it back to him and all the rest I won.

Denver paused and studied the other as one amazed by such stupidity.

Pal, did you ever try, in the old days, to give anything to the old
Black Jack?

Hm. Well, he sure hated charity. But this aint charity.

It aint in your eyes. It is in Terrys. If you insist, hell get sore. No, Joe. Let him think he owes you that money. Let him start in working it off for you — honest work. You aint got any ranch work. Well, set him to cutting down trees, or anything. Thatll help to hold him. If he makes some gambling play — and hes got the born gambler in him — you got one last thing thatll be apt to keep him here.

Whats that?

Kate.

Pollard stirred in his chair.

How dyou mean that? he asked gruffly.

I mean what I said, retorted Denver. I watched young Black Jack looking at her. He had his heart in his eyes, the kid did. He likes her, in spite of the frosty mitt she handed him. Oh, hes falling for her, pal — and hell keep on falling. Just slip the word to Kate to kid him along. Will you? And after we got him glued to the place here, well figure out the way to turn Terry into a copy of his dad. Well figure out how to shoot the spark into the powder, and then stand clear for the explosion.

Denver came silently and swiftly out of the chair, his pudgy hand spread on the table and his eyes gleaming close to the face of Pollard.

Joe, he said softly, if that kid goes wrong, hell be as much as his father ever was — and maybe more. Hell rake in the money like it was dirt. How do I know? Because Ive talked to him. Ive watched him and trailed him. Hes trying hard to go straight. Hes failed twice; the third time hell bust and throw in with us. And if he does, hell clean up the coin — and well get our share. Why aint you made more money yourself, Joe? You got as many men as Black Jack ever had. Its because you aint got the fire in you. Neither have I. Were nothing but tools ready for another man to use the way Black Jack used us. Nurse this kid along a little while, and hell show us how to pry open the places where the real coin is cached away. And hell lead us in and out with no danger to us and all the real risk on his own head. Thats his way — that was his dads way before him.

Pollard nodded slowly. Maybe youre right.

I know I am. Hes a gold mine, this kid is. But we got to buy him with something more than gold. And I know what that something is. Im going to show him that the good, lawabiding citizens have made up their minds that hes no good; that theyre all agin him; and when he finds that out, hell go wild. They aint no doubt of it. Hell show his teeth! And when he shows his teeth, hell taste blood — they aint no doubt of it.

Going to make him — kill? asked Pollard very softly.

Why not? Hell do it sooner or later anyway. Its in his blood.

I suppose it is.

I got an idea. Theres a young gent in town named Larrimer, aint there?

Sure. A rough kid, too. It was him that killed Kennedy last spring.

And hes proud of his reputation?

Sure. Hed go a hundred miles to have a fight with a gent with a good name for gunplay.

Then hark to me sing, Joe! Send Terry into town to get something for
you. Ill drop in ahead of him and find Larrimer, and tell Larrimer that
Black Jacks son is around — the man that dropped Sheriff Minter. Then
Ill bring em together and give em a running start.

And risk Terry getting his head blown off?

If he cant beat Larrimer, hes no use to us; if he kills Larrimer, its good riddance. The kid is going to get bumped off sometime, anyway. Hes bad — all the way through.

Pollard looked with a sort of wonder on his companion.

Youre a nice, kind sort of a gent, aint you, Denver?

Im a moneymaker, asserted Denver coldly. And, just now, Terry Hollis is my gold mine. Watch me work him!
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IT WAS SOME time before Terry could sleep, though it was now very late. When he put out the light and slipped into the bed, the darkness brought a bright flood of memories of the day before him. It seemed to him that half a lifetime had been crowded into the brief hours since he was fired on the ranch that morning. Behind everything stirred the ugly face of Denver as a sort of controlling nemesis. It seemed to him that the chunky little man had been pulling the wires all the time while he, Terry Hollis, danced in response. Not a flattering thought.

Nervously, Terry got out of bed and went to the window. The night was cool, cut crisp rather than chilling. His eye went over the velvet blackness of the mountain slope above him to the ragged line of the crest — then a dizzy plunge to the brightness of the stars beyond. The very sense of distance was soothing; it washed the gloom and the troubles away from him. He breathed deep of the fragrance of the pines and then went back to his bed.

He had hardly taken his place in it when the sleep began to well up over his brain — waves of shadows running out of corners of his mind. And then suddenly he was wide awake, alert.

Someone had opened the door. There had been no sound; merely a change in the air currents of the room, but there was also the sense of another presence so clearly that Terry almost imagined he could hear the breathing.

He was beginning to shrug the thought away and smile at his own nervousness, when he heard that unmistakable sound of a foot pressing the floor. And then he remembered that he had left his gun belt far from the bed. In a burning moment that lesson was printed in his mind, and would never be forgotten. Slowly as possible and without sound, he drew up his feet little by little, spread his arms gently on either side of him, and made himself tense for the effort. Whoever it was that entered, they might be taken by surprise. He dared not lift his head to look; and he was on the verge of leaping up and at the approaching noise, when a whisper came to him softly: Black Jack!

The soft voice, the name itself, thrilled him. He sat erect in the bed and made out, dimly, the form of Kate Pollard in the blackness. She would have been quite invisible, save that the square of the window was almost exactly behind her. He made out the faint whiteness of the hand which held her dressing robe at the breast.

She did not start back, though she showed that she was startled by the suddenness of his movement by growing the faintest shade taller and lifting her head a little. Terry watched her, bewildered.

I been waiting to see you, said Kate. I want to — I mean — to — talk to you.

He could think of nothing except to blurt with sublime stupidity: Its good of you. Wont you sit down?

The girl brought him to his senses with a sharp Easy! Dont talk out. Do you know whatd happen if Dad found me here?

I— began Terry.

But she helped him smoothly to the logical conclusion. Hed blow your head off, Black Jack; and hed do it — pronto. If you are going to talk, talk soft — like me.

She sat down on the side of the bed so gently that there was no creaking.
They peered at each other through the darkness for a time.

She was not whispering, but her voice was pitched almost as low, and he wondered at the variety of expression she was able to pack in the small range of that murmur. I suppose Im a fool for coming. But I was born to love chances. Born for it! She lifted her head and laughed.

It amazed Terry to hear the shaken flow of her breath and catch the glinting outline of her face. He found himself leaning forward a little; and he began to wish for a light, though perhaps it was an unconscious wish.

First, she said, what dyou know about Dad — and Denver Pete?

Practically nothing.

She was silent for a moment, and he saw her hand go up and prop her chin while she considered what she could say next.

Theys so much to tell, she confessed, that I cant put it short. Ill tell you this much, Black Jack—

That isnt my name, if you please.

Itll be your name if you stay around these parts with Dad very long, she replied, with an odd emphasis. But where you been raised, Terry? And what you been doing with yourself?

He felt that this giving of the first name was a tribute, in some subtle manner. It enabled him, for instance, to call her Kate, and he decided with a thrill that he would do so at the first opportunity. He reverted to her question.

I suppose, he admitted gloomily, that Ive been raised to do pretty much as I please — and the money Ive spent has been given to me.

The girl shook her head with conviction.

It aint possible, she declared.

Why not?

No son of Black Jack would live off somebodys charity.

He felt the blood tingle in his cheeks, and a real anger against her rose. Yet he found himself explaining humbly.

You see, I was taken when I wasnt old enough to decide for myself. I was only a baby. And I was raised to depend upon Elizabeth Cornish. I — I didnt even know the name of my father until a few days ago.

The girl gasped. You didnt know your father — not your own father? She laughed again scornfully. Terry, I aint green enough to believe that!

He fell into a dignified silence, and presently the girl leaned closer, as though she were peering to make out his face. Indeed, it was now possible to dimly make out objects in the room. The window was filled with an increasing brightness, and presently a shaft of pale light began to slide across the floor, little by little. The moon had pushed up above the crest of the mountain.

Did that make you mad? queried the girl. Why?

You seemed to doubt what I said, he remarked stiffly.

Why not? You aint under oath, or anything, are you?

Then she laughed again. Youre a queer one all the way through. This
Elizabeth Cornish — got anything to do with the Cornish ranch?

I presume she owns it, very largely.

The girl nodded. You talk like a book. You must of studied a terrible pile.

Not so much, really.

Hm, said the girl, and seemed to reserve judgment.

Then she asked with a return of her former sharpness: How come you gambled today at Pedros?

I dont know. It seemed the thing to do — to kill time, you know.

Kill time! At Pedros? Well — you are green, Terry!

I suppose I am, Kate.

He made a little pause before her name, and when he spoke it, in spite of himself, his voice changed, became softer. The girl straightened somewhat, and the light was now increased to such a point that he could make out that she was frowning at him through the dimness.

First, you been adopted, then you been raised on a great big place with everything you want, mostly, and now youre out — playing at Pedros. How come, Terry?

I was sent away, said Terry faintly, as all the pain of that farewell came flooding back over him.

Why?

I shot a man.

Ah! said Kate. You shot a man? It seemed to silence her. Why,
Terry?

He had killed my father, he explained, more softly than ever.

I know. It was Minter. And they turned you out for that?

There was a trembling intake of her breath. He could catch the sparkle of her eyes, and knew that she had flown into one of her sudden, fiery passions. And it warmed his heart to hear her.

Id like to know what kind of people they are, anyway! Id like to meet up with that Elizabeth Cornish, the—

Shes the finest woman that ever breathed, said Terry simply.

You say that, she pondered slowly, after she sent you away?

She did only what she thought was right. Shes a little hard, but very just, Kate.

She was shaking her head; the hair had become a dull and wonderful gold in the faint moonshine.

I dunno what kind of a man you are, Terry. I didnt ever know a man could stick by — folks — after theyd been hurt by em. I couldnt do it. I aint got much Bible stuff in me, Terry. Why, when somebody does me a wrong, I hate em — I hate em! And I never forgive em till I get back at em. She sighed. But youre different, I guess. I begin to figure that youre pretty white, Terry Hollis.

There was something so direct about her talk that he could not answer. It seemed to him that there was in her a cross between a boy and a man — the simplicity of a child and the straightforward strength of a grown man, and all this tempered and made strangely delightful by her own unique personality.

But I guessed it the first time I looked at you, she was murmuring. I guessed that you was different from the rest.

She had her elbow on her knee now, and, with her chin cupped in the graceful hand, she leaned toward him and studied him.

When theyre clean-cut on the outside, theyre spoiled on the inside. Theyre crooks, hard ones, out for themselves, never giving a rap about the next gent in line. But mostly they aint even clean on the outside, and you can see what they are the first time you look at em.

Oh, Ive liked some of the boys now and then; but I had to make myself like em. But youre different. I seen that when you started talking. You didnt sulk; and you didnt look proud like you wanted to show us what you could do; and you didnt boast none. I kept wondering at you while I was at the piano. And — you made an awful hit with me, Terry.

Again he was too staggered to reply. And before he could gather his wits, the girl went on:

Now, is they any real reason why you shouldnt get out of here tomorrow morning?

It was a blow of quite another sort.

But why should I go?

She grew very solemn, with a trace of sadness in her voice.

Ill tell you why, Terry. Because if you stay around here too long, theyll make you what you dont want to be — another Black Jack. Dont you see that thats why they like you? Because youre his son, and because they want you to be another like him. Not that I have anything against him. I guess he was a fine fellow in his way. She paused and stared directly at him in a way he found hard to bear. He must of been! But that isnt the sort of a man you want to make out of yourself. I know. Youre trying to go straight. Well, Terry, nobody that ever stepped could stay straight long when they had around em Denver Pete and — my father. She said the last with a sob of grief. He tried to protest, but she waved him away.

I know. And its true. Hed do anything for me, except change himself. Believe me, Terry, you got to get out of here — pronto. Is they anything to hold you here?

A great deal. Three hundred dollars I owe your father.

She considered him again with that mute shake of the head. Then: Do you mean it? I see you do. I dont suppose it does any good for me to tell you that he cheated you out of that money?

If I was fool enough to lose it that way, I wont take it back.

I knew that, too — I guessed it. Oh, Terry, I know a pile more about the inside of your head than youd ever guess! Well, I knew that — and I come with the money sos you can pay back Dad in the morning. Here it is — and theys just a mite more to help you on your way.

She laid the little handful of gold on the table beside the bed and rose.

Dont go, said Terry, when he could speak. Dont go, Kate! Im not that low. I cant take your money!

She stood by the bed and stamped lightly. Are you going to be a fool about this, too?

Your father offered to give me back all the money Id won. I cant do it, Kate.

He could see her grow angry, beautifully angry.

Is they no difference between Kate Pollard and Joe Pollard?

Something leaped into his throat. He wanted to tell her in a thousand ways just how vast that difference was.

Man, youd make a saint swear, and I aint a saint by some miles. You take that money and pay Dad, and get on your way. This aint no place for you, Terry Hollis.

I— he began.

She broke in: Dont say it. Youll have me mad in a minute. Dont say it.

I have to. I cant take money from you.

Then take a loan.

He shook his head.

Aint I good enough to even loan you money? she cried fiercely.

The shaft of moonlight had poured past her feet; she stood in a pool of it.

Good enough? said Terry. Good enough? Something that had been accumulating in him now swelled to bursting, flooded from his heart to his throat. He hardly knew his own voice, it was so transformed with sudden emotion.

Theres more good in you than in any man or woman Ive ever known.

Terry, are you trying to make me feel foolish?

I mean it — and its true. Youre kinder, more gentle—

Gentle? Me? Oh, Terry!

But she sat down on the bed, and she listened to him with her face raised, as though music were falling on her, a thing barely heard at a perilous distance.

Theyve told you other things, but they dont know. I know, Kate. The moment I saw you I knew, and it stopped my heart for a beat — the knowing of it. That youre beautiful — and true as steel; that youre worthy of honor — and that I honor you with all my heart. That I love your kindness, your frankness, your beautiful willingness to help people, Kate. Ive lived with a woman who taught me what was true. Youve taught me whats glorious and worth living for. Do you understand, Kate?

And no answer; but a change in her face that stopped him.

I shouldnt of come, she whispered at length, and I — I shouldnt have let you — talk the way youve done. But, oh, Terry — when you come to forget what youve said — dont forget it all the way — keep some of the things — tucked away in you — somewhere—

She rose from the bed and slipped across the white brilliance of the shaft of moonlight. It made a red-gold fire of her hair. Then she flickered into the shadow. Then she was swallowed by the darkness.


CHAPTER 28
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THERE WAS NO Kate at breakfast the next morning. She had left the house at dawn with her horse.

May be night before she comes back, said her father. No telling how far shell go. May be tomorrow before she shows up.

It made Terry thoughtful for reasons which he himself did not understand. He had a peculiar desire to climb into the saddle on El Sangre and trail her across the hills. But he was very quickly brought to the reality that if he chose to make himself a laboring man and work out the three hundred dollars he would not take back from Joe Pollard, the big man was now disposed to make him live up to his word.

He was sent out with an ax and ordered to attack a stout grove of the pines for firewood. But he quickly resigned himself to the work. Whatever gloom he felt disappeared with the first stroke that sunk the edge deep into the soft wood. The next stroke broke out a great chip, and a resinous, fresh smell came up to him.

He made quick work of the first tree, working the morning chill out of his body, and as he warmed to his labor, the long muscles of arms and shoulders limbering, the blows fell in a shower. The sturdy pines fell one by one, and he stripped them of branches with long, sweeping blows of the ax, shearing off several at a stroke. He was not an expert axman, but he knew enough about that cunning craft to make his blows tell, and a continual desire to sing welled up in him.

Once, to breathe after the heavy labor, he stepped to the edge of the little grove. The sun was sparkling in the tops of the trees; the valley dropped far away below him. He felt as one who stands on the top of the world. There was flash and gleam of red; there stood El Sangre in the corral below him; the stallion raised his head and whinnied in reply to the masters whistle.

A great, sweet peace dropped on the heart of Terry Hollis. Now he felt he was at home. He went back to his work.

But in the midmorning Joe Pollard came to him and grunted at the swath
Terry had driven into the heart of the lodgepole pines.

I wanted junk for the fire, he protested; not enough to build a house. But I got a little errand for you in town, Terry. You can give El Sangre a stretching down the road?

Of course.

It gave Terry a little prickling feeling of resentment to be ordered about. But he swallowed the resentment. After all, this was labor of his own choosing, though he could not but wonder a little, because Joe Pollard no longer pressed him to take back the money he had lost. And he reverted to the talk of Kate the night before. That three hundred dollars was now an anchor holding him to the service of her father. And he remembered, with a touch of dismay, that it might take a year of ordinary wages to save three hundred dollars. Or more than a year.

It was impossible to be downhearted long, however. The morning was as fresh as a rose, and the four men came out of the house with Pollard to see El Sangre dancing under the saddle. Terry received the commission for a box of shotgun cartridges and the money to pay for them.

And the change, said Pollard liberally, dont worry me none. Step around and make yourself to home in town. About coming back — well, when I send a man into town, I figure on him making a day of it. Slong, Terry!

Hey, called Slim, is El Sangre gun-shy?

I suppose so.

The stallion quivered with eagerness to be off.

Heres to try him.

The gun flashed into Slims hand and boomed. El Sangre bolted straight into the air and landed on legs of jack-rabbit qualities that flung him sidewise. The hand and voice of Terry quieted him, while the others stood around grinning with delight at the fun and at the beautiful horsemanship.

But whatll he do if you pull a gun yourself? asked Joe Pollard, showing a sudden concern.

Hell stand for it — long enough, said Terry. Try him!

There was a devil in Slim that morning. He snatched up a shining bit of quartz and hurled it — straight at El Sangre! There was no warning — just a jerk of the arm and the stone came flashing.

Try your gun — on that!

The words were torn off short. The heavy gun had twitched into the hand of Terry, exploded, and the gleaming quartz puffed into a shower of bright particles that danced toward the earth. El Sangre flew into a paroxysm of educated bucking of the most advanced school. The steady voice of Terry Hollis brought him at last to a quivering stop. The rider was stiff in the saddle, his mouth a white, straight line.

He shoved his revolver deliberately back into the holster.

The four men had drawn together, still muttering with wonder. Luck may have had something to do with the success of that snapshot, but it was such a feat of marksmanship as would be remembered and talked about.

Dugan! said Terry huskily.

Slim lunged forward, but he was ill at ease.

Well, kid?

It seemed to me, said Terry, that you threw that stone at El Sangre. I hope Im wrong?

Maybe, growled Slim. He flashed a glance at his companions, not at all eager to push this quarrel forward to a conclusion in spite of his known prowess. He had been a little irritated by the adulation which had been shown to the son of Black Jack the night before. He was still more irritated by the display of fine riding. For horsemanship and clever gunplay were the two main feathers in the cap of Slim Dugan. He had thrown the stone simply to test the qualities of this new member of the gang; the snapshot had stunned him. So he glanced at his companions. If they smiled, it meant that they took the matter lightly. But they were not smiling; they met his glance with expressions of uniform gravity. To torment a nervous horse is something which does not fit with the ways of the men of the mountain desert, even at their roughest. Besides, there was an edgy irritability about Slim Dugan which had more than once won him black looks. They wanted to see him tested now by a foeman who seemed worthy of his mettle. And Slim saw that common desire in his flickering side glance. He turned a cold eye on Terry.

Maybe, he repeated. But maybe I meant to see what you could do with a gun.

I thought so, said Terry through his teeth. Steady, boy!

El Sangre became a rock for firmness. There was not a quiver in one of his long, racing muscles. It was a fine tribute to the power of the rider.

I thought you might be trying out my gun, repeated Terry. Are you entirely satisfied?

He leaned a little in the saddle. Slim moistened his lips. It was a hard question to answer. The man in the saddle had become a quivering bundle of nerves; Slim could see the twitching of the lips, and he knew what it meant. Instinctively he fingered one of the broad bright buttons of his shirt. A man who could hit a glittering thrown stone would undoubtedly be able to hit that stationary button. The thought had elements in it that were decidedly unpleasant. But he had gone too far. He dared not recede now if he wished to hold up his head again among his fellows — and fear of death had never yet controlled the actions of Slim Dugan.

I dunno, he remarked carelessly. Im a sort of curious gent. It takes more than one lucky shot to make me see the light.

The lips of Terry worked a moment. The companions of Slim Dugan scattered of one accord to either side. There was no doubting the gravity of the crisis which had so suddenly sprung up. As for Joe Pollard, he stood in the doorway in the direct line projected from Terry to Slim and beyond. There was very little sentiment in the body of Joe Pollard. Slim had always been a disturbing factor in the gang. Why not? He bit his lips thoughtfully.

Dugan, said Terry at length, curiosity is a very fine quality, and I admire a man who has it. Greatly. Now, you may notice that my gun is in the holster again. Suppose you try me again and see how fast I can get it out of the leather — and hit a target.

The challenge was entirely direct. There was a perceptible tightening in the muscles of the men. They were nerving themselves to hear the crack of a gun at any instant. Slim Dugan, gathering his nerve power, fenced for a moment more of time. His narrowing eyes were centering on one spot on Terrys body — the spot at which he would attempt to drive his bullet, and he chose the pocket of Terrys shirt. It steadied him, gave him his old self-confidence to have found that target. His hand and his brain grew steady, and the thrill of the fighters love of battle entered him.

What sort of a target dyou want? he asked.

Im not particular, said Hollis. Anything will do for me — even a button!

It jarred home to Slim — the very thought he had had a moment before. He felt his certainty waver, slip from him. Then the voice of Pollard boomed out at them:

Keep them guns in their houses! You hear me talk? The first man that makes a move Im going to drill! Slim, get back into the house. Terry, you damn meateater, git on down that hill!

Terry did not move, but Slim Dugan stirred uneasily, turned, and said:
Its up to you, chief. But Ill see this through sooner or later!

And not until then did Terry turn his horse and go down the hill without a backward look.


CHAPTER 29

[image: img107.jpg]

THERE HAD BEEN a profound reason behind the sudden turning of Terry Holliss horse and his riding down the hill. For as he sat the saddle, quivering, he felt rising in him an all-controlling impulse that was new to him, a fierce and sudden passion.

It was joyous, free, terrible in its force — that wish to slay. The emotion had grown, held back by the very force of a mental thread of reason, until, at the very moment when the thread was about to fray and snap, and he would be flung into sudden action, the booming voice of Joe Pollard had cleared his mind as an acid clears a cloudy precipitate. He saw himself for the first time in several moments, and what he saw made him shudder.

And still in fear of himself he swung El Sangre and put him down the slope recklessly. Never in his life had he ridden as he rode in those first five minutes down the pitch of the hill. He gave El Sangre his head to pick his own way, and he confined his efforts to urging the great stallion along. The blood-bay went like the wind, passing up-jutting boulders with a swish of gravel knocked from his plunging hoofs against the rock.

Even in Terrys passion of self-dread he dimly appreciated the prowess of the horse, and when they shot onto the level going of the valley road, he called El Sangre out of the mad gallop and back to the natural pace, a gait as swinging and smooth as running water — yet still the road poured beneath them at the speed of an ordinary gallop. It was music to Terry Hollis, that matchless gait. He leaned and murmured to the pricking ears with that soft, gentle voice which horses love. The glorious head of El Sangre went up a little, his tail flaunted somewhat more proudly; from the quiver of his nostrils to the ringing beat of his black hoofs he bespoke his confidence that he bore the king of men on his back.

And the pride of the great horse brought back some of Terrys own waning self-confidence. His father had been up in him as he faced Slim Dugan, he knew. Once more he had escaped from the commission of a crime. But for how long would he succeed in dodging that imp of the perverse which haunted him?

It was like the temptation of a drug — to strike just once, and thereafter to be raised above himself, take to himself the power of evil which is greater than the power of good. The blow he struck at the sheriff had merely served to launch him on his way. To strike down was not now what he wanted, but to kill! To feel that once he had accomplished the destiny of some strong man, to turn a creature of mind and soul, ambition and hope, at a single stroke into so many pounds of flesh, useless, done for. What could be more glorious? What could be more terrible? And the desire to strike, as he had looked into the sneering face of Slim Dugan, had been almost overmastering.

Sooner or later he would strike that blow. Sooner or later he would commit the great and controlling crime. And the rest of his life would be a continual evasion of the law.

If they would only take him into their midst, the good and the law- abiding men of the mountains! If they would only accept him by word or deed and give him a chance to prove that he was honest! Even then the battle would be hard, against temptation; but they were too smugly sure that his downfall was certain. Twice they had rejected him without cause. How long would it be before they actually raised their hands against him? How long would it be before they violently put him in the class of his father?

Grinding his teeth, he swore that if that time ever came when they took his destiny into their own hands, he would make it a day to be marked in red all through the mountains!

The cool, fresh wind against his face blew the sullen anger away. And when he came close to the town, he was his old self.

A man on a tall gray, with the legs of speed and plenty of girth at the cinches, where girth means lung power, twisted out of a side trail and swung past El Sangre at a fast gallop. The blood-bay snorted and came hard against the bit in a desire to follow. On the range, when he led his wild band, no horse had ever passed El Sangre and hardly the voice of the master could keep him back now. Terry loosed him. He did not break into a gallop, but fled down the road like an arrow, and the gray came back to him slowly and surely until the rider twisted around and swore in surprise.

He touched his mount with the spurs; there was a fresh start from the gray, a lunge that kicked a little spurt of dust into the nostrils of El Sangre. He snorted it out. Terry released his head completely, and now, as though in scorn refusing to break into his sweeping gallop, El Sangre flung himself ahead to the full of his natural pace.

And the gray came back steadily. The town was shoving up at them at the end of the road more and more clearly. The rider of the gray began to curse. He was leaning forward, jockeying his horse, but still El Sangre hurled himself forward powerfully, smoothly. They passed the first shanty on the outskirts of the town with the red head of the stallion at the hip of the other. Before they straightened into the main street, El Sangre had shoved his nose past the outstretched head of the gray. Then the other rider jerked back on his reins with a resounding oath. Terry imitated; one call to El Sangre brought him back to a gentle amble.

Going to sell this damned skate, declared the stranger, a lean-faced man of middle age with big, patient, kindly eyes. If he cant make another hoss break out of a pace, he aint worth keeping! But Ill tell a man that you got quite a hoss there, partner!

Not bad, admitted Terry modestly. And the gray has pretty good points, it seems to me.

They drew the horses back to a walk.

Ought to have. Been breeding for him fifteen years — and here I get him beat by a hoss that dont break out of a pace.

He swore again, but less violently and with less disappointment. He was beginning to run his eyes appreciatively over the superb lines of El Sangre. There were horses and horses, and he began to see that this was one in a thousand — or more.

Whats the strain in that stallion? he asked.

Mustang, answered Terry.

Mustang? Man, man, hes close to sixteen hands!

Nearer fifteen three. Yes, he stands pretty high. Might call him a freak mustang, I guess. He reverts to the old source stock.

Ive heard something about that, nodded the other. Once in a generation they say a mustang turns up somewhere on the range that breeds back to the old Arab. And that red hoss is sure one of em.

They dismounted at the hotel, the common hitching rack for the town, and the elder man held out his hand.

Im Jack Baldwin.

Terryll do for me, Mr. Baldwin. Glad to know you.

Baldwin considered his companion with a slight narrowing of the eyes. Distinctly this Terry was not the type to be wandering about the country known by his first name alone. There were reasons and reasons why men chose to conceal their family names in the mountains, however, and not all of them were bad. He decided to reserve judgment. Particularly since he noted a touch of similarity between the high head and the glorious lines of El Sangre and the young pride and strength of Terry himself. There was something reassuringly clean and frank about both horse and rider, and it pleased Baldwin.

They made their purchases together in the store.

Where might you be working? asked Baldwin.

For Joe Pollard.

Him? There was a lifting of the eyebrows of Jack Baldwin. What line?

Cutting wood, just now.

Baldwin shook his head.

How Pollard uses so much help is moren I can see. Hes got a range back of the hills, I know, and some cattle on it; but hes sure a waster of good labor. Take me, now. I need a hand right bad to help me with the cows.

Im more or less under contract with Pollard, said Terry. He added:
You talk as if Pollard might be a queer sort.

Baldwin seemed to be disarmed by this frankness.

Aint you noticed anything queer up there? No? Well, maybe Pollard is all right. Hes sort of a newcomer around here. That big house of his aint moren four or five years old. But most usually a man buys land and cattle around here before he builds him a big house. Well — Pollard is an open-handed cuss, Ill say that for him, and maybe they aint anything in the talk that goes around.

What that talk was Terry attempted to discover, but he could not. Jack
Baldwin was a cautious gossip.

Since they had finished buying, the storekeeper perched on the edge of his selling counter and began to pass the time of the day. It began with the usual preliminaries, invariable in the mountains.

Whats the news out your way?

Nothing much to talk about. Hows things with you and your family?

Fair to middlin and better. Patty had the croup and we sat up two nights firing up the croup kettle. Now hes better, but he still coughs terrible bad.

And so on until all family affairs had been exhausted. This is a formality. One must not rush to the heart of his news or he will mortally offend the sensitive Westerner.

This is the approved method. The storekeeper exemplified it, and having talked about nothing for ten minutes, quietly remarked that young Larrimer was out hunting a scalp, had been drinking most of the morning, and was now about the town boasting of what he intended to do.

And whats more, hes apt to do it.

Larrimer is a no-good young skunk, said Baldwin, with deliberate heat. Its sure a crime when a boy that aint got enough brains to fill a peanut shell can run over men just because hes spent his life learning how to handle firearms. Hell meet up with his finish one of these days.

Maybe he will, maybe he wont, said the storekeeper, and spat with precision and remarkable power through the window beside him. Thats what they been saying for the last two years. Dawson come right down here to get him; but it was Dawson that was got. And Kennedy was called a good man with a gun — but Larrimer beat him to the draw and filled him plumb full of lead.

I know, growled Baldwin. Kept on shooting after Kennedy was down and had the gun shot out of his hand and was helpless. And yet they call that self-defense.

We cant afford to be too particular about shootings, said the storekeeper. Speaking personal, I figure that a shooting now and then lets the blood of the youngsters and gives em a new start. Kind of like to see it.

But whos Larrimer after now?

A wild-goose chase, most likely. He says hes heard that the son of old Black Jack is around these parts, and that hes going to bury the outlaws son after hes salted him away with lead.

Black Jacks son! Is he around town?

The tone sent a chill through Terry; it contained a breathless horror from which there was no appeal. In the eye of Jack Baldwin, fair-minded man though he was, Black Jacks son was judged and condemned as worthless before his case had been heard.

I dunno, said the storekeeper; but if Larrimer put one of Black Jacks breed under the ground, Id call him some use to the town.

Jack Baldwin was agreeing fervently when the storekeeper made a violent signal.

Theres Larrimer now, and he looks all fired up.

Terry turned and saw a tall fellow standing in the doorway. He had been prepared for a youth; he saw before him a hardened man of thirty and more, gaunt-faced, bristling with the rough beard of some five or six days growth, a thin, cruel, hawklike face.


CHAPTER 30
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A MOMENT LATER, from the side door which led from the store into the main body of the hotel, stepped the chunky form of Denver Pete, quick and light of foot as ever. He went straight to the counter and asked for matches, and as the storekeeper, still keeping half an eye upon the formidable figure of Larrimer, turned for the matches, Denver spoke softly from the side of his mouth to Terry — only in the lockstep line of the prison do they learn to talk in this manner — gauging the carrying power of the whisper with nice accuracy.

That birds after you. Crazy with booze in the head, but steady in the hand. One of two things. Clear out right now, or else say the word and Ill stay and help you get rid of him.

For the first time in his life fear swept over Terry — fear of himself compared with which the qualm he had felt after turning from Slim Dugan that morning had been nothing. For the second time in one day he was being tempted, and the certainty came to him that he would kill Larrimer. And what made that certainty more sure was the appearance of his nemesis, Denver Pete, in this crisis. As though, with sure scent for evil, Denver had come to be present and watch the launching of Terry into a career of crime. But it was not the public that Terry feared. It was himself. His moral determination was a dam which blocked fierce currents in him that were struggling to get free. And a bullet fired at Larrimer would be the thing that burst the dam and let the flood waters of self-will free. Thereafter what stood in his path would be crushed and swept aside.

He said to Denver: This is my affair, not yours. Stand away, Denver. And pray for me.

A strange request. It shattered even the indomitable self-control of
Denver and left him gaping.

Larrimer, having completed his survey of the dim interior of the store, stalked down upon them. He saw Terry for the first time, paused, and his bloodshot little eyes ran up and down the body of the stranger. He turned to the storekeeper, but still half of his attention was fixed upon Terry.

Bill, he said, you seen anything of a spavined, long-horned, no-good skunk named Hollis around town today?

And Terry could see him wait, quivering, half in hopes that the stranger would show some anger at this denunciation.

Aint seen nobody by that name, said Bill mildly. Maybe youre chasing a wild goose? Who told you they was a gent named Hollis around?

Black Jacks son, insisted Larrimer. Wild-goose chase, hell! I was told he was around by a gent named—

These aint the kind of matches I want! cried Denver Pete, with a strangely loud-voiced wrath. I dont want painted wood. How can a gent whittle one of these damned matches down to toothpick size? Gimme plain wood, will you?

The storekeeper, wondering, made the exchange. Drunken Larrimer had roved on, forgetful of his unfinished sentence. For the very purpose of keeping that sentence unfinished, Denver Pete remained on the scene, edging toward the outskirts. Now was to come, in a single moment, both the temptation and the test of Terry Hollis, and well Denver knew that if Larrimer fell with a bullet in his body there would be an end of Terry Hollis in the world and the birth of a new soul — the true son of Black Jack!

Its him that plugged Sheriff Minter, went on Larrimer. I hear tell as how he got the sheriff from behind and plugged him. This town aint a place for a man-killing houn dog like young Black Jack, and Im here to let him know it!

The torrent of abuse died out in a crackle of curses. Terry Hollis stood as one stunned. Yet his hand stayed free of his gun.

Suppose we go on to the hotel and eat? he asked Jack Baldwin softly. No use staying and letting that fellow deafen us with his oaths, is there?

Better than a circus, declared Baldwin. Wouldnt miss it. Since old man Harkness died, I aint heard cussing to match up with Larrimers. Didnt know that he had that much brains.

It seemed that the fates were surely against Terry this day. Yet still he determined to dodge the issue. He started toward the door, taking care not to walk hastily enough to draw suspicion on him because of his withdrawal, but to the heated brain of Larrimer all things were suspicious. His long arm darted out as Terry passed him; he jerked the smaller man violently back.

Wait a minute. I dont know you, kid. Maybe you got the information I want?

Im afraid not.

Terry blinked. It seemed to him that if he looked again at that vicious, contracted face, his gun would slip into his hand of its own volition.

Who are you?

A stranger in these parts, said Terry slowly, and he looked down at the floor.

He heard a murmur from the men at the other end of the room. He knew that small, buzzing sound. They were wondering at the calmness with which he took water.

Sos Hollis a stranger in these parts, said Larrimer, facing his victim more fully. What I want to know is about the gent that owns the red hoss in front of the store. Ever hear of him?

Terry was silent. By a vast effort he was able to shake his head. It was hard, bitterly hard, but every good influence that had ever come into his life now stood beside him and fought with and for him — Elizabeth Cornish, the long and fictitious line of his Colby ancestors, Kate Pollard with her clear-seeing eyes. He saw her last of all. When the men were scorning him for the way he had avoided this battle, she, at least, would understand, and her understanding would be a mercy.

Hollis is somewhere around, declared Larrimer, drawing back and biting his lip. I know it, damn well. His hoss is standing out yonder. I know whatll fetch him. Ill shoot that hoss of his, and thatll bring him — if young Black Jack is half the man they say he is! I aint out to shoot cowards — I want men!

He strode to the door.

Dont do it! shouted Bill, the storekeeper.

Shut up! snapped Baldwin. I know something. Shut up!

That fierce, low voice reached the ear of Terry, and he understood that it meant Baldwin had judged him as the whole world judged him. After all, what difference did it make whether he killed or not? He was already damned as a slayer of men by the name of his father before him.

Larrimer had turned with a roar.

What dyou mean by stopping me, Bill? What in hell dyou mean by it?

With the brightness of the door behind him, his bearded face was wolfish.

Nothing, quavered Bill, this torrent of danger pouring about him.
Except — that it aint very popular around here — shooting hosses,
Larrimer.

Damn you and your ideas, said Larrimer. Im going to go my own way. I know whats best.

He reached the door, his hand went back to the butt of his revolver.

And then it snapped in Terry, that last restraint which had been at the breaking-point all this time. He felt a warmth run through him — the warmth of strength and the cold of a mysterious and evil happiness.

Wait, Larrimer!

The big man whirled as though he had heard a gun; there was a ring in the voice of Terry like the ring down the barrel of a shotgun after it has been cocked.

You agin? barked Larrimer.

Me again. Larrimer, dont shoot the horse.

Why not?

For the sake of your soul, my friend.

Boys, aint this funny? This gent is a sky-pilot, maybe? He made a long stride back.

Stop where you are! cried Terry.

He stood like a soldier with his heels together, straight, trembling. And
Larrimer stopped as though a blow had checked him.

I may be your sky-pilot, Larrimer. But listen to sense. Do you really mean youd shoot that red horse in front of the hotel?

Aint you heard me say it?

Then the Lord pity you, Larrimer!

Ordinarily Larrimers gun would have been out long before, but the change from this mans humility of the moment before, his almost cringing meekness, to his present defiance was so startling that Larrimer was momentarily at sea.

Damn my eyes, he remarked furiously, this is funny, this is. Are you preaching at me, kid? What dyou mean by that? Eh?

Ill tell you why. Face me squarely, will you? Your head up, and your hands ready.

In spite of his rage and wonder, Larrimer instinctively obeyed, for the words came snapping out like military commands.

Now Ill tell you. You manhunting cur, Im going to send you to hell with your sins on your head. Im going to kill you, Larrimer!

It was so unexpected, so totally startling, that Larrimer blinked, raised his head, and laughed.

But the son of Black Jack tore away all thought of laughter.

Larrimer, Im Terry Hollis. Get your gun!

The wide mouth of Larrimer writhed silently from mirth to astonishment, and then sinister rage. And though he was in the shadow against the door, Terry saw the slow gleam in the face of the tall man — then his hand whipped for the gun. It came cleanly out. There was no flap to his holster, and the sight had been filed away to give more oiled and perfect freedom to the draw. Years of patient practice had taught his muscles to reflex in this one motion with a speed that baffled the eye. Fast as light that draw seemed to those who watched, and the draw of Terry Hollis appeared to hang in midair. His hand wavered, then clutched suddenly, and they saw a flash of metal, not the actual motion of drawing the gun. Just that gleam of the barrel at his hip, hardly clear of the holster, and then in the dimness of the big room a spurt of flame and the boom of the gun.

There was a clangor of metal at the farthest end of the room. Larrimers gun had rattled on the boards, unfired. He tossed up his great gaunt arms as though he were appealing for help, leaped into the air, and fell heavily, with a force that vibrated the floor where Terry stood.

There was one heartbeat of silence.

Then Terry shoved the gun slowly back into his holster and walked to the body of Larrimer.

To these things Bill, the storekeeper, and Jack Baldwin, the rancher, afterward swore. That young Black Jack leaned a little over the corpse and then straightened and touched the fallen hand with the toe of his boot. Then he turned upon them a perfectly calm, unemotional look.

I seem to have been elected to do the scavenger work in this town, he said. But Im going to leave it to you gentlemen to take the carrion away. Shorty, Im going back to the house. Are you ready to ride that way?

When they went to the body of Larrimer afterward, they found a neat, circular splotch of purple exactly placed between the eyes.


CHAPTER 31
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THE FIRST THING the people in Pollards big house knew of the return of the two was a voice singing faintly and far off in the stable — they could hear it because the door to the big living room was opened. And Kate Pollard, who had been sitting idly at the piano, stood up suddenly and looked around her. It did not interrupt the crap game of the four at one side of the room, where they kneeled in a close circle. But it brought big Pollard himself to the door in time to meet Denver Pete as the latter hurried in.

When Denver was excited he talked very nearly as softly as he walked. And his voice tonight was like a contented humming.

It worked, was all he said aside to Pollard as he came through the door. They exchanged silent grips of the hands. Then Kate drew down on them; as if a mysterious; signal had been passed to them by the subdued entrance of Denver, the four rose at the side of the room.

It was Pollard who forced him to talk.

What happened?

A pretty little party, said Denver. His purring voice was so soft that to hear him the others instantly drew close. Kate Pollard stood suddenly before him.

Terry Hollis has done something, she said. Denver, what has he done?

Him? Nothing much. To put it in his own words, hes just played scavenger for the town — and hes done it in a way they wont be forgetting for a good long day.

Denver!

Well? No need of acting up, Kate.

Who was it?

Ever meet young Larrimer?

She shuddered. Yes. A — beast of a man.

Sure. Worsen a beast, maybe. Well, hes carrion now, to use Terrys words again.

Wait a minute, cut in big blond Phil Marvin. Dont spoil the story for Terry. But did he really do for Larrimer? Larrimer was a neat one with a gun — no good otherwise.

Did he do for Larrimer? echoed Denver in his purring voice. Oh, man, man! Did he do for Larrimer? And I aint spoiling his story. He wont talk about it. Wouldnt open his face about it all the way home. A pretty neat play, boys. Larrimer was looking for a rep, and he wanted to make it on Black Jacks son. Came tearing in.

At first Terry tried to sidestep him. Made me weak inside for a minute because I thought he was going to take water. Then he got riled a bit and then — whang! It was all over. Not a body shot. No, boys, nothing clumsy and amateurish like that, because a man may live to empty his gun at you after hes been shot through the body. This young Hollis, pals, just ups and drills Larrimer clean between the eyes. If youd measured it off with a ruler, you couldnt have hit exact center any bettern he done. Then he walks up and stirs Larrimer with his toe to make sure he was dead. Cool as hell.

You lie! cried the girl suddenly.

They whirled at her, and found her standing and flaming at them.

You hear me say it, Kate, said Denver, losing a little of his calm.

He wasnt as cool as that — after killing a man. He wasnt.

All right, honey. Dont you hear him singing out there in the stable?
Does that sound as if he was cut up much?

Then youve made him a murderer — you, Denver, and you, Dad. Oh, if theys a hell, youre going to travel there for this! Both of you!

As if we had anything to do with it! exclaimed Denver innocently.
Besides, it wasnt murder. It was plain self-defense. Nothing but that.
Three witnesses to swear to it. But, my, my — you should hear that town
rave. They thought nobody could beat Larrimer.

The girl slipped back into her chair again and sat with her chin in her hand, brooding. It was all impossible — it could not be. Yet there was Denver telling his story, and far away the clear baritone of Terry Hollis singing as he cared for El Sangre.

She waited to make sure, waited to see his face and hear him speak close at hand. Presently the singing rang out more clearly. He had stepped out of the barn.

Oh, I am a friar of orders gray,
Through hill and valley I take my way.
My long bead roll I merrily chant;
Wherever I wander no money I want!

And as the last word rang through the room, Terry Hollis stood in the doorway, with his saddle and bridle hanging over one strong arm and his gun and gun belt in the other hand. And his voice came cheerily to them in greeting. It was impossible — more impossible than ever.

He crossed the room, hung up his saddle, and found her sitting near. What should he say? How would his color change? In what way could he face her with that stain in his soul?

And this was what Terry said to her: Im going to teach El Sangre to let you ride him, Kate. By the Lord, I wish youd been with us going down the hill this morning!

No shame, no downward head, no remorse. And he was subtly and strangely changed. She could not put the difference into words. But his eye seemed larger and brighter — it was no longer possible for her to look deeply into it, as she had done so easily the night before. And there were other differences.

He held his head in a more lordly fashion. About every movement there was a singular ease and precision. He walked with a lighter step and with a catlike softness almost as odd as that of Denver. His step had been light before, but it was not like this. But through him and about him there was an air of uneasy, alert happiness — as of one who steals a few perfect moments, knowing that they will not be many. A great pity welled in her, and a great anger. It was the anger which showed.

Terry Hollis, what have you done? Youre lookin me in the eye, but you ought to be hangin your head. Youve done murder! Murder! Murder!

She let the three words ring through the room like three blows, cutting the talk to silence. And all save Terry seemed moved.

He was laughing down at her — actually laughing, and there was no doubt as to the sincerity of that mirth. His presence drew her and repelled her; she became afraid for the first time in her life.

A little formality with a gun, he said calmly. A dog got in my way,
Kate — a mad dog. I shot the beast to keep it from doing harm.

Ah, Terry, I know everything. Ive heard Denver tell it. I know it was a man, Terry.

He insisted carelessly. By the Lord, Kate, only a dog — and a mad dog at that. Perhaps there was the body of a man, but there was the soul of a dog inside the skin. Tut! it isnt worth talking about.

She drew away from him. Terry, God pity you. I pity you, she went on hurriedly and faintly. But you aint the same any more, Terry. I — Im almost afraid of you!

He tried laughingly to stop her, and in a sudden burst of hysterical terror she fled from him. Out of the corner of her eye she saw him come after her, light as a shadow. And the shadow leaped between her and the door; the force of her rush drove her into his arms.

In the distance she could hear the others laughing — they understood such a game as this, and enjoyed it with all their hearts. Ah, the fools!

He held her lightly, his fingertips under her elbows. For all the delicacy of that touch, she knew that if she attempted to flee, the grip would be iron. He would hold her where she was until he was through talking to her.

Dont you see what Ive done? he was saying rapidly. You wanted to drive me out last night. You said I didnt fit — that I didnt belong up here. Well, Kate, I started out today to make myself fit to belong to this company of fine fellows.

He laughed a little; if it were not real mirth, at least there was a fierce quality of joy in his voice.

You see, I decided that if I went away Id be lonely. Particularly, Id be lonely as the devil, Kate, for you!

Youve murdered to make yourself one — of us?

Tush, Kate. You exaggerate entirely. Do you know what Ive really done? Why, Ive wakened; Ive come to my senses. After all, there was no other place for me to go. I tried the world of good, ordinary working people. I asked them to let me come in and prove my right to be one of them. They discharged me when I worked honestly on the range. They sent their professional gunmen and bullies after me. And then — I reached the limit of my endurance, Kate, and I struck back. And the mockery of it all is this — that though they have struck me repeatedly and I have endured it, I — having struck back a single time — am barred from among them forever. Let it be so!

Hush, Terry. I — Im going to think of ways!

You couldnt. Last night — yes. Today Im a man — and Im free. And freedom is the sweetest thing in the world. Theres no place else for me to go. This is my world. Youre my queen. Ive won my spurs; Ill use them in your service, Kate.

Stop, Terry!

By the Lord, I will, though! Im happy — dont you see? And Im going to be happier. Im going to work my way along until I can tell you — that I love you, Kate — that youre the daintiest body of fire and beauty and temper and gentleness and wisdom and fun that was ever crowned with the name of a woman. And—

But under the rapid fire of his words there was a touch of hardness — mockery, perhaps. She drew back, and he stepped instantly aside. She went by him through the door with bowed head. And Terry, closing it after her, heard the first sob.


CHAPTER 32
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IT WAS AS if a gate which had hitherto been closed against him in the Pollard house were now opened. They no longer held back from Terry, but admitted him freely to their counsels. But the first person to whom he spoke was Slim Dugan. There was a certain nervousness about Slim this evening, and a certain shame. For he felt that in the morning, to an extent, he had backed down from the quarrel with young Black Jack. The killing of Larrimer now made that reticence of the morning even more pointed than it had been before. With all these things taken into consideration, Slim Dugan was in the mood to fight and die; for he felt that his honor was concerned. A single slighting remark to Terry, a single sneering side glance, would have been a signal for gunplay. And everyone knew it.

The moment there was silence the son of Black Jack went straight to Slim
Dugan.

Slim, he said, just loud enough for everyone to hear, a fellow isnt himself before noon. Ive been thinking over that little trouble we had this morning, and Ive made up my mind that if there were any fault it was mine for taking a joke too seriously. At any rate, if its agreeable to you, Slim, Id like to shake hands and call everything square. But if theres going to be any ill will, lets have it out right now.

Slim Dugan wrung the hand of Terry without hesitation.

If you put it that way, he said cordially, I dont mind saying that I was damned wrong to heave that stone at the hoss. And I apologize, Terry.

And so everything was forgotten. Indeed, where there had been enmity before, there was now friendship. And there was a breath of relief drawn by every member of the gang. The peacemaking tendency of Hollis had more effect on the others than a dozen killings. They already granted that he was formidable. They now saw that he was highly desirable also.

Dinner that night was a friendly affair, except that Kate stayed in her room with a headache. Johnny the Chinaman smuggled a tray to her. Oregon Charlie went to the heart of matters with one of his rare speeches:

You hear me talk, Hollis. Shes mad because youve stepped off. Shell get over it all right.

Oregon Charlie had a right to talk. It was an open secret that he had loved Kate faithfully ever since he joined the gang. But apparently Terry Hollis cared little about the moods of the girl. He was the center of festivities that evening until an interruption from the outside formed a diversion. It came in the form of a hard rider; the mutter of his hoofs swept to the door, and Phil Marvin, having examined the stranger from the shuttered loophole beside the entrance, opened the door to him at once.

Its Sandy, he fired over his shoulder in explanation.

A weary-looking fellow came into the room, swinging his hat to knock the dust off it, and loosening the bandanna at his throat. The drooping, pale mustache explained his name. Two words were spoken, and no more.

News? said Pollard.

News, grunted Sandy, and took a place at the table.

Terry had noted before that there were always one or two extra places laid; he had always liked the suggestion of hospitality, but he was rather in doubt about this guest. He ate with marvellous expedition, keeping his lean face close to the table and bolting his food like a hungry dog. Presently he drained his coffee cup, arranged his mustache with painful care, and seemed prepared to talk.

First thing, he said now — and utter silence spread around the table as he began to talk— first thing is that McGuire is coming. I seen him on the trail, cut to the left and took the short way. He ought to be loping in almost any minute.

Terry saw the others looking straight at Pollard; the leader was thoughtful for a moment.

Is he coming with a gang, Sandy?

Nope — alone.

He was always a nervy cuss. Someday—

He left the sentence unfinished. Denver had risen noiselessly.

Im going to beat it for my bunk, he announced. Let me know when the sheriff is gone.

Sit where you are, Denver. McGuire aint going to lay hands on you.

Sure he aint, agreed Denver. But I aint partial to having guys lay eyes on me, neither. Some of you can go out and beat up trouble. I like to stay put.

And he glided out of the room with no more noise than a sliding shadow.
He had hardly disappeared when a heavy hand beat at the door.

Thats McGuire, announced Pollard. Let him in, Phil. So saying, he twitched his gun out of the holster, spun the cylinder, and dropped it back.

Dont try nothing till you see me put my hand into my beard, boys. He dont mean much so long as hes come alone.

Marvin drew back the door. Terry saw a man with shoulders of martial squareness enter. And there was a touch of the military in his brisk step and the curt nod he sent at Marvin as he passed the latter. He had not taken off his sombrero. It cast a heavy shadow across the upper part of his worn, sad face.

Evening, sheriff, came from Pollard, and a muttered chorus from the others repeated the greeting. The sheriff cast his glance over them like a schoolteacher about to deliver a lecture.

Evening, boys.

Sit down, McGuire.

Im only staying a minute. Ill talk standing. It was a declaration of war.

I guess this is the first time I been up here, Pollard?

The very first, sheriff.

Well, if I been kind of neglectful, it aint that Im not interested in you-all a heap!

He brought it out with a faint smile; there was no response to that mirth.

Matter of fact, I been keeping my eye on you fellows right along. Now, I aint up here to do no accusing. Im up here to talk to you man to man. Theys been a good many queer things happen. None of em in my county, mind you, or I might have done some talking to you before now. But theys been a lot of queer things happen right around in the mountains; and some of em has traced back kind of close to Joe Pollards house as a starting point. I aint going to go any further. If Im wrong, they aint any harm done; if Im right, you know what I mean. But I tell you this, boys — were a long-sufferin lot around these parts, but theys some things that we dont stand for, and one of em that riles us particular much is when a gent that lays out to be a regular hardworking rancher — even if he aint got much of a ranch to talk about and work about — takes mankillers under their wings. It aint regular, and it aint popular around these parts. I guess you know what I mean.

Terry expected Pollard to jump to his feet. But there was no such response. The other men stared down at the table, their lips working. Pollard alone met the eye of the sheriff.

The sheriff changed the direction of his glance. Instantly, it fell on
Terry and stayed there.

Youre the man I mean; youre Terry Hollis, Black Jacks son?

Terry imitated the others and did not reply.

Oh, they aint any use beating about the bush. You got Black Jacks blood in you. Thats plain. I remember your old man well enough.

Terry rose slowly from his chair.

I think Im not disputing that, sheriff. As a matter of fact, Im very proud of my father.

I think you are, said the sheriff gravely. I think you are — damned proud of him. So proud you might even figure on imitating what he done in the old days.

Perhaps, said Terry. The imp of the perverse was up in him now, urging him on.

Step soft, sheriff, cried Pollard suddenly, as though he sensed a crisis of which the others were unaware. Terry, keep hold on yourself!

The sheriff waved the cautionary advice away.

My nerves are tolerable good, Pollard, he said coldly. The kid aint scaring me none. And now hark to me, Black Jack. Youve got away with two gents already — two thats known, I mean. Minter was one and Larrimer was two. Both times it was a square break. But I know your kind like a book. Youre going to step over the line pretty damn pronto, and when you do, Im going to get you, friend, as sure as the sky is blue! You aint going to do what your dad done before you. Ill tell you why. In the old days the law was a joke. But its tolerable strong now. You hear me talk — get out of these here parts and stay out. We dont want none of your kind.

There was a flinching of the men about the table. They had seen the tigerish suddenness with which Terrys temper could flare — they had received an object lesson that morning. But to their amazement he remained perfectly cool under fire. He sauntered a little closer to the sheriff.

Ill tell you, McGuire, he said gently. Your great mistake is in talking too much. Youve had a good deal of success, my friend. So much that your head is turned. Youre quite confident that no one will invade your special territory; and you keep your sympathy for neighboring counties. You pity the sheriffs around you. Now listen to me. Youve branded me as a criminal in advance. And Im not going to disappoint you. Im going to try to live up to your high hopes. And what I do will be done right in your county, my friend. Im going to make the sheriffs pity you, McGuire. Im going to make your life a small bit of hell. Im going to keep you busy. And now — get out! And before you judge the next man that crosses your path, wait for the advice of twelve good men and true. You need advice, McGuire. You need it to beat hell! Start on your way!

His calmness was shaken a little toward the end of this speech and his voice, at the close, rang sharply at McGuire. The latter considered him from beneath frowning brows for a moment and then, without another word, without a glance to the others and a syllable of adieu, turned and walked slowly, thoughtfully, out of the room. Terry walked back to his place. As he sat down, he noticed that every eye was upon him, worried.

Im sorry that Ive had to do so much talking, he said. And I particularly apologize to you, Pollard. But Im tired of being hounded. As a matter of fact, Im now going to try to play the part of the hound myself. Action, boys; action is what we must have, and action right in this county under the nose of the complacent McGuire!


CHAPTER 33
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THERE WAS NO exuberant joy to meet this suggestion. McGuire had, as a matter of fact, made his territory practically crime-proof for so long that men had lost interest in planning adventures within the sphere of his authority. It seemed to the four men of Pollards gang a peculiar folly to cast a challenge in the teeth of the formidable sheriff himself. Even Pollard was shaken and looked to Denver. But that worthy, who had returned from the door where he was stationed during the presence of the sheriff, remained in his place smiling down at his hands. He, for one, seemed oddly pleased.

In the meantime Sandy was setting forth his second and particularly interesting news item.

You-all know Lewison? he asked.

The sour old grouch, affirmed Phil Marvin. Sure, we know him.

I know him, too, said Sandy. I worked for the tenderfoot that he skinned out of the ranch. And then I worked for Lewison. If theys anything good about Lewison, youd need a spyglass to find it, and then it wouldnt be fit to see. His wife couldnt live with him; he drove his son off and turned him into a drunk; and hes lived his life for his coin.

Which he aint got much to show for it, remarked Marvin. He lives like a starved dog.

And thats just why hes got the coin, said Sandy. He lives on what would make a dog sick and his whole life hes been saving every cent hes made. He gives his wife one dress every three years till she died. Thats how tight he is. But hes sure got the money. Told everybody his kid run off with all his savings. Thats a lie. His kid didnt have the guts or the sense to steal even what was coming to him for the work he done for the old miser. Matter of fact, hes got enough coin saved — all gold — to break the back of a mule. Thats a fact! Never did no investing, but turned everything he made into gold and put it away.

How do you know? This from Denver.

How does a buzzard smell a dead cow? said Sandy inelegantly. I aint going to tell you how I smell out the facts about money. Wouldnt be any use to you if you knew the trick. The facts is these: he sold his ranch. You know that?

Sure, we know that.

And you know he wouldnt take nothing but gold coin paid down at the house?

That so?

It sure is! Now the points this. He had all his gold in his own private safe at home.

Denver groaned.

I know, Denver, nodded Sandy. Easy pickings for you; but I didnt find all this out till the other day. Never even knew he had a safe in his house. Not till he has em bring out a truck from town and he ships the safe and everything in it to the bank. You see, he sold out his own place and hes going to another that he bought down the river. Well, boys, heres the dodge. That safe of his is in the bank tonight, guarded by old Lewison himself and two gunmen hes hired for the job. Tomorrow he starts out down the river with the safe on a big wagon, and hell have half a dozen guards along with him. Boys, theys going to be forty thousand dollars in that safe! And the minute she gets out of the county — because old McGuire will guard it to the boundary line — we can lay back in the hills and—

You done enough planning, Sandy, broke in Joe Pollard. Youve smelled out the loot. Leave it to us to get it. Did you say forty thousand?

And on every face around the table Terry saw the same hunger and the same yellow glint of the eyes. It would be a big haul, one of the biggest, if not the very biggest, Pollard had ever attempted.

Of the talk that followed, Terry heard little, because he was paying scant attention. He saw Joe Pollard lie back in his chair with squinted eyes and run over a swift description of the country through which the trail of the money would lead. The leader knew every inch of the mountains, it seemed. His memory was better than a map; in it was jotted down every fallen log, every boulder, it seemed. And when his mind was fixed on the best spot for the holdup, he sketched his plan briefly.

To this man and to that, parts were assigned in brief. There would be more to say in the morning about the details. And every man offered suggestions. On only one point were they agreed. This was a sum of money for which they could well afford to spill blood. For such a prize as this they could well risk making the countryside so hot for themselves that they would have to leave Pollards house and establish headquarters elsewhere. Two shares to Pollard and one to each of his men, including Sandy, would make the total loot some four thousand dollars and more per man. And in the event that someone fell in the attempt, which was more than probable, the share for the rest would be raised to ten thousand for Pollard and five thousand for each of the rest. Terry saw cold glances pass the rounds, and more than one dwelt upon him. He was the last to join; if there were to be a death in this affair, he would be the least missed of all.

A sharp order from Pollard terminated the conference and sent his men to bed, with Pollard setting the example. But Terry lingered behind and called back Denver.

There is one point, he said when they were alone, that it seems to me the chief has overlooked.

Talk up, kid, grinned Denver Pete. I seen you was thinking. It sure does me good to hear you talk. Whats on your mind? Where was Joe wrong?

Not wrong, perhaps. But he overlooked this fact: tonight the safe is guarded by three men only; tomorrow it will be guarded by six.

Denver stared, and then blinked.

You mean, try the safe right in town, inside the old bank? Son, you dont know the gents in this town. They sleep with a gat under every head and ears that hear a pin drop in the next room — right while theyre snoring. They dream about fighting and they wake up ready to shoot.

Terry smiled at this outburst.

How long has it been since there was a raid on McGuires town?

Dunno. Dont remember anybody being that foolish

Then its been so long that itll give us a chance. Its been so long that the three men on guard tonight will be half asleep.

I dunno but youre right. Why didnt you speak up in company? Ill call the chief and—

Wait, said Terry, laying a hand on the round, hard-muscled shoulder of the yegg. I had a purpose in waiting. Seven men are too many to take into a town.

Eh?

Two men might surprise three. But seven men are more apt to be surprised.

Two agin three aint such bad odds, pal. But — the first gun that pops, well have the whole town on our backs.

Then well have to do it without shooting. You understand, Denver?

Denver scratched his head. Plainly he was uneasy; plainly, also, he was more and more fascinated by the idea.

You and me to turn the trick alone? he whispered out of the side of his mouth in a peculiar, confidentially guilty way that was his when he was excited. Kid, I begin to hear the old Black Jack talk in you! I begin to hear him talk! I knew it would come!


CHAPTER 34
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AN HOURS RIDE brought them to the environs of the little town. But it was already nearly the middle of night and the village was black; whatever life waked at that hour had been drawn into the vortex of Pedros. And Pedros was a place of silence. Terry and Denver skirted down the back of the town and saw the broad windows of Pedros, against which passed a moving silhouette now and again, but never a voice floated out to them.

Otherwise the town was dead. They rode until they were at the other extremity of the main street. Here, according to Denver, was the bank which had never in its entire history been the scene of an attempted raid. They threw the reins of their horses after drawing almost perilously close.

Because if we get what we want, said Terry, it will be too heavy to carry far.

And Denver agreed, though they had come so close that from the back of the bank it must have been possible to make out the outlines of the horses. The bank itself was a broad, dumpy building with adobe walls, whose corners had been washed and rounded by time to shapelessness. The walls angled in as they rose; the roof was flat. As for the position, it could not have been worse. A dwelling abutted on either side of the bank. The second stories of those dwellings commanded the roof of the bank; and the front and back porches commanded the front and back entrances of the building.

The moment they had dismounted, Terry and Denver stood a while motionless. There was no doubt, even before they approached nearer, about the activity and watchfulness of the guards who took care of the new deposit in the bank. Across the back wall of the building drifted a shadowy outline — a guard marching steadily back and forth and keeping sentry watch.

A stiff job, son, muttered Denver. I told you these birds wouldnt sleep with moren one eye; and theys a few thats got em both open.

But there was no wavering in Terry. The black stillness of the night; the soundless, slowly moving figure across the wall of the building; the hush, the stars, and the sense of something to be done stimulated him, filled him with a giddy happiness such as he had never known before. Crime? It was no crime to Terry Hollis, but a great and delightful game.

Suddenly he regretted the very presence of Denver Pete. He wanted to be alone with this adventure, match his cunning and his strength against whoever guarded the money of old Lewison, the miser.

Stay here, he whispered in the ear of Denver. Keep quiet. Im going to slip over there and see whats what. Be patient. It may take a long time.

Denver nodded.

Better let me come along. In case—

Your job is opening that safe; my job is to get you to it in safety and get you away again with the stuff. Denver shrugged his shoulders. It was much in the method of famous old Black Jack himself. There were so many features of similarity between the methods of the boy and his father that it seemed to Denver that the ghost of the former man had stepped into the body of his son.

In the meantime Terry faded into the dark. His plan of approach was perfectly simple. The house to the right of the bank was painted blue. Against that dark background no figure stood out clearly. Instead of creeping close to the ground to get past the guard at the rear of the building, he chose his time when the watcher had turned from the nearest end of his beat and was walking in the opposite direction. The moment that happened, Terry strode forward as lightly and rapidly as possible.

Luckily the ground was quite firm. It had once been planted with grass, and though the grass had died, its roots remained densely enough to form a firm matting, and there was no telltale crunching of the sand underfoot. Even so, some slight sound made the guard pause abruptly in the middle of his walk and whirl toward Terry. Instead of attempting to hide by dropping down to the ground, it came to Terry that the least motion in the dark would serve to make him visible. He simply halted at the same moment that the guard halted and trusted to the dark background of the house which was now beside him to make him invisible. Apparently he was justified. After a moment the guard turned and resumed his pacing, and Terry slipped on into the narrow walk between the bank and the adjoining house on the right.

He had hoped for a side window. There was no sign of one. Nothing but the sheer, sloping adobe wall, probably of great thickness, and burned to the density of soft stone. So he came to the front of the building, and so doing, almost ran into a second guard, who paced down the front of the bank just as the first kept watch over the rear entrance. Terry flattened himself against the side wall and held his breath. But the guard had seen nothing and, turning again at the end of his beat, went back in the opposite direction, a tall, gaunt man — so much Terry could make out even in the dark, and his heel fell with the heaviness of age. Perhaps this was Lewison himself.

The moment he was turned, Terry peered around the corner at the front of the building. There were two windows, one close to his corner and one on the farther side of the door. Both were lighted, but the farther one so dimly that it was apparent the light came from one source, and that source directly behind the window nearest Terry. He ventured one long, stealthy pace, and peered into the window.

As he had suspected, the interior of the bank was one large room. Half of it was fenced off with steel bars that terminated in spikes at the top as though, ludicrously, they were meant to keep one from climbing over. Behind this steel fencing were the safes of the bank. Outside the fence at a table, with a lamp between them, two men were playing cards. And the lamplight glinted on the rusty old safe which stood a little at one side.

Certainly old Lewison was guarding his money well. The hopes of Terry
disappeared, and as Lewison was now approaching the far end of his beat,
Terry glided back into the walk between the buildings and crouched there.
He needed time and thought sadly.

As far as he could make out, the only two approaches to the bank, front and rear, were thoroughly guarded. Not only that, but once inside the bank, one would encounter the main obstacle, which consisted of two heavily armed men sitting in readiness at the table. If there were any solution to the problem, it must be found in another examination of the room.

Again the tall old man reached the end of his beat nearest Terry, turned with military precision and went back. Terry slipped out and was instantly at the window again. All was as before. One of the guards had laid down his cards to light a cigarette, and dense clouds of smoke floated above his head. That partial obscurity annoyed Terry. It seemed as if the luck were playing directly against him. However, the smoke began to clear rapidly. When it had mounted almost beyond the strongest inner circle of the lantern light, it rose with a sudden impetus, as though drawn up by an electric fan. Terry wondered at it, and squinted toward the ceiling, but the ceiling was lost in shadow.

He returned to his harborage between the two buildings for a fresh session of thought. And then his idea came to him. Only one thing could have sucked that straight upward so rapidly, and that was either a fan — which was ridiculous — or else a draught of air passing through an opening in the ceiling.

Unquestionably that was the case. Two windows, small as they were, would never serve adequately to ventilate the big single room of the bank. No doubt there was a skylight in the roof of the building and another aperture in the floor of the loft.

At least that was the supposition upon which he must act, or else not act at all. He went back as he had come, passed the rear guard easily, and found Denver unmoved beside the heads Of the horses.

Denver, he said, weve got to get to the roof of that bank, and the only way we can reach it is through the skylight.

Skylight? echoed Denver. Didnt know there was one. There has to be, said Terry, with surety. Can you force a door in one of those houses so we can get to the second story of one of em and drop to the roof?

Force nothing, whispered Denver. They dont know what locks on doors mean around here.

And he was right.

They circled in a broad detour and slipped onto the back porch of the blue house; the guard at the rear of the bank was whistling softly as he walked.

Instead of watchdogs they keep doors with rusty hinges, said Denver as he turned the knob, and the door gave an inch inward. And I dunno which is worst. But watch this, bo!

And he began to push the door slowly inward. There was never a slackening or an increase in the speed with which his hand travelled. It took him a full five minutes to open the door a foot and a half. They slipped inside, but Denver called Terry back as the latter began to feel his way across the kitchen.

Wait till I close this door.

But why? whispered Terry.

Might make a draught — might wake up one of these birds. And there you are. Thats the one rule of politeness for a burglar, Terry. Close the doors after you!

And the door was closed with fully as much caution and slowness as had been used when it was opened. Then Denver took the lead again. He went across the kitchen as though he could see in the dark, and then among the tangle of chairs in the dining room beyond. Terry followed in his wake, taking care to step, as nearly as possible, in the same places. But for all that, Denver continually turned in an agony of anger and whispered curses at the noisy clumsiness of his companion — yet to Terry it seemed as though both of them were not making a sound.

The stairs to the second story presented a difficult climb. Denver showed him how to walk close to the wall, for there the weight of their bodies would act with less leverage on the boards and there would be far less chance of causing squeaks. Even then the ascent was not noiseless. The dry air had warped the timber sadly, and there was a continual procession of murmurs underfoot as they stole to the top of the stairs.

To Terry, his senses growing superhumanly acute as they entered more and more into the heart of their danger, it seemed that those whispers of the stairs might serve to waken a hundred men out of sound sleep; in reality they were barely audible.

In the hall a fresh danger met them. A lamp hung from the ceiling, the flame turned down for the night. And by that uneasy light Terry made out the face of Denver, white, strained, eager, and the little bright eyes forever glinting back and forth. He passed a side mirror and his own face was dimly visible. It brought him erect with a squeak of the flooring that made Denver whirl and shake his fist.

For what Terry had seen was the same expression that had been on the face of his companion — the same animal alertness, the same hungry eagerness. But the fierce gesture of Denver brought him back to the work at hand.

There were three rooms on the side of the hall nearest the bank. And every door was closed. Denver tried the nearest door first, and the opening was done with the same caution and slowness which had marked the opening of the back door of the house. He did not even put his head through the opening, but presently the door was closed and Denver returned.

Two, he whispered.

He could only have told by hearing the sounds of two breathing; Terry wondered quietly. The man seemed possessed of abnormal senses. It was strange to see that bulky, burly, awkward body become now a sensitive organism, possessed of a dangerous grace in the darkness.

The second door was opened in the same manner. Then the third, and in the midst of the last operation a man coughed. Instinctively Terry reached for the handle of his gun, but Denver went on gradually closing the door as if nothing had happened. He came back to Terry.

Every room got sleepers in it, he said. And the middle room has got a man whos awake. Well have to beat it.

Well stay where we are, said Terry calmly, for thirty minutes — by guess. Thatll give him time to go asleep. Then well go through one of those rooms and drop to the roof of the bank.

The yegg cursed softly. Are you trying to hang me? he gasped.

Sit down, said Terry. Its easier to wait that way.

And they sat cross-legged on the floor of the hall. Once the springs of a bed creaked as someone turned in it heavily. Once there was a voice — one of the sleepers must have spoken without waking. Those two noises, and no more, and yet they remained for what seemed two hours to Terry, but what he knew could not be more than twenty minutes.

Now, he said to Denver, we start.

Through one of them rooms and out the windows — without waking anybody up?

You can do it. And Ill do it because I have to. Go on.

He heard the teeth of Denver grit, as though the yegg were being driven on into this madcap venture merely by a pride which would not allow him to show less courage — even rash courage — than his companion.

The door opened — Denver went inside and was soaked up — a shadow among shadows. Terry followed and stepped instantly into the presence of the sleeper. He could tell it plainly. There was no sound of breathing, though no doubt that was plain to the keen ear of Denver — but it was something more than sound or sight. It was like feeling a soul — that impalpable presence in the night. A ghostly and a thrilling thing to Terry Hollis.

Now, against the window on the farther side of the room, he made out the dim outline of Denvers chunky shoulders and shapeless hat. Luckily the window was open to its full height. Presently Terry stood beside Denver and they looked down. The roof of the bank was only some four feet below them, but it was also a full three feet in distance from the side of the house. Terry motioned the yegg back and began to slip through the window. It was a long and painful process, for at any moment a button might catch or his gun scrape — and the least whisper would ruin everything. At length, he hung from his arms at full length. Glancing down, he faintly saw Lewison turn at the end of his beat. Why did not the fool look up?

With that thought he drew up his feet, secured a firm purchase against the side of the house, raised himself by the ledge, and then flung himself out into the air with the united effort of arms and legs.

He let himself go loose and relaxed in the air, shot down, and felt the roof take his weight lightly, landing on his toes. He had not only made the leap, but he had landed a full foot and a half in from the edge of the roof.

Compared with the darkness of the interior of the house, everything on the outside was remarkably light now. He could see Denver at the window shaking his head. Then the professional slipped over the sill with practiced ease, dangled at arms length, and flung himself out with a quick thrust of his feet against the wall.

The result was that while his feet were flung away far enough and to spare, the body of Denver inclined forward. He seemed bound to strike the roof with his feet and then drop head first into the alley below. Terry set his teeth with a groan, but as he did so, Denver whirled in the air like a cat. His body straightened, his feet barely secured a toehold on the edge of the roof. The strong arm of Terry jerked him in to safety.

For a moment they stood close together, Denver panting.

He was saying over and over again: Never again. I aint any acrobat,
Black Jack!

That name came easily on his lips now.

Once on the roof it was simple enough to find what they wanted. There was a broad skylight of dark green glass propped up a foot or more above the level of the rest of the flat roof. Beside it Terry dropped upon his knees and pushed his head under the glass. All below was pitchy-black, but he distinctly caught the odor of Durham tobacco smoke.
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THAT SCENT OF smoke was a clear proof that there was an open way through the loft to the room of the bank below them. But would the opening be large enough to admit the body of a man? Only exploring could show that. He sat back on the roof and put on the mask with which the all-thoughtful Denver had provided him. A door banged somewhere far down the street, loudly. Someone might be making a hurried and disgusted exit from Pedros. He looked quietly around him. After his immersion in the thick darkness of the house, the outer night seemed clear and the stars burned low through the thin mountain air. Denvers face was black under the shadow of his hat.

How are you, kid — shaky? he whispered.

Shaky? It surprised Terry to feel that he had forgotten about fear. He had been wrapped in a happiness keener than anything he had known before. Yet the scheme was far from accomplished. The real danger was barely beginning. Listening keenly, he could hear the sand crunch underfoot of the watcher who paced in front of the building; one of the cardplayers laughed from the room below — a faint, distant sound.

Dont worry about me, he told Denver, and, securing a strong fingerhold on the edge of the ledge, he dropped his full length into the darkness under the skylight.

His tiptoes grazed the floor beneath, and letting his fingers slide off their purchase, he lowered himself with painful care so that his heels might not jar on the flooring. Then he held his breath — but there was no creaking of the loft floor.

That made the adventure more possible. An ill-laid floor would have set up a ruinous screeching as he moved, however carefully, across it. Now he whispered up to Denver. The latter instantly slid down and Terry caught the solid bulk of the man under the armpits and lowered him carefully.

A rotten rathole, snarled Denver to his companion in that inimitable, guarded whisper. How we ever coming back this way — in a hurry?

It thrilled Terry to hear that appeal — an indirect surrendering of the leadership to him. Again he led the way, stealing toward a ghost of light that issued upward from the center of the floor. Presently he could look down through it.

It was an ample square, a full three feet across. Below, and a little more than a pace to the side, was the table of the cardplayers. As nearly as he could measure, through the misleading wisps and drifts of cigarette smoke, the distance to the floor was not more than ten feet — an easy drop for a man hanging by his fingers.

Denver came to his side, silent as a snake.

Listen, whispered Terry, cupping a hand around his lips and leaning close to the ear of Denver so that the least thread of sound would be sufficient. Im going to cover those two from this place. When I have them covered, you slip through the opening and drop to the floor. Dont stand still, but softfoot it over to the wall. Then cover them with your gun while I come down. The idea is this. Outside that window theres a second guard walking up and down. He can look through and see the table where theyre playing, but he cant see the safe against the wall. As long as he sees those two sitting there playing their cards, hell be sure that everything is all right. Well, Denver, hes going to keep on seeing them sitting at their game — but in the meantime youre going to make your preparations for blowing the safe. Can you do it? Is your nerve up to it?

Even the indomitable Denver paused before answering. The chances of success in this novel game were about one in ten. Only shame to be outbraved by his younger companion and pupil made him nod and mutter his assent.

That mutter, strangely, was loud enough to reach to the room below. Terry saw one of the men look up sharply, and at the same moment he pulled his gun and shoved it far enough through the gap for the light to catch on its barrel.

Sit tight! he ordered them in a cutting whisper. Not a move, my friends!

There was a convulsive movement toward a gun on the part of the first man, but the gesture was frozen midway; the second man looked up, gaping, ludicrous in astonishment. But Terry was in no mood to see the ridiculous.

Look down again! he ordered brusquely. Keep on with that game. And the moment one of you goes for a gun — the minute one of you makes a sign or a sound to reach the man in front of the house, I drill you both. Is that clear?

The neck of the man who was nearest to him swelled as though he were lifting a great weight with his head; no doubt he was battling with shrewd temptations to spring to one side and drive a bullet at the robbers above him. But prudence conquered. He began to deal, laying out the cards with mechanical, stiff motions.

Now, said Terry to Denver.

Denver was through the opening in a flash and dropped to the floor below with a thud. Then he leaped away toward the wall out of sight of Terry. Suddenly a loud, nasal voice spoke through one of the front windows:

What was that, boys?

Terry caught his breath. He dared not whisper advice to those men at the table for fear his voice might carry to the guard who was apparently leaning at the window outside. But the dealer jerked his head for an instant toward the direction in which Denver had disappeared. Evidently the yegg was silently communicating imperious instructions, for presently the dealer said, in a voice natural enough: Nothing happened, Lewison. I just moved my chair; that was all, I figure.

I dunno, growled Lewison. I been waiting for something to happen for so long that I begin to hear things and suspect things where they aint nothing at all.

And, still mumbling, his voice passed away.

Terry followed Denvers example, dropping through the opening; but, more cautious, he relaxed his leg muscles, so that he landed in a bunched heap, without sound, and instantly joined Denver on the farther side of the room. Lewisons gaunt outline swept past the window at the same moment.

He found that he had estimated viewpoints accurately enough. From only the right-hand window could Lewison see into the interior of the room and make out his two guards at the table. And it was only by actually leaning through the window that he would be able to see the safe beside which Terry and Denver stood.

Start! said Terry, and Denver deftly laid out a little kit and two small packages. With incredible speed he began to make his molding of soft soap around the crack of the safe door. Terry turned his back on his companion and gave his undivided attention to the two at the table.

Their faces were odd studies in suppressed shame and rage. The muscles were taut; their hands shook with the cards.

You seem kind of glum, boys! broke in the voice of Lewison at the window.

Terry flattened himself against the wall and jerked up his gun — a warning flash which seemed to be reflected by the glint in the eyes of the red- headed man facing him. The latter turned slowly to the window.

Oh, were all right, he drawled. Kind of getting wearying, this watch.

Mind you, crackled the uncertain voice of Lewison, five dollars if you keep on the job till morning. No, six dollars, boys!

He brought out the last words in the ringing voice of one making a generous sacrifice, and Terry smiled behind his mask. Lewison passed on again. Forcing all his nerve power into the faculty of listening, Terry could tell by the crunching of the sand how the owner of the safe went far from the window and turned again toward it.

Start talking, he commanded softly of the men at the table.

About what? answered the red-haired man through his teeth. About what, damn you!

Tell a joke, ordered Terry.

The other scowled down at his hand of cards — and then obeyed.

Ever hear about how Rooney—

The voice was hard at the beginning; then, in spite of the levelled gun which covered him, the red-haired man became absorbed in the interest of the tale. He began to labor to win a smile from his companion. That would be something worthwhile — something to tell about afterward; how he made Pat laugh while a pair of bandits stood in a corner with guns on them!

In his heart Terry admired that red-haired mans nerve. The next time
Lewison passed the window, he darted out and swiftly went the rounds of
the table, relieving each man of his weapon. He returned to his place.
Pat had broken into hearty laughter.

Thats it! cried Lewison, passing the window again. Laughin keeps a gent awake. Thats the stuff, Red! A time of silence came, with only the faint noises of Denver at his rapid work.

Suppose they was to rush the bank, even? said Lewison on his next trip past the window.

Whos they? asked Red, and looked steadily into the mouth of Terrys gun.

Why, them that wants my money. Money that I slaved and worked for all my life! Oh, I know theys a lot of crooked thieves that would like to lay hands on it. But Im going to fool em, Red. Never lost a cent of money in all my born days, and I aint going to form the habit this late in life. I got too much to live for!

And he went on his way muttering.

Ready! said Denver.

Red, whispered Terry, hows the money put into the safe?

The big, red-haired fellow fought him silently with his eyes.

I dunno!

Red, said Terry swiftly, you and your friend are a dead weight on us just now. And theres one quick, convenient way of getting rid of you. Talk out, my friend. Tell us how that money is stowed.

Red flushed, the veins in the center of his forehead swelling under a rush of blood to the head. He was silent.

It was Pat who weakened, shuddering.

Stowed in canvas sacks, boys. And some paper money.

The news of the greenbacks was welcome, for a large sum of gold would be an elephants burden to them in their flight.

Wait, Terry directed Denver. The latter kneeled by his fuse until Lewison passed far down the end of his beat. Terry stepped to the door and dropped the bolt.

Now! he commanded.

He had planned his work carefully. The loose strips of cords which Denver had put into his pocket— nothing so handy as strong twine, he had said — were already drawn out. And the minute he had given the signal, he sprang for the men at the table, backed them into a corner, and tied their hands behind their backs.

The fuse was sputtering.

Put out the light! whispered Denver. It was done — a leap and a puff of breath, and then Terry had joined the huddled group of men at the farther end of the room.

Hey! called Lewison. Whats happened to the light? What the hell—

His voice boomed out loudly at them as he thrust his head through the window into the darkness. He caught sight of the red, flickering end of the fuse.

His voice, grown shrill and sharp, was chopped off by the explosion. It was a noise such as Terry had never heard before — like a tremendously condensed and powerful puff of wind. There was not a sharp jar, but he felt an invisible pressure against his body, taking his breath. The sound of the explosion was dull, muffled, thick. The door of the safe crushed into the flooring.

Terry had nerved himself for two points of attack — Lewison from the front of the building, and the guard at the rear. But Lewison did not yell for help. He had been dangerously close to the explosion and the shock to his nerves, perhaps some dislodged missile, had flung him senseless on the sand outside the bank.

But from the rear of the building came a dull shout; then the door beside which Terry stood was dragged open — he struck with all his weight, driving his fist fairly into the face of the man, and feeling the knuckles cut through flesh and lodge against the cheekbone. The guard went down in the middle of a cry and did not stir. Terry leaned to shake his arm — the man was thoroughly stunned. He paused only to scoop up the fallen revolver which the fellow had been carrying, and fling it into the night. Then he turned back into the dark bank, with Red and Pat cursing in frightened unison as they cowered against the wall behind him.

The air was thick with an ill-smelling smoke, like that of a partially snuffed candle. Then he saw a circle of light spring out from the electric lantern of Denver and fall on the partially wrecked safe. And it glinted on yellow. One of the sacks had been slit and the contents were running out onto the floor like golden water.

Over it stooped the shadow of Denver, and Terry was instantly beside him. They were limp little sacks, marvellously ponderous, and the chill of the metal struck through the canvas to the hand. The searchlight flickered here and there — it found the little drawer which was wrenched open and Denvers stubby hand came out, choked with greenbacks.

Now away! snarled Denver. And his voice shook and quaked; it reminded Terry of the whine of a dog half-starved and come upon meat — a savage, subdued sound.

There was another sound from the street where old Lewison was coming to his senses — a gasping, sound, and then a choked cry: Help!

His senses and his voice seemed to return to him with a rush. His shriek split through the darkness of the room like a ray of light probing to find the guilty: Thieves! Help!

The yell gave strength to Terry. He caught some of the burden that was staggering Denver into his own arms and floundered through the rear door into the blessed openness of the night. His left arm carried the crushing burden of the canvas sacks — in his right hand was the gun — but no form showed behind him.

But there were voices beginning. The yells of Lewison had struck out echoes up and down the street. Terry could hear shouts begin inside houses in answer, and bark out with sudden clearness as a door or a window was opened.

They reached the horses, dumped the precious burdens into the saddlebags, and mounted.

Which way? gasped Denver.

A light flickered in the bank; half a dozen men spilled out of the back door, cursing and shouting.

Walk your horse, said Terry. Walk it — you fool!

Denver had let his horse break into a trot. He drew it back to a walk at this hushed command.

They wont see us unless we start at a hard gallop, continued Terry. They wont watch for slowly moving objects now. Besides, itll be ten minutes before the sheriff has a posse organized. And thats the only thing we have to fear.
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THEY DRIFTED PAST the town, quickening to a soft trot after a moment, and then to a faster trot — El Sangre was gliding along at a steady pace.

Not back to the house! said Denver with an oath, when they straightened back to the house of Pollard. Thats the first place McGuire will look, after what you said to him the other night.

Thats where I want him to look, answered Terry, and thats where hell find me. Pollard will hide the coin and well get one of the boys to take our sweaty horses over the hills. We can tell McGuire that the two horses have been put out to pasture, if he asks. But he mustnt find hot horses in the stable. Certainly McGuire will strike for the house. But what will he find?

He laughed joyously.

Suddenly the voice of Denver cut in softly, insinuatingly.

You dope it that hell cut for the house of Pollard? So do I. Now, kid, why not go another direction — and keep on going? What right have Pollard and the others to cut in on this coin? You and me, kid, can—

I dont hear you, Denver, interrupted Terry. I dont hear you. We wouldnt have known where to find the stuff if it hadnt been for Pollards friend Sandy. They get their share — but you can have my part, Denver. Im not doing this for money; its only an object lesson to that fat-headed sheriff. Id pay twice this price for the sake of the little talk Im going to have with him later on tonight.

All right — Black Jack, muttered Denver. For it seemed to him that the voice of the lost leader had spoken. Play the fool, then, kid. But — lets feed these skates the spur! The towns boiling!

Indeed, there was a dull roar behind them.

No danger, chuckled Terry. McGuire knows perfectly well that Ive done this. And because he knows that, and he knows that I know it, hell strike in the opposite direction to Pollards house. Hell never dream that I would go right back to Pollard and sit down under the famous nose of McGuire!

The dawn was brightening over the mountains above them, and the skyline was ragged with forest. A free country for free men — like the old Black Jack and the new. A short life, perhaps, but a full one.

The coming of the day showed Denvers face weary and drawn. Those moments in the bank, surrounded by danger, had been nerve-racking even to his experience. But to him it was a business, and to Terry it was a game. He felt a qualm of pity for Lewison — but, after all, the man was a wolf, selfish, accumulating money to no purpose, useless to the world. He shrugged the thought of Lewison away.

It was close to sunrise when they reached the house, and having put up the horses, staggered in and called to Johnny to bring them coffee; he was already rattling at the kitchen stove. Then, with a shout, they brought Pollard himself stumbling down from the balcony rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. They threw the money down before him.

He was stupefied, and then his big lions voice went booming with the call for his men. Terry did not wait; he stretched himself with a great yawn and made for his bed, and passed Phil Marvin and the others hurrying downstairs to answer the summons. Kate Pollard came also. She paused as he went by her and he saw her eyes go down to his dusty boots, with the leather polished where the stirrup had chafed, then flashed back to his face.

You, Terry! she whispered.

But he went by her with a wave of the hand.

The girl went on down to the big room. They were gathered already, a bright-eyed, hungry-faced crew of men. Gold was piled across the table in front of them. Slim Dugan had been ordered to go to the highest window of the house and keep watch for the coming of the expected posse. In the meantime the others counted the money, ranging it in bright little stacks; and Denver told the tale.

He took a little more credit to himself than was his due. But it was his part to pay a tribute to Terry. For was it not he who had brought the son of Black Jack among them?

And of all the close squeezes I ever been in, concluded Denver, that was the closest. And of all the nervy, cold-eyed guys I ever see, Black Jacks kid takes the cake. Never a quiver all the time. And when he whispered, them two guys at the table jumped. He meant business, and they knew it.

The girl listened. Her eye alone was not upon the money, but fixed far off, at thin distance.

Thirty-five thousand gold, announced Pollard, with a break of excitement in his voice, and seventeen thousand three hundred and eighty-two in paper. Boys, the richest haul we ever made! And the coolest deal all the way through. Which I say, Denver and Terry — Terry particular — gets extra shares for what they done!

And there was a chorus of hearty approval. The voice of Denver cut it short.

Terry dont want none. No, boys, knock me dead if he does. Can you beat it? I did it to keep my word, he says, with the sheriff. You can have my share, Denver.

And he sticks on it. Its a game with him, boys. He plays at it like a big kid!

In the hush of astonishment, the eyes of Kate misted. Something in that last speech had stung her cruelly. Something had to be done, and quickly, to save young Terry Hollis. But what power could influence him?

It was that thought which brought her to the hope for a solution. A very vague and faraway hope to which she clung and which unravelled slowly in her imagination. Before she left the kitchen, her plan was made, and immediately after breakfast, she went to her room and dressed for a long journey.

Im going over the hills to visit the Stockton girls, she told her father. Be gone a few days.

His mind was too filled with hope for the future to understand her. He nodded idly, and she was gone.

She roped the toughest mustang of her string in the corral, and ten minutes later she was jogging down the trail. Halfway down a confused group of riders — some dozen in all — swarmed up out of the lower trail. Sheriff McGuire rode out on a sweating horse that told of fierce and long riding and stopped her.

His salutation was brief; he plunged into the heart of his questions. Had she noticed anything unusual this morning? Which of the men had been absent from the house last night? Particularly, who went out with Black Jacks kid?

Nobody left the house, she said steadily. Not a soul.

And she kept a blank eye on the sheriff while he bit his lip and studied her.

Kate, he said at length, I dont blame you for not talking. I dont suppose I would in your place. But your dad has about reached the end of the rope with us. If you got any influence, try to change him, because if he dont do it by his own will, hes going to be changed by force!

And he rode on up the trail, followed by the silent string of riders on
their grunting, tired horses. She gave them only a careless glance. Joe
Pollard had baffled officers of the law before, and he would do it again.
That was not her great concern on this day.

Down the trail she sent her mustang again, and broke him out into a stiff gallop on the level ground below. She headed straight through the town, and found a large group collected in and around the bank building. They turned and looked after her, but no one spoke a greeting. Plainly the sheriffs suspicions were shared by others.

She shook that shadow out of her head and devoted her entire attention to the trail which roughened and grew narrow on the other side of the town. Far away across the mountains lay her goal — the Cornish ranch.


CHAPTER 37
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WHEN SHE FIRST glimpsed Bear Valley from the summits of the Blue Mountains, it seemed to her a small paradise. And as she rode lower and lower among the hills, the impression gathered strength. So she came out onto the road and trotted her cow-pony slowly under the beautiful branches of the silver spruce, and saw the bright tree shadows reflected in Bear Creek. Surely here was a place of infinite quiet, made for happiness. A peculiar ache and sense of emptiness entered her heart, and the ghost of Terry Hollis galloped soundlessly beside her on flaming El Sangre through the shadow. It seemed to her that she could understand him more easily. His had been a sheltered and pleasant life here, half dreamy; and when he wakened into a world of stern reality and stern men, he was still playing at a game like a boy — as Denver Pete had said.

She came out into view of the house. And again she paused. It was like a palace to Kate, that great white facade and the Doric columns of the veranda. She had always thought that the house of her father was a big and stable house; compared with this, it was a shack, a lean-to, a veritable hovel. And the confidence which had been hers during the hard ride of two days across the mountains grew weaker. How could she talk to the woman who owned such an establishment as this? How could she even gain access to her?

On a broad, level terrace below the house men were busy with plows and scrapers smoothing the ground; she circled around them, and brought her horse to a stop before the veranda. Two men sat on it, one white-haired, hawk-faced, spreading a broad blueprint before the other; and this man was middle-aged, with a sleek, young face. A very good-looking fellow, she thought.

Maybe you-all could tell me, said Kate Pollard, lounging in the saddle, where Ill find the lady that owns this here place?

It seemed to her that the sleek-faced man flushed a little.

If you wish to talk to the owner, he said crisply, and barely touching his hat to her, Ill do your business. What is it? Cattle lost over the Blue Mountains again? No strays have come down into the valley.

Im not here about cattle, she answered curtly enough. Im here about a man.

Hm, said the other. A man? His attention quickened. What man?

Terry Hollis.

She could see him start. She could also see that he endeavored to conceal it. And she did not know whether she liked or disliked that quick start and flush. There was something either of guilt or of surprise remarkably strong in it. He rose from his chair, leaving the blueprint fluttering in the hands of his companion alone.

I am Vance Cornish, he told her. She could feel his eyes prying at her as though he were trying to get at her more accurately. Whats Hollis been up to now?

He turned and explained carelessly to his companion: Thats the young scapegrace I told you about, Waters. Been raising Cain again, I suppose. He faced the girl again.

A good deal of it, she answered. Yes, hes been making quite a bit of trouble.

Im sorry for that, really, said Vance. But we are not responsible for him.

I suppose you aint, said Kate Pollard slowly. But Id like to talk to the lady of the house.

Very sorry, and again he looked in his sharp way — like a fox, she thought — and then glanced away as though there were no interest in her or her topic. Very sorry, but my sister is in — er — critically declining health. Im afraid she cannot see you.

This repulse made Kate thoughtful. She was not used to such bluff talk from men, however smooth or rough the exterior might be. And under the quiet of Vance she sensed an opposition like a stone wall.

I guess you aint a friend of Terrys?

Id hardly like to put it strongly one way or the other. I know the boy, if thats what you mean.

It aint. She considered him again. And again she was secretly pleased to see him stir under the cool probe of her eyes. How long did you live with Terry?

He was with us twenty-four years. He turned and explained casually to Waters. He was taken in as a foundling, you know. Quite against my advice. And then, at the end of the twenty-four years, the bad blood of his father came out, and he showed himself in his true colors. Fearful waste of time to us all — of course, we had to turn him out.

Of course, nodded Waters sympathetically, and he looked wistfully down at his blueprint.

Twenty-four years you lived with Terry, said the girl softly, and you dont like him, I see.

Instantly and forever he was damned in her eyes. Anyone who could live twenty-four years with Terry Hollis and not discover his fineness was beneath contempt.

Ill tell you, she said. Ive got to see Miss Elizabeth Cornish.

Hm! said Vance. Im afraid not. But — just what have you to tell her?

The girl smiled.

If I could tell you that, I wouldnt have to see her.

He rubbed his chin with his knuckles, staring at the floor of the veranda, and now and then raising quick glances at her. Plainly he was suspicious. Plainly, also, he was tempted in some manner.

Something hes done, eh? Some yarn about Terry?

It was quite plain that this man actually wanted her to have something unpleasant to say about Terry. Instantly she suited herself to his mood; for he was the door through which she must pass to see Elizabeth Cornish.

Bad? she said, hardening her expression as much as possible. Well, bad enough. A killing to begin with.

There was a gleam in his eyes — a gleam of positive joy, she was sure, though he banished it at once and shook his head in deprecation.

Well, well! As bad as that? I suppose you may see my sister. For a moment. Just a moment. She is not well. I wish I could understand your purpose!

The last was more to himself than to her. But she was already off her horse. The man with the blueprint glared at her, and she passed across the veranda and into the house, where Vance showed her up the big stairs. At the door of his sisters room he paused again and scrutinized.

A killing — by Jove! he murmured to himself, and then knocked.

A dull voice called from within, and he opened. Kate found herself in a big, solemn room, in one corner of which sat an old woman wrapped to the chin in a shawl. The face was thin and bleak, and the eyes that looked at Kate were dull.

This girl— said Vance. By Jove, I havent asked your name, Im afraid.

Kate Pollard.

Miss Pollard has some news of Terry. I thought it might — interest you,
Elizabeth.

Kate saw the brief struggle on the face of the old woman. When it passed, her eyes were as dull as ever, but her voice had become husky.

Im surprised, Vance. I thought you understood — his name is not to be spoken, if you please.

Of course not. Yet I thought — never mind. If youll step downstairs with me, Miss Pollard, and tell me what—

Not a step, answered the girl firmly, and she had not moved her eyes from the face of the elder woman. Not a step with you. What I have to say has got to be told to someone who loves Terry Hollis. Ive found that someone. I stick here till Ive done talking.

Vance Cornish gasped. But Elizabeth opened her eyes, and they brightened — but coldly, it seemed to Kate.

I think I understand, said Elizabeth Cornish gravely. He has entangled the interest of this poor girl — and sent her to plead for him. Is that so? If its money he wants, let her have what she asks for, Vance. But I cant talk to her of the boy.

Very well, said Vance, without enthusiasm. He stepped before her. Will you step this way, Miss Pollard?

Not a step, she repeated, and deliberately sat down in a chair. Youd better leave, she told Vance.

He considered her in open anger. If youve come to make a scene, Ill have to let you know that on account of my sister I cannot endure it. Really— Im going to stay here, she echoed, until Ive done talking. Ive found the right person. I know that. Tell you what I want? Why, you hate Terry Hollis!

Hate — him? murmured Elizabeth.

Nonsense! cried Vance.

Look at his face, Miss Cornish, said the girl.

Vance, by everything thats sacred, your eyes were positively shrinking.
Do you hate — him?

My dear Elizabeth, if this unknown—

Youd better leave, interrupted the girl. Miss Cornish is going to hear me talk.

Before he could answer, his sister said calmly: I think I shall, Vance.
I begin to be intrigued.

In the first place, he blurted angrily, its something you shouldnt hear — some talk about a murder—

Elizabeth sank back in her chair and closed her eyes.

Ah, coward! cried Kate Pollard, now on her feet.

Vance, will you leave me for a moment?

For a moment he was white with malice, staring at the girl, then suddenly submitting to the inevitable, turned on his heel and left the room.

Now, said Elizabeth, sitting erect again, what is it? Why do you insist on talking to me of — him? And — what has he done?

In spite of her calm, a quiver of emotion was behind the last words, and nothing of it escaped Kate Pollard.

I knew, she said gently, that two people couldnt live with Terry for twenty-four years and both hate him, as your brother does. I can tell you very quickly why Im here, Miss Cornish.

But first — what has he done?

Kate hesitated. Under the iron self-control of the older woman she saw the hungry heart, and it stirred her. Yet she was by no means sure of a triumph. She recognized the most formidable of all foes — pride. After all, she wanted to humble that pride. She felt that all the danger in which Terry Hollis now stood, both moral and physical, was indirectly the result of this womans attitude. And she struck her, deliberately cruelly.

Hes taken up with a gang of hard ones, Miss Cornish. Thats one thing.

The face of Elizabeth was like stone.

Professional — thieves, robbers!

And still Elizabeth refused to wince. She forced a cold, polite smile of attention.

He went into a town and killed the best fighter they had.

And even this blow did not tell.

And then he defied the sheriff, went back to the town, and broke into a bank and stole fifty thousand dollars.

The smile wavered and went out, but still the dull eyes of Elizabeth were steady enough. Though perhaps that dullness was from pain. And Kate, waiting eagerly, was chagrined to see that she had not broken through to any softness of emotion. One sign of grief and trembling was all she wanted before she made her appeal; but there was no weakness in Elizabeth Cornish, it seemed.

You see I am listening, she said gravely and almost gently. Although I am really not well. And I hardly see the point of this long recital of crimes. It was because I foresaw what he would become that I sent him away.

Miss Cornish, whyd you take him in in the first place?

Its a long story, said Elizabeth.

Im a pretty good listener, said Kate.

Elizabeth Cornish looked away, as though she hesitated to touch on the subject, or as though it were too unimportant to be referred to at length.

In brief, I saw from a hotel window Black Jack, his father, shot down in the street; heard about the infant son he left, and adopted the child — on a bet with my brother. To see if blood would tell or if I could make him a fine man.

She paused.

My brother won the bet!

And her smile was a wonderful thing, so perfectly did it mask her pain.

And, of course, I sent Terry away. I have forgotten him, really. Just a bad experiment.

Kate Pollard flushed.

Youll never forget him, she said firmly. You think of him every day!

The elder woman started and looked sharply at her visitor. Then she dismissed the idea with a shrug.

Thats absurd. Why should I think of him?

There is a spirit of prophecy in most women, old or young; and especially they have a way of looking through the flesh of their kind and seeing the heart. Kate Pollard came a little closer to her hostess.

You saw Black Jack die in the street, she queried, fighting for his life?

Elizabeth dreamed into the vague distance.

Riding down the street with his hair blowing — long black hair, you know, she reminisced. And holding the crowd back as one would hold back a crowd of curs. Then — he was shot from the side by a man in concealment. That was how he fell!

I knew, murmured the girl, nodding. Miss Cornish, I know now why you took in Terry.

Ah?

Not because of a bet — but because you — you loved Black Jack Hollis!

It brought an indrawn gasp from Elizabeth. Rather of horror than surprise. But the girl went on steadily:

I know. You saw him with his hair blowing, fighting his way — he rode into your heart. I know, I tell you! Maybe youve never guessed it all these years. But has a single day gone when you havent thought of the picture?

The scornful, indignant denial died on the lips of Elizabeth Cornish. She stared at Kate as though she were seeing a ghost.

Not one day! cried Kate. And so you took in Terry, and you raised him and loved him — not for a bet, but because he was Black Jacks son!

Elizabeth Cornish had grown paler than before. I mustnt listen to such talk, she said.

Ah, cried the girl, dont you see that I have a right to talk? Because
I love him also, and I know that you love him, too.

Elizabeth Cornish came to her feet, and there was a faint flush in her cheeks.

You love Terry? Ah, I see. And he has sent you!

Hed die sooner than send me to you.

And yet — you came?

Dont you see? pleaded Kate. Hes in a corner. Hes about to go — bad!

Miss Pollard, how do you know these things?

Because Im the daughter of the leader of the gang!

She said it without shame, proudly.

Ive tried to keep him from the life he intends leading, said Kate. I cant turn him. He laughs at me. Im nothing to him, you see? And he loves the new life. He loves the freedom. Besides, he thinks that theres no hope. That he has to be what his father was before him. Do you know why he thinks that? Because you turned him out. You thought he would turn bad. And he respects you. He still turns to you. Ah, if you could hear him speak of you! He loves you still!

Elizabeth Cornish dropped back into her chair, grown suddenly weak, and
Kate fell on her knees beside her.

Dont you see, she said softly, that no strength can turn Terry back now? Hes done nothing wrong. He shot down the man who killed his father. He has killed another man who was a professional bully and mankiller. And hes broken into a bank and taken money from a man who deserved to lose it — a wolf of a man everybody hates. Hes done nothing really wrong yet, but he will before long. Just because hes stronger than other men. And he doesnt know his strength. And hes fine, Miss Cornish. Isnt he always gentle and—

Hush! said Elizabeth Cornish.

Hes just a boy; you cant bend him with strength, but you can win him with love.

What, gasped Elizabeth, do you want me to do?

Bring him back. Bring him back, Miss Cornish!

Elizabeth Cornish was trembling.

But I — if you cant influence him, how can I? You with your beautiful — you are very beautiful, dear child. Ah, very lovely!

She barely touched the bright hair.

He doesnt even think of me, said the girl sadly. But I have no shame. I have let you know everything. It isnt for me. Its for Terry, Miss Cornish. And youll come? Youll come as quickly as you can? Youll come to my fathers house? Youll ask Terry to come back? One word will do it! And Ill hurry back and — keep him there till you come. God give me strength! Ill keep him till you come!

Outside the door, his ear pressed to the crack, Vance Cornish did not wait to hear more. He knew the answer of Elizabeth before she spoke. And all his high-built schemes he saw topple about his ears. Grief had been breaking the heart of his sister, he knew. Grief had been bringing her close to the grave. With Terry back, she would regain ten years of life. With Terry back, the old life would begin again.

He straightened and staggered down the stairs like a drunken man, clinging to the banister. It was an old-faced man who came out onto the veranda, where Waters was chewing his cigar angrily. At sight of his host he started up. He was a keen man, was Waters. He could sense money a thousand miles away. And it was this buzzard keenness which had brought him to the Cornish ranch and made him Vances right-hand man. There was much money to be spent; Waters would direct and plan the spending, and his commission would not be small.

In the face of Vance he saw his own doom.

Waters, said Vance Cornish, everything is going up in smoke. That damned girl — Waters, were ruined.

Tush! said Waters, smiling, though he had grown gray. No one girl can ruin two middle-aged men with our senses developed. Sit down, man, and well figure a way out of this.
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THE FINE GRAY head, the hawklike, aristocratic face, and the superior manner of Waters procured him admission to many places where the ordinary man was barred. It secured him admission on this day to the office of Sheriff McGuire, though McGuire had refused to see his best friends.

A proof of the perturbed state of his mind was that he accepted the proffered fresh cigar of Waters without comment or thanks. His mental troubles made him crisp to the point of rudeness.

Im a tolerable busy man, Mr. — Waters, I think they said your name was.
Tell me what you want, and make it short, if you dont mind.

Not a bit, sir. I rarely waste many words. But I think on this occasion we have a subject in common that will interest you.

Waters had come on what he felt was more or less of a wild-goose chase. The great object was to keep young Hollis from coming in contact with Elizabeth Cornish again. One such interview, as Vance Cornish had assured him, would restore the boy to the ranch, make him the heir to the estate, and turn Vance and his high ambitions out of doors. Also, the high commission of Mr. Waters would cease. With no plan in mind, he had rushed to the point of contact, and hoped to find some scheme after he arrived there. As for Vance, the latter would promise money; otherwise he was a shaken wreck of a man and of no use. But with money, Mr. Waters felt that he had the key to this world and he was not without hope.

Three hours in the hotel of the town gave him many clues. Three hours of casual gossip on the veranda of the same hotel had placed him in possession of about every fact, true or presumably true, that could be learned, and with the knowledge a plan sprang into his fertile brain. The worn, worried face of the sheriff had been like water on a dry field; he felt that the seed of his plan would immediately spring up and bear fruit.

And that thing we got in common? said the sheriff tersely.

Its this — young Terry Hollis.

He let that shot go home without a follow-up and was pleased to see the sheriffs forehead wrinkle with pain.

Hes like a ghost hauntin me, declared McGuire, with an attempted laugh that failed flatly. Every time I turn around, somebody throws this Hollis in my face. What is it now?

Do you mind if I run over the situation briefly, as I understand it?

Fire away!

The sheriff settled back; he had forgotten his rush of business.

As I understand it, you, Mr. McGuire, have the reputation of keeping your county clean of crime and scenes of violence.

Huh! grunted the sheriff.

Everyone says, went on Waters, that no one except a man named Minter has done such work in meeting the criminal element on their own ground. You have kept your county peaceful. I believe that is true?

Huh, repeated McGuire. Kind of soft-soapy, but it aint all wrong. They aint been much doing in these parts since I started to clean things up.

Until recently, suggested Waters.

The face of the sheriff darkened. Well? he asked aggressively.

And then two crimes in a row. First, a gun brawl in broad daylight — young Hollis shot a fellow named — er—

Larrimer, snapped the sheriff viciously. It was a square fight.
Larrimer forced the scrap.

I suppose so. Nevertheless, it was a gunfight. And next, two men raid the bank in the middle of your town, and in spite of you and of special guards, blow the door off a safe and gut the safe of its contents. Am I right?

The sheriff merely scowled.

It aint clear to me yet, he declared, how you and me get together on any topic we got in common. Looks sort of like we was just hearing one old yarn over and over agin.

My dear sir, smiled Waters, you have not allowed me to come to the crux of my story. Which is: that you and I have one great object in common — to dispose of this Terry Hollis, for I take it for granted that if you were to get rid of him the people who criticize now would do nothing but cheer you. Am I right?

If I could get him, sighed the sheriff. Mr. Waters, gimme time and Ill get him, right enough. But the trouble with the gents around these parts is that they been spoiled. I cleaned up all the bad ones so damn quick that they think I can do the same with every crook that comes along. But this Hollis is a slick one, I tell you. He covers his tracks. Laughs in my face, and admits what he done, when he talks to me, like he done the other day. But as far as evidence goes, I aint got anything on him — yet. But Ill get it!

And in the meantime, said Waters brutally, they say that youre getting old.

The sheriff became a brilliant purple.

Do they say that? he muttered. Thats gratitude for you, Mr. Waters! After what Ive done for em — they say Im getting old just because I cant get anything on this slippery kid right off!

He changed from purple to gray. To fail now and lose his position meant a ruined life. And Waters knew what was in his mind.

But if you got Terry Hollis, theyd be stronger behind you than ever.

Ah, wouldnt they, though? Tell me what a great gent I was quick as a flash.

He sneered at the thought of public opinion.

And you see, said Waters, where I come in is that I have a plan for getting this Hollis you desire so much.

You do? He rose and grasped the arm of Waters. You do?

Waters nodded.

Its this way. I understand that he killed Larrimer, and Larrimers older brother is the one who is rousing public opinion against you. Am I right?

The dog! Yes, youre right.

Then get Larrimer to send Terry Hollis an invitation to come down into town and meet him face to face in a gun fight. I understand this Hollis is a daredevil sort and wouldnt refuse an invitation of that nature. Hed have to respond or else lose his growing reputation as a maneater.

Maneater? Why, Bud Larrimer wouldnt be moren a mouthful for him. Sure hed come to town. And hed clean up quick. But Larrimer aint fool enough to send such an invite.

You dont understand me, persisted Waters patiently. What I mean is this. Larrimer sends the challenge, if you wish to call it that. He takes up a certain position. Say in a public place. You and your men, if you wish, are posted nearby, but out of view when young Hollis comes. When Terry Hollis arrives, the moment he touches a gun butt, you fill him full of lead and accuse him of using unfair play against Larrimer. Any excuse will do. The public want an end of young Hollis. They wont be particular with their questions.

He found it difficult to meet the narrowed eyes of the sheriff.

What you want me to do, said the sheriff, with slow effort, is to set a trap, get Hollis into it, and then — murder him?

A brutal way of putting it, my dear fellow.

A true way, said the sheriff.

But he was thinking, and Waters waited.

When he spoke, his voice was soft enough to blend with the sheriffs thoughts without actually interrupting them.

Youre not a youngster any more, sheriff, and if you lose out here, your reputation is gone for good. Youll not have the time to rebuild it. Here is a chance for you not only to stop the evil rumors, but to fortify your past record with a new bit of work that will make people talk of you. They dont really care how you do it. They wont split hairs about method. They want Hollis put out of the way. I say, cache yourself away. Let Hollis come to meet Larrimer in a private room. You can arrange it with Larrimer yourself later on. You shoot from concealment the moment Hollis shows his face. It can be said that Larrimer did the shooting, and beat Hollis to the draw. The glory of it will bribe Larrimer.

The sheriff shook his head. Waters leaned forward.

My friend, he said. I represent in this matter a wealthy man to whom the removal of Terry Hollis will be worth money. Five thousand dollars cash, sheriff!

The sheriff moistened his lips and his eyes grew wild. He had lived long and worked hard and saved little. Yet he shook his head.

Ten thousand dollars, whispered Waters. Cash!

The sheriff groaned, rose, paced the room, and then slumped into a chair.

Tell Bud Larrimer I want to see him, he said. The following letter, which was received at the house of Joe Pollard, was indeed a gem of English:

MR. TERRY BLACK JACK:

Sir, I got this to say. Since you done my brother dirt I bin looking for a chans to get even and I aint seen any chanses coming my way so Ime going to make one which I mean that Ile be waiting for you in town today and if you dont come Ile let the boys know that you aint only an ornery mean skunk but your a yaller hearted dog also which I beg to remain

Yours very truly,

Bud Larrimer.

Terry Hollis read the letter and tossed it with laughter to Phil Marvin, who sat cross-legged on the floor mending a saddle, and Phil and the rest of the boys shook their heads over it.

What I cant make out, said Joe Pollard, voicing the sentiments of the rest, is how Bud Larrimer, thats as slow as a plow horse with a gun, could ever find the guts to challenge Terry Hollis to a fair fight.

Kate Pollard rose anxiously with a suggestion. Today or tomorrow at the latest she expected the arrival of Elizabeth Cornish, and so far it had been easy to keep Terry at the house. The gang was gorged with the loot of the Lewison robbery, and Terrys appetite for excitement had been cloyed by that event also. This strange challenge from the older Larrimer was the fly in the ointment.

It aint hard to tell why he sent that challenge, she declared. He has some sneaking plan up his sleeve, Dad. You know Bud Larrimer. He hasnt the nerve to fight a boy. Howll he ever manage to stand up to Terry unless hes got hidden backing?

She herself did not know how accurately she was hitting off the situation; but she was drawing it as black as possible to hold Terry from accepting the challenge. It was her father who doubted her suggestion.

It sounds queer, he said, but the gents of these parts dont make no ambushes while McGuire is around. Hes a clean shooter, is McGuire, and he dont stand for no shady work with guns.

Again Kate went to the attack.

But the sheriff would do anything to get Terry. You know that. And maybe he isnt so particular about how its done. Dad, dont you let Terry make a step toward town! I know something would happen! And even if they didnt ambush him, he would be outlawed even if he won the fight. No matter how fair he may fight, they wont stand for two killings in so short a time. You know that, Dad. Theyd have a mob out here to lynch him!

Youre right, Kate, nodded her father. Terry, you better stay put.

But Terry Hollis had risen and stretched himself to the full length of his height, and extended his long arms sleepily. Every muscle played smoothly up his arms and along his shoulders. He was fit for action from the top of his head to the soles of his feet.

Partners, he announced gently, no matter what Bud Larrimer has on his mind, Ive got to go in and meet him. Maybe I can convince him without gun talk. I hope so. But it will have to be on the terms he wants. Ill saddle up and lope into town.

He started for the door. The other members of the Pollard gang looked at one another and shrugged their shoulders. Plainly the whole affair was a bad mess. If Terry shot Larrimer, he would certainly be followed by a lynching mob, because no self-respecting Western town could allow two members of its community to be dropped in quick succession by one man of an otherwise questionable past. No matter how fair the gunplay, just as Kate had said, the mob would rise. But on the other hand, how could Terry refuse to respond to such an invitation without compromising his reputation as a man without fear?

There was nothing to do but fight.

But Kate ran to her father. Dad, she cried, you got to stop him!

He looked into her drawn face in astonishment.

Look here, honey, he advised rather sternly. Man-talk is man-talk, and man-ways are man-ways, and a girl like you cant understand. You keep out of this mess. Its bad enough without having your hand added.

She saw there was nothing to be gained in this direction. She turned to the rest of the men; they watched her with blank faces. Not a man there but would have done much for the sake of a single smile. But how could they help?

Desperately she ran to the door, jerked it open, and followed Terry to the stable. He had swung the saddle from its peg and slipped it over the back of El Sangre, and the great stallion turned to watch this perennially interesting operation.

Terry, she said, I want ten words with you.

I know what you want to say, he answered gently. You want to make me stay away from town today. To tell you the truth, Kate, I hate to go in. I hate it like the devil. But what can I do? I have no grudge against Larrimer. But if he wants to talk about his brothers death, why — good Lord, Kate, I have to go in and listen, dont I? I cant dodge that responsibility!

Its a trick, Terry. I swear its a trick. I can feel it! She dropped her hand nervously on the heavy revolver which she wore strapped at her hip, and fingered the gold chasing. Without her gun, ever since early girlhood, she had felt that her toilet was not complete.

It may be, he nodded thoughtfully. And I appreciate the advice, Kate — but what would you have me do?

Terry, she said eagerly, you know what this means. Youve killed once.
If you go into town today, it means either that you kill or get killed.
And one thing is about as bad as the other.

Again he nodded. She was surprised that he would admit so much, but there were parts of his nature which, plainly, she had not yet reached to.

What difference does it make, Kate? His voice fell into a profound gloom. What difference? I cant change myself. Im what I am. Its in the blood. I was born to this. I cant help it. I know that Ill lose in the end. But while I live Ill be happy. A little while!

She choked. But the sight of his drawing the cinches, the imminence of his departure, cleared her mind again.

Give me two minutes, she begged.

Not one, he answered. Kate, you only make us both unhappy. Do you suppose I wouldnt change if I could?

He came to her and took her hands.

Honey, there are a thousand things Id like to say to you, but being what I am, I have no right to say them to you — never, or to any other woman! Im born to be what I am. I tell you, Kate, the woman who raised me, who was a mother to me, saw what I was going to be — and turned me out like a dog! And I dont blame her. She was right!

She grasped at the straw of hope.

Terry, that woman has changed her mind. You hear? Shes lived heartbroken since she turned you out. And now shes coming for you to — to beg you to come back to her! Terry, thats how much shes given up hope in you!

But he drew back, his face growing dark.

Youve been to see her, Kate? Thats where you went when you were away those four days?

She dared not answer. He was trembling with hurt pride and rage.

You went to her — she thought I sent you — that Ive grown ashamed of my own father, and that I want to beg her to take me back? Is that what she thinks?

He struck his hand across his forehead and groaned.

God! Id rather die than have her think it for a minute. Kate, how could you do it? Id have trusted you always to do the right thing and the proud thing — and here youve shamed me!

He turned to the horse, and El Sangre stepped out of the stall and into a shaft of sunlight that burned on him like blood-red fire. And beside him young Terry Hollis, straight as a pine, and as strong — a glorious figure. It broke her heart to see him, knowing what was coming.

Terry, if you ride down yonder, youre going to a dogs death! I swear you are, Terry!

She stretched out her arms to him; but he turned to her with his hand on the pommel, and his face was like iron.

Ive made my choice. Will you stand aside, Kate?

Youre set on going? Nothing will change you? But I tell you, Im going to change you! Im only a girl. And I cant stop you with a girls weapons. Ill do it with a mans. Terry, take the saddle off that horse! And promise me youll stay here till Elizabeth Cornish comes!

Elizabeth Cornish? He laughed bitterly. When she conies, Ill be a hundred miles away, and bound farther off. Thats final.

Youre wrong, she cried hysterically. Youre going to stay here. You may throw away your share in yourself. But I have a share that I wont throw away. Terry, for the last time!

He shook his head.

She caught her breath with a sob. Someone was coming from the outside. She heard her fathers deep-throated laughter. Whatever was done, she must do it quickly. And he must be stopped!

The hand on the gun butt jerked up — the long gun flashed in her hand.

Kate! cried Terry. Good God, are you mad?

Yes, she sobbed. Mad! Will you stay?

What infernal nonsense—

The gun boomed hollowly in the narrow passage between mow and wall. El Sangre reared, a red flash in the sunlight, and landed far away in the shadow, trembling. But Terry Hollis had spun halfway around, swung by the heavy, tearing impact of the big slug, and then sank to the floor, where he sat clasping his torn thigh with both hands, his shoulder and head sagging against the wall.

Joe Pollard, rushing in with an outcry, found the gun lying sparkling in the sunshine, and his daughter, hysterical and weeping, holding the wounded man in her arms.

What — in the name of— he roared.

Accident, Joe, gasped Terry. Fooling with Kates gun and trying a spin with it. It went off — drilled me clean through the leg!

That night, very late, in Joe Pollards house, Terry Hollis lay on the bed with a dim light reaching to him from the hooded lamp in the corner of the room. His arms were stretched out on each side and one hand held that of Kate, warm, soft, young, clasping his fingers feverishly and happily. And on the other side was the firm, cool pressure of the hand of Aunt Elizabeth.

His mind was in a haze. Vaguely he perceived the gleam of tears on the face of Elizabeth. And he had heard her say: All the time I didnt know, Terry. I thought I was ashamed of the blood in you. But this girl opened my eyes. She told me the truth. The reason I took you in was because I loved that wild, fierce, gentle, terrible father of yours. If you have done a little of what he did, what does it matter? Nothing to me! Oh, Terry, nothing in the world to me! Except that Kate brought me to my senses in time — bless her — and now I have you back, dear boy!

He remembered smiling faintly and happily at that. And he said before he slept: Its a bit queer, isnt it, even two wise women cant show a man that hes a fool? It takes a bullet to turn the trick!

But when he went to sleep, his head turned a little from Elizabeth toward
Kate.

And the women raised their heads and looked at one another with filmy eyes. They both understood what that feeble gesture meant. It told much of the fine heart of Elizabeth — that she was able to smile at the girl and forgive her for having stolen again what she had restored.

It was the break-up of the Pollard gang, the sudden disaffection of their newest and most brilliant member. Joe himself was financed by Elizabeth Cornish and opened a small string of small-town hotels.

Which is just another angle of the road business, he often said, except that the law works with you and not agin you.

But he never quite recovered from the restoration of the Lewison money on which Elizabeth and Terry both insisted. Neither did Denver Pete. He left them in disgust and was never heard of again in those parts. And he always thereafter referred to Terry as a promising kid gone to waste.
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IT WAS THE big central taproot which baffled them. They had hewed easily through the great side roots, large as branches, covered with soft brown bark; they had dug down and cut through the forest of tender small roots below; but when they had passed the main body of the stump and worked under it, they found that their hole around the trunk was not large enough in diameter to enable them to reach to the taproot and cut through it. They could only reach it feebly with the hatchet, fraying it, but there was no chance for a free swing to sever the tough wood. Instead of widening the hole at once, they kept laboring at the root, working the stump back and forth, as though they hoped to crystallize that stubborn taproot and snap it like a wire. Still it held and defied them. They laid hold of it together and tugged with a grunt; something tore beneath that effort, but the stump held, and upward progress ceased.

They stopped, too tired for profanity, and gazed down the mountainside after the manner of baffled men, who look far off from the thing that troubles them. They could tell by the trees that it was a high altitude. There were no cottonwoods, though the cottonwoods will follow a stream for more than a mile above sea level. Far below them a pale mist obscured the beautiful silver spruce which had reached their upward limit. Around the cabin marched a scattering of the balsam fir. They were nine thousand feet above the sea, at least. Still higher up the sallow forest of lodgepole pines began; and above these, beyond the timberline, rose the bald summit itself.

They were big men, framed for such a country, defying the roughness with a roughness of their own — these stalwart sons of old Bill Campbell. Both Harry and Joe Campbell were fully six feet tall, with mighty bones and sinews and work-toughened muscles to justify their stature. Behind them stood their home, a shack better suited for the housing of cattle than of men. But such leather-skinned men as these were more tender to their horses than to themselves. They slept and ate in the shack, but they lived in the wind and the sun.

Although they had looked down the stern slopes to the lower Rockies, they did not see the girl who followed the loosely winding trail. She was partly sheltered by the firs and came out just above them. They began moiling at the stump again, sweating, cursing, and the girl halted her horse near by. The profanity did not distress her. She was so accustomed to it that the words had lost all edge and point for her; but her freckled face stirred to a smile of pleasure at the sight of their strength, as they alternately smote at the taproot and then strove in creaking, grunting unison to work it loose.

They remained so long oblivious of her presence that at length she called, Why dont you dig a bigger hole, boys?

She laughed in delight as they jerked up their heads in astonishment. Her laughter was young and sweet to the ear, but there was not a great deal outside her laughter that was attractive about her.

However, Joe and Harry gaped and grinned and blushed at her in the time-old fashion, for she lived in a country where to be a woman is sufficient, beauty is an unnecessary luxury, soon taxed out of existence by the life. She possessed the main essentials of social power; she could dance unflaggingly from dark to dawn at the nearest schoolhouse dance, chattering every minute; and she could maintain a rugged silence from dawn to dark again, as she rode her pony home.

Harry Campbell took off his hat, not in politeness, but to scratch his head. Say, Jessie, whered you drop from? Didnt see you coming no ways.

Maybe I come down like rain, said Jessie.

All three laughed heartily at this jest.

Jessie swung sidewise in her saddle with the lithe grace of a boy, dropped her elbow on the high pommel, and gave advice. You got a pretty bad taproot under yonder. Better chop out a bigger hole, boys. But, say, what you clearing this here land for? Aint no good for nothing, is it? She looked around her. Here and there the clearing around the shanty ate raggedly into the forest, but still the plowed land was chopped up with a jutting of boulders.

Sure it aint no good for nothing, said Joe. Its just the old mans idea.

He jerked a grimy thumb over his shoulder to indicate the controlling and absent power of the old man, somewhere in the woods.

Sure makes him glum when we aint working. If they aint nothing worthwhile to do he always sets us to grubbing up roots; and if we aint diggin up roots, we got to get out old Maggie mare and try to plow. Plow in rocks like them! Nobody but Bull can do it.

I didnt know Bull could do nothing, said the girl with interest.

Aw, hes a fool, right enough, said Harry, but he just has a sort of head for knowing where the rocks are under the ground, and somehow he seems to make old Maggie hoss know where they lie, too. Outside of that he sure aint no good. Everybody knows that.

Kind of too bad he aint got no brains, said the girl. All his strength is in his back, and none is in his head, my dad says. If he had some part of sense hed be a powerful good hand.

Sure would be, agreed Harry. But he aint no good now. Give him an ax maybe, and he hits one or two wallopin licks with it and then stands and rests on the handle and starts to dreaming like a fool. Same way with everything. But, say, Joe, maybe he could start this stump out of the hole.

But I seen you both try to get the stump up, said the girl in wonder.

Get Bull mad and he can lift a pile, Joe assured her. Go find him,
Harry.

Harry obediently shouted, Bull! Oh, Bull!

There was no answer.

Most like hes reading, observed Joe. He dont never hear nothing then. Go look for him, Harry.

Big Harry strode to the door of the hut.

How come he understands books? said the girl. I couldnt never make nothing out of em.

Me neither, agreed Joe in sympathy. But maybe Bull dont understand. He just likes to read because he can sit still and do it. Never was a lazier gent than Bull.

Harry turned at the door of the shack. Yep, reading, he announced with disgust. He cupped his hands over his mouth and bellowed through the doorway, Hey!

There was a startled grunt within, a deep, heavy voice and a thick articulation. Presently a huge man came into the doorway and leaned there, his figure filling it. There was nothing freakish about his build. He was simply over-normal in bulk, from the big head to the heavy feet. He was no more than a youth in age, but the great size and the bewildered puckering of his forehead made him seem older. The book was still in his hand.

Hey, returned Harry, we didnt call you out here to read to us.
Leave the book behind!

Bull looked down at the book in his hand, seemed to waken from a trance, then, with a muffled sound of apology, dropped the book behind him.

Come here!

He slumped out from the house. His gait was like his body, his stride large and loose. The lack of nervous energy which kept his mind from a high tension was shown again in the heavy fall of his feet and the forward slump of his head. His hands dangled aimlessly at his sides, as though in need of occupation. A ragged thatch of blond hair covered his head and it was sunburned to straw color at the edges.

His costume was equally rough. He wore no belt, but one strap, from his right hip, crossed behind his back, over the bulging muscles of his shoulder to the front of his left hip. The trousers, which this simple brace supported, were patched overalls, frayed to loose threads halfway down the calf where they were met by the tops of immense cowhide boots. As for the shirt, the sleeves were inches too short, and the unbuttoned cuffs flapped around the burly forearms. If it had been fastened together at the throat he would have choked. He seemed, in a word, to be bulging out of his clothes. One expected a mighty rending if he made a strong effort.

This bulk of a man slouched forward with steps both huge and hesitant, pausing between them. When he saw the girl he stopped short, and his brow puckered more than before. One felt that, coming from the shadow, he was dazed and startled by the brilliant mountain sunshine; and the eyes were dull and alarmed. It was a handsome face in a way, but a little too heavy with flesh, too inert, like the rest of his body and his muscular movements.

She aint going to bite you, said Harry Campbell. Come on over here to the stump. He whispered to the girl, Laugh at him!

She obeyed his command. It brought a flush to the face of Bull Hunter and made his head bow. He shuffled to the stump and stood aimlessly beside it.

Get down into the hole, you fool! ordered Joe.

He and Harry took a certain pride in ordering their cousin around. It was like performing with a lion in the presence of a lady; it was manipulating an elephant by power of the unaided voice. Slowly Bull Hunter dropped his great feet into the hole and then raised his head a little and looked wistfully to the brothers for further orders.

But only half his mind was with them. The other half was with the story in the book. There Quentin Durward had been nodding at his guard in the castle, and the evil-faced little king had just sprung out and wrenched the weapon from the hands of the sleepy boy. Bull Hunter could see the story clearly, very clearly. The scar on the face of Le Balafré glistened for him; he had veritably tasted the little round loaves of French bread that the adventurer had eaten with the pseudo-merchant.

But to step out of that world of words into this keen sunlight — ah, there was the difference! The minds which one found in the pages of a book were understandable. But the minds of living men — how terrible they were! One could never tell what passed behind the bright eyes of other human beings. They mocked one. When they seemed sad they might be about to laugh. The minds of the two brothers eluded him, mocked him, slipped from beneath the slow grasp of his comprehension. They whipped him with their scorn. They dodged him with their wits. They bewildered him with their mockery.

But they were nothing compared with the laughter of the girl. It went through him like the flash and point of Le Balafrés long sword. He was helpless before that sound of mirth. He wanted to hold up his hands and cower away from her and from her dancing eyes. So he stood, ponderous, tortured, and the three pairs of clear eyes watched him and enjoyed his torture. Better, far better, that dark castle in ancient France, and the wicked Oliver and the yet more wicked Louis.

Lay hold on that stump, shouted Harry.

He heard the directions through a haze. It was twice repeated before he bowed and set his great hands upon the ragged projections, where the side roots had been cut away. He settled his grip and waited. He was glad because this bowed position gave him a chance to look down to the ground and avoid their cruel eyes. How bright those eyes were, thought Bull, and how clearly they saw all things! He never doubted the justice behind their judgments of him; all that Bull asked from the world was a merciful silence — to let him grub in his books now and then, or else to tell him how to go about some simple work, such as digging with a pick. Here ones muscles worked, and there was no problem to disturb wits which were still gathering wool in the pages of some old tale.

But they were shrilling new directions at him; perhaps they had been calling to him several times.

You blamed idiot, are you goin to stand there all day? We didnt give you that stump to rest on. Pull it up!

He started with a sense of guilt and tugged up. His fingers slipped off their separate grips, and the stump, though it groaned against the taproot under the strain, did not come out.

It dont seem to budge, somehow, said Bull in his big, soft, plaintive voice. Then he waited for the laughter. There was always laughter, no matter what he did or said, but he never grew calloused against it. It was the one pain which ever pierced the mist of his brain and cut him to the quick. And he was right. There was laughter again. He stood suffering mutely under it.

The girls face became grave. She murmured to Harry, Ever try praisin to big stupid?

Him? Are you joshin me, Jessie? Whats he ever done to be praised about?

You watch! said the girl. Growing excited with her idea, she called,
Say, Bull!

He lifted his head, but not his eyes. Those eyes studied the impatient feet of the girls mustang; he waited for another stroke of wit that would bring forth a fresh shower of laughter at his expense.

Bull, youre mighty big and strong. About the biggest and strongest man I ever seen!

Was this a new and subtle form of mockery? He waited dully.

I seen Harry and Joe both try to pull up that root, and they couldnt so much as budge it. But I bet you could do it all alone, Bull! You just try! I bet you could!

It amazed him. He lifted his eyes at length; his face suffused with a flush; his big, cloudy eyes were glistening with moisture.

Dyou mean that? he asked huskily.

For this terrible, clear-eyed creature, this mocking mind, this alert, cruel wit was actually speaking words of confidence. A great, dim joy welled up in the heart of Bull Hunter. He shook the forelock out of his eyes.

You just try, will you, Bull?

Ill try!

He bowed. Again his thick fingers sought for a grip, found places, worked down through the soft dirt and the pulpy bark to solid wood, and then he began to lift. It was a gradual process. His knees gave, sagging under the strain from the arms. Then the back began to grow rigid, and the legs in turn grew stiff, as every muscle fell into play. The shoulders pushed forward and down. The forearms, revealed by the short sleeves, showed a bewildering tangle of corded muscle, and, at the wrists, the tendons sprang out as distinct and white as the new strings of a violin.

The three spectators were undergoing a change. The suppressed grins of the two brothers faded. They glanced at the girl to see if she were not laughing at the results of her words to big Bull, but the girl was staring. She had set that mighty power to work, and she was amazed by the thing she saw. And they, looking back at Bull, were amazed in turn. They had seen him lift great logs, wrench boulders from the earth. But always it had been a proverb within the Campbell family that Bull would make only one attempt and, failing in the first effort, would try no more. They had never seen the mysterious resources of his strength called upon.

Now they watched first the settling and then the expansion of the body of their big cousin. His shoulders began to tremble; they heard deep, harsh panting like the breathing of a horse as it tugs a ponderous load up a hill, and still he had not reached the limit of his power. He seemed to grow into the soil, and his feet ground deeper into the soft dirt, and ever there was something in him remaining to be tapped. It seemed to the brothers to be merely vast, unexplored recesses of muscle, but even then it was a prodigious thing to watch the strain on the stump increase moment by moment. That something of the spirit was being called upon to aid in the work was quite beyond their comprehension.

There was something like a groan from Bull — a queer, animal sound that made all three spectators shiver where they stood. For it showed that the limit of that apparently inexhaustible strength had been reached and that now the anguish of last effort was going into the work. They saw the head bowed lower; the shoulders were now bunching and swelling up on either side.

Then came a faint rending sound, like cloth slowly torn. It was answered by something strangely like a snarl from the laborer. Something jerked through his body as though a whip had been flicked across his back. With a great rending and a loud snap the big stump came up. A little shower of dirt spouted up with the parting of the taproot. The trunk was flung high, but not out of the hands of Bull Hunter. He whirled it around his head, laughing. There was a ring and clearness in that laughter that they had never heard before. He dashed the stump on the ground.

Its out! exclaimed Bull. Look there!

He strode upon them. As he straightened up he became huger than ever. They shrank from him — from the veins which still bulged on his forehead and from the sweat and pallor of that vast effort. The very mustang winced from this mountain of a man who came with a long, sweeping, springing stride. On his face was a strange joy as of the explorer who tops the mountains and sees the beauty of the promised land beneath him. He held out his hand.

Lady, I got to thank you. You — taught me how!

But she shrank from his outstretched hand — as though she had labored to a larger end than she dreamed and was terrified by the thing she had made.

You — you got a red stain on your hands. Oh!

He came to a stop sharply. The sharp edges, where the roots had been cut away had worked through the skin and his hands were literally caked with mud and stained red. Bull looked down at his hands vaguely.

It came to Harry that Bull was taking up a trifle too much of Jessies attention. The next thing they knew she would be inviting him to come to the next dance down her way, and they would have the big hulk of a man shaming himself and his uncles family.

Go on back to the house, he ordered sharply. We dont have no more need of you.

Bull obeyed, stumbling along and still looking down at his wounded hands.


CHAPTER 2
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HE LEFT THE three behind him, bewildered and frightened. Had lightning split a thick tree beside them, or an unexpected landslide thundered past and swept the ground away at their feet, they could have been hardly more disturbed.

Whod of thought he could act like that! remarked Joe. My gosh,
Jessie!

They went and looked at the hole where the stump had stood. At the bottom was the white remnant of the taproot where it had burst under the strain.

It wasnt so much how he pulled up the stump, said the girl faintly.
But — but did you see his face, boys, after he heaved the stump up?
I — just pick that stump up, will you?

They went to the misshapen, ragged monster and lifted it, puffing under the weight.

All right.

They dropped it obediently.

And he — he just swung it around his head like it was nothing! declared the girl. Look how it smashed into the gravel where he threw it down! Why — why — I didnt know men was made like that. And his face — the way he laughed — why he didnt look like no fool at all, boys. But just as if hed waked up!

You act so interested, said Harry Campbell dryly, that maybe youd like to have us call him out again sos you can talk to him?

Apparently she did not hear, but stared down into the mist of the late afternoon, warning her that she must start home. She seemed puzzled and a little frightened. When she left them it was with a wave of the hand and with no words of farewell. They watched her go down the trail that jerked back and forth across the pitch of the slope; twice her pony stumbled, a sure sign that the rider was absent-minded.

Jessie didnt seem to know what to make of it, said Harry.

Neither do I, returned his brother.

Both of them spoke in subdued voices as if they were afraid of being overheard.

And think if hed ever lay a hold on one of us like that! said
Harry. He went to the stump and examined the side of one of the roots.
It was stained with crimson.

Look where his finger tips worked through the dirt and the bark, right down to the solid wood, murmured Joe.

They looked at each other uneasily. My gosh, said Joe, think of the way I handled him the other night! He — he let me trip him up and throw him! He shuddered. Why, if hed laid hold of me just once, hed of squashed my muscles like they was rotten fruit!

Of one accord they turned back to the house. At the door they paused and peered in, as into the den of a bear. There sat Bull on the floor — he risked his weight to none of the crazy chairs — still looking at his stained hands. Then they drew back and again looked at each other with scared eyes and spoke in undertones.

After this maybe he wont want to follow orders. Maybe hell get sort of free and easy and independent.

If he does, you watch Dad give him his marching orders. Dad wont have no one lifting heads agin him.

Neither will I, snapped Joe. I guess we own this house. I guess we support that big hulk. Im going to try him right quick.

He went back to the door of the shack. Bull, they aint any wood for the stove tonight. Go chop some quick.

The floor squeaked and groaned under Bulls weight as he rose, and again the brothers looked to each other.

All right, came cheerily from Bull Hunter.

He came through the door with his ax and went to the log pile. The brothers watched him throw aside the top logs and get at the heavier trunks underneath. He tore one of these out, laid it in place, and the sun flashed on the swift circle of the ax. Joe and Harry stepped back as though the light had blinded them.

He didnt never work like that before, declared Joe.

The ax was buried almost to the haft in the tough wood, and the steel was wrenching out with a squeak of the metal against the resisting wood. Again the blinding circle and the indescribable sound of the axs impact, slicing through the wood. A great chip snapped up high over the shoulder of the chopper and dropped solidly to the ground at the feet of the brothers. Again they exchanged glances and drew a little closer together. The log divided under the shower of eating blows, and Bull attacked the next section.

Presently he came to a pause, leaning on the handle of the ax and staring into the distance. At this the brothers sighed with relief.

I guess he aint changed so much, said Harry. But it was queer, eh?
Kind of like a bear waking up after hed been sleeping all winter!

They jarred Bull out of his dream with a shout and set him to work again; then they started the preparations for the evening meal. The simple preparations were soon completed, but after the potatoes were boiled, they delayed frying the bacon, for their father, old Bill Campbell, had not yet returned from his hunting trip and he disliked long-cooked food. Things had to be freshly served to suit Bill, and his sons dared the wrath of heaven rather than the biting reproaches of the old man.

It was strange that Bill delayed his coming so long. As a rule he was always back before the coming of evening. An old and practiced mountaineer, he had never been known to lose sense of direction or sense of distance, and he was an hour overdue when the sun went down and the soft, beautiful mountain twilight began.

There were other reasons which would ordinarily have disturbed Bill and brought him home even ahead of time. Snow had fallen heavily above the timberline a few days before, and now the keen whistling of the wind and the swift curtaining of clouds, which was drawing across the sky, threatened a new storm that might even reach down to the shack.

And yet no Bill appeared.

The brothers waited in the shack, and the darkness was increasing. Any one of a number of things might have happened to their father, but they were not worried. For one thing, they wasted no love on the stern old man. They knew well enough that he had plenty of money, but he kept them here to a dogs life in the shack, and they hated him for it. Besides, they had a keen grievance which obscured any worry about Bill — they were hungry, wildly hungry. The darkness set in, and the feeble light wandered from the smoked chimney of the lantern and made the window black.

Outside, the wind began to scream, sighing in the distance among the firs, and then pouncing upon the cabin and shaking it as though in rage. The fire would smoke in the stove at every one of these blasts, and the flame leaped in the lantern.

Bull Hunter had to lean closer to the light and frown to make out the print of his book. The sight of his stolid immobility merely sharpened their hunger, for there was never any passion in this hulk of a man. When he relaxed over a book the world went out like a snuffed candle for him. He read slowly, lingering over every page, for now and again his eyes drifted away from the print, and he dreamed over what he had read. In reality he was not reading for the plot, but for the pictures he found, and he dreaded coming to the end of a book also, for books were rare in his life. A scrap of a magazine was a treasure. A full volume was a nameless delight.

And so he worked slowly through every paragraph and made it his and dreamed over it until he knew every thought and every picture by heart. Once slowly devoured in this way, it was useless to reread a book. It was far better to simply sit and let the slow memory of it trail through his mind link by link, just as he had first read it and with all the embroiderings which his own fancy had conjured up.

Often this stupid pondering over a book would madden the two brothers. It irritated them till they would move the lantern away from him. But he always followed the light with a sigh and uncomplainingly settled down again. Sometimes they even snatched the book out of his hands. In that case he sat looking down at his empty fingers, dreaming over his own thoughts as contentedly as though the living page were in his vision. There was small satisfaction in tormenting him in these ways.

Tonight they dared not bother him. The stained hands were still in their minds, and the tremendous, joyous laughter as he whirled the stump over his head still rang in their ears. But they watched him with a sullen envy of his immobility. Just as a man without an overcoat envies the woolly coat of a dog on a windy December day.

Only one sound roused the reader. It was a sudden loud snorting from the shed behind the house and a dull trampling that came to him through the noise of the rising wind. It brought Bull lurching to his feet, and the stove jingled as his weight struck the yielding center boards of the floor. Out into the blackness he strode. The wind shut around him at once and plastered his clothes against his body as if he had been drenched to the skin in water. Then he closed the door.

What brung him to life? asked Harry.

Nothin, He just heard ol Maggie snort. Always bothers him when
Maggie gets scared of something — the old fool!

Maggie was an ancient, broken-down draft horse. Strange vicissitudes had brought her up into the mountains via the logging camp. She was kept, not because there was any real hauling to be done for Bill Campbell, but because, having got her for nothing, she reminded him of the bargain she had been. And Bull, apparently understanding the sluggish nature of the old mare by sympathy of kind, use to work her to the single plow among the rocks of their clearing. Here, every autumn, they planted seed that never grew to mature grain. But that was Bill Campbells idea of making a home.

Presently Bull came back and settled with a slump into his old place.

Going to snow? asked Harry.

Yep.

Feel it in the wind?

It was an old joke among them, for Bull often declared with ridiculous solemnity that he could foretell snow by the change in the air.

Yep, answered Bull, I felt the wind.

He looked up at them, abashed, but they were too hungry to waste breath with laughter. They merely sneered at him as he settled back into his book. And, just as his head bowed, a far shouting swept down at them as the wind veered to a new point.

Uncle Bill! said Bull and rose again to open the door.

The others wedged in behind his bulk and stared into the blackness.


CHAPTER 3
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THEY STOOD WITH the wind taking them with its teeth and pressing them heavily back. They could hear the fire flare and flutter in the stove; then the wind screamed again, and the wail came down to them.

Uncle Bill! repeated Bull and, lowering his head, strode into the storm.

The others exchanged frightened glances and then followed, but not outside of the shaft of light from the door. In the first place it was probably not their father. Who could imagine Bill shouting for help? Such a thing had never been dreamed of by his worst enemies, and they knew that their fathers were legion. Besides it was cold, and this was a wild-goose chase which meant a chilled hide and no gain.

But, presently, through the darkness they made out the form of a horseman and the great bulk of Bull coming back beside him. Then they ran out into the night.

They recognized the hatless, squat figure of their father at once, even in the dark, with the wind twitching his beard sideways. When they called to him he did not speak. Then they saw that Bull was leading the horse.

Plainly something was wrong, and presently they discovered that Bill Campbell was actually tied upon his horse. He gave no orders, and they cut the ropes in silence. Still he did not dismount.

Bull, he commanded, lift me off the hoss!

The giant plucked him out of the saddle and placed him on the ground, but his legs buckled under him, and he fell forward on his face. Any of the three could have saved him, but the spectacle of the terrible old mans helplessness benumbed their senses and their muscles.

Carry me in! said Bill at last.

Bull lifted him and bore him gingerly through the door and placed him on the bunk. The light revealed a grisly spectacle. Crimson stains and dirt literally covered him; his left leg was bandaged below the knee; his right shoulder was roughly splinted with small twigs and swathed in cloth.

The long ride, with his legs tied in place, had apparently paralyzed his nerves below the hips. He remained crushed against the wall, his legs falling in the odd position in which they were put down by Bull. It was illustrative of his character that, even in this crisis, not one of the three dared venture an expression of sympathy, a question, a suggestion.

Crumpled against the wall, his head bowed forward and cramped, the stern old man still controlled them with the upward glance of his eyes through the shag of eyebrows.

Gimme my pipe, he commanded.

Three hands reached for it — pipe, tobacco, matches were proffered to him. Before he accepted the articles he swept their faces with a glance of satisfaction. Without attempting to change the position which must have been torturing him, he filled the pipe bowl, his fingers moving as if he had partially lost control of them. He filled it raggedly, shreds of tobacco hanging down around the bowl. He bent his head to meet the left hand which he raised with difficulty, then he tried to light a match. But he seemed incapable of moving the sulphur head fast enough to bring it to a light with friction. Match after match crumbled as he continued his efforts.

Here, lemme light a match for you, Dad!

Harrys offer was received with a silent curling of the lips and a glint of the yellow teeth beneath that made him step back. The old man continued his work. There were a dozen wrecked matches before the blood began to stir in his numbed arm and he was able to light the match and the pipe. He drew several breaths of the smoke deep into his lungs. For the moment the savage, hungry satisfaction changed his face; they could tell by that alteration what agonies he had been suffering before.

Presently he frowned and set about changing his position with infinite labor. The left leg was helpless, and so was the right arm. Yet, after much labor, he managed to stuff a roll of the blankets into the corner and then shift himself until his back rested against this support. But his strength deserted him again. His pipe was dropped down in the left hand, his head sagged back.

Still they dared not approach him. His two sons stood about, shifting from one foot to another, as if they expected a blow to descend upon them at any moment, as if each labored movement of terrible old Bill Campbell caused them the agony which he must be suffering.

As for Bull Hunter, he sat again on the floor, his chin dropped upon his great fist, and wondered for a time at his uncle. It was the second great event to him, all in one day. First he had discovered that by fighting a thing, one can actually conquer. Second, he discovered that great fighter, his uncle, had been beaten. The impossible had happened twice between one sunrise and sunset.

But men and the affairs of men could not hold his eye overlong. Presently he dropped his head again and was deep in the pages of his book. At length Bill Campbell heaved up his head. It was to glare into the scared faces of his sons.

How long are you goin to keep me waiting for food?

The order snapped them into action. They sprang here and there, and presently the thick slices of bacon were hissing on the pan, and the clouds of bacon smoke wafted through the cabin. When they reached Bill Campbell he blinked. Pain had given him a maddening appetite, yet he puffed steadily on his pipe and said nothing.

The tin plate of potatoes and bacon was shoved before him, and the big tin cup of coffee. The three younger men sat in silence and devoured their own meal; the two sons swiftly, but Bull Hunter fell into musings, and part of his food remained uneaten. Then his glance wandered to his uncle and saw a thing to wonder at — a horrible thing in its own way.

The nerveless left hand of the mountaineer, which had barely possessed steadiness to light a match, was far too inaccurate to handle a fork; and Bull saw his uncle stuffing his mouth with his fingers and daring the others to watch him.

Something like pity came to Bull. It was so rare an emotion to connect with human beings that he hardly recognized it, for men and women, as he knew them, were brilliant, clever creatures, perfectly at home in the midst of difficulties that appalled him. But, as he watched the old man feed himself like an animal, the emotion that rose in Bull was the sadness he felt when he watched old Maggie stumbling among the rocks. There was something wrong with the forelegs of Maggie, and she was only half a horse when it came to going downhill on broken ground. He had always thought of the great strength that once must have been hers, and he pitied her for the change. He found himself pitying Uncle Bill Campbell in much the same way.

When Bill raised his tin cup he spilled scalding coffee on his breast. The old man merely set his teeth and continued to glare his challenge at the three. But not one of the three dared speak a word, dared make an offer of assistance.

What baffled the slow mind of Bull Hunter was the effort to imagine a force so great that battle with it had reduced the invincible Campbell to this shaken wreck of his old self. Mere bullets could tear wounds in flesh and break bones; but mere bullets could not wreck the nerves of a man so that his hand trembled as if he were drunk or hysterical with weariness.

He tried to work out this problem. He conceived a man of gigantic size, vast muscles, inexhaustible strength. The power of a bear and the swift cunning of a wild cat — such must have been the man who struck down Uncle Bill and sent him home a shattered remnant of his old self.

There was another mystery. Why did the destroyer not finish his task? Why did he take pity on Uncle Bill Campbell and bind up the wounds he had himself made? Here the mind of Bull Hunter paused. He could not pass the mysterious idea of another than himself pitying Uncle Bill. It was pitying a hawk in the sky.

Harry was taking away the dishes and throwing them in the little tub of lukewarm water where the grease would be carelessly soused off them.

Did you get up that stump? asked Uncle Bill suddenly.

There was a familiar ring in his voice. Woe to them if they had not carried out his orders! All three of the young men quaked, and Bull laid aside his book.

We done it, answered Joe in a quavering voice.

You done it? asked Bill.

We — we dug her pretty well clear, then Bull pulled her up.

Some of the wrath ebbed out of the face of Bill as he glanced at the huge form of Bull. Stand up! he ordered.

Bull arose.

The keen eye of the old man went over him from head to foot slowly.
Someday, he said slowly, speaking entirely to himself.
Someday — maybe!

What he expected from Bull someday remained unknown. The dishwashing was swiftly finished. Then Uncle Bill made a feeble effort to get off his boots, but his strength had been ebbing for some time. His sons dared not interfere as the old man leaned slowly over and strove to tug the boot from his wounded leg; but Bull remembered, all in a flood of tenderness, some half-dozen small, kind things that his uncle had said to him.

That was long, long ago, when the orphan came into the Campbell family. In those days his stupidity had been attributed largely to the speed with which he had grown, and he was expected to become normally bright later on; and in those days Bill Campbell occasionally let fall some gentle word to the great boy with his big, frightened eyes. And the half-dozen instances came back to Bull in this moment.

He stepped between his cousins and laid his hand on the foot of his uncle. It brought a snarl from the old man, a snarl that made Bull straighten and step back, but he came again and put aside the shaking hand of Uncle Bill. His cousins stood at one side, literally quaking. It was the first time that they had actually seen their father defied. They saw the huge hand of Bull settle around the leg of their father, well below the wound and then the grip closed to avoid the danger of opening the wound when the boot was worked off. After this he pulled the tight riding boot slowly from the swollen foot.

Uncle Bill was no longer silent. The moment the big hand of his nephew closed over his leg he launched a stream of curses that chilled the blood and drove his own sons farther back into the shadow of the corner. He demanded that they stand forth and tear Bull limb from limb. He disinherited them for cowardice. He threatened Bull with a vengeance compared with which the thunderbolt would be a feeble flare of light. He swore that he was entirely capable of taking care of himself, that he would step down into his grave sooner than be nursed and petted by any living human being.

All the while, the great Bull leaned impassively over the wounded man and finally worked the boot free. That was not all. Uncle Bill had slipped over until he could reach a billet of wood beside his bunk. He struck at Bulls head with it, but the stick was brushed out of his palsied fingers with a single gesture, and, while Uncle Bill groaned with fury and impotence, Bull continued the task of preparing him for bed. He straightened the old body of the terrible Campbell; he heated water in the tub and washed away stains and dirt; he took off the stained bandages and replaced them with clean ones.

His cousins helped in the latter part of this work. Weakness had reduced Uncle Bill to speechlessness. Finally the head of Bill Campbell was laid on a double fold of blanket in lieu of a pillow. A pipe had been tamped full and lighted by Bull and — crowning insult — set between Bills teeth. When all this was accomplished Bull retired to his corner, picked up his book, and was instantly absorbed.

In the hushed atmosphere it seemed that a terrible blow had fallen, and that another was about to fall. Harry and Joe were as men stunned, but they looked upon their father with a gathering complacency. They had found it demonstrated that it was possible to disobey their father without being instantly destroyed. They were taking the lesson to heart. And indeed old Bill Campbell himself seemed to be slowly admitting that he was beaten.

The illusion of absolute self-sufficiency, which he had built up through the years for the sake of imposing upon his sons and Bull Hunter, was now destroyed. At a single stroke he had been exposed as an old man, already beaten in battle by a foeman and now requiring as much care as a sick woman. The shame of it burned in him; but the comfort of the smoothed bunk and the filled pipe between his teeth was a blessing. He found to his own surprise that he was not hating Bull with a tithe of his usual vigor. He began to realize that he had come to the end of his period of command. When he left that sickbed he could only advise.

As a king about to die he looked at his heirs and found them strong and sufficient and pleasing to the eye. Nowhere in the mountains were there two boys as tall, as straight, as deadly with rifle and revolver, as fierce, as relentless, as these two boys of his. He had sharpened their tempers, and he rejoiced in the sullen ferocity with which they looked at him now, unloving, cunning, biding their time and finding that it had almost come. But he was not yet done. His body was wrecked; there remained his mind, and they would find it a great power. But he did not talk until the lights had been put out and the three youths were in their separate bunks. Then, without the light to show them his helpless body, in the darkness, which would give his mind a freer play, he began to tell his story.

It was a long narrative. Far back in the years he had prospected with a youth named Pete Reeve. They had located a claim and they had gone to town together to celebrate. In the celebration he had drunk with Reeve till the boy stupefied. Then he had induced Reeve to gamble for his share of the claim and had won it. Afterward Pete swore to be even with him. But the years had gone by without another meeting of the men.

Only today, riding through the mountains, he had come on a dried-up wisp of a man with long, iron-gray hair, a sharp, withered face, and hands like the claws of a bird. He rode a fine bay gelding, and had stopped Bill to ask some questions about the region above the timberline because he was drifting south and intended to cross the summits. Bill had described the way, and suddenly, out of their talk, came the revelation of their identities — the one was Bill Campbell, the other was Pete Reeve.

At this point in the story Bull heaved himself slowly, softly up on one arm to listen. He was beginning to get the full sense of the words for the first time. This narrative was like a book done in a commoner language.


CHAPTER 4
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THE TALE HALTED. To be defeated is one thing; to be forced to confess defeat is another. Uncle Bill determined on the bitterer alternative.

He made a clean fight, declared Uncle Bill. First he cussed me out proper. Then he went for his gat and he beat me to the draw. They aint no disgrace to that. Youll learn pretty soon that anybody might get beaten sooner or later — if he fights enough men. And my gun hung in the leather. Before I got it on him hed shot me clean through the right shoulder — a placed shot, boys. He wanted to land me there. It tumbled me off my hoss. I rolled away and tried to get to my gun that had fallen on the ground. He shot me agin through the leg and stopped me.

Then he got off his hoss and fixed up the wounds. He done a good job, as you seen. Bill says he, you aint dead; youre worsen dead. That right arm of yours is going to be stiff the rest of your days. Youre a one-armed man from now on, and that one arm is the worst you got.

That was why he sent me home alive. To make me live and keep hating him, the sames hed lived and hated me. But he made a mistake. Pete Reeve is a wise fox, but he made one mistake. He forgot that I might have somebody to send on his trail. He didnt know that I had two boys Id raised sos they was each better with a gun nor me. He didnt dream of that, curse him! But when you, Harry, or you, Joe, pump the lead into him, shoot him sos hell live long enough to know who killed him and why!

As he spoke, there was a quality in his voice that seemed to find the boys in the darkness and point each of them out. Which of you takes the trail?

A little silence followed. Bull wondered at it.

Hes gone by way of Johnstown, continued the wounded man. If one of you cuts across the summit toward Shantung hes pretty sure to cut in across Petes trail. Which is goin to start? Well, you can match for the chance! Because him that comes back with Pete Reeve marked off the slate is a man!

That chilly little silence made Bulls heart beat. To be called a man, to be praised by stern Bill Campbell — surely these were things to make anyone risk death!

Is that the Pete Reeve, said Harrys voice, that shot up Mike
Rivers over the hill to the Tompkins place, about four year back?

Thats him. Why?

Again the silence. Then Bull heard the old man cursing softly — meditatively, one might almost have said.

Cut across for Johnstown, said Joe softly, in a storm like this? They wont be no trails left to find above the timberline. Itd be sure death. Listen!

There was a lull in the wind, and in the breeze that was left, they could hear the whisper of the snow crushing steadily against the window.

Its heavy fall, right enough, declared Harry.

And this Pete Reeve — why, hes a gunfighter, Dad.

And what are you? asked the old man. Aint I labored and slaved all my life to make you handy with guns? What for dyou think I wasted all them hours showin you how to pull a trigger and where to shoot and how to get a gun out of the leather?

To kill for meat, suggested Harry.

Meat, nothing! The kind of meat I mean walks on two feet and fights back.

Maybe, if we started together— ventured Joe.

His father broke in, Boy, I aint going to send out a pack of men to run down Pete Reeve. He met me single and he fought me clean, and hes going to be pulled down by no pack of yaller dogs! Go one of you alone or else both of you stay here.

He waited, but there was no response. Is this the way my blood is showin up in my sons? Is this the result of all my trainin?

After that there was no more talk. The long silence was not broken by even the sound of breathing until someone began to snore. Then Bull knew that the sleep of the night had settled down.

He lay with his hands folded behind his head, thinking. They were willing enough to go together to do this difficult thing. But had they not lifted together at the stump and failed to do the thing which he had done single-handed? That thought stuck in his memory and would not out. And suppose he, Bull, were to accomplish this great feat and return to the shack? Would not Bill Campbell feel doubly repaid for the living he had furnished for his nephew? More than once the grim old man had cursed the luck that saddled him with a stupid incubus. But the curses would turn to compliments if Bull left this little man, this catlike and dangerous fighter, this Pete Reeve, dead on the trail.

Not that all this was clear in the mind of Bull, but he felt something like a command pushing him on that difficult south trail, through the storm and the snow that would now be piling above the timberline. He waited until there was no noise but the snoring of the sleepers and the rush and roar of the wind which continually set something stirring in the room. These sounds served to cover effectually any noises he made as he felt about and made up his small pack. His old canvas coat, his most treasured article of apparel, he took down from the hook where it accumulated dust from month to month. His ancient, secondhand cartridge belt with the antiquated revolver he removed from another hook — he had never been given enough ammunition to become a shot of any quality — and he pushed quickly into the night.

The moment he was through the door, the storm caught him in the face a stinging blow, and the rush of snow chilled his skin. That stinging blow steadied to a blast. It was a tremendous, heavy fall. The wind had scoured the drifts from the clearing and was already banking them around the little house. In the morning, as like as not, the boys would have to dig their way out.

He went straight to the horse shed for his snowshoes that hung on the wall there. Ordinary snowshoes would not endure his ponderous weight, and Uncle Bill Campbell had fashioned these himself, heavy and uncomfortable articles, but capable of enduring the strain.

Fumbling his way down behind the stalls, Bills roan lashed out at him with savage heels; but Maggie, the old draft horse, whinnied softly, greeting that familiar heavy step. He tied the snowshoes on his back and then stopped for a last word to Maggie. She raised her head and dropped it clumsily on his shoulder. She was among the little, agile mountain ponies what he was among men, and their bulk had rendered each of them more or less helpless. There seemed to be a mute understanding between them, and it was never more apparent than when Maggie whinnied gently in his ear. He stroked her big, bony head, a lump forming in his throat. If the bullets of little Pete Reeve dropped him in some far-off trail, the old-broken-down horse would be the only living creature that would mourn for him.

Outside, the night and the storm swallowed him at once. Before he had gone fifty feet the house was out of sight. Then, entering the forest of balsam firs, the force of the wind was lessened, and he made good time up the first part of the grade. There would probably be no use for the snowshoes in this region of broken shrubbery before he came to the timberline.

He swept on with a lengthening stride. He knew this part of the country like a book, of course, and he seldom stumbled, save when he came out into a clearing and the wind smote at him from an unexpected angle. In one of these clearings he stopped and took stock of his position. Far away to the west and the south, the head of Scalped Mountain was lost in dim, rushing clouds. He must make for that goal.

Progress became less easy almost at once. The trees that grew in this elevated region were not tall enough to act as wind breaks; they were hardly more than shrubs a great deal of the time, and merely served to force him into detours around dense hedges. Sometimes, in a clearing, he found himself staggering to the knees in a compacted drift of snow; sometimes an immense sheet of snow was picked up by the wind and flung in his face like a blanket.

Indeed the cold and the snow were nothing compared with the wind. It was now reaching the proportions of a westerly storm of the first magnitude. Off the towering slopes above, it came with the chill of the snow and with flying bits of sand, scooped up from around the base of trees, or with a shower of twigs. Many a time he had to throw up his arms across his face before he leaned and thrust on into the teeth of the blast.

But he was growing accustomed to seeing through this veil of snow and thick darkness. All things were dreamlike in dimness, of course, but he could make out terrific cloud effects, as the clouds gushed over the summit and down the slope a little way like the smoke of enormous guns; and again a pyramid of mist was like a false mountain before him, a mountain that took on movement and rushed to overwhelm him, only to melt away and become simply a shadow among shadows above his head.

Once or twice before the dawn, he rested, not from weariness perhaps, but from lack of breath, turning his back to the west and bowing his head. Walking into the wind it had become positively difficult to draw breath!

Still it gained power incredibly. Up the side of Scalped Mountain it was a steady weight pressing against him rather than a wind. And now and then, when the weight relaxed, he stumbled forward on his knees. For there was now hardly any shelter. He was approaching the timberline where trees stand as high as a man and little higher.

Dawn found him at the edge of the tree line. He flung himself on his face, his head on his arms, to rest and wait until the treacherous time of dawn should have passed. While the day grew steadily his heart sank. He needed the rest, but the cold bit into him while he lay extended, and the peril of the summit would be before him for his march of the day. The wind mourned over him as if it anticipated his defeat. Never had there been such wind, he thought. It screamed above him. It dropped away in sudden lulls of more appalling silence. Then, far off, he would hear a wave of the storm begin, wash across a crest, thunder in a canyon, and then break on the timberline with a prolonged and mighty roaring. Those giant approaches made him hold his breath, and when the wave of confusion passed, he found himself often breathless.

Day came. He was on the very verge of the line with a dense fence of stunted trees just before him and the wilderness of snow beyond, sloping up to the crest, outlined in white against the solid gray sky. The Spartans of the forest were around him — fir, pine, spruce, birch, and trembling little aspens up there among the stoutest. All were of one height, clean-shaven by the volleys of the wind-driven sand and pebbles that clipped off any treetop that aspired above the mass. In solid numbers was their salvation, and they grew dense as grass, two feet high on the battlefront. They were carved by that wind, for all storms came here out of the west, and the storm face of every tree was denuded of branches. To the east the foliage streamed away. Even in calm weather those trees spoke of storm.

Bull Hunter sat up to put on his snowshoes. It was a white world below him and above. Winter, which a day before had vanished, now came back with a rush off the summits, where its snows were still piled. Again the heart of the big man quaked. Down in the hollow, over that ridge, was the house of the Campbells. They would be getting up now. Joe would be making the fire, and Harry slicing the bacon. It made a cheerful picture to Bull. He could close his eyes and hear the fire snap and see the stove steam with smoke through every fissure before the draft caught in the chimney. From the shed came the neigh of Maggie, calling softly to him.

He shook his head with a groan, stood up, and strode out of the timber into the summit lands. It was a great desert. Never could it be construed as a place for life. Even lichens were almost out of place here, and what folly could lead a man across the shifting snows? But to be called a man, to be admired in silence, to be asked for opinions, to be deferred to — this was a treasure worth any price! He bowed himself to the wind again and made for the summit with the peculiar stride which a man must use with snowshoes.

He dared not slacken his efforts now. The cold had been increasing, and to pause meant peril of freezing. It was a highly electrified air, and the result was a series of maddening mirages. He stumbled over solid rocks where nothing seemed to be in his way; and again what seemed a rock of huge size was nothing at all. Bull discovered that what seemed firm ground beneath him, as he started to round a precipice, might after all be the effect of the mirage.

Added to this was another difficulty. As he wound slowly, about midday, up the last reach, with the summit just above him, the wind carried masses of cloud over the crest and into his face. He walked alternately in a bewildering, driving fog and then in an air made crazy with electricity. Again and again, from one side or the other, he started when the storm boomed and cannonaded down a ravine and then belched out into the open. All this time the babel of the winds overhead never ceased, and the force of the storm cut up under him with such violence that he was almost raised from the earth.

Then an unexpected barrier obtruded — a literal mountain of ice was before him. The snow of the recent fall had been whipped away, and the surface of the mountain, here perilously steep, was now sleek and solid with ice. Bull looked gloomily toward the summit so close above him, and the ice glimmered in the dull light. There was only one way to make even the attempt. He sat down, took off his snowshoes, strapped them to his back, and began to work his way up the slope, battering out each foothold with the head of his ax. It was possible to ascend in this manner, but it would be practically impossible to descend.

Once committed to this way, he had either to go on to the summit, or else perish. Working slowly, with little possible muscular exercise to warm him, he began to grow chilled and the wind-driven cold numbed his ears. But, more than that, the wind was now a grim peril, for, from time to time, it swerved and leaped on him heavily from the side. Once, off balance, he looked back at the dazzling slope below him. He would be a shapeless mass of flesh long before he tumbled to the bottom.

Vaguely, as he hewed his footholds and worked his way up, he yearned for the cleverness of Harry or the wit of Joe. What an ally either of them would be! That he was undertaking a task from which either of them would have shrunk in horror never occurred to him. Yonder, beyond the summit, lay his destiny — Johnstown — and this was the way toward it; it was a simple thing to Bull. He could no more vary from his course than a magnetic needle can vary from its pole.

Suddenly he came on a break in the solid face of the ice. Above him was a narrow rift through the ice to the gravel beneath; how it was made, Bull could not guess. But he took advantage of it. Presently he was striding on toward the summit, beating his hands to restore the circulation and gingerly rubbing his ears.

There was a magical change as he reached the summit and sat down behind some rocks to regain his breath and quiet his shaken nerves. The clouds split apart in the zenith; the sun burst through; on both sides the broad mountain billowed away to white lowlands; the air was alive with little, brilliant spots of electricity.

It cheered Bull Hunter vastly. The gale, which was tumbling the clouds down the arch of the sky and toward the east, was more mighty than ever, but he put his head down to it confidently and began the descent.


CHAPTER 5
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THERE WAS MORE snow on this side, and to travel through it he soon found that he must put on the snowshoes again; but after that the descent was actually restful compared with the labors of the climb. Yonder was the dark streak of the timberline again. Far down the valley he watched it curving in and out along the mountainside like a water level. Below was the darkness of the forest where other things lived, and where Bull could live more easily, also. Never had trees seemed such beautiful and friendly things to him.

Once a thought stopped him completely. He was in a new world. He was seeing everything for the first time. On other days he had gone out with others. Under their guidance, not trusted to undertake an expedition by himself, he looked at nothing until it was pointed out to him, heard nothing that was not first called to his attention. He had always wondered at the acuteness of the senses of all other men. But now, looking on the mountains for himself, he decided, with a start of the heart, that they were beautiful — beautiful and terrible at once, with the reality that he had never found in his books. What leveled spear of a knight, in the pages of romance, could equal the invisible thrust of this wind?

He reached the timberline. Looking back, he saw the summit, a brilliant line of white against a blue sky. Again the heart of Bull Hunter leaped. Here was a great treasure that he had taken in with one grasp of the eyes and which he could never lose!

He turned down the valley. Where it swerved out into the lower plain, stood Johnstown, and there he was to cross the flight of Pete Reeve, if Pete were indeed flying. But it was incredible that the man who had struck down Uncle Bill Campbell should flee from any man or number of men.

He had reached the bottom of the narrow valley. A dull noise came down to him from the mountain in the lull of the wind. He looked up.

Far away, miles and miles, near the summit of Scalped Mountain, a snaky form of mist was twisting swiftly down. He looked curiously. The thing grew, traveling with great speed that increased with every moment. It increased — it gained velocity — a snowslide!

He watched it in doubt. It was twisting like a snake down the farther side of the mountain, but, in his experience, slides were as treacherous as serpents. Bull started hastily for a low cliff that stood up from the floor of the valley, clear of the trees.

He had not gone far when the wind fell away to a whisper, and a dull roaring caught his ear. He looked back over his shoulder in alarm. A great wall of white was shooting down the mountainside. The little slide of surface snow, which had twisted across the surface of the old snows of the winter, had been gaining in weight, in momentum, picking up claws of shrubbery, teeth of stone, and eating through layer after layer of the old snow, packed hard as ice. Now it was a roaring mass with a front steadily increasing in height, and far away in the rear it tossed up a tail of snow dust, a flying mist that gave Bull an impression of speed greater than the main wall of the snow itself.

The noise grew amazingly, and coming in range of the opposite wall of the valley, a low and steadily increasing thunder poured into the ears of Bull. It was a fascinating thing to watch, and at this distance to the side he was quite safe. But at the very moment that he reached this decision, the front of the slide smashed with a noise like volleyed canyon against the side of a hill, tossed immense arms of white in the air, floundered, and then veered with the speed of an express train rounding a curve and rocked away down the slope straight for Bull. Turned cold with dread, he saw it hit the timberline with a great crashing, and the dark forms of the trees were dashed up by the running mass of stones and then swallowed in the boiling front of the slide.

He waited to see no more, but dashed on for the saving cliff. Once his back was turned it seemed that the slide gained speed. The immense roaring literally leaped on him from behind, and in the roar, his senses were drowned. He could feel his knees weaken and buckle, but the cliff, now just before him, gave him fresh strength. But was the cliff high enough? He hurried up to higher ground and flung himself prostrate. The front of the slide was cutting down the heavily forested slope as though the trees were blades of grass before a keen scythe. The noise passed all description.

Once he thought the mass was changing direction. It put out a massive arm to the left, licked down five hundred trees at a gulp, and then, smashing its fist into a hillside, flung back into the valley floor, tossing the great trees in its top and poured straight at him. He watched it in one of those dazes during which one sees everything. The whole body came like water down a chute, but one part of the front wall spilled out ahead and then another, and then the top, overtaking the rest, toppled crashing to the bottom. And so it rushed out of sight beneath the cliff. But would it wash over the top?

The first answer was an impact that shook the ground under him, and then he heard a noise like a huge ripping explosion. A dozen lofty geysers of snow streamed up into the air, dazzling against the sun, misty at the edges of each column, whose center was solid tons and tons of snow. Old pines and spruces, their branches shaved away in the tumult of the slide, were picked up and hurled like javelins over the cliff; a shower of fragments beat on the body of Bull; and then the main mass of snow washed up over the edge of the cliff in a great mound, and the slide was ended.

He crawled slowly back to his feet. Far up the mountainside, beginning in a point, the track of the slide swept down in a broadening scar, black and raw, across forest and snow. Far down the valley the last echoes of thunder were passing away to a murmur, and the valley floor, beneath the cliff, was a mass of snow and tree trunks.

Bull took off the snowshoes and climbed along the valley wall until he could descend to the clear floor beneath him. Then he headed down toward Johnstown.

It was well past midday when he escaped the slide; it was the beginning of night when, at the conclusion of that first heroic march, he reached Johnstown. With hunger his stomach cleaved to his back, and his knees were weak with the labor.

Stamping through the snow to the hotel he asked the idlers around the stove, Has any of you gents seen a man named Pete Reeve pass through this town?

They looked at him in amazement. He had closed the door behind him, and now, with his battered hat pushed high on his head, he seemed taller than the entrance — taller and as wide, a mountain of a man. The efforts of the march had collected a continual frown on his forehead, and as he peered about from face to face, no one for a moment was able to answer, but each looked to his companion.

It was the proprietor who answered finally. Talk was his commercial medium and staff of life. What sort of a looking man, captain?

Bull blinked at him. He was not used to honorary epithets such as this, and he searched the face of the proprietor carefully to detect mockery. To his surprise the other showed signs of what Bull dimly recognized as fear. Fear of him — of Bull Hunter!

The way you look at me, said the other and laughed uneasily, I figure its pretty lucky that I aint this here Pete Reeve. That so, boys?

The boys joined in the laughter, but they kept it subdued, their eyes upon the giant at the door. He was leaning against the wall, and the sight of his outspread hand was far from reassuring.

But Bull went on to describe his man. Not very big; hands like the claws of a birds; iron-gray hair; quick ways. That was Uncle Bills description.

Sure hes been here, said the owner. I recognized him right off. He was through about dusk. He came over the mountains and just got past the summit, he said, before the storm hit. Lucky, eh? He looked at the battered coat of Bull. Kind of appears like you mightnt of been so lucky?

Me? asked Bull gently. Nope. I was at the timberline on the other side about daybreak today.

There was a sudden and chilly silence; men looked at one another. Obviously no man could have traveled that distance between dawn and dark, but it was as well not to express disbelief to a man who could tell a lie as big as his body.

I got to eat, said Bull.

The proprietor jumped out of his chair. I can fix you up, son.

He led the way, Bull following with his enormous strides, and, as the floor creaked under him, the eyes of the others jerked after him, stride by stride. It was beginning to seem possible that this man had done what he said he had done. When the door slammed behind him and his steps went creaking through the room beyond, a mutter of a hum arose around the stove.

As a matter of fact it was the beginning of the great legend that was finally to bulk around the name of the big man. And it was fitting that the huge figure of Bull Hunter should have come upon the attention of men in this way, descending out of the storm and the mountains.

That he had done something historic was far from the mind of Bull as he stalked into the dining room.

You sit right down here, his host was saying, placing a chair at the table.

Bull tried the chair with his hand. It groaned and squeaked under the weight. Chairs dont seem to be made for me, he said simply. Besides Im more used to sitting on the floor. He dropped to the floor accordingly, with the effect of a small earthquake. The proprietor stared, but he swallowed his astonishment. What youd like to eat is something hearty, I figure.

What you got? said Bull.

Well, Mrs. Jarney come in this morning with a dozen fresh eggs. Got some prime bacon, too, and some jerky and—

That dozen eggs, said Bull thoughtfully, will start me, and then a platter of bacon, and you might mix up a bowl of flapjacks. You aint got a quart or so of canned milk, partner?

The proprietor could only nod, for he dared not trust his voice.
Fleeing to the kitchen he repeated the prodigious order to his wife.
Then he circled by a back way and communicated the tidings to the
boys around the stove.

A couple of dozen eggs, he says to me, and a few pounds of beef and three or four quarts of milk and a bowl of flapjacks and a platter of bacon, was the way the second version of the historic order for food came to the idlers.

Half a dozen of the men risked the cold and the wind to steal around to the side of the house and peer through the window at the huge, bunched figure that sat on the floor. They found him with his chin dropped upon the burly fist and a frown on his forehead, for Bull was thinking.

He would have been glad to have found Pete Reeve in Johnstown and have the matter over with. But, after all, it was beginning to occur to him that it might not be wise to kill the man in the presence of other people. They might attempt to correct him with the assistance of a rope and a limb of a tree. Somewhere he must cut in ahead of this Reeve and start out at him if possible. As for his ability to keep pace with a horse he had no doubt that he could do it fairly well. More than once he had gone out on foot, while Harry and Joe rode, and he had pressed the little ponies, bearing their riders slowly up and down the slopes, to keep pace with him. On the level, of course, it was a different matter, but in broken country he more than kept up.

Have you got a grudge agin Reeve? asked the host, as he brought in the fried eggs.

Maybe, admitted Bull, and instantly he began to attack the food.

The proprietor watched with a growing awe. No chinook ever ate snow as this hungry giant melted food to nothingness. He came back with the first stack of flapjacks and bacon and more questions. But Id think that a gent like youd be pretty careful about tangling with Pete Reeve — him being so handy with a gun and you such a tolerable big target.

Ive figured that all out, said Bull calmly. But theys so much of me to kill that I dont figure one bullet could do the work. Do you?

The eyes of the proprietor grew large. He swallowed, and before he could answer Bull continued in the exposition of his theory. Before he shoots the next shot, maybe I can get my hands on him.

You going to fight him bare hands agin a gun?

You see, said Bull apologetically, I aint much good with a gun, but I feel sort of curious about what would happen if I got my grip on a man.

And that was the foundation on which another section of the Bull
Hunter legend was built.


CHAPTER 6
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THE BED ON which Bull Hunter reposed his bulk that night was not the cot to which he was shown by his host. One glance at the spindling wooden legs of the canvas-bottomed cot was enough for Bull, and having wrapped himself in the covers he lay down on the floor and was instantly asleep.

While it was still dark, he wakened out of a dream in which Pete Reeve seemed to be riding far — far away on the rim of the world. Ten minutes later Bull was on the trail out of Johnstown. There was only one trail for a horseman south of Johnstown, and that trail followed the windings of the valley. Bull planned to push across the ragged peaks of the Little Cloudy Mountains and head off the fugitive at Glenn Crossing.

Two days of stern labor went into the next burst. He followed the cold stars by night and the easy landmarks by day, and for food he had the stock of raisins he had bought at Johnstown. He came out of the heights and dropped down into Glenn Crossing in the gloom of the second evening. But raisins are meager support for such a bulk as that of Bull Hunter. It was a gaunt-faced giant who looked in at the door of the shop where the blacksmith was working late. The mechanic looked up with a start at the deep voice of the stranger, but he managed to stammer forth his tidings. Such a man as Pete Reeve had indeed been in Glenn Crossing, but he had gone on at the very verge of day and night.

Bull Hunter set his teeth, for there was no longer a possibility of cutting off Pete Reeve by crossing country. The immense labors of the last three days had merely served to put him on the heels of the horseman, and now he must follow straight down country and attempt to match his long legs against the speed of a fine horse. He drew a deep breath and plunged into the night out of Glenn Crossing, on the south trail. At least he would make one short, stiff march before the weariness overtook him.

That weariness clouded his brain ten miles out. He built a fire in a cover of pines and slept beside it. Before dawn he was up and out again. In the first gray of the daylight he reached a little store at a crossroad, and here he paused for breakfast. A tousled girl, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, served him in the kitchen. The first glimpse of the hollow cheeks and the unshaven face of Bull Hunter quite awakened her. Bull could feel her watching him, as she glided about the room. He sunk his head between his shoulders and glared down at the table. No doubt she would begin to gibe at him before long. Most women did. He prepared himself to meet with patience that incredible sting and penetrating hurt of a womans mockery.

But there was no mockery forthcoming. The sun was still not up when he paid his bill and hastened to the door of the old building. Quick footsteps followed him, a hand touched his shoulders, and he turned and looked suspiciously down into the face of the girl. It was a frightened face, he thought, and very pretty. At some interval between the time when he first saw her and the present, she had found time to rearrange her hair and make it smooth. Color was pulsing in her cheeks.

Stranger, she said softly, what are you running away from?

The question slowly penetrated the mind of Bull; he was still bewildered by the change in her — something electric, to be felt rather than noted with the eye.

They aint any reason for hurrying on, she urged. I — I can hide you, easy. Nobody could find where Ill put you, and there you can rest up. You must be tolerable tired.

There was no doubt about it. There was kindness as well as anxiety in her voice. For the second time in his entire life, Bull decided that a woman could be something more than an annoyance. She was placing a value on him, just as Jessie, three days before, had placed a value on him; and it disturbed Bull. For so many years, he had been mocked and scorned by his uncle and cousins that deep in his mind was engraved the certainty that he was useless. He decided to hurry on before the girl found out the truth.

I can still walk, he said, and, while I can walk, I got to go south. But — you gimme heart, lady. You gimme a pile of heart to keep going. Maybe — he paused, uncertain what to say next, and yet obviously she expected something more— Ill get a chance to come back this way, and if I do, Ill see you! You can lay to that — Ill see you!

He was gone before she could answer, and he was wondering why she had looked down with that sudden color and that queer, pleased smile. It would be long before Bull understood, but, even without understanding, he found that his heart was lighter and an odd warmth suffused him.

The rising of the sun found him in the pale desert with the magic of the hills growing distant behind him, and he settled to a different step through the thin sand — a short, choppy step. His weight was against him here, but it would be even a greater disadvantage to a horseman, and with this in mind, he pressed steadily south.

Every day on that south trail was like a year in the life of Bull. Heat and thirst wasted him, the constant labor of the march hardened his muscles, and he got that forward look about his eyes, which comes with shadows under the lids and a constant frown on the forehead. It was long afterward that men checked up his march from date to date and discovered that the distance between the shack of Bill Campbell and Halstead in the South was one hundred and fifty miles over bitter mountains and burning desert, and that Bull Hunter had made the distance in five days.

All this was learned and verified later when Bull was a legend. When he strode into Halstead on that late afternoon no one had ever heard of the man out of the mountains. He was simply an oddity in a country where oddities draw small attention.

Yet a rumor advanced before Bull. A child, playing in the incredible heat of the sun, saw the dusty giant heaving in the distance and ran to its mother, frightened, and the worn-faced mother came to the porch and shaded her eyes to look. She passed on the word with a call that traveled from house to house. So that, when Bull entered the long, irregular street of Halstead, he found it lined on either side by children, old men, women. It was almost as though they had heard of the thing he had come to do and were there to watch.

Bull shrank from their eyes. He would far rather have slipped around the back of the village and gone toward its center unobserved. A pair of staring eyes to Bull was like the pointing of a loaded gun. He put unspoken sentences upon every tongue, and the sentences were those he had heard so often from his uncle and his uncles sons.

Too big to be any good.

Bulls got the size of a hoss, and as a hoss hed do pretty well, but he aint no account as a man.

His life had been paved with such burning remarks as these. Many an evening had been long agony to him as the three sat about and baited him. He hurried down the street, the pulverized sand squirting up about his heavy boots and drifting in a mist behind him. When he was gone an old man came out and measured those great strides with his eye and then stretched his legs vainly to cover the same marks. But this, of course, Bull did not see, and he would not have understood it, had he seen, except as a mockery.

He paused in front of the hotel veranda, an awful figure to behold. His canvas coat was rolled and tied behind his sweating shoulders; his too-short sleeves had bothered him and they were now cut off at the elbow and exposed the sun-blackened forearms; his overalls streamed in rags over his scarred boots. He pushed the battered hat far back on his head and looked at the silent, attentive line of idlers who sat on the veranda.

Excuse me, gents, he said mildly. But maybe one of you might know of a little gent with iron-gray hair and a thin face and quick ways of acting and little, thin hands. He illustrated his meaning by extending his own huge paws. His name is Pete Reeve.

That name caused a sharp shifting of glances, not at Bull, but from man to man. A tall fellow rose. He advanced with his thumbs hooked importantly in the arm holes of his vest and braced his legs apart as he faced Bull. The elevation of the veranda floor raised him so that he was actually some inches above the head of his interlocutor, and the tall man was deeply grateful for that advantage. He was, in truth, a little vain of his own height, and to have to look up to anyone irritated him beyond words. Having established his own superior position, he looked the giant over from head to foot. He kept one eye steadily on Bull, as though afraid that the big man might dodge out of sight and elude him.

And what might you have to do with Pete Reeve? he asked. Mightnt you be a partner of Petes? Kind of looks like you was following him sort of eager, friend.

While this question was being asked, Bull saw that the line of idlers settled forward in their chairs to hear the answer. It puzzled him. For some mysterious reason these men disapproved of any one who was intimately acquainted with Pete Reeve, it seemed. He looked blandly upon the tall man.

I never seen Pete Reeve, said Bull apologetically.

Ah? Yet youre follerin him hotfoot?

I was aiming to see him, you know, answered Bull.

The tall man regarded him with eyes that began to twinkle beneath his frown. Then he jerked his head aside and cast at his audience a prodigious wink. The cloudy eyes of Bull had assured him that he had to do with a simpleton, and he was inviting the others in on the game.

You never seen him? he asked gruffly, turning back to Bull. You expect me to believe talk like that? Young man, dyou know who I am?

I dunno, murmured Bull, overawed and drawing back a pace.

The action drew a chuckle from the crowd. Some of the idlers even rose and sauntered to the edge of the veranda, the better to see the baiting of the giant. His prodigious size made his timidity the more amusing.

You dunno, eh? asked the other. Well, son, Im Sheriff Bill Anderson! He waited to see the effect of this portentous announcement.

I never heard tell of any Sheriff Bill Anderson, said Bull in the same mild voice.

The sheriff gasped. The idlers hastily veiled their mouths with much coughing and clearing of the throat. It seemed that the tables had been subtly turned upon the sheriff.

You! exclaimed the sheriff, extending a bony arm. I got to tell you, partner, that Im a pile suspicious. Im suspicious of anybody thats a friend of Pete Reeve. How long have you knowed him?

Bull was very anxious to pacify the tall man. He shifted his weight to the other foot. Something lessn nothing, he hastened to explain. I aint never seen him.

And why dyou want to see him? What dyou know about him?

It flashed through the mind of Bull that it would be useless to tell what he knew of Pete. Obviously nobody would believe what he could tell of how Reeve had met and shot down Uncle Bill Campbell. For Bill Campbell was a historic figure as a fighter in the mountain regions, and surely his face must be bright even at this distance from his home. That he could have walked beyond the sphere of Campbells fame in five days never occurred to Bull Hunter.

I dunno nothing good, he confessed.

There was a change in the sheriff. He descended from the floor of the veranda with a stiff-legged hop and took Bull by the arm, leading him down the street.

Son, he said earnestly, walking down the street with Bull, dyou know anything agin this Pete Reeve? I want to know because I got Pete behind the bars for murder!

Murder? asked Bull.

Murder — regular murder — something hell hang for. And if you got any inside information that I can use agin him, why Ill use it and Ill be mighty grateful for it! You see everybody knows Pete Reeve. Everybody knows that, for all these years, hes been going around killing and maiming men, and nobody has been able to bring him up for anything worsen self-defense. But now I think I got him to rights, and I want to hang him for it, stranger, partly because itd be a feather in my cap, and partly because itd be doing a favor for every good, law-abiding citizen in these parts. So do what you can to help me, stranger, and Ill see that your time aint wasted.

There was something very wheedling and insinuating about all this talk. It troubled Bull. His strangely obscure life had left him a child in many important respects, and he had a childs instinctive knowledge of the mental processes of others. In this case he felt a profound distrust. There was something wrong about this sheriff, his instincts told him — something gravely wrong. He disliked the man who had started to ridicule him before many men and was now so confidential, asking his help.

Sheriff Anderson, he said, may I see this Reeve?

Come right along with me, son. I aint pressing you for what you know. But it may be a thing thatll help me to hang Reeve. And if it is, Ill need to know it. Understand? Public benefit — thats what Im after. Come along with me and you can see if Reeves the man youre after.

They crossed the street through a little maelstrom of fine dust which a wind circle had picked up, and the sheriff led Bull into the jail. They crossed the tawdry little outer room with its warped floor creaking under the tread of Bull Hunter. Next they came face to face with a cage of steel bars, and behind it was a little gray man on a bunk. He sat up and peered at them from beneath bushy brows, a thin-faced man, extremely agile. Even in sitting up, one caught many possibilities of catlike speed of action.

Bull knew at once that this was the man he sought. He stood close to the bars, grasping one in each great hand, and with his face pressed against the steel, he peered at Pete Reeve. The other was very calm.

Howdy, sheriff, he said. Bringing on another one to look over your bear?


CHAPTER 7
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THE PRISONERS GOOD humor impressed Bull immensely. Here was a man talking commonplaces in the face of death. A greater man than Uncle Bill, he felt at once — a far greater man. It was impossible to conceive of that keen, sharp eye and that clawlike hand sending a bullet far from the center of the target.

He gave his eyes long sight of that face, and then turned from the bars and went out with the sheriff.

Is that your man? asked the sheriff.

I dunno, said Bull, fencing for time as they stood in front of the jail. Whatd he do?

You mean why hes in jail? Ill tell you that, son, but first I want to know what you got agin him — and your proofs — mostly your proofs!

The distaste which Bull had felt for the sheriff from the first now became overpowering. That he should be the means of bringing that terrible and active little man to an end seemed, as a matter of fact, absurd. Guile must have played a part in that capture.

Suppose he were to tell the sheriff about the shooting of Uncle Bill? That would be enough to convince men that Pete Reeve was capable of murder, for the shooting of Uncle Bill had been worse than murder. It spared the life and ruined it at the same time. But suppose he added his evidence and allowed the law to take its course with Pete Reeve? Where would be his own reward for his long march south and all the pain of travel and the crossing of the mountains at the peril of his life? There would be nothing but scorn from Uncle Bill when he returned, and not that moment of praise for which he yearned. To gain that great end he must kill Pete Reeve, but not by the aid of the law.

I dunno, he said to the sheriff who waited impatiently. I figure that what I know wouldnt be no good to you.

The sheriff snorted. You been letting me waste all this time on you? he asked Bull. Why didnt you tell me that in the first place?

Bull scratched his head in perplexity. But as he raised the great arm and put his hand behind his head, the sheriff winced back a little. Im sorry, said Bull.

The sheriff dismissed him with a grunt of disgust, and strode off.

Bull started out to find information. This idea was growing slowly in his mind. He must kill Pete Reeve, and to accomplish that great end he must first free him from the jail. He went back to the hotel and went into the kitchen to find food. The proprietor himself came back to serve him. He was a pudgy little man with a dignified pointed beard of which he was inordinately proud.

Its between times for meals, he declared, but you being the biggest man that ever come into the hotel, Ill make an exception. And he began to hunt through the cupboard for cold meat.

I seen Pete Reeve, began Bull bluntly. How come hes in jail?

Him? asked the other. Aint you heard?

No.

The little man sighed with pleasure; he had given up hope of finding a new listener for that oft-told tale. It happened last night, he confided. Along late in the afternoon in rides Johnny Strange. He tells us he was out to Dan Armstrongs place when, about noon, a little gray-headed man that give the name of Pete Reeve came in and asked for chow. Of course Johnny Strange pricks up his ears when he hears the name. We all heard about Pete Reeve, off and on, as about the slickest gunman that the ranges ever turned out. So he looks Pete over and wonders at finding such a little man.

The proprietor drew himself up to his full height. He didnt know that size dont make the man! Well, Armstrong trotted out some chuck for Reeve, and after Pete had eaten, Johnny Strange suggested a game. They sat in at three-handed stud poker.

Things went along pretty good for Johnny. He made a considerable winning. Then it come late in the afternoon, and he seen hed have to be getting back home. He offered to bet everything hed won, or double or nothing, and when the boys didnt want to do that, it give him a clean hand to stand up and get out. He got up and said good-bye and hung around a while to see how the next hands went. So far as he could make out, Pete Reeve was losing pretty steady. Then he come on in.

Well, when Johnny Strange told about Pete being out there, Sheriff
Anderson was in the room and he rises up.

Dont look good to me, he says. If a gunfighter is losing money, most like hell fight to win it back. Maybe Ill go out and look that game over.

And saying that he slopes out of the room.

Well, none of us took much stock in the sheriff going out to take care of Armstrong. You see Armstrong was the old sheriff, and he give Anderson a pretty stiff run for his money last election. They both been spending most of their time and energy the last few years hating each other. When one of em is in office the other goes around saying that the gent that has the plum is a crook; and then Anderson goes out, and Armstrong comes in, and Anderson says the same thing about Armstrong. Take em general and they always had the boys worried when they was together, for fear of a gunfight and bullets flying. And so, when Anderson stands up and says hes going out to see that Reeve dont do no harm to Armstrong, we all sat back and kind of laughed.

But we laughed at the wrong thing. Long about an hour or so after dark we hear two men come walking up on the veranda, and one of em we knowed by the sound was the sheriff.

How could you tell by the sound? asked Bull innocently.

Well, you see the sheriff always wears steel rims on his heels like he was a horse. Hes kind of close with his money is old Anderson, Ill tell a man! We hear the ring of them heels on the porch, and pretty soon in comes the sheriff, herding a gent in ahead of him. And who dyou think that gent was? It was Reeve! Yes, sir, the old sheriff had stepped out and grabbed his man. He wasnt there quick enough to stop the killing of Armstrong, but he got there fast enough to nab Reeve. Seems that when he was riding up to the house he heard a shot fired, and then he seen a man run out of the house and jump on his hoss, and the sheriff didnt stop to ask no questions. He just out with his gat and drills the gents hoss. And while Reeve was struggling on the ground, with the hoss flopping around and dying, the sheriff runs up and sticks the irons on Reeve. Then he goes into the house and finds Armstrong lying shot through the heart. Clear as day! Reeve loses a lot of money, and when it comes to a pinch he hates to see that money gone when he could get it back for the price of one slug. So he outs with his gun and shoots Armstrong. And the worst part of it was that Armstrong didnt have no gun on at the time. The sheriff found Armstrongs gun hanging on the wall along with his cartridge belt. Yep, it was plain murder, and Pete Reevell hang as high as the sky — and a good thing, too!

This story was a shock to Bull for a reason that would not have affected most men. That a man who had had the courage to stand up and face Uncle Bill in a fair duel should have been so cowardly, so venomous as to take a mean advantage of a gambling companion seemed to Bull altogether too strange to be reasonable. Certainly, if he had had a difference with this fellow, thought Bull, Pete Reeve was the man to let the other use his own weapons before he fought. But to shoot him down across a table, unwarned — this was too much to believe! And yet it was the truth, and Pete Reeve was to hang for it.

The big man sat shaking his head. And they found the money on Pete
Reeve? he asked gloomily. They found the money he took off this
Armstrong?

Theres the funny part of the yarn, said the proprietor glibly. Pete had the nerve to shoot the gent down in cold blood, but when he seen him fall he lost his nerve. He didnt wait to grab the money, but ran out and jumped on his hoss and tried to get away. So there you are. But it pretty often happens that way! Take the oldest gunfighter in the world, and, if his stomach aint resting just right, it sort of upsets him to see a crimson stain. I seen it happen that way with the worst of em, and in the old days they used to be a rough crowd in my barroom. They dont turn out that style of gent no more! He sighed as his mind flickered back into the heroic past.

And Reeve — he admits he done the killing? Bull asked hopelessly.

Him? Nope, hes too foxy for that. But the only story he told was so foolish that we laughed at him, and he aint had the nerve to try to bluff us ever since. He says that he was sitting peaceable with Armstrong when all at once without no warning they was a shot from the window — the east window, I remember he was particular to say — and Armstrong dropped forward on the table, shot through the heart.

Reeve says that he didnt wait to ask no questions. He blew the candle out, and having got the darkness on his side, he made a jump through the door and got onto his hoss. He says that he wanted to break away to the trees and try to get a shot at the murderer from cover, but the minute he got onto his hoss, he had his hoss shot from under him.

Was they any shots fired then?

Yep. Reeve says that he fired a couple of times when he fell. But the sheriff says that Reeve only fired once, as his hoss was falling, and that the other shot that was found fired out of Reeves gun was fired into the heart of Armstrong. Oh, they aint any doubt about it. All Reeve has got is a cock-and-bull yarn that would make a fool laugh!

Although Bull had been many times assured by his uncle and his cousins that he was a fool of the first magnitude, he was in no mood for laughter. Somewhere in the tale there was something wrong, for his mind refused to conjure up the picture of Reeve pulling his gun and shooting across the table into the breast of a helpless, unwarned man. That would not be the method of a man who could stand up to Uncle Bill. That would not be the method of the man who had sat up on his bunk and looked so calmly into the face of the sheriff.

Bull stood up and dragged his hat firmly over his eyes. Id kind of like to see the place where that shooting was done, he declared.

You got lots of time before night, said the proprietor. Aint moren a mile and a half out the north trail. Take that path right out there, and you can ride out inside of five minutes.

There was no horse for Bull Hunter to ride. But, having thanked his host, he stepped out into the cooler sunshine of the late afternoon.

The trail led through scattering groves of cottonwood most of the way, for it was bottom land, partially flooded in the winter season of rain, and, even in the driest and hottest part of the summer, marshy in places. He followed the twisting little trail through spots of shadow and stretches of open sky until he reached the shack which was obviously that of the dead Armstrong.

The moment he entered the little cabin he received proof positive.

The furniture had not apparently been disturbed since the shooting. The table still leaned crazily, as though it had not recovered from a violent shock on one side. One chair was overturned. A box had been smashed to splinters, probably by having someone put a foot through it.

Bull examined the deal table. Across the center of it there was a dark stain, and on the farther side, two hands were printed distinctly into the wood, in the same dull color. The whole scene rose revoltingly distinct in the mind of Bull.

Here sat Dan Armstrong playing his cheerful game, laughing and jesting, because forsooth he was the winner. And there, on the opposite side of the table, sat Pete Reeve, the guest in the house of his host, growing darker and darker as the money was transferred from his pocket to the pocket of the jovial Armstrong. Then, a sudden taking of offense at some harmless jest, the cold flash of steel as Reeve leaned and jumped to his feet, and then the explosion of the revolver, with Armstrong settling slowly, limply forward on the table. There he lay with a stream pouring across the table from the death wound, his helpless arms outstretched on the wood.

Then Reeve, panic-stricken, perhaps with a sudden stirring of remorse, started for the door, struck the box on his way, smashing it to bits, and as soon as he got outside, leaped for his horse. Luckily retribution had overtaken the murderer in the very moment of escape. Bull Hunter sighed. Never had the strength of the arm of the law been so vividly brought home to him as by this incident. Suppose that he had fulfilled his purpose and killed Reeve? Would not the law have reached for him in the same fashion and taken and crushed him?

He shuddered, and looking up from his broodings, he glanced through the opposite window and saw that the woods were growing dark in that direction. Night was approaching, and, with the feeling of night, there was a ghostly sense of death, as though the spirit of the dead man were returning to his old home. On the other side of the house, however, the woods showed brighter. This was the east window — the east window through which Reeve declared that the shot had been fired.

Bull shook his head. He stepped out of the cabin and looked about. It was a prosperous little stretch of meadow, cleared into the cottonwoods and reclaiming part of the marshland — all very rich soil, as one could see at a glance. There was a field which had been recently upturned by the plow, perhaps the work of yesterday. The furrows were still black, still not dried out by the sun. Today would have been the time for harrowing, but that work was indefinitely postponed by the grim visitor. No doubt this Armstrong was an industrious man. The sense of a wasted life was brought home to Bull; a bullet had ended it all!

Absent-mindedly he passed around the side of the house and started for the east window through which Reeve had said that the bullet was fired, but he shook his head at once.

On the east side the house leaned against a mass of white stone. It rose high, rough, ragged. Certainly a man stalking a house to fire a shot would never come up to it from this side! His own words were convicting Reeve of the murder!

Still he continued to clamber over the stones until he stood by the window. To be sure, if a man stood there, he could easily have fired into the room and into the breast of a man sitting on the far side of the table. Armstrong was found there. Bull looked down to his feet as a thoughtful man will do, and there, very clearly marked against the white of the stone, he saw a dark streak — two of them, side by side.

He bent and looked at them. Then he rubbed the places with his fingertips and examined the skin. A stain had come away from the rock. It was as if the rocks had been rubbed with lead or a soft iron. And then, strangely, into the mind of Bull came the memory of what the hotel man had said of the sheriffs iron-shod heels.

The sheriff had gone for many a year hating Armstrong. The truth rushed over the brain of the big man. What a chance for a crafty mind! To kill his enemy and place the blame on the shoulders of one already known to be a man-killer! Bull Hunter leaped from the rocks and started back for the town with long, ground-devouring strides.


CHAPTER 8
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THERE WERE TWO reasons for the happiness which lightened the step of Bull Hunter as he strode back for the town. In the first place he saw a hope of liberating Reeve from jail and accomplishing his own mission of killing the man. In the second place he felt a peculiar joy at the thought of freeing such a man from the imputation of a cowardly murder.

Yet he had small grounds for his hopes. Two little dark marks on the white, friable stone, marks that the first small shower of rain would wash away, marks that the first keen sandstorm would rub off — this was his only proof. And with this to free one man from danger of the rope and place the head of another under the noose — it was a task to try the resources of a cleverer man than Bull.

Indeed, the high spirits of Bull in some measure left him as he drew nearer and nearer to the village. How could he convict the sheriff? How, with his clumsy wits and his clumsy tongue, could he bring the truth to light? Had he possessed the keen eyes of his uncle he felt that a single glance would have made the guilt stand up in the face of Anderson. But his own eyes, alas, were dull and clouded.

Thoughtfully, with bowed head, he held his course. A strange picture, surely, this man who so devoutly wished to free another from the danger of the law in order that he might take a life into his own hands. But the contrast did not strike home to Bull. To him everything that he did was as clear as day. But how to go to work? If the man were like himself it would be an easy matter. More than once he remembered how his cousins had shifted the blame for their own boyish pranks upon him. In the presence of their father they would accuse Bull with a well-planned lie, and the very fact that he had been accused made Bull blush and hang his head. Before he could be heard in his own behalf the cruel eye of his uncle had grown stern, and Bull was condemned as a culprit.

The only time you show any sense, his uncle had said more than once, is when you want to do something you hadnt ought to do!

Steadily through the years he had served as a scapegoat for his cousins. They set a certain value upon him for his use in this respect. Ah, if only he had that keen, embarrassing eye of Bill Campbell with which to pierce to the guilty heart of the sheriff and make him speak! The eye of his uncle was like the eye of a crowd. It was an audience in itself and condemned or praised with the strength of numbers.

It was this thought of numbers that brought the clue to a possible solution to Bull Hunter. When it came to him he stopped short in the road, threw back his head and laughed.

And whats all the celebration about? asked a voice behind him.

He turned and found Sheriff Anderson on his horse directly behind him. The soft loam of the trail had covered the sound of the sheriffs approach. Bull blushed with a sudden sense of shame. Moreover, the sheriff seemed unapproachably stern and dignified. He sat erect in the saddle, a cavalier figure with his long, well-drilled mustaches.

I dunno, said Bull vaguely, pushing his hat back to scratch his thatch of blond hair. I didnt know I was celebrating, particular.

The sheriff watched him with small, evil eyes. You been snooping around, son, he said coldly. And we folks in this part, we dont like snoopers. Understand?

No, said Bull frankly, I dont exactly figure what you mean. Then he dropped his hand to his hip.

Git your hand off that gun! said the sheriff, his own weapon flashing instantly in the light.

It had been a move like lightning. Its speed stunned and baffled Bull Hunter. Something cold formed in his throat, choking him, and he obediently drew his hand away. He did more. He threw both immense arms above his head and stood gaping at the sheriff.

The latter eyed him for a moment with stern amusement, and then he shoved the gun back into its holster. I guess they aint much harm in you, he said more to himself than to Bull. But I hate a snooper worse than I do a rat. You can take them arms down.

Bull lowered them cautiously.

You hear me talk? asked the sheriff.

I hear, said Bull obediently.

I dont like snoopers. Which means that I dont like you none too well. Besides, who in thunder are you? A wanderin vagrant you look to me, and we got a law agin vagrants. You amble along on your trail pretty pronto, and no harmll come to you. But if youre around town tomorrow — well, youve heard me talk!

It was very familiar talk to Bull; not the words, but the commanding and contemptuous tone in which they were spoken. Crestfallen, he submitted. Of one thing he must make sure: that no harm befell him before he faced Pete Reeve and Pete Reeves gun. Then he could only pray for courage to attack. But the effect of the sheriffs little gunplay entirely disheartened Bull at the prospect of facing Pete.

With a noncommittal rejoinder he started down the road, and the sheriff put the spurs to his horse and plunged by at a full gallop, flinging the dust back into the face of the big man. Bull wiped it out of his eyes and went on gloomily. He had been trodden upon in spirit once more. But, after all, that was so old a story that it made little difference. It convinced him, however, of one thing; he could never do anything with the sheriff man to man. Certainly he would need the help of a crowd before he faced the tall man and his cavalier mustaches.

He waited until after the supper at the hotel. It was a miserable meal for Bull; he had already eaten, and he could not find a way of refusing the invitation of the proprietor to sit down again. Seated at the end of the long table he looked miserably up and down it. Nobody had a look for him except one of contempt. The sheriff, it seemed, had spread a story around about his lack of spirit, and if Bull remained long in the village, he would be treated with little more respect than he had been in the house of his uncle. Even now they held him in contempt. They could not understand, for instance, why he sat so far forward. He was resting most of his weight on his legs, for fear of the weakness of the chair under his full bulk. But that very bulk made them whisper their jokes and insults to one another.

When the long nightmare of that meal was ended, Bull began making his rounds. He had chosen his men. Every man he picked was sharp-eyed like Uncle Bill Campbell. They were the men whose inlooking eyes would baffle the sheriff; they were the men capable of suspicions, and such men Bull needed — not dull-glancing people like himself.

He went first to the proprietor of the hotel. I got something to say to the sheriff, he declared. And I want to have a few important gents around town to be there to listen and hear what I got to say. I wonder, could you be handy?

He was surprised at the avidity with which his invitation was accepted. It was a long time since the hotel owner had been referred to as an important man.

Then he went with the same talk to five others — the blacksmith, the carpenter and odd-jobber, the storekeeper, and two men whom he had marked when he first halted near the hotel veranda. To his invitation each of them gave a quick assent. There had been something mysterious in the manner in which this timid-eyed giant had descended upon the town from nowhere, and now they felt that they were about to come to the heart of the reason of his visit.

The invitation to the sheriff was delivered by the proprietor of the hotel, and he said just enough — and no more — to bring the sheriff straight to the hotel. Anderson arrived with his best pair of guns in his holsters, for the sheriff was a two-gun man of the best variety. He came with the aggressive manner of one ready to beat down all opposition, but when he stepped into the room, his manner changed. For he found sitting about the table in the dining room, which was to be the scene of the conference, the six most influential men of the town — men strong enough to reelect him next year, or to throw him permanently out of office.

At the lower end of the table stood Bull Hunter, his arms folded, his face blank. Standing with the light from the lamp shining upon his face, the others seated, he seemed a man among pygmies.

Shall I lock the door? asked the proprietor, and he turned to Bull, as if the latter had the right to dictate.

Bull nodded.

All right, sheriff, the proprietor went on to explain. Our young friend yonder says that hes got something to say to you. Hes asked each of us to hang around and be a witness. Are you ready?

Jud, burst out the sheriff, youre an idiot! This overgrown booby needs a horsewhipping, and thats the sort of an answer Id like to make to him.

Having delivered this broadside he strode up and confronted Bull. It was a very poor move. In the first place, the sheriff had insulted one of the men who was about to act as his official judge. In the second place, by putting himself so close to Bull, he made himself appear a trifle ludicrous. Also, if he expected to throw Bull out of the poise with this blustering, he failed. It was not that Bull did not feel fear, but he had seen a curious thing — the sinewy, long neck of the sheriff — and he was wondering what would happen if one of his hands should grip that throat for a single instant. He grew so fascinated by this study that he forgot his fear of the sheriffs guns.

Anderson hastened to retreat from his false position. Gents, he said, excuse me for getting edgy. But, if you want me to listen to this fellows talk—

Hunter is his name — Bull Hunter, said the proprietor.

The sheriff took his place at the far end of the long table. Like
Bull, he preferred to stand. Start in your talk, he commanded.

It looks to me, said Bull gently, that theys only one gent here thats wearing a gun. He had thrown his own belt on a chair; and now he fixed his eyes on the weapons of Anderson.

The sheriff glared. You want me to take off my guns? Son, Id rather go naked!

Jud, the hotel man, had already been insulted once by the sheriff, and he had been biding his time. This seemed an excellent opening. Looks to me, he remarked, like Mr. Hunter was right. Hes got something pretty serious to say, and he dont want to take no chances on your cutting him short with a bullet!

The sheriff glared at Bull and then cast a swift glance over the faces of the others. He read upon them only one expression — a cold curiosity. Plainly they agreed with Jud, and the sheriff gave way. He took off his belt and tossed it upon a chair near him. Then he faced Bull again, but he faced the big man with half his confidence destroyed. As he had said, he felt worse than naked without his revolvers under his touch, but now he attempted to brave out the situation.

Well, he said jocularly, what you going to accuse me of, Bull
Hunter?

Im just going to tell a little story that I been thinking about, said Bull.

Story — nothing! exclaimed Anderson.

Wait a minute, broke in Jud. Let him tell this his own way — I think youd best, sheriff!

Bull was looking at the sheriff and through him into the distance. After all, it was a story, as distinctly a story as if he had it in a book. As he began to tell it, he forgot Sheriff Anderson at the farther end of the table. He talked slowly, bringing the words out one by one, as if what he said were coming to him by inspiration — a kind of second sight.

It starts in, said Bull, the other night when the gent come in with word that Pete Reeve was out playing cards with Armstrong and losing money. When the sheriff heard that, he started to thinking. He was remembering how hed hated Armstrong for a good many years, and that made him think that maybe Armstrong would get into trouble with Reeve, because Reeve is a pretty good shot, and the sheriff hoped that, if it come to a showdown, Reeve would shoot Armstrong full of holes. And that started him wishing pretty strong that Armstrong would get killed!

Do I have to stand here and listen to this fool talk? demanded the sheriff.

Im just supposing, said Bull. Surely they aint any harm in just supposing?

Not a bit, decided Jud, who had taken the position of main arbiter.

Well, the sheriff got to wishing Armstrong was dead so strong that it didnt seem he could stand to have him living much more. He told the folks that he was going out to see that no harm come to Armstrong from Reeve. Then he got on his hoss and went out. All the way he was thinking hard. Armstrong was the gent that was sheriff before Anderson; Armstrong was the gent that might get the job and throw him out again. Aint that clear? Well, the sheriff gets close to the cabin and—

He paused and slowly extended his long arm toward the sheriff. Whatd you do then?

Me? I heard a shot—

You left your hoss standing in the brush near the house, interrupted
Bull, and you went along on foot.

Does that sound reasonable, a gent going on foot when he might ride? demanded the sheriff.

You didnt want to make no noise, said Bull, and his great voice swallowed the protest of the sheriff.

Anderson cast another glance at the listeners. Plainly they were fascinated by this tale, and they were following it step by step with nods.

You didnt make no noise, either, went on Bull Hunter. You slipped up to the cabin real soft, and you climbed up on the east side of the house over some rocks.

Why in reason should a man climb over rocks? Why wouldnt he go right to the door?

Because you didnt want to be seen.

Then why not the west window, fool!

You tried that window first, but they was some dry brush lying in front of it, and you couldnt come close enough to look in without making a noise stepping on the dead wood. So then you went around to the other side and climbed over the rocks until you could look into the cabin. Am I right?

I — no, curse you, no! Of course you aint right! shouted Anderson.

Looking right through that window, said Bull heavily, you seen Armstrong, the man you hated, facing you, and, with his back turned, was Pete Reeve. You said to yourself, Drop Armstrong with a bullet, catch Reeve, and put the blame on him! Then you pulled your gun.

He pushed aside the ponderous armchair which stood beside him at the head of the table.

Say, shouted the sheriff, paler than ever now, what are you accusing me of?

Murder! thundered Bull Hunter.

The roar of Bulls voice chained every one in his place, the sheriff with staring eyes, and Jud in the act of raising his hand.

Ill jail you for slander! said the sheriff, fighting to assurance and knowing that he was betrayed by his pallor and by the icy perspiration which he felt on his forehead.

Anderson, said Bull, I seen the marks of them iron heels of yours on the rock!

That was a little thing, of course. As evidence it would not have convinced the most prejudiced jury in the world, but Sheriff Anderson was not weighing small points. Into his mind leaped one image — the whiteness of those rocks on which he had stood and the indelible mark his heels must have made against that whiteness. He was lost, he felt, and he acted on the impulse to fight for his life.

One last glance he cast at the six listeners, and in their wide-eyed interest he read his own damnation. Then Anderson whirled and leaped for his belt with the guns.

Out of six throats came six yells of fear; there was a noise of chairs being pushed back and a wild scramble to find safety under the table. Jud, risking a moments delay, knocked the chimney off the lamp before he dived. The flame leaped once and went out, but the pale moonshine poured through the window and filled the room with a weird play of shadows.

What Bull Hunter saw was not the escape of the sheriff, but a sudden blind rage against everything and everybody. It was a passion that set him trembling through all of his great body. One touch of trust, one word of encouragement had been enough to make him a giant to tear up the stump in the presence of Jessie and his cousins; how far more mighty he was in the grip of this new emotion, this rage.

His own gun was far away, but guns were not what he wanted. They were uncongenial toys to his great hands. Instead, he reached down and caught up that massive chair of oak, built to resist time, built to bear even such a bulk as that of Bull Hunter with ease. Yet he caught it up in one hand, weighed it behind his head at the full limit of his extended arm, and then, bending forward, he catapulted the great missile down the length of the table. It hit the lamp on the way and splintered it to small bits, its momentum unimpeded. Hurtling on across the table it shot at the sheriff as he whirled with his guns in his hands.

Fast as the chair shot forward, the hand of the sheriff was faster still. Bull saw the big guns twitch up, silver in the moonshine. They exploded in one voice, as if the flying mass of wood were an animate object. Then the sheriff was struck and hurled crashing along the floor.


CHAPTER 9
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AT THAT FALL the six men scampered from beneath the table to seize the downed man. There was no need of their haste. Sheriff Anderson was a wreck rather than a fighting man. One arm was horribly crumpled beneath him; his ribs were shattered, there was a great gash where the rung of the chair had cut into the bone like a knife.

They stood chattering about the fallen man, straightening him out, feeling his pulse, making sure that he, who would soon hang at the will of the law, was alive. Outside, voices were rushing toward them, doors slamming.

Bull Hunter broke through the circle, bent over the limp body, and drew a big bundle of keys from a pocket. Then, without a word, he went back to the far end of the room, buckled on his gun belt, and in silence left the room.

The others paid no heed. They and the newcomers who had poured into the room were fascinated by the work of the giant rather than the giants self. They had a lantern, swinging dull light and grotesque shadows across the place now, and by the illumination, two of the men went to the wall and picked up the great oaken chair. They raised it slowly between them, a battered mass of disconnected wood. Then they looked to the far end of the long table where he who had thrown the missile had stood. Another line had been written into the history of Bull Hunter — the first line that was written in red.

Bull himself was on his way to the jail. He found it unguarded. The deputy had gone to find the cause of the commotion at the hotel. The steel bars, moreover, were sufficient to retain the prisoner and keep out would-be rescuers.

In the dim light of his lantern, Bull saw that Pete Reeve was sitting cross-legged on his bunk, like a little, dried-up idol, smoking a cigarette. His only greeting to the big man was a lifting of the eyebrows. But, when the big key was fitted into the lock and the lock turned, he showed his first signs of interest. He was standing up when Bull opened the door and strode in.

Have you got your things? said Bull curtly.

What things, big fellow?

Why, guns and things — and your hat, of course.

Pete Reeve walked to the corner of the cell and took a sombrero off the wall. Heres that hat, he answered, but they aint passing out guns to jailbirds — not in these parts!

You aint a jailbird, answered Bull, so well get that gun. Know where it is?

Reeve followed without a question through the open door, only stopping as he passed beyond the bars, to look back to them with a shudder. It was the first sign of emotion he had shown since his arrest. But his step was lighter and quicker as he followed Bull into the front room.

In that closet, yonder, said Reeve, pointing to a door. Thats where they keep the guns.

Bull shook out his bundle of keys into the great palm of his hand.

Not those keys — the deputy has the key to the closet, said Pete. I saw Anderson give it to him.

Bull sighed. I aint got much time, partner, he said. Approaching the door, he examined it wistfully. But, maybe, theys another way. He drew back a little, raised his right leg, and smashed the heavy cowhide boot against the door. The wood split from top to bottom, and Bulls leg was driven on through the aperture. He paused to wrench the fragments of the door from lock and hinges and then beckoned to Pete Reeve. Look for your gun in here, Reeve.

The little man cast one twinkling glance at his companion and then was instantly among the litter of the closet floor. He emerged strapping a belt about him, the holster tugging far down, so that the muzzle of the gun was almost at his knee. Bull appreciated the diminutive size of the man for the first time, seeing him in conjunction with the big gun on his thigh.

There was an odd change in the little man also, the moment his gun was in place. He tugged his broad-brimmed hat a little lower across his eyes and poised himself, as if on tiptoe; his glance was a constant flicker about the room until it came to rest on Bull. Suppose you lemme in on the meaning of all this. Who are you and where do you figure on letting me loose? What in thunder is it all about?

Well talk later. Now you got to get started.

Bull waved to the door. Pete Reeve darted past him with noiseless steps and paused a moment at the threshold of the jail. Plainly he was ready for fight or flight, and his right hand was toying constantly with the holstered butt of his gun. Bull followed to the outside.

Hosses? asked the little man curtly.

On foot, answered Bull with equal brevity, and he led the way straight across the street. There was no danger of being seen. All the life of the town was drawn to a center about the hotel. Lights were flashing behind its windows, men were constantly pounding across the veranda, running in and out. Bull led the way past the building and cut for the cottonwoods.

And now? demanded Pete Reeve. Now, partner?

That word stung Bull. It had not been applied to him more than a half a dozen times in his life, together with its implications of free and equal brotherhood. To be called partner by the great man who had conquered terrible Uncle Bill Campbell!

Theys a mess in the hotel, said Bull, explaining as shortly as he could. Seems that Sheriff Anderson was the gent that done the killing of Armstrong. It got found out and the sheriff tried to get away. Lots of noise and trouble.

Ah, said Reeve, it was him, then — the old hound! I might have knowed! But I kep on figuring that they was two of em! Well, the sheriff was a handy boy with his gun. Did he drop anybody before they got him? I heard two guns go off like one. Them must of been the sheriffs cannons.

They was, said Bull, but them bullets didnt hit nothing but wood.

Wild, eh? Shot into the wall?

Nope. Into a chair.

The little man was struggling and panting sometimes breaking into a trot to keep up with the immense strides of his companion. A chair? You dont say so!

Bull was silent.

How come he shot at a chair? Drunk?

The chair was sailing through the air at him.

Hm! returned Pete Reeve. Somebody throwed a chair at him, and the sheriff got rattled and shot at it instead of dodging? Well, Ive seen a pile of funnier things than that happen in gun play, off and on. Who threw the chair?

I did.

You? He squinted up at the lofty form of Bull Hunter. What name did you say? he asked gently.

Hunter is my name. Mostly they call me Bull.

You got the size for that name, partner. So you cleaned up the sheriff with a chair? he sighed. I wish Id been there to see it. But who got the inside on the sheriff?

I dunno what you mean?

Pete Reeve looked closely at his companion. Plainly he was bewildered, somewhere between a smile and a frown.

I mean who found out that the sheriff done it?

He told it himself, said Bull.

Drunk, en?

Nope. Not drunk. He was asked if he didnt do the murder.

Great guns! Who asked him?

I done it, said Bull as simply as ever.

Reeve bit his lip. He had just put Bull down as a simple-minded hulk.
He was forced to revise his opinion.

You done that? You follered him up, eh?

I just done a little thinking. So I asked him.

Reeve shook his head. Maybe you hypnotized him, he suggested.

Nope. I just asked him. I got a lot of folks sitting around, and then
I began telling the sheriff how he done the shooting.

And he admitted it?

Nope. He jumped for a gun.

And then you heaved a chair at him. Pete Reeve drew in a long breath. But what reason did you have, son? I got to ask you that before I thank you the way I want to thank you. But, before you kick out, youll find that Pete Reeve is a friend.

My reason was, said Bull, that I had business to do with you that couldnt be done in a jail. So I had to get you out.

And now wherere we headed?

Where we can do that business.

They had reached a broad break in the cottonwoods; the moonlight was falling so softly and brightly.

Bull paused and looked around him. I guess thisll have to do, he declared.

All right, son. You can be as mysterious as you want. Now what you got me here for?

To kill you, said Bull gently.

Pete Reeve flinched back. Then he tapped his holster, made sure of the gun, became more easy. Thats interesting, he announced. You couldnt wait for the law to hang me, eh?

Bull began explaining laboriously. He pushed back his hat and began to count off his points into the palm of one hand. You shot up Uncle Bill Campbell, he explained. It aint that I got any grudge agin you for that, but you see, Uncle Bill took me in young and give me a home all these years. I thought it would sort of pay him back if I run you down. So I walked across the mountains and come after you.

Wait! exclaimed Pete Reeve. You walked?

Yep, he went on, heedless of the fact that Pete Reeve was peering earnestly into the face of his companion, now puckered with the earnest frown of thought. I come down hoping to get you and kill you. Besides, that wouldnt only pay back Uncle Bill. It would make him think that I was a man. You see, Reeve, I aint quick thinking, and I aint bright. I aint got a quick tongue and sharp eyes, and they been treating me like I was a kid all my life. So I got to do something. I got to! I aint got anything agin you, but you just happen to be the one that I got to fight. Stand over yonder by that stump. Ill stand here, and well fight fair and square.

Pete Reeve obeyed, his movements slow, as if they were the result of hypnotism. Bull, he said rather faintly, looking at the towering bulk of his opponent, I dunno. Maybe Im going nutty. But I figure that you come down here to kill me for the sake of getting your uncle to pat you on the back once or twice. And you find you cant get at me because Im in jail, so you work out a murder mystery to get me out, and then you tackle me. You say you aint very bright. I dunno. Maybe you aint bright, but youre mighty different!

He paused and rubbed his forehead. Son, Ive seen pretty good men in my day, but I aint never seen one that I cotton to like I do to you. Youve saved my life. How can you figure on me going out and taking yours, now?

You aint going to, maybe, said Bull calmly. Maybe Ill get to you.

Son, answered the other almost sadly, shaking his head, when Im right, with a good, steady nerve, they aint any man in the world that can sling a gun with me. And tonight Im right. If it comes to a showdown — but are you pretty good with a gun yourself, Bull?

No, answered Bull frankly. I aint any good compared to an expert like you. But Im good enough to take a chance.

Them sort of chances aint taken twice, Bull!

You see, said Bull, Im going to make a rush as I pull the gun, and if I get to you before Im dead, well — all I ask is to lay my hands on you, you see?

The little man shuddered and blinked. I see, he said, and swallowed with difficulty. But, in the name of reason, Bull, have sense! Lemme talk! Ill tell you what that uncle of yours was—

Dont talk! exclaimed Bull Hunter. I sort of like you, partner, and it sort of breaks me down to hear you talk. Dont talk, but listen. The next time that frog croaks we go for our guns, eh? That frog off in the marsh!

He had hardly spoken before the ominous sound was heard, and Bull reached for his gun. For all his bulk of hand and unwieldy arms, the gun came smoothly, swiftly into his hand. He would have had an ordinary man covered, long before the latter had his gun muzzle-clear of the leather. But Pete Reeve was no ordinary man. His arm jerked down; his fingers flickered down and up. They went down empty; they came up with the burden of a long revolver, shining in the moonlight, and he fired before Bulls gun came to the level for a shot.

Only Pete Reeve knew the marvel of his own shooting this day. He had sworn a solemn and silent oath that he would not kill this faithful, courageous fellow from the mountains. He could have planted a bullet where the life lay, at any instant of the fight. But he fired for another purpose. The moment Bull reached for his weapon he had lurched forward, aiming to shoot as he ran. Pete Reeve set himself a double goal. His first intention was to disarm the giant; the other was to stop his rush. For, once within the grip of those big fingers, his life would be squeezed out like the juice of an orange.

His task was doubly difficult in the moonlight. But the first shot went home nicely, aimed as exactly as a scientist finds a spot with his instruments. Where the moons rays splashed across the bare right forearm of Bull, he sent a bullet that slashed through the great muscles. The revolver dropped from the nerveless hand of the giant, but Bull never paused. On he came, empty-handed, but with power of death, as the little man well knew, in the fingers of his extended left hand. He came with a snarl, a savage intake of breath, as he felt the hot slash of Petes bullet. But Reeve, standing erect like some duelist of old, his left hand tucked into the hollow of his back, took the great gambling chance and refused to shoot to kill.

He placed his second shot more effectively, for this time he must stop that tremendous body, advancing upon him. He found one critical spot. Between the knee and the thigh, halfway up on the inside of the left leg, he drove that second bullet with the precision of a surgeon. The leg crumpled under Bull and sent him pitching forward on his face.

Perhaps the marsh ground was unstable, but it seemed to Pete Reeve that the very earth quaked beneath his feet as the big man fell. He swung his gun wide and leaned to see how serious was the damage he had done. Bleeding would be the greater danger.

But that fraction of a second brought him into another peril. The giant heaved up on his sound right leg and his sound left arm, and flung himself forward, two limbs dangling uselessly. With a hideously contorted face, Bull swung his left arm in a wide circle for a grip and scooped in Pete Reeve, as the latter sprang back with a cry of horror.

The action swept Pete in and crushed his gun hand and arm against the body of his assailant, paralyzing his only power of attack or defense. Reeve was carried down to the ground as if beneath the bulk of a mountain. There was no question of sparing life now. Pete Reeve began to fight for life. He wrestled at his gun to tug it free, but found it anchored. He pulled the trigger, and the gun spoke loud and clear, but the bullet plunged into empty space. Then he felt that left arm begin to move, and the hand worked up behind his back like a great spider.

Higher it rose, and the huge, thick fingers reached up and around his throat, fumbling to get at the windpipe. Pete Reeve made his last effort; it was like striving to free himself from a tons weight. Hysteria of fear and horror seized him, and his voice gave utterance to his terror. As he screamed, the big fingers joined around his throat. Any further pressure would end him!

He looked up into the glaring eyes and the contorted face of the giant; the rasping, panting breathing paralyzed his senses. There was a slight inward contraction of the grip; then it ceased.

Miraculously he felt the great hand relax and fall away. The bulk was heaved away from him, and staggering to his own feet, he saw Bull Hunter supported against a tree, one leg useless, one arm streaming.

I couldnt seem to do it, said Bull Hunter thickly. I couldnt noways seem to do it, Reeve. You see, I sort of like you, and I couldnt kill you, Pete.

When Pete Reeve recovered from his astonishment he said, You can do more. You can go home and tell that infernal hound of an uncle of yours that you had the life of Pete Reeve under your fingertips and that you didnt take it. Its the second time Ive owed my life, and both times in one day, and both times to one man. You tell your uncle that!

The big man sagged still more against the tree. Ill never go home, Pete, unless ghosts walk; and Ill never tell Uncle Bill anything, unless the ghosts talk. Im dying pretty pronto, I think, Pete.

Dyin? You aint hurt bad, Bull!

Its the bleeding; all the senses is running out of my head — like water — and the moon — is turning black — and— He slumped down at the foot of the tree.


CHAPTER 10
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WHEN OLD FARMER Morton and his son came in their buckboard through the marshes, they heard the screaming of Pete Reeve for help. Leaving their team, they bolted across country to the open glade. There they found Pete still shouting for help, kneeling above the body of a man, and working desperately to arrange an effectual tourniquet. They ran close and discovered the two men.

Old Morton knew enough rude surgery to stop the bleeding. It was he who counted the pulse and listened to the heart. Low, he said, very low — life is just flickerin, stranger.

If theys as much light of life in him, said Pete Reeve, as the flicker of a candle, Ill fan it up till its as big as a forest fire. Man, hes got to live.

Hm! said Morton. And how come the shooting?

Stop your fool questions, said Reeve. Help me get him to town and to a bed.

It was useless to attempt to carry that great, loose-limbed body. They brought the buckboard perilously through the shrubbery and then managed, with infinite labor, to lift Bull Hunter into it. With Pete Reeve supporting the head of the wounded man and cautioning them to drive gently, they managed the journey to the town as softly as possible. At the hotel a strong-armed cortege bore Bull to a bed, and they carried him reverently. Had his senses been with him he would have wondered greatly; and had his uncle, or his uncles sons, been there, they would surely have laughed uproariously.

In the hotel room Pete Reeve took command at once. Hes too big to die, he told the dubious doctor. Hes got to live. And the minute you say he cant, out you go and another doc comes in. Now do your work.

The doctor, haunted by the deep, fiery eyes of the gunfighter, stepped into the room to minister to his patient. He had a vague feeling that, if Bull Hunter died, Pete Reeve would blame him for lack of care. In truth, Pete seemed ready to blame everyone. He threatened to destroy the whole village if a dog was allowed to howl in the night, or if the baby next door were permitted to cry in the day.

Silence settled over the little town — silence and the fear of Pete Reeve. Pete himself never left the sickroom. Wide-eyed, silent-footed, he was ever about. He seemed never to sleep, and the doctor swore that the only reason Bull Hunter did not die was because death feared to enter the room while the awful Reeve was there.

But the long hours of unconsciousness and delirium wore away. Then came the critical period when a relapse was feared. Finally the time came when it could be confidently stated that Bull was recovering his health and his strength.

All this filled a matter of weeks. Bull was still unable to leave his bed. He was dull and listless, bony of hand, and liable to sleep many hours through the very heart of the day. At this point of his recovery the door opened one day, and, in the warmth of the afternoon, a big man came into the room, shutting the door softly behind him.

Bull turned his head slowly and then blinked, for it was the unshaven face of his cousin, Harry Campbell, that he saw. With his eyes closed, Bull wondered why that face was so distinctly unpleasant. When he opened them again, Harry had drawn closer, his hat pushed on the back of his head after the manner of a baffled man, and a faint smile working at the corners of his lips. He took the limp hand of Bull in his and squeezed it cautiously. Then he laid the hand back on the sheet and grinned more confidently at Bull.

Well, Ill be hanged, Bull, here you are as big as life, pretty near, and you dont act like you knew me!

Sure I do. Sit down, Harry. What brung you all this ways?

Why, anxious to see how you was doing.

Again Bull blinked. Such anxiety from Harry was a mystery.

They aint talking about much else up our way, said Harry, but how you come across the mountains in the storm, and how big you are, and how you got the sheriff, and how you rushed Pete Reeve bare-handed. Sure is some story! All the way down I just had to say that I was Bull Hunters cousin to get free meals! He licked his lips and grinned again. So I come down to see how you was.

Im doing tolerable fair, said Bull slowly, and it was good of you to come this long ways to ask that question. Hows things to home?

Dads bunged up for life; cant do nothing but cuss, but at that he lays over anything you ever hear. Harrys eyes flicked nervously about the room. It was him that sent me down! Wheres Reeve?

This was in a whisper. Bull gestured toward the next room.

Asleep? Can he hear if I talk?

Asleep, said Bull. Been up with me two days. I took a bad turn a while back. Petes helping himself to a nap, and he needs one!

Now, listen! said Harry. Dad figured this out, and Dads mostly never wrong. He says, Reeve shot up Bull. Now hes hanging around trying to make up by nursing Bull, according to reports, because hes afraid of what Bullll do when he gets back on his feet. But Bull has got to know that, even when hes back on his feet, he cant beat Reeve — not while Reeve can pull a gun. Nobody can beat that devil. If he wants to beat Reeve, just take advantage of him while Reeve aint expecting anything — which means while Bull is sick. Do you get what Dad means?

Sort of, said Bull faintly. He shut out the eager, dirty, unshaven face. Ill just close my eyes against the light. I can hear you pretty well. Go on.

Heres the idea. Everybody knows you hate Reeve, and Reeve fears you. Otherwise would he act like this, aside from being afraid of a lynching, in case you should die? No, he wouldnt. Well, one of these days you take this gun — here Harry shoved one under the pillow of Bull— and call Pete Reeve over to you, and when he leans over your bed, blow his brains out! Thats easy, and itll do what youll want to do someday. You hear? Then you can say that Reeve started something — that you shot in self-defense. Everybodyll believe you, and youll get one big name for killing Reeve! You foller me?

Bull opened his eyes, but they were squinting as though he was in the severest pain. Listen, Harry, he said at last. I been thinking things out. I owe a lot to your dad for taking me in and keeping me. But all I owe him I can pay back in cash — someday. I dont owe him no love. Not you, neither.

Harry had risen to his feet with a snarl.

Sit down, said Bull, letting his great voice swell ever so little. Im pretty near dead, but Im still man enough to wring the neck of a skunk! Sit down!

Harry obeyed limply, and his giant cousin went on, his voice softening again. When you come in I closed my eyes, said Bull, because it seemed to me like you was a dream. Id been awake. Id been living among men that sort of liked me and respected me and didnt laugh at me. And then you come, and I saw your dirty face, and it made me think of a bad nightmare Id had when you and your brother and your dad treated me worsen a dog. Well, Harry, Im through with that dream. Ill never go back to it. Im going to stay awake the rest of my life. It was your dad that put the wish to kill Reeve into my head with his talk. I met Reeve, and Reeve pumped some bullets with sense into me. He let out some of my life, but he let in a lot of knowledge. Among other things he showed me what a friend might be. Hes stayed here and nursed me and talked to me — like I was his equal, almost, instead of being sort of simple, like I really am. And Ive made up my mind that Im going to cut loose from remembering you folks in the mountains. I aint your kind. I dont want to be your kind. I want to fight, like Pete Reeve. I dont want to murder like a Campbell! All the way through, I want to be like Pete Reeve. He dont know it. Maybe when Im well hell go off by himself. But whether hes near or far, Ive adopted him. Im going to pattern after him, and the happiest day of my life will be when I earn the right to have this man, that I tried to kill, come and take my hand and call me friend! I guess that answers you, Harry. Now get out and take my talk back to your dad, and dont trouble me no more — you spoil my sleep!

As he spoke the door of the next room opened softly. Peter Reeve stood at the entrance. Harry, shaking with fear, backed toward the other door, then leaped far out, and whirled out of sight with a slam and clatter of feet on the stairs. Pete Reeve came slowly to the bedside.

I was awake, son, he said, and I couldnt help hearing.

Bull flushed heavily.

Its the best thing I ever heard, said Pete. The best thing thats ever come to my ears — partner!

With that word their hands joined. In reality, far more than he dreamed, Bull had been born again.


CHAPTER 11
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WHEN THEY WERE together, they made a study in contrasts. By seeing one it was possible to imagine the other. For instance, seeing the high, narrow forehead, peaked face, the gray-flecked hair of Pete Reeve, his nervous step, his piercing and uneasy eyes — seeing this man with his body from which all spare flesh was wasted so that he remained only muscle and nerve, it was easy to conjure up the figure of Bull Hunter by thinking of opposites.

Their very voices held a world of difference. The tone of Pete Reeve was pitched a little high, hard, and somewhat nasal, and when he was angry his words came shrill and ringing. The mere sound of his voice was irritating — it put one on edge with expectancy of action. Whereas the full, deep, slow, musical voice of Bull Hunter was a veritable sleep producer. Men might fear Charlie Bull Hunter because of his tremendous bulk; but children, hearing his voice, were unafraid.

The motions of Pete Reeve were as fast and as deft as the whiplash striking of a snake. The motions of Bull Hunter were premeditated and cautious, as befitting one whose hands might crush what they touched, and whose footfall made a flooring groan.

He sat cross-legged on the floor, his back against the wall. They had moved a ponderous stool into the room so that Bull might have something on which to sit, but long habit had made him uneasy in a chair, and he kept to the floor by preference, with the great square chin resting on his fist and his knee supporting his elbow. That position pressed the forearm against the biceps and the big muscles bulged out on either side, vast as the thigh of a strong man.

With lionlike wrinkles of attention between his eyes, he listened to the exposition of the little man, and followed his movements with patient submission — like a pupil to whom a great master has consented to unfold the secrets of his brushwork; in such a manner did Bull Hunter drink in the words and the acts of Pete Reeve. And, indeed, where guns were the subject of conversation it would have been hard to find a man more thoroughly equipped to pose as an expert than Pete Reeve. That fleshless hand, all speed of motion as it whipped out the gun from the nerve and sinew, became an incredible ghost with the holster and the long, heavy Colt danced and flashed at his fingertips as though it were a gilded shadow.

As he worked he talked, and as he talked he strode constantly back and forth through the room with his light-falling, mincing steps. He grew excited. He flushed. There came a thrill and a ring and a deepening of the voice. For the master was indeed talking of the secrets of his craft.

A thousand men of the mountains and the cattle ranges, men who, for personal pride or for physical need, studied accuracy and speed in gunplay, would have paid untold prices to learn these secrets from the lips of the little man. To Bull Hunter the mysteries were revealed for nothing, freely, and drilled and drummed into him through the weeks of his convalescence; and still the lessons continued now that he was hale and hearty once more — as the clean-swept platters from which he ate three times a day gave evidence.

Ive practiced, you admit, said Bull in his slow voice, as Pete Reeve came to a pause. But I havent got your way with a gun, Pete. Youve got a genius for it. I dont blame you for laughing at me when I try to get out my gun fast. I can shoot straight. Thats because I havent any nerves, as you say, but Ill never be able to get out a gun as fast as a thought — the way you do. Fact is, Pete, I dont think fast, you know.

Shut up! exploded Pete Reeve, who had been inwardly chafing with impatience during the whole length of this speech. Sometimes you talk like a fool, Bull, and this is one time!

Bull shook his head. My arms are too big, he said sadly. The muscle gets in my way. I can feel it bind when I try to jerk out the gun fast. Better give up the job, Pete. I sure appreciate all the pains youve taken with me — but Ill never be a gunfighter.

Pete Reeve shook his head with a sigh and then dropped into a chair, growing suddenly inert.

No use, he groaned. All because you aint got any confidence, Bull. He leaned forward in his sudden way. Know something? I been keeping it back, but now Ill tell you the straight of it. Youre faster with a gun right now than four men out of five!

Bull gaped in amazement.

Fact! cried Reeve. You get it out slicker than most; and after its out, you shoot as straight as any man Ive ever seen. Trouble is, you dont appreciate yourself. Youve had it drilled into you so long that youre stupid that now you believe it. All nonsense! You got more than a million have and youre fast right now on the draw. Once get hold of how important it is, and youll keep trying. But you think its only a game. You just play at it; you dont work! I wish you could have seen me when I was first practicing with a gun! I lived with it. Hours every day it was my companion, and right up to now, there aint a day goes by that I dont spend some time keeping on edge with my revolver. Bull, youll have to do the same thing. You hear?

He sprang up again. It was impossible for him to remain seated a long time.

You think it dont mean much. Look here!

The Colt flicked into his hand and lay trembling in his palm, and as he talked, it shifted smoothly, as if of its own volition, forward toward his fingertips, backward, to the side, dropping out until it seemed about to fall, only to be caught with one finger through the trigger-guard and spun up again. Always the heavy weapon was in motion as though some of the nervous spirit of Reeve had entered the heavy metal. It responded to his thoughts rather than to his muscles. Bull Hunter gazed enchanted. He was accustomed to forgetting himself and admiring others.

Look here! went on the little man. Look at me. I weigh about a hundred and twenty. Im skinny. Im a runt. And look at you. You weigh — heaven knows what! No fat, but all muscle from your head to your feet. Youre the strongest man that Ive ever seen. Take me, Im not a coward; but you, Bull, you dont know what fear means. Well, there you are, without fear, and stronger than three strong men. Youre pretty fast with a gun, and you shoot straight as a hawk looks. And still, if we stood face to face and went for our guns, Id live; and you with your muscle would be dead, Bull.

I know, Bull nodded.

Thats what this gun means, cried Pete. This gun, and the fact that I can get it out of the leather fastern you do. Not very much faster. But by just as much quicker as it takes for an eyelid to wink. That aint much time, but its enough time to mean life or death! Thats all! Im not the only man thats fastern you are. Theys others. Ive never been beat to the draw, but theys some thats shot so close to me that it sounded like one gun going off — with a sort of a stammer. And any one of those men would of shot you dead, Bull, if youd fought em. Now, knowing that, tell me, are you going to keep practicing?

Ill keep tryin, Pete. But Ill never get much faster. You see, my arm — its too big, too heavy. It gets in my way, handling a little thing like a revolver!

Pete spun the big Colt and shoved it back into the holster so incredibly fast that the steel hissed against the leather.

There you go running yourself down, he muttered.

He began to pace the room again, biting his nether lip, and now and then shooting side glances at Bull, glances partly guilty and partly scornful. Presently he came to a halt. He had also come to a new resolution, one that cost him so much that beads of perspiration came out on his forehead.

Bull, he said gravely, Im going to tell you the secret.

Youve told me a dozen already, Bull sighed. Youve taught me how to swing the muzzle up, and not too far up, and how to lean back instead of forward, and how to harden the arm muscles just as I pull the trigger, and how to squeeze with the whole hand and keep my wrist stiff, and how—

None of them things counts, said Pete gravely, almost sadly, compared to what Im going to tell you. Stand up!

It was plain that he was going to give something from the depths of his mind. The cost and importance of it made his eyes like steel and drew his mouth to a thin, straight line.

Bull Hunter arose; and as the great body unfolded and the legs straightened, it seemed that he would never reach his full height. At length he stood, enormous, wide, towering. He was not a freak, but simply a perfectly proportioned man increased to a huge scale.

Pete Reeve canted his head back and looked into the face of the giant. There was a momentary affectionate appreciation in his eye. Then he hardened his expression.

Let your arm hang loose.

Bull Hunter obeyed. The hand came just above the holster that was strapped on his thigh. All these weeks Pete Reeve had kept him from going an instant without that gun except when he slept. And even when he slept the gun had to be under his pillow.

Because it helps to have it near all the time, Pete had explained. It sort of soaks into your dreams. Its never out of your mind. It haunts you, like the face of the girl you love. You see!

Bull Hunter did not see, but he had nodded humbly, after his fashion, and obeyed. Now, with his arm fallen loose at his side he peered studiously into the face of his master gunman and waited for the next order.

Draw!

The command was snapped out; Bulls gun whipped from the holster; and
Pete Reeve drew in the same instant, carelessly, his eyes watching the
movement of Bull instead of paying heed and put his gun up again, but
Bull followed the example almost reluctantly.

Nearly beat you that time, Pete, he exclaimed happily. But maybe you werent half trying?

Beat me? sneered Pete. I wasnt half trying, but you didnt beat me. I shot you twice before you had your muzzle in line. I shot you in the throat and through the teeth before your gun was ready.

Bull, with a shrug of the massive shoulders, touched the mentioned places and looked with awe at the little man.

Now, listen!

Bull grew tense.

Watch my draw!

Pete did not put his hand near the butt of his weapon. He held his arm out before him, dangling in the air. There was a convulsive moment. One could see the imaginary weapon shoot from the holster and become level and rigid, pointed at its mark.

Ive seen before — fast as my eye could go, Bull sighed.

Look again, said Pete, gritting his teeth with impatience. This time Im going so slow a cow could see and beat me.

He made the same motion, but to an ordinary eye it was still as fast as light. Bull shook his head.

Idiot! cried Pete, his voice jumping up the scale, flat and harsh and piercing. Its the wrist! Not the arm, but the—

He stopped with an expression of dismay. Even now he regretted revealing the mystery, it seemed. But then he went on.

I found out quick that I couldnt beat a good gunman if I used the old methods. Practice makes perfect; they practiced as much as I did. So I studied the methods and the great idea come to me. They all use the whole arm. Look at you! Your shoulder bulges up when you make the draw, and you raise the whole arm. Matter of fact, youd ought only to use your fingers. Not stir a muscle above the wrist. Now try!

Bull tried — the gun did come clear of the holster.

No good, he said gravely. Its magic when you do it, Pete. It just makes a fool of me.

Shut up and listen! Pete said sharply. Im telling you a thing thatll save your life some day!

He drew a little closer. His emotion made him swell to a greater stature, and he rose a little on tiptoe as if partly to make up for the differences between their bulks.

Bull obeyed.

Now start thinking. Start concentrating on that right hand. Theres nothing else to your body. You see? You forget you got a muscle. Theres three things in the world. You see? Just three things and no more. Theres your gun with a bullet in it; theres your hand thats going to get the gun out; and theres your target — that doorknob, say! Keep on thinking. They aint any more to your body. Youre just a hand and an eye. All your nerves are down there in that hand. Theyre all piled down there. That hand is full of electricity. Dont let your eyes wander. Keep on concentrating. Youre stocking the electricity in that hand. When your hand moves, itll be as fast as the jump of a spark! And when that hand moves, the gun is going to come out clean in it. Its got to come out with it! You hear? Its got to! Your fingertips catch under the butt; they flick up. They dont draw the gun; they throw it out of the holster; they pitch the muzzle up, and the butt comes smack back against the palm of your hand. And in the same part of a second you pull the trigger. You hear?

He leaned forward, trembling from head to foot. The eyes of the big man were beginning to narrow.

I hear; I understand! he said through his teeth.

You dont pull the gun. You think it out of the leather. And then the bullet hits the doorknob. You dont move your arm. Your arm doesnt exist. Youre just a hand and a brain — thinking! And that thought sends a bullet at the mark! He leaped back. Draw!

There was a wink of light at the hip of Bull Hunter, and the gun roared.

Instantly he cried out, alarmed, confused, ashamed.

I didnt mean to shoot, Pete. Im a fool! I didnt mean to! It — I sort of couldnt help it. The — the trigger was just pulled without my wanting it to! Lord, whatll people think!

But Pete Reeve had flung his arms around the big man as far as they would go, and he hugged him in a hysteria of joy. Then he leaped back, dancing, throwing up his hands.

You done it! he cried, his voice squeaking, hysterical.

I made a fool of myself, all right, said Bull, bewildered by this exhibition of joy where he had expected anger.

Fool nothing! Look at that knob!

The doorknob was a smashed wreck, driven into the thick wood of the door by the heavy slug of the revolver. Footsteps were running up the stairs of the hotel. Pete Reeve ran to the door and flung it open.

Its all right, boys, he called. Cleaning a gun and it went off. No harm done!


CHAPTER 12
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AND NOW, SAID Pete Reeve, looking almost ruefully at his pupil, with a little practice on that, they aint a man in the world that could safely take a chance with you. I couldnt myself.

Pete!

I mean it, son. Not a man in the world. I was afraid all the time. I was afraid you didnt have that there electricity in you or whatever they call it. I was afraid you had too much beef and not enough nerves. But you havent. And now that you have the knack, keep practicing every day — thinking the gun out of the leather — thats the trick!

Bull Hunter looked down to the gun with great, staring eyes, as though it was the first time in his life that he had seen the weapon. Pete Reeve noted his expression and abruptly became silent, grinning happily, for there was the dawn of a great discovery in the eyes of the big man.

The gun was no longer a gun. It was a part of him. It was flesh of his flesh. He had literally thought it out of the holster, and the report of the weapon had startled him more than it had frightened anyone else in the building. He looked in amazement down to the broad expanse of his right hand. It was trembling a little, as though, in fact, that hand were filled with electric currents. He closed his fingers about the butt of the gun. At once the hand became steady as a rock. He toyed with the weapon in loosely opened fingers again, and it slid deftly. It seemed impossible for it to fall into an awkward position.

The voice of Pete Reeve came from a great distance. And theys only one thing lacking to make you perfect — and thats to have to fight once for your life and drop the other gent. After that happens — well, Pete Reeve will have a successor!

How much that meant Bull Hunter very well knew. The terrible fame of Pete Reeve ran the length and the breadth of the mountains. Of course Bull did not for a moment dream that Pete meant what he said. It was all figurative. It was said to fill him with self-confidence, but part of it was true. He was no longer the clumsy-handed Bull Hunter of the moment before.

A great change had taken place. From that moment his very ways of thinking would be different. He would be capable of less misty movements of the mind. He would be capable of using his brain as fast as his hand acted. A tingle of new life, new possibilities were opening before him. He had always accepted himself as a stupidly hopeless burden in the world, a burden on his friends, useless, cloddish. Now he found that he had hopes. His own mind and body was an undiscovered country which he was just beginning to enter. What might be therein was worth a dream or two, and Bull Hunter straightway began to dream, happily. That was a talent which he had always possessed in superabundance.

The brief remainder of the day passed quickly; and then just before supper time a stranger came to call on Pete Reeve. He was a tall, bony fellow with straight-looking eyes and an imperious lift of his head when he addressed anyone. Manners was his name — Hugh Manners. When he was introduced he ran his eyes unabashedly over the great bulk of Bull Hunter, and then promptly he turned his back on the big man and excluded him from the heart of the conversation. It irritated Bull unwontedly. He discovered that he had changed a great deal from the old days at his uncles shack when he was used to the scorn and the indifference of all men as a worthless and stupid hulk of flesh, with no mind worth considering, but he said nothing. Another great talent of Bulls was his ability to keep silent.

Shortly after this they went down to the supper table. All through the meal Hugh Manners engaged Pete Reeve in soft, rapid-voiced conversation which was so nicely gauged as to range that Bull Hunter heard no more than murmurs. He seemed to have a great many important things to say to Pete, and he kept Pete nodding and listening with a frown of serious interest. At first Pete tried to make up for the insolent neglect of his companion by drawing a word or two from Bull from time to time, but it was easy for Bull to see that Pete wished to hear his newfound friend hold forth. It hurt Bull, but he resigned himself and drew out of the talk.

After supper he went up to the room and found a book. There had been little time for reading since he passed the first stages of convalescence from his wounds. Pete Reeve had kept him constantly occupied with gun work, and the hunger for print had been accumulating in Bull. He started to satisfy it now beside the smoking lamp. He hardly heard Pete and Hugh Manners enter the room and go out again onto the second story of the veranda on which their room opened. From time to time the murmur of their voices came to him, but he regarded it not.

It was only when he had lowered the book to muse over a strange sentence that his wandering eye was caught beyond the window by the flash of a falling star of unusual brilliance. It was so bright, indeed, that he crossed the room to look out at the sky, stepping very softly, for he had grown accustomed to lightening his footfall, and now unconsciously the murmuring voices of the talkers made him move stealthily — not to steal upon them, but to keep from breaking in on their talk. But when he came to the door opening on the veranda the words he heard banished all thought of falling stars. He listened, dazed.

Pete Reeve had just broken into the steady flow of the newcomers talk.

Its no use, Hugh. I cant go, you see. Im tied down here with the big fellow.

Tied down? thought Bull Hunter, and he winced.

A curse, then, Why dont you throw the big hulk over?

He aint a hulk, protested Pete somewhat sharply, and the heart of
Bull warmed again.

Hush, said Hugh Manners. Hell be hearing.

No danger. Hes at his books, and that means that he wouldnt hear a cannon. Thats his way.

He dont look like a book-learned gent, said Hugh Manners with more respect in his voice.

He dont look like a lot of things that he is, said Pete. I dont know what he is myself — except that hes the straightest, gentlest, kindest, simplest fellow that ever walked.

Bull Hunter turned to escape from hearing this eulogy, but he dared not move for fear his retreat might be heard — and that would be immensely embarrassing.

Just what he is I dont know, said Pete again. He doesnt know himself. Hes had what you might call an extra-long childhood — thats why hes got that misty look in his eyes.

That fool look, scoffed Hugh Manners.

You think so? I tell you, Manners, hes just waking up, and when hes clear waked up hell be a world-beater! You saw that doorknob?

Smashed? Yep. What of it?

He done it with a gun, standing clean across the room, with a flash draw, shooting from the hip — and he made a clean center hit of it.

Pete brought out these facts jerkily, one by one, piling one extraordinary thing upon the other; and when he had finished, Hugh Manners gasped.

Im mighty glad, he said, that you told me that, I — I might of made some mistake.

Youd sureve made an awful mistake if you tangle with him, Manners.
Dont forget it.

Your work, I guess.

Partly, said Pete modestly. I speeded his draw up a bit, but he had the straight eye and the steady hand when I started with him. He didnt need much target practice — just the draw.

And hes really fast?

Hes got my draw.

That told volumes to Manners.

And why not take him in with us? he asked, after a reverent pause.

Not that! exclaimed Pete. Besides, he couldnt ride and keep up with us. Hed wear out three hosses a day with his weight.

Maybe we could find an extra-strong hoss. He aint so big as to kill a good strong hoss, Pete. Ive seen a hoss that carried—

No good, said Pete with decision. I wouldnt even talk to him about our business. He dont guess it. He thinks that Im — well, he dont have any idea about how I make a living, thats all!

But how will you make a living if you stick with him?

I dunno, Pete sighed. But Im not going to turn him down.

But aint you about used up your money?

Its pretty low.

And youre supporting him?

Sure. He aint got a cent.

Bull started. He had not thought of that matter at all, but it stood to reason that Pete had expended a large sum on him.

Sponging? said Manners cynically.

Dont talk about it that way, said Pete uneasily. Hes like a big kid. He dont think about those things. If I was broke, hed give me his last cent.

Thats what you think.

Shut up, Manners. Bull is like — a cross between a son and a brother.

Pretty big of bone for your son, Pete. Youll have a hard time supporting him, and Manners chuckled. Then, more seriously, Youre making a fool of yourself, pardner. Throw this big hulk over and come back — with me! Theys loads of money staked out waiting for us!

Listen, said Pete solemnly. Im going to tell you why Ill never turn Bull Hunter down if I live to be a hundred! When I was a kid a dirty trick was done me by old Bill Campbell. I waited all these years till a little while ago to get back at him. Then I found him and fought him. I didnt kill him, but I ruined him and sent him back to his home tied on his hoss with a busted shoulder that hell never be able to use again. His right shoulder, at that.

There was a subdued exclamation from Manners, but Pete went on, Seems he was the uncle of this Bull; took Bull in when Bull was orphaned, because he had to, not because he wanted to, and he raised Bull up to be a sort of general slave around the place. Well, when he comes back home all shot up he tries to get his sons to take my trail, but they didnt have the nerve. But Bull that theyd always looked down on for a big good-for-nothing hulk — Bull stepped out and took my trail on foot and hit across the mountains in a storm, above the timberline!

And he followed till he come up with me here where he found me in jail, accused of a murder. Did he turn back? He didnt. He didnt want the law to hang me. He wanted to kill me with his own hands sos he could go back home and hear his uncle call him a man and praise him a little. That shows how simple he is.

Well, Ill cut a long story short. Bull scouted around, found out that the sheriff had done the killing himself and just saddled the blame on me, and then he makes the sheriff confess, gets me out of jail, and takes me out in the woods.

Now, says he, youve got a gun, and Ive got a gun, and Im going to kill you if I can.

No use arguing. He goes for his gun. I didnt want to kill a man whod saved my life. I tried to stop him with bullets. I shot him through the right arm and made him drop his gun. Then he charged me barehanded!

There was a gasp from Manners.

Barehanded, repeated Pete. Thats the stuff thats in him! I shot him through the left leg. He pitched onto his face, and then hanged if he didnt get up on one arm and one leg and throw himself at me. He got that big arm of his around me. I couldnt do a thing. My gun was squeezed between him and me. He started fumbling. Pretty soon he found my throat with them big gorilla fingers of his. I thought my last minute had come. One squeeze would have smashed my windpipe — and good-bye, Pete Reeve!

But he wouldnt kill me. After Id filled him full of lead, he let me go. After he had the advantage he wouldnt take it. Pete choked. He concluded briefly, He mighty near bled to death before I could get the wounds bandaged, and then I stayed on here and nursed him. Matter of fact, Manners, he saved my life twice and thats why Im tied to him for life. Besides, between you and me, he means more to me than the rest of the world put together.

Listen, said Manners, after a pause. I see what you mean and Ill tell you what you got to do. That big boy will do anything you tell him. He follers you with his eyes. Well, well find a hoss that will carry him. I guarantee that. Then you put your game up to him, best foot forward, and hell come with us.

Not in a thousand years, said Pete with emotion. That boy will never go crooked if I can keep him straight. Do you know what hes done? Because his uncle and cousins tried to get me, hes sworn never to see one of em again. Hes given them up — his own flesh and blood — to follow me, and Im going to stick to him. Thats complete and final.

No, Pete, of all the fools—

Bull waited to hear no more. He stole back to the table on the far side of the room sick at heart and sat down to think or try to think.

The truth came to him slowly. Pete Reeve, whom he had taken as his ideal, was, as a matter of fact — he dared not think what! The blow shook him to the center. But he had been living on the charity of Reeve. He had been draining the resources of the generous fellow. And how would he ever be able to pay him back?

One thing was definite. He must put an end to any increase of the obligations. He must leave.

The moment the thought came to him he tore a flyleaf out of the book and wrote in his big, sprawling hand:

Dear Pete:

I have to tell you that it has just occurred to me that you have been paying all the bills, and Ive been paying none. That has to stop, and the only way for me to stop it is to go off all by myself. I hate to sneak away, but if I stay to say good-bye I know youll argue me out of it because Im no good at an argument. Good-bye and good luck, and remember that Im not forgetting anything that has happened; that when I have enough money to pay you back Im coming to find you if I have to travel all the way around the world.

Your pardner, BULL

That done, he paused a moment, tempted to tear up the little slip. But the original impulse prevailed. He put the paper on the table, picked up his hat, and stole slowly from the room.


CHAPTER 13
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HE WENT OUT the back door of the hotel so that few people might mark his leaving, and cut for the woods. Once in them, he changed his direction to the east, heading for the lower, rolling hills in that direction. He turned back when the lights of the town had drawn into one small, glimmering ray. Then this, too, went out, and with it the pain of leaving Pete Reeve became acute. He felt lost and alone, that keen mind had guided him so long. As he stalked along with the great swinging strides through the darkness, the holster rubbed on his thigh and he remembered Pete. Truly he had come into the hands of Pete Reeve a child, and he was leaving him as a man.

The dawn found him forty miles away and still swinging strongly down the winding road. It was better country now. The desert sand had disappeared, and here the soil supported a good growth of grass that would fatten the cattle. It was a cheerful country in more ways than the greenness of the grass, however. There were no high mountains, but a continual smooth rolling of hills, so that the landscape varied with every half-mile he traveled. And every now and then he had to jump a runlet of water that murmured across his trail.

A pleasant country, a clear sky, and a cool wind touching at his face. The contentment of Bull Hunter increased with every step he took. He had diminished the sharpness of his hunger by taking up a few links of his belt, but he was glad when he saw smoke twisting over a hill and came, on the other side, in view of a crossroads village. He fingered the few pieces of silver in his pocket. That would be enough for breakfast, at least.

It was enough; barely that and no more, for the long walk had made him ravenous, and the keenness of his spirits served to put a razor edge on an appetite which was already sharp. He began eating before the regular breakfast at the little hotel was ready. He ate while the other men were present. He was still eating when they left.

How much? he said when he was done.

His host scratched his head.

I figure three times a regular meal ought to be about it, he said. Even then it dont cover everything; but matter of fact, Im ashamed to charge any more.

His ruefulness changed to a grin when he had the money in his hand, and Bull Hunter rose from the table.

But you got something to feed, son, he said. You certainly got something to feed. And — is what the boys are saying right?

It came to Bull that while he sat at the table there had been many curious glances directed toward him, and a humming whisper had passed around the table more than once. But he was accustomed to these side glances and murmurs, and he had paid no attention. Besides, food had been before him.

I dont know. What do they say?

That youre Dunbar from the South — Hal Dunbar.

Thats not my name, said Bull. My name is Hunter.

I guess they were wrong, said the other. Trouble is, every time anybody sees a big man they say, There goes Hal Dunbar. But youre too big even to be Dunbar I reckon.

He surveyed the bulk of Bull Hunter with admiring respect. This personal survey embarrassed the big man. He would have withdrawn, but his host followed with his conversation.

We know Dunbar is coming up this way, though. He sent the word on up that hes going to come to ride Diablo. I guess youve heard about Diablo?

Bull averred that he had not, and his eyes went restlessly down the road. It wove in long curves, delightfully white with the bordering of green on either side. He could see it almost tossing among the far-off hills. Now was the time of all times for walking, and if Pete Reeve started to trail him this morning, he would need to put as much distance behind him by night as his long legs could cover. But still the hotel proprietor hung beside him. He wanted to make the big man talk. It was possible that there might be in him a story as big as his body.

So you aint heard of Diablo? Devil is the right name for him. Black as night and meanern a mountain lion. Thats Diablo. Hes big enough and strong enough to carry even you. Account of him being so strong, thats why Dunbar wants him.

Big enough and strong enough to carry me? repeated Bull Hunter.

He had had unfortunate experiences trying to ride horses. His weight crushed down their quarters and made them walk with braced legs. To be sure, that was up in the high mountains where the horses were little more than ponies.

Yep. Big enough. Hes kind of a freak hoss, you see. Runs to almost seventeen hands, Ive heard tell, though I aint seen him. Hes over to the Bridewell place yonder in the hills — along about fifteen miles by the road, I figure. He run till he was three without ever being taken up, and he got wild as a mustang. They never was good on managing on the Bridewell place, you see? And then when they tried to break him he started doing some breaking on his own account. They say he can jump about halfway to the sky and come down stiff-legged in a way that snaps your neck near off. I seen young Huniker along about a month after he tried to ride Diablo. Huniker was a pretty good rider, by all accounts, but he was sure a sick gent around hosses after Diablo got through with him. Scared of a ten-year-old mare, Huniker was, after Diablo finished with him. Scott Porter tried him, too. That was a fight! Lasted close onto an hour, they say, nip and tuck all the way. Diablo wasnt bucking all the time. No, he aint that way. He waits in between spells till hes thought up something new to do. And hes always thinking, they say. But if he wasnt so mean hed be a wonderful hoss. Got a stride as long as from here to that shed, they say.

He rambled on with a growing enthusiasm.

And think of a hoss like that being given away!

Given away? said Bull with a sudden interest.

And then he remembered that horses were outside of his education entirely.

He listened with gloomy attention while his host went on. Yes, sir. Given away is what I said and given away is what I mean. Old Chick Bridewell has kept him long enough, he says. Hes tired of paying buckaroos for getting busted up trying to ride that hoss. Man-eater, thats what he calls Diablo, and he wants to give the hoss away to the first man that can ride him. Hal Dunbar heard about it and sent up word that he was coming up to ride him.

He must be a brave man, said Bull innocently. He had an immense capacity for admiring others.

Brave? The proprietor paused as though this had not occurred to him before. Why, they aint such a thing as fear in Hal Dunbar, I guess. But if he decides to ride Diablo, hell ride him, well enough. He has his way about things, Hal Dunbar does.

The sketchy portrait impressed Bull Hunter greatly. You know him, then?

Howd I be mistaking you for him if I knowed him? No, he lives way down south, but theys a pile heard about him thats never seen him.

For some reason the words of his host remained in the mind of Bull as he went down the road that day. Oddly enough, he pictured man and horse as being somewhat alike — Diablo vast and black and fierce, and Hal Dunbar dark and huge and terrible of eye, also; which was proof enough that Bull Hunter was a good deal of a child. He cared less about the world as it was than for the world as it might be, and as long as life gave him something to dream about, he did not care in the least about the facts of existence.

Another man would have been worried about the future; but Bull Hunter went down the road with his swinging stride, perfectly at peace with himself and with life. He had not enough money in his pocket to buy a meal, but he was not thinking so far ahead.

It was still well before noon when he came in sight of the Bridewell place. It varied not a whit from the typical ranch of that region, a low-built collection of sheds and arms sprawling around the ranch house itself. About the building was a far-flung network of corrals. Bull Hunter found his way among them and followed a sound of hammering. He was well among the sheds when a great black stallion shot into view around a nearby corner, tossing his head and mane. He was pursued by a shrill voice crying, Diablo! Hey! You old fool! Stand still … its me … its Tod!

To the amazement of Bull Hunter, Diablo the Terrible, Diablo the man-killer, paused and reluctantly turned about, shaking his head as though he did not wish to obey but was compelled by the force of conscience. At once a bare-legged boy of ten came in sight, running and shaking his fist angrily at the giant horse. Indeed, it was a tremendous animal. Not the seventeen hands that the hotel proprietor had described to Bull, but a full sixteen three, and so proudly high-headed, so stout-muscled of body, so magnificently long and tapering of leg, that a wiser horseman than the hotelkeeper might have put Diablo down for more than seventeen hands.

Most tall horses are like tall men — they are freakish and malformed in some of their members; but Diablo was as trim as a pony. He had the high withers, the mightily sloped shoulders, and the short back of a weight carrier. And although at first glance his underpinning seemed too frail to bear the great mass of his weight or withstand the effort of his driving power of shoulders and deep, broad thighs, yet a closer reckoning made one aware of the comfortable dimensions of the cannon bone with all that this feature portended. Diablo carried his bulk with the grace which comes of compacted power well in hand.

Not that Bull Hunter analyzed the stallion in any such fashion. He was, literally, ignorant of horseflesh. But in spite of his ignorance the long neck, not overfleshed, suggested length of stride and the mighty girth meant wind beyond exhaustion and told of the great heart within. The points of an ordinary animal may be overlooked, but a great horse speaks for himself in every language and to every man. He was coal-black, this Diablo, except for the white stocking of his off forefoot; he was night-black, and so silken sleek that, as he turned and pranced, flashes of light glimmered from shoulders to flanks.

Bull Hunter stared in amazement that changed to appreciation, and appreciation that burst in one overpowering instant to the full understanding of the beauty of the horse. Joy entered the heart of the big man. He had looked on horses hitherto as pretty pictures perhaps, but useless to him. Here was an animal that could bear him like the wind wherever he would go. Here was a horse who could gallop tirelessly under him all day and labor through the mountains, bearing him as lightly as the cattle ponies bore ordinary men. The cumbersome feeling of his own bulk, which usually weighed heavily on Bull, disappeared. He felt light of heart and light of limb.

In the meantime the bare-legged boy had come to the side of the big horse, still shrilling his anger. He stood under the lofty head of the stallion and shook his small fist into the face of Diablo the Terrible. And while Bull, quaking, expected to see the head torn from the shoulders of the child, Diablo pointed his ears and sniffed the fist of the boy inquisitively.

In fact, this could not be the horse of which the hotelkeeper had told him, or perhaps he had been recently tamed and broken?

That, for some reason, made the heart of Bull Hunter sink.

The boy now reached up and twisted his fingers into the mane of the black.

Come along now. And if you pull away agin, you old fool, Diablo,
Ill give you a thumping, I tell you. Git along!

Diablo meekly lowered his head and made his step mincing to regulate his gait to that of his tiny master. He was brought alongside a rail fence. There he waited patiently while the boy climbed up to the top rail and then slid onto his back. Again Bull Hunter caught his breath. He expected to see the stallion leap into the air and snap the child high above his head with a single arching of his back, but there was no such violent reaction. Diablo, indeed, turned his head with his ears flattened and bared his teeth, but it was only to snort at the knee of the boy. Plainly he was bluffing, if horses ever bluffed. The boy carelessly dug his brown toes into the cheek of the great horse and shoved his head about.

Giddap, he called. Git along, Diablo!

Diablo walked gently forward.

Hurry up! I aint got all day! And the boy thumped the giant with his bare heels.

Diablo broke into a trot as soft, as smooth flowing, as water passing over a smooth bed of sand. Bull ran to the corner of the shed and gaped after them until the pair slid around a corner and were gone. Instinctively he drew off his hat and gaped.

He was startled back to himself by loud laughter nearby, and, looking up, he saw an old fellow in overalls with a handful of nails and a hammer. He stood among a scattering of uprights which represented, apparently, the beginnings of the skeleton of a barn. Now he leaned against one of these uprights and indulged his mirth. Bull regarded him mildly; he was used to being laughed at.


CHAPTER 14
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THATS THE WAY they all do, said the old man. They all gape the same fool way when they see Diablo the first time.

Is that the wild horse? asked Bull in his gentle voice. Thats him. I spose after seeing Tod handle him, youll want to try to ride him right off?

Bull looked in the direction in which the horse had disappeared. He swallowed a lump that had risen in his throat and shook his head sadly.

Nope. You see, I dunno nothing about horses, really.

The old man regarded him with a new and sudden interest.

Takes a wise man to call himself a fool, he declared axiomatically.

Bull took this dubious bit of praise as an invitation and came slowly closer to the other. He had the childs way of eyeing a stranger with embarrassing steadiness at a first meeting and thereafter paying little attention to the face. He wrote the features down in his memory and kept them at hand for reference, as it were. As he drew nearer, the old man grew distinctly serious, and when Bull was directly before him he gazed up into the face of Bull with distinct amazement. At a distance the big man did not seem so large because of the grace of his proportions; when he was directly confronted, however, he seemed a veritable giant.

By the Lord, you are big. And who might you be, stranger?

My names Charlie Hunter; though mostly folks call me just plain
Bull.

Thats queer, chuckled the other. Well, glad to know you. Im
Bridewell.

They shook hands, and Bridewell noted the gentleness of the giant. As a rule strong men are tempted to show their strength when they shake hands; Bridewell appreciated the modesty of Charlie Hunter.

And you didnt come to ride Diablo?

No. I just stopped in to see him. And— Bull sighed profoundly.

I know. He gives even me a touch now and then, though I know what a devil he is!

Devil? repeated Bull, astonished. Why, hes as gentle as a kitten!

Because you seen Tod ride him? Bridewell laughed. That dont mean nothing. Tod can bully him, sure. But just let a grown man come near him — with a saddle! Thatll change things pretty pronto! Youll see the finest little bit of boiled-down hell-raising that ever was! The jingle of a pair of spurs is Diablos idea of a drum — and he makes his charge right off! Gentle? Huh! The grunt was expressive. And what goods a hoss if he cant be rode with a saddle? He waved the subject of Diablo into the distance. They aint any hope unless Hal Dunbar can ride him. If he cant, Ill shoot the beast!

Shoot him? echoed Bull Hunter. He took a pace back, and his big, boyish face clouded to a frown. Not that, I guess!

Why not? asked Bridewell, curious at the change in the big stranger.
Why not? What good is he?

Why — hes good just to look at. Id keep him just for that.

And you can have him just for that — if you can manage to handle him.
Want to try?

Bull shook his head. I dont know nothing about horses, he confessed again. He glanced at the skeleton of standing beams. Building a barn, eh?

You wouldnt call it pitching hay or shoeing a hoss that Im doing, I guess, said the old fellow crossly. Im fussing at building a barn, but a fine chance I got. I get all my timber here — look at that!

He indicated the stacks of beams and lumber around him.

And then I get some men out of town to work with me on it. But they get lonely. Dont like working on a ranch. Besides, they had a scrap with me. I wouldnt have em loafing around the job. Rather have no help at all than have a loafer helping me. So they quit. Then I tried to get my cowhands to give me a lift, but they wouldnt touch a hammer. Specialists in cows is what they say they are, ding bust em! So here I am trying to do something and doing nothing. How can I handle a beam that it takes three men to lift?

He illustrated by going to a stack of long and massive timbers and tugging at the end of one of them. He was able to raise that end only a few inches.

You see?

Bull nodded.

Suppose you give me the job handling the timbers? he suggested. I aint much good with a hammer and nails, but I might manage the lifting.

All by yourself? One man? he eyed the bulk of Bull hopefully for a moment, then the light faded from his face. Nope, you couldnt raise em. Not them joists yonder!

I think I could, said Bull.

Old Bridewell thrust out his jaw. He had been a combative man in his youth; and he still had the instinct of a fighter.

I got ten dollars, he said, that says you cant lift that beam and put her up on end! That one right there, that I tried to lift a minute ago!

All right, Bull nodded.

Youre on for the bet? the old man chuckled gayly. All right. Lets see you give a heave!

Bull Hunter obediently stepped to the timber. It was a twelve footer of bulky dimensions, heavy wood not thoroughly seasoned. Yet he did not approach one end of it. He laid his immense hands on the center of it. Old Bridewell chuckled to himself softly as he watched; he was beginning to feel that the big stranger was a little simple-minded. His chuckling ceased when he saw the timber cant over on one edge.

Look out! he called, for Bull had slipped his hand under the lifted side. Youll get your fingers smashed plumb off that way.

I have to get a hold under it, you see, explained Bull calmly, and so saying his knees sagged a little and when they straightened the timber rose lightly in his hands and was placed on his shoulder.

Whered you like to have it? asked Bull.

Bridewell rubbed his eyes. Yonder, he said faintly.

Bull walked to the designated place, the great timber teetering up and down, quivering with the jar of each stride. There he swung one end to the ground and thrust the other up until it was erect.

Is this the way you want it? said Bull.

By this time Bridewell had recovered his self-possession to some degree, yet his eyes were wide as he approached.

Yep. Just let it lean agin that corner piece, will you, Hunter?

Bull obeyed.

That might make a fellows shoulder sort of sore, he remarked, if he had to carry those timbers all day.

All day? gasped Bridewell, and then he saw that the giant, indeed, was not even panting from his effort. He was already turning his attention to the pile of timbers.

Here, he said, reluctantly drawing out some money. Heres your ten.

But Bull refused it. Cant take it, he explained. I just made the bet by way of talk. You see, I knew I could lift it; and you didnt have any real idea about me. Besides, if Id lost I couldnt have paid. I havent any money.

He said this so gravely and simply that old Bridewell watched him quizzically, half suspecting that there was a touch of irony hidden somewhere. It gradually dawned on him that a man who was flat broke was refusing money which he had won fairly on a bet. The idea staggered Bridewell. He was within an ace of putting Bull Hunter down as a fool. Something held him back, through some underlying respect for the physical might of the big man and a respect, also, for the honesty which looked out of his eyes. He pocketed the money slowly. He was never averse to saving.

But Ive been thinking, said Bull, as he sadly watched the money disappear, that you might be needing me to help you put up the barn? Do you think you could hire me?

Hm, grumbled Bridewell. You think you could handle these big timbers all day?

Yes, said Bull, if none of em are any bigger than that last one.
Yes, I could handle em all day easily.

It was impossible to doubt that he said this judiciously and not with a desire to overstate his powers. In spite of himself the old rancher believed.

You see, explained Bull eagerly, you said that you needed three men for that work. Thats why I ask.

And I suppose youd want the pay of three men?

Bull shook his head. Anything you want to pay me, he declared.

The rancher frowned. This sounded like the beginning of a shrewd bargain, and his respect and suspicion were equally increased.

Suppose you say what you want? he asked.

Well, Bull said slowly, Id have to have a place to sleep. And — Im a pretty big eater.

I guess you are, said Bridewell. But if you do three mens work you got a right to three mens food. What else do you want?

Bull considered, as though there were few other wishes that he could express. I havent any money, he apologized. Dyou think maybe you could pay me a little something outside of food and a place to sleep?

Bridewell blinked, and then prepared himself to become angry, when it dawned on him that this was not intended for sarcasm. He found that Bull was searching his face eagerly, as though he feared that he were asking too much.

What would do you? suggested Bridewell tentatively.

I dunno, said Bull, sighing with relief. Anything you think.

It was plain that the big man was half-witted — or nearly so. Bridewell kept the sparkle of exultation out of his eyes.

You leave it to me, then, and Ill do whats moren right by you.
When dyou want to start work?

Right now.


CHAPTER 15
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WHEN BULL LEFT the dining room that night after supper, Mrs. Bridewell looked across the table at her husband with horror in her eyes.

Did you see? she gasped. He ate the whole pot of beans!

Sure I seen him, and he grinned.

But — hell eat us out of house and home! Why, hes like a wolf!

Bridewell chuckled with superior knowledge. Hes ate enough for three, he admitted, but hes worked enough for six — besides, most of his wages come in food. But work? I never seen anything like it! He handled more timbers than a dozen. When it come to spiking them in place he seen me swinging that twelve-pound sledge and near breaking my back. I think its easier this way, he says. Besides you can hit a lot faster if you use just one hand. And he takes the hammer, and sends that big spike in all the way to the head with one lick. And he wondered why I didnt work the same way! Aint got any idea how strong he is.

Mrs. Bridewell listened with wide eyes. The idea, she murmured. The idea! Wheres he now?

Her husband went to the back door. Hes sitting over by the pump talking to Tod. Sitting talking like they was one age. I reckon hes sort of half-witted.

How come? sharply asked Mrs. Bridewell. Aint Tod got more brains than most growed-up men?

I reckon he has, admitted the proud father.

And if they had put the same question to Bull Hunter, the giant would have agreed with them emphatically. He approached the child tamer of Diablo with a diffidence that was almost reverence. The freckle-faced boy looked up from his whittling when the shadow of Bull fell athwart him, with an equal admiration; also with suspicion, for the cowpunchers, on the whole, were apt to make game of the youngster and his grave, grown-up ways. He was, therefore, shrewdly suspicious of jests at his expense.

Furthermore, he had seen the big stranger heaving the great timbers about and whirling the sledge with one hand; he half suspected that the jokes might be pointed with the weight of that heavy hand. His amazement was accordingly great when he found the big man actually sitting down beside him, cross-legged, and he was absolutely stupefied when Bull Hunter said, Ive been aiming at this chance to talk to you, Tod, all day.

Hm, grunted Tod noncommittally, and examined the other with a cautious side glance.

But the face of Bull Hunter was unutterably free from guile. Tod instantly began to adjust himself. The men he most worshiped were the lean, swift, profanely formidable cowpunchers. But there was something in him that responded with a thrill to this accepted equality with such a man as Bull Hunter. Even his father he had seen stricken to an awed silence at the sight of Bulls prowess.

You see, explained Bull frankly, I been wondering how you managed to handle Diablo the way you do.

Tod chuckled. Its just a trick. You watch me a while with him, youll soon catch on.

But Bull shook his head as he answered, Maybe a mighty bright man might figure it out, but Im not good at figuring things out, Tod.

The boy blinked. He was accustomed to the studied understatement of the cowpunchers and he was accustomed, also, to their real vanity which underlay the surface shyness. But it was patent that Bull Hunter, in spite of his size, was truly humble. This conception was new to Tod and slowly grew in his brain. His active eyes ran over the bulk beside him; he almost pitied the giant.

Besides, pondered Bull heavily, I guess theres a whole lot of bright men that have seen you handle Diablo, but they couldnt make out what you did. They tried to ride Diablo and got their necks nearly broken. They were good riders, but Im not. You see, Diablos the first horse Ive ever seen that could really carry me. He added apologetically, Im so heavy.

No vanity, certainly. He gestured toward himself as though he were ashamed of his brawn, and the heart of Tod warmed and expanded. He himself would never be large, and his heart had ached because of his smallness many a time.

Yep, he said judiciously, youre pretty heavy. About the heaviest I ever seen, I guess. Maybe Hal Dunbar is as big, but I never seen Hal.

Ive heard a good deal about Hal, but—

He stopped short and stiffened. Tod saw that the eyes of the big man had fixed on the corral in which stood Diablo. A puff of wind had come, and the great black had thrown up his head into it, an imposing picture with mane and tail blown sidewise. Not until the stallion turned away from the unseen thing which he had scented in the wind, did Bull turn to his small companion with a sigh.

Tod nodded, his eyes glinting. I know, he said. I used to feel that way — before I learned how to handle Diablo. He interpreted, You feel like itd be pretty fine to get onto Diablos back and have him gallop under you.

About the finest thing in the world, sighed Bull Hunter. He cast out his great hands before him as he tried to explain the mysterious emotions which the horse had excited in him. You see, Tod, Im pretty big and Im pretty slow. Most folks have horses, and they get about pretty lively on em, but Ive always had to walk.

The enormity of this lack made Tod stare, for travel and horses were inseparably connected in his mind. He shuddered a little at the thought of the big man stalking across the burning and interminable sands of the desert or toiling through the mountains. It seemed to him that he could see the signs of that pain stamped in the face of Bull Hunter, and his heart leaped again in sympathy.

So when I saw Diablo— Bull paused. But Tod had understood. Suddenly the boy became excited.

Suppose you was to learn to ride Diablo before Hal Dunbar come to try him out? Suppose that?

Could you teach me? the giant asked in an almost awed whisper.

The child looked over his companion with a vague wonder. It would be a tremendous responsibility, this teaching of the giant, but what could be more spectacular than to have such a man as his pupil? But to share his unique empire over Diablo — that would be a great price to pay!

No, he decided, it wouldnt do. Besides, suppose even I could teach you how to ride Diablo — with a saddle, which I dont think I could — what would happen when Hal Dunbar come up to these parts and found that the hoss he wanted was somebody elses? Hed make an awful fuss — and hes a fighting man, Bull.

He said this impressively, leaning a little toward the giant, and he was rewarded infinitely by seeing the right hand of the giant stir a little toward the holster at his thigh.

I guess Id have to take my chance with him, was all Bull answered in his mildest tone.

Tod was beginning to guess that there was a certain amount of mental strength under this quiet exterior. He had often noted that his father, who made by far the most noise, was more easily placated than his mother, in spite of her gentle silences. The strength of Bull Hunter had a strain of the same thing about it.

Youd take a chance with Hal Dunbar? he repeated wonderingly. He trembled a little, with a sort of nervous ecstasy at the thought of that coming encounter. Thats moren anybody else in these parts would do. Why, everybodys heard about Hal Dunbar. Everybodys scared of him. He can ride anything thats big enough to carry him; he can fight like a wildcat with his hands; and he can shoot like — his eye wandered toward a superlative— like Pete Reeve, almost, he concluded with a tone of awe.

A spark of tenderness shone in the eye of Bull. Dyou know Pete
Reeve?

No, and I dont want to. Ma had a brother once, and he met up with
Pete Reeve.

A tragedy was inferred in that oblique reference. Bull decided that this was a conversational topic on which he must remain silent, and yet he yearned to speak of the little withered catlike fellow with the wise brain who had done so much for him.

When Im big enough, mused the boy with a quiet savagery, maybe
Ill meet up with Pete Reeve.

Bull switched the talk to a more comfortable topic. But howd you make a start with that man-eating Diablo?

Tod studied, the question. I got a way with hosses, you see, he began modestly.

He played two brown fingers in his mouth and sent out a shrilling whistle that was answered immediately by a whinny, and a little chestnut gelding, sun-faded to a sand color nearly, cantered into view around the corner of a shed and approached them. He came to a pause nearby, and having studied Bull Hunter with large, unafraid, curious eyes for a moment, began to nibble impertinently at the ragged hat brim of the child.

Git away! exclaimed Tod, and when the chestnut made no move to go, the brown fist flashed up at the reaching head. But the head was jerked away with a motion of catlike deftness.

Hes a terrible bother, Crackajack is, said the boy angrily, and from the corner of his eye he stole a glance of unspeakable pride at the big man.

Hes a beauty, exclaimed Bull Hunter. A regular beauty!

For Crackajack combined the toughness of a mustang and the lean, strong running lines of a thoroughbred in miniature. His legs were as delicately made as the legs of a deer; his head was a little model of impish intelligence and beauty.

You and Crackajack are pals, said Bull. I guess thats what you are!

We get on tolerable well, admitted the boy, whose heart was full with this praise of his pet.

Bull continued on the agreeable topic. And Ill bet hes fast, too.
He looks like speed to me!

Maybe you dont know hosses, but you sure got hoss sense. Tod chuckled. Most folks take Crackajack for a toy pony. He aint. Ive seen him carry a full-grown man all day and keep up with the best of em. He dont mind the weight of me no moren if I was a feather. Hes fast, hes tough, and he knows moren a hoss should know, you might say!

He changed his voice, and a brief command made Crackajack give up his teasing and retreat. Bull watched the exquisite little creature go, with a smile of pleasure. He did not know it, but that smile unlocked the last door to Tods heart.

He was pretty near as wild as Diablo when I first got him, said the boy. And mean — say, hed been kicked around all his life. But I fatted him up in the barn, and he got sos hed follow me around. And now he runs loose like a dog and comes when I whistle. He knows more things than you could shake a stick at, Crackajack does. Ill bet he does, said Bull with shining eyes.

Say, said the boy suddenly, Im going to tell you about the way I worked with Diablo.

Ill take that mighty kind, said Bull gratefully. Dyou think Id have a chance with him even if you showed me how?

You got to have a way with hosses, admitted the boy, and he examined Bull again. But I think youll get on with hossflesh pretty well. When Diablo first come, he used to go plumb crazy when anybody come near his corral. He still does if a growed man comes there. Well, they used to go out and stand and watch him and laugh at him prancing around and kicking up a fuss at the sight of em.

And it made me mad. Made me plumb mad to see them bother Diablo when he wasnt doing no harm, when they wasnt gaining anything by it, either.

I used to go out when nobody was around and stand by the bars with a bit of hay and grain heads in my hand. First off hed prance around even at me, but pretty soon he seen that I wasnt big enough to do him no harm, and then hed just stand still and snort and look at me. Along about the third time he took notice of the grain heads and come and smelled them, and the next day he ate em.

Well, I kept at it that way. Pretty soon I went inside the corral. Diablo just come up sort of excited and trembling and didnt know whether to bash my head in with his forehoofs or let me go. Then he seen the grain heads and ate them while he was making up his mind what to do about me. And he winded up by just having a little talk with me. He was terribly dirty and dusty, and he was shedding. Nobody dared to brush him, and so I took a soft-haired brush and started to work on his neck. He liked it, and so I dressed him down and left him pretty near shining. And every day after that I went and had a talk with him and brushed him. Then I rode Crackajack up to the bars and let Diablo see me on him, with no bridle or saddle. Pretty soon I found out that it was the saddle and the bridle and the spurs that scared Diablo to death. He didnt mind anything else so very much. So one day I climbed up the fence and slid onto Diablos back, and he just turned his head and snorted at me. Just then Pa seen me and let out a terrible yell, and Diablo pitched me right off over his head and over the fence. But I got right up and came back to him. He seen that he could get me off whenever he wanted to and he seen that I didnt do him no harm when I got on.

After that everything was easy. I never bothered him none with a saddle or a bridle. And there you are. Dyou think you can do the same?

But the saddle and the bridle? said Bull. What about them?

Thats up to you to figure out a way of getting him used to em. Ill go introduce you now, if I can.

Bull rose, and the boy led the way.

If he takes to you pretty kind, said the boy, you may have a chance. But if he begins acting up, it wont be no use.


CHAPTER 16
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DIABLO GREETED THEM with a throwing up of his formidable head. He took his place in the very middle of his corral, but when Bull Hunter and his small guide reached the bars, the black stallion seemed to go suddenly mad. He flung himself into the air and came down bucking. Back and forth across the corral he threw himself in the wildest swirl of pitching that Bull Hunter had ever seen or ever dreamed of.

Hes an educated bucker, you see? said the boy in admiration. They aint any trick that he dont know. Look!

Diablo had begun to sunfish in the most approved method, and swirled from this to some fence rowing as swift as the jagged course of lightning. At every jump Bull could see an imaginary rider snapped from the back of the black giant. A cloud of dust was sent swishing up, and in the midst of this fog, Diablo came to a pause as sudden as the beginning of his strange struggle against an imaginary foeman; but it seemed to Bull Hunter that the ground beneath his feet was still quivering from the impacts of that mighty body.

Thats just his way of telling you what hell do when you try to saddle him, chuckled the boy.

As he spoke he slipped through the bars of the corral.

Look out! exclaimed Bull in horror, for the stallion had rushed at the small intruder with gaping mouth. Bull reached for his gun — Diablo was already on the child, but at the last minute he swerved, and flashed around Tod in a circle.

Hes all right, Tod was shrilling through his laughter, for the horrified face of Bull amused him. Thats just his way of saying that hes glad to see me!

In fact, Diablo came to a sudden halt directly behind the child, his head towering aloft above that of Tod while he flashed his defiance at Bull Hunter, as though he were making use of the small bulwark of Tod against the stranger.

Diablo, you old fool, the boy was saying, as he reached up and managed to wind his fingers in the end of Diablos mane, you come along and meet my friend, Bull Hunter. I figure youre going to get to know him pretty good before long. Hey, Bull, come up close to the bars sos he can see you aint got a rope or a whip or spurs, and stick your hand out sos he can sniff at it. Thats his way of saying how dye do.

Bull obeyed, and to his amazement, Diablo responded to the small forward urge of the childs hand and approached the bars one trembling step at a time. Bull began to talk to him softly. He had never talked like this to any living creature. He did not know exactly what he said. The words came of their own accord into his throat. He only knew that he wanted to reassure the big, powerful, uncertain brute, and though Diablo stopped short at the first sound of Bulls voice and laid his ears back, he presently pricked one of those ears again and allowed himself to be drawn forward with long, crouching strides.

Thats the way! said the child softly, as though he feared that a loud voice might break in upon the spell. You know how to talk to him! And, outside of me, youre the only one that does! I knew youd have it in you!

For Diablo had extended his long neck and actually sniffed the hand of Bull Hunter. He immediately tossed his head aloft, but he did not flinch away.

Thats half the fight won already, advised the boy in the same soft voice. Dyou want to try the saddle on him now?

The saddle? Now? exclaimed Bull. I should say not! Why, he dont hardly know me; Ill have to get acquainted before I try anything like that.

He discovered that Tod was nodding in hearty approval.

You do know, he said. Dont tell me that you aint been around hosses a pile. Yep, you got to get acquainted. What you want to do now?

Bull considered. Id like to have something to show him that it isnt unpleasant having me around. Id like to have him see some good results, you know? Is there anything I could feed him?

The boy chuckled. Best thing is some dried prunes with the pits taken out of em. I have some at the house. They get stuck in Diablos teeth and its sure funny to see him eat em. But he just nacherally plumb likes the taste of the prunes.

He followed his own suggestion by scampering away to the house and returned almost at once with a hat full of the prunes.

You want to feed him these now?

First, said Bull, Id like to have you leave us alone. If I cant teach him to like me all by myself, then Id better give up right away.

The boy looked at him in surprise and then impulsively stretched out his hand. They shook hands gravely.

You got the right idea, pardner, said Tod. Go ahead — and good luck!
And keep talking to him all the time. Thats the main thing!

He retreated accordingly, but before the evening was over, Bull regretted dismissing his little ally so quickly, for although Diablo indulged in no more threatening outbreaks of temper, he resolutely refused to eat the prunes from Bulls hand. Several times he approached the bars of the corral and the patiently extended hand, but always he drew back, snorting, and sometimes he would run around the corral, shaking his head and throwing up his heels after the manner of a horse tempted but still afraid of being overruled.

It was long after dark when Bull gave up the attempt. He went back to the bunkhouse, rolled up the blankets which had been assigned to him, and carried them out to the corral. Close to the fence he laid them down, and a few minutes later he was wrapped in them and sound asleep. The last thing he remembered was the form of the great stallion, standing watchfully in the exact middle of the corral, the starlight glimmering very faintly in his big eyes.

Bull Hunter fell asleep and had a nightmare of the arrival of the famous Hal Dunbar the next day, a fierce conquest of Diablo, and the battle ending with the departure of Dunbar on the back of the stallion.

The dream waked him, nervous, and he turned and saw Diablo standing huge and formidable in the darkness, as though he had not moved from his first position.

In the morning the arduous labors of the building began again, and though the prodigious appetite of Bull at the breakfast table made even old Bridewell look askance, Bull had not been at work an hour handling the ponderous uprights and joists before his employer was smiling to himself. His new hand was certainly worth his keep, and more, for weariness seemed a stranger to that big body, and no weight was too great to be cheerily assumed. And always he worked with a sort of nervous anxiety as though he feared that he might not be doing enough.

During the day Bridewell attempted to probe the past history of his hired man, expecting a story as big as the body of the man, but Bull was discreetly vague, for he had no wish to reveal his connection with Pete Reeve; and if he left out Reeve, he felt that there was nothing in his life worth talking about. Many a time he wondered what the little gunfighter was doing, and what trail he was riding now. A dangerous trail, he doubted not, and a lawless trail, he greatly feared. But someday he might be able to find the terrible little man and bring him back to a truer place in society.

That night he began again the long, quiet struggle with Diablo; and before he ended, Diablo had gathered some of the dried fruit from the palm of his hand with a sensitive, trembling pair of lips. And he had come back for more, and more. Yet it was not until the next night that Bull ventured inside the bars of the corral and sat cross-legged on the ground, with a vague feeling that Diablo would be less alarmed if his visitor bulked less large.

Inside the bars he seemed an entirely new proposition to the stallion. The big black kept discreetly on the far side of the corral with much snorting and stamping, and it was not until the next evening that he ventured to approach the man. Still another day passed before Bull was allowed to stand and touch the neck of the black; and that, it seemed to him, was the greatest forward step toward the conquest.

It was terribly slow work, and in the meantime the skeleton frame of the barn was fast rising. Would he accomplish his purpose by the time the barn was completed and Bridewell no longer had a use for him? Or would Hal Dunbar arrive before that appointed time? That night, however, another portentous event happened. Waking in the night, Bull heard a sound of deep, regular breathing close to him, and, turning on his side, he saw that Diablo had lain down as close to him as the corral fence would allow, and there he slept, panther-black, sleek in the starlight. Bull stretched out his hand. The head of the stallion jerked up, but a moment later he carelessly sniffed the extended fingers and resumed his position of repose. And the heart of Bull Hunter swelled with triumph.

That event gave him a new idea, and the following evening he made a groundwork of branches in the corner of the corral itself, and put down his blankets on the evergreens. Diablo was much concerned and walked about examining the new work from every angle. There Bull slept, and the next night he found that during the day the stallion had torn the boughs to pieces and scattered them about. He patiently laid a new foundation, and after this the bed was left strictly alone.

In the meantime Bull had made a light, strong halter of rawhide, and after several attempts he managed to slip it onto the head of Diablo. Once in place, it was easy to teach Diablo that he must follow when he felt a pull on the halter — the first steps were rewarded with dried prunes, and after that it was simple.

On that evening, also, Bull made his next step forward toward the most difficult proposition of all — he took a partly filled barley sack and put it on the back of Diablo. The next moment the sack was shot into the air as Diablo leaped up and arched his back like a cat at the height of his leap. He came down trembling and snorting, but Bull picked up the fallen sack and allowed him to smell it. Diablo found that the smell was good and that the hateful sack even contained things very good to eat. The next time the sack was put on his back he quivered and shrank, but he did not buck it off.

After that, Bull spent his evenings in gradually increasing the weight of that sack until a full hundred pounds caused Diablo no worry whatever, and when this point had been attained, Bull decided that he might venture his own bulk on the back of Diablo. He confided his purpose to Tod, and the boy, greatly excited, hid himself at a distance to watch.

In the beginning it was deceptively easy. Diablo stood perfectly unconcerned as Bull raised himself on the bars of the fence. And when the long legs of Bull were passed over his back, Diablo merely turned his head and sniffed the shoe tentatively. Slowly, very softly, steadying himself on the top bar of the fence, Bull lowered his weight more and more until the whole burden was on the back of the stallion — and then he took his hands from the top rail.

But the moment he released that grip there was a change in Diablo, as though he realized that the man had suddenly trusted himself entirely to his mount. Bull felt a sudden wincing of all that great body; the quarters sank and trembled. He thought at first that it was because the horse was failing under the weight of this ponderous burden; but instinct told him a moment later that it was fear, and a mixture of suspicious anger.

Diablo took one of his long, catlike steps, and paused without bringing up his other foot. In vain Bull spoke to him, softly, steadily. Diablo took another step, quickened to a soft trot, and stopped suddenly. That weight on his back failed to leave him. He began to tremble violently. Bull felt the sudden thundering of the great heart beneath the pressure of his knee.

To the stallion, this man had been a friend, a constant companion. The touch of his hand was pleasant. Pleasanter still was the continual deep murmur of the voice, reassuring, telling him of a superior and guardian mind looking out for his interests. Now that hand was stroking his sleek neck and that voice was steadily in his ear. But the position was the most hated one. To be sure, there was no saddle, no cutting, binding cinch, no drag of cruel Spanish curb to control his head, no tearing spurs to threaten him. But his flanks twitched where the spurs had dug in many a time, and he panted, remembering the cinches. Those memories built up a panic. He became unsure. The voice reached him less distinctly. Moreover it was a strange time of the evening. The light of the day was nearly done; the moon was barely up, and all things were ghostly and unreal in that slant light.

Something of all that went through the mind of Diablo was understood by Bull Hunter. It was telegraphed to him by the twitching and vibration of great muscles, by the stiff arching of the neck, and the snorting breathing. But he was beginning to forget fear. The stallion danced lightly forward, and as the wind struck the face of Bull Hunter he suddenly rejoiced. This was what he had dreamed of, to be carried thus lightly, easily. The weight that had crushed other horses was nothing to Diablo. It made him feel buoyant. He became tinglingly alert. On the back of Diablo not a horse of the mountains could overtake him if he fled; and not a man of the mountains could escape him if he pursued on the back of the stallion.

That thought had hardly formed in his excited mind when Diablo sprang, cat-footed, to one side. It made Bull Hunter sway, and he naturally sought to preserve his balance by gripping the powerful barrel of the horse with his knees. But at the first touch of the knee Diablo went suddenly mad. Exactly what he did Bull Hunter never knew. Indeed, it seemed that Diablo left his feet, shot a dizzy height into the air, and at the crest of his rise did three or four things at once. At any rate, as the stallion landed, Bull pitched from the arched back and hurtled forward and to the right side. He landed heavily against the ground, his head striking a small rock; and he lay there a moment, stunned.

Far off he heard Tod shrilling at him, Bull! Are you hurt?

He gathered himself together and arose, Im all right. Stay where you are!

Dont try him again. Hell kill you, Bull!

Maybe. But Im going to try.

Diablo stood on the far side of the corral in the moonlight, a splendid figure with haughty tail and head. Inwardly he was trembling, enraged. He knew what would come. He had thrown men before, and usually he had tried to batter them to pieces after they fell. This man he had no desire to batter. There had been no saddle, no bridle, no spurs, no quirt — nevertheless, he must not be controlled by the hand of any man! But having thrown the fellow, now other men would run on him, swinging the accursed ropes over their heads, shouting, cursing at him in strident voices. Vitally he yearned to break through the bars of the corral and flee, but the bars were there and he must stay in the inclosure with this friendly enemy. It was not the prostrate man he feared so much as vengeance from other men, for that had always been the way.

But no one came. No shouts were heard except from the small, thin, familiar voice of Tod. And presently the giant arose from the ground where he had fallen and came toward him. Diablo flattened his ears expectantly. At the first throat-tearing curse he would charge. But no curse came. The man approached, as always, with extended hand, and the voice was the smooth, gentle murmur that carries peace into the shadowy mind of a horse.

Something relaxed in Diablo. If the man did not resent being thrown off — if that were a sort of game, as it were — why should he, Diablo, resent having the man on his back? The hand touched his nose gently; another hand was stroking his neck.

Presently he was led to the fence and again that heavy weight slid onto his back. He crouched again, with waves of blind panic surging up in him, but the panic did not master his sense this time, and as his brain cleared he began to discover that there was no urging, no will of another imposed upon him. He could walk where he pleased, following his own sweet will, or else he could stand still. It made no difference; but the soft-touching hand and the deep, quiet voice were assuring him that the man was glad to be up there on his back.

Diablo turned his head. One ear quivered and came forward tentatively; then the other. He had accepted Bull Hunter.

Afterward Bull found Tod. The boy wrung his hand ecstatically.

Thats what I call game! he said.

Why, Tod, the big man smiled, you did the same thing.

He knew I was nothing. But youre a growed man. But — whats this,
Bull? Your backs all wet.

Its nothing much, said Bull calmly. When I fell, my head hit a stone. Theres some things worth paying for, and Diablos one of them.


CHAPTER 17
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THE CUT PROVED, as he had said, to be a small thing; but it turned out that Diablo was far from won. He was haltered and he would carry Bull bareback. The saddle was quite another affair. So Bull returned to the idea of the barley sack, with gradual additions. On each side of the sack he attached hanging straps. Diablo snorted at these and tried them with his teeth. They reminded him vaguely of the swinging stirrups that had so often battered his tender sides. He discovered that the straps were not alive, however, and were not harmful. And when their length was increased and an uncovered stirrup was tied on each side, he gradually became accustomed to these also. The next stage was passing the straps under his belly. They were tied there loosely, the circle was completed, and Diablo, examining them critically, found nothing wrong. Then, a dozen times in a single evening, the straps were drawn up, tighter and tighter, until they touched him. At this he became excited, and it required all the resourcefulness of Bull to quiet him. But in three days the barley sack and its queer-looking additions had been changed for a true saddle — with the cinches drawn up tight enough for riding. And this without eliciting a single bucking spasm from Diablo!

Not even to Tod did Bull Hunter impart his great tidings. He had not yet climbed into that real saddle; Diablo had not yet heard the creak of the stirrup leathers under the weight of his rider. Indeed, there was still much to be done before the happy day when he saddled the black stallion and took down the bars of the corral gate and rode him out. And rode him without a bit! For on the point of steel in the mouth of Diablo, Bull Hunter knew that the horse would be against it resolutely. So he confined himself to a light hackamore alone. That was enough, for Diablo had learned to rein over the neck and stop at the slightest pull of the reins.

The next morning he went out to his work with a light heart. They had had the help of several new men during the past ten days and now the frame of the roof was almost completed. It would not be long before Bulls services could be dispensed with and he connected the idea of the completion of the barn in a symbolic fashion with the completion of his conquest of the stallion. The two would be accomplished in the same moment, as it were. No wonder, then, that as he climbed the ladder up the side of the barn, with the ladder quaking beneath his weight, Bull Hunter began to sing, his thundering bass ringing among the ranch buildings until Mrs. Bridewell opened the kitchen window to hear the better, and old Bridewell stopped his ears in mock dismay at the thunder of Bulls voice.

But the work was not two hours old when little Tod scampered up to his side.

Bull, he whispered, Hal Dunbar is down yonder with a couple of men.
Hes come to ride Diablo. Whatll we do, Bull? Whatll we do?

Diablo will throw him, said Bull with conviction.

But he wont. He cant, stammered the boy in his excitement. Nothing could throw Hal Dunbar. Wait till you see him! Just you wait till you see. Gee, Bull, hes as big as you and—

The other qualifications were apparently too amazing to be adequately described by the vocabulary of Tod.

If any other man can ride Diablo, said Bull at length, I dont think I care about him so much. Ive been figuring that Im the only man who can get on his back. If somebody else can handle him, theyre welcome to the horse as far as Im concerned.

Are you going to let him go like that? Tod was bitter with shame and anger. After all our work, are you going to give him up without a fight?

A fight would be a gunfight, and a gunfight ends up in a death, said
Bull gently. I dont like bloodshed, Tod!

The boy writhed. Here was an idol smashed with a vengeance!

I might of knowed! he groaned. You aint nothing but — but a big hulk!

And he turned on his heel and gave the exciting news to his father.

For an event of this caliber, Bridewell called down all his men from the building, and they started for the corral. Hal Dunbar and his two men already were standing close to the bars, and Diablo stood quivering, high-headed, in the center of the inclosure. But, of the picture, the attention of Bull Hunter centered mainly on Hal Dunbar.

His dreams of the man had been true. He was a huge fellow, as tall as Bull, or taller, and nearly as bulky. But about Bull Hunter there was a suggestion of ponderous unwieldiness, and there was none of that suggestion about Hal Dunbar. He was lithe and straight as a poplar, and as supple in his movements. The poise of his head and the alertness of his body and something of lightness in his whole posture told of the trained athlete. Providence had given the man a marvelous body, and he had improved it to the uttermost. To crown all, there was a remarkably handsome face, dark eyes and coal-black hair.

Yet, more than the imposing body of this hero of the ranges, Bull was impressed by the spirit of the man. The thing that Tod had felt, he felt in turn. It shone from the eye, it spoke in the set of Dunbars mouth, something unconquerable. It was impossible, after a single glance, to imagine this man failing. Diablo, it was true, had the same invincible air. Indeed, they seemed meant for each other, this horse and this man. They might have been picked from a crowd and the one assigned to the other. Huge, lithe, fleet, powerful, and fiercely free, surely Hal Dunbar was intended by fate to sit in the saddle and govern Diablo according to his will.

The heart of Charlie Hunter sank. Here was the end, then, of all the love he had put into his work, of all the feminine gentleness with which he had petted Diablo and soothed him. And he discovered, in that bitter moment, that he had not worked merely to gain control of the horse. There would be no joy in making Diablo bend to his will. His aim was, and from the first unconsciously had been, to win Diablo so that the stallion would serve him joyously and freely out of the love he bore him. As he thought of this, his glance rested on the long, spoon-handled spurs of big Hal Dunbar.

Dunbar was shaking hands with Bridewell, leaning a trifle over the little old man.

Heres one thatll be sorry to see you ride Diablo, said Bridewell. He pointed to Hunter. Hes been working weeks, trying to make a pet out of the hoss.

A pet out of him? A pet? echoed Dunbar.

He measured Bull Hunter with a certain bright interest. The sleeves of Bull were rolled up to the elbows and down the forearms ran the tangling masses of muscle. But the interest of Dunbar was only monetary. Presently his lip curled slightly, and he turned his haughty head toward the great stallion.

Ill do something more than pet him. Ill make something useful out of the big brute. Saddle him, boys!

He gestured carelessly, and his two attendants started toward the corral, one with a heavy saddle and one with a rope. As he stood rolling his cigarette and watching negligently, he impressed Bull as a veritable knight of the ranges, a baron with baronial adherents. It came partly from his splendid stature, and more from his flauntingly rich costume. The heavy gold braid on the sombrero, the gilded spurs, the brilliant silk shirt would have been out of place on another man, but they fit in with Hal Dunbar. They were adjuncts to the pride of his face. Bulls attention wavered to Tod.

Are — are they going to rope Diablo?

Tod flashed a half-disgusted, half-despairing glance up at his companion.

What dyou think theyre going to do? What do you think?

Bull turned away, sick hearted. He could not bear the thought of the great stallion struggling helpless in the snaky coils of the rope. But of course there was no other way. Yet his muscles tightened, and the perspiration poured out on his forehead as he heard a shout from one of the men, then a brief drumming of Diablos hoofs, and finally the heavy thud as the stallion struck full length on the ground.

That sound stunned Bull as though he had received a blow himself. Every nerve in him was tingling, revolting against the brutality. They were idiots, hopeless fools, to dream of conquering Diablo by brute force. And if they succeeded, they would have a broken-spirited horse on their hands, worse than useless, or else a treacherous man-killer to the end of his days.

He looked again. Diablo, saddled and blindfolded was being driven out of the corral; a man held him on either side, and his mouth, dragged out, was already bleeding from the cruel Spanish bit. At that Bull Hunter saw red.

When his senses returned to him, he went hurriedly to Dunbar.

Friend, he said, earnestly pleading, will you let me make a suggestion?

The insolent dark eyes ran over him mockingly.

Oh, youre the fellow who tried to make a pet out of Diablo? Well, whats the suggestion?

If you wear those spurs youll drive him mad! Take em off, Mr.
Dunbar!

Dunbar stared at him in amazement, and then looked to the others. Did you hear that? This wise one wants me to try to ride without spurs. Who taught you to ride, eh?

I dont know much about it, confessed Bull humbly, but I know youre apt to cut him up badly with those big spurs.

And what the devil difference does that make to you? cried Dunbar with heat. And what do you mean by all these fool suggestions? Im riding the horse!

Bull drew back, downheaded. Hal Dunbar cast one contemptuous glance toward him and then stepped to the side of Diablo. The stallion was quivering and crouching with fear and anger, and shaking his head from time to time to get clear of the bandage which blinded him and made him helpless. Now and then he reared a little and came down on prancing forefeet, and Bull noted the spring and play of the fetlock joints. The whole running mechanism of the horse, indeed, seemed composed of coiled springs. Once released, what would the result be? And the first hope entered his mind, the first hope since he had seen the proud form of Hal Dunbar.

Now the big man set his hand on the pommel and vaulted into the saddle with a lightness that Bull admired hugely. Under the impact of that descending bulk the stallion crouched almost to the earth, but he came up again with a snort and a strangled neigh of rage.

Are you ready? called Dunbar, gathering the reins, and giving the string of his quirt another twist around his right hand.

One of his men had mounted his horse with a rope, the noose end of which was around Diablos neck. This would serve as a pivot block to keep Diablo running in a circle. If he tried to run in a straight line the running noose would stop him and choke him down. He would have to gallop in a circle for his bucking, and to help keep him in that circle, the spectators now grouped themselves loosely in a wide rim. But Bull Hunter did not move. From where he stood he could see all that he wished.

All ready! called the man with the rope.

Let her go, then!

The bandage was torn from the eyes of the stallion by Dunbars second assistant, and the fellow leaped aside as he did so. Even then he barely escaped. Diablo had launched himself in pursuit, and his teeth snapped a fraction of an inch from the shoulder of the fugitive as the rope came taut and jerked him aside, and the full weight of Dunbar was thrown back on the reins.

That mighty wrench of back and shoulder and arm would have broken the jaw of an ordinary horse; it hardly disturbed Diablo. His head was first tucked back until his chin was against his breast, but a moment later he was head down, bucking as never horse bucked before. One second earlier Hal Dunbar had seemed almost as powerful as the animal he rode; now he suddenly became small.

For one thing Diablo wasted no time running against the rope. He followed the line of least resistance and bolted around the wide circle with tremendous leaps, gathering impetus as he ran — then stopping in mid-career by the terrific process of hurling himself in the air and coming down on four stiff legs and with his back humped so that the rider sat at the uneasy apex of a pyramid. And this was merely a beginning. That wild category of tricks which Bull had seen partially unraveled the first time he visited the horse was now brought forth again, enlarged, improved upon, made more intricate, intensified. But well and nobly did Hal Dunbar sustain his fame as a peerless rider. He rode straight up, and a cheer came from the spectators when they saw that he was not touching leather in the midst of the fiercest contortions of Diablo. It seemed that the great brute would snap the very saddle off his back, but still the rider sat erect, swaying as though in a storm, but still firmly glued to the saddle.

Even the heart of Bull Hunter warmed to the battle. They were a brutally glorious pair as they struggled. The wrenching hand of the rider and the Spanish bit had bloodied the mouth of the stallion, the spurs were clinging horribly at his sides, and he fought back like a mad thing. He flung himself on the ground, Dunbar barely slipped from the saddle in time, and whipped onto his feet again, but as he lurched up, he carried the weight of the rider again, for Dunbar had leaped into his seat, and as Diablo came up on all fours, it could be seen that the big man had secured both stirrups — the difficult thing in that feature of the fight. Dunbar urged the stallion on with a yell; and swinging the quirt over his head, he brought it down with a stinging cut on the silky flanks of the great horse. Bull Hunter crouched as though the lash had cut into his own flesh. He became savage for the moment. He wanted to have his hands on that rider!

But the cut of the quirt transformed Diablo. If he had fought hard before, he now fell into a truly demoniacal frenzy. The long flashing legs were springs indeed, and the moment his hoofs struck the earth he was flung up again to a greater height. He was sunfishing now in that most deadly manner when the horse lands on one forehoof, the rider receiving a double jar from the down-shock and then the whiplash snap to the side. Hal Dunbar was no longer using his quirt. It dangled idly at his side. The joy had gone from his face. In its place, as shock after shock benumbed his brain, there was an expression of fierce despair. Neither was he riding straight up, but he was pulling leather.

Otherwise, nothing human could have retained a seat in the saddle for an instant. Diablo, squealing, snorting, and grunting with effort, was dashing back and forth, flinging himself aloft, coming down on one stiff leg, doubling back with jackrabbit agility.

There was no longer applause from the onlookers. Old Bridewell himself in all of his years had never seen riding such as this, and it seemed that Diablo at last had met his master. Never had he fought as he fought now; never had he been stayed with as he was now. With foam and sweat the great black was reeking, but never once were the efforts relaxed. It was too terrible a sight to be applauded.

Then, at the end of a run, instead of hurling himself into the air as he had usually done before, Diablo flung himself down and rolled. It caught Dunbar by surprise, but the yell of horror from the bystanders stimulated him to sharp action, and he was out of the saddle in the last hairs breadth of time.

Diablo had been carried on over to his feet by the impetus of the fall, and he was already rising when Dunbar leaped for the saddle. Fair and true he struck the saddle and with marvelous skill his left foot caught the stirrup and clung to it — but the right foot missed its aim, and, before Dunbar could lodge his foot squarely, the stirrup was dancing crazily as Diablo began a wild combination of cross-bucking and sunfishing. The hat snapped from the head of Dunbar and his long black hair tossed; with both hands he was clinging. All joy of battle was gone from him. In its place was staring fear, for his right foot was still out of the stirrup.

Choke him down! Choke him— he shrieked.

Before he could be obeyed by his confused henchmen, Diablo shot into the air and at the very crest of his rise, bucked. Dunbar lurched to one side. There was a groan from the bystanders; and the next instant the stallion, landing on the one stiffened foreleg, had snapped his rider from the saddle and hurled him to the ground.

He lay in a shapeless heap, and the stallion whirled to finish his enemy.


CHAPTER 18
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EVERY SECOND OF the fight Bull Hunter had followed the actions of the horse as though he were directing them from the distance with some electric form of communication and control. When Hal Dunbar with a yell of despair was flung sidewise in the saddle as Diablo bucked in mid-air, Bull Hunter knew what was coming and lurched through the line of watchers. Straight across the open space of the circle he raced as he had never run before, and while the others stood frozen, while the man with the rope tugged futilely, Bull came in front of the stallion as Diablo whirled to smash his late rider to a pulp. There was no question of Dunbar crawling out of the way. He had rolled on his back with arms outstretched, helplessly stunned. Even in the lightning speed of the action Bull found time to wonder what would be the result if the hoof of the wild horse crashed down into that upturned, handsome face, now stained with crimson and black with dust.

He had no time to imagine further. Diablo, red-eyed with anger, had whirled on him and reared, and swerving from those terrible, pawing hoofs, Bull Hunter leaped in and up. His goal was not the tossing bridle rein, but the stout strap which circled the head just above the bit, and his big right hand jarred home on this goal. All his weight was behind his stiffened arm, and under the blow the stallion lurched higher. A down-sweep of a forefoot gashed Bulls shoulder and tore his shirt to shreds. But he pressed, expecting every instant the finishing blow on his head. In he went, with all his weight behind the effort, and felt the stallion stagger on his hind legs, then topple, lose balance, and fall with a crash on his side!

Bull followed him in the fall, for half a step, then whirled, scooped the nerveless body of Hal Dunbar in his arms, and rushed staggering under the burden to the edge of the circle. Diablo had regained his footing instantly, but as he strove to follow, the rope had drawn taut about his throat, and he was checked.

As for Bull Hunter, he laid the senseless burden down in safety, and turned toward the stallion. One haunting fear was in his mind. Had Diablo been sufficiently blinded in the excitement of the battle to fail to recognize him, or had the great horse known the hand that toppled it back? In the latter case Bull Hunter could never come near the black without peril of his life.

In a gloomy quandary he stared at the trembling, shining giant, who stood with his head high and his tail flaunting, and all the fierce pride of victory in his eye. One knot of people had gathered over the fallen Hal Dunbar, but some remained, dazed and gaping, looking at the form of the conqueror. A wild temptation came to Bull to test the horse even in this crisis of excitement, with every evil passion roused in him. He stepped out again, his right hand extended, his voice soft.

Diablo!

The stallion jerked his head toward the voice, but the head was twitched away as the man with the rope brought it taut again.

You fool! he shouted. Get back, or the hossll nail you!

Unreasoning rage poured thrilling through Bull Hunter. He shook his great fist at the other.

Slack away on that rope or Ill break you in two!

There was a moment of amazed silence; then, with a curse, the rider threw the rope on the ground.

Get your head broke then!

Bull Hunter had forgotten him already. He had resumed that approach. At his voice the stallion turned that proud and terrible head — with the ears flattened against his neck. It gave him an ominous, snakelike appearance about the head, but still Bull went steadily and slowly toward him with his hand out, that ancient gesture of peace and good will. There were shouts and warnings from the others. Hal Dunbar, his senses returned, had staggered to his feet; he had received no injury in the fall, and now he gaped in amazement at this empty-handed man approaching the stallion. And Diablo was no longer controlled by the rope!

But all the outcries meant nothing to Bull Hunter. They faded to a blur. All he saw was the head of the stallion. Had he known and remembered that fall and the hand that forced him to it? He could not tell. There might be any murderous intent in that quivering, crouching form.

Just that name, over and over again, very softly, Diablo! Steady,
Diablo!

Now he was within two paces — within a yard — his fingers were close to the terrible head and the ears of Diablo pricked forward.

Ah, Diablo! Theyll never touch you with the spurs again!

The stallion made a long step, and with his head raised he looked over the shoulder of Bull Hunter and snorted his defiance at all other men in the world! And down his neck the big, gentle hand was running, soothing his quivering body, and the steady voice was bringing infinite messages of reassurance to the troubled brain. That hand was loosening now the rope which was burning into his neck — loosening it, drawing it off. And now the bridle followed; and Diablos mouth was free from the cruel taint of the steel. The head of the stallion turned — great, soft eyes looked into the face of Bull Hunter and accepted him as a friend forever.

Hal Dunbar, groggy from the shock of the fall, staggered toward them.

Get away from the horse! he commanded. Hey, Riley, grab Diablo for me again. Ill ride him this time.

He was too unsteady to walk in a straight line, but the fire of battle was in his eyes again. There was no doubting the gameness of the big man. Old Bridewell caught his arm and drew him back.

If Diablo gets a sniff of you on the wind hell come at you like a wolf. Stand back here — and watch!

Hal Dunbar was too dazed to resist. Besides, he began to see that all eyes were focused on the black stallion and the man beside him. That man was the huge, cloddish stranger who had advised him to ride without spurs. Then the full meaning came to Dunbar. The rope was no longer around the neck of the stallion. The very bridle had been taken from his head, and yet the stranger stood undaunted beside him, and the stallion did not seem to be angered by that nearness.

The next thing Dunbar heard was the voice of Bridewell saying, Nerviest thing I ever seen. I been putting this Bull Hunter down for a half-wit, pretty near. All his strength in his back and none in his head. But I changed my mind today. When you hit the ground, Diablo whirled on you, and hed of smashed you to bits before they could choke him down and pull him away, but Bull came out of the crowd on the run, grabbed the bridle, made Diablo rear, took that cut on his shoulder, and threw him fair and square. Finest, coolest, headiest thing I ever seen done with a hoss in a pinch. And he saved your skin, Dunbar. Youd be a mess this minute, if it wasnt for Hunter! He threw Diablo and turned around and picked you up as if you was a baby and packed you over here. Then he went back — and you see whats hes doing?

He saved my life? muttered Dunbar. That big — He saved my life?

Gratitude, for the moment at least, was obscured in his mind. All he felt vividly was a burning shame. He, Hal Dunbar, the invincible, had been beaten fairly and squarely in the battle with the horse; not only this, he had been saved from complete destruction only by the intervention of this nonentity, this Bull Hunter whom he had scorned only a few moments before. He looked about him in blind anger at the bystanders. Worst of all, this was a new country where he was only vaguely known, and whenever his name was mentioned in these parts in the future, there would be someone to tell of the superior prowess of Hunter, and how the life of Dunbar was thrown away and saved by another. No wonder that big Hal Dunbar writhed with the shame of it.

He forgot even that emotion now in wonder at what was happening. Hunter had stepped to the side of the horse, raised his foot, and put it in the stirrup. Did the fool intend to climb into the saddle while that black devil was not blindfolded, without even a bridle?

That, in fact, was what he was doing. The steady murmur of the voice of Hunter reached him as the big man soothed the horse. He saw the head of Diablo turn, saw him sniff the shoulder of his companion, and then Hunter lifted himself slowly into the saddle. There was a groan of excitement from the spectators, and at the sound rather than at the weight of his back, Diablo crouched. It was only for a moment that he quivered, wild-eyed, irresolute. Then he straightened and threw up his head. Bull Hunter, his face white and drawn but his mouth resolute, had touched the shining flank of the stallion, and Diablo moved into a soft trot, gentle as the flowing of water.

Before him the circle split and rolled back. He glided through, guided by a hand that touched lightly on his neck, and in an utter silence he was seen to turn the corner of the nearest shed and approach the corral. Hal Dunbar, rubbing his eyes, was the first to speak.

A trick horse! he said. By the Lord, a trick horse!

The first time I ever seen him play that trick, gasped old Bridewell, his eyes huge and round, except when Tod was up on him. I dunno whats happened. Its like a dream. But theres a saddle on him now, and that was something even Tod could never make him stand. I dunno whats happened!

The little crowd broke up into chattering groups. Here had been a thing that would bear telling and retelling for many a year. In the confusion Dunbars man, Riley, approached his employer.

Both gratitude and shame were forgotten by Dunbar now. He gripped the shoulder of this man and groaned, Ive lost him, Riley! The only horse ever foaled that could have carried me the way a man should be carried. Now Ill have to ride plow horses the rest of my life!

He pointed to the cloddish, heavy-limbed gray which he had ridden in his quest for the superhorse at the Bridewell place.

I been thinking, said Riley. I been thinking a pile the last few minutes.

What you been thinking about? What good does thinking do me? Ive lost the horse, havent I, and that half-wit has him?

He has him — now, suggested Riley, watching the face of the big man for fear that he might go too far.

You mean by that? queried the master.

Exactly, said Riley. Because he has the black now, it doesnt mean that hes going to have him forever, does it?

Riley, youre a devil. That fellow saved my life, they tell me.

I dont mean youre going to bump him off. But suppose you get him to come and work on your place? There might be ways of getting the hoss — buying him or something. Get him there, and well find a way. Besides, he can teach you how to handle the hoss before you get him. I say its all turned out for the best.

Dunbar frowned. Take him with me? And every place I go I hear it said, Theres the man who rode the horse that threw Dunbar! No, curse him, Ill see him in Hades before I take him with me!

How else are you going to get the hoss? Tell me that?

Thats it, muttered Dunbar. Ive got to have him. Ive got to have him! Did you watch? I felt as if the big black devil had wings.

He had you in the air most of the time, all right, and Riley grinned.

Shut up, snapped his master. But the chief thing is, I want to show that big black fiend that Im his master. He — hes beaten me once. But one beating doesnt finish me!

Then go get Hunter to come with us when we ride back.

Dunbar hesitated another instant and then nodded. It has to be done.

He strode off in pursuit of Bull and presently found the big man in the corral rubbing down the stallion; the little bright-eyed Tod was close beside them. It had been a great day for Tod. First he had felt that his giant pupil was disgraced — a man without spirit. And then, in the time of blackest doubt, Bull Hunter had become a hero and accomplished the great feat — ridden Diablo, before all the incredulous eyes of the watchers. All of Tods own efforts had been repaid a thousandfold when he heard Bull say to one of those who followed with questions and admiration, Its not my work. Tod showed me how to go about it. Tod deserves the credit.

That was the reason that Tods eyes now were supernally bright when big Hal Dunbar approached. Diablo showed signs of excitement, but Charlie Hunter quieted him with a word and went to the bars of the corral. The hand of Dunbar was stretched out, and Bull took it with humble earnestness.

Im glad you werent hurt bad, he said. For a minute or two I was scared that Diablo—

I know, cut in Dunbar, for he detested a new description of the scene of his failure. Then he made himself smile. But Ive come to thank you for what you did, Hunter. Between you and me, I know that I talked rather sharp to you a while back. Im sorry for that. And now — why, man, your side must be wounded!

Its just a little scratch, said Bull good-naturedly. It isnt the first time that Diablo has made me bleed but now — well, isnt he worth a fight, Mr. Dunbar?

And he gestured to the magnificent, watchful head of the stallion. The heart of Hal Dunbar swelled in him. By fair means or foul, he must have that horse, and on the spot he made his proposition to Hunter. He had only to climb on the back of Diablo and ride south with him; the pay would be anything — double what he got from Bridewell, who, besides, was almost through with him, Dunbar understood.

But Im not much good, and Bull sighed reluctantly. I cant use a rope, and I dont know cattle, and—

Ill find uses for you. Will you come?

So it was settled. But before Bull climbed into the saddle and started off after Dunbar, little Tod drew him to one side.

There aint any good in Dunbar. Watch him and — remember me, Bull.


CHAPTER 19
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THAT RIDE TO the southern mountains seemed to Bull Hunter to mark a great point of departure between his old life and a new life.

He had not heard Riley, fox-faced and wicked of eye, say to his master, What this big fool needs is a little kidding. Make him think that we figure him to be a big gun. He had not seen Hal Dunbar make a wry face before he nodded.

All that Bull Hunter could know was that the three men — Riley, Dunbar, and Joe Castor — were all exceedingly pleasant to him on the way. Of all the men in the world, only Pete Reeve had treated him as these men were now doing, and it was sweet beyond measure to Bull Hunter to be treated with considerate respect, to have his opinion asked, to be deferred to and flattered. As for the thousand little asides with which they made a mock of him, they were far above his head. It seemed only patent to Bull Hunter that he had been accepted freely into the equal society of men.

He drew a vague comparison between that success and his mastery of Diablo. The big stallion was like a kitten under his hand. It required much coaxing during the first half-day of riding to bring Diablo within speaking distance of the other men, but gradually he discovered that they could do him no harm so long as the gentle voice of Hunter was near him; thereafter he was entirely amenable to reason. One could see that the stallion was learning difficult lessons, but he was learning them fast. Eye and ear and scent told him that these creatures were dangerous. Old experience told him that they were dangerous, and only a blind trust in Bull Hunter enabled him to conquer the panic which surged up in his brain time and again. But he kept on trying, and the constant struggle against men which had featured his life made him astonishingly quick to pick up new facts. The first step had been the hard one, and it seemed to Bull Hunter that the close-knit, smooth-flowing muscles beneath him were carrying him onward into the esteem of all men. To Diablo he gave the praise, and after Diablo to little freckled Tod, and to Pete Reeve, the fighter. As for taking any credit for himself, that idea never came to him for a moment.

The long trip took two days. They crossed the green, rolling hills; they passed the foothills, and climbing steadily they came onto a broad, high plateau — it was a natural kingdom, this ranch of the Dunbars. The fence around it was the continuous range of mountains skirting the plateau on all sides, and in every direction up to those blue summits as far as the eye carried, stretched the land which owned Hal Dunbar as master. To Bull Hunter, when they reached the crest, and the broad domain was pointed out to him, this seemed a princely stretch indeed, and Hal Dunbar was more like a king than ever. It was easy to forgive pride in such a man and a certain asperity of temper. How could so rich and powerful a man be like others?

The ranch house was worthy of such a holding. A heavy growth of beautiful silver spruce swept up the slope of some hills, and riding through the forest, one caught the first glimpse of the building. It was spread out carelessly, the foundations laid deep to cover the irregularities of the ground. It was a heterogeneous mass, obviously not the work of any one builder. Here a one-story wing rambled far to the side, built heavily, of logs rudely squared, and there was a three-story frame section of the house; and still again there was a tall tower effect of rough stone. As for the barns and sheds which swept away down the farther and lower slopes, the meanest of them looked to Bull as though it might have made a home of more than average comfort.

The three other riders noted the gaping astonishment of Bull and passed the wink quietly around. To Hal Dunbar it was growing more and more annoying that he had to trouble himself with such a clod of a man and use diplomacy where contemptuous force would have been so much more after his heart. But he continued to follow the scheme first laid down for his pursuit by clever Riley, and when they came to the wide-ranging stable he assigned the black stallion to a roomy box stall. Bull Hunter thanked him for the courtesy as though it had been a direct personal favor; as a matter of fact, Hal felt that he was merely taking care of a horse which was already as good as his.

Coming back toward the house Bull walked slowly in the rear of the little party. He wanted to take plenty of time and drink in the astonishing details of what to him was a palace. And about the weather-beaten old house he felt that there was a touch of mystery of a more or less feudal romance. Climbing the steps to the porch he turned; a broad sweep of hills opened above the tops of the spruces, and the blue mountains were piled beyond.

While he stood, a door slammed, and he heard a girls mellow voice calling, Hello, Hal, what luck?

What luck? No luck! grumbled young Dunbar. All the luck has gone the way of my … friend … here. He brought out the last words jokingly. This is Charlie Hunter, commonly called Bull for reasons you may guess. Bull, this is Mary Hood.

Bull had turned lumberingly, and he found himself staring at a girl in a more formal riding outfit than he had ever seen before, with tall boots of soft red leather, and a little round black hat set on her hair, and a coat fitted somewhat closely. The rather masculine outfit only served to make her freer, more independent, more delightfully herself, Bull Hunter thought. She looked him up and down and reserved judgment, it seemed.

He rode Diablo, Dunbar was explaining.

And thats why you brought him? she asked, flashing a queer glance at Hal.

Then she came a pace down the steps and shook hands with Bull. He took the small hand carefully, with a fear that the bones would break unless he were excessively gentle. At last she laughed so frankly that a tingle went through his big body, and he peered closely at her. As a rule the laughter of others made him hot with shame, but this laughter was different; it seemed to invite him into a pleasant secret.

Im glad to meet the man who conquered Diablo, she was saying.

I didnt beat Diablo, he hastened to explain. We just sort of reached an understanding. He saw that I didnt mean him any harm — so he let me ride him. Thats all there was to it!

He saw her eyes narrow a trifle as she looked down at him, for she had drawn back to the level of the porch. Was she despising him and condemning him merely because he had told her the truth? He flushed at the thought, and then he was called into the house by Dunbar and brought to a room. The size of it inspired him with a profound awe, and he was still gaping when Dunbar left him.

In the hall the master of the house met Riley, and the fox-faced lieutenant drew him aside.

Ive got a plan, he said.

Youre full of plans, muttered Dunbar evilly.

All the way home he had been striving to find some way of explaining his lack of success with the stallion to Mary Hood. She had grown up on the ranch with him, for her father had been the manager of the ranch for twenty years; and she had grown up with the feeling that Hal Dunbar was infallible and invincible.

Did you see the big hulk look at Mary Hood? Riley asked.

The name came pat with the unpleasant part of Hals brooding, and his scowl grew blacker. What about it?

Looked at her as though she was an angel — touched her hand as though it was fire. I tell you, Hal, she knocked Hunter clean off his balance.

Not the first shes done that to, said Hal with meaning.

Maybe not. Maybe not, said Riley rather hastily. But I been thinking. Suppose you go to Mary and tell her that youre dead set on keeping this Hunter with you. Tell her that hes a hard fellow to handle, that he likes her, and that the best way to make sure of him is for her to be nice to him. She can do that easy. She takes nacheral to flirting.

Flirt with that thick-head? Shed laugh in my face.

Shed do more than that for you, Hal.

Hm, grunted Dunbar, greatly mollified. I ask her to make Hunter happy. What comes of it? If her father sees Hunter make eyes at her hell blow the head off the clodhopper.

I know. Riley nodded. Hes always afraid shell take a fancy to one of the hands and run off with him, or something like that. Hes dead set agin her saying two words to anybody like me, say!

He gritted his teeth and flushed at the thought. Then he continued. But thats just what you want. You want to get Hunters head blown off, dont you?

Dunbar caught the shoulder of Riley and whirled him around.

Are you talking murder to me, Riley?

Im talking sense, said Riley.

By the Lord, growled Dunbar, youre a plain bad one, Riley. You like deviltry for the sake of the deviltry itself. You want me to get—

How much do you want the black hoss, chief? Dunbar sighed.

You cant touch him, after him saving your life, and I cant touch him, because everybody knows that Im your man. But suppose you get the girl and Hunter planted? Then when Jack Hood rides in this afternoon, Ill take him where he can see em together. Leave the rest to me. Will you? Ill have Jack Hood scared shes going to elope before morning, and Jack will do the rest. You know his way.

Suppose Hood gets killed?

Killed — by that? Jack Hood? Why, you know hes near as good as you with his gat!

Dunbar nodded slowly. After all, the scheme was a simple one.

Well? whispered Riley.

You and the devil win, said Hal. After all, whats this Hunter amount to? Nothing. And I need the horse!

He executed the first step of the scheme instantly. He went downstairs and found the girl still on the veranda. She began to mock him at once.

Youll go to heaven, Hal, giving a home to the man who beats you.

He managed to smile, although the words were poison to him. He had loved her as long as he could remember, and sooner or later she would be his wife, but the period remained indefinitely in the future as the whims of the girl changed. It was for that reason, as Hal very well knew, that her father became furious when she smiled at another man. The rich marriage was his goal; and when a second man stepped onto the stage, old Jack Hood was ready to fight. Hal saw a way of stopping her gibes and proving his good intentions toward Hunter all in a breath.

He saved my life, Mary. I lost a stirrup, and the devil of a horse threw me.

Briefly he sketched in the story of the rescue, and how Bull Hunter afterward had ridden the horse without spurs, without a bridle. Before he ended her eyes were shining.

Thats what he meant when he said he hadnt beaten Diablo. I understand now. At the time I thought he was a little simple, Hal.

Hes not exceptionally clever, Mary, said Hal, and thats where the point comes in of what I want you to do. Hunter is apt to take a fancy that he isnt wanted here — that hes being kept out of charity because he saved my life. Nothing I can say will convince him. I want you to give him a better reason for staying around. Will you do it — as a great favor?

She dropped her chin into her hand and studied him.

Just what are you driving at, Hal?

You know what I mean well enough. I want you to waste a smile or two on him, Mary. Will you do that? Make him think you like him a good deal, that youre glad to have him around. Will you? Take him out for a walk this afternoon and get him to tell you the story of his life. You can always make a man talk and generally you turn them into fools. Youve done it with me, often enough, he added gloomily.

Flirt with that big, quiet fellow? she said gravely. Hal, youre criminal. Besides, you know that I dont flirt. Its just the opposite. When I like a man Im simply frank about it.

But you have a way of being frank so that a poor devil usually thinks you want to marry him, and then theres the devil to pay. You know it perfectly well.

Thats not true, Hal!

I wont argue. But will you do it?

Absolutely not!

It might be quite a game. He may not be altogether a fool. And suppose he were to wake up? Suppose hes simply half-asleep?

He saw a gleam of excitement come in her eyes and wisely left her without another word. After things had reached a certain point Mary could be generally trusted to carry the action on.


CHAPTER 20
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JACK HOOD HAD ridden out on his rounds with a new horse that morning, and the new horse developed the gait of a plow horse. The result was that grim old Jack reached the house that night with a body racked by the labor of the day and a disposition poisoned for the entire evening. He was met at the stable by Riley, and the sight of him brought a spark for the moment into the eye of the foreman.

Youre back, then, and you got Diablo?

Look yonder.

Jack Hood went to the box stall and came back rubbing his hands, but his exultation was cut short by Rileys remark. He doesnt belong to Hal. Hal was thrown and another gent rode him.

The amazement of Jack Hood took the shape of a wild torrent of profanity. He was proud of the ranch which he had controlled for so long, and still prouder of his young master. His creed included two main points — the essential beauty of his daughter and the infallibility of young Hal Dunbar; consequently his great ambition was to unite the two.

Mary took to Hunter pretty kindly, concluded Riley, as they walked back toward the house at the conclusion of the story.

The foreman took off his hat and shook back his long, iron-gray hair.

Trust her for that. Something new is always what she wants.

Theyve got the new well pretty near sunk, said Riley. Take a look at it?

All right.

But before they had gone halfway down the path onto which Riley had cunningly diverted the older man, he caught Hoods arm and stopped him with a whisper.

Look at that. Already! This Hunter aint such a slow worker, eh,
Jack?

They had come in view of the little terraced garden which was Marys particular property; it was screened from the house by a rank or two of the spruce, and on a rustic bench, seated with their backs to the witnesses, were Mary and Bull Hunter. The girl was rapt in attention, and her eyes never left the face of Hunter. As for Bull, he was talking steadily, and it seemed to Jack Hood that as the big stranger talked he leaned closer and closer to the girl. The hint which Riley had already dropped was enough to inflame the imagination of the suspicious foreman; what he now saw was totally conclusive, he thought. Now, under his very eyes, he saw the big man stretch out his hand, and he saw the hand of Mary dropped into it.

It was more than Riley had dared to hope for. He caught Jack Hood by the shoulders, and whirled him around, and half dragged him back to the house.

Not in front of your daughter, Jack, he pleaded. I dont blame you for being mad when a skunk like that starts flirting with a girl the first day hes seen her. But if you got anything to say to him, wait till Mary is out of the way. There goes the supper bell. Hurry on in. Keep hold on yourself.

Do I have to sit through supper and look at that hound?

Not at all, suggested the cunning Riley. Have a bite in the kitchen and go up to your room. Ill say that you got some figures to run over. Afterward, you can come down and jump him!

He watched Jack Hood disappear, grinning faintly, and then hunted for
Hal Dunbar.

Its started, he said. I dropped a word in Jacks ear and then showed him the two of em sitting together. It was like a spark in the powder. The old boy exploded.

How close were they sitting? asked Hal suspiciously.

Close enough. Riley grinned, for he was not averse to making even
Dunbar himself writhe.

The result was that Hal maneuvered to draw Mary Hood aside when she came in with big Hunter for supper. Something in Bull Hunters face disturbed the owner of the ranch, for the eyes of Bull were alight, and he was smiling for no apparent reason.

How did things go? he asked carelessly.

You were all wrong about him, said the girl earnestly. Hes not a half-wit by any means, Hal. I had a hard time of it at first, but then I got him talking about Diablo and the trouble ended. Not a bit of sentiment in him; but just like a great big, simple, honest boy, with a mans strength. It would have done you good to hear him!

And hell stay with us? asked Hal dryly, for he was far from enthusiastic.

Of course hell stay. Do you know what he did? He promised to try to teach me to ride Diablo, and he even shook hands on it! Hal, I like him immensely!

All during the meal the glances of Hal Dunbar alternated between the girl and the giant. He was more disturbed than he dared to confess even to himself. It was not so much that Bull Hunter sat with a faintly dreamy smile, staring into the future and forgetting his food, but it was the fact that Mary Hood was continually smiling across the table into that big, calm face. Dunbar began to feel that the devil was indeed behind the wit of Riley.

He began to wait nervously for the coming of the girls father and the explosion. As soon as supper was over, following the time-honored custom which the first Dunbar established on the ranch, Mary left the room, and the men gathered in groups for cards or dice or talk, for they were not ordinary hired hands, but picked men. Many of them had grown gray in the Dunbar service. Now was the time for the coming of Jack Hood, and Hal had not long to wait.

The door at the far side of the big room was thrown open not five minutes after the disappearance of Mary Hood, and her father entered. He came with a brow as black as night, tossed a sharp word here and there in reply to the greetings, and going to the fireplace leaned against the mantel and rolled a cigarette. While he smoked, from under his shaggy brows he looked over the company.

Hal Dunbar waited, holding his breath. One brilliant picture was dawning on his mind — himself mounted on great black Diablo and swinging over the hills at a matchless gallop.

The picture vanished. Jack Hood had left the fireplace and was crossing the room with his alert, quick step. His nerves showed in that step; and it was nerve power that made him a dreaded gunfighter. His gloom seemed to have vanished now. He smiled here; he paused there for a cheery word; and so he came to where Bull Hunter sat with his long legs stretched before him and the unchanging, dreamy smile on his face.

Over those long legs Jack Hood stumbled. When he whirled on the seated man his cheer was gone and a devil was in his face.

You damned lummox, he said, what dye mean by tripping me?

Me? gasped Bull, the smile gradually fading and blank amazement taking its place.

It was at this moment that a man stepped out of the shadow of the kitchen doorway, a very small withered man. No doubt he was some late arrival asking hospitality for the night; and having come after supper was over, he had been fed in the kitchen and then sent in among the other men; for no one was turned away hungry from the Dunbar house. He was so small, so light-footed, that he would hardly have been noticed at any time, and now that the roar from Jack Hood had focused all eyes on Bull Hunter, the newcomer was entirely overlooked. He seemed to make it a point to withdraw himself farther, for now he stepped into a dense shadow near the wall where he could see and remain unseen.

Jack Hood had shaken his fist under the nose of the seated giant.

I meant it, he cried. You tripped me, you skunk, and Jack Hood aint old enough to take that from no man!

Bull Hunter cast out deprecatory hands. The words of this fire-eyed fellow were bad enough, but the tigerish tenseness of his muscles was still worse. It meant battle, and the long, black, leather holster at the thigh of Hood meant battle of only one kind. It had come so suddenly on him that Bull Hunter was dazed.

Im sorry, he said. I sure didnt mean to trip you — but maybe my foot might of slipped out a little and—

Slipped out! sneered Hood. He stopped, panting with fury. That a comparative stranger should have dared to speak familiarly with his daughter was bad enough; that a blank-faced coward should have dared flirt with her, dared take her hand, was maddening.

You infernal sneak! he growled. Are you going to try to get out of it, now that youve seen you cant bluff me down — that I wont stand for your tricks?

Bull Hunter rose, slowly, unfolding his great bulk until he towered above the other; and yet the condensed activity of Hood was fully as formidable. There were pantherlike suggestions of speed about the arm that dangled beside his holster.

The withered little man in the shadow by the kitchen door took one noiseless step into the light — and then shrank back as though he had changed his mind.

It looks to me, said Bull Hunter mildly, that youre trying to force a fight on me. Stranger, I cant fight a man as old as you are.

Perhaps it was a tactless speech, but Bull was too dazed to think of grace in words. It brought a murderous snarl from the other.

Im old enough to be Jack Hood — maybe youve heard of me? And Im young enough to polish off every unlicked cub in these parts. Now, curse you, what dye say to that?

I can only say, said Bull miserably, feeling his way, that I dont want to fight.

With an oath Hood exclaimed, A coward! Theyre all like that — every one of the big fellers. A yaller-hearted sneak!

Easy, Jack! broke in one of the men.

Let Jack alone, called the commanding voice of Hal Dunbar. I saw
Hunter trip him!

But, pleaded Bull Hunter, I give you my word—

Shut up! Ive heard enough of your talk.

Bull Hunter obediently stopped his talk.

A sickening quiet drew through the room. Men bowed their heads or turned them away, for such cowardice was not pleasant to see. The little man in the shadow raised one hand and brushed it across his face.

Ill let you off one way, said Jack Hood. Stand up here, and face the crowd and tell em youre a liar, that youre sorry for what you done!

Bull faced the crowd. A shudder of expectancy went through them, and then they saw that his face was working, not with shame or fear but with a mental struggle, and then he spoke.

Gents, it seems like I may be wrong. I may have tripped him which I didnt mean to. But not knowing that I tripped him, I got to say that I cant call myself a liar. I cant apologize.

They were shocked into a new attention; they saw him turn and face the frown of Jack Hood.

Youre forcing this fight, stranger. And, if you keep on, youll drop, sir. I promise you that!

The sudden change in affairs had astonished Jack Hood; now his astonishment gave way to a sort of hungry joy.

I never was strong on words. I got two ways of talking and heres the one I like best! As he uttered the last word he reached for his gun.

The little man glided out of the shadow, crouched, intense. It seemed to him that the hand of Bull Hunter hung motionless at his side while the gun flashed out from Hoods holster. He groaned at the thought, but in the last second, there was a move of Hunters hand that no eye could follow, that singular convulsive twitch which Pete Reeve had taught him so long before. Only one gun spoke. Jack Hood spun sidewise and crashed to the floor, and his gun rattled far away.

By the time the first man had rushed to the fallen figure, the gun was back in Bulls holster.

The little man in the shadow heard him saying, Pardners, hes not dead. Hes shot through the right shoulder, low, beneath the joint. That bullet wont kill him, but get him bandaged quick!

A calm, clear voice, it rang through the room. The little man slipped back into his shadow, and straightened against the wall.

Hes right, said Hal Dunbar, stepping back from the cluster. Riley and Jerry, get him up to his room and bandage him, quick! The rest of you stay here. We got a job. Hoods gun hung in the holster, and this fellow shot him down. A murdering, cowardly thing to do. You hear? A murdering, cowardly thing to do!

Obviously he was wrong, and obviously not one of his henchmen would tell him so. For some reason the boss intended to take up the lost battle of Jack Hood. Why, was not theirs to reason, though plainly the fight had been fair, and Hood had been in the wrong from the first. They shifted swiftly, a man to each door, the others along the wall with their hands on their weapons. There was a change in Bull Hunter. One long leap backward carried him into a corner of the room. He stood erect, and they could see his eyes gleaming in the shadow.

I think you got me here to trap me, Dunbar, he called in such a voice that the little man in the shadow thrilled at the sound of it, but youll find that youre trapped first, my friend. Touch that gun of yours, and youre a dead man, Dunbar. Curse you, I dare you to go for it!

Could this be Bull Hunter speaking? The little man in the shadow thrilled with joyous amazement.

Hal Dunbar evidently was going to fight the thing through. He stood swaying a little from side to side. No guns out, boys, as yet. Wait till I take my crack at him, and then—

The little man in the shadow stepped out into the light and walked calmly toward the center of the room.

Just a little wee minute, Dunbar, he was saying. Just a little wee minute, Mr. Man-trapper Dunbar! I got a word to say.

Who the devil are you? cried Hal Dunbar, turning on this puny stranger.

A joyous shout from Bull Hunter drowned the answer of the other.

Pete! Pete Reeve!

The little man waved his hand carelessly to the giant in the corner.

You give me a hard trail, Bull, old boy. But you didnt think you could slip me, did you? Not much. And here I am, pretty pronto on the dot, I figure. He took in with a glance the men along the walls. You know me, boys, and Im here to see fair play. They aint going to be fair play in this room with you boys lined up waiting to drop Bull in case he plugs Dunbar. Dunbar, I know you. And between you and me, I dont know no good of you. Youre young, but youre going to show later on. If you want to talk business to Bull Hunter some other time, youre welcome to come finding him, and he wont be hard to find. Bull, come along with me. Just back up, if you dont mind, Bull. Because theys murder in our friend Dunbars face. And here we are!

Side by side they drew back to the outer door with big Hal Dunbar watching them from under a scowl, with never a word, and so through the door and into the night.

Two minutes later Diablo was rocking across the hills with his mighty stride, and the cow pony of Pete Reeve was pattering beside him.

As they drove through the great spruces the moon rose. Bull Hunter greeted it with a thundering song and threw up his hands to it.

Pete Reeve swore softly in amazement and drew his horse to a walk.

By the Lord, cried Bull, and I havent thanked you yet for pulling me out of that mess. Id be crows food by this time if it hadnt been for you, Pete!

That only wipes out one score. Lets talk about you, Bull. Since I last seen you, youve got to be a man. Was it dropping Hood that made you buck up like this?

That old man?

That old man, snorted Pete, is Jack Hood, one of the best of em with a gun. But if it wasnt the fight that made you feel your oats, was it breaking Diablo?

No breaking to it. We just got acquainted.

But whats happened? Whats wakened you, Bull?

I dunno, said Bull and became thoughtful.

Pete, he said, after a long time, have you ever noticed a sort of chill that gets inside you when the right sort of a girl smiles and—

The devil, murmured Pete Reeve, its the girl thats happened to you, eh? You forget her, Bull. Im going to take you on the trail with me and keep you from thinking. Its a new trail for me, Bull. Its a trail where Im going straight, I cant take you with me while Im playing against the law. So Im going to stay inside the law — with you.

Maybe, and Bull Hunter sighed. But no matter how far the trail leads, Im thinking that some day Ill ride in a circle and come back to this place where we started out together.

He turned in the saddle.

The outline of the Dunbar house was fading into the night.
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THE FIFTY EMPTY freights danced and rolled and rattled on the rough road bed and filled Jericho Pass with thunder; the big engine was laboring and grunting at the grade, but five cars back the noise of the locomotive was lost. Yet there is a way to talk above the noise of a freight train just as there is a way to whistle into the teeth of a stiff wind. This freight-car talk is pitched just above the ordinary tone — it is an overtone of conversation, one might say — and it is distinctly nasal. The brakie could talk above the racket, and so, of course, could Lefty Joe. They sat about in the center of the train, on the forward end of one of the cars. No matter how the train lurched and staggered over that fearful road bed, these two swayed in their places as easily and as safely as birds on swinging perches. The brakie had touched Lefty Joe for two dollars; he had secured fifty cents; and since the vigor of Leftys oaths had convinced him that this was all the money the tramp had, the two now sat elbow to elbow and killed the distance with their talk.

Its like old times to have you here, said the brakie. You used to play this line when you jumped from coast to coast.

Sure, said Lefty Joe, and he scowled at the mountains on either side of the pass. The train was gathering speed, and the peaks lurched eastward in a confused, ragged procession. And a durned hard ride its been many a time.

Kind of queer to see you, continued the brakie. Heard you was rising in the world.

He caught the face of the other with a rapid side glance, but Lefty Joe was sufficiently concealed by the dark.

Heard you were the main guy with a whole crowd behind you, went on the brakie.

Yeh?

Sure. Heard you was riding the cushions, and all that.

Yeh?

But I guess it was all bunk; here you are back again, anyway.

Yep, agreed Lefty.

The brakie scratched his head, for the silence of the tramp convinced him that there had been, after all, a good deal of truth in the rumor. He ran back on another tack and slipped about Lefty.

I never laid much on what they said, he averred. I know you, Lefty; you can do a lot, but when it comes to leading a whole gang, like they said you was, and all that — well, I knew it was a lie. Used to tell em that.

You talked foolish, then, burst out Lefty suddenly. It was all straight.

The brakie could hear the click of his companions teeth at the period to this statement, as though he regretted his outburst.

Well, Ill be hanged, murmured the brakie innocently.

Ordinarily, Lefty was not easily lured, but this night he apparently was in the mood for talk.

Kennebec Lou, the Clipper, and Suds. Them and a lot more. They was all with me; they was all under me; I was the Main Guy!

What a ring in his voice as he said it! The beaten general speaks thus of his past triumphs. The old man remembered his youth in such a voice. The brakie was impressed; he repeated the three names.

Even Suds? he said. Was even Suds with you?

Even Suds!

The brakie stirred a little, wobbling from side to side as he found a more comfortable position; instead of looking straight before him, he kept a side-glance steadily upon his companion, and one could see that he intended to remember what was said on this night.

Even Suds, echoed the brakie. Good heavens, and aint he a man for you?

He was a man, replied Lefty Joe with an indescribable emphasis.

Huh?

He aint a man any more.

Get bumped off?

No. Busted.

The brakie considered this bit of news and rolled it back and forth and tried its flavor against his gossiping palate.

Did you fix him after he left you?

No.

I see. You busted him while he was still with you. Then Kennebec Lou and the Clipper get sore at the way you treat Suds. So here you are back on the road with your gang all gone bust. Hard luck, Lefty.

But Lefty whined with rage at this careless diagnosis of his downfall.

Youre all wrong, he said. Youre all wrong. You dont know nothin.

The brakie waited, grinning securely into the night, and preparing his mind for the story. But the story consisted of one word, flung bitterly into the rushing air.

Donnegan!

Him? cried the brakie, starting in his place.

Donnegan! cried Lefty, and his voice made the word into a curse.

The brakie nodded.

Them that get tangled with Donnegan dont last long. You ought to know that.

At this the grief, hate, and rage in Lefty Joe were blended and caused an explosion.

Confound Donnegan. Whos Donnegan? I ask you, whos Donnegan?

A guy that makes trouble, replied the brakie, evidently hard put to it to find a definition.

Oh, dont he make it, though? Confound him!

You ought to of stayed shut of him, Lefty.

Did I hunt him up, I ask you? Am I a nut? No, I aint. Do I go along stepping on the tail of a rattlesnake? No more do I look up Donnegan.

He groaned as he remembered.

I was going fine. Nothing could of been better. I had the boys together. We was doing so well that I was riding the cushions and I went around planning the jobs. Nice, clean work. No cans tied to it. But one day I had to meet Suds down in the Meriton Jungle. You know?

Ive heard — plenty, said the brakie.

Oh, it aint so bad — the Meriton. Ive seen a lot worse. Found Suds there, and Suds was playing Black Jack with an ol gink. He was trimmin him close. Get Suds going good and he could read em three down and bury em as fast as they came under the bottom card. Takes a hand to do that sort of work. And thats the sort of work Suds was doing for the old man. Pretty soon the game was over and the old man was busted. He took up his pack and beat it, saying nothing and looking sick. I started talking to Suds.

And while he was talking, along comes a bo and gives us a once-over. He knew me. Is this here a friend of yours, Lefty? he says.

Sure, says I.

Then, hes in Dutch. He trimmed that old dad, and the dad is one of Donnegans pals. Wait till Donnegan hears how your friend made the cards talk while he was skinning the old boy!

He passes me the wink and goes on. Made me sick. I turned to Suds, and the fool hadnt batted an eye. Never even heard of Donnegan. You know how it is? Half the road never heard of it; part of the roads dont know nothin else. Hes like a jumpin tornado; hits every ten miles and dont bend a blade of grass in between.

Took me about five minutes to tell Suds about Donnegan. Then Suds let out a grunt and started down the trail for the old dad. Missed him. Dad had got out of the Jungle and copped a rattler. Suds come back half green and half yeller.

Ive done it; Ive spilled the beans, he says.

That aint half sayin it, says I.

Well, we lit out after that and beat it down the line as fast as we could. We got the rest of the boys together; I had a swell job planned up. Everything staked. Then, the first news come that Donnegan was after Suds.

News just dropped on us out of the sky. Suds, you know how he is. Strong bluff. Didnt bat an eye. Laughed at this Donnegan. Got a hold of an old pal of his, named Levine, and he is a mighty hot scrapper. From a knife to a toenail, they was nothing that Levine couldnt use in a fight. Suds sent him out to cross Donnegans trail.

He crossed it, well enough. Suds got a telegram a couple days later saying that Levine had run into a wild cat and was considerable chawed and would Suds send him a stake to pay the doctor?

Well, after that Suds got sort of nervous. Didnt take no interest in his work no more. Kept a weather eye out watching for the coming of Donnegan. And pretty soon he up and cleaned out of camp.

Next day, sure enough, along comes Donnegan and asks for Suds. We kept still — all but Kennebec Lou. Kennebec is some fighter himself. Two hundred pounds of mule muscle with the brain of a devil to tell what to do — yes, you can lay it ten to one that Kennebec is some fighter. That day he had a good edge from a bottle of rye he was trying for a friend.

He didnt need to go far to find trouble in Donnegan. A wink and a grin was all they needed for a password, and then they went at each others throats. Kennebec made the first pass and hit thin air; and before he got back on his heels, Donnegan had hit him four times. Then Kennebec jumped back and took a fresh start with a knife.

Here Lefty Joe paused and sighed.

He continued, after a long interval: Five minutes later we was all busy tyin up what was left of Kennebec; Donnegan was down the road whistlin like a bird. And that was the end of my gang. What with Kennebec Lou and Suds both gone, what chance did I have to hold the boys together?


CHAPTER 2
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THE BRAKIE HEARD this recital with the keenest interest, nodding from time to time.

What beats me, Lefty, he said at the end of the story, is why you didnt knife into the fight yourself and take a hand with Donnegan

At this Lefty was silent. It was rather the silence of one which cannot tell whether or not it is worth while to speak than it was the silence of one who needs time for thought.

Ill tell you why, bo. Its because when I take a trail like that it only has one end Im going to bump off the other bird or hes going to bump off me

The brakie cleared his throat

Look here, he said, looks to me like a queer thing that youre on this train

Does it queried Lefty softly Why?

Because Donnegan is two cars back, asleep.

The devil you say!

The brakie broke into laughter

Dont kid yourself along, he warned. Dont do it. It aint wise — with me.

What you mean?

Come on, Lefty. Come clean. You better do a fade off this train.

Why, you fool—

It dont work, Joe. Why, the minute I seen you I knew why you was here. I knew you meant to croak Donnegan.

Me croak him? Why should I croak him?

Because you been trailing him two thousand miles. Because you aint got the nerve to meet him face to face and you got to sneak in and take a crack at him while hes lying asleep. Thats you, Lefty Joe!

He saw Lefty sway toward him; but, all stories aside, it is a very bold tramp that cares for argument of a serious nature with a brakie. And even Lefty Joe was deterred from violent action. In the darkness his upper lip twitched, but he carefully smoothed his voice.

You dont know nothing, pal, he declared.

Dont I?

Nothing, repeated Lefty.

He reached into his clothes and produced something which rustled in the rush of wind. He fumbled, and finally passed a scrap of the paper into the hand of the brakie.

My heavens, drawled the latter. Dyou think you can fix me with a buck for a job like this? You cant bribe me to stand around while you bump off Donnegan. Cant be done, Lefty!

One buck, did you say?

Lefty Joe expertly lighted a match in spite of the roaring wind, and by this wild light the brakie read the denomination of the bill with a gasp. He rolled up his face and was in time to catch the sneer on the face of Lefty before a gust snatched away the light of the match.

They had topped the highest point in Jericho Pass and now the long train dropped into the down grade with terrific speed. The wind became a hurricane. But to the brakie all this was no more than a calm night. His thoughts were raging in him, and if he looked back far enough he remembered the dollar which Donnegan had given him; and how he had promised Donnegan to give the warning before anything went wrong. He thought of this, but rustling against the palm of his right hand was the bill whose denomination he had read, and that figure ate into his memory, ate into his brain.

After all what was Donnegan to him? What was Donnegan but a worthless tramp? Without any answer to that last monosyllabic query, the brakie hunched forward, and began to work his way up the train.

The tramp watched him go with laughter. It was silent laughter. In the most quiet room it would not have sounded louder than a continual, light hissing noise. Then he, in turn, moved from his place, and worked his way along the train in the opposite direction to that in which the brakie had disappeared.

He went expertly, swinging from car to car with apelike clumsiness — and surety. Two cars back. It was not so easy to reach the sliding side door of that empty car. Considering the fact that it was night, that the train was bucking furiously over the old roadbed, Lefty had a not altogether simple task before him. But he managed it with the same apelike adroitness. He could climb with his feet as well as his hands. He would trust a ledge as well as he would trust the rung of a ladder.

Under his discreet manipulations from above the door loosened and it became possible to work it back. But even this the tramp did with considerable care. He took advantage of the lurching of the train, and every time the car jerked he forced the door to roll a little, so that it might seem for all the world as though the motion of the train alone were operating it.

For suppose that Donnegan wakened out of his sound sleep and observed the motion of the door; he would be suspicious if the door opened in a single continued motion; but if it worked in these degrees he would be hypersuspicious if he dreamed of danger. So the tramp gave five whole minutes to that work.

When it was done he waited for a time, another five minutes, perhaps, to see if the door would be moved back. And when it was not disturbed, but allowed to stand open, he knew that Donnegan still slept.

It was time then for action, and Lefty Joe prepared for the descent into the home of the enemy. Let it not be thought that he approached this moment with a fallen heart, and with a cringing, snaky feeling as a man might be expected to feel when he approached to murder a sleeping foeman. For that was not Leftys emotion at all. Rather he was overcome by a tremendous happiness. He could have sung with joy at the thought that he was about to rid himself of this pest.

True, the gang was broken up. But it might rise again. Donnegan had fallen upon it like a blight. But with Donnegan out of the way would not Suds come back to him instantly? And would not Kennebec Lou himself return in admiration of a man who had done what he, Kennebec, could not do? With those two as a nucleus, how greatly might he not build!

Justice must be done to Lefty Joe. He approached this murder as a statesman approaches the removal of a foe from the path of public prosperity. There was no more rancor in his attitude. It was rather the blissful largeness of the heart that comes to the politician when he unearths the scandal which will blight the race of his rival.

With the peaceful smile of a child, therefore, Lefty Joe lay stretched at full length along the top of the car and made his choice of weapons. On the whole, his usual preference, day or night, was for a revolver. Give him a gat and Lefty was at home in any company. But he had reasons for transferring his alliance on this occasion. In the first place, a box car which is reeling and pitching to and fro, from side to side, is not a very good shooting platform — even for a snapshot like Lefty Joe. Also, the pitch darkness in the car would be a further annoyance to good aim. And in the third and most decisive place, if he were to miss his first shot he would not be extremely apt to place his second bullet. For Donnegan had a reputation with his own revolver. Indeed, it was said that he rarely carried the weapon, because when he did he was always tempted too strongly to use it. So that the chances were large that Donnegan would not have the gun now. Yet if he did have it — if he, Lefty, did miss his first shot — then the story would be brief and bitter indeed.

On the other hand, a knife offered advantages almost too numerous to be listed. It gave one the deadly assurance which only comes with the knowledge of an edge of steel in ones hand. And when the knife reaches its mark it ends a battle at a stroke.

Of course these doubts and considerations pro and con went through the mind of the tramp in about the same space of time that it requires for a dog to waken, snap at a fly, and drowse again. Eventually, he took out his knife. It was a sheath knife which he wore from a noose of silk around his throat, and it always lay closest to his heart. The blade of the knife was of the finest Spanish steel, in the days when Spanish smiths knew how to draw out steel to a streak of light; the handle of the knife was from Milan. On the whole, it was a delicate and beautiful weapon — and it had the durable suppleness of — say — hatred itself.

Lefty Joe, like a pirate in a tale, took this weapon between his teeth; allowed his squat, heavy bulk to swing down and dangle at arms length for an instant, and then he swung himself a little and landed softly on the floor of the car.

Who has not heard snow drop from the branch upon other snow beneath? That was the way Lefty Joe dropped to the floor of the car. He remained as he had fallen; crouched, alert, with one hand spread out on the boards to balance him and give him a leverage and a start in case he should wish to spring in any direction.

Then he began to probe the darkness in every direction; with every glance he allowed his head to dart out a little. The movement was like a chicken pecking at imaginary grains of corn. But eventually he satisfied himself that his quarry lay in the forward end of the car; that he was prone; that he, Lefty, had accomplished nine-tenths of his purpose by entering the place of his enemy unobserved.


CHAPTER 3
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BUT EVEN THOUGH this major step was accomplished successfully, Lefty Joe was not the man to abandon caution in the midst of an enterprise. The roar of the train would have covered sounds ten times as loud as those of his snaky approach, yet he glided forward with as much care as though he were stepping on old stairs in a silent house. He could see a vague shadow — Donnegan; but chiefly he worked by that peculiar sense of direction which some people possess in a dim light. The blind, of course, have that sense in a high degree of sensitiveness, but even those who are not blind may learn to trust the peculiar and inverted sense of direction.

With this to aid him, Lefty Joe went steadily, slowly across the first and most dangerous stage of his journey. That is, he got away from the square of the open door, where the faint starlight might vaguely serve to silhouette his body. After this, it was easier work.

Of course, when he alighted on the floor of the car, the knife had been transferred from his teeth to his left hand; and all during his progress forward the knife was being balanced delicately, as though he were not yet quite sure of the weight of the weapon. Just as a prize fighter keeps his deadly, poised hands in play, moving them as though he fears to lose his intimate touch with them.

This stalking had occupied a matter of split seconds. Now Lefty Joe rose slowly. He was leaning very far forward, and he warded against the roll of the car by spreading out his right hand close to the floor; his left hand he poised with the knife, and he began to gather his muscles for the leap. He had already taken the last preliminary movement — he had swung himself to the right side a little and, lightening his left foot, had thrown all his weight upon the right — in fact, his body was literally suspended in the instant of springing, catlike, when the shadow which was Donnegan came to life.

The shadow convulsed as shadows are apt to swirl in a green pool when a stone is dropped into it; and a bit of board two feet long and some eight inches wide cracked against the shins of Lefty Joe.

It was about the least dramatic weapon that could have been chosen under those circumstances, but certainly no other defense could have frustrated Leftys spring so completely. Instead of launching out in a compact mass whose point of contact was the reaching knife, Lefty crawled stupidly forward upon his knees, and had to throw out his knife hand to save his balance.

It is a singular thing to note how important balance is to men. Animals fight, as a rule, just as well on their backs as they do on their feet. They can lie on their sides and bite; they can swing their claws even while they are dropping through the air. But man needs poise and balance before he can act. What is speed in a fighter? It is not so much an affair of the muscles as it is the power of the brain to adapt itself instantly to each new move and put the body in a state of balance. In the prize ring speed does not mean the ability to strike one lightning blow, but rather that, having finished one drive, the fighter is in position to hit again, and then again, so that no matter where the impetus of his last lunge has placed him he is ready and poised to shoot all his weight behind his fist again and drive it accurately at a vulnerable spot. Individually the actions may be slow; but the series of efforts seem rapid. That is why a superior boxer seems to hypnotize his antagonist with movements which to the spectator seem perfectly easy, slow, and sure.

But if Lefty lacked much in agility, he had an animallike sense of balance. Sprawling, helpless, he saw the convulsed shadow that was Donnegan take form as a straight shooting body that plunged through the air above him. Lefty Joe dug his left elbow into the floor of the car and whirled back upon his shoulders, bunching his knees high over his stomach. Nine chances out of ten, if Donnegan had fallen flatwise upon this alert enemy, he would have received those knees in the pit of his own stomach and instantly been paralyzed. But in the jumping, rattling car even Donnegan was capable of making mistakes. His mistake in this instance saved his life, for springing too far, he came down not in reaching distance of Leftys throat, but with his chest on the knees of the older tramp.

As a result, Donnegan was promptly kicked head over heels and tumbled the length of the car. Lefty was on his feet and plunging after the tumbling form in the twinkling of an eye, literally speaking, and he was only kept from burying his knife in the flesh of his foe by a sway of the car that staggered him in the act of striking. Donnegan, the next instant, was beyond reach. He had struck the end of the car and rebounded like a ball of rubber at a tangent. He slid into the shadows, and Lefty, putting his own shoulders to the wall, felt for his revolver and knew that he was lost. He had failed in his first surprise attack, and without surprise to help him now he was gone. He weighed his revolver, decided that it would be madness to use it, for if he missed, Donnegan would instantly be guided by the flash to shoot him full of holes.

Something slipped by the open door — something that glimmered faintly; and Lefty Joe knew that it was the red head of Donnegan. Donnegan, soft-footed as a shadow among shadows. Donnegan on a blood trail. It lowered the heartbeat of Lefty Joe to a tremendous, slow pulse. In that moment he gave up hope and, resigning himself to die, determined to fight to the last gasp, as became one of his reputation and national celebrity on the road.

Yet Lefty Joe was no common man and no common fighter. No, let the shade of Rusty Dick, whom Lefty met and beat in his glorious prime — let this shade arise and speak for the prowess of Lefty Joe. In fact it was because he was such a good fighter himself that he recognized his helplessness in the hands of Donnegan.

The faint glimmer of color had passed the door. It was dissolved in deeper shadows at once, and soundlessly; Lefty knew that Donnegan was closer and closer.

Of one thing he felt more and more confident, that Donnegan did not have his revolver with him. Otherwise, he would have used it before. For what was darkness to this devil, Donnegan. He walked like a cat, and most likely he could see like a cat in the dark. Instinctively the older tramp braced himself with his right hand held at a guard before his breast and the knife poised in his left, just as a man would prepare to meet the attack of a panther. He even took to probing the darkness in a strange hope to catch the glimmer of the eyes of Donnegan as he moved to the attack. If there were a hairs breadth of light, then Donnegan himself must go down. A single blow would do it.

But the devil had instructed his favorite Donnegan how to fight. He did not come lunging through the shadows to meet the point of that knife. Instead, he had worked a snaky way along the floor and now he leaped in and up at Lefty, taking him under the arms.

A dozen hands, it seemed, laid hold on Lefty. He fought like a demon and tore himself away, but the multitude of hands pursued him. They were small hands. Where they closed they tore the clothes and bit into his very flesh. Once a hand had him by the throat, and when Lefty jerked himself away it was with a feeling that his flesh had been seared by five points of red-hot iron. All this time his knife was darting; once it ripped through cloth, but never once did it find the target. And half a second later Donnegan got his hold. The flash of the knife as Lefty raised it must have guided the other. He shot his right hand up behind the left shoulder of the other and imprisoned the wrist. Not only did it make the knife hand helpless, but by bearing down with his own weight Donnegan could put his enemy in most exquisite torture.

For an instant they whirled; then they went down, and Lefty was on top. Only for a moment. The impetus which had sent him to the floor was used by Donnegan to turn them over, and once fairly on top his left hand was instantly at the throat of Lefty.

Twice Lefty made enormous efforts, but then he was done. About his body the limbs of Donnegan were twisted, tightening with incredible force; just as hot iron bands sink resistlessly into place. The strangle-hold cut away life at its source. Once he strove to bury his teeth in the arm of Donnegan. Once, as the horror caught at him, he strove to shriek for help. All he succeeded in doing was in raising an awful, sobbing whisper. Then, looking death in the face, Lefty plunged into the great darkness.


CHAPTER 4
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WHEN HE WAKENED, he jumped at a stride into the full possession of his faculties. He had been placed near the open door, and the rush of night air had done its work in reviving him. But Lefty, drawn back to life, felt only a vague wonder that his life had not been taken. Perhaps he was being reserved by the victor for an Indian death of torment. He felt cautiously and found that not only were his hands free, but his revolver had not been taken from him. A familiar weight was on his chest — the very knife had been returned to its sheath.

Had Donnegan returned these things to show how perfectly he despised his enemy?

Hes gone! groaned the tramp, sitting up quickly.

Hes here, said a voice that cut easily through the roar of the train. Waiting for you, Lefty.

The tramp was staggered again. But then, who had ever been able to fathom the ways of Donnegan?

Donnegan! he cried with a sudden recklessness.

Yes?

Youre a fool!

Yes?

For not finishing the job.

Donnegan began to laugh. In the uproar of the train it was impossible really to hear the sound, but Lefty caught the pulse of it. He fingered his bruised throat; swallowing was a painful effort. And an indescribable feeling came over him as he realized that he sat armed to the teeth within a yard of the man he wanted to kill, and yet he was as effectively rendered helpless as though iron shackles had been locked on his wrists and legs. The night light came through the doorway, and he could make out the slender outline of Donnegan and again he caught the faint luster of that red hair; and out of the shadowy form a singular power emanated and sapped his strength at the root.

Yet he went on viciously: Sooner or later, Donnegan, Ill get you!

The red head of Donnegan moved, and Lefty Joe knew that the younger man was laughing again.

Why are you after me? he asked at length.

It was another blow in the face of Lefty. He sat for a time blinking with owlish stupidity.

Why? he echoed. And he spoke his astonishment from the heart.

Why am I after you? he said again. Why, confound you, aint you Donnegan?

Yes.

Dont the whole road know that Im after you and you after me?

The whole road is crazy. Im not after you.

Lefty choked.

Maybe I been dreaming. Maybe you didnt bust up the gang? Maybe you didnt clean up on Suds and Kennebec?

Suds? Kennebec? I sort of remember meeting them.

You sort of — the devil! Lefty Joe sputtered the words. And after you cleaned up my crowd, aint it natural and good sense for you to go on and try to clean up on me?

Sounds like it.

But I figured to beat you to it. I cut in on your trail, Donnegan, and before I leave it youll know a lot more about me.

Youre warning me ahead of time?

Youve played this game square with me; Ill play square with you. Next time therell be no slips, Donnegan. I dunno why you should of picked on me, though. Just the natural devil in you.

I havent picked on you, said Donnegan.

What?

Ill give you my word.

A tingle ran through the blood of Lefty Joe. Somewhere he had heard, in rumor, that the word of Donnegan was as good as gold. He recalled that rumor now and something of dignity in the manner with which Donnegan made his announcement carried a heavy weight. As a rule, the tramps vowed with many oaths; here was one of the knights of the road who made his bare word sufficient. And Lefty Joe heard with great wonder.

All I ask, he said, is why you hounded my gang, if you wasnt after me?

I didnt hound them. I ran into Suds by accident. We had trouble. Then Levine. Then Kennebec Lou tried to take a fall out of me.

A note of whimsical protest crept into the voice of Donnegan.

Somehow theres always a fight wherever I go, he said. Fights just sort of grow up around me.

Lefty Joe snarled.

You didnt mean nothing by just happening to run into three of my boys one after another?

Not a thing.

Lefty rocked himself back and forth in an ecstasy of impatience.

Why dont you stay put? he complained. Why dont you stake out your own ground and stay put in it? You cut in on every guys territory. There aint any privacy any more since you hit the road. What you got? A roving commission?

Donnegan waited for a moment before he answered. And when he spoke his voice had altered. Indeed, he had remarkable ability to pitch his voice into the roar of the freight train, and above or beneath it, and give it a quality such as he pleased.

Im following a trail, but not yours, he admitted at length. Im following a trail. Ive been at it these two years and nothing has come of it.

Who you after?

A man with red hair.

That tells me a lot.

Donnegan refused to explain.

What you got against him — the color of his hair?

And Lefty roared contentedly at his own stale jest.

Its no good, replied Donnegan. Ill never get on the trail.

Lefty broke in: You mean to say youve been working two solid years and all on a trail that you aint even found?

The silence answered him in the affirmative.

Aint nobody been able to tip you off to him? went on Lefty, intensely interested.

Nobody. You see, hes a hard sort to describe. Red hair, thats all there was about him for a clue. But if any one ever saw him stripped theyd remember him by a big blotchy birthmark on his left shoulder.

Eh? grunted Lefty Joe.

He added: What was his name?

Dont know. He changed monikers when he took to the road.

What was he to you?

A man Im going to find.

No matter where the trail takes you?

No matter where.

At this Lefty was seized with unaccountable laughter. He literally strained his lungs with that Homeric outburst. When he wiped the tears from his eyes, at length, the shadow on the opposite side of the doorway had disappeared. He found his companion leaning over him, and this time he could catch the dull glint of starlight on both hair and eyes.

What dyou know? asked Donnegan.

How do you stand toward this bird with the birthmark and the red hair? queried Lefty with caution.

What dyou know? insisted Donnegan.

All at once passion shook him; he fastened his grip in the shoulder of the larger man, and his fingertips worked toward the bone.

What do you know? he repeated for the third time, and now there was no hint of laughter in the hard voice of Lefty.

You fool, if you follow that trail youll go to the devil. It was Rusty Dick; and hes dead!

His triumphant laughter came again, but Donnegan cut into it.

Rusty Dick was the one you — killed!

Sure. What of it? We fought fair and square.

Then Rusty wasnt the man I want. The man I want would of eaten two like you, Lefty.

What about the birthmark? It sure was on his shoulder; Donnegan.

Heavens! whispered Donnegan.

Whats the matter?

Rusty Dick, gasped Donnegan. Yes, it must have been he.

Sure it was. What did you have against him?

It was a matter of blood — between us, stammered Donnegan.

His voice rose in a peculiar manner, so that Lefty shrank involuntarily.

You killed Rusty?

Ask any of the boys. But between you and me, it was the booze that licked Rusty Dick. I just finished up the job and surprised everybody.

The train was out of the mountains and in a country of scattering hills, but here it struck a steep grade and settled down to a grind of slow labor; the rails hummed, and suspense filled the freight car.

Hey, cried Lefty suddenly. You fool, youll do a flop out the door in about a minute!

He even reached out to steady the toppling figure, but Donnegan pitched straight out into the night. Lefty craned his neck from the door, studying the roadbed, but at that moment the locomotive topped the little rise and the whole train lurched forward.

After all, murmured Lefty Joe, it sounds like Donnegan. Hated a guy so bad that he hadnt any use for livin when he heard the other guy was dead. But Im never goin to cross his path again, I hope.
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BUT DONNEGAN HAD leaped clear of the roadbed, and he struck almost to the knees in a drift of sand. Otherwise, he might well have broken his legs with that foolhardy chance. As it was, the fall whirled him over and over, and by the time he had picked himself up the lighted caboose of the train was rocking past him. Donnegan watched it grow small in the distance, and then, when it was only a red, uncertain star far down the track, he turned to the vast country around him.

The mountains were to his right, not far away, but caught up behind the shadows so that it seemed a great distance. Like all huge, half-seen things they seemed in motion toward him. For the rest, he was in bare, rolling country. The sky line everywhere was clean; there was hardly a sign of a tree. He knew, by a little reflection, that this must be cattle country, for the brakie had intimated as much in their talk just before dusk. Now it was early night, and a wind began to rise, blowing down the valley with a keen motion and a rapidly lessening temperature, so that Donnegan saw he must get to a shelter. He could, if necessary, endure any privation, but his tastes were for luxurious comfort. Accordingly he considered the landscape with gloomy disapproval. He was almost inclined to regret his plunge from the lumbering freight train. Two things had governed him in making that move. First, when he discovered that the long trail he followed was definitely fruitless, he was filled with a great desire to cut himself away from his past and make a new start. Secondly, when he learned that Rusty Dick had been killed by Joe, he wanted desperately to get the throttle of the latter under his thumb. If ever a man risked his life to avoid a sin, it was Donnegan jumping from the train to keep from murder.

He stooped to sight along the ground, for this is the best way at night and often horizon lights are revealed in this manner. But now Donnegan saw nothing to serve as a guide. He therefore drew in his belt until it fitted snug about his gaunt waist, settled his cap firmly, and headed straight into the wind.

Nothing could have shown his character more distinctly.

When in doubt, head into the wind.

With a jaunty, swinging step he sauntered along, and this time, at least, his tactics found an early reward. Topping the first large rise of ground, he saw in the hollow beneath him the outline of a large building. And as he approached it, the wind clearing a high blowing mist from the stars, he saw a jumble of outlying houses. Sheds, barns, corrals — it was the nucleus of a big ranch. It is a maxim that, if you wish to know a man look at his library and if you wish to know a rancher, look at his barn. Donnegan made a small detour to the left and headed for the largest of the barns.

He entered it by the big, sliding door, which stood open; he looked up, and saw the stars shining through a gap in the roof. And then he stood quietly for a time, listening to the voices of the wind in the ruin. Oddly enough, it was pleasant to Donnegan. His own troubles and sorrow had poured upon him so thickly in the past hour or so that it was soothing to find evidence of the distress of others. But perhaps this meant that the entire establishment was deserted.

He left the barn and went toward the house. Not until he was close under its wall did he come to appreciate its size. It was one of those great, rambling, two-storied structures which the cattle kings of the past generation were fond of building. Standing close to it, he heard none of the intimate sounds of the storm blowing through cracks and broken walls; no matter into what disrepair the barns had fallen, the house was still solid; only about the edges of the building the storm kept murmuring.

Yet there was not a light, neither above nor below. He came to the front of the house. Still no sign of life. He stood at the door and knocked loudly upon it, and though, when he tried the knob, he found that the door was latched, yet no one came in response. He knocked again, and putting his ear close he heard the echoes walk through the interior of the building.

After this, the wind rose in sudden strength and deafened him with rattlings; above him, a shutter was swung open and then crashed to, so that the opening of the door was a shock of surprise to Donnegan. A dim light from a source which he could not direct suffused the interior of the hall; the door itself was worked open a matter of inches and Donnegan was aware of two keen old eyes glittering out at him. Beyond this he could distinguish nothing.

Who are you? asked a womans voice. And what do you want?

Im a stranger, and I want something to eat and a place to sleep. This house looks as if it might have spare rooms.

Where dyou come from?

Yonder, said Donnegan, with a sufficiently noncommittal gesture.

Whats your name?

Donnegan.

I dont know you. Be off with you, Mr. Donnegan!

He inserted his foot in the closing crack of the door.

Tell me where Im to go? he persisted.

At this her voice rose in pitch, with squeaky rage.

Ill raise the house on you!

Raise em. Call down the man of the house. I can talk to him better than I can to you; but I wont walk off like this. If you can feed me, Ill pay you for what I eat.

A shrill cackling — he could not make out the words. And since patience was not the first of Donnegans virtues, he seized on the knob of the door and deliberately pressed it wide. Standing in the hall, now, and closing the door slowly behind him, he saw a woman with old, keen eyes shrinking away toward the staircase. She was evidently in great fear, but there was something infinitely malicious in the manner in which she kept working her lips soundlessly. She was shrinking, and half turned away, yet there was a suggestion that in an instant she might whirl and fly at his face. The door now clicked, and with the windstorm shut away Donnegan had a queer feeling of being trapped.

Now call the man of the house, he repeated. See if I cant come to terms with him.

Hed make short work of you if he came, she replied. She broke into a shrill laughter, and Donnegan thought he had never seen a face so ugly. If he came, she said, youd rue the day.

Well, Ill talk to you, then. Im not asking charity. I want to pay for what I get.

This aint a hotel. You go on down the road. Inside eight miles youll come to the town.

Eight miles!

Thats nothing for a man to ride.

Not at all, if I had something to ride.

You aint got a horse?

No.

Then how do you come here?

I walked.

If this sharpened her suspicions, it sharpened her fear also. She put one foot on the lowest step of the stairs.

Be off with you, Mr. Donnegally, or whatever your outlandish name is. Youll get nothing here. What brings you—

A door closed and a footstep sounded lightly on the floor above. And Donnegan, already alert in the strange atmosphere of this house, gave back a pace so as to get an honest wall behind him. He noted that the step was quick and small, and preparing himself to meet a wisp of manhood — which, for that matter, was the type he was most inclined to fear — Donnegan kept a corner glance upon the old woman at the foot of the stairs and steadily surveyed the shadows at the head of the rise.

Out of that darkness a foot slipped; not even a boys foot — a very childs. The shock of it made Donnegan relax his caution for an instant, and in that instant she came into the reach of the light. It was a wretched light at best, for it came from a lamp with smoky chimney which the old hag carried, and at the raising and lowering of her hand the flame jumped and died in the throat of the chimney and set the hall awash with shadows. Falling away to a point of yellow, the lamp allowed the hall to assume a certain indefinite dignity of height and breadth and calm proportions; but when the flame rose Donnegan could see the broken balusters of the balustrade, the carpet, faded past any design and worn to rattiness, wall paper which had rotted or dried away and hung in crisp tatters here and there, and on the ceiling an irregular patch from which the plaster had fallen and exposed the lathwork. But at the coming of the girl the old woman had turned, and as she did the flame tossed up in the lamp and Donnegan could see the newcomer distinctly.

Once before his heart had risen as it rose now. It had been the fag end of a long party, and Donnegan, rousing from a drunken sleep, staggered to the window. Leaning there to get the freshness of the night air against his hot face, he had looked up, and saw the white face of the moon going up the sky; and a sudden sense of the blackness and loathing against the city had come upon Donnegan, and the murky color of his own life; and when he turned away from the window he was sober. And so it was that he now stared up at the girl. At her breast she held a cloak together with one hand and the other hand touched the railing of the stairs. He saw one foot suspended for the next step, as though the sight of him kept her back in fear. To the miserable soul of Donnegan she seemed all that was lovely, young, and pure; and her hair, old gold in the shadow and pale gold where the lamp struck it, was to Donnegan like a miraculous light about her face.

Indeed, that little pause was a great and awful moment. For considering that Donnegan, who had gone through his whole life with his eyes ready either to mock or hate, and who had rarely used his hand except to make a fist of it; Donnegan who had never, so far as is known, had a companion; who had asked the world for action, not kindness; this Donnegan now stood straight with his back against the wall, and poured out the story of his wayward life to a mere slip of a girl.


CHAPTER 6

[image: img107.jpg]

EVEN THE OLD woman, whose eyes were sharpened by her habit of looking constantly for the weaknesses and vices of men, could not guess what was going on behind the thin, rather ugly face of Donnegan; the girl, perhaps, may have seen more. For she caught the glitter of his active eyes even at that distance. The hag began to explain with vicious gestures that set the light flaring up and down.

He aint come from nowhere, Lou, she said. He aint going nowhere; he wants to stay here for the night.

The foot which had been suspended to take the next step was now withdrawn. Donnegan, remembered at last, whipped off his cap, and at once the light flared and burned upon his hair. It was a wonderful red; it shone, and it had a terrible blood tinge so that his face seemed pale beneath it. There were three things that made up the peculiar dominance of Donnegans countenance. The three things were the hair, the uneasy, bright eyes, and the rather thin, compressed lips. When Donnegan slept he seemed about to waken from a vigorous dream; when he sat down he seemed about to leap to his feet; and when he was standing he gave that impression of a poise which is ready for anything. It was no wonder that the girl, seeing that face and that alert, aggressive body, shrank a little on the stairs. Donnegan, that instant, knew that these two women were really alone in the house as far as fighting men were concerned.

And the fact disturbed him more than a leveled gun would have done. He went to the foot of the stairs, even past the old woman, and, raising his head, he spoke to the girl.

My names Donnegan. I came over from the railroad — walked. I dont want to walk that other eight miles unless theres a real need for it. I— Why did he pause? Ill pay for anything I get here.

His voice was not too certain; behind his teeth there was knocking a desire to cry out to her the truth. I am Donnegan. Donnegan the tramp. Donnegan the shiftless. Donnegan the fighter. Donnegan the killer. Donnegan the penniless, worthless. But for heavens sake let me stay until morning and let me look at you — from a distance!

But, after all, perhaps he did not need to say all these things. His clothes were rags, upon his face there was a stubble of unshaven red, which made the pallor about his eyes more pronounced. If the girl had been half blind she must have felt that here was a man of fire. He saw her gather the wrap a little closer about her shoulders, and that sign of fear made him sick at heart.

Mr. Donnegan, said the girl. I am sorry. We cannot take you into the house. Eight miles—

Did she expect to turn a sinner from the gates of heaven with a mere phrase? He cast out his hand, and she winced as though he had shaken his fist at her.

Are you afraid? cried Donnegan.

I dont control the house.

He paused, not that her reply had baffled him, but the mere pleasure of hearing her speak accounted for it. It was one of those low, light voices which are apt to have very little range or volume, and which break and tremble absurdly under any stress of emotion; and often they become shrill in a higher register; but inside conversational limits, if such a term may be used, there is no fiber so delightful, so purely musical. Suppose the word velvet applied to a sound. That voice came soothingly and delightfully upon the ear of Donnegan, from which the roar and rattle of the empty freight train had not quite departed. He smiled at her.

But, he protested, this is west of the Rockies — and I dont see any other way out.

The girl, all this time, was studying him intently, a little sadly, he thought. Now she shook her head, but there was more warmth in her voice.

Im sorry. I cant ask you to stay without first consulting my father.

Go ahead. Ask him.

She raised her hand a little; the thought seemed to bring her to the verge of trembling, as though he were asking a sacrilege.

Why not? he urged.

She did not answer, but, instead, her eyes sought the old, woman, as if to gain her interposition; she burst instantly into speech.

Which theres no good talking any more, declared the ancient vixen. Are you wanting to make trouble for her with the colonel? Be off, young man. It aint the first time Ive told you youd get nowhere in this house!

There was no possible answer left to Donnegan, and he did as usual the surprising thing. He broke into laughter of such clear and ringing tone — such infectious laughter — that the old woman blinked in the midst of her wrath as though she were seeing a new man, and he saw the lips of the girl parted in wonder.

My father is an invalid, said the girl. And he lives by strict rules. I could not break in on him at this time of the evening.

If thats all — Donnegan actually began to mount the steps— Ill go in and talk to your father myself.

She had retired one pace as he began advancing, but as the import of what he said became clear to her she was rooted to one position by astonishment.

Colonel Macon — my father— she began. Then: Do you really wish to see him?

The hushed voice made Donnegan smile — it was such a voice as one boy uses when he asks the other if he really dares enter the pasture of the red bull. He chuckled again, and this time she smiled, and her eyes were widened, partly by fear of his purpose and partly from his nearness. They seemed to be suddenly closer together. As though they were on one side against a common enemy, and that enemy was her father. The old woman was cackling sharply from the bottom of the stairs, and then bobbing in pursuit and calling on Donnegan to come back. At length the girl raised her hand and silenced her with a gesture.

Donnegan was now hardly a pace away; and he saw that she lived up to all the promise of that first glance. Yet still she seemed unreal. There is a quality of the unearthly about a girls beauty; it is, after all, only a gay moment between the formlessness of childhood and the hardness of middle age. This girl was pale, Donnegan saw, and yet she had color. She had the luster, say, of a white rose, and the same bloom. Lou, the old woman had called her, and Macon was her fathers name. Lou Macon — the name fitted her, Donnegan thought. For that matter, if her name had been Sally Smith, Donnegan would probably have thought it beautiful. The keener a mans mind is and the more he knows about men and women and the ways of the world, the more apt he is to be intoxicated by a touch of grace and thoughtfulness; and all these age- long seconds the perfume of girlhood had been striking up to Donnegans brain.

She brushed her timidity away and with the same gesture accepted Donnegan as something more than a dangerous vagrant. She took the lamp from the hands of the crone and sent her about her business, disregarding the mutterings and the warnings which trailed behind the departing form. Now she faced Donnegan, screening the light from her eyes with a cupped hand and by the same device focusing it upon the face of Donnegan. He mutely noted the small maneuver and gave her credit; but for the pleasure of seeing the white of her fingers and the way they tapered to a pink transparency at the tips, he forgot the poor figure he must make with his soiled, ragged shirt, his unshaven face, his gaunt cheeks.

Indeed, he looked so straight at her that in spite of her advantage with the light she had to avoid his glance.

I am sorry, said Lou Macon, and ashamed because we cant take you in. The only house on the range where you wouldnt be welcome, I know. But my father leads a very close life; he has set ways. The ways of an invalid, Mr. Donnegan.

And youre bothered about speaking to him of me?

Im almost afraid of letting you go in yourself.

Let me take the risk.

She considered him again for a moment, and then turned with a nod and he followed her up the stairs into the upper hall. The moment they stepped into it he heard her clothes flutter and a small gale poured on them. It was criminal to allow such a building to fall into this ruinous condition. And a gloomy picture rose in Donnegans mind of the invalid, thin-faced, sallow-eyed, white- haired, lying in his bed listening to the storm and silently gathering bitterness out of the pain of living. Lou Macon paused again in the hall, close to a door on the right.

Im going to send you in to speak to my father, she said gravely. First I have to tell you that hes different.

Donnegan replied by looking straight at her, and this time she did not wince from the glance. Indeed, she seemed to be probing him, searching with a peculiar hope. What could she expect to find in him? What that was useful to her? Not once in all his life had such a sense of impotence descended upon Donnegan. Her father? Bah! Invalid or no invalid he would handle that fellow, and if the old man had an acrid temper, Donnegan at will could file his own speech to a point. But the girl! In the meager hand which held the lamp there was a power which all the muscles of Donnegan could not compass; and in his weakness he looked wistfully at her.

I hope your talk will be pleasant. I hope so. She laid her hand on the knob of the door and withdrew it hastily; then, summoning great resolution, she opened the door and showed Donnegan in.

Father, she said, this is Mr. Donnegan. He wishes to speak to you.

The door closed behind Donnegan, and hearing that whishing sound which the door of a heavy safe will make, he looked down at this, and saw that it was actually inches thick! Once more the sense of being in a trap descended upon him.


CHAPTER 7
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HE FOUND HIMSELF in a large room which, before he could examine a single feature of it, was effectively curtained from his sight. Straight into his face shot a current of violent white light that made him blink. There was the natural recoil, but in Donnegan recoils were generally protected by several strata of willpower and seldom showed in any physical action. On the present occasion his first dismay was swiftly overwhelmed by a cold anger at the insulting trick. This was not the trick of a helpless invalid; Donnegan could not see a single thing before him, but he obeyed a very deep instinct and advanced straight into the current of light.

He was glad to see the light switched away. The comparative darkness washed across his eyes in a pleasant wave and he was now able to distinguish a few things in the room. It was, as he had first surmised, quite large. The ceiling was high; the proportions comfortably spacious; but what astounded Donnegan was the real elegance of the furnishings. There was no mistaking the deep, silken texture of the rug upon which he stepped; the glow of light barely reached the wall, and there showed faintly in streaks along yellowish hangings. Beside a table which supported a big reading lamp — gasoline, no doubt, from the intensity of its light — sat Colonel Macon with a large volume spread across his knees. Donnegan saw two highlights — fine silver hair that covered the head of the invalid and a pair of white hands fallen idly upon the surface of the big book, for if the silver hair suggested age the smoothly finished hands suggested perennial youth. They were strong, carefully tended, complacent hands. They suggested to Donnegan a man sufficient unto himself.

Mr. Donnegan, I am sorry that I cannot rise to receive you. Now, what pleasant accident has brought me the favor of this call?

Donnegan was taken aback again, and this time more strongly than by the flare of light against his eyes. For in the voice he recognized the quality of the girl — the same softness, the same velvety richness, though the pitch was a bass. In the voice of this man there was the same suggestion that the tone would crack if it were forced either up or down. With this great difference, one could hardly conceive of a situation which would push that mans voice beyond its monotone. It flowed with deadly, all-embracing softness. It clung about one; it fascinated and baffled the mind of the listener.

But Donnegan was not in the habit of being baffled by voices. Neither was he a lover of formality. He looked about for a place to sit down, and immediately discovered that while the invalid sat in an enormous easy-chair bordered by shelves and supplied with wheels for raising and lowering the back and for propelling the chair about the room on its rubber tires, it was the only chair in the room which could make any pretensions toward comfort. As a matter of fact, aside from this one immense chair, devoted to the pleasure of the invalid, there was nothing in the room for his visitors to sit upon except two or three miserable backless stools.

But Donnegan was not long taken aback. He tucked his cap under his arm, bowed profoundly in honor of the colonels compliments, and brought one of the stools to a place where it was no nearer the rather ominous circle of the lamplight than was the invalid himself. With his eyes accustomed to the new light, Donnegan could now take better stock of his host. He saw a rather handsome face, with eyes exceedingly blue, young, and active; but the features of Macon as well as his body were blurred and obscured by a great fatness. He was truly a prodigious man, and one could understand the stoutness with which the invalid chair was made. His great wrist dimpled like the wrist of a healthy baby, and his face was so enlarged with superfluous flesh that the lower part of it quite dwarfed the upper. He seemed, at first glance, a man with a low forehead and bright, careless eyes and a body made immobile by flesh and sickness. A man whose spirits despised and defied pain. Yet a second glance showed that the forehead was, after all, a nobly proportioned one, and for all the bulk of that figure, for all the cripple-chair, Donnegan would not have been surprised to see the bulk spring lightly out of the chair to meet him.

For his own part, sitting back on the stool with his cap tucked under his arm and his hands folded about one knee, he met the faint, cold smile of the colonel with a broad grin of his own.

I can put it in a nutshell, said Donnegan. I was tired; dead beat; needed a handout, and rapped at your door. Along comes a mystery in the shape of an ugly-looking woman and opens the door to me. Tries to shut me out; I decided to come in. She insists on keeping me outside; all at once I see that I have to get into the house. I am brought in; your daughter tries to steer me off, sees that the job is more than she can get away with, and shelves me off upon you. And that, Colonel Macon, is the pleasant accident which brings you the favor of this call.

It would have been a speech both stupid and pert in the mouth of another; but Donnegan knew how to flavor words with a touch of mockery of himself as well as another. There were two manners in which this speech could have been received — with a wink or with a smile. But it would have been impossible to hear it and grow frigid. As for the colonel, he smiled.

It was a tricky smile, however, as Donnegan felt. It spread easily upon that vast face and again went out and left all to the dominion of the cold, bright eyes.

A case of curiosity, commented the colonel.

A case of hunger, said Donnegan.

My dear Mr. Donnegan, put it that way if you wish!

And a case of blankets needed for one night.

Really? Have you ventured into such a country as this without any equipment?

Outside of my purse, my equipment is of the invisible kind.

Wits, suggested the colonel.

Thank you.

Not at all. You hinted at it yourself.

However, a hint is harder to take than to make.

The colonel raised his faultless right hand — and oddly enough his great corpulence did not extend in the slightest degree to his hand, but stopped short at the wrists — and stroked his immense chin. His skin was like Lou Macons, except that in place of the white-flower bloom his was a parchment, dead pallor. He lowered his hand with the same slow precision and folded it with the other, all the time probing Donnegan with his difficult eyes.

Unfortunately — most unfortunately, it is impossible for me to accommodate you, Mr. Donnegan.

The reply was not flippant, but quick. Not at all. I am the easiest person in the world to accommodate.

The big man smiled sadly.

My fortune has fallen upon evil days, sir. It is no longer what it was. There are in this house three habitable rooms; this one; my daughters apartment; the kitchen where old Haggie sleeps. Otherwise you are in a rat trap of a place.

He shook his head, a slow, decisive motion.

A spare blanket, said Donnegan, will be enough.

There was another sigh and another shake of the head.

Even a corner of a rug to roll up in will do perfectly.

You see, it is impossible for me to entertain you.

Bare boards will do well enough for me, Colonel Macon. And if I have a piece of bread, a plate of cold beans — anything — I can entertain myself.

I am sorry to see you so compliant, Mr. Donnegan, because that makes my refusal seem the more unkind. But I cannot have you sleeping on the bare floor. Not on such a night. Pneumonia comes on one like a cat in the dark in such weather. It is really impossible to keep you here, sir.

Hm-m, said Donnegan. He began to feel that he was stumped, and it was a most unusual feeling for him.

Besides, for a young fellow like you, with your agility, what is eight miles? Walk down the road and you will come to a place where you will be made at home and fed like a king.

Eight miles, thats not much! But on such a night as this?

There was a faint glint in the eyes of the colonel; was he not sharpening his wits for his contest of words, and enjoying it?

The wind will be at your back and buoy your steps. It will shorten the eight miles to four.

Very definitely Donnegan felt that the other was reading him. What was it that he saw as he turned the pages?

There is one thing you fail to take into your accounting.

Ah?

I have an irresistible aversion to walking.

Ah? repeated Macon.

Or exercise in any form.

Then you are unfortunate to be in this country without a horse.

Unfortunate, perhaps, but the fact is that Im here. Very sorry to trouble you, though, colonel.

I am rarely troubled, said the colonel coldly. And since I have no means of accommodation, the laws of hospitality rest light on my shoulders.

Yet I have an odd thought, replied Donnegan.

Well? You have expressed a number already, it seems to me.

Its this: that youve already made up your mind to keep me here.


CHAPTER 8
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THE COLONEL STIFFENED in his chair, and under his bulk even those ponderous timbers quaked a little. Once more Donnegan gained an impression of chained activity ready to rise to any emergency. The colonels jaw set and the last vestige of the smile left his eyes. Yet it was not anger that showed in its place. Instead, it was rather a hungry searching. He looked keenly into the face and the soul of Donnegan as a searchlight sweeps over waters by night.

You are a mind reader, Mr. Donnegan.

No more of a mind reader than a Chinaman is.

Ah, they are great readers of mind, my friend.

Donnegan grinned, and at this the colonel frowned.

A great and mysterious people, sir. I keep evidences of them always about me. Look!

He swept the shaft of the reading light up and it fell upon a red vase against the yellow hangings. Even Donnegans inexperienced eye read a price into that shimmering vase.

Queer color, he said.

Dusty claret. Ah, they have the only names for their colors. Think! Peach bloom — liquid dawn — ripe cherry — oil green — green of powdered tea — blue of the sky after rain — what names for color! What other land possesses such a tongue that goes straight to the heart!

The colonel waved his faultless hands and then dropped them back upon the book with the tenderness of a benediction.

And their terms for texture — pears rind — lime peel — millet seed! Do not scoff at China, Mr. Donnegan. She is the fairy godmother, and we are the poor children.

He changed the direction of the light; Donnegan watched him, fascinated.

But what convinced you that I wished to keep you here?

To amuse you, Colonel Macon.

The colonel exposed gleaming white teeth and laughed in that soft, smooth- flowing voice.

Amuse me? For fifteen years I have sat in this room and amused myself by taking in what I would and shutting out the rest of the world. I have made the walls thick and padded them to keep out all sound. You observe that there is no evidence here of the storm that is going on tonight. Amuse me? Indeed!

And Donnegan thought of Lou Macon in her old, drab dress, huddling the poor cloak around her shoulders to keep out the cold, while her father lounged here in luxury. He could gladly have buried his lean fingers in that fat throat. From the first he had had an aversion to this man.

Very well, I shall go. It has been a pleasant chat, colonel.

Very pleasant. And thank you. But before you go, taste this whisky. It will help you when you enter the wind.

He opened a cabinet in the side of the chair and brought out a black bottle and a pair of glasses and put them on the broad arm of the chair. Donnegan sauntered back.

You see, he murmured, you will not let me go.

At this the colonel raised his head suddenly and glared into the eyes of his guest, and yet so perfect was his muscular and nerve control that he did not interrupt the thin stream of amber which trickled into one of the glasses. Looking down again, he finished pouring the drinks. They pledged each other with a motion, and drank. It was very old, very oily. And Donnegan smiled as he put down the empty glass.

Sit down, said the colonel in a new voice.

Donnegan obeyed.

Fate, went on the colonel, rules our lives. We give our honest endeavors, but the deciding touch is the hand of Fate.

He garnished this absurd truism with a wave of his hand so solemn that Donnegan was chilled; as though the fat man were actually conversant with the Three Sisters.

Fate has brought you to me; therefore, I intend to keep you.

Here?

In my service. I am about to place a great mission and a great trust in your hands.

In the hands of a man you know nothing about?

I know you as if I had raised you.

Donnegan smiled, and shaking his head, the red hair flashed and shimmered.

As long as there is no work attached to the mission, it may be agreeable to me.

But there is work.

Then the contract is broken before it is made.

You are rash. But I had rather begin with a dissent and then work upward.

Donnegan waited.

To balance against work—

Excuse me. Nothing balances against work for me.

To balance against work, continued the colonel, raising a white hand and by that gesture crushing the protest of Donnegan, there is a great reward.

Colonel Macon, I have never worked for money before and I shall not work for it now.

You trouble me with interruptions. Who mentioned money? You shall not have a penny!

No?

The reward shall grow out of the work.

And the work?

Is fighting.

At this Donnegan narrowed his eyes and searched the fat man thoroughly. It sounded like the talk of a charlatan, and yet there was a crispness to these sentences that made him suspect something underneath. For that matter, in certain districts his name and his career were known. He had never dreamed that that reputation could have come within a thousand miles of this part of the mountain desert.

You should have told me in the first place, he said with some anger, that you knew me.

Mr. Donnegan, upon my honor, I never heard your name before my daughter uttered it.

Donnegan waited soberly.

I despise charlatanry as much as the next man. You shall see the steps by which I judged you. When you entered the room I threw a strong light upon you. You did not blanch; you immediately walked straight into the shaft of light although you could not see a foot before you.

And that proved?

A combative instinct, and coolness; not the sort of brute vindictiveness that fights for a rage, for a cool-minded love of conflict. Is that clear?

Donnegan shrugged his shoulders.

And above all, I need a fighter. Then I watched your eyes and your hands. The first were direct and yet they were alert. And your hands were perfectly steady.

Qualifications for a fighter, eh?

Do you wish further proof?

Well?

What of the fight to the death which you went through this same night?

Donnegan started. It was a small movement, that flinching, and he covered it by continuing the upward gesture of his hand to his coat; he drew out tobacco and cigarette papers and commenced to roll his smoke. Looking up, he saw that the eyes of Colonel Macon were smiling, although his face was grave.

A glint of understanding passed between the two men, but not a spoken word.

I assure you, there was no death tonight, said Donnegan at length.

Tush! Of course not! But the tear on the shoulder of your coat — ah, that is too smooth edged for a tear, too long for the bite of a scissors. Am I right? Tush! Not a word!

The colonel beamed with an almost tender pride, and Donnegan, knowing that the fat man looked upon him as a murderer, newly come from a death, considered the beaming face and thought many things in silence.

So it was easy to see that in coolness, courage, fighting instinct, skill, you were probably what I want. Yet something more than all these qualifications is necessary for the task which lies ahead of you.

You pile up the bad features, eh?

To entice you, Donnegan. For one man, paint a rosy beginning, and once under way he will manage the hard parts. For you, show you the hard shell and you will trust it contains the choice flesh. I was saying, that I waited to see other qualities in you; qualities of the judgment. And suddenly you flashed upon me a single glance; I felt it clash against my willpower. I felt your look go past my guard like a rapier slipping around my blade. I, Colonel Macon, was for the first time outfaced, out-maneuvered. I admit it, for I rejoice in meeting such a man. And the next instant you told me that I should keep you here out of my own wish! Admirable!

The admiration of the colonel, indeed, almost overwhelmed Donnegan, but he saw that in spite of the genial smile, the face suffused with warmth, the colonel was watching him every instant, flinty-eyed. Donnegan did as he had done on the stairs; he burst into laughter.

When he had done, the colonel was leaning forward in his chair with his fingers interlacing, examining his guest from beneath somber brows. As he sat lurched forward he gave a terrible impression of that reserved energy which Donnegan had sensed before.

Donnegan, said the colonel, I shall talk no more nonsense to you. You are a terrible fellow!

And Donnegan knew that, for the first time in the colonels life, he was meeting another man upon equal ground.


CHAPTER 9
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IN A WAY, it was an awful tribute, for one great fact grew upon him: that the colonel represented almost perfectly the power of absolute evil. Donnegan was not a squeamish sort, but the fat, smiling face of Macon filled him with unutterable aversion. A dozen times he would have left the room, but a silken thread held him back, the thought of Lou.

I shall be terse and entirely frank, said the colonel, and at once Donnegan reared triple guard and balanced himself for attack or defense.

Between you and me, went on the fat man, deceptive words are folly. A waste of energy. He flushed a little. You are, I believe, the first man who has ever laughed at me. The click of his teeth as he snapped them on this sentence seemed to promise that he should also be the last.

So I tear away the veils which made me ridiculous, I grant you. Donnegan, we have met each other just in time.

True, said Donnegan, you have a task for me that promises a lot of fighting; and in return I get lodgings for the night.

Wrong, wrong! I offer you much more. I offer you a career of action in which you may forget the great sorrow which has fallen upon you: and in the battles which lie before you, you will find oblivion for the sad past which lies behind you.

Here Donnegan sprang to his feet with his hand caught at his breast; and he stood quivering, in an agony. Pain worked him as anger would do, and, his slender frame swelling, his muscles taut, he stood like a panther enduring the torture because knows it is folly to attempt to escape.

You are a human devil! Donnegan said at last, and sank back upon his stool. For a moment he was overcome, his head falling upon his breast, and even when he looked up his face was terribly pale, and his eyes dull. His expression, however, cleared swiftly, and aside from the perspiration which shone on his forehead it would have been impossible ten seconds later to discover that the blow of the colonel had fallen upon him.

All of this the colonel had observed and noted with grim satisfaction. Not once did he speak until he saw that all was well.

I am sorry, he said at length in a voice almost as delicate as the voice of Lou Macon. I am sorry, but you forced me to say more than I wished to say.

Donnegan brushed the apology aside.

His voice became low and hurried. Let us get on in the matter. I am eager to learn from you, colonel.

Very well. Since it seems that there is a place for both our interests in this matter, I shall run on in my tale and make it, as I promised you before, absolutely frank and curt. I shall not descend into small details. I shall give you a main sketch of the high points; for all men of mind are apt to be confused by the face of a thing, whereas the heart of it is perfectly clear to them.

He settled into his narrative.

You have heard of The Corner? No? Well, that is not strange; but a few weeks ago gold was found in the sands where the valleys of Young Muddy and Christobel Rivers join. The Corner is a long, wide triangle of sand, and the sand is filled with a gold deposit brought down from the headwaters of both rivers and precipitated here, where one current meets the other and reduces the resultant stream to sluggishness. The sands are rich — very rich!

He had become a trifle flushed as he talked, and now, perhaps to cover his emotion, he carefully selected a cigarette from the humidor beside him and lighted it without haste before he spoke another word.

Long ago I prospected over that valley; a few weeks ago it was brought to my attention again. I determined to stake some claims and work them. But I could not go myself. I had to send a trustworthy man. Whom should I select? There was only one possible. Jack Landis is my ward. A dozen years ago his parents died and they sent him to my care, for my fortune was then comfortable. I raised him with as much tenderness as I could have shown my own son; I lavished on him the affection and—

Here Donnegan coughed lightly; the fat man paused, and observing that this hypocrisy did not draw the veil over the bright eyes of his guest, he continued: In a word, I made him one of my family. And when the need for a man came I turned to him. He is young, strong, active, able to take care of himself.

At this Donnegan pricked his ears.

He went, accordingly, to The Corner and staked the claims and filed them as I directed. I was right. There was gold. Much gold. It panned out in nuggets.

He made an indescribable gesture, and through his strong fingers Donnegan had a vision of yellow gold pouring.

But there is seldom a discovery of importance claimed by one man alone. This was no exception. A villain named William Lester, known as a scoundrel over the length and breadth of the cattle country, claimed that he had made the discovery first. He even went so far as to claim that I had obtained my information from him and he tried to jump the claims staked by Jack Landis, whereupon Jack, very properly, shot Lester down. Not dead, unfortunately, but slightly wounded.

In the meantime the rush for The Corner started. In a week there was a village; in a fortnight there was a town; in a month The Corner had become the talk of the ranges. Jack Landis found in the claims a mint. He sent me back a mere souvenir.

The fat man produced from his vest pocket a little chunk of yellow and with a dexterous motion whipped it at Donnegan. It was done so suddenly, so unexpectedly that the wanderer was well-nigh taken by surprise. But his hand flashed up and caught the metal before it struck his face. He found in the palm of his hand a nugget weighing perhaps five ounces, and he flicked it back to the colonel.

He sent me the souvenir, but that was all. Since that time I have waited. Nothing has come. I sent for word, and I learned that Jack Landis had betrayed his trust, fallen in love with some undesirable woman of the mining camp, denied my claim to any of the gold to which I had sent him. Unpleasant news? Yes. Ungrateful boy? Yes. But my mind is hardened against adversity.

Yet this blow struck me close to the heart. Because Landis is engaged to marry my daughter, Lou. At first I could hardly believe in his disaffection. But the truth has at length been borne home to me. The scoundrel has abandoned both Lou and me!

Donnegan repeated slowly: Your daughter loves this ?

The colonel allowed his glance to narrow, and he could do this the more safely because at this moment Donnegans eyes were wandering into the distance. In that unguarded second Donnegan was defenseless and the colonel read something that set him beaming.

She loves him, of course, he said, and he is breaking her heart with his selfishness.

He is breaking her heart? echoed Donnegan.

The colonel raised his hand and stroked his enormous chin. Decidedly he believed that things were getting on very well.

This is the position, he declared. Jack Landis was threatened by the wretch Lester, and shot him down. But Lester was not single-handed. He belongs to a wild crew, led by a mysterious fellow of whom no one knows very much, a deadly fighter, it is said, and a keen organizer and handler of men. Red- haired, wild, smooth. A bundle of contradictions. They call him Lord Nick because he has the pride of a nobleman and the cunning of the devil. He has gathered a few chosen spirits and cool fighters — the Pedlar, Joe Rix, Harry Masters — all celebrated names in the cattle country.

They worship Lord Nick partly because he is a genius of crime and partly because he understands how to guide them so that they may rob and even kill with impunity. His peculiarity is his ability to keep within the bounds of the law. If he commits a robbery he always first establishes marvelous alibis and throws the blame toward someone else; if it is the case of a killing, it is always the other man who is the aggressor. He has been before a jury half a dozen times, but the devil knows the law and pleads his own case with a tongue that twists the hearts out of the stupid jurors. You see? No common man. And this is the leader of the group of which Lester is one of the most debased members. He had no sooner been shot than Lord Nick himself appeared. He had his followers with him. He saw Jack Landis, threatened him with death, and made Jack swear that he would hand over half of the profits of the mines to the gang — of which, I suppose, Lester gets his due proportion. At the same time, Lord Nick attempted to persuade Jack that I, his adopted father, you might say, was really in the wrong, and that I had stolen the claims from this wretched Lester!

He waved this disgusting accusation into a mist and laughed with hateful softness.

The result is this: Jack Landis draws a vast revenue from the mines. Half of it he turns over to Lord Nick, and Lord Nick in return gives him absolute freedom and backing in the camp, where he is, and probably will continue the dominant factor. As for the other half, Landis spends it on this woman with whom he has become infatuated. And not a penny comes through to me!

Colonel Macon leaned back in his chair and his eyes became fixed upon a great distance. He smiled, and the blood turned cold in the veins of Donnegan.

Of course this adventuress, this Nelly Lebrun, plays hand in glove with Lord Nick and his troupe; unquestionably she shares her spoils, so that nine- tenths of the revenue from the mines is really flowing back through the hands of Lord Nick and Jack Landis has become a silly figurehead. He struts about the streets of The Corner as a great mine owner, and with the power of Lord Nick behind him, not one of the people of the gambling houses and dance halls dares cross him. So that Jack has come to consider himself a great man. Is it clear?

Donnegan had not yet drawn his gaze entirely back from the distance.

This is the possible solution, went on the colonel. Jack Landis must be drawn away from the influence of this Nelly Lebrun. He must be brought back to us and shown his folly both as regards the adventuress and Lord Nick; for so long as Nelly has a hold on him, just so long Lord Nick will have his hand in Jacks pocket. You see how beautifully their plans and their work dovetail? How, therefore, am I to draw him from Nelly? There is only one way: send my daughter to the camp — send Lou to The Corner and let one glimpse of her beauty turn the shabby prettiness of this woman to a shadow! Lou is my last hope!

At this Donnegan wakened. His sneer was not a pleasant thing to see.

Send her to a new mining camp. Colonel Macon, you have the gambling spirit; you are willing to take great chances!

So! So! murmured the colonel, a little taken aback. But I should never send her except with an adequate protector.

An adequate protector even against these celebrated gunmen who run the camp as you have already admitted?

An adequate protector — you are the man!

Donnegan shivered.

I? I take your daughter to the camp and play her against Nelly Lebrun to win back Jack Landis? Is that the scheme?

It is.

Ah, murmured Donnegan. And he got up and began to walk the room, white- faced; the colonel watched him in a silent agony of anxiety.

She truly loves this Landis? asked Donnegan, swallowing.

A love that has grown out of their long intimacy together since they were children.

Bah! Calf love! Let the fellow go and she will forget him. Hearts are not broken in these days by disappointments in love affairs.

The colonel writhed in his chair.

But Lou — you do not know her heart! he suggested. If you looked closely at her you would have seen that she is pale. She does not suspect the truth, but I think she is wasting away because Jack hasnt written for weeks.

He saw Donnegan wince under the whip.

It is true, murmured the wanderer. She is not like others, heaven knows! He turned. And what if I fail to bring over Jack Landis with the sight of Lou?

The colonel relaxed; the great crisis was past and Donnegan would undertake the journey.

In that case, my dear lad, there is an expedient so simple that you astonish me by not perceiving it. If there is no way to wean Landis away from the woman, then get him alone and shoot him through the heart. In that way you remove from the life of Lou a man unworthy of her and you also make the mines come to the heir of Jack Landis — namely, myself. And in the latter case, Mr. Donnegan, be sure — oh, be sure that I should not forget who brought the mines into my hands!


CHAPTER 10
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FIFTY MILES OVER any sort of going is a stiff march. Fifty miles uphill and down and mostly over districts where there was only a rough cow path in lieu of a road made a prodigious days work; and certainly it was an almost incredible feat for one who professed to hate work with a consuming passion and who had looked upon an eight-mile jaunt the night before as an insuperable burden. Yet such was the distance which Donnegan had covered, and now he drove the pack mule out on the shoulder of the hill in full view of The Corner with the triangle of the Young Muddy and Christobel Rivers embracing the little town. Even the gaunt, leggy mule was tired to the dropping point, and the tough buckskin which trailed up behind went with downward head. When Louise Macon turned to him, he had reached the point where he swung his head around first and then grudgingly followed the movement with his body. The girl was tired, also, in spite of the fact that she had covered every inch of the distance in the saddle. There was that violet shade of weariness under her eyes and her shoulders slumped forward. Only Donnegan, the hater of labor, was fresh.

They had started in the first dusk of the coming day; it was now the yellow time of the slant afternoon sunlight; between these two points there had been a body of steady plodding. The girl had looked askance at that gaunt form of Donnegans when they began; but before three hours, seeing that the spring never left his step nor the swinging rhythm his stride, she began to wonder. This afternoon, nothing he did could have surprised her. From the moment he entered the house the night before he had been a mystery. Till her death day she would not forget the fire with which he had stared up at her from the foot of the stairs. But when he came out of her fathers room — not cowed and whipped as most men left it — he had looked at her with a veiled glance, and since that moment there had always been a mist of indifference over his eyes when he looked at her.

In the beginning of that days march all she knew was that her father trusted her to this stranger, Donnegan, to take her to The Corner, where he was to find Jack Landis and bring Jack back to his old allegiance and find what he was doing with his time and his money. It was a quite natural proceeding, for Jack was a wild sort, and he was probably gambling away all the gold that was dug in his mines. It was perfectly natural throughout, except that she should have been trusted so entirely to a stranger. That was a remarkable thing, but, then, her father was a remarkable man, and it was not the first time that his actions had been inscrutable, whether concerning her or the affairs of other people. She had heard men come into their house cursing Colonel Macon with death in their faces; she had seen them sneak out after a soft-voiced interview and never appear again. In her eyes, her father was invincible, all-powerful. When she thought of superlatives, she thought of him. Her conception of mystery was the smile of the colonel, and her conception of tenderness was bounded by the gentle voice of the same man. Therefore, it was entirely sufficient to her that the colonel had said: Go, and trust everything to Donnegan. He has the power to command you and you must obey — until Jack comes back to you.

That was odd, for, as far as she knew, Jack had never left her. But she had early discarded any will to question her father. Curiosity was a thing which the fat man hated above all else.

Therefore, it was really not strange to her that throughout the journey her guide did not speak half a dozen words to her. Once or twice when she attempted to open the conversation he had replied with crushing monosyllables, and there was an end. For the rest, he was always swinging down the trail ahead of her at a steady, unchanging, rapid stride. Uphill and down it never varied. And so they came out upon the shoulder of the hill and saw the storm center of The Corner. They were in the hills behind the town; two miles would bring them into it. And now Donnegan came back to her from the mule. He took off his hat and shook the dust away; he brushed a hand across his face. He was still unshaven. The red stubble made him hideous, and the dust and perspiration covered his face as with a mask. Only his eyes were rimmed with white skin.

Youd better get off the horse, here, said Donnegan.

He held her stirrup, and she obeyed without a word.

Sit down.

She sat down on the flat-topped boulder which he designated, and, looking up, observed the first sign of emotion in his face. He was frowning, and his face was drawn a little.

You are tired, he stated.

A little.

You are tired, said the wanderer in a tone that implied dislike of any denial. Therefore she made no answer. Im going down into the town to look things over. I dont want to parade you through the streets until I know where Landis is to be found and how hell receive you. The Corner is a wild town; you understand?

Yes, she said blankly, and noted nervously that the reply did not please him. He actually scowled at her.

Youll be all right here. Ill leave the pack mule with you; if anything should happen — but nothing is going to happen, Ill be back in an hour or so. Theres a pool of water. You can get a cold drink there and wash up if you want to while Im gone. But dont go to sleep!

Why not?

A place like this is sure to have a lot of stragglers hunting around it. Bad characters. You understand?

She could not understand why he should make a mystery of it; but then, he was almost as strange as her father. His careful English and his ragged clothes were typical of him inside and out.

You have a gun there in your holster. Can you use it?

Yes.

Try it.

It was a thirty-two, a womans light weapon. She took it out and balanced it in her hand.

The blue rock down the hillside. Let me see you chip it.

Her hand went up, and without pausing to sight along the barrel, she fired; fire flew from the rock, and there appeared a white, small scar. Donnegan sighed with relief.

If you squeezed the butt rather than pulled the trigger, he commented, you would have made a bulls-eye that time. Now, I dont mean that in any likelihood youll have to defend yourself. I simply want you to be aware that theres plenty of trouble around The Corner.

Yes, said the girl.

Youre not afraid?

Oh, no.

Donnegan settled his hat a little more firmly upon his head. He had been on the verge of attributing her gentleness to a blank, stupid mind; he began to realize that there was metal under the surface. He felt that some of the qualities of the father were echoed faintly, and at a distance, in the child. In a way, she made him think of an unawakened creature. When she was roused, if the time ever came, it might be that her eye could become a thing alternately of fire and ice, and her voice might carry with a ring.

This business has to be gotten through quickly, he went on. One meeting with Jack Landis will be enough.

She wondered why he set his jaw when he said this, but he was wondering how deeply the colonels ward had fallen into the clutches of Nelly Lebrun. If that first meeting did not bring Landis to his senses, what followed? One of two things. Either the girl must stay on in The Corner and try her hand with her fiance again, or else the final brutal suggestion of the colonel must be followed; he must kill Landis. It was a cold-blooded suggestion, but Donnegan was a cold-blooded man. As he looked at the girl, where she sat on the boulder, he knew definitely, first and last, that he loved her, and that he would never again love any other woman. Every instinct drew him toward the necessity of destroying Landis. There was his stumbling block. But what if she truly loved Landis?

He would have to wait in order to find that out. And as he stood there with the sun shining on the red stubble on his face he made a resolution the more profound because it was formed in silence: if she truly loved Landis he would serve her hand and foot until she had her will.

But all he said was simply: I shall be back before its dark.

I shall be comfortable here, replied the girl, and smiled farewell at him.

And while Donnegan went down the slope full of darkness he thought of that smile.

The Corner spread more clearly before him with every step he made. It was a type of the gold-rush town. Of course most of the dwellings were tents — dog tents many of them; but there was a surprising sprinkling of wooden shacks, some of them of considerable size. Beginning at the very edge of the town and spread over the sand flats were the mines and the black sprinkling of laborers. And the town itself was roughly jumbled around one street. Over to the left the main road into The Corner crossed the wide, shallow ford of the Young Muddy River and up this road he saw half a dozen wagons coming, wagons of all sizes; but nothing went out of The Corner. People who came stayed there, it seemed.

He dropped over the lower hills, and the voice of the gold town rose to him. It was a murmur like that of an army preparing for battle. Now and then a blast exploded, for what purpose he could not imagine in this school of mining. But as a rule the sounds were subdued by the distance. He caught the muttering of many voices, in which laughter and shouts were brought to the level of a whisper at close hand; and through all this there was a persistent clangor of metallic sounds. No doubt from the blacksmith shops where picks and other implements were made or sharpened and all sorts of repairing carried on. But the predominant tone of the voice of The Corner was this persistent ringing of metal. It suggested to Donnegan that here was a town filled with men of iron and all the gentler parts of their natures forgotten. An odd place to bring such a woman as Lou Macon, surely!

He reached the level, and entered the town.


CHAPTER 11
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HUNTING FOR NEWS, he went naturally to the news emporium which took the place of the daily paper — namely, he went to the saloons. But on the way he ran through a liberal cross-section of The Corners populace. First of all, the tents and the ruder shacks. He saw little sheet-iron stoves with the tin dishes piled, unwashed, upon the tops of them when the miners rushed back to their work; broken handles of picks and shovels; worn-out shirts and overalls lay where they had been tossed; here was a flat strip of canvas supported by four four-foot poles and without shelter at the sides, and the belongings of one careless miner tumbled beneath this miserable shelter; another man had striven for some semblance of a home and he had framed a five-foot walk leading up to the closed flap of his tent with stones of a regular size. But nowhere was there a sign of life, and would not be until semidarkness brought the unwilling workers back to the tents.

Out of this district he passed quickly onto the main street, and here there was a different atmosphere. The first thing he saw was a man dressed as a cowpuncher from belt to spurs — spurs on a miner — but above the waist he blossomed in a frock coat and a silk hat. Around the coat he had fastened his belt, and the shirt beneath the coat was common flannel, open at the throat. He walked, or rather staggered, on the arm of an equally strange companion who was arrayed in a white silk shirt, white flannel trousers, white dancing pumps, and a vast sombrero! But as if this was not sufficient protection for his head, he carried a parasol of the most brilliant green silk and twirled it above his head. The two held a wavering course and went blindly past Donnegan.

It was sufficiently clear that the storekeeper had followed the gold.

He noted a cowboy sitting in his saddle while he rolled a cigarette. Obviously he had come in to look things over rather than to share in the mining, and he made the one sane, critical note in the carnival of noise and color. Donnegan began to pass stores. There was the jewelers; the gents furnishing; a real estate office — what could real estate be doing on the Young Muddys desert? Here was the pawnshop, the windows of which were already packed. The blacksmith had a great establishment, and the roar of the anvils never died away; feed and grain and a dozen lunch-counter restaurants. All this had come to The Corner within six weeks.

Liquor seemed to be plentiful, too. In the entire length of the street he hardly saw a sober man, except the cowboy. Half a dozen in one group pitched silver dollars at a mark. But he was in the saloon district now, and dominant among the rest was the big, unpainted front of a building before which hung an enormous sign:

LEBRUNS JOY EMPORIUM

Donnegan turned in under the sign.

It was one big room. The bar stretched completely around two sides of it. The floor was dirt, but packed to the hardness of wood. The low roof was supported by a scattering of wooden pillars, and across the floor the gaming tables were spread. At that vast bar not ten men were drinking now; at the crowding tables there were not half a dozen players; yet behind the bar stood a dozen tenders ready to meet the evening rush from the mines. And at the tables waited an equal number of the professional gamblers of the house.

From the door Donnegan observed these things with one sweeping glance, and then proceeded to transform himself. One jerk at the visor of his cap brought it down over his eyes and covered his face with shadow; a single shrug bunched the ragged coat high around his shoulders, and the shoulders themselves he allowed to drop forward. With his hands in his pockets he glided slowly across the room toward the bar, for all the world a picture of the guttersnipe who had been kicked from pillar to post until self-respect is dead in him. And pausing in his advance, he leaned against one of the pillars and looked hungrily toward the bar.

He was immediately hailed from behind the bar with: Hey, you. No tramps in here. Pay and stay in Lebruns!

The command brought an immediate protest. A big fellow stepped from the bar, his sombrero pushed to the back of his head, his shirt sleeves rolled to the elbow away from vast hairy forearms. One of his long arms swept out and brought Donnegan to the bar.

I aint no prophet, declared the giant, but I can spot a man thats dry. Whatll you have, bud? And to the bartender he added: Leave him be, pardner, unless youre all set for considerable noise in here.

Long as his drinks are paid for, muttered the bartender, here he stays. But these floaters do make me tired!

He jabbed the bottle across the bar at Donnegan and spun a glass noisily at him, and the floater observed the angry bartender with a frightened side glance, and then poured his drink gingerly. When the glass was half full he hesitated and sought the face of the bartender again, for permission to go on.

Fill her up! commanded the giant. Fill her up, lad, and drink hearty.

I never yet, observed the bartender darkly, seen a beggar that wasnt a hog.

At this Donnegans protector shifted his belt so that the holster came a little more forward on his thigh.

Son, he said, how long you been in these parts?

Long enough, declared the other, and lowered his black brows. Long enough to be sick of it.

Maybe, maybe, returned the cowpuncher-miner, meantime you tie to this. We got queer ways out here. When a gent drinks with us hes our friend. This lad here is my pardner, just now. If I was him I would of knocked your head off before now for what youve said—

I dont want no trouble, Donnegan said whiningly.

At this the bartender chuckled, and the miner showed his teeth in his disgust.

Every gent has got his own way, he said sourly. But while you drink with Hal Stern you drink with your chin up, bud. And dont forget it. And them that tries to run over you got to run over me.

Saying this, he laid his large left hand on the bar and leaned a little toward the bartender, but his right hand remained hanging loosely at his side. It was near the holster, as Donnegan noticed. And the bartender, having met the boring glance of the big man for a moment, turned surlily away. The giant looked to Donnegan and observed: Know a good definition of the word, skunk?

Nope, said Donnegan, brightening now that the stern eye, of the bartender was turned away.

Heres one that might do. A skunk is a critter that bites when your back is turned and runs when you look it in the eye. Heres how!

He drained his own glass, and Donnegan dexterously followed the example.

And what might you be doing around these parts? asked the big man, veiling his contempt under a mild geniality.

Me? Oh, nothing.

Looking for a job, eh?

Donnegan shrugged.

Work aint my line, he confided.

Hm-m-m, said Hal Stern. Well, you dont make no bones about it.

But just now, continued Donnegan, I thought maybe Id pick up some sort of a job for a while. He looked ruefully at the palms of his hands which were as tender as the hands of a woman. Heard a fellow say that Jack Landis was a good sort to work for — didnt rush his men none. They said I might find him here.

The big man grunted.

Too early for him. He dont circulate around much till the sun goes down. Kind of hard on his skin, the sun, maybe. So youre going to work for him?

I was figuring on it.

Well, tie to this, bud. If you work for him you wont have him over you.

No?

No, youll have — he glanced a little uneasily around him— Lord Nick.

Whos he?

Whos he? The big man started in astonishment. Sufferin catamounts! Who is he? He laughed in a disagreeable manner. Well, son, youll find out, right enough!

The way you talk, he dont sound none too good.

Hal Stern grew anxious. The way I talk? Have I said anything agin him? Not a word! Hes — hes — well, there aint ever been trouble between us and there never aint going to be. He flushed and looked steadily at Donnegan. Maybe he sent you to talk to me? he asked coldly.

But Donnegans eyes took on a childish wideness.

Why, I never seen him, he declared. Hall Stern allowed the muscles of his face to relax. All right, he said, theys no harm done. But Lord Nick is a name that aint handled none too free in these here parts. Remember that!

But how, pondered Donnegan, can I be working for Lord Nick when I sign up to work under Jack Landis?

Ill tell you how. Nick and Lebrun work together. Split profits. And Nelly Lebrun works Landis for his dust. So the stuff goes in a circle — Landis to Nelly to Lebrun to Nick. That clear?

I dont quite see it, murmured Donnegan.

I didnt think you would, declared the other, and snorted his disgust. But thats all Im going to say. Here come the boys — and dead dry!

For the afternoon was verging upon evening, and the first drift of laborers from the mines was pouring into The Corner. One thing at least was clear to Donnegan: that everyone knew how infatuated Landis had become with Nelly Lebrun and that Landis had not built up an extraordinarily good name for himself.


CHAPTER 12
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BY THE TIME absolute darkness had set in, Donnegan, in the new role of ladys eron, sat before a dying fire with Louise Macon beside him. He had easily seen from his talk with Stern that Landis was a public figure, whether from the richness of his claims or his relations with Lord Nick and Lebrun, or because of all these things; but as a public figure it would be impossible to see him alone in his own tent, and unless Louise could meet him alone half her power over him — supposing that she still retained any — would be lost. Better by far that Landis should come to her than that she should come to him, so Donnegan had rented two tents by the day at an outrageous figure from the enterprising real estate company of The Corner and to this new home he brought the girl.

She accepted the arrangement with surprising equanimity. It seemed that her fathers training had eliminated from her mind any questioning of the motives of others. She became even cheerful as she set about arranging the pack which Donnegan put in her tent. Afterward she cooked their supper over the fire which he built for her. Never was there such a quick house-settling. And by the time it was absolutely dark they had washed the dishes and sat before Lous tent looking over the night lights of The Corner and hearing the voice of its Great White Way opening.

She had not even asked why he did not bring her straight to Jack Landis. She had looked into Donnegans tent, furnished with a single blanket and his canvas kit, and had offered to share her pack with him. And now they sat side by side before the tent and still she asked no questions about what was to come.

Her silence was to Donnegan the dropping of the water upon the hard rock. He was crumbling under it, and a wild hatred for the colonel rose in him. No doubt that spirit of evil had foreseen all this; and he knew that every moment spent with the girl would drive Donnegan on closer to the accomplishment of the colonels great purpose — the death of Jack Landis. For the colonel, as Jacks next of kin, would take over all his mining interests and free them at a stroke from the silent partnership which apparently existed with Lord Nick and Lester. One bullet would do all this: and with Jack dead, who else stood close to the girl? It was only necessary that she should not know who sped the bullet home.

A horrible fancy grew up in Donnegan, as he sat there, that between him and the girl lay a dead body.

He was glad when the time came and he could tell her that he was going down to The Corner to find Jack Landis and bring him to her. She rose to watch him go and he heard her say Come soon!

It shocked Donnegan into realization that for all her calm exterior she was perfectly aware of the danger of her position in the wild mining camp. She must know, also, that her reputation would be compromised; yet never once had she winced, and Donnegan was filled with wonder as he went down the hill toward the camp which was spread beneath him; for their tents were a little detached from the main body of the town. Behind her gentle eyes, he now felt, and under the softness of her voice, there was the same iron nerve that was in her father. Her hatred could be a deathless passion, and her love also; and the great question to be answered now was, did she truly love Jack Landis?

The Corner at night was like a scene at a circus. There was the same rush of people, the same irregular flush of lights, the same glimmer of lanterns through canvas, the same air of impermanence. Once, in one of those hushes which will fall upon every crowd, he heard a coyote wailing sharply and far away, as though the desert had sent out this voice to mock at The Corner and all it contained.

He had only to ask once to discover where Landis was: Milligans dance hall. Before Milligans place a bonfire burned from the beginning of dusk to the coming of day; and until the time when that fire was quenched with buckets of water, it was a sign to all that the merriment was under way in the dance hall. If Lebruns was the sun of the amusement world in The Corner, Milligans was the moon. Everybody who had money to lose went to Lebruns. Every one who was out for gayety went to Milligans. Milligan was a plunger. He had brought up an orchestra which demanded fifteen dollars a day and he paid them that and more. He not only was able to do this, but he established a bar at the entrance from which all who entered were served with a free drink. The entrance, also, was not subject to charge. The initial drink at the door was spiced to encourage thirst, so Milligan made money as fast, and far more easily, than if he had been digging it out of the ground.

To the door of this pleasure emporium came Donnegan. He had transformed himself into the ragged hobo by the jerking down of his cap again, and the hunching of his shoulders. And shrinking past the bar with a hungry sidewise glance, as one who did not dare present himself for free liquor, he entered Milligans.

That is, he had put his foot across the threshold when he was caught roughly by the shoulder and dragged to one side. He found himself looking up into the face of a strapping fellow who served Milligan as bouncer. Milligan had an eye for color. Andy Lewis was tolerably well known as a fighting man of parts, who not only wore two guns but could use them both at once, which is much more difficult than is generally understood. But far more than for his fighting parts Milligan hired his bouncer for the sake of his face. It was a countenance made to discourage trouble makers. A mule had kicked Lewis in the chin, and a great white welt deformed his lower lip. Scars of smallpox added to his decorative effect, and he had those extremely bushy brows which for some reason are generally considered to denote ferocity. Now, Donnegan was not above middle height at best, and in his present shrinking attitude he found himself looking up a full head into the formidable face of the bouncer.

And what are you doing in here? asked the genial Andy. Dont you know this joint is for white folks?

I aint colored, murmured Donnegan.

You took considerable yaller to me, declared Lewis. He straightway chuckled, and his own keen appreciation of his wit softened his expression. What you want?

Donnegan shivered under his rags.

I want to see Jack Landis, he said.

It had a wonderful effect upon the doorkeeper. Donnegan found that the very name of Landis was a charm of power in The Corner.

You want to see him? he queried in amazement. You?

He looked Donnegan over again, and then grinned broadly, as if in anticipation. Well, go ahead. There he sits — no, hes dancing.

The music was in full swing; it was chiefly brass; but now and then, in softer moments, one could hear a violin squeaking uncertainly. At least it went along with a marked, regular rhythm, and the dancers swirled industriously around the floor. A very gay crowd; color was apparently appreciated in The Corner. And Donnegan, standing modestly out of sight behind a pillar until the dance ended, noted twenty phases of life in twenty faces. And Donnegan saw the flushes of liquor, and heard the loud voices of happy fellows who had made their strikes; but in all that brilliant crew he had no trouble in picking out Jack Landis and Nelly Lebrun.

They danced together, and where they passed, the others steered a little off so as to give them room on the dance floor, as if the men feared that they might cross the formidable Landis, and as if the women feared to be brought into too close comparison with Nelly Lebrun. She was, indeed, a brilliant figure. She had eyes of the Creole duskiness, a delicate olive skin, with a pastel coloring. The hand on the shoulder of Landis was a thing of fairy beauty. And her eyes had that peculiar quality of seeming to see everything, and rest on every face particularly. So that, as she whirled toward Donnegan, he winced, feeling that she had found him out among the shadows.

She had a glorious partner to set her off. And Donnegan saw bitterly why Lou Macon could love him. Height without clumsiness, bulk and a light foot at once, a fine head, well poised, blond hair and a Grecian profile — such was Jack Landis. He wore a vest of fawn skin; his boots were black in the foot and finished with the softest red leather for the leg. And he had yellow buckskin trousers, laced in a Mexican fashion with silver at the sides; a narrow belt, a long, red silk handkerchief flying from behind his neck in cowboy fashion. So much flashing splendor, even in that gay assembly, would have been childishly conspicuous on another man. But in big Jack Landis there was patently a great deal of the unaffected child. He was having a glorious time on this evening, and his eye roved the room challenging admiration in a manner that was amusing rather than offensive. He was so overflowingly proud of having the prettiest girl in The Corner upon his arm and so conscious of being himself probably the finest-looking man that he escaped conceit, it might almost be said, by his very excess of it.

Upon this splendid individual, then, the obscure Donnegan bent his gaze. He saw the dancers pause and scatter as the music ended, saw them drift to the tables along the edges of the room, saw the scurry of waiters hurrying drinks up in the interval, saw Nelly Lebrun sip a lemonade, saw Jack Landis toss off something stronger. And then Donnegan skirted around the room and came to the table of Jack Landis at the very moment when the latter was tossing a gold piece to the waiter and giving a new order.

Prodigal sons in the distance of thought are apt to be both silly: and disgusting, but at close hand they usually dazzle the eye. Even the cold brain of Donnegan was daunted a little as he drew near.

He came behind the chair of the tall master of The Corner, and while Nelly Lebrun stopped her glass halfway to her lips and stared at the ragged stranger, Donnegan was whispering in the ear of Jack Landis: Ive got to see you alone.

Landis turned his head slowly and his eye darkened a little as he met the reddish, unshaven face of the stranger. Then, with a careless shrug of distaste, he drew out a few coins and poured them into Donnegans palm; the latter pocketed them.

Lou Macon, said Donnegan.

Jack Landis rose from his chair, and it was not until he stood so close to Donnegan that the latter realized the truly Herculean proportions of the young fellow. He bowed his excuses to Nelly Lebrun, not without grace of manner, and then huddled Donnegan into a corner with a wave of his vast arm.

Now what do you want? Who are you? Who put that name in your mouth?

Shes in The Corner, said Donnegan, and he dwelt upon the face of Jack Landis with feverish suspense. A moment later a great weight had slipped from his heart. If Lou Macon loved Landis it was beyond peradventure that Landis was not breaking his heart because of the girl. For at her name he flushed darkly, and then, that rush of color fading, he was left with a white spot in the center of each cheek.


CHAPTER 13
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FIRST HIS GLANCE plunged into vacancy; then it flicked over his shoulder at Nelly Lebrun and he bit his lip. Plainly, it was not the most welcome news that Jack Landis had ever heard.

Where is she? he asked nervously of Donnegan, and he looked over the ragged fellow again.

Ill take you to her.

The big man swayed back and forth from foot to foot, balancing in his hesitation. Wait a moment.

He strode to Nelly Lebrun and bent over her; Donnegan saw her eyes flash up — oh, heart of the south, what eyes of shadow and fire! Jack Landis trembled under the glance; yes, he was deeply in love with the girl. And Donnegan watched her face shade with suspicion, stiffen with cold anger, warm and soften again under the explanations of Jack Landis.

Donnegan, looking from the distance, could read everything; it is nearness that bewitches a man when he talks to a woman. When Odysseus talked to Circe, no doubt he stood on the farther side of the room!

When Landis came again, he was perspiring from the trial of fire through which he had just passed.

Come, he ordered, and set out at a sweeping stride.

Plainly he was anxious to get this matter done with as soon as possible. As for Donnegan, he saw a man whom Landis had summoned to take his place sit down at the table with Nelly Lebrun. She was laughing with the newcomer as though nothing troubled her at all, but over his shoulder her glance probed the distance and followed Jack Landis. She wanted to see the messenger again, the man who had called her companion away; but in this it was fox challenging fox. Donnegan took note and was careful to place between him and the girl every pillar and every group of people. As far as he was concerned, her first glance must do to read and judge and remember him by.

Outside Landis shot several questions at him in swift succession; he wanted to know how the girl had happened to make the trip. Above all, what the colonel was thinking and doing and if the colonel himself had come. But Donnegan replied with monosyllables, and Landis, apparently reconciling himself to the fact that the messenger was a fool, ceased his questions. They kept close to a run all the way out of the camp and up the hillside to the two detached tents where Donnegan and the girl slept that night. A lantern burned in both the tents.

She has made things ready for me, thought Donnegan, his heart opening. She has kept house for me!

He pointed out Lous tent to his companion and the big man, with a single low word of warning, threw open the flap of the tent and strode in.

There was only the split part of a second between the rising and the fall of the canvas, but in that swift interval, Donnegan saw the girl starting up to receive Landis. Her calm was broken at last. Her cheeks were flushed; her eyes were starry with what? Expectancy? Love?

It stopped Donnegan like a blow in the face and turned his heart to lead; and then, shamelessly, he glided around the tent and dropped down beside it to eavesdrop. After all, there was some excuse. If she loved the man he, Donnegan, would let him live; if she did not love him, he, Donnegan, would kill him like a worthless rat under heel. That is, if he could. No wonder that the wanderer listened with heart and soul!

He missed the first greeting. It was only a jumble of exclamations, but now he heard: But, Lou, what a wild idea. Across the mountains — with whom?

The man who brought you here.

Whos he?

I dont know.

You dont know? He looks like a shifty little rat to me.

Hes big enough, Jack.

Such small praise was enough to set Donnegans heart thumping.

Besides, father told me to go with him, to trust him.

Ah! There was an abrupt chilling and lowering of Landis voice. The colonel knows him? Hes one of the colonels men?

Plainly the colonel was to him as the rod to the child.

Why didnt you come directly to me?

We thought it would be better not to.

Hm-m. Your guide — well, what was the colonels idea in sending you here? Heavens above, doesnt he know that a mining camp is no place for a young girl? And you havent a sign of a eron, Lou! What the devil can I do? What was in his mind?

You havent written for a long time.

Good Lord! Written! Letters! Does he think I have time for letters? The lie came smoothly enough. Working day and night?

Donnegan smoothed his whiskers and grinned into the night. Landis might prove better game than he had anticipated.

He worried, said the girl, and her voice was as even as ever. He worried, and sent me to find out if anything is wrong.

Then: Nonsense! What is there to worry about? Lou, Im half inclined to think that the colonel doesnt trust me!

She did not answer. Was she reading beneath the boisterous assurance of Landis?

One thing is clear to me — and to you, too, I hope. The first thing is to send you back in a hurry.

Still no answer.

Lou, do you distrust me?

At length she managed to speak, but it was with some difficulty: There is another reason for sending me.

Tell me.

Cant you guess, Jack?

Im not a mind reader.

The cad, said Donnegan through his teeth.

Its the old reason.

Money?

Yes.

A shadow swept across the side of the tent; it was Landis waving his arm carelessly.

If thats all, I can fix you up and send you back with enough to carry the colonel along. Look here — why, I have five hundred with me. Take it, Lou. Theres more behind it, but the colonel mustnt think that theres as much money in the mines as people say. No idea how much living costs up here. Heavens, no! And the prices for labor! And then they shirk the job from dawn to dark. I have to watch em every minute, I tell you!

He sighed noisily.

But the end of it is, dear — how that small word tore into the heart of Donnegan, who crouched outside— that you must go back tomorrow morning. Id send you tonight, if I could. As a matter of fact, I dont trust the red-haired rat who—

The girl interrupted while Donnegan still had control of his hair-trigger temper.

You forget, Jack. Father sent me here, but he did not tell me to come back.

At this Jack Landis burst into an enormous laughter.

You dont mean, Lou, that you actually intend to stay on?

What else can I mean?

Of course it makes it awkward if the colonel didnt expressly tell you just what to do. I suppose he left it to my discretion, and I decide definitely that you must go back at once.

I cant do it.

Lou, dont you hear me saying that Ill take the responsibility? If your father blames you let him tell me—

He broke down in the middle of his sentence and another of those uncomfortable little pauses ensued. Donnegan knew that their eyes were miserably upon each other; the man tongue-tied by his guilt; the girl wretchedly guessing at the things which lay behind her fiances words.

Im sorry you dont want me here.

It isnt that, but—

He apparently expected to be interrupted, but she waited coolly for him to finish the sentence, and, of course, he could not. After all, for a helpless girl she had a devilish effective way of muzzling Landis. Donnegan chuckled softly in admiration.

All at once she broke through the scene; her voice did not rise or harden, but it was filled with finality, as though she were weary of the interview.

Im tired out; its been a hard ride, Jack. You go home now and look me up again any time tomorrow.

I — Lou — I feel mighty bad about having you up here in this infernal tent, when the camp is full, and—:

You cant lie across the entrance to my tent and guard me, Jack. Besides, I dont need you for that. The man whos with me will protect me.

He doesnt look capable of protecting a cat!

My father said that in any circumstances he would be able to take care of me.

This reply seemed to overwhelm Landis.

The colonel trusts him as far as all that? he muttered. Then I suppose youre safe enough. But what about comfort, Lou?

Ive done without comfort all my life. Run along, Jack. And take this money with you. I cant have it.

But, didnt the colonel send—

You can express it through to him. To me its — not pleasant to take it.

Why, Lou, you dont mean—

Good night, Jack. I dont mean anything, except that Im tired.

The shadow swept along the wall of the tent again. Donnegan, with a shaking pulse, saw the profile of the girl and the man approach as he strove to take her in his arms and kiss her good night. And then one slender bar of shadow checked Landis.

Not tonight.

Lou, you arent angry with me?

No. But you know I have queer ways. Just put this down as one of them. I cant explain.

There was a muffled exclamation and Landis went from the tent and strode down the hill; he was instantly lost in the night. But Donnegan, turning to the entrance flap, called softly. He was bidden to come in, and when he raised the flap he saw her sitting with her hands clasped loosely and resting upon her knees. Her lips were a little parted, and colorless; her eyes were dull with a mist; and though she rallied herself a little, the wanderer could see that she was only half-aware of him.

The face which he saw was a milestone in his life. For he had loved her jealously, fiercely before; but seeing her now, dazed, hurt, and uncomplaining, tenderness came into Donnegan. It spread to his heart with a strange pain and made his hands tremble.

All that he said was: Is there anything you need?

Nothing, she replied, and he backed out and away.

But in that small interval he had turned out of the course of his gay, selfish life. If Jack Landis had hurt her like this — if she loved him so truly — then Jack Landis she should have.

There was an odd mixture of emotions in Donnegan; but he felt most nearly like the poor man from whose hand his daughter tugs back and looks wistfully, hopelessly, into the bright window at all the toys. What pain is there greater than the pain that comes to the poor man in such a time? He huddles his coat about him, for his heart is as cold as a Christmas day; and if it would make his child happy, he would pour out his hearts blood on the snow.

Such was the grief of Donnegan as he backed slowly out into the night. Though Jack Landis were fixed as high as the moon he would tear him out of his place and give him to the girl.


CHAPTER 14
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THE LANTERN WENT out in the tent; she was asleep; and when he knew that, Donnegan went down into The Corner. He had been trying to think out a plan of action, and finding nothing better than to thrust a gun stupidly under Landis nose and make him mark time, Donnegan went into Lebruns place. As if he hoped the bustle there would supply him with ideas.

Lebruns was going full blast. It was not filled with the shrill mirth of Milligans. Instead, all voices were subdued to a point here. The pitch was never raised. If a man laughed, he might show his teeth but he took good care that he did not break into the atmosphere of the room. For there was a deadly undercurrent of silence which would not tolerate more than murmurs on the part of others. Men sat grim-faced over the cards, the man who was winning, with his cold, eager eye; the chronic loser of the night with his iron smile; the professional, ever debonair, with the dull eye which comes from looking too often and too closely into the terrible face of chance. A very keen observer might have observed a resemblance between those men and Donnegan.

Donnegan roved swiftly here and there. The calm eye and the smooth play of an obvious professional in a linen suit kept him for a moment at one table, looking on; then he went to the games, and after changing the gold which Jack Landis had given as alms so silver dollars, he lost it with precision upon the wheel.

He went on, from table to table, from group to group. In Lebruns his clothes were not noticed. It was no matter whether he played or did not play, whether he won or lost; they were too busy to notice. But he came back, at length, to the man who wore the linen coat and who won so easily. Something in his method of dealing appeared to interest Donnegan greatly.

It was jackpot; the chips were piled high; and the man in the linen coat was dealing again. How deftly he mixed the cards!

Indeed, all about him was elegant, from the turn of his black cravat to the cut of the coat. An inebriate passed, shouldered and disturbed his chair, and rising to put it straight again, the gambler was seen to be about the height and build of Donnegan.

Donnegan studied him with the interest of an artist. Here was a man, harking back to Nelly Lebrun and her love of brilliance, who would probably win her preference over Jack Landis for the simple reason that he was different. That is, there was more in his cravat to attract astonished attention in The Corner than there was in all the silver lace of Landis. And he was a mans man, no doubt of that. On the inebriate he had flashed one glance of fire, and his lean hand had stirred uneasily toward the breast of his coat. Donnegan, who missed nothing, saw and understood.

Interested? He was fascinated by this man because he recognized the kinship which existed between them. They might almost have been blood brothers, except for differences in the face. He knew, for instance, just what each glance of the man in the linen coat meant, and how he was weighing his antagonists. As for the others, they were cool players themselves, but here they had met their master. It was the difference between the amateur and the professional. They played good chancey poker, but the man in the linen coat did more — he stacked the cards!

For the first moment Donnegan was not sure; it was not until there was a slight faltering in the deal — an infinitely small hesitation which only a practiced eye like that of Donnegans could have noticed — that he was sure. The winner was crooked. Yet the hand was interesting for all that. He had done the master trick, not only giving himself the winning hand but also giving each of the others a fine set of cards.

And the betting was wild on that historic pot! To begin with the smallest hand was three of a kind; and after the draw the weakest was a straight. And they bet furiously. The stranger had piqued them with his consistent victories. Now they were out for blood. Chips having been exhausted, solid gold was piled up on the table — a small fortune!

The man in the linen coat, in the middle of the hand, called for drinks. They drank. They went on with the betting. And then at last came the call.

Donnegan could have clapped his hands to applaud the smooth rascal. It was not an affair of breaking the others who sat in. They were all prosperous mine owners, and probably they had been carefully selected according to the size of purse, in preparation for the sacrifice. But the stakes were swept into the arms and then the canvas bag of the winner. If it was not enough to ruin the miners it was at least enough to clean them out of ready cash and discontinue the game on that basis. They rose; they went to the bar for a drink; but while the winner led the way, two of the losers dropped back a trifle and fell into earnest conversation, frowning. Donnegan knew perfectly what the trouble was. They had noticed that slight faltering in the deal; they were putting their mental notes on the game together.

But the winner, apparently unconscious of suspicion, lined up his victims at the bar. The first drink went hastily down; the second was on the way — it was standing on the bar. And here he excused himself; he broke off in the very middle of a story, and telling them that he would be back any moment, stepped into a crowd of newcomers.

The moment he disappeared, Donnegan saw the other four put their heads close together, and saw a sudden darkening of faces; but as for the genial winner, he had no sooner passed to the other side of the crowd and out of view, than he turned directly toward the door. His careless saunter was exchanged for a brisk walk; and Donnegan, without making himself conspicuous, was hard pressed to follow that pace.

At the door he found that the gambler, with his canvas sack under his arm, had turned to the right toward the line of saddle horses which stood in the shadow; and no sooner did he reach the gloom at the side of the building than he broke into a soft, swift run. He darted down the line of horses until he came to one which was already mounted. This Donnegan saw as he followed somewhat more leisurely and closer to the horses to avoid observance. He made out that the man already on horseback was a big Negro and that he had turned his own mount and a neighboring horse out from the rest of the horses, so that they were both pointing down the street of The Corner. Donnegan saw the Negro throw the lines of his lead horse into the air. In exchange he caught the sack which the runner tossed to him, and then the gambler leaped into his saddle.

It was a simple but effective plan. Suppose he were caught in the midst of a cheat; his play would be to break away to the outside of the building, shooting out the lights, if possible — trusting to the confusion to help him — and there he would find his horse held ready for him at a time when a second might be priceless. On this occasion no doubt the clever rascal had sensed the suspicion of the others.

At any rate, he lost no time. He waited neither to find his stirrups nor grip the reins firmly, but the same athletic leap which carried him into the saddle set the horse in motion, and from a standing start the animal broke into a headlong gallop. He received, however, an additional burden at once.

For Donnegan, from the second time he saw the man of the linen coat, had been revolving a daring plan, and during the poker game the plan had slowly matured. The moment he made sure that the gambler was heading for a horse, he increased his own speed. Ordinarily he would have been noted, but now, no doubt, the gambler feared no pursuit except one accompanied by a hue and cry. He did not hear the shadow-footed Donnegan racing over the soft ground behind him; but when he had gained the saddle, Donnegan was close behind with the impetus of his run to aid him. It was comparatively simple, therefore, to spring high in the air, and he struck fairly and squarely behind the saddle of the man in the linen coat. When he landed his revolver was in his hand and the muzzle jabbed into the back of the gambler.

The other made one frantic effort to twist around, then recognized the pressure of the revolver and was still. The horses, checking their gallops in unison, were softly dog-trotting down the street.

Call off your man! warned Donnegan, for the big Negro had reined back; the gun already gleamed in his hand.

A gesture from the gambler sent the gun into obscurity, yet still the fellow continued to fall back.

Tell him to ride ahead.

Keep in front, George.

And not too far.

Very well. And now?

Well talk later. Go straight on, George, to the clump of trees beyond the end of the street. And ride straight. No dodging!

It was a good hand you played, continued Donnegan; taking note that of the many people who were now passing them none paid the slightest attention to two men riding on one horse and chatting together as they rode. It was a good hand, but a bad deal. Your thumb slipped on the card, eh?

You saw, eh? muttered the other.

And two of the others saw it. But they werent sure till afterward.

I know. The blockheads! But I spoiled their game for them. Are you one of us, pal?

But Donnegan smiled to himself. For once at least the appeal of gambler to gambler should fail.

Keep straight on, he said. Well talk later on.


CHAPTER 15
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BEFORE DONNEGAN GAVE the signal to halt in a clear space where the starlight was least indistinct, they reached the center of the trees.

Now, George, he said, drop your gun to the ground.

There was a flash and faint thud.

Now the other gun.

They aint any more, sir.

Your other gun, repeated Donnegan.

A little pause. Do what he tells you, George, said the gambler at length, and a second weapon fell.

Now keep on your horse and keep a little off to the side, went on Donnegan, and remember that if you try to give me the jump I might miss you in this light, but Id be sure to hit your horse. So dont take chances, George. Now, sir, just hold your hands over your head and then dismount.

He had already gone through the gambler and taken his weapons; he was now obeyed. The man of the linen coat tossed up his arms, flung his right leg over the horn of the saddle, and slipped to the ground.

Donnegan joined his captive. I warn you first, he said gently, that I am quite expert with a revolver, and that it will be highly dangerous to attempt to trick me. Lower your arms if you wish, but please be careful of what you do with your hands. There are such things as knife throwing, I know, but it takes a fast wrist to flip a knife faster than a bullet. We understand each other?

Perfectly, agreed the other. By the way, my name is Godwin. And suppose we become frank. You are in temporary distress. It was impossible for you to make a loan at the moment and you are driven to this forced — touch. Now, if half—

Hush, said Donnegan. You are too generous. But the present question is not one of money. I have long since passed over that. The money is now mine. Steady! This to George, who lurched in the saddle; but Godwin was calm as stone. It is not the question of the money that troubles me, but the question of the men. I could easily handle one of you. But I fear to allow both of you to go free. You would return on my trail; there are such things as waylayings by night, eh? And so, Mr. Godwin, I think my best way out is to shoot you through the head. When your body is found it will be taken for granted that the servant killed the master for the sake of the money which he won by crooked card play. I think thats simple. Put your hands up, George, or, by heck, Ill let the starlight shine through you!

The huge arms of George were raised above his head; Godwin, in the meantime, had not spoken.

I almost think you mean it, he said after a short pause.

Good, said Donnegan. I do not wish to kill you unprepared.

There was a strangled sound deep in the throat of Godwin; then he was able to speak again, but now his voice was made into a horrible jumble by fear.

Pal, he said, youre dead wrong. George here — hes a devil. If you let him live hell kill you — as sure as youre standing here. You dont know him. Hes George Green. Hes got a record as long as my arm and as bad as the devils name. He — hes the man to get rid of. Me? Why, man, you and I could team it together. But George — not—

Donnegan began to laugh, and the gambler stammered to a halt.

I knew you when I laid eyes on you for the first time, said Donnegan. You have the hands of a craftsman, but your eyes are put too close together. A cowards eyes — a curs face, Godwin. But you, George — have you heard what he said?

No answer from George but a snarl.

It sounds logical what he said, eh, George?

Dead silence.

But, said Donnegan, there are flaws in the plan. Godwin, get out of your clothes.

The other fell on his knees.

For heavens sake, he pleaded.

Shut up, commanded Donnegan. Im not going to shoot you. I never intended to, you fool. But I wanted to see if you were worth splitting the coin with. Youre not. Now get out of your clothes.

He was obeyed in fumbling haste, and while that operation went on, he succeeded in jumping out of his own rags and still kept the two fairly steadily under the nose of his gun. He tossed this bundle to Godwin, who accepted it with a faint oath; and Donnegan stepped calmly and swiftly into the clothes of his victim.

A perfect fit, he said at length, and to show that Im pleased, heres your purse back. Must be close to two hundred in that, from the weight.

Godwin muttered some unintelligible curse.

Tush. Now, get out! If you show your face in The Corner again, some of those miners will spot you, and theyll dress you in tar and feathers.

You fool. If they see you in my clothes?

Theyll never see these after tonight, probably. You have other clothes in your packs, Godwin. Lots of em. Youre the sort who knows how to dress, and Ill borrow your outfit. Get out!

The other made no reply; a weight seemed to have fallen upon him along with his new outfit, and he slunk into the darkness. George made a move to follow; there was a muffled shriek from Godwin, who fled headlong; and then a sharp command from Donnegan stopped the big man.

Come here, said Donnegan.

George Washington Green rode slowly closer.

If I let you go what would you do?

There was a glint of teeth.

Id find him.

And break him in two, eh? Instead, Im going to take you home, where youll have a chance of breaking me in two instead. Theres something about the cut of your shoulders and your head that I like, Green; and if you dont murder me in the first hour or so, I think well get on very well together. You hear?

The silence of George Washington Green was a tremendous thing.

Now ride ahead of me. Ill direct you how to go.

He went first straight back through the town and up the hill to the two tents. He made George go before him into the tent and take up the roll of bedding; and then, with George and the bedding leading the way, and Donnegan leading the two horses behind, they went across the hillside to a shack which he had seen vacated that evening. It certainly could not be rented again before morning, and in the meantime Donnegan would be in possession, which was a large part of the law in The Corner, as he knew.

A little lean-to against the main shack served as a stable; the creek down the hillside was the watering trough. And Donnegan stood by while the big Negro silently tended to the horses — removing the packs and preparing them for the night. Still in silence he produced a small lantern and lighted it. It showed his face for the first time — the skin ebony black and polished over the cheekbones, but the rest of the face almost handsome, except that the slight flare of his nostrils gave him a cast of inhuman ferocity. And the fierceness was given point by a pair of arms of gorilla length; broad shoulders padded with rolling muscles, and the neck of a bull. On the whole, Donnegan, a connoisseur of fighting men, had never seen such promise of strength.

At his gesture, George led the way into the house. It was more commodious than most of the shacks of The Corner. In place of a single room this had two compartments — one for the kitchen and another for the living room. In vacating the hut, the last occupants had left some of the furnishings behind them. There was a mirror, for instance, in the corner; and beneath the mirror a cheap table in whose open drawer appeared a tumble of papers. Donnegan dropped the heavy sack of Godwins winnings to the floor, and while George hung the lantern on a nail on the wall, Donnegan crossed to the table and appeared to run through the papers.

He was humming carelessly while he did it, but all the time he watched with catlike intensity the reflection of George in the mirror above him. He saw — rather dimly, for the cheap glass showed all its images in waves — that George turned abruptly after hanging up the lantern, paused, and then whipped a hand into his coat pocket and out again.

Donnegan leaped lightly to one side, and the knife, hissing past his head, buried itself in the wall, and its vibrations set up a vicious humming. As for Donnegan, the leap that carried him to one side whirled him about also; he faced the big man, who was now crouched in the very act of following the knife cast with the lunge of his powerful body. There was no weapon in Donnegans hand, and yet George hesitated, balanced — and then slowly drew himself erect.

He was puzzled. An outburst of oaths, the flash of a gun, and he would have been at home in the brawl, but the silence, the smile of Donnegan and the steady glance were too much for him. He moistened his lips, and yet he could not speak. And Donnegan knew that what paralyzed George was the manner in which he had received warning. Evidently the simple explanation of the mirror did not occur to the fellow; and the whole incident took on supernatural colorings. A phrase of explanation and Donnegan would become again an ordinary human being; but while the small link was a mystery the brain and body of George were numb. It was necessary above all to continue inexplicable. Donnegan, turning, drew the knife from the wall with a jerk. Half the length of the keen blade had sunk into the wood — a mute tribute to the force and speed of Georges hand — and now Donnegan took the bright little weapon by the point and gave it back to the other.

If you throw for the body instead of the head, said Donnegan, you have a better chance of sending the point home.

He turned his back again upon the gaping giant, and drawing up a broken box before the open door he sat down to contemplate the night. Not a sound behind him. It might be that the big fellow had regained his nerve and was stealing up for a second attempt; but Donnegan would have wagered his soul that George Washington Green had his first and last lesson and that he would rather play with bare lightning than ever again cross his new master.

At length: When you make down the bunks, said Donnegan, put mine farthest from the kitchen. You had better do that first.

Yes — sir, came the deep bass murmur behind him.

And the heart of Donnegan stirred, for that sir meant many things.

Presently George crossed the floor with a burden; there was the whish of the blankets being unrolled — and then a slight pause. It seemed to him that he could hear a heavier breathing. Why? And searching swiftly back through his memory he recalled that his other gun, a stub-nosed thirty-eight, was in the center of his blanket roll.

And he knew that George had the weapon in his big hand. One pressure of the trigger would put an end to Donnegan; one bullet would give George the canvas sack and its small treasure.

When you clean my gun, said Donnegan, take the action to pieces and go over every part.

He could actually feel the start of George.

Then: Yes, sir, in a subdued whisper.

If the escape from the knife had startled George, this second incident had convinced him that his new master possessed eyes in the back of his head.

And Donnegan, paying no further heed to him, looked steadily across the hillside to the white tent of Lou Macon, fifty yards away.


CHAPTER 16
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HIS PLAN, GROWN to full stature so swiftly, and springing out of nothing, well nigh, had come out of his first determination to bring Jack Landis back to Lou Macon; for he could interpret those blank, misty eyes with which she had sat after the departure of Landis in only one way. Yet to rule even the hand of big Jack Landis would be hard enough and to rule his heart was quite another story. Remembering Nelly Lebrun, he saw clearly that the only way in which he could be brought back to Lou was first to remove Nelly as a possibility in his eyes. But how remove Nelly as long as it was her cue from her father to play Landis for his money? How remove her, unless it were possible to sweep Nelly off her feet with another man? She might, indeed, be taken by storm, and if she once slighted Landis for the sake of another, his boyish pride would probably do the rest, and his next step would be to return to Lou Macon.

All this seemed logical, but where find the man to storm the heart of Nelly and dazzle her bright, clever eyes? His own rags had made him shrug his shoulders; and it was the thought of clothes which had made him fasten his attention so closely on the man of the linen suit in Lebruns. Donnegan with money, with well-fitted clothes, and with a few notorious escapades behind him — yes, Donnegan with such a flying start might flutter the heart of Nelly Lebrun for a moment. But he must have the money, the clothes, and then he must deliberately set out to startle The Corner, make himself a public figure, talked of, pointed at, known, feared, respected, and even loved by at least a few. He must accomplish all these things beginning at a literal zero.

It was the impossible nature of this that tempted Donnegan. But the paradoxical picture of the ragged skulker in Milligans actually sitting at the same table with Nelly Lebrun and receiving her smiles stayed with him. He intended to rise, literally Phoenixlike, out of ashes. And the next morning, in the red time of the dawn, he sat drinking the coffee which George Washington Green had made for him and considering the details of the problem. Clothes, which had been a main obstacle, were now accounted for, since, as he had suspected, the packs of Godwin contained a luxurious wardrobe of considerable compass. At that moment, for instance, Donnegan was wrapped in a dressing gown of padded silk and his feet were encased in slippers.

But clothes were the least part of his worries. To startle The Corner, and thereby make himself attractive in the eyes of Nelly Lebrun, overshadowing Jack Landis — that was the thing! But to startle The Corner, where gold strikes were events of every twenty-four hours, just now — where robberies were common gossip, and where the killings now averaged nearly three a day — to startle The Corner was like trying to startle the theatrical world with a sensational play. Indeed, this parallel could have been pursued, for Donnegan was the nameless actor and the mountain desert was the stage on which he intended to become a headliner. No wonder, then, that his lean face was compressed in thought. Yet no one could have guessed it by his conversation. At the moment he was interrupted, his talk ran somewhat as follows.

George, Godwin taught you how to make coffee?

Yes, sir, from George. Since the night before he had appeared totally subdued. Never once did he venture a comment. And ever Donnegan was conscious of big, bright eyes watching him in a reverent fear not untinged by superstition. Once, in the middle of the night, he had wakened and seen the vast shadow of Georges form leaning over the sack of money. Murder by stealth in the dark had been in the giants mind, no doubt. But when, after that, he came and leaned over Donnegans bunk, the master closed his eyes and kept on breathing regularly, and finally George returned to his own place — softly as a gigantic cat. Even in the masters sleep he found something to be dreaded, and Donnegan knew that he could now trust the fellow through anything. In the morning, at the first touch of light, he had gone to the stores and collected provisions. And a comfortable breakfast followed.

Godwin, resumed Donnegan, was talented in many ways.

The big man showed his teeth in silence; for since Godwin proposed the sacrifice of the servant to preserve himself, George had apparently altered his opinion of the gambler.

A talented man, George, but he knew nothing about coffee. It should never boil. It should only begin to cream through the crust. Let that happen; take the pot from the fire; put it back and let the surface cream again. Do this three times, and then pour the liquid from the grounds and you have the right strength and the right heating. You understand?

Yes, sir.

And concerning the frying of bacon—

At this point the interruption came in the shape of four men at the open door; and one of these Donnegan recognized as the real estate dealer, who had shrewdly set up tents and shacks on every favorable spot in The Corner and was now reaping a rich harvest. Gloster was his name. It was patent that he did not see in the man in the silk dressing robe the unshaven miscreant of the day before who had rented the two tents.

Howdee, he said, standing on the threshold, with the other three in the background.

Donnegan looked at him and through him.

My name is Gloster. I own this shack and Ive come to find out why youre in it.

George, said Donnegan, speak to him. Tel! him that I know houses are scarce in The Corner; that I found this place by accident vacant; that I intend to stay in it on purpose.

George Washington Green instantly rose to the situation; he swallowed a vast grin and strode to the door. And though Mr. Glosters face crimsoned with rage at such treatment he controlled his voice. In The Corner manhood was apt to be reckoned by the pound, and George was a giant.

I heard what your boss said, buddie, said Gloster. But Ive rented this cabin and the next one to these three gents and their party, and they want a home. Nothing to do but vacate. Which speed is the thing I want. Thirty minutes will—

Thirty minutes dont change nothing, declared George in his deep, soft voice.

The real estate man choked. Then: You tell your boss that jumping a cabin is like jumping a claim. Theys a law in The Corner for gents like him.

George made a gesture of helplessness; but Gloster turned to the three.

Both shacks or none at all, said the spokesman. One aint big enough to do us any good. But if this bird wont vamoose—

He was a tolerably rough-appearing sort and he was backed by two of a kind. No doubt dangerous action would have followed had not George shown himself capable of rising to a height. He stepped from the door; he approached Gloster and said in a confidential whisper that reached easily to the other three: They aint any call for a quick play, mister. Watch yoselves. Maybe you dont know who the boss is?

And whats more, I dont care, said Gloster defiantly but with his voice instinctively lowered. He stared past George, and behold, the man in the dressing gown still sat in quiet and sipped his coffee.

Its Donnegan, whispered George.

Don — whos he?

You dont know Donnegan?

The mingled contempt and astonishment of George would have moved a thing of stone. It certainly troubled Gloster. And he turned to the three.

Gents, he said, theys two things we can do. Try the law — and laws a lame lady in these parts — or throw him out. Say which?

The three looked from Gloster to the shack; from the shack to Donnegan, absently sipping his coffee; from Donnegan to George, who stood exhibiting a broad grin of anticipated delight. The contrast was too much for them.

There is one great and deep-seated terror in the mountain desert, and that is for the man who may be other than he seems. The giant with the rough voice and the boisterous ways is generally due for a stormy passage west of the Rockies; but the silent man with the gentle manners receives respect. Traditions live of desperadoes with exteriors of womanish calm and the action of devils. And Donnegan sipping his morning coffee fitted into the picture which rumor had painted. The three looked at one another, declared that they had not come to fight for a house but to rent one, that the real estate agent could go to the devil for all of them, and that they were bound elsewhere. So they departed and left Gloster both relieved and gloomy.

Now, said Donnegan to George, tell him that well take both the shacks, and he can add fifty per cent to his old price.

The bargain was concluded on the spot; the money was paid by George. Gloster went down the hill to tell The Corner that a mystery had hit the town and George brought the canvas bag back to Donnegan with the top still untied — as though to let it be seen that he had not pocketed any of the gold.

I dont want to count it, said Donnegan. Keep the bag, George. Keep money in your pocket. Treat both of us well. And when thats gone Ill get more.

If the manner in which Donnegan had handled the renting of the cabins had charmed George, he was wholly entranced by this last touch of free spending. To serve a man who was his master was one thing; to serve one who trusted him so completely was quite another. To live under the same roof with a man who was a riddle was sufficiently delightful; but to be allowed actually to share in the mystery was a superhappiness. He was singing when he started to wash the dishes, and Donnegan went across the hill to the tent of Lou Macon.

She was laying the fire before the tent; and the morning freshness had cleared from her face any vestige of the trouble of the night before; and in the slant light her hair was glorious, all ruffling gold, semitransparent. She did not smile at him; but she could give the effect of smiling while her face remained grave; it was her inward calm content of which people were aware.

You missed me?

Yes.

You were worried?

No.

He felt himself put quietly at a distance. So he took her up the hill to her new home — the shack beside his own; and George cooked her breakfast. When she had been served, Donnegan drew the big man to one side.

Shes your mistress, said Donnegan. Everything you do for her is worth two things you do for me. Watch her as if she were in your eye. And if a hair of her head is ever harmed — you see that fire burning yonder — the bed of coals?

Sir?

Ill catch you and make a fire like that and feed you into it — by inches!

And the pale face of Donnegan became for an instant the face of a demon. George Washington Green saw, and never forgot.

Afterward, in order that he might think, Donnegan got on one of the horses he had taken from Godwin and rode over the hills. They were both leggy chestnuts, with surprising signs of blood and all the earmarks of sprinters; but in Godwins trade sharp getaways were probably often necessary. The pleasure he took in the action of the animal kept him from getting into his problem.

How to startle The Corner? How follow up the opening gun which he had fired at the expense of Gloster and the three miners?

He broke off, later in the day, to write a letter to Colonel Macon, informing him that Jack Landis was tied hard and fast by Nelly Lebrun and that for the present nothing could be done except wait, unless the colonel had suggestions to offer.

The thought of the colonel, however, stimulated Donnegan. And before midafternoon he had thought of a thing to do.


CHAPTER 17
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THE BAR IN Milligans was not nearly so pretentious an affair as the bar in Lebruns, but it was of a far higher class. Milligan had even managed to bring in a few bottles of wine, and he had dispensed cheap claret at two dollars a glass when the miners wished to celebrate a rare occasion. There were complaints, not of the taste, but of the lack of strength. So Milligan fortified his liquor with pure alcohol and after that the claret went like a sweet song in The Corner. Among other things, he sold mint juleps; and it was the memory of the big sign proclaiming this fact that furnished Donnegan with his idea.

He had George Washington Green put on his town clothes — a riding suit in which Godwin had had him dress for the sake of formal occasions. Resplendent in black boots, yellow riding breeches, and blue silk shirt, the big man came before Donnegan for instructions.

Go down to Milligans, said the master. They dont allow colored people to enter the door, but you go to the door and start for the bar. They wont let you go very far. When they stop you, tell them you come from Donnegan and that you have to get me some mint for a julep. Insist. The bouncer will start to throw you out.

George showed his teeth.

No fighting back. Dont lift your hand. When you find that you cant get in, come back here. Now, ride.

So George mounted the horse and went. Straight to Milligans he rode and dismounted; and half of The Corners scant daytime population came into the street to see the brilliant horseman pass.

Scar-faced Lewis met the big man at the door. And size meant little to Andy, except an easier target.

Well, confound my soul, said Lewis, blocking the way. A Negro in Milligans? Get out!

Big George did not move.

I been sent, mister, he said mildly. I been sent for enough mint to make a julep.

You been sent to the wrong place, declared Andy, hitching at his cartridge belt. Aint you seen that sign?

And he pointed to the one which eliminated colored patrons.

Signs dont mean nothin to my boss, said George.

Whos he?

Donnegan.

And whos Donnegan?

It puzzled George. He scratched his head in bewilderment seeking for an explanation. Donnegan is — Donnegan, he explained.

I heard Gloster talk about him, offered someone in the rapidly growing group. Hes the gent that rented the two places on the hill.

Tell him to come himsef, said Andy Lewis. We dont play no favorites at Milligans.

Mister, said big George, I dont want to bring no trouble on this heah place, but — dont make me go back and bring Donnegan.

Even Andy Lewis was staggered by this assurance.

Rules is rules, he finally decided. And out you go.

Big George stepped from the doorway and mounted his horse.

I call on all you genlemen, he said to the assembled group, to say that I done tried my best to do this peaceable. It aint me thats sent for Donnegan; its him!

He rode away, leaving Scar-faced Lewis biting his long mustaches in anxiety. He was not exactly afraid, but he waited in the suspense which comes before a battle. Moreover, an audience was gathering. The word went about as only a rumor of mischief can travel. New men had gathered. The few day gamblers tumbled out of Lebruns across the street to watch the fun. The storekeepers were in their doors. Lebrun himself, withered and dark and yellow of eye, came to watch. And here and there through the crowd there was a spot of color where the women of the town appeared. And among others, Nelly Lebrun with Jack Landis beside her. On the whole it was not a large crowd, but what it lacked in size it made up in intense interest.

For though The Corner had had its share of troubles of fist and gun, most of them were entirely impromptu affairs. Here was a fight in the offing for which the stage was set, the actors set in full view of a conveniently posted audience, and all the suspense of a curtain rising. The waiting bore in upon Andy Lewis. Without a doubt he intended to kill his man neatly and with dispatch, but the possibility of missing before such a crowd as this sent a chill up and down his spine. If he failed now his name would be a sign for laughter ever after in The Corner.

A hum passed down the street; it rose to a chuckle, and then fell away to sudden silence, for Donnegan was coming.

He came on a prancing chestnut horse which sidled uneasily on a weaving course, as though it wished to show off for the benefit of the rider and the crowd at once. It was a hot afternoon and Donnegans linen riding suit shone an immaculate white. He came straight down the street, as unaware of the audience which awaited him as though he rode in a park where crowds were the common thing. Behind him came George Green, just a careful length back. Rumor went before the two with a whisper on either side.

Thats Donnegan. There he comes!

Whos Donnegan?

Glosters man. The one who bluffed out Gloster and three others.

He pulled his shooting iron and trimmed the whiskers of one of em with a chunk of lead.

Dyou mean that?

Whats that kind of a gent doing in The Corner?

Come to buy, I guess. He looks like money.

Looks like a confounded dude.

Well see his hand in a minute.

Donnegan was now opposite the dance hall, and Andy Lewis had his hand touching the butt of his gun, but though Donnegan was looking straight at him, he kept his reins in one hand and his heavy riding crop in the other. And without a move toward his own gun, he rode straight up to the door of the dance hall, with Andy in front of it. George drew rein behind him and turned upon the crowd one broad, superior grin.

As who should say: I promised you lightning; now watch it strike!

If the crowd had been expectant before, it was now reduced to wire-drawn tenseness.

Are you the fellow who turned back my man? asked Donnegan.

His quiet voice fell coldly upon the soul of Andy. He strove to warm himself by an outbreak of temper.

They aint any poor fool dude can call me a fellow! he shouted.

The crowd blinked; but when it opened its eyes the gunplay had not occurred. The hand of Andy was relaxing from the butt of his gun and an expression of astonishment and contempt was growing upon his face.

I havent come to curse you, said the rider, still occupying his hands with crop and reins. Ive come to ask you a question and get an answer. Are you the fellow who turned back my man?

I guess you aint the kind I was expectin to call on me, drawled Andy, his fear gone, and he winked at the crowd. But the others were not yet ready to laugh. Something about the calm face of Donnegan had impressed them. Sure, Im the one that kicked him out. He aint allowed in there.

Its the last of my thoughts to break in upon a convention in your city, replied the grave rider, but my man was sent on an errand and therefore he had a right to expect courtesy. George, get off your horse and go into Milligans place. I want that mint!

For a moment Andy was too stunned to answer. Then his voice came harshly and he swayed from side to side, gathering and summoning his wrath.

Keep out boy! Keep out, or youre buzzard meat. Im warnin—

For the first time his glance left the rider to find George, and that instant was fatal. The hand of Donnegan licked out as the snakes tongue darts — the loaded quirt slipped over in his hand, and holding it by the lash he brought the butt of it thudding on the head of Andy.

Even then the instinct to fight remained in the stunned man; while he fell, he was drawing the revolver; he lay in a crumpling heap at the feet of Donnegans horse with the revolver shoved muzzle first into the sand.

Donnegans voice did not rise.

Go in and get that mint, George, he ordered. And hurry. This rascal has kept me waiting until Im thirsty.

Big George hesitated only one instant — it was to sweep the crowd for the second time with his confident grin — and he strode through the door of the dance hall. As for Donnegan, his only movement was to swing his horse around and shift riding crop and reins into the grip of his left hand. His other hand was dropped carelessly upon his hip. Now, both these things were very simple maneuvers, but The Corner noted that his change of face had enabled Donnegan to bring the crowd under his eye, and that his right hand was now ready for a more serious bit of work if need be. Moreover, he was probing faces with his glance. And every armed man in that group felt that the eye of the rider was directed particularly toward him.

There had been one brief murmur; then the silence lay heavily again, for it was seen that Andy had been only slightly stunned — knocked out, as a boxer might be. Now his sturdy brains were clearing. His body stiffened into a human semblance once more; he fumbled, found the butt of his gun with his first move. He pushed his hat straight: and so doing he raked the welt which the blow had left on his head. The pain finished clearing the mist from his mind; in an instant he was on his feet, maddened with shame. He saw the semicircle of white faces, and the whole episode flashed back on him. He had been knocked down like a dog.

For a moment he looked into the blank faces of the crowd; someone noted that there was no gun strapped at the side of Donnegan. A voice shouted a warning.

Stop, Lewis. The dude aint got a gun. Its murder!

It was now that Lewis saw Donnegan sitting the saddle directly behind him, and he whirled with a moan of fury. It was a twist of his body — in his eagerness — rather than a turning upon his feet. And he was half around before the rider moved. Then he conjured a gun from somewhere in his clothes. There was the flash of the steel, an explosion, and Scar-faced Lewis was on his knees with a scream of pain holding his right forearm with his left hand.

The crowd hesitated still for a second, as though it feared to interfere; but Donnegan had already put up his weapon. A wave of the curious spectators rushed across the street and gathered around the injured man. They found that he had been shot through the fleshy part of the thumb, and the bullet, ranging down the arm, had sliced a furrow to the bone all the way to the elbow. It was a grisly wound.

Big George Washington Green came running to the door of the dance hall with a sprig of something green in his hand; one glance assured him that all was well; and once more that wide, confident grin spread upon his face. He came to the master and offered the mint; and Donnegan, raising it to his face, inhaled the scent deeply.

Good, he said. And now for a julep, George! Lets go home!

Across the street a dark-eyed girl had clasped the arm of her companion in hysterical excitement.

Did you see? she asked of her tall companion.

I saw a murderer shoot down a man; he ought to be hung for it!

But the mint! Did you see him smile over it? Oh, what a devil he is; and what a man!

Jack Landis flashed a glance of suspicion down at her, but her dancing eyes had quite forgotten him. They were following the progress of Donnegan down the street. He rode slowly, and George kept that formal distance, just a length behind.


CHAPTER 18
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BEFORE MILLIGANS THE crowd began to buzz like murmuring hornets around a nest that has been tapped, when they pour out and cannot find the disturber. It was a rather helpless milling around the wounded man, and Nelly Lebrun was the one who worked her way through the crowd and came to Andy Lewis. She did not like Andy. She had been known to refer to him as a cowardly hawk of a man; but now she bullied the crowd in a shrill voice and made them bring water and cloth. Then she cleansed and bandaged the wound in Andy Lewis arm and had some of them take him away.

By this time the outskirts of the crowd had melted away; but those who had really seen all parts of the little drama remained to talk. The subject was a real one. Had Donnegan aimed at the hand of Andy and risked his own life on his ability to disable the other without killing him? Or had he fired at Lewis body and struck the hand and arm only by a random lucky chance?

If the second were the case, he was only a fair shot with plenty of nerve and a great deal of luck. If the first were true, then this was a nerve of ice- tempered steel, an eye vulture-sharp, and a hand, miraculous, fast, and certain. To strike that swinging hand with a snap shot, when a miss meant a bullet fired at his own body at deadly short range — truly it would take a credulous man to believe that Donnegan had coldly planned to disable his man without killing him.

A murderer by intention, exclaimed Milligan. He had hunted long and hard before he found a man with a face like that of Lewis, capable of maintaining order by a glance; now he wanted revenge. A murder by intention! he cried to the crowd, standing beside the place where the imprint of Andys knees was still in the sand. And like a murderer he ought to be treated. He aimed to kill Andy; he had luck and only broke his hand. Now, boys, I say it aint so much what hes done as the way hes done it. Hes given us the laugh. Hes come in here in his dude clothes and tried to walk over us. But it dont work. Not in The Corner. If Andy was dead, Id say lynch the dude. But he aint, and all I say is: Run him out of town.

Here there was a brief outburst of applause, but when it ended, it was observed that there was a low, soft laughter. The crowd gave way between Milligan and the mocker. It was seen that he who laughed was old Lebrun, rubbing his olive-skinned hands together and showing his teeth in his mirth. There was no love lost between Lebrun and Milligan, even if Nelly was often in the dance hall and the center of its merriment.

It takes a thief to catch a thief, said Lebrun enigmatically, when he saw that he had the ear of the crowd, and it takes a man to catch a man.

What the devil do you mean by that? a dozen voices asked.

I mean, that if you got men enough to run out this man Donnegan, The Corner is a better town than I think.

It brought a growl, but no answer. Lebrun had never been seen to lift his hand, but he was more dreaded than a rattler.

Well try, said Milligan dryly. I aint much of a man myself — there were dark rumors about Milligans past and the crowd chuckled at this modesty— but Ill try my hand agin him with a bit of backing. And first I want to tell you boys that they aint any danger of him having aimed at Andys hand. I tell you, it aint possible, hardly, for him to have planned to hit a swingin target like that. Maybe some could do it. I dunno.

How about Lord Nick?

Sure, Lord Nick might do anything. But Donnegan aint Lord Nick.

Not by twenty pounds and three inches.

This brought a laugh. And by comparison with the terrible and familiar name of Lord Nick, Donnegan became a smaller danger. Besides, as Milligan said, it was undoubtedly luck. And when he called for volunteers, three or four stepped up at once. The others made a general milling, as though each were trying to get forward and each were prevented by the crowd in front. But in the background big Jack Landis was seriously trying to get to the firing line. He was encumbered with the clinging weight of Nelly Lebrun.

Dont go, Jack, she pleaded. Please! Please! Be sensible. For my sake!

She backed this appeal with a lifting of her eyes and a parting of her lips, and Jack Landis paused.

You wont go, dear Jack?

Now, Jack knew perfectly well that the girl was only half sincere. It is the peculiar fate of men that they always know when a woman is playing with them, but, from Samson down, they always go to the slaughter with open eyes, hoping each moment that the girl has been seriously impressed at last. As for Jack Landis, his slow mind did not readily get under the surface of the arts of Nelly, but he knew that there was at least a tinge of real concern in the girls desire to keep him from the posse which Milligan was raising.

But theys something about him that I dont like, Nelly. Something sort of familiar that I dont like. For naturally enough he did not recognize the transformed Donnegan, and the name he had never heard before. A gunfighter, thats what he is!

Why, Jack, sometimes they call you the same thing; say that you hunt for trouble now and then!

Do they say that? asked the young quickly, flushing with vanity. Oh, I aim to take care of myself. And Id like to take a hand with this murdering Donnegan.

Jack, listen! Dont go; keep away from him!

Why do you look like that? As if I was a dead one already.

I tell you, Jack, hed kill you!

Something in her terrible assurance whitened the cheeks of Landis, but he was also angered. When a very young man becomes both afraid and angry he is apt to be dangerous. What do you know of him? he asked suspiciously.

You silly! But I saw his face when he lifted that mint. Hed already forgotten about the man he had just shot down. He was thinking of nothing but the scent of the mint. And did you notice his giant servant? He never had a moments doubt of Donnegans ability to handle the entire crowd. I tell you, it gave me a chill of ghosts to see the big black fellows eyes. He knew that Donnegan would win. And Donnegan won! Jack, youre a big man and a strong man and a brave man, and we all know it. But dont be foolish. Stay away from Donnegan!

He wavered just an instant. If she could have sustained her pleading gaze a moment longer she would have won him, but at the critical instant her gaze became distant. She was seeing the calm face of Donnegan as he raised the mint. And as though he understood, Jack Landis hardened.

Im glad you dont want me shot up, Nelly, he said coldly. Mighty good of you to watch out for me. But — Im going to run this Donnegan out of town!

Hes never harmed you; why—

I dont like his looks. For a man like me thats enough!

And he strode away toward Milligan. He was greeted by a cheer just as the girl reached the side of her father.

Jack is going, she said. Make him come back!

But the old man was still rubbing his hands; there seemed to be a perpetual chill in the tips of the fingers.

He is a jackass. The moment I first saw his face I knew that he was meant for gun fodder — buzzard food! Let him go. Bah!

The girl shivered. And then the mines? she asked, changing her tactics.

Ah, yes. The mines! But leave that to Lord Nick. Hell handle it well enough!

So Jack Landis strode up the hill first and foremost of the six stalwart men who wished to correct the strangers apparent misunderstandings of the status of The Corner. They were each armed to the teeth and each provided with enough bullets to disturb a small city. All this in honor of Donnegan.

They found the shack wrapped in the warm, mellow light of the late afternoon; and on a flat-topped rock outside it big George sat whittling a stick into a grotesque imitation of a snake coiled. He did not rise when the posse approached. He merely rocked back upon the rock, embraced his knees in both of his enormous arms, and, in a word, transformed himself into a round ball of mirth. But having hugged away his laughter he was able to convert his joy into a vast grin. That smile stopped the posse. When a mob starts for a scene of violence the least exhibition of fear incenses it, but mockery is apt to pour water on its flames of anger.

Decidedly the fury of the posse was chilled by the grin of George. Milligan, who had lived south of the Mason-Dixon line, stepped up to impress George properly.

Boy, he said, frowning, go in and tell your man that weve come for him. Tell him to step right out here and get ready to talk. We dont mean him no harm lessn he cant explain one or two things. Hop along!

The boy did not stir. Only he shifted his eyes from face to face and his grin broadened. Ripples of mirth waved along his chest and convulsed his face, but still he did not laugh. Go in and tell them things to Donnegan, he said. But dont ask me to wake him up. Hes sleepin soun an fas. Like a baby; mostly, he sleeps every day to get rested up for the night. Now, cant you-all wait till Donnegan wakes up tonight? No? Then step right in, genlemen; but if you-all is set on wakin him up now, George will jus step over the hill, because he dont want to be near the explosion.

At this, he allowed his mirth free rein. His laughter shook up to his throat, to his enormous mouth; it rolled and bellowed across the hillside; and the posse stood, each man in his place, and looked frigidly upon one another. But having been laughed at, they felt it necessary to go on, and do or die. So they strode across the hill and were almost to the door when another phenomenon occurred. A girl in a cheap calico dress of blue was seen to run out of a neighboring shack and spring up before the door of Donnegans hut. When she faced the crowd it stopped again.

The soft wind was blowing the blue dress into lovely, long, curving lines; about her throat a white collar of some sheer stuff was being lifted into waves, or curling against her cheek; and the golden hair, in disorder, was tousled low upon her forehead.

Whirling thus upon the crowd, she shocked them to a pause, with her parted lips, her flare of delicate color.

Have you come here, she cried, for — for Donnegan?

Lady, began someone, and then looked about for Jack Landis, who was considered quite a hand with the ladies. But Jack Landis was discovered fading out of view down the hillside. One glance at that blue dress had quite routed him, for now he remembered the red-haired man who had escorted Lou Macon to The Corner — and the colonels singular trust in this fellow. It explained much, and he fled before he should be noticed.

Before the spokesman could continue his speech, the girl had whipped inside the door. And the posse was dumbfounded. Milligan saw that the advance was ruined. Boys, he said, we came to fight a man; not to storm a house with a woman in it. Lets go back. Well tend to Donnegan later on.

Well drill him clean! muttered the others furiously, and straightway the posse departed down the hill.

But inside the girl had found, to her astonishment, that Donnegan was stretched upon his bunk wrapped again in the silken dressing gown and with a smile upon his lips. He looked much younger, as he slept, and perhaps it was this that made the girl steal forward upon tiptoe and touch his shoulder so gently.

He was up on his feet in an instant. Alas, vanity, vanity! Donnegan in shoes was one thing, for his shoes were of a particular kind; but Donnegan in his slippers was a full two inches shorter. He was hardly taller than the girl; he was, if the bitter truth must be known, almost a small man. And Donnegan was furious at having been found by her in such careless attire — and without those dignity-building shoes. First he wanted to cut the throat of big George.

What have you done, what have you done? cried the girl, in one of those heart-piercing whispers of fear. They have come for you — a whole crowd — of armed men — theyre outside the door! What have you done? It was something done for me, I know!

Donnegan suddenly transferred his wrath from big George to the mob.

Outside my door? he asked. And as he spoke he slipped on a belt at which a heavy holster tugged down on one side, and buckled it around him.

Oh, no, no, no! she pleaded, and caught him in her arms.

Donnegan allowed her to stop him with that soft power for a moment, until his face went white — as if with pain. Then he adroitly gathered both her wrists into one of his bony hands; and having rendered her powerless, he slipped by her and cast open the door.

It was an empty scene upon which they looked, with big George rocking back and forth upon a rock, convulsed with silent laughter. Donnegan looked sternly at the girl and swallowed. He was fearfully susceptible to mockery.

There seems to have been a jest? he said.

But she lifted him a happy, tearful face.

Ah, thank heaven! she cried gently.

Oddly enough, Donnegan at this set his teeth and turned upon his heel, and the girl stole out the door again, and closed it softly behind her. As a matter of fact, not even the terrible colonel inspired in her quite the fear which Donnegan instilled.


CHAPTER 19
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BIG LANDIS LOST his nerve and sidestepped at the last minute, and then the whole gang faded.

That was the way the rumors of the affair always ended at each repetition in Lebruns and Milligans that night. The Corner had had many things to talk about during its brief existence, but nothing to compare with a man who entered a shooting scrape with such a fellow as Scar-faced Lewis all for the sake of a spray of mint. And the main topic of conversation was: Did Donnegan aim at the body or the hand of the bouncer?

On the whole, it was an excellent thing for Milligans. The place was fairly well crowded, with a few vacant tables. For everyone wanted to hear Milligans version of the affair. He had a short and vigorous one, trimmed with neat oaths. It was all the girl in the blue calico dress, according to him. The posse couldnt storm a house with a woman in it or even conduct a proper lynching in her presence. And no one was able to smile when Milligan said this. Neither was anyone nervy enough to question the courage of Landis. It looked strange, that sudden flight of his, but then, he was a proven man. Everyone remembered the affair of Lester. It had been a clean-cut fight, and Jack Landis had won cleanly on his merits.

Nevertheless some of the whispers had not failed to come to the big man, and his brow was black.

The most terribly heartless and selfish passion of all is shame in a young man. To repay the sidelong glances which he met on every side, Jack Landis would have willingly crowded every living soul in The Corner into one house and touched a match to it. And chiefly because he felt the injustice of the suspicion. He had no fear of Donnegan.

He had a theory that little men had little souls. Not that he ever formulated the theory in words, but he vaguely felt it and adhered to it. He had more fear of one man of six two than a dozen under five ten. He reserved in his heart of hearts a place of awe for one man whom he had never seen. That was for Lord Nick, for that celebrated character was said to be as tall and as finely built as Jack Landis himself. But as for Donnegan — Landis wished there were three Donnegans instead of one.

Tonight his cue was surly silence. For Nelly Lebrun had been warned by her father, and she was making desperate efforts to recover any ground she might have lost. Besides, to lose Jack Landis would be to lose the most spectacular fellow in The Corner, to say nothing of the one who held the largest and the choicest of the mines. The blond, good looks of Landis made a perfect background for her dark beauty. With all these stakes to play for, Nelly outdid herself. If she were attractive enough ordinarily, when she exerted herself to fascinate, Nelly was intoxicating. What chance had poor Jack Landis against her? He did not call for her that night but went to play gloomily at Lebruns until Nelly walked into Lebruns and drew him away from a table. Half an hour later she had him whirling through a dance in Milligans and had danced the gloom out of his mind for the moment. Before the evening was well under way, Landis was making love to her openly, and Nelly was in the position of one who had roused the bear.

It was a dangerous flirtation and it was growing clumsy. In any place other than The Corner it would have been embarrassing long ago; and when Jack Landis, after a dance, put his one big hand over both of Nellys and held her moveless while he poured out a passionate declaration, Nelly realized that something must be done. Just what she could not tell.

And it was at this very moment that a wave of silence, beginning at the door, rushed across Milligans dance floor. It stopped the bartenders in the act of mixing drinks; it put the musicians out of key, and in the midst of a waltz phrase they broke down and came to a discordant pause.

What was it?

The men faced the door, wondering, and then the swift rumor passed from lip to lip — almost from eye to eye, so rapidly it sped — Donnegan is coming! Donnegan, and big George with him.

Someone tell Milligan!

But Milligan had already heard; he was back of the bar giving directions; guns were actually unlimbering. What would happen?

Shall I get you out of this? Landis asked the girl.

Leave now? She laughed fiercely and silently. Im just beginning to live! Miss Donnegan in action? No, sir!

She would have given a good deal to retract that sentence, for it washed the face of Landis white with jealousy.

Surely Donnegan had built greater than he knew.

And suddenly he was there in the midst of the house. No one had stopped him — at least, no one had interfered with his servant. Big George had on a white suit and a dappled green necktie; he stood directly behind his master and made him look like a small boy. For Donnegan was in black, and he had a white neckcloth wrapped as high and stiffly as an old-fashioned stock. Altogether he was a queer, drab figure compared with the brilliant Donnegan of that afternoon. He looked older, more weary. His lean face was pale; and his hair flamed with redoubled ardor on that account. Never was hair as red as that, not even the hair of Lord Nick, said the people in Milligans this night.

He was perfectly calm even in the midst of that deadly silence. He stood looking about him. He saw Gloster, the real estate man, and bowed to him deliberately.

For some reason that drew a gasp.

Then he observed a table which was apparently to his fancy and crossed the floor with a light, noiseless step, big George padding heavily behind him. At the little round table he waited until George had drawn out the chair for him and then he sat down. He folded his arms lightly upon his breast and once more surveyed the scene, and big George drew himself up behind Donnegan. Just once his eyes rolled and flashed savagely in delight at the sensation that they were making, then the face of George was once again impassive.

If Donnegan had not carried it off with a certain air, the whole entrance would have seemed decidedly stagey, but The Corner, as it was, found much to wonder at and little to criticize. And in the West grown men are as shrewd judges of affectation as children are in other places.

Putting on a lot of style, eh? said Jack Landis, and with fierce intensity he watched the face of Nelly Lebrun.

For once she was unguarded.

Hes superb! she exclaimed. The big fellow is going to bring a drink for him.

She looked up, surprised by the silence of Landis, and found that his face was actually yellow.

Ill tell you something. Do you remember the little red-headed tramp who came in here the other night and spoke to me?

Very well. You seemed to be bothered.

Maybe. I dunno. But thats the man — the one whos sitting over there now all dressed up — the man The Corner is talking about — Donnegan! A tramp!

She caught her breath.

Is that the one? A pause. Well, I believe it. Hes capable of anything!

I think you like him all the better for knowing that.

Jack, youre angry.

Why should I be? I hate to see you fooled by the bluff of a tramp, though.

Tush! Do you think Im fooled by it? But its an interesting bluff, Jack, dont you think?

Nelly, hes interesting enough to make you blush; by heaven, the hound is lookin right at you now, Nelly!

He had pressed her suddenly against the wall and she struck back desperately in self-defense.

By the way, what did he want to see you about?

It spiked the guns of Landis for the time being, at least. And the girl followed by striving to prove that her interest in Donnegan was purely impersonal.

Hes clever, she ran on, not daring to look at the set face of her companion. See how he fails to notice that hes making a sensation? Youd think he was in a big restaurant in a city. He takes the drink off the tray from that fellow as if it were a common thing to be waited on by a body-servant in The Corner. Jack, Ill wager that theres something crooked about him. A professional gambler, say!

Jack Landis thawed a little under this careless chatter. He still did not quite trust her.

Do you know what theyre whispering? That I was afraid to face him!

She tilted her head back, so that the light gleamed on her young throat, and she broke into laughter.

Why, Jack, thats foolish. You proved yourself when you first came to The Corner. Maybe some of the newcomers may have said something, but all the old-timers know you had some different reason for leaving the rest of them. By the way, what was the reason?

She sent a keen little glance at him from the corner of her eyes, but the moment she saw that he was embarrassed and at sea because of the query she instantly slipped into a fresh tide of careless chatter and covered up his confusion for him.

See how the girls are making eyes at him.

Ill tell you why, Jack replied. A girl likes to be with the man whos making the town talk. He added pointedly: Oh, Ive found that out!

She shrugged that comment away.

He isnt paying the slightest attention to any of them, she murmured. Hes queer! Has he just come here hunting trouble?


CHAPTER 20
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IT SHOULD BE understood that before this the men in Milligans had reached a subtly unspoken agreement that red-haired Donnegan was not one of them. In a word, they did not like him because he made a mystery of himself. And, also, because he was different. Yet there was a growing feeling that the shooting of Lewis through the hand had not been an accident, for the whole demeanor of Donnegan composed the action of a man who is a professional trouble maker. There was no reason why he should go to Milligans and take his servant with him unless he wished a fight. And why a man should wish to fight the entire Corner was something no one could guess.

That he should have done all this merely to focus all eyes upon him, and particularly the eyes of a girl, did not occur to anyone. It looked rather like the bravado of a man who lived for the sake of fighting. Now, men who hunt trouble in the mountain desert generally find all that they may desire, but for the time being everyone held back, wolfishly, waiting for another to take the first step toward Donnegan. Indeed, there was an unspoken conviction that the man who took the first step would probably not live to take another. In the meantime both men and women gave Donnegan the lions share of their attention. There was only one who was clever enough to conceal it, and that one was the pair of eyes to which the red-haired man was playing — Nelly Lebrun. She confined herself strictly to Jack Landis.

So it was that when Milligan announced a tag dance and the couples swirled onto the floor gayly, Donnegan decided to take matters into his own hands and offer the first overt act. It was clumsy; he did not like it; but he hated this delay. And he knew that every moment he stayed on there with big George behind his chair was another red rag flaunted in the face of The Corner.

He saw the men who had no girl with them brighten at the announcement of the tag dance. And when the dance began he saw the prettiest girls tagged quickly, one after the other. All except Nelly Lebrun. She swung securely around the circle in the big arms of Jack Landis. She seemed to be set apart and protected from the common touch by his size, and by his formidable, challenging eye. Donnegan felt as never before the unassailable position of this fellow; not only from his own fighting qualities, but because he had behind him the whole unfathomable power of Lord Nick and his gang.

Nelly approached in the arms of Landis in making the first circle of the dance floor; her eyes, grown dull as she surrendered herself wholly to the rhythm of the waltz, saw nothing. They were blank as unlighted charcoal. She came opposite Donnegan, her back was toward him; she swung in the arms of Landis, and then, past the shoulder of her partner, she flashed a glance at Donnegan. The spark had fallen on the charcoal, and her eyes were aflame. Aflame to Donnegan; the next instant the veil had dropped across her face once more.

She was carried on, leaving Donnegan tingling.

A wise man upon whom that look had fallen might have seen, not Nelly Lebrun in the cheap dance hall, but Helen of Sparta and all Troys dead. But Donnegan was clever, not wise. And he saw only Nelly Lebrun and the broad shoulders of Jack Landis.

Let the critic deal gently with Donnegan. He loved Lou Macon with all his heart and his soul, and yet because another beautiful girl had looked at him, there he sat at his table with his jaw set and the devil in his eye. And while she and Landis were whirling through the next circumference of the room, Donnegan was seeing all sides of the problem. If he tagged Landis it would be casting the glove in the face of the big man — and in the face of old Lebrun — and in the face of that mysterious and evil power, Lord Nick himself. And consider, that besides these he had already insulted all of The Corner.

Why not let things go on as they were? Suppose he were to allow Landis to plunge deeper into his infatuation? Suppose he were to bring Lou Macon to this place and let her see Landis sitting with Nelly, making love to her with every tone in his voice, every light in his eye? Would not that cure Lou? And would not that open the door to Donnegan?

And remember, in considering how Donnegan was tempted, that he was not a conscientious man. He was in fact what he seemed to be — a wanderer, a careless vagrant, living by his wits. For all this, he had been touched by the divine fire — a love that is greater than self. And the more deeply he hated Landis, the more profoundly he determined that he should be discarded by Nelly and forced back to Lou Macon. In the meantime, Nelly and Jack were coming again. They were close; they were passing; and this time her eye had no spark for Donnegan.

Yet he rose from his table, reached the floor with a few steps, and touched Landis lightly on the shoulder. The challenge was passed. Landis stopped abruptly and turned his head; his face showed merely dull astonishment. The current of dancers split and washed past on either side of the motionless trio, and on every face there was a glittering curiosity. What would Landis do?

Nothing. He was too stupefied to act. He, Jack Landis, had actually been tagged while he was dancing with the woman which all The Corner knew to be his girl! And before his befogged senses cleared the girl was in the arms of the red-haired man and was lost in the crowd.

What a buzz went around the room! For a moment Landis could no more move than he could think; then he sent a sullen glance toward the girl and retreated to their table. A childish sullenness clouded his face while he sat there; only one decision came clearly to him: he must kill Donnegan!

In the meantime people noted two things. The first was that Donnegan danced very well with Nelly Lebrun; and his red hair beside the silken black of the girls was a startling contrast. It was not a common red. It flamed, as though with phosphoric properties of its own. But they danced well; and the eyes of both of them were gleaming. Another thing: men did not tag Donnegan any more than they had offered to tag Landis. One or two slipped out from the outskirts of the floor, but something in the face of Donnegan discouraged them and made them turn elsewhere as though they had never started for Nelly Lebrun in the first place. Indeed, to a two-year-old child it would have been apparent that Nelly and the red-headed were interested in each other.

As a matter of fact they did not speak a single syllable until they had gone around the floor one complete turn and the dance was coming toward an end.

It was he who spoke first, gloomily: I shouldnt have done it; I shouldnt have tagged him!

At this she drew back a little so that she could meet his eyes.

Why not?

The whole crew will be on my trail.

What crew?

Beginning with Lord Nick!

This shook her completely out of the thrall of the dance.

Lord Nick? What makes you think that?

I know hes thick with Landis. Itll mean trouble.

He was so simple about it that she began to laugh. It was not such a voice as Lou Macons. It was high and light, and one could suspect that it might become shrill under a stress.

And yet it looks as though youve been hunting trouble, she said.

I couldnt help it, said Donnegan naively.

It was a very subtle flattery, this frankness from a man who had puzzled all The Corner. Nelly Lebrun felt that she was about to look behind the scenes and she tingled with delight.

Tell me, she said. Why not?

Well, said Donnegan. I had to make a noise because I wanted to be noticed.

She glanced about her; every eye was upon them.

Youve made your point, she murmured. The whole town is talking of nothing else.

I dont care an ounce of lead about the rest of the town.

Then—

She stopped abruptly, seeing toward what he was tending. And the heart of Nelly Lebrun fluttered for the first time in many a month. She believed him implicitly. It was for her sake that he had made all this commotion; to draw her attention. For every lovely girl, no matter how cool-headed, has a foolish belief in the power of her beauty. As a matter of fact Donnegan had told her the truth. It had all been to win her attention, from the fight for the mint to the tagging for the dance. How could she dream that it sprang out of anything other than a wild devotion to her? And while Donnegan coldly calculated every effect, Nelly Lebrun began to see in him the man of a dream, a spirit out of a dead age, a soul of knightly, reckless chivalry. In that small confession he cast a halo about himself which no other hand could ever remove entirely so far as Nelly Lebrun was concerned.

You understand? he was saying quietly.

She countered with a question as direct as his confession.

What are you, Mr. Donnegan?

A wanderer, said Donnegan instantly, and an avoider of work.

At that they laughed together. The strain was broken and in its place there was a mutual excitement. She saw Landis in the distance watching their laughter with a face contorted with anger, but it only increased her unreasoning happiness.

Mr. Donnegan, let me give you friendly advice. I like you: I know you have courage; and I saw you meet Scar-faced Lewis. But if I were you Id leave The Corner tonight and never come back. Youve set every man against you. Youve stepped on the toes of Landis and hes a big man here. And even if you were to prove too much for Jack youd come against Lord Nick, as you say yourself. Do you know Nick?

No.

Then, Mr. Donnegan, leave The Corner!

The music, ending, left them face to face as he dropped his arm from about her. And she could appreciate now, for the first time, that he was smaller than he had seemed at a distance, or while he was dancing. He seemed a frail figure indeed to face the entire banded Corner — and Lord Nick.

Dont you see, said Donnegan, that I cant stop now?

There was a double meaning that sent her color flaring.

He added in a low, tense voice, Ive gone too far. Besides, Im beginning to hope!

She paused, then made a little gesture of abandon.

Then stay, stay! she whispered with eyes on fire. And good luck to you, Mr. Donnegan!


CHAPTER 21
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AS THEY WENT back, toward Nellys table, where Jack Landis was trying to appear carelessly at ease, the face of Donnegan was pale. One might have thought that excitement and fear caused his pallor; but as a matter of fact it was in him an unfailing sign of happiness and success. Landis had manners enough to rise as they approached. He found himself being presented to the smaller man. He heard the cool, precise voice of Donnegan acknowledging the introduction; and then the red-headed man went back to his table; and Jack Landis was alone with Nelly Lebrun again.

He scowled at her, and she tried to look repentant, but since she could not keep the dancing light out of her eyes, she compromised by looking steadfastly down at the table. Which convinced Landis that she was thinking of her late partner. He made a great effort, swallowed, and was able to speak smoothly enough.

Looked as if you were having a pretty good time with that — tramp.

The color in her cheeks was anger; Landis took it for shame.

He dances beautifully, she replied.

Yeh; hes pretty smooth. Take a gent like that, its hard for a girl to see through him.

Lets not talk about him, Jack.

All right. Is he going to dance with you again?

I promised him the third dance after this.

For a time Landis could not trust his voice. Then: Kind of sorry about that. Because Ill be going home before then.

At this she raised her eyes for the first time. He was astonished and a little horrified to see that she was not in the least flustered, but very angry.

Youll go home before I have a chance for that dance? she asked. Youre acting like a two-year-old, Jack. You are!

He flushed. Burning would be too easy a death for Donnegan.

Hes making a laughingstock out of me; look around the room!

Nobodys thinking about you at all, Jack. Youre just self-conscious.

Of course, it was pouring acid upon an open wound. But she was past the point of caution.

Maybe they aint, said Landis, controlling his rage. I dont figure that I amount to much. But I rate myself as high as a skunk like him!

It may have been a smile that she gave him. At any rate, he caught the glint of teeth, and her eyes were as cold as steel points. If she had actually defended the stranger she would not have infuriated Landis so much.

Well, what does he say about himself?

He says frankly that hes a vagrant.

And you dont believe him?

She did not speak.

Makin a play for sympathy. Confound a man like that, I say!

Still she did not answer; and now Landis became alarmed.

Dyou really like him, Nelly?

I liked him well enough to introduce him to you, Jack.

Im sorry I talked so plain if you put it that way, he admitted heavily. I didnt know you picked up friends so fast as all that! He could not avoid adding this last touch of the poison point.

His back was to Donnegan, and consequently the girl, facing him, could look straight across the room at the red-headed man. She allowed herself one brief glance, and she saw that he was sitting with his elbow on the table, his chin in his hand, looking fixedly at her. It was the gaze of one who forgets all else and wraps himself in a dream. Other people in the room were noting that changeless stare and the whisper buzzed more and more loudly, but Donnegan had forgotten the rest of the world, it seemed. It was a very cunning piece of acting, not too much overdone, and once more the heart of Nelly Lebrun fluttered.

She remembered that in spite of his frankness he had not talked with insolent presumption to her. He had merely answered her individual questions with an astonishing, childlike frankness. He had laid his heart before her, it seemed. And now he sat at a distance looking at her with the white, intense face of one who sees a dream.

Nelly Lebrun was recalled by the heavy breathing of Jack Landis and she discovered that she had allowed her eyes to rest too long on the red-headed stranger. She had forgotten; her eyes had widened; and even Jack Landis was able to look into her mind and see things that startled him. For the first time he sensed that this was more than a careless flirtation. And he sat stiffly at the table, looking at her and through her with a fixed smile. Nelly, horrified, strove to cover her tracks.

Youre right, Jack, she said. I — I think there was something brazen in the way he tagged you. And — lets go home together!

Too late. The mind of Landis was not oversharp, but now jealousy gave it a point. He nodded his assent, and they got up, but there was no increase in his color. She read as plain as day in his face that he intended murder this night and Nelly was truly frightened.

So she tried different tactics. All the way to the substantial little house which Lebrun had built at a little distance from the gambling hall, she kept up a running fire of steady conversation. But when she said good night to him, his face was still set. She had not deceived him. When he turned, she saw him go back into the night with long strides, and within half an hour she knew, as clearly as if she were remembering the picture instead of foreseeing it, that Jack and Donnegan would face each other gun in hand on the floor of Milligans dance hall.

Still, she was not foolish enough to run after Jack, take his arm, and make a direct appeal. It would be too much like begging for Donnegan, and even if Jack forgave her for this interest in his rival, she had sense enough to feel that Donnegan himself never would. Something, however, must be done to prevent the fight, and she took the straightest course.

She went as fast as a run would carry her straight behind the intervening houses and came to the back entrance to the gaming hall. There she entered and stepped into the little office of her father. Black Lebrun was not there. She did not want him. In his place there sat the Pedlar and Joe Rix; they were members of Lord Nicks chosen crew, and since Nicks temporary alliance with Lebrun for the sake of plundering Jack Landis, Nicks men were Nellys men. Indeed, this was a formidable pair. They were the kind of men about whom many whispers and no facts circulate: and yet the facts are far worse than the whispers. It was said that Joe Rix, who was a fat little man with a great aversion to a razor and a pair of shallow, pale blue eyes, was in reality a merciless fiend. He was; and he was more than that, if there be a stronger superlative. If Lord Nick had dirty work to be done, there was the man who did it with a relish. The Pedlar, on the other hand, was an exact opposite. He was long, lean, raw-boned, and prodigiously strong in spite of his lack of flesh. He had vast hands, all loose skin and outstanding tendons; he had a fleshless face over which his smile was capable of extending limitlessly. He was the sort of a man from whom one would expect shrewdness, some cunning, stubbornness, a dry humor, and many principles. All of which, except the last, was true of the Pedlar.

There was this peculiarity about the Pedlar. In spite of his broad grins and his wise, bright eyes, none, even of Lord Nicks gang, extended a friendship or familiarity toward him. When they spoke of the Pedlar they never used his name. They referred to him as him or they indicated him with gestures. If he had a fondness for any living creature it was for fat Joe Rix.

Yet on seeing this ominous pair, Nelly Lebrun cried out softly in delight. She ran to them, and dropped a hand on the bony shoulder of the Pedlar and one on the plump shoulder of Joe Rix, whose loose flesh rolled under her finger tips.

Its Jack Landis! she cried. Hes gone to Milligans to fight the new man. Stop him!

Donnegan? said Joe, and did not rise.

Him? said the Pedlar, and moistened his broad lips like one on the verge of starvation.

Are you going to sit here? she cried. What will Lord Nick say if he finds out youve let Jack get into a fight?

We aint nursin mothers, declared the Pedlar. But Id kind of like to look on!

And he rose. Unkinking joint after joint, straightening his legs, his back, his shoulders, his neck, he soared up and up until he stood a prodigious height. The girl controlled a shudder of disgust.

Joe! she appealed.

You want us to clean up Donnegan? he asked, rising, but without interest in his voice.

To his surprise, she slipped back to the door and blocked it with her outcast arms.

Not a hair of his head! she said fiercely. Swear that you wont harm him, boys!

What the devil! ejaculated Joe, who was a blunt man in spite of his fat. You want us to keep Jack from fightin, but you dont want us to hurt the other gent. What you want? Hogtie em both?

Yes, yes; keep Jack out of Milligans; but for heavens sake dont try to put a hand on Donnegan.

Why not?

For your sakes; hed kill you, Joe!

At this they both gaped in unison, and as one man they drawled in vast admiration: Good heavens!

But go, go, go! cried the girl.

And she shoved them through the door and into the night.


CHAPTER 22
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TO THE PEOPLE in Milligans it had been most incredible that Jack Landis should withdraw from a competition of any sort. And though the girls were able to understand his motives in taking Nelly Lebrun away they were not able to explain this fully to their men companions. For one and all they admitted that Jack was imperiling his hold on the girl in question if he allowed her to stay near this red-headed fiend. But one and all they swore that Jack Landis had ruined himself with her by taking her away. And this was a paradox which made masculine heads in The Corner spin. The main point was that Jack Landis had backed down before a rival; and this fact was stunning enough. Donnegan, however, was not confused. He sent big George to ask Milligan to come to him for a moment.

Milligan, at this, cursed George, but he was drawn by curiosity to consent. A moment later he was seated at Donnegans table, drinking his own liquor as it was served to him from the hands of big George. If the first emotions of the dance-hall proprietor were anger and intense curiosity, his second emotion was that never-failing surprise which all who came close to the wanderer felt. For he had that rare faculty of seeming larger when in action, even when actually near much bigger men. Only when one came close to Donnegan one stepped, as it were, through a veil, and saw the almost fragile reality. When Milligan had caught his breath and adjusted himself, he began as follows:

Now, Bud, he said, youve made a pretty play. Not bad at all. But no more bluffs in Milligans.

Bluff! Donnegan repeated gently.

About your servant. I let it pass for one night, but not for another.

My dear Mr. Milligan! However — changing the subject easily— what I wish to speak to you about is a bit of trouble which I foresee. I think, sir, that Jack Landis is coming back.

What makes you think that?

Its a feeling I have. I have queer premonitions, Mr. Milligan, Im sure hes coming and Im sure hes going to attempt a murder.

Milligans thick lips framed his question but he did not speak: fear made his face ludicrous.

Right here?

Yes.

A shootin scrape here! You?

He has me in mind. Thats why Im speaking to you.

Dont wait to speak to me about it. Get up and get out!

Mr. Milligan, youre wrong. Im going to stay here and youre going to protect me.

Well, confound your soul! They aint much nerve about you, is there?

You run a public place. You have to protect your patrons from insult.

And who began it, then? Who started walkin on Jacks toes? Now you come whinin to me! By heck, I hope Jack gets you!

Youre a genial soul, said Donnegan. Heres to you!

But something in his smile as he sipped his liquor made Milligan sit straighter in his chair.

As for Donnegan, he was thinking hard and fast. If there were a shooting affair and he won, he would nevertheless run a close chance of being hung by a mob. He must dispose that mob to look upon him as the defendant and Landis as the aggressor. He had not foreseen the crisis until it was fairly upon him. He had thought of Nelly playing Landis along more gradually and carefully, so that, while he was slowly learning that she was growing cold to him, he would have a chance to grow fond of Lou Macon once more. But even across the width of the room he had seen the girl fire up, and from that moment he knew the result. Landis already suspected him; Landis, with the feeling that he had been robbed, would do his best to kill the thief. He might take a chance with Landis, if it came to a fight, just as he had taken a chance with Lewis. But how different this case would be! Landis was no dull-nerved ruffian and drunkard. He was a keen boy with a hair-trigger balance, and in a gunplay he would be apt to beat the best of them all. Of all this Donnegan was fully aware. Either he must place his own life in terrible hazard or else he must shoot to kill; and if he killed, what of Lou Macon?

While he smiled into the face of Milligan, perspiration was bursting out under his armpits.

Mr. Milligan, I implore you to give me your aid.

Whats the difference? Milligan asked in a changed tone. If he dont fight you here hell fight you later.

Youre wrong, Mr. Milligan. He isnt the sort to hold malice. Hell come here tonight and try to get at me like a bulldog straining on a leash. If he is kept away hell get over his bad temper.

Milligan pushed back his chair.

Youve tried to force yourself down the throat of The Corner, he said, and now you yell for help when you see the teeth.

He had raised his voice. Now he got up and strode noisily away. Donnegan waited until he was halfway across the dance floor and then rose in turn.

Gentlemen, he said.

The quiet voice cut into every conversation; the musicians lowered the instruments.

I have just told Mr. Milligan that I am sure Jack Landis is coming back here to try to kill me. I have asked for his protection. He has refused it. I intend to stay here and wait for him, Jack Landis. In the meantime I ask any able-bodied man who will do so, to try to stop Landis when he enters.

He sat down, raised his glass, and sipped the drink. Two hundred pairs of eyes were fastened with hawklike intensity upon him, and they could perceive no quiver of his hand.

The sipping of his liquor was not an affectation. For he was drinking, at incredible cost, liquors from Milligans store of rareties.

The effect of Donnegans announcement was first a silence, then a hum, then loud voices of protest, curiosity — and finally a scurrying toward the doors.

Yet really very few left. The rest valued a chance to see the fight beyond the fear of random slugs of lead which might fly their way. Besides, where such men as Donnegan and big Jack Landis were concerned, there was not apt to be much wild shooting. The dancing stopped, of course. The music was ordered by Milligan to play, in a frantic endeavor to rouse custom again; but the music of its own accord fell away in the middle of the piece. For the musicians could not watch the notes and the door at the same time.

As for Donnegan, he found that it was one thing to wait and another to be waited for. He, too, wished to turn and watch that door until it should be filled by the bulk of Jack Landis. Yet he fought the desire.

And in the midst of this torturing suspense an idea came to him, and at the same instant Jack Landis entered the doorway. He stood there looking vast against the night. One glance around was sufficient to teach him the meaning of the silence. The stage was set, and the way opened to Donnegan. Without a word, big George stole to one side.

Straight to the middle of the dance floor went Jack Landis, red-faced, with long, heavy steps. He faced Donnegan.

You skunk! shouted Landis. Ive come for you!

And he went for his gun. Donnegan, too, stirred. But when the revolver leaped into the hand of Landis, it was seen that the hands of Donnegan rose past the line of his waist, past his shoulders, and presently locked easily behind his head. A terrible chance, for Landis had come within a breath of shooting. So great was the impulse that, as he checked the pressure of his forefinger, he stumbled a whole pace forward. He walked on.

You need cause to fight? he cried, striking Donnegan across the face with the back of his left hand, jerking up the muzzle of the gun in his right.

Now a dark trickle was seen to come from the broken lips of Donnegan, yet he was smiling faintly.

Jack Landis muttered a curse and said sneeringly: Are you afraid?

There were sick faces in that room; men turned their heads, for nothing is so ghastly as the sight of a man who is taking water.

Hush, said Donnegan. Im going to kill you, Jack. But I want to kill you fairly and squarely. Theres no pleasure, you see, in beating a youngster like you to the draw. I want to give you a fighting chance. Besides — he removed one hand from behind his head and waved it carelessly to where the men of The Corner crouched in the shadow— you people have seen me drill one already, and Id like to shoot you in a new way. Is that agreeable?

Two terrible, known figures detached themselves from the gloom near the door.

Hark to this gent sing, said one, and his name was the Pedlar. Hark to him sing, Jack, and well see that you get fair play.

Good, said his friend, Joe Rix. Let him take his try, Jack.

As a matter of fact, had Donnegan reached for a gun, he would have been shot before even Landis could bring out a weapon, for the steady eye of Joe Rix, hidden behind the Pedlar, had been looking down a revolver barrel at the forehead of Donnegan, waiting for that first move. But something about the coolness of Donnegan fascinated them.

Dont shoot, Joe, the Pedlar had said. That bird is the chief over again. Dont plug him!

And that was why Donnegan lived.


CHAPTER 23
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IF HE HAD taken the eye of the hardened Rix and the still harder Pedlar, he had stunned the men of The Corner. And breathlessly they waited for his proposal to Jack Landis.

He spoke with his hands behind his head again, after he had slowly taken out a handkerchief and wiped his chin.

Im a methodical fellow, Landis, he said. I hate to do an untidy piece of work. I have been disgusted with myself since my little falling out with Lewis. I intended to shoot him cleanly through the hand, but instead of that I tore up his whole forearm. Sloppy work, Landis. I dont like it. Now, in meeting you, I want to do a clean, neat, precise job. One that Ill be proud of.

A moaning voice was heard faintly in the distance. It was the Pedlar, who had wrapped himself in his gaunt arms and was crooning softly, with unspeakable joy: Hark to him sing! Hark to him sing! A ringer for the chief!

Why should we be in such a hurry? continued Donnegan. You see that clock in the corner? Tut, tut! Turn your head and look. Do you think Ill drop you while you look around?

Landis flung one glance over his shoulder at the big clock, whose pendulum worked solemnly back and forth.

In five minutes, said Donnegan, it will be eleven oclock. And when its eleven oclock the clock will chime. Now, Landis, you and I shall sit down here like gentlemen and drink our liquor and think our last thoughts. Heavens, man, is there anything more disagreeable than being hurried out of life? But when the clock chimes, we draw our guns and shoot each other through the heart — the brain — wherever we have chosen. But, Landis, if one of us should inadvertently — or through nervousness — beat the clocks chime by the split part of a second, the good people of The Corner will fill that one of us promptly full of lead.

He turned to the crowd.

Gentlemen, is it a good plan?

As well as a Roman crowd if it wanted to see a gladiator die, the frayed nerves of The Corner responded to the stimulus of this delightful entertainment. There was a joyous chorus of approval.

When the clock strikes, then, said Landis, and flung himself down in a chair, setting his teeth over his rage.

Donnegan smiled benevolently upon him; then he turned again and beckoned to George. The big man strode closer and leaned.

George, he said. Im not going to kill this fellow.

No, sir; certainly, sir, whispered the other. George can kill him for you, sir.

Donnegan smiled wanly.

Im not going to kill him, George, on account of the girl on the hill. You know? And the reason is that shes fond of the lubber. Ill try to break his nerve, George, and drill him through the arm, say. No, I cant take chances like that. But if I have him shaking in time, Ill shoot him through the right shoulder, George.

But if I miss and he gets me instead, mind you, never raise a hand against him. If you so much as touch his skin, Ill rise out of my grave and haunt you. You hear? Good-by, George.

But big George withdrew without a word, and the reason for his speechlessness was the glistening of his eyes.

If I live, said Donnegan, Ill show that George that I appreciate him.

He went on aloud to Landis: So glum, my boy? Tush! We have still four minutes left. Are you going to spend your last four minutes hating me?

He turned: Another liqueur, George. Two of them.

The big man brought the drinks, and having put one on the table of Donnegan, he was directed to take the other to Landis.

Its really good stuff, said Donnegan. Im not an expert on these matters; but I like the taste. Will you try it?

It seemed that Landis dared not trust himself to speech. As though a vast and deadly hatred were gathered in him, and he feared lest it should escape in words the first time he parted his teeth.

He took the glass of liqueur and slowly poured it upon the floor. From the crowd there was a deep murmur of disapproval. And Landis, feeling that he had advanced the wrong foot in the matter, glowered scornfully about him and then stared once more at Donnegan.

Just as you please, said Donnegan, sipping his glass. But remember this, my young friend, that a fool is a fool, drunk or sober.

Landis showed his teeth, but made no other answer. And Donnegan anxiously flashed a glance at the clock. He still had three minutes. Three minutes in which he must reduce this stalwart fellow to a trembling, nervous wreck. Otherwise, he must shoot to kill, or else sit there and become a certain sacrifice for the sake of Lou Macon. Yet he controlled the muscles of his face and was still able to smile as he turned again to Landis.

Three minutes left, he said. Three minutes for you to compose yourself, Landis. Think of it, man! All the good life behind you. Have you nothing to remember? Nothing to soften your mind? Why die, Landis, with a curse in your heart and a scowl on your lips?

Once more Landis stirred his lips; but there was only the flash of his teeth; he maintained his resolute silence.

Ah, murmured Donnegan, I am sorry to see this. And before all your admirers, Landis. Before all your friends. Look at them scattered there under the lights and in the shadows. No farewell word for them? Nothing kindly to say? Are you going to leave them without a syllable of goodfellowship?

Confound you! muttered Landis.

There was another hum from the crowd; it was partly wonder, partly anger. Plainly they were not pleased with Jack Landis on this day.

Donnegan shook his head sadly.

I hoped, he said, that I could teach you how to die. But I fail. And yet you should be grateful to me for one thing, Jack. I have kept you from being a murderer in cold blood. I kept you from killing a defenseless man as you intended to do when you walked up to me a moment ago.

He smiled genially in mockery, and there was a scowl on the face of Landis.

Two minutes, said Donnegan.

Leaning back in his chair, he yawned. For a whole minute he did not stir.

One minute? he murmured inquisitively.

And there was a convulsive shudder through the limbs of Landis. It was the first sign that he was breaking down under the strain. There remained only one minute in which to reduce him to a nervous wreck!

The strain was telling in other places. Donnegan turned and saw in the shadow and about the edges of the room a host of drawn, tense faces and burning eyes. Never while they lived would they forget that scene.

And now that the time is close, said Donnegan, I must look to my gun.

He made a gesture; how it was, no one was swift enough of eye to tell, but a gun appeared in his hand. At the flash of it, Landis weapon leaped up to the mark and his face convulsed. But Donnegan calmly spun the cylinder of his revolver and held it toward Landis, dangling from his forefinger under the guard.

You see? he said to Landis. Clean as a whistle, and easy as a girls smile. I hate a stiff action, Jack.

And Landis slowly allowed the muzzle of his own gun to sink. For the first time his eyes left the eyes of Donnegan, and sinking, inch by inch, stared fascinated at the gun in the hand of the enemy.

Thirty seconds, said Donnegan by way of conversation.

Landis jerked up his head and his eyes once more met the eyes of Donnegan, but this time they were wide, and the pointed glance of Donnegan sank into them. The lips of Landis parted. His tongue tremblingly moistened them.

Keep your nerve, said Donnegan in an undertone.

You hound! gasped Landis.

I knew it, said Donnegan sadly. Youll die with a curse on your lips.

He added: Ten seconds, Landis!

And then he achieved his third step toward victory, for Landis jerked his head around, saw the minute hand almost upon its mark, and swung back with a shudder toward Donnegan. From the crowd there was a deep breath.

And then Landis was seen to raise the muzzle of his gun again, and crouch over it, leveling it straight at Donnegan. He, at least, would send his bullet straight to the mark when that first chime went humming through the big room.

But Donnegan? He made his last play to shatter the nerve of Landis. With the minute hand on the very mark, he turned carelessly, the revolver still dangling by the trigger guard, and laughed toward the crowd.

And out of the crowd there came a deep, sobbing breath of heartbreaking suspense.

It told on Landis. Out of the corner of his eye Donnegan saw the muscles of the mans face sag and tremble; saw him allow his gun to fall, in imitation of Donnegan, to his side; and saw the long arm quivering.

And then the chime rang, with a metallic, sharp click and then a long and reverberant clanging.

With a gasp Landis whipped up his gun and fired. Once, twice, again, the weapon crashed. And, to the eternal wonder of all who saw it, at a distance of five paces Landis three times missed his man. But Donnegan, sitting back with a smile, raised his own gun almost with leisure, unhurried, dropped it upon the mark, and sent a forty-five slug through the right shoulder of Jack Landis.

The blow of the slug, like the punch of a strong mans fist, knocked the victim out of his chair to the floor. He lay clutching at his shoulder.

Gentlemen, said Donnegan, rising, is there a doctor here?


CHAPTER 24
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THAT WAS THE signal for the rush that swept across the floor and left a flood of marveling men around the fallen Landis. On the outskirts of this tide, Donnegan stepped up to two men, Joe Rix and the Pedlar. They greeted him with expectant glances.

Gentlemen, said Donnegan, will you step aside?

They followed him to a distance from the clamoring group.

I have to thank you, said Donnegan.

For what?

For changing your minds, said Donnegan, and left them.

And afterward the Pedlar murmured with an oddly twisted face: Cat-eye, Joe. He can see in the dark! But I told you he was worth savin.

Speakin in general, said Joe, which you aint hardly ever wrong when you get stirred up about a thing.

Hes something new, the Pedlar said wisely.

Ay, hes rare.

But talkin aside, suppose he was to meet up with Lord Nick?

The smile of Joe Rix was marvelously evil.

You got a great mind for great things, he declared. You ought to of been in politics.

In the meantime the doctor had been found. The wound had been cleansed. It was a cruel one, for the bullet had torn its way through flesh and sinew, and for many a week the fighting arm of Jack Landis would be useless. It had, moreover, carried a quantity of cloth into the wound, and it was almost impossible to cleanse the hole satisfactorily. As for the bullet itself, it had whipped cleanly through, at that short distance making nothing of its target.

A door was knocked off its hinges. But before the wounded man was placed upon it, Lebrun appeared at the door into Milligans. He was never a very cheery fellow in appearance, and now he looked like a demoniac. He went straight to Joe Rix and the skeleton form of the Pedlar. He raised one finger as he looked at them.

Ive heard, said Lebrun. Lord Nick likewise shall hear.

Joe Rix changed color. He bustled about, together with the Pedlar, and lent a hand in carrying the wounded man to the house of Lebrun, for Nelly Lebrun was to be the nurse of Landis.

In the meantime, Donnegan went up the hill with big George behind him. Already he was a sinisterly marked man. Working through the crowd near Lebruns gambling hall, a drunkard in the midst of a song stumbled against him. But the sight of the man with whom he had collided, sobered him as swiftly as the lash of a whip across his face. It was impossible for him, in that condition, to grow pale. But he turned a vivid purple.

Sorry, Mr. Donnegan.

Donnegan, with a shrug of his shoulders, passed on. The crowd split before him, for they had heard his name. There were brave men, he knew, among them. Men who would fight to the last drop of blood rather than be shamed, but they shrank from Donnegan without shame, as they would have shrunk from the coming of a rattler had their feet been bare. So he went easily through the crowd with big George in his wake, walking proudly.

For George had stood to one side and watched Donnegan indomitably beat down the will of Jack Landis, and the sight would live in his mind forever. Indeed, if Donnegan had bidden the sun to stand in the heavens, the big man would have looked for obedience. That the forbearance of Donnegan should have been based on a desire to serve a girl certainly upset the mind of George, but it taught him an amazing thing — that Donnegan was capable of affection.

The terrible Donnegan went on. In his wake the crowd closed slowly, for many had paused to look after the little man. Until they came to the outskirts of the town and climbed the hill toward the two shacks. The one was, of course, dark. But the shack in which Lou Macon lived burst with light. Donnegan paused to consider this miracle. He listened, and he heard voices — the voice of a man, laughing loudly. Thinking something was wrong, he hurried forward and called loudly.

What he saw when he was admitted made him speechless. Colonel Macon, ensconced in his invalid chair, faced the door, and near him was Lou Macon. Lou rose, half-frightened by the unexpected interruption, but the liquid laughter of the colonel set all to rights at once.

Come in, Donnegan. Come in, lad, said the colonel.

I heard a mans voice, Donnegan said half apologetically. The sick color began to leave his face, and relief swept over it slowly. I thought something might be wrong. I didnt think of you. And looking down, as all men will in moments of relaxation from a strain, he did not see the eyes of Lou Macon grow softly luminous as they dwelt upon him.

Come in, George, went on the colonel, and make yourself comfortable in the kitchen. Close the door. Sit down, Donnegan. When your letter came I saw that I was needed here. Lou, have you looked into our friends cabin? No? Nothing like a womans touch to give a man the feeling of homeliness, Lou. Step over to Donnegans cabin and put it to rights. Yes, I know that George takes care of it, but George is one thing, and your care will be another. Besides, I must be alone with him for a moment. Man talk confuses a girl, Lou. You shouldnt listen to it.

She withdrew with that faint, dreamy smile with which she so often heard the instructions of her father; as though she were only listening with half of her mind. When she was gone, though the door to the kitchen stood wide open, and big George was in it, the colonel lowered his bass voice so successfully that it was as safe as being alone with Donnegan.

And now for facts, he began.

But, said Donnegan, how — that chair — how in the world have you come here?

The colonel shook his head.

My dear boy, you grieve and disappoint me. The manner in which a thing is done is not important. Mysteries are usually simply explained. As for my small mystery — a neighbor on the way to The Corner with a wagon stopped in, and I asked him to take me along. So here I am. But now for your work here, lad?

Bad, said Donnegan.

I gathered you had been unfortunate. And now you have been fighting?

You have heard?

I see it in your eye, Donnegan. When a man has been looking fear in the face for a time, an image of it remains in his eyes. They are wider, glazed with the other thing.

It was forced on me, said Donnegan. I have shot Landis.

He was amazed to see the colonel was vitally affected. His lips remained parted over his next word, and one eyelid twitched violently. But the spasm passed over quickly. When he raised his perfect hands and pressed them together just under his chin. He smiled in a most winning manner that made the blood of Donnegan run cold.

Donnegan, he said softly, I see that I have misjudged you. I underestimated you. I thought, indeed, that your rare qualities were qualified by painful weaknesses. But now I see that you are a man, and from this moment we shall act together with open minds. So you have done it? Tush, then I need not have taken my trip. The work is done; the mines come to me as the heir of Jack. And yet, poor boy, I pity him! He misjudged me; he should not have ventured to this deal with Lord Nick and his compatriots!

Wait, exclaimed Donnegan. Youre wrong; Landis is not dead.

Once more the colonel was checked, but this time the alteration in his face was no more than a commas pause in a long balanced sentence. It was impossible to obtain more than one show of emotion from him in a single conversation.

Not dead? Well, Donnegan, that is unfortunate. And after you had punctured him you had no chance to send home the finishing shot?

Donnegan merely watched the colonel and tapped his bony finger against the point of his chin.

Ah, murmured the colonel, I see another possibility. It is almost as good — it may even be better than his death. You have disabled him, and having done this you at once take him to a place where he shall be under your surveillance — this, in fact, is a very comfortable outlook — for me and my interests. But for you, Donnegan, how the devil do you benefit by having Jack flat on his back, sick, helpless, and in a perfect position to excite all the sympathies of Lou?

Now, Donnegan had known cold-blooded men in his day, but that there existed such a man as the colonel had never come into his mind. He looked upon the colonel, therefore, with neither disgust nor anger, but with a distant and almost admiring wonder. For perfect evil always wins something akin to admiration from more common people.

Well, continued the colonel, a little uneasy under this silent scrutiny — silence was almost the only thing in the world that could trouble him— well, Donnegan, my lad, this is your plan, is it not?

To shoot down Landis, then take possession of him and while I nurse him back to health hold a gun — metaphorically speaking — to his head and make him do as I please: sign some lease, say, of the mines to you?

The colonel shifted himself to a more comfortable position in his chair, brought the tips of his fingers together under his vast chin, and smiled benevolently upon Donnegan.

It is as I thought, he murmured. Donnegan, you are rare; you are exquisite!

And you, said Donnegan, are a scoundrel.

Exactly. I am very base. The colonel laughed. You and I alone can speak with intimate knowledge of me. His chuckle shook all his body, and set the folds of his face quivering. His mirth died away when he saw Donnegan come to his feet.

Eh? he called.

Good-by, said Donnegan.

But where — Landis — Donnegan, what devil is in your eye?

A foolish devil, Colonel Macon. I surrender the benefits of all my work for you and go to make sure that you do not lay your hands upon Jack Landis.

The colonel opened and closed his lips foolishly like a fish gasping silently out of water. It was rare indeed for the colonel to appear foolish.

In heavens name, Donnegan!

The little man smiled. He had a marvelously wicked smile, which came from the fact that his lips could curve while his eyes remained bright and straight, and malevolently unwrinkled. He laid his hand on the knob of the door.

Donnegan, cried the colonel, gray of face, give me one minute.


CHAPTER 25
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DONNEGAN STEPPED TO a chair and sat down. He took out his watch and held it in his hand, studying the dial, and the colonel knew that his time limit was taken literally.

I swear to you, he said, that if you can help me to the possession of Landis while he is ill, I shall not lay a finger upon him or harm him in any way.

You swear? said Donnegan with that ugly smile.

My dear boy, do you think I am reckless enough to break a promise I have given to you?

The cynical glance of Donnegan probed the colonel to the heart, but the eyes of the fat man did not wince. Neither did he speak again, but the two calmly stared at each other. At the end of the minute, Donnegan slipped the watch into his pocket.

I am ready to listen to reason, he said. And the colonel passed one of his strong hands across his forehead.

Now, and he sighed, I feel that the crisis is passed. With a man of your caliber, Donnegan, I fear a snap judgment above all things. Since you give me a chance to appeal to your reason I feel safe. As from the first, I shall lay my cards upon the table. You are fond of Lou. I took it for granted that you would welcome a chance to brush Landis out of your path. It appears that I am wrong. I admit my error. Only fools cling to convictions; wise men are ready to meet new viewpoints. Very well. You wish to spare Landis for reasons of your own which I do not pretend to fathom. Perhaps, you pity him; I cannot tell. Now, you wonder why I wish to have Landis in my care if I do not intend to put an end to him and thereby become owner of his mines? I shall tell you frankly. I intend to own the mines, if not through the death of Jack, then through a legal act signed by the hand of Jack.

A willing signature? asked Donnegan, calmly.

A shadow came and went across the face of the colonel, and Donnegan caught his breath. There were times when he felt that if the colonel possessed strength of body as well as strength of mind even he, Donnegan, would be afraid of the fat man.

Willing or unwilling, said the colonel, he shall do as I direct!

Without force?

Listen to me, said the colonel. You and I are not children, and therefore we know that ordinary men are commanded rather by fear of what may happen to them than by being confronted with an actual danger. I have told you that I shall not so much as raise the weight of a finger against Jack Landis. I shall not. But a whisper adroitly put in his ear may accomplish the same ends. He added with a smile. Personally, I dislike physical violence. In that, Mr. Donnegan, we belong to opposite schools of action.

The picture came to Donnegan of Landis, lying in the cabin of the colonel, his childish mind worked upon by the devilish insinuation of the colonel. Truly, if Jack did not go mad under the strain he would be very apt to do as the colonel wished.

I have made a mess of this from the beginning, said Donnegan, quietly. In the first place, I intended to play the role of the self-sacrificing. You dont understand? I didnt expect that you would. In short, I intended to send Landis back to Lou by making a flash that would dazzle The Corner, and dazzle Nelly Lebrun as well — win her away from Landis, you see? But the fool, as soon as he saw that I was flirting with the girl, lowered his head and charged at me like a bull. I had to strike him down in self-defense.

But now you ask me to put him wholly in your possession. Colonel, you omit one link in your chain of reasoning. The link is important — to me. What am I to gain by placing him within the range of your whispering?

Tush! Do I need to tell you? I still presume you are interested in Lou, though you attempted to do so much to give Landis back to her. Well, Donnegan, you must know that when she learns it was a bullet from your gun that struck down Landis, shell hate you, my boy, as if you were a snake. But if she knows that after all you were forced into the fight, and that you took the first opportunity to bring Jack into my — er — paternal care — her sentiments may change. No, they will change.

Donnegan left his chair and began to pace the floor. He was no more self- conscious in the presence of the colonel than a man might be in the presence of his own evil instincts. And it was typical of the colonels insight that he made no attempt to influence the decision of Donnegan after this point was reached. He allowed him to work out the matter in his own way. At length, Donnegan paused.

Whats the next step? he asked.

The colonel sighed, and by that sigh he admitted more than words could tell.

A reasonable man, he said, is the delight of my heart. The next step, Donnegan, is to bring Jack Landis to this house.

Tush! said Donnegan. Bring him away from Lebrun? Bring him away from the tigers of Lord Nicks gang? I saw them at Milligans place tonight. A bad set, Colonel Macon.

A set you can handle, said the colonel, calmly.

Ah?

The danger will in itself be the thing that tempts you, he went on. To go among those fellows, wild as they are, and bring Jack Landis away to this house.

Bring him here, said Donnegan with indescribable bitterness, so that she may pity his wounds? Bring him here where she may think of him and tend him and grow to hate me?

Grow to fear you, said the colonel.

An excellent thing to accomplish, said Donnegan coldly.

I have found it so, remarked the colonel, and lighted a cigarette.

He drew the smoke so deep that when it issued again from between his lips it was a most transparent, bluish vapor. Fear came upon Donnegan. Not fear, surely, of the fat man, helpless in his invalids chair, but fear of the mind working ceaselessly behind those hazy eyes. He turned without a word and went to the door. The moment it opened under his hand, he felt a hysterical impulse to leap out of the room swiftly and slam the door behind him — to put a bar between him and the eye of the colonel, just as a child leaps from the dark room into the lighted and closes the door quickly to keep out the following night. He had to compel himself to move with proper dignity.

When outside, he sighed; the quiet of the night was like a blessing compared with the ordeal of the colonels devilish coldness. Macons advice had seemed almost logical the moment before. Win Lou Macon by the power of fear, well enough, for was not fear the thing which she had followed all her life? Was it not through fear that the colonel himself had reduced her to such abject, unquestioning obedience?

He went thoughtfully to his own cabin, and, down-headed in his musings, he became aware with a start of Lou Macon in the hut. She had changed the room as her father had bidden her to do. Just wherein the difference lay, Donnegan could not tell. There was a touch of evergreen in one corner; she had laid a strip of bright cloth over the rickety little table, and in ten minutes she had given the hut a semblance of permanent livableness. Donnegan saw her now, with some vestige of the smile of her art upon her face; but she immediately smoothed it to perfect gravity. He had never seen such perfect self-command in a woman.

Is there anything more that I can do? she asked, moving toward the door.

Nothing.

Good night.

Wait.

She still seemed to be under the authority which the colonel had delegated to Donnegan when they started for The Corner. She turned, and without a word came back to him. And a pang struck through Donnegan. What would he not have given if she had come at his call not with these dumb eyes, but with a spark of kindliness? Instead, she obeyed him as a soldier obeys a commander.

There has been trouble, said Donnegan.

Yes? she said, but there was no change in her face.

It was forced upon me. Then he added: It amounted to a shooting affair.

There was a change in her face now, indeed. A glint came in her eyes, and the suggestion of the colonel which he had once or twice before sensed in her, now became more vivid than ever before. The same contemptuous heartlessness, which was the colonels most habitual expression, now looked at Donnegan out of the lovely face of the girl.

They were fools to press you to the wall, she said. I have no pity for them.

For a moment Donnegan only stared at her; on what did she base her confidence in his prowess as a fighting man?

It was only one man, he said huskily.

Ah, there he had struck her home! As though the words were a burden, she shrank from him; then she slipped suddenly close to him and caught both his hands. Her head was raised far back; she had pressed close to him; she seemed in every line of her body to plead with him against himself, and all the veils which had curtained her mind from him dropped away. He found himself looking down into eyes full of fire and shadow; and eager lips; and the fiber of her voice made her whole body tremble.

It isnt Jack? she pleaded. It isnt Jack that youve fought with?

And he said to himself: She loves him with all her heart and soul!

It is he, said Donnegan in an agony. Pain may be like a fire that tempers some strong men; and now Donnegan, because he was in torment, smiled, and his eye was as cold as steel.

The girl flung away his hands.

You bought murderer! she cried at him.

He is not dead.

But you shot him down!

He attacked me; it was self-defense.

She broke into a low-pitched, mirthless laughter. Where was the filmy- eyed girl he had known? The laughter broke off short — like a sob.

Dont you suppose Ive known? she said. That Ive read my father? That I knew he was sending a bloodhound when he sent you? But, oh, I thought you had a touch of the other thing!

He cringed under her tone.

Ill bring him to you, said Donnegan desperately. Ill bring him here so that you can take care of him.

Youll take him away from Lord Nick — and Lebrun — and the rest? And it was the cold smile of her father with which she mocked him.

Ill do it.

You play a deep game, said the girl bitterly. Why would you do it?

Because, said Donnegan faintly. I love you.

Her hand had been on the knob of the door; now she twitched it open and was gone; and the last that Donnegan saw was the width of the startled eyes.

As if I were a leper, muttered Donnegan. By heaven, she looked at me as if I were unclean!

But once outside the door, the girl stood with both hands pressed to her face, stunned. When she dropped them, they folded against her breast, and her face tipped up.

Even by starlight, had Donnegan been there to look, he would have seen the divinity which comes in the face of a woman when she loves.


CHAPTER 26

[image: img107.jpg]

HAD HE BEEN there to see, even in the darkness he would have known, and he could have crossed the distance between their lives with a single step, and taken her into his heart. But he did not see. He had thrown himself upon his bunk and lay face down, his arms stretched rigidly out before him, his teeth set, his eyes closed.

For what Donnegan had wanted in the world, he had taken; by force when he could, by subtlety when he must. And now, what he wanted most of all was gone from him, he felt, forever. There was no power in his arms to take that part of her which he wanted; he had no craft which could encompass her.

Big George, stealing into the room, wondered at the lithe, slender form of the man in the bed. Seeing him thus, it seemed that with the power of one hand, George could crush him. But George would as soon have closed his fingers over a rattler. He slipped away into the kitchen and sat with his arms wrapped around his body, as frightened as though he had seen a ghost.

But Donnegan lay on the bed without moving for hours and hours, until big George, who sat wakeful and terrified all that time, was sure that he slept. Then he stole in and covered Donnegan with a blanket, for it was the chill, gray time of the night.

But Donnegan was not asleep, and when George rose in the morning, he found the master sitting at the table with his arms folded tightly across his breast and his eyes burning into vacancy.

He spent the day in that chair.

It was the middle of the afternoon when George came with a scared face and a message that a genleman who looks riled, sir, wanted to see him. There was no answer, and George perforce took the silence as acquiescence. So he opened the door and announced: Mr. Lester to see you, sir.

Into the fiery haze of Donnegans vision stepped a raw-boned fellow with sandy hair and a disagreeably strong jaw.

Youre the gent thats here with the colonel, aint you? said Lester.

Donnegan did not reply.

Youre the gent that cleaned up on Landis, aint you? continued the sandy-haired man.

There was still the same silence, and Lester burst out: It dont work, Donnegan. Youve showed youre man-sized several ways since you been in The Corner. Now I come to tell you to get out from under Colonel Macon. Why? Because hes crooked, because we know hes crooked; because he played crooked with me. You hear me talk?

Still Donnegan considered him without a word.

Were goin to run him out, Donnegan. We want you on our side if we can get you; if we cant get you, then well run you out along with the colonel.

He began to talk with difficulty, as though Donnegans stare unnerved him. He even took a step back toward the door.

You cant bluff me out, Donnegan. I aint alone. Theys others behind me. I dont need to name no names. Heres another thing: you aint alone yourself. You got a woman and a cripple on your hands. Now, Donnegan, youre a fast man with a gun and youre a fast man at thinkin, but I ask you personal: have you got a chance runnin under that weight?

He added fiercely: Im through. Now, talk turkey, Donnegan, or youre done!

For the first time Donnegan moved. It was to make to big George a significant signal with his thumb, indicating the visitor. However, Lester did not wait to be thrown bodily from the cabin. One enormous oath exploded from his lips, and he backed sullenly through the door and slammed it after him.

It kind of looks, said big George, like a war, sir.

And still Donnegan did not speak, until the afternoon was gone, and the evening, and the full black of the night had swallowed up the hills around The Corner.

Then he left the chair, shaved, and dressed carefully, looked to his revolver, stowed it carefully and invisibly away among his clothes, and walked leisurely down the hill. An outbreak of cursing, stamping, hair-tearing, shooting could not have affected big George as this quiet departure did. He followed, unordered, but as he stepped across the threshold of the hut he rolled up his eyes to the stars.

Oh, heavens above, muttered George, have mercy on Mr. Donnegan. He aint happy.

And he went down the hill, making sure that he was fit for battle with knife and gun.

He had sensed Donnegans mental condition accurately enough. The heart of the little man was swelled to the point of breaking. A twenty-hour vigil had whitened his face, drawn in his cheeks, and painted his eyes with shadow; and now he wanted action. He wanted excitement, strife, competition; something to fill his mind. And naturally enough he had two places in mind — Lebruns and Milligans.

It is hard to relate the state of Donnegans mind at this time. Chiefly, he was conscious of a peculiar and cruel pain that made him hollow; it was like homesickness raised to the nth degree. Vaguely he realized that in some way, somehow, he must fulfill his promise to the girl and bring Jack Landis home. The colonel dared not harm the boy for fear of Donnegan; and the girl would be happy. For that very reason Donnegan wanted to tear Landis to shreds.

It is not extremely heroic for a man tormented with sorrow to go to a gambling hall and then to a dance hall to seek relief. But Donnegan was not a hero. He was only a man, and, since his heart was empty, he wanted something that might fill it. Indeed, like most men, suffering made him a good deal of a boy.

So the high heels of Donnegan tapped across the floor of Lebruns. A murmur went before him whenever he appeared now, and a way opened for him. At the roulette wheel he stopped, placed fifty on red, and watched it double three times. George, at a signal from the master, raked in the winnings. And Donnegan sat at a faro table and won again, and again rose disconsolately and went on. For when men do not care how luck runs it never fails to favor them. The devotees of fortune are the ones she punishes.

In the meantime the whisper ran swiftly through The Corner.

Donnegan is out hunting trouble.

About the good that is in men rumor often makes mistakes, but for evil she has an infallible eye and at once sets all of her thousand tongues wagging. Indeed, any man with half an eye could not fail to get the meaning of his fixed glance, his hard set jaw, and the straightness of his mouth. If he had been a ghost, men could not have avoided him more sedulously, and the giant servant who stalked at his back. Not that The Corner was peopled with cowards. The true Westerner avoids trouble, but cornered, he will fight like a wildcat.

So people watched from the corner of their eyes as Donnegan passed.

He left Lebruns. There was no competition. Luck blindly favored him, and Donnegan wanted contest, excitement. He crossed to Milligans. Rumor was there before him. A whisper conveyed to a pair of mighty-limbed cow-punchers that they were sitting at the table which Donnegan had occupied the night before, and they wisely rose without further hint and sought other chairs. Milligan, anxious-eyed, hurried to the orchestra, and with a blast of sound they sought to cover up the entry of the gunman.

As a matter of fact that blare of horns only served to announce him. Something was about to happen; the eyes of men grew shadowy; the eyes of women brightened. And then Donnegan appeared, with George behind him, and crossed the floor straight to his table of the night before. Not that he had forethought in going toward it, but he was moving absent-mindedly.

Indeed, he had half forgotten that he was a public figure in The Corner, and sitting sipping the cordial which big George brought him at once, he let his glance rove swiftly around the room. The eye of more than one brave man sank under that glance; the eye of more than one woman smiled back at him; but where the survey of Donnegan halted was on the face of Nelly Lebrun.

She was crossing the farther side of the floor alone, unescorted except for the whisper about her, but seeing Donnegan she stopped abruptly. Donnegan instantly rose. She would have gone on again in a flurry; but that would have been too pointed.

A moment later Donnegan was threading his way across the dance floor to Nelly Lebrun, with all eyes turned in his direction. He had his hat under his arm; and in his black clothes, with his white stock, he made an old-fashioned figure as he bowed before the girl and straightened again.

Did you send for me? Donnegan inquired.

Nelly Lebrun was frankly afraid; and she was also delighted. She felt that she had been drawn into the circle of intense public interest which surrounded the red-headed stranger; she remembered on the other hand that her father would be furious if she exchanged two words with the man. And for that very reason she was intrigued. Donnegan, being forbidden fruit, was irresistible. So she let the smile come to her lips and eyes, and then laughed outright in her excitement.

No, she said with her lips, while her eyes said other things.

Ive come to ask a favor: to talk with you one minute.

If I should — what would people say?;

Lets find out.

It would be — daring, said Nelly Lebrun. After last night.

It would be delightful, said Donnegan. Heres a table ready for us.

She went a pace closer to it with him.

I think youve frightened the poor people away from it. I mustnt sit down with you, Mr. Donnegan.

And she immediately slipped into the chair.


CHAPTER 27
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SHE QUALIFIED HER surrender, of course, by sitting on the very edge of the chair. She had on a wine-colored dress, and, with the excitement whipping color into her cheeks and her eyes dancing, Nelly Lebrun was a lovely picture.

I must go at once, said Nelly.

Of course, I cant expect you to stay.

She dropped one hand on the edge of the table. One would have thought that she was in the very act of rising.

Do you know that you frighten me?

I? said Donnegan, with appropriate inflection.

As if I were a man and you were angry.

But you see? And he made a gesture with both of his palms turned up. People have slandered me. I am harmless.

The minute is up, Mr. Donnegan. What is it you wish?

Another minute.

Now you laugh at me.

No, no!

And in the next minute?

I hope to persuade you to stay till the third minute.

Of course, I cant.

I know; its impossible.

Quite. She settled into the chair. See how people stare at me! They remember poor Jack Landis and they think — the whole crowd—

A crowd is always foolish. In the meantime, Im happy.

You?

To be here; to sit close to you; to watch you.

Her glance was like the tip of a rapier, searching him through for some iota of seriousness under this banter.

Ah? and Nelly Lebrun laughed.

Dont you see that I mean it?

You can watch me from a distance, Mr. Donnegan.

May I say a bold thing?

You have said several.

No one can really watch you from a distance.

She canted her head a little to one side; such an encounter of personal quips was a seventh heaven to her.

Thats a riddle, Mr. Donnegan.

A simple one. The answer is, because theres too much to watch.

He joined her when she laughed, but the laughter of Donnegan made not a sound, and he broke in on her mirth suddenly.

Ah, dont you see Im serious?

Her glance flicked on either side, as though she feared someone might have read his lips.

Not a soul can hear me, murmured Donnegan, and Im going to be bolder still, and tell you the truth.

Its the last thing I dare stay to hear.

You are too lovely to watch from a distance, Nelly Lebrun.

He was so direct that even Nelly Lebrun, expert in flirtations, was given pause, and became sober. She shook her head and raised a cautioning finger. But Donnegan was not shaken.

Because there is a glamour about a beautiful girl, he said gravely. One has to step into the halo to see her, to know her. Are you contented to look at a flower from a distance? Thats an old comparison, isnt it? But there is something like a fragrance about you, Nelly Lebrun. Dont be afraid. No one can hear; no one shall ever dream Ive said such bold things to you. In the meantime, we have a truth party. There is a fragrance, I say. It must be breathed. There is a glow which must touch one. As it touches me now, you see?

Indeed, there was a faint color in his cheeks. And the girl flushed more deeply; her eyes were still bright, but they no longer sharpened to such a penetrating point. She was believing at least a little part of what he said, and her disbelief only heightened her joy in what was real in this strangest of lovemakings.

I shall stay here to learn one thing, she said. What deviltry is behind all this talk, Mr. Donnegan?

Is that fair to me? Besides, I only follow a beaten trail in The Corner.

And that?

Toward Nelly Lebrun.

A beaten trail? You? she cried, with just a touch of anger. Im not a child, Mr. Donnegan!

You are not; and thats why I am frank.

You have done all these things — following this trail you speak of?

Remember, said Donnegan soberly. What have I done?

Shot down two men; played like an actor on a stage a couple of times at least, if I must be blunt; hunted danger like — like a reckless madman; dared all The Corner to cross you; flaunted the red rag in the face of the bull. Those are a few things you have done, sir! And all on one trail? That trail you spoke of?

Nelly Lebrun—

Im listening; and do you know Im persuading myself to believe you?

Its because you feel the truth before I speak it. Truth speaks for itself, you know.

I have closed my eyes — you see? I have stepped into a masquerade. Now you can talk.

Masquerades are exciting, murmured Donnegan.

And they are sometimes beautiful.

But this sober truth of mine—

Well?

I came here unknown — and I saw you, Nelly Lebrun.

He paused; she was looking a little past him.

I came in rags; no friends; no following. And I saw that I should have to make you notice me.

And why? No, I shouldnt have asked that.

You shouldnt ask that, agreed Donnegan. But I saw you the queen of The Corner, worshiped by all men. What could I do? I am not rich. I am not big. You see?

He drew her attention to his smallness with a flush which never failed to touch the face of Donnegan when he thought of his size; and he seemed to swell and grow greater in the very instant she glanced at him.

What could I do? One thing; fight. I have fought. I fought to get the eye of The Corner, but most of all to attract your attention. I came closer to you. I saw that one man blocked the way — mostly. I decided to brush him aside. How?

By fighting? She had not been carried away by his argument. She was watching him like a lynx every moment.

Not by that. By bluffing. You see, I was not fool enough to think that you would — particularly notice a fighting bully.

He laid his open hand on the table. It was like exposing both strength and weakness; and into such a trap it would have been a singularly hard-minded woman who might not have stepped. Nelly Lebrun leaned a little closer. She forgot to criticize.

It was bluff. I saw that Landis was big and good-looking. And what was I beside him? Nothing. I could only hope that he was hollow; yellow — you see? So I tried the bluff. You know about it. The clock, and all that claptrap. But Landis wasnt yellow. He didnt crumble. He lasted long enough to call my bluff, and I had to shoot in self-defense. And then, when he lay on the floor, I saw that I had failed.

Failed?

He lowered his eyes for fear that she would catch the glitter of them.

I knew that you would hate me for what I had done because I had only proved that Landis was a brave youngster with enough nerve for nine out of ten. And I came tonight — to ask you to forgive me. No, not that — only to ask you to understand. Do you?

He raised his glance suddenly at that, and their eyes met with one of these electric shocks which will go tingling through two people. And when the lips of Nelly Lebrun parted a little, he knew that she was in the trap. He closed his hand that lay on the table — curling the fingers slowly. In that way he expressed all his exultation.

There is something wrong, said the girl, in a tone of one who argues with herself. Its all too logical to be real.

Ah?

Was that your only reason for fighting Jack Landis?

Do I have to confess even that?

She smiled in the triumph of her penetration, but it was a brief, unhappy smile. One might have thought that she would have been glad to be deceived.

I came to serve a girl who was unhappy, said Donnegan. Her fiance had left her; her fiance was Jack Landis. And shes now in a hut up the hill waiting for him. And I thought that if I ruined him in your eyes hed go back to a girl who wouldnt care so much about bravery. Whod forgive him for having left her. But you see what a fool I was and how clumsily I worked? My bluff failed, and I only wounded him, put him in your house, under your care, where hell be happiest, and where therell never be a chance for this girl to get him back.

Nelly Lebrun, with her folded hands under her chin, studied him.

Mr. Donnegan, she said, I wish I knew whether you are the most chivalrous, self-sacrificing of men, or simply the most gorgeous liar in the desert.

And its hardly fair, said Donnegan, to expect me to tell you that.


CHAPTER 28
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IT GAVE THEM both a welcome opportunity to laugh, welcome to the girl because it broke into an excitement which was rapidly telling upon her, and welcome to Donnegan because the strain of so many distortions of the truth was telling upon him as well. They laughed together. One hasty glance told Donnegan that half the couples in the room were whispering about Donnegan and Nelly Lebrun; but when he looked across the table he saw that Nelly Lebrun had not a thought for what might be going on in the minds of others. She was quite content.

And the girl? she said.

Donnegan rested his forehead upon his hand in thought. He dared not let Nelly see his face at this moment, for the mention of Lou Macon had poured the old flood of sorrow back upon him And therefore, when he looked up, he was sneering.

You know these blond, pretty girls? he said.

Oh, they are adorable!

With dull eyes, said Donnegan coldly, and a twinkle came into the responsive eye of Nelly Lebrun. The sort of a girl who sees a hero in such a fellow as Jack Landis.

And Jack is brave.

I shouldnt have said that.

Never mind. Brave, but such a boy.

Are you serious?

She looked questioningly at Donnegan and they smiled together, slowly.

I — Im glad its that way, and Donnegan sighed.

And did you really think it could be any other way?

I didnt know. Im afraid I was blind.

But the poor girl on the hill; I wish I could see her.

She was watching Donnegan very sharply again.

A good idea. Why dont you?

You seem to like her?

Yes, said Donnegan judiciously. She has an appealing way; Im very sorry for her. But Ive done my best; I cant help her.

Isnt there some way?

Of what?

Of helping her.

Donnegan laughed. Go to your father and persuade him to send Landis back to her.

She shook her head.

Of course, that wouldnt do. Theres business mixed up in all this, you know.

Business? Well, I guessed at that.

My part in it wasnt very pleasant, she remarked sadly.

Donnegan was discreetly silent, knowing that silence extracts secrets.

They made me — flirt with poor Jack. I really liked him!

How much the past tense may mean!

Poor fellow, murmured the sympathetic Donnegan. But why, with gathering heat, couldnt you help me to do the thing I cant do alone? Why couldnt you get him away from the house?

With Joe Rix and the Pedlar guarding him?

Theyll be asleep in the middle of the night.

But Jack would wake up and make a noise.

There are things that would make him sleep through anything.

But how could he be moved?

On a horse litter kept ready outside.

And how carried to the litter?

I would carry him. The girl looked at him with a question and then with a faint smile beginning. Easily, said Donnegan, stiffening in his chair. Very easily.

It pleased her to find this weakness in the pride of the invincible Donnegan. It gave her a secure feeling of mastery. So she controlled her smile and looked with a sort of superior kindliness upon the red-headed little man.

Its no good, Nelly Lebrun said with a sigh. Even if he were taken away — and then it would get you into a bad mess.

Would it? Worse than Im in?

Hush! Lord Nick is coming to The Corner; and no matter what youve done so far — I think I could quiet him. But if you were to take Landis away — then nothing could stop him.

Donnegan sneered.

I begin to think Lord Nick is a bogie, he said. Everyone whispers when they speak of him. He leaned forward. I should like to meet him, Nelly Lebrun!

It staggered Nelly. Do you mean that? she cried softly.

I do.

She caught her breath and then a spark of deviltry gleamed. I wonder! said Nelly Lebrun, and her glance weighed Donnegan.

All I ask is a fair chance, he said.

He is a big man, said the girl maliciously.

The never-failing blush burned in the face of Donnegan.

A large target is more easily hit, he said through his teeth.

Her thoughts played back and forth in her eyes.

I cant do it, she said.

Donnegan played a random card.

I was mistaken, he said darkly. Jack was not the man I should have faced. Lord Nick!

No, no, no, Mr. Donnegan!

You cant persuade me. Well, I was a fool not to guess it!

I really think, said the girl gloomily, that as soon as Lord Nick comes, youll hunt him out!

He bowed to her with cold politeness. In spite of his size, said Donnegan through his teeth once more.

And at this the girls face softened and grew merry.

Im going to help you to take Jack away, she said, on one condition.

And that?

That you wont make a step toward Lord Nick when he comes.

I shall not avoid him, said Donnegan.

Youre unreasonable! Well, not avoid him, but simply not provoke him. Ill arrange it so that Lord Nick wont come hunting trouble.

And hell let Jack stay with the girl and her father?

Perhaps hell persuade them to let him go of their own free will.

Donnegan thought of the colonel and smiled.

In that case, of course, I shouldnt care at all. He added: But do you mean all this?

You shall see.

They talked only a moment longer and then Donnegan left the hall with the girl on his arm. Certainly the thoughts of all in Milligans followed that pair; and it was seen that Donnegan took her to the door of her house and then went away through the town and up the hill. And big George followed him like a shadow cast from a lantern behind a man walking in a fog.

In the hut on the hill, Donnegan put George quickly to work, and with a door and some bedding, a litter was hastily constructed and swung between the two horses. In the meantime, Donnegan climbed higher up the hill and watched steadily over the town until, in a house beneath him, two lights were shown. He came back at that and hurried down the hill with George behind and around the houses until they came to the pretentious cabin of the gambler, Lebrun.

Once there, Donnegan went straight to an unlighted window, tapped; and it was opened from within, softly. Nelly Lebrun stood within.

Its done, she said. Joe and the Pedlar are sound asleep. They drank too much.

Your father.

Hasnt come home.

And Jack Landis?

No matter what you do, he wont wake up; but be careful of his shoulder. Its badly torn. How can you carry him?

She could not see Donnegans flush, but she heard his teeth grit. And he slipped through the window, gesturing to George to come close. It was still darker inside the room — far darker than the starlit night outside. And the one path of lighter gray was the bed of Jack Landis. His heavy breathing was the only sound. Donnegan kneeled beside him and worked his arms under the limp figure.

And while he kneeled there a door in the house was opened and closed softly. Donnegan stood up.

Is the door locked?

No, whispered the girl.

Quick!

Too late. Its father, and hed hear the turning of the key.

They waited, while the light, quick step came down the hall of the cabin. It came to the door, it went past; and then the steps retraced and the door was opened gently.

There was a light in the hall; the form of Lebrun was outlined black and distinct..

Jack! he whispered.

No sound; he made as if to enter, and then he heard the heavy breathing of the sleeper, apparently.

Asleep, poor fool, murmured the gambler, and closed the door.

The door was no sooner closed than Donnegan had raised the body of the sleeper. Once, as he rose, straining, it nearly slipped from his arms; and when he stood erect he staggered. But once he had gained his equilibrium, he carried the wounded man easily enough to the window through which George reached his long arms and lifted out the burden.

You see? said Donnegan, panting, to the girl.

Yes; it was really wonderful!

You are laughing, now.

I? But hurry. My father has a foxs ear for noises.

He will not hear this, I think. There was a swift scuffle, very soft of movement.

Nelly! called a far-off voice.

Hurry, hurry! Dont you hear?

You forgive me?

No — yes — but hurry!

You will remember me?

Mr. Donnegan!

Adieu!

She caught a picture of him sitting in the window for the split part of a second, with his hat off, bowing to her. Then he was gone. And she went into the hall, panting with excitement.

Heavens! Nelly Lebrun murmured. I feel as if I had been hunted, and I must look it. What if he— Whatever the thought was she did not complete it. It may have been for the best, added Nelly Lebrun.


CHAPTER 29
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IT IS YOUR phlegmatic person who can waken easily in the morning, but an active mind readjusts itself slowly to the day. So Nelly Lebrun roused herself with an effort and scowled toward the door at which the hand was still rapping.

Yes? she called drowsily.

This is Nick. May I come in?

This is who?

The name had brought her instantly into complete wakefulness; she was out of the bed, had slipped her feet into her slippers and whipped a dressing gown around her while she was asking the question. It was a luxurious little boudoir which she had managed to equip. Skins of the lynx, cunningly matched, had been sewn together to make her a rug, and the soft fur of the wildcat was the outer covering of her bed. She threw back the tumbled bedclothes, tossed half a dozen pillows into place, transforming it into a day couch, and ran to the mirror.

And in the meantime, the deep voice outside the door was saying: Yes, Nick. May I come in?

She gave a little ecstatic cry, but while it was still tingling on her lips, she was winding her hair into shape with lightning speed; had dipped the tips of her fingers in cold water and rubbed her eyes awake and brilliant, and with one circular rub had brought the color into her cheeks.

Scarcely ten seconds from the time when she first answered the knock, Nelly was opening the door and peeping out into the hall.

The rest was done by the man without; he cast the door open with the pressure of his foot, caught the girl in his arms, and kissed her; and while he closed the door the girl slipped back and stood with one hand pressed against her face, and her face held that delightful expression halfway between laughter and embarrassment. As for Lord Nick, he did not even smile. He was not, in fact, a man who was prone to gentle expressions, but having been framed by nature for a strong dominance over all around him, his habitual expression was a proud self-containment. It would have been insolence in another man; in Lord Nick it was rather leonine.

He was fully as tall as Jack Landis, but he carried his height easily, and was so perfectly proportioned that unless he was seen beside another man he did not look large. The breadth of his shoulders was concealed by the depth of his chest; and the girth of his throat was made to appear quite normal by the lordly size of the head it supported. To crown and set off his magnificent body there was a handsome face; and he had the combination of active eyes and red hair, which was noticeable in Donnegan, too. In fact, there was a certain resemblance between the two men; in the set of the jaw for instance, in the gleam of the eye, and above all in an indescribable ardor of spirit, which exuded from them both. Except, of course, that in Donnegan, one was conscious of all spirit and very little body, but in Lord Nick hand and eye were terribly mated. Looking upon so splendid a figure, it was no wonder that the mountain desert had forgiven the crimes of Lord Nick because of the careless insolence with which he treated the law. It requires an exceptional man to make a legal life attractive and respected; it takes a genius to make law-breaking glorious.

No wonder that Nelly Lebrun stood with her hand against her cheek, looking him over, smiling happily at him, and questioning him about his immediate past all in the same glance. He waved her back to her couch, and she hesitated. Then, as though she remembered that she now had to do with Lord Nick in person, she obediently curled up on the lounge, and waited expectantly.

I hear youve been raising the devil, said this singularly frank admirer.

The girl merely looked at him.

Well? he insisted.

I havent done a thing, protested Nelly rather childishly.

No? One felt that he could have crushed her with evidence to the contrary but that he was restraining himself — it was not worthwhile to bother with such a girl seriously. Things have fallen into a tangle since I left, old Satan Macon is on the spot and your rat of a father has let Landis get away. What have you been doing, Nelly, while all this was going on? Sitting with your eyes closed?

He took a chair and lounged back in it gracefully.

How could I help it? Im not a watchdog.

He was silent for a time. Well, he said, if you told me the truth I suppose I shouldnt love you, my girl. But this time Im in earnest. Landis is a mint, silly child. If we let him go we lose the mint.

I suppose youll get him back?

First, I want to find out how he got away.

I know how.

Ah?

Donnegan.

Donnegan, Donnegan, Donnegan! burst out Lord Nick, and though he did not raise the pitch of his voice, he allowed its volume to swell softly so that it filled the room like the humming of a great, angry tiger. Nobody says three words without putting in the name of Donnegan as one of them! You, too!

She shrugged her shoulders.

Donnegan thrills The Corner! went on the big man in the same terrible voice. Donnegan wears queer clothes; Donnegan shoots Scar-faced Lewis; Donnegan pumps the nerve out of poor Jack Landis and then drills him. Why, Nelly, it looks as though Ill have to kill this intruding fool!

She blanched at this, but did not appear to notice.

Its a long time since youve killed a man, isnt it? she asked coldly.

Its an awful business, declared Lord Nick. Always complications; have to throw the blame on the other fellow. And even these blockheads are beginning to get tired of my self-defense pleas.

Well, murmured the girl, dont cross that bridge until you come to it; and youll never come to it.

Never. Because I dont want him killed.

Ah, Lord Nick murmured. And why?

Because hes in love — with me.

Tush! said Lord Nick. I see you, my dear. Donnegan seems to be a rare fellow, but he couldnt have gotten Landis out of this house without help. Rix and the Pedlar may have been a bit sleepy, but Donnegan had to find out when they fell asleep. He had a confederate. Who? Not Rix; not the Pedlar; not Lebrun. They all know me. It had to be someone who doesnt fear me. Who? Only one person in the world. Nelly, youre the one!

She hesitated a breathless instant.

Yes, she said. I am.

She added, as he stared calmly at her, considering: Theres a girl in the case. She came up here to get Landis; seems he was in love with her once. And I pitied her. I sent him back to her. Suppose he is a mint; havent we coined enough money out of him? Besides, I couldnt have kept on with it.

No?

He was getting violent, and he talked marriage all day, every day. I havent any nerves, you say, but he began to put me on edge. So I got rid of him.

Nelly, are you growing a conscience?

She flushed and then set her teeth.

But Ill have to teach you business methods, my dear. I have to bring him back.

Youll have to go through Donnegan to do it.

I suppose so.

You dont understand, Nick. Hes different.

Eh?

Hes like you.

What are you driving at?

Nick, I tell you upon my word of honor, no matter what a terrible fighter you may be, Donnegan will give you trouble. He has your hair and your eyes and he moves like a cat. Ive never seen such a man — except you. Id rather see you fight the plague than fight Donnegan!

For the first time Lord Nick showed real emotion; he leaned a little forward.

Just what does he mean to you? he asked. Ive stood for a good deal, Nelly; Ive given you absolute freedom, but if I ever suspect you—

The lion was up in him unmistakably now. And the girl shrank.

If it were serious, do you suppose Id talk like this?

I dont know. Youre a clever little devil, Nell. But Im clever, too. And I begin to see through you. Do you still want to save Donnegan?

For your own sake.

He stood up.

Im going up the hill today. If Donnegans there, Ill go through him; but Im going to have Landis back!

She, also, rose.

Theres only one way out and Ill take that way. Ill get Donnegan to leave the house.

I dont care what you do about that.

And if he isnt there, will you give me your word that you wont hunt him out afterward?

I never make promises, Nell.

But Ill trust you, Nick.

Very well. I start up the hill in an hour. You have that long.


CHAPTER 30

[image: img107.jpg]

THE AIR WAS thin and chilly; snow had fallen in the mountains to the north, and the wind was bringing the cold down to The Corner. Nelly Lebrun noted this as she dressed and made up her mind accordingly. She sent out two messages: one to the cook to send breakfast to her room, which she ate while she finished dressing with care; and the other to the gambling house, summoning one of the waiters. When he came, she gave him a note for Donnegan. The fellow flashed a glance at her as he took the envelope. There was no need to give that name and address in The Corner, and the girl tingled under the glance.

She finished her breakfast and then concentrated in polishing up her appearance. From all of which it may be gathered that Nelly Lebrun was in love with Donnegan, but she really was not. But he had touched in her that cord of romance which runs through every woman; whenever it is touched the vibration is music, and Nelly was filled with the sound of it. And except for Lord Nick, there is no doubt that she would have really lost her head; for she kept seeing the face of Donnegan, as he had leaned toward her across the little table in Milligans. And that, as anyone may know, is a dangerous symptom.

Her glances were alternating between her mirror and her watch, and the hands of the latter pointed to the fact that fifty minutes of her hour had elapsed when a message came up that she was waited for in the street below. So Nelly Lebrun went down in her riding costume, the corduroy swishing at each step, and tapping her shining boots with the riding crop. Her own horse she found at the hitching rack, and beside it Donnegan was on his chestnut horse. It was a tall horse, and he looked more diminutive than ever before, pitched so high in the saddle.

He was on the ground in a flash with the reins tucked under one arm and his hat under the other; she became aware of gloves and white-linen stock, and pale, narrow face. Truly Donnegan made a natty appearance.

Theres no day like a cool day for riding, she said, and I thought you might agree with me.

He untethered her horse while he murmured an answer. But for his attitude she cared little so long as she had him riding away from that house on the hill where Lord Nick in all his terror would appear in some few minutes. Besides, as they swung up the road — the chestnut at a long-strided canter and Nellys black at a soft and choppy pace — the wind of the gallop struck into her face; Nelly was made to enjoy things one by one and not two by two. They hit over the hills, and when the first impulse of the ride was done they were a mile or more away from The Corner — and Lord Nick.

The resemblance between the two men was less striking now that she had Donnegan beside her. He seemed more wizened, paler, and intense as a violin string screwed to the snapping point; there was none of the lordly tolerance of Nick about him; he was like a bull terrier compared with a stag hound. And only the color of his eyes and his hair made her make the comparison at all.

What could be better? she said when they checked their horses on a hilltop to look over a gradual falling of the ground below. What could be better? The wind flattened a loose curl of hair against her cheek, and overhead the wild geese were flying and crying, small and far away.

One thing better, said Donnegan, and that is to sit in a chair and see this.

She frowned at such frankness; it was almost blunt discourtesy.

You see, Im a lazy man.

How long has it been, the girl asked sharply, since you have slept?

Two days, I think.

Whats wrong?

He lifted his eyes slowly from a glittering, distant rock, and brought his glance toward her by degrees. He had a way of exciting people even in the most commonplace conversation, and the girl felt a thrill under his look.

That, said Donnegan, is a dangerous question.

And he allowed such hunger to come into his eye that she caught her breath. The imp of perversity made her go on.

And why dangerous?

It was an excellent excuse for an outpouring of the heart from Donnegan, but, instead, his eyes twinkled at her.

You are not frank, he remarked.

She could not help laughing, and her laughter trailed away musically in her excitement.

Having once let down the bars I cannot keep you at arms length. After last night I suppose I should never have let you see me for — days and days.

Thats why Im curious, said Donnegan, and not flattered. Im trying to find what purpose you have in taking me riding.

I wonder, she said thoughtfully, if you will.

And since such fencing with the wits delighted her, she let all her delight come with a sparkle in her eyes.

I have one clue.

Yes?

And that is that you may have the old-woman curiosity to find out how many ways a man can tell her that hes fond of her.

Though she flushed a little she kept her poise admirably.

I suppose that is part of my interest, she admitted.

I can think of a great many ways of saying it, said Donnegan. I am the dry desert, you are the rain, and yet I remain dry and produce no grass. A very pretty comparison, said the girl with a smile.

A very green one, and Donnegan smiled. I am the wind and you are the wild geese, and yet I keep on blowing after you are gone and do not carry away a feather of you.

Pretty again.

And silly. But, really, you are very kind to me, and I shall try not to take too much advantage of it.

Will you answer a question?

I had rather ask one: but go on.

What made you so dry a desert, Mr. Donnegan?

There is a very leading question again.

I dont mean it that way. For you had the same sad, hungered look the first time I saw you — when you came into Milligans in that beggarly disguise.

I shall confess one thing. It was not a disguise. It was the fact of me; I am a beggarly person.

Nonsense! Im not witless, Mr. Donnegan. You talk well. You have an education.

In fact I have an educated taste; I disapprove of myself, you see, and long ago learned not to take myself too seriously.

Which leads to—

The reason why I have wandered so much.

Like a hunter on a trail. Hunting for what?

A chance to sit in a saddle — or a chair — and talk as we are talking.

Which seems to be idly.

Oh, you mistake me. Under the surface I am as serious as fire.

Or ice.

At the random hit he glanced sharply at her, but she was looking a little past him, thinking.

I have tried to get at the reason behind all your reasons, she said. You came on me in a haphazard fashion, and yet you are not a haphazard sort.

Do you see nothing serious about me?

I see that you are unhappy, said the girl gently. And I am sorry.

Once again Donnegan was jarred, and he came within an ace of opening his mind to her, of pouring out the truth about Lou Macon. Love is a talking madness in all men and he came within an ace of confessing his troubles.

Lets go on, she said, loosening her rein.

Why not cut back in a semicircle toward The Corner?

Toward The Corner? No, no!

There was a brightening of his eye as he noted her shudder of distaste or fear, and she strove to cover her traces.

Im sick of the place, she said eagerly. Lets get as far from it as we may.

But yonder is a very good trail leading past it.

Of course well ride that way if you wish, but Id rather go straight ahead.

If she had insisted stubbornly he would have thought nothing, but the moment she became politic he was on his guard.

You dislike something in The Corner, he said, thinking carelessly and aloud. You are afraid of something back there. But what could you be afraid of? Then you may be afraid of something for me. Ah, I have it! They have decided to get me for taking Jack Landis away; Joe Rix and the Pedlar are waiting for me to come back!

He looked steadily and she attempted to laugh.

Joe Rix and the Pedlar? I would not stack ten like them against you!

Then it is someone else.

I havent said so. Of course theres no one.

She shook her rein again, but Donnegan sat still in his saddle and looked fixedly at her.

Thats why you brought me out here, he announced. Oh, Nelly Lebrun, whats behind your mind? Who is it? By heaven, its this Lord Nick!

Mr. Donnegan, youre letting your imagination run wild.

Its gone straight to the point. But Im not angry. I think I may get back in time.

He turned his horse, and the girl swung hers beside him and caught his arm.

Dont go! she pleaded. Youre right; its Nick, and its suicide to face him!

The face of Donnegan set cruelly.

The main obstacle, he said. Come and watch me handle it!

But she dropped her head and buried her face in her hands, and, sitting there for a long time, she heard his careless whistling blow back to her as he galloped toward The Corner.


CHAPTER 31
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IF NELLY LEBRUN had consigned him mentally to the worms, that thought made not the slightest impression upon Donnegan. A chance for action was opening before him, and above all a chance of action in the eye of Lou Macon; and he welcomed with open arms the thought that he would have an opportunity to strike for her, and keep Landis with her. He went arrowy straight and arrowy fast to the cabin on the hill, and he found ample evidence that it had become a center of attention in The Corner. There was a scattering of people in the distance, apparently loitering with no particular purpose, but undoubtedly because they awaited an explosion of some sort. He went by a group at which the chestnut shied, and as Donnegan straightened out the horse again he caught a look of both interest and pity on the faces of the men.

Did they give him up so soon as it was known that Lord Nick had entered the lists against him? Had all his display in The Corner gone for nothing as against the repute of this terrible mystery man? His vanity made him set his teeth again.

Dismounting before the cabin of the colonel, he found that worthy in his invalid chair, enjoying a sun bath in front of his house. But there was no sign of Lord Nick — no sign of Lou. A grim fear came to Donnegan that he might have to attack Nick in his own stronghold, for Jack Landis might already have been taken away to the Lebrun house.

So he went straight to the colonel, and when he came close he saw that the fat man was apparently in the grip of a chill. He had gathered a vast blanket about his shoulders and kept drawing it tighter; beneath his eyes, which looked down to the ground, there were violet shadows.

Ive lost, said Donnegan through his teeth. Lord Nick has been here?

The invalid lifted his eyes, and Donnegan saw a terrible thing — that the nerve of the fat man had been crushed. The folds of his face quivered as he answered huskily: He has been here!

And Landis is gone?

No.

Not gone? Then—

Nick has gone to get a horse litter. He came up just to clear the way.

When he comes back hell find me!

The glance of the colonel cleared long enough to survey Donnegan slowly from head to foot, and his amusement sent the familiar hot flush over the face of the little man. He straightened to his full height, which, in his high heels, was not insignificant. But the colonel was apparently so desperate that he was willing to throw caution away.

Compared with Lord Nick, Donnegan, he said, you dont look half a man — even with those heels.

And he smiled calmly at Donnegan in the manner of one who, having escaped the lightning bolt itself, does not fear mere thunder.

There is no fool like a fat fool, said Donnegan with childish viciousness. What did Lord Nick, as you call him, do to you? Hes brought out the yellow, my friend.

The colonel accepted the insult without the quiver of an eyelid. Throughout he seemed to be looking expectantly beyond Donnegan.

My young friend, he said, you have been very useful to me. But I must confess that you are no longer a tool equal to the task. I dismiss you. I thank you cordially for your efforts. They are worthless. You see that crowd gathering yonder? They have come to see Lord Nick prepare you for a hole in the ground. And make no mistake: if you are here when he returns that hole will have to be dug — unless they throw you out for the claws of the buzzards. In the meantime, our efforts have been wasted completely. I hadnt enough time. I had thrown the fear of sudden death into Landis, and in another hour he would have signed away his soul to me for fear of poison.

The colonel paused to chuckle at some enjoyable memory.

Then Nick came. You see, I know all about Nick.

And Nick knows all about you?

For a moment the agate, catlike eyes of the colonel clouded and cleared again in their unfathomable manner.

At moments, Donnegan, he said, you have rare perceptions. That is exactly it — Nick knows just about everything concerning me. And so — roll your pack and climb on your horse and get away. I think you may have another five minutes before he comes.

Donnegan turned on his heel. He went to the door of the hut and threw it open. Lou sat beside Landis holding his hand, and the murmur of her voice was still pleasant as an echo through the room when she looked and saw Donnegan. At that she rose and her face hardened as she looked at him. Landis, also, lifted his head, and his face was convulsed with hatred. So Donnegan closed the door and went softly away to his own shack.

She hated him even as Landis hated him, it seemed. He should have known that he would not be thanked for bringing back her lover to her with a bullet through his shoulder. Sitting in his cabin, he took his head between his hands and thought of life and death, and made up his mind. He was afraid. If Lord Nick had been the devil himself Donnegan could not have been more afraid. But if the big stranger had been ten devils instead of one Donnegan would not have found it in his soul to run away.

Nothing remained for him in The Corner, it seemed, except his position as a man of power — a dangerous fighter. It was a less than worthless position, and yet, once having taken it up, he could not abandon it. More than one gunfighter has been in the same place, forced to act as a public menace long after he has ceased to feel any desire to fight. Of selfish motives there remained not a scruple to him, but there was still the happiness of Lou Macon. If the boy were taken back to Lebruns, it would be fatal to her. For even if Nelly wished, she could not teach her eyes new habits, and she would ceaselessly play on the heart of the wounded man.

It was the cessation of all talk from the gathering crowd outside that made Donnegan lift his head at length, and know that Lord Nick had come. But before he had time to prepare himself, the door was cast open and into it, filling it from side to side, stepped Lord Nick.

There was no need of an introduction. Donnegan knew him by the aptness with which the name fitted that glorious figure of a man and by the calm, confident eye which now was looking him slowly over, from head to foot. Lord Nick closed the door carefully behind him.

The colonel told me, he said in his deep, smooth voice, that you were waiting for me here.

And Donnegan recognized the snakelike malice of the fat man in drawing him into the fight. But he dismissed that quickly from his mind. He was staring, fascinated, into the face of the other. He was a reader of men, was Donnegan; he was a reader of mind, too. In his life of battle he had learned to judge the prowess of others at a glance, just as a musician can tell the quality of a violin by the first note he hears played upon it. So Donnegan judged the quality of fighting men, and, looking into the face of Lord Nick, he knew that he had met his equal at last.

It was a great and a bitter moment to him. The sense of physical smallness he had banished a thousand times by the recollection of his speed of hand and his surety with weapons. He had looked at men muscularly great and despised them in the knowledge that a gun or a knife would make him their master. But in Lord Nick he recognized his own nerveless speed of hand, his own hair-trigger balance, his own deadly seriousness and contempt of life. The experience in battle was there, too. And he began to feel that the size of the other crushed him to the floor and made him hopeless. It was unnatural, it was wrong, that this giant in the body should be a giant in adroitness also.

Already Donnegan had died one death before he rose from his chair and stood to the full of his height ready to die again and summoning his nervous force to meet the enemy. He had seen that the big man had followed his own example and had measured him at a glance.

Indeed the history of some lives of action held less than the concentrated silence of these two men during that seconds space.

And now Donnegan felt the cold eye of the other eating into his own, striving to beat him down, break his nerve. For an instant panic got hold on Donnegan. He, himself, had broken the nerve of other men by the weight of his unaided eye. Had he not reduced poor Jack Landis to a trembling wreck by five minutes of silence? And had he not seen other brave men become trembling cowards unable to face the light, and all because of that terrible power which lies in the eye of some? He fought away the panic, though perspiration was pouring out upon his forehead and beneath his armpits.

The colonel is very kind, said Donnegan.

And that moment he sent up a prayer of thankfulness that his voice was smooth as silk, and that he was able to smile into the face of Lord Nick. The brow of the other clouded and then smoothed itself deftly. Perhaps he, too, recognized the clang of steel upon steel and knew the metal of his enemy.

And therefore, said Lord Nick, since most of The Corner expects business from us, it seems much as if one of us must kill the other before we part.

As a matter of fact, said Donnegan, I have been keeping that in mind. He added, with that deadly smile of his that never reached his eyes: I never disappoint the public when its possible to satisfy them.

No, and Lord Nick nodded, you seem to have most of the habits of an actor — including an inclination to make up for your part.

Donnegan bit his lip until it bled, and then smiled.

I have been playing to fools, he said. Now I shall enjoy a discriminating critic.

Yes, remarked Lord Nick, actors generally desire an intelligent audience for the death scene.

I applaud your penetration and I shall speak well of you when this disagreeable duty is finished.

Come, and Lord Nick smiled genially, you are a game little cock!

The telltale flush crimsoned Donnegans face. And if the fight had begun at that moment no power under heaven could have saved Lord Nick from the frenzy of the little man.

My size keeps me from stooping, said Donnegan, I shall look up to you, sir, until the moment you fall.

Well hit again! You are also a wit, I see! Donnegan, I am almost sorry for the necessity of this meeting. And if it werent for the audience—

Say no more, said Donnegan, bowing. I read your heart and appreciate all you intend.

He had touched his stock as he bowed, and now he turned to the mirror and carefully adjusted it, for it was a little awry from the ride; but in reality he used that moment to examine his own face, and the set of his jaw and the clearness of his eye reassured him. Turning again, he surprised a glint of admiration in the glance of Lord Nick.

We are at one, sir, it appears, he said. And there is no other way out of this disagreeable necessity?

Unfortunately not. I have a certain position in these parts. People are apt to expect a good deal of me. And for my part I see no way out except a gunplay — no way out between the devil and the moon!

Astonishment swept suddenly across the face of the big man, for Donnegan, turning white as death, shrank toward the wall as though he had that moment received cold steel in his body.

Say that again! said Donnegan hoarsely.

I said there was no way out, repeated Lord Nick, and though he kept his right hand in readiness, he passed his left through his red hair and stared at Donnegan with a tinge of contempt; he had seen men buckle like this at the last moment when their backs were to the wall.

Between— repeated Donnegan.

The devil and the moon. Do you see a way yourself?

He was astonished again to see Donnegan wince as if from a blow. His lips were trembling and they writhed stiffly over his words.

Who taught you that expression? said Donnegan.

A gentleman, said Lord Nick.

Ah?

My father, sir!

Oh, heaven, moaned Donnegan, catching his hands to his breast. Oh, heaven, forgive us!

What the devil is in you? asked Lord Nick.

The little man stood erect again and his eyes were now on fire.

You are Henry Nicholas Reardon, he said.

Lord Nick set his teeth.

Now, he said, it is certain that you must die!

But Donnegan cast out his arms and broke into a wild laughter.

Oh, you fool, you fool! he cried. Dont you know me? I am the cripple!


CHAPTER 32
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THE BIG MAN crossed the floor with one vast stride, and, seizing Donnegan by both shoulders, dragged him under the full light of the window; and still the crazy laughter shook Donnegan and made him helpless.

They tied me to a board — like a papoose, said Donnegan, and they straightened my back — but they left me this way — wizened up. He was stammering; hysterical, and the words tumbled from his lips in a jumble. That was a month after you ran away from home. I was going to find you. Got bigger. Took the road. Kept hunting. Then I met a yegg who told about Rusty Dick — described him like you — I thought — I thought you were dead!

And the tears rolled down his face; he sobbed like a woman.

A strange thing happened then. Lord Nick lifted the little man in his arms as if he were a child and literally carried him in that fashion to the bunk. He put him down tenderly, still with one mighty arm around his back.

You are Garry? You!

Garrison Donnegan Reardon. Aye, thats what I am. Henry, dont say that you dont know me!

But — your back — I thought—

I know — hopeless they said I was. But they brought in a young doctor. Now look at me. Little. I never grew big — but hard, Henry, as leather!

And he sprang to his feet. And knowing that Donnegan had begun life as a cripple it was easy to appreciate certain things about his expression — a cold wistfulness, and his manner of reading the minds of men. Lord Nick was like a man in a dream. He dragged Donnegan back to the bunk and forced him to sit down with the weight of his arms. And he could not keep his hands from his younger brother. As though he were blind and had to use the sense of touch to reassure him.

I heard lies. They said everybody was dead. I thought—

The fever killed them all, except me. Uncle Toby took me in. He was a devil. Helped me along, but I left him when I could. And—

Dont tell me any more. All that matters is that I have you at last, Garry. Heaven knows its a horrible thing to be kithless and kinless, but I have you now! Ah, lad, but the old pain has left its mark on you. Poor Garry!

Donnegan shuddered.

Ive forgotten it. Dont bring it back.

I keep feeling that you should be in that chair.

I know. But Im not. Im hard as nails, I tell you.

He leaped to his feet again.

And not so small as you might think, Henry!

Oh, big enough, Garry. Big enough to paralyze The Corner, from what Ive heard.

Ive been playing a game with em, Henry. And now — if one of us could clear the road, what will we do together? Eh?

The smile of Lord Nick showed his teeth.

Havent I been hungry all my life for a man like you, lad? Somebody to stand and guard my back while I faced the rest of the world?

And Ill do my share of the facing, too.

You will, Garry. But Im your elder.

Man, man! Nobodys my elder except one thats spent half his life — as I have done!

Well teach you to forget the pain Ill make life roses for you, Garry.

And the fools outside thought—

Donnegan broke into a soundless laughter, and, running to the door, opened it a fraction of an inch and peeped out.

Theyre standing about in a circle. I can see em gaping. Even from here. What will they think, Henry?

Lord Nick ground his teeth.

Theyll think Ive backed down from you, he said gloomily. Theyll think Ive taken water for the first time.

Why, confound em, the first man that opens his head—

I know, I know. Youd fill his mouth with lead, and so would I. But if it ever gets about — as its sure to — that Lord, Nick, as they call me, has been bluffed down without a fight, Ill have every Chinaman that cooks on the range talking back to me. Ill have to start all over again.

Dont say that, Henry. Dont you see that Ill go out and explain that Im your brother?

What good will that do? No, do we look alike?

Donnegan stopped short.

Im not very big, he said rather coldly, but then Im not so very small, either. Ive found myself big enough, speaking in general. Besides, we have the same hair and eyes.

Why, man, people will laugh when they hear that we call ourselves brothers.

Donnegan ground his teeth and the old flush burned upon his face.

Ill cut some throats if they do, he said, trembling with his passion.

I can hear them say it. Lord Nick walked in on Donnegan prepared to eat him up. He measured him up and down, saw that he was a fighting wildcat in spite of his size, and decided to back out. And Donnegan was willing. They couldnt come out without a story of some kind — with the whole world expecting a death in that cabin — so they framed a crazy cock-and-bull story about being brothers. I can hear them say that, Donnegan, and it makes me wild!

Do you call me Donnegan? said Donnegan sadly.

No, no. Garry, dont be so touchy. Youve never got over that, I see. Still all pride and fire.

Youre not very humble yourself, Henry.

Maybe not, maybe not. But Ive been in a certain position around these parts, Don — Garry. And its hard to see it go!

Donnegan closed his eyes in deep reverie. And then he forced out the words one by one.

Henry, Ill let everybody know that it was I who backed down. That we were about to fight. He was unable to speak; he tore the stock loose at his throat and went on: We were about to fight; I lost my nerve; you couldnt shoot a helpless man. We began to talk. We found out we are brothers—

Damnation! broke out Lord Nick, and he struck himself violently across the forehead with the back of his hand. Im a skunk, Garry, lad. Why, for a minute I was about to let you do it. No. no, no! A thousand times no!

It was plain to be seen that he was arguing himself away from the temptation.

What do I care what they say? Well cram the words back down their throats and be hanged to em. Here I am worrying about myself like a selfish dog without letting myself be happy over finding you. But I am happy, Garry. Heaven knows it. And you dont doubt it, do you, old fellow?

Ah, said Donnegan, and he smiled to cover a touch of sadness. I hope not. No, I dont doubt you, of course. Ive spent my life wishing for you since you left us, you see. And then I followed you for three years on the road, hunting everywhere.

You did that?

Yes. Three years. I liked the careless life. For to tell you the truth, Im not worth much, Henry. Im a loafer by instinct, and—

Not another word. There were tears in the eyes of Lord Nick, and he frowned them away. Confound it, Garry, you unman me. Ill be weeping like a woman in a minute. But now, sit down. We still have some things to talk over. And well get to a quick conclusion.

Ah, yes, said Donnegan, and at the emotion which had come in the face of Lord Nick, his own expression softened wonderfully. A light seemed to stand in his face. Well brush over the incidentals. And everything is incidental aside from the fact that were together again. They can chisel iron chain apart, but well never be separated again, God willing! He looked up as he spoke, and his face was for the moment as pure as the face of a child — Donnegan, the thief, the beggar, the liar by gift, and the man-killer by trade and artistry.

But Lord Nick in the meantime was looking down to the floor and mustering his thoughts.

The main thing is entirely simple, he said. Youll make one concession to my pride, Garry, boy?

Can you ask me? said Donnegan softly, and he cast out his hands in a gesture that offered his heart and his soul. Can you ask me? Anything I have is yours!

Dont say that, answered Lord Nick tenderly. But this small thing — my pride, you know — I despise myself for caring what people think, but Im weak. I admit it, but I cant help it.

Talk out, man. Youll see if theres a bottom to things that I can give!

Well, its this. Everyone knows that I came up here to get young Jack Landis and bring him back to Lebruns — from which you stole him, you clever young devil! Well, Ill simply take him back there, Garry; and then Ill never have to ask another favor of you.

He was astonished by a sudden silence, and looking up again, he saw that Donnegan sat with his hand at his breast. It was a singularly feminine gesture to which he resorted. It was a habit which had come to him in his youth in the invalid chair, when the ceaseless torment of his crippled back became too great for him to bear.

And clearly, indeed, those days were brought home to Lord Nick as he glanced up, for Donnegan was staring at him in the same old, familiar agony, mute and helpless.


CHAPTER 33
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AT THIS LORD Nick very frankly frowned in turn. And when he frowned his face grew marvelously dark, like some wrathful god, for there was a noble, a Grecian purity to the profile of Henry Nicholas Reardon, and when he frowned he seemed to be scorning, from a distance, ignoble, earthly things which troubled him.

I know it isnt exactly easy for you, Garry, he admitted. You have your own pride; you have your own position here in The Corner. But I want you to notice that mine is different. Youve spent a day for what you have in The Corner, here. Ive spent ten years. Youve played a prank, acted a part, and cast a jest for what you have. But for the place which I hold, brother mine, Ive schemed with my wits, played fast and loose, and killed men. Do you hear? Ive bought it with blood, and things you buy at such a price ought to stick, eh?

He banished his frown; the smile played suddenly across his features.

Why, Im arguing with myself. But that look you gave me a minute ago had me worried for a little while.

At this Donnegan, who had allowed his head to fall, so that he seemed to be nodding in acquiescence, now raised his face and Lord Nick perceived the same white pain upon it. The same look which had been on the face of the cripple so often in the other days.

Henry, said the younger brother, I give you my oath that my pride has nothing to do with this. Id let you drive me barefoot before you through the street yonder. Id let every soul in The Corner know that I have no pride where youre concerned. Ill do whatever you wish — with one exception — and that one is the unlucky thing you ask. Pardner, you mustnt ask for Jack Landis! Anything else Ill work like a slave to get for you: Ill fight your battles, Ill serve you in any way you name: but dont take Landis back!

He had talked eagerly, the words coming with a rush, and he found at the end that Lord Nick was looking at him in bewilderment.

When a man is condemned to death, said Lord Nick slowly, suppose somebody offers him anything in the world that he wants — palaces, riches, power — everything except his life. What would the condemned man say to a friend who made such an offer? Hed laugh at him and then call him a traitor. Eh? But I dont laugh at you, Garry. I simply explain to you why I have to have Landis back. Listen!

He counted off his points upon the tips of his fingers, in the confident manner of a teacher who deals with a stupid child, waiting patiently for the young mind to comprehend.

Weve been bleeding Jack Landis. Do you know why? Because it was Lester who made the strike up here. He started out to file his claim. He stopped at the house of Colonel Macon. That old devil learned the location, learned everything; detained Lester with a trick, and rushed young Landis away to file the claims for himself. Then when Lester came up here he found that his claims had been jumped, and when he went to the law there was no law that could help him. He had nothing but his naked word for what he had discovered. And naturally the word of a ruffian like Lester had no weight against the word of Landis. And, you see, Landis thought that he was entirely in the right. Lester tried the other way; tried to jump the claims; and was shot down by Landis. So Lester sent for me. What was I to do? Kill Landis? The mine would go to his heirs. I tried a different way — bleeding him of his profits, after Id explained to him that he was in the wrong. He half admitted that, but he naturally wouldnt give up the mines even after wed almost proved to him that Lester had the first right. So Landis has been mining the gold and weve been drawing it away from him. It looks tricky, but really its only just. And Lester and Lebrun split with me.

But I tell you, Garry, that Id give up everything without an afterthought. Ill give up the money and Ill make Lebrun and Lester shut up without a word. Ill make them play square and not try to knife Landis in the back. Ill do all that willingly — for you! But, Garry, I cant give up taking Landis back to Lebruns and keeping him there until hes well. Why, man, I saw him in the hut just now. He wants to go. Hes afraid of the old colonel as if he were poison — and I think hes wise in being afraid.

The colonel wont touch him, said Donnegan.

No?

No. Ive told him what would happen if he does.

Tush. Garry, Colonel Macon is the coldest-blooded murderer Ive ever known. But come out in the open, lad. You see that Im ready to listen to reason — except on one point. Tell me why youre so set on this keeping of Landis here against my will and even against the lads own will? Im reasonable, Garry. Do you doubt that?

Explaining his own mildness, the voice of Lord Nick swelled again and filled the room, and he frowned on his brother. But Donnegan looked on him sadly.

There is a girl— he began.

Why didnt I guess it? exclaimed Lord Nick. If ever you find a man unreasonable, stubborn and foolish, youll always find a woman behind it! All this trouble because of a piece of calico?

He leaned back, laughing thunderously in his relief.

Come, come! I was prepared for a tragedy. Now tell me about this girl. Who and what is she?

The daughter of the colonel.

Youre in love with her? Im glad to hear it, Garry. As a matter of fact Ive been afraid that you were hunting in my own preserve, but if its the colonels daughter, youre welcome to her. So you love the girl? Shes pretty, lad!

I love her? said Donnegan in an indescribably tender voice. I love her? Who am I to love her? A thief, a man-killer, a miserable play actor, a gambler, a drunkard. I love her? Bah!

If there was one quality of the mind with which Lord Nick was less familiar than with all others, it was humbleness of spirit. He now abased his magnificent head, and resting his chin in the mighty palm of his hand, he stared with astonishment and commiseration into the face of Donnegan. He seemed to be learning new things every moment about his brother.

Leave me out of the question, said Donnegan.

Cant be done. If I leave you out, dear boy, theres not one of them that I care a hang about; Id ride roughshod over the whole lot. Ive done it before to better men than these!

Then youll change, I know. This is the fact of the matter. She loves Landis. And if you take Landis away where will you put him?

Where he was stolen away. In Lebruns.

And what will be in Lebruns?

Joe Rix to guard him and the old negress to nurse him.

No, no! Nelly Lebrun will be there!

Eh? Are you glancing at her, now?

Henry, you yourself know that Landis is mad about that girl.

Oh, shes flirted a bit with him. Turned the fools head. Hell come out of it safe. She wont break his heart. Ive seen her work on others!

He chuckled at the memory.

What do I care about Landis? said Donnegan with unutterable scorn. Its the girl. Youll break her heart, Henry; and if you do Ill never forgive you.

Steady, lad. This is a good deal like a threat.

No, no, no! Not a threat, heaven knows!

By heaven! exclaimed Lord Nick. I begin to be irritated to see you stick on a silly point like this. Listen to me, lad. Do you mean to say that you are making all! this trouble about a slip of a girl?

The heart of a girl, said Donnegan calmly.

Let Landis go; then take her in your arms and kiss her worries away. I warrant you can do it! I gather from Nell that youre not tongue-tied around women!

I? echoed Donnegan, turning pale. Dont jest at this, Henry. Im as serious as death. Shes the type of woman made to love one man, and one man only. Landis may be common as dirt; but she doesnt see it. Shes fastened her heart on him. I looked in on her a little while ago. She turned white when she saw me. I brought Landis to her, but she hates me because I had to shoot him down.

Garry, said the big man with a twinkle in his eye, youre in love!

It shook Donnegan to the core, but he replied instantly; If I were in love, dont you suppose that I would have shot to kill when I met Landis?

At this his brother blinked, frowned, and shook his head. The point was apparently plain to him and wiped out his previous convictions. Also, it eased his mind.

Then you dont love the girl?

I?

Either way, my hands are cleared of the worry. If you want her, let me take Landis. If you dont want her, what difference does it make to you except silly sentiment?

Donnegan made no answer.

If she comes to Lebruns house, Ill see that Nell doesnt bother him too much.

Can you control her? If she wants to see this fool can you keep her away, and if she goes to him can you control her smiling?

Certainly, said Lord Nick, but he flushed heavily.

Donnegan smiled.

Shes a devil of a girl, admitted Henry Reardon. But this is beside the point: which is, that youre sticking on a matter that means everything to me, and which is only a secondhand interest to you — a point of sentiment. You pity the girl. Whats pity? Bah! I pity a dog in the street, but would I cross you, Garry, lad, to save the dog? Sentiment, I say, silly sentiment.

Donnegan rose.

It was a silly sentiment, he said hoarsely, that put me on the road following you, Henry. It was a silly sentiment that turned me into a wastrel, a wanderer, a man without a home and without friends.

Its wrong to throw that in my face, muttered Lord Nick.

It is. And Im sorry for it. But I want you to see that matters of sentiment may be matters of life and death with me.

Aye, if it were for you it would be different. I might see my way clear — but for a girl you have only a distant interest in—

It is a matter of whether or not her heart shall be broken.

Come, come. Lets talk man talk. Besides, girls hearts dont break in this country. Youre old-fashioned.

I tell you the question of her happiness is worth more than a dozen lives like yours and mine.

There had been a gathering impatience in Lord Nick. Now he, also, leaped to his feet; a giant.

Tell me in one word: You stick on this point?

In one word — yes!

Then you deny me, Garry. You set me aside for a silly purpose of your own — a matter that really doesnt mean much to you. It shows me where I stand in your eyes — and nothing between the devil and the moon shall make me sidestep!

They remained silent, staring at each other. Lord Nick stood with a flush of anger growing; Donnegan became whiter than ever, and he stiffened himself to his full height, which, in all who knew him well, was the danger signal.

You take Landis? he said softly.

I do.

Not, said Donnegan, while I live!

You mean— cried Lord Nick.

I mean it!

They had been swept back to the point at which that strangest of scenes began, but this time there was an added element — horror.

Youd fight?

To the death, Henry!

Garry, if one of us should kill the other, hed be cursed forever!

I know it.

And shes worth even this?

A thousand times more! What are we? Dust in the wind; dust in the wind. But a woman like that is divine, Henry!

Lord Nick swayed a little, setting himself in balance like an animal preparing for the leap.

If it comes to the pinch, it is you who will die, he said.

Youve no chance against me, Garry. And I swear to you that I wont weaken. You prove that you dont care for me. You put another above me. Its my pride, my life, that youd sacrifice to the whim of a girl! His passion choked him.

Are you ready? said Donnegan.

Yes!

Move first!

I have never formed the habit.

Nor I! You fool, take what little advantage you can, because it wont help you in the end.

You shall see. I have a second sight, Henry, and it shows me you dead on the floor there, looking bigger than ever, and I see the gun smoking in my hand and my heart as dead as ashes! Oh, Henry, if there were only some other way!

They were both pale now.

Aye, murmured Lord Nick, if we could find a judge. My hand turns to lead when I think of fighting you, Garry.

Perspiration stood on the face of Donnegan.

Name a judge; Ill abide by the decision.

Some man—

No, no. What man could understand me? A woman, Henry!

Nell Lebrun.

The girl who loves you? You want me to plead before her?

Put her on her honor and shell be as straight as a string with both of us.

For a moment Donnegan considered, and at length: She loves you, Henry. You have that advantage. You have only to let her know that this is a vital matter to you and shell speak as you wish her to speak.

Nonsense. You dont know her. Youve seen yourself that no man can control her absolutely.

Make a concession.

A thousand, Garry, dear boy, if theyll get us clear from this horrible mess.

Only this. Leave The Corner for a few hours. Give me until — tonight. Let me see Nelly during that time. Youve had years to work on her. I want only this time to put my own case before her.

Thank heaven that were coming to see light and a way out!

Aye, Henry.

The big man wiped his forehead and sighed in his relief.

A minute ago I was ready — but well forget all this. What will you do? How will you persuade Nelly? I almost think that you intend to make love to her, Garry!

The little man turned paler still.

It is exactly what I intend, he said quietly.

The brow of Lord Nick darkened solemnly, and then he forced a laugh.

Shell be afraid to turn me down, Garry. But try your own way. He bit his lips. Why, if you influence her that way — do it. Whats a fickle jade to me? Nothing!

However I do it, youll stick by her judgment, Henry?

The perspiration had started on Lord Nicks forehead again. Doubt swayed him, but pride forced him on.

Ill come again tonight, he said gloomily. Ill meet you in — Milligans?

In Milligans, then.

Lord Nick, without a word of farewell, stamped across the hut and out.

As for Donnegan, he stepped backward, his legs buckled beneath him, and when big George entered, with a scared face, he found the little man half sitting on the bunk, half lying against the wall with the face and the staring eyes of a dead man.


CHAPTER 34
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IT WAS A long time before Donnegan left the hut, and when he came out the crowd which had gathered to watch the fight, or at least to mark the reports of the guns when those two terrible warriors met, was scattered. There remained before Donnegan only the colonel in his invalids chair. Even from the distance one could see that his expression was changed, and when the little red-headed man came near the colonel looked up to him with something akin to humility.

Donnegan, he said, stopping the other as Donnegan headed for the door of the hut, Donnegan, dont go in there just now.

Donnegan turned and came slowly toward him.

The reason, said the colonel, is that you probably wont receive a very cheery reception. Unfortunate — very unfortunate. Lou has turned wrong-headed for the first time in her life and she wont listen to reason.

He chuckled softly.

I never dreamed there was so much of my metal in her. Blood will tell, my boy; blood will tell. And when you finally get her youll find that shes worth waiting for.

Let me tell you a secret, said Donnegan dryly. I am no longer waiting for her!

Ah? smiled the colonel. Of course not. This bringing of Landis to her — it was all pure self-sacrifice. It was not an attempt to soften her heart. It was not a cunning maneuver. Tush! Of course not!

I am about to make a profound remark, said Donnegan carelessly.

By all means.

You read the minds of other people through a colored glass, colonel. You see yourself everywhere.

In other words I put my own motives into the actions and behind the actions of people? Perhaps. I am full of weaknesses. Very full. In the meantime let me tell you one important thing — if you have not made the heart of Lou tender toward you, you have at least frightened her.

The jaw on Donnegan set.

Excellent! he said huskily.

Perhaps better than you think; and to keep you abreast with the times, you must know another thing. Lou has a silly idea that you are a lost soul, Donnegan, but she attributes your fall entirely to my weakness. Nothing can convince her that you did not intend to kill Landis; nothing can convince her that you did not act on my inspiration. I have tried arguing. Bah! she overwhelmed me with her scorn. You are a villain, says Lou, and I have made you one. And for the first time in my memory of her, her eyes fill with tears.

Tears?

Upon my honor, and when a girl begins to weep about a man I dont need to say he is close to her heart.

You are full of maxims, Colonel Macon.

As a nut is full of meat. Old experience, you know. In the meantime Lou is perfectly certain that I intend to make away with Landis. Ha, ha, ha! The laughter of the colonel was a cheery thunder, and soft as with distance. Landis is equally convinced. He begs Lou not to fall asleep lest I should steal in on him. She hardly dares leave him to cook his food. I actually think she would have been glad to see that fiend, Lord Nick, take Landis away!

Donnegan smiled wanly. But could he tell her, poor girl, the story of Nelly Lebrun? Landis, in fear of his life, was no doubt at this moment pouring out protestations of deathless affection.

And they both consider you an archdemon for keeping Lord Nick away!

Again Donnegan winced, and coughed behind his hand to cover it.

However, went on the colonel, when it comes to matters with the hearts of women, I trust to time. Time alone will show her that Landis is a puppy.

In the meantime, colonel, she keeps you from coming near Landis?

Not at all! You fail to understand me and my methods, dear boy. I have only to roll my chair into the room and sit and smile at Jack in order to send him into an hysteria of terror. It is amusing to watch. And I can be there while Lou is in the room and through a few careful innuendoes convey to Landis my undying determination to either remove him from my path and automatically become his heir, or else secure from him a legal transfer of his rights to the mines.

I have learned, said Donnegan, that Landis has not the slightest claim to them himself. And that you set him on the trail of the claims by trickery.

The colonel did not wince.

Of course not, said the fat trickster. Not the slightest right. My claim is a claim of superior wits, you see. And in the end all your labor shall be rewarded, for my share will go to Lou and through her it shall come to you. No?

Quite logical.

The colonel disregarded the others smile.

But I have a painful confession to make.

Well?

I misjudged you, Donnegan. A moment since, when I was nearly distraught with disappointment, I said some most unpleasant things to you.

I have forgotten them.

But the colonel raised his strong forefinger and shook his head, smiling.

No, no, Donnegan. If you deny it, I shall know that you are harboring the most undying grudge against me. As a matter of fact, I have just had an interview with Lord Nick, and the cursed fellow put my nerves on edge.

The colonel made a wry face.

And when you came, I saw no manner in which you could possibly thwart him.

His eyes grew wistful.

Between friends — as a son to his future father, he said softly, cant you tell me what the charm was that you used on. Nick to send him away? I watched him come out of the shack. He was in a fury. I could see that by the way his head thrust out between his big shoulders. And when he went down the hill he was striding like a giant, but every now and then he would stop short, and his head would go up as if he were tempted to turn around and go back, but didnt quite have the nerve. Donnegan, tell me the trick of it?

Willingly. I appealed to his gambling instinct.

Which leaves me as much in the dark as ever.

But Donnegan smiled in his own peculiar and mirthless manner and he went on to the hut. Not that he expected a cheery greeting from Lou Macon, but he was drawn by the same perverse instinct which tempts a man to throw himself from a great height. At the door he paused a moment. He could distinguish no words, but he caught the murmur of Lous voice as she talked to Jack Landis, and it had that infinitely gentle quality which only a womans voice can have, and only when she nurses the sick. It was a pleasant torture to Donnegan to hear it. At length he summoned his resolution and tapped at the door.

The voice of Lou Macon stopped. He heard a hurried and whispered consultation. What did they expect? Then swift foot-falls on the floor, and she opened the door. There was a smile of expectancy on her lips; her eyes were bright; but when she saw Donnegan her lips pinched in. She stared at him as if he were a ghost.

I knew; I knew! she said piteously, falling back a step but still keeping her hand upon the knob of the door as if to block the way to Donnegan. Oh, Jack, he has killed Lord Nick and now he is here—

To do what? To kill Landis in turn? Her horrified eyes implied as much. He saw Landis in the distance raise himself upon one elbow and his face was gray, not with pain but with dread.

It cant be! groaned Landis.

Lord Nick is alive, said Donnegan. And I have not come here to torment you; I have only come to ask that you let me speak with you alone for a moment, Lou!

He watched her face intently. All the cabin was in deep shadow, but the golden hair of the girl glowed as if with an inherent light of its own, and the same light touched her face. Jack Landis was stricken with panic: he stammered in a dreadful eagerness of fear.

Dont leave me, Lou. You know what it means. He wants to get you out of the way so that the colonel can be alone with me. Dont go, Lou! Dont go!

As though she saw how hopeless it was to try to bar Donnegan by closing the door against him, she fell back to the bed. She kept her eye on the little man, as if to watch against a surprise attack, and, fumbling behind her, her hand found the hand of Landis and closed over it with the reassurance of a mother.

Dont be afraid, Jack. I wont leave you. Not unless they carry me away by force.

I give you my solemn word. said Donnegan in torment, that the colonel shall not come near Landis while youre away with me.

Your word! murmured the girl with a sort of horrified wonder. Your word!

And Donnegan bowed his head.

But all at once she cast out her free hand toward him, while the other still cherished the weakness of Jack Landis.

Oh, give them up! she cried. Give up my father and all his wicked plans. There is something good in you. Give him up; come with us; stand for us: and we shall be grateful all our lives!

The little man had removed his hat, so that the sunshine burned brightly on his red hair. Indeed, there was always a flamelike quality about him. In inaction he seemed femininely frail and pale; but when his spirit was roused his eyes blazed as his hair burned in the sunlight.

You shall learn in the end, he said to the girl, that everything I do, I do for you.

She cried out as if he had struck her.

Its not worthy of you, she said bitterly. You are keeping Jack here — in peril — for my sake?

For your sake, said Donnegan.

She looked at him with a queer pain in her eyes.

To keep you from needless lying, she said, let me tell you that Jack has told me everything. I am not angry because you come and pretend that you do all these horrible things for my sake. I know my father has tempted you with a promise of a great deal of money. But in the end you will get nothing. No, he will twist everything away from you and leave you nothing! But as for me — I know everything; Jack told me.

He has told you what? What?

About the woman you love.

The woman I love? echoed Donnegan, stupefied.

It seemed that Lou Macon could only name her with an effort that left her trembling.

The Lebrun woman, she said. Jack has told me.

Did you tell her that? he asked Landis.

The whole town knows it, stammered the wounded man.

The cunning hypocrisy spurred Donnegan. He put his foot on the threshold of the shack, and at this the girl cried out and shrank from him; but Landis was too paralyzed to stir or speak. For a moment Donnegan was wildly tempted to pour his torrent of contempt and accusation upon Landis. To what end? To prove to the girl that the big fellow had coolly tricked her? That it was to be near Nelly Lebrun as much as to be away from the colonel that he wished so ardently to leave the shack? After all, Lou Macon was made happy by an illusion; let her keep it.

He looked at her sadly again. She stood defiant over Landis; ready to protect the helpless bulk of the man.

So Donnegan closed the door softly and turned away with ashes in his heart.


CHAPTER 35
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WHEN NELLY LEBRUN raised her head from her hands, Donnegan was a far figure; yet even in the distance she could catch the lilt and easy sway of his body; he rode as he walked, lightly, his feet in the stirrups half taking his weight in a semi-English fashion. For a moment she was on the verge of spurring after him, but she kept the rein taut and merely stared until he dipped away among the hills. For one thing she was quite assured that she could not overtake that hard rider; and, again, she felt that it was useless to interfere. To step between Lord Nick and one of his purposes would have been like stepping before an avalanche and commanding it to halt with a raised hand.

She watched miserably until even the dust cloud dissolved and the bare, brown hills alone remained before her. Then she turned away, and hour after hour let her black jog on.

To Nelly Lebrun this day was one of those still times which come over the life of a person, and in which they see themselves in relation to the rest of the world clearly. It would not be true to say that Nelly loved Donnegan. Certainly not as yet, for the familiar figure of Lord Nick filled her imagination. But the little man was different. Lord Nick commanded respect, admiration, obedience; but there was about Donnegan something which touched her in an intimate and disturbing manner. She had felt the will-o-the-wisp flame which burned in him in his great moments. It was possible for her to smile at Donnegan; it was possible even to pity him for his fragility, his touchy pride about his size; to criticize his fondness for taking the center of the stage even in a cheap little mining camp like this and strutting about, the center of all attention. Yet there were qualities in him which escaped her, a possibility of metallic hardness, a pitiless fire of purpose.

To Lord Nick, he was as the bull terrier to the mastiff.

But above all she could not dislodge the memory of his strange talk with her at Lebruns. Not that she did not season the odd avowals of Donnegan with a grain of salt, but even when she had discounted all that he said, she retained a quivering interest. Somewhere beneath his words she sensed reality. Somewhere beneath his actions she felt a selfless willingness to throw himself away.

As she rode she was comparing him steadily with Lord Nick. And as she made the comparisons she felt more and more assured that she could pick and choose between the two. They loved her, both of them. With Nick it was an old story; with Donnegan it might be equally true in spite of its newness. And Nelly Lebrun felt rich. Not that she would have been willing to give up Lord Nick. By no means. But neither was she willing to throw away Donnegan. Diamonds in one hand and pearls in the other. Which handful must she discard?

She remained riding an unconscionable length of time, and when she drew rein again before her fathers house, the black was flecked with foam from his clamped bit, and there was a thick lather under the stirrup leathers. She threw the reins to the servant who answered her call and went slowly into the house.

Donnegan, by this time, was dead. She began to feel that it would be hard to look Lord Nick in the face again. His other killings had often seemed to her glorious. She had rejoiced in the invincibility of her lover.

Now he suddenly took on the aspect of a murderer.

She found the house hushed. Perhaps everyone was at the gaming house; for now it was midafternoon. But when she opened the door to the apartment which they used as a living room she found Joe Rix and the Pedlar and Lester sitting side by side, silent. There was no whisky in sight; there were no cards to be seen. Marvel of marvels, these three men were spending their time in solemn thought. A sudden thought rushed over her, and her cry told where her heart really lay, at least at this time.

Lord Nick — has he been—

The Pedlar lifted his gaunt head and stared at her without expression. It was Joe Rix who answered.

Nicks upstairs.

Safe?

Not a scratch.

She sank into a chair with a sigh, but was instantly on edge again with the second thought.

Donnegan? she whispered.

Safe and sound, said Lester coldly.

She could not gather the truth of the statement.

Then Nick got Landis back before Donnegan returned?

No.

Like any other girl, Nelly Lebrun hated a puzzle above all things in the world, at least a puzzle which affected her new friends.

Lester, whats happened? she demanded.

At this Lester, who had been brooding upon the floor, raised his eyes and then switched one leg over the other. He was a typical cowman, was Lester, from his crimson handkerchief knotted around his throat to his shop-made boots which fitted slenderly about his instep with the care of a gloved hand.

I dunno what happened, said Lester. Which looks like what counts is the things that didnt happen. Landis is still with that devil, Macon. Donnegan is loose without a scratch, and Lord Nick is in his room with a face as black as a cloudy night.

And briefly he described how Lord Nick had gone up the hill, seen the colonel, come back, taken a horse litter, and gone up the hill again, while the populace of The Corner waited for a crash. For Donnegan had arrived in the meantime. And how Nick had gone into the cabin, remained a singularly long time, and then come out, with a face half white and half red and an eye that dared anyone to ask questions. He had strode straight home to Lebruns and gone to his room; and there he remained, never making a sound.

But Ill give you my way of readin the sign on that trail, said Lester. Nick goes up the hill to clean up on Donnegan. He sees him; they size each other up in a flash; they figure that if theys a gun it means a double killin — and they simply haul off and say a perlite fare-thee-well.

The girl paid no attention to these remarks. She was sunk in a brown study.

Theres something behind it all, she said, more to herself than to the men. Nick is proud as the devil himself. And I cant imagine why hed let Donnegan go. Oh, it might have been done if theyd met alone in the desert. But with the whole town looking on and waiting for Nick to clean up on Donnegan — no, it isnt possible. There must have been a showdown of some kind.

There was a grim little silence after this.

Maybe there was, said the Pedlar dryly. Maybe there was a showdown — and the wind-up of it is that Nick comes home meek as a six-year-old broke down in front.

She stared at him, first astonished, and then almost frightened.

You mean that Nick may have taken water?

The three, as one man, shrugged their shoulders, and met her glance with cold eyes.

You fools! cried the girl, springing to her feet. Hed rather die!

Joe Rix leaned forward, and to emphasize his point he stabbed one dirty forefinger into the fat palm of his other hand.

You just start thinkin back, he said solemnly, and youll remember that Donnegan has done some pretty slick things.

Lester added with a touch of contempt: Like shootin down Landis one day and then sittin down and havin a nice long chat with you the next. I dunno how he does it.

That hunch of yours, said the girl fiercely, ought to be roped and branded — lie! Lester, dont look at me like that. And if you think Nick has lost his grip on things youre dead wrong. Step light, Lester — and the rest of you. Or Nick may hear you walk — and think.

She flung out of the room and raced up the stairs to Lord Nicks room. There was an interval without response after her first knock. But when she rapped again he called out to know who was there. At her answer she heard his heavy stride cross the room, and the door opened slowly. His face, as she looked up to it, was so changed that she hardly knew him. His hair was unkempt, on end, where he had sat with his fingers thrust into it, buried in thought. And the marks of his palms were red upon his forehead.

Nick, she whispered, frightened, what is it?

He looked down half fiercely, half sadly at her. And though his lips parted they closed again before he spoke. Fear jumped coldly in Nelly Lebrun.

Did Donnegan— she pleaded, white-faced. Did he—

Did he bluff me out? finished Nick. No, he didnt. Thats what everybodyll say. I know it, dont I? And thats why Im staying here by myself, because the first fool that looks at me with a question in his face, why — Ill break him in two.

She pressed close to him, more frightened than before. That Lord Nick should have been driven to defend himself with words was almost too much for credence.

You know I dont believe it, Nick? You know that Im not doubting you?

But he brushed her hands roughly away.

You want to know what its all about? Then go over to — well, to Milligans. Donnegan will be there. Hell explain things to you, I guess. He wants to see you. And maybe Ill come over later and join you.

Seeing Lord Nick before her, so shaken, so gray of face, so dull of eye, she pictured Donnegan as a devil in human form, cunning, resistless.

Nick, dear— she pleaded.

He closed the door in her face, and she heard his heavy step go back across the room. In some mysterious manner she felt the Promethean fire had been stolen from Lord Nick, and Donnegans was the hand that had robbed him of it.


CHAPTER 36
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IT WAS FEAR that Nelly Lebrun felt first of all. It was fear because the impossible had happened and the immovable object had been at last moved. Going back to her own room, the record of Lord Nick flashed across her mind; one long series of thrilling deeds. He had been a great and widely known figure on the mountain desert while she herself was no more than a girl. When she first met him she had been prepared for the sight of a firebreathing monster; and she had never quite recovered from the first thrill of finding him not devil but man.

Quite oddly, now that there seemed another man as powerful as Lord Nick or even more terrible, she felt for the big man more tenderly than ever; for like all women, there was a corner of her heart into which she wished to receive a thing she could cherish and protect. Lord Nick, the invincible, had seemed without any real need of other human beings. His love for her had seemed unreal because his need of her seemed a superficial thing. Now that he was in sorrow and defeat she suddenly visualized a Lord Nick to whom she could truly be a helpmate. Tears came to her eyes at the thought.

Yet, very contradictorily and very humanly, the moment she was in her room she began preparing her toilet for that evening at Lebruns. Let no one think that she was already preparing to cast Lord Nick away and turn to the new star in the sky of the mountain desert. By no means. No doubt her own heart was not quite clear to Nelly. Indeed, she put on her most lovely gown with a desire for revenge. If Lord Nick had been humbled by this singular Donnegan, would it not be a perfect revenge to bring Donnegan himself to her feet? Would it not be a joy to see him turn pale under her smile, and then, when he was well-nigh on his knees, spurn the love which he offered her?

She set her teeth and her eyes gleamed with the thought. But nevertheless she went on lavishing care in the preparation for that night.

As she visioned the scene, the many curious eyes that watched her with Donnegan; the keen envy in the faces of the women; the cold watchfulness of the men, were what she pictured.

In a way she almost regretted that she was admired by such fighting men, Landis, Lord Nick, and now Donnegan, who frightened away the rank and file of other would-be admirers. But it was a pang which she could readily control and subdue.

To tell the truth the rest of the day dragged through a weary length. At the dinner table her father leaned to her and talked in his usual murmuring voice which could reach her own ear and no other by any chance.

Nelly, theres going to be the devil to pay around The Corner. You know why. Now, be a good girl and wise girl and play your cards. Donnegan is losing his head; hes losing it over you. So play your cards.

Turn down Nick and take up Donnegan? she asked coldly.

Ive said enough already, said her father, and would not speak again. But it was easy to see that he already felt Lord Nicks star to be past its full glory.

Afterward, Lebrun himself took his daughter over to Milligans and left her under the care of the dance-hall proprietor.

Im waiting for someone, said Nelly, and Milligan sat willingly at her table and made talk. He was like the rest of The Corner — full of the subject of the strange encounter between Lord Nick and Donnegan. What had Donnegan done to the big man? Nelly merely smiled and said they would all know in time: one thing was certain — Lord Nick had not taken water. But at this Milligan smiled behind his hand.

Ten minutes later there was that stir which announced the arrival of some public figures; and Donnegan with big George behind him came into the room. This evening he went straight to the table to Nelly Lebrun. Milligan, a little uneasy, rose. But Donnegan was gravely polite and regretted that he had interrupted.

I have only come to ask you for five minutes of your time, he said to the girl.

She was about to put him off merely to make sure of her hold over him, but something she saw in his face fascinated her. She could not play her game. Milligan had slipped away before she knew it, and Donnegan was in his place at the table. He was as much changed as Lord Nick, she thought. Not that his clothes were less carefully arranged than ever, but in the compression of his lips and something behind his eyes she felt the difference. She would have given a great deal indeed to have learned what went on behind the door of Donnegans shack when Lord Nick was there.

Last time you asked for one minute and stayed half an hour, she said. This time its five minutes.

No matter what was on his mind he was able to answer fully as lightly.

When I talk about myself, Im always long-winded.

Tonight its someone else?

Yes.

She was, being a woman, intensely disappointed, but her smile was as bright as ever.

Of course Im listening.

You remember what I told you of Landis and the girl on the hill?

She seems to stick in your thoughts, Mr. Donnegan.

Yes, shes a lovely child.

And by his frankness he very cunningly disarmed her. Even if he had hesitated an instant she would have been on the track of the truth, but he had foreseen the question and his reply came back instantly.

He added: Also, what I say has to do with Lord Nick.

Ah, said the girl a little coldly.

Donnegan went on. He had chosen frankness to be his role and he played it to the full.

It is a rather wonderful story, he went on. You know that Lord Nick went up the hill for Landis? And The Corner was standing around waiting for him to bring the youngster down?

Of course.

There was only one obstacle — which you had so kindly removed — myself.

For your own sake, Mr. Donnegan.

Ah, dont you suppose that I know? And his voice touched her. He came to kill me. And no doubt he could have done so.

Such frankness shocked her into a new attention.

Perhaps Donnegan overdid his part a little at this point, for in her heart of hearts she knew that the little man would a thousand times rather die than give way to any living man.

But I threw my case bodily before him — the girl — her love for Landis — and the fear which revolved around your own unruly eyes, you know, if he were sent back to your fathers house. I placed it all before him. At first he was for fighting at once. But the story appealed to him. He pitied the girl. And in the end he decided to let the matter be judged by a third person. He suggested a man. But I know that a man would see in my attitude nothing but foolishness. No man could have appreciated the position of that girl on the hill. I myself named another referee — yourself.

She gasped.

And so I have come to place the question before you, because I know that you will decide honestly.

Then I shall be honest, said the girl.

She was thinking: Why not have Landis back? It would keep the three men revolving around her. Landis on his feet and well would have been nothing; either of these men would have killed him. But Landis sick she might balance in turn against them both. Nelly had the instincts of a fencer; she loved balance.

But Donnegan was heaping up his effects. For by the shadow in her eyes he well knew what was passing through her mind, and he dared not let her speak too quickly.

There is more hanging upon it. In the first place, if Landis is left with the girl it gives the colonel a chance to work on him, and like as not the colonel will get the young fool to sign away the mines to him — frighten him, you see, though Ive made sure that the colonel will not actually harm him.

How have you made sure? They say the colonel is a devil.

I have spoken with him. The colonel is not altogether without sensibility to fear.

She caught the glint in the little mans eye and she believed.

So much for that. Landis is safe, but his money may not be. Another thing still hangs upon your decision. Lord Nick wanted to know why I trusted to you? Because I felt you were honest. Why did I feel that? There was nothing to do. Besides, how could I conceal myself from such a man? I spoke frankly and told him that I trusted you because I love you.

She closed her hand hard on the edge of the table to steady herself.

And he made no move at you?

He restrained himself.

Lord Nick? gasped the incredulous girl.

He is a gentleman, said Donnegan with a singular pride which she could not understand.

He went on: And unfortunately I fear that if you decide in favor of my side of the argument, I fear that Lord Nick will feel that you — that you—

He was apparently unable to complete his sentence.

He will feel that you no longer care for him, said Donnegan at length.

The girl pondered him with cloudy eyes.

What is behind all this frankness? she asked coldly.

I shall tell you. Hopelessness is behind it. Last night I poured my heart at your feet. And I had hope. Today I have seen Lord Nick and I no longer hope.

Ah?

He is worthy of a lovely womans affection; and I— He called her attention to himself with a deprecatory gesture.

Do you ask me to hurt him like this? said the girl. His pride is the pride of the fiend. Love me? He would hate me!

It might be true. Still I know you would risk it, because— he paused.

Well? asked the girl, whispering in her excitement.

Because you are a lady.

He bowed to her.

Because you are fair; because you are honest, Nelly Lebrun. Personally I think that you can win Lord Nick back with one minute of smiling. But you might not. You might alienate him forever. It will be clumsy to explain to him that you were influenced not by me, but by justice. He will make it a personal matter, whereas you and I know that it is only the right that you are seeing.

She propped her chin on the tips of her fingers, and her arm was a thing of grace. For the last moments that clouded expression had not cleared.

If I only could read your mind, she murmured now. There is something behind it all.

I shall tell you what it is. It is the restraint that has fallen upon me. It is because I wish to lean closer to you across the table and speak to you of things which are at the other end of the world from Landis and the other girl. It is because I have to keep my hands gripped hard to control myself. Because, though I have given up hope, I would follow a forlorn chance, a lost cause, and tell you again and again that I love you, Nelly Lebrun!

He had half lowered his eyes as he spoke; he had called up a vision, and the face of Lou Macon hovered dimly between him and Nelly Lebrun. If all that he spoke was a lie, let him be forgiven for it; it was the golden-haired girl whom he addressed, and it was she who gave the tremor and the fiber to his voice. And after all was he not pleading for her happiness as he believed?

He covered his eyes with his hand; but when he looked up again she could see the shadow of the pain which was slowly passing. She had never seen such emotion in any mans face, and if it was for another, how could she guess it? Her blood was singing in her veins, and the old, old question was flying back and forth through her brain like a shuttle through a loom: Which shall it be?

She called up the picture of Lord Nick, half-broken, but still terrible, she well knew. She pitied him, but when did pity wholly rule the heart of a woman? And as for Nelly Lebrun, she had the ambition of a young Caesar; she could not fill a second place. He who loved her must stand first, and she saw Donnegan as the invincible man. She had not believed half of his explanation. No, he was shielding Lord Nick; behind that shield the truth was that the big man had quailed before the small.

Of course she saw that Donnegan, pretending to be constrained by his agreement with Lord Nick, was in reality cunningly pleading his own cause. But his passion excused him. When has a woman condemned a man for loving her beyond the rules of fair play?

Whatever you may decide, Donnegan was saying. I shall be prepared to stand by it without a murmur. Send Landis back to your fathers house and I submit: I leave The Corner and say farewell. But now, think quickly. For Lord Nick is coming to receive your answer.


CHAPTER 37
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IF THE MEETING between Lord Nick and Donnegan earlier that day had wrought up the nerves of The Corner to the point of hysteria; if the singular end of that meeting had piled mystery upon excitement; if the appearance of Donnegan, sitting calmly at the table of the girl who was known to be engaged to Nick, had further stimulated public curiosity, the appearance of Lord Nick was now a crowning burden under which The Corner staggered.

Yet not a man or a woman stirred from his chair, for everyone knew that if the long-delayed battle between these two gunfighters was at length to take place, neither bullet was apt to fly astray.

But what happened completed the wreck of The Corners nerves, for Lord Nick walked quietly across the floor and sat down with Nelly Lebrun and his somber rival.

Oddly enough, he looked at Donnegan, not at the girl, and this token of the beaten man decided her.

Well? said Lord Nick.

I have decided, said the girl. Landis should stay where he is.

Neither of the two men stirred hand or eye. But Lord Nick turned gray. At length he rose and asked Donnegan, quietly, to step aside with him. Seeing them together, the difference between their sizes was more apparent: Donnegan seemed hardly larger than a child beside the splendid bulk of Lord Nick. But she could not overhear their talk.

Youve won, said Lord Nick, both Landis and Nelly. And—

Wait, broke in Donnegan eagerly. Henry, Ive persuaded Nelly to see my side of the case, but that doesnt mean that she has turned from you to—

Stop! put in Lord Nick, between his teeth. Ive not come to argue with you or ask advice or opinions. Ive come to state facts. Youve crawled in between me and Nelly like a snake in the grass. Very well. Youre my brother. That keeps me from handling you. Youve broken my reputation just as I said you would do. The bouncer at the door looked me in the eye and smiled when I came in.

He had to pause a little, breathing heavily, and avoiding Donnegans eyes. Finally he was able to continue.

Im going to roll my blankets and leave The Corner and everything I have in it. Youll get my share of most things, it seems. He smiled after a ghastly, mirthless fashion. I give you a free road. I surrender everything to you, Donnegan. But there are two things I want to warn you about. It may be that my men will not agree with me. It may be that theyll want to put up a fight for the mine. They cant get at it without getting at Macon. They cant get at him without removing you. And theyll probably try it. I warn you now.

Another thing: from this moment theres no blood tie between us. Ive found a brother and lost him in the same day. And if I ever cross you again, Donnegan, Ill shoot you on sight. Remember, Im not threatening. I simply warn you in advance. If I were you, Id get out of the country. Avoid me, Donnegan, as youd avoid the devil.

And he turned on his heel. He felt the eyes of the people in the room follow him by jerks, dwelling on every one of his steps. Near the door, stepping aside to avoid a group of people coming in, he half turned and he could not avoid the sight of Donnegan and Nelly Lebrun at the other end of the room. He was leaning across the table, talking with a smile on his lips — at that distance he could not mark the pallor of the little mans face — and Nelly Lebrun was laughing. Laughing already, and oblivious of the rest of the world.

Lord Nick turned, a blur coming before his eyes, and made blindly for the door. A body collided with him; without a word he drew back his massive right fist and knocked the man down. The stunned body struck against the wall and collapsed along the floor. Lord Nick felt a great madness swell in his heart. Yet he set his teeth, controlled himself, and went on toward the house of Lebrun. He had come within an eyelash of running amuck, and the quivering hunger for action was still swelling and ebbing in him when he reached the gamblers house.

Lebrun was not in the gaming house, no doubt, at this time of night — but the rest of Nicks chosen men were there. They stood up as he entered the room — Harry Masters, newly arrived — the Pedlar — Joe Rix — three names famous in the mountain desert for deeds which were not altogether a pleasant aroma in the nostrils of the law-abiding, but whose sins had been deftly covered from legal proof by the cunning of Nick, and whose bravery itself had half redeemed them. They rose now as three wolves rise at the coming of the leader. But this time there was a question behind their eyes, and he read it in gloomy silence.

Well? asked Harry Masters.

In the old days not one of them would have dared to voice the question, but now things were changing, and well Lord Nick could read the change and its causes.

Are you talking to me? asked Nick, and he looked straight between the eyes of Masters.

The glance of the other did not falter, and it maddened Nick.

Im talking to you, said Masters coolly enough. What happened between you and Donnegan?

What should happen? asked Lord Nick.

Maybe all this is a joke, said Masters bitterly. He was a square-built man, with a square face and a wrinkled, fleshy forehead. In intelligence, Nick ranked him first among the men. And if a new leader were to be chosen there was no doubt as to where the choice of the men would fall. No doubt that was why Masters put himself forward now, ready to brave the wrath of the chief. Maybe were fooled, went on Masters. Maybe they aint any call for you to fall out with Donnegan?

Maybe theres a call to find out this, answered Lord Nick. Why did you leave the mines? What are you doing up here?

The other swallowed so hard that he blinked.

I left the mines, he declared through his set teeth, because I was run off em.

Ah, said Lord Nick, for the devil was rising in him, I always had an idea that you might be yellow, Masters.

The right hand of Masters swayed toward his gun, hesitated, and then poised idly.

You heard me talk? persisted Lord Nick brutally. I call you yellow. Why dont you draw on me? I called you yellow, you swine, and I call the rest of you yellow. You think you have me down? Why, curse you, if there were thirty of your cut, Id say the same to you!

There was a quick shift, the three men faced Lord Nick, but each from a different angle. And opposing them, he stood superbly indifferent, his arms folded, his feet braced. His arms were folded, but each hand, for all they knew, might be grasping the butt of a gun hidden away in his clothes. Once they flashed a glance from face to face; but there was no action. They were remembering only too well some of the wild deeds of this giant.

You think Im through, went on Lord Nick. Maybe I am — through with you. You hear me talk?

One by one, his eyes dared them, and one by one they took up the challenge, struggled, and lowered their glances. He was still their master and in that mute moment the three admitted it, the Pedlar last of all.

Masters saw fit to fall back on the last remark.

Ive swallowed a lot from you, Nick, he said gravely.

Maybe therell be an end to what we take one of these days. But now Ill tell you how yellow I was. A couple of gents come to me and tell me Im through at the mine. I told them they were crazy. They said old Colonel Macon had sent them down to take charge. I laughed at em. They went away and came back. Who with? With the sheriff. And he flashed a paper on me. It was all drawn up clean as a whistle. Trimmed up with a lot of whereases and as hereinbefore mentioned and such like things. But the sheriff just gimme a look and then he tells me what its about. Jack Landis has signed over all the mines to the colonel and the colonel has taken possession.

As he stopped, a growl came from the others.

Lester is the man that has the complaint, said Lord Nick. Where do the rest of you figure in it? Lester had the mines; he lost em because he couldnt drop Landis with his gun. Hed never have had a smell of the gold if I hadnt come in. Who made Landis see light? I did! Who worked it so that every nickel that came out of the mines went through the fingers of Landis and came back to us? I did! But Im through with you. You can hunt for yourselves now. Ive kept you together to guard one anothers backs. Ive kept the law off your trail. You, Masters, youd have swung for killing the McKay brothers. Who saved you? Who was it bribed the jury that tried you for the shooting up of Derbyville, Pedlar? Who took the marshal off your trail after youd knifed Lefty Waller, Joe Rix? Ive saved you all a dozen times. Now you whine at me. Im through with you forever!

Stopping, he glared about him. His knuckles stung from the impact of the blow he had delivered in Milligans place. He hungered to have one of these three stir a hand and get into action.

And they knew it. All at once they crumbled and became clay in his hands.

Chief, said Joe Rix, the smoothest spoken of the lot, and one who was supposed to stand specially well with Lord Nick on account of his ability to bake beans, Spanish. Chief, youve said a whole pile. Youre worth moren the rest of us all rolled together. Sure. We know that. There aint any argument. But heres just one little point that I want to make.

We was doing fine. The gold was running fine and free. Along comes this Donnegan. He busts up our good time. He forks in on your girl—

A convulsion of the chiefs face made Rix waver in his speech and then he went on: He shoots Landis, and when he misses killing him — by some accident, he comes down here and grabs him out of Lebruns own house. Smooth, eh? Then he makes Landis sign that deed to the mines. Oh, very nice work, I say. Too nice.

Now, speakin man to man, they aint any doubt that youd like to get rid of Donnegan. Why dont you? Because everybody has a jinx, and hes yours. I aint easy scared, maybe, but I knew an albino with white eyes once, and just to look at him made me some sick. Well, chief, they aint nobody can say that you ever took water or ever will. But maybe the fact that this Donnegan has hair just as plumb red as yours may sort of get you off your feed. Im just suggesting. Now, what I say is, let the rest of us take a crack at Donnegan, and you sit back and come in on the results when weve cleaned up. Dyou give us a free road?

How much went through the brain of Lord Nick? But in the end he gave his brother up to death. For he remembered how Nelly Lebrun had sat in Milligans laughing.

Do what you want, he said suddenly. But I want to know none of your plans — and the man that tells me Donnegan is dead gets paid — in lead!


CHAPTER 38
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THE SMILE OF Joe Rix was the smile of a diplomat. It could be maintained upon his face as unwaveringly as if it were wrought out of marble while Joe heard insult and lie. As a matter of fact Joe had smiled in the face of death more than once, and this is a school through which even diplomats rarely pass. Yet it was with an effort that he maintained the characteristic good-natured expression when the door to Donnegans shack opened and he saw big George and, beyond him, Donnegan himself.

Booze, said Joe Rix to himself instantly.

For Donnegan was a wreck. The unshaven beard — it was the middle of morning — was a reddish mist over his face. His eyes were sunken in shadow. His hair was uncombed. He sat with his shoulders hunched up like one who suffers from cold. Altogether his appearance was that of one whose energy has been utterly sapped.

The top of the morning, Mr. Donnegan, said Joe Rix, and put his foot on the threshold.

But since big George did not move it was impossible to enter.

Whos there? asked Donnegan.

It was a strange question to ask, for by raising his eyes he could have seen. But Donnegan was staring down at the floor. Even his voice was a weak murmur.

What a party! What a party hes had! thought Joe Rix, and after all, there was cause for a celebration. Had not the little man in almost one stroke won the heart of the prettiest girl in The Corner, and also did he not probably have a working share in the richest of the diggings?

Im Joe Rix, he said.

Joe Rix? murmured Donnegan softly. Then youre one of Lord Nicks men?

I was, said Joe Rix, sort of attached to him, maybe.

Perhaps this pointed remark won the interest of Donnegan. He raised his eyes, and Joe Rix beheld the most unhappy face he had ever seen. A bad hangover, he decided, and that makes it bad for me!

Come in, said Donnegan in the same monotonous, lifeless voice.

Big George reluctantly, it seemed, withdrew to one side, and Rix was instantly in the room and drawing out a chair so that he could face Donnegan.

I was, he proceeded sort of tied up with Lord Nick. But — and here he winked broadly— it aint much of a secret that Nick aint altogether a lord any more. Nope. Seems he turned out sort of common, they say.

What fool, murmured Donnegan, has told you that? What ass had told you that Lord Nick is a common sort?

It shocked Joe Rix, but being a diplomat he avoided friction by changing his tactics.

Between you and me, he said calmly enough, I took what I heard with a grain of salt. Theres something about Nick that aint common, no matter what they say. Besides, theys some men that nobody but a fool would stand up to. It aint hardly a shame for a man to back down from em.

He pointed this remark with a nod to Donnegan.

Ill give you a bit of free information, said the little man, with his weary eyes lighted a little. Theres no man on the face of the earth who could make Lord Nick back down.

Once more Joe Rix was shocked to the verge of gaping, but again he exercised a power of marvelous self control About that, he remarked as pointedly as before, I got my doubts. Because theres some things that any gent with sense will always clear away from. Maybe not one man — but say a bunch of all standin together.

Donnegan leaned back in his chair and waited. Both of his hands remained drooping from the edge of the table, and the tired eyes drifted slowly across the face of Joe Rix.

It was obviously not the aftereffects of liquor. The astonishing possibility occurred to Joe Rix that this seemed to be a man with a broken spirit and a great sorrow. He blinked that absurdity away.

Coming to cases, he went on, theres yourself, Mr. Donnegan. Now, youre the sort of a man that dont sidestep nobody. Too proud to do it. But even you, I guess, would step careful if there was a whole bunch agin you.

No doubt, remarked Donnegan.

I dont mean any ordinary bunch, explained Joe Rix, but a lot of hard fellows. Gents that handle their guns like they was born with a holster on the hip.

Fellows like Nicks crowd, suggested Donnegan quietly.

At this thrust the eyes of Joe narrowed a little.

Yes, he admitted, I see you get my drift.

I think so.

Two hard fighters would give the best man that ever pulled a gun a lot of trouble. Eh?

No doubt.

And three men — they aint any question, Mr. Donnegan — would get him ready for a hole in the ground.

I suppose so.

And four men would make it no fight — jest a plain butchery.

Yes?

Now, I dont mean that Nicks crowd has any hard feeling about you, Mr. Donnegan.

Im glad to hear that.

I knew youd be. Thats why Ive come, all friendly, to talk things over. Suppose you look at it this way—

Joe Rix, broke in Donnegan, sighing, Im very tired. Wont you cut this short? Tell me in ten words just how you stand.

Joe Rix blinked once more, caught his breath, and fired his volley.

Short talk is straight talk, mostly, he declared. This is what Lester and the rest of us want — the mines!

Ah?

Macon stole em. We got em back through Landis. Now weve got to get em back through the colonel himself. But we cant get at the colonel while youre around.

In short, youre going to start out to get me? I expected it, but its kind of you to warn me.

Wait, wait, wait! Dont rush along to conclusions. We aint so much in a hurry. We dont want you out of the way. We just want you on our side.

Shoot me up and then bring me back to life, eh?

Mr. Donnegan, said the other, spreading out his hands solemnly on the table, you aint doin us justice. We dont hanker none for trouble with you. Any way it comes, a fight with you means somebody dead besides you. Wed get you. Four to one is too much for any man. But one or two of us might go down. Who would it be? Maybe the Pedlar, maybe Harry Masters, maybe Lester, maybe me! Oh, we know all that. No gunplay if we can keep away from it.

Youve left out the name of Lord Nick, said Donnegan.

Joe Rix winked.

Seems like you tended to him once and for all when you got him alone in this cabin. Must have thrown a mighty big scare into him. He wont lift a hand agin you now.

No? murmured Donnegan hoarsely.

Not him! But that leaves four of us, and four is plenty, eh?

Perhaps.

But Im not here to insist on that point. No, we put a value on keepin up good feeling between us and you, Mr. Donnegan. We aint fools. We know a man when we see him — and the fastest gunman that ever slid a gun out of leather aint the sort of a man that me and the rest of the boys pass over lightly. Not us! We know you, Mr. Donnegan; we respect you; we want you with us; were going to have you with us.

You flatter me and I thank you. But Im glad to see that you are at last coming to the point.

I am, and the point is five thousand dollars thats tied behind the hoss that stands outside your door.

He pushed his fat hand a little way across the table, as though the gold even then were resting in it, a yellow tide of fortune.

For which, said Donnegan, Im to step aside and let you at the colonel?

Right.

Donnegan smiled.

Wait, said Joe Rix. I was makin a first offer to see how you stood, but youre right. Five thousand aint enough and we aint cheapskates. Not us. Mr. Donnegan, theys ten thousand cold iron men behind that saddle out there and every cent of it belongs to you when you come over on our side.

But Donnegan merely dropped his chin upon his hand and smiled mirthlessly at Joe Rix. A wild thought came to the other man. Both of Donnegans hands were far from his weapons. Why not a quick draw, a snap shot, and then the glory of having killed this manslayer in single battle for Joe Rix?

The thought rushed red across his brain and then faded slowly. Something kept him back. Perhaps it was the singular calm of Donnegan; no matter how quiet he sat he suggested the sleeping cat which can leap out of dead sleep into fighting action at a touch. By the time a second thought had come to Joe Rix the idea of an attack was like an idea of suicide.

Is that final? he asked, though Donnegan had not said a word.

It is.

Joe Rix stood up.

You put it to us kind of hard. But we want you, Mr. Donnegan. And heres the whole thing in a nutshell. Come over to us. Well stand behind you. Lord Nick is slipping. Well put you in his place. You wont even have to face him; well get rid of him.

Youll kill him and give his place to me? asked Donnegan.

We will. And when youre with us, you cut in on the whole amount of coin that the mines turn out — and itll be something tidy. And right now, to show where we stand and how high we put you, Ill let you in on the rock-bottom truth. Mr. Donnegan. out there tied behind my saddle theres thirty thousand dollars in pure gold. You can take it in here and weigh it out!

He stepped back to watch this blow take effect. To his unutterable astonishment the little man had not moved. His chin still rested upon the back of his hand, and the smile which was on the lips and not in the eyes of Donnegan remained there, fixed.

Donnegan, muttered Joe Rix, if we cant get you, well get rid of you. You understand?

But the other continued to smile.

It gave Joe Rix a shuddering feeling that someone was stealing behind him to block his way to the door. He cast one swift glance over his shoulder and then, seeing that the way was clear, he slunk back, always keeping his face to the red-headed man. But when he came to the doorway his nerve collapsed. He whirled, covered the rest of the distance with a leap, and emerged from the cabin in a fashion ludicrously like one who has been kicked through a door.

His nerve returned as soon as the sunlight fell warmly upon him again; and he looked around hastily to see if anyone had observed his flight.

There was no one on the whole hillside except Colonel Macon in the invalid chair, and the colonel was smiling broadly, beneficently. He had his perfect hands folded across his breast and seemed to cast a prayer of peace and goodwill upon Joe Rix.


CHAPTER 39
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NELLY LEBRUN SMELLED danger. She sensed it as plainly as the deer when the puma comes between her and the wind. The many tokens that something was wrong came to her by small hints which had to be put together before they assumed any importance.

First of all, her father, who should have burst out at her in a tirade for having left Lord Nick for Donnegan said nothing at all, but kept a dark smile on his face when she was near him. He even insinuated that Nicks time was done and that another was due to supersede him.

In the second place, she had passed into a room where Masters, Joe Rix, and the Pedlar sat cheek by jowl in close conference with a hum of deep voice. But at her appearance all talk was broken off.

It was not strange that they should not invite her into their confidence if they had some dark work ahead of them; but it was exceedingly suspicious that Joe Rix attempted to pass off their whispers by immediately breaking off the soft talk and springing into the midst of a full-fledged jest; also, it was strangest of all that when the jest ended even the Pedlar, who rarely smiled, now laughed uproariously and smote Joe soundingly upon the back.

Even a child could have strung these incidents into a chain of evidence which pointed toward danger. Obviously the danger was not directly hers, but then it must be directed at some one near to her. Her father? No, he was more apt to be the mainspring of their action. Lord Nick? There was nothing to gain by attacking him. Who was left? Donnegan!

As the realization came upon her it took her breath away for a moment. Donnegan was the man. At breakfast everyone had been talking about him. Lebrun had remarked that he had a face for the cards — emotionless. Joe Rix had commented upon his speed of hand, and the Pedlar had complimented the little man on his dress.

But at lunch not a word was spoken about Donnegan even after she had dexterously introduced the subject twice. Why the sudden silence? Between morning and noon Donnegan must have grievously offended them.

Fear for his sake stimulated her; but above and beyond this, indeed, there was a mighty feminine curiosity. She smelled the secret; it reeked through the house, and she was devoured by eagerness to know. She handpicked Lord Nicks gang in the hope of finding a weakness among them; some weakness upon which she could play in one of them and draw out what they were all concealing. The Pedlar was as unapproachable as a crag on a mountaintop. Masters was wise as an outlaw broncho. Lester was probably not even in the confidence of the others because since the affair with Landis his nerve had been shattered to bits and the others secretly despised him for being beaten by the youngster at the draw. There remained, therefore, only Joe Rix.

But Joe Rix was a fox of the first quality. He lied with the smoothness of silk. He could show a dozen colors in as many moments. Come to the windward of Joe Rix? It was a delicate business! But since there was nothing else to do, she fixed her mind upon it, working out this puzzle. Joe Rix wished to destroy Donnegan for reasons that were evidently connected with the mines. And she must step into his confidence to discover his plans. How should it be done? And there was a vital need for speed, for they might be within a step of executing whatever mischief it was that they were planning.

She went down from her room; they were there still, only Joe Rix was not with them. She went to the apartment where he and the other three of Nicks gang slept and rapped at the door. He maintained his smile when he saw her, but there was an uncertain quiver of his eyebrows that told her much. Plainly he was ill at ease. Suspicious? Ay, there were always clouds of suspicion drifting over the red, round face of Joe Rix. She put a tremor of excitement and trouble in her voice.

Come into my room, Joe, where we wont be interrupted.

He followed her without a word, and since she led the way she was able to relax her expression for a necessary moment. When she closed the door behind him and faced Joe again she was once more ready to step into her part. She did not ask him to sit down. She remained for a moment with her hand on the knob and searched the face of Joe Rix eagerly.

Do you think he can hear? she whispered, gesturing over her shoulder.

Who?

Who but Lord Nick! she exclaimed softly.

The bewilderment of Joe clouded his face a second and then he was able to smooth it away. What on earth was the reason of her concern about Lord Nick he was obviously wondering.

Ill tell you why, she said, answering the unspoken question at once. Hes as jealous as the devil, Joe!

The fat little man sighed as he looked at her.

He cant hear. Not through that log wall. But well talk soft, if you want.

Yes, yes. Keep your voice down. Hes already jealous of you, Joe.

Of me?

He knows I like you, that I trust you; and just now hes on edge about everyone I look at.

The surprising news which the first part of this sentence contained caused Joe to gape, and the girl looked away in concern, enabling him to control his expression. For she knew well enough that men hate to appear foolishly surprised. And particularly a fox like Joe Rix.

But whats the trouble, Nelly? He added with a touch of venom: I thought everything was going smoothly with you. And I thought you werent worrying much about what Lord Nick had in his mind.

She stared at him as though astonished.

Do you think just the same as the rest of them? she asked sadly. Do you mean to say that youre fooled just the same as Harry Masters and the Pedlar and the rest of those fools — including Nick himself?

Joe Rix was by no means willing to declare himself a fool beforehand. He now mustered a look of much reserved wisdom.

I have my own doubts, Nell, but Im not talking about them.

He was so utterly at sea that she had to bite her lip hard to keep from breaking into ringing laughter.

Oh, I knew that youd seen through it, Joe, she cried softly. You see what an awful mess Ive gotten into?

He passed a hurried hand across his forehead and then looked at her searchingly. But he could not penetrate her pretense of concern.

No matter what I think, said Joe Rix, you come out with it frankly. Ill listen.

As a friend, Joe?

She managed to throw a plea into her voice that made Joe sigh.

Sure. Youve already said that Im your friend, and youre right.

Im in terrible, terrible trouble! You know how it happened. I was a fool. I tried to play with Lord Nick. And now he thinks I was in earnest.

As though the strength of his legs had given way, Joe Rix slipped down into a chair.

Go on, he said huskily. You were playing with Lord Nick?

Cant you put yourself in my place, Joe? Its always been taken for granted that Im to marry Nick. And the moment he comes around everybody else avoids me as if I were poison. I was sick of it. And when he showed up this time it was the same old story. A man would as soon sign his own death warrant as ask me for a dance. You know how it is?

He nodded, still at sea, but with a light beginning to dawn in his little eyes.

Im only a girl, Joe. I have all the weakness of other girls. I dont want to be locked up in a cage just because I — love one man!

The avowal made Joe blink. It was the second time that day that he had been placed in an astonishing scene. But some of his old cunning remained to him.

Nell, he said suddenly, rising from his chair and going to her. What are you trying to do to me? Pull the wool over my eyes?

It was too much for Nelly Lebrun. She knew that she could not face him without betraying her guilt and therefore she did not attempt it. She whirled and flung herself on her bed, face down, and began to sob violently, suppressing the sounds. And so she waited.

Presently a hand touched her shoulder lightly.

Go away, cried Nelly in a choked voice. I hate you, Joe Rix. Youre like all the rest!

His knee struck the floor with a soft thud.

Come on, Nell. Dont be hard on me. I thought you were stringing me a little. But if youre playing straight, tell me what you want?

At that she bounced upright on the bed, and before he could rise she caught him by both shoulders.

I want Donnegan, she said fiercely.

What?

I want him dead!

Joe Rix gasped.

Heres the cause of all my trouble. Just because I flirted with him once or twice, Nick thought I was in earnest and now hes sulking. And Donnegan puts on airs and acts as if I belonged to him. I hate him, Joe. And if hes gone Nick will come back to me. Hell come back to me, Joe; and I want him so!

She found that Joe Rix was staring straight into her eyes, striving to probe her soul to its depths, and by a great effort she was enabled to meet that gaze. Finally the fat little man rose slowly to his feet. Her hands trailed from his shoulders as he stood up and fell helplessly upon her lap.

Well, Ill be hanged, Nell! exclaimed Joe Rix.

What do you mean?

Youre not acting a part? No, I can see you mean it. But what a cold- blooded little— He checked himself. His face was suddenly jubilant. Then weve got him, Nell. Weve got him if youre with us. We had him anyway, but well make sure of him if youre with us. Look at this! You saw me put a paper in my pocket when I opened the door of my room? Here it is!

He displayed before the astonished eyes of Nelly Lebrun a paper covered with an exact duplicate of her own swift, dainty script. And she read:

Nick is terribly angry and is making trouble. I have to get away. It isnt safe for me to stay here. Will you help me? Will you meet me at the shack by Donnells ford tomorrow morning at ten oclock?

But I didnt write it, cried Nelly Lebrun, bewildered.

Nelly, Joe Rix chuckled, flushing with pleasure, you didnt. It was me. I kind of had an idea that you wanted to get rid of this Donnegan, and I was going to do it for you and then surprise you with the good news.

Joe, you forged it?

Dont bother sayin pretty things about me and my pen, said Rix modestly. This is nothin! But if you want to help me, Nelly—

His voice faded partly out of her consciousness as she fought against a tigerish desire to spring at the throat of the little fat man. But gradually it dawned on her that he was asking her to write out that note herself. Why? Because it was possible that Donnegan might have seen her handwriting and in that case, though the imitation had been good enough to deceive Nelly herself, it probably would not for a moment fool the keen eyes of Donnegan. But if she herself wrote out the note, Donnegan was already as good as dead.

That is, concluded Joe Rix, if he really loves you, Nell.

The fool! cried Nelly. He worships the ground I walk on, Joe. And I hate him for it.

Even Joe Rix shivered, for he saw the hate in her eyes and could not dream that he himself was the cause and the object of it. There was a red haze of horror and confusion in front of her eyes, and yet she was able to smile while she copied the note for Joe Rix.

But how are you going to work it? she asked. How are you going to kill him, Joe?

Dont bother your pretty head, said the fat man, smiling. Just wait till we bring you the good news.

But are you sure? she asked eagerly. See what hes done already. Hes taken Landis away from us; hes baffled Nick himself, in some manner; and hes gathered the mines away from all of us. Hes a devil, Joe, and if you want to get him youd better take ten men for the job.

You hate him, Nell, dont you? queried Joe Rix, and his voice was both hard and curious. But how has he harmed you?

Hasnt he taken Nick away from me? Isnt that enough?

The fat man shivered again.

All right. Ill tell you how it works. Now, listen!

And he began to check off the details of his plan.


CHAPTER 40
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THE DAY PASSED and the night, but how very slowly for Nelly Lebrun; she went up to her room early for she could no longer bear the meaning glances which Joe Rix cast at her from time to time. But once in her room it was still harder to bear the suspense as she waited for the noise to die away in the house. Midnight, and half an hour more went by, and then, at last, the murmurs and the laughter stopped; she alone was wakeful in Lebruns. And when that time came she caught a scarf around her hair and her shoulders, made of a filmy material which would veil her face but through which she could see, and ventured out of her room and down the hall.

There was no particular need for such caution, however, it seemed. Nothing stirred. And presently she was outside the house and hurrying behind the houses and up the hill. Still she met nothing. If The Corner lived tonight, its life was confined to Milligans and the gambling house.

She found Donnegans shack and the one next to it, which the terrible colonel occupied, entirely dark, but only a moment after she tapped at the door it was opened. Donnegan, fully dressed, stood in the entrance, outlined blackly by the light which came faintly from the hooded lantern hanging on the wall. Was he sitting up all the night, unable to sleep because he waited breathlessly for that false tryst on the morrow? A great tenderness came over the heart of Nelly Lebrun.

It is I, she whispered.

There was a soft exclamation, then she was drawn into the room.

Is there anyone here?

Only big George. But hes in the kitchen and he wont hear. He never hears anything except whats meant for his ear. Take this chair!

He was putting a blanket over the rough wood to make it more comfortable, and she submitted dumbly to his ministrations. It seemed terrible and strange to her that one so gentle should be the object of so much hate — such deadly hate as the members of Nicks gang felt for him. And now that he was sitting before her she could see that he had indeed been wakeful for a long time. His face was grimly wasted; the lips were compressed as one who has endured long pain; and his eyes gleamed at her out of a profound shadow. He remained in the gloom; the light from the lantern fell brightly upon his hands alone — meager, fleshless hands which seemed to represent hardly more strength than that of a child. Truly this man was all a creature of spirit and nerve. Therein lay his strength, as also his weakness, and again the cherishing instinct grew strong and swept over her.

There is no one near, he said, except the colonel and his daughter. They are up the hillside, somewhere. Did you see them?

No. What in the world are they out for at this time of night?

Because the colonel only wakes up when the sun goes down. And now hes out there humming to himself and never speaking a word to the girl. But they wont be far away. Theyll stay close to see that no one comes near the cabin to get at Landis.

He added: They must have seen you come into my cabin!

And his lips set even harder than before. Was it fear because of her?

They may have seen me enter, but they wont know who it was. You have the note from me?

Yes.

Its a lie! Its a ruse. I was forced to write it to save you! For theyre planning to murder you. Oh, my dear!

Hush! Hush! Murder?

Ive been nearly hysterical all day and all the night. But. thank heaven, Im here to warn you in time! You mustnt go. You mustnt go!

Who is it?

He had drawn his chair closer: he had taken her hands, and she noted that his own were icy cold, but steady as a rock. Their pressure soothed her infinitely.

Joe Rix, the Pedlar, Harry Masters. Theyll be at the shack at ten oclock, but not I!

Murder, but a very clumsy scheme. Three men leave town and commit a murder and then expect to go undetected? Not even in the mountain desert!

But you dont understand, you dont understand! Theyre wise as foxes. Theyll take no risk. They dont even leave town together or travel by the same routes. Harry Masters starts first. He rides out at eight oclock in the morning and takes the north trail. He rides down the gulch and winds out of it and strikes for the shack at the ford. At half past eight the Pedlar starts. He goes past Sandys place and then over the trail through the marsh. You know it?

Yes.

Last of all, Joe Rix starts at nine oclock. Half an hour between them.

How does he go to the shack?

By the south trail. He takes the ridge of the hills. But theyll all be at the shack long before you and theyll shoot you down from a distance as you come up to it. Plain murder, but even for cowardly murder they darent face you except three to one.

He was thoughtful.

Suppose they were to be met on the way?

Youre mad to think of it!

But if they fail this time theyll try again. They must be taught a lesson.

Three men? Oh, my dear, my dear! Promise!

Very well. I shall do nothing rash. And I shall never forget that youve come to tell me this and been in peril, Nell, for if they found you had come to me—

The Pedlar would cut my throat. I know him!

Ah! But now you must go. Ill take you down the hill, dear.

No, no! Its much easier to get back alone. My face will be covered. But theres no way you could be disguised. You have a way of walking — good night — and God bless you!

She was in his arms, straining him to her; and then she slipped out the door.

And sure enough, there was the colonel in his chair not fifty feet away with a girl pushing him. The moonlight was too dim for Nelly Lebrun to make out the face of Lou Macon, but even the light which escaped through the filter of clouds was enough to set her golden hair glowing. The color was not apparent, but its luster was soft silver in the night. There was a murmur of the colonels voice as Nelly came out of the cabin.

And then, from the girl, a low cry.

It brought the blood to the cheeks of Nelly as she hurried down the hill, for she recognized the pain that was in it; and it occurred to her that if the girl was in love with Jack Landis she was strangely interested in Donnegan also.

The thought came so sharply home to her that she paused abruptly on the way down the hill. After all, this Macon girl would be a very strange sort if she were not impressed by the little red-headed man, with his gentle voice and his fiery ways, and his easy way of making himself a brilliant spectacle whenever he appeared in public. And Nelly remembered, also, with the keen suspicion of a woman in love how weakly Donnegan had responded to her embrace this night. How absent-mindedly his arms had held her, and how numbly they had fallen away when she turned at the door.

But she shook her head and made the suspicion shudder its way out of her. Lou Macon, she decided, was just the sort of girl who would think Jack Landis an ideal. Besides, she had never had an opportunity to see Donnegan in his full glory at Milligans. And as for Donnegan? He was wearied out; his nerves relaxed; and for the deeds with which he had startled The Corner and won her own heart he was now paying the penalty in the shape of ruined nerves. Pity again swelled in her heart, and a consuming hatred for the three murderers who lived in her fathers house.

And when she reached her room again her heart was filled with a singing happiness and a glorious knowledge that she had saved the man she loved.

And Donnegan himself?

He had seen Lou and her father: he had heard that low cry of pain; and now he sat bowed again over his table, his face in his hands and a raging devil in his heart.
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THERE WAS ONE complication which Nelly Lebrun might have foreseen after her pretended change of heart and her simulated confession to Joe Rix that she still loved the lionlike Lord Nick. But strangely enough she did not think of this phase: and even when her father the next morning approached her in the hall and tapping her arm whispered: Good girl! Nick has just heard and hes hunting for you now! Even then the full meaning did not come home to her. It was not until she saw the great form of Lord Nick stalking swiftly down the hall that she knew. He came with a glory in his face which the last day had graven with unfamiliar lines; and when he saw her he threw up his hand so that it almost brushed the ceiling, and cried out.

What could she do? Try to push him away; to explain?

There was nothing to be done. She had to submit when he swept her into his arms.

Rix has told me. Rix has told me. Ah, Nell, you little fox!

Told you what, Nick?

Was he, too, a party to the murderous plan?

But he allowed himself to be pushed away.

Ive gone through something in the last few days. Why did you do it, girl?

She saw suddenly that she must continue to play her part.

Some day Ill tell you why it was that I gave you up so easily, Nell. You thought I was afraid of Donnegan? He ground his teeth and turned pale at the thought. But that wasnt it. Some day I can tell you. But after this, the first man who comes between us — Donnegan or any other — Ill turn him into powder — under my heel!

He ground it into the floor as he spoke. She decided that she would see how much he knew.

It will never be Donnegan, at least, she said. Hes done for today. And Im almost sorry for him in spite of all that hes done.

He became suddenly grave.

What are you saying, Nell?

Why, Joe told you, didnt he? Theyve drawn Donnegan out of town, and now theyre lying in wait for him. Yes, they must have him, by this time. Its ten oclock!

A strangely tense exclamation broke from Lord Nick. Theyve gone for Donnegan?

Yes. Are you angry?

The big man staggered; one would have said that he had been stunned with a blow.

Garry! he whispered.

What are you saying?

Nell, he muttered hoarsely, did you know about it?

But I did it for you, Nick. I knew you hated—

No, no! Dont say it! He added bitterly, after a moment. This is for my sins.

And then, to her: But you knew about it and didnt warn him? You hated him all the time you were laughing with him and smiling at him? Oh, Nell! What a merciless witch of a woman you are! For the rest of them — Ill wait till they come back!

What are you going to do, Nick?

I told them Id pay the man who killed Donnegan — with lead. Did the fools think I didnt mean it?

Truly, no matter what shadow had passed over the big man, he was the lion again, and Nell shrank from him.

Well wait for them, he said. Well wait for them here.

And they sat down together in the room. She attempted to speak once in a shaken voice, but he silenced her with a gesture, and after that she sat and watched in quiet the singular play of varying expressions across his face. Grief, rage, tenderness, murderous hate — they followed like a puppet play.

What was Donnegan to him? And then there was a tremor of fear. Would the three suspect when they reached the shack by the ford and no Donnegan came to them? The moments stole on. Then the soft beat of a galloping horse in the sand. The horse stopped. Presently they saw Joe Rix and Harry Masters pass in front of the window. And they looked as though a cyclone had caught them up, juggled them a dizzy distance in the air, and then flung them down carelessly upon bruising rocks. Their hats were gone; and the clothes of burly Harry Masters were literally torn from his back. Joe Rix was evidently far more terribly hurt, for he leaned on the arm of Masters and they came on together, staggering.

Theyve done the business! exclaimed Lord Nick. And now, curse them, Ill do theirs!

But the girl could not speak. A black haze crossed before her eyes. Had Donnegan gone out madly to fight the three men in spite of her warning?

The door opened. They stood in the doorway, and if they had seemed a horrible sight passing the window, they were a deadly picture at close range. And opposite them stood Lord Nick; in spite of their wounds there was murder in his face and his revolver was out.

Youve met him? Youve met Donnegan? he asked angrily.

Masters literally carried Joe Rix to a chair and placed him in it. He had been shot through both shoulders, and though tight bandages had stanched the wound he was still in agony. Then Masters raised his head.

Weve met him, he said.

What happened?

But Masters, in spite of the naked gun in the hand of Lord Nick, was looking straight at Nelly Lebrun.

We fought him.

Then say your prayers, Masters.

Say prayers for the Pedlar, you fool, said Masters bitterly. Hes dead, and Donnegans still living!

There was a faint cry from Nelly Lebrun. She sank into her chair again.

Weve been double-crossed, said Masters, still looking at the girl. I was going down the gulch the way we planned. I come to the narrow place where the cliffs almost touch, and right off the wall above me drops a wildcat. I thought it was a cat at first. And then I found it was Donnegan.

The way he hit me from above knocked me off the horse. Then we hit the ground. I started for my gun; he got it out of my hand; I pulled my knife. He got that away, too. His fingers work with steel springs and act like a cats claws. Then we fought barehanded. He didnt say a word. But kept snarling in his throat. Always like a cat. And his face was devilish. Made me sick inside. Pretty soon he dived under my arms. Got me up in the air. I came down on my head.

Of course I went out cold. When I came to there was still a mist in front of my eyes and this lump on the back of my head. Hed figured that my head was cracked and that I was dead. Thats the only reason he left me. Later I climbed on my hoss and fed him the spur.

But I was too late. I took the straight cut for the ford, and when I got there I found that Donnegan had been there before me. Joe Rix was lyin on the floor. When he got to the shack Donnegan was waitin for him. They went for their guns and Donnegan beat him to it. The hound didnt shoot to kill. He plugged him through both shoulders, and left him lyin helpless. But I got a couple of bandages on him and saved him.

Then we cut back for home and crossed the marsh. And there we found the Pedlar.

Too late to help him. Maybe Donnegan knew that the Pedlar was something of a flash with a gun himself, and he didnt take any chances. Hed met him face to face the same way he met Joe Rix and killed him. Shot him clean between the eyes. Think of shooting for the head with a snap shot! Thats what he done and Joe didnt have time to think twice after that slug hit him. His gun wasnt even fired, he was beat so bad on the draw.

So Joe and me come back home. And we come full of questions!

Let me tell you something, muttered Lord Nick, putting up the weapon which he had kept exposed during all of the recital. Youve got what was coming to you. If Donnegan hadnt cleaned up on you, youd have had to talk turkey with me. Understand?

Wait a minute, protested Harry Masters.

And Joe Rix, almost too far gone for speech, set his teeth over a groan and cast a look of hatred at the girl.

Wait a minute, chief. Theres one thing we all got to get straight. Somebody had tipped off Donnegan about our whole plan. Was it the Pedlar or Rix or me? I guess good sensell tell a man that it wasnt none of us, eh? Then who was it? The only other person that knew about the plan — Nell — Nell, the crooked witch — and its her that murdered the Pedlar — curse her!

He thrust out his bulky arm as he spoke.

Her that lied her way into our confidence with a lot of talk about you, Nick. Then what did she do? She goes runnin to the gent that she said she hated. Dont you see her play? She makes fools of us — she makes a fool out of you!

She dared not meet the glance of Lord Nick. Even now she might have acted out her part and filled in with lies, but she was totally unnerved.

Get Rix to bed, was all he said, and he did not even glance at Nelly Lebrun.

Masters glowered at him, and then silently obeyed, lifting Joe as a helpless bulk, for the fat man was nearly fainting with pain. Not until they had gone and he had closed the door after them and upon the murmurs of the servants in the hall did Lord Nick turn to Nelly.

Is it true? he asked shortly.

Between relief and terror her mind was whirling.

Is what true?

You havent even sense enough to lie, Nell, eh? Its all true, then? And last night, after youd wormed it out of Joe, you went to Donnegan?

She could only stare miserably at him.

And that was why you pushed me away when I kissed you a little while ago?

Once more she was dumb. But she was beginning to be afraid. Not for herself, but for Donnegan.

Nell, I told you Id never let another man come between us again. I meant it. I know youre treacherous now; but that doesnt keep me from wanting you. Its Donnegan again — Donnegan still? Nell, youve killed him. As sure as if your own finger pulled the trigger when I shoot him. Hes a dead one, and youve done it!

If words would only come! But her throat was stiff and cold and aching. She could not speak.

Youve done more than kill him, said Lord Nick. Youve put a curse on me as well. And afterward Im going to even up with you. You hear me? Nell, when I shoot Donnegan Im doing a thing worse than if he was a girl — or a baby. You cant understand that; I dont want you to know. But some time when youre happy again and youre through grieving for Donnegan, Ill tell you the truth and make your heart black for the rest of your life.

Still words would not come. She strove to cling to him and stop him, but he cast her away with a single gesture and strode out the door.
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THERE WAS NO crowd to block the hill at this second meeting of Donnegan and Lord Nick. There was a blank stretch of brown hillside with the wind whispering stealthily through the dead grass when Lord Nick thrust open the door of Donnegans shack and entered.

The little man had just finished shaving and was getting back into his coat while George carried out the basin of water. And Donnegan, as he buttoned the coat, was nodding slightly to the rhythm of a song which came from the cabin of the colonel near by. It was a clear, high music, and though the voice was light it carried the sound far. Donnegan looked up to Lord Nick; but still he kept the beat of the music.

He seemed even more fragile this morning than ever before. Yet Lord Nick was fresh from the sight of the torn bodies of the two fighting men whom this fellow had struck and left for dead, or dying, as he thought.

Dismiss your servant, said Lord Nick.

George, you may go out.

And keep him out.

Dont come back until I call for you.

Big George disappeared into the kitchen and the outside door was closed. Yet even with all the doors closed the singing of Lou Macon kept running through the cabin in a sweet and continuous thread.

What made the ball so fine?
Robin Adair!
What made the assembly shine?
Robin Adair!

And no matter what Lord Nick could say, it seemed that with half his mind Donnegan was listening to the song of the girl.

First, said the big man, Ive broken my word.

Donnegan waved his hand and dismissed the charge. He pointed to a chair, but Lord Nick paid no heed.

Ive broken my word, he went on. I promised that Id give you a clear road to win over Nelly Lebrun. I gave you the road and youve won her, but now Im taking her back!

Ah, Henry, said Donnegan, and a flash of eagerness came in his eyes. Youre a thousand times welcome to her.

Lord Nick quivered.

Do you mean it?

Henry, dont you see that I was only playing for a purpose all the time? And if youve opened the eyes of Nelly to the fact that you truly love her and Ive been only acting out of a heartless sham — why, Im glad of it — I rejoice, Henry, I swear I do!

He came forward, smiling, and held out his hand; Lord Nick struck it down, and Donnegan shrank back, holding his wrist tight in the fingers of his other hand.

Is it possible? murmured Henry Reardon. Is it possible that she loves a man who despises her?

Not that! If any other man said this to me, Id call for an explanation of his meaning, Henry. No, no! I honor and respect her, I tell you. By heaven, Nick, she has a thread of pure, generous gold in her nature!

Ah?

She has saved my life no longer ago than this morning.

Its perfect, said Lord Nick. And he writhed under a torment. I am discarded for the sake of a man who despises her!

Donnegan, frowning with thought, watched his older brother. And still the thin singing entered the room, that matchless old melody of Robin Adair; the day shall never come when that song does not go straight from heart to heart. But because Donnegan still listened to it, Lord Nick felt that he was contemptuously received, and a fresh spur was driven into his tender pride.

Donnegan! he said sharply.

Donnegan raised his hand slowly.

Do you call me by that name?

Aye. Youve ceased to be a brother. Theres no blood tie between us now, as I warned you before.

Donnegan, very white, moved back toward the wall and rested his shoulders lightly against it, as though he needed the support. He made no answer.

I warned you not to cross me again. exclaimed Lord Nick.

I have not.

Donnegan, youve murdered my men!

Murder? Ive met them fairly. Not murder, Henry.

Leave out that name, I say!

If you wish, said Donnegan very faintly.

The sight of his resistlessness seemed to madden Lord Nick. He made one of his huge strides and came to the center of the room and dominated all that was in it, including his brother.

You murdered my men, repeated Lord Nick. You turned my girl against me with your lying love-making and turned her into a spy. You made her set the trap and then you saw that it was worked. You showed her how she could wind me around her finger again.

Will you let me speak?

Aye, but be short.

I swear to you, Henry, that Ive never influenced her to act against you; except to win her away for just one little time, and she will return to you again. It is only a fancy that makes her interested in me. Look at us! How could any woman in her senses prefer me?

Are you done?

No, no! I have more to say: I have a thousand things!

I shall not hear them

Henry, there is a black devil in your face. Beware of it.

Who put it there?

It was not I.

What power then?

Something over which I have no control.

Are you trying to mystify me?

Listen! And as Donnegan raised his hand, the singing poured clear and small into the room.

That is the power, said Donnegan.

Youre talking gibberish exclaimed the other pettishly.

I suppose I shouldnt expect you to understand.

On the other hand, what I have to say is short and to the point. A child could comprehend it. Youve stolen the girl. I tried to let her go. I cant. I have to have her. Willing or unwilling she has to belong to me, Donnegan.

If you wish, I shall promise that I shall never see her again or speak to her.

You fool Wont she find you out? Do you think I could trust you? Only in one place — underground.

Donnegan had clasped his hands upon his breast and his eyes were wide.

What is it you mean, Henry?

Ill trust you — dead!

Henry!

That name means nothing to me Ive forgotten it. The worlds has forgotten it.

Henry, I implore you to keep cool — to give me five minutes for talk—

No, not one. I know your cunning tongue!

For the sake of the days when you loved me, my brother. For the sake of the days when you used to wheel my chair and be kind to me.

Youre wasting your time. Youre torturing us both for nothing. Donnegan, my will is a rock. It wont change.

And drawing closer his right hand gripped his gun and the trembling passion of the gunfighter set him shuddering.

Youre armed, Garry. Go for your gun!

No, no!

Then Ill give you cause to fight.

And as he spoke, he drew back his massive arm and with his open hand smote Donnegan heavily across the face. The weight of that blow crushed the little man against the wall.

Your gun! cried Lord Nick, swaying from side to side as the passion choked him.

Donnegan fell upon his knees and raised his arms.

God have mercy on me, and on yourself!

At that the blackness cleared slowly on the face of the big man; he thrust his revolver into the holster.

This time, he said, theres no death. But sooner or later we meet, Donnegan, and then, I swear by all that lives, Ill shoot you down — without mercy — like a mad dog. Youve robbed me; youve hounded me: youve killed my men: youve taken the heart of the woman I love. And now nothing can save you from the end.

He turned on his heel and left the room.

And Donnegan remained kneeling, holding a stained handkerchief to his face.

All at once his strength seemed to desert him like a tree chopped at the root, and he wilted down against the wall with closed eyes.

But the music still came out of the throat and the heart of Lou, and it entered the room and came into the ears of Donnegan. He became aware that there was a strength beyond himself which had sustained him, and then he knew it had been the singing of Lou from first to last which had kept the murder out of his own heart and restrained the hand of Lord Nick.

Perhaps of all Donnegans life, this was the first moment of true humility.
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ONE THING WAS now clear. He must not remain in The Corner unless he was prepared for Lord Nick again: and in a third meeting guns must be drawn. From that greater sin he shrank, and prepared to leave. His order to George made the big mans eyes widen, but George had long since passed the point where he cared to question the decision of his master. He began to build the packs.

As for Donnegan, he could see that there was little to be won by remaining. That would save Landis to Lou Macon, to be sure, but after all, he was beginning to wonder if it were not better to let the big fellow go back to his own kind — Lebrun and the rest. For if it needed compulsion to keep him with Lou now, might it not be the same story hereafter?

Indeed, Donnegan began to feel that all his labor in The Corner had been running on a treadmill. It had all been grouped about the main purpose, which was to keep Landis with the girl. To do that now he must be prepared to face Nick again; and to face Nick meant the bringing of the guilt of fratricide upon the head of one of them. There only remained flight. He saw at last that he had been fighting blindly from the first. He had won a girl whom he did not love — though doubtless her liking was only the most fickle fancy. And she for whom he would have died he had taught to hate him. It was a grim summing up. Donnegan walked the room whistling softly to himself as he checked up his accounts.

One thing at least he had done; he had taken the joy out of his life forever.

And here, answering a rap at the door, he opened it upon Lou Macon. She wore a dress of some very soft material. It was a pale blue — faded, no doubt — but the color blended exquisitely with her hair and with the flush of her face. It came to Donnegan that it was an unnecessary cruelty of chance that made him see the girl lovelier than he had ever seen her before at the very moment when he was surrendering the last shadow of a claim upon her.

And it hurt him, also, to see the freshness of her face, the clear eyes; and to hear her smooth, untroubled voice. She had lived untouched by anything save the sunshine in The Corner.

Her glance flicked across his face and then fluttered down, and her color increased guiltily.

I have come to ask you a favor, she said.

Step in, said Donnegan, recovering his poise at length.

At this, she looked past him, and her eyes widened a little. There was an imperceptible shrug of her shoulders, as though the very thought of entering this cabin horrified her. And Donnegan had to bear that look as well.

Ill stay here; I havent much to say. Its a small thing.

Large or small, said Donnegan eagerly. Tell me!

My father has asked me to take a letter for him down to the town and mail it. I — I understand that it would be dangerous for me to go alone. Will you walk with me?

And Donnegan turned cold. Go down into The Corner? Where by five chances out of ten he must meet his brother in the street?

I can do better still, he said, smiling. Ill have George take the letter down for you.

Thank you. But you see, father would not trust it to anyone save me. I asked him; he was very firm about it.

Tush! I would trust George with my life.

Yes, yes It is not what I wish — but my father rarely changes his mind.

Perspiration beaded the forehead of Donnegan. Was there no way to evade this easy request?

You see, he faltered, I should be glad to go—

She raised her eyes slowly.

But I am terribly busy this morning.

She did not answer, but half of her color left her face.

Upon my word of honor there is no danger to a woman in the town.

But some of the ruffians of Lord Nick—

If they dared to even raise their voices at you, they would hear from him in a manner that they would never forget.

Then you dont wish to go?

She was very pale now; and to Donnegan it was more terrible than the gun in the hand of Lord Nick. Even if she thought he was slighting her why should she take it so mortally to heart? For Donnegan, who saw all things, was blind to read the face of this girl.

It doesnt really matter, she murmured and turned away.

A gentle motion, but it wrenched the heart of Donnegan. He was instantly before her.

Wait here a moment. Ill be ready to go down immediately.

No. I cant take you from your — work.

What work did she assign to him in her imagination? Endless planning of deviltry no doubt.

I shall go with you, said Donnegan. At first — I didnt dream it could be so important. Let me get my hat.

He left her and leaped back into the cabin.

I am going down into The Corner for a moment, he said over his shoulder to George, as he took his belt down from the wall.

The big man strode to the wall and took his hat from a nail.

I shall not need you, George.

But George merely grinned, and his big teeth flashed at the master. And in the second place he took up a gun from the drawer and offered it to Donnegan.

The gun in that holster aint loaded, he said.

Donnegan considered him soberly.

I know it. Therell be no need for a loaded gun.

But once more George grinned. All at once Donnegan turned pale.

You dog, he whispered. Did you listen at the door when Nick was here?

Me? murmured George. No, I just been thinking.

And so it was that while Donnegan went down the hill with Lou Macon, carrying an empty-chambered revolver, George followed at a distance of a few paces, and he carried a loaded weapon unknown to Donnegan.

It was the dull time of the day in The Corner. There were very few people in the single street, and though most of them turned to look at the little man and the girl who walked beside him, not one of them either smiled or whispered.

You see? said Donnegan. You would have been perfectly safe — even from Lord Nicks ruffians. That was one of his men we passed back there.

Yes. Im safe with you, said the girl.

And when she looked up to him, the blood of Donnegan turned to fire.

Out of a shop door before them came a girl with a parcel under her arm. She wore a gay, semi-masculine outfit, bright-colored, jaunty, and she walked with a lilt toward them. It was Nelly Lebrun. And as she passed them. Donnegan lifted his hat ceremoniously high. She nodded to him with a smile, but the smile aimed wan and small in an instant. There was a quick widening and then a narrowing of her eyes, and Donnegan knew that she had judged Lou Macon as only one girl can judge another who is lovelier.

He glanced at Lou to see if she had noticed, and he saw her raise her head and go on with her glance proudly straight before her; but her face was very pale, and Donnegan knew that she had guessed everything that was true and far more than the truth. Her tone at the door of the post office was ice.

I think you are right, Mr. Donnegan. Theres no danger. And if you have anything else to do, I can get back home easily enough.

Ill wait for you, murmured Donnegan sadly, and he stood as the door of the little building with bowed head.

And then a murmur came down the street. How small it was, and how sinister! It consisted of exclamations begun, and then broken sharply off. A swirl of people divided as a cloud of dust divides before a blast of wind, and through them came the gigantic figure of Lord Nick!

On he came, a gorgeous figure, a veritable king of men. He carried his hat in his hand and his red hair flamed, and he walked with great strides. Donnegan glanced behind him. The way was clear. If he turned, Lord Nick would not pursue him, he knew.

But to flee even from his brother was more than he could do; for the woman he loved would know of it and could never understand.

He touched the holster that held his empty gun — and waited!

An eternity between every step of Lord Nick. Others seemed to have sensed the meaning of this silent scene. People seemed to stand frozen in the midst of gestures. Or was that because Donnegans own thoughts were traveling at such lightning speed that the rest of the world seemed standing still? What kept Lou Macon? If she were with him, not even Lord Nick in his madness would force on a gunplay in the presence of a woman, no doubt.

Lord Nick was suddenly close; he had paused; his voice rang over the street and struck upon Donnegans ear as sounds come under water.

Donnegan!

Aye! called Donnegan softly.

Its the time!

Aye, said Donnegan.

Then a huge body leaped before him; it was big George. And as he sprang his gun went up with his hand in a line of light. The two reports came close together as finger taps on a table, and big George, completing his spring, lurched face downward into the sand.

Dead? Not yet. All his faith and selflessness were nerving the big man. And Donnegan stood behind him, unarmed!

He reared himself upon his knees — an imposing bulk, even then, and fired again. But his hand was trembling, and the bullet shattered a sign above the head of Lord Nick. He, in his turn, it seemed to Donnegan that the motion was slow, twitched up the muzzle of his weapon and fired once more from his hip. And big George lurched back on the sand, with his face upturned to Donnegan. He would have spoken, but a burst of blood choked him; yet his eyes fixed and glazed, he mustered his last strength and offered his revolver to Donnegan.

But Donnegan let the hand fall limp to the ground. There were voices about him; steps running; but all that he clearly saw was Lord Nick with his feet braced, and his head high.

Donnegan! Your gun!

Aye, said Donnegan.

Take it then!

But in the crisis, automatically Donnegan flipped his useless revolver out of its holster and into his hand. At the same instant the gun from Nicks hand seemed to blaze in his eyes. He was struck a crushing blow in his chest. He sank upon his knees: another blow struck his head, and Donnegan collapsed on the body of big George.


CHAPTER 44
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AN ANCIENT DRUNKARD in the second story of one of the stores across the street had roused himself at the sound of the shots and now he dragged himself to the window and began to scream: Murder! Murder! over and over, and even The Corner shuddered at the sound of his voice.

Lord Nick, his revolver still in his hand, stalked through the film of people who now swirled about him, eager to see the dead. There was no call for the law to make its appearance, and the representatives of the law were wisely dilatory in The Corner.

He stood over the two motionless figures with a stony face.

You saw it, boys, he said. You know what Ive borne from this fellow. The big man pulled his gun first on me. I shot in self-defense. As for — the other — it was a square fight.

Square fight, someone answered. You both went for your irons at the same time. Pretty work, Nick.

It was a solid phalanx of men which had collected around the moveless bodies as swiftly as mercury sinks through water. Yet none of them touched either Donnegan or George. And then the solid group dissolved at one side. It was the moan of a woman which had scattered it, and a yellow-haired girl slipped through them. She glanced once, in horror, at the mute faces of the men, and then there was a wail as she threw herself on the body of Donnegan. Somewhere she found the strength of a man to lift him and place him face upward on the sand, the gun trailing limply in his hand. And then she lay, half crouched over him, her face pressed to his heart — listening — listening for the stir of life.

Shootings were common in The Corner; the daily mortality ran high; but there had never been aftermaths like this one. Men looked at one another, and then at Lord Nick. A bright spot of color had come in his cheeks, but his face was as hard as ever.

Get her away from him, someone murmured.

And then another man cried out, stooped, wrenched the gun from the limp hand of Donnegan and opened the cylinder. He spun it: daylight was glittering through the empty cylinder.

At this the man stiffened, and with a low bow which would have done credit to a drawing-room, he presented the weapon butt first to Lord Nick.

Heres something the sheriff will want to see, he said, but maybe youll be interested, too.

But Lord Nick, with the gun in his hand, stared at it dumbly, turned the empty cylinder. And the full horror crept slowly on his mind. He had not killed his brother, he had murdered him. As his eyes cleared, he caught the glitter of the eyes which surrounded him.

And then Lou Macon was on her knees with her hands clasped at her breast and her face glorious.

Help! she was crying. Help me. Hes not dead, but hes dying unless you help me!

Then Lord Nick cast away his own revolver and the empty gun of Donnegan. They heard him shout: Garry! and saw him stride forward.

Instantly men pressed between, hard-jawed men who meant business. It was a cordon he would have to fight his way through: but he dissolved it with a word.

You fools! Hes my brother!

And then he was on his knees opposite Lou Macon.

You? she had stammered in horror.

His brother, girl.

And ten minutes later, when the bandages had been wound, there was a strange sight of Lord Nick striding up the street with his victim in his arms. How lightly he walked; and he was talking to the calm, pale face which rested in the hollow of his shoulder.

He will live? He will live? Lou Macon was pleading as she hurried at the side of Lord Nick.

God willing, he shall live!

It was three hours before Donnegan opened his eyes. It was three days before he recovered his senses, and looking aside toward the door he saw a brilliant shaft of sunlight falling into the room. In the midst of it sat Lou Macon. She had fallen asleep in her great weariness now that the crisis was over. Behind her, standing, his great arms folded, stood the indomitable figure of Lord Nick.

Donnegan saw and wondered greatly. Then he closed his eyes dreamily. Hush, said Donnegan to himself, as if afraid that what he saw was all a dream. Im in heaven, or if Im not, its still mighty good to be alive.

THE END
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HE WAS POPULARLY nicknamed Morg, and it may be understood that strangers were apt to spell the name Morgue; yet his full name, as he signed it on the day of his wedding and never again, before or after, was Morgan Algernon Valentine. Someone discovered that hidden and forbidden signature and once addressed the rancher as Algie, and the result was a violent accident.

Yet Morgan Valentine was a peaceful man. He was one of those who accomplish romantic results in an everyday manner. Banish his mountains from his horizon, and he would have been a wretched man, and yet when he thought about the mountains at all, it was only to remember the trails that netted them and the sweat of the hard climbs. His labor in life had been noble and was apt to prove enduring. Thirty years before — he and his brother, John, followed the Crane River, where it splits through the higher mountains and comes out upon the lower, rolling hills on the farther side — it occurred to John Valentine, who was the dreamer of the family, that the slopes might not be too steep to preclude cultivation with the plow, and though the regions of the hill crests were a jagged soil, much broken by rocks, there might be enough grass to graze cattle on. Five minutes later he was painting a picture of the house which might be built there — one for Morgan and one for John, on opposite sides of the Crane River. There they could live in eyeshot, each with a broad domain separated by the arrowy, yellow waters of the Crane. There was ample room for both — a hundred thousand acres of hill and valley land.

And still another five minutes found John Valentine already tired of his dream and ready to spur on. But Morgan would not stir. There he resolved to pitch his tent. And though John tried valiantly to dissuade him, the tent was pitched and the two brothers remained. Forthwith, the empire which John had seen, the younger brother proceeded to build. Who are the greater men — the empire seers or the empire makers? At any rate the thing was done; front to front, a couple of miles apart, and with the noisy river splitting the landscape in the middle, rose the two houses. The house of John Valentine was planned as a nobly proportioned structure, and though it had never progressed beyond the columns of the entrance and the first story of the original, it was nevertheless beautiful even in the piece. On the other hand, practical Morgan Valentine built himself a plain shack and gradually extended it. Now it stumbled up the hills on either side, big enough to shelter a whole clan of Valentines and their supporters.

From which it may be gathered that John Valentine lived his life as Byron wrote his poems — he leaped once, tigerlike, and if he failed in the first attempt, or grew weary of labor, he was off to fresh fields and pastures new. He was the sort of man of whom people can easily expect great things; he could have sat on a throne; he could have painted pictures or written verse or made shoes for his own horses; but in accomplishment he was continually falling short. But Morgan Valentine seemed to have reached above his height; people wondered at what he had done. Yet perhaps his neighbors overlooked this fact: that simplicity may be profound; and though few thoughts came to him, those he had worked deep into the roots of his being.

For instance, there was only one human being whom he had ever truly loved, and that was his brother. And when John died, Morgan transferred a portion of that love to the orphan daughter of the dead man.

But Morgans own wife and children were merely incidents in his life.

It is necessary to be so explicit about this Morgan Valentine, because, in spite of his simplicity, this narrative could never have been written were it not that he did some astonishing things. Indeed, so unusual were some of the things that he did, that one is tempted to add fact to fact so that there will be no misapprehension — no tendency to call him a dream figure. On this night he was exactly fifty-one years and three months old. He stood five feet nine and three-quarter inches and weighed one hundred and eighty pounds; he had a gray head and a young, stern face; he was slow in speech and agile in movement; and at this particular moment he was smoking a stubby corncob pipe on the front porch of his house, with his heels cocked upon the top of the railing.

His wife was in bed; the servants dared not make a sound in the house even if they were awake; the songs and the laughter of the men in the bunkhouse had long since died out; but Morgan Valentine, who slept never more than five hours a night, was still wakeful at twelve.

But if his body waked, his mind slept indeed, and only his eye roved lazily through the valley. A broad moon, nearing the full, had rolled like a wheel up the side of Grizzly Peak, and it cast enough light for him to make out the details of his possessions. In the heart of each valley there was the black- plowed land in narrow strips — incredibly rich loam; and over the rest of the unfenced ground where the cattle ranged, the moon flashed here and there on a bit of outcropping quartz, or twinkled along a line of new-strung barbed wire. But far and wide, over the neighboring hollows, all to his right was his, over range after range of hills, rocking away toward a dim horizon. And looking straight ahead all was his to the silver streak of the river. Indeed, this was little more than an imaginary boundary, for though the great district beyond belonged to his niece, it would be, by all prospects, many and many a year before Mary Valentine was married, and until such a time, he was the executor, his will was law through all the rich region of that valley.

No wonder that the bowl of the pipe tilted up as he set his teeth, and he was filled with the solid sense of possession.

Into his quiet thought beat the swift tattoo of a horse coming across the valley road; it rounded the hill, and at once the hoofbeats rang loudly through the night with the speed of the fugitive — the speed of the pursuer — the speed of anger, perhaps. Now the horseman lurched into view, a black form, with a black shadow trailing beside it over the white road. Straight up to the front of Morgan Valentines house; then out of the saddle with a leap; then heavy heels and ringing spurs on the high flight of steps. He caught sight of the figure of Morgan.

Morgan Valentine? he called.

Now, midnight hushes voices and makes men walk lightly, but the ring in this question was uncontrolled, as if the fellow had a right to waken the entire house if he felt so inclined.

Gus Norman? queried the rancher, rising.

Thats me!

He came along the porch more slowly now, with the slowness of one who deliberates and prepares words. But when he came close, the calmness of Morgan Valentine snapped his self-control, and he burst out: Valentine, its got to stop!

Whats got to stop?

That — that girl!

He turned his head as he spoke mechanically and looked across the shining strip of the Crane River toward the unfinished house of John Valentine which stood on the crest of a hill, white under the moon, and with a solemn, Doric beauty.

What girl? persisted Valentine obtusely.

What girl? Mary Valentine; your niece! Thats what!

Stop? How stop?

Stop her from going about — man-killing—

What!

Thats what it amounts to. Its murder, Valentine!

The ugly word came out with an ugly oath behind it, and the change in Valentine was instant.

Seems to me, he observed in his unhurried manner, that youre talking kind of foolish, Norman. Suppose I give you a minute to think that over and then say it again!

The other shifted his position a little, but he rushed on with his speech of accusation.

I dont need no minute, nor nothing like it. My boy is lying home, bleeding; thats why Im here talking to you now. What I got to say wont keep. Hes shot down, and its her that has it done!

For a time the glance of Valentine traveled gravely up and down the form of the other.

At length he said quietly: Id sort of hate to have Mother woke up with news like this; mind talking sort of soft?

Theres no use talking soft, said the other, but nevertheless he lowered his voice. The whole world is finding out things about Mary Valentine, my friend, and the whole world wont be talking in a soft voice about what it knows.

Ah? murmured Valentine. Suddenly his tone changed, as though the idea had just filtered completely home in his brain.

Now, what the devil dyou mean by that, Norman?

I aint here to argue with you. Im here to point out facts. My boy is shot down; your son Charlie is the one that done it. How dyou explain it?

By the fact that your boy Joe aint as handy with his gun as my boy Charlie. Thats a tolerably clear explanation, I figure.

Tolerable clear for some, maybe, but it aint the fact. The hand that held the gun was Charlies, but the mind that directed it was Mary Valentines.

All these here remarks, declared Valentine, is considerable compromising, which maybe Ill be asking for more talk later on. But now, keep right on. Charlie shot Joe, but you say that Mary had a hand in it? Wheres Mary now?

Shes taking care of Joe; your boys, Charlie and Louis, is both there, too; up at my house.

Shes taking care of Joe? echoed Valentine.

Listen, Morg, while I go back a ways in this story. You remember that there was a dance last Saturday night at Dinneyville?

I dont.

Anyway, there was. Well, did Mary say anything to you the day after that dance about her and my boy Joe?

She didnt.

Then, sir, she knows how to keep a lot to herself. But Joe had something to say to me on Sunday. He says: Dad, Im the luckiest gent on the ranges. Im going to marry Mary Valentine. I was struck all of a heap by hearing that. But Joe tells me that they cant be no mistake. Shed as good as promised to be his wife. Hed never knowed her much before the night at that dance. But he took a liking to her right off; and it seemed she done the same by him. He smiled at her; she smiled right back. It kind of went to his head. He started talking to her real serious; and she seemed just a wee bit more serious than him. Well, she scarce danced with anybody but him the rest of the night, and when he come home the next morning after the dance, he was like drunk. Couldnt think, couldnt talk of nothing but how beautiful Mary Valentine was and how quick he was going to marry her, couldnt hardly wait to get started with an outfit of his own.

I spoke to my wife about it. The old woman didnt say nothing. She just grinned at me. Pretty soon she allows that its all right. But maybe Joe had better make sure of the girl before he got out any wedding license. That sounded like funny talk to me, but I didnt pay no attention.

Well, along comes the dance at Salt Springs school-house tonight. My boy goes over. He dont see nothing nor speak to nobody until he sees Mary Valentine come in. Then he goes straight for her.

Then something mighty queer happened. They was another man with her. His name was Henry Sitterley; Hank Sitterleys boy. And when Joe goes up to her and starts talking sort of foolish, the way a boy will when hes in love, she looks right through him. Acts the way shed hardly ever met him before. And pretty soon she goes dancing off with young Sitterley, and Joe can see her talking to him and knows that shes making a mock out of him — my son!

Well, it gets into Joes head and starts him seeing red, and it gets into his heart and starts his heart aching. He dont think its really no ways possible. He waits till the dance is over. He tries to see her agin. But she sees him coming and slips away into the crowd and laughs back at him.

Then it comes into Joes head that shes jilting him, and—

Wait a minute, broke out Valentine. Did she promise to marry him that other Saturday night?

Theys other ways of promising things than with words, friend Valentine. She sure promised Joe with her eyes and her smiles and her sighs. So when she give him the go-by like that tonight, he mighty near went crazy. He goes out into the hall where they was some of the other boys standing smoking, and there he busts out with something about Mary being a flirt.

Quick as a wink, your boy Charlie takes him up — like a bulldog, he was, Joe says. Besides, Joe was too mad and sad not to fight it out. First thing you know, guns is pulled?

Who pulled his gun first? cut in Valentine, snapping his words.

Joe.

Valentine sighed.

Joe pulled his first, and Charlie beat him to the draw. But heres the point. Your girl starts flirting with my boy; she gets him so he cant sleep for a week, thinking about her — and then when she meets him agin she dont know him, or lets on that she dont.

Then my boy says something he shouldnt of said; theys a fight; he gets shot through the arm — thank Heaven it wasnt no worse! — and I tell you that it was Mary that had him shot, and not Charlie Valentine! Because why? Because when Mary and Charlie drive my boy back home in their buckboard and while theyre fussing over him, and after Joe has told me what happened, I go to my wife and tell her I think Joe was crazy the first time he seen Mary. He was crazy with love — calf love. But she just grins at me. Why, she says, dont you know shes the worst flirt in the country?

And thats why Im here, Valentine. Two inches more to one side and that bullet would of gone through my boys heart. And the murderer would of been your girl Mary. Valentine, Im new to the country; I dont know your folks nor your ways, but I know that in the part of the country that I come from a girl like that aint allowed to run around loose. Shes kept up close, and if her dad cant look after the way she handles her eyes and her smiles, then her ma goes along to watch out for her; and if her ma cant do it, then she aint allowed to go out where theys young men to be made fools of and their hearts broke, if it dont come to no other thing. Im a tolerable reasonable man, Valentine, and that bullet wound dont amount to nothing.

Two weeks, and itll be all healed up; but what if it had struck two inches away? So I come here straight to you and say, Something has got to be done! I leave it to you, what.

During the latter part of this talk Morgan Valentine had abased his head and stared at the floor of the veranda, but now he raised his head, and even through the shadow the other could see the black frown on the forehead of the rich rancher.

You got a reason for your talk, Norman, he admitted. Now step inside and Ill tell you just how this matter stands. You aint the first thats had cause to complain. I wish you could be the last; but come on inside and well talk.


CHAPTER 2
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BUT GUS NORMAN shook his head.

In my part of the country, he said stubbornly, we like to talk in the open air; it keeps us cool.

Not a half-bad idea. But before we start talking serious, maybe youll tell me just what youre aiming to do?

Im aiming to keep out of bad trouble, Valentine. I dont like trouble; Im a peaceable man; but I aint the only Norman around here. Theys a lot of us and some of em take this shooting sort of to heart. They want blood for blood. My brother and my nephew are at my house, and they want action. But I talked to em and told em to keep quiet till I come back.

The other considered his visitor gravely in the dim light. Short time though this clan of Normans had been in the mountains, they had established a name for bulldog ferocity in fighting.

Look over yonder, he said at length. You see that house?

Yep. What has that to do with it?

A whole pile. Thats the house my brother built. He started building it and stopped halfway. All through his life he was starting things and stopping halfway. Well, Norman, his girl Mary is the same way. Shes always starting things and stopping when theyre halfway done. When she was a youngster, she was a regular tomboy. Doing everything that my kids did. When Charlie first got interested in guns, she started practicing, too; and she got so she could beat Charlie with a light rifle or a light revolver. Shes still almost as good as Louis, but she got tired of fooling with guns in a couple of months. Same way with hosses. Long as a colt was a wild one, shed go riding every day and fight it. But as soon as the hoss got tame, she was done with it. And its the same way with men. Shes interested in every strange man that she meets. Shows em that shes interested, and thinks theyre the finest in the world until they begin to think shes in love with em. But after a while she gets tired of em. Now dyou understand about her, Norman?

The other shook his head and growled: Guns is one thing and hosses is another; but my boy is something moren either; and hes got to be treated human.

Dyou aim to make me force Mary to marry him? asked the other calmly.

I aint forcing my boy on no girl. Speaking without no offense, Valentine, I wouldnt have your girl in my family. But I think you ought to keep her in hand. Theys other young men in my family. Maybe anotherll fall in love with that girl when she makes eyes at em. And then there may be another fight. And the next time it may be your boy that gets drilled. Luck is always changing. But if she was my girl, Id use the whip, Valentine.

For some reason Valentine smiled at this, but the darkness covered the expression.

Theys another side to her, he said gently. Shes a true-blue girl, Norman. No malice in her. Keeps to her friends. Plays square — every way except where some strange young gent is concerned, and then she runs amuck with her eyes and her smiles, just as you say. What can I do? Whip? Why, shed murder me and then kill herself out of shame and spite if I so much as touched her. Dont you suppose Ive thought of this before? Havent I got most of the people around here down on me because of the way Mary has treated the boys, one time or another? Aint she always making trouble for me? And aint my boys in peril of their lives because she keeps making places where they got to fight for her sake and their own?

Then send her away.

Ah, man, blood has got a feeling for blood! Can I turn out my brothers daughter?

The other was silent for a moment, breathing hard. He was a wild-looking man, with unshaven face and a beard that began at his eyes and ran ragged until it terminated in a shaggy point beneath his chin. He was a lean, hard man, and he had reddish eyes as bright as the eyes of a ferret and as restless.

The dayll come when youll have sorrow in your home for keeping this girl here, he announced gloomily. The dayll come when youll wish youd sent her off.

Shes been away to school, man, but nothing changed her.

Sometime, Valentine, shell find a man thatll be her master. Mark me when I say it. And when that man comes, shell go to him and foller him whether he be good or bad. If she could find a hoss that would never be safe under the saddle, shed never want to ride nothing but that hoss, I figure; and when she finds a man that wont pay no attention to her, shell be following that man, Valentine, you mark my word. Shell love the man that laughs at her; shell follow the man that runs from her; shell kneel to the man that beats her. He paused again.

For Morgan Valentine had shifted so that the moonlight struck abruptly across his face, painting the wrinkles and his frown black and making the rest deadly white. He stood with his jaw set, and through the shadow of his brows the eyes glittered. He spoke nothing, but Gus Norman saw enough to make him wince back a step. He put out his hand in a conciliatory gesture.

I dont wish her no unhappiness and I dont speak out of no malice. I aint come to talk hard, neither, nor to make no threats. But Im here to put my case in front of you. You got a big reputation around these parts, Valentine, for being a square shooter. Put yourself in my boots and figure out what youd do. My folks are a tolerable tempery lot, and theyre a pile cut up about this fracas; but Im holding em back. I dont want em to run foul of Charlie; most of all I dont want em to run foul of you. Think over what Ive said. Good night.

He turned on his heel, strode across the veranda, went down the steps, and once more sent his horse up the road.

Before he disappeared into the moon haze, Valentine was walking up and down the veranda with a short, quick step. And of all the people in the world only his wife, no doubt, could have read the meaning behind his manner. Only his wife did know it; for the loud voice of Norman had wakened her in her room just over the veranda, and she had gone to her window. From it she had overheard the conversation, and now she knew the meaning of that pacing, that short, quick, decisive step. She gathered her dressing gown about her, put her feet in slippers, and hurried downstairs. Her husband was coming in just as she reached the lowest range of the stairs, and she paused with her hand on the rail. It was a lovely hand in spite of her forty-five years and the hard labor which had been hers during the early part of her married life. Her slippered foot, too, would have been the pride of a debutante; and the dressing robe fluttered about her in graceful lines. She was still beautifully formed; her skin retained its glow and purity of texture. But cover her hands with winter gloves, her feet with boots, her body with a heavy coat, and Maude Valentine became a homely farmers wife. There had been a fine spirit in her face, but never beauty; and now that the grace and hope of youth was gone there remained only the lines of the unloved wife and the unheeded mother of two wild sons and one headstrong daughter.

Are you up, Mother? he asked from the hall beneath.

I couldnt sleep, Morgan.

Read a bit; then youll sleep.

I wish to talk to you just a little minute, Morgan, she replied. Her voice had the gentleness of long sorrow.

Come on into the library, then.

They went into the big room ranged high with books, for Johns library had been brought here after his death, and it was a rare collection. How few had been opened since his hand last touched them!

Are you warm, Mother?

She looked up at him quickly as she slipped into the big chair, a furtive glance. For one brief moment at the time of their marriage — whether it were a matter of days or weeks did not count — she had felt that he loved her truly, with a fire concealed by his customary self-restraint. And ever since those passionate days of happiness she had been probing him with these half- frightened glances in search of the vanished tenderness. And though she lived with him a hundred years there would still be a hope in her heart. But he was hardly glancing at her now as he asked the question, and settling back into the chair, she smiled at him a still and quiet smile, for pain may take on the gentlest seeming.

Now, Mother, what is it?

I guess maybe I shouldnt have said that I couldnt sleep. It was Gus Normans voice that waked me up.

He talks like a roaring bull. Some of these days maybe a ringll be put through Normans nose and hell be led about!

I heard all he said.

Well?

At his carelessness she fired a trifle.

And I heard that Charlie shot a man!

His third man. Hes starting well.

Morgan Valentine, do you know what lies ahead of your son one of these days? Murder! Ive seen him getting angry in the house and reach natural for his hip. And someday hell get in trouble — and shoot — and kill!

Her voice had raised very little, but her changing expression answered a similar purpose. Indeed, Morgan Valentine looked sharply at her, so astonished was he by any variation in her monotone.

Hes sowing his wild oats, thats all. No cause for worry.

Hes never worried you, Morgan. There was a bitter emphasis on the pronoun. None of your children have. Seems like you dont care, sometimes.

The remarkable fact that his wife was actually complaining finally reached the understanding of Valentine, and now he watched her calmly, waiting. His quiet made her flush.

Charlie, nor Liz, nor Louis — they none of them worry you, Morgan. You act — you act — as if Mary was your daughter, and my children didnt have your blood in em!

Mother! murmured her husband.

I aint going to make a scene, Morgan, she assured him, and she gathered her robe a little closer to her as if to cover her trembling. Im just going to tell you a few facts. This aint the first time that Mary has made trouble for me and mine. She—

You dont like her, Mother. You get a bad light in your eyes every time you think of her. Ive seen that for a long while.

Ive done whats right for her, said Mrs. Valentine stubbornly. They aint nobody can say I havent mothered her as much as the wild thing would let me — after her father died.

Again he was silent, and again the silence spurred her on more than words.

And here she is paying me back. Shes putting my boys in peril of their lives. Thats what shes doing. And who but her has made my girl Liz unhappy?

Why, Mother, Mary is always kind to Liz — always doing little things for her — taught her to ride, taught her to shoot, taught her to dance, even!

Thats it. Shes always led the way. Now Liz cant do anything out of her own mind. When shes in trouble, she dont come to her own mother. She goes to Mary. If she wants advice, she goes to Mary. And half the time — half the time — her and Mary has secrets that theyre keeping from me. I come on em whispering together, and they break off as soon as I come. Mary makes a mock of me in my own house — with my own boys — my own girl!

He had taken his pipe from between his teeth. He held it now in his stubby fingers until the wisp of smoke that curled out of the bowl dwindled.

Besides, what is they ahead for Liz? Wholl she ever have a chance to marry so long as Mary is around? Nobody looks at her except because they think it might make Mary smile at em. At parties, they only dance with Liz because maybe then Maryll dance with em. They wouldnt ask Liz except to get Mary. And — and I cant stand it no longer. Aint Liz pretty? Aint she gentle and kind? Aint she got winning ways? But as long as Mary is here, shell have a secondhand life. Thats what shell have. Ive watched and watched and watched, and my heart was — breaking all the time. But I wouldnt talk until tonight — but now I see where things is leading. I see what Mary is doing — shes bringing into my house — murder!

Morgan Valentine stirred in his chair.

Shes got the whole Norman clan worked up now. Theyll all be laying for Charlie. Thats the kind they are. Hunt like wolves in a pack. And theyll pull down Charlie — and maybe Louis. And youll stand by and see it all — and do nothing!

He expected her to break into tears at this point. But when her eyes remained dry, he moistened his lips and spoke.

What dyou want me to do, Mother?

Send her away!

Send Mary away? Mother, shes the last living thing that can remind me of John. I cant turn her out. She aint fit to be sent away. Shes got to have them near her that love her, Mother.

Men? Shell always have them.

Now you aint playing fair and square. You know what I mean.

You dont have to send her away alone. Send her to her sister in Chicago. Lord knows shes asked to have Mary often enough. Shell let her study music, or something.

She left her chair and slipped to her knees before Morgan Valentine.

Dont do that, Mother. Get up, wont you?

Dont you see what I want, Morgan? I want back all the things that Mary has stole from me — Charlie and Louis and Liz and — you!

Get up, Mother. It aint right you should kneel to me!

But heres where I stay because Im begging you for my happiness and for my boys and my girl, Morgan. Will you answer me?

He looked down at her with a gray face, and she saw for the first time how deeply this cold man loved the girl. The pain of it made her cry out.

In all the time we been married, its the first thing Ive asked you, Morgan!

Stand up, said Morgan Valentine. Ill send Mary away!


CHAPTER 3
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THE LAW OF compensation works in this manner: those who give their hearts to few things give in those cases wholly and without reserve. The life of Morgan Valentine had been a smooth-flowing river until the death of his brother; that blow aged him ten years. From that day until this it seemed to him that his life had been a blank, and now another blow was to fall. For if the girl left him, she left him forever. The city would swallow her — the city and her new life. He might see her again once or twice, but after the parting he would be dead to her and she would be dead to him. He set his teeth over the pain and smiled into the face of his wife. He raised her gently to her feet, and she put her hands timidly imploring upon his shoulders.

Will you take it to heart a whole pile, Morgan?

Its for the good of all of us, Mother. Ive seen that for some time. You see, I been looking on Mary as a girl all these days, and here all at once she turns the corner on me, and I see that shes a full-grown woman. It kind of beats me. But — I guess shes got to go. This aint no sort of a country for her. Back where men dont wear guns and where they dont do moren raise their eyebrows when they get real mad — thats the place for Mary to do her campaigning. But shell be turning these parts around here into a regular battlefield if she stays.

Mrs. Valentine caught her breath with joy.

I hoped youd be reasonable like this, Morg, she murmured. But then agin I was afraid youd get all gray in the face, maybe, the way you did when—

Well?

When John died.

Mary aint dying.

Of course not. And its for the best. It aint the first time shes started trouble, and you know it. There was the boys of old Jack White; they got into a fight because Mary smiled at Billy one week and at young Jack the next. Might have been a death if their father hadnt found them, its said. Then there was Bud Akin who?

Hush, Mother. Youre getting all excited. Besides, you ought to be asleep. Now you go back to bed and stop worrying. He stopped. The rattle of galloping horses had topped the hill and was rushing down toward the house. The cavalcade swept near.

Maybe more trouble! cried the poor woman, clasping her hands.

But as the riders poured past the house, a chorus of voices and laughter rose.

Thats Charlie and Louis and Liz, cried the mother, recognizing all three voices in the chorus.

And Mary, said Valentine.

Her, too, she added shortly, and sent a glance at her husband.

The horses were put up; the voices grew out again; they were racing for the house; a shrill peal of laughter; a clatter on the steps — the door flew open and a girl sprang in. A flash of black hair and eyes and the flushed face, and then laughter.

You tripped me, Mary!

But I got here first, she was crying in triumph as a burly youth crowded through the doorway; and behind him his brother and sister were coming.

Why, Mother — you up so late? asked Charlie.

And the wonder of this strange event made the four faces of the young people grow sober.

Now, Mother? cautioned Morgan Valentine.

Charlie! she broke out. What you been doing? What you been doing?

He went to her and tried to take her in his big arms, but she fended him off and kept her head back to search his face.

Some hound has been here talking, he muttered.

It was no worsen he said? she queried. You only shot him in the arm?

It was only a scratch, said Charlie. He wont know he was touched in a couple of days.

And, oh, Uncle Morgan! cried Mary Valentine, taking his hand in one of hers and waving to big Charlie. Youd have been proud if youd seen him! Im so proud of him. Joe Norman insulted me and Charlie — oh, Charlie, youre a man!

She turned full upon Charlie as she spoke, with such joy shining from her face that the boy crimsoned with happiness.

It wasnt nothing, Mary. Dont make me feel foolish, he stammered; and it was plain to be seen that he would venture a thousand times more for her sake. And in the background was his brother Louis, with a shadow on his face. As if he, too, would have been gladly a part of this ceremony of rejoicing and was determining to seize the first opportunity that came his way to strike a blow for the sake of Mary. But the voice of the mother cut in, cold and small, and withered all the happiness at the root.

Mary Valentine, she said, its you thats been drawing my boy into peril. Its you!

Aunt Maude! cried the girl, and ran to her; but she stopped in the act of taking her hands.

Have I deserved it of you, Mary? whispered the older woman. Aint I tried to be kind to you and is this the way you pay me back — making murderers out of my sons?

Mother! cried Charlie. I wont stand you talking like that! She didnt.

You see? said Mrs. Valentine sadly, turning to her husband.

Charlie, you shut your mouth and keep still, said Morgan Valentine sternly. Aint you got manners with your own mother? Liz, take your mother up to bed.

The girl was taller than Mary by an inch or more and strongly built — as blonde a beauty as Mary was dark — yet when she went to her mother, she turned a glance of appeal upon her cousin, as though asking for direction. Mary slipped between her aunt and the door to which Elizabeth was leading her.

If ever you think hard of me, Aunt Maude, she said, I want you to tell me what its about. And if ever Ive hurt you or done you wrong, Ill go down on my knees and beg you to forgive me! Tell me now, while your hearts hot with it!

For a moment words trembled on the lips of Mrs. Valentine, but, looking past Mary, she saw the face of her husband, bowed her head, and hurried from the room.

Go to bed, said Morgan to his two sons. And they trooped out in silence, casting back frightened glances, not at their father, but at Mary.

She waved a smiling, careless good night to them, but the moment they were gone, her bravado vanished. She ran to her uncle and caught one of his burly hands in both of hers.

What have I done? she whispered. Oh, what have I done?

Speaking personal, he answered, Im hanged if I know. Sit down, and well talk about it.

They sat down; she was still holding his hand, and though he made a faint effort to draw it away, she kept it strongly in her own.

Aunt Maude — looked — as though — she hated me!

Stuff!

But she looked straight into my eyes; and women have a way of understanding other women, Uncle Morgan!

Ah, girl, theres the trouble; youre a woman now.

Do you mean that Ive changed?

I dunno how to put it, Mary.

She cried out softly: Do you think that Ive changed?

I knew your father before you.

A little silence fell between them in which both of them asked many questions and were answered. At length the rancher began speaking again, slowly.

If you was a man, Mary, youd be a fine man. But you aint a man.

She waited.

Youre about nine tenths woman, I guess, with just enough man in you for spice.

Is that a compliment?

Instead of spice I might say deviltry.

Oh!

Ive got worse things than this to say to you. When you were a girl, Mary, I took all your mischief for granted.

Yes, Ive been very bad.

Not bad. But you were always hunting for action. Sames a boy does. You got into lots of scrapes, but you come out agin just the way a boy does. But all at once you changed. You come pop out of a door one day, and you werent a girl any more; you were a woman. That was when things started to pop. You see, nobody understands a woman.

Except you, Uncle Morgan.

Kindly leave me out. I dont know a thing about em.

But you know everything about me.

Not a thing, hardly. For instance, I dont know whether you just cant help making eyes at young gents, or whether you do it on purpose.

Is that the cause of all the trouble?

She dropped his hand.

You see its the way I told you. I dont know a thing about you.

Do you believe what people say?

But tell me, arent they right?

She gasped.

I thought so. Youre turned into a maneater, Mary.

I think youre making fun of me.

Me? Never!

Its this way: I dont mean any harm. But when I see some boy Ive never known very well, I just cant help beginning to wonder about him. What is he inside? Maybe he has a touch of the fire; I always keep hoping that!

What fire?

I — I dont know.

Well, go on.

Maybe Ive met him at a dance. The music is in my head. He dances well. He doesnt talk much. My imagination begins to work on him. All at once he dawns on me — a new picture — hes strong, brave, gentle, clever — and has the spark of fire. I begin to burn with it. Im happy. She dropped her chin upon her knuckles and stared gloomily into the distance. And thats all I can say about it.

But mostly you tell him that hes making you happy?

Mostly.

And then what does the man do?

Mostly he says that Ive made him happy, too. Sometimes they start being foolish. They want to sit in a corner and hold my hand. I dont like that. Or if we walk out of the hall they? She shuddered. Why do men want to put their arms around a girl when theyre happy?

What do you expect them to do?

Why — talk — or be silent — and—

Well?

I dont know. But mostly they do something that makes me despise them before the evenings over. Or if they dont, then I think about them until the next time we meet. And then — everything pops into thin air. They always seem different. You understand?

Maybe. Its just what I thought.

Am I bad, Uncle Morgan?

No, but you need room, honey. Im going to send you away to a big city.

You — send — I wont go. Its Aunt Maude! Shes never liked me!

Hush, girl!

She saw suddenly that his hand was trembling, and the sight of his grief struck her cold with awe.

In some city, he went on slowly, youll see crowds of clean young fellows. Maybe youll get over this; or maybe youll find a man thats worthy of you. But there aint any round here. And I know them all. Why, rather than have you marry one of these unshaven, thickheaded fellows, Id shoot the man, first! I want you — to marry — a gentleman.

He spoke this last slowly, hunting for the words. She sat with her head bowed. Then she looked up to him.

Youll do what I want you to do, Mary—

She made a little gesture. He could not tell whether it meant yes or no, and all the while there was a glimmer in her eyes like the changing colors of watered silk.


CHAPTER 4
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BUT TWO DAYS later Morgan Valentine bought a ticket to Chicago and made his reservations; Mary had made up her mind apparently, though not half a dozen words had been spoken on the subject of her departure since that first night. But the next day she was talking of Chicago as though all her life had been spent there, and this experience in the mountain desert was only an excursion off her beaten trails.

Between you and me, Uncle Morgan, she said, why not New York?

This, for some reason, had rather staggered him. But now that the ticket was bought — dated ahead several days — and the step irremediably taken, he was easier. He made a short stay in Salt Springs that day. After he had the ticket in his wallet, he went to the bank and drew out the cash for his monthly payroll. His cowpunchers were numerous as befitted the keeping of his big range, but moreover there were the hired men who worked the cultivable ground, and in the northern part of his domain — the territory of his dead brother — there was a small logging outfit. Altogether, he had some thirty men to pay off each month, and the payroll ran around sixteen hundred dollars. He got it all in gold coin, and it made a heavy little canvas sack — fifteen pounds, or so. It was three in the afternoon before his buckskins jogged out of Salt Springs on the back trail of the twenty-five-mile trip, and though the going was fairly smooth most of the way, it would be dark before he arrived.

That, however, was a small worry to him. The two geldings were sure-footed as goats; and, given their own sweet way and a shambling trot, they could take the buckboard home in rain or shine, through the night and the rocks. They had done it before, so now Morgan Valentine bunched his duster around his shoulders with a shrug, settled back into the right-hand corner of the big seat, and let the reins hang idly.

An hour and seven miles dropped behind him, and still the buckskins were jolting steadily on. The suddenness of their stopping jerked him through a thousand miles of dreams back to the cold facts of earth. The buckskins had their heads high. And just before them was a horseman with a revolver pointing between the geldings and straight at the head of Valentine.

He put up his hands with the utmost unconcern.

Thanks, said the stranger. If youve got any coin handy about you, you might throw it this way.

There was deprecatory gentleness in this — the same tone of embarrassment which one uses when one asks a stranger for a match, and it made the rancher regard the holdup artist with more attention. The man sat a down-headed roan, an ugly brute which looked undersized in comparison with the bandits length of limb; for he was a tall man, with formidable shoulders. He had long arms, also, which appeared extremely capable; and the heavy Colt was poised lightly as a feather and firmly as a rock.

He seemed indiscriminately somewhere between thirty and forty and might have been at either end of this limit. What little hair appeared beneath his sombrero was sunburned and dusted to a pale-gray brown. He had one of those lean, long faces which are thin through the cheeks and wide through the cheekbones and the jaw. He was far from good-looking; and a very wide mouth and a highly arched nose which showed that he clearly belonged in the predatory type of mankind, made up a further debit on the side of beauty. To complete the impression, his eyes were an uninteresting but very intelligent gray. In fact, one might say that the color of this man was gray; for the rest, he keenly impressed Morgan Valentine as being about equal portions of sinew and sinew- hard muscle.

I suppose, said Morgan, that you want my gun first?

Im getting old, pardner, admitted the other. Im forgetting my A B Cs. But?

The last word was so explosive that Valentine paused with his hand on the way down to his weapon.

But, continued the stranger, guns are things that I most generally like to take for myself. Thank you just the same.

As you please.

He stood up and turned, his hands well above his shoulders, while the revolver was removed from his holster.

Which Im acting like a fool amachoor, the bandit was saying apologetically, and pretty soon youll begin to be ashamed of being robbed.

He skidded the weapon into the back part of the buckboard.

Now you can sit down agin, pardner.

Valentine accepted the invitation. At close hand, he found that the stranger lived fully up to his first impression. He was, indeed, a grim-faced fellow. Only his voice, which was of the most exquisite and tender softness, counteracted the general effect.

Now, if youll gimme your kind attention just a minute, sir, went on the tall man, I want to explain that holding a gun is plumb tiring to a gent of my nature that hates work. So Im going to put it back in the leather. But here and there Ive met curious gents that wanted to see just how quick that gun could come out of its house agin and say howd you do. So theyve let me take a gun off their hip, and then theyve sprung a surprise by fetching out some little token of affection from under a coat or a shirt — say a knife, or a derringer. And them that have tried my gun have most generally found it right there on the job talking business.

So saying, he slipped his weapon into its holster.

I think I follow your meaning, said Valentine. Which Im tolerable quick to do when men talk sense.

He added: Heres the coin. And he kicked the canvas sack so that it jingled at the touch. I have some in my wallet if that aint enough to satisfy you.

At this the stranger smiled gently upon him.

Theys one part of my heart thats an aching void sure enough, he declared, and thats the part where a plumb reasonable man fits in. Pardner, you seem to be it. Nope, I dont want your wallet, I guess. That is — and here he lifted the canvas sack and weighted it in his hand— that is, if this here talk is gold talk.

Now, when he lifted the sack and held it lightly at arms length, Valentine had seen a rippling of muscle under the shirt sleeve that fascinated him. So he murmured absently:

Yes, its all gold.

Maybe its the price of a few hosses youve just took into town, now— went on the other thoughtfully.

Maybe it aint, replied Valentine.

Yes, and maybe it aint. Maybe its the cash from some little claim you been working for some time—

Maybe.

To cut it short, said the bandit a little sharply, is this going to bust you or not?

Fifteen hundred dollars is quite a bit, observed Morgan Valentine. Took me three years to lake that much.

Three years work in this bag?

Yes.

The gray eyes puckered and gathered, and a gleam went out of them, but Valentine withstood the stare. At this, the outlaw stepped back and glanced over the equipage swiftly.

Judging by that harness and the way them hosses is set up, I reckon I can put that down safe as the grand-daddy of all the lies Ive heard lately.

You forget, said Valentine, that I didnt say what three years they were — recent ones or a long time back.

The other grinned. There was something remarkably contagious in his smile; in spite of himself Morgan Valentine found his face wrinkling.

I dunno why it is, declared the bandit, but I take to you uncommon strong.

And I think I can begin to say the same about you, my friend.

Dear me, said the outlaw, and the feminine expression did not seem at all out of place for some reason, were getting real friendly, aint we?

Seems that way. Youre the first holdup gent thats ever troubled to ask whether or not what he took would bust me.

Judging by that maybe I could say that sticking you up is one of the favorite sports around these parts?

Maybe you could; it used to be.

How many times have you been entertained?

Eight times, said the rancher.

Dear, dear! Whod of thought you was that rich?

The other eight, said the rancher, lived in these parts and knew the size of my bank account.

Eight times youve left your roll behind you?

Two of them, replied Valentine, with a glittering eye, I shot and buried. Two more I carried back to town after Id bandaged them. Two more were killed by the posses, and the other two gave up before they were salted away.

You dont tell me! exclaimed the other, with all the happiness of one who hears the ending of a pleasant tale. And maybe this little job will gimme more fun than I was looking for.

The rancher examined him for a time.

No, he said, I guess the ninth man will be the lucky one.

How comes that guess?

As I said, the others lived in these parts, but youve come a long way, and youll probably go on a long ways still.

You talk bettern a riddle, declared the bandit with open admiration. How dyou know Ive come a long ways?

By the way your hoss is gaunted up; by the knot in your handkerchief; and by the look of your eyes.

Eyes?

As if youd been riding into the sun for a good many days.

Them are all good signs. But I never heard of that last one before now.

Besides, said the rancher, youve got a professional air; I wouldnt even waste time sending the posse after you.

Now, thats what I call real friendly. You wouldnt even put the sheriff out about me?

Certainly not. Suppose he caught you? Hed probably get two or three men knocked in the head doing it; and fifteen hundred aint worth all that bloodshed.

I see you got a kind heart, said the other carelessly.

Also, Ive noticed that every real professional along your line has a pile of pals. Suppose I get you; the word is passed along. One of your friends comes and tries his hand with me just to get even. You see I aint bluffing?

I see you aint bluffing, said the other. He flushed and straightened a little. But if you come from my part of the country, you wouldnt say that I hunted with any gang, I play a lone hand, pardner. Ive never seen the crook yet that you could trust as a friend.

There was in this speech such naive and direct comment upon the bandit himself that the rancher could not forbear a smile. The other replied with instant good nature.

Which youve already said Im a professional.

He dropped the money bag into the saddle pouch.

You really work alone?

Why, you can call it that. But I got my gang. I got a hoss and a gun, which makes three of us. And theys both been well tried out and not found wanting.

No? But that hoss of yours dont look particular like a prize, Mr.—

Dreer, replied the other quietly, Jess Dreer.

Valentine looked back into his memory. It presented a blank to him.

Its the right name, said the other, but you wont remember it. Im a quiet man, sir, and I got quiet ways.


CHAPTER 5
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AT THIS VALENTINE looked him in the eye; after a moment a faint smile came in the eyes of the rancher, and the same smile was reflected in the eye of the bandit. It was an expression of infinite understanding.

I am Morgan Valentine, said the older man at length.

Mr. Valentine, its a pleasure to know you. The rancher extended his hand but the other, appearing to be in the act of bowing very lightly in a most courtly manner, was apparently unaware of the proffered hand, which Valentine presently dropped back upon his knee. This time his smile broadened, deepened, and struck the corners of his mouth full of wrinkles.

My hoss, as you say, went on the bandit, aint a blue-ribbon winner in a beauty show. But she has her points. Step up, Angelina!

At this, the mustang lifted a weary head, flattened both ears against her neck, and came at once to her master.

Why, she comes to you like a dog, said the rancher in admiring surprise.

Sure, and shed sink her teeth in me like a dog, if she got a chance. Get back, you she-devil! The outsneakingest hoss I ever see, Angelina is, Mr. Valentine.

The mustang had, indeed, slipped around to the back of Jess Dreer, and her great yellow teeth were bared as her upper lip twitched up. And at the same time her eyes gleamed with a malevolence that made the rancher shiver. He even started up a little, but at the threat of Jess Dreer the roan shrank away.

In the meantime her master stood back; always keeping an eye upon his holdup victim, he expatiated upon the fine points of his mount.

Shes got a lumpish head, he admitted. And her neck aint particular full. But look at those quarters. And look at those well-set down hocks and the way her high withers turns; and see how deep-girted she is, though shes a bit tucked up now, as you say. Give me a hoss with plenty of bone, and shes sure got it. Yes, sir, eight years Angelina and me has been pals.

Eight years with a man-killer, said the rancher, his interest still growing. You ought to do very well as a lion tamer, Mr. Dreer.

Lions, declared the outlaw genially, has nothing on Angelina. Shes ripped up my forearm with her teeth — he pointed to part of a white scar which ran down beneath the cuff of his shirt almost to the palm of his hand— and shes nicked me with her heels. He indicated a white scar which began at the top of his forehead and furrowed its way into his hair. If she cant kick shell strike, and if she cant strike shell bite; and if shes fooled one day shell be a lamb for a month and then try to murder you in ten ways in ten seconds.

He paused and smiled upon the mare with an open-hearted affection.

Why the devil do you keep her, then?

Partly because, though theys plenty that can out-sprint her, I aint ever seen anything that can keep up with her after the first ten miles. And, my work is chiefly long-distance stuff.

He confided the last remark to the rancher with perfect calm.

Personally, said Valentine, shuddering, Ive never seen a hoss with so much devil in its face. Id rather have three men with guns behind me than that hoss under me.

The chances is about even for me to kill her or for her to kill me. Either way, its been a good fight, and Ive had a ringside seat.

Youre a queer creature, the rancher smiled, clashing his hands about one knee and rocking back in his seat as though he wished to get a more distant and complete perspective of his new acquaintance. If I had that mare, the first thing Id do would be to fill her full of lead. I wouldnt sell her any more than Id sell a man his own death warrant.

Sir, shes a genius; she got her brains from the devil. For eight years weve been studying each other, and weve both still got a lot to learn.

As he said this, his lower jaw jutted out a little and the muscles stood out in hard knots below the ears. Morgan Valentine blinked. He had had a glimpse of a face of such demoniac cruelty, such murderous hatred, that he was shaken to the core.

When he looked again, he saw that the bandit had smoothed his expression again. It was the former calm, sad face.

I begin to see, the rancher nodded. Even a nightmare may be interesting. Has no one else ever ridden her?

A shade crossed the face of the outlaw.

If anyone else ever did, he said, Id give her away — or shoot her and leave her for the buzzards. A thing thats mine has got to belong to me. Got to be all mine. The reason I can ride Angelina and nobody else can, is because I go at her in the right way. I get her scared; she dont never know whats coming next — what Ive got up my sleeve — and so we get along tolerable well. But if she ever finds out that Ive been bluffing her, they wont be enough of me left to put in a box.

And so saying, he smiled again genially upon the roan; and her ears flattened against her neck. Well, much obliged for the coin and the friendly chat, the outlaw remarked in tones of finality.

Wait a minute.

Morgan Valentine was rubbing his chin with his knuckles.

Well? said the bandit a trifle impatiently.

Which way might you be going?

The other looked sharply at Valentine and then shrugged his shoulders.

Over yonder, he said.

Thats the way Im going, Dreer. Suppose you rest your hoss for a spell and come along with me.

A gleam of suspicion flashed into the face of the bandit, and once again Valentine glimpsed that fathomless, cruel strength of will and insight. Then he thought of a way to tempt the big man.

They aint much to be afraid of, he said. My gun is in the back of the wagon.

Why, and Jess Dreer grinned, this sounds to me like a real party.

And he sprang instantly into the wagon and sat down beside the rancher.


CHAPTER 6
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MORGAN VALENTINE CONCEALED his triumph, or sought to do so, by busying himself with taking up the reins and fastening them between his fingers.

But will your horse follow?

It took me two years off and on to teach Angelina to follow. And I figure that if she lives to be two hundred, she wont forget what shes learned, the outlaw replied.

Valentine spoke to the two geldings, and they struck their collars at the same instant in answer to his voice; but at once they settled down to their time- honored pace. In the meantime he was adjusting himself to his companion. It was plain to see that the other had accepted the invitation to ride with his victim simply in the light of a dare. Morgan had put himself side by side with a man who had already admitted to several killings, and he had allowed that man to choose his time and place for an attack. Yet the bandit, scorning to sit far to one side or to keep his head turned toward Valentine, sat perfectly erect in the seat with his eyes fixed far down the road. It was not until Valentine, jerking his hand up swiftly to his cigarette, had made a definite move that could be construed as hostile that his companion showed the slightest sign of being on the alert. Even then he did not turn his head, but Valentine was aware of a flash of those gray eyes to the side and a tint of yellow in them. And all at once he knew that Jess Dreer was fairly a-tremble with an electric watchfulness; that he was concentrating a tremendous energy in keeping aware of his companion, and that in the space of a split second he could have whirled in his seat and got at the throat of the rancher.

It was not altogether a comfortable feeling for Valentine, but in his day he had had to do with many a hard man and had even possessed a certain name for hardness himself. There were few men in that part of the mountain desert who would have cared to risk their lives on the speed and certainty of their gun play as opposed to the speed and certainty of Morgan Valentine. For he was a cold-headed man, a cold-blooded man, and he fought with the same nerveless accuracy with which he lived, with which he had married, with which he had raised his children. The death of his brother — the coming departure of his brothers child — these were the emotional landmarks of his life.

Indeed, it was a sense of loneliness, of lack of food to fill his mind and his heart that had made him ask the bandit to ride with him. There was also a lingering hope that he might be able to turn the tables upon his antagonist. For there was never a man born — at least none worthy of the name of man — who did not have somewhere in the bottom of his heart love for an honest fight. Yet he had sense enough to guess that whatever his prowess might be with weapons, it would be as nothing compared to the man in the seat beside him. For Jess Dreer was his antithesis. If he was without nerves, Jess Dreer was full of little else. And the calm exterior of Dreer was a disguise maintained by an almost muscular effort; beneath the disguise there was a mind of wolfish alertness. It suddenly occurred to Valentine that this man might be many years younger than he seemed, for he was of the kind who age rapidly.

And the interest of Valentine was by no means entirely malicious, as has been hinted. In Jess Dreer he crossed a new type of man, and he was curious to read beneath the surface.

Youve had your horse for eight years, said the rancher, and he looked down to the holster at the hip of his companion, but Ill chance a guess that youve had the gun a good deal longer.

This gun?

With a gesture so smooth that the eye failed to appreciate its speed, the bandit reached back, and with the tips of his fingers — so it seemed — flicked the revolver out. It lay in the palm of his hand under the eye of Morgan Valentine.

Suppose he were to strike up, would he knock that weapon out of the open hand and send it spinning? Something told him that swift as his blow might be, the long brown fingers would move with vastly more speed to curl around the gun. The very thought of what might happen perceptibly lowered the temperature of the ranchers blood.

He saw that it was, as he had guessed, a very old weapon. It bore evidence of the most meticulous care, but in spite of that an expert could see at a glance that it had passed its palmy days as an engine of destruction.

Now, theres a gun that aint much to look at, said the bandit, and his singularly winning smile softened his face for a moment. And between you and me, it aint much bettern it looks. It bucks like a wild colt. Its got funny ways. It shoots the way a one-eyed hoss runs. It keeps veerin off to one side. Well, its a hard shooter — if you know its ways.

He paused, then added: I seen it thrown out of the door into the ash can one day, and I picked it up.

Just like this?

All the parts was there, but it was considerable chewed up with rust. You can see where its eat away in places. It was on a Friday that I seen that gun throwed away.

Unlucky day?

Unlucky for most, but I run by opposites. And when I seen it fall, I says: There goes somebodys bad luck. Maybe itll be my good luck. So I took out the gun and spent the off time for the next couple of days oiling it up. Then I went out and tried her. Lordy, lordy! I shot a circle around a knot. She had twenty queer tricks, that gun had. But after a while I got to know the tricks. And now she does pretty smooth, neat work. You see?

The gun flipped up in the long fingers, and without raising his hand off his knees, the bandit fired. Twenty yards away a squirrel, standing up like a peg beside its hole, was blown to bits.

The geldings plunged at the explosion of the gun, and the bandit burst at once into a stream of excuses.

Now aint that a fool kid thing to do? he cried. Shooting a gun without asking you if your hosses was gun-broke? Well, sir, call me a blockhead, because I am one. Mr. Valentine, I sure am sorry!

Indeed, his words did not seem overdone, for his earnest gray eyes were upon the rancher in a species of entreaty.

Dreer, said the cattleman earnestly, as soon as he had quieted the horses, you dont have to apologize. It was worth it — to see that gun act all by itself.

But the other shook his head and returned the weapon to its leather.

You see, he explained, that gun is almost human to me. Suppose you had a friend with you when you got into a fight, and it was a dead-sure cinch that youd get plugged if your friend didnt stand up and play the man by you. And suppose you never knowed whether that friend would fight like a devil or else lie down and quit — like a greaser — Well, sir, thats the way it is with that gun. If I shoot with it, I have to look twice to see if Ive hit a thing.

And yet you still carry it? You still let your safety depend on that old rattletrap?

The crimson departed suddenly from the face of the stranger. And the muscle at the angle of his jaw leaped out into prominence.

Sir, he said quietly, theys one thing that I appreciate, and thats a gent that chooses his words. Rattletrap aint particular accurate, speaking about my gun!

Why, Dreer, youve as good as said as much as that yourself.

The other turned his face, and there was the old unpleasant glint in his eyes.

Im a peaceable man, Mr. Valentine, he said. Matter of fact, Im a quiet kind of a gent and I mostly hate trouble, but I dont think you and me are going to agree.

Morgan Valentine was too dumfounded to reply.

In the first place, sir, went on the stranger, you say you dont think nothing particular fine about my hoss. Then I let that pass, and I just throw in a few qualifying remarks about the roan. And pretty soon you up and say my gun — my gun — is a rattletrap!

He was unable to continue for a moment.

But after youd just said practically the same thing yourself, man.

Sir, whatever else may be wrong with that gun, its mine, and, being mine, they aint any man in the world that Im going to hear say things about it that they wont stand up and prove. And, speaking man to man, I can sure digest a pile of that sort of proof before I admit that Im wrong.

A veritable devil was in his face as he spoke. And the long brown fingers were becoming restless upon his knee.

Then, very suddenly, and most welcome sight to Valentine, the blood rushed into the face of the tall man again.

Hanged if I didnt forget for a minute, he said, that I was your guest, riding in your wagon. Mr. Valentine, I got to ask your pardon again. Just stop the buckboard and Ill get out and climb on the roan. They aint any man living whose pardon Ive asked three times hand-running. And Ive done it twice by you already!

Sit still, replied Morgan Valentine. I figure to keep you right here and take you home with me.


CHAPTER 7
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IT SHOULD NOT be thought that Valentine was that cheap type of fellow who attempts to carry his points by surprise, but as the stranger talked with him, the gradual conviction grew in him that he must see more of Jess Dreer. In the meantime Jess stared at his host as though the latter had gone mad.

Mr. Valentine, he said, I aint prying into whats behind your mind. Ill just say one little thing: I aint been under the roof of another man for eight years — as a friend.

Why, then, if you object to coming as a friend, come as an enemy.

With the bars down and you free to call in the sheriff when you please?

Dreer, do you think Im the sort whod call in a sheriff while youre under my roof?

I didnt mean no insult, replied the bandit more gently. But I aint a mind reader, Mr. Valentine. Why the devil should you want me to come home with you?

Because, said the rancher, although Ive lived some fifty years and a bit more, I dont think Ive met moren two men that particularly interested me. And youre one of em. As a matter of fact, theres nothing so strange. Youve taken some of my money. Well, what youve taken wont break me. Im what you might call a pretty well-to-do man, Dreer. Now, Id spend fifteen hundred on a fine hoss and never think twice about it. Why shouldnt I spend fifteen hundred for a man and enjoy talking to him? Think it over.

I stick you up and lift fifteen hundred iron men. Then you step out and ask me home. I go to your home. I put my legs under your table. I eat your chuck— He made a face of disgust. I couldnt do it, pardner, even though you dont mean nothing but kindness.

Think it over, echoed the rancher.

A silence fell. The geldings jogged relentlessly, tirelessly forward; the roan cantered softly behind the buckboard.

If I could figure how youd gain anything, the bandit murmured finally, I might chance it, but—

Take your time and think it over, insisted Morgan Valentine.

Well, sir, said the bandit suddenly, I call your bluff. If its a trap — well, a nerve like yours ought to catch something. Ill go home with you.

Valentine stretched out his hand. But the tall man glanced down at the stubby, proffered fist, and then back to the rancher.

Some ways, he said, you might put me down as queer. But I aint any too fond of shaking hands. You see, a handshake means a pile to me. I shook hands with a man that sold me to a sheriff once.

And the sheriff got you?

No, the other way round. But I couldnt touch the gent that had double- crossed me — the skunk! — because Id shaken hands with him. Now, remembering that, I guess youll change your mind about this handshaking?

It goes with me as far as it goes with you.

Suddenly they shook hands.

Then they said in one voice, like a trained chorus: That takes a load off my mind!

In the meantime the evening was approaching. The early night had patched the mountains with purple and filled every ravine with tides of incredible blue. Before them the hills began to divide.

Dyou know something? said the bandit.

Valentine saw that his companion was leaning far forward, his elbows on his knees and his face wistful. It meant a great deal more than words, that unguarded attitude. It meant that Morgan Valentine had been judged by this man and had been accepted according to his standards.

Whats that?

Yonder — behind them hills — well, Ill be stepping out into a new part of my life.

I wouldnt wonder much if you were.

Still the geldings jogged on, and the hills moved by them slowly, awkwardly, growing each moment more dusky. They turned a sharp bend, and below them lay the valley of the Crane River; above it the red of the sunset filled the sky, and the river itself was a streak of dark crimson.

Gimme the reins, said the bandit.

Silently the rancher passed them to his companion, who now gathered them in closer. He did not speak a word, but perhaps the tenseness of the reins, the new weight vibrating against their bits, carried a message to the geldings. Of one accord, they stepped out into a freer gait, their heads raised, their ears pricked. Life came into their step. If two whips had touched them at the same instant the effect could not have been more noticeable. And it seemed to Morgan Valentine that a current of strength and knowledge was passing down the reins and into the minds of the dumb brutes. To him it was more than a miracle.

Do you know, he said, as the buckboard was whipped forward with redoubled speed and jolted noisily over the bumps in the road, thats the first time Ive seen those nags change that old dogtrot of theirs—

The bandit made no reply for some time. He was changing the pressure on the reins. First the off horse came up on the bit and strained against the collar; then the near horse, who had been pulled back, was released and quickened his pace until he was snorting beside his companion and even ahead of him. And then both increased their pace, and the jolting was redoubled.

Look at that! murmured the bandit. As long as they agreed, they wasnt worth a nickel. As long as they went ahead at that same old sleepy trot, they wasnt worth powder and lead enough to blow their heads off. But now theyre beginning to try each other out. Theyre beginning to race. I tell you what, Valentine, the way to get the most out of men — or hosses — is to play em one agin the other.

Indeed, the two geldings now had their heads as high as if they were just beginning a journey — higher than they had ever held them for Morgan Valentine.

And the latter was naturally full of thought as the buckboard careened down the hillside and dropped into the valley floor. Now and again, as the dusk thickened, he looked behind him and saw the roan mare following patiently, always with her ears flat against her neck. It was almost as if the fear of the master she hated were still in the saddle, spurring her on, curbing her free spirit, and breaking it to do his will.

Something in this thought made him look up at the face of the bandit, and he saw him sitting with his face tense and a light of cruel enjoyment in his eyes. It was as if he drew a deep delight out of the rivalry which he had put in the hearts of the two geldings.

It was, of course, night when they reached the stables behind the ranch house, although the moon, which hung over Grizzly Peak, was sending a faint, slant light down the valley. One of the hands came out to unhitch the horses, but the outlaw insisted upon handling his own mount. He led it into one of the individual corrals.

A roof over her head always sort of bothers Angelina, he explained, while the rancher looked on in curiosity.

He watered her carefully, fed her grain and hay in cautious portions, and rubbed away the sweat under the saddle blanket. Yet the instant he turned to answer a word from the rancher, she whirled on her master. He did not turn his head to make sure that she was coming; though she veered noiselessly, her master did not pause, but leaped straight for the bars and vaulted over them. The teeth of the mare clicked with the noise of a steel trap shutting, just at the place where his hand had rested on the top bar.

Ah, beauty! Ah, Angelina! cried Jess Dreer, and came back to the bars. Eyes in the back of my head, girl, and tomorrow youll pay for this. Remember — Tomorrow — Or the next day; its added to the score.

There was, at this point, a sudden outbreak of snorting and a rattle of harness from the big watering trough.

What the dickens! Jud! Harry! a man was crying. What the devil has got into you? Quiet there!

By Heaven, murmured the rancher, the geldings are fighting!

Is that strange? asked Jess Dreer.

Theyve lived like two brothers — which they are — ever since they were foaled.

All the better, said Jess Dreer gaily. A hoss is like a man. Needs a good fight now and then to keep em on edge.

And Morgan Valentine shivered. He did not say another word on the way to the house. He was beginning to think of many things.


CHAPTER 8
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IT WAS NOT until they had reached the very shadow of the sprawling old house that the rancher recovered from his absent-mindedness.

How am I to introduce you? he asked.

As Jess Dreer, said the bandit. I guess Ive outrode my reputation.

I think so. But where have I met you?

Somewhere south.

I havent traveled about much in the south. Let me see. Five years ago I was in Ireton; have you ever been there?

Nope. Whats it like?

Common cow town.

All right. I know it then. You met me there.

Thats all Ill have to say unless Mary starts asking questions. Shes the outbeatingest girl for talking when she gets started on a thing.

At this the bandit sidestepped and scowled at his companion.

You hitched up to a pile of womenfolks? he muttered.

My wife and my daughter wont bother you none, and my two boys knows whats manners between men, but Mary — shes my niece — can make a murderer talk if she sets her mind right on it.

At this the bandit chuckled. It was always a surprise to hear the soft, musical voice of this man.

Leave her to me, pardner. Its been a good many years since I got my imagination all going at once, but when I get oiled up, I can spin the yarns out all night. What was the name of that town — Ireton? Nothing queer about it? Well, leave the rest to me, Valentine. If she wants talk, Ill let her have it.

Aye, but one thing more, while were on the subject of Mary. Shes a fine girl, Dreer, but she has her ways. And one of them is to get all excited about any stranger man that comes around. She starts in by being foolish about em and most generally they wind up by being foolish about her. Now, I dont mean that youre the kind to get foolish about any girl, but Im just telling you beforehand that if Mary begins to smile at you and act like you was a gold mine that shed discovered all by herself, dont let it bother you.

Dont bother none about me, Valentine. Im well broke, pardner. I aint gun- shy and I aint girl-shy. Lead on!

Since the night had turned crisp, Valentine found his entire family grouped near the big fireplace in the living room. They were in characteristic attitudes. Maude Valentine sat with her feet tucked well back under her chair and her knitting needles flew with soft precision. Elizabeth, her daughter, lay in a big chair with her hands locked behind her head, looking dreamily out the black window. In another corner Mary was plotting with Charlie Valentine, and Louis, disconsolately out of the picture, attempted to bury himself in a book, out of which he lifted envious glances at Charlie from time to time. When the door opened, there was a general shifting of eyes and attitudes; the tall and deceptively graceful form of Jess Dreer became the center of attention.

Mother, Ive brought home an old friend. Jess Dreer. Dreer, this is my girl Elizabeth. Mary Valentine, my niece, and my boys, Charlie and Louis.

They shook hands.

How much did the bandit learn from the touch of their fingers — from the cold, faint pressure of Mrs. Valentine; from the grip of Charlie, boyishly eager to test the comparative strength of this tall stranger; from the nervous touch of Louiss hand, for Louis was always ill at ease and apt to be embarrassed before newcomers. Lizbeth greeted him at the full distance of her rather thin arm. She was one of those who come late to womanhood. Her eyes still held that infinite quiet of childhood; her throat was small, but her mouth had a kindly softness. She would never have Mary Valentines gemlike beauty of detail, but in time she would ripen to a rare womanhood. And as for Mary, her hand and her glance both lingered on him. It was as if she had seen him before and was now trying to resurrect the complete memory.

Mrs. Valentine took them into the dining room, and there she busied herself all the time they were eating by popping up out of her chair and running to get something as soon as she was once fairly seated. She discovered that Morgans napkin was spotted, that his favorite chow-chow had been left off the table, that the baked potatoes were underdone, for which the cook received a brief, stern sentence, that the window was too widely open; in short, she spent the entire space of the meal asking Jess Dreer how long he had been in that part of the country, and interrupting herself every time before she got through with the interrogation. Finally she forgot all about her question, and sat as usual, with a smile of attention on her lips, listening to the men talk, while her eyes roved wistfully about the table hunting for the missing things. Yet never once did she win a glance from Morgan Valentine. She filled the time of the meal with an atmosphere of flurry and uncertainty, quite unheeded by her husband. But once, twice the gray eye of Jess Dreer fixed her through and through and tumbled her sad, small soul into full view. Not that she understood it; she only felt a vague fear of the stranger, his silences, his alert calm.

When they went back into the living room, two big chairs were drawn comfortably near to the fire, and the other chairs arranged in a loose semicircle on both sides of the fireplace so that the travelers could rest in ease.

And hows young Norman? asked Morgan Valentine.

He had turned to Charlie, but the latter indicated Louis with a jerk of his thumb.

I dunno. Lou went over to see how Joe was coming on.

I rode over, said Louis, embarrassed by the sudden focusing of all eyes upon him, but I might as well have stayed away. They was about a thousand Normans hanging around the house. When I come up the path from the hitching rack, they was about a dozen of em on the front veranda. I hear em say: Its him. No, says someone, it aint him, but its his brother. Then I come up and says howdy to em, but all they do is grunt like pigs?

Which they are! cried Charlie.

The chair of Morgan Valentine creaked as he turned, and under his glance his eldest son lowered his gaze. All of this byplay was noted by the shrewd eye of the bandit. And the fact that he had been observed by a stranger to endure a reprimand made Charlie jerk up his head again and glare defiantly at Jess Dreer. The latter did not turn his head politely as another man might have done. He met the challenging glance of the younger man with a calm indifference so that it could be felt he was coolly measuring the other and filing an estimate of him away.

Anyway, went on Louis, I went up to the door and knocked. Mrs. Norman came, and I took off my hat and says: Ive come to ask after Joe. How is he?

She didnt say nothing for a minute. She just stood there drying the dishwater off her hands and looking me up and down.

Oh, she says after a while, its you, is it? And why didnt your brother come and ask about his murdered man?

And when she said that, all the men on the veranda growled. I turned away and didnt say any more?

Oh, cried Mary Valentine, I wish that Id been in your boots! Id have found something to say!

Mary, said Mrs. Valentine, it looks to me like youd found too much to say other times.

Her husband checked her with a swiftly raised hand, but Mary continued to stare defiantly at her aunt. Since the episode of Joe Norman they had been almost openly at war, and now Mrs. Valentine compressed her lips and knitted with a venomous speed.

You neednt think that I wouldnt have talked back fast enough if one of the men had talked up, said Louis, turning red. I wasnt afraid of any of em, Mary, if thats what you mean.

You know it isnt what I mean, Lou, she said with a diplomatic change of voice. Nobody is fool enough to doubt your courage; youre a Valentine, I guess! But it makes me mad to think of you turning away without giving that mob a few hot shots between wind and water.

I wish Id had the chance at em, said Charlie ferociously, and he flashed Mary a glance that sought approval.

Good thing you hadnt, replied the girl instantly. Youd probably have had ten men on your hands in no time. Better to say nothing at all, like Lou, than say the wrong thing.

It made Charlie glower at her, but Louis smiled in triumph. Plainly Jess Dreer saw how the clever girl balanced one of them against the other.

But here we are talking family shop before a stranger! continued Mary Valentine, and she smiled an apology at Jess Dreer.

He shifted his regard from Louis to his cousin, and, if ever a smile failed to strike its target, certainly Marys smile glanced harmlessly away from the impersonal eyes of Dreer. She found herself suddenly sobered.

Dont mind me, he was saying in that surprisingly gentle voice.

A little fracas, explained his host swiftly. Charlie had a mix-up with Joe Norman and dropped him — through the arm — nothing to talk of.

Here Mrs. Valentine raised her eyes, let her glance fall pointedly upon Mary, sighed, and shook her head. It was impossible to miss her meaning. Mary had been the cause of the quarrel. But Jess Dreer was looking toward the ceiling and had apparently seen nothing. Mary did not know whether to be relieved or piqued. But now that the strangers attention was diverted to other things she took the occasion to examine him more minutely. Ordinarily she was not in the least interested in the few acquaintances whom her uncle brought home, but now she discovered that this stranger was probably not quite so old as his weather- beaten appearance had at first led her to imagine.

Then she found that the conversation had taken a new turn. Mrs. Valentine apparently felt that it was the part of a perfect hostess to draw the stranger into the center of attention.

How long have you and Mr. Dreer known each other, Morgan? she asked.


CHAPTER 9
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AT THIS MORGAN Valentine flashed a glance at his companion, indicating that the danger line was being approached.

Oh — about five years, he said carelessly. He should have said more. His very carelessness made Mrs. Valentine continue her inquiry as though she feared that Dreer would consider himself slighted by so summary a dismissal from conversation.

Five years? Well, youre a secretive man, Morgan. Would you believe, Mr. Dreer, that hes never mentioned you in all that time? Ive known him to do the same with some of his oldest and best friends. Thats Morgans way! Where was it you first met Mr. Dreer, Morgan?

Down in Ireton.

Well, well! As long ago as that? And the subject was closed for Mrs. Valentine. Then Mary entered the lists.

Why, that was the time you bought the timber, Uncle Morgan?

I guess it was. I disremember.

Were you one of the men Uncle Morgan bought it from?

I never been interested in timber, said Jess Dreer. Horses is more my line. But speaking about timber?

Who knows how far he might have rambled afield on the subject of timber and all its possibilities had not chance interrupted him. There was a snap, and a bright coal leaped out of the fireplace and onto the rug. In the flurry of putting it out Dreers promised anecdote was forgotten, and before he could resume it, Mary was back on the subject.

Oh, did you buy that string of grays from Mr. Dreer, Uncle Morgan?

I disremember how it was that I met Dreer, said Valentine, with a mild voice like that of one who labors in vain to find a suitable lie.

Dreer came to his rescue.

It was in Tollivers saloon. We were drinking—

Why, Uncle Morgan! I thought it was ten years since youd had a drink!

Not drinking whisky, put in Jess Dreer calmly. Leastways, he was taking lemonade, and I was tossing off my redeye. That was how we come to talk.

As plain as day the steady eye of the girl said to him: You are lying, Mr. Jess Dreer, and I know it.

But he went on: And Ill tell you why Mr. Valentine aint ever mentioned me. Its because hes a modest man. But heres the facts. I was saying that I had been drinking whisky. Well, when I went out into the sun, it got into my head and made it spin. When I climbed onto my hoss, I raked his side with a spur, and the next thing I knew my pinto was ten feet in the air. When he landed, I kept right on traveling. And when pinto seen me on the ground, he allowed I was his meat and started for me. He was a maneater, was pinto.

There I lay stretched out with eight hundred and fifty pounds of redeyed hossflesh tearing for me and about twenty fools laughing their heads off in front of the saloon. But they was one man cool enough to see what was coming off: a man-killing. He had a split part of a second to keep that hoss from reaching me, and he done it. He outs with his guns and drills pinto clean through the temples. As pretty a snapshot as ever I seen. And that man was Morgan Valentine!

He dropped his hand lightly on the shoulder of Valentine.

But hes so modest that it aint no wonder hes never talked about me.

Now Mary Valentine sat next to the tall stranger, and she was leaning forward to catch every syllable and read every detail of his expression, but for some reason he did not seem to see her. His target lay beyond. It was Elizabeth who had pushed her chair a little out of line with the rest of the circle, quite content to let Mary take the lions share of the attention of the evening. On her Jess Dreer bent his steady eye, and every inflection of his voice was aimed at the girl, so that she, too, leaned forward, and before the end was smiling in breathless interest.

While the general exclamation went the rounds at the end of the tale, Mary snapped a glance over her shoulder at her cousin. Then she turned her attention back upon the tall man.

I guess youve made that a bit strong, Valentine was saying.

Facts are facts, said the bandit, and rolled a cigarette.

He had adroitly pushed his host out of the embarrassing center of the stage and stepped into the spotlight himself.

Pinto reared when the lead hit him; coming down, one of his forefeet clipped me here.

And the bandit touched the scar upon his forehead. There was a general leaning forward and an intaken breath; Mrs. Valentine fixed her starry eyes upon her husband. In the clamor Mary could say to the stranger without fear of being overheard:

Mr. Dreer, how much of that is made up?

He neither smiled nor flushed.

Guess, he said.

The whole thing.

Lady, he answered calmly, you sure got faith in my imagination!

At this point the fire blazed up so hot that Mrs. Valentine had to move her chair. It was Jess Dreer who read her wish and pulled the chair back, and when he sat down again, it was in a place beside Lizbeth.

It would not be fair to Mary to say that she was piqued by this occurrence. She was not angered; she was merely gathered up in the silence of a vast astonishment. For the first time in her life she had been overlooked, it seemed, and her cousin was preferred. And yet she had given Jess Dreer his full share of intriguing glances and bright smiles.

Indeed, the interest of the stranger in Lizbeth was so pointed that the whole family began to notice. He gave his host and hostess a phrase or a word now and then, but he contrived to make his talk go constantly toward the girl. And it was plain that Mrs. Valentine was not altogether displeased. As for Elizabeth, Mary saw her at first embarrassed, and then flushed, and then lost in a great interest. She was beginning to dwell on the face of Dreer while he spoke. Mary drew her uncle to one side.

Your friend likes Lizbeth, she said pointedly. And Lizbeth seems to like him.

Now, Mary, what are you aiming to come at?

I aim to know who Jess Dreer is.

Aint you been told tolerable in detail?

Too much detail, dear Uncle Morgan. Do you think I was taken in by that cock- and-bull story about the mad horse?

Hush, Mary! and his glance sought his wife guiltily.

I knew it!

Mary, youre a nuisance.

But just tell me who he is, and I wont bother you a word more.

Hes a man. Two legs, tolerable long; two arms, tolerable strong, and, speaking in general, hes like any other man.

Hes as much like any other man, said the girl, watching him earnestly, as a wolf is like a dog. Look at his hands, Uncle Morgan. Theyre brown. He hasnt worn gloves much, the way honest cowpunchers do. Look at the inside of his palms. No calluses. I noticed when I shook hands with him. Look at the way he moves! Like a cat moves, Uncle. Dont tell me hes an ordinary man!

Theys all kinds of men, and when youre older, youll know it. Wolf? Thats foolishness, honey.

A wolf, Uncle.

You think hes talking too much to Lizbeth?

Oh, no. Lizbeth is too much of a baby to be harmed.

Shes grown up, Mary.

On the outside; inside shes about ten years old. But Im right about this stranger. Even Charlie and Louis see that hes different. Usually Charlie starts edging up to new men, but he keeps clear of Dreer. See how he eyes him!

There you go again.

Then tell me the truth about him.

Ill tell you this much, honey. Hes not the kind for you to set your cap at.

You mean that you think Ill flirt with him?

Maybe.

Uncle! With a man fifteen years older than I am?

Maybe not so old as that. But hes old enough. Youve played around with boys, Mary, and they was no particular harm in it, excepting for getting Charlie into scrapes now and then. But when you start making eyes at a grown man, trouble will hit you and not them.

You admit that it isnt very safe to be friendly with him. And yet youve known him five years—

No matter how long. I know him. And you keep away from him, honey.

How long does he stay?

Till after you go.

Somewhere theres a mystery, said Mary Valentine, and she added suddenly: There he is laughing at us now. Why, he knows were talking about him, and hes mocking me.

Honey, he aint laughing.

With his eyes, Uncle Morgan. Oh, hes a deep one!


CHAPTER 10
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IF VALENTINE HAD sought to create a diversion and start new interests by bringing his bandit home, he had indubitably succeeded. The advent of the stranger had the effect of a bomb which is about to explode. No one could really have said why Dreer was exciting, but before he had been in the room for ten minutes, each member of Valentines family had felt the same influence of excitement which had affected Morgan Valentine and induced him to bring the stranger to his home. Perhaps it was that in spite of the grave decorum of Dreers manner one felt about him a native wildness. In a way, it might be said that he carried a gust of fresh air into the room. And he was constantly alert and active after the manner of wild things. His hands were rarely still, and though he seldom turned his head, his eyes went everywhere.

When he smiled at a remark of Elizabeths, Mary felt that he was laughing at her, and Charlie felt that he was being mocked. Not that the stranger pointedly ignored the rest of the room, but it seemed that he had happened to sit down by Elizabeth, and he found her sufficiently entertaining. But the great point of wonder was that Elizabeth was actually talking. At first haltingly, confused because the eyes of the others in the room were occasionally turning upon her with wonder, but by degrees warming into complete forgetfulness of the rest. She lowered her voice. She was talking to the tall man alone. About what? The others caught fragments of phrases about her horses, about her last hunting trip, about the lobo she shot last spring. She had begun by asking timidly polite questions. She ended by chattering gaily about herself.

It was a pretty thing to see her grow excited. What Mary Valentine could not decide was whether her cousin was excited by Jess Dreer the man, or Jess Dreer the audience.

She was similarly puzzled by Dreer. In another she would have thought his attitude one of polite indifference. But she could not be sure of him and his mental status.

She had known many a boy and many a boys mind. They always showed their entire hand at once. One read the cards, was fascinated for a moment perhaps, and the next moment became bored because the antagonist was a known quantity. But Jess Dreer was not known. He lurked behind a screen. He revealed not half, not a tithe of his strength — or of his weakness, for that matter. As far as Mary could make out, this fellow had brought Lizbeth out of her shell as another woman might have done. It was odd. Mary would have given a great deal to know why he winced when a door was opened behind him, why his eyes were apt to flash suddenly up, glitter, and droop. She felt that he would be more content if his chair were back against the wall.

It was at this point in her train of thought that the doorbell rang, and Mary sprang up to answer it. She was glad to get away from the room. She wanted to have the chill air of the night against her face — to breathe of it in the hope that it would clear a mist from her mind and enable her to think logically and brush away her rising excitement. For the question was beating into her consciousness always: What is Jess Dreer? Her uncle had put her off. Why? Or did he know? And was Jess Dreer there because he had some claim and power over Morgan Valentine?

She threw open the front door after she had gone thoughtfully down the hall, and she saw — dim figures in the moonlight, and with the reek of a long horseback ride about them — Sheriff Clancy of Salt Springs, and another man. Now Sheriff Clancys boy had been one of Marys victims in the near past, and that was the reason that she threw a conciliatory warmth into her greeting:

Why, Sheriff Clancy! Come in. Dad will be happy to see you.

The sheriff smiled at her, and in smiling the ends of his drooping mustaches bristled out to the sides like tusks.

Mostly folks feel another way when I come along to say how dyou do. But wait a minute, Mary. I aint here on a pleasure call.

You have business — here?

She thought of Charlies affair with Joe Norman.

That miserable Norman family — have they sent you after Charlie?

The sheriff smiled, disagreeably.

I dunno anything about Charlie and the Norman boy, he said. I dont go prying after trouble. Mostly, enough of it comes my way without hunting. All I want to do is to ask you a few questions, Mary.

And you wont come in?

Nope. Is there a man in your house called Jess Dreer?

The floodgates opened, the water burst through the dam, and Mary Valentine was picked up in a torrent of sudden knowledge. Jess Dreer! The question flashed a lantern light on the man.

Jess Dreer? she repeated.

Thats the name. Is he inside?

She fought for time. As a matter of fact she was balancing between two impulses. The first was to hand this fellow over to the law at once. The second impulse was — she did not know what — but certainly it was to keep him safe.

What does he look like?

About as tall as my friend here. Mr. John Caswell — Miss Mary Valentine. About as tall as Caswell, maybe a mite smaller. Big shoulders, I understand, and the sort of a face thats easy to remember. Quiet. Soft-spoken. Active with his hands.

She still paused. How fast her mind was working! And therefore her speech was slow.

Oh, yes, I remember now. Yes, there was a man like that here, and, now that I remember, I think he said that his name was Jess Dreer.

But he aint here now?

No. He rode away — quite a while ago.

I told you so, said the big man who had been called Caswell. That gent is a fox. Hes got these people on his side.

But Sheriff Clancy hushed the other with a raised hand.

I think maybe youre mistaken, miss. Weve got an idea that Dreer is in the house right now. Maybe hes hiding, and you dont know it. But we got his hoss and his saddle. In fact, weve found his hoss in the corral and saddled her, and now we got that hoss waiting for Mr. Dreer!

Of course you have his horse. Mary Valentine nodded. He left the mare and took one of Dads horses. I think he paid Dad something into the bargain for the exchange.

How long ago? Sheriff Claney asked.

An hour; but, Sheriff, come on inside and search the house if you want.

Not if hes gone. Which way?

He took that road. You ought to catch him in the mountains.

Hows your hoss, Caswell?

Played out.

Sos mine, pretty nigh.

Well, then, come in, Sheriff.

For she knew perfectly that this bulldog would not leave the trail. She leaned against the side of the door and laughed at him.

I think that for a moment you suspected that we were sheltering him. But whats he done?

Whats he done? Caswell said explosively. What aint he done? Hes done enough to bring me a thousand miles on the trail. Whats he done? Why, thats Jess Dreer; they scare their kids with that name down south!

One might have thought that Mary Valentine would shrink in horror at this news. She did not. No, a fire came in her eyes.

Is he as bad as all that? Oh, I hope you get him, Mr. Caswell!

Right down that road! She ran to the front of the veranda. Hurry! Ill go back and tell Dad about it. Hell be after you in five minutes with fresh horses. Hell take along a couple of fresh mounts for you.

Come on, Caswell!

But Caswell, with his foot on the verge of taking the first step down, paused.

What I dont figure, he said, is why Dreer left his own saddle behind? Its hard enough to figure why he left the hoss.

Because he knew you were on his heels, Caswell, cried Claney. Hurry up, man. Hes gaining miles on us.

Howd he know I was on his heels? Nobody else has give him a run — not for five years. Hes always give the others too hot a reception at the end of the trail — them that ever come up with him.

Facts is facts. Come on.

Im thinkin.

And he rubbed his chin and stared hard at Mary Valentine.

Dont you see that hes getting away? she cried in an apparent frenzy.

Seems to me, maam, that youre in a considerable trouble to have him caught. Most of the womenfolk I know most generally hopes he gets away.

Caswell, Im going on without you.

Wait a minute. Claney, it wont do.

The latter turned and hurried back up the steps.

Ill tell you why, explained the man from the south. That hoss has been with Dreer for eight years. Ten times he could of changed her for a fresh hoss when he was being trailed, but he never wouldnt do it. And why does he do it now? Even if he knowed I was after him, that mare could of kept on going and run down a fresh hoss. She aint common hossflesh. Shes all leather inside and out. I know her.

Well, where are you aiming?

Claney turned on Mary.

Im aiming to search this house, and I dont think Ill have far to go.

She stared at him an instant.

Youre a little insulting, said Mary, drawing herself up. And then, seeing that he would persist in his purpose, she slipped before him and opened the door.

Come in, then, said Mary.

But when he made a step forward, she slammed the door in his face, and the astonished sheriffs heard the heavy bolt click home.


CHAPTER 11
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IN THE LIVING room there had grown up a slight suspense.

What keeps Mary so long? asked her uncle at length.

Ill go to find out, suggested Elizabeth.

And then, to the astonishment of the others, big Jess Dreer was seen to slip from his chair. The fire cast a gigantic shadow behind him against the wall.

If you dont mind, he said gently, I think Ill step out and see.

But at that moment the front door crashed; there was the metallic ring of the bolt driven home, and then Mary whipped into the room. A beautiful picture. A wisp of hair had blown down across her cheek. Her eyes were alight with excitement. And yet there was something akin to a laugh on her lips.

Jess Dreer, she cried, follow me!

And before one of the others could so much as rise from a chair, she had raced across the room and out through the farther door with Dreer gliding at her heels; even then he appeared unhurried.

This way! commanded the girl, and ran up the brief flight of steps that joined one stretch of the back hall with another at a higher level. They went down the passage at full speed, and then, at the foot of it, she cast open another door and beckoned him into the room. Once inside, she bolted the door behind her.

From the front of the house there was a thunder against the door, and the voice of Morgan Valentine was calling: Mary, whats this all about?

Jess Dreer took quick stock of the room. The moonlight struck in a broad shaft through one of the windows, and the rest of the apartment was filled with a dim, dim light. It was a girls room. That indescribable fragrance lived in it, like a spirit. And there were splashes of bright color made faint by the night.

Theyre after you, cried the girl softly. Sheriff Clancy and a man named Caswell, who has followed you from the south.

She was shocked to see him leaning idly against the wall.

Now, think of that, murmured Jess Dreer. I figured that Caswell was a sensible sort of gent, and here he is trying to make a reputation by catching me. Well, well, they aint any way of judging a man when he starts out to try to get famous.

She gasped away her surprise.

No matter what he is. He may be a fool, but Sheriff Clancy is a dangerous man. Hes well known. Too well known.

Mighty good of you to let me know about him.

Come here. Quick! It isnt far to drop to the ground from this window. You see how the hill slopes away up just underneath?

Dear me, now! But theys one great trouble. I have to get out to my hoss and saddle her before I can start on.

Youll never ride that horse again. They found her in the corral, and theyve saddled her to take you away on her.

I knowed Caswell was a terrible considerate man.

She paid no attention.

You see that hill? Strike for that. Just beyond theres broken country. No horse can follow you over it. You have a gun?

A sort of a one.

Then go!

Lady, said Jess Dreer, Id a pile rather go on Angelina as a prisoner than go on foot a free man.

She stared at him.

There was the unmistakable sound of the splintering of wood.

Quick! she pleaded, almost sobbing in her frenzy of excitement.

Theys one or two things that sort of holds me back, murmured the bandit.

What? What?

Look out yonder!

She saw to one side — fifty yards away — two men sitting motionless on their horses.

Then youre lost!

Im squeezed, anyways. And yonder is Angelina, I see.

And following the direction in which he pointed, she saw another pair of men on their horses, with a spare horse held between them.

Theres no hope? Tell me how to help you!

Lady, I sure appreciate all the interest youre showing.

And with this, he sank down upon a chair and crossed his legs.

She stood back from him at that.

Are you going to give up without a struggle?

Im going to have a little think, said the outlaw. Id rather start a fight after Ive thought it out than I would to have a pardner to help me. Two minutes of getting ready is worth an hour of hard riding sometimes.

I see. You dont really care if they do catch you? You havent done anything very wrong? It doesnt mean that—

A busted neck. Thats all it means.

Then what he said is true?

Most probable it is. Lady, I aint one of them parlor bad men that wears a bad look and a nervous hand. You got a lot of questions to ask me. Am I a downtrodden man thats tried to right my wrongs and got tangled with the law? No, I aint. Am I a wild but nacherally noble heart thats persecuted by the miserable world that dont understand me? No, I aint. Im plain Jess Dreer. Too lazy to work with my hands and just able to get a good living with my gun. Thats all. Now take my advice. Get out of this room and wash your hands of me.

I dont care what you are, cried the girl. I believe in you. There never was a scoundrel yet that was a truly brave man. Jess Dreer, I believe in you. But quick, quick, quick. Do something! Theres no time. Theyve broken in the door.

Thats what I been waiting for, said the bandit, and he raised his great length from the chair and stretched himself. Now that I got part of em inside the house, theyre divided. Thats the way old Napoleon did, I guess.

But theyre coming. I can do something. Raise a false alarm on the other side?

He broke out with a strange heartiness: Youre the salt of the earth. No, dont raise your hand. The fools have give me a chance, and Ill take it.

A heavy rush of feet in the hall. A body smashed against the door and the room quivered.

Open, Mary!

The surprise had brought a revolver in the hand of Jess Dreer, and even in that dim light the girl saw his face change. But he instantly put up the gun when he saw the door would hold.

Now wouldnt you think that wise gents like them would look before they leap? However, I wont wait for em.

The door groaned under a new shock, and then Jess Dreer slipped his long body feet-first through the window and dropped to the ground. She looked out. He had sunk into the shadow at the base of the wall and had not yet been seen, and now she heard a brief, shrill whistle, twice repeated.

It was answered by a snort of a horse, and instantly Angelina burst from the men who held her and plunged toward the house with flying bridle reins. Out from the shadow leaped Jess Dreer to meet her. He had covered half the distance before he was seen and before the others could start their horses toward him, he was in the saddle with a catlike bound. The four men converged on him, and straight toward the middle of the gap he sent the flying Angelina.

He lay flat on the back of the mustang; he had not even drawn his revolver, so far as she could see. But the others galloped with naked weapons. One of these flashed, and on the heels of the report there was a shriek from one of the posse who had been closing in on the other side. The bullet had missed the enemy and struck a friend.

It gave Jess Dreer a winking moment of a chance. For the shout of the hurt man and the plunge of his body to the ground threw the rest of the posse into confusion. Three horses were reined in three directions; Angelina rushed through the narrow gap between, and then Mary Valentine saw the fugitive strike out toward the nearest hill with three pursuers laboring behind him.

Each of them had a gun unlimbered; each of them was pumping a hail of bullets after Jess Dreer; but they doubly defeated themselves by that very eagerness. For the racking gallop ruined their chances to shoot true, and, sitting straight to fire, they could not get the best speed out of their horses. And in the meantime Jess Dreer was jockeying the cat-footed Angelina through the rough ground at the base of the hill. She veered and dodged like a dancing will-o- the-wisp and presently darted around the hill into oblivion.

The fusillade of shots had drawn the two sheriffs from the door of Mary Valentines room. She heard them plunging through the house, leaving a trail of crackling oaths behind them in lieu of musketry.

Afterward she waited in her room, terrified by what she had done, and, though her aunt and then Elizabeth came and called her, she would not come out.

She was spending that hour in profound thoughtfulness, and her thoughts were turning on that thing she had cried to Jess Dreer in her excitement: There never was a scoundrel yet that was a truly brave man!

Had she not spoken the truth by inspiration?

She heard the wounded man groaning as he was carried past her door. That was one result of her work, no doubt. Then she heard the posse returning from a fruitless chase. At this, Mary breathed freely for the first time.


CHAPTER 12
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WHEN SHE WENT out at last, she carried her head with a high stubbornness and walked bravely into the living room. Elizabeth was not there; she was tending the wounded man. And the rest of the posse was either gone home or had found quarters in the house. But the two sheriffs sat opposite each other. They scowled at Mary when she came in; only from Morgan Valentine did she receive the faint glimmer of a smile. As for Mrs. Valentine, she turned upon her niece a somber glance that betided no good.

A pretty nights work for you, Mary Valentine, she said. Turning your uncles house into a refuge for outlaws — and getting a man shot. All your work, too, Mary. And Id like to know what you got to say to Sheriff Claney — and Sheriff Caswell, thats come so far all to be fooled by your doings.

Hush, Mother, said Morgan Valentine. Thats a little too much.

Dont bother about me, said Sheriff Caswell gloomily. I dont hold no spite agin the young lady — which I never knew womenfolk yet that didnt take the side of the underdog.

More power to the women! muttered Morgan Valentine.

Right! observed Sheriff Caswell with surprising calmness. I wouldnt wish my own girl to help corner a man. No, sir. And I dont hold no grudge, young lady, though you did lie most amazing for that fox Dreer.

Mary Valentine stood where the firelight could play full on her face — and there is nothing like firelight to bring out the luminous tenderness of a womans eyes. She cast out her hands toward the two men she had disappointed.

How could I help it? she said. There were so many of you. And he was alone!

They would have been more than men if they had not melted to some degree. Indeed, Mary would have done well on the stage.

And yet I suppose, she said, slipping into a chair, that hes a scoundrel; a worthless rascal!

Mary was not very old, and, I suppose, she was not very wise; but she understood that the way to guide a man is to oppose him.

Really, she said, the moment I looked at Jess Dreer I knew that he was worthless.

It caused Sheriff Caswell to take fire immediately, and inwardly she rejoiced.

Then you know moren I do, he muttered.

But havent you chased him a thousand miles?

I had to. I dunno just how many thousand they is on his head. It aint the money I want, but if I can get rid of Jess Dreer — why, they aint much chance of another bad one ever crossing my trail. Theyd keep clear of my country if they knowed that Id run Jess Dreer to the ground.

Mary Valentine shivered. She gazed with open admiration on the sheriff.

It must take courage, she murmured, to follow a cold-blooded murderer!

The sheriff looked at her. He was not displeased by her admiration, but he felt that he must put this very absolute young woman in her place.

If you call him cool, he said, why, I call him that, too. But murder is a pretty strong word. Man-killer he is. They aint any doubt about that. But murder, I aint ever heard of his doing.

Isnt that a close distinction? she said. Is there much difference between a murderer and a man-killer?

To you, maybe not, said the sheriff deliberately. To me, theyre just about the world apart. A murderer is a snake that strikes for the sake of striking. A man-killer is one that fights when he has to. But Jess Dreer — why, hell almost take water before hell fight. Thats how mild he is.

She had to lower her eyes, such a warm happiness had come in her blood that she feared it would shine out in her glance.

For my part, she said, I think his mildness is just a sham. It looked snaky enough to me.

Then, said the sheriff, you and me see with different eyes. What chance did Jess Dreer have, I ask you? Jud Linseys hoss is stole. It looks bad for Pete Dreer. Jud gets a crowd together. They put on masks and go to Dreers house. They take Pete out, and when he says hes innocent, they laugh at him, the case was so black agin him. They take him out, string him up, and let him swing. Along comes Jess Dreer and sees his father dead before the door of the house. He busts around town and finds out that Linsey done it.

Along about that time the real hoss thief is found with the goods. They bring him in. They aint any doubt that old Pete Dreer was innocent when he was lynched, but he was such a queer, silent old cuss that nobody would of believed it — considering how black the case was agin him.

Well, Jess Dreer buries his father and then he goes to the sheriff and asks for justice on Jud Linsey. Did he get it? No! Partly because they wasnt anybody that seen the lynching except them that was in the mob, and everybody in the mob was just as guilty as Jud Linsey in the eyes of the law. So would they talk? Would they accuse Jud and accuse themselves at the same time? No, they wasnt any chance of that.

Besides, the sheriff was pretty thick with Jud Linsey, Jud having married his daughter. So he tells Jess Dreer to get out of his office and stop talking like a fool.

You see, he didnt suspect that they was anything very hard about Jess. Nobody did. Hed been quiet as a lamb all his life.

So Jess Dreer leaves the sheriff and goes out to the saloon where Jud Linsey was. I was there at the bar, and I seen everything that happened. Jess walks in and stands there with his hands on his hips.

Jud Linsey, he sings out, Ive been to the sheriff and asked for the law on you. But the sheriff has cussed me out and told me I couldnt come at you through the law. So Im going to use my own hands. Linsey, Im going to kill you.

Well, Linsey turns on his heel and has two guns out before you could wink, and he hits the floor without shooting either of them guns off. The reason why was because a slug out of Dreers gun had gone through his heart.

Now, that was what opened our eyes to Jess. Jud Linsey was called a quick man with his shooting irons, but beside Jess that day he looked as if he was standing still to have his picture taken. After Jud drops, Jess sings out in his quiet way: Well, boys, you see what Ive done. And I ask you: What other way out was there for me?

They wasnt any other way, and we all knowed it. So we didnt say nothing. And Jess turns his back and walks out without nobody lifting his hand. But old Pike Malone says to me, he says: Caswell, theys a good man gone wrong today.

And Pike told the truth. The sheriff went near crazy when he heard about the killing of his son-in-law. He rides up to the house of Jess Dreer and calls him out and cusses him up and down and tells him to come with him. The sheriff was aching for a gun play, but Jess didnt come halfway. He goes right along to the jail.

Then comes the trial. They was twelve fair men on the jury, but what could they do? It was a plain case of manslaughter, the easiest they could let Jess off. And after he heard the decision, he busted jail.

The sheriff followed hotfoot; some said that he left the way open for Jess so that he could have the pleasure of dropping him with his own guns instead of waiting for Jess to serve his sentence. The sheriff runs Jess down easy — because the first place Jess went was home. The sheriff goes in for him, and the sheriff never comes out again. But Jess Dreer comes out and rides off on the sheriffs hoss.

They wasnt anything for it except to start after him with a posse, not that any of us really wanted to tackle the job. But we couldnt have our town put on the map as an easy place for a getaway. That wouldnt do. We got our guns and climbed on our hosses and followed Jess Dreer for blood.

Hed have got away, because he has the real eye for a trail, and he knows how to shake any crowd that ever got together. But his hoss went lame, and we caught up with him.

At this point the sheriff paused, sighed, and looked for a long moment at the fire.

That was the time, he said at length, that Jess Dreer cut his name into the memory of the Southwest — and he cut it deep. Afterward Jess Dreer went on, and we went back. I got this that day.

He touched a scar where a bullet had furrowed the base of his broad, tanned neck.

And now here I am on his trail, said the sheriff. He shook his head gloomily. I may get Jess. Chances are that Jessll get me. I aint got no grudge agin him. But I got to make a place for myself. Its a gamble how the trail will turn out, but its a sure thing that they dont want a sheriff long down my way until they find the man that can get Jess Dreer. Whatve I got on my side? Numbers. They dont count. Youve just seen how he slides through them. What else have I got? The fact that Jess has got away so often that maybe his luck is just about played out.

Eight years of luck. Pretty soon hell tumble. And — maybe — Ill be there with a gun to catch him when he drops!

At the conclusion of this tale there was a silence; even Mrs. Valentine was motionless and her knitting needles were crossed idly for the first time in many an hour. But Mary, without a word, got up and left the room. She walked with her head fallen. There seemed to be a haze across her eyes, for when she reached the door, she fumbled blindly for it a moment.

All of this Morgan Valentine saw. What passed through his mind it would be impossible to say, but when the door had closed upon his niece, he said softly to Caswell: Sheriff, between you and me, I think itd be a pretty good idea if you didnt talk no more to Mary about this Jess Dreer.

Why not?

If you had a house built of dead leaves, said Morgan Valentine, would you encourage folks to come and light matches in it?


CHAPTER 13
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THERE WAS NO sleep for Mary Valentine when she reached her room after Jess Dreer had escaped. She had drawn a picture by guesswork, and the picture had become a living thing.

She lighted the lamp to undress. At once the thought of going to bed became detestable, for she foresaw long hours of sleeplessness, twisting and turning from side to side. She tried to read, but the print tangled on the page, became a blur out of which grew a face and a form and a voice.

Throwing the magazine away, she tried to daydream, but the living reality cut into the midst of her dream. She blew out the lamp, but the moment it was extinguished, the pale moonlight cut into the room and brought back with breathtaking vividness the picture of Jess Dreer as he had got up from the chair and stretched himself before the window.

At length she slipped into a deep chair beside the bed and dropped her face in her hands. Time cannot be measured in some moods. She could not tell whether it was hours or moments before there was a faint scratching sound outside her window, but when she looked up, there sat the long body of Jess Dreer in the window, jet-black in the moonlight, in the very attitude he had been in when he dropped for the ground. She hardly dared to look again, and then she heard the ghost murmur: Whist! Mary Valentine!

At that, she started up, half fearful and tingling with a singularly happy excitement.

But when she ran to him, his greeting was characteristic.

Well, well! Not in bed yet? Is that the way to treat yourself, Mary Valentine? I wouldnt treat my old hoss like that!

Do you know that the sheriffs are still in the house? That they havent gone to bed? That their men are here? Do you know that, Jess Dreer?

I scouted around a bit first and seen their hosses saddled like they was hesitating about giving me another run.

And yet you came back?

Not for fun, said Dreer.

Come inside. Theyll see you sitting there!

This is good enough for me.

But if it wasnt out of madness, what was it that brought you back?

Common sense. Theyll hunt for me tomorrow over the hills. Ill be riding off the other way.

Youre doubling on them. But Salt Springs lies the other way, and theyre sure to comb the district around the town. They always do. The amateurs start by looking near home.

Theyre more generally right than the professionals, then. But Caswell is one of these crafty fellows. He starts right in to get inside my mind, find out what Im thinking about, and then outguess me. He laughed softly. Caswell follers me as if he was a general; as if I was an army with a board of strategy — and here I am, plain Jess Dreer. All I do is to act simple, and that always fools him.

Listen to me.

Yes.

Jess Dreer, why have you come back?

Partly Ive told you why. Partly because I left in such a terrible hurry that I forgot something. After all you done for me, I plumb forgot to thank you. So I come back to tell you now that youre the finest girl Ive ever knowed, Mary Valentine.

Hush! she whispered. And to cover her emotion and the tremor of her voice, she added: Isnt that someone listening at the door?

Not a soul. They aint anybody near. And theys another reason why I had to come back. Like as not youll be hearing considerable talk about me the next few days. Youll be hearing about Jess Dreer the murderer, Jess Dreer the gambler, Jess Dreer the robber, Jess Dreer the no-good hound. Well, mostly I dont care what people think about me after Ive gone by. My trail fades out, and what they think about me dont reach my ears, so why should I care? But this is different.

He turned more fully toward her and looked up. She could see him frown with the effort of hard thought.

I aint much good with words. Im out of practice, too. But this is the way I feel. When I come to this house I struck soft dirt, and Ive left a trail thats going to last. I mean — I mean — I got an idea that maybe you wont forget me for quite a while, you see—

He spoke very apologetically.

I shall never forget you, said the girl.

He paused.

No, he said carefully, I dont think you ever will.

It would have been disgusting assurance on the part of another man; but it seemed perfectly natural coming from Jess Dreer.

And heres the way I feel, he went on, that if ever you should get your head filled full of wrong ideas about me, Id know it if I was a thousand miles away. Id know it, and Id feel like someone had stuck a knife in me — and then — turned the knife. It would hurt, you see?

She could not answer.

Maybe thisll sound all foolish to you, said Jess Dreer, but what I say now I say because youre the first human being thats ever gone a step out of his way to help me since the law turned me out. You took a chance. You risked something. You got me a chance to get clear. And so what I say now I say for you and God and me to hear. Thats a fact!

I aint going to pile up a lot of excuses. All I say is this: That first a wrong was done, and that I took the law into my own hands, and then the law threw me out. And since that time, no matter what liars say, Ive never lifted my hand except to defend myself. Theys another thing. Ive took the money of other people. Ill tell you why. When they run me away from my home, they run me away from my own cattle and my own land. It was a good-paying ranch and I figure that the world owes me as much as Id have made clear off that ranch. And thats what I take every year — or less. And Ive never yet taken it from nobody who couldnt afford to lose it. Mostly Ive taken it across card tables, but some — Ive taken at the end of a gun.

He paused.

Suddenly she was aware that he was in an agony; that he had spoken in an agony; that he sat now, waiting in a silent torment, for her judgment. And a great humility rushed over Mary Valentine. An ache came in the hollow of her throat. And somehow — she herself did not know how — she had taken both his hands.

Im talking the same way, she said, for you and God to hear me; and I swear that Ill never believe harm of you, Jess Dreer.

He raised her hands suddenly to his face; her finger tips touched hot, pounding pulses in his temples; and his hands were quivering.

God bless you! he said.

Was it possible that he had kissed her hands?

For eight years Ive been riding on a lone trail, said Jess Dreer. Ive had the spur dug into me for eight years. And a spur leaves scars. And now, for the first time, Ive reached a stopping place.

If you can stay, she was whispering, oh, Jess, well find a way to clear you!

Girl, you dont know men! But wherever I may go on the outtrail, night and morning, Ill send my thoughts back to you.

Are you going? No, no! Not yet. I have something to say — I—

She could not finish the sentence.

But if you should ever need me; then send for me. Im a gambler, as Ive said. And theys a string of places through the mountains where they know me. In Salt Springs theys one. Dan Carrol knows me, and he can get word to me wherever I am — by underground wires. Good-by.

Not yet, Jess.

It aint right for me to stay. Is there something troubling you, girl?

At length she said: Go now; quickly.

He stared at her in wonder. She stood erect; her face was buried in her hands. And then Jess Dreer slipped down from the window.

Afterward, she cried out, or thought she cried out, but he did not turn again. After a while she saw him pass on Angelina over the top of the hill, and across the moon.


CHAPTER 14
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NEXT TO THE rooster in the chicken yards, the cook is generally the first living thing to waken on a ranch. Even during the short nights and long days of early summer he is in his kitchen while the dawn is still chilly and gray. But on the ranch of Morgan Valentine there was always one person up even before the cook began to rattle at the lids of his big stove, and that person was the owner. He was like one of those old-fashioned skippers who keeps only one eye closed even during the dogwatch. Usually Morgan Valentine employed the early hour in a walk among the ranch buildings. He enjoyed that morning stroll while the light grew brighter and brighter on the mountaintops and the mists became thin in the lower valleys. Each day he watched his big domain unroll before his eye, and the first pride of the possessor flowed back upon him.

But this morning he went into the living room and knocked up a fire over the coals which remained from the night before. It burned poorly. There were charred ends of logs from which the smoldering heat had been eating the life all night, and now they glowed like charcoal, but would not flame. A thick smoke rose toward the chimney, and some of it rolled out and curled around the mantelpiece and filled the room with pungent scent.

Morgan Valentine remained hanging over this dreary blaze. A man, if fifty, is generally fat enough to content himself with the present, but when he turns back to the past, it is dangerous. And Valentine was thinking of the past. There had been something in Jess Dreer which made him reminiscent of the days when he and his brother became empire builders in this valley. Sitting before the fire, the rancher recalled how the tall man had sat back in the shadow and watched the others with bright, uneasy eyes. Like a wild animal, thought Valentine, which has come out of the night, and even in captivity carries with it an air of the freedom of the outer spaces.

That was the thing which tormented him. Jess Dreer was free. Free and penniless, no doubt, but freedom was worth poverty. Here was he, the rich man, tied down by his wealth. What had it brought him except an unloved wife and children who were hardly more than names to him? To Jess Dreer the whole mountain desert was synonymous with the word home.

There was something infinitely attractive to Valentine in the character of the outlaw. There was an honesty — if that word could be used with a thief — that drew the rancher as he had never been drawn before to any man except his dead brother.

Someone was coughing in the hall; he recognized his wife even before she appeared in the door.

Why, Morgan, I thought the house was on fire, she said, and straightway she went to a window and opened it. The house was that full of smoke, she added, coughing again.

He returned no answer to this, but kicked the log fragments again, and this time a yellow tongue of fire leaped out and hung for a moment quivering in the mist of smoke as though it had a life of its own. After that, the blaze began, and the smoke diminished. There had been a touch of irritation in that kick at the smoldering wood, but now he was able to turn his usual calm face toward his wife.

You look kind of tired, he said kindly.

How could I look any other way after last night?

Bear up for a little while, Mother. Mary is leaving in a few days and then you can have a long rest.

Maude Valentine regarded her husband critically. She had studied this silent man with profound attention for many years and knew less about him now than she had at the beginning.

I been thinking something, she said slowly, and folded her hands before her. After Mary goes, every time you miss her, youll look to me and be angry.

Im never angry, Mother.

At this a little spot of color came up in each cheek.

I wish youd talk straight out to me once in a while, Morgan. I wish youd talk man talk to me now and then.

He shrugged his shoulders, but she went on in spite of this danger sign: Even if you was to storm at me, Morgan, Id like it better than — this!

I try to be kind, Mother.

Kind? she said. Kind? And there was a breathless little check in her voice. It suddenly occurred to the man that she was acting as if she had been enduring for a long time and had now reached the limit of her strength. He braced himself with that chilly feeling in his back which a man usually has when he faces the hysteria of a woman.

Well, she said at length, so calmly that his nerves gradually began to relax, we wont talk any more about her. Well talk about — you, Morgan.

And she made a step toward him as timid as a girl approaching her new lover who has not yet completed his avowal. Now and then a sort of youthful beauty would flush across this middle-aged womans face.

Just now, said he, Id kind of like to talk about her. You aint apt to admire her, Mother, but you got to admit that what she did last night was pretty fine.

Maude Valentine blinked.

Fine? she gasped, Getting a murdering outlaw away from a sheriff. Fine?

Two sheriffs, corrected her husband grimly.

Are you laughing at me, Morgan?

I mean, she took a bad job off my hands, Mother.

Off your hands?

Would you of had me let them take my guest under my roof, when he come here by my invitation?

She found no ready answer to this, but nevertheless she instinctively shook her head.

If it hadnt been for Mary, Id of had to stand back to back with that Jess Dreer and fought em off.

He sighed.

I think wed of cleaned em up. Then it would of meant that Id be riding this minute beside Jess Dreer on the long outtrail, no matter where it takes him, and every mans hand agin us. Thats what it would of meant.

Morgan, I actually believe that you almost regret it!

Sometimes — I dunno. But its Mary thats kept me here.

Ah, but you dont look down deep and get the reasons why she done it, dear. Do you know what they were?

Well?

She bore the patient, neglectful tone.

Because she saw that Dreer was paying a lot of attention to Elizabeth. She was not being talked to. She was jealous! Thats the whole fact of it!

Maude, said her husband after a moment of silence, here comes the sheriffs. Maybe you better meet em and make em at home.

At that, she regretted what she had said, for she saw the mouth of Morgan Valentine setting in a way she knew very well. But he had closed the conversation too definitely and pointedly for her to attempt to reopen it.

The sheriffs were at least good losers. They made only laughing comments on their futile chase of Jess Dreer the night before. And they kept up the same cheery talk all during the breakfast. When Mary Valentine came down with Elizabeth beside her, they neither frowned at the girl who had broken through their trap nor openly reproached her. If anyone were estranged by the events of the night before, it seemed, oddly enough, to be the three women. For Elizabeth studiously avoided the eye of Mary and paid strict attention to eating, and as for Maude Valentine, it seemed that her niece was not in the room for all the attention that she paid her.

Charlie and Louis were full of open admiration for the manner in which the outlaw had broken through.

But it must of been a lucky shot that he got in, said Charlie. It aint hardly likely that it was aimed, the shot that dropped Sam.

Dyou see where it hit him? asked Sheriff John Caswell, raising his head at this point in the conversation.

Clean through the thigh. Hell be on his feet agin inside three weeks and riding after Jess Dreer.

At this the sheriff smiled pityingly.

Son, he said, Clancy tells me youre kind of handy with a gun yourself; but you fasten onto this. If Dreer had wanted to kill Sam he would of done it. That was an aimed shot, son. And dont make no mistake.

But it was night, Mr. Caswell, and besides, he was on a galloping hoss.

Sure he was, but all Dreer needs is enough light to see what hes shooting at. Hes a snap shot, son, and he shoots with a gun the way other men point with their finger. No, sir; he planted that shot on purpose not to kill Sam, but to drop him offn his hoss. And heres another thing. Sam wont take the trail after Jess as soon as he can ride a hoss agin. Not him! Its a queer thing, but them thats ever faced Jess dont generally have any hankering to see him agin. And them thats seen him swing a gun jest natcherally lose all appetite for seeing the same show all over agin.

But youve been on the trail a long time, Sheriff, said Charlie.

Its different with me, son. Ill tell you how it is. Jess Dreer has made a fool out of me more times than you can count on your two fingers. And I dont mind much of anything except to have a man laugh at me. Well, theys been other men take after Jess that was a heap smarter men than Ill ever be, and theys been some that was faster fighters and straighter shots. Jess has fooled em all. He may keep right on fooling me, but hell never shake me offn his trail. I stay there till I come up with him and one of us goes down. I aint fast, I aint smart, but Im a tolerable patient man, son. Tolerable patient!

For some reason there was little talk at the breakfast table after this moment.


CHAPTER 15
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IT WAS THE patient man who said to Sheriff Clancy of Salt Springs, a little later: Clancy, have you been looking around over the ground this morning?

What ground, Caswell?

Around the house, where Dreer got away.

Yep. I ran over a little of the sign.

Whatd you think about it?

It was all pretty clear reading, I thought. I seen the place where he dropped out of the window and camped for a minute waiting, before he whistled to that hoss of his, that Angelina youre always talking about.

Ill tell you something then, pardner. Theys some new sign this morning. Something added on top of what they was last night. I seen where that long- stepping Angelina went away — and I seen where she come back.

Dreer came back?

Unless that hoss traveled alone, which aint likely, Id say.

Sheriff Claney cursed fluently.

He come back to the house, with you and me inside it?

Yep, with you and me inside it, asleep. And he didnt only come back and look things over. He come back and went inside the house.

Claney gasped. Are you sure?

Positive certain. And now, Claney, I think my hard work is over.

How comes that?

Its the first time that ever Dreer took a back step on a trail. Its the first time that ever he took a useless chance. What was they for him to gain by coming back here?

Nothing except to sass us.

Dreer wouldnt even sass a two-year-old kid. It means that he aint the same man that he used to be. It means that he aint working alone. Well, Claney, you know its a hundred times easier to catch two men that travels together than it is to catch one.

I dont foller you, pardner.

I dont mean that theys really another man with Jess Dreer. What I mean is that hes found something in this house that he came back to. And Id even talk up and say what it is.

Well?

Its the black-haired girl, I figure.

And if he come back to her once, hell come back to her agin. Its his nature.

Soft on women?

Never looked twice at one before, so far as I know. Thats why Im sure that this means something. Dreer has played a lone hand, but now that hes got somebody besides himself to think about, hes lost. Claney, you write this down in red and remember it. As sure as theys rain and sunshine, Im going to get Jess Dreer, and where I get him aint going to be far away from this house.

Youre going to camp here and wait for him to come back? asked Claney, smiling.

Im going to camp near here, replied the sheriff from the southland, and Im going to wait. Time and the black-haired girl, Claney, will win for me in the end.

And the two men parted.

It happened that at this moment Charlie Valentine and his brother Louis were standing on the veranda together and overlooking this scene.

What beats me, said Charlie, is the idea of a gent like this Caswell taking a crack at Jess Dreer. Why, big Dreer would bust him in two with one hand.

I dunno, replied Louis in his mild way, theys something about Caswell. Speaking personal, Id sort of hate to have him on my trail.

Thats another one of your hunches, Charlie said in good-natured banter. And they watched the two sheriffs ride side by side up the road.

They had hardly disappeared around the hill when another horseman galloped into view from the opposite direction.

Its Tom Waite, said Charlie Valentine after a moment.

How dyou tell? asked his brother.

By the way he rides, slanting. They aint anybody has the same seat as Tommy.

Well, murmured Louis, Ill tell you another thing. Tom Waite is bringing us bad news.

And how dyou tell that?

Louis Valentine scratched his head.

I dunno, Charlie. Look at the way he keeps his head down and the brim of his hat blowing across his eyes. Take a gent thats just riding, and hed be riding with his head up. But Tom comes as if he was trying to get away from something behind him.

His brother looked askance at Louis. He constantly felt his superiority as the better fighter, stronger man, sharper wit; but all of these qualities were being continually discounted by a singular power in Louis. It might have been called second sight, these odd premonitions. It often made him laughed at, ridiculed; but there was an undercurrent of respect for the superstitions of the youngest Valentine. For instance, though he was a capable broncobuster, he had been known several times to refuse positively to mount a horse considered by no means dangerous; and it had been noted, on these occasions, that the horse was exceedingly apt to develop a bad streak after Louis Valentine refused to take the saddle. Not that Louis was considered a prophet, but he was widely known as a gent thats got hunches.

Accordingly, Charlie looked side wise at his younger brother on this day and frowned uneasily. Indeed, the prophecy was instantly verified, for Tom Waite ran up the steps and came to a panting halt before them. He wasted no words.

Charlie, youre going to Salt Springs tomorrow?

Yep. To get that saddle I won at the bucking contest last month.

Then lemme give you some advice. Keep away from Salt Springs tomorrow. Keep right here at home. It aint healthy for you to go into town.

The brothers exchanged significant glances, but Louis showed no pleasure at seeing his hunch come true.

Talk sharp, Tom, said the elder of the Valentine boys. Whats up?

The Normans are up, replied Tom Waite, drawing his first easy breath after the ride and the run up the steps.

That news aint altogether news.

Not about the Normans at the ranch, but now theys another twist to things.

Go ahead. Are they going to mob me when I come in?

Some say that the Normans was thinking of that very thing, but they found out mighty quick that around Salt Springs we wouldnt stand for any crowd jumping on one man. No matter what youve done, Charlie — and between you and me theys a good many think youre too free with a gun play — but no matter what youve done, its always been man to man, a clean break, and a fair chance all around.

Thanks, Tommy.

Oh, Im with you, solid enough; and theys a lot more of us younger gents thats all behind you. But with some of the older men its different. They figure that youve got a lesson coming, or something like that. The long and short of it is, Charlie, that if somebody was to jump you single-handed, they wouldnt be many men that would go out to help you.

Thanks again, remarked Charlie coldly. I dont ask for no help agin one man, Tommy.

At this, the young fellow shook his head.

Theys men and men, he said, with a probably quoted wisdom. Stack you up agin a common kind of fighter, and youd come off first rate. But theys some that makes a business of fighting. Even with most of them youd have a good chance, Charlie, because youve got a good idea of the hang of a gun. You shoot fast, and you shoot straight. You got plenty of nerve, too. But theys some you wouldnt have a chance agin. And the Normans have found a gent like that.

Whats his name? Whats the name of this pet murderer of theirs? asked Charlie, sneering, but a little white about the lips.

Hired murderer is the right thing to call him, said Tom Waite. And his name is Jud Boone!

He paused, expectant, and the results were not such as would disappoint him. The pallor which had begun on the face of Charlie now swept completely over it. Yet he maintained a steady front while Louis Valentine, as though it were he whom the danger threatened, fairly collapsed against the railing of the veranda and stared at Tom Waite.

For the name of Jud Boone was far known and known as a man of evil. A fighter and gamester by instinct and profession, he was one of those men about whose past few know many details, but regarding whom there is a general murmur of suspicion. One death near Salt Springs was charged already to his account, but that one killing was the sort whose mention would strike a whole circle of men silent.

Seems hes some sort of relation to the Normans, and theyve looked him up. I suppose theyve paid him a bunch of money. Anyway, theres gossip around the town that the plan is for Jud Boone to be somewheres around Carrols saloon when you go in there for the saddle. And then, of course, hell pick a fight. So the thing for you to do is to stay home, Charlie.

The latter stood motionless. Plainly he was badly frightened, but he had not yet made up his mind. It seemed that Louis was in fear of some rash decision.

Dont be a fool, now, he pleaded. Do what Tommy says!

I dunno, muttered Charlie. I know I got no chance agin a man like Jud Boone. But — since folks expect me to be in Salt Springs tomorrow — if I stay home—

Folks will say you got good sense, thats all.

I got to see Dad about that, replied Charlie.

He led the others into the house, and finding his father, he related to him briefly the news which Tom Waite had brought. In the distance Mrs. Valentine heard and said nothing save with her eyes.


CHAPTER 16
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FIRST THING, SAID Morgan Valentine, when the story was completed, is this: How dyou feel about it yourself, Charlie?

His son was disturbed and showed it.

I dunno, he said cautiously, and he watched his father with troubled eye. Point is, if I dont go in, folks maybe will think Im afraid of Jud Boone.

Youd be a fool if you werent, answered his father. I know Jud Boone. Ive seen him work. Im afraid of him myself.

Then you think Im right to stay home? And Charlie sighed, immensely relieved.

I leave it to you, said his father with his usual unperturbed manner. When it comes to life and death, every man is his own best judge.

If he was an ordinary kind of man, complained Charlie, Id take a chance as quick as anybody. But a professional murderer? He shuddered. You say youre afraid of him, and I guess it aint wrong for me to say the same thing.

All right, son. You stay here tomorrow, and Ill go in and get the saddle for you.

Dad, if you go, theyll most likely take it out on you!

Most likely theyd try to.

And youve already said that you wouldnt like to meet Jud Boone.

I wouldnt like to, but Id do it.

Silence fell on the group. Charlie Valentine moistened his colorless lips.

Ill tell you something, went on the father in his calm manner, which had now a deadly interest for the younger men. One time my brother John got mixed up with a ruffian in the early days.

He paused to collect his thoughts, and the hush upon the others became deeper; for when Morgan Valentine, once in a year, mentioned the name of his brother, it became a breathless moment.

I forget the name of the gun fighter. He was a gent with his notches in his gun — and he was the kind that talked about em. Well, John crossed him. The gunman was drunk, and he was too clever to fight while he was drunk. He waited till he was all sobered up and then he sent word to John that he was waiting for him.

I was with John when the news came.

Well, John waited for an hour or so, thinking. Then he sat down and wrote out his will as good as any lawyer could have done. Then he climbed on his horse and went down to the town. I tried to go with him, but he wouldnt let me.

He didnt come back that night. I waited until dark and then I follered him. When I come to town, it was full of the fight. John had met the gunman, and the gunman had beat him to the draw. He knocked John down with the first bullet through the shoulder — the left shoulder. And while he lay on the floor, he shot John again, and the bullet ripped up the flesh along his ribs. But John lay there and lifted his own gun, slow, took a good aim, and then he fired. That bullet went through the gunmans heart.

There was a pause, but no one spoke, for it was evident from the lifted, tense face of Morgan Valentine that he would speak again.

At length: When I see John, he was pretty badly done up. He took my hand. Thank Heaven its over, Morgan, he says to me. I says: John, it was a glorious thing to do. The whole town is talking about how brave you are.

It wasnt bravery. It was fear, says John. I was afraid of that fellow as if he was death. But Im more afraid of shame than I am of death.

I aint asking you to follow the example of John, Charlie. Im simply showing you the way one man faced the same sort of thing that youve got to face.

Charlie was white, as though the bullet of Jud Boone had already pierced him.

All right, he said huskily, then Ill—

Dont make up your mind now, said his father gently. Go off and sit down by yourself and think it over. If you go into Salt Springs, youll meet Jud Boone. If you meet him, the chances are one out of four that youll kill him and four to one that hell kill you. Youre a young man, Charlie. You got a lot of things ahead of you. Its hard to pay that price. But keep this thing in your head, too. That if you dont meet Jud Boone, the time may come, sooner or later, when youll have another thing to face. It may be different. And when that time comes, you may say to yourself, Is it worth it? Is what people may say about me worth the money that Ill have to pay to keep my name clean? And you may remember how you kept away from Jud Boone and then lived down the shame of it. But go off by yourself and think this thing out.

He left them, and the moment he was gone, Mrs. Valentine, staggering, ran to her oldest son.

You aint going to go, Charlie. Oh, tell me you aint going to go?

He pushed her away, almost rudely.

You take my nerve when you talk like that, he said. Gimme a chance to play the man, Mother! Gimme a chance to think it over!

He went his way, and Mrs. Valentine, after standing a moment with her hands clasped, looking after him, cast a frantic glance over Tom Waite and Louis, and then hurried from the room.

She had remembered that source of comfort which had many times aided her in her problems with advice keen and to the point even if it came out of a younger head. In a word, she went to the room of Mary Valentine, and there she found not only Mary, but her daughter Elizabeth. They had been laughing together, whispering over some small secret. They started up at the sight of the smaller woman. Mrs. Valentine hardly saw her daughter.

Mary, she said, Ive got to see you alone.

And Mary took Elizabeth to the door and then faced her aunt, turning slowly and nerving herself as if for a shock. Not that there was an actual anger existing between the two, but each was from a separate world, and they always looked on one another as from a distance. Mary, now, was forcing a faint smile of interest, but Mrs. Valentine was too distressed to even pretend to disguise her emotion.

Like as not, she said, and her voice was softer than her words were bitter, like as not Elizabeth has been telling you things that only her mother should know.

I give you my word, Aunt Maude, that if there were anything really important about it, Id tell you myself.

The wan smile of Aunt Maude had no mirth in it.

Its the same with Elizabeth as it is with the boys. You come first, Mary. And you come first with — Morgan — I think.

Hush! Hush! What are you saying?

A man likes spirit. Decision. All the things that you have and that I havent.

Aunt Maude!

Its true. You see, Ive watched and understood. They come to me just to be around. But when its a big happiness or maybe a secret or maybe a sorrow — then they go to you. As if they felt I couldnt hold a big thing.

Im only a shock absorber. I simply take the shock of silly things that would bother you.

Ah, Mary, said Mrs. Valentine, and she made a singular gesture of drawing imperceptible things toward her heart. Dont you know that a mother wants to be troubled by them that she loves? Youll know someday, Mary. The treasures of a woman are the troubles that her family bring to her. Its her secret life. Ive got no such life, Mary! They pass by me. They go to you!

Mary Valentine watched the head of her aunt bow with grief. She made a little movement as though she would go to her and strive to cherish her, but the movement was checked. Between the two was a barrier which even the smiles of Mary and all her ways could not break down.

I dont complain, said her aunt faintly. After all, I suppose its the call of blood to blood. Youre a Valentine — and Im just about — nothing. Im on the outside.

But I havent come to rake up old troubles. I dunno why I always say these things to you, Mary. Youve been fair and square to me, honey. Youve never gone about behind my back. Youve never repeated things. Youve never tried to make bad blood between me and the rest. And Lord knows you could of done it manys the time. They aint a small part about you, Mary. And — and now Ive come the way Elizabeth comes to you, and the way Morgan comes to you, and the way Charlie and Louis come to you. Ive come to ask for your help, Mary!

After what she had said before, there could not have been a sadder confession.

Its about Charlie. The old trouble that started over Joe Norman. Now the Normans have hired Jud Boone, and hes going to lay for Charlie when Charlie goes into Salt Springs to get the prize saddle tomorrow.

Then it all comes back to me. It was for my sake that Charlie fought Joe Norman.

But Im not casting that in your face. Im only asking you what we can do, Mary.

Sit down. Youre all of a tremble. Sit down — here — let me hold your hands. Is that better?

Yes. You sort of steady me, Mary.

Ill tell you what we must do. We must keep Charlie at home.

I thought of that. Everybody thought of that first thing. But — Morgan wont have it that way.

His own father!

He says its better to die than to be shamed.

Ah, that sounds like him! But — Ill go and try to persuade him.

At this, Aunt Maude winced.

You could always do more with him than anybody else could, Mary. But this time you cant budge Morgan. Because hes following an example.

Whose?

Your fathers, dear.

The girl was silent.

But youll try to think of something to do, Mary? Youll try to find some way to keep Charlie from Jud Boone? Aint there anybody among all the men you know that would help Charlie? You could ask someone — Morgan wouldnt lift his finger to get help.

Mary Valentine sat very stiff and straight in her chair and stared fixedly at her window, as though she saw a ghost forming against the bright rectangle:

Ive thought of a thing to do, she said at last. It wont be easy. Maybe it wont work. But — Ill try!


CHAPTER 17
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SILENCE LAY OVER the house of Morgan Valentine. No one had asked Charlie for his ultimate decision, but Louis stole down to the family that afternoon and reported that Charlie was in his room upstairs working busily over two revolvers, oiling them, cleaning them, testing their balance with nervous care.

That report was more forcible than the most violent affirmation, on the part of young Valentine, of his determination to face Jud Boone and fight him man to man. Even the hand of Morgan Valentine was unsteady as he lighted his pipe. His wife had dropped her head upon her hands with a moan; and Elizabeth cried out.

One would have thought that a death had been announced.

But as for Mary, she still turned in her mind the gambling chance which she had determined to take. It was no less than a purpose of leaving the house and going to Salt Springs to speak with Dan Carrol and through him send to the outlaw, Jess Dreer, an appeal for help.

Yet it was not easy to do this. If she stated that she wished to go to town, some one of the family would accompany her; and if she wished to see Dan Carrol, questions would certainly be asked. For the repute of Carrol was a sooty thing and contaminated all who touched him. Even if she slipped away during the day and reached Salt Springs unknown to the family, it would be impossible to see Carrol without letting half of Salt Springs know to whom she made her visit. Not that she really cared what public opinion murmured about her, but if her visit were a public matter, there was very little chance that Carrol would tell her where she could find Jess Dreer.

It was a trip that must be completed between dark and dawn, and for this she laid her plans.

One thing favored her. The family did not sit up late in the living room, for it was a gloomy matter to stare from face to face and read in each eye the same foreboding which filled ones own mind. Mrs. Valentine, close to tears, was the first to leave. Then Charlie, who had remained white-faced, sullenly defiant, apparently decided that he dare not risk the complete breakdown of his nerves. He rose, muttered his good night huskily, and hurried from the room.

The others trooped away one by one, leaving Morgan Valentine alone beside the fire. The report of Louis had made him show one touch of emotion, but neither before nor since had he appeared to be in the slightest degree concerned.

As soon as she was in her room, Mary hurried into her riding clothes before she put out the light and crept into bed. For she feared that visitors might come. And they did. First, Elizabeth. And then Mrs. Valentine came in and leaned over her. But when she heard the regular breathing, she apparently decided that the girl was asleep. She leaned and touched Marys forehead with her lips and then stole from the room.

Mary was deeply moved, for it had been years since her aunt had showed any true affection. And when, a little after this, the house was quiet, she got up, pressed her hat on her head, and slipped out by the rear of the house. Five minutes later she was speeding down the road on her sturdy little Morgan mare, docile as a pet dog and durable as leather.

Midnight brought her to Salt Springs, with the dust of the street squirting up around the hoofs of the mare. She rode on between the rows of black, silent houses until she was close to Carrols place. Then she swung her horse between two dwellings and came out directly in the rear of the big saloon.

The midnight of Salt Springs was the noon of Dan Carrol. His saloon burst with light and voices, and through the open windows, across the shafts of light, clouds of tobacco smoke rose, cut briefly away by the darkness.

But how could she come to Dan Carrol?

A man came to the screen door at the rear of the building and opened it. She saw the faint arc of light as he tossed his cigarette butt away.

Halloo! called Mary, roughening her voice. Send Danny out to me, will you?

Cant you walk? cried the man, who apparently did not recognize the voice of a woman. Go get him yourself, son.

She waited. A skulking figure slipped out of the darkness and hurried across the open toward the gaming house. She reined her mare across and touched his shoulder with her quirt. At that, the man leaped sidewise, very agile. He was a small fellow.

Pardner, said Mary, Ive got a word to say to Dan Carrol. Will you take it in to him?

Me? said a harsh, shrill voice, the voice of a Chinaman. Dan Carrol?

Never mind, and she reined her horse back, for she had recognized the accent of Kong Li, her fathers cook.

This was the explanation, then, of Kongs periods of sudden affluence and sudden poverty. But now the little man followed her.

Never mind, she repeated. I dont need you!

Miss Mary, said the Chinaman, whining his astonishment. Miss Mary!

She writhed in the saddle. To be recognized in full daylight would have been bad enough; but to be recognized at the door of Carrols gaming house and saloon in the middle of night was infinitely worse.

Listen to me, Kong Li, she said fiercely. I have to see Dan Carrol. I want you to see that hes brought out here, but I dont want you to tell him my name before any other man. Understand?

I savvy.

And if you ever tell anyone that Ive been here — I — Ill tie you by your queue to the limb of a tree till you starve to death, Kong Li. Understand?

I savvy, said Kong, and he shuddered. It was not the first time in her life that Mary had threatened him, and he considered her quite capable of anything she named.

But, he murmured, Dan Carrol very bad man, Miss Mary.

Dont I know that? Ill take care of myself. You hurry along.

He hesitated a moment longer, but dread of Miss Marys tongue at length made him whirl and shuffle away toward the gaming house. At the door he paused and looked back again, but he went on, the screen door banging loudly behind him.

There followed a long pause. Her mind filled up the vacancy of Kong Li approaching the table of the gambler, touching his arm, and being cursed for a no-good chink. But eventually there was a sound of scuffling, the screen door burst violently open, and Kong Li leaped from the lighted interior into the darkness, sprawling, his arms and legs stretched out before him, and the pigtail whipped straight out behind.

Dan Carrol sprang into the doorway and poured a hurricane of abuse and profanity after his victim while Kong Li darted by, crying to Mary as he passed: Bad man! Very bad man, Miss Mary!

Mr. Carrol! called the girl, guarding her voice.

Carrol fell silent; at the very sound of the voice he had touched the hat which was never off his head. Now he stepped cautiously outside. There were a hundred men who would have welcomed a chance to shoot Carrol securely, by night.

Whos there?

She rode close to him.

I suppose you know me; but my name really doesnt matter. Ive come on important business, Mr. Carrol.

Slowly he took off his hat and spun it in his hands; she could feel his astonishment even though darkness quite covered his face.

Youre Mary Valentine!

Hush! Im Mary Valentine. I want you to tell me where to find Jess Dreer. Can you?

The gambler started, drew back, and then stepped close to the horse.

How should I know Jess Dreer? he muttered very softly. You mean the outlaw?

He said you did.

Carrol drew in his breath with a hissing sound.

Dreer said that?

He did.

Well — he lied. Thats straight talk, and its true. What would I be doing with Dreer, eh?

Hes a man whom I am proud to know, said the girl. Does that make it any easier for you to talk?

Listen, said Carrol. The gent that knows where Jess Dreer is can take down several thousand for telling the sheriff. Theys a price on him that would stock a ranch.

That, said she, is the reason why he cant trust any except men who are above money, Mr. Carrol. Will you tell me where he is?

Did he say I was above money? asked the gambler curiously, after a pause.

He didnt. But he said you could send me to him. And I infer the rest of it.

You infer too much. I cant do it.

I thought that perhaps you couldnt. So Ive written out what I have to say to him. I have it here in this envelope. If I give it to you, do you think that you could get it to Jess Dreer?

I dont know nothing about him.

Of course you dont. She extended the letter. But maybe youd keep it for him on the chance that he might call in someday?

I dont know anything about him, repeated the gambler, but if you ask me to keep this for you — why, Ill hang onto it.

Thank you, and — good night. One thing, Mr. Carrol. I havent seen you tonight.

Lady, the gent that was to say that youd seen me tonight would have to chew up his talk and swaller it agin. Good night, and good luck!

And he remained standing with his hat in his hand until she was gone into the darkness with a quick patter of hoofs.


CHAPTER 18
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IN THE DAYS of his youth, someone in the midst of a barroom brawl had stood on Dan Carrols nose, and the result was that the rest of his life it remained sadly crushed in the center. The nostrils flared out disagreeably from the same cause, over a wide, thin-lipped, sinister mouth and just such a jaw as brings admiration to the bull terrier. For Dan Carrol was the fighting type. Not brawny. But his body made up for flesh by bones and sinews. When he turned his head, the cords stood out on his neck. In spite of his little more than average weight, there were tales of Dan Carrol performing prodigious feats of strength.

In fact, he rarely used a gun in the brawls that often developed in his barroom, but was far more apt to trust to his naked hands. And it was known that more than one obstreperous drunkard, no matter what his size, had been lifted and swung crashing through the swinging doors of Dans domain.

He was not a pretty man to look at. Aside from his ugly face, his shoulders sloped forward so as to give an unhealthy look to his chest, and he was remarkably bow-legged.

When most kids was flat on their backs sucking their thumbs, Dan used to say, I was on my feet trying to get places. Thats how it come I overstrained my legs.

Dans moral character was as deformed as his body. But it would require a book by itself to deal with his past; and as for the name of Dan Carrol in Salt Springs, it was an offense. However, so long as no one aired his opinion in the hearing of Dan Carrol, he was indifferent to private judgments. He was known to run the squarest game in Salt Springs and to sell the cleanest liquor; and for that reason his prosperity waxed and his purse grew fat.

As he passed through the rooms with the letter stuffed into his hip pocket, someone hailed him to rejoin the game which he had just left, but he consigned them to another table and went on. To the second story of his rambling building he climbed and came to a room in the rear with this sign in great letters upon it: Storeroom. Keep out!

Upon this he tapped — three short taps, a pause, and then three more.

Whereupon, after a moments pause, but with no preliminary sound of the knob being turned, the door was opened swiftly.

There was no sign of an occupant, at first, though the storeroom was fitted up as a bedroom, and the cigarette smoke was still curling slowly from an ash tray toward the shaded lamp. But as Dan Carrol stepped in, the inhabitant, who had been standing directly behind the door, now closed it and turned to his host. It was Jess Dreer.

Neat little trick, that, said Dan Carrol.

Sit down, Jess invited.

I aint got a minute. I been wondering if you was getting lonely up here?

Me? Im never lonely. Besides, I hear the boys soaking up the laughter and the booze downstairs, and I enjoy a jag at second hand. Its cheaper, and it dont give you no morning after.

Thats the first economical thing I ever heard you say. Well, Jess, its a shame you cant pry your way downstairs and take in some of the loose coin. Its floating in in oceans. I hate to take it away. They come up and pour it into my pockets.

I dont have to play with the crowd, murmured Jess. I got it down to a finer system. You take the stuff from the boys, and then I get it from you. Nothing easier or simpler, Dan.

The face of the gambler clouded, and he cast an expressive glance at the table as though it recalled gloomy scenes to him.

You got all the luck, he declared, that a man was ever born with.

Nope, said Jess. I work on a system.

What? His eyes gleamed while he asked.

I wait for a hunch and then plunge to the limit.

The gambler leaned back with a growl of disgust.

Well, if youre all right up here, Ill go back.

Go ahead. But, first, aint you forgetting something?

Dan Carrol squinted narrowly at his friend, for of all the men in the world he would, perhaps, have named Jess Dreer first in this capacity.

What dyou mean? he asked sharply.

I mean, aint you forgot the thing that brought you up here? Talk short. Whats up?

A girl come here and wanted to see you, Jess.

Shes here? cried the big man in an indescribable tone.

She was here.

Carrol, you turned her away?

There was something so sinister in his manner, so quietly grim, that the gambler gave back a little.

Pardner, would you have wanted me to bring her in? Where a dozen men might have seen her? Where theyd been a hundred chances for folks to start talking about her? This aint no ladies seminary where they can come calling, is it?

At this, Jess Dreer wiped his forehead.

Youre right.

She gimme this letter for you, Jess.

He extended the letter, and then — a rare act of delicacy — lest he should see an unwonted emotion in the face of the big man, Carrol bowed his head and left the room without another glance at his guest.

But Jess Dreer, when the door closed, stood for a long moment with the letter unopened. At length, nervously, he ripped the envelope open and shook out the folded paper. He read:

DEAR JESS DREER: I thought at the time that it was not a farewell, but I never dreamed that I would have to remember your offer. And now I have to come to you for help. I have thought and thought, but there is really nobody else. Others might be willing to try, but you are the only one who could accomplish it.

It is an ugly thing out of my past. I hurt the feelings of young Joe Norman; and he said something indiscreet about me, and my cousin, Charlie Valentine, shot him — only a slight wound. The Normans were furious. They had no one to put up against Charlie, so they hunted until they found a professional fighter — the low cowards! — and that man is the notorious Jud Boone. Charlie has to go to Salt Springs tomorrow for a saddle he won in the bucking contest, and the plan as we hear it is for Jud Boone to meet him and bring on a fight.

What can I do? You see that Charlie is really in grave danger for my sake, for it all began with me. If I were a man — but Im not a man, and I have to turn to the bravest and strongest man I know, and appeal to Jess Dreer for help.

Can you stop Jud Boone before he murders Charlie?

MARY VALENTINE.


CHAPTER 19
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THE WHOLE THEORY of Dreers strategy in remaining in Salt Springs was the theory of the rabbit which cowers in a hole while the hunters sweep on along the probable trail. But if the rabbit raises its head before the hunt has driven by, its trick is worse than useless — it is suicidal. And if Jess Dreer, while half a dozen headhunters were scouring distant mountains around Salt Springs in pursuit of him, should appear in the center of danger he would be fully in the role of the silly rabbit.

Yet he was called upon to act, and from the first moment of that call he had not the slightest hesitancy. The only question was: how he should strike at Jud Boone.

One possibility presented itself at once. Aside from the people on the Valentine ranch, and they would not be apt to be in Salt Springs, there was only one man who was apt to recognize him, and that was the sheriff of the southland — Caswell. Suppose, therefore, that he boldly walked into the bar of Carrols saloon at the time when Charlie Valentine arrived for the saddle, and if matters reached a crisis, stepped between Charlie and danger. The repute of Jud Boone had reached his ears even in the distant south, yet he was perfectly willing to take a chance against the bad man. The thing that troubled him was that if he entered into a shooting fracas with Boone, he would certainly be detained for an inquiry after the affair was over. And in that case Caswell or someone else was certain to recognize him.

It was suicidal, therefore, to face Boone in the saloon. It remained to stop him even before he entered the saloon. And that was the plan of the outlaw.

The first thing he had done when he took refuge with Carrol was to secure from the gambler a rudely sketched map of Salt Springs, the trails around it and the location, and the alleys branching from the main street, as well as the position of each house and the name of the owner — a task far from complicated. To this plan he now had reference, and having located his goal, he left his room.

It was not difficult to escape from Carrols gambling house without attracting attention. In the first place, the men within the building were occupied with interesting affairs of their own. In the second place, there was an easy back door for Jess Dreer. He had only to slip from his window out onto the broad, shelving roof; along this he worked to the lowest corner over the rear of the house, and having made sure that no one was in sight, he dropped noiselessly to the ground and remained where he fell, bunched and moveless, while he examined again everything around him.

No living thing moved within range of his eye. Behind him, the gaming house still bustled softly with humming voices and the occasional clink of glasses; but all the rest of Salt Springs was gathered in a black sleep.

So he went boldly down the main street until, coming opposite the house he wanted, he walked to the front door of it and knocked. Luckily, there was someone still up even at this hour, for a light flickered yellow in an upper window.

In answer to the knock, after a moment, a window was flung up noisily. Jess Dreer stepped back from the flat face of the shack, for in spite of its two stories there was no sign of a veranda, and he could look straight up to the second level of the building. There he saw that the window had been opened in the lighted room but the occupant was not standing in view. He remained to one side, and his bulky shadow wavered across the curtain above him.

Whos there? he called in a rather guarded voice.

A friend with news.

Who dyou want to see?

Dreer made swift calculations and then took his chance.

Why, I want to see you, Jud.

A silence. He could not tell how that announcement was taken, and yet by the change in the shadow he had no doubt that the other was striving to reconnoiter the midnight visitor and at the same time remain himself in covert. Law-abiding citizens were not apt to show such remarkable discretion, and Dreers belief that his guess was right was growing stronger when the voice went on: Well, and who are you that wants to see me?

Look down, said Jess, knowing perfectly that the other could not distinguish his face by the starlight. Look down and youll recognize me, Jud.

I aint a bat. How can I see in the dark? Whats your name?

Dont you even know my voice? said Jess in aggrieved tones. Then lemme come up and surprise you, Jud.

The other did not reply for a moment. Then he reached a decision.

Come tomorrow. Too late now. Come tomorrow.

Whist! Jess Dreer whispered. He stepped closer to the wall and cupped his hands about his whisper: Tomorrowll be too late, Jud!

At this, the shadow swerved on the curtain; then a whisper answered.

Come on up, pardner. The front doors open. This end of the hall — door on the right!

So Jess Dreer entered the house and went up hurriedly over the uncarpeted stairs that creaked at every step, and down the hall until he tapped at the designated door.

Come in, said the other.

And Jess, entering, found on the other side of the room a blocky fellow, prematurely bald, perhaps thirty-five years old, with the small, chunky hands and the little feet which often denote a man of agility. He stood beyond a little deal table, with his hands resting lightly on his hips and an expression of face and attitude which betokened the utmost readiness for action.

All of these things Jess Dreer noted with a familiar eye, and while he closed the door without turning away from the stranger, he allowed a broad grin to spread over his face. The hands of Jud Boone slipped a little farther down his thighs.

A fake, eh? he said grimly.

Its the first time, Jud, that Ive ever been called a fake.

And who the devil might you be?

My name is something that I handle real tender. As a matter of fact, of late years every time I have to mention my name, I most generally have got to mention my gun at the same time. You know how it is?

This amiability seemed by no means to the liking of Jud Boone. He studied his man from beneath a deepening frown, and by the twitching of his lips it was easy to tell that he was of two minds whether to pitch the stranger headlong through the door or let him continue to talk. Perhaps it was the width of the shoulders of Jess that discouraged the first notion.

I dont know nothing, averred Jud Boone. But Id like to know what you want out of me.

Talk, said Jess, helping himself to a chair by hooking a foot under it and swinging it dexterously behind him. Talk is my prime reason for coming here, Jud.

You know me, eh?

I never seen you before, said Jess, smiling again.

The face of the other grew tense for an instant. He made half a step sidewise toward the window, and then seemed to realize that he could not look out of it without relinquishing his watch upon his visitor.

I aint got any friends with me, said Jess. If thats whats bothering you. I aint got the sheriff down below waiting for me to bring you out.

And whats any sheriff got to do with me, eh?

I leave that to you, said Jess with a careless gesture. But the gesture was with his left hand; the right remained resting easily upon his thigh. All of which Jud Boone took into careful consideration.

Come short with me, stranger, he said. What you want? Im a tolerable peevish man, and I need sleep just now.

Im agreeable. What I want is a promise.

Jud Boone gasped.

If I had my pick between a million and a nerve like yours, he declared with wondering admiration, I dunno which Id take. You want a promise out of me?

Gentlemans agreement. I want you to keep your hands off Charlie Valentine when he comes in tomorrow.

Theys been a lot of fool talk floating around this town, declared the gunman, about what I figure on with Charlie Valentine. I aint never seen him, and I dont never want to. But first I want to know what is the point you knife in at?

Jud, Ill tell you. Ill double the ante you got from the Normans. Ill give you a thousand bucks in cold cash if you just fade out of Salt Springs and make no noise.

In response, the latter merely stared with narrowed eyes.

I see, nodded Jess. You aint so cheap as I figured. Whats your price?

I dunno what you mean, declared Jud Boone, but if I did know, I reckon Id have to bust you in two, pardner, and throw the loose ends out the window.

If thats the way of it, and Jess smiled, then maybe you know enough. Think again, Jud. Whats your price?

Ill tell you the price of a whole hide for you, said the gunfighter, and thats to get up and back out of this joint mighty quick. Im tired of your funny chatter, friend.

My money dont talk?

It dont.

My, my. Now youre getting real cross. But listen to reason. You get hired for one job — to bump off Valentine. But now its a different job. You got two men on your hands.

Meaning youre the other?

Meaning just that.

And dyou think thatd stop me, pardner?

Thats what I think. He lowered his voice to the volume of a whisper: Im Dreer, Jud.


CHAPTER 20
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IT CAUSED AN astonishing change in the face of the Other. Dreer saw a desperate thought balancing in the eyes of Boone, but then the glitter died away.

It was a slow death, and for a time either fought the other with his eyes. Just as two men try grips until the hand of one weakens — crumbles. In such a manner the nerve of Jud Boone, keyed up to the point of fighting, broke and weakened. In the first moment, had Jess Dreer made the slightest motion toward a weapon, gun play would have resulted. And Dreer knew it perfectly well. His hands did not stir, but the faint sneer was stamped upon his face, and his eyes never wavered until the mouth of Jud Boone sagged open a little and his glance grew dull.

Youre Dreer? he said huskily.

Im Dreer.

Jud Boone raised an uncertain hand and wiped his dry lips. Then he shrugged his shoulders and managed to chuckle.

I might of known you, he said with an attempt at cheeriness. As a matter of fact, Ive heard old Tom Le Sand talk a pile about you. Put her there!

He crossed the room with a swagger and extended a hand which Dreer instantly took. But on the part of Boone it was unconditional surrender, and both men knew it. Just as some promising prize fighter, who would beat an ordinary man to a pulp, is suddenly frozen to helplessness when he is placed in the ring with a champion in his class, so Boone collapsed under the eye of his companion. And he hated Dreer for his superiority.

What I dont figure, he said, is why you didnt tell me your name the minute you come in?

I knew I could trust you, Jud, the other lied smoothly, but Ive sort of formed a habit of keeping my name in the dark. Mostly, it dont do no good but a lot of harm. You know how it is?

Sure, sure. Have a drink?

Im keeping clear of the booze. Thanks.

Jud Boone flushed and then sat down in turn. During the rest of the talk his eyes were mostly lowered, only flashing up for instants at the face of Dreer when the latter spoke.

Now well talk turkey. Lets go back to the matter of the coin, Jud. I know how it is. A gent will get in a hole so that he needs a bit of coin, and—

Money aint got nothing to do with it, cried Jud Boone. He writhed in his chair. Ill tell you the straight of it. Im busting loose from the old game, Dreer. You know me. You know I aint been any little tin angel. But you dont have anything on me — nothing cold. They aint a man living that could put me behind the bars!

How many of the dead could have given that evidence, was the thought of Jess Dreer.

And now Ive found some blood kin of mine. These Normans. They want me to settle down with em. They need me. And if Im to go straight, I need them. It aint easy to go straight. A gents past is apt to come up and turn him wrong any time. Besides—

He choked.

Theys a girl, Jud? suggested Jess Dreer with singular emotion.

Maybe, admitted the other, flushing. Heres my point: This Charlie Valentine is a bad one. Hes got the makings of a gunman. Hed ought to be stopped before he gets going real good. You see?

He was arguing desperately; and Jess Dreer sat back with a vague pity beginning to work in his heart — pity and contempt. This hardened rascal to talk of stopping the career of a gun fighter! But he saw that there was a grain of sincerity buried in the talk of Jud Boone. The man meant it. He wanted to go straight, to break away from his past. The whole story came out as he talked.

He had been passing through that section of the country. He had stopped in at the house of Joel Norman, a distant cousin. He had fallen desperately in love with Joels daughter May. The girl had liked him, she had shown it, and he had tried to play the game straight by going to Joel and asking his consent to the marriage. But Joel put him away with horror.

And Jud Boone left the country with hatred for his whole clan in his heart. Then they sent after him, and Joel put up the proposition to him. He was to right the affair of Valentine and avenge the shooting of Joe Norman. That done, no cash would change hands but Jud — if May was still willing — could marry her and settle down on a piece of land which Joel would stock for him. His past would be forgotten. The family power of the Normans would be used to the utmost to restore Juds standing as a law-abiding citizen.

Not that this tale flowed smoothly from the lips of Jud. It came brokenly. Illuminating phrases told whole episodes in a second.

Thats how Im fixed, he concluded. I dont aim to kill Valentine, I just want to—

Wait a minute, said Jess Dreer. If Charlie was a common cowhand, you wouldnt need to kill him. You could drill him through an arm, or a leg, and let him go. But he aint that kind. Hes a fast boy, Jud, and you know what that means just as well as I know it. If you meet him, youll have to shoot to kill. So would I, if I met him. Just the same as wed have to shoot to kill if we got tangled up with each other.

Once more Jud Boone met the eye of Dreer and quailed.

Put it short, he said at length. How farll you go for this Valentine?

To the limit.

They must of paid you high, said Jud bitterly. Theys no other way out?

They aint a single way. We got to give way, one of us, Jud. And that one aint going to be me!

A gray color invaded the face of Jud Boone. He rose slowly from his chair with his arms hanging stiffly at his sides.

Dreer, I cant step out. Ive give my word. I — Id rather go to hell than to face her — after running out on my promise.

He swayed himself a little back and forth and set his teeth. With every scruple of energy in his soul and body he was striving to call up the fighting passion, but the result was only a dull glare, and the mouth of the gun fighter was twitching loosely.

If youre going to stop me, Dreer, you got to stop me now!

The sneer deepened on the thin lips of Dreer.

You poor fool, he said contemptuously. Look down at your hand! A Chinaman could beat you to your gun, Boone, and shoot you full of holes.

As one fascinated by a superior power, Boone looked down, saw the quaking fingers of his hands, and dropped back in his chair. His face was buried and he groaned. Jess Dreer walked to him and touched the trembling, massive shoulders. The gun fighter dared not look up.

Listen to me. Jud, Im sorry for you. I aint your confessor, but I tell you Ive heard some awful things about you. About what you done to your pardner that found that claim for you back of Angelville. About a pile of other things Ive heard, too. But Ill say now that I dont believe them.

Im going to do my part by you. How do I know that this Charlie Valentine is enough of a man to be worth all this trouble and pain saving? Maybe in a pinch hed show yeller. Ive seen it done. Hes done nothing but clean up on a bunch of kids. Howd he act facing a real fighting gent like you? Thats the question! Well, Jud, well try him out.

You go to that saloon tomorrow and you hang around until Charlie Valentine comes in. Then give him a try. Walk up to him and see if hes got the nerve to meet you. Laugh at him, mock him, tell him what youre going to do in the line of filling him full of lead, and when youre done with that, just tell him to get out of the saloon; and then stand still and look him in the eye.

They aint one chance in ten that hell come through. Most likely hell try to grin and then back out. And if he does that, youre through. Youve done your part better than the Normans could of asked, because youll have shamed the boy.

Aye, it would be worse than shooting him, in a way. But Ill stand by and give you the chance. And I tell you straight it costs me moren you guess to do it. But you go ahead. Try his nerve.

But if he dont buckle and quit — if he dont walk out of the saloon — if he stands ready for a fight — then, Jud, you wont be fighting him. Youll be fighting me. Because Ill be standing by, and the minute the test comes, Im going to call your name out, and you and mell finish what you and him begun.

Dyou mean it? cried Jud Boone, leaping to his feet, exultant.

I mean it.

But how can you stand around in Carrols place? What if youre seen?

I wont be seen, but Ill be seeing.

Then, pardner, youll see this Charlie Valentine crumple up like wet paper when I get my eye on him. And — I know how to work it!

His face went savage. Indeed, he had had a practical demonstration that night of the power which one eye may exert upon another.

Theys one thing more, said Jess Dreer slowly. You know my name. You know Im wanted. If you was to spread the news around that I was in town, it might be kind of bad for me. Ill leave it to your honor, Jud.

Gimme your hand, cried Jud. Youve met me halfway, and you can trust me to go square with you, pardner!

Slong, then.

And the outlaw backed to the door, waved his hand, and was gone.


CHAPTER 21

[image: img107.jpg]

BUT THE MOMENT he was alone, shame threw Jud Boone into a perfect frenzy of rage and self-hatred. He ran to the door with the revolver naked in his hand, as if even now he would call back Dreer and face him. But he heard the door close downstairs and he hurried back to the window. Across the street below him the tall figure was passing, and he raised his weapon for a chance shot, balanced it a moment — and then dropped it into the holster with a groan. He sank into a chair, grinding his knuckles into his forehead, then leaped up as though under a spur and paced the room. But the thought of Jess Dreer followed him like a ghost, and like a ghost kept the calm eye upon him.

At length he made up his mind. It was a shameful thing, perhaps, to betray the word which he had pledged to Jess Dreer, but to Jud Boone this was a matter of life and death; and where he was vitally concerned, he had never been in the habit of consulting the requirements of honor.

He went straight to the bedroom of his host, Sol Norman, and slipped in without knocking at the door. He found the lamp on the table by dint of fumbling and lighted it, looking up to find Sol Norman rising in bed on one elbow and blinking rapidly at the light. Sol Norman was prodigiously long of nose and chin and was considered the saddest-faced man on the ranges. His face was now even longer than usual while he gaped at the gun fighter.

The games off, declared Jud, frowning at the other.

What game?

Me and Charlie Valentine. Im through.

At this, Sol Norman swung out of bed and plunged his bony legs into trousers. Sol was preeminently a man of action. Half a minute later he was strapping on a gun, and all these vital seconds he had not asked a single question.

Now, he said, catching up his hat, whats wrong?

I took on one man, not two, declared the gunman sullenly. I took on Charlie Valentine for you folks. You all figured that Charlie was too fast with his gun for any of you to tackle, and I was willing to have a try at him. But the new man?

What new man?

Jess Dreer.

There was a foul oath from Sol Norman.

Whats he got to do with it?

This: That if I jump Charlie, Dreer will jump me.

Two to one, eh? Dont worry, Jud. Thats just what we want. If we can get this down to mob action, everything is dead easy. We got the numbers.

Jud Boone flushed.

It aint the numbers, Sol. He aint going to work with Charlie. Hell work by himself.

Then youll send him the same way you send Charlie Valentine, Jud, and youll collect the price for him. Not a bad days work, eh?

He made his voice hearty as he said this, but Jud failed to show enthusiasm. He flushed as he approached the shameful truth.

Sol, dont you know nothing about Jess Dreer?

Well?

Hes the fastest man with a gun that ever sunk a spur into a hoss, Sol. Why, it was him that killed Salty Moore — and — Ive seen Salty work!

He had turned gray while he recalled Salty, and now Sol Norman nodded slowly; he understood.

But theys one way around it. Well keep Dreer from coming anywheres near Carrols saloon. Hes an outlaw. Nobody dont need to wait for an invitation before they plug Dreer. Well pass the word around. Well get all our boys out with something on the hip.

Jud Boone mopped his forehead.

Its a rotten job, he muttered. I dont feel no ways right about it. Keep him away if you can. But — somehow I figure hell get through. Hell be somewheres near watching when I face Charlie Valentine. But—

Have a drink, urged Sol, studying the face of the fighter with his little, shrewd eyes. Have a drink. Then you tumble into bed and have a snooze. Im going to make the rounds and get the boys together. Theyd be on hand, anyway; Im going to make sure of having them here early. But what does this Dreer look like? Ive never seen him; none of the rest of the boys have.

Hes tall — big shoulders, narrow waist, long arms — like a gorilla. He aint very good to look at. Kind of lean in the face. Got a straight-looking eye. He shuddered slightly as he remembered that eye. He concluded: You just tell the boys what Ive told you. And when they see Jess Dreer — theyll know him well enough.

He stepped closer and clutched the arms of Sol with his pudgy hands.

Sol, you got to keep him away!

And he turned to the whisky bottle.

Sol Norman left the room with three huge strides, went down the stairs with as many leaps, and burst into the night on his errand; and Jud Boone, turning the whisky glass nervously, was comforted by the beat of hoofs that swept down the street.

There was no sleep for Jud that night. Most of the time he spent in recalling the most minute details of his interview with Dreer. And then he focused the eye of the memory on the personal appearance of the outlaw — and most of all he dwelt upon the long, capable, deft ringers of the man. In those fingers a revolver would become a living thing, he felt.

In the meantime, before dawn was well up in the sky the first arrivals appeared at the house of Sol Norman, for this was the rallying place for the clan. And their coming, also, cheered Jud Boone, He could hear the front door slamming more and more frequently and their noisy stamping through the lower hall to the kitchen.

When he went down, they gave him a noisy reception. He was their champion, and they treated him like a king. Eagerly, to the circle of attentive faces, Jud described the outlaw, and the necessity of keeping him away from the saloon. They were to shoot at sight, ask their questions later, for if Dreer ever got the drop on them or even a fair warning of his danger, he would probably escape through a thousand of them. Jud was willing to exaggerate the prowess of Dreer. It made his fear of the outlaw less cowardly, and more like a mans dread of any power in nature. Jess Dreer became, under his painting, a cyclone against which one man or even two would be foolish to stand. And the result of the speech was that every man of the Norman clan looked to his weapons and then went out prepared for desperate battle.

By the time it was full day they had already laid their preparations and their plans of battle. And by the time it was full day Dan Carrol went up to the room of Dreer.

The big man, like Jud Boone, had not slept during the small remainder of the night, and at a signal from the gambler he went to the window.

Look yonder.

Well? asked Jess Dreer.

What dyou see?

A bald old boy scratching his head.

That bald old boy is Tom Norman — the old man himself.

He led the way to another window.

What dyou see?

Why, the same thing you do. Three gents sitting on a log playing dice.

Them three are Walter Norman and his two cousins, Garry and Wally. Now, Jess, dyou begin to do a little thinking?

I begin to think that theys a considerable heap of Normans in this town. Anything else Id ought to think?

Why dyou think theyre there?

Why, theyre going to hang around and wait for the fight to come off. Theyre waiting to see Jud Boone kill Charlie Valentine. Wouldnt take much brains to figure that out.

Dont it strike you that theyre a wee mite early?

They dont want to get caught in the rush. Go on, Danny, and tell me what it all means — if it does mean anything queer.

Kind of queer, pardner. Them gents aint the only ones. Theys others all around the saloon. Theyre sitting on front porches. Theyre loafing around in the alleys. Theys a couple of em down in the barroom now. Not talking much. Just standing and sipping their drink like they didnt like it, and looking, looking, looking. Jess, theyre out there to keep you from getting to the saloon!

It made the outlaw whirl on him.

What the devil do they mean by that?

Theys a whisper going the rounds that you intend to show up when it comes to the pinch between Jud and Charlie Valentine, youre going to step in and take a crack at Jud. They aint anything in it, Jess, is there?

The tall man was stunned, but he gradually recovered.

Its Boone, he said huskily. The skunk has started talking. He gave me his word. Danny, I could of killed the hound dog and got away clean without nobody knowing I was ever near him. And now hes double-crossed me!

He told what? gasped Carrol. Dyou mean to say that you were going to step in between Boone and young Valentine?

I was — and I am.

Jess, youre hanging yourself!

Id only be hurrying up something thats sure to happen sooner or later. But — I still got one chance.

Whats that?

If I can get back to my room after the fracas—

No good, Jess. Theyll search every inch of the house.

Thats right. He fell silent. Theys only one chance, then. If I have to make a play agin Jud Boone with all this gang around, Im done. But if Jud bluffs down Charlie — why, then my necks saved.

But whatll I do? Where can I help, Jess?

Nothing you can do. These here things, Danny, just up and happens.


CHAPTER 22
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PUBLIC OPINION IN Salt Springs was strictly neutral. On the one hand it was felt that Charlie Valentine had overstepped the bounds within which a peaceful man should walk by his various shooting scrapes. On the other hand there were not many who entirely approved of the Normans. They were a clannish tribe. They carried into the mountain desert the spirit with which they had lived in the Kentucky back hills. And the spirit of the clan is not wanted west of the Rockies in the large spaces where a mans malice should dissolve before he had spread it like a poison into the blood of his relations. Therefore, when Salt Springs found out that if the toes of one Norman were stepped upon, the fists of fifty Normans avenged the hurt, the townsmen put their heads together, marveled at this new spirit, and then began to frown. The Westerner does not make up his mind suddenly. He really is more conservative than the most hidebound New Englander. He is taught from his childhood to look on the better side of a man, and if the man has not a better side, then to avoid him altogether. The reason is simple. It is dangerous to disapprove of a man who wears a gun; it is far better to keep away from him, and above all, it is best to say nothing about him lest tidings of what you have said be brought to his ear.

Accordingly, Salt Springs saw the Normans, disapproved of them, and then waited in silence for something to happen. But on this day, when the Normans gathered in the streets of the town, every man armed, every man silently ugly, it was felt that they had overstepped the bounds of decorum. Salt Springs, in a word, disapproved, and hitched at its gun belt. And if the opposite party had not been a young mischief-maker himself, there was every probability that the neutrals would have risen en masse and run the Normans out of the town.

But as it was, it was felt that this private war had best run its own course, though many public-spirited men shook their heads with the knowledge that, if Charlie Valentine fell, it would be merely the beginning of constant warfare — for Morgan Valentine himself would then take up arms, and when Morgan Valentine stirred, society was shaken to the roots. As for the other rumor — that Jess Dreer was mixed up in this matter and was on the side of the Valentines, most people were inclined to disbelieve it. Besides, Dreer was to most of them a semi-mythical spirit. He came from the southland. His crimes were not of their region. And the man himself was discounted. Compared with Jud Boone, a known force, he was nothing.

But there was something so set and staged about this affair that Salt Springs began to grow excited before the morning was old. It drifted more and more thickly toward Danny Carrols saloon, where the meeting was to take place. And all eyes, turning upon Jud Boone, who sat at a table in the corner, would then flick over to the prize saddle, which now lay at the other end of the bar waiting for Charlie Valentine.

Obviously, no one could look at the saddle and then at Jud Boone without picturing the gun fight which was coming.

But where was Jess Dreer? He had not been seen. The loose-flung circle of the Normans had espied no one even distantly resembling the descriptions of the outlaw. Of course, no one dreamed of looking into the saloon. And in the saloon, least of all, would they have looked into the old closet at one end of the room. But here stood Jess Dreer, with the door ajar a fraction of an inch. From this he could not see the barroom, but he could look down the long mirror behind the bar, and in this mirror he saw perfectly at second hand all that happened. He saw the crowd filter through the door, a silent crowd, lining up before the bar, and then breaking swiftly into groups that gathered along the wall — always hurrying across the line between the chair of Jud Boone and the door, as if at any moment Charlie Valentine might appear in this doorway and the guns be drawn.

Jud Boone drank with a deep relish of the excitement which his presence roused. The number of the mustered Normans soothed his nerves. And if Jess Dreer were kept away from the saloon, this day his triumph would never be threatened.

There was a sudden flurry around the door of the saloon. Everyone stood up — except Jud Boone.

Then the whisper passed down the room, rose to a murmur, to a deep voice: Charlie Valentine is riding down the street — and hes coming alone!

Alone, and into the very teeth of all this savage clan of Normans!

All at once the men of Salt Springs began to remember that Charlie Valentine was young, handsome, of good family. That in his quarrels he had never taken an unfair advantage; that he had never actually killed. And then they looked from the open doorway to the face of Jud Boone, killer. The contrast was perfect.

Not even Valentines brother — not even his father had come with the boy. It was as though the whole family trusted everything to the sense of fair play in Salt Springs. And that was the reason for the deep, stern hum that went about the saloon. Sheriff Claney, of course, was not there. His habit was to attend such affairs after and not before.

But Steve Harrison made himself spokesman when he went up to Gus Norman.

Look here, Gus, he said, they aint any mystery about why you got all your men out here today. But you take my advice. Stay clear of trouble. Dont start no mob action. It aint popular around these parts. And write this down in red — Charlie Valentine is going to get a square deal!

And as he stepped back, once more the murmur passed up and down the barroom approving.

It was possible for Jess Dreer, in the closet, to watch the approach of Charlie Valentine down the street. Distant voices were calling from the outdoors, small at first and then growing in volume. Were they murmurs of admiration? Of sympathy?

Jud Boone, at his table, finished his drink, and then leaned back in his chair. It was a careless attitude, but the hand which hung by the gunmans side was clenched until the skin whitened across the knuckles. Jess Dreer saw all this in the mirror.

Then he heard, at the very door of the saloon, a womans voice pitched high and shrill. It was calling: Oh, Charlie Valentine, dont go inside. Theyre going to murder you, Charlie!

Every man in the saloon stopped in the midst of gesture or spoken word. What a thrill in that girls voice! Perhaps she was some old friend. She had danced with Charlie Valentine. She had known him when he was a child. She had even loved him, perhaps, and now she cried this warning.

The affair had been grim before. It now suddenly became filled with horror.

Then followed a heartbreaking pause, a dead silence outside the saloon. No voice within. What was happening? Had Charlie Valentine paused? Had the cry of this girl broken his nerve? Was he taking her advice and turning away? Was it this that accounted for the silence?

Jess Dreer, believing this, sighed with relief — and then Charlie Valentine stepped into the doorway.

It was the thing for which everyone in the saloon had been waiting and priming himself during the past hour or more.

And here stood Charlie Valentine, dark against the white sunlight beyond. Being the center of attention, he seemed hardly more than a child. Defiantly he had put on a shirt of blue silk, and he had a scarlet handkerchief around his neck. Poor fellow! His very gaudiness accentuated his deadly pallor. Purple circles surrounded his eyes. His mouth was set until the red of the lips disappeared. One could understand at a glance that this youngster had not slept in expectation of the fight.

Now he looked over the barroom, with its crowd of faces, and smiled. There was no mistaking it. Every ounce of power in his soul and body was given to make that smile. His lips parted; he tried to speak.

He had to moisten his lips and try again before the sound would come.

Very faintly: Hello, boys! I — Ive come for that saddle, Danny.

Dan Carrol from behind the bar looked somberly at him. As much as to say: Poor devil, youve come to be killed!

Aloud he said: Its yours, Charlie. And a beauty, too. Bring in the buckboard for it—

Yep.

And Charlie Valentine walked to the saddle and put his hand on the horn of it.

With one accord, every eye in the room turned upon Jud Boone. Yes, he was slowly rising; he had pulled down his hat a little; he was sauntering forward carelessly with his hands dropped lightly upon his hips.

Jess Dreer heard, near his door, a whisper which said: Its plain murder. That kid agin Boone! It ought to be stopped!

But who would stop it? Jud Boone was a known man.

Kind of a fine-looking saddle, Valentine, aint it? Jud remarked.

At the voice, a shock went through Charlie Valentine; a shudder as though a powerful current of electricity had been flung through him. Then, slowly, fighting himself to make his movements calm, he turned his head. His face was like death, yet he forced a wan smile. A little whisper of admiration went up and down the saloon. The combatants were at length face to face. And what a contrast! As well send a stripling two-year-old to try his horns against the scarred front of some bull who has long lorded it over his range.

The sneering smile of Jud Boone was a silent token of his knowledge of superior strength. And the head of Valentine, held desperately high, was an equally eloquent token that he knew he was approaching his death.
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A FINE SADDLE, kid, eh? repeated Jud Boone, who after pausing a few paces now went a stride nearer. The eyes of Valentine widened a little, fascinated, and then, by degrees, he was able to look away from his enemy to the prize. He touched it with a shaking hand.

Pretty nice, he admitted.

Yep, and theyve wasted a pile of silver in fixing it up, Id say.

It was an obvious opening for an insult, if Charlie Valentine chose to follow it up. But it was instantly clear that he would avoid the issue if that were possible.

I guess Ill have time to keep the silver shined up, Jud.

It seemed somehow that a subtle appeal were conveyed by this use of the man- killers first name. Something of appeal, too, in the faint smile which the boy now turned on his antagonist.

As though he was mutely saying: For Heavens sake, Jud Boone, be merciful. Dont push me to the limit; give me a chance!

Salt Springs noted all this, and the face of Salt Springs took on a sick look of pain and horror.

Then the same girls voice, shriller than before, and closer to the door of the saloon:

I will get in there, I tell you. I will get in! Theyre getting ready to fight now. I can tell it by the silence!

A muttering of mens voices followed. Those were the Normans, no doubt, who were keeping the poor creature away.

And then her voice, pitched higher still: Oh, if any of you are half men, go in and stop them! Save Charlie Valentine! Hes only a boy!

Somehow that girls voice was the crowning horror.

Charlie Valentine, shaking like a hysterical woman, turned his head with jerks and stared at the silent crowd along the wall.

Wont some of you — go out — and stop that noise? he murmured gaspingly.

But the brutal Boone had seen another opening and instantly took advantage of it.

Whats the matter, Charlie? Does the lady think youre sick? Or about to get sick? Thats Nan Tucker, aint it?

But he had whipped down the pride of the boy too much. Now a touch of color came in young Valentines face.

My dad taught me one little thing, he said, and that was never to name ladies when I was having a drink. Around these parts, Boone, we most generally keep our womenfolk outside of saloons.

But, said Boone, furious at the murmur of approbation along the wall, I aint seen any drinking going on.

Well start in now then. He turned to the others. Step up, boys, and have one on me.

Not a man stirred from the wall. The pale, interested faces stared as if these two had been on a stage, and the others were sitting behind footlights watching the drama of unreal lives. Charlie Valentine swung back again with an attempted smile, which only served to show his set teeth, flashing. Nobody aint particular dry, I guess, remarked Jud Boone.

I guess not, whispered Charlie.

Speaking of saddles, son, I hear that you aint really got any right to that one.

I got no right to it? Well, what dyou mean by that?

Obviously the crisis was coming. There would be no escaping from the quarrel which Jud Boone was urging on.

Ill tell you what I mean — its what I hear pretty general around Salt Springs. They say that young Tolliver really ought to be taking off this saddle today.

And how comes that? queried Charlie Valentine in the same ghastly, faint voice.

It comes this way. Bud Tolliver rides straight up and wont pull the leather, and he sticks on every horse but the last one. And then you come out and stick through all the horses. But when you come to the one that throwed young Tolliver, you sneak a grip that the judges dont see and pull the leather, and thats how you happen to be here today taking off the prize saddle.

Once more Charlie Valentine moistened his colorless lips.

Somebody has been joking with you, Jud. I didnt pull no leather that day.

Jud Boone raised his head and laughed derisively. And the fire was in his eyes. Plainly he was drinking deep of pleasure in this torture scene.

Ask the boys, Jud, gasped Charlie Valentine. Theyll tell you I didnt pull leather.

Jud Boone rolled his keen glance up and down the line — and not a man stepped forward — not a voice was raised.

Once more the gun fighter laughed. His confidence was mounting to great heights by this time. No attempt had been made so far by Jess Dreer to break through the cordon of the Normans around the saloon; and apparently the game was in his hand. And even if Charlie Valentine mustered courage enough to draw his gun, he would be worse than helpless with such shaking hands. Yet Jud was determined to avoid a shooting affair if possible. He was set on breaking the nerve of this boy and making him take water. Because there was one chance in ten that even though Jess Dreer were not here today, he might make it a point to look up the slayer later on. And Jud was distinctly desirous of avoiding that future meeting.

You see, he said, they aint any volunteers for information. Kind of looks as though they were agin you, Charlie. Look em over yourself.

Obediently Charlie cast a wild glance down that line. Not a man would stir or speak. He looked back to Jud.

I dunno how it is, he said.

Suddenly Jud shouted: Well, how do you think it is?

Charlie Valentine trembled. Perspiration poured out on his forehead.

Maybe, he whispered very faintly, Im wrong. Maybe — Ive forgotten — just what I did — that day!

Gratification flooded the face of Jud Boone. Plainly the nerve of the boy was breaking; he was about to take water. And in the closet at the rear of the room Jess Dreer, though he was quivering with horror, muttered to himself: Thank Heaven. They aint going to come to a show down. I wont have to step-in! But a great desire to spring at Boone and break him in his hands was sweeping over the outlaw.

Yep, sneered Jud Boone, I figure that you got a pretty handy memory. But Ill tell you what you do, son, to put yourself in right agin. You just leave this saddle here for young Tolliver, and Ill see that he gets it.

The head of Charlie Valentine dropped; his hand which had been twisted around the horn of the saddle loosened and fell nervelessly away. He seemed about to turn back toward the door, and a breath of relief came from the onlookers.

It may have been that breath that changed the mind of Charlie Valentine; it may have been that little whispering sound which made him recall the stern words of his father when he set out that morning.

He whipped himself together with an effort and looked Jud Boone in the eye.

Jud Boone, he said, the saddles mine!

The other was shaken by the sudden change. On his brow gathered his most ferocious frown.

Son, he said ominously, watch what youre saying. Im a tolerable peaceful man — till I get riled up. And youre riling me a whole pile. If you take this saddle, its just the same as calling me a liar!

Then — Heaven help me — thats what I call you, Boone!

It was done. Even Boone could hardly believe that he had heard it.

Think twice, Valentine. I aint a man to stand such talk!

I — Ive done my thinking, cried the young fellow, trembling like a girl. And now — have it over with!

He stood perfectly straight, his chin up; and it was patent that he could never get his gun out of the holster in time to meet the lightning draw of the other. And Jud Boone had forgotten all scruples, forgotten even Jess Dreer. The fighting lust was on him, and his upper lip was drawing back over his teeth in that bestial manner which needs to be seen only once to be remembered forever.

Then a voice cried from the other end of the room — a deep, mellow voice: Boone! Jud Boone! Youre facing the wrong way!

Those who saw the change that came in the face of Boone were haunted by it. They looked down the saloon, and there stood a big man, broad-shouldered, long- armed, with his gun hanging far down on his thigh. There was something negligent in his attitude, and negligently alert.

Yet for a long instant Jud Boone did not turn. When he whirled, it was with a shrill, animal cry, the gun coming into his hand as he veered.

Two reports. Two drifts of thin smoke, like two small puffs from a cigarette which is being deeply inhaled. The smoke went upward slowly. Jess Dreer had dropped his gun to his side again. But Jud Boone stood with a dazed expression, his revolver still extended. First the weapon crashed on the floor. Then he reached his left hand along the rail of the bar. His head dropped over, and he lowered himself slowly to the floor.
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THE GROUP ON the veranda of the Valentine house had remained there for close to two hours. Mary sat halfway down the steps with her hands clasped about her knees. Elizabeth was above her, leaning against the railing. Morgan Valentine and his wife were in chairs on the veranda itself.

He was smoking his short-stemmed pipe steadily. Mrs. Valentine had abandoned her knitting some half an hour before, and now sat stiffly erect, with her chin drawn in, her mouth tight, her color ashen.

And every eye of the four was bent fixedly upon that point where the road swerved around the shoulder of the western hill and dipped toward the house in a long, swift curve. No one had spoken — hours, ages of silence, it seemed. But now and then the glance of Mrs. Valentine lowered upon Mary, and her lips stirred with bitter, soundless words. And once when Mary turned and looked up, she met the glance of Elizabeth fixed on her as though she were a snake.

All this trouble rested on the head of the girl, and only the eye of Morgan Valentine was kind and clear. But even he, toward the end, was abstracted,

Now, over the hill, a horseman darted. And the four rose to their feet at the signal. It was Louis Valentine. He was spurring his horse to a mad gallop down the slope. His hat off, he was waving it frantically. Every inch of his body spoke joy.

And a cry came from the watchers.

Thank God, thank God! whispered Mrs. Valentine, and fumbling blindly, she found the hand of her husband and clung to it.

Elizabeth was weeping soundlessly.

Now the courier plunged up to the house and flung himself out of the saddle.

I seen him! he cried. I seen Charlie coming over the next rise! I seen him! Hes all right! Hes coming alone!

But you dont know, said Mrs. Valentine. He may be—

Not a scratch on him. I can tell by the way hes riding. Coming like sixty. Spurring every jump. Hes got Baldy stretched out straightern a string. No wounded man could ride like that.

Then Morgan Valentine spoke: Did you see the saddle? Hows it come that he drives in in the buckboard and comes riding a hossback? He drives Baldy in and rides him back? Wheres the saddle?

A gasp from Louis; half of his joy disappeared.

You mean — you think Charlie took water — you—

I dont care what he did! cried the boys mother. Hes alive — hes safe — in spite of you, Morgan!

But his honor, said the indomitable rancher. How about that?

There was no opportunity for further surmise. Over the hill came a second rider, and this time it was Charlie who appeared, spurring hard, as Louis had said. He did not wave his hat as he saw the waiting family. At their joyous shout that went tingling to him, he returned no answer.

Rides like they was someone behind him, muttered the ominous voice of Morgan Valentine, and for the first time he removed the pipe from between his teeth, and shaking himself clear from the hands of his wife, he stepped to the head of the stairs and waited.

Charlie Valentine dismounted less hastily than his brother had done and was caught in four pairs of arms; showered with exclamations from four pairs of lips. Only his father remained aloof.

The saddle, Charlie! he cried at length, even his iron nerve breaking under the strain. Did you bring it out?

At this the women and Louis released the boy and turned; his face could be seen clearly for the first time, and it was notable that there was not the slightest sign of exultation. He seemed to have aged many years; he had gone in hardly more than a child; he came out to the ranch from Salt Springs carrying his manhood stamped upon his face.

Theres the prize saddle on the hoss, he said tersely.

And Jud Boone? breathed his brother Louis, half abashed before this new Charlie Valentine.

Jud Boone is dead.

Dead silence. Had their own Charlie killed the man? Did that explain the gravity, the joylessness of his manner?

But Morgan Valentine came down the steps with gleaming eyes. He stretched out his hand.

Son, he said, you live up to the blood that runs in you. Ill tell you now that when you left the house this morning, I thought you were riding to your death. Ive had you dead in my thoughts, Charlie!

I cant shake your hand, replied the son. It wasnt me that killed Jud Boone.

Another caught breath from the crowd. The arm of Morgan Valentine fell slowly to his side.

Ill tell you how it was, said Charlie slowly. He frowned and recalled the bitter picture in detail.

When I faced Jud Boone, my nerve left me. I was like — like I was standing in a cold wind. Thats the way his eye got on my nerves. I kept thinking — about death — and being young. And — I near crumpled up. I — I near took water. Along comes the last minute. I was just swaying between being a coward — and then something snapped in me. I called Jud Boone a liar, and then waited for the draw. But I knew I was simply waiting to be killed. My hand was shaking so I couldnt of hit the other side of the room. And Jud Boone was as cool as if he was getting ready to shoot at a target.

And then — I heard a big voice call: Boone! Jud Boone! Youre facing the wrong way!

He imitated that deep tone, that full voice, and a quiver ran through the listeners.

Jud turned with a yell, with his gun out before he was clear around. Wasnt till he was clear around that the stranger made a move. Then it was just a jerk of his hand, a flash of light as the gun jumped into it — and he shot Jud Boone dead! And thats why Im here — alive.

God bless him! Who did it, Charlie?

But still Charlie showed no joy. He lifted his arm and pointed sternly at Mary Valentine. The others followed that pointing hand and saw her standing with a white face and great, staring eyes.

I reckon you know, Mary. When it was over, he says to me: Tell her that she dont owe me nothing. That the account is just squared up, thats all. I reckon you know who he was speaking about, Mary!

It was Jess Dreer, said the girl faintly, And — he got away, Charlie?

You must of known when you asked him to help me that there wasnt any way for him to get loose. Not with a whole line of men stretched around the saloon waiting for him — and Normans, all of them! You must of knowed you was asking him to step in and die! And him being that kind of a gent — the voice of Charlie trembled— he wouldnt say no to a woman.

Charlie, you arent speaking true? He isnt caught?

She had broken through the circle now and was clinging to him, pleading with him.

Dont hold onto me, Mary, said the boy coldly. I swear that Id rather be back there lying dead on the floor of Dan Carrols place than to have Dreer die for me.

Hush, broke in Morgan Valentine.

He was looking at Mary, not at his rescued son.

Mother, take Mary inside.

Oh, Mary! That was what you done for us? Oh, Mary, and all the bitter things I been thinking of you!

I wont go, Aunt Maude, said the girl steadily. I want to know just what happened. After Boone dropped, what did Jess Dreer do?

He turned his gun in his hand and caught it by the barrel.

 Boys, he says, just as quiet as Im talking now. Boys, I guess you know who I am. Im Jess Dreer. Theys about one chance in three that I could rush the lines outside and get clear. But Im sort of tired. So I give myself up. Wholl take my gun?

Nobody moved. I called out: Jess, Im with you. Im at your back. Well try it together. I meant it. Id of died for him. I still would! But he says: Go easy, boy. I know youre white, but dont you go making a mess of things for yourself.

Charlie, said Mary Valentine in the same calm voice in which she had spoken before, Ill never forget what you said to Jess Dreer and the offer that you made.

He went on, unheeding: Then he goes up to Harrison and puts out his gun: Pardner, he says, I figure you for a man-sized man. Take my gun and lead me to the lockup. Theys a pretty fat little price on my head. Its all yours — and you can give it to charity.

But Harrison took Dreers hand, not his gun. Youve done a mighty fine thing, he said. I dunno what your record is, Dreer, but heres one that would back you. And well see that you get a clean deal in Salt Springs.

But just then Sheriff Clancy comes through the door.

Will you make the same offer to me, Dreer? he says, with his hand on his gun.

I could see something flicker in the eyes of Dreer. He had his gun in a bad position — by the muzzle — but I thought for a minute that he was going to flip it and try to get Clancy first — and I think he could of done it.

But he says: It aint such a pretty party with you on the receiving end, Sheriff. Speaking personal, sheriffs aint been my bunkies, generally. But heres the gun, Clancy.

How dyou know me? asked the sheriff.

 I can tell you by the scar on your forehead, says Jess.

There was a cry of pain from Mary Valentine.

Aye, said the boy fiercely, cry and wring your hands, Mary Valentine, but that wont save Jess Dreer. And hes going to be saved!

Charlie, pleaded the girl, let me have a chance to help!

Keep away, Mary. Ill tell you why. I been thinking about you all the way home. I been thinking about you ever since Jess Dreer talked to me that way and gave me that message for you. It was on account of you that he done it.

And who was the cause of the whole thing? It was you! You made the fight between me and Joe Norman. And that fight laid the plan for this. Its on account of you that Jud Boone is dead just when he was trying to get a new start and be a decent man. Its on account of you that the finest man that ever wore a gun is waiting in jail for a rope. And I say that you ought to be punished some way for it.

He had risen on tiptoe; his whole body had swelled to a greater size as he poured out the denunciation. I dont know how, but—

Morgan Valentine stepped in between them.

Youve talked enough, he interrupted.

Let him talk, said the girl, and she smiled in a singular manner. But I want you to know that Im punished already, Charlie. More than I can bear. Because I love Jess Dreer!

There was a stifled exclamation from Elizabeth.

But Charlie turned his rage into a sneer.

You love him? he said scornfully. Well, youve had considerable practice loving men!

And Mary bowed her head.


CHAPTER 25
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YOU SEE, WAS the manner in which Claney greeted his brother sheriff from the southland, that you was wrong, Caswell, and that Jess Dreer wasnt taken near the Valentine ranch.

But the theory was right enough, protested Caswell. And it was on account of the Valentines that he got into this mix-up.

Sheriff Claney smiled benevolently on his companion.

Theory is one way, but practice may be a mighty long ways off from it. It was this time.

Well, Im free to say that youre right. I aint one that falls in love with my mistakes, pardner. Besides, youre a gent with a pretty good head, Clancy, which makes it a whole pile easier to be beaten out by you.

It was a very neat little tribute, and it was delivered in a voice so sincere that Sheriff Claney had the grace to blush.

Here I was, pursued Caswell, after follering this Jess Dreer for years, and knowing him like I knew myself, almost, and yet you step in at the right minute and grab him. Its a pretty piece of work. I thought youd be miles away from Salt Springs hunting for the trail of him.

Sheriff Claney cleared his throat; it would be long before he explained the purely adventitious circumstances which had brought him to Salt Springs that day.

But, ran on the man from the southland, now that you got him, you want to look sharp that you keep him. I looked over your jail and it dont look none too man-proof, to say nothing of being Dreer-proof!

Leave all that worry to me, pardner, because I aint going to let my bird get away agin.

What you doing to him?

Got an iron on his feet and got his hands shackled in front of him.

Sheriff Caswell whistled.

Thats kind of harsh.

The hound tried to make a mock of me, Caswell. He had worsen the irons coming to him. But — tomorrow morning I start south with him, so I wont have to bother with him long in that paper-walled jail. And while hes there hes got to grin and bear the irons.

Sheriff Caswell was deep in thought.

Well, and he sighed, I wouldnt be in your boots for considerable money if he was to get away. Hed most likely drop in for a call.

Let him call, replied the sheriff stoutly, though his mouth tightened a little. I aint been a sheriff such a short time that Im afraid of lawbreakers. They aint none of them that can get the jump on an honest man.

Hm, remarked Sheriff Caswell.

At this, the other became markedly uneasy.

Matter of fact, he said, Id like to have you look him over. You know him bettern I do. You might look him over in the cell and see if you think hes safe there. I got to go out in the country now, but this afternoon—

Ill be on my way south this afternoon maybe.

Well, go over by yourself, Caswell.

All right. But they aint any real call for it, I guess.

Id like to have you.

And that was the reason that Sheriff Caswell entered the Salt Springs jail that day.

It was a little square, squat building of homemade brick. It looked like a fort of the primitive days. Through such narrow, barred windows the defenders could have fired at Indians, say. A battered old fort, for the weather had nicked and chipped and scarred it as much as a prolonged musketry fire. In reality it was not ten years old. The sheriff had his office here. Behind the two rooms which served for that purpose, there were two rooms fenced with the finest tool-proof steel both on the sides and above. Sheriff Claney had refused to run for reelection unless he was given the proper cage for his prisoners, and Claney was so valued as a man catcher in Salt Springs that the citizens provided him with his man-proof trap. Beyond these two cells was a narrow passageway in which the citizens could flock to look over the captives.

There were not many on this day, for Claney feared that some one of the sympathizers — and for some reason Salt Springs was singularly interested in the southland outlaw who had killed Jud Boone — might convey to Dreer a tool with which he could effect his escape. For this reason he allowed only those who carried special passes signed by himself to enter the jail today. The mob stayed outside.

Sheriff Caswell found one of the favored coming out as he entered. It was Mary Valentine, whose father was too powerful near Salt Springs for the requests of his children to be denied. She walked with her head high, her face white, her eyes starry, and her mouth so firmly set that the sheriff knew she would burst into tears as soon as she was beyond the public eye.

But at sight of the sheriff the tears were whipped from her eyes and a color of anger mounted into her cheeks.

Youre one of those whove hounded him down to this, she said softly and fiercely. And I want you to know one womans opinion — that hes worth a thousand of men like you — ten thousand!

The sheriff looked mildly upon her. He took off his hat and turned it thoughtfully in his hands while she spoke. Then he said with his one-sided, whimsical smile: My dear, youre not alone. Youll find Salt Springs full of people who agree with you about Jess Dreer. And all of them arent girls.

She was about to break out in a storm of scorn again, but something in the patient eyes of Sheriff Caswell made her stop, look at him very closely, and then go on without another word. At the end of the passage she turned again — he had not moved foot or hand — and looked back at him. One might have said that there was a misty appeal in the eyes of Mary Valentine.

For some time longer the sheriff remained in this singularly devout attitude — just as if he were standing before the painting of some difficult and high-priced master. At length he sighed, and replacing his hat on his head, far back, he sauntered on into the interior of the jail.

He was amazed at the precautions with which this rare prisoner was surrounded. At the door to the inner passage past the cells were two guards, each with a pair of revolvers swung at his belt and each with a sawed-off shotgun.

That was intended, no doubt, to check a rush which might be made by friends of Dreer — other outlaws, perhaps, though it was known that Dreer usually rode alone. The sheriff looked with a bright eye on those shotguns. In his experience with men of action he had never found anything with quite such a sedative effect as the sawed-off shotgun with its big bullets and scattering murder at short range.

These two guards examined the slip of paper which Sheriff Claney had signed. They both had seen Caswell before, but they were exceedingly strict in their surveillance. Finally, when he was admitted, the sheriff remarked two other guards walking up and down in the passageway, both equally armed to the teeth.

And all this on account of a man lodged behind tool-proof steel bars and beneath bars of the same nature, with a floor beneath him of closely set stones of huge size. Suppose a man could loosen one of those stones, he would have to call for help before he could budge it. But even if he budged it, there was still a trick remaining; the outer edge of the walls were projected deep into the ground with the same tool-proof steel, covered with tar paint.

One might have turned a giant loose in such a prison and scoffed at his attempts to escape. No human force could either cut that steel or bend it, and unless one of these things were done, the only possible means of entering or leaving that cell was through the door with its ponderous lock which only one key could turn.

Yet Sheriff Claney was not satisfied with surety. He added something more. He had locked the ankles of Jess Dreer to a hundred-and-fifty-pound iron ball and his hands were shackled before him with the most approved manacles. And in this wise Dreer sat on his cot smoking a cigarette of his own making. It was an odd thing to see him raise both ironed hands and laboriously place that little cigarette between his lips and remove it again.

So, said the sheriff, here you are, Jess!

Jess Dreer started; then his long, lean face wrinkled into a kindly smile.

Why, Caswell, Im glad to see you again. Wait till I work my way over to the bars, and well shake hands.

Never mind, Jess. Ill come inside.

No, you wont, put in one of the guards.

Look here, explained the patient sheriff. Im Sheriff Caswell. Ive followed that man for years. Do you think theys any danger of me helping him to get loose?

Pardner, said the guard, scratching his head, I dunno but what youre right, but orders is orders, and Claney was downright positive about what he said. Nobody is to go into that cell. Nobody, not even to take him grub. Its all got to be passed through the bars.

Jess Dreer was already standing up. The manacles on his ankles gave him a play of about four inches, and that was the length of his step. Moreover, every time he took a step, the weight of the iron pried at him and often nearly toppled him to the floor. Only the exercise of the greatest leg power enabled him to struggle painfully across the floor. Yet he maintained the greatest good nature. And though the perspiration started on his forehead, he chuckled whenever the tug of the iron ball nearly threw him off his balance.

Sheriff Caswell cursed softly, and the guard, flushing, declared that this was none of his work.

Claney aint taking no chances, he declared. And the sheriff says that if anybody can get something to Dreer with four of us gents looking on, hes welcome to it.

At this Sheriff Caswell grinned.

Im glad to see Claney has the sporting spirit, he said. A little chance is bettern none at all.


CHAPTER 26
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WITH THIS, SINCE Dreer was now close to the bars, the sheriff went forward and held out his hand. But he was caught at the same time by either shoulder and flung strongly backward.

None of that! cried the two guards who paced the passage. None of that, Caswell! Nobodys to pass nothing through them bars.

The sheriff remained silent for a moment. His hat had been knocked down over one eye by the violence of that jerk, and now the muscles at the angle of his jaw bulged. But at length he smiled and quietly straightened his sombrero.

Not even a bare hand? he asked, showing that inoffensive member.

Sheriff Caswell looked from the face of one guard to the other. Something about his look appeared to be intensely interesting to Jess Dreer.

Well, said the sheriff, I see you boys are a mighty smart pair. Claney must of picked you out real special. And if thats the way you work it, Ill play with the same rules.

He turned to the prisoner.

I dunno just why I came, Jess. It wasnt sure to look you over and gloat on seeing you behind the bars. You believe that?

Pardner, I know it.

Matter of fact, and the sheriff nodded, gratified by this admission, Im mighty sorry for you, old man. Wish it had been a different end. Wish youd gone down for the last time with your boots on, and two guns working.

You forget, Caswell. Im not a two-gun man. I aint got that many talents.

The sheriff grinned again.

You got enough talent to pass, he declared. But when I think of what lies in front of you, Jess? He stopped abruptly. I suppose I shouldnt talk about them things, though.

Its all right. No harm done. Ill tell you how it was. I might of busted through the boys, but I didnt have the nerve. I got sort of tired. Didnt seem like it was worthwhile taking the long chance — and killing a pile of boys Id never had a grudge agin. But here I am, and no whining, Caswell. But Im sorry for you.

At this the patient man gasped. He was openly astonished.

Sorry for me. Now, is that a joke, Dreer?

It aint. You hear me talk straight talk today, pardner. Of all the gents that ever took my trail, youre the squarest shooter, the cleanest hand, the best head. Of the whole gang Id rather of been taken by you. Caswell, I mean that so much that I sort of hanker to shake hands on it!

Clancy had his own ideas about that, said the sheriff very quietly.

Speak up, gents! exclaimed one of the guards. Speak up so the four of us can hear you.

The sheriff turned deliberately and looked them one by one in the eye; then he said to Jess Dreer: You must be pretty young, Jess; they got you chaperoned to a finish.

Yep, nodded Dreer, and he also looked with singular attention at the four, they got a lot of thoughtful gents around Salt Springs. Ill try to remember em all. Well, I dont kick. This is a pile drier night than the time you run me through the hills down by Lawson, Sheriff.

Speaking of Lawson, Ive always wondered how you got past me through them hills, Jess.

Didnt go through the hills, Sheriff. I tried to twice and then I found that youd got your posse strung out about one man every hundred feet.

Well, that made it sure you couldnt come through, Jess.

Sure it did. I couldnt come through as myself, so I come through as somebody else. You know how you had your scouts out ahead of the rest? I rode right back to the line like I was one of the scouts. It was along about evening; pretty dim. I sings out that you want em to close up — rode back part ways with em — and then ducked away. Went straight on through Lawson with Angelina trotting or walking, and nobody even looked crosswise at me. They expected Id be going the other way as fast as the old hoss would take me.

Sheriff Caswell swore again, and his eyes lighted.

Youre a fox, Dreer.

Fox or no fox, youve give me a great run for the money — and I wish you had it coming into your money bags, Sheriff.

Caswell flushed. I was never on your trail for the price, Jess.

I believe it, pardner.

But seems like Ill have a pretty empty kind of life, Jess, with you gone. The old days is ended. Ill hang up my guns and let em rust.

Here, after a brief consultation with one of his companions, a guard approached them.

Clancy ordered that if any gent come in and got real friendly with Dreer, we was to run him out. I guess that goes with you, Caswell.

Aint you stepping kind of hard?

Im taking no chances. Well, if you two want to swap lies about old times, go ahead for five minutes more.

The sheriff nodded. He turned to Jess Dreer and for a moment looked at him without a word.

Seeing this here jail, Jess, he began at length, reminds me of an old shack I used to run down the country. Full of holes that jail was. Remember Garry Smith? I had him three times, and every time he got clean off. Then I sent him up, and when hed come through with his term, I swore him in as a deputy and got him to show me how he used to get clear of the irons. Man, man, it was a sight to watch Garry work! Nothing in the shape of an iron could stick on him. He had long hands like yours, and he showed me how he could bunch up his hands and make them smallern his wrists and shake the bracelets offn him.

Never tried leg irons on him, eh? said Jess.

I never believed in treating a man like a dog, said the sheriff with a side glance at the guards, but after Garry was my deputy, I put on the ankle irons for fun. Didnt see how he could make his feet smallern his ankles.

But he did?

Sure, he didnt. But after he got his hands loose, hed take out a little bit of a watch spring and go to work on the lock of his leg irons. He tried to show me how it was done, but I couldnt get the hang of it. I dont suppose you know how to work a lock like that, eh?

Jess Dreer looked the sheriff straight between the eyes.

No, he said slowly, drawling the word.

There was just a twinkle in the eyes of the sheriff.

I thought not, he remarked.

But where did Garry keep the watch spring? Didnt you search him?

Clean down to the skin, after the first time, but the second time hed put it in his hair, and the third time hed put it between his big toe and the second toe — they was sort of hammered together and didnt spread out when he walked around barefooted. That was how he got the watch spring into the jail.

Then you didnt give him the kind of a search Clancy gave me, said Jess Dreer. His jaw set like iron. Then he went on: He even combed my hair, Sheriff, if you can believe that.

Somehow, said the sheriff, I can.

He was fumbling in his vest pocket with thumb and forefinger. He brought out a toothpick.

Times up, Caswell, called the guard who had last spoken.

All right, friend. And the sheriff turned.

The cells were dimly lighted from a skylight, brown back above the passage where the guards walked up and down on their beat. Jess Dreer, to relax the suspicious interest with which the guards watched him while he talked with Caswell, had gone back to his bunk. And now, by the dim light, something glittered faintly in an arc that disappeared at the feet of Dreer. Also, there was a tinkle of metal on stone.

Whats that? cried the guard.

What? asked Dreer, lifting his head.

Sheriff Caswell had completed the motion of raising his hand to his mouth and now had a toothpick between his teeth.

Something jingled, sort of. Something near you, Dreer.

I tell you, son, drawled the outlaw, when you get older, youll find out that chains rattle now and then.

At this the guard flushed. In reality he did not wish to persecute this silent, gentle-appearing man with too many suspicions.

Sounded sort of smaller and lighter than the chains, he grumbled.

Jess Dreer had moved one of his feet and now kept it still.

Slong, Sheriff, he said.

Slong, Jess.

If theys a slip, Sheriff, and I get loose agin, Ill be glad to have you back on my trail.

Jess, dont you make no mistake. If you was to get free, Id foller you to the end of the world and drop you if I got the chance.

Same here, Sheriff. Thanks for looking me up. Good-by.

He tried to make a gesture of farewell, but the manacles checked him, and the best he could do was to rouse a harsh rattling of the chain.

Now, theres what I call a friendly man, said Jess to one of the guards, and he began to roll a cigarette.

He talks too much, answered two of the guards in chorus.

Well, sir, said Jess, most generally when he talks a lot hes got something to say.

At this point the cigarette paper fluttered down out of his hand and came to a rest beside his foot. He leaned over, moved his foot, and when he sat up again, the paper was in the tips of his fingers, and against the palm of his hand was a little strip of strong steel, a watch spring.


CHAPTER 27
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THERE WERE OTHER visits on that afternoon.

One by one the Valentine family came in, for two were not allowed to be present at once.

Charlie was first, straight as a soldier before the tool-proof bars, and as white as when he faced Jud Boone in Dan Carrols place. He tried to speak.

Son, said Jess Dreer very gently, you run along. Youre a clean one, Charlie. I know everything you want to say. Id a lot rather have you think it than say it. So long, old man!

And the boy blundered out. Even the guards were moved by him and his silent anguish.

Then Mrs. Valentine and Elizabeth, for the exception was made that the two women might come and stand huddled against the wall and stare at Jess Dreer. It was dusk now; but two big lanterns with powerful reflectors behind them were trained upon Dreer and made his face appear older, more seamed, paler than before. Also, it kept his eyes altering between black shadow as he lowered his head and a flash of the pupils as he looked up.

And these, also, said nothing; they thought that speech was forbidden. But the mother looked on Jess Dreer as some woman of the old days might have looked on a knight of the Holy Grail — a man unapproachable.

Tenderhearted Louis was next to last; and he wept like a child. The guards smiled and nudged one another.

Pardner, said Dreer in a voice that the boy never forgot. You aint got any call to be ashamed even if these gents grin at you. The dayll come when youll be a harder-handed man than any of em — a harder-handed man than Charlie, even. Good luck to you, pardner.

And Louis went out with his head high, and he looked the guards fiercely in the face.

Last of all the father came. He was such a man that even the guards stood back from him. They knew Morgan Valentine. He spoke with a ring in his voice that had never been there since his brother died.

Ive sent East for a lawyer, he said. And Ive started to get at the governor. I know him myself and I know hell listen. Youre going to get every chance that exists, Dreer.

Then he outlined briefly exactly how his influence would be brought to bear — all the little cogs that would be turned.

But in the end Dreer said: Valentine, youre wasting your time and your money. I thank you for it, but it wont do any good. Law is law, and a dead man is a dead man. Why, looking at it impersonal, Id say the law was a joke if it didnt hang me. So long.

After that, it was night. But just before the complete dark Sheriff Claney came in from the country. He looked over his guards and noted their readiness with words of approbation. They were chosen men. He told them what their duties were, just as a good general keeps repeating his instructions to his subordinates on the day of the battle.

Tomorrow, he said, they would have him on the way south to the county seat, surrounded by men day and night, and well on the way to the gallows — unless he were lynched on the way when he reached his own country. In the meantime the thing to watch for was an attempt from the outside. He might have friends in Salt Springs who would make an attempt. The Valentines were indirectly struck at in this. Four choice men patrolled the outside walls of the jail, and they would keep off any surprise. Yet in spite of bars and shackles, there must always be at least one man in the passage, walking up and down and keeping an eye on the prisoner himself.

And if he acts queer, dont take no chances. Shoot him down. Ill be your warrant for it.

He faced Jess Dreer when he said this, and the tall man rose and elaborately bowed.

Mr. Murderer Clancy, he said, as though acknowledging an introduction.

And Clancy showed his teeth when he grinned.

To be sure, his part in the actual taking of Dreer had been almost nothing, but the very fact that he was intimately connected with such a man would make him a household word throughout the mountain desert. He would willingly have sacrificed ten years out of his life rather than see this man go free.

He heard himself talked of; in the eye of his mind he saw future thousands point at him. Theres the man who sent Jess Dreer to the gallows.

And the thought was sweet to Clancy.

After this visit, the night watch began.

Not that Sheriff Clancy retired for the night. He kept coming back at half- hour or hour intervals, and fastened his keen glance on his prisoner, almost as though he feared the famous outlaw would evaporate.

For a time Jess Dreer smoked, talked with the guards, who grunted their answers, and hummed softly to himself.

But after a while, weary but unable to get onto the little couch comfortably because of the leg chain and ball, he slouched over in a corner with one shoulder against the wall. The weight of the manacles seemed to pull his long arms straight down so that they almost touched the floor. At least, it brought his hands upon the leg irons.

As the guards saw him take this position of rest, they were inclined to show one bit of mercy by letting him sleep out the remainder of the night if he could. But the sheriff, the next time he made his rounds, cursed them for their tender-heartedness. Let Dreer sleep with the light in his face. And did they not know that if this devil were able, hed kill them all in order to get away?

So the guards changed the direction of the light from the two big reflectors, and focused it carefully on the outlaw.

And in that position he was forced to work, with the light flashing full upon him.

In a way it was a help, for even the most suspicious person would not suspect a man of trying to free himself in the glow of such a radiance, with four pairs of eyes turned on him again and again, a dozen times a minute.

Joe Chalmers alone would have been enough. He was the most trusted of the sheriffs henchmen. To him had been given the priceless key to the door of the cell. It hung at his cartridge belt. He had discarded his heavy, sawed-off shotgun, and instead of standing post he walked up and down the passage steadily, hour after hour, and the little eyes never lagged for a moment in their wariness. There was something terrible, something of the animal in this endless patience. To understand it one would only have to watch the wolf slinking ceaselessly up and down behind the bars of the cage.

In sheer bulk of muscle he might have been a match, single-handed, for the sinewy strength of Jess Dreer. And he had the facial conformation of a bulldog, the nose flattened away and the mouth and jaw huge, while his head was that bullet type which is incapable of holding more than one idea at a time. Yet for all his bulk Joe Chalmers was an agile man.

He was proud of the precedence which the sheriff had given to him. His pacing up and down kept him in the center of attraction as he walked in a narrow ellipse, turning toward the cell at one end of his path, and turning away at the farther end. And the other three interior guards naturally fell back and allowed Joe Chalmers to carry the main burden of responsibility. After all, it was he who had been reproved for not following the new position of Dreer with the lantern light, and it would be he who would be praised for their united vigilance.

He was a host of watchfulness in himself. During all his pacing he never took his eye from the prisoner except for the moment when, at the end of his beat nearest Dreer, he turned his back to take the back track down the passageway.

And during this half second, as the big man was turning, the active, strong fingers of Jess Dreer made a single deft movement, and between his fingers the stout little piece of watch spring turned in the lock.

Yet when the guard bent his eye on the prisoner again, the hands were once more motionless. Even if a guard had seen that motion of fingers, he would probably have thought it a convulsive movement, a twitch of the nerves as the man slept. For his head was fallen, and only through the long, sunburned eyelashes did he watch his guards and time the play of that watch spring.

It was tedious work. His arms ached from the awkward position. He had only a second of contact through the spring with the lock within. And after that contact he had to wait, studying the lock in his mind, remembering what he had done before, guessing at the mechanism, and ready with some new movement when the next opportunity came.

Still nothing happened; the lock held firmly; the iron crushed into his ankles, for the manacles were too small.

He had really given up hope some time before. His arms were numb and the nerves asleep from the shoulders down, yet he kept mechanically to his effort — one twitch of the spring each time the guard turned at the near end of his beat.

And then — he hardly knew what happened, except that the spring encountered something which resisted and yet yielded. And suddenly he felt the pressure of the iron about his ankles relax.

His legs were free! They were free, but not yet useful. From having kept off his feet for so long a time, the pressure of the iron had shut off the flow of the blood, and now they were numb, paralyzed.

He looked down; the irons remained apparently in place. Was it the weight of his hand that kept them there? He lifted his fingers — the manacles still stayed in place. But what if some unguarded movement should make the iron fall off with a rattle?

Now that the blood began to flow once more, his feet tingled, and it was almost impossible to keep them motionless. He set his teeth, and the perspiration burst out on his face.
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A MOVEMENT WITH his arms was now necessary. He covered it adroitly by openly yawning — a sound that made every one of the guards whirl toward him. But they saw him straighten a little and drop his hands so that the manacles rested exactly between his knees. And then the pacing of Joe Chalmers began again, and the others relaxed. They were beginning to envy the resting figure of the prisoner.

Once more Jess Dreer began the subtle, careful movements. Of a different kind this time and necessarily more open. For each time that Joe Chalmers turned his back, he had to fold his hands together and strive to draw them back through the handcuffs. But the manacles fitted close, and these tugs were far more obvious. Yet the looseness of the sleeves of his shirt covered the careful movements of his arms to some extent. Also, the four guards were convinced that the man was now asleep.

Only Joe Chalmers continued to keep his eye on the figure under the brilliant light.

Still that patient work went on — until his hands were wet with perspiration and the skin was chafed from his wrists. Indeed, it was the perspiration which made the thing possible. The bruised wrist bones suddenly slipped through — the broad part of the hand was crushed together under the strain, and now — oddly light — his hands lay free upon his knees. He thrust them quickly down between his knees and waited. Though what he waited for, he could not tell. At least, it was impossible to do anything with four men waiting there in the passage. He suddenly realized how foolish, how futile, all his work had been.

Yet a great happiness was surging through his veins. His hands were free! Strength seemed to be descending upon him, showered out of the air.

And then — it came like a bolt on him: Hey, Jess Dreer!

He looked up. There stood the sheriff outside the bars, grinning at him. Had the sheriff seen all those futile efforts and now come to mock the prisoner with his knowledge? Or, worse still, was it dawn, and time for the journey to begin?

He looked up beyond the brilliance of the shaft of lantern light and saw that the square of the trapdoor onto the roof of the passage was indeed gray. The early light of day! Despair fell upon him. He was suddenly weak with it.

And this was what Sheriff Claney said: Dreer, I forgot to tell you: Angelina gets a slug through her head as soon as its light enough for me to see her.

The outlaw was stunned.

The boys tried to ride her yesterday, and she pitched Gaston and then tried to eat him. Were going to put her out of trouble, seeing that you wont have no more use for her.

Claney, said Jess, when he could speak, give the old hoss a chance. Take her out into the hills and turn her loose.

The sheriff laughed.

Sort of riles you, dont it, Dreer?

And the tall man studied him.

Why do you hate me, Claney?

Why does any honest man hate a man-killing thief? returned the sheriff.

There was a long pause. Even the guards were stirred. Joe Chalmers stood scratching his head, and his face was troubled. Plainly he felt that all was not right, but he could not discover just why. Only something did not please him.

Ill tell you why you hate me, said Dreer. Youre one of them small-souled skunks that hate a man theyre afraid of.

The sheriff burst into a torrent of curses.

Ill find ways of making this up to you, Dreer!

But the big man did not hear him. He said at length: Well, good-by, Angelina. And Heaven help you, Claney, if I ever get clear of the jail!

The sheriff smiled again. He had a most evil smile.

Itll be over behind Carrols place in the corral, he said as he went out. If you listen sharp, maybe youll hear the shot. Itll be in about half an hour. And he was gone.

The guards for a moment muttered together, but their commiseration of Dreer was interrupted by a clangor of tin in the outer office of the jail, and then a cheery voice calling: Chuck, boys. Leave one of you gents to keep watch, and the others tumble out here and have doughnuts and coffee.

It brought a shout from the three, but Joe Chalmers shook his head.

I aint hungry, he said. This is meat and drink for me! he gestured at the prisoner in the cage.

So the three went out. They left the door wide. One of them came back and stood in the lighted opening, tempting their companion with the steaming cup and a handful of doughnuts. But Joe Chalmers shook his head doggedly and went on.

What if something happens? he said. Wholl get the blame? You gents have your lunch. I dont need none.

He took a tug at his belt and continued the pacing, grumbling in his deep voice. He vented his anger by pausing at the bars and glaring at the prisoner. Then he resumed his pacing, but the moment he was on his way, a change began to take place in Jess Dreers position. He did not wait now for the guard to have his back turned before he began to move. He had not time. For his plan was formed, and in that plan the saving of every available second was essential.

He began to move, but very slowly, gradually, steadily. He drew his hands back, he straightened by fractions of inches, he pushed himself forward on the bed so that his weight fell more and more on his feet.

Then, when he had gone as far as he dared, he began to gather himself for the attempt. If it failed, there would be either instant death, or else a certain death in the future. But he was ready for the chance. He began to gather his muscles under him as the football linesman crouches and grows tense as he hears his quarterback calling the signal and knows that the next play is coming his way. His way, and the goal inches ahead!

Down the passage swung the bulky form of Joe Chalmers. He paused halfway. Had he seen? No, he went on again; he turned at the end, and the moment his eyes had swung away, Dreer sprang.

One leap swept him out of the shaft of light, across the cell, and up to the bars. The back of Joe Chalmers was squarely turned, but as though he had eyes in the back of his head — perhaps some play of shadows had startled him — he whirled.

It was too late for the outlaw to swing the handcuffs with which he had intended to strike down the guard. In midair literally he saw the big man swerve and changed his plan. His feet struck the stone floor; he bounded forward again, and just as Chalmers swung fairly about, the fist of Dreer drove out the length of his sinewy arm with two hundred pounds of plunging weight behind it.

The blow struck Chalmers fairly on the point of the chin and flung him back against the wall. Back against the wall. That was the thing that broke the heart of Dreer, for if he fell there, Chalmers body would be out of reach.

And it was even doubtful if he would fall. The brutal jaw might have absorbed the shock without transmitting enough of it to daze that brutal mind. Now Chalmers stood with sagging mouth, his shoulders against the wall, his eyes utterly senseless.

His knees buckled; he sank gradually, and then rolled on the floor.

Heh, Joe, fall down?

Dreer waited, his heart knocked at his teeth. But the question was not repeated. Looking through the open door he saw big, shapeless shadows brushing across the farther wall. He could make out the caricature of a head.

Then he dropped to his knees and stretched out his arm. His fingers fell short of the senseless body. He tried again, grinding the flesh of his shoulder against the iron, and this time his fingertips reached the shirt. He gathered it into a handful, cautiously, and when his grip was sound, tugged the big body slowly toward the bars. The shirt began to give way under the strain, and before it should tear with a loud noise, he shifted his hold, and this time he barely was able to reach the belt. Now the body came easily enough, the legs and the head trailing back. It was near; it was close to the bars. One moment of fumbling and the key was in the hand of the outlaw.

Now a door opened into the outer office. There was a tumult of shadows on the wall as Jess ran silently to the door.

Chalmers! Booze!

That call could not go without an answer.

To the devil with the booze, Jess Dreer answered, deepening his voice as close as possible to the tone of the guard.

And in the excitement of the moment in the office they did not note the difference.

Now the lock gave under the key silently, for it was well oiled and new. A moment later Jess Dreer stood with the belt of Chalmers buckled around his waist and a gun in his hand.

Well for the guards in the outer room that one of them did not look in on the prisoner at that moment!

Yet he was still far from liberty. Far, indeed, for the only two exits lay either through the office itself or through the skylight and out onto the roof. He turned the chances swiftly in his mind. He might rush through that outer office and escape without being shot in the flurry of excitement, but the chances were large against him. On the other hand, if he gained the roof, there were the four men who walked their posts, one for each side of the prison. Yet the dull light of the dawn would make for bad shooting.

He made up his mind, and drew back for a run and a jump at the edge of the trapdoor.
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IT WAS A big jump, and the great danger was that, in missing, his impact on the floor would surely alarm the men in the office, so he gathered himself, ran swiftly on his toes, and sprang. His hands slapped on the edge of the framing, the fingers slipped — and held.

He was swinging like a pendulum from the impetus of the leap, and taking advantage of the backward sway, he drew himself with a lunge through the skylight, and his knee rested on the roof.

Only now did he realize what freedom would mean. The gallows which had been his familiar thought, the death which he had been nerving himself to die, became dim, misted ghosts behind his conscious mind. And he saw, to the east, a long streak of white light, and the black hills tumbled away under it. There was his freedom!

He skirted across the flat roof, and at an angle looked down. Beneath him paced two men, meeting at the corner on each beat, and then turning their backs, like soldiers, and swinging off in opposite directions. Within three paces they were out of sight of each other, so Dreer drew back along one side and crouched to wait.

They were calling inside, thunderously loud: Chalmers, Chalmers!

Seconds would tell the story now, and how slow that fellow dragged along his beat, met his companion at the corner, and turned back. Half a dozen steps — a yell tore up from the inside of the prison, and the guard halted abruptly and looked behind him.

At that instant, like a black panther from an overhanging bough, Dreer dropped. His knees struck the fellow at the nape of the neck, and the blow stunned him. He was pitched upon his face, and Jess rolled half a dozen steps away, and came to his feet again, running low and fast across the clearing toward the nearest house, his revolver in his hand.

But not a shot followed him. The yell from the prison had dissolved into a shouting of many voices, and no doubt the other outer guards had hurried inside the jail at the very moment when they were needed on the outside. A moment later Jess was in the black shadow behind the first house.

It was his right direction, luckily, and he cut straight ahead at full speed, running as he had never run before. And how the absence of those irons gave wings to his heels! Behind him the uproar burst out of the jail and crashed through the open air. Doors began to slam open down the street; windows were smashed up. Other voices were calling here and there.

He had never dreamed that an entire town could be alarmed so quickly. It seemed to him that the noise spelled one syllable to the town: Dreer!

He whirled in at the saloon, vaulted the bars of the corral, and raced through the barn. His saddle was hanging on the very peg where he had left it. He reached Angelina, standing with her sleepy head hanging far down, and cast the creaking burden on her back.

Angelina did not even raise her head; she did not even stir an ear. Such scenes as this were old indeed to her.

Jess Dreer could have burst into song. His own saddle, his own horse. Angelina of all others. With her stubborn sides between his knees he felt that he could mock the world. There was only one thing lacking, and that was the old revolver which hung on the wall of the office of Sheriff Clancy in the jail. For that matter, he had two better guns hanging now from his belt.

But he would not have traded the original revolver for a thousand of the newest. It belonged to him, and he felt his luck was inextricably wrapped up in it. For a moment, sitting in the saddle, he hesitated; then he determined on the venture. Instead of cutting out of the corral of Carrols place and heading for the hills, he jogged up the alley and swung onto the main street of Salt Springs. Almost instantly a volley of a dozen horses thundered down at him. Two of them swung off with a yell as he came into the road.

Go it, boys! Im with you! yelled Jess Dreer, and waved his hat at the diminishing line of riders.

But now the gray dawn was growing every moment, and in a short time people would be able to recognize him. Up the street he went at the same slow trot, feeling Angelina unlimber beneath him and begin to come up on the bit, for the unaccustomed rest of the last few days had filled her full of running.

Straight to the jail went Jess Dreer again.

From a distance he could see single horsemen and horsemen in groups radiating from the open door of the sheriff like rays of light from a lantern, and he knew that the sheriff, the master mind, was directing the pursuit. Why did the sheriff himself abstain from taking part? Like a wise general, perhaps, he preferred by far to remain behind the lines of action and view his troops at a distance, measuring chances and results.

There was a dwindling group of saddled horses in front of the jail, and now and again out burst a man, flung himself on his mount, and rushed headlong off.

Jess Dreer reined in Angelina and waited a little uneasily. For now the daylight was increasing with every moment, and his stay in Salt Springs became with each second doubly perilous. But it seemed to him that to the very tips of his fingers his hands ached for the familiar touch of his old revolver.

Still he delayed. A secondary purpose was beginning to form in his mind, a sort of delicate mental dessert, and he rolled the anticipation of it over the roots of his tongue, and grinned to himself in the dim dawn. Far away, he heard the pursuit splashing through the hills around Salt Springs, voices, even gunshots.

Yet he remained there at the center of his danger until there was left, before the jail, only a single horse. The moment he saw this, he sent Angelina into full gallop with a touch of his knees. Sheriff Clancy came and stood in the doorway.

Whos there? Down to the old fort, pardner, and ride mighty fast! But who are you?

This as, instead of obeying, the new horseman flung himself out of the saddle.

An old friend, said Jess Dreer, and thrust a gun under the chin of Clancy.

The sheriff stiffened, as if suddenly petrified.

Dreer! he whispered.

Dont beg, said the big man. I got a sneaking idea that maybe youll be on your knees in a minute, begging for your life. It gives me the creeps to see the yaller come out in a gent, Sheriff. So Ill tell you beforehand that I aint going to send a slug through you. Got two reasons for letting you off. First, because a shot would bring some callers, most like. Second, because I can do worsen kill you, Claney. I can shame you sos youll be the laughingstock of the ranges. And thats what Ill do. Now turn your back.

The sheriff obeyed without a word.

Step inside.

Inside went the sheriff. When the light struck him, one could see that he was quaking. His head and shoulders were sinking. Indeed, he seemed to be wilting away, as slugs will when salt is sprinkled on them.

I had an idea you was a skunk, said Dreer, making a face as though he were swallowing a bitter pill. But I didnt know the yaller streak was so wide.

The sheriff seemed tongue-tied. Dreer took from the wall of the room a long rope and spun it dexterously around Claney, weaving him, hand, foot, and body to the neck, in a tight coil of horsehair.

The sheriffs own wadded handkerchief made the gag, and it was wedged deep into his throat.

After this, Dreer looked around the room. It was in the wildest confusion. Chairs, overturned, lay here and there, even including the sheriffs own priceless leather-seated throne. And in his minds eye the outlaw pictured the excitement when the yell of the first discoverer sent the guards rushing into the jail.

It was perfectly quiet in Salt Springs; but a ring of noise rolled farther and farther away around it. Dreer stepped to the door, looked out, and then came back and poured himself a drink from the uncorked bottle. He found his own revolver — already by the industry of the sheriff enclosed in a glass case with an inscription burned into the wood below it.

Taken from the celebrated desperado, Jess Dreer, by Sheriff Claney.

The dead come back to life, and Dreer grinned as he threw aside the two guns, unstrapped one useless holster, and slipped his ancient weapon into the other.

Instantly he felt a double reliance.

Going out, he paused by the sheriff, smiled contemptuously into the mans face, and seeing the eyes widen with fear, he turned on his heel and went out.

He was climbing into the saddle when three men plunged up to the jail.

Whats orders? they called, still from a distance.

Down to the Six-Bar Ranch, directed Jess.

Are you going that way? Show us down!

Whats the matter? Strangers?

Yep.

Never seen Dreer?

Just got in last night. Heard about him, but never seen him. Whats he look like, before we start?

Ill tell you as we go along. Ill be your guide, boys, and when I see him, Ill tell you whats what. Take him all in all, he looks a good deal like me.

Thought he was a pile bigger.

Come to think of it, I reckon he is. Lets start!

And the four comrades raced off into the early daylight.
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SALT SPRINGS WAS quick to rise to an occasion. It was equally quick to settle down after the crisis. For a week or so every man over fifteen years of age rode his horse to gauntness on the trail of Jess Dreer and then, as though by a sudden mutual agreement, every man returned to his habitual occupation. Jess Dreer, in a single day, was relegated to the past along with the raid of the Brown brothers, the fire of ten years back, and a few other upheavals which had wrecked the mental peace of Salt Springs for a fortnight.

Indeed, though each man would have given half of his life to gain the honor of capturing the outlaw, there was no personal bitterness to keep them on the trail; and as for the price on the head of Dreer, such money is not esteemed in the mountain desert.

Yet in spite of the numbers who had ridden their horses to a staggering condition during the past ten days, no one had been so busy as Morgan Valentine. Sheriff Caswell, seeing him come down the main street of the town this day, went out from the veranda of the hotel and stopped him. Purple pouches lay beneath the eyes of the rancher, and beside his mouth were deep grooves, and his cheeks were flattened.

The sheriff remarked these things aloud, and concluded: Didnt know youd been sick, Valentine.

Not sick; busy, said the other. He added, looking closely at the sheriff: Youre staying with the old theory, Caswell? Youre not following Dreer? Youre waiting for him to travel in a circle and come back here?

The sheriff shook his head.

Takes nerve for a gent to change his mind, and he smiled. Ive got nerve. After the last little party, Jess wont come back to Salt Springs. His face is too well known.

Youre taking your time about following him.

Ive been hunting around for a new hoss, and Ive got a beauty at last. Look yonder.

He pointed to a pony chestnut with ratty mane and tail.

Dont look particular like a picture hoss, said Valentine, controlling a smile. But theys a nice set of legs and plenty of size around the girth.

Yep; it aint a picture hoss, but its the nearest thing to Angelina that I could find. I tried him out a couple of days back, and he done fine.

He added: But sounds like youre set on having me catch Dreer, pardner?

He was surprised to find that this question did not bring an indignant denial from the rancher. The latter merely rubbed his chin thoughtfully with his fist.

Maybe I am, he admitted openly.

That dont sound nacheral, Valentine.

After what hes done for my boy, Charlie?

Yep. And then, him being the sort of a gent he is all around. I didnt figure youd be hot on his trail.

Ill tell you, said the rancher. If he was square in the eyes of the law, hes the sort of a gent that Id work my hands to the bone for. Id set him up in life and ask no questions, and he could have what he wanted for the asking. Maybe you think Im talking extravagant?

I dont. In your boots, Id do the same things.

But, said Morgan Valentine, the point is this: hes not square in the eyes of the law, and he never will be. I have wires through which I can reach some of the political heads, and Ive been working night and day at two governors, Sheriff. Ive been trying to get them to call off the dogs and let this man live his life without being forced into harm to himself and the rest of the world. But they wont do it. In fact, they know what Jess Dreer is. He has a character that makes good talking, and every one of em knows that Jess would go straight if he had the chance — and that he never would have gone wrong if it hadnt been that he fell into a bad hole with no way out except by breaking the law.

Thats what Ive told a thousand people, most like.

Well, they know all these things as well as you and I do. But Dreer is too big a gun. Hes too notorious. Here and there and the other place hes shot up the second son of some rich family. Or hes made a fool out of some sheriff whos strong in politics. Im not hitting at you, Caswell.

Its all right if you are. Id rather be made a fool of by Dreer than praised by most men.

The end of the story is that the governor who pardoned Dreer would be ruined in politics. Hed have a host of enemies, and most like hed be accused of having taken a bribe. Theyll hear reason. Theyd even be glad to have Dreer taken in some state outside of their own. But when it comes to a pardon, they wont hear of it. Ive tried em all.

You look worked out, Valentine; they aint any doubt of that.

Yes. Because Ive worked harder for him than I would have worked for myself. But he cant be saved. And besides?

He stopped.

Now Sheriff Caswell was by no means an old acquaintance of the rancher, but he knew him well enough to understand that Valentine was not a man of many words. For that reason this sudden outburst of talk surprised him, made him suspicious. After the first moment he had begun to wait for some unusual climax to the talk, and now he said frankly: Valentine, what is it?

Im talking pretty free, said the other.

Youre talking free to a man that keeps things to himself.

Well, its this: If I cant save Dreer, Im going to ruin him.

The blow had fallen, but though the sheriff was prepared to be startled, he was nevertheless aghast at this revelation.

Thats free talk, and its queer talk, he said slowly. Im a sheriff and my chief job is to get Dreer. But I sort of think that Id rather you hadnt said that, Valentine.

Do I sound like an ungrateful hound, Sheriff?

The latter shook his head.

A gent like you has reasons for what he does. They aint any yaller streak in you. But maybe some of your reasons is wrong, Valentine. And why do you tell me all this? Whats behind it?

Because I cant very well touch Dreer with my own hand.

Ill tell a man!

And I have to use someone else.

Thats clear.

And you, Sheriff, are the man!

Once more the sheriff gasped.

Then: Go on, Valentine. This sounds like a fairy tale.

Walk on down the street with me. I get nervous standing still. First, tell me your plans about Dreer.

As they sauntered along, Caswell outlined his theory briefly. Dreer had headed north, in spite of the fact that other people were sure he was then riding south. He was heading north into a fresh country where his face was still unknown. He would travel slowly, not anxious to cover a great distance, for a man traveling too fast would be sure to excite suspicion. He might even stop here and there and work a few days. Such were the habits of Jess Dreer when he was on the road. Caswell intended to follow alone, weaving across the country loosely, like the line of a lariat tossed carelessly on the ground, until he found some traces of a tall man with exceptional arms, wide shoulders, and a long, lean face.

Once seen, Dreer is never forgotten. And thats why Ill get him in the end — unless he gets me.

The rancher waited until he was through and then said: Caswell, youre wrong. Your first theory was right. Dreer will come back.

He explained: Out at my house my niece, Mary Valentine, is a changed girl. She doesnt go out to parties. She doesnt play around the house with the boys. When shes inside, she sits by herself with her hands in her lap, very grave. When she goes out, she rides alone.

Shes grieving for Dreer, Valentine.

I know that. She gave up the trip East. When I pressed her, she said that rather than go shed open up her fathers house and live by herself, if I didnt want her.

I was telling you that she spends a good deal of time out by herself on her horse. I thought at first that she was out to meet Dreer, who might be in hiding somewhere in the hills. So I had her trailed a few times. But she never met anybody. Shed get to the top of a high crest and sit her horse without budging for an hour. Always looking one way.

North?

North, the rancher nodded, surprised by this interruption.

I knew it.

She acts, Caswell, like a half-breed wolf youve tried to raise as a dog. Tame while theyre young, but some spring when they begin to rove around at night and stay away from the other dogs. And then one day theyre gone, and you find a fine calf or two with its throat cut. You know what I mean?

That shes going to cut loose and go after Dreer?

That, or hell come back to her. The two of em are a good deal alike in ways. The way one acts tells you whats going on in the other. Why, the girl is as silent as though her mind were a hundred miles away.

He grew excited, but graver than ever, and his face, as he talked, withered into the face of an old man.

Shes got to be stopped, Caswell, and youre the man who must do it. You have the hand of the law. I tell you, if the girl were mine — I dont know — I might let her follow her own nature. But shes not mine. She was given to me as a trust, and Ill give her a chance at happiness in spite of herself. Theres the spirit of her father in her, Caswell. He was a man of whims and impulses. His first thought was his last thought. I was the only living human being who could change him.

But nothing on earth can change the girl. Shes like fire when she sets her mind on a thing.

They walked on again through a moment of silence. Both of them were thinking hard.

Ill tell you, said Caswell. They may be fate behind all this. I aint seen much of that girl, pardner, but what Ive seen, Ive liked. Just the way I like a hoss that may of throwed a dozen men. Along comes the right gent, and when he can ride that hoss hes got something to keep for life. Now, look at the way that girls flirted around. They aint anything else to call it. They say shes made eyes at everything that wears pants inside of fifty miles and fifty years. One hour — shes tired of that gent and throws him for another. And she keeps right on. Then along comes Jess Dreer. She sees him — moren half an hour. But shes still interested. After a while hes gone, and she sits down and mourns for him. Or else she goes out on her hoss and waits to see if Jess wont come sloping over the hills. Valentine, if I wasnt so old, thatd put a tear in my eye!

But the face of the rancher was set.

Fate or no fate, he said, it cant happen. Go to a man like Dreer — lead the life of a wolf — hunted. No home — no children — my brotherd rise out of the grave, friend! Caswell, its between Mary and Dreer, and Dreer has to go down. Ill strike him with you, if I can. If you fail, Ill try my own hand. But if she sees the man once more, its fatal. Nothingll hold em!


CHAPTER 31
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BETWEEN THE DUSK and the dark of this night a lone horseman halted on a cattle path which led to low lands, and in the midst of the hollow was a broad, low barn. Even by that uncertain light the traveler could see that one end of the structure had fallen in. He shook out a white strip of cloth which he had kept in his pocket until this time, he tied the rag around his left arm close to the shoulder, peered about him as though he feared this simple action might have been seen, and rode his horse to the barn.

It was a gingerly progress. Coming a little closer, he saw that a faint light was burning in the barn. It made the structure seem huger than before and vastly more ruinous. At this discovery he checked his horse completely and studied the place.

At length, as though summoning his resolution, he pulled his sombrero so low that it quite covered the upper part of his face and raised the flap of his neckerchief so that it equally concealed his mouth and chin. This done, he pushed on briskly.

Not until he had dismounted before the great door of the barn did his former diffidence return. He slipped to the door and pressed his ear against a crack, but he could hear nothing.

Finally he knocked in a peculiar manner. Twice close together, a pause, and then three short raps. With this, the big door was seen to move slowly, a voice said softly from within: Whos there in need?

The first man started.

A friend in need, he said in a low and hurried voice.

And your name?

Gus Norman.

Come in. And bring the hoss.

He now pushed the door wide open, so that Gus Norman could see, far in the interior of the huge, empty mow of the building, a scattered group of men and their horses around a single lantern.

Gus Norman went in, leading his horse, and looked sharply at the doorman. The latter was similarly disguised by means of a lowered hat and raised neckcloth, but now he lifted his hat for an instant.

Sam! said Gus Norman. Then: Whats up?

But the doorman made a gesture commanding silence and Gus went on toward the group.

They were equipped, like him, each with masklike neckcloth and each with the strip of white cloth around the left arm, close to the shoulder. None of them seemed eager to stand close to the lantern, but each had drawn back beside his horse so that he was wrapped in the shadows as with a cloak. There was a general turning of heads toward the newcomer, but no one spoke. And Gus Norman seemed as undesirous of having the others know his face as he was eager to learn their own. He paused at a considerable distance from the lantern and leaned silently against the shoulder of his horse.

There were twenty men present, so far as he could count, and each was armed to the teeth. Now and then one of them spoke softly to a restive horse, but these deep murmurs only accentuated the common silence.

Presently, after an intermission of some five or ten minutes, another horseman advanced from the door, leading his mount, and this time the doorman, Sam Norman, came with the last arrival. He went gravely to the middle of the empty space from which the lantern light had driven the others, and he looked from side to side.

Ive counted as you come in, he said, and theys no one left out. Every Norman thats old enough to carry a gun and shoot from a hoss is here. He kept his voice so low that there was a general cautious approach from all sides to hear him. Now, he said, Ive done my duty. Ive kept the door that I was called on to keep, and him thats to speak next, according to custom, let him step out — the man that called this meeting of the family.

He waited, turning slowly from side to side, but no one stirred.

Finally a voice called guarded from the rear circle: The leader cant speak till the roll is called. Call the roll, doorman.

Right, and Sam Norman nodded. He closed his eyes, as if to summon the list into his mind, and then began calling the names — first names only. One by one there was a deep murmur of Here! from the listeners.

When this was finished, the doorman paused again and looked expectantly about, but still no one spoke or moved.

Brothers, said Sam Norman, him that called this meeting has got to stand out. Fifteen years has gone since the last meeting was called by these signs, and theys some here that knows the signs but never seen a meeting before. And Ive been hoping that they would never come such a meeting as long as I lived. Him that called us, let him talk now.

Still only the heavy silence prevailed. There was a restless movement, then a murmur through the circle.

Someone may of known the signs and called us for a joke.

Brother, said the doorman sternly, him that made that jokell never make another. Still, him that called the meeting is wrong, because the law stands that they was never to be another called until a Norman was killed by wrong. That law was made while we was still living in Kentucky — before some of you was born. And they aint any Norman been killed by numbers or by wrong since we come to the West. Remembering all that, let him that called the meeting stand out and say why he called it.

So intently had the circle attended these words that no one noticed, near the beginning of the speech, that the big door of the barn had been softly opened, and another member had come in. But now this stranger approached, leading a horse. The figure was in every respect like those of the others, but there was a general murmur, a general movement of weapons at its approach.

Sam Norman went farther than the rest. He whipped out a revolver and went a few steps to meet the newcomer.

Whos there? he called.

A friend in need, answered the other faintly.

Halt, friend. The numbers been counted, and its full up, and every face has been seen by me. Halt, I say!

For the other, abandoning the horse, had refused to halt and had come straight on — a slender, short figure of boyish outline, and now, in the immediate circle of the lantern light, the hat was snatched off and hair tumbled across the shoulders of a girl. The neckerchief was lowered, and the circle found itself looking into the face of May Norman. Her father uttered an exclamation of dismay.

That law, said the girl, was spoke wrong. The meeting can be called for any Norman thats killed by wrong. And it can be called for any man that dies for the Normans. And thats why this meeting is here. Thats why the signs was sent. Theys a man dead, brothers!

She was a pale, round-faced girl, all her features diminutive except the mouth and chin. Her tone was a disagreeably harsh nasal. Neither in voice nor in face was she attractive, but there was an air of such dignity about her, and the raising of her hand was so solemn, that for a moment no one replied.

Then, from her father: What man is dead?

What man is dead? she cried, turning fiercely on him. Dyou stand there and ask me that? Well, speak up, Gus Norman. You tell em what man is dead that died for us!

Gus Norman stirred, advanced a step, then shook his head.

At that she cried out: Its Jud Boone thats dead fighting for our cause. I was the price that bought him to fight for us. You know that, Dad. The rest of you know it. He fought and died, and I seen him put in the ground. I waited while you was trailing him, but when I seen you all stop the trail, I called this meeting. Its my right, because Im the one that was most hurt by a killing. Now I call for the law of the family to help me!

She swayed them with her vehemence.

Yet her own father said: He died, but he was killed in a fair fight.

Does that change it? she answered hotly. If he was one of us and fought his own fight, it would be different. But he wasnt one of us. He fought our fight. Where was you-all when a man was wanted to face Charlie Valentine? You wasnt home. You was away. They wasnt nobody would do it. Then you went out and got a better man than you — you got Jud Boone. And Jud come and fought your fight and done what was asked of him — and now hes dead. Hes dead! And Im here calling to you and saying I want a death for a death!

Her shrill voice filled the great spaces of the barn.

And in the pause, while the echo whispered back from distant recesses, she added: I want Jess Dreer!

Every man stood with his head bowed, thoughtful. At length Gus Norman came forward and stood beside the girl.

Shes right, he said gloomily, turning his hairy, wolfish face from man to man. It means a feud, maybe. And maybe it dont. Dreer is an outlaw. We got a right to hunt him. And May is right. Come in, brothers. We need your heads, all of em. Step in and show your faces. This aint work thatll be done tonight, but the plans for it has got to be laid. Sam, youre the doorman. Take charge.

Without a word the circle closed. And the hats were raised, the neckerchief flaps lowered from mouth and chin. Many a time in the past there had been gatherings such as these in the hills of Kentucky — the same dark, lean faces, the same bright eyes and savage mouths. The tie of blood was law to them — a deathless fealty to one another, a suspicion of all strangers.

Each, as he came into the circle of the lantern light, took the hand of May Norman and spoke the solemn formula: Your cause is my cause; my hand is your hand.

And the younger men spoke the phrase eagerly. Something they had learned and spoken in whispers before. But all the older men, who had one time spoken the phrase aloud, were grave and downhearted.


CHAPTER 32
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SHERIFF CLANEY HAD one virtue worth ten ordinary qualities. This virtue was that he hated his enemies with a truly Old Testament virulence. Personal hatred, indeed, for another man, had been the reason that he first sought election as sheriff. And once in office he had very cleverly so arranged it that his personal enemy was found to be an offender of the law. Whereupon an arrest was made, resisted, and the sheriff in the exercise of his legal functions had shot the other squarely between the eyes and washed his hands of the old grievance.

For the sheriff improved on the word of the Scripture. Instead of tooth for tooth he was apt to extract two. But Claney loved his labors and loved his office. He loved to watch the face of a man upon whose shoulder the heavy hand of the law had fallen. Whether the fellow were defiant, sullen, pitiful, venomous, or despairing, the sheriff found a part of his palate which could relish any and all of these moods.

So he had been continued in his office. He was known to be fairly courageous; very deft with a gun and very free in the use of it; and indefatigable in the pursuit of his duties. Never before had Salt Springs enjoyed the ministrations of a man who seemed in love with his work.

He was elected; he was reelected. The men of Salt Springs were fond of showing off the industry of their sheriff compared with the sheriffs of neighboring counties.

But all this changed.

It was not that a prisoner had escaped. Not at all. Salt Springs was even rather glad that Jess Dreer was not to hang. But Salt Springs saw itself in the role of a town that has talked too soon and boasted too often. The invincible jail of which they had so often vaunted had been treated as a mule would treat a paper barn. Holes had been kicked in it, locks had been magically opened, and a man under special guard had been whisked away from beneath the noses of the sawed-off shotguns.

From the first this thing was not pleasant. It became more distinctly annoying when men from neighboring villages drifted in in the course of the next few days and dropped random remarks, such as offers of a loan so that Salt Springs could build a really effective jail; and offers of the loan of a man who would make a real sheriff.

This was putting the bur under the saddle, and Salt Springs began to buck. Every time it came down out of the air with bunched feet and humped back, it jolted on the thought of Sheriff Claney, the man who had been tied hand and foot by a prisoner and turned into a joke. Moreover, other murmurs were added to the rising tide. Men who had been wrongfully accused of various crimes came out with dark testimonies of the third degree harshly applied by the sheriff.

In fact, things reached such a point that in Carrols saloon a man in the heat of liquor suggested that they tie the feet of the sheriff under the belly of a bucking horse and send him out to explore regions unknown. Others advocated a ride upon a rail to give him a new start in life. But though these proposals never got past the stage of talk, one and all agreed that strangers in Salt Springs would never lack subject of conversation as long as Sheriff Claney was in office.

And to make matters worse, his new term was but newly begun!

Friends called on the sheriff and suggested that he resign and go elsewhere to places where his undoubted talents could be employed and appreciated. But they did not know the sheriff. It was not that he wished to restore the affection of Salt Springs. He hated and despised them all, but he wanted to teach them to fear him again. He knew they were laughing at him and writhing because strangers joined in the mirth. It was dust and ashes upon the head of Clancy.

Every day be bowed his heart in prayer that some gigantic crime would wipe out nine tenths of Salt Springs so that he could demonstrate his efficiency to the remaining one tenth. His dreams at night were filled with prodigies of shooting, and he walked the streets of the town hounding every man he met with a hungry eye that dared the other to smile.

And no one smiled. A man who is drunk is dangerous; a man who is justly enraged will keep a whole town indoors; but a man who has been shamed is a devil incarnate.

So he remained in Salt Springs, tormented by a dearth of crime, and burned away to a shadow by his shame and his hate.

Gus Norman, entering the office in the jail one day, found Claney sitting bowed at his desk with his head buried on his arms and his fingers sunk in his hair.

Gus Norman was not a fool.

He retreated on tiptoe, and when he came again, he was whistling discordantly, but in great volume. This time he found the sheriff seated with hair neatly smoothed, rolling a cigarette. He finished licking and lighting the cigarette before he spoke. He wanted to know just what brought a man that ought to be honest to the jail.

It was not a diplomatic opening to a prominent citizen, but the sheriff was far past diplomacy.

Ive come, said Gus Norman, about something thats partly my business and partly yours.

Youre one of the thickheads that wants a new jail, eh?

Gus Norman set his teeth and his bushy face was like a cartoon of the devil — one of those child-book pictures. I want a man in the jail, not a new jail, he said.

The sheriff snapped his cigarette across the room. It struck the wall in a shower of fire that was dead before the ashes fluttered to the floor. He leaned across his desk.

Theys something doing? You got something on somebody? he whispered.

Even Gus Norman was a little daunted by such ghoulish eagerness.

Its something you already know. Jess Dreer.

The sheriff turned white.

Go on, he said faintly.

I think I got a line on him.

At this, Clancy literally leaped to his feet.

Norman, have a drink — no, talk — no, drink, and then youll talk better!

But the rancher was methodical. He wanted to show all his strength.

First, he said, I got twenty men wholl pack a gun in a posse that goes after Jess Dreer.

Get to the point, man — wheres Dreer?

Go easy, Sheriff, go easy. You aint the first thats tried to hunt down Dreer with a public posse that everybody knows about. You aint the first, and all the rest have failed. Why? Because every one of em worked in the open. And Dreer has friends who let him know when the law is on his heels. Hes got a lot of friends. Hes got friends in this here town!

Dyou think Im fool enough not to know that? Someday Ill get the hound that gave Dreer the watch spring, and Ill rope him to a tree. But — go on!

In an ecstasy of impatience he dashed himself back into his chair and thrust his nervous hands into his pockets.

You found a watch spring? asked the curious cattleman.

Yes — but go on!

My point is, that what you need is a gang thatll work secret. When we get Dreer spotted, theyll slip out of town one by one and collect wherever you say.

I know that, dont I? But men who have to be paid publicly have to be hired publicly. How can I work a secret posse?

You dont have to work it. Ive worked it for you. And the gang dont have to be hired. Theyll pay their way.

The sheriff stared.

Whats more, when you nail this gent, Sheriff, we dont want none of the price thats on his head. You get it all.

The sheriff was not mercenary exactly, but this generosity made him gasp.

What do you and your men get?

Ill tell you. We get the fun.

And there was such a collected, cold malevolence in his voice that even Sheriff Clancy was moved.

Norman, he said at length, theys a lot more to you than I guess Ive seen before. Now well get our heads together and talk business.

Not yet, replied the cattleman.

He left the office and went to his horse. He returned carrying a small canvas sack, black with oil stains. He tossed this on the desk, and the desk shook under the impact.

Thats dust, Sheriff. Theys about five thousand dollars in that sack.

By this time the sheriff was worked up to a high point of excitement. He touched the sack gingerly and snatched his fingers back as though they had been burned.

Five thousand dollars! he murmured, and his eyes went from the sack to the stolid face of Gus Norman. Go on! he ordered abruptly.

That money is yours to use to get Jess Dreer. Me and my men have raised it. It didnt come easy. Nobody give us that coin for the asking. We earned it, and we dug into money that we got with sweat to give it to the cause.

He squinted his eyes, recalling the long deliberation at the meeting before the money had been raised.

I dont quite foller you, murmured the sheriff, now quite humble. I dont just see why we need this much money if your boys will work without hire.

Im coming to that, slow and sure. First, our line on Dreer.

Yes, thats first!

You know on the day of the shooting of Jud Boone we tried to keep Dreer away from the saloon?

Yes.

And you know that somehow he slipped through us?

Yes?

The fact was, Sheriff, that he was living right there in the saloon all the time.

Then Carrol was in cahoots with him? What a fool Ive been not to think of that!

We all was fools, said Gus Norman, showing his yellow teeth at the thought. But heres the point: Carrol kept him while he was in Salt Springs. Maybe Carrol knows where he is now. They aint any doubt of it to my mind. He travels free and easy up and down the ranges. They must be a reason for it. Theys places where he makes his money outside of what he steals. Carrols is one of them. Theyre friends. Carrol knows where he is, and all weve got to do is to make Carrol talk.

Ill get him here and use some little tricks I know, said the sheriff ominously.

Lemme talk, said Norman. He wont be an easy gent to persuade. But theys a way, Sheriff. Ive figured it out. Carrol has a price.

How dyou know that? His place makes a pile of money.

But he puts it back in the game. Cant keep away from the cards. Right lately somebodys taken a pile of money from him. I know, because he borrowed money from me. Hes near broke, right now. And Ive figured up that his price is just what youve got in that sack now. Sheriff, Id go and talk to him myself, but hes a hard man. I wouldnt have a chance to get talking. Itll be a pile different with you. Hell have to listen. Youll find out what you want to know, and after you find it out, youll have me and my gang to work on the trail. Good-by.

And without waiting for a word of reply he rose and left the office.


CHAPTER 33
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SUPPOSE ONE WERE to lead a starved beggar to a loaded banquet table and then give him ten dollars to persuade him to sit down. The mood of Sheriff Claney as he stared at the canvas sack was the mood of the beggar. He had his first clue to the whereabouts of a criminal whose apprehension would not only restore his vanished prestige, but would even raise him up on a higher pedestal than before. To try and fail is human; to try again and then succeed is glory.

Sheriff Claney felt that his lean strong hand was extending toward the green wreath.

This time there would be no question of escape. If he came in range of the outlaw again it would be a matter of lead and powder and buzzard food left behind. Dead, he was worth as much as he was worth alive.

But in addition to all this, to have a sack of five thousand dollars added for his personal use! He rubbed his hands; for the first time since the jailbreak the heart of the sheriff was warmed.

But as for going to the saloonkeeper and gambler and thrusting the five thousand into his hands, this was not at all to the liking of the sheriff. He had another idea which was fully as good. As long as the correct information were exacted from Carrol, there was no good reason why the money should not remain in hands which would use it to far better advantage.

He went straight to the saloon with the gold in a valise.

Whats in it? was the gamblers first question.

Something I cant get here. Good booze.

The quip did not please Carrol. But he regarded the sheriff with a calm eye. If Claney had known parts of the gamblers past — certain parts which Jess Dreer, for instance, could have told him — he would have put a gun to his head before he would have taunted such a man.

But he ran on: Ive come on an unpleasant errand today, Carrol.

Mostly you dont come on no other kind of errands. Whats on your mind?

To put it to you straight; your games are on my mind.

My games are straight.

Of course youve got to say that.

Its true, Sheriff.

I been hearing stories. Lemme see. There was a gent that blew through town — little squat, fat, half-breed sort he was. Said you was working something that looked like a brake on your wheel. What about it?

The gambler flushed.

I had a fool working for me — that was six months ago. He come to me and showed me how he could fix up the wheel so it would make a pile of money for me. I told him I wasnt running that sort of a game. He thought I was kidding. I told him straight. But I took him on and give him a job; he was busted.

Well, he was a snake. He knew how much Id been used to making on the wheel. He fixes up a brake on the wheel, and of course he busts the boys for a great big percentage. He gives me what the house used to make right along, and he sneaks the rest of it into his pocket. In about a week I went over and watched the wheel one day. Seemed to me it was running queer. That night I looked it over and found the brake.

I called in Tommy, gave him the licking of his life and a hundred dollars for luck, and sent him on his way.

Thats the only crooked thing that theys ever been about my house. I would of paid back the boys that lost their money. But how could I find em? And if they knew I was paying, would they of told me just how much they lost? No, they was nothing I could do. Besides, I didnt get the coin. It was the thief that done that. So there you are, Sheriff, and thats the truth.

There was no escaping from the sincerity of the man.

Its the first time that Ive ever been even questioned, he said gloomily.

Thats the point, said the sheriff hastily. You been going on so long that some of the boys are kind of suspicious.

At this Carrol rose from his chair.

Look here, he said quietly, what are you here for, trouble?

Sit down, Danny. Sit down. Im a reasonable man, and I got your interests at heart. Youll see that I have in a minute. Right off, Im going to tell you that what some folks is kind of riled about. They dont like the sort of gents that you bring in and put up at your rooms, Danny.

My friends is my friends, declared the saloonkeeper grimly, and if you and the rest of the town dont like em, you and the rest of the town can go to the devil. Thats straight!

Is that fishing for trouble? said the sheriff coldly.

You know it aint — but you can take it any way you want. Name some of the gents that aint been liked—

Jess Dreer!

It shook Dan Carrol to his feet. Coming so smoothly, so unexpectedly, it was utterly impossible for him to control his expression, and his staring eyes had in a moment admitted everything.

He saw at once that he was exposed. The sheriff had tilted himself back in his chair and was grinning complacently at the other.

Its a lie, was all he could say, more angrily than effectively.

Hush up, Danny. You done it smooth, all right, and I wouldnt never have guessed it if it hadnt been for one thing — Dreer himself.

Jess done that? muttered the saloonkeeper. He told—

I put him through the third degree, Danny, and he busted down and told.

Slowly, as though the strength were gradually melting from his legs, Danny Carrol sank into the chair.

He done that! was all he could murmur.

And he stared at the floor.

But I didnt want to ride you about it, went on the sheriff smoothly. Ill tell you why: I like you, Carrol. You look square to me, and I didnt see no good in making trouble for you for shielding an outlaw.

He paused to let the words soak in, then went on: But now things are different. Dreer is gone from jail; Ive got to find him; and I come to you and say: Dan Carrol, you know where Jess Dreer is. Tell me!

As he spoke the last words, he leaned over and thrust his fingers under the nose of the other, Dan Carrol raised his eyes slowly from the floor.

Sheriff, he said, I dunno. But — if Jess is a hound, then Im worsen a hound. And no matter what hes done to me, I still got to stand behind him. And if I knew where he was today, you couldnt drag it out of me.

Carrol, go easy. I could bust you. Itd be a black case agin you. First, a charge of using a brake on the wheel.

Would you scrape that up?

Business is business. First the brake. Then this shielding of an outlaw.

You cant prove it.

Ill swear youve admitted it. Besides, I can prove anything on a gambler and saloonkeeper. You aint got a chance.

Perspiration broke out on the forehead of Carrol, but he shook his head stubbornly.

Me and Jess has been pals. Go ahead with your dirty work. I wont blab on him. Besides — Im tired of talk, Sheriff. I need a drink.

So do I, admitted the sheriff. But Im not through.

Carrol sighed and settled again into his chair. The strain had been great, and he was weary.

Theys one other thing I want to bring up in your mind, Danny. If you lose this place, you lose a lot. You wasnt no church-attending saint a few years back. But you reformed. You settled down. You played square. You got a place for yourself in Salt Springs and people trust you. Youre willing to risk all that in order to shield Dreer. Ill tell you why. Its because youve had some bad luck, Danny, and youve blowed so much coin that now you aint got any more than a fingernail grip on your saloon.

Inspiration struck across the mind of the sheriff.

Carrol, who brought you the bad luck? Who busted you, mighty near? It was Dreer playing with you every night!

And the gambler nodded gloomily.

Now listen to me, pardner. Will you talk turkey?

Not in a thousand years, Sheriff; Im busted, anyways.

The sheriff paused. He had worked hard to save the money for himself; but Dreer meant more than money to him.

He pointed to the satchel.

Pick that up.

The gambler obeyed.

Its dust. Five thousand. Carrol, that coin belongs to you — if you talk!

The big hand of the other tightened on the grip of the satchel.

Hes north, he said huskily. Windville.

Then realization of what he had done rushed on him. He hurled the bribe to the floor.

You skunk, he cried. Take the coin. I dont want it. Besides, I told you wrong. He aint in a thousand miles of Windville!

But the sheriff stood at the door smiling.

Keep the money, Danny, and Ill keep my word. So long.

He was gone, and Dan Carrol dropped into a chair.

Jess, he whispered. It kind of busted out. I couldnt help it. Forgive me!


CHAPTER 34
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BUT THE RETIREMENT of Sheriff Claney was purely a feint. He understood perfectly that if he had remained another moment in the room he would have had the money hurled at his head with a bullet behind it perhaps. He knew, also, that temptation is like whisky. It needs time to work. It goes down raw and makes one shudder with repulsion at first taste. Afterward, a glow runs through the body and fire mounts to the head. The world is seen awry.

In other words, the sheriff waited until the gambler had had time to estimate the value of that gold; he waited until Carrol, having finished the count, would have made up his mind to retain the satchel and its contents, for the sheriff was sure that once the man had actually fingered the contents, he could never let them go.

In exactly one hour the sheriff returned, and at a single glance he knew that his purpose was accomplished. The glance of Dan Carrol was no longer straight and solemn. It flicked here and there, and there was a glitter in his eyes that pleased the sheriff enormously. Dan Carrol had no word to greet Claney. But the latter had seen at once that the satchel had been removed; it was locked in the gamblers safe. It was also locked in his heart. He had estimated the sum. He had counted it. It was already a part of his life. Before the sheriff he backed into a corner and stood there like a savage animal, able to tear its keeper to shreds but held in awe of the trainers whip.

This simile occurred to Sheriff Clancy and made him smile. He enjoyed such scenes as this. Just as a chemist loves to watch some sturdy amalgam melt under the touch of an acid, so the sheriff looked through the eyes of Carrol and saw the disintegration of his soul and his honor.

After the opening pause the sheriff laid his cards frankly upon the table. He talked in a very businesslike manner. Not as one who is opening a proposition, but rather as one who has already reached an agreement and is now merely giving the details a final summing-up. He told Carrol what was wanted of him, not persuasively, but as if a refusal would have astonished him too much for words. He counted off his points on the tips of his fingers, and he kept looking at his hands instead of at Carrols face, for he knew that if he did the latter, shame might undo all that he had accomplished with talk, threats, money.

After all, it was settled very briefly; one hour later Clancy went back to his office in the jail and sent for Gus Norman. The latter came at once and was met with this question: Can you give me a man with an eye in his head and a tongue he can keep from wagging too much?

Open up, demanded Gus Norman. Then Ill tell you.

I will. Heres the way it stands. Im not going to tackle Jess Dreer in Windville.

Thats where he is?

It is. And I know the hotel hes living in — I guess they aint more than one hotel there, for that matter. But I dont want to tackle Dreer in a town where hes known and where theys mostly his friends. I want to get him off by himself. Then Ill gather him in.

That takes time.

And I got the time to put in on it. I understand hes fixed fine in Windville and wont be apt to leave for a long time. Windville is so far in the hills that it dont hear nothing about what goes on in other places. It aint ever heard of Dreer, maybe. Anyway, hes showing himself open up there, and everybodys for him. Thats what Carrol says. First I want to send up a man and make sure hes there, and then give Dreer a letter.

To tell him youre coming? asked Gus Norman dryly.

Its a letter from Dan Carrol, said the sheriff.

Gus Norman gaped; and then the two grinned in silent enjoyment.

My boy Joe is the one for you. Hes just up and around. And I guess he aint got any reason for loving the Valentines and them that stand in with the Valentines. Ill bring Joe to you. Besides, riding is his long suit.

And Joe Norman was brought.

He was a very short distance into his twenties; a dark, handsome boy. His eyebrows met in a straight, black line; but the eyes themselves were rather wide and weak. His chin, too, was of Grecian roundness and strength, but his mouth lacked decision. He was the sort of youth about whom one would not venture to predicate much that was good or much that was bad. He obviously needed ripening; ten years would tell the tale with Joe Norman.

He had taken one great step toward full manhood in the past month. He had stepped up and faced his first gun fight without flinching. He had felt the tear and burn of a bullet through his arm. And now that he was himself again, the experience had fully doubled his self-reliance. Into his hands the sheriff, after a moment of explanation, delivered the letter, and the next morning in the early dawn Joe started north.

There were two ways to Windville. One was a straight cut through the mountains, a journey up hill and down dale — dipping into little valleys where there were miserable ranches — and rising again to rocky heights. It was a leg- breaking short cut. The other means of approaching the town in the mountains was by no means simple. It would have wrecked the staunchest buckboard that was ever built, but it did not embrace half as many precipitous drops and back- breaking climbs. It was fifty per cent longer in time and a hundred per cent less in effort. So Joe took the roundabout way.

He was a skillful judge of the strength of a horse, and he handled his mount so well that he reached Windville a short time after dark. He went straight to Windvilles one hotel.

Not that this was any imputation against the size and wealth of the little city in the hills, but Jack Turner had gathered most of the business of the place into his own hands and he had built this rambling structure which contained blacksmith shop, general merchandise store; hay, grain and wood, saloon and hotel, all in shed after shed, shack after shack, story after story, a confused jumble of which the proprietor himself did not know half the details. It had grown up in the course of two or three generations as wildly and as freely as if it had sprung of its own strength and its own volition out of the rocky soil.

To find a man in this place was like finding the proverbial needle. Joe Norman went straight to the source of all information — the bar; and to guide his inquiries he had only one bit of information — Jess Dreer was a gambler.

It was an old situation that met him in the saloon. Two men were doing the spending. One stood at each end of the bar, each trying to set up more drinks than the other, and each drawing his own crowd of followers about him. Joe Norman instantly took a place in the exact middle — neutral ground, it might be called. And there he remained while the bartender served several rounds of drinks. He kept his own first drink untasted on the bar before him, and presently this sign that he wished to speak privately across the bar was noticed.

The saloonkeeper approached and lent a hasty ear, for he was perspiring with his labors.

Is there a game running around here? he asked.

Sure, and the other nodded, and lifted his eyebrows as he made the reply. Go straight back. First door to your left. Youll hear the noise where you start going down the hall.

The first impulse of Joe Norman was to follow this advice. But it occurred to him as singular indeed that Jess Dreer, no matter how bold, should be sitting in at so public a game. So he remained standing at the bar with his drink still untasted until the bartender bent close to him again, this time with a frown.

Anything wrong?

Nope. But aint there a game where I wont hear the noise?

The bartender returned no answer. He scurried down the bar and presently he flashed a keen glance at the stranger.

Harry! he called, and to another man in a white apron he said: Take my place for a minute, Harry. I see a friend.

He came from behind the bar. Joe Norman had already taken the hint and retired to an obscure corner.

Now, who are you, and what do you want? was the first query.

I want a game, pardner.

Sure you do, but why?

Because I got a friend sitting in on it.

Who?

His name dont matter, said Norman cautiously. Well, hes a tall gent — three inches tallern me. Broad shoulders, long pair of arms, long, lean face, steady sort of eye. Know him?

The bartender continued to dry his hands on his apron.

Hmm, he said. And wholl I say is here?

No name. Just tell him that a friend has got a message.

Gimme the message, then.

Joe Norman hesitated. It might be that this fellow knew nothing, but he had to take the chance. Looking the bartender squarely in the eye, he smiled and waited in silence.

It seemed that this smile meant many things. Oh, murmured the other. Oh, thats it, eh? Well, come along. Maybe you aint right, but Im no mind reader.

He led past half a dozen little flights of steps, through many a crooked hallway, and came at length to a door which was totally black. No edging of light showed around it, yet on this he rapped. After a moment it was opened a little, and the light burst out. Joe Norman saw now that the edges of the door were padded with felt, the better to shut out light and sound.

From within he saw nothing, heard nothing except the subtle whispering of card on card as someone dealt swiftly, and the fall was deadened by the cover of felt on the table. It was the most exciting sound Joe Norman had ever heard.

In the meantime the bartender was conferring with an unseen man at the door, and in a murmur. At length the door was closed, and he turned to Joe.

Come here. Hell see you in the next room.

He led the way to a dingy little square room with no light except a smoky lamp in a corner and there he left the spy. The sound of the door closing was to Joe Norman curiously like the click of a trap which held him in. He had been rehearsing his part all during the long ride of that day, but now his mind misgave him. It might be that Jess Dreer had seen him in Salt Springs. It might be that even the bartender had recognized him. That might have accounted for the sidewise rat look that the latter cast at him from down the bar on the occasion of his second question.

At any rate, obeying a sudden impulse of panic, he hurried back to the door and tried the knob. It was locked!

The blood rushed back upon the heart of Joe at that. There was a tingling at the roots of his hair, a deadly coldness on his face as though a breath of night wind had struck him. They knew him, then?

He stepped lightly to the window. It was open, but there was no gallery across it. Below him was a sheer drop of how much he could not well estimate in the darkness. Thirty feet, perhaps. He was trapped beyond doubt. He felt something behind him now — something impalpably taking hold on him, and when he turned, he found that Jess Dreer had silently entered the room and stood at the other side of it, rolling a cigarette.

He had never seen Dreer before; he had been refused admittance to the prison. But how could he tell that Dreer had not seen him? The rolling of the cigarette might mean anything. Perhaps the outlaw wished to appear careless at the very moment when he was striving most to throw the other off his guard. But there was no mistaking the man. He fitted so closely with the description of the broad shoulders, the singularly long arms, the active fingers, that Joe Norman felt that he had seen a photograph of the man — that he was remembering the lean, long face.

How are you? the outlaw was saying. You got a letter for me?

Yep, murmured Joe. He was wondering if it had seemed suspicious, having been found at the window in that manner.

Lemme have it, will you? and with the same gesture in which he lighted his match, he nodded toward the table.

On the table accordingly Joe put the letter. And it seemed to him that while one eye of the tall man dwelt on the burning match, the other was fixed on the visitor. Presently he inhaled the first deep breath and sauntered to the table. He paused with his hand on the letter.

I dunno whether I know you— he murmured.

You dont. But maybe youll find my name in the letter.

You know whats inside?

Nope, but I think he put my name in at the bottom.

How dyou know?

I asked him to.

The outlaw hesitated another moment and then ripped open the end of the envelope and shook out the contents. He raised the paper.

It was infinitely instructive to Joe to watch the reading of that letter. The tall man seemed totally absorbed in the contents, but he had raised the paper high, so as to catch the lamplight over his shoulder, and with his back to the light he was in a position to keep his visitor in the corner of his eye. By a certain tenseness about the face of the man, Joe knew that he was doing two things at once — reading on the paper and reading on the face of his messenger.

A month before the thing would have unnerved the youngster. But during the month he had looked death in the face and now, setting his teeth, he waited calmly for the end.

And this was what Jess Dreer read:

DEAR JESS: Im breaking the rule and sending you a letter. The reason why is that theres a big deal ahead. I know it is not your system to team it with anybody, but I thought maybe youd change your plans for a bunch of my friends.

They want you. They want you bad.

Heres the idea. They got a can of money spotted. They got some experts with the soup and can openers. And theyll have the whole job staked out. But if anything goes wrong, they want to have a good fighting head along to take charge. Thats why they want you. Theyll let you in deep. One third of everything. And nine chances out of ten you wont have to lift a hand.

If I thought they was any call for you to get mixed up in a scrap, I wouldnt send these boys to you, but I think the thing is dead easy. Also, they wont be any widows and orphans made out of this job. It looks like such a good thing that I had to let you in.

Heres another thing. You can trust these gents the same as you would me. Just say the word, and theyll tip you off to whats coming. The chief thing is to get a gathering place staked out near Windville. The idea is for you to find the place. Then one of the gents will go on ahead, meet you, find out where the shack is, and go back and meet the boys, wholl be on the way. Its a neat little scheme, and your trail will be covered inches deep. As ever, your pal,

DAN.

P.S. The gent that brings you this is one of the bunch, of course. His name is Hank Loomis. You can go as far with him as you would with me.

D.C.

Over the contents of this letter he cast his glance again, then thrust a corner of the paper into the lamp chimney until the flame leaped, the paper caught, and went up in a yellow blaze. He dropped the filmy cinder to the floor and crushed it to a black stain with his foot. Then for the first time he gave his undivided attention to the messenger.

Youre Harry Loomis, are you? he asked.

The word tripped on the tongue of Joe, but he blinked and caught himself in time.

Hank Loomis, he said.

Sure. I guess that was what the letter said. You know me?

Youre Dreer, I guess.

Sure. Glad to know you. Sit down—

Thanks.

You must of known Dan quite a while, eh?

Tolerable long.

Well, sir. Im glad to know any old pal of Dans. Him and me has been pretty thick, off and on. Lots of good stuff in Carrol, eh?

Ill tell a man!

The blood was beginning to run warm and free in the veins of Joe Norman at last.

First look at Dan youd think he was a sour sort. But he aint. No, sir, Danny has a sense of humor. Ever hear that story of his about the tenderfoot and the forty-foot rope?

Joe Norman chuckled.

Yep, thats a good story, and they aint nobody can tell it like Carrol.

Thats right. They aint. Well, old Dan and me has had our times together.

I reckon you have, right enough!

I remember one night down to Lawson — but maybe Dan told you about the time him and me rode the old spotted bull?

Sure. Id like to died laughing at that yarn.

And the way that old bull jumped the fence, and I fell off?

Yes, sir, he thought you was a goner.

Tell you how it was. Wed been drinking just before.

I remember Dan saying youd blotted up some redeye just previous.

And I didnt no ways have no control over my legs.

Thats nacheral enough.

But Ill tell you one queer thing, Hank.

Go ahead.

Joe leaned forward, grinning. He had heard of taciturnity in this man, and such voluble and friendly talk astonished him.

Here it is, continued Jess Dreer, smiling broadly in turn. In my time, off and on, Ive known some gents with pretty strong imaginations, but I never seen one to match you, Hank Loomis.

And as Joe stared at the tall man, he saw that the others smile was set, mirthless, derisive.

Because you got a pile of ability to remember things that never happened. He dropped his right hand a little and leaned in his chair so that he had a perfect chance for his revolver. But Joe Norman made no move to fight. The blow had fallen and stunned him. And he remembered again — for the hundredth time — that he was actually in the presence of the slayer of Jud Boone. And how many others!

Speaking personal, continued the big man, Ive known Dan Carrol for a long time, and Ive never heard him tell a funny story. And it wasnt me that rode the bull. And Dan Carrol wasnt never in Lawson.

The last remnant of his smile was gone.

And so? he said and waited.

Only one thing did Joe Norman see, and that was the bulge and fall of the muscles at the base of the outlaws jaw as he set his teeth. And he knew that when he faced the leveled gun of Charlie Valentine, he had not been so near death as he was now. He was cornered, hopeless. Out of his very hopelessness he found the nerve to do what he did.

He leaned back in his chair and laughed — laughed straight in the set face of Jess Dreer. And from between his wrinkling eyelids he saw the outlaw wonder.

Ill tell you what, Dreer, he said, sobering, and with a sudden burst of confiding. Ive made a mess of this. I guess I done wrong. But Ill tell you how it was. When the chief wanted to come up here with the letter, I begged him to let me bring it. You see, I wanted to be the first to see you. I sure begged to come, and the old man let me take the letter. He wasnt none too sure he was right to let me go, and now I see that he was right in doubting. Then when you got to talking, I thought I could bluff you — well, I was a fool. I dont hardly know Dan Carrol, but he knows the rest of the gang and he knows Im straight. Does that clear me?

He laughed again. His very hysteria made the laughter more real.

I sure got tripped up quick, Dreer!

The big man rose to his feet. He was frowning, in a quandary, and he stared down at Joe Norman.

Hank, he said slowly, I sure got an idea that youre double-crossing me. Dan named you — and Dans got to be straight! Well, Im going to take the chance. Take the chance on you. But I tell you now, son, you been near a bad time. But you go back to Salt Springs. Tell Dan Carrol that I dont like this game. That it aint in my line. He ought to know that. But tell him that I know the luck was agin him the last time we was together. Hell know what I mean by that even if you dont. And now, if he thinks it would sort of square accounts for me to play this game, Im his man. Ill do the job. But the profits goes to Danny and not to me. Will you make that clear?

Sure.

Well, be on your way, then. I guess they aint any too much time.

He held out his hand and gathered that of Joe Norman in the lean, powerful fingers.

Son, he said quietly, are you straight?

Why, gasped Joe, sure I am.

The tall man let the hand fall.

I guess you are, he said slowly. Anyway, you showed a pile of nerve a minute back — because I meant business. I thought — no matter what I thought. So long, Hank!

And Joe Norman heard the door close behind him as he turned away. Once more it made him think of a trap, but this time it was closing upon Jess Dreer. And he, Joe Norman, was pulling the levers that closed on the famous outlaw.


CHAPTER 35
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IN THE DAWN of the next day Joe Norman took horse and rode again for Salt Springs with a rested mustang under him; and in the first dark of the night he reached the town once more. A great many things may happen in the mind of a man between dawn and dark, and a very great many had happened to Joe Norman. Vague motions were passing through his small soul all that time, troubling, overwhelming him, almost.

For he began to lose the malignant hatred of the Valentines which had spurred him on at first. He was seeing himself in a different light. The whole thing sprang out of the smile of Mary Valentine at that dance. It had gone to his head. It had robbed him of his senses. Then the pang that had gripped him when she turned away from him the next time they met; the hasty word that burned his tongue the moment he had uttered it; then the meeting with Charlie Valentine. And out of that the affair went on into other hands.

Still it was the smile of Mary Valentine that was the starting point. It dazed the boy to think how much had come from flirting with that slip of a girl. It was because of that flirtation that he had fallen. And then, to avenge him, Jud Boone, the man-killer, had been called in to strike down Charlie. And to meet the power of Jud Boone, the Valentines had appealed — through Mary herself, perhaps — to a still more dreaded name, Jess Dreer himself. So Jud Boone had died, but still that smile of Mary worked. It was poison running through many minds.

Jud Boone was dead, and now the cause was taken up anew. There was another goal — Jess Dreer himself, against whom all the power of the Normans, all the cunning and strength of the law, was turned. And what was the cause? Because Mary had smiled!

One man shot, others brought to the verge of death, one killed in the midst of his prime as a fighter, a jail broken, a town cast into confusion, and twenty men ready to take the trail for the head of Dreer — all this out of the smile of a girl.

Two things connected themselves in the mind of the boy, at the end of all this remembering — Jess Dreer and Mary Valentine. They were the beginning and the end. He felt that there was also a kinship between them. She was more beautiful than other women. And Dreer was stronger than other men. And surely there had been no spite or malice in Mary. He was able to recognize that, at this distance. He saw that she had simply been playing a game that other people, without her will, turned into deadly earnest. Truly, it was not fair to accuse the girl. No more than it was possible to accuse Jess Dreer of sneaking crimes.

A dozen times he jerked back on the reins and brought his horse to a stand as he remembered those words: Son, are you straight?

And he had lied. Something told him that another man, the moment the first deceit was known, would have gone for his gun. But Jess Dreer had waited. He had put his trust in Carrol, and Carrol had sold him. Vaguely, Joe Norman wondered how any human being could sell such a man as Dreer. His right hand tingled still, in memory, where those bony fingers had closed over it. And he felt that the glance of the outlaw, plunging into his soul, had found good metal there, and something clean, and he had been trusted for his own sake as well as for that of Carrol.

His head would jerk up when that occurred to him.

Suddenly he was in Salt Springs. And he was sorry. He wished that what lay before him could be postponed. He wished that the trail still stretched far ahead of him, so that he could think, his thoughts keeping time to the sway of the mustang.

But now the horse was put up, and he was in the sheriffs office at the jail, with his father before him and Clancy at one side. He was seeing them both in a new light, and a filmy figure was between them and him — the face of Dreer.

His father took one look at him and then growled: Bad news!

It cant be bad news, said Clancy. Hes just fagged. Sit down, Joe.

And Joe sat down. His mind was working dimly, but like lightning. He was seeing many things, but none of them clearly. Chiefly he felt that what had at first been a natural thing, the carrying on of a feud just as he had heard the family used to do in the old day in Kentucky, was now different. It was cheap, false, dirty — it was the betrayal of a fine man.

Well, said the sheriff at last, bad news or good news — out with it!

Bad news, said Joe slowly.

Well?

I didnt find Dreer.

That was all he could think of. It gave him a moment for further thought.

Then why the devil did you come back? Why aint you up there looking for him?

That from his father.

I done what you told me, he said stubbornly. And he wasnt there.

Did you ever see such a boy? And why didnt you hit his trail and find him? Afraid?

They wasnt any trail. He aint the kind that leaves a trail.

The two older men silently glared at him. Then they stared at one another.

Suddenly Claney leaned forward and stretched out his left arm on the desk. He began to count off his questions with the forefinger of his right hand, touching each of his left-hand fingers one by one and then curling them back so that at length a clenched fist was shaking under the face of the boy. That was his attitude of public questioning. That was the attitude under which more than one sneaking cattle thief had wilted.

Whered you go first?

The only place they was to go.

That aint answering me. Whered you go?

To the hotel.

And you asked for Jess Dreer?

I aint fool enough for that.

His father put in: The boy has some sense, Sheriff.

Shut up, said Claney, Im doing this! Well, who did you see?

Looked over the bartenders and picked out the wisest-looking gent of the bunch. Then I stood off by myself at the bar and fooled with my drink till he seen I was waiting for something. Finally I got him over to one side—

And asked him where Dreer was?

Nope, I asked him where they was a game going on.

Good! chuckled the father.

Shut up! cried Claney savagely. What did he say?

That if I went down the hall Id find a game — I could hear the boys talking.

What did you say to that?

That I wanted to find a game that wouldnt make so much noise. Then he loosened up and asked me what I wanted. I told him I wanted to find a gent that looked like Dreer, and I told him what Dreer looked like.

And?

And then he looked me over for a minute and finally he made up his mind I was on the inside and he told me all about it. Dreer had been there playing a game pretty steady. But the day before he hit the trail.

What trail?

I dunno, and the barkeep didnt know.

Why not?

I dunno.

The sheriff gritted his teeth. Then — were done! The whole games off, and Carrol is in five thousand!

Take him the letter, said Gus Norman, and make him give back the coin.

Couldnt be worked — but Ill try. Lets have the letter, Joe.

Why — I — burned the letter, Sheriff.

You what? interrogated the sheriff angrily.

Was I going to keep packing around a letter to an outlaw thatd be about enough to hang me, after the letter wasnt no good any more?

The sheriff settled back in his chair.

Whatd you do to it?

Gus Norman was about to explode, but the raised hand of Clancy stopped him.

I — burned it, of course.

And he fought the critical eye of the sheriff. Claney began to smile.

Joe, he said, youve done noble — but not noble enough. You been lying!

Me?

Dont stand up. Dont pretend to get mad. You changed color the minute I mentioned the letter, son, and I seen it. Talk turkey, now. What happened between you and Dreer?

Gus Norman cursed and exclaimed. Hes been bought off! Ill—

Youll forgive him if he tells us the straight of it. Now talk, Joe. Youre among friends. But if you double-cross us, well make it hot for you.

Itll be the last day he spends under my roof, declared Gus Norman fiercely.

Steady, Gus. Here, Joe. Have a drink. Thatll help you.

The nerve of Joe Norman had remained steady up to this point. The offer of the drink — the tacit assumption of friendly superiority, crumpled his powers of resistance. And all in a minute the lies of the interview were torn to pieces and thrown away. The truth was blurted from his lips, and the trap from which he had tried to free Jess Dreer was set and cocked by his own hand.


CHAPTER 36
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FROM HER WINDOW, Mary Valentine watched the moon go up. She could have named every hill as the pale light picked it out, but her mind was too absent for that. Voices sounded in other parts of the house, but she heard them as from a great distance. All the world was blurred for her and had been blurred for many days. Sometimes she found herself wondering at the change that had come over her; sometimes she would waken in the middle of the night with an old hunted feeling. But there was nothing on which she could put her finger and say: This or that has happened. It simply seemed that she had drifted into a new life, misted with unhappiness.

No wonder then that the knock was twice repeated before she called, and the door opened to Morgan Valentine. He came slowly across the room to her.

Sitting here in the dark? he asked.

It is dark. I was watching the sunset. I didnt notice how the time ran.

He waited a moment. Then: Theys a caller for you, Mary.

Im not feeling like callers, Uncle Morgan.

Honey, I wish youd make an exception.

Well, if you wish it.

She rose. After all, it made little difference. Except that she had grown to have a singular preference for being alone.

I do wish it. Youre going to fly out at me for asking you to see him when I tell you his name.

I wont fly out at you. Ill promise that.

Oh, girl, sometimes I almost wish you would have the old tantrums. Well, its Joe Norman.

Joe Norman?

There you go!

I — I couldnt help it. Joe Norman!

An intolerable disgust crept into her voice.

Hes a pile changed, honey. He asked me to see Charlie first. He shook hands with Charlie — told him he knew hed been in the wrong — that he was sorry so many things had come out of it. Charlie shook hands right off and now they aint any malice between em. Will you see him, Mary?

You want me to?

Ill tell you why. I sort of feel that if you shake hands with Joe Norman and call it quits well all get back to the old standing. Same as we used to be before all these things happened — all these things that begun with the shooting of Joe Norman.

She shook her head, but in the darkness he did not see.

Ill go out and see him, then.

Thank you, Mary.

They went out through the living room.

Joes in the parlor. He said hed wait in there alone.


CHAPTER 37
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MARY PASSED DOWN the hall and paused a moment at the door. Joe Norman was the man who, indirectly, had exiled Jess Dreer. But finally she opened the door and stepped in with a calm face. Joe rose to greet her.

He was so changed that she almost cried out. The youthful curves were gone from his face. He seemed suddenly to have grown up. His eyes were dull and very deeply shadowed.

All her anger, all her loathing melted away. She went straight to him and took his hand.

If Id known it would be as easy as this, said Joe Norman, smiling faintly, Id of come before.

She brushed that remark away.

But youre changed, Joe. Whats happened? She checked herself suddenly.

I was thinking the same thing, murmured Joe. Youre changed, too, Mary. Thinner. Not so much color. But — it sort of makes your eyes look bigger. And youre quieter, too.

She was wondering why there was no sting in seeing him. Do you know, Joe, she said suddenly, we were both too young. And whats happened has waked us up, changed us both. If thered been any bad feeling, its all gone now.

Im glad to know that, said the boy soberly. Im leaving Salt Springs and going off. I wanted to shake hands and know that it was square between us before I started.

But where are you going, Joe?

Im cutting loose. I dont know where Ill land.

Youve been in trouble, Joe.

Pretty bad. You see — me and my folks — youll hear about it, anyway, so you might as well hear it from me. We had a difference, and they sort of threw me out, Mary.

Im sorry, Joe. Very sorry.

Thanks. But between you and me, I have an idea that it was the best thing that ever happened to me. I was different all the time, and just lately Ive found it out.

He began to study the floor, hunting for something to say and finding nothing; and the girl was silent likewise.

I suppose Ill be going. But we dont see you around much lately. I hear folks talking about it.

Ive settled down. I stay about the house. Youd think I were waiting for something to happen to see me. Good-by, Joe.

He took her hand, but at the door he turned again.

Something sort of bothers me about what you said just now, Mary.

You can talk straight out to me, Joe. Were old friends.

I was wondering — if you really wasnt waiting for something or for somebody?

She flushed at that.

You aint mad, Mary?

No — I guess not. What put the idea in your head?

Well, people say a good many things. I wont believe em, if you say theyre wrong; I havent believed em up to now. But what they say is that it was you that got Dreer away from the house that night. And that it was because of you that Dreer met?

We wont talk about it.

But he was studying her face, and the pain in it. All at once he dropped his hat and took her hands.

Mary, its true?

About?

About Dreer? Youre sort of fond of him, Mary?

No, no! I hardly know him!

Hes the kind you only have to see once to know. I seen him once, and I know him already bettern any man I ever met. Mary, its true. Youre fond of him, sort of—

Youve heard too much talk, Joe. Forget all that.

Once more he turned toward the door. When he looked back again, she caught in his face an expression of profound pity. An instinctive fear rose in Mary Valentine; she slipped between him and the door.

Whats behind your questions? Tell me that before you go. Do you know something — about — him?

She was making no attempt at concealment now. Her heart was in her white face, in the great eyes that met the eyes of the boy. And he winced before her.

Joe! she cried under her breath. Theyve taken him! Thats why Uncle Morgan and the rest have looked at me so queerly the last day or two. Theyve known, but they wouldnt tell me!

Mary, I swear it isnt that!

Youre lying, Joe. I can see the whole truth behind your eyes. Oh, Joe, tell me whats happened! Tell me they havent taken him!

But the boy shrank from her; there was something like fear in his face. He said, wondering: Mary, you do love him!

I do. Im proud of it, Joe. I love the ground he walks on and the air he breathes. One shake of his head is more to me than all the talk Ive ever heard from men or women. You see that Ive humbled myself to you, Joe. Ive hidden nothing. And now — be just as true to me. Tell me what you know!

He shook his head, agonized.

Theres nothing that can be helped. Its as good as done already.

What? For Heavens sake, what? She stopped, her lips parted.

Joe, she whispered, hes already dead! Theyve hunted him down — with numbers!

No, no!

I can stand it — so long as I know. Anything is better than imagining.

He could not speak.

Only one thing. Tell me where it was—

If Im wrong to tell you, said the boy, God forgive me. Ive done you wrong before, Mary.

Ill forgive it all — everything that may happen — but tell me the truth, Joe!

Then — it aint happened yet, Mary. But itll happen before morning is well on. An hour after the sun comes up. Thats the time theyve set.

Then why are you here? Why havent you raised the town?

To save an outlaw?

It crushed the words unspoken on her lips.

Besides, they kept me at home under guard for fear Id do something. When I got out, I came here. It was too late to follow em when they let me loose.

When did they start?

Late this afternoon.

And now its night!

Yes. Too late to do anything, Mary.

Where?

Near Windville.

She ground both hands against her face.

And then she heard him say: Its too late. Even if it was day, itd be too late, though then I might try to ride across the hills on the short cut. But by night — itd be suicide, Mary!

She had come to life suddenly.

Oh, Joe, you know that short way — Would it take me there before morning?

Even then itd be an hour too late — even if you killed your hoss, Mary.

But if I could fight all night — and come within an hour of saving him? Joe, youll show me the short cut?

Id do moren that. Id ride with you, Mary. I got a — debt to Jess Dreer that needs paying terrible bad. But it aint possible, I tell you.

She became calm, though her hands were shaking.

Im going into my room to change my clothes to an old suit of Charlies. While I do that, you go out to the barn and get the boys to saddle Uncle Morgans Gray Tom for me. Youll do that, Joe?

Will nothing change you, Mary?

Im not going because I have hope, but simply because I got to do something. Joe, will you help me?

I will.

God bless you!

And she was gone through the door like a flash.


CHAPTER 38
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HOPE IS CONTAGIOUS; even Joe Norman was touched by it as he hurried out to the stable. He gave the word from Mary Valentine, and it was obeyed with some hesitation, for no one on the ranch had ever heard of another person than Morgan Valentine himself riding the gray stallion. But they were accustomed to taking the word of Mary as a law second only to that of the master of the house. Or even before it, on occasion.

So they led out Gray Tom.

He was a fine fellow of fifteen three, muscled beautifully for speed, with long antelope legs.

And enough bone in em to write poems about, as Joe Norman himself had said.

The saddle of Mary Valentine was cinched on the long back of the stallion, and then she came herself, running as freely and swiftly as a man in her boys clothing. One word to Joe, one wave to the stableman, and they were into the saddles side by side and off at a rattling gallop.

The difference between the two mounts was at once apparent. Joe Norman rode a fine horse that would have rejoiced the heart of the most particular cattleman, a sturdy, stout-hearted, durable-legged animal with speed enough for any. But in the very beginning the cow horse was straining his utmost to keep up, and Gray Tom was running well within his strength, with a wide-stretching gallop. He carried his head high and free, while Normans horse was stretched out straight as a string.

Youll kill your hoss before youre halfway there! shouted Joe. Rein in, Mary. Youll kill Gray Tom!

Let him die, she answered through her teeth.

Morgan Valentinell never forgive you.

Ill live without his forgiveness. Faster, Joe.

My hoss wont stand it. Hes busting himself wide open now.

She looked across at the laboring animal and at once saw the truth. If she were to keep with her guide, she would have to alter her speed, and reluctantly, with a sob breaking in her throat, she drew the rein of Gray Tom.

Even then they were cutting across the hills at a dizzy rate — and Windville so many and many a mile across the broken mountains!

They were striking straight for the tallest and blackest of the peaks now, and presently they dipped down a sheer bank and into the dry bed where a great river had once run. The shod hoofs of the horses beat up a terrific rattling, and the echo from the stones knocked against the banks and came back at them, before and behind.

It was hard going, too, with the danger always before them that one of the horses might pick up a sharp rock at any time and be rendered helpless, useless for that nights work. But Mary Valentine was setting the pace, and Joe reluctantly spurred up beside her.

It was dangerous going, but the river bed gave them a perfect grade by which they ate into the heart of the high country. And Mary cried out in her disappointment when the gravel road terminated in an abrupt mound, where a landslide had buried the old bed.

There was nothing for it but to hit up the slope which lay straight head of them; as they struck the softer soil above the bank, Mary reined in her horse and raised her hand.

Do you hear, Joe? she whispered.

Nothing. Where?

Out of the river bed behind us.

What?

Listen again!

He bent his ear and now, indistinctly, he made out the far-off clattering of a horse that galloped across the pebbles.

Its Morgan Valentine, he said gloomily. Theyve told him about you taking Gray Tom, and hes following you. Mary, be reasonable. Give up and go back!

Ill die first, sobbed the girl. Come on, Joe. Hurry!

And she sent Gray Tom scurrying up the slope.

Joe Norman followed reluctantly, shaking his head. But in this uphill going the shorter-legged mustang did far better, by comparison, than he had done in the level. He was made for the sweat and grind of climbing, jumping, sidestepping rocks, vaulting over fallen trees. And obstacles that maddened the high-spirited Gray Tom were taken in the most casual manner by the cow pony.

It was only a brief climb to the first ridge, but when they came out on it, Joe Norman stretched out his hand and caught the reins in the hand of Mary.

Look ahead! he commanded.

The girl obeyed, and her heart sank.

Ridge after ridge lay before them, sharp-crested, with the rocks on the summits glittering in the moonlight and the forest everywhere black, somber. It was such a sight as everywhere sends the thoughts of men to the shelter of a home. And as she looked on it, despair fell on Mary Valentine.

And thats not all, said Joe Norman. Theys a lot more of it than you can see from here. Were just on the edge of it. Them ranges are like rows of teeth. And the sides of some of em are as slippery as teeth. Mary, give it up. They aint any use. Youll kill Gray Tom, and youll kill my hoss. I dont care about that if we could gain anything in the long run. But we cant. Were beat before we start. We was beat before we left the house, and I knew it, but I thought Id come out with you and let you take the first run, sos the night wind would calm you up some, and you could see it was impossible.

Then you lied, Joe. You said it could be done by day.

I dunno. Maybe it could be done by day. But by night its pure suicide. Will you believe me, Mary? Theres slides that take your breath even when you got the sun to help you. But the moon aint any good for ticklish work. It just shows you a pile of things that really aint there. And the real dangers it covers up. Will you believe me, Mary, and turn back?

Go back yourself, Joe. Ill go on. Ive got to go on. But you go back, and Ill find a way.

She touched Gray Tom with her spurs as she spoke, and the big stallion sprang out to the full length of his stride. He landed far down the slope, crashed upon some loose rock, staggered, and then plunged out of sight in the thicket with the noise of a living landslide.

Joe Norman screamed: Mary! Youre gone mad! Mary!

Only the noise of her wild descent roared back at him. He spurred his own mustang with a shout of horror and galloped after her. But more carefully, letting the half-wild horse have his head partly to himself, for he knew that the instinct of the brute was all that could save them from being dashed to pieces a thousand times in such a place; no cunning of hand or sharpness of eye could warn the rider in time.

It was a nightmare to Joe Norman. Somehow, they came out on the clearing at the bottom of the slope, and stretching across the open ground, he saw Gray Tom flash in the moonlight and then lunge once more into the dark of the forest toward the next ridge.

An exultation that was half the cold of fear ran through the veins of Joe Norman. He spurred his horse frantically, and striking the far slope at full speed, they followed the crash of Gray Tom, leading the way. Close to the top, he shouted again, and when he reached the ridge, he found that she had reined her horse for a moment and was waiting for him. Gray Tom was panting as if he had run twenty miles.

Youre killing him, he warned her. But let him die, then. More to the left, Mary. You see that tall, bald rock? Holy Mount they call it? Strike toward that!

Thanks, Joe. But faster, Joe. You keep me back!

I keep you back to sense. But come on!

But there was no keeping the girl back. Once more she spurred Gray Tom, and once more the stallion, frantic in this wild ride, leaped out through thin air, smashed into the thicket far below, and went thundering toward the bottom of the slope. A sort of frenzy seized on Joe. With spur and quirt he sent the mustang flying down after the girl, and the wild horse went snorting, dancing like a sparring pugilist through the maze of young trees and shrubs, and coming out at the bottom almost even with Gray Tom.

In the middle of the narrow valley floor Joe Norman drew rein with a low cry of warning. The girl checked her horse.

Look up and back. Up to the top of the last ridge, just where we come over it!

She obeyed, and distinctly outlined, black against the moonlit sky, she saw a horseman top the ridge and shoot down into the forest with a noise that came distinctly to them.

Thats not your uncle, Mary. Your uncle would never ride as crazily as that. Who is it?

I dont know. It might be Uncle Morgan. But there was something I recognized about the way he sat the saddle, sort of sidewise. But come on, Joe. Whoever he is, he cant catch us.

And they drove together at the next slope.

Fear was in them now, not so much of the dangerous trail which they were following as of the unknown man who rode so desperately after them. For if he had been a friend, surely he would have tried to hail them. From the top of that last ridge he could easily have reached them with his voice, but they had not heard a sound.

This slope was not so heartbreaking as the others, but, nevertheless, Mary Valentine held Gray Tom in. The harshness of his breathing was beginning to alarm her, and she knew that it is possible to break the heart of a horse in a very short time if he is allowed to run himself out. So she nursed the stallion up the slope. He was in better condition already when he reached the top, and as they swung in a canter down a more moderate fall of ground beyond, Mary swung close to Joe.

Ive remembered who that was like, she called. The man whos following us is Sheriff Caswell!


CHAPTER 39
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IT WAS A calamity of the first water. What was the use of riding to Jess Dreer if they brought his deadliest enemy in their wake? One hope remained, and that was to distance the sheriff and reach Jess far enough ahead to allow him to escape.

So they gave their minds grimly to their work.

They had not even time to talk, save a broken phrase here and there, but as the ride continued, she gathered the full details of the plan of the Norman clan against Dreer.

Gus Norman was to ride ahead of the rest and go straight to Dreer. There he would interview the outlaw and take him to a shack which he knew in the hills near Windville. Mary learned the location of the place by heart from Joe, who had heard Gus go over its description a dozen times to a dozen different members of the gang. He would take Jess Dreer to this ruined old cabin as to a rendezvous.

Then he would leave the outlaw there and go to meet the others under pretense of calling in the members of the crew who were to take part in the fake robbery.

The moment Gus had joined the others, they would swing down around the cabin and open a plunging fire from the rocks above. If, as was apt to be the case, they did not kill Dreer at the first discharge, they would, nevertheless, have him in an utterly helpless position. At worst, they could easily set the cabin on fire and kill the outlaw as he attempted to flee from the cover. To make his escape entirely impossible, the first discharge would be chiefly directed against the roan mare, Angelina. On foot, Dreers chances of a dash for liberty would be less than zero.

Mary did not hear this story in one fluent narrative, but an interrupted series of explanations, exclamations, and phrases here and there gave her ample groundwork on which to build the complete picture of the plot.

Sometimes, as her hatred of the whole clan of Normans swelled in her, she felt like snatching a revolver from the holsters and firing it into the breast of the man beside her. Sometimes a great wonder grew in her that out of the very list of Dreers enemies had been furnished the man who gave life to this wan ghost of a last hope.

Now the labor of the ride cut off the very possibility of thought from her mind.

They had struck what Joe assured her was the longest and most severe of the hillsides that they would encounter on the entire ride. It led up to a dangerous slope beyond, generally called The Slide, on account of the precipitous angle of the drop of ground. And now Joe Norman, who had been a weight upon her spirits in the beginning, was rapidly reviving.

He began to throw out hopes. Never, even in daylight, had he ever heard of such a distance through the hills being covered in such a short space of time. To be sure, the hardest part of the ride lay before them, and they would have to take it with horses completely fagged, but, nevertheless, there was the glimmering of the first dawn of hope. It might be done. Half the night was spent, but the other half, before that fatal time of an hour past dawn, they might reach the shack and give the warning to Jess Dreer.

He told her this while the horses sweated and grunted up the long rise. Once, on a shoulder of the slope, they paused by mutual consent to give the animals a breathing space.

Then, far and dim below, they heard the horse of the pursuer coming up the slope.

At this, they hurried on, the mustang now showing a condition fully as good as that of Gray Tom; but when they came out on the brow on the crest, Joe Norman stopped the girl with a yell of alarm.

The face of the hill was dished away. It had literally disappeared, and the head of Gray Tom was hanging over an abyss.

A landslide! groaned Joe Norman.

By the moonlight they could make it out plainly now. First there was a straight fall of cliff for a dizzy distance. Below this an apron of debris was spread, covered with what seemed to be stubble in the distance, but what they knew to be the splintered hulks of trees.

Even as they stood, their horses side by side, looking at one another in utter despair, the ground quivered beneath them. They were barely able to spur onto firmer ground when the entire table where they had stood before gave way, shuddered, yawned wide, and a thundering avalanche rushed down the slope.

The noise of the fall died away. A thick silence fell. Then the echo from the far hillside picked up the noise and sent it rumbling and rushing back at them, as if the landslide had roused some monster in the valley and made it roar defiance. When that echo died away, they could hear another sound distinctly from the hillside behind them — the noise of the pursuer following up the slope. He would be upon them in a moment.

Quick, Joe! pleaded the girl. What can we do?

Theys only one way out, said Joe Norman sullenly, and thats to go back. Weve had our work for nothing.

I tell you, there has to be a way!

None in the world. Straight yonder — theres the direction for us. But well never get there.

She swung her horse around with a cry of grief and impatience and rode him along the ridge, desperately close to the edge of the landslide. Her shout brought Norman beside her. She was pointing down through the moonlight.

Dont you think if we put our horses back on their haunches, theyd go down that sliding all the way to the bottom?

He looked over, and shuddered as he craned his head to look, for she was much nearer the edge on Gray Tom than he had dared to ride.

At this place the landslide had not ripped away the soil to the sheer face of the rock. There was no right-angle face of stone, but a skirting of the raw dirt came up to the edge of the ridge and swept away down to the floor of the gulley at a dizzy angle. Halfway down, it veered out toward a more generous angle.

Mary, he said, lifting his head, you got a pile of courage even to think of it. Ill tell you what. Itd be just the same as jumping a hoss over a cliff. Except that a cliff would kill him a little quicker.

But if we had luck?

No kind of luck could save us, Mary. Plain suicide. Suppose a hoss could keep upright sliding down, he wouldnt be able to pick his way. All he could do would be to sit back on his haunches and slide. And if he struck a big rock or a tree stump — or anything to knock him over — why, hed keep right on rolling over and over till he hit the bottom with a smash. Hed be dead long before that, and his rider would just be a red smear trailing out behind him.

The moonlight somehow helped to paint the picture vividly. She saw herself on Gray Tom shooting down the slope — the rock lifting suddenly out of the moon haze — the crash, the toppling of the horse upon his side — and then death.

Then she heard the noise of the pursuer coming up the slope, terribly near now. Fear of something behind, unknown, balanced the fear of what lay before her.

Joe, she cried, good-by. Im going.

No, no! Mary!

He flung himself from the mustang and strove to reach the head of Gray Tom, but she had swung the stallion straight out to the edge of the ridge, and as Joe sprang forward, he saw the ground tremble, quake, and sink down.

He whirled about; he was barely in time to spring back to solid ground, and when he looked again, Gray Tom, with a snort of terror, was plunging down the slope.

One thing favored Mary, and that was the very fall of the ground, for it launched her smoothly and slowly on the downward journey. The chief trouble was that the rush of earth and stones around him maddened Gray Tom. He tried to straighten and spring away from that senseless confusion, but the girl flung herself far back in the saddle, and throwing all her weight on the reins, managed to pry him back on his haunches — far back. He was almost sitting down. Then the impetus of the drop caught them, and they shot down.

The ridge was whipped away from behind them; she looked far ahead. The distance to the floor of the gulch seemed treble as far as it had been from the top of the ridge above her. Nor was the ground half as smooth as it had appeared, viewed at the close angle. There were patches of muddy clay; there were streaks of gravel which, when they struck them, sent a raging avalanche pouring before them.

But the danger was not in the speed of the slide. It lay in the projections which jagged up and back at them like shark teeth. The end of a tree stump jumped at them from the night. A ragged edge caught her shoulder and ripped the sleeve away to the wrist, and when this was past, she saw a certain doom before them in the form of a big rock. There was no dodging it, and it was far too bulky to sway away from. Chance entered there and saved them.

The slide had swerved on either side of the boulder, and Gray Tom, in turn, was swerved along the path of least resistance and whipped by the rock.

Now they struck the apron of more level going. It spread out flatter. Gray Tom had lurched to his feet and was going at a mad gallop, floundering through loose soil, rushing on so that the air sung in the ears of Mary Valentine, and then, how, she did not know, the floor of the gulch was flat before her and Gray Tom had drawn down to a rocking canter.

He was trembling like an aspen through all his bulk, but he was unhurt. Her own blood had turned to ice, but looking back to the sickening height, she saw a tiny figure gesticulating. Then exultation swept over Mary. Her blood ran warm again. If there had been a chance before, there was a double chance now.

She put the spurs to Gray Tom and rushed for the next hillside.


CHAPTER 40
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AT THE TOP she turned for a last look at the slide, and pausing an instant at the crest, she saw a tiny, dark figure slip over the edge and go downward with bulletlike speed.

Her heart rose. Was it Joe Norman? Had he taken courage by her example? The moment the thought came into her brain, she knew that it was impossible. After all, it was not in Joes nature to rise to great emergencies. He had done his utmost in guiding her so far through the night on that dangerous course, and now he would turn back with the adventure half accomplished. In all his life he would never rise to a greater thing than that.

It was Sheriff Caswell who had taken the slide; now his horse was a dim streak crossing the floor of the gulch. Sheriff Caswell! He was one of those bulldog men who make great risks seem small and who turn the impossible into the commonplace.

She turned Gray Tom straight ahead and began to ride like mad. Strangely enough, the fear for Jess Dreer had grown small in her mind. The one thing which she most dreaded was the man who relentlessly followed on her trail, and to get clear of him, she rode the stallion without care, without caution. She flung him at heartbreaking slopes. She rushed him down precipitous hillsides; but always, looking back from crest to crest, she could see the dark figure following. But growing smaller, to be sure. Then, at length, the pursuer had disappeared.

For the first time in several miles she thought of Gray Tom, and the moment she looked to him she saw that he was in a serious condition. His breath came with alarming harshness; his neck and shoulders were lathered, and he staggered under the burden of his rider. Yet he kept gallantly to his work up the slope, and when she reined him, he came up on the bit and fought her to get ahead.

Only a moment of this, then his hindquarters sank. He stopped. She thought for an instant that he had stepped in a hole, until the great shuddering of his body told her what had happened. Then she sprang from the saddle, but it was far too late. Gray Tom had crumpled helplessly to the earth.

She caught his head in her arms, and as if he thought that this was a signal for him to stand up, he pricked his ears, tossed his head, and lurched forward. It was the last effort, and it broke his heart. When he struck the ground again, he was dead.

Beside him the girl kneeled, and seeing his eyes dim in the moonlight, she closed the lids as though he had been a man. And truly Gray Tom had died a mans death.

She was helpless now, but in spite of her helplessness a great assurance was filling her mind. One death had been paid for Jess Dreer, and surely there must be some reward for that great effort. In her first frenzy she even dreamed that she might complete the journey in time on foot, and she ran stumbling to the next hilltop.

There she paused with a cry of joy, for in the low, wide valley below her she saw the dark, huddled outlines of a ranch house and its outlying buildings.

Back to the body of Gray Tom again, running now as she had never run before. She untied the girths and after a fierce struggle was able to draw them through under the body of the horse. Then, drawing the stirrups over her shoulders and pulling the saddle high on her back, she began climbing again at a shuffling run.

A thirty-five-pound saddle is the clumsiest burden ever invented. Even a man would have groaned under it before the walk was over, but Mary Valentine was staggering with exhaustion before she reached the door of the house.

In answer to her knock and her shouting, footsteps at length ran toward her from within, and the door opened on a man in his shirt, a lantern in his hand, his feet not yet worked down in his boots. He was one of those black-haired fellows whose beards grow up to their eyes. Another time she would have been terrified by that face; now she minded it no more than if he had been a painted thing.

She told him swiftly, briefly, how her horse had dropped. She must have another. She had money to pay any price he asked. But speed was the thing she needed. The man was maddeningly slow.

Selling a hoss by night, he declared, is like marrying a girl whose face you aint never seen.

Dont you see, she cried, that I dont care if Im cheated? But I want the best thing on four legs that you can give me.

The best thing I got comes high, lady. I wouldnt take a penny under three hundred for my Jerry; and I wouldnt be hungry to sell him at that.

She assured him that she would add another hundred to the price if he would throw the saddle on the horse quickly and let her be off, and with this assurance the rancher came to life. Five minutes later he came out of the corral with a long, low-built brown horse with Marys saddle on its back. She thrust the money into his hand, and without waiting for him to count it, she was off again at full speed.

Her new mount had not the reach of Gray Tom, had not the same elastic spring in his gait, but before she had gone up the first slope, she was delighted with her purchase. Jerry was raised among these hills and trained to the work in them. He seemed to have eyes in his feet, and he wove among the shrubbery and trees and over the loose rocks with hardly ever a pause or a stumble.

The hill ended in a broad plateau, the first level going in many a mile, and she leaned over and gave Jerry his head. He did surprisingly well in spite of his short legs, and with every jump the heart of Mary rose. It was not dawn yet. There was not even a glimmer of light in the east; surely Windville could not be so far away.

At the edge of the broad clearing she heard a neigh behind her, which Jerry answered as he ran, and looking back, she saw again the same stalwart figure pursuing her, the same sidewise seat in the saddle. Sheriff Caswell!

It was easy to tell what had happened. He had come upon Gray Tom; he had followed down into the valley and arrived at the house of the rancher on her very heels. There he had changed his horse for one of the farmers, and now he was measuring strides with her again, but on an equal basis, as fresh as the Jerry that stretched out under her.

During the next half mile she made a trail of speed, but her follower kept the pace and even gained. It told Mary Valentine, more plainly than words, that she must do something more than stretch the legs of her horse if she wished to shake off this bulldog of the trail. And she made up her mind with the cold quickness of a desperate man.

She swung Jerry from the trail on which he was running at that moment, and pulling him into a thicket of brush, she drew from its case the light rifle which she always carried when she rode. With the butt snuggled into the hollow of her shoulder and her left hand at the balance, she waited, hearing the sheriff come crashing after her. She wondered, as she sat the saddle in the patch of heavy shadow, at the steadiness of her nerves. There was not a quiver of fingers or arms.

Now the head of the sheriffs horse shot snakelike from among the trees, and a second later the whole group was in view. She snapped the muzzle of her rifle up, steadied it, caught her bead, and let the rifle swing easily, following the speed of the moving horse. When she fired, the animal sprang straight up, came down with a lurch and stagger, and then sank to the earth; the sheriff was already clear of the stirrups. She saw him run a step or two toward her, his revolver in hand, but then he paused abruptly.

She had twitched Jerry around and sent him flying up the trail again. No enemy behind now; and since the sheriff was out of the way, her mind fell back on the great duel in which she was engaged. She had a horse under her, fresh, strong, willing; she had against her the inevitable rising of the sun and the rough tract of hills and valley. One stumble might ruin her chances in the race.

Yet she dared not ride with caution. A gathering chill in the air, a depression of mind, a general relaxation of nerve force, and an aching pair of eyes warned her that the dawn was coming. Looking up from a hollow, there was only the blackness of the forest above her. But, topping a rise of ground, she saw that the trees on the rolling horizon were jagged as teeth reaching up. They were outlined by a light from behind. It was dawn!

It brought her heart up behind her teeth, knocking. Into her mind surged pictures of Jess Dreer by the fire in her home; of Jess at her window; and of the outlaw behind the bars in the Salt Springs jail, nonchalant in spite of his manacles, smiling his assurance at her. It came to her that he had never spoken to her of such things as now went hot and thick through her blood. He had remained aloof, yet she had read in his mind the unspoken things.

She had raised Jerry to a murderous pace. Would he stand it?

The stout mustang ran with his head well down, like a cattle horse running a dodging cow. For a horse cannot dodge well when his head is high in the air. He spread out along the ground as he gathered speed, but never once did he miss footing. Once a rotted log crushed under his heels; once a pebble rolled and staggered him; but not once was Jerry at fault. Toiling up the steep slopes, or zigzagging heavily down the precipitous mountainsides, he never once flinched from the labor.

She could have blessed that honest brute heart, and she began, with the light to aid her, to help him with all her power of hand and eye. She kept well forward in the saddle to throw the weight an inch or so more toward Jerrys withers. Keeping as near as possible to the direction which Joe Norman had plotted for her, she yet was able to cut off vital angles here and there, and often swerved from the straight line to give Jerry the advantage of better ground for running.

And still the light increased with terrible rapidity. She topped a rise of ground. To the right a point of flame startled her like a rising forest fire, but when she looked again, she saw a regular semicircle of red. And still nothing but ragged ranges ahead of her. When would they split apart and reveal Windville? And from Windville, how far to the lonely cabin?

In a sudden burst of grief she clasped her hands against her breast, and the tears broke from her eyes.


CHAPTER 41
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FROM THE BROKEN door of the ruinous shack Gus Norman looked up to the hills. Behind them his men were gathering, drifting slowly toward the hollow between the hills and the double-eared peak which rose like a mules head. It was a black mountain now, with the rising light of the day behind it. The sun was well up; in a few minutes, now, he could ride to that hollow and find his men waiting, all the proven twenty who had started on the ride. Now that he was in the place, he was more satisfied with it than ever. The shack lay in a roughly cut bowl, with a rim of higher ground all around that would give perfect protection to his riflemen in point-blank range of their target. Even if Dreer sought protection in the hut, having avoided the first volley, he would be a lost man. Through those rotten walls a rifle bullet would range from side to side. They could honeycomb the shack in five minutes of concentrated fire, half of them aiming breast-high and half shooting at the level of the floor, in case he tried to lie down.

No wonder, then, that Gus was smiling when he turned back into the hut. Dreer had kindled a fire and was warming his hands over it. He kept his face religiously toward Gus Norman. Early in the night Gus Norman had noted this. Indeed, he had had flashes of hope that events would turn out so that he could take this celebrity single-handed and gain the glory all for himself. One moment of carelessness, and his gun would flash and speak.

But that moment never came. If Dreer had to turn his head, it was only for the split part of a second before he had his eyes on the other once more. And Gus Norman began to respect his companion as much as he hated him. Just as a dog, say, might respect a wolf.

The times almost here, he said, turning from the hills. The boys will be waiting for me up yonder, pretty soon.

Rainier, answered Dreer, the thing I dont understand is why you didnt have em meet here in the cabin.

Because I dont like to have em meet until Im with em. Each one of them boys, Dreer, knows that hes to ride to the hollow yonder, and that hes going to meet me there, but about three of em dont know the others in the crowd. Thats my system. I play a lone hand. I let in the other boys, one by one, on part of the game, but I keep everything dark except just the part each one is going to play.

Not a bad idea. I suppose Hank is one of the new men?

Yep, hes new, right enough.

And raw, Rainier. Im surprised that you use a boy like that.

Ill tell you what, Dreer. I was a fool to send him to you with that letter. I might of knowed that hed try to talk too much or something like that. But hed been on my hands for a long time without doing nothing. He wanted to earn his salt. So I told him to go along and fetch that letter to you.

He told me it was that way. But he looked like a rat in a trap. Couldnt meet my eye.

You scared him, Dreer. Same as you scare most of em. Tell you what, when I told a couple of the boys that I was aiming to get you in on my next job, they acted like a cyclone had hit em. Acted as though you ate men alive.

And why the devil do you want me, Rainier?

Because youre a good man to have, Dreer. You can keep a cool head. Well strike up a partnership before were through.

Not in a thousand years. Ive told you that before. Im in on this one job, and the only reason Im in on it is because my pal, Dan Carrol, has begged me to go through for him. After this Im out.

Wait till you count the easy money, Dreer. Ive heard others talk like you until weve got the can opened and the stuff in our pockets. Then they change.

He turned toward the door again.

I wonder if it aint time to go now?

You seem sort of anxious to see them boys, remarked the outlaw suspiciously.

Fact is, replied Gus Norman, that theys a couple of em I aint laid eyes on for a long time. Im kind of homesick for em.

He went to the wall and took down a saddle from the peg.

Well, Im off, Dreer. Back inside of half an hour.

Take your time. But whats that?

A heavy matting of grass covered most of the valley, muffling the sound of all who approached, but near the cabin there was a gravel coating to the ground. On this gravel, now, came the loud clatter of a galloping horse, and rushed on the cabin. Both men faced the door, but neither of them had time to reach it, when a foaming horse lunged into view and from the saddle leaped a slender youth, who staggered when his feet struck the ground. He recovered himself, turned toward the cabin, and Dreer saw the face of Mary Valentine.

Oh, Jess, she cried hysterically. Im in time. But watch him!

There had been one convulsive movement on the part of Gus Norman, but now he apparently saw that it would be impossible for him to reach his horse and escape. He stood with a sullen face in the corner.

Whats the matter, Rainier?

Rainier? said the girl. She entered the cabin and stood with her feet braced, her legs trembling with weariness.

Hes no more Rainier than I am. Rainier is a mere robber. That man is a sneaking murderer, Jess. Thats Gus Norman.

My, my, said Jess Dreer softly, but his face was black. I been thinking you was a little wrong, Gus Norman, but I never come within miles of guessing. Not within miles!

You got me two to one, said Gus Norman, fixing his eyes on the girl. You got me cornered; Ill talk turkey.

Not two to one, said Jess Dreer. Not by no means. One of us is a girl, Gus Norman. Ill send her out of the cabin, and you and me can finish up with a little chat man to man. Eh?

Normans mouth worked convulsively behind his beard. For one instant his wolfish face grew so savage that it seemed he was about to draw, but he controlled himself.

No use, he said doggedly. I wont fight you, Dreer. I aint a trained man- killer, and you know it. Nope, I aint got you, yet, but you aint got me. Ill tell you why. The minute theys a gun fired, Dreer, them hills will come alive. Theyll be twenty men come hopping for this cabin. Youre a hard man, Dreer, but d you think you could get twenty fighting men?

He leered at him as he spoke.

No, son. We split fifty-fifty. You can go out with me, and Ill call the boys off. Thats square.

Except that you lie, broke in Mary Valentine. Dont you see it in his little animal eyes, Jess? The truth is that his gang of Normans and Sheriff Claney are all cached up yonder, between the ears of that mountain. Theyre waiting until they get his signal that youre here, and they arent expected to be there, waiting, until an hour after sunrise. That was the plan.

Jess Dreer watched Norman silently, and under that stare the older man backed up slowly until his shoulders struck the wall.

Just step out to my saddle and get me the coil of rope you find on it, will you, Mary.

She obeyed; and a minute later Norman was trussed beyond hope of movement.

Id ought to kill you, Norman, said Jess, but I leave butchering for the slaughterhouses.

He turned to the girl at last. Until now he had given her not a word of welcome, but now, as his glance went slowly, leisurely over her, words became too light for use.

Her hair had fallen loose under the brim of her hat; from one white arm the sleeve had been torn; and now she was shrinking into the shadow, as if ashamed of her mans dress.

Mary, he said at last, what have you done for me?

It was the short cut that brought me here; I thought it was too late when I got the news, but now — Im here, Jess, and youre safe! Ive been thinking on the way — Ive been seeing you — dead! You see? You seem more of ghost than real right now.

He raised his hand to stop her, growing thoughtful. And his lean face puckered until one might have thought that he was becoming angry.

You rode through the mountains from the ranch? You did it at night?

There was the moon — almost as bright as day, Jess.

He shook his head.

I didnt know they was any women like you, Mary. I didnt know they was even any men.

But stay away, Jess. Stay away! Im afraid of you! Dont come stalking at me like that!

I was going to shake hands, said Jess Dreer, to show the world in general, and mostly to show you, that Jess Dreer has a pal at last. And heavens, girl, but Ive led a lonesome life.

A smile began to tremble on her lips — surely she had never been so lovely as she was now in the shadow, in those ragged clothes — but the hand which she extended toward him was arrested halfway.

Jess! she screamed, looking past him. Caswell!

He whirled as the first word left her lips; whirled toward Caswell, who stood, gun in hand, at the door; and the marvel of it was that he was able to get his gun from the holster and fire before Caswell could send home his shot. He fired, and the sheriff wavered as though he had been struck with a fist; then his own gun spoke, and there was a clangor of steel. The revolver flew out of the hand of Jess Dreer, struck the wall, and dropped with a clatter on the floor, while Jess Dreer stood staring stupidly down at his disarmed hand.

Mary, with a wail of terror, caught out her own weapon, but the slow voice of Dreer stopped her.

Put away that gun, Mary. You see, Caswell aint like that thing in the corner. Hes a man, and he wont fight a woman. So just put up your gun. I reckon this little play is all over.


CHAPTER 42
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SHE HESITATED, AND then obeyed.

It isnt possible, she moaned. He cant be here!

Sheriff Caswell stepped through the door, his left arm dangling oddly by his side.

To tell you true, he said quietly, a couple of times during the ride it didnt look noways possible to me, either. Once when we come to the slide, and then when you shot my hoss. He shook his head. That wasnt hardly fair play, but then I never see a woman that wouldnt shave pretty close to the shady side of things. This is how Im here: I went back to the ranch after you drilled my hoss and got another, and my second hoss was some piece of deviltry and leather. They wasnt no wear out to that hoss, but I wore him out, anyways. He dropped a while back, and I come on by foot and staged this little surprise party just when Id give up my last hope. Jess, Ill trouble you to go over there and cut my friend Norman loose. I see you been entertaining him a plenty.

Without a word Dreer obeyed. At the touch of his knife the rope fell apart, and Gus Norman rose. He showed no exultation because of the presence of the sheriff. In fact, he hated the man who had seen him tied and helpless.

Looks like youre making ropes popular for clothes, Jess, went on the sheriff. First its Clancy; now its Norman. If you dont mind, Ill give you the same sort of a rig — unless youll give me your parole, pardner—

But Dreer smiled.

Of course, Im a goner. Ive always felt, Caswell, that if you ever got your teeth into me the game would be up. And now I suppose it is. But Ill keep trying.

The sheriff sighed.

All right, Jess. Then its the rope; which I hate to use em on a man-sized man. Norman, will you oblige me by slipping a couple of nooses around Dreers arms and legs?

The other spoke for the first time.

Pardner, he said viciously, theys one thing that would put him out of trouble. Why not try it and save the rope?

He touched his revolver significantly.

You do what I say, said the sheriff. I dont need no suggestions.

So Gus Norman went ahead sullenly with the work of tying Dreer. Presently the sheriff spoke again.

You neednt sink them nooses into the flesh, Norman.

Thanks, and Dreer nodded.

And now, if youll take the ladys guns, Ill be real obliged, Norman. Thanks. He added, to Mary: You might get careless. Ive seen it happen.

He sat down cross-legged on the floor; a great spot of red was growing and spreading around his left shoulder.

Now, Norman, just cut away my shirt and make a bandage for this shoulder of mine. Then ride into Windville and send out a buckboard, so we can all go in together.

You mean youre going to trust Dreer to another jail?

He added softly: Hes worth just as much dead as he is alive, Sheriff.

Listen, murmured Caswell. Youre getting me real peeved, Norman. In the first place, I dont like the way you say it; second place, I dont like the thing you say. Dreer is going to stay alive till the judge hands him the rope. Now, do what I say. You can be back here in two hours. Ill take care of em in the meanwhile.

And Gus Norman, with a black face, obeyed, and drew the bandages which they improvised hastily around the sheriffs shoulders.

A moment later he was on his horse and clattering away.

So here we are, murmured Jess Dreer. Mary, could you do me a terrible big favor?

She, had been sitting with her head bowed in her hands, trembling. Yes, she murmured.

Wonder if youd be any hand at rolling a cigarette?

Ive done them for the boys often. Yes.

Pocket of this shirt is where the makings are.

She took out the papers and tobacco. And one thing more. Smile for me, Mary.

It was a white caricature of a smile with which she obeyed him. She said nothing while she rolled the cigarette, placed it between his lips, and lighted it. He thanked her with a nod.

Are you in a pile of pain, Sheriff?

Not me, Jess. Im comfortable, well enough. Besides, its only a couple of hours to wait.

Lessn that. Norman aint going to town. Hes got his gang and Claney cached away up in the hills yonder. Hell be back with em inside an hour and a half, or less.

But how can they move me without a buckboard? I cant sit a saddle with this.

It aint you theyre worrying about. Theyre thinking about me. Steady, Mary!

Yes, she whispered, and set her teeth.

The sheriff looked from one to the other with a frown; then he shook his head.

May I ask one thing?

A thousand, Caswell, and welcome.

Where was you and the girl figuring to head together?

I dunno, said Jess Dreer, as though the thought had just come into his head. What was we figuring on, Mary?

She could not speak; but a pitiful ghost of a smile came on her face and went out again as she looked at him.

They aint any use of feeling cut up, Sheriff. It was simply the end of my luck. The old gun went back on me.

Went back on you? Jess, that was the neatest snap shot I ever seen. There I was standing with the gun in my hand, and yet you beat me to the shot.

Maybe it looked that. But as a matter of fact she hung in the holster. And when I got the gun on you at last, I had to hurry the shot. A hundredth part of a second more — Im sorry to say it, Caswell, and youd of been dead as a thousand years ago.

The sheriff moistened his pale lips.

I kind of half believe you, Jess. But then, wasnt it luck for you that my shot hit your own gun instead of hitting you?

It wouldnt of hit me. My gun was two inches away from my side. That snap shot of yours was traveling wide, Caswell, when it hit my gun. No, I figure the luck was with you.

The sheriff cautiously raised the back of his hand that held the gun and wiped the perspiration from his forehead. He shifted his position a little to one side, so that he could look at a more favorable angle on the girl, but as he did so, forgetfully he threw his weight on his left arm. There was no muscular reaction, of course, but the bones of the arm shoved up against the injured shoulder and strained heavily against the bandage. The sheriff, white with pain, settled suddenly back in the shadow.

That hurt you, Caswell?

Not a bit, Jess. Just a twinge. Thats all.

But a moment later he knew that he had belied the situation. The strain had loosened the bandage at the same time that it opened the raw wound, and when the pain subsided a little, he was aware of something hot running down his side in a steady trickle. He tried to raise his shoulder so that the bandage would press again on the wound and cut off the bleeding. It was no use.

With a touch of coldness he realized that an hour at least must run before Norman returned, and in the meantime, what might not that steady flow do to him? It would render him helpless as a woman.

As the smile occurred to him, he looked at the girl. Aye, more helpless than this girl, certainly, who had ridden with the daring of more than most men that night. Dreer himself was securely bound. But what of the girl? How could he disarm her in the same manner?

Jess, he said, theys one thing I want to ask.

Fire away, Sheriff, replied the outlaw, maintaining his unvarying good nature.

I could of had Norman tie the girl, you know.

Sure, I know it.

And if it come to a pinch, itd sort of run agin nature for me to fight a woman, Jess.

I know that. Youre white enough, Caswell.

Well, then, all I ask is that you wont let the girl help you no way to escape.

Ill promise I wont take no help from her.

Dont! cried Mary Valentine suddenly. Dont say it, Jess. I tell you, something is happening. And he knows it! He knows it!

The sheriff grinned feebly at her.

I know it, Mary Valentine. But hes promised.

You tricked it out of him!

You got something to learn, lady, answered the sheriff. No matter how you get it, Dreers word is good as gold. Im going fast, but mind you, Jess, not a finger of help from the girl!

What the devil is the matter? cried the outlaw. Whats got into you, Caswell? You look like a ghost!

Look!

He swayed over and showed a thin pool of crimson beside him. His smile was ghastly.

I busted her open agin.

Jess Dreer groaned. Then: Caswell, you fool, would you die like this?

I dunno, Jess. Yep, Id put death under taking you. Ive got you, son, and Ill die sooner than let you go loose.

Lets dicker, Caswell. Mary, here, will bandage you up sos youll be safe. They aint any danger if that bleeding can be stopped. Youre safe, and you let Mary cut my ropes.

The sheriff sighed, and then shook his head.

Here I stay, he said, living or dead. And there you stay, Dreer, until they come for you.


CHAPTER 43
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A SILENCE FELL between them; and the bright, desperate, hopeful eyes of Mary Valentine went from one to the other. She had risen to her feet.

The head of the sheriff sagged; he jerked it straight again with a mighty effort.

Your oath, Dreer! he said hoarsely.

Yes. I intend to stay by it. Ill take no help from her. But if you wont make an exchange, then Maryll fix you up, anyway. Mary, tie up his shoulder again. Caswell, youre going under!

The sheriff turned his shadowed eyes upon the girl with a last appeal.

Will you do that? he asked.

And let Jess die? said the girl. Trade you for him?

Theres no question of a trade, broke in Dreer. Im a goner, anyway. Theres no chance for me to get loose without the use of my hands or my feet, and without your help. Theres no question of an exchange. Its only a matter of saving the sheriff.

If he drops, said the girl, very white of face, then you can try to get away. As long as he has his senses and that gun, you havent a ghost of hope. I wont raise a hand for him, Jess.

Caswell, wont you talk to her?

Ive never begged for bread or money, said the dauntless sheriff. And I wont start now begging for my life.

Then I command you, Mary. Dyou hear me? I command you to give Caswell a hand.

I wont do it, Jess. Thats flat.

Aint you got a drop of mercy in your body, girl?

Not for your enemies, Jess. Not a drop!

Ill tell you a thing I never thought to talk about. It was Caswell that gave me the watch spring that gave me the chance to break away from the jail. He saved my life once. I got a life that I owe to him. He wouldnt let the dogs take me. He took his own chance. And now hes got me in a fair-and-square fight, the first time any man on earth ever did. Mary, for Heavens sake be a woman. Go help him!

You can break my heart, Jess, but you cant budge me with your talk. Youre more to me than he is!

Its a question of whats right, not one man agin another. Girl, I tell you hes always played fair on the trail. Hes never once used a dirty trick agin me!

No, she said faintly. I wont raise a hand.

Jess Dreer groaned, for the sheriff, the gun falling from his hand, lurched suddenly sidewise and lay on the floor. There was a hoarse cry of satisfaction from Mary. She ran to Jess, whipping out and opening her pocketknife as she came.

He stopped her with a shout.

Keep off! If you touch the ropes, Mary, I swear I wont stir after my hands are free. I wont stir. He has my word, Mary, and my word stays good, whether he lives or dies!

Youre mad, Jess. Its your chance. Our chance together. Oh, Jess, is your word worth more to you than I am?

She was on her knees, imploring him, wet-eyed. And the face of Jess Dreer turned gray with pain.

Aye, he said slowly, at length. Worth more to me than all the men in the world and all the women. Ive got myself the name of a murderer and a robber, girl. What have I got left except my own honor?

Who knows it? Who gives you credit for it? Who in the wide world would believe what youre doing now?

Me and God know it, said the outlaw quietly.

She changed her tactics swiftly.

Are you going to give up like a woman, Jess? Arent you going to make one try for your life? Arent you going to fight? Arent you going to use your own strength, even if you wont let me help?

Tear off the old bandage and put a new one on Caswell and I shall.

What if he comes back to life? What if he comes out of his faint?

Well risk it.

She obeyed him, then, with frantic haste, first casting one glance through the door, and seeing no sign of horsemen sweeping down the long hillsides. Seconds were worth hours now. The old bandage was ripped away under her knife. She tore off her own outer shirt; and, after tearing it to strips and knotting them together, she managed to make the bandage strong and firm, and the welling of the flow ceased. The sheriff still breathed, though faintly.

Jess, now yourself!

But he was already at work. He had planned it swiftly while she worked over the sheriff. Had there been a single cutting instrument in the cabin, so much as a blunt-edged mud scraper at the door, he could have in time frayed the ropes that held him. But there was nothing he could use. His own knife was in his pocket — but how could he reach it without the use of Marys hands?

If there was no steel to cut the ropes, there was at least the fire. But how to reach it? He had no use of his hands to get out the coals, even if the few sticks in the flimsy old stove had not already burned away to ashes.

He reached his decision at last. Squirming across the floor, he planted his shoulders, swung up his legs, and with one strong thrust of his feet brought down the old stove in a clattering ruin.

A faint smoke went up from the fragments.

He scattered the iron parts, still using his bound feet, for his hands were tied together before him and the elbows were made fast against his sides. The iron was knocked away, but now there was not a trace of a coal. He swayed to his knees and searched, with Mary leaning beside him, desperately questioning him as to his purpose, and getting no answer. And then he found it — two small, swiftly darkening bits of wood coal. He blew on them, and the red returned.

Yet this alone was not enough. He must have fuel. With terrible labor he worked across to the sheriff, tore open his coat, and drew out a packet of letters and loose papers with his teeth. Then, with this prize in his mouth, back to the coals. Over them he piled the papers, and then began to blow.

But it seemed that the contact with the cold paper had completely taken the life from the coals. He blew, but there was no answering upward trickle of smoke. He blew again, and now a faint, pungent odor came to his nostrils. He blessed it with a cry, and in a moment the paper blackened, curled back and a tongue of flame went up. Over the papers, now, he scraped with his feet the remnant of the wood. The loose ends, in turn, took the blaze and crackled.

That done, he got again to his knees and held his bound hands over the point of the flame. If the ropes had held them farther apart, it would have been a simple matter to burn the ropes away, but the wrists were hardly an inch apart, and to ignite the cords he had to sear his own flesh.

And there was Mary Valentine, on her knees beside him; her teeth were set when his teeth set; her head went back in agony when he groaned, and a horrible, sickening odor of burned flesh rose to them. And then — the cords caught fire! Slowly — very slowly. It was maddening to see them blacken, char, before they caught the yellow flame. But at length they were afire. He strained his wrists. One cord parted with a faint snap.

Mary Valentine cried out hysterically with joy.

Then a voice called from the corner of the cabin.

Dreer! Jess Dreer!

They turned. The sheriff had regained his senses. He sat with his back braced crookedly against the wall, an expression of half-drunken determination and agony on his face, and the revolver in his hand.

Ive seen you, Dreer, and I cant stop you. But the law says — alive or dead — and dead you shall be!

He raised the gun, grinned with effort as he deliberately sighted it, and then crumpled again on the floor.

The last of the cords parted, and Jess Dreer shook away the smoking fragments.

But theyre coming, Jess! cried the girl at the door. Theyre coming fast. Look!

Far off, streaming down the hillside, he saw the cavalcade. But they came leisurely; what call was there for hurry?

First, Caswell.

He took the sheriff under his arms — he could feel the slow heartbeat as he did it — and bore him through the door. Then he swung into the saddle at the same time that the spreading fire in the shack ran up the wall with a great crackling. The smoke and the flame had been a signal to the posse. It came now on the dead run. He could tell even at a distance of a mile and a half.

Is your horse good for anything?

A little. He was played out, but hes tough as leather.

Then ride on first; Ill drop behind a little and keep em off if they should press us.

Not in a thousand years, Jess. Besides, the cowards wont dare to press Jess Dreer on an open trail. I know them!

He answered her with a smile.

How far do you go on this trail, lady?

How far do you think, Jess Dreer?

To the end of the world, I reckon.

We wont argue the point, said Mary.

And they cut up the slope at a sharp gallop and dipped over the rim, side by side.

THE END
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I. NO HANG-OUT
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THE RAIN HAD been falling steadily, with a northwester to drive it aslant. Now the wind leaped suddenly at Jack Montagne, and, as if its former pace had been maintained only to lure him into a false security, it now drove the rain in level volleys that crashed against his slicker and stung his face. Even his weather-hardened hands resented the fury of the storm. The blast stopped the trot of his pony that remained for the moment leaning into the storm. Presently it again gathered headway, urged on by the tickling spur of the rider. When the anger of the wind and rain had spent itself, Montagne screened his eyes and peered anxiously up the valley.

It was then he made out the two lights — one a mere yellow ray which, passing through the mist of rain, was split into a thousand shivering portions as Montagne squinted at it, and the other merely a dim red blur. They were welcome sights to the rider on this black night, and yet he hesitated before going straight toward them.

Eventually he decided that the news about him could not have preceded him to this desolate valley, and he touched the pony with the spurs again. This time the weary beast broke into a lope, cupping the muddy water on the trail in the hollows of his forehoofs, and sending it up in spurts and showers to drench the rider. But against such physical discomforts Jack Montagne was proof. When the possessions of a man have shrunk to his bridle and saddle and horse and the old gun, sagging at his hip, when, moreover, fear and dread ride at his side, the elements are negligible factors. In truth, the storm fitted in with the mood of Montagne, and his temper rose in fierce bursts of revolt against the world, just as the wind occasionally struck at him with redoubled force, and like the night his mind was filled with a steady, black gloom.

The red light on his right now grew rapidly. The rain streaked down against it, and above the light he made out the outlines of a tree. Someone was sitting by a campfire to the lee of a tree, and that was his only shelter against this furious storm. There was no other conclusion to come to, and Montagne shook his head in wonder. Perhaps the fellow had not seen that light down the road, that light which evidently came from a house. It was partly with a kindly determination to tell the camper that there was a better shelter in sight, and partly with the hope of learning a little about this valley in which he found himself, that Montagne turned to the right and came squarely upon the fire.

It was a miserable and uncertain blaze, fizzing and hissing constantly, as drops of water filtered down from the boughs of the tree above. And yet the broad trunk made a rather good shelter, for the steady wind kept driving the rain at an angle, and the man, whose back was against the tree, was in no danger of getting wet by the direct fall of water. Only the drops, that trickled through the foliage above, came splashing about him. He had been stirring weakly at the fire, and it was not until the pony came within a yard of the blaze, snorting in disgust as the smoke filled its nostrils, that the camper lifted to the view of Montagne a white, rat-like face, out of which little bright black eyes glittered.

Get your own fire, bo, said the camper, without waiting to learn definitely the purpose of the new arrival. I aint got any moren enough room for myself, and I aint going to let you in. Get on your way and hustle your own fire?

He enforced this suggestion with an ugly lifting of his upper lip, very much after the manner of a terrier guarding a bone. But Jack Montagne did not immediately answer. He waited until his observations had taken in all the details of the battered hat, the coat of nameless age and patches, the shoes through the ends of which the toes were thrusting, and the whole atmosphere of unclean suspicion that dwelt about the tramp like a garment.

You dirty rat, said Jack Montagne, when he broke silence. I ought to twist your neck into two pieces!

What? demanded the tramp, starting, as he shaded his eyes with his hands and peered half viciously and half curiously up through the darkness, as if he wished with all his heart to attack the man who had insulted him, but must first make sure that such an attack would be an expedient proceeding.

That which he saw was apparently extremely discouraging, for he settled back against the tree and changed his open defiance to a sullen scowl.

But, went on Jack Montagne, smiling in spite of himself at this change of front, Im going to do you a good turn, instead of kicking you away from that fire and out into the mud. Im going to tell you that there is a house down the road about a mile. You dont have to stay here. You can go down there and sleep in the barn, anyway.

Can I? asked the tramp. All right, you go and try it. Thats all I got to say... you go and try it! He wrapped his arms about him, shivering, as the wind grew fresher out of the north, and he grinned in mockery at the rider.

Did you try it? asked the rider, with a sudden sternness that was not, however, directed at the tramp. Did you try it and get turned out into a night like this?

Maybe, replied the tramp.

The rider set his teeth in one of those convulsions of anger which seemed to be characteristic; and the tramp, peering at him by the dim firelight, shrank from what he saw.

But are there no other houses around here? asked Montagne.

Find out for yourself, said the tramp. He had been emboldened by the generous indignation of the night rider, as if this were proof that the larger man would not take advantage of his superior size, or the revolver that was faintly outlined under the skirt of his slicker. Find out for yourself... thats what I had to do.

Jack Montagne considered that lean, pointed face with a thoughtful contempt.

No, he decided at length, I wont look any farther. Ill go to that house yonder, and Ill get supper and a bed there, whether they want to give it to me or not. If theyd turn even a dog out into this sort of weather, they dont deserve no consideration, and I aint going to give it to em. If you want to come along with me, Ill see that they put you up, too.

But the tramp merely laughed. I aint a fool, he declared. I aint going to walk that far for nothing. Besides, Im doing fine right here.

Slong, then, said Montagne.

The tramp returned no answer, but he followed the stranger with a bright glance of his little eyes, as Montagne swerved out into the storm again.

Through the crashing of the rain Jack kept steadily for the house. Presently he saw the light in the window grow brighter, and he made out the shadowy form of a big ranch house, one of those long and ragged roof lines that attest many additions built onto the original and central structure. Turn a stranger away from such a place, where there must be room to put up twenty extra men? His anger grew with every stride of his pony; when at length he drew rein, his jaw was set.

It was the rear of the house he had approached, and the light came from a projecting wing that was evidently the kitchen. As Montagne swung out of the saddle, he stepped from the blast of the storm into the quiet shelter of the building. Pausing at the door, he heard two voices, both raised — one the harsh voice of a woman, and one a mans voice.

If he dont get the money out of that chest, said the man, where does he get it? Anyway, Im going to find out if....

Shut up! exclaimed the woman. Let me tell you.... Here she lowered her voice until it became unintelligible to Montagne, and he rapped heavily on the door.

The voices ceased, then there was a shuffling of feet, the turning of the doorknob, as someone called out to him: Whos there?

It was the same growling voice of the man whom he had heard speaking inside the kitchen.

A stranger, partner, said Montagne pleasantly, held up in this rain, and Id like to get a place to sleep and a bite to eat.

This aint no hang-out for bums, answered the other fiercely. Get out and stay out!

And the door was slammed in the face of Montagne. But in that moment he flung himself forward, leaning low, his shoulder and its cushion of hardened muscle presented for the shock, after the fashion of a football player. The door had been slammed, but the latch had not yet clicked home, and the lunging body of Montagne knocked the door wide. The burly fellow was sent spinning across the floor of the kitchen and crashed into the wall, and Montagne, crouched low and staggering, entered.

When he straightened himself, he saw the man of the house scrambling to his feet, uttering a profusion of terrific curses. Then the big-shouldered, loose-jointed fellow sprang to the wall and caught a shotgun off the nails where it was supported. He did not, however, level the gun at Montagne. Something in the face of the stranger arrested the motion. His close-set, bulging eyes dwelt in a sort of daze on the newcomer, and Montagne thought he had never seen features so animal-like, save in the woman. She also had reached for the nearest weapon, sweeping up a great butcher knife in her work-reddened hand, but, like her son — the relationship was proclaimed in their faces — her motion to strike was arrested.

For they saw in the newcomer a man well over middle height, so strong and sinewy that even the loose-flapping folds of the slicker could not entirely disguise his power. More than this, he was in a tremendous passion which his silence made more terrible than a profusion of curses. In relaxation he must have been a handsome man, but now his features expressed nothing but consuming rage. His brows were black above his glaring eyes, his nostrils quivered, his mouth was a straight, white-edged line, and the tendons of his neck stood forth. Moreover, point was given to his anger by the fact that his right hand was under his slicker. Beyond a doubt it was grasping the butt of a revolver.


II. THE HOSTS OF THE HOUSE
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THE SON HAD no cunning with which to adapt himself to this terrible stranger; the woman possessed more adroitness. She cast at her son one flaming glance and shook her head; clearly she admonished him to give over the thought of violent resistance to violence. Then she slipped the knife back onto the table and turned to Montagne, with complaints instead of fury.

What sort of a business is this? she demanded. Busting down doors and breaking in on honest folk? Is that a way to act, I say? Is that a way? She put a whine into her voice, to be sure, but her eyes were still sparkling with rage, although she told her son, with a curse at his stupidity, to put down the shotgun. I aint going to have no murder on your head, she declared, not even if the law wouldnt lay no hand on you for defending your own house and home! Now, you, what dyou want?

The anger had been gradually departing from Jack Montagne. Like most men liable to fits of murderous temper, his rage passed away almost as swiftly as it had come over him, but his face was still ominous as he replied to the womans demands.

Ive heard about you folks, he said, turning people out into this sort of a storm, but I didnt believe it. Now Im going to talk straight... I aint got a cent, but Im going to get a dry place to sleep, and Im going to get a place for my hoss and feed for it in the barn... Im going to get supper for myself. You lay to that. I say I aint got a cent on me now, but, when I come back, Ill pay you every cent its worth, and then double. You can trust that. I never been known to break a promise... but, whether you trust me or not, Im going to get what I said Id get. Now, listen, Im going to take my hoss out to the barn, yonder, and find feed for him. Then Im coming back here, and I expect to find supper started for me. Understand? Ive fed a hundred gents in my day and never took nothing for it. Now Im going to get a little part of it back.

So saying, he stepped backward into the night and slammed the door behind him. No sooner had it closed than the son slipped to it and laid the great bolt softly in place. Then he turned with a grin of triumph to his mother. Well lock him out, confound him, he said.

Think you can hold out one like him? asked the woman. Not if you were ten times the man you are, Gus. It would have taken your father, aye, or a better one than your father, to handle this one.

I dunno, replied Gus. I can do my share, if I got a chance and aint took by surprise.

I know. If you got a chance to sneak up on somebody, and get a gun trained on em, youre brave enough. But dont try to sneak up on the gent that just come in here. Know why?

Why? asked her son, blinking.

She slipped a little closer to him and glanced aside at the door through which Montagne had just disappeared, as if fearful that he might return at that instant and overhear.

Because hes a killer, she whispered. I know that kind. You see the way he rocked a little from side to side, he was so mad? You seen the way he went white, and the veins sprang out purple on his forehead? You seen the way his eyes went jumping everywhere? Thats because he was a killer. He had his hand on his gun, and he wouldnt have thought nothing of blowing off both our heads. Oh, I know the likes of him, and I know em well! Hes a bad one, Gus, and you can lay to that! Dont try no fancy work on him.

The pale, brutish eyes of Gus opened wide, as he drank in this information. Then the woman went to the door, removed the bolt again, and shook her fist in a consuming burst of rage. Why should he have come on this night of all nights? she snarlingly demanded.

Well just have to put it off, said the son.

You fool! replied his amiable mother. Why was I cursed by having a coward and an idiot for a son? But youre like your father before you ... no sense... like a swine... just made for eating and drinking and sleeping and grunting in your sleep. Bah!

The son replied to this outburst of affection with a wicked glint of his eyes and a twitching of his loose upper lip, but, apparently, he had had too much experience of the viragos tongue to invite a fresh outburst.

How can we put it off? Aint we got to have the money by tomorrow? she went on as savagely as before. You think you can put off Cusick? No, not that leech! Hed foreclose in a minute. His mouth is watering at the idea of getting the ranch, anyway. And now this killer comes and....

Shut up, muttered the son, as an idea flashed across his brutish face. Maybe this aint the worst that could have happened... this having the stranger with us tonight. Maybe we could make him....

His mother checked him with a raised hand, and the next moment the door opened, and Jack Montagne entered the room again. This time he came rather carelessly, even whistling, as if he were now an old acquaintance. He settled himself in a chair, leaned back against the wall, and twitched the holster at his right hip so that the butt of the gun fell into a convenient position. He regarded the pair with quiet interest. They gave him a glance in return and then busied themselves in laying out a supper of cold ham and cold fried potatoes and lukewarm coffee, left over from their own evening meal.

Without a word they served him; without a word he drew up his chair and began to eat. As has been said before, he was a good-looking fellow, except when his face was contorted by rage. He had an ominously sudden way of glancing from side to side, and the muscles of the jaw were strongly developed, as in one who habitually kept his teeth set. In actual years Montagne could not have been more than twenty-seven or eight, but hard experience, of one kind or another, had touched his hair with a streak of gray over the temples. He was a man of many expressions. Looking down, he often seemed middle-aged and weary; looking up, he seemed years younger; when he smiled, he was suddenly a boy, filled with geniality.

And now, he said, as he approached the conclusion of that cheerless meal, where do I sleep?

In the barn, said the woman savagely. I guess hay is good enough for you!

Sure, agreed Jack Montagne. Only you were so kind of generous about making me accept things ever since I landed here, that I thought maybe youd want me to sleep in a nice comfortable bed in the house.

He grinned, as he spoke, but Gus said: And so we do. Theres a spare bed in the room right next to mine, and....

Dyou think Ill have him in the house? asked the woman.

But her son winked at her, and, regarding her steadily, he said: Shut up and let me talk. Aint I the man about this house? I say hes going to sleep inside!

He had raised his voice to a shout, and his mother submitted to him with suspicious suddenness. At the same moment a slow, feeble step was heard descending the stairs, a step that hesitated like the movement of extreme old age.

Youve got the old devil up with your yelling, said the woman. Now hell make us all dance for it.

The next moment a bent old man came into the doorway. If the woman and her boy were of bearish temper and bearish conformation, the old fellow who now came before the view of Jack Montagne was certainly of the wolf breed. His eagle nose, his grimly compressed lips, his forward-jutting chin, and, above all, the cold, keen eyes, under the bushy, white brows, told of a predatory soul. Years had bowed him, but there was something so significant about him that the hawk-like figure seemed to tower above them all. It was rather as if he had stooped to come through the doorway than as if the weight of time had stooped him. He carried a long cane, gathered up toward his breast, in a hand that was a blue claw, entirely unfleshed.

He stamped this cane upon the floor. Age had stiffened his neck, but his eyes, for that reason, roved the more keenly. I told you before, he said, that I aint going to have noise in the evening... evening is my time for reading... evening is my time for quiet. I aint going to have noise. I heard a racket once before tonight, and now youre shouting. Its got to stop. Dyou hear? Its got to stop! He whipped up his cane suddenly and shook it in malevolent rage at Gus. You lout! You fool! he exclaimed. Its you that makes life a torture around here. Now, mind you, no more noise!

To the surprise of Montagne this fierce reproof was received in a mild silence. Both the woman and her son lowered their eyes to the floor, and then Gus looked up in apology.

Im sure sorry, he said. I got to arguing and....

Thats the trouble with fools, said the terrible old man. They always talk too much. Whos this? He picked out Jack Montagne with a gesture of his cane.

A stranger, said the woman, that we never seen before. But we cant turn folks away on nights like this. We got to show some sort of kindness, even if we aint rich folks, and even if we dont get paid.

She said this with a sort of cringing humility, glancing sadly toward the ceiling, as if bewailing the ingratitude of a hard world.

But the old man merely grunted, and then grinned at her. Youll get a reward in heaven for all your kindness, he told her. You sure will get a reward there. Who are you? This last was directed at Montagne.

Im Jack, said Montagne.

Jack, eh? said the old fellow. Jack the Baker, Jack the Butcher, Jack the Ropemaker, Jack the Killer... which one are you? And, as he concluded the list of fanciful appellations, his narrow chin thrust out, and his keen eyes probed and stabbed at the eyes of Jack Montagne.

In spite of himself Montagne felt a chill running through his veins. The old man knew too much about human nature, and all his knowledge seemed to be of evil.

I dont like him, went on the old man. Send him away. Id have nightmares all night, if I knew that man was sleeping here, under the same roof with me. I dont like him... hes too hungry. Them that have nothing want everything. And him... you aint got a cent in your pocket!

As he said this, he advanced a long step, a light and stealthy step, and thrust his cane almost in the face of Jack. The latter half rose from his chair, alarmed and filled with an almost superstitious fear. The old man began to laugh mirthlessly, his eyes snapping. Then he stamped his cane on the floor, as he stepped back.

I know you, he went on, nodding to himself, I know you all... starvelings, buzzards. Bah! Youll find no meat on my bones to fatten you... not you. Out with you, Jack the Beggar, Jack the Knave, Jack the Killer. Out with you and sleep in the barn! Ill not have you under the same roof with me, I say. I prophesy you wont come to no good end!

Jack Montagne slowly recovered his poise in the face of this malignant attack. He settled back again in his chair and smiled in the wicked face of the old man. Ill stay here, he said, old bones... Ill stay here and be comfortable. It aint none too warm outside.

You wont leave, wont you? demanded the hostile old ogre. You cant throw him out, can you? he asked of Gus. Then he answered his own question: Nope, itd take ten like you to handle one like him. But, if I was forty years younger, Id... well, no matter. Forty years are forty years and cant be changed.

Mister Benton, broke in the woman, Im terribly sorry, I sure am. I do what I can to make you comfortable, but, when gents come and force their way in on me....

I thought you took him in out of kindness? The irritable old man fairly snapped his question. Dont talk, Missus Zellar... dont talk. I see through you, and I dont see no good! He turned on Gus. By the way, seen young Walters lately?

Seen him this mornin, Mister Benton.

You did, eh? And whats he say?

Hes doing fine. Says hell have his interest money ready for you next week. He could pay it now.

The old fellow nodded his head slowly back and forth, half closing his eyes. I knowed Walters would be made by the money I loaned him... I knowed that. I always know.

And right here, Mister Benton, said the woman, I could have used that money fine. Me and Gus could have improved the ranch no end and give you a better rate of interest than Walters does.

Dont talk, declared the octogenarian. Dont talk. I see through you ... like you had a window over where your heart is.

He turned and stalked toward the door. His back was visibly pinched and withered under his coat. From that rear view he seemed suddenly weak, but, when he turned on them again at the door, all thought of his feebleness left Jack Montagne. The withered lips of Mr. Benton continued to writhe, but he uttered no sound. Presently his halting step went up the stairs again and disappeared through a doorway beyond.

When he was gone, there was a sigh emitted by all three. For a moment, exchanging glances, they seemed to be of one mind. Truly they were all, in differing ways, grim people, but compared with this terrible old man they were weaklings.

That bed I told you about, said Gus suddenly, Ill show you where the room is, if you like.

Jack Montagne nodded, rose, and followed his guide up the stairs, noting the empty bareness of the house. Dissolute spending, which had impoverished the ranch, had gutted the house, it seemed. The very hall seemed to beg for new voices and cheerier footfalls — certainly less stealthy ones.

When they came to the room, Gus deposited the lamp on the table beside the bed and left without a word. Jack Montagne sat down and buried his face in his hands. He had come to another halting place in his downward progress through life. Had the old man been right? Was he, indeed, bound for damnation?

He shrugged away that fierce prophecy. In the meantime, the fact was that he needed money, needed it terribly, must have it, and the old fellow, beyond doubt, possessed what he wanted. Had he not heard the two in the kitchen speak of money and a chest? All was as clear as day. The old usurer kept a store of coin in his room and loaned it out about the countryside.


III. LARRABEE LISTENS
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THE SHERIFF, HENRY Larrabee, jerked up his head and listened.

That phone call is for me, he said instantly, as the first ring ended. Two long and three short was the sheriffs ring on that country line, and the ring was ground out on a little crank, without summoning the assistance of a central. This first long ring was made in what might have been called a breathless fashion, the crank turning so swiftly in the middle of the motion that it produced only a rattle, not a true ring.

Not for you! Not on a night like this! exclaimed his wife, as the good woman lifted her head and listened to the crashing of the rain against the roof.

A second long ring had begun. Its for me, right enough, said the sheriff, and rose to his feet.

His daughter, Mary, rose, also, staring with excitement. Oh, Dad, what could be happening?

On a night like this... anything. There it goes.

The second long ring had ended, and there followed three short rings in swift succession. The sheriff ran to the phone with great strides. Hello! he called.

Sheriff Larrabee, said a womans voice, come quick, for theres been a murder here.

Who are you?

Missus Zellar... murder... ah!

The last word was a half scream, and there was the sound of the telephone receiver dropping with a jerk.

You devil! the sheriff heard a mans voice shouting.

Larrabee smashed up his own receiver. Jud! he thundered. Chris!

His two sons answered with shouts from the upper part of the house.

Come down to me, quick! We got riding to do!

Henry, breathed his wife, stammering with fear, as she ran to him. What is it? Where?

Nothing, he answered sternly. Dont hang onto me. I got work... thats all. When Im gone, call the Gloster house and get the Gloster boys to ride toward the Zellar place, as fast as they can saddle and get under way. Ill meet em on the road. Thats all. Dont ask questions. Just do what I say.

Catching up his hat, he plunged from the house, the front door banging heavily behind him at the same time that the thunder of his sons feet began on the stairs above. Within five minutes they were in the saddle and racing out onto the muddy road. For they kept their horses in a shed near the house, ready for quick saddling at any hour of the day or night. Going up the first steep hill, they could talk.

I knew, said Jud, that theyd be trouble some day in the Zellar house. Whats up?

I dunno, answered the father. Just heard a woman talking, and woman talk dont mean much usually. But it sure sounded like trouble was busted loose. Come on, lads!

They had reached the crest of the hill, and now they lurched down into the valley at a reckless gallop, the horses sliding and slipping over the mud. Turning down the valley road, they presently came in view of a fire beneath a tree, and the sheriff headed straight for it. He swung out of the saddle in front of the tramp whom Jack Montagne had seen earlier in the night. The tramp straightened up — he had been dozing, with his head almost dropped into the flame of the fire — and blinked at the new arrivals. The stern hand of the sheriff helped him to his feet, and he stifled his yawn.

Whore you? asked the sheriff.

Slim, said the tramp. Some call me Mississippi Slim.

What else?

Disremember being called any other name.

You come with me, Mississippi Slim. Jud, take him along and follow me to the Zellar place. This is the kind that know things, this Slim. Chris, come on with me. We got to ride hard.

What can you get out of Slim? asked Chris, as the two spurred on through the mud.

Never can tell. But, if you ever step into my boots, boy, and get my job, you want to pick up them that look like Slim. If theres trouble around, theyre most always down-wind from it, and they know all about whats going on. They smell it before they see it, and they see it before us ordinary folks dream it.

He concluded with a brief admonition. If Gus Zellar is mixed up in this killing, or whatever it is, that were moving toward, and we come across him armed, dont waste no time arguing. If he shows fight, shoot... and shoot to kill. Handle him the way youd handle a dog. He aint no better, much.

He had no chance to say more, for now they came to the house, where lights were burning in half of the windows. The sheriffs son was for a careful approach. The sheriff, however, scoffed at such an idea, and, advancing to the kitchen door, he cast it open and stepped into the presence of Gus Zellar and his mother.

There was no need to fear Gus Zellar. He was a white-faced, trembling wreck of a man, shrinking against the wall. His mother was ten times more formidable. Her eyes were gleaming, her hands clenched, and her whole attitude that of one ready to fight a great battle.

You sure come slow, she said to Larrabee. Come upstairs, and youll find it.

There was something so ominous in that last syllable that even the sheriff, time-hardened by contact with crime and criminals, was a trifle shocked. As she took up the lamp, he swung in behind her, first ordering Gus Zellar to follow close to his mother. The order threw Gus into a sudden panic.

But whatve I got to do with it? he asked tremulously. I didnt do it! I swear I didnt do it, Sheriff!

Im not saying you did, said the sheriff, disgusted by such cringing. But you step along. I want to keep you under my eye.

Gus skulked into line, glancing fearfully behind, as if anticipating a kick. They hurried up the stairs, the woman exclaiming eagerly: You got to hurry, Sheriff. He left in a rush, and hell be riding like a fiend all night. Every minute counts, when youre trailing a gent like him!

Like who? asked the sheriff.

Ill tell you about him after you see what hes done.

They had hurried up to the floor of the second story of the house, and now they went straight behind Mrs. Zellar into the room, directly opposite the head of the stairs. They passed through a broken door. It had been splintered exactly in the center, and both halves were still attached — the one by its hinges and the other by the lock. Mrs. Zellar placed the lamp on the table near the center of the room.

There! she exclaimed dramatically, stepping back. Nothing aint been touched. There you are!

They looked past her and saw, within the bright circle cast by the lamp, the figure of old Mr. Benton, lying on his back. Both hands were caught up to his breast, and he lay in a crimson pool that had run from a great wound in his head.

The sheriffs son gasped, turned sick, and caught at the wall for support. But the sheriff himself showed not the slightest emotion. He merely leaned over the body, saying: Never knowed he was that tall ... never saw the old codger straightened out before.

Now youve seen, said Mrs. Zellar shrilly, and now go get him!

How long ago did he leave?

Only forty minutes by the clock. I been watching for you to come and watching the clock and thinking youd never come. But he cant get far through the mud.

Forty minutes? asked the sheriff, and he suddenly lost all eagerness. Well, lets hear about this. Get over here, will you?

The last words were a savage roar, and they jerked Gus away from the door, toward which he had been sneaking. He stood back against the wall, shuddering, and his eyes twitched nervously from face to face.

They aint no call to talk to Gus like that, said Mrs. Zellar. He didnt do nothing.

Perhaps not, said the sheriff, and, maintaining his aggravating calm, he produced a cut of chewing tobacco and worked off a comfortable bite between his front teeth.

Say, Dad, broke in his son, you aint going to stand around while he gets away?

You talk less and listen more, said his father sagely. And you cotton onto this... before you start following a trail, find out where it leads. Now, Missus Zellar, what happened?

He came here and made us..., began the woman.

Whos he?

Wouldnt give no name... that kind never do. Just said he was Jack. But Mister Benton knew right off, the minute he laid eyes on him, that Jack was no good, and he said so right to his face. Well, Jack come and knocked open our kitchen door and asked for a meal and a bed. I didnt like the looks of him, but, when I told him there wasnt nothing for him here, he pulled a gun and started ordering us around. Aint that right, Gus?

Every single word, said the truthful Gus, rolling his eyes.

Leave Gus out and talk to me.

Afterward, Mister Benton come down, like he mostly always does, to say a word or two to us before he goes to bed, him knowing that were about the only friends he has in the world.

The sheriff was now walking around the room, carelessly examining every corner of it. Mrs. Zellar followed him a pace or two in every direction he took, raising her voice, when he was far away, lowering it slightly, when he was close.

He seen Jack, as I was saying, and Jack seen him. And while Benton was talking, Jack found out that the old man kept a pile of money in his chest in his room.

You knew that, did you? asked the sheriff, his back turned.

Does it mean anything... my knowing it? asked Mrs. Zellar.

Go on.

Finally, after Mister Benton left, and Jack got through eating... he ate like he hadnt had food for a couple of days... Jack went up to bed, and he wouldnt be suited with nothing but Guss own room, right next to Mister Bentons room.

Gus come downstairs afterward. I dont like the looks of him, says Gus. Nor his ways, says I.

Im going to sit up a while, says Gus, till Jack turns out his light.

So we done it. We turned down the lamp in the kitchen, so it didnt make no light, just a glooming through the room. Then we waited and waited. All at once we heard a scream. Quick as a flash, Gus jumps to his feet.

I been waiting for just that, he said, and starts running up the stairs, with me after him.

Are you sure he went first? asked the sheriff.

Sure he did. Aint he the man of the house?

Go on, said Larrabee dryly.

Gus tried the door, and it was locked. He took a run and broke the door open... you see... and there he found Mister Benton lying, poor soul, with the chest open and the papers and everything all ruffled up, just the way you see. Nothing aint been touched... not a thing is touched, Sheriff, since we first seen it.

The chest in the corner of the room, indeed, was open, and a confusion of papers tumbled in it and on the floor around it.

And then the door of Jacks room opens, and out he comes, rubbing his eyes like hed just waked up, as though he could have slept through all that noise.

Whats all the racket about? he says. Well he knew, the murderer. Look here!

She led the way to the window. Below it was the roof of the verandah that wound around the side of the house. Opposite was another window.

That window yonder opens into Jacks room, where he was supposed to sleep... the liar. What he done was to slip out of that window of his room and walk right across the roof and open this window and come in. He had first throttled the old man. You see?

She advanced to the body and, leaning about it, pointed to some discolorations on the throat. There was something hideous in this eagerness, something unnatural for her sex. She was giving the scent of Jack Montagne to the bloodhounds.

But the old boy died hard, went on Mrs. Zellar, stepping back again. He wasnt dead, when Jack finished the throttling. He come to life, got his breath, and let out the screech that I heard down below and near stopped my heart beating.

The sheriff, in the meantime, went to the window, leading onto the roof, and tried it. It opened frictionlessly and without sound under the lift of his hand. He turned, nodding, and marked the last of Mrs. Zellars words with more apparent interest.

And, when he screeched, Jack, who was getting the money out of the chest, turned around and hit him over the head with a chunk of wood from the fireplace. There it is.

By the open hearth of the fireplace there was a pile of cut wood, each piece well over two feet in length. But one of these pieces lay in the middle of the floor, an ugly stain splotched about its sharp edge.

You sure he got the money? asked the sheriff.

There aint a cent in the chest! she exclaimed. Look for yourself, the way I done.

I thought you didnt touch anything? he asked sharply.

Are you going to lay the stealing on me?

What did Jack do then? asked the sheriff.

When he seen the body, he tried to act surprised, but me and Gus drew back and looked at him. He tried to talk the thing off, but we just kept on looking. Pretty soon he run out of the room. Next thing we knew, he was jumping downstairs. He didnt hit moren twice, all the way to the bottom. Outdoors he went, and the next minute he was tearing down the road on his hoss... riding west.

Thanks, said the sheriff. What did he look like?

Good looking, but mean. About five feet eleven... dark, straight-looking eyes, dark hair... about thirty years old, or less ... gray around the temples. Rides a gray hoss. Gus went out and seen it in the barn, after Jack went to bed... or after he was in his room. Thats all I can think about, except that he looked like a killer. Mister Benton said so, right to his face.

Hmm, said the sheriff, and raised his eyebrows. Wait a minute, he added. Here come the boys.


IV. LARRABEE WINS HIS BET
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HE WENT TO the door and called down. There was a sound of horses snorting in the rainfall outside, and presently a cluster of five men climbed the stairs in answer to the call. The three Gloster boys came first. They had answered with all speed the summons from the house of the sheriff. Behind them came Mississippi Slim with his guard.

The sheriff greeted the Gloster boys with a word of thanks for their promptness. We got a bad ride ahead of us, he said. This is the work the gent were after done. He pointed to the body of Benton. And the man that done it has taken the west road. Well start right away. Chris, you stay here and keep everybody out of this room. Wait a minute.

He turned and eyed Mississippi Slim. The latter was moving stealthily about the room, with his head thrust forward and bent low. He was oddly like a sniffing dog.

Slim, called the sheriff.

Slim whirled, as if at the sound of a shot. He had been leaning over the chest full of papers.

You had your fire near the road. See anybody passing tonight?

Slim raised one finger.

What was he like?

Bad looking... on a gray hoss.

Know anything about him?

Nope.

Did he say anything?

Nothing much.

Talk out, Slim. What did he say?

Asked me why I didnt come down here and get a hand-out and a bed. I said it couldnt be done, because the lady didnt waste no time on gents that was wandering on the road looking for work.

Here Mrs. Zellar snorted her contempt.

But this gent on the gray hoss allowed that hed get a hand-out and a bunk. Said hed see if he couldnt get treated right.

Did he come on to this house, then?

I dunno.

You didnt follow him?

Follow him? Let my fire go out? Slim shook his head in wonder at such a thought.

The sheriff turned on Gus. That door was locked when you came up?

Yep, it sure was, and I busted it in, he said defiantly. Ask Ma if I didnt.

Wheres the key?

I dunno. I didnt look for it.

Look on the floor, said the sheriff, himself joining the search. Whether that door was locked from the inside or the outside makes a pile of difference.

The floor of the hall and the floor of the room revealed no key. The sheriff desisted from the search and gave his final directions. You stay here, Chris, and you hold Slim.

Why? asked Slim. What I got to do with all this killing?

Youre a material witness. Youll get chuck and a free bunk. Aint that good enough for you? We got good enough bunks to suit anybody in the jail.

Jail! Slim exclaimed. His rat eyes jerked from face to face and then became fixed on the floor, while a violent shiver ran through his meager body, but he said no more.

And get in touch with the coroner... tell him to get his men down here, first thing, went on the sheriff to Chris. Well hit the trail, boys!

Now that hes clean gone, put in Mrs. Zellar malevolently.

The sheriff turned on her with a mild and curious glance, but the effect of it was to make her wince and change color. Then the men passed on out of the room.

The Gloster boys, Pete and Bob and Jerry, were first in the saddle, with Jud Larrabee and his father following after, but, as the former started down the road to the west, the sheriff called him back.

Where you going? he asked.

Why, follow the trail, I guess.

You think he went that way?

Why not?

If hes got any sense at all, he knows that Missus Zellar seen the way he started, and the first thing hell doll be to switch off.

Which way, then?

What dyou see? asked the sheriff. Look around through the rain. What dyou see?

The storm had fallen away to a faint misting, but still it blanketed the landscape. Indeed, nothing could have been visible, had it not been for the high-riding moon that was itself unseen, but served to outline the rain clouds in varying shades of deep gray and black.

Dont see nothing, said the sheriffs son, except the mountains, yonder. I can just make them out.

Then, said the sheriff complacently, thats where hes gone, and well go the same way. Chris!

His other son came a pace closer.

Start using that telephone, said his father. Get Boonetown and tell the central there to spread the description of Jack around. Get old Miller in Boonetown, too, and tell him to get to work, talking. Thats the best thing he does, anyway! Good bye, boy!

Once under way he made up for his seeming inactivity in the house of the Zellars. He was a heavier weight than the younger men, and his horse, an old buckskin campaigner, was inferior in speed to the mounts of the rest, and yet, before they had gone half a mile, the sheriff was in the lead, pushing his horse along with such skill that it seemed he could sense through the dark the obstacles that came in his way. Where the others floundered six times, the wise-footed buckskin slipped once.

The first excitement wore off with the posse, too, but the sheriff seemed to be spurred on by a steady and unflagging interest that kept his head high and his eyes straining on through the dark. The gray of dawn, which found them in the foothills, following trails that began to wind with the contours of the land, discovered the sheriff as agile of eye as ever and cheerfully examining the hills and the trees as they passed along.

The others awakened, also, as the day began. A freshening north wind chopped the sheeted storm clouds into thin drifts that served to shut the sun out, but allowed most of its light to sift through. In this invigorating air the sleepless quintet kept on until presently the sheriff raised his hand.

Now, he said, I figure its about time for us to look about.

His followers had been very prone to beat up every thicket along the way, and they were quite disgusted by the careless methods of their guide and leader. To their minds a thousand men might have hidden along the way and laughed as the posse went by on a wild-goose chase. The sheriff had chosen to stop on the top of a bare hill, with a bare country all around him. Why waste time here?

They conveyed their ideas bluntly and immodestly. The more so since the sheriff scratched the stubble on his chin, a far-away look in his eyes, while they talked and seemed to be almost persuaded at every other word. What he said at length was: Are you hungry, boys?

Sure, was the chorus.

Sos Jack, said the sheriff.

His followers glanced at one another in disgust, and Jud Larrabee flushed with shame. Certainly the old man was growing old and simple. He glared defiantly at the Gloster boys. But it certainly was a very foolish remark — this reference to the appetite of Jack. What had that to do with a manhunt — the appetite of the hunted?

Hes hungry, said the leader, and most like hes smelled the bacon going up in smoke, yonder. There were three or four streaks of smoke in view, very dimly perceptible against the gray of the sky. Nothing like the sight of smoke to make a gent uncommon hungry, went on the sheriff.

Lets start on, urged his son uncomfortably. We can talk on the way.

On the way to what? asked his father gently. Lets make that out, first.

Thats what Id like to know, burst out Jud. Looks to me like were all wrong. Whod ride this way... clean out into the open... if he was hunting shelter?

Maybe he wouldnt, said the sheriff. Its just my guess. But, if you dont do no guessing, you dont catch no men at the end of the trail. I figure Jack pictures us riding hard along the west trail. Hes come up here to the hills. Hes got a lot of hours ahead of us, hes thinking. So he comes over the hill, here, with a raging, tearing hunger, and he cant help stopping to eat. Now, first thing is... whered he go to eat?

Theres the biggest smoke, yonder, said Jud, very miserable, but striving to seem as if he took his father seriously. All the time he was wretchedly conscious of the smiles of the Gloster boys.

Thats the biggest smoke, admitted the sheriff, and thats the one he wouldnt go to. That little house over the hill would be the place that a gent would run for, unless he was professional and had done murders before.

Aint that just what he is? asked Pete Gloster. Aint that what Benton called him at sight?

A murderer? Nope, he called Jack a killer. Theys a pile of difference. Jacks an amateur.

What?

Sure. He turned his trick before he made sure the other folks was in bed. He took a room in the house, when he could have pretended he had to keep on his way, and so he could have ridden off and come back and done the job with nobody knowing. Nope, Jacks an amateur. Killers dont pick out old men. Jack needed money and needed it bad. He started to get it. He choked the old man, not with no pleasure, but because it had to be done. And then, when the old boy screeched, he picked up a piece of wood and batted him over the head. That was plain clumsy.

Why?

A professional wouldnt have trusted to choking. Hed have used a touch of the knife. Nothing like a knife for neat, silent work, and dead men dont come back to life and start hollering. So I think Jacks an amateur... for that and other reasons. And, being an amateur, Ill just lay you boys even that hes in that little old house over the hills yonder... or has been there.

Ill take you for twenty, said Jerry Gloster instantly.

And me, chimed in Pete and Bob. Then the cavalcade started forward at a gallop toward the house.

They dipped over the hill and came upon a wretched little cottage leaning up the slope. A woman came to the door at their call, wiping her hands on her apron.

Morning! called the sheriff. Were trying to catch up with our pal. That gent on the gray hoss that was here a while back. Which way did he go?

Right on over the hill, there, she answered, pointing. Funny he didnt say nothing about the rest of you coming along, though.

We got a surprise party for him, in a way of speaking, said the sheriff. How long ago did he start?

About half an hour.

Thanks.

With a glance the sheriff gathered up his posse, and they started on. The silence behind Henry Larrabee was a tremendous thing. It set him smiling, as he rode to the top of that hill to which the woman had pointed. There he drew rein again. Below, lower hills tumbled this way and that, but the landscape was empty of all signs of a rider.

By the way, said the sheriff, that bet we made a while back... I forgot that I dont bet that way.

I sure aint going to be let off that easy, said Pete Gloster generously. I was getting to think that I knowed moren you, Sheriff, and Im getting off cheap at twenty dollars worth. Besides, why wont you bet?

It dont pay, somehow, said the sheriff, to win money out of the life of another man, even if hes a murderer.


V. LEFT IN THE RAIN
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THERE WAS NO chance for further argument or comment on the sheriffs ideas. Not half a mile away, climbing out of a hollow and slowly mounting the hillside beyond, they saw a rider passing on a gray horse. Without a word, even of exultation, the posse lurched down the hillside. It was like the sudden breaking of a storm, this coming on the trail of the fugitive, after the meeting with the woman in the house. To his young companions the quiet-mannered sheriff seemed suddenly a prophet, a man of mysterious foreknowledge.

It was unquestionably the man they wanted. No sooner had he sighted the riders on the far slope than he leaned far forward over the saddle and urged his weary horse to fresh efforts, scurrying rapidly up the hill.

Tired his horse must be, but he had come the distance from the Zellar house at a far slower gait than the sheriff, and, accordingly, his mount had greater reserves of energy. He shot out of sight over the crest, and, when the sheriff and his men reached the same point, they saw Jack Montagne halfway up the farther slope. In spite of their frantic spurring he had gained on them, and he was still gaining.

Hell run us into the ground, said the sheriff. Ill see if I cant tag him. Then he whipped the long rifle out of its case, tucked the butt into the hollow of his shoulder, and fired. The fugitive and his horse were flattened to the slope beyond, as if a great weight, falling from above, had crushed them. While the sheriff calmly tucked his gun back into the case, his posse rushed forward with a yell. They had their man.

Still, it seemed that Jack Montagne would flee blindly, pitting his speed of foot against the speed of galloping horses. Yet there was nothing to which he could flee. The hills were pitilessly bare, and there was not a tree — only scatterings of rocks, here and there. Yet he raced to the top of the hill and disappeared beyond it. A moment later the object of his flight appeared. He had run for the rocks of the summit in order to use them as a fort, and now he opened fire with the rifle which he had taken from the saddle when his horse fell.

Suddenly the sheriff drew rein with an oath, and the oath caused his companions to pull up their own mounts, for the sheriff was not a profane man. Look! said the sheriff, as the echo of the first shot died away. Hes put his hoss out of misery, instead of trying to pot us.

The gray horse had straightened out on the slope and now no longer struggled. While the horsemen stared, the rifle spoke again, three times. Not three yards away from the sheriffs horse the bullets thudded into the mud, and all three landed within the compass of a mans arm.

Hes warning us back, said the sheriff with another oath. I told you he was an amateur murderer. If he can shoot like that, them three shots might have knocked three of us off our hosses. But he aint going to shoot to kill unless he has to. Thats his way of saying it. Such seemed to be the only explanation. Thats what I call politeness, went on the sheriff, but the law dont make no allowances for such things. That gent yonder has done a murder, and hes got to hang for it. Jud, skirt around to the right and get behind him. Pete, you go to the left. Bob and Jerry, ride back to the top of the hill and get down behind them rocks. Im going to try a little politeness of my own.

His directions were swiftly followed. Jud Larrabee and Pete Gloster, riding left and right, scurried off for the positions that had been assigned them, thereby placing Jack Montagne in the center of a circle of foes. Three or four times, as they rode, the fugitive fired, but each time the bullet struck a few feet in front of the running horse.

The sheriff turned straight to the right, disappeared for ten minutes, and came in view again at the top of a tall, steep-sided hill which overlooked the fortress of Montagne. Here the sheriff dismounted, ensconced himself on the crest, and placed himself flat on his stomach, with his rifle ready, his slicker keeping him out of the mud. From his position, only exposing the top of his head to the fugitive, he could look down on Jack and hold the latter at his mercy. And mercy the sheriff intended to show, if he could.

He saw Jack Montagne in the center of a number of low-lying rocks, among which he stirred about, keeping a strict lookout on all sides. The sheriff drew out his glass and focused it carefully, until he could see the face of the man distinctly. What he saw was of sufficient interest to keep him motionless for some time. But he knew that appearances are not half the story. The man had committed murder, he kept telling himself over and over, and yet, in spite of himself, the sheriffs heart was weakening. The generosity which had induced the fellow to end the suffering of his wounded horse with his first shot, instead of directing that bullet against the charging posse, and the manner in which his rifle had been used merely to warn the sheriff and his men away, these things struck directly to the heart of Henry Larrabee. He had had many a gruesome experience with outlaws and killers, but never before had he trailed a murderer who would not shoot to kill. Moreover, the consummate marksmanship of the man appealed to him. It was hard to believe that such an artist could have been guilty of the foul crime in the Zellar house.

But facts were facts. The sheriff, warned by the stinging impact of a drop of rain that he had not much time in which to work, gathered the butt of his gun closer and prepared to fire. Montagne was surrounded by rocks which would serve admirably to protect him from direct fire on the level, but there was none of sufficient height to protect him the angling fire of the sheriff in his commanding position. Moreover, Jack Montagne was hopelessly surrounded. Pete Gloster to the northeast, Bob and Jerry to the south — they lay in a loose circle around the central position. Sooner or later the fugitive would be starved into submission. There was only one chance for his escape, and that was in a driving rainstorm which might blot him out of sight and give him freedom to slip through. But the sheriff had a way of forestalling the storm that was now blowing again out of the north.

He took careful aim and, with exquisite nicety that would have done justice to Montagnes own skill with a gun, planted a shot on the rock just beyond the fugitive. That warning ought to be sufficient to make the fellow see that his position was commanded, and that he would have to come out and surrender, unless he wished to be shot as he lay there. Larrabee laid aside his rifle and took up the glass minutely to observe the results of the shot.

He saw that Montagne had sprung up and was busying himself in a strange fashion, tugging at another deep-buried rock just before him. The sheriff gazed and wondered what this might mean until, with a supreme wrench, he saw the stone torn from its bed. Then he understood. With a shout of vexation he dropped the glass and snatched up the rifle again. But it was too late. Before he could draw the bead the second rock had been placed on the first — a Herculean feat of strength — and now the two stones made a perfectly safe shelter against the bullets of the sheriff, even in his commanding position.

Larrabee ground his teeth. After all, he had been a fool not to kill this man on the first sight. Now he looked anxiously to the north, but what he saw was greatly reassuring. The storm clouds were piling high, but along the horizon a rift had appeared. Rain was falling steadily, and heavier rain was coming, but it was obviously only a clearing-off shower, and the heart of it would pass over in a few moments.

Nearer and nearer came the sheet of rain, blotting out the whole north and consuming hill after hill in obscurity, as it swept along. Now he could no longer see the hill where Jud lay, and suddenly the storm struck his own position. In thirty seconds he could not see ten yards before him or behind, so terrific was the downpour.

Unquestionably Jack would attempt to break through the circle, but, before he traveled a quarter of a mile, the storm would have passed, and he would be in clear view and rifle range, point-blank.

Sweeping his slicker about him and sheltering the rifle under it, the sheriff waited, probing the heart of the downpour, in case the fellow should attempt to slip past, close beside him. But that was not likely. He would run down through one of the hollows between the hills and never risk meeting with the members of the posse.

Still the rain continued, unabating. In the sheriffs anxiety it seemed to him impossible that so much water could ever have been drawn up into the atmosphere. But still it poured down, moment after precious moment, although at last he saw a gradual brightening to the north, and the hill where Jud lay came into view again like a ghost.

It was at this moment that his horse snorted, and the sheriff turned with an appeasing word to see the figure of a man rushing straight on him from behind. There was no time to handle a rifle. As the man drew out of the dense rain, a set, savage face came into view. Larrabee went for his revolver.

It stuck in the holster. The rain had got into the leather, so that it was glued for a moment to the gun, and, when the weapon came into his hand, the other was upon him. The sheriff dodged and fired, but, as his finger curled around the trigger, a long arm darted forth, a fist gleamed before him, and the blow landed flush on the point of his jaw. It did not knock him down, but it paralyzed both brain and body. As he staggered back, the revolver fell from his nerveless hand, and the next instant he was swept to the muddy ground in the embrace of bear-like arms.

What followed was done with lightning speed and precision. In the space of half a dozen breaths the sheriff found himself trussed securely, hand and foot, gagged and lying on his back, with the merciless rain whipping down into his face. The fugitive gave him hardly a glance, but caught up the fallen sombrero, flung it over the face of his victim to shelter him from the torrent, and, with this final and almost insulting act of grace, he was gone.

The splashing of the departing hoofs came back to Larrabee. His destined victim was galloping off on his own horse! That tale would be caught up and told and retold by a hundred tongues. In his anguish Sheriff Larrabee wished that he had died before this day ever came to him. Death was the final meed of every man, but shame should come to cowards only.

The rain diminished now, as if, like a traitor, it only wished to endure until Jack Montagne had used its shelter to escape. A moment later the brightness of the sun was about him. But when would they find him and set him free? How long before they rode again on the trail of that hard-fisted, slippery devil? How long?


VI. ALL ABOARD!
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TWO DAYS LATER the joyless eyes of Jack Montagne looked down from the side of a foothill upon a streak of black, hurrying across the valley, with a trailing cloud of white drawn out above it. Montagne drew a great breath of relief. He looked back instinctively toward the mountains, rolling huge and sullen above him, as if he expected them to put forth an arm and catch him back.

After all the perils, he had escaped and come to easy-striking distance of the railroad, and the railroad meant freedom. In a few days it could carry him away to the ends of the country, where the names of Zellar and Benton were never dreamed of. He visualized himself in a far-off city, reading an obscure notice in an obscure paper about the futile hunt for Jack Montagne, wanted for murder. For by this time they had surely hunted back to the town of his origin, and there they had learned that other and shameful story, and his name with it.

He bowed his head at the thought of it. Then he shrugged back his shoulders and started his pony down the mountainside and toward the rambling collection of houses in the distance.

Two miles from the outskirts he came to a pleasant meadow, where a brook tumbled brightly in the sunshine. Here he dismounted, took off the saddle and bridle, and waved the horse away to freedom. The invitation was accepted with a snort and a flirt of the heels. For a moment, Montagne watched with a sigh, and then turned back to take up his trail.

He so timed his approach that he reached the vicinity of the town at dusk and then skirted about it to the railroad. Of course, it would not do to linger near the station, but that would not be necessary. Hardly a mile away the tracks started a stiff grade, where a freight train would have to labor slowly — so slowly that a man, agile of foot and sure of hand, could certainly take it with ease.

To this point he went, and, selecting a shelter between two bushes that would shelter him from the too-active eye of some brakie, as the train approached, he sat down to wait. The moon rose during his vigil, before he heard a far-off humming on the tracks, and then made out a train stopping at the town and starting again. That it was a freight train he had not the slightest doubt, as soon as he heard the redoubled labor of the engine as it reached the grade. Montagne rose, stretched himself, and, finding all his muscles playing smoothly in spite of the long period of inactivity, crouched again between the bushes and watched the train roar nearer.

The sound grew louder. The humming of the rails was now a heavy vibration. The rush of the exhaust was like the deafening noise of a great waterfall. With his brain reeling from the uproar, the blow fell that had been so long avoided. There was a sharp command from behind, and he wheeled to look into the muzzles of three revolvers held by grim-faced men.

It is said that remembered dreams are those which occur during the very act of waking. The mind, unencumbered by the slow processes of the senses that burden it during waking moments, plunges through enough events to fill a lifetime, all crammed into a second or two of actual time. So it was with Jack Montagne, as he faced the leveled guns and calculated the chances. There was not a line on a single face that he overlooked. Had there been a single symptom of weakness in a single face he would have taken the suicidal chance rather than submit. But there was no weakness. Every eye told him the same story: a readiness to kill on the slightest provocation on his part. So he pushed his hands above his head. To those who held him up it seemed that the gesture of surrender was made instantly!

Suffering cows! exclaimed Jack Montagne to the sheriff, recognizing his antagonist whom he had met during the rainstorm. Is it possible that youve trailed me here?

Trailed? asked the sheriff gently. Not a bit. I just did a little guessing that youd come over the mountains in this direction, and, if you did, youd be sure to head for this town, and, if you headed for this town, youd be sure to strike for this grade to nab a freight. All simple as daylight. Go through him, Jud.

The last was addressed to his son, who now adroitly went through the pockets of Jack. The revolver, the pocketknife, tobacco and brown papers, and a square of sulphur matches was the total of the effects of Jack Montagne.

Hes cached the money, somewheres, said Jud. Aint any sign of it.

Sure hes cached it, said the sheriff. Any fool would do that, considering how much there is of it. Whered you put it, Jack? He added casually: Of course, anything you say to us may be used against you.

I know, said Montagne, so I wont say anything about the money. And he smiled at the sheriff with what might have been resignation or mockery.

Larrabee considered that smile with the most intimate attention. Bring down your hands, he said, but bring em down behind you, then keep moving slow.

Afraid I got another gun tucked up my sleeve? asked Montagne.

Im afraid of you every minute, replied the sheriff with astounding frankness. I might as well tell you, sos youll know that Im on the watch for you, every minute. Come to think of it, well handcuff your hands in front of you. Here you go.

As Montagne obediently offered his wrists, the manacles were snapped over them. A nice, new pair, observed Montagne calmly, looking down at them.

His quiet manner shocked the younger men of the posse, but the sheriff seemed more and more interested in his victim.

Whatd you do with my hoss? he asked. I suppose you knew wed sent descriptions of the hoss all over, together with descriptions of you. Did you drill her through the head and let her tumble down a ravine, some place?

I let the hoss run loose, said Montagne, just above town, yonder.

I take that kind of you, said the sheriff gently. I take that mighty kind. All right, boys, jump on your hosses, and well start. Climb on this one, Jack.

Montagne hesitated. You going to walk, Sheriff?

I can do it bettern you. Aint handy to walk when you cant swing your hands.

It was strange to hear these politely diplomatic moves between the two. Presently Montagne was seated on the horse, and they started back for the town, with the sheriff walking a little behind the captive. Suddenly he drew up beside his prisoner.

Jack, he said, in a purely conversational tone, why did you do it?

Do what? asked Montagne out of a dream.

The old boy... old Benton... ? Why did you finish him?

Youre a pretty good guesser, answered Montagne without emotion. Suppose you try to figure this puzzle out.

So the matter was allowed to rest. They took a midnight train out, and in the dawn they arrived at the sheriffs county seat, where Montagne was escorted to the jail. He preserved his careless demeanor throughout, even when the front door of the jail slammed heavily behind him.

When they reached the door of the cell designated for Jack, the sheriff drew forth his bunch of keys. Just hold onto your patience for a while, he said to Jack. Take me a while to find the right key.

You dont need one, answered Montagne. Here you are. And, folding his hands small, he slipped them deftly out of the handcuffs. The sheriff watched with intense interest.

You could have done that any time and made a play to get loose, he observed. Why didnt you, Jack? I know you got plenty of nerve for a break.

Because Ive made my play and finished it. Im beat, Sheriff, and thats all there is to it. Then he walked calmly into the barred enclosure.


VII. PUBLIC OPINION
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BOONETOWN, THE COUNTY seat, was so small that the uninitiated were apt to call it a village, but it was not too small to be without that mysterious and uncontrollable voice, usually called public opinion. Public opinion on this occasion was wakening from a long, long sleep.

For some years public opinion had expressed itself only at elections and similar unimportant and formal functions. But, when the news arrived that the murderer of old Benton was in town and in jail, the man whom the district attorney had arraigned beforehand with terrible eloquence in the little Boonetown newspaper, public opinion wakened with a start, yawned forth a growl from some four hundred throats, and stretched its thousand arms to find something on which to vent its rage.

For public opinion is a blind beast, even when it wakens. The maladministration of officials, the legal cruelties of business oppression, and business betrayals are very apt never to reach the sleepy ear of the creature. But it may suddenly start up to yell itself hoarse with applause, because a politician gives birth to a neat phrase. Then it falls asleep with a grunt and a smile, when the lucky fellow bows his thanks and dips his fingers in the public purse.

This great, stupid beast, public opinion, having long slumbered in Boonetown, now roused itself with a roar and called for a victim. And on this occasion there was some justification for noise. The district attorney had called attention to the brutality of the crime — to the youth of the murderer — to the white-haired feebleness of the murdered man. Finally, the district attorney had declared his intention of suppressing such crimes, of ending the reign of violence in that violent county, of bringing in a golden age of peace, by hanging this red-handed devil, called Jack, from the highest gallows. A good beginning, he pointed out, was nine-tenths of a good ending; and a good example was the better part of a good beginning. The broken neck of Jack was to furnish the good example that would, thereafter, make crime hang its head and slink away from the precincts favored by the presence of the district attorney.

It may be gathered that he was a very young man to hold such a very old office. Fitzpatrick Lavigne was one of those who love the practice of criminal law; and he loved the prosecuting end of it, because, he said, that end was morally cleaner. In reality his love for the attorneys office was like the love of the barbarian for the sword — Fitzpatrick Lavigne liked to kill. His summing up to a jury was delivered with both violence and relish; he expanded his naturally meager inches; he became huge and dominated a courtroom, while he was whipping a victim toward death. He never recommended mercy to a judge on any occasion.

In appearance he was small, rather plump, with clear, red cheeks, a childishly smooth brow, and eyes of sparkling brightness. He was a favorite among ladies, young and old; among men he was highly prized for his contagious good cheer and his thrilling anecdotes, generally about his own experiences — because, as he was fond of saying, a man generally talks best about himself. He was about twenty-seven years old, but he seemed five full years short of that age, and his youthful appearance was a tremendous advantage to him. When, with fiery indignation, he assailed a criminal in the court, the jury felt that so young a man, with so smooth a brow, must be filled with legal inspiration to use such violent words. He spoke with a sort of indignant virtue that was wholly convincing. He could make twelve honest men sway and stiffen with him. And, when he turned and shook his extended forefinger at the accused, twelve pairs of eyes would generally turn and glare in the same direction. No one would understand, no one could be expected to understand that this Apollo-faced man was consumed with a fanatical zeal to sacrifice a fellow creature on the altar of justice.

Fitzpatrick Lavigne knelt at only one shrine — this was his percentage of convictions. He worshipped that god, and he prayed to it. He dreamed of a time when his picture would appear in some metropolitan newspaper, setting forth the record of that brilliant young lawyer, Fitzpatrick Lavigne.

But Boonetown did not act, as Lavignes legal experience in other parts of the country had led him to suppose it would act. No, it rose up and seized guns and rushed to the jail and demanded that the murderer of old men should straightway be handed over to it, to be torn limb from limb.

From a window of the hotel the young district attorney stared thoughtfully down upon this troubled sea before the jail. What oil could he throw upon the waters? Not that he cared for the life of Jack Montagne, but Jack represented a sure conviction. If the mob rent him limb from limb, a scalp, that should hang at Fitzpatricks belt, would be gone. He went down and waded through the mob to the jail.

Cries accompanied him: Give the skunk to us, Fitz! Well teach him manners! Feed him out the window to us, Fitz. Well teach him!

Fitzpatrick Lavigne reached the door of the jail. Two pale-faced men, with double-barreled shotguns, guarded the prison, but they were not the force which held the mob at bay. That force the district attorney found in the office, a large quid of tobacco bulging his cheek, his heels cocked up on the desk. The sheriff rolled dull, contented eyes toward his visitor.

Hello, Lavigne, he said. Kind of noisy, aint they?

Lavigne despised the sheriff, and the sheriff knew it. The sheriff despised Lavigne, and Lavigne knew it. Consequently they were extremely amiable on all occasions.

But, said Lavigne, consternation in his face, arent you going to do anything?

About what?

Fitzpatrick saw visions of the murderer torn from the jail, a conviction hopelessly lost. It was like a conspiracy, and the sheriff would not raise a hand.

About the mob, declared Fitzpatrick. Are you going to let them take him?

Take nothing, replied the sheriff. They know me, son. If you dont like the noise, go out and quiet em. You started all this with your talk in the paper about white-haired innocence and youthful brutality.

Well, said Lavigne, I only told the truth!

Did you? Ever know Benton?

Not exactly.

Well, sir, he was exactly a devil. He didnt have one corner of a good deed tucked away in his make-up. You can lay to that! But theres your mob, Lavigne. What are you going to do with it?

Youre not afraid theyll get him, then? asked Lavigne, immensely relieved.

The sheriff laughed softly. Sooner than see them get him, Id arm the prisoner, son.

But what could you two... ?

Wait till you see him, Lavigne. Hes a man. With him at my back... well, there aint any use talking about it, because the crowd aint going to bust any doors down. Theyll just holler out there and have a good time. If I get an earache, Ill just go out and clear the street. Otherwise, it dont amount to nothing.

Lavigne walked to one side, pondering. As the sheriff had said, he had raised the crowd. What should he now do with it? An idea leaped into that young and surprisingly fertile brain. First he seized two officers of the law, such as he usually liked to have with him on similar occasions. They were both broad and correspondingly small of forehead and brain. With them he went to the cell of the prisoner. He waited outside, until his two worthies had secured the arms of the prisoner with handcuffs. Then the district attorney led the way to a back room of the jail, a small room fenced in with almost soundproof walls. Here Jack Montagne was seated near the wall, with an officer on either side.

You heard that racket outside? asked the district attorney, taking his stand with spread feet before the prisoner. And you know what it means?

They want me? asked the prisoner, and yawned.

The yawn startled Lavigne. And, he said ferociously, theyll probably get you, and you know what that means?

Tolerable well.

Theres no use in talking, said Lavigne. We cant afford to have the jail attacked and risk the lives of law-abiding citizens to protect a worthless dog like you. Theres only one thing thatll quiet that mob, and thats to know that the law is going to finish you up in its own way and its own time. Theres only one way that the law can be absolutely sure of you, and thats through a confession. You understand?

Montagne nodded.

Now, said Lavigne, I dont mind telling you that you havent a chance, and youre going to hang. Everything is against you. I could hang ten men on what I have against you. Its only a matter of time and legal formalities which have to be gone through. So the best thing for you, all around, is to let me have a full confession. I can make things pretty miserable for you, my friend, if you hold out. But, if you talk out and tell the whole story, Ill see that you live on the fat of the land... up to the last day. He smiled generously on his prisoner and went on: Besides, theres no sense in this fool silence of yours. You wont tell your name, except to call yourself Jack... you wont give the name of the town you come from... and all this is really evidence against you. A man who is afraid to have the law know his past is a man the law handles without gloves. Will you talk, Jack?

Ill talk, said Jack Montagne.

The district attorney sighed with relief. In another minute he had spread out a pad on his knee, for shorthand was included in his accomplishments.

Start in, he said, where your story begins to be different from what Slim and the Zellars have sworn to.

On a previous occasion he had listed all the sworn facts to Jack in a vain effort to elicit a confession.


VIII. LAVIGNE LEARNS A LESSON
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WELL, SAID JACK Montagne, that makes me begin at the beginning, or pretty close to that. Mind you, I dont expect you to believe me, but Im going to talk sos youll stop bothering me.

Start with when I got to the Zellar house... and make it brief. It runs like this... I didnt have a cent. I had to get a place to sleep, and I wanted chuck and wanted it bad. Besides, I hated skunks that would have turned a gent out into a storm like that. So I made the Zellars give me chuck. While I was eating, the old man came in and called me a crook, or words to that effect, and right after that young Zellar took me up and showed me into a room.

I was so sleepy I didnt take off my clothes. I hit that bed and was off in a flash. A scream woke me up. I jumped out of my room and found a light shining under the door of Bentons room. I smashed that door, when I found it was locked, because, inside that room, I heard a scampering of feet. When I ran in, there was nobody there, but old Benton was lying dead. The chest was open, and the papers were ruffled a good deal.

I went downstairs and called Missus Zellar and her kid. They came up and looked. Then, while I was talking to the kid, Missus Zellar sneaked out. I went after her in a minute, and I heard her telephoning the sheriff, so I knew her plan was to send Larrabee after me.

I was alone. I knew that both the woman and Gus would swear their lives away to stick me for the murder, because that was their only way of taking suspicion off their own shoulders, where it belongs. What was my word against both of theirs? I didnt wait... I grabbed my hoss and started. The sheriff followed. You know the rest.

As he concluded, Fitzpatrick Lavigne smashed the pad to the floor. Thats your confession, is it?

Yes.

By heaven, Ive a mind to let that mob in! Listen to em.

Outside, the crowd set up a fresh clamor, surging toward the jail. For half an hour the good men of Boonetown had been shouting to keep their anger alive, shouting to find a leader.

I hear em, said the prisoner, and Id a pile rather face them than face you and your crowd in the courtroom.

The lip of the district attorney curled. He cast one glance at his henchmen, and they rose instantly to the occasion.

You skunk, said the red-headed man at Jacks right. Take this to teach you manners! And he smashed his fist into Montagnes face. The impact toppled man and chair. He was jerked to his feet, and the district attorney, first making sure that the prisoner was securely pinioned on both sides, stepped close and shook his fist under the nose of Montagne.

Theres more of the same stuff coming for you, he said, unless you stop lying and tell the truth. Are you ready to talk?

It was only the beginning of the third degree; it was only the beginning of that process which Fitzpatrick Lavigne loved above all else. In the meantime, he watched, fascinated, the progress of a crimson stain rolling down from the mouth of Jack Montagne.

The stain was doubly red, because Montagne had suddenly become deathly white. At sight of that badge of fear, the heart of the district attorney leaped with pleasure.

Ive told you the truth, he said, and I aint going to lie even to give you the pleasure of hanging me. But... dont have one of these gents hit me again.

In reply Fitzpatrick Lavigne smiled slowly, as a connoisseur smiles when he inhales the bouquet of a favorite vintage. He raised one finger, and this time the black-haired man, at Montagnes left, acted. His burly fist drove home with a sickening impact. Jack went down, his head striking the wall. He rolled forward on the floor and lay quiet.

Pick him up, said Fitzpatrick Lavigne. Ill teach the dog to threaten me. You heard him threaten me, Dick?

Dick grinned and, reaching down, jerked Montagne up with one exertion of his burly arms. But it was like lifting a wildcat. Montagne came to his feet, the handcuffs dangling from one wrist. The sheriff very foolishly had neglected to warn his assistants about the great flexibility of those slender hands of Jack, and now his hands were free.

He swung the manacles into the face of Dick, and the black-haired man dropped without a cry. Then Jack spun on his heel and smashed his right hand into the face of the redhead and sent that worthy crashing back against the wall.

The district attorney leaped for the door, but, between glancing over his shoulder in terror to see how long it might be before the danger assailed him from the rear and the shaking of his hand, he could not fit the key into the lock of the door.

The redhead was battling with noble vigor and calling wildly on Dick to come to his aid, but his voice was choked and stifled in a rain of blows. He got to his revolver only to have it kicked out of his hand.

It exploded, as it fell on the far side of the room, and the explosion drew a fresh shriek of amazing power from the district attorney. At the same instant the red-headed fellow was backed to the wall, and the whipping fists of Jack Montagne, driven with uncanny speed and terrible power, smashed his face until he cringed down, moaning for quarter.

Then Jack Montagne turned on the district attorney. The latter, with one last, despairing effort, strove to get the key from the lock. The key merely stuttered against the door, and Fitzpatrick Lavigne fled to a corner. Here he crouched, shielding his face with both arms. No, no! he exclaimed. Dont! Ill see that you go free. Ill get you out. You ... you... but dont come near me!

At that moment a hand turned the knob of the door from without, and the prisoner worked his free hand deftly into the manacle, the palm doubling to half its ordinary compass. The sheriff opened the door to find Jack Montagne leaning carelessly against the wall on the far side of the room, his hands in irons. Dick lay with his face down, unstirring, and the red-headed man was just beginning to straighten up, while the district attorney peered in terror between his arms, as if through the bars of a cage.

Kill him! Kill the devil! Fitzpatrick Lavigne yelled. Hes tried to murder me! Hes tried to murder us! He got those handcuffs off and....

What, demanded the sheriff sternly, have you been doing with him in here?

What my office compels me to do... trying to get a confession out of him. And the devil....

How, said the sheriff, did he get his lip cut?

He attacked us, began Lavigne.

He attacked the three of you... two of you with guns... and him with none? He started this game, did he?

The sneer of the sheriff suddenly made it impossible for the glib tongue of the district attorney to wind itself around a plausible lie. He could only moan: Ill make him suffer for this.... Ill make him sorry for the day he was born!

Look here, said the sheriff, staring mildly at the district attorney, I guess I didnt see you kneeling over there in the corner and begging Jack not to hit you? I guess I didnt see nothing like that. If I did, Id try to forget it, but listen to me, Mister Hang-em-quick Lavigne ... if you lay a hand on him again, Ill have to do a pile of remembering. Whats more, Ill have you and your two thugs laughed out of town for yaller-livered skunks... which you are. District attorney? Bah! You aint worthy of licking the boots of Jack. Maybe hes done a killing, here and there, but hes been a man, according to my lights. Thats moren you and the two of em there can say. Now get out, and dont come sneaking back to raise trouble here. Im running this jail, and Ill keep on running it!

The two slipped without a word through the door. Dick was jerked to his feet, kicked into semi-consciousness, and pushed after them. Then the sheriff, turning his back on the terrible man-killer, asked him to follow. And Jack did follow very meekly back to his cell, where the manacles were gravely unlocked and removed. There the sheriff spoke to him for the first time.

Im sure sorry, he said, that you got your lip all cut up.

He proceeded to the front door of the jail, took from one of the white-faced guards a double-barreled shotgun and, with this terrible weapon under his arm, stepped out in full view of the milling crowd. He waited until the hoarse roar subsided. In that roar they were demanding Jack, the murderer of old men.

Gents, said the sheriff, Im plumb tired out today, and Im trying to get a nap. You folks bother me a lot. Matter of fact, I got to have sleep, and youre disturbing the peace. So... get off this street ... pronto!

Up went the shotgun, and the sheriff looked about him. It seemed to every man in the mob that Larrabees keen eyes were glaring at him, as at a ringleader, and then the gaping mouth of the gun pointed down at him. The crowd wavered, split in the center, rolled away on both sides, and vanished. The sheriff spat upon the steps and reëntered the jail.


IX. UNFORESEEN SUCCOR
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THE LATE OCTOBER day dawned with a warm, steady breeze out of the south. The air was soft as the air of latter May, and the sun as kindly warm and bright. Mary Larrabee, in honor of the tender, blue sky above her, put on a dress so white that it dazzled, so crisp that it rustled with every step like an autumn wind among the gay leaves. And, while she smiled at her pretty face in the mirror, she knotted at her breast a red ribbon to match the red feather that flowed along the side of her white hat. Then she went forth like some ancient warrior to battle, conscious of invincible armor.

Her own neat little buggy, with her own span of bright-eyed bays dancing before it, waited in front of the house; they whirled her off down the road so fast that the heart of her mother came into her throat. She would have called a warning after her girl, but in her heart was a sublime conviction that no living creature could possibly have the will or the power to injure Mary Larrabee.

As for Mary herself, in those rounded young arms of hers there was ample power to keep the bays in hand, or, if they wished to dash off at too reckless and bounding a trot, she could soothe and control them with her voice. For she had owned them since the day they were foaled, and she had raised them to know and to love her whistle, her voice, and her hand. She could have brought them back to a more sedate gait, but there was no love of sedateness in Mary Larrabee. That clear tan on her face and on her small, strong hands told of many a wild drive and many a wilder gallop through all weathers and over all manner of roads. And across the bridge of her tip-tilted nose there was still a suggestion of the mottling of freckles that had been so prominent during her girlhood.

Sedate? She only waited until she had turned the corner of the hill, and then she let her dainty-footed mares go. And they went like the wind, while she laughed them on to greater efforts. She darted around sharp curves on two wheels, and with a shout she roared across shaking bridges. She flashed through Boonetown, joyously conscious of drawing eyes after her on either side of the one real street. When she stopped before the jail, the bays were dripping and entirely willing to pause, but still, as she tied the hitching strap to the rack, they pricked their ears and tried to reach her hands with their foamy muzzles.

She ran lightly up the steps of the jail and whisked through the dark hall and carried into her fathers office a rustle like the wind of the honest outdoors, a brightness like the kind sunshine.

Sheriff Larrabee, as usual, had his heels perched on top of his spur-scarred desk, and he turned his slow-moving eye upon her. Since she had grown up to pretty, young womanhood he had made a point of making no fuss over her, as a sort of antidote to the atmosphere of admiration through which she moved. But today she bore such a radiance about her that a very Diogenes might have dropped his lantern and his cynicism into his tub and stood forth to answer her smile.

So the sheriff asked: How come? Going to get married?

She merely laughed at him, as he ran his eye over the whiteness of the frock. He worshipped every turn of her head, every rise and fall of her voice; all the profound kindliness of his heart poured forth around her — in silence. Mary understood.

Ive come to see the insides of this old jail, she declared.

Ill call Bud, said the sheriff, yawning. Hell show you around the place. How come? Want to take up my business after I quit?

I might, she answered. I hit nine out of ten with my twenty-two, yesterday. I beat Jud, and he hasnt hardly spoken to me since.

Hmm, said the sheriff. Ill call Bud.

But I dont want you to call Bud.

All right, go around by yourself.

You know what I really want. I want to see this terrible man... Jack?

You do?

Of course.

Want to see what a real, honest-to-goodness murderer looks like, eh? Well, I guess Jack will be glad to see you and have you stand around and look him over like a wolf in a cage. Thatll be a pretty fine party for Jack, right enough.

She sat forward in her chair, regarding his grave face intently. Isnt he worse than a wolf, a man thats done a murder? she asked. Does he deserve to be treated kindly?

How dyou know he killed Benton?

Why, everybody knows it!

Then everybody knows moren I do! And Ill tell you this... hes going to be treated like a white man, right up to the time that twelve men say hes done a murder. After that, while hes waiting to be hung, hes going to be treated like a white man again. If a girl or a boy of mine.... He broke off in his tirade, staring ominously at her.

Mary Larrabee sat back in her chair, nodding. You like him, dont you? she asked. Why?

Hes a man, said the sheriff. He had your brothers and me under his gun once, and he didnt shoot to kill, but just to warn off. Keep that idea in your head, Mary.

She grew pale at the thought.

You still want to see him?

I want to see him and thank him, she said eagerly. Why, Dad, how could such a man be a murderer? She did not quail before the grim accusation which the world had placed against Montagne. Suddenly she was asking: Has he a ghost of a chance of proving himself innocent?

I dunno, replied the sheriff, but he dont seem to care. Hes stopped hoping, what with the crowd yowling to get at him, and that little sneak, Lavigne, badgering him. Jack dont seem to care whether he lives or dies. When a gent stops being interested in life, hes about through.

She bowed her head. In the Boonetown paper she had read every word of the damning evidence against Montagne. Now she ran over it, bit by bit. Truly it seemed a perfect case against the stranger, unless her fathers prejudice in favor of Jack might be based on good grounds.

Will you introduce me to him? she asked gently.

Sure, said the sheriff. If youre going to meet him like that, Ill take you in.

He led the way to the rear of the jail, to the cell of Montagne, where the latter was rolling a cigarette with careless skill.

This is my daughter, Mary, said the sheriff. Ive been telling her how you played white, when we were giving you a run, and she thinks shes got something to thank you about. Im going back in front, Mary.

As the sheriff sauntered away, he saw Jack Montagne rise and nod to the girl. He heard him say: No call for thanking me... matter of fact, I took the sheriff quite a bit out of his way. And he grinned as he spoke.

Theres nerve, muttered the sheriff. Enough for ten ordinary men.

But Mary Larrabee was unable to answer that careless speech for a moment. She stared steadily into the lean, brown face of the man, the straight-looking eyes, remembering what her father had said: Hes a man. That, after all, summed it up. And, when the prisoner merely nodded to her, she suddenly stepped close to the bars and stretched her hand through them.

I do want to thank you, said Mary Larrabee, and I want to say how sorry I am that youre in trouble.

His carelessness disappeared. He straightened, flushing to the roots of his hair, and, advancing slowly, took her hand. Mighty good of you to come in to say that, he said huskily.

She waved that idea away. First of all, she said, still probing him and finding nothing sneaking or elusive about his return glance, I want to know what youre doing to protect yourself?

Nothing, he answered, because nothing can be done.

Because you have no money?

Thats partly it.

Dad would help you, I know, said the girl, but, as the sheriff, he cant very well do that. However, I can, and I have money. I know the lawyers in town, too... and I can get one to work for you.

He shook his head. Ive always been dead set against taking charity, he replied.

Will you tell me only one thing? she pleaded. Will you simply tell me that you didnt do this horrible, impossible thing?

He watched her for a moment, with a singular hunger, but at length he shook his head with decision. Its no use, he said, because theres nothing that can help me, and Ive made up my mind not to speak again.

Thats a final decision?

Absolutely.

Then, she answered, Ill tell you that Im perfectly convinced that you didnt do it. I know you didnt do it, and... and Im going to prove to the world that you didnt.

The flush grew darker and darker on his face, as his eyes expanded. Its plumb easy to see, said Jack Montagne, that youre your fathers daughter. Hes the squarest shooter I ever met, and you sure take after him. Why, if you were a man....

He paused, but she urged him on with: Well?

Youd be the sort Id tie to, the sort Id want to have around in a pinch. But the way it stands... well, theres just one good thing you can do, and thats to forget all about me.

He was so calm about it that the tears rushed to her eyes. To hide them she turned abruptly away, waved her hand to him, and ran out to find her father. The latter was walking up and down outside the jail, scuffing up the sand and studying it absent-mindedly.

Ive made up my mind to fight for him, said the girl, on fire with enthusiasm. There must be some way.

Most like, said her father carelessly. Most like there is. Never can tell when something will turn up.

Up and down they walked, past the side of the long, low building. She knocked her shoe against a bright bit of metal and stooped and picked up an old house key. She pocketed it automatically, as some people do in such cases.

How, asked the girl, summing up the case with energy, can twelve men with good sense look at Jack and think he could commit a crime?

Hmm, replied her father. Its pretty rare to get twelve men together and get good sense out of em... and it aint hard for that little snake, Lavigne, to hypnotize an average jury. No, Mary, you sure got no hope... not against Lavigne. Hes a man-killer, but he uses the law to do his killing.

She stamped in her anger. How many other men is he going to hang? she asked furiously. How many other men are in the jail there, waiting until that little rat has time to come out and worry the lives out of them?

Her father smiled a little at this vigorous denunciation. Were having dull times, he said. Only one other gent in the jail, and thats the hobo, Mississippi Slim.

At this the girl stopped short. Wheres Mississippi?

In the jail.

I know... I know, but what cell?

Got an idea?

I dont know, but, for heavens sake, tell me. Whats his cell?

Right yonder. He pointed to a grating a few paces away. He may be hearing us now.

Oh, exclaimed Mary Larrabee, its turning my brain upside down. Is there a chance?

Of what?

Nothing, said Mary, and she bolted for her buggy in front of the jail, running with the speed and the grace of a boy.


X. THE KEY TO THE DOOR
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SHE WHISKED OUT of Boonetown, as she had whisked into it, the bays sweeping the light rig along at a terrific clip. Presently she turned onto a dim country road, made by the wear of travel, but never graded. Straight out of it she drove until she came to a sight of the house of the Zellars. She drew back her horses to a slower gait and finally pulled up behind the house. Instantly her eye met a reminder of the crime — two parts of a door, split cleanly down the center, were leaning against the wall near the kitchen window. This was the door that both young Zellar and Jack Montagne claimed to have broken through, in an effort to get at the room of the dead man.

She tied off her horses and, turning away, found Mrs. Zellar, in the act of wiping a milk tin, standing at the door of the house.

The big, ugly face of the woman stirred a reluctant smile of welcome. Mary Larrabee! she exclaimed. How long since you come this way? Pretty nigh onto three years, I guess.

Ive heard so much about this murder, said Mary, as she shook hands, that I wanted to see the place. May I, Missus Zellar?

A terrible thing, replied Mrs. Zellar. The shock it give me... I aint over yet. Gus was hit pretty hard, too. You want to see the room?

If you please.

Come right up, she started to lead the way. A terrible thing, she repeated. And me and Gus sure was fond of old Mister Benton. I know some folks didnt like him much. He had his ways, but all old folks do. We were used to him and knew how to make allowances. Yes, we were fond of old Benton. Theys an empty feeling around the house, now hes gone.

Mary Larrabee shivered with disgust. One glimpse of Bentons face would be sure warrant that no human being could ever find a spark of affection to waste on the old fellow. They stood at the door of the room.

Theres the place, said the woman. Theres where he laid, with his head turned a little to one side. Do you see the mark? Soap and hot water... nothing does any good to take that stain out. Ive worked till my arms ached, and still it wont come out. Poor Mister Benton. I hope they hang that Jack as high as the moon!

You really think he did it?

Think? Child alive, dont I know? Didnt I hear him talk? Didnt I see the way he looked, when he heard that the poor old man had money in his room? Right then I says to Gus... Theres no good in this man, Gus, theres no good in him. And it sure turned out that there wasnt any.

Well, replied Mary Larrabee solemnly, may the guilty man hang.

She turned away, sick from what she had seen, and went slowly down the stairs. Down those stairs Jack had fled, according to his story. Up those stairs old Benton had dragged himself for the last time, on that terrible night. Every detail of that night of storm and horror came back to her.

In the open air she drew a great breath of relief, and, approaching the broken door, she drew out the key, that she had picked up beside the jail, and tried it hastily. The lock turned smoothly under the pressure and turned back again. Mary Larrabee drew it forth and dropped the key back into her pocket, her heart racing with excitement.

How come? asked Mrs. Zellar, following with aggressive curiosity.

I forgot to say, said the girl glibly enough, that my father asked me to bring back the lock of the door to Bentons room. Will you let me saw it out?

Mrs. Zellar fixed her big, startling eyes upon the face of Mary Larrabee, frowning. Evidently she was not at all pleased.

It dont sound like your father, sending you around on jobs like this, she declared. It dont sound the least bit like him.

He knew I was coming out here, anyway, explained Mary.

Hmm, said Mrs. Zellar gloomily. You want the lock, but why dyou want it?

I never could make any sense out of these legal matters, said Mary, managing to smile in the face of that dark suspicion, but thats what Dad asked me to bring. Of course, if you dont want to part with it, Ill simply go back and have him....

It aint that, protested Mrs. Zellar, but itd be more regular, if the sheriff was to send out a written order for it, or a request for it, being that he wants it for evidence.

I suppose it would, said the girl, but Ive already done what he told me to, by asking you for it.

She made as if to turn away, but Mrs. Zellar, in a quandary, called her back. I dont want to hinder the law none, she said. If thisll help to hang Jack, why, take it and welcome to it. Im sure I aint got any purpose in keeping things back. I aint got anything to hide from your father... or any other sheriff.

Of course not, said Mary. Then Ill take the lock back, if youll let me have a saw.

Mrs. Zellar was gone a long time in the house, apparently hunting for the saw, but Mary heard the voice of mother and son in heated argument. At length, Mrs. Zellar came out with the saw and, gloomier than ever, proceeded to cut out the lock and hand it to Mary. I hope it brings bad luck to Jack Whatevers-his-name. I hope this lock is the thing that hangs him, she said savagely.

Mary untethered the horse and climbed back into her buggy. Why do you hate Jack so much? she asked, when she had turned the buggy around.

Why? Because hes a crook, said Mrs. Zellar fiercely. And because he done a murder under my roof and robbed me!

Robbed you? asked Mary Larrabee.

Sure he did. Wouldnt Mister Benton, if hed died natural, have left me something in his will? Of course, he would have. Who robbed me of it, then? Why, this Jack, this devil did! Aint that clear as day?

Mary shook her head. I dont know, she said, but, if Jack is a murderer, I dont know where we can find men we can trust.

Wait a minute, said Mrs. Zellar suddenly, starting for the heads of the horses. Wait a minute! Hold on, Mary Larrabee! Ive changed my mind about....

But a sharp cut of the buggy whip sent the bays sprinting away. I cant wait, called Mary in explanation. I have to hurry back!

Then she dashed past the big woman and out onto the road. Mrs. Zellar followed a step or two, then paused with her arms akimbo, and stared after the flying little equipage. At length, she turned sullenly back toward the house.

Theres a devil in these young girls, she confided to her son a little later. And Id give a lot to know what shes up to, the little vixen.

The first thing that Mary did could have been seen from the house. She halted her team beside the tree, where the tramp was known to have kept his fire on that night of nights. The site of the fire she examined carefully and then swung the team back onto the road. The bays were in a foam, when she brought them back into Boonetown and drew up before the carpenter shop. She found the proprietor in the very act of starting for the country.

Old Missus Purvis just phoned in, he said. If your dad has some business for me, Mary, I guess itll have to wait. Missus Purvis is plumb rushed. Thats the way it goes with old folks. They want everything done so fast youd think they was afraid death would come along before it was done.

But Mister Hands, said the girl, this is a matter of life and death.

Hmm, said the carpenter, and pulled his glasses down on his nose, so that he could peer at her over them. Life and death?

She placed the lock on the workbench. Is that a common lock, Mister Hands?

He examined it, took up a bundle of keys, and tried some, one by one. Presently the lock was turned under his manipulation. Common enough lock, all right, he said. I got twenty old keys, right here, that could turn it.

Mary Larrabee uttered an exclamation of despair. But, she protested, I want to prove that this key belongs to that lock. And now youve spoiled everything for me!

She drew forth the key and handed it to him. Lemme see, muttered the carpenter, who was locksmith as well. Lemme see, now. Maybe it does belong, but what difference does that make? I can fix you up with other keys for it.

Other keys? No, no! Mister Hands, you must prove that this key belongs to this lock.

Well, maybe I could. You see where the bit of this key is worn off a little? That comes from being used in a lock that has a rough place in it. I can find out in a minute.

He set to work with a screw driver, taking the lock apart, examined it carefully, and then straightened with a grunt of satisfaction. Look for yourself, he said. Dont need no microscope for this. See this place, sticking out in the lock? Thats whats worn away the key. Must have took a tolerable lot of use to do it, but there aint any doubt. See how it fits into the worn place?

Mister Hands, asked the girl, how can I thank you for showing me? Youve saved him!

Saved who?

But lock and key were snatched from the carpenters hand, and she was gone, whirling through the door.


XI. THE WHOLE STORY
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AT THE JAIL she swept her father into the storm of her enthusiasm. Key and lock were placed in his great brown hands.

You see, she explained, that key has to belong to the lock!

Well, Mary, he admitted, it sure looks like it. And what dyou make of it?

It must have been brought from the Zellar house?

Thats nacheral... no doubt about that.

And who could have brought it?

Jack, I suppose.

Oh, Dad, dont you see that his cell is on the other side of the jail? How could he have thrown it there?

Eh?

Its the tramp, Dad. Hes the one who threw it out the window to get rid of the only clue that connected him with the murder. Isnt that clear?

Her father shook his head, frowning. Dont sound like a strong argument, girl.

But how could that key have come there?

I dont know.

Did you search Slim when you picked him up?

Why should I search him? He wasnt near the house.

Then he might have had the key on him, when he was brought to the jail?

I suppose so.

How long would it take to walk from the tree where he had his fire to the house? Not more than ten minutes, do you think?

Not moren that, I guess, if a gent stepped out lively.

Dad, hes the murderer!

But, if he got rid of the key by throwing it out the window, he didnt get rid of the money that was taken from Bentons chest.

She pondered a moment. Will you take a drive with me out to Slims fire?

He nodded, and a moment later they were spinning down the road toward the Zellar place, once more.

He might have cached the money any place around this tree, said the girl enthusiastically, as she dismounted from the buggy at the site of the fire.

Thats true, said the sheriff, and he began an ardent search. But there was nothing to be found. In half a dozen places, where boughs joined the trunk, at a steep angle, he looked, but there was no sign of the money.

Or he might have dug a hole, suggested the girl at length.

They examined the ground around the tree, within a radius of a hundred feet, but there was no sign of earth having been broken.

Still, said the girl, it must be here. He wouldnt wait to hide it any other place, because hed be in such a hurry to get back to his fire. Isnt that logical? Before the murder he was seen drowsing by the fire... after the murder he was back at his fire again. That is his alibi.

You got all the terms down pat, said her father. And it sounds reasonable, too. But what next?

What about the fire itself?

Buried paper money in a fire? Larrabee was chuckling.

See where he scraped that fire to one side. He first had the fire going on the left, then he moved it to the right, where it is now... scraping the whole bed of coals. Well, is it reasonable that a man would move his fire, once its going? Isnt the hot bed of coals the most important part of a campfire, Dad?

Thats gospel, Mary.

Then, perhaps, he moved that fire to cover something.

The sheriff said not a word, but simply kicked away the ashes and the charred remains of the fire. He thrust his hand down into the half-baked earth below it, tearing it away in clods, until at last he uttered a cry, worked a moment longer, and then stood up, holding a handful of dirty greenbacks!

But Mary Larrabee, staring, saw two visions pass before her eyes — and money had no part to play in either. She saw Mississippi Slim, hanging with a rope knotted around his neck, and she saw Jack walking out of the jail, a free man. There in the hand of her father was the evidence that would accomplish both purposes.

The money and the key, the sheriff was saying. Well, it sounds pretty good, but we cant be sure. The thing to do, Mary, is to get a confession out of Slim, if we can. Thats the way to clear Jack. Otherwise, even if he gets off, his name wont be plumb cleared. Once a gent is accused of a bad crime, his name is black the rest of his life. Ill have to call in the snake, Lavigne, to help. My, wont he grind his teeth when he finds out what Ive learned?

On the way back to Boonetown he detailed briefly the scene between Jack and the district attorney, which he had interrupted, and the mad fervor of the attorneys desire to hang the prisoner. She had the pleasure, an hour later, of seeing the district attorney swallow the bitter pill and admit that he had been wrong. But in five minutes he had regained some of his happiness. One trail was lost, but another had been opened. No matter what man died, a death was a death. Indeed, with marvelous elasticity of spirits, he was rubbing his hands and walking up and down his office in a fine heat of inspiration, rehearsing the evidence bit by bit. At length he said: Its clear as day! He did it, but a good lawyer could get him off, probably. Somebody else might have buried that money under the tree... somebody else might have tossed the key into the sand. The confession is what we need, and the confession is what Im going to get. Come along!

Never in her life could the girl forget the scene that followed. She and her father accompanied the district attorney back to the jail and into the cell of Mississippi Slim, where the latter was walking busily up and down, getting my exercise for the road, he told them.

The attorney took out his pad at once. Now, Slim, he said, I want to go over one part of your evidence.

Many times as you want, chief, said Mississippi glibly.

It was about what time when you first saw Jack?

I dunno. Ten or after, maybe.

He disappeared down the road toward the house?

Yes.

Good! Now, when you asked for food at the Zellar place earlier in the evening, what did you do when you were turned from the door?

Went up the road.

You didnt stay about for a while?

No.

Didnt try to get into the house, maybe, and walk off with something to get even with them for turning you out?

The district attorney chuckled, and Slim laughed loudly.

I wish I had, he said.

Did you ever see this? asked Lavigne, with a sudden and harsh change of voice, and he produced the key in the flat of his hand.

There was an even more startling change in the rat-sharp face of Slim, as he settled back on his bunk and sneered at them. Playing tricks, eh? he asked. Ill do no more talking... not until I got a lawyer here.

All right, said the district attorney, but I suppose youre willing to hear a little story?

Talk your head off, said Slim fiercely, but dont ask me no questions.

It begins, said Lavigne, with the moment Jack rode on toward the house. You looked after him... you began to wonder if he might not have better luck than you did. Particularly, you wondered what would happen when that big fellow tried to force the Zellars to give him a hand out. Eh?

Well, you got so curious that after a time you decided it was worth getting a soaking to see the party. So you got up and followed... you came to the kitchen door and saw him go inside... you listened for a while outside the window until you were sure that he was being fed.

And, the moment you knew that, you were wild with anger! You wanted to do something to injure those people. So you sneaked around the house, looking for a place to get in, eh?

The face of Slim was grave with boredom. There was no other expression in it.

Finally, went on the district attorney, you found you could shinny up one of the verandah posts and get onto the roof. By the time you got up there, the old man, Benton, was just coming back into the room, and he settled down in a chair near the window. Only for a moment, though. After a time he went over to his chest and opened it. You saw him take out some money and make sure of it... you saw him lock the chest and saw the pocket into which he dropped the key. Is that right?

Slim merely yawned.

Then, said Lavigne, the old man came back to his chair and sat down to read. A minute later you began to work... you tried the window behind his chair. It came up without making a sound. Inch by inch you lifted it, pressing very softly for fear of a squeak. And all the time the old man kept right on reading, eh?

This is sure a fool story, declared Slim. Maybe you think anybody would believe it?

You got the window up, at last, insisted Lavigne, and then you slipped your hands in and settled them around the throat of Benton. He hardly made a struggle. At least, whatever struggle he made was not loud enough to be heard above the roar of the rain on the roof. So you slipped in, when Benton stopped wiggling, and you gave him a look.

His face was purple... he wasnt breathing. His eyes were popping out of his head, and he looked dead as a door-nail. You locked the door. Then you fished out the key from his pocket and took out that money.

But, while you were stuffing it into a pocket, you heard a shriek behind you... the old fellow was only partly stifled. You saw him getting up out of the chair and staggering toward you to fight for his money. You had to act quick. You had to get rid of him and get back to your fire. You caught up a piece of firewood, hit him over the head, and, without waiting to see how it ended, you jumped through the window, ran over the verandah roof, jumped off, and made it back to your fire, and....

There was a sound of gasping breath. Slim had risen from his bunk with staring eyes. Where were you hid in that room? he asked. Say, how did you see it?

^

* * * * *

THE Boonetown paper gave much credit to the district attorney for the cleverness with which he had fastened the meshes upon the real criminal and freed an innocent man. It gave a long write-up to Fitzpatrick Lavigne, while the part which Mary Larrabee had played disappeared in a single paragraph. Lavigne, as usual, took all the credit to himself.

But Mary Larrabee cared not a whit about reporters and papers. She was too preoccupied that evening in hearing from Jack his name and the history of his past. She was interested to the point of tears, while he told of his life before that wild night of storm and murder; how he had lived with his sister and brother-in-law, how, to raise much-needed money, his brother-in-law had made a practice of changing brands on the cattle that he caught off the range; how exposure had threatened; and how he, the man without a family, had taken the blame on his own wide shoulders and slipped away out of the country, penniless and despairing, but determined to give his sisters family a fighting chance to live in honor.

For the first time and the last she heard all this with misty eyes, and it was never again referred to. Nor were any of the events of the Benton murder ever mentioned in the house. But, when she was Mrs. Jack Montagne, Mary kept in a secret place, to be looked at on holy days, the little worn key that had saved the life of one man and sent another to his death.
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I. A WHISPER AND A WOMAN
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THE LAST THREE months had been a dull time for Bob Lake. He had in the beginning coiled his rope, bidden a profane farewell to his favorite broncho, oiled up his best .45 Colt, planted a gray Stetson on his head, packed a grip, and started to see New York. And he saw it — at a considerable expense. Eventually he parted with everything except the gun and the Stetson, which were holy things to Bob, and, with his last five-dollar bill in his pocket, he sat in at a game of poker with a fat roll and an urgent desire to leave for the land of open skies and little rain. Two hours later he was bound West.

Impulse ruled Bob Lake. Give a man some hundred and ninety pounds of iron-hard muscle, a willingness to fight plus a desire to smile, no master except necessity, and no necessity except the wish for action, and the result is a character as stable as a hair trigger. He had one of those big-featured, but ugly, faces that have all manner of good nature about the mouth, and all manner of danger behind the eyes. He had both enemies and friends in legion, but they all united in the opinion that sooner or later Bob Lake was due to fall foul of the law.

At present Bob Lake was melancholy. This morning he had chuckled with joy to see the mountains of the land of his desire rolling blue against the western sky. It was now noon, and, although the train was rocking along among those same mountains, the joy had departed from the face of Bob Lake. The reason sat in the seat ahead of him.

A newly married couple had boarded the train at ten oclock that morning at a town in the foothills. The party that accompanied them to the station had swirled about them, laughing, shouting, throwing rice, and out of the confusion had come the girl on the arm of her husband. He was a man as big and Western as Bob Lake, but the pallor of his face bespoke an indoor life. A very handsome fellow, although there were qualities of sternness in him. Bob would not soon forget the grim smile with which he shook the rice from the brim of his hat and looked back on the shouting crowd.

Then Bob Lake saw the girl. His first impulse was to pray that the seat of the pair would be in his car. His second impulse was to pray that the seat might be elsewhere. For he had a profound conviction that, if he had a chance to look into the eyes of this girl at short range, there would be trouble brewing in no time.

After they had climbed the steps he held his breath, and then straight down the aisle they came. A battery of smiles and chuckles on either side of them marked their progress, and the shouting of the crowd volleyed from outside. The girl was very conscious of it. She came timidly, and her little side glances seemed to beg them to look in another direction, and every step she made down that aisle was straight into the heart of Bob Lake.

Perhaps they would go on through to another car. No, they paused near him, and the crowd with flowers and candy and gay-colored parcels poured around Bobs seat. He saw a gray-haired woman with tears streaming down her cheeks; he saw a gray-haired man with twitching lips that attempted to smile. When the warning— All aboard! — had sounded, and the crowd had swept out again, Bob Lake found that the pair were in the seat directly ahead of him.

When he made this discovery, he felt that it was fate. He was as certain of it as if he had seen a shadowy figure in retrospect bidding him rise from that poker table in New York and rush on board the train.

Ordinarily Bob Lake was the very soul of honor; he would rather have blinded his eyes than let them look twice at the wife of another man. But in this case he felt a shrewd difference. Something was taking him up and carrying him on against his own volition as a tide sweeps a man out to the open sea. The irony of it made him wince. Women had never been anything to him. A few had laughed their way into his life for an evening at a dance, but they had all yawned their way out again, and Bob Lake remained essentially heart free. At last it was the wife of another man.

Its fate, he kept repeating to himself. If the thing had not been preordained, why that sudden mad rush from New York? Of course, Bob did not at the moment recall that everything he had ever done had been on spur of the instant. Why, he went on to ask himself, did her glance take hold on him like a hand, if there were not some weird power to blame?

He was glad of one thing — that she was not facing him. He could only see her hair. When he turned to shut out this sight by staring out of the window, the sound of her voice pursued him, tugged at him, made him turn to look at her again and listen with held breath to make out the words. He felt like an eavesdropper, but, nevertheless, he could not help damning the roar of the train. Something, he kept assuring himself, was going to happen. And when a hundred and ninety pounds of manhood feels that way, something usually does happen.

He made out snatches of the conversation. The marriage ceremony had taken place an hour before they boarded the train. The mans name was Rankin, and the girls name was Anne. The most wonderful name in the world, Bob instantly decided. They were going into the mountains to Al Rankins country, which the girl did not know, and to his home there that she had never seen.

But what could happen? A train wreck, perhaps. There was a good deal of the boy in Bob Lake. An instant picture was launched in his mind of himself striding through smoke among smashed timbers, carrying the body of the girl. He brushed the dream away and concentrated on reality. For at any moment the train might stop among the mountains — the girl and the man might leave his life forever. The thought turned Lake cold.

Once he got up and walked down the length of the train in order to return a little later and approach the girl so as to see her face. But when he came back, he saw nothing. He was afraid to look. He, Bob Lake, afraid to look a girl in the face. But, although he saw nothing, there was an impression. It was as if a light had shone on him in the night. When he slipped back into his place, his pulses were hammering. And then it happened.

It was the end of a division, and, when the train stopped, a chunky man with a great spread of hat, with baggy-kneed trousers, and riding boots came to the head of the car and squinted down its length. At the same time a newspaper was raised before the face of Al Rankin and shaken out. The result was that Bob Lake did not see what immediately appeared until a pudgy, brown hand appeared over the edge of the paper, pulled it unceremoniously down, and the chunky little man stood looking down at Rankin. He leaned and murmured something.

In fact, his voice was most carefully guarded, but Bob Lake had been training his ear to catch whispers through the roar of the moving train. Now he made out one word: Arrest.

And he heard what Al Rankin answered: What charge?

The whisper which replied to this missed his ear, but Al Rankin immediately rose. His wife was on her feet at the same moment.

Infernal nuisance, Rankin told her calmly enough. Meet Bill White... an old friend of mine. Bill has a message that takes me off the train here.

Im ready, Al, Anne stated.

Ready for what?

To go with you, of course.

Nonsense! Break up the trip for this? Certainly not. You stay aboard. When you get to the station, old Charley will be waiting. You can tell him by his beard... just like a goats. Hell take you out to the house and make you comfortable. Ill be up tomorrow.

He turned and nodded to Bill White, who was watching the girl steadily. He had bowed in a jerky fashion to acknowledge the introduction, and now he was looking at the young wife with a sort of hard sympathy.

Al, theres nothing wrong?

Just a moment of pause. Something gathered in the face of Al Rankin. Havent I told you theres nothing wrong? he said sullenly. You stay aboard and dont worry. They dont make enough trouble in these parts to bother me.

He had changed his tone toward the end of this speech and qualified the scowl with the beginning of a smile. But the blow had fallen. Bob Lake saw the girl wince and whiten a little about the mouth, but she made no further protest. Al Rankin turned with a careless wave of farewell and strolled down the aisle, followed by the little gray-headed man. It seemed to Bob Lake that the girl started impulsively to follow. Perhaps it was the memory of the gruff rebuke that stopped her short and made her sink slowly into her seat again.

From the window he saw Al Rankin sauntering away with his companion. Whatever their business might be, they seemed in no hurry to accomplish it. Then he saw the girl was not looking after them through the window. She sat close to the side of the car with her head turned straight before her.

Al, Bob Lake thought, you sure made a bum play with the rough talk... a rotten bad play.

He felt the preliminary lurch of the starting train, and it pressed him back against the seat — just as Al Rankin, he recalled, had lurched back when the chunky little man had whispered into his ear the charge on which he was being arrested. Bob Lake became solemnly thoughtful. There was only one charge which could have disturbed the fine calm of Al Rankin, he felt, and to himself Bob whispered the word: Murder! When the thought entered his mind, he glanced guiltily around the car, half expecting to see pitying eyes directed at the young wife. But, instead, everyone was settling back to sleep through that stretch of dreary mountains.

Murder! He was as certain of it now as though he had heard the whisper. And this was the thing for which he had waited to happen. A sudden self-loathing took possession of Bob Lake. He hated himself for the gleam of joy that he had felt as the first surmise came to him. What of the girl? Would she not go through life even as she sat now, looking straight ahead of her, fearing to meet the eyes of men and women in her shame? All the beauty of her smile would be straightened from her lips, he knew, and the thought made him grind his teeth.

The wheels were beginning to groan as the train slowly started.

And then Bob Lake acted. It was one of those sudden, mad, unreasoning impulses. Two sweeps of his arm planted his hat on his head and gathered up his suitcase. He fairly ran down the aisle and at the door turned for a last look.

She was, indeed, pale, unsmiling, as if she knew the doom that hovered over her. Her glance cleared a little, and, under the fierce probing of Bob Lakes stare, her eyes widened, became aware of him with quiet wonder. The train was gathering headway, and still he lingered to throw all the meaning that was in his heart into his eyes. Everything that he felt was in his glance. Too much, perhaps, and too legible. For now she flushed, and she leaned forward, gazing at him in a sort of horror. It was almost as if she were going to cry out and call him back.

Then he tore himself away, pushed open the door, and poised on the lowest step. The ground was already shooting past with terrifying speed. Yet he gauged his distance, leaned back, and dropped free of the train. The blow crumpled his legs. He went down in a confused mass of whirling arms and legs and suitcase, yet he laughingly scrambled to his feet in time to see a white face pressed against the window as the car shot past. He waved his hand to that face. How much would she understand? That thought held him gaping, until the length of the train had rushed past, and the rear end was whipping off into the distance with a mist of dust drawing after it. Then he turned back to take up the adventure. Al Rankin must be saved from the law.


II. RANKINS RECORD
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HE HAD NO time to balance reasons nicely or appreciate the folly that had started him on this blind trail. Al Rankin and the stranger had stepped into an automobile where two other men already sat. He saw that Al was put into the back seat between the other men. Then the car shot down the south road.

There were two questions to be asked. One was where that south road led, and a youngster near the platform told him that it went directly to Everett, twenty miles away. The second question was where he could get an automobile for his own use. It was almost as easily answered, and five minutes after he dropped from the train he was in a machine, speeding down the south road for Everett.

The owner of the car drove him, and he looked a cross between a mechanic and a farmer. Old buckboard customs now made him press the feed with his right foot while his left dangled over the side of the car, and he kept his right shoulder habitually turned to his passenger. Bob Lake had made the necessary explanations about a short business trip, and the first five miles shot past — wild driving over wild roads — without another word exchanged.

They climbed a steep grade and pitched forward at fifty miles on a downward stretch. You know Bill White? asked Bob Lake in a different voice.

Sure, I know the sheriff.

That was all Bob wished to know. He settled back against the seat until they rushed with open exhaust into the town of Everett. It was rather a village than a town. There was the inevitable single street, deep with dust, and the only up-to-date thing that Bob Lake saw was the automobile in which he sat. His driver came in as the cowpunchers in the good old days used to come to town. He came wide open in a dense cloud of dust and came to a stop with jammed brakes, skidding the last few yards into place before the hotel.

Here you are, he announced, and one corner of his eye glinted in expectation of applause.

Bob Lake paid him while the dust cloud they had torn up slowly overtook them and enveloped them in white. Then he went into the hotel. When he had secured a room on the second floor and thrown his suitcase on the bed, he slumped into the rickety chair and buried his face in his hands to think. He had great need of thought. Indeed, the last hour had been so dream-like that he would not have been surprised at all if, when he looked up, he had seen the head of Al Rankin leaning against the back of the seat before him and the mountains rushing past the windows of the train. The dust with which he was covered brought him to a realization of the facts. He dragged in a breath through his set teeth and cursed. Once more he had played the impulsive fool.

Perhaps the sheriff had not made an arrest. Perhaps he had only taken Rankin from the train because he needed him badly on a manhunt. Rankin had impressed him as a fighting type. Of course, it was strange that a mans honeymoon should be interrupted for such a purpose, but, Bob Lake knew, stranger things than this had happened in the mountain-desert country.

He made brief preparations to hunt for information. The shoes came off his feet. The riding boots that he had been unable to leave behind when he started in New York, and which he had never been able to trust to the chance delivery of a trunk — those priceless shop-made boots — were drawn upon his feet. He took a step in them, and the clinking of the spurs was music to his ears. He stepped to the mirror and grinned at the face he saw — the red necktie, the high stiff collar, the coat. Ten seconds tore away that mask. The collar and tie were gone, tossed to a corner of the room, and a voluminous silk bandanna knotted in place around his neck skillfully. Out of the suitcase came the old cartridge belt, and the gun, that had been worn so long in concealment, came into the open and was dropped with a thud into the holster. Last he tossed off his coat and unbuttoned his vest. He was ready again to take his place in the world as a man. But first he walked up and down the room to ease his feet into the familiar boots with their paper-thin soles. Then he tried his gun half a dozen times for the sheer joy of feeling it come out in his fingertips as freely as the wind and the hug of the butt against the palm of his hand.

Then he started out to find information. It came to him at once and not through a coincidence. The whole town was buzzing with it, and most of the buzzing concentrated on the verandah of the hotel. With a little patience he could have gathered the whole tale piecemeal from exclamations and bits of irrelevant news. But he preferred to get his facts in a lump. He found a man young enough to tell the truth and old enough to yearn for an audience. Bob Lake cornered him, and appealed as a stranger for the story.

The fellow was delighted. First a leisurely examination assured him that Bob belonged and was right. Then he launched into the narrative.

Them boys think they know a lot, he said. But what theyre short on is the facts. I know, because Im the only one that seen the sheriff since he brought Rankin to town.

Is Rankin an outlaw?

Worse.

Eh?

I mean hes the kind that does things and never gets picked up for em. Most boys that goes wrong are plumb fools, or else the booze gets em, or they get mad about a little thing and do a big thing thats worse. Al Rankin aint none of them. Hes crooked because it pays him. Oh, everybody has known it for a long time. A lot of things happened around these parts. There was that gang that stole Chet Bernards cows three years back. There was the killing of young Murphy, and there was the shooting of Lanning and Halsey. Self-defense, you see? He winked at Bob Lake without mirth. I leave it to you, stranger. When a gent practices two hours a day with the cards and never loses when hes playing for big stakes, would you call him a gambler or a card sharp?

Hmm, murmured Bob Lake.

And when a gent goes out and practices with his gun, shooting from all kinds of positions, fanning er and wasting a hundred shots a day, would you say that gent was a straight gunfighter who knew he would have trouble and was getting all set to meet it?

Hmm, repeated Bob Lake.

And when a gent kills another man in self-defense... well, thats all right. But, when he shoots two more, that self-defense looks kind of thin, eh? And when you add all the facts up, you begin to figure that youve got a gambler and a robber and a man-killer. But with a smart one like Al Rankin, it aint easy to nail anything on him. They even say hes got a home in another part of the mountains, and that hes pretty well thought of up there. He goes other places and raises his trouble and gets his income.

Well, Bill White has had his eye on Al for a long time, but he couldnt get nothing to use on him. There was always a lot of bad talk, but bad talk aint any good with twelve men in a jury box that want facts to hang a man with. So Bill kept waiting for facts, and pretty soon the facts come.

You see, there was a killing about a year back that nobody thought much of. Sam Coy was a bad one... bad all the way through. When he was found dead at the door of his shack, nobody did much except shrug their shoulders. Good riddance, everybody said.

Well, sir, Ill come back to the Coy killing pretty soon. In the meantime, Al Rankin was pretty sweet on Hugh Smileys daughter, Sylvia. He kept taking her around to all the parties, and folks begun to say maybe Al would marry and settle down. Worse ones than him has turned out straight. And Sylvia is a pretty fine girl by all accounts. But after a while Al Rankin drops her. Thats his way.

This time he had her expecting to marry him sure, and it about broke her heart, they say. Well, the next thing you know, there comes talk that Al Rankin is down to Polkville trying to marry another girl, and Hugh Smiley gets all heated up about it. Polkville is over behind the mountains, you know.

Then Hugh Smiley comes into town and says to the sheriff... Bill White told me this himself not moren half an hour ago... Hugh says to Bill... I got something thatll hang Al Rankin.

Give it to me, says Bill.

Not while Al is ranging around loose, says Hugh. I aint ready to die.

How come, then? says Bill.

Put him behind bars, and then Ill give you the testimony thatll hang him.

Are you sure? says the sheriff.

Sure as I live, says Hugh Smiley.

But you got to get it to me, quick, says the sheriff. If I lock up Al, I got to have the testimony in my hands within the day. I cant hold him on a trumped-up charge longern that. Besides, Id have him gunning for me after he got turned loose.

Partner, says Hugh, they aint any doubt about it. I got something thatll hang him. Just show me that Im safe first, and Ill bring it. But not till you got Al behind bars.

Whatll it convict him of?

The murder of Coy.

Well, it didnt take Bill White long to start up some action. Pronto he wires to Polkville and hears that Al is all married and on his way to his home. The sheriff cuts across the country and grabs Al offn the train with a trumped-up warrant that dont amount to nothing. Then he sent out word by a machine that was driving past Hugh Smileys place to get Hugh to come in with the evidence. Hughll be coming in on the west road most any time now on his old, one-eared roan. I sold him that hoss, and Hugh still rides him... ten years, I guess.

There was more talk of it, but Bob Lake closed his ears to the tiresome chatter. He needed some thought.


III. PHILANTHROPIC INTERFERENCE
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THERE WAS NO doubt in his mind that Al Rankin was guilty of all the crimes that the old man had charged against him, and even more. But a cold syllogism looked Bob Lake in the face. He had vowed himself to secure the happiness of Anne Rankin. Anne Rankin loved Al Rankin. To secure her happiness he must make the criminal safe. A more foresighted man might have pondered long before he reached the same conclusion; certainly he must have weighed much evidence pro and con. But Bob Lake was not foresighted, nor was he fitted to ponder nice questions. He had a hundred and ninety pounds of muscle suitable for action, and by action he was accustomed to cut the Gordian knot.

Moreover, spurring him on into the service of Al Rankin was the fact that he had coveted the wife of another man the moment he laid eyes on her. To the spotless honor of Bob Lake that was an indelible stain. Indeed, the honor of Bob Lake was almost a proverbial thing on his own ranges. And now he was determined to wipe away the blot, if he could, by assiduously serving the man whom he had in thought shamefully wronged. A very nice distinction, some would have said — to Bob Lake it was as clear as day.

The important thing was, if possible, to keep the evidence of Hugh Smiley from reaching the hands of the sheriff. To that end Bob secured a horse as soon as possible, saddled, and rode at full speed for the west road out of Everett. When he was clear of the town, he sent home the spurs and proceeded at a wild gallop.

It was a matter of four or five miles before he saw a small dust cloud ahead of him, and, as soon as he had made sure from the slowness of its approach that it was a horseman and not a wind drift of dust, he checked his own pace to a lope. The dust cloud eventually cleared, and he was aware of a middle-aged fellow on a roan, one of whose ears was close-cropped. Bob Lake made straight for him and reined in beside the other.

Youre Hugh Smiley?

Maybe, said the other without enthusiasm, and he studied Bob with intense interest not untinged with alarm.

If you are, speak up. Im from Sheriff Bill White. New man of his. Names Bob Lake.

What are you doing out here? asked the rider of the roan uneasily.

The words out, said Bob Lake cheerfully, that youre bringing in the evidence thatll hang that skunk, Al Rankin. The sheriff doesnt want to take any chances.

Any chances of what?

Chances that some friend of Al Rankins might cut in on you and keep you from landing the evidence in Bill Whites safe.

Who ever heard of Al having any friends around these parts?

You never can tell. The sheriff aint taking any chances.

Maybe not.

Hugh Smiley remained entirely uncommunicative. He was a rat-faced fellow with one of those noses that dip out to a point, forehead and chin receding at exactly the same angle, and yellowish teeth of prodigious length, and his little eyes roved over and over the big body of Bob Lake.

Anyway, said Bob, they aint any harm in me riding in beside you, and if anything should happen... why, then Ill come in handy.

But nothingll happen, protested Smiley in growing uneasiness, and he shifted his glance to search the hills through which they were riding. Nothingll happen. Everybody knows that Al never played no partners. He was always a lone hand.

Sure. The point is, Bill aint taking any chances of any kind. Aint hard to see why. If he hangs Rankin, itll be a feather in his cap. He can have his job for life... pretty near.

Yep, pretty near.

I aint an old hand around these parts, but I been here long enough to find out that Rankin is a skunk.

Under this stimulating talk, Hugh Smiley grew more communicative. Yep, I guess Im doing a pretty good thing all around for the boys.

And a thing that takes a lot of nerve, Bob Lake said frankly. I been raised in a pretty hard country, and Ive had my knocks, but Id hate to come up agin a gunfighter like Al Rankin, even if he was behind bars.

Would you? Smiley shuddered at the prospect. Whats him to me? he declared bravely. Aint he flesh and blood just like me? He was trying to bring back his courage, but his color changed.

Just flesh and blood, admitted Bob Lake, but a pretty dangerous sort. I tell you theres going to be a pile of the boys around town thatll want to shake hands with you, when Rankin is strung up, Smiley! Ive heard talk already. They was some even said they didnt think it was in you.

Smiley warmed again half-heartedly. All that glitters aint gold by a long sight, he declared. You can lay to that. I aint around blustering and bluffing like the younger gents, but I stand for my rights and most generally git em.

Sure you do, returned Bob Lake. I could see you was that kind at a glance.

Hugh Smiley now expanded like a flower in the sun of this admiration. And Im the man thats going to hang Rankin, he declared.

A good thing, too.

Is it? Ill tell a man it is, son!

What I cant figure is how a smooth one like him would ever leave the evidence lying around?

Sounds queer, dont it? Ill tell you how it was. He got into a little trouble with Coy, I figure. Maybe he didnt go there to kill him on purpose. But Al has a devil of a temper, and it must have flared up on him while he was talking to Coy. Must have begun first with a lot of wrestling around. The ground was all stamped up in front of the door. Then they went for their guns. Al maybe dropped his, but he got Coys away from him and shot him plumb through the heart.

I was coming by, and I heard the noise. I let out a yell and started on the gallop. Most like Al heard me yell and didnt think of nothing except to get on his hoss and get away. Which he done, but he left his gun behind him. I come up, find Coy dead, and Als gun on the ground. I put the gun up and let the sheriff know how I found things, but I left out all about the gun.

Because why? Because Al was paying a lot of attention to Sylvia, my girl, along about then. That was why. But then he turned around and treated her like a dog, and I started to lay for him. Today I got my chance. Im waitin and hungerin for the minute when I shove this gun under Als nose and say... You skunk, heres what hangs you!

He had grown so excited in his recital that now he suited the action to the word and, whipping out a pearl-handled revolver, he brandished it in the air close to Bob Lake.

But theres a lot of pearl-handled guns, said Bob. Howll that tie the murder of Coy on Rankin?

Theres not a lot with Als initials on em, triumphantly replied the rat-faced man. Besides, everybody knows this gun. Als mighty fond of it. A thousand has heard him say that he wouldnt trade it for a ten-thousand-dollar check, because it saved his life too often. And now itll hang him. He broke into horrible laughter. What hell have to explain away is how come he parted with that gun. And Ill be there to swear where I found it, and how I found it.

Suppose he says that he gave it to you?

He never gives anything away. Theys them that can tell how Sandy McGregor offered him a cold thousand for that gun and got refused... got laughed at. No, sir, they aint any way for him to wriggle out. Not with twelve men out of this here county trying him.

Then, said Bob Lake, it looks pretty clear that the whole case hangs on the gun. Without the gun your testimony wouldnt be worth a plugged nickel.

Not a nickel, son.

Sorry, Smiley, murmured Bob Lake, but Ill have to take the gun.

Eh? asked Smiley, frowning.

He found a gun held close beneath his chin, and behind it there was a determined, savage face.

Hand over the gun, you rat!

You! exclaimed Smiley. Youre playing with Rankin?

Maybe. Come out with the gun. Slow... slow... take it by the barrel... thats it.

He received the handsome weapon, set with jewels, flashing in the sunlight.

Theyll lynch you, said Smiley. You fool!

You wont come into town to tell em about it till Rankins out of jail, Smiley. Youre going to turn around and ride down this here road till I see you out of sight. If I catch you in town, Im going to trim that ugly face of yours with bullets. Now, get out!

There was a parting leer of terror and rage, and then Smiley whirled his horse without a word and galloped down the road looking back over his shoulder. Unquestionably, had Bob Lake turned his back for a moment, the little man would have wheeled and tried a pot shot from the distance, but Bob did not turn, and eventually he had the pleasure of seeing Smiley disappear around the turn.

Then he spurred toward Everett, not far away, for they had covered most of the distance during their talk.

How he should dispose of the weapon was the next trouble, for, if it were found on him, and Smiley explained how the weapon had come into his possession, the gun would still hang Al Rankin.

The sound of running water suggested the solution of that problem. A narrow stream cut across the trail, hardly fetlock deep, but to the right it dropped into a deep pool. Into that pool he dropped the pearl-handled revolver after a last admiring examination of the jewels with which it was set. Then he continued the journey.

Al Rankin was freed by his act. By the same act Annes husband was returned to her. A gambler and murderer returned to her! For the first time the full force of that combination came upon Bob Lake, and he sighed. Forethought was not his strong point, but in afterthought he was something of a philosopher. However, the act was irretrievable. By it he had determined the destiny of Anne; by it he had automatically excluded himself from her life. There was a hope, perhaps, that Al Rankin might change his ways. But, as he remembered that pale, handsome, calm face, the hope dwindled and grew thin in the heart of Bob Lake.

He reached Everett in a black melancholy, and, when he had returned the horse and gone back to the hotel, he learned that there was not even an escape from the town. If he went back to the railroad, a timetable told him that he could not get another train until the next morning about noon.

He lounged gloomily through the rest of the afternoon, forced himself to eat dinner, and then returned to his room for the night. He was unhappy, more desperately unhappy than he had ever been in his life. Truly the way of the philanthropist was a wretched way.

He had hung up his cartridge belt at this point in his reflections, when the door was flung open without the warning of any preliminary knock. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the hall blocked with armed men.


IV. ALL FOR ANNE

[image: img107.jpg]

AT THEIR HEAD was the chunky little man with the gray hair — Bill White.

Youre Bob Lake, he said bluntly, pointing a stubby forefinger at Lake. Youre Bob Lake, alias what?

Alias nothing, returned Bob with equal bluntness. What in thunder are you doing in my room? As he spoke, he removed the cartridge belt from the hook on the wall and shook the gun out of the holster.

None of that, returned the sheriff.

But Bob Lake had forgotten reasonable caution. That mad mood was on him which had made his best friends prophesy that sooner or later he would fall afoul of the law. Step high, partner, he said to the sheriff warningly, Step light. It looks to me like I got the drop on you gents, and Im going to keep it. Hands away from guns, if you please.

They had entered so full of the courage of numbers — there were half a dozen of them — that they had not taken the precaution of drawing a weapon against him. And now he stood close to the wall, swaying a little from side to side with a murderous light in his eyes.

Son, said White, who seemed less daunted than the others, youre talking fool talk. Im the sheriff.

You dont say so. Am I going to take your word for that?

Bill White exposed the badge of his office and then grinned triumphantly. Now, Bob Lake, he said, will you listen to reason?

Maybe, maybe not. I feel sort of irritable, Sheriff, and you got to talk sharp. What you want?

To search you and your room. Start in, boys.

You stay put, gents, you hear? said Lake. Lets see your search warrant, eh? Trot it out, Sheriff!

The sheriff growled: Search warrant be blowed, Lake!

Maybe. But you dont touch a pocket till you show me one.

Whatll keep me from it?

This!

Lake, Id ought to arrest you on the spot.

Arrest me without a charge, Sheriff, and youll wish youd arrested the devil sooner before youre through. You hear me talk?

Fool talk, said the sheriff. His calm was breaking into anger.

Listen, said Lake, growing calmer as he saw the temper rise in the sheriff. If you lay a hand on me, partner, youll be the first that ever did it. My records clean. In my part of the country Ive got friends, and Ill use em to make your trail hot. Now, get out of this room!

Just a minute. Hugh!

Smiley appeared from the rear of the crowd. Is this the gent?

Its him right enough. Smiley looked evilly at Bob Lake.

Lake, you took Al Rankins gun off Smiley. Talk up and confess. Youll come to no harm that way.

I never saw your rat-faced friend before.

How does he know you, then?

Ive been in town since morning, and my names on the register downstairs. Thats easy enough.

Why, if this aint the grandpa of all liars! exclaimed Smiley. Dyou mean to say... ?

Wait, said the sheriff, raising his hand. Loud talk dont lead nowheres. Now, Lake, talk sense. Youre in the hole.

I dont see how.

And you cant fight your way out. Lake, you horned in to help Rankin. We know it.

Never met Rankin in my life.

Will you stand to that?

Sure. Whats your story?

That Smiley was bringing in evidence against Rankin in the shape of his gun, picked up at the scene of the Coy murder, and that you took it from him.

Smiley lies. Probably he was talking loud with nothing behind it. You ask him to show, and call his bluff. All he can do is shift the blame on what he aint got. He picks a stranger, and Im the man. Aint that simple?

Suppose we search the room?

Go ahead. If it means anything serious, Im sure ready to oblige you, gents.

His calm and the readiness with which he now submitted to the search staggered the sheriff. Under his directions, while he kept an eye upon the actions of Lake, the others went over every inch of the space. Closet, suitcase, the clothes of Bob Lake, the bed — there was not the space of a pin that was not seen to or probed, and, as the search progressed and black looks began to be cast at Smiley, the excitement of the little man grew intense.

Hes thrown it away, Bill, he declared. Thats what hes done. He knew wed search, and he threw it away.

Youre a fool, Hugh. That gun, jewels and all, is worth a thousand, if its worth a cent.

Hugh Smiley groaned in despair. And the search, coming to an end, resulted in a dark-faced semicircle gathering around the rat-faced man.

Sheriff, said Bob Lake suddenly, has this little rat got any grudge agin this Rankin you talk about? Any grudge thatd make him try to get Rankin in trouble?

Grudge? Sure. The sheriff turned with a new and ugly glance upon Smiley.

Take this gent and put him in front of Rankin... sudden... and see what Rankin does, suggested Smiley.

It was not an altogether brilliant idea, but the sheriff, seeing his greatest of prizes about to slip through his fingers, was quite willing to grasp at straws. Bob Lake readily assented, and they journeyed across to the jail. By this time Hugh Smiley had lost all aggressiveness and was lingering in the back of the group. But the others dragged him along. He had never been a popular member of the community. Behind him was an unsavory youth full of a cunning smoother and infinitely meaner then the crimes attributed to Al Rankin. Now he was carried along in the rear of the little crowd, and his courage was subjected to their sarcastic comments.

When they reached the jail, a little, low-lying building, the sheriff marshaled them into an outer room and cautioned them to silence with a raised finger.

Now, follow me, he whispered to Bob Lake. Leaving the others behind, he threw open an inner door.

I got a friend of yours, Al, he called as he entered with Bob Lake behind him. Then he stepped aside to watch the expressions of the two men.

Al Rankin sat behind a heavy set of bars on his cot, and the door opened into a narrow passage between the bars and the wall of the building. In this passage stood the sheriff and Bob Lake, and upon the latter the prisoner now bent a calm glance.

Friend? he asked. Aint had the pleasure of meeting him yet, Sheriff.

You forget, said the sheriff. Think it over. You remember now?

Bill, you ought to know that I never forget faces. I never saw this gent before. Wait a minute... no, I never saw him before.

The sheriff was dumbfounded. There was no doubting the sincerity of Al Rankin unless he were, indeed, a consummate actor.

Its a queer case, said the sheriff gloomily. I told you what I expected from that rat, Smiley?

Sure.

Well, Rankin, it looks like youre coming clean through all this. Smiley swears that Bob Lake, here, met him on the road into town and swiped the gun from him. We searched Lake and his room and found never a trace of it.

Al Rankin turned his handsome face toward Bob Lake, and a faint smile touched the corners of his mouth. What it might mean the sheriff could never guess, but Bob Lake knew that the smile meant a perfect understanding. There was something even a trifle alarming in that quick apprehension.

Al, went on the sheriff, youre free. Im sorry that I had to bust in on you the way I did, but....

Business is business, answered Al Rankin cheerily. And this aint the first time that youve showed me attentions. No hard feelings, Sheriff, but you might have picked a better time for jailing me.

The wife and all that... , returned the sheriff. That was pretty hard, Al, and Im the first to admit it. Are we quits?

Quits? asked Al Rankin in an indescribable voice. Quits? He smiled, and the sheriff shuddered. He took no care to conceal his emotion.

All right, he said, well have it out then, sooner or later.

Sooner or later, said Rankin, we sure will.

But theres one thing more, Al. This fellow Smiley is scared to death. Will you shake hands with him before me, and tell him that you dont bear any malice?

Why, said Al Rankin, from what Ive heard, it looks as if hed ought to be more afraid of this gent — he indicated Bob Lake— than he is of me.

Maybe. But will you shake hands with him, Al?

If thatll make you any happier, sure I will.

Im glad of that. I dont want him on my conscience. I told him it would be safe, you see?

Very thoughtful of you, but go ahead.

Ill get the keys.

He left the room, and Al Rankin made a long, light step to the bars; his debonair calm was gone.

Who are you? he asked curtly.

Easy, murmured Lake. Maybe theyre listening.

Cant hear a thing through these walls. Come out with it.

My name is Lake. The sheriff told you the rest. I got the gun from Smiley and threw it away.

What gun?

Lake smiled. Still bluffing? he queried.

But why? asked Al Rankin.

I was on the train in the seat behind you, replied Lake.

Ah, I thought I remembered something about your face.

When White came and took you.... He paused, finding it difficult to go on. As a matter of fact, Rankin, it seemed a shame that a girl like your wife should lose her husband... I....

You did this for Anne... all this? asked Al Rankin slowly.

Rankin, youll be thinking me a fool, but Im talking straight to you. Ill never see the girl again, and Ill never see you again. She turned my head, Rankin. I envied you. And for a minute I was almost glad that the sheriff had grabbed you. Then I changed my mind. You know the rest. Now... good bye and good luck to you. But one thing before I go, Rankin. If I ever hear that you havent straightened out after marrying a girl like that, Ill come from the end of the world, if I have to, and skin you alive!

Youd do all that? asked Rankin with a sneer. Then he straightened his face. Shake on it, Lake.

Their hands closed, and Bob Lake felt a grip that he had never dreamed possible in a man.

This aint the last time I see you, said Rankin. A gent like you is the kind I want for a friend. Youre coming up to Greytown with me, and youre going to visit at the house. The wife will want to know you.

But Bob Lake shook his head, and he laughed bitterly. Never in a thousand years, partner. I dont trust myself that much. Id be a fool.

They had no opportunity to say more. At this moment Bill White returned.


V. THROUGH THE WINDOW
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THE SHERIFF SHOOK his little bunch of keys and unlocked the barred door and stepped aside to allow Al Rankin to come out. He was perfectly frank in his attitude. You know how I stand, Al, he said. Sooner or later Im going to get the goods on you. Long as you stood alone, it was a hard fight. But now youve started to play partners. He indicated Bob Lake with a jerk of his thumb. The minute a gent starts doing things like that, hes done for. Ive seen too many of em come and go.

But the temper of Al Rankin refused to be disturbed. Youre all wrong, Bill, he assured the sheriff. Im married, and Im going to lead a life nobody can point a finger at.

The sheriff met this speech with a cold smile of deep wisdom. I know youll try to get me sooner or later, he said. But Ill try to be ready. Now come along and shake hands with Hugh Smiley. The little chap is half dead with being scared. And I dont blame him.

He led the way out of the cell room and into his office. The rest of the little building was already deserted. The crowd had learned that the last hope of the sheriff had failed, when he could establish no proof of past relationship between Al Rankin and Lake. In the office stood only Hugh Smiley. It was plain that he was in the throes of a panic. He would far rather have been outside, flying for his life, but he felt it was hopeless to flee from Al Rankin. Other men had tried it and failed. The only thing for him to do was to stay and face the music and try to effect a reconciliation.

But it was only by dint of clutching the edge of the table that he was able to remain there, facing the door. As it opened and he saw the handsome face of Rankin, the little man shivered violently. He stood like one waiting for the death sentence from the judge.

Here you are, said the sheriff. Al, maybe you think youve got reason to be sore at Smiley. But, as far as I can make out, Hugh has reason to be sore at you. Suppose you shake hands, here, and call everything quits.

The face of Al Rankin, it seemed to Lake, was a study in controlled emotion. The quivering of his eyelids showed the tremor of fierce anger that was passing through him, yet he maintained the calmest of smiles.

Most generally, he said, I aim to square things up with a gent that double-crosses me. However, I let a promise drop to the sheriff, and I like to live up to my promises. Besides, you have a grudge against me, Hugh. Dyou think its all cleared up, now?

All cleared, said Hugh Smiley. His little rat eyes went restlessly to and fro. I was wrong, Al. I dont mind tellin you now that I was wrong and... and I want to ask your pardon for it.

Why, said Rankin, if you feel that way, we will call it quits. Go back home and sleep easy and forget about me, Hugh. I guess thatll do, Sheriff, eh?

I suppose so. The sheriff was not entirely satisfied.

If anything goes wrong, said Hugh Smiley, pointing a trembling finger at White, remember that it was you that got me into this.

I know it, returned the sheriff, and he made a wry face.

Wait, cut in Bob Lake. I think they ought to shake hands first, eh, Sheriff?

Good idea. Thats what they met for in the first place. Go ahead, Al.

A glance from the corner of Rankins eyes fell upon Lake, a glance gleaming with such venom that the big fellow winced. The handshaking was duly performed. And the sheriff sighed.

All right, boys, he said, Ive got to run along. Sit around and talk things over. Heres your gun, Al. Heres yours, Lake.

He hung the cartridge belt and the revolver on the wall, while he put Rankins gun before him on the table. Then he left the room.

All I got to say, said the rat-faced man, is that Im glad you showed some sense, Al.

Al Rankin looked up from his gun that he was balancing lightly in his long fingers. By the way, he said, Ive got to say something to the sheriff before he leaves.

Tossing his weapon back on the table, he left the room hurriedly. They heard a door close outside, and the keen eyes of Smiley turned for the first time upon Bob Lake.

Why you done it, he said gloomily, I dunno. But it was sure a fool play. Dyou think Al is grateful? He dont know what gratitude means, stranger, and youll live long enough to find out. Grateful? Right this minute hes plannin something agin you. For why? Because he knows that you know where that gun was put, and the minute the guns found, theys a noose around his neck. Does that sound reasonable? He leaned across the table and grinned maliciously into the face of Lake.

Reasonable enough, replied the other carelessly, a great deal more carelessly than he felt about the matter.

And how does he know that you wont use what you know to squeeze money out of him? Hes got lots of coin, Al has. He got a lot from his father. Hes got a house thats a regular palace, Al has, and the only reason hes been around raisin trouble is because he likes action. Thats all. Hell be kind of wishing you was out of the way, maybe, and the minute he does that, youll sure cuss the day when you held me up for that hanging evidence. Wait, son, till....

The evil joy went out of that face. The eyes went past Bob Lake toward the window and fastened there with a sort of horrible fascination. Before Lake could turn, the bark of a gun crowded the room with echoes, and Hugh Smiley slumped forward on the table. At the same time there was a heavy impact on the floor.

Bob Lake reached first for his gun on the wall. The holster was empty! There on the floor lay the heavy object that had been thrown through the window. It was a revolver, and, as Bob Lake caught it up, he knew at once that it was his.

Rankin, said a voice behind him.

He whirled to find Smiley propping himself with sagging arms back from the table. His eyes were already glazing. From the outer part of the building Lake heard footsteps coming. There he stood with the gun in his hand from which a bullet had struck the dying man.

The whole devilish scheme dawned on his mind. Al Rankin had left his own weapon, lying on the table. On his way out of the room he had slipped Lakes gun out of its holster, and then, circling the building on the outside, he had fired through the open window. What could be neater?

It was known that Lake and Smiley were at odds, and there were plenty of grounds for a quarrel between them, whether Lake had actually held up the little man as Smiley had sworn, or whether Smiley had evened the score between them. And the blame of that bullet was thrown upon Bob Lake, removing him from Rankins path, just as Smiley had prophesied the gambler and gunfighter would wish to do.

He leaned over Smiley.

Witnesses! was all the little man could say. He seemed to be saving his strength for a later moment.

Then the door was burst open by the sheriff. You murdering idiot! he shouted and wrenched the gun from Lakes hand.

But the latter pointed mutely to the dying man.

By this time High Smiley had slumped back in the chair with his arms dangling in odd positions at his side. He was plainly far gone, and only his eyes showed a sign of life as his chin sagged down against his chest.

The sheriff dropped to his knees beside the little man, still covering Bob Lake with his own gun.

Not him, whispered Smiley. Al Rankin... through the window... I seen his face. He sank limp against the shoulder of the sheriff.

Bob Lake raised the dead body and laid it on the table. Others were coming through the building, shouting to one another. Gunshots in Everett generally had aftermaths.

Is it clear? asked Lake.

Not at all, said the sheriff. A minute ago I left you here all chummy as so many partners. Now here I am with the gun that killed Smiley, and that gun is yours, and Smiley gives me a dying declaration that Al Rankin is the man, and theres Rankins gun, lying on the table cold. He wiped his forehead.

Rankin went out, Sheriff, and took my gun with him. He fired through the window and then threw my gun inside. His plan was to come running back after the hubbub started and show surprise. But....

Then where is he now? asked the bewildered sheriff.

He heard Smiley yell his name a minute ago and saw that his whole plan had been spoiled because Smiley had seen his face, when he fired through the window. Where is he now? Hes riding out of Everett on the first horse he found saddled, most like.

The sheriffs amazement cleared itself in one tremendous curse, then he bolted from the room. But Bob Lake went back to the dead man and looked down into his face. No doubt Hugh Smiley was a bad one and not worth his salt, but he would have served to apprehend a murderer had Lake not interfered. Now the rôles were reversed, and, as surely as the sun shone, Bob Lake was responsible for the tragedy.

He went out from the jail and back to the hotel a free man, but a very thoughtful one.


VI. MOSTLY ABOUT ANNE
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THE RESULT OF his reflections was one clear perception: he had made a terrible mess of things from the start. A worthless gambler and murderer without honor or faith or gratitude had been taken out of the proper hands of the law; a man, innocent of crime in this affair at least, now lay dead. And finally the man to whom he had been a benefactor had come within an ace of saddling the guilt of a murder upon his own shoulders.

It was sufficient, one would say, to make Bob Lake swear himself in as a deputy and join the posse in the pursuit of the renegade, Al Rankin. But there was another residue of Bob Lakes thought, and that residue was the face of Anne Rankin as he had last looked back to her from the head of the car. His memory of her was astonishingly clear. The few attitudes and expressions that he had seen remained before his mind like so many pictures, and in his leisure he could take them out and examine them in detail, one by one. Long before reaching this point, another man would have taken a train back for Manhattan or some other more distant point. But, when all was said and done, Lake only knew that he must see that girl again — at once.

The next morning he was on the train for Greytown, and early in the afternoon he dismounted at the little station in the heart of the mountains. It was bitterly cold in spite of the spring. An unseasonable snow had fallen several days before, and now it was frozen and packed hard by a stiff northerly wind. Over this the clear sunshine fell, blinding to the eye where the snow fields lay level. The nearer mountains were crystal outlines against the sky. The farther peaks were a bluish white, but here and there, where the snow had slid away, there was a raw, bare, black cliff.

The train pulled away and left another man standing on the platform, a middle-aged man whose eyes were extremely old and whose smile was extremely young. He had dropped his suitcase and was bundling himself into an overcoat, when Bob Lake approached.

Dyou know this layout? asked Lake.

Not a thing. Im a stranger here, and Im looking for Albert Rankins house.

Albert Rankin? Oh, Al Rankin, eh? Well, Im trying to spot the same place.

He found himself regarded with a new and vital interest. Friend of Rankins?

The voice was even, but there was no doubt of the hardness that crept into the tone. Plainly this man was not apt to take kindly to the friends of Al Rankin. He might, perhaps, be an officer of the law sent to watch the newly made outlaws headquarters.

Nope. Only talked to him once.

Where was that, may I ask?

In Everett.

The other started. When?

Last night.

The deuce you say, exclaimed the older man. You were in Everett last night?

Ill say I was.

Then you know about the whole fracas.

All there is to be known.

His companion bundled him off to a corner of the platform for the station agent had come out to watch them.

I have an unfortunate interest in this matter, he said. Let me introduce myself. I am Paul Sumpter. I see that name means nothing to you, but I am the father of Al Rankins wife.

Im Bob Lake. Glad to know you.

And you, sir. Sheriff White advised me of everything that had happened last night by wire. Of course, it was told in brief. I have come up here to see to my girl, but, above all things, Id like to find out exactly what happened in Everett last night.

Bob Lake drew back. He was ordinarily talkative enough, but he was filled with aversion to this man who had allowed his daughter to marry such a fellow as Al Rankin.

I can tell you what happened in a nutshell... murder, Mister Sumpter.

The other drew his knuckles across his puckered forehead. Murder, he repeated softly. There were extenuating circumstances?

Sure, there was a chance for him to shift the blame on another gent. That was why he took a pot shot at Smiley.

And who was the other?

Me.

It was Sumpters turn to fall back. You are the man who... ?

Oh, Im him, all right, returned Lake. Im the fool who stepped in and got messed up.

They stood regarding one another curiously. I see, said the older man quietly. Youre up here, hunting for Rankin? Well, sir, I hope to heaven that you find him.

Dont start jumping to conclusions. Right now I got an idea that Im the best friend Rankin has in the world.

His companion gaped in amazement. After he has tried to saddle a murder on you? But possibly the sheriff is wrong, and Im wrong. There are qualities in Al Rankin that can make a man stick to him through thick and thin, even as you seem to be doing.

There are.

Im glad of it, said Mr. Sumpter. Ive been making up my mind that my daughter shall never see the fellow again. But he may be an extraordinary sort of man. The reports against him may be exaggerated. Tell me, Mister Lake, the good things you have noted in him.

I can do that short, Mister Sumpter... his wife.

His wife? Then, as he understood, Sumpter frowned. Its on account of my girl, Anne, that youre prepared to stay by Rankin? Is that it? Ive never heard her mention your name among her friends.

She doesnt know me. But let that go.

Mister Lake, let me tell you, once and for all, that the best thing you can do for Anne is to let the law take its course. You have already done too much, I believe. You are the man who removed from Smiley the evidence which would have hung Rankin. Far better if he had swung on the gallows. There would have been an end to him and another beginning for Anne. The best thing you can do is to turn around and go back.

Your daughter will be the best judge of that.

He was favored with a long and searching scrutiny, and then, at the approach of the station agent, he turned to the man and asked for directions. They were easily given. One had only to take the road and keep on around the side of the next hill. It was easy walking because the snow was firm. No one could mistake the Rankin house. There was no other in sight.

Sumpter and Lake started out side by side. They talked little at first, but Sumpter seemed to have taken a determined liking to the younger man, and finally he began on the story of the marriage.

It was by no means a novel tale. The life of his daughter had fallen into two distinct divisions, it seemed. First, she had been a romping girl typical of the West. She did anything that boys could do and sometimes did it a good deal better. The tomboy period ended when she was sent East to a girls school. On her return she was a new personality, it seemed. But one undercurrent of her nature remained the same — she continued to love the outdoors and the life of the mountains. The time she had spent away from her homeland had served to idealize it. The East to her had always remained the country of the efféte. Constantly harking back to the wild days of her girlhood, she came back expecting in a measure to take up the old times as she had left them, and she had been shocked to find she could not. The thing she admired she could no longer do, and she was physically incapable of the thirty miles a day in the saddle that had once been nothing to her. So she transferred her interests; she began to idolize the Western men. She loved their freedom. She professed a liking even for their dialect. At this crucial moment in stepped Al Rankin.

He was everything that she admired. He could almost literally ride anything that walked on four feet. His courage was known. Although he was a comparative stranger in their town, tales followed out of the mountains, and it was said that he had killed his man.

This was enough to startle Sumpter and put him on his guard. He went so far as to forbid the girl having anything to do with the stranger until he had been able to learn more about his past. But the prohibition, as usual in such cases, merely confirmed the girl in her liking. She refused to see other men. She concentrated stubbornly on Albert Rankin and wasted on him all of her inborn aptitude for idealization. When her father attempted to argue, he was met with stubborn silence.

He decided, more indulgently than wisely, to let her have her own way, trusting to her womans intuition, and fearing to drive her to rashness by a prolonged opposition. For stubbornness was a Sumpter characteristic, and, under all of her gentleness of exterior manner, Anne Sumpter at heart could be firm as a rock. And the father, recognizing the family trait, gave way.

No sooner was the ban lifted than Al Rankin was constantly in the house. Their engagement followed, and at once he pressed for an early marriage. The girl consented. She declared it was the way of the West. Her father and even her mother protested only half-heartedly. They had been won over by the pleasant manner and easy social address of handsome Albert Rankin. Financially they easily learned that he was sound enough. The marriage followed.

Even before the ceremony Mr. Sumpter received the first serious warnings in the shape of several anonymous letters, and one was signed by Hugh Smiley. They made various unsavory charges against young Rankin, but Sumpter gave them slight attention. In the first place because he despised anonymous blackmail, and in the second place because in the case of Smiley he felt a bitter personal spite.

But, when I took her to the train, concluded Sumpter, I had a premonition that she was embarking toward a disaster. It came over me all at once, when we stepped into the coach. But then it was too late to do anything.

It was not long. Last night the telegram came from Sheriff White of Everett, informing me in outline of everything that had happened. He also told me that Rankin is now outside the law. So that nothing can prevent me from taking my girl back to her home and teaching her to forget this horrible affair. It might be that I shall need help. In that case, may I call on you?

When you get her consent, call on me, said Lake.

You dont think shell come?

Ive stopped thinking, said Bob Lake bitterly. The things I figure on all come out wrong.


VII.— FOR BETTER OR WORSE
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ROUNDING THE HILL, they paused by mutual consent and stared at one another. Stretching to the right before them, the hillside flattened into a spacious plateau heavily forested, and above the trees in three tall gables rose the roof of the house. To Bob Lake it seemed to have the dimensions of a palace, and his heart fell.

To him a house in the mountains meant a three-room shack. How would he be able to face the mistress of this mansion and talk to her of the things that he began to feel vaguely forming in his mind?

I remember hearing something about it, Sumpter was saying. But can you imagine the owner of a property like this becoming a common gunfighter and gamester?

Bob Lake returned no answer. They struggled over the slippery snow up the hillside, and on the level of the plateau every step among the trees revealed the more and more imposing proportions of the house. Built of the heaviest timbers, it was settled to the natural slope of the ground like a piece of landscape. At night and unlighted it must have seemed merely the peaked crest of the mountain.

But why a house like that... up here? asked Bob Lake.

Rankins father had a great deal of money. He was an Easterner, but he built this hunting lodge and raised Albert in the wilds. Wanted to get him back to nature, as I understand it, and he succeeded.

They came out onto a semicircular opening in the woods before the lodge, and presently they rang the doorbell. A Chinese boy admitted them and took their names. When he had gone, Bob Lake pointed to the big logs that were smoldering in the fireplace of the hall. No real use, he said, but just for folks to look at when they come saunterin in.

Then they admired the paneling in the great style of redwood. The stonework about the fireplace alone, Bob Lake decided, would have cost his entire fortune to reproduce. Wherever his eye fell, it reported back to his mind a detail which made him more gloomy.

There was light, rapid fall of feet, and then down the generous curve of the great staircase came Anne. She was huddling a wrap of blue, shimmering stuff around her shoulders as she ran; Bob Lake did not miss even this detail. The light from a window that opened on the stairway showed her brightly for a moment, and then she descended into the shadow of the hall and was in the arms of her father.

A dozen half laughing and half excited questions tumbled out all at once, and then, as her father stepped back gravely, she saw Bob Lake. If he had any fear that she might have forgotten him, that fear was banished instantly. There was a flash and paling of color as she looked at him and, it seemed to Lake, no little alarm in her manner.

You know Mister Lake? her father was saying.

She bowed to him, recovering her self-possession. Ive seen Mister Lake before. But, Dad, what brought you here? Have you missed me already? And have you seen the house? And isnt it wonderful? And the servants... and everything you could imagine.

I have missed you, said Sumpter. But that isnt exactly whats brought me here. If Mister Lake will excuse us for a moment, I wish to talk with you alone.

They made their brief excuses to Bob Lake, and then she drew her father into the library, lined with more books than Sumpter had ever seen in one room before.

Its serious? she murmured to him.

Very serious. The first thing for you to do is to pack up your things and come back home with me. I can explain things on the way in detail.

He could have been more diplomatic, but he was not in a tender mood. He felt that she had so thoroughly messed matters in her marriage that there was not a little of I told you so in his attitude. And the result was that he hurt her cruelly with his very first speech.

Its Al! she exclaimed. Something has happened to Al. I knew it, when I saw you come!

Something has happened to Al, repeated her father grimly. Besides, whats more to the point, Al has done a good deal to others.

But what?

Anne, I want you to take your fathers word. I dont want to go into details just now. The main thing is that youve married a hound, and youve got to get away from this house as fast as you can. Will you trust me for that?

He might as well have trusted a mother to send her child to the gallows. Are you trying to drive me mad? she asked. Whats happened to Al? Is... is he hurt?

Never better in his life.

Then... ?

Which is more than can be said for at least one of his acquaintances.

Theres been a fight?

Not a fight.

Tell me everything... everything. I knew there was something serious about it from the manner of that man who took him off the train.

Do you know why he was taken off the train?

No.

It was an arrest.

Ah! On what charge?

Murder! He drove the word at her brutally. He was determined that, before he ended this interview, he would have her so thoroughly subdued to his will that she would never question it again. But, instead of crumbling before his attack, she rallied to meet it.

There was an unexpected basis of strength in her nature that always came to the top in an emergency. All his life her father had been astonished when he was confronted by it.

Its not true, she said quite calmly.

Do you think Id lie to you, Anne?

Someone else has lied to you... or else they trapped Al with a false charge. At this very moment I know as surely as I know that Im standing here, that Al is a free man! She said it proudly.

Youre right. Hes free.

It staggered Anne in spite of her surety of the moment before. Then... ?

Do you know who to thank for his freedom? The romantic fool downstairs... Lake. Who is he?

Lake? Thank him? What do you mean by that? She came close to him with eagerness that he could not understand in her face. What did Mister Lake do? What did he do?

Saved the neck of Al Rankin, thats all.

I knew it... almost.

You knew what?

Nothing. Tell me what Mister Lake did.

The sheriff arrested Al Rankin without evidence. He was waiting for evidence that a man didnt dare to bring in, for fear of having his throat cut. Thats the sort of a man your husband is. This Lake... the idiot... intercepted Smiley on his way and took the evidence from him. That evidence was the revolver with which Rankin had killed a man named Coy... deliberate murder, Anne!

I dont....

Dont say you dont believe it. Dont act like a stubborn child, my dear.

But why did Mister Lake do it? Did he know Al?

Never saw him before that day. He was riding behind you on the train. Can you figure out why he did it?

Her flush was a marvelous thing to see. I dont know, she said softly. No, I cant understand. Ive never spoken to him before today.

Everybody seems to have gone mad, said her father. But I have told you enough to convince you that youve got to go back with me?

Do you think I shall leave Al for a charge that even the law cant hold against him?

But theres a new charge, Anne.

And this time? she queried.

Murder again.

Ah! She winced from that blow and then made herself meet his eyes.

Youve made a fool of yourself, and thats the short of it, my dear. Youve let a crazy, romantic idea run away with you. Now, come back home and face the music and forget this devil of a Rankin. I never liked him. I warned you against him from the first.

Theyll never convict Al! They cant.

Not with eyewitnesses?

Who?

The man who was killed lived long enough to name his murderer. That man was Smiley.

He lied out of malice.

Did he? There was another man. It was a man who had just saved Rankin from the gallows at the risk of his own neck. It was a man who had done these things out of the bigness of his heart. To repay him for what he had done Al Rankin tried to shift the blame for the murder on his shoulders. Thats the sort of a cur Rankin is. And the name of the living witness against Rankin is the man downstairs... Bob Lake! Will you call him a liar?

She was struck mute. Feeling her way, she found a chair and sank slowly into it. Still she watched her father with haunted eyes.

And now, Anne, he went on, growing suddenly gentle, the thing for you to do is to come back to people who love you and people you can trust. Ill keep you from this murdering devil, this ungrateful, hard, scheming sneak.

Oh, Dad, she whispered, how can I go back? How can I go back and face them and live down their whispers and their smiles?

Why, curse em, said her father. Ill knock off the head of the first man that raises his voice against you or insults you with a grin. And as for the gossip of the women... why, honey, you can silence the whole pack of em with a single smile.

A very wan smile rewarded him for his flattery. Still she shook her head. What right have I to desert him? For better or worse. Ive no right to leave him... and hell still be proven innocent.

You cant meet my eye, when you say that.

Dad, I cant go. I cant!

Anne, why not?

Shame... pride... everything keeps me here.

Its ruin, Anne.

Ive brought it on my own head... besides... I wont admit that hes wrong. Im going to stay.

Then, by heaven, Im going to stay here with a gun. If your husband comes inside the door, hes a dead man.


VIII.— A STRANGE COMBINATION
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SHE LEFT HIM raging up and down the room and pausing with a stamp of the foot from time to time, when he recalled her stubbornness. He felt very much like one who has brought a chance of escape to a prisoner and finds the obstinate fool unwilling to accept freedom.

But Anne slipped out and came on Bob Lake, sitting in the hall where she had left him. He sat with his chin propped upon one great brown fist while he studied empty space. On his puckered forehead there was the wistfulness of a man who submits to inevitable defeat. She paused on the stairs to study him. He was by no means a handsome fellow, she decided, and yet she liked his very ugliness. There was a certain dauntless honesty about that face that others had felt before her. She saw, too, as any woman with the feel of the West in her blood will do, the breadth of his shoulders, his fighting jaw, and the size of hands capable of holding and retaining what they seized — or else crushing it under the fingers. Anne Sumpter liked these things, and, having finished her catalogue of details, she went on to surprise him.

A man who is surprised, she knew, is always half disarmed and left open to the eye of a woman. Smiling faintly, she reached the hall before he sensed her coming.

My father has told me about you, she said, taking pity on his confusion, but she had not by any means intended to. He has told me, she went on, that you have done a good deal for Mister Rankin.

Then she waited, she hardly knew for what. He was not quite so clumsy as she had expected. She discovered that he had a way of looking at one so that it was difficult to bear his eye. His seriousness was contagious.

Lady, he said gravely, I dunno what your father has said. But if you want facts, Ill give em to you.

By all means, said the girl, and paused for the recital. There would be much boasting in it, she had no doubt.

The facts are these, said Bob Lake, reflecting on them as though to make sure that he was correct. It come in my way to do a little favor for Al Rankin, and I done it.

Was that the way he phrased a service that had kept her husband from the gallows?

Then it came in Al Rankins way to do a kind of a bad-looking trick to me, and it appears like he done it, too. So thats how it stands between Al Rankin and me.

And was this the way he described what her father had called an attempt to put the blame of a murder on his shoulders? She was staggered by this studious understatement. And there was a ring of truth about it that went home. For the first time a great doubt about Al Rankin entered her mind and lodged there.

Then, she said, as Als wife I can only hope that the time will soon come when he can explain that away.

I hope so, too, said the big man frankly, but I misdoubt it. The point is, weve come to a pass where gun talk is a pile more likely than man talk.

Again that very simplicity of expression shocked her into belief. She began to feel suddenly that this was the reality for which she had been consciously seeking and never finding.

But she said coldly: And why have you come to tell me these things... and youve come a long distance, Mister Lake?

Because, he answered calmly, it came into my mind that you might have heard enough things from your father to think that you got hooked up with a yaller hound.

Do you think Al Rankin is that?

He paused, lost in thought. No, he said, I aint sure of it. Not quite.

And why do you wish to find out what I think?

Because, he said, if you was to think that way, itd come in handy for me to go out and blow off the head of this same Al Rankin.

She could merely stare at him. Mister Lake, I dont suppose I should listen to you, but, you have helped Mister Rankin... and you do seem to feel that you have been wronged. But... do you realize that you are talking to Al Rankins wife?

Lady, he said, its something that I cant forget.

Do you actually expect me to ask you to go out with a gun to find my husband?

I ask you to talk frank to me, like Im doing to you, he said.

And suppose that I dont give you this mad commission?

Then its up to me to go out and get to Al Rankin and see that hes safe and sound and clean out of the hands of the law which is tryin tolerable hard to reach him, I figure.

Of all the strange men I have ever known or heard of, she said slowly, youre the strangest, Mister Lake.

Me? Strange? Not a bit. I can tell you everything about myself in half a minute... everything worth knowing, that is.

Then I earnestly wish that you would.

Plain cowpuncher, lady. Does that answer?

Cowpuncher? But there are all manner of cowpunchers, arent there?

No, theyre mostly a pretty lazy set, take em by and large. They punch cows because theyd rather ride than walk. Not very clean in the skin, seeing the kind of a life they lead, and not a terrible lot cleaner under the skin, seeing the life they lead. Off and on they sort of smell of their work, you might say. They happen onto the range sort of casual, most of em, and they happen off the range sort of casual, most of em. They drink considerable, and they cuss considerable. Some of em dies in their boots and is glad of it, and some of em dies in their boots and is sorry for it. Religion they aint bothered a pile with. Past they aint got. Family dont bother em none. He paused to pick up the fragments of facts that might have strayed from his attention during this strange recital, and then he looked up to her faintly smiling face. And there you are, lady, with a pretty fair picture, taking it by and large, of Bob Lake. Will it do?

She knew by the very bitterness of his smile that he was not understating this time, but really striving to give her a literal portrait of himself, as he was, so that she might not be led astray hereafter in her estimation of him. With all her heart she admired that fearless honesty.

I think, she said gently, that youve named all the things about yourself that dont count a bit, and youve deliberately left out of account everything that really matters.

He bowed profoundly. Lady, I never figured on having the last word with you, even about myself.

She could not help smiling. And then she stopped and wondered at herself. It was the most serious day of her life, and here she was forgetting the seriousness and centering only on this odd man — this stranger. What was coming to her husband all this time? If I asked you, she said at length, you would go out to help Mister Rankin?

I suppose, he said gloomily, that I would.

And will you tell me why?

Because I done wrong by Al Rankin, he answered after another moment.

Wrong to him? How?

Speakin man to man, thats a thing I cant talk about.

But speaking man to woman, Mister Lake?

All the more reason.

At that it became absolutely necessary for her to know. Of course, she guessed quite distinctly, and she knew that she was walking on dangerous ground. But what woman could have done otherwise?

Its a mystery, she said. And... Id like to know. How in the world could you possibly have wronged Al Rankin?

By envyin him, Missus Rankin. When the sheriff took him off the train, I was sitting behind you, and I wished that hed never come back... I started in hoping that he was done for. Well, that sort of thing is poison. So I jumped off the train to make up.

Do you know that there are no other men like you, Mister Lake?

Millions of em, lady, but they dont let themselves go. Well, they aint any real reason why I should horn in here. Youre going back home with your father?

Im not. Im staying here.

He blinked and then looked earnestly at her. Stay here and wait for Al?

Exactly.

What youve heard about him, dont turn you agin him none?

Not a bit.

Bob Lake sighed. Youre sure fond of him, he replied. Well, that lets me out.

He picked up his hat, and she knew perfectly well that the moment he passed through the door he would be out of her life and gone forever. It was a hard thing to look forward to. Between the lines of his blunt speech she had been reading busily for herself, and what she read was a romance so astonishing that it carried her back to her days of fairy stories. Out of those pages all this seemed to have happened — a fairy tale turned into the ways and days of the 20th Century. A strange combination of Faithful John, Mysterious Prince, and Wandering Knight — there he went out of her life.

Wait! called the girl faintly.

He paused.

A little while ago you made an offer. You said you would try to help my husband, if I asked you to.

I did.

You meant that?

Lady, are you going to take me up?

Ah, now you want to withdraw?

He came back to her. Listen, he said, you think it over careful. Think it over a whole pile. But, if you need me, say the word. It aint an easy thing to do, Missus Rankin. But, if you start me, Ill stick with it to the finish.

But dont you see that there are no friends who will help him now? Hes alone. Nothing but enemies around him. Mister Lake....

You dont have to plead, said Bob Lake. Tell me straight what you want me to do.

Find him, said the girl, and keep him safe.


IX. AL SLEEPS IN HIS BOOTS
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OUT OF EVERETT, Al Rankin rode hard, cursing in spite of his newly gained liberty. He had been on the point of running back into the room after shooting Smiley. That was his plan as Lake had afterward seen. He would come back, appearing surprised at what he found, and the gun on the floor would convict Bob Lake. He hated Hugh Smiley for various reasons; he hated Bob Lake as a man of evil generally hates those who have found him out. The very fact that his life had depended on the romantic generosity of a stranger was abhorrent to him. The time might come, perhaps, when Bob Lake would boast of how he kept no less a person than Al Rankin from the halter.

For all these causes Rankin wished both Smiley and Bob Lake out of the way. And he had cunningly contrived it so that one blow might destroy both without bringing even a breath of suspicion upon his own head. Only one thing foiled him, and that was his own inaccuracy with the revolver. Had he thought twice he would have aimed for the head — it was far surer. But the bullet through the body had not taken the life instantly — it had left enough breath in the lungs of Hugh Smiley for him to cry out the name of his murderer, and Rankin, running back into the building, had heard that cry and recognized the voice. At one stroke all of his plans were ruined.

He hurried out of the jail again, and, rounding the corner at the hitching rack, he chose with a single glance the best of the three horses that were tethered there — a rangy bay with legs enough for speed and a wide expanse of breast that promised staying qualities. He had no time for a longer examination and threw himself hastily into the saddle. A moment later he was galloping swiftly out of Everett.

From the moment he swung onto the back of that horse, he became a thing more to be shunned than the guilt of a dozen murders — he became a horse thief. There is an old maxim west of the Rockies: It takes a man to kill a man; it takes a skunk to steal a horse. Al Rankin knew the maxim well enough. He knew various other things connected with horse thieves and their ways. And yet here he was on the back of a stolen horse.

Crime had been for Al Rankin a temptation like liquor to other men. If he had been born poor, he probably would have found sufficient excitement in the mere work of earning a living, which is rarely dull in a cattle country. But Al Rankin had never known the sting of breaking blisters on the inside of his hands. He had never known the pleasure of earned money, whether in the making or the spending. His only joy in life had come out of matching his wits against the wits of others and his speed of hand and straightness of eye against theirs. The trouble with Al was that he was different from his fellows. He despised his victims, and, when a man does that, he is past hoping for.

What tortured him with shame now was not that he had attempted to destroy his benefactor, Bob Lake, but that the obscure crime of killing Coy so long ago should have led to such complicated consequences. Of all the acts of his life that was probably the least blameless, for Coy needed killing if ever a man did. But out of that death the train of consequences sprang. It was that killing which had determined him on leaving the mountains for a time. That departure sent him into the life of Anne Sumpter. And Anne Sumpter led directly to the break with Smileys daughter which in turn had worked back to put him in peril from Smiley himself. And to get even with Smiley he had now definitely enlisted against himself the enmity of the first man he had ever met whom he had definitely respected — that man was Bob Lake.

He was in fact, though he would not admit it, not a little afraid of Lake. Not that he would have feared a test of physical strength or a gun play man to man, but there were qualities in Lake that he did not understand, and whatever men do not understand they fear and hate. With all his soul Rankin hated Bob Lake.

He drew up the bay on a hilltop and looked back at Everett, a sprawling, shapeless shadow. By this time they knew that he was a horse thief. By this time the posse had started after him. He shook his fist into the night at them and spat in his contempt. In a way, there was a sort of fierce pleasure in knowing that from this time forth the hand of every man would be against him, his hand against every man.

Murderer and horse thief! There was a fine ending for Al Rankin, son of Judge Rankin. But he would fool them. For how long? Coldly there stepped into his mind the memory of other men, cool, confident, clever, experienced, who had from time to time passed outside the law. One by one they always fell. One by one their brief careers of wild living had ended with a wild or a wretched death. Some confederate enraged or bribed to betray them — but he, Al Rankin, would have no confederates. Other thoughts came to him.

Curse resolutions, he said softly to himself. Ill play the game the way it comes to me, and the boys that get me will pay a full price. And then he went on.

Another thought came to him and made him spur on the horse. For the first time in many hours he had recalled his wife. Again he cursed into the night — cursed Bill White and dead Hugh Smiley and his daughter and the interloper. Bob Lake. This was their work, he decided. He hardly knew Anne Sumpter — that name came to him more readily than the new one. He had sought her out because, when he went into her home town, she had been the attraction. He had wanted her because it seemed that everyone else wanted her. To his self-centered point of view she would have been desirable for this reason alone. And, indeed, he had not stopped to learn more about her. He had instantly concentrated upon learning how to win her. He had stepped into her home. He had studied her environment. He had quickly learned that she loved the West for its rough freedom, and he had exaggerated all these qualities in himself for her sake. It had from the first been a great game. He enjoyed it because he felt that he was deceiving her with consummate skill. Not once had he allowed his real self to come to the surface until that moment when he was saying good bye to her on the train to follow Bill White. Then for a moment the ugly inner self cropped up to the surface, and the sudden whitening of her face had been the result of his speech.

But bah, he concluded at this point in his reflections. Ill fool her again. Ill fool her all her life. She aint got the brains to see through me. Ill have her thinking Im a martyr before shes two days older.

It was very necessary that he should educate her to this belief in him now that he was a wanderer. She must be his base of supplies. She must be ready to send him succor of money and supplies from time to time. She must be the rock on which he was to build his safety and happiness. And again he cursed. It was surely an irony of fate that compelled him to accept a woman as a partner — he who had never had partners of any description.

Now, in the very beginning of his duel with the law, he found himself without any of the essentials. He had not a sign of a weapon except his pocket knife. He had very little money. It was necessary at once to strike to his base of supplies and get both money and weapons. As a matter of fact, it was the direction which he would choose. His cleverness was known. Ordinarily Bill White would have guarded the home of a man he wanted in the hope that the criminal would head toward it for refuge. But dealing with Al Rankin, the canny sheriff would probably never try such simple methods. He would attempt something complicated — some smart deduction — and Al Rankin would baffle him by doing the simple thing.

He decided to strike from the south toward the home town, making a wide detour and traveling in a loose semicircle so as to keep within a region of easy trails. In this manner he came down into that region where the deep and narrow gorge, which began near Greytown, spread out into a wider valley with tillable ground in patches here and there. It was near to his home in a matter of miles, but he had never been in that exact region before. The lowlands of the farmers were not exciting enough to attract Al Rankin. He was glad of this fact now, because it gave him a chance to harbor safely without much fear of being recognized. The first thing he did, when he reached that valley, was to head straight for a crossroads hotel and put up his horse for the night.

It was very bold, but he counted on two things. First that the news of his crimes and a description of him might not have been spread as yet. Second that he would never be expected and looked for so close to his home. It would be generally surmised that he would strike out for distant regions.

All went as smoothly as he could have wished. There were not, apparently, more than four or five men staying in the hotel that night, and he saw not a single face that was even remotely familiar. He put up his horse in security, ate his dinner with the five men before him, and then went up to his room.

But the scheme had not been as simple as it seemed. The moment he was alone in his room he began to worry, for he realized that he had stepped out of his natural character. Ordinarily he would not have favored these yokels with a single word more than orders for food. But this night he knew that he had been exceedingly affable, making himself laugh at their jests, even venturing a few stale jokes, and putting himself out to be agreeable. Was it not possible that he had been so unnatural that they would suspect something? Might they not be putting their heads together downstairs this very moment?

He heard a loud burst of laughter downstairs, and his skin prickled. What if that laughter was at his expense? His pulse quickened. With soft steps he stole about his room and took stock of his surroundings. There was fortunately one easy exit that he could use in case of need. There was a shed beside the hotel, and the roof of it joined the side of the main building a couple of feet below his window. It would be easy in a pinch to slip out the window and down this roof, and then drop lightly to the ground.

Having noted this, he breathed more easily, and, returning to the door, he examined the lock. It was a stout affair, and there was besides a strong bolt on the inside. This he shot home and felt fairly assured against a surprise attack. But he dared not take off his boots, when he lay down on the bed. For the first time the meaning of the phrase dying in ones boots came home to him with all its force.

In the meantime, how should he sleep? Finding himself fast approaching a stage of hysterical excitement, he shrugged his shoulders, turned on his side, calmly assured himself that he was frightening his mind with silly fancies, and closed his eyes, determined to find sleep until the dawn. Then one days march would bring him home. The closing of his eyes automatically induced drowsiness, and he was on the verge of falling fast asleep, when he heard a soft tapping at the door.

It brought him off the bed and onto his feet in the middle of the floor with one soundless bound. What could it mean? He slipped to the door.

Whos there?

A friend. Let me in, Al.

What news?

Danger, Al... and hurry.


X. RANKINS ESCAPE
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WERE THEY ATTEMPTING to lure him out with this stale pretext? He decided to take the gamblers chance which he loved above all things. The moment he had drawn the bolt he leaped back and landed noiselessly far to the side where an enemy would never look for him on first entering. On one point he was certain. If there were the glint of a gun in the hand of the man who entered, he would fling the open, heavy pocket knife that he now held in his hand. That was a dainty little art which he had picked up in odd moments from an Italian friend.

But, when the door was pushed open, a big man strode in and at once closed the door behind him again and secured the lock and the bolt. There was no glimmer of a gun in the darkness.

Where are you, Al?

Who are you? asked Al Rankin.

A friend.

What name?

One you wont want to hear. But first, to show you Im here in good faith, take this gun.

Something in the quality of the whisper that he heard brought a wild surmise to the outlaw, but he dismissed it at once as an absurdity. Then in the darkness he made out the butt of a weapon extended toward him. He clutched it eagerly; it was dearer to him than the touch of the hand of any friend had ever been. It meant safety. It meant, at least, a glorious fighting chance against odds. At once his heart stopped thundering. He felt that he was himself again.

Im going to light the lamp, said the stranger, feeling his way toward the bedside table and taking off the chimney with a soft chink of glass. When you see my face, think twice before you jump.

A sulphur match spurted blue flame between his fingers, the wick of the lamp was lighted, and, as the chimney was replaced, the room brightened. Al Rankin found himself looking into the eyes of Bob Lake. Only the warning that had been given him before — and, in addition, the fact that Lake stood with his arms folded, his hands far from his holster — kept the outlaw from a gun play.

You, he exclaimed softly. You... Lake!

Im here, said Lake dryly.

Youve come for an accounting, eh? asked Rankin fiercely. You can have it, Lake, on foot or in the saddle. With fists or guns or knives. Im ready for you.

Youre a kind of man-eater, aint you? Lake sneeringly retorted. But I aint here for trouble. Besides, you got enough on your hands.

Trouble?

Lake pointed significantly at the floor.

Those blockheads downstairs? Rankin in spite of his mocking tone changed color.

Those blockheads know who you are, said Lake.

The mischief! He set his teeth over the next part of his exclamation. I had the idea of it, he muttered. I should have jumped, when the hunch first hit me.

You should have, assented Lake calmly. Theres a reward out.

A reward! Rankin felt his skin prickle.

Who offered it? he said huskily.

The gent whose horse you stole. Sid Gordon.

How much?

Three thousand.

Al Rankin cursed as the perspiration streamed out on his forehead. He knew what three thousand dollars as a reward meant. In that hard-working community, where a man would labor all month for wretched found and fifty dollars a month, how many hard riders and sure shots would turn out on a trail that ended with three thousand dollars — sixty months savings — a fortune to most of the men he knew. The country would be alive with those who pursued him. His hand closed hard on the handle of the revolver.

They heard of the reward? But how did they locate me? They dont know my face down this way.

Theres a description of you and of your horse. Bill White wired it all over the country and the amount of the reward. Maybe they figured the way I did... that youd come back home this way.

They knew Id come home?

The first guess was that you would, the second that youd be too clever to make that move... but there was a third guess that youd count on them figuring you for the foxy move. I made that third guess, and theys a pile of men around here thats smarter than I am.

They told you downstairs that Im here?

Its all theyre talking about. They wanted me to join in with em. I told em I didnt give a hang about rewards. What I wanted was sleep. So I came up to my room. Then I sneaked out to yours.

How many are there? Have they sent out for help?

No, they dont want to split the reward up too much. They figure theyre strong enough. Theres the landlord and five others. Two of em are pretty handy in a fight, two aint much, and one is yaller. I could tell it by the twitching of his hands.

Six to one, aint that enough?

Sure. But six to two aint so bad.

Six to two?

Rankin crossed the room with a long light step. He had never walked like that before. He had never talked like this before. But now loud sounds had become abhorrent to him. They prevented him from listening to what was going on outside the room. They kept him from marking and interpreting every creak, every rustle of the wind in the old building.

Now, Lake, he demanded in that new, soft voice, who in blazes are you, and whats behind all this? Who are you? Where do you come from? How do you figure in on me and what I do? What made you save me at Everett? Whats brought you down here, pretending to play in on my side? Can you tell me? Do you think I dont know that youre trying to trick me sos you can turn me over to those skunks downstairs? Out with it!

Ill out with it, answered Bob Lake. Its the girl, Al. Not you, you dirty, sneakin coyote. Not you, you treacherous, man-killing, life-stealin hound! But its the girl. Keep your hand away from your gun. Youre a fast man with a gun, Al. Maybe fastern I am. But Id kill you. There aint any shadow of a doubt in my head. Id kill you, if it come to a pinch. And why I dont kill you is because the girl loves you. I aint going to have her face hauntin me. If keepin you safe is going to make her happy, safe you shall be, if I can make you.

Fairy stuff, said Rankin, but he stepped back. There had been a conviction in that steady, low-pitched voice that was still thrilling him. Now whats your plan?

A dead simple one. First we switch bandannas. Yours is blue and white... fool colors. Mine is red. Then gimme your sombrero for this Stetson. Were about the same size. They wont look close, and they wont see much by this light.

He tore off the big bandanna as he spoke and tossed it to Rankin, and then he took Rankins and knotted it about his throat.

You go right downstairs, Al, hummin to yourself, and dont speak to nobody. Head for the stables. Theyll think that youre going for somethin you forgot in your saddlebags... somethin I forgot, I mean. When you get in the stables, saddle my horse. Its the big gray, and its a sound horse, if there ever was one. Then saddle your own horse... Gordons bay. Take that horse out behind the barn and leave him there. Will he stand with the reins throwed over his head?

Sure he will.

Then leave him there like that. After youve done that come out the front of the barn with my horse, climb on him, and lope off up the road, up the valley. You can break through, and before morning youll be at your home. Keep off the main trail. Theyll be watching there for you, but they wont watch at your house. Now, get out!

Lake, began Rankin, after what Ive done to you, this....

Dont talk, cut in Bob Lake. When I hear you talk, Rankin, it sort of riles me. I aint doin this for you. Id be glad to see you planted full of holes or swingin from a tree. Thats where your happy home had ought to be. Get out. Im sick of your face.

All them kind things, murmured Al Rankin, Ill remember. Someday Ill pay in full. Slong.

Without another word he adjusted the Stetson on his head and slipped softly out of the room. His first steps were soundless, but then Lake heard his heel striking heavily and caught the burden of a tune the outlaw was humming. It was very good acting, but would someone downstairs see his face and halt him? Bob Lake waited breathlessly. Any moment there might be the report of a revolver. But the moments passed. There was the clatter of a back door swinging shut, and then, peering out the window, he saw a shadowy figure move toward the barn through the starlight. It was outlined distinctly against the whitewashed wall of the barn and then was swallowed in the blackness of the open doorway. The first step had been successfully taken.

Next he studied the shrubbery opposite the window. He had heard them say that this was the point at which Rankin, if alarmed, might attempt to break out, and two of them — the landlord and another — were posted yonder among the trees, keeping a vigilant watch on that window.

Yet through that window he must attempt to escape. For it was two-thirds of his plan to make them think that he was Rankin and to draw their pursuit after him. That would give the outlaw a clear break up the valley and toward his house. It would give him a chance to see his wife for the second time since their marriage, equip himself with plenty of funds, supply her with the location to which she should send him further relief, and, in short, give Al Rankin a flying start in his career of outlawry. Later, no doubt, the Rankin estate could buy off Gordon and the heirs of Hugh Smiley, and the prosecution would be dropped. Then Rankin could return and, accepting a short term in prison, could make a fresh start in life.

All of this was perfectly plain, but the difficult thing was to make that escape from the window. To attempt to pass down through the house would be madness. At this point in his thoughts he saw Rankin bring the gray out of the barn and climb into the saddle. Someone spoke to him from the hotel, and he returned a loud and cheery answer. There was no doubt that the fellow had plenty of nerve. But what if he had again betrayed his benefactor? In that case, even supposing Lake ran the gamut and reached the back of the barn in safety, it would only mean that he would be run down later on by odds of six to one. The thought made him cringe closer to the wall.

In the meantime, the tattoo of the departing horse sounded fainter and fainter in the distance and finally died out altogether. Then very softly Lake pushed up the window to its full height. Fortunately, there was no protesting squeak. He passed his legs through the window and sat on the sill, making ready for his start. They would not see him against the black square of the window; not until he began running would they note him.

He waited. The longer he delayed the farther away Rankin was riding, and the closer he drew to his goal. The longer he delayed the more this keen cold of the mountain air would be numbing the arms and fingers of the watchers who sat as sentinels yonder in the dark. That same cold was eating into him, and finally, for fear it should numb his own muscles, he determined to make the break for safety. It was no longer a game. If he were found in the clothes of Rankin, even though he were discovered not to be the wanted man, his shrift on earth would be short. What was the punishment for assisting an outlaw? If he were caught, it would be by a bullet that would ask and answer all its own questions.

He slipped completely out of the window and rose and lowered himself until his leg muscles were unlimbered. Then, crouching low so as to make a less important mark against the gray of the house, he started running, aiming his flight at the lower and farthest corner of the roof of the shed. The first step betrayed him. He had not counted on that and had hoped to cover most of the distance to the edge of the roof before he was noted by the watchers, but with the first fall of his foot the dry shingles crashed and crackled beneath him with a sound almost as loud as the report of a gun.

His alarm was answered by a yell from the shrubbery. Two bits of fire flashed like great fireflies, and at the same instant two deep reports came barking through the night. There was an ugly, whining whisper beside him. He knew that sound, and by its nearness he knew that expert marksmen were shooting.

He raced on with the smashing of the shingles beneath him, the yells of the sentinels beyond, and now a rapid fire of shots. Rifle shots, he supposed, by the depth of the tone. Yet he reached the corner of the roof before something swept across his forehead like the cut of a red-hot knife, moving at an incredible speed. There was no pain, but a stunning shock that cast him off his balance, and he floundered forward into thin air.

Only by luck he landed on sprawling hands and knees instead of on his feet. And that fall gave him a new lease on life. The marksmen had seen the fall, and now, ceasing fire, they ran toward him with yells of triumph.

He was up on his feet and racing away again like the wind. He saw them drop to their knees, heard their cursing, and once more the sing of bullets whipped around him. But this time the surprise had unsteadied them, and they shot wildly.

A moment later he had turned the corner of the barn, and one breathing space of security was left to him. But the horse? Had Al Rankin done as he was bidden, or had the selfish devil gone off without a single thought of the man he left behind him? That heart-breaking question was answered an instant later. Whipping around the farther corner of the barn, he saw the form of a tall horse, glimmering under the stars, and on his back he recognized the bunched outlines of a saddle.

He reached that saddle with a single leap, and, sweeping up the hanging reins, a second later he was rejoicing in the first spring of the horse as the spurs touched his flanks. That very first leap spoke volumes to Lake as to the animals running power. A fence shot up before them out of the night. Before he had well noted it, the horse rose and took it splendidly, the lurch of the jump hurling Lake far back in the saddle.

Yells and bullets came from the direction of the barn, but they were random shots. He shouted his defiance back at them and fired his revolver foolishly in the air. For they must know his direction. They must know that he was fleeing not up the valley toward the Rankin house, but across it toward the higher mountains. For that would give Al still further respite and make him certainly safe.

New sounds began behind him. He swung low in the saddle and listened away from the hoofbeats of his own horse. It was a steady drumming. The pursuit had already begun.


XI.— WRONG — ALL WRONG!
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TWENTY-FOUR HOURS PERCEPTIBLY changed the outlook of Paul Sumpter. He had an eye of not inconsiderable shrewdness for men, but with him men and money were inextricably entangled. He had been a banker on a small scale all his life, and property to him had an almost human appeal. The broad face of a meadow with a furrow turning black behind the plowshare was to him like beauty in a woman. A dense stand of yellow wheat with the wind rattling through it was a perfect symphony.

His opinion of Al Rankin began to change insensibly before he had been in the house a full hour. In the first place, it seemed a shame that the owner of such a property should be so evil. And that thought fathered the next, which was that the young fellow might not be entirely evil, and this in turn gave rise to the idea that there might be explanations. He had begun by insisting that Anne return with him to his home. He ended by blushing, when he remembered the folly of his advice.

Let it not be thought that the heart of Paul Sumpter was no larger than his money bags. He was a generous man. But he had thought in terms of dollars for so long that, like many a rich man, an oil painting could be actually beautiful to him because fifty thousand dollars had been paid for it and the pedigree of a Thoroughbred became an entrancing study because its appeal to the bank account was so intimate and real.

He would have been the first to denounce such an attitude, but unconsciously he had come to feel that poverty was a sin. Naturally wealth became a virtue. He was very humble about himself, because his own affairs in money were very moderate.

In a word Paul Sumpter, having denounced Al Rankin and all that appertained to him, looked out the window and beheld the noble pine trees marching up the mountains — timber to build a whole city — and the violence of his rage abated. He turned from the window, and his heel, that was intended to crash against the floor, was muffled in its fall by a rug of exquisite depth. Sinking thoughtfully into a chair, its softness embraced him and wooed him to stay, while his fingers strayed idly over the delicacy of the velvet upholstery. When he sat at the table that night opposite his daughter — how far she was removed by the noble length of that table — it seemed to him that her beauty acquired a new luster from the beauty of the silver and the shimmer of the glass. From the luxurious depths of a chair, a little later, he expanded his hands toward the blaze of a great fire and accepted with sleepy pleasure a long and black and thick cigar that his daughter brought him in a fragrant humidor. He noted the white turn of her wrist as she lighted that cigar for him.

By heaven, Anne, dear, he said, you were cut out for the wife of a rich man. And whats more, he added, drawing strongly on the cigar, and then pausing to let the smoke waft toward the ceiling, whats more, youve found him. You waited, and you found him.

Wrinkles of amused understanding came at the corners of her eyes. She knew him and understood his frailties. Sometimes it seems that a woman loves a man actually on account of his faults. Saints are usually loved by posterity alone. Paul Sumpter was by no means a saint, and Anne, knowing it, gained her power over him by never letting him see that she understood. Nothing is so ruinous to domestic peace as that. When a family man feels that his native mystery has vanished, he cringes behind his newspaper.

I suppose I have, she said, and went back to her chair so that she could indulge herself in a smile while her back was turned. Her face was perfectly grave, when he saw it again.

Just now, went on Paul Sumpter, things look a little blue. But well have them out of that. Oh, yes, well straighten affairs. There are ways.

She remembered his mingled indignation, despair, and rage earlier in the day. And again the wrinkles of mirth came around her eyes. Her father did not see; he was watching the cigar smoke mount in fat, blue-brown wreaths.

What ways, Dad?

Ways of money with men. Al has followed a foolish... er... impulse... and has broken the law. Whats the law? Men! What do men listen to? Money! Who has the money? Al has it. There you are.

He smiled beneficently on her and waited for admiration. And he received it. It was always her habit to slip in the little verbal pat on the back whenever she could.

It sounds wonderful, Dad, but is it possible?

Of course, its possible. Whats against him? The Smiley family... thats all. Arent they poor as rats? Five thousand would make them swear their souls away and bring them weeping with joy to Al Rankin. Then theres Gordon, you say? Tush! I go to him and give him some straight talk... Boy made a few mistakes, but hes good at heart. Wants a new start. Just married. Ready to settle down. Ill answer for him. Besides, heres the value of your horse plus the reward you offered. I guess that would hold Mister Gordon, whoever he is. Suppose the case comes to trial? No evidence... no weeping relatives of Smiley to appear. A yokel of a district attorney against a real man of the law such as I could get. Why, girl, dont you see how it will come out?

But theres one other... the only living eyewitness... Bob Lake.

He didnt see the shot fired, said her father. If he wants to talk, cant he be bought off as well as the others? Tut, he knows which side his bread is buttered on. What other reason has he for working for Al now?

Oh, sighed the girl. You think hes like the rest?

Why not?

I wonder.

But theres no use worrying about him. Hes already with us.

You dont think Ill have to leave here and go home, Dad?

He flushed a little. I was excited when I said that. Hadnt a chance to look over the ground of the case. Needlessly excited, my dear, thats all. Now, dont worry. If Al can only be kept out of danger until we have this thing straightened out....

He will be kept out of danger.

Youre so sure?

Bob Lake will see to it.

Yes! Remarkable fellow! Ill see to it that hes rewarded.

How?

With money, my dear. How else?

Do you really think that money would do for him? Anne asked her father.

How else, then? Do you think hes working for us for nothing?

I dont know, replied the girl. I dont know.

For it had started a train of thoughts that had run through her brain too often of late. What would be the result for Bob Lake? At the idea of a money reward she shivered. Of course, she would have to prevent such an offer to him. Before she had finished that thought, there was a swish of a door swung swiftly open, and she looked up into the face of her husband.

There followed without a word spoken an instant of hurried movements. Her father ran tiptoe to one door and closed and locked it; she did the same for another; and Al Rankin tended to the one through which he had entered.

She came back slowly, a little timidly, waiting for him with a smile and with gentle eyes. He had not a glance for her.

First, he said, money! I need the coin.

Certainly, my boy. How much?

Paul Sumpter had drawn out his fat wallet. It was snatched from his hand and pocketed by the outlaw. Sumpter stared blankly at his own open hand.

Thatll do for a while, said Al Rankin. Ill tell you where to send more. Now a gun!

You have one in the holster.

I need two. One might jam on me, and then whered I be? I need two!

Al, asked Sumpter, youre not going to fight?

What do you think? Lie down and let them grab me? Not me! This is a game, and Im going to play it. He threw his clenched fist above his head and laughed in silent exultation. Whats happened? he continued, firing the question at them like a shot. Whats been doing around here? And where are the servants? That rat-eyed Charley... wheres he?

All vestiges of a smile had been brushed from the face of Anne Rankin, and all softness was faded from her eyes, and they were now hard and steady. Al passed close to her as he went around the table, and she shrank back, but this he did not note.

Nothing has happened. They havent been near the house, but I know theyre watching the approaches. How in the world did you get through?

Night before last. It was a squeeze, but I made it. Whats that? He whirled, his teeth showing under a lifted upper lip. There was a far-away sound of a door closing. Try... try the hall. Look out! he commanded.

The command was directed to Anne, but she did not stir. Her father covered the embarrassing part of that moment by going himself to obey the order. He unlocked the door, peered out, and turned back into the room, forgetting to lock the door.

Someone must have gone out. Theres not a soul or a sound in the hall.

All right.

Anne raised her head. Youve met Bob Lake? She pointed to his bandanna and the Stetson hat that he wore crushed onto the back of his head.

Youre sharp-eyed, aint you? he asked. Been looking pretty close at this Lake fellow, and he at you? The idiot! Well, dont forget that Im watching you both.

There was no avoiding or explaining away the pointed ugliness of his voice. It brought a stifled exclamation from Paul Sumpter. But the girl smiled in an odd manner, and she met his eyes with a steadiness which in another than his wedded wife might have seemed contempt. He turned, fumbled in a cabinet, and brought out a second revolver, looked to its mechanism, and then laid it on the table.

You met Bob Lake, she went on. What happened?

Him? He tossed up his head and favored her with a wolfish grin. The skunk tried to play the crook with me.

The fiend, said Sumpter softly.

The fiend he is, asserted Al Rankin calmly. But I paid him his dues. He ran onto me in a crossroads hotel... found me in my room. Then he went down and warned the people that I was there and came back to me.

Anne had sunk in a chair where she sat very erect, her fingers clutching the arms until the knuckles whitened.

The dirty dog, breathed Paul Sumpter. Anne, I knew there was something behind that curs actions. Ill have him skinned alive for this and run out of the country, if theres a law in it.

There aint any law for gents like him, said Rankin. Hes too smooth to get caught.

Go on, said Anne, strangely without emotion. Tell us what happened after that?

After that? Well, when he come back to the room, I gave him a look. The hound smiled too much to please me. I waited a minute. Then I asked him point-black what he was up to. What dyou think he did?

What? asked Paul Sumpter.

Went for his gun!

From the corner of his eye he became aware that Anne was smiling a mirthless smile, and the sight disturbed him a trifle.

Great Cæsar! said Sumpter. And what did you do?

Didnt waste a bullet on him. I knocked the skunk head over heels.

Good. Id have given a thousand to see you do it.

Then I tied and gagged him and took his hat and bandanna, and with that I managed to get away. The others thought it was his outfit and let me pass... there wasnt much light. And thats all there is to Mister Bob Lake.

I knew it! said Sumpter, striking his fist into his open palm. Something in the face of that fellow that I distrusted the first time I saw him.

You think pretty good... backwards, replied Al Rankin. Point is I got clean away from him.

Wrong, said a soft voice behind him. All wrong, Al.

He whirled. The door into the hall had been opened silently, and Bob Lake stood in the arch. His revolver was at his hip, pointing at Rankin.


XII.— PLUMB HOLLOW INSIDE
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INSTINCTIVELY RANKIN MADE one impulsive clutch for his revolver, but an imperative jerk to the side of Lakes weapon discouraged him.

Dont do it, Al, said Lake. I told you before Id had a hunch that Id blow your head off one of these days, and now I got an idea that the time has come.

Sumpter! implored Rankin.

Stay where you are, you thick-headed fool, said Bob Lake. And you, girl, stay where you are. Im watching all three of you. Youre wrong... the whole bunch of you.

Anne was on her feet.

It shows that playing square dont count and dont pay. Im a fool to bother with you, but first Im going to get the truth out of this hound, and then Im going to wash my hands of the whole gang of you. He stretched back to the door, and with his left hand, feeling behind him, he turned the lock. These walls are tolerable thick, he said, and I dont think that a rumpus here would get much notice in the house. Rankin, you and me has got to have it out here. Understand?

Paul Sumpter had backed up step by step against the wall as though an invisible hand shoved him, and, even when his shoulders struck the wall, he still wriggled as though he hoped to work his way through it.

Now, said Bob Lake, I want that gun you got there, Al. I want it bad. No, dont hurry. Move slow, Al, move slow. Pull back that hand of yours like you was liftin a hundred pounds instead of a gun. Then bring the gun out careful... mighty careful... because, if I got to complain, this gat of minell do my talkin for me. Thats right. Now take it by the barrel. There you are. No flips, Al. Nothin fancy. Just shove that gun of yours onto the table. And now were nearly ready.

Al Rankin was trembling like a man with ague, and he raved at the others. Sumpter... Anne... are you tongue-tied? Give a yell. Get somebody in here.

There aint going to be any noise, stated Bob Lake. There aint going to be a whisper. You figure on that, Sumpter. You figure on that, maam.

She made a little motion toward him, but once more he failed to see, and certainly he failed to understand.

Now, he continued, since Ive started in preaching, Im going to finish the sermon. Im going to tell you whats wrong with you, Al. Youre like a kid that needs a thrashing. When a kid dont get the whip once in a while, he goes wrong. He gets wild. He turns bad, but maybe he aint quite as bad as he thinks. One taste of the whip would straighten him out and bring him to time. Well, Al, thats the trouble with you. You need the whip. And Im it. Im the whip! Then he shoved his gun back into his holster. There was a slow gravity about this that was more impressive than any burst of violent action.

Im going to lick you, Al, went on the cowpuncher slowly. I think youre a better man than I am with a gun. But what are guns for? Cowards. Cowards, Al, like yourself. Yaller hounds, like yourself, gents that practice till theyre perfect and then go out and pick a fight. Fight? No, it aint a fight, its a murder, when a gent like you picks on an ordinary puncher. Fists are what we were meant to fight with, and fists its going to be today. I know youre a fast one with your hands, Al, but what Im going to trust is the muscle that come out of labor. You see youre a gentleman, Al, by all accounts. Im a cowpuncher, plain and simple. And Im goin to bulldog you the way Id bulldog a yearlin... if I can. Now step up and put up your hands. Unless... youll tell this lady what was the truth of the last time I met you?

The alarm had been gradually fading from the face of Al Rankin. As Bob Lake said, Al was fast with his hands. Careful boxing instruction had trained him, and he knew how to use his great strength to the greatest advantage. Now he smiled with savage satisfaction.

Why, you fool, he said, Ill bust you in two! Tell em the truth? Ive already told em the truth.

On the heels of that speech he leaped in with a left arm that shot out with the precision of a piston and thudded squarely on the jaw of Bob Lake. The weight of the blow carried him before it and drove him back until his shoulders were against the wall, but Al Rankin, instead of following, made for the table where his gun lay. To his astonishment the girl intercepted him like a flash. She snatched up the heavy weapon and leveled it at him, her eyes on fire with anger and excitement.

A fair fight, Al Rankin. Thats all he asked from you, and hell have it.

The beast came up in the face of Rankin as he glared at her. He would have sprung in to wrest away the gun, but a merciless coldness in her bearing told him she meant what she said.

Youve swung over to him, eh? Ill attend to you later on. You....

He had to whirl before he had finished the sentence and meet the rush of Bob Lake. For the first blow had stung the cowpuncher rather than dazed him, and he came in now furiously, a terrifying figure. The bandage around his forehead was thickly stained. The jar of the first blow had opened the shallow wound where the rifle bullet had skinned across the flesh of his brow, and now a thin trickle went down his face.

Al Rankin, wheeling, smashed out with both hands, and both hands struck the mark. The weight of the punches held up Lake, but in he came again. A lightning side-step made him charge into thin air, and, before he could change direction, a heavy blow behind the ear knocked him sprawling.

He was badly dazed by the fall, and Al Rankin whining with beastly satisfaction caught up a heavy stool and swung it around his head. That blow would have ended the fight and Bob Lake, but the shrill voice of the girl cut in on Rankin.

Drop it, or Ill shoot you, Al. Drop it and fight fair, or I swear Ill shoot!

He aimed a curse at her, cast the stool away, and sprang in on Bob Lake, who was rising slowly to his feet. He came in rashly. Sure of his man he paid no attention to his own guard, and the result was that Lake, lunging low with the full power of his big body behind the blow, drove his fist fairly into the ribs of the other. The impact sounded heavily through the room, and Paul Sumpter groaned in sympathy.

Al Rankin was not too much hurt to side-step, but this time Lake did not rush blindly. Instead, he followed his man slowly with a bulldog steadiness, and he dealt out bone-breaking blows with either hand, swinging full-arm punches, four out of five of which were blocked by the skill of Al Rankin, but the fifth blow went home with cruel effect.

He was taking terrible punishment in the meantime. The cutting, darting fists of Rankin battered his face and played a tattoo on his body, but still Lake came in like a tide with a resistless force.

There was dead silence in the room except for the impacts of the blows and the panting of the fighters. Paul Sumpter cowered against the wall in terror, but the girl stood erect, swaying a little, following the battle with a fierce interest as though she gloried in it. And the revolver was never lowered in her hand.

There was a short, half-stifled cry from Al Rankin. He had smashed both fists fairly into the face of Bob Lake, and yet he had failed to stop the rush of the latter. The sneering contempt and confidence with which Rankin began the battle had changed to a wild-eyed fear. His own strength was failing him, but the strength of Lake, built on the ranges, remained. It grew with the taste of battle, apparently. If ever he came to close quarters, the end would be near.

Al Rankin sensed it, and he used every trick he knew to keep away. If it had been the open, he might have succeeded through his lightness of foot, but the walls of the room confined him. Finally, he leaped aside from a swinging blow, and, as he leaped, his shoulder struck the wall. He sprang back, and his shoulders struck against the corner. He was fairly trapped, and now Bob Lake came lunging, head down, arms circling, and caught his enemy under the armpits.

The minute those bear arms circled him the last strength left the body of Rankin. He remembered a fight he had once seen — a fight that he had egged on. It had been like this — bulldog against wolf. And finally, when the bulldog cornered his man, the ending had been horrible to see — a hurricane of short blows that battered the body and face of the wolf to a shapeless pulp. No quarter, either. Al Rankin gave up.

At the very point where Bob Lake had expected the crucial test, he found a form of putty in his embrace, and then the harsh scream of terror from Rankins lips— Help!

He jerked his hand over the shoulder of the man and crushed his hand against the lips. The wild, horrible eyes stared at him — the plea and the terror of a cornered beast. Bob Lake shook himself free with a snort of disgust. Rankin, that support suddenly removed, was cowering against the wall.

I knew it, said Lake. I knew it. Plumb hollow inside... a bluff. A yaller quitter. Look at him!

He stood back so that the others could see the better, and Al Rankin crouched and shuddered. His eyes flashed here and there, seeking escape and finding none — finding disgust even on the face of Paul Sumpter, his gaze reverted to Lake.

He... hell kill me, said Rankin. Anne... Sumpter... take him off.

If she asks me, said Bob Lake slowly. Otherwise, Im just beginning on you, Al. Down on your knees and beg her to call me off.

To the horror of them all, Al Rankin dropped to his knees. Anne... say a word....

She covered her face. Bob Lake, she whispered.

And Bob Lake drew back. Its the end for you, Al, he said with a certain amount of pity in his voice. Its the complete end for you. Youve been showed up, and your color is yaller... like a dogs. This is just the beginning of whats coming. The next gent that meets up with you, youll buckle to. Youll be afraid. You cant help it. Youll be scared that hell call your bluff the way Ive called it. Youll take water going down the line. You aint going to be hung because you aint worth the price of a rope. Get up, Rankin, and git out of the house and never come back.

* * * * *

IT was long after the divorce; it was long after Anne Sumpter Rankin had become Anne Lake. Bob Lake was a little less lean of face, a little less brown of hand. But happiness had kept the eyes of Anne like the eyes of a girl. They had gone to New York to celebrate the end of a prosperous season. Stepping out of a taxicab one night, they encountered a beggar, unshaven, thin-shouldered, thrusting his lank, white hand before them.

Anne Lake dropped a little shower of silver into it. She would have paused, for something in the beggar interested her, but her husband drew her on.

But do you know, she said, that I thought I recognized that face?

Maybe you did, said Bob Lake. Maybe it was something you saw in a bad dream. Nothing moren that.

THE END


Way of the Lawless (1921)

[image: img108.jpg]

CONTENTS

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37

CHAPTER 38

CHAPTER 39

CHAPTER 40

CHAPTER 41




CHAPTER 1
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BESIDE THE REAR window of the blacksmith shop Jasper Lanning held his withered arms folded against his chest. With the dispassionate eye and the aching heart of an artist he said to himself that his life work was a failure. That life work was the young fellow who swung the sledge at the forge, and truly it was a strange product for this seventy-year-old veteran with his slant Oriental eyes and his narrow beard of white. Andrew Lanning was not even his son, but it came about in this way that Andrew became the life work of Jasper.

Fifteen years before, the father of Andy died, and Jasper rode out of the mountain desert like a hawk dropping out of the pale-blue sky. He buried his brother without a tear, and then sat down and looked at the slender child who bore his name. Andy was a beautiful boy. He had the black hair and eyes, the well-made jaw, and the bone of the Lannings, and if his mouth was rather soft and girlish he laid the failing to the weakness of childhood. Jasper had no sympathy for tenderness in men. His own life was as littered with hard deeds as the side of a mountain with boulders. But the black, bright eyes and the well-made jaw of little Andy laid hold on him, and he said to himself: Im fifty-five. Im about through with my saddle days. Ill settle down and turn out one piece of work thatll last after Im gone, and last with my signature on it!

That was fifteen years ago. And for fifteen years he had labored to make Andy a man according to a grim pattern which was known in the Lanning clan, and elsewhere in the mountain desert. His program was as simple as the curriculum of a Persian youth. On the whole, it was even simpler, for Jasper concentrated on teaching the boy how to ride and shoot, and was not at all particular that he should learn to speak the truth. But on the first two and greatest articles of his creed, how Jasper labored!

For fifteen years he poured his heart without stint into his work! He taught Andy to know a horse from hock to teeth, and to ride anything that wore hair. He taught him to know a gun as if it were a sentient thing. He taught him all the draws of old and new pattern, and labored to give him both precision and speed. That was the work of fifteen years, and now at the end of this time the old man knew that his life work was a failure, for he had made the hand of Andrew Lanning cunning, had given his muscles strength, but the heart beneath was wrong.

It was hard to see Andy at the first glance. A film of smoke shifted and eddied through the shop, and Andy, working the bellows, was a black form against the square of the door, a square filled by the blinding white of the alkali dust in the road outside and the blinding white of the sun above. Andy turned from the forge, bearing in his tongs a great bar of iron black at the ends but white in the middle. The white place was surrounded by a sparkling radiance. Andy caught up an eight-pound hammer, and it rose and fell lightly in his hand. The sparks rushed against the leather apron of the hammer wielder, and as the blows fell rapid waves of light were thrown against the face of Andrew.

Looking at that face one wondered how the life work of Jasper was such a failure. For Andy was a handsome fellow with his blue-black hair and his black, rather slanting eyes, after the Lanning manner. Yet Jasper saw, and his heart was sick. The face was a little too full; the square bone of the chin was rounded with flesh; and, above all, the mouth had never changed. It was the mouth of the child, soft — too womanly soft. And Jasper blinked.

When he opened his eyes again the white place on the iron had become a dull red, and the face of the blacksmith was again in shadow. All Jasper could see was the body of Andy, and that was much better. Red light glinted on the sinewy arms and the swaying shoulders, and the hammer swayed and fell tirelessly. For fifteen years Jasper had consoled himself with the strength of the boy, smooth as silk and as durable; the light form which would not tire a horse, but swelled above the waist into those formidable shoulders.

Now the bar was lifted from the anvil and plunged, hissing, into the bucket beside the forge; above the bucket a cloud of steam rose and showed clearly against the brilliant square of the door, and the peculiar scent which came from the iron went sharply to the nostrils of Jasper. He got up as a horseman entered the shop. He came in a manner that pleased Jasper. There was a rush of hoofbeats, a form darting through the door, and in the midst of the shop the rider leaped out of the saddle and the horse came to a halt with braced legs.

Hey, you! called the rider as he tossed the reins over the head of his horse. Heres a hoss that needs iron on his feet. Fix him up. And look here — he lifted a forefoot and showed the scales on the frog and sole of the hoof— last time you shoed this hoss you done a sloppy job, son. You left all this stuff hangin on here. I want it trimmed off nice an neat. You hear?

The blacksmith shrugged his shoulders.

Spoils the hoof to put the knife on the sole, Buck, said the smith. That peels off natural.

Hm, said Buck Heath. How old are you, son?

Oh, old enough, answered Andy cheerily. Old enough to know that this exfoliation is entirely natural.

The big word stuck in the craw of Buck Heath, who brought his thick eyebrows together. Ive rid horses off and on come twenty-five years, he declared, and Ive rid em long enough to know how I want em shod. This is my hoss, son, and you do it my way. That straight?

The eye of old Jasper in the rear of the shop grew dim with wistfulness as he heard this talk. He knew Buck Heath; he knew his kind; in his day he would have eaten a dozen men of such rough words and such mild deeds as Buck. But searching the face of Andy, he saw no resentment. Merely a quiet resignation.

Another thing, said Buck Heath, who seemed determined to press the thing to a disagreeable point. I hear you dont fit your shoes on hot. Well?

I never touch a hoof with hot iron, replied Andy. Its a rotten practice.

Is it? said Buck Heath coldly. Well, son, you fit my hoss with hot shoes or Ill know the reason why.

Ive got to do the work my own way, protested Andy.

A spark of hope burned in the slant eyes of Jasper.

Otherwise I can go find another gent to do my shoein? inquired Buck.

It looks that way, replied the blacksmith with a nod.

Well, said Buck, whose mildness of the last question had been merely the cover for a bursting wrath that now sent his voice booming, maybe you know a whole pile, boy — I hear Jasper has give you considable education — but what you know is plumb wasted on me. Understand? As for lookin up another blacksmith, you ought to know they aint another shop in ten miles. Youll do this job, and youll do it my way. Maybe you got another way of thinkin?

There was a little pause.

Its your horse, repeated Andy. I suppose I can do him your own way.

Old Jasper closed his eyes in silent agony. Looking again, he saw Buck Heath grinning with contempt, and for a single moment Jasper touched his gun. Then he remembered that he was seventy years old. Well, Buck? he said, coming forward. For he felt that if this scene continued he would go mad with shame.

There was a great change in Buck as he heard this voice, a marked respect was in his manner as he turned to Jasper. Hello, Jas, he said. I didnt know you was here.

Come over to the saloon, Buck, and have one on me, said Jasper. I guess Andyll have your hoss ready when we come back.

Speakin personal, said Buck Heath with much heartiness, I dont pass up no chances with no man, and particular if hes Jasper Lanning. He hooked his arm through Jaspers elbow. Besides, that boy of yours has got me all heated up. Whered he learn them man-sized words, Jas?

All of which Andy heard, and he knew that Buck Heath intended him to hear them. It made Andy frown, and for an instant he thought of calling Buck back. But he did not call. Instead he imagined what would happen. Buck would turn on his heel and stand, towering, in the door. He would ask what Andy wanted. Andy chose the careful insult which he would throw in Bucks face. He saw the blow given. He felt his own fist tingle as he returned the effort with interest. He saw Buck tumble back over the bucket of water.

By this time Andy was smiling gently to himself. His wrath had dissolved, and he was humming pleasantly to himself as he began to pull off the worn shoes of Bucks horse.


CHAPTER 2
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YOUNG ANDREW LANNING lived in the small, hushed world of his own thoughts. He neither loved nor hated the people around him. He simply did not see them. His mother — it was from her that he inherited the softer qualities of his mind and his face — had left him a little stock of books. And though Andy was by no means a reader, he had at least picked up that dangerous equipment of fiction which enables a man to dodge reality and live in his dreams. Those dreams had as little as possible to do with the daily routine of his life, and certainly the handling of guns, which his uncle enforced upon him, was never a part of the future as Andy saw it.

It was now the late afternoon; the alkali dust in the road was still in a white light, but the temperature in the shop had dropped several degrees. The horse of Buck Heath was shod, and Andy was laying his tools away for the day when he heard the noise of an automobile with open muffler coming down the street. He stepped to the door to watch, and at that moment a big blue car trundled into view around the bend of the road. The rear wheels struck a slide of sand and dust, and skidded; a girl cried out; then the big machine gathered out of the cloud of dust, and came toward Andy with a crackling like musketry, and it was plain that it would leap through Martindale and away into the country beyond at a bound. Andy could see now that it was a roadster, low-hung, ponderous, to keep the road.

Pat Gregg was leaving the saloon; he was on his horse, but he sat the saddle slanting, and his head was turned to give the farewell word to several figures who bulged through the door of the saloon. For that reason, as well as because of the fumes in his brain, he did not hear the coming of the automobile. His friends from the saloon yelled a warning, but he evidently thought it some jest, as he waved his hand with a grin of appreciation. The big car was coming, rocking with its speed; it was too late now to stop that flying mass of metal.

But the driver made the effort. His brakes shrieked, and still the car shot on with scarcely abated speed, for the wheels could secure no purchase in the thin sand of the roadway. Andys heart stood still in sympathy as he saw the face of the driver whiten and grow tense. Charles Merchant, the son of rich John Merchant, was behind the wheel. Drunken Pat Gregg had taken the warning at last. He turned in the saddle and drove home his spurs, but even that had been too late had not Charles Merchant taken the big chance. At the risk of overturning the machine he veered it sharply to the left. It hung for a moment on two wheels. Andy could count a dozen heartbeats while the plunging car edged around the horse and shoved between Pat and the wall of the house — inches on either side. Yet it must have taken not more than the split part of a second.

There was a shout of applause from the saloon; Pat Gregg sat his horse, mouth open, his face pale, and then the heavy car rolled past the blacksmith shop. Andy, breathing freely and cold to his finger tips, saw young Charlie Merchant relax to a flickering smile as the girl beside him caught his arm and spoke to him.

And then Andy saw her for the first time.

In the brief instant as the machine moved by, he printed the picture to be seen again when she was gone. What was the hair? Red bronze, and fiery where the sun caught at it, and the eyes were gray, or blue, or a gray-green. But colors did not matter. It was all in her smile and the turning of her eyes, which were very wide open. She spoke, and it was in the sound of her voice. Wait! shouted Andy Lanning as he made a step toward them. But the car went on, rocking over the bumps and the exhaust roaring. Andy became aware that his shout had been only a dry whisper. Besides, what would he say if they did stop?

And then the girl turned sharply about and looked back, not at the horse they had so nearly struck, but at Andy standing in the door of his shop. He felt sure that she would remember his face; her smile had gone out while she stared, and now she turned her head suddenly to the front. Once more the sun flashed on her hair; then the machine disappeared. In a moment even the roar of the engine was lost, but it came back again, flung in echoes from some hillside.

Not until all was silent, and the boys from the saloon were shaking hands with Pat and laughing at him, did Andy turn back into the blacksmith shop. He sat down on the anvil with his heart beating, and began to recall the picture. Yes, it was all in the smile and the glint of the eyes. And something else — how should he say it? — of the light shining through her.

He stood up presently, closed the shop, and went home. Afterward his uncle came in a fierce humor, slamming the door. He found Andy sitting in front of the table staring down at his hands.

Buck Heath has been talkin about you, said Jasper.

Andy raised his head. Look at em! he said as he spread out his hands. I been scrubbin em with sand soap for half an hour, and the oil and the iron dust wont come out.

Uncle Jasper, who had a quiet voice and gentle manners, now stood rigid. I wisht to God that some iron dust would work its way into your soul, he said.

What are you talking about?

Nothin you could understand; you need a mother to explain things to you.

The other got up, white about the mouth. I think I do, said Andy. Im sick inside.

Wheres supper? demanded Jasper.

Andy sat down again, and began to consider his hands once more. Theres something wrong — something dirty about this life.

Is there? Uncle Jasper leaned across the table, and once again the old ghost of a hope was flickering behind his eyes. Whos been talkin to you?

He thought of the grinning men of the saloon; the hidden words. Somebody might have gone out and insulted Andy to his face for the first time. There had been plenty of insults in the past two years, since Andy could pretend to manhood, but none that might not be overlooked. Whos been talkin to you? repeated Uncle Jasper. Confound that Buck Heath! Hes the cause of all the trouble!

Buck Heath! Whos he? Oh, I remember. Whats he got to do with the rotten life we lead here, Uncle Jas?

So? said the old man slowly. He aint nothin?

Bah! remarked Andy. You want me to go out and fight him? I wont. I got no love for fighting. Makes me sort of sickish.

Heaven above! the older man invoked. Aint you got shame? My blood in you, too!

Dont talk like that, said Andy with a certain amount of reserve which was not natural to him. You bother me. I want a little silence and a chance to think things out. Theres something wrong in the way Ive been living.

Youre the last to find it out.

If you keep this up Im going to take a walk so I can have quiet.

Youll sit there, son, till Im through with you. Now, Andrew, these years Ive been savin up for this moment when I was sure that—

To his unutterable astonishment Andy rose and stepped between him and the door. Uncle Jas, he said, mostly I got a lot of respect for you and what you think. Tonight I dont care what you or anybody else has to say. Just one thing matters. I feel Ive been living in the dirt. Im going out and see whats wrong. Good night.


CHAPTER 3
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UNCLE JAS WAS completely bowled over. Over against the wall as the door closed he was saying to himself: Whats happened? Whats happened? As far as he could make out his nephew retained very little fear of the authority of Jasper Lanning.

One thing became clear to the old man. There had to be a decision between his nephew and some full-grown man, otherwise Andy was very apt to grow up into a sneaking coward. And in the matter of a contest Jasper could not imagine a better trial horse than Buck Heath. For Buck was known to be violent with his hands, but he was not likely to draw his gun, and, more than this, he might even be bluffed down without making a show of a fight. Uncle Jasper left his house supperless, and struck down the street until he came to the saloon.

He found Buck Heath warming to his work, resting both elbows on the bar. Bill Dozier was with him, Bill who was the black sheep in the fine old Dozier family. His brother, Hal Dozier, was by many odds the most respected and the most feared man in the region, but of all the good Dozier qualities Bill inherited only their fighting capacity. He fought; he loved trouble; and for that reason, and not because he needed the money, he was now acting as a deputy sheriff. He was jesting with Buck Heath in a rather superior manner, half contemptuous, half amused by Bucks alcoholic swaggerings. And Buck was just sober enough to perceive that he was being held lightly. He hated Dozier for that treatment, but he feared him too much to take open offense. It was at this opportune moment that old man Lanning, apparently half out of breath, touched Buck on the elbow.

As Buck turned with a surly What the darnation? the other whispered: Be on your way, Buck. Get out of town, and get out of trouble. My boy hears you been talkin about him, and he allows as how hell get you. Hes out for you now.

The fumes cleared sufficiently from Buck Heaths mind to allow him to remember that Jasper Lannings boy was no other than the milk-blooded Andy. He told Jasper to lead his boy on. There was a reception committee waiting for him there in the person of one Buck Heath.

Dont be a fool, Buck, said Jasper, glancing over his shoulder. Dont you know that Andys a crazy, man-killin fool when he gets started? And hes out for blood now. You just slide out of town and come back when his bloods cooled down.

Buck Heath took another drink from the bottle in his pocket, and then regarded Jasper moodily. Partner, he declared gloomily, putting his hand on the shoulder of Jasper, maybe Andys a man-eater, but Im a regular Andy-eater, and heres the place where I go and get my feed. Lemme loose!

He kicked open the door of the saloon. Where is he? demanded the roaring Andy-eater. Less savagely, he went on: Im lookin for my meat!

Jasper Lanning and Bill Dozier exchanged glances of understanding. Partly drunk, but mostly yaller, observed Bill Dozier. Soon as the air cools him off outside hell mount his hoss and get on his way. But, say, is your boy really out for his scalp? Looks that way, declared Jasper with tolerable gravity.

I didnt know he was that kind, said Bill Dozier. And Jasper flushed, for the imputation was clear. They went together to the window and looked out.

It appeared that Bill Dozier was right. After standing in the middle of the street in the twilight for a moment, Buck Heath turned and went straight for his horse. A low murmur passed around the saloon, for other men were at the windows watching. They had heard Bucks talk earlier in the day, and they growled as they saw him turn tail.

Two moments more and Buck would have been on his horse, but in those two moments luck took a hand. Around the corner came Andrew Lanning with his head bowed in thought. At once a roar went up from every throat in the saloon: Theres your man. Go to him!

Buck Heath turned from his horse; Andrew lifted his head. They were face to face, and it was hard to tell to which one of them the other was the least welcome. But Andrew spoke first. A thick silence had fallen in the saloon. Most of the onlookers wore careless smiles, for the caliber of these two was known, and no one expected violence; but Jasper Lanning, at the door, stood with a sick face. He was praying in the silence.

Every one could hear Andrew say: I hear youve been making a talk about me, Buck?

It was a fair enough opening. The blood ran more freely in the veins of Jasper. Perhaps the quiet of his boy had not been altogether the quiet of cowardice.

Aw, answered Buck Heath, dont you be takin everything you hear for gospel. What kind of talk do you mean?

Hes layin down, said Bill Dozier, and his voice was soft but audible in the saloon. The skunk!

I was about to say, said Andrew, that I think you had no cause for talk. Ive done you no harm, Buck.

The hush in the saloon became thicker; eyes of pity turned on that proved man, Jasper Lanning. He had bowed his head. And the words of the younger man had an instant effect on Buck Heath. They seemed to infuriate him.

Youve done me no harm? he echoed. He let his voice out; he even glanced back and took pleasurable note of the crowded faces behind the dim windows of the saloon. Just then Geary, the saloon keeper, lighted one of the big lamps, and at once all the faces at the windows became black silhouettes. You done me no harm? repeated Buck Heath. Aint you been goin about makin a talk that you was after me? Well, son, here I am. Now lets see you eat!

Ive said nothing about you, declared Andy. There was a groan from the saloon. Once more all eyes flashed across to Jasper Lanning.

Bah! snorted Buck Heath, and raised his hand. To crown the horror, the other stepped back. A little puff of alkali dust attested the movement.

Ill tell you, roared Buck, you aint fittin for a mans hand to touch, you aint. A hosswhip is more your style.

From the pommel of his saddle he snatched his quirt. It whirled, hummed in the air, and then cracked on the shoulders of Andrew. In the dimness of the saloon door a gun flashed in the hand of Jasper Lanning. It was a swift draw, but he was not in time to shoot, for Andy, with a cry, ducked in under the whip as it raised for the second blow and grappled with Buck Heath. They swayed, then separated as though they had been torn apart. But the instant of contact had told Andy a hundred things. He was much smaller than the other, but he knew that he was far and away stronger after that grapple. It cleared his brain, and his nerves ceased jumping.

Keep off, he said. Ive no wish to harm you.

You houn dog! yelled Buck, and leaped in with a driving fist.

It bounced off the shoulder of Andrew. At the same time he saw those banked heads at the windows of the saloon, and knew it was a trap for him. All the scorn and the grief which had been piling up in him, all the cold hurt went into the effort as he stepped in and snapped his fist into the face of Buck Heath. He rose with the blow; all his energy, from wrist to instep, was in that lifting drive. Then there was a jarring impact that made his arm numb to the shoulder. Buck Heath looked blankly at him, wavered, and pitched loosely forward on his face. And his head bounced back as it struck the ground. It was a horrible thing to see, but it brought one wild yell of joy from the saloon — the voice of Jasper Lanning.

Andrew had dropped to his knees and turned the body upon its back. The stone had been half buried in the dust, but it had cut a deep, ragged gash on the forehead of Buck. His eyes were open, glazed; his mouth sagged; and as the first panic seized Andy he fumbled at the heart of the senseless man and felt no beat.

Dead! exclaimed Andy, starting to his feet. Men were running toward him from the saloon, and their eagerness made him see a picture he had once seen before. A man standing in the middle of a courtroom; the place crowded; the judge speaking from behind the desk:  — to be hanged by the neck until—

A revolver came into the hand of Andrew. And when he found his voice, there was a snapping tension in it.

Stop! he called. The scattering line stopped like horses thrown back on their haunches by jerked bridle reins. And dont make no move, continued Andy, gathering the reins of Bucks horse behind him. A blanket of silence had dropped on the street.

The first gent that shows metal, said Andy, Ill drill him. Keep steady!

He turned and flashed into the saddle. Once more his gun covered them. He found his mind working swiftly, calmly. His knees pressed the long holster of an old-fashioned rifle. He knew that make of gun from toe to foresight; he could assemble it in the dark.

You, Perkins! Get your hands away from your hip. Higher, blast you!

He was obeyed. His voice was thin, but it kept that line of hands high above their heads. When he moved his gun the whole line winced; it was as if his will were communicated to them on electric currents. He sent his horse into a walk; into a trot; then dropped along the saddle, and was plunging at full speed down the street, leaving a trail of sharp alkali dust behind him and a long, tingling yell.


CHAPTER 4
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ONLY ONE MAN in the crowd was old enough to recognize that yell, and the one man was Jasper Lanning. A great, singing happiness filled his heart and his throat. But the shouting of the men as they tumbled into their saddles cleared his brain. He called to Deputy Bill Dozier, who was kneeling beside the prostrate form of Buck Heath: Call em off, Bill. Call em off, or, by the Lord, Ill take a hand in this! He done it in self-defense. He didnt even pull a gun on Buck. Bill, call em off!

And Bill did it most effectually. He straightened, and then got up. Some of you fools get some sense, will you? he called. Buck aint dead; hes just knocked out!

It brought them back, a shamefaced crew, laughing at each other. Wheres a doctor? demanded Bill Dozier.

Someone who had an inkling of how wounds should be cared for was instantly at work over Buck. Hes not dead, pronounced this authority, but hes danged close to it. Fractured skull, thats what hes got. And a fractured jaw, too, looks to me. Yep, you can hear the bone grate!

Jasper Lanning was in the midst of a joyous monologue. You seen it, boys? One punch done it. Thats what the Lannings are — the one-punch kind. And you seen him get to his gun? Handy! Lord, but it done me good to see him mosey that piece of iron offn his hip. And see him take that saddle? Where was you with your gal, Joe? Nowhere! Looked to me like—

The voice of Bill Dozier broke in: I want a posse. Wholl ride with Bill Dozier tonight?

It sobered Jasper Lanning. What dyou mean by that? he asked. Didnt the boy fight clean?

Maybe, admitted Dozier. But Buck may kick out. And if he dies theys got to be a judge talk to your boy. Come on. I want volunteers.

Dozier, whats all this fool talk?

Dont bother me, Lanning. I got a duty to perform, aint I? Think Im going to let em say later on that anybody done this and then got away from Bill Dozier? Not me!

Bill, said Jasper, I read in your mind. Youre lookin for action, and you want to get it out of Andy.

I want nothin but to get him back.

Think hell let you come close enough to talk? Hell think you want him for murder, thats what. Keep off of this boy, Bill. Let him hear the news; then hell come back well enough.

You waste my time, said Bill, and all the while a man that the law wants is puttin ground between him and Martindale. Now, boys, you hear me talk. Whos with Bill Dozier to bring back this milk-fed kid?

It brought a snarl from Jasper Lanning. Why dont you go after him by yourself, Dozier? I had your job once and I didnt ask no helpers on it.

But Bill Dozier apparently had no liking for a lonely ride. He made his demand once more, and the volunteers came out. In five minutes he had selected five sturdy men, and every one of the five was a man whose name was known.

They went down the street of Martindale without shouting and at a steady lope which their horses could keep up indefinitely. Old Jasper followed them to the end of the village and kept on watching through the dusk until the six horsemen loomed on the hill beyond against the sky line. They were still cantering, and they rode close together like a tireless pack of wolves. After this old Jasper went back to his house, and when the door closed behind him a lonely echo went through the place.

Bah! said Jasper. Im getting soft!

In the meantime the posse went on, regardless of direction. There were only two possible paths for a horseman out of Martindale; east and west the mountains blocked the way, and young Lanning had started north. Straight ahead of them the mountains shot up on either side of Grants Pass, and toward this natural landmark Bill Dozier led the way. Not that he expected to have to travel as far as this. He felt fairly certain that the fugitive would ride out his horse at full speed, and then he would camp for the night and make a fire.

Andrew Lanning was town bred and soft of skin from the work at the forge. When the biting night air got through his clothes he would need warmth from a fire.

Bill Dozier led on his men for three hours at a steady pace until they came to Sullivans ranch house in the valley. The place was dark, but the deputy threw a loose circle of his men around the house, and then knocked at the front door. Old man Sullivan answered in his bare feet. Did he know of the passing of young Lanning? Not only that, but he had sold Andrew a horse. It seemed that Andrew was making a hurried trip; that Buck Heath had loaned him his horse for the first leg of it, and that Buck would call later for the animal. It had sounded strange, but Sullivan was not there to ask questions. He had led Andrew to the corral and told him to make his choice.

There was an old pinto in there, said Sullivan, all leather in that hoss. You know him, Joe. Well, the boy runs his eye over the bunch, and then picks the pinto right off. I said he wasnt for sale, but he wouldnt take anything else. I figured a stiff price, and then added a hundred to it. Lanning didnt wink. He took the horse, but he didnt pay cash. Told me Id have to trust him.

Bill Dozier bade Sullivan farewell, gathered his five before the house, and made them a speech. Bill had a long, lean face, a misty eye, and a pair of drooping, sad mustaches. As Jasper Lanning once said: Bill Dozier always looked like he was just away from a funeral or just goin to one. This night the dull eye of Bill was alight.

Gents, he said, maybe you-all is disappointed. I heard some talk comin up here that maybe the boy had laid over for the night in Sullivans house. Which he may be a fool, but he sure aint a plumb fool. But, speakin personal, this trail looks more and more interestin to me. Here hes left Bucks hoss, so he aint exactly a hoss thief — yet. And hes promised to pay for the pinto, so that dont make him a crook. But when the pinto gives out, Andyll be in country where he mostly aint known. He cant take things on trust, and hell mostly take em, anyway. Boys, looks to me like we was after the real article. Anybody weakenin?

It was suggested that the boy would be overtaken before the pinto gave out; it was even suggested that this waiting for Andrew Lanning to commit a crime was perilously like forcing him to become a criminal. To all of this the deputy listened sadly, combing his mustaches. The hunger for the manhunt is like the hunger for food, and Bill Dozier had been starved for many a day.

Partner, said Bill to the last speaker, aint we makin all the speed we can? Aint it what I want to come up to the fool kid and grab him before he makes a hoss thief or somethin out of himself? You gents feed your hosses the spur and leave the thinkin to me. I got a pile of hunches.

There was no questioning of such a known man as Bill Dozier. The six went rattling up the valley at a smart pace. Yet Andys change of horses at Sullivans place changed the entire problem. He had ridden his first mount to a stagger at full speed, and it was to be expected that, having built up a comfortable lead, he would settle his second horse to a steady pace and maintain it.

All night the six went on, with Bill Doziers long-striding chestnut setting the pace. He made no effort toward a spurt now. Andrew Lanning led them by a full hours riding on a comparatively fresh horse, and, unless he were foolish enough to indulge in another wild spurt, they could not wear him down in this first stage of the journey. There was only the chance that he would build a fire recklessly near to the trail, but still they came to no sign of light, and then the dawn broke and Bill Dozier found unmistakable signs of a trotting horse which went straight up the valley. There were no other fresh tracks pointing in the same direction, and this must be Andys horse. And the fact that he was trotting told many things. He was certainly saving his mount for a long grind. Bill Dozier looked about at his men in the gray morning. They were a hard-faced lot; he had not picked them for tenderness. They were weary now, but the fugitive must be still wearier, for he had fear to keep him company and burden his shoulders.

And now they came to a surprising break in the trail. It twisted from the floor of the valley up a steep slope, crossed the low crest of the hills, and finally came out above a broad and open valley.

What does he mean, said Bill Dozier aloud, by breakin for Jack Merchants house?


CHAPTER 5
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THE YELL WITH which Andrew Lanning had shot out of Martindale, and which only Jasper Lanning had recognized, was no more startling to the men of the village than it was to Andrew himself. Mingled in an ecstasy of emotion, there was fear, hate, anger, grief, and the joy of freedom in that cry; but it froze the marrow of Andys bones to hear it.

Fear, most of all, was driving him out of the village. Just as he rushed around the bend of the street he looked back to the crowd of men tumbling upon their horses; every hand there would be against him. He knew them. He ran over their names and faces. Thirty seconds before he would rather have walked on the edge of a cliff than rouse the anger of a single one among these men, and now, by one blow, he had started them all after him.

Once, as he topped the rise, the folly of attempting to escape from their long-proved cunning made him draw in on the rein a little; but the horse only snorted and shook his head and burst into a greater effort of speed. After all, the horse was right, Andy decided. For the moment he thought of turning and facing that crowd, but he remembered stories about men who had killed the enemy in fair fight, but who had been tried by a mob jury and strung to the nearest tree.

Any sane man might have told Andrew that those days were some distance in the past, but Andy made no distinction between periods. He knew the most exciting events which had happened around Martindale in the past fifty years, and he saw no difference between one generation and the next. Was not Uncle Jasper himself continually dinning into his ears the terrible possibilities of trouble? Was not Uncle Jasper, even in his old age, religiously exacting in his hour or more of gun exercise each day? Did not Uncle Jasper force Andy to go through the same maneuvers for twice as long between sunset and sunrise? And why all these endless preparations if these men of Martindale were not killers?

It might seem strange that Andy could have lived so long among these people without knowing them better, but he had taken from his mother a little strain of shyness. He never opened his mind to other people, and they really never opened themselves to Andy Lanning. The men of Martindale wore guns, and the conclusion had always been apparent to Andy that they wore guns because, in a pinch, they were ready to kill men.

To Andy Lanning, as fear whipped him north out of Martindale, there seemed no pleasure or safety in the world except in the speed of his horse and the whir of the air against his face. When that speed faltered he went to the quirt. He spurred mercilessly. Yet he had ridden his horse out to a stagger before he reached old Sullivans place. Only when the forefeet of the mustang began to pound did he realize his folly in exhausting his horse when the race was hardly begun. He went into the ranch house to get a new mount.

When he was calmer, he realized that he had played his part well — astonishingly well. His voice had not quivered. His eye had met that of the old rancher every moment. His hand had been as steady as iron.

Something that Uncle Jasper had said recurred to him, something about iron dust. He felt now that there was indeed a strong, hard metal in him; fear had put it there — or was it fear itself? Was it not fear that had brought the gun into his hand so easily when the crowd rushed him from the door of the saloon? Was it not fear that had made his nerves so rocklike as he faced that crowd and made his get-away?

He was on one side now, and the world was on the other. He turned in the saddle and probed the thick blackness with his eyes; then he sent the pinto on at an easy, ground-devouring lope. Sometimes, as the ravine narrowed, the close walls made the creaking of the saddle leather loud in his ears, and the puffing of the pinto, who hated work; sometimes the hoofs scuffed noisily through gravel; but usually the soft sand muffled the noise of hoofs, and there was a silence as dense as the night around Andy Lanning.

Thinking back, he felt that it was all absurd and dreamlike. He had never hurt a man before in his life. Martindale knew it. Why could he not go back, face them, give up his gun, wait for the law to speak?

But when he thought of this he thought a moment later of a crowd rushing their horses through the night, leaning over their saddles to break the wind more easily, and all ready to kill on this man trail.

All at once a great hate welled up in him, and he went on with gritting teeth.

It was out of this anger, oddly enough, that the memory of the girl came to him. She was like the falling of this starlight, pure, aloof, and strange and gentle. It seemed to Andrew Lanning that the instant of seeing her outweighed the rest of his life, but he would never see her again. How could he see her, and if he saw her, what would he say to her? It would not be necessary to speak. One glance would be enough.

But, sooner or later, Bill Dozier would reach him. Why not sooner? Why not take the chance, ride to John Merchants ranch, break a way to the room where the girl slept this night, smash open the door, look at her once, and then fight his way out?

He swung out of the ravine and headed across the hills. From the crest the valley was broad and dark below him, and on the opposite side the hills were blacker still. He let the pinto go down the steep slope at a walk, for there is nothing like a fast pace downhill to tear the heart out of a horse. Besides, it came to him after he started, were not the men of Bill Dozier apt to miss this sudden swinging of the trail?

In the floor of the valley he sent the pinto again into the stretching canter, found the road, and went on with a thin cloud of the alkali dust about him until the house rose suddenly out of the ground, a black mass whose gables seemed to look at him like so many heads above the tree-tops.


CHAPTER 6
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THE HOUSE WOULD have been more in place on the main street of a town than here in the mountain desert; but when the first John Merchant had made his stake and could build his home as it pleased him to build, his imagination harked back to a mid-Victorian model, built of wood, with high, pointed roofs, many carved balconies and windows, and several towers. Here the second John Merchant lived with his son Charles, whose taste had quite outgrown the house.

But to the uneducated eye of Andrew Lanning it was a great and dignified building. He reined the pinto under the trees to look up at that tall, black mass. It was doubly dark against the sky, for now the first streaks of gray light were pale along the eastern horizon, and the house seemed to tower up into the center of the heavens. Andy sighed at the thought of stealing through the great halls within. Even if he could find an open window, or if the door were unlatched, how could he find the girl?

Another thing troubled him. He kept canting his ear with eternal expectation of hearing the chorus of many hoofs swinging toward him out of the darkness. After all, it was not a simple thing to put Bill Dozier off the trail. When a horse neighed in one of the corrals, Andy started violently and laid his fingertips on his revolver butt.

That false alarm determined him to make his attempt without further waste of time. He swung from the stirrups and went lightly up the front steps. His footfall was a feathery thing that carried him like a shadow to the door. It yielded at once under his hand, and, stepping through, he found himself lost in utter blackness.

He closed the door, taking care that the spring did not make the lock click, and then stood perfectly motionless, listening, probing the dark.

After a time the shadows gave way before his eyes, and he could make out that he was in a hall with lofty ceiling. Something wound down from above at a little distance, and he made out that this was the stairway. Obviously the bedrooms would be in the second story.

Andy began the ascent.

He had occasion to bless the thick carpet before he was at the head of the stairs; he could have run up if he had wished, and never have made a sound. At the edge of the second hall he paused again. The sense of people surrounded him. Then directly behind him a man cleared his throat. As though a great hand had seized his shoulder and wrenched him down, Andy whirled and dropped to his knees, the revolver in his hand pointing uneasily here and there like the head of a snake laboring to find its enemy.

But there was nothing in the hall. The voice became a murmur, and then Andy knew that it had been some man speaking in his sleep.

At least that room was not the room of the girl. Or was she, perhaps, married? Weak and sick, Andy rested his hand against the wall and waited for his brain to clear. She wont be married, he whispered to himself in the darkness.

But of all those doors up and down the hall, which would be hers? There was no reasoning which could help him in the midst of that puzzle. He walked to what he judged to be the middle of the hall, turned to his right, and opened the first door. A hinge creaked, but it was no louder than the rustle of silk against silk.

There were two windows in that room, and each was gray with the dawn, but in the room itself the blackness was unrelieved. There was the one dim stretch of white, which was the covering of the bed; the furniture, the chairs, and the table were half merged with the shadows around them. Andy slipped across the floor, evaded a chair by instinct rather than by sight, and leaned over the bed. It was a man, as he could tell by the heavy breathing; yet he leaned closer in a vain effort to make surer by the use of his eyes.

Then something changed in the face of the man in the bed. It was an indescribable change, but Andrew knew that the man had opened his eyes. Before he could straighten or stir, hands were thrown up. One struck at his face, and the fingers were stiff; one arm was cast over his shoulders, and Andy heard the intake of breath which precedes a shriek. Not a long interval — no more, say, than the space required for the lash of a snapping blacksnake to flick back on itself — but in that interim the hands of Andy were buried in the throat of his victim.

His fingers, accustomed to the sway and quiver of eight-pound hammers and fourteen-pound sledges, sank through the flesh and found the windpipe. And the hands of the other grappled at his wrists, smashed into his face. Andy could have laughed at the effort. He jammed the shin of his right leg just above the knees of the other, and at once the writhing body was quiet. With all of his blood turned to ice, Andy found, what he had discovered when he faced the crowd in Martindale, that his nerves did not jump and that his heart, instead of trembling, merely beat with greater pulses. Fear cleared his brain; it sent a tremendous nervous power thrilling in his wrists and elbows. All the while he was watching mercilessly for the cessation of the struggles. And when the wrenching at his forearms ceased he instantly relaxed his grip.

For a time there was a harsh sound filling the room, the rough intake of the mans breath; he was for the time being paralyzed and incapable of any effort except the effort to fill his lungs. By the glint of the metal work about the bits Andy made out two bridles hanging on the wall near the bed. Taking them down, he worked swiftly. As soon as the fellow on the bed would have his breath he would scream. Yet the time sufficed Andy; he had his knife out, flicked the blade open, and cut off the long reins of the bridles. Then he went back to the bed and shoved the cold muzzle of his revolver into the throat of the other.

There was a tremor through the whole body of the man, and Andy knew that at that moment the senses of his victim had cleared.

He leaned close to the ear of the man and whispered: Dont make no loud talk, partner. Keep cool and steady. I dont aim to hurt you unless you play the fool.

Instantly the man answered in a similar whisper, though it was broken with panting: Get that coat of mine out the closet. There — the door is open. Youll find my wallet in the inside pocket and about all you can want will be in it.

Thats the way, reassured Andy. Keep your head and use sense. But it isnt the coin I want. Youve got a red-headed girl in this house. Wheres her room?

His hand which held the revolver was resting on the breast of the man, and he felt the heart of the other leap. Then there was a current of curses, a swift hissing of invective. And suddenly it came over Andy that since he had killed one man, as he thought, the penalty would be no greater if he killed ten. All at once the life of this prostrate fellow on the bed was nothing to him.

When he cut into that profanity he meant what he said. Partner, Ive got a pull on this trigger. Theres a slug in this gun just trembling to get at you. And I tell you honest, friend, Id as soon drill you as turn around. Now tell me where that girls room is?

Anne Withero? Only his breathing was heard for a moment. Then: Two doors down, on this side of the hall. If you lay a hand on her Ill live to—

Partner, so help me heaven, I wouldnt touch a lock of her hair. Now lie easy while I make sure of you.

And he promptly trussed the other in the bridle reins. Out of a pillowcase folded hard he made a gag and tied it into the mouth of the man. Then he ran his hands over the straps; they were drawn taut.

If you make any noise, he warned the other, Ill come back to find out why. Slong.


CHAPTER 7
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EVERY MOMENT WAS bringing on the dawn more swiftly, and the eyes of Andy were growing more accustomed to the gloom in the house. He found the door of the girls room at once. When he entered he had only to pause a moment before he had all the details clearly in mind. Other senses than that of sight informed him in her room. There was in the gray gloom a touch of fragrance such as blows out of gardens across a road; yet here the air was perfectly quiet and chill. The dawn advanced. But all that he could make out was a faint touch of color againt the pillow — and that would be her hair. Then with astonishing clearness he saw her hand resting against her breast. Andy stood for a moment with his eyes closed, a great tenderness falling around him. The hush kept deepening, and the sense of the girl drew out to him as if a light were brightening about her.

He stepped back to the table against the wall, took the chimney from the lamp, and flicked a match along his trousers, for in that way a match would make the least noise. Yet to the hair-trigger nerves of Andy the spurt and flare of the match was like the explosion of a gun. He lighted the lamp, turned down the wick, and replaced the chimney. Then he turned as though someone had shouted behind him. He whirled as he had whirled in the hall, crouching, and he found himself looking straight into the eyes of the girl as she sat up in bed.

Truly he did not see her face at first, but only the fear in it, parting her lips and widening her eyes. She did not speak; her only movement was to drag up the coverlet of the bed and hold it against the base of her throat.

Andy drew off his hat and stepped a little closer. Do you know me? he asked.

He watched her as she strove to speak, but if her lips stirred they made no sound. It tortured him to see her terror, and yet he would not have had her change. This crystal pallor or a flushed joy — in one of the two she was most beautiful.

You saw me in Martindale, he continued. I am the blacksmith. Do you remember?

She nodded, still watching him with those haunted eyes.

I saw you for the split part of a second, said Andy, and you stopped my heart. Ive come to see you for two minutes; I swear I mean you no harm. Will you let me have those two minutes for talk? Again she nodded. But he could see that the terror was being tempered a little in her face. She was beginning to think, to wonder. It seemed a natural thing for Andy to go forward a pace closer to the bed, but, lest that should alarm her, it seemed also natural for him to drop upon one knee. It brought the muzzle of the revolver jarringly home against the floor.

The girl heard that sound of metal and it shook her; but it requires a very vivid imagination to fear a man upon his knees. And now that she could look directly into his face, she saw that he was only a boy, not more than two or three years older than herself. For the first time she remembered the sooty figure which had stood in the door of the blacksmith shop. The white face against the tawny smoke of the shop; that had attracted her eyes before. It was the same white face now, but subtly changed. A force exuded from him; indeed, he seemed neither young nor old.

She heard him speaking in a voice not louder than a whisper, rapid, distinct.

When you came through the town you waked me up like a whiplash, he was saying. When you left I kept thinking about you. Then along came a trouble. I killed a man. A posse started after me. Its on my heels, but I had to see you again. Do you understand?

A ghost of color was going up her throat, staining her cheeks.

I had to see you, he repeated. Its my last chance. Tomorrow they may get me. Two hours from now they may have me salted away with lead. But before I kick out I had to have one more look at you. So I swung out of my road and came straight to this house. I came up the stairs. I went into a room down the hall and made a man tell me where to find you.

There was a flash in the eyes of the girl like the wink of sun on a bit of quartz on a far-away hillside, but it cut into the speech of Andrew Lanning. He told you where to find me? she asked in a voice no louder than the swift, low voice of Andy. But what a world of scorn!

He had a gun shoved into the hollow of his throat, said Andy. He had to tell — two doors down the hall—

It was Charlie! said the girl softly. She seemed to forget her fear. Her head raised as she looked at Andy. The other man — the one you — why—

The man I killed doesnt matter, said Andy. Nothing matters except that Ive got this minute here with you.

But where will you go? How will you escape?

Ill go to death, I guess, said Andy quietly. But Ill have a grin for Satan when he lets me in. Ive beat em, even if they catch me.

The coverlet dropped from her breast; her hand was suspended with stiff fingers. There had been a sound as of someone stumbling on the stairway, the unmistakable slip of a heel and the recovery; then no more sound. Andy was on his feet. She saw his face whiten, and then there was a glitter in his eyes, and she knew that the danger was nothing to him. But Anne Withero whipped out of her bed.

Did you hear?

I tied and gagged him, said Andy, but hes broken loose, and now hes raising the house on the quiet.

For an instant they stood listening, staring at each other.

They — theyre coming up the hall, whispered the girl. Listen!

It was no louder than a whisper from without — the creak of a board. Andrew Lanning slipped to the door and turned the key in the lock. When he rejoined her in the middle of the room he gave her the key.

Let em in if you want to, he said.

But the girl caught his arm, whispering: You can get out that window onto the top of the roof below, then a drop to the ground. But hurry before they think to guard that way! Anne! called a voice suddenly from the hall.

Andy threw up the window, and, turning toward the door, he laughed his defiance and his joy.

Hurry! she was demanding. A great blow fell on the door of her room, and at once there was shouting in the hall: Pete, run outside and watch the window!

Will you go? cried the girl desperately.

He turned toward the window. He turned back like a flash and swept her close to him.

Do you fear me? he whispered.

No, said the girl.

Will you remember me?

Forever!

God bless you, said Andy as he leaped through the window. She saw him take the slope of the roof with one stride; she heard the thud of his feet on the ground below. Then a yell from without, shrill and high and sharp.

When the door fell with a crash, and three men were flung into the room, Charles Merchant saw her standing in her nightgown by the open window. Her head was flung back against the wall, her eyes closed, and one hand was pressed across her lips.

Hes out the window. Down around the other way, cried Charles Merchant.

The stampede swept out of the room. Charles was beside her.

She knew that vaguely, and that he was speaking, but not until he touched her shoulder did she hear the words: Anne, are you unhurt — has — for heavens sake speak, Anne. Whats happened?

She reached up and put his hand away.

Charles, she said, call them back. Dont let them follow him!

Are you mad, dear? he asked. That murdering—

He found a tigress in front of him. If they hurt a hair of his head, Charlie, Im through with you. Ill swear that!

It stunned Charles Merchant. And then he went stumbling from the room.

His cow-punchers were out from the bunk house already; the guests and his father were saddling or in the saddle.

Come back! shouted Charles Merchant. Dont follow him. Come back! No guns. Hes done no harm.

Two men came around the corner of the house, dragging a limp figure between them.

Is this no harm? they asked. Look at Pete, and then talk.

They lowered the tall, limp figure of the man in pajamas to the ground; his face was a crimson smear.

Is he dead? asked Charles Merchant.

No move out of him, they answered.

Other people, most of them on horseback, were pouring back to learn the meaning of the strange call from Charles Merchant.

I cant tell you what I mean, he was saying in explanation. But you, dad, Ill be able to tell you. All I can say is that he mustnt be followed — unless Pete here—

The eyes of Pete opportunely opened. He looked hazily about him.

Is he gone? asked Pete.

Yes.

Thank the Lord!

Did you see him? Whats he like?

About seven feet tall. I saw him jump off the roof of the house. I was right under him. Tried to get my gun on him, but he came up like a wild cat and went straight at me. Had his fist in my face before I could get my finger on the trigger. And then the earth came up and slapped me in the face. There he goes! cried some one.

The sky was now of a brightness not far from day, and, turning east, in the direction pointed out, Charles Merchant saw a horseman ride over a hilltop, a black form against the coloring horizon. He was moving leisurely, keeping his horse at the cattle ponys lope. Presently he dipped away out of sight.

John Merchant dropped his hand on the shoulder of his son. What is it? he asked.

Heaven knows! Not I!

Here are more people! Whats this? A night of surprise parties?

Six riders came through the trees, rushing their horses, and John Merchant saw Bill Doziers well-known, lanky form in the lead. He brought his horse from a dead run to a halt in the space of a single jump and a slide. The next moment he was demanding fresh mounts.

Can you give em to me, Merchant? But whats all this?

You make your little talk, said Merchant, and then Ill make mine.

Im after Andy Lanning. Hes left a gent more dead than alive back in Martindale, and I want him. Can you give me fresh horses for me and my boys, Merchant?

But the man wasnt dead? He wasnt dead? cried the voice of a girl. The group opened; Bill Dozier found himself facing a bright-haired girl wrapped to the throat in a long coat, with slippers on her feet.

Not dead and not alive, he answered. Just betwixt and between.

Thank God! whispered the girl. Thank God!

There was only one man in the group who should not have heard that whispered phrase, and that man was Charles Merchant. He was standing at her side.


CHAPTER 8
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IT TOOK LESS than five minutes for the deputy sheriff to mount his men; he himself had the pick of the corral, a dusty roan, and, as he drew the cinch taut, he turned to find Charles Merchant at his side.

Bill, said the young fellow, what sort of a man is this Lanning?

Hes been a covered card, partner, said Bill Dozier. Hes been a covered card that seemed pretty good. Now hes in the game, and he looks like the rest of the Lannings — a good lump of daring and defiance. Why dyou ask?

Are you keen to get him, Bill? continued Charlie Merchant eagerly.

I could stand it. Again, why?

Youd like a little gun play with that fellow?

I wouldnt complain none.

Ah? One more thing. Could you use a bit of ready cash?

I aint pressed, said Bill Dozier. On the other hand, I aint of a savin nature.

Then he added: Get it out, Charlie. I think I follow your drift. And you can go as far as you like. He put out his jaw in an ugly way as he said it.

It would be worth a lot to me to have this cur done for, Bill. You understand?

My times short. Talk terms, Charlie.

A thousand.

The price of a fair hoss.

Two thousand, old man.

Hoss and trimmins.

Three thousand. Charlie, you seem to forget that were talkin about a man and a gun.

Bill, its worth five thousand to me.

Thats turkey. Let me have your hand.

They shook hands.

And if you kill the horses, said Charles Merchant, you wont hurt my feelings. But get him!

Ive got nothing much on him, said Bill Dozier, but some fools resist arrest.

He smiled in a manner that made the other shudder. And a moment later the deputy led his men out on the trail.

They were a weary lot by this time, but they had beneath the belt several shots of the Merchant whisky which Charles had distributed. And they had that still greater stimulus — fresh horses running smooth and strong beneath them. Another thing had changed. They saw their leader, Bill Dozier, working at his revolver and his rifle as he rode, looking to the charges, trying the pressure of the triggers, getting the balance of the weapons with a peculiar anxiety, and they knew, without a word being spoken, that there was small chance of that trail ending at anything short of a red mark in the dust.

It made some of them shrug their shoulders, but here again it was proved that Bill Dozier knew the men of Martindale, and had picked his posse well. They were the common, hard-working variety of cow-puncher, and presently the word went among them from the man riding nearest to Bill that if young Lanning were taken it would be worth a hundred dollars to each of them. Two months pay for two days work. That was fair enough. They also began to look to their guns. It was not that a single one of them could have been bought for a mankilling at that or any other price, perhaps, but this was simply a bonus to carry them along toward what they considered an honest duty.

Nevertheless, it was a different crew that rode over the hills away from the Merchant place. They had begun for the sake of the excitement. Now they were working carefully, riding with less abandon, jockeying their horses, for each man was laboring to be in on the kill.

They had against them a good horse and a stanch horseman. Never had the pinto dodged his share of honest running, and this day was no exception. He gave himself whole-heartedly to his task, and he stretched the legs of the ponies behind him. Yet he had a great handicap. He was tough, but the ranch horses of John Merchant came out from a night of rest. Their legs were full of running. And the pinto, for all his courage, could not meet that handicap and beat it.

That truth slowly sank in upon the mind of the fugitive as he put the game little cattle pony into his best stride. He tried the pinto in the level going. He tried him in the rough. And in both conditions the posse gained slowly and steadily, until it became apparent to Andrew Lanning that the deputy held him in the hollow of his hand, and in half an hour of stiff galloping could run his quarry into the ground whenever he chose.

Andy turned in the saddle and grinned back at the followers. He could distinguish Bill Dozier most distinctly. The broad brim of Bills hat was blown up stiffly. And the sun glinted now and again on those melancholy mustaches of his. Andy was puzzled. Bill had horses which could outrun the fugitive, and why did he not use them?

Almost at once Andy received his answer.

The deputy sheriff sent his horse into a hard run, and then brought him suddenly to a standstill. Looking back, Andy saw a rifle pitch to the shoulder of the deputy. It was a flashing line of light which focused suddenly in a single, glinting dot. That instant something hummed evilly beside the ear of Andy. A moment later the report came barking and echoing in his ear with the little metallic ring in it which tells of the shiver of a gun barrel.

That was the beginning of a running fusillade. Technically these were shots fired to warn the fugitive that he was wanted by the law, and to tell him that if he did not halt he would be shot at to be killed. But the deputy did not waste warnings. He began to shoot to kill. And so did the rest of the posse. They saw the deputys plan at once, and then grinned at it. If they rode down in a mob the boy would no doubt surrender. But if they goaded him in this manner from a distance he would probably attempt to return the fire. And if he fired one shot in reply, unwritten law and strong public opinion would be on the side of Bill Dozier in killing this criminal without quarter. In a word, the whisky and the little promise of money were each taking effect on the posse.

They spurted ahead in pairs, halted, and delivered their fire; then the next pair spurted ahead and fired. Every moment or so two bullets winged through the air nearer and nearer Andy. It was really a wonder that he was not cleanly drilled by a bullet long before that fusillade had continued for ten minutes. But it is no easy thing to hit a man on a galloping horse when one sits on the back of another horse, and that horse heaving from a hard run. Moreover, Andy watched, and when the pairs halted he made the pinto weave.

At the first bullet he felt his heart come into his throat. At the second he merely raised his head. At the next he smiled, and thereafter he greeted each volley with a yell and with a wave of his hat. It was like dancing, but greater fun. The cold, still terror was in his heart every moment, but yet he felt like laughing, and when the posse heard him their own hearts went cold.

It disturbed their aim. They began to snarl at each other, and they also pressed their horses closer and closer before they even attempted to fire. And the result was that Andy, waving his hat, felt it twitch sharply in his hand, and then he saw a neat little hole clipped out of the very edge of the brim. It was a pretty trick to see, until Andy remembered that the thing which had nicked that hole would also cut its way through him, body and bone. He leaned over the saddle and spurred the pinto into his racing gait.

I nicked him! yelled the deputy. Come on, boys! Close in!

But within five minutes of racing, Andy drew the pinto to a sudden halt and raised his rifle. The posse laughed. They had been shooting for some time, and always for a distance even less than Andys; yet not one of their bullets had gone home. So they waved their hats recklessly and continued to ride to be in at the death. And every one knew that the end of the trail was not far off when the fugitive had once begun to turn at bay.

Andy knew it as well as the rest, and his hand shook like a nervous girls, while the rifle barrel tilted up and up, the blue barrel shimmering wickedly. In a frenzy of eagerness he tried to line up the sights. It was in vain. The circle through which he squinted wobbled crazily. He saw two of the pursuers spurt ahead, take their posts, raise their rifles for a fire which would at least disturb his. For the first time they had a stationary target.

And then, by chance, the circle of Andys sight embraced the body of a horseman. Instantly the left arm, stretching out to support his rifle, became a rock; the forefinger of his right hand was as steady as the trigger it pressed. It was like shooting at a target. He found himself breathing easily.

It was very strange. Find a man with his sights? He could follow his target as though a magnetic power attracted his rifle. The weapon seemed to have a volition of its own. It drifted along with the canter of Bill Dozier. With incredible precision the little finger of iron inside the circle dwelt in turn on the hat of Bill Dozier, on his sandy mustaches, on his fluttering shirt. And Andy knew that he had the life of a man under the command of his forefinger.

And why not? He had killed one. Why not a hundred?

The punishment would be no greater. And to tempt him there was this new mystery, this knowledge that he could not miss. It had been vaguely present in his mind when he faced the crowd at Martindale, he remembered now. And the same merciless coldness had been in his hand when he pressed his gun into the throat of Charles Merchant.

He turned his eyes and looked down the guns of the two men who had halted. Then, hardly looking at his target, he snapped his rifle back to his shoulder and fired. He saw Bill Dozier throw up his hands, saw his head rock stupidly back and forth, and then the long figure toppled to one side. One of the posse rushed alongside to catch his leader, but he missed, and Bill, slumping to the ground, was trampled underfoot.


CHAPTER 9
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AT THE SAME time the rifles of the two men of the posse rang, but they must have seen the fall of their leader, for the shots went wild, and Andy Lanning took off his hat and waved to them. But he did not flee again. He sat in his saddle with the long rifle balanced across the pommel while two thoughts went through his mind. One was to stay there and watch. The other was to slip the rifle back into the holster and with drawn revolver charge the five remaining members of the posse. These were now gathering hastily about Bill Dozier. But Andy knew their concern was in vain. He knew where that bullet had driven home, and Bill Dozier would never ride again.

One by one he picked up those five figures with his eyes, fighting temptation. He knew that he could not miss if he fired again. In five shots he knew that he could drop as many men, and within him there was a perfect consciousness that they would not hit him when they returned the fire.

He was not filled with exulting courage. He was cold with fear. But it was the sort of fear which makes a man want to fling himself from a great height. But, sitting there calmly in the saddle, he saw a strange thing — the five men raising their dead leader and turning back toward the direction from which they had come. Not once did they look toward the form of Andy Lanning. They knew what he could not know, that the gate of the law had been open to this man as a retreat, but the bullet which struck down Bill Dozier had closed the gate and thrust him out from mercy. He was an outlaw, a leper now. Any one who shared his society from this moment on would fall under the heavy hand of the law.

But as for running him into the ground, they had lost their appetite for such fighting. They had kept up a long running fight and gained nothing; but a single shot from the fugitive had produced this result. They turned now in silence and went back, very much as dogs turn and tuck their tails between their legs when the wolf, which they have chased away from the precincts of the ranch house, feels himself once more safe from the hand of man and whirls with a flash of teeth. The sun gleamed on the barrel of Andy Lannings rifle, and these men rode back in silence, feeling that they had witnessed one of those prodigies which were becoming fewer and fewer around Martindale — the birth of a desperado.

Andrew watched them skulking off with the body of Bill Dozier held upright by a man on either side of the horse. He watched them draw off across the hills, still with that nervous, almost irresistible impulse to raise one wild, long cry and spur after them, shooting swift and straight over the head of the pinto. But he did not move, and now they dropped out of sight. And then, looking about him, Andrew Lanning felt how vast were those hills, how wide they stretched, and how small he stood among them. He was utterly alone. There was nothing but the hills and a sky growing pale with heat and the patches of olive-gray sagebrush in the distance.

A great melancholy dropped upon Andy. He felt a childish weakness; dropping his elbows upon the pommel of the saddle, he buried his face in his hands. In that moment he needed desperately something to which he could appeal for comfort.

The weakness passed slowly.

He dismounted and looked his horse over carefully. The pinto had many good points. He had ample girth of chest at the cinches, where lung capacity is best measured. He had rather short forelegs, which promised weight-carrying power and some endurance, and he had a fine pair of sloping shoulders. But his croup sloped down too much, and he had a short neck. Andy knew perfectly well that no horse with a short neck can run fast for any distance. He had chosen the pinto for endurance, and endurance he undoubtedly had; but he would need a horse which could put him out of short-shooting distance, and do it quickly.

There were no illusions in the mind of Andrew Lanning about what lay before him. Uncle Jasper had told him too many tales of his own experiences on the trail in enemy country.

Theres three things, the old man had often said, that a man needs when hes in trouble: a gun thats smooth as silk, a hoss full of running, and a friend.

For the gun Andy had his Colt in the holster, and he knew it like his own mind. There were newer models and trickier weapons, but none which worked so smoothly under the touch of Andy. Thinking of this, he produced it from the holster with a flick of his fingers. The sight had been filed away. When he was a boy in short trousers he had learned from Uncle Jasper the two main articles of a gun fighters creed — that a revolver must be fired by pointing, not sighting, and that there must be nothing about it liable to hang in the holster to delay the draw. The great idea was to get the gun on your man with lightning speed, and then fire from the hip with merely a sense of direction to guide the bullet.

He had a gun, therefore, and one necessity was his. Sorely he needed a horse of quality as few men needed one. And he needed still more a friend, a haven in time of crisis, an adviser in difficulties. And though Andy knew that it was death to go among men, he knew also that it was death to do without these two things.

He believed that there was one chance left to him, and that was to outdistance the news of the two killings by riding straight north. There he would stop at the first town, in some manner fill his pockets with money, and in some manner find both horse and friend.

Andrew Lanning was both simple and credulous; but it must be remembered that he had led a sheltered life, comparatively speaking; he had been brought up between a blacksmith shop on the one hand and Uncle Jasper on the other, and the gaps in his knowledge of men were many and huge. The prime necessity now was speed to the northward. So Andy flung himself into the saddle and drove his horse north at the jogging, rocking lope of the cattle pony.

He was in a shallow basin which luckily pointed in the right direction for him. The hills sloped down to it from either side in long fingers, with narrow gullies between, but as Andy passed the first of these pointing fingers a new thought came to him.

It might be — why not? — that the posse had made only a pretense of withdrawing at once with the body of the dead man. Perhaps they had only waited until they were out of sight and had then circled swiftly around, leaving one man with the body. They might be waiting now at the mouth of any of these gullies.

No sooner had the thought come to Andy than he whitened. The pinto had been worked hard that morning and all the night before, but now Andy sent the spurs home without mercy as he shot up the basin at full speed, with his revolver drawn, ready for a snap shot and a drop behind the far side of his horse.

For half an hour he rode in this fashion with his heart beating at his teeth. And each cañon as he passed was empty, and each had some shrub, like a crouching man, to startle him and upraise the revolver. At length, with the pinto wheezing from this new effort, he drew back to an easier gait. But still he had a companion ceaselessly following like the shadow of the horse he rode. It was fear, and it would never leave him.


CHAPTER 10
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AFTER THAT FORCED and early rising, the rest of the house had remained awake, but Anne Withero was gifted with an exceptionally strong set of nerves. She had gone back to bed and fallen promptly into a pleasant sleep. And when she wakened all that happened in the night was filmed over and had become dreamlike. No one disturbed her rest; but when she went down to a late breakfast she found Charles Merchant lingering in the room. He had questioned her closely, and after a moment of thought she told him exactly what had happened, because she was perfectly aware that he would not believe a word of it. And she was right. He had sat opposite her, drumming his fingers without noise on the table, with a smile now and then which was tinged, she thought, with insolence.

Yet he seemed oddly undisturbed. She had expected some jealous outburst, some keen questioning of the motives which had made her beg them not to pursue this man. But Charles Merchant was only interested in what the fellow had said and done when he talked with her. He was just like a man out of a book, said the girl in conclusion, and Ill wager that hes been raised on romances. He had the face for it, you know — and the wild look!

A blacksmith — in Martindale — raised on romances? Charles had said as he fingered his throat, which was patched with black and blue.

A blacksmith — in Martindale, she had repeated slowly. And it brought a new view of the affair home to her. Now that they knew from Bill Dozier that the victim in Martindale had been only injured, and not actually killed, the whole matter became rather a farce. It would be an amusing tale. But now, as Charles Merchant repeated the words, blacksmith— Martindale, the new idea shocked her, the new idea of Andrew Lanning, for Charles had told her the name.

The new thought stayed with her when she went back to her room after breakfast, ostensibly to read, but really to think. Remembering Andrew Lanning, she got past the white face and the brilliant black eyes; she felt, looking back, that he had shown a restraint which was something more than boyish. When he took her in his arms just before he fled he had not kissed her, though, for that matter, she had been perfectly ready to let him do it.

That moment kept recurring to her — the beating on the door, the voices in the hall, the shouts, and the arms of Andrew Lanning around her, and his tense, desperate face close to hers. It became less dreamlike that moment. She began to understand that if she lived to be a hundred, she would never find that memory dimmer.

A half-sad, half-happy smile was touching the corners of her mouth, when Charles Merchant knocked at her door. She gave herself one moment in which to banish the queer pain of knowing that she would never see this wild Andrew again, and then she told Charles to come in.

In fact, he was already opening the door. He was calm of face, but she guessed an excitement beneath the surface.

Ive got something to show you, he said.

A great thought made her sit up in the chair; but she was afraid just then to stand up. I know. The posse has reached that silly boy and brought him back. But I dont want to see him again. Handcuffed, and all that.

The posse is here, at least, said Charles noncommittally. She was finding something new in him. The fact that he could think and hide his thoughts from her was indeed very new; for, when she first met him, he had seemed all surface, all clean young manhood without a stain.

Do you want me to see the six brave men again? she asked, smiling, but really she was prying at his mind to get a clew of the truth. Well, Ill come down.

And she went down the stairs with Charles Merchant beside her; he kept looking straight ahead, biting his lips, and this made her wonder. She began to hum a gay little tune, and the first bar made the man start. So she kept on. She was bubbling with apparent good nature when Charles, all gravity, opened the door of the living room.

The shades were drawn. The quiet in that room was a deadly, living thing. And then she saw, on the sofa at one side of the place, a human form under a sheet.

Charles! whispered the girl. She put out her hand and touched his shoulder, but she could not take her eyes off that ghastly dead thing. They — they — hes dead — Andrew Lanning! Why did you bring me here?

Take the cloth from his face, commanded Charles Merchant, and there was something so hard in his voice that she obeyed.

The sheet came away under her touch, and she was looking into the sallow face of Bill Dozier. She had remembered him because of the sad mustaches, that morning, and his big voice.

Thats what your romantic boy out of a book has done, said Charles Merchant. Look at his work!

But she dropped the sheet and whirled on him.

And they left him— she said.

Anne, said he, are you thinking about the safety of that murderer — now? Hes safe, but theyll get him later on; hes as good as dead, if thats what you want to know.

God help him! said the girl.

And going back a pace, she stood in the thick shadow, leaning against the wall, with one hand across her lips. It reminded Charles of the picture he had seen when he broke into her room after Andrew Lanning had escaped. And she looked now, as, then, more beautiful, more wholly to be desired than he had ever known her before. Yet he could neither move nor speak. He saw her go out of the room. Then, without stopping to replace the sheet, he followed.

He had hoped to wipe the last thought of that vagabond blacksmith out of her mind with the shock of this horror. Instead, he knew now that he had done quite another thing. And in addition he had probably made her despise him for taking her to confront such a sight.

All in all, Charles Merchant was exceedingly thoughtful as he closed the door and stepped into the hall. He ran up the stairs to her room. The door was closed. There was no answer to his knock, and by trying the knob he found that she had locked herself in. And the next moment he could hear her sobbing. He stood for a moment more, listening, and wishing Andrew Lanning dead with all his heart.

Then he went down to the garage, climbed into his car, and burned up the road between his place and that of Hal Dozier. There was very little similarity between the two brothers. Bill had been tall and lean; Hal was compact and solid, and he had the fighting agility of a starved coyote. He had a smooth-shaven face as well, and a clear gray eye, which was known wherever men gathered in the mountain desert. There was no news to give him. A telephone message had already told him of the death of Bill Dozier.

But, said Charles Merchant, theres one thing I can do. I can set you free to run down this Lanning.

How?

Youre needed on your ranch, Hal; but I want you to let me stand the expenses of this trip. Take your time, make sure of him, and run him into the ground.

My friend, said Hal Dozier, you turn a pleasure into a real party.

And Charles Merchant left, knowing that he had signed the death warrant of young Lanning. In all the history of the mountain desert there was a tale of only one man who had escaped, once Hal Dozier took his trail, and that man had blown out his own brains.


CHAPTER 11
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FAR AWAY IN the western sky Andy Lanning saw a black dot that moved in wide circles and came up across the heavens slowly, and he knew it was a buzzard that scented carrion and was coming up the wind toward that scent. He had seen them many a time before on their gruesome trails, and the picture which he carried was not a pleasant one.

But now the picture that drifted through his mind was still more horrible. It was a human body lying face downward in the sand with the wind ruffling in the hair and the hat rolled a few paces off and the gun close to the outstretched hand. He knew from Uncle Jasper that no matter how far the trail led, or how many years it was ridden, the end of the outlaw was always the same — death and the body left to the buzzards. Or else, in some barroom, a footfall from behind and a bullet through the back.

The flesh of Andy crawled. It was not possible for him to relax in vigilance for a moment, lest danger come upon him when he least expected it. Perhaps, in some open space like this. He went on until the sun was low in the west and all the sky was rimmed with color.

Dusk had come over the hills in a rush, when he saw a house half lost in the shadows. It was a narrow-fronted, two-storied, unpainted, lonely place, without sign of a porch. Here, where there was no vestige of a town near, and where there was no telephone, the news of the deaths of Bill Dozier and Buck Heath could not have come. Andy accepted the house as a blessing and went straight toward it.

But the days of carelessness were over for Andy, and he would never again approach a house without searching it like a human face. He studied this shack as he came closer. If there were people in the building they did not choose to show a light.

Andy went around to the rear of the house, where there was a low shed beside the corral, half tumbled down; but in the corral were five or six fine horses — wild fellows with bright eyes and the long necks of speed. Andy looked upon them wistfully. Not one of them but was worth the price of three of the pinto; but as for money there was not twenty dollars in the pocket of Andy.

Stripping the saddle from the pinto, he put it under the shed and left the mustang to feed and find water in the small pasture. Then he went with the bridle, that immemorial sign of one who seeks hospitality in the West, toward the house. He was met halfway by a tall, strong man of middle age or more. There was no hat on his head, which was covered with a shock of brown hair much younger than the face beneath it. He beheld Andy without enthusiasm.

You figure on layin over here for the night, stranger? he asked.

Thats it, said Andy.

Ill tell you how it is, said the big man in the tone of one who is willing to argue a point. We aint got a very big house — you see it — and its pretty well filled right now. If you was to slope over the hills there, youd find Gainorville inside of ten miles.

Andy explained that he was at the end of a hard ride. Ten more miles would kill the pinto, he said. But if you dont mind, Ill have a bit of chow and then turn in out there in the shed. That wont crowd you in your sleeping quarters, and itll be fine for me.

The big man opened his mouth to say something more, then turned on his heel.

I guess we can fix you up, he said. Come on along.

At another time Andy would have lost a hand rather than accept such churlish hospitality, but he was in no position to choose. The pain of hunger was like a voice speaking in him.

It was a four-room house; the rooms on the ground floor were the kitchen, where Andy cooked his own supper of bacon and coffee and flapjacks, and the combination living room, dining room, and, from the bunk covered with blankets on one side, bedroom. Upstairs there must have been two more rooms of the same size.

Seated about a little kitchen table in the front room, Andy found three men playing an interrupted game of blackjack, which was resumed when the big fellow took his place before his hand. The three gave Andy a look and a grunt, but otherwise they paid no attention to him. And if they had consulted him he could have asked for no greater favor. Yet he had an odd hunger about seeing them. They were the last men in many a month, perhaps, whom he could permit to see him without a fear. He brought his supper into the living room and put his cup of coffee on the floor beside him. While he ate he watched them.

They were, all in all, the least prepossessing group he had ever seen. The man who had brought him in was far from well favored, but he was handsome compared with the others. Opposite him sat a tall fellow very erect and stiff in his chair. A candle had recently been lighted, and it stood on the table near this man. It showed a wan face of excessive leanness. His eyes were deep under bony brows, and they alone of the features showed any expression as the game progressed, turning now and again to the other faces with glances that burned; he was winning steadily. A red-headed man was on his left, with his back to Andy; but now and again he turned, and Andy saw a heavy jowl and a skin blotched with great, rusty freckles. His shoulders over-flowed the back of his chair, which creaked whenever he moved. The man who faced the redhead was as light as his companion was ponderous. His voice was gentle, his eyes large and soft, and his profile was exceedingly handsome. But in the full view Andy saw nothing except a grisly, purple scar that twisted down beneath the right eye of the man. It drew down the lower lid of that eye, and it pulled the mouth of the man a bit awry, so that he seemed to be smiling in a smug, half-apologetic manner. In spite of his youth he was unquestionably the dominant spirit here. Once or twice the others lifted their voices in argument, and a single word from him cut them short. And when he raised his head, now and again, to look at Andy, it gave the latter a feeling that his secret was read and all his past known.

These strange fellows had not asked his name, and neither had they introduced themselves, but from their table talk he gathered that the redhead was named Jeff, the funereal man with the bony face was Larry, the brown-haired one was Joe, and he of the scar and the smile was Henry. It occurred to Andy as odd that such rough boon companions had not shortened that name for convenience.

They played with the most intense concentration. As the night deepened and the windows became black slabs Joe brought another candle and reenforced this light by hanging a lantern from a nail on the wall. This illuminated the entire room, but in a partial and dismal manner. The game went on. They were playing for high stakes; Andrew Lanning had never seen so much cash assembled at one time. They had stacks of unmistakable yellow gold before them — actually stacks. The winner was Larry. That skull-faced gentleman was fairly barricaded behind heaps of money. Andy estimated swiftly that there must be well over two thousand dollars in those stacks.

He finished his supper, and, having taken the tin cup and plate out into the next room and cleaned them, he had no sooner come back to the door, on the verge of bidding them good night, then Henry invited him to sit down and take a hand.


CHAPTER 12
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HE HAD NEVER studied any men as he was watching these men at cards. Andrew Lanning had spent most of his life quite indifferent to the people around him, but now it was necessary to make quick and sure judgments. He had to read unreadable faces. He had to guess motives. He had to sense the coming of danger before it showed its face. And, watching them with close intentness, he understood that at least three of them were cheating at every opportunity. Henry, alone, was playing a square game; as for the heavy winner, Larry, Andrew had reason to believe that he was adroitly palming an ace now and then — luck ran too consistently his way. For his own part, he was no card expert, and he smiled as Henry made his offer.

Ive got eleven dollars and fifty cents in my pocket, Andrew said frankly. I wont sit in at that game.

Then the game is three-handed, said Henry as he got up from his chair. Ive fed you boys enough, he continued in his soft voice. I know a three-handed game is no good, but Im through. Unless youll try a round or two with em, stranger? Theyve made enough money. Maybe theyll play for silver for the fun of it, eh, boys?

There was no enthusiastic assent. The three looked gravely at a victim with eleven dollars and fifty cents, the chair of Big Jeff creaking noisily as he turned. Sit in, said Jeff. He made a brief gesture, like one wiping an obstacle out of the way. Alright, nodded Andy, for the thing began to excite him. He turned to Henry. Suppose you deal for us?

The scar on Henrys face changed color, and his habitual smile broadened. Well! exclaimed Larry. Maybe the gent dont like the way we been runnin this game in other ways. Maybe hes got a few more suggestions to make, sittin in? I like to be obligin.

He grinned, and the effect was ghastly.

Thanks, said Andy. That lets me out as far as suggestions go. He paused with his hand on the back of the chair, and something told him that Larry would as soon run a knife into him as take a drink of water. The eyes burned up at him out of the shadow of the brows, but Andy, though his heart leaped, made himself meet the stare. Suddenly it wavered, and only then would Andy sit down. Henry had drawn up another chair.

That idea looks good to me, he said. I think I shall deal. And forthwith, as one who may not be resisted, he swept up the cards and began to shuffle.

The others at once lost interest. Each of them nonchalantly produced silver, and they began to play negligently, careless of their stakes.

But to Andy, who had only played for money half a dozen times before, this was desperately earnest. He kept to a conservative game, and slowly but surely he saw his silver being converted into gold. Only Larry noticed his gains — the others were indifferent to it, but the skull-faced man tightened his lips as he saw. Suddenly he began betting in gold, ten dollars for each card he drew. The others were out of that hand. Andy, breathless, for he had an ace down, saw a three and a two fall — took the long chance, and, with the luck behind him, watched a five-spot flutter down to join his draw. Yet Larry, taking the same draw, was not busted. He had a pair of deuces and a four. There he stuck, and it stood to reason that he could not win. Yet he bet recklessly, raising Andy twice, until the latter had no more money on the table to call a higher bet. The showdown revealed an ace under cover for Larry also. Now he leaned across the table, smiling at Andrew.

I like the hand you show, said Larry, but I dont like your face behind it, my friend.

His smile went out; his hand jerked back; and then the lean, small hand of Henry shot out and fastened on the tall mans wrist. You skunk! said Henry. Dyou want to get the kid for that beggarly mess? Bah!

Andy, colorless, his blood cold, brushed aside the arm of the intercessor.

Partner, he said, leaning a little forward in turn, and thereby making his holster swing clear of the seat of his chair, partner, I dont mind your words, but I dont like the way you say em.

When he began to speak his voice was shaken; before he had finished, his tones rang, and he felt once more that overwhelming desire which was like the impulse to fling himself from a height. He had felt it before, when he watched the posse retreat with the body of Bill Dozier. He felt it now, a vast hunger, an almost blinding eagerness to see Larry make an incriminating move with his bony, hovering right hand. The bright eyes burned at him for a moment longer out of the shadow. Then, again, they wavered, and turned away.

Andy knew that the fellow had no more stomach for a fight. Shame might have made him go through with the thing he started, however, had not Henry cut in again and given Larry a chance to withdraw gracefully.

The kids called your bluff, Larry, he said. And the rest of us dont need to see you pull any target practice. Shake hands with the kid, will you, and tell him you were joking!

Larry settled back in his chair with a grunt, and Henry, without a word, tipped back in his chair and kicked the table. Andy, beside him, saw the move start, and he had just time to scoop his own winnings, including that last rich bet, off the table top and into his pocket. As for the rest of the coin, it slid with a noisy jangle to the floor, and it turned the other three men into scrambling madmen. They scratched and clawed at the money, cursing volubly, and Andy, stepping back out of the fracas, saw the scar-faced man watching with a smile of contempt. There was a snarl; Jeff had Joe by the throat, and Joe was reaching for his gun. Henry moved forward to interfere once more, but this time he was not needed. A clear whistling sounded outside the house, and a moment later the door was kicked open. A man came in with his saddle on his hip.

His appearance converted the threatening fight into a scene of jovial good nature. The money was swept up at random, as though none of them had the slightest care what became of it.

Havin one of your little parties, eh? said the stranger. What started it?

He did, Scottie, answered Larry, and, stretching out an arm of enormous length, he pointed at Andrew.

Again it required the intervention of Henry to explain matters, and Scottie, with his hands on his hips, turned and surveyed Andrew with considering eyes. He was much different from the rest. Whereas, they had one and all a peculiarly unhealthy effect upon Andy, this newcomer was a cheery fellow, with an eye as clear as crystal, and color in his tanned cheeks. He had one of those long faces which invariably imply shrewdness, and he canted his head to one side while he watched Andy. Youre him that put the pinto in the corral, I guess? he said.

Andy nodded.

There was no further mention of the troubles of that card game. Jeff and Joe and Larry were instantly busied about the kitchen and in arranging the table, while Scottie, after the manner of a guest, bustled about and accomplished little.

But the eye of Andy, then and thereafter, whenever he was near the five, kept steadily upon the scar-faced man. Henry had tilted his chair back against the wall. The night had come on chill, with a rising wind that hummed through the cracks of the ill-built wall and tossed the flame in the throat of the chimney; Henry draped a coat like a cloak around his shoulders and buried his chin in his hands, separated from the others by a vast gulf. Presently Scottie was sitting at the table. The others were gathered around him in expectant attitudes.

Whats new? they exclaimed in one voice.

Oh, about a million things. Let me get some of this ham into my face, and then Ill talk. Ive got a batch of newspapers yonder. Theres a gold rush on up to Tollivers Creek.

Andy blinked, for that news was at least four weeks old. But now came a tide of other news, and almost all of it was stale stuff to him. But the men drank it in — all except Henry, silent in his corner. He was relaxed, as if he slept. But the most news is about the killing of Bill Dozier.


CHAPTER 13
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OL BILL! GRUNTED red-headed Jeff. Well, Ill be hung! Theres one good deed done. He was overdue, anyways.

Andy, waiting breathlessly, watched lest the eye of the narrator should swing toward him for the least part of a second. But Scottie seemed utterly oblivious of the fact that he sat in the same room with the murderer. Well, he got it, said Scottie. And he didnt get it from behind. Seems there was a young gent in Martindale — all you boys know old Jasper Lanning? There was an answering chorus. Well, hes got a nephew, Andrew Lanning. This kid was sort of a bashful kind, they say. But yesterday he up and bashed a fellow in the jaw, and the man went down. Whacked his head on a rock, and young Lanning thought his man was dead. So he holds off the crowd with a gun, hops a horse, and beats it.

Pretty, pretty! murmured Larry. But whats that got to do with that hyena, Bill Dozier?

I dont get it all hitched up straight. Most of the news come from Martindale to town by telephone. Seems this young Lanning was follered by Bill Dozier. He was always a hound for a job like that, eh?

There was a growl of assent.

He hand-picked five rough ones and went after Lanning. Chased him all night. Landed at John Merchants place. The kid had dropped in there to call on a girl. Can you beat that for cold nerve, him figuring that hed killed a man, and Bill Dozier and five more on his trail to bring him back to wait and see whether the buck he dropped lived or died — and then to slide over and call on a lady? No, you cant raise that!

But the tidings were gradually breaking in upon the mind of Andrew Lanning. Buck Heath had not been dead; the pursuit was simply to bring him back on some charge of assault; and now — Bill Dozier — the head of Andrew swam.

Seems he didnt know her, either. Just paid a call round about dawn and then rode on. Bill comes along a little later on the trail, gets new horses from Merchant, and runs down Lanning early this morning. Runs him down, and then Lanning turns in the saddle and drills Bill through the head at five hundred yards. Henry came to life. How far? he said.

Thats what they got over the telephone, said Scottie apologetically.

Then the news got to Hal Dozier from Merchants house. Hal hops on the wire and gets in touch with the governor, and in about ten seconds they make this Lanning kid an outlaw and stick a price on his head — five thousand, I think, and they say Merchant is behind it. The telephone was buzzing with it when I left town, and most of the boys were oiling up their gats and getting ready to make a play. Pretty easy money, eh, for putting the rollers under a kid?

Andrew Lanning muttered aloud: An outlaw!

Not the first time Bill Dozier has done it, said Henry calmly. Thats an old maneuver of his — to hound a man from a little crime to a big one.

The throat of Andrew was dry. Did you get a description of young Lanning? he asked.

Sure, nodded Scottie. Twenty-three years old, about five feet ten, black hair and black eyes, good looking, big shoulders, quiet spoken.

Andrew made a gesture and looked carelessly out the back window, but, from the corner of his eyes, he was noting the five men. Not a line of their expressions escaped him. He was seeing, literally, with eyes in the back of his head; and if, by the interchange of one knowing glance, or by a significant silence, even, these fellows had indicated that they remotely guessed his identity, he would have been on his feet like a tiger, gun in hand, and backing for the door. Five thousand dollars! What would not one of these men do for that sum?

Andy had been keyed to the breaking point before; but his alertness was now trebled, and, like a sensitive barometer, he felt the danger of Larry, the brute strength of Jeff, the cunning of Henry, the grave poise of Joe, to say nothing of Scottie — an unknown force. But Scottie was running on in his talk; he was telling of how he met the storekeeper in town; he was naming everything he saw; these fellows seemed to hunger for the minutest news of men. They broke into admiring laughter when Scottie told of his victorious tilt of jesting with the storekeepers daughter; even Henry came out of his patient gloom long enough to smile at this, and the rest were like children. Larry was laughing so heartily that his eyes began to twinkle. He even invited Andrew in on the mirth.

At this point Andy stood up and stretched elaborately — but in stretching he put his arms behind him, and stretched them down rather than up, so that his hands were never far from his hips.

Ill be turning in, said Andy, and stepping back to the door so that his face would be toward them until the last instant of his exit, he waved good night.

There was a brief shifting of eyes toward him, and a grunt from Jeff; that was all. Then the eye of every one reverted to Scottie. But the latter broke off his narrative.

Aint you sleepin in? he asked. We could fix you a bunk upstairs, I guess.

Once more the glance of Andrew flashed from face to face, and then he saw the first suspicious thing. Scottie was looking straight at Henry, in the corner, as though waiting for a direction, and, from the corner of his eye, Andrew was aware that Henry had nodded ever so slightly.

Heres something you might be interested to know, said Scottie. This young Lanning was riding a pinto hoss. He added, while Andrew stood rooted to the spot: You seemed sort of interested in the description. I allowed maybe youd try your hand at findin him.

Andy understood perfectly that he was known, and, with his left hand frozen against the knob of the door, he flattened his shoulders against the wall and stood ready for the draw. In the crisis, at the first hostile move, he decided that he would dive straight for the table, low. It would tumble the room into darkness as the candles fell — a semidarkness, for there would be a sputtering lantern still.

Then he would fight for his life. And looking at the others, he saw that they were changed, indeed. They were all facing him, and their faces were alive with interest; yet they made no hostile move. No doubt they awaited the signal of Henry; there was the greatest danger; and now Henry stood up.

His first word was a throwing down of disguises. Mr. Lanning, he said, I think this is a time for introductions.

That cold exultation, that wild impulse to throw himself into the arms of danger, was sweeping over Andrew. He made no gesture toward his gun, though his fingers were curling, but he said: Friends, Ive got you all in my eye. Im going to open this door and go out. No harm to any of you. But if you try to stop me, it means trouble, a lot of trouble — quick!

Just a split second of suspense. If a foot stirred, or a hand raised, Andrews curling hand would jerk up and bring out a revolver, and every man in the room knew it. Then the voice of Henry, Youd plan on fighting us all?

Take my bridle off the wall, said Andrew, looking straight before him at no face, and thereby enabled to see everything, just as a boxer looks in the eye of his opponent and thereby sees every move of his gloves. Take my bridle off the wall, you, Jeff, and throw it at my feet.

The bridle rattled at his feet.

This has gone far enough, said Henry. Lanning, youve got the wrong idea. Im going ahead with the introductions. The red-headed fellow we call Jeff is better known to the public as Jeff Rankin. Does that mean anything to you? Jeff Rankin acknowledged the introduction with a broad grin, the corners of his mouth being lost in the heavy fold of his jowls. I see it doesnt, went on Henry. Very well. Joes name is Joe Clune. Yonder sits Scottie Macdougal. There is Larry la Roche. And I am Henry Allister.

The edge of Andrews alertness was suddenly dulled. The last name swept into his brain a wave of meaning, for of all words on the mountain desert there was none more familiar than Henry Allister. Scar-faced Allister, they called him. Of those deadly men who figured in the tales of Uncle Jasper, Henry Allister was the last and the most grim. A thousand stories clustered about him: of how he killed Watkins; of how Langley, the famous Federal marshal, trailed him for five years and was finally killed in the duel which left Allister with that scar; of how he broke jail at Garrisonville and again at St. Luke City. In the imagination of Andrew he had loomed like a giant, some seven-foot prodigy, whiskered, savage of eye, terrible of voice. And, turning toward him, Andrew saw him in profile with the scar obscured — and his face was of almost feminine refinement.

Five thousand dollars?

A dozen rich men in the mountain desert would each pay more than that for the apprehension of Allister, dead or alive. And bitterly it came over Andrew that this genius of crime, this heartless murderer as story depicted him, was no danger to him but almost a friend. And the other four ruffians of Allisters band were smiling cordially at him, enjoying his astonishment. The day before his hair would have turned white in such a place among such men; tonight they were his friends.


CHAPTER 14
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AFTER THAT THINGS happened to Andrew in a swirl. They were shaking hands with him. They were congratulating him on the killing of Bill Dozier. They were patting him on the back. Larry la Roche, who had been so hostile, now stood up to the full of his ungainly height and proposed his health. And the other men drank it standing. Andy received a tin cup half full of whisky, and he drank the burning stuff in acknowledgment. The unaccustomed drink went to his head, his muscles began to relax, his eyes swam. Voices boomed at him out of a haze. Why, hes only a young kid. One shot put him under the weather.

Shut up, Larry. Hell learn fast enough.

Ah, yes, said Larry to himself, hell learn fast enough!

Presently he was lifted and carried by strong arms up a creaking stairs. He looked up, and he saw the red hair of the mighty Jeff, who carried him as if he had been a child, and deposited him among some blankets.

I didnt know, Larry la Roche was saying. How could I tell a man-killer like him couldnt stand no more than a girl?

Shut up and get out, said another voice. Heavy footsteps retreated, then Andrew heard them once more grumbling and booming below him.

After that his head cleared rapidly. Two windows were open in this higher room, and a sharp current of the night wind blew across him, clearing his mind as rapidly as wind blows away a fog. Now he made out that one man had not left him; the dark outline of him was by the bed, waiting.

Whos there? asked Andrew. Allister. Take it easy.

Im all right. Ill go down again to the boys.

Thats what Im here to talk to you about, kid. Are you sure your heads clear?

Yep. Sure thing.

Then listen to me, Lanning, while I talk. Its important. Stay here till the morning, then ride on.

Where?

Oh, away from Martindale, thats all.

Out of the desert? Out of the mountains?

Of course. Theyll hunt for you here. Allister paused, then went on. And when you get away whatll you do? Go straight?

God willing, said Andrew fervently. It — it was only luck, bad luck, that put me where I am.

The outlaw scratched a match and lighted a candle; then he dropped a little of the melted tallow on a box, and by that light he peered earnestly into Andrews face. He appeared to need this light to read the expression on it. It also enabled Andrew to see the face of Allister. Sometimes the play of shadows made that face unreal as a dream, sometimes the face was filled with poetic beauty, sometimes the light gleamed on the scar and the sardonic smile, and then it was a face out of hell.

Youre going to get away from the mountain desert and go straight, said Allister.

Thats it. He saw that the outlaw was staring with a smile, half grim and half sad, into the shadows and far away.

Lanning, let me tell you. Youll never get away.

You dont understand, said Andrew. I dont like fighting. It — it makes me sick inside. Im not a brave man!

He waited to see the contempt come on the face of the famous leader, but there was nothing but grave attention.

Why, Andy went on in a rush of confidence, everybody in Martindale knows that Im not a fighter. Those fellows downstairs think that Im a sort of bad hombre. Im not. Why, Allister, when I turned over Buck Heath and saw his face, I nearly fainted, and then—

Wait, cut in the other. That was your first man. You didnt kill him, but you thought you had. You nearly fainted, then. But as I gather it, after you shot Bill Dozier you simply sat on your horse and waited. Did you feel like fainting then?

No, explained Andrew hastily. I wanted to go after them and shootem all. They could have rushed me and taken me prisoner easily, but they wanted to shoot me from a distance — and it made me mad to see them work it. I — I hated them all, and I had a reason for it. Curse them!

He added hurriedly: But Ive no grudge against anybody. All I want is a chance to live quiet and clean.

There was a faint sigh from Allister.

Lanning, he murmured, the minute I laid eyes on you, I knew you were one of my kind. In all my life Ive known only one other with that same chilly effect in his eyes — that was Marshal Langley — only he happened to be on the side of the law. No matter. He had the iron dust in him. He was cut out to be a man-killer. You say you want to get away: Lanning, you cant do it. Because you cant get away from yourself. Im making a long talk to you, but youre worth it. I tell you I read your mind. You plan on riding north and getting out of the mountain desert before the countryside there is raised against you, the way its raised to the south. In the first place, I dont think youll get away. Hal Dozier is on your trail, and hell get to the north and raise the whole district and stop you before you hit the towns. Youll have to go back to the mountain desert. Youll have to do it eventually, why not do it now? Lanning, if I had you at my back I could laugh at the law the rest of our lives! Stay with me. I can tell a man when I see him. I saw you call Larry la Roche. And Ive never wanted a man the way I want you. Not to follow me, but as a partner. Shake and say you will!

The slender hand was stretched out through the shadows, the light from the candle flashed on it. And a power outside his own will made Andrew move his hand to meet it. He stopped the gesture with a violent effort.

The swift voice of the outlaw, with a fiber of earnest persuasion in it, went on: You see what I risk to get you. Hal Dozier is on your trail. Hes the only man in the world Id think twice about before I met him face to face. But if I join to you, Ill have to meet him sooner or later. Well, Lanning, Ill take that risk. I know hes more devil than man when it comes to gun play, but well meet him together. Give me your hand!

There was a riot in the brain of Andrew Lanning. The words of the outlaw had struck something in him that was like metal chiming on metal. Iron dust? That was it! The call of one blood to another, and he realized the truth of what Allister said. If he touched the hand of this man, there would be a bond between them which only death could break. In one blinding rush he sensed the strength and the faith of Allister.

But another voice was at his ear, and he saw Anne Withero, as she had stood for that moment in his arms in her room. It came over him with a chill like cold moonlight.

Do you fear me? he had whispered.

No.

Will you remember me?

Forever!

And with that ghost of a voice in his ear Andrew Lanning groaned to the man beside him: Partner, I know youre nine-tenths man, and I thank you out of the bottom of my heart. But theres some one else has a claim to me — I dont belong to myself.

There was a breathless pause. Anger contracted the face of Henry Allister; he nodded gravely.

Its the girl you went back to see, he said.

Yes.

Well, then, go ahead and try to win through. I wish you luck. But if you fail, remember what Ive said. Now, or ten years from now, what Ive said goes for you. Now roll over and sleep. Good-by, Lanning, or, rather, au revoir!


CHAPTER 15

[image: img107.jpg]

THE EXCITEMENT KEPT Andrew awake for a little time, but then the hum of the wind, the roll of voices below him, and the weariness of the long ride rushed on him like a wave and washed him out into an ebb of sleep.

When he wakened the aches were gone from his limbs, and his mind was a happy blank. Only when he started up from his blankets and rapped his head against the slanting rafters just above him, he was brought to a painful realization of where he was. He turned, scowling, and the first thing he saw was a piece of brown wrapping paper held down by a shoe and covered with a clumsy scrawl.

These blankets are yours and the slicker along with them and heres wishin you luck while youre beatin it back to civlizashun. your friend, JEFF RANKIN.

Andy glanced swiftly about the room and saw that the other bunks had been removed. He swept up the blankets and went down the stairs to the first floor. The house reeked of emptiness; broken bottles, a twisted tin plate in which some one had set his heel, were the last signs of the outlaws of Henry Allisters gang. A bundle stood on the table with another piece of the wrapping paper near it. The name of Andrew Lanning was on the outside. He unfolded the sheet and read in a precise, rather feminine writing:

Dear Lanning: We are, in a manner, sneaking off.
Ive already said good-by, and I dont want to tempt
you again. Now youre by yourself and youve got your
own way to fight. The boys agree with me. We all want
to see you make good. Well all be sorry if you come
back to us. But once youve found out that its no go
trying to beat back to good society, well be mighty
happy to have you with us. In the meantime, we want
to do our bit to help Andrew Lanning make up for his
bad luck.
For my part, Ive put a chamois sack on top of the
leather coat with the fur lining. Youll find a little
money in that purse. Dont be foolish. Take the money
I leave you, and, when youre back on your feet, I know
that youll repay it at your own leisure.
And heres best luck to you and the girl.
HENRY ALLISTER.

Andrew lifted the chamois sack carelessly, and out of its mouth tumbled a stream of gold. One by one he picked up the pieces and replaced them; he hesitated, and then put the sack in his pocket. How could he refuse a gift so delicately made?

A broken kitchen knife had been thrust through a bit of the paper on the box. He read this next:


Your hoss is known. So Im leaving you one in place
of the pinto. He goes good and he dont need no spurring
but when you come behind him keep watching
your step. your pal, LARRY LA ROCHE.

Blankets and slicker, money, horse. A flask of whisky stood on another slip of the paper. And the writing on this was much more legible.

Heres a friend in need. When you come to a pinch,
use it. And when you come to a bigger pinch send word
to your friend, SCOTTIE MACDOUGAL.

Andrew picked it up, set it down again, and smiled. On the fur coat there was a fifth tag. Not one of the five, then, had forgotten him.

Its comin on cold, partner. Take this coat and welcome.
When the snows get on the mountains if you
aint out of the desert put on this coat and think of your
partner, JOE CLUNE.

P.S. — I seen you first, and I have first call on you over
the rest of these gents and you can figure that you have
first call on me. J.C.

When he had read all these little letters, when he had gathered his loot before him, Andrew lifted his head and could have burst into song. This much thieves and murderers had done for him; what would the good men of the world do? How would they meet him halfway?

He went into the kitchen. They had forgotten nothing. There was a quantity of chuck, flour, bacon, salt, coffee, a frying pan, a cup, a canteen.

It brought a lump in his throat. He cast open the back door, and, standing in the little pasture, he saw only one horse remaining. It was a fine, young chestnut gelding with a Roman nose and long, mulish ears. His head was not beautiful to see from any angle, but every detail of the body spelled speed, and speed meant safety.

What wonder, then, that Andrew began to see the world through a bright mist? What wonder that when he had finished his breakfast he sang while he roped the chestnut, built the pack behind the saddle, and filled the saddlebags. When he was in the saddle, the gelding took at once the cattle path with a long and easy canter.

With his head cleared by sleep, his muscles and nerves relaxed, Andrew began to plan his escape with more calm deliberation than before.

The first goal was the big blue cloud on the northern horizon — a good weeks journey ahead of him — the Little Canover Mountains. Among the foothills lay the cordon of small towns which it would be his chief difficulty to pass. For, if the printed notices describing him were circulated among them, the countryside would be up in arms, prepared to intercept his flight. Otherwise, there would be nothing but telephoned and telegraphed descriptions of him, which, at best, could only come to the ears of a few, and these few would be necessarily put out by the slightest difference between him and the description. Such a vital difference, for instance, as the fact that he now rode a chestnut, while the instructions called for a man on a pinto.

Moreover, it was by no means certain that Hal Dozier, great trailer though he was, would know that the fugitive was making for the northern mountains. With all these things in mind, in spite of the pessimism of Henry Allister, Andrew felt that he had far more than a fighting chance to break out of the mountain desert and into the comparative safety of the crowded country beyond.

He made one mistake in the beginning. He pushed the chestnut too hard the first and second days, so that on the third day he was forced to give the gelding his head and go at a jarring trot most of the day. On the fourth and fifth days, however, he had the reward for his caution. The chestnuts ribs were beginning to show painfully, but he kept doggedly at his work with no sign of faltering. The sixth day brought Andrew Lanning in close view of the lower hills. And on the seventh day he put his fortune boldly to the touch and jogged into the first little town before him.


CHAPTER 16
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IT WAS JUST after the hot hour of the afternoon. The shadows from the hills to the west were beginning to drop across the village; people who had kept to their houses during the early afternoon now appeared on their porches. Small boys and girls, returning from school, were beginning to play. Their mothers were at the open doors exchanging shouted pieces of news and greetings, and Andrew picked his way with care along the street. It was a town flung down in the throat of a ravine without care or pattern. There was not even one street, but rather a collection of straggling paths which met about a sort of open square, on the sides of which were the stores and the inevitable saloons and hotel.

But the narrow path along which Andrew rode was a gantlet to him. For all he knew, the placards might be already out, one of the least of those he passed might have recognized him. He noticed that one or two women, in their front door, stopped in the midst of a word to watch him curiously. It seemed to Andrew that a buzz of comment and warning preceded him and closed behind him. He felt sure that the children stood and gaped at him from behind, but he dared not turn in his saddle to look back.

And he kept on, reining in the gelding, and probing every face with one swift, resistless glance that went to the heart. He found himself literally taking the brains and hearts of men into the palm of his hand and weighing them. Yonder old man, so quiet, with the bony fingers clasped around the bowl of his corncob, sitting under the awning by the watering trough — that would be an ill man to cross in a pinch — that hand would be steady as a rock on the barrel of a gun. But the big, square man with the big, square face who talked so loudly on the porch of yonder store — there was a bag of wind that could be punctured by one threat and turned into a figure of tallow by the sight of a gun.

Andrew went on with his lightning summary of the things he passed. But when he came to the main square, the heart of the town, it was quite empty. He went across to the hotel, tied the gelding at the rack, and sat down on the veranda. He wanted with all his might to go inside, to get a room, to be alone and away from this battery of searching eyes. But he dared not. He must mingle with these people and learn what they knew.

He went in and sought the bar. It should be there, if anywhere, the poster with the announcement of Andrew Lannings outlawry and the picture of him. What picture would they take? The old snapshot of the year before, which Jasper had taken? No doubt that would be the one. But much as he yearned to do so, he dared not search the wall. He stood up to the bar and faced the bartender. The latter favored him with one searching glance, and then pushed across the whisky bottle.

Do you know me? asked Andrew with surprise. And then he could have cursed his careless tongue.

I know you need a drink, said the bartender, looking at Andrew again. Suddenly he grinned. When a mans been dry that long he gets a hungry look around the eyes that I know. Hit her hard, boy.

Andrew brimmed his glass and tossed off the drink. And to his astonishment there was none of the shocking effect of his first drink of whisky. It was like a drop of water tossed on a huge blotter. To his tired nerves the alcohol was a mere nothing. Besides, he dared not let it affect him. He filled a second glass, pushing across the bar one of the gold pieces of Henry Allister. Then, turning casually, he glanced along the wall. There were other notices up — many written ones — but not a single face looked back at him. All at once he grew weak with relief. But in the meantime he must talk to this fellow.

Whats the news?

What kind of news?

Any kind. Ive been talkin more to coyotes than to men for a long spell.

Should he have said that? Was not that a suspicious speech? Did it not expose him utterly?

Nothin to talk about here much more excitin than a coyotes yap. Not a damn thing. Which way you come from?

South. The last I heard of excitin news was this stuff about Lanning, the outlaw.

It was out, and he was glad of it. He had taken the bull by the horns.

Lanning? Lanning? Never heard of him. Oh, yes, the gent that bumped off Bill Dozier. Between you and me, they wont be any sobbin for that. Bill had it comin. But theyve outlawed Lanning, have they?

Thats what I hear.

But sweet beyond words had been this speech from the bartender. They had barely heard of Andrew Lanning in this town; they did not even know that he was outlawed. Andrew felt hysterical laughter bubbling in his throat. Now for one long sleep; then he would make the ride across the mountains and into safety.

He went out of the barroom, put the gelding away in the stables behind the hotel, and got a room. In ten minutes, pausing only to tear the boots from his feet, he was sound asleep under the very gates of freedom.

And while he slept the gates were closing and barring the way. If he had wakened even an hour sooner, all would have been well and, though he might have dusted the skirts of danger, they could never have blocked his way. But, with seven days of exhausting travel behind him, he slept like one drugged, the clock around and more. It was morning, mid-morning, when he wakened.

Even then he was too late, but he wasted priceless minutes eating his breakfast, for it was delightful beyond words to have food served to him which he had not cooked with his own hands. And so, sauntering out onto the veranda of the hotel, he saw a compact crowd on the other side of the square and the crowd focused on a man who was tacking up a sign. Andrew, still sauntering, joined the crowd, and looking over their heads, he found his own face staring back at him; and, under the picture of that lean, serious face, in huge black type, five thousand dollars reward for the capture, dead or alive — 

The rest of the notice blurred before his eyes.

Some one was speaking. You made a quick trip, Mr. Dozier, and I expect if you send word up to Hallowell in the mountains they can—

So Hal Dozier had brought the notices himself.

Andrew, in that moment, became perfectly calm. He went back to the hotel, and, resting one elbow on the desk, he looked calmly into the face of the clerk and the proprietor. Instantly he saw that the men did not suspect — as yet.

I hear Mr. Doziers here? he asked.

Room seventeen, said the clerk. Hold on. Hes out in the square now.

S all right. Ill wait in his room. He went to room seventeen. The door was unlocked. And drawing a chair into the farthest corner, Andrew sat down, rolled a cigarette, drew his revolver, and waited.


CHAPTER 17
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HE WAITED AN eternity; in actual time it was exactly ten minutes. Then a cavalcade tramped down the hall. He heard their voices, and Hal Dozier was among them. About him flowed a babble of questions as the men struggled for the honor of a word from the great man. Perhaps he was coming to his room to form the posse and issue general instructions for the chase.

The door opened. Dozier entered, jerked his head squarely to one side, and found himself gazing into the muzzle of a revolver. The astonishment and the swift hardening of his face had begun and ended in a fraction of a second.

Its you, eh? he said, still holding the door.

Right, said Andrew. Im here for a little chat about this Lanning youre after.

Hal Dozier paused another heartbreaking second, then he saw that caution was the better way. Ill have to shut you out for a minute or two, boys. Go down to the bar and have a few on me. He turned, laughing and waving to them. Then the door closed, and Dozier turned slowly to face his hunted man. Into Andrews mind came back the words of the great outlaw, Allister: Theres one man Id think twice about meeting, and that—

Sit down, said Andrew. And you can take off your belt if you want to. Easy! Thats it. Thank you.

The belt and the guns were tossed onto the bed, and Hal Dozier sat down. He reminded Andrew of a terrier, not heavy, but all compact nerve and fighting force.

Ill not frisk you for another gun, said Andrew.

Thanks; I have one, but Ill let it lie.

He made a movement. If you dont mind, said Andrew, Id rather that you dont reach into your pockets. Use my tobacco and papers, if you wish. He tossed them onto the table, and Hal Dozier rolled his smoke in silence. Then he tilted back in his chair a little. His hand with the cigarette was as steady as a vise, and Andrew, shrugging forward his own ponderous shoulders, dropped his elbows on his knees and trained the gun full on his companion.

Ive come to make a bargain, Dozier, he said.

The other made no comment, and the two continued that silent struggle of the eyes that was making Andrews throat dry and his heart leap.

Heres the bargain: Drop off this trail. Let the law take its own course through other hands, but you give me your word to keep off the trail. If youll do that Ill leave this country and stay away. Except for one thing, Ill never come back here. Youre a proud man; youve never quit a trail yet before the end of it. But this time I only ask you to let it go with running me out of the country.

Whats the one thing for which youd come back?

Ill come back — once — because of a girl.

He saw the eyes of Dozier widen and then contract again. Youre not exactly what I expected to find, he said. But go on. If I dont take the bargain you pull that trigger?

Exactly.

Hm! You may have heard the voices of the men who came up the hall with me?

Yes.

The moment a report of a gun is heard theyll swarm up to this room and get you.

They made too much noise. Barking dogs dont bite. Besides, the moment Ive dropped you I go out that window.

Its a good bluff, Lanning, said the other. Ill tell you what, if you were what I expected you to be, a hysterical kid, who had a bit of bad luck and good rolled together, Id take that offer. But youre different — youre a man. All in all, Lanning, I think youre about as much of a man as Ive ever crossed before. No, you wont pull that trigger, because there isnt one deliberate murder packed away in your system. Its a good bluff, as I said before, and I admire the way you worked it. But it wont do. I call it. I wont leave your trail, Lanning. Now pull your trigger.

He smiled straight into the eye of the younger man. A flush jumped into the cheeks of Andrew, and, fading, left him by contrast paler than ever. You were one-quarter of an inch from death, Dozier, he replied.

Lanning, with men like you — and like myself, I hope — theres no question of distance. Its either a miss or a hit. Heres a better proposition: Let me put my belt on again. Then put your own gun back in the holster. Well turn and face the wall. And when the clock downstairs strikes ten — thatll be within a few minutes — well turn and blaze at the first sound.

He watched his companion eagerly, and he saw the face of Andrew work. I cant do it, Dozier, said Andrew. Id like to. But I cant!

Why not? The voice of Hal Dozier was sharp with a new suspicion. Get me out of the way, and youre free to get across the mountains, and, once there, your trail will never be found. I know that; every one knows that. Thats why I hit up here after you.

Ill tell you why, said Andrew slowly. Ive got the blood of one man on my hands already, but, so help me God, Im not going to have another stain. I had to shoot once, because I was hounded into it. And, if this thing keeps on, Im going to shoot again — and again. But as long as I can Im fighting to keep clean, you understand?

His voice became thin and rose as he spoke; his breath was a series of gasps, and Hal Dozier changed color.

I think, said Andrew, regaining his self-control, that Id kill you. I think Im just a split second surer and faster than you are with a gun. But dont you see, Dozier?

He cast out his left hand, but his right hand held the revolver like a rock.

Dont you see? Ive got the taint in me. Ive killed my man. If I kill another Ill go bad. I know it. Life will mean nothing to me. I can feel it in me.

His voice fell and became deeper.

Dozier, give me my chance. Its up to you. Stand aside now, and Ill get across those mountains and become a decent man. Keep me here, and Ill be a killer. I know it; you know it. Why are you after me? Because your brother was killed by me. Dozier, think of your brother and then look at me. Was his life worth my life? Youre a cool-headed man. You knew him, and you knew what he was worth. His killings were as long as the worst bad man that ever stepped, except that he had the law behind him. When he got on my trail he knew that I was just a scared kid who thought hed killed a man. Why didnt he let me run until I found out that I hadnt killed Buck Heath? Then he knew, and you know, that Id have come back. But he wouldnt give me the chance. He ran me into the ground, and I shot him down. And that minute he turned me from a scared kid into an outlaw — a killer. Tell me, man to man, Dozier, if Bill hasnt already done me more wrong than Ive done him!

As he finished that strange appeal he noted that the famous fighter was white about the mouth and shaken. He added with a burst of appeal: Hal, you know Im straight. You know Im worth a chance.

The older man lifted his head at last. Andy, I cant leave the trail.

At that sentence every muscle of Andrews body relaxed, and he sat like one in a state of collapse, except that the right hand and the gun in it were steady as rocks.

Heres something between you and me that Id swear I never said if I was called in a court, went on Hal Dozier in a solemn murmur. Ill tell you that I know Bill was no good. Ive known it for years, and Ive told him so. Its Bill that bled me, and bled me until Ive had to soak a mortgage on the ranch. Its Bill thats spent the money on his cussed booze and gambling. Until now theres a man that can squeeze and ruin me any day, and thats Merchant. He sent me hot along this trail. He sent me, but my pride sent me also. No, son, I wasnt bought altogether. And if Id known as much about you then as I know now, Id never have started to hound you. But now Ive started. Everybody in the mountains, every puncher on the range knows that Hal Dozier has started on a new trail, and every man of them knows that Ive never failed before. Andy, I cant give it up. You see, Ive got no shame before you. I tell you the straight of it. I tell you that Im a bought man. But I cant leave this trail to go back and face the boys. If one of them was to shake his head and say on the side that Im no longer the man I used to be, Id shoot him dead as sure as theres a reckoning that Im bound for. It isnt you, Andy; its my reputation that makes me go on.

He stopped, and the two men looked sadly at each other.

Andy, boy, said Hal Dozier, Ive no more bad feeling toward you than if you was my own boy. Then he added with a little ring to his voice: But Im going to stay on your trail till I kill you. You write that down in red.

And the outlaw dropped his gun suddenly into the holster. That ends it, then, he said slowly. The next time we meet we wont sit down and chin friendly like. Well let our guns do our talking for us. And, first of all, Im going to get across these mountains, Hal, in spite of you and your friends.

You cant do it, Andy. Try it. Ive sent the word up. The whole mountains will be alive watchin for you. Every trail will be alive with guns.

But Andrew stood up, and, using always his left hand while the right arm hung with apparent carelessness at his side, he arranged his hat so that it came forward at a jaunty angle, and then hitched his belt around so that the holster hung a little more to the rear. The position for a gun when one is sitting is quite different from the proper position when one is standing. All these things Uncle Jasper had taught Andrew long and long before. He was remembering them in chunks.

Give me three minutes to get my saddle on my horse and out of town, said Andrew. Is that fair?

Considering that you could have filled me full of lead here, said Hal Dozier, with a wry smile, I think thats fair enough.


CHAPTER 18
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AS ANDREW WENT down the stairs and through the entrance hall he noticed it was filled with armed men. At the door he paused for the least fraction of a second, and during that breathing space he had seen every face in the room. Then he walked carelessly across to the desk and asked for his bill.

Someone, as he crossed the room, whirled to follow him with a glance. Andy heard, for his ears were sharpened: I thought for a minute — But it does look like him!

Aw, Mike, I seen that gent in the barroom the other day. Besides, hes just a kid.

Sos this Lanning. Im going out to look at the poster again. You hold this gent here.

All right. Ill talk to him while youre gone. But be quick. Ill be holdin a laugh for you, Mike.

Andrew paid his bill, but as he reached the door a short man with legs bowed by a life in the saddle waddled out to him and said: Just a minute, partner. Are you one of us?

One of who? asked Andrew.

One of the posse Hal is getting together? Well, come to think of it, I guess youre a stranger around here, aint you?

Me? asked Andrew. Why, Ive just been talking to Hal.

About young Lanning?

Yes.

By the way, if youre out of Hals country, maybe you know Lanning, too?

Sure. Ive stood as close to him as I am to you.

You dont say so! What sort of a looking fellow is he?

Well, Ill tell you, said Andrew, and he smiled in an embarrassed manner. They say hes a ringer for me. Not much of a compliment, is it?

The other gasped, and then laughed heartily. No, it aint, at that, he replied. Say, I got a pal that wants to talk to you. Sort of a job on him, at that.

Ill tell you what, said Andy calmly. Take him in to the bar, and Ill come in and have a drink with him and you in about two minutes. Slong.

He was gone through the door while the other half reached a hand toward him. But that was all.

In the stables he had the saddle on the chestnut in twenty seconds, and brought him to the watering trough before the barroom.

He found his short, bow-legged friend in the barroom in the midst of excited talk with a big, blond man. He looked a German, with his parted beard and his imposing front and he had the stern blue eye of a fighter. Is this your friend? asked Andrew, and walked straight up to them. He watched the eyes of the big man expand and then narrow; his hand even fumbled at his hip, but then he shook his head. He was too bewildered to act.

At that moment there was an uproar from the upper part of the hotel. With a casual wave of his hand, Andy wandered out of the barroom and then raced for the street. He heard men shouting in the lobby.

A fighting mass jammed its way into the open, and there, in the middle of the square, sat Hal Dozier on his gray stallion. He was giving orders in a voice that rang above the crowd, and made voices hush in whispers as they heard him. Under his direction the crowd split into groups of four and five and six and rode at full speed in three directions out of the town. In the meantime there were two trusted friends of Hal Dozier busy at telephones in the hotel. They were calling little towns among the mountains. The red alarm was spreading like wildfire, and faster than the fastest horse could gallop.

But Andrew, with the chestnut running like a red flash beneath him, had vanished.

Buried away in the mountains, one stiff days march, was a trapper whom Uncle Jasper had once befriended. That was many a day long since, but Uncle Jasper had saved the mans life, and he had often told Andrew that, sooner or later, he must come to that trappers cabin to talk of the old times.

He was bound there now. For, if he could get shelter for three days, the hue and cry would subside. When the mountaineers were certain that he must have gone past them to other places and slipped through their greedy fingers he could ride on in comparative safety. It was an excellent plan. It gave Andrew such a sense of safety, as he trotted the chestnut up a steep grade, that he did not hear another horse, coming in the opposite direction, until the latter was almost upon him. Then, coming about a sharp shoulder of the hill, he almost ran upon a bare-legged boy, who rode without saddle upon the back of a bay mare. The mare leaped catlike to one side, and her little rider clung like a piece of her hide. You might holler, comin around a turn, shrilled the boy. And he brought the mare to a halt by jerking the rope around her neck. He had no other means of guiding her, no sign of a bridle.

But Andrew looked with hungry eyes. He knew something of horses, and this bay fitted into his dreams of an ideal perfectly. She was beautiful, quite heavily built in the body, with a great spread of breast that surely told of an honest heart beneath a glorious head, legs that fairly shouted to Andrew of good blood, and, above all, she had that indescribable thing which is to a horse what personality is to a man. She did not win admiration, she commanded it. And she stood alert at the side of the road, looking at Andrew like a queen. Horse stealing is the cardinal sin in the mountain desert, but Andrew felt the moment he saw her that she must be his. At least he would first try to buy her honorably.

Son, he said to the urchin, how much for that horse?

Why, said the boy, anything youll give.

Dont laugh at me, said Andrew sternly. I like her looks and Ill buy her. Ill trade this chestnut — and hes a fine traveler — with a good price to boot. If your father lives up the road and not down, turn back with me and Ill see if I cant make a trade.

You dont have to see him, said the boy. I can tell you that hell sell her. You throw in the chestnut and you wont have to give any boot. And he grinned.

But theres the house. He pointed across the ravine at a little green-roofed shack buried in the rocks. You can come over if you want to.

Is there something wrong with her?

Nothin much. Pop says shes the best hoss that ever run in these parts. And he knows, Ill tell a man!

Son, Ive got to have that horse!

Mister, said the boy suddenly, I know how you feel. Lots feel the same way. You want her bad, but she aint worth her feed. A skunk put a bur under the saddle when she was bein broke, and since then anybody can ride her bareback, but nothin in the mountains can sit a saddle on her.

Andrew cast one more long, sad look at the horse. He had never seen a horse that went so straight to his heart, and then he straightened the chestnut up the road and went ahead.


CHAPTER 19
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HE HAD TO be guided by what Uncle Jasper had often described — a mountain whose crest was split like the crown of a hat divided sharply by a knife, and the twin peaks were like the ears of a mule, except that they came together at the base. By the position of those distant summits he knew that he was in the ravine leading to the cabin of Hank Rainer, the trapper.

Presently the sun flashed on a white cliff, a definite landmark by which Uncle Jasper had directed him, so Andrew turned out of his path on the eastern side of the gully and rode across the ravine. The slope was steep on either side, covered with rocks, thick with slides of loose pebbles and sand. His horse, accustomed to a more open country, was continually at fault. He did not like his work, and kept tossing his ugly head and champing the bit as they went down to the river bottom.

It was not a real river, but only an angry creek that went fuming and crashing through the cañon with a voice as loud as some great stream. Andrew had to watch with care for a ford, for though the bed was not deep the water ran like a rifle bullet over smooth places and was torn to a white froth when it struck projecting rocks. He found, at length, a place where it was backed up into a shallow pool, and here he rode across, hardly wetting the belly of the gelding. Then up the far slope he was lost at once in a host of trees. They cut him off from his landmark, the white cliff, but he kept on with a feel for the right direction, until he came to a sudden clearing, and in the clearing was a cabin. It was apparently just a one-room shanty with a shed leaning against it from the rear. No doubt the shed was for the trappers horse.

He had no time for further thought. In the open door of the cabin appeared a man so huge that he had to bend his head to look out, and Andrews heart fell. It was not the slender, rawboned youth of whom Uncle Jasper had told him, but a hulking giant. And then he remembered that twenty years had passed since Uncle Jasper rode that way, and in twenty years the gaunt body might have filled out, the shock of bright-red hair of which Jasper spoke might well have been the original of the red flood which now covered the face and throat of the big man.

Hello! called the trapper. Are you one of the boys on the trail? Well, I aint seen anything. Been about six others here already.

The blood leaped in Andrew, and then ran coldly back to his heart. Could they have outridden the gelding to such an extent as that?

From Tomo? he asked.

Tomo? No. They come down from Gunter City, up yonder, and Twin Falls.

And Andrew understood. Well indeed had Hal Dozier fulfilled his threat of rousing the mountains against this quarry. He glanced westward. It was yet an hour lacking of sundown, but since mid-morning Dozier had been able to send his messages so far and so wide. Andrew set his teeth. What did cunning of head and speed of horse count against the law when the law had electricity for its agent?

Well, said Andrew, slipping from his saddle, if he hasnt been by this way I may as well stay over for the night. If theyve hunted the woods around here all day, no use in me doing it by night. Can you put me up?

Can I put you up? Ill tell a man. Glad to have you, stranger. Gimme your hoss. Ill take care of him. Looks like he was kind of ganted up, dont it? Well, Ill give him a feed of oats thatll thicken his ribs.

Still talking, he led the gelding into his shed. Andrew followed, took off the saddle, and, having led the chestnut out and down to the creek for a drink, he returned and tied him to a manger which the trapper had filled with a liberal supply of hay, to say nothing of a feed box stuffed with oats.

A man who was kind to a horse could not be treacherous to a man, Andrew decided.

Youre Hank Rainer, arent you? he asked.

Thats me. And you?

Im the unwelcome guest, Im afraid, said Andrew. Im the nephew of Jasper Lanning. I guess youll be remembering him?

Ill forget my right hand sooner, said the big, red man calmly. But he kept on looking steadily at Andrew.

Well, said Andrew, encouraged and at the same time repulsed by this calm silence, my name is one youve heard. I am—

The other broke in hastily. You are Jasper Lannings nephew. Thats all I know. Whats a name to me? I dont want to know names!

It puzzled Andrew, but the big man ran on smoothly enough: Lanning aint a popular name around here, you see? Suppose somebody was to come around and say, Seen Lanning? What could I say, if you was here? Ive got a Lanning here. I dunno but hes the one you want. But suppose I dont know anything except youre Jaspers nephew? Maybe youre related on the mothers side. Eh? He winked at Andrew. You come along and dont talk too much about names.

He led the way into the house and picked up one of the posters, which lay on the floor.

Theyve sent those through the mountains already? asked Andrew gloomily.

Sure! These come down from Twin Falls. Now, a gent with special fine eyes might find that you looked like the gent on this poster. But my eyes are terrible bad mostly. Besides, I need to quicken up that fire.

He crumpled the poster and inserted it beneath the lid of his iron stove. There was a rush and faint roar of the flame up the chimney as the cardboard burned. And now, said Hank Rainer, turning with a broad smile, I guess they aint any reason why I should recognize you. Youre just a plain stranger comin along and you stop over here for the night. That all?

Andrew had followed this involved reasoning with a rather bewildered mind, but he smiled faintly in return. He was bothered, in a way, by the extreme mental caution of this fellow. It was as if the keen-eyed trapper were more interested in his own foolish little subterfuge than in preserving Andrew. Now, tell me, how is Jasper?

Ive got to tell you one thing first. Dozier has raised the mountains, and I could never cross em now.

Going to turn back into the plains?

No. The ranges are wide enough, but theyre a prison just the same. Ive got to get out of em now or stay a prisoner the rest of my life, only to be trailed down in the end. No, I want to stay right here in your cabin until the men are quieted down again and think Ive slipped away from em. Then Ill sneak over the summit and get away unnoticed.

Man, man! Stay here? Why, theyll find you right off. I wonder you got the nerve to sit there now with maybe ten men trailin you to this cabin. But thats up to you.

There was a certain careless calm about this that shook Andrew to his center again. But he countered: No, they wont look specially in houses. Because they wont figure that any man would toss up that reward. Five thousand is a pile of money.

It sure is, agreed the other. He parted his red beard and looked up to the ceiling. Five thousand is a considerable pile, all in hard cash. But mostly they hunt for this Andrew Lanning a dozen at a time. Well, you divide five thousand by ten, and youve got only five hundred left. That aint enough to tempt a man to give up Lanning — so bad as all that.

Ah, smiled Andrew, but you dont understand what a stake you could make out of me. If you were to give information about me being here, and you brought a posse to get me, youd come in for at least half of the reward. Besides, the five thousand isnt all. Theres at least one rich gent thatll contribute maybe that much more. And youd get a good half of that. You see, Hal Dozier knows all that, and he knows theres hardly a man in the mountains who would be able to keep away from selling me. So thats why he wont search the houses.

Not you, corrected the trapper sharply. Andy Lanning is the man Dozier wants.

Well, Andrew Lanning, then, smiled the guest. It was just a slip of the tongue.

Sometimes slips like that break a mans neck, observed the trapper, and he fell into a gloomy meditation.

And after that they talked of other things, until supper was cooked and eaten and the tin dishes washed and put away. Then they lay in their bunks and watched the last color in the west through the open door.

If a member of a posse had come to the door, the first thing his eyes fell upon would have been Andrew Lanning lying on the floor on one side of the room and the red-bearded man on the other. But, though his host suggested this, Andrew refused to move his blankets. And he was right. The hunters were roving the open, and even Hal Dozier was at fault.

Because, said Andrew, he doesnt dream that I could have a friend so far from home. Not five thousand dollars worth of friend, anyway.

And the trapper grunted heavily.


CHAPTER 20
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IT WAS A truth long after wondered at, when the story of Andrew Lanning was told and retold, that he had lain in perfect security within a six-hour ride from Tomo, while Hal Dozier himself combed the mountains and hundreds more were out hunting fame and fortune. To be sure, when a stranger approached, Andrew always withdrew into the horse shed; but, beyond keeping up a steady watch during the day, he had little to do and little to fear.

Indeed, at night he made no pretense toward concealment, but slept quite openly on the floor on the bed of hay and blankets, just as Hank Rainer slept on the farther side of the room. And the great size of the reward was the very thing that kept him safe. For when men passed the cabin, as they often did, they were riding hard to get away from Tomo and into the higher mountains, where the outlaw might be, or else they were coming back to rest up, and their destination in such a case was always Tomo. The cabin of the trapper was just near enough to the town to escape being used as a shelter for the night by stray travelers. If they got that close, they went on to the hotel.

But often they paused long enough to pass a word with Hank, and Andrew, from his place behind the door of the horse shed, could hear it all. He could even look through a crack and see the faces of the strangers. They told how Tomo was wrought to a pitch of frenzied interest by this manhunt. Well-to-do citizens, feeling that the outlaw had insulted the town by so boldly venturing into it, had raised a considerable contribution toward the reward. Other prominent miners and cattlemen of the district had come forward with similar offers, and every day the price on the head of Andrew mounted to a more tempting figure.

It was a careless time for Andrew. After that escape from Tomo he was not apt to be perturbed by his present situation, but the suspense seemed to weigh more and more heavily upon the trapper. Hank Rainer was so troubled, indeed, that Andrew sometimes surprised a half-guilty, half-sly expression in the eyes of his host. He decided that Hank was anxious for the day to come when Andrew would ride off and take his perilous company elsewhere. He even broached the subject to Hank, but the mountaineer flushed and discarded the suggestion with a wave of his hand. But if a gang of em should ever hunt me down, even in your cabin, Hank, said Andrew one day — it was the third day of his stay— Ill never forget what youve done for me, and one of these days Ill see that Uncle Jasper finds out about it.

The little, pale-blue eyes of the trapper went swiftly to and fro, as if he sought escape from this embarrassing gratitude.

Well, said he, Ive been thinkin that the man that gets you, Andy, wont be so sure with his money, after all. Hell have your Uncle Jasper on his trail pronto, and Jasper used to be a killer with a gun in the old days.

No more, smiled Andrew. Hes still steady as a rock, but he hasnt the speed any more. Hes over seventy, you see. His joints sort of creak when he tries to move with a snap.

Ah, muttered the trapper, and again, as he started through the open door, Ah!

Then he added: Well, son, you dont need Jasper. If half what they say is true, youre a handy lad with the guns. I suppose Jasper showed you his tricks?

Yes, and we worked out some new ones together. Uncle Jasper raised me with a gun in my hand, you might say.

Hm! said Hank Rainer.

When they were sitting at the door in the semidusk, he reverted to the idea. You been seein that squirrel thats been runnin across the clearin?

Yes.

Id like to see you work your gun, Andy. It was a sight to talk about to watch Jasper, and Im thinkin you could go him one better. Spose you stand up there in the door with your back to the clearin. The next time that squirrel comes scootin across Ill say, Now! and you try to turn and get your gun on him before hes out of sight. Will you try that?

Suppose some one hears it? Oh, theyre used to me pluggin away for fun over here. Besides, they aint anybody lives in hearin.

And Andrew, falling into the spirit of the contest, stood up in the door, and the old tingle of nerves, which never failed to come over him in the crisis, was thrilling through his body again. Then Hank barked the word, Now! and Andrew whirled on his heel. The word had served to alarm the squirrel as well. As he heard it, he twisted about like the snapping lash of a whip and darted back for cover, three yards away. He covered that distance like a little gray streak in the shadow, but before he reached it the gun spoke, and the forty-five-caliber slug struck him in the middle and tore him in two. Andrew, hearing a sharp crackling, looked down at his host and observed that the trapper had bitten clean through the stem of his corncob.

That, said the red man huskily, is some shootin.

But he did not look up, and he did not smile. And it troubled Andrew to hear this rather grudging praise.

In the meantime, three days had put the gelding in very fair condition. He was enough mustang to recuperate swiftly, and that morning he had tried with hungry eagerness to kick the head from Andrews shoulders. This had decided the outlaw. Besides, in the last day there had been fewer and fewer riders up and down the ravine, and apparently the hunt for Andrew Lanning had journeyed to another part of the mountains. It seemed an excellent time to begin his journey again, and he told the trapper his decision to start on at dusk the next day.

The announcement brought with it a long and thoughtful pause.

I wisht I could send you on your way with somethin worthwhile, said Hank Rainer at length. But I aint rich. Ive lived plain and worked hard, but I aint rich. So what I can give you, Andy, wont be much.

Andrew protested that the hospitality had been more than a generous gift, but Hank Rainer, looking straight out the door, continued: Well, Im goin down the road to get you my little gift, Andy. Be back in an hour maybe.

Id rather have you here to keep me from being lonely, said Andrew. Ive money enough to buy what I want, but money will never buy me the talk of an honest man, Hank.

The other started. Honest enough, maybe, he said bitterly. But honesty dont get you bread or bacon, not in this world!

And presently he stamped into the shed, saddled his pony, and after a moment was scattering the pebbles on the way down the ravine. The dark and silence gathered over Andrew Lanning. He had little warmth of feeling for Hank Rainer, to be sure, but the hush of the cabin he looked forward to many a long evening and many a long day in a silence like this, with no man near him. For the man who rides outside the law rides alone.

He could have embraced the big man, therefore, when Hank finally came back, and Andrew could hear the pony panting in the shed, a sure sign that it had been ridden hard.

It aint much, said Hank, but its yours, and I hope you get a chance to use it in a pinch. And he dumped down a case of.45 cartridges.

After all, there could have been no gift more to the point, but it gave Andrew a little chill of distaste, this reminder of the life that lay ahead of him. And in spite of himself he could not break the silence that began to settle over the cabin again. Finally Hank announced that it was bedtime for him, and, preparing himself by the simple expedient of kicking off his boots and then drawing off his trousers, he slipped into his blankets, twisted them tightly around his broad shoulders with a single turn of his body, and was instantly snoring. Andrew followed that example more slowly. Not since he left Martindale, however, had he slept soundly. Take a tame dog into the wilderness and he learns to sleep like a wolf quickly enough; and Andrew, with mind and nerve constantly set for action like a cocked revolver, had learned to sleep like a wild thing in turn. And accordingly, when he wakened in the middle of the night, he was alert on the instant. He had a singular feeling that someone had been looking at him while he slept.


CHAPTER 21
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FIRST OF ALL, naturally, he looked at the door. It was now a bright rectangle filled with moonlight and quite empty. There must have been a sound, and he glanced over to the trapper for an explanation. But Hank Rainer lay twisted closely in his blankets.

Andrew raised upon one elbow and thought. It troubled him — the insistent feeling of the eyes which had been upon him. They had burned their way into his dreams with a bright insistence.

He looked again, and, having formed the habit of photographing things with one glance, he compared what he saw now with what he had last seen when he fell asleep. It tallied in every detail except one. The trousers which had lain on the floor beside Hanks bed were no longer there.

It was a little thing, of course, but Andrew closed his eyes to make sure. Yes, he could even remember the gesture with which the trapper had tossed down the trousers to the floor. Andrew sat up in bed noiselessly. He slipped to the door and flashed one glance up and down. Below him the hillside was bright beneath the moon. The far side of the ravine was doubly black in shadow. But nothing lived, nothing moved. And then again he felt the eye upon him. He whirled. Hank! he called softly. And he saw the slightest start as he spoke. Hank! he repeated in the same tone, and the trapper stretched his arms, yawned heavily, and turned. Well, lad? he inquired.

But Andrew knew that he had been heard the first time, and he felt that this pretended slow awakening was too elaborate to be true. He went back to his own bed and began to dress rapidly. In the meantime the trapper was staring stupidly at him and asking what was wrong.

Something mighty queer, said Andrew. Must have been a coyote in here that sneaked off with your trousers, unless you have em on.

Just a touch of pause, then the other replied through a yawn: Sure, I got em on. Had to get up in the night, and I was too plumb sleepy to take em off again when I come back.

Ah, said Andrew, I see.

He stepped to the door into the horse shed and paused; there was no sound. He opened the door and stepped in quickly. Both horses were on the ground, asleep, but he took the gelding by the nose, to muffle a grunt as he rose, and brought him to his feet. Then, still softly and swiftly, he lifted the saddle from its peg and put it on its back. One long draw made the cinches taut. He fastened the straps, and then went to the little window behind the horse, through which had come the vague and glimmering light by which he did the saddling. Now he scanned the trees on the edge of the clearing with painful anxiety. Once he thought that he heard a voice, but it was only the moan of one branch against another as the wind bent some tree. He stepped back from the window and rubbed his knuckles across his forehead, obviously puzzled. It might be that, after all, he was wrong. So he turned back once more toward the main room of the cabin to make sure. Instead of opening the door softly, as a suspicious man will, he cast it open with a sudden push of his foot; the hulk of Hank Rainer turned at the opposite door, and the big man staggered as though he had been struck.

It might have been caused by his swift right-about face, throwing him off his balance, but it was more probably the shock that came from facing a revolver in the hand of Andrew. The gun was at his hip. It had come into his hand with a nervous flip of the fingers as rapid as the gesture of the card expert.

Come back, said Andrew. Talk soft, step soft. Now, Hank, what made you do it?

The red hair of the other was burning faintly in the moonlight, and it went out as he stepped from the door into the middle of the room, his finger tips brushing the ceiling above him. And Andrew, peering through that shadow, saw two little, bright eyes, like the eyes of a beast, twinkling out at him from the mass of hair.

When you went after the shells for me, Hank, he stated, you gave the word that I was here. Then you told the gent that took the message to spread it around — to get it to Hal Dozier, if possible — to have the men come back here. Youd go out, when I was sound asleep, and tell them when they could rush me. Is that straight?

There was no answer.

Speak out! I feel like shovin this gun down your throat, Hank, but I wont if you speak out and tell me the truth.

Whatever other failings might be his, there was no great cowardice in Hank Rainer. His arms remained above his head and his little eyes burned. That was all.

Well, said Andrew, I think youve got me, Hank. I suppose I ought to send you to death before me, but, to tell you the straight of it, Im not going to, because Im sort of sick. Sick, you understand? Tell me one thing — are the boys here yet? Are they scattered around the edge of the clearing, or are they on the way? Hank, was it worth five thousand to double-cross a gent thats your guest — a fellow thats busted bread with you, bunked in the same room with you? And even when theyve drilled me clean, and youve got the reward, dont you know that youll be a skunk among real men from this time on? Did you figure on that when you sold me?

The hands of Hank Rainer fell suddenly, but now lower than his beard. The fingers thrust at his throat — he seemed to be tearing his own flesh.

Pull the trigger, Andy, he said. Go on. I aint fit to live.

Why did you do it, Hank?

I wanted a new set of traps, Andy; that was what I wanted. Id been figurin and schemin all autumn how to get my traps before the winter comes on. My own wasnt any good. Then I seen that fur coat of yours. It set me thinking about what I could do if I had some honest-to-goodness traps with springs in em that would hold — and — I stood it as long as I could.

While he spoke, Andrew looked past him, through the door. All the world was silver beyond. The snow had been falling, and on the first great peak there was a glint of the white, very pure and chill against the sky. The very air was keen and sweet. Ah, it was a world to live in, and he was not ready to die!

He looked back to Hank Rainer. Hank, my time was sure to come sooner or later, but Im not ready to die. Im — Im too young, Hank. Well, good-by!

He found gigantic arms spreading before him.

Andy, insisted the big man, it aint too late for me to double-cross em. Let me go out first and you come straight behind me. They wont fire; theyll think Ive got a new plan for givin you up. When we get to the circle of em, because theyre all round the cabin, well drive at em together. Come on!

Wait a minute. Is Hal Dozier out there?

Yes. Oh, go on and curse me, Andy. Im cursin myself!

If hes there, its no use. But theres no use two dyin when I try to get through. Only one thing, Hank; if you want to keep your self-respect dont take the reward money.

Ill see it burn first, and Im goin with you, Andy!

You stay where you are; this is my party. Before the finish of the dance Im going to see if some of those sneaks out yonder, lyin so snug, wont like to step right out and do a caper with me!

And before the trapper could make a protest he had drawn back into the horse shed.

There he led the chestnut to the door, and, looking through the crack, he scanned the surface of the ground. It was sadly broken and chopped with rocks, but the gelding might make headway fast enough. It was a short distance to the trees — twenty-five to forty yards, perhaps. And if he burst out of that shed on the back of the horse, spurred to full speed, he might take the watchers, who perhaps expected a signal from the trapper before they acted, quite unawares, and he would be among the sheltering shadows of the forest while the posse was getting up its guns.

There was an equally good chance that he would ride straight into a nest of the waiting men, and, even if he reached the forest, he would be riddled with bullets.

Now, all these thoughts and all this weighing of the chances occupied perhaps half a second, while Andrew stood looking through the crack. Then he swung into the saddle, leaning far over to the side so that he would have clearance under the doorway, kicked open the swinging door, and sent the chestnut leaping into the night.


CHAPTER 22
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IF ONLY THE night had been dark, if the gelding had had a fair start; but the moon was bright, and in the thin mountain air it made a radiance almost as keen as day and just sufficiently treacherous to delude a horse, which had been sent unexpectedly out among rocks by a cruel pair of spurs. At the end of the first leap the gelding stumbled to his knees with a crash and snort among the stones. The shock hurled Andrew forward, but he clung with spurs and hand, and as he twisted back into the saddle the gelding rose valiantly and lurched ahead again.

Yet that double sound might have roused an army, and for the keen-eared watchers around the clearing it was more than an ample warning. There was a crash of musketry so instant and so close together that it was like a volley delivered by a line of soldiers at command. Bullets sang shrill and small around Andrew, but that first discharge had been a burst of snap-shooting, and by moonlight it takes a rare man indeed to make an accurate snapshot. The first discharge left both Andrew and the horse untouched, and for the moment the wild hope of unexpected success was raised in his heart. And he had noted one all-important fact — the flashes, widely scattered as they were, did not extend across the exact course of his flight toward the trees. Therefore, none of the posse would have a point-blank shot at him. For those in the rear and on the sides the weaving course of the gelding, running like a deer and swerving agilely among the rocks, as if to make up for his first blunder, offered the most difficult of all targets.

All this in only the space of a breath, yet the ground was already crossed and the trees were before him when Andrew saw a ray of moonlight flash on the long barrel of rifle to his right, and he knew that one man at least was taking a deliberate aim. He had his revolver on the fellow in the instant, and yet he held his fire. God willing, he would come back to Anne Withero with no more stains on his hands!

And that noble, boyish impulse killed the chestnut, for a moment later a stream of fire spouted out, long and thin, from the muzzle of the rifle, and the gelding struck at the end of a stride, like a ship going down in the sea; his limbs seemed to turn to tallow under him, and he crumpled on the ground.

The fall flung Andrew clean out of the saddle; he landed on his knees and leaped for the woods, but now there was a steady roar of guns behind him. He was struck heavily behind the left shoulder, staggered. Something gashed his neck like the edge of a red-hot knife, his whole left side was numb.

And then the merciful dark of the trees closed around him.

For fifty yards he raced through an opening in the trees, while a yelling like wild Indians rose behind him; then he leaped into cover and waited. One thing favored him still. They had not brought horses, or at least they had left their mounts at some distance, for fear of the chance noises they might make when the cabin was stalked. And now, looking down the lane among the trees, he saw men surge into it.

All his left side was covered with a hot bath, but, balancing his revolver in his right hand, he felt a queer touch of joy and pride at finding his nerve still unshaken. He raised the weapon, covered their bodies, and then something like an invisible hand forced down the muzzle of his gun. He could not shoot to kill!

He did what was perhaps better; he fired at that mass of legs, and even a child could not have failed to strike the target. Once, twice, and again; then the crowd melted to either side of the path, and there was a shrieking and forms twisting and writhing on the ground.

Some one was shouting orders from the side; he was ordering them to the right and left to surround the fugitive; he was calling out that Lanning was hit. At least, they would go with caution down his trail after that first check. He left his sheltering tree and ran again down the ravine.

By this time the first shock of the wounds and the numbness were leaving him, but the pain was terrible. Yet he knew that he was not fatally injured if he could stop that mortal drain of his wounds.

He heard the pursuit in the distance more and more. Every now and then there was a spasmodic outburst of shooting, and Andrew grinned in spite of his pain. They were closing around the place where they thought he was making his last stand, shooting at shadows which might be the man they wanted.

Then he stopped, tore off his shirt, and ripped it with his right hand and his teeth into strips. He tied one around his neck, knotting it until he could only draw his breath with difficulty. Several more strips he tied together, and then wound the long bandage around his shoulder and pulled. The pain brought him close to a swoon, but when his senses cleared he found that the flow from his wounds had eased.

But not entirely. There was still some of that deadly trickling down his side, and, with the chill of the night biting into him, he knew that it was life or death to him if he could reach some friendly house within the next two miles. There was only one dwelling straight before him, and that was the house of the owner of the bay mare. They would doubtless turn him over to the posse instantly. But there was one chance in a hundred that they would not break the immemorial rule of mountain hospitality. For Andrew there was no hope except that tenuous one.

The rest of that walk became a nightmare. He was not sure whether he heard the yell of rage and disappointment behind him as the posse discovered that the bird had flown or whether the sound existed only in his own ringing head. But one thing was certain — they would not trail Andrew Lanning recklessly in the night, not even with the moon to help them.

So he plodded steadily on. If it had not been for that ceaseless drip he would have taken the long chance and broken for the mountains above him, trying through many a long day ahead to cure the wounds and in some manner sustain his life. But the drain continued. It was hardly more than drop by drop, but all the time a telltale weakness was growing in his legs. In spite of the agony he was sleepy, and he would have liked to drop on the first mat of leaves that he found.

That crazy temptation he brushed away, and went on until surely, like a star of hope, he saw the light winking feebly through the trees, and then came out on the cabin.

He remembered afterward that even in his dazed condition he was disappointed because of the neat, crisp, appearance of the house. There must be women there, and women meant screams, horror, betrayal.

But there was no other hope for him now. Twice, as he crossed the clearing before he reached the door of the cabin, his foot struck a rock and he pitched weakly forward, with only the crumbling strength of his right arm to keep him from striking on his face. Then there was a furious clamor and a huge dog rushed at him.

He heeded it only with a glance from the corner of his eye. And then, his dull brain clearing, he realized that the dog no longer howled at him or showed his teeth, but was walking beside him, licking his hand and whining with sympathy. He dropped again, and this time he could never have regained his feet had not his right arm flopped helplessly across the back of the big dog, and the beast cowered and growled, but it did not attempt to slide from under his weight.

He managed to get erect again, but when he reached the low flight of steps to the front door he was reeling drunkenly from side to side. He fumbled for the knob, and it turned with a grating sound.

Hold on! Keep out! shrilled a voice inside. We got guns here. Keep out, you dirty bum!

The door fell open, and he found himself confronted by what seemed to him a dazzling torrent of light and a host of human faces. He drew himself up beside the doorway.

Gentlemen, said Andrew, I am not a bum. I am worth five thousand dollars to the man who turns me over, dead or alive, to the sheriff. My name is Andrew Lanning.

At that the faces became a terrible rushing and circling flare, and the lights went out with equal suddenness. He was left in total darkness, falling through space; but, at his last moment of consciousness, he felt arms going about him, arms through which his bulk kept slipping down, and below him was a black abyss.


CHAPTER 23
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IT WAS A very old man who held, or tried to hold, Andrew from falling to the floor. His shoulders shook under the burden of the outlaw, and the burden, indeed, would have slumped brutally to the floor, had not the small ten-year-old boy, whom Andrew had seen on the bay mare, come running in under the arms of the old man. With his meager strength he assisted, and the two managed to lower the body gently.

The boy was frightened. He was white at the sight of the wounds, and the freckles stood out in copper patches from his pallor.

Now he clung to the old man.

Granddad, its the gent that tried to buy Sally!

The old man had produced a murderous jackknife with a blade that had been ground away to the disappearing point by years of steady grinding.

Get some wood in the stove, he commanded. Fire her up, quick. Put on some water. Easy, lad!

The room became a place of turmoil with the clatter of the stove lids being raised, the clangor of the kettle being filled and put in place. By the time the fire was roaring and the boy had turned, he found the bandages had been taken from the body of the stranger and his grandfather was studying the smeared naked torso with a sort of detached, philosophic interest. With the thumb and forefinger of his left hand he was pressing deeply into the left shoulder of Andrew.

Now, theres an arm for you, Jud, said the old man. See them long, stringy muscles in the forearm? If you grow up and have muscles like them, you can call yourself a man. And you see the way his stomach caves in? Aye, thats a sign! And the way his ribs sticks out — and just feel them muscles on the point of his shoulder — Oh, Jud, he would of made a prime wrestler, this fine bird of ours!

Its like touchin somethin dead, granddad, said the boy. I dont dast to do it!

Jud, theys some times when I just about want to give you up! Dead? He aint nowheres near dead. Just bled a bit, thats all. Two as pretty little wounds as was ever drilled clean by a powerful rifle at short range. Dead? Why, inside two weeks hell be fit as a fiddle, and inside a month hell be his own self! Dead! Jud, you make me tired! Gimme that water.

He went to work busily. Out of a sort of first-aid chest he took homemade bandages and, after cleansing the wounds, he began to dress them carefully.

He talked with every movement.

So this here is the lion, is it? nodded granddad. This here is the ravenin, tearin, screechin man-eater? Why, he looks mostly plain kid to me.

He — hes been shot, aint he, granddad? asked the child in a whisper.

Well, boy, Id say that the lion had been chawed up considerable — by dogs.

He pointed. See them holes? The big one in front? That means they sneaked up behind him and shot him while his back was turned.

Hes wakin up, granddad, said Jud, more frightened than before.

The eyes of Andrew were indeed opening.

He smiled up at them. Uncle Jas, he said, I dont like to fight. It makes me sick inside, to fight. He closed his eyes again.

Now, now, now! murmured Pop. This boy has a way with him. And he killed Bill Dozier, did he? Son, gimme the whisky.

He poured a little down the throat of the wounded man, and Andrew frowned and opened his eyes again: He was conscious at last.

I think Ive seen you before, he said calmly. Are you one of the posse?

The old man stiffened a little. A spot of red glowed on his withered cheek and went out like a snuffed light.

Young feller, said the old man, when I go huntin I go alone. You write that down in red, and dont forget it. I aint ever been a member of no posse. Look around and see yourself to home.

Andrew raised his head a little and made out the neat room. It showed, as even his fading senses had perceived when he saw the house first, a touch of almost feminine care. The floor was scrubbed to whiteness, the very stove was burnished.

I remember, said Andrew faintly.

You did see me before, said the other, when you rode into Tomo. I seen you and you seen me. We changed looks, so to speak. And now youve dropped in to call on me. Im goin to put you up in the attic. Gimme a hand to straighten him up, Jud.

With Juds help and the last remnant of Andrews strength they managed to get him to his feet, and then he partly climbed, partly was pushed by Jud, and partly was dragged by the old man up a ladder to the loft. It was quite cool there, very dark, and the air came in through two windows.

Aint very sociable to put a guest in the attic, said Pop, between his panting breaths. But a public character like you, Lanning, will have a considable pile of callers askin after you. Terrible jarrin to the nerves when folks come in and call on a sick man. You lie here and rest easy.

He went down the ladder and came back dragging a mattress. There, by the light of a lantern, he and Jud made Andrew as comfortable as possible.

You mean to keep me here? asked the outlaw.

Long as you feel like restin, answered the old man.

You can make about—

Stop that fool talk about what I can make out of you. How come it you stayed so close to Tomo? Where was you lyin low? In the hills?

Not far away. And they smelled you out?

A man I thought was my friend— Andrew clicked his teeth shut.

You was sold, eh?

I made a mistake.

Hm, was the others comment. Well, you forget about that and go to sleep. I got a few little attentions to pay to that posse. Itll be here rarin before tomorrer. Sleep tight, partner.

He climbed down the ladder and looked around the room. Jud, his freckles still looking like spots of mud or rust, his eyes popping, stood silent.

Im glad of that, said the old man, with a sigh.

What, granddad?

Youre like a girl, Jud. Takes a sight to make you reasonable quiet. But look yonder. Them spots look tolerable like red paint, dont they? Well, we got to get em off.

Ill heat some more water, suggested Jud.

You do nothing of the kind. You get them two butcher knives out of the table drawer and well scrape off the wood, because you cant wash that stain outn a floor. He looked suddenly at Jud with a glint in his eyes. I know, because Ive tried it.

For several minutes they scraped hard at the floor until the last vestige of the fresh stains was gone. Then the old man went outside and, coming back with a handful of sand, rubbed it in carefully over the scraped places. When this was swept away the floor presented no suspicious traces.

But, he exclaimed suddenly, I forgot. I plumb forgot. Hes been leakin all the way here, and when the sun comes up theyll foller him that easy by the sign. Jud, were beat!

They dropped, as at a signal, into two opposite chairs, and sat staring gloomily at each other. The old man looked simply sad and weary, but the color came and went in the face of Jud. And then, like a light, an idea dawned in the face of the child. He got up from his chair, lighted a lantern, and went outside. His grandfather observed this without comment or suggestion, but, when Jud was gone, he observed to himself: Jud takes after me. Hes got thoughts. And them was things his ma and pa was never bothered with.


CHAPTER 24
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THE THOUGHT OF Jud now took him up the back trail of Andrew Lanning. He leaned far over with the lantern, studying with intense interest every place where the wounds of the injured man might have left telltale stains on the rocks or the grass. When he had apparently satisfied himself of this, he turned and ran at full speed back to the house and went up the ladder to Andrew. There he took the boots — they were terribly stained, he saw — and drew them on.

The loose boots and the unaccustomed weights tangled his feet sadly, as he went on down the ladder, but he said not a word to his grandfather, who was far too dignified to make a comment on the borrowed footgear.

Again outside with his lantern, the boy took out his pocket-knife and felt the small blade. It was of a razor keenness. Then he went through the yard behind the house to the big henhouse, where the chickens sat perched in dense rows. He raised his lantern; at once scores of tiny, bright eyes flashed back at him.

But Jud, with a twisted face of determination, kept on with his survey until he saw the red comb and the arched tail plumes of a large Plymouth Rock rooster.

It was a familiar sight to Jud. Of all the chickens on the place this was his peculiar property. And now he had determined to sacrifice this dearest of pets.

The old rooster was so accustomed to his master, indeed, that he allowed himself to be taken from the perch without a single squawk, and the boy took his captive beyond the pen. Once, when the big rooster canted his head and looked into his face, the boy had to wink away the tears; but he thought of the man so near death in the attic, he felt the clumsy boots on his feet, and his heart grew strong again.

He went around to the front of the house and by the steps he fastened on the long neck of his prisoner a grasp strong enough to keep him silent for a moment. Then he cut the roosters breast deeply, shuddering as he felt the knife take hold.

Something trickled warmly over his hands. Dropping his knife in his pocket, Jud started, walked with steps as long as he could make them. He went, with the spurs chinking to keep time for each stride, straight toward a cliff some hundreds of yards from the house. The blood ran freely. The old rooster, feeling himself sicken, sank weakly against the breast of the boy, and Jud thought that his heart would break. He reached the sharp edge of the cliff and heard the rush of the little river far below him. At the same time his captive gave one final flutter of the wings, one feeble crow, and was dead.

Jud waited until the tears had cleared from his eyes. Then he took off the boots, and, in bare feet that would leave no trace on the rocks, he skirted swiftly back to the house, put the dead body back in the chicken yard, and returned to his grandfather.

There was one great satisfaction for him that evening, one reward for the great sacrifice, and it came immediately. While the old man stood trembling before him, Jud told his story.

It was a rich feast indeed to see the relief, the astonishment, the pride come in swift turns upon that grim old face.

And yet in the end Pop was able to muster a fairly good imitation of a frown.

And here you come back with a shirt and a pair of trousers plumb spoiled by all your gallivantin, he said, not speakin of a perfectly good chicken killed. Aint you never goin to get grown up, Jud?

He was mine, the chicken I killed, said Jud, choking.

It brought a pause upon the talk. The other was forced to wink both eyes at once and sigh.

The big speckled feller? he asked more gently.

The Plymouth Rock, said Jud fiercely. He wasnt no speckled feller! He was the finest rooster and the gamest—

Have it your own way, said the old man. You got your grandmas tongue when it comes to arguin fine points. Now go and skin out of them clothes and come back and see that youve got all that — that stuff ofn your face and hands.

Jud obeyed, and presently reappeared in a ragged outfit, his face and hands red from scrubbing.

I guess maybe its all right, declared the old man. Only, theys risks in it. Know whats apt to happen if they was to find that youd helped to get a outlaw off free?

What would it be? asked the boy.

Oh, nothin much. Maybe theyd try you and maybe they wouldnt. Anyways, theyd sure wind up by hangin you by the neck till you was as dead as the speckled rooster.

The Plymouth Rock, insisted Jud hotly.

All right, I dont argue none. But you just done a dangerous thing, Jud. And therell be a considable pile of men here in the mornin, most like, to ask you how and why.

He was astonished to hear Jud break into laughter.

Hush up, said Pop. Youll be wakin him up with all that noise. Besides, what dyou mean by laughin at the law? Why, granddad, said Jud, dont I know you wouldnt never let no posse take me from you? Dont I know maybe youd clean em all up?

Pshaw! said Pop, and flushed with delight. You was always a fool kid, Jud. Now you run along to bed.


CHAPTER 25
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IN HAL DOZIER there was a belief that the end justified the means. When Hank Rainer sent word to Tomo that the outlaw was in his cabin, and, if the posse would gather, he, Hank, would come out of his cabin that night and let the posse rush the sleeping man who remained, Hal Dozier was willing and eager to take advantage of the opportunity. A man of action by nature and inclination, Dozier had built a great repute as a hunter of criminals, and he had been known to take single-handed chances against the most desperate; but when it was possible Hal Dozier played a safe game. Though the people of the mountain desert considered him invincible, because he had run down some dozen notorious fighters, Hal himself felt that this simply increased the chances that the thirteenth man, by luck or by cunning, would strike him down.

Therefore he played safe always. On this occasion he made surety doubly sure. He could have taken two or three known men, and they would have been ample to do the work. Instead, he picked out half a dozen. For just as Henry Allister had recognized that indescribable element of danger in the new outlaw, so the manhunter himself had felt it. Hal Dozier determined that he would not tempt Providence. He had his commission as a deputy marshal, and as such he swore in his men and started for the cabin of Hank Rainer.

When the news had spread, others came to join him, and he could not refuse. Before the cavalcade entered the mouth of the cañon he had some thirty men about him. They were all good men, but in a fight, particularly a fight at night, Hal Dozier knew that numbers to excess are apt to simply clog the working parts of the machine. All that he feared came to pass. There was one breathless moment of joy when the horse of Andrew was shot down and the fugitive himself staggered under the fire of the posse. At that moment Hal had poised his rifle for a shot that would end this long trail, but at that moment a yelling member of his own group had come between him and his target, and the chance was gone. When he leaped to one side to make the shot, Andrew was already among the trees.

Afterward he had sent his men in a circle to close in on the spot from which the outlaw made his stand, but they had closed on empty shadows — the fugitive had escaped, leaving a trail of blood. However, it was hardly safe to take that trail in the night, and practically impossible until the sunlight came to follow the sign. So Hal Dozier had the three wounded men taken back to the cabin of Hank Rainer.

The stove was piled with wood until the top was white hot, and then the posse sat about on the floor, crowding the room and waiting for the dawn. The three wounded men were made as comfortable as possible. One had been shot through the hip, a terrible wound that would probably stiffen his leg for life; another had gone down with a wound along the shin bone which kept him in a constant torture. The third man was hit cleanly through the thigh, and, though he had bled profusely for some time, he was now only weak, and in a few weeks he would be perfectly sound again. The hard breathing of the three was the only sound in that dim room during the rest of the night. The story of Hank Rainer had been told in half a dozen words. Lanning had suspected him, stuck him up at the point of a gun, and then-refused to kill him, in spite of the fact that he knew he was betrayed. After his explanation Hank withdrew to the darkest corner of the room and was silent. From time to time looks went toward that corner, and one thought was in every mind. This fellow, who had offered to take money for a guest, was damned for life and branded. Thereafter no one would trust him, no one would change words with him; he was an outcast, a social leper. And Hank Rainer knew it as well as any man.

A cloud of tobacco smoke became dense in the room, and a halo surrounded the lantern on the wall. Then one by one men got up and muttered something about being done with the party, or having to be at work in the morning, and stamped out of the room and went down the ravine to the place where the horses had been tethered. The first thrill of excitement was gone. Moreover, it was no particular pleasure to close in on a wounded man who lay somewhere among the rocks, without a horse to carry him far, and too badly wounded to shift his position. Yet he could lie in his shelter, whatever clump of boulders he chose, and would make it hot for the men who tried to rout him out. The heavy breathing of the three wounded men gave point to these thoughts, and the men of family and the men of little heart got up and left the posse.

The sheriff made no attempt to keep them. He retained his first hand-picked group. In the gray of the morning he rallied these men again. They went first to the dead, stiff body of the chestnut gelding and stripped it of the saddle and the pack of Lanning. This, by silent consent, was to be the reward of the trapper. This was his in lieu of the money which he would have earned if they had killed Lanning on the spot. Hal Dozier stiffly invited Hank to join them in the manhunt; he was met by a solemn silence, and the request was not repeated. Dozier had done a disagreeable duty, and the whole posse was glad to be free of the traitor. In the meantime the morning was brightening rapidly, and Dozier led out his men.

They went to their horses, and, coming back to the place where Andrew had made his halt and fired his three shots, they took up the trail.

It was as easy to read as a book. The sign was never wanting for more than three steps at a time, and Hal Dozier, reading skillfully, watched the decreasing distance between heel indentations, a sure sign that the fugitive was growing weak from the loss of the blood that spotted the trail. Straight on to the doorstep of Pops cabin went the trail. Dozier rapped at the door, and the old man himself appeared. The bony fingers of one hand were wrapped around the corncob, which was his inseparable companion, and in the other he held the cloth with which he had been drying dishes. Jud turned from his pan of dishwater to cast a frightened glance over his shoulder. Pop did not wait for explanations.

Come in, Dozier, he invited. Come in, boys. Glad to see you. Aint particular comfortable for an oldster like me when theys a full-grown, man-eatin outlaw layin about the grounds. This Lanning come to my door last night. Me and Jud was sittin by the stove. He wanted to get us to bandage him up, but I yanked my gun offn the wall and ordered him away.

You got your gun on Lanning — off the wall — before he had you covered? asked Hal Dozier with a singular smile.

Oh, I aint so slow with my hands, declared Pop. I aint half so old as I look, son! Besides, he was bleedin to death and crazy in the head. I dont figure he even thought about his gun just then. Why didnt you shoot him down, Pop? Or take him? Theres money in him.

Dont I know it? Aint I seen the posters? But I wasnt for pressin things too hard. Not me at my age, with Jud along. I ordered him away and let him go. He went down yonder. Oh, you wont have far to go. He was about all in when he left. But I aint been out lookin around yet this morning. I know the feel of a forty-five slug in your inwards.

He placed a hand upon his stomach, and a growl of amusement went through the posse. After all, Pop was a known man. In the meantime someone had picked up the trail to the cliff, and Dozier followed it. They went along the heel marks to a place where blood had spurted liberally over the ground. Must have had a hemorrhage here, said Dozier. No, we wont have far to go. Poor devil!

And then they came to the edge of the cliff, where the heel marks ended. He walked straight over, said one of the men. Think o that!

No, exclaimed Dozier, who was on his knees examining the marks, he stood here a minute or so. First he shifted to one foot, and then he shifted his weight to the other. And his boots were turning in. Queer. I suppose his knees were buckling. He saw he was due to bleed to death and he took a shorter way! Plain suicide. Look down, boys! See anything?

There was a jumble of sharp rocks at the base of the cliff, and the water of the stream very close. Nothing showed on the rocks, nothing showed on the face of the cliff. They found a place a short distance to the right and lowered a man down with the aid of a rope. He looked about among the rocks. Then he ran down the stream for some distance. He came back with a glum face.

There was no sign of the body of Andrew Lanning among the rocks. Looking up to the top of the cliff, from the place where he stood, he figured that a man could have jumped clear of the rocks by a powerful leap and might have struck in the swift current of the stream. There was no trace of the body in the waters, no drop of blood on the rocks. But then the water ran here at a terrific rate; the scout had watched a heavy boulder moved while he stood there. He went down the bank and came at once to a deep pool, over which the water was swirling. He sounded that pool with a long branch and found no bottom.

And that makes it clear, he said, that the body went down the water, came to that pool, was sucked down, and got lodged in the rocks. Anybody differ? No, gents, Andrew Lanning is food for the trout. And I say its the best way out of the job for all of us.

But Hal Dozier was a man full of doubts. Theres only one other thing possible, he said. He might have turned aside at the house of Pop. He may be there now.

But dont the trail come here? And is there any back trail to the house? one of the men protested.

It doesnt look possible, nodded Hal Dozier, but queer things are apt to happen. Lets go back and have a look.


CHAPTER 26
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HE DISMOUNTED AND gave his horse to one of the others, telling them that he would do the scouting himself this time, and he went back on foot to the house of Pop. He made his steps noiseless as he came closer, not that he expected to surprise Pop to any purpose, but the natural instinct of the trailer made him advance with caution, and, when he was close enough to the door he heard: Oh, hes a clever gent, well enough, but they aint any of em so clever that they cant learn somethin new. Hal Dozier paused with his hand raised to rap at the door and he heard Pop say in continuation: You write this down in red, sonny, and dont you never forget it: The wisest gent is the gent that dont take nothin for granted.

It came to Hal Dozier that, if he delayed his entrance for another moment, he might hear something distinctly to his advantage; but his role of eavesdropper did not fit with his broad shoulders, and, after knocking on the door, he stepped in. Pop was putting away the dishes, and Jud was scrubbing out the sink.

The boys are working up the trail, said Hal Dozier, but they can do it by themselves. I know that the trail ends at the cliff. Ill tell you that poor kid walked to the edge of the cliff, stopped there a minute; made up his mind that he was bleeding to death, and then cut it short. He jumped, missed the rocks underneath, and was carried off by the river. Dozier followed up his statement with some curse words.

He watched the face of the other keenly, but the old man was busy filling his pipe. His eyebrows, to be sure, flicked up as he heard this tragedy announced, and there was a breath from Jud. Ill tell you, Dozier, said the other, lighting his pipe and then tamping the red-hot coals with his calloused forefinger, Im kind of particular about the way people cusses around Jud. Hes kind of young, and they aint any kind of use of him litterin up his mind with useless words. Dont mean no offense to you, Dozier.

The deputy officer took a chair and tipped it back against the wall. He felt that he had been thoroughly checkmated in his first move; and yet he sensed an atmosphere of suspicion in this little house. It lingered in the air. Also, he noted that Jud was watching him with rather wide eyes and a face of unhealthy pallor; but that might very well be because of the awe which the youngster felt in beholding Hal Dozier, the manhunter, at close range. All these things were decidedly small clews, but the marshal was accustomed to acting on hints.

In the meantime, Pop, having put away the last of the dishes in a cupboard, whose shelves were lined with fresh white paper, offered Dozier a cup of coffee. While he sipped it, the marshal complimented his host on the precision with which he maintained his house.

It looks like a womans hand had been at work, concluded the marshal.

Something bettern that, declared the other. A mans hand, Dozier. People has an idea that because women mostly do housework men are out of place in a kitchen. It aint so. Men just got somethin more important on their hands most of the time. His eyes glanced sadly toward his gun rack. Women is a pile overpraised, Dozier. I ask you, man to man, did you ever see a cleaner floor than that in a womans kitchen?

The marshal admitted that he never had. But youre a rare man, he said.

Pop shook his head. When I was a boy like you, he said, I wasnt nothin to be passed up too quick. But a mans young only once, and thats a short time — and hes old for years and years and years, Dozier. He added, for fear that he might have depressed his guest, But me and Jud team it, you see. Im extra old and Juds extra young — so we kind of hit an average.

He touched the shoulder of the boy and there was a flash of eyes between them, the flicker of a smile. Hal Dozier drew a breath. I got no kids of my own, he declared. Youre lucky, friend. And youre lucky to have this neat little house.

No, I aint. Theys no luck to it, because I made every sliver of it with my own hands. An idea came to the deputy marshal.

Theres a place up in the hills behind my house, a days ride, he said, where I go hunting now and then, and Ive an idea a little house like this would be just the thing for me. Mind if I look it over?

Pop tamped his pipe.

Sure thing, he said. Look as much as you like.

He stepped to a corner of the room and by a ring he raised a trapdoor. I got a cellar n everything. Take a look at it below.

He lighted the lantern, and Hal Dozier went down the steep steps, humming. Look at the way that foundations put in, said the old man in a loud voice. I done all that, too, with my own hands.

His voice was so unnecessarily loud, indeed, just as if the deputy were already under ground, that it occurred to Dozier that if a man were lying in that cellar he would be amply warned. And going down he walked with the lantern held to one side, to keep the light off his own body as much as possible; his hand kept at his hip.

But, when he reached the cellar, he found only some boxes and canned provisions in a rack at one side, and a various litter all kept in close order. Big stones had been chiseled roughly into shape to build the walls, and the flooring was as dry as the floor of the house. It was, on the whole, a very solid bit of work. A good place to imprison a man, for instance. At this thought Dozier glanced up sharply and saw the other holding the trapdoor ajar. Something about that implacable, bony face made Dozier turn and hurry back up the stairs to the main floor of the house.

Nice bit of work down there, he said. I can use that idea very well. Well, he added carelessly, I wonder when my fool posse will get through hunting for the remains of poor Lanning? Come to think of it — for it occurred to him that if the old man were indeed concealing the outlaw he might not know the price which was on his head— theres a pretty little bit of coin connected with Lanning. Too bad you didnt drop him when he came to your door.

Drop a helpless man — for money? asked the old man. Never, Dozier!

He hadnt long to live, anyway, answered the marshal in some confusion. Those old, straight eyes of Pop troubled him.

He fenced with a new stroke for a confession.

For my part, Ive never had much heart in this work of mine.

He killed your brother, didnt he? asked Pop with considerable dryness.

Bill made the wrong move, replied Hal instantly. He never should have ridden Lanning down in the first place. Should have let the fool kid go until he found out that Buck Heath wasnt killed. Then he would have come back of his own accord.

Thats a good idea, remarked the other, but sort of late, it strikes me. Did you tell that to the sheriff?

Late it is, remarked Dozier, not following the question. Now the poor kid is outlawed. Well, between you and me, I wish hed gotten away clean-handed. But too late now.

By the way, he went on, Id like to take a squint at your attic, too. That ladder goes up to it, I guess.

Go ahead, said Pop. And once more he tamped his pipe.

There was a sharp, shrill cry from the boy, and Dozier whirled on him. He saw a pale, scared face.

Whats the matter? he asked sharply. Whats the matter with you, Jud? And he fastened his keen glance on the boy.

Vaguely, from the corner of his eye, he felt that Pop had taken the pipe from his mouth. There was a sort of breathless touch in the air of the room. Nothin, said Jud. Only — you know the rungs of that ladder aint fit to be walked on, grandad!

Jud, said the old man with a strained tone, It aint my business to give warnins to an officer of the law — not mine. Hell find out little things like that for himself.

For one moment Dozier remained looking from one face to the other. Then he shrugged his shoulders and went slowly up the ladder. It squeaked under his weight, he felt the rungs bow and tremble. Halfway up he turned suddenly, but Pop was sitting as old men will, humming a tune and keeping time to it by patting the bowl of his pipe with a forefinger.

And Dozier made up his mind.

He turned and came down the ladder. I guess theres no use looking in the attic, he said. Same as any other attic, I suppose, Pop?

The same? asked Pop, taking the pipe from his mouth. I should tell a man it aint. Its my work, that attic is, and its different. I handled the joinin of them joists pretty slick, but you better go and see for yourself.

And he smiled at the deputy from under his bushy brows. Hal Dozier grinned broadly back at him.

Ive seen your work in the cellar, Pop, he said. I dont want to risk my neck on that ladder. No, Ill have to let it go. Besides, Ill have to round up the boys.

He waved farewell, stepped through the door, and closed it behind him.

Grandad, exclaimed Jud in a gasp.

The old man silenced him with a raised finger and a sudden frown. He slipped to the door in turn with a step so noiseless that even Jud wondered. Years seemed to have fallen from the shoulders of his grandfather. He opened the door quickly, and there stood the deputy. His back, to be sure, was turned to the door, but he hadnt moved.

Think I see your gang over yonder, said Pop. They seem to be sort of waitin for you, Dozier.

The other turned and twisted one glance up at the old man.

Thanks, he said shortly and strode away.

Pop closed the door and sank into a chair. He seemed suddenly to have aged again.

Oh, grandad, said Jud, howd you guess he was there all the time?

I dunno, said Pop. Dont bother me.

But whyd you beg him to look into the attic? Didnt you know hed see him right off?

Because he goes by contraries, Jud. He wouldnt of started for the ladder at all, if you hadnt told him hed probably break his neck on it. Only when he seen I didnt care, he made up his mind he didnt want to see that attic.

And if hed gone up? whispered Jud.

Dont ask me what would of happened, said Pop.

All his bony frame was shaken by a shiver.

Is he such a fine fighter? asked Jud.

Fighter? echoed Pop. Oh, lad, hes the greatest hand with a gun that ever shoved foot into stirrup. He — he was like a bulldog on a trail — and all I had for a rope to hold him was just a little spider thread of thinking. Gimme some coffee, Jud. Ive done a days work.
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THE BULLETS OF the posse had neither torn a tendon nor broken a bone. Striking at close range and driven by highpower rifles, the slugs had whipped cleanly through the flesh of Andrew Lanning, and the flesh closed again, almost as swiftly as ice freezes firm behind the wire that cuts it. In a very few days he could sit up, and finally came down the ladder with Pop beneath him and Jud steadying his shoulders from above. That was a gala day in the house. Indeed, they had lived well ever since the coming of Andrew, for he had insisted that he bear the household expense while he remained there, since they would not allow him to depart.

And Ill let you pay for things, Andrew, Pop had said, if you wont say nothing about it, ever, to Jud. Hes a proud kid, is Jud, and hed bust his heart if he thought I was lettin you spend a cent here.

But this day they had a fine steak, brought out from Tomo by Pop the evening before, and they had beans with plenty of pork and molasses in them, cream biscuits, which Pop could make delicious beyond belief, to say nothing of canned tomatoes with bits of dried bread in them, and coffee as black as night. Such was the celebration when Andrew came down to join his hosts, and so high did all spirits rise that even Jud, the resolute and the alert, forgot his watch. Every day from dawn to dark he was up to the door or to the rear window, keeping the landscape under a sweeping observance every few moments, lest some chance traveler — all search for Andrew Lanning had, of course, ceased with the moment of his disappearance — should happen by and see the stranger in the household of Pop. But during these festivities all else was forgotten, and in the midst of things a decided, rapid knock was heard at the door.

Speech was cut off at the root by that sound. For whoever the stranger might be, he must certainly have heard three voices raised in that room. It was Andrew who spoke. And he spoke in only a whisper. Whoever it may be, let him in, said Andrew, and, if theres any danger about him, he wont leave till Im able to leave. Open the door, Jud.

And Jud, with a stricken look, crossed the floor with trailing feet. The knock was repeated; it had a metallic clang, as though the man outside were rapping with the butt of a gun in his impatience, and Andrew, setting his teeth, laid his hand on the handle of his revolver. Here Jud cast open the door, and, standing close to it with her forefeet on the top step, was the bay mare. She instantly thrust in her head and snorted in the direction of the stranger.

Thank heaven! said Andrew. I thought it was the guns again! And Jud, shouting with delight and relief, threw his arms around the neck of the horse. Its Sally! he said. Sally, you rascal!

That good-for-nothing hoss Sally, complained the old man. Shoo her away, Jud.

But Andrew protested at that, and Jud cast him a glance of gratitude. Andrew himself got up from the table and went across the room with half of an apple in his hand. He sliced it into bits, and she took them daintily from between his fingers. And when Jud reluctantly ordered her away she did not blunder down the steps, but threw her weight back on her haunches and swerved lightly away. It fascinated Andrew; he had never seen so much of feline control in the muscles of a horse. When he turned back to the table he announced: Pop, Ive got to ride that horse. Ive got to have her. How does she sell?

She aint mine, said Pop. You better ask Jud.

Jud was at once white and red. He looked at his hero, and then he looked into his mind and saw the picture of Sally. A way out occurred to him. You can have her when you can ride her, he said. She aint much use except to look at. But if you can saddle her and ride her before you leave — well, you can leave on her, Andy.

It was the beginning of busy days for Andrew. The cold weather was coming on rapidly. Now the higher mountains above them were swiftly whitening, while the line of the snow was creeping nearer and nearer. The sight of it alarmed Andrew, and, with the thought of being snow-bound in these hills, his blood turned cold. What he yearned for were the open spaces of the mountain desert, where he could see the enemy approach. But every day in the cabin the terror grew that someone would pass, some one, unnoticed, would observe the stranger. The whisper would reach Tomo — the posse would come again, and the second time the trap was sure to work. He must get away, but no ordinary horse would do for him. If he had had a fine animal under him Bill Dozier would never have run him down, and he would still be within the border of the law. A fine horse — such a horse as Sally, say!

If he had been strong he would have attempted to break her at once, but he was not strong. He could barely support his own weight during the first couple of days after he left the bunk, and he had to use his mind. He began, then, at the point where Jud had left off.

Jud could ride Sally with a scrap of cloth beneath him; Andrew started to increase the size of that cloth. To keep it in place he made a long strip of sacking to serve as a cinch, and before the first day was gone she was thoroughly used to it. With this great step accomplished, Andrew increased the burden each time he changed the pad. He got a big tarpaulin and folded it many times; the third day she was accepting it calmly and had ceased to turn her head and nose it. Then he carried up a small sack of flour and put that in place upon the tarpaulin. She winced under the dead-weight burden; there followed a full half hour of frantic bucking which would have pitched the best rider in the world out of a saddle, but the sack of flour was tied on, and Sally could not dislodge it. When she was tired of bucking she stood still, and then discovered that the sack of flour was not only harmless but that it was good to eat. Andrew was barely in time to save the contents of the sack from her teeth.

It was another long step forward in the education of Sally. Next he fashioned clumsy imitations of stirrups, and there was a long fight between Sally and stirrups, but the stirrups, being inanimate, won, and Sally submitted to the bouncing wooden things at her sides. And still, day after day, Andrew built his imitation saddle closer and closer to the real thing, until he had taken a real pair of cinches off one of Pops saddles and had taught her to stand the pressure without flinching.

There was another great return from Andrews long and steady intimacy with the mare. She came to accept him absolutely. She knew his voice; she would come to his whistle; and finally, when every vestige of unsoundness had left his wounds, he climbed into that improvised saddle and put his feet in the stirrups. Sally winced down in her catlike way and shuddered, but he began to talk to her, and the familiar voice decided Sally. She merely turned her head and rubbed his knee with her nose. The battle was over and won. Ten minutes later Andrew had cinched a real saddle in place, and she bore the weight of the leather without a stir. The memory of that first saddle and the biting of the bur beneath it had been gradually wiped from her mind, and the new saddle was connected indisolubly with the voice and the hand of the man. At the end of that days work Andrew carried the saddle back into the house with a happy heart.

And the next day he took his first real ride on the back of the mare. He noted how easily she answered the play of his wrist, how little her head moved in and out, so that he seldom had to sift the reins through his fingers to keep in touch with the bit. He could start her from a stand into a full gallop with a touch of his knees, and he could bring her to a sliding halt with the least pressure on the reins. He could tell, indeed, that she was one of those rare possessions, a horse with a wise mouth.

And yet he had small occasion to keep up on the bit as he rode her. She was no colt which hardly knew its own paces. She was a stanch five-year-old, and she had roamed the mountains about Pops place at will. She went like a wild thing over the broken going. That catlike agility with which she wound among the rocks, hardly impaired her speed as she swerved. Andrew found her a book whose pages he could turn forever and always find something new.

He forgot where he was going. He only knew that the wind was clipping his face and that Sally was eating up the ground, and he came to himself with a start, after a moment, realizing that his dream had carried him perilously out of the mouth of the ravine. He had even allowed the mare to reach a bit of winding road, rough indeed, but cut by many wheels and making a white streak across the country. Andrew drew in his breath anxiously and turned her back for the cañon.


CHAPTER 28
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IT WAS, INDEED, a grave moment, yet the chances were large that even if he met someone on the road he would not be recognized, for it had been many days since the death of Andrew Lanning was announced through the countryside. He gritted his teeth when he thought that this single burst of childish carelessness might have imperiled all that he and Jud and Pop had worked for so long and so earnestly — the time when he could take the bay mare and start the ride across the mountains to the comparative safety on the other side.

That time, he made up his mind, would be the next evening. He was well; Sally was thoroughly mastered; and, with a horse beneath him which, he felt, could give even the gray stallion of Hal Dozier hard work, and therefore show her heels to any other animal on the mountain desert, he looked forward to the crossing of the mountains as an accomplished fact. Always supposing that he could pass Twin Falls and the fringe of towns in the hills, without being recognized and the alarm sent out.

Going back up the road toward the ravine at a brisk canter, he pursued the illuminating comparison between Sally and Doziers famous Gray Peter. Of course, nothing but a downright test of speed and weight-carrying power, horse to horse, could decide which was the superior, but Andrew had ridden Gray Peter many times when he and Uncle Jasper went out to the Dozier place, and he felt that he could sum up the differences between the two beautiful animals. Sally was the smaller of the two, for instance. She could not stand more than fifteen hands, or fifteen-one at the most. Gray Peter was a full sixteen hands of strong bone and fine muscle, a big animal — almost too big for some purposes. Among these rocks, now, he would stand no chance with Sally. Gray Peter was a picture horse. When one looked at him one felt that he was a standard by which other animals should be measured. He carried his head loftily, and there was a lordly flaunt to his tail. On the other hand, Sally was rather long and low. Furthermore, her neck, which was by no means the heavy neck of the gray stallion, she was apt to carry stretched rather straight out and not curled proudly up as Gray Peter carried his. Neither did she bear her tail so proudly. Some of this, of course, was due to the difference between a mare and a stallion, but still more came from the differing natures of the two animals. In the head lay the greatest variation. The head of Gray Peter was close to perfection, light, compact, heavy of jowl; his eye at all times was filled with an intolerable brightness, a keen flame of courage and eagerness. But one could find a fault with Sallys head. In general, it was very well shaped, with the wide forehead and all the other good points which invariably go with that feature; but her face was just a trifle dished. Moreover, her eye was apt to be a bit dull. She had been a pet all her life, and, like most pets, her eye partook of the human quality. It had a conversational way of brightening and growing dull. On the whole, the head of Sally had a whimsical, inquisitive expression, and by her whole carriage she seemed to be perpetually putting her nose into other business than her own.

But the gait was the main difference. Riding Gray Peter, one felt an enormous force urging at the bit and ready and willing to expend itself to the very last ounce, with tremendous courage and good heart; there was always a touch of fear that Gray Peter, plunging unabated over rough and smooth, might be running himself out. But Sally would not maintain one pace. She was apt to shorten her stride for choppy going, and she would lengthen it like a witch on the level. She kept changing the elevation of her head. She ran freely, looking about her and taking note of what she saw, so that she gave an indescribable effect of enjoying the gallop just as much as her rider, but in a different way. All in all, Gray Peter was a glorious machine; Sally was a tricky intelligence. Gray Peters heart was never in doubt, but what would Sallys courage be in a pinch?

Full of these comparisons, studying Sally as one would study a friend, Andrew forgot again all around him, and so he came suddenly, around a bend in the road, upon a buckboard with two men in it. He went by the buckboard with a wave of greeting and a side glance, and it was not until he was quite around the elbow turn that he remembered that one of the men in the wagon had looked at him with a strange intentness. It was a big man with a great blond beard, parted as though with a comb by the wind.

He rode back around the bend, and there, down the road, he saw the buckboard bouncing, with the two horses pulling it at a dead gallop and the driver leaning back in the seat.

But the other man, the big man with the beard, had picked a rifle out of the bed of the wagon, and now he sat turned in the seat, with his blond beard blown sidewise as he looked back. Beyond a doubt Andrew had been recognized, and now the two were speeding to Tomo to give their report and raise the alarm a second time. Andrew, with a groan, shot his hand to the long holster of the rifle which Pop had insisted that he take with him if he rode out. There was still plenty of time for a long shot. He saw the rifle jerk up to the shoulder of the big man; something hummed by him, and then the report came barking up the ravine.

But Andrew turned Sally and went around the bend; that old desire to rush on the men and shoot them down, that same cold tingling of the nerves, which he had felt when he faced the posse after the fall of Bill Dozier, was on him again, and he had to fight it down. He mastered it, and galloped with a heavy heart up the ravine and to the house of Pop. The old man saw him; he called to Jud, and the two stood in front of the door to admire the horseman and his horse. But Andrew flung himself out of the saddle and came to them sadly. He told them what had happened, the meeting, the recognition. There was only one thing to do — make up the pack as soon as possible and leave the place. For they would know where he had been hiding. Sally was famous all through the mountains; she was known as Pops outlaw horse, and the searchers would come straight to his house.

Pop took the news philosophically, but Jud became a pitiful figure of stone in his grief. He came to life again to help in the packing. They worked swiftly, and Andrew began to ask the final questions about the best and least-known trails over the mountains. Pop discouraged the attempt.

You seen what happened before, he said. Theyll have learned their lesson from Hal Dozier. Theyll take the telephone and rouse the towns all along the mountains. In two hours, Andy, two hundred men will be blocking every trail and closin in on you.

And Andrew reluctantly admitted the truth of what he said. He resigned himself gloomily to turning back onto the mountain desert, and now he remembered the warning of failure which Henry Allister had given him. He felt, indeed, that the great outlaw had simply allowed him to run on a long rope, knowing that he must travel in a circle and eventually come back to the band.

Now the pack was made — he saw Jud covertly tuck some little mementoes into it — and he drew Pop aside and dropped a weight of gold coins into his pocket.

You tarnation scoundrel! began Pop huskily.

Hush, said Andrew, or Jud will hear you and know that Ive tried to leave some money. You dont want to ruin me with Jud, do you?

Pop was uneasy and uncertain.

Ive had your food these weeks and your care, Pop, said Andrew, and now I walk off with a saddle and a horse and an outfit all yours. Its too much. I cant take charity. But suppose I accept it as a gift; I leave you an exchange — a present for Jud that you can give him later on. Is that fair?

Andy, said the old man, youve double-crossed me, and youve got me where I cant talk out before Jud. But Ill get even yet. Good-by, lad, and put this one thing under your hat: Its the loneliness thats goin to be the hardest thing to fight, Andy. Youll get so tired of bein by yourself that youll risk murder for the sake of a talk. But then hold hard. Stay by yourself. Dont trust to nobody. And keep clear of towns. Will you do that?

Thats plain common sense, Pop.

Aye, lad, and the plain things are always the hardest things to do.

Next came Jud. He was very white, but he approached Andrew with a careless swagger and shook hands firmly.

When you bump into that Dozier, Andy, he said, get him, will you? Slong!

He turned sharply and sauntered toward the open door of the house. But before he was halfway to it they heard a choking sound; Jud broke into a run, and, once past the door, slammed it behind him.

Dont mind him, said Pop, clearing his throat violently. Hell cry the sick feelin out of his insides. God bless you, Andy! And remember what I say: The loneliness is the hard thing to fight, but keep clear of men, and after a time theyll forget about you. You can settle down and nobodyll rake up old scores. I know.

Dyou think it can be done?

There was a faint, cold twinkle in the eyes of Pop. Ill tell a man it can be done, he said slowly. When you come back here I may be able to tell you a little story, Andy. Now climb on Sally and dont hit nothin but the high spots.


CHAPTER 29
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EVEN IN HIS own lifetime a man in the mountain desert passes swiftly from the fact of history into the dream of legend. The telephone and the newspaper cannot bring that lonely region into the domain of cold truth. In the time that followed people seized on the story of Andrew Lanning and embroidered it with rare trimmings. It was told over and over again in saloons and around family firesides and in the bunk houses of many ranches. For Andrew had done what many men failed to do in spite of a score of killings — he struck the public fancy. People realized, however vaguely, that here was a unique story of the making of a desperado, and they gathered the story of Andrew Lanning to their hearts.

On the whole, it was not an unkindly interest. In reality the sympathy was with the outlaw. For everyone knew that Hal Dozier was on the trail again, and everyone felt that in the end he would run down his man, and there was a general hope that the chase might be a long one. For one thing, the end of that chase would have removed one of the few vital current bits of news. Men could no longer open conversations by asking the last tidings of Andrew. Such questions were always a signal for an unlocking of tongues around the circle.

Many untruths were told. For instance, the blowing of the safe in Allertown was falsely attributed to Andrew, while in reality he knew nothing about soup and its uses. And the running of the cows off the Circle O Bar range toward the border was another exploit which was wrongly checked to his credit or discredit. Also the brutal butchery in the night at Buffalo Head was sometimes said to be Andrews work, but in general the men of the mountain desert came to know that the outlaw was not a red-handed murderer, but simply a man who fought for his own life.

The truths in themselves were enough to bear telling and retelling. Andrews Thanksgiving dinner at William Fosters house, with a revolver on the table and a smile on his lips, was a pleasant tale and a thrilling one as well, for Foster had been able to go to the telephone and warn the nearest officer of the law. There was the incident of the jammed rifle at The Crossing; the tale of how a youngster at Tomo decided that he would rival the career of the great man — how he got a fine bay mare and started a blossoming career of crime by sticking up three men on the road and committing several depredations which were all attributed to Andrew, until Andrew himself ran down the foolish fellow, shot the gun out of his hand, gave him a talking that recalled his lost senses.

But all details fell into insignificance compared with the general theme, which was the mighty duel between Andrew and Hal Dozier — the unescapable manhunter and the trapwise outlaw. Hal did not lose any reputation because he failed to take Andrew Lanning at once. The very fact that he was able to keep close enough to make out the trail at all increased his fame. He did not even lose his high standing because he would not hunt Andrew alone. He always kept a group with him, and people said that he was wise to do it. Not because he was not a match for Andrew Lanning singlehanded, but because it was folly to risk life when there were odds which might be used against the desperado. But everyone felt that eventually Lanning would draw the deputy marshal away from his posse, and then the outlaw would turn, and there would follow a battle of the giants. The whole mountain desert waited for that time to come and bated its breath in hope and fear of it.

But if the men of the mountain desert considered Hal Dozier the greatest enemy of Andrew, he himself had quite another point of view. It was the loneliness, as Pop had promised him. There were days when he hardly touched food such was his distaste for the ugly messes which he had to cook with his own hands; there were days when he would have risked his life to eat a meal served by the hands of another and cooked by another man. That was the secret of that Thanksgiving dinner at the Foster house, though others put it down to sheer, reckless mischief. And today, as he made his fire between two stones — a smoldering, evil-smelling fire of sagebrush — the smoke kept running up his clothes and choking his lungs with its pungency. And the fat bacon which he cut turned his stomach. At last he sat down, forgetting the bacon in the pan, forgetting the long fast and the hard ride which had preceded this meal, and stared at the fire.

Rather, the fire was the thing which he kept chiefly in the center of his vision, but his glances went everywhere, to all sides, up, and down. Hal Dozier had hunted him hotly down the valley of the Little Silver River, but near the village of Los Toros the fagged posse and Hal himself had dropped back and once more given up the chase. No doubt they would rest for a few hours in the town, change horses, and then come after him again.

It was a new Andrew Lanning that sat there by the fire. He had left Martindale a clear-faced boy; the months that followed had changed him to a man; the boyhood had been literally burned out of him. The skin of his face, indeed, refused to tan, but now, instead of a healthy and crisp white it was a colorless sallow. The rounded cheeks were now straight and sank in sharply beneath his cheek bones, with a sharply incised line beside the mouth. And his expression at all times was one of quivering alertness — the mouth a little compressed and straight, the nostrils seeming a trifle distended, and the eyes as restless as the eyes of a hungry wolf.

Moreover, all of Andrews actions had come to bear out this same expression of his face. If he sat down his legs were gathered, and he seemed about to stand up. If he walked he went with a nervous step, rising a little on his toes as though he were about to break into a run or as though he were poising himself to whirl at any alarm. He sat in this manner even now, under that dead gray sky of sheeted clouds, and in the middle of that great rolling plain, lifeless and colorless — lifeless except for the wind that hummed across it, pointed with cold. Andrew, looking from the dull glimmer of his fire to that dead waste, sighed. He whistled, and Sally came instantly to the call and dropped her head beside his own. She, at least, had not changed in the long pursuits and the hard life. It had made her gaunt. It had hardened and matured her muscles, but her head was the same, and her changeable, human eyes, the eyes of a pet, had not altered.

She stood there with her head down, silently; and Andrew, his hands locked around his knees, neither spoke to her nor stirred. But by degrees the pain and the hunger went out of his face, and, as though she knew that she was no longer needed, Sally tipped his sombrero over his eyes with a toss of her head, and, having given this signal of disgust at being called without a purpose, she went back to her work of cropping the gramma grass, which of all grasses a horse loves best. Andrew straightened his hat and cast one glance after her.

A shade of thought passed over his face as he looked at her. But this time the posse was probably once more starting on out of Los Toros and taking his trail. It would mean another test; he did not fear for her, but he pitied her for the hard work that was coming, and he looked almost with regret over the long racing lines of her body. And it was then, coming out of the sight of Sally, the thought of the posse, and the disgust for the greasy bacon in the pan, that Andrew received a quite new idea. It was to stop his flight, turn about, and double like a fox straight back toward Los Toros, making a detour to the left. The posse would plunge ahead, and he could cut in toward Los Toros. For he had determined to eat once again, at least, at a table covered with a white cloth, food prepared by the hand of another. Sally was known; he would leave her in the grove beside the Little Silver River. For himself, weeks had passed since any man had seen him, and certainly no one in Los Toros had met him face to face. He would be unknown except for a general description. And to disarm suspicion entirely he would leave his cartridge belt and his revolver with Sally in the woods. For what human being, no matter how imaginative, would possibly dream of Andrew Lanning going unarmed into a town and sitting calmly at a table to order a meal?


CHAPTER 30
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RETROSPECTION MADE ANDREW Lannings coming to Los Toros a mad freak, whereas it was in reality a very clever stroke. Hal Dozier would have been on the road five hours before if he had not been held up in the matter of horses, but this is to tell the story out of turn.

Andrew saddled the mare and sent her back swiftly out of the plain, over the hills, and then dropped her down into the valley of the Little Silver River until he reached the grove of trees just outside Los Toros — some four hundred yards, say, from the little group of houses. He then took off his belt, hung it over the pommel, fastened the reins to the belt, and turned away. Sally would stay where he left her — unless someone else tried to get to her head, and then she would fight like a wildcat. He knew that, and he therefore started for Los Toros with his line of communications sufficiently guarded.

He instinctively thought first of drawing his hat low over his eyes and walking swiftly; a moment of calm figuring told him that the better way was to push the hat to the back of his head, put his hands in his pockets, and go whistling through the streets of the town. It was the middle of the gray afternoon; there were few people about, and the two or three whom Andrew passed nodded a greeting. Each time they raised their hands the fingers of Andrew twitched, but he made himself smile back at them and waved in return.

He went on until he came to the restaurant. It was a long, narrow room with a row of tables down each side, and a little counter and cash register beside the door, some gaudy posters on the wall, a screen at the rear to hide the entrance to the kitchen, and a ragged strip of linoleum on the narrow passage between the tables.

These things Andrew saw with the first flick of his eyes as he came through the door; as for people, there was a fat old man sitting behind the cash register in a dirty white apron and two men in greasy overalls and black shirts, perhaps from the railroad. There was one other thing which immediately blotted out all the rest; it was a big poster, about halfway down the wall, on which appeared in staring letters: Ten thousand dollars reward for the apprehension, dead or alive, of Andrew Lanning. Above this caption was a picture of him, and below the big print appeared the body of smaller type which named his particular features. Straight to this sign Andrew walked and sat down at the table beneath it.

It was no hypnotic attraction that took him there. He knew perfectly well that if a man noticed that sign he would never dream of connecting the man for whom, dead or alive, ten thousand dollars was to be paid, with the man who sat underneath the picture calmly eating his lunch in the middle of a town. Even if some supercurious person should make a comparison, he would not proceed far with it, Andrew was sure, for the picture represented the round, young face of a person who hardly existed now; the hardened features of Andrew were now only a skinny caricature of what they had been.

At any rate, Andrew sat down beneath the picture, and, instead of resting one elbow on the table and partially veiling his face with his hand, as he might most naturally have done, he tilted back easily in his chair and looked up at the poster. The fat man from behind the register had come to take his order. He noted the direction of Andrews eyes while he jotted down the items.

You aint the first, he said, thats looked at that. Think of the gent thatll get ten thousand dollars out of a single slug?

I can name the man wholl get it, said Andrew, and his name is Hal Dozier.

I guess you aint far wrong, replied the other. For that matter, the folks around here would mostly make the same guess. But maybe Hals luck will take a turn.

Well, said Andrew, if he gets the money Ill say that hes earned it. And rush in some bread first, captain. Im two-thirds starved.

It was a historic meal in more than one way. The size of it was one notable feature, and even Andrew had to loosen his belt when he came to attack the main feature, which was a vast steak with fried eggs scattered over the top of it.

The steak had been reduced to a meager rim before Andrew had any attention to pay to the paper which had been placed on his table. It was an eight-page sheet entitled The Granville Bugle, and a subhead announced that it was the greatest paper on the ranges and the cattlemans guide. Andrew found a picture on the first page, a picture of Hal Dozier, and over the picture the following caption: Watch this column for news of the Andrew Lanning hunt.

The article in this weeks issue contained few facts. It announced a number of generalities: Marshal Hal Dozier, when interviewed, said— and a great many innocuous things which he was sure that grim hunter could not have spoken. He passed over the rest of the column in careless contempt. On the second page, in a muddle of short notices, one headline caught his eye and held it: Charles Merchant to Wed Society Belle.

The editor had spread his talents for the public eye in doing justice to it:

On the fifteenth of the month will be consummated a romance which began last year, when Charles Merchant, son of the well-known cattle king, John Merchant, went East and met Miss Anne Withero. It is Miss Witheros second visit in the West, and it is now announced that the marriage — 

Andrew crumpled the paper and let it fall. He glanced at a calender on the wall opposite him. There remained six days before the wedding.

And he was still so stunned by that announcement that, raising his head slowly, his thoughts spinning, he looked up and encountered the eyes of Hal Dozier as the latter sank into a chair.

He did not complete the act, but was arrested in midair, one hand grasping the back of the chair, the other hand at his hip. Andrew, in the space of an instant, thought of three things — to kick the table from him and try to get to the side door of the place, to catch up the heavy sugar bowl and attempt to bowl over his man with a well-directed blow, or to simply sit and look Hal Dozier in the eye.

He had thought of the three things in the space that it would take a dog to snap at a fly and look away. He dismissed the first alternatives as absurd, and, picking up his cup of coffee, he raised his eyes slowly toward the ceiling, after the time-honored fashion of a man draining a glass, let his glance move gradually up and catch on the face of Dozier, and then, without haste, lowered the cup again to its saucer. The flush of his own heavy meal kept his pallor from showing. As for Dozier, there was a succession of changes in his features, and then he concluded by lowering himself heavily the rest of the way into his chair. He gave his order to the proprietor in a dazed fashion, looking straight at Andrew, and the latter knew perfectly that the deputy marshal felt that he was in a dream. He was seeing what was not possible to see; his eyes were telling his brain in definite terms: There sits Andrew Lanning and ten thousand dollars. But the reason of Dozier was speaking no less decidedly: There sits a man without a weapon at his hip and actually beneath the poster which offers a reward for the capture of the person he resembles. Also, he is in a restaurant in the middle of a town. I have only to raise my voice in order to surround him.

And reason gained the upper hand, though Dozier continued to look at Andrew in a fascinated manner.

Suddenly the outlaw knew that it would not do to disregard that glance so long continued. To disregard it would be to start the suspicions of Dozier as soon as his brain cleared.

Hello, stranger, said Andrew, and he merely made his voice a trifle husky and deep. Dyou know me?

The eyes of Dozier widened, there was a convulsive motion of his arm, and then his glance wandered slowly away.

Excuse me, he said. I thought I remembered your face.

Should he let it rest at that? No, better risk a finishing touch. No harm done, he said in the same loud voice. Hey, captain, another cup of coffee, will you? And a cigar.

He tilted back in his chair and began to hum. And all the time his nerves were jumping, and that old frenzy was taking him by the throat, that bulldog eagerness for the fight. But fight emptyhanded — and against Hal Dozier? The restaurant owner brought Doziers order, and then the coffee and the cigar to Andrew, and while the deputy continued to look with dumb fascination at Andrew with swift side glances, Andrew finished his second cup. He bit off the end of his cigar, asked for his check, and paid it, and then felt his nerves crumble and go to pieces.

It was not Hal Dozier who sat there, but death itself that looked him in the face. One false move, one wrong gesture, would betray him. How could he tell? That very moment his expression might have altered into something which the marshal could not fail to recognize, and the moment that final touch came there would be a gun play swifter than the eye could follow — simply a flash of steel and a simultaneous explosion.

Even now, with the cigar between his teeth, he knew that if he lighted a match, the match would tremble between his fingers, and that trembling would betray him to Dozier. Yet he must not sit there, either, with the cigar between his teeth, unlighted. It was a little thing, but the weight of a feather would turn the balance and loose on him the thunderbolt of Hal Dozier in action.

But what could he do?

He found a thing in the very deeps of his despair. He got up from his chair, pushed his hat calmly upon his head and walked straight to the deputy. He dropped both hands upon the edge of Hals table and leaned across it.

Got a light, partner? he asked.

And standing there over the table, he knew that Dozier had at length finally and definitely recognized him; but that the numbed brain of the marshal refused to permit him to act. He believed and yet he dared not believe his belief. Andrew saw the glance of Dozier go to his hip — his hip which the holster had rubbed until it gleamed. But no matter — the gun was not there — and stunned again by that impossible fact Dozier reached back and brought up his hand bearing a match box. He took out a match. He lighted it, his brows drawing together and slackening all the time, and then he looked up, his eyes rising with the lighted match, and stared full into the eyes of Andrew.

It was discovery undoubtedly — and how long would that mental paralysis last?

Andrew looked straight back into those eyes. His cigar took the fire and sucked in the flame. A cloud of smoke puffed out and rolled toward Hal Dozier, and Andrew turned leisurely and walked toward the door.

He was a yard from it.

Lanning! came a voice behind him, terrible, like a scream of pain.

As he leaped forward a gun spoke heavily in the room. He heard the bullet crunch into the frame of the door; the door itself was split by the second shot as Andrew slammed it shut. Then he raced around the corner of the restaurant and made for the grove.

There was not a sound behind him for a moment. Then a roar rose from the village and rushed after him. It gave him wings. And, looking back, he saw that Hal Dozier was not among the pursuers. No, half a dozen men were running, and firing as they ran, but there was not a rifle in the lot, and it takes a good man to land a bullet on the run where he is firing at a dodging target. The pursuers lost ground; they stopped and yelled for horses.

But that was what Hal Dozier was doing now. He was jerking a saddle on the back of Gray Peter, and in sixty seconds he would be tearing out of Los Toros. In the same space Andrew was in his own saddle with a flying leap and spurring out of the trees.


CHAPTER 31
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BY ONE THING he knew the utter desperation of Hal Dozier. For the man had fired while Andrews back was turned. The bullet had followed the warning cry as swiftly as the strike of a snake follows its rattle. Luck and his sudden leap forward had unbalanced the nice aim of Dozier, and perhaps his mental agitation had contributed to it. But, at any rate, Andrew was troubled as he cleared the edge of the trees and cantered Sally not too swiftly along the Little Silver River toward Las Casas mountains, a little east of south.

He did not hurry her, partly because he wished to stay close and make sure of the number and force of his pursuers, and partly because he already had a lead sufficient to keep out of any but chance rifle shots.

He had not long to wait. Men boiled out of the village like hornets out of a shaken nest. He could see them buckling on belts while they were riding with the reins in their teeth. And they came like the wind, yelling at the sight of their quarry. Who would not kill a horse for the sake of saying that he had been within pistol range of the great outlaw? But, fast as their horses ran, Dozier, on Gray Peter, was able to keep up with them and also to range easily from group to group. Truly, Gray Peter was a glorious animal! If he were allowed to stretch out after the mare, what would the result be?

The pursuers, under the direction of Dozier, spread across the river bottom and, having formed so that no tricky doubling could leave them in the lurch on a blind trail, they began to use a new set of tactics.

Dozier kept Gray Peter at a steady pace, never varying his gait. But, on either side of him groups of his followers urged their horses forward at breakneck speed. Three or four would send home the spurs and rush up the river bottom after Andrew. If he did not hurry on they opened fire with their rifles from a short distance and sent a hail of random bullets, but Andrew knew that a random bullet carries just as much force as a well-aimed one, and chance might be on the side of one of those shots. He dared not allow them to come too close. Yet his heart rejoiced as he watched the manner in which Sally accepted these challenges. She never once had to lurch into her racing gait; she took the rushes of the cow ponies behind her by merely lengthening her stride until the horses behind her were winded and had to fall back.

If Andrew had let out Sally she would have walked away from them all, but he dared not do that. For, after he had run the heart out of the commoner ones, there remained Gray Peter in reserve, never changing his pace, never hurrying, falling often far back, as the groups one after another pushed close to Sally and made her spurt, gaining again when the spurts ended one by one.

There were two hours of daylight; there was one hour of dusk; and all that time the crowd kept thrusting out its small groups, one after the other, reaching after Sally like different arms, and each time she answered the spurt, and always slipped away into a greater lead at the end of it. And then, while the twilight was turning into dark, Andrew looked back and saw the whole crowd rein in their horses and turn back. There remained a single figure following him, and that figure was easily seen, because it was a man on a gray horse. And then Andrew grasped the plan fully. The posse had played its part; the thing for which the mountain desert had waited was come at last, and Hal Dozier was going on to find his man single-handed and pull him down. Twice, before complete darkness set in, Andrew had been on the verge of turning and going back to accept the challenge of Hal Dozier. Always two things stopped him. There was first the fear of the man which he frankly admitted, and more than that was the feeling that one thing lay before him to be done before he could meet Dozier and end the long trail. He must see Anne Withero. She was about to be married and be drawn out of his world and into a new one. He felt it was more important than life or death to see her before that transformation took place. They would go East, no doubt. Two thousand miles, the law and the mountains would fence him away from her after that.

During the last months he accepted her as he accepted the stars — something far away from him. Now, by some pretext, by some wile, he must live to see her once more. After that let Hal Dozier meet him when he would.

But with this in mind, as soon as the utter dark shut down, he swerved Sally to the right and worked slowly up through the mountains, heading due southwest and out of the valley of the Little Silver. He kept at it, through a district where the mare could not even trot a great deal of the time, for two or more hours. Then he found a little plateau thick with good grazing for Sally and with a spring near it. There he camped for the night, without food, without fire.

And not once during the hours before morning did he close his eyes. When the first gray touched the sky he was in the saddle again; before the sun was up he had crossed the Las Casas and was going down the great shallow basin of the Roydon River. A fine, drizzling rain was falling, and Sally, tired from her hard work of the day before and the long duels with the horses of the posse, went even more down-heartedly moody than usual, shuffling wearily, but recovering herself with her usual catlike adroitness whenever her footing failed on the steep downslope.

For all her dullness, it was a signal from Sally that saved Andrew. She jerked up her head and turned; he looked in the same direction and saw a form like a gray ghost coming over the hills to his left, a dim shape through the rain. Gloomily Andrew watched Hal Dozier come. Gray Peter had been fresher than Sally at the end of the run of the day before. He was fresher now. Andrew could tell that easily by the stretch of his gallop and the evenness of his pace as he rushed across the slope. He gave the word to Sally. She tossed up her head in mute rebellion at this new call for a race, and then broke into a canter whose first few strides, by way of showing her anger, were as choppy and lifeless as the stride of a plow horse.

That was the beginning of the famous ride from the Las Casas mountains to the Roydon range, and all the distance across the Roydon valley. It started with a five-mile sprint — literally five miles of hot racing in which each horse did its best. And in that five miles Gray Peter would most unquestionably have won had not one bit of luck fallen the mare. A hedge of young evergreen streaked before Sally, and Andrew put her at the mark; she cleared it like a bird, jumping easily and landing in her stride. It was not the first time she had jumped with Andrew.

But Gray Peter was not a steeplechaser. He had not been trained to it, and he refused. His rider had to whirl and go up the line of shrubs until he found a place to break through. Then he was after Sally again. But the moment that Andrew saw the marshal had been stopped he did not use the interim to push the mare and increase her lead. Very wisely he drew her back to the long, rocking canter which was her natural gait, and Sally got the breath which Gray Peter had run out of her. She also regained priceless lost ground, and when the gray came in view of the quarry again his work was all to do over again. Hal Dozier tried again in straightaway running. It had been his boast that nothing under the saddle in the mountain desert could keep away from him in a stretch of any distance, and he rode Gray Peter desperately to make his boast good. He failed. If that first stretch had been unbroken — but there his chance was gone, and, starting the second spurt, Andrew came to realize one greatly important truth — Sally could not sprint for any distance, but up to a certain pace she ran easily and without labor. He made it his point to see that she was never urged beyond that pace. He found another thing, that she took a hill in far better style than Peter, and she did far better in the rough, but on the level going he ate up her handicap swiftly.

With a strength of his own found and a weakness in his pursuer, Andrew played remorselessly to that weakness with his strength. He sought the choppy ground as a preference and led the stallion through it wherever he could; he swung to the right, where there was a stretch of rolling hills, and once more Gray Peter had a losing space before him.

So they came to the river itself, with Gray Peter comfortably in the rear, but running well within his strength. Andrew paused in the shallows to allow Sally one swallow; then he went on. But Dozier did not pause for even this. It was a grave mistake.

And so the miles wore on. Sally was still running like a swallow for lightness, but Andrew knew by her breathing that she was giving vital strength to the effort. He talked to her constantly. He told her how Gray Peter ran behind them. He encouraged her with pet words. And Sally seemed to understand, for she flicked one ear back to listen, and then she pricked them both and kept at her work.

It was a heart-tearing thing to see her run to the point of lather and then keep on.

They were in low hills, and Gray Peter was losing steadily. They reached a broad flat, and the stallion gained with terrible insistence. Looking back, Andrew could see that the marshal had stripped away every vestige of his pack. He followed that example with a groan. And still Gray Peter gained.

It was the last great effort for the stallion. Before them rose the foothills of the Roydon mountains; behind them the Las Casas range was lost in mist. It seemed that they had been galloping like this for an infinity of time, and Andrew was numb from the shoulders down. If he reached those hills Gray Peter was beaten. He knew it; Hal Dozier knew it; and the two great horses gave all their strength to the last duel of the race.

The ears of Sally no longer pricked. They lay flat on her neck. The amazing lift was gone from her gait, and she pounded heavily with the forelegs. And still she struggled on. He looked back, and Gray Peter still gained, an inch at a time, and his stride did not seem to have abated. The one bitter question now was whether Sally would not collapse under the effort. With every lurch of her feet, Andrew expected to feel her crumble beneath him. And yet she went on. She was all heart, all nerve, and running on it. Behind her came Gray Peter, and he also ran with his head stretched out.

He was within rifle range now. Why did not Dozier fire? Perhaps he had set his heart on actually running Sally down, not dropping his prey with a distant shot.

And still they flew across the flat. The hills were close now, and sometimes, when the drizzling rain lifted, it seemed that the Roydon mountains were exactly above them, leaning out over him like a shadow. He called on Sally again and again. He touched her for the first time in her life with spurs, and she found something in the depths of her heart and her courage to answer with. She ran again with a ghost of her former buoyancy, and Gray Peter was held even. Not an inch could he gain after that. Andrew saw his pursuer raise his quirt and flog. It was useless. Each horse was running itself out, and no power could get more speed out of the pounding limbs.

And with his head still turned, Andrew felt a shock and flounder. Sally had almost fallen. He jerked sharply up on the reins, and she broke into a staggering trot. Then Andrew saw that they had struck the slope of the first hill, a long, smooth rise which she would have taken at full speed in the beginning of the race, but now though she labored bitterly, she could not raise a gallop. The trot was her best effort.

There was a shrill yelling behind, and Andrew saw Dozier, a hand brandished above his head. He had seen Sally break down; Gray Peter would catch her; his horse would win that famous duel of speed and courage. Rifle? He had forgotten his rifle. He would go in, he would overhaul Sally, and then finish the chase with a play of revolvers. And in expectation of that end, Andrew drew his revolver. It hung the length of his arm; he found that his muscles were numb from the cold and the cramped position from the elbow down. Shoot? He was as helpless as though he had no gun at all. He beat his hands together to bring back the blood. He thrashed his arms against the pommel of the saddle. There was only a dull pain; it would take long minutes to bring those hands back to the point of service, and in the meantime Gray Peter galloped upon him from behind!

Well, he would let Sally do her best. For the last time he called on her; for the last time she struggled to respond, and Andrew looked back and grimly watched the stallion sweeping across the last portion of the flat ground, closer, closer, and then, at the very base of the slope, Gray Peter tossed up his head, floundered, and went down, hurling his rider over his head. Andrew, fascinated, let Sally fall into a walk, while he watched the singular, convulsive struggles of Gray Peter to gain his feet. Hal Dozier was up again; he ran to his horse, caught his head, and at the same moment the stallion grew suddenly limp. The weight of his head dragged the marshal down, and then Andrew saw that Dozier made no effort to rise again.

He sat with the head of the horse in his lap, his own head buried in his hands, and Andrew knew then that Gray Peter was dead.


CHAPTER 32
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THE MARE HERSELF was in a far from safe condition. And if the marshal had roused himself from his grief and hurried up the slope on foot he would have found the fugitive out of the saddle and walking by the side of the played-out Sally, forcing her with slaps on the hip to keep in motion. She went on, stumbling, her head down, and the sound of her breathing was a horrible thing to hear. But she must keep in motion, for, if she stopped in this condition, Sally would never run again.

Andrew forced her relentlessly on. At length her head came up a little and her breathing was easier and easier. Before dark that night he came on a deserted shanty, and there he took Sally under the shelter, and, tearing up the floor, he built a fire which dried them both. The following day he walked again, with Sally following like a dog at his heels. One day later he was in the saddle again, and Sally was herself once more. Give her one feed of grain, and she would have run again that famous race from beginning to end. But Andrew, stealing out of the Roydon mountains into the lower ground, had no thought of another race. He was among a district of many houses, many men, and, for the final stage of his journey, he waited until after dusk had come and then saddled Sally and cantered into the valley.

It was late on the fourth night after he left Los Toros that Andrew came again to the house of John Merchant and left Sally in the very place among the trees where the pinto had stood before. There was no danger of discovery on his approach, for it was a wild night of wind and rain. The drizzling mists of the last three days had turned into a steady downpour, and rivers of water had been running from his slicker on the way to the ranch house. Now he put the slicker behind the saddle, and from the shelter of the trees surveyed the house.

It was bursting with music and light; sometimes the front door was opened and voices stole out to him; sometimes even through the closed door he heard the ghostly tinkling of some girls laughter.

And that was to Andrew the most melancholy sound in the world.

The rain, trickling even through the foliage of the evergreen, decided him to act at once. It might be that all the noise and light were, after all, an advantage to him, and, running close to the ground, he skulked across the dangerous open stretch and came into the safe shadow of the wall of the house.

Once there, it was easy to go up to the roof by one of the rain pipes, the same low roof from which he had escaped on the time of his last visit. On the roof the rush and drumming of the rain quite covered any sound he made, but he was drenched before he reached the window of Annes room. Could he be sure that on her second visit she would have the same room? He settled that by a single glance. The curtain was not drawn, and a lamp, turned low, burned on the table beside the bed. The room was quite empty.

The window was fastened, but he worked back the fastening iron with the blade of his knife and raised himself into the room. He closed the window behind him. At once the noise of rain and the shouting of the wind faded off into a distance, and the voices of the house came more clearly to him. But he dared not stay to listen, for the water was dripping around him; he must move before a large dark spot showed on the carpet, and he saw, moreover, exactly where he could best hide. There was a heavily curtained alcove at one end of the room, and behind this shelter he hid himself.

And here he waited. How would she come? Would there be someone with her? Would she come laughing, with all the triumph of the dance bright in her face?

Vaguely he heard the shrill droning of the violins die away beneath him, and the slipping of many dancing feet on a smooth floor fell to a whisper and then ceased. Voices sounded in the hall, but he gave no heed to the meaning of all this. Not even the squawking of horns, as automobiles drove away, conveyed any thought to him; he wished that this moment could be suspended to an eternity.

Parties of people were going down the hall; he heard soft flights of laughter and many young voices. People were calling gaily to one another and then by an inner sense rather than by a sound he knew that the door was opened into the room. He leaned and looked, and he saw Anne Withero close the door behind her and lean against it. In the joy of her triumph that evening?

No, her head was fallen, and he saw the gleam of her hand at her breast. He could not see her face clearly, but the bent head spoke eloquently of defeat. She came forward at length. Thinking of her as the reigning power in that dance and all the merriment below him, Andrew had been imagining her tall, strong, with compelling eyes commanding admiration. He found all at once that she was small, very small; and her hair was not that keen fire which he had pictured. It was simply a coppery glow, marvelously delicate, molding her face. She went to a great full-length mirror. She raised her head for one instant to look at her image, and then she bowed her head again and placed her hand against the edge of the mirror for support. Little by little, through the half light, he was making her out and now the curve of this arm, from wrist to shoulder, went through Andrew like a phrase of music. He stepped out from behind the curtain, and, at the sound of the cloth swishing back into place, she whirled on him.

She was speechless; her raised hand did not fall; it was as if she were frozen where she stood.

I shall leave you at once, said Andrew quietly, if you are frightened. You have only to tell me.

He had come closer. Now he was astonished to see her turn swiftly toward the door and touch his arm with her hand. Hush! she said. Hush! They may hear you!

She glided to the door into the hall and turned the lock softly and came to him again.

It made Andrew weak to see her so close, and he searched her face with a hungry and jealous fear, lest she should be different from his dream of her. You are the same, he said with a sigh of relief. And you are not afraid of me?

Hush! Hush! she repeated. Afraid of you? Dont you see that Im happy, happy, happy to see you again?

She drew him forward a little, and her hand touched his as she did so. She turned up the lamp, and a flood of strong yellow light went over the room. But you have changed, said Anne Withero with a little cry. Oh, you have changed! Theyve been hounding you — the cowards!

Does it make no difference to you — that I have killed a man.

Ah, it was that brother to the Dozier man. But Ive learned about him. He was a bloodhound like his brother, but treacherous. Besides, it was in fair fight. Fair fight? It was one against six!

Dont, said Andrew, breathing hard, dont say that! You make me feel that its almost right to have done what Ive done. But besides him — all the rest — do they make no difference?

All of what?

People say things about me. They even print them. He winced as he spoke.

But she was fierce again; her passion made her tremble.

When I think of it! she murmured. When I think of it, the rotten injustice makes me want to choke em all! Why, today I heard — I cant repeat it. It makes me sick — sick! Why, theyve hounded you and bullied you until theyve made you think you are bad, Andrew. Theyve even made you a little bit proud of the hard things people say about you. Isnt that true?

Was it any wonder that Andrew could not answer? He felt all at once so supple that he was hot tallow which those small fingers would mold and bend to suit themselves.

Sit down here! she commanded.

Meekly he obeyed. He sat on the edge of his chair, with his hat held with both hands, and his eyes widened as he stared at her — like a person coming out of a great darkness into a great light.

And tears came into the eyes of the girl.

Youre as thin as a starved — wolf, she said, and closed her eyes and shuddered. And all the time Ive been thinking of you as you were when I saw you here before — the same clear, steady eyes and the same direct smile. But theyve made you older — theyve burned the boy out of you with pain! And Ive been thinking about you just cantering through wild, gay adventures. Are you ill now?

He had leaned back in the chair and gathered his hat close to his breast, crushing it.

Im not ill, said Andrew. His voice was hoarse and thick. Im just listening to you. Go on and talk.

About you? asked the girl.

I dont hear your words — hardly; I just hear the sound you make. He leaned forward again and cast out his arm so that the palm of his hand was turned up beneath her eyes. She could see the long, lean fingers. It suddenly came home to her that every strong man in the mountain desert was in deadly terror of that hand. Anne Withero was shaken for the first time.

Listen to me, he was saying in that tense whisper which was oddly like the tremor of his hand, Ive been hungry for that voice all these weeks — and months.

Ill tell you what Im going to do, said the girl, very grave. Im going to break up this cowardly conspiracy against you. Ive written to my father to get the finest lawyer in the land and send him out here to make you — legal — again.

He began to smile, and shook his head.

Its no use, he said. Perhaps your lawyer could help me on account of Bills death, but he couldnt help me from Hal.

Are you — do you mean youre going to fight the other man, too?

He killed his horse chasing me, said Andrew. I couldnt stop to fight him because I was comin down here to see you. But when I go away Ive got to find him and give him a chance back at me. Its only fair.

Because he killed a horse trying to get you, youre going to give him a chance to shoot you?

Her voice had become shrill. She lowered it instinctively toward the end and cast a glance of apprehension toward the door.

You are quite mad, said the girl.

You dont understand, said Andrew. His horse was Gray Peter — the stallion. And I would rather have killed a man than have seen Gray Peter die. Hal had Peters head in his arms, he added softly. And hell never give up the trail until hes had it out with me. He wouldnt be half a man if he let things drop now.

So you have to fight Hal Dozier?

Yes.

But when thats done—

When thats done one of us will be dead. If its me, of course, theres no use worryin; if its Hal, of course, Im done in the eyes of the law. Two — murders!

His eyes glinted and his fingers quivered. It sent a cold thrill through the girl.

But they say hes a terrible man, Andrew. You wouldnt let him catch you?

I wont stand and wait for him, said Andrew gravely. But if we fight I think Ill kill him.

What makes you think that? She was more curious than shocked.

Its just a sort of feeling that you get when you look at a man; either youre his master or you arent. You see it in a flash.

Have you ever seen your master? asked the girl slowly.

Ill want to die when I see that, he said simply.

Suddenly she clenched her hands and sat straight up.

Its got to be stopped, she said hotly. Its all nonsense, and Im going to see that youre both stopped. Four days ago, he said, you could have taken me in the hollow of your hand. I would have come to you and gone from you at a nod. That time is about to end.

He paused a little, and looked at her in such a manner that she was frightened, but it was a pleasant fear. It made her interlace her fingers with nervous anxiety, but it set a fire in her eyes.

That time is ending, said Andrew. You are about to be married.

And after that you will never look at me again, never think of me again?

I hope not, he answered. I strongly hope not.

But why? Is a marriage a blot or a stain?

It is a barrier, he answered.

Even to thoughts? Even to friendship?

Yes.

A very strange thing happened in the excited mind of Anne Withero. It seemed to her that Charles Merchant sat, a filmy ghost, beside this tattered fugitive. He was speaking the same words that Andrew spoke, but his voice and his manner were to Andrew Lanning what moonshine is to sunlight. She had been thinking of Charles Merchant as a social asset; she began to think of him now as a possessing force. Anne Withero possessed by Charlie Merchant!

What you have told me, she said, means more than you may think to me. Have you come all this distance to tell me?

All this distance to talk? he said. He seemed to sit back and wonder. Have I traveled four days? he went on. Has Gray Peter died, and have I been under Hal Doziers rifle only to speak to you? He suddenly recalled himself.

No, no! I have come to give you a wedding present.

He watched her color change.

Are you angry? Is it wrong to give you a present?

No, she answered in a singular, stifled voice. It is this watch. It was a large gold watch and a chain of very old make that he put into her hand. It is for your son, said Andrew.

She stood up; he rose instinctively.

When I look at it Im to remember that you are forgetting me?

A little hush fell upon them.

Are you laughing at me, Anne?

He had never called her by her name before, and yet it came naturally upon his lips.

She stood, indeed, with the same smile upon her lips, but her eyes were fixed and looked straight past him. And presently he saw a tear pass slowly down her face. Her hand remained without moving, with the watch in it exactly as he had placed it there.

She had not stirred when he slipped without a noise through the window and was instantly swallowed in the rushing of the wind and rain.


CHAPTER 33
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THERE WAS, AS Andrew had understood for a long time, a sort of underground world of criminals even here on the mountain desert. Otherwise the criminals could not have existed for even a moment in the face of the organized strength of lawful society. Several times in the course of his wanderings Andrew had come in contact with links of the underground chain, and he learned what every fugitive learns — the safe stopping points in the great circuit of his flight.

Three elements went into the making of that hidden society. There was first of all the circulating and active part, and this was composed of men actually known to be under the ban of the law and openly defying it. Beneath this active group lay a stratum much larger which served as a base for the operating criminals. This stratum was built entirely of men who had at one time been incriminated in shady dealings of one sort and another. It included lawbreakers from every part of the world, men who had fled first of all to the shelter of the mountain desert and who had lived there until their past was even forgotten in the lands from which they came. But they had never lost the inevitable sympathy for their more active fellows, and in this class there was included a meaner element — men who had in the past committed crimes in the mountain desert itself and who, from time to time, when they saw an absolutely safe opportunity, were perfectly ready and willing to sin again.

The third and largest of all the elements in the criminal world of the desert was a shifting and changing class of men who might be called the paid adherents of the active order. The long riders, acting in groups or singly, fled after the commission of a crime and were forced to find places of rest and concealment along their journey. Under this grave necessity they quickly learned what people on their way could be hired as hosts and whose silence and passive aid could be bought. Such men were secured in the first place by handsome bribes. And very often they joined the ranks unwillingly. But when some peaceful householder was confronted by a desperate man, armed, on a weary horse — perhaps stained from a wound — the householder was by no means ready to challenge the mans right to hospitality. He never knew when the stranger would take by force what was refused to him freely, and, if the lawbreaker took by force, he was apt to cover his trail by a fresh killing.

Of course, such killings took place only when the long rider was a desperate brute rather than a man, but enough of them had occurred to call up vivid examples to every householder who was accosted. As a rule he submitted to receive the unwelcome guest. Also, as a rule, he was weak enough to accept a gift when the stranger parted. Once such a gift was taken, he was lost. His name was instantly passed on by the fugitive to his fellows as a safe man. Before long he became, against or with his will, a depository of secrets — banned faces became known to him. And if he suddenly decided to withdraw from that criminal world his case was most precarious.

The long riders admitted no neutrals. If a man had once been with them he could only leave them to become an enemy. He became open prey. His name was published abroad. Then his cattle were apt to disappear. His stacks of hay might catch fire unexpectedly at night. His house itself might be plundered, and, in not infrequent cases, the man himself was brutally murdered. It was part of a code no less binding because it was unwritten.

All of this Andrew was more or less aware of, and scores of names had been mentioned to him by chance acquaintances of the road. Such names he stored away, for he had always felt that time impending of which Henry Allister had warned him, the time when he must openly forget his scruples and take to a career of crime. That time, he now knew, was come upon him.

It would be misrepresenting Andrew to say that he shrank from the future. Rather he accepted everything that lay before him wholeheartedly, and, with the laying aside of his scruples, there was an instant lightening of the heart, a fierce keenness of mind, a contempt for society, a disregard for life beginning with his own. One could have noted it in the recklessness with which he sent Sally up the slope away from the ranch house this night.

He had made up his mind immediately to hunt out a safe man, recently mentioned to him by that unconscionable scapegrace Harry Woods, crooked gambler, thief of small and large, and whilom murderer. The mans name was Garry Baldwin, a small rancher, some half days ride above Sullivans place in the valley. He was recommended as a man of silence. In that direction Andrew took his way, but, coming in the hills to a dished-out place on a hillside, where there was a natural shelter from both wind and rain, he stopped there for the rest of the night, cooked a meal, rolled himself in his blankets, and slept into the gray of the morning.

No sooner was the first light streaking the horizon to the east than Andrew wakened. He saddled Sally and, after a leisurely breakfast, started at a jog trot through the hills, taking the upslope with the utmost care. For nothing so ruins a horse as hard work uphill at the very beginning of the day. He gave Sally her head, and by letting her go as she pleased she topped the divide, breathing as easily as if she had been walking on the flat. She gave one toss of her head as she saw the long, smooth slope ahead of her, and then, without a word from Andrew or a touch of his heels, she gave herself up to the long, rocking canter which she could maintain so tirelessly for hour on hour.

A clear, cold morning came on. Indeed, it was rarely chill for the mountain desert, with a feel of coming snow in the wind. Sally pricked one ear as she looked into the north, and Andrew knew that that was a sign of trouble coming.

He came in the middle of the morning to the house of Garry Baldwin. It was a wretched shack, the roof sagged in the middle, and the building had been held from literally falling apart by bolting an iron rod through the length of it.

A woman who fitted well into such a background kicked open the door and looked up to Andrew with the dishwater still dripping from her red hands. He asked for her husband. He was gone from the house. Where, she did not know. Somewhere yonder, and her gesture included half the width of the horizon to the west. There was his trail, if Andrew wished to follow it. For her part, she was busy and could not spare time to gossip. At that she stepped back and kicked the door shut with a slam that set the whole side of the shack shivering.

At that moment Andrew wondered what he would have done when he lived in Martindale if he had been treated in such a manner. He would have crimsoned to the eyes, no doubt, and fled from the virago. But now he felt neither embarrassment nor fear nor anger. He drew his revolver, and with the heavy butt banged loudly on the door. It left three deep dents in the wood, and the door was kicked open again. But this time he saw only the foot of the woman clad in a mans boot. The door remained open, but the hostess kept out of view.

You be ridin on, friend, she called in her harsh voice. Bud, keep outn the kitchen. Stranger, you be ridin on. I dont know you and I dont want to know you. A man that beats on doors with his gun!

Andrew laughed, and the sound brought her into view, a furious face, but a curious face as well. She carried a long rifle slung easily under her stout arm.

What dyou want with Garry? she asked.

And he replied with a voice equally hard: I want direction for finding Scar-faced Allister.

He watched that shot shake her.

You do? You got a hell of a nerve askin around here for Allister! Slope, kid, slope. Youre on a cold trail.

Wait a minute, protested Andrew. You need another look at me.

I can see all there is to you the first glance, said the woman calmly. Why should I look again?

To see the reward, said Andrew bitterly. He laughed again. Im Andrew Lanning. Ever hear of me?

It was obvious that she had. She blinked and winced as though the name stunned her. Lanning! she said. Why, you aint much moren a kid. Lanning! And youre him?

All at once she melted.

Slide off your hoss and come in, Andy, she said. Dogged if I knew you at all!

Thanks. I want to find Allister and Im in a hurry.

So you and him are goin to team it? Thatll be high times! Come here, Bud. Look at Andy Lanning. Thats him on the horse right before you.

A scared, round face peered out at Andrew from behind his mother. All right, partner. Ill tell you where to find him pretty close. Hell be up the gulch along about now. You know the old shack up there? You can get to him inside three hours — with that hoss. She stopped and eyed Sally. Is that the one that run Gray Peter to death? She dont look the part, but them long, low hosses is deceivin. Cant you stay, Andy? Well, slong. And give Allister a good word from Bess Baldwin. Luck!

He waved, and was gone at a brisk gallop.


CHAPTER 34
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IT WAS NOT yet noon when he entered the gulch, he was part way up the ravine when something moved at the top of the high wall to his right. He guessed at once that it was a lookout signaling the main party of the approach of a stranger, so Andrew stopped Sally with a word and held his hand high above his head, facing the point from which he had seen the movement. There was a considerable pause; then a man showed on the top of the cliff, and Andrew recognized Jeff Rankin by his red hair. Yet they were at too great a distance for conversation, and after waving a greeting, Rankin merely beckoned Andrew on his way up the valley. Around the very next bend of the ravine he found the camp. It was of the most impromptu character, and the warning of Rankin had caused them to break it up precipitately, as Andrew could see by one length of tarpaulin tossed, without folding, over a saddle. Each of the four was ready, beside his horse, for flight or for attack, as their outlook on the cliff should give signal. But at sight of Andrew and the bay mare a murmur, then a growl of interest went among them. Even Larry la Roche grinned a skull-like welcome, and Henry Allister actually ran forward to receive the newcomer. Andrew dropped out of the saddle and shook hands with him.

Ive done as you said I would, said Andrew. Ive run in a circle, Allister, and now Im back to make one of you, if you still want me.

Allister, laughing joyously, turned to the other three and repeated the question to them. There was only one voice in answer.

Want you? said Allister, and his smile made Andrew almost forget the scar which twisted the otherwise handsome face. Want you? Why, man, if weve been beyond the law up to this time, we can laugh at the law now. Sit down. Hey, Scottie, shake up the fire and put on some coffee, will you? Well take an hour off.

Larry la Roche was observed to make a dour face.

Wholl tell me its lucky, he said, to have a gent that starts out by makin us all stop on the trail? Is that a good sign?

But Scottie, with laughter, hushed him. Yet Larry la Roche remained of all the rest quite silent during the making of the coffee and the drinking of it. The others kept up a running fire of comments and questions, but Larry la Roche, as though he had never forgiven Andrew for their first quarrel, remained with his long, bony chin dropped upon his breast and followed the movements of Andrew Lanning with restless eyes.

The others were glad to see him, as Andrew could tell at a glance, but also they were a bit troubled, and by degrees he made out the reason. Strange as it seemed, they regretted that he had not been able to make his break across the mountains. His presence made them more impregnable than they had ever been under the indomitable Allister, and yet, more than the aid of his fighting hand, they would have welcomed the tidings of a man who had broken away from the shadow of the law and made good. For each of the fallen wishes to feel that his exile is self-terminable.

And therefore Andrew, telling his story to them in brief, found that they were not by any means filled with unmixed pleasure. Joe Clune, with his bright brown hair of youth and his lined, haggard face of worn middle age, summed up their sentiments at the end of Andrews story: Youre what we need with us, Lanning. You and Allister will beat the world, and it means high times for the rest of us, but God pity you — thats all!

The pause that followed this solemn speech was to Andrew like an amen. He glanced from face to face, and each stern eye met his in gloomy sympathy.

Then something shot through him which was to his mind what red is to the eye; it was a searing touch of reckless indifference, defiance.

Forget this prayer-meeting talk, said Andrew. I came up here for action, not mourning. I want something to do with my hands, not something to think about with my head!

Something to think about! It was like a terror behind him. If he should have long quiet it would steal on him and look at him over his shoulder like a face. A little of this showed in his face; enough to make the circle flash significant glances at one another.

You got something behind you, Andy, said Scottie. Come out with it. It aint too bad for us to hear.

Theres something behind me, said Andrew. Its the one really decent part of my life. And I dont want to think about it. Allister, they say you never let the grass grow under you. Whats on your hands now?

Somebody has been flattering me, said the leader quietly, and all the time he kept studying the face of Andrew. We have a little game ahead, if you want to come in on it. Were shorthanded, but Id try it with you. That makes us six all told. Six enough, boys?

Count me half of one, said Larry la Roche. I dont feel lucky about this little party.

Well count you two times two, replied the leader. He added: You boys play a game; Im going to break in Lanning to our job.

Taking his horse, he and Andrew rode at a walk up the ravine. On the way the leader explained his system briefly and clearly. Told in short, he worked somewhat as follows: Instead of raiding blindly right and left, he only moved when he had planned every inch of ground for the advance and the blow and the retreat. To make sure of success and the size of his stakes he was willing to invest heavily.

Big business men sink half a years income in their advertising. I do the same.

It was not public advertising; it was money cunningly expended where it would do most good. Fifty per cent of the money the gang earned was laid away to make future returns surer. In twenty places Allister had his paid men who, working from behind the scenes, gained priceless information and sent word of it to the outlaw. Trusted officials in great companies were in communication with him. When large shipments of gold were to be made, for instance, he was often warned beforehand. Every dollar of the consignment was known to him, the date of its shipment, its route, and the hands to which it was supposed to fall. Or, again, in many a bank and prosperous mercantile firm in the mountain desert he had inserted his paid spies, who let him know when the safe was crammed with cash and by what means the treasure was guarded.

Not until he had secured such information did the leader move. And he still delayed until every possible point of friction had been noted, every danger considered, and a check appointed for it, every method of advance and retreat gone over.

A good general, Allister was fond of saying, plans in two ways: for an absolute victory and for an absolute defeat. The one enables him to squeeze the last ounce of success out of a triumph; the other keeps a failure from turning into a catastrophe.

With everything arranged for the stroke, he usually posted himself with the band as far as possible from the place where the actual work was to be done. Then he made a feint in the opposite direction — he showed himself or a part of his gang recklessly. The moment the alarm was given — even at the risk of having an entire hostile countryside around him — he started a whirlwind course in the opposite direction from which he was generally supposed to be traveling. If possible, at the ranches of adherents, or at out-of-the-way places where confederates could act, he secured fresh horses and dashed on at full speed all the way.

Then, at the very verge of the place for attack, he gathered his men, rehearsed in detail what each man was to do, delivered the blow, secured the spoils, and each man of the party split away from the others and fled in scattering directions, to assemble again at a distant point on a comparatively distant date. There they sat down around a council table, and there they divided the spoils. No matter how many were employed, no matter how vast a proportion of the danger and scheming had been borne by the leader, he took no more than two shares. Then fifty per cent of the prize was set aside. The rest was divided with an exact care among the remaining members of the gang. The people who had supplied the requisite information for the coup were always given their share.

From this general talk Allister descended to particulars. He talked of the gang itself. They were quite a fixed quantity. In the last half dozen years there had not been three casualties. For one thing, he chose his men with infinite care; in the second place, he saw to it that they remained in harmony, and to that end he was careful never to be tempted into forming an unwieldy crew, no matter how large the prize. Of the present organization each was an expert. Larry la Roche had been a counterfeiter and was a consummate penman. His forgeries were works of art. Have you noticed his hands?

Scottie Macdougal was an eminent advance agent, whose smooth tongue was the thing for the very dangerous and extremely important work of trying out new sources of information, noting the dependability of those sources, and understanding just how far and in what line the tools could be used. Joe Clune was a past expert in the blowing of safes; not only did he know everything that was to be known about means of guarding money and how to circumvent them, but he was an artist with the soup, as Allister called nitroglycerin.

Jeff Rankin, without a mental equipment to compare with his companions, was often invaluable on account of his prodigious strength. Under the strain of his muscles, iron bars bent like hot wax. In addition he had more than his share of an ability which all the members of the gang possessed — an infinite cunning in the use of weapons and a star-storming courage and self-confidence.

And where, said Andrew at the end of this long recital, do I fit in?

You begin, said Allister, as the least valuable of my men; before six months you will be worth the whole set of em. Youll start as my lieutenant, Lanning. The boys expect it. Youve built up a reputation that counts. They admit your superiority without question. Larry la Roche squirms under the weight of it, but he admits it like the rest of em. In a pinch they would obey you nearly as well as they obey me. It means that, having you to take charge, I can do what Ive always wanted to do — I can give the main body the slip and go off for advance-guard and rear-guard duty. I dont dare to do it now.

Do you know why? Those fellows yonder, who seem so chummy, would be at each others throats in ten seconds if I werent around to keep them in order. I know why youre here, Lanning. It isnt the money. Its the cursed fear of loneliness and the fear of having time to think. You want action, action to fill your mind and blind you. Thats what I offer you. Youre the keeper of the four wildcats you see over there. You start in with their respect. Let them lose their fear of you for a moment and theyll go for you. Treat them like men; think of them as wild beasts. Thats what they are. The minute they know youre without your whip they go for you like tigers at a wounded trainer. One taste of meat is all they need to madden them. Its different with me. Im wild, too.

His eyes gleamed at Andrew.

And, if they raise you, I think theyll find youve more iron hidden away in you than I have. But the way theyll find it out will be in an explosion that will wipe them out. Youve got to handle them without that explosion, Lanning. Can you do it?

The younger man moistened his lips. I think this job is going to prove worth while, he returned.

Very well, then. But there are penalties in your new position. In a pinch youve got to do what I do — see that they have food enough — go without sleep if one of them needs your blankets — if any of em gets in trouble, even into a jail, youve got to get him out.

Better still, smiled Andrew.

And now, said the leader, Ill tell you about our next job as we go back to the boys.


CHAPTER 35
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IT WAS TEN days later when the band dropped out of the mountains into the Murchison Pass — a singular place for a train robbery, Andrew could not help thinking. They were at the southwestern end of the pass, where the mountains gave back in a broad gap. Below them, not five miles away, was the city of Gidding Creek; they could see its buildings and parks tumbled over a big area, for there was a full twenty-five thousand of inhabitants in Gidding Creek. Indeed, the whole country was dotted with villages and towns, for it was no longer a cattle region, but a semifarming district cut up into small tracts. One was almost never out of sight of at least one house.

It worried Andrew, this closely built country, and he knew that it worried the other men as well; yet there had not been a single murmur from among them as they jogged their horses on behind Allister. Each of them was swathed from head to heels in a vast slicker that spread behind, when the wind caught it, as far as the tail of the horse. And the rubber creaked and rustled softly. Whatever they might have been inclined to think of this daring raid into the heart of a comparatively thickly populated country, they were too accustomed to let the leader do their thinking for them to argue the point with him. And Andrew followed blindly enough. He saw, indeed, one strong point in their favor. The very fact that the train was coming out of the heart of the mountains, through ravines which afforded a thousand places for assault, would make the guards relax their attention as they approached Gidding Creek. And, though there were many people in the region, they were a fat and inactive populace, not comparable with the lean fellows of the north.

There was bitter work behind them. Ten days before they had made a feint to the north of Martindale that was certain to bring out Hal Dozier; then they doubled about and had plodded steadily south, choosing always the most desolate ground for their travel. There had been two changes of horses for the others, but Andrew kept to Sally. To her that journey was play after the labor she had passed through before; the iron dust of danger and labor was in her even as it was in Andrew. Three in all that party were fresh at the end of the long trail. They were Allister, Sally, and Andrew. The others were poisoned with weariness, and their tempers were on edge; they kept an ugly silence, and if one of them happened to jostle the horse of the other, there was a flash of teeth and eyes — a silent warning. The sixth man was Scottie, who had long since been detached from the party. His task was one which, if he failed in it, would make all that long ride go for nothing. He was to take the train far up, ride down as blind baggage to the Murchison Pass, and then climb over the tender into the cab, stick up the fireman and the engineer, and make them bring the engine to a halt at the mouth of the pass, with Gidding Creek and safety for all that train only five minutes away. There was a touch of the Satanic in this that pleased Andrew and made Allister show his teeth in self-appreciation.

So perfectly had their journey been timed that the train was due in a very few minutes. They disposed their horses in the thicket, and then went back to take up their position in the ambush. The plan of work was carefully divided. To Jeff Rankin, that nicely accurate shot and bulldog fighter, fell what seemed to be a full half of the total risk and labor. He was to go to the blind side of the job. In other words, he was to guard the opposite side of the train to that on which the main body advanced. It was always possible that when a train was held up the passengers — at least the unarmed portion, and perhaps even some of the armed men — would break away on the least threatened side. Jeff Rankin on that blind side was to turn them back with a hurricane of bullets from his magazine rifle. Firing from ambush and moving from place to place, he would seem more than one man. Probably three or four shots would turn back the mob. In the meantime, having made the engineer and fireman stop the train, Scottie would be making them continue to flood the fire box. This would delay the start of the engine on its way and gain precious moments for the fugitives. Two of the band would be thus employed while Larry la Roche went through the train and turned out the passengers. There was no one like Larry for facing a crowd and cowing it. His spectral form, his eyes burning through the holes in his mask, stripped them of any idea of resistance.

While the crowd turned out, Andrew, standing opposite the middle of the train, rifle in hand, would line them up, while Allister and Joe Clune attended to overpowering the guards of the safe, and Larry la Roche came out and went through the line of passengers for personal valuables, and Clune and Allister fixed the soup to blow the safe. Last of all, there was the explosion, the carrying off of the coin in its canvas sacks to the horses. Each man was to turn his horse in a direction carefully specified, and, riding in a roundabout manner, which was also named, he was to keep on until he came, five days later, to a deserted, ruinous shack far up in the mountains on the side of the Twin Eagles peaks.

These were the instructions which Allister went over carefully with each member of his crew before they went to their posts. There had been twenty rehearsals before, and each man was letter perfect. They took their posts, and Allister came to the side of Andrew among the trees.

How are you? he asked.

Scared to death, said Andrew truthfully. Id give a thousand dollars, if I had it, to be free of this job.

Andrew saw that hard glint come in the eyes of the leader.

Youll do — later, nodded Allister. But keep back from the crowd. Dont let them see you get nervous when they turn out of the coaches. If you show a sign of wavering they might start something. Once they make a surge, shooting wont stop em.

Andrew nodded. There was more practical advice on the heels of this. Then they stood quietly and waited.

For days and days a northeaster had been blowing; it had whipped little drifts of rain and mist that stung the face and sent a chill to the bone, and, though there had been no actual downpour, the cold and the wet had never broken since the journey started. Now the wind came like a wolf down the Murchison Pass, howling and moaning. Andrew, closing his eyes, felt that the whole thing was dreamlike. Presently he would open his eyes and find himself back beside the fire in the house of Uncle Jasper, with the old man prodding his shoulder and telling him that it was bedtime. When he opened his eyes, in fact, they fell upon a solitary pine high up on the opposite slope, above the thicket where Jeff Rankin was hiding. It was a sickly tree, half naked of branches, and it shivered like a wretched animal in the wind. Then a new sound came down the pass, wolflike, indeed; it was repeated more clearly — the whistle of a train.

It was the signal arranged among them for putting on the masks, and Andrew hastily adjusted his.

Did you hear that? asked Allister as the train hooted in the distance again.

Andrew turned and started at the ghostly thing which had been the face of the outlaw a moment before; he himself must look like that, he knew.

What? he asked.

That voicelike whistle, said Allister. Theres no luck in this day — for me.

Youve listened to Larry la Roche too much, said Andrew. Hes been growling ever since we started on this trail.

No, no! returned Allister. Its another thing, an older thing than Larry la Roche. My mother—

He stopped. Whatever it was that he was about to say, Andrew was never to hear it. The train had turned the long bend above, and now the roar of its wheels filled the cañon and covered the sound of the wind.

It looked vast as a mountain as it came, rocking perceptibly on the uneven roadbed. It rounded the curve, the tail of the train flicked around, and it shot at full speed straight for the mouth of the pass. How could one man stop it? How could five men attack it after it was stopped? It was like trying to storm a medieval fortress with a popgun.

The great black front of the engine came rocking toward them, gathering impetus on the sharp grade. Had Scottie missed his trick? But when the thunder of the iron on iron was deafening Andrew, and the engine seemed almost upon them, there was a cloud of white vapor that burst out on either side of it and the brakes were jumped on; the wheels skidded, screaming on the tracks. The engine lurched past; Andrew caught a glimpse of Scottie, a crouched, masked form in the cab of the engine, with a gun in either hand. For Scottie was one of the few natural two-gun men that Andrew was ever to know. The engineer and the fireman he saw only as two shades before they were whisked out of his view. The train rumbled on; then it went from half speed to a stop with one jerk that brought a cry from the coaches. During the next second there was the successive crashing of couplings as the coaches took up their slack.

Andrew, stepping out with his rifle balanced in his hands, saw Larry la Roche whip into the rear car. Then he himself swept the windows of the train, blurred by the mist, with the muzzle of his gun, keeping the butt close to his shoulder, ready for a swift snapshot in any direction. In fact, his was that very important post, the reserve force, which was to come instantly to the aid of any overpowered section of the active workers. He had rebelled against this minor task, but Allister had assured him that, in former times, it was the place which he took himself to meet crises in the attack.

The leader had gone with Joe Clune straight for the front car. How would they storm it? Two guards, armed to the teeth, would be in it, and the door was closed.

But the guards had no intention to remain like rats in a trap, while the rest of the train was overpowered and they themselves were blasted into small bits with a small charge of soup. The door jerked open, the barrels of two guns protruded. Andrew, thrilling with horror, recognized one as a sawed-off shotgun. He saw now the meaning of the manner in which Allister and Clune made their attack. For Allister had run slowly straight for the door, while Clune skirted in close to the cars, going more swiftly. As the gun barrels went up Allister plunged headlong to the ground, and the volley of shot missed him cleanly; but Clune the next moment leaped out from the side of the car, and, thereby getting himself to an angle from which he could deliver a cross fire, pumped two bullets through the door. Andrew saw a figure throw up its arms, a shadow form in the interior of the car, and then a man pitched out headlong through the doorway and flopped with horrible limpness on the roadbed. While this went on Allister had snapped a shot, while he still lay prone, and his single bullet brought a scream. The guards were done for.

Two deaths, Andrew supposed. But presently a man was sent out of the car at the point of Clunes revolver. He climbed down with difficulty, clutching one hand with the other. He had been shot in the most painful place in the body — the palm of the hand. Allister turned over the other form with a brutal carelessness that sickened Andrew. But the man had been only stunned by a bullet that plowed its way across the top of his skull. He sat up now with a trickle running down his face. A gesture from Andrews rifle made him and his companion realize that they were covered, and, without attempting any further resistance, they sat side by side on the ground and tended to each others wounds — a ludicrous group for all their suffering.

In the meantime, Clune and Allister were at work in the car; the water was hissing in the fire box as a vast cloud of steam came rushing out around the engine; the passengers were pouring out of the cars. They acted like a group of actors, carefully rehearsed for the piece. Not once did Andrew have to speak to them, while they ranged in a solid line, shoulder to shoulder, men, women, children. And then Larry la Roche went down the line with a saddlebag and took up the collection. Passin the hat so often has give me a religious touch, ladies and gents, Andrew heard the ruffian say. Any little contributions Im sure grateful for, and, if anythings held back, Im apt to frisk the gent that dont fork over. Hey, you, whats that lump inside your coat? Lady, dont lie. I seen you drop it inside your dress. Why, its a nice little set o sparklers. That aint nothin to be ashamed of. Come on, please; a little more speed. Easy there, partner; dont take both them hands down at once. You can peel the stuff out of your pockets with one hand, I figure. Conductor, just lemme see your wallet. Thanks! Hate to bother you, maam, but you sure aint traveling on this train with only eighty-five cents in your pocketbook. Just lemme have a look at the rest. See if you cant find it in your stocking. No, they aint anything here to make you blush. Youre among friends, lady; a plumb friendly crowd. Your poor old pa give you this to go to school on, did he? Son, youre gettin a pile more education out of this than you would in college. No, honey, you just keep your locket. It aint worth five dollars. Did you? That jeweler ought to have my job, cause he sure robbed you! You call that watch an heirloom? Heirloom is my middle name, miss. Just get them danglers outn your ears, lady. Thanks! Dont hurry, mister; youll bust the chain.

His monologue was endless; he had a comment for every person in the line, and he seemed to have a seventh sense for concealed articles. The saddlebag was bulging before he was through. At the same time Allister and Clune jumped from the car and ran. Larry la Roche gave the warning. Every one crouched or lay down. The soup exploded. The top of the car lifted. It made Andrew think, foolishly enough, of someone tipping a hat. It fell slowly, with a crash that was like a faint echo of the explosion. Clune ran back, and they could hear his shrill yell of delight: It aint a safe! he exclaimed. Its a baby mint!

And a baby mint it was! It was a gold shipment. Gold coin runs about ninety pounds to ten thousand dollars, and there was close to a hundred pounds apiece for each of the bandits. It was the largest haul Allisters gang had ever made. Larry la Roche left the pilfering of the passengers and went to help carry the loot. They brought it out in little loose canvas bags and went on the run with it to the horses.

Someone was speaking. It was the gray-headed man with the glasses and the kindly look about the eyes. Boys, its the worst little game youve ever worked. I promise you well keep on your trail until weve run you all into the ground. Thats really something to remember. I speak for Gregg and Sons.

Partner, said Scottie Macdougal from the cab, where he still kept the engineer and fireman covered, a little hunt is like an after-dinner drink to me.

To the utter amazement of Andrew the whole crowd — the crowd which had just been carefully and systematically robbed — burst into laughter. But this was the end. There was Allisters whistle; Jeff Rankin ran around from the other side of the train; the gang faded instantly into the thicket. Andrew, as the rear guard — his most ticklish moment — backed slowly toward the trees. Once there was a waver in the line, such as precedes a rush. He stopped short, and a single twitch of his rifle froze the waverers in their tracks.

Once inside the thicket a yell came from the crowd, but Andrew had whirled and was running at full speed. He could hear the others crashing away. Sally, as he had taught her, broke into a trot as he approached, and the moment he struck the saddle she was in full gallop. Guns were rattling behind him; random shots cut the air sometimes close to him, but not one of the whole crowd dared venture beyond that unknown screen of trees.


CHAPTER 36
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TO ANDREW THE last danger of the holdup had been assigned as the rear guard, and he was the last man to pass Allister. The leader had drawn his horse to one side a couple of miles down the valley, and, as each of his band passed him, he raised his hand in silent greeting. It was the last Andrew saw of him, a ghostly figure sitting his horse with his hand above his head. After that his mind was busied by his ride, for, having the finest mount in the crowd, to him had been assigned the longest and the most roundabout route to reach the Twin Eagles.

Yet he covered so much ground with Sally that, instead of needing the full five days to make the rendezvous, he could afford to loaf the last stage of the journey. Even at that, he camped in sight of the cabin on the fourth night, and on the morning of the fifth he was the first man at the shack.

Jeff Rankin came in next. To Jeff, on account of his unwieldy bulk, had been assigned the shortest route; yet even so he dismounted, staggering and limping from his horse, and collapsed on the pile of boughs which Andrew had spent the morning cutting for a bed. As he dropped he tossed his bag of coins to the floor. It fell with a melodious jingling that was immediately drowned by Jeffs groans; the saddle was torture to him, and now he was aching in every joint of his enormous body. A nice haul — nothin to kick about, was Jeffs opinion. But Caesars ghost — what a ride! The chief makes this thing too hard on a gent that likes to go easy, Andy.

Andrew said nothing; silence had been his cue ever since he began acting as lieutenant to the chief. It had seemed to baffle the others; it baffled the big man now. Later on Joe Clune and Scottie came in together. That was about noon — they had met each other an hour before. But Allister had not come in, although he was usually the first at a rendezvous. Neither did Larry la Roche come. The day wore on; the silence grew on the group. When Andrew, proportioning the work for supper, sent Joe to get wood, Jeff for water, and began himself to work with Scottie on the cooking, he was met with ugly looks and hesitation before they obeyed. Something, he felt most decidedly, was in the air. And when Joe and Rankin came back slowly, walking side by side and talking in soft voices, his suspicions were given an edge.

They wanted to eat together; but he forced Scottie to take post on the high hill to their right to keep lookout, and for this he received another scowl. Then, when supper was half over, Larry la Roche came in to camp. News came with him, an atmosphere of tidings around his gloomy figure, but he cast himself down by the fire and ate and drank in silence, until his hunger was gone. Then he tossed his tin dishes away and they fell clattering on the rocks.

Pick em up, said Andrew quietly. Well have no litter around this camp. Larry la Roche stared at him in hushed malevolence. Stand up and get em, repeated Andrew. As he saw the big hands of Larry twitching he smiled across the fire at the tall, bony figure. Ill give you two seconds to get em, he said.

One deadly second pulsed away, then Larry crumpled. He caught up his tin cup and the plate. Well talk later about you, he said ominously.

Well talk about something else first, said Andrew. Youve seen Allister?

At first it seemed that La Roche would not speak; then his wide, thin lips writhed back from his teeth. Yes.

Where is he? Gone to the happy hunting grounds.

The silence came and the pulse in it. One by one, by a natural instinct, the men looked about them sharply into the night and made sure of their weapons. It was the only tribute to the memory of Allister from his men, but tears and praise could not have been more eloquent. He had made these men fearless of the whole world. Now were they ready to jump at the passage of a shadow. They looked at each other with strange eyes.

Who? How many? asked Jeff Rankin.

One man done it.

Hal Dozier? said Andrew.

Him, said Larry la Roche. He went on, looking gloomily down at the fire. He got me first. The chief must of seen him get me by surprise, while I was down off my hoss, lying flat and drinking out of a creek! He closed his great, bony fist in unspeakable agony at the thought. Dozier come behind and took me. Frisked me. Took my guns, not the coin. We went down through the hills. Then the chief slid out of a shadow and come at us like a tiger. I sloped.

You left Allister to fight alone? said Scottie Macdougal quietly, for he had come from his lookout to listen.

I had no gun, said Larry, without raising his eyes from the fire. I sloped. I looked back and seen Allister sitting on his hoss, dead still. Hal Dozier was sittin on his hoss, dead still. Five seconds, maybe. Then they went for their guns together. They was two bangs like one. But Allister slid out of his saddle and Dozier stayed in his. I come on here.

The quiet covered them. Joe Clune, with a shudder and another glance over his shoulder, cast a branch on the fire, and the flames leaped.

Dozier knows youre with us, added Larry la Roche, and he cast a long glance of hatred at Andrew. He knows youre with us, and he knows our luck left us when you come.

Andrew looked about the circle; not an eye met his.

The talk of Larry la Roche during the days of the ride was showing its effect now. The gage had been thrown down to Andrew, and he dared not pick it up.

Boys, he said, Ill say this: Are we going to bust up and each man go his way?

There was no answer.

If we do, we can split the profits over again. Ill take no money out of a thing that cost Allisters death. Theres my sack on the floor of the shack. Divvy it up among you. You fitted me out when I was broke. Thatll pay you back. Do we split up?

Theys no reason why we should — and be run down like rabbits, said Joe Clune, with another of those terrible glances over his shoulder into the night.

The others assented with so many growls.

All right, said Andrew, we stick together. And, if we stick together, I run this camp.

You? asked Larry la Roche. Who picked you? Who lected you, son? Why, you unlucky—

Ease up, said Andrew softly.

The eyes of La Roche flicked across the circle and picked up the glances of the others, but they were not yet ready to tackle Andrew Lanning.

The last thing Allister did, said Andrew, was to make me his lieutenant. Its the last thing he did, and Im going to push it through. Not because I like the job. He raised his head, but not his voice. They may run down the rest of you. They wont run down me. They cant. Theyve tried, and they cant. And I might be able to keep the rest of you clear. Im going to try. But I wont follow the lead of any of you. If thered been one that could keep the rest of you together, dyou think Allister wouldnt have seen it? Dont you think he would of made that one leader? Why, look at you! Jeff, youd follow Clune. But would Larry or Scottie follow Clune? Look at em and see!

All eyes went to Clune, and then the glances of Scottie and La Roche dropped.

Nobody here would follow La Roche. Hes the best man weve got for some of the hardest work, but youre too flighty with your temper, Larry, and you know it. We respect you just as much, but not to plan things for the rest of us. Is that straight?

And you, Scottie, said Andrew, youre the only one Id follow. I say that freely. But who else would follow you? Youre the best of us all at headwork and planning, but you dont swing your gun as fast, and you dont shoot as straight as Jeff or Larry or Joe. Is that straight?

Whats leading the gang got to do with fighting? asked Scottie harshly. And whos got the right to the head of things but me?

Ask Allister what fighting had to do with the running of things, said Andrew calmly.

The moon was sliding up out of the east; it changed the faces of the men and made them oddly animallike; they stared, fascinated, at Andrew.

Theres two reasons why Im going to run this job, if we stick together. Allister named them once. I can take advice from any one of you; I know what each of you can do; I can plan a job for you; I can lead you clear of the law — and theres not one of you that can bully me or make me give an inch — no, nor all of you together — La Roche! Macdougal! Clune! Rankin!

It was like a roll call, and at each name a head was jerked up in answer, and two glittering eyes flashed at Andrew — flashed, sparkled, and then became dull. The moonlight had made his pale skin a deadly white, and it was a demoniac face they saw. The silence was his answer.

Jeff, he commanded, take the hill. Youll stand the watch tonight. And look sharp. If Dozier got Allister hes apt to come at us. Step on it!

And Jeff Rankin rose without a word and lumbered to the top of the hill. Larry la Roche suddenly filled his cup with boiling hot coffee, regardless of the heat, regardless of the dirt in the cup. His hand shook when he raised it to his lips.


CHAPTER 37
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THERE WAS NO further attempt at challenging his authority. When he ordered Clune and La Roche to bring in boughs for bedding — since they were to stop in the shack overnight — they went silently. But it was such a silence as comes when the wind falls at the end of a day and in a silent sky the clouds pile heavily, higher and higher. Andrew took the opportunity to speak to Scottie Macdougal. He told Scottie simply that he needed him, and with him at his back he could handle the others, and more, too. He was surprised to see a twinkle in the eye of the Scotchman.

Why, Andy, said the canny fellow, didnt you see me pass you the wink? I was with you all the time!

Andrew thanked him and went into the cabin to arrange for lights. He had no intention of shirking a share in the actual work of the camp; even though Allister had set that example for his following. He took some lengths of pitchy pine sticks and arranged them for torches. One of them alone would send a flare of yellow light through the cabin; two made a comfortable illumination. But he worked cheerlessly. The excitement of the robbery and the chase was over, and then the conflict with the men was passing. He began to see things truly by the drab light of retrospection. The bullets of Allister and Clune might have gone home — they were intended to kill, not to wound. And if there had been two deaths he, Andrew Lanning, would have been equally guilty with the men who handled the guns, for he had been one of the forces which made that shooting possible.

It was an ugly way to look at it — very ugly. It kept a frown on Andrews face, while he arranged the torches in the main room of the shack and then put one for future reference in the little shed which leaned against the rear of the main structure. He arranged his own bed in this second room, where the saddles and other accouterments were piled. It was easily explained, since there was hardly room for five men in the first room. But he had another purpose. He wanted to separate himself from the others, just as Allister always did. Even in a crowded room Allister would seem aloof, and Andrew determined to make the famous leader his guide.

Above all he was troubled by what Scottie had said. He would have felt easy at heart if the Scotchman had met him with an argument or with a frown or honest opposition or with a hearty handshake, to say that all was well between them. But this cunning lie — this cunning protestation that he had been with the new leader from the first, put Andrew on his guard. For he knew perfectly well that Scottie had not been on his side during the crisis with La Roche. Macdougal sat before the door, his metal flask of whisky beside him. It was a fault of Allister, this permitting of whisky at all times and in all places, after a job was finished. And while it made the other men savage beasts, it turned Scottie Macdougal into a wily, smiling snake. He had bit the heel of more than one man in his drinking bouts.

Presently La Roche and Clune came in. They had been talking together again. Andrew could tell by the manner in which they separated, as soon as they entered the room, and by their voices, which they made loud and cheerful; and, also, by the fact that they avoided looking at each other. They were striving patently to prove that there was nothing between them; and if Andrew had been on guard, now he became tinglingly so.

They arranged their bunks; Larry la Roche took from his vest a pipe with a small bowl and a long stem and sat down cross-legged to smoke. Andrew suggested that Larry produce the contents of his saddlebag and share the spoils of war.

He brought it out willingly enough and spilled it out on the improvised table, a glittering mass of gold trinkets, watches, jewels. He picked out of the mass a chain of diamonds and spread it out on his snaky fingers so that the light could play on it. Andrew knew nothing about gems, but he knew that the chain must be worth a great deal of money.

This, said Larry, is my share. You gents can have the rest and split it up.

A nice set of sparklers, nodded Clune, but theres plenty left to satisfy me.

What you think, declared Scottie, aint of any importance, Joe. Its what the chief thinks that counts. Is it square, Lanning?

Andrew flushed at the appeal and the ugly looks which La Roche and Clune cast toward him. He could have stifled Scottie for that appeal, and yet Scottie was smiling in the greatest apparent good nature and belief in their leader. His face was flushed, but his lips were bloodless. Alcohol always affected him in that manner.

I dont know the value of the stones, said Andrew.

Dont you? murmured Scottie. I forgot. Thought maybe you would. That was something that Allister did know. The new leader saw a flash of glances toward Scottie, but the latter continued to eye the captain with a steady and innocent look.

Scottie, decided Andrew instantly, is my chief enemy.

If he could detach one man to his side all would be well. Two against three would be a simple thing, as long as he was one of the two. But four against one — and such a four as these — was hopeless odds. There seemed little chance of getting Joe Clune. There remained only Jeff Rankin as his possibly ally, and already he had stepped on Jeffs toes sorely, by making the tired giant stand guard. He thought of all these things, of course, in a flash. And then in answer to his thoughts Jeff Rankin appeared. His heavy footfall crashed inside the door. He stopped, panting, and, in spite of his news, paused to blink at the flash of jewels.

Its comin, said Jeff. Boys, get your guns and scatter out of the cabin. Duck that light! Hal Dozier is comin up the valley.

There was not a single exclamation, but the lights went out as if by magic; there were a couple of light, hissing sounds, such as iron makes when it is whipped swiftly across leather.

Howd you know him by this light? asked Larry la Roche, as they went out of the door. Outside they found everything brilliant with the white moonshine of the mountains.

Nobody but Hal Dozier rides twistin that way in the saddle. Id tell him in a thousand. Its old wounds that makes him ride like that. We got ten minutes. Hes takin the long way up the cañon. And they aint anybody with him.

If hes come alone, said Andrew, hes come for me and not for the rest of you.

No one spoke. Then Larry la Roche: He wants to make it man to man. Thats clear. Thats why he pulled up his hoss and waited for Allister to make the first move for his gun. Its a clean challenge to some one of us.

Andrew saw his chance and used it mercilessly.

Which one of you is willing to take the challenge? he asked. Which one of you is willing to ride down the cañon and meet him alone? La Roche, Ive heard you curse Dozier.

But Larry la Roche answered: Whats this fool talk about takin a challenge? I say, string out behind the hills and pot him with rifles.

One man, and were five, said Jeff Rankin. It aint sportin, Larry. I hate to hear you say that. Wed be despised all over the mountains if we done it. Hes makin his play with a lone hand, and weve got to meet him the same way. Eh, chief?

It was sweet to Andrew to hear that appeal. And he saw them turn one by one toward him in the moonlight and wait. It was his first great tribute. He looked over those four wolfish figures and felt his heart swelling.

Wish me luck, boys, he said, and without another word he turned and went down the hillside.

The others watched him with amazement. He felt it rather than saw it, and it kept a tingle in his blood. He felt, also, that they were spreading out to either side to get a clear view of the fight that was to follow, and it occurred to him that, even if Hal Dozier killed him, there would not be one chance in a thousand of Hals getting away. Four deadly rifles would be covering him.

It must be that a sort of madness had come on Dozier, advancing in this manner, unsupported by a posse. Or, perhaps, he had no idea that the outlaws could be so close. He expected a daylight encounter high up the mountains.

But Andrew went swiftly down the ravine.

Broken cliffs, granite boulders jumped up on either side of him, and the rocks were pale and glimmering under the moon. This one valley seemed to receive the light; the loftier mountains rolling away on each side were black as jet, with sharp, ragged outlines against the sky. It was a cold light, and the chill of it went through Andrew. He was afraid, afraid as he had been when Buck Heath faced him in Martindale, or when Bill Dozier ran him down, or when the famous Sandy cornered him. His fingers felt brittle, and his breath came and went in short gasps, drawn into the upper part of his lungs only.

Behind him, like an electric force pushing him on, the outlaws watched his steps. They, also, were shuddering with fear, and he knew it.

Dozier was coming, fresh from another kill.

Only one man Id think twice about meeting, Allister had said in the old days, and he had been right. Yet there were thousands who had sworn that Allister was invincible — that he would never fall before a single man.

He thought, too, of the lean face and the peculiar, set eye of Dozier. The man had no fear, he had no nerves; he was a machine, and death was his business.

And was he, Andrew Lanning, unknown until the past few months, now going down to face destruction, as full of fear as a girl trembling at the dark? What was it that drew them together, so unfairly matched?

He could still see only the white haze of the moonshine before him, but now there was the clicking of hoofs on the rock. Dozier was coming. Andrew walked squarely out into the middle of the ravine and waited. He had set his teeth. The nerves on the bottom of his feet were twitching. Something freezing cold was beginning at the tips of his fingers. How long would it take Dozier to come?

An interminable time. The hoofbeats actually seemed to fade out and draw away at one time. Then they began again very near him, and now they stopped. Had Dozier seen him around the elbow curve? That heartbreaking instant passed, and the clicking began again. Then the rider came slowly in view. First there was the nodding head of the cow pony, then the foot in the stirrup, then Hal Dozier riding a little twisted in the saddle — a famous characteristic of his.

He came on closer and closer. He began to seem huge on the horse. Was he blind not to see the figure that waited for him?

A voice that was not his, that he did not recognize, leaped out from between his teeth and tore his throat: Dozier!

The cow pony halted with a start; the rider jerked straight in his saddle; the echo of the call barked back from some angling cliff face down the ravine. All that before Dozier made his move. He had dropped the reins, and Andrew, with a mad intention of proving that he himself did not make the first move toward his weapon, had folded his arms.

He did not move through the freezing instant that followed. Not until there was a convulsive jerk of Doziers elbow did he stir his folded arms. Then his right arm loosened, and the hand flashed down to his holster.

Was Dozier moving with clogged slowness, or was it that he had ceased to be a body, that he was all brain and hair-trigger nerves making every thousandth part of a second seem a unit of time? It seemed to Andrew that the marshals hand dragged through its work; to those who watched from the sides of the ravine, there was a flash of fire from his gun before they saw even the flash of the steel out of the holster. The gun spat in the hand of Dozier, and something jerked at the shirt of Andrew beside his neck. He himself had fired only once, and he knew that the shot had been too high and to the right of his central target; yet he did not fire again. Something strange was happening to Hal Dozier. His head had nodded forward as though in mockery of the bullet; his extended right hand fell slowly, slowly; his whole body began to sway and lean toward the right. Not until that moment did Andrew know that he had shot the marshal through the body.

He raced to the side of the cattle pony, and, as the horse veered away, Hal Dozier dropped limply into his arms. He lay with his limbs sprawling at odd angles beside him. His muscles seemed paralyzed, but his eyes were bright and wide, and his face perfectly composed.

Theres luck for you, said Hal Dozier calmly. I pulled it two inches to the right, or I would have broken your neck with the slug — anyway, I spoiled your shirt.

The cold was gone from Andrew, and he felt his heart thundering and shaking his body. He was repeating like a frightened child, For Gods sake, Hal, dont die — dont die.

The paralyzed body did not move, but the calm voice answered him: You fool! Finish me before your gang comes and does it for you!


CHAPTER 38

[image: img107.jpg]

THERE WAS A rush of footsteps behind and around him, a jangle of voices, and there were the four huddled over Hal Dozier. Andrew had risen and stepped back, silently thanking God that it was not a death. He heard the voices of the four like voices in a dream.

A clean one. A nice bit of work. Dozier, are you thinkin of Allister, curse you? Dyou remember Hugh Wiley now? Dyou maybe recollect my pal, Bud Swain? Think about em, Dozier, while youre dyin! The calm eyes traveled without hurry from face to face. And curiosity came to Andrew, a cool, deadly curiosity. He stepped among the gang.

Hes not fatally hurt, he said. What dyou intend to do with him?

Youre all wrong, chief, said Larry la Roche, and he grinned at Andrew. His submission now was perfect and complete. There was even a sort of worship in the bright eyes that looked at the new leader. I hate to say it, but right as you mos generly are, youre wrong this time. Hes done. He dont need no more lookin to. Leave him be for an hour and hell be finished. Also, thatll give him a chance to think. He needs a chance. Old Curley had a chance to think — took him four hours to kick out after Dozier plugged him. I heard what he had to say, and it wasnt pretty. I think maybe itd be sort of interestin to hear what Dozier has to say. Long about the time he gets thirsty. Eh, boys?

There was a snarl from the other three as they looked down at the wounded man, who did not speak a word. And Andrew knew that he was indeed alone with that crew, for the man whom he had just shot down was nearer to him than the members of Allisters gang.

He spoke suddenly: Jeff, take his head; Clune, take his feet. Carry him up to the cabin.

They only stared at him.

Look here, captain, said Scottie in a soft voice, just a trifle thickened by whiskey, are you thinking of taking him up there and tying him up so that hell live through this?

And again the other three snarled softly.

You murdering hounds! said Andrew.

That was all. They looked at each other; they looked at the new leader. And the sight of his white face and his nervous right hand was too much for them. They took up the marshal and carried him to the cabin, his pony following like a dog behind. They brought him, without asking for directions, straight into the little rear room — Andrews room. It was a sufficiently intelligible way of saying that this was his work and none of theirs. And not a hand lifted to aid him while he went to work with the bandaging. He knew little about such work, but the marshal himself, in a rather faint, but perfectly steady voice, gave directions. And in the painful cleaning of the wound he did not murmur once. Neither did he express the slightest gratitude. He kept following Andrew about the room with coldly curious eyes.

In the next room the voices of the four were a steady, rumbling murmur. Now and then the glance of the marshal wandered to the door. When the bandaging was completed, he asked, Do you know youve started a job you cant finish?

Ah? murmured Andrew.

Those four, said the marshal, wont let you.

Andrew smiled.

Are you easier now?

Dont bother about me. Ill tell you what — I wish youd get me a drink of water.

Ill send one of the boys.

No, get it yourself. I want to say something to them while youre gone.

Andrew had risen up from his knees. He now studied the face of the marshal steadily.

You want em to come in here and drill you, eh? he said. Why?

The other nodded.

Ive given up hope once; Ive gone through the hardest part of dying; let them finish the job now.

Tomorrow youll feel differently.

Will I? asked the marshal. All at once his eyes went yellow with hate. I go back to the desert — I go to Martindale — people I pass on the street whisper as I go by. Theyll tell over and over how I went down. And a kid did it — a raw kid!

He closed his eyes in silent agony. Then he looked up more keenly than before. Howll they know that it was luck — that my gun stuck in the holster — and that you jumped me on the draw?

You lie, said Andrew calmly. Your gun came out clean as a whistle, and I waited for you, Dozier. You know I did.

The pain in the marshals face became a ghastly thing to see. At last he could speak.

A sneak always lies well, he replied, as he sneered at Lanning.

He went on, while Andrew sat shivering with passion. And any fool can get in a lucky shot now and then. But, when Im out of this, Ill hunt you down again and Ill plant you full of lead, my son! You can lay to that!

The hard breathing of Andrew gradually subsided.

It wont work, Dozier, he said quietly. You cant make me mad enough to shoot a man whos down. You cant make me murder you.

The marshal closed his eyes again, while his breathing was beginning to grow fainter, and there was an unpleasant rattle in the hollow of his throat. Andrew went into the next room.

Scottie, he said, will you let me have your flask?

Scottie smiled at him.

Not for what youd use it for, Lanning, he said.

Andrew picked up a cup and shoved it across the table.

Pour a little whisky in that, please, he said.

Scottie looked up and studied him. Then he tipped his flask and poured a thin stream into the cup until it was half full. Andrew went back toward the door, the cup in his left hand. He backed up, keeping his face steadily toward the four, and kicked open the door behind him.

War, he knew, had been declared. Then he raised the marshals head and gave him a sip of the fiery stuff. It cleared the face of the wounded man.

Then Andrew rolled down his blankets before the door, braced a small stick against it, so that the sound would be sure to waken him if anyone tried to enter, and laid down for the night. He was almost asleep when the marshal said: Are you really going to stick it out, Andy?

Yes.

In spite of what Ive said?

I suppose you meant it all? Youd hunt me down and kill me like a dog after you get back on your feet?

Like a dog.

If you think it over and see things clearly, replied Andrew, youll see that what Ive done Ive done for my own sake, and not for yours.

How do you make that out — with four men in the next room ready to stick a knife in your back — if I know anything about em?

Ill tell you: I owe nothing to you, but a man owes a lot to himself, and Im going to pay myself in full.


CHAPTER 39
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HE CLOSED HIS eyes and tried to sleep, but, though he came to the verge of oblivion, the voices from the other room finally waked him. They had been changing subtly during the past hours and now they rose, and there was a ring to them that troubled Andrew.

He could make out their talk part of the time; and then again they lowered their voices to rumbling growls. At such times he knew that they were speaking of him, and the hum of the undertone was more ominous than open threats. When they talked aloud there was a confused clamor; when they were more hushed there was always the oily murmur of Scotties voice, taking the lead and directing the current of the talk.

The liquor was going the rounds fast, now. Before they left for the Murchison Pass they had laid in a comfortable supply, but apparently Allister had cached a quantity of the stuff at the Twin Eagles shack. Of one thing Andrew was certain, that four such practiced whisky drinkers would never let their party degenerate into a drunken rout; and another thing was even more sure — that Scottie Macdougal would keep his head better than the best of the others. But what the alcohol would do would be to cut the leash of constraint and dig up every strong passion among them. For instance, Jeff Rankin was by far the most equable of the lot, but, given a little whisky, Jeff became a conscienceless devil.

He knew his own weakness, and Andrew, crawling to the door and putting his ear to the crack under it, found that the sounds of the voices became instantly clearer; the others were plying Jeff with the liquor, and Jeff, knowing that he had had enough, was persistently refusing, but with less and less energy.

There must be a very definite reason for this urging of Rankin toward the whisky, and Andrew was not hard pressed to find out that reason. The big, rather good-natured giant was leaning toward the side of the new leader, just as steadily as the others were leaning away from him. Whisky alone would stop his scruples. Larry la Roche, his voice a guarded, hissing whisper, was speaking to Jeff as Andrew began listening from his new position.

What I ask you, said La Roche, is this: Have we had any luck since the kid joined us? Weve got a pile of the coin, said Jeff obstinately.

Dyou stack a little coin against the loss of Allister? asked Larry la Roche.

Easy, cautioned Scottie. Not so loud, Larry.

Hes asleep, said Larry la Roche. I heard him lie down after hed put something agin the door. No fear of him.

Dont be so sure. He might make a noise lying down and make not a sound getting up. And, even when hes asleep, hes got one eye open like a wolf.

Well, repeated Larry insistently, and now his voice was so faint that Andrew had to guess at half the syllables, answer my question, Jeff: Have we had good luck or bad luck, takin it all in all, since he joined us?

How do I know its his fault? asked Jeff. We all knew it would be a close pinch if Allister ever jumped Hal Dozier. We thought Allister was a little bit faster than Dozier. Everybody else said that Dozier was the best man that ever pulled a gun out of leather. It wasnt luck that beat Allister — it was a better man.

There was a thud as his fist hit the rickety, squeaking table in the center of the room.

I say, lets play fair and square. How do I know that the kid wont make a good leader?

Scottie broke in smoothly: Makes me grin when you say that, Jeff. Tell you what the trouble is with you, old man: youre too modest. A fellow thats done what youve done, following a kid that aint twenty-five!

There was a bearlike grunt from Jeff. He was not altogether displeased by this gracious tribute. But he answered: Youre too slippery with your tongue, Scottie. I never know when you mean what you say!

It must have been a bitter pill for Scottie to swallow, but he was not particularly formidable with his weapons, compared with straight-eyed Jeff Rankin, and he answered: Maybe theres some I jolly along a bit, but, when I talk to old Jeff Rankin, I talk straight. Look at me now, Jeff. Do I look as if I was joking with you?

I aint any hand at readin minds, grumbled Jeff.

He added suddenly: I say it was the finest thing I ever see, the way young Lanning stood out there in the valley. Did you watch? Did you see him let Dozier get the jump on his gun? Pretty, pretty, pretty! And then his own gat was out like a flash — one wink, and there was Hal Dozier drilled clean! I tell you, boys, you got this young Lanning wrong. I sort of cotton to the kid. I always did. I liked him the first time I ever laid eyes on him. So did you all, except Larry, yonder. And it was Larry that turned you agin him after he come and joined us. Who asked him to join us? We did!

Who asked him to be captain? said Scottie.

It seemed to stagger Jeff Rankin.

Allister used him for a sort of second man; seemed like he meant him to lead us in case anything happened to him.

While Allister was living, said Scottie, you know I would of followed him anywhere. Wasnt I his advance agent? Didnt I do his planning with him? But now Allisters dead — worse luck — but dead he is.

He paused here cunningly, and, no doubt, during that pause each of the outlaws conjured up a picture of the scar-faced man with the bright, steady eyes, who had led them so long and quelled them so often and held them together through thick and thin.

Allisters dead, repeated Scottie, and what he did while he was alive dont hold us now. We chose him for captain out of our own free will. Now that hes dead we have the right to elect another captain. Whats Lanning done that he has a right to fill Allisters place with us? What job did he have at the holdup? When we stuck up the train didnt he have the easiest job? Did he give one good piece of advice while we were plannin the job? Did he show any ability to lead us, then?

The answer came unhesitatingly from Rankin: It wasnt his place to lead while Allister was with us. And Ill tell you what he done after Allister died. When I seen Dozier comin, who was it that stepped out to meet him? Was it you, Scottie? No, it wasnt. It wasnt you, La Roche, neither, nor you, Clune, and it wasnt me. Made me sick inside, the thought of facin Dozier. Why? Because I knew hed never been beat. Because I knew he was a better man than Allister, and that Allister had been a better man than me. And it aint no braggin to say Im a handier gent with my guns than any of you. Well, I was sick, and you all were sick. I seen your faces. But who steps out and takes the lead? It was the kid you grin at, Scottie; it was Andy Lanning, and I say it was a fine thing to do!

It was undoubtedly a facer; but Scottie came back in his usual calm manner.

I know it was Lanning, and it was a fine thing. I dont deny, either, that hes a fine gent in lots of ways — and in his place — but is his place at the head of the gang? Are we going to be bullied into having him there?

Then let him follow, and somebody else lead.

You make me laugh, Jeff. Hes not the sort that will follow anybody.

Plainly Scottie was working on Jeff from a distance. He would bring him slowly around to the place where he would agree to the attack on Andrew for the sake of getting at the wounded marshal.

Have another drink, Jeff, and then lets get back to the main point, and that has nothin to do with Andy. It is: Is Hal Dozier going to live or die?

The time had come, Andrew saw, to make his final play. A little more of this talk and the big, good-hearted, strong-handed Rankin would be completely on the side of the others. And that meant the impossible odds of four to one. Andrew knew it. He would attack any two of them without fear. But three became a desperate, a grim battle; and four to one made the thing suicide.

He slipped silently to his feet from beside the door and picked up the canvas bag which represented his share of the robbery. Then he knocked at the door.

Boys, he called, theres been some hard thoughts between the lot of you and me. It looks like were on opposite sides of a fence. I want to come in and talk to you.

Instantly Scottie answered: Why, come on in, captain; not such hard words as you think — not on my side, anyways!

It was a cunning enough lure, no doubt, and Andrew had his hand on the latch of the door before a second thought reached him. If he exposed himself, would not the three of them pull their guns? They would be able to account for it to Jeff Rankin later on.

Ill come in, said Andrew, when I hear you give me surety that Ill be safe. I dont trust you, Scottie.

Thanks for that. What surety do you want?

I want the word of Jeff Rankin that hell see me through till Ive made my talk to you and my proposition.

It was an excellent counterthrust, but Larry la Roche saw through the attempt to win Jeff immediately.

You skunk! he said. If you dont trust us we dont trust you. Stay where you be. We dont want to hear your talk!

Jeff, what do you say? continued Andrew calmly.

There was a clamor of three voices and then the louder voice of Jeff, like a lion shaking itself clear of wolves: Andy, come in, and Ill see you get a square deal — if youll trust me! Instantly Andrew threw open the door and stepped in, his revolver in one hand, the heavy sack over his other arm, a dragging weight and also a protection.

Ill trust you, Jeff, he said. Trust you? Why, man, with you at my back Id laugh at twenty fellows like these. They simply dont count.

It was another well-placed shot, and he saw Rankin flush heavily with pleasure. Scottie tilted his box back against the wall and delivered his counterstroke: He said the same thing to me earlier on in the evening, he remarked casually. But I told him where to go. I told him that I was with the bunch first and last and all the time. Thats why he hates me!


CHAPTER 40
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WHILE HE SEARCHED desperately for an answer, Andrew found none. Then he saw the stupid, big eyes of Jeff wander from his face to the face of Scottie, and he knew that his previous advantage had been completely neutralized.

Boys, he said, and he surveyed the restless, savage figures of Clune and La Roche, Ive come for a little plain talk. Theres no more question about me leadin the gang. None at all. I wouldnt lead you, La Roche, nor you, Clune, nor you, Scottie. Theres only one man here thats clean — and hes Jeff Rankin.

He waited for that point to sink home; as Scottie opened his lips to strike back, he went ahead deliberately. By retaining his own calm he saw that he kept a great advantage. Rankin began fumbling at his cup; Scottie instantly filled it half full with whisky. Dont drink that, said Andrew sharply. Dont drink it, Jeff. Scotties doin that on purpose to get you sap headed!

Do what he says, said Scottie calmly. Throw the dirty stuff away, Jeff. Do what your daddy tells you. You aint old enough to know your own mind, are you?

Big Jeff flushed, cast a glance of defiance that included both Andrew and Scottie, and tossed off the whisky. It was a blow over the heart for Andrew; he had to finish his talking now, before Jeff Rankin was turned mad by the whisky. And if he worked it well, Jeff would be on his side. The madness would fight for Andrew.

He said: Theres no more question about me being a leader for you. Personally, Id like to have Jeff — not to follow me, but to be pals with me.

Jeff cleared his throat and looked about with foolish importance. Not an eye wavered to meet his glance; every look was fixed with a hungry hate upon Andrew.

Theres only one thing up between the lot of us: Do I keep Hal Dozier, or do you get him — to murder him? Do you fellows ride on your way free and easy, to do what you please, or do you tackle me in that room, eat my lead, and then, if you finish me, get a chance to kill a man thats nearly dead now? How does it look to you, boys? Think it over. Think sharp!

He knew while he spoke that there was one exquisitely simple way to end both his life and the life of Dozier — let them touch a match to the building and shoot him while he ran from the flames. But he could only pray that they would not see it.

And besides, Ill do more. You think you have a claim on Dozier. Ill buy him from you. Heres half his weight in gold. Will you take the money and clear out? Or are you going to make the play at me? If you do, youll buy whatever you get at a high price! You forget— put in Scottie, but Andrew interrupted.

I dont want to hear from you, Scottie. I know youre a snake. I want to hear from Jeff Rankin. Speak up, Jeff. Everythings in your hands, and I trust you!

The giant rose from his chair. His face was white with the effect of the whisky, and one spot of color burned in each cheek. He looked gloweringly upon his companions.

Andy, he said, I—

Wait a minute, said Scottie swiftly, seeing that the scales were balancing toward a defeat.

Let him talk. You dont have to tell him what to say, said Andrew.

Ive got a right to put our side up to him — for the sake of the things weve been through together. Jeff, have I?

Jeff Rankin cleared his throat importantly. Scottie faced him; the others kept their unchanging eyes rivetted upon Andrew, ready for the gun play at the first flicker of an eyelid. The first sign of unwariness would begin and end the battle.

Dont forget this, went on Scottie, having Jeffs attention. Andy is workin to keep Dozier alive. Why? Doziers the law, isnt he? Then Andy wants to make up with the law. He wants to sneak out. He wants to turn states evidence!

The deadly phrase shocked Jeff Rankin a pace back toward soberness.

I never thought, he began.

Youre too straight to think of it. Take another look at Lanning. Is he one of us? Has he ever been one of us? No! Look again! Dozier has hunted Lanning all over the mountain desert. Now he wants to save Dozier. Wants to risk his life for him. Wants to buy him from us! Why? Because hes turned crooked. Hes turned soft. He wants to get under the wing of the law.

But Jeff Rankin swept all argument away with a movement of his big paws. Too much talk, he said. I want to think.

His stupid, animal eyes went laboriously around the room. I wish Allister was here, he said. He always knew.

For my part, said Scottie, I cant be bought. Not me! He suddenly leaned to the big man, and, before Andrew could speak, he had said: Jeff, you know why I want to get Dozier. Because he ran down my brother. And are you going to let him go clear, Jeff? Are you going to have Allister haunt you?

It was the decisive stroke. The big head of Jeff twitched back, he opened his lips to speak — and in that moment, knowing that the battle was over and lost to him, Andrew, who had moved back, made one leap and was through the door and into the little shed again. The gun had gleamed in the hand of Larry la Roche as he sprang, but Andrew had been too quick for the outlaw to plant his shot.

He heard Jeff Rankin still speaking: I dunno, quite. But I see youre right, Scottie. They aint any reason for Lanning to be so chummy with Dozier. And so they must be somethin crooked about it. Boys, Im with you to the limit! Go as far as you like. Im behind you!

No room for argument now; and the blind, animal hate which Scottie and La Roche and Clune felt for Dozier was sure to drive them to extremities. Andrew sat in the dark, hurriedly going over his rifle and his revolver. Once he was about to throw open the door and try the effect of a surprise attack. He might plant two shots before there was a return; he let the idea slip away from him. There would remain two more, and one of them was certain to kill him.

Moving across the room he heard a whisper from the floor: Ive heard them, Lanning. Dont be a fool. Give me up to em!

He made no answer. In the other room the voices were no longer restrained; Jeff Rankins in particular boomed and rang and filled the shed. Once bent on action he was all for the attack; whisky had removed the last human scruple. And Andrew heard them openly cast their ballots for a new leader; heard Scottie acclaimed; heard the Scotchman say: Boys, Im going to show you a way to clean up on Dozier and Lanning, without any man risking a single shot from him in return.

They clamored for the suggestion, but he told them that he was first going out into the open to think it over. In the meantime they had nothing to fear. Sit fast and have another drink around. He had to be alone to figure it out.

It was very plain. The wily rascal would let them go one step farther toward an insanity of drink, and then, his own brain cold and collected, he would come back to turn the shack into a shambles. He had said he could do it without risk to them. There was only one possible meaning; he intended to use fire.

Andrew sat with the butt of his rifle ground into his forehead. It was still easy to escape; the insistent whisper from the floor was pointing out the way: Beat it out that back window, lad. Slope, Andy; theys no use. You cant help me. They mean fire; theyll pot you like a pig, from the dark. Give me up!

It was the advice to use the window that decided Andrew. It was a wild chance indeed, this leaving of Dozier helpless on the floor; but he risked it. He whispered to the marshal that he would return, and slipped through the window. He was not halfway around the house before he heard a voice that chilled him with horror. It was the marshal calling to them that Andrew was gone and inviting them in to finish him. But they suspected, naturally enough, that the invitation was a trap, and they contented themselves with abusing him for thinking them such fools.

Andrew went on; fifty feet from the house and just aside from the shaft of light that fell from the open door, stood Scottie. His head was bare, his face was turned up to catch the wind, and no doubt he was dreaming of the future which lay before him as the new captain of Allisters band. The whisper of Andrew behind him cut his dream short. He whirled to receive the muzzle of a revolver in his stomach. His hands went up, and he stood gasping faintly in the moonlight.

Ive got you, Scottie, he said, and so help me heaven, youre the first man that Ive wanted to kill.

It would have taken a man of supernerve to outface that situation. And the nerve of Scottie cracked.

He began to whisper with a horrible break and sob in his breath: Andy — Andy, gimme a chance. Im not fit to go — this way. Andy, remember—

Im going to give you a chance. Youre pretty low, Scottie; I check what youve done to the way you hate Dozier, and I wont hold a grudge. And Ill tell you the chance youve got. You see these rocks, here? Im goin to lie down behind them. Im going to keep you covered with my rifle. Scottie, did you ever see me shoot with a rifle?

Scottie shuddered — a very sufficient reply.

Im going to keep you covered. Then youll turn around and walk straight back to the shack. Youll stand there — always in clean sight of the doorway — and youll persuade that crowd of drunks to leave the house and ride away with you. Understand, when you get inside the house, therell be a big temptation to jump to one side and get behind the wall — just one twitch of your muscles, and youd be safe. But, fast as you could move, Scottie, powder drives lead a lot faster. And Ill have you centered every minute. Youll make a pretty little target against the light, besides. You understand?

The moment you even start to move fast, I pull the trigger. Remember it, Scottie. For as sure as theres a hell, Ill send you into it head first, if you dont. So help me heaven, said Scottie, Ill do what I can. I think I can talk em into it. But if I dont?

If you dont, youre dead. Thats short, and thats sweet. Keep it in your head. Go back and tell them it would take too great a risk to try to fix me.

And theres another thing to remember. If you should be able to get behind the wall without being shot, youre not safe. Not by a long way, Scottie. Id still be alive. And, though youd have Hal Dozier there to cut up as you pleased, Id be here outside the cabin watching it — with my rifle. And Id tag some of you when you tried to get out. And if I didnt get you all Id start on your trail. Scottie, you fellows, even when you had Allister to lead you, couldnt get off scot-free from Dozier. Scottie, I give you my solemn word of honor, youll find me a harder man to get free from than Hal Dozier.

Heres the last thing: If you do what I tell you — if you get that crowd of drunken brutes out of the cabin and away without harming Dozier, Ill wipe out the score between us. No matter what you told the rest of them, you know Ive never broken a promise, and that I never shall.

He stopped and, stepping back to the rocks, sank slowly down behind them. Only the muzzle of his rifle showed, no more than the glint of a tiny bit of quartz; his left hand was raised, and, at its gesture, Scottie turned and walked slowly toward the cabin doorway. Once, stumbling over something, he reeled almost out of the shaft of light, but stopped on the edge of safety with a terrible trembling. There he stood for a moment, and Andrew knew that he was gathering his nerve. He went on; he stood in the doorway, leaning with one arm against it.

What followed Andrew could not hear, except an occasional roar from Rankin. Once Larry la Roche came and stood before the new leader, gesturing frantically, and the ring of his voice came clearly to Andrew. The Scotchman negligently stood to one side; the way between Andrew and Larry was cleared, and Andrew could not help smiling at the fiendish malevolence of Scottie. But he was apparently able to convince even Larry la Roche by means of words. At length there was a bustling in the cabin, a loud confusion, and finally the whole troop went out. Somebody brought Scottie his saddle; Jeff Rankin came out reeling.

But Scottie stirred last from the doorway; there he stood in the shaft of light until some one, cursing, brought him his horse. He mounted it in full view. Then the cavalcade started down the ravine.

Certainly it was not an auspicious beginning for Scottie Macdougal.


CHAPTER 41
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THE FIRST TEN days of the following time were the hardest; it was during that period that Scottie and the rest were most apt to return and make a backstroke at Dozier and Andrew. For Andrew knew well enough that this was the argument — the promise of a surprise attack — with which Scottie had lured his men away from the shack.

During that ten days, and later, he adopted a systematic plan of work. During the nights he paid two visits to the sick man. On one occasion he dressed the wound; on the next he did the cooking and put food and water beside the marshal, to last him through the day.

After that he went out and took up his post. As a rule he waited on the top of the hill in the clump of pines. From this position he commanded with his rifle the sweep of hillside all around the cabin. The greatest time of danger for Dozier was when Andrew had to scout through the adjacent hills for food — their supply of meat ran out on the fourth day.

But the ten days passed; and after that, in spite of the poor care he had received — or perhaps aided by the absolute quiet — the marshals iron constitution asserted itself more and more strongly. He began to mend rapidly. Eventually he could sit up, and, when that time came, the great period of anxiety was over. For Dozier could sit with his rifle across his knees, or, leaning against the chair which Andrew had improvised, command a fairly good outlook.

Only once — it was at the close of the fourth week — did Andrew find suspicious signs in the vicinity of the cabin — the telltale trampling on a place where four horses had milled in an impatient circle. But no doubt the gang had thought caution to be the better part of hate. They remembered the rifle of Andrew and had gone on without making a sign. Afterward Andrew learned why they had not returned sooner. Three hours after they left the shack a posse had picked them up in the moonlight, and there had followed a forty-mile chase.

But all through the time until the marshal could actually stand and walk, and finally sit his saddle with little danger of injuring the wound, Andrew, knowing nothing of what took place outside, was ceaselessly on the watch. Literally, during all that period, he never closed his eyes for more than a few minutes of solid sleep. And, before the danger line had been crossed, he was worn to a shadow. When he turned his head the cords leaped out on his neck. His mouth had that look, at once savage and nervous, which goes always with the hunted man.

And it was not until he was himself convinced that Dozier could take care of himself that he wrapped himself in his blankets and fell into a twenty-four-hour sleep. He awoke finally with a start, out of a dream in which he had found himself, in imagination, wakened by Scottie stooping over him. He had reached for his revolver at his side, in the dream, and had found nothing. Now, waking, his hand was working nervously across the floor of the shack. That part of the dream was come true, but, instead of Scottie leaning over him, it was the marshal, who sat in his chair with his rifle across his knees. Andrew sat up. His weapons had been indeed removed, and the marshal was looking at him with beady eyes.

Have you seen em? asked Andrew. Have the boys shown themselves?

He started to get up, but the marshals crisp voice cut in on him. Sit down there.

There had been — was it possible to believe it? — a motion of the gun in the hands of the marshal to point this last remark.

Partner, said Andrew, stunned, what are you drivin at?

Ive been thinking, said Hal Dozier. You sit tight till I tell you what about.

Its just driftin into my head, sort of misty, murmured Andrew, that youve been thinkin about double-crossin me.

Suppose, said the marshal, I was to ride into Martindale with you in front of me. Thatd make a pretty good picture, Andy. Allister dead, and you taken alive. Not to speak of ten thousand I dollars as a background. That would sort of round off my work. I could retire and live happy ever after, eh?

Andrew peered into the grim face of the older man; there was not a flicker of a smile in it.

Go on, he said, but think twice, Hal. If I was you, Id think ten times!

The marshal met those terrible, blazing eyes without a quiver of his own.

I began with thinking about that picture, he said. Later on I had some other thoughts — about you. Andy, dyou see that you dont fit around here? Youre neither a man-killer nor a law-abidin citizen. You wouldnt fit in Martindale any more, and you certainly wont fit with any gang of crooks that ever wore guns. Look at the way you split with Allisters outfit! Same thing would happen again. So, as far as I can see, it doesnt make much difference whether I trot you into town and collect the ten thousand, or whether some of the crooks who hate you run you down — or some posse corners you one of these days and does its job. How do you see it?

Andrew said nothing, but his face spoke for him.

How dyou see the future yourself? said the marshal. His voice changed suddenly: Talk to me, Andy.

Andrew looked carefully at him; then he spoke.

Ill tell you short and quick, Hal. I want action. Thats all. I want something to keep my mind and my hands busy. Doing nothing is the thing Im afraid of.

I gather youre not very happy, Andy?

Lanning smiled, and it was not a pleasant smile to see.

Im empty, Hal, he answered. Does that answer you? The crooks are against me, the law is against me. Well, theyll work together to keep me busy. I dont want any mans help. Im a bad man, Hal. I know it. I dont deny it. I dont ask any quarter.

It was rather a desperate speech — rather a boyish one. At any rate the marshal smiled, and a curious flush came in Andrews face.

Will you let me tell you a story, Andrew? Its a story about yourself.

He went on: You were a kid in Martindale. Husky, good-natured, a little sleepy, with touchy nerves, not very confident in yourself. Ive known other kids like you, but none just the same type.

You werent waked up. You see? The pinch was bound to come in a town where every man wore his gun. You were bound to face a show-down. There were equal chances. Either youd back down or else youd give the man a beating. If the first thing happened, youd have been a coward the rest of your life. But the other thing was what happened, and it gave you a touch of the iron that a man needs in his blood. Iron dust, Andy, iron dust!

You had bad luck, you think. You thought youd killed a man; it made you think you were a born murderer. You began to look back to the old stories about the Lannings — a wild crew of men. You thought that blood was what was a-showing in you.

Partly you were right, partly you were wrong. There was a new strength in you. You thought it was the strength of a desperado. Do you know what the change was? It was the change from boyhood to manhood. That was all — a sort of chemical change, Andy.

See what happened: You had your first fight and you saw your first girl, all about the same time. But heres what puzzles me: according to the way I figure it, you must have seen the girl first. But it seems that you didnt. Will you tell me?

We wont talk about the girl, said Andrew in a heavy voice.

Tut, tut! Wont we? Boy, were going to do more talking about her than about anything else. Well, anyway, you saw the girl, fell in love with her, went away. Met up with a posse which my brother happened to lead. Killed your man. Went on. Rode like the wind. Went through about a hundred adventures in as many days. And little by little you were fixing in your ways. You were changing from boyhood into manhood, and you were changing without any authority over you. Most youngsters have their fathers over them when that change comes. All of em have the law. But you didnt have either. And the result was that you changed from a boy into a man, and a free man. You hear me? You found that you could do what you wanted to do; nothing could hold you back except one thing — the girl!

Andrew caught his breath, but the marshal would not let him speak.

Ive seen other free men — most people called them desperadoes. Whats a desperado in the real sense? A man who wont submit to the law. Thats all he is. But, because he wont submit, he usually runs foul of other men. He kills one. Then he kills another. Finally he gets the blood lust. Well, Andy, thats what you never got. You killed one man — he brought it on himself. But look back over the rest of your career. Most people think youve killed twenty. Thats because theyve heard a pack of lies. Youre a desperado — a free man — but youre not a man-killer. And theres the whole point.

And this was what turned you loose as a criminal — you thought the girl had cut loose from you. Otherwise to this day youd have been trying to get away across the mountains and be a good, quiet member of society. But you thought the girl had cut loose from you, and it hurt you. Man-killer? Bah! Youre simply lovesick, my boy!

Talk slow, whispered Andrew. My — my heads whirling.

Itll whirl more, pretty soon. Andy, do you know that the girl never married Charles Merchant?

There was a wild yell; Andrew was stopped in mid-air by a rifle thrust into his stomach.

She broke off her engagement. She came to me because she knew I was running the manhunt. She begged me to let you have a chance. She tried to buy me. She told me everything that had gone between you. Andy, she put her head on my desk and cried while she was begging for you!

Stop! whispered Andrew.

But I wouldnt lay off your trail, Andy. Why? Because Im as proud as a devil. Id started to get you and Id lost Gray Peter trying. And even after you saved me from Allisters men I was still figuring how I could get you. And then, little by little, I saw that the girl had seen the truth. You werent really a crook. You werent really a man-killer. You were simply a kid that turned into a man in a day — and turned into a free man! You were too strong for the law.

Now, Andrew, heres my point: As long as you stay here in the mountain desert youve no chance. Youll be among men who know you. Even if the governor pardons you — as he might do if a certain deputy marshal were to start pulling strings — youd run some day into a man who had an old grudge against you, and thered be another explosion. Because theres nitroglycerin inside you, son!

Well, the thing for you to do is to get where men dont wear guns. The thing for you to do is to find a girl you love a lot more than you do your freedom, even. If thats possible—

Where is she? broke in Andy. Hal, for pitys sake, tell me where she is!

Ive got her address all written out. She forgot nothing. She left it with me, she said, so she could keep in touch with me.

Its no good, said Andy suddenly. I could never get through the mountains. People know me too well. They know Sally too well.

Of course they do. So youre not going to go with Sally. Youre not going to ride a horse. Youre going in another way. Everybodys seen your picture. But whod recognize the dashing young man-killer, the original wild Andrew Lanning, in the shape of a greasy, dirty tramp, with a ten-days-old beard on his face, with a dirty felt hat pulled over one eye, and riding the brake beams on the way East? And before you got off the beams, Andrew, the governor of this State will have signed a pardon for you. Well, lad, what do you say?

But Andrew, walking like one dazed, had crossed the room slowly. The marshal saw him go across to the place where Sally stood; she met him halfway, and, in her impudent way, tipped his hat half off his head with a toss of her nose. He put his arm around her neck and they walked slowly off together.

Well, said Hal Dozier faintly, what can you do with a man who dont know how to choose between a horse and a girl?
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CHAPTER I

CORDOVA
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THE WEST WIND came over the Eagles, gathered purity from the evergreen slopes of the mountains, blew across the foothills and league wide fields, and came at length to the stallion with a touch of coolness and enchanting scents of far-off things. Just as his head went up, just as the breeze lifted mane and tail, Marianne Jordan halted her pony and drew in her breath with pleasure. For she had caught from the chestnut in the corral one flash of perfection and those far-seeing eyes called to mind the Arab belief.

Says the Sheik: I have raised my mare from a foal, and out of love for me she will lay down her life; but when I come out to her in the morning, when I feed her and give her water, she still looks beyond me and across the desert. She is waiting for the coming of a real man, she is waiting for the coming of a true master out of the horizon!

Marianne had known thoroughbreds since she was a child and after coming West she had become acquainted with mere hoss-flesh, but today for the first time she felt that the horse is not meant by nature to be the servant of man but that its speed is meant to ensure it sacred freedom. A moment later she was wondering how the thought had come to her. That glimpse of equine perfection had been an illusion built of spirit and attitude; when the head of the stallion fell she saw the daylight truth: that this was either the wreck of a young horse or the sad ruin of a fine animal now grown old. He was a ragged creature with dull eyes and pendulous lip. No comb had been among the tangles of mane and tail for an unknown period; no brush had smoothed his coat. It was once a rich red-chestnut, no doubt, but now it was sun-faded to the color of sand. He was thin. The unfleshed backbone and withers stood up painfully and she counted the ribs one by one. Yet his body was not so broken as his spirit. His drooped head gave him the appearance of searching for a spot to lie down. He seemed to have been left here by the cruelty of his owner to starve and die in the white heat of this corral — a desertion which he accepted as justice because he was useless in the world.

It affected Marianne like the resignation of a man; indeed there was more personality in the chestnut than in many human beings. Once he had been a beauty, and the perfection which first startled her had been a ghost out of his past. His head, where age or famine showed least, was still unquestionably fine. The ears were short and delicately made, the eyes well-placed, the distance to the angle of the jaw long — in brief, it was that short head of small volume and large brain space which speaks most eloquently of hot blood. As her expert eye ran over the rest of the body she sighed to think that such a creature had come to such an end. There was about him no sign of life save the twitch of his skin to shake off flies.

Certainly this could not be the horse she had been advised to see and she was about to pass on when she felt eyes watching her from the steep shadow of the shed which bordered the corral. Then she made out a dapper olive-skinned fellow sitting with his back against the wall in such a position of complete relaxation as only a Mexican is capable of assuming. He wore a short tuft of black moustache cut well away from the edge of the red lip, a moustache which oddly accentuated his youth. In body and features he was of that feminine delicacy which your large-handed Saxon dislikes, and though Marianne was by no means a stalwart, she detested the man at once. For that reason, being a lady to the tips of her slim fingers, her smile was more cordial than necessary.

I am looking for Manuel Cordova, she said.

Me, replied the Mexican, and managed to speak without removing the cigarette.

Im glad to know you. she answered. I am Marianne Jordan.

At this, Manuel Cordova removed his cigarette, regardless of the ashes which tumbled straightway down the bell-mouthed sleeve of his jacket; for a Mexican deems it highly indecorous to pay the slightest heed to his tobacco ashes. Whether they land on chin or waistcoat they are allowed to remain until the wind carries them away.

The pleasure is to me, said Cordova melodiously, and made painful preparations to rise.

She gathered at once that the effort would spoil his morning and urged him to remain where he was, at which he smiled with the care of a movie star, presenting an even, white line of teeth.

Marianne went on: Let me explain. Ive come to the Glosterville fair to buy some brood mares for my ranch and of course the ones I want are the Coles horses. Youve seen them?

He nodded.

But those horses, she continued, checking off her points, will not be offered for sale until after the race this afternoon. Theyre all entered and they are sure to win. Theres nothing to touch them and when they breeze across the finish I imagine every ranch owner present will want to bid for them. That would put them above my reach and I can only pray that the miracle will happen — a horse may turn up to beat them. I made inquiries and I was told that the best prospect was Manuel Cordovas Alcatraz. So Ive come with high hopes, Señor Cordova, and Ill appreciate it greatly if youll let me see your champion.

Look till the heart is content, señorita, replied the Mexican, and he extended a slim, lazy hand towards the drowsing stallion.

But, cried the girl, I was told of a real runner—

She squinted critically at the faded chestnut. She had been told of a four-year-old while this gaunt animal looked fifteen at least. However, it is one thing to catch a general impression and another to read points. Marianne took heed, now, of the long slope of the shoulders, the short back, the well-let-down hocks. After all, underfeeding would dull the eye and give the ragged, lifeless coat.

He is not much horse, eh? purred Cordova.

But the longer she looked the more she saw. The very leanness of Alcatraz made it easier to trace his running-muscles; she estimated, too, the ample girth at the cinches where size means wind.

And thats Alcatraz? she murmured.

That is all, said the pleasant Cordova.

May I go into the corral and look him over at close range? I never feel that I know a horse till I get my hands on it.

She was about to dismount when she saw that the Mexican was hesitating and she settled back in the saddle, flushed with displeasure.

No, said Cordova, that would not be good. You will see!

He smiled again and rising, he sauntered to the fence and turned about with his shoulders resting against the upper bar, his back to the stallion. As he did so, Alcatraz put forward his ears, which, in connection with the dullness of his eyes, gave him a peculiarly foolish look.

You will see a thing, señorita! the Mexican was chuckling.

It came without warning. Alcatraz turned with the speed of a whiplash curling and drove straight at the place where his master leaned. Mariannes cry of alarm was not needed. Cordova had already started, but even so he barely escaped. The chestnut on braced legs skidded to the fence, his teeth snapping short inches from the back of his master. His failure maddened Alcatraz. He reminded Marianne of the antics of a cat when in her play with the mouse she tosses her victim a little too far away and wheels to find her prospective meal disappearing down a hole. In exactly similar wise the stallion went around the corral in a whirl of dust, rearing, lashing out with hind legs and striking with fore, catching imaginary things in his teeth and shaking them to pieces. When the fury diminished he began to glide up and down the fence, and there was something so feline in the grace of those long steps and the intentness with which the brute watched Cordova that the girl remembered a new-brought tiger in the zoo. Also, rage had poured him full of such strength that through the dust cloud she caught again glimpses of that first perfection.

He came at last to a stop, but he faced his owner with a look of steady hate. The latter returned the gaze with interest, stroking his face and snarling: Once more, red devil, eh? Once more you miss? Bah! But I, I shall not miss!

It was not as one will talk to a dumb beast, for there was no mistaking the vicious earnestness of Cordova, and now the girl made out that he was caressing a long, white scar which ran from his temple across the cheekbone. Marianne glanced away, embarrassed, as people are when another reveals a dark and hidden portion of his character.

You see? said Cordova, you would not be happy in the corral with him, eh?

He rolled a cigarette with smiling lips as he spoke, but all the time his black eyes burned at the chestnut. He seemed to Marianne half child and half old man, and both parts of him were evil now that she could guess the whole story. Cordova campaigned through the country, racing his horse at fairs or for side bets. For two reasons he kept the animal systematically undernourished: one was that he was thereby able to get better odds; the other was that only on a weakened Alcatraz would he trust himself. At this she did not wonder for never had she seen such almost human viciousness of temper in a dumb beast.

As for running, señorita, continued Cordova, sometimes he does very well — yes, very well. But when he is dull the spurs are nothing to him.

He indicated a criss-crossing of scars on the flank of the stallion and Marianne, biting her lips, realized that she must leave at once if she wished to avoid showing her contempt, and her anger.

She was a mile down the road and entering the main street of Glosterville before her temper cooled. She decided that it was best to forget both Alcatraz and his master: they were equally matched in devilishness. Her last hope of seeing the mares beaten was gone, and with it all chance of buying them at a reasonable figure; for no matter what the potentialities of Alcatraz in his present starved condition he could not compare with the bays. She thought of Lady Mary with the sunlight rippling over her shoulder muscles. Certainly Alcatraz would never come within whisking distance of her tail!


CHAPTER II

THE COMING OF DAVID
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HAVING REACHED THIS conclusion, the logical thing, of course, was for Marianne to pack and go without waiting to see the race or hear the bidding for the Coles horses; but she could not leave. Hope is as blind as love. She had left the ranch saying to her father and to the foreman, Lew Hervey: The bank account is shrinking, but ideals are worth more than facts and I shall improve the horses on this place. It was a rather too philosophical speech for one of her years, but Oliver Jordan had merely shrugged his shoulders and rolled another cigarette; the crushed leg which, for the past three years, had made him a cripple, had taught him patience.

Only the foreman had ventured to smile openly. It was no secret that Lew Hervey disliked the girl heartily. The fall of the horse which made Jordan a semi-invalid, killed his ambition and self-reliance at the same instant. Not only was it impossible for him to ride since the accident, but the freeswinging self-confidence which had made him prosperous disappeared at the same time; his very thoughts walked slowly on foot since his fall. Hervey gathered the reins of the ranch affairs more and more into his own hands and had grown to an almost independent power when Marianne came home from school. Having studied music and modern languages, who could have suspected in Marianne either the desire or the will to manage a ranch, but to Marianne the necessity for following the course she took was as plain as the palm of an open hand. The big estate, once such a money-maker, was now losing. Her father had lost his grip and could not manage his own affairs, but who had ever heard of a hired man being called to run the Jordan business as long as there was a Jordan alive? She, Marianne, was very much alive. She came West and took the ranch in hand.

Her father smiled and gave her whatever authority she required; in a week the estate was hers to control. But for all her determination and confidence, she knew that she could not master cattle-raising in a few weeks. She was unfemininely willing to take advice. She even hunted for it, and though her father refused to enter into the thing even with suggestions, a little help from Hervey plus her indomitable energy might have made her attempt a success.

Hervey, however, was by no means willing to help. In fact, he was profoundly disgruntled. He had found himself, beyond all expectation, in a position almost as absolute and dignified as that of a real owner with not the slightest interference from Jordan, when on a sudden the arrival of this pretty little dark-eyed girl submerged him again in his old role of the hired man. He took what Marianne considered a sneaking revenge. He entered at once upon a career of the most perfect subordination. No fault could be found with his work. He executed every commission with scrupulous care. But when his advice was asked he became a sphinx. Some folks say one way and some another. Speaking personal, I dunno, Miss Jordan. You just tell me what to do and Ill do it.

This attitude irritated her so that she was several times on the verge of discharging him, but how could she turn out so old an employee and one so painstaking in the duties assigned to him? Many a day she prayed for a new foreman or night, but Hervey kept his job, and in spite of her best efforts, affairs went from bad to worse and the more desperately she struggled the more hopelessly she was lost. This affair of the horses was typical. No doubt the saddle stock were in sad need of improved blood but this was hardly the moment to undertake such an expenditure. Having once suggested the move, the quiet smiles of Hervey had spurred her on. She knew the meaning of those smiles. He was waiting till she should exhaust even the immense tolerance of her father; when she fell he would swing again into the saddle of control. Yet she would go on and buy the mares if she could. Hers was one of those militant spirits which, once committed, fights to the end along every line. And indeed, if she ever contemplated surrender, if she were more than once on the verge of giving way to the tears of broken spirit, the vague, uninterested eyes of her father and the overwise smiles of Hervey were whips which sent her back into the battle.

But today, when she regained her room in the hotel, she walked up and down with the feeling that she was struggling against manifest destiny. And in a rare burst of self-pity, she paused in front of the window, gritting her teeth to restrain a flood of tears.

A cowpuncher rocked across the blur of her vision on his pony, halted, and swung down in front of the stable across the street. The horse staggered as the weight came out of the stirrup and that made Marianne watch with a keener interest, for she had seen a great deal of merciless riding since she came West and it always angered her. The cowpunchers used hoss-flesh rather than horses, a distinction that made her hot. If a horse were not good enough to be loved it was not good enough to be ridden. That was one of her maxims. She stepped closer to the window. Certainly that pony had been cruelly handled for the little grey gelding swayed in rhythm with his panting; from his belly sweat dripped steadily into the dust and the reins had chafed his neck to a lather. Marianne flashed into indignation and that, of course, made her scrutinize the rider more narrowly. He was perfect of that type of cowboy which she detested most: handsome, lithe, childishly vain in his dress. About his sombrero ran a heavy width of gold-braid; his shirt was blue silk; his bandana was red; his boots were shop-made beauties, soft and flexible; and on his heels glittered — gilded spurs!

And Ill wager, thought the indignant Marianne, that he hasnt ten dollars in the world!

He unknotted the cinches and drew off the saddle, propping it against one hip while he surveyed his mount. In spite of all his vainglory he was human enough to show some concern, it appeared. He called for a bucket of water and offered it to the dripping pony. Marianne repressed a cry of warning: a drink might ruin a horse as hot as that. But the gay rider permitted only a swallow and then removed the bucket from the reaching nose.

The old man who apparently sat all day and every day beside the door of the stable, only shifting from time to time to keep in shadow, passed his beard through his fist and spoke. Every sound, even of the panting horse, came clearly to her through the open window.

Kind of small but kind of trim, that hoss.

Not so small, said the rider. About fifteen two, I guess.

Measured him?

Never.

Id say nigher onto fifteen one.

Bet my spurs to ten dollars that hes fifteen two; and thats good odds for you.

The old man hesitated; but the stable boy was watching him with a grin.

Ill take that bet if— he began.

The rider snapped him up so quickly that Marianne was angered again. Of course he knew the height of his own horse and it would be criminal to take the old loafers money, but that was his determination.

Get a tape, son. Well see.

The stable boy disappeared in the shadow of the door and came back at once with the measure. The grey gelding, in the meantime, had smelled the sweetness of hay and was growing restive but a sharp word from the rider jerked him up like a tug on his bit. He tossed his head and waited, his ears flat.

Look out, Dad, called the rider, as he arranged the tape to fall from the withers of the horse, this little devilll kick your head off quicker than a wink if he gets a chance.

He dont look mean, said the greybeard, stepping back in haste.

I like em mean and I keep em mean, said the other. A tame hoss is like a tame man and I dont give a damn for a gent who wont fight.

Marianne covertly stamped. It was so easy to convert her worries into anger at another that she was beginning to hate this brutal-minded Beau Brummel of the ranges. Besides, she had had bitter experience with these noisy, careless fellows when they worked on her ranch. Her foreman was such a type grown to middle-age. Indeed her anger at the whole species called cowpuncher now focused to a burning-point on him of the gilded spurs.

The measuring was finished; he stepped back.

Fifteen one and a quarter, he announced. You win, Dad!

Marianne wanted to cheer.

You win, confound it! And wherell I get the mates of this pair? You win and Im the underdog.

A poor loser, too, thought Marianne. She was beginning to round her conception of the man; and everything she added to the picture made her dislike him the more cordially.

He had dropped on one knee in the dust and was busily loosening the spurs, paying no attention to the faint protests of the winner that he didnt have no use for the darned things no ways. And finally he drowned the protests by breaking into song in a wide-ringing baritone and tossing the spurs at the feet of the others. He rose — laughing — and Marianne, with a mental wrest, rearranged one part of her preconception, yet this carelessness was only another form of the curse of the West and Westerners — extravagance.

He turned now to a tousle-headed three-year-old boy who was wandering near, drawn by the brilliance of the stranger.

Keep away from those heels, kiddie. Look out, now!

The yellow-haired boy, however, dazed by this sudden centering of attention on him, stared up at the speaker with his thumb in his mouth; and with great, frightened eyes — he headed straight for the heels of the grey!

Take the hoss— began the rider to the stable-boy. But the stable-boys sudden reaching for the reins made the grey toss its head and lurch back towards the child. Marianne caught her breath as the stranger, with mouth drawn to a thin, grim line, leaped for the youngster. The grey lashed out with vicious haste, but that very haste spoiled his aim. His heels whipped over the shoulder of his master as the latter scooped up the child and sprang away. Marianne, grown sick, steadied herself against the side of the window; she had seen the brightness of steel on the driving hoofs.

A hasty group formed. The stable boy was guiltily leading the horse through the door and around the gaudy rider came the old man, and a woman who had run from a neighboring porch, and a long-moustached giant. But all that Marianne distinctly saw was the white, set face of the rescuer as he soothed the child in his arms; in a moment it had stopped crying and the woman received it. It was the old man who uttered the thought of Marianne.

That was cool, young feller, and darned quick, and a nervy thing as I ever seen.

Tut! said the other, but the girl thought that his smile was a little forced. He must have heard those metal-armed hoofs as they whirred past his head.

There is distinctly something worth while about these Westerners, after all, thought Marianne.

Something else was happening now. The big man with the sandy, long moustaches was lecturing him of the gay attire.

Nervy enough, he began, but youd oughtnt to take a hoss around where kids are, a hoss that aint learned to stop kicking. Its a fool thing to do, I say. I seen once where—

He stopped, agape on his next word, for the lectured had turned on the lecturer, dropped his hands on his hips, and broke into loud laughter.

Excuse me for laughing, he said when he could speak, but I didnt see you before and — those whiskers, partner — those whiskers are—

The laughter came again, a gale of it, and Marianne found herself smiling in sympathy. For they were odd whiskers, to be sure. They hung straight past the corners of the mouth and then curved sabre-like out from the chin. The sabre parts now wagged back and forth, as their owner moved his lips over words that would not come. When speech did break out it was a raging torrent that made Marianne stop her ears with a shiver.

Looking down the street away from the storming giant and the laughing cowpuncher, she saw that other folk had come out to watch, Westernlike. An Eastern crowd would swiftly hem the enemies in a close circle and cheer them on to battle; but these Westerners would as soon see far off as close at hand. The most violent expression she saw was the broad grin of the blacksmith. He was a fine specimen of laboring manhood, that blacksmith, with the sun glistening on his sweaty bald head and over his ample, soot-darkened arms. Beside his daily work of molding iron with heat and hammer-blows, a fight between men was play; and now, with his hands on his hips, his manner was that of one relaxed in mood and ready for entertainment.

Presently he cast up his right arm and swayed to the left; then back; then rocked forward on his toes presenting two huge fists red with iron-rust and oil. It seemed that he was engaging in battle with some airy figure before him.

That was enough of a hint to make Marianne look again towards the pair directly below her; the hat of the gaudy cowpuncher lay in the dust where it had evidently been knocked by the first poorly aimed blow of him of the moustaches, and the owner of the hat danced away at a little distance. Marianne saw what the hat had hitherto concealed, a shock of flame-red hair, and she removed her fingers from her ears in time to hear the big man roar: This aint a dance, damn you! Stand still and fight!

Nope, laughed the other. It aint a dance. Its a pile more fun. Come on you—

The big man obscured the last of the insulting description of his ancestry with the rush of a bull, his head lowered and his fists doing duty as horns. Plainly the giant had only to get one blow home to end the conflict, but swift and graceful as a tongue of fire dancing along a log the red-headed man flashed to one side, and as he whirled Marianne saw that he was laughing still, drunk with the joy of battle. Goliath roared past, thrashing the air; David swayed in with darting fists. They closed. They became obscure forms whirling in a fog of dust until red-head leaped out of the mist.

Goliath followed with the cloud boiling away from him, a mountain of a man above his foeman.

Its unfair! shrilled Marianne. That great brute and—

Red-head darted forward, a blue clad arm flicked out. She almost heard and felt the jar of that astonishing shock which halted Goliath in his tracks with one foot raised. He wobbled an instant, then his great knees bent, and dropping inert on his face the dust spurted like steam under the impact.

The crowd now washed in from every side to lift him up and revive him with canteens of water, yet they were quite jovial in the midst of their work of mercy and Marianne gathered that the fall of Goliath was not altogether unwelcome to the townsmen. She saw the bulky figure raised to a sitting posture, saw a dull-eyed face, bloody about the mouth, and looked away hastily towards the red-headed victor.

He was in the act of picking the torn fragments of his sombrero from the dust. It had probably come in contact with the giants spurs as they wrestled, for the crown was literally ripped to tatters. And when its owner beat out the dirt and placed the hat on his head, the fiery hair was still visible through the rents. Yet he was not downhearted, it seemed. He leaned jauntily against a hitching post under her window and rolled a cigarette, quite withdrawn from the crowd which was working over his victim.

Marianne began to feel that all she had seen was an ordinary chapter in his life; yet in the mere crossing of that street he had lost his spurs on a bet; saved a youngster from death at the risk of his own head, battled with a monster and now rolled a cigarette cheerily complacent. If fifty feet of his life made such a story what must a year of it be?

As though he felt her wonder above him, he raised his head in the act of lighting his cigarette and Marianne was looking down into bright, whimsical blue eyes. She was utterly unconscious of it at the moment but at the sight of that happy face and all the dust-dimmed finery of the cavalier, Marianne involuntarily smiled. She knew what she had done the moment he grinned in response and began to whistle, and whistle he did, keeping the rhythm with the sway of his head:

At the end of the trail Ill be weary riding
But Mary will wait with a smile at the door;
The spurs and the bit had been chinking and chiding
But the end of the trail—

Marianne stepped back from the window with the blood tingling in her face. She was terribly ashamed, for some reason, because she knew the words of that song.

A cowpuncher — actually whistling at me! she muttered, Ive never known a red-headed man who wasnt insolent!

The whistling died out, a clear-ringing baritone began a new air:

Oh, father, father William, Ive seen your daughter dear.
Will you trade her for the brindled cow and the yellow steer?
And Ill throw in my riding boots and….

Marianne slammed down the window. A moment later she was horrified to find herself smiling.


CHAPTER III

CONCERNING FIGHTERS
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THE RACE-TRACK HAD come into existence by grace of accident for it happened that a lane ran a ragged course about a big field taking the corners without pretense of making true curves, with almost an elbow-turn into the straightaway; but since the total distance around was over a mile it was called the track. The sprints were run on the straightaway which was more than the necessary quarter of a mile but occasionally there was a longer race and then the field had to take that dangerous circuit, sloppy and slippery with dust. The land enclosed was used for the bucking contest, for the two crowning events of the Glosterville fiesta, the race and the horse-breaking, had been saved for this last day. Marianne Jordan gladly would have missed the latter event. Because it sickens me to see a man fight with a horse, she often explained. But she forced herself to go.

She was in the Rocky Mountains, now, not on the Blue Grass. Here riding bucking horses was the order of the day. It might be rough, but this was a rough country.

It was a day of undue humidity — and the Eagle Mountains were pyramids of blue smoke. Closer at hand the roofs of Glosterville shone in the fierce sun and between the village and the mountains the open fields shimmered with rising heat waves. A hardy landscape meant only for a hardy people.

One cant adopt a country, thought Marianne, its the country that does the adopting. If Im not pleased by what pleases other people in the West, Id better leave the ranch to Lew Hervey and go back East.

This was extraordinarily straight-from-the-shoulder thinking but all the way out to the scene of the festivities she pondered quietly. The episode of the mares was growing in importance. So far she had been able to do nothing of importance on the ranch; if this scheme fell through also it would be the proverbial last straw.

In spite of her intentions, she had delayed so long that the riding was very nearly ended before she arrived. Buckboards and automobiles lined the edges of the field in ragged lines, but these did not supply enough seats and many were standing. They weaved with a continual life; now and again the rider of one of the pitching horses bobbed above the crowd, and the rattle of voices sharpened, with piercing single calls. Always the dust of battle rose in shining wisps against the sun and Marianne approached with a sinking heart, for as she crossed the track and climbed through the fence she heard the snort and squeal of an angry, fear-tormented horse. The crying of a child could not have affected her so deeply.

The circle was too thick to be penetrated, it seemed, but as she drew closer an opening appeared and she easily sifted through to the front line of the circle. It was not the first time she had found that the way of women is made easy in the West. Just as she reached her place a horse scudded away from the far end of the field with a rider yelling; the swaying head and shoulders back. He seemed to be shrinking from such speed, but as a matter of fact he was poised and balanced nicely for any chance whirl. When it had gained full speed the broncho pitched high in the air, snapped its head and heels close together, and came down stiff-legged. Marianne sympathetically felt that impact jar home in her brain but the rider kept his seat. Worse was coming. For sixty seconds the horse was in an ecstasy of furious and educated bucking, flinging itself into odd positions and hitting the earth. Each whip-snap of that stinging struggling body jarred the rider shrewdly. Yet he clung in his place until the fight ended with startling suddenness. The grey dropped out of the air in a last effort and then stood head-down, quivering, beaten.

The victor jogged placidly back to the high-fenced corrals, with shouts of applause going up about him.

Hey, lady, called a voice behind and above Marianne. Might be you would like to sit up here with us?

It was a high-bodied buckboard with two improvised seats behind the drivers place and Marianne thanked him with a smile. A fourteen-year-old stripling sprang down to help her but she managed the step-up without his hand. She was taken at once, and almost literally, into the bosom of the family, three boys, a withered father, a work-faded mother, all with curious, kindly eyes. They felt she was not their order, perhaps. The sun had darkened her skin but would never spoil it; into their sweating noonday she carried a morning-freshness, so they propped her in the angle of the drivers seat beside the mother and made her at home. Their name was Corson; their family had been in the West pretty nigh onto always; they had a place down the Taliaferro River; and they had heard about the Jordan ranch. All of this was huddled into the first two minutes. They brushed through the necessaries and got at the excitement of the moment.

I guess they aint any doubt, said Corson. Arizona Charley wins. He won two years back, too. Minds me of Pete Langley, the way he rests in a saddle. Now wheres this Perris gent? Dyou see him? My, aint they shouting for Arizona! Well, hes pretty bad busted up, but I guess hes still good enough to hold this Perris they talk about. Wheres Perris?

The same name was being shouted here and there in the crowd. Corson stood up and peered about him.

Who is Perris? asked Marianne.

A gent that come out of the north, up Montana way, I hear. Hes been betting on himself to win this bucking contest, covering everybodys money. A crazy man, he sure is!

The voice drifted dimly to Marianne for she was falling into a pleasant haze, comfortably aware of eyes of admiration lifted to her more and more frequently from the crowd. She envied the blue coolness of the mountains, or breathed gingerly because the sting of alkali-dust was in the air, or noted with impersonal attention the flash of sun on a horse struggling in the far off corrals. The growing excitement of the crowd, as though a crisis were approaching, merely lulled her more. So the voice of Corson was half heard; the words were unconnotative sounds.

Let the winner pick the worst outlaw in the lot. Then Perris will ride that hoss first. If he gets throwed he loses. If he sticks, then the other gent has just got to sit the same hoss — one thats already had the edge took off his bucking. Well, aint that a fool bet?

It sounds fair enough, said Marianne. Perris, I suppose, hasnt ridden yet. And Arizona Charley is tired from his work.

Arizona tired? He aint warmed up. Besides, hes got a hoss here that Perris will break his heart trying to ride. You know what hoss they got here today? They got Rickety! Yep, they sure enough got old Rickety!

He pointed.

There he comes out!

Marianne looked lazily in the indicated direction and then sat up, wide awake. She had never seen such cunning savagery as was in the head of this horse, its ears going back and forth as it tested the strength of the restraining ropes. Now and then it crouched and shuddered under the detested burden of the saddle. It was a stout-legged piebald with the tell-tale Roman nose obviously designed for hard and enduring battle. He was a fighting horse as plainly as a terrier is a fighting dog.

Arizona Charley, a tall man off a horse and walking with a limp, moved slowly about the captive, grinning at his companions. It was plain that he did not expect the stranger to survive the test.

A brief, deep-throated shout from the crowd.

Theres Perris! cried Corson. Theres Red Perris, I guess!

Marianne gasped.

It was the devil-may-care cavalier who had laughed and fought and whistled under the window of her room. He stepped from the thick of the circle near Rickety and responded to the voice of the crowd by waving his hat. It would have been a trifle too grandiloquent had he not been laughing.

Hes going through with it, said Corson, shivering and chuckling at the same time. Hes going to try Rickety. They look like one and the same kind to me — two reckless devils, that hoss and Red Jim Perris!

Is there real danger? asked Marianne.

Corson regarded her with pity.

Rickety can be rode, they say, he answered, but I disremember anybody thats done it. Look! Hes a man-killer that hoss!

Perris had stepped a little too close and the piebald thrust out at him with reaching teeth and striking forefoot. The man leaped back, still laughing.

Cool, all right, said Corson judicially. And maybe he aint just a blow-hard, after all. There they go!

It happened very quickly. Perris had shaken hands with Arizona, then turned and leaped into the saddle. The ropes were loosed. Rickety crouched a moment to feel out the reality of his freedom, then burst away with head close to the ground and ragged mane fluttering. There was no leaning back in this rider. He sat arrowy-straight save that his left shoulder worked back in convulsive jerks as he strove to get the head of Rickety up. But the piebald had the bit. Once his chin was tucked back against his breast his bucking chances were gone and he kept his nose as low as possible, like the trained fighter that he was. There were no yells now. They received Rickety as the appreciative receive a great artist — in silence.

The straight line of his flight broke into a crazy tangle of criss-cross pitching. Out of this maze he appeared again in a flash of straight galloping, used the impetus for a dozen jarring bucks, then reared and toppled backward to crush the cowpuncher against the earth.

Marianne covered her eyes, but an invisible power dragged her hand down and made her watch. She was in time to see Perris whisk out of the saddle before Rickety struck the dirt. His hat had been snapped from his head. The sun and the wind were in his flaming hair. Blue eyes and white teeth flashed as he laughed again.

I like em mean, he had said, and I keep em mean. A tame horse is like a tame man, and I dont give a damn for a fellow who wont fight!

Once that had irritated her but now, remembering, it rang in her ear to a different tune. As Rickety spun to his feet, Perris vaulted to the saddle and found both stirrups in mid-leap, so to speak. The gelding instantly tested the firmness of his riders seat by vaulting high and landing on one stiffened foreleg. The resultant shock broke two ways, like a curved ball, snapping down and jerking to one side. But he survived the blow, giving gracefully to it.

It was fine riding, very fine; and the crowd hummed with appreciation.

A handsome rascal, eh? said Mr. Corson.

But she caught at his arm.

Oh! gasped Marianne. Oh! Oh!

Three flurries of wild pitching drew forth those horrified whispers. But still the flaming red head of the rider was as erect, as jaunty as ever. Then the quirt flashed above him and cut Ricketys flank; the crowd winced and gasped. He was not only riding straight up but he was putting the quirt to Rickety — to Rickety!

The piebald seemed to feel the sting of the insult more than the lash. He bolted across the field to gain impetus for some new and more terrible feat but as he ran a yell from Perris thrilled across the crowd.

They do that, some men. Get plumb drunk with a fight!

But Marianne did not hear Corsons remark. She watched Rickety slacken his run as that longdrawn yell began, so wild and high that it put a tingle in her nose. Now he was trotting, now he was walking, now he stood perfectly still, become of a sudden, an abject, cowering figure. The shout of the spectators was almost a groan, for Rickety had been beaten fairly and squarely at last and it was like the passing of some old master of the prize ring, the scarred veteran of a hundred battles.

What happened? breathed Marianne.

Ricketys lost his spirit, said Corson. Thats all. Ive seen it come to the bravest men in the world. A two-year-old boy could ride Rickety now. Even the whip doesnt get a single buck out of the poor rascal.

The quirt slashed the flank of the piebald but it drew forth only a meek trot. The terrible Rickety went back to the corrals like a lamb!

Arizonas got a good man to beat, admitted Corson, but hes got a chance yet. They wont get any more out of Rickety. Hes not only been rode — hes been broke. I could ride him myself.

Mr. Corson, said Marianne, full of an idea of her own, Ill wager that Rickety is not broken in the least — except for Red Perris.

Meaning Perris just sort of put a charm on him? suggested Corson, smiling.

Exactly that. You see?

In fact, the moment Perris slipped from the saddle, Rickety rocked forward on his forelegs and drove both heels at one of the reckless who came too near. A second later he was fighting with the activity and venom of a cat to get away from the ropes. The crowd chattered its surprise. Plainly the fierce old outlaw had not fought his last.

What did Perris do to the horse? murmured Marianne.

I dont know, said Corson. But you seem to have guessed something.
See the way he stands there with his chin on his fist and studies
Rickety! Maybe Perris is one of these here geniuses and us ordinary
folks can only understand a genius by using a book on him.

She nodded, very serious.

There is a use for fighting men, isnt there? she brooded.

Use for em? laughed Corson. Why, lady, how come we to be sitting here? Because gents have fought to put us here! How come this is part of Gods country? Because a lot of folks buckled on guns to make it that! Use for a fighter? Well, Miss Jordan, Ive done a little fighting of one kind and another in my day and I dont blush to think about it. Look at my kid there. What do you think Im proudest of: because he was head of his class at school last winter or because he could lick every other boy his own size? First time he come home with a black eye I gave him a dollar to go back and try to give the other fellow two black eyes. And he done it! All good fighters aint good men; I sure know that. But they never was a man that was good to begin with and was turned bad by fighting. Theys a pile of bad men around these parts that fight like lions; but that part of em is good. Yes sirree, theys plenty of use for a fighting man! Dont you never doubt that!

She smiled at this vehemence, but it reinforced a growing respect for
Perris.

Then, rather absurdly, it irritated her to find that she was taking him so seriously. She remembered the ridiculous song:

Oh, father, father William, Ive seen your daughter dear.
Will you trade her for the brindled cow and the yellow steer?

Marianne frowned.

The shout of the crowd called her away from herself. Far from broken by the last ride, the outlaw horse now seemed all the stronger for the exercise. Discarding fanciful tricks, he at once set about sun-fishing, that most terrible of all forms of bucking.

The name in itself is a description. Literally Rickety hurled himself at the sun and landed alternately on one stiffened foreleg and then the other. At each shock the chin of Arizona Charley was flung down against his chest and at the same time his head snapped sideways with the uneven lurch of the horse. An ordinary pony would have broken his leg at the first or second of these jumps; but Rickety was untiring. He jarred to the earth; he vaulted up again as from springs — over and over the same thing.

It would eventually have become tiresome to watch had not both horse and rider soon showed effects of the work. Every leap of Ricketys was shorter. Sweat shone on his thick body. He was killing Arizona but he was also breaking his own heart. Arizona weakened fast under that continual battering at the base of his brain. His eyes rolled. He no longer pretended to ride straight up, but clung to pommel and cantle. A trickle of blood ran from his mouth. Marianne turned away only to find that mild old Corson was crying: Watch his head! When it begins to roll then you know that hes stunned and the next jump or so will knock him out of the saddle as limp as a half filled sack.

Its too horrible! breathed the girl. I cant watch!

Why not? You liked it when a man beat a hoss. Now the tables are turned and the hoss is beating the man. Ah, I thought so. There goes his head! Rolls as if his neck was broken. Now! Now!

Arizona Charley toppled loose-limbed from the saddle and lay twisted where he fell, but it had taken the last of Ricketys power. His legs were now braced, his head untriumphantly low, and the sweat dripped steadily from him. He had not enough energy to flee from those who approached to lift Arizona from the ground. Corson was pounding his knee with a fat fist.

Ever see a fight like that in your life? Nope, you never did! Me neither! But Lord, Lord, wont Red Jim Perris take a mule-load of coin out of Glosterville! They been giving five to one agin him. I was touched a bit myself.

For the moment, Marianne was more keenly interested in the welfare of Arizona Charley. Perris, with others following, reached him first and strong hands carried the unconscious champion towards that corner of the field where the Corson buckboard stood; for there were the water-buckets. They were close to the goal when Arizona recovered sufficiently to kick himself loose feebly from his supporters.

What the hells all this? Marianne heard him say in a voice which he tried to make an angered roar but which was only a shrill quaver from his weakness. Maybe Im a lady? Maybe Ive fainted or something? Not by a damned sight! Maybe I been licked by that boiled-down bit of hell, Rickety, but I aint licked so bad I cant walk home. Hey, Perris, shake on it! You trimmed me, all right, and you collect offn me and a pile more besides me. Heres my boodle.

At the mention of the betting a little circle cleared around Perris and from every side hands full of greenbacks were thrust forward. The latter pushed back his sombrero and scratched his head, apparently deep in thought.

Its a speech, boys, cried Arizona Charley, supporting himself on the shoulder of a friend. Give Red air; give him room; hes going to make a speech! And then well pay him for what hes got to say.

There was much laughter, much slapping of backs.

Thats Arizona, remarked Corson. Aint he a game loser?

Hes a fine fellow, said the girl, with emotion. My heart goes out to him!

Does it, now? wondered Corson. Well, Id of figured more on Perris being the man for the ladies to look at. Hes sure set up pretty! Now he makes his little talk.

Ladies and gents, said Red Perris, turning the color of his sobriquet.
I aint any electioneer when it comes to speech making.

Thats all right, boy, shouted encouraging partisans. Youll get my vote if you dont say a word.

But Ill make it short, said Perris. Its about these bets. Theyre all off. It just come to my mind that two winters back me and this same Rickety had a run in up Montana-way and he come out second-best. Well, he must of remembered me the way I just now remembered him. Thats why he plumb quit when I let out a whoop. If hed turned loose all his tricks like he done with Arizona, why most like Charley would never of had to take his turn. Id be where he is now and hed be doing the laughing. Anyway, boys, the bets are off. I dont take money on a sure thing.

It brought a shout of protest which was immediately drowned in a hearty yell of applause.

Now, dont that warm your heart, for you? said Corson as the noise fell away a little. I tell you what— he broke off with a chuckle, seeing that she had taken a pencil and a piece of paper from her purse and was scribbling hastily: Taking notes on the Wild West, Miss Jordan?

Mental notes, she said quietly, but smiling at him as she folded the slip. She turned to the stripling, who all this time had hardly taken his eyes from her even to watch the bucking and to hear the speech of Perris.

Will you take this to Jim Perris for me?

A gulp, a grin, a nod, he was down from the wagon in a flash and using his leanness to wriggle snakelike through the crowd.

Well! chuckled Corson, not unkindly, I thought it would be more
Perris than Arizona in the wind-up!

She reddened, but not because of his words. She was thinking of the impulsive note in which she asked Red Perris to call at the hotel after the race and ask for Marianne Jordan. Remembering his song from the street, she wondered if he, also, would have the grace to blush when they met.


CHAPTER IV

THE STRENGTH OF THE WEAK
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BY SIMPLY TURNING about the crowd was in position to watch the race. Of course it packed dense around the finish on both sides of the lane but Corson had chosen his position well, the white posts were not more than a dozen yards above them and they would be able to see the rush of horses across the line. It was pleasant to Marianne to turn her back on the scene of the horse-breaking and face her own world which she knew and loved.

The ponies were coming out to be paraded for admiration and to loosen their muscles with a few stretching gallops. Each was ridden by his owner, each bore a range saddle. To one accustomed to jockeys and racing-pads, these full-grown riders and cumbrous trappings made the cowponies seem small but they were finely formed, the pick of the range. The days of mongrel breeds are long since over in the West. Smaller heads, longer necks, more sloping shoulders, told of good blood crossed on the range stock. Still, the base-stock showed clearly when the Coles mares came onto the track with mincing steps, turning their proud heads from side to side and every one coming hard on the bit. Coles had taken no chances, and though he had been forced by the rules of the race to put up the regulation range saddles he had found the lightest riders possible. Their small figures brought out the legginess of the mares; beside the compact range horses their gait was sprawling, but the wise eye of Marianne saw the springing fetlocks kiss the dust and the long, telltale muscles. She cried out softly in admiration and pleasure.

You see the Coles mares? she said. There go the winners, Mr. Corson.
The ponies wont be in it after two furlongs.

Corson regarded her with a touch of irritation: Now, dont you be too sure, lady, he growled. Lots of legs, I grant you. Too much for me. Are they pure bred?

No, she answered, theres enough cold blood to bring the price down. But Coles is a wise business man. After theyve won this race in a bunch theyll look, every one, like daughters of Salvator. See that! Oh, the beauties!

One of the range horses was loosed for a fifty yard sprint and as he shot by, the mares swayed out in pursuit. There was a marked difference between the gaits. The range horse pounded heavily, his head bobbing; the mares stepped out with long, rocking gallop. They seemed to be going with half the effort and less than half the speed, and yet, strangely, they very nearly kept up with the sprinter until their riders took them back to the eager, prancing walk. Mariannes eyes sparkled but the little exhibition told a different story to old Corson. He snorted with pleasure.

Maybe you seen that, Miss Jordan? You seen Jud Hopkins roan go by them fancy Coles mares? Well, well, it done my heart good! This gent Coles comes out of the East to teach us poor ignorant ranchers what right hoss flesh should be. Hes going to auction off them half dozen mares after the race. Well, sir, I wouldnt give fifty dollars a head for em. Nor neither will nobody else when they see them mares fade away in the home stretch; nope, neither will nobody else.

In this reference to over-wise Easterners there was a direct thrust at the girl, but she accepted it with a smile.

Dont you think theyll last for the mile and a quarter, Mr. Corson?

Think? I dont think. I know! Picture hosses like them — well, theyd ought to be left in books. They run a little. Inside a half mile they bust down. Look how long they are!

But their backs are short, put in Marianne hastily.

Backs short? scoffed Corson, Why, lady look for yourself!

She choked back her answer. If the self-satisfied old fellow could not see how far back the withers reached and how far forward the quarters, so that the true back was very short, it was the part of wisdom to let experience teach him. Yet she could not refrain from saying: Youll see how they last in the race, Mr. Corson.

Well both see, he answered. There goes a gent thats going to lose money today!

A big red-faced man with his hat on the back of his head and sweat coursing down his cheeks, was pushing through the crowd calling with a great voice:

Heres Lady Mary money. Evens or odds on Lady Mary! Thats Colonel Dickinson, said Corson. He comes around every year to play the races here and most generally he picks winners. But today hes gone wrong. His eye has been took by the legs of them Coles hosses and hes gone crazy betting on em. Well, he gets plenty of takers!

Indeed, Colonel Dickinson was stopped right and left to record wagers.

I got down a little bet myself, this morning, agin his Lady Mary.
Corson chuckled at the thought of such easy money.

What makes you so sure? asked Marianne, for even if she were lucky enough to get the mares she felt that from Corson she could learn beforehand the criticisms of Lew Hervey.

So sure? Why anybody with half an eye— here he remembered that he was talking to a lady and continued more mildly. Them bay mares aint hosses — theyre tricks. Look how skinny all that underpinning is, Miss Jordan.

When they fill out— she began.

Tush! They wont never fill out proper. Too much leg to make a hoss. Too much daylight under em. Besides, what good would they be for cow-work? High headed fools, all of em, and a hoss that dont know enough to run with his head low cant turn on a forty acre lot. Dont tell me!

He forbade contradiction by raising an imperious hand. Marianne was so exasperated that she looked to Mrs. Corson in the pinch, but that old lady was smiling dimly behind her glasses; she seemed to be studying the smoky gorges of the Eagles, so Marianne wisely deferred her answer and listened to that unique voice which rises from a crowd of men and women when horses are about to race. There is no fellow to the sound. The voice of the last-chance better is the deep and mournful burden; the steady rattle of comment is the body of it; and the edge of the noise is the calling of those who are confident with inside dope. Marianne, listening, thought that the sound in Glosterville was very much like the sound in Belmont. The difference was in the volume alone. The hosses were now lining up for the start, it was with a touch of malice that Marianne said: I suppose thats one of your range types? That faded old chestnut just walking up to get in line?

Corson started to answer and then rubbed his eyes to look again.

It was Alcatraz plodding towards the line of starters, his languid hoofs rousing a wisp of dust at every step. He went with head depressed, his sullen; hopeless ears laid back. On his back sat Manuel Cordova, resplendent in sky-blue, tight-fitting jacket. Yet he rode the spiritless chestnut with both hands, his body canted forward a little, his whole attitude one of desperate alertness. There was something so ludicrous in the contrast between the hair-trigger nervousness of the Mexican and the drowsy unconcern of the stallion that a murmur of laughter rose from the crowd about the starting line and drifted across the field.

I suppose youll say that long hair is good to keep him warm in winter, went on the girl sarcastically. As far as legs are concerned, he seems to have about as much as the longest of the mares.

Corson shook his head in depreciation.

You never can tell what a fool Mexican will do. Most like hes riding in this race to show off his jacket, not because he has any hope of winning. That hoss aint any type of range—

Perhaps you think its a thoroughbred? asked Marianne.

Corson sighed, feeling that he was cornered.

Raised on the range, all right, he admitted. But youll find freak hosses anywhere. And that chestnut is just a plug.

And yet, ventured Marianne, it seems to me that the horse has some points.

This remark drew a glance of scorn from the whole Corson family. What would they think, she wondered, if they knew that her hopes centered on this very stallion? Silence had spread over the field. The whisper of Corson seemed loud. Look how still the range hosses stand. They know whats ahead. And look at them fool bays prance!

The Coles horses were dancing eagerly, twisting from side to side at the post.

Oh! cried Mrs. Corson. What a vicious brute!

Alcatraz had wakened suddenly and driven both heels at his neighbor. Luckily he missed his mark, but the starter ran across the track and lessoned Cordova with a raised finger. Then he went back; there was a breath of waiting; the gun barked!

The answer to it was a spurt of low-running horses with a white cloud of dust behind, and Corson laughed aloud in his glee. Every one of the group in the lead was a range horse; the Coles mares were hanging in the rear and last of all, obscured by the dust-cloud, Alcatraz ran sulkily.

But you wait! said Marianne, sitting tensely erect. Those ponies with their short legs can start fast, but thats all. When the mares begin to run — Now, now, now! Oh, you beauties! You dears!

The field doubled the first jagged corner of the track and the bay mares, running compactly grouped, began to gain on the leaders hand over hand. Looking first at the range hosses and then at the mares, it seemed that the former were running with twice the speed of the latter, but the long, rolling gallop of the bays ate up the ground, and bore them down on the leaders in a bright hurricane. The cowpunchers, hearing that volleying of hoofbeats, went to spur and quirt to stave off the inevitable, but at five furlongs Lady Mary left her sisters and streaked around the tiring range horses into the lead. Marianne cried out in delight. She had forgotten her hope that the mares might not win. All she desired now was that blood might tell and her judgment be vindicated.

They wont last, Corson was growling, his voice feeble in the roar of the excited crowd. They cant last that pace. Theyll come back after a while and the ponies will walk away to the finish.

Have you noticed, broke in Mrs. Corson, that the poor old faded chestnut seems to be keeping up fairly well?

For as the bay mares cut around into the lead, Alcatraz was seen at the heels of the range horses, running easily. It seemed, with a great elastic stride.

But — but — its not the same horse! Marianne gasped.

To be sure, Alcatraz in motion was transformed, the hollows among his ribs forgotten, and the broken spirit replaced by power, the electric power of the racer.

It looks very much to me as if the Mexican is pulling that horse, too, said Marianne. For Cordova rode with legs braced, keeping a tight pull that bent the head of Alcatraz down. He might have served for a statue of fear. And notice that he makes no effort to break around the range horses or through them. Whats the matter with him?

At seven furlongs the mares were in a group of themselves, lengths in front and drawing away; the heads of the cowponies were going up, sure sign that they were spent, and even Corson was gloomily silent. He was remembering his bet against Lady Mary, and lo, Lady Mary was breezing in front well within her strength. One glance at her pricking ears told an eloquent story. Near them Marianne saw big Colonel Dickinson capering. And the sight inspired a shrewd suspicion. What if he knew the reputation of Alcatraz and to secure his bets on Lady Mary, had bribed Cordova at the last moment to pull his horse. Certainly it seemed that was what the Mexican was doing.

Theres a lady, the colonel was shouting. Go it, girl. Go it, beauty.
Lady Mary! Lady Mary!

Marianne raised her field glasses and studied the rush of horses through the fog of dust.

Its just as I thought, she cried, without lowering the glasses. The scoundrel is pulling Alcatraz! He rides as if he were afraid of something — afraid that the horse might break away. Look, Mr. Corson.

I dunno, said Corson. It sure does look sort of queer!

Why, hes purposely keeping that horse in a pocket. Has him on the rail. Oh, the villain! It was a cry of shrill rage. Hes sawing on the bit! And the chestnut has his ears back. I can see the glint of his eyes. As if he wants to run simply because he is being held. But there — there — there! Hes got the bit in his teeth. His head goes out. Mr. Corson, is it too late for Alcatraz to win the race?

She dropped the glasses. There was no need of them now. Rounding into the long home stretch Cordova made a last frightened effort to regain control and then gave up, his eyes rolling with fear; Alcatraz had got his head.

He ran his own race from that point. He leaped away from the cowponies in the first three strides and set sail for the leaders. Because of his ragged appearance his name had been picked up by the crowd and sent drifting about the field; now they called on him loudly. For every rancher and every ranch-hand in Glosterville was summoning Alcatraz to vindicate the range-stock against the long-legged mares which had been imported from the East for the sole purpose of shaming the native products. The cry shook in a wailing chorus across the field: Alcatraz! and again: Alcatraz! With tingling cowboy yells in between. And mightily the chestnut answered those calls, bolting down the stretch.

The riders of the mares had sensed danger in the shouting of the crowd, and though their lead seemed safe they took no chances but sat down and began to ride out their mounts. Still Alcatraz gained. From the stretching head, across the withers, the straight-driving croup, the tail whipped out behind, was one even line. His ears were not flagging back like the ears of a horse merely giving his utmost of speed; they were dressed flat by a consuming fury, and the same uncanny rage gleamed in his eyes and trembled in his expanding nostrils. It was like a human effort and for that reason terrible in a brute beast. Marianne saw Colonel Dickinson with the fingers of one hand buried in his plump breast; the other had reared his hat aloft, frozen in place in the midst of the last flourish; and never in her life had she seen such mingled incredulity and terror.

She looked back again. There were three sections to the race now. The range ponies were hopelessly out of it. The Coles horses ran well in the lead. Between, coming with tremendous bounds, was Alcatraz. He got no help from his rider. The light jockey on Lady Mary was aiding his mount by throwing his weight with the swing of her gallop, but Manuel Cordova was a leaden burden. The most casual glance showed the man to be in a blue funk; he rode as one astride a thunderbolt and Alcatraz had both to plan his race and run it.

A furlong from the finish he caught the rearmost of the mares and cut around them, the dust spurting sidewise. The crowd gasped, for as he passed the bays it was impossible to judge his speed accurately; and after the breath of astonishment the cheers broke in a wave. There was a confusion of emotion in Marianne. A victory for the chestnut would be a coup for her pocketbook when it came to buying the Coles horses, but it would be a distinct blow to her pride as a horsewoman. Moreover, there was that in the stallion which roused instinctive aversion. Hatred for Cordova sustained him, for there was no muscle in the lean shoulders or the starved quarters to drive him on at this terrific pace.

In the corner of her vision she saw old Corson, agape, pale with excitement, swiftly beating out the rhythm of Alcatrazs swinging legs; and then she looked to Lady Mary. Every stride carried the bay back to the relentless stallion. Her head had not yet gone up; she was still stretched out in the true racing form; but there was a roll in her gallop. Plainly Lady Mary was a very, very tired horse.

She shot in to the final furlong with whip and spur lifting her on, every stroke brought a quivering response; all that was in her strong heart was going into this race. And still the chestnut gained. At the sixteenth her flying tail was reached by his nose And still he ate up the distance. Yet spent as the mare was, the chestnut was much farther gone. If there was a roll in her weary gallop, there was a stagger in his gait; still he was literally flinging himself towards the finish. No help from his rider certainly, but every rancher in the crowd was shouting hoarsely and swinging himself towards the finish as though that effort of will and body might, mysteriously, be transmitted to the struggling horse and give him new strength.

Fifty yards from the end his nose was at Lady Marys shoulder and Marianne saw the head of the mare jerk up. She was through but the stallion was through also. He had staggered in his stride, drunkenly. She saw him shake his head, saw him fling forward again, and the snaky head crept once more to the neck of the mare, to her ears, and on and on.

Five hundred voices bellowed his name to lift him to the finish: Alcatraz! Then they were over the line and the riders were pulling up. It was not hard to stop Alcatraz. He went by Marianne at a reeling trot, his legs shambling weakly and his head drooping, a weary rag of horseflesh with his ears still gloomily flattened to his neck.

But who had won? The uproar was so terrific that Marianne could not distinguish the name of the victor as the judges called it, waving their arms to command silence. Then she saw Colonel Dickinson walking with fallen head. The fat man was sagging in his step. His face had grown pale and pouchy in the moment. And she knew that the ragged chestnut had indeed conquered. Courage is the strength of the weak but in Alcatraz hatred had occupied that place.


CHAPTER V

RETRIBUTION
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COLES HAD ADVERTISED the auction sale of the mares to take place immediately after the race and though he would gladly have postponed it he had to live up to his advertisement. Naturally the result was disastrous. The ranchers had seen the ragged Alcatraz win against the imported horses and they felt they could only show their local patriotism by failing to bid. There were one or two mocking offers of a hundred dollars a head for the lot. Something pretty for my girl to ride, as one of the ranchers phrased it, laughing. The result was that every one of the mares was knocked down to Marianne at a ludicrously low price; so low that when it was over and Coles strolled about with her to indicate the size of her bargain she felt that she was moving in a dream.

Its easy to see that youre not Western, he said in the end, but you have a Western horse to thank for putting this deal through — I mean Alcatraz.

Hes too ugly for that, said Marianne, and yet on her way back to the hotel she realized that the sun-faded chestnut had truly proved a gold mine to her. It had been, she felt, the luckiest day of her business life, for she knew that the price she had paid for the mares was less than half a reasonable valuation of them. Here was her ranch ready stocked, so to speak, with fine horses. It only needed, now, to end the tyrannical sway of Lew Hervey and in that fighting man of men, Red Perris, Marianne felt that the solution lay.

Once in her room at the hotel, she looked about her in some dismay. Of course she was merely an employer receiving a prospective employee to examine his qualifications, but she also remained, in spite of herself, a girl receiving a man. She was glad that no one was there to watch with quizzical eye as she rearranged the furniture; she was doubly glad that he could not watch her at the mirror. She gave herself the most critical examination since she left the East and on the whole she approved of the changes. The stirring life in the open had darkened the olive of her skin, she found, but also had made it more translucent; the curve of her cheek was pleasantly filled; her throat rounder; her head better poised. And above all excitement gave her the vital color.

She paused at this point to wonder why a stray cowpuncher should make her flush but immediately decided that he had nothing to do with it; it was the purchase of the mares that kept alive the little thrill of happiness. But Marianne was essentially honest and when her heart jumped as she heard a swift, light step come down the hall and pause at her door, she admitted at once that horses had nothing to do with the matter.

She wished ardently that she had made the discovery sooner. As it was, before she composed herself, he had knocked, been bidden in and stood before her. She knew, inwardly dismayed, that her eyes were wide, her color high, and her whole expression one of childish expectancy. It comforted her greatly to find that he was hardly more at ease than she. He made futile efforts to rub some dust from his shirt.

I wanted to get fixed up, he said, but the note said to come right after the race — Miss Jordan.

In fact he made a harum-scarum figure. The fight with him of the moustaches had produced rents invisible at a distance but distinct at close hand and the dust and the sweat had faded the blue of his shirt and the red of his bandana. But the red flame of that hair and the keen blue of that eye — they, to be sure, were not faded. She discovered other things as he crossed the room to her. That he was far shorter than he had seemed when he fought in the street. Indeed, he was middle height and slenderly made at that. She felt that looking at him from her window and watching him ride Rickety she had only seen the spirit of the man and not the physical fact at all.

He shook hands. She was glad to see that he neither peered at her slyly as a vain man is apt to do when he meets a girl who has sought him out nor met her sullenly as is the habit of the bashful Westerner. His head was high, his glance straight, and his smile appreciated her with frank enjoyment.

She tried to match her speech with his outright demeanor: I have a business offer to make. I wont take a great deal of your time. Ten minutes will do. Wont you sit down, Mr. Perris?

She took his tattered hat and pointed out a seat to him, noting, as she herself sat down, that he was as erect in his chair as he had been standing. There was something so adventurously restless about Red Perris that she thought of a thoroughbred fresh from the stable; just as a blooded hunter is apt to be too much horse under the saddle, so she was inclined to feel that Perris was too much man. Something about him was always moving. Either his lean fingers fretted on the arm of the chair, or his foot stirred, or his glance flickered, or his head turned proudly. Going back to the thoroughbred comparison she decided that Perris badly needed to have a race or two under his belt before he would be worked down to normal. She noted another thing: at close hand he was more handsome.

In the meantime, since she had to talk, it would be pleasanter to find some indirect approach. One was offered by the fob which hung outside the watchpocket of his trousers. It was a tarnished, misshapen lump of metal.

I cant help asking about that fob, she said. Ive never seen one even remotely like it.

He fingered it with a singular smile.

Tell you about it, he said amiably enough. I was standing by looking at a large-sized fracas one day and me doing nothing — just as peaceful as an old plough-hoss — when a gent ups and drills me in the leg. His bullet had to cut through my holster and then it jammed into my thigh bone. Put me in bed for a couple of months and when I got out I had the slug fixed up for a fob. Just sos I could remember the man that shot me. Thats about five years back. I aint found him yet, but Im still remembering, you see?

He finished the anecdote with a chuckle which died out as he saw her eyes widen with horror. Five years ago? she was thinking, he must have been hardly more than a boy. How many other chapters as violent as this were in his story?

And — he didnt even offer to pay your doctor bill, Ill wager?

Him? Perris chuckled again. Hell pay it, some day. Its just postponed — slow collection — thats all! He shrugged the thought of it away, and straightened a little, plainly waiting to hear her business. But her mind was still only half on her own affairs as she began talking.

I have to go into the affairs of our ranch a little, she said, so that you can understand why Ive asked you to come here. My father was hurt by a fall from a horse several years ago and the accident made him an invalid. He cant sit a saddle and because of that he has lost all touch with his business. Worst of all, he doesnt seem to care. The result was that everything went into the hands of the foreman, but the foreman was not very successful. As a matter of fact the ranch became a losing investment and I came out to try to run it. I suppose that sounds foolish?

She looked sharply at him, but to her delight for the first time his eyes had lighted with a real enthusiasm.

It sounds pretty fine to me, said Red Perris.

The foreman doesnt think so, she answered. He wants his old authority.

So he makes your trail all uphill?

By simply refusing to advise me. My father wont talk business. Lew Hervey wont. Im trying to run a dollar business with a cents worth of knowledge and no experience. I cant discharge Hervey; his service has been too long and faithful. But I want to have someone up there who will go into training to take Herveys place eventually. Someone who knows cattle and can tell me what to do now and then. Mr. Perris, do you know the cow business?

Some of his interest faded.

Most folks raised in these parts do, he answered obliquely. I should think you could get a dozen anywhere.

She explained eagerly: Its not so simple. You see, Lew Hervey is rather a rough character. In the old days I think he was quite a fighter. I guess he still is. And hes gathered a lot of fighting men for cowpunchers on the ranch. When he sees me bring in an understudy for his part, so to speak, Im afraid he might make trouble unless he was convinced it would be safer to keep his hands off the new man.

The gloom of Perris returned. He was still politely attentive, but his head turned, and the eager eyes found something of interest across the street. She knew her grip on him was failing and she struggled to regain it. Here was her man, she knew. Here was one who would ride the fiercest outlaw horse on the ranch; wear out the toughest cowboy; play with them to weariness when they wanted to play, fight with them to exhaustion when they wanted to fight, and as her right-hand man, advise her for the best.

As for terms, the right man can make them for himself, she concluded, hopelessly: Mr. Perris, I think you could be the man for the place. What do you say to trying?

He paused, diffidently, and she knew that in the pause he was hunting for polite terms of refusal.

Ill tell you how it is. Youre mighty kind to make the offer. You havent seen much of me and that little bit has been — pretty rough. He laughed away his embarrassment. So I appreciate your confidence — a lot. But Im afraid that Id be a tolerable lot like Hervey. He hurried on lest she should take offense. You see, I dont like orders.

Of course if it were a man who made the offer to you— she began angrily.

He raised his hand. There were little touches of formal courtesy in him so contrasted with what she had seen of him in action, so at variance with the childishly gaudy clothes he wore, that it put Marianne completely at sea.

Its just that I like my own way. Ive been a rolling stone all my life. About the only moss Ive gathered is what you see. He touched the dust-tarnished gold braid on his sombrero and his twinkling eyes invited her to mirth. But Marianne was sternly silent. She knew that her color was gone and that her beauty had in large part gone with it; a reflection that did not at all help her mood or her looks. I get my fun out of playing a free hand, he was concluding. I dont like partners. Not that Im proud of it, but so you can see where I stand. If I dont like a bunkie you can figure why I dont want a boss.

She nodded stiffly, and at the unamiable gesture she saw him shrug his shoulders very slightly, his eyes wandered again as though he were seeking for a means to end the interview.

Marianne rose.

I see your viewpoint, Mr. Perris, she said coldly. And Im sorry you cant accept my offer.

He came to his feet at the same moment, but still he lingered a moment, turning his hat thoughtfully so that she hoped, for an instant, that he was on the verge of reconsidering. After all, she should have used more persuasion; she was firmly convinced that at heart men are very close to children. Then his head went up and he shook away the mood which had come over him.

Some time Ill come to it, he admitted. But not yet a while. I take it mighty kind of you to have thought I could fill the bill and — Im wishing you all sorts of luck, Miss Jordan.

Thank you, said Marianne, and hated herself for her unbending stiffness.

At the door he turned again.

I sure hope its easy for you to forget songs, he said.

Songs? echoed Marianne, and then turned crimson with the memory.

You see, explained Red Jim Perris, its a bad habit Ive picked up — of doing the first fool thing that comes into my head. Good-bye, Miss Jordan.

He was gone.

She felt, confusedly, that there were many thing? she should have said and at the same time there was a strange surety that sometime she would see him again and say them. She walked absently to the window which opened on the vacant lot to the rear of the hotel.

Red Perris vanished from her mind, for below her she saw Cordova in the act of tethering Alcatraz to the rack which stood in the middle of the lot; saddle and bridle had been removed — the stallion wore only a stout halter.

The Mexican kept on the far side of the rack and whipped his knot together hastily; it was not till he sprang back from his work that she saw the snaky length of an eight foot blacksnake uncoil from his hand. He passed the lash slowly through his fingers, while surveying the stallion with great complacence. The ears of Alcatraz flattened back, a sufficient proof that he knew what was coming; he maintained his weary attitude, but it now seemed one of despair. As for Marianne she refused to admit the ugly suspicion which began to occur to her. But Cordova left her only a moment for doubt.

The black streak curled around his head, and through the open window she heard the crack of the lash-end. Alcatraz did not stir under the blow. Once more the blacksnake whirled, and Cordova leaned back to give the stroke the full stretch of arm and body; yet Alcatraz did not so much as lift an ear. Only when the lash hung in mid-air did he stir. The rope which tethered him hung slack, and this enabled the stallion to give impetus to his backward leap. All the weight of his body, all the strain of his leg muscles snapped the rope taut. It vibrated to invisibility for an instant, then parted with a sound as loud as the fall of the whip. The straining body of Alcatraz, so released, toppled sidewise. He rolled like a dog in the dust, and when, with the agility of a dog, he gained his feet, Cordova was fleeing towards the hotel with a horror-stricken face.

Even then she could not understand his terror — not until she saw that Alcatraz had wheeled and was bolting in hot pursuit. He came like the devil-horse that the Mexican called him, with his ears flattened and his mouth gaping; he came with such velocity that Cordova, running as only consummate terror can make a man run, seemed to be racing on a treadmill — literally standing still.

The picket fence which set off the back yard of the hotel gave the man an instant of delay — a terribly vital instant, indeed, that seemed to Marianne to contain long, long minutes. But here he was over and running again. In her dread she wondered why he was not shrieking for aid, but the face of Cordova was rigid — a nightmare mask!

Twenty steps, now, to the hotel, and surely there was still hope. No, for Alcatraz sailed across the pickets with a bound that cut in two the distance still dividing him from his master. It had all happened, perhaps, within the space of three breaths. Now Marianne leaned out of the window and screamed her warning, for the faded chestnut was on the very heels of the Mexican. He raised his contorted face at her cry, then threw up both his arms to her in a gesture she could never forget.

Shoot! yelled Cordova. Amigo, amigo, shoot! Quick—

Then Alcatraz struck him!

Half the bones in his body must have been broken by the impact. It spun him over and over in the dust, yet as the impetus of the chestnut carried him far past, Cordova struggled to his feet and attempted to flee again. Alas, it was only a step! His left leg crumpled under him. He toppled sideways, still wriggling and twisting onwards through the dirt — and then Alcatraz struck him again.

This time is was no blind rush. Back and forth, up and down, he crossed and recrossed, wheeled and reared and stamped, until his one white stocking was crimsoned and spurts of red flew out and turned black in the dust.

The horror which had choked her relaxed and Marianne shrieked again. It was that second cry which saved a faint spark of life for Cordova for at the sound the stallion leaped sidewise from the body of his victim, lifted his head towards the half fainting girl in the window, and trumpeted a great neigh of defiance. Still neighing he swerved away into a gallop, cleared the fence a second time, and fled from view.


CHAPTER VI

FREEDOM
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TOWARDS THE EAGLES, rolling up like wind-blown smoke, Alcatraz fled, cleared one by one the fences about the small fields near Glosterville, and so came at last to the broader domains under the foothills. Here, on a rise of ground, he halted for the first time and looked back.

The heat waves, glimmering up endlessly, obscured Glosterville, but the wind, from some hidden house among the hills, bore to him wood-smoke scents with a mingling of the abhorrent odors of man. It made many an old scar of spur-gore and biting whiplash tingle; it was a background of pain which was like seasoning for the new delight of freedom.

As though there was a poundage of joy and additional muscle in self-mastery, the frame of the chestnut filled, his neck arched, and there came into his eyes that gleam which no man can describe and which for lack of words he calls the light of the wild.

Fear, to be sure, was still with him; would ever be with him, for the thought of man followed like galloping horses surrounding him, but what a small shadow was that in the sunshine of this new existence! His life had been the bitterness of captivity since Cordova took in part payment of a drunken gambling debt a sickly foal out of an old thoroughbred mare. The sire was unknown, and Cordova, disgusted at having to accept this wretched horseflesh in place of money, had beaten the six months old colt soundly and turned it loose in the pasture. There followed a brief season of happiness in the open pasture but when the new grass came, short and thick and sweet and crisp under tooth, Cordova came by the pasture and saw his yearling flirting away from the fastest of the older horses with a stretch gallop that amazed the Mexican. He leaned a moment on the fence watching with glittering eyes and then he passed into a dream. At the end of the dream he took Alcatraz out of the pasture and into the stable. That had been to Alcatraz, like the first calamity falling on Job, the beginning of sorrow and for three years and more he had endured not in patience but with an abiding hatred. For a great hatred is a great strength, and the hatred for Cordova made the chestnut big of heart to wait. He had learned to season his days with the patience of the lynx waiting for the porcupine to uncurl or the patience of the cat amazingly still for hours by the rat-hole. In such a manner Alcatraz endured. Once a month, or once a year, he found an opening to let drive at the master with his heels, or to rear and strike, or to snap with his teeth wolfishly. If he missed it meant a beating; if he landed it meant a beating postponed; and so the dream had grown to have the man one day beneath his feet. Now, on the hilltop, every nerve in his forelegs quivered in memory of the feel of live flesh beneath his stamping hoofs.

It is said that sometimes one victory in the driving finish of a close race will give a horse a great heart for running and one defeat, similarly, may break him. But Alcatraz, who had endured so many defeats, was at last victorious and the triumph was doubly sweet. It was not the work of chance. More than once he had tested the strength of that old halter rope, covertly, with none to watch, and had felt it stretch and give a little under the strain of his weight; but he had long since learned the futility of breaking ropes so long as there were stable walls or lofty corral fences to contain him. A moment of local freedom meant nothing, and he had waited until he should find open sky and clear country; this was his reward of patience.

The short, frayed end of the rope dangled beneath his chin; his neck stung where the rope had galled him; but these were minor ills and freedom was a panacea. Later he would work off the halter as he alone knew how. The wind, swinging sharply to the north and the west, brought the fragrance of the forests on the slopes of the Eagles, and Alcatraz started on towards them. He would gladly have waited and rested where he was but he knew that men do not give up easily. What one fails to do a herd comes to perform. Moreover, men struck by surprise, men stalked with infinite cunning; the moment when he felt most secure in his stall and ate with his head down, blinded by the manger, was the very moment which the Mexican had often chosen to play some cruel prank. The lip of Alcatraz twitched back from his teeth as he remembered. This lesson was written into his mind with the letters of pain: in the moment of greatest peace, beware of man!

That day he journeyed towards the mountains; that night he chose the tallest hill he could find and rested there, trusting to the wide prospect to give him warning; and no matter how soundly he slept the horrid odor of man approaching would bring him to his feet. No man came near but there were other smells in the night. Once the air near the ground was rank with fox. He knew that smell, but he did not know the fainter scent of wildcat. Neither could he tell that the dainty-footed killer had slipped up within half a dozen yards of his back and crouched a long moment yearning towards the mountain of warm meat but knowing that it was beyond its powers to make the kill.

A thousand futile alarms disturbed Alcatraz, for freedom gave the nights new meanings for him. Sometimes he wakened with a start and felt that the stars were the lighted lanterns of a million men searching for him; and sometimes he lay with his head strained high listening to the strange silence of the mountains and the night which has a pulse in it and something whispering, whispering forever in the distance. Hunted men have heard it and to Alcatraz it was equally filled with charm and terror. What made it he could not tell. Neither can men understand. Perhaps it is the calling of the wild animals just beyond ear shot. That overtone of the mountains troubled and frightened Alcatraz on his first night; eventually he was to come to love it.

He was up in the first grey of the dawn hunting for food and he found it in the form of bunchgrass. He had been so entirely a stable-raised horse that this fodder was new to him. His nose assured him over and over again that this was nourishment, but his eyes scorned the dusty patches eight or ten inches across and half of that in height, with a few taller spears headed out for seed. When he tried it he found it delicious, and as a matter of fact it is probably the finest grass in the world.

He ate slowly, for he punctuated his cropping of the grass with glances towards the mountains. The Eagles were growing out of the night, turning from purple-grey to purple-blue, to daintiest lavender mist in the hollows and rosy light on the peaks, and last the full morning came over the sky at a step and the day wind rose and fluffed his mane.

He regarded these changes with a kindly eye, much as one who has never seen a sunrise before; and just as he had always made the corral into which he was put his private possession, and dangerous ground for any other creature, so now he took in the down-sweep of the upper range and the big knees of the mountains pushing out above the foothills and the hills themselves modelled softly down towards the plain, and it seemed to Alcatraz that this was one great corral, his private property. The horizon was his fence, advancing and receding to attend him; all between was his proper range. He took his station on a taller hilltop and gave voice to his lordliness in a neigh that rang and re-rang down a hollow. Then he canted his head and listened. A bull bellowed an answer fainter than the whistle of a bird from the distance, and just on the verge of earshot trembled another sound. Alcatraz did not know it, but it made him shudder; before long he was to recognize the call of the lofer wolf, that grey ghost which runs murdering through the mountains.

Small though the sounds were, they convinced Alcatraz that his claim to dominion would be mightily disputed. But what is worth having at all if it is not worth fighting for? He journeyed down the hillside stepping from grass knot to grass knot. All the time he kept his sensitive nostrils alert for the ground-smell of water and raised his head from moment to moment to catch the upper-air scents in case there might be danger. At length, before prime, he came down-wind from a water-hole and galloped gladly to it. It was a muddy place with a slope of greenish sun-baked earth on all sides. Alcatraz stood on the verge, snuffed the stale odor in disgust and then flirted the surface water with his upper lip before he could make himself drink. Yet the taste was far from evil, and there was nothing of man about it. Yonder a deer had stepped, his tiny footprint sun-burned into the mud, and there was the sprawling, sliding track of a steer.

Alcatraz stepped further in. The feel of the cool slush was pleasant, working above his hoofs and over the sensitive skin of the fetlock joint. He drank again, bravely and deep, burying his nose as a good horse should and gulping the water. And when he came out and stamped the mud from his feet he was transformed. He had slept and eaten and drunk in his own home.

After that, he idled through the hills eating much, drinking often, and making up as busily as he could in a few weeks for the long years of semi-starvation under the regime of the Mexican. His body responded amazingly. His coat grew sleek, his barrel rounded, his neck arched with new muscles and the very quality of mane and tail changed; he became the horse of which he had previously been the caricature. It was a lonely life in many ways but the very loneliness was sweet to the stallion. Moreover, there was much to learn, and his brain, man-trained by his long battle against a man, drank in the lessons of the wild country with astonishing rapidity. Had it not been for intervention from the Great Enemy, he might have continued for an indefinite period in the pleasant foothills.

But Man found him. It was after some weeks, while he was intently watching a chipmunk colony one day. Each little animal chattered at the door of his home and so intent was Alcatrazs attention that he had no warning of the approach of a rider up the wind until the gravel close behind spurted under the rushing hoofs of another horse and the deadly shadow of the rope swept over him. Terror froze him for what seemed a long moment under the swing of the rope, in reality his side-leap was swift as the bound of the wild cat and the curse of the unlucky cowpuncher roared in his ear.

Alcatraz shot away like a thrown stone. The pursuit lasted only five minutes, but to the stallion it seemed five ages, with the shouting of the man behind him, for while he fled every scar pricked him and once again his bones ached from every blow which the Mexican had struck. At the end of the five minutes Alcatraz was hopelessly beyond reach and the cowpuncher merely galloped to the highest hilltop to watch the runner. As far as he could follow the course, that blinding speed was not abated, and the cowpuncher watched with a lump growing in his throat. He had fallen into a dream of being mounted on a stallion which no horse in the mountains could overtake and which no horse in the mountains could escape. To be safe in flight, to be inescapable in pursuit — that was, in a small way, to be like a god.

But when Alcatraz disappeared in the horizon haze, the cowpuncher lowered his head with a sigh. He realized that such a creature was not for him, and he turned his horses head and plodded back towards the ranchhouse. When he arrived, he told the first story of the wild red-chestnut, beautiful, swift as an eagle. He talked with the hunger and the fire which comes on the faces of those who love horses. It was not his voice but his manner which convinced his hearers, and before he ended every eye in the bunkhouse was lighted.

That moment was the beginning of the end for Alcatraz. From the moment men saw him and desired him the days of his freedom were limited; but great should be the battle before he was subdued!


CHAPTER VII

THE PROMISED LAND
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THERE WAS NO thought of submission in Alcatraz at this moment, though never for an instant did he under-rate the power of man. To Alcatraz the Mexican was the type, and Cordova had seemed to unite in himself many powers — strength like a herd of bulls, endurance greater than the contemptible patience of the burro, speed like the lightning which winks in the sky one instant and shatters the cottonwood tree the next. Such as he were men, creatures who conquer for the sake of conquest and who torment for the love of pain. His fear equalled his hatred, and his hatred made him shake with fever.

The horseman had vanished but it was not well to trust to mere distance. Had he not heard, more than once, the gun speaking from the hand of Cordova, and presently the wounded hawk fluttered out of the sky and dropped at the feet of the man? So Alcatraz kept on running. Besides, he rejoiced in the gallop. He was like a boy who leaves his strength untested for several years and when the crisis comes finds himself a man. So the red-chestnut marvelled at the new wells of strength which he was draining as he ran. That power which the Mexican had kept at low tide with his systematic brutality was now developed to the full, very near; and to Alcatraz it seemed exhaustless. He did not stop to look about until two miles of climbing up the steep sides of the Eagles had winded him.

He had risen above the foothills and the more laborious slopes of the Eagles lifted at angles sheer and more sheer towards the top. But decidedly he must cross the mountains. On the other side perhaps, there would be no men. There could be no better time. Already the hollow gorges were beginning to brim with blue-grey shadows and he would be taking the worst of the climb in the cool of the evening. So Alcatraz gave himself to the climb.

It was bitter work. Had he dropped a few miles south across the foothills he would have found the road to the Jordan ranch climbing up the Eagles with leisurely swinging curves, but the slopes just above him were heart-breaking, and Alcatraz began to realize in an hour that a mountainside from a distance is a far gentler thing than the same slope underfoot. It was the heart of twilight before he came to the middle of his climb and stepped onto a nearly level shoulder some acres in compass. Here he stood for a moment while the muscles, cramped from climbing, loosened again, and he looked down at the work he had already accomplished. It was a dizzy fall to the lowlands. The big foothills were mere dimples on the earth and limitless plain moved east towards darkness. The stallion breathed deep of the pure mountain air, contented. All his old life lay low beneath him in a thicker air and in a deeper night. He had climbed out of it to a lonely height, perhaps, but a free one. The wind, coming off the mountain top, curled his tail along his flank. He turned and put his head into it, already refreshed for more climbing. There was a strange scent in that wind, a rank, keen odor that would have stopped him instantly had he been wiser in the life of the wilderness. As it was, he trotted on through a skirting of shrubbery and on the verge of a clearing was stopped by a snarl that rolled out of the ground at his feet. Then he saw a dead deer on the ground and over it a great tawny creature. One paw lay on the flank of its prey; the bloody muzzle was just above.

There is no greater coward than the puma. Ordinarily she would have hesitated before attacking the grown horse, but the surprise made her desperate. She sprang even as Alcatraz whirled for flight, and in whirling he saw that there was no escape from the leap of this monster with the yawning teeth. He kicked high and hard, eleven hundred pounds of seasoned muscle concentrated in the drive. The blow would have smashed in the side of a bull. One hoof glanced off, but the other struck fair and full between the eyes of the mountain-lion. The great cat spun backwards, screeching, but Alcatraz saw no more than the fall. He fled up the mountain with fear of death lightening his strides, regardless of footing, crashing through underbrush, and came to the end of his hysterical flight at the crest of the slope.

There he paused, shaking and weak, but the mountain top was bare of covert, and scanning it eagerly through the treacherous moonlight he saw there was no immediate danger. Down the Western slopes he saw a fairyland for horses. Far beyond rose a second range nearly as lofty as the peak on which he stood, but in between tumbled rolling ground, a dreamy panorama in the moonshine. One feature was clear, and that was a broad looping of silver among the hills, a river with slender tributaries dodging swiftly down to it from either side. Alcatraz looked with a swelling heart, thinking of the white-hot deserts which he had known all his life. The wind which lifted his mane and cooled his hot body carried up, also, the delicious fragrance of the evergreens and it seemed to Alcatraz that he had come in view of a promised land. Surely he had dreamed of it on many a day in burning, dusty corrals or in oven-like sheds.

The descent was far less precipitous than the climb and far shorter to the plateau. Just where the true mountains broke out into a pleasant medley of foothills, the stallion stopped to rest. He nibbled a few mouthfuls of grass growing lush and rank on the edge of a watercourse, waded to the knees in a still pool and blotted out the star-images with the disturbance of his drinking, and then went back onto a hilltop to sleep.

It was full day before he rose and started on again, and to keep his strength for the next stage of the journey, he ate busily first on the lee side of a hill where the grass was thickest and tenderest. Between mouthfuls he raised his head to gaze down on his new-found land. It was a day of clouds, thin sheetings and dense cumulus masses sweeping on the west wind and breaking against the mountains. Alcatraz could not see the crests over which he had climbed the night before, so thick were those breaking ranks of clouds, but the plateau beneath him was dotted with yellow sunshine and in the day it filled to the full the promise of the moonlit night. He saw wide stretches of meadow; he saw hills sharpsided and smoothly rolling — places to climb with labor and places to gallop at ease. He saw streams that promised drink at will; he saw clumps and groves of trees for shelter from sun or storm. All that a horse could will was here, beyond imaginings. Alcatraz lifted his beautiful head and neighed across the lowlands.

There was no answer. His kingdom silently awaited his coming so he struck out at a sharp pace. The run of the day before, in place of stiffening him, had put him in racing trim and he went like the wind. He was in playful mood. He danced and shied as each cloud-shadow struck him, a dim figure in the shade but shining red-chestnut in the sun patches. On every hand he saw dozens of places where he would have stopped willingly had not more distant beauties lured him on. There were hills whose tops would serve him as watch towers in time of need. There were meadows of soft soil where the grass grew long and rank and others where it was a sweeter and finer growth; but both had their places in his diet and must be remembered so Alcatraz tried to file them away in his mind. But who could remember single jewels in a great treasure? He was like a child chasing butterflies and continually lured from the pursuit of one to that of another still brighter. So he came in his kingly progress to the first blot on the landscape, the first bar, the first hindrance.

Sinuous and swift curving as a snake it twisted over hilltops and dipped across hollows, three streaks of silver light one above the other, and endless. The ears of Alcatraz flattened. He knew barb-wire fences of old and he knew they meant man and domination of man. The scars of whip and spur stung him afresh. The old sullen hatred rose in him. Those three elusive lines of light were stronger than he, he knew, just as the frail body of a man contained a mysterious strength far greater than his. He turned his head across the wind and galloped beside the new-strung fence for ten breathless minutes. Then he paused, panting. Still running endless before him and behind was the fence and now he saw a checking of similar fences across the meadows to his right. More than that, he saw a group of fat cattle browzing, and just beyond were horses in a pasture.

Alcatraz slipped backwards and sideways till he was out of sight and then galloped over the hill until he came to a grove of trees at the top. Here he paused to continue his examination from shelter. The fence was the work of man, the cattle and horses were the possessions of man, and far off to the left, out of a grove of trees, rose the smoke which spoke of the presence of man himself. The chestnut shivered as though he were shaking cold water off his hide, and then unreasoning fury gripped him. For here was his paradise, his Promised Land, pre-empted by the Great Enemy!

He stayed for a long moment gazing, and then turned reluctantly and fled like one pursued back by the way he had come. He got beyond the fence in the course of half an hour, but still he kept on. He began to feel that as long as he galloped on land which was pleasant to him it would be pleasant to man also. So he kept steadily on his way, leaping the brooks. Into the river he cast himself and swam to the farther shore. There was an instant change beyond that bank. The valley opened like a fan. The handle of it was the green, well-watered plateau into which he had first descended, but now it spread in raw colored desert, cut up by ragged hills here and there, and extending on either side to mountains purple-blue with distance.

With the water dripping from his belly, Alcatraz twinked a farewell glance to the green country behind him and set his face towards the desert. It was not so hard to leave the pleasant meadows. Now that he knew they were man-owned there was a taint in their beauty, and here on the sands of the desert with only dusty bunch-grass to eat and muddy waterholes to drink from, he was at least free from the horror of the enemy. He kept on fairly steadily, nibbling in the bunch-grass as he went, now trotting a little, now cantering lightly across a stretch barren of forage. So he came, just after noonday, down-wind from the scent of horses.

His own kind, yet he was worried, for he connected horses inevitably with the thought of man. Nevertheless, he decided to explore, and coming warily over a rise of ground he saw, in the hollow beyond, a whole troop of horses without a man in sight. He was too wise to jump to conclusions but slipped back from his watch-post and ran in a long semi-circle about the herd, but having made out that there was no cowpuncher nearby, he came back to his original place of vantage and resumed his observations.

A beautiful black stallion wandered up-wind from the rest and another, younger horse, was on the other side of the herd. Between was a raggedly assembled group of mares old and young, with leggy yearlings, deer-footed colts, and more than one time-worn stallion. It was a motley assembly. The colors ranged from piebald to grey and there was a great diversity in stature. Presently the black stallion neighed softly, whereat the rest of the herd bunched closely together, the mares with the foals on the side, and all heads turning towards the black who now galloped to a hilltop, surveyed the horizon and presently dropped his head to graze again.

This was a signal to the others. They spread out again carelessly, but Alcatraz was beginning to put two and two together in his thoughts. The two stallions were obviously guards, but what should they be guarding against in the broad light of day except that terrible destroyer who hunts as well at noon as at midnight — man! Inspiration came to Alcatraz. The difference of color and stature, the unkempt manes and tails, the wild eyes, were all telling a single story, now. These were not servants to man, and since they were not his servants they must be enemies, for that was the law of the world. The great enemy dominated, and where he could not dominate he killed. And the herd feared the same power which Alcatraz feared; instantly they became to him brothers and sisters, and he stepped boldly into view.

The result was startling. From the hilltop the black stallion whinnied shrill and short and in a twinkling the whole group was in motion scurrying north. Alcatraz looked in wonder and saw the black fall in behind the rest and range across the rear biting the flanks of older horses who found it difficult to keep the hot pace. With this accomplished and when the herd was stolidly compacted before his driving, the black skirted around the whole group and with a magnificent spurt of running placed himself in the lead. He kept his place easily, a strong galloping grey mare at his hip, and from time to time tossed his head to the side to take stock of his followers. And so they dipped out of sight beyond the next swell of ground.

Alcatraz recovered from his amazement to start in pursuit. This was a mystery worth solving. Moreover, the moment he made sure that these were not man-owned creatures they had become inexplicably dear to him and as they disappeared his heart grew heavy. His running gait carried him quickly in view. They had slackened in their flight a little but as he hove in sight again they took the alarm once more, the foals first rushing to the front and then the whole herd with flying manes and tails blown straight out.

It was a goodly sight to Alcatraz. Moreover, his heart leaped strangely, as it always did when he saw horses in full gallop. Perhaps they were striving to test his speed of foot before they admitted him to their company. In that case the answer was soon given. He sent his call after them, bidding them watch a real horse run, then overtook them in one dizzy burst of sprinting. His rush carried him not only up to them but among them. Two or three youngsters swerved aside with frightened snorts, but as he came up behind a laboring mare she paused in her flight to let drive with both heels. Alcatraz barely escaped the danger with a sidestep light as a dancers and shortened his gallop.

He could not punish the mare for her impudence; besides, he needed time to rearrange his thoughts. Why should they flee from a companion who intended no harm? It was a great puzzle. In the meantime, keeping easily at the heels of the wild horses, he noted that they were holding their pace better than any cowponies he had ever seen running. From the oldest mare to the youngest foal they seemed to have one speed afoot.

A neigh from the black leader made the herd scatter on every side like fire in stubble. Alcatraz halted to catch the meaning of this new maneuver and saw the black approaching at a high-stepping trot as one determined to explore a danger but ready to instantly flee if it seemed a serious threat. His gaze was fixed not on Alcatraz but on the far horizon where the hills became a blue mist rolling softly against the sky. He seemed to make up his mind, presently, that nothing would follow the chestnut out of the distance and he began to move about Alcatraz in a rapid gallop, constantly narrowing his circle.

Alcatraz turned constantly to meet him, whinnying a friendly greeting, but the black paid not the slightest heed to these overtures. At length he came to a quivering stand twenty yards away, head up, ears back, a very statue of an angry and proud horse. Obviously it was a challenge, but Alcatraz was too happy in his new-found brothers to think of battle. He ducked his head a little and pawed the ground lightly, a horses age-old manner of expressing amicable intentions. But there was nothing amicable in the black leader. He reared a little and came down lightly on his forefeet, his weight gathered on his haunches as though he were preparing to charge, and at this unmistakable evidence of ill-will, Alcatraz snorted and grew alert.

If it came to fighting he was more than at home. He was a master. More than one corral gate he had cunningly worked ajar, and more than one flimsy barn wall he had broken down with his leaning shoulder, and more than one fence he had leaped to get at the horses beyond. With anger rising in him he took stock of the opponent. The black lacked a good inch of his own height but in substance more than made up for the deficiency. He was a stalwart eight-year old, muscled like a Hercules, with plenty of bone to stand his weight; and his eyes, glittering through the tangle of forelock, gave him an air of savage cunning. Decidedly here was a foeman worthy of his steel, thought Alcatraz. He looked about him. There stood the mares and the horses ranged in a loose semi-circle, waiting and watching; only the colts, ignorant of what was to come, had begun to frolic together or bother their mothers with a savage pretense of battle. Alcatraz saw one solid old bay topple her offspring with a side-swing of her head. She wanted an unobstructed view of the fight.

His interest in this by-play nearly proved his undoing for while his head was turned he heard a rushing of hoofs and barely had time to throw himself to one side as the black flashed by him. Alcatraz turned and reared to beat the insolent stranger into the earth but he found that the leader was truly different from the sluggish horses of men. A hundred wild battles had taught the black every trick of tooth and heel; and in the thick of the fight he carried his weight with the agility of a cat: Alcatraz had not yet swung himself fairly back on his haunches when the black was upon him, the dust flying up behind from the quickness of his turn. Straight at the throat of the chestnut he dived and his teeth closed on the throat of Alcatraz just where the neck narrows beneath the jaw. His superior height enabled Alcatraz to rear and fling himself clear, but his throat was bleeding when he landed on all fours dancing with rage and the sting of his wounds. Yet he refrained from rushing; he had been in too many a fight to charge blindly.

The black, however, had tasted victory, and came again with a snort of eagerness. It was the thing for which Alcatraz had been waiting and he played a trick which he had learned long before from a cunning old gelding who, on a day, had given him a bitter fight. He pitched back, as though he were about to rear to meet the charge, but when his fore-feet were barely clear of the ground he rocked down again, whirled, and lashed out with his heels.

Had they landed fairly the battle would have ended in that instant, but the black was cat-footed indeed, and he swerved in time to save his head. Even so one flashing heel had caught his shoulder and ripped it open like a knife. And they both sprang away, ready for the next clash. The grey mare who had run so gallantly at the hip of the leader now approached and stood close by with pricking ears. Alcatraz bared his teeth as he glanced aside at her. No doubt if he were knocked sprawling she would rush in to help her lord and master finish the enemy. That gave Alcatraz a second problem — to fight the stallion without turning his back on the treacherous mare.

Before he could plan his next move the black was at him again. This time they reared together, met with a clash of teeth and rapid beat of hoofs, and parted on equal terms. Alcatraz eyed his enemy with a fierce respect. His head was dull and ringing with the blows; his shoulder had been slightly cut by a glancing forehoof. Decidedly he could not meet the brawn of this hardened old warrior on such terms. He had used up one trick, he must find another, and still another; and when the black rushed again, Alcatraz slipped away from the contact and raced off at his matchless gallop. The other pursued a short distance and stopped, sounding his defiance and his triumph. As well follow the wind as the chestnut stranger. Besides, the blood was pouring from the gash in his shoulder and that foreleg was growing weak; it was well that the battle had ended at this point.

But it was not ended! Flight was not in the mind of Alcatraz as he swept away. He ran in dodging circles about the enemy, swerving in and then veering sharply out as the black reared to meet the expected charge. Whatever else was accomplished, he had gained the initiative and that plus his lightness of foot might bring matters to a decisive issue in his favor. Twice he made his rush; twice the black turned and met him with that shower of crushing blows with the fore hoofs. But the third time a feint at one side and a charge at the other took the leader unawares. Fair and true the shoulder of Alcatraz struck him on the side and the impact flung the black heavily to the earth. The shock had staggered even Alcatraz but he was at the other like a savage terrier. Thrice he stamped across that struggling body until the black lay motionless with his coat crimson from twenty slashes. Then Alcatraz drew away and neighed his triumph, and in his exultation he noted that the herd drew close together at his call.

Why, he could not imagine, and he had no time to ponder on it, for the black was now struggling to his feet. But there was no fight left in him. He stood dazed, with fallen head, and to the challenge of the chestnut he replied by not so much as the pricking of his flagging ears.

The grey mare went to him, touched noses with her overlord, and then backed away, shaking her head. Presently she trotted past Alcatraz, flung up her heels within an inch of his head, and then galloped on towards the herd looking back at the conqueror. Oh vanity of the weaker sex; oh frailty! She had seen her master crushed and within the minute she was flirting with the conqueror.

The herd started off as the grey joined them and Alcatraz followed; the black leader remaining unmoving and the blood dripped steadily down his legs.


CHAPTER VIII

MURDER
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AFTER THEY HAD seen him in battle it seemed to Alcatraz that there might be some reason for the flight of the herd and yet now their running was only half-hearted; he could have raced in circles around them. There was one change in their arrangement. The grey mare was second, as before, but before her in place of the black ran the bay stallion who had stood down — wind from the rest when Alcatraz first saw them. He, perhaps, might challenge the stranger as the former leader had done. At any rate he should have the opportunity, for the fighting blood of Alcatraz was up and he would battle with every horse in the herd until he was accepted among them as an equal. He had a peculiar desire, also, to be up there beside the grey mare. Their meeting had been, indeed, only in the passing, and yet there was about her — how should one say? — a certain something.

The moment he had made up his mind, Alcatraz flung himself about the herd and advanced with high head and bounding gallop on the new leader; but the latter had seen his former master fall and apparently had no appetite for battle. He shortened his pace to a hand gallop, then to a mincing trot, and finally lowered his head and moved unobtrusively to the side with an absorbed interest in the first knot of bunch-grass that came his way. To force battle on such a foe was beneath the dignity of Alcatraz, but the whole herd had stopped, every bright eye watching him; perhaps there might be others more ambitious than the bay. He put up his head like the king of horses that he was and stepped proudly forward. Behold, they divided and left a clear path before him; even the mare who had kicked at him when he first came up now shook her head and moved aside. He reached the rear of the herd unopposed and turned to find that every head was still turned towards him with a bright attention that was certainly not altogether fear.

This was very strange, and while he thought it over Alcatraz dropped his head and nibbled the nearest cluster of grass. At that, as at a signal, every head in the herd went down; it scattered carelessly here and there. Alcatraz watched them, bewildered. This was what he had noted when the black leader was among them; then he understood and was filled with warm content. Truly they had accepted him not only as a member but as a master! To prove it, he trotted to the nearest hilltop and neighed as he had heard the black neigh. At once they bunched, looking warily towards him. He lowered his head to nibble the grass and again they scattered to eat. It was true. It was true beyond shadow of doubt that from this moment he was a king with obedient subjects until, perhaps, some younger, mightier stallion challenged and beat him down. Happily for Alcatraz such forethought was beyond his reach of mind and now he only knew the happiness of power.

He noticed a long-bodied colt, incredibly dainty of foot, wandering nervously near him with pricking ears and sniffing nose. Alcatraz extended his lordly head and sniffed the velvet muzzle, whereat the youngster snorted and darted away shaking his head and kicking up his heels as though he had just bearded the lion and was delighted at the success of his impertinence. The mother had come anxiously close during this adventure but now she regarded Alcatraz with a friendly glance and went about her serious business of eating for two.

The grey mare was drifting near, likewise, as though by inadvertence, nibbling the headed grasstops as she came; but Alcatraz shrewdly guessed that her approach was not altogether unplanned. He was not displeased. His quiet happiness grew as the cloud — shadows rushed across him and the sun warmed him. It was a pleasant world — a pleasant, pleasant world! His people wandered in the hollow. They looked to him for warning of danger. They looked at him for guidance in a crisis and he accepted the burden cheerfully.

Fear, it seemed, had made him one with them. All his life he had dreaded only one thing — man; but these creatures of the wild had many a fear of the lobo, the mountain-lion, the drought, the high flying buzzard who would claim them, dying, and added above all this, man. Not that Alcatraz knew these things definitely. He could only feel that these, his people, were strong only in their speed and in their timidity, and he felt power to rule and protect them. For he who had fought man, and won, had surely nothing to dread from beasts. The great moment of his life had come to him not in the crushing of the Mexican or the baffling of the mountain lion or the defeat of the black leader but in the first gentle kindness that had ever softened his stern spirit. He was used to battle; but these, his people, accepted him. He was used to suspicion and trickery but these trusted him blindly. He was used to hate, but because they had put themselves into his power he began to love them. He felt a blood-tie between him and the weakest colt within the range of his eye.

The herd drifted slowly down — wind until late afternoon, eating their way rather than travelling, but when the heat began to wane and the slant sunlight took on a yellow tone they began to show signs of unrest, milling in a compact group with the foals frolicking on the outskirts of the circle. The mares were particularly disturbed, it seemed to Alcatraz, especially the mothers; and since all heads were turned repeatedly towards him he became anxious. Something was expected of him. What was it?

In case they had scented a danger unknown to him, he cast a wide circle around them at a sharp gallop, but nothing met his nostril, his eye, or his ear except the dust with its keen taint of alkali, and the bare hills, and the vague horizon sounds. Alcatraz came back to his companions at a halting trot which denoted his uneasy alertness. They were milling more closely than ever. The brood mares had passed to a sullen nervousness and were kicking savagely at everything that came near. Decidedly something was wrong. The wise-headed grey mare loped out to meet him and threw a course of circles around him as he came slowly forward. Plainly she expected him to do something, but what this might be Alcatraz could not tell. Besides, a growing thirst was making him irritable and the insistence of the grey mare made him wish to fasten his teeth over the back of her neck and shake her into better behavior.

By her antics she had worked him around to the head of the herd and she had no sooner reached this point than she threw up her head with a shrill neigh and started off at a gallop. The entire herd rushed after her and Alcatraz, in a bound, ranged along side the grey and a neck in the lead. While he ran he whinnied a soft question to which she replied with a toss of her head as though impatient at such ignorance. In reality she was guiding the herd. She knew it and Alcatraz understood her knowledge, but he made a show of maintaining the guidance, keeping a sharp outlook and turning the moment she showed signs of veering in a new direction. Sometimes, of course, he misread her intentions and swerved across her head and on each of these occasions she reached out and nipped him shrewdly. Alcatraz was too taken up in his wonder at the actions of the herd to resent this insolence. For half an hour they kept up the steady pace and then Alcatraz literally ran into the reason.

It was a beautiful little lake, bedded in hard gravel and maintained by a dribble of water from a brook on the north shore. Alcatraz snorted in disgust at his folly. What had disturbed them was exactly what had disturbed him — thirst. He controlled his own desire for water, however, and followed an instinct that made him draw back and wait until all the rest — the oldest stallion and the youngest colt — had waded in and plunged their noses deep in the water. Then he went to the lake edge a little apart from the rest and drank with his reflection glistening beneath him.

It was a time of utter peace for the chestnut. While he drank he watched the line of images broken by the small waves in the lake and listened to the foals which had only tasted the water and now were splashing it about with their upper lips. For his own part he did not drink too much, since much water in the belly makes a leaden burden and Alcatraz felt that, as leader, he must always be ready for running. A scrawny colt, escaping from the heels of a yearling floundered against him. Alcatraz gave way to the little fellow and warned the yearling back with a savage baring of his teeth and a shake of his head. The foal, with head cocked upon one side, regarded its protector with impish curiosity and was in the act of nibbling at the flowing mane of the stallion when Alcatraz heard a sharp humming as of a wasp; then the sound of a blow, and the foal leaped straight into the air with head flung back. Before it hit water a report as of a hammer falling on anvil burst across the level pond, and then the colt struck heavily on its side, dead.

That bullet had been aimed for the tall leader and only the lifting of the foals head had saved Alcatraz. He recognized the report of a rifle and whirled from the water-edge, signalling his company with a short neigh of fear; the arch enemy was upon them! A volley poured in. Alcatraz, as he gained the shore, saw an old stallion double up with a scream of pain and no sound is so terrible as the shriek of a tortured horse. No sound is so terrible even to horses. It threw the leader into an hysteria of panic. Others of the herd were falling or staggering in the lake; the remnant rushed up the slope and over the sheltering crest of the hill beyond.

Every nerve in the body of Alcatraz urged him to leap away with arrowy speed, passing even the grey mare — she who now shot off across the hills far in the van — but behind him raced weaker and slower horses, the older stallions and the mares with their foals. Instinct proved greater than fear. He swept around the rear of his diminished company to round up the laggards, but they were already laboring to the full of their power as five horsemen streamed across the crest with their rifles carried at the ready. They were a hardy crew, these cowpunchers of the Jordan ranch, but to the sternest of them this was ugly work. To draw a bead on a horse was like gathering the life of a man into the sight of the rifle, yet they knew that a band of wildrunning mustangs is a perpetual menace. Already the black leader had recruited his herd with more than one stray from the Jordan outfit; and it was for the black, first of all, that they looked. There was no sign of him, and in his place ranged a picture horse — a beautiful red — chestnut with a gallop that made ones head swim. Lew Hervey, who had kept his men in cunning ambush near the lake, had chosen the new leader for a target but shot the colt instead. And it was Lew Hervey, again, who swung over the crest of the hill and got the next chance at Alcatraz.

The foreman of the Jordan ranch pitched his rifle to his shoulder just as the leader, sweeping back to round up the rearmost of his company, presented a broadside target. It was a sure hit. In the certainty of his skill Lew Hervey allowed his hand to swing and followed for a strike or two the rhythm of that racing body. The sunshine of the late afternoon flashed on the flanks and on the frightened eyes of the stallion; mane and tail fluttered straight out with his speed; and then he fired, and jerked up his gun to await the crashing fall of the horse. But Alcatraz did not drop. That moment of lingering on the part of the foreman saved him, for through the sights of his rifle Hervey had seen such grace and beauty in horseflesh that his nerve was unsteadied. Alcatraz knew the stinging hum of a bullet past his head; and the foreman knew a miracle. He could not believe his failure.

Leave the chestnut to me! he shouted as his men drove their ponies over the hill, and pulling his own horse to a stand he jerked the rifle butt hard against his shoulder and fired again; the only result was a flirt of the tail of the chestnut as he darted about a hillside and disappeared. Hervey made no attempt to follow but sat his saddle agape and staring, thinking ghostly thoughts.

This was the beginning of the legend that Alcatraz bore a charmed life. For the mountains were rich with Indian folklore which had drifted far from its source and had come by hook and crook into the lives of the miners and cowpunchers. Into such a background many a wild tale fitted and the tale of Alcatraz was to be one of the wildest.

At any rate, the stallion owed his life on this day to the superstition of Lew Hervey which kept him anchored on his horse until the target was gone. A dozen times his men could have dropped the chestnut who persisted with a frantic courage in running behind the rearmost of his companions, urging them to greater efforts, but since Hervey had selected this as his own prize his men dared not shoot.

It was a strange and beautiful thing to see that king of horses — sweep back around the slowest of his mustangs, shake his head at the barking guns, and then circle forward again as though he would show the laggard what running should be. The cowpunchers could have shot him as he veered back; they could have salted him with lead as he flashed broadside, but the orders of their chief restrained them. Lew Herveys lightest word had a weight with them.

However, before and behind the leader of the herd their guns did deadly work. Brood mares, stallions young and old, even the foals were dropped. It was horrible work to the hardest of them but this horseflesh was useless. Too many times they had seen mustangs taken and ridden and when they were not hopeless outlaws they became broken-spirited and useless, as though their strength lay in their freedom. With that gone they were valueless even as slaves of men.

Before the slaughter ended, young or old there was not a horse left in the band of Alcatraz save the grey mare far ahead. She was already beyond range, and as the last of the fleeing horses pitched heavily forward and lay still with oddly sprawling limbs, old Bud Seymour drew rein and shoved his rifle back into the long holster.

Now, look! he called, as his companions pulled up beside him. That grey is fast as a streak — but look! look!

For the red-chestnut was bounding away in pursuit of his last companion with a winged gallop. It seemed that the wind caught him up and buoyed him from stride to stride, and the cowpunchers with hungry, burning eyes watched without a word until the grey and the chestnut blurred on the horizon and dipped out of view together. The spell was broken in the same instant by a stream of profanity floating up from the rear. It was Lew Hervey approaching and swearing his mightiest.

But I dunno, said Bud Seymour softly. I feel kind of glad that Lew missed.

He glanced sharply at his companions for fear they might laugh at this childish weakness, but there was no laughter and by their starved eyes he knew that every one of them was riding over the horizon in imagination, on the back of the chestnut.


CHAPTER IX

THE STAMPEDE
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THE GREY MARE made no effort to draw away when Alcatraz sprinted up beside her. She gave him not so much as a toss of the head or a swish of the tail but kept her gaze on the far Western mountains for she was still sick with the scent of blood; and she maintained a purposeful, steady, lope. It was far other with the stallion. He kept at her side with his gliding canter but he was not thinking of the peace and the shelter from man which they might find in the blue valleys of yonder mountains. His mind was back at the slaughter of Mingo Lake hearing the crackle of the rifles and seeing his comrades fall and die. It was nothing that he had known the band only since morning. They were his kind, they were his people, they had accepted his rule; and now he was emptyhearted, a king without a people. The grey mare, the fleetest and the wisest of them all, remained; but she was only a reminder of his vanished glory.

Remembering how Cordova had been served, might he not find a way of harming those men even as they had harmed him? He slackened to a trot and finally halted. His companion kept on until he neighed. Then she came obediently enough but swinging her head up and down to indicate her intense disapproval of this halt. When Alcatraz actually started back towards the place where the cowpunchers had dropped the pursuit, she threw herself across his way, striving to turn him with bared teeth and flirting heels.

He merely kept a weaving course to avoid her, his head high and his ears back, which was a manner the mare had never seen in him before; she could only tell that she was less than nothing to him. Once she strove to draw back by running a little distance west and then turning and calling him but her whinny made him not so much as shake his head. At length she surrendered and sullenly took up his trail.

He roved swiftly across the hollows; he sneaked up to every commanding rise as though he feared the guns of men might be just beyond the crest and these tactics continued until they came in view of the small row of black figures riding against the sunset. The grey halted at once, rearing and snorting, for the sight brought again that hateful smell of blood but her leader moved quietly after the cowpunchers; he was taking the man-trail!

It was arduous work, frisking from one point of vantage to another, never knowing when the Great Enemy might turn. They could make death speak from the distance of half a mile; under shelter of the hills they might even double back to close range; they might be luring him by the pretense that he was unseen.

In such maneuvers the mare was a dangerous encumbrance, for though she had fallen into the spirit of the thing at once and never uttered even the faintest whinny yet it would be far easier for the men to hear and see two than to detect one. Alcatraz strove to drive her back, sometimes whirling with teeth bared and rushing at her, sometimes half-rearing as though to strike. But on such occasions she merely stopped and regarded him with eyes of mild amazement. She knew perfectly that he would never touched her with tooth or hoof; she also knew that this was dangerous folly — this badgering of terrible man, but since Alcatraz was not wise enough to follow her she must even follow him in spite of his folly.

She stayed half a dozen lengths in the rear, trembling with excitement, for now they passed the verge of the desert and now they entered a man-made road bordered with shining fences of men; what retreat was there if men closed in from the front and the rear? Yet she went on with dainty and uneasy steps. As for Alcatraz, he had pressed up boldly, close to the riders, for now the twilight grew thick and it was hard to make out the glimmering forms before him. Twice he paused; twice he went on. There was no real purpose in this following. He dared not come too close, and yet he hoped to harm them. He continued, wrung by a confusion of dreads and desires.

He was beset with signs of man even in the darkness. Over the well-watered fields of the ranch he heard the lowing of cattle and now and again the chorus of the sheep in a nearby pasture land was reawakened when the bell of the leader tinkled. They were all hateful sounds to Alcatraz, and every step he made seemed to consign him the more definitely to the power of the Great Enemy.

In spite of his boldness he lost sight of the riders among the deeper shadows of the ranch buildings, and he stopped again to consider. The grey mare came beside him and begged him back with a call softer than a whisper, but he merely raised his head the higher and stared at the huge outlines of the sheds and barns. To Alcatraz every one of them was a fortress filled with danger that might leap up at him. Yet he must not turn back after having come all this distance, surely. He went on. The road opened into an unfenced semicircle with corrals on every side and from one of these enclosures a horse neighed, and there was a brief sound of many trampling feet. Some of his own kind were playing there; Alcatraz forgot his hatred a little, forgot man. He went straight to the corral and put his head over the top bar.

Snorting softly, curious and frightened at once, six beautiful animals came towards him. He was one of their kind, so they came close; the scent of the wilderness was already on him, and they shrank away. Surely some sinister genius had directed Alcatraz to the one most valuable point of attack on all the ranch, for these were the six brood mares for whose purchase Marianne Jordan had cleaned out her bank account. The stallion did not know, of course. He did not even recognize them as his competitors in the race. All he felt was that there was something charmingly remembered, something half familiar about them. The boldest came near and he touched noses, whereat she whirled with a little squeal and lashed out at him; but her heels were carefully aimed wide of the mark and Alcatraz merely tossed his nose; plainly she was a flirt. He pressed a little closer to the fence and urged friendliness with a conversational whinny. They were not averse, coming towards him with eyes that glimmered in the darkness, retreating often and coming on again, until he had touched noses with them all. It was extremely pleasant to Alcatraz and hardly less so because the grey mare came and shouldered him rudely.

Then a voice spoke from the barn which opened off the corral: Whats all that damned nonsense with the mares yonder?

Alcatraz crouched for flight. Another voice answered: Theyll mill around every night for a while till they get used to the new place. Thats the way with them crazy hot-bloods. No hoss-sense.

The voices departed. The shrinking of the stallion had made the mares wince away in turn, but they came back now and resumed the conversation where it had been broken off. He was careful to introduce himself to each one. He was greatly tempted to jump the fence and talk to them at closer hand but he knew that it was great folly to risk his neck in a group of mares before he had made out whether or not they were amiable. If they were cross-tempered he might be kicked to death before he could escape.

The investigations brought entirely favorable returns. They were very young, these Coles horses, and hence their curiosity was far stronger than their timidity. Before long every one of the six necks was stretched across the top-rail and when Alcatraz turned his back on them they whinnied uneasily to call him back.

If that were the case, why did they not jump? He went back and showed them how simple it was if they really wanted to escape and come out with him into the wind and under the free stars of the mountains. Such a fence was nothing to that powerful jumper. He walked calmly to it, reared, and sailed over. That sent the mares scampering wildly, here and there about the corral, and though they came back again after a time, they seemed to have learned nothing. When he jumped out again not one of them followed.

Alcatraz stood off and eyed them in disgust. When he was a yearling, he felt, he had known more than those big, stupid, beautiful creatures. But plainly they wanted to get out with him. A wild horse is to the tame what the adventurous traveller is to the quiet man who builds a home, and from the grey mare and Alcatraz the six were learning many things. The scent of the open desert was on them, the sweat of hard running had dried on their hides, their heads were recklessly proud; and this tall stallion jumped the fence as though there had never been men who made laws which well-trained horses must not transgress. Plainly he wanted them to come out. They were very willing to go for a romp but they knew nothing about jumping, as yet, and all they could do was to show their eagerness to be out for a run by milling up and down the fence.

If that were the case, there were other ways of opening corrals and Alcatraz knew them all. He tried the fence with his shoulder, leaning all his weight. More than once he had smashed time-rotted fences in this manner, but he found that these posts were new and well tamped and the boards were strongly nailed. He gave up that effort and went about looking for a gate. Gates were not hard to find. A gate is that part of a fence under which many tracks and many scents go; it is also a section which swings a little and rattles annoyingly in a wind. Upon the top board of that section there is sure to be thick scent of man where his hands have fallen. Alcatraz found the gate. Under the weight of his shoulder it creaked but did not give. He took the top rail in his teeth, while the mares stood back, wondering, in a high-headed semi-circle and the grey kept nudging at his flank, saying very plainly: Enough of this nonsense. These gangling creatures, all legs and foolishness, are not of our kind, O my master. Let us be gone! But Alcatraz heeded her not. He shook the gate back and forth.

There are three kinds of fastenings for corral gates. One of them squeaks and strains when it is pulled against. It is made of wire that leaves a bitter taste of iron and rust in the mouth when it is touched. Wire is often very difficult but with teeth and prehensile upper lip it may usually be worked up high, and finally it will fall over the top of one of the posts with a rattle, and then the gate is open. Another kind of fastening rattles very much when the gate is shaken. This means that a loose board unites gates and post, running in a slot, and the only way to handle such a gate is to take the loose board by the end and draw it back as far as possible. Then the gate always swings open of its own accord. There is a third kind of fastening. Manuel Cordova used it. It consists of a padlock and chain and where this is found one had better leave the cursed thing untried for it will never be broken or removed.

By the first shake of the gate and the corresponding rattle Alcatraz knew that the sliding board fastened it. He sniffed for it and found it very easily, for always the latch-board is the one heaviest with the man-scent. He found it and worked it easily back. It caught on a nail. He tugged again, and as he tugged he quivered at the sound of a human voice and shrank as though the familiar whip of Cordova had cut him.

Theyre a little restless to-night, but arent they dears, Shorty? queried Marianne.

Kind of dear, said the cowpuncher, but maybe theyre worth the price. For all his surliness, however, Shorty was her best ally.

Wait till you see Lady Mary begin to — but isnt that a horse beyond the corral? A grey horse? I think it is, but it cant be.

Why not?

There isnt a grey horse on the ranch, and — oh!

For the gate of the corral creaked and then swung wide. They could not see Alcatraz, for the bay mares stood between.

Dont move, dont speak! whispered the girl. Its that stupid Lucas man. I told Lew Hervey that he was too careless to take care of the mares; and the first thing hes done is to leave the gate unlatched. Ill steal around and—

At the first sound of the voice the grey mare had drifted deeper into the safety of the night; Alcatraz with a careful effort pulled open the gate; and the wind, aiding him, blew it wide, and now the soft whinny of invitation to the mares cut into the words of Marianne. She went around the corral bending low, skulking in her run; for once the mares got out the gate they might bolt like crazy things and come to harm in the murderous barbed-wire fences. Shorty was hurrying around on the other side.

Before she had taken half a dozen steps the neigh of the stallion, deafeningly loud, brought her to a halt with her hands clasped. She saw the mares start under the alarm-call and rush for the gate; in a moment their hoofs were volleying down the road and the wail of Marianne went shrilling: Lew Hervey! Lew Hervey! Theyre gone!

Lew Hervey, in the bunkhouse, pushed away his cards and rose with a curse. Thats what comes of working for a woman, he growled. No peace. No rest. Work day and night. And if you aint kept working youre just kept worried. Its hell!

He clumped to the door and cast it open.

Well? he called into the darkness.

Every one out! cried Marianne. The mares have broken through the gate and stampeded!


CHAPTER X

THE THIEF
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THEY CAME WITH a rush, at that. The mares the girl prized so highly were, in the phrase of the cowpunchers, high-headed fools incapable of taking care of themselves. Running wild through the night, as likely as not they would cut themselves to pieces on the first barbed wired fence that blocked their way. With such a thought to urge them, Mariannes hired men caught their fastest mounts and saddled like lightning. There was a play of ropes and curses in the big corral, the scuffle of leather as saddle after saddle flopped into place, and then a stream of dim riders darted through the corral gate.

All of this, dazed by the misfortune, Marianne waited to see, but as the first of the pursuers darted out of sight she turned and ran to the box stall where she kept her favorite pony, a nimble bay, inimitable on a mountain trail and with plenty of foot on the flat. But never did hurry waste so much precious time. The rush of her entrance in the dark startled the nervous horse, and she had to soothe it for a minute or more with a voice broken by excitement. After that, there was the saddling to be done and her fingers stumbled and stuttered over the straps so that when at last she led the bay out and swung up to the saddle there was no sound or sight of the cowpunchers. But a young moon was edging above the eastern mountains and by that light, now only an illusory haze, she hoped to gain sight of her men.

Down the road she jockeyed the mare at the top of her pace with the barbed wire running in three dim streaks of light on either side until at last she struck the edge of the desert. The moon was now well above the horizon and the sands rolled in dun levels and black hollows over which she could peer for a considerable distance. Still there was no sight of her cowpunchers and this was a matter of small wonder, for a ten minute start had sent them far away ahead of her.

It would never do to push ahead with a blind energy. Already the bay was beginning to feel the run, and Marianne reluctantly drew down to the long lope which is the favorite gait of the cowpony. At this pace she rocked on over mile after mile of desert through the moonhaze, but never a token of the cowpunchers came on her. Twice she was on the verge of turning back; twice she shook her head and urged the mare on again. Hour upon hour had slipped by her. Perhaps Hervey long since had given up the chase and turned towards the ranch. In the meantime, so much alike was all the ground she covered that she seemed to be riding on a treadmill but yet she could not return.

The moon floated higher and higher as the night grew old and at length there was a dim lightening in the east which foretold dawn, but Marianne kept on. If she lost the mares it would be very much like losing her last claim to the respect of her father. She could see him, in prospect, shrug his shoulders and roll another cigarette; above all she could see Lew Hervey smile with a suppressed wisdom. Both of them had, from the first, not only disapproved of the long price of the Coles horses, but of their long legs as well and their damned high heads. She had kept telling herself fiercely that before long, when the mares were used to mountain ways and trails, she would ride one of them against the pick of Herveys saddle ponies and at the end of a day he would know how much blood counts in horse flesh! But if that chance were lost to her with the mares themselves — she did not know where she could find the courage to go back and face the people at the ranch. Meantime the dawn grew slowly in the east but even when the mountains were huge and black against flaming colors of the horizon sky, there was no breaking of Mariannes gloom. Now and then, hopelessly, she raised her field glasses and swept a segment of the compass. But it was an automatic act, and her own forecast of failure obscured her vision, until at last, saddle-racked, trembling with weariness and grief, she stopped the mare. She was beaten!

She had turned the bay towards the home-trail when something subconsciously noted made her glance over her shoulder. And she saw them! She needed no glass to bring them close. Those six small forms moving over the distant hill could be nothing else, but if she doubted, all room for doubt was instantly removed, for in a moment a group of horsemen passed raggedly over the same crest. Hervey had found them, after all! Tears of relief and astonishment streamed down her face. God bless Lew Hervey for this good work!

Even the bay seemed to recover her spirit at the sight. She had picked up her head before she felt the rein of the mistress and now she answered the first word by swinging into a brisk gallop that overhauled the others swiftly. How the eyes of Marianne feasted on the reclaimed truants! They danced along gaily, their slender bodies shining with sweat in the light of the early day, and Lady Mary mincing in the lead. A moment later, Marianne was among her cowpunchers.

They were stolid as ever but she knew them well enough to understand by the smiles they interchanged, that they were intensely pleased with their work of the night. Then she found herself crying to Hervey: Youre wonderful! Simply wonderful! How could you have followed them so far and found them in the night?

At that, of course, Hervey became exceedingly matter of fact. He spoke as though the explanation were self-evident.

They busted away in a straight line, he said, so I knew by that that something was leading em. Them bays aint got sense enough of their own to run so straight. She noted the slur without anger. Well, what was leading em must of been what let em out of the corral; and what let em out of the corral—

Horse thieves! cried Marianne, but Hervey observed her without interest.

Hoss stealing aint popular around these parts for some time, he said. Rustle a cow, now and then, but they dont aim no higher — not since we strung Josh Sinclair to the cottonwood. Nope, they was stole, but not by a man.

Here he made a tantalizing pause to roll a cigarette with Marianne exclaiming: If not a man, then what on earth, Mr. Hervey?

He puffed out his answer with the first big cloud of smoke: By another hoss! I guessed it right off. Remember what I said last night about the chestnut stallion and the bad luck he put on my gun?

She recalled vividly how Hervey, with the utmost solemnity, had avowed that the leader of the mustangs put bad luck on his bullets and that they had not seen the last of the horse. She dared not trust herself to answer Lew but glanced at the other men to see if they were not smiling at their foremans absurd idea; they were as grave as images.

The chestnut wanted to get back at us for killing his herd off, went on Hervey. So he sneaks up to the ranch and opens the corral gate and takes the mares out. When I seen the mares were traveling so straight as all that I guessed what was up. Well, if the hoss was leading em, where would he take em? Straight to water. They was no use trying to run down them long-legged gallopers. I took a swing off to the right and headed for Warners Tank. Sure enough, when we got there we seen the mares spread out and the chestnut and the grey mare hanging around.

He paused again and looked sternly at Slim, and Slim flushed to the eyes and glared straight ahead.

Slim, here, had been saying maybe it was my bum shooting and not the bad luck the stallion put on my rifle that made me miss. So I give him the job of plugging the hoss. Well, he tried and missed three times. Off goes the grey and the chestnut like a streak the first crack out of the box, but we got ahead of the mares and turned em. And here we are. Thats all they was to it. But, he added gravely, we aint seen the last of that chestnut hoss, Miss Jordan.

I guess hardly another man on the range could have trailed them so well, she said gratefully. But this wild horse — do you really think hell try to steal our mares again?

Think? I know! And the next time we wont get em back so plumb easy. Right this morning, if theyd got started quick enough when he give em the signal, wed never of headed em. But they aint turned wild yet; they aint used to his ways. Give him another whirl with them and theyll belong to him for good. Aint no hosses around these parts can run them mares down!

She heard the tribute with a smile of pleasure and ran satisfied glances over the six beauties which cantered or trotted before them.

But even wild things are captured, she argued. Even deer are caught.
If the chestnut did run off the mares again why couldnt—

Hervey interrupted dryly: Down Concord way, Jess Rankin was pestered by a black mustang. Jess was a pretty tolerable fair hunter, knowed mustangs and mustang-ways, and had a right fine string of saddle hosses. Well, it took Jess four years of hard work to get the black. Up by Mexico Creek, Bud Wilkinson had a grey stallion that run amuck on his range. Took Bud nigh onto five years to get the grey. Well, I seen both the grey and the black, and I helped run em a couple of times. Well, Miss Jordan, when it come to running, neither of em was one-two-three beside this chestnut, and if it took five years to get in rifle range of em for a good shot, itll take ten to get the chestnut. Thats the way I figure!

And as he ended, his companions nodded soberly.

Plumb streak of light, they said. Just nacheral crazy fool when it comes to running, that hoss is!

And Marianne, for the first time truly appreciating how great was the danger from which the mares had been saved, sighed as she looked them over again, one by one. It had been a double triumph, this nights work. Not only were the mares retaken, but they had proved their speed and staying powers conclusively in the long run over the desert. Hervey himself began hinting, as they rode on, that he would like to clap a saddle on that Lady Mary hoss, one of these days. In truth, her purchase was vindicated completely and Marianne fell into a happy dream of a ranch stocked with saddle horses all drawn from the blood of these neat-footed mares. With such horses to offer, she could pick and cull among the best punchers in the West.

Into the dream, appropriately enough, ran the neigh of a horse, long drawn and shrill of pitch, interrupted by a sudden burst of deep-throated curses from the riders. The six mares had come to a halt with their beautiful heads raised to listen, and on a far-off hill, Mary saw the signaler — a chestnut horse gleaming red in the morning light.

Its him! shouted Hervey. The nervy devil has come back to give us a look. Shorty, take a crack at him!

For that matter, every man in the party was whipping his rifle out of its holster as Mary raised her field glass hurriedly to study the stranger. She focused on him clearly at once and it was a startling thing to see the distant figure shoot suddenly close to her, distinct in every detail, and every detail an item of perfect beauty. She gasped her admiration and astonishment; mustang he might be, but the short line of the back above and the long line below, the deep set of the shoulders, the length of neck, the Arab perfection of head, would have allowed him to pass unquestioned muster among a group of thoroughbreds, and a picked group at that. He turned, at that instant, and galloped a short distance along the crest, neighing again, and then paused like an expectant dog, with one forefoot raised, a white-stockinged forefoot. Marianne gripped the glass hard and then dropped it. By the liquid smoothness of that gallop, by the white-stockinged forefoot, by something about his head, and above all by what she knew of his cunning, she had recognized Alcatraz. And where, in the first glimpse, she had been about to warn the men not to shoot this peerless beauty, she now dropped the glass with the memory of the trampling of Manuel Cordova rushing back across her mind.

Its Alcatraz! she cried. Its that chestnut I told you of at Glosterville, Mr. Hervey. Oh, shoot and shoot to kill. Hes a murderer — not a horse!

That injunction was not needed. The rifle spoke from the shoulder of Shorty, but the stallion neither fell nor fled, and his challenging neigh rang faintly down to them.

Mind the mares! shrilled Marianne suddenly. Theyre starting for him!!

In fact, it seemed as though the report of the rifle had started the Coles horses towards their late companion They went forward at a high-stepping trot as horses will when their minds are not quite made up about their course. Now, in obedience to shouted orders from Hervey, the cowpunchers split into two groups and slipped away on either side to head the truants; Marianne herself, spurring as hard as she could after Hervey, heard the foreman groaning: By God, dyou ever see a hoss stand up under gunfire like that?

For as they galloped, the men were pumping in shot after shot wildly, and Alcatraz did not stir! The firing merely served to rouse the mares from trot to gallop, and from gallop to run. For the first time Marianne mourned their speed. They glided away as though the horses of the cowpunchers were running fetlock deep in mud; they shot up the slope towards the distant stallion like six bright arrows.

Then came Herveys last, despairing effort: Pull up! Shorty! Slim! Pull up and try to drop that devil!

They obeyed; Marianne, racing blindly ahead, heard a clanguor of shots behind her and riveted her eyes on the chestnut, waiting for him to fall. But he did not fall. He seemed to challenge the bullets with his lordly head and in another moment he was wheeling with the mares about him. Even in her anguish, Marianne noted with a thrill of wonder that though the Coles horses were racing at the top of their speed, the stallion overtook them instantly and shot into the lead. For that matter, handicapped with a wretched ride, staggering weak from underfeeding, he had been good enough to beat them in Glosterville, and now he was transformed by rich pasture and glorious freedom.

The whole group disappeared, and when she reached the crest in turn, she saw them streaking far off, hopelessly beyond pursuit, and in the rear labored a grey mare, sadly outrun. Then, as she drew rein, with the mare heaving and swaying from exhaustion beneath her, she remembered the words of Lew Hervey: Itll take ten years to get the chestnut! Marianne dropped her face in her hands and burst into tears.

It was only a momentary surrender. When she turned back to join the downheaded men on the home-trail — for it was worse than useless to follow Alcatraz on such jaded horses — Marianne had rallied to continue the fight. Ten years to capture Alcatraz and the mares he led? She swept the forms of the cowpunchers with one of those all-embracing glances of which few great men and all excited women are capable. Yes, old age would capture Alcatraz before such men as these. For this trail there was needed a spirit as much superior to other men in tireless endurance and in speed as Alcatraz was superior to other horses. There was needed a man who stood among his fellows as Alcatraz had stood on the hillcrest, defiant, lordly, and free. And as the thought drove home in her, Marianne uttered a little cry of triumph. All in a breath she had it. Red Perris was the man!

But would he come? Yes, for the sake of such a battle as this he would journey to the end of the world and give his services for nothing.


CHAPTER XI

THE FAILURE
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BEFORE NOON SHORTY, that lightweight and tireless rider, unwearied, to all appearance, by his efforts of that night, had started towards Glosterville with her letter to Perris, but it was not until the next day that she confessed what she had done to Hervey. Certainly he had done more than his share in his effort to get back the Coles horses and she had no wish to needlessly hurt his feelings by letting him know that the business was to be taken out of his hands and given into those of a more efficient worker. But Hervey surprised her by the complaisance with which he heard the tidings.

Never in my life hung out a shingle as a hoss-catcher, he assured her. Hes welcome to the job. Me and the boys wont envy him none. Itll be a long trail and a tolerable lonely one, most like.

After that she settled down to wait with as great a feeling of security as though the mares were already safely back in the corral. If he came, the death-warrant of Alcatraz was as good as signed. But when the third day of waiting ended without bringing Shorty and Perris, as it should have done, the if began to assume greater proportions, and by late afternoon of the fourth day she had made up her mind that Perris was gone from Glosterville and that Shorty was on a wild goose chase after him. So great was her gloom that even her father, usually blind to all emotions around him, delayed a moment after he had been helped into his buckboard and stared thoughtfully down at her.

The habit had grown on Oliver Jordan of late. When the westering sun lost most of its heat and threw slant shadows and a yellow light over the mountains, Oliver would have a pair of ancient greys, patient as burros and hardly faster, hitched to a buckboard and then drive off into the evening and perhaps, long after the dinner hour. Only foul weather kept him in from these lonely jaunts on which he never took a companion. To Marianne they were a never-ending source of wonder and sorrow, for she saw her father slowly withdrawing himself from the life about him and dwelling in a gentle, uninterrupted melancholy. She met his stare, on this evening, with eyes clouded with tears.

Truly he had aged woefully in the past years. The accident which robbed him of his physical freedom seemed, at the same time, to destroy all spirit of youth. Whether walking or sitting he was bowed. His eyes were dull. Beside his mouth and between his eyes deep lines gave a sad dignity to his expression. And though, as his cowpunchers swore, his hand was as swift to draw a gun as ever and his eye as steady on a target, he had gradually lost interest in even his revolvers. Indeed, what real interest remained to him in the world, Marianne was unable to tell. He lived and moved as one in a dream surrounded by a world of dreams. His eyes were dull from looking into the dim distance of strange thoughts, and the smile which was rarely away from his lips was rather whimsically enduring than a sign of mirth.

But as he looked down at her from the buckboard, Marianne saw his expression clear to awareness of her. He even reached out and rested his hand on her head so that her face was tilted up to him.

Honey, he said, youre eating your heart out about something. How come?

Red Perris is overdue, she said. But I dont want to bother you with my troubles, Dad.

Red Perris? Whos he?

Dont you remember? I told you how he rode Rickety. And now Ive sent for him to come and hunt Alcatraz — because once that man-killing horse is dead, it will be easy to get the mares back. And every day counts — every day the mares are getting wilder!

What mares? Then he nodded. I remember. And they aint nothing but that worrying you, Marianne.

His expression of concern vanished; his glance wandered far east where the shades were already brimming the valleys.

Ill be getting on, then, honey.

All at once, for pity at thought of him driving into the lonely silences, she caught his hand. It was still lean, hard of palm, sinewy with strength of which most extreme age, indeed, would never entirely rob it. And the touch of those strong fingers called back to her mind the picture of Oliver Jordan as he had been, a kingly man among men. Tears came into the eyes of Marianne.

But where are you going? she asked him gently. And why do you never let me go with you, dear?

You? he chuckled. Waste time driving out nowheres with an old codger like me? I didnt give you all that schooling to have you throw your life away doing things like that. Dont you bother about me, Marianne. Im just going to drift over yonder around Jackson Peak. You see?

But who is there, and what is there?

He merely rubbed his knuckles across his forehead and then shook his head. I dunno. Nothing much. Its tolerable quiet, though. And you get the smell of the pines the minute the trail starts climbing. Sort of a lazy place to go, but then Ive turned into a lazy man, honey. Just sitting and thinking is about all Im good for, or most like just the sitting without the thinking. Why, Marianne, whered you get them tears?

She choked them back.

I wish — I wish— she began.

Thats right, he nodded. Keep right on wishing things. Thats what I been doing lately. And wishing things is better than doing them. The way kids are, thats the best way to be. Slong, Marianne.

She stepped back, trying valiantly to smile, and he raised a cautioning finger, chuckling: Look here, now, dont you go to bothering your head about me. Just save your worrying for this Perris gent.

He clucked to the greys and their sudden start threw him violently against the back of the seat.

The promise of that start, however, was by no means borne out by the pace into which they immediately fell, which was a dog-trot executed with trailing hoofs that raised little wisps of dust at every stride. She saw the lines slacken and hang loosely to every swing of the buckboard. Had she not, ten years before, trembled at the sight of this same team dashing into the road, high-headed, eyes of fire, and the reins humming with the strength of Oliver Jordans pull?

The buckboard jolted slowly down the road and swung out of sight, but Marianne Jordan remained for long moments, staring after her father. Every time they passed through one of these interviews — and todays talk had been longer than most — she always felt that she had been pushed a little farther away from him. At the very time of his life when his daughter should have become a comfort to him, Oliver Jordan withdrew himself more and more from the world, and she could not but feel that his evening drives through the silences of the hill were dearer and closer to him than his daughter. The buckboard reappeared, lurching up a farther knoll, and then rolled out of sight to be seen no more. And Marianne felt again, what she had often felt before, seeing her father drive away in this fashion, that some day Oliver Jordan would never come back from the hills.

A moment later half a dozen of the cowpunchers came into view with the unmistakable form of Lew Hervey in the lead. He was a big-looking man in the saddle and he showed himself to the greatest advantage by riding rigidly erect with his head thrown a little back, so that the loose brim of his sombrero was continually in play about his face. For all her dislike of him she could not but admit that he was the beau ideal of the fine horseman. The dominant leader showed in every line and it was no wonder that the cowpunchers feared and respected him. Besides, there were many tales of his prowess with rifle and revolver to make him stand out in bolder relief.

She saw the riders disappear in the direction of the corrals and then turned back towards the house. Unquestionably it was to avoid sight of his men returning from their days work that Oliver Jordan usually drove off at this time of the day; it brought home to him too keenly the many times when he himself had ridden back by the side of Lew Hervey from a day of galloping in the wind; it crushed him with a sense of the impotence into which his life had fallen. Indeed, unless some vital change came, her father must soon mourn himself into a grave. For the first time Marianne clearly perceived this. Oliver Jordan was wasting for grief over his lost freedom just as some youthful lover might decline because of the death of his mistress. The shock of this perception brought Marianne to a halt. When she looked up Shorty and Red Perris were not a hundred yards away, swinging along at a steady lope!

All sad thoughts were whisked from her mind as a gust whirls dead leaves away and shows the green grass beneath, newly growing. How it lifted her heart to see him. But she looked down, with a cold falling of gloom, at her blue gingham dress. That was not as she wished to appear. She could be in her riding costume, with the rather mannish blouse and loosely tied cravat, spurs on her boots and quirt in her hand as became the mistress and ruling force of a big ranch. Then she received sudden and convincing proof that mere outward appearances meant nothing in the life of Red Jim Perris. He took off his hat and swung it in greeting. There was a white flash of his teeth as he laughed, a red flash of his amazing hair in the sunset light. Then he was pulling up and swinging down to the ground. He came to meet her with his hat dangling in one hand and the other extended.

Typically Western, she thought, that in their second meeting he should act like an old friend. Delightfully Western, too! Under his straight-glancing eyes, his open smile of pleasure, new confidence came in Marianne, new self-reliance. The grip of his hand sent strength up her arm and into her heart.

Id given you up, she admitted.

Mighty sorry it took so long, said Perris. You see, I was right in the middle of a little poker game that hung on uncommon long. But when it finished up, me and Shorty come as fast as we could. Eh, Shorty?

Huh! grunted Shorty. Marianne looked to her messenger for the first time.

He sat his saddle loosely, one hand falling heavily on the pommel, and his head bent. He did not raise it to meet her glance, but rolled his eyes up in a gloomy scowl which flitted over her face and then came to a rest on the face of Red Jim Perris. A frown of weariness puckered the brow of Shorty. Purple, bruised places of sleeplessness surrounded his eyes. And every line of age or worry or labor was graven more deeply on his face.

Huh! grunted Shorty again, mumbling his words very much like a drunkard. Ive killed my Mamie hoss, thats all!

And with this gloomy retort, he urged the mare to a down-headed trot. In fact, the staunch little brown mare staggered on tired legs and her sides heaved like bellows. The grey horse of Red Jim Perris was in hardly better condition.

I wanted you quickly, said Marianne, a little horrified. But I didnt ask you to kill your horses coming.

Kill em? said Perris, and he cast a sharp glance of disapproval at her. Not much! That hoss of mine is a pile fagged. I aim to get her that way. But shell be fit as a fiddle in the morning. I ride her till shes through and never a step more. I know the minute shes through working on muscle and starts working on her nerve, and when that time comes, I stop. Ive put up in the middle of nowheres to let her get back her wind. Kill her? Nope, lady, and the only reason Shortys hoss was so used up was because he plumb insisted on keeping up with us!

And Marianne nodded. Ordinarily such a speech would have drawn argument from her. Indeed, her own submissiveness startled her as she found herself gently inviting the fire eater to come into the house and learn in detail the work which lay before him.


CHAPTER XII

FROM THE HIP
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SHORTY RODE FOR the bunkhouse instead of the corrals and tumbling out of the saddle he staggered through the door. Inside, the cowpunchers sat about enjoying a before-dinner smoke and the coolness which the evening wash had brought to their wind-parched skins. Shorty reeled through the midst of them to his bunk and collapsed upon it.

Not a man stirred. Not an eye followed him. No matter what curiosity was burning in their vitals, etiquette demanded that they ask no questions. If in no other wise, the Indian has left his stamp on the country in the manners of the Western riders.

In the meantime, Shorty lay on his back with his arms flung out crosswise, his eyes closed, his breath expelled with a moan and drawn in with a rattle.

Slim! he called at length.

Slim raised his little freckled face which was supported by a neck of uncanny length, and he blinked unconcernedly at his bunkie. He and Shorty were inseparable companions.

Take the saddle off my horse and put er up, groaned Shorty. Im dead beat!

Maybe you been chasing Perris on foot, observed Lew Hervey. Direct questions were still not in order, but often a man could be taunted into speech.

Damn Perris and damn him black, retorted Shorty, opening his eyes with a snap and letting a glance blaze into space. Of all the leather-skinned, mule-muscled, wrong-headed gents I ever seen hes the outlastingest.

You sure got your vocabulary all warmed up, observed Little Joe, so-called because of two hundred pounds of iron-hard sinew and muscle. Slim was wandering towards the door to execute his mission, but he kept his head cocked towards his prostrated friend to learn as much as possible before he left. Which I disremember, went on Little Joe thoughtfully, of you ever putting so many words together without cussing. Perris must of give you some Bible study down to Glosterville.

It brought Shorty up on one bulging elbow and he glared at Little Joe.

Bible? snorted Shorty. His idea of a Bible is fifty-two cards and a joker. He does his praying with one foot on a footrail.

Hell sure fit in fine here, drawled Little Joe. What with a girl for our boss and a hired hoss-catcher, none of us being good enough to take the job, we-all will get a mighty fine rep around these parts. You done yourself proud bringing him up here, Shorty.

Laugh, damn you, said Shorty, heated to such a point that he half-forgot his exhaustion. You aint been through what I been through. You aint man enough to of lasted. The imputation sobered Little Joe and he shrugged his massive shoulders significantly. Shortys laugh was shrill with contempt. Oh, youre big enough, he sneered. But what does beef count agin a lightning flash? He grew reminiscent. I seen him bluff down the Wyoming Kid, yesterday.

A religious silence spread in the bunkhouse. The cowpunchers sat as stiff as though in Sunday store-clothes. Shorty took advantage of this favoring hush.

I find him sitting in at a game of poker and I give him the girls letter. He shakes it open saying: See that ten and raise you ten more. I look over his shoulder as he flips up his cards. Hes got a measly pair of deuces! Then he reads the letter and hands it back to me. Is it as bad as all that? he says. See that other five and raise you twenty. Youre too strong for me Red, says the gent that was bucking him — and lays down to that pair of deuces! I read the letter:

Dear Mr. Perris,

I know you dont like to hire out. But this is a job where you wont have a boss. The chestnut horse that nearly killed Manuel Cordova — Alcatraz — has come to my ranch and stolen half a dozen valuable mares. Will you come up and try to get rid of him for me? The job seems to be too big for my men. Name your own terms.

Cordially yours,

Marianne Jordan.

I hands him back the letter while he rakes in his winnings. I wouldnt go as far as she does about the men shes got, I says, but the hoss is sure a fast thinking, fast moving devil.

Well, says he, it sort of sounds good to me. Soon as this game busts up well start. Theys only four of us. Wont you take a hand?

Well, that game run on forty hours. Every time I got busted he staked me agin like a millionaire. But finally we was both flat.

All right, says he, I got a purse light enough for travel now. Lets start.

Without no sleep? says I.

Have it your own way, says he. Well have a snooze and then start.

We didnt have the price of another room. He took me up to his room and makes me take the bed while he curls up on the floor. The next minute hes snoring while I was still arguing about not wanting to take the bed.

Minute later I was asleep, but didnt seem my eyes were moren close when he gives me a shake.

Five oclock, says he, and time to start.

Wed gone to bed about twelve but I wasnt going to let him put anything over on me. He bums a breakfast off the hotel, stalls em on his bill, and then we hit the road, him singing every step of the way and me near dead for sleep. I got so mad I couldnt talk. That damn singing sure was riding my nerves. I tried to take it out on a squirrel that run across the road but I missed him.

Tell you what, partner, says Perris, for a quick shot, shooting from the hip is the only stuff.

Shooting from the hip at squirrels? says I. Ive read about that sort of stuff in a book, but it never was done out of print.

Just a matter of practice, says he.

Huh, says I, Im here to see and do my talking afterwards.

Just then another squirrel pops across the trail dodging like a yearling trying to get back to the herd. Quick as a wink out comes Reds gun. It just does a flip out of the holster and bang! The dust jumped right under the squirrels belly. Bang! goes the gat again and Mister Squirrels tail is chopped plumb in two and then he ducks down his hole by the side of the trail and we hear him squealing and chattering cusswords at us.

I never see such shooting in my life. But Perris puts up his gun and gets red as a girl when two gents ask her for the same dance.

Im plumb out of practice, he says. Anyways, I guess I been talking too much. Youll have to excuse me, Shorty!

And he meant it. He wasnt talking guff. Didnt seem possible anybody could shoot as fast and straight as that, but Perris was all cut up because hed missed and he didnt do no more singing for about half an hour. And I needed that time for a lot of thinking. Made up my mind that if anybody wanted to make trouble for Perris they could count me out of the party.

And he kept on singing, when he started again, all the way to the ranch and me wondering when I was going to go to sleep and fall off. I tried to make talk. Seen a queer looking fob he wore for his watch pocket. Asked him where he got it.

Tell you about it, he says. Comes from me being plumb peaceable. I remembered some of the things Id heard about Red Perris in Glosterville and didnt say nothing. I just swallowed hard and took a squint at a cloud. Four or five years back, he says, when they was more liquor and ambition floating around these parts, I was up in a little cross-roads saloon in Utah, near Gunterville. Saloon was pretty jammed with folks, all strangers to me. I wasnt packing a gun. Never do when Im in a crowd, if I can help it. Well, I got into a little game of stud, and things were running pretty easy for me when a big gent across the table that had been losing hard and drinking hard ups and says he allows I sure have the cards talking. It sort of riled me. I tell him pretty liberal what I think of him and all like him. I go back into the past and give him a nice little description all about his ancestors. I aim to wind up with an invite to step outside and have it out with fists, but he dont wait. Right in the middle of my sermon he outs with a gat and blazes away at me. The slug drills me in the thigh and I go down.

Well, this is the slug. And I been wearing it to remind me that I particular want to meet up with that same gent before he gets too old for a gunfight!

Here Shorty paused and sighed, shaking his bullet-head. And a deep murmur of appreciation passed around the room. Shorty sank back again on the bunk and turned his broad back on the crowd.

Dont nobody wake me for chuck, he warned them. Ive just finished cramming a month into four days and I got a night off coming.

Instantly his snoring began but it was some moments before anyone spoke.
Then it was Little Joe in his solemn bass voice.

Sounds man-sized, he declared. Wears a bullet for a watch-fob, busts hosses for fun, sleeps one day a week, and dont work under a boss. Hervey, youll have to put on kid gloves when you talk to that Perris, eh? Hey, where you going?

Hes going out to think it over! chuckled another. He needs air, and I dont blame him. Just as soon be foreman over a wildcat as over a gent like Perris. There goes the gong!


CHAPTER XIII

THE BARGAIN
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BUT IN SPITE of the dinner bell, Hervey made for the corrals instead of the house, roped and saddled the fastest pony in his string, jogged out to the eastern trail, and then sent his mount at a run into the evening haze. After a time he drew back to a more moderate gait, but still the narrow firs shot smoothly and swiftly past him for well over half an hour until the twilight settled into darkness and the treetops moved past the horseman against a sky alive with the brighter stars of the mountains. He reached the hills. The trail tangled into zigzag lines, tossing up and down, dodging here and there. And in one of these elbow turns, a team of horses loomed huge and black above him, and against the stars behind the hilltop it seemed as though the team were stepping out into the thin air. Behind them, Lew Hervey made out the low body of the buckboard and on the seat a squat, bunched figure with head dropped so low that the sombrero seemed to rest flat on the shoulders.

Hervey raised his hand with a shout of relief: Hey, Jordan!

The brakes crashed home, but the impetus of the downgrade bore the wagon to the bottom of the little slope before it came to a stop and Hervey was choked by the cloud of dust. He fanned a clear path for his voice.

Its me. Hervey. And he came close to the wagon.

Well, Lew? queried the uninterested voice of the master.

Hervey leaned a little from the saddle and peered anxiously at the big boss. He counted on creating a panic with his news. But a man past hope might very well be a man past fear. Hopeless Oliver Jordan certainly had been since his accident, hopeless and blind. That blindness had enabled Hervey to reap tidy sums out of his management of the ranch, and now that the coming of the sharp-eyed girl had cut off his sources of revenue he was ready to fight hard to put himself back in the saddle as unquestioned master of the Valley of the Eagles. But he could only work on Jordan through fear and what capacity for that emotion remained in the rancher. He struck at once.

Jordan, have you got a gun with you?

Gun? Nope. What do I need a gun for?

Take this, then. Its my old gat. You know it pretty near as well as I do.

A nerveless hand accepted the heavy weapon and allowed it to sink idly upon his knee.

How come? drawled Jordan, and the heart of Lew Hervey sank. This was certainly not the voice of a man liable to panic.

You and me got a bad time coming, Jordan, when we get to the ranch.
Hes there, and hes a devil for a fight!

Who?

Him! You remember that fight you got into in that saloon up in Wyoming? That night you and me was at the cross-roads saloon and you got off your feed with red-eye?

The figure on the seat of the buckboard grew taller.

Do I remember? Aye, and Ill never forget! The one downright bad thing Ive ever done, Hervey. It was the infernal red-eye that made me a crazy man. You should of let me go back and see how bad he was hurt, Lew!

Nope. I was right. Best thing a gent can do after hes dropped his man is to climb a hoss and feed it leather.

He didnt have a gun, groaned Jordan heavily. But I forgot it. The red-eye got to working on me. I was losing. It was the one rotten yaller thing I ever done, Lew!

I know. And now hes here. Hes Red Perris!

Red Perris! breathed Oliver Jordan. The man Marianne sent for? Why — why its like fate, her bringing him right to the ranch!

Hervey was discreetly silent.

But, cried Jordan suddenly, and there was a ghost of the old ring in his voice, I dropped him once by a crooked play and now Ill drop him fair and square, if hes here looking for trouble! I dont want your help, Lew. Mighty fine of you to offer it, but I aint plumb forgot how to shoot. I dont want help!

Hervey waited a moment for that heat of defiance to die away. Then he said with the quiet of certainty: No use, Jordan. No use at all. Shorty seen this gent do some shooting on the way up to the ranch. He pulled on a squirrel that dodged across the trail. First slug knocked dust into the squirrels belly-fur and the second chipped off his tail. Both of them slugs would have landed dead-center in a target as big as the body of a man!

He paused again. He could hear the heavy breathing of Oliver Jordan and the figure of the driver swayed a little back and forth in the seat as a man will do when his mind is swinging from one alternative to another.

He done that shooting from the hip, added Hervey, as though by afterthought.

There was a gasp from Jordan.

Good God, Lew! You dont mean that!

Thats what he done the shooting for — to show Shorty how to get off a quick shot. Shorty says he got his gun out and fired inside the time itd take a common gun-man to wink twice. And thats why you and me have got to face him together, chief. You know I aint particular yaller. But Id as soon tackle a machine gun with a pea-shooter as run into this Perris all by myself. Hes bad medicine, chief!

Two to one. Thatd be worsen murder, Lew. Neither you nor me could ever hold up a head around these parts again if the two of us jumped one gent.

I know it, said Hervey solemnly. But its better to be shamed than to be dead. Thats the way I figure. And I aint so sure that both of us together could win out.

There was another interval of silence, far more important than many words. Through the hush Hervey, with a beating heart, strove to peer into the mind of the rancher.

Ill go back and face him all by myself, said Jordan huskily. Ill let him rub out that old score. If he finishes me — well, what good am I in the world, anyway? No good, Lew. Im done for just as much as though somebody had plugged me with a gat. Let Perris finish the job. He added hastily: But these five years have changed me a lot. Maybe he wont know me.

You aint changed that much, Jordan. Look at Howlands. He hadnt seen you for eight years. He knew you right off.

Ay, growled Jordan. Thats true enough. But what makes you so sure that Perris is so hot after me. Aint there been time enough for him to cool down?

With the skill of a connoisseur, saving his choicest morsel for the end, Hervey had waited for the most favorable opportunity before striking home with his most convincing item.

You remember you drilled him in the leg, chief?

I remember everything. The whole damned affair has never been out of my head for a whole day. Ive gone over every detail of it a thousand times, Lew!

So has Perris, answered Lew Hervey solemnly. That slug of yours — when the doctor cut it out of his leg he had it fixed up and now he wears it for a fob sos he wont forget the gent that shot him down that night when he wasnt armed!

Most like thats why hes practiced so much with a gun, muttered
Jordan. Hes been getting ready for me.

Most like, said the gloomy Hervey, but his voice well-nigh trembled with gratification.

The head of Jordan bowed again, but this time, as Hervey shrewdly guessed, it was in thought, not in despair.

Why, chuckled Jordan at last, what we wasting all this fool time about? You just slip back to the ranch and fire Perris.

In the favoring dark, Hervey threw back his head and made a grimace of joy. Exactly as he had prefigured, this talk was going. Every card was being played into his hand as though his wishes were subconsciously entering and ruling the mind of the chief.

I cant do it, he answered firmly.

You cant? Aint you foreman?

No, said Hervey, and a trace of bitterness came into his voice. I
used to be. But you know as well as me that Im only a straw boss now.
Miss Marianne is running things, big and small. Besides, she picked up
Perris. And she wont let him go easy, I tell you!

What do you mean by that, Hervey?

I seen her face when she met him. I was standing outside the bunkhouse. And she sure was tolerable pleased to see him.

A tremendous oath burst from Jordan.

You mean shes sweet on this — this Perris? But he added: Why should that rile me? Maybe hes all right.

Hes one of them flashy dressers, said Lew Hervey. Silk shirts and swell bandannas and he wears shopmade boots and keep em all shined up. Besides, its dead easy for him to talk to a girl. Hes the kind that get on with em pretty well.

The innuendo brought a huge roar from Oliver Jordan.

By God, Lew, dyou think thats what it means? I thought she talked pretty strong about this Perris!

Maybe Ive said too much, said Hervey.

Not a word too much, said Jordan heartily, and reaching through the night he found the hand of Hervey and wrung it heartily. I know how square you are, Lew. I know how youve stood by me. Id stake my last dollar on you!

Hervey blessed again the mercy of the darkness which concealed the crimson that spread hotly over his face. There was enough truth in what the rancher said to make the untruths the more painful. Before the accident Hervey had, indeed, been all that anyone could ask in a manager. But when too much authority came into his hands owing to the crippling of his chief, the temptation proved too strong for resistance. It was all so easy. A few score of cows run off here and there were never noted, and his share in the profit was fifty-fifty. Indeed, as the hand of Jordan crushed over his own he came perilously near to making a clean breast of everything, but the memory of his fat and growing bank-account gagged the confession.

If thats the way things are standing, Jordan was saying, we got to get rid of this skunk Perris. Good-looking, as I remember him, and Marianne is so darned lonely on the ranch that she might begin to take him serious and — Hervey, Ill give you a written note. Thatll be authority. Ill give you a note to Marianne, telling her that Ive got to go across the mountains and that I want you to have the running of the place till I get back. I guess thatll give you a free hand, Lew! You fire that Perris, and when hes gone, send me word over to the hotel in Lawrence. Thats where Ill go.

Hervey appeared dubious with great skill.

Ill take the note, Jordan, he said, putting all the despair he could summon into his tone. But it sure goes hard — the idea of losing my place up here. Ive been in the Valley so long, you see, that its like a home to me.

And who the devil said anything about you leaving? Aint I just now about to give you a note to run the ranch while Im gone?

Sure you are. And Ill take it — and fire Perris. But when you come back — thats the end of me!

What?

You know how your daughter is. Shell plumb hate me when I come back with orders to run things. Shell think I asked for em.

Ill tell her different.

Were you ever able to convince her, once she made up her mind?

H-m-m, growled Jordan.

And shell never rest till things are so hot for me that I got to get out. Not that I grudge it, Jordan. Id give up more than this job for your sake. Only it sure makes me homesick to think about starting out at my time of life and riding herd for a strange outfit.

You ride for another outfit? said Jordan. And after youve worked this game on Perris for me? Ill tell you what, Lew, if you get Perris safe off the ranch you can stop worrying. Youre foreman for life! You have my word for it.

But suppose— protested Hervey faintly.

Suppose nothing. You have my word. Besides, Im tired of talking!

With well-acted diffidence, Lew held out the paper, which Oliver Jordan snatched and smoothed on his knee. Then Hervey rode closer, lighted a match, and held it so that the rancher could see to write.

Dear Marianne, scrawled the pencil, this is to let you know that I have to go on business to—

Better not tell her where, suggested Hervey. She might send after and ask a lot of bothersome questions. You know the way a woman is.

You sure got a fine head for business, Lew, nodded Jordan, and continued his note: to a town across the mountains and it may be a few days before I get back. I met Lew on the road, so Im letting him take this note back to you Another thing: Ive told Lew about several things I want done while Im gone. Easier than explaining them all to you, honey, he can do them himself and tell you later.

Affectionately,

As he scrawled the signature Hervey suggested softly: Suppose you put down at the bottom: This will serve as authority to Lew Hervey to act in my name while Im away.

Sure, nodded Jordan, as he scribbled the dictated words. Marianne is a stickler for form. Shell want something like that to convince her.

He shoved the paper into the trembling hand of Lew Hervey, and sighed with weariness.

Chief, muttered Hervey, finding that even in the darkness he could not look into the tired, pain-worn face of the rancher, I sure hope you never have no call to be sorry for this.

Sorry? I aint bothering about that. So long, Lew.

But Lew Hervey had suddenly lost his voice. He could only wave his adieu.


CHAPTER XIV

STRATEGY

[image: img107.jpg]

NEVER HAD RED Perris passed a night of such pleasant dreams. For never, indeed, had he been so exquisitely flattered as during the preceding evening when Marianne Jordan kept him after dinner in the ranchhouse while the other hired men, as was their custom, loitered to smoke their after-dinner cigarettes in the moist coolness of the patio. For the building was on the Spanish-Mexican style. The walls were heavy enough to defy the most biting cold of winter and the most searching sun in summer. And they marched in a wide circle around an interior court which was bordered with a clumsy arcade of dobe pillars. By daylight the defects in construction were rather too apparent. But at night the effect was imposing, almost grand.

But while the cowhands smoked in the patio, the noise of their laughter and their heavy voices penetrated no louder than the dim humming of bees to the ear of Red Jim Perris, sitting tête-à-tête with Marianne in an inner room. And he did not envy the sprawling freedom of those outside.

Pretty girls had come his way now and again during his wanderings north and south and east and west through the mountain deserts. But never before had he seen one in such a background. She had had the good taste to make the inside of the house well-nigh as Spanish as its exterior. There were cool, dim spaces in the big rooms; and here and there were bright spots of color. Her very costume for the evening showed the same discrimination. She wore drab riding clothes. But from her own garden she had chosen a scentless blossom of a kind which Red Perris had never seen before. The absent charm of perfume was turned into a deeper coloring, a crimson intense as fire in the darkness of her hair. That one touch of color, and no more, but it gave wonderful warmth to her eyes and to her smile.

And indeed she was not sparing in her smiles. Red Jim Perris pleased her, and she was not afraid to show it. To be sure, she talked of the business before them, but she talked of it only in scattered phrases. Other topics drew her away. A score of little side-issues carried her away. And Jim Perris was glad of the diversions.

For the only thing which he disliked in her, the only thing which repelled him time and again, was this eagerness of hers to have the chestnut stallion killed. She spoke of Alcatraz with a consuming hatred. And Perris was a little horrified. He knew that Alcatraz had stolen away the six mares, and Marianne explained briefly and eloquently how much the return of those mares meant to her self-respect and to the financial soundness of the ranch. But this, after all, was a small excuse for an ugly passion. If he could have known that with her own eyes she had seen the chestnut crush Cordova to shapelessness and almost to death, the mystery might have been cleared. But Marianne could not refer to that terrible memory. All she could say was that Alcatraz must be killed — at once! And she said it with her eyes on fire with detestation.

Indeed, that touch of angry passion in her was the flower of Hermes to Red Jim, keeping him from complete infatuation when she sang to him, playing her own lightly-touched accompaniment at the piano. He had never been entertained like this before. And when a girl sang a love ballad and at the same time looked at him with eyes at once serious and laughing, he had to set his teeth and shake himself to keep from taking the words of the poet too literally. Perhaps Marianne was going a little farther than she intended. But after all, every good woman has a tremendous desire to make men happy, and handsome Jim Perris with his straight, steady eyes and his free laughter was such a pleasant fellow to work with that Marianne quite forgot moderation.

And before the evening was over, Jim had come within a hairs breadth of plunging over the cliff and confessing his admiration in terms so outright that Marianne would have closed up her charming gaiety as a flower closes up its beauty and fragrance at the first warning chill of night. A dozen times Red Perris came to this alarming point, but he was always saved by remembering that this delightful girl had brought him here for the purpose of — killing a horse. And that memory chilled Jim to the very core of his manly heart.

Of course he knew that wild-running stallions who steal saddle stock must be cleared from a range, and by shooting if necessary. He would have received such an order from a man and never thought the less of him, but the command was too stern for the smiling lips of Marianne. To be sure, Perris was by no means a gentle rider. In fact, he rode so very hard that only fine horses could measure up to his demands, and who, since the world began, has ridden many fine horses without coming to love the entire race? Red Perris, at least, was such a man, and indeed he spent many an hour dreaming of some happy day when he should find beneath him a mount with speed like an eagle, soul of a lion, and the gentle, trusting heart of a child.

Finally, the evening ended. He left the house and the puzzled smile of Marianne behind him and went to the bunkhouse and a sleep of happy dreams. But every dream ended with the thought of a wild chestnut running into the circle of his rifles sights, leaping into the air at the report of his gun, and dropping inert on the grass. What wonder, then, that when he wakened he thought of Marianne Jordan with mixed emotions? Perhaps the really important point was that he thought of her so much, whether for good or evil.

He went in with the other men to breakfast in the long dining-room of the ranch house, and there was Marianne Jordan again presiding at the head of the table. But half of the glamour of the evening before was gone from her and she kept her eyes seriously lowered, frowning. In fact, she had much to think about, for late the preceding evening Lew Hervey had come to her and showed her the first note that her father had written. She was not alarmed by this sudden trip over the mountains. There had been so many vagaries in the actions of Oliver Jordan in the past few months that this unannounced drive to an undetermined destination was not particularly surprising. It was only the delegation of such authority to Hervey that astonished her.

She forgot even Red Jim Perris and the lost Coles horses in her abstraction, for whenever she looked down the table she saw nothing saving the erect, burly form of the foreman, swelling, so it seemed to her, with a newly acquired and aggressive importance. However, he had the written word of her father, and she had to set her teeth over her irritation and digest it as well as she could.

Hervey had presented reasonable excuses, to be sure. There was certain work of fence-repairing, certain construction of sheds which he had called to the attention of Oliver Jordan and which Jordan had commissioned him to overlook during his absence.

I told him they wasnt any use in writing out a note like this one,
Hervey had assured her, but you know how the chief is, these days.
Sort of set in his ways when he makes up his mind about anything.

And this was so entirely true that she was half-inclined to dismiss the whole matter from her mind. Oliver Jordan paid so little heed to the running of the ranch and when he did make a suggestion he was so peremptory about it, that this commission to Hervey was not altogether astonishing. Nevertheless, it kept her absent-minded throughout breakfast.

Red Perris was naturally somewhat offended by the blankness of her eye as she passed him over. She had been so extremely intimate and cordial the night before that this neglect was almost an insult. Perhaps she had only been playing a game — trying to amuse herself during a dull hour instead of truly wishing to please him. He grew childishly sulky at the thought. After all, there was a good deal of the spoiled child about Red Jim. He had had his way in the world so much that opposition or neglect threw him into a temper.

And he stamped out of the dining-room ahead of the rest of the men, his head down, his brows black. Lew Hervey, following with the other men, had noted everything. It behooved him to be on the watch during the time of trial and triumph and at breakfast he had observed Red Perris looking at the girl a dozen times with an anticipatory smile which changed straightway to glumness when her glance passed him carelessly by. And now Hervey communicated his opinions to the others on the way to the bunkhouse to get their things for the days riding.

Our new friend, the gun-fighter, he said, pointedly emphasizing the last phrase, aint none too happy this morning. Marianne give him a smile last night and he was waiting for another this morning. He sure looks cut up, eh?

The bowed head and rounded shoulders of Red Perris brought a chuckle from the cowpunchers. They were not at all kindly disposed towards him. Too much reputation is a bad thing for a man to have on his hands in the West. He is apt to be expected to live up to it every moment of his waking hours. Not a man in the Valley of the Eagles outfit but was waiting to see the newcomer make the first move towards bullying one of them. And such a move they were prepared to resent en masse. That Marianne might have made a good deal of a fool out of Perris, as Hervey suggested, pleased them immensely.

Maybe the ranch suits him pretty well, suggested Slim, ironically. Maybe he figures it might be worth his while to pick it up by marrying the old mans girl. Eh, Lew?

Lew Hervey shrugged his shoulders. He did not wish to directly accuse the gun-fighter of anything, for talk is easily traced to its source and the account of Shorty had filled the foreman with immense respect for the fighting qualities of Red Perris. However, he was equally determined to rouse a hostile sentiment towards him among the cowhands.

Well, said Lew, you cant blame a gent for playing for high stakes if hes going to gamble at all. I guess Red Perris is all right. A kid like him cant help being a little proud of himself.

Damn fat-head, growled Slim, less merciful, sat right next to me and didnt say two words all through breakfast. Aint going to waste no words on common cowpunchers, maybe.

So the first impression of Red Jim was created on the ranch, an impression which might be dispelled by the first real test of the man, or which in the absence of such a test might cling to him forever: Perris was a conceited gun-fighter, heart-breaker, and bully. The men who trooped into the bunkhouse behind him already hated him with a religious intensity; in ten minutes, they might have accepted him as a bunkie! For your true Western cowpuncher, when all is said and done, unites with Spartan stoicism a Spartan keenness of suspicion.

It was not hard for the foreman to see the trend of events. Something had roused an ugly mood in Perris. It might be, as he surmised, the girl. No matter what, he was obviously not in a mood to bear tampering with. Hervey determined to force the issue at once, knowing that his other men would be a solid unit behind him.

Hey there, Red! he called, cheerily enough, but brusquely, and then, bending over to fuss at a spur, he winked broadly at the other men. They were instantly keen for the baiting of Perris, whatever form it might take.

Well? said Red Perris.

Trot over to the corral and rope that Roman-nosed buckskin with the white stockings on her forelegs, will you? I got a few things to tend to in here.

Now there was nothing entirely unheard of in a foreman ordering one of his men to catch a saddle horse for him. But usually such things were done by request rather than demand, and moreover, there was something so breezy in the manner of Hervey, taking the compliance of Red so for granted, that the latter raised his head slowly and turned to the foreman with a gloomy eye. He had come to the ranch to hunt a wild horse, not to play valet to a foreman.

Partner, drawled Red Perris, and the silken smoothness of his tones was ample proof that he was enraged. I dont know the ways you folks have up here, but around the parts where Ive been, a gent thats big enough to ride is big enough to saddle his own hoss.

The reply of Lew Hervey was just sharp enough to goad the newcomer — just soft enough to stay on the windward side of an insult.

Ill tell you, he said quietly. Around the Valley of the Eagles, the boys do what the foreman asks em to do, most generally. And the foreman dont play favorites. Im waiting for that hoss, Perris.

Perris rolled a cigarette, and smiled as he looked at Hervey. It was a sickly smile, his lips being white and stiff. And in another, it might have been considered a sign of fear. In Red Perris everyone there knew it was simply the badge of a rising fury. They knew, by the same token, that he was as dangerous as he had been advertised. Men whom anger reddens are blinded by it; but those who turn pale never stop thinking. Meantime, Red Jim looked at Hervey and looked at the cowpunchers behind Hervey. It was not hard to see that in a pinch they would be solid behind their foreman. They watched him with a wolfish eagerness. Why they should be so instantly hostile he could not guess but he was enough of a traveller to be prepared for strange customs in strange places. There was only one important point: he would not saddle the buckskin. Moreover, at sight of their solid front and their aggressive sneers he grew fighting hot.

How gents come in these parts, he said with deliberate scorn, I dunno. And I dont care a damn. If they brush their foremans boots and saddle his hosses for him, they can go ahead and do it. But I come up here to catch a wild hoss that the gents in the Valley of the Eagles couldnt get. Thats my job, and nothing else.

The growl of his cowpunchers was sweetest music to the ear of Lew Hervey. He glanced at them as much as to say: You see what I got on my hands? Then he stepped forward and cleared his throat.

Youre young, kid, he declared. When you grow up youll know bettern to talk like this. But cowpunchers we aint going to make no trouble for you. But Ill tell you short, Perris, youll go out and rope that hoss or else roll your blankets and clear out. Understand? I was joking when I asked you to rope the hoss first. I wanted to see what sort were. Well, I see, and I dont like what I see.

Hervey, began Perris, trembling with his passion Hervey—

Wait a minute, said the foreman, I know your kind. You sign your name with bullets. You pay your way with lead. You bully a crowd by fingering a gun-butt. Well, son, that sort of thing dont go in the Valley of the Eagles. Lay a hand on that gun and Ill have the boys tie you in knots and roll you in a barrel of tar we got handy. Perris, get that hoss for me, or get out!

Red Perris sat down on the edge of his bunk. He made no move towards his revolver. Indeed, it lay almost arms length away. Almost — everyone noted that. He crossed his legs and his glance wandered slowly up and down the line of grim faces.

Partner, he said softly to Hervey, Im not going to get the hoss and Im not going to get out. The next move is up to you. Is it tar?

For a moment Hervey was dazed. No one could have foreseen such daredeviltry as this. At the same time, he was badly cornered. If his men rushed Red Perris, Red Perris would get his gun. And if Red Perris got his gun the first shot would be for Hervey.

Hold on, boys, he called suddenly, above the angry curses of his men, Im not going to risk one of you in getting this fool. Miss Jordan hired him. She can fire him if I cant. Which well find out pronto. Slim, go get her, will you?

Slim jumped through the door. They heard his footsteps fade away at a run. And then, after an interval of steady silence, his voice began in the distance, replying to sharp, hurried inquiries of Marianne. In another moment Marianne was in the bunkhouse. Her glance shot from Hervey to Perris and back again.

I knew youd be up to something like this! she cried. I knew it,
Lew Hervey!

Hervey made a gesture of surrender.

Ask the boys, he pleaded. Ask them if I didnt try to go easy with him. But hes all teeth. He wants to bite. And we aint going to put up with that sort of a gent here, I guess! Ive ordered him off the ranch. Does that go with you?

Oh, Jim Perris, cried the girl. Why have you let this happen!

Im sure sorry, said Perris. He disdained further explanation.

But, said Marianne, Ive got to have that terrible stallion killed.
And who can do it but Jim Perris, Mr. Hervey?

Gimme time, said Lew, and Ill do it.

She stamped her foot in anger.

How you wheedled the authority out of my father, I dont know, she said. But you have it and you can discharge him if you want. But hell hear another side to this when he returns, Mr. Hervey, I promise you that! She whirled on Red Jim. Mr. Perris, if Mr. Hervey allows you to stay, will you remain for — a week, say, and try to get rid of Alcatraz for me? Mr. Hervey, will you let me have Mr. Perris for one week?

There was more angry demand than appeal in her voice, but Hervey knew he must give way. After all, the way to carry this thing through was to use the high hand as little as possible. Oliver Jordan would certainly wait a week before he returned.

I sure want to be reasonable, Miss Jordan, he said. Im only acting in your fathers interests. Of course he can stay for a week.

She whirled away from him with a glance of angry suspicion which softened instantly as she faced Red Jim.

You will stay? she pleaded.

Sullen pride drew Jim one way; the bright, eager eyes drew him another.

As long as you want, he said gravely.


CHAPTER XV

THE KING
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IF MEN MAY to some degree be classed in categories of bird and beast, one like the eagle, another like the bear, some swinish, some elephantine, some boldly leonine, unquestionably Red Perris must be likened to the cat tribe. To some the comparison would have seemed most opportune, having seen him in restless action; but the same idea might have come to one who saw him lying prone on a certain hilltop in the western foothills of the Eagle mountains, unmoving hour by hour, his rifle shoved out before him among the dead grasses, his chin resting on the back of his folded hands, and always his attentive eyes roved from point to point over the landscape below him. A cat lies passive in this manner half a day, watching the gopher hole.

It was not the first or the second time he had spent the afternoon in this place. For nearly a week he had given the better part of every day to the vigil on this hilltop. All this for very good reasons. During ten days after his first coming to the ranch he tried the ordinary methods of hunting down wild horses, and with a carefully posted string of half a dozen horses, he twice attempted to run down the outlaw, but he had never come within more than the most distant and hazardous rifle range. To be sure he had fired some dozen shots during the pursuits but they had been random efforts at times when the red chestnut was flashing off in the distance, fairly walking away from the best mounts the hunter could procure. Having logically determined that it was not in the power of horse flesh burdened with the weight of a rider to come within striking distance of the stallion, Red Jim Perris passed from action to quiescence. If he could not outrun Alcatraz he would outwait him.

First he studied the habits of the new king of the Eagle Mountains, day by day following the trail. It was not hard to distinguish after he had once measured the mighty stride of Alcatraz in full gallop and he came to know to a hairs breath the distances which the chestnut stepped when he walked or trotted or loped or galloped or ran. More than that, he could tell by the print of the four hoofs, all of the same size, the same roundness — token so dear to the heart of a horseman! By such signs he identified old and new trails until he could guess the future by the past, until he could begin to read the character of the stallion. He knew, for instance, the insatiable curiosity with which the chestnut studied his wilderness and its inhabitants. He had seen the trail looping around the spot where the rattlers length had been coiled in the sand, or where a tentative hoof had opened the squirrels hole. On a night of brilliant moonshine, he had watched through his glass while Alcatraz galloped madly, tossing head and tail, and neighing at a low-swooping owl.

Great, foolish impulses came to Alcatraz; he might gather his mares about him and lead them for ten miles at a terrific pace and with a blind destination; he might leave them and scout far and wide, alone, always at dizzy speed. As the hunter stayed longer by his puzzling task, he began to wonder if this sprang from mere running instinct, or knowledge that he must keep himself in the pink of condition. Like a man, the preferences of Alcatraz were distinctly formed and well expressed. He disliked the middle day and during this period sought a combination of wind and shade. Only in the morning and in the evening he ranged for pasture or for pleasure. Impulse still guided him. Now and again he wandered to the eastern or the western mountains, then far into the hot heart of the desert, then, with incredible boldness, he doubled back to the well-watered lands of the Jordan ranch, leaped a fence, followed by the mares to whom he had taught the art of jumping, and fed fat under the very eye of his enemies.

The boldness of these proceedings taught Perris what he already knew, that the stallion knew man and hated as much as he dreaded his former masters. These excursions were temptings of Providence, games of hazard. Perris, gambler by instinct himself, understood and appreciated, at the same time that his anger at being so constantly outwitted, outdistanced, grew hot. Then there remained no kindness, only desire to make the kill. His dreams had come to turn on one picture — Alcatraz cantering in range of the waiting rifle!

That dream haunted even his walking moments as he lay here on the hilltop, wondering if he had not been mistaken in selecting this place of all the range. Yet he had chosen it with care as one of the points of passage for Alcatraz during the stallions wanderings to the four quarters of his domains and though since he took up his station here an imp of the perverse kept the stallion far away, the watcher remained on guard, baked and scorched by the midday sun, constantly surveying the lower hills nearby or sweeping more distant reaches with his glass. This day he felt the long vigil to be definitely a failure, for the sun was behind the western summits and the time of deepening shadows most unfavorable to marksmanship had come. He swung the glass for the last time to the south; it caught the glint of some moving creature.

He focused his attention, but the object disappeared. A full five minutes passed before it came out of the intervening valley but then, bursting over the hilltop, it swept enormous into the power of the glass — Alcatraz, and at full gallop!

There was no shadow of a doubt, for though it was the first time he had been able to watch the stallion at close hand he recognized the long and effortless swing of that gallop. Next he remembered those stories of the charmed life and the tales he had mocked at before now became possible truths. He caught up his gun to make sure, but when his left hand slipped under the barrel to the balance and the butt of the gun pulled into the hollow of his shoulder, he became of rocklike steadiness. Swinging the gun to the left he caught Alcatraz full in the readly circle of the sights and over his set teeth the lips curled in a smile; the trail had ended! The slightest movement of his finger would beckon the life out of that marauder, but as one who tastes the wine slowly, inhales its bouquet, places the vintage, even so Red Perris delayed to taste the fruition of his work. Pivoted on his left elbow, he swung the rifle with frictionless ease and kept the galloping stallion steadily in the center of the sight.

He smiled grimly now at those fables of the charmed life and drew a bead just over the heart. The chestnut was very near. Along the glorious slope of his shoulder Perris saw the long muscles playing with every stride, and what strides they were! He floated rather than galloped; his hoofs barely flicked the ground, and it seemed to Jim Perris a shameful thing to smash that mechanism. He did not love horses; he was raised in a land where they were too strictly articles of use. But even as a machine he saw in Alcatraz perfection.

Not the body, then. He would drive the bullet home into the brain, the cunning brain which had conceived and executed all the mischief the chestnut had worked. Along the shining neck, so imperiously arched, Perris swung the sights and rested his head, at last, just below the ears with the forelock blown back between them by the wind of running. Slowly his finger closed on the trigger. It seemed that in the silence Alcatraz had found a signal of danger for now he swung that imperious head about and looked full at Red Perris. By his own act he had changed the aim of the hunter to a yet more fatal target — the forehead.

The heart of Perris leaped even as it had stirred, more than once, when he had looked into the eyes of fighting men. Here was an equal pride, an equal fierceness looking forth at him. Then he remembered the six mares somewhere at the center of the guarding circle which Alcatraz now drew. What a dauntless courage was here in the brute mind which, knowing the power of man, dared to rob him, to defy him! Truly this was the king of horses meant for higher ends than to serve as target of a Winchester. Ay, he could make his owner a king among men. Mounted on the back of the chestnut no enemy could overtake him; from that winged speed none could escape. The back of Alcatraz might be a throne! He could end all that boundless strength by one pressure of his finger but was that indeed a true conquest? It was calling to his aid a trick, it was using an unfair advantage, it seemed to Perris; but suppose that he, the rider who had never yet failed in the saddle, were to sit on the stallion — there would be a battle for the Gods to witness!

It was madness, sheer madness; it was throwing away the labor of the patient days of waiting and working; but to Perris it seemed the only thing to do. He leaped to his feet and brandished the gleaming rifle.

Go it, boy! he shouted. Well meet again!

One snort from Alcatraz — then he changed to a red streak flashing down the hollow.

Before the stallion was out of sight, a cry rang down the wind. It was chopped off by the crack of a rifle, and Lew Hervey spurred from behind a neighboring hill and plunged after Alcatraz pumping shot on shot at the fugitive. In a frenzy Perris jerked his own gun to the shoulder and drew down on the pursuer, but the red anger cleared from his mind as he caught the burly shoulders of Hervey in the sights. He lowered the rifle with a grim feeling that he had never before been so close to a murder.

A moment later he began to chuckle behind his set teeth. No wonder they credited the chestnut with a charmed life. As he raced away gaining a yard at every leap, he swerved like a jackrabbit from side to side. Perhaps the deadly hum of bullets on many another chase had taught him this trick of dodging, but beyond all doubt when Hervey returned to the ranch that night he would have a tale of mystery. To preserve his self-respect as a good marksman, what else could he do?

In the meantime pursued and pursuer scurried out of sight beyond a hill; the gun barked far away and the echoes murmured lightly from the hollows. Then Perris turned his back and trudged homewards.


CHAPTER XVI

RED PERRIS: ADVOCATE
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HE DID NOT choose to live in the ranch because of Hervey and because it was too far removed from the scene of action. Instead, he selected a shack stumbling with age on the west slope of the Eagle Mountains. From his door many a time, with his glass, he picked out the shining form of Alcatraz and the mares in the distance; he had even been able to follow the maneuvers of the outlaw on several occasions when Hervey and his men pursued with relays of horses, and on the whole he felt that the site was such a position as a good general must prefer, being behind the lines but with a view which enabled him to survey the whole action. His quarters consisted of a single room while a shed leaned against the back wall with one space for a horse, the other portion of the shed being used as a mow for hay and grain.

It was the beginning of the long, still time of the mountain twilight when Red Perris climbed to the clearing in which the cabin stood. Ordinarily he would have set about preparing supper before the coming of the dark, but now he watered and saddled his cowpony, a durable little buckskin, and with a touch of the spurs sent him at a pitching gallop down the slope.

It was not a kindly thing to do but Red Perris was not a kindly man with horses and though he knew that it is hard on the shoulders of even a mustang to be ridden downhill rapidly, he kept on with unabated speed until he broke onto the well-established trail which led to the Jordan house. Then a second touch of the spurs brought the pony close to a full gallop. In fact, Perris was riding against time, for he guessed that Lew Hervey, after quitting the trail of Alcatraz, would veer straight towards the home place and there lay before Marianne an account of how the chosen hunter had allowed the stallion to slip through his hands. This, together with the fact that his week was up was enough to bring about his discharge, for he had seen sufficient of the girl to guess her fiery temper and he knew that she must have been harshly tried during the last weeks by his lack of success and by the continual sneers and mockery which the foreman and his followers had directed at the imported horse-catcher. Before sunset of that day he would have welcomed his discharge; now it loomed before him as the greatest of all possible catastrophes.

Soon he was swinging down an easy road with the tilled lands on one side, the pastures and broad ranges on the other, and even in the dim light he guessed the wealth which the estate was capable of producing. Even the deliberate mismanagement of Hervey was barely able to create a deficit and Perris grew hot when he thought of the foreman. His own dislikes found swift expression and were as swiftly forgotten; that a grown ranchman could nourish resentment towards a girl, and that because she was attempting to take charge of her own property, was well beyond his comprehension. For he had that quality which is common to all born leaders: he understood in what good and faithful service should consist; with this addition, that he was far more fitted to command than to be commanded.

It may be seen that there was a background of gloomy thought in his mind, yet from time to time he startled the mustang to a harder pace by a ringing burst of song. Remembering the windlike gallop of Alcatraz, it seemed to him that the buckskin was hardly keeping to a lope — as a matter of fact the cow pony was being ridden to the verge of exhaustion. So the songs of Perris kept the rhythm of the departed hoofs of wild Alcatraz and the shining form of the stallion wavered and danced in his mind.

The ranch building grew out of the dun evening and he smiled at the sight. The bank roll of Marianne had not been thick enough to enable her to do the reconstruction she desired, but at least she had been able to hire a corps of painters, so that the drab, weathered frame structures had been lifted into crimson and green roofs, white yellow, and flaming orange walls. A little color is a dangerous thing, Marianne had said, somewhat overwisely, but a great deal of it is pretty certain to be pleasing. So she had let her fancy run amuck, so to speak, and behind the merciful screen of trees there was now what Lew Hervey profanely termed: A whole damn rainbow gone plumb crazy. Even Marianne at times had her doubts, but from a distance and by dint of squinting, she was usually able to reduce the conglomerate to a tolerably harmonious whole. Its a promise of changes to come, she told herself. Its a milestone pointing towards new goals. But the milestone set Perris chuckling. Yonder a scarlet roof burned through the shadows above moonwhite walls — that was a winter-shed for cows. Straight before him were the hot orange sides of the house itself. He dismounted at the arched entrance and walked into the patio.

The first thing that Perris heard was the most provocative and sneering tone of the foreman, and cursing the slowness of the buckskin, he realized that he had been beaten to his goal. He paused in the shadow of the arch to take stock of his position. The squat arcade of dobe surrounding the patio was lighted vaguely by a single lantern at his left. It barely served to make the shadowy outlines of the house visible, the heavy arches, roughly sketched doorways, and hinted at the forms of the cowpunchers who were ranged under the far arcade for their after-dinner smoke, all eagerly listening to the dialogue between the mistress and the foreman. When a breath of wind made the flame jump in the lantern chimney a row of grinning faces stood out from the shadow.

Marianne sat in a deep chair which made her appear girlishly slight. The glow of the reading lamp on the table beside her fell on her hair, cast a highlight on her cheek, and showed her hand lying on the open book in her lap, palm up. There was something about that hand which spoke to Perris of helpless surrender, something more in the gloomy eyes which looked up to the foreman where he leaned against a pillar. The voice drawled calmly to an end: And thats what he is, this gent you got to finish what me and the rest started. Here he is to tell you that Ive spoke the truth.

With the uncanny Western keenness of vision, Hervey had caught sight of the approaching Perris from the corner of his eye. He turned now and welcomed the hunter with a wave of his hand. Marianne drew herself up with her hands clasped together in her lap and though in this new attitude her face was in complete shadow, Perris felt her eyes burning out at him. His dismissal was at hand, he knew, and then the carelessly defiant speech which was forming in his throat died away. Sick at heart, he realized that he must cringe under the hand which was about to strike and be humble under the very eye of Hervey. He was no longer free and the chain which held him was the conviction that he could never be happy until he had met and conquered wild Alcatraz, that he was as incomplete as a holster without a gun or a saddle without stirrups until the speed and the great heart of the stallion were his to control and command.

Ive heard everything from Lew Hervey, said the girl, in that low strained voice which a woman uses when her self-control is barely as great as her anger, and I suppose I dont need to say that after these days of waiting, Mr. Perris, Im disappointed. I shall need you no longer. You are free to go without giving notice. The experiment has been — unfortunate.

He felt that she had searched as carefully as her passion permitted to find a word that would sting him. The hot retort leaped to his lips but he closed his teeth tight over it. A vision of Alcatraz with the wind in tail and mane galloped back across his memory and staring bitterly down at the girl he reflected that it was she who had brought him face to face with the temptation of the outlaw horse.

Then he found that he was saying stupidly: Im sure sorry, Miss
Jordan. But I guess being sorry dont help much.

None at all. And — we wont talk any longer about it, if you please.
The thing is done; another failure. Mr. Hervey will give you your pay.
You can do the rest of your talking to him.

She lowered her head; she opened the book; she adjusted it carefully to the light streaming over her shoulder; she even summoned a faint smile of interest as though her thoughts were a thousand miles from this petty annoyance and back in the theme of the story. Perris, blind with rage, barely saw the details, barely heard the many-throated chuckle from the watchers across the patio. Never in his life had he so hungered to answer scorn with scorn but his hands were tied. Alcatraz he must have as truly as a starved man must have food; and to win Alcatraz he must live on the Jordan ranch. He could not speak, or even think, for that maddening laughter was growing behind him; then he saw the hand of Marianne, as she turned a page, tremble slightly. At that his voice came to him.

Lady, I cant talk to Hervey.

She answered without looking up, and he hated her for it.

Are you ashamed to face him?

Im afraid to face him.

That, indeed, brought her head up and let him see all of her rage translated into cruel scorn.

Really afraid? I dont suppose I should be surprised.

He accepted that badgering as martyrs accept the anguish of fire.

Im afraid that if I turn around and see him, Miss Jordan, I aint going to stop at words.

The foreman acted before she could speak. The laughter across the patio had stopped at Perris speech; plainly Hervey must not remain quiescent. He dropped his big hand on the shoulder of Perris.

Look here, bucco, he growled, Youre tolerable much of a kid to use man-sized talk. Turn around.

He even drew Perris slightly towards him, but the latter persisted facing the girl even though his words were for the foreman. She was growing truly frightened.

Tell Hervey to take his hand off me, said the horse-breaker. Hes old enough to know better!

If his words needed amplification it could be found in the wolfish malevolence of his lean face or in the tremor which shook him; the thin space of a thought divided him from action. Marianne sprang from her chair. She knew enough of Hervey to understand that he could not swallow this insult in the presence of his cowpunchers. She knew also by the sudden compression of his lips and the white line about them that her foreman felt himself to be no match for this tigerish fighter. She thrust between them. Even in her excitement she noticed that Herveys hand came readily from the shoulder of Perris. The older man stepped back with his hand on his gun, but in a burst of pitying comprehension she knew that it was the courage of hopelessness. She swung about on Perris, all her control gone, and the bitterness of a thousand aggravations and all her failures on the ranch poured out in words.

I know your kind and despise it. You practice with your guns getting ready for your murders which you call fair fights. Fair fights! As well race a thoroughbred against a cowpony! You wrong a man and then bully him. Thats Western fair play! But I swear to you, Mr. Perris, that if you so much as touch your weapon Ill have my men run you down and whip you out of the mountains!

Her outbreak gave him, singularly, a more even poise. There was never a fighter who was not a nervous man; there was never a fighter who in a crisis was not suddenly calm.

Lady, he answered, you think you know the West, but you dont. If me and Hervey fell out there wouldnt be a man yonder across the patio thatd lift a hand till the fight was done. That aint the Western way.

He had spoken much more than he was assured of. He had even sensed, behind him, the rising of the cowpunchers as the girl talked but at this appeal to their spirit of fair-play they settled down again.

He went on, speaking so that every man in the patio could hear: If I won, they might tackle me one by one and wed have it out till a better man beat me fair and square. But mobs dont jump one man, lady — not around these parts unless hes stole a hoss!

I dont ask no help, said Lew Hervey, but his voice was husky and uneven. Ill stand my ground with any man, gun-fighter or not!

Please be quiet and let me handle this affair, said the girl. As a matter of fact, its ended. If you wont take the money from Mr. Hervey, Ill pay it to you myself. How much?

Nothing, said Red Perris.

Are you going to give me an example of wounded virtue? cried
Marianne, white with contempt.

He was as pale as she, and taking off his hat he began to dent and re-dent its four sides. The girl, looking at that red shock of hair and the lowered eyes, guessed for the first time that he was suffering an agony of humiliation. Half of her anger instantly vanished and remembering her passion of the moment before, she began to wonder what she had said. In the meantime, shrugging his shoulders with a forced indifference, Hervey crossed the patio and she was aware that he was received in silence — no murmurs of congratulation for the manner in which he had borne himself during the interview.

I got to ask you to gimme about two minutes of listening, Miss
Jordan. Will you do it?

At least I wont stop you. Say what you please, Mr. Perris.

She wished heartily that she could have spoken with a little show of relenting but she had committed herself to coldness. In her soul of souls she wanted to bid him take a chair and tell her frankly all about it, assure him that after a moment of blind anger she had never doubted his straightforward desire to serve her. He began to speak.

Its this way. I come out here to shoot a hoss, and Ive worked tolerable hard to get in rifle range. I guess Hervey has been saying that Ive got into shooting distance a dozen times but it aint true. He happened to be sneaking about to-day, and he saw Alcatraz come close by me for the first time.

He paused. Ill give you my word on that.

You dont need to said the girl, impetuously.

His eyes flashed up at her, at that, and he stood suddenly straight as though she had given him the right to stop cringing and talk like a man. What on earth, she wondered, could have forced the man to such humility? It made her shrink as one might on seeing an eagle cower before a wren. As for Perris, his resentment was in no wise abated by her friendliness. She had given him some moments of torture and the memory of that abasement would haunt him many a day. He mutely vowed that she should pay for it, and went on: I sure wanted to sing when I caught Alcatraz in the sights. I pulled a bead on him just behind the shoulder but I could see the muscles along his shoulders working and it was a pretty sight, Miss Jordan.

She nodded, frowning in the intentness with which she followed him. She had thought of him as one with the careless, mischievous soul of a child but now, in quick, deep glances, she reached to profounder things.

I held the bead, he kept repeating, his glance going blankly past her as he struggled to find words for the strange experience, but then I saw his ribs going in and out. He was big where the cinches would run, you see, and I began to understand where he got that wind of his that never gives out. Besides, I somehow got to thinking about his heart under the ribs, lady, and I figured it kind of low to stop all the life in him with a bullet. So I swung my bead up along his neck — hes got a long neck and that means a long stride — till I came plump on his head, and just then he swung his head and gave me a look.

He breathed deeply, and then: It was like jumping into cold water all of a sudden. I felt hollow inside. And then all at once I knew theyd never been a hoss like him in the mountains. I knew he was an outlaw. I knew he was plumb bad. But I knew he was a king, lady, and I couldnt no more shoot him that I could lie behind a bush and shoot a man. He was suddenly on fire.

Looked to me like he was my hoss. Like hed been planned for me. I wanted him terrible bad, the way you want things when youre a kid — the way you want Christmas the day before, when it dont seem like you could wait for tomorrow.

But — hes a man-killer, Mr. Perris. Ive seen it!

His hand went out to her and she listened in utter amazement while he pleaded with all his heart in his voice.

Lemme have a chance to make him my hoss, murders or not! Lemme stay here on the ranch and work, because theys no other good place for hunting him. I know you want them mares, but some day Ill get my rope on him and then I swear Ill break him or hell break me. Ill break him, ride him to death, or hell pitch me off and finish me liked he finished Cordova. But I know I can handle him. I sure feel it inside of me, lady! Pay? I dont want pay! Ill work for nothing. If I had a stake, Id give it to you for a chance to keep on trying for him. I know Im asking a pile. You want the mares and you can get them the minute Alcatraz is dropped with a bullet, — but I tell you straight, hes worth all of em — all six and more!

A light came over his face. Miss Jordan, lemme stay on and try my luck and if I get him and break him, Ill turn him over to you. And I tell you: hes the wind on four feet.

Youll do all this and then give him to me when hes gentled and broken — if that can be done? Then why do you want him?

I want to show him that hes got a master. Hes played with me and plumb fooled me all these weeks. I want to get on him and show him hes beat. His fierce joy in the thought was contagious. I want to make him turn when I pull on the reins. Ill have him start when I want to start and stop when I want to stop. Ill make him glad when I talk soft to him and shake when I talk hard. Hes made a fool of me; Ill make a fool and a show of him. Lady, will you say yes?

He had swept her off her feet and with a mind full of a riot of imaginings — the frantic stallion, the clinging rider, the struggle for superiority — she breathed: Yes, yes! A thousand times yes — and good luck, Mr. Perris.

He tossed his arms above his head and cried out joyously.

Lady, its moren ten years of life to me!

But wait! she said, suddenly aware of Hervey, lingering in the background. I havent the power to let you stay. Its Mr. Hervey who has authority while my father is away.

The lips of Red Jim twitched to a sneering malevolence mingled with gloom.

Its up to him? he echoed. Then I might of spared myself all of this talk.

It would all be over in a moment. The foreman would utter the refusal.
Red Perris would be in his saddle and bound towards the mountains.
And that thought gave Marianne sudden insight into the fact that the
Valley of the Eagles would be a drear, lonely place without Red Jim.

You dont know Mr. Hervey, she broke in before the foreman could speak for himself. Hell bear no malice to you. Hes forgotten that squabble over—

Sure I have, said Lew Hervey. Ive forgotten all about it. But the way I figure, Miss Jordan, is that Perris is like a chunk of dynamite on the ranch. Any day one of the boys may run into him and therell be a killing. Theyre red-hot against him. They might start for him in a gang one of these days, for all I know. For his own sake, Perris had better leave the Valley.

He had advanced his argument cunningly enough and by the way Mariannes eyes grew large and her color changed, he knew that he had made his point.

Would they do that? she gasped. Have we such men?

I dunno, said Lew. He sure rode em hard that morning.

Then go, cried Marianne, turning eagerly to Red Jim. For heavens sake, go at once! Forget Alcatraz — forget the mares — but start at once, Mr. Perris!

Even a blind man might have guessed many things from the tremor of her voice. Lew Hervey saw enough to make his eyes contract to the brightness of a ferrets as he glanced from the girl to handsome Jim Perris. But the red-headed adventurer was quite blind, quite deaf. No matter how the thing had been done, he knew that the girl and the foreman were now both combined to drive him from the ranch, from Alcatraz. For a moment of blind anger he wanted to crush, kill, destroy. Then he turned on his heel and strode towards the arch which led into the patio.

Mind you! called Lew Hervey in warning. Its on your own head,
Perris. If you dont leave, Ill throw you off!

Red Jim flashed about under the shade of the arch.

Come get me, and be damned, he said.

And then he was gone. The cowpunchers, furious at this open defiance of them all, boiled out into the patio, growling.

You see? said Hervey to the girl. He wont be satisfied till theres a killing!

Keep them back! she pleaded. Dont let them go, Mr. Hervey. Dont let them follow him!

One sharp, short order from Hervey stopped the foremost as they ran for the entrance. In fact, not one of them was peculiarly keen to follow such a trail as this in the darkness. Breathless silence fell over the patio, and then they heard the departing beat of the hoofs of Reds horse. And the shock of every footfall struck home in the heart of Marianne and filled her with a great loneliness and terror. And then the noise of the gallop died away in the far-off night.


CHAPTER XVII

INVISIBLE DANGER
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ALCATRAZ, CRESTING THE hill, warned the mares with a snort. One by one the bays brought up their beautiful heads to attention but the grey, as was her custom in moments of crisis or indecision, trotted forward to the side of the leader and glanced over the rolling lands below. Her decision was instant and decisive. She shook her head and turning to the side, she started down the left slope at a trot. Alcatraz called her back with another snort. He knew, as well as she did, the meaning of that faint odor on the east wind: it was man, unmistakably the great enemy; but during five days that scent had hung steadily here and yet, over all the miles which he could survey there was no sign of a man nor any places where man could be concealed. There was not a tree; there was not a fallen log; there was not a stump; there was not a rock of such respectable dimensions that even a rabbit would dare to seek shelter behind it. Still, mysteriously, the scent of man was there.

Alcatraz stamped with impatience and when the grey whinnied he merely shook his head angrily in answer. It irritated him to have her always right, always cautious, and besides he felt somewhat shamed by the necessity of using her as a court of last appeal. To be sure, he was a keener judge of the sights and scents of the mountain desert than any of the half-bred mares but though he lived to fifty years he would never approach the stored wisdom, the uncanny acuteness of eye, ear, and nostril of the wild grey. Her view-point seemed, at times, that of the high-sailing buzzards, for she guessed, miles and miles away, what water-holes were dry and what tanks brimmed with water; what trails were broken by landslides since they had last been travelled and where new trails might be found or made; when it was wise to seek shelter because a sand-storm was brewing; where the grass grew thickest and most succulent on far-off hillsides; and so on and on the treasury of her knowledge could be delved in inexhaustibly.

On only one point did he feel that his cleverness might rival hers and that point was the most important of all — man the Great Destroyer. She knew him only from a distance whereas had not Alcatraz breathed that dreaded scent close at hand? Had he not on one unforgetable occasion felt the soft flesh turn to pulp beneath his stamping feet, and heard the breaking of bones? His nostrils distended at the memory and again he searched the lowlands.

No, there was not a shadow of a place where man might be concealed and that scent could be nothing but a snare and an illusion. To be sure there were other ways hardly less convenient to the waterhole, but why should he be turned from the easiest way day after day because of this unbodied warning? He started down the slope.

It brought the grey after him, neighing wildly, but though she circled around him at full speed time after time, he would not pause, and when she attempted to block him he raised his head and pushed her away with the resistless urge of breast and shoulders. At that she attempted no more forceful persuasion but fell in behind him, still pausing from time to time to send her mournfully persuasive whinny after the obdurate leader until even the bays, usually so blindly docile, grew alarmed and fell back to a huddled grouping half way between Alcatraz and the trailing grey. It touched his pride sharply, this division of their trust. Twice he slackened his lope and called to them to hasten and when they responded with only a faint-hearted trot he was forced to mask his impatience. Coming to a walk he cropped imaginary grasses from time to time and so induced the others to draw nearer.

It was slow work going down the hollow in this way, and hot work, too, but though he often glanced up yearningly towards the wooded hills beyond, he kept to his pretense of carelessness and so managed to hold the mares in a close-bunched group behind him. In the meantime the scent grew stronger, closer to the ground on that east wind. Time and again he raised his head and stared earnestly, but it was impossible for any living creature to stalk within hundreds of yards of him without being seen — whereas that scent spoke of one almost within leaping distance. Once it seemed to his excited imagination — as he lowered his head to sniff at a tuft of dead grasses — that he heard the sound of human breathing.

He snorted the foolish thought into nothingness and after a glance back to make sure that his companions followed, he resolutely stepped out into the very heart of the man-scent. So closely was that phantom located by the sense of smell that it seemed to Alcatraz he could see the exact spot on the hillside behind a small rock where the ghost must lie. Yet he disdained to flee from empty air and for all his beating heart he raised his head and walked sedately on. The danger spot was drifting past on his left when a squeal of fear from the wild grey far in the rear made Alcatraz leap sidewise with catlike suddenness.

Growing by magic from the sand behind the little rock the head and shoulders of a man appeared, his shadow pouring down the sun-whitened slope. In his hand he swung a rapidly lengthening loop of rope and as his arm went back it knocked off the fellows hat and exposed a shock of red hair. So much Alcatraz saw while the paralysis of fear locked every joint for the tenth part of a second, and deeply as he dreaded the apparition itself he dreaded more the whipping circle of rope. For had he not seen the dead thing become alive and snakelike in the skilled hand of Manuel Cordova? The freezing terror relaxed; the sand crunched away under the drive of his rear hoofs as he flung himself forward — with firm footing to aid he would have slid from beneath the flying danger, but as it was he heard the live rope whisper in the air above his head.

He landed on stiff legs, checked his forward impetus and flung sidewise. On solid footing he would have dodged successfully; as it was the noose barely clipped past his ear.

As the rope touched his neck, it seemed to Alcatraz that every wound dealt him by the hand of man was suddenly aching and bleeding again, the skin along his flanks quivered where the spurs of Cordova had driven home time and again, and on shoulders and belly and hips there were burning stripes where the quirt had raised its wale. Most horrible of all, in his mouth came the taste of iron and his own blood where the Spanish bit had wrenched his jaws apart. Out of the old days he might have remembered the first and bitterest lesson — that it is folly to pull against a rope — but now he saw nothing save the fleeing forms of the seven mares and his own freedom vanishing with them. In his mid-leap the lariat hummed taut, sank in a burning circle into the flesh at the base of his neck, and he was flung to the ground. No mans power could have stopped him so short; the cunning enemy had turned a half-hitch around the top of that deep-rooted rock.

He landed, not inert, but shocked out of hysteria into all his old cunning — that wily savagery which had kept Cordova in fear, ten-fold more terrible since the free life had clothed him with his full strength. The very impetus of his fall he used to help him whirl to his feet, and as he rose he knew what he must do. To struggle against the tools of man was always madness and brought only pain as a result; like a good general he determined to end the battle by getting at the root of the enemys fire, and wheeling on his hind legs he charged Red Perris.

The first leap revealed the mystery of the mans appearance. Behind this rock, which was barely sufficient shelter for his head, he had excavated a pit sufficient to shelter his crouching body and the sand which he removed for this purpose had been spread evenly over the slope so that no suspicion might be created in the most watchful eye. He had sprung from his concealment and was now working to loosen the half-hitch from the rock. As the knot came free Alcatraz was turning and now Perris faced the charge with the rope caught in his hand. What could he do? There was only one thing, and the stallion saw the heavy revolver bared and levelled at him, a flickering bit of metal. He knew well what it meant but there was no hope save to rush on; another stride and he would be on that frail creature, tearing with his teeth and crushing with his hoofs. And then a miracle happened. The revolver was flung aside, a gleaming arc and a splash of sand where it struck; Red Perris preferred to risk his life rather than end the battle before it was well begun with a bullet. He crouched over the rope as though he had braced himself to meet the shock of the charging stallion. But that was not his purpose. As the stallion rushed on him he darted to one side and the fore hoof with which Alcatraz struck merely slashed his shirt down the back.

A feint had saved him, but Alcatraz was no bull to charge blindly twice. He checked himself so abruptly that he knocked up a shower of sand, and he turned savagely out of that dust-cloud to end the struggle. Yet this small, mad creature stood his ground, showed no inclination to flee. With the rope he was doing strange things, making it spin in swift spirals, close to the ground. Let him do what he would, his days were ended. Alcatraz bared his teeth, laid back his ears, and lunged again. Another miracle! As his forefeet struck the ground in the midst of one of those wide circles of rope, the red-headed man lunged back, the circle jumped like a living thing and coiled itself around both forefeet, between fetlock and hoof. When he attempted the next leap his front legs crumbled beneath him. At the very feet of Red Perris he plunged into the sand.

Once more he whirled to regain his lost footing, but as he turned on his back the rope twisted and whispered above him; the off hind leg was noosed, and then the near one — Alcatraz lay on his side straining and snorting but utterly helpless.

Of a sudden he ceased all struggle. About neck and all four hoofs was the burning grip of the rope, so bitterly familiar, and man had once again enslaved him. Alcatraz relaxed. Presently there would come a swift volley of curses, then the whir and cut of the whip — no, for a great occasion such as this the man would choose a large and durable club and beat him across the ribs. Why not? Even as he had served Cordova this man of the flaming hair would now serve him. He was very like Cordova in one thing. He did not hurry, but first picked up his revolver and replaced it in its holster, having blown the sand from the mechanism as well as he could. Then he put on his fallen hat and stood back with his hands dropped on his hips and eyed the captive. For the first time he spoke, and Alcatraz shuddered at the sound of a voice well-nigh as smooth as that of Cordova, with the same well-known ring of fierce exultation.

God Amighty, God Amighty! They cant be no hoss like this! Jim, youre dreaming. Rub your fool eyes and wake up!

He began to walk in a circle about his victim, and Alcatraz shuddered when the conqueror came behind him. That had been Cordovas way — to come to a place where he could not be seen and then strike cruelly and by surprise. To his unspeakable astonishment, Perris presently leaned over him — and then deliberately sat down on the shoulder of the chestnut. Two thoughts flashed through the mind of the stallion; he might heave himself over by a convulsive effort and attempt to crush this insolent devil; or he might jerk his head around and catch Perris with his teeth. A third and better thought, however, immediately followed — that bound as he was he would have little chance to reach this elusive will-o-the-wisp. He could not repress a quiver of horror and anger, but beyond that he did not stir.

Other liberties were being taken; Cordova in his maddest moments would not have dared so much. Down the long muscles of his shoulder and upper foreleg went curious and gently prying finger-tips, and where they passed a tingling sensation followed, not altogether unpleasant. Again beginning on his neck the hand trailed down beneath his mane and at the same time the voice was murmuring: Oh beauty! Oh beauty!

The heart of Alcatraz swelled. He had felt his first caress.


CHAPTER XVIII

VICTORY
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NOT THAT HE recognized it as such but the touch was a pleasure and the quiet voice passed into his mind with a mild and soothing influence that made the wide freedom of the mountain-desert seem a worthless thing. The companionship of the mares was a bodiless nothing compared with the hope of feeling that hand again, hearing that voice, and knowing that all troubles, all worries were ended for ever. Like the stout Odysseus of many devices Alcatraz scorned the ways of the lotus eaters; for well he knew how Cordova had often lured him to perfect trust with the magic of mans voice, only to waken him from the dream of peace with the sting of a blacksnake. This red-headed man, so soft of hand, so pleasant of voice, was for those very reasons the more to be suspected. The chestnut bided his time; presently the torment would begin.

The calm voice was proceeding: Old sport, you and me are going to stage a sure enough scrap right here and now. Speaking personal, Id like to take off the rope and go at you man to man with no saddle to help me out. But if I did that I wouldnt have a ghost of a show. Ill saddle you, right enough, but Ill ride you without spurs, and Ill put a straight bit in your mouth — damn the Mexican soul of Cordova, I see where hes sawed your mouth pretty near in two with his Spanish contraptions! Without a quirt or spurs or a curb to choke you down, you and mell put on a square fight, so help me God! Because I think I can beat you, old hoss. Here goes!

The stallion listened to the soothing murmur, listened and waited, and sure enough he had not long to stay in expectation. For Perris went to the hole behind the rock and presently returned carrying that flapping, creaking instrument of torture — a saddle.

To all that followed — the blind-folding, the bridling, the jerk which urged him to his feet, the saddling, — Alcatraz submitted with the most perfect docility. He understood now that he was to have a chance to fight for his liberty on terms of equality and his confidence grew. In the old days that consummate horseman, Manuel Cordova, had only been able to keep his seat by underfeeding Alcatraz to the point of exhaustion but now, from withers to fetlock joint, the chestnut was conscious of a mighty harmony of muscles and reserves of energy. The wiles which he had learned in many a struggle with the Mexican were not forgotten and the tricks which had so often nearly unseated the old master could now be executed with threefold energy. In the meantime he waited quietly, assuming an air of the most perfect meekness, with the toe of one hind foot pointed so that he sagged wearily on that side, and with his head lowered in all the appearance of mild subjection.

The cinches bit deep into his flesh. He tasted that horror of iron in his mouth, with this great distinction: that whereas the bits of Manuel Cordova had been heavy instruments of torture this was a light thing, smooth and straight and without the wheel of spikes. The crisis was coming. He felt the weight of the rider fall on the left stirrup, the reins were gathered, then Perris swung lightly into the saddle and leaning, snatched the blindfold from the eyes of the stallion.

One instant Alcatraz waited for the sting of the spurs, the resounding crack of the heavy quirt, the voice of the rider raised in curses; but all was silence. The very feel of the man in the saddle was different, not so much in poundage as in a certain exquisite balance which he maintained but the pause lasted no longer than a second after the welcome daylight flashed on the eyes of Alcatraz. Fear was a spur to him, fear of the unknown. He would have veritably welcomed the brutalities of Cordova simply because they were familiar — but this silent and clinging burden? He flung himself high in the air, snapped up his back, shook himself in mid-leap, and landed with every leg stiff. But a violence which would have hurled another man to the ground left Perris laughing. And were beasts understood, that laughter was a shameful mockery!

Alcatraz thrust out his head. In vain Perris tugged at the reins. The lack of curb gave him no pry on the jaw of the chestnut and sheer strength against strength he was a child on a giant. The strips of leather burned through his fingers and the first great point of the battle was decided in favor of the horse: he had the bit in his teeth. It was a vital advantage for, as every one knows who has struggled with a pitching horse, it cannot buck with abandon while its chin is tucked back against its breast; only when the head is stretched out and the nose close to the ground can a bucking horse double back and forth to the full of his agility, twisting and turning and snapping as an educated bucker knows how.

And Alcatraz knew, none so well! The deep exclamation of dismay from the rider was sweetest music to his malicious ears, and, in sheer joy of action, he rushed down the hollow at full speed, bucking straight and with never a trick attempted, but when the first ecstasy cleared from his brain he found that Perris was still with him, riding light as a creature of mist rather than a solid mass of bone and muscle — in place of jerking and straining and wrenching, in place of plying the quirt or clinging with the tearing spurs, he was riding straight up and obeying every rule of that unwritten code which prescribes the manner in which a gentleman cowpuncher shall combat with his horse for superiority. Again that thrill of terror of the unknown passed through the stallion; could this apparently weaponless enemy cling to him in spite of his best efforts? He would see, and that very shortly. Without going through the intermediate stages by which the usual educated bronco rises to a climax of his efforts, Alcatraz began at once that most dreaded of all forms of bucking — sun-fishing. The wooded hills were close now and the ground beneath him was firm underfoot assuring him full use of all his agility and strength. His motion was like that of a breaking comber. First he hurled himself into the air, then pitched sharply down and landed on one stiffened foreleg — the jar being followed by the deadly whiplash snap to the side as he slumped over. Then again driven into the air by the impulse of those powerful hind legs, he landed on the alternate foreleg and snapped his rider in the opposite direction — a blow on the base of the brain and another immediately following on the side.

Underfed mustangs have killed men by this maneuver, repeated without end. Alcatraz was no starveling mongrel, but to the fierceness of a wild horse and the tireless durability of a mustang he united the subtlety which he had gained in his long battle with the Mexican and above all this, his was the pride of one who had already conquered man. His fierce assault began to produce results.

He saw Red Perris sway drunkenly at every shock; his head seemed to swing on a pivot from side to side under that fearful jolting — his mouth was ajar, his eyes staring, a fearful mask of a face; yet he clung in place. When he was stunned, instinct still kept his feet in the stirrups and taught him to give lightly to every jar. He fought hard but in time even Red Perris must collapse.

But could the attack be sustained indefinitely? Grim as were results of sun-fishing on the rider, they were hardly less vitiating for the horse. The forelegs of Alcatraz began to grow numb below the shoulder; his knees bowed and refused to give the shock its primal snap; to the very withers he was an increasing ache. He must vary the attack. As soon as that idea came, he reared and flung himself back to the earth.

He heard a sharp exclamation from the rider — he felt the tug as the right foot of Perris hung in the stirrup, then the stunning impact on the ground. To make sure of his prey he whirled himself to the left, but even so his striking feet did not reach the Great Enemy. Perris had freed himself in the last fraction of a second and pitching headlong from the saddle he rolled over and over in the dirt, safe. That fall opened a new hope to Alcatraz. Had he possessed his full measure of agility he would have gained his feet and rushed the man, but the long struggle had taken the edge from his activity and as he lunged up he saw Perris, springing almost on all-fours, animal-like, leap through the air and his weight struck home in the saddle.

Quick, now, before the Enemy gained a secure hold, before that reaching foot attained the other stirrup, before the proper balance was struck! Up in the air went the chestnut — down on one stiff foreleg and with a great swelling of the heart he felt the rider slump far to one side, clinging with one leg from the saddle, one hand wrapped in the flying mane. Now victory with a last effort! Again he leaped high and again struck stiffly on the opposite foreleg; but alas! that very upward bound swung Perris to the erect, and with incredible and catlike speed he slipped into the saddle. He received the shock with both feet lodged again in the supporting stirrups.

The frenzy of disappointment gave Alcatraz renewed energy. It was not sun-fishing now, but fence-rowing, cross-bucking, flinging himself to the earth again and again, racing a little distance and stopping on braced legs, sun-fishing to end the programme. As he fought he watched results. It was as though invisible fists were crashing against the head and body of the unfortunate rider. From nose and ears and gaping mouth the blood trickled; his eyes were blurs of red; his head rolled hideously on his shoulders. Ten times he was saved by a hairs-breadth from a fall; ten times he righted himself again and a strange and bubbling voice jerked out defiance to the horse.

Buck — damn you! — go it, you devil — Ill — beat — you still! Ill break you — Ill — make you come — when I whistle — Ill make you — a — ladys hoss!

Consuming terror was in the stallion and the fear that, incredible as it seemed, he was being beaten by a man who did not use mans favorite weapon — pain. No, not once had the cruel spurs clung in his flanks, or the quirt whirred and fallen; not once, above all, had his mouth been torn and his jaw nearly broken by the wrenching of a curb. It came vaguely into the brutes mind that there was something to be more dreaded than either bit, spur, or whip, and that was the controlling mind which spoke behind the voice of Perris, which was telegraphed again and again down the taut reins. That fear as much as the labor drained his vigor.

His knees buckled now. He could no longer sunfish. He could not even buck straight with the bone-breaking energy. He was nearly done, with a tell-tale wheeze in his lungs, with blood pressure making his eyes start well-nigh from his head, and a bloody froth choking him. Red Perris also was in the last stage of exhaustion — one true pitch would have hurled him limp from his seat — yet, with his body numb from head to toe, he managed to keep his place by using that last and greatest strength of feeble man — power of will. Alcatraz, coming at last to a beaten stop, looked about him for help.

There was nothing to aid, nothing save the murmur of the wind in the trees just before him. Suddenly his ears pricked with new hope and he shut out the weak voice which murmured huskily: Ive got you now. Ive got you, Alcatraz. Ive all by myself — no whip, — no spur — no leather pulling — Ive rode straight up and — —

Alcatraz lunged out into a rickety gallop. Only new hope sustained him as he headed straight for the trees.

Even the dazed brain of Perris understood. With all his force he wrenched at the bit — it was hopelessly lodged in the teeth of the stallion — and then he groaned in despair and a moment later swayed forward to avoid a bough brushing close overhead.

There were other branches ahead. On galloped Alcatraz, heading cunningly beneath the boughs until he was stopped by a shock that dropped him staggering to his knees. The pommel had struck a branch — and Red Perris was still in place.

Once more the chestnut started, reeling heavily in his lope. This time, to avoid the coming peril, the rider slipped far to one side and Alcatraz veered swiftly towards a neighboring tree trunk. Too late Red Perris saw the danger and strove to drag himself back into the saddle, but his numbed muscles refused to act and Alcatraz felt the burden torn from his back, felt a dangling foot tug at the left stirrup — then he was free.

So utter was his exhaustion that in checking himself he nearly fell, but he turned to look at the mischief he had worked.

The man lay on his back with his arms flung out cross-wise. From a gash in his forehead the blood streamed across his face. His legs were twisted oddly together. His eyes were closed. From head to foot the stallion sniffed that limp body, then raised a forehoof to strike; with one blow he could smash the face to a smear of red as he had smashed Manuel Cordova the great day long before.

The hoof fell, was checked, and wondering at himself Alcatraz found that his blow had not struck home. What was it that restrained him? It seemed to the conqueror that he felt again the gentle finger-tips which had worked down the muscles of his shoulder and trailed down his neck. More than that, he heard the smooth murmur of the mans voice like a kindly ghost beside him. He dreaded Red Perris still, but hate the fallen rider he could not. Presently a loud rushing of the wind among the branches above made him turn and in a panic he left the forest at a shambling trot.


CHAPTER XIX

HERVEY TAKES A TRICK
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THE NIGHT BEFORE, when Perris rode off from the ranchhouse after defying Hervey and his men, his hoofbeats had no sooner faded to nothing than the cowpunchers swarmed out from the patio and into the open; as though they wished to put their heads together and plan the battle which the command of Hervey, to-night, had postponed. All of that was perfectly clear to Marianne. Her call brought Hervey back to her and she led him at once off the veranda and to the living room where she could talk secure of interruption or of being overheard. There he slumped uninvited into the first easy chair and sat twirling his sombrero on his finger-tips, obviously well satisfied with himself and the events of the evening. She herself remained standing, carefully turning her back to the light so that her face might, as much as possible, be in shadow. For she knew it was pale and the eyes unnaturally large.

Hervey must not see. He must not guess at the torment in her mind and all the self-revelations which had been pouring into her consciousness during the past few moments. Greatest of all was one overshadowing fact: she loved Red Jim Perris! What did it matter that she had seen him so few times, and spoke to him so few words? A word might be a thunderclap; a glance might carry into the very soul of a man. And indeed she felt that she had seen that proud, gay, impatient soul in Jim. What he thought of her was another matter. That he found a bar between them was plain. But on the night of his first arrival at the ranch, when she sang to him, had she not felt him, once, twice and again, leaning towards her, into her life. And if they met once more, might he not come all the way? But no matter. The thing now was to use all her cunning of mind, all her strength of body, to save him from imminent danger; and the satisfied glint of Herveys eye convinced her that the danger was imminent indeed. Why he should hate Jim so bitterly was not clear; that he did so hate the stranger was self-evident. The more she studied her foreman the more her terror grew, the more her lonely sense of weakness increased.

Mr. Hervey, she said suddenly. Whats to be done?

Her heart fell. He had avoided her eyes.

I dunno, said Hervey. You seen to-night that I treated him plumb white. I put my cards on the table. I warned him fair and square. And that after Id given him a weeks grace. A gent couldnt do any more than that, I guess!

He was right, in a way. At least, the whole populace of the mountains would agree that he had given Red Jim every chance to leave the ranch peaceably. And if he would not go peaceably, who could raise a finger against Hervey for throwing the man off by force?

But something more has to be done, she said eagerly. It has to be done!

Hervey frowned at her.

Look here, he said, in a more dictatorial manner than he had ever used before. Why you so interested in this Perris?

She hesitated, but only for an instant. What did such a thing as shame matter when the life of Perris might be saved by a confession? And certainly Hervey would not dare to proceed against Perris if she made such a confession.

Im interested, she said steadily, because he — he means more to me than any other man in the world.

She saw the head of the foreman jerk back as though he had received a blow in the face.

Moren your father?

In a different way — yes, more than Dad!

Hervey rose and stretched an accusing arm towards her.

Youre in love with Red Perris!

And she answered him fiercely: Yes, yes, yes! In love with Red
Perris! Go tell every one of your men. Shame me as far as you wish!
But — Mr. Hervey, you wont dare lead a gang against him now!

He drew back from her, thrust away by her half-hysteria of emotion.

Wont I? growled Hervey, regarding her from beneath sternly gathered brows. I seen something of this to-night. I guessed it all. Wont I lay a hand on a sneaking hound that comes grinning and talking soft and saying things he dont half mean? Why, its a better reason for throwing him off the ranch than I ever had before, seems to me!

You dont mean that! she breathed. Say you dont mean that!

Your Dad aint here. If he was, hed say the same as me. I got to act in his place. You think you like Perris. Why, youd be throwing yourself away. Youd break Oliver Jordans heart. Thats what youd do!

Her brain was whirling. She grasped at the first thought that came to her.

Then wait till he comes back before you touch Jim Perris.

And let Perris raise the devil in the meantime?

He laughed in her face.

At least, she cried, her voice shrill with anger and fear, let me know where he is. Let me send for him myself.

Dunno that Im exactly sure about where he is myself, fenced Lew
Hervey.

Ah, moaned the girl, half-breaking down under the strain. Why do you hate me so? What have I done to you?

Nothing, said Hervey grimly. Made me the laughing stock of the mountains — thats all. Made me a joke — thats all youve done to me. Lew Hervey and his boss — the girl. Thats what they been saying about me. But I aint been taking that to heart. What Im doing now is for your own good, only you dont know it! Youll see it later on.

Mr. Hervey, she pleaded, if it will change you, Ill give you my oath to stop bothering with the management of the ranch. You can run it your own way. Ill leave if you say the word, but — —

I know, said Hervey. I know what youd say. But Lord above, Miss
Jordan, I aint doing this for my own sake. Im doing it for yours
and your fathers. Hell thank me if you dont! Far as Perris goes,
Id — —

He halted. She had sunk into a chair — collapsed into it, rather, and lay there half fainting with one arm thrown across her face. Hervey glowered down on her a moment and then turned on his heel and left the house.

He went straight to the bunkhouse, gathered the men about him, and told them the news.

Boys, he said, the cats out of the bag. Ive found out everything, and its what I been fearing. She started begging me to keep off Red Jims trail. Wouldnt hear no reason. I told her there wasnt nothing for me to gain by throwing him off the ranch. Except that hed been ordered off and he had to go. Itd make a joke of me and all of you boys if the word got around that one gent had laughed at us and stayed right in the Valley when we told him to get out.

A fierce volley of curses bore him out.

Well, said Hervey, then she come right out and told me the truth: shes in love with Perris. She told me so herself!

They gaped at him. They were young enough, most of them, and lonely and romantic enough, to have looked on Marianne with a sort of sad longing which their sense of humor kept from being anything more aspiring. But to think that she had given her heart so suddenly and so freely to this stranger was a shock. Hervey reaped the harvest of their alarmed glances with a vast inward content. Every look he met was an incipient gun levelled at the head of Red Jim.

Didnt make no bones about it, he said, she plumb begged for him.
Well, boys, she aint going to get him. I think too much of old man
Jordan to let his girl run off with a man-killing vagabond like this
Perris. Hes good looking and he talks dead easy. Thats whats turned
the trick. I guess the rest of you would back me up?

The answer was a growl.

Ill go bust his neck, said Little Joe furiously. One of them heart-breakers, I figure.

First thing, said the foreman, is to see that she dont get to him.
If she does, shell sure run off with him. But shes easy kept from
that. Joe, you and Shorty watch the hoss corrals to-night, will you?
And dont let her get through to a hoss by talking soft to you.

They vowed that they would be adamant. They vowed it with many oaths. In fact, the rage of the cowpunchers was steadily growing. Red Perris was more than a mere insolent interloper who had dared to scoff at the banded powers of the Valley of the Eagles. He was far worse. He was the most despicable sort of sneak and thief for he was trying to steal the heart and ruin the life of a girl. They had looked upon the approaching conflict with Perris as a bitter pill that must be swallowed for the sake of the Valley of the Eagles outfit. They looked upon it, from this moment, as a religious duty from which no one with the name of a man dared to shrink. Little Joe and Shorty at once started for the corral. The others gathered around the foreman for further details, but he waved them away and retired to his own bunk. For he never used the little room at the end of the building which was set aside for the foreman. He lived and slept and ate among his cowpunchers and that was one reason for his hold over them.

At his bunk, he produced writing materials scribbled hastily.

Dear Jordan,

Hell has busted loose.

I played Perris with a long rope. I gave him a week because Miss Jordan asked me to. But at the end of the week he still wasnt ready to go. Seems that hes crazy to get Alcatraz. Talks about the horse like a drunk talking about booze. Plumb disgusting. But when I told him to go to-night, he up and said they wasnt enough men in the Valley to throw him off the ranch. I would of taken a fall out of him for that, but Miss Jordan stepped in and kept me away from him.

Afterwards I had a talk with her. She begged me not to go after Perris because he would fight and that meant a killing. I told her I had to do what Id said Id do. Then she busted out and told me that she loved Perris. Seemed to think that would keep me from going after Perris. She might of knowed that it was the very thing that would make me hit the trail. Im not going to stand by and see a skunk like Perris run away with your girl while you aint on the ranch.

Ive just given orders to a couple of the boys to see that she dont get a horse to go out to Perris. Tomorrow or the next day Ill settle his hash.

This letter may make you think that youd better come back to the ranch. But take my advice and stay off. I can handle this thing better while youre away. If youre here youll have to listen to a lot of begging and crying. Come back in a week and everything will be cleared up.

Take it easy and dont worry none. Im doing my best for you and your daughter, even if she dont know it.

Sincerely,

LEW HERVEY.

This letter, when completed, he surveyed with considerable complacence. If ever a man were being bound to another by chains of inseparable gratitude, Oliver Jordan was he! Indeed, the whole affair was working out so smoothly, so perfectly, that Hervey felt the thrill of an artist sketching a large and harmonious composition. In the first place, Red Jim Perris, whom he hated with unutterable fervor because the younger man filled him with dread, would be turned, as Hervey expressed it, into buzzard food. And Hervey would be praised for the act! Oliver Jordan, owing the preservation of his daughter from a luckless marriage to the vigilance of his foreman, could never regret the life-contract which he had drawn up. No doubt that contract, as it stood, could never hold water in the law. But Jordans gratitude would make it proof. Last of all, and best of all, when Perris was disposed of, Marianne would never be able to remain on the ranch. She would go to forget her sorrow among her school friends in the East. And Hervey, undisputed lord and master of the ranch, could bleed it white in half a dozen years and leave it a mere husk, overladen with mortgages.

No wonder a song was in the heart of the foreman as he sealed the letter. He gave the message to Slim, and added directions.

Youll be missing from the party, he said, as he handed over the letter, but the party we have with Perris is apt to be pretty much like a party with a wild-cat. You can thank your stars youll be on the road when it comes off!

And Slim had sense enough to nod in agreement.


CHAPTER XX

THE TRAP SHUTS
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IN ONE MATTER Lew Hervey had acted none too quickly. Shorty and Little Joe arrived at the corral in time to find Marianne in the very act of leading out her pony. They told her firmly and gently that the horse must go back, and when she defied them, they astonished her by simply removing her hand from the lead-rope and taking the horse away. In vain she stormed and threatened. In vain, at length, she broke into tears. Either of them would have given an arm to serve her. But in fact they considered they were at that moment rendering the greatest service possible. They were saving her from herself.

She fled back to the house again, finally, and threw herself face down on her bed in an agony of dread, and helplessness, and shame. Shame because from Little Joes brief remarks, she gathered that Hervey had already spread the news of her confession. But shame and fear were suddenly forgotten. She found herself sitting wide-eyed on the edge of the bed repeating over and over in a shaking voice I have to get there! I have to get there!

But how utterly Hervey had tied her hands! She could not budge to warn
Perris or to join him!

The long night wore away with Marianne crouched at the window straining her eyes towards the corrals. Night was the proper time for such a thing as the murder of Red Perris. They would not dare, she felt, for all their numbers, to face him in the honest sunshine. So she peered eagerly towards the shadowy outlines of the barns and sheds until at length a wan moon rose and gave her blessed light.

But no one approached the corrals from the bunkhouse, and at length, when the dawn began to grow, she fell asleep. It was a sleep filled with nightmares and before the sun was well up she was awake again, and at watch.

Mid-morning came, yet still none of the men rode out to their ordinary work. There could be only one meaning. They were held back to join the expedition. They were at this very moment, perhaps, cleaning their guns in the bunkhouse. Noon brought no action. They trooped cheerfully towards the house in answer to the noon-gong. She heard them laughing and jesting. What cold-blooded fiends they were to be able to conduct themselves in this manner when they intended to do a murder before the day had ended! And indeed, it was only for this meal they seemed to have planned to wait.

Before the afternoon was well begun, there was saddling and mounting and then Hervey, Little Joe, Shorty, Macintosh, and Scotty climbed onto their mounts and jogged out towards the east. Her heart leaped with only a momentary hope when she saw the direction, but instantly she undeceived herself. They would, of course, swing north as soon as they were well out of sight from the house, and then they would head for the shack on the mountain-side, aiming to reach it at about the fall of twilight. And what could she do to stop them?

She ran out through the patio and to the front of the house. The dust-cloud already had swallowed the individual forms of the riders. And turning to the left, she saw McGuire and Hastings lolling in full view near the corrals. With consummate tact, Hervey had chosen those of his men who were the oldest, the hardest, the least liable to be melted by her persuasions.

Moaning, she turned back and looked east. The dust-cloud was dwindling every minute. And without hope, she cast another glance towards the corrals. Evidently, the men agreed that it was unnecessary for two of them to stay in the heat of the sun to prevent her from getting at a horse. Hastings had turned his back and was strolling towards the bunkhouse. McGuire was perched on a stump rolling a cigarette and grinning broadly towards her.

He would be a hard man to handle. But at least there was more hope than before. One man was not so hard to manage as two, each shaming the other into indifference. She went slowly towards McGuire, turning again to see the dust-cloud roll out of view over a distant hill.

In that cloud of dust, Hervey kept the pace down to an easy dog-trot. From mid-afternoon until evening — for he did not intend to expose himself primarily and his men in the second place, to the accurate gun of Red Jim in broad daylight — was a comfortable stretch in which to make the journey to the shack on the mountain-side. Like a good general, he kept the minds of his followers from growing tense by deftly turning the talk, on the way, to other topics, as they swung off the east trail towards Glosterville and journeyed due north over the rolling foothills. There was only one chance in three that he could have deceived the girl by his first direction, but that chance was worth taking. He had a wholesome respect for the mental powers of Oliver Jordans daughter and he by no means wished to drive her frantic in the effort to get to Perris with her warning. Of course it would be impossible for her to wheedle McGuire and Hastings into letting her have a horse, but if she should —— 

Here Hervey abruptly turned his thoughts in a new direction. The old one led to results too unpleasant.

In the meantime, as they wore out the miles and the day turned towards sunset time, the cheery conversation which Little Joe had led among the riders fell away. They were coming too close to the time and place of action. What that action must be was only too easy to guess. It was simply impossible to imagine Red Perris submitting to an order to leave. He had already defied their assembled forces once. He would certainly make the attempt again. Of course odds of five to one were too great for even the most courageous and skilful fighter to face. But he might do terrible damage before the end.

And it was a solemn procession which wound up the hillside through the darkening trees. Until at length, at a word from Hervey, they dismounted, tethered their horses here and there where there was sufficient grass to occupy them and keep them from growing nervous and neighing, and then started on again on foot.

At this point Hervey took the lead. For that matter, he had never been lacking in sheer animal courage, and now he wound up the path with his long colt in his hand, ready to shoot, and shoot to kill. Once or twice small sounds made him pause, uneasy. But his progress was fairly steady until he came to the edge of the little clearing where the shack stood.

There was no sign of life about it. The shack seemed deserted. Thick darkness filled its doorway and the window, though the rest of the clearing was still permeated with a faint afterglow of the sunset.

He aint here, said Little Joe softly, as he came to the side of the watchful foreman.

Dont be too sure, said the other. Id trust this Perris and take about as many chances with him as I would with a rattler in a six-by-six room. Maybe hes in there playing possum. Waiting for us to make a break across the clearing. Thatd be fine for Red Jim, damn his heart!

Little Joe peered back at the anxious faces of the others, as they came up the path one by one. He did not like to be one of so large a party held up by a single man. In fact, Joe was a good deal of a warrior himself. He was new to the Valley of the Eagles, but there were other parts of the mountain-desert where his fame was spread broadcast. There were even places where sundry officers of the law would have been glad to lay hands upon him.

Well, quoth Joe, well give him a chance. If he aint a fighting man, but just a plain murderer, well let him show it, and so saying, he stepped boldly out from the sheltering darkness of the trees and strode towards the hut, an immense and awesome figure in the twilight.

Lew Hervey followed at once. It would not do to be out-dared by one of his crew in a crisis as important as this. But for all his haste the long strides of Joe had brought him to the door of the hut many yards in the lead, and he disappeared inside. Presently his big voice boomed: He aint here. Plumb vanished.

They gathered in the hut at once.

Wheres he gone? asked the foreman, scratching his head.

Maybe he aint acting as big as he talked, said Shorty. Maybe hes slid over the mountains.

Strike a light, somebody, commanded the foreman.

Three or four sulphur matches were scratched at the same moment on trousers made tight by cocking the knee up. Each match glimmered through sheltering fingers with dull blue light, for a moment, and then as the sulphur was exhausted and the flame caught the wood, the hands opened and directed shafts of light here and there. The whole cabin was dimly illumined for a moment while man after man thrust his burning match towards something he had discovered.

Heres his blankets. All mussed up.

Heres a pair of boots.

Heres the frying pan right on the stove.

They wandered here and there, lighting new matches until Little Joe spoke.

No use, boys, he declared. Perris has hopped out. Wise gent, at that. He seen the game was too big for him. And I dont blame him for quitting. Aint nothing here that hed come after. Them boots are wore out. The blankets and the cooking things he got from the ranch. Look at the way the blankets are piled up. Shows he quit in a rush and started away. When a gent figures on coming back, he tidies things up a little when he leaves in the morning. No, boys, hes gone. Main thing to answer is: If he aint left the valley why aint he here in his shack now?

Maybe hes hunting that damn hoss? suggested the foreman, but his voice was weak with uncertainty.

Hunting Alcatraz after dark? queried Little Joe.

There was no answer possible. The last glow of twilight was fading to deep night. The trees on the edge of the clearing seemed to grow taller and blacker each moment. Certainly if it were well-nigh impossible to hunt the stallion effectively in daylight it was sheer madness to hunt him at night. Every moment they waited in the cabin, the certainty that Perris had left the valley grew greater. It showed in their voices, for every man had spoken softly at first as though for fear the spirit of the inhabitant of the shack might drift near unseen and overhear. Now their words came loud, disturbing and startling Hervey in the midst of his thoughts, as he continued wandering about the cabin, lighting match after match, striving in vain to find something which would reawaken his hopes. But there was nothing of enough worth to induce Perris to return, and finally Hervey gave up.

Well start on, he said at length. You boys ride along. Ill give the place another look.

As a matter of fact, he merely wished to be alone, and he was dimly pleased as they sauntered off through the trees, their voices coming more and more vaguely back to him, until the far-off rattle of hoofs began. The last he heard of them was a high-pitched laugh. It irritated Hervey. It floated back to him thin and small, like mockery. And indeed he had failed miserably. How great was his failure he could hardly estimate in a moment and he needed quiet to sum up his losses.

First of all, he had hopelessly alienated the girl and while offending her he had failed to serve the rancher. For Red Jim Perris, driven by force from the ranch, would surely return again to exact payment in full for the treatment he had received. The whole affair was a hopeless muddle. He had staked everything on his ability to trap Perris and destroy him, thereby piling upon the shoulders of Oliver Jordan a burden of gratitude which the rancher could never repay. But now that Perris was footloose he became a danger imperilling not only Jordan but Hervey himself. The trap had closed and closed on nothing. The future presented to Hervey stark ruin.

So enthralling was the gloom of these thoughts that the foreman did not hear the thudding hoofs of a horse which trotted up through the trees. Not until horse and rider appeared in the clearing was Hervey roused and then in the first glance by the size and the tossing head of the approaching pony, he recognized the horse of Red Perris!


CHAPTER XXI

THE BATTLE
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HE HAD TIME to burst from the hut and race across the clearing through the darkness which would surely shelter him from the snap-shot of even such an expert as Red Jim, but in mind and body Hervey was too paralyzed by the appearance of his enemy to stir until he saw Perris slip from his horse, slumping to the earth after the fashion of a weary man, and drag off the saddle. He paid no attention to tethering his pony, but started towards the shack, down-headed, heavy of foot.

Hervey had gained the door of the shack in the interim, and there he crouched at watch, terrified at the thought of staying till the other entered, still more terrified at the idea of bolting across the open clearing. He could see Perris clearly, in outline, for just behind him there was a rift in the circle of trees which fenced the clearing and Red Jim was thrown into somewhat bold relief against the blue-black of the night sky far beyond. He could even make out that a bandage circled the head of Perris and with that sight a new thought leaped into the brain of the foreman. The bandage, the stumbling walk, the downward head, were all signs of a badly injured and exhausted man. Suppose he were to attack Perris, single-handed and destroy him? The entire problem would be solved! The respect of his men, the deathless gratitude of Jordan were in the grip of his hand.

His fingers locked around the butt of his gun and yet he hesitated to draw. One could never be sure. How fast, how lightning fast his mind plunged through thought after thought, image after flocking image, while Red Jim made the last dragging steps towards the door of the shack! If he drew, Perris, despite his bent head might catch the glimmer of steel and draw and fire at the glance of the gun. There were tales of gun experts doing more remarkable feats. Wild Bill, in his prime, from the corner of his eye saw a man draw a white hankerchief, thought it a gun, whirled on his heel, and killed a harmless stranger.

He who stops to think can rarely act. It was true of Hervey. Then Perris, at the very door of the hut, dropped the flopping saddle to the ground and the foreman saw that no holster swung at the hip of his man. Joy leaped in him. There was no thought for the cruel cowardice of his act but only overmastering gratitude that the enemy should be thus delivered helpless into his hand. Through the split part of a second that thrill passed tingling through and through him, then he shouted: Perris! and at the same instant whipped out the gun and fired pointblank.

A snake will rattle before it strikes and a dog will snarl before it bares its teeth: instinct forced Hervey to that exulting cry and even as the gun came into his hand he saw Perris spin sideways. He fired and the figure at the door lunged down at him. The shoulder struck Hervey in the upturned face and smashed him backwards so that his hand flew out to break the force of the fall, knocked on the floor, and the revolver shot from the unnerved fingers.

If he had any hope that his bullet had gone home and that this was the fall of a dying man, it was instantly removed. Lean arms, amazingly swift, amazingly strong, coiled round him. Hands gripped at him with a clutch so powerful that the fingers burned into his flesh. And, most horrible of all, Red Jim fought in utter silence, as a bull-terrier fights when it goes for the throat.

The impetus of that unexpected attack, half-stunned Lew Hervey. Then the spur of terror gave him hysterical strength.

A hand caught at his throat and got a choking hold. He whirled his heavy body with all his might, tore lose, and broke to his feet. Staggering back to the wall, he saw Red Perris crouch in the door and then spring in again. Hervey struck out with all his might but felt the blow glance and then the coiling arms were around him again. Once again, in the crashing fall to the floor, the hold of Perris was broken and Hervey leaped away for the door yelling: Perris — its a mistake — for Gods sake — —

The catlike body sprang out of the corner into which it had been flung by Hervey as the foreman rose from the floor. As well attempt to elude a panther by flight! Lew whirled with a sobbing breath of despair and smashed out again with clubbed fist. But the lithe shadow swerved as a leaf whirls from a beating hand and again their bodies crashed together.

But was it a dream that there was less power in the arms of Perris now? Had the foreman seen Red Jim lying prostrate and senseless after his battle with Alcatraz on that day, he would have understood this sudden failing of energy, but as it was he dared not trust his senses. He only knew that it was possible to tear the twining grip away, to spring back till he crashed against the side of the shanty, still pleading in a fear-maddened voice: Perris, dyou hear? I didnt mean—

As well appeal to a thunder-bolt. The shadowy form came again but now, surely, it was less swift and resistless. He was able to leap from the path but in dodging his legs entangled in a chair and he tumbled headlong. It was well for Hervey then that his panic was not blind, but with the surety that the end was come he whirled to his knees with the chair which had felled him gripped in both hands and straight at the lunging Perris he hurled it with all his strength. The missile went home with a crash and Red Jim slumped into a formless shadow on the floor.

Only now that a chance for flight was open to him did the strength of Hervey desert him. A nightmare weakness was in his knees so that he could hardly reel to his feet and he moved with outstretched hands towards the door until his toe clicked against his fallen revolver. He paused to scoop it up and turning back through the door, he realized suddenly that Red Jim had not moved. The body lay spilled out where it had fallen, strangely flat, strangely still.

With stumbling fingers, the foreman lighted a match and by that wobbling light he saw Perris lying on his face with his arms thrown out, as a man lies when he is knocked senseless — as a man lies when he is struck dead! Yet Hervey stood drinking in the sight until his match burned his fingers.

The old nightmare fear descended on him the moment the darkness closed about him again. He seemed to see the limp form collect itself and prepare to rise. But he fought this fancy away. He would stay and make light enough to examine the extent of his victory.

He remembered having seen paper and wood lying beside the stove. Now he scooped it up, threw off the covers of the stove, and in a moment white smoke was pouring up from the paper, then flickering bursts of flame every one of which made the body of Perris seem shuddering back to life. But presently the fire rose and Hervey could clearly see the cabin, sadly wrecked by the struggle, and the figure of Perris still moveless.

Even now he went with gingerly steps, the gun thrust out before him. It seemed a miracle that this tigerish fighter should have been suddenly reduced to the helplessness of a child. Holding the gun ready, he slipped his left hand under the fallen man and after a moment, faintly but unmistakably, he felt the beating of the heart. Let it be ended, then!

He pressed the muzzle of the revolver into the back of Perris but his finger refused to tighten around the trigger. No, the powder-burn would prove he had shot his man from behind, and that meant hanging. A tug of his left hand flopped the limp body over, but then his hands were more effectually tied than ever for the face of the unconscious man worked strangely on him.

Its him now, thought Hervey, or me later on.

But still he could not shoot. Helpless as a child — why had that comparison entered his mind? He studied the features, very pale beneath the bloody bandage which Perris had improvised when he recovered from his battle with the stallion. He was very young — terribly young. Hervey was unnerved. But suppose he let Perris come back to his senses, wakened those insolent blue eyes, started that sharp tongue to life — then it would be a very much easier matter to shoot.

So Lew went to the door, took the rope from Red Jims saddle, and with it bound the arms of Perris to his side. Then he lifted the hanging body — how light a weight it was! — and placed it in a chair, where it doubled over, limp as a loosely stuffed scarecrow. Hervey tossed more wood on the fire and when he turned again, Perris was showing the first signs of returning consciousness, a twitching of his fingers.

After that his senses returned with astonishing speed. In the space of a moment or two he had straightened in the chair, opened dead eyes, groaned faintly, and then tugged against his bonds. It seemed that that biting of the rope into his arm-muscles cleared his mind. All in an instant he was staring straight into the eyes and into the thoughts of Hervey with full understanding.

I see, said Perris, it was the chair that turned the trick. Youre lucky, Hervey.

It seemed to Hervey a wonderful thing that the red-headed man could be so quiet about it, and most wonderful of all that Perris could look at anything in the world rather than the big Colt which hung in the hand of the victor. And then, realizing that it was his own comparative cowardice that made this seem strange, the foreman gritted his teeth. Shame softens the heart sometimes, but more often it hardens the spirit. It hardened the conqueror against his victim, now, and made it possible for him to look down on Red Jim with a cruel satisfaction.

Well? he said, and the volume of his voice added to this determination.

Well? said Perris, as calm as ever. Waiting for me to whine?

Hervey blinked.

Who licked you? he asked, forced to change his thoughts. Who licked you — before I got at you?

Perris smiled, and there was something about the smile that made
Hervey flush to the roots of his grey hair.

Alcatraz had the first innings, said Perris. He cleaned me up. And that, Hervey, was tolerably lucky for you.

Was it? sneered the victor. Youd of done me up quick, maybe, if
Alcatraz hadnt wore you out?

He waited hungrily for a reply that might give him some basis on which to act, for after all, it was not going to be easy to fire pointblank into those steady, steady eyes. And more than all, he hungered to see some wavering of courage, some blenching from the thing to come.

Done you up? echoed Red Jim. And he ran his glance slowly, thoughtfully over the body of the foreman. Id of busted you in two, Hervey.

A little chilly shiver ran through Hervey but he managed to shrug the feeling away — the feeling that someone was standing behind him, listening, and looking into his shameful soul. But no one could be near. It would be simple, perfectly simple. What person in the world could doubt his story of how he met Perris at the shack and warned him again to leave the Valley of the Eagles and of how Perris went for the gun but was beaten in fair fight? Who could doubt it? An immense sense of security settled around him.

Well, he said, second guessing is easy, even for a fool.

Right, nodded Red Jim. I should of knifed you when I had you down.

If youd had a knife, said Hervey.

Look at my belt, Lew.

There it was, the stout handle of a hunting knife. The same chill swept through Hervey a second time and, for a moment, he wavered in his determination. Then, with all his heart, he envied that indefinable thing in the eyes of Perris, the thing which he had hated all his life. Some horses had it, creatures with high heads, and always he had made it a point to take that proud gleam out.

A hoss is made for work, not foolishness, he used to say.

Here it was, looking out at him from the eyes of his victim. He hated it, he feared and envied it, and from the very bottom of his heart he yearned to destroy it before he destroyed Perris.

You know, he said with sudden savagery, whats coming?

Im a pretty good guesser, nodded Red Jim. When a fellow tries to shoot me in the dark, and then slugs me with a chair and ties me up, I generally make it out that he figures on murder, Hervey.

He gave just the slightest emphasis to the important word, and yet something in Hervey grew tense. Murder it was, and of the most dastardly order, no matter how he tried to excuse it by protesting to himself his devotion to Oliver Jordan. The lies we tell to our own souls about ourselves are the most damning ones, as they are also the easiest. But Hervey found himself so cornered that he dared not think about his act. He stopped thinking, therefore, and began to shout. This is logical and human, as every woman knows who has found an irate husband in the wrong. Hervey began to hate with redoubled intensity the man he was about to destroy.

You come here and try to play the cock of the walk, cried the foreman. It dont work. You try to face me out before all my men. You threaten me. You show off your gun-fighting, damn you, and then you call it murder when I beat you fair and square and—

He found it impossible to continue. The prisoner was actually smiling.

Hound dogs always hunt in the dark, said Red Jim.

A quiver of fear ran through Hervey. Indeed, he was haunted by chilly uneasiness all the time. In vain he assured himself with reason that his victim was utterly helpless. A ghostly dread remained in the back of his mind that through some mysterious agency the red-headed man would be liberated, and then —— . Hervey shuddered in vital earnest. What would happen to a crow that dared trap an eagle.

Im due back at the ranch, said Hervey, to tell em how you jumped me here while I was waiting here quiet to warn you again to get out of the Valley of the Eagles peaceable. Before I go, Perris, is they anything you want done, any messages you want to leave behind you?

And he set his teeth when he saw that Perris did not blench. He was perfectly quiet. Nearness to death sometimes acts in this manner. It reduces men to the unaffected simplicity of children.

No message, thanks, said Red Jim. Nobody to leave them to and nothing to leave but a hoss that somebody else will ride and a gun that somebody else will shoot.

And the girl? said Lew Hervey.

And a thrill of consummate satisfaction passed through him, for Red
Perris had plainly been startled out of his calm.

A girl?

You know what I mean. Marianne Jordan.

He smiled knowingly.

Well? said Perris, breathing hard.

Why, you fool, cried the foreman, dont you know shes gone plumb wild about you? Didnt she come begging to me to get you out of trouble?

You lie! burst out Perris.

But by his roving glance, by the sudden outpouring of sweat which gleamed on his forehead, Hervey knew that he had shaken his man to the soul. By playing carefully on this string might he not reduce even this care-free fighter to trembling love of life? Might he not make Red Perris cringe! All cowards feel that their own vice exists in others. Hervey, in his entire life, had dreaded nothing saving Red Jim, and now he felt that he had found the thing which would make life too dear to Perris to be given up with a smile.

Begging? Ill tell a man she did! nodded Hervey.

Its because shes plumb generous. She thought that might turn you.
Why — she dont hardly know me!

Dont she? sneered Hervey. You dont figure her right. Shes one of the hit or miss kind. She hated me the minute she laid eyes on me — hated me for nothing! And you knocked her off her feet the first shot. Thats all there is to it. Shed give the Valley of the Eagles for a smile from you.

He saw the glance of Perris wander into thin distance and soften. Then the eye of Red Jim returned to his tormentor, desperately. The blow had told better than Hervey could have hoped.

And me a plain tramp — a loafer — me! said Perris to himself. He added suddenly: Hervey, lets talk man to man!

Go on, said the foreman, and set his teeth to keep his exultation from showing.

Five minutes more, he felt, and Perris would be begging like a coward for his life.


CHAPTER XXII

MCGUIRE SLEEPS
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NEVER DID A fox approach a lion with more discretion than Marianne approached the careless figure of McGuire. His very attitude was a warning that her task was to be made as difficult as possible. He had pushed his sombrero, limp with age and wear, far back on his head, and now, gazing, apparently, into the distant blue depths of the sky, he regarded vacantly with mild interest and blew in the same direction a thin brownish vapor of smoke. Obviously he expected an argument; he was leading her on. And just as obviously he wanted the argument merely for the sake of killing time. He was in tremendous need of amusement. That was all.

She wanted to go straight to him with a bitter appeal to his manhood, to his mercy as a man. But she realized that this would not do at all. A strenuous attack would simply rouse him. Therefore she called up from some mysterious corner of her tormented heart a smile, or something that would do duty as a smile. Strangely enough, no sooner had the smile come than her whole mental viewpoint changed. It became easy to make the smile real; half of her anxiety fell away. And dropping one hand on her hip, she said cheerfully to McGuire.

You look queer as a prison-guard, Mr. McGuire.

She made a great resolve, that moment, that if she were ever safely through the catastrophe which now loomed ahead, she would diminish the distance between her and her men and form the habit of calling them by their first names. She could not change as abruptly in a moment, but she understood perfectly, that if she had been able to call McGuire by some foolish and familiar nickname, half of his strangeness would immediately melt away. As it was, she made the best of a bad matter by throwing all the gentle good nature possible into her voice, and she was rewarded by seeing McGuire jerk up his head and jerk down his glance at her. At the same time, he crimsoned to the eyes, changing his weathered complexion to a flaring, reddish-brown.

Prison-guard? said McGuire. Me?

Well, answered Marianne, thats the truth, isnt it? Youre the guard and Im the prisoner?

Im watching these hosses, said McGuire. Thats all. They aint no money could hire me to guard a woman.

Really? said Marianne.

Sure. I used to have a wife. I know.

She laughed, a little hysterically, but McGuire treated the mirth as a compliment to his jest and joined in with a tremendous guffaw. His eyes were still wet with mirth as she said: Too bad you have to waste time like this, with such a fine warm day for sleeping. Couldnt you trust the corral bars to take care of the horses?

His glance twinkled with understanding. It was plain that he appreciated her point and the way she made it.

Them hosses are feeling their oats, said McGuire. Cant tell what theyd be up to the minute I turned my back on em. Might jump that old fence and be off, for all I know.

Well, said Marianne, they look quite contented. And if one of them did take advantage of you and run away while you slept, Im sure it would come home again.

He had quite fallen into the spirit of the thing.

Maybe, grinned McGuire, but I might wake up out of a job.

Well, said Marianne, there have been times when I would have weighed one hour of good sleep against two jobs as pleasant as this. How much real damage might that sleep do?

If it took me out of the job? Oh, I dunno. Might take another month before I landed a place as good.

Surely not as long as that. But isnt it possible that your sleep might be worth two months wages to you, Mr. McGuire?

H-m-m, growled McGuire, and his little shifty eyes fastened keenly on her. You sure mean business!

As much as anyone in the world could! cried the girl, suddenly serious.

And for a moment they stared at each other.

Lady, said McGuire at length, I begin to feel sort of yawny and sleepy, like.

Then sleep, said Marianne, her voice trembling in spite of herself. You might have pleasant dreams, you know — of a murder prevented — of a mans life saved!

McGuire jerked his sombrero low over his eyes.

You think its as bad as that? he growled, glaring at her.

I swear it is!

He considered another moment. Then: Youll have to excuse me, Miss Jordan. But Im so plumb tired out I cant hold up my end of this talk no longer!

So saying, he dropped his head on both his doubled fists, and she lost sight of his face. It had come so inconceivably easily, this triumph, that she was too dazed to move, for a moment. Then she turned and fairly raced for the corral. It had all been the result of the first smile with which she went to McGuire, she felt. And as she saddled her bay in a shed a moment later she was blessing the power of laughter. It had given her the horse. It had let her pass through the bars. It placed her on the open road where she fled away at a swift gallop, only looking back, as she reached the top of the first hill, to see McGuire still seated on the stump, but now his head was canted far to one side, and she had no doubt that he must be asleep in very fact.

Then the hill rose behind her, shutting out the ranch, and she turned to settle to her work. Never in her life — and she had ridden cross-country on blood horses in the East — had she ridden as she rode on this day! She was striking on a straight line over hill and dale, through the midst of barbed wire. But the wire halted her only for short checks. The swift snipping of the pair of pliers which was ever in her saddle bag cleared the way, and as the lengths of wire snapped humming back, coiling like snakes, she rode through and headed into the next field at a renewed gallop. She was leaving behind her a days work for half a dozen men, but she would have sacrificed ten times the value of the whole ranch to gain another half hour of precious time.

For when she broke down the last of the small fenced fields the sun was already down. And when twilight came, she knew by instinct, the blow would fall. Yet the distance to the shack was still terribly far.

She straightened the gallant little bay to her work, but at every stride she moaned. Oh for such legs beneath her as the legs of Lady Mary, stretching swiftly and easily over the ground! But this chopping, laboring stride — ! She struck her hand against her forehead and then spurred mercilessly. As a result, the bay merely tossed her head, for she was already drawn straight as a string by the effort of her gallop. And Marianne had to sit back in the saddle and simply pray for time, while the little thirty-two revolver in the saddle holster before her, flapped monotonously, beating out the rhythm of every stride.

And the night rode over the mountains with mysterious speed. It seemed to her frantic brain that the gap between crimson sunset and pallid twilight could have been spanned by a scant five minutes. And now, when she found herself at the foot of the last slope, it was the utter dark, and above her head the white stars were rushing past the treetops. The slope was killing the mare. She fell from her labored gallop to a trot, from the trot to a shambling jog, and then to a walk. And all the time Marianne found herself listening with desperate intensity for the report of a gun out of the woods ahead!

She threw herself out of the saddle, cast hardly a glance at the drooping figure of the bay, and ran forward on foot, stumbling in the dark over fallen branches, slipping more than once and dropping flat on her face as her feet shot back without foothold from the pine needles. But she picked herself up again and flung herself at her work with a frantic determination.

Through the trees, filtered by the branches, she saw a light. But when she came to the edge of the clearing she made out that the illumination came from a fire, not a lantern. The interior of the cabin was awash with shadows, and across the open doorway of the hut the monstrous and obscure outline of a standing man wavered to and fro. There was no clamor of many voices. And her heart leaped with relief. Hervey and his men, then, had lost heart at the last moment. They had not dared to attack Red Jim Perris in spite of their numbers!

But her joy died, literally, mid-leap.

Hervey, cried the voice of Perris, a trembling and fear-sharpened voice, for Gods sake, wait!

Red Perris begging, cringing to any man, to Lew Hervey? All at once she went weak and sick, but she hurried straight towards the cabin, trying to cry out. Her throat was closed. She could not utter so much as a whisper.

Listen to me! went on Perris. Ive been a fool all my life. I know it now. Ive wandered around fighting and playing like a block-head. Ive wanted nothing but action and Ive got it. But now you tell me that Ive had something else right in the hollow of my hand and I didnt know it! Maybe youve lied about her. I dunno. But just the thought that she might care a little about me has — —

Marianne stopped short in the darkness and a hot wave of shame blotted out the rest of the words until the heavier voice of the foreman began again.

Maybe youd have me think youre kind of fond of the girl — that you love her, all at once, just because I told you shes in love with you?

Id have you think it and Id have you believe it. When a gent sits looking into the face of a gun he does his thinking and his living mighty fast and condensed. And I know this, that if you turn me loose alive, Hervey, Ill give you my word that Ill forget whats happened. You think Ill hit your trail with a gat. But youre wrong. Make your own bargain, partner. But when I think of what life might be now — Hervey, I cant die now! Im not ready to die!

She had been stumbling in a daze towards the door. Now she came suddenly in view of them, the broad back of Hervey turned towards her and Perris facing her, his face white, drawn, and changed. And the blood-stained bandage about his forehead. He leaned forward in his chair in the fervor of his appeal, his arms lashed against his sides with the loose of a lariat.

Are you through begging? sneered Hervey.

It threw Perris back in the chair like a blow in the face. Then he straightened.

Youve told me all this just to see me weaken, eh, Hervey?

And Ive seen it, said Hervey. Ive seen you ready to take water. Thats all I wanted. Youve lost your grip and youll never get it back. Right now youre all hollow inside. Perris, you cant look me in the eye!

You lie, said Red Jim quietly, and lifting his head, he stared full into the face of his tormentor. You made a hound out of me, but only for a minute, Hervey.

And then she saw him stiffen in the chair, and his eyes narrow. The chains of fear and of shame which had bound her snapped.

Hervey! she cried, and as he whirled she came panting into the door.

Just for an instant she saw a devil glitter in his eyes but in a moment his glance wavered. He admitted himself beaten as he thrust his revolver into the holster.

Talk wouldnt make Perris leave, he mumbled. I been trying to throw a little scare into him. And the bluff would of worked if—

She cut in on him: I heard enough to understand. I know what you tried to do. Oh, Lew Hervey, if this could be told, your own men would run you down like a mad dog!

He had grown livid with a mixture of emotions.

If it could be told. Maybe. But it cant be told! Keep clear of him, or Ill drill him, by God! She obeyed, stepping back from Jim.

He backed towards the door where the saddle of Perris lay, and stooping, he snatched the revolver of Red Jim from the saddle-holster. For the moment, at least, his enemy was disarmed and there was no fear of immediate pursuit.

I still have a day or two, he said. And the game aint ended.
Remember that, Perris. It aint ended till Jordan comes back.

And he turned into the darkness which closed over him at once like the falling of a blanket.

You wont follow him? she pleaded.

He shook his head and a moment later, under the touch of his own hunting knife which she drew, the rope parted and freed his arms. At the same instant she heard the hoofs of Herveys horse crashing through the underbrush down the mountain side. And not till that final signal of success reached her did Marianne give way to the hysteria which had been flooding higher and higher in her throat ever since those words of Hervey had arrested her in the clearing. But once released it came in a rush, blinding her, so that she could not see Perris through her tears as he placed her gently in the chair. Only through the wild confusion of her sobbing she could hear his voice saying words she did not understand, over and over again, but she knew that his voice was infinitely soft, infinitely reassuring.

Then her mind cleared and her nerves steadied with amazing suddenness, just as the wind at a stroke will tumble the storm clouds aside and leave a placid blue sky above. She found Red Jim kneeling beside the chair with his arms around her and her head on his shoulder, wet with her tears. For the first time she could hear and really understand what he had been saying over and over again. He was telling her that he loved her, would always love her, that he could forgive Lew Hervey, even, because of the message which he had brought.

Had she confessed everything, then, in the hysteria? Had she confirmed what Lew Hervey said? Yes, for the voice of Red Jim was unquestioning, cherishing as men will the thing which they love and own.

Youre better now? he asked at length.

Yes, she answered, Im weak — and ashamed — and — what have I said to you?

Something thats made me happier than a king. And Ill make it a thing youll never have to regret, so help me God!

He raised her to her feet.

Now you have to go home — at once.

And you?

Hervey will come hunting me again tomorrow, and hell have his men with him. He doesnt know Ive forgotten him. He thinks its his life or mine, and hell try to run me down.

The sheriff— she cried fiercely.

Thats where Im going. To Glosterville to hide like a coward where the sheriff can look out for me. I cant take chances now. I dont belong to myself. When your father comes back and takes charge of the ranch, and Hervey, Ill come when you send for me. Ill get my things together to-night, ride down the valley so they cant trap me again here, camp out for an hour or so in the morning, and then cut out across the Eagles. But youre strong enough to ride home?

She nodded, and they walked side by side out across the clearing and down towards the place where she had left the bay. And it seemed to Marianne, leaning a little on the arm of Red Jim, that she had shifted the whole burden of her worries onto the shoulders of her lover. Her troubles disappeared. The very sound of his voice assured her of happiness forever.

They found the bay. The tough little mustang was already much recuperated, and Perris swept Marianne into the saddle. She leaned to kiss him. In the dark her lips touched the bandage around his head.

Its where Hervey struck you down! she exclaimed. Jim, you cant ride across the mountains so terribly hurt—

Its only a scratch, he assured her. I met Alcatraz to-day, and he won again! But the third time—

Marianne shivered.

Dont speak of him! He haunts me, Jim. The very mention of him takes all the happiness out of me. I feel — almost as if there were a bad fate in him. But you promise, that you wont stay to take one final chance? You wont linger in the Valley to hunt Alcatraz again? Youll ride straight across the mountains when the morning comes?

I promise, answered Perris.

But afterwards, as he watched her drift away through the darkness calling back to him from time to time until her voice dwindled to a bird-note and then faded away, Red Jim prayed in his heart of hearts that he would not chance upon sight of the stallion in the morning, for if he did, he knew that the first solemn promise of his life would be broken.


CHAPTER XXIII

LOBO
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THE DAWN OF the next day came cold and grey about Alcatraz, grey because the sheeted clouds that promised a storm were covering the sky, and cold with a wind out of the north. When he lifted his head, he saw where the first rains had covered the slopes of the Eagle Mountains with tenderest green, and looking higher, the snows were gathering on the summits. The prophetic thickening of his coat foretold a hard winter.

Now he was on watch with the mares in the hollow behind and himself on the crest rarely turning his head from a wisp of smoke which rose far south. He knew what that meant. Red Perris was on his trail again, and this was the morning-fire of the Great Enemy. He had lain on the ground like a dead man the day before. Now he was risen to battle again! Instinctively he swung his head and looked at the place where the saddle had rested the day before, the saddle which he had worked off with so much wild rolling and scraping against rocks.

He nibbled the grass as he watched, or now and again jerked up his head to catch the scents which blow truer in the upper air-currents.

It was on one of these occasions that he caught an odor only vaguely known to him, and known as a danger. He had never been able to label it but he knew that when the grey mare caught such a scent she was even more perturbed than when man rode into view. So now he breathed deep, his great eyes shining with excitement. What could this danger be which was more to be dreaded than the Great Enemy? Yielding to curiosity, he headed straight up wind to make sure.

No doubt he thereby gave proof that he was unfitted to lead wild horses in the mountains. The wise black of former days, or the grey mare now, would never have stopped to question, but gathering the herd with the alarm call, they would have busied themselves with unrolling mile after mile behind their flying heels. Alcatraz increased his walk to a trot, promptly lost the scent altogether, and headed onto the next elevation to see if he could catch it again. He stood there for a long moment, raising and lowering his head, and then turning a little sidewise so that the wind would cut into his nostrils — which was a trick the grey had taught him. The scent was gone and the wind blew to him only the pure coolness of dew, just sharpened to fragrance by a scent of distant sagebrush. He gave up and turned about to head for the mares.

The step for which he raised his forefoot was not completed for down the hollow behind him he saw a grey skulker slinking with its belly close to the ground. If it stood erect it would be as tall as a calf new-born. The tail was fluffy, the coat of fur a veritable mane around the throat, the head long of muzzle and broad across the forehead with dark marks between the eyes and arching like brows above them so that the facial expression was one of almost human wisdom and wistfulness. It was a beautiful creature to watch, as its smooth trot carried it with incredible speed across the stallions line of retreat, but Alcatraz had seen those grey kings of the mountains before and knew everything about them except their scent. He saw no beauty in the lofer wolf.

The blood which congealed in his veins was released; he reared and wheeled and burst away at full gallop; there was a sobbing whine of eagerness behind him — the lobo was stretched in pursuit.

Never in his life had the chestnut run as he ran now, and never had he fled so hopelessly. He knew that one slash of those great white teeth would cut his throat to the vital arteries. He knew that for all his speed he had neither the foot nor the wind to escape the grey marauder. It was only a matter of time, and short time at that, before the end came. The lofer prefers young meat and as a rule will cut down a yearling colt, or dine on warm veal, eschewing cold flesh and feeding only once from every kill — the lobo being the Lucullus of beasts of prey — but this prowler had either found scanty fare in a long journey across the mountains or else he wished to kill now for pure deviltry and not from hunger. At any rate, he slid over the ground like the shadow of a cloud driven in a storm.

Already he gained fast, and yet he had not attained top speed; when he did, he would walk up on the chestnut as the latter could walk up on the mares of his herd.

Over a hill bolted Alcatraz and beneath him he saw a faint hope of escape — the flash of water where a brook, new-swelled by the rains, was running bankfull, a noisy torrent. He went down the slope like the wind, struck the level at such speed that the air stung his nostrils, and leaped from the firm gravel at the edge of the stream.

The far bank seemed a mighty distance as he soared high — the water rushed broad and swift beneath him, no swimming if he struck that bubbling current — and then, a last pitch forwards in mid-air; a forefoot struck ground, the bank crushed in beneath his weight, and then he was scrambling to the safety beyond and reeling into a new gallop.

Behind him, he saw the shadowy pursuer skim down the slope, fling into the air, and drop out of sight. Had he reached the shore? Ten seconds — no long and ominous head appeared — certainly he had fallen short and landed in the furious current. Alcatraz dropped his heart-breaking pace to a moderate gallop, but as he did so he saw a form which dripped with water scramble into view fifty yards down-stream — the lobo had managed to reach safety after all and now he came like a bullet to end the chase.

There was only half a hope left to Alcatraz and that was to turn and attempt to leave the wolf again at the water-jump; but now his renewed panic paralyzed all power of thinking. He did not even do the next best thing — race straight away in a true line, but bearing off first to the left and then to the right, he shot across the hills in a miserably wavering flight.

The lobo came like doom behind him. The chill of the water had enraged him. Besides, he did not often have to waste such time and energy to make a kill, and now, bent on a quick ending, the fur which fringed his lean belly cut the dew from the grass as he stretched to his full and matchless speed. Alcatraz saw and strained forward but he had reached his limit and the wolf gained with the passage of every second.

Another danger appeared. Off to the side and well ahead, spurring his mount to top effort, came Red Perris, who must have marked the chase with his glass. Alcatraz gave him not a glance, not a thought. What was the whisper and burn of a rope, what was even the hum of a bullet compared with the tearing teeth of the lofer wolf? So he kept to his course, stretched straight from the tip of his nose to the end of his flying tail and marking from the corner of his eye that the lobo still gained vital inches at every leap.

The horseman to his left shot over a hill and disappeared into the hollow beyond — he would be a scant hundred yards away when Alcatraz raced by, if indeed he could keep beyond reach of the wolf as long as this. And that was more than doubtful — impossible! For the grey streak had shot from behind until it now was at his tail, at his flank, with red tongue lolling and the sound of its panting audible. Half a minute more and it would be in front and heading him, and when he whirled the creature would spring.

And so it happened. The killer swept to the front and snapped — at the flash of the teeth Alcatraz wheeled, saw the monster leave the ground — and then a limp weight struck his shoulder and rolled heavily back to the ground; but not until he had straightened away on his new course did Alcatraz hear the report of the rifle, so much had the bullet outdistanced the sound.

He looked back.

Red Perris sat in his saddle with the rifle coming slowly down from his shoulder. The lofer wolf lay with a smear of red across one side of his head. Then a hill rose behind the stallion and shut off his view.

He brought down his gait to a stumbling canter for now a great weakness was pouring through his legs and his heart fluttered and trembled like the heart of a yearling when it first feels the strain and burn of the rope. He was saved, but by how small a margin! He was saved, but in his mind grew another problem. Why had the Great Enemy chosen to kill the wolf and spare the horse? And how great was his greatness who could strike down from afar that king of flesh-eaters in the very moment of a kill! But he knew, very clearly, that he had been in the hollow of the mans hand and had been spared; and that he had been rescued from certain death; was not the scent of the wolfs pelt still in his nostrils as the creature had leaped?

He came to the brook and snorted in wonder. In a sane moment he would never have attempted that leap. For that matter, perhaps, no other horse between the seas would have ever dreamed of the effort. Alcatraz headed up the stream for a narrow place, shaking his head at the roar of the current.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE CRISIS
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WHEN HE FOUND a place where he could jump the Little Smoky he picked up his mares again and led them straight north, accepting their whinnies of congratulation with a careless toss of his head as though only women-folk would bother to think of such small matters. He had a definite purpose, now. He had had enough of the Valley of the Eagles with its haunting lobos and its cunning human hunters. And he chose for exit the cañon of the Little Smoky itself. For there were many blind ravines pocketing the sides of the Valley of the Eagles, but the little Smoky would lead him straight to the summits. He looked back as he reached the mouth of the gorge, filled with the murmur of the rain-swollen waters. Perris was drifting towards them. And Alcatraz tossed his head and struck into a canter.

It was a precaution which he never abandoned, for while the Great Enemy was most to be feared, there were other human foes and such a narrow-throated gorge as this would ideally serve them as a trap. He shortened his lope so as to be ready to whirl away as he came to the first winding between the rugged walls of the valley — but the ground was clear before him and calling up his lagging herd, he made on towards a sound of falling water ahead. It was a new sound to Alcatraz in that place, for he remembered no cataract in this gorge. But every water-course had been greatly changed since the rains began, and who could tell what alterations had occurred here?

Who, indeed, could have guessed it? For as he swung about the next bend he was confronted by a sheer wall of rock over which the falling torrent of the Little Smoky was churned to white spray by projecting fragments. Far above, the side of the mountain was still marked by a raw wound where the landslide had swept, cutting deeper and deeper, until it choked the narrow ravine with an incalculable mass of sand, crushed trees, and a rubble of broken stone. It had dammed the Little Smoky, but soon topping the obstruction, the river now poured over the crest and filled the valley with a noise of rushing and shouting so caught up by echoes that Alcatraz seemed to be standing inside a whole circle of invisible waterfalls.

He wondered at that sight for only an instant; then, as the meaning drove home to him, he wheeled and raced down the valley. This was the explanation of the Enemys move towards the throat of the cañon!

He passed the mares like a red streak of light, his ears flagging back and his tail swept out straight behind by the wind of his gallop. He rushed about the next turn of the cliff and saw that the race had been in vain — the Great Enemy was spurring his reeling cowpony into the mouth of the Little Smoky gap!

The chestnut made his calculations without slackening his pace. The man was in the valley, but he had not yet reached that narrow throat where his lariat was of sufficient radius to cover the space between the wall of the cañon and the stream. However, he was in excellent position to maneuver for a throw in case Alcatraz tried to slip by. Therefore he now brought his pony to a slow lope, and loosening his rope, he swung the noose in a wide circle; he was ready to plunge to either side and cast the lariat.

Being nearer to the river than to the cañon wall it was in the latter direction that the stallion found the wider free space and towards it, accordingly, he directed his flight, running as he had only run when the lofer wolf dogged his heels. It was only a feint. His eye was too keen in the calculation of distances and relative speeds not to realize that the cowpony would beat him to the goal, yet he kept up his furious pace even when Perris had checked his horse to a trot. Straight on swept Alcatraz until he saw the glitter of the hunters eyes beneath the wide brim of his sombrero — then he braced his legs, knocking up a small shower of sand and rocks, swerved to the left, and bolted for the river bank.

Even as he made the move, though blinded by the fierceness of his own effort, he knew that it would be a tight squeeze. Had the pony under Perris possessed half of its ordinary speed of foot it would easily have headed the fugitive or at the least brought its rider in rope-throw, now, outworn by the long trail it had followed, the little animal stumbled and almost fell when Perris with iron hand swung it around. That blunder lost fatal yards, but still it did its honest best. It was a veteran of many a round-up. No pony in the arduous work of cutting out was surer of eye or quicker of foot, and now this dodging back and forth brought a gleam into the broncos eyes. There was no need of the goading spur of Perris to make it spring forth at full speed, running on nerve-power in place of the sapped strength of muscle.

The stumble had given Alcatraz a fighting chance for his freedom — that was all. He recognized the flying peril as he raced in a wide loping semicircle. If the river were twenty yards further off he, running two feet to the cowponys one, would brush through safely, but as it was no one could tell. He knew the reach of a lariat as well as a man; had not Cordova tormented him devilishly with one time and again? Estimating the speed of his approaching enemy and the reach of the rope he felt that he could still gain freedom — unless luck was against him.

The burst of Alcatraz for the river and safety was a remarkable explosion of energy. Out of the corner of his reddening eye, as he gained swift impetus after his swerve, he saw the cowpony wheel, falter, and then burst across in pursuit to close the gap. He heeled over to the left, and found a mysterious source of energy within him that enabled his speed to be increased, until, at the top of his racing gait, he reached the very verge of the stream. There remained nothing now but a straight dash for freedom.

Luck favored him in one respect at least. The swollen current of the Little Smoky had eaten away its banks so that there was a sheer drop, straight as a cliff in most places, to the water, and the cliff-edge above was solidly compacted sand and gravel. A better race-track could hardly have been asked and the heart of Alcatraz swelled with hope as he saw the ground spin back behind him. Red Perris, too, shouting like a mad man as he spurred in, realized that his opportunity was slipping through his fingers. For now, though far away, he swung his rope in a stiffly horizontal circle about his head. The time had come. Straight before him shot the red streak of the stallion; and leaning in his saddle to give greater length to the cast he made the throw.

It failed. Even as the noose whirled above him Alcatraz knew the cast would fall short. An instant later, falling, it slapped against his shoulder and he was through the gap free! But at the contact of that dreaded lariat instinct forced him to do what reason told him was unneeded — he veered some vital inches off towards the edge of the bank.

Thereby his triumph was undone! The gravel which made so good a footing was, after all, a brittle support and now, under his pounding hoofs, the whole side of the bank gave way. A squeal of terror broke from Alcatraz. He swerved sharply in, but it was too late. The very effort to change direction brought a greater weight upon his rear hoofs and now they crushed down through flying gravel and sand. He faced straight in, pawing the yielding bank with his forehoofs and suspended over the roar of the torrent. It was like striving to climb a hill of quicksand. The greater his struggle the more swiftly the treacherous soil melted under his pounding hoofs.

Last of all, he heard a yell of horror from the Great Enemy and saw the hands of the man go up before his eyes to shut out the sight. Then Alcatraz pitched back into thin air.

He caught one glimpse of the wildly blowing storm-clouds above him, then he crashed with stinging force into the water below.


CHAPTER XXV

THE LITTLE SMOKY
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PURE MADNESS POURED into the brain of Red Perris as he saw the fall. Here, then was the end of the trail, and that great battle would never be fought. Groaning he rode to the bank of the stream, mechanically gathering up the rope as he went.

He saw below him nothing but the rush of water, white riffles showing its speed. An occasional dark steak whirled past — the trunks of trees which the Little Smoky had chewed away from their foothold on its sides. Doubtless one of these burly missiles had struck and instantly killed the stallion.

But no, yonder his head broke above the surface — a great log flung past him, missing the goal by inches — a whirl in the current rolled him under, — but up he came again, swimming gallantly. The selfish rage which had consumed Red Perris broke out in words. Down the bank he trotted the buckskin, shaking his fist at Alcatraz and pouring the stream of his curses at that devoted head. Was this the reward of labor, the reward of pain and patience through all the weeks, the sleepless nights, the weary days?

Drown, and be damned! shouted Red Perris, and as if in answer, the body of the stallion rose miraculously from the stream and the hunter gasped his incredulity. Alcatraz was facing up stream, half his body above the surface.

The explanation was simple. At this point the Little Smoky abated its speed a little and had dropped a load of rolling stones and sand. An hour later it might be washed away, but now it made a strong bank with the current skimming above the surface. On this the stallion had struck, and whirling with the current he faced towards the source of the valley and looked into the volleying waters. Here, surely, was a sight to make a weakling tremble. But to the astonishment of Perris, he saw the head of the stallion raised, and the next moment the thunder of his neigh rang high above the voices of the river, as though he bade defiance to his destroyer, as though he called on the God of Gods to bear witness that he died without fear.

By the Eternal! breathed Red Perris, smitten with awe, and the next instant, the ground giving way beneath him, Alcatraz was bowled over and over, only to come up again farther down the stream.

He turned his head. Far away he made out a line of horsemen — grey, ghostly figures miles away. Hervey was keeping to his word, then. But the thought of his own danger did not hold Red Jim Perris for a moment. Down there in the thundering water Alcatraz was dying!

The heart of Red Perris went out to the dauntless chestnut. He spurred down the bank until he was even with the struggler. He swayed far out, riding the mustang so near the brink that the poor creature shuddered. He capped his hands about his lips and the hunter screamed encouragement to the hunted, yelled advice, shrieked his warnings when treetrunks hurtled from behind.

It seemed to Red Perris that Alcatraz was not a brute beast but a soul about to perish. So much do brave men love courage! Then he saw, a hundred yards away, that the bank of the stream fell away until it became a gradually shoaling beach to the water edge. With a shout of hope he raced to this point of vantage and flung himself from the saddle. Then, grasping the rope, he ran into the stream until it foamed with staggering force about his hips.

But would Alcatraz live among those sweeping treetrunks and come within casting distance of the rope? Even if he did, would the rope catch around that head of which only the nose and eyes were showing? Even if it caught could the stallion be drawn to shoal water without being strangled by the slip-knot? Had Perris been a calm man he would have discarded the thousandth chance which remained after all of these possibilities. He would have looked, instead, to his cowpony which was now cantering away towards liberty in the rear of the flying squadron of mares. But Perris saw and lived for only one thing.

Down came that brave head, but now with the ears flattened, for in the fury of the river his strength was being rapidly exhausted. Down the current it came, momentarily nearer but always with dangers shooting about it. Even while Perris looked, a great tree from which the branches had not yet been stripped rushed from behind. The hunters yell of alarm was drowned by the thousand voices of the Little Smoky, and over that head the danger swept.

Red Perris closed his eyes and his head fell, but when he looked again the tree was far down stream and the stallion still swam in the central current, but now near, very near. Only the slender outer branches could have struck him, and these with barely sufficient force to drive him under.

Perris strode still further into the wild water until it foamed about his waist, and stretching out his arms he called to the stallion. Had he possessed ten times the power of voice he could not have made himself heard above the rioting of the Little Smoky but his gesture could be seen, and even a dumb beast could understand it. The chestnut, at least, comprehended for to the joy of Perris he now saw those gallant ears come forward again, and turning as well as he could, Alcatraz swam stoutly for the shore. In the hour of need, the Great Enemy had become his last hope.

But his progress towards the sloping bank was small. For every inch he fought to the bank the current carried him a foot down stream, yet those inches gained in the lateral direction were every one priceless. Finally Perris swung the lariat and shot it through the air. Fair and true the circle struck above the head of the stallion and the hunter shouted with hysterical triumph; a moment later he groaned as the current whirled the rope over the head of Alcatraz and down stream.

Yet he fought the hopeless fight. Staggering in the currents, beaten from his footing time and again, Perris stumbled down stream gathering his rope for a new cast as he went. Neither had the chestnut abandoned the struggle. His last efforts had swerved him about and now he headed up stream with the water foaming about his red, distended nostrils; but still through the whipping spray his great eyes were fixed on Perris. As for the man, there was a prayer in the voice with which he shouted: Alcatraz! and hurled the rope again.

Heavy with the water it had soaked up the noose splashed in a rough circle around the head of the swimmer and then cut down into the water. Hand over hand he drew in the slack, felt resistance, then a jar that toppled him from his foothold. The noose had indeed caught around the neck of the stallion, but the success threatened to be his ruin. Toppled head over heels in the rush of the Little Smoky, still his left hand gripped the rope and as he came gasping to the surface his feet struck and lodged strongly against the surface of a great boulder. His one stroke of luck!

He had no time to give thanks. The next moment the full weight of the torrent on Alcatraz whipped the lariat quivering out of the water. The horse was struggling in the very center of the strongest current and the tug on the arms of Perris made his shoulder sockets ache. He endured that pain, praying that his hands would not slip on the wet rope. Then, little by little, he increased his pull until all the strength of leg muscles, back, and arms was brought to bear. It seemed that there was no result; Alcatraz did not change his position; but inch by inch the rope crept in to him; he at length could shift holds, whipping his right hand in advance of the left and tugging again. There was more rapid progress, now, but as the first frenzy of nervous energy was dissipated, a tremor of exhaustion passed through his limbs and the beat of his heart redoubled until he was well-nigh stifled. True, the rope was coming in hand over hand, now, but another danger. The head of Alcatraz was sinking, his nostrils distended to the bursting point, his eyes red and bulging from their sockets. He was being throttled by the grip of the slip knot; and an instant later his head disappeared beneath the surface.

Then all weakness passed from Red Perris; there was invigorating wine in the air he breathed; a vast power clothed him suddenly and while the frenzy endured he drew Alcatraz swiftly in from the gripping currents and to the comparatively mild swirl of water where he stood. Wavering, distorted, and dim as an image in a dull mirror, he saw the form of the horse float towards him beneath the water. Still the frenzy was on him. It enabled him to spring from his place, tear the strangling noose from the neck of the stallion, and lifting that lifeless head in both hands struggle towards the shore. The water buoyed a weight which he could not otherwise have budged; he stumbled in the shoaling gravel to his knees, rose again lifting and straining, until blackness rushed across his eyes; and he pitched forward on his face.

He wakened in a whipping rain that stung the back of his neck and as he propped himself on his arms he found that he had been lying across the neck and shoulders of the stallion. That much of him, and the slender forelegs, was clear of the water. But had he not brought a dead thing to land?

He bent his cheek to the nostrils of Alcatraz, but he felt no breath. He came reeling to his knees and slid his hand beneath the water to the heart of the horse; he felt no reassuring throb. Yet he could not be sure that the end was indeed come, for the blood raged and surged through his brain and waves of violent trembling passed over him so that his sense of touch might well belie the truth. How long had he lain unconscious — a minute or an hour?

At least, he must try to get the body farther ashore. Alas, his strength hardly sufficed now to raise the head alone and when he made his effort his legs crumpled beneath him. There he sat with the head of Alcatraz in his lap — he the hunter and this the hunted!

There was small measure of religion in Red Perris but now, in helplessness, he raised his trembling hands to the stormy grey of the sky above him.

God Amighty, said Red Perris, I sure aint done much to make You listen to me, but I got this to say: that if theys a call for something to die right now it aint the hoss thats to blame. Its me that hounded him into the river. Alcatraz aint any pet, but hes sure lived according to his rights. Let him live and Ill let him go free. I got no right to him. I didnt make him. I never owned him. But let him stand up on his four legs again; let me see him go galloping once more, the finest hoss that ever bucked a fool man out of the saddle, and Ill call it quits!

It was near to a prayer, if indeed this were not a prayer in truth. And glancing down to the head on his lap, he shivered with superstitious wonder. Alcatraz had unquestionably drawn a long and sighing breath.


CHAPTER XXVI

PARTNERS
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THE RECOVERY WAS no miracle. The strangling coil of rope which shut off the wind of Alcatraz had also kept any water from passing into his lungs, and as the air now began to come back and the reviving oxygen reached his blood, his recovery was amazingly rapid. Before Perris had ceased wondering at the first audible breath the eyes of Alcatraz were lighted with flickering intelligence; then a snort of terror showed that he realized his nearness to the Great Enemy. His very panic acted as a thrillingly powerful restorative. By the time Perris got weakly to his feet, Alcatraz was lunging up the river bank scattering gravel and small rocks behind him.

And Perris made no attempt to throw the rope again. He allowed it to lie limp and wet on the gravel, but turning to watch that magnificent body, shining from the river, he saw the lines of Herveys hunters coming swinging across the plain, riding to the limit of the speed of their horses.

This was the end, then. In ten minutes, or less, they would be on him, and he without a gun in his hands!

As though he saw the same approaching line of riders, Alcatraz whirled on the edge of the sand, but he did not turn to flee. Instead, he lifted his head and turned his bright eyes on the Great Enemy, and stood there trembling at their nearness! The heart of Perris leaped. A great hope which he dared not frame in thought rushed through his mind, and he stepped slowly forward, his hand extended, his voice caressing. The chestnut winced one step back, and then waited, snorting. There he waited, trembling with fear, chained by curiosity, and ready to leap away in arrowy flight should the sun wink on the tell-tale brightness of steel or the noosed rope dart whispering through the air above him. But there was no such sign of danger. The man came steadily on with his right hand stretched out palm up in the age-old token of amity, and as he approached he kept talking. Strange power was in that voice to enter the ears of the stallion and find a way to his heart of hearts. The fierce and joyous battle-note which he had heard on the day of the great fight was gone and in its place was a fiber of piercing gentleness. It thrilled Alcatraz as the touch of the mans fingers had thrilled him on another day.

Now he was very near, yet Perris did not hurry, did not change the quiet of his words. By the nearness his face was become the dominant thing. What was there between the mountains so terrible and so gentle, so full of awe, of wisdom, and of beauty, as this human face? Behind the eyes the outlaw horse saw the workings of that mystery which had haunted his still evenings in the desert — the mind.

Far away the grey mare was neighing plaintively and the scared cowpony trailed in the distance wondering why these free creatures should come so close to man, the enslaver; but to Alcatraz the herd was no more than a growth of trees; nothing existed under the sky saving that hand ceaselessly outstretched towards him, and the steady murmur of the voice.

He began to wonder: what would happen if he waited until the finger tips were within a hairs-breadth of his nose? Surely there would be no danger, for even if the Great Enemy slid onto his back again he could not stay, weak as Red Perris now was.

Alcatraz winced, but without moving his feet; and when he straightened the finger tips touched the velvet of his nose. He stamped and snorted to frighten the hunter away but the hand moved dauntlessly high and higher — it rested between his eyes — it passed across his head, always with that faint tingle of pleasure trailing behind the touch; and the voice was saying in broken tones: Some damn fools say they aint a God! Some damn fools! Something for nothing. Thats what He gives! Steady, boy: steady!

Between perfect fear and perfect pleasure, the stallion shuddered. Now the Great Enemy was beside him with a hand slipping down his neck. Why did he not swerve and race away? What power chained him to the place? He jerked his head about and caught the shoulder of Perris in his teeth. He could crush through muscles and sinews and smash the bone. But the teeth of Alcatraz did not close for the hunter made no sign of fear or pain.

Youre considerable of an idiot, Alcatraz, but you dont know no better, the voice was saying. Thats right, let go that hold. In the old days Id of had my rope on you quickern a wink. But what good in that? The hoss I love aint a down-headed, mean-hearted man-killer like you used to be; its the Alcatraz that Ive seen running free here in the Valley of the Eagles. And if you come with me, you come free and you stay free. I dont want to set no brand on you. If you stay its because you like me, boy; and when you want to leave the corral gate will be sure open. Are you coming along?

The fingers of that gentle hand had tangled in the mane of Alcatraz, drawing him softly forward. He braced his feet, snorting, his ears back. Instantly the pressure on his mane ceased. Alcatraz stepped forward.

By God, breathed the man. Its true! Alcatraz, old hoss, dyou think Id ever of tried to make a slave out of you if Id guessed that I could make you a partner?

Behind them, the rattle of volleying hoofs was sweeping closer. The rain had ceased. The air was a perfect calm, and the very grunt of the racing horses was faintly audible and the cursing of the men as they urged their mounts forward. Towards that approaching fear, Alcatraz turned his head. They came as though they would run him into the river. But what did it all mean? So long as one man stood beside him, he was shielded from the enmity of all other men. That had been true even in the regime of the dastardly Cordova.

Steady! gasped Red Perris. Theyre coming like bullets, Alcatraz, old timer! Steady!

One hand rested on the withers, the other on the back of the chestnut, and he raised himself gingerly up. Under the weight the stallion shrank catwise, aside and down. But there was no wrench of a curb in his mouth, no biting of the cinches. In the old days of his colthood, a barelegged boy used to come into the pasture and jump on his bare back. His mind flashed back to that — the bare, brown legs. That was before he had learned that men ride with leather and steel. He waited, holding himself strongly on leash, ready to turn loose his whole assortment of tricks — but Perris slipped into place almost as lightly as that dimly remembered boy in the pasture.

To the side, that line of rushing riders was yelling and waving hats.
And now the light winked and glimmered on naked guns.

Go! whispered Perris at his ear. Alcatraz!

And the flat of his hand slapped the stallion on the flank. Was not that the old signal out of the pasture days, calling for a gallop?

He started into a swinging canter. And a faint, half-choked cry of pleasure from the lips of his rider tingled in his ears. For your born horseman reads his horse by the first buoyant moment, and what Red Jim Perris read of the stallion surpassed his fondest dreams. A yell of wonder rose from Hervey and his charging troop. They had seen Red Jim come battered and exhausted from his struggle with the stallion the day before, and now he sat upon the bareback of the chestnut — a miracle!

Shoot! yelled Hervey. Shoot for the man. You cant hit the damned hoss!

In answer, a volley blazed, but what they had seen was too much for the nerves of even those hardy hunters and expert shots. The volley sang about the ears of Perris, but he was unscathed, while he felt Alcatraz gather beneath him and sweep into a racing pace, his ears flat, his neck extended. For he knew the meaning of that crashing fire. Fool that he had been not to guess. He who had battled with him the day before, but battled without mans ordinary tools of torture; he who had saved him this very day from certain death in the water; this fellow of the flaming red hair, was in truth so different from other men, that they hunted him, they hated him, and therefore they were sending their waspish and invisible messengers of death after him. For his own safety, for the life of the man on his back, Alcatraz gave up his full speed.

And Perris bowed low along the stallions neck and cheered him on. It was incredible, this thing that was happening. They had reached top speed, and yet the speed still increased. The chestnut seemed to settle towards the earth as his stride lengthened. He was not galloping. He was pouring himself over the ground with an endless succession of smooth impulses. The wind of that running became a gale. The blown mane of Alcatraz whipped and cut at the face of Perris, and still the chestnut drove swifter and swifter.

He was cutting down the bank of the river which had nearly seen his death a few moments before, striving to slip past the left flank of Herveys men, and now the foreman, yelling his orders, changed his line of battle, and the cowpunchers swung to the left to drive Alcatraz into the very river. The change of direction unsettled their aim. It is hard at best to shoot from the back of a running horse at an object in swift motion; it is next to impossible when sharp orders are being rattled forth. They fired as they galloped, but their shots flew wild.

In the meantime, they were closing the gap between them and the river bank to shut off Alcatraz, but for every foot they covered the chestnut covered two, it seemed. He drove like a red lightning bolt, with the rider flattened on his back, shaking his fist back at the pursuers.

Pull up! shouted Lew Hervey, in sudden realization that Alcatraz would slip through the trap. Pull up! And shoot for Perris! Pull up!

They obeyed, wrenching their horses to a halt, and as they drew them up, Red Jim, with a yell of triumph, straightened on the back of the flying horse and waved back to them. The next instant his shout of defiance was cut short by the bark of three rifles, as Hervey and Shorty and Little Joe, having halted their horses, pitched their guns to their shoulders and let blaze after the fugitive. There was a sting along the shoulder of Perris as though a red hot knife had slashed him; a bullet had grazed the skin.

Ah, but they would have a hard target to strike, from now on! The trick which Alcatraz had learned in his own flights from the hunters he now brought back into play. He began to swerve from side to side as he raced.

Another volley roared from the cursing cowpunchers behind them, but every bullet flew wide as the chestnut swerved.

Damn him! yelled Lew Hervey. Has the hoss put the charm on the hide of that skunk, too?

For in the fleeing form of Red Perris he saw all his hopes eluding his grasp. With Red Jim escaped and his promise to the rancher unfulfilled, what would become of his permanent hold on Oliver Jordan? Ay, and Red Jim, once more in safety and mounted on that matchless horse, would swoop down on the Valley of the Eagles and strike to kill, again, again, and again!

No wonder there was an agony shrill in the voice of the foreman as he shouted: Once more!

Up went the shining barrels of the rifles, followed the swerving form of the horseman for a moment, and then, steadied to straight, gleaming lines, they fired at the same instant, as though in obedience to an unspoken order.

And the form of Red Perris was knocked forward on the back of
Alcatraz!

Some place in his body one of those bullets had struck. They saw him slide far to one side. They saw, while they shouted in triumph, that Alcatraz instinctively shortened his pace to keep his slipping burden from falling.

Hes done! yelled Hervey, and shoving his rifle back in its holster, he spurred again in the pursuit.

But Red Perris was not done. Scrambling with his legs, tugging with his arms, he drew himself into position and straightway collapsed along the back of Alcatraz with both hands interwoven in the mane of the horse.

And the stallion endured it! A shout of amazement burst from the foreman and his men. Alcatraz had tossed up his head, sent a ringing neigh of defiance floating behind him, and then struck again into his matchless, smooth flowing gallop!

Perhaps it was not so astonishing, after all, as some men could have testified who have seen horses that are devils under spur and saddle become lambs when the steel and the leather they have learned to dread are cast away.

But all Alcatraz could understand, as his mind grasped vaguely towards the meaning of the strange affair, was that the strong, agile power on his back had been suddenly destroyed. Red Perris was now a limp and hanging weight, something no longer to be feared, something to be treated, at will, with contempt. The very voice was changed and husky as it called to him, close to his ear. And he no longer dared to dodge, because at every swerve that limp burden slid far to one side and dragged itself back with groans of agony. Then something warm trickled down over his shoulder. He turned his head. From the breast of the rider a crimson trickle was running down over the chestnut hair, and it was blood. With the horror of it he shuddered.

He must gallop gently, now, at a sufficient distance to keep the rifles from speaking behind him, but slowly and softly enough to keep the rider in his place. He swung towards the mares, running, frightened by the turmoil, in the distance. But a hand on his neck pressed him back in a different direction and down into the trail which led, eventually, to the ranch of Oliver Jordan. Let it be, then, as the man wished. He had known how to save a horse from the Little Smoky. He would be wise enough to keep them both safe even from other men, and so, along the trail towards the ranch, the chestnut ran with a gait as gentle as the swing and light fall of a ground swell in mid-ocean.


CHAPTER XXVII

THE END OF THE RACE
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FAR BEHIND HIM he could see the pursuers driving their horses at a killing gallop. He answered their spurt and held them safely in the distance with the very slightest of efforts. All his care was given to picking out the easiest way, and avoiding jutting rocks and sharp turns which might unsettle the rider. Just as, in those dim old days in the pasture, when the short brown legs of the boy could not encompass him enough to gain a secure grip, he used to halt gently, and turn gently, for fear of unseating the urchin. How far more cautious was his maneuvering now! Here on his back was the power which had saved him from the river. Here on his back was he whose trailing fingers had given him his first caress.

He had no power of reason in his poor blind brain to teach him the why and the wherefore. But he had that overmastering impulse which lives in every gentle-blooded horse — the great desire to serve. A mustang would have been incapable of such a thing, but in Alcatraz flowed the pure strain of the thoroughbred, tracing back to the old desert stock where the horse lives in the tent of his master, the most cherished member of the family. There was in him dim knowledge of events through which he himself had never passed. By the very lines of his blood there was bred in him a need for human affection and human care, just as there was bred in him the keen heart of the racer. And now he knew to the full that exquisite delight of service with the very life of a helpless man given into his keeping.

One ear he canted back to the pain-roughened voice which spoke at his ear. The voice was growing weaker and weaker, just as the grip of the legs was decreasing, and the hands were tangled less firmly in his mane, but now the bright-colored buildings of the ranch appeared through the trees. They were passing between the deadly rows of barbed wire with far-off mutter of the pursuing horses beating at his ear and telling him that all escape was cut off. Yet still the man held him to the way through a mingling of trails thick with the scents of man, of man-ridden horses. The burden on his back now slipped from side to side at every reach of his springy gallop.

They came in sight of the ranch house itself. The failing voice rose for one instant into a hoarse cry of joy. Far behind, rose a triumphant echo of shouting. Yes, the trap was closed, and his only protection from the men riding behind was this half-living creature on his back.

Out from the arched entrance to the patio ran a girl. She started back against the dobe wall of the house and threw up one hand as though a miracle had flashed across her vision. Alcatraz brought his canter to a trot that shook the loose body on his back, and then he was walking reluctantly forward, for towards the girl the rider was directing him against all his own power of reason. She was crying out, now, in a shrill voice, and presently through the shadowy arch swung the figure of a big man on crutches, who shouted even as the girl had shouted.

Oliver Jordan, reading through the lines of his foremans letter, had returned to find out what was going wrong, and from his daughters tale he had learned more than enough.

Trembling at the nearness of these two human beings, but driven on by the faint voice, and the guiding hands, Alcatraz passed shuddering under the very arch of the patio entrance and so found himself once more — and forever — surrendered into the power of men!

But the weak figure on his back had relaxed, and was sliding down. He saw the gate closing the patio swing to. He saw the girl run with a cry and receive the bleeding body of Red Perris into her arms. He saw the man on crutches swing towards them, exclaiming  — without even a bridle! Marianne, he must have hypnotized that hoss!

Oh, Dad, the girl wailed, if he dies — if he dies — —

The eyes of Perris, where he lay on the flagging, opened wearily.

Ill live — I cant die! But Alcatraz … keep him from butcher
Hervey … keep him safe….

Then his gaze fixed on the face of Oliver Jordan and his eyes widened in amazement.

My father, she said, as she cut away the shirt to get at the wound.

Him! muttered Perris.

Partner, said Oliver Jordan, wavering above the wounded man on his crutches, whats done is done.

Ay, said Perris, smiling weakly, if youre her father that trail is sure ended. Marianne — get hold of my hand — Im going out again … keep Alcatraz safe….

His eyes closed in a faint.

Between the cook and Marianne they managed to carry the limp figure to the shelter of the arcade just as Hervey and his men thundered up to the closed gate of the patio, and there the foreman drew rein in a cloud of dust and cursed his surprise at the sight of the ranchman.

The group in the patio, and the shining form of Alcatraz, were self explanatory. His plans were ruined at the very verge of a triumph. He hardly needed to hear the voice of Jordan saying: I asked you to get rid of a gun-fighting killer — and youve tried to murder a man. Hervey, get out of the Valley and stay out if youre fond of a whole skin!

And Hervey went.

* * * * *

There followed a strange time for Alcatraz. He could not be led from the patio. They could only take him by tying every hoof and dragging him, and such force Marianne would not let the cowpunchers use. So day after day he roamed in that strange corral while men came and stared at him through the strong bars of the gate, but no one dared enter the enclosure with the wild horse saving the girl alone, and even she could not touch him.

It was all very strange. And strangest of all was when the girl came out of the door through which the master had been carried and looked at Alcatraz, and wept. Every evening she came but she had no way of answering the anxious whinny with which he called for Red Jim again.

Strange, too, was the hush which brooded over the house. Even the cowpunchers, when they came to the gate, talked softly. But still the master did not come. Two weeks dragged on, weary weeks of waiting, and then the door to the house opened and again they carried him out on a wicker couch, a pale and wasted figure, around whom the man on the crutches and the girl and half a dozen cowpunchers gathered laughing and talking all at once.

Stand back from him, now, ordered Marianne, and watch Alcatraz.

So they drew away under the arcade and Alcatraz heard the voice of the master calling weakly.

It was not well that the others should be so near. For how could one tell from what hand a rope might be thrown or in what hand a gun might suddenly flash? But still the voice called and Alcatraz went slowly, snorting his protest and suspicion, until he stood at the foot of the couch and stretching forth his nose, still with his frightened glance fixed on the watchers, Alcatraz sniffed the hand of Red Jim. It turned. It patted him gently. It drew his gaze away from the others and into the eyes of this one man, the mysterious eyes which understood so much.

A lone trail is right enough for a while, old boy, Red Jim was saying, but in the end we need partners, a man and a woman and a horse and a man.

And Alcatraz, feeling the trail of the finger tips across the velvet skin of his muzzle, agreed.

THE END
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OF THE FOUR men, Hal Sinclair was the vital spirit. In the actual labor of mining, the mighty arms and tireless back Of Quade had been a treasure. For knowledge of camping, hunting, cooking, and all the lore of the trail, Lowrie stood as a valuable resource; and Sandersen was the dreamy, resolute spirit, who had hoped for gold in those mountains until he came to believe his hope. He had gathered these three stalwarts to help him to his purpose, and if he lived he would lead yet others to failure.

Hope never died in this tall, gaunt man, with a pale-blue eye the color of the horizon dusted with the first morning mist. He was the very spirit of lost causes, full of apprehensions, foreboding, superstitions. A hunch might make him journey five hundred miles; a snort of his horse could make him give up the trail and turn back.

But Hal Sinclair was the antidote for Sandersen. He was still a boy at thirty — big, handsome, thoughtless, with a heart as clean as new snow. His throat was so parched by that days ride that he dared not open his lips to sing, as he usually did. He compromised by humming songs new and old, and when his companions cursed his noise, he contented himself with talking softly to his horse, amply rewarded when the pony occasionally lifted a tired ear to the familiar voice.

Failure and fear were the blight on the spirit of the rest. They had found no gold worth looking at twice, and, lingering too long in the search, they had rashly turned back on a shortcut across the desert. Two days before, the blow had fallen. They found Sawyers water hole nearly dry, just a little pool in the center, with caked, dead mud all around it. They drained that water dry and struck on. Since then the water famine had gained a hold on them; another water hole had not a drop in it. Now they could only aim at the cool, blue mockery of the mountains before them, praying that the ponies would last to the foothills.

Still Hal Sinclair could sing softly to his horse and to himself; and, though his companions cursed his singing, they blessed him for it in their hearts. Otherwise the white, listening silence of the desert would have crushed them; otherwise the lure of the mountains would have maddened them and made them push on until the horses would have died within five miles of the labor; otherwise the pain in their slowly swelling throats would have taken their reason. For thirst in the desert carries the pangs of several deaths — death from fire, suffocation, and insanity.

No wonder the three scowled at Hal Sinclair when he drew his revolver.

My horse is gun-shy, he said, but Ill bet the rest of you I can drill a horn off that skull before you do.

Of course it was a foolish challenge. Lowrie was the gun expert of the party. Indeed he had reached that dangerous point of efficiency with firearms where a man is apt to reach for his gun to decide an argument. Now Lowrie followed the direction of Sinclairs gesture. It was the skull of a steer, with enormous branching horns. The rest of the skeleton was sinking into the sands.

Dont talk fool talk, said Lowrie. Save your wind and your ammunition. You may need em for yourself, son!

That grim suggestion made Sandersen and Quade shudder. But a grin spread on the broad, ugly face of Lowrie, and Sinclair merely shrugged his shoulders.

Ill try you for a dollar.

Nope.

Five dollars?

Nope.

Youre afraid to try, Lowrie!

It was a smiling challenge, but Lowrie flushed. He had a childish pride in his skill with weapons.

All right, kid. Get ready!

He brought a Colt smoothly into his hand and balanced it dexterously, swinging it back and forth between his eyes and the target to make ready for a snap shot.

Ready! cried Hal Sinclair excitedly.

Lowries gun spoke first, and it was the only one that was fired, for Sinclairs horse was gun-shy indeed. At the explosion he pitched straight into the air with a squeal of mustang fright and came down bucking. The others forgot to look for the results of Lowries shot. They reined their horses away from the pitching broncho disgustedly. Sinclair was a fool to use up the last of his mustangs strength in this manner. But Hal Sinclair had forgotten the journey ahead. He was rioting in the new excitement cheering the broncho to new exertions. And it was in the midst of that flurry of action that the great blow fell. The horse stuck his right forefoot into a hole.

To the eyes of the others it seemed to happen slowly. The mustang was halted in the midst of a leap, tugged at a leg that seemed glued to the ground, and then buckled suddenly and collapsed on one side. They heard that awful, muffled sound of splintering bone and then the scream of the tortured horse.

But they gave no heed to that. Hal Sinclair in the fall had been pinned beneath his mount. The huge strength of Quade sufficed to budge the writhing mustang. Lowrie and Sandersen drew Sinclairs pinioned right leg clear and stretched him on the sand.

It was Lowrie who shot the horse.

Youve done a brown turn, said Sandersen fiercely to the prostrate figure of Sinclair. Four men and three hosses. A fine partner you are, Sinclair!

Shut up, said Hal. Do something for that foot of mine.

Lowrie cut the boot away dexterously and turned out the foot. It was painfully twisted to one side and lay limp on the sand.

Do something! said Sinclair, groaning.

The three looked at him, at the dead horse, at the white-hot desert, at the distant, blue mountains.

What the devil can we do? Youve spoiled all our chances, Sinclair.

Ride on then and forget me! But tie up that foot before you go. I cant stand it!

Silently, with ugly looks, they obeyed. Secretly every one of the three was saying to himself that this folly of Sinclairs had ruined all their chances of getting free from the sands alive. They looked across at the skull of the steer. It was still there, very close. It seemed to have grown larger, with a horrible significance. And each instinctively put a mans skull beside it, bleached and white, with shadow eyes. Quade did the actual bandaging of Sinclairs foot, drawing tight above the ankle, so that some of the circulation was shut off; but it eased the pain, and now Sinclair sat up.

Im sorry, he said, mighty sorry, boys!

There was no answer. He saw by their lowered eyes that they were hating him. He felt it in the savage grip of their hands, as they lifted him and put him into Quades saddle. Quade was the largest, and it was mutely accepted that he should be the first to walk, while Sinclair rode. It was accepted by all except Quade, that is to say. That big man strode beside his horse, lifting his eyes now and then to glare remorselessly at Sinclair.

It was bitter work walking through that sand. The heel crunched into it, throwing a strain heavily on the back of the thigh, and then the ball of the foot slipped back in the midst of a stride. Also the labor raised the temperature of the body incredibly. With no wind stirring it was suffocating.

And the day was barely beginning!

Barely two hours before the sun had been merely a red ball on the edge of the desert. Now it was low in the sky, but bitterly hot. And their mournful glances presaged the horror that was coming in the middle of the day.

Deadly silence fell on that group. They took their turns by the watch, half an hour at a time, walking and then changing horses, and, as each man took his turn on foot, he cast one long glance of hatred at Sinclair.

He was beginning to know them for the first time. They were chance acquaintances. The whole trip had been undertaken by him on the spur of the moment; and, as far as lay in his cheery, thoughtless nature, he had come to regret it. The work of the trail had taught him that he was mismated in this company, and the first stern test was stripping the masks from them. He saw three ugly natures, three small, cruel souls.

It came Sandersens turn to walk.

Maybe I could take a turn walking, suggested Sinclair.

It was the first time in his life that he had had to shift any burden onto the shoulders of another except his brother, and that was different. Ah, how different! He sent up one brief prayer for Riley Sinclair. There was a man who would have walked all day that his brother might ride, and at the end of the day that man of iron would be as fresh as those who had ridden. Moreover, there would have been no questions, no spite, but a free giving. Mutely he swore that he would hereafter judge all men by the stern and honorable spirit of Riley.

And then that sad offer: Maybe I could take a turn walking, Sandersen.
I could hold on to a stirrup and hop along some way!

Lowrie and Quade sneered, and Sandersen retorted fiercely: Shut up!
You know it aint possible, but I ought to call your bluff.

He had no answer, for it was not possible. The twisted foot was a steady torture.

In another half hour he asked for water, as they paused for Sandersen to mount, and Lowrie to take his turn on foot. Sandersen snatched the canteen which Quade reluctantly passed to the injured man.

Look here! said Sandersen. We got to split up on this. You sit there and ride and take it easy. Me and the rest has to go through hell. You take some of the hell yourself. You ride, but well have the water, and they aint much of it left at that!

Sinclair glanced helplessly at the others. Their faces were set in stern agreement.

Slowly the sun crawled up to the center of the sky and stuck there for endless hours, it seemed, pouring down a fiercer heat. And the foothills still wavered in blue outlines that meant distance — terrible distance.

Out of the east came a cloud of dust. The restless eye of Sandersen saw it first, and a harsh shout of joy came from the others. Quade was walking. He lifted his arms to the cloud of dust as if it were a vision of mercy. To Hal Sinclair it seemed that cold water was already running over his tongue and over the hot torment of his foot. But, after that first cry of hoarse joy, a silence was on the others, and gradually he saw a shadow gather.

It aint wagons, said Lowrie bitterly at length. And it aint riders; it comes too fast for that. And it aint the wind; it comes too slow. But it aint men. You can lay to that!

Still they hoped against hope until the growing cloud parted and lifted enough for them to see a band of wild horses sweeping along at a steady lope. They sighted the men and veered swiftly to the left. A moment later there was only a thin trail of flying dust before the four. Three pairs of eyes turned on Sinclair and silently cursed him as if this were his fault.

Those horses are aiming at water, he said. Cant we follow em?

Theyre aiming for a hole fifty miles away. No, we cant follow em!

They started on again, and now, after that cruel moment of hope, it was redoubled labor. Quade was cursing thickly with every other step. When it came his turn to ride he drew Lowrie to one side, and they conversed long together, with side glances at Sinclair.

Vaguely he guessed the trend of their conversation, and vaguely he suspected their treacherous meanness. Yet he dared not speak, even had his pride permitted.

It was the same story over again when Lowrie walked. Quade rode aside with Sandersen, and again, with the wolfish side glances, they eyed the injured man, while they talked. At the next halt they faced him. Sandersen was the spokesman.

Weve about made up our minds, Hal, he said deliberately, that you got to be dropped behind for a time. Were going on to find water. When we find it well come back and get you. Understand?

Sinclair moistened his lips, but said nothing.

Then Sandersens voice grew screechy with sudden passion. Say, do you want three men to die for one? Besides, what good could we do?

You dont mean it, declared Sinclair. Sandersen, you dont mean it! Not alone out here! You boys cant leave me out here stranded. Might as well shoot me!

All were silent. Sandersen looked to Lowrie, and the latter stared at the sand. It was Quade who acted.

Stepping to the side of Sinclair he lifted him easily in his powerful arms and lowered him to the sands. Now, keep your nerve, he advised. Were coming back.

He stumbled a little over the words. Its all of us or none of us, he said. Come on, boys. My conscience is clear!

They turned their horses hastily to the hills, and, when the voice of
Sinclair rang after them, not one dared turn his head.

Partners, for the sake of all the work weve done together — dont do this!

In a shuddering unison they spurred their horses and raised the weary brutes into a gallop; the voice faded into a wail behind them. And still they did not look back.

For that matter they dared not look at one another, but pressed on, their eyes riveted to the hills. Once Lowrie turned his head to mark the position of the sun. Once Sandersen, in the grip of some passion of remorse or of fear of death, bowed his head with a strange moan. But, aside from that, there was no sound or sign between them until, hardly an hour and a half after leaving Sinclair, they found water.

At first they thought it was a mirage. They turned away from it by mutual assent. But the horses had scented drink, and they became unmanageable. Five minutes later the animals were up to their knees in the muddy water, and the men were floundering breast deep, drinking, drinking, drinking.

After that they sat about the brink staring at one another in a stunned fashion. There seemed no joy in that delivery, for some reason.

I guess Sinclair will be a pretty happy gent when he sees us coming back, said Sandersen, smiling faintly.

There was no response from the others for a moment. Then they began to justify themselves hotly.

It was your idea, Quade.

Why, curse your soul, werent you glad to take the idea? Are you going to blame it on to me?

Whats the blame? asked Lowrie. Aint we going to bring him water?

Suppose he ever tells we left him? Wed have to leave these parts pronto!

Hell never tell. Well swear him.

If he does talk, Ill stop him pretty sudden, said Lowrie, tapping his holster significantly.

Will you? What if he puts that brother of his on your trail?

Lowrie swallowed hard. Well— he began, but said no more.

They mounted in a new silence and took the back trail slowly. Not until the evening began to fall did they hurry, for fear the darkness would make them lose the position of their comrade. When they were quite near the place, the semidarkness had come, and Quade began to shout in his tremendous voice. Then they would listen, and sometimes they heard an echo, or a voice like an echo, always at a great distance.

Maybe hes started crawling and gone the wrong way. He should have sat still, said Lowrie, because—

Oh, Lord, broke in Sandersen, I knew it! I been seeing it all the way! He pointed to a figure of a man lying on his back in the sand, with his arms thrown out crosswise. They dismounted and found Hal Sinclair dead and cold. Perhaps the insanity of thirst had taken him; perhaps he had figured it out methodically that it was better to end things before the madness came. There was a certain stern repose about his face that favored this supposition. He seemed much older. But, whatever the reason, Hal Sinclair had shot himself cleanly through the head.

You see that face? asked Lowrie with curious quiet. Take a good look. Youll see it agin.

A superstitious horror seized on Sandersen. What dyou mean, Lowrie?
What dyou mean?

I mean this! The way he looks now hes a ringer for Riley Sinclair. And, you mark me, were all going to see Riley Sinclair, face to face, before we die!

Hell never know, said Quade, the stolid. Who knows except us? And will one of us ever talk? He laughed at the idea.

I dunno, whispered Sandersen. I dunno, gents. But we done an awful thing, and were going to pay — were going to pay!
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Their trails divided after that. Sandersen and Quade started back for
Sour Creek. At the parting of the ways Lowries last word was for
Sandersen.

You started this party, Sandersen. If theys any hell coming out of it, itll fall chiefly on you. Remember, because I got one of your own hunches!

After that Lowrie headed straight across the mountains, traveling as much by instinct as by landmarks. He was one of those men who are born to the trail. He stopped in at Four Pines, and there he told the story on which he and Sandersen and Quade had agreed. Four Pines would spread that tale by telegraph, and Riley Sinclair would be advised beforehand. Lowrie had no desire to tell the gunfighter in person of the passing of Hal Sinclair. Certainly he would not be the first man to tell the story.

He reached Colma late in the afternoon, and a group instantly formed around him on the veranda of the old hotel. Four Pines had indeed spread the story, and the crowd wanted verification. He replied as smoothly as he could. Hal Sinclair had broken his leg in a fall from his horse, and they had bound it up as well as they could. They had tied him on his horse, but he could not endure the pain of travel. They stopped, nearly dying from thirst. Mortification set in. Hal Sinclair died in forty-eight hours after the halt.

Four Pines had accepted the tale. There had been more deadly stories than this connected with the desert. But Pop Hansen, the proprietor, drew Lowrie to one side.

Keep out of Rileys way for a while. Hes all het up. He was fond of Hal, you know, and he takes this bad. Got an ugly way of asking questions, and—

The truth is the truth, protested Lowrie. Besides—

I know — I know. But jest make yourself scarce for a couple of days.

Ill keep on going, Pop. Thanks!

Never mind, aint no hurry. Rileys out of town and wont be back for a day or so. But, speaking personal, Id rather step into a nest of rattlers than talk to Riley, the way hes feeling now.

Lowrie climbed slowly up the stairs to his room, thinking very hard. He knew the repute of Riley Sinclair, and he knew the man to be even worse than reputation, one of those stern souls who exact an eye for an eye — and even a little more.

Once in his room he threw himself on his bed. After all there was no need for a panic. No one would ever learn the truth. To make surety doubly sure he would start early in the dawn and strike out for far trails. The thought had hardly come to him when he dismissed it. A flight would call down suspicion on him, and Riley Sinclair would be the first to suspect. In that case distance would not save him, not from that hard and tireless rider.

To help compose his thoughts he went to the washstand and bathed his hot face. He was drying himself when there was a tap on the door.

Can I come in? asked a shrill voice.

He answered in the affirmative, and a youngster stepped into the room.

Youre Lowrie?

Yep.

Theys a gent downstairs wants you to come down and see him.

Who is it?

I dunno. We just moved in from Conway. I can point him out to you on the street.

Lowrie followed the boy to the window, and there, surrounded by half a dozen serious-faced men, stood Riley Sinclair, tall, easy, formidable. The sight of Sinclair filled Lowrie with dismay. Pushing a silver coin into the hand of the boy, he said: Tell him — tell him — Im coming right down.

As soon as the boy disappeared, Lowrie ran to the window which opened on the side of the house. When he looked down his hope fled. At one time there had been a lean-to shed running along that side of the building. By the roof of it he could have got to the ground unseen. Now he remembered that it had been torn down the year before; there was a straight and perilous drop beneath the window. As for the stairs, they led almost to the front door of the building. Sinclair would be sure to see him if he went down there.

Of the purpose of the big man he had no doubt. His black guilt was so apparent to his own mind that it seemed impossible that the keen eyes of Sinclair had not looked into the story of Hals broken leg and seen a lie. Besides, the invitation through a messenger seemed a hollow lure. Sinclair wished to fight him and kill him before witnesses who would attest that Lowrie had been the first to go for his gun.

Fight? Lowrie looked down at his hand and found that the very wrist was quivering. Even at his best he felt that he would have no chance. Once he had seen Sinclair in action in Lew Murphys old saloon, had seen Red Jordan get the drop, and had watched Sinclair shoot his man deliberately through the shoulder. Red Jordan was a cripple for life.

Suppose he walked boldly down, told his story, and trusted to the skill of his lie? No, he knew his color would pale if he faced Sinclair. Suppose he refused to fight? Better to die than be shamed in the mountain country.

He hurried to the window for another look into the street, and he found that Sinclair had disappeared. Lowries knees buckled under his weight. He went over to the bed, with short steps like a drunken man, and lowered himself down on it.

Sinclair had gone into the hotel, and doubtless that meant that he had grown impatient. The fever to kill was burning in the big man. Then Lowrie heard a steady step come regularly up the stairs. They creaked under a heavy weight.

Lowrie drew his gun. It caught twice; finally he jerked it out in a frenzy. He would shoot when the door opened, without waiting, and then trust to luck to fight his way through the men below.

In the meantime the muzzle of the revolver wabbled crazily from side to side, up and down. He clutched the barrel with the other hand. And still the weapon shook.

Curling up his knee before his breast he ground down with both hands. That gave him more steadiness; but would not this contorted position destroy all chance of shooting accurately? His own prophecy, made over the dead body of Hal Sinclair, that all three of them would see that face again, came back to him with a sense of fatality. Some forward-looking instinct, he assured himself, had given him that knowledge.

The step upon the stairs came up steadily. But the mind of Lowrie, between the steps, leaped hither and yon, a thousand miles and back. What if his nerve failed him at the last moment? What if he buckled and showed yellow and the shame of it followed him? Better a hundred times to die by his own hand.

Excitement, foreboding, the weariness of the long trail — all were working upon Lowrie.

Nearer drew the step. It seemed an hour since he had first heard it begin to climb the stairs. It sounded heavily on the floor outside his door. There was a heavy tapping on the door itself. For an instant the clutch of Lowrie froze around his gun; then he twitched the muzzle back against his own breast and fired.

There was no pain — only a sense of numbness and a vague feeling of torn muscles, as if they were extraneous matter. He dropped the revolver on the bed and pressed both hands against his wound. Then the door opened, and there appeared, not Riley Sinclair, but Pop Hansen.

What in thunder— he began.

Get Riley Sinclair. Theres been an accident, said Lowrie faintly and huskily. Get Riley Sinclair; quick. I got something to say to him.
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RILEY SINCLAIR RODE over the mountain. An hour of stern climbing lay behind him, but it was not sympathy for his tired horse that made him draw rein. Sympathy was not readily on tap in Rileys nature. Hossflesh to Riley was purely and simply a means to an end. Neither had he paused to enjoy that mystery of change which comes over mountains between late afternoon and early evening. His keen eyes answered all his purposes, and that they had never learned to see blue in shadows meant nothing to Riley Sinclair.

If he looked kindly upon the foothills, which stepped down from the peaks to the valley lands, it was because they meant an easy descent. Riley took thorough stock of his surroundings, for it was a new country. Yonder, where the slant sun glanced and blinked on windows, must be Sour Creek; and there was the road to town jagging across the hills. Riley sighed.

In his heart he despised that valley. There were black patches of plowed land. A scattering of houses began in the foothills and thickened toward Sour Creek. How could men remain there, where there was so little elbow room? He scowled down into the shadow of the valley. Small country, small men.

Pictures failed to hold Riley, but, as he sat the saddle, hand on thigh, and looked scornfully toward Sour Creek, he was himself a picture to make ones head lift. As a rule the horse comes in for as much attention as the rider, but when Riley Sinclair came near, people saw the man and nothing else. Not because he was good-looking, but because one became suddenly aware of some hundred and eighty pounds of lithe, tough muscle and a domineering face.

Somewhere behind his eyes there was a faint glint of humor. That was the only soft touch about him. He was in that hard age between thirty and thirty-five when people are still young, but have lost the illusions of youth. And, indeed, that was exactly the word which people in haste used to describe Riley Sinclair— hard.

Having once resigned himself to the descent into that cramped country beneath he at once banished all regret. First he picked out his objective, a house some distance away, near the road, and then he brought his mustang up on the bit with a touch of the spurs. Then, having established the taut rein which he preferred, he sent the cow pony down the slope. It was plain that the mustang hated its rider; it was equally plain that Sinclair was in perfect touch with his horse, what with the stern wrist pulling against the bit, and the spurs keeping the pony up on it. In spite of his bulk he was not heavy in the saddle, for he kept in tune with the gait of the horse, with that sway of the body which lightens burdens. A capable rider, he was so judicious that he seemed reckless.

Leaving the mountainside, he struck at a trot across a tableland. Some mysterious instinct enabled him to guide the pony without glancing once at the ground; for Sinclair, with his head high, was now carefully examining the house before him. Twice a cluster of trees obscured it, and each time, as it came again more closely in view, the eye of Riley Sinclair brightened with certainty. At length, nodding slightly to express his conviction, he sent the pony into the shelter of a little grove overlooking the house. From this shelter, still giving half his attention to his objective, he ran swiftly over his weapons. The pair of long pistols came smoothly into his hands, to be weighed nicely, and have their cylinders spun. Then the rifle came out of its case, and its magazine was looked to thoroughly before it was returned.

This done, the rider seemed in no peculiar haste to go on. He merely pushed the horse into a position from which he commanded all the environs of the house; then he sat still as a hawk hovering in a windless sky.

Presently the door of the little shack opened, and two men came out and walked down the path toward the road, talking earnestly. One was as tall as Riley Sinclair, but heavier; the other was a little, slight man. He went to a sleepy pony at the end of the path and slowly gathered the reins. Plainly he was troubled, and apparently it was the big man who had troubled him. For now he turned and cast out his hand toward the other, speaking rapidly, in the manner of one making a last appeal. Only the murmur of that voice drifted up to Riley Sinclair, but the loud laughter of the big man drove clearly to him. The smaller of the two mounted and rode away with dejected head, while the other remained with arms folded, looking after him.

He seemed to be chuckling at the little man, and indeed there was cause, for Riley had never seen a rider so completely out of place in a saddle. When the pony presently broke into a soft lope it caused the elbows of the little man to flop like wings. Like a great clumsy bird he winged his way out of view beyond the edge of the hilltop.

The big man continued to stand with his arms folded, looking in the direction in which the other had disappeared; he was still shaking with mirth. When he eventually turned, Riley Sinclair was riding down on him at a sharp gallop. Strangers do not pass ungreeted in the mountain desert. There was a wave of the arm to Riley, and he responded by bringing his horse to a trot, then reining in close to the big man. At close hand he seemed even larger than from a distance, a burly figure with ludicrously inadequate support from the narrow-heeled riding boots. He looked sharply at Riley Sinclair, but his first speech was for the hard-ridden pony.

You been putting your hoss through a grind, I see, stranger.

The mustang had slumped into a position of rest, his sides heaving.

Most generally, said Riley Sinclair, when I climb into a saddle it aint for pleasure — its to get somewhere.

His voice was surprisingly pleasant. He spoke very deliberately, so that one felt occasionally that he was pausing to find the right words. And, in addition to the quality of that deep voice, he had an impersonal way of looking his interlocutor squarely in the eye, a habit that pleased the men of the mountain desert. On this occasion his companion responded at once with a grin. He was a younger man than Riley Sinclair, but he gave an impression of as much hardness as Riley himself.

Maybe youll be sliding out of the saddle for a minute? he asked.
Got some pretty fair hooch in the house.

Thanks, partner, but Im due over to Sour Creek by night. I guess thats Sour Creek over the hill?

Yep. New to these parts?

Sort of new.

Rileys noncommittal attitude was by no means displeasing to the larger man. His rather brutally handsome face continued to light, as if he were recognizing in Riley Sinclair a man of his own caliber.

Youre from yonder?

Across the mountains.

You travel light.

His eyes were running over Rileys meager equipment. Sinclair had been known to strike across the desert loaded with nothing more than a rifle, ammunition, and water. Other things were nonessentials to him, and it was hardly likely that he would put much extra weight on a horse. The only concession to animal comfort, in fact, was the slicker rolled snugly behind the saddle. He was one of those rare Westerners to whom coffee on the trail is not the staff of life. As long as he had a gun he could get meat, and as long as he could get meat, he cared little about other niceties of diet. On a long trip his extras were usually confined to a couple of bags of strength-giving grain for his horse.

Maybe youd know the gent Im down here looking for? asked Riley.
Happen to know Ollie Quade — Oliver Quade?

Sort of know him, yep.

Riley went on explaining blandly You see, Im carrying him a sort of a death message.

Hm, said the big man, and he watched Riley, his eyes grown suddenly alert, his glance shifting from hand to face with catlike uncertainty.

Yep, resumed Sinclair in a rambling vein. I come from a gent that used to be a pal of his. Name is Sam Lowrie.

Sam Lowrie! exclaimed the other. You a friend of Sams?

I was the only gent with him when he died, said Sinclair simply.

Dead! said the other heavily. Sam dead!

You must of been pretty thick with him, declared Riley.

Man, Im Quade. Lowrie was my bunkie!

He came close to Sinclair, raising an eager face. Howd Lowrie go out?

Pretty peaceful — boots off — everything comfortable.

He give you a message for me?

Yep, about a gent called Sinclair — Hal Sinclair, I think it was. Immediately he turned his eyes away, as if he were striving to recollect accurately. Covertly he sent a side glance at Quade and found him scowling suspiciously. When he turned his head again, his eye was as clear as the eye of a child. Yep, he said, that was the name — Hal Sinclair.

What about Hal Sinclair? asked Quade gruffly.

Seems like Sinclair was on Lowries conscience, said Riley in the same unperturbed voice.

You dont say so!

Ill tell you what he told me. Maybe he was just raving, for he had a sort of fever before he went out. He said that you and him and Hal Sinclair and Bill Sandersen all went out prospecting. You got stuck clean out in the desert, Lowrie said, and you hit for water. Then Sinclairs hoss busted his leg in a hole. The fall smashed up Sinclairs foot. The four of you went on, Sinclair riding one hoss, and the rest of you taking turns with the third one. Without water the hosses got weak, and you gents got pretty badly scared, Lowrie said. Finally you and Sandersen figured that Sinclair had got to get off, but Sinclair couldnt walk. So the three of you made up your minds to leave him and make a dash for water. You got to water, all right, and in three hours you went back for Sinclair. But hed given up hope and shot himself, soonern die of thirst, Lowrie said.

The horrible story came slowly from the lips of Riley Sinclair. There was not the slightest emotion in his face until Quade rubbed his knuckles across his wet forehead. Then there was the faintest jutting out of Rileys jaw.

Lowrie was sure raving, said Quade.

Sinclair looked carelessly down at the gray face of Quade. I guess maybe he was, but what he asked me to say was: Hell is sure coming to what you boys done.

He thought about that might late, replied Quade. Waited till he could shift the blame on me and Sandersen, eh? To hell with Lowrie!

Maybe hes there, all right, said Sinclair, shrugging. But Ive got rid of the yarn, anyway.

Are you going to spread that story around in Sour Creek? asked Quade softly.

Me? Why, that story was told me confidential by a gent that was about to go out!

Rileys frank manner disarmed Quade in a measure.

Kind of queer, me running on to you like this, aint it? he went on. Well, youre fixed up sort of comfortable up here. Nice little shack, partner. And I suppose you got a wife and kids and everything? Pretty lucky, Id call you!

Quade was glad of an opportunity to change the subject. No wife yet! he said.

Living up here all alone?

Sure! Why?

Nothing! Thought maybe youd find it sort of lonesome.

Back to the dismissed subject Quade returned, with the persistence of a guilty conscience. Say, he said, while were talking about it, you dont happen to believe what Lowrie said?

Lowrie was pretty sick; maybe he was raving. So youre all along up here? Nobody near?

His restless, impatient eye ran over the surroundings. There was not a soul in sight. The mountains were growing stark and black against the flush of the western sky. His glance fell back upon Quade.

But how did Lowrie happen to die?

He got shot.

Did a gang drop him?

Nope, just one gent.

You dont say! But Lowrie was a pretty slick hand with a gun — next to Bill Sandersen, the best I ever seen, almost! Somebody got the drop on him, eh?

Nope, he killed himself!

Quade gasped. Suicide?

Sure.

How come?

Ill tell you how it was. He seen a gent coming. In fact he looked out of the window of his hotel and seen Riley Sinclair, and he figured that Riley had come to get him for what happened to his brother, Hal. Lowrie got sort of excited, lost his nerve, and when the hotel keeper come upstairs, Lowrie thought it was Sinclair, and he didnt wait. He shot himself.

You seem to know a pile, said Quade thoughtfully.

Well, you see, Im Riley Sinclair. Still he smiled, but Quade was as one who had seen a ghost.

I had to make sure that you was alone. I had to make sure that you was guilty. And you are, Quade. Dont do that!

The hand of Quade slipped around the butt of his gun and clung there.

You aint fit for a gun fight right now, went on Riley Sinclair slowly. Youre all shaking, Quade, and you couldnt hit the side of the mountain, let alone me. Wait a minute. Take your time. Get all settled down and wait till your hand stops shaking.

Quade moistened his white lips and waited.

You give Hal plenty of time, resumed Riley Sinclair. Since Lowrie told me that yarn I been wondering how Hal felt when you and the other two left him alone. You know, a gent can do some pretty stiff thinking before he makes up his mind to blow his head off.

His tone was quite conversational.

Queer thing how I come to blunder into all this information, partner. I come into a room where Lowrie was. The minute he heard my name he figured I was after him on account of Hal. Up he comes with his gun like a flash. Afterward he told me all about it, and I give him a pretty fine funeral. Ill do the same by you, Quade. How you feeling now?

Curse you! exclaimed Quade.

Maybe Im cursed, right enough, but, Quade, Id let em burn me, inch by inch in a fire, before Id quit a partner, a bunkie in the desert! You hear? Its a queer thing that a gent could have much pleasure out of plugging another gent full of lead. Ive had that pleasure once; and Im going to have it again. Im going to kill you, Quade, but I wish there was a slower way! Pull your gun!

That last came out with a snap, and the revolver of Quade flicked out of its holster with a convulsive jerk of the big mans wrist. Yet the spit of fire came from Riley Sinclairs weapon, slipping smoothly into his hand. Quade did not fall. He stood with a bewildered expression, as a man trying to remember something hidden far in the past; and Sinclair fingered the butt of his gun lightly and waited. It was rather a crumbling than a fall. The big body literally slumped down into a heap.

Sinclair reached down without dismounting and pulled the body over on its back.

Because, he explained to what had been a strong man the moment before, when the devil comes to you, I want the old boy to see your face, Quade! Git on, old boss!

As he rode down the trail toward Sour Creek he carefully and deftly cleaned his revolver and reloaded the empty chamber.
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PERHAPS, IN THE final analysis, Riley Sinclair would not be condemned for the death of Lowrie or the killing of Quade, but for singing on the trail to Sour Creek. And sing he did, his voice ringing from hill to hill, and the echoes barking back to him, now and again.

He was not silent until he came to Sour Creek. At the head of the long, winding, single street he drew the mustang to a tired walk. It was a very peaceful moment in the little town Yonder a dog barked and a coyote howled a thin answer far away, but, aside from these, all other sounds were the happy noises of families at the end of a day. From every house they floated out to him, the clamor of children, the deep laughter of a man, the loud rattle of pans in the kitchen.

This aint so bad, Riley Sinclair said aloud and roused the mustang cruelly to a gallop, the hoofs of his mount splashing through inches of pungent dust.

The heaviness of the gallop told him that his horse was plainly spent and would not be capable of a long run before the morning. Riley Sinclair accepted the inevitable with a sigh. All his strong instincts cried out to find Sandersen and, having found him, to shoot him and flee. Yet he had a sense of fatality connected with Sandersen. Lowries own conscience had betrayed him, and his craven fear had been his executioner. Quade had been shot in a fair fight with not a soul near by. But, at the third time, Sinclair felt reasonably sure that his luck would fail him. The third time the world would be very apt to brand him with murder.

It was a bad affair, and he wanted to get it done. This stay in Sour Creek was entirely against his will. Accordingly he put the mustang in the stable behind the hotel, looked to his feed, and then went slowly back to get a room. He registered and went in silence up to his room. If there had been the need, he could have kept on riding for a twenty-hour stretch, but the moment he found his journey interrupted, he flung himself on the bed, his arms thrown out crosswise, crucified with weariness.

In the meantime the proprietor returned to his desk to find a long, gaunt man leaning above the register, one brown finger tracing a name.

Looking for somebody, Sandersen? he asked. Know this gent Sinclair?

Face looked kind of familiar to me, said the other, who had jerked his head up from the study of the register. Somehow I dont tie that name up with the face.

Maybe not, said the proprietor. Maybe he aint Riley Sinclair of
Colma; maybe hes somebody else.

Traveling strange, you mean? asked Sandersen.

I dunno, Bill, but he looks like a hard one. Hes got one of them nervous right hands.

Gunfighter?

I dunno. Im not saying anything about what he is or what he aint. But, if a gent was to come in here and tell me a pretty strong yarn about Riley Sinclair, or whatever his name might be, I wouldnt incline to doubt of it, would you, Bill?

Maybe I would, and maybe I wouldnt, answered Bill Sandersen gloomily.

He went out onto the veranda and squinted thoughtfully into the darkness. Bill Sandersen was worried — very worried. The moment he saw Sinclair enter the hotel, there had been a ghostly familiarity about the man. And he understood the reason for it as soon as he saw the name on the register. Sinclair! The name carried him back to the picture of the man who lay on his back, with the soft sands already half burying his body, and the round, purple blur in the center of his forehead. In a way it was as if Hal Sinclair had come back to Me in a new and more terrible form, come back as an avenger.

Bill Sandersen was not an evil man, and his sin against Hal Sinclair had its qualifying circumstances. At least he had been only one of three, all of whom had concurred in the thing. He devoutly wished that the thing were to be done over again. He swore to himself that in such a case he would stick with his companion, no matter who deserted. But what had brought this Riley Sinclair all the way from Colma to Sour Creek, if it were not an errand of vengeance?

A sense of guilt troubled the mind of Bill Sandersen, but the obvious thing was to find out the reason for Sinclairs presence in Sour Creek. Sandersen crossed the street to the newly installed telegraph office. He had one intimate friend in the far-off town of Colma, and to that friend he now addressed a telegram.

* * * * *

Rush back all news you have about man calling self Riley Sinclair of Colma — over six feet tall, weight hundred and eighty, complexion dark, hard look.

* * * * *

There was enough meat in that telegram to make the operator rise his head and glance with sharpened eyes at the patron. Bill Sandersen returned that glance with so much interest that the operator lowered his head again and made a mental oath that he would let the Westerners run the West.

With that telegram working for him in far-off Colma, Bill Sandersen started out to gather what information he could in Sour Creek. He drifted from the blacksmith shop to the kitchen of Mrs. Mary Caluson, but both these brimming reservoirs of news had this day run dry. Mrs. Caluson vaguely remembered a Riley Sinclair, a man who fought for the sheer love of fighting. A grim fellow!

Pete Handley, the blacksmith, had even less to say. He also, he averred, had heard of a Riley Sinclair, a man of action, but he could not remember in what sense. Vaguely he seemed to recall that there had been something about guns connected with the name of Riley Sinclair.

Meager information on which to build, but, having seen this man, Bill Sandersen said the less and thought the more. In a couple of hours he went back through the night to the telegraph office and found that his Colma friend had been unbelievably prompt. The telegram had been sent collect, and Bill Sandersen groaned as he paid the bill. But when he opened the telegram he did not begrudge the money.

Riley Sinclair is harder than he looks, but absolutely honest and will pay fairer than anybody. Avoid all trouble. Trust his word, but not his temper. Gunfighter, but not a bully. By the way, your pal Lowrie shot himself last week.

The long fingers of Bill Sandersen slowly gathered the telegram into a ball and crushed it against the palm of his hand. That ball he presently unraveled to reread the telegram; he studied it word by word.

Absolutely honest!

It made Sandersen wish to go straight to the gunfighter, put his cards on the table, confess what he had done to Sinclairs brother, and then express his sorrow. Then he remembered the cruel, lean face of Sinclair and the impatient eyes. He would probably be shot before he had half finished his story of the gruesome trip through the desert. Already Lowrie was dead. Even a child could have put two and two together and seen that Sinclair had come to Sour Creek on a mission of vengeance. Sandersen was himself a fighter, and, being a fighter, he knew that in Riley Sinclair he would meet the better man.

But two good men were better than one, even if the one were an expert. Sandersen went straight to the barn behind his shack, saddled his horse, and spurred out along the north road to Quades house. Once warned, they would be doubly armed, and, standing back to back, they could safely defy the marauder from the north.

There was no light in Quades house, but there was just a chance that the owner had gone to bed early. Bill Sandersen dismounted to find out, and dismounting, he stumbled across a soft, inert mass in the path. A moment later he was on his knees, and the flame of the sulphur match sputtered a blue light into the dead face of Quade, staring upward to the stars. Bill Sandersen remained there until the match singed his finger tips.

All doubt was gone now. Lowrie and Quade were both gone; and he, Sandersen, alone remained, the third and last of the guilty. His first strong impulse, after his agitation had diminished to such a point that he was able to think clearly again, was to flee headlong into the night and keep on, changing horses at every town he reached until he was over the mountains and buried in the shifting masses of life in some great city.

And then he recalled Riley Sinclair, lean and long as a hound. Such a man would be terrible on the trail — tireless, certainly. Besides there was the horror of flight, almost more awful than the immediate fear of death. Once he turned his back to flee from Riley Sinclair, the gunfighter would become a nightmare that would haunt him the rest of his life. No matter where he fled, every footstep behind him would be the footfall of Riley Sinclair, and behind every closed door would stand the same ominous figure. On the other hand if he went back and faced Sinclair he might reduce the nightmare to a mere creature of flesh and blood.

Sandersen resolved to take the second step.

In one way his hands were tied. He could not accuse Sinclair of this killing without in the first place exposing the tale of how Rileys brother was abandoned in the desert by three strong men who had been his bunkies. And that story, Sandersen knew, would condemn him to worse than death in the mountain desert. He would be loathed and scorned from one end of the cattle country to the other.

All of these things went through his head, as he jogged his mustang back down the hill. He turned in at Masons place. All at once he recalled that he was not acting normally. He had just come from seeing the dead body of his best friend. And yet so mortal was his concern for his own safety that he felt not the slightest touch of grief or horror for dead Quade.

He had literally to grip his hands and rouse himself to a pitch of semihysteria. Then he spurred his horse down the path, flung himself with a shout out of the saddle, cast open the door of the house without a preliminary knock, and rushed into the room.

Murder! shouted Bill Sandersen. Quade is killed!
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WHO KILLED QUADE? That was the question asked with the quiet deadliness by six men in Sour Creek. It had been Buck Masons idea to keep the whole affair still. It was very possible that the slayer was still in the environs of Sour Creek, and in that case much noise would simply serve to frighten him away. It was also Bucks idea that they should gather a few known men to weigh the situation.

Every one of the six men who answered the summons was an adept with fist or guns, as the need might be; every one of them had proved that he had a level head; every one of them was a respected citizen. Sandersen was one; stocky Buck Mason, carrying two hundred pounds close to the ground, massive of hand and jaw, was a second. After that their choice had fallen on Judge Lodge. The judge wore spectacles and a judicial air. He had a keen eye for cows and was rather a sharper in horse trades. He gave his costume a semiofficial air by wearing a necktie instead of a bandanna, even at a roundup. The glasses, the necktie, and his little solemn pauses before he delivered an opinion, had given his nickname.

Then came Denver Jim, a very little man, with nervous hands and remarkable steady eyes. He had punched cows over those ranges for ten years, and his experience had made him a wildcat in a fight. Oscar Larsen was a huge Swede, with a perpetual and foolish grin. Sour Creek had laughed at Oscar for five years, considered him dubiously for five years more, and then suddenly admitted him as a man among men. He was stronger than Buck Mason, quicker than Denver Jim, and shrewder than the judge. Last of all came Montana. He had a long, sad face, prodigious ability to stow away redeye, and a nature as simple and kind and honest as a childs. These were the six men who gathered about and stared at the center of the floor. Something, they agreed, had to be done.

First it was old man Collins. That was two years back, said Judge Lodge. You boys remember how Collins went. Then there was the drifter that was plugged eight months ago. And now its Ollie Quade. Gents, three murders in two years is too much. Sour Creekll get a name. The bad ones will begin to drop in on us and use us for headquarters. We got to make an example. We never got the ones that shot Collins or the drifter. Since Quade has been plugged we got to hang somebody. Aint that straight?

We got to hang somebody, said Denver Jim. The point is — who?

His keen eyes went slowly, hungrily, from face to face, as if he would not have greatly objected to picking one of his companions in that very room.

Is they any strangers in town? asked Larsen with his peculiar, foolish grin.

Sandersen stirred in his chair; his heart leaped.

Theres a gent named Riley Sinclair nobody aint never seen before.

When did he come in?

Along about dark.

Thats the right time for us. You found Quade a long time dead, Bill.

Sandersen swallowed. In his joy he could have embraced Larsen.

Whatll we do?

Go talk to Sinclair, said Larsen and rose. I got a rope.

Hes a dangerous-lookin gent, declared Sandersen.

Larsen replied mildly: Mostly theys a pile more interesting when theys dangerous. Come on, boys!

It had been well after midnight when Mason and Sandersen got back to Sour Creek. The gathering of the posse had required much time. Now, as they filed out to the hotel, to the east the mountains were beginning to roll up out of the night, and one cloud, far away and high in the sky, was turning pink. They found the hotel wakening even at this early hour. At least, the Chinese cook was rattling in the kitchen as he built the fire. When the six reached the door of Sinclairs room, stepping lightly, they heard the occupant singing softly to himself.

Early riser, whispered Denver Jim.

Too early to be honest, replied Judge Lodge.

Larsen raised one of his great hands and imposed an absolute silence. Then, stepping with astonishing softness, considering his bulk, he approached the door of Sinclairs room. Into his left hand slid his .45 and instantly five guns glinted in the hands of the others. With equal caution they ranged themselves behind the big Swede. The latter glanced over his shoulder, made sure that everything was in readiness, and then kicked the door violently open.

Riley Sinclair was sitting on the side of his bed, tugging on a pair of riding boots and singing a hushed song. He interrupted himself long enough to look up into the muzzle of Larsens gun. Then deliberately he finished drawing on the boot, singing while he did so; and, still deliberately, rose and stamped his feet home in the leather. Next he dropped his hands on his hips and considered the posse gravely.

Always heard tell how Sour Creek was a fine town but I didnt know they turned out reception committees before sunup. How are you, boys? Want my roll?

Larsen, as one who scorned to take a flying start on any man, dropped his weapon back in its holster. Sinclairs own gun and cartridge belt hang on the wall at the foot of the bed.

That sounds too cool to be straight, said the judge soberly.
Sinclair, I figure you know why we want you?

I dunno, gents, said Sinclair, who grew more and more cheerful in the face of these six pairs of grim eyes. But Im sure obliged to the gent that give me the sendoff. What dyou want? Drawing into the background Larsen said: Open up on him, judge. Start the questions.

But Sandersen was of no mind to let the slow-moving mind of the judge handle this affair which was so vital to him. If Riley Sinclair did not hang, Sandersen himself was instantly placed in peril of his life. He stepped in front of Sinclair and thrust out his long arm.

You killed Quade!

Riley Sinclair rubbed his chin thoughtfully, looking past his accuser.

I dont think so, he said at length.

You dont think so? Dont you know?

They was two Mexicans jumped me once. One of em was called Pedro.
Maybe the other was Quade. That who youre talking about?

You cant talk yourself out of it, Sinclair, said Denver Jim. We mean business, real business, youll find out!

This here is a necktie party, maybe? asked Riley Sinclair.

It is, partner, said big Larsen, with his continual smile.

Sinclair, you come over the mountains, went on Sandersen. You come to find Quade. You ride down offn the hills, and you come up to Quades house. You call him out to talk to you. Youre sitting on your horse. All at once you snatch out a gun and shoot Quade down. We know! That bullet ranged down. It was shot from above him, plain murder! He didnt have a chance!

Throwing out his facts as he saw them, one by one, there was a ring of conviction in his voice. The six accusing faces grew hard and set. Then, to their astonishment, they saw that Sinclair was smiling!

He dont noways take us serious, gents, declared the judge. Lets take him out and see if a rope means anything to him. Sinclair, dyou figure this is a game with us?

Riley Sinclair chuckled. Gents, he said easily, you come here all het up. You want a pile of action, but you aint going to get it offn me — not a bit! Ill tell you why. You gents are straight, and you know straight talk when you hear it. This dead man — whats his name, Quade? — was killed by a gent that had a reason for killing him. Wanted to get Quades money, or they was an old grudge. But what could my reason be for wanting to bump off Quade? Can any of you figure that out? Theres my things. Look through em and see if I got Quades money. Maybe you think its a grudge? Gents, I give you my word that I never been into this country before this trip. How could there be any grudge between me and Quade? Is that sense? Then talk sense back to me!

His mirth had disappeared halfway through his speech, and in the latter part of it his voice rang sternly. Moreover he looked them in the eye, one by one. All of this was noted by Sandersen. He saw suddenly and clearly that he had lost. They would not hang this man by hearsay evidence, or by chance presumption.

Sinclair would go free. And if Sinclair went free, there would be short shrift for Bill Sandersen. For a moment he felt his destiny wavering back and forth on a needle point. Then he flung himself into a new course diametrically opposed to the other.

Boys, it was me that started this, and I want to be the first to admit its a cold trail. Men has been hung with less agin them than we got agin Sinclair. We know when Quade must have been killed. We know it tallies pretty close with the time when Sinclair came down that same trail, because that was the way he rode into Sour Creek. But no matter how facts look, nobody seen that shooting. And I say this gent Sinclair aint any murderer. Look him over, boys. Hes clean, and I register a vote for him. What dyou say? No matter what the rest of you figure, Im going to shake hands with him. I like his style!

He had turned his back on Riley while he spoke, but now he whirled and thrust out his hand. The fingers of Sinclair closed slowly over the proffered hand.

When it comes to the names, partner, seems like you got an edge over me.

Have I? Im Sandersen. Glad to know you, Sinclair.

Sandersen! repeated the stranger slowly. Sandersen!

Letting his fingers fall away nervelessly from the hand of the other, he sighed deeply.

Sandersen with a side-glance followed every changing shade of expression in that hard face. How could Sinclair attack a man who had just defended him from a terrible charge? It could not be. For the moment, at least, Sandersen felt he was safe. In the future, many things might happen. At the very least, he had gained a priceless postponement of the catastrophe.

Them that do me a good turn is writ down in red, Sinclair was saying; and them that step on my toes is writ down the same way. Sandersen, I got an idea that for one reason or another I aint going to forget you in a hurry.

There was a grim double meaning in that speech which Sandersen alone could understand. The others of the self-appointed posse had apparently made up their minds that Sandersen was right, and that this was a cold trail.

Its like Sinclair says, admitted the judge. We got to find a gent that had a reason for wishing to have Quade die. Wheres the man?

Hunt for the reason first and find the man afterward, said big
Larsen, still smiling.

All right! Did anybody owe Quade money, anybody Quade was pressing for it?

It was the judge who advanced the argument in this solemn and dry form. Denver Jim declared that to his personal knowledge Quade had neither borrowed nor loaned.

Well, then, had Quade ever made many enemies? We know Quade was a fighter. Recollect any gents that might hold grudges?

Young Penny hated the ground he walked on. Quade beat Penny to a pulp down by the Perkin water hole.

Penny wouldnt do a murder.

Maybe it was a fair fight, broke in Larsen.

Fair nothin, said Buck Mason. Dont we all know that Quade was fast with a gun? He barely had it out in his hand when the other gent drilled him. And he was shot from above. No, sir, the way it happened was something like this. The murderin skunk sat on his hoss saying goodby to Quade, and, while they was shaking hands or something like that, he goes for his gun and plugs Quade. Maybe it was a gent that knew he didnt have a chance agin Quade. Maybe—

He broke off short in his deductions and smote his hands together with a tremendous oath. Boys, I got it! Its Cold Feet that done the job. Its Gaspar that done it!

They stared at Buck vaguely.

Mason, Cold Feet aint got the nerve to shoot a rabbit.

Not in a fight. This was a murder!

Whats the schoolteachers reason!

Dont he love Sally Bent? Didnt Quade love her? He raised his voice.
Im a big fool for forgetting! Didnt I see him ride over the hill to
Quades place and come back in the evening? Didnt I see it? Why else
would he have called on Quade?

There was a round chorus of oaths and exclamations. The poisonous little skunk! Its him! Well string him up!

With a rush they started for the door.

Wait! called Riley Sinclair.

Bill Sandersen watched him with a keen eye. He had studied the face of the big man from up north all during the scene, and he found the stern features unreadable. For one instant now he guessed that Sinclair was about to confess.

If you dont mind seven in one party, said Riley Sinclair, I think Ill go along to see justice done. You see, I got a sort of secondhand interest in this necktie party.

Mason clapped him on the shoulder. Youre just the sort of a gent we need, he declared.
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DOWN IN THE kitchen they demanded a loaf of bread and some coffee from the Chinese cook, and then the seven dealers of justice took horse and turned into the silence of the long mountain trail.

The sunrise had picked those mountains out of the night, directly above Sour Creek. Riley Sinclair regarded them with a longing eye. That was his country. A man could see up there, and he could see the truth. Down here in the valley everything was askew. Men lived blindly and did blind things, like this justice which the six riders were bringing on an innocent man.

Not by any means had Riley decided what he would do. If he confessed the truth he would not only have a man-sized job trying to escape from the posse, but he would have to flee before he had a chance to deal finally with Sandersen. Chiefly he wanted time. He wanted a chance to study Sandersen. The fellow had spoken for him like a man, but Sinclair was suspicious.

In his quandary he turned to sad-faced Montana and asked: Whos this gent you call Cold Feet?

Hes a tenderfoot, declared Montana, and hes queer. Hes yaller, they say, and thats why they call him Cold Feet. Besides, he teaches the school. Wheres they a real man that would do a schoolmaams work? Living or dying, he aint much good. You can lay to that!

Sinclair was comforted by this speech. Perhaps the schoolteacher was, as Montana stated, not much good, dead or alive. Sinclair had known many men whose lives were not worth an ounce of powder. In this case he would let Cold Feet be hanged. It was a conclusion sufficiently grim, but Riley Sinclair was admittedly a grim man. He had lived for himself, he had worked for himself. On his younger brother, Hal, he had wasted all the better and tenderer side of his nature. For Hals education and advantage he had sweated and saved for a long time. With the death of Hal, the better side of Riley Sinclair died.

The horses sweated up a rise of ground.

For a schoolteacher he lives sort of far out of town, I figure, said
Riley Sinclair.

Thats on account of Sally Bent, answered Denver Jim. Sally and her brother got a shack out this way, and Cold Feet boards with em.

Sally Bent! Thats an old-maidish-sounding name.

Denver Jim grinned broadly. Tolerable, he said, just tolerable old-maidish sounding.

When they reached the top of the knoll, the horses paused, as if by common assent. Now they stood with their heads bowed, sullen, tired already, steam going up from them into the cool of the morning.

There it is!

It was as comfortably placed a house as Riley Sinclair had ever seen. The mountain came down out of the sky in ragged, uneven steps. Here it dipped away into a lap of quite level ground. A stream of spring water flashed across that little tableland, dark in the shadow of the big trees, silver in the sunlight. At the back of the natural clearing was the cabin, built solidly of logs. Wood, water, and commanding position for defense! Riley Sinclair ran his eye appreciatively over these advantages.

My guns, Id forgot Sally! exclaimed the massive Buck Mason.

Is that her? asked Riley Sinclair.

A woman had come out of the shadow of a tree and stood over the edge of the stream, a bucket in her hand. At that distance it was quite impossible to make out her features, although Riley Sinclair found himself squinting and peering to make them out. She had on something white over her head and neck, and her dress was the faded blue of old gingham. Then the wind struck her dress, and it seemed to lift the girl in its current.

Id forgot Sally Bent!

What difference does she make? asked Riley.

You dont know her, stranger.

And she wont know us. Got anything for masks?

Im sure a Roman-nosed fool! declared Mason. Of course we got to wear masks.

The girls pail flashed, as she raised it up from the stream and dissolved into the shadow of a big tree.

She dont seem noways interested in this here party, remarked Riley.

Thats her way, said Denver Jim, arranging his bandanna to mask the lower part of his face from the bridge of his nose down. Shell show plenty of interest when it comes to a pinch.

Riley adjusted his own mask, and he did it thoroughly. Out of his vest he ripped a section of black lining, and, having cut eyeholes, he fastened the upper edge of the cloth under the brim of his hat and tied the loose ends behind his head. Red, white, blue, black, and polka dot was that quaint array of masks.

Having completed his arrangements, Larsen started on at a lope, and the rest of the party followed in a lurching, loose-formed wedge. At the edge of the little tableland, Larsen drew down his mount to a walk and turned in the saddle.

Quick work, no talk, and a getaway, he said as he swung down to the ground.

In the crisis of action the big Swede seemed to be accorded the place of leader by natural right. The others imitated his example silently. Before they reached the door Larsen turned again.

Watch Jerry Bent, he said softly. You watch him, Denver, and you, Sandersen. Me and Buck will take care of Cold Feet. He may fight like a rat. Thats the way with a coward when he gets cornered. Then he strode toward the door.

How thick is Sally Bent with this schoolteaching gent? asked Riley
Sinclair of Mason.

I dunno. Nobody knows. Sally keeps her thinking to herself.

Larsen kicked open the door and at the same moment drew his six-shooter. That example was also imitated by the rest, with the exception of Riley Sinclair. He hung in the background, watching.

Gaspar! called Larsen.

There was a voice of answer, a mans thin voice, then the sharp cry of a girl from the interior of the house. Sinclair heard a flurry of skirts.

Hysterics now, he said into his mask.

She sprang into the doorway, her hands holding the jamb on either side. In her haste the big white handkerchief around her throat had been twisted awry. Sinclair looked over the heads of Mason and Denver Jim into the suntanned face that had now paled into a delicate olive color. Her very lips were pale, and her great black eyes were flashing at them. She seemed more a picture of rage than hysterical fear.

Why for? she asked. What are you-all here for in masks, boys? What you mean calling for Gaspar? Whats he done?

In a moment of waiting Larsen cleared his throat solemnly. Itd be best we tell Gaspar direct what were here for.

This seemed to tell her everything. Oh, she gasped, youre not really after him?

Lady, we sure be.

But Jig — he wouldnt hurt a mouse — he couldnt!

Sally, hes done a murder!

No, no, no!

Sally, will you stand out of the door?

It aint — it aint a lynching party, boys? Oh, you fools, youll hang for it, every one of you!

Sinclair confided to Buck Mason beside him: Larsen is letting her talk down to him. Shell spoil this here party.

Were the voice of justice, said Judge Lodge pompously. We aint got any other names. They wouldnt be nothing to hang.

Dont you suppose I know you? asked the girl, stiffening to her full height. Dyou think those fool masks mean anything? I can tell you by your little eyes, Denver Jim!

Denver cringed suddenly behind the man before him.

I know you by that roan hoss of yours, Oscar Larsen. Judge Lodge, they aint nobody but you that talks about justice and voices. Buck Mason, I could tell you by your build, a mile off. Montana, youd ought to have masked your neck and your Adams apple soonern your face. And youre Bill Sandersen. They aint any other man in these parts that stands on one heel and points his off toe like a horse with a sore leg. I know you all, and, if you touch a hair on Jigs head, Ill have you into court for murder! You hear — murder! Ill have you hung, every man jack!

She had lowered her voice for the last part of this speech. Now she made a sweeping gesture, closing her hand as if she had clutched their destinies in the palm of her hand and could throw it into their faces.

You-all climb right back on your hosses and feed em the spur.

They stood amazed, shifting from foot to foot, exchanging miserable glances. She began to laugh; mysterious lights danced and twinkled in her eyes. The laughter chimed away into words grown suddenly gentle, suddenly friendly. Such a voice Riley Sinclair had never heard. It walked into a mans heart, breaking the lock.

Why, Buck Mason, you of all men to be mixed up in a deal like this. And you, Oscar Larsen, after you and me had talked like partners so many a time! Denver Jim, well have a good laugh about this necktie party later on. Why, boys, you-all know that Jig aint guilty of no harm!

Sally, said the wretched Denver Jim, things seemed to be sort of pointing to a—

There was a growl from the rear of the party, and Riley Sinclair strode to the front and faced the girl. Theys a gent charged with murder inside, he said. Stand off, girl. Youre in the way!

Before she answered him, her teeth glinted. If she had been a man, she would have struck him in the face. He saw that, and it pleased him.

Stranger, she said deliberately, making sure that every one in the party should hear her words, what you need is a stay around Sour Creek long enough for the boys to teach you how to talk to a lady.

Honey, replied Riley Sinclair with provoking calm, you sure put up a tidy bluff. Maybe youd tell a judge that you knowed all these gents behind their masks, but they wouldnt be no way you could prove it!

A stir behind him was ample assurance that this simple point had escaped the cowpunchers. All the soul of the girl stood up in her eyes and hated Riley Sinclair, and again he was pleased. It was not that he wished to bring the schoolteacher to trouble, but it had angered him to see one girl balk seven grown men.

Stand aside, said Riley Sinclair.

Not an inch!

Lady, Ill move you.

Stranger, if you touch me, youll be taught better. The gents in Sour
Creek dont stand for suchlike ways!

Before the appeal to the chivalry of Sour Creek was out of her lips, smoothly and swiftly the hands of Sinclair settled around her elbows. She was lifted lightly into the air and deposited to one side of the doorway.

Her cry rang in the ears of Riley Sinclair. Then her hand flashed up, and the mask was torn from his face.

Ill remember! Oh, if I have to wait twenty years, Ill remember!

Look me over careful, lady. Todays most likely the last time youll see me, declared Riley, gazing straight into her eyes.

A hand touched his arm. Stranger, no rough play!

Riley Sinclair whirled with whiplash suddenness and, chopping the edge of his hand downward, struck away the arm of Larsen, paralyzing the nerves with the same blow.

Hands off! said Sinclair.

The girls clear voice rang again in his ear: Thank you, Oscar Larsen.
I sure know my friends — and the gentlemen!

She was pouring oil on the fire. She would have a feud blazing in a moment. With all his heart Riley Sinclair admired her dexterity. He drew the posse back to the work in hand by stepping into the doorway and calling: Hey, Gaspar!


7

[image: img107.jpg]

HES RIGHT, LARSEN, and youre wrong, Buck Mason said.

She had us buffaloed, and he pulled us clear. Steady, boys. They aint no harm done to Sally!

Oh, Buck, is that the sort of a friend of mine you are?

Im sorry, Sally.

Sinclair gave this argument only a small part of his attention. He found himself looking over a large room which was, he thought, one of the most comfortable he had ever seen — outside of pictures. At the farther end a great fireplace filled the width of the room. The inside of the log walls had been carefully and smoothly finished by some master axman. There were plenty of chairs, homemade and very comfortable with cushions. A little organ stood against the wall to one side. No wonder the schoolteacher had chosen this for his boarding place!

Riley made his voice larger. Gaspar!

Then a door opened slowly, while Sinclair dropped his hand on the butt of his gun and waited. The door moved again. A head appeared and observed him.

Pronto! declared Riley Sinclair, and a little man slipped into full view.

He was a full span shorter, Riley felt, than a man had any right to be. Moreover, he was too delicately made. He had a head of bright blond hair, thick and rather on end. The face was thin and handsome, and the eyes impressed Riley as being at once both bright and weary. He was wearing a dressing gown, the first Riley had ever seen.

Get your hands out of those pockets! He emphasized the command with a jerk of his gun hand, and the arms of the schoolteacher flew up over his head. Lean, fragile hands, Riley saw them to be. Altogether it was the most disgustingly inefficient piece of manhood that he had ever seen.

Slide out here, Gaspar. Theys some gents here that wants to look you over.

The voice that answered him was pitched so low as to be almost unintelligible. What do they want?

Step lively, friend! They want to see a gent that lets a woman do his fighting for him.

He had dropped his gun contemptuously back into its holster. Now he waved the schoolteacher to the door with his bare hands.

Gaspar sidled past as if a loaded gun were about to explode in his direction. He reached the door, his arms still held stiffly above his head, but, at the sight of the masked faces, one arm dropped to his side, and the other fell across his face. He slumped against the side of the door with a moan.

It was Judge Lodge who broke the silence. Guilty, boys. Aint one look at the skunk enough to prove it?

Make it all fair and legal, gents, broke in Larsen.

Buck Mason strode straight up to the prisoner.

Was you over to Quades house yesterday evening?

The other shrank away from the extended, pointing arm.

Yes, he stammered. I — I — what does all this mean?

Mason whirled on his companions, still pointing to the schoolmaster.
Take a slant at him, boys. Cant you read it in his face?

There was a deep and humming murmur of approval. Then, without a word, Mason took one of Gaspars arms and Montana took the other. Sally Bent ran forward at them with a cry, but the long arm of Riley Sinclair barred her way.

Mans work, he said coldly. You go inside and cover your head.

She turned to them with extended hands.

Buck, Montana, Larsen — boys, you-all aint going to let it happen? He couldnt have done it!

They lowered their heads and returned no answer. At that she whirled with a sob and ran back into the house. The procession moved on, Buck and Montana in the lead, with the prisoner between them. The others followed, Judge Lodge uncoiling a horribly significant rope. Last of all came Bill Sandersen, never taking his eyes from the face of Riley Sinclair.

The latter was thoughtful, very thoughtful. He seemed to feel the eyes of Sandersen upon him, for presently he turned to the other. What goods a coward to the world, Sandersen?

None that I could see.

Well, look at that. Ever see anything more yaller?

Gaspar walked between his two guards. Rather he was dragged between them, his feet trailing weakly and aimlessly behind him, his whole body sinking with flabby terror. The stern lip of Riley Sinclair curled.

Hes going to let it go through, said Sandersen to himself. After all nobody can blame him. He couldnt put his own neck in the noose.

Over the lowest limb of a great cottonwood Judge Lodge accurately flung the rope, so that the noose dangled a significant distance from the ground. There was a businesslike stir among the others. Denver, Larsen, the judge, and Sandersen held the free end of the rope. Buck Mason tied the hands of the prisoner behind him. Montana spoke calmly through his mask.

Jig, you sure done a rotten bad thing. You hadnt ought to of killed him, Jig. These here killings has got to stop. We aint hanging you for spite, but to make an example.

Then with a dexterous hand he fitted the noose around the neck of the schoolteacher. As the rough rope grated against Gaspars throat, he shrieked and jerked against the rope end that bound his hands. Then, as if he realized that struggling would not help him, and that only speech could give him a chance for life, he checked the cry of horror and looked around him. His glances fell on the grim masks, and it was only natural that he should address himself to the only uncovered face he saw.

Sir, he said to Riley in a rapid, trembling voice, you look to me like an honest man. Give me — give me time to speak.

Make it pronto, said Riley Sinclair coldly.

The four waited, with their hands settled high up on the rope, ready for the tug which would swing Gaspar halfway to his Maker.

Were kind of pushed for time, ourselves, said Riley. So hurry it on, Gaspar.

Bill Sandersen was a cold man, but such unbelievable heartlessness chilled him. Into his mind rushed a temptation suddenly to denounce the real slayer before them all. He checked that temptation. In the first place it would be impossible to convince five men who had already made up their minds, who had already acquitted Sinclair of the guilt. In the second place, if he succeeded in convincing them, there would be an instant gunplay, and the first man to come under Sinclairs fire, he knew well enough, would be himself. He drew a long breath and waited.

Good friends, gentlemen, Gaspar was saying, I dont even know what you accuse me of. Kill a man? Why should I wish to kill a man? You know Im not a fighter. Gentlemen—

Jig, cut in Buck Mason, you was as good as seen to murder. Youre going to hang. If you got anything to say make a confession.

Gaspar attempted to throw himself on his knees, but his weight struck against the rope. He staggered back to his feet, struggling for breath.

For mercys sake— began Gaspar.

Cut it short, boys! cried Buck Mason. Up with him!

The four men at the rope reached a little higher and settled their grips. In another moment Gaspar would dangle in the air. Now Riley Sinclair made his decision. The agonized eyes of the condemned man, wide with animal terror, were fixed on his face. Sinclair raised his hand.

Wait!

The arms, growing tense for the jerk, relaxed.

How long is this going to be dragged out? asked the judge in disgust. The worst lynching I ever see, thats what I call it! They aint no justice in it — its just plain torture. Partner, declared Riley Sinclair, Im sure glad to see that you got a good appetite for a killing. But its just come home to me that in spite of everything, this here gent might be innocent. And if he is, heaven help our souls. Were done for!

Bless you for that! exclaimed Gaspar.

Shut up! said Sinclair. No matter what you done, you deserve hangin for being yaller. But concerning this here matter, gents, it looks to me like itd be a pretty good idea to have a fair and square trial for Gaspar.

Trial? asked Buck Mason. Dont we all know what trials end up with?
Law aint no good, except to give lawyers a living.

Never was a truer thing said, declared Sinclair. All I mean is, that you and me and the rest of us run a trial for ourselves. Lets get in the evidence and hear the witness and make out the case. If we decide they aint enough agin Gaspar to hang him, then let him go. If we decide to stretch him up, well feel a pile better about it and nearer to the truth.

He went on steadily in spite of the groans of disapproval on every side. Why, this is all laid out nacheral for a courtroom. That there stump is for the judge, and the black rock yonder is where the prisoner sits. That there nacheral bench of grass is where the jury sits. Gents, could anything be handier for a trial than this layout?

To the theory of the thing they had been entirely unresponsive, but to the chance to play a game, and a new game, they responded instantly.

Besides, said Judge Lodge, Ill act as the judge. I know something about the law.

No, you wont, declared Riley. I thought up this little party, and
Im going to run it. Then he stepped to the stump and sat down on it.
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DENVER JIM WAS already heartily in the spirit of the thing.

Sit down on that black rock, Jig, he said, taking Gaspar to the designated stone as he spoke, and removing the noose from the latters neck. Black is a sign youre going to swing in the end. Jest a triflin postponement, thats all.

Riley placated the judge with his first appointment. Judge Lodge, he said, you know a pile about these here things. I appoint you clerk. Its your duty to take out that little notebook you got in your vest pocket and write down a note for the important things thats said. Savvy?

Right, replied Lodge, entirely won over, and he settled himself on the grass, with the notebook on his knee and a stub of a pencil poised over it.

Larsen, youre sergeant-at-arms.

How dyou mean that, Sinclair?

Thats what they call them that keeps order; I disremember where I heard it. Larsen, if anybody starts raising a rumpus, its up to you to shut em up.

Ill sure do it, declared Larsen. You can sure leave that to me, judge. He hoisted his gun belt around so that the gun butt hung more forward and readier to his hand.

Denver, youre the jailer. You see the prisoner dont get away. Keep an eye on him, you see?

Easy, judge, replied Denver. I can do it with one hand.

Montana, you keep the door.

What dyou mean — door, judge?

Aint you got no imagination whatever? demanded Sinclair. You keep the door. When I holler for a witness you go and get em. And Sandersen, youre the hangman. Take charge of that rope!

That aint such an agreeable job, your honor.

Neither is mine. Go ahead.

Sandersen, glowering, gathered up the rope and draped it over his arm.

Buck Mason, youre the jury. Sit down over there on your bench, will you? This here court being kind of shorthanded, you got to do twelve mens work. If its too much for you, the rest of us will help out.

Your honor, declared Buck, much impressed, Ill sure do my best.

The jurys job, explained Sandersen, is to listen to everything and not say nothing, but think all the time. Youll do your talking in one little bunch when you say guilty or not guilty. Now were ready to start. Gaspar, stand up!

Denver Jim officiously dragged the schoolteacher to his feet.

Whats your name?

Name? asked the bewildered Gaspar. Why, everybody knows my name!

Dont make any difference, announced Sinclair. This is going to be a strictly regular hanging with no frills left marabouts your name?

John Irving Gaspar.

Called Jig for short, and sometimes Cold Feet, put in the clerk.

Sinclair cleared his throat. John Irving Gaspar, alias Jig, alias Cold
Feet, dyou know what we got agin you? Know what youre charged with?

With — with an absurd thing, sir.

Murder! said Sinclair solemnly. Murder, Jig! What dyou say, guilty or not guilty! Most generally, youd say not guilty.

Not guilty — absolutely not guilty. As a matter of fact, Mr.
Sinclair—

Denver, shut him up and make him sit down.

One hard, brown hand was clapped over Jigs mouth. The other thrust him back on the black rock.

Gentlemen of the jury, said his honor, youve heard the prisoner say he didnt do it. Now well get down to the truth of it. Whats the witnesses for the prosecution got to say?

There was a pause of consideration.

Speak up pronto, said Sinclair. Anybody know anything agin the prisoner?

Larsen stepped forward. Your honor, its pretty generally known—

I dont give a doggone for whats generally known. What dyou know?

The Swedes smile did not alter in the slightest, but his voice became blunter, more acrid. From that moment he made up his mind firmly that he wanted to see John Irving Gaspar, otherwise Jig, hanged from the cottonwood tree above them.

I was over to Shorty Landers store the other day—

His honor raised his hand in weary protest, as he smiled apologetically at the court. Darned if I didnt plumb forget one thing, he said. We got to swear in these witnesses before they can chatter. Is there anybody got a Bible around em? Nope? Montana, I wished youd lope over to that house and see what they got in the line of Bibles.

Montana strode away in the direction of the house, and quiet fell over the unique courtroom. Larsen, so pleasant of face and so unbending of heart, was the first to speak.

Looks to me, gents, like were wasting a lot of time on a rat!

The blond head of Cold Feet turned, and his large, dark eyes rested without expression upon the face of the Swede. He seemed almost literally to fold his hands and await the result of his trial. The illusion was so complete that even Riley Sinclair began to feel that the prisoner might be guilty — of an act which he himself had done! The opportunity was indeed too perfect to be dismissed without consideration. It was in his power definitely to put the blame on another man; then he could remain in this community as long as he wished, to work his will upon Sandersen.

Sandersen himself was a great problem. If Bill had spoken up in good faith to save Sinclair from the posse that morning, the Riley felt that he was disarmed. But a profound suspicion remained with him that Sandersen guessed his mission, and was purposely trying to brush away the wrath of the avenger. It would take time to discover the truth, but to secure that time it was necessary to settle the blame for the killing. Cold Feet was a futile, weak-handed little coward. In the stern scheme of Sinclairs life, the death of such a man was almost less than nothing.

Wasting a lot of time on a rat!

The voice of Larsen fell agreeably upon the ear of his honor. Behind that voice came a faraway murmur, the scream of a hawk. He bent his head back and looked up through the limbs of the cottonwood into the pale blue-white haze of the morning sky.

A speck drifted across it, the hawk sailing in search of prey. Under the noble arch of heaven floated that fierce, malignant creature!

Riley Sinclair lowered his head with a sigh. Was not he himself playing the part of the hawk? He looked straight into the eyes of the prisoner, and Jig met the gaze without flinching. He merely smiled in an apologetic manner, and he made a little gesture with his right hand, as if to admit that he was helpless, and that he cast himself upon the good will of Riley Sinclair. Riley jerked his head to one side and scowled. He hated that appeal. He wanted this hanging to be the work of seven men, not of one.

Montana returned, bringing with him a yellow-covered, red-backed book. They wasnt a sign of a Bible in the house, he stated, but I found this here history of the United States, with the Declaration of Independence pasted into the back of it. I figured that ought to do about as well as a Bible.

You got a good head, Montana, said his honor. Open up to that there Declaration. Here, Larsen, put your hand on this and swear youre telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. They aint going to be any bum testimony taken in this court. We aint going to railroad this lynching through.

He caught a glistening light of gratitude in the eyes of the schoolteacher. Rileys own breast swelled with a sense of virtue. He had never before taken the life of a helpless man; and now that it was necessary, he would do it almost legally.

Larsen willingly took the oath. Im going to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, damn me if I dont! I was over to Shorty Landers store the other day—

What day?

Hmm! Last Tuesday, I reckon.

Go on, Larsen, but gimme nothin but the facts.

I seen Jig come into the store. I want to look at a revolver, he said.

The deuce you do! What might you want to do with a revolver, Jig? says Shorty. You mean you want a toy gun?

I remember them words particular clear, because I didnt see how even a spineless gent like Jig could stand for such a pile of insult. But he just sort of smiled with his lips and got steady with his eyes, like he was sort of grieved.

I want a gun thatll kill a man, he says to Shorty.

Shorty and me both laughed, but, when Shorty brung out a forty-five, doggone me if Jig didnt buy the gun.

Look here, says he, is this the way it works?

And he raises it up in his skinny hand. I had to laugh.

Hold it in both hands, says I.

Oh, says he, and darned if he didnt take it in both hands.

It seems much easier to handle in this way, says he.

But thats what I seen. I seen him buy a gun to kill a man. Them was his words, and I figure theyre a mouthful.

Larsen retired.

Damagin evidence, they aint no question, said Mr. Clerk severely.
But I can lay over it, your honor.

Blaze away, judge.

Larsen took the oath. Im going to show you they was bad feelings between the prisoner and the dead man, your honor. I was over to the dance at the Woodville schoolhouse a couple of weeks ago. Jig was there, not dancing or nothing, but sitting in a corner, with all the girls, mostly, hanging around him. They kept hanging around looking real foolish at him, and Jig looks back at em as if they wasnt there. Well, it riles the boys around these parts. Quade comes up to him and takes him aside.

Look here, he says, why dont you dance with one girl instead of hogging them all?

I dont dance, says Jig.

Why do you stay if you wont dance? asks Quade.

It is my privilege, says Jig, smiling in that ornery way of his, like his thoughts was too big for an ordinary gent to understand em.

You stay an dance an welcome, says Quade, but if you wont dance, get out of here and go home where you belong. Youre spoiling the party for us, keeping all the girls over here.

Is that a threat? says Jig, smiling in that way of his.

It sure is. And most particular I want you to keep away from Sally
Bent. You hear?

You take advantage of your size, says Jig.

Guns even up sizes, says Quade.

Thank you, says Jig. Ill remember.

Right after that he went home because he was afraid that Quade would give him a dressing. But they was bad feelings between him and Quade. They was a devil in them eyes of Jigs when he looked at big Quade. I seen it, and I knowed theyd be trouble! Lodge then retired.

Gents, said his honor, it looks kind of black for the prisoner. We know that Gaspar had a grudge agin Quade, and that he bought a gun big enough to kill a man. It sure looks black for you, Gaspar.

The prisoner looked steadily at Sinclair. There was something unsettling in that gaze.

All we got to make sure of, said the judge, is that that quarrel between Gaspar and Quade was strong enough to make Gaspar want to kill him, and—

Your honor, broke in Gaspar, dont you see that I could never kill a man? The prisoner stretched out his hands in a gesture of appeal to Sinclair.

Riley gritted his teeth. Suddenly a chill had passed through him at the thought of the hanging noose biting into that frail, soft throat. You shut up till youre asked to talk, he said, frowning savagely. I think we got a witness here thatll prove that you did have sufficient cause to make you want to get rid of Quade. And, if we have that proof, heaven help you. Montana, go get Sally Bent!

Gaspar started up with a ring in his voice. No, no!

In response to a gesture from Sinclair, Denver Jim jerked the prisoner back onto the black rock. With blazing blue eyes, Gaspar glared at the judge, his delicate lips trembling with unspoken words.

Sinclair knew, with another strange falling of the heart, that the prisoner was perfectly aware that his judge had not the slightest suspicion of his guilt. An entente was established between them, an entente which distressed Sinclair, and which he strove to destroy. But, despite himself, he could not get rid of the knowledge that the great blue eyes were fixed steadily upon him, as if begging him to see that justice was done. Consequently, the judge made himself as impersonal as possible.


9

[image: img107.jpg]

SALLY BENT CAME willingly, even eagerly. It was the eagerness of an angry woman who wanted to talk.

What is your name?

A name youll come to wish youd never heard, said the girl, if any harm comes to John Gaspar. Poor Jig, they wont dare to touch a hair of your head!

With a gentle voice she had turned to Gaspar to speak these last words. A faint smile came on the lips of Gaspar, and his gaze was far away, as if he were in the midst of an unimportant dream, with Sally Bent the last significant part of it all. The girl flushed and turned back to Riley.

I asked you your name, said his honor gravely.

What right have you to ask me my name, or any other question?

Mr. Lodge, said his honor, will you loosen up and tell this lady where we come in?

Sure, said the judge, clearing his throat. Sally, heres the point. They aint been much justice around here. Were simply giving the law a helping hand. And we start in today on the skunk that shot Quade. Quade may have had faults, but he was a man. And look at what done the killing! Sally, I ask you to look! That bum excuse for a man! That Gaspar!

Following the command, Sally looked at Gaspar, the smile of pity and sympathy trembling on her lips again. But Gaspar took no notice.

How dare you talk like that? asked Sally. Gaspar is worth all seven of you put together!

Order! said Riley Sinclair. Order in this here court. Mr.
Sergeant-at-arms, keep the witness in order.

Larsen strode near authoritatively. You got to stop that fresh talk,
Sally. Sinclair wont stand for it.

Oscar Larsen, she cried, whirling on him, I always thought you were a man. Now I see that youre only big enough to bully a woman. I — I never want to speak to you again!

Silence! thundered Riley Sinclair, smiting his hard brown hands together. Take that witness away and well hang Gaspar without her testimony. We dont really need it — anyways.

There was a shrill cry from Sally. Let me talk! she pleaded. Let me stay! I wont make no more trouble, Mr. Sinclair.

All right, he decided without enthusiasm. Now, whats your name?

Sally Bent. She smiled a little as she spoke. That name usually brought an answering smile, particularly from the men of Sour Creek. But Sinclairs saturnine face showed no softening.

Mr. Clerk, swear the witness.

Judge Lodge rose and held forth the book and prescribed the oath.

During that interval, Riley Sinclair raised his head to escape from the steady, reproachful gaze of John Gaspar. Down in the valley bottom, Sour Creek flashed muddy-yellow and far away. Just beyond, the sun gleamed on the chalk-faced cliff. Still higher, the mountains changed between dawn and full day. There was the country for Riley Sinclair. What he did down here in the valleys did not matter. Purification waited for him among the summit snows. He turned back to hear the last of Sally Bents voice, whipping his eyes past Gaspar to avoid meeting again that clinging stare.

Sally Bent, he said, do you know the prisoner?

You know I know him. John Gaspar boards with us.

Ah, then you know him!

Thats a silly question. What I want to say is—

Wait till youre asked, Sally Bent.

She stamped her foot. Quietly Sinclair compared the girl and the accused man.

Heres the point, he said slowly. You knew Quade, and you knew John
Gaspar.

Yes.

You know Quades dead?

Ive just heard it.

You didnt like him much?

I used to like him.

Until Gaspar blew in?

Youve got no right to ask those questions.

I sure have. All right, I gather you were pretty sweet on Quade till
Gaspar come along.

I never said so!

Girl, pronounced Riley solemnly, aint it a fact that you went around to a lot of parties and suchlike things with Quade?

She was silent.

Its the straight thing youre giving her, broke in Larsen. After
Gaspar come, she didnt have no time for none of us!

Ah! said his honor significantly, scowling on Sally Bent. After you cut out Quade, he got ugly, didnt he?

He sure did! said Sally. He said things that no gentleman would of said to a lady.

Such as what?

Such as that I was a flirt. And he said, I swear to it, that hed get
Gaspar! She stopped, panting with excitement. He wanted to murder
John Gaspar!

Riley Sinclair lifted his heavy brows. Thats a pretty serious thing to say, Sally Bent.

But, its the truth! And Ive even heard him threaten Gaspar!

But you tried to make them friends? You tried to smooth Quade down?

I wouldnt waste my time on a bully! I just told John to get a gun and be ready to defend himself.

And he done it?

He done it. But he never fired the gun.

What was the last time Quade seen you?

The day before yesterday. He come up here and told me that he knew me and John Gaspar was going to get married, and that he wouldnt stand still and see the thing go through.

But what he said was right, wasnt it? Gaspar had asked you to marry him?

She dropped her head. No.

What? You mean to say that Gaspar hadnt told you he loved you?

Never! But now that Johns in this trouble, I dont care if the whole world knows it! I love John Gaspar!

What a voice! What a lighted face, as she turned to the prisoner. But, instead of a flush of happiness, John Gaspar rose and shrank away from the outstretched hands of the girl. And he was pale — pale with sorrow, and even with pity, it seemed to Sinclair.

No, no, said the soft voice of Gaspar. Not that, Sally. Not that!

Decidedly it would not do to let this scene progress. Take away the witness, Montana.

Montana drew her arm into his, and she went away as one stunned, staring at John Gaspar as if she could not yet understand the extent of the calamity which had befallen her. She had been worse than scorned. She had been rejected with pity!

As she disappeared into the door of her house, Sinclair looked at the bowed head of John Gaspar.

Denver! he called suddenly.

Yes, your honor.

The prisoners hands are tied. Wipe the sweat offn his face, will you?

Sure!

With a large and brilliant bandanna Montana obeyed. Then he paused in the midst of his operation.

Your honor.

Well?

It aint sweat. Its tears!

Tears! Riley Sinclair started up, then slumped back on his stump with a groan. Tears! he echoed, with a voice that was a groan. John Gaspar, what kind of a man are you?

He turned back to the court with a frown.

Mr. Jury, he said, look at this prisoner we got. Look him over considerable. I say, did you ever see a man like that? A man that aint able to love a girl like Sally Bent when she just about throws herself at his head? Is he worth keeping alive? Look at him, and then listen to me. I see the whole of it, Mr. Jury.

Buck Mason leaned forward with interest, glowering upon John Gaspar.

This skunk of a John Gaspar gets Sally all tied up with his sappy talk. Gets her all excited because hes something brand new and different. Quade gets sore, nacherallike. Then he comes to Gaspar and says: Cut out this soft talk to Sally, or Ill bust your head. Gaspar dont love Sally, but hes afraid of Quade. He goes and gets a gun. He goes to Quades house and tries to be friends. Quade kicks him out. Gaspar climbs back on his hoss and, while hes sitting there, pulls out a gun and shoots poor Quade dead. Dont that sound nacheral? He wouldnt marry Sally, but he didnt want another man to have her. And he wouldnt give up his soft berth in the house of Sallys brother. He knew Quade would never suspect him of having the nerve to fight. So he takes Quade unready and plugs him, while Quade aint looking. Is that clear?

It sure sounds straight to me, said Buck Mason.

All right! Stand up.

Mason rose.

Take off your hat.

The sombrero was withdrawn with a flourish.

Gods up yonder highern that hawk, but seeing you clear, Buck. Tell us straight. Is Gaspar guilty or not?

Guilty as hell, your honor!

A sigh from the prisoner. The last of life seemed to go from him, and Sinclair braced himself to meet a hysterical appeal. But there was only that slight drooping of the shoulders and declining of the head.

It was an appalling thing for Sinclair to watch. He was used to power in men and beasts. He understood it. A cunning devil of a fighting outlaw horse was his choice for a ride. The meaner they are, the longer they last, he used to say. He respected men of evil as long as they were men of action. He was perfectly at home and contented among men, where ones purse and life were at constant hazard, where a turned back might mean destruction.

To him this meek surrender of hope was incomprehensibly despicable. If he had hesitated before, his hard soul was firm now in the decision that John Gaspar must die, and so leave Sinclairs own road free. With all suspicion of a connection between him and Quades death gone, Riley could play a free hand against Sandersen. He turned a face of iron upon the prisoner.

Sandersen and Denver Jim, bring the prisoner before me.

They obeyed. But when they reached down their hands to Gaspars shoulders to drag him to his feet, he avoided them with a shudder and of his own free will rose and walked between them.

John Irving Gaspar, said Sinclair sternly, alias Jig, alias Cold Feet — which is a fitting and proper name for you — have you got anything to say that wont take too long before I pronounce sentence on you?

He had to set his teeth. The sad eyes of John Gaspar had risen from the ground and fixed steadily, darkly upon the eyes of his judge. There was infinite understanding, infinite patience in that look, the patience of the weak man, schooled in enduring buffets. For the moment Sinclair almost felt that the man was pitying him!

I have only a little to say, said John Gaspar.

Speak up then. Who dyou want to give the messages to?

To no living man, said John Gaspar.

All right then, Gaspar. Blaze away with the talk, but make it short.

John Gaspar raised his head until he was looking through the stalwart branches of the cottonwood tree, into the haze of light above.

Our Father in Heaven, said John Gaspar, forgive them as I forgive them!

Riley Sinclair, quivering under those words, looked around him upon the stunned faces of the rest of the court; then back to the calm of Gaspar. Strength seemed to have flooded the coward. At the moment when he lost all hope, he became glorious. His voice was soft, never rising, and the great, dark eyes were steadfast. A sudden consciousness came to Riley Sinclair that God must indeed be above them, higher than the flight of the hawk, robed in the maze of that lofty cloud, seeing all, hearing all. And every word that Gaspar spoke was damning him, dragging him to hell.

But Riley Sinclair was not a religious man. Luck was his divinity. He left God and heaven and hell inside the pages of the Bible, undisturbed. The music of the schoolteachers voice reminded him of the purling of some tiny waterfall in the midst of a mountain wilderness.

I have no will to fight for life. For that sin, forgive me, and for whatever else I have done wrong. Let no knowledge of the crime they are committing come to these men. Fierce men, fighters, toilers, full of hate, full of despair, full of rage, how can they be other than blind? Forgive them, as I forgive them without malice. And most of all, Lord God, forgive this most unjust judge.

Louder! whispered Sinclair, his hand cupped behind his ear.

Amen, said John Gaspar, as his head bowed again. The fascinated posse seemed frozen, each man in his place, each in his attitude.

John Gaspar, said his honor, heres your sentence: Youre to be hanged by the neck till youre dead.

John Gaspar closed his eyes and opened them again. Otherwise he made no move of protest.

But not, continued Sinclair, from this cottonwood tree.

A faint sigh, indubitably of relief, came from the posse.

Riley Sinclair arose. Gents, he said, I been thinking this over. They aint any doubt that the prisoner is guilty, and they aint any doubt that John Gaspar is no good, anyway you look at him. But a gent that can put the words together like he can, ought to get a chance to talk in front of a regular jury. I figure wed better send for the sheriff to come over from Woodville and take the prisoner back there. One of you gents can slide over there today, and the sheriffll be here tomorrow, mostlike.

But wholl take charge of Gaspar?

Who? Why me, of course! Unless somebody else would like the job more?
Ill keep him right here in the Bent cabin.

Sinclair, protested Buck Mason, youre a pretty capable sort. They aint no doubt of that. But what if Jerry Bent comes home, which hes sure to do before night? Thered be a mess, because Jerryd fight for Gaspar, I know!

Partner, said Riley Sinclair dryly, if it come to that, then I guess
Id have to fight back.

It was foolish to question the power in that grave, sardonic face. The other men gave way, nodding one by one. Secretly each man, now that the excitement was gone, was glad that they had not proceeded to the last extremity. In five minutes they were drifting away, and all this time Sinclair watched the face of John Gaspar, as the sorrow changed to wonder, and the wonder to the vague beginnings of happiness.

Suddenly he felt that he had the clue to the mystery of Cold Feet. As a matter of fact John Gaspar had never grown up. He was still a weak, dreamy boy.
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THE POSSE HAD hardly thrown its masks to the wind and galloped down the road when Sally Bent came running from the house.

I knew they couldnt, she cried to John Gaspar. I knew they wouldnt dare. The cowards! Ill remember every one of them!

Hush! murmured Gaspar. His faint smile was for Riley Sinclair. One of them is still here, you see!

With wrath flushing her face, the girl looked at Riley.

How do you dare to stay here and face me — after the things you said!

Lady, replied Sinclair, you mean after the things I made you say.

Just wait till Jerry comes, exclaimed Sally.

At this Sinclair grew more sober.

Honey, he said dryly, when your brother drops in, you just calm him down, will you? Because if him and Gaspar together was to start in raising trouble — well, theyd be more action than you ever seen in that cabin before. And, after it was all over, theyd have a dead Gaspar to cart over to Woodville. You can lay to that!

It took Sally somewhat aback, this confident ferociousness.

Them that brag aint always the ones that do things, she declared.
But why are you staying here?

To keep Gaspar till the sheriff comes for him.

Sally grew white.

Dont you see that theres nothing to be afraid of? asked John Gaspar. See how close I came to death, and yet I was saved. Why, God doesnt let innocent men be killed, Sally.

For a moment the girl stared at the schoolteacher with tears in her eyes; then she flashed at Riley a glance of utter scorn, as if inviting him to see what an angel upon the earth he was persecuting. But Sinclair remained unmoved.

He informed them of the conditions of his stay. He must be allowed to keep John Gaspar in sight at all times. Only suspicious moves he would resent with violence. Sally Bent heard all of this with openly expressed hatred and contempt. John Gaspar showed no emotion whatever.

By heaven, declared Sinclair, when the girl had gone about some housework, Id actually think you believed that God was on your side. You talk about Him so familiar — like you and Him was partners.

John Gaspar smiled one of his rare smiles. He had a way of looking for a long moment at another before he spoke. All that he was about to say was first registered in his face. It was easy to understand how Sally Bent had been entrapped by the classic regularity of those features and the strange manner of the schoolteacher. She lived in a country where masculine men were a drug on the market. John Gaspar was the pleasant exception.

You see, explained Gaspar, I had to cheer Sally by saying something like that. Women like to have such things said. Shell be absolutely confident now, because she thinks Im not disturbed. Very odd, but very true.

And it seems to me, said Sinclair, frowning, that youre not much disturbed, Gaspar. How does that come?

What can I do?

Maybe youd be man enough to try to break away.

From you? Tush! I know it is impossible. Id as soon try to hide myself in an open field from that hawk. No, no! Ill give you my parole, my word of honor that Ill make no escape.

But Sinclair struck in with: I dont want your parole. Hang it, man, just do your best, and Ill do mine. You try to give me the slip, and Ill try to keep you from it. Thats square all around.

Gaspar observed him with what seemed to be a characteristic air of judicious reserve, very much as if he suspected a trap. A great many words came up into the throat of Riley Sinclair, but he refrained from speech.

In a way he was beginning to detest John Gaspar as he had never detested any human being before or since. To him no sin was so great as the sin of weakness in a man, and certainly Gaspar was superlatively weak. He had something in place of courage, but just what that thing was, Sinclair could not tell.

Curiosity drew him toward the fellow; and these weaknesses repulsed him. No wonder that he stared at him now in a quandary. One certainty was growing upon him. He wished Gaspar to escape. It would bring him shame in Sour Creek, but for the opinion of these men he had not the slightest respect. Let them think as they pleased.

It came home to Riley that this was a man whose like he had never known before, and whom he must not, therefore, judge as if he knew him. He softened his voice. Gaspar, he said, keep your head up. Make up your mind that youll fight to the last gasp. Why, it makes me plumb sick to see a grown man give up like you do!

His scorn rang in his voice, and Gaspar looked at him in wonder.

Youd ought to be packing yourself full of courage, went on Sinclair.
Heres your pal, Jerry Bent, coming back. Two agin one, youll be.
Aint that a chance, I ask you?

But Gaspar shook his head. He seemed even a little amused.

Not against a man like you, Sinclair. You love fighting, you see. Youre made for fighting. You make me think of that hawk. All beak and talons, made to tear, remorseless, crafty.

Thats overrating me a pile, muttered Riley, greatly pleased by this tribute, as he felt it to be. If you tried, maybe you could do a lot yourself. Youre full of nerves, and a gent thats full of nerves makes a first-class fighting man, once he finds out what he can do. With them fingers of yours you could learn to handle a gun like a flash. Start in and learn to be a man, Gaspar!

Sinclair stretched a friendly hand toward the shoulder of the smaller man. The hand passed through thin air. Gaspar had slipped away. He stood at a greater distance. On his face there was a strong expression of displeasure.

Sinclair scowled darkly. Now what dyou mean by that?

I mean that I dont envy you, said Gaspar steadily. Id rather have the other thing.

What other thing, Jig?

Gaspar overlooked the contemptuous nickname, doubly contemptuous on the lips of a stranger.

You go into the world and take what you want. Im stronger than that.

How are you stronger? asked Riley.

Because I sit in my room, and I can make the world come to me.

Jig, I was never smart at riddles. Go ahead and clear yourself up with a few more words.

The other hesitated — not for words, but as if he wondered if it might be worth while for him to explain. Never in Riley Sinclairs life had he been taken so lightly.

Will you follow me into the house? asked Gaspar at length.

Ill follow you, right enough, said Sinclair. Thats my job. Lead on.

He was brought through the living room of the cabin and into a smaller room to the side.

Comfort seemed to fill this smaller room. Bookcases ranged along one wall were packed with books. The couch before the window was heaped with cushions. There was an easy chair with an adjustable back, so that one could either sit or lie in it. There was a lamp with a big greenish-yellow shade.

This is what I mean, murmured Jig.

Riley Sinclairs bold eye roved swiftly, contemptuously. Well, you got this place fixed up pretty stuffy, he answered. Outside of that, hang me if I see what you mean.

Cold Feet slipped into a chair and, interlacing those fingers whose delicacy baffled and disturbed Sinclair, stared over them at his companion.

I really shouldnt expect you to understand, my friend.

Friend! Sinclair exploded. Youre a queer bird, Jig. What do you mean by friend?

Why not? asked this amazing youth, and the quiet of his face brightened into a smile. Id be swinging from the end of a rope if it werent for you, you know.

Sinclair shrugged away this rejoinder. He trod heavily to the bookshelves, took up two or three random volumes, and tossed them heedlessly back into place.

Well, kid, youre going to be yanked out of this little imitation world of yours pretty pronto.

Ah, but perhaps not!

Eh?

Something may happen.

What can happen?

Just something like you, my friend.

The insistence on that word irritated Riley Sinclair.

Dont call me that, he replied in his most brutal manner. Jig, dyou know what a friend means? he asked. How dyou figure that word out?

Jig considered. A friend is somebody you know and like and are glad to have around.

Contempt spread on the face of Sinclair. Thats just about what I knew youd say.

Am I wrong?

Son, they aint anything right about you, as far as I can make out. Wrong? Youre as wrong as a yearling in a blizzard. Wrong? I should tell a man youre wrong! Lemme tell you what a friend is. Hes the bunkie that guards your back in a fight; hes the man that can ask for your hoss or your gun or your life, no matter how bad you want em; hes the gent that trusts you when the world calls you a liar; hes the one that dont grin when youre in trouble, who gives a cheer when youre going good. With a friend you let down the bars and turn your mind loose like wild hosses. I take out my soul like a gun and show it to my friend in the palm of my hand. Its sure full of holes and stains, this life of mine, but my friend checks off the good agin the bad, and when youre through he says: Partner, now I like you better because I know you better.

Son, I dont know what God means very well, and I aint any bunkie of the law, but Im tolerable well acquainted with what the word friend means. When you use it, you want to look sharp.

I really believe, Jig said, that you would be a friend like that. I think I understand.

You dont, though. To a friend you give yourself away, and you get yourself back bigger and stronger.

I didnt know, said Jig softly, that friendship could mean all that.
How many friends have you had?

The big cowpuncher paused. Then he said gently at length, One friend.

In all your life?

Sure! I was lucky and had one friend.

Cold Feet leaned forward, eagerness in his eyes. Tell me about him!

I dont know you well enough, son.

That jarring speech thrust Jig back into his chair, as if with a physical hand. There, as though in covert, he continued to study Sinclair. Presently he began to nod.

I knew it from the first, in spite of appearances.

Knew what?

Knew that wed get along.

And are we getting along, Jig?

I think so.

Glad of that, muttered the cowpuncher dryly.

Ah, cried John Gaspar, youre not as hard as you seem. One of these days Ill prove it. Besides, you wont forget me.

What makes you so sure of that?

Jig rose from his chair and stood leaning against it, his hands dropped lightly into the pockets of his dressing gown. He looked extraordinarily boyish at that moment, and he seemed to have the fearlessness of a child which knows that the world has no real account against it. Riley Sinclair set his teeth to keep back a flood of pity that rose in him.

You wait and see, said Jig. He raised a finger at Sinclair. Ill keep coming back into your mind a long time after you leave me; and youll keep coming back into my mind. Oh, I know it!

How in thunder do you?

I dont know. Just because — well, how did I understand at the trial that you knew I was innocent, and that you would let no harm come to me?

Did you know that? asked Sinclair.

Instead of answering, Jig broke into his soft, pleasant laughter.
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LAUGH AND BE hanged, declared Sinclair. Im going outside. And dont try no funny breaks while Im gone, he said. Ill be watching and waiting when you aint expecting. With that he was gone.

At the door of the house a gust of hot wind struck him, for the day was verging on noon, and there seemed more heat than light in the sun. Even to that hot gust Sinclair jerked his bandanna knot aside and opened his throat gratefully. He felt as if he had been under a hard nervous strain for some time past. Cold Feet, the craven, the weak of hand and the frail of spirit, had tested him in a new way. He had been confronting a novel and unaccountable thing. He felt very oddly as if someone had been prodding into corners of his nature yet unknown even to himself. He tingled from the rapier touches of that last laughter.

Now his eyes roamed with relief across the valley. Heat waves blurred the hollow and pushed Sour Creek away until it seemed a river of mist — yellow mist. He raised his attention out of that sweltering hollow to the cool, blue, mighty mountains — his country!

Presently he had forgotten all this. He settled his hat on the back of his head and began to kick a stone before him, following it aimlessly.

Someone was humming close to him, and he turned sharply to see Sally Bent go by, carrying a bucket. She smiled generously, and though he knew that she doubtless hated him in her heart and smiled for a purpose, he had to reply with a perfunctory grin. He stalked after her to the little leaping creek and dipped out a full bucket.

Thanks, said Sally, wantonly meeting his eye.

As well try to soften a sphinx. Sinclair carried the dripping bucket on the side nearest the girl and thereby gained valuable distance. Im mighty glad its you and not one of the rest, confided Sally, still smiling firmly up to him.

He avoided that appeal with a grunt.

Like Sandersen, say, went on the girl.

Why not him?

Hes a bad hombre, said the girl. Hate to have Jig in his hands.
With you its different.

Sinclair waited until he had put down the bucket in the kitchen. Then he faced Sally thoughtfully.

Why? he asked.

Because youre reasonable.

Did Jig tell you that?

And a pile more. Jig says youre a pretty fine sort. Thats his words.

The cowpuncher caressed the butt of his gun with his fingertips, his habitual gesture when in doubt.

Lady, he said at length, suppose I cut this short? You think I aint going to keep Cold Feet here till the sheriff comes for him?

You see what it would mean? she asked eagerly. It wouldnt be a fair trial. You couldnt get a fair jury for Jig around Sour Creek and Woodville. They hate him — all the young men do. Dyou know why? Simply because hes different! Simply because—

Because all the girls are pretty fond of him, eh?

You can put it that way if you want, she answered steadily enough, though she flushed under his stare. Then: youll keep that in mind, and youre man enough to do what you think is right, aint you, Mr. Sinclair?

He shifted away from the hand which was moving toward him.

Ill tell you what, he answered. Im man enough to be afraid of a girl like you, Sally Bent.

Then he saw her head fall in despair, as he turned away. When he reached the shimmering heat of the outdoors again, he was feeling like a murderer. His reason told him that Cold Feet was yaller, not worth saving. His reason told him that he could save Jig only by a confession that would drive him, Sinclair, away from Sour Creek and his destined victim, Sandersen. Or he could save Jig by violating the law, and that also would drive him from Sour Creek and Sandersen.

Suddenly he halted in the midst of his pacing to and fro. Why was he turning these alternatives back and forth in his mind? Because, he understood all at once, he had subconsciously determined that Cold Feet must not die!

The face of his brother rose up and looked into his eyes. That was the friend of whom he would not speak to Jig, brother and friend at once. And as surely as ever ghost called to living man, that face demanded the death of Sandersen. He blinked the vision away.

I am going nutty, muttered Sinclair. Whether Sandersen lives or dies, Jig aint going to dance at a ropes end!

Presently Sally called him in to lunch, and Riley ate halfheartedly. All during the meal neither Sally nor John Gaspar had more than a word for him, while they talked steadily together. They seemed to understand each other so well that he felt a hidden insult in it.

Once or twice he made a heavy attempt to enter the conversation, always addressing his remarks to Sally Bent. He was received graciously, but his remarks always fell dead, and a moment later Cold Feet had picked up the frayed ends of his own talk and won the entire attention of Sally. Riley was beginning to understand why the youth of that district detested Cold Feet.

Always takes some soft-handed dude to make a winning with a fool girl, he comforted himself.

He expected the arrival of Jerry Bent before nightfall, and with that arrival, perhaps, there would be a new sort of attack on him. Sally and Cold Feet were trying persuasion, but they might encourage Jerry Bent to attempt physical force. With all his heart Riley Sinclair hoped so. He had a peculiar desire to do something significant for the eyes of both Sally and Jig.

But nightfall came, and then supper, and still no Jerry appeared. Afterward, Sinclair made ready to sleep in Jigs room. Cold Feet offered him the couch.

Beds and me dont hitch declared Riley, throwing two or three of the rugs together. I aint particular partial to a floor, neither, but these here rugs will give it a sort of a ground softness.

He sat cross-legged on the low pile of rugs, while he pulled off his boots and smoked his good-night cigarette. Jig coiled up in a big chair, while he studied his jailer.

But how can you go to bed so early? he asked.

Early? It aint early. Suns down, aint it? Why do they bring on night, except for folks to go to sleep?

For my part the best part of the day generally begins when the sun goes down.

With patient contempt Riley considered John Gaspar. You look kind of that way, he decided aloud. Pale and not much good with your shoulders. Now, what dyou most generally do with your time in the evening?

Why — talk.

Talk? Huh! A fine way of wasting time for a growed-up man.

And I read, you know.

I can see by the looks of them shelves that you do. How many of them books might you have read, Jig?

All of them.

I ask you, man to man, aint they mostly somebodys idea of what life is?

I suppose thats a short way of putting it.

And I ask you agin, whats better to take a secondhand hunch out of what somebody else thinks life might be, or to go out and do some living on your own hook?

Cold Feet had been smiling faintly up to this point, as though he had many things in reserve which might be said at need. Now his smile disappeared.

Perhaps youre right.

And maybe I aint. Sinclair brushed the entire argument away into a thin mist of smoke. Now, look here, Cold Feet, Im about to go to sleep, and when I sleep, I sure sleep sound, taking it by and large. Theys times when I dont moren close one eye all night, and theys times when youd have to pull my eyes open, one by one, to wake me up. Understand? Im going to sleep the second way tonight. About eight hours of the soundest sleep you ever heard tell of.

Jig considered him gravely.

Im afraid, he answered, that I wont sleep nearly as well.

Riley Sinclair smiled. Wouldnt be no ways nacheral for you to do much sleeping, he agreed. Take a gent thats in danger of having his neck stretched, like you, and most generally he dont do much sleeping. He lies around awake, cussing his luck, I spose. Take you, now, Cold Feet, and I spose youll be figuring on how far a hoss could carry you in the eight hours that Ill be sleeping. Eh?

There was a suggestive lift of the eyebrows, as he spoke, but before Jig had a chance to study his face, he had turned and wrapped himself in one of the rugs. He lay perfectly still, stretched on one side, with his back turned to Jig. He stirred neither hand nor foot.

Outside, a door slammed heavily; Cold Feet heard the heavy voice of Jerry Bent and the beat of his heels across the floor. In spite of those noises Riley Sinclair was presently sound asleep, as he had promised. Gaspar knew it by the rise and fall of the arm which lay along Sinclairs side, also by the sound of his breathing.

Cold Feet went to the window and looked out on the mountains, black and huge, with a faint shimmer of snow on the farthest summits. At the very thought of trying to escape into that wilderness and wandering alone among the peaks, he shuddered. He came back and studied the sleeper. Something about the nonchalance with which Sinclair had gone to sleep under the very eye of his prisoner affected John Gaspar strangely. Doubtless it was sheer contempt for the man he was guarding. And, indeed, something assured Jig that, no matter how well he employed the next eight hours in putting a great distance between himself and Sour Creek, the tireless riding of Sinclair would more than make up the distance.

Gaspar went to the door, then turned sharply and glanced over his shoulder at the sleeper; but the eyes of Sinclair were still closed, and his regular breathing continued. Jig turned the knob cautiously and slipped out into the living room.

Jerry and Sally beckoned instantly to him from the far side of the room. The beauty of the family had descended upon Sally alone. Jerry was a swart-skinned, squat, bow-legged, efficient cowpuncher. He now ambled awkwardly to meet John Gaspar.

Are you all set? he asked.

For what?

To start on the trail! exclaimed Jerry. What else? Aint Sinclair asleep?

How dyou know?

I listened at the door and heard his breathing a long time ago.
Thought youd never come out.

Sally Bent was already on the other side of Gaspar, drawing him toward the door.

You can have my hoss, Jig, she offered. Meg is sure as sin in the mountains. You wont have nothing to fear on the worst trail they is.

Not a thing, asserted Jerry.

They half led and half dragged Cold Feet to the door.

Ill show you the best way. You see them two peaks yonder, like a pair of mules ears? You start—

I dont know, said Jig. It seems very difficult, even to think of riding alone through those mountains.

Sally was white with fear. You aint going to throw away this chance, Jig? Itll mean hanging sure, if you dont run now. Ask Jerry what theyre saying in Sour Creek tonight?

Jerry volunteered the information. Theyre all wondering why you wasnt strung up today, when they got so much evidence agin you. Also theyre thinking that the boys played plumb foolish in turning you over to this stranger, Sinclair, to guard. But theyre waiting for Sheriff Kern to come over from Woodville an nab you in the morning. Theys some that says that they wont wait, if it looks like the law is going to take too long to hang you. Theyll get up a necktie party and break the jail and do their own hanging. I heard all them things and more, Jig.

John Gaspar looked uncertainly from one to the other of his friends.

Youve got to go! cried Sally.

Ive got to go, admitted Cold Feet in a whisper.

Ive got Meg saddled for you already. Shes plumb gentle.

Just a minute. Ive forgotten something.

You dont mean youre going back into that room where Sinclair is?

I wont waken him. Hes sleeping like the dead.

Jig turned away from them and hurried back to his room. Having opened and closed the door softly, he went to a chest of drawers near the window and fumbled in the half-light of the low-burning lamp. He slipped a small leather case into the breast pocket of his coat, and then stole back toward the door, as softly as before. With his hand on the knob, he paused and looked back. For all he knew, Sinclair might be really awake now, watching his quarry from beneath those heavy lashes, waiting until his prisoner should have made a definite attempt to escape.

And then the big man would rise to his feet as soon as the door was closed. The picture became startlingly real to John Gaspar. Sinclair would slip out that window, no doubt, and circle around toward the horse shed. There he would wait until his prisoner came out on Meg, and then without warning would come a shot, and there would be an end of Sinclairs trouble with his prisoner. Gaspar could easily attribute such cunning cruelty to Sinclair. And yet there was something untested, unprobed, different about the rangy fellow.

Whatever it was, it kept Gaspar staring down into the lean face of Sinclair for a long moment. Then he went resolutely back into the living room and faced Sally Bent; Jerry was already waiting outdoors.

Im not going, said Gaspar slowly. Ill stay.

Sally cried out. Oh, Jig, have you lost your nerve agin? Aint you got no courage?

The schoolteacher sighed. Im afraid not, Sally. I guess my only courage comes in waiting and seeing how things turn out.

He turned and went gloomily back to his room.
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WITH THE FIRST brightness of dawn, Sinclair wakened even more suddenly that he had fallen asleep. There was no slow adjusting of himself to the requirements of the day. One prodigious stretching of the long arms, one great yawn, and he was as wide awake as he would be at noon. He jerked on his boots and rose, and not until he stood up, did he see John Gaspar asleep in the big chair, his head inclining to one side, the book half-fallen from his hand, and the lamp sputtering its last beside him. But instead of viewing the weary face with pity, Sinclair burst into sudden and amazed profanity.

The first jarring note brought Gaspar up and awake with a start, and he stared in astonishment at the uninterrupted flood which rippled from the lips of the cowpuncher. It concluded: Still here! Of all the shorthorned fatheads that I ever seen, the worst is this Gaspar — this Jig — this Cold Feet. Say, man, aint you got no spirit at all?

What do you mean? asked Gaspar. Still here? Of course Im still here! Did you expect me to escape?

Sinclair flung himself into a chair, speechless with rage and disgust.

Did you think I was joking when I told you I was going to sleep eight hours without waking up?

It might very well have been a trap, you know.

Sinclair groaned. Son, they aint any man in the world thatll tell you that Riley Sinclair sets his traps for birds that aint got their stiff feathers growed yet. Trap for you? What in thunder should I want you for, eh?

He strode to the window, still groaning.

Theres where youd ought to be, over yonder behind them mule ears. Theyd never catch you in a thousand years with that start. Eight hours start! As good as have eight years, kid — just as good. And youve throwed that chance away!

He turned and stared mournfully at the schoolteacher.

It aint no use, he said sadly. I see it all now. You was cut out to end in a rope collar.

Not another word could be pried from his set lips during breakfast, a gloomy meal to which Sally Bent came with red eyes, and Jerry Bent sullenly, with black looks at Sinclair. Jig was the cheeriest one of the party. That cheer at last brought another explosion from Sinclair. They stood in front of the house, watching a horseman wind his way up the road through the hills.

Its Sheriff Kern, said Jerry Bent. I can tell by the way he rides, sort of slanting. Its Kern, right enough.

Sally Bent choked, but Jig continued to hum softly.

Singin? asked Riley Sinclair suddenly. Aint you no more worried than that?

The voice of the schoolteacher in reply was as smooth as running water.
I think youll bring me out of the trouble safely enough, Mr.
Sinclair.

Mr. Sinclairll see you damned before he lifts a hand for you! Riley retorted savagely.

He strode to his horse and expended his wrath by viciously jerking at the cinches, until the mustang groaned. Sheriff Kern came suddenly into clear view around the last turn and rode quickly up to them, a very short man, muscular, sweaty. He always gave the impression that he had been working ceaselessly for a week, and certainly he found time to shave only once in ten days. Dense bristle clouded the lower features of his face. He was a taciturn man. His greetings took the form of a single grunt. He took possession of John Gaspar with a single glance that sent the latter nervously toward his saddle horse.

I see you got this party all ready for me, said the sheriff more amiably to Riley Sinclair, who was watching in disgust the clumsy method of Jigs mounting. Youre Sinclair, I guess?

Im Sinclair, sheriff.

They shook hands.

Nice bit of work you done for me, Sinclair, keeping the boys from stringing up Jig, yonder. These here lynchings dont set none too well on the reputation of a sheriff. I guess were ready to start. Slong Sally — Jerry. Are you riding our way, Sinclair?

I thought Id happen along. Aint never seen Woodville yet.

Glad to have you. But they aint much to see unless you look twice at the same thing.

They started down the trail three abreast.

Ride on ahead, commanded Sinclair to Jig. We dont want you riding in the same line with men. Git on ahead!

John Gaspar obeyed that brutal order with bowed head. He rode
listlessly, with loose rein, letting the pony pick its own way. Once
Sinclair looked back to Sally Bent, weeping in the arms of her brother.
Again his face grew black.

And yet, confided the sheriff softly, I aint never heard no trouble about this Gaspar before.

Hes poison, declared Sinclair bitterly, and he raised his voice that it would unmistakably carry to the shrinking figure before them. Hes such a yaller-hearted skunk, sheriff, that it makes me ashamed of bein a man!

Theys only one thing I misdoubt, said the sheriff. Howd that sort of a gent ever get the nerve to murder a man like Quade? Quade wasnt no tenderfoot, and he could shoot a bit, besides.

Speaking personal, sheriff, I dont think he done it, now Ive had a chance to go over the evidence.

Maybe he didnt, but most like hell hang for it. The boys is dead set agin him. First, hes a dude; second, hes a coward. Sour Creek and Woodville wasnt never cut out for that sort. They aint wanted around.

That speech made Riley Sinclair profoundly thoughtful. He had known well enough before this that there were small chances of Jig escaping from the damning judgment of twelve of these cowpunchers. The statement of the sheriff made the belief a fact. The death sentence of Jig was pronounced the moment the doors of the jail at Woodville clanged upon him.

They struck the trail to Sour Creek and almost immediately swung off on a branch which led south and west, in the opposite direction from the creek. It was a day of high-driving clouds, thin and fleecy, so that they merely filtered the sunlight and turned it into a haze without decreasing the heat perceptibly, and that heat grew until it became difficult to look down at the blazing sand.

Now the trail climbed among broken hills until they reached a summit. From that point on, now and again the road elbowed into view of a wide plain, and in the center of the plain there was a diminutive dump of buildings.

Woodville, said the sheriff. Hey, you, Jig, hustle that hoss along!

Obediently the drooping Gaspar spurred his horse. The animal broke into a gallop that set Gaspar jolting in the seat, with wildly flopping elbows.

Look at that, said Sinclair. Would you ever think that men could be born as awkward as that? Would you ever think that men would be born that didnt have no use in the world?

He aint altogether useless, decided the sheriff. Seems as how hes done noble in the school. Takes on with the little boys and girls most amazing, and he knows how to keep even the eighth graders interested. But what can you expect of a gent that aint got no more pride than to be a schoolteacher, eh?

Sinclair shook his head.

The trail drifted downward now less brokenly, and Woodville came into view. It was a wretched town in a wretched landscape, far different from the wild hills and the rich plowed grounds around Sour Creek. All that came to life in the brief spring, the long summer had long since burned away to drab yellows and browns. A horrible place to die in, Sinclair thought.

Speaking of hosses, thats a wise-looking hoss you got, sheriff.

Rode him for five years, said the sheriff. Raised him and busted him and trained him all by myself. Aint nobody but me ever rode him. He can go so soft-footed he wouldnt bust eggs, sir, and he can turn loose and run like the wind. They aint no better hoss than this thats come under my eye, Sinclair. Are you much on the points of a hoss?

I use hosses — I dont love em, said Sinclair gloomily. But I can read the points tolerable.

The sheriff eyed Sinclair coldly. So you dont love hosses, eh? he said, returning distantly to the subject. It was easy to see where his own heart lay by the way his roan picked up its head whenever its master spoke.

Sheriff, explained Sinclair, Im a single-shot gent. I dont aim to have no scatter fire in what I like. Theys only one man that I ever called friend, theys only one place that I ever called home — the mountains, yonder — and theys only one hoss that I ever took to much. I raised Molly up by hand, you might say. She was ugly as sin, but they wasnt nothing she couldnt do — nothing! He paused. Sheriff, I used to talk to that hoss!

The sheriff was greatly moved. What became of her? he asked softly.

I took after a gent once. He couldnt hit me, but he put a slug through Molly.

What became of the gent? asked the sheriff still more softly.

He died just a little later. Just how I aint prepared to state.

Good! said the sheriff. He actually smiled in the pleasure of newfound kinship. You and me would get on proper, Sinclair.

Most like.

This hoss of mine, now, has sense enough to take me home without me touching a rein. Knows direction like a wolf.

Could you guide her with your knees?

Sure.

And shes plumb safe with you?

Sure.

I know a gent once that said hed trust himself tied hand and foot on his hoss.

That goes for me and my hoss, too, Sinclair.

Well, then, just shove up them hands, sheriff!

The sheriff blinked, as the sun flashed on the revolver in the steady hand of Sinclair. There was a significant little jerking up of the revolver. Each time the muzzle stirred, the hands of the sheriff jumped higher and higher until his arms were stiffly stretched. Gaspar had halted his horse and looked back in amazement.

I hate to do it, declared Sinclair. Right off I sort of took to you, sheriff. But this has got to be done.

Sinclair, have you done much thinking before you figured this all out?

Enough! If I knowed you one shade better, sheriff, Id take your word that youd ride on into Woodville, good and slow, and not start no pursuit. But I dont know you that well. I got to tie you on the back of that steady old hoss of yours and turn you loose. We need that much start.

He dismounted, still keeping careful aim, took the rope coiled beside the sheriffs own saddle horn and began a swift and sure process of tying. He worked deftly, without undue fear or haste, and Gaspar came back to look on with scared eyes.

Youre a fool, Sinclair, murmured the sheriff. Youll never get shut of me. Ill foller you till I drop dead. Ill never forget you. Change your mind now, and well say nothing has happened. But if you keep on, youre done for as sure as my name is Kern. Take you by yourself, and youd be a handful to catch. But two is easier than one, and, when one of them two is a deadweight like Gaspar, they aint nothing to it.

He finished his appeal completely trussed.

I aint tied you on the hoss, said Sinclair. Take note of that. Also
Im leaving you your guns, sheriff.

I hope youll have a chance to see em come out of the holster later on, Sinclair.

The cowpuncher took no notice of this bitterness. Gaspar, who looked on, was astonished by a certain deferential politeness on the part of the big cowpuncher.

Speaking personal, I hope I dont never have no trouble with you, sheriff. I like you, understand?

Have your little joke, Sinclair!

I mean it. I know Im usin you like a skunk. But I got a special need, and I cant take no chances. Sheriff, I tell you out of my heart that Im sorry! Will you believe me?

The sheriff smiled. The same as youll believe me when we change parts, Sinclair.

The big man sighed. I spose its got to be that way, he said. But if you come for me, Kern, come all primed for action. Itll be a hard trail.

Thats my specialty.

Well, sheriff, slong — and good luck!

The sheriff nodded. Thanks!

Pressing his horse with his knees, Kern started down the trail at a slow canter. Sinclair followed the retiring figure, nodding with admiration at the skill with which the sheriff kept his mount under control, merely by power of voice. Presently the latter turned a corner of the trail and was out of sight.

But — I knew — I knew! exclaimed John Gaspar. Only, why did you let him go on into town? The cold glance of Sinclair rested on his companion. What would you have done?

Tied him up and left him here.

I think you would — to die in the sun! He swung up into his saddle. Now, Gaspar, weve started on whats like to prove the last trail for both of us, understand? By night well both be outlawed. Theyll have a price on us, and long before night, Kern will be after us. For the first time in your soft-hearted life youve got to work, and youve got to fight.

Ill do it, Mr. Sinclair!

Bah! Save your talk. Talks dirt cheap.

I only ask one thing. Why have you done it?

Because, you fool, I killed Quade!
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FROM THE FIRST there was no thought in the sheriffs mind of riding straight into Woodville, trussed and helpless as he was. Woodville respected him, and the whole district was proud of its sheriff. He knew that five minutes of laughter can blast the finest reputation that was ever built by a lifetime of hard labor. He knew the very faces of the men who would never let the story die, of how the sheriff came into town, not only without his prisoner, but tied hand and foot, helpless in the saddle.

Without his prisoner!

Never before in his twenty years as sheriff had a criminal escaped from his hands. Many a time they had tried, and on those occasions he had brought back a dead body for the hand of the law.

This time he had ample excuse. Any man in the world might admit that he was helpless when such a fellow as Riley Sinclair took him by surprise. He knew Sinclair well by reputation, and he respected all that he had heard.

No matter for that. The fact remained that his unbroken string of successes was interrupted. Perhaps Woodville would explain his failure away. No doubt some of the men knew of Sinclair and would not wonder. They would stand up doughtily for the prowess of their sheriff. Yet the fact held that he had failed. It was a moral defeat more than anything else.

His mind was made up to remain in the mountains until he starved, or until he had removed those shameful ropes — his own rope! At that thought he writhed again. But here an arroyo opening in the ragged wall of a cliff caught his eye. He turned his horse into it and continued on his way until he saw a projecting rock with a ragged edge, left where a great fragment had recently fallen away.

Here he found it strangely awkward and even perilous to dismount without his hands to balance his weight, as he shifted out of the stirrups. In spite of his care, he stumbled over a loose rock as he struck the ground and rolled flat on his back. He got up, grinding his teeth. His hands were tied behind him. He turned his back on the broken rock and sawed the ropes against it. To his dismay he felt the rock edge crumble away. It was some chalky, friable stuff, and it gave at the first friction.

Beads of moisture started out on the sheriffs forehead. Hastily he started on down the arroyo and found another rock, with an edge not nearly so favorable in appearance, but this time it was granite. He leaned his back against it and rubbed with a short shoulder motion until his arms ached, but it was a happy labor. He felt the rock edge taking hold of the ropes, fraying the strands to weakness, and then eating into them. It was very slow work!

The sun drifted up to noon, and still he was leaning against that rock, working patiently, with his head near to bursting, and perspiration, which he could not wipe away, running down to blind him. Finally, when his brain was beginning to reel with the heat, and his shoulders ached to numbness, the last strand parted. The sheriff dropped down to the ground to rest.

Presently he drew out his jackknife and methodically cut the remaining bonds. It came to him suddenly, as he stood up, that someone might have seen this singular performance and carried the tale away for future laughter. The thought drove the sheriff mad. He swung savagely into the saddle and drove his horse at a dead run among the perilous going of that gorge. When he reached the plain he paused, hesitant between a bulldog desire to follow the trail single-handed into the mountains and run down the pair, and a knowledge that he who retreats has an added power that would make such a pursuit rash beyond words.

A phrase which he had coined for the gossips of Woodville, came back into his mind. He was no longer as young as he once was, and even at his prime he shrewdly doubted his ability to cope with Riley Sinclair. With the weight of Gaspar thrown in, the thing became an impossibility. Gaspar might be a weakling, but a man who was capable of murder was always dangerous.

To have been thwarted once was shame enough, but he dared not risk two failures with one man. He must have help in plenty from Woodville, and, fate willing, he would one day have the pleasure of looking down into the dead face of Sinclair; one day have the unspeakable joy of seeing the slender form of Gaspar dangling from the end of a rope.

His mind was filled with the wicked pleasure of these pictures until he came suddenly upon Woodville. He drew his horse back to a dogtrot to enter the town.

It was a short street that led through Woodville, but, short though it was, the news that something was wrong with the sheriff reached the heart of the town before he did. Men were already pouring out on the veranda of the hotel.

Where is he, sheriff? was the greeting.

Never before had that question been asked. He switched to one side in his saddle and made the speech that startled the mind of Woodville for many a day.

Boys, Ive been double-crossed. Have any of you heard tell of Riley
Sinclair?

He waited apparently calm. Inwardly he was breathless with excitement, for according to the size of Rileys reputation as a formidable man would be the size of his disgrace. There was a brief pause. Old Shaw filled the gap, and he filled it to the complete satisfaction of the sheriff.

Young Hopkins was figured for the hardest man up in Montana way, he said. That was till Riley Sinclair beat him. What about Sinclair?

It was him that double-crossed me, said the sheriff, vastly relieved. He come like a friend, stuck me up on the trail when I wasnt lookin for no trouble, and he got away with Gaspar.

A chorus, astonished, eager. What did he do it for?

No manll ever know, said the sheriff.

Why not?

Because Sinclairll be dead before he has a chance to look a jury in the face.

There were more questions. The little crowd had got its breath again, and the words came in volleys. The sheriff cut sharply through the noise.

Wheres Bill Wood?

Hes in town now.

Charley, will you find Billy for me and ask him to slide over to my office? Thanks! Wheres Arizona and Red Chalmers?

They went back to the ranch.

Be a terrible big favor if youd go out and try to find em for me, boys. Wheres Joe Stockton?

Up to the Lewis place.

Old Shaw struck in: You aint makin no mistake in picking the best you can get. Youll need em for this Riley Sinclair. Ive heard tell about him. A pile!

The very best that Woodville and its vicinity could offer, was indeed what the sheriff was selecting. Another man would have looked for numbers, but the sheriff knew well enough that numbers meant little speed, and speed was one of the main essentials for the task that lay before him. He knew each of the men he had named, and he had known them for years, with the exception of Arizona. But the latter, coming up from the southland, had swiftly proved his ability in many a brawl.

Bill Wood was a peerless trailer; Red Chalmers would, the sheriff felt, be one day a worthy aspirant for the office which he now held, and Red was the only man the sheriff felt who could succeed to that perilous office. As for Joe Stockton, he was distinctly bad medicine, but in a case like this, it might very well be that poison would be the antidote for poison. Of all the men the sheriff knew, Joe was the neatest hand with a gun. The trouble with Joe was that he appreciated his own ability and was fond of exhibiting his prowess.

Having sent out for his assistants on the chase, the sheriff retired to his office and set his affairs in order. There was not a great deal of paper work connected with his position; in twenty minutes he had cleared his desk, and, by the time he had finished this task, the first of his posse had sauntered into the doorway and stood leaning idly there, rolling a cigarette.

Have a chair, Bill, will you? said the sheriff. He tilted back in his own and tossed his heels to the top of his desk. Getting sort of warm today, aint it?

Bill Wood had never seen the sheriff so cheerful. He sat down gingerly, knowing well that some task of great danger lay before them.
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ALL THAT GASPAR dreaded in Riley Sinclair had come true. The schoolteacher drew his horse as far away as the trail allowed and rode on in silence. Finally there was a stumble, and it seemed as if the words were jarred out from his lips, hitherto closely compressed: You killed Quade!

A scowl was his answer.

But he persisted in the inquiry with a sort of trembling curiosity, though he could see the angry emotions rise in Sinclair. The emotion of a murderer, perhaps?

How?

With a gun, fool. How dyou think?

Even that did not halt John Gaspar.

Was it a fair fight?

Maybe — maybe not. It wont bring him back to life!

Riley laughed with savage satisfaction. Gaspar watched him as a bird might watch a snake. He had heard tales of men who could find satisfaction in a murder, but he had never believed that a human being could actually gloat over his own savagery. He stared at Riley as if he were looking at a wild beast that must be placated.

Thereafter the talk was short. Now and again Sinclair gave some curt direction, but they put mile after mile behind them without a single phrase interchanged. Gaspar began to slump in the saddle. It brought a fierce rebuke from Sinclair.

Straighten up. Put some of your weight in them stirrups. Dyou think any hoss can buck up when its carrying a pile of lead? Come alive!

Its the heat. It takes my strength, protested Gaspar.

Curse you and your strength! I wouldnt trade all of you for one ear of the hoss youre riding. Do what I tell you!

Without protest, without a flush of shame at this brutal abuse, John Gaspar attempted to obey. Then, as they topped a rise and reached a crest of a range of hills, Gaspar cried out in surprise. Sour Creek lay in the hollow beneath them.

But youre running straight into the face of danger!

Dont tell me what Im doing. I know maybe, all by myself!

He checked his horse and sat his saddle, eying Gaspar with such disgust, such concentrated scorn and contempt, that the schoolteacher winced.

Ive brought you in sight of the town sos you can go home.

And be hanged?

You wont be hanged. Ill send a confession along with you. Ive busted the law once. Theyre after me. They might as well have some more reasons for hitting my trail.

But is it fair to you? asked Gaspar, intertwining his nervous fingers.

Sinclair heard the words and eyed the gesture with unutterable disgust.
At last he could speak.

Fair? he asked in scorn. Since when have you been interested in playing fair? Takes a man with some nerve to play fair. Youve spoiled my game, Gaspar. Youve blocked me every way from the start, Cold Feet. I killed Quade, and theys another in Sour Creek that needs killing. Thats something you can do. Go down and tell the sheriff when he happens along and show him my confession. Go down and tell him that I aint running away — that Im staying close, and that Im going to nab my second man right under his nose. Thatll give him something to think about.

He favored the schoolteacher with another black look and then swung out of the saddle, throwing his reins. He sat down with his back to a stunted tree. Gaspar dismounted likewise and hovered near, after the fashion of a man who is greatly worried. He watched while Sinclair deliberately took out an old stained envelope and the stub of a pencil and started to write. His brows knitted in pain with the effort. Suddenly Gaspar cried: Dont do it, Mr. Sinclair!

A slight lifting of Sinclairs heavy brows showed that he had heard, but he did not raise his head.

Dont do what?

Dont try to kill that second man. Dont do it!

Gaspar was rewarded with a sneer.

Why not?

The schoolteacher was desperately eager. His glance roved from the set face of the cowpuncher and through the scragged branches of the tree.

Youll be damned for it — in your own mind. At heart youre a good man; I swear you are. And now you throw yourself away. Wont you try to open your mind and see this another way?

Not an inch. Kid, I gave my word for this to a dead man. I told you about a friend of mine?

Ill never forget.

I gave my word to him, though he never heard it. If I have to wait fifty years Ill live long enough to kill the gent thats in Sour Creek now. The other day I had him under my gun. Think of it! I let him go!

And youll let him go again. Sinclair, murder isnt in your nature.
Youre better than you think.

Close up, growled the cowpuncher. It aint no Saturday night party for me to write. Keep still till I finish.

He resumed his labor of writing, drawing out each letter carefully. He had reached his signature when a low call from John Gaspar alarmed him. He looked up to find the little man pointing and staring up the trail. A horseman had just dropped over the crest and was winding leisurely down toward the plain below.

We can get behind that knoll, perhaps, before he sees us, suggested
Jig in a whisper. His suggestion met with no favor.

You hear me talk, son, said Sinclair dryly. That gent aint carrying no guns, which means that he aint on our trail, we being figured particularly desperate. He pointed this remark with a cold survey of the desperate Jig.

But the best way to make danger follow you, Jig, is to run away from it. We stay put!

He emphasized the remark by stretching luxuriously. Gaspar, however, did not seem to hear the last words. Something about the strange horseman had apparently riveted his interest. His last gesture was arrested halfway, and his color changed perceptibly.

You stay, then, Mr. Sinclair, he said hurriedly. Im going to slip down the hill and—

You stay where you are! cut in Sinclair.

But I have a reason.

Your reasons aint no good. You stay put. You hear?

It seemed that a torrent of explanation was about to pour from the lips of Jig, but he restrained himself, white of face, and sank down in the shade of the tree. There he stretched himself out hastily, with his hands cupped behind his head and his hat tilted so far down over his face that his entire head was hidden.

Sinclair followed these proceedings with a lackluster eye.

When you do move, Jig, he said, you aint so slow about it. Thats pretty good faking, take it all in all. But why dont you want this strange gent to see your face?

A slight shudder was the only reply; then Jig lay deadly still. In the meantime, before Sinclair could pursue his questions, the horseman was almost upon them. The cowpuncher regarded him with distinct approval. He was a man of the country, and he showed it. As his pony slouched down the slope, picking its way dexterously among the rocks, the rider met each jolt on the way with an easy swing of his shoulders, riding straight up, just enough of his weight falling into his stirrups to break the jar on the back of the mustang.

The stranger drew up on the trail and swung the head of his horse in toward the tree, raising his hand in cavalier greeting. He was a sunbrowned fellow, as tall as Sinclair and more heavily built; as for his age, he seemed in that joyous prime of physical life, twenty-five. Sinclair nodded amiably.

Might that be Sour Creek yonder? asked the brown man.

It might be. I reckon it is. Get down and rest your hoss.

Thanks. Maybe I will.

He dropped to the ground and eased and stiffened his knees to get out the cramp of long riding. Off the horse he seemed even bigger and more capable than before, and now that he had come sufficiently close, so that the shadow from his sombreros brim did not partially mask the upper part of his face, it seemed to Sinclair that about the eyes he was not nearly so prepossessing as around the clean-cut fighters mouth and chin. The eyes were just a trifle too small, a trifle too close together. Yet on the whole he was a handsome fellow, as he pushed back his hat and wiped his forehead dry with a gay silk handkerchief.

Sinclair noted, furthermore, that the other had a proper cowpunchers pride in his dress. His bench-made boots molded his long and slender feet to a nicety and fitted like gloves around the high instep. The polished spurs, with their spoon-handle curve, gleamed and flashed, as he stepped with a faint jingling. The braid about his sombrero was a thing of price. These details Sinclair noted. The rest did not matter.

The kids asleep? asked the stranger, casting a careless glance at the slim form of Jig.

I reckon so.

He done it almighty sudden. Thought I seen him up and walking around when I come over the hill.

You got good eyes, said Sinclair, but he was instantly put on the defensive. He was heartily tired of Cold Feet Gaspar, his peculiarities, his whims, his weaknesses. But Cold Feet was his riding companion, and this was a stranger. He was thrown suddenly in the position of a defender of the helpless. Thats the way with these kids, he confided carelessly to the stranger. They get out and ride fast for a couple of hours. Full of ambition, they are. But just when a growed man gets warmed up to his work; theyre through. The kids tired out.

Come far? asked the stranger.

Tolerable long ways.

Sinclair disliked questions, and for each interrogation his opinion of the newcomer descended lower and lower. His own father had raised him on a stern pattern. What you mean by questions, Riley? What you cant figure out with your own eyes and ears and good common hoss sense, most likely the other gent dont want you to know. Thereafter he had schooled himself in this particular point. He could suppress all curiosity and go six months without knowing more than the nickname of a boon companion.

You come from Sour Creek, maybe? went on the other.

Sort of, replied Sinclair dryly.

His companion proceeded to dispense information on his own part so as to break the ice.

Im Jude Cartwright.

He paused significantly, but Sinclairs face was a blank.

Glad to know you, Mr. Cartwright. Mostly they call me Long Riley.

How are you, Riley?

They shook hands heartily. Cartwright took a place on the ground, cross-legged and not far from Sinclair.

I guess you dont know me? he asked pointedly.

I guess not.

Im of the Jesse Cartwright family.

Sinclair smiled blankly.

Lucky Cartwright was my dads name.

That so?

I guess you aint ever been up Montana way, said the stranger in disgust which he hardly veiled.

Not much, said Sinclair blandly.

I wished that I was back up there. This is a hole of a country down here.

Hossflesh and time will take you back, I reckon.

I reckon they will, when my jobs done.

He turned a disparaging eye upon Sour Creek and its vicinity.

Now, who would want to live in a town like that, can you tell me?

It occurred very strongly to Riley Sinclair that Cartwright had not yet fully ascertained whether or not his companion came from that very town. And, although the day before, he had decided that Sour Creek was most undesirable and all that pertained to it, this unasked confirmation of his own opinion grated on his nerves.

Well, they seems to be a few that gets along tolerable well in that town, partner.

Theys ten fools for one wise man, declared Cartwright sententiously.

Sinclair veiled his eyes with a downward glance. He dared not let the other see the cold gleam which he knew was coming into them. I guess thems true words.

Tolerable true, admitted Cartwright. But Ive rode a long ways, and this aint much to find at the end of the trail.

Maybe itll pan out pretty well after all.

If Sour Creek holds the person Im after, Ill call it a good-paying game.

I hope you find your friend, remarked Riley, with his deceptive softness of tone.

Friend? Hell! And thats where this friend will wish me when I heave in sight. You can lay to that, and long odds!

Sinclair waited, but the other changed his tack at once.

If you aint from Sour Creek, I guess you cant tell me what I want to know.

Maybe not.

The brown man looked about him for diversion. Presently his eyes rested on Cold Feet, who had not stirred during all this interval.

Son?

Nope.

Kid brother?

Nope.

Cartwright frowned. Not much of nothing, I figure, he said with marked insolence.

Maybe not, replied Sinclair, and again he glanced down.

Hes slept long enough, I reckon, declared the brown man. Lets have a look at him. Hey, kid!

Cold Feet quivered, but seemed lost in a profound sleep. Cartwright reached for a small stone and juggled it in the palm of his hand.

Thisll surprise him, he chuckled.

Better not, murmured Sinclair.

Why not?

Might land on his face and hurt him.

It wont hurt him bad. Besides, kids ought to learn not to sleep in the daytime. Aint a good idea any way you look at it. Puts fog in the head.

He poised the stone.

You might hit his eye, you see, said Sinclair.

Leave that to me!

But, as his arm twisted back for the throw, the hand of Sinclair flashed out and lean fingers crushed the wrist of Cartwright. Yet Sinclairs voice was still soft.

Better not, he said.

They sat confronting each other for a moment. The stone dropped from the numbed fingers of Cartwright, and Sinclair released his wrist. Their characters were more easily read in the crisis. Cartwrights face flushed, and a purple vein ran down his forehead between the eyes. Sinclair turned pale. He seemed, indeed, almost afraid, and apparently Cartwright took his cue from the pallor.

I see, he said sneeringly. You got your guns on. Is that it?

Sinclair slipped off the cartridge belt.

Do I look better to you now?

A pile better, said Cartwright.

They rose, still confronting each other. It was strange how swiftly they had plunged into strife.

I guess youll be rolling along, Cartwright.

Nope. I guess I like it tolerable well under this here tree.

Except that I come here first, partner.

And maybe youll be the first to leave.

Id have to be persuaded a pile.

Hows this to start you along?

He flicked the back of his hand across the lips of Sinclair, and then sprang back as far as his long legs would carry him. So doing, the first leap of Sinclair missed him, and when the cowpuncher turned he was met with a stunning blow on the side of the head.

At once the blind anger faded from the eyes of Riley. By the weight of that first blow he knew that he had encountered a worthy foeman, and by the position of Cartwright he could tell that he had met a confident one. The big fellow was perfectly poised, with his weight well back on his right foot, his left foot feeling his way over the rough ground as he advanced, always collected for a heavy blow, or for a leap in any direction. He carried his guard high, with apparent contempt for an attack on his body, after the manner of a practiced boxer.

As for Riley Sinclair, boxing was Greek to him. His battles had been those of bullets and sharp steel, or sudden, brutal fracas, where the rule was to strike with the first weapon that came to hand. This single encounter, hand to hand, was more or less of a novelty to him, but instead of abashing or cowing him, it merely brought to the surface all his coldness of mind, all of his cunning.

He circled Cartwright, his long arms dangling low, his step soft and quick as the stride of a great cat, and always there was thought in his face. One gained an impression that if ever he closed with his enemy the battle would end.

Apparently even Cartwright gained that impression. His own brute confidence of skill and power was suddenly tinged with doubt. Instead of waiting he led suddenly with his left, a blow that tilted the head of Sinclair back, and then sprang in with a crushing right. It was poor tactics, for half of a boxers nice skill is lost in a plunging attack. The second blow shot humming past Sinclair as the latter dodged; and, before the brown man could recover his poise, the cowpuncher had dived in under the guarding arms.

A shrill cry rose from Cold Feet, a cry so sharp and shrill that it sent a chill down the back of Sinclair. For a moment he whirled with the weight of his struggling, cursing enemy, and then his right hand shot up over the shoulder of Cartwright and clutched his chin. With that leverage one convulsive jerk threw Cartwright heavily back; he rolled on his side, with Sinclair following like a wildcat.

But Cartwright as he fell had closed his fingers on a jagged little stone. Sinclair saw the blow coming, swerved from it, and straightway went mad. The brown man became a helpless bulk; the knee of Sinclair was planted on his shoulders, the talon fingers of Sinclair were buried in his throat.

Then — he saw it only dimly through his red anger and hardly felt it at all — Jigs hands were tearing at his wrists. He looked up in dull surprise into the face of John Gaspar.

For heavens sake, Jig was pleading, stop!

But what checked Sinclair was not the schoolteacher. Cartwright had been fighting with the fury of one who sees death only inches away. Suddenly he grew limp.

You! he cried. You!

To the astonishment of Sinclair the gaze of the beaten man rested directly upon the face of Jig.

Yes, Gaspar admitted faintly, it is I!

Sinclair released his grip and stood back, while Cartwright, stumbling to his feet, stood wavering, breathing harshly and fingering his injured throat.

I knew Id find you, he said, but I never dreamed Id find you like this!

I know what you think, said Cold Feet, utterly colorless, but you think wrong, Jude. You think entirely wrong!

You lie like a devil!

On my honor.

Honor? You aint got none! Honor!

He flung himself into his saddle. Now that Ive located you, the next time I come itll be with a gun.

He turned a convulsed face toward Sinclair.

And that goes for you.

Partner, said Riley Sinclair, thats the best thing Ive heard you say. Until then, so long!

The other wrenched his horse about and went down the trail at a reckless gallop, plunging out of view around the first shoulder of a hill.
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SINCLAIR WATCHED HIM out of sight. He turned to find that Jig had slumped against the tree and stood with his arm thrown across his face. It reminded him, with a curious pang of mingled pity and disgust, of the way Gaspar had faced the masked men of Sour Creeks posse the day before. There was the same unmanly abnegation of the courage to meet danger and look it in the eye. Here, again, the schoolteacher was wincing from the very memory of a crisis.

Look here! exclaimed Sinclair. His contempt rang in his voice. They aint any danger now. Turn around here and buck up. Keep your chin high and look a man in the face, will you?

Slowly the arm descended. He found himself looking into a white and tortured face. His respect for the schoolteacher rose somewhat. The very fact that the little man could endure such pain in silence, no matter what that pain might be, was something to his credit.

Now come out with it, Gaspar. You double-crossed this Cartwright, eh?

Yes, whispered Jig.

Will you tell me? Not that I make a business of prying into the affairs of other gents, but I figure I might be able to help you straighten things out with this Cartwright.

He made a wry face and then rubbed the side of his head where a lump was slowly growing.

Of all the gents that I ever seen, said Sinclair softly, I aint never seen none that made me want to tangle with em so powerful bad. And of all the poisoned fatheads, all the mean, sneakin advantage-takin skunks that ever I run up again, this gent Cartwright is the worst. If his hide was worth a million an inch, I would have it. If he was to pay me a hundred thousand a day, I wouldnt be his pal for a minute. He paused. Them, taking em by and large, is my sentiments about this here Cartwright. So open up and tell me what you done to him.

To his very real surprise the schoolteacher shook his head. I cant do it.

Hm, said Sinclair, cut to the quick. Cant you trust me with it, eh?

Ah, murmured Gaspar, of all the men in the world, youre the one Id tell it to most easily. But I cant — I cant.

I dont care whether you tell me or not. Whatever you done, it must have been plumb bad if you cant even tell it to a gent that likes Cartwright like he likes poison.

It was bad, said Jig slowly. It was very bad — it was a sin. Until I die I can never repay him for what I have done.

Sinclair recovered some of his good nature at this outburst of self-accusation.

Ill be hanged if I believe it, he declared bluntly. Not a word of it! When you come right down to the point youll find out that you aint been half so bad as you think. The way I figure you is this, Jig. You aint so bad, except that you aint got no nerve. Was it a matter of losing your nerve that made Cartwright mad at you?

Yes. It was altogether that.

Sinclair sighed. Too bad! I dont blame you for not wanting to talk about it. Theys a flaw in everything, Jig, and this is yours. If I was to be around you much, dyou know what Id do?

What?

Id try to plumb forget about this flaw of yours: Thats a fact. But as far as Cartwright goes, to blazes with him! And thats where hes apt to wind up pronto if hes as good as his word and comes after me with a gun. In the meantime you grab your hoss, kid, and slide back into Sour Creek and show the boys this here confession Ive written. You can add one thing. I didnt put it in because I knowed they wouldnt believe me. I killed Quade fair and square. I give him the first move for his gun, and then I beat him to the draw and killed him on an even break. Thats the straight of it. I know they wont believe it. Matter of fact Im saying it for you, Jig, moren I am for them!

It was an amazing thing to see the sudden light that flooded the face of the schoolteacher.

And I do believe you, Sinclair, he said. With all my heart I believe you and know you couldnt have taken an unfair advantage!

Hm, muttered Riley. It aint bad to hear you say that. And now trot along, son.

Cold Feet made no move to obey.

Not that I wouldnt like to have you along, but where I got to go, youd be a weight around my neck. Besides, your game is to show the folks down yonder that you aint a murderer, and that paper Ive give you will prove it. Well drift together along the trail part way, and down yonder I turn up for the tall timber.

To all this Jig returned no answer, but in a peculiarly lifeless manner went to his horse and climbed in his awkward way into the saddle. They went down the trail slowly.

Because, explained the cowpuncher, if I save my hosss wind I may be saving my own life.

Where the trail bent like an elbow and shot sheer down for the plain and Sour Creek, Riley Sinclair pointed his horses nose up to the taller mountains, but Jig sat his horse in melancholy silence and looked mournfully up at his companion.

So long, said Sinclair cheerily. And when you get down yonder, itll happen most likely that pretty soon youll hear a lot of hard things about Riley Sinclair.

If I do — if I hear a syllable against you, cried the schoolteacher with a flare of color, Ill — Ill drive the words back into their teeth!

He shook with his emotion; Riley Sinclair shook with controlled laughter.

Would you do all of that, partner? Well, I believe youd try. What I mean to say is this: No matter what they say, you can lay to it that Sinclair has tried to play square and clean according to his own lights, which aint always the best in the world. So long!

There was no answer. He found himself looking down into the quivering face of the schoolteacher.

Why, kid, you look all busted up!

Riley, gasped Jig very faintly, I cant go!

And why not?

Because I cant meet Jude.

Cartwright, eh? But you got to, sooner or later.

Ill die first.

Would your nerve hold you up through that?

So easily, said Jig. There was such a simple gravity and despair in his expression that Sinclair believed it. He grunted and stared hard.

This Cartwright gent is worsen death to you?

A thousand, thousand times!

How come?

I cant tell you.

I kind of wish, said Sinclair thoughtfully, that Id kept my grip a mite longer.

No, no!

You dont wish him dead?

Jig shuddered.

You plumb beat me, partner. And now you want to come along with me? Sinclair grinned. An outlaws life aint what its cracked up to be, son. Youd last about a day doing what I have to do.

Youll find, said the schoolteacher eagerly, that I can stand it amazingly well. Ill — Ill be far, far stronger than you expect!

Somehow I kind of believe it. But its for your own fool sake, son, that I dont want you along.

Let me try, pleaded Jig eagerly.

The other shook his head and seemed to change his mind in the very midst of the gesture.

Why not? he asked himself. Youll get enough of it inside of a day. And then youll find out that theys some things about as bad as death — or Cartwright. Come on, kid!
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IT WAS A weary ride that brought them to the end of that day and to a camping place. It seemed to Jig that the world was made up of nothing but the ups and downs of that mountain trail. Now, as the sun went down, they came out on a flat shoulder of the mountain. Far below them lay Sour Creek, long lost in the shadow of premature night which filled the valley.

Here we are, fixed up as comfortable as can be, said Sinclair cheerily. Theres water, and theres wood aplenty. What could a gent ask for more? And heres my country!

For a moment his expression softened as he looked over the black peaks stepping away to the north. Now he pointed out a grove of trees, and on the other side of the little plateau was heard the murmur of a feeble spring.

Riley swung down easily from the saddle, but when Jig dismounted his knees buckled with weariness, and he slipped down on a rock. He was unheeded for a moment by the cowpuncher, who was removing from his saddle the quarters of a deer which he had shot at the foot of the mountain. When this task was ended, a stern voice brought Jig to his feet.

Whats all this? How come? Going to let that hoss stand there all night with his saddle on? Hurry up!

All right, replied the schoolteacher, but his voice quaked with weariness, and the cinch knot, drawn taut by the powerful hand of Jerry Bent, refused to loosen. He struggled with it until his fingers ached, and his panicky breath came in gasps of nervous excitement.

Presently he was aware of the tall, dark form of Sinclair behind him, his saddle slung across his arm.

By guns, muttered Sinclair, it aint possible! Not enough muscle to untie a knot? Its a good thing that your father cant see the sort of a son that he turned out. Lemme at that!

Under his strong fingers the knot gave by magic.

Now yank that saddle off and put it yonder with mine.

Jig pulled back the saddle, but when the full weight jerked down on him he staggered, and he began to drag the heavy load.

Hey, cut in the voice of the tyrant, want to spoil that saddle, kid?
Lift it, cant you?

Gaspar obeyed with a start and, having placed it in the required position, turned and waited guiltily.

Time you was learning something about camping out, declared the cowpuncher, and Ill teach you. Take this ax and gimme some wood, pronto!

He handed over a short ax, heavy-headed and small of haft.

That bush yonder! Thats dead, or dead enough for us.

Plainly Jig was in awe of that ax. He carried it well out from his side, as if he feared the least touch against his leg might mean a cut. Of all this, Riley Sinclair was aware with a gradually darkening expression. He had been partly won to Jig that day, but his better opinion of the schoolteacher was being fast undermined.

With a gloomy eye he watched John Gaspar drop on his knees at the base of the designated shrub and raise the ax slowly — in both hands! Not only that, but the head remained poised, hung over the schoolteachers shoulder. When the blow fell, instead of striking solidly on the trunk of the bush, it crashed futilely through a branch. Riley Sinclair drew closer to watch. It was excusable, perhaps, for a man to be unable to ride or to shoot or to face other men. But it was inconceivable that any living creature should be so clumsy with a common ax.

To his consummate disgust the work of Jig became worse and worse. No two blows fell on the same spot. The trunk of the little tree became bruised, but even when the edge of the ax did not strike on a branch, at most it merely sliced into the outer surface of the wood and left the heart untouched. It was a process of gnawing, not of chopping. To crown the terrible exhibition, Jig now rested from his labors and examined the palms of his hands, which had become a bright red.

Gimme the ax, said Sinclair shortly. He dared not trust himself to more speech and, snatching it from the hands of Cold Feet, buried the blade into the very heart of the trunk. Another blow, driven home with equal power and precision on the opposite side, made the tree shudder to its top, and the third blow sent it swishing to the earth.

This brought a short cry of admiration and wonder from the schoolteacher, for which Sinclair rewarded him with one glance of contempt. With sweeping strokes he cleared away the half-dead branches. Presently the trunk was naked. On it Riley now concentrated his attack, making the short ax whistle over his shoulders. The trunk of the shrub was divided into handy portions as if by magic.

Still John Gaspar stood by, gaping, apparently finding nothing to do.
And this with a camp barely started!

It was easier to do oneself, however, than to give directions to such stupidity. Sinclair swept up an armful of wood and strode off to the spot he had selected for the campfire, near the place where the spring water ran into a small pool. A couple of big rocks thrown in place furnished a windbreak. Between them he heaped dead twigs, and in a moment the flame was leaping.

As soon as the fire was lighted they became aware that the night was well nigh upon them. Hitherto the day had seemed some distance from its final end, for there was still color in the sky, and the tops of the western mountains were still bright. But with the presence of fire brightness, the rest of the world became dim. The western peaks were ghostly; the sky faded to the ashes of its former splendor; and Jig found himself looking down upon thick night in the lower valleys. He saw the eyes of the horses glistening, as they raised their heads to watch. The gaunt form of Sinclair seemed enormous. Stooping about the fire, enormous shadows drifted above and behind him. Sometimes the light flushed over his lean face and glinted in his eyes. Again his head was lost in shadow, and perhaps only the active, reaching hands were illuminated brightly.

He prepared the deer meat with incomprehensible swiftness, at the same time arranging the fire so that it rapidly burned down to a firm, strong, level bed of coals, and by the time the bed of coals were ready, the meat was prepared in thick steaks to broil over it.

In a little time the rich brown of the cooking venison streaked across to Jig. He had kept at a distance up to this time, realizing that he was in disgrace. Now he drifted near. He was rewarded by an amiable grin from Riley Sinclair, whose ugly humor seemed to have vanished at the odor of the broiling meat.

Watch this meat cook, kid, will you? Theres something you can do that dont take no muscle and dont take no knowledge. All you got to do is to keep listening with your nose, and if you smell it burning, yank her off. Understand? And dont let the fire blaze. Shes apt to flare up at the corners, you see? And these here twigs is apt to burn through — these ones that keep the meat offn the coals. Watch them, too. And thats all you got to do. Can you manage all them things at once?

Jig nodded gravely, as though he failed to see the contempt.

I seen a fine patch of grass down the hill a bit. Im going to take the hosses down there and hobble em out. Whistling, Sinclair strode off down the hill, leading the horses after him.

The schoolteacher watched him go, and when the forms had vanished, and only the echo of the whistling blew back, he looked up. The last life was gone from the sunset. The last time he glanced up, there had been only a few dim stars; now they had come down in multitudes, great yellow planets and whole rifts of steel-blue stars.

He took from his pocket the old envelope which Sinclair had given him, examined the scribbled confession, chuckling at the crude labor with which the writing had been drawn out, and then deliberately stuffed the paper into a corner of the fire. It flamed up, singeing the cooking meat, but John Gaspar paid no heed. He was staring off down the hill to make sure that Sinclair should not return in time to see that little act of destruction. An act of self-destruction, too, it well might turn out to be.

As for Sinclair, having found his pastureland, where the grass grew thick and tall, he was in no hurry to return to his clumsy companion. He listened for a time to the sound of the horses, ripping away the grass close to the ground, and to the grating as they chewed. Then he turned his attention to the mountains. His spirit was easier in this place. He breathed more easily. There was a sense of freedom at once and companionship. He lingered so long, indeed, that he suddenly became aware that time had slipped away from him, and that the venison must be long since done. At that he hurried back up the slope.

He was hungry, ravenously hungry, but the first thing that greeted him was the scent of burning meat. It stopped him short, and his hands gripped involuntarily. In that first burst of passion he wanted literally to wring the neck of the schoolteacher. He strode closer. It was as he thought. The twigs had burned away from beneath the steak and allowed it to drop into the cinders, and beside the dying fire, barely illuminated by it, sat Jig, sound asleep, with his head resting on his knees.

For a moment Sinclair had to fight with himself for control. All his murderous evil temper had flared up into his brain and set his teeth gritting. At length he could trust himself enough to reach down and set his heavy grip on the shoulder of the sleeper.

Even in sleep Jig must have been pursued by a burdened consciousness of guilt. Now he jerked up his head and stammered up to the shadowy face of Sinclair.

I — I dont know — all at once it happened. You see the fire—

But the telltale odor of the charring meat struck his nostrils, and his speech died away. He was panting with fear of consequences. Now a new turn came to the fear of Cold Feet. It seemed that Riley Sinclairs hand had frozen at the touch of the soft flesh of Jigs shoulder. He remained for a long moment without stirring. When his hand moved it was to take Jig under the chin with marvelous firmness and gentleness at once and lift the face of the schoolteacher. He seemed to find much to read there, much to study and know. Whatever it was, it set Jig trembling until suddenly he shrank away, cowering against the rock behind.

You dont think—

But the voice of Sinclair broke in with a note in it that Jig had never heard before.

Guns and glory — a woman!

It came over him with a rush, that revelation which explained so many things — everything in fact; all that strange cowardice, and all that stranger grace; that unmanly shrinking, that more than manly contempt for death. Now the firelight was too feeble to show more than one thing — the haunted eyes of the girl, as she cowered away from him.

He saw her hand drop from her breast to her holster and close around the butt of her revolver.

Sinclair grew cold and sick. After all, what reason had she to trust him? He drew back and began to walk up and down with long, slow strides. The girl followed him and saw his gaunt figure brush across the stars; she saw the wind furl and unfurl the wide brim of his hat, and she heard the faint stir and clink of his spurs at every step.

There was a tumult in the brain of the cowpuncher. The stars and the sky and the mountains and wind went out. They were nothing in the electric presence of this new Jig. His mind flashed back to one picture — Cold Feet with her hands tied behind her back, praying under the cottonwood.

Shame turned the cowpuncher hot and then cold. He allowed his mind to drift back over his thousand insults, his brutal language, his cursing, his mockery, his open contempt. There was a tingle in his ears, and a chill running up and down his spine.

After all that brutality, what mysterious sense had told her to trust to him rather than to Sour Creek and its men?

Other mysteries flocked into his mind. Why had she come to the very verge of death, with the rope around her neck rather than reveal her identity, knowing, as she must know, that in the mountain desert men feel some touch of holiness in every woman?

He remembered Cartwright, tall, handsome, and narrow of eye, and the fear of the girl. Suddenly he wished with all his soul that he had fought with guns that day, and not with fists.
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AT LENGTH THE continued silence of the girl made him turn. Perhaps she had slipped away. His heart was chilled at the thought; turning, he sighed with relief to find her still there.

Without a word he went back and rekindled the fire, placed new venison steaks over it, and broiled them with silent care. Not a sound from Jig, not a sound from the cowpuncher, while the meat hissed, blackened, and at length was done to a turn. He laid portions of it on broad, white, clean chips which he had already prepared, and served her. Still in silence she ate. Shame held Sinclair. He dared not look at her, and he was glad when the fire lost some of its brightness.

Now and then he looked with wonder across the mountains. All his life they had been faces to him, and the wind had been a voice. Now all this was nothing but dead stuff. There was no purpose in the march of the mountains except that they led to the place where Jig sat.

He twisted together a cup of bark and brought her water from the spring. She thanked him with words that he did not hear, he was so intent in watching her face, as the firelight played on it. Now that he held the clue, everything was as plain as day. New light played on the past.

Turning away, he put new fuel on the fire, and when he looked to her again, she had unbelted the revolver and was putting it away, as if she realized that this would not help her if she were in danger.

When at length she spoke it was the same voice, and yet how new! The quality in it made Sinclair sit a little straighter.

You have a right to know everything that I can tell you. Do you wish to hear?

For another moment he smoked in solemn silence. He found that he was wishing for the story not so much because of its strangeness, but because he wanted that voice to run on indefinitely. Yet he weighed the question pro and con.

Heres the point, Jig, he said at last. I got a good deal to make up to you. In the first place I pretty near let you get strung up for a killing I done myself. Then I been treating you pretty hard, take it all in all. You got a story, and I dont deny that Id like to hear it; but it dont seem a story that youre fond of telling, and I aint got no right to ask for it. All I ask to know is one thing: When you stood there under that cotton wood tree, with a rope around your neck, did you know that all you had to do was to tell us that you was a woman to get off free?

Of course.

And youd sooner have hung than tell us?

Yes.

Sinclair sighed. Maybe Ive said this before, but I got to say it agin: Jig, you plumb beat me! He brushed his hand across his forehead. Spose itd been done! Spose I had let em go ahead and string you up! Theyd have been a terrible bad time ahead for them seven men. Wed all have been grabbed and lynched. A woman!

He put the word off by itself. Then he was surprised to hear her laughing softly. Now that he knew, it was all woman, that voice.

It wasnt really courage, Riley. After youd said half a dozen words I knew you were square, and that you knew I was innocent. So I didnt worry very much — except just after youd sentenced me to hang!

Dont go back to that! I sure been a plumb fool. But why would you have gone ahead and let that hanging happen?

Because I had rather die than be known, except to you.

You leave me out.

Id trust you to the end of everything, Riley.

I blieve you would, Jig — I honest believe you would! Heaven knows why.

Because.

That aint a reason.

A very good womans reason. For one thing youve let me come along when you know that Im a weight, and youre in danger. But you dont know what it means if I go back. You cant know. I know its wrong and cowardly for me to stay and imperil you, but I am a coward, and Im afraid to go back!

Hush up, murmured Sinclair. Hush up, girl. Is they anybody asking you to go back? But you dont really figure on hanging out here with me in the mountains, me having most of the gents in these parts out looking for my scalp?

If you think I wont be such an encumbrance that Ill greatly endanger you, Riley.

Hm, muttered Sinclair. Ill take that chance, but theys another thing.

Well?

It aint exactly nacheral and reasonable for a girl to go around in the mountains with a man.

She fired up at that, sitting straight, with the fire flaring suddenly in her face through the change of position.

Ive told you that I trust you, Riley. What do I care about the opinion of the world? Havent they hounded me? Oh, I despise them!

Hm, said the cowpuncher again.

He was, indeed, so abashed by this outbreak that he merely stole a glance at her face and then studied the fire again.

Does this gent Cartwright tie up with your story?

All the fire left her. Yes, she whispered.

He felt that she was searching his face, as if suddenly in doubt of him.

Will you let me tell you — everything?

Shoot ahead.

Some parts will be hard to believe.

Lady, they wont be nothing as hard to believe as what Ive seen you do with my own eyes.

Then she began to tell her story, and she found a vast comfort in seeing the ugly, stern face of Sinclair lighted by the burning end of his cigarette. He never looked at her, but always fixed his stare on the sea of blackness which was the lower valley.

All the trouble began with a theory. My father felt that the thing for a girl was to be educated in the East and marry in the West. He was full of maxims, you see. They turn out knowledge in cities; they turn out men in mountains, was one of his maxims. He thought and argued and lived along those lines. So as soon as I was half grown — oh, I was a wild tomboy!

Eh? cut in Sinclair.

I could really do the things then that youd like to have a woman do, she said. I could ride anything, swim like a fish in snow water, climb, run, and do anything a boy could do. I suppose thats the sort of a woman you admire?

Me! exclaimed Riley with violence. It aint so, Jig. I been revising my ideas on women lately. Besides, I never give em much thought before.

He said all this without glancing at her, so that she was able to indulge in a smile before she went on.

Just at that point, when I was about to become a true daughter of the West, Dad snapped me off to school in the East, and then for years and years there was no West at all for me except a little trip here and there in vacation time. The rest of it was just study and play, all in the East. I still liked the West — in theory, you know.

Hm, muttered Riley.

And then, I think it was a year ago, I had a letter from Dad with important news in it. He had just come back from a hunting trip with a young fellow who he thought represented everything fine in the West. He was big, good-looking, steady, had a large estate. Dad set his mind on having me marry him, and he told me so in the letter. Of course I was upset at the idea of marrying a man I did not know, but Dad always had a very controlling way with him. I had lost any habit of thinking for myself in important matters.

Besides, there was a consolation. Dad sent the picture of his man along with his letter. The picture was in profile, and it showed me a fine-looking fellow, with a glorious carriage, a high head, and oceans of strength and manliness.

I really fell in love with that picture. To begin with, I thought that it was destiny for me, and that I had to love that man whether I wished to or not. I admitted that picture into my inmost life, dreamed about it, kept it near me in my room.

And just about that time came news that my father was seriously ill, and then that he had died, and that his last wish was for me to come West at once and marry my chosen husband.

Of course I came at once. I was too sick and sad for Dad to think much about my own future, and when I stepped off the train I met the first shock. My husband to be was waiting for me. He was enough like the picture for me to recognize him, and that was all. He was tall and strong enough and manly enough. But in full face I thought he was narrow between the eyes. And—

It was Cartwright!

Yes, yes. How did you guess that?

I dunno, said Sinclair softly, but when that gent rode off today, something told me that I was going to tangle with him later on. Go on!

He was very kind to me. After the first moment of disappointment — you see, I had been dreaming about him for a good many weeks — I grew to like him and accept him again. He did all that he could to make the trip home agreeable. He didnt press himself on me. He did nothing to make me feel that he understood Dads wishes about our marriage and expected me to live up to them.

After the funeral it was the same way. He came to see me only now and then. He was courteous and attentive, and he seemed to be fond of me.

A fox, snarled Sinclair, growing more and more excited, as this narrative continued. Thats the way with one of them kind. They play a game. Never out in the open. Waiting till they win, and then acting the devil. Go on!

Perhaps youre right. His visits became more and more frequent. Finally he asked me to marry him. That brought the truth of my position home to me, and I found all at once that, though I had rather liked him as a friend, I had to quake at the idea of him as a husband.

Sinclair snapped his cigarette into the coals of the fire and set his jaw. She liked him in his anger.

But what could I do? All of the last part of Dads life had been pointed toward this one thing. I felt that he would come out of his grave and haunt me. I asked for one more day to think it over. He told me to take a month or a year, as I pleased, and that made me ashamed. I told him on the spot that I would marry him, but that I didnt love him.

Ill tell you what he answered — curse him! exclaimed Sinclair.

What?

Through the years that was comin, hed teach you to love him.

That was exactly what he said in those very words! How did you guess that?

Ill tell you I got a sort of a second sight for the ways of a snake, or an ornery hoss, or a sneak of a man. Go on!

I think you have. At any rate, after I had told him Id marry him, he pressed me to set the date as early as possible, and I agreed. There was only a ten-day interval.

Those ten days were filled. I kept myself busy so that I wouldnt have a chance to think about the future, though of course I didnt really know how I dreaded it. I talked to the only girl who was near enough to me to be called a friend.

Find a man you can respect. Thats the main thing, she always said.
Youll learn to love him later on.

It was a great comfort to me. I kept thinking back to that advice all the time.

Theys nothing worse than a talky woman, declared Sinclair hotly. Go on!

Then, all at once, the day came. Ill never forget how I wakened that morning and looked out at the sun. I had a queer feeling that even the sunshine would never seem the same after that day. It was like going to a death.

So you went to this gent and told him just how you felt, and he let your promise slide?

No.

Sinclair groaned.

I couldnt go to him. I didnt dare. I dont imagine that I ever thought of such a thing. Then there were crowds of people around all day, giving me good wishes. And all the time I felt like death.

Somehow I got to the church. Everything was hazy to me, and my heart was thundering all the time. In the church there was a blur of faces. All at once the blur cleared. I saw Jude Cartwright, and I knew I couldnt marry him!

Brave girl! cried Sinclair, his relief coming out in almost a shout.
You stopped there at the last minute?

Ah, if I had! No, I didnt stop. I went on to the altar and met him there, and—

You werent married to him?

I was!

Go on, Sinclair said huskily.

The end of it came somehow. I found a flood of people calling to me and pressing around me, and all the time I was thinking of nothing but the new ring on my finger and the weight — the horrible weight of it!

We went back to my fathers house. I managed to get away from all the merrymaking and go to my room. The minute the door closed behind me and shut away their voices and singing into the distance, I felt that I had saved one last minute of freedom. I went to the window and looked out at the mountains. The stars were coming out.

All at once my knees gave way, and I began to weep on the window sill. I heard voices coming, and I knew that I mustnt let them see me with the tears running down my face. But the tears wouldnt stop coming.

I ran to the door and locked it. Then someone tried to open the door, and I heard the voice of my Aunt Jane calling. I gathered all my nerve and made my voice steady. I told her that I couldnt let anyone in, that I was preparing a surprise for them.

Are you happy, dear? asked Aunt Jane.

I made myself laugh. So happy! I called back to her.

Then they went away. But as soon as they were gone I knew that I could never go out and meet them. Partly because I had no surprise for them, partly because I didnt want them to see the tear stains and my red eyes. Somehow little silly things were as big and as important as the main thing — that I could never be the real wife of Jude Cartwright. Can you understand?

Jig, once when I had a deer under my trigger I let him go because he had a funny-shaped horn. Sure, its the little things that run a gents life. Go on!

I knew that I had to escape. But how could I escape in a place where everybody knew me? First I thought of changing my clothes. Then another thing — mans clothes! The moment that idea came, I was sure it was the thing. I opened the door very softly. There was no one upstairs just then. I ran into my cousins room — hes a youngster of fifteen — and snatched the first boots and clothes that I could find and rushed back to my own room.

I jumped into them, hardly knowing what I was doing. For they were beginning to call to me from downstairs. I opened the door and called back to them, and I heard Jude Cartwright answer in a big voice.

I turned around and saw myself in the mirror in boys clothes, with my face as white as a sheet, my eyes staring, my hair pouring down over my shoulders. I ran to the bureau and found a scissors. Then I hesitated a moment. You dont dream how hard it was to do. My hair was long, you see, below my waist. And I had always been proud of it.

But I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth and cut it off with great slashes, close to my head. Then I stood with all that mass of hair shining in my hand and a queer, light feeling in my head.

But I felt that I was free. I clamped on my cousins hat — how queer it felt with all that hair cut off! I bundled the hair into my pocket, because they mustnt dream what I had done. Then someone beat on the door.

Coming! I called to them.

I ran to the window. The house was built on a slope, and it was not a very long drop to the ground, I suppose. But to me it seemed neck-breaking, that distance. It was dark, and I climbed out and hung by my hands, but I couldnt find courage to let go. Then I tried to climb back, but there wasnt any strength in my arms.

I cried out for help, but the singing downstairs must have muffled the sound. My fingers grew numb — they slipped on the sill — and then I fell.

The fall stunned me, I guess, for a moment. When I opened my eyes, I saw the stars and knew that I was free. I started up then and struck straight across country. At first I didnt care where I went, so long as it was away, but when I got over the first hill I made up a plan. That was to go for the railroad and take a train. I did it.

There was a long walk ahead of me before I reached the station, and with my cousins big boots wobbling on my feet I was very tired when I reached it. There were some freight cars on the siding, and there was hay on the floor of one of them. I crawled into the open door and went to sleep.

After a while I woke up with a great jarring and jolting and noise. I found the car pitch dark. The door was closed, and pretty soon, by the roar of the wheels under me and the swing of the floor of the car, I knew that an engine had picked up the empty cars.

It was a terrible time for me. I had heard stories of tramps locked into cars and starving there before the door was opened. Before the morning shone through the cracks of the boards, I went through all the pain of a death from thirst. But before noon the train stopped, and the car was dropped at a siding. I climbed out when they opened the door.

The man who saw me only laughed. I suppose he could have arrested me.

All right, kid, but youre hitting the road early in life, eh!

Those were the first words that were spoken to me as a man.

I didnt know where I should go, but the train had taken me south, and that made me remember a town where my father had lived for a long time — Sour Creek. I started to get to this place.

The hardest thing I had to do was the very first thing, and that was to take my ragged head of hair into a barber shop and get it trimmed. I was sure that the barber would know I was a girl, but he didnt suspect.

Been a long time in the wilds, youngster, eh? was all he said.

And then I knew that I was safe, because people here in the West are not suspicious. They let a stranger go with one look. By the time I reached Sour Creek I was nearly over being ashamed of my clothes. And then I found this place and work as a schoolteacher. I think you know the rest. She leaned close to Sinclair. Was I wrong to leave him?

Sinclair rubbed his chin. Youd ought to have told him straight off, he said firmly. But seeing you went through with the wedding — well, take it all in all, your leaving of him was about the rightest thing I ever heard of.

Quiet fell between them.

But what am I going to do? And where is it all going to end? a small voice inquired of Sinclair at last.

Roll up in them blankets and go to sleep, he advised her curtly. Im figuring steady on this here thing, Jig.

Jig followed that advice. Sinclair had left the fire and was walking up and down from one end of the little plateau to the other, with a strong, long step. As for the girl, she felt that an incalculable burden had been shifted from her shoulders by the telling of this tale. That burden, she knew, must have fallen on another person, and it was not unpleasant to know that Riley Sinclair was the man.

Gradually the sense of strangeness faded. As she grew drowsy, it seemed the most natural thing in the world for her to be up here at the top of the world with a man she had; known two days. And, before she slept, the last thing of which she was conscious was the head of Sinclair in the broad sombrero, brushing to and fro across the stars.


18

[image: img107.jpg]

WITH A BANG the screen door of Sheriff Kerns office had creaked open and shut four times at intervals, and each man, entering in turn with a Howdy to the sheriff, had stamped the dust out of the wrinkles of his riding boots, hitched up his trousers carefully, and slumped into a chair. Not until the last of his handpicked posse had taken his place did the sheriff begin his speech.

Gents, he said, how long have I been a sheriff?

Eighteen to twenty years, said Bill Wood. And its been twenty years of bad times for the safecrackers and gunmen of these parts.

Thanks, said the sheriff hastily. And how many that Ive once put my hands on have got loose?

Again Bill Wood answered, being the senior member.

None. Your score is exactly one hundred percent, sheriff.

Kern sighed. Gents, he said, the average is plumb spoiled.

It caused a general lifting of heads and then a respectful silence. To have offered sympathy would have been insulting; to ask questions was beneath their dignity, but four pairs of eyes burned with curiosity. The least curious was Arizona. He was a fat, oily man from the southland, whose past was unknown in the vicinity of Woodville, and Arizona happened to be by no means desirous of rescuing that past from oblivion. He held the southlanders contempt for the men and ways of the north. His presence in the office was explained by the fact that he had long before discovered it to be an excellent thing to stand in with the sheriff. After this statement from Kern, therefore, he first glanced at his three companions, and, observing their agitation, he became somewhat stirred himself and puckered his fat brows above his eyes, as he glanced back at Kern.

Youve heard of the killing of Quade? asked the sheriff.

Yesterday, said Red Chalmers.

And that they got the killer?

Nope.

It was a gent youd never have suspected — that skinny little schoolteacher, Gaspar.

I never liked the looks of him, said Red Chalmers gloomily. I always got to have a second thought about a gent thats too smooth with the ladies. And that was this here Jig. So he done the shooting?

It was a fight over Sally Bent, explained the sheriff. Sandersen and some of the rest in Sour Creek fixed up a posse and went out and grabbed Gaspar. They gave him a lynch trial and was about to string him up when a stranger named Sinclair, a man who had joined up with the posse, steps out and holds for keeping Gaspar and turning him over to me, to be hung all proper and legal. I heard about all this and went out to the Bent house, first thing this morning, to get Gaspar, who was left there in charge of this Sinclair. Any of you ever heard about him?

A general bowing of heads followed, as the men began to consider, all save Arizona, who never thought when he could avoid it, and positively never used his memory. He habitually allowed the dead past to bury its dead.

It appears to me like Ive heard of a Sinclair up to Colma, murmured Bill Wood. That was four or five years back, and I blieve he was called a sure man in a fight.

Thats him, muttered the sheriff. He was greatly relieved to know that his antagonist had already achieved so comfortable a reputation. A big, lean, hungry-eyed gent, with a restless pair of hands. He come along with me while I was bringing Gaspar, but I didnt think nothing about it, most nacheral. I leave it to you, boys!

Settling themselves they leaned forward in their chairs.

We was talking about hosses and suchlike, which Sinclair talked uncommon slick. He seemed a knowing gent, and I opened up to him, but in the middle of things he paws out his Colt, as smooth as you ever see, and he shoves it under my nose.

Sheriff Kern paused. He was wearing gloves in spite of the fact that he was in his office. These gloves seem to have a peculiarly businesslike meaning for the others, and now they watched, fascinated, while the sheriff tugged his fingers deeper into the gloves, as if he were getting ready for action. He cleared his throat and managed to snap out the rest of the shameful statement.

He stuck me up, boys, and he told Jig to beat it up the trail. Then he backed off, keeping me covered all the time, until he was around the hill. The minute he was out of sight I follered him, but when it come into view, him and Gaspar was high-tailing through the hills. I didnt have no rifle, and it was plumb foolish to chase two killers with nothing but a Colt. Which I leave it to you gents!

Would have been crazy, sheriff, asserted Red Chalmers.

I dunno, sighed Arizona, patting his fat stomach reminiscently. I dunno. I guess you was right, Kern.

The others glared at him, and the sheriff became purple.

So I come back and figured that Id best get together the handiest little bunch of fighting men I could lay hands on. Thats why I sent for you four.

Clumsily they made their acknowledgements.

Because, said Kern, it dont take no senator to see that something
has got to be done. Sour Creek is after Gaspar, and now itll be after
Sinclair, too. But they got clear of me, and Im the sheriff of
Woodville. Its up to Woodville to get em back. Am I right?

Again they nodded, and the sheriff, growing warmer as he talked, snatched off a glove and mopped his forehead. As his arm fell, he noted that Arizona had seen something which fascinated him. His eyes followed every gesture of the sheriffs hand.

Is that the whole story? asked Arizona.

The whole thing, declared Kern stoutly, and he glared at the man from the southland.

Because if its anything worse, said Arizona innocently, wed ought to know it. The honor of Woodville is at stake.

Oh, its bad enough this way, grumbled Joe Stockton, and the sheriff, hastily restoring his glove, grunted assent.

Now, boys, lets hear some plans.

First thing, said Red Chalmers, rising, is for each of us to pick out the best hoss in his string, and then well all ride over to the place where they left and pick up the trail.

Not a bad idea, approved Kern.

There was a general rising.

Sit down, said Arizona, who alone had not budged in his chair.

Without obeying, they turned to him.

Was that the Morris trail, Kern? asked Arizona.

Sure.

Well, you aint got a chance of picking up the trail of two hosses out of two hundred.

In silence they received the truth of this assertion. Then Joe Stockton spoke. He was not exactly a troublemaker, but he took advantage of every disturbance that came his way and improved it to the last scruple.

Sinclair comes from Colma, according to Bill, and Colma is north. Ride north, Kern, and the north trail will keep us tolerable close to Sinclair. We can tend to Gaspar later on — unless hes a pile more dangerousn he looks.

Yes, Sinclair is the main one, said the sheriff. Hes moren a hundred Gaspars. Boys, the north trail looks good to me. We can pick up Gaspar later on, as Joe Stockton says. Straight for Colma, thats where well strike.

Hold on, cut in Arizona.

Patently they regarded him with disfavor. There was something blandly superior in Arizonas demeanor. He had a way of putting forth his opinions as though it were not the slightest effort for him to penetrate truths which were securely veiled from the eyes of ordinary men.

Now he looked calmly, almost contemptuously upon the sheriff and the rest of the posse.

Gents, has any of you ever seen this Jig you talk about ride a hoss?

Me, of course, said the sheriff.

Anything about him strike you when he was in a saddle?

Sure! Got a funny arm motion.

Like he was fanning his ribs with his elbows to keep cool? went on
Arizona, grinning.

The sheriff chuckled.

Would you pick him for a good hand on a long trail?

Never in a million years, said the sheriff. Is he?

Kern seemed to admit his inferiority by asking this question. He bit his lip and was about to go on and answer himself when Arizona cut in with: Never in a million years, sheriff. He couldnt do twenty miles in a day without being laid up.

Whats the point of all this, Arizona?

Ill show you pronto. Lets go back to Sinclair. The other day he was one of a bunch that pretty near got Gaspar hung, eh?

Yep.

But at the last minute he saved Jig?

Sure. I just been telling you that.

Their inability to follow Arizonas train of thought irritated the others. He literally held them in the palm of his hand as he developed his argument.

Why did he save Jig? he went on. Because when Gaspar was about to swing, they was something about him that struck Sinclair. What was it? I dunno, except that Jig is tolerable young looking and pretty helpless, even though you say he killed Quade.

Say he killed him? burst out the sheriff. It was plumb proved on him.

Id sure like to see that proof, said the man from the southland. The point is that Sinclair took pity on him and kept him from the noose. Then he stays that night guarding him and gets more and more interested. This Jig has got a pile of education. Ive heard him talk. Today you come over the hills. Sinclair sees Woodville, figures thats the place where Jigll be hung, and he loses his nerve. He sticks you up and gets Jig free. All right! Dyou think hell stop at that? Dont he know that Jigs plumb helpless on the trail? And knowing that, dyou think hell split with Jig and leave the schoolteacher to be picked up the first thing? No, sir, hell stick with Jig and see him through.

Well, all the better, snapped the sheriff. Thats going to make our trail shorter — if what you say turns out true.

Its true, well enough. Sinclair right now is camping somewhere in the hills near Sour Creek, waiting for things to quiet down before he hits the out-trail with this Gaspar.

He wouldnt be fool enough for that, grumbled the sheriff.

Fool? Has any one of you professional man hunters figured yet on hunting for em near Sour Creek? Aint you-all been talking long trails — Colma, and what not?

They were crushed.

All you say is true, if Sinclair saddles himself with the tenderfoot.
Might as well tie so much lead around his neck.

Hell do it, though, said Arizona carelessly. I know him.

It caused a new focusing of attention upon him, and this time Arizona seemed to regret that he stood in the limelight.

You know him? asked Joe Stockton softly.

The bright black eyes of the fat man glittered and flickered from face to face. He seemed to be gauging them and deciding how much he could say — or how little.

Sure, I drifted up to this country one season and rode there. I heard a pile about this Sinclair and seen him a couple of times.

How good a man dyou figure him to be with a gun? asked the sheriff without apparent interest.

Good enough, sighed Arizona. Good enough, partner!

Presently the sheriff showed that he was a man capable of taking good advice, even though he could not stamp it as his own original device.

Boys, he said, I figure that what Arizona has said is tolerable sound. Arizona, what dyou advise next?

That we go to Sour Creek pronto — and sit down and wait!

A chorus of exclamations arose.

Arizona grew impatient with such stupidity. Sinclair come to Sour Creek to do something. I dunno what he wants, but what he wants he aint got yet, and hes the sort thatll stay till he does his work.

Ive got in touch with the authorities higher up, boys, declared Kern. Sinclair and Gaspar is both outlawed, with a price on their heads. Wont that change Sinclairs mind and make him move on?

You dont know Sinclair, persisted Arizona. You dont know him at all, sheriff.

Grab your hosses, boys. Im following Arizonas lead.

Pouring out of the door in silence, the omniscience of Arizona lay heavily upon their minds. Inside, the sheriff lingered with the wise man from the southland.

If I was to get in touch with Colma, Fatty, what dyou think theyd be able to tell me about your record up there?

The olive skin of Arizona became a bleached drab.

I dunno, he said rather thickly, and all the while his little black eyes were glittering and shifting. Nothing much, Kern.

His glance steadied. By the way, when you had your glove off a while ago I seen something on your wrist that looked like a rope gall, Kern. If I was to tell the boys that, what dyou figure theyd think about their sheriff?

It was Kerns turn to change color. For a moment he hesitated, and then he dropped a hand lightly on Arizonas shoulder.

Look here, Arizona, he muttered in the ear of the fat man, what you been before you hit Woodville I dunno, and I dont care. I figure we come to a place where wed both best keep our mouths shut. Eh?

Shake, said Arizona, and they went out the door, almost arm in arm.
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FOR JUDE CARTWRIGHT the world was gone mad, as he spurred down the hills away from Sinclair and the girl. It was really only the second time in his life that he had been thwarted in an important matter. To be sure he had been raised roughly among rough men, but among the roughest of them, the repute of his family and the awe of his fathers wide authority had served him as a shield in more ways than Jude himself could realize. He had grown very much accustomed to having his way.

All things were made smooth for him; and when he reached the age when he began to think of marriage, and was tentatively courting half a dozen girls of the district, unhoped-for great fortune had fairly dropped into his path.

The close acquaintance with old Mervin in that hunting trip had been entirely accidental, and he had been astounded by the marriage contract which Mervin shortly after proposed between the two families. Ordinarily even Jude Cartwright, with all his self-esteem, would never have aspired to a star so remote as Mervins daughter. The miracle, however, happened. He saw himself in the way to be the richest man on the range, the possessor of the most lovely wife.

That dream was first pricked by the inexplicable disappearance of the girl on their marriage day. He had laid that disappearance to foul play. That she could have left him through any personal aversion never entered his complacent young head.

He went out on the quest after the neighboring district had been combed for his wife, and he had spent the intervening months in a ceaseless search, which grew more and more disheartening. It was only by chance that he remembered that Mervin had lived for some time in Sour Creek, and only with the faintest hope of finding a clue that he decided to visit that place. In his heart he was convinced that the girl was dead, but if she were really hiding it was quite possible that she might have remembered the town where her father had made his first success with cattle.

Now the coincidence that had brought him face to face with her, stunned him. He was still only gradually recovering from it. It was totally incredible that she should have fled at all. And it was entirely beyond the range of credence that modest Elizabeth Mervin should have donned the clothes of a man and should be wandering through the hills with a male companion.

But when his wonder died away, he felt little or no pity for his wife. The pang that he felt was the torture of offended pride. Indeed, the fact that he had lost his wife meant less to him than that his wife had seen him physically beaten by another man. He writhed in his saddle at the memory.

Instantly his mind flashed back to the details of the scene. He rehearsed it with himself in a different role, beating the cowpuncher to a helpless pulp of bruised muscle, snatching away his wife. But even if he had been able to do that, what would the outcome be? He could not let the world know the truth — that his wife had fled from him in horror on their marriage day, that she had wondered about in the clothes of a man, that she was the companion of another man. And if he brought her back, certainly all these facts would come to light. The close-cropped hair alone would be damning evidence.

He framed a wild tale of abduction by villains, of an injury, a sickness, a fever that forced a doctor to cut her hair short. He had no sooner framed the story than he threw it away as useless. With all his soul he began to wish for the only possible solution which would save the remnants of his ruined self-respect and keep him from the peril of discovery. The girl must indubitably die!

By the time he came to this conclusion, he had struck out of the hills, and, as his horse hit the level going and picked up speed, the heart of Jude Cartwright became lighter. He would get weapons and the finest horse money could buy in Sour Creek, trail the pair, take them by surprise, and kill them both. Then back to the homeland and a new life!

Already he saw himself in it, his name surrounded with a glamour of pathetic romance, as the sad widower with a mystery darkening his past and future. It was an agreeable gloom into which he fell. Self-pity warmed him and loosened his fierceness. He sighed with regret for his own misfortunes.

In this frame of mind he reached Sour Creek and its hotel. While he wrote his name in the yellowed register he over-heard loud conversation in the farther end of the room. Two men had been outlawed that day — John Gaspar, the schoolteacher who killed Quade, and Riley Sinclair, a stranger from the North.

Paying no further attention to the talk, he passed on into the general merchandise store which filled most of the lower story of the hotel. There he found the hardware department, and prominent among the hardware were the gun racks. He went over the Colts and with an expert hand took up the guns, while the gray-headed storekeeper advanced an eulogium upon each weapon. His attention was distracted by the entrance of a tall, painfully thin man who seemed in great haste.

Whats all this about Cold Feet, Whitey? he asked. Cold Feet and
Sinclair?

I dunno, Sandersen, except that word come in from Woodville that Sinclair stuck up the sheriff on his way in with Jig, and Sinclair got clean away. What could have been in his head to grab Jig?

I dunno, said Sandersen, apparently much perturbed. They outlawed em both, Whitey?

There was an eagerness in this question so poorly concealed that
Cartwright jerked up his head and regarded Sandersen with interest.

Both, replied Whitey. You seem sort of pleased, Sandersen?

I knowed that Sinclair would come to a bad end, said Sandersen more soberly.

Why, I thought they said you cottoned to him when the boys was figuring he might have had something to do with Quade?

Me? Well, yes, for a minute. But out at the necktie party, Whitey, I kept watching him. Thinks a lot moren he says, and gents like that is always dangerous.

Always, replied Whitey.

But its the last time Sinclairll show his face in Sour
Creek — alive, said Sandersen.

If he does show his face alive, itll be a dead face pronto. You can lay to that.

Sandersen seemed to turn this fact over and over in his mind, with immense satisfaction.

And yet, pursued the storekeeper, think of a full-grown man breaking the law to save such a skinny little shrimp of a gent as Jig? Eh? More like a pretty girl than a boy, Jig is.

Cartwright exclaimed, and both of the others turned toward him.

Heres the gun for me, he said huskily, and that gun belt — filled — and this holster. Theyll all do.

And a handy outfit, said Whitey. That gunll be a friend in need!

What makes you think theyll be a need? asked Cartwright, with such unnecessary violence that the others both stared. He went on more smoothly: What was you saying about a girl-faced gent?

The schoolteacher — he plugged a feller named Quade. Sinclair got him clean away from Sheriff Kern.

And what sort of a looking gent is Sinclair? Long, brown, and pretty husky-looking, with a mean eye?

Youve named him! Whered you meet up with him?

Over in the hills yonder, just where the north trail comes over the rise. They was sitting down under a tree resting their hosses when I come along. I got into an argument with this Sinclair — Long Riley, he called himself.

Rileys his first name.

We passed some words. Pretty soon I give him the lie! He made a reach for his gun. I told him I wasnt armed and dared him to try his fists. He takes off his belt, and we went at it. A strong man, but he dont know nothing about hand fighting. I had him about ready to give up and begging me to quit when this Jig, this girl-faced man you talk about — he pulls a gun and slugs me in the back of the head with it.

Removing his sombrero he showed on the back of his head the great welt which had been made when he struck the ground with the weight of Sinclair on top of him. It was examined with intense interest by the other two.

Dirty work! said Sandersen sympathetically.

The storekeeper said nothing at all, but began to fold up a bolt of cloth which lay half unrolled on the counter.

It knocked me cold, continued Cartwright, and when I come to, they wasnt no sign nor trace of em.

Buckling on the belt, he shoved the revolver viciously home in the holster.

Ill land that pair before the posse gets to em, and when I land em
I wont do no arguing with fists!

Say, I call that nerve, put in the storekeeper, with patent admiration in his eyes, while he smoothed a fold of the cloth. Running agin one gent like Sinclair is bad enough — let alone tackling two at once. But youd ought to take out a big insurance on your life, friend, before you take that trail. Its liable to be all out-trail and no coming back.

A great deal of enthusiasm faded from Cartwrights face.

How come? he asked briefly.

Nothing much. But they say this Sinclair is quite a gunfighter, my friend. Up in his home town they scare the babies by talking about Sinclair.

Hm, murmured Cartwright. He cant win always, and maybe Ill be the lucky man.

But he went out of the store with his head thoughtfully inclined.

Think of meeting up with them two all alone and not knowing what they was! sighed Sandersen. Hes lucky to be alive, Ill tell a man.

Whitey grinned.

Plenty of nerve in a gent like that, went on Sandersen, his pale blue eyes becoming dreamy. Get your gat out, will you, Bill?

Bill Sandersen obliged.

Look at the butt. Dyou see any point on it?

Nope.

Did you look at that welt on the strangers head?

Sure.

Did you see a little cut in the middle of the welt?

Come to think of it, I sure did.

Well, Sandersen, how dyou make out that a gun butt would make a cut like that?

What are you driving at, Whitey?

Im just discounting the stranger, said Whitey. I dunno what other talents hes got, but hes sure a fine nacheral liar.
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IT WAS SOME time before Riley Sinclair interrupted his pacing and, turning, strode over to the dim outlines of the sleeping girl. She did not speak, and, leaning close above her, he heard her regular breathing.

Waiting until he was satisfied that she slept, he began to move rapidly. First, with long, soft steps he went to his saddle, which was perched on a ridge of rock. This he raised with infinite care, gathering up the stirrups and the cinches so that nothing might drag or strike. With this bundle secured, he once more went close to the figure of the sleeper and this time dropped on one knee beside her. He could see nothing distinctly by the starlight, but her forehead gleamed with one faint highlight, and there was the pale glimmer of one hand above the blankets.

For the moment he almost abandoned the plan on which he had resolved, which was no less than to attempt to ride into Sour Creek and return to the girl before she wakened in the dawn. But suppose that he failed, and that she wakened to find herself alone in the mountain wilderness? He shuddered at the idea, yet he saw no other issue for her than to attempt the execution of his plan.

He rose hastily and walked off, letting his weight fall on his toes altogether, so that the spurs might not jingle.

Even that brief rest had so far refreshed his mustang that he was greeted with flattened ears and flying heels. These efforts Sinclair met with a smile and terrible whispered curses, whose familiar sound seemed to soothe the horse. He saddled at once, still using care to avoid noise, and swung steeply down the side of the mountain. On the descending trail, he could cut by one half the miles they had traversed winding up the slope.

Recklessly he rode, giving the wise pony its head most of the time, and only seeing that it did not exceed a certain speed, for when a horse passes a certain rate of going it becomes as reckless as a drunken man. Once or twice they floundered onto sheer gravel slides which the broncho took by flinging back on its haunches and going down with stiffly braced forelegs. But on the whole the mustang took care of itself admirably.

In an amazingly short time they struck the more placid footing of the valley, and Sinclair, looking up, could not believe that he had been so short a time ago at the top of the flat-crested mountain.

He gave little time to wondering, however, but cut across the valley floor at a steady lope. From the top of the mountain the lights of Sour Creek were a close-gathered patch, from the level they appeared as a scattering line. Sinclair held straight toward them, keeping away to the left so as to come onto the well-beaten trail which he knew ran in that direction. He found it and let the mustang drop back to a steady dogtrot; for, if the journey to Sour Creek was now a short distance, there would be a hard ride back to the flat-topped mountain if he wished to accomplish his business and return before the full dawn. He must be there by that time, for who could tell what the girl might do when she found herself alone. Therefore he saved the cattle pony as much as possible.

He was fairly close to Sour Creek, the lights fanning out broader and broader as he approached. Suddenly two figures loomed up before him in the night. He came near and made out a barelegged boy, riding without a saddle and driving a cow before him. He was a very angry herdsman, this boy. He kept up a continual monologue directed at the cow and his horse, and so he did not hear the approach of Riley Sinclair until the outlaw was close upon him. Then he hitched himself around, with his hand on the hip of his old horse, swaying violently with the jerk of the gait. He was glad of the company, it seemed.

Evening, mister. You aint Hi Corson, are you?

Nope, I aint Hi. Kind of late driving that cow, aint you?

The boy swore with shrill fluency.

We bought old Spot over at the Apwell place, and the darned old fool keeps breaking down fences and running back every time she gets a chance. Aint nothing so foolish as a cow.

Why dont your dad sell her for beef?

Beef? The boy laughed. Say, mister, Id as soon try to chew leather. They aint nothing but bones and skin and meanness to old Spot. But shes a good milker. When she comes in fresh she gives pretty nigh onto four gallons a milking.

Is that so!

Sure is! Hard to milk, though. Kick the hat right offn your head if you dont watch her. Never see such a fool cow as old Spot! Hey!

Taking advantage of this diversion in the attention of her guardian, Spot had ambled off to the side of the road. The boy darted his horse after her and sent her trotting down the trail, with clicking hoofs and long, sweeping steps that scuffed up a stifling dust.

Aint very good to heat a milker up by running em, son, reproved
Sinclair.

I know it aint. But it wouldnt make me sorry if old Spot just nacherally dropped down dead — she gives me that much trouble. Look at her now, doggone her!

Spot had turned broadside to them and waited for the boy to catch up before she would take another forward step.

You just coming in to Sour Creek?

Yep, Im strange to this town.

Well, you sure couldnt have picked a more fussed-up time.

How come?

Well, you hear about the killing of Quade, I reckon?

Not a word.

You aint? Where you been these days?

Oh, yonder in the hills.

Chipping rocks, eh? Well, Quade was a gent that lived out the norm trail, and he had a fuss with the schoolteacher over Sally Bent, and the schoolteacher up and murders Quade, and they raise a posse and go out to hang Gaspar, the teacher, and theyre kept from it by a stranger called Sinclair; when the sheriff comes to get Gaspar and hang him legal and all, that Sinclair sticks up the sheriff and takes Gaspar away, and now theyre both outlawed, I hear tell, and theys a price on their heads.

The lad brought it out in one huge sentence, sputtering over the words in his haste.

How much of a price?

I dunno. It keeps growing. Everybody around Woodville and Sour Creek is chipping in to raise that price. They sure want to get Gaspar and Sinclair bad. Gaspar aint much. Hes a kind of sissy, but Sinclair is a killer — and then some.

Sinclair raised his head to the black, solemn mountains. Then he looked back to his companion.

Why, has he killed anybody lately?

He left one for dead right today!

You dont mean it! He sure must be bad.

Oh, hes bad, right enough. They was a gent named Cartwright come into town today with his head all banged up. Hed met up with Gaspar and Sinclair in the hills, not knowing nothing about them. Got into an argument with Sinclair, and, not being armed, he had it out with fists. He was beating up Sinclair pretty bad — him being a good deal of a man — when Gaspar sneaks up and whangs him on the back of the head with the butt of his Colt. They rode off and left him for dead. But pretty soon he wakes up. He comes on into Sour Creek, rarin and tearin and huntin for revenge. Sure will be a bad mess if he meets up with Sinclair agin!

Reckon it had ought to be, replied Sinclair. Like to see this gent that waded into two outlaws with his bare fists.

Hes a man, right enough. Got a room up in the hotel. Must have a pile of money, because he took the big room onto the north end of the hotel, the room thats as big as a house. Nothin else suited him at all. Dad told me.

I aint got nothing particular on hand, murmured Sinclair. Maybe I can get in on this manhunt — if they aint started already.

The boy laughed. Everybody in town has been trying to get in on that manhunt, but it aint any use. Sheriff Kern has got a handpicked posse — every one a fightin fool, Dad says. Wish you luck, though. They aint starting till the morning. Well, heres where I branch off. Slong! Hey, Spot, you old fool, git along, will you?

Sinclair watched the youngster fade into the gloom behind the ambling cow, then he struck on toward Sour Creek; but, before he reached the main street, he wound off to the left and let his horse drift slowly beyond the outlying houses.

His problem had become greatly complicated by the information from the boy. He had a double purpose, which was to see Cartwright in the first place, and then Sandersen, for these were the separate stumbling blocks for Jig and for himself. For Cartwright he saw a solution, through which he could avoid a killing, but Sandersen must die.

He skirted behind the most northerly outlying shed of the hotel, dismounted there, and threw the reins. Then he slipped back into the shadow of the main building. Directly above him he saw three dark windows bunched together. This must be Cartwrights room.
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IT SEEMED PATENT to Bill Sandersen, earlier that afternoon, that fate had stacked the cards against Riley Sinclair. Bill Sandersen indeed, believed in fate. He felt that great hidden forces had always controlled his life, moving him hither and yon according to their pleasure.

To the dreamy mind of the mystic, men are accidents, and all they perform are the dictates of the power and the brain of the other world.

Sandersen could tell at what definite moments hunches had seized him. He had looked at the side of the mountain and suddenly felt, without any reason or volition on his part, that he was impelled to search that mountainside for gold-bearing ore. He had never fallen into the habit of using his reason. He was a wonderful gambler, playing with singular abandon, and usually winning. It mattered not what he held in his hand.

If the urge came to him, and the surety that he was going to bet, he would wager everything in his wallet, all that he could borrow, on a pair of treys. And when such a fit was on him, the overwhelming confidence that shone in his face usually overpowered the other men sitting in at the game. More than once a full house had been laid down to his wretched pair. There were other occasions when he had lost the very boots he wore, but the times of winning naturally overbalanced the losses in the mind of Bill. It was not he who won, and it was not he who lost. It was fate which ruled him. And that fate, he felt at present, had sided against Riley Sinclair.

A sort of pity for the big cowpuncher moved him. He knew that he and Quade and Lowrie deserved death in its most terrible form for their betrayal of Hal Sinclair in the desert; and nothing but fate, he was sure, could save him from the avenger. Fate, however, had definitely intervened. What save blind fate could have stepped into the mind of Sinclair and made him keep Cold Feet from the rope, when that hanging would have removed forever all suspicion that Sinclair himself had killed Quade?

Another man would have attributed both of those actions to common decency in Sinclair, but Sandersen always hunted out more profound reasons. In order to let the fact of his own salvation from Sinclairs gun sink more definitely into his brain, he trotted his horse into the hills that afternoon. When he came back he heard that the posse was in town.

To another it might have seemed odd that the posse was there instead of on the trail of the outlaws. But Sandersen never thought of so practical a question. To him it was as clear as day. The posse had been brought to Sour Creek by fate in order that he, Sandersen, might enlist in its ranks and help in the great work of running down Sinclair, for, after all, it was work primarily to his own interest. There was something ironically absurd about it. He, Sandersen, having committed the mortal crime of abandoning Hal Sinclair in the desert, was now given the support of legal society to destroy the just avenger of that original crime. It was hardly any wonder that Sandersen saw in all this the hand of fate.

He went straight to the hotel and up to the room which the sheriff had engaged. Cartwright was coming out with a black face, as Sandersen entered. The former turned at the door and faced Kern and the four assistants of the sheriff.

Ill tell you what youll do, you wise gents, he growled. Youll miss him altogether. You hear?

And then he stamped down the hall.

Sandersen carefully removed his hat as he went in. He was quite aware that Cartwright must have been just refused a place on the posse, and he did not wish to appear too confident. He paid his compliments to the bunch, except Arizona, to whom he was introduced. The sheriff forestalled his request.

Youve come for a job in the posse, Bill?

Hastily Sandersen cut in before the other should pronounce a final judgment.

I dont blame you for turning down Cartwright, he said. A gent like that who dont know the country aint much use on the trail, eh?

The point is, Bill, that I got all the men I need. I dont want a whole gang.

But I got a special reason, sheriff. Besides a tolerable fast hoss that might come in handy for a chase, I sling a tolerable fast gun, sheriff. But beyond that all, I got a grudge.

A grudge? asked the sheriff, pricking his ears.

So did Cartwright have a grudge, cut in Arizona dryly.

Perhaps after all, Sandersen felt, fate might not be with him in this quest for Sinclair. He said earnestly: You see, boys, it was me that raised the posse that run down Cold Feet in the first place. It was me that backed up Sinclair all the way through the trail, and I feel like some of the blame for what happened is coming to me. I want to square things up and get a chance at Sinclair. I want it mighty bad. You know me, Kern. Gimme a chance, will you?

Well, that sounds like reason, admitted the sheriff. Eh, boys?

The posse nodded its general head, with the usual exception of Arizona, who seemed to take a particular pleasure in diverging from the judgments of the others.

Just a minute, gents, he said. Dont it strike you that theys something the same with Cartwright and Sandersen? Both of em in particular anxious to cut in on this party; both of em has grudges. Cartwright said he didnt want no share of the money if you caught Gaspar and Sinclair. Is that right for you, too, Sandersen?

It sure is. I want the fun, not the coin, said Sandersen.

Boys, resumed Arizona, it rounds up to this: Sinclair came down here to Sour Creek for a purpose.

Sandersen began to listen intently. He even dreaded this fat man from the southland.

I dunno what this purpose was, went on Arizona, but mostly when a gent like Sinclair makes a trip theys a man at the far end of it — because this aint his range. Now, if its a man, why shouldnt it be one of these two, Cartwright or Sandersen, who both pack a grudge against Sinclair? Sinclair is resting somewhere up yonder in them hills. Im sure of that. Hes waiting there to get a chance to finish his business in Sour Creek, and that business is Cartwright or Sandersen, I dunno which. Now, Im agin taking in Sandersen. When were private Ill tell you my reason why.

There was something of an insult in this speech and the tall man took instant offense.

Partner, he drawled, it looks to me like them reasons could be spoke personal to me. Suppose you step outside and we talk shop?

Arizona smiled. It took a man of some courage and standing to refuse such an invitation without losing caste. But for some reason Arizona was the last man in the world whom one could accuse of being a coward.

Sandersen, he said coldly, I dont mean to step on your toes. You may be as good a man as the next. The reasons that I got agin you aint personal whatever, which theyre things I got a right to think, me being an officer of the law for the time being. If you hold a grudge agin me for what Ive said, you and me can talk it over after this here jobs done. Is that square?

I spose its got to be, replied Sandersen. Gents, does the word of your fat friend go here?

Left to themselves, the posse probably would have refused Arizonas advice on general principles, but Arizona did not leave them to themselves.

Sure, my word goes, he hastened to put in. The sheriff and all of us work like a closed hand — all together!

There was a subtle flattery about this that pleased the sheriff and the others.

Reckoning it all in all, said sheriff, I think we better figure you out, Sandersen. Besides they aint anything to keep you and Cartwright and the rest from rigging up a little posse of your own. Sinclair is up yonder in the hill waiting—

Suddenly he stopped. Sandersen was shaken as if by a violent ague, and his face lost all color, becoming a sickly white.

And were going to find him by ourselves. Slong Sandersen, and thanks for dropping in. No hard feelings, mind!

To this friendly dismissal Sandersen returned no answer. He turned away with a wide, staring eye, and went through the doorway like a man walking in a dream. Arizona was instantly on his feet.

You see, boys? he asked exultantly. I was right. When you said Sinclair was waiting up there in the hills, Sandersen was scared. I was right. Hes one of them that Sinclair is after, and thats why he wanted to throw in with us!

And why the devil shouldnt he? asked the sheriff.

For a good reason, sheriff, reason thatll save us a pile of riding. Well sit tight here in Sour Creek for a while and catch Sinclair right here. Dyou know how? By watching Cartwright and Sandersen. As sure as theys a sky over us, Sinclair is going to make a try at one of em. They both hate him. Well, you can lay to it that he hates em back. And a man that Sinclair hates hes going to get sooner or later — chiefly sooner. Sheriff, keep an eye on them two tonight, and youll have Sinclair playing right into your hands!

Looks to me, muttered Red Chalmers, like you had a grudge agin
Cartwright and Sandersen, using them for live bait and us for a trap.

Why not? asked Arizona, sitting down and rubbing his fat hands, much pleased with himself. Why not, Id like to know?

In the meantime Bill Sandersen had gone down to the street, still with the staring eyes of a sleep walker. It was evening, and from the open street he looked out and up to the mountains, growing blue and purple against the sky. He had heard Hal Sinclair talk about Riley and Rileys love for the higher mountains. They were his country. And a great surety dropped upon him that the fat man of the posse had been right. Somewhere in those mountains Sinclair was lurking, ready for a descent upon Sour Creek.

Now Sandersen grew cold. All that was superstitious in his nature took him by the throat. The fate, which he had felt to be fighting with him, he now was equally sure was aligned against him. Otherwise, why had the posse refused to accept him as a member? For only one reason: He was doomed to die by the hand of Riley Sinclair, and then, no doubt, Riley Sinclair would fall in turn by the bullets of the posse.

The shadows were pouring out of the gorges of the western mountains, and night began to invade the hollow of Sour Creek. Every downward step of those shadows was to the feverish imagination of Sandersen a forecast of the coming of Sinclair — Sinclair coming in spite of the posse, in spite of the price upon his head.

In the few moments during which Sandersen remained in the street watching, the tumult grew in his mind. He was afraid. He was mortally in terror of something more than physical death, and, like the cornered rat, he felt a sudden urge to go out and meet the danger halfway. A dozen pictures came to him of Sinclair slipping into the town under cover of the night, of the stealthy approach, of the gunplay that would follow. Why not take the desperate chance of going out to find the assailant and take him by surprise instead?

The mountains — that was the country of Sinclair. Instinctively his eye fell and clung on the greatest height he could see, a flat-topped mountain due west of Sour Creek. Sandersen swung into his saddle and drove out of Sour Creek toward the goal and into the deepening gloom of the evening.
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IN THE DARKNESS beneath the north windows of the hotel, Sinclair consulted his watch, holding it close until he could make out the dim position of the hands against the white dial. It was too early for Cartwright to be in bed, unless he were a very long sleeper. So Sinclair waited.

A continual danger lay beside him. The kitchen door constantly banged open and shut, as the Chinese cook trotted out and back, carrying scraps to the waste barrel, or bringing his new-washing tins to hang on a rack in the open air, a resource on which he was forced to fall back on account of his cramped quarters.

But the cook never left the bright shaft of light which fell through the doorway behind and above him, and consequently he could not see into the thick darkness where Sinclair crouched only a few yards away; and the cowpuncher remained moveless. From time to time he looked up, and still the windows were black.

After what seemed an eternity, there was a flicker, as when the wick of a lamp is lighted, and then a steady glow as the chimney was put on again. That glow brightened, decreased, became an unchanging light. The wick had been trimmed, and Cartwright was in for the evening.

However, the cook had not ceased his pilgrimages. At the very moment when Sinclair had straightened to attempt the climb up the side of the house, the cook came out and crouched on the upper step, humming a jangling tune and sucking audibly a long-stemmed pipe. The queer-smelling smoke drifted across to Sinclair; for a moment he was on the verge of attempting a quick leap and a tying and gagging of the Oriental, but he desisted.

Instead, Sinclair flattened himself against the wall and waited. Providence came to his assistance at that crisis. Someone called from the interior of the house. There was an odd-sounding exclamation from the cook, and then the latter jumped up and scurried inside, slamming the screen door behind him with a great racket.

Sinclair raised his head and surveyed the side of the wall for the last time. The sill of the window of the first floor was no higher than his shoulders. The eaves above that window projected well out, and they would afford an excellent hold by which he could swing himself up. But having swung up, the great problem was to obtain sufficient purchase for his knee to keep from sliding off before he had a chance to steady himself. Once on the ledge of those eaves, he could stand up and look through any one of the three windows into the room which, according to the boy, Cartwright occupied.

He lifted himself onto the sill of the first window, bumping his nose sharply against the pane of the glass.

Then began the more difficult task. He straightened and fixed his fingers firmly on the ledge above him, waiting until his palm and the fingertips had sweated into a steady grip. Then he stepped as far as possible to one side and sprang up with a great heave of the shoulders.

But the effort was too great. He not only flung himself far enough up, but too far, and his descending knee, striving for a hold, slipped off as if from an oiled surface. He came down with a jar, the full length of his arms, a fall that flung him down on his back on the ground.

With a stifled curse he leaped up again. It seemed that the noise of that fall must have resounded for a great distance, but, as he stood there listening, no one drew near. Someone came out of the front door of the hotel, laughing.

The cowpuncher tried again. He managed the first stage of the ascent, as before, very easily, but, making the second effort he exceeded too much in caution and fell short. However, the fall did not include a toppling all the way to the ground. His feet landed softly on the sill, and, at the same time, voices turned the corner of the building beside him. Sinclair flattened himself against the pane of the lower window and held his breath. Two men were beneath him. Their heads were level with his feet. He could have kicked the hats off their heads, without the slightest trouble.

It was a mystery that they did not see him, he thought, until he recalled that all men, at night, naturally face outward from a wall. It is an instinct. They stood close together, talking rather low. The one was fairly tall, and the other squat. The shorter man lighted a cigarette. The match light glinted on an oily, olive skin, and so much of the profile as he could see was faintly familiar. He sent his memory lurching back into far places and old times, but he had no nerve for reminiscence. He recalled himself to the danger of the moment and listened to them talking.

Whats happened? the taller man was saying.

So far, nothing, grunted the other.

And how long do you feel wed ought to keep it up?

I dunno. Ill tell you when I get tired.

Speaking personal, Fatty, Im kind of tired of it right now. I want to hit the hay.

Buck up, buck up, partner. Well get him yet!

Now it flashed into the mind of Sinclair that it must be a pair of crooked gamblers working on some fat purse in the hotel, come out here to arrange plans because they failed to extract the bank roll as quickly as they desired. Otherwise, there could be no meaning to this talk of getting someone.

But between you and me, grumbled the big man, it looked from the first like a bum game, Fatty.

Thats the trouble with you, Red. You aint got any patience. How does a cat catch a mouse? By sitting down and waiting — maybe three hours. And the hungrier she gets, the longer shell wait and the stiller shell sit. A man could take a good lesson outn that.

You always got a pile of fancy words, protested the big man.

Sinclair saw Fatty put his hand on the shoulder of his companion. Plainly he was the dominant force of the two, in spite of his lack of height.

Red, as sure as youre born, theys something going to happen this here night. My scars is itching, Red, and that means something.

Again the mind of Sinclair flashed back to something familiar. A man who prophesied by the itching of his scars. But once more the danger of the moment made his mind a blank to all else.

What scars? asked Red.

Scratches I got when I was a kid, flashed the fat man. Thats all. Oh, chuckled Red, plainly unconvinced. Well, well play the game a little longer.

Thats the talk, partner. I tell you we got this trap baited, and its got to catch!

Presently they drifted around the corner of the building and out of sight. For a moment Sinclair wondered what that trap could be which the fat man had baited so carefully. His mind reverted to his original picture of a card game. Cheap tricksters, sharpers with the cards, he decided, and with that decision he banished them both from his mind.

There was no other sign of life around him. All of Sour Creek lived in the main street, or went to bed at this hour of the early night. The back of the hotel was safe from observance, except for the horse shed, and the back of the shed was turned to him. He felt safe, and now he turned, settled his fingers into a new grip on the eaves, and made his third attempt. It succeeded to a nicety, his right knee catching solidly on the ledge.

He got a fingertip hold on the boards and stood up. Straightening himself slowly, he looked into the room through a corner of the window pane.

Cartwright sat with his back to the window, a lamp beside him on the table, writing. He had thrown off his heavy outer shirt, and he wore only a cotton undershirt. His heavy shoulders and big-muscled arms showed to great advantage, with the light and sharp shadows defining each ridge. Now and then he lifted his head to think. Then he bent to his writing again.

It occurred to Sinclair to fling the window up boldly, and when Cartwright turned, cover him with a gun. But the chances, including his position on the ledge, were very much against him. Cartwright would probably snatch at his own gun which lay before him in its holster on the table, and whirling he would try a snap shot.

The only other alternative was to raise the window — and that with
Cartwright four paces away!

First Sinclair took stock of the interior of the room. It was larger than most parlors he had seen. There was a big double bed on each side of it. Plainly it was intended to accommodate a whole party, and Sinclair smiled at the vanity of the man who had insisted on taking the best you have. No wonder Sour Creek knew the room he had rented.

In the corner was a great fireplace capable of taking a six-foot log, at least. He admired the massive andirons, palpably of home manufacture in Sour Creeks blacksmith shop. It proved the age of the building. No one would waste money on such a fireplace in these days. A little stove would do twice the work of that great, hungry chimney. There were two great chests of drawers, also, each looking as if it were built up from the floor and made immovable, such was its weight. The beds, also, were of an ancient and solid school of furniture making.

To be sure, everything was sadly run down. On the floor the thin old carpet was worn completely through at the sides of the beds. Both mirrors above the chest of drawers were sadly cracked, and the table at which Cartwright sat, leaned to the right under the weight of the arm he rested on it.

Having thus taken in the details of the battle ground, Sinclair made ready for the attack. He made sure of his footing on the ledge, gave a last glance over his shoulder to see that no one was in sight, and then began to work at the window, moving it fractions of an inch at a time.
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WHEN THE WINDOW was half raised — the work of a full ten minutes — Sinclair drew his revolver and rested the barrel on the sill. He continued to lift the sash, but now he used his left hand alone, and thereby the noises became louder and more frequent. Cartwright occasionally raised his head, but probably he was becoming accustomed to the sounds.

Now the window was raised to its full height, and Sinclair prepared for the command which would jerk Cartwrights hands above his head and make him turn slowly to look into the mouth of the gun. Weight which he could have handled easily with a lurch, became tenfold heavier with the slowness of the lift; eventually both shoulders were in the room, and he was kneeling on the sill.

Cartwright raised his hands slowly, luxuriously, and stretched. It was a movement so opportune that Sinclair almost laughed aloud. He twisted his legs over the sill and dropped lightly on the floor.

No noise! he called softly.

The arms of Cartwright became frozen in their position above his head. He turned slowly, with little jerky movements, as though he had to fight to make himself look. And then he saw Sinclair.

Keep em up! commanded the cowpuncher, and get out of that chair, real soft and slow. Thats it!

Without a word Cartwright obeyed. There was no need of speech, indeed, for a score of expressions flashed into his face.

Go over and lock the door.

He obeyed, keeping his arms above his head, all the way across the room, while Sinclair jerked the new Colt out of its holster and tossed it on the farthest bed. In the meantime Cartwright lingered at the door for a moment with his hand on the key. No doubt he fought, for the split part of a second, with a wild temptation to jerk that door open and leap into the safety of the hall. Sinclair read that thought in the tremor of the big mans body. But presently discretion prevailed. Cartwright turned the key and faced about. He was a deadly gray, and his lips were working.

Now, he began.

Wait till I start talking, urged Sinclair. Come over here and sit down. Youre too close to the door to suit me, just now. This is a pile better.

Cartwright obeyed quietly. Sitting down, he locked his hands nervously about one knee and looked up with his eyes to Sinclair.

I come in for a quiet talk, said Sinclair, dropping his gun into the holster.

That movement drew a sudden brightening of the eyes of Cartwright, who now straightened in his chair, as if he had regained hope.

Dont make no mistake, said Sinclair, following the meaning of that change accurately. Im pretty handy with this old gun, partner. And on you, just now, they aint any reason why I should take my time or any chances, when it comes to shooting.

Unconsciously Cartwright moistened his white lips, and his eyes grew big again.

Except that the minute you shoot, youre a dead one, Sinclair.

Me? Oh, no. When a guns heard theyll run to the room where the shots been fired. And when they get the lock open, Ill be gone the way I come from. Sinclair smiled genially on his enemy. Dont start raising any crop of delusions, friend. I mean business — a lot.

Then talk business. Ill listen.

Oh, thanks! I come here about your wife.

He watched Cartwright wince. In his heart he pitied the man. All the story of Cartwrights spoiled boyhood and viciously selfish youth were written in his face for the reading of such a man as Sinclair. The ranchers son had begun well enough. Lack of discipline had undone him; but whether his faults were fixed or changeable, Sinclair could not tell. It was largely to learn this that he took the chances for the interview.

Go on, said Cartwright.

In the first place, dyou know why she left you?

An anguish came across Cartwrights face. It taught Sinclair at least one thing — that the man loved her.

Youre the reason — maybe.

Me? I never seen her till two days ago. Thats a tolerable ugly thing to say, Cartwright!

Well, I got tolerable ugly reasons for saying it, answered the other.

The cowpuncher sighed. I follow the way you drift. But youre wrong, partner. Fact is, I didnt know Cold Feet was a girl till this evening.

Cartwright sneered, and Sinclair stiffened in his chair.

Son, he said gravely, the worst enemies I got will all tell you that Riley Sinclair dont handle his own word careless. And I give you my solemn word of honor that I didnt know she was a girl till this evening, and that, right away after I found it out, I come down here to straighten things out with you if I could. Will you believe it?

It was a strange study to watch the working in the face of
Cartwright — of hope, passion, doubt, hatred. He leaned closer to
Sinclair, his big hands clutched together.

Sinclair, I wish I could believe it!

Look me in the eye, man! I can stand it.

By the Lord, its true! But, Sinclair, have you come down to find out if Id take her back?

Would you?

The other grew instantly crafty. Shes done me a pile of wrong,
Sinclair.

She has, said the cowpuncher. He went on gently: She must of cut into your pride a lot.

Oh, if it was known, said Cartwright, turning pale at the thought, shed make me a laughing stock! Me, old Cartwrights son!

Yep, thatd be bad. He wondered at the frank egoism of the youth.

I leave it to you, said Cartwright, settling back in his chair. Something had ought to be done to punish her. Besides, shes a weight on your hands, and I can see youd be anxious to get rid of her quick.

How dyou aim to punish her? asked Sinclair.

Me?

Sure! Kind of a hard thing to do, wouldnt it be?

Cartwrights eyes grew small. Ways could be found. He swallowed hard. Id find a heap of ways to make her wish shed died soonern shame me!

I spose you could, said Sinclair slowly. He lowered his glance for a moment to keep his scorn from standing up in his eyes. But Ive heard of men, Cartwright, thatd love a woman so hard that theyd forgive anything.

The worlds full of fools, said the rich rancher. He stabbed a stern forefinger into the palm of his other hand. Shes got to do a lot of explaining before Ill look at her. Shes got to make me an accounting of every day shes spent since I last seen her at—

At the wedding? asked Sinclair cruelly.

Cartwright writhed in the chair till it groaned beneath his uneasy weight. She told you that?

Look here, went on Sinclair, assuming a new tone of frank inquiry.
Lets see if we cant find out why she left you?

They aint any reason — just plain fool woman, thats all.

But maybe she didnt love you, Cartwright. Did you ever think of that?

The big man stared. Not love me? Who would she love, then? Was they anybody in them parts that could bring her as much as I could? Was they anybody that had as good a house as mine, or as much land, or as much cattle? Didnt I take her over the ground and show her what it amounted to? Didnt I offer her her pick of my own string of riding horses?

Did you do as much as that?

Sure I did. She wouldnt have lacked for nothing.

You sure must have loved her a lot, insinuated Sinclair. Must have been plumb foolish about her.

Oh, I dunno about that. Love is one thing that aint bothered me none. I got important interests, Sinclair. Im a business man. And this here marriage was a business proposition. Her dad was a business man, and he fixed it all up for us. It was to tie the two biggest bunches of land together that could be found in them parts. Anyway — he grinned— I got the land!

And why not let the girl go, then?

Why? asked Cartwright eagerly. Who wants her? You?

Maybe, if youd let her go.

Not in a thousand years! Shes mine. They aint no face but hers that I can see opposite to me at the table — not one! Besides, shes mine, and Im going to keep her — after Ive taught her a lesson or two!

Sinclair wiped his forehead hastily. Eagerness to jump at the throat of the man consumed him. He forced a smile on his thin lips and persistently looked down.

But think how easy itd be, Cartwright. Think how easy you could get a divorce on the grounds of desertion.

And drag all this shame into the courts?

Theys ways of hushing these here things up. Itd be easy. She wouldnt put up no defense, mostlike. Youd win your case. And if anybody asked questions, theyd simply say she was crazy, and that you was lucky to get rid of her. They wouldnt blame you none. And it wouldnt be no disgrace to be deserted by a crazy woman, would it?

Cartwright drew back into a shell of opposition. You talk pretty hot for this.

Because Im telling you the way out for both of you.

I cant see it. Shes coming back to me. Nobody else is going to get her. Ive set my mind on it!

Partner, dont you see that neither of you could ever be happy?

Oh, wed be happy enough. Id forgive her — after a while.

Yes, but what about her?

About her? Why, curse her, what right has she got to be considered?

Cartwright, she doesnt love you.

The bulldog came into the face of Cartwright and contorted it. Dont she belong to me by law? Aint she sworn to—

Dont said Sinclair, as if the words strangled him. Dont say that,
Cartwright, if you please!

Why not? You put up a good slick talk, Sinclair. But you dont win. I aint going to give her up by no divorce. Im going to keep her. I dont love her enough to want her back, I hate her enough. Theys only one way that Id stop caring about — stop fearing that shed shame me. And thats by having her six feet underground. But you, Sinclair, you need coin. Youre footloose. Suppose you was to take her and bring her to—

Dont! cried Sinclair again. Dont say it, Cartwright. Think it over again. Have mercy on her, man. She could make some home happy. Are you going to destroy that chance?

Say, what kind of talk is this? asked the big man.

Now, said Sinclair, look to your own rotten soul!

The strength of Cartwright was cut away at the root. The color was struck out of his face as by a mortal blow. What dyou mean? he whispered.

You dont deserve a mans chance, but Im going to give it to you. Go get your gun, Cartwright!

Cartwright slunk back in his chair. Do you mean murder, Sinclair?

I mean a fair fight.

Youre a gunman. You been raised and trained for gunfighting. I wouldnt have no chance!

Sinclair controlled his scorn. Then Ill fight left-handed. Im a right-handed man, Cartwright, and Ill take you with my gun in my left hand. That evens us up, I guess.

No, it dont!

But with the cry on his lips, the glance of Cartwright flickered past Sinclair. He grew thoughtful, less flabby. He seemed to be calculating his chances as his glance rested on the window.

All right, he whispered, a fearful eye on Sinclair, as if he feared the latter would change his mind. Gimme a fair break.

Ill do it.

Sinclair shifted his gun to his left hand and turned to look at the window which Cartwright had been watching with such intense interest. He had not half turned, however, when a gun barked at his very ear, it seemed, a tongue of flame spat in from the window, there was a crash of glass, and the lamp was snuffed. Some accurate shot had cut the burning wick out of the lamp with his bullet, so nicely placed that, though the lamp reeled, it did not fall.
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WITH THE SPURT of flame, Sinclair leaped back until his shoulders grazed the wall. He crouched beside the massive chest of drawers. It might partially shelter him from fire from the window.

There fell one of those deadly breathing spaces of silence — silence, except for the chattering of the lamp, as it steadied on the table and finally was still. There was a light crunching noise from the opposite side of the room. Cartwright had moved and put his foot on a fragment of the shattered chimney.

Sinclair studied the window. It was a rectangle of dim light, but nothing showed in that frame. He who had fired the shot must have crouched at once, or else have drawn to one side. He waited with his gun poised. Steps were sounding far away in the building, steps which approached rapidly. Voices were calling. Somewhere on the farther side of the room Cartwright must have found the best shelter he could, and Sinclair shrewdly guessed that it would be on the far side of the chest of drawers which faced him.

In the meantime he studied the blank rectangle of the window. Sooner or later the man who stood on the ledge would risk a look into the dark interior; otherwise, he would not be human. And, sure enough, presently the faintest shadow of an outline encroached on the solid rectangle of faint light. Sinclair aimed just to the right and fired. At once there was a splash of red flame and a thundering report from the other side of the room. Cartwright had fired at the flash of Sinclairs gun, and the bullet smashed into the chest beside Sinclair. As for Sinclairs own bullet, it brought only a stifled curse from the window.

No good, Riley, sang out the voice. This walls too thick for a
Colt.

Sinclair had flung himself softly forward on his stomach, his gun in readiness and leveled in the direction of Cartwright. There was the prime necessity. Now heavy footfalls rushed down the hall, and a storm of voices broke in upon him.

At the same time Cartwrights gun spat fire again. The bullet buzzed angrily above Sinclairs head. His own brought a yell of pain, sharp as the yelp of a coyote.

Keep quiet, Cartwright, ordered the man at the window. Youll get yourself killed if you keep risking it. Sheriff!

His voice rose and rang.

Blow the lock offn that door. We got him!

There was an instant reply in the explosion of a gun, the crash of broken metal, the door swung slowly in, admitting a dim twilight into the room. The light showed Sinclair one thing — the dull outlines of Cartwright. He whipped up his gun and then hesitated. It would be murder. He had killed before, but never save in fair fight, standing in a clear light before his enemy. He knew that he could not kill this rat he detested. He thought of the wrecked life of the girl and set his teeth. Still he could not fire.

Cartwright, he said softly, I got you covered. Your right hands on the floor with your gun. Dont raise that hand!

In the shadow against the wall Cartwright moved, but he obeyed. The revolver still glimmered on the floor.

A new and desperate thought came to Sinclair — to rush straight for the window, shoot down the man on the ledge, and risk the leap to the ground. Scatter back! called the man on the ledge.

That settled the last chance of Sinclair. There were guards on the ground, scattered about the house. He could never get out that way.

Keep out of the light by the door, commanded the man at the window. And start shooting for the chest of drawers on the left-hand side of the room — and aim low down. It may take time, but well get him!

Obviously the truth of that statement was too clear for Sinclair to deny it. He reviewed his situation with the swift calm of an old gambler. He had tried his desperate coup and had failed. There was nothing to do but accept the failure, or else make a still more desperate effort to rectify his position, risking everything on a final play.

He must get out of the room. The window was hopelessly blocked. There remained the open door, but the hall beyond the door was crowded with men.

Perhaps their very numbers would work against them. Even now they could be heard cautiously maneuvering. They would shoot through the door in his general direction, unaimed shots, with the hope of a chance hit, and eventually they would strike him down. Suppose he were to steal close to the door, leap over the bed, and plunge out among them, his Colt spitting lead and fire.

That unexpected attack would cleave a passage for him. The more he thought of it, the more clearly he saw that the chances of escape to the street were at least one in three. And yet he hesitated. If he made that break two or three innocent men would go down before his bullets, as he sprang out, shooting to kill. He shrank from the thought. He was amazed at himself. Never before had he been so tender of expedients. He had always fought to win — cleanly, but to win. Why was he suddenly remembering that to these men he was an outlaw, fit meat for the first bullet they could send home? Had he been one of them, he would have taken up a position in that very hall just as they were doing.

Slowly, reluctantly, fighting himself as he did it, he shoved his revolver back into his holster and determined to take the chance of that surprise attack, with his empty hands against their guns. If they did not drop him the instant he leaped out, he would be among them, too close for gunplay unless they took the chance of killing their own men.

Keeping his gaze fixed on Cartwright across the room — for the moment he showed his intention, Cartwright would shoot — he maneuvered softly toward the bed. Cartwright turned his head, but made no move to lift his gun. There was a reason. The light from the door fell nearer to the rancher than it did to Sinclair. To Cartwright he must be no more than a shapeless blur.

A gun exploded from the doorway, with only a glint of steel, as the muzzle was shoved around the jamb. The bullet crashed harmlessly into the wall behind him. Another try. The sharp, stifling odor of burned powder began to fill the room, stinging the nostrils of Sinclair. Cartwright was coughing in a stifled fashion on the far side of the room, as if he feared a loud noise would draw a bullet his way.

All at once there was no sound in the hotel, and, as the wave of silence spread, Sinclair was aware that the whole little town was listening, waiting, watching. Not a whisper in the hall, not a stir from Cartwright across the room. The quiet made the drama seem unreal.

Then that voice outside the window, which seemed to be Sinclairs Nemesis, cried: Steady, boys. Somethings going to happen. Hes getting ready. Buck up, boys!

In a moment of madness Sinclair decided to rush that window and dispose of the cool-minded speaker at all costs before he died. There, at least, was the one man he wished to kill. He followed that impulse long enough to throw himself sidling along the floor, so as not to betray his real strategic position to those at the door, and he splashed two bullets into the wall, trimming the side of the window.

Only clear, deep-throated laughter came in response.

I told you, boys. I read his mind, and hes mad at me, eh?

But Riley Sinclair hardly heard the mocking answer. He had glided back behind the bed, the instant the shots were fired. As he moved, two guns appeared for a flickering instant around the edge of the doorway, one on each side. Their muzzles kicked up rapidly, one, two, three, four, five, six, and each, as he fired, spread the shots carefully from side to side. Sinclair heard the bullets bite and splinter the woodwork close to the floor. The chest of drawers staggered with the impact.

He raised his own gun, watched one of the jumping muzzles for an instant, and then tried a snap shot. The report of his revolver was bitten off short by the clang of metal; there was a shouted curse from the hallway. He had blown the gun cleanly out of the sharpshooters hand.

Before the amazed rumble from the hall died away, Sinclair had acted. He shoved his weapon back in its holster, and cleared the bed with a flying leap. From the corner of his eye, he saw Cartwright snatch up his gun and take a chance shot that whistled close to his head, and then Sinclair plunged into the hall.

One glimmering chance of success remained. On the side of the door toward which he drove there were only three men in the hall; behind him were more, far more, but their weapons were neutralized. They could not fire without risking a miss that would be certain to lodge a bullet in the body of one of the men before Sinclair.

Those men were kneeling, for they had been reaching out and firing low around the door to rake the floor of the room. At the appearance of Sinclair they started up. He saw a gun jerk high for a snap shot, and, swerving as he leaped, he drove out with all his weight behind his fist. The knuckles bit through flesh to the bone. There was a jarring impact, and now only two men were before him. One of them dropped his gun — it was he who had just emptied his weapon into the room — and flung himself at Sinclair, with outspread arms. The cowpuncher snapped up his knee, and the blow crumpled the other back and to the side. He sprang on toward the last man who barred his way. And all this in the split part of a second.

Chance took a hand against him. In the very act of striking, his foot lodged on the first senseless body, and he catapulted forward on his hands. He struck the legs of the third man as he fell.

Down they went together, and Sinclair lurched up from under the weight only to be overtaken by many reaching hands from behind. That instant of delay had lost the battle for him; and, as he strove to whirl and fight himself clear, an arm curled around his neck, shutting off his breath. A great weight jarred between his shoulders. And he pitched down to the floor.

He stopped fighting. He felt his gun slipped from the holster. Deft, strong hands jerked his arms behind him and tied the wrists firmly together. Then he was drawn to his feet.

All this without a word spoken, only the pant and struggle of hard-drawn breaths. Not until he stood on his feet again, with a bleeding-faced fellow rising with dazed eyes, and another clambering up unsteadily, with both hands pressed against his head, did the captors give voice. And their voice was a yell of triumph that was taken up in two directions outside the hotel.

They became suddenly excited, riotously happy. In the overflowing of their joy they were good-natured. Some one caught up Sinclairs hat and jammed it on his head. Another slapped him on the shoulder.

A fine, game fight! said the latter. It was the man with the smeared face. He was grinning through his wounds. Hardest punch I ever got. But I dont blame you, partner!

Presently he saw Sheriff Kern. The latter was perfectly cool, perfectly grave. It was his arm that had coiled around the neck of Sinclair and throttled him into submission.

You didnt come out to kill, Sinclair. Why?

I aint used to slaughterhouse work, said Sinclair with equal calm, although he was panting. Besides, it wasnt worth it. Murder never is.

Kind of late to come to that idea, son. Now just trot along with me, will you? He paused. Wheres Arizona?

Cartwright lurched out of the room with his naked gun in his hand. Red dripped from the shallow wound where Sinclairs bullet had nicked him. He plunged at the captive, yelling.

Stop that fool! snapped the sheriff.

Half a dozen men put themselves between the outlaw and the avenger.
Cartwright straggled vainly.

Between you and me, said Sinclair coldly to the sheriff, I think that skunk would plug me while I got my hands tied.

The sheriff flashed a knowing glance up at his tall prisoners face.

I dunno, Sinclair. Kind of looks that way.

Although Cartwright had been persuaded to restore his gun to its cover, he passed through the crowd until he confronted Sinclair.

Now, the tables is turned, eh? Ill take the high hand from now on,
Sinclair!

Its no good, said Sinclair dryly. The gent that shot out the light had a chance to see something before he done the shooting. And what he seen must have showed that youre yaller, Cartwright — yaller as a yaller dog!

Cartwright flung his fist with a curse into the face of the cowpuncher. The weight of the blow jarred him back against the wall, but he met the glare of Cartwright with a steady eye, a thin trickle of crimson running down his cut lips. The sheriff rushed in between and mastered Cartwrights arms.

One more little trick like that, stranger, and Ill turn you over to the boys. They got ways of teaching gents manners. How was you raised, anyway?

Suddenly sobered, Cartwright drew back from dark glances on every side.

Fellows, he said, in a shaken voice, I forgot his hands was tied.
But Im kind of wrought up. He tried to murder me!

Its all right, partner, drawled Red Chalmers, and he laid a strong hand on the shoulder of Cartwright. Its all right. We all allow for one break. But dont do something like that twice — not in these parts!

Sinclair walked beside the sheriff, while the crowd poured past him and down the hall. When they reached the head of the stairs they found the lighted room below filled with excited, upturned faces; at the sight of the sheriff and his prisoner they roared their applause. The faces were blotted and blurred by a veil of rapidly, widely waving sombreros.

The sheriff paused halfway down the stairs and held up his hand. Sinclair halted beside him looking disdainfully over the crowd. Instantly noise and movement ceased. It was a spectacular picture, the stubby little sheriff and the tall, lean, wolflike man he had captured. It seemed a vivid illustration of the power of the law over the lawbreaker. Sinclair glanced down in wonder at Kern. It was in character for the sheriff to make a speech. A moment later the sheriffs own words had explained his reason for the impromptu address.

Boys, he said, I figure some of you has got an almighty big wish to see Sinclair on the end of a rope, eh?

A deep growl answered him.

Speaking personal, went on the sheriff smoothly, I dont see how hes done a thing worth hanging. He took a prisoner away from me, and hes resisted arrest. Thats all. Sinclair has got a name as a killer. Maybe he is. But I know he aint done no killing around these parts thats come to light yet. Ill tell you another thing. A minute ago he could have sent three men to death and maybe come off with a free skin. But he chose to take his chance without shooting to kill. He tried to fight his way out with his hands soonern blow the heads off of gents that never done him no harm except to get in his way. Well, boys, thats something you dont often see. And I tell you this right now: If theys any lynch talk around this here town, you can lay to it that youll have to shoot your way to Sinclair through me. And Ill be a dead one before you reach to him.

He paused. Someone hissed from the back of the crowd, but the majority murmured in appreciation.

One more thing, went on the sheriff. Some of you may think it was great guns to take Sinclair. It was a pretty good job, but they aint no credit coming to me. Im up here saying that all the praise goes to a fat friend of mine by name Arizona. If you got any free drinks, let em drift the way of Arizona. Hey, Arizona, step out and make a bow, will you?

But no Arizona appeared. The crowd cheered him, and then cheered the generous sheriff. Kern had won more by his frankness than he could possibly have won in half a dozen spectacular exploits with a gun.
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THE CROWD SWIRLED out of the hotel before the sheriff and his prisoner, and then swirled back again. No use following the sheriff if they hoped for details. They knew his silence of old. Instead they picked off the members who had taken part in some phase of the fight, and drew them aside. As Sinclair went on down the street, the populace of Sour Creek was left pooled behind him. Various orators were giving accounts of how the whole thing had happened.

Sinclair had neither eye nor ear for them. But he looked back and up to the western sky, with a flat-topped mountain clearly outlined against it. There was his country, and in his country he had left Jig alone and helpless. A feeling of utter desolation and failure came over him. He had started with a double-goal — Sandersen or Cartwright, or both. He had failed lamentably of reaching either one. He looked back to the sheriff, squat, insignificant, gray-headed. What a man to have blocked him!

But whos this Arizona? he asked.

I dunno. Seems to have known you somewhere. Maybe a friend of yours,
Sinclair?

Hm, said the cowpuncher. Maybe! Tell me: Was it him that was outside the window and trimmed the light on me?

You got him right, Sinclair. That was the gent. Nice play he made, eh?

Very pretty, sheriff. I thought I knowed his voice.

He seems to have made himself pretty infrequent. Didnt know Arizona was so darned modest.

Maybe hes got other reasons, said Sinclair. Whats his full name?

Aint that curious! I aint heard of anybody else that knows it. Hes a cool head, this Arizona. Seemed to read your mind and know jest how youd jump, Sinclair. I would have been off combing the trails, but he seemed to know that youd come into town.

Ill sure keep him in mind if I ever meet up with him, murmured
Sinclair. Is this where I bunk?

The sheriff had paused before a squat, dumpy building and was working noisily at the lock with a big key. Now that his back was necessarily toward his prisoner, two of the posse stepped up close beside Sinclair. They had none of the sheriffs nonchalance. One of them was the man whose head had made the acquaintance of Sinclairs knee, and both were ready for instant action of any description.

Im Rhinehart, said one softly. Keep me in mind, Sinclair. Im him that you smashed with your knee. Dirty work! Ill see you when you get out of the lockup — if that ever happens!

The voice of Sinclair was not so soft. Ill meet you in jail or out, he answered, on foot or on horseback, with fists or knife or gun. And you can lay to this, Rhinehart: Ill remember you a pile bettern youll remember me!

All the repressed savagery of his nature came quivering into his voice as he spoke, and the other shrank instinctively a pace. In the meantime the sheriff had succeeded in turning the rusted lock, which squeaked back. The door grumbled on its heavy hinges. Sinclair stepped into the musty, close atmosphere within.

Dont look like you had much use for this here outfit, he said to the sheriff.

The latter lighted a lantern.

Nope, he said. It sure beats all how the luck runs, Sinclair. Wed had a pretty bad time with crooks around these parts, and them that was nabbed in Sour Creek got away; about two out of three, before they was brought to me at Woodville. So the boys got together and ponied up for this little jail, and its as neat a pile of mud and steel as ever you see. Look at them bars. Kind of rusty, they look, but inside theyre toolproof. Oh, its an up-to-date outfit, this jail. Its been a comfort to me, and its a credit to Sour Creek. But the trouble is that since it was built they aint been moren one or two to put in it. Maybe you can make out here for the night. Have you over to Woodville in a couple of days, Sinclair.

He brought his prisoner into a cagelike cell, heavily guarded with bars on all sides. The adobe walls had been trusted in no direction. The steel lining was the strength of the Sour Creek jail. The sheriff himself set about shaking out the blankets. When this was done, he bade his two companions draw their guns and stand guard at the steel door to the cell.

Not that I dont trust you a good deal, Sinclair, he said, but I know that a gent sometimes takes big chances.

So saying, he cut the bonds of his prisoner, but instead of making a plunge at the door, Sinclair merely stretched his long arms luxuriously above his head. The sheriff slipped out of the door and closed it after him. A heavy and prolonged clangor followed, as steel jarred home against steel.

Dont go sheriff, said Sinclair. I need a chat with you.

Im in no hurry. And heres the gent we was talking about. Heres
Arizona!

The sheriff had waved his two companions out of the jail, as soon as the prisoner was securely lodged, and no sooner was this done, and they had departed through the doorway, than the heavy figure of Arizona himself appeared. He came slowly into the circle of the lantern light, an oddly changed man.

His swaggering gait, with heels that pounded heavily, was gone. He slunk forward, soft-footed. His head, usually so buoyantly erect, was now sunk lower and forward. His high color had faded to a drab olive. In fact, from a free-swinging, jovial, somewhat overbearing demeanor, Arizona had changed to a mien of malicious and rather frightened cunning. In this wise he advanced, heedless of the curious and astonished sheriff, until his face was literally pressed against the bars. He peered steadily at Sinclair.

On the face of the latter there had been at first blank surprise, then a gradually dawning recognition. Finally he walked slowly to the bars. As Sinclair approached, the fat cowpuncher drew back, with lingering catlike steps, as if he grudged every inch of his retreat and yet dared not remain to meet Sinclair.

By the Eternal, said Sinclair, its Dago!

Arizona halted, quivering with emotions which the sheriff could not identify, save for a blind, intense malice. The tall man turned to the sheriff, smiling: Dago Lansing, eh?

Never heard that name, said the sheriff.

Maybe not, replied Sinclair, but thats the man I—

You lie! cried Arizona huskily, and his fat, swift hand fluttered nervously around the butt of the revolver. Sheriff, they aint nothing but lies stocked up in him. Dont believe nothing he says!

Huh! chuckled Sinclair. Why, Kern, hes a man about eight years ago that I—

Pausing, he looked into the convulsed face of Arizona, who was apparently tortured with apprehension.

I wont go on, Dago, said Sinclair mildly. But — so youve carried this grudge all these days, eh?

Arizona tossed up his head. For a moment he was the Arizona the sheriff had known, but his laughter was too strident, and it was easy to see that he was at a point of hysterically high tension.

Well, Id have carried it eighty years as easy as eight, declared
Arizona. I been waiting all this time, and now I got you, Sinclair.
Youll rot behind the bars the best part of the life thats left to
you. And when you come out — Ill meet you agin!

Sinclair smiled in a singular fashion. Sorry to disappoint you, Dago. But Im not coming out. Im going to stay put. Im through. The other blinked. How come?

Its something you couldnt figure, said Sinclair calmly, and he eyed the fat man as if from a great distance.

Sinclair was remembering the day, eight years ago, in a lumber camp to the north when a shivering, meager, shifty-eyed youngster had come among them asking for work. They had taken pity on him, those big lumberjacks, put him up, given him money, kept him at the bunk house.

Then articles began to disappear, watches, money. It was Sinclair who had caught the friendless stripling in the act of sleight of hand in the middle of the night when the laborers, tired out, slept as if stunned. And when the others would have let the cringing, weeping youth go with a lecture and the return of his illicit spoils, it was the stern Sinclair who had insisted on driving home the lesson. He forced them to strip Dago to the waist. Two stalwarts held his hands, and Sinclair laid on the whip. And Dago, the moment the lash fell, ceased his wailing and begging, and stood quivering, with his head bent, his teeth set and gritting, until the punishment was ended.

It was Sinclair, also, when the thing was ended, and the others would have thrust the boy out penniless, who split the contents of his wallet with Dago. He remembered the words he had spoken to the stripling that day eight years before.

You aint had much luck out here in the West, kid, but stay around. Go south. Learn to ride a hoss. Theys nothing that puts heart and honesty in a man like a good hoss. Dont go back to your city. Youll turn into a snake there. Stay out here and practice being a man, will you? Get the feel of a Colt. Fight your way. Keep your mouth shut and work with your hands. And dont brag about what you know or what youve done. Thats the way to get on. You got the markings in you, son. You got grit. I seen it when you was under the whip, and I wish I had the doing of that over again. I made a mistake with you, kid. But do what Ive told you to do, and one of these days youll meet up with me and beat me to the draw and take everything you got as a grudge out on me. But you cant do it unless you turn into a man.

Dago had listened in the most profound silence, accepted the money without thanks, and disappeared, never to be heard from again. In the sleek-faced man before him, Sinclair could hardly recognize that slender fellow of the lumber camp. Only the bright and agile eyes were the same; that, and a certain telltale nervousness of hand. The color was coming back into his face.

I guess Ive done it, Arizona was saying. I guess were squared up,
Sinclair.

Yep, and a balance on your side.

Maybe, maybe not. But Ive followed your advice, Long Riley. Ive never forgot a word of it. It was printed into me!

He made a significant, short gesture, as if he were snapping a whip, and a snarl of undying malice curled his lips.

As long as you live, Sinclair, he added. As long as you live, Ill remember.

Even the sheriff shuddered at that glimpse into the black soul of a man; Sinclair alone was unmoved.

I reckon youve barked enough, Arizona, he suggested. Spose you trot along. I got to have words with my friend, the sheriff.

Arizona waved his fat hand. He was recovering his ordinary poise, and with a smiling good night to the sheriff, he turned away through the door.

Nice, friendly sort, eh? remarked Sinclair the moment he was alone with Kern.

I still got the chills, said the sheriff. Sure has got a wicked pair of eyes, that Arizona.

Kern cast an apprehensive glance at the closed door, yet, in spite of the fact that it was closed, he lowered his voice.

What in thunder have you done to him, Sinclair?

About eight years ago— began Sinclair and then stopped short.

Let it go, he went on. No matter what Arizona is today, hes sure improved on the gent I used to know. Whats done is done. Besides, I made a mistake that time. I went too far with him, and a mistake is like borrowed money, sheriff. It lays up interest and keeps compounding. When you have to pay back what you done a long time ago, you find its a terrible pile. Thats all I got to say about Arizona.

Sheriff Kern nodded. Thats straight talk, Sinclair, he said softly.
But what was it you wanted to see me about?

Cold Feet, said Sinclair.

At once the sheriff brightened. Thats right, he said hurriedly. You got the right idea now, partner. Glad to see youre using hoss sense. And if you gimme an idea of the trail thatll lead to Cold Feet, I can see to it that you get out of this mess pretty pronto. After all, you aint done no real harm except for nicking Cartwright in the arm, and I figure that he needs a little punishment. Itll cool his temper down.

You think I ought to tell you where Cold Feet is? asked Sinclair without emotion.

Why not?

Him and me sat around the same campfire, sheriff, and ate offn the same deer.

At this the sheriff winced. I know, he murmured. Its hard — mighty hard! He continued more smoothly: But listen to me, partner. Theres twenty-five-hundred dollars on the head of Cold Feet. Why not come in? Why not split on it? Plenty for both of us; and, speaking personal, I could use half that money, and maybe you could use the other half just as well!

Ill tell you what Ill do, said Sinclair, Ill give you the layout for finding Cold Feet. Ride west out of Sour Creek and head for a flat-topped mountain. On the shoulder just under the head of the peak youll find Cold Feet. Go get him!

The sheriff caught his breath, then whirled on his heel. The sharp voice of Sinclair called him back.

Wait a minute. I aint through. When you catch Cold Feet you go after him without guns.

How come?

Because you might hurt him, and he cant fight, sheriff. Even if he was to pull a gun, he couldnt hit nothing with it. He couldnt hit the ground hes standing on with a gun.

Sheriff Kern scratched his head.

And when you get him, went on Sinclair, tell him to go back and take up his life where he left off, because theys no harm coming to him.

Great guns, man! No harm coming to him with a murder to his count and a price on his head?

I mean what I say. Break it to him real gentle.

And who pays for the killing of Quade?

Sinclair smiled. He was finding it far easier to do it than he had ever imagined. The moment he made the resolve, his way was smoothed for him.

I pay for Quade, he said quietly.

What dyou mean?

Because I killed him, sheriff. Now go tell Cold Feet that his score is clean!
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TOWARD THE FLAT-TOPPED mountain, with the feeling of his fate upon him, Bill Sandersen pushed his mustang through the late evening, while the darkness fell. He had long since stopped thinking, reasoning. There was only the strong, blind feeling that he must meet Sinclair face to face and decide his destiny in one brief struggle.

So he kept on until his shadow fell faintly on his path before him, long, shapeless, grotesque. He turned and saw the moon coming up above the eastern mountains, a wan, sickly moon hardly out of her first quarter, and even in the pure mountain air her light was dim.

But it gave thought and pause to Sandersen. First there was the outcropping of a singular superstition which he had heard long before and never remembered until this moment: that a moon seen over the left shoulder meant the worst of bad luck. It boded very ill for the end of this adventure.

Suppose he were able only partially to surprise the big cowpuncher from the north, and that there was a call for fighting. What chance would he have in the dim and bewildering light of that moon against the surety of Sinclair who shot, he knew, as other men point the finger — instinctively hitting the target? It would be a mere butchery, not a battle.

Sending his mustang into a copse of young trees, he dismounted. His mind was made up not to attempt the blow until the first light of dawn. He would try to reach the top of the flat-crested mountain well before sunup, when there would be a real light instead of this ghostly and partial illumination from the moon.

Among the trees he sat down and took up the dreadful watches of the night. Sleep never came near him. He was turning the back pages of his memory, reviewing his past with the singular clearness of a man about to die. For Sandersen had this mortal certainty resting upon his mind that he must try to strike down Sinclair, and that he would fail. And failure meant only one alternative — death. He was perfectly confident that this was the truth. He knew with prophetic surety that he would never again see the kind light of the sun, that in a half-light, in the cold of the dawn, a bullet would end his life.

What he saw in the past was not comforting. A long train of vivid memories came up in his mind. He had accomplished nothing. In the total course of his life he had not made a man his friend, or won the love of a woman. In all his attempts to succeed in life there had been nothing but disastrous failures, and wherever he moved he involved others in his fall. Certainly the prospecting trip with the three other men had been worse than all the rest, but it had been typical. It had been he who first suggested the trip, and he had rounded the party together and sustained it with enthusiasm.

It had been he who led it into the mountains and across the desert. And on the terrible return trip he knew, with an abiding sense of guilt, that he alone could have checked the murderous and cowardly impulse of Quade. He alone could have overruled Quade and Lowrie; or, failing to overrule them he should at least have stayed with the cripple and helped him on, with the chance of death for them both.

When he thought of that noble opportunity lost, he writhed. It would have gained the deathless affection of Hal Sinclair and saved that young, strong life. It would have won him more. It would have made Riley Sinclair his ally so long as he lived. And how easy to have done it, he thought, looking back.

Instead, he had given way; and already the result had been the death of three men. The tale was not yet told, he was sure. Another death was due. A curse lay on that entire party, and it would not be ended until he, Sandersen, the soul of the enterprise, fell.

The moon grew old in the west. Then he took the saddle again and rode, brooding, up the trail, his horse stumbling over the stones as the animal grew wearier in the climb.

And then, keeping his gaze fastened above him, he saw the outline of the crests grow more and more distinct. He looked behind. In the east the light was growing. The whole horizon was rimmed with a pale glow.

Now his spirits rose. Even this gray dawn was far better than the treacherous moonlight. A daylight calm came over him. He was stronger, surer of himself. Impatiently he drew out his Colt and looked to its action. The familiar weight added to his self-belief. It became possible for him to fight, and being possible to fight, it was also possible to conquer.

Presently he reached a bald upland. The fresh wind of the morning struck his face, and he breathed deep of it. Why could he not return to Sour Creek as a hero, and why could he not collect the price on the head of Riley Sinclair?

The thought made him alert, savage. A moment later, his head pushing up to the level of the shoulder of the mountain, he saw his quarry. In the dimness of that early dawn he made out the form of a sleeper huddled in blankets, but it was enough. That must be Riley Sinclair. It could not be another, and all his premonitions were correct.

Suddenly he became aware that he could not fail. It was impossible! As gloomy as he had been before, his spirits now leaped to the heights. He swung down from the saddle, softly, slowly, and went up the hill without once drawing his eyes from that motionless form in the blankets.

Once something stirred to the right and far below him. He flashed a glance in that direction and saw that it was a hobbled horse, though not the horse of Sinclair; but that mattered nothing. The second horse might be among the trees.

Easing his step and tightening the grip on his revolver, he drew closer. Should he shoot without warning? No, he would lean over the sleeper, call his name, and let him waken and see his death before it came to him. Otherwise the triumph would be robbed of half of its sweetness.

Now he had come sufficiently near to make out distinctly that there was only one sleeper. Had Sinclair and Cold Feet separated? If so, this must be Sinclair. The latter might have the boldness to linger so close to danger, but certainly never Cold Feet, even if he had once worked his courage to the point of killing a man. He stepped closer, leaned, and then by the half-light made out the pale, delicate features of the schoolteacher.

For the moment Sandersen was stunned with disappointment, and yet his spirits rose again almost at once. If Sinclair had fled, all the better. He would not return, at least for a long time, and in the meantime, he, Sandersen, would collect the money on the head of Cold Feet!

With the Colt close to the breast of Jig, he said: Wake up, Cold
Feet!

The girl opened her eyes, struggled to sit up, and was thrust back by the muzzle of the gun, held with rocklike firmness in the hand of Sandersen.

Riley — what— she muttered sleepily and then she made out the face of
Sandersen distinctly.

Instantly she was wide awake, whiter than ever, staring. Better to take the desperado alive than dead — far better. Cold Feet would make a show in Sour Creek for the glorification of Sandersen, as he rode down through the main street, and the men would come out to see the prize which even Sheriff Kern and his posse had not yet been able to take.

Roll over on your face.

Cold Feet obeyed without a murmur. There was a coiled rope by the cinders of the fire. Sandersen cut off a convenient length and bound the slender wrists behind the back of the schoolteacher. Then he jerked his quarry to a sitting posture.

Wheres Sinclair gone?

To his astonishment, Cold Feets face brightened wonderfully.

Oh, then you havent found him? You havent found him? Thank goodness!

Sandersen studied the schoolteacher closely. It was impossible to mistake the frankness of the latters face.

By guns, he said at last, I see it all now. The skunk sneaked off in the middle of the night and left you alone here to face the music?

Jig flushed, as she exclaimed: Thats not true. Hes never run away in his life.

Maybe not, muttered Sandersen apprehensively. Maybe hell come back agin. Maybe hes just rode off after something and will be back.

At once the old fear swept over him. His apprehensive glance flickered over the rocks and trees around him — a thousand secure hiding places. He faced the schoolteacher again.

Look here, Jig: Youre charged with a murder, you see? I can take you dead or alive; and the shot that bumped you off might bring Sinclair running to find out whatd happened, and hed go the same way. But will you promise to keep your mouth shut and give no warning when Sinclair heaves in sight? Take your pick. It dont make no difference to me, one way or the other; but I cant have the two of you on my hands.

To his surprise Jig did not answer at once.

Aint I made myself clear? Speak out!

I wont promise, said Cold Feet, raising the colorless face.

Then, by thunder, Ill—

In the sudden contorting of his face she saw her death, but as she closed her eyes and waited for the report and the tear of the bullet, she heard him muttering: No, theys a better way.

A moment later her mouth was wrenched open, and a huge wadded bandanna was stuffed into it. Sandersen pushed her back to the ground and tossed the blanket over her again.

You aint much of a man, Jig, but as a bait for my trap youll do tolerable well. Youre right: Sinclairs coming back, and when he comes, Ill be waiting for him out of sight behind the rock. But listen to this, Jig. If you wrastle around and try to get that gag out of your mouth, I aint going to take no chances. Whether Sinclairs in sight or not, Im going to drill you clean. Now lie still and keep thinking on what I told you. I mean it all!

With a final scowl he left her and hurried to the rock. It made an ideal shelter for his purposes. On three sides, the rock made a thick and effectual parapet. A thousand bullets might splash harmlessly against that stone; and through crevices he commanded the whole sweep of the mountainside beneath them. The courage which had been growing in Sandersen, now reached a climax. Below him lay the helpless body of one prize — from a distance apparently a sound and quiet sleeper, though Sandersen could see the terrified glint of Jigs eyes.

But he forgot that a moment later, when he saw the form of a horseman break out of covert from the trees farther down the mountain and immediately disappear again. Sinclair? He studied the barrel of the revolver, but the horseman appeared no more in the brightening and misty dawn. It was only after a long pause that there issued from the trees, not Riley Sinclair, but the squat, thick form of Arizona!
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BEHIND THE SHERIFFS apprehensive glance there had been reason. True the door had closed upon Arizona, and the door was thick. But the moment Arizona had passed through the door, he clapped his ear to the keyhole and listened, holding his breath, for he was certain that the moment his back was turned the shameful story of his exploits in the lumber camp eight years before would come out for the edification of Kern. If so, it meant ruin for him. Arizona was closed to him; all this district would be closed by the story of his early light-fingeredness. He felt as if he were being driven to the wall. Consequently he listened with set teeth to the early questions of the sheriff; then he breathed easier, still incredulous, when he heard Sinclair refuse to tell the tale.

Still he lingered, dreading that the truth might out, and so heard the talk turn to a new channel — Cold Feet. Cold Feet meant many things to Sour Creek; to Arizona, the schoolteacher meant only one thing — twenty-five-hundred dollars. And Arizona was broke.

To his hungry ear came the tidings: Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill give you the layout for finding Cold Feet. Ride west out of Sour Creek and head for a flat-topped mountain. On the shoulder just under the head youll find Cold Feet. Go get him!

To Arizona it seemed as if this last injunction were personal advice. He waited to hear no more; if he had paused for a moment he might have learned that the hope of twenty-five hundred was an illusion and a snare. He saw the bright vision of a small fortune placed in his hands as the result of a single gunplay. He had seen the schoolteacher. He knew by instinct that there was no fighting quality in Jig. And the moment he heard the location it was as good as cash in his pocket, he was sure.

There was only one difficulty. He must beat out the sheriff. To that end he hurried to the stable behind the hotel, broke all records for speed in getting the saddle on his roan mare, and then jogged her quietly out of town so as to rouse no suspicions. But hardly was he past the outskirts, hardly crediting his good luck that the sheriff himself was not yet on the way, than he touched the flanks with his spurs and sent the mare flying west.

In the west the moon was dropping behind the upper ranges, as he rode through the foothills; when he began to climb the side of the mountain, the dawn began to grow. So much the better for Arizona. But, knowing that he had only Cold Feet to deal with, he did not adopt all the caution of Sandersen on the same trail. Instead he cut boldly straight for the shoulder of the mountain, knowing what he would find there on his arrival. In the nearest grove he left his horse and then walked swiftly up to the level. There the first thing that caught his eyes was the form wrapped in the blanket. But the next thing he saw was the pale glimmer of the dawn on the barrel of a revolver. He reached for his own gun, only to see, over the rock above him, the grinning face of Sandersen arise.

Too late, Arizona, called the tall man. Too late for one job, partner, but just in time for the next!

Arizona cursed softly, steadily, through snarling lips.

What job?

Sinclair! Hes gone, but hell be back any minute. And itll need us both to down him, Arizona. Well split on Sinclairs reward.

Disgust and wrath consumed Arizona. Without other answer he strode to the prostrate form, slashed the rope and tore the handkerchief from between the teeth of Cold Feet. The schoolteacher sat up, gasping for breath, purple of face.

Leave him be! cried Sandersen, his voice shrill with anger. Leave him be! Hes the bait, Arizona, and were the trap thatll catch Sinclair.

But Arizona cursed again bitterly. Leave that bait lie till the sun burns it up. Youll never catch Sinclair with it.

How come?

From around the rock Sandersen appeared and walked down to the fat man.

Because Sinclairs already caught.

If he had expected the tall man to groan with disappointment, there was a surprise in store for him. Sandersen exclaimed shrilly for joy.

Sinclair took! Took dead, then!

Dead? Why?

You dont mean he was taken alive?

Yes, I sure do! And I done the figuring that led up to him being caught.

The slender form of Jig rose before them, trembling.

It isnt true! It isnt true! There arent enough of you in Sour Creek to take Riley Sinclair!

Aint it true? asked Arizona. All right, son, youll meet him pronto in the Sour Creek jail, unless the boys finish their party of the other day and string you up before you get inside the jail.

This brought a peculiar, low-pitched moan from Cold Feet.

Cheer up, said Sandersen. You aint swinging yet awhile.

But hes hurt! If hes alive, hes terribly wounded?

Arizona beat down the appealing hand with a brutal gesture.

No, he aint particular hurt. Just his neck squashed a bit where the sheriff throttled him. He didnt fight enough to get hurt, curse him!

Frowning, Sandersen shook his head. Hes a fighting man, Arizona, if they ever was one.

It seemed that everything infuriated the fat man.

What dyou know about it, Lanky? he demanded of Sandersen. Didnt I run the affair? Wasnt it me that planted the whole trap? Wasnt it me that knowed hed come into town for you or Cartwright?

Cartwright! gasped Jig.

Sure! We nailed him in Cartwrights room, just the way I said we would. And they laughed at me, the fools!

He might have gathered singular inferences from the lowered head of Jig and the soft murmur: I might have known — I might have known hed try for me.

And I might have had the pleasure of drilling him clean, said Arizona, harking back to it with savage pleasure, but I shot out the light. I wanted him to die slow, and before the end I wanted to pry his eyes open and make him see my face and know that it was me that done for him! That was what I wanted. But he turned yaller and wouldnt fight.

He wouldnt kill, said Jig coldly. But for courage — I laugh at you,
Arizona!

Easy, scowled the cowpuncher. Easy, Jig. You aint behind the bars yet. Youre in reach of my fist, and Id think nothing of busting you in the face. Shut up till I talk to you.

The misty eyes of Sandersen brightened a little and grew hard. There was a great deal of fighting spirit in the man, and his easy victory of that morning had roused him to a battling pitch.

Looks to me like you aint running this here party, Arizona, he said dryly. If there are any directions to give Cold Feet, Ill give em. It was me that took him!

No direct answer could Arizona find to this true statement, and, as always when a man is at a loss for words, his temper rose, and his fists clenched. For the first time he looked at Sandersen with an eye of savage calculation. He had come to hope of a tidy little fortune. He had found it snatched out of his hand, and, as he measured Sandersen, his heart rose. Twenty-five-hundred dollars would fairly well equip him in life. The anger faded out of his eyes, and in its place came the cold gleam of the man who thinks and calculates. All at once he began to smile, a mirthless smile that was of the lips only.

Maybe youre right, Sandersen, but Im thinking youd have to prove that you took Cold Feet.

Prove it?

Sure! The boys wouldnt be apt to believe that sleepy Sandersen woke up and took Cold Feet alive.

Instantly the gorge of Sandersen rose, and he began to see red.

Are you out to find trouble, Fatty?

The adjective found no comfortable lodging place in the mind of
Arizona.

Me? Sure I aint. Im just stating facts the way I know em.

Well, the facts you know aint worth a damn.

No?

It was growing clearer and clearer to the fat man that between him and twenty-five-hundred dollars there stood only the unamiable figure of the long, lean cowpuncher. He steadied his eye till a fixed glitter came in it. He hated lean men by instinct and distrusted them.

Sure they aint. How you going to get around the fact that I did take
Cold Feet?

Well, Sandersen, you see that theys twenty-five-hundred dollars hanging on the head of this Cold Feet?

Certainly! And I see ten ways of spending just that amount.

So do I, said Arizona.

You do?

Partner, youve heard me talk!

Arizona, youre talking mighty queer. What dye mean?

Now, suppose it was me that brought in Cold Feet, whod get the money?

Why, you that brought him in?

Yep, me. And suppose I brought him in with two murders charged to him instead of one.

I dont foller you. Whats the second murder, Fatty?

You!

Sandersen blinked and gave back a little. Plainly he was beginning to fear that the reason of Arizona was unbalanced.

He shook his head.

Ill show you how itll be charged to Cold Feet, said the fat man.

Taking the cartridge belt of Jig he shook the revolver out of the holster and pumped a shot into the ground. The sharp crack of the explosion roused no echo for a perceptible space. Then it struck back at them from a solid wall of rock, almost as loud as it had been in fact. Off among the hills the echo was repeated to a faint whisper. Arizona dropped the revolver carelessly on the ground.

Fatty, youve gone nutty, said Sandersen.

Ill tell you a yarn, said Arizona.

Sandersen looked past him to the east. The light was growing rapidly about the mountains. In another moment or so that sunrise which he had been looking forward to with such solemn dread, would occur. He was safe, of course, and still that sense of impending danger would not leave him. He noted Jig, erect, very pale, watching them with intense and frightened interest.

Heres the story, went on the fat man. I come out of Sour Creek hunting for Cold Feet. I came straight to this here mountain. Halfway up the side I hear a shot. I hurry along and soft-foot on to this shoulder. I see Cold Feet standing, over the dead body of Sandersen. Then I stick up Cold Feet and take him back to Sour Creek and get the reward. Wont that be two murders on his head?

The thin Swede rubbed his chin. For a grown man, Fatty, youre doing a lot of supposing.

Im going to turn it into fact, said Arizona.

How?

With a chunk of lead! Pull your gun, you lanky fool!

It seemed to Jig, watching with terrible interest, that Sandersen stared not at Arizona, as he went for his gun, but beyond the stubby cowpuncher — far behind and into the east, where the dawn was growing brighter, losing its color, as sunrises do, just before the rising of the sun. His long arm jerked back, the revolver whipped into his hand, and he stiffened his forearm for the shot.

All that Jig saw, with eyes sharpened, so that each movement seemed to be taking whole seconds, was a sneering Arizona, waiting till the last second. When he moved, however, it was with an almost leisurely flip of the wrist. The heavy Colt was conjured into his hand. With graceful ease the big weapon slipped out and exploded before Sandersens forefinger had curled around the trigger.

Out of the hand of the Swede slipped the gun and clanged unheeded on the ground at his feet. She saw a patch of red spring up on his breast, while he lurched forward with long, stiff strides, threw up his hands to the east, and pitched on his face. She turned from the dead thing at her feet.

The white rim of the sun had just slid over the top of a mountain.
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SHE DROPPED TO her knees, and with a sudden, hysterical strength she was able to turn him on his back. He was dead. The first glimpse of his face told her that. She looked up into the eyes of the murderer.

Arizona was methodically cleaning his gun. His color had not changed.
There was a singular placidity about all his movements.

I just hurried up what was coming to him, said Arizona coolly, as he finished reloading his Colt. Sinclair was after him, and that meant he was done for.

Oddly enough, she found that she was neither very much afraid of the fat man, nor did she loathe him for his crime. He seemed outside of the jurisdiction of the laws which govern most men.

You said Sinclair is in jail.

Sure, and he is. But they dont make jails strong enough in these parts to hold Sinclair. Hed have come out and landed Sandersen, just as hes going to come out and land Cartwright. What has he got agin Cartwright, dyou know?

Oh, it was incredible that he could talk so calmly with the dead man before him.

I dont know, she murmured and drew back.

Well, take it all in all, pursued Arizona, this deal of mine is pretty rotten, but youd swing just the same for one murder as for two. They wont hang you no deader, eh? And when they come to look at it, this is pretty neat. Sandersen wasnt no good. Everybody knowed that. But he had one thing I wanted — which was you and the twenty-five hundred that goes with the gent that brings you into Sour Creek. So, at the price of one bullet, I get the coin. Pretty neat, I say agin.

Dropping the revolver back into the holster he patted it with a caressing hand.

Theres your gun, went on Arizona, chuckling. Its got a bullet fired out of it. Theres Sandersens gun with no bullet fired, showing that, while he was stalking you, you shot and drilled him. Heres my gun with no sign of a shot fired. Which proves that I just slid in here and stuck you up from behind, while you were looking over the gent youd just killed.

He rubbed his hands together, and bracing himself firmly on his stubby legs, looked almost benevolently on Jig.

Not only did she lose her horror of him, but she gained an impersonal, detached interest in the workings of his mind. She looked on him not as a man but as a monster in the guise of a man.

Two deaths, she said quietly, for your money. You work cheaply,
Arizona.

Jigs criticism seemed to pique him.

How come?

Sandersens death by your bullet, and mine when I die in the law. Both to your account, Arizona, because you know Im innocent.

I know it, but a hunch aint proof in the eyes of the law. Besides, I dont work so cheap. Sandersen was no good. He aint worth thinking about. And as for you, Jig, though I dont like to throw it in your face, as a schoolteacher you may be all right, but as a man you aint worth a damn. Nope. I wont give neither of you a thought — except for Sinclair.

Ah?

Him and you have been bunkies, if he ever should find out what I done, hed go on my trail. Maybe he will anyway. And hes a bad one to have on a gents trail.

You fear him? she asked curiously, for it had seemed impossible that this cold-blooded gunman feared any living thing.

He rolled a cigarette meditatively before he answered.

Sure, he said, I fear him. I aint a fool. It was him that started me, and him that gave me the first main lessons. But I aint got the nacheral talent with a gun that Sinclair has got.

Nodding his head in confirmation, his expression softened, as with the admiration of one artist for a greater kindred spirit.

The proof is that theys a long list of gunfights in Sinclairs past, but not more deaths than you can count on the fingers of one hand. And them that he killed was plumb no good. The rest he winged and let em go. Thats his way, and it takes an artist with a gun to work like that. Yep, hes a great man, curse him! Only one weak thing I ever hear of him doing. He buckled to the sheriff and told him where to find you!

Scratching a match on his trousers, the cowpuncher was amazed to hear
Jig cry: You lie!

He gaped at her until the match singed his fingers. Thats a tolerable loud word for a kid to use!

Apparently he meditated punishment, but then he shrugged his shoulders and lighted his cigarette.

Wild horses couldnt have dragged it out of him! Jig was repeating.

Say, said the fat man, grinning, how dyou know I knew where you was?

Like a blow in the face it silenced her. She looked miserably down to the ground. Was it possible that Sinclair had betrayed her? Not for the murder of Quade. He would be more apt to confess that himself, and indeed she dreaded the confession. But if he let her be dragged back, if her identity became known, she faced what was more horrible to her than hanging, and that was life with Cartwright.

Which reminds me, said Arizona, that the old sheriff may not wait for morning before he starts after you. Just slope down the hill and saddle your hoss, will you?

Automatically she obeyed, wild thoughts running through her mind. To go back to Sour Creek meant a return to Cartwright, and then nothing could save her from him. Halfway to her saddle her foot struck metal, her own gun, which Arizona had dropped after firing the bullet. Was there not a possibility of escape? She heard Arizona humming idly behind her. Plainly he was entirely off guard.

Bending with the speed of a bird in picking up a seed, she scooped up the gun, whirling with the heavy weapon extended, her forefinger curling on the trigger. But, as she turned, the humming of Arizona changed to a low snarl. She saw him coming like a bolt. The gun exploded of its own volition, it seemed to her, but Arizona had swerved in his course, and the shot went wild.

The next instant he struck her. The gun was wrenched from her hand, and a powerful arm caught her and whirled her up, only to hurl her to the ground; Arizonas snarling, panting face bent over her. In the very midst of that fury she felt Arizona stiffen and freeze; the snarling stopped; his nerveless arm fell away, and she was allowed to stagger to her feet. She found him staring at her with a peculiar horror.

Murdering guns! whispered Arizona.

Now she understood that he knew. She saw him changed, humbled, disarmed before her. But even then she did not understand the profound meaning of that moment in the life of Arizona.

But to have understood, she would have had to know how that life began in a city slum. She would have had to see the career of the sneak thief which culminated in the episode of the lumber camp eight years before. She would have had to understand how the lesson from the hand of big Sinclair had begun the change which transformed the sneak into the dangerous man of action. And now the second change had come. For Arizona had made the unique discovery that he could be ashamed!

He would have laughed had another told him. Virtue was a name and no more to the fat man. But in spite of himself those eight years under free skies had altered him. He had been growing when he thought he was standing still. When the eye plunges forty miles from mountain to mountain, through crystal-clear air, the mind is enlarged. He had lived exclusively among hard-handed men, rejoicing in a strength greater than their own. He suddenly found that the feeble hand from which he had so easily torn the weapon a moment before, had in an instant acquired strength to make or break him.

All that Jig could discern of this was that her life was no longer in danger, and that her enemy had been disarmed. But she was not prepared for what followed.

Dragging off his hat, as if he acted reluctantly, his eyes sank until they rested on the ground at her feet.

Lady, he said, I didnt know. I didnt even dream what you was.


29

[image: img107.jpg]

GRADUALLY SHE FOUND her breath and greater self-possession.

You mean Im free? she asked him. You wont make me go into Sour
Creek?

His face twisted as if in pain. Make you? he asked violently. Id blow the head off the first one that tried to make you take a step.

Suddenly it seemed to her that all this was ordered and arranged, that some mysterious Providence had sent this man here to save her from Sandersen and all the horror that the future promised, just as Sinclair had saved her once before from a danger which he himself had half created.

I got this to say, went on Arizona, struggling for the words. Looks to me like you might have need of a friend to help you along, wherever youre going. He shook his thick shoulders. Sure gives me a jolt to think of what you must have gone through, wandering around here all by yourself! I sure dont see how you done it!

And all this time the man whom Arizona had killed, was lying face up to the morning, hardly a pace behind him! But she dared not try to analyze this man. She could only feel vaguely that an ally had been given her, an ally of strength. He, too, must have sensed what was in her mind.

Youll be wanting this, I reckon.

Returning the Colt to her, he slowly dragged his glance from the ground and let it cross her face for a fleeting instant. She slipped the gun back into its holster.

And now suppose we go down the hill and get your hoss?

Evidently he was painfully eager to get the dead man out of sight. Yet he paused while he picked up her saddle.

Theyll be along pretty pronto — the sheriff and his men. Theyll take care of — him.

Leading the way down to her hobbled horse he saddled it swiftly, while she stood aside and watched. When he was done he turned to her.

Maybe we better be starting. It wouldnt come in very handy for Kern to find us here, eh?

Obediently she came. With one hand he held the stirrup, while the other steadied her weight by the elbow, as she raised her foot. In spite of herself she shivered at his touch. A moment later, from the saddle, she was looking down into a darkly crimsoned face. Plainly he had understood that impulse of aversion, but he said nothing.

There was a low neigh from the other side of the hill in answer to his soft whistle, and then out of the trees came a beautifully formed roan mare, with high head and pricking ears. With mincing steps she went straight to her master, and Jig saw the face of the other brighten. But he was gloomy again by the time he had swung into the saddle.

Now, he said, where away?

Youre coming with me? she asked, with a new touch of alarm. She regretted her tone the moment she had spoken. She saw Arizona wince.

Lady, he said, suppose I come clean to you? I been in my time about everything thats bad. I aint done a killing except squarely. Sinclair taught me that. And you got to allow that what I done to Sandersen was after I give him all the advantage in the draw. I took even chances, and I give him better than an even break. Aint that correct?

She nodded, fascinated by the struggle in his face between pride and shame and anger.

Worsen that, he went on, forcing out the bitter truth. I been everything down to a sharp with the cards, which is tolerable low. But I got this to say: Im playing clean with you. Ill prove it before Im done. If you want me to break loose and leave you alone, say the word, and Im gone. If you want me to stay and help where I can help, say the word, and I stay and take orders. Come out with it!

Gathering his reins, he sat very straight and looked her fairly and squarely in the eye, for the first time since he had discovered the truth about Cold Feet. In spite of herself Jig found that she was drawn to trust the fat man. She let a smile grow, let her glance become as level and as straight as his own. She reined her horse beside his and stretched out her hand.

I know you mean what you say, said Jig. And I dont care what you have been in the past. I do need a friend — desperately. Riley Sinclair says that a friend is the most sacred thing in the world. I dont ask that much, but of all the men I know you are the only one who can help me as I need to be helped. Will you shake hands for a new start between us?

Lady, said the cowpuncher huskily, this sure means a lot to me. And the — other things — youll forget?

I never knew you, said the girl, smiling at him again, until this moment.

Oh, its a go! cried Arizona. Now try me out!

Jig saw his self-respect come back to him, saw his eye grow bright and clear. Arizona was like a man with a new good resolution. He wanted to test his strength and astonish someone with his change.

There is one great thing in which I need help, she said.

Good! And whats that?

Riley Sinclair is in jail.

Hm, muttered Arizona. He aint in on a serious charge. Let him stay a while. Stiffening in the saddle he stared at her. Does Sinclair know?

What? asked the girl, but she flushed in spite of herself.

That you aint a man?

Yes.

For a moment he considered her crimson face gloomily. You and Sinclair was sort of pals, I guess, he said at length.

Faintly she replied in the affirmative, and her secret was written as clearly as sunlight on her face. Yet she kept her eyes raised bravely.

As for Arizona, the newborn hope died in him, and then flickered back to an evil life. If Sinclair was in his way, why give up? Why not remove this obstacle as he had removed others in his time. The hurrying voice of the girl broke in on his somber thoughts.

He went to Sour Creek to help me as soon as he found out that I was not a man. He put himself in terrible danger there on my account.

Did Cartwright have something to do with you and him?

Yes.

But Arizona made no effort to read her riddle.

She went on: Now that he has been taken, I know what has happened. To keep me out of danger he told—

That youre a woman?

No, he wouldnt do that, because he knows that is the last thing in the world that I want revealed. But hes told them that he killed Quade, and now hes in danger of his life.

Lets ride on, said Arizona. I got to think a pile.

She did not speak, while the horses wound down the steep side of the mountain. Mile after mile rose behind them. The sun increased in power, flashing on the leaves of the trees and beginning to burn the face with its slanting heat. Now and then she ventured a side-glance at Arizona, and always she found him in a brown study. Vaguely she knew that he was fighting the old battle of good and evil in the silence of the morning. Finally he stopped his horse and turned to her again.

They were in the foothills by this time, and they had drawn out from the trees to a little level space on the top of a rise. The morning mist was thinning rapidly in the heart of the hollow beneath them. Far off, they heard the lowing of cows being driven into the pasture land after the morning milking, and they could make out tiny figures in the fields.

Lady, Arizona was saying to her, theys one gent in the world that Ive got an eight-year-old grudge agin. Ive swore to get him sooner or later, and that gent is Riley Sinclair. Make it something else, and Ill work for you till the skins off my hands. But Sinclair— He stopped, studying her intently. Will you tell me one thing? How much does Sinclair mean to you.

A great deal, said the girl gently. But if you hate him, I cant ask you.

Hes a hard man, said Arizona, and hes got a mean name, lady. You know that. But when you say that he means a lot to you, maybe its because hes taken a big chance for you in Sour Creek and—

She shook her head. Its more than that — much more.

Well, I guess I understand, said Arizona.

Burying the last of his hopes, Arizona looked straight into the sun.

Eight years ago he was a better man than I am, said he at length. And hes a better man still. Lady, Im going to get Riley Sinclair free!
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AS ARIZONA HAD predicted, Sheriff Kern was greatly tempted not to start on the hard ride for the mountains before morning, and finally he followed his impulse. With the first break of the dawn he was up, and a few minutes later he had taken the trail alone. There was no need of numbers, for that matter, to tell a single man that he no longer need dread the law. But it was only common decency to inform him of the charge, and Kern was a decent sort.

He was thoughtful on the trail. A great many things had happened to upset the sheriff. The capture of Sinclair, take it all in all, was an important event. To be sure, the chief glory was attributable to the cunning of Arizona; nevertheless, the community was sure to pay homage to the skill of the sheriff who had led the party and managed the capture.

But now the sheriff found himself regretting the capture and all its attendant glory. Not even a personal grudge against the man who had taken his first prisoner from him, could give an edge to the sheriffs satisfaction, for, during the late hours of the preceding night he had heard from Sinclair the true story of the killing of Quade; not a murder, but a fair fight. And he had heard more — the whole unhappy tale which began with the death of Hal Sinclair in the desert, a story which now included, so far as the sheriff knew, three deaths, with a promise of another in the future.

It was little wonder that he was disturbed. His philosophy was of the kind that is built up in a country of horses, hard riding, hard work, hard fighting. According to the precepts of that philosophy, Sinclair would have shirked a vital moral duty had he failed to avenge the pitiful death of his brother.

The sheriff put himself into the boots of the man who was now his prisoner and facing a sentence of death. In that mans place he knew that he would have taken the same course. It was a matter of necessary principle; and the sheriff also knew that no jury in the country could allow Sinclair to go free. It might not be the death sentence, but it would certainly be a prison term as bad as death.

These thoughts consumed the time for the sheriff until his horse had labored up the height, and he came to the little plateau where so much had happened outside of his ken. And there he saw Bill Sandersen, with the all-seeing sun on his dead eyes.

For a moment the sheriff could not believe what he saw. Sandersen was, in the phrase of the land, Sinclairs meat. It suddenly seemed to him that Sinclair must have broken from jail and done this killing during the night. But a moments reflection assured him that this could not be. The mind of the sheriff whirled. Not Sinclair, certainly. The man had been dead for some hours. In the sky, far above and to the north, there were certain black specks, moving in great circles that drifted gradually south. The buzzards were already coming to the dead. He watched them for a moment, with the sinking of the heart which always comes to the man of the mountain desert when he sees those grim birds.

It was not Sinclair. But who, then?

He examined the body and the wound. It was a center shot, nicely placed. Certainly not the sort of shot that Cold Feet, according to the description which Sinclair had given of the latters marksmanship, would be apt to make. But there was no other conclusion to come to. Cold Feet had certainly been here according to Sinclairs confession, and it was certainly reasonable to suppose that Cold Feet had committed this crime. The sheriff placed the hat of Sinclair over his face and swung back into his saddle; he must hurry back to Sour Creek and send up a burial party, for no one would have an interest in interring the body in the town.

But once in the saddle he paused again. The thought of the schoolteacher having killed so formidable a fighter as Sandersen stuck in his mind as a thing too contrary to probability. Moreover the sheriff had grown extremely cautious. He had made one great failure very recently — the escape of this same Cold Feet. He would have failed again had it not been for Arizona. He shuddered at the thought of how his reputation would have been ruined had he gone on the trail and allowed Sinclair to double back to Sour Creek and take the town by surprise.

Dismounting, he threw his reins and went back to review the scene of the killing. There were plenty of tracks around the place. The gravel obscured a great part of the marks, and still other prints were blurred by the dead grass. But there were pockets of rich, loamy soil, moist enough and firm enough to take an impression as clearly as paper takes ink. The sheriff removed the right shoe from the foot of Sandersen and made a series of fresh prints.

They were quite distinctive. The heel was turned out to such an extent that the track was always a narrow indentation, where the heel fell on the soft soil. He identified the same tracks in many places, and, dismissing the other tracks, the sheriff proceeded to make up a trail history for Sandersen.

Here he came up the hill, on foot. Here he paused beside the embers of the fire and remained standing for a long time, for the marks were worked in deeply. After a time the trail went — he followed it with difficulty over the hard-packed gravel — up the side of the hill to a semicircular arrangement of rocks, and there, distinct in the soil, was the impression of the body, where the cowpuncher had lain down. The sheriff lay down in turn, and at once he was sure why Sandersen had chosen this spot. He was defended perfectly on three sides from bullets, and in the meantime, through crevices in the rock, he maintained a clear outlook over the whole side of the hill.

Obviously Sandersen had lain down to keep watch. For what? For Cold Feet, of course, on whose head a price rested. Or, at least, so Sinclair must have believed at the time. The news had not yet been published abroad that Cold Feet had been exculpated by the confession of Sinclair to the killing of Quade.

So much was clear. But presently Sandersen had risen and gone down the hill again, leaving from the other side of the rock. Had he covered Cold Feet when the latter returned to his camp, having been absent when Sandersen first arrived? No, the tracks down the hill were leisurely, not the long strides which a man would make to get close to one whom he had covered with a revolver from a distance.

Reaching the shoulder of the mountain, Kern puzzled anew. He began a fresh study of the tracks. Those of Cold Feet were instantly known by the tiny size of the marks of the soles. The sheriff remembered that he had often wondered at the smallness of the schoolteachers feet. Cold Feet was there, and Sandersen was dead. Again it seemed certain that Cold Feet had been guilty of the crime, but the sheriff kept on systematically hunting for new evidence. He found no third set of tracks for some time, but when he did find them, they were very clear — a short, broad foot, the imprint of a heavy man. A fat man, then, no doubt. From the length of the footprint it was very doubtful if the man were tall, and certainly by the clearness of the indentation, the man was heavy. The sheriff could tell by making a track beside that of the quarry.

A second possibility, therefore, had entered, and the sheriff felt a reasonable conviction that this must be the guilty man.

Now he combed the whole area for some means of identifying the third man who had been on the mountainside. But nothing had been dropped except a brilliant bandanna, wadded compactly together, which the sheriff recognized as belonging to Sandersen. There was only one definite means of recognizing the third man. Very faint in the center of the impression made by his sole, were two crossed arrows, the sign of the bootmaker.

The sheriff shook his head. Could he examine the soles of the boots of every man in the vicinity of Sour Creek, even if he limited his inquiry to those who were short and stocky? And might there not be many a man who wore the same type of boots?

He flung himself gloomily into his saddle again, and this time he headed straight down the trail for Sour Creek.

At the hotel he was surrounded by an excited knot of people who wished to know how he had extracted the amazing confession from Riley Sinclair. The sheriff tore himself away from a dozen hands who wished to buttonhole him in close conversation.

Ill tell you gents this, he said. Quade was killed because he needed killing, and Sinclair confessed because hes straight.

With that, casting an ugly glance at the lot of them, he went back into the kitchen and demanded a cup of coffee. The Chinese cook obeyed the order in a hurry, highly flattered and not a little nervous at the presence of the great man in the kitchen.

While Kern was there, Arizona entered. The sheriff greeted him cheerfully, with his coffee cup balanced in one hand.

Arizona, he said, or Dago, or whatever you like to be called—

Cut the Dago part, will you? demanded Arizona. I aint no ways wishing to be reminded of that name. Nobody calls me that.

Kern grinned covertly.

I spose, said Arizona slowly, that you and Sinclair had a long yarn about when he knew me some time back?

The sheriff shook his head.

Between you and me, he said frankly, it sounded to me like Sinclair knew something you mightnt want to have noised around. Is that straight?

Ill tell you, answered the other. When I was a kid I was a fool kid. Thats all it amounts to.

Sheriff Kern grunted. All right, Arizona, I aint asking. But you can lay to it that Sinclair wont talk. Hes as straight as ever I seen!

Maybe, said Arizona, but hes slippery. And I got this to say: Lemme have the watch over Sinclair while hes in Sour Creek, or are you taking him back to Woodville today?

Im held over, said the sheriff.

He paused. Twice the little olive-skinned man from the south had demonstrated his superiority in working out criminal puzzles. The sheriff was prone to unravel the new mystery by himself, if he might.

By what?

Oh, by something Ill tell you about later on, said the sheriff. It dont amount to much, but I want to look into it.

Purposely he had delayed sending the party to bury Sandersen. It would be simply warning the murderer if that man were in Sour Creek.

About you and Sinclair, went on the sheriff, there aint much good feeling between you, eh?

I wont shoot him in the back if I guard him, declared Arizona. But if you want one of the other boys to take the jog, go ahead. Put Red on it.

Hes too young. Sinclairs get him off guard by talking.

Then try Wood.

Wood aint at his best off the trail. Come to think about it, Id rather trust Sinclair to you — that is, if you make up your mind to treat him square.

Sheriff, Ill give him a squarer deal than you think.

Kern nodded.

More coffee, Li! he called.

Li obeyed with such haste that he overbrimmed the cup, and some of the liquid washed out of the saucer onto the floor.

Coming back to shop talk, went on the sheriff, as Li mopped up the spilled coffee, mumbling excuses, I aint had a real chance to tell you what a fine job you done for us last night, Arizona.

Arizona, with due modesty, waved the praise away and stepped to the container of matches hanging beside the stove. He came back lighting a cigarette and contentedly puffed out a great cloud.

Forget all that, sheriff, will you?

Not if I live to be a hundred, answered the sheriff with frank admiration.

So saying, his eye dropped to the floor and remained there, riveted. The foot of Arizona had rested on the spot where the coffee had fallen. The print was clearly marked with dust, except that in the center, where the sole had lain, there was a sharply defined pair of crossed arrows!

A short, fat, heavy man.

The sheriff raised his glance and examined the bulky shoulders of the man. Then he hastily swallowed the rest of his coffee.

Yet there might be a dozen other short, stocky men in town, whose boots had the same impression. He looked thoughtfully out the kitchen window, striving to remember some clue. But, as far as he could make out, the only time Arizona and Sandersen had crossed had been when the latter applied for a place on the posse. Surely a small thing to make a man commit a murder!

If you gimme the job of guarding Sinclair, said Arizona, Id sure—

Wait a minute, cut in the sheriff. Ill be back right away. I think that was MacKenzie who went into the stable. Dont leave till I come back, Arizona.

Hurriedly he went out. There was no MacKenzie in the stable, and the sheriff did not look for one. He went straight to Arizonas horse. The roan was perfectly dry, but examining the hide, the sheriff saw that the horse had been recently groomed, and a thorough grooming would soon dry the hair and remove all traces of a long ride.

Stepping back to the peg from which the saddle hung, he raised the stirrup leather. On the inside, where the leather had chafed the side of the horse, there was a dirty gray coating, the accumulation of the dust and sweat of many a ride. But it was soft with recent sweat, and along the edges of the leather there was a barely dried line of foam that rubbed away readily under the touch of his fingertip.

Next he examined the bridle. There, also, were similar evidences of recent riding. The sheriff returned calmly to the kitchen of the hotel.

And your minds made up? asked Arizona.

Yes, said the sheriff. You go in with Sinclair.

Go in with him? asked Arizona, baffled.

For murder, said the sheriff. Stick up your hands, Arizona!
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EVEN THOUGH HE was taken utterly by surprise, habit made Arizona go for his own gun, as the sheriff whipped out his weapon. But under those conditions he was beaten badly to the draw. Before his weapon was half out of the holster, the sheriff had the drop.

Arizona paused, but, for a moment, his eyes fought Kern, figuring chances. It was only the hesitation of an instant. The battle was lost before it had begun, and Arizona was clever enough to know it. Swiftly he turned on a new tack. He shoved his revolver back into the holster and smiled benevolently on the sheriff.

Whats the new game, Kern?

It aint new, said the sheriff joylessly. Its about the oldest game in the world. Arizona, you sure killed Sandersen.

Sandersen? Arizona laughed. Why, man, I aint hardly seen him more than once. How come that I would kill him?

Get your hands up, Arizona.

Oh, sure. He obeyed with apparent willingness. But dont let anybody see you making this fool play, sheriff.

Maybe not so foolish. Ill tell you why you killed him. Youre broke, Arizona. Ten days ago Mississippi Slim cleaned you out at dice. Well, when Sinclair told me where Cold Feet was, you listened through the door, but you didnt stay to find out that Jig wasnt wanted no more. You beat it up to the mountain, and there you found Sandersen was ahead of your time. You drilled Sandersen, hoping to throw the blame on Cold Feet. Then you come down, but on the way Cold Feet gives you the slip and gets away. And thats why youre here.

Arizona blinked. So much of this tale was true that it shook even his iron nerve. He managed to smile.

Thats a wild yarn, sheriff. Dyou think itll go down with a jury?

Itll go down with any jury around these parts. Whats more, Arizona, I aint going to rest on what I think. Im going to find out. And, if I send down to the south inquiring about you, I got an idea that Ill find out enough to hang ten like you, eh?

Once more Arizona received a vital blow, and he winced under the impact. Moreover, he was bewildered. His own superior intelligence had inclined him to despise the sheriff, whom he put down as a fellow of more bulldog power than mental agility. All in a moment it was being borne in upon him that he had underrated his man. He could not answer. His smooth tongue was chained.

Not that I got any personal grudge agin you, went on the sheriff, but its gents like you that Im after, Arizona, and not one like Sinclair. You aint clean, Arizona. Youre slick, and they aint elbowroom enough in the West for slick gents. Besides, you got a bad way with your gun. I can tell you this, speaking private and confidential, Im going to hang you, Arizona, if theres any way possible!

He said all this quietly, but the revolver remained poised with rocklike firmness. He drew out a pair of manacles.

Stand up, Arizona.

Listlessly the fat man got up. He had been changing singularly during the last speech of the sheriff. Now he dropped a hand on the edge of the table, as if to support himself. The sheriff saw that hand grip the wood until the knuckles went white. Arizona moistened his colorless lips.

Not the irons, sheriff, he said softly. Not them!

If it had been any other man, Kern would have imagined that he was losing his nerve; but he knew Arizona, had seen him in action, and he was certain that his courage was above question. Consequently he was amazed. As certainly as he had ever seen them exposed, these were the horrible symptoms of cowardice that make a brave man shudder to see.

Cant trust you, he said wonderingly. Wouldnt trust you a minute, Arizona, without the irons on you. Youre a bad actor, son, and Ive seen you acting up. Dont forget that.

Sheriff, I give you my word that Ill go quiet as a lamb.

A moment elapsed before Kern could answer, for the voice of Arizona had trembled as he spoke. The sheriff could not believe his ears.

Well, Im sorry, Arizona, he said more gently, because he was striving to banish this disgusting suspicion from his own mind. I cant take no chances. Just turn around, will you. And keep them hands up!

He barked the last words, for the arms of Arizona had crooked suddenly. They stiffened at the sharp command of the sheriff. Slowly, trembling, as if they possessed a volition of their own hardly controlled by the fat man, those hands fought their way back to their former position, and then Arizona gradually turned his back on the sheriff. A convulsive shudder ran through him as Kern removed his gun and then seized one of the raised hands, drew it down, and fastened one part of the iron on it. The other hand followed, and, as the sheriff snapped the lock, he saw a singular transformation in the figure of his captive. The shoulders of Arizona slouched forward, his head sank. From the erect, powerful figure of the moment before, he became, in comparison, a flabby pile of flesh, animated by no will.

Whats the matter? asked the sheriff. You aint lost your nerve, have you, Fatty?

Arizona did not answer. Kern stepped to one side and glanced at the face of his captive. It was strangely altered. The mouth had become trembling, loose, uncertain. The head had fallen, and the bright, keen eyes were dull. The man looked up with darting side-glances.

The sheriff stood back and wiped a sudden perspiration from his forehead. Under his very eyes the spirit of this gunfighter was disintegrating. The sheriff felt a cold shame pour through him. He wanted to hide this man from the eyes of the others. It was not right that he should be seen. His weakness was written too patently.

Kern was no psychologist, but he knew that some men out of their peculiar element are like fish out of water. He shook his head.

Walk out that back door, will you? he asked softly.

We aint going down the street? demanded Arizona.

No.

Thanks, sheriff.

Again Kern shuddered, swallowed, and then commanded: Start along,
Arizona.

Slinking through the door, the fat man hesitated on the little porch and cast a quick glance up and down.

No one near! he said. Hurry up, sheriff.

Quickly they skirted down behind the houses — not unseen, however. A small boy playing behind his fathers house raised his head to watch the hurrying pair, and when he saw the glitter of the irons, they heard him gasp. He was old enough to know the meaning of that. Irons on Arizona, who had been a town hero the night before! They saw the youngster dart around the house.

Blast him! groaned Arizona. Hell spread it everywhere. Hurry!

He was right. The sheriff hurried with a will, but, as they crossed the street for the door of the jail, voices blew down to them. Looking toward the hotel, they saw men pouring out into the street, pointing, shouting to one another. Then they swept down on the pair.

But the sheriff and his prisoner gained the door of the jail first, and Kern locked it behind him. His deputy on guard rose with a start, and at the same time there was a hurried knocking on the door and a clamor of voices without. Arizona shrank away from that sound, scowling over his shoulder, but the sheriff nodded good-humoredly.

Take it easy, Arizona. I aint going to make a show of you!

Sure, thats like you, sheriff, said a hurried, half-whining voice. Youre square. Ill sure show you one of these days now I appreciate the way you treat me!

Kern was staggered. It seemed to him that a new personality had taken possession of the body of the fat man. He led the way past his gaping deputy. The jail was not constructed for a crowd. It was merely a temporary abiding place before prisoners were taken to the larger institution at Woodville. Consequently there was only one big cell. The sheriff unlocked the door, slipped the manacles from the wrists of Arizona, and jabbed the muzzle of a revolver into his back!

The last act was decidedly necessary, for the moment his wrists were released from the grip of the steel, Arizona twitched halfway round toward the sheriff. The scrape of the gunmuzzle against his ribs, however, convinced him. Over his shoulder he cast one murderous glance at the sheriff and then slouched forward into the cell.

Company for you, Riley, said the sheriff, as the tall cowpuncher rose.

The others back was turned, and thereby the sheriff was enabled to pass a significant gesture and look to Sinclair. With that he left them. In the outer room he found his deputy much alarmed.

You aint turned them two in together? he asked. Why, Sinclairll kill that gent in about a minute. Aint it Arizona that nailed him?

Sinclair will play square, Kern insisted, and Arizona wont fight!

Leaving the other to digest these mysterious tidings, the sheriff went out to disperse the crowd.

In the meantime Sinclair had received the newcomer in perfect silence, his head raised high, his thin mouth set in an Ugly line — very much as an eagle might receive an owl which floundered by mistake onto the same crag, far above his element. The eagle hesitated between scorn of the visitor and a faint desire to pounce on him and rend him to pieces. That glittering eye, however, was soon dull with wonder, when he watched the actions of Arizona.

The fat man paused in the center of the cell, regarded Sinclair with a single flash of the eyes, and then glanced uneasily from side to side. That done, he slipped away to a corner and slouched down on a stool, his head bent down on his breast.

Apparently he had fallen into a profound reverie, but Sinclair found that the eyes of Arizona continually whipped up and across to him. Once the newcomer shifted his position a little, and Sinclair saw him test the weight of the stool beneath him with his hand. Even in the cell Arizona had found a weapon.

Gradually Sinclair understood the meaning of that glance and the gesture of the sheriff, as the latter left; he read other things in the gray pallor of Arizona, and in the fallen head. The man was unnerved. Sinclairs reaction was very much what that of the sheriff had been — a sinking of the heart and a momentary doubt of himself. But he was something more of a philosopher than Kern. He had seen more of life and men and put two and two together.

One thing stared him plainly in the face. The Arizona who skulked in the corner had relapsed eight years. He was the same sneak thief whom Sinclair had first met in the lumber camp, and he knew instinctively that this was the first time since that unpleasant episode that Arizona had been cornered. The loathing left Sinclair, and in its place came pity. He had no fondness of Arizona, but he had seen him in the role of a strong man, which made the contrast more awful. It reminded Sinclair of the wild horse which loses its spirit when it is broken. Such was Arizona. Free to come and go, he had been a danger. Shut up helplessly in a cell, he was as feeble as a child, and his only strength was a sort of cunning malice. Sinclair turned quietly to the fat man.

Arizona, he said, you look sort of underfed today. Bring your stool a bit nearer and lets talk. I been hungry for a chat with someone.

In reply Arizona rolled back his head and for a moment glared thoughtfully at Sinclair. He made no answer. Presently his glance fell, like that of a dog. Sinclair shivered. He tried brutality.

Looks to me, Arizona, as though youd lost your nerve.

The other moistened his lips, but said nothing.

But the point is, said the tall cowpuncher, that youve given up before youre beaten.

Riley Sinclairs words brought a flash from Arizona, a sudden lifting of the head, as if he had not before thought of hoping. Then he began to slump back into his former position, without a reply. Sinclair followed his opening advantage at once.

What you in for?

Murder!

Great guns! Of whom?

Sandersen.

It brought Sinclair stiffly to his feet. Sandersen! His trail was ended; Hal was avenged at last!

And you done it? Fatty, you took that job out of my hands. Im thanking you. Besides, it aint nothing to be downhearted about. Sandersen was a skunk. Can they prove it on you?

The need to talk overwhelmed Arizona. It burst out of him, not to Sinclair, but rather at him. His shifting eyes made sure that no one was near.

Kern is going to send south for the dope. Im done for. They can hang me three times on what theyll learn, and—

Shut up, snapped Sinclair. Dont talk foolish. The south is a tolerable big place to send to. They dont know where you come from. Take em a month to find out, and by that time, you wont be at hand.

Eh?

Because you and me are going to bust out of this paper jail they got!

He had not the slightest hope of escape. But he tried the experiment of that suggestion merely to see what the fat mans reaction would be. The result was more than he could have dreamed. Arizona whirled on him with eyes ablaze.

What dyou mean, Sinclair?

Just what I say. Dyou think they can keep two like us in here? No, not if you come to your old self.

The need to confide again fell on Arizona. He dragged his stool nearer.
His voice was a whisper.

Sinclair, somethings busted in me. When them irons grabbed my arms they took everything out of me. I got no chance. They got me cornered.

And youll fight like a wildcat to the end of things. Sure you will! Buck up, man! You think youve turned yaller. You aint. Youre just out of place. Take a gent thats used to a forty-foot rope and a pony, give him sixty feet on a sixteen-hand hoss, and aint he out of place? Sure! He looks like a clumsy fool. And the other way around it works the same way. A trout may be a flash of light in water, but on dry land he aint worth a damn. Same way with you, Fatty. While you got a free foot youre all right, but when they put you behind a wall and say theyre going to keep you there, you darned near bust down. Why? Because it looks to you like you aint got a chance to fight back. So you quit altogether. But youll come back to yourself, Arizona. You—

Arizona raised his hand. He was sitting erect now, drinking in the words of Sinclair, as if they were air to a stifling man. His face worked.

Why are you doing this for me, Sinclair — after I landed you here?

Because I made a man out of you once, answered the tall man evenly, and I aint going to see you backslide. Why, Arizona, youre one of the fastest-thinkin, quickest-handed gents that ever buckled on a gun, and here you are lying down like a kid that aint never faced trouble before. Come alive, man. You and me are going to bust this ol jail to smithereens, and when we get outside Ill blow your head off if I can!

Rileys words had carried Arizona with him. Suddenly an olive-skinned hand shot out and clutched his own bony, strong fingers. The hand was fat and cold, but it gripped that of Riley Sinclair with a desperate energy.

Sinclair, you mean it? Youll play in with me?

I will — sure!

He had to drag the words out, but after he had spoken he was glad. New life shone in the face of Arizona.

A man with you for a partner aint done, Sinclair — not if he had a rope around his neck. Listen! Dyou know why I come in town?

Well?

To get you out.

I believe you, Arizona, lied Sinclair.

Not for your sake — but hers.

Sinclairs face suddenly went white.

Who?

The girl! whispered Arizona. I cached her away outside of town to wait for — us! Sinclair, she loves you.

Riley Sinclair sat as one stunned and dragged the hat from his head.
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THROUGH THE BRANCHES of the copse in which she was hidden, the girl saw the sun descend in the west, a streak of slowly dropping fire. And now she became excited.

As soon as its dark, Arizona had promised, Ill make my start. Have your hoss ready. Be in the saddle, and the minute you see us come down that trail out of Sour Creek, be ready to feed your hoss the spur and join us, because when we come, well come fast. Dont make no mistake. If you ride too slow well have to ride slow, too, and slow ridin means gunplay on both sides, and gunplay means dead men, because the evenin is a pile worse nor the dark for fooling a mans aim. Youll see me and Sinclair scoot along that there road, with the gang yellin behind us!

Having made this farewell speech, he waved his hand and, with a smile of confidence, jogged away from her. It was the beginning of a dull day of waiting for her, yet a day in which she dared not altogether relax her vigilance, because at any time the break might come, and Arizona might appear flying down the trail with the familiar tall form of Sinclair beside him. Wearily she waited until sundown.

With the coming of dusk she wakened suddenly and became tinglingly alert. The night spread rapidly down out of the mountains. The color faded, and the sudden chill of the high altitude settled about her. Her hands and her feet were cold with the fear of excitement.

Into the gathering gloom she strained her eyes; toward Sour Creek she strained her ears, starting at every faint sound of a mans shout or the barking of a dog, as if this might be the beginning of the uproar that would announce the escape.

Something swung on to the road out of the end of the main street. She was instantly in the saddle, but, by the time she reached the edge of the copse, she found it to be only a wagon filled with singing men going back to some nearby ranch. Then quiet dropped over the valley, and she became aware that it was the utter dark.

Arizona had failed! That knowledge grew more surely upon her with every moment. His intention must have been guessed, for she could not imagine that slippery and cold-minded fellow being thwarted, if he were left free to work as he pleased toward an object he desired. She could not stay in the grove all night. Besides, this was the critical time for Riley Sinclair. Tomorrow he would be taken to the security of the Woodville jail, and the end would be close. If anything were done for him, it must be before morning.

With this thought in mind she rode boldly out of the trees and took the road into town, where the lights of the early evening had turned from white to yellow, as the night deepened. Sour Creek was hardly a mile away when a rattling in the dark announced the approach of a buckboard. She drew rein at the side of the trail. Suddenly the wagon loomed out at her, with two down-headed horses jogging along and the loose reins swinging above their backs.

Halloo! called Jig.

The brakes ground against the wheels, squeaking in protest. The horses came to a halt so willing and sudden that the collars shoved halfway up their necks, and the tongue of the wagon lurched beyond their noses.

Whoa! Evening, there! You gimme a kind of a start, stranger.

Parodying the dialect as well as she was able, Jig said: Sorry, stranger. Might that be Sour Creek?

It sure might be, said the driver, leaning through the dark to make out Jig. New in these parts?

Yep, Im over from Whiteacre way, and Im aiming for Woodville.

Whiteacre? Doggone me if it aint good to meet a Whiteacre boy. I was raised there, son! Joe Lunids is my name.

Im Texas Lou, said the girl.

There was a subdued chuckle from the darkness.

You sound kind of young for a name like that, kid. Leastwise, your voice is tolerable young.

Im old enough, said Jig aggressively.

Sure, sure, placated the other. Sure you are.

Besides, she went on, I wanted a name that I could grow up to.

It brought a hearty burst of laughter from the wagon.

Thats a good one, Texas. Have a drink?

She set her teeth over the refusal that had come to her lips and, reining near, reached out for the flask. The driver passed over the bottle and at the same time lighted a match for the apparent purpose of starting his cigarette. But Jig nodded her head in time to obscure her face with the flopping brim of her sombrero. The other coughed his disappointment. She raised the bottle after uncorking it, firmly securing the neck with her thumb. After a moment she lowered it and sighed with satisfaction, as she had heard men do.

Thanks, said Jig, handing back the flask. Hot stuff, partner.

You got a tough throat, observed the rancher. First I ever see that didnt choke on a swig of that. But you youngsters has the advantage of a sound lining for your innards.

He helped himself from the flask, coughed heavily, and then pounded home the cork.

Hows things up Whiteacre way?

Fair to middlin, said Jig. They aint hollering for rain so much as they was.

I reckon not, agreed the rancher.

And hows things down Sour Creek way? asked Jig.

Trouble busting every minute, said the other. Murder, gun scrapes, brawls in the hotel — to beat anything I ever see. The town is sure going plumb to the dogs at this rate!

You dont say! Well, I heard something about a gent named Quade being plugged.

Him? He was just the beginning — just the start! Since then we had a man took away from old Kern, which dont happen once in a coons age. Then we had a fine fresh murder right this morning, and the present minute theys two in jail on murder charges, and both are sure to swing!

Jig gasped. Two! she exclaimed.

Yep. They was a skinny schoolteacher named — I forget what. Most general he was called Cold Feet, which fitted. They thought he killed Quade account of a girl. But a gent named Sinclair up and confessed, and he is waiting for the rope. And then a sheriff all by himself grabbed Arizona for the murder of Sandersen. Oh, times is picking up considerable in Sour Creek. Reminds me of twenty years back before Kern come on the job and cleaned up the gunfighters!

Two murders! repeated the girl faintly. And has Arizona confessed, too?

Not him! But the sheriff has enough to give him a hard run. I got to be drifting on, son. Take my advice and head straight for Woodville. You lack five years of being old enough for Sour Creek these days! He called his farewell, threw off the brake and cursed the span of horses into their former trot.

As for Jig, she waited until the scent of alkali dust died away, and the rattle of the buckboard was faint in the distance. Then she turned her horse back toward Sour Creek and urged it to a steady gallop, bouncing in the saddle.

There seemed a fatality about her. On her account Sinclair had thrown his life in peril, and now Arizona was caught and held in the same danger. Enough of sacrifices for her; her mind was firm to repay some of these services at any cost, and she had thought of a way.

With that gloomy purpose before her, her ordinary timidity disappeared. It was strange to ride into Sour Creek, and she passed in review among the rough men of the town, constantly fearful that they might pierce her disguise. She had trained herself to a long stride and a swaggering demeanor, and by constant practice she had been able to lower the pitch of her voice and roughen its quality. Yet, in spite of the constant practice, she never had been able to gain absolute self-confidence. Tonight, however, there was no fear in her.

She went straight to the hotel, threw the reins, and walked boldly through the door into a cluster of men. They yelled at the sight of her.

Jig, by guns! Hes come in! Say, kid, the sheriffs been looking for you.

They swerved around her, grinning good-naturedly. When a person has been almost lynched for a crime another has committed, he gains a certain standing, no matter what may be the public opinion of his courage. The schoolteacher had become a personage. But Jig met their smiles with a level eye.

If the sheriffs looking for me, she said, tell him I have a room in the hotel. He can find me here.

Pop shook hands before he shoved the register toward her. My kids will sure be glad to see you safe back, he said. And Im glad, too, Jig.

Nodding, she turned to sign her name in the bold, free hand which she had cultivated. She could feel the crowd staring behind her, and she could hear their murmurs. But she was not nervous. It seemed that all apprehension had left her.

Wheres Cartwright? she asked.

Sitting in a game of poker.

Hello, Buddy! she called to a redheaded youngster. Go in and tell
Cartwright that Im waiting for him in my room, will you?

Aint no use, said Pop, staring at this new and more masculine Jig. Cartwright is all heated up about the game. And hes lost enough to get anybody excited. He wont come. Better go in there if you want to see him.

Ill try my luck this way, said Jig coldly. Run along, Buddy.

Buddy obeyed, and Jig went up the stairs to her room.

What come over him? asked the crowd, the moment Cold Feet was out of sight. Looks like hes growed up in a day!

Hes gone through enough to make a man of him, answered Pop. Never can tell how a kid will turn out.

But in her room Jig had sunk into a chair, dropped her elbows on the table, and buried her face in her hands, trying to steady her thoughts. She heard the heavy pounding of feet on the stairs, a strong tread in the hall that made the flooring of the old building quiver, and then the door was flung open, slammed shut, and the key turned in the lock. Cartwright set his shoulders against the door, as though he feared she would try to rush past him. He stared at her, with a queer admixture of fear, rage, and astonishment.

So Ive got you at last, eh? Ive got you, after all this?

Curiously she stared at him. She had dreaded the interview, but now that he was before her she was surprised to find that she felt no fear. She examined him as if from a distance.

Yes, she admitted, you have me. Will you sit down?

I need room to talk, he said, swaggering to the table. He struck his fist on it. Now, to start with, what in thunder did you mean by running away?

Were leaving the past to bury the past, she said. Thats the first concession you have to make.

He laughed, his laughter ending with a choked sound. And why should I make concessions?

Jig watched the veins of fury swell in his forehead, watched calmly, and then threw her sombrero on the bed and smoothed back her hair, still watching without a change of expression. It seemed as if her calm acted to sober him, and the passing of her hand across the bright, silken hair all at once softened him. He sank into the opposite chair, leaning far across the table toward her.

Honey, take you all in all, youre prettier right here in this mans outfit that I ever see you — a pile prettier!

For a moment she closed her eyes. The sacrifice which she intended was becoming harder, desperately hard to make.

Im going to take you back and forgive you, said Cartwright, apparently blind to what was going on in her mind. I aint one to carry malice. You keep to the line from now on, and well get along fine. But you step crooked just once more, and Ill learn you a pile of things you never even dreamed could happen!

To her it seemed that he stood in a shaft of consuming light that exposed every shadowy nook and cranny of his nature, and the narrow-minded meanness that she saw, startled her.

What you do afterward with me is your own affair, she said. Its about the present that Ive come to bargain.

Bargain?

Exactly! Do what I ask, and I go back and act as your wife. If you refuse, I walk out of your life forever.

He could not speak for a moment. Then he exploded.

Its funny. I could almost laugh hearing you chatter crazy like this. Dont you think I got a right to make my own wife come home with me, now that Ive found her? Wouldnt the law stand behind me?

You can force me to come, she admitted quietly, but if you do, Ill let the whole truth be known that I ran away from you. Can your pride stand that, Jude?

He writhed. And howll you get around that, even if I dont make you, and you come back of your own free will?

Somehow Ill manage. Ill find a story of how I was carried away by half a dozen men who had come to loot the upper rooms of the house, while the wedding party was downstairs. Ill find a story that will wash.

Yes, I think you will, said Cartwright, breathing heavily. I sure think you will. You was always a clever little devil, I know! But a bargain! Id ought to— He checked himself. But Im through with the black talk. When I get you back on the ranch Ill show you that you can be happy up there. And when you get over your fool notions, youll be a wife to be proud of. Now, honey, tell me what you want?

I want you to save the lives of two men. Theyre both in jail — on my account. And theyre both charged with murder. You know whom I mean.

Cartwright rose out of his chair.

Sinclair! he groaned. Curse him! Sinclair, agin, eh? Whats they between you two?

Her answer smothered his fury again. It was pain that was giving her strength.

Jude, if you really want me to go back with you, dont ask that question. He has treated me as an honorable man always treats a woman — he tried to serve me.

Serve you? By coming here trying to kill me?

He may have thought I wished to be free. He didnt tell me what he was going to do.

Thats a lie. He stopped, watching her white face. I dont mean that, you know. But you aint actually asking me to get Sinclair out of jail? Besides, I couldnt do it!

You could easily. Moreover, its to your interest. It will take a strong jail to hold him, and if he breaks away, you know that hes a dangerous man. He hates you, Jude, and he might try to find you. If he did—

She waved her hand, and Cartwright followed the gesture with great, fascinated eyes, as if he saw himself dissolving into thin air.

I know; hes a desperado, right enough, this Sinclair. Aint I seen him work? He shuddered at the memory.

But get him out of the jail, Jude, and that will be ended. Hell be your friend.

Could I trust him?

Dont you think Riley Sinclair is a man to be trusted?

I dunno. He lowered his eyes. Maybe he is.

As for Arizona, she went on, the same thing holds for him.

Yes; if I could get one out, I could get two. But how can I do it? This Sheriff Kern is a fighting idiot, and loves a gunplay. I aint no man-killer, honey.

But youre rich, Jude.

Tolerable. They may be one or two has more than me, around these parts.

And money buys men!

Dont it, though? said Jude, expanding. Why, when they found that I was a spender they started in hounding me. One gent wanted me to help him on a mortgage — only fifty bucks to meet a payment. And theys half a dozen would mortgage their souls if Id stake em to enough downstairs to get them into a crap game, or something.

Then let them have the money they need. Why, it wouldnt be more than a hundred dollars altogether.

A hundred is a hundred. Why should I throw it away on them bums?

Because after youve done it, youll have a dozen men wholl follow you. Youll have a mob.

Sure! But what of that? Expect me to lead an attack on a jail, eh?
Throw my life away? By guns, I think youd like that!

You dont have to lead. Just give them the money they need and then spread the word around that Riley Sinclair is really an honorable man who killed Quade in a fair fight. I know what they thought of Quade. He was a bully. No one liked him. Tell them its a shame that a man like Sinclair should die because he killed a big, hulking cur such as Quade. Theyll listen — particularly if they have your money. I know these men, Jude. If they think an injustice is being done, theyll risk their necks to right it! And if you work on them in the right way, you can have twenty men wholl risk everything to get Riley out. But there wont be a risk. If twenty men rush the jail, the guards will simply throw down their guns and give up.

Well, I wonder! muttered Cartwright.

Im sure of it, Jude. Do you think a deputy will let himself be killed simply to keep a prisoner safely? They wont do it!

You dont know this Kern!

I do know him, and I know that hes human. Ive seen him beaten once already.

By Sinclair! You keep coming back to him!

Jude, if you do this thing for me, she said steadily, Ill go back with you. I dont love you, but if I go back Ill keep you from a great deal of shameful talk. Im sorry, truly, that I left. I couldnt help it. It was an impulse that — took me by the throat. And if I go back Ill honestly try to make you a good wife.

She faltered a little before that last word, and her voice fell. But Jude Cartwright was wholly fascinated by the color in her face, and the softness of her voice he mistook for a sudden rise of tenderness.

Theys only one thing I got to ask — you and Sinclair — have you ever — I mean — have you ever told him youre pretty fond of him — that you love him? He blurted it out, stammering.

Certainly she knew that her answer was a lie, though it was true in the letter.

I have never told him so, she said firmly. But I owe him a great debt — he must not die because hes a gentleman, Jude.

All the time she was speaking, he watched her with ferret sharpness, thinking busily. Before she ended he had reached his decision.

Im going to raise that mob.

Jude!

What a ring in her voice! If he had been in doubt he would have known then. No matter what she said, she loved Riley Sinclair. He smiled sourly down on her.

Keep your thanks. Youll hear news of Sinclair before morning. And he stalked out of the room.
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CARTWRIGHT WENT DOWNSTAIRS in the highest good humor. He had been convinced of two things in the interview with his wife: The first was that she could be induced to return to him; the second was that she loved Riley Sinclair. He did not hate her for such fickleness. He merely despised her for her lack of brains. No thinking woman could hesitate a moment between the ranches and the lumber tracts of Cartwright and the empty purse of Riley Sinclair.

As for hatred, that he concentrated on the head of Sinclair himself. He had already excellent reasons for hating the rangy cowpuncher. Those reasons were now intensified and given weight by what he had recently learned. He determined to raise a mob, but not to accomplish his wifes desires. What she had said about the weakness of jails, the strength of Sinclair, and the probability that once out he would take the trail of the rancher, appealed vigorously to his imagination. He did not dream that such a man as Sinclair would hesitate at a killing. And, loving the girl, the first thing Sinclair would do would be to remove the obstacle through the simple expedient of a well-placed bullet.

But the girl had not only convinced him in this direction, she had taught him where his strength lay, and she had pointed a novel use for that strength. He went to work instantly when he entered the big back room of the hotel which was used for cards and surreptitious drinking. A little, patient-faced man in a corner, who had been sucking a pipe all evening and watching the crap game hungrily, was the first object of his charity. Ten dollars slipped into the pocket of the little cowpuncher brought him out of his chair, with a grin of gratitude and bewilderment. A moment later he was on his knees calling to the dice in a cackling voice.

Crossing the room, Cartwright picked out two more obviously stalled gamblers and gave them a new start. Returning to the table, he found that the game was lagging. In the first place he had from the start supplied most of the sinews of war to that game. Also, two disgruntled members had gone broke in his absence, through trying to plunge for the spoils of the evening. They sat back, with black faces, and watched him come.

Were getting down to a small game, said the gray-headed man who was dealing.

But Cartwright had other ideas. A friends a friend, he said jovially. And a gent thats been playing beside me all evening I figure for a friend. Sit in, boys. Ill stake you to a couple of rounds, eh?

Gladly they came, astonished and exchanging glances.

Cartwright had made a sour loser all the game. This sudden generosity took them off balance. It let in a merciful light upon the cruel criticism which they had been leveling at him in private. The pale man, with the blond eyelashes and the faded blue eyes, who had been dexterously stacking the cards all through the game, decided at that moment that he would not only stop cheating, but he would even lose some of his ill-gotten gains back into the game; only a sudden rush of unbelievable luck kept him from executing his generous and silent promise.

This pale-faced man was named Whitey, from the excessive blondness of his hair and his pallor. He was not popular in Sour Creek, but he was much respected. A proof of his ingenuity was that he had cheated at cards in that community for five years, and still he had never been caught at his work. He was not a bold-talking man. In fact he never started arguments or trouble of any kind; but he was a most dexterous and thoroughgoing fighter when he was cornered. In fact he was what is widely known as a finisher. And it was Whitey whom Cartwright had chosen as the leader of the mob which he intended raising. He waited until the first shuffle was in progress after the hand, then he began his theme.

Understand the sheriff is pretty strong for this Sinclair that murdered Quade, he said carelessly.

Murder is a tolerable strong word, came back the unfriendly answer.
Maybe it was a fair fight.

Cartwright laughed. Maybe it was, he said.

Whitey interrupted himself in the act of shoving the pack across to be cut. He raised his pale eyes to the face of the rancher. What makes you laugh, Cartwright?

Nothing, said Jude hastily. Nothing at all. If you gents dont know
Sinclair, it aint up to me to give you light. Let him go.

Nothing more was said during that hand which Whitey won. Jude, apparently bluffing shamelessly, bucked him up to fifty dollars, and then he allowed himself to be called with a pair of tens against a full house. Not only did he lose, but he started a laugh against himself, and he joined in cheerfully. He was aware of Whitey frowning curiously at him and smiling faintly, which was the nearest that Whitey ever came to laughter. And, indeed, the laugh cost Cartwright more than money, but it was a price — the price he was paying for the adherence of Whitey.

What about this Sinclair? asked the man with the great, red, blotchy freckles across his face and the back of his neck, so that the skin between looked red and raw. You come from up north, which is his direction, too. Know anything about him? He looks like pretty much of a man to me, and the sheriff says hes a square shooter from the word go.

Maybe he is, said Cartwright. But I dont want to go around digging the ground away from nobodys reputation.

Whatever hes got, he wont last long, said Whitey definitely. Hell swing sure.

It was Cartwrights opening. He took advantage of it dexterously, without too much haste. He even yawned to show his lack of interest.

Well, I got a hundred that says he dont hang, he observed quietly and looked full at Whitey across the table. It was a challenge which the gambling spirit of the latter could not afford to overlook.

Money talks, began Whitey, then he checked himself. Do you know anything, Cartwright?

Sure I dont, said Jude in the manner of one who has abundant knowledge in reserve. But they say that the sheriff and Sinclair have become regular bunkies. Dont do nothing hardly but sit and chin with each other over in the jail. Ever know Kern to do that before?

They shook their heads.

Which is a sign that Sinclair may be all right, said the sober
Whitey.

Which is a sign that he might have something on the sheriff, said Jude Cartwright. I dont say that he has, mind you, but it looks kind of queer. He yanked a prisoner away from the sheriff one day, and the next day hes took for murder. Did the sheriff have much to do with his taking? No, he didnt. By all accounts it was Arizona that done the taking, planning and everything. And after Sinclair is took, what does the sheriff do? He gets on the trail of Arizona and has him checked in for murder of another gent. Maybe Arizona is guilty, maybe he aint. But it kind of looks as if they was something between Sinclair and Kern, dont it?

At this bold exposition of possibilities they paused.

Kern is figured tolerable straight, declared Whitey.

Sure he is. Thats because he dont talk none and does his work. Besides, hes a killer. Thats his job. So is Sinclair a killer. Maybe he did fight Quade square, but Quade aint the only one. Why, boys, this Sinclair has got a record as long as my arm.

In silence they sat around the table, each man thinking hard. The professional gunman gets scant sympathy from ordinary cowpunchers.

Now I dropped in at the jail, said the man of the great freckles, and come to think about it, I heard Sinclair singing, and I seen him polishing his spurs.

Sure, hes getting ready for a ride, put in Cartwright.

There was a growl from the others. They were slowly turning their interest from the game to Cartwright.

What dyou mean a ride?

Got another hundred, said Cartwright calmly, that when the morning comes it wont find Sinclair in the jail.

At once they were absolutely silenced, for money talks in an eloquent voice. Deliberately Cartwright counted out the two stacks of shimmering twenty-dollar gold pieces, five to a stack.

One hundred that he dont hang; another hundred that he aint in the jail when the morning comes. Any takers, boys? It had ought to be easy money — if everythings square.

Whitey made a move, but finally merely raised his hand and rubbed his chin. He was watching that gold on the table with catlike interest. A man must know something to be so sure.

Id like to know, murmured the man of the freckles disconnectedly.

Well, said Cartwright, they aint much of a mystery about it. For one thing, if the sheriff was plumb set on keeping them two, why didnt he take em over to Woodville today, where theys a jail they couldnt bust out of, eh?

Again they were silenced, and in an argument, when a man falls silent, it simply means that he is thinking hard on the other side.

But as far as Im concerned, went on Cartwright, yawning again, it dont make no difference one way or another. Sour Creek aint my town, and I dont care if it gets the ha-ha for having its jail busted open. Of course, after the birds have flown, the sheriff will ride hard after em — on the wrong trail!

Whitey raised his slender, agile, efficient hand.

Gents, he said, something has got to be done. This man Cartwright is giving us the truth! Hes got his hunch, and hunches is mostly always right.

Speak out, Whitey, said the man with the freckles encouragingly. I like your style of thinking.

Nodding his acknowledgments, Whitey said:

The main thing seems to be that Sinclair and Arizona is old hands at killing. And they had ought to be hung. Well, if the sheriff aint got the rope, maybe we could help him out, eh?
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THE MOMENT HER husband was gone, Jig dropped back in her chair and buried her face in her arms, weeping. But there is a sort of sad happiness in making sacrifices for those we love, and presently Jig was laughing through her tears and trembling as she wiped the tears away. After a time she was able to make herself ready for another appearance in the street of Sour Creek. She practiced back and forth in her room that exaggerated swagger, jerked her sombrero rakishly over one eye, cocked up her cartridge belt at one side, and swung down the stairs.

She went straight to the jail and met the sheriff at the door, where he sat, smoking a stub of a pipe. He gaped widely at the sight of her, smoke streaming up past his eyes. Then he rose and shook hands violently.

All I got to say, Jig, he remarked, is that the others was the ones that made the big mistake. When I went and arrested you, I was just following in line. But Im sorry, and Im mighty glad that you been found to be O.K.

Wanly she smiled and thanked him for his good wishes.

Id like to see Sinclair, she said.

Kerns amiability increased.

The best thing I know about you, Jig, is that you aint turning Sinclair down, now that hes in trouble. Go right back in the jail. Him and Arizona is chinning. Wait a minute. I guess I got to keep an eye on you to see you dont pass nothing through the bars. Keep clean back from them bars, Jig, and then you can talk all you want. Ill stay here where I can watch you but cant hear. Is that square?

Nothing squarer in the world, said Jig and went in.

She left the sheriff grinning vacantly into the dark. There was a peculiar something in Jigs smile that softened men.

But when she stepped into the sphere of the lantern light that spread faintly through the cell, she was astonished to see Arizona and Sinclair kneeling opposite each other, shooting dice with abandon and snapping of the fingers. They rose, laughing at the sight of her, and came to the bars.

But you arent worried? asked Jig. You arent upset by all this?

It was Arizona who answered, a strangely changed Arizona since his entrance into the jail.

Look here, he said gaily, why should we be worryin? Aint we got a good sound roof over our heads, with a set of blankets to sleep in?

He smiled at tall Sinclair, then changed his voice.

Things fell through, he said softly, glancing at the far-off shadowy figure of the sheriff. Sorry, but well work this out yet.

I know, she answered. She lowered her voice to caution. Im only going to stay a moment to keep away suspicions. Listen! Something is going to happen tonight that will set you both free. Dont ask me what it is. But, among those cottonwoods behind the blacksmith shop, Im going to have two good horses saddled and ready for you. One will be your roan, Arizona. And Ill have a good horse for you, Riley. And when youre free start for those horses.

Sinclair laid hold on the bars with his big hands and pressed his face close to the iron, staring at her.

You aint coming along with us? he asked.

I — no.

Are you going to stay here?

Perhaps! I dont know — I havent made up my mind.

Has Cartwright—

She broke away from those entangling questions. I must go.

But youll be at the place with the horses?

Yes.

Then so long till the time comes. And — youre a brick, Jig!

Once outside the jail, she set to work at once. As for getting the roan, it was the simplest thing in the world. There was no one in the stable behind the hotel, and no one to ask questions. She calmly saddled the roan, mounted him, and rode by a wider detour to the cottonwoods behind the blacksmith shop.

Her own horse was to be for Sinclair. But before she took him, she went into the hotel, and the first man she found on the veranda was Cartwright. He came to her at once, shifting away from the others.

How are things?

Good, said Cartwright. Aint you heard em talking?

Here and there about the hotel, men stood in knots of three and four, talking in low voices.

Are they talking about that?

Sure they are, said Cartwright, relieved. You aint heard nothing?

Not a word.

Then the thing for you to do is to keep under cover. You dont want to get mixed up in this thing, eh?

I suppose not.

Keep out of sight, honey. The crowd will start pretty soon and tear things loose. He could not resist one savage thrust. A rope, or a pair of ropes, will do the work.

Ropes?

One to tie Kern, and one to tie his deputy, he explained smoothly.
Where you going now?

Getting their retreat ready, she whispered excitedly. Ive already warned them where to go to get the horses.

She waved to him and stepped back into the night, convinced that all was well. As for Cartwright, he hesitated, staring after her. After all, if his plan developed, it would be wise for him to allow the others to do the work of mischief. He had no wish to be actively mixed up with a lynching party. Sometimes there were after results. And if he had done no more than talk, there would be small hold upon him by the law.

Moreover, things were going smoothly under the guidance of Whitey. The pale-faced man had thrown himself body and soul into the movement. It was a rare thing to see Whitey excited. Other men were readily impressed. After a time, when anger had reached a certain point where men melt into hot action, these fixed figures of men would sweep into fluid action. And then the fates of Arizona and Sinclair would be determined.

It pleased Cartwright more than any action of his life to feel that he had stirred up this movement. It pleased him still more to know that he could now step back and watch the work of ruin go on. It was like disturbing the one small stone which starts the avalanche, which eventually smashes the far-off forest.

So much was done, then. And now why not make sure that the very last means of retreat for the pair was blocked? The girl went to get the horses. And if, by the one chance in twenty, the two should actually break out of the jail, it would remain to Cartwright to kill the horses or the men. He did not care which.

He slipped behind the hotel and presently saw the girl come out of the stable with her horse. He followed, skulking softly behind her until he reached the appointed place among the cottonwoods. The trees grew tall and thick of trunk, and about their bases was a growth of dense shrubbery. It was a simple thing to conceal two saddled horses in a hollow which sank into the edge of the shrubbery.

Cartwrights first desire was to couch himself in shooting distance. Then he remembered that shooting with a revolver by moonlight was uncertain work. He slipped away to the hotel and got a rifle ready enough. Men were milling through the lower rooms of the hotel. The point of discussion had long since been passed. The ringleaders had made up their minds. They went about with faces so black that those who were asked to join, hardly had the courage to question. There was broad-voiced rumor growing swiftly. Something was wrong — something was very wrong. It was like that mysterious whisper which goes through the forest before the heavy storm strikes. Something was terribly wrong and must be righted.

How the ringleaders had reasoned, nobody paused to ask. It was sufficient that a score of men were saying: The sheriff figures on letting Sinclair and Arizona go.

A typical scene between two men. They meet casually, one man whistling, the other thoughtful.

Whats the bad luck? asks the whistler.

No time for whistling, says the other.

Say, what you mean?

I ask you just this, said the gloomy man, with a mystery of much knowledge in his face: Are gents around here going to be murdered, and the murderers go free?

Well?

Sinclair and Arizona — thats whats up! Theyre going to bust loose.

I dunno about Arizona, but Sinclair, they say, is a square shooter.

Who told you that? Sinclair himself? Hes got a rep as long as my arm.
Hes a bad one, son!

You dont say!

I do say. And something has got to be done, or Sour Creek wont be a decent mans town no more.

Let me in. Off they went arm in arm.

Cartwright saw half a dozen little interviews of this nature, as he entered the hotel. Men were excited, they hardly knew why. There is no need for reason in a mob. One has only to cry, Kill! and the mob will start of its own volition to find something that may be slain. Also, a mob has no conscience and no remorse. It is the nearest thing to a devil that exists, and it is also the nearest thing to the divine mercy and courage. It is braver than the bravest man; it is more timorous than the most fearful; it is fiercer than a lion, gentler than a lamb. All these things by turns, and each one to the exclusion of all the others.

Now the thunderclouds were piling on the horizon, and Cartwright could feel the electricity in the air. He went to Pop.

I got to have a rifle.

What for?

You know, said Cartwright significantly.

The hotelkeeper nodded. He brought out an old Winchester, still mobile of action and deadly. With that weapon under his arm, Cartwright started back, but then he remembered that there were excellent chances of missing even with a rifle, when he was shooting through the shadows and by the treacherous moonlight. It would be better, far better, to have his horse with him. Then, if he actually succeeded in wounding one or both of them, he could run his victim down, or, perhaps, keep up a steady fire of rifle shots from the rear, that would bring half the town pouring out to join in the chase.

So he swung back to the stables, saddled his horse, trotted it around in a comfortably wide detour, and, coming within sound distance of the cottonwoods behind the blacksmith shop, he dismounted and led his horse into a dense growth of shrubbery. That close approach would have been impossible without alarming the girl, had it not been for a stiff wind blowing across into his face, completely muffling the noise of his coming. In the bushes he ensconced himself safely. Only a few yards away he kept his eye on the opening among the cottonwoods, behind which the girl and the two horses moved from time to time, growing more and more visible, as the moon climbed above the horizon mist.

He tightened his grip on the rifle and amused himself with drawing beads on stumps and bright bits of foliage, from time to time. He must be ready for any sort of action if the two should ever appear.

While he waited, sounds reached his ear from the town, sounds eloquent of purpose. He listened to them as to beautiful music. It was a low, distinct, and continuous humming sound. Voices of men went into it, low as the growl of an angered dog, and there was a background of slamming doors, and footsteps on verandas. Sour Creek was mustering for the assault.
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NOW THAT SOUND had entered the jail, and it had a peculiar effect. It was like that distant murmuring of the storm which walks over the treetops far away. It made the sheriff and his two prisoners lift their heads and look at one another in silence, for the sheriff was most unprofessionally tilted back in a chair, with his feet braced against the bars of the cell, while he chatted with his bad men about men, women, and events. The sheriff had a distinct curiosity to learn how Arizona had recovered so suddenly from his blue funk.

Unquestionably the fat man had recovered. His voice was as steady now as any mans, and the old, insolent glitter was in his eyes. He squared his shoulders and blew his smoke straight at the face of the sheriff, as he talked. What caused it, the sheriff could not tell, this rehabilitation of a fighting man, but he connected the influence of Sinclair with the change.

By this time Sinclair himself was the more restless of the two. While Arizona sat at ease on the bunk, the tall man ranged up and down the cell, with long, noiseless steps, turning quickly back and forth beside the bars. He had spent his nervous energy cheering up Arizona, until the latter was filled with a reckless, careless courage. What would happen Arizona could not guess, but Sinclair had assured him that something would happen, and he trusted implicitly to the word of his tall companion. Sooner or later he would learn that they were hopeless, and Sinclair dreaded the breakdown which he knew would follow that discovery.

In his heart Sinclair knew that there would be no hope, no chance. The girl, he felt, had been swept off her feet with some absurd dream of freeing them. For his own part he had implicit faith in the strength of the toolproof steel of the bars on the one hand, and the gun of the sheriff on the other. As long as they held, they would keep their prisoners. The key to freedom was the key to the sheriffs heart, and Sinclair was too much of a man to whine.

He had come to the end of his trail, and that was evident in the restlessness of his walking to and fro. The love of the one thing on earth that he cared for was his, according to Arizona, and there was nothing to make the fat man lie. It seemed to Riley Sinclair that, at the very moment he had set his hands upon priceless gold, the treasure was crumbling to dead sand. He had lost her by the very thing that won her.

In the midst of his pacing he stopped and lifted his head, just as the sheriff and Arizona did the same thing. The far-off murmur hummed and moaned toward them, gathering strength. Then the sheriff pushed back his chair and went to the front of the jail. They heard him give directions to his deputy to find out what the murmuring meant. When Kern returned he was patently worried.

Gents, he said, Ive heard that same sort of a sound twice before, and it means business. None of the three spoke again until the door of the jail was burst open, and the deputy came on them, running.

Kern, he gasped, as he reached the sheriff, theyre coming.

Who?

Every man in Sour Creek. They tried to get me with em. I told em Id stay and then slipped off. They want both of these. They want em bad. Theyre going to fight to get em!

Do they want to grab Arizona and Sinclair? asked the sheriff, with surprising lack of emotion. Dont think theyre guilty?

Youre wrong. They think theyre sure guilty, and theyre going to lynch em.

He whispered this, but his panting made the words louder than he thought. Sinclair heard; and by the shudder of Arizona, he knew that his companion had heard as well.

Now came the low-pitched voice of the sheriff: Are you with me, Pat?

The deputy receded. Why, man, you aint going to fight the whole town?

Id fight the whole town, said the sheriff smoothly, but I dont need you with me. Youre through, partner. Close the door soft when you go out!

Pat made no argument, offered no sentimental protest of devotion. He was glad of any excuse, and he retreated at once. After him went the sheriff, and Sinclair heard the heavy door of the jail locked. Kern came back, carrying a bundle. Outside, the murmuring had increased at a single leap to a roar. The rush for the jail was beginning.

Arizona shrank back against the wall, his little eyes glaring desperately at Sinclair, his last hope in the emergency. But Sinclair looked to the sheriff. The bundle in the arms of the latter unrolled and showed two cartridge belts, with guns appended. Next, still in silence, the sheriff unlocked the door to the cell.

Sinclair!

The tall cowpuncher leaped beside him. Arizona skirted away to one side stealthily.

None of that! commanded Kern. No crooked work, Arizona. Im giving you a fighting chance for your lives.

Here he tossed a gun and belt to Sinclair. The latter without a word buckled it on.

Now, quick work, boys, said the sheriff. Its going to be the second time in my life that prisoners have got away and tied me up. Understand? They aint going to be no massacre if I can help it. Gents like Sinclair dont come in pairs, and hes going to have a fighting chance. Boys, tie me up fast and throw me in the corner. Ill tell em that you slugged me through the bars and got the keys away. You hear?

As he spoke he threw Arizona a gun and belt, and the latter imitated Sinclair in buckling it on. But the fat man then made for the door of the cell. Outside the rush reached the entrance to the jail and split on it. The voices leaped into a tumult.

By thunder, demanded Arizona, are you going to wait for that?

You want Kern to get into trouble? asked Sinclair. Grab this end and tie his ankles, while I fix his hands.

Frantically they worked together.

Are you comfortable, sheriff?

He lay securely trussed in a corner of the passageway.

Dead easy, boys. Now whats your plan?

Is there a back way out?

No way in or out but the front door. You got to wait till they smash it. There they start now! Then dive out, as they rush. They wont be expecting nothing like that. But gag me first.

Hastily Sinclair obeyed. The door of the jail was shaking and groaning under the attack from without, and the shouts were a steady roar. Then he hurried to the front of the little building. Arizona was already there, gun in hand, watching the door bulge under the impact. Evidently they had caught up a heavy timber, and a dozen men were pounding it against the massive door. Sinclair caught the gun arm of his companion.

Fatty, he said hastily, gunplay will spoil everything. We got to take em by surprise. Fast running will save us, maybe. Fast shooting aint any good when its one man agin fifty, and these boys mean business.

Arizona reluctantly let his gun drop back in its holster. He nodded to Sinclair. The latter gave his directions swiftly, speaking loudly to make his voice carry over the roar of the crowd.

When the door goes down, which itll do pretty pronto, Ill dive out from this side, and you run from the other side, straight into the crowd. Ill turn to the right, and you turn to the left. The minute youre around the corner of the building shoot back over your shoulder, or straight into the air. Itll make em think that youve stopped and are going to fight em off from the corner. Theyll take it slow, you can bet. Then beat it straight on for the cottonwoods behind the blacksmith shop.

Theyll drop us the minute we show.

Sure, we got the long chance, and nothing more. Is that good enough for you?

He was rewarded in the dimness by a glint in the eyes of Arizona, and then the fat man gripped his hand.

You and me agin the world.

In the meantime the door was bulging in the center under blows of increasing weight. A second battering ram was now brought into play, and the rain of blows was unceasing. Still between shocks, the door sprang back, but there was a telltale rattle at every blow. Finally, as a yell sprang up from the crowd at the sight, the upper hinge snapped loudly, and the door sagged in. Both timbers were now apparently swung at the same moment. Under the joint impact the door was literally lifted from its last hinge and hurled inward. And with it lunged the two battering rams and the men who had wielded them. They tumbled headlong, carried away by the very weight of their successful blow.

Now! called Sinclair, and he sprang with an Indian yell over the heads of the sprawling men in the doorway and into the thick of the crowd.

Half a dozen of the drawn guns whipped up at the sight, but no one could make sure in the half-light of the identity of the man who had dashed out. Their imaginations placed the two prisoners safely behind the bars inside. Before they could think twice, a second figure leaped through the doorway and passed them in the opposite direction.

Then they awakened to the fact, but they awakened in confusion. A dozen shots blazed in either direction, but they were wild, snapshots of men taken off balance.

Two leaps took Sinclair through the thick of the astonished men before him. He came to the scattering edges and saw a man dive at him. The cowpuncher beat the butt of his gun into the latters face and sped on, whipping around the corner of the little jail, with bullets whistling after him.

His own gun, as he leaped out of sight, he fired into the ground, and he heard a similar shot from the far side of the building. Those two shots, as he had predicted, checked the pursuers one vital second and kept them milling in front of the jail. Then they spilled out around the corners, each man running low, his gun ready.

But Sinclair, deep in the darkness of the tree shadows behind the jail, was already out of sight. He caught a glimpse of Arizona sprinting ahead of him for dear life. They reached the cottonwoods together and were greeted by a low shout from the girl; she was running out from the shelter, dragging the horses after her.

Arizona went into his saddle with a single leap. Sinclair paused to take the jump, with his hand on the pommel, and as he lifted himself up with a jump, a gun blazed in point-blank range from the nearest shrubbery.

There was a yell from Arizona, not of pain, but of rage. They saw his gun glistening in his hand, and, swerving his horse to disturb the aim of the marksman, his weapons first report blended with the second shot from the bushes, a tongue of darting flame. Straight at the flash of a target Arizona had fired, and there was an answering yell. Out of the dark of the shrubbery a great form leaped, with a grotesque shadow beneath it on the moon-whitened ground.

Cartwright! cried Sinclair, as the big man collapsed and became a shapeless, inanimate black heap.

Straight ahead Arizona was already spurring, and Sinclair waved once to the white face of Jig, then shot after his companion, while the trees and shrubbery to their left emitted a sudden swarm of men and barking guns.

But to strike a rapidly moving object with a revolver is never easy, and to strike by the moonlight is difficult indeed. A dangerous flight of slugs bored the air around the fugitives for the first hundred yards of their flight, but after that the firing ceased, as the men of Sour Creek ran for their horses.

Straight on into the night rode the pair.

* * * * *

One year had made Arizona a little plumper, and one year had drawn Riley Sinclair more lean and somber, when they rode out on the shoulder of a flat-topped mountain and looked down into the hollow, where the late afternoon sun was already sending broad shadows out from every rise of ground. Sour Creek was a blur and a twinkle of glass in the distance.

Come to think of it, said Arizona, its just one year today. Riley, was it that that brung you back here, and me, unknowing?

The tall man made no answer, but shaded his eyes to peer down into the valley, and Arizona made no attempt to pursue the conversation. He was long since accustomed to the silences of his traveling mate. Seeing that Sinclair showed no disposition either to speak or move, he left the big cowpuncher to himself and started off through the trees in search of game. The sign of a deer caught his eye and hurried him on into a futile chase, from which he returned in the early dark of the evening. He was guided by the fire which Sinclair had kindled on the shoulder, but to his surprise, as he drew nearer, the fire dwindled, very much as if Riley had entirely forgotten to replenish it with dry wood.

A year of wild life had sharpened the caution of Arizona. That neglect of his fire was by no means in keeping with the usual methods of Sinclair. Before he came to the last spur of the hill, Arizona dismounted and stole up on foot. He listened intently. There was not a sound of anyone moving about. There was only an occasional crackle of the dying fire. When he came to the edge of the shoulder, Arizona raised his head cautiously to peer over.

He saw a faintly illumined picture of Riley Sinclair, sitting with his hat off, his face raised, and such a light in his face that there needed no play of the fire to tell its meaning. Beside him sat a girl, more distinct, for she was dressed in white, and the fire gleamed and curled and modeled her hair and cast a highlight on her chin, her throat, and her hand in the brown hand of Sinclair.

Arizona winced down out of sight and stole back under the trees.

Doggone me, he said to his horse, they both remembered the day.
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BY CAREFUL TAILORING the broad shoulders of Ben Connor were made to appear fashionably slender, and he disguised the depth of his chest by a stoop whose model slouched along Broadway somewhere between sunset and dawn. He wore, moreover, the first or second pair of spats that had ever stepped off the train at Lukin Junction, a glowing Scotch tweed, and a Panama hat of the color and weave of fine old linen. There was a skeleton at this Feast of Fashion, however, for only tight gloves could make the stubby fingers and broad palms of Connor presentable. At ninety-five in the shade gloves were out of the question, so he held a pair of yellow chamois in one hand and in the other an amber-headed cane. This was the end of the little spur-line, and while the train backed off down the track, staggering across the switch, Ben Connor looked after it, leaning upon his cane just forcibly enough to feel the flection of the wood. This was one of his attitudes of elegance, and when the train was out of sight, and only the puffs of white vapor rolled around the shoulder of the hill, he turned to look the town over, having already given Lukin Junction ample time to look over Ben Connor.

The little crowd was not through with its survey, but the eye of the imposing stranger abashed it. He had one of those long somber faces which Scotchmen call dour. The complexion was sallow, heavy pouches of sleeplessness lay beneath his eyes, and there were ridges beside the corners of his mouth which came from an habitual compression of the lips. Looked at in profile he seemed to be smiling broadly so that the gravity of the full face was always surprising. It was this that made the townsfolk look down. After a moment, they glanced back at him hastily. Somewhere about the corners of his lips or his eyes there was a glint of interest, a touch of amusement — they could not tell which, but from that moment they were willing to forget the clothes and look at the man.

While Ben Connor was still enjoying the situation, a rotund fellow bore down on him.

Youre Mr. Connor, aint you? You wired for a room in the hotel? Come on, then. My rig is over here. These your grips?

He picked up the suit case and the soft leather traveling bag, and led the way to a buckboard at which stood two downheaded ponies.

Cant we walk? suggested Ben Connor, looking up and down the street at the dozen sprawling frame houses; but the fat man stared at him with calm pity. He was so fat and so good-natured that even Ben Connor did not impress him greatly.

Maybe you think this is Lukin? he asked.

When the other raised his heavy black eyebrows he explained: This aint nothing but Lukin Junction. Lukin is clear round the hill. Climb in, Mr. Connor.

Connor laid one hand on the back of the seat, and with a surge of his strong shoulders leaped easily into his place; the fat man noted this with a roll of his little eyes, and then took his own place, the old wagon careening toward him as he mounted the step. He sat with his right foot dangling over the side of the buckboard, and a plump shoulder turned fairly upon his passenger so that when he spoke he had to throw his head and jerk out the words; but this was apparently his time-honored position in the wagon, and he did not care to vary it for the sake of conversation. A flap of the loose reins set the horses jog-trotting out of Lukin Junction down a gulch which aimed at the side of an enormous mountain, naked, with no sign of a village or even a single shack among its rocks. Other peaks crowded close on the right and left, with a loftier range behind, running up to scattered summits white with snow and blue with distance. The shadows of the late afternoon were thick as fog in the gulch, and all the lower mountains were already dim so that the snow-peaks in the distance seemed as detached, and high as clouds. Ben Connor sat with his cane between his knees and his hands draped over its amber head and watched those shining places until the fat man heaved his head over his shoulder.

Most like somebody told you about Townsends Hotel?

His passenger moved his attention from the mountain to his companion. He was so leisurely about it that it seemed he had not heard.

Yes, he said, I was told of the place.

Who? said the other expectantly.

A friend of mine.

The fat man grunted and worked his head around so far that a great wrinkle rolled up his neck close to his ear. He looked into the eye of the stranger.

Me being Jack Townsend, Im sort of interested to know things like that; the ones that like my place and them that dont.

Connor nodded, but since he showed no inclination to name his friend, Jack Townsend swung on a new tack to come to the windward of this uncommunicative guest. Lukin was a fairly inquisitive town, and the hotel proprietor usually contributed his due portion and more to the gossips.

Some comes for one reason and some for another, went on Townsend, which generally its to hunt and fish. That aint funny come to think of it, because outside of liars nobody ever hooked finer trout than what comes out of the Big Sandy. Some of em comes for the mining — they was a strike over to South Point last week — and some for the cows, but mostly its the fishing and the hunting.

He paused, but having waited in vain he said directly: I can show you the best holes in the Big Sandy.

There was another of those little waits with which, it seemed, the stranger met every remark; not a thoughtful pause, but rather as though he wondered if it were worth while to make any answer.

Ive come here for the silence, he said.

Silence, repeated Townsend, nodding in the manner of one who does not understand.

Then he flipped the roan with the butt of his lines and squinted down the gulch, for he felt there might be a double meaning in the last remark. Filled with the gloomy conviction that he was bringing a silent man to his hotel, he gloomily surveyed the mountain sides. There was nothing about them to cheer him. The trees were lost in shadows and all the slopes seemed quite barren of life. He vented a little burst of anger by yanking at the rein of the off horse, a dirty gray.

Giddap, Kitty, damn your eyes!

The mare jumped, struck a stone with a fore foot, and stumbled heavily. Townsend straightened her out again with an expert hand and cursed.

Of all the no-good hosses I ever see, he said, inviting the stranger to share in his just wrath, this Kitty is the outbeatingest, no good rascal. Git on, fool.

He clapped the reins along her back, and puffed his disgust.

And yet she has points. Now, I ask you, did you ever see a truer Steeldust? Look at that high croup and that straight rump. Look at them hips, I say, and a chest to match em. But they aint any heart in her. Take a hoss through and through, he went on oracularly, theyre pretty much like men, mostly, and if a man aint got the heart inside, it dont make no difference how big around the chest he measures.

Ben Connor had leaned forward, studying the mare.

Your horse would be all right in her place, he said. Of course, she wont do up here in the mountains.

Like any true Westerner of the mountain-desert, Jack Townsend would far rather have been discovered with his hand in the pocket of another man than be observed registering surprise. He looked carefully ahead until his face was straight again. Then he turned.

Where dyou make out her place to be? he asked carelessly.

Down below, said the other without hesitation, and he waved his arm. Down in soft, sandy irrigation country shed be a fine animal.

Jack Townsend blinked. You know her? he asked.

The other shook his head.

Well, damn my soul! breathed the hotel proprietor. This beats me. Maybe you read a hosss mind, partner?

Connor shrugged his shoulders, but Townsend no longer took offense at the taciturnity of his companion; he spoke now in a lower confiding voice which indicated an admission of equality.

Youre right. They said she was good, and she was good! I seen her run; I saddled her up and rode her thirty miles through sand that would of broke the heart of anything but a Steeldust, and she come through without battin an eye. But when I got her up here she didnt do no good. But — he reverted suddenly to his original surprise— howd you know her? Recognize the brand, maybe?

By her trot, said the other, and he looked across the hills.

They had turned an angle of the gulch, and on a shelf of level ground, dishing out from the side of the mountain, stretched the town.

Isnt it rather odd, said Connor, for people to build a town over here when they could have it on the railroad?

Maybe it looks queer to some, nodded Townsend.

He closed his lips firmly, determined to imitate the terseness of his guest; but when he observed with a side-glance that Connor would not press the inquiry, talk suddenly overflowed. Indeed, Townsend was a running well of good nature, continually washing all bad temper over the brim.

Ill show you how it was, he went on. You see that shoulder of the mountain away off up there? If the light was clearer youd be able to make out some old shacks up there, half standin up and half fallin down. Thats where Lukin used to be. Well, the railroad come along and says: Were goin to run a spur into the valley, here. You move down and build your town at the end of the track and well give you a hand bringing up new timber for the houses. Thats the way with railroads; they want to dictate; theyre too used to handlin folks back East thatll let capital walk right over their backs.

Here Townsend sent a glance at Connor to see if he stirred under the spur, but there was no sign of irritation.

Out here were different; nobody cant step in here and run us unless hes asked. See? We said, you build the railroad halfway and well come the other half, but we wont come clear down into the valley.

Why? asked Connor. Isnt Lukin Junction a good place for a village?

Fine. None better. But its the principle of the thing, you see? Them railroad magnates says to us: Come all the way. Go to the devil, says we. And so we come halfway to the new railroad and built our town; itd be a pile more agreeable to have Lukin over where the railroad ends — look at the way I have to drive back and forth for my trade? But just the same, we showed that railroad that it couldnt talk us down.

He struck his horses savagely with the lines; they sprang from the jog-trot into a canter, and the buckboard went bumping down the main street of Lukin.


CHAPTER TWO
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BEN CONNOR SAT in his room overlooking the crossing of the streets. It was by no means the ramshackle huddle of lean-tos that he had expected, for Lukin was built to withstand a siege of January snows and storm-winds which were scooped by the mountains into a funnel that focused straight on the village. Besides, Lukin was no accidental, crossroads town, but the bank, store, and amusement center of a big country. The timber was being swept from the Black Mountain; there were fairly prosperous mines in the vicinity; and cattlemen were ranging their cows over the plateaus more and more during the spring and summer. Therefore, Lukin boasted two parallel main streets, and a cross street, looking forward to the day when it should be incorporated and have a mayor of its own. At present it had a moving-picture house and a dance hall where a hundred and fifty couples could take the floor at once; above all, it had Jack Townsends hotel. This was a stout, timber building of two stories, the lower portion of which was occupied by the restaurant, the drug store, the former saloon now transformed into an ice-cream parlor, and other public places.

It was dark, but the night winds had not yet commenced, and Lukin sweltered with a heat more unbearable than full noon.

It was nothing to Ben Connor, however, for he was fresh from the choking summer nights of Manhattan, and in Lukin, no matter how hot it became, the eye could always find a cool prospect. It had been unpleasant enough when the light was burning, for the room was done in a hot, orange-colored paper, but when he blew out the lamp and sat down before the window he forgot the room and let his glance go out among the mountains. A young moon drifted across the corner of his window, a sickle of light with a dim, phosphorescent line around the rest of the circle. It was bright enough to throw the peaks into strong relief, and dull enough to let the stars live.

His upward vision had as a rule been limited by the higher stories of some skyscraper, and now his eye wandered with a pleasant sense of freedom over the snow summits where he could imagine a cold wind blowing through reach after reach of the blue-gray sky. It pleased and troubled Ben Connor very much as one is pleased and troubled by the first study of a foreign language, with new prospects opening, strange turns of thought, and great unknown names like stars. But after a time Ben Connor relaxed. The first cool puff moved across his forehead and carried him halfway to a dreamless sleep.

Here a chorus of mirth burst up at him from the street, mens voices pitched high and wild, the almost hysterical laughter of people who are much alone. In Manhattan only drunken men laughed like this. Among the mountains it did not irritate Ben Connor; in tune with the rest, it was full of freedom. He looked down to the street, and seeing half a dozen bearded fellows frolic in the shaft of light from a window, he decided that people kept their youth longer in Lukin.

All things seemed in order to Connor, this night. He rolled his sleeves higher to let all the air that stirred get at his bulky forearms, and then lighted a cigar. It was a dark, oily Havana — it had cost him a great deal in money and nerves to acquire that habit — and he breathed the scent deep while he waited for the steady wind which Jack Townsend had promised. There was just enough noise to give the silence that waiting quality which cannot be described; below him voices murmured, and lifted now and then, rhythmically. Ben Connor thought the sounds strangely musical, and he began to brim with the same good nature which puffed the cheeks of Jack Townsend. There was a substantial basis for that content in the broiled trout which he had had for dinner. It was while his thoughts drifted back to those browned fish that the first wind struck him. Dust with an acrid scent whirled up from the street — then a steady stream of air swept his face and arms.

It was almost as if another personality had stepped into the room. The sounds from the street fell away, and there was the rustling of cloth somewhere, the cool lifting of hair from his forehead, and an odd sense of motion — as if the wind were blowing through him. But something else came with the breeze, and though he noted it at first with only a subconscious discontent, it beat gradually into his mind, a light ticking, very rapid, and faint, and sounding in an irregular rhythm. He wanted to straighten out that rhythm and make the flutter of tapping regular. Then it began to take on a meaning; it framed words.

Philip Lord, jailed for embezzlement.

Hell! burst out Ben Connor. The telegraph!

He started up from his chair, feeling betrayed, for that light, irregular tapping was the voice of the world from which he had fled. A hard, cool mind worked behind the gray eyes of Ben Connor, but as he fingered the cigar his brain was fumbling at a large idea. Forty-Second and Broadway was calling him back.

When he looked out the window, now, the mountains were flat shapes against a flat sky, with no more meaning than a picture.

The sounder was chattering: Kid Lane wins title in eighth round. Lucky punch dethrones lightweight champion. Ben Connor swallowed hard and found that his throat was dry. He was afraid of himself — afraid that he would go back. He was recalled from his ugly musing by the odor of the cigar, which had burned out and was filling the room with a rank smell; he tossed the crumbled remnants through the window, crushed his hat upon his head, and went down, collarless, coatless, to get on the street in the sound of mens voices. If he had been in Manhattan he would have called up a pal; they would have planned an evening together; but in Lukin — 

At the door below he glared up and down the street. There was nothing to see but a light buggy which rolled noiselessly through the dust. A dog detached itself from behind the vehicle and came to bark furiously at his feet. The kicking muscles in Connors leg began to twitch, but a voice shouted and the mongrel trotted away, growling a challenge over its shoulder. The silence fell once more. He turned and strode back to the desk of the hotel, behind which Jack Townsend sat tilted back in his chair reading a newspaper.

Whats doing in this town of yours to-night? he asked.

The proprietor moistened a fat thumb to turn the page and looked over his glasses at Connor.

Appears to me there aint much stirrin about, he said. Except for the movies down the street. You see, everybodys there.

Movies, muttered Connor under his breath, and looked savagely around him.

What his eyes fell on was a picture of an old, old man on the wall, and the rusted stove which stood in the center of the room with a pipe zigzagging uncertainly toward the ceiling. Everything was out of order, broken down — like himself.

Looks to me like youre kind of off your feet, said Jack Townsend, and he laid down his paper and looked wistfully at his guest. He made up his mind. If youre kind of dry for a drink, he said, I might rustle you a flask of red-eye—

Whisky? echoed Connor, and moistened his lips. Then he shook his head. Not that.

He went back to the door with steps so long and heavy that Jack Townsend rose from his chair, and spreading his hands on the desk, peered after the muscular figure.

That gent is a bad hombre, pronounced Jack to himself. He sat down again with a sigh, and added: Maybe.

At the door Connor was snarling: Quiet? Sure; like a grave!

The wind freshened, fell away, and the light, swift ticking sounded again more clearly. It mingled with the alkali scent of the dust — Manhattan and the desert together. He felt a sense of persecuted virtue. But one of his maxims was: If anything bothers you, go and find out about it.

Ben Connor largely used maxims and epigrams; he met crises by remembering what some one else had said. The ticking of the sounder was making him homesick and dangerously nervous, so he went to find the telegrapher and see the sounder which brought the voice of the world into Lukin.

A few steps carried him to a screen door through which he looked upon a long, narrow office.

In a corner, an electric fan swung back and forth through a hurried arc and fluttered papers here and there. Its whining almost drowned the ticking of the sounder, and Ben Connor wondered with dull irritation how a tapping which was hardly audible at the door of the office could carry to his room in the hotel. He opened the door and entered.


CHAPTER THREE
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IT WAS A room not more than eight feet wide, very long, with the floor, walls, and ceiling of the same narrow, unpainted pine boards; the flooring was worn ragged and the ceiling warped into waves. Across the room a wide plank with a trapdoor at one end served as a counter, and now it was littered with yellow telegraph blanks, and others, crumpled up, were scattered about Connors feet. No sooner had the screen door squeaked behind him and shut him fairly into the place than the staccato rattling of the sounder multiplied, and seemed to chatter from the wall behind him. It left an echoing in the ear of Ben Connor which formed into the words of his resolution, Ive made my stake and Im going to beat it. Im going to get away where I can forget the worries. To-day I beat em. Tomorrow the worries will beat me.

That was why he was in Lukin — to forget. And here the world had sneaked up on him and whispered in his ear. Was it fair?

It was a woman who jerked lightning for Lukin. With that small finger on the key she took the pulse of the world.

Belmont returns— chattered the sounder.

Connor instinctively covered his ears. Then, feeling that he was acting like a silly child, he lowered his hands.

Another idea had come to him that this was fate — luck — his luck. Why not take another chance?

He wavered a moment, fighting the temptation and gloomily studying the back of the operator. The cheapness of her white cotton dress fairly shouted at him. Also her hair straggled somewhat about the nape of her neck. All this irritated Connor absurdly.

Fifth race, said the sounder: Lady Beck, first; Conqueror, second—

Certainly this was fate tempting tune.

Connor snatched a telegraph blank and scribbled a message to Harry Slocum, his betting commissioner during this unhappy vacation.

Send dope on Murray handicaps time — trials of Trickster and Caledonian. Hotel Townsend.

This done, having tapped sharply on the counter to call the operators attention, he dropped his elbows on the plank and scowled downward in profound reverie. They were pouring out of Belmont Park, now, many a grim face and many a joyous face. Money had come easy and gone easy. Ah, the reckless bonhomie of that crowd, living for to-day only, because to-morrow the ponies may have it! A good day for the bookies if that old cripple, Lady Beck, had found her running legs. What a trimming they must have given the wise ones!

At this point another hand came into the circle of his vision and turned the telegram about. A pencil flicked across the words, checking them swiftly. Connor was fascinated by that hand, it was so cool, so slender and deft. He glanced up to her face and saw a resolute chin, a smiling mouth which was truly lovely, and direct eyes as dark as his own. She carried her head buoyantly, in a way that made Connor think, with a tingle, of some clean-blooded filly at the post.

The girl made his change, and shoving it across, she bent her head toward the sounder. The characters came through too swiftly for even Ben Connors sharp ear, but the girl, listening, smiled slowly.

Something about soft pine? queried Connor.

She brightened at this unexpected meeting-point. Her eyes widened as she studied him and listened to the message at the same time, and she accomplished this double purpose with such calm that Connor felt a trifle abashed. Then the shadow of listening vanished, and she concentrated on Connor.

Soft pine is up, she nodded. I knew it would climb as soon as old Lucas bought in.

Speculator in Lukin, is he?

No. California. The one whose yacht burned at Honolulu last year. Sold pine like wild fire two months ago; down goes the price. Then he bought a little while ago, and now the pine skyrockets. He can buy a new yacht with what he makes, I suppose!

The shade of listening darkened her eyes again. Listen! She raised a hushing forefinger that seemed tremulous in rhythm with the ticking.

Wide brims are in again, exclaimed the operator, and wide hats are awful on me; isnt that the luck?

She went back to her key with the message in her hand, and Connor, dropping his elbows on the counter, watched her send it with swift almost imperceptible flections of her wrist.

Then she sat again with her hands folded in her lap, listening. Connor turned his head and glanced through the door; by squinting he could look over the roof just across the street and see the shadowy mountains beyond; then he looked back again and watched the girl listening to the voice of the outer world. The shock of the contrast soothed. He began to forget about Ben Connor and think of her.

The girl turned in her chair and directly faced him, and he saw that she moved her whole body just as she moved her hand, swiftly, but without a jerk; she considered him gravely.

Lonely? she inquired. Or worried?

She spoke with such a commonplace intonation that one might have thought it her business to attend to loneliness and worries.

As a matter of fact, answered Ben Connor, instinctively dodging the direct query, Ive been wondering how they happened to stick a number-one artist on this wire.

Im not kidding, he explained hastily. You see, I used to jerk lightning myself.

For the first time she really smiled, and he discovered what a rare thing a smile may be. Up to that point he had thought she lacked something, just as the white dress lacked a touch of color.

Oh, she nodded. Been off the wire long?

Ben Connor grinned. It began with his lips; last of all the dull gray eyes lighted.

Ever since a hot day in July at Aqueduct. The Lorrimer Handicap on the 11th of July, to be exact. I tossed up my job the next day.

I see, she said, becoming aware of him again. You played Tip-Top Second.

The deuce! Were you at Aqueduct that day?

I was here — on the wire. He restrained himself with an effort, for a series of questions was Connors idea of a dull conversation. He merely rubbed his knuckles against his chin and looked at her wistfully.

He nipped King Charles and Miss Lazy at the wire and squeezed home by a nose — paid a fat price, I remember, went on the girl. I suppose you had something down on him?

Did a friend of yours play that race?

Oh, no; but I was new to the wire, then, and I used to cut in and listen to everything that came by.

I know. Its like having some one whisper secrets in your ear, at first, isnt it? But you remember the Lorrimer, eh? That was a race!

The sounder stopped chattering, and by an alternation in her eyes he knew that up to that moment she had been giving two-thirds of her attention to the voice of the wire and the other fraction to him; but now she centered upon him, and he wanted to talk. As if, mysteriously, he could share some of the burden of his unrest with the girl. Most of all he wished to talk because this office had lifted him back to the old days of lightning jerking, when he worked for a weekly pay-check. The same nervous eagerness which had been his in that time was now in this girl, and he responded to it like a call of blood to blood.

A couple of wise ones took me out to Aqueduct that day: I had all that was coming to me for a month in my pocket, and I kept saying to myself: They think Ill fall for this game and drop my wad; heres where I fool em!

He chuckled as he remembered.

Go on, said the girl. You make me feel as if I were about to make a clean-up!

Really interested?

She fixed an eager glance on him, as though she were judging how far she might let herself go. Suddenly she leaned closer to Connor.

Interested? Ive been taking the world off the wire for six years — and youve been where things happen.

Thats the way I felt at Aqueduct when I saw the ponies parade past the grand stand the first time, he nodded. They came dancing on the bitt, and even I could see that they werent made for use; legs that never pulled a wagon, and backs that couldnt weight. Just toys; speed machines; all heart and fire and springy muscles. It made my pulse jump to the fever point to watch them light-foot it along the rail with the groom in front on a clod of a horse. I felt that Id lived the way that horse walked — downheaded, and I decided to change.

He stopped short and locked his stubby fingers together, frowning at her so that the lines beside his mouth deepened.

I seem to be telling you the story of my life, he said. Then he saw that she was studying him, not with idle curiosity, but rather as one turns the pages of an absorbing book, never knowing what the next moment will reveal or where the characters will be taken.

You want to talk; I want to hear you, she said gravely. Go ahead. Besides — I dont chatter afterward. They paraded past the grand stand, then what?

Ben Connor sighed.

I watched four races. The wise guys with me were betting ten bucks on every race and losing on red-hot tips; and every time I picked out the horse that looked good to me, that horse ran in the money. Then they came out for the Lorrimer. One of my friends was betting on King Charles and the other on Miss Lazy. Both of them couldnt win, and the chance was that neither of them would. So I looked over the line as it went by the stand. King Charles was a little chestnut, one of those long fellows that stretch like rubber when they commence running; Miss Lazy was a gangling bay. Yes, they were both good horses, but I looked over the rest, and pretty soon I saw a rangy chestnut with a white foreleg and a midget of a boy up in the saddle. No. 7 — Tip-Top Second, said the wise guy on my right when I asked him; a lame one. Come to look at him again, he was doing a catch step with his front feet, but I had an idea that when he got going hed forget all about that catch and run like the wind. Understand?

Just a hunch, said the girl. Yes!

She stepped closer to the counter and leaned across it. Her eyes were bright. Connor knew that she was seeing that picture of the hot day, the crowd of straw hats stirring wildly, the murmur and cry that went up as the string of racers jogged past.

They went to the post, said Connor, and I got down my bet — a hundred dollars, my whole wad — on Tip-Top Second. The bookie looked just once at me, and Ill never forget how his eyebrows went together. I went back to my seat.

You were shaking all over, I guess, suggested the girl, and her hands were quivering.

I was not, said Ben Connor, I was cold through and through, and never moved my eyes off Tip-Top Second. His jockey had a green jacket with two stripes through it, and the green was easy to watch. I saw the crowd go off, and I saw Tip-Top left flat-footed at the post.

The girl drew a breath. Connor smiled at her. The hot evening had flushed his face, but now a small spot of white appeared in either cheek, and his dull eyes had grown expressionless. She knew what he meant when he said that he was cold when he saw the string go to the post.

It — it must have made you sick! said the girl.

Not a bit. I knew the green jacket was going to finish ahead of the rest as well as I knew that my name was Ben Connor. I said he was left at the post. Well, it wasnt exactly that, but when the bunch came streaking out of the shoot, he was half a dozen lengths behind. It was a mile and an eighth race. They went down the back stretch, eight horses all bunched together, and the green jacket drifting that half dozen lengths to the rear. The wise guys turned and grinned at me; then they forgot all about me and began to yell for King Charles and Miss Lazy.

The bunch were going around the turn and the two favorites were fighting it out together. But I had an eye for the green jacket, and halfway around the turn I saw him move up.

The girl sighed.

No, Connor continues, he hadnt won the race yet. And he never should have won it at all, but King Charles was carrying a hundred and thirty-eight pounds, and Miss Lazy a hundred and thirty-three, while Tip-Top Second came in as a fly-weight eighty-seven pounds! No horse in the world could give that much to him when he was right, but who guessed that then?

They swung around the turn and hit the stretch. Tip-Top took the curve like a cart horse. Then the bunch straightened out, with King Charles and Miss Lazy fighting each other in front and the rest streaking out behind like the tail of a flag. They did that first mile in 1.38, but they broke their hearts doing it, with that weight up.

They had an eighth to go — one little measly furlong, with Tip-Top in the ruck, and the crowd screaming for King Charles and Miss Lazy; but just exactly at the mile post the leaders flattened. I didnt know it, but the man in front of me dropped his glasses and his head. Blown! he said, and that was all. It seemed to me that the two in front were running as strongly as ever, but Tip-Top was running better. He came streaking, with the boy flattening out along his neck and the whip going up and down. But I didnt stir. I couldnt; my blood was turned to ice water.

Tip-Top walked by the ruck and got his nose on the hip of King Charles. Somebody was yelling behind me in a squeaky voice: There is something wrong! Theres something wrong! There was, too, and it was the eighty-seven pounds that a fool handicapper had put on Tip-Top. At the sixteenth Miss Lazy threw up her head like a swimmer going down and dropped back, and Tip-Top was on the Kings shoulder. Fifty yards to the finish; twenty-five — then the King staggered as if hed been hit between the ears, and Tip-Top jumped out to win by a neck.

There was one big breath of silence in the grand stand — then a groan. I turned my head and saw the two wise guys looking at me with sick grins. Afterward I collected two thousand bucks from a sicker looking bookie.

He paused and smiled at the girl.

That was the 11th of July. First real day of my life.

She gathered her mind out of that scene.

You stepped out of a telegraph office, with your finger on the key all day, every day, and you jumped into two thousand dollars?

After she had stopped speaking her thoughts went on, written in her eyes.

Youd like to try it, eh? said Ben Connor.

Havent you had years of happiness out of it?

He looked at her with a grimace.

Happiness? he echoed. Happiness?

She stepped back so that she put his deeply-marked face in a better light.

Youre a queer one for a winner.

Sure, the turf is crowded with queer ones like me.

Winners, all of em?

His eye had been gradually brightening while he talked to her. He felt that the girl rang true, as men ring true, yet there was nothing masculine about her.

Youve heard racing called the sport of kings? Thats because only kings can afford to follow the ponies. Kings and Wall Street. But a fellow cant squeeze in without capital. Ive made a go of it for a while; pretty soon we all go smash. Sooner or later Ill do what everybody else does — put up my cash on a sure thing and see my money go up in smoke.

Then why dont you pull out with what you have?

Why does the earth keep running around the sun? Because theres a pull. Once youve followed the ponies youll keep on following em. No hope for it. Oh, Ive seen the boys come up one after another, make their killings, hit a streak of bad luck, plunge, and then watch their sure-thing throw up its tail in the stretch and fade into the ruck.

He was growing excited as he talked; he was beginning to realize that he must make his break from the turf now or never. And he spoke more to himself than to the girl.

We all hang on. We play the game till it breaks us and still we stay with it. Here I am, two thousand miles away from the tracks — and sending for dope to make a play! Can you beat that? Well, so-long.

He turned away gloomily.

Good night, Mr. Connor.

He turned sharply.

Whered you get that name? he asked with a trace of suspicion.

Off the telegram.

He nodded, but said: Ive an idea Ive been chattering to much.

My name is Ruth Manning, answered the girl. I dont think youve said too much.

He kept his eyes steadily on her while he shook hands.

Im glad I know some one in Lukin, said Connor. Good night, again.


CHAPTER FOUR
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WHEN CONNOR WAKENED the next morning, after his first impression of blinding light, he closed his eyes and waited for the sense of unhappy doom which usually comes to men of tense nerves and active life after sleep; but, with slow and pleasant wonder, he realized that the old numbness of brain and fever of pulse was gone. Then he looked up and lazily watched the shadow of the vine at his window move across the ceiling, a dim-bordered shadow continually changing as the wind gathered the leaves in solid masses and shook them out again. He pored upon this for a time, and next he watched a spider spinning a web in the corner; she worked in a draft which repeatedly lifted her from her place before she had fastened her thread, and dropped her a foot or more into space. Connor sat up to admire the artisans skill and courage. Compared to men and insects, the spider really worked over an abyss two hundred feet deep, suspended by a silken thread. Connor slipped out of bed and stood beneath the growing web while the main cross threads were being fastened. He had been there for some time when, turning away to rub the ache out of the back of his neck, he again met the contrast between the man of this morning and the man of other days.

This time it was his image in the mirror, meeting him as he turned. That deep wrinkle in the middle of the forehead was half erased. The lips were neither compressed nor loose and shaking, and the eye was calm — it rested him to meet that glance in the mirror.

A mood of idle content always brings one to the window: Connor looked out on the street. A horseman hopped past like a day shadow, the hoofbeats muffled by thick sand, and the wind, moving at an exactly equal pace, carried a mist of dust just behind the horses tail. Otherwise there was neither life nor color in the street of weather-beaten, low buildings, and the eye of Connor went beyond the roofs and began to climb the mountains. Here was a bald bright cliff, there a drift of trees, and again a surface of raw clay from which the upper soil had recently slipped; but these were not stopping points — they were rather the steps which led the glance to a sky of pale and transparent blue, and Connor felt a great desire to have that sky over him in place of a ceiling.

He splashed through a hasty bath, dressed, and ran down the stairs, humming. Jack Townsend stood on a box in the corner of the room, probing at a spider web in the corner.

Too late for breakfast? asked Connor.

The fat shoulders of the proprietor quivered, but he did not turn.

Too late, he snapped. Breakfast over at nine. No favorites up here.

Connor waited for the wave of irritation to rise in him, but to his own surprise he found himself saying:

All right; you cant throw a good horse off his feed by cutting out one meal.

Jack Townsend faced his guest, rubbing his many-folded chin.

Dont take long for this mountain air to brace up a gent, does it? he asked rather pointedly.

Ill tell you what, said Connor. It isnt the air so much; its the people that do a fellow good.

Well, admitted the proprietor modestly, they may be something in that. Kind of heartier out here, aint they? More than in the city, I guess. Ill tell you what, he added. Ill go out and speak to the missus about a snack for you. Its late, but we like to be obligin.

He climbed carefully down from the box and started away.

That girl again, thought Connor, and snapped his fingers. His spirits continued to rise, if that were possible, during the breakfast of ham and eggs, and coffee of a taste so metallic that only a copious use of cream made it drinkable. Jack Townsend, recovering to the full his customary good nature, joined his guest in a huge piece of toast with a layer of ham on it — simply to keep a stranger from eating alone, he said — and while he ate he talked about the race. Connor had noticed that the lobby was almost empty.

Theyre over lookin at the hosses, said Townsend, and gettin their bets down.

Connor laid down knife and fork, and resumed them hastily, but thereafter his interest in his food was entirely perfunctory. From the corner of his eye a gleam kept steadily upon the face of Townsend, who continued:

Speaking personal, Mr. Connor, Id like to have you look over them hosses yourself.

Connor, on the verge of speech, checked himself with a quick effort.

Because, continued Townsend, if I had your advice I might get down a little stake on one of em. You see?

Ben Connor paused with a morsel of ham halfway toward his lips.

Who told you I know anything about horses? he asked.

You told me yourself, grinned the proprietor, and Id like to figure how you knew the mare come from the Ballor Valley.

From which?

From the Ballor Valley. You even named the irrigation and sand and all that. But youd seen her brand before, I spose?

Hoofs like hers never came out of these mountains, smiled Ben Connor. See the way she throws them and how flat they are.

Well, thats true, nodded Jack Townsend. It seems simple, now you say what it was, but it had me beat up to now. That is the way with most things. Take a fine hand with a rope. He daubs it on a cow so dead easy any fool thinks he can do the same. No, Mr. Connor, Id still like to have you come out and take a look at them hosses. Besides — he lowered his voice— you might pick up a bit of loose change yourself. Theys a plenty rolling round to-day.

Connor laughed, but there was excitement behind his mirth.

The fact is, Townsend, he said, Im not interested in racing now. Im up here for the air.

Sure — sure, said the hotel man. I know all that. Well, if youre dead set it aint hardly Christian to lure you into betting on a hoss race, I suppose.

He munched at his sandwich in savage silence, while Connor looked out the window and began to whistle.

They race very often up here? he asked carelessly.

Once in a while.

A pleasant sport, sighed Connor.

Aint it, now? argued Townsend. But these gents around here take it so serious that it dont last long.

That so?

Yep. They bet every last dollar they can rake up, and about the second or third race in the year the moneys all pooled in two or three pockets. Then the rest go gunnin for trouble, and most generally find a plenty. Any six races thats got up around here is good for three shooting scrapes, and each shootings equal to one corpse and half a dozen put away for repairs. He touched his forehead, marked with a white line. I used to be considerable, he said.

H-m, murmured Connor, grown absentminded again.

Yes, sir, went on the other. Ive seen the boys come in from the mines with enough dust to choke a mule, and slap it all down on the hoss. Ive seen twenty thousand cold bucks lost and won on a dinky little pinto that wasnt worth twenty dollars hardly. Thats how crazy they get.

Connor wiped his forehead.

Where do they race? he asked.

Right down Washington Avenue. That is the main street, ysee. Gives em about half a mile of runnin.

A cigarette appeared with magic speed between the fingers of Connor, and he began to smoke, with deep inhalations, expelling his breath so strongly that the mist shot almost to the ceiling before it flattened into a leisurely spreading cloud. Townsend, fascinated, seemed to have forgotten all about the horse race, but there was in Connor a suggestion of new interest, a certain businesslike coldness.

Suppose we step over and give the ponies a glance? he queried.

Thats the talk! exclaimed Townsend. And Ill take any tip you have!

This made Connor look at his host narrowly, but, dismissing a suspicion from his mind, he shrugged his shoulders, and they went out together.

The conclave of riders and the betting public had gathered at the farther end of the street, and it included the majority of Lukin. Only the center of the street was left religiously clear, and in this space half a dozen men led horses up and down with ostentatious indifference, stopping often to look after cinches which they had already tested many times. As Connor came up he saw a group of boys place their wagers with a stakeholder — knives, watches, nickels and dimes. That was a fair token of the spirit of the crowd. Wherever Connor looked he saw hands raised, brandishing greenbacks, and for every raised hand there were half a dozen clamorous voices.

Quite a bit of sporting blood in Lukin, eh? suggested Townsend.

Sure, sighed Connor. He looked at the brandished money. A field of wheat, he murmured, waiting for the reaper. Thats me.

He turned to see his companion pull out a fat wallet.

Which one? gasped Townsend. We aint got hardly any time.

Connor observed him with a smile that tucked up the corners of his mouth.

Wait a while, friend. Plenty of time to get stung where the ponies are concerned. Well look them over.

Townsend began to chatter in his ear: Its between Charlie Haigs roan and Cliff Joness Lightning — You see that bay? Man, he can surely get across the ground. But the roan aint so bad. Oh, no!

Sure they are.

The gambler frowned. I was about to say that there was only one horse in the race, but— He shook his head despairingly as he looked over the riders. He was hunting automatically for the fleshless face and angular body of a jockey; among them all Charlie Haig came the closest to this light ideal. He was a sun-dried fellow, but even Charlie must have weighed well over a hundred and forty pounds; the others made no pretensions toward small poundage, and Cliff Jones must have scaled two hundred.

Which was the one hoss in your eyes? asked the hotel man eagerly.

The gray. But with that weight up the little fellow will be anchored.

He pointed to a gray gelding which nosed confidently at the back hip pockets of his master.

Less than fifteen hands, continued Connor, and a hundred and eighty pounds to break his back. It isnt a race; its murder to enter a horse handicapped like that.

The gray? repeated Jack Townsend, and he glanced from the corner of his eyes at his companion, as though he suspected mockery. I never seen the gray before, he went on. Looks sort of underfed, eh?

Connor apparently did not hear. He had raised his head and his nostrils trembled, so that Townsend did not know whether the queer fellow was about to break into laughter or a trade.

Yet, muttered Connor, he might carry it. God, what a horse!

He still looked at the gelding, and Townsend rubbed his eyes and stared to make sure that he had not overlooked some possibilities in the gelding. But he saw again only a lean-ribbed pony with a long neck and a high croup. The horse wheeled, stepping as clumsily as a gangling yearling. Townsends amazement changed to suspicion and then to indifference.

Well, he said, smiling covertly, are you going to bet on that?

Connor made no answer. He stepped up to the owner of the gray, a swarthy man of Indian blood. His half sleepy, half sullen expression cleared when Connor shook hands and introduced himself as a lover of fast horse-flesh.

He even congratulated the Indian on owning so fine a specimen, at which apparently subtle mockery Townsend, in the rear, set his teeth to keep from smiling; and the big Indian also frowned, to see if there were any hidden insult. But Connor had stepped back and was looking at the forelegs of the gelding.

Theres bone for you, he said exultantly. More than eight inches, eh — that Cannon?

Huh, grunted the owner, I dunno.

But his last shred of suspicion disappeared as Connor, working his fingers along the shoulder muscles of the animal, smiled with pleasure and admiration.

My names Bert Sims, said the Indian, and Im glad to know you. Most of the boys in Lukin think my hoss aint got a chance in this race.

I think theyre right, answered Connor without hesitation.

The eyes of the Indian flashed.

I think youre putting fifty pounds too much weight on him, explained Connor.

Yeh?

Cant another man ride your horse?

Anybody can ride him.

Then let that fellow yonder — that youngster — have the mount. Ill back the gray to the bottom of my pocket if you do.

I wouldnt feel hardly natural seeing another man on him, said the Indian. If hes rode Ill do the riding. Ive done it for fifteen years.

What?

Fifteen years.

Is that horse fifteen years old? asked Connor, prepared to smile.

He is eighteen, answered Bert Sims quietly.

The gambler cast a quick glance at Sims and a longer one at the gray. He parted the lips of the horse, and then cursed softly.

Youre right, said Connor. He is eighteen.

He was frowning in deadly earnestness now.

Accident, I suppose?

The Indian merely stared at him.

Is the horse a strain of blood or an accident? Whats his breed?

Hes an Eden gray.

Are there more like him?

The valleys full of em, they say, answered Bert Sims.

What valley? snapped the gambler.

I aint been in it. If I was I wouldnt talk.

Why not?

In reply Sims rolled the yellow-stained whites of his eyes slowly toward his interlocutor. He did not turn his head, but a smile gradually began on his lips and spread to a sinister hint at mirth. It put a grim end to the conversation, and Connor turned reluctantly to Townsend. The latter was clamoring.

Theyre getting ready for the start. Are you betting on that runt of a gray?


CHAPTER FIVE
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CONNER SHOOK HIS head almost sadly. A horse that stands not a hair more than fourteen-three, eighteen years old, with a hundred and eighty pounds up — No, Im not a fool.

Which is it — the roan or the bay? gasped Townsend. Which dyou say? Ill tell you about the valley after the race. Which hoss, Mr. Connor?

Thus appealed to, the gambler straightened and clasped his hands behind his back. He looked coldly at the horses.

How old is that brown yonder — the one the boy is just mounting?

Three. But whats he got to do with the race?

Hes a shade too young, or hed win it. Thats what he has to do with it. Back Haigs horse, then. The roan is the best bet.

Have you had a good look at Lightnin?

He wont last in this going with that weight up.

Youre right, panted Townsend. And Im going to risk a hundred on him. Hey, Joe, how dyou bet on Charlie Haig?

Two to one.

Take you for a hundred. Joe, meet Mr. Connor.

A hundred it is, Jack. Can I do anything for you, Mr. Connor?

Ill go a hundred on the roan, sir.

Have I done it right? asked Townsend fiercely, a little later. I wonder do you know?

Ask that after the race is over, smiled Connor. After all, you have only one horse to be afraid of.

Sure; Lightnin — but hes enough.

Not Lightning, I tell you. The gray is the only horse to be afraid of though the brown stallion might do if he has enough seasoning.

For a moment panic brightened the eyes of Townsend, and then he shook the fear away.

Ive done it now, he said huskily, and theys no use talking. Lets get down to the finish.

The crowd was streaming away from the start, and headed toward the finish half a mile down the street beyond the farther end of Lukin. Most of this distance Townsend kept his companion close to a run; then he suddenly appealed for a slower pace.

Its my heart, he explained. Nothin else bothers it, but during a hoss race it sure stands on end. I get to thinkin of what my wife will say if I lose; and that always plumb upsets me.

He was, in fact, spotted white and purple when they joined the mob which packed both sides of the street at the finish posts; already the choice positions were taken.

We wont get a look, groaned Townsend.

But Connor chuckled: You tie on to me and well get to the front in a squeeze. And he ejected himself into the mob. How it was done Townsend could never understand. They oozed through the thickest of the crowd, and when roughly pressed men ahead of them turned around, ready to fight, Connor was always looking back, apparently forced along by the pressure from the rear. He seemed, indeed, to be struggling to keep his footing, but in a few minutes Townsend found himself in the front rank. He mopped his brow and smiled up into the cool face of Connor, but there was no time for comments. Eight horses fretted in a ragged line far down the street, and as they frisked here and there the brims of the sombreros of the riders flapped up and down; only the Eden gray stood with downward head, dreaming.

No heart, said Townsend, in that gray hoss. Look at him!

Plenty of head, though, replied Connor; here they go!

His voice was lost in a yell that went up wailing, shook into a roar, and then died off, as though a gust of wind had cut the sounds away. A murmur of voices followed, and then an almost womanish yell, for Lightning, the favorite, was out in front, and his rider leaned in the saddle with arm suspended and a quirt which never fell. The rest were a close group where whips worked ceaselessly, except that in the rear of all the rest the little gray horse ran without urge, smoothly, as if his rider had given up all hope of winning and merely allowed his horse to canter through.

Dyou see? screamed Townsend. Is that what you know about hosses, Mr. Connor? Look at Cliff Joness Lightning! What do you—

He cut his upbraidings short, for Connors was a grisly face, white about the mouth and with gathered brows, as though, with intense effort, he strove to throw the influence of his will into that mass of horse-flesh. The hotel-keeper turned in time to see Lightning, already buckling under the strain, throw up his head.

The heavy burdens, the deep, soft going, and the fact that none of the horses were really trained to sprint, made the half-mile course a very real test, and now the big leader perceptibly weakened. Out of the pack shot a slender brown body, and came to the girth — to the neck of the bay.

The stallion! shouted Townsend. By God, you do know hosses! Whod of thought that skinny fellow had it in him?

Hell die, said Connor calmly.

The bay and the brown went back into the pack together, even as Connor spoke, though the riders were flogging hard, and now the roan drew to the front. It was plain to see that he had the foot of the rest, for he came away from the crowd with every leap.

Look! Look! Look! moaned Townsend. Two for one! Look! He choked with pleasure and gripped Connors arm in both his hands in token of gratitude.

Now the race bore swiftly down the finish, the horses looming bigger; their eyes could be seen, and their straining nostrils now, and the desperate face of each rider, trying to lift his horse into a great burst.

Hes got it, sobbed Townsend, hysterical. Nothin can catch him now.

But his companion, in place of answer, stiffened and pointed. His voice was a tone of horror, almost, as he said: I knew, by God, I knew all the time and wouldnt believe my eyes.

For far from the left, rounding the pack, came a streak of gray. It caught the brown horse and passed him in two leaps; it shot by the laboring bay; and only the roan of Charlie Haig remained in front. That rider, confident of victory, had slipped his quirt over his wrist and was hand-riding his horse when a brief, deep yell of dismay from the crowd made him jerk a glance over his shoulder. He cut the quirt into the flank of the roan, but it was too late. Five lengths from the finish the little gray shoved his nose in front; and from that point, settling toward the earth, as he stretched into a longer and longer stride, every jump increased his margin. The nose of the roan was hardly on the rump of the gelding at the finish.

A bedlam roar came from the crowd. Townsend was cursing and beating time to his oaths with a fat fist. Townsend found so many companion losers that his feelings were readily salved, and he turned to Connor, smiling wryly.

We cant win every day, he declared, but Ill tell you this, partner; of all the men I ever seen, you get the medal for judgin a hoss. You can pick my string any day.

Eighteen years old, Connor was saying in the monotonous tone of one hypnotized.

Hey, there, protested Townsend, perceiving that he was on the verge of being ignored.

A hundred and eighty pounds, sighed the big man.

Townsend saw for the first time that a stop-watch was in the hand of his companion, and now, as Connor began to pace off the distance, the hotel proprietor tagged behind, curious. Twenty steps from the starting point the larger man stopped abruptly, shook his head, and then went on. When he came to the start he paused again, and Townsend found him staring with dull eyes at the face of the watch.

Whatd they make it in? asked the little man.

The other did not hear.

They ran from this line? he queried in a husky voice.

Sure. Line between them posts.

Fifty-nine seconds! he kept repeating. Fifty-nine seconds! Fifty-nine!

What about the fifty-nine seconds? asked Townsend, and receiving no answer he murmured to himself: The heat has got to his head.

Connor asked quietly: Know anything about these gray horses and where they came from?

Sure. As much as anybody. Come from yonder in the mountains. A Negro raises em. A deaf mute. Aint ever been heard to say a word.

And he raises horses like that?

Sure.

And nobodys been up there to try to buy em?

Too far to go, you see? Long ride and a hard trail. Besides, theys plenty of good hoss-flesh right around Lukin, here.

Of course, nodded Connor genially. Of course there is.

Besides, them grays is too small. Personally, I dont hanker after a runt of a hoss. I look like a fool on one of em.

The voice of Connor was full of hearty agreement.

So do I. Yes, theyre small, if theyre all like that one. Too small. Much too small.

He looked narrowly at Townsend from the corner of his eyes to make sure that the hotel proprietor suspected nothing.

This deaf-mute sells some, now and then?

Yep. He comes down once in a while and sells a hoss to the first gent he meets — and then walks back to the garden. Always geldings that he sells, I understand. Stand up under work pretty well, those little hosses. Harry Macklin has got one. Harry lives at Fort Andrew. Theres a funny yarn out about how Harry—

What price does the mute ask?

Thinking of getting one of em?

Me? Of course not! What do I want with a runt of a horse like that? But I was wondering what they pay around here for little horses.

I dunno.

Whats that story you were going to tell me about Harry Macklin?

You see, it was this way—

And he poured forth the stale anecdote while they strolled back to the hotel. Connor smiled and nodded at appropriate places, but his absent eyes were seeing, once more, the low-running form of the little gray gelding coming away from the rest of the pack.


CHAPTER SIX
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WHEN HE ARRIVED at the hotel Ben Connor found the following telegram awaiting him:

Lady Fay in with ninety-eight Trickster did mile and furlong in one fifty-four with one hundred twenty Caledonian stale mile in one thirty-nine Billy Jones looks good track fast.

HARRY SLOCUM.

That message blotted all other thoughts from the mind of Connor. From his traveling bag he brought out a portfolio full of wrinkled papers and pamphlets crowded with lists of names and figures; there followed a time of close work. Page after page of calculations scribbled with a soft pencil and in a large, sprawling hand, were torn from a pad, fluttered through the air and lay where they fell. When the hour was ended he pushed away the pamphlets of dope and picked up his notes. After that he sat in deep thought and drove puff after puff of cigarette-smoke at the ceiling.

As his brown study progressed, he began crumpling the slips in his moist fingers until only two remained. These he balanced on his finger-tips as though their weight might speak to his finely attuned nerves. At length, one hand closed slowly over the paper it held and crushed it to a ball. He flicked this away with his thumb and rose. On the remaining paper was written Trickster. Connor had made his choice.

That done, his expression softened as men relax after a day of mental strain and he loitered down the stairs and into the street. Passing through the lobby he heard the voice of Jack Townsend raised obviously to attract his attention.

There he goes now. And nothing but the weight kept him from bettin on the gray.

Connor heard sounds, not words, for his mind was already far away in a club house, waiting for the ponies to file past. On the way to the telegraph office he saw neither street nor building nor face, until he had written on one of the yellow blanks, A thousand on Trickster, and addressed it to Harry Slocum. Not until he shoved the telegram across the counter did he see Ruth Manning.

She was half-turned from the key, but her head was canted toward the chattering sounder with a blank, inward look.

Do you hear? she cried happily. Bjornsen is back!

Who? asked Connor.

Sveynrod Bjornsen. Lost three men out of eight, but he got within a hundred and fifty miles of the pole. Found new land, too.

Lucky devil, eh?

But the girl frowned at him.

Lucky, nothing! Bjornsen is a fighter; he lost his father and his older brother up there three years ago and then he went back to make up for their deaths. Luck?

Connor, wondering, nodded. Slipped my mind, that story of Bjornsen. Any other news?

She made a little gesture, palms up, as though she gathered something from the air.

News? The old wire has been pouring it at me all morning. Henry Levateur went up thirty-two thousand feet yesterday and the Admiral Barr was launched.

Connor kept fairly abreast of the times, but now he was at sea.

Thats the new liner, isnt it?

Thirty thousand tons of liner at that. She took the water like a duck. Well, thats the stuff for Uncle Sam to give them; a few more like the Admiral Barr and well have the old colors in every port that calls itself a town. Europe will have to wake up.

She counted the telegram with a sweep of her pencil and flipped the change to Connor out of the coin-box. The rattle of the sounder meant new things to Connor; the edges of the world crowded close, for when the noise stopped, in the thick silence he watched her features relax and the light go out of her eyes. It enabled him to glance into her life in Lukin, with only the chattering wire for a companion. A moment before she had been radiant — now she was a tired girl with purple shadows beneath her eyes making them look ghostly large.

Oh, Bobby, she called. A tall youth came out of an inner room. Take the key, please; Im going out for lunch.

Come to the hotel with me, suggested Connor.

Lunch at Townsends? She laughed with a touch of excitement. Thats a treat.

Already she gained color and her eyes brightened. She was like a motor, Connor decided, nothing in itself, but responding to every electric current.

This lunch is on me, by the way, she added.

Why is that?

Because I like to pay on my winning days. I cashed in on the Indians horse this morning.

In Connors own parlance — it brought him up standing.

You bet on it? You know horse-flesh, then. I like the little fellow, but the weight stopped me.

He smiled at her with a new friendliness.

Dont pin any flowers on me, she answered. Oh, I know enough about horses to look at their hocks and see how they stand; and I dont suppose Id buy in on a pony that points the toe of a fore-foot — but Im no judge. I bet on the gray because I know the blood.

She had stopped at the door of the hotel and she did not see the change in Connors face as they entered.

Queer thing about horses, she continued. They show their strain, though the finest man that ever stepped might have a son thats a quitter. Not that way with horses. Why, any scrubby pinto that has a drop of Eden Gray blood in him will run till his heart breaks. You can bet on that.

Lunch at Townsends, Connor saw, must be the fashionable thing in Lukin. The masses of those who came to town for the day ate at the lunch-counters in the old saloons while the select went to the hotel. Mrs. Townsend, billowing about the room in a dress of blue with white polka-dots, when she was not making hurried trips into the kitchen, cast one glance of approval at Ben Connor and another of surprise at the girl. Other glances followed, for the room was fairly well filled, and a whisper went trailing about them, before and behind.

It was easy to see that Ruth Manning was being accused of scraping acquaintance with the stranger, but she bore up beautifully, and Connor gauging her with an accurate eye, admired and wondered where she had learned. Yet when they found a table and he drew out a chair for her, he could tell from the manner in which she lowered herself into it that she was not used to being seated. That observation gave him a feeling of power over her.

You liked the gray, too? she was saying, as he took his place.

I lost a hundred betting against him, said the gambler quietly. I hope you made a killing.

He saw by the slight widening of her eyes that a hundred dollars was a good deal of money to her; and she flushed as she answered:

I got down a bet with Jud Alison; it was only five dollars, but I had odds of ten to one. Fifty dollars looks pretty big to me, she added, and he liked her frankness.

But does everybody know about these grays?

Not so many. They only come from one outfit, you see. Dad knew horses, and he told me an Eden Gray was worth any mans money. Poor Dad!

Connor watched her eyes turn dark and dull, but he tossed sympathy aside and stepped forward in the business.

Ive been interested since I saw that little streak of gray shoot over the finish. Eighteen years old. Did you know that?

Really? Well, Dad said an Eden Gray was good to twenty-five.

What else did he say?

He didnt know a great deal about them, after all, but he said that now and then a deaf and dumb Negro comes. Hes a regular giant. Whenever he meets a man he gets off the horse and puts a paper into the hand of the other. On the paper it says: Fifty dollars in gold coin! Always that.

It was like a fairy tale to Connor.

Jude Harper of Collinsville met him once. He had only ten dollars in gold, but he had three hundred in paper. He offered the whole three hundred and ten to the deaf-mute but he only shook his head.

How often does he come out of the valley?

Once a year — once in two years — nobody knows how often. Of course it doesnt take him long to find a man wholl buy a horse like one of the grays for fifty dollars. The minute the horse is sold he turns around and starts walking back. Pete Ricks tried to follow him. He turned back on Pete, jumped on him from behind a rock, and jerked him off his horse. Then he got him by the hair and bent his head back. Pete says he expected to have his neck broken — he was like a child in the arms of that giant. But it seemed that the mute was only telling him in deaf-and-dumb talk that he mustnt follow. After hed frightened the life out of Pete the big mute went away again, and Pete came home as fast as his horse could carry him.

Connor swallowed. Where do they get the name Eden Gray?

I dont know. Dad said that three things were true about every gray. Its always a gelding; its always one price, and it always has a flaw. I looked the one over that ran to-day and couldnt see anything wrong, though.

Cow-hocked, said Connor, breathing hard. Go on!

Dad made up his mind that the reason they didnt sell more horses was because the owner only sold to weed out his stock.

Wait, said Connor, tapping on the table to make his point. Do I gather that the only Eden Grays that are sold are the poorest of the lot?

That was Dads idea.

Go on, said Connor.

Youre excited?

But he answered quickly: Well, one of those grays beat me out of a hundred dollars. I cant help being interested.

He detached his watch-charm from its catch and began to finger it carelessly; it was the head of an ape carved in ivory yellowed with age.

The girl watched, fascinated, but she made no mention of it, for the jaw of the gambler was set in a hard line, and she felt, subconsciously, a widening distance between them.

Does the deaf-mute own the horses? he was asking.

I suppose so.

This sounds like a regular catechism, doesnt it?

I dont mind. Come to think of it, everything about the grays is queer. Well, Ive never seen this man, but do you know what I think? That he lives off there in the mountains by himself because hes a sort of religious fanatic.

Religion? Crazy, maybe.

Maybe.

Whats his religion?

I dont know, said the girl coldly. After you jerk lightning for a while, you arent interested much in religion.

He nodded, not quite sure of her position, but now her face darkened and she went on, gathering interest in the subject.

Oh, Ive heard em rave about the God that made the earth and the stars and all that stuff; the mountains, too. Ive heard em die asking for mercy and praising God. Thats the way Dad went. It was drink that got him. But Im for facts only. Far as I can see, when people come up against a thing they cant understand they just close their eyes and say, God! And when theyre due to die, sometimes theyre afraid and they say, God — because they think theyre going out like a snuffed lantern and never will be lighted again.

The gambler sat with his chin buried in his palm, and from beneath a heavy frown he studied the girl.

I dont hold malice more than the next one, said the girl, but I saw Dad; and Ive been sick of religion ever since. Besides, how do you explain the rotten things that happen in the world? Look at yesterday! The King of the Sea goes down with all on board. Were they all crooks? Were they all ready to die? They can tell me about God, but I say, Give me the proofs!

She looked at Connor defiantly. Theres just one thing I believe in, she said, thats luck!

He did not stir, but still studied her, and she flushed under the scrutiny.

Not that Ive had enough luck to make me fond of it. Ive been stuck up here on the edge of the world all my life. And how Ive wanted to get away! How Ive wanted it! Ive begged for a chance — to cut out the work. If it doesnt make callouses on a girls hands it will make them on her heart. Ive been waiting all my life for a chance, and the chance has never come. Something flared in her.

Sometimes I think, she whispered, that I cant stand it! That Id do anything! Anything — just to get away.

She stopped, and as her passion ebbed she was afraid she had said too much.

Shake, he said, stretching his hand across the table, Im with you. Luck! Thats all there is running things!

His fingers closed hard over hers and she winced, for he had forgotten to remove the ivory image from his hand, and the ape-head cut into her flesh.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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THAT EVENING RUTH sent a boy over to the hotel with a telegram for Connor. It announced that Trickster, at six to one, came home a winner in the Murray. But Connor had time for only a grunt and a nod; he was too busy composing a letter to Harry Slocum, which read as follows:

DEAR HARRY:

Im about to put my head in the lions mouth; and in case you dont hear from me again, say within three months, this is to ask you to look for my bones. Im starting out to nail a thousand-to-one shot. Working a hunch for the biggest clean-up we ever made. Im going into the mountains to find a deaf mute Negro who raises the finest horses Ive ever seen. Do you get that? No white man has gone into that valley; at least, no one has come out talking. But Im going to bring something with me. If I dont come out itll be because Ive been knocked on the head inside the valley. Im not telling any one around here where Im bound, but Ive made inquiries, and this is what I gather: No one is interested in the mutes valley simply because its so far away. The mute doesnt bother them and they wont bother him. Thats the main reason for letting him alone. The other reasons are that hes suspected of being a bad actor.

But the distance is the chief thing that fences people away. The straight cut is bad going. The better way around is a slow journey. It leads west out of Lukin and down into the valley of the Girard River; then along the Girard to its headwaters. Then through the mountains again to the only entrance to the valley. Im telling you all this so that youll know what you may have ahead of you. If Im mum for three months come straight for Lukin; go to a telegraph operator named Ruth Manning, and tell her that youve come to get track of me. Shell give you the names of the best dozen men in Lukin, and you start for the valley with the posse.

Around Lukin they have a sort of foggy fear of the valley, bad medicine, they call it.

I have a hard game ahead of me and Im going to stack the cards. Ive got to get into the Garden by a trick and get out again the same way. I start this afternoon.

Ive got a horse and a pack mule, and Im going to try my hand at camping out. If I come back it will be on something that will carry both the pack and me, I think, and it wont take long to make the trip. Our days of being rich for ten days and poor for thirty will be over.

Hold yourself ready; sharp at the end of ninety days, come West if Im still silent.

As ever,

BEN.

Before the mail took that letter eastward, Ben Connor received his final advice from Jack Townsend. It was under the hotel mans supervision that he selected his outfit of soft felt hat, flannel shirts, heavy socks, and Napatan boots; Townsend, too, went with him to pick out the pack mule and all the elements of the pack, from salt to canned tomatoes.

As for the horse, Townsend merely stood by to admire while Ben Connor went through a dozen possibilities and picked a solidly built chestnut with legs enough for speed in a pinch, and a flexible fetlock — joints that promised an easy gait.

You wont have no trouble, said Townsend, as Connor sat the saddle, working the stirrups back and forth and frowning at the creaking new leather. Wherever you go youll find gents ready to give you a hand on your way.

Whys that? Dont I look like an old hand at this game?

Not with that complexion; it talks city a mile off. If youd tell me where youre bound for—

But Im not bound anywhere, answered Connor. Im out to follow my nose.

With that gun you ought to get some game.

Connor laid his hand on the butt of the rifle which was slung in a case under his leg. He had little experience with a gun, but he said nothing.

All trim, continued Townsend, stepping back to look. Not a flaw in the mule; no sign of ringbone or spavin, and when a mule aint got them, hes got nothin wrong. Dont treat him too well. When you feel like pattin him, cuss him instead. Its mule nature to like a beatin once in a while; they spoil without it, like kids. Hell hang back for two days, but the third day hell walk all over your hoss; never was a hoss that could walk with a mule on a long trip. Well, Mr. Connor, I guess youre all fixed, but Id like to send a boy along to see you get started right.

Dont worry, smiled Connor. Ive written down all your suggestions.

Heres what you want to tie on to special, said the fat man. Dont move your camp on Fridays or the thirteenth; if you come nigh a town and a black cat crosses your trail, you camp right there and dont move on to that town till the next morning. And wait a minute — if you start out and find youve left something in camp, make a cross in the trail before you go back.

He frowned to collect his thoughts.

Well, if you dont do none of them three things, you cant come out far wrong. Slong, and good luck, Mr. Connor.

Connor waved his hand, touched the chestnut with his heel and the horse broke into a trot, while the rope, coming taut, first stretched the neck of the mule and then tugged him into a dragging amble. In this manner Connor went out of Lukin. He smiled to himself, as he thought confidently of the far different fashion in which he would return.

The first day gave Connor a raw nose, a sunburned neck and wrists, and his supper was charred bacon and tasteless coffee; but the next morning he came out of the choppy mountains and went down a long, easy slope into the valley of the Girard. There was always water here, and fine grass for the horse and mule, with a cool wind off the snows coming down the ravine. By the third day he was broken into the routine of his work and knew the most vulnerable spot on the ribs of the mule, and had a pet name for the chestnut. Thereafter the camping trip was pleasant enough. It took him longer than he had expected, for he would not press the horse as the pitch of the ravine grew steeper; later he saw his wisdom in keeping the chestnut fresh for the final burst, for when he reached the head-spring of the Girard, he faced a confusion of difficult, naked mountains. He was daunted but determined, and the next morning he filled his canteens and struck into the last stage of his journey.

Luck gave him cool weather, with high moving clouds, which curtained the sun during the middle of the day, but even then it was hard work. He had not the vestige of a trail to follow; the mountain sides were bare rock. A scattering of shrubs and dwarfed trees found rooting in crevices, but on the whole Connor was journeying through a sea of stone, and sometimes, when the sun glinted on smooth surface, the reflection blinded him. By noon the chestnut was hobbling, and before nightfall even the mule showed signs of distress. And though Connor traveled now by compass, he was haunted by a continual fear that he might have mistaken his way, or that the directions he had picked up at Lukin might be entirely wrong. Evening was already coming over the mountains when he rounded a slope of black rock and found below him a picture that tallied in every detail with all he had heard of the valley.

The first look was like a glance into a deep well of stone with a flash of water in the bottom; afterward he sat on a boulder and arranged the details of that big vista. Nothing led up to the Garden from any direction; it was a freak of nature. Some convulsion of the earth, when these mountains were first rising, perhaps, had split the rocks, or as the surface strata rolled up, they parted over the central lift and left this ragged fissure. Through the valley ran a river, but water could never have cut those saw-tooth cliffs; and Connor noted this strange thing: that the valley came to abrupt ends both north and south. By the slant sunlight, and at that distance — for he judged the place to be some ten or fifteen miles in length — it seemed as if the cliff fronts to the north and south were as solid and lofty as a portion of the sides; yet this could not be unless the river actually disappeared under the face of the wall. Still, he could not make out details from the distance, only the main outline of the place, the sheen of growing things, whether trees or grass, and the glitter of the river which swelled toward the center of the valley into a lake. He could discover only one natural entrance; in the nearest cliff wall appeared a deep, narrow cleft, which ran to the very floor of the valley, and the only approach was through a difficult ravine. The sore-footed chestnut had caught the flash of green, and now he pricked his ears and whinnied as if he saw home. Connor started down the rocks toward the entrance, leading the horse, while the mule trailed wearily behind. As he turned, the wind blew to him out of the valley a faint rhythmical chiming. When he paused to listen the sound disappeared.

He dipped out of the brighter level into a premature night below; evening was gathering quickly, and with each step Connor felt the misty darkness closing above his head. He was stumbling over the boulders, downheaded, hardly able to see the ground at his feet, yet when he reached the bottom of the little ravine which ran toward the entrance, he looked up to a red sky, and the higher mountains rolled off in waves of light. Distances were magnified; he seemed to look from the bottom of the world to the top of it; he turned, a little dizzy, and between the edges of the cleft that rose straight as Doric pillars, he saw a fire burning at the entrance to the Garden of Eden. The sunset was above them, but the fire sent a long ray through the night of the lower valley. Connor pointed it out to his horse, and the little cavalcade went slowly forward.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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WITH EVERY STEP that he took into the darkness the feeling of awe deepened upon Connor, until he went frowning toward the fire as though it were an eye that watched his coming. He was quite close when the chestnut threw up its head with a snort and stopped, listening; Connor listened as well, and he heard a music of mens voices singing together, faint with distance; the sound traveled so far that he caught the pulse of the rhythm and the fiber of the voices rather than the tune itself, yet the awe which had been growing in Connor gathered suddenly in his throat. He had to close his hands hard to keep from being afraid.

As though the chestnut felt the strangeness also, he neighed suddenly; the rock walls of the ravine caught up the sound and trumpeted it back. Connor, recovering from the shock, buried his fingers in the nostrils of the horse and choked the sound away; but the echo still went faintly before them and behind. The alarm had been given. The fire winked once and went out. Connor was left without a light to guide him; he looked up and saw that the sunset flush had fallen away to a dead gray.

He looked ahead to where the fire had been. Just then the horse jerked his nose away and gasped in a new breath. Even that slight sound flurried Connor, for it might guide the unknown danger to him. Connor remembered that after all he was not a bandit stealing upon a peaceful town; he composed his mind and his nerves with an effort, and was about to step forward again when he saw in the night just before him a deeper shade among the shadows. Peering, he discovered the dim outlines of a man.

Ben Connor was not a coward, but he was daunted by this apparition. His first impulse was to flee; his second was to leap at the others throat. It spoke much for his steadiness in a crisis that he did neither, but called instead: Whos there?

Metal gritted on metal, and a shaft of light poured into Connors face so unexpectedly that he shrank. The chestnut reared, and turning to control the horse, Connor saw his eyes and the eyes of the mule shining like phosphorus. When he had quieted the gelding he saw that it was a hooded lantern which had been uncovered. Not a ray fell on the bearer of the light.

I saw a light down here, said Connor, after he had tried in vain to make out the features of the other. It looked like a fire, and I started for it; Ive lost my bearing in these mountains.

Without answering, the bearer of the lantern kept the shaft staring into Connors face for another moment; then it was as suddenly hooded and welcome darkness covered the gambler. With a gesture which he barely could make out, the silent man waved him forward down the ravine. It angered Connor, this mummery of speechlessness, but with his anger was an odd feeling of helplessness as though the other had a loaded gun at his head.

The man walked behind him as they went forward, and presently the fire shone out at them from the entrance to the valley; thus Connor saw the blanket which had screened the fire removed, and caught a glimpse of a second form.

Even the zenith was dark now, and it was double night in the ravine. With the chestnut stumbling behind him, Connor entered the circle of the fire and was stopped by the raised hand of the second man.

Why are you here? said the guard.

The voice was thin, but the articulation thick and soft, and as the questioner stepped into the full glow of the fire, Connor saw a Negro whose head was covered by white curls. He was very old; it seemed as though time had faded his black pigment, and now his skin, a dark bronze, was puckered at the corners of his mouth, about his eyes, and in the center of his forehead, seeming to have dried in wrinkles like parchment. While he talked his expression never varied from the weary frown; yet years had not bowed him, for he stood straight as a youth, and though his neck was dried away until it was no thicker than a strong mans forearm, he kept his head high and looked at Connor.

The man who had gone out to stop Connor now answered for him, and turning to the voice the gambler saw that this fellow was a Negro likewise; as erect as the one by the fire, but hardly less ancient.

He is lost in the mountains, and he saw the fire at the gate, Ephraim.

Ephraim considered Connor wistfully.

This way is closed, he said; you cannot pass through the gate.

The gambler looked up; a wall of rock on either side rose so high that the firelight failed to carry all the distance, and the darkness arched solidly above him. The calm dignity of the men stripped him of an advantage which he felt should be his, but he determined to appear at ease.

Your best way, continued Ephraim, is toward that largest mountain. You see where its top is still lighted in the west, while the rest of the range is black.

Jacob can take you up from the ravine and show you the beginning of the way. But do not pass beyond the sight of the fire, Jacob.

Good advice, nodded Connor, forcing himself to smile, if it werent that my horse is too sore-footed to carry me. Even the mule can hardly walk — you see.

He waved his hand and the chestnut threw up its head and took one or two halting steps to the side.

In the meantime, I suppose youve no objection if I sit down here for a moment or two?

Ephraim, bowing as though he ushered the other into an apartment of state, waved to a smooth-topped boulder comfortably near the fire.

I wish to serve you, he went on, in anything I can do without leaving the valley. We have a tank just inside the gate, and Jacob will fill your canteen and water the horse and mule as well.

Kind of you, said Connor. Cigarette?

The proffered smoke brought a wrinkling of amazed delight into the face of Ephraim and his withered hand stretched tentatively forth. Jacob forestalled him with a cry and snatched the cigarette from the open palm of Connor. He held it in both his cupped hands.

Tobacco — again! He turned to Ephraim. I have not forgotten!

Ephraim had folded his arms with dignity, and now he turned a reproving glance upon his companion.

Is it permitted? he asked coldly.

The joy went out of the face of Jacob.

What harm?

Is it permitted? insisted Ephraim.

He will not ask, argued Jacob dubiously.

He knows without asking.

At this, very slowly and unwillingly, Jacob put the cigarette back into the hand of Ben Connor. A dozen curious questions came into the mind of the gambler, but he decided wisely to change the subject.

The boss gives you orders not to leave, eh? he went on. Not a step outside the gate? Whats the idea?

This thing was true in the time of the old masters. Only Joseph can leave the valley, Ephraim answered.

And you dont know why no one is allowed inside the valley?

I have never asked, said Ephraim.

Connor smoked fiercely, peering into the fire.

Well, he said at length, you see my troubles? I cant get into the valley to rest up. I have to turn around and try to cross those mountains.

Yes, nodded Ephraim.

But the horse and mule will never make it over the rocks. Ill have to leave them behind or stay and starve with them.

That is true.

Rather than do that, said Connor, fencing for an opening, Id leave the poor devils here to live in the valley.

That cannot be. No animals are allowed to enter.

What? Youd allow this pair to die at the gate of the valley?

No; I should lead them first into the mountains.

This is incredible! But I tell you, this horse is my friend — I cant desert him!

He fumbled in his coat pocket and then stretched out his hand toward the chestnut; the horse hobbled a few steps nearer and nosed the palm of it expectantly.

So! muttered Ephraim, and shaded his eyes with his hand to look. He settled back and said in a different voice: The horse loves you; it is said.

I put the matter squarely up to you, said Connor. You see how I stand. Give me your advice!

Ephraim protested. No, no! I cannot advise you. I know nothing of what goes on out yonder. Nevertheless—

He broke off, for Connor was lighting another cigarette from the butt of the first one, and Ephraim paused to watch, nodding with a sort of vicarious pleasure as he saw Connor inhale deeply and then blow out a thin drift of smoke.

You were about to say something else when I lighted this.

Yes, I was about to say that I could not advise you, but I can send to Joseph. He is near us now.

By all means send to Joseph.

Jacob, ordered the keeper of the gate, go to Joseph and tell him what has happened.

The other nodded, and then whistled a long note that drifted up the ravine. Afterward there was no answer, but Jacob remained facing expectantly toward the inside of the valley and presently Connor heard a sound that made his heart leap, the rhythmic hoofbeats of a galloping horse; and even in the darkness the long interval between impacts told him something of the animals gait. Then into the circle of the firelight broke a gray horse with his tail high, his mane fluttering. He brought his gallop to a mincing trot and came straight toward Jacob, but a yard away he stopped and leaped catlike to one side; with head tossed high he stared at Connor.

Cold sweat stood on the forehead of the gambler, for it was like something he had seen, something he remembered; all his dreams of what a horse should be, come true.

Ephraim was saying sternly:

In my household the colts are taught better manners, Jacob.

And Jacob answered, greatly perturbed: There is a wild spirit in all the sons of Harith.

It is Cassim, is it not? asked Ephraim.

Peace, fool! said Jacob to the stallion, and the horse came and stood behind him, still watching the stranger over the shoulder of his master.

Years dim your eyes, Ephraim, he continued. This is not Cassim and he is not the height of Cassim by an inch. No, it is Abra, the son of Hira, who was the daughter of Harith.

He smiled complacently upon Ephraim, nodding his ancient head, and Ephraim frowned.

It is true that my eyes are not as young as yours, Jacob; but the horses of my household are taught to stand when they are spoken to and not dance like foolish children.

This last reproof was called forth by the continual weaving back and forth of the stallion as he looked at Connor, first from one side of Jacob and then from the other. The old man now turned with a raised hand.

Stand! he ordered.

The stallion jerked up his head and became rigid.

A sharp temper makes a horse without heart, said the oracular Ephraim.

Jacob scowled, and rolling his eyes angrily, searched for a reply; but he found none. Ephraim clasped one knee tightly in both hands, and weaving his head a little from side to side, delighted in his triumph.

And the hand which is raised, went on the tormentor, should always fall.

He was apparently quoting from an authority against which there was no appeal; now he concluded:

Threats are for children, and yearlings; but a grown horse is above them.

The spirit of Harith has returned in Abra, said Jacob gloomily. From that month of April when he was foaled he has been a trial and a burden; yes, if even a cloud blows over the moon he comes to my window and calls me. There was never such a horse since Harith. However, he shall make amends. Abra!

The stallion stepped nearer and halted, alert.

Go to him, fool. Go to the stranger and give him your head. Quick!

The gray horse turned, hesitated, and then came straight to Connor, very slowly; there he bowed his head and dropped his muzzle on the knee of the white man, but all the while his eyes flared at the strange face in terror. Jacob turned a proud smile upon Ephraim, and the latter nodded.

It is a good colt, he admitted. His heart is right, and in time he may grow to some worth.

Once more Connor fumbled in his pocket.

Steady, he said, looking squarely into the great, bright eyes. Steady, boy.

He put his hand under the nose of the stallion.

Its a new smell, but little different.

Abra snorted softly, but though he shook he dared not move. The gambler, with a side glance, saw the two men watching intently.

Ah, said Connor, you have pulled against a headstall here, eh?

He touched an old scar on the cheek of the horse, and Abra closed his eyes, but opened them again when he discovered that no harm was done to him by the tips of those gentle fingers.

You may let him have his head again, said Connor. He will not leave me now until he is ordered.

So? exclaimed Jacob. We shall see! Enough Abra!

The gray tossed up his head at that word, but after he had taken one step he returned and touched the back of the white mans hand, snuffed at his shoulder and at his hat and then stood with pricking ears. A soft exclamation came in unison from Jacob and Ephraim.

I have never seen it before, muttered Jacob. To see it, one would say he was a son of Julanda.

It is my teaching and not the blood of Julanda that gives my horses manners, corrected Ephraim. However, if I might look in the hand of the stranger—

There is nothing in it, answered Connor, smiling, and he held out both empty palms. All horses are like this with me.

Is it true? they murmured together.

Yes; I dont know why. But you were going to bring Joseph.

Ah, said Ephraim, shaking his head. I had almost forgotten. Hurry, Jacob; but if you will take my advice in the matter you will teach your colts fewer tricks and more sound sense.

The other grunted, and putting his hand on the withers of Abra, he leaped to the back with the lightness of a strong youth. A motion of his hand sent the gray into a gallop that shot them through the gate into darkness.


CHAPTER NINE
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THAT FAINT AND rhythmic chiming which Connor had heard from the mountain when he first saw the valley now came again through the gate, more clearly. There was something familiar about the sound — yet Connor could not place it.

Did you mark? said Ephraim, shaking his head. Did you see the colt shy at the white rock as he ran? In my household that could never happen; and yet Jacob does well enough, for the blood of Harith is as stubborn as old oak and wild as a wolf. But your gift, sir — and here he turned with much respect toward Connor— is a great one. I have never seen Hariths sons come to a man as Abra came to you.

He was surprised to see the stranger staring toward the gate as if he watched a ghost.

He did not gallop, said Connor presently, and his voice faltered. He flowed. He poured himself through the air.

He swept a hand across his forehead and with great effort calmed the muscles of his face.

Are there more horses like that in the valley?

Ephraim hesitated, for there was such a glittering hunger in the eyes of this stranger that it abashed him. Vanity, however, brushed scruple away.

More like Abra in the valley? So!

He seemed to hunt for superlatives with which to overwhelm his questioner.

The worst in my household is Tabari, the daughter of Numan, and she was foaled lame in the left foreleg. But if ten like Abra were placed in one corral and Tabari in the other, a wise man would give the ten and take the one and render thanks that such good fortune had come his way.

Is it possible? exclaimed Connor in that same, small, choked voice.

I speak calmly, said Ephraim gravely. He added with some hesitation: But if I must tell the whole truth, I shall admit that my household is not like the household of the blood of Rustir. Just as she was the queen of horses, so those of her blood are above other horses as the master is above me. Yet, if ten like Tabari were placed in one corral and the stallion Glani were placed in another, I suppose that a wise man would give the ten for the one.

He added with a sigh: But I should not have such wisdom.

Connor smiled.

And at that rate it would require a hundred like Abra to buy Glani? he asked.

A thousand, said the old man instantly, and then the full price would not be paid. I have already asked the master to cross him with Hira. He will answer me soon; one touch of Glanis blood will lift the strain in my household. My colts are good mettle — but the fire, the soul of Glani!

He bowed his head.

Ah, they are coming, Jacob and Joseph.

His keen ear heard a sound which was not audible to Connor for several moments; then two gray horses swept into the circle of the firelight, and from the mare which led Abra by several yards, a huge Negro dismounted.

If you are Joseph, the gambler said, I suppose Jacob has already told you about me. My name is Connor. Ive been hunting up the Girard River, struck across the mountains yonder, and here Ive brought up with a lame mule and a lamer horse. The point is that I want to rest up in your valley until my animals can go on. Is it possible?

While he spoke the giant watched him with eyes which squinted in their intensity, but when he ended Joseph answered not a word. Connor remembered now what he had heard of the deaf mute who alone went back and forth from the Garden of Eden, and his heart fell. It was talking to a face of stone.

In the meantime Joseph continued to examine the stranger. From head to foot the little, bright eyes moved, leisurely, and Connor grew hot as he endured it. When the survey was completed to his own satisfaction, Joseph went first to the mule and next to the horse, lifting their feet one by one, then running his hands over their legs. After this he turned to Jacob and his great fingers glided through the characters of the language of the mute, bunching, knotting, darting out in a fluid swiftness.

Joseph says, translated Ephraim, that your horse is lame, but that he can climb the hills if you go on foot; the mule is not lame at all, but is pretending, because he is tired.

An oath rose up in the throat of Connor, but he checked it against his teeth and smiled at Joseph. The big man hissed through his teeth and his mare sprang to his side. She was not more than fourteen two, and slenderly made compared with Abra, yet she had borne the great bulk of Joseph with ease before, and now she was apparently ready to carry him again. He dropped his hand upon her withers, and facing Connor, swept his arm out in a broad gesture of dismissal. Vaguely the gambler noticed this, but his real interest centered on the form of the mare. He was seeing her not with that unwieldy bulk crushing her back, but with a fly-weight jockey mounted on a racing pad riding her past the grand stand. He was hearing the odds which the bookies offered; he was watching those odds drop by leaps and bounds as he hammered away at them, betting in lumps of hundreds and five hundreds, staking his fortune on his first sure thing. Even as she stood passive, tossing her nose, he knew her speed, and it took his breath. Abra himself would walk away from ordinary company, but this gray mare — slowly Connor looked back to the face of Joseph and saw that the giant was waiting to see his command obeyed. For the first time he noted the cartridge belt strung across the fellows gaunt middle and the holster in which pulled the weight of a forty-five. In case of doubt, here was a cogent reason to hurry a loiterer. To persuade the giant would never have been easy, but to persuade him through an interpreter made the affair impossible. Struggling for a loophole of escape, he absentmindedly unsnapped from his watch chain the little ivory talisman, the ape head, and commenced to finger it. It had been his constant companion for years and in a measure he connected his luck with it.

My friend, said Connor to Ephraim, you see my position? But if I cant do better is there any objection to my using this fire of yours for cooking? The fire, at least, is outside the valley.

Even this question Ephraim apparently did not feel qualified to answer. He turned first to the gigantic mute and conversed with him at some length; his own fluent signals were answered by single movements on the part of Joseph, and Connor recognized the signs of dissent.

I have told him everything, said Ephraim, turning again to Connor and shaking his head in sympathy. And how Abra came to you, but though the horse trusted you, Joseph does not wish you to stay. I am sorry.

Connor looked through the gate into the darkness of the Garden of Eden; at the entrance to his promised land he was to be turned back. In his despair he opened his palm and looked down absently at the little grinning ape head of ivory. Even while he was deep in thought he felt the silence which settled over the three men, and when he looked up he saw the glittering eyes of Joseph fixed upon the trinket. That instant new hope came to Connor; he closed his hand over the ape head, and turning to Ephraim he said:

Very well. If theres nothing else for me to do, Ill take the chance of getting through the mountains with my lame nags.

As he spoke he threw the reins over the neck of the chestnut; but before he could put his foot in the stirrup Joseph was beside him and touched his shoulder.

Wait! said he, and the gambler paused with astonishment. The mask of the mute which he had hitherto kept on his face now fell from it.

Let me see, the giant was saying, and held out his hand for the ivory image.

The pulse of Connor doubled its beat — but with his fingers still closed he said:

The ivory head is an old companion of mine and has brought me a great deal of luck.

The torchlight changed in the eyes of Joseph as the sun glints and glimmers on watered silk.

I would not hurt it, he said, and made a gingerly motion to show how light and deft his fingers could be.

Very well, said Connor, but I rarely let it out of my hand.

He stepped closer to the firelight and exposed the little carving again. It was a curious bit of work, with every detail nicely executed; pinpoint emeralds were inset for eyes, the lips grinned back from tiny fangs of gold, and the swelling neck suggested the powerful ape body of the model. In the firelight the teeth and eyes flashed.

Joseph grinned in sympathy. Ephraim and Jacob also had drawn close, and the white man saw in the three faces one expression: they had become children before a master, and when Connor placed the trinket in the great paw of Joseph the other two flashed at him glances of envy. As for the big man, he was transformed.

Speak truth, he said suddenly. Why do you wish to enter the Garden?

Ive already told you, I think, said Connor. Its to rest up until the horse and mule are well again.

The glance of the huge man, which had hitherto wandered from the trinket to Connors face, now steadied brightly upon the latter.

There must be another reason.

Connor felt himself pressed to the wall.

Look at the thing you have in your hand, Joseph. You are asking yourself: What is it? Who made it? See how the firelight glitters on it — perhaps there is life in it!

Ah! sighed the three in one breath.

Perhaps there is power in it. I have used it well and it has brought me a great deal of good luck. But you would like to know all those things, Joseph. Now look at the gate to the Garden!

He waved to the lofty and dark cleft before them.

It is like a face to me. People live behind it. Who are they? Who is the master? What does he do? What is his power? That is another reason why I wish to go in; and why should you fear me? I am alone; I am unarmed.

It seemed that Joseph learned more from Connors expression than from his words.

The law is the will of David.

The Garden became to Connor as the forbidden room to Bluebeards wife; it tempted him as a high cliff tempts the climber toward a fall. He mustered a calm air and voice.

That is a matter I can arrange with your master. He may have laws to keep out thieves, but certainly he has nothing against honest men.

Joseph shrugged his big shoulders, but Ephraim answered: The will of David never changes. I am no longer young, but since I have been old enough to remember, I have never seen a man either come into the valley or leave it except Joseph.

The solemnity of the old man staggered Connor. He felt his resolution to enter at any cost waver, and then Abra, the young stallion, came to his side and looked in his face.

It was the decisive touch. The life which the devotee would risk for his God, or the patriot for his country, the gambler was willing to venture for the sake of a sure thing.

Let us exchange gifts, said Connor; I give you the ivory head. It may bring you good luck. You give me the right to enter the valley and I accept any good or evil that comes to me.

The huge fingers of Joseph curled softly over the image.

Beware of the law! cried Ephraim. And the hand of the master!

The giant shrank, but he looked at Ephraim with sullen defiance.

Come, he said to Connor. This is on your own head.


CHAPTER TEN
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IT IS A long ride to the house of David, said Jacob. Your horse is footsore; take Abra.

But Ephraim broke in: If you care for speed and wise feet beneath you, Tabari herself is there.

He whistled as Jacob had done before, but with another grace-note at the end.

Those of my household answer when they are called, continued the old man proudly. Listen!

A soft whinny out of the darkness, and Tabari galloped into the firelight, and stopped at the side of her master motionless.

Choose, said Ephraim.

He smiled at Jacob, who in return was darkly silent.

The mare tugged at the heartstrings of Connor, but he answered, slipping carefully into the formal language which apparently was approved most in the valley.

She is worthy of a king, but Abra was offered to me first. But will he carry a saddle?

He will carry anything but a whip, said Jacob, casting a glance of triumph at Ephraim. You will see! He was already busy at the knot under the flap of Connors saddle, and presently he slipped the saddle from the back of the chestnut. Come! he called.

Abra came, but he came like a fighter into the ring, dancing, ready for trouble.

Fool! shouted Jacob, stamping. Fool, and grandson of a fool, stand!

The ears of Abra flicked back along his neck and he trembled as the saddle was swung over him. Under its impact he crouched and shuddered, but the outbreak of bucking for which Connor waited did not come. The jerk on the cinch brought a snort from him, but that was all.

We may not put iron in his mouth, said Jacob, as Connor came up with the bridle, but a touch on this will turn him or stop him, as you wish.

As he spoke he picked up a small rope, which he knotted around the neck of Abra close to the ears, and handed the end to Connor.

Look! he said to the horse, pointing to Connor. This is your master to-night. Bear him as you would bear me, Abra, without leaping or stumbling, smoothly, as son of Khalissa should do. And hark, he added in the ear of the young stallion; if the mare of Joseph outruns you, you are no horse of my household, but a mongrel, a bloodless knave.

Joseph was already trotting through the gate and growing dim beyond, so Connor put his foot in the stirrup and swung into the saddle. He landed as upon springs, all the lithe body of the stallion giving under the shock; and Connor felt a quivering power beneath him like the vibration of a racing motor. Abras eyes glinted as he threw his head high to take stock of the new master.

Go, commanded Jacob; and remember your speed, for the honor of him who trained you!

The last words were whipped away from the ear of Connor and trailed into a murmur behind him, for without a preliminary step Abra sprang from a stand into a full gallop. That forward lurch swayed Connor far back; he lost touch with his stirrups, but, clinging desperately with his knees, he was presently able to right himself. There was hard gravel beneath them, but the gait was as soft as if Abra ran in deep sand without labor; there was no more wrench and shock than the ghost of a man riding a ghost of a horse.

A column of black shot by on either hand; Connor was through the gate to the Garden of Eden and rushing down the slope beyond. He knew this dimly, but chiefly he was aware only of the whipping of the wind. Something Ephraim had said came into his memory: If there were ten like Abra in one corral, and one like Tabari in another, a wise man— But, no doubt, Ephraim had jested.

For, glancing up, he saw the tops of tall trees rushing past him against the sky, and for the first time he knew the speed of that gallop. In his exultation he threw up his hand, and his shout rang before him and behind. That taught him a lesson he would never forget when he sat the saddle on an Eden Gray; for Abra lurched into a run with a suddenness that swayed Connor against the cantle again.

He steadied himself quickly and called to Abra; the first word cut down that racing gait to the long, free stride, but the brief rush had taken the breath of the rider, and now he looked about him.

He had been in California years before, and now he recognized the peculiar, clean perfume of the trees which lined the road; they were the eucalyptus, and they fenced the way with a gigantic hedge several rows deep. It was a winding road that they followed, dipping over a rolling ground and swinging leisurely from side to side to avoid high places, so that the vista of the trees was continually in motion, twisting back and forth; or when he looked straight up he saw the slender tree-points brushing past the stars. So he galloped into a long, straight stretch with a pale gleam of water beyond it; and between he saw Joseph.

It was strange that in spite of the speed of Abra, Josephs mare had not been overtaken; for no matter what quality the mare might have, she carried in the gigantic Negro an impost of some two hundred and fifty pounds. A suspicion of discourtesy on his part must have come to Joseph, for now he brought his horse back to a canter that allowed Connor to come close, so close indeed that he saw Joseph laughing in a horrible soundless way and beckoning him on, very much as though he challenged Abra. Surely the fellow must know that no horse could concede such weight to Abra, but Connor waved his arm to signify that he accepted the challenge, and called on Abra.

There followed the breathless lunge forward, the sinking of the body as the stride lengthened, the whir of wind against his face; Connor sat the saddle erect, smiling, and waited for Joseph to come back to him.

But Joseph did not come, and as the mare reached the river and her hoofs rang on the bridge Connor saw with unspeakable wonder that he had actually lost ground. Once more he called on Abra, and as they struck the bridge in turn the young stallion was fully extended, while Connor swung forward in the saddle to throw more weight on the withers and take the strain from the long back muscles. Leaning close to the neck of Abra, with the mane whipping his face, he squinted down the road at Joseph, and growled with savage satisfaction as he saw the mare drift back to him. If he could reach her with a sprint she was beaten, for she bore the extra burden. Once more he called on Abra, and heard a slight grunt as the stallion gave the last burst of his strength; the hoofs of the two roared on the hard road, and Joseph came back hand over hand. Connor, laughing exultantly, squinted into the wind.

Good boy! he muttered. Good old Abra! If he had Salvator under him wed get him at this rate. Were on his hip — Now!

He was indeed in touch with the flying mare, and, looking through the dimness, he marveled at her long, free swing, the level drive of the croup, and — he saw with astonishment — her pricking ears! Not as if she were racing, but merely galloping. He flattened himself along the neck of Abra and called on him again, slapped his shoulder with the flat of his hand, flicked him along the flank with the butt of the rope; but the mare held him invincibly; he could not gain the breadth of a hair, and by the pounding of Abras forefeet he knew that the stallion was running himself out. At that moment, to crown his bewilderment, Joseph turned, laughing again in that soundless way. Only for a moment; then he turned, and, leaning over the withers of his mount, the mare lengthened, it seemed to Connor, and moved away.

Her hips went past him, then her tail, flying out straight behind, a streak of silver; and last of all, there was the hiss of derision from Joseph whistling back to him.

Connor threw himself back into the saddle and brought the stallion down to a moderate pace. One hand was clutched at his throat, for it seemed to him that his heart was beating there. Before him raced a vision of Ben Connor, king of the racetracks of the world, with horses no handicapper could measure.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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A SECOND THOUGHT made him lean a little, listening closely, and then he discovered that after this terrific trial Abra was breathing deep and free. Connor sat straight again and smiled. They must be close to the lake he had seen from the mountain, for among the trees to his left was a faint gleam of water. A moment later this glimmer went out, and the hoofbeats of Abra were muffled on turf. They had left the road and headed for a scattering of lights. Joseph had drawn the mare back to a hand-gallop, and Abra followed the example; at this rocking gait they swept through the grove between two long, low buildings, always climbing, and came suddenly upon a larger house. On three sides Connor looked down upon water; the building was behind him. Not a light showed in it, but he made out the low, single story, the sense of weight, and crude arches of the Mission style. Through an opening in the center of the fa‡ade he looked into darkness which he knew must be the patio.

Following the example of Joseph, he dismounted, and while the big man, with his waddling, difficult walk, disappeared into the court, Connor stepped back and looked over Abra. Starlight was enough to see him by, for he glimmered with running sweat even in the semidarkness, but it was plain from his high head and inquisitive muzzle that he was neither winded nor down-hearted. He followed Connor like a dog when the gambler went in turn to the mare. She turned about nervously to watch the newcomer. Not until Abra had touched noses with her and perhaps spoken to her the dumb horse-talk would she allow Connor to come close, and even then he could not see her as clearly as the stallion. By running his finger-tips over her he discovered the reason — only on the flanks and across the breast was she wet with perspiration, and barely moist on the thighs and belly. The race had winded her no more than a six-furlong canter.

He was still marveling at this discovery when Joseph appeared under the arch carrying a lantern and beckoned him in, leading the way to a large patio, surrounded by a continuous arcade. In the center a fountain was alternately silver and shadow in the swinging lantern light. The floor of the patio was close-shaven turf.

Joseph hung the lantern on the inside of one of the arches and turned to Connor, apparently to invite him to take one of the chairs under the arcade. Instead, he raised his hand to impose silence. Connor heard, from some distance, a harsh sound of breathing of inconceivable strength. For though it was plainly not close to them, he could mark each intake and expulsion of breath. And the noise created for him the picture of a monster.

Let us go to the master, said Joseph, and turned straight across the patio in the direction of that sonorous breathing.

Connor followed, by no means at ease. From the withered old men to huge Joseph had been a long step. How far would be the reach between Joseph himself and the omnipotent master?

He passed in the track of Joseph toward the rear of the patio. Presently the big man halted, removed his hat, and faced a door beneath the arcade. It was only a momentary interruption. He went on again at once, replacing his hat, but the thrill of apprehension was still tingling in the blood of the gambler. Now they went under the arcade, through an open door, and issued in the rear of the house, Connors imaginary monster dissolved.

For they stood in front of a blacksmith shop, the side toward them being entirely open so that Connor could see the whole of the interior. Two sooty lanterns hung from the rafters, the light tangling among wreaths of smoke above and showing below a man whose back was turned toward them as he worked a great snoring bellows with one hand.

That bellows was the source of the mysterious breathing. Connor chuckled; all mysteries dissolved as this had done the moment one confronted them. He left off chuckling to admire the ease with which the blacksmith handled the bellows. A massive angle of iron was buried in the forge, the white flames spurting around it as the bellows blew, casting the smith into high relief at every pulse of the fire. Sometimes it ran on the great muscles of the arm that kept the bellows in play; sometimes it ran a dazzling outline around his entire body, showing the leather apron and the black hair which flooded down about his shoulders.

Who— began Connor.

Hush, cautioned Joseph in a whisper. David speaks when he chooses — not sooner.

Here the smith laid hold on the iron with long pincers, and, raising it from the coals, at once the shop burst with white light as David placed the iron on the anvil and caught up a short-handled sledge. He whirled it and brought it down with a clangor. The sparks spurted into the night, dropping to the ground and turning red at the very feet of Connor. Slowly David turned the iron, the steady shower of blows bending it, changing it, molding it under the eye of the gambler. This was that clangor which had floated through the clear mountain air to him when he first gazed down on the valley; this was the bell-like murmur which had washed down to him through the gates of the valley.

At least it was easy to understand why the servants feared him. A full fourteen pounds was in the head of that sledge, Connor guessed, yet David whirled it with a light and deft precision. Only the shuddering of the anvil told the weight of those blows. Meantime, with every leap of the spark-showers the gambler studied the face of the master. They were features of strength rather than beauty from the frowning forehead to the craggy jaw. A sort of fierce happiness lived in that face now, the thought of the craftsman and the joy of the laborer in his strength.

As the white heat passed from the iron and it no longer flowed into a shape so readily under the hammer of the smith, a change came in him. Connor knew nothing of ironcraft, but he guessed shrewdly that another man would have softened the metal with fire again at this point. Instead, David chose to soften it with strength. The steady patter of blows increased to a thundering rain as the iron turned a dark and darker red.

The rhythm of the worker grew swifter, did not break, and Connor watched with a keen eye of appreciation. Just as a great thoroughbred makes its supreme effort in the stretch by a lengthening and slight quickening of stride, but never a dropping into the choppy pace of unskilled labor at speed, so the man at the anvil was now rocking steadily back and forth from heel to toe, the knees unflexing a little as he struck and stiffening as he swung up the hammer. The greater effort was told only by the greater ring of the hammer face on the hardening iron — by that and by the shudder of the arm of the smith as the fourteen pounds went clanging home to the stroke.

And now the iron was quite dark — the smith stood with the ponderous sledge poised above his head and turned the bar swiftly, with study, to see that the angle was exactly what he wished. The hammer did not descend again on the iron; the smith was content, and plunging the big angle iron into the tempering tub, his burly shoulders were obscured for a moment by a rising cloud of steam.

He stepped out of this and came directly to them. Now the lantern was behind him, he was silhouetted in black, a mighty figure. He was panting from his labor, and the heavy sound of his breathing disturbed the gambler. He had expected to find a wise and simple old man in David. Instead, he was face to face with a Hercules.

His attention was directed entirely to Joseph.

I come from my work unclean, he said. Joseph, take the stranger within and wait.

Joseph led back into the patio to a plain wooden table beside which Connor, at the gesture of invitation, sat down. Here Joseph left him hurriedly, and the gambler looked about. The arcade was lightened by a flagging of crystalline white stone, and the ceiling was inlaid with the same material. But the arches and the wall of the building were of common dobe, massive, but roughly built.

Beyond the fountain nodded like a ghost in the patio, and now and then, when the lantern was swayed by the wind, the pool glinted and was black again. The silence was beginning to make him feel more than ever like an unwelcome guest when another old Negro came, and Connor noted with growing wonder the third of these ancients. Each of them must have been in youth a fine specimen of manhood. Even in white-headed age they retained some of that noble countenance which remains to those who have once been strong. This fellow bore a tray upon his arm, and in the free hand carried a large yellow cloth of a coarse weave.

He placed on the table a wooden trencher with a great loaf of white bread, a cone of clear honey, and an earthen pitcher of milk. Next he put a wooden bowl on a chair beside Connor, and when the latter obediently extended his hands, the old man poured warm water over them and dried them with a napkin.

There was a ceremony about this that fitted perfectly with the surroundings, and Connor became thoughtful. He was to tempt the master with the wealth of the world, but what could he give the man to replace his Homeric comfort?

In the midst of these reflections soft steps approached him, and he saw the brown-faced David coming in a shapeless blouse and trousers of rough cloth, with moccasins on his feet. Rising to meet his host, he was surprised to find that David had no advantage in height and a small one in breadth of shoulder; in the blacksmith shop he had seemed a giant. The brown man stopped beside the table. He seemed to be around thirty, but because of the unwrinkled forehead Connor decided that he was probably five years older.

I am David, he said, without offering his hand.

I, said the gambler, am Benjamin.

There was a flash that might have been either pleasure or suspicion in the face of David.

Joseph has told me what has passed between you, he said.

I hope hes broken no law by letting me come in.

My will is the law; in disregarding me he has broken a law.

He made a sign above his shoulder that brought Joseph hurrying out of the gloom, his keen little eyes fastened upon the face of the master with intolerable anxiety. There was another sign from David, and Joseph, without a glance at Connor, snatched the ivory head out of his pocket, thrust it upon the table, and stood back, watching the brown man with fascination.

You see, went on David, that he returns to you the price which you paid him. Therefore you have no longer a right to remain in the Garden of Eden.

Connor flushed. If this were a price, he answered, clinging as closely as he could to language as simple and direct as that of David, it could be returned to me. But it is not a price. It is a gift, and gifts cannot be returned.

He held out the ape-head, and when Joseph could see nothing save the face of David, he pushed the trinket back toward the huge man.

Then, said the brown man, the fault which was small before is now grown large.

He looked calmly upon Joseph, and the giant quailed. By the table hung a gong on which the master tapped; one of the ancient servants appeared instantly.

Go to my room, said David, and bring me the largest nugget from the chest.

The old man disappeared, and while they waited for his return the little bright eyes of Joseph went to and fro on the face of the master; but David was staring into the darkness of the patio. The servant brought a nugget of gold, as large as the doubled fist of a child, and the master rolled it across the table to Connor.

A tenseness about his mouth told the gambler that much was staked on this acceptance. He turned the nugget in his hand, noting the discoloration of the ore from which it had been taken.

It is a fine specimen, he said.

You will see, said David, both its size and weight.

And Connor knew; it was an exchange for the ivory head. He laid the nugget carelessly back upon the table, thankful that the gift had been offered with such suspicious bluntness.

It is a fine specimen, he repeated, but I am not collecting.

There was a heavy cloud on the face of David as he took up the nugget and passed it into the hand of the waiting servant; but his glance was for Joseph, not Connor.

Joseph burst into speech for the first time, and the words tumbled out.

I do not want it. I shall not keep it. See, David; I give it up to him! He made a gesture with both hands as though he would push away the ape-head forever.

The master looked earnestly at Connor.

You hear?

The latter shrugged his shoulders, saying: Ive never taken back a gift, and I cant begin now.

Connors heart was beating rapidly, from the excitement of the strange interview and the sense of his narrow escape from banishment. Because he had made the gift to Joseph he had an inalienable right, it seemed, to expect some return from Josephs master — even permission to stay in the valley, if he insisted.

There was another of those uncomfortable pauses, with the master looking sternly into the night.

Zacharias, he said.

The servant stepped beside him.

Bring the whip — and the cup.

The eyes of Zacharias rolled once toward Joseph and then he was gone, running; he returned almost instantly with a seven foot blacksnake, oiled until it glistened. He put it in the hand of David, but only when Joseph stepped back, shuddering, and then turned and kneeled before David, the significance of that whip came home to Connor, sickening him. The whites of Josephs eyes rolled at him and Connor stepped between Joseph and the whip.

Do you mean this? he gasped. Do you mean to say that you are going to flog that poor fellow because he took a gift from me?

From you it was a gift, answered the master, perfectly calm, but to him it was a price. And to me it is a great trouble.

God! murmured Connor.

Do you call on him? asked the brown man severely. He is only here in so far as I am the agent of his justice. Yet I trust it is not more His will than it is the will of David. Also, the heart of Joseph is stubborn and must be humbled. Tears are the sign of contrition, and the whip shall not cease to fall until Joseph weeps.

His glance pushed Connor back; the gambler saw the lash whirled, and he turned his back sharply before it fell. Even so, the impact of the lash on flesh cut into Connor, for he had only to take back the gift to end the flogging. He set his teeth. Could he give up his only hold on David and the Eden Grays? By the whizzing of the lash he knew that it was laid on with the full strength of that muscular arm. Now a horrible murmur from the throat of Joseph forced him to turn against his will.

The face of David was filled, not with anger, but with cruel disdain; under his flying lash the welts leaped up on the back of Joseph, but he, with his eyes shut and his head strained far back, endured. Only through his teeth, each time he drew breath, came that stifled moan, and he shuddered at each impact of the whip. Now his eyes opened, and through the mist of pain a brutal hatred glimmered at Connor. That flare of rage seemed to sap the last of his strength, for now his face convulsed, tears flooded down, and his head dropped. Instantly the hand of David paused.

Something had snapped in Connor at the same time that the head of Joseph fell, and while he wiped the wet from his face he only vaguely saw Joseph hurry down the corridor, with Zacharias carrying the whip behind.

But the master? There was neither cruelty nor anger in his face as he turned to the table and filled with milk the wooden cup which Zacharias had brought.

This is my prayer, he said quietly, that in the justice of David there may never be the poison of Davids wrath. 79

He drained the cup, broke a morsel of bread from the loaf and ate it. Next he filled the second cup and handed it to the gambler.

Drink.

Automatically Connor obeyed.

Eat.

In turn he tasted the bread.

And now, said the master, in the deep, calm voice, you have drunk with David in his house, and he has broken bread with you. Hereafter may there be peace and good will between us. You have given a free gift to one of my people, and he who gives clothes to Davids people keeps David from the shame of nakedness; and he who puts bread in the mouths of Davids servants feeds David himself. Stay with me, therefore, Benjamin, until you find in the Garden the thing you desire, then take it and go your way. But until that time, what is Davids is Benjamins; your will be my will, and my way be your way.

He paused.

And now, Benjamin, you are weary?

Very tired.

Follow me.

It seemed well to Connor to remove himself from the eye of the master as soon as possible. Not that the host showed signs of anger, but just as one looks at a clear sky and forebodes hard weather because of misty horizons, so the gambler guessed the frown behind Davids eyes. He was glad to turn into the door which was opened for him. But even though he guessed the danger, Connor could not refrain from tempting Providence with a speech of double meaning.

You are very kind, he said. Good night, David.

May God keep you until the morning, Benjamin.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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FROM THE HOUSE of David, Joseph skulked down the terraces until he came to the two long buildings and entered the smaller of these. He crossed a patio, smaller than the court of Davids house; but there, too, was the fountain in the center and the cool flooring of turf. Across this, and running under the dimly lighted arcade, Joseph reached a door which he tore open, slammed behind him again, and with his great head fallen upon his chest, stared at a little withered Negro who sat on a stool opposite the door. It was rather a low bench of wood than a stool; for it stood not more than six inches above the level of the floor. His shoes off, and his bare feet tucked under his legs, he sat tailorwise and peered up at the giant. The sudden opening of the door had set his loose blouse fluttering about the old mans skeleton body. The sleeves fell back from bony forearms with puckered skin. He was less a man than a receptacle of time. His temples sank in like the temples of a very old horse; his toothless mouth was crushed together by the pressure of the long bony jaw, below which the skin hung in a flap. But the fire still glimmered in the hollows of his eyes. A cheerful spirit lived in the grasshopper body. He was knitting with a pair of slender needles, never looking at his work, nor during the interview with Joseph did he once slacken his pace. The needles clicked with such swift precision that the work grew perceptibly, flowing slowly under his hands.

Meanwhile this deaths head looked at the giant so steadily that Joseph seemed to regret his unceremonious entrance. He stood back against the door, fumbling its knob for a moment, but then his rage mastered him once more, and he burst into the tale of Connors coming and the ivory head. He brought his story to an end by depositing the trinket before the ancient man and then stood back, his face still working, and waited with every show of confident curiosity.

As for the antique, his knitting needles continued to fly, but to view the little carving more closely he craned his skinny neck. At that moment, with his fallen features, his fleshless nose, he was a grinning mummy head. He remained gloating over the little image so long that Joseph stirred uneasily; but finally the grotesque lifted his head. It at once fell far back, the neck muscles apparently unable to support its weight. He looked more at the ceiling than at Joseph. His speech was a writhing of the lips and the voice a hollow murmur.

This, he said, is the face of a great suhman. It is the face of the great suhman, Haneemar. It was many years ago that I knew him. It was a time so long ago that I do not know how to tell you. It was before your birth and the birth of your father. It was when I lived in a green country where the air is thick and sweet and the sun burns. There I knew Haneemar. He is a strong suhman. You see, his eyes are green; that is because he has the strength of the great snake that ties its tail around a branch and hangs down with its head as high as the breast of a man. Those snakes kill an antelope and eat it at a mouthful. Their eyes are green and so are the eyes of Haneemar. And you see that Haneemar has golden teeth. That is because he has eaten wisdom. He knows the meat of all things like a nut he can crack between his teeth. He is as strong as the snake which eats monkeys, and he is as wise as the monkeys that run from the snake and throw sticks from the tops of the trees. That is Haneemar.

There is no luck for the man who carries the face of Haneemar with him. That is why David used the whip. He knew Haneemar. Also, in the other days I remember that when a child was sick in the village they tied a goat in the forest and Haneemar came and ate the goat. If he ate the goat like a lion and left tooth marks on the bones then the child got well and lived. If he ate the goat like a panther and left the guts the child died. But if the goat was not eaten for one day then Haneemar came and ate the child instead. I remember this. There will be no luck for you while you carry Haneemar.

The big man had heard this speech with eyes that grew rounder and rounder. Now he caught up the little image and raised his arm to throw it through the window. But the old man hissed, and Joseph turned with a shudder.

You cannot throw Haneemar away, said the other. Only when some one takes him freely will you be rid of him.

It is true, answered Joseph. I remember the visitor would not take him back.

Then, said the old sage, if the stranger will not take him back, bad luck has come into the Garden, for only the stranger would carry Haneemar out again. But do not give Haneemar to one of our friends, for then he will stay with us all. If you dig a deep hole and bury him in it, Haneemar may not be able to get out.

Joseph was beginning to swell with wrath.

The stranger has put a curse on me, he said. Abraham, what shall I do to him? Teach me a curse to put on him!

Hush! answered Abraham. Those who pray to evil spirits are the slaves of the powers they pray to.

Then I shall take this Benjamin in my hands!

He made a gesture as though he were snapping a stick of dry wood.

You are the greater fool. Is not this Benjamin, this stranger, a guest of the master?

I shall steal him away by night in such a manner that he shall not make even the noise of a mouse when the cat breaks its back. I shall steal him away and David will never know.

The loose eyelids of the old man puckered and his glance became a ray of light.

The curse already works; Haneemar already is in your mind, Joseph. David will not know? Child, there is nothing that he does not know. He uses us. We are his tools. My mind is to him as my hand is to me. He comes inside my eyes; he knows what I think. And if old Abraham is nothing before David, what is Joseph? Hush! Let not a whisper go out! Do not even dare to think it. You have felt the whip of David, but you have not felt his hand when he is in anger. A wounded mountain lion is not so terrible as the rage of David; he would be to you as an ax at the root of a sapling. These things have happened before. I remember. Did not Boram once anger John? And was not Boram as great as Joseph? And did not John take Boram in his hands and conquer him and break him? Yes, and David is a greater body and a stronger hand than John. Also, his anger is as free as the running of an untaught colt. Remember, my son!

Joseph stretched out his enormous arms and his voice was a broken wail.

Oh, Abraham, Abraham, what shall I do?

Wait, said the old man quietly. For waiting makes the spirit strong. Look at Abraham! His body has been dead these twenty years, but still his spirit lives.

But the curse of Haneemar, Abraham?

Haneemar is patient. Let Joseph be patient also.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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CONNOR WAKENED IN the gray hour of the morning, but beyond the window the world was much brighter than his room. The pale terraces went down to scattered trees, and beyond the trees was the water of the lake. Farther still the mountains rolled up into a brighter morning. A horse neighed out of the dawn; the sound came ringing to Connor, and he was suddenly eager to be outside.

In the patio the fountain was still playing. As for the house, he found it far less imposing than it had been when lantern light picked out details here and there. The walls and the clumsy arches were the disagreeable color of dried mud and all under the arcade was dismal shadow. But the lawn was already a faintly shining green, and the fountain went up above the ground shadow in a column of light. He passed on. The outside wall had that squat, crumbling appearance which every one knows who has been in Mexico — and through an avenue of trees he saw the two buildings between which he had ridden the night before. From the longer a man was leading one of the gray horses. This, then, was the stable; the building opposite it was a duplicate on a smaller scale of the house of David, and must be the servants quarters.

Connor went on toward a hilltop which alone topped the site of the masters house; the crest was naked of trees, and over the tops of the surrounding ones Connor found that he commanded a complete view of the valley. The day before, looking from the far-off mountaintop, it had seemed to be a straight line very nearly, from the north to the south; now he saw that from the center both ends swung westward. The valley might be twelve miles long, and two or three wide, fenced by an unbroken wall of cliffs. Over the northern barrier poured a white line of water, which ran on through the valley in a river that widened above Davids house into a spacious lake three or four miles long. The river began again from the end of the lake and continued straight to the base of the southern cliffs. Roads followed the swing of the river closely on each side, and the stream was bridged at each end of the lake. His angle of vision was so small that both extremities of the valley seemed a solid forest, but in the central portion he made out broad meadow lands and plowed fields checkering the groves. The house, as he had guessed the evening before, stood into the lake on a slender peninsula. And due west a narrow slit of light told of the gate into the Garden. It gave him a curiously confused emotion, as of a prisoner and spy in one.

He had walked back almost to the edge of the clearing when David, from the other side went up to the crest of the hill. Connor was already among the trees and he watched unobserved. The master of the Garden, at the top of the hill, paused and turned toward Connor. The gambler flushed; he was about to step out and hail his host when a second thought assured him that he could not have been noticed behind that screen of shrubbery and trunks; moreover the glance of David Eden passed high above him. It might have been the cry of a hawk that made him turn so sharply; but through several minutes he remained without moving either hand or head, and as though he were waiting. Even in the distance Connor marked the smile of happy expectation. If it had been another place and another man Connor would have thought it a lover waiting for his mistress.

But, above all, he was glad of the opportunity to see David and remain unseen. He realized that the evening before it had been difficult to look directly into Davids face. He had carried away little more than impressions; of strength, dignity, a surface calm and strong passions under it; but now he was able to see the face. It was full of contradiction; a profile irregular and deeply cut, but the full face had a touch of nobility that made it almost handsome.

As he watched, Connor thought he detected a growing excitement in David — his head was raised, his smile had deepened. Perhaps he came here to rejoice in his possessions; but a moment later Connor realized that this could not be the case, for the gaze of the other must be fixed as high as the mountain peaks.

At that instant came the revelation; there was a stiffening of the whole body of David; his breast filled and he swayed forward and raised almost on tiptoe. Connor, by sympathy, grew tense — and then the miracle happened. Over the face of David fell a sudden radiance. His hair, dull black the moment before, now glistened with light, and the swarthy skin became a shining bronze; his lips parted as though he drank in strength and happiness out of that miraculous light.

The hard-headed Connor was staggered. Back on his mind rushed a score of details, the background of this picture. He remembered the almost superhuman strength of Joseph; he saw again the old servants withering with many years, but still bright-eyed, straight and agile. Perhaps they, too, knew how to stand here and drink in a mysterious light which filled their outworn bodies with youth of the spirit, at least. And David? Was not this the reason that he scorned the world? Here was his treasure past reckoning, this fountain of youth. Here was the explanation, too, of that intolerable brightness of his eye.

The gambler bowed his head.

When he looked up again his soul had traveled higher and lower in one instant than it had ever moved before; he was staring like a child. Above all, he wanted to see the face of David again, to examine that mysterious change, but the master was already walking down the hill and had almost reached the circle of the trees on the opposite side of the slope. But now Connor noted a difference everywhere surrounding him. The air was warmer; the wind seemed to have changed its fiber; and then he saw that the treetops opposite him were shaking and glistening in a glory of light. Connor went limp and leaned against a tree, laughing weakly, silently.

Hell, he said at length, recovering himself. It was only the sunrise! And me — I thought—

He began to laugh again, aloud, and the sound was caught up by the hillside and thrown back at him in a sharp echo. Connor went thoughtfully back to the house. In the patio he found the table near the fountain laid with a cloth, the wood scrubbed white, and on it the heavy earthenware. David Eden came in with the calm, the same eye, difficult to meet. Indeed, then and thereafter when he was with David, he found himself continually looking away, and resorting to little maneuvers to divert the glance of his host.

Good morrow, said David.

I have kept you waiting? asked Connor.

The master paused to make sure that he had understood the speech, then replied:

If I had been hungry I should have eaten.

There was no rebuff in that quiet statement, but it opened another door to Connors understanding.

Take this chair, said David, moving it from the end of the table to the side. Sitting here you can look through the gate of the patio and down to the lake. It is not pleasant to have four walls about one; but that is a thing which Isaac cannot understand.

The gambler nodded, and to show that he could be as unceremonious as his host, sat down without further words. He immediately felt awkward, for David remained standing. He broke a morsel from the loaf of bread, which was yet the only food on the table, and turned to the East with a solemn face.

Out of His hands from whom I take this food, said the master— into His hands I give myself.

He sat down in turn, and Isaac came instantly with the breakfast. It was an astonishing menu to one accustomed to toast and coffee for the morning meal. On a great wooden platter which occupied half the surface of the table, Isaac put down two chickens, roasted brown. A horn-handled hunting knife, razor sharp, was the only implement at each place, and fingers must serve as forks. To David that was a small impediment. Under the deft edge of his knife the breast of one chicken divided rapidly; he ate the white slices like bread. Indeed, the example was easy to follow; the mountain air had given him a vigorous appetite, and when Connor next looked up it was at the sound of glass tinkling. He saw Isaac holding toward the master a bucket of water in which a bottle was immersed almost to the cork; David tried the temperature of the water with his fingers with a critical air, and then nodded to Isaac, who instantly drew the cork. A moment later red wine was trickling into Connors cup. He viewed it with grateful astonishment, but David, poising his cup, looked across at his guest with a puzzled air.

In the old days, he said gravely, when my masters drank they spoke to one another in a kindly fashion. It is now five years since a man has sat at my table, and I am moved to say this to you, Benjamin: it is pleasant to speak to another not as a master who must be obeyed, but as an equal who may be answered, and this is my wish, that if I have doubts of Benjamin, and unfriendly thoughts, they may disappear with the wine we drink.

Thank you, said Connor, and a thrill went through him as he met the eye of David. That wish is my wish also — and long life to you, David.

There was a glint of pleasure in the face of David, and they drank together.

By Heaven, cried Connor, putting down the cup, it is M‚doc! It is Chƒteau Lafite, upon my life!

He tasted it again.

And the vintage of 96! Is that true?

David shook his head.

I have never heard of M‚doc or Chƒteau Lafite.

At least, said Connor, raising his cup and breathing the delicate bouquet, this wine is Bordeaux you imported from France? The grapes which made this never grew outside of the Gironde!

But David smiled.

In the north of the Garden, he said, there are some low rolling hills, Benjamin; and there the grapes grow from which we make this wine.

Connor tasted the claret again. His respect for David had suddenly mounted; the hermit seemed nearer to him.

You grew these grapes in your valley? he repeated softly.

This very bottle we are drinking, said David, warming to the talk. I remember when the grapes of this vintage were picked; I was a boy, then.

I believe it, answered Connor solemnly, and he raised the cup with a reverent hand, so that the sun filtered into the red and filled the liquid with dancing points of light.

It is a full twenty years old.

It is twenty-five years old, said David calmly, and this is the best vintage in ten years. He sighed. It is now in its perfect prime and next year it will not be the same. You shall help me finish the stock, Benjamin.

You need not urge me, smiled Connor.

He shook his head again.

But that is one wine I could have vowed I knew — M‚doc. At least, I can tell you the soil it grows in.

The brows of the host raised; he began to listen intently.

It is a mixture of gravel, quartz and sand, continued Connor.

True! exclaimed David, and looked at his guest with new eyes.

And two feet underneath there is a stone for subsoil which is a sort of sand or fine gravel cemented together.

David struck his hands together, frankly delighted.

This is marvelous, he said, I would say you have seen the hills.

I paid a price for what I know, said Connor rather gloomily. But north of Bordeaux in France there is a strip of land called the M‚doc — the finest wine soil in the world, and there I learned what claret may be — there I tasted Chƒteau Lafite and Chƒteau Datour. They are both grown in the commune of Pauillac.

France? echoed David, with the misty eyes of one who speaks of a lost world. Ah, you have traveled?

Wherever fine horses race, said Connor, and turned back to the chicken.

Think, said David suddenly, for five years I have lived in silence. There have been voices about me, but never mind; and now you here, and already you have taken me at a step halfway around the world.

Ah, Benjamin, it is possible for an emptiness to be in a manlike hunger, you understand, and yet different — and nothing but a human voice can fill the space.

Have you no wish to leave your valley for a little while and see the world? said Connor, carelessly.

He watched gloomily, while an expression of strong distaste grew on the face of David. He was still frowning when he answered:

We will not speak of it again.

He jerked his head up and cleared away his frown with an effort.

To speak with one man in the Garden — that is one thing, he went on, but to hear the voices of two jabbering and gibbering together — grinning like mindless creatures — throwing their hands out to help their words, as poor Joseph does — bah, it is like drinking new wine; it makes one sick. It made me so five times.

Five times? said Connor. You have traveled a good deal, then?

Too much, sighed David. And each time I returned from Parkin Crossing I have cared less for what lies outside the valley.

Parkin Crossing?

I have been told that there are five hundred people in the city, said David, pronouncing the number slowly. But when I was there, I was never able to count more than fifty, I believe.

Connor found it necessary to cough.

And each time you have left the valley you have gone no farther than Parkin Crossing? he asked mildly, his spirits rising.

And is not that far enough? replied the master, frowning. It is a ride between dawn and dark.

What is that in miles?

A hundred and thirty miles, said David, or thereabout.

Connor closed his eyes twice and then: You rode that distance between dawn and dark?

Yes.

Over these mountains most of the way? he continued gently.

About half the distance, answered David.

And how long — queried Connor hoarsely— how long before your horse was able to make the trip back after you had ridden a hundred and thirty miles in twelve hours?

The next day, said David, I always return.

In the same time?

In the same time, said David.

To doubt that simple voice was impossible. But Connor knew horses, and his credence was strained to the breaking point.

I should like very much, he said, to see a horse that had covered two hundred and sixty miles within forty-eight hours.

Thirty-six, corrected David.

Connor swallowed.

Thirty-six, he murmured faintly.

I shall send for him, said the master, and struck the little gong which stood on one side of the table. Isaac came hurrying with that light step which made Connor forget his age.

Bring Glani, said David.

Isaac hurried across the patio, and David continued talking to his guest.

Glani is not friendly; but you can see him from a distance.

And yet, said Connor, the other horses in the Garden seem as friendly as pet dogs. Is Glani naturally vicious?

His is of other blood, replied David. He is the blood of the great mare Rustir, and all in her line are meant for one man only. He is more proud than all the rest.

He leaned back in his chair and his face, naturally stern, grew tender.

Since he was foaled no hand has touched him except mine; no other has ridden him, groomed him, fed him.

Ill be glad to see him, said Connor quietly. For I have never yet found a horse which would not come to my hand.

As he spoke, he looked straight into the eyes of David, with an effort, and at the same time took from the pocket of his coat a little bulbous root which was always with him. A Viennese who came from a life half spent in the Orient had given him a small box of those herbs as a priceless present. For the secret was that when the root was rubbed over the hands it left a faint odor on the skin, like freshly cut apples; and to a horse that perfume was irresistible. They seemed to find in it a picture of sweet clover, blossoming, and clean oats finely headed; yet to the nostrils of a man the scent was barely perceptible. Under cover of the table the gambler rubbed his hands swiftly with the little root and dropped it back into his pocket. That was the secret of the power over Abra which had astonished the two old men at the gate. A hundred times, in stable and paddock, Connor had gone up to the most intractable race horses and looked them over at close hand, at his leisure. The master seemed in nowise disturbed by the last remark of Connor.

That is true of old Abraham, also, he said. There was never a colt foaled in the valley which Abraham had not been able to call away from its mother; he can read the souls of them all with a touch of his withered hands. Yes, I have seen that twenty times. But with Glani it is different. He is as proud as a man; he is fierce as a wolf; and Abraham himself cannot touch the neck of my horse. Look!


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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UNDER THE ARCH of the entrance Connor saw a gray stallion, naked of halter or rope, with his head raised. From the shadow he came shining into the sunlight; the wind raised his mane and tail in ripples of silver. Ben Connor rose slowly from his chair. Horses were religion to him; he felt now that he had stepped into the inner shrine.

When he was able to speak he turned slowly toward David. Sir, he said hoarsely, that is the greatest horse ever bred.

It was far more than a word of praise; it was a confession of faith which surrounded the moment and the stallion with solemnity, and David flushed like a proud boy.

There he stands, he said. Now make him come to your hand.

It recalled Connor to his senses, that challenge, and feeling that his mind had been snatched away from him for a moment, almost that he had been betrayed, he looked at David with a pale face.

He is too far away, he said. Bring him closer.

There was one of those pauses which often come before crises, and Connor knew that by the outcome of this test he would be judged either a man or a cheap boaster.

I shall do this thing, said the master of the Garden of Eden. If you bring Glani to your hand I shall give him to you to ride while you stay in the valley. Listen! No other man had so much as laid a hand on the withers of Glani, but if you can make him come to you of his own free will—

No, said Connor calmly. I shall make him come because my will is stronger than his.

Impossible! burst out David.

He controlled himself and looked at Connor with an almost wistful defiance.

I hold to this, he said. If you can bring Glani to your hand, he is yours while you stay in the Garden — for my part, I shall find another mount.

Connor slipped his right hand into his pocket and crushed the little root against the palm.

Come hither, Glani, commanded the master. The stallion came up behind Davids chair, looking fearlessly at the stranger.

Now, said David with scorn. This is your time.

I accept it, replied Connor.

He drew his hand from his pocket, and leaning over the table, he looked straight into the eye of the stallion. But in reality, it was only to bring that right hand closer; the wind was stirring behind him, and he knew that it wafted the scent of the mysterious root straight to Glani.

That is impossible, said David, following the glance of Connor with a frown. A horse has no reasoning brain. Silence cannot make him come to you.

However, said Connor carelessly, I shall not speak.

The master set his teeth over unuttered words, and glancing up to reassure himself, his face altered swiftly, and he whispered:

Now, you four dead masters, bear witness to this marvel! Glani feels the influence!

For the head of Glani had raised as he scented the wind. Then he circled the table and came straight toward Connor. Within a pace, the scent of strange humanity must have drowned the perfume of the root; he sprang away, catlike and snorted his suspicion.

David heaved a great sigh of relief.

You fail! he cried, and snatching up a bottle of wine, he poured out a cup. Brave Glani! I drink this in your honor!

Every muscle in Davids strong body was quivering, as though he were throwing all the effort of his will on the side of the stallion.

You think I have failed? asked Connor softly.

Admit it, said David.

His flush was gone and he was paler than Connor now; he seemed to desire with all his might that the test should end; there was a fiber of entreaty in his voice.

Admit it, Benjamin, as I admit your strange power.

I have hardly begun. Give me quiet.

David flung himself into his chair, his attention jerking from Glani to Connor and back. It was at this critical moment that a faint breeze puffed across the patio, carrying the imperceptible fragrance of the root straight to Glani. Connor watched the stallion prick his ears, and he blessed the quaint old Viennese with all his heart.

The first approach of Glani had been in the nature of a feint, but now that he was sure, he went with all the directness of unspoiled courage straight to the stranger. He lowered the beautiful head and thrust out his nose until it touched the hand of Connor. The gambler saw David shudder.

You have conquered, he said, forcing out the words.

Take Glani; to me he is now a small thing. He is yours while you stay in the Garden. Afterward I shall give him to one of my servants.

Connor stood up, and though at his rising Glani started back, he came to Connor again, following that elusive scent. To David it seemed the last struggle of the horse before completely submitting to the rule of a new master. He rose in turn, trembling with shame and anger, while Connor stood still, for about this stranger drifted a perfume of broad green fields with flowering tufts of grass, the heads well-seeded and sweet. And when a hand touched his withers, the stallion merely turned his head and nuzzled the shoulder of Connor inquisitively.

With his hand on the back of the horse, the gambler realized for the first time Glanis full stature. He stood at least fifteen-three, though his perfect proportions made him seem smaller at a distance. No doubt he was a giant among the Eden Grays, Connor thought to himself. The gallop on Abra the night before had been a great moment, but a ride on Glani was a prospect that took his breath. He paused. Perhaps it was the influence of a forgotten Puritan ancestor, casting a shade on every hope of happiness. With his weight poised for the leap to the back of the stallion, Connor looked at David. The master was in a silent agony, and the hand of Connor fell away from the horse. He was afraid.

I cant do it, he said frankly.

Jump on his back, urged David bitterly. Hes no more to you than a yearling to the hands of Abraham.

Connor realized now how far he had gone; he set about retracing the wrong steps.

It may appear that way, but I cant trust myself on his back. You understand?

He stepped back with a gesture that sent Glani bounding away.

You see, went on Connor, I never could really understand him.

The master seized with eagerness upon this gratifying suggestion.

It is true, he said, that you are a little afraid of Glani. That is why none of the rest can handle him.

He stopped in the midst of his self-congratulation and directed at Connor one of those glances which the gambler could never learn to meet.

Also, said David, you make me happy. If you had sat on his back I should have felt your weight on my own shoulders and spirit.

He laid a hand on Connors shoulder, but the gambler had won and lost too often with an impenetrable face to quail now. He even managed to smile.

Hearken, said David. My masters taught me many things, and everything they taught me must be true, for they were only voices of a mind out of another world. Yet, in spite of them, he went on kindly, I begin to feel a kinship with you, Benjamin. Come, we will walk and talk together in the cool of the morning. Glani!

The gray had wandered off to nibble at the turf; he whirled and came like a thrown lance.

Glani, said David, is usually the only living thing that walks with me in the morning; but now, my friend, we are three.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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IN THE MID-AFTERNOON of that day Connor rested in his room, and David rested in the lake, floating with only his nose and lips out of water. Toward the center of the lake even the surface held the chill of the snows, but David floated in the warm shallows and looked up to the sky through a film of water. The tiny ripples became immense air waves that rushed from mountain to mountain, dashed the clouds up and down, and then left the heavens placid and windless.

He grew weary of this placidity, and as he turned upon one side he heard a prolonged hiss from the shore. David rolled with the speed of a water moccasin and headed in with his arm flashing in a powerful stroke that presently brought him to the edge of the beach. He rose in front of old Abraham.

A painter should have seen them together — the time-dried body of the old man and the exuberant youth of the master. He looked on the servant with a stern kindness.

What are you doing here without a covering for your head while the sun is hot? Did they let you come of their own accord, Abraham?

I slipped away, chuckled Abraham. Isaac was in the patio, but I went by him like a hawk-shadow. Then I ran among the trees. Hat? Well, no more have you a hat, David.

The master frowned, but his displeasure passed quickly and he led the way to the lowest terrace. They sat on the soft thick grass, with their feet in the hot sand of the beach, and as the wind stirred the tree above them a mottling of shadow moved across them.

You have come to speak privately with me, said David. What is it?

But Abraham embraced his skinny knees and smiled at the lake, his jaw falling.

Its not what it was, he said, and wagged his head. Its a sad lake compared to what it was.

David controlled his impatience.

Tell me how it is changed.

The color, said the old man. Why, once, with a gallon of that blue you could have painted the whole sky. He shaded his face to look up, but so doing his glance ventured through the branches and close to the white-hot circle of the sun. His head dropped and he leaned on one arm.

Look at the green of the grass, suggested David. It will rest your eyes.

Do you think my eyes are weak? No, I dropped my head to think how the world has fallen off in the last fifty years. It was all different in the days of John. But that was before you came to the valley.

The sky was not the same? queried the master.

And men, also, said Abraham instantly. Ho, yes! John was a man; you will not see his like in these days.

David flushed, but he held back his first answer. Perhaps.

There is no perhaps.

Abraham spoke with a decision that brought his jaw close up under his nose.

He is my master, insisted Abraham, and, smiling suddenly, he whispered: Mah ol Marse Johnnie Cracken!

Whats that? called David.

Abraham stared at him with unseeing eyes. A mist of years drifted between them, and now the old man came slowly out of the past and found himself seated on the lawn in a lonely valley with great, naked mountains piled around it.

What did you say? repeated David.

Abraham hastily changed the subject.

In those days if a stranger came to the Garden of Eden he did not stay. Aye, and in those days Abraham could have taken the strongest by the neck and pitched him through the gates. I remember when the men came over the mountains — long before you were born. Ten men at the gate, I remember, and they had guns. But when my master told them to go away they looked at him and they looked at each other, but after a while they went away.

Abraham rocked in an ecstasy.

No man could face my master. I remember how he sat on his horse that day.

It was Rustir? asked David eagerly.

She was the queen of horses, replied the old man indirectly, and he was the king of men; there are no more men like my master, and there are no more horses like Rustir.

There was a pause, then David spoke.

John was a good man and a strong man, he said, looking down at his own brown hands. And Rustir was a fine mare, but it is foolish to call her the best.

There was never a horse like Rustir, said the old man monotonously.

Bah! What of Glani?

Yes, that is a good colt.

A good colt! Come, Abraham! Have you ever opened your dim eyes and really looked at him? Name one fault.

I have said Glani is a good colt, repeated Abraham, worried.

Come, come! You have said Rustir was better.

Glani is a good colt, but too heavy in the forehand. Far too heavy there.

The restraint of David snapped.

It is false! Ephraim, Jacob, they all say that Glani is the greatest.

They change like the masters, grumbled Abraham. The servants change. They flatter and the master believes. But my master had an eye — he looked through a man like an eagle through mist. When I stood before my master my soul was naked; a wind blew through me. But I say John was one man; and there are no other horses like his mare Rustir. My master is silent; other men have words as heavy as their hands.

Peace, Abraham, peace. You shame me. The Lord was far from me, and I spoke in anger, and I retract it.

A word is a bullet that strikes men down, David. Let the wind blow on your face when your heart is hot.

I confess my sin, said David, but his jaw was set.

Confess your sins in silence.

It is true.

He looked at Abraham as if he would be rid of him.

You are angry to-day, Abraham.

The law of the Garden has been broken.

By whom?

David has unbarred the gate.

Yes, to one man.

It is enough.

Peace, Abraham. You are old and look awry. This one man is no danger. I could break him in my hands — so!

A strong man may be hopeless against words, said the oracular old man. With a word he may set you on fire.

Do you think me a tinder and dry grass? Set me on fire with a word?

An old man who looks awry had done it with a word. And see — again!

There was a silence filled only by the sound of Davids breathing and the slow curling of the ripples on the beach.

You try me sorely, Abraham.

Good steel will bend, but not break.

Say no more of this man. He is harmless.

Is that a command, David?

No — but at least be brief.

Then I say to you, David, that he has brought evil into the valley.

The master burst into sudden laughter that carried away his anger.

He brought no evil, Abraham. He brought only the clothes on his back.

The serpent brought into the first Garden only his skin and his forked tongue.

There was a devil in that serpent.

Aye, and what of Benjamin?

Tell me your proofs, and let them be good ones, Abraham.

I am old, said Abraham sadly, but I am not afraid.

I wait.

Benjamin brought an evil image with him. It is the face of a great suhman, and he tempted Joseph with it, and Joseph fell.

The trinket of carved bone? asked David.

The face of a devil! Who was unhappy among us until Benjamin came? But with his charm he bought Joseph, and now Joseph walks alone and thinks unholy thoughts, and when he is spoken to he looks up first with a snakes eye before he answers. Is not this the work of Benjamin?

What would you have me do? Joseph has already paid for his fault with the pain of the whip.

Cast out the stranger, David.

David mused. At last he spoke. Look at me, Abraham!

The other raised his head and peered into the face of David, but presently his glance wavered and turned away.

See, said David. After Matthew died there was no one in the Garden who could meet my glance. But Benjamin meets my eye and I feel his thoughts before he speaks them. He is pleasant to me, Abraham.

The voice of the serpent was pleasant to Eve, said Abraham.

The nostrils of David quivered.

What is it that you call the trinket?

A great suhman. My people feared and worshiped him in the old days. A strong devil!

An idol! said David. What! Abraham, do you still worship sticks and stones? Have you been taught no more than that? Do you put a mind in the handiwork of a man?

The head of Abraham fell.

I am weak before you, David, he said. I have no power to speak except the words of my master, which I remember. Now I feel you rise against me, and I am dust under your feet. Think of Abraham, then, as a voice in the wind, but hear that voice. I know, but I know not why I know, or how I know, there is evil in the valley, David. Cast it out!

I have broken bread and drunk milk with Benjamin. How can I drive him out of the valley?

Let him stay in the valley if you can keep him out of your mind. He is in your thoughts. He is with you like a shadow.

He is not stronger than I, said the master.

Evil is stronger than the greatest.

It is cowardly to shrink from him before I know him.

Have no fear of him — but of yourself. A wise man trembleth at his own strength.

Tell me, Abraham — does the seed of Rustir know men? Do they know good and evil?

Yes, for Rustir knew my master.

And has Glani ever bowed his head for any man saving for me?

He is a stubborn colt. Aye, he troubled me!

But I tell you, Abraham, he came to the hand of Benjamin!

The old man blinked at the master.

Then there was something in that hand, he said at last.

There was nothing, said David in triumph. I saw the bare palm.

It is strange.

You are wrong. Admit it.

I must think, David.

Yes, said the master kindly. Here is my hand. Rise, and come with me to your house.

They went slowly, slowly up the terrace, Abraham clinging to the arm of the master.

Also, said David, he has come for only a little time. He will soon be gone. Speak no more of Benjamin.

I have already spoken almost enough, said Abraham. You will not forget.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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ALTHOUGH DAVID WAS smiling when he left Abraham, he was serious when he turned from the door of the old man. He went to Connors room, it was empty. He summoned Zacharias.

The men beyond the mountains are weak, said David, and when I left him a little time since Benjamin was sighing and sleepy. But now he is not in his room. Where is he, Zacharias?

Shakra came into the patio and neighed, Zacharias answered, and at that Benjamin came out, rubbing his eyes. My friend, said he to me, and his voice was smooth — not like those voices—

Peace, Zacharias, said David. Leave this talk of his voice and tell me where he is gone.

Away from the house, said the old man sullenly.

The master knitted his brows.

You old men, he said, are like yearlings who feel the sap running in their legs in the spring. You talk as they run — around and around. Continue.

Zacharias sulked as if he were on the verge of not speaking at all. But presently his eye lighted with his story.

Benjamin, he went on, said to me, My friend, that is a noble mare.

She is a good filly, said I.

With a hundred and ten up, said Benjamin, she would make a fast track talk.

What? said David.

I do not know the meaning of his words, said the old servant, but I have told them as he said them.

He is full of strange terms, murmured David. Continue.

He went first to one side of Shakra and then to the other. He put his hand into his coat and seemed to think. Presently he stretched out his hand and called her. She came to him slowly.

Wonderful!

That was my thought, nodded Zacharias.

Why do you stop? cried David.

Because I am talking around and around, like a running yearling, said Zacharias ironically. However, he stood back at length and combed the forelock of Shakra with his fingers. Tell me, Zacharias, he said, if this is not the sister of Glani?

He guessed so much? It is strange!

Then he looked in her mouth and said that she was four years old.

He is wise in horses, indeed.

When he turned away Shakra followed him; he went to his room and came out again, carrying the saddle with which he rode Abra. He put this on her back and a rope around her neck. Will the master be angry if I ride her? he asked.

I told him that she was first ridden only three months before to-day, and that she must not be ridden more than fifty miles now in a day.

He looked a long time at me, then said he would not ride farther than that. Then he went galloping down the road to the south.

Good! said the master, and sent a long whistle from the patio; it was pitched as shrill and small as the scream of a hawk when the hawk itself cannot be seen in the sky.

Zacharias ran into the house, and when he came out again bringing a pad Glani was already in the patio.

David took the pad and cinched it on the back of the stallion.

And when Shakra began to gallop, said Zacharias, Benjamin cried out.

What did he say?

Nothing.

Zacharias, men do not cry out without speaking.

Nevertheless, said Zacharias, it was like the cry of a wolf when they hunt along the cliffs in winter and see the young horses and the cattle in the Garden below them. It was a cry, and there was no spoken word in it.

The master bit his lip.

Abraham has been talking folly to you, he said; and, springing on the back of the stallion, he raced out of the patio and on to the south road with his long, black hair whipping straight out behind his head.

At length the southern wall rose slowly over the trees, and a deep murmur which had begun about them as soon as they left the house, light as the humming of bees, increasing as they went down the valley, now became a great rushing noise. It was like a great wind in sound; one expected the push of a gale, coming out from the trees, but there was only the river which ran straight at the cliff, split solid rock, and shot out of sunlight into a black cavern. Beside this gaping mouth of rock stood Connor with Shakra beside him. Twice the master called, but Connor could not hear.

The tumbling river would have drowned a volley of musketry. Only when David touched his shoulder did Connor turn a gloomy face. They took their horses across the bridge which passed over the river a little distance from the cliff, and rode down the farther side of the valley until the roar sank behind them. A few barriers of trees reduced it to the humming which on windless days was picked up by echoes and reached the house of David with a solemn murmur.

I thought you would rest, said David, when they were come to a place of quiet, and the horses cantered lightly over the road with that peculiar stride, at once soft and reaching, which Connor was beginning to see as the chief characteristic of the Eden Gray.

I have rested more in two minutes on the back of Shakra than I could rest in two hours on my bed.

It was like disarming a father by praise of his son.

She has a gentle gait, smiled David.

I tell you, man, shes a knockout!

A knockout?

The gambler added hastily: Next to Glani the best horse I have seen.

You are right. Next to Glani the best in the valley.

In the world, said Connor, and then gave a cry of wonder.

They had come through an avenue of the eucalyptus trees, and now they reached an open meadow, beyond which aspens trembled and flashed silver under a shock from the wind. Half the meadow was black, half green; for one of the old men was plowing. He turned a rich furrow behind him, and the blackbirds followed in chattering swarms in their hunt for worms. The plow team was a span of slender-limbed Eden Grays. They walked lightly with plow, shaking their heads at the blackbirds, and sometimes they touched noses in that cheery, dumb conversation of horses. The plow turned down the field with the sod curling swiftly behind. The blackbirds followed. There were soldier-wings among them making flashes of red, and all the swarm scolded.

David, said Connor when he could speak, you might as well harness lightning to your plow. Why in the name of God, man, dont you get mules for this work?

The master looked to the ground, for he was angered.

It is not against His will that I work them at the plow, he answered. He has not warned me against it.

Who hasnt?

Our Father whose name you spoke. Look! They are not unhappy, Jurith and Rajima, of the blood of Aliriz.

He whistled, whereat the off mare tossed her head and whinnied.

By Heaven, she knows you at this distance! gasped Connor.

Which is only to say that she is not a fool. Did I not sit with her three days and three nights when she was first foaled? That was twenty-five years ago; I was a child then.

Connor, staring after the high, proud head of Jurith, sighed. The horses started on at a walk which was the least excellent gait in the Eden Grays. Their high croups and comparatively low withers, their long hindlegs and the shorter forelegs, gave them a waddling motion with the hind quarters apparently huddling the forehand along.

Indeed, they seemed designed in every particular for the gallop alone. But Glani was an exception. Just as in size he appeared a freak among the others, so in his gaits all things were perfectly proportioned. Connor, with a deep, quiet delight, watched the big stallion stepping freely. Shakra had to break into a soft trot now and then to catch up.

Let us walk, said David. The run is for when a man feels with the hawk in the sky; the gallop is for idle pleasure; the trot is an ugly gait, for distance only; but a walk is the gait when two men speak together. In this manner Matthew and I went up and down the valley roads. Alas, it is five years since I have walked my horse! Is it not, Glani, my king? And now, Benjamin, tell me your trouble.

There is no trouble, said Connor.

But David smiled, saying: We are brothers in Glani, Benjamin. To us alone he has given his head. Therefore speak freely.

Look back, said Connor, feeling that the crisis had come and that he must now put his fortune to the touch.

David turned on the stallion. What do you see?

I see old Elijah. He drives the two mares, and the furrow follows them — the blackbirds also.

Do you see nothing else?

I see the green meadow and the sky with a cloud in it; I see the river yonder and the aspens flash as the wind strikes them.

And do you hear nothing?

I hear the falling of the Jordan and the cry of the birds. Also, Elijah has just spoken to Rajima. Ah, she is lazy for a daughter of Aliriz!

Do you wish to know what I see and hear, David?

If it is your pleasure, brother.

I see a blue sky like this, with the wind and the clouds in it and all that stuff—

All of what?

And I see also, continued Connor, resolving to watch his tongue, thousands of people, acres of men and women.

David was breathless with interest. He had a way of opening his eyes and his mind like a child.

We are among them; they jostle us; we can scarcely breathe. There is a green lawn below us; we cannot see the green, it is so thickly covered with men. They have pulled out their wallets and they have money in their hands.

What is it? muttered David. For my thoughts swim in those waves of faces.

I see, went on Connor, a great oval road fenced on each side, with colored posts at intervals. I see horses in a line, dancing up and down, turning about—

Ah, horses!

Kicking at each other.

So? Are there such bad manners among them?

But what each man is trembling for, and what each man has risked his money upon, is this question: Which of all those is the fastest horse? Think! The horses which fret in that line are the finest money can buy. Their blood lines are longer than the blood lines of kings. They are all fine muscles and hair-trigger nerves. They are poised for the start. And now—

Benjamin, is there such love of horses over the mountains? Listen! Fifty thousand men and women breathe with those racers.

I know. There was a glint in the eyes of David. When two horses match their speed—

Some men have wagered all their money. They have borrowed, they have stolen, to get what they bet. But there are two men only who bet on one of the horses. You, David, and I!

Ha? But money is hard to come by.

We ask them the odds, continued Connor. For one dollar we shall take a hundred if our horse wins — odds of a hundred to one! And we wager. We wager the value of all we have. We wager the value of the Garden of Eden itself!

It is madness, Benjamin!

Look closer! See them at the post. Theres the Admiral. Theres Fidgety — that tall chestnut. Theres Glorious Polly — the little bay. The greatest stake horses in the country. The race of the year. But the horse we bet on, David, is a horse which none of the rest in that crowd knows. It is a horse whose pedigree is not published. It is a small horse, not more than fourteen-three. It stands perfectly still in the midst of that crowd of nervous racers. On its back is an old man.

But can the horse win? And who is the old man?

On the other horses are boys who have starved until they are wisps with only hands for the reins of a horse and knees to keep on his back. They have stirrups so short that they seem to be floating above the racers. But on the back of the horse on which we are betting there is only an old, old man, sitting heavily.

His name! His name! David cried.

Elijah! And the horse is Jurith!

No, no! Withdraw the bets! She is old.

They are off! The gray mare is not trained for the start. She is left standing far behind.

Ah! David groaned.

Fifty thousand people laughing at the old gray mare left at the post!

I see it! I hear it!

Shes too short in front; too high behind. Shes a joke horse. And see the picture horses! Down the back stretch! The fifty thousand have forgotten the gray, even to laugh at her. The pack drives into the home stretch. Theres a straight road to the finish. They straighten out. They get their feet. Theyre off for the wire!

The voice of Connor had risen to a shrill cry. But look! Look! Theres a streak of gray coming around the turn. Its the mare! Its old Jurith!

Jurith!

No awkwardness now! She spreads herself out and the posts disappear beside her. She stretches down low and the rest come back to her. Fine horses; they run well. But Jurith is a racing machine. Shes on the hip of the pack! Look at the old man all the thousand were laughing at. He sits easily in the saddle. He has no whip. His reins are loose. And then he uses the posts ahead of him. He leans over and speaks one word in the ear of the gray mare.

By the Lord, she was walking before; she was cantering! Now she runs! Now she runs! And the fifty thousand are dumb, white. A solid wall of faces covered with white-wash! Dyou see? Theyre sick! And then all at once they know theyre seeing a miracle. They have been standing up ever since the horses entered the home-stretch. Now they climb on one anothers shoulders. They forget all about thousands — the hundreds of thousands of dollars which they are going to lose. They only know that they are seeing a great horse. And they love that new, great horse. They scream as they see her come. Women break into tears as the old man shoots past the grand stand. Men shriek and hug each other. They dance.

The gray streak shoots on. She is past the others. She is rushing for the finish wire as no horse ever ran before. She is away. One length, two lengths, six lengths of daylight show between her and the rest. She gallops past the finish posts with Elijah looking back at the others!

She has won! You have won, David. I have won. We are rich. Happy. The worlds before us. David, do you see?

Is it possible? But no, Benjamin, not Jurith. Some other, perhaps, Shakra — Glani—

No, we would take Jurith — twenty-five years old!

Connors last words trailed off into hysterical laughter.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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DAVID WAS STILL flushed with the excitement of the tale, and he was perplexed and troubled when Connors strange, high laughter brought to an abrupt end the picture they had both lived in.

The gambler saw the frown on Davids brow, and with an effort he made himself suddenly grave, though he was still pale and shaking.

David, this is the reason Jurith can win. Somewhere in the past there was a freak gray horse. There are other kinds of freaks; oranges had seeds in em; all at once up pops a tree that has seedless fruit. People plant shoots from it. There you have the naval orange, all out of one tree. Its the same way with that gray horse. It was a freak; had a high croup and muscles as stretchy as India-rubber, and strong — like the difference between the muscles of a mule and the muscles of most horses. Thats what that first horse was. He was bred and the get came into this valley. They kept improving — and the result is Glani! The Eden Gray, David, is the finest horse in the world because its a different and a better horse!

The master paused for some time, and Connor knew he was deep in thought. Finally he spoke:

But if we know the speed of the Eden Grays, why should we go out into the world and take the money of other men because they do not know how fast our horses run?

Connor made sure the master was serious and nerved himself for the second effort.

What do you wish, David?

In what measure, Benjamin?

The skys the limit! I say, what do you wish? The last wish that was in your head.

Shakra stumbled a little while ago; I wished for a smoother road.

David, with the money we win on the tracks well tear up these roads, cut trenches, fill em with solid blocks of rock, lay em over with asphalt, make em as smooth as glass! What else?

You jest, Benjamin. That is a labor for a thousand men.

I say, its nothing to what well do. What else do you want? Turn your mind loose — open up your eyes and see something thats hard to get.

Every wish is a regret, and why should I fail of gratitude to God by making my wishes? Yet, I have been weak, I confess. I have sometimes loathed the crumbling walls of my house. I have wished for a tall chamber — on the floor a covering which makes no sound, colors about me — crystal vases for my flowers — music when I come—

Stop there! You see that big white cliff? Ill have that stone cut in chunks as big as you and your horse put together. Ill have em piled on a foundation as strong as the bottom of those hills. You see the way those mountain-tops walk into the sky? Thats how the stairways will step up to the front of your house and put you out on a big terrace with columns scooting up fifty feet, and when you walk across the terrace a couple of great big doors weighing about a ton apiece will drift open and make a whisper when you mosey in. And when you get inside youll start looking up and up, but youll get dizzy before your eyes hit the ceiling; and up there youll see a lighting stunt that looks like a million icicles with the sun behind em.

He paused an instant for breath and saw David smiling in a hazy pleasure.

I follow you, he said softly. Go on! And his hand stretched out as though to open a door.

What Ive told you about is only a beginning. Turn yourself loose; dream, and Ill turn your dream into stone and color, and fill up your windows with green and gold and red glass till youll think a rainbow has got all tangled up there! Ill give you music thatll make you forget to think, and when you think Ill give you a room so big that youll have silence with an echo to it.

All this for my horses?

Send one of the grays — just one, and let me place the wagers. You dont even have to risk your own money. Ive made a slough of it betting on things that werent lead pipe cinches like this. I made on Fidgety Midget at fifty to one. I made on Gosham at eight to one. Nobody told me how to bet on em. I know a horse — thats all! You stay in the Garden; I take one of the grays; I bring her back in six months with more coin than she can pack, and we split it fifty-fifty. You furnish the horse. I furnish the jack. Is it a go?

A bird stopped above them, whistled and dipped away over the treetops. David turned his head to follow the trailing song, and Connor realized with a sick heart that he had failed to sweep his man off his feet.

Would you have me take charity? asked David at length.

It seemed to Connor that there was a smile behind this. He himself burst into a roar of laughter.

Sure, it sounds like charity. Theyll be making you a gift right enough. There isnt a horse on the turf that has a chance with one of the grays! But theyll bet their money like fools.

Would it not be a sin, then?

What sin? asked Connor roughly. Dont they grab the coin of other people? Does the bookie ask you how much coin you have and if you can afford to lose it? No, hes out to get all that he can grab. And well go out and do some grabbing in turn. Oh, theyll squeal when we turn the screw, but theyll kick through with the jack. No fear, Davie!

Whatever sins may be theirs, Benjamin, those sins need not be mine.

Connor was dumb.

Because they are foolish, said David, should I take advantage of their folly? A new man comes into the valley. He sees Jurith, and notices that she runs well in spite of her years. He says to me: This mare will run faster than your stallion. I have money and this ring upon my finger which I will risk against one dollar of your money; If the mare beats Glani I take your dollar. If Glani beats the mare, you take my purse and my ring; I have no other wealth. It will ruin me, but I am willing to be ruined if Jurith is not faster than Glani.

Suppose such foolish man were to come to me, Benjamin, would I not say to him: No, my friend. For I understand better than you, both Jurith and Glani! Tell me therefore, Benjamin, that you have tempted me toward a sin, unknowing.

It made Connor think of the stubbornness of a woman, or of a priest. It was a quiet assurance which could only be paralleled from a basis of religion or instinct. He knew the danger of pressing too hard upon this instinct or blind faith. He swallowed an oath, and answered, remembering dim lessons out of his childhood:

Tell me, David, my brother, is there no fire to burn fools? Is there no rod for the shoulders of the proud? Should not such men be taught?

And I say to you, Benjamin, said the master of the Garden: what wrong have these fools done to me with their folly?

Connor felt that he was being swept beyond his depth. The other went on, changing his voice to gentleness:

No, no! I have even a kindness for men with such blind faith in their horses. When Jacob comes to me and says privately in my ear: David, look at Hira. Is she not far nobler and wiser than Ephraims horse, Numan? When he says this to me, do I shake my head and frown and say: Risk the clothes on your back and the food you eat to prove what you say. No, assuredly I do neither of these things, but I put my hand on his shoulder and I say: He who has faith shall do great things; and a tender master makes a strong colt. In this manner I speak to him, knowing that truth is good, but the whole truth is sometimes a fire that purifies, perhaps, but it also destroys. So Jacob goes smiling on his way and gives kind words and fine oats to Hira.

Connor turned the flank of this argument.

These men are blind. You say that your horses can run a mile in such and such a time, and they shrug their shoulders and answer that they have heard such chatter before — from trainers and stable boys. But you put your horse on a race track and prove what you say, and they pay for knowledge. Once they see the truth they come to value your horses. You open a stud and your breed is crossed with theirs. The blood of Rustir, passing through the blood of Glani, goes among the best horses of the world. A hundred years from now there will be no good horse in the world, of which men do not ask: Is the blood of Glani in him? Is he of the line of the Eden Grays? Consider that, David!

He found the master of the Garden frowning. He pressed home the point with renewed vigor.

If you live in this valley, David, what will men know of you?

Have you come to take me out of the Garden of Eden?

I have come to make your influence pass over the mountains while you stay here. A hundred years from now who will know David of the Garden of Eden? Of the men who used to live here, who remains? Not one! Where do they live now? Inside your head, inside your head, David, and no other place!

They live with God, said David hoarsely.

But here on earth they dont live at all except in your mind. And when you die, they die with you. But if you let me do what I say, a thousand years from to-day, people will be saying: There was a man named David, and he had these gray horses, which were the finest in the world, and he gave their blood to the world. Theyll pick up every detail of your life, and theyll trace back the horses—

Do I live for the sake of a horse? cried David, in a voice unnaturally high.

No, but because of your horses the world will ask what sort of a man you are. People will follow your example. Theyll build a hundred Gardens of Eden. Every one of those valleys will be full of the memories of David and the men who went before him. Then, David, youll never die!

It was the highest flight to which Connors eloquence ever attained. The results were alarming. David spoke, without facing his companion, thoughtfully.

Benjamin, I have been warned. By sin the gate to the Garden was opened, and perhaps sin has entered in you. For why did the first men withdraw to this valley, led by John, save to live apart, perfect lives? And you, Benjamin, wish to undo all that they accomplished.

Only the horses, said the gambler. Who spoke of taking you out of the Garden?

Still David would not look at him.

God grant me His light, said the master sadly. You have stirred and troubled me. If the horses go, my mind goes with them. Benjamin, you have tempted me. Yet another thing is in my mind. When Matthew came to die he took me beside him and said:

David, it is not well that you should lead a lonely life. Man is made to live, and not to die. Take to yourself a woman, when I am gone, wed her, and have children, so that the spirit of John and Matthew and Luke and Paul shall not die. And do this in your youth, before five years have passed you by.

So spoke Matthew, and this is the fifth year. And perhaps the Lord works in you to draw me out, that I may find this woman. Or perhaps it is only a spirit of evil that speaks in you. How shall I judge? For my mind whirls!

As if to flee from his thoughts, the master of the Garden called on Glani, and the stallion broke into a full gallop. Shakra followed at a pace that took the breath of Connor, but instantly she began to fall behind; before they had reached the lake Glani was out of sight across the bridge.

Full of alarm — full of hope also — Connor reached the house. In the patio he found Zacharias standing with folded arms before a door.

I must find David at once, he told Zacharias. Where has he gone?

Up, said the servant, and pointed solemnly above him.

Nonsense! He added impatiently: Where shall I find him, Zacharias?

But again Zacharias waved to the blue sky.

His body is in this room, but his mind is with Him above the world.

There was something in this that made Connor uneasy as he had never been before.

You may go into any room save the Room of Silence, continued Zacharias, but into this room only David and the four before him have been. This is the holy place.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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GLANI WAITED IN the patio for the reappearance of the master, and as Connor paced with short, nervous steps on the grass at every turn he caught the flash of the sun on the stallion. Above his selfish greed he had one honest desire: he would have paid with blood to see the great horse face the barrier. That, however was beyond the reach of his ambition, and therefore the beauty of Glani was always a hopeless torment.

The quiet in the patio oddly increased his excitement. It was one of those bright, still days when the wind stirs only in soft breaths, bringing a sense of the open sky. Sometimes the breeze picked up a handful of drops from the fountain and showered it with a cool rustling on the grass. Sometimes it flared the tail of Glani; sometimes the shadow of the great eucalyptus which stood west of the house quivered on the turf.

Connor found himself looking minutely at trivial things, and in the meantime David Eden in his room was deciding the fate of the American turf. Even Glani seemed to know, for his glance never stirred from the door through which the master had disappeared. What a horse the big fellow was! He thought of the stallion in the paddock at the track. He heard the thousands swarm and the murmur which comes deep out of a mans throat when he sees a great horse.

The palms of Connor were wet with sweat. He kept rubbing them dry on the hips of his trousers. Rehearsing his talk with David, he saw a thousand flaws, and a thousand openings which he had missed. Then all thought stopped; David had come out into the patio.

He came straight to Connor, smiling, and he said:

The words were a temptation, but the mind that conceived them was not the mind of a tempter.

Ineffable assurance and good will shone in his face, and Connor cursed him silently.

I, leaving the valley, might be lost in the torrent. And neither the world nor I should profit. But if I stay here, at least one soul is saved to God.

Your own? muttered Connor. But he managed to smile above his rage. And after you, he concluded, what of the horses, David?

My sons shall have them.

And if you have no sons?

Before my death I shall kill all of the horses. They are not meant for other men than the sons of David.

The gambler drew off his hat and raised his face to the sky, asking mutely if Heaven would permit this crime.

Yet, said David, I forgive you.

You forgive me? echoed Connor through his teeth.

Yes, for the fire of the temptation has burned out. Let us forget the world beyond the mountains.

What is your proof that you are right in staying here?

The voice of God.

You have spoken to Him, perhaps?

The irony passed harmless by the raised head of David.

I have spoken to Him, he asserted calmly.

I see, nodded the gambler. You keep Him in that room, no doubt?

It is true. His spirit is in the Room of Silence.

Youve seen His face?

A numbness fell on the mind of Connor as he saw his hopes destroyed by the demon of bigotry.

Only His voice has come to me, said David.

It speaks to you?

Yes.

Connor stared in actual alarm, for this was insanity.

The four, said David, spoke to Him always in that room. He is there. And when Matthew died he gave me this assurance — that while the walls of this house stood together God would not desert me or fail to come to me in that room until I love another thing more than I love God.

And how, David, do you hear the voice? For while you were there I was in the patio, close by, and yet I heard no whisper of a sound from the room.

I shall tell you. When I entered the Room of Silence just now your words had set me on fire. My mind was hot with desire of power over other men. I forgot the palace you built for me with your promises. And then I knew that it had been a temptation to sin from which the voice was freeing me.

Could a human voice have spoken more clearly than that voice spoke to my heart? Anxiously I called before my eyes the image of Benjamin to ask for His judgment, but your face remained an unclouded vision and was not dimmed by the will of the Lord as He dims creatures of evil in the Room of Silence. Thereby I knew that you are indeed my brother.

The brain of Connor groped slowly in the rear of these words. He was too stunned by disappointment to think clearly, but vaguely he made out that David had dismissed the argument and was now asking him to come for a walk by the lake.

The lakes well enough, he answered, but it occurs to me that Ive got to get on with my journey.

You must leave me?

There was such real anxiety in his voice that Connor softened a little.

Ive got a lot to do, he explained. I only stopped over to rest my nags, in the first place. Then this other idea came along, but since the voice has rapped it theres nothing for me to do but to get on my way again.

It is a long trip?

Long enough.

The Garden of Eden is a lonely place.

Youll have the voice to cheer you up.

The voice is an awful thing. There is no companionship in it. This thought comes to me. Leave the mule and the horse. Take Shakra. She will carry you swiftly and safely over the mountains and bring you back again. And I shall be happy to know that she is with you while you are away. Then go, brother, if you must, and return in haste.

It was the opening of the gates of heaven to Connor at the very moment when he had surrendered the last hope. He heard David call the servants, heard an order to bring Shakra saddled at once. The canteen was being filled for the journey. Into the incredulous mind of the gambler the truth filtered by degrees, as candlelight probes a room full of treasure, flashing ever and anon into new corners filled with undiscovered riches.

Shakra was his to ride over the mountains. And why stop there? There was no mark on her, and his brand would make her his. She would be safe in an Eastern racing stable before they even dreamed of pursuit. And when her victories on the track had built his fortune he could return her, and raise a breed of peerless horses. A theft? Yes, but so was the stealing of the fire from heaven for the use of mankind.

He would have been glad to leave the Garden of Eden at once, but that was not in Davids scheme of things. To him a departure into the world beyond the mountains was as a voyage into an uncharted sea. His dignity kept him from asking questions, but it was obvious that he was painfully anxious to learn the necessity of Connors going.

That night in the patio he held forth at length of the things they would do together when the gambler returned. The Garden is a book, he explained. And I must teach you to turn the pages and read in them.

There was little sleep for Connor that night. He lay awake, turning over the possibilities of a last minute failure, and when he finally dropped into a deep, aching slumber it was to be awakened almost at once by the voice of David calling in the patio. He wakened and found it was the pink of the dawn.

Shakra waits at the gate of the patio. Start early, Benjamin, and thereby you will return soon.

It brought Connor to his feet with a leap. As if he required urging! Through the hasty breakfast he could not retain his joyous laughter until he saw David growing thoughtful. But that breakfast was over, and Davids kind solicitations, at length. Shakra was brought to him; his feet were settled into the stirrups, and the dream changed to a sense of the glorious reality. She was his — Shakra!

A journey of happiness for your sake and a speed for mine, Benjamin.

Connor looked down for the last time into the face of the master of the Garden, half wild and half calm — the face of a savage with the mind of a man behind it. If he should take my trail! he thought with horror.

Good-by! he called aloud, and in a burst of joy and sudden compunction, God bless you, David!

He has blessed me already, for He has given to me a friend.

A touch of the rope — for no Eden Gray would endure a bit — whirled Shakra and sent her down the terraces like the wind. The avenue of the eucalyptus trees poured behind them, and out of this, with astonishing suddenness, they reached the gate.

The fire already burned, for the night was hardly past, and Joseph squatted with the thin smoke blowing across his face unheeded. He was grinning with savage hatred and muttering.

Connor knew what profound curse was being called down upon his head, but he had only a careless glance for Joseph. His eye up yonder where the full morning shone on the mountains, his mind was out in the world, at the race track, seeing in prospect beautiful Shakra fleeing away from the finest of the thoroughbreds. And he saw the face of Ruth, as her eyes would light at the sight of Shakra. He could have burst into song.

Connor looking forward, high-headed, threw up his arm with a low shout, and Shakra burst into full gallop down the ravine.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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WHEN RUTH MANNING read the note through for the first time she raised her glance to the bearer. The boy was so sun-blackened that the paler skin of the eyelids made his eyes seem supremely large. He was now poised accurately on one foot, rubbing his calloused heel up and down his shin, while he drank in the particulars of the telegraph office. He could hardly be a party to a deception. She looked over the note again, and read:

DEAR MISS MANNING:

I am a couple of miles out of Lukin, in a place to which the bearer of this note will bring you. I am sure you will come, for I am in trouble, out of which you can very easily help me. It is a matter which I cannot confide to any other person in Lukin. I am impatiently expecting you.

BEN CONNOR.

She crumpled the note in her hand thoughtfully, but, on the verge of dropping it in the waste basket, she smoothed it again, and for the third time went over the contents. Then she rose abruptly and confided her place to the lad who idled at the counter.

The wires dead, she told him. Besides, Ill be back in an hour or so.

And she rode off a moment later with the boy. He had a blanket-pad without stirrups, and he kept prodding the sliding elbows of the horse with his bare toes while he chattered at Ruth, for the drum of the sounder had fascinated him and he wanted it explained. She listened to him with a smile of inattention, for she was thinking busily of Connor. Those thoughts made her look down to the dust that puffed up from the feet of the horses and became a light mist behind them; then, raising her head, she saw the blue ravines of the farther mountains and the sun haze about the crests. Connor had always been to her as the ship is to a traveler; the glamour of strange places was about him.

Presently they left the trail, and passing about a hillside, came to an old shack whose unpainted wood had blackened with time.

There he is, said the boy, and waving his hand to her, turned his pony on the back trail at a gallop.

Connor called to her from the shack and came to meet her, but she had dismounted before he could reach the stirrup. He kept her hand in his for a moment as he greeted her. It surprised him to find how glad he was to see her. He told her so frankly.

After the mountains and all that, he said cheerfully, its like meeting an old chum again to see you. How have things been going?

This direct friendliness in a young man was something new to the girl. The youths who came in to the dances at Lukin were an embarrassed lot who kept a sulky distance, as though they made it a matter of pride to show they were able to resist the attraction of a pretty girl. But if she gave them the least encouragement, the merest shadow of a friendly smile, they were at once all eagerness. They would flock around her, sending savage glances to one another, and simpering foolishly at her. They had stock conversation of politeness; they forced out prodigious compliments to an accompaniment of much writhing. Social conversation was a torture to them, and the girl knew it.

Not that she despised them. She understood perfectly well that most of them were fine fellows and strong men. But their talents had been cultivated in roping two-year-olds and bulldogging yearlings. They could encounter the rush of a mad bull far more easily than they could withstand a verbal quip. With the familiarity of years, she knew, they lost both their sullenness and their starched politeness. They became kindly, gentle men with infinite patience, infinite devotion to their womenfolk. Homelier girls in Lukin had an easier time with them. But in the presence of Ruth Manning, who was a more or less celebrated beauty, they were a hopeless lot. In short, she had all her life been in an amphibious position, of the mountain desert and yet not of the mountain desert. On the one hand she despised the slick dudes who now and again drifted into Lukin with marvelous neckties and curiously patterned clothes; on the other hand, something in her revolted at the thought of becoming one of the womenfolk.

As a matter of fact, there are two things which every young girl should have. The first is the presence of a mother, which is the oldest of truisms; the second is the friendship of at least one man of nearly her own age. Ruth had neither. That is the crying hurt of Western life. The men are too busy to bother with women until the need for a wife and a home and children, and all the physical destiny of a man, overwhelms them. When they reach this point there is no selection. The first girl they meet they make love to.

And most of this Ruth understood. She wanted to make some of those lumbering, fearless, strong-handed, gentle-souled men her friends. But she dared not make the approaches. The first kind word or the first winning smile brought forth a volley of tremendous compliments, close on the heels of which followed the heavy artillery of a proposal of marriage. No wonder that she was rejoiced beyond words to meet this frank friendliness in Ben Connor. And what a joy to be able to speak back freely, without putting a guard over eyes and voice!

Things have gone on just the same — but Ive missed you a lot!

Thats good to hear.

You see, she explained, Ive been living in Lukin with just half a mind — the rest of it has been living off the wire. And youre about the only interesting thing thats come to me except in the Morse.

And what a happiness to see that there was no stiffening of his glance as he tried to read some profound meaning into her words! He accepted them as they were, with a good-natured laughter that warmed her heart.

Sit down over here, he went on, spreading a blanket over a chairlike arrangement of two boulders. You look tired out.

She accepted with a smile, and letting her head go back against the upper edge of the blanket she closed her eyes for a moment and permitted her mind to drift into utter relaxation.

I am tired, she whispered. It was inexpressibly pleasant to lie there with the sense of being guarded by this man. They never guess how tired I get — never — never! I feel — I feel — as if I were living under the whip all the time.

Steady up, partner. He had picked up that word in the mountains, and he liked it. Steady, partner. Everybody has to let himself go. You tell me whats wrong. I may not be able to fix anything, but it always helps to let off steam.

She heard him sit down beside her, and for an instant, though her eyes were still closed, she stiffened a little, fearful that he would touch her hand, attempt a caress. Any other man in Lukin would have become familiar long ago. But Connor did not attempt to approach her.

Turn and turn about, he was saying smoothly. When I went into your telegraph office the other night my nerves were in a knot. Tell you straight I never knew I had real nerves before. I went in ready to curse like a drunk. When I saw you, it straightened me out. By the Lord, it was like a cool wind in my face. You were so steady, Ruth; straight eyes; and it ironed out the wrinkles to hear your voice. I blurted out a lot of stuff. But when I remembered it later on I wasnt ashamed. I knew youd understand. Besides, I knew that what Id said would stop with you. Just about one girl in a million who can keep her mouth shut — and each one of em is worth her weight in gold. You did me several thousand dollars worth of good that night. Thats honest!

She allowed her eyes to open, slowly, and looked at him with a misty content. The mountains had already done him good. The sharp sun had flushed him a little and tinted his cheeks and strong chin with tan. He looked more manly, somehow, and stronger in himself. Of course he had flattered her, but the feeling that she had actually helped him so much by merely listening on that other night wakened in her a new self-reverence. She was too prone to look on life as a career of manlike endeavor; it was pleasant to know that a woman could accomplish something even more important by simply sitting still and listening. He was watching her gravely now, even though she permitted herself the luxury of smiling at him.

All at once she cried softly: Thank Heaven that youre not a fool, Ben Connor!

What do you mean by that?

I dont think I can tell you. She added hastily: Im not trying to be mysterious.

He waved the need of an apology away.

Tell you what. Never knew a girl yet that was worth her salt who could be understood all the time, or who even understood herself.

She closed her eyes again to ponder this, lazily. She could not arrive at a conclusion, but she did not care. Missing links in this conversation were not vitally important.

Take it easy, Ruth; well talk later on, he said after a time.

She did not look at him as she answered: Tell me why?

There was a sort of childlike confiding in all this that troubled Ben Connor. He had seen her with a mind as direct and an enthusiasm as strong as that of a man. This relaxing and softening alarmed him, because it showed him another side of her, a new and vital side. She was very lovely with the shadows of the sombrero brim cutting across the softness of her lips and setting aglow the clear olive tan of her chin and throat. Her hand lay palm upward beside her, very small, very delicate in the making. But what a power was in that hand! He realized with a thrill of not unmixed pleasure that if the girl set herself to the task she could mold him like wax with the gestures of that hand. If into the softness of her voice she allowed a single note of warmth to creep, what would happen in Ben Connor? He felt within himself a chord ready to vibrate in answer.

Now he caught himself leaning a little closer to study the purple stain of weariness in her eyelids. Even exhaustion was attractive in her. It showed something new, and newly appealing. Weariness gave merely a new edge to her beauty. What if her eyes, opening slowly now, were to look upon him not with the gentleness of friendship, but with something more — the little shade of difference in a girls wide eyes that admits a man to her secrets — and traps him in so doing.

Ben Connor drew himself up with a shake of the shoulders. He felt that he must keep careful guard from now on. What a power she was. What a power! If she set herself to the task who could deal with her? What man could keep from her? Then the picture of David jumped into his mind out of nothingness. And on the heels of that picture the inspiration came with a sudden uplifting of the heart, surety, intoxicating insight. He wanted to jump to his feet and shout until the great ravine beneath them echoed. With an effort he remained quiet. But he was thinking rapidly — rapidly. He had intended to use her merely to arrange for shipping Shakra away from Lukin Junction. For he dared not linger about the town where expert horse thieves might see the mare. But now something new, something more came to him. The girl was a power? Why not use her?

What he said was: Do you know why you close your eyes?

Still without looking up she answered: Why?

All of these mountains — you see? She did not see, so he went on to describe them. Theres that big peak opposite us. Looks a hundred yards away, but its two miles. Comes down in big jags and walks up into the sky — Lord knows how many thousand feet. And behind it the other ranges stepping off into the horizon with purple in the gorges and mist at the tops. Fine picture, eh? But hard to look at, Ruth. Mighty hard to look at. First thing you know you get to squinting to make out whether thats a cactus on the side of that mountain or a hundred-foot pine tree. Might be either. Cant tell the distance in this air. Well, you begin to squint. Thats how the people around here get that long-distance look behind their eyes and the long-distance wrinkles around the corners of their eyes. All the men have those wrinkles. But the women have them, too, after a while. Youll get them after a while, Ruth. Wrinkles around the eyes and wrinkles in the mind to match, eh?

Her eyes opened at last, slowly, slowly. She smiled at him plaintively.

Dont I know, Ben? Its a mans country. It isnt made for woman.

Ah, there youve hit the nail on the head. Exactly! A mans country. Do you know what it does to the women?

Tell me.

Makes em like the men. Hardens their hands after a while. Roughens their voices. Takes time, but thats what comes after a while. Understand?

Oh, dont I understand!

And he knew how the fear had haunted her, then, for the first time.

What does this dry, hot wind do to you in the mountains? What does it do to your skin? Takes the velvet off, after a while; makes it dry and hard. Lord, girl, Id hate to see the change its going to make in you!

All at once she sat up, wide awake.

What are you trying to do to me, Ben Connor?

Im trying to wake you up.

I am awake. But what can I do?

You think youre awake, but youre not. Tell you what a girl needs, a stage — just like an actor. Think they can put on a play with these mountains for a setting? Never in the world. Make the actors look too small. Make everything they say sound too thin.

Same way with a girl. She needs a setting. A room, a rug, a picture, a comfortable chair, and a dress that goes with it. Shuts out the rest of the world and gives her a chance to make a man focus on her — see her behind the footlights. See?

Yes, she whispered.

Do you know what Ive been doing while I watched you just now?

Tell me.

He was fighting for a great purpose now, and a quality of earnest emotion crept into his voice. Around your throat Ive been running an edging of yellow old lace. Under your hand that was lying there I put a deep blue velvet; I had your shoulders as white as snow, with a flash to em like snow when you turned in the light; I had you proud as a queen, Ruth, with a blur of violets at your breast. I took out the tired look in your face. Instead, I put in happiness.

He stopped and drew a long breath.

Youre pretty now, but you could be — beautiful. Lord, what a flame of a beauty you could be, girl!

Instead of flushing and smiling under the praise, he saw tears well into her eyes and her mouth grow tremulous. She winked the tears away.

What are you trying to do, Ben? Make everything still harder for me? Dont you see Im helpless — helpless?

And instead of rising to a wail her voice sank away at the end in despair.

Oh, youre trapped well enough, he said. Im going to bust the trap! Im going to give you your setting. Im going to make you what you ought to be — beautiful!

She smiled as at any unreal fairy tale.

How?

I can show you better than I can tell you! Come here! He rose, and she was on her feet in a flash. He led the way to the door of the shack, and as the shadows fell inside, Shakra tossed up her head.

The girls bewildered joy was as great as if the horse were a present to her.

Oh, you beauty, you beauty, she cried.

Watch yourself, he warned. Shes as wild as a mountain lion.

But she knows a friend!

Shakra sniffed the outstretched hand, and then with a shake of her head accepted the stranger and looked over Ruths shoulder at Connor as though for an explanation. Connor himself was smiling and excited; he drew her back and forgot to release her hand, so that they stood like two happy children together. He spoke very softly and rapidly, as though he feared to embarrass the mare.

Look at the head first — then the bone in the foreleg, then the length above her back — see how she stands! See how she stands! And those black hoofs, hard as iron, I tell you — put the four of em in my double hands, almost — ever see such a nick? But shes no six furlong flash! That chest, eh? Run your finger-tips down that shoulder!

She turned with tears of pleasure in her eyes. Ben Connor, youve been in the valley of the grays!

I have. And do you know what it means to us?

To us?

I said it. I mean it. Youre going to share.

I—

Look at that mare again!

She obeyed.

Say something, Ruth!

I cant say what I feel!

Then try to understand this: youre looking at the fastest horse that ever stepped into a race track. You understand? Im not speaking in comparisons. Im talking the cold dope! Heres a pony that could have given Salvator twenty pounds, run him sick in six furlongs, and walked away to the finish by herself. Heres a mare that could pick up a hundred and fifty pounds and beat the finest horse that ever faced a barrier with a fly-weight jockey in the saddle. Youre looking at history, girl! Look again! Youre looking at a cold million dollars. Youre looking at the blood thats going to change the history of the turf. Thats what Shakra means!

She was trembling with his excitement.

I see. Its the sure thing you were talking about. The horse that cant be beat — that makes the betting safe?

But Connor grew gloomy at once.

What do you mean by sure thing? If I could ever get her safely away from the post in a stake race, yes; sure as anything on earth. But suppose the train is wrecked? Suppose she puts a foot in a hole? Suppose at the post some rotten, cheap-selling plater kicks her and lays her up!

He passed a trembling hand along the neck of Shakra.

God, suppose!

But you only brought one; nothing else worth while in the valley?

Nothing else? I tell you, the place is full of em! And theres a stallion as much finer than Shakra as shes finer than that broken-down, low-headed, ewe-necked, straight-shouldered, roach-backed skate you have out yonder!

Mr. Connor, thats the best little pony in Lukin! But I know — compared with this — oh, to see her run, just once!

She sighed, and as her glance fell Connor noted her pallor and her weariness. She looked up again, and the great eyes filled her face with loveliness. Color, too, came into her cheeks and into her parted lips.

You beauty! she murmured. You perfect, perfect beauty!

Shakra was nervous under the fluttering hands, but in spite of her uneasiness she seemed to enjoy the light-falling touches until the finger-tips trailed across her forehead; then she tossed her head high, and the girl stood beneath, laughing, delighted. Connor found himself smiling in sympathy. The two made a harmonious picture. As harmonious, say, as the strength of Glani and the strength of David Eden. His face grew tense with it when he drew the girl away.

Would you like to have a horse like that — half a dozen like it?

The first leap of hope was followed by a wan smile at this cruel mockery.

He went on with brutal tenseness, jabbing the points at her with his raised finger.

And everything else youve ever wanted: beautiful clothes? Manhattan? A limousine as big as a house. A butler behind your chair and a maid in your dressing room? A picture in the papers every time you turn around? You want em?

Do I want heaven?

How much will you pay?

He urged it on her, towering over her as he drew close.

Whats it worth? Is it worth a fight?

Its worth — everything.

Im talking shop. Im talking business. Will you play partners with me?

To the very end.

The big deaf-mute doesnt own the grays in that valley they call the Garden of Eden. Theyre owned by a white man. They call him David Eden. And David Eden has never been out in the world. Its part of his creed not to. Its part of his creed, however, to go out just once, find a woman for his wife, and bring her back with him. Is that clear?

I—

Youre to go up there. That old gray gelding we saw in Lukin the day of the race. Ill finance you to the sky. Ride it to the gates of the Garden of Eden. Tell the guards that youve got to have another horse because the one you own is old. Insist on seeing David. Smile at em; win em over. Make them let you see David. And the minute you see him, hes ours! You understand? I dont mean marriage. One smile will knock him stiff. Then play him. Get him to follow you out of the valley. Tell him you have to go back home. Hell follow you. Once we have him outside you can keep him from going back and you can make him bring out his horses, too. Easy? Its a sure thing! We dont rob him, you see? We simply use his horses. I race them and play them. I split the winnings with you and David. Millions, I tell you; millions. Dont answer. Gimme a chance to talk!

There was a rickety old box leaning against the wall; he made her sit on it, and dropping upon one knee, he poured out plan, reason, hopes, ambitions in fierce confusion. It ended logically enough. David was under what he considered a divine order to marry, and he would be clay in the hands of the first girl who met him. She would be a fool indeed if she were not able to lead him out of the valley.

Think it over for one minute before you answer, concluded Connor, and then rose and folded his arms. He controlled his very breathing for fear of breaking in on the dream which he saw forming in her eyes.

Then she shook herself clear of the temptation.

Ben, its crooked! Im to lie to him — live a lie until we have what we want!

God Amighty, girl! Dont you see that wed be doing the poor fathead a good turn by getting him out of his hermitage and letting him live in the world? A lie? Call it that if you want. Arent there such things as white lies? If there are, this is one of em or Im not Ben Connor.

His voice softened. Why, Ruth, you know damned well that I wouldnt put the thing up to you if I didnt figure that in the end it would be the best thing in the world for you? Im giving you your chance. To save Dave Eden from being a fossil. To earn your own freedom. To get everything youve longed for. Think!

Im trying to think — but I only keep feeling, inside, Its wrong! Its wrong! Its wrong! Im not a moralizer, but — tell me about David Eden!

Connor saw his opening.

Think of a horse thats four years old and never had a bit in his teeth. Thats David Eden. The minute you see him youll want to tame him. But youll have to go easy. Keep gloves on. Hes as proud as a sulky kid. Kind of a chap you cant force a step, but you could coax him over a cliff. Why, hed be thread for you to wind around your little finger if you worked him right. But it wouldnt be easy. If he had a single suspicion hed smash everything in a minute, and hes strong enough to tear down a house. Put the temper of a panther in the size of a bear and you get a small idea of David Eden.

He was purposely making the task difficult and he saw that she was excited. His own work with Ruth Manning was as difficult as hers would be with David. The fickle color left her all at once and he found her looking wistfully at him.

She returned neither answer, argument, nor comment. In vain he detailed each step of her way into the Garden and how she could pass the gate. Sometimes he was not even sure that she heard him, as she listened to the silent voice which spoke against him. He had gathered all his energy for a last outburst, he was training his tongue for a convincing storm of eloquence, when Shakra, as though she wearied of all this human chatter, pushed in between them her beautiful head and went slowly toward Ruth with pricking ears, inquisitive, searching for those light, caressing touches.

The voice of Connor became an insidious whisper.

Look at her, Ruth. Look at her. Shes begging you to come. You can have her. Shell be a present to you. Quick! Whats the answer!

A strange answer! She threw her arms around the shoulder of the beautiful gray, buried her face in the mane, and burst into tears.

For a moment Connor watched her, dismayed, but presently, as one satisfied, he withdrew to the open air and mopped his forehead. It had been hard work, but it had paid. He looked over the distant blue waves of mountains with the eye of possession.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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THE EVIL AT heart, when they wish to take, seem to give, said Abraham, mouthing the words with his withered lips, and he came to one of his prophetic pauses.

The master of the Garden permitted it to the privileged old servant, who added now: Benjamin is evil at heart.

He did not ask for the horse, said David, who was plainly arguing against his own conviction.

Yet he knew. The ancient face of Abraham puckered. Po white trash! he muttered. Now and then one of these quaint phrases would break through his acquired diction, and they always bore home to David a sense of that great world beyond the mountains. Matthew had often described that world, but one of Abrahams odd expressions carried him in a breath into cities filled with men.

His absence is cheaply bought at the price of one mare, continued the old servant soothingly.

One mare of Rustirs blood! What is the sin for which the Lord would punish me with the loss of Shakra? And I miss her as I would miss a human face. But Benjamin will return with her. He did not ask for the horse.

He knew you would offer.

He will not return?

Never!

Then I shall go to find him.

It is forbidden.

Abraham sat down, cross-legged, and watched with impish self-content while David strode back and forth in the patio. A far-off neighing brought him to a halt, and he raised his hand for silence. The neighing was repeated, more clearly, and David laughed for joy.

A horse coming from the pasture to the paddock, said Abraham, shifting uneasily.

The day was old and the patio was filled with a clear, soft light, preceding evening.

It is Shakra! Shakra, Abraham!

Abraham rose.

A yearling. It is too high for the voice of a grown mare.

The distance makes it shrill. Abraham, Abraham, cannot I find her voice among ten all neighing at once?

Then beware of Benjamin, for he has returned to take not one but all.

But David smiled at the skinny hand which was raised in warning.

Say no more, he said solemnly. I am already to blame for hearkening to words against my brother Benjamin.

You yourself had said that he tempted you.

Because David could find no ready retort he grew angry.

Also, think of this. Your eyes and your ears are grown dull, Abraham, and perhaps your mind is misted also.

He had gone to the entrance into the patio and paused there to wait with a lifted head. Abraham followed and attempted to speak again, but the last cruel speech had crushed him. He went out on the terrace, and looking back saw that David had not a glance for him; so Abraham went feebly on.

I have become as a false prophet, he murmured, and I am no more regarded.

His life had long been in its evening, and now, at a step, the darkness of old age fell about him. From the margin of the lake he looked up and saw Connor ride to the patio.

David, at the entrance, clasped the hand of his guest while he was still on the horse and helped him to the ground.

This, he said solemnly, is a joyful day in my house.

Whats the big news? inquired the gambler, and added: Why so happy?

Is it not the day of your return? Isaac! Zacharias!

They came running as he clapped his hands.

Set out the oldest wine, and there is a haunch of the deer that was killed at the gate. Go! And now, Benjamin, did Shakra carry you well and swiftly?

Better than I was ever carried before.

Then she deserves well of me. Come hither, Shakra, and stand behind me. Truly, Benjamin, my brother, my thoughts have ridden ten times across the mountains and back, wishing for your return!

Connor was sufficiently keen to know that a main reason for the warmth of his reception was that he had been doubted while he was away, and while they supped in the patio he was even able to guess who had raised the suspicion against him. Word was brought that Abraham lay in his bed seriously ill, but David Eden showed no trace of sympathy.

Which is the greater crime? he asked Benjamin a little later. To poison the food a man eats or the thoughts in his mind?

Surely, said the crafty gambler, the mind is of more importance than the stomach.

Luckily David bore the main burden of conversation that evening, for the brain of Connor was surcharged with impatient waiting. His great plan, he shrewdly guessed, would give him everything or else ruin him in the Garden of Eden, and the suspense was like an eating pain. Luckily the crisis came on the very next day.

Jacob galloped into the patio, and flung himself from the back of Abra.

David and Connor rose from their chairs under the arcade where they had been watching Joseph setting great stones in place around the border of the fountain pool. The master of the Garden went forward in some anger at this unceremonious interruption. But Jacob came as one whose news is so important that it overrides all need of conventional approach.

A woman, he panted. A woman at the gate of the Garden!

Why are you here? said David sternly.

A woman—

Man, woman, child, or beast, the law is the same. They shall not enter the Garden of Eden. Why are you here?

And she rides the gray gelding, the son of Yoruba!

At that moment the white trembling lips of Connor might have told the master much, but he was too angered to take heed of his guest.

That which has once left the Garden is no longer part of it. For us, the gray gelding does not exist. Why are you here?

Because she would not leave the gate. She says that she will see you.

She is a fool. And because she was so confident, you were weak enough to believe her?

I told her that you would not come; that you could not come!

You have told her that it is impossible for me to speak with her? said David, while Connor gradually regained control of himself, summoning all his strength for the crisis.

I told her all that, but she said nevertheless she would see you.

For what reason?

Because she has money with which to buy another horse like her gelding, which is old.

Go back and tell her that there is no money price on the heads of my horses. Go! When Ephraim is at the gate there are no such journeyings to me.

Ephraim is here, said Jacob stoutly, and he spoke much with her. Nevertheless she said that you would see her.

For what reason?

She said: Because.

Because of what?

That word was her only answer: Because.

This is strange, murmured David, turning to Connor. Is that one word a reason?

Go back again, commanded David grimly. Go back and tell this woman that I shall not come, and that if she comes again she will be driven away by force. And take heed, Jacob, that you do not come to me again on such an errand. The law is fixed. It is as immovable as the rocks in the mountains. You know all this. Be careful hereafter that you remember. Be gone!

The ruin of his plan in its very inception threatened Ben Connor. If he could once bring David to see the girl he trusted in her beauty and her cleverness to effect the rest. But how lead him to the gate? Moreover, he was angered and his frown boded no good for Jacob. The old servant was turning away, and the gambler hunted his mind desperately for an expedient. Persuasion would never budge this stubborn fellow so used to command. There remained the opposite of persuasion. He determined on an indirect appeal to the pride of the master.

You are wise, David, he said solemnly. You are very wise. These creatures are dangerous, and men of sense shun them. Tell your servants to drive her away with blows of a stick so that she will never return.

No, Jacob, said the master, and the servant returned to hear the command. Not with sticks. But with words, for flesh of women is tender. This is hard counsel, Benjamin!

He regarded the gambler with great surprise.

Their flesh may be tender, but their spirits are strong, said Connor. The opening he had made was small. At least he had the interest of David, and through that entering wedge he determined to drive with all his might.

And dangerous, he added gravely.

Dangerous? said the master. He raised his head. Dangerous?

As if a jackal had dared to howl in the hearing of the lion.

Ah, David, if you saw her you would understand why I warn you!

It would be curious. In what wise does her danger strike?

That I cannot say. They have a thousand ways.

The master turned irresolutely toward Jacob.

You could not send her away with words?

David, for one of my words she has ten that flow with pleasant sound like water from a spring, and with little meaning, except that she will not go.

You are a fool!

So I felt when I listened to her.

There is an old saying, David, my brother, said Connor, that there is more danger in one pleasant woman than in ten angry men. Drive her from the gate with stones!

I fear that you hate women, Benjamin.

They were the source of evil.

For which penance was done.

The penance followed the sin.

God, who made the mountains, the river and this garden and man, He made woman also. She cannot be all evil. I shall go.

Then, remember that I have warned you. God, who made man and woman, made fire also.

And is not fire a blessing?

He smiled at his triumph and this contest of words.

You shall go with me, Benjamin.

I? Never!

In what is the danger?

If you find none, there is none. For my part I have nothing to do with women.

But David was already whistling to Glani.

One woman can be no more terrible than one man, he declared to Benjamin. And I have made Joseph, who is great of body, bend like a blade of grass in the wind.

Farewell, said Connor, his voice trembling with joy. Farewell, and God keep you!

Farewell, Benjamin, my brother, and have no fear.

Connor followed him with his eyes, half-triumphant, half-fearful. What would happen at the gate? He would have given much to see even from a distance the duel between the master and the woman.

At the gate of the patio David turned and waved his hand.

I shall conquer!

And then he was gone.

Connor stared down at the grass with a cynical smile until he felt another gaze upon him, and he became aware of the little beast — eyes of Joseph glittering. The giant had paused in his work with the stones.

What are you thinking of, Joseph? asked the gambler.

Joseph made an indescribable gesture of hate and fear.

Of the whip! he said. I also opened the gate of the Garden. On whose back will the whip fall this time?


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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NEAR THE END of the eucalyptus avenue, and close to the gate, David dismounted and made Jacob do likewise.

We may come on them by surprise and listen, he said. A soft step has won great causes.

They went forward cautiously, interchanging sharp glances as though they were stalking some dangerous beast, and so they came within earshot of the gate and sheltered from view of it by the edge of the cliff. David paused and cautioned his companion with a mutely raised hand.

He lived through the winter, Ephraim was saying. I took him into my room and cherished him by the warmth of my fire and with rubbing, so that when spring came, and gentler weather, he was still alive — a great leggy colt with a backbone that almost lifted through the skin. Only high bright eyes comforted me and told me that my work was a good work.

David and Jacob interchanged nods of wonder, for Ephraim was telling to this woman the dearest secret of his life.

It was how he had saved the weakling colt, Jumis, and raised him to a beautiful, strong stallion, only to have him die suddenly in the height of his promise. Certainly Ephraim was nearly won over by the woman; it threw David on guard.

Go back to Abra, he whispered. Ride on to the gate and tell her boldly to be gone. I shall wait here, and in time of need I shall help you. Make haste. Ephraim grows like wet clay under her fingers. Ah, how wise is Benjamin!

Jacob obeyed. He stole away and presently shot past at the full gallop of Abra. The stallion came to a sliding halt, and Jacob spoke from his back, which was a grave discourtesy in the Garden of Eden.

The master will not see you, he said. The sun is still high. Return by the way you have come; you get no more from the Garden than its water and its air. He does not sell horses.

For the first time she spoke, and at the sound of her voice David Eden stepped out from the rock; he remembered himself in time and shrank back to shelter.

He sold this horse.

It was the will of the men before David that these things should be done, but the Lord knows the mind of David and that his heart bleeds for every gelding that leaves the Garden. See what you have done to him! The marks of the whip and the spur are on his sides. Woe to you if David should see them!

She cried out at that in such a way that David almost felt she had been struck.

It was the work of a drunken fool, and not mine.

Then God have mercy on that man, for if the master should see him, David would have no mercy. I warn you: David is one with a fierce eye and a strong hand. Be gone before he comes and sees the scars on the gray horse.

Then he is coming?

She is quick, thought David, as an embarrassed pause ensued. Truly, Benjamin was right, and there is danger in these creatures.

He has many horses, the girl went on, and I have only this one. Besides, I would pay well for another.

What price?

He should not have asked, muttered David.

Everything that I have, she was answering, and the low thrill of her voice went through and through the master of the Garden. I could buy other horses with this money, but not another like my gray. He is more than a horse. He is a companion to me. He understands me when I talk, and I understand him. You see how he stands with his head down? He is not tired, but hungry. When he neighs in a certain way from the corral I know that he is lonely. You see that he comes to me now? That is because he knows I am talking about him, for we are friends. But he is old and he will die, and what shall I do then? It will be like a death in my house!

Another pause followed.

You love the horse, said the voice of Ephraim, and it was plain that Jacob was beyond power of speech.

And I shall pay for another. Hold out your hand.

I cannot take it.

Nevertheless, it seemed that he obeyed, for presently the girl continued: After my father died I sold the house. It was pretty well blanketed with a mortgage, but I cleared out this hundred from the wreck. I went to work and saved what I could. Ten dollars every month, for twenty months — you can count for yourself — makes two hundred, and heres the two hundred more in your hand. Three hundred altogether. Do you think its enough?

If there were ten times as much, said Jacob, it would not be enough. There — take your money. It is not enough. There is no money price on the heads of the masters horses.

But a new light had fallen upon David. Women, as he had heard of them, were idle creatures who lived upon that which men gained with sweaty toil, but this girl, it seemed, was something more. She was strong enough to earn her bread, and something more. Money values were not clear to David Eden, but three hundred dollars sounded a very considerable sum. He determined to risk exposure by glancing around the rock. If she could work like a man, no doubt she was made like a man and not like those useless and decorative creatures of whom Matthew had often spoken to him, with all their graces and voices.

Cautiously he peered and he saw her standing beside the old, broken gray horse. Even old Ephraim seemed a stalwart figure in comparison.

At first he was bewildered, and then he almost laughed aloud. Was it on account of this that Benjamin had warned him, this fragile girl? He stepped boldly from behind the rock.

There is no more to say, quoth Jacob.

But I tell you, he himself will come.

You are right, said David.

At that her eyes turned on him, and David was stopped in the midst of a stride until she shrank back against the horse.

Then he went on, stepping softly, his hand extended in that sign of peace which is as old as mankind.

Stay in peace, said David, and have no fear. It is I, David.

He hardly knew his own voice, it was so gentle. A twilight dimness seemed to have fallen upon Jacob and Ephraim, and he was only aware of the girl. Her fear seemed to be half gone already, and she even came a hopeful step toward him.

I knew from the first that you would come, she said, and let me buy one horse — you have so many.

We will talk of that later.

David, broke in the grave voice of Ephraim, remember your own law!

He looked at the girl instead of Ephraim as he answered: Who am I to make laws? God begins where David leaves off.

And he added: What is your name?

Ruth.

Come, Ruth, said David, we will go home together.

She advanced as one in doubt until the shadow of the cliff fell over her. Then she looked back from the throat of the gate and saw Ephraim and Jacob facing her as though they understood there was no purpose in guarding against what might approach the valley from without now that the chief enemy was within. David, in the pause, was directing Jacob to place the girls saddle on the back of Abra.

For it is not fitting, he explained, that you should enter my garden save on one of my horses. And look, here is Glani.

The stallion came at the sound of his name. She had heard of the great horse from Connor, but the reality was far more than the words.

And this, Glani, is Ruth.

She touched the velvet nose which was stretched inquisitively toward her, and then looked up and found that David was smiling. A moment later they were riding side by side down the avenue of the eucalyptus trees, and through the tall treetrunks new vistas opened rapidly about her. Every stride of Abra seemed to carry her another step into the life of David.

I should have called Shakra for you, said David, watching her with concern, but she is ridden by another who has the right to the best in the garden.

Even Glani?

Even Glani, save that he fears to ride my horse, and therefore he has Shakra. I am sorry, for I wish to see you together. She is like you — beautiful, delicate, and swift.

She urged Abra into a shortened gallop with a touch of her heel, so that the business of managing him gave her a chance to cover her confusion. She could have smiled away a compliment, but the simplicity of David meant something more.

Peace, Abra! commanded the master. Oh, unmannerly colt! It would be other than this if the wise Shakra were beneath your saddle.

No, I am content with Abra. Let Shakra be for your servant.

Not servant, but friend — a friend whom Glani chose for me. Consider how fickle our judgments are and how little things persuade us. Abraham is rich in words, but his face is ugly, and I prefer the smooth voice of Zacharias, though he is less wise. I have grieved for this and yet it is hard to change. But a horse is wiser than a fickle-minded man, and when Glani went to the hand of Benjamin without my order, I knew that I had found a friend.

She knew the secret behind that story, and now she looked at David with pity.

In my house you will meet Benjamin, the master was saying thoughtfully, evidently encountering a grave problem. I have said that little things make the judgments of men! If a young horse shies once, though he may become a true traveler and a wise head, yet his rider remembers the first jump and is ever uneasy in the saddle.

She nodded, wondering what lay behind the explanation.

Or if a snake crosses the road before a horse, at that place the horse trembles when he passes again.

Yes.

She found it strangely pleasant to follow the simple processes of his mind.

It is so with Benjamin. At some time a woman crosses his way like a snake, and because of her he has come to hate all women. And when I started for the gate, even now, he warned me against you.

The clever mind of the gambler opened to her and she smiled at the trick.

Yes, it is a thing for laughter, said David happily. I came with a mind armed for trouble — and I find you, whom I could break between my hands.

He turned, casting out his arms.

What harm have I received from you?

They had reached the head of the bridge, and even as David turned a changing gust carried to them a chorus of mens voices. David drew rein.

There is a death, he said, in my household.
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THE SINGING TOOK on body and form as the pitch rose.

There is a death, repeated David. Abraham is dead, the oldest and the wisest of my servants. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away. Glory to His name!

Ruth was touched to the heart.

I am sorry, she said simply.

Let us rejoice, rather, for Abraham is happy. His soul is reborn in a young body. Do you not hear them singing? Let us ride on.

He kept his head high and a stereotyped smile on his lips as the horses sprang into a gallop — that breath-taking gallop which made the spirit of the girl leap; but she saw his breast raise once or twice with a sigh. It was the stoicism of an Indian, she felt, and like an Indians was the bronze-brown skin and the long hair blowing in the wind. The lake was beside them now, and dense forest beyond opening into pleasant meadows. She was being carried back into a primitive time of which the type was the man beside her. Riding without a saddle his body gave to the swing of the gallop, and she was more conscious than ever of physical strength.

But now the hoofs beat softly on the lawn terraces, and in a moment they had stopped before the house where the death had been. She knew at once. The empty arch into the patio of the servants house was eloquent, in some manner, of the life that had departed. Before it was the group of singers, all standing quiet, as though their own music had silenced them, or perhaps preparing to sing again. Connor had described the old servant, but she was not prepared for these straight, withered bodies, these bony, masklike faces, and the white heads.

All in an instant they seemed to see her, and a flash of pleasure went from face to face. They stirred, they came toward her with glad murmurs, all except one, the oldest of them all, who remained aloof with his arms folded. But the others pressed close around her, talking excitedly to one another, as though she could not understand what they said. And she would never forget one who took her hand in both of his. The touch of his fingers was cold and as dry as parchment. Honey child, God bless your pretty face.

Was this the formal talk of which Connor had warned her? A growl from David drove them back from her like leaves before a wind. He had slipped from his horse, and now walked forward.

It is Abraham? he asked.

He is dead and glorious, answered the chorus, and the girl trembled to hear those time-dried relics of humanity speak so cheerily of death.

The master was silent for a moment, then: Did he leave no message for me?

In place of answering the group shifted and opened a passage to the one in the rear, who stood with folded arms.

Elijah, you were with him?

I heard his last words.

And what dying message for David?

Death sealed his lips while he had still much to say. To the end he was a man of many words. But first he returned thanks to our Father who breathed life into the clay.

That was a proper thought, and I see that the words were words of Abraham.

He gave thanks for a life of quiet ease and wise masters, and he forgave the Lord the length of years he was kept in this world.

In that, said David gravely, I seem to hear his voice speaking. Continue.

He commanded us to sing pleasantly when he was gone.

I heard the singing on the lake road. It is well.

Also, he bade us keep the first master in our minds, for John, he said, was the beginning.

At this the face of David clouded a little.

Continue. What word for David?

Something that Connor had said about the pride and sulkiness of a child came back to Ruth.

Elijah, after hesitation, went on: He declared that Glani is too heavy in the forehead.

Yes, that is Abraham, said the master, smiling tenderly. He would argue even on the death bed.

But a cross with Tabari would remedy that defect.

Perhaps. What more?

He blessed you and bade you remember and rejoice that he was gone to his wife and child.

Ah? cried David softly. His glance, wandering absently, rested on the girl for a moment, and then came back to Elijah. His mind went back to that? What further for my ear?

I remember nothing more, David.

Speak! commanded the master.

The eyes of Elijah roved as though for help.

Toward the end his voice grew faint and his mind seemed to wander.

Far rather tremble, Elijah, if you keep back the words he spoke, however sharp they may be. My hand is not light. Remember, and speak.

The fear of Elijah changed to a gloomy pride, and now he not only raised his head, but he even made a step forward and stood in dignity.

Death took Abraham by the throat, and yet he continued to speak. Tell David that four masters cherished Abraham, but David cast him out like a dog and broke his heart, and therefore he dies. Although I bless him, God will hereafter judge him!

A shudder went through the entire group, and Ruth herself was uneasy.

Keep your own thoughts and the words of Abraham well divided, said David solemnly. I know his mind and its working. Continue, but be warned.

I am warned, David, but my brother Abraham is dead and my heart weeps for him!

God will hereafter judge me, said David harshly. And what was the further judgment of Abraham, the old man?

Even this: David has opened the Garden to one and therefore it will be opened to all. The law is broken. The first sin is the hard sin and the others follow easily. It is swift to run downhill. He has brought in one, and another will soon follow.

Elijah, thundered David, you have wrested his words to fit the thing you see.

May the dead hand of Abraham strike me down if these were not his words.

Had he become a prophet? muttered David. No, it was maundering of an old man.

God speaks on the lips of the dying, David.

You have said enough.

Wait!

You are rash, Elijah.

She could not see the face of David, but the terror and frenzied devotion of Elijah served her as mirror to see the wrath of the master of the Garden.

David has opened the gate of the Garden. The world sweeps in and shall carry away the life of Eden like a flood. All that four masters have done the fifth shall undo.

The strength of his ecstasy slid from Elijah and he dropped upon his knees with his head weighted toward the earth. The others were frozen in their places. One who had opened his lips to speak, perhaps to intercede for the rash Elijah, remained with his lips parted, a staring mask of fear. In them Ruth saw the rage of David Eden, and she was sickened by what she saw. She had half pitied the simplicity of this man, this gull of the clever Connor. Now she loathed him as a savage barbarian. Even these old men were hardly safe from his furies of temper.

Arise, said the master at length, and she could feel his battle to control his voice. You are forgiven, Elijah, because of your courage — yet, beware! As for that old man whose words you repeated, I shall consider him. He turned on his heel, and Ruth saw that his face was iron.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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FROM THE GATE of the patio Connor, watching all that time in a nightmare of suspense, saw, first of all, the single figure of David come around the trees, David alone and walking. But before that shock passed he saw Glani at the heels of the master, and then, farther back, Ruth!

She had passed the gate and two-thirds of the battle was fought and won. Yet all was not well, as he plainly saw. With long, swift steps David came over the terrace, and finally paused as if his thoughts had stopped him. He turned as Glani passed, and the girl came up to him; his extended arm halted Abra and he stood looking up to the girl and speaking. Only the faint murmur of his voice came unintelligibly to Connor, but he recognized danger in it as clearly as in the hum of bees. Suddenly the girl, answering, put out her hands as if in gesture of surrender. Another pause — it was only a matter of a second or so, but it was a space for life or death with Connor. In that interval he knew that his scheme was made or ruined. What had the girl said? Perhaps that mighty extended arm holding back Abra had frightened her, and with the wind blowing his long black hair aside, David of Eden was a figure wild enough to alarm her. Perhaps in fear of her life she had exposed the whole plan. If so, it meant broken bones for Connor.

But now David turned again, and this time he was talking by the side of Abra as they came up the hill. He talked with many gestures, and the girl was laughing down to him.

God bless her! muttered Connor impulsively. Shes a true-blue one!

He remembered his part in the nick of time as they came closer, and David helped the girl down from the saddle and brought her forward. The gambler drew himself up and made his face grave with disapproval. Now or never he must prove to David that there was no shadow of a connection between him and the girl. Yet he was by no means easy. There was something forced and stereotyped in the smile of the girl that told him she had been through a crucial test and was still near the breaking point.

David presented them to one another uneasily. He was even a little embarrassed under the accusing eye of Connor.

I make you known, Ruth, he said, to my brother Benjamin. He is that man of whom I told you.

I am happy, said the girl, to be known to him.

That much I cannot say, replied the gambler.

He turned upon David with outstretched arm.

Ah, David, I have warned you!

As Abraham warned me against you, Benjamin. And dying men speak truth.

The counter-attack was so shrewd, so unexpected, that the gambler, for the moment, was thrown completely off his guard.

He could only murmur: You are the judge for yourself, David.

I am. Do not think that the power is in me. But God loves the Garden and His voice is never far from me. Neither are the spirits of the four who lived here before me and made this place. When there is danger they warn me. When I am in error the voice of God corrects me. And just as I heard the voice against the woman, Ruth, and heed it not.

He seemed to have gathered conviction for himself, much needed conviction, as he spoke. He turned now toward the girl.

Be not wroth with Benjamin; and bear him no malice.

I bear him none in the world, she answered truthfully, and held out her hand.

But Connor was still in his rle. He folded his arms and pointedly disregarded the advance.

Woman, let there be peace and few words between us. My will is the will of David.

There speaks my brother! cried the master of the valley.

And yet, muttered Connor, why is she here?

She came to buy a horse.

But they are not sold.

That is true. Yet she has traveled far and she is in great need of food and drink. Could I turn her away hungry, Benjamin?

She could have been fed at the gate. She could surely have rested there.

It was easy to see that David was hardpressed. His eye roved eagerly to Ruth. Then a triumphant explanation sparkled in his eye.

It is the horse she rides, a gelding from my Garden. His lot in the world has been hard. He is scarred with the spur and the whip. I have determined to take him back, at a price. But who can arrange matters of buying and selling all in a moment? It is a matter for much talk. Therefore she is here.

I am answered, said Connor, and turning to Ruth he winked broadly.

It is well, said David, and I foresee happy days. In the meantime there is a duty before me. Abraham must be laid in his grave and I leave Ruth to your keeping, Benjamin. Bear with her tenderly for my sake.

He stepped to the girl.

You are not afraid?

I am not afraid, she answered.

My thoughts shall be near you. Farewell.

He had hardly reached the gate of the patio when Joseph, going out after finishing his labor at the fountain, passed between the gambler and the girl. Connor stopped him with a sign.

The whip hasnt fallen, you see, he said maliciously.

There is still much time, replied Joseph. And before the end it will fall. Perhaps on you. Or on that!

He indicated the girl with his pointing finger; his glance turned savagely from one to the other, and then he went slowly out of the patio and they were alone. She came to Connor at once and even touched his arm in her excitement.

What did he mean?

Thats the one I told you about. The one David beat up with the whip. Hed give his eye teeth to get back at me, and he has an idea that theres going to be hell to pay because another person has come into the valley. Bunk! But — what happened down the hill?

When he stopped me? Did you see that?

My heart stopped the same minute. What was it?

He had just heard the last words of Abraham. When he stopped me on the hill his face was terrible. Like a wolf!

I know that look in him. How did you buck up under it?

I didnt. I felt my blood turn to water and I wanted to run.

But you stuck it out — I saw! Did he say anything?

He said: Dying men do not lie. And I have been twice warned. Woman, why are you here?

And you? gasped Connor. What did you say?

Nothing. My head spun. I looked up the terrace. I wanted to see you, but you werent in sight. I felt terribly alone and absolutely helpless. If Id had a gun, I would have reached for it.

Thank God you didnt!

But you dont know what his face was like! I expected him to tear me off the horse and smash me with his hands. All at once I wanted to tell him everything — beg him not to hurt me. Connor groaned.

I knew it! I knew that was in your head!

But I didnt.

Good girl.

He said: Why are you here? What harm have you come to work in the Garden?

And you alone with him! gasped Connor.

That was what did it. I was so helpless that it made me bold. Can you imagine smiling at a time like that?

Were you able to?

I dont know how. It took every ounce of strength in me. But I made myself smile — straight into his face. Then I put out my hands to him all at once.

How could I harm you? I asked him.

And then you should have seen his face change and the anger break up like a cloud. I knew I was safe, then, but I was still dizzy — just as if Id looked over a cliff — you know?

And yet you rode up the hill after that laughing down to him! Ruth, youre the gamest sport and the best pal in the world. The finest little act I ever saw on the stage or off. It was Big Time stuff. My hats off, but — whered you get the nerve?

I was frightened almost to death. Too much frightened for it to show. When I saw you, my strength came back.

But what do you think of him?

Hes — simply a savage. What do I think of an Indian?

No more than that?

Ben, can you pet a tiger after youve seen his claws?

He looked at her with anxiety.

Youre not going to break down later on — feeling as if hes dynamite about to explode all the time?

Im going to play the game through, she said with a sort of fierce happiness. Ive felt like a sneak thief about this. But now its different. Hes more of a wolf than a man. Ben, I saw murder in his face, I swear! And if it isnt wrong to tame wild beasts it isnt wrong to tame him. Im going to play the game, lead him as far as I can until we get the horses — and then itll be easy enough to make up by being good the rest of my life.

Ruth — girl — youve covered the whole ground. And when you have the coin— He broke off with laughter that was filled with drunken excitement. But what did you think of my game?

She did not hear him, and standing with her hands clasped lightly behind her she looked beyond the roof of the house and over the tops of the western mountains, with the sun-haze about them.

I feel as if I were on the top of the world, she said at last. And I wouldnt have one thing changed. Were playing for big stakes, but were taking a chance that makes the game worth while. What we win well earn — because hes a devil. Isnt it what youd call a fair bet?

The squarest in the world, said Connor stoutly.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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THEY HAD NO means of knowing when David would return and the ominous shadow of Joseph, lingering near the patio, determined Connor on a walk out of any possible earshot. They went down to the lake with the singing of the men on the other side of the hill growing dim as they descended. The cool of the day was beginning, and they walked close to the edge of the water with the brown treetrunks on one side and the green images floating beyond. Peace lay over Eden valley and the bright river that ran through it, but Ben Connor had no mind to dwell on unessentials.

He had found in the girl an ally of unexpected strength. He expected only a difficult tool filled with scruples, drawing back, imperiling his plans with her hesitation. Instead, she was on fire with the plan. He thought well to fan that fire and keep it steadily blazing.

Its better for David; better for him than it is for us. Look at the poor fool! Hes in prison here and doesnt know it. He thinks hes happy, but hes simply kidding himself. In six months Ill have him chatting with millionaires.

Let a barber do a days work on him first.

No. Its just the long-haired nuts like that who get by with the high-steppers. He has a lingo about flowers and trees thatll knock their eye out. I know the gang. Always on edge for something different — music that sounds like a riot in a junk shop and poetry that reads like a drunken printing-press. Well, David ought to be different enough to suit em. Ill boost him, though: The Man that Brought Out the Eden Grays! Hell be headline stuff!

He laughed so heartily that he did not notice the quick glance of criticism which the girl cast at him.

Im not taking anything from him, really, went on Connor. Im simply sneaking around behind him sos I can pour his pockets full of the coin. Thats all there is to it. Outside of the looks, tell me if theres anything crooked you can see?

I dont think there is, she murmured. I almost hope that there isnt!

She was so dubious about it that Connor was alarmed. He was fond of Ruth Manning, but she was just different enough to baffle him. Usually he divided mankind into three or four categories for the sake of fast thinking. There were the boobs, the regular guys, the high steppers, and the nuts. Sometimes he came perilously close to including Ruth in the last class — with David Eden. And if he did not do so, it was mainly because she had given such an exhibition of cool courage only a few moments before. He had finished his peroration, now, with a feeling of actual virtue, but the shadow on her face made him change his tactics and his talk.

He confined himself, thereafter, strictly to the future. First he outlined his plans for raising the cash for the big killing. He told of the men to whom he could go for backing. There were hard guys who would take a chance. Wise ones who would back his judgment. Fall guys who would follow him blindly. For ten percent he would get all the cash he could place. Then it remained to try out the grays in secret, and in public let them go through the paces ridden under wraps and heavily weighted. He described the means of placing the big money before the great race.

And as he talked his figures mounted from tens to hundreds to thousands, until he was speaking in millions. In all of this profit she and David and Connor would share dollar for dollar. At the first corner of the shore they turned she had arrived at a snug apartment in New York. She would have a housekeeper-companion. There would be a cosy living room and a paneled dining room. In the entrance hall of the apartment house, imitation of encrusted marble, no doubt.

But as they came opposite a little wooded island in the lake she had added a maid to the housekeeper. Also, there was now a guest room. Some one from Lukin would be in that room; some one from Lukin would go through the place with her, marveling at her good fortune.

And clothes! They made all the difference. Dressed as she would be dressed, when she came into a room that queer, cold gleam of envy would be in the eyes of the women and the men would sit straighter!

Yet when they reached the place where the shore line turned north and west her imagination, spurred by Connors talk, was stumbling along dizzy heights. Her apartment occupied a whole floor. Her butler was a miracle of dignity and her chef a genius in the kitchen. On the great table the silver and glass were things of frosted light. Her chauffeur drove a monster automobile with a great purring engine that whipped her about the city with the color blown into her cheeks. In her box at the opera she was allowing the deep, soft luxury of the fur collar to slide down from her throat, while along the boxes, in the galleries, there was a ripple of light as the thousand glasses turned upon her. Then she found that Connor was smiling at her. She flushed, but snapped her fingers.

This thing is going through, she declared.

You wont weaken?

Im as cold as steel. Lets go back. Hell probably be in the house by this time.

Time had slipped past her unnoticed, and the lake was violet and gold with the sunset as they turned away; under the trees along the terraces the brilliant wild flowers were dimmed by a blue shadow.

But I never saw wild flowers like those, she said to Connor.

Nobody else ever did. But old Matthew, whoever he was, grew em and kept crossing em until he got those big fellows with all the colors of the rainbow.

Hurry! Were late!

No, Davids probably on top of that hill, now; always goes up there to watch the sun rise and the sun set. Can you beat that?

He chuckled, but a shade had darkened the face of the girl for a moment. Then she lifted her head resolutely.

Im not going to try to understand him. The minute you understand a thing you stop being afraid of it; and as soon as I stop being afraid of David Eden I might begin to like him — which is what I dont want.

Whats that? cried Connor, breaking in on her last words. When Ruth began to think aloud he always stopped listening; it was a maxim of his to never listen when a woman became serious.

Its that strange giant.

Joseph! exclaimed Connor heavily. Whipping did him no good. Hell need killing one of these days.

But she had already reverted to another thing.

Do you think he worships the sun?

I dont think. Try to figure out a fellow like that and you get to be just as much of a nut as he is. Go on toward the house and Ill follow you in a minute. I want to talk to big Joe.

He turned aside into the trees briskly, and the moment he was out of sight of the girl he called softly: Joseph!

He repeated the call after a trifling wait before he saw the big man coming unconcernedly through the trees toward him. Joseph came close before he stopped — very close, as a man will do when he wishes to make another aware of his size, and from this point of vantage, he looked over Connor from head to foot with a glance of lingering and insolent criticism. The gambler was somewhat amused and a little alarmed by that attitude.

Now, Joseph, he said, tell me frankly why youre dodging me about the valley. Waiting for a chance to throw stones?

His smile remained without a reflection on the stolid face of the servant.

Benjamin, answered the deep, solemn voice, I know all!

It made Connor peer into those broad features as into a dim light. Then a moment of reflection assured him that Joseph could not have learned the secret.

Haneemar, whom you know, continued Joseph, has told me about you.

And where, asked Connor, completely at sea, did you learn of Haneemar?

From Abraham. And I know that this is the head of Haneemar.

He brought out in his palm the little watch-charm of carved ivory.

Of course, nodded Connor, feeling his way. And what is it that you know from Haneemar?

That you are evil, Benjamin, and that you have come here for evil. You entered by a trick; and you will stay here for evil purposes until the end.

You follow around to pick up a little dope, eh? chuckled Connor. You trail me to find out what I intend to do? Why dont you go to David and warn him?

Have I forgotten the whip? asked Joseph, his nostrils trembling with anger. But the good Haneemar now gives me power and in the end he will betray you into my hands. That is why I follow you. Wherever you go I follow; I am even able to know what you think! But hearken to me, Benjamin. Take back the head of Haneemar and the bad luck that lives in it. Take it back, and I shall no longer follow you. I shall forget the whip. I shall be ready to do you a service.

He extended the little piece of ivory eagerly, but Connor drew back. His superstitions were under the surface of his mind, but, still, they were there, and the fear which Joseph showed was contagious.

Why dont you throw it away if youre afraid of it, Joseph?

You know as I know, returned Joseph, glowering, that it cannot be thrown away. It must be given and freely accepted, as I — oh fool — accepted it from you.

There was such a profound conviction in this that Connor was affected in spite of himself. That little trinket had been the entering wedge through which he had worked his way into the Garden and started on the road to fortune. He would rather have cut off his hand, now, than take it back.

Find some one else to take it, he suggested cheerily. I dont want the thing.

Then all that Abraham told me is true! muttered Joseph, closing his hand over the trinket. But I shall follow you, Benjamin. When you think you are alone you shall find me by turning your head. Every day by sunrise and every day by the dark I beg Haneemar to put his curse on you. I have done you no wrong, and you have had me shamed.

And now youre going to have me bewitched, eh? asked Connor.

You shall see.

The gambler drew back another pace and through the shadows he saw the beginning of a smile of animal-cunning on the face of Joseph.

The devil take you and Haneemar together, he growled. Remember this, Joseph. Ive had you whipped once. The next time Ill have you flayed alive.

Instead of answering, Joseph merely grinned more openly, and the gambler, to forget the ape-face, wheeled and hurried out from the trees. The touch of nightmare dread did not leave him until he rejoined Ruth on the higher terrace.

They found the patio glowing with light, the table near the fountain, and three chairs around it. David came out of the shadow of the arcade to meet them, and he was as uneasy as a boy who had a surprise for grown-ups. He had not even time for a greeting.

You have not seen your room? he said to Ruth. I have made it ready for you. Come!

He led the way half a pace in front, glancing back at them as though to reprove their slowness, until he reached a door at which he turned and faced her, laughing with excitement. She could hardly believe that this man with his childish gayety was the same whose fury had terrified the servants that same afternoon.

Close your eyes — close them fast. You will not look until I say?

She obeyed, setting her teeth to keep from smiling.

Now come forward — step high for the doorway. So! You are in. Now wait — now open your eyes and look!

She obeyed again and saw first David standing back with an anxious smile and the gesture of one who reveals, but is not quite sure of its effect. Then she heard a soft, startled exclamation from Connor behind her. Last of all she saw the room.

It was as if the walls had been broken down and a garden let inside — it gave an effect of open air, sunlight and wind. Purple flowers like warm shadows banked the farther corners, and out of them rose a great vine draping the window. It had been torn bodily from the earth, and now the roots were packed with damp moss, yellow-green. It bore in clusters and single flowers and abundant bloom, each blossom as large as the mallow, and a dark gold so rich that Ruth well-nigh listened for the murmur of bees working this mine of pollen. From above, the great flowers hung down against the dull red of the sunset sky; and from below the distant treetops on the terrace pointed up with glimmers of the lake between. There was only the reflected light of the evening, now, but the cuplike blossoms were filled to the brim with a glow of their own.

She looked away.

A dapple deerskin covered the bed like the shadow under a tree in mid-day, and the yellow of the flowers was repeated dimly on the floor by a great, tawny hide of a mountain-lion. She took up some of the purple flowers, and letting the velvet petals trail over her finger tips, she turned to David with a smile. But what Connor saw, and saw with a thrill of alarm, was that her eyes were filling with tears.

See! said David gloomily. I have done this to make you happy, and now you are sad!

Because it is so beautiful.

Yes, said David slowly. I think I understand.

But Connor took one of the flowers from her hand. She cried out, but too late to keep him from ripping the blossom to pieces, and now he held up a single petal, long, graceful, red-purple at the broader end and deep yellow at the narrow.

Think of that a million times bigger, said Connor, and made out of velvet. Thatd be a design for a cloak, eh? Cost about a thousand bucks to imitate this petal, but itd be worth it to see you in it, eh?

She looked to David with a smile of apology for Connor, but her hand accepted the petal, and her second smile was for Connor himself.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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WHEN THEY WENT out into the patio again, David had lost a large part of his buoyancy of spirits, as though in some subtle manner Connor had overcast the triumph of the room; he left them with word that the evening meal would soon be ready and hurried off calling orders to Zacharias.

Why did you do it? she asked Connor as soon as they were alone.

Because it made me mad to see a stargazer like that turning your head.

But didnt you think the room was beautiful?

Sure. Like a riot in a florists shop. But dont let this David take you off guard with his rooms full of flowers and full of silence.

Silence?

Havent I told you about his Room of Silence? Thats one of his queer dodges. That room; you see? When anything bothers him he goes over and sits down in there, because — do you know what he thinks sits with him?

Well?

God!

She was between a smile and a gasp.

Yep, thats David, grinned Connor. Just plain nut.

Whats inside?

I dont know. Maybe flowers.

Lets find out.

He caught her arm quickly.

Not in a thousand years! He changed color at the thought and glanced guiltily around. That would be the smash of everything. Why, he turned over the whole Garden of Eden to me. I can go anywhere, but not a step inside that room. Its his Holy Ground, you see! Maybe its where he keeps his jack. And Ive a hunch that he has a slough of it tucked away somewhere.

She raised her hand as an idea came to her half way through this speech.

Listen! I have an idea that the clew to all of Davids mystery is in that room!

Drop that idea, Ruth, he ordered gruffly. Youve seen David on one rampage, but its nothing to what would happen if you so much as peeked into that place. When the servants pass that door they take off their hats — watch em the next time you have a chance. You wont make a slip about that room?

No. But she added: Id give my soul — for one look!

Dinner that night under the stars with the whispering of the fountain beside them was a ceremony which Connor never forgot. The moon rose late and in the meantime the sky was heavy and dark with sheeted patchwork of clouds, with the stars showing here and there. The wind blew in gusts. A wave began with a whisper on the hill, came with a light rushing across the patio, and then diminished quickly among the trees down the terraces. Rough, iron-framed lanterns gave the light and showed the arcade stepping away on either side and growing dim toward the entrance. That uncertain illumination made the crude pillars seem to have only the irregularity of vast antiquity, stable masses of stone. Where the circle of lantern-light overlapped rose the fountain, a pale spray forever dissolving in the upper shadow. Connor himself was more or less used to these things, but he became newly aware of them as the girl sent quick, eager glances here and there.

She had placed a single one of the great yellow blossoms in her hair and it changed her shrewdly. It brought out the delicate coloring of her skin, and to the darkness of her eyes it lent a tint of violet. Plainly she enjoyed the scene with its newness. David, of course, was the spice to everything, and his capitulation was complete; he kept the girl always on an uneasy balance between happiness and laughter. And Connor trembled for fear the mirth would show through. But each change of her expression appeared to delight David more than the last.

Under his deft knife the choicest white meat came away from the breast of a chicken and he heaped it at once on the plate of Ruth. Then he dropped his chin upon his great brown fist and watched with silent delight while she ate. It embarrassed her; but her flush had a tinge of pleasure in it, as Connor very well knew.

Look! said David, speaking softly as though Ruth would not hear him. How pleasant it is, to be three together. When we were two, one talked and the other grew weary — was it not so? But now we are complete. One speaks, one listens, and the other judges. I have been alone. The Garden of Eden has been to me a prison, at many times. And now there is nothing wanting. And why? There were many men before. We were not lacking in numbers. Yet there was an emptiness, and now comes one small creature, as delicate as a colt of three months, this being of smiles and curious glances, this small voice, this woman — and at once the gap is filled. Is it not strange?

He cast himself back in his chair, as though he wished to throw her into perspective with her surroundings, and all the time he was staring as though she were an image, a picture, and not a thing of flesh and blood. Connor himself was on the verge of a smile, but when he saw the face of Ruth Manning his mirth disappeared in a chill of terror. She was struggling and struggling in vain against a rising tide of laughter, laughter in the face of David Eden and his sensitive pride.

It came, it broke through all bonds, and now it was bubbling from her lips. As one who awaits the falling of a blow, Connor glanced furtively at the host, and again he was startled.

There was not a shade of evil temper in the face of David. He leaned forward, indeed, with a surge of the great shoulders, but it was as one who listens to an entrancing music. And when she ceased, abruptly, he sighed.

Speak to me, he commanded.

She murmured a faint reply.

Again, said David, half closing his eyes. And Connor nodded a frantic encouragement to her.

But what shall I say?

For the meaning of what you say, said David, I have no care, but only for the sound. Have you heard dripping in a well, a sound like water filling a bottle and never reaching the top? It keeps you listening for an hour, perhaps, always a soft sound, but always rising toward a climax? Or a drowsy day when the wind hardly moves and the whistling of a bird comes now and then out of the trees, cool and contented? Or you pass a meadow of flowers in the warm sun and hear the ground murmur of the bees, and you think at once of the wax films of the honeycomb, and the clear golden honey? All those things I heard and saw when you spoke.

Plain nut! said Connor, framing the words with silent lips.

But though her eyes rested on him, apparently she did not see his face. She looked back at Connor with a wistful little half-smile.

At once David cast out both his hands toward hers.

Ah, you are strange, new, delightful! He stopped abruptly. Then: Does it make you happy to hear me say these things?

Why do you ask me that? she said curiously.

Because it fills me with unspeakable happiness to say them. If I am silent and only think then I am not so pleased. When I see Glani standing on the hilltop I feel his speed in the slope of his muscles, the flaunt of his tail, the pride of his head; but when I gallop him, and the wind of his galloping strikes my face — ha, that is a joy! So it is speaking with you. When I see you I say within: She is beautiful! But when I speak it aloud your lips tremble a little toward a smile, your eyes darken with pleasure, and then my heart rises into my throat and I wish to speak again and again and again to find new things to say, to say old things in new words. So that I may watch the changes in your face. Do you understand? But now you blush. Is that a sign of anger?

It is a sign that no other men have ever talked to me in this manner.

Then other men are fools. What I say is true. I feel it ring in me, that it is the truth. Benjamin, my brother, is it not so? Ha!

She was raising the wine-cup; he checked her with his eager, extended hand.

See, Benjamin, how this mysterious thing is done, this raising of the hand. We raise the cup to drink. An ugly thing — let it be done and forgotten. But when she lifts the cup it is a thing to be remembered; how her fingers curve and the weight of the cup presses into them, and how her wrist droops.

She lowered the cup hastily and put her hand before her face.

I see, said Connor dryly.

Bah! cried the master of the Garden. You do not see. But you, Ruth, are you angry? Are you shamed?

He drew down her hands, frowning with intense anxiety. Her face was crimson.

No, she said faintly.

He says that he sees, but he does not see, went on David. He is blind, this Benjamin of mine. I show him my noblest grove of the eucalyptus trees, each tree as tall as a hill, as proud as a king, as beautiful as a thought that springs up from the earth. I show him these glorious trees. What does he say? You could build a whole town out of that wood! Bah! Is that seeing? No, he is blind! Such a man would give you hard work to do. But I say to you, Ruth, that to be beautiful is to be wise, and industrious, and good. Surely you are to me like the rising of the sun — my heart leaps up! And you are like the coming of the night making the world beautiful and mysterious. For behind your eyes and behind your words, out of the sound of your voice and your glances, I guess at new things, strange things, hidden things. Treasures which cannot be held in the hands. Should you grow as old as Elijah, withered, meager as a grasshopper, the treasures would still be there. I, who have seen them, can never forget them!

Once more she covered her eyes with her hand, and David started up from his chair.

What have I done? he asked faintly of Connor. He hurried around the table to her. Look up! How have I harmed you?

I am only tired, she said.

I am a fool! I should have known. Come! said David.

He drew her from the chair and led her across the lawn, supporting her. At her door: May sleep be to you like the sound of running water, murmured David.

And when the door was closed he went hastily back to Connor.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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WHAT HAVE I done? What have I done? he kept moaning. She is in pain. I have hurt her.

Sit down, said Connor, deeply amused.

It had been a curious revelation to him, this open talk of a man who was falling in love. He remembered the way he had proposed to a girl, once: Say, Betty, dont you think you and me would hit it off pretty well, speaking permanently?

This flaunting language was wholly ludicrous to Connor. It was book-stuff.

David had obeyed him with childlike docility, and sat now like a pupil about to be corrected by the master.

That point is this, explained Connor gravely. You have the wrong idea. As far as I can make out, you like Ruth?

It is a weak word. Bah! It is not enough.

But its enough to tell her. You see, men outside of the Garden dont talk to a girl the way you do, and it embarrasses her to have you talk about her all the time.

Is it true? murmured the penitent David. Then what should I have said?

Well — er — you might have said — that the flower went pretty well in her hair, and let it go at that.

But it was more, more, more! Benjamin, my brother, these hands of mine picked that very flower. And I see that it has pleased her. She had taken it up and placed it in her hair. It changes her. My flower brings her close to me. It means that we have found a thing which pleases us both. Just as you and I, Benjamin, are drawn together by the love of one horse. So that flower in her hair is a great sign. I dwell upon it. It is like a golden moon rising in a black night. It lights my way to her. Words rush up from my heart, but cannot express what I mean!

Let it go! Let it go! said Connor hastily, brushing his way through this outflow of verbiage, like a man bothered with gnats. I gather what you mean. But the point is that about nine-tenths of what you think youd better not say. If you want to talk — well, talk about yourself. Thats what I most generally do with a girl. They like to hear a man say what hes done.

Myself! said David heavily. Talk of a dead stump when there is a great tree beside it? Well, I see that I have much to learn.

You certainly have, said Connor with much meaning. Id hate to turn you loose in Manhattan.

In what?

Never mind. But heres another thing. You know that shell have to leave pretty soon?

The meaning slowly filtered into Davids mind.

Benjamin, he said slowly, you are wise in many ways, with horses and with women, it seems. But that is a fools talk. Let me hear no more of it. Leave me? Why should she leave me?

Triumph warmed the heart of Connor.

Because a girl cant ramble off into the mountains and put up in a valley where there are nothing but men. It isnt done.

Why not?

Isnt good form.

I fail to understand.

My dear fellow, shed be compromised for life if it were known that she had lived here with us.

David shook his head blankly.

In one word, said Connor, striving to make his point, shed be pointed out by other women and by men. Theyd never have anything to do with her. Theyd say things that would make her ashamed, hurt her, you know.

Understanding and wrath gathered in Davids face.

To such a man — to such a dog of a man — I would talk with my hands!

I think you would, nodded Connor, not a little impressed. But you might not be around to hear the talk.

But women surely live with men. There are wives—

Ah! Man and wife — all very well!

Then it is simple. I marry her and then I keep her here forever.

Perhaps. But will she marry you?

Why not?

Well, does she love you?

True. He stood up. Ill ask her.

For Heavens sake, no! Sit down! You mustnt rush at a woman like this the first day you know her. Give her time. Let me tell you when!

Benjamin, my dear brother, you are wise and I am a fool!

Youll do in time. Let me coach you, thats all, and youll come on famously. I can tell you this: that I think she likes you very well already.

Your words are like a shower of light, a fragrant wind. Benjamin, I am hot with happiness! When may I speak to her?

I dont know. She may have guessed something out of what you said to-night. He swallowed a smile. You might speak to her about this marriage to-morrow.

It will be hard; but I shall wait.

And then youll have to go out of the Garden with her to get married.

Out of the Garden? Never! Why should we?

Why, youll need a minister, you know, to marry you.

True. Then I shall send for one.

But he might not want to make this long journey for the sake of one marriage ceremony.

There are ways, perhaps, of persuading him to come, said David, making a grim gesture.

No force or you ruin everything.

I shall be ruled by you, brother. It seems I have little knowledge.

Go easy always and youll come out all right. Give her plenty of time. A woman always needs a lot of time to make up her mind, and even then shes generally wrong.

What do you mean by that?

No matter. Shell probably want to go back to her home for a while.

Leave me?

Not necessarily. But you, when a man gets engaged, its sometimes a couple of years between the time a woman promises to marry him and the day of the ceremony.

Do they wait so long, and live apart?

A thousand miles, maybe.

Then you men beyond the mountains are made of iron!

Do you have to be away from her? Why not go along with her when she goes home?

Surely, Benjamin, you know that a law forbids it!

You make your own laws in important things like this.

It cannot be.

And so the matter rested when Connor left his host and went to bed. He had been careful not to press the point. So unbelievably much ground had been covered in the first few hours that he was dizzy with success. It seemed ages since that Ruth had come running to him in the patio in terror of her life. From that moment how much had been done!

Closing his eyes as he lay on his bed, he went back over each incident to see if a false step had been made. As far as he could see, there had not been a single unsound measure undertaken. The first stroke had been the masterpiece. Out of a danger which had threatened instant destruction of their plan she had won complete victory by her facing of David, and when she put her hand in his as a sign of weakness, Connor could see that she had made David her slave.

As the scene came back vividly before his eyes he could not resist an impulse to murmur aloud to the dark: Brave girl!

She had grown upon him marvelously in that single half-day. The ability to rise to a great situation was something which he admired above all things in man or woman. It was his own peculiar power — to judge a man or a horse in a glance, and dare to venture a fortune on chance. Indeed, it was hardly a wonder that David Eden or any other man should have fallen in love with her in that one half-day. She was changed beyond recognition from the pale girl who sat at the telegraph key in Lukin and listened to the babble of the world. Now she was out in that world, acting on the stage and proving herself worthy of a rle.

He rehearsed her acts. And finally he found himself flushing hotly at the memory of her mingled pleasure and shame and embarrassment as David of Eden had poured out his amazing flow of compliments.

At this point Connor sat up suddenly and violently in his bed.

Steady, Ben! he cautioned himself. Watch your step!


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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BEN CONNOR AWOKE the next morning with the sun streaming across the room and sprang out of bed at once, worried. For about dawn noises as a rule began around the house and the singing of the old men farther down the hill. The Garden of Eden awakened at sunrise, and this silence even when the sun was high alarmed the gambler. He dressed hastily, and opening his door, he saw David walking slowly up and down the patio. At the sight of Connor he raised a warning finger.

Let us keep a guard upon our voices, he murmured, coming to Connor. I have ordered my servants to move softly and to keep from the house if they may.

Whats happened?

She sleeps, Benjamin. He turned toward her door with a smile that the gambler never forgot. Let her waken rested.

Connor looked at the sky.

Ive come too late for breakfast, even?

A glance of mild rebuke was turned upon him.

Surely, Benjamin, we who are strong will not eat before her who is weak?

Are you going to starve yourself because shes sleepy?

But I have not felt hunger.

He added in a voice of wonder: Listen!

Ruth Manning was singing in her room, and Connor turned away to hide his frown. For he was not by any means sure whether the girl sang from the joy she found in this great adventure or because of David Eden. He was still further troubled when she came out to the breakfast table in the patio. He had expected that she would be more or less confused by the presence of David after his queer talk of the night before, but sleep seemed to have wiped everything from her memory. Her first nod, to be sure, was for the gambler, but her smile was for David of Eden. Connor fell into a reverie which was hardly broken through the meal by the deep voice of David or the laughter of Ruth. Their gayety was a barrier, and he was, subtly, left on the outside. David had proposed to the girl a ride through the Garden, and when he went for the horses the gambler decided to make sure of her position. He was too much disturbed to be diplomatic. He went straight to the point.

Im sorry this is such a mess for you; but if you can buck up for a while it wont take long to finish the job.

She looked at him without understanding, which was what he least wanted in the world. So he went on: As a matter of fact, the worst of the job hasnt come. You can do what you want with him right now. But afterward — when you get him out of the valley the hard thing will be to hold him.

Youre angry with poor David. Whats he done now?

Angry with him? Of course not! Im a little disgusted, thats all.

Tell me why in words of one syllable, Ben.

Youre too fine a sort to have understood. And I cant very well explain.

She allowed herself to be puzzled for a moment and then laughed.

Please dont be mysterious. Tell me frankly.

Very well. I think you can make David go out of the valley when we go. But once we have him back in a town the trouble will begin. You understand why hes so — fond of you, Ruth?

Lets not talk about it.

Sorry to make you blush. But you see, it isnt because youre so pretty, Ruth, but simply because youre a woman. The first hes ever seen.

All her high coloring departed at once; a pale, sick face looked at Connor.

Dont say it, murmured the girl. I thought last night just for a moment — but I couldnt let myself think of it for an instant.

I understand, said Connor gently. You took all that highfaluting poetry stuff to be the same thing. But, say, Ruth, Ive heard a young buck talk to a young squaw — before he married her. Just about the same line of junk, eh? What makes me sick is that when we get him out in a town hell lose his head entirely when he sees a room full of girls. Well simply have to plant a contract on him and — then let him go!

Do you think its only that? she said again, faintly.

I leave it to you. Use your reason, and figure it out for yourself. I dont mean that youre in any danger. You know youre not as long as Im around!

She thanked him with a wan smile.

But how can I let him come near me — now?

Its a mess. Im sorry about it. But once the deal goes through Ill make this up to you if it takes me the rest of my life. You believe me?

I know youre true blue, Ben! And — I trust you.

He was a little disturbed to find that his pulse was decidedly quickened by that simple speech.

Besides, I want to thank you for letting me know this. I understand everything about him now!

In her heart of hearts she was hating David with all her might. For all night long, in her dreams, she had been seeing again the gestures of those strong brown hands, and the flash of his eyes, and hearing the deep tremor of his voice. The newness of this primitive man and his ways and words had been an intoxicant to her; because of his very difference she was a little afraid, and now the warning of Connor chimed in accurately with a premonition of her own. That adulation poured at the feet of Ruth Manning had been a beautiful and marvelous thing; but flung down simply in honor of her sex it became almost an insult. The memory made her shudder. The ideal lover whom she had prefigured in some of her waking dreams had always spoken with ardor — a holy ardor. From this passion of the body she recoiled.

Something of all this Connor read in her face and in her thoughtful silence, and he was profoundly contented. He had at once neutralized all of Davids eloquence and fortified his own position. It was both a blow driven home and a counter. Not that he would admit a love for the girl; he had merely progressed as far as jealousy. He told himself that his only interest was in keeping her from an emotion which, once developed, might throw her entirely on the side of David and ruin their joint plans. He had refused to accompany the master of the Garden and the girl on their ride through the valley because, as he told himself, he couldnt stand seeing another grown man make such an ass of himself as David did when he was talking with the girl.

He contented himself now with watching her face when David came back to the patio, followed by Glani and the neat-stepping little mare, Tabari. The forced smile with which she met the big man was a personal triumph to the gambler.

If you can win her under that handicap, David, he said softly to himself, you deserve her, and everything else you can get.

David helped her into the saddle on Tabari, and himself sprang onto the pad upon Glanis back. They went out side by side.

It was a cool day for that season, and the moment the north wind struck them David shouted softly and sent Glani at a rushing gallop straight into the teeth of the wind. Tabari followed at a pace which Ruth, expert horse-woman though she was, had never dreamed of. For the first time she had that impression of which Ben Connor had spoken to her of the horse pouring itself over the road without strain and without jar of smashing hoofs.

Ruth let Tabari extend herself, until the mare was racing with ears flat against her neck. She had even an impression that Glani, burdened by the great weight of David, was being left behind, but when she glanced to the side she saw that the master half a length back, was keeping a strong pull on the stallion, and Glani went smoothly, easily, with enormous strides, and fretting at the restraint.

She gained two things from that glance. The first was a sense of impatience because the stallion kept up so easily; in the second place, the same wind which drove the long hair of David straight back blew all suspicious thoughts out of her mind. She drew Tabari back to a hand gallop and then to a walk with her eyes dimmed by the wind of the ride and the blood tingling in her cheeks.

It was like having wings, she cried happily as David let the stallion come up abreast.

Tabari is sturdy, but she lacks speed, said the dispassionate master. When she was a foal of six months and was brought to me for judgment, I thought twice, because her legs were short. However, it is well that she was allowed to live and breed.

Allowed to live? murmured Ruth Manning.

To keep the line of the gray horse perfect, said David, they must be watched with a jealous eye, and those which are weak must not live. The mares are killed and the stallions gelded and sold.

And can you judge the little colts?

Her voice was too low for David to catch a sense of pain and anger in it.

It must be done. It is a duty. To-day is the sixth month of Timeh, the daughter of Juri. You shall witness the judging. Elijah is the master.

His face hardened at the name of Elijah, and the girl caught her breath. But before she could speak they broke out of a grove and came in view of a wide meadow across which four yoked cattle drew a harrow, smoothing the plow furrows to an even, black surface.

It carried the girl far back; it was like opening an ancient book of still more ancient tales; the musty smell completes the illusion. The cattle plodding slowly on, seeming to rest at every step, filled in the picture of which the primitive David Eden was the central figure.

Yokes, she cried. Ive never seen them before!

For some work we use the horses, but the jerking of the harrow ruins their shoulders. Besides, we may need the cattle for a new journey.

A journey? With those?

That was how the four came into the Garden. And I am enjoined to have the strong wagons always ready and the ox teams always complete in case it becomes necessary to leave this valley and go elsewhere. Of course, that may never be.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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HE BROUGHT GLANI to a halt. They had left the sight of the meadow, though they could still hear the snorting of the oxen at their labor, a distant sound. Here, on one side of the road, the forest tumbled back from a swale of ground across which a tiny stream leaped and flashed with crooked speed, and the ground seemed littered with bright gold, so closely were the yellow wild flowers packed.

Two days ago, said David, they were only buds. See them now!

He slipped from his horse and, stooping, rose again in a moment with his hands full of the yellow blossoms.

They have a fragrance that makes them seem far away, he said. See!

He tossed the flowers at her; the wind caught them and spangled her hair and her clothes with them, and she breathed a rare perfume. David fell to clapping his hands and laughing like a child at the picture she made. She had never liked him so well as she did at this moment. She had never pitied him as she did now; she was not wise enough to shrink from that emotion.

It was made for you — this place.

And before she could move to defend herself he had raised her strongly, lightly from the saddle, and placed her on the knoll in the thickest of the flowers. He stood back to view his work, nodding his satisfaction, and she, looking up at him, felt the old sense of helplessness sweep over her. Every now and then David Eden overwhelmed her like an inescapable destiny; there was something foredoomed about the valley and about him.

I knew you would look like this, he was saying. How do men make a jewel seem more beautiful? They set it in gold! And so with you, Ruth. Your hair against the gold is darker and richer and more like piles and coils of shadow. Your face against the gold is the transparent white, with a bloom in it. Your hands are half lost in the softness of that gold. And to think that is a picture you can never see! But I forget.

His face grew dark.

Here I have stumbled again, and yet I started with strong vows and resolves. My brother Benjamin warned me!

It shocked her for a reason she could not analyze to hear the big man call Connor his brother. Connor, the gambler, the schemer! And here was David Eden with the green of the trees behind, his feet in the golden wild flowers, and the blue sky behind his head. Brother to Ben Connor?

And how did he warn you? she asked.

That I must not talk to you of yourself, because, he said, it shames you. Is that true?

I suppose it is, she murmured. Yet she was a little indignant because Connor had presumed to interfere. She knew he could only have done it to save her from embarrassment, but she rebelled at the thought of Connor as her conversational guardian.

Put a guard over David of Eden, and what would he be? Just like a score of callow youths whom she had known, scattering foolish commonplaces, trying to make their dull eyes tell her flattering things which they had not brains enough to put into words.

I am sorry, said David, sighing. It is hard to stand here and see you, and not talk of what I see. When the sun rises the birds sing in the trees; when I see you words come up to my teeth.

He made a grimace. Well, Ill shut them in. Have I been very wrong in my talk to you?

I think you havent talked to many women, said Ruth. And — most men do not talk as you do.

Most men are fools, answered the egoist. What I say to you is the truth, but if the truth offends you I shall talk of other things.

He threw himself on the ground sullenly. Of what shall I talk?

Of nothing, perhaps. Listen!

For the great quiet of the valley was falling on her, and the distances over which her eyes reached filled her with the delightful sense of silence. There were deep blue mountains piled against the paler sky; down the slope and through the trees the river was untarnished, solid, silver; in the boughs behind her the wind whispered and then stopped to listen likewise. There was a faint ache in her heart at the thought that she had not known such things all her life. She knew then what gave the face of David of Eden its solemnity. She leaned a little toward him. Now tell me about yourself. What you have done.

Of anything but that.

Why not?

No more than I want you to tell me about yourself and what you have done. What you feel, what you think from time to time, I wish to know; I am very happy to know. I fit in those bits of you to the picture I have made.

Once more the egoist was talking!

But to have you tell me of what you have done — that is not pleasant. I do not wish to know that you have talked to other men and smiled on them. I do not wish to know of a single happy day you spent before you came to the Garden of Eden. But I shall tell you of the four men who are my masters if you wish.

Tell me of them if you will.

Very well. John was the beginning. He died before I came. Of the others Matthew was my chief friend. He was very old and thin. His wrist was smaller than yours, almost. His hair was a white mist. In the evening there seemed to be a pale moonshine around his face.

He was very small and old — so old that sometimes I thought he would dry up or dissolve and disappear. Toward the last, before God called him, Matthew grew weak, and his voice was faint, yet it was never sharp or shaken. Also, until the very end his eyes were young, for his heart was young.

That was Matthew. He was like you. He liked the silence. Listen, he would say. The great stillness is the voice; God is speaking. Then he would raise one thin finger and we caught our breath and listened.

Do you see him?

I see him, and I wish that I had known him.

Of the others, Luke was taller than I. He had yellow hair as long and as coarse as the mane of a yellow horse. When he rode around the lake we could hear him coming for a great distance by his singing, for his voice was as strong as the neigh of Glani. I have only to close my eyes, and I can hear that singing of Luke from beside the lake. Ah, he was a huge man! The horses sweated under him.

His beard was long; it came to the middle of his belly; it had a great blunt square end. Once I angered him. I crept to him when he slept — I was a small boy then — and I trimmed the beard down to a point.

When Luke wakened he felt the beard and sat for a long time looking at me. I was so afraid that I grew numb, I remember. Then he went to the Room of Silence. When he came out his anger was gone, but he punished me. He took me to the lake and caught me by the heels and swung me around his head. When he loosened his fingers I shot into the air like a light stone. The water flashed under me, and when I struck the surface seemed solid. I thought it was death, for my senses went out, but Luke waded in and dragged me back to the shore. However, his beard remained pointed till he died.

He chuckled at the memory.

Paul reproved Luke for what he had done. Paul was a big man, also, but he was short, and his bigness lay in his breadth. He had no hair, and he stood under Luke nodding so that the sun flashed back and forth on his bald head. He told Luke that I might have been killed.

Better teach him sober manners now, said Luke, than be a jester to knock at the gate of God.

This Paul was wonderfully silent. He was born unhappy and nothing could make him smile. He used to wander through the valley alone in the middle of winter, half dead with cold and eating nothing. In those times, even Luke was not strong enough to make him come home to us.

I know that for ten days at one time he had gone without speech. For that reason he loved to have Joseph with him, because Joseph understood signs.

But when silence left him, Paul was great in speech. Luke spoke in a loud voice and Matthew beautifully, but Paul was terrible. He would fall on his knees in an agony and pray to God for salvation for us and for himself. While he kneeled he seemed to grow in size. He filled the room. And his words were like whips. They made me think of all my sins. That is how I remember Paul, kneeling, with his long arms thrown over his head.

Matthew died in the evening just as the moon rose. He was sitting beside me. He put his hand in mine. After a while I felt that the hand was cold, and when I looked at Matthew his head had fallen.

Paul died in a drift of snow. We always knew that he had been on his knees praying when the storms struck him and he would not rise until he had finished the prayer.

Luke bowed his head one day at the table and died without a sound — in spite of all his strength.

All these men have not really died out of the valley. They are here, like mists; they are faces of thin air. Sometimes when I sit alone at my table, I can almost see a spirit-hand like that of Matthew rise with a shadow-glass of wine.

But shall I tell you a strange thing? Since you came into the valley, these mist-images of my dead masters grow faint and thinner than ever.

You will remember me, also, when I have gone?

Do not speak of it! But yes, if you should go, every spring, when these yellow flowers blossom, you would return to me and sit as you are sitting now. However you are young, yet there are ways. After Matthew died, for a long time I kept fresh flowers in his room and kept his memory fresh with them. But, he repeated, you are young. Do not talk of death!

Not of death, but of leaving the Garden.

He stared gravely at her, and flushed.

You are tormenting me as I used to torment my masters when I was a boy. But it is wrong to anger me. Besides I shall not let you go.

Not let me go?

Am I a fool? he asked hotly. Why should I let you go?

You could not keep me.

It brought him to his feet with a start.

What will free you?

Your own honor, David.

His head fell.

It is true. Yes, it is true. But let us ride on. I no longer am pleased with this place. It is tarnished; there are unhappy thoughts here!

What a child he is! thought the girl, as she climbed into the saddle again. A selfish, terrible, wonderful child!

It seemed, after that, that the purpose of David was to show the beauties of the Garden to her until she could not brook the thought of leaving. He told her what grew in each meadow and what could be reaped from it.

He told her what fish were caught in the river and the lake. He talked of the trees. He swung down from Glani, holding with hand and heel, and picked strange flowers and showed them to her.

What a place for a house! she said, when, near the north wall, they passed a hill that overlooked the entire length of the valley.

I shall build you a house there, said David eagerly. I shall build it of strong rock. Would that make you happy? Very tall, with great rooms.

An impish desire to mock him came to her.

Do you know what Im used to? Its a boarding house where I live in a little back bedroom, and they call us to meals with a bell.

The humor of this situation entirely failed to appeal to him.

I also, he said, have a bell. And it shall be used to call you to dinner, if you wish.

He was so grave that she did not dare to laugh. But for some reason that moment of bantering brought the big fellow much closer to her than he had been before. And when she saw him so docile to her wishes, for all his strength and his mastery, the only thing that kept her from opening her heart to him, and despising the game which she and Connor were playing with him, was the warning of the gambler.

Ive heard a young buck talk to a young squaw — before he married her. The same line of junk!

Connor must be right. He came from the great city.

But before that ride was over she was repeating that warning very much as Odysseus used the flower of Hermes against the arts of Circe. For the Garden of Eden, as they came back to the house after the circuit, seemed to her very much like a little kingdom, and the monarch thereof was inviting her in dumb-show to be the queen of the realm.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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AT THE HOUSE they were met by one of the servants who had been waiting for David to receive from the master definite orders concerning some woodchopping. For the trees of the garden were like children to David of Eden, and he allowed only the ones he himself designated to be cut for timber or fuel. He left the girl with manifest reluctance.

For when I leave you of what do you think, and what do you do? I am like the blind.

She felt this speech was peculiar in character. Who but David of Eden could have been jealous of the very thoughts of another? And smiling at this, she went into the patio where Ben Connor was still lounging. Few things had ever been more gratifying to the gambler than the sight of the girls complacent smile, for he knew that she was judging David.

What happened? he asked.

Nothing worth repeating. But I think youre wrong, Ben. He isnt a barbarian. Hes just a child.

Thats another word for the same thing. Ever see anything more brutal than a child? The wildest savage that ever stepped is a saint compared with a ten-year-old boy.

Perhaps. He acts like ten years. When I mention leaving the valley he flies into a tantrum; he has taken me so much for granted that he has even picked out the site for my house.

As if youd ever stay in a place like this!

He covered his touch of anxiety with loud laughter.

I dont know, she was saying thoughtfully a moment later. I like it — a lot.

Anything seems pretty good after Lukin. But when your auto is buzzing down Broadway—

She interrupted him with a quick little laugh of excitement.

But do you really think I can make him leave the valley?

Of course Im sure.

He says theres a law against it.

I tell you, Ruth, youre his law now; not whatever piffle is in that Room of Silence.

She looked earnestly at the closed door. Her silence had always bothered the gambler, and this one particularly annoyed him.

Lets hear your thoughts? he asked uneasily.

Its just an idea of mine that inside that room we can find out everything we want to know about David Eden.

What do we want to know? growled Connor. I know everything thats necessary. Hes a nut with a gang of the best horses that ever stepped. Im talking horse, not David Eden. If I have to make the fool rich, it isnt because I want to.

She returned no direct answer, but after a moment: I wish I knew.

What?

She became profoundly serious.

The point is this: he may be something more than a boy or a savage. And if he is something more, hes the finest man Ive ever laid eyes on. Thats why I want to get inside that room. Thats why I want to learn the secret — if there is a secret — the things he believes in, how he happens to be what he is and how—

Connor had endured her rising warmth of expression as long as he could. Now he exploded.

You do me one favor, he cried excitedly, more moved than she had ever seen him before. Let me do your thinking for you when it comes to other men. You take my word about this David Eden. Bah! When I have you fixed up in little old Manhattan youll forget about him and his mystery inside a week. Will you lay off on the thinking?

She nodded absently. In reality she was struck by the first similarity she had ever noticed between David of Eden and Connor the gambler: within ten minutes they had both expressed remarkable concern as to what might be her innermost thoughts. She began to feel that Connor himself might have elements of the boy in his make up — the cruel boy which he protested was in David Eden.

She had many reasons for liking Connor. For one thing he had offered her an escape from her old imprisoned life. Again he had flattered her in the most insinuating manner by his complete trust. She knew that there was not one woman in ten thousand to whom he would have confided his great plan, and not one in a million whose ability to execute his scheme he would have trusted.

More than this, before her trip to the Garden he had given her a large sum of money for the purchase of the Indians gelding; and Ruth Manning had learned to appreciate money. He had not asked for any receipt. His attitude had been such that she had not even been able to mention that subject.

Yet much as she liked Connor there were many things about him which jarred on her. There was a hardness, always working to the surface like rocks on a hard soil. Worst of all, sometimes she felt a degree of uncleanliness about his mind and its working. She would not have recoiled from these things had he been nearer her own age; but in a man well over thirty she felt that these were fixed characteristics.

He was in all respects the antipode of David of Eden. It was easier to be near Connor, but not so exciting. David wore her out, but he also was marvelously stimulating. The dynamic difference was that Connor sometimes inspired her with aversion, and David made her afraid. She was roused out of her brooding by the voice of the gambler saying: When a woman begins to think, a man begins to swear.

She managed to smile, but these cheap little pat quotations which she had found amusing enough at first now began to grate on her through repetition. Just as Connor tagged and labeled his idea with this aphorism, so she felt that Connor himself was tagged by them. She found him considering her with some anxiety.

You havent begun to doubt me, Ruth? he asked her.

And he put out his hand with a note of appeal. It was a new rle for him and she at once disliked it. She shook the hand heartily.

Thats a foolish thing to say, she assured him. But — why does that old man keep sneaking around us?

It was Zacharias, who for some time had been prowling around the patio trying to find something to do which would justify his presence.

Do you think David Eden keeps him here as a spy on us?

This was too much for even Connors suspicious mind, and he chuckled.

They all want to hang around and have a look at you — thats the point, he answered. Speak to him and youll see him come running.

It needed not even speech; she smiled and nodded at Zacharias, and he came to her at once with a grin of pleasure wrinkling his ancient face. She invited him to sit down.

I never see you resting, she said.

David dislikes an idler, said Zacharias, who acknowledged her invitation by dropping his withered hands on the back of the chair, but made no move to sit down.

But after all these years you have worked for him, I should think he would give you a little house of your own, and nothing to do except take care of yourself.

He listened to her happily, but it was evident from his pause that he had not gathered the meaning of her words.

You come from the South? he asked at length.

My father came from Tennessee.

There was an electric change in the face of the Negro.

Oh, Lawd, oh, Lawd! he murmured, his voice changing and thickening a little toward the soft Southern accent. Thats music to old Zacharias!

Do you come from Tennessee, Zacharias?

Again there was a pause as the thoughts of Zacharias fled back to the old days.

Everything in between is all shadowy like evening, but what I remember most is the little houses on both sides of the road with the gardens behind them, and the babies rolling in the dust and shouting and their mammies coming to the doors to watch them.

How long ago was that? she asked, deeply touched.

He grew troubled.

Many and many a year ago — oh, many a long, weary year, for Zacharias!

And you still think of the old days?

When the bees come droning in the middle of the day, sometimes I think of them.

He struck his hands lightly together and his misty-bright eyes were plainly looking through sixty years as though they were a day.

But why did you leave? asked Ruth tenderly.

Zacharias slowly drew his eyes away from the mists of the past and became aware of the girls face once more.

Because my soul was burning in sin. It was burning and burning!

But wouldnt you like to go back?

The head of Zacharias fell and he knitted his fingers.

Coming to the Garden of Eden was like coming into heaven. Theres no way of getting out again without breaking the law. The Garden is just like heaven!

Connor spoke for the first time.

Or hell! he exclaimed.

It caused Ruth Manning to cry out at him softly; Zacharias was mute.

Why did you say that? said the girl, growing angry.

Because I hate to see a bad bargain, said the gambler. And it looks to me as if our friend here paid pretty high for anything he gets out of the Garden.

He turned sharply to Zacharias.

How long have you been working here?

Sixty years. Long years!

And what have you out of it? What clothes?

Enough to wear.

What food?

Enough to eat.

A house of your own?

No.

Land of your own?

No.

Sixty years and not a penny saved! Thats what I call a sharp bargain! What else have you gained?

A good bright hope of heaven.

But are you sure, Zacharias? Are you sure? Isnt it possible that all these five masters of yours may have been mistaken?

Zacharias could only stare in his horror. Finally he turned away and went silently across the patio.

Ben, cried the girl softly, why did you do it? Aside from torturing the poor man, what if this comes to Davids ear?

Connor snapped his finger. His manner was that of one who knows that he has taken a foolish risk and wishes to brazen the matter out.

Itll never come to the ear of David! Why? Because hed wring the neck of the old chap if he even guessed that hed been talking about leaving the valley. And in the meantime I cut away the ground beneath Davids feet. He has not standing room, pretty soon. Nothing left to him, by Jove, but his own conceit, and he has tons of that! Well, let him use it and get fat on it!

She wondered why Connor had come to actually hate the master of the Garden. Sure David of Eden had never harmed the gambler. She remembered something that she had heard long before: that the hatred always lies on the side of injurer and not of the injured.

They heard Davids voice, at this point, approaching, and in another moment a small cavalcade entered the patio.


CHAPTER THIRTY
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FIRST, A WHITE flash beneath the shadow of the arched way, came a colt at full run, stopping short with four sprawling, braced feet at the sight of the strangers. It was not fear so much as surprise, for now it pricked its ears and advanced a dainty step or two. Ruth cried out with delight at the fawn-like beauty of the delicate creature. The Eden Gray was almost white in the little colt, and with its four dark stockings it seemed, when it ran, to be stepping on thin air. That impression was helped by the comparatively great length of the legs.

Next came the mother, walking, as though she was quite confident that no harm could come to her colt in this home of all good things, but with her fine head held high and her eyes luminous with concern, a little anxious because the youngster had been out of sight for a moment.

And behind them strode David with Elijah at his side.

Ruth could never have recognized Elijah as the statuesque figure which had confronted David on the previous day. He was now bowing and scraping like some withered old man, striving to make a good impression on a creditor to whom a great sum was owing. She remembered then what David had told her earlier in the day about the judging of Timeh, the daughter of Juri. This, then, was the crisis, and here was Elijah striving to conciliate the grim judge. The old man kept up a running fire of talk while David walked slowly around the colt. Ruth wondered why the master of the Garden did not cry out with pleasure at sight of the beautiful creature. Connor had drawn her back a little.

You see that six months mare? he said softly, with a tremor in his voice. Id pay ten thousand flat for her the way she stands. Ten thousand — more if it were asked!

But David doesnt seem very pleased.

Bah! Hes bursting with pleasure. But he wont let on because he doesnt want to flatter old Elijah.

If he doesnt pass the colt do you know what happens?

What?

They kill it!

Id a lot rather see them kill a man! snarled Connor. But they wont touch that colt!

I dont know. Look at poor Elijah!

David, stopping in his circular walk, now stood with his arms folded, gazing intently at Timeh. Elijah was a picture of concern. The whites of his eyes flashed as his glances rolled swiftly from the colt to the master. Once or twice he tried to speak, but seemed too nervous to give voice.

At length: A true daughter of Juri, O David. And was there ever a more honest mare than Juri? The same head, mark you, deep from the eye to the angle of the jaw. And under the head — come hither, Timeh!

Timeh flaunted her heels at the sun and then came with short, mincing steps.

At six months, boasted Elijah, she knows my voice as well as her mother. Stay, Juri!

The inquisitive mare had followed Timeh, but now, reassured, she dropped her head and began cropping the turf of the patio. Still, from the play of her ears, it was evident that Timeh was not out of the mothers thoughts for an instant.

Look you, David! said Elijah. He raised the head of Timeh by putting his hand beneath her chin.

I can put my whole hand between the angles of her jaw! And see how her ears flick back and forth, like the twitching ears of a cat! Ha, is not that a sign?

He allowed the head to fall again, but he caught it under his arms and faced David in this manner, throwing out his hand in appeal. Still David spoke not a word.

With a gesture he made Elijah move to one side. Then he stepped to Timeh. She was uneasy at his coming, but under the first touch of his hand Timeh became as still as rock and looked at her mother in a scared and helpless fashion. It seemed that Juri understood a great crisis was at hand; for now she advanced resolutely and with her dainty muzzle she followed with sniffs the hand of David as it moved over the little colt. He seemed to be seeing with his finger-tips alone, kneading under the skin in search of vital information. Along the muscles those dexterous fingers ran, and down about the heavy bones of the joints, where they lingered long, seeming to read a story in every crevice.

Never once did he speak, but Ruth felt that she could read words in the brightening, calm, and sudden shadows across his face.

Elijah accompanied the examination with a running-fire of comment.

There is quality in those hoofs, for you! None of your gray-blue stuff like the hoofs of Tabari, say, but black as night and dense as rock. Aye, David, you may well let your hand linger down that neck. She will step freely, this Timeh of mine, and stride as far as a mountain-lion can leap! Withers high enough. That gives a place for the ligaments to take hold. A good long back, but not too long to carry a weight. She will not be one of your gaunt-bellied horses, either; she will have wind and a bottom for running. She will gallop on the third day of the journey as freely as on the first. And she will carry her tail well out, always, with that big, strong dock.

He paused a moment, for David was moving his hands over the hindlegs and lingering long at the hocks. And the face of Elijah grew convulsed with anxiety.

Is there anything wrong with those legs? murmured Ruth to Connor.

Not a thing that I see. Maybe the stifles are too straight. I think they might angle out a bit more. But thats nothing serious. Besides, it may be the way Timeh is standing. Whats the matter?

She was clinging to his arm, white-faced.

If that colt has to die I — Ill want to kill David Eden!

Hush, Ruth! And dont let him see your face!

David moved back from Timeh and again folded his arms.

The body of the horse is one thing, ran on Elijah uneasily, and the spirit is another. Have you not told us, David, that a curious colt makes a wise horse? That is Timeh! Where will you guess that I found her when I went to bring her to you even now? She had climbed up the face of the cliff, far up a crevice where a man would not dare to go. I dared not even cry out to her for fear she would fall if she turned her head. To have climbed so high was almost impossible, but how would she come down when there was no room for her to turn?

I was dizzy and sick with grief. But Timeh saw me, and down she came, without turning. She lifted her hoofs and put them down as a cat lifts and puts down wet paws. And in a moment she was safe on the meadow and frisking around me. Juri had been so worried that she made Timeh stop running and nosed her all over to make sure that she was unhurt by that climb. But tell me: will not a colt that risks its life to climb for a tuft of grass, run till its heart breaks for the master in later years?

For the first time David spoke.

Is she so wise a colt? he said.

Wise? cried Elijah, his eye shining with joy at the opening which he had made. I talk to her as I talk to a man. She is as full of tricks as a dog. Look, now!

He leaned over and pretended to pick at the grass, whereat Timeh stole up behind him and drew out a handkerchief from his hip pocket. Off she raced and came back in a flashing circle to face Elijah with the cloth fluttering in her teeth.

So! cried Elijah, taking the handkerchief again and looking eagerly at the master of the Garden. Was there ever a colt like my Timeh?

The back legs, said David slowly.

Elijah had been preparing himself to speak again, with a smile. He was arrested in the midst of a gesture and his face altered like a man at the banquet at the news of a death.

The hind legs, David, he echoed hollowly. But what of them? They are a small part of the whole! And they are not wrong. They are not very wrong, oh my master!

The hocks are sprung in and turned a little.

A very little. Only the eye of David could see it and know that it is wrong!

A small flaw makes the stone break. At a rotten knot-hole the great tree snaps in the storm. And a small sin may undermine a good man. The hind legs are wrong, Elijah.

To be sure. In a colt. Many things seem wrong in a colt, but in the grown horse they disappear!

This fault will not disappear. It is the set of the joint and that can never be changed. It can only grow worse.

Elijah, staring straight ahead, was searching his brain, but that brain was numbed by the calamity which had befallen him. He could only stroke the lovely head of the little colt and pray for help.

Yesterday, he said at length in a trembling voice, Elijah, as a fool, spoke words which angered his master. Back on my head I call them now. David, do not judge Timeh with a wrathful heart.

Let the sins of Elijah fall on the head of Elijah, but let Timeh go unpunished for my faults.

You grow old, Elijah, and you forget. The judgment of David is never colored by his own likes and dislikes, his own wishes and prejudice. He sees the right, and therefore his judgments are true.

Aye, David, but truth is not merciful, and blessed above all things is mercy. When you see Timeh, think of Elijah. How he has watched over the colt, and loved it, and played with it, and taught it, by the hours, the proper manners for a colt and a mare of the Garden of Eden.

That is true. It is a well-mannered colt.

Elijah caught at a new straw of hope.

Also, in the field, if two colts race home for water and Timeh is one, she reaches the water first — always. She comes to me like a child. In the morning she slips out of the paddock, and coming to my window, she puts in her head and calls me with a whinny as soft as the voice of a man. Then I arise and go out to her and to Juri.

Ruth was weeping openly, her hand closed hard on the arm of Connor; and she felt the muscles along that arm contract. She almost loved the gambler for his rage at the inexorable David.

Consider Juri, also, said Elijah. Seven times — I numbered them on my fingers and remembered — seven times when the horses were brought before you in the morning, you have called to Juri and mounted her for the morning ride — that was before Glani was raised to his full strength. And always the master has said:

Stout-hearted Juri! She pours out her strength for her rider as a generous host pours out his wine!

David frowned, but plainly he was touched.

Juri! he called, and when the noble mare came to him, he laid his hand on her mane.

Who has spoken of Juri? Surely I am not judging her this day. It was Matthew who judged her when she was a foal of six months.

And it was Matthew, added Elijah hastily, who loved her above all horses!

Ah! muttered David, deeply moved.

Consider the heart of Juri, went on Elijah, timidly following this new thread of argument. When the mares neigh and the colts come running, there will be none to gallop to her side. When she goes out in the morning there will be no daughter to gallop around and around her, tossing her head and her heels. And when she comes home at night there will be no tired foal leaning against her side for weariness.

Peace, Elijah! You speak against the law.

In spite of himself, the glance of Elijah turned slowly and sullenly until it rested upon Ruth Manning. David followed the direction of that look and he understood. There stood the living evidence that he had broken the law of the Garden at least once. He flushed darkly.

The colts gone, said Connor in a savagely-controlled murmur to the girl. That devil has made up his mind. His pride is up now!

Elijah, too, seemed to realize that he had thrown away his last chance.

He could only stretch out his hands with the tears streaming down his wrinkled face and repeat in his broken voice: Mercy, David, mercy for Timeh and Juri and Elijah!

But the face of David was iron.

Look at Juri, he commanded. She is flawless, strong, sound of hoof and heart and limb. And that is because her sire and her mother before her were well seen to. No narrow forehead has ever been allowed to come into the breed of the Eden Grays. I have heard Paul condemn a colt because the very ears were too long and flabby and the carriage of the horse dull. The weak and the faulty have been gelded and sent from the Garden or else killed. And therefore Juri to-day is stout and noble, and Glani has a spirit of fire. It is not easy to do. But if I find a sin in my own nature, do I not tear it out at a price of pain? And shall I spare a colt when I do not spare myself? A law is a law and a fault is a fault. Timeh must die!

The extended arms of Elijah fell. Connor felt Ruth surge forward from beside him, but he checked her strongly.

No use! he said. You could change a very devil more easily than you can change David now! Hes too proud to change his mind.

Oh, sobbed the girl softly, I hate him! I hate him!

Let Timeh live until the morning, said David in the same calm voice. Let Juri be spared this night of grief and uneasiness. If it is done in the morning she will be less anxious until the dark comes, and by that time the edge of her sorrow shall be dulled.

Whose hand, asked Elijah faintly— whose hand must strike the blow?

Yesterday, said David, you spoke to me a great deal of the laws of the Garden and their breaking. Do you not know that law which says that he from whose household the faulty mare foal has come must destroy it? You know that law. Then let it not be said that Elijah, who so loves the law, has shirked his lawful burden!

At this final blow poor Elijah lifted his face.

Lord God! he said, give me strength. It is more than I can bear!

Go! commanded the master of the Garden.

Elijah turned slowly away. As if to show the way, Timeh galloped before him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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DAVID WATCHED THEM go, and while his back was turned a fierce, soft dialogue passed between Ruth Manning and Ben Connor.

Are you a man? she asked him, through her set teeth. Are you going to let that beautiful little thing die?

Id rather see the cold-hearted fool die in place of Timeh. But what can we do? Nothing. Just smile in his face.

I hate him! she exclaimed.

If you hate him, then use him. Will you?

If I can make him follow me, tease him to come, make him think I love him, Ill do it. Id do anything to torture him.

I told you he was a savage.

You were right, Ben. A fiend — not a man! Oh, thank Heavens that I see through him.

Anger gave her color and banished her tears. And when David turned he found what seemed a picture of pleasure. It was infinitely grateful to him. If he had searched and studied for the words he could not have found anything to embitter her more than his first speech.

And what do you think of the justice of David? he asked, coming to them.

She could not speak; luckily Connor stepped in and filled the gap of awkward silence.

A very fine thing to have done, Brother David, he said. Do you know what I thought of when I heard you talk?

Of what? said David, composing his face to receive the compliment. At that Ruth turned suddenly away, for she dared not trust her eyes, and the hatred which burned in them.

I thought of the old story of Abraham and Isaac. You were offering up something as dear to you as a child, almost, to the law of the Garden of Eden.

It is true, said David complacently. But when the flesh is diseased it must be burned away.

He called to Ruth: And you, Ruth?

This childish seeking after compliments made her smile, and naturally he misjudged the smile.

I think with Benjamin, she said softly.

Yet my ways in the Garden must seem strange to you, went on David, expanding in the warmth of his own sense of virtue. But you will grow accustomed to them, I know.

The opening was patent. She was beginning to nod her acquiescence when Connor, in alarm, tapped on the table, once and again in swift telegraphy: No! No!

The faint smile went out on her face.

No, she said to David.

The master of the Garden turned a glance of impatience and suspicion upon the gambler, but Connor carefully made his face a blank. He continued to drum idly on the edge of the table, and the idle drumming was spelling to the girls quick ear: Out!

You cannot stay? murmured David.

She drank in his stunned expression. It was like music to her.

Would you, she said, be happy away from the Garden, and the horses and your servants? No more am I happy away from my home.

You are not happy with us? muttered David. You are not happy?

Could you be away from the Garden?

But that is different. The Garden was made by four wise men.

By five wise men, said the girl. For you are the fifth.

He was so blind that he did not perceive the irony.

And therefore, he said, the Garden is all that the heart should desire. John and Matthew and Luke and Paul made it to fill that purpose.

But how do you know they succeeded? You have not seen the world beyond the mountains.

It is full of deceit, hard hearts, cruelty, and cunning.

It is full of my dear friends, David!

She thought of the colt and the mare and Elijah; and it became suddenly easy to lure and deceive this implacable judge of others. She touched the arm of the master lightly with her finger tips and smiled.

Come with me, and see my world!

The law which the four made for me — I must not leave!

Was it wrong to let me enter?

You have made me happy, he argued slowly. You have made me happier than I was before. And surely I could not have been made happy by that which is wrong. No, it was right to bring you into the valley. The moment I looked at you I knew that it was right.

Then, will it be wrong to go out with me? You need not stay! But see what lies beyond the mountains before you judge it!

He shook his head.

Are you afraid? It will not harm you.

He flushed at that. And then began to walk up and down across the patio. She saw Connor white with anxiety, but about Connor and his affairs she had little concern at this moment. She felt only a cruel pleasure in her control over this man, half savage and half child. Now he stopped abruptly before her.

If the world, after I see it, still displeases me, when I return, will you come with me, Ruth? Will you come back to the Garden of Eden?

In the distance Ben Connor was gesturing desperately to make her say yes. But she could not resist a pause — a pause in which torment showed on the face of David. And then, deliberately, she made her eyes soften — made her lips smile.

Yes, David, I will come back!

He leaned a little toward her, then straightened with a shudder and crossed the patio to the Room of Silence. Behind that door he disappeared, and left Connor and the girl alone. The gambler threw down his arms as if abandoning a burden.

Why in the name of God did you let him leave you? he groaned. Why? Why? Why?

Hes going to come, asserted Ruth.

Never in a thousand years. The fool will talk to his dummy god in yonder and come out with one of his iced looks and talk about judgment! Bah!

Hell come.

What makes you think so?

Because — I know.

You should have waited — to-morrow you could have done it, maybe, but to-day is too soon.

Listen to me, Ben. I know him. I know his childish, greedy mind. He wants me just as much as he wants his own way. Its partly because Im new to him, being a woman. Its chiefly because Im the first thing hes ever met that wont do what he wants. Hes going to try to stay with me until he bends me. She flushed with angry excitement.

Its playing with fire, Ruth. I know youre clever, but—

You dont know how clever, but Im beginning to guess what I can do. Ive lost all feeling about that cruel barbarian, Ben. That poor little harmless, pretty colt — oh, I want to make David Eden burn for that! And I can do it. Im going to wind him around my finger. Ive thought of ways while I stood looking at him just now. I know how I can smile at him, and use my eyes, and woo him on, and pretend to be just about to yield and come back with him — then grow cold the next minute and give him his work to do over again. Im going to make him crawl on his knees in the dust. Im going to make a fool of him before people. Im going to make him sign over his horses to us to keep them out of his vicious power. And I can do it — I hate him so that I know I can make him really love me. Oh, I know he doesnt really love me now. I know youre right about him. He simply wants me as hed want another horse. Ill change him. Ill break him. When hes broken Im going to laugh in his face — and tell him — to remember Timeh!

Ruth! gasped Connor.

He looked guiltily around, and when he was sure no one was within reach of her voice, he glanced back with admiration.

By the Lord, Ruth, whod ever have guessed at all this fire in you? Why, youre a wonder. And I think you can do it. If you can only get him out of the infernal Garden. Thats the sticking point! We make or break in the next ten minutes!

But he had hardly finished speaking before David of Eden came out of the Room of Silence, and with the first glance at his face they knew that the victory was theirs. David of Eden would come with them into the world!

I have heard the Voice, he said, and it is just and proper for me to go. In the morning, Ruth, we shall start!


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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NIGHT CAME AS a blessing to Ruth, for the scenes of the early day had exhausted her. At the very moment when David succumbed to her domination, her own strength began to fail. As for Connor, it was another story. The great dream which had come to him in far away Lukin, when he watched the little gray gelding win the horse race, was now verging toward a reality. The concrete accomplishment was at hand. Once in the world it was easy to see that David would become clay, molded by the touch of clever Ruth Manning, and then — it would be simply a matter of collecting the millions as they rolled in.

But Ruth was tired. Only one thing sustained her, and that was the burning eagerness to humble this proud and selfish David of Eden. When she thought how many times she had been on the verge of open admiration and sympathy with the man, she trembled and grew cold. But through the fate of poor little Timeh, she thanked Heaven that her eyes had been opened.

She went to her room shortly after dinner, and she slept heavily until the first grayness of the morning. Once awake, in spite of the early hour, she could not sleep again, so she dressed and went into the patio. Connor was already there, pacing restlessly. He had been up all night, he told her, turning over possibilities.

It seems as though everything has worked out too much according to schedule, he said. Therell be a break. Something will happen and smash everything!

Nothing will happen, she assured him calmly.

He took her hand in his hot fingers.

Partner — he began, and then stopped as though he feared to let himself go on.

Where is he? she asked.

On his mountain, waiting for the sun, I guess. He told the servants a while ago that he was leaving to-day. Great excitement. Theyre all chattering about it down in the servants house.

Is no one here?

Not a soul, I guess.

Then — were going into that Room of Silence!

Take that chance now? Never in the world! Why, Ruth, if he saw us in there, or guessed wed been there, hed probably murder us both. You know how gentle he is when he gets well started?

But how will he know? No one is here, and David wont be back from the mountain for a long time if he waits for the sun.

Just stop thinking about it, Ruth.

Ill never stop as long as I live, unless I see it. Ive dreamed steadily about that room all night.

Go alone, then, and Ill stay here.

She went resolutely across the patio, and Connor, following with an exclamation, caught her arm roughly at the door.

You arent serious?

Deadly serious!

The glitter of her dark eyes convinced him more than words.

Then well go together. But make it short!

They swept the patio with conscience-stricken glances, and then opened the door. As they did so, the ugly face of Joseph appeared at the entrance to the patio, looked and hastily was withdrawn.

This is like a woman, muttered Connor, as they closed the door with guilty softness behind them. Risk her life for a secret that isnt worth a tinkers damn!

For the room was almost empty, and what was in it was the simplest of the simple. There was a roughly made table in the center. Five chairs stood about it. On the table was a book, and the seven articles made up the entire furnishings. Connor was surprised to see tears in the eyes of Ruth.

Dont you see? she murmured in reply to his exclamation. The four chairs for the four dead men when David sits down in his own place?

Well, what of that?

Whats in the book?

Are you going to wait to see that?

Open the door a little, Ben, and then we can hear if any one comes near.

He obeyed and came back, grumbling. We can hear every one except David. That step of his wouldnt break eggs.

He found the girl already poring over the first page of the old book, on which there was writing in a delicate hand.

She read aloud: The story of the Garden of Eden, who made it and why it was made. Told without error by Matthew.

Hot stuff! chuckled Connor. We got a little time before the sun comes up. But its getting red in the east. Lets hear some more.

There was nothing imposing about the book. It was a ledger with a half-leather binding such as storekeepers use for accounts. Time had yellowed the edges of the paper and the ink was dulled. She read:

In the beginning there was a man whose name was John.

Sounds like the start of the Bible, grinned Connor. Shoot ahead and lets get at the real dope.

Hush!

Without raising her eyes, she brushed aside the hand of Connor which had fallen on the side of the ledger. Her own took its place, ready to turn the page.

In the beginning there was a man whose name was John. The Lord looked upon John and saw his sins. He struck John therefor. First He took two daughters from John, but still the man was blind and did not read the writing of his Maker. And God struck down the eldest son of John, and John sorrowed, but did not understand. Thereat, all in a day, the Lord took from John his wife and his lands and his goods, which were many and rich.

Then John looked about him, and lo! he was alone.

In the streets his friends forgot him and saw not his passing. The sound of his own footfall was lonely in his house, and he was left alone with his sins.

So he knew that it was the hand of God which struck him, and he heard a voice which said in the night to him: O John, ye who have been too much with the world must leave it and go into the wilderness.

Then the heart of John smote him and he prayed God to send him not out alone, and God relented and told him to go forth and take with him three simple men.

So John on the next morning called to his Negro, a slave who was all that remained in his hands.

Abraham, he said, you who were a slave are free.

Then he went into the road and walked all the day until his feet bled. He rested by the side of the road and one came who kneeled before him and washed his feet, and John saw that it was Abraham. And Abraham said: I was born into your service and I can only die out of it.

They went on together until they came to three robbers fighting with one strong man, and John helped this man and drove away the robbers.

Then the tall man began to laugh. They would have robbed me because I was once rich, he said, but another thief had already plundered me, and they have gotten only broken heads for their industry. Then John was sorry for the fortune that was stolen.

Not I, said the tall man, but I am sorry for the brother I lost with the money. Then he told them how his own brother had cheated him. But, he said, there is only one way to beat the devil, and that is to laugh at him.

Now John saw this was a good man, so he opened his heart to Luke, which was the name of him who had been robbed. Then Luke fell in with the two and went on with them.

They came to a city filled with plague so that the dead were buried by the dying and the dog howled over his master in the street; the son fled from the father and the mother left her child. They found one man who tended the sick out of charity and the labor was too great for even his broad shoulders. He had a broad, ugly face, but in his eye was a clear fire.

Brother, what is your name? said John, and the man answered that he was called Paul, and begged them for the sweet mercy of Christ to aid him in his labors.

But John said: Rise, Paul, and follow me.

And Paul said: How can I follow the living when the dying call to me?

But John said: Nevertheless, leave them, for these are carrion, but your soul in which is life eternal is worth all these and far more.

Then Paul felt the power of John and followed him and took, also, his gray horses which were unlike others, and of his servants those who would follow him for love, and in wagons he put much wealth.

So they all rode on as a mighty caravan until they came, at the side of the road, to a youth lying in the meadow with his hands behind his head whistling, and a bird hovering above him repeated the same note. They spoke to him and he told them that he was an outcast because he would not labor.

The world is too pleasant to work in, he said, and whistled again, and the bird above him made answer.

Then John said: Here is a soul worth all of ours. Rise, brother, and come with us.

So Matthew rose and followed him, and he was the third and last man to join John, who was the beginning.

Then they came to a valley set about with walls and with a pleasant river running through it, and here they entered and called it the Garden of Eden because in it men should be pure of heart once more. And they built their houses with labor and lived in quiet and the horses multiplied and the Garden blossomed under their hands.

Here Ruth marked her place with her finger while she wiped her eyes.

Do you mean to say this babble is getting you? growled Ben Connor.

Please! she whispered. Dont you see that its beautiful?

And she returned to the book.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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THEN JOHN SICKENED and said: Bring me into the room of silence. So they brought him to the place where they sat each day to converse with God in the holy stillness and hear His voice.

Then John said: I am about to depart from among you, and before my going I put this command on you that you find in the world a male infant too young to know its father or mother, or without father and mother living. Rear that child to manhood in the valley, for even as I depart so will you all do, and the Garden of Eden will be left tenantless.

So when John was dead Matthew went forth and found a male child and brought him to the valley and the two said: Where was the child found and what is its name? And Matthew said: It was found in the place to which God led me and its name hereafter shall be David.

So peace was on the valley, and David grew tall and strong. Then Luke died, and Paul died in a drift of snow and Matthew grew very old and wrote these words for the eye of David.

The smooth running, finely made letters come to an end, the narrative was taken up in fresher ink and in a bold, heavy hand of large characters.

One day Matthew called for David and said: My hands are cold, whereby I know I am about to die. As I lay last night with death for a bedfellow thoughts came to me, which are these: We have been brother and father and son to one another. But do not grieve that I am gone. I inherit a place of peace, but you shall come to torment unless you find a woman in the world and bring her here to bear children to you and be your wife.

Then David groaned in his heart and he said: How shall I know her when I find her?

And Matthew said: By her simplicity.

And David said: There may be many who are simple.

And Matthew said: I have never known such a woman. But when you see her your heart will rise up and claim her. Therefore, within five years, before you are grown too old, go out and find this woman and wed her.

And on that day Matthew died, and a great anguish came to David. The days passed heavily. And for five years he has waited.

There was another interval of blank paper, and then the pen had been taken up anew, hurriedly, and driven with such force and haste that it tore the paper-surface.

The woman is here!

Her fingers stiffened about the edges of the book. Raising her head, she looked out through the little window and saw the tree tops down the hillside brightening against the red of the dawn. But Connor could not see her face. He only noted the place at which she had stopped, and now he began to laugh.

Can you beat that? That poor dub!

She turned to him, slowly, a face so full of mute anguish that the gambler stopped his laughter to gape at her. Was she taking this seriously? Was this the Bluebeards chamber which was to ruin all his work?

Not that he perceived what was going on in her mind, but her expression made him aware, all at once, of the morning-quiet. Far down the valley a horse neighed and a bird swooping past the window cast in on them one thrilling phrase of music. And Connor saw the girl change under his very eye. She was looking straight at him without seeing his face and into whatever distance her glance went he felt that he could not follow her. Here at the very threshold of success the old ledger was proving a more dangerous enemy than David himself. Connor fumbled for words, the Open Sesame which would let in the common sense of the everyday world upon the girl. But the very fear of that crisis kept him dumb. He glanced from the pale hand on the ledger to her face, and it seemed to him that beauty had fallen upon her out of the book.

The woman is here! God has sent her!

At that she cried out faintly, her voice trembling with self-scorn: God has sent me — me!

The heart of David stood up and beat in his throat when he saw her, went on the rough, strong writing. She passed the gate. Every step she took was into the soul of David. As I went beside her the trees grew taller and the sky was more blue.

She has passed the gate. She is here. She is mine!

What am I that she should be mine? God has sent her to show me that my strength is clumsy. I have no words to fit her. When I look into her eyes I see her soul; my vision leaps from star to star, a great distance, and I am filled with humility. O Father in Heaven, having led her to my hand, teach me to give her happiness, to pour her spirit full of content.

She closed the book reverently and pressed her hands against her face. He heard her murmuring: What have I done? God forgive me!

Connor grew angry. It was no time for trifling.

He touched her arm: Come on out of this, Ruth. If youre going to get religion, try it later.

At that she flung away and faced him, and what he saw was a revelation of angry scorn.

Dont touch me, she stammered at him. You cheat! Is that the barbarian you were telling me about? Is that the cruel, selfish fool you tried to make me think was David of Eden?

His own weapons were turning against him, but he retained his self-control.

I wont listen to you, Ruth. Its this hush-stuff thats got you. Its this infernal room. It makes you feel that the fathead has actually got the dope from God.

How do you know that God hasnt come to him here? At least, hes had the courage and the faith to believe it. What faith have we? I know your heaven, Ben Connor. Its paved with dollar bills. And mine, too. Weve come sneaking in here like cowardly thieves. Oh, I hate myself, I loathe myself. Ive stolen his heart, and what have I to give him in exchange? Im not even worthy to love him! Barbarian? Hes so far greater and finer than we are that we arent worthy to look in his face!

By the Lord! groaned Connor. Are you double-crossing me?

Could I do anything better? Who tempted me like a devil and brought me here? Who taught me to play the miserable game with David? You, you, you!

Perspiration was streaming down the white face of Connor.

Try to give me a chance and listen one minute, Ruth. But for Gods sake dont fly off the handle and smash everything when were next door to winning. Maybe Ive done wrong. I dont see how. Ive tried to give this David a chance to be happy the way any other man would want to be happy. Now you turn on me because hes written some high-flying chatter in a book!

Because I thought he was a selfish sham, and now I see that hes real. Hes humbled himself to me — to me! Im not worthy to touch his feet! And you—

Maybe Im rotten. I dont say Im all I should be, but half of what Ive done has been for you. The minute I saw you at the key in Lukin I knew I wanted you. Ive gone on wanting you ever since. Its the first time in my life — but I love you, Ruth. Give me one more chance. Put this thing through and Ill turn over the rest of my life to fixing you up sos youll be happy.

She watched him for a moment incredulously; then she broke into hysterical laughter.

If you loved me could you have made me do what Ive done? Love? You? But I know what real love is. Its written into that book. Ive heard him talk. Im full of his voice, of his face.

Its the only fine thing about me. For the rest, were shams, both of us — cheats — crooked — small, sneaking cheats!

She stopped with a cry of alarm; the door behind her stood open and in the entrance was David of Eden. In the background was the ugly, grinning face of Joseph. This was his revenge.

Connor made one desperate effort to smile, but the effort failed wretchedly. Neither of them could look at David; they could only steal glances at one another and see their guilt.

David, my brother— began the gambler heavily.

But the voice of the master broke in: Oh, Abraham, Abraham, would to God that I had listened!

He stood to one side, and made a sweeping gesture.

Come out, and bring the woman.

They shrank past him and stood blinking in the light of the newly risen sun. Joseph was hugging himself with the cold and his mute delight. The master closed the door and faced them again.

Even in the Room of Silence! he said slowly. Was it not enough to bring sin into the Garden? But you have carried it even into the holy place!

Connor found his tongue. The fallen head of Ruth told him that there was no help to be looked for from her, and the crisis forced him into a certain boisterous glibness of speech.

Sin, Brother David? What sin? To be sure, Ruth was too curious. She went into the Room of Silence, but as soon as I knew she was there I went to fetch her, when—

He had even cast out one arm in a gesture of easy persuasion, and now it was caught at the wrist in a grip that burned through the flesh to the bones. Another hand clutched his coat at the throat. He was lifted and flung back against the wall by a strength like that of a madman, or a wild animal. One convulsive effort showed him his helplessness, and he cried out more in horror than fear. Another cry answered him, and Ruth strove to press in between, tearing futilely at the arms of David.

A moment later Connor was miraculously freed. He found David a long pace away and Ruth before him, her arms flung out to give him shelter while she faced the master of the garden.

He is saved, said David, and you are free. Your love has ransomed him. What price has he paid to win you so that you will even risk death for him?

Oh, David, sobbed the girl, dont you see I only came between you to keep you from murder? Because he isnt worth it!

But the master of the Garden was laughing in a way that made Connor look about for a weapon and shrink because he found none; only the greedy eyes of Joseph, close by. David had come again close to the girl; he even took both her hands in one of his and slipped his arm about her. To Connor his self-control now seemed more terrible than that one outbreak of murdering passion.

Still lies? said David. Still lies to me? Beautiful Ruth — never more beautiful than now, even when you lied to me with your eyes and your smiles and your promises! The man is nothing. He came like a snake to me, and his life is worth no more than the life of a snake. Let him live, let him die; it is no matter. But you, Ruth! I am not even angered. I see you already from a great distance, a beautiful, evil thing that has been so close to me. For you have been closer to me than you are now that my arm is around you, touching you for the last time, holding your warmth and your tender body, keeping both your hands, which are smaller and softer than the hands of a child. But mighty hands, nevertheless.

They have held the heart of David, and they have almost thrown his soul into eternal hellfire. Yet you have been closer to me than you are now. You have been in my heart of hearts. And I take you from it sadly — with regret, for the sin of loving you has been sweet.

She had been sobbing softly all this time, but now she mastered herself long enough to draw back a little, taking his hands with a desperate eagerness, as though they gave her a hold upon his mind.

Give me one minute to speak out what I have to say. Will you give me one half minute, David?

His glance rose past her, higher, until it was fixed on the east, and as he stood there with his head far back Connor guessed for the first time at the struggle which was going on within him. The girl pressed closer to him, drawing his hands down as though she would make him stoop to her.

Look at me, David!

I see your face clearly.

Still, look at me for the one last time.

I dare not, Ruth!

But will you believe me?

I shall try. But I am glad to hear your voice, for the last time.

Ive come to you like a cheat, David, and Ive tried to win you in order to steal the horses away, but Ive stayed long enough to see the truth.

If everything in the valley were offered me — the horses and the men — and everything outside of the valley, without you, Id throw them away. I dont want them. Oh, if prayers could make you believe, youd believe me now; because Im praying to you, David.

You love me, David. I can feel you trembling, and I love you more than I ever dreamed it was possible to love. Let me come back to you. I dont want the world or anything thats in it. I only want you. David — I only want you! Will you believe me?

And Connor saw David of Eden sway with the violence of his struggle.

But he murmured at length, as one in wonder:

How you are rooted in me, Ruth! How you are wound into my life, so that it is like tearing out my heart to part from you. But the God of the Garden and John and Matthew has given me strength. He stepped back from her.

You are free to go, but if you return the doom against you is death like that of any wild beast that steals down the cliffs to kill in my fields. Begone, and let me see your face no more. Joseph, take them to the gate.

And he turned his back with a slowness which made his resolution the more unmistakable.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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IT WAS, UNQUESTIONABLY, a tempting of Providence, but Connor was almost past caring. Far off he heard the neighing of an Eden Gray; Ruth, with her bowed head and face covered in her hands, was before him, sobbing; and all that he had come so near to winning and yet had lost rushed upon the mind of the gambler. He hardly cared now whether he lived or died. He called to the master of the Garden, and David whirled on him with a livid face. Connor walked into the reach of the lion.

Ive made my play, he said through his teeth, and I dont holler because Ive lost the big stakes. Now Im going to give you something to show that Im not a piker — some free advice, Dave!

O man of many lies, said David. Peace! For when I hear you there is a great will come on me to take you by the throat and hear your life go out with a rattle.

A minute ago, said Connor coolly enough, I was scared, and I admit it, but Im past that stage. Ive lost too much to care, and now youre going to hear me out to the last damned word!

God of Paul and Matthew, said David, his voice broken with rage, let temptation be far from me!

You can take it standing or sitting, said Connor, and be damned to you!

The blind fury sent David a long step nearer, but he checked himself even as one hand rose toward Connor.

It is the will of God that you live to be punished hereafter.

No matter about the future. Im chattering in the present. Im going to come clean, not because Im afraid of you, but because Im going to clear up the girl. Abraham had the cold dope, well enough. I came to crook you out of a horse, Dave, my boy, and I did it. But after Id got away with the goods I tried to play hog, and I came back for the rest of the horses.

He paused; but David showed no emotion.

You take the punishment very well, admitted Connor. Theres a touch of sporting blood in you, but the trouble is that the good in you has never had a fair chance to come to the top. I came back, and I brought Ruth with me.

Ill tell you about her. Shes meant to be an honest-to-God woman — the kind that keeps men clean — shes meant for the big-time stuff. And where did I find her? In a jay town punching a telegraph key. It was all wrong.

She was made to spend a hundred thousand a year. Everything that money buys means a lot to her. I saw that right away. I like her. I did more than like her. I loved her. That makes you flinch under the whip, does it? I dont say Im worthy of her, but Im as near to her as you are.

I admit I played a rotten part. I went to this girl, all starved the way she was for the velvet touch. I laid my proposition before her. She was to come up here and bamboozle you. She was to knock your eye out and get you clear of the valley with the horses. Then I was going to run those horses on the tracks and make a barrel of coin for all of us.

Youd think shed take on a scheme like that right away; but she didnt. She fought to keep from going crooked until I showed her it was as much to your advantage as it was to ours. Then she decided to come, and she came. I worked my stall and she worked hers, and she got into the valley.

But this voice of yours in the Room of Silence — why didnt it put you wise to my game? Well, David, Ill tell you why. The voice is the bunk. Its your own thoughts. Its your own hunches. The god youve been worshiping up here is yourself, and in the end youre going to pay hell for doing it.

Well, heres the girl in the Garden, and everything going smooth. We have you, and shes about to take you out and show you how to be happy in the world. But then she has to go into your secret room. Thats the woman of it. You blame her? Why, you infernal blockhead, youve been making love to her like God Almighty speaking out of a cloud of fire! How could she hear your line of chatter without wanting to find out the secrets that made you the nut you are?

Well, we went in, and we found out. We found out what? Enough to make the girl see that youre noble, as she calls it. Enough to make me see that youre a simp. Youve been chasing bubbles all your life. Youre all wrong from the first.

Those first four birds who started the Garden, who were they? There was John, a rich fellow whod hit the high spots, had his life messed up, and was ready to quit. Hed lived enough. Then there was Luke, a gent whod been double-crossed and was sore at the world on general principles.

Paul would have been a full-sized saint in the old days. He was never meant to live the way other men have to live. And finally theres a guy who lies in the grass and whistles to a bird — Matthew. A poet — and all poets are nuts.

Well, all those fellows were tired of the world — fed up with it. Boil them down, and they come to this: they thought more about the welfare of their souls than they did about the world. Was that square? It wasnt! They left the mothers and fathers, the brothers and sisters, the friends, everything that had brought them into the world and raised em. They go off to take care of themselves.

That wasnt bad enough for em — they had to go out and pluck you and bring you up with the same rotten hunches. Davie, my boy, dyou think a man is made to live by himself?

You havent got fed up with the world; youre no retired high liver; you havent had a chance to get double-crossed more than once; youre not a crazy poet; and youre a hell of a long ways from being a martyr.

Ill tell you what you are. Youre a certain number of pounds of husky muscle and bone going to waste up here in the mountains. Youve been alone so much that youve got to thinking that your own hunches come from God, and thatd spoil any man.

Live alone? Bah! Youve had more happiness since Ruth came into this valley than youve ever had before or youll ever have again.

Right now youre breaking your heart to take her in your arms and tell her to stop crying, but your pride wont let you.

You tried to make yourself a mystery with your room of silence and all that bunk. But no woman can stand a mystery. They all got to read their husbands letters. You try to bluff her with a lot of fancy words and partly scare her. Its fear that sent the four men up here in the first place — fear of the world.

And theyve lived by fear. They scared a lot of poor unfortunate men into coming with them for the sake of their souls, they said. And they kept them here the same way. And theyve kept you here by telling you that youd be damned if you went over the mountains.

And you still keep them here the same way. Do you think they stay because they love you? Give them a chance and see if they wont pack up and beat it for their old homes.

Now, show me that youre a man and not a fatheaded bluff. Be a man and admit that what you call the Voice is just your pride. Be a man and take that girl in your arms and tell her you love her. Ive made a mess of things; Ive ruined her life, and I want to see you give her a chance to be happy.

Because shes not the kind to love more than one man if she lives to be a thousand. Now, David Eden, step out and give yourself a chance!

It had been a gallant last stand on the part of Connor. But he was beaten before he finished, and he knew it.

Are you done? said David.

Im through, fast enough. Its up to you!

Joseph, take the man and his woman out of the Garden of Eden.

The last thing that Connor ever saw of David Eden was his back as he closed the door of the Room of Silence upon himself. The gambler went to Ruth. She was dry-eyed by this time, and there was a peculiar blankness in her expression that went to his heart.

Secretly he had hoped that his harangue to David would also be a harangue to the girl and make her see through the master of the Garden; but that hope disappeared at once.

He stayed a little behind her when they were conducted out of the patio by the grinning Joseph. He helped her gently to her horse, the old gray gelding, and when he was in place on his own horse, with the mule pack behind him, they started for the gate.

She had not spoken since they started. At the gate she moved as if to turn and look back, but controlled the impulse and bowed her head once more. Joseph came beside the gambler and stretched out his great palm. In the center of it was the little ivory apes head which had brought Connor his entrance into the valley and had won the hatred of the big Negro, and had, eventually, ruined all his plans.

It was given freely, grinned Joseph, and it is freely returned.

Very well.

Connor took it and hurled it out of sight along the boulders beyond the gate. The last thing that he saw of the Garden of Eden and its men was that broad grin of Joseph, and then he hurried his horse to overtake Ruth, whose gelding had been plodding steadily along the ravine.

He attempted for the first time to speak to her.

Only a quitter tries to make up for the harm hes done by apologizing. But Ive got to tell you the one thing in my life I most regret. It isnt tricking David of Eden, but its doing what Ive done to you. Will you believe me when I say that Id give a lot to undo what Ive done?

She only raised her hand to check him and ventured a faint smile of reassurance. It was the smile that hurt Connor to the quick.

They left the ravine. They toiled slowly up the difficult trail, and even when they had reached such an altitude that the floor of the valley of the Garden was unrolling behind them the girl never once moved to look back.

So, thought Connor, shell go through the rest of her life with her head down, watching the ground in front of her. And this is my work.

He was not a sentimentalist, but a lump was forming in his throat when, at the very crest of the mountain, the girl turned suddenly in her saddle and stopped the gray.

Only makes it worse to stay here, muttered Connor. Come on, Ruth.

But she seemed not to hear him, and there was something in her smile that kept him from speaking again.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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THE ROOM OF Silence had become to David Eden a chamber of horror. The four chairs around him, which had hitherto seemed filled with the ghosts of the four first masters of the Garden, were now empty to his imagination. In this place where he had so often found unfailing consolation, unfailing counsel, he was now burdened by the squat, heavy walls, and the low ceiling. It was like a prison to him.

For all his certainty was gone. Youve made yourself your God, the gambler had said. Fear made the Garden of Eden, fear keeps the men in it. Do you think the others stay for love of you?

Benjamin had proved a sinner, no doubt, but there had been a ring of conviction in his words that remained in the mind of David. How could he tell that the man was not right? Certainly, now that he had once doubted the wisdom of that silent Voice, the mystery was gone. The room was empty; the holiness had departed from the Garden of Eden with the departing of Ruth.

He found himself avoiding the thought of her, for whenever her image rose before him it was torture.

He dared not even inquire into the depression which weighed down his spirits, for he knew that the loss of the girl was the secret of it all.

One thing at least was certain: the strong, calming voice which he had so often heard in the Room of Silence, no longer dwelt there, and with that in mind he rose and went into the patio.

In a corner, screened by a climbing vine, hung a large bell which had only been rung four times in the history of the Garden of Eden, and each time it was for the death of the master. David tore the green away and struck the bell. The brazen voice crowded the patio and pealed far away, and presently the men came. They came in wild-eyed haste, and when they saw David alive before them they stared at him as if at a ghost.

As it was in the beginning, said David when the circle had been formed and hushed, death follows sin. Sin has come into the Garden of Eden and the voice of God has died out of it. Therefore the thing for which you have lived here so long is gone. If for love of David, you wish to stay, remain; but if your hearts go back to your old homes, return to them. The wagons and the oxen are yours. All the furnishing of the houses are yours. There is also a large store of money in my chest which Elijah shall divide justly among you. And on your journey Elijah shall lead you, if you go forth, for he is a just man and fit to lead others. Do not answer now, but return to your house and speak to one another. Afterward, send one man. If you stay in the Garden he shall tell me. If you depart I shall bid you farewell through him. Begone!

They went out soft-footed, as though the master of the Garden had turned into an animal liable to spring on them from behind.

He began to pace up and down the patio, after a time, rather impatiently. No doubt the foolish old men were holding forth at great length. They were appointing the spokesman, and they were framing the speech which he would make to David telling of their devotion to him, whether the spirit was gone or remained. They would remain; and Benjamins prophecy had been that of a spiteful fool. Yet even if they stayed, how empty the valley would be — how hollow of all pleasure!

It was at this point in his thoughts that he heard a sound of singing down the hillside from the house of the servants — first a single, thin, trembling voice to which others were added until the song was heartened and grew full and strong. It was a song which David had never heard before. It rang and swung with a peculiarly happy rhythm, growing shriller as the old men seemed to gather their enthusiasm. The words, sung in a thick dialect, were stranger to David than the tune, but as nearly as he could make out the song ran as follows:

Oh, Jo, come back from the cold and the stars For the cows they has come to the pasture bars, And the little game chickens beginning to crow: Come back to us, Jo; come back to us, Jo!

He was walkin in the gyarden in the cool o the day When He seen my baby Jo in the clover blossoms play.

He was walkin in the gyarden an the dew was on His feet When He seen my baby Jo so little an sweet.

They was flowers in the gyarden, roses, an such, But the roses an the pansies, they didnt count for much.

An He left the clover blossoms fo the bees the next day An the roses an the pansies, but He took Jo away.

Oh, Jo, come back from the cold and the stars For the cows they has come to the pasture bars, And the little game chicken has started to crow: Come back to us, Jo; come back to us Jo!

He knew their voices and he knew their songs, but never had David heard his servants sing as they sang this song. Their hymns were strong and pleasant to the ear, but in this old tune there was a melody and a lilt that brought a lump in his throat. And there was a heart to their singing, so that he almost saw them swaying their shoulders to the melody.

It was the writing on the wall for David.

Out of that song he built a picture of their old lives, the hot sunshine, the dust, and all the things which Matthew had told him of the slaves and their ways before the time of the making of the Garden.

He waited, then, either for their messenger or for another song; but he neither saw the one nor heard the other for a considerable time. An angry pride sustained him in the meantime, in the face of a life alone in the Garden. Far off, he heard the neigh of the grays in the meadow near the gate, and then the clarion clear answer of Glani near the house. He was grateful for that sound. All men, it seemed, were traitors to him. Let them go. He would remain contented with the Eden Grays. They would come and go with him like human companions. Better the noble head of Glani near him than the treacherous cunning of Benjamin! He accepted his fate, then, not with calm resignation, but with fierce anger against Connor, who had brought this ruin on him, and against the men who were preparing to desert him.

He could hear plainly the creaking of the great wains as the oxen were yoked to them and they were dragged into position to receive the burdens of the property they were to take with them into the outer world. And, in the meantime, he paced through the patio in one of those silent passions which eat at the heart of a man.

He was not aware of the entrance of Elijah. When he saw him, Elijah had fallen on his knees near the entrance to the patio, and every line of his time-dried body expressed the terror of the bearer of bad tidings. David looked at him for a moment in silent rage.

Do you think, Elijah, he said at last, that I shall be so grieved to know that you and the others will leave me and the Garden of Eden? No, no! For I shall be happier alone. Therefore, speak and be done!

Timeh— began the old man faintly.

You have done that last duty, then, Elijah? Timeh is no longer alive?

The day is still new, David. Twice I went to Timeh, but each time when I was about to lead her away, the neighing of Juri troubled me and my heart failed.

But the third time you remembered my order?

But the third time — there was no third time. When the bell sounded we gathered. Even the watchers by the the gates — Jacob and Isaac — came and the gate was left unguarded — Timeh was in the pasture near the gate with Juri — and—

They are gone! They have passed through the gate! Call Zacharias and Joseph. Let them mount and follow and bring Juri back with the foal!

Oh, David, my master—

What is it now, Elijah, old stammerer? Of all my servants none has cost me so much pain; to none shall I say farewell with so little regret. What is it now? Why do you not rise and call them as I bid you? Do you think you are free before you pass the gates?

David, there are no horses to follow Juri!

What!

The God of John and Paul give me strength to tell and give you strength to hear me in patience! When you had spoken, and the servants went back to speak of the strange things you had said, some of them spoke of the old days before they heard the call and followed to the Garden, and then a song was raised beginning with Zacharias—

Zacharias! echoed David, softly and fiercely. Him whom I have favored above the others!

But while the others sang, I heard a neighing near the gate and I remembered your order and your judgment of Timeh, and I went sorrowfully to fulfill your will. But near the gate I saw the meadow empty of the horses, and while I stood wondering, I heard a chorus of neighing beyond the gate. There was a great answer just behind me, and I turned and saw Glani racing at full speed. I called to him, but he did not hear and went on, straight through the pillars of the gate, and disappeared in the ravine beyond. Then I ran to the gate and looked out, but the horses were gone from sight — they have left the Garden — they are free—

And happy! said David in a terrible voice. They, too, have only been held by fear and never by love. Let them go. Let all go which is kept here by fear. Why should I care? I am enough by myself. When all is gone and I am alone the Voice shall return and be my companion. It is well. Let every living thing depart. David is enough unto himself. Go, Elijah! And yet pause before you go!

He went into his room and came out bearing the heavy chest of money, which he carried to the gate.

Go to your brothers and bid them come for the money. It will make them rich enough in the world beyond the mountains, but to me there is need of no money. Silence and peace is my wish. Go, and let me hear their voices no more, let me not see one face. Ingrates, fools, and traitors! Let them find their old places; I have no regret. Begone!

And Elijah, as one under the shadow of a raised whip, skulked from the patio and was gone.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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THE LAST QUIET began for David. He had heard the sounds of departure. He had heard the rumble of the oxwains begin and go slowly toward the gate with never the sound of a human voice, and he pictured, with a grim satisfaction, the downcast faces and the frightened, guilty glances, as his servants fled, conscious that they were betraying their master. It filled him with a sort of sulky content which was more painful than sorrow. But before the sound of the wagons died out the wind blew back from the gate of the Garden a thin, joyous chorus of singing voices. They were leaving him with songs!

He was incredulous for a time. He felt, first, a great regret that he had let them go. Then, in an overwhelming wave of righteousness, he determined to dismiss them from his mind. They were gone; but worse still, the horses were gone, and the valley around him was empty! He remembered the dying prophecy of Abraham, now, as the stern Elijah had repeated it. He had let the world into the Garden, and the tide of the worlds life, receding, would take all the life of the Garden away beyond the mountains among other men.

The feeling that Connor had been right beset him: that the four first masters had been wrong, and that they had raised David in error. Yet his pride still upheld him.

That day he went resolutely about the routine. He was not hungry, but when the time came he went into the big kitchen and prepared food. It was a place of much noise. The great copper kettles chimed and murmured whenever he touched them, and they spoke to him of the servants who were gone. Half of his bitterness had already left him and he could remember those days in his childhood when Abraham had told him tales, and Zacharias had taught him how to ride at the price of many a tumble from the lofty back of the gentle old mare. Yet he set the food on the table in the patio and ate it with steady resolution. Then he returned to the big kitchen and cleansed the dishes.

It was the late afternoon, now, the time when the sunlight becomes yellow and loses its heat, and the heavy blue shadow sloped across the patio. A quiet time. Now and again he found that he was tense with waiting for sounds in the wind of the servants returning for the night from the fields, and the shrill whinny of the colts coming back from the pastures to the paddocks. But he remembered what had happened and made himself relax.

There was a great dread before him. Finally he realized that it was the coming of the night, and he went into the Room of Silence for the last time to find consolation. The book of Matthew had always been a means of bringing the consolation and counsel of the Voice, but when he opened the book he could only think of the girl, as she must have leaned above it. How had she read? With a smile of mockery or with tears? He closed the book; but still she was with him. It seemed that when he turned in the chair he must find her waiting behind him and he found himself growing tense with expectation, his heart beating rapidly.

Out of the Room of Silence he fled as if a curse lived in it, and without following any conscious direction, he went to the room of Ruth.

The fragrance had left the wild flowers, and the great golden blossoms at the window hung thin and limp, the bell lips hanging close together, the color faded to a dim yellow. The green things must be taken away before they molded. He raised his hand to tear down the transplanted vine, but his fingers fell away from it. To remove it was to destroy the last trace of her. She had seen these flowers; on account of them she had smiled at him with tears of happiness in her eyes. The skin of the mountain lion on the floor was still rumpled where her foot had fallen, and he could see the indistinct outline where the heel of her shoe had pressed.

He avoided that place when he stepped back, and turning, he saw her bed. The dappled deerskin lay crumpled back where her hand had tossed it as she rose that morning, and in the blankets was the distinct outline of her body. He knew where her body had pressed, and there was the hollow made by her head in the pillow.

Something snapped in the heart of David. The sustaining pride which had kept his head high all day slipped from him like the strength of the runner when he crosses the mark. David fell upon his knees and buried his face where her head had lain, and his arms curved as though around her body. Connor had been right. He had made himself his god, and this was the punishment. The mildness of a new humility came to him in the agony of his grief. He found that he could pray, not the proud prayers of the old days when David talked as an equal to the voice, but that most ancient prayer of sinners:

O Lord, I believe. Help Thou mine unbelief!

And the moment the whisper had passed his lips there was a blessed relief from pain. There was a sound at the window, and turning to it, he saw the head and the arched neck of Glani against the red of the sunset — Glani looking at him with pricked ears. He went to the stallion, incredulous, with steps as short as a child which is afraid, and at his coming Glani whinnied softly. At that the last of Davids pride fell from him. He cast his arms around the neck of the stallion and wept with deep sobs that tore his throat, and under the grip of his arms he felt the stallion trembling. He was calmer, at length, and he climbed through the window and stood beside Glani under the brilliant sunset sky.

And the others, O Glani, he said. Have they returned likewise? Timeh shall live. I, who have judged others so often, have been myself judged and found wanting. Timeh shall live. What am I that I should speak of the life or the death of so much as the last bird in the trees? But have they all returned, all my horses?

He whistled that call which every gray knew as a rallying sound, a call that would bring them at a dead gallop with answering neighs. But when the thin sound of the whistle died out there was no reply. Only Glani had moved away and was looking back to David as if he bid the master follow.

Is it so, Glani? said the master. They have not come back, but you have returned to lead me to them? The woman, the man, the servants, and the horses. But we shall leave the valley, walking together. Let the horses go, and the man and the woman and the servants; but we shall go forth together and find the world beyond the mountains.

And with his hand tangled in the mane of the stallion, he walked down the road, away from the hill, the house, the lake. He would not look back, for the house on the hill seemed to him a tomb, the monument of the four dead men who had made this little kingdom.

By the time he reached the gate the Garden of Eden was awash with the shadows of the evening, but the higher mountain-tops before him were still rosy with the sunset. He paused at the gate and looked out on them, and when he turned to Glani again, he saw a figure crouched against the base of the rock wall. It was Ruth, weeping, her head fallen into her hands with weariness. Above her stood Glani, his head turned to the master in almost human inquiry. The deep cry of David wakened her. The gentle hands of David raised her to her feet.

You have not come to drive me away again?

To drive you from the Garden? Look back. It is black. It is full of death, and the world and our life is before us. I have been a king in the Garden. It is better to be a man among men. All the Garden was mine. Now my hands are empty. I bring you nothing, Ruth. Is it enough? Ah, my dear, you are weeping!

With happiness. My heart is breaking with happiness, David.

He tipped up her face and held it between his hands. Whatever he saw in the darkness that was gathering it was enough to make him sigh. Then he raised her to the back of Glani, and the stallion, which had never borne a weight except that of David, stood like a stone. So David went up the valley holding the hand of Ruth and looking up to her with laughter in his eyes, and she, with one hand pressed against her breast, laughed back to him, and the great stallion went with his head turned to watch them.

How wonderful are the ways of God! said David. Through a thief he has taught me wisdom; through a horse he has taught me faith; and you, oh, my love, are the key with which he has unlocked my heart!

And they began to climb the mountain.

THE END
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CHAPTER I
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NO SEASONED MOUNTAINEER would have tried to cross the mountain range encumbered as John Parks was, and with the cloud streamers blown out stiff from the summits and snapping off little fleecy bits which the wind hurried across the sky. Even in the lowlands the norther had spread an arctic chill, and the bald heights must be insufferably cold. To be sure, the trip would have been practicable enough to warmly dressed, active men, but the little burro would slow the pace of the journey to a dreary crawl; and, besides, there was Tommy to think of. Hardened far beyond city children by his three years in the mountains, still at twelve there is a marked limit to a boys endurance. And he was already fagged by the journey, for, though they had come only ten miles since morning, it had been bitter work for Tommy up and down the. hills, and it might be ten miles more across the summits and down to shelter on the farther side.

John Parks consulted his son.

We could camp over yonder, Tommy, he said. You see that little hollow with the pines standing around it?

Tommy looked, and his heart went out to the circle among the trees as though the night had already closed and the evergreens were full of shine and shadow from a fire built in their midst.

But, went on John Parks, its not far past noon, and just over that next crest is the place!

And he lifted his gaunt face with that strange smile which Tommy knew so well. All his life he had seen his father looking off from the sorrows of every day to a bright tomorrow.

So what do you think, Tommy? said John Parks, resting his hand on the shoulder of his son. Do you think we could make it without tiring you out?

The wind stooped against them and passed an icy thrill through the body of the boy, but when he looked up he found the smile still on his fathers face as though he heard already the far-off murmur of the Turnbull River. What a weary way they had come to find that promised land!

Oh, he said, I can make it, Dad. You dont need to worry about me.

The hand closed on his shoulder.

Ah, youre a tough fellow. Tommy, said John Parks. Well try it, then!

They trudged on, the burro grunting and switching its tail before them. They climbed two thousand feet in three miles with the trees dwindling and dwarfing until they came to a waist-high hedge of lodgepole pine, willow, and tough shrubs at timber line, a hedge shaved level across the top by the edge of storm winds, running in and out along the mountainsides at one height like the verge of green water. Above was the bald region of the summit. The sun had melted the surface snow; the wind had frozen it again; and now it blazed like glass. That was poor footing for the climb. Even the burro, as it pressed out from the thicket, shrank back after trying the glazed surface with a tentative hoof. Moreover, the wind now leaped into their faces. It flattened the burros ears and drove his tail straight out. Tommy looked up in dismay, but John Parks shook a bony hand above his head.

They cant beat us, Tommy! he shouted. It takes more than wind and weather to beat us!

No, Dad, well make it! Tommy tried to say, but the wind passed his lips and blew a stiff pocket in one cheek, so he put down his head and staggered on in the lee of John Parks. Then his father took his hand, and with that aid he managed to keep steadily at work. When John Parks looked down at him, he even managed a pinch-faced smile, but all the time the core of warmth at his heart was shrinking, and the numbing cold spread swiftly up to his shoulders, then up his legs to the knees, to the hips. He centered all his mind, all his will, on every step he made, but oh, the weariness which the cold was bringing home to him!

A fresher blast caught him and wrenched him to the side against John Parks.

Steady, Tommy! cried his father. Its all downhill now. Dont you see? Were going to make it easily, boy!

It was true, for when Tommy looked ahead there was no longer that soul- taking, upward slope. Instead, his eye pitched down past the snowfields to the dark streak of timber line, and past timber line to a great, green valley with a river running straight as a silver arrow through its heart. That was the promised land, then, and yonder was the Turnbull. Here was the place where his fathers traps every day would take full toll, where the deer came up to the edge of the camp fire to watch and wonder, where the cabin was to rise, where the ground would be cleared.

He pushed himself away from John Parks and with a cry made the first step down the slope. His legs buckled. Their strength around the knees had turned to water, and he pitched down on his face. His heart swelled with grief. Now, indeed, he had shamed himself. All the praise for strength and for stolid endurance which had been showered on him during the journey was thrown away through this hideous weakness. He strove to raise himself, but his elbows were like his knees, unstrung and helpless.

John Parks scooped the small body up and stood with it crushed to him. Poor Tommy looked up into a face which was wild with terror.

Im only winded! he cried faintly. And I slipped. I can go on now, Dad.

But, while one arm drew him closer to a bony breast, the other was thrown to the sky.

Heaven forgive me! Heaven help me! murmured John Parks.

He lowered Tommy gently to the snow, and there he lay limp. Even the hot shame could not nerve him as he watched his father strip off his coat. Tommy was raised and wrapped in the garment closely while John Parks cried: Oh, Tommy, hold on - fight hard. Ill be down to the trees in no time. Fight, Tommy!

The burro was left to follow aimlessly in the rear, shaking his head at the wind, while John Parks stumbled and slipped and ran down the slope. Tommy tried to protest. He knew well enough that it was dangerous for a man to run unprotected into the face of that icy wind, but, when he tried to speak, his voice became an unintelligible gibbering. Presently, his mind became as numb as his body. Thoughts formed dim as dream figures. It seemed to him sometimes that the wind had lifted them and was sweeping them back to the terrible summit. Then the gasping voice of John Parks would come to him like a hand pushing away clouds of sleep: Fight, Tommy. Oh, Tommy, keep fighting! Yet the drowsiness increased. He began to wonder why they did not stop, now that they had found such a pleasant time for sleeping.

At length his father was no longer slipping as he ran. The strong, sweet breath of evergreens was filling his nostrils, and suddenly he was dropped to the ground. The shock recalled him enough to clear his eyes, but it was not until John Parks had torn dead branches from the trees, had piled them, had kindled them to a flame, that he understood. The first yellow leap of the fire told him how near he had been to death, and now he was placed on the very verge of the fire while his father, blue faced from the cold, gasping and coughing, pummeled his body and rubbed the blood into circulation. In half an hour he was tingling painfully in hands and feet. His face was swollen with heat. But the danger was gone, and, as if to prove that all was well again, the burro stumbled into the clearing and stood with one long ear tilted forward to the fire.


CHAPTER II
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THERE FOLLOWED A drowsy time for Tommy. Now and again he was roused with a sudden shuddering to a memory of the labor up the mountainside. But those daylight touches of realization were only momentary. On the whole, he was lost in warm content by the fire. He roused himself for five minutes to drink coffee and eat bacon and flapjacks. But after that he sank back into a semi-trance. Afterward, he could remember seeing and wondering at the livid face of his father and the great, feverish, bright eyes of John Parks leaning over him watching as he fell asleep.

And in that sleep he was followed by dreams of disaster. He found himself again struggling up an endless slope of ice-glazed snow, with the wind shrieking into his face and tugging at his body, while his father strode before him with long steps, tossing up his arms to the driving clouds and laughing like a maniac.

Once he came dimly half awake and actually heard the voice of John Parks, laughing and crying out near him. It seemed odd to him that his father should be talking like this in the middle of the night, but sleep had half numbed his brain, and he was unconscious again in a moment.

He only wakened with the sun full in his face and shoved himself up on his arms and blinked about him. The nightmare gradually lifted from his brain. He was able to see that the little clearing in which the fire had been made the night before, the embers of which were still sending up a tiny drift of smoke, was fringed with young aspens, now newly leafed with sprays of young yellow- green - almost more yellow than green as the sun shone through the fresh- sprouting foliage. And yonder was the burro, absurdly nibbling at the sprouts on a bush and paying no heed to the rich grass.

Oh, Dad! called Tommy, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

There was no answer. The silence swept suddenly around him and became an awful thing. And, at a little distance, a confused roaring and dashing, which had troubled his sleep, he now made out to be the voice of a river. They must be close, then, to the bank of the river; it was that famous Turnbull River of which they had heard so much. As for the absence of his father, that could be explained by the fact that he had gone fishing to take their breakfast out of the water.

So Tommy stood up and stretched himself carefully. To his surprise, there was nothing wrong with him, more than a drowsiness and lethargy of the muscles, if it might be called that. And, before he had taken half a dozen steps about the clearing, that lethargy was departing. The very first glance told him that his surmise had been correct. A trail well defined in the rain-softened ground led away from the camp in the direction of the river.

He followed the trail easily, but as he went his wonder grew, for the signs wandered back and forth drunkenly. And sometimes the steps were short, sometimes they were long. Here he had stumbled and lurched sidewise against a young sapling, as the damaged branches showed, and a deep footprint at its base as well. Tommy paused and drew a breath of dismay. Something was decidedly wrong. His father was no expert mountaineer, he knew. When the doctors orders, three years before, had sent poor John Parks in search of health in the open country, he had been a great deal of a tenderfoot. And at his age it was impossible to learn all that he needed to know about mountain life and mountain ways. But to have made this trail required that a man should have walked in the darkness, stumbling here and there. And if John Parks had walked away from the camp in the darkness -

Here the mind of Tommy trembled and drew back from the conclusion which had jumped upon him full grown. Before his mothers death, he had heard her once in a raving delirium. And now, as he thought back to the husky, harsh voice of his father which he had heard laughing and talking near by him in the darkness, he felt certain that John Parks, also, must have been delirious. Yes, that was it, for otherwise men did not waken and laugh so wildly in the heart of the night. Why had he not wakened the instant he heard that laughter and taken care of the older man?

Tommy hurried on along the trail. It was more and more sadly evident that something was wrong as the trail reeled onward. It reached a grove of close- standing, lodgepole pines. Apparently, John Parks had been unable to find his way among them. Here and again he had attempted to go through and had recoiled after running into a trunk. Finally, he had given up the effort, and the trail wound fifty feet to the left.

By this time Tommy was half blind with fear and bewilderment, and he ran on, panting, his feet slipping on the wet grass. Momently, the noise of the Turnbull grew louder, and at length he came through a scattered screen of trees with the dash of a waterfall making the ground beneath his feet tremble. A hundred feet above him, the smooth, green water slid over the edge of a cliff, surrounded itself with a lace of white spray as it fell, and then the solid column was powdered on the rocks, spread out again in a black, swirling pool, and finally emptied into a long, flumelike channel down which the current raced like galloping horses.

And where the bank rose sheer, twenty feet above the edge of that whirling pool, the tracks of his father ceased. Tommy, strangled with fear, looked up to the pale blue sky above him. By an effort into which all his will was thrown he managed to look down again - then fell on his knees moaning.

To his eyes the whole matter was as clear as though he had read it in the pages of a book. Here the ground on the lip of the bank had been gouged away by the feet of John Parks as the poor man slipped and fell. Whirling in that fall, he had reached out with both hands. There one had slipped on the wet grass. There the other of them had caught at a small shrub and torn it out by the roots. And finally, there was the place where both hands had taken their last hold on the edge of the bank - a hold beneath which the dirt had melted away and had let him drop straight to the water below.

Tommy cleared his dizzy eyes and crept closer. There was no hope that John Parks could have lived for a moment in that run of waters. A twig was dislodged by Tommys hand and fell into the stream. It was whirled wildly around, danced away from the teeth of jag-toothed rocks, and then darted off down the foaming length of the flume. A tree trunk might be ground to powder in that shoot of water.

Tommy drew back from the water. The moment the hank cut away the view of the stream, he turned and fled as though the waterfall were a living enemy ready to plunge in pursuit with mighty leaps.

Breathless, he reached the clearing. He ran to the burro, he threw his arms around the neck of that scrawny little beast.

Oh, Billy, he cried, Dad is gone - Dad is gone! Dad can never come back to me!

And Billy canted one ear back and one ear forward, as was his way in all emergencies calling for thought, and, swinging his head around, he looked mildly upon his young master. The next instant he was calmly reaching for more buds on the shrub off which he had been feeding.

Tommy stepped back and watched the burro calmly making a meal, stamping now and then to show his content, or flicking his long ears back in gloomy anger when he caught sight of the packsaddle near by. And it seemed to Tommy Parks that the patient munching of the burro was a symbol of the bland indifference of all the world. His father was dead, but here was the wind bustling merrily among the twinkling leaves of the aspens, and yonder were the white heights over which they had just come, and in the distance was the voice of the Turnbull, an ominous, small thunder. His father was dead, but all went on as it had gone on before. The very fire which he had lighted still sent up a straggling wisp of smoke. And at sight of this, Tommy, who had remained dry- eyed, suddenly burst into tears and wept in an agony of grief and loneliness and fear.

The burro wandered over and curiously nudged his shoulder with his nose.


CHAPTER III
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WHEN A MAN is lost in the woods, the first thing to do is to sit down and have a long think and not wander away in the first direction that comes into his head.

That was what John Parks had cautioned Tommy more than once. He remembered it now as he sat cross-legged under a pine, with his back against the trunk. He had spent the morning making up the pack - a weird bundle it was when he finished - and moving down lower in the valley, farther from the Turnbull, so that the sound of its roaring would not haunt him. He had descended simply because he dared not undertake, alone, that perilous journey over the mountain snows. No, wherever he went, it must be down the valley.

And he made the first stop at this open place where the lower slope of the mountain put out a fist through the shrouding forest - or, rather, it might be called a sharp, square shoulder. From the top of it Tommy looked up and down the valley across a wilderness of evergreens. The great mountains over which they had come were at his back. Beneath him, the Turnbull wound into view again, making him shudder as the sun flashed on its windings. And in the dim distance were other mountains, a cloudy rolling of blue which separated to give place to the Turnbull.

Through that pass he must go with Billy. It might take weeks to reach the gap, and during that time he might find no man to help him on the way. Yes, and what lay in blue distance and under the horizon, he could not dream. Perhaps there was a desert, burning hot, impassable except to those who knew the water holes, deadly even to those, sometimes. He had heard much of such places.

As for the trail over which he had come, if he turned back he would have first the terrible heights of the mountains to climb, and then, beyond those, there would be the long stretches which he had crossed with his father - and it had taken them three days from the nearest town. He might miss the way altogether, besides. And it would not be strange if one perished of hunger. No, the best way, he decided, was to follow the Turnbull River, even though it wandered down through an eternity of distance. For there was a great chance that it would lead him to some town.

Bravely, but not quickly, he made up his mind. That uncertain distance was terrible to poor Tommy. For hours he sat there pondering the question back and forth, and, when he eventually made up his mind and rose to start on with Billy, he suddenly noted that his feet were in shadow. The afternoon had worn late, all unawares.

He wanted to start on at once, for he was in a fever of eagerness to have the first stage of the great adventure accomplished and put behind him; but he knew that, when one finds a good camping place in the middle of the afternoon, it is better to camp at once and make an early start in the morning. And nothing could be more ideal than this level hill-shoulder.

In the dense ranks of the trees which marched up around him, there were quantities of dead branches. His keen young eye had noted them automatically while he sat there during the afternoon. There were shrubs, too, which he could easily cut with his fathers sharp ax. Wood, then, which is one of the two main essentials for a camp, was there in plenty. As for water, it was furnished in equal abundance. A rivulet flowed from the mouth of a cave which had doubtless been worn by the working of the water, and the little stream wound across the level, then darted with sudden speed to the foot of the hill where it joined a large creek, and both went murmuring off to join the more distant Turnbull. Perhaps John Parks, if he had seen this place, would have decided to start his home on the very spot. With the thought, great tears welled into the eyes of Tommy.

But, according to John Parks, there is a great and universal antidote for sorrow - work. Tommy sprang up and set to making camp with a fury. He took the pack from the back of Bill - his unpracticed hands had built it so poorly that it had twisted awry on the burros patient back - and then, with Billy at work on the grass, the boy hurried to the trees and swung the ax with a will.

It was far too large for him, but practice had taught him to shorten his grip on the handle and in that fashion he made fair play with it. Its keen edge gave him in five minutes an abundance of wood which kept him busy for half an hour longer, dragging it to the center of the opening. But he wanted an oversupply of fuel; there could not be too much to furnish him with company during the cold, solemn hours of the night.

The fire itself he made in approved fashion, grouping some big stones around it, and here he mixed the cornmeal with soda and water and salt and fried his hot cakes and set his bacon sizzling. He made coffee, too, and for a while he was so busy that he had no time to give to other worries.

It was not until he began to eat his supper that grief took him by the throat. It seemed to Tommy that John Parks was somewhere down the mountain, was coming home with great, impatient strides, and that his well-known whistle would surely soon be sounding on the farther side of the clearing. Once he found himself breathlessly listening, his eyes strained and wide. He rallied from that with a great effort, but, when his glance lowered, it struck on the side of the coffee pot, with the graniteware dented where he, on a morning, had dropped pot and coffee and all and sent the boiling stuff sizzling across his fathers shoes. He chuckled softly as he remembered how John Parks had danced around on one foot and then on the other. But there had been no reproving, no sharp words.

Tommy buried his face in his hands and sat quivering, full of a grief which could not spend itself in tears. Afterward, he could eat no more. He could not even look at the tinware and the pots, but, turning his back on the camp, he fled uphill and down, fairly running from sorrow. And, in a measure, he succeeded, for he came to a panting halt at last with the thick forest around him, rapidly darkening with evening, and realized that he must work back carefully if he expected to find the camp.

So that problem filled his mind, and when he reached the camp it was to find the fire almost dead. He freshened it, and as he did so he heard, blown on the wind from lower down, the valley, a shrill quavering, sobbing voice, melancholy as the weeping of a lost child. Tommy listened with a chill running up his spine, for well he knew it was a mountain lion hunting up the valley, hunting, for the time being, carelessly and well-nigh blindly, since he chose to come down the wind instead of against it. And hungered pumas have been known to stalk men, if not actually to attack them.

Tommy, at least, could collect half a hundred memories of stories such as men tell around a camp fire when supper is finished and the days work is done and pipes and imaginations are drawing freely. He picked up the rifle, saw that it was loaded, and practiced aiming it here and there wherever the firelight flashed on a leaf. It was a heavy gun for a child to handle, but familiarity with ones tools is half the battle, and for two years now John Parks had taken an almost foolish pleasure in teaching his son to shoot with that very weapon.

When Tommy started to work cleaning up the supper dishes, he kept the rifle close at hand. Then he built a rousing fire, not of loose brush which would toss flames into the sky for a few wild minutes and then burn out, but of solid branches which would keep a blaze alive for hours. He even ventured into the forest for more wood, but it was only a single expedition, for while he worked he felt eyes watching him in the darkness.

But when he went back to the fire and lay down beside it, twisted in his blanket only one side was sheltered by the heat of the fire and the red light which all wild beasts are said to dread. The other side lay open to the terrible dark and all the powers that prey by night.

There had been no such fear, no dream of such fear the other nights when John Parks was near. The very sound of his voice, so it seemed to the boy, would be sufficient to frighten hungered prowlers away. Night had been simple and even beautiful before. But now, as he looked up to the huge arch of the sky, filled with impersonal eyes, the mountains appearing like piled shadows on the one side, it seemed to Tommy that all the vast space in between was packed close with enmity and hatred focusing on his single head.

He got up again, dry of throat, and with his eyes burning from constant staring among the trees and the shadows. This time he split the fire into two parts, each a solid mass of wood which should burn steadily without replenishing until close to daylight, and between the two fires he lay down.

It was very hot there. He folded the blanket and lay on top of it. He even opened his shirt so that the air might cool him. But it was better a thousand times to lie in heat than in terror.

That one cry from the mountain lion was all he heard, however, and perhaps it had been hurrying across country on a trail well known to it and leading to certain prey. That was the reason it had been traveling down the wind instead of prowling up it.

This conclusion came like a blessing and the assurance of peace to Tommy. An instant later the stars swam and mingled together in a soft, cool fire above his head. He slept.

It was no nightmare now. Utter weariness of soul and body shut out the possibility of dreams. And out of that dreamless, perfect sleep he was wakened by a horrible knife-stab of sound - the snarl of a wild beast making a kill and biting deep. He stood erect, his heart thundering wildly, his wits astray. Then he heard a groan and a fall.

For the first time he could see. The two fires on which he had counted so certainly had burned to smoldering beds of coals, dusted over with ashes which alone kept the life from completely dying. And from the beds of coals were passed an uncertain glow of light which revealed things not at a glance but by dim degrees, just as the mind works out a problem.

So, what Tommy saw first was a distant, isolated gleam on a polished leaf. Next he saw the pack, a jumbled heap without head or tail to it. And last of all he saw where Billy lay prostrate, and over the poor burro, with fangs sunk in his throat, crouched the mountain lion, a tawny splotch in the darkness - though clearly enough visible for Tommy to make out the long sweep of the tail as it was lashed from side to side.

He cried out in an agony of horror and fear, but the small, choked voice had the power to make the puma leap growling from its kill and face suddenly around. There it saw a man risen from the ground, risen out of the very body of detested fires, so it seemed. The mountain lion spat in fear and rage, then turned and with uncanny speed slunk away. A single stride, and it seemed to melt into nothingness.

But Tommy dared not move. It was not fear of the lion which kept him frozen and still. A danger once confronted and seen naked with the eye becomes only a tithe as terrible as when it existed only behind a wall of darkness. It was not dread of the lion but consciousness of what the death of Billy meant - that he was chained to this place in the valley of the Turnbull River. He could not venture farther away than a single days march from his source of supplies, and in this wilderness, how long would it be before men came that way?


CHAPTER IV
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LARGE MEANINGS SOMETIMES burst upon the brain with one flash which shows all the corners of their significance. So it was with Tommy. In the horror of that great knowledge, he forgot fear of the monster which had only now crouched in the clearing scarcely more than leaping distance away from him. He forgot the death of the poor burro, though the odd ways and the patient soul of Billy had made him an old and dear friend. Only one soul-crushing thought remained - that he was marooned here in the wilderness as completely as though he were his favorite Robinson Crusoe on the island. Rifle, ammunition, the bundle of traps, clothing, food - all of these were things which he needed to sustain life, and he could not take them with him a single step now that Billy was dead.

But was Billy dead? In an agony of haste, forgetful entirely of all danger of the mountain lion which might still be lurking near the edge of the clearing, he raced to Billy and dropped to his knees. But Billy was dead. His lolling tongue, his torn throat, told plainly that he would never rise again. And Tommy sank back on the ground.

He looked up and saw the cold beginnings of the dawn make the stars fade slowly. Still his brain struggled with the future. He was only twelve. If he had a rest for a rifle, he could shoot and shoot well; and his three years among the mountains had taught him much about them. But, after the ammunition was gone, how could he live? And in this wilderness, would the lonely life be endurable?

No tears came. He had been snatched into the heart of a tragedy so swiftly that he could not weep. And, after all, tears come more quickly when there is a comforter nearby. There in the cold grass he lay, his fists clenched tightly, struggling against the problem. It would be easier and less painful to go back to that fatal place on the brink of the river and cast himself in. But now the light of morning increased rapidly, and to the east he saw the first sunlight glisten on the top of a snowy mountain.

Tommy rose slowly to his feet, and he was no sooner risen than he was touched by that spur which, after all, drives men on to most of their accomplishments - a stab of hunger. And, an instant later, he was busy kindling the fire.

He had begun to slice bacon, but a moment of reflection made him drop the knife. This was food which would keep, and there might well come a time when he would need it bitterly. In the meantime, that spring morning held other life which must feed him. A tree squirrel chattered overhead and told him that he need not hunt far. So he took up the everloaded rifle, dropped upon one knee, with his elbow resting on the other, and took careful aim. The squirrel promptly ducked around to the farther side of the tree trunk.

But Tommy knew squirrel nature. The little creatures are invincibly curious, and, instead of moving around to the farther side of the tree to get in a shot, he watched the same opening among the branches. Presently, as he had expected, the tiny head slipped into view, and that instant his finger closed on the trigger.

He did not miss. When one has a limited supply of ammunition, one dares not miss. The ring of the shot was still in his ears when he heard the little body come rustling through the foliage and drop with a light thud to the ground. He took it up quickly with a strangely savage thrill of satisfaction. Was not all the world now banded against him? John Parks had stood between him and the outside, and now he was stripped naked of help. Every tooth and claw hidden among those tree-clad valleys and lowlands was against him. And he had struck his first blow in self-defense.

The squirrel he cleaned and broiled for his breakfast. It was a big, fat fellow and made enough of a meal, even eaten without bread - for the cornmeal was something which he must scrupulously cherish against a time of need.

And when the meal was ended, his spirits had risen greatly. John Parks, after breakfast, had always sat quietly and smoked a pipe while he arranged all his plans for the days work. Tommy imitated that good example by sitting up hugging his knees while he surveyed the situation.

There was one advantage, at least. So long as misfortune had to overtake him, it was the greatest blessing that he had been struck here, where the cumbrous pack was left in such an ideal camping place. Water, wood, and, best of all for a year-round home, a permanent shelter made to his hand, for such the cave, from which the little stream ran, seemed to offer. He went instantly to explore it.

It was far better than he had dared to hope. It opened as a roughly rectangular gap six or seven feet across and about half that height. But almost immediately it expanded to better proportions. It swelled up a dozen feet high and twice that broad, and in the dim light Tommy could see the glimmer of the stream trailing off into indistinguishable darkness.

He went back to the embers of his breakfast fire, picked out a length of resinous pine wood for a torch, lighted it, and with that yellow sputter of flame he advanced again into the cave.

Now he could make out every detail. It drove back into the heart of the mountain nearly a hundred feet, with an arched roof of rock and rough rock walls which seemed to promise that there could never be a cave-in. Toward the rear, the dimensions of the cave steadily shrank until it ended in a little crevice of a hands breadth, out of which the water poured.

What could have been more perfect as a natural home? The heart of Tommy swelled with the delight of a conqueror. He began to feel that, after all, his might not be a losing fight. There would be ways of making the struggle, and, though it might be bitter, was it not possible that he might stay on there until other men came that way? And surely they must come sooner or later, and when they arrived in the valley they must find signs which would lead them to his cave.

That thought inspired him to a new labor. But first of all he moved some burning embers of the fire to the front of the cave, and a little to the side. That must be his permanent fireplace, and he must never let the fire die lest his supply of matches should be exhausted. That could be managed by a skillful laying of the fire.

Next he brought in all the pack, bit by bit, and distributed the articles on natural shelves of the rock where moisture would not get at them. When all was stowed away, it was a small beginning indeed, and few tools for a twelve-year- old child to use in his battle for life.

There was the body of poor Billy to be disposed of before it should become an offense. And the disposal of it offered a problem. He decided that he would dig a hole just beside the body, so that Billy would slide into it. Then the dead burro could be covered over and the burial properly completed. That work could be done with the shovel which had always been a part of John Parks pack. But this could be left until the morrow. Other pressing things remained to be accomplished at once.

First of all, he must not venture out without a weapon. So he tried his fathers big Colt, in its holster, at his hip - it extended clear to his knee - and took the ax. He set out for the river, since it seemed to him that travelers would be most apt to come up or down its course, and as he went he left a blazed trail on the trees, making the marks so close together that they would be sure to catch the eye in a continuous line.

A full four miles he continued until, leg weary from the walk and arm weary from wielding the heavy ax, he came to the edge of the stream. Its course was no longer fenced with steep cliffs here, but the water spread out over a wide, shallow channel, with broad-topped rocks gleaming just beneath the surface. And by the shore he marked half a dozen pools where there must surely be excellent fishing. Here he blazed the trees, hewing off big sections of the bark and the surface wood to catch the eye of any wayfarer.

After that he rested an hour and started back along his own blazed trail. A mile from camp he stumbled across a big mountain grouse. He knocked the bird over with a luckily aimed rock and then wrung its neck, and, as he marched on again with his dinner in his hand, he found himself whistling. He stopped short in wonder at himself.

But, after all, he told himself, it had not been an unhappy morning. That blazed trail was certain to take the eye of some wandering trapper who would follow the sign to Tommys camp, and the stranger would lead him back into the world. The new-born hope straightway became a surety. It was a matter of only a few days, a few weeks at the most, before he would be discovered. Surely he could maintain himself that long!

Coming onto the clearing again, he was shocked by the sight of the open entrance to the cave. He hurried in, but all was as he had left it. No prowling beast had taken advantage of his negligence to rob him of his store of food. He broiled the grouse and ate, and afterward he set about blocking the entrance to the cave.

It was not hard to do. There was a profusion of big rocks around the opening, and these he rolled into the entrance, walling it up solidly. Half a dozen stones in the center were of a size which he could easily handle, and these could be moved and removed when he returned to camp at the end of a days hunting, or left it in the morning.

By the time this was accomplished, he was tired, but there remained many a stretch of territory which must be explored. So he sallied out with an ax and revolver once more and took the opposite direction, going up the slope toward the higher mountain.

There was far less likelihood of men straying through this region, and therefore he made his blazes fewer and farther between. In time he came out on an open place littered with the rocks of a recent small landslide which had scraped down the hillside beyond and sent a wash of boulders and small rocks across this comparative level.

The sight caused Tommy to pause with concern, and he looked back down the slope in the direction of his camp. Suppose such a slide as this one should start and continue with greater volume down the hill - might he not be buried in his cave?

But he remembered a favorite saying of John Parks: A man has to take chances of one kind or another. And he turned to continue on his way. As he did so, however, his eye caught a motion among the rocks. He stopped short again, thrilling with fear. Just what had moved, he could not tell. He had a general impression, a chance-caught glimpse, rather than a definite picture. He jerked out the revolver. It was far too heavy for him, so he dropped down on one knee and supported the gun on the other. When in danger of wild beasts, he had learned long before, one must stand ones ground, no matter with what fear. Man has no speed of foot to escape, and flight simply invites pursuit.

But his heart was hammering at the base of his throat, filling his whole body with trembling, when he saw it again - a bit of fur stirring behind a rock - the gleam of bright eyes. Suddenly, the whole head of a little bear cub no bigger than a rabbit popped into view, surveyed him intently for an instant, and disappeared again.

There is nothing more intriguing than a new-born cub, but Tommy felt no pleasure. A youngster of that age must be close to its mother, and mother grizzlies are apt to be incarnate fiends if they think that their offspring are in danger.

Where was she now? He recalled a score of stories about the almost human intelligence of grizzlies, how they hide their trails when they are hunted, how they have been known to double back more than once, and hunt the hunter.

Perhaps this old vixen was engaged in that occupation even now. Perhaps she was shielding herself behind one of the boulders just to his rear, creeping up silently - very silently - in spite of all her bulk. It seemed to Tommy that the air was suddenly rank with the odor of bear. He jerked his head around with a low gasp and stared behind him.

He could see nothing, but at the same time, as though she had seen his fear and decided to lurk no longer, the great battle roar of a grizzly flooded around him, deafened him, seemed to pour out of the very ground on which he stood.

He leaped to his feet. He would have fled, if he could, but now he could not stir a muscle. Still that shambling, monstrous form which he expected did not come. The hollow echoes of the roar died off down the hillside, shattering to silence among the more distant trees.

What did it mean? He could not flee, because he might run into the jaws of the great brute or within striking distance of a paw whose lightest stroke might smash his skull or crush his body.

Again the roar burst out at him, but this time, plainly, it was on the farther side of the rock jumble, pouring out of the earth. A furious scratching began at the same time, and a great boulder which leaned against the slope quivered out - then fell back with a jar. At the same instant, two little grizzly cubs jumped into view among the rocks and scurried as fast as their short legs would carry them for the great stone which had just been moved. Around the corner of it they darted and disappeared. The roaring and the scratching ceased at once, and Tommy understood. The grizzly had been blocked in her hole by this monster rock which the landslide had brought down.


CHAPTER V
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IN THE LAST few seconds, fear had been so vitally a part of Tommy that he cast it off slowly. He rubbed his faintly corrugated forehead. He dragged in great, consciously taken breaths. Finally, he was able to step forward without trembling but, at the first sound of his coming, another roar came thundering out of the prison of the bear, and again the big boulder shook as she threw herself furiously against it.

The savage threats made him stop short again, but one glance at the boulder reassured him. It must have weighed hundreds and hundreds of pounds, and, though it was so curiously balanced that the grizzly could thrust it back a little and make it shake, she could never really budge it.

Tommy came to the side of the rock around which the cubs had raced and saw that there was actually an opening a foot and a few inches across, covered with the scratches of the great brute where she had vainly tried to claw out a wider opening.

Her roar had fallen to an ominous growling now, but Tommy, knowing that he was safe, went close and dropped upon his hands and knees to look in. A bears cave is rarely very large, but this one had been made to order for bruin - a shallow place hollowed out of the living rock of the hill. Also, it faced south away from the prevailing winds, which is perfectly in accord with a bears fancy. And the heavy snows of midwinter must have covered the mouth of the cave and given all the necessary warmth. Besides, she had dragged up some brush to close the mouth of the cave.

In a moment, the eyes of Tommy were accustomed to the shadow, and he saw all clearly. There lay the great brute, with the hair worn from hips and flanks. Hair was worn around her shoulders and neck, also, where she had attempted to thrust herself out past the boulder, and there was fresh blood from her attempt of only the moment before. He saw her paws and marked that the claws were broken short or worn away by her efforts to dig through the rock. And her desperate, reddened eyes glared out at him.

As for the cubs, they had regained courage as soon as they returned to the neighborhood of their mother. They began to steal toward the opening from the little cave in order to examine the stranger more carefully, but the mother, with a deep growl, scooped them back with the flip of a forepaw and with a violence that rolled them head over heels. They arose, shaking their heads, whined a little, and then sat up on their haunches, their little forepaws dangling, their sharp ears pricked, and stared at Tommy with insatiable curiosity.

And how his heart went out to them! Bear cubs could be tamed, he knew. He had actually seen a burly yearling chained in the yard of a mountain rancher. And he had heard old trappers tell tales of Adams, king of bear tamers, who had reared bears that fought for him against their own kind and served him as pack animals - even as hunting dogs! And if he had those bright-eyed little fellows in the cavern yonder, what companions they would be!

He sat down with a sigh, cross-legged, and watched them and wondered, while the wise old bear rested her great head on the bruised, bleeding paws and studied him in a reserved silence, as though she realized she had less to fear from this man cub than from terrible man himself.

It would be easy enough. Tommy decided, to lie in wait and capture the little cubs when they ventured out, but if he had them in the cave there would be nothing to feed them. That thick layer of fat which a bear accumulates to sustain it during the hibernation months still left the old mother enough strength to suckle her cubs and sustain herself, and it might be many days before she began to starve. Eventually, however, unless she were freed to forage for herself, she must die, and the cubs must die with her for the lack of milk.

All of this Tommy knew, and the problem weighed heavily upon him. How could his strength avail to move that rock or to widen the opening? And, even if he succeeded, would he not be opening a way so that the great brute might rush out and tear him to pieces?

Still, tentatively, he struck the boulder with the back of the ax. It brought a stunning roar from the old grizzly, so that Tommy involuntarily shrank back; but also he noted that a flake of rock had loosened and fallen under the blow. Tommy studied the monster rock curiously. It was hard as flint in seeming and in fact, but it was so very hard that it was brittle. Its surface had easily defied the tearing claws of the bear, but it proved friable under the stroke of something harder than itself. In fact, as he studied it more closely, he saw that its base, where it had struck other rocks after the fall down the mountain, was powdered to dust.

He tried it again, and with a harder blow, and this time a larger chip was loosened under the impact of the steel. The mother grizzly advanced furiously to the mouth of her choked cave and reached out a long forearm toward him with another roar, but she retreated almost at once and lay crowded back so far as possible in her cave. And Tommy commenced his work seriously.

It was slow progress that he made, at the best, for there must be a huge portion of the rock worn away before the great body of the bear could issue, and all he could do with the heaviest blow was to knock off a thin layer, bit by bit.

There was no roaring from the grizzly now. With her ears sharpened, her head raised, she watched his movements as eagerly as though their significance had finally dawned on her, and Tommy at length ventured to carry his work to the very edge of the aperture which opened between the rock of the boulder and the rock of the mountainside. Now if she could understand at all with her brute intelligence, she would appreciate what he was trying to do, for every flake of stone which he loosened was perceptibly widening the orifice.

When his arms were wearied by the hammering, he scraped the rock fragments away and stood up to stretch the kinks from his back and legs. And as he stood away, the mother lunged forward and sniffed curiously at the place where he had been working. Still she cuffed the cubs into a corner when they attempted to investigate for themselves, but her own fears had so far relaxed that she lowered her burly head to her paws and watched and watched with the reddened little eyes.

Tommy worked until his aching shoulders stopped him, and by that time the shadows were beginning to slope far east among the trees, so he took his last look at the bear family and bade them goodnight. A boy cannot do without names. He had christened the fatter of the cubs Jack and the slenderer one Jerry, so he called their new names to them and then picked up his ax and turned homeward.

Dusk began to gather as he walked, but still there was enough light for him to see and kill another grouse. It was between sunset and dark when he reached the camp with his prize.

Others had been there before him. There would be no need of burial for the body of poor Billy. A scattering of bones was all that was left of him, and Tommy, shuddering, searched the ground and found the trails of great-footed timber wolves and small-toed coyotes. These had devoured the burro, and, led doubtless by their insatiable appetites, they had come to the mouth of his cave and had even succeeded in scratching away half a dozen of the smaller stones.

They had been able to make no entrance, however, and Tommy felt a thrill of pride in his work of fortification. Utter fatigue, however, buried all sense of satisfaction. He could barely keep awake while he half cooked his dinner, and half an hour later, with the fire smoldering just outside the cave and his blankets laid down within its mouth, he was sound asleep, to dream of weird monsters locked in caves from which he liberated them, only to have them fly at his throat. And he did not waken until the sun was over the eastern mountains.


CHAPTER VI
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HE ROSE LIKE a conqueror, for had he not faced hard fortune, and in so short a space made a home, killed his own food, and cooked it? If there were sorrow just behind him, and unknown terrors in the future, he kept away from all thought of these things by centering his mind resolutely on what lay immediately before him. The first thing, even before breakfast, was to bury the bones of poor Billy. He shoveled a hole in the soft dirt, and in half an hour all that was mortal of the burro lay under ground, with a litter of heavy rocks above it to keep out curious wolves.

Then he cut a slender sapling, straight as a rule and willowy in suppleness. To the end he tied the fishing line and hook. On the bank of the little stream which worked around the foot of his hill, he found bait in plenty at the first turn of his shovel, and soon he had jerked three big trout from the water.

That made a delicious breakfast, toasted brown over wood coals as he had been taught to do by John Parks. And after he had eaten he stood up and stretched his arms, filled with a sense of joyful power. How painfully small and weak he was, matched with those enormous mountains, those huge, dark woods! And yet he had won a livelihood from them these few days; he would keep on winning it until his blazed trails led a rescuer to his camp.

But, if he wakened hungry from the fasting of a single morning, what must be the case of the poor mother bear? He knew that after hibernation a grizzly eats little during the first week, but it might be many and many a day since the big bear had wakened from her season of sleep. She must be wild with famine and with thirst, he thought.

Close to the cave of bruin, the day before, he had heard the voice of a brook and even had seen the waters pooled in a little lake which promised to be brimful of fish. So he took with him for the days expedition the fishing line and rod, his fathers four-pound hammer, which was one of the most valued articles in the pack, the revolver tied on his hip, and a square of the tarpaulin on which their blankets had been laid. And so off he went through the woods, with his whistle running thrilling before him.

But no one can whistle long through the solemnity of virgin forest. The music died away, and Tommy went on silent and serious among the great trees. Now that he was left lonely in the wilderness, it took on a different face and spirit in his eyes. The shadowed places were full of a solemn interest.

The huge trunks were full of signs to him. Every tree carried a character of its own. And every rustling breeze seemed to hold a message for Tommy, if he could only have understood the sighing voices. Instinctively, he walked softly, letting the toe strike first, and avoiding all twigs which might make a crackling under foot. And now and again he paused, near a tree, and reconnoitered the forest ahead and behind. It seemed to him that the moving shadows must be cast by living beasts of prey, which stalked him. No matter if reason told him that they were not apt to rove abroad except during the evening and the night, still he was troubled, and he took care not to walk along the trail which he had followed the day before.

He reached the clearing with its litter of stones and fallen boulders, and as he stepped out from behind the trees he discovered that even his silent coming had not been silent enough, for there were the two little balls of fur, Jack and Jerry, scurrying as hard as they could for the shelter of the mothers cover. Their hair-trigger senses had warned them of his approach. When he stepped toward the cave, he was greeted with the same tremendous roar from bruin.

In spite of all he knew about her helplessness, that bellow of rage stopped him short and lifted the hair on his head with a prickling fear. But he went on again, reassured, and leaned over to look inside. At sight of him, it was apparent that the mother recognized her visitor of the day before, for she dropped down to the ground and laid her head on the forepaws once more, watching him with unblinking eyes. And yonder were little Jack and Jerry standing up as gravely as any grown men could have done, with their forepaws folded across their chests and their sharp eyes twinkling out at him through the shadows. It was a thrilling sight to Tommy. His heart went out to them strangely, and he turned and hurried away toward the creek.

It was even better stocked than he had dared to hope. The first worm that wriggled on his hook had hardly touched the surface of the water when it was seized, and he snatched out a silver-flashing four-pounder. The little pond fairly swarmed with hungry life. In five minutes he had brought a dozen prizes to the shore. They lay flopping and quivering all around his feet, and Tommy laughed with the joy of the sport.

He had to make two trips with fish in his tarpaulin before he had brought all the prizes to the vicinity of the cave. And on the second trip he found that mother bruin was standing up, her head wedged against the opening of the cave. She had smelled the fish, and she was wild with hunger indeed!

Yet when Tommy came near with a fish in his hands, she promptly drew back so far as the meager limits of the cave would permit, and when he threw in the fish she allowed it to flop within an inch of her nose without stirring to devour it. But there was a convulsive twitching of her nostrils, and Tommy knew that it had been eloquent to the scent of the great brute.

He tossed in another. And now she shoved her head forward, smelled the first fish, smelled the second - even allowed Jack and Jerry to scramble up and do as she was doing. They sniffed the fish from head to tail and then stood up and eyed their mother, plainly asking her what was to be done with these cold things whose odor was so delicious. Tommy threw in a third of his spoils, and now, as though the number of them assured her that they were untainted, the mother began to eat. Half a dozen went down her gullet as fast as Tommy could throw them in, and he laughed with pleasure at the sight of her evident satisfaction. But the seventh fish she cut in two and ate only half, and the eighth she did not touch. Plainly, her stomach, still shrunk by the winters fast, would not permit her to eat more. But Tommy threw in all the rest and then went down to the creek and returned with a gallon of water in the tarpaulin. He poured it into a hollow of the rock near the mouth of the cave and watched her lap it up - but only a few swallows was all she wanted. The rest she allowed Jack and Jerry to come and wallow in, sniffing it with their keen noses and then cuffing it tentatively with their paws, until finally they were tumbling and scuffling in the midst of it.

It was too great a temptation to Tommy. Little Jack stood nearest him with back turned, and with a quick reach and snatch Tommy caught the cub behind the neck and jerked it out.

It was the signal for pandemonium to break loose. The frantic mother came to life with a rush that brought her crashing against the opening. And the poised boulder quivered - then sank back into place. In the meantime, her roar was threatening to burst the ears of Tommy, while at the same time his hands were unbelievably busy with Jack.

The little bear was armed with tiny claws, sharp as the claws of a cat, well- nigh, and with needlelike teeth. And instinct or scufflings with his brother seemed to have taught him how to use both weapons with professional skill. In ten seconds, blood stood out on a dozen little scratches on Tommy before he had young Master Bruin secured with a firm grip behind the ears, as a cat may be held. Then, realizing that to battle was vain, he struggled to get back to his mother, whining piteously.

But Tommy held his grip. The wild roar of the mother had subsided to a terrible growling, while, thrust forward so far as she could come, she watched every movement of Tommy with a grim anxiety. In the meantime, he was careful to remain where she could see his every movement. He began speaking in a low, gentle voice, as soon as he could make himself heard, and stroking the soft fur.

The whining of Jack fell away to a subdued moan of terror. And at the same instant the uproar of the mother ceased entirely. It was as though she did not wish to make a noise which might take up some of her faculties and prevent her from noticing every touch of the boy as he handled her precious son. And finally she silenced Jerry, who was squealing still with a piercing insistence, with one of those flips of a forepaw which sent him tumbling and threatening to break every bone in his body.

But he rose, as always, in perfect unconcern, carefully wiped the dirt from his bruised nose with his paw, and sat up to watch the progress of affairs with greater care. That cuff had silenced Jack, as well. He no longer even struggled, but cowered down under the caresses of Tommys hand.

He seemed to find a pleasure in the stroking, too. And finally he turned his head and dared to look his captor straight in the face. It was only an instant that he met those strange, human eyes at such terribly close range. Then he jerked his head away. But the quiet, happy voice of Tommy, thrilled and delighted by his conquest, gave Jack new courage. He looked again.

And there was no cuff to reprove him. The gentle stroking continued. The quiet, human voice which sent such mysterious currents of electric surprise and pleasure through the heart of Jack went on. Finally, Jack ventured closer. He stood up on the leg of Tommy. He actually sniffed at the face of this harmless stranger who had such delightful powers.

And the heart of Tommy leaped. He had not known until now how desperately empty his spirit had been, how completely full of loneliness he had been, but the sniffing of the trustful, curious little cub at his face brought the tears of happiness to his eyes.

He took the cub as before and ventured toward the mouth of the cave. The mother growled softly, and the ears of Jack flattened as he heard the voice. He was placed on the ground, and he crawled toward Mother Bruin as though he felt that he had been playing the errant against orders and must be punished for his transgressions. But the grizzly was only too happy to have him back. She licked and sniffed every inch of him and then retreated with a growl of satisfaction to the rear of the cave, where she lay down as before to watch for the development of events.

It was all most mysterious to her. She had been taught by mother nature that all beasts take and hold only to destroy. But here was her helpless offspring taken away and then restored to her safe and sound. Moreover, it had been taken by man, and she had learned from the wise mother before her that man is the one thing to be dreaded in all the range of the mountains. Nothing else could harm her. The stoutest mountain lion fled from its kill at her approach. All wild brutes trembled before her. But man, she had been taught, sees from afar and kills from afar - an inescapable death. Not in vain had she had her encounters with three separate packs of dogs with which she had been hunted, and, though she had escaped each time by miracles of cunning and endurance, she carried the scars of five bullets on her big body, and the bullets themselves in her flesh.

But if she had been taught some lessons by pain, she could learn still other lessons through the kindness of the new teacher. Bear and dog come from a common ancestor, and both have the power to understand the ways of man. Though she dreaded Tommy still because of the man scent which was so abhorrent to her, yet she was beginning to feel that,, just as he was smaller than those other men who had trailed her, so was he gentler, also. And who could tell? If the others had had strength to destroy, he might have equal strength to preserve.

At least she would wait and watch, and watch she did, with her great head tilted cannily to the side, wonderfully like a dog, while Tommy took up his four-pound hammer and renewed the attack on the rock which fenced her in.


CHAPTER VII
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HE MADE WONDERFULLY good progress with the hammer. The ax had been a clumsy tool for the work of the day before, but the shorter handle of the hammer gave Tommy a better chance. It was a heavy tool, to be sure; and, though he stood with braced legs and swung the hammer with a regular rhythm, yet his shoulders and back were aching before he had been at it long. But the rock was falling away in great and greater flakes. And now the entrance hole was perceptibly widened.

When he retired to scrape away the fragments, the mother bear came again to the opening, and now all of her broad head could pass through. She whined up to Tommy with understanding as he approached again.

And when he sat down at the entrance and held out his hand, she did not at once cuff Jack away as the curious little cub started slowly to investigate the meaning of that inviting hand.

She allowed him, the first time, to come within a few inches of the hand, sniffing eagerly, before she knocked him away with a growl which warned him to stay out of danger and let well enough alone. But, when Tommy persisted in staying there, she merely pricked her ears the second time and watched without interference.

For curiosity in a bear is almost as great as its fear of death. The strange sight of a forest fire had once held her fascinated until a far-flung arm of the conflagration cut in behind her and nearly blocked her retreat. She had retired with a scorched hide and a deeper respect for the great red enemy, but forest fires remained as interesting as ever to her. And now much as she dreaded that small human in the mouth of the cave, she was devoured with insatiable curiosity as to what he would do if his hand touched her cub again. Once before she had seen Jack handled, and yet he had come back to her, rank with the man taint, to be sure, but safe and sound in body and limb. Might it not happen again?

It did happen! Little Jack came to the fingertips, sniffed them, ventured closer, shrank from the hand which attempted, to caress him, and then came back and allowed the fingers to rub his head. He went farther out. With a faint growl of anxiety, she saw him taken up. But then there happened what had happened before. He was soothed by a gentle voice. He was stroked and rubbed to his hearts content. Even when those sharp little teeth of his closed on the hand of the boy, even though that bite brought a small drop of crimson to the surface of the skin, he went unpunished.

To be sure, when Jerry attempted to follow Jack, mother grizzly decided that one risk was enough at a time, and he was warned cowering back by a terrific snarl. But when Jack was returned to her a moment later, her examination of him was most cursory. At a glance, at a sniff, she knew that all was well with him still.

The work at widening the hole continued, now, and Tommy made the chips of rock fly. But when the afternoon grew late and the spring sun sloped into the far west, he threw down the hammer with a great sigh and rubbed his aching shoulders as he contemplated what still remained to be done. And it meant days and days of this labor - and his hands were already blistered with what he had done!

And yet what a wonderful thing it was, thought Tommy as he started home that evening, that it could lie within the power of his small hands not only to support his own life in the wilderness, but to save the lives of three other creatures? And the sense of labor accomplished and other labor to be done toward the good end filled him with a solid self-respect which was new to him. He felt these things; reason was not yet developed in him to the extent of allowing him to be mentally conscious of them.

Once more he was too tired to keep his eyes open for long after he had eaten his supper, but as his eyes closed in profound slumber a new thought came to him. In the morning he would take all that he needed with him, block the mouth of his big cave with more and heavier rocks, and move to stay by the bear cave until the work of liberation was completed.

That promise to himself he kept when the dawn wakened him. How little he needed, after all! Salt, a little flour, matches, and the rifle, the hammer, and a blanket tied up in the tarpaulin - that was all. As for the other food he required, his fishing line would get it for him, and he could supplement that excellent fare by knocking over one of the stupid mountain grouse now and again.

Few as the articles were, they made a heavy pack for the legs of a twelve- year- old, and he was panting before he reached the bear cave after his breakfast. It seemed that his particular scent was now well known, for there was no thunderous roar to greet him - only a deep, anxious growl. And the little cubs, playing as usual in the clearing among the stones, retreated only to the mouth of the cave and there stood up on their hind legs, as bears do, to observe him, until they were dragged inside by the paw of bruin.

But even this anxiety left her later on. She permitted Jack to steal out, during one of Tommys resting periods, while he sat down, always taking care to be in view of the mother bear so that she could see all that happened. For his great care was to reconcile her to him. As for the cubs, a thousand other persons had tamed young bears, but how often had grown grizzlies been made into safe companions? So much the greater triumph if he eventually should succeed! If a boy of twelve could succeed, surely that would be a proof that kindness is a greater weapon than the rifle. He had heard his father say that, but at the time he had not been able to understand.

So he lay on one elbow near the mouth of the cave while Jack stole cautiously out to him - followed only by an anxious growl or two, as though to warn him that he must be on his good behavior. But Jack observed caution only for a moment. He skirmished around Tommy for a little while, and then he came straight to close quarters for a better investigation. And there followed a wonderful game!

There were so many possibilities! There were pockets filled with strange scents which might be inquired into. There was the strange-smelling leather of the shoes, which might be chewed upon. And if one climbed to the shoulder of this playmate, his head was crowned by a thatch of hair just like the hair of a bear, although not quite so rough, perhaps.

By this time Jerry had played the part of an idle spectator longer than he could endure, and he came out for his share of the fun. Where one had broken the ice already, it was not hard for a second to follow suit. In five minutes Jerry was every whit as familiar as Jack, while mother bruin contented herself with crowding her head out the opening and observing each move.

With that romp ended, the cubs stayed out to continue a play of their own, while Tommy went back to his labors. At noon he went down to the brook and caught more fish, some for himself, but more for the grizzly, since she had devoured the last of those he had brought her the day before. He fed them to her, then brought up water as he had done before and actually ventured a hand inside the cave to scrape the dirt out of the hollow of the rock which served her as a drinking trough.

But bruin merely snorted at him and came to smell the rock after he had done with it. And when the water was brought, she drank long and deep. After that, there were new mysteries into which the cubs were quickly initiated. First of all, when Tommys fire was lighted, they scampered, whining, back to the cave; but, after the flames had died down a bit, they were lured by the delicious odors of the roasting fish and ventured close again. They not only came close, but one at a time they sat up on their haunches and received tiny bits of the fish from the tips of Tommys fingers. And they relished the taste!

Where one thing was good, why might not all be harmless?

Alas, that it could not prove to be so! Poor Jerry selected for his next investigation a little, red hot wood coal and, after a bit of tentative sniffing, picked it up boldly in both forepaws.

There followed a shrill squeal of pain - a roar from mother grizzly - and a slight taint of burnt hair in the air. Tommy turned anxiously to watch bruin. Would she feel that he had harmed her young ones purposely? By no means, apparently. She simply sniffed the burned paws and then promptly turned her head away and calmly ate another fish, as though she intended to convey that those who would not be warned must take the consequences. But that day and the next and the next Jerry went about on his hind legs, or if he wanted to run, he had to put all his weight upon the outside rim of his forepaws.

All those days Tommy was working like a Trojan to widen the mouth of the cave. A week passed, and he was still at it. And now he could no longer catch enough fish to satisfy bruin. In the first place, it was harder to take them in the waters of the creek. In the second place, and primarily, the appetite of bruin had grown beyond all measure. Both food and water she seemed to require in unheard-of quantities. He kept enough of the latter for her in the cave, but of the former he could not bring sufficient. And Tommy worked with all his might to let her out so she might forage for herself.

It was terribly slow work, however. The edge of the rock had given way rapidly enough, but now, as he came to the body of it, every inch added to the gap meant many hours of hammering. There was one great advantage, at least. The blisters had dried away, healed, and now his palms were growing calloused. And new muscles, too, had grown out on his slender young arms, so that the labor of wielding the hammer was far easier. Probably the stalwart arms of his father, swinging a sledge, would have battered away the rock in great chunks and freed the big bear within a short time. But he, with his lesser strength, could only gnaw at the rock-face little by little.

Ten days of labor passed, and now, half a dozen times a day, bruin came to the entrance and strove to squeeze her way out, but the passage was still not big enough. And she would retire and lie down to watch and wait, though sometimes, as the wind brought to her the delightful fragrance of roots and of honey from over the woods, she would raise her big head and growl with deep impatience.

In the meantime, there could be no doubt that even her brute mind understood perfectly the service which human hands were performing for her. There was not a growl when Tommy came near her. She would come close to the entrance to the cave and lie there just out of range of the flying chips and observe his work with keen satisfaction. And he, on his side, did all that he could to push forward their acquaintance. When he came up with fish, now, she would crowd as far out as she could, her little eyes glittering with a ferocious hunger - for the appetite of a bear is the appetite of a pig - and Tommy would feed her the fish he had captured one by one, from his hands. He ventured it first only by holding the fish by the tail and offering the head foremost. But he grew bolder day after day. His childs mind, having seen her do no wrong, could not conceive her repaying his kindness with beast ingratitude.

So, on a day, half closing his eyes, screwing up all the courage he could summon in his shaking body, he held out a small fish on the palm of his hand - and mother bear took it away at a bite without touching the skin of his fingers! She snorted a little. That was all. And then, as he kept the trembling hand extended, she licked the last trace of the fish oil from his palm!

It was almost the greatest event in Tommys life. For a moment he sat back incapable of speech, his heart thundering. But a little doglike whine of eagerness from bruin made him continue with the feeding, and from that time on every morsel she had was taken neatly from his hand.

Then - and all was ventured timidly, slowly - he tried to stroke that battered head while she ate. It was not easily done. At first, when the shadow of the hand extended over her, she winced away with a growl, her upper lip twitching back and disclosing huge fangs that could have shorn through the flesh and bone of his arm at a single snap. But, with twitching ears and quivering snout, she reached out for the fish again and this time allowed his hand to touch her head just between the little, pointed ears!

And that was another great thrill, another great forward step of conquest for Tommy. Before the next day came, she was lying contentedly at the gap to her cave with Tommy Parks seated beside her - seated in fear, to be sure - stroking her great head and rubbing the loose fur, while mother bear seemed to take a profound satisfaction in his touch. But what was her pleasure compared with the wild delight of Tommy?

There he sat with two wild grizzly cubs playing on his knees, and with the huge head of mother bear dropped to the ground beside him. There he sat playing with the cubs, again, while that great head was raised and she sniffed at his back - a chill shot up his spine - at his arms and shoulders - at his neck - and snuffed strongly on his hair!

But that was all. No harm was done. Not once was her paw raised or were her teeth bared. To be sure, he knew that she had not admitted him to her confidence as the little cubs so freely admitted him, but she took him as a friend, an unmistakable ally, but for whose providence she must have starved and died there. And that, for the time being, was enough for Tommy.


CHAPTER VIII

[image: img107.jpg]

WHAT THAT TWO weeks of labor meant for Tommy, no one could have told - he, least of all. But for two mortal weeks he was so enthralled in body and spirit that he hardly had time to think back to the father he had lost, or to the strange and gloomy future. Or, if sorrow for the dead John Parks, or the dread of what was to come, now and then darted through his mind with a pang, the pain was short-lived. Weariness leaves not much room in the spirit for anything but itself and the longing for sleep - and a weary boy he was long before the closing of every day. And if he were not weary, he was in the thick of his work or resting momentarily from it or sitting soberly beside the scarred head of mother bruin or romping wildly with the cubs.

They had grown prodigiously during the two weeks. One could hardly recognize in them the soft little balls of fur which Tommy had first seen. They had grown, indeed, like their mothers appetite, and that was the despair of the boy. They skirted here and there all around the clearing. A thousand things came to their senses - things which remained invisible to Tommy.

Sometimes, he would see them, of one accord, start digging the soft dirt where there was nothing on the surface, and presently they would be snuffing in the dirt like little pigs, and champing at white, soft roots. The strangely sensitive noses had told them that the roots were there, perhaps, and century- old instincts which needed no supplementary instructions told them that the roots, once found, would be good to the taste. Not that they actually ate any quantity of them. Mothers milk was their food, and would be for weeks and weeks to come, but they loved the taste of things, of nearly all things, so it seemed. They would chew grass or bark with avidity and eject it with equal disgust. An end of Tommys coat was a morsel to be tested, at the least, as poor Tommy learned to his despair. They scratched at the bag which held his small and dwindling supply of com meal. And they persisted in coming after him and digging up the grains of corn which Tommy found in a separate bag and bethought himself to plant.

Finally, in despair, he had taken all that remained of that precious seed and carried it back to his own home grounds. There, along the banks of the little rivulet that flowed across his plateau, he planted the corn, with high hopes for what it might bring forth for him in the autumn.

But even his home place was not secure from these ready prowlers. They loved Tommy with a perfect and beautiful love. When he was absent, they wailed for him in unison. And, when he took his daily trips back to the home cave to see that all was well, to replace whatever stones had been scratched from the entrance by some prowler, or to open the cave and examine the condition of his total worldly possessions, the cubs formed the habit of following him some distance down the way.

At first they would turn and scamper back to the mother as soon as the distance made them uncomfortable or the tall woods oppressed them, or, most of all, the sullen commands of bruin herself overawed them. But every day they went a little farther until they reached a point when they were more afraid of going back alone than of going ahead into unexplored country with Tommy. And so it was, to his unspeakable delight, that they one day went with him clear to the home cave.

They began to grow homesick and hungry at once, and they whimpered most of the way back to their mother; but, having followed him once, they could not resist the lure each succeeding day. They returned always to take a severe cuffing and scolding from bruin, but what little bear can remember a beating from one day to the next? Jack and Jerry certainly could not!

Bruin was wildly jealous at first, but her jealousy diminished. If Jack and Jerry depended upon the boy for fun and romping which she could not give them, she depended upon him for the very food which sustained her life, and, though her appetite was even more rapidly outgrowing his ability to supply her with provisions, a small oasis is better than a complete desert.

Moreover, the time of liberation was approaching. Little by little the solid rock had been eaten away by the hammering. Perhaps it was because he had gained strength from practice; perhaps it was because he had studied out little systems of attack; but it seemed to Tommy that the rock began to grow softer and to break away more and more readily until, finally, every stroke gave him a chip.

Yet he still thought that the hole must be far too small when, one morning after he had done a scant hours work, bruin approached the gap and deliberately thrust herself through up to the shoulders. There she stuck, and, when she drew back, growling, Tommy attacked the rock with a freshened hope. He knelt in the entrance itself. He shortened his hold on the hammer, and the rock fell before him in chunks. Some of those fragments landed with cruel force on the, head and body of bruin, but she refused to move back. With a fascinated interest she watched and held up a great paw to shield her face from the flying fragments, just as a man will shelter his eyes against the glare of sunlight.

Tommy laughed at her as he worked, and he worked until his trembling arms could not lift the hammer again. Then he stepped back. He was weak all over from the exertion. His head swam, his legs sagged beneath him; it seemed that surely he could never again attack that stubborn rock. Bruin, in the meantime, stepped to the gap, sniffed at the place where he had recently been hammering, with her head cocked wisely to one side, and then deliberately wedged into the gap.

And at the first effort her shoulders came clear through!

The head of Tommy cleared instantly. He forgot his weakness. Bruin, grunting with satisfaction, lunged forward again, and suddenly she was in the open, her sides scratched and bleeding, to be sure, by the sharp projections of the rock. But what did that matter, compared with the freedom she had gained?

Jack and Jerry, too, seemed to realize how great this moment was. They galloped before her and stood up and cuffed at her face with their little paws. But the grizzly, with a grunt and a growl, turned about and confronted Tommy. All the friendliness which she seemed to have felt for him while she was hopelessly imprisoned now vanished, apparently. Tommy, with a beating heart, stepped forward with extended hand, speaking softly. But she stopped him with a warning snarl, a terrible, indrawn breath, showing those great, yellow fangs as she did so.

The next instant she had wheeled and was ambling swiftly away toward the familiar shadows of the woods. Jack and Jerry scampered in her rear. In another moment she was lost in the undergrowth. The cubs turned and whined at Tommy as though bidding him follow, also; but a deep-throated growl from the front made them turn about and scurry away. In scarcely a minute from the instant of her liberation she was gone, and Tommy stood still and listened to the diminishing crackling of the twigs. He stood still, and the tears trickled slowly down his face; for, after all, he was only twelve, and this desertion was more than he could stand.

The keen, steady heat of the sun burning through the shoulders of his shirt roused him at last. Labor had swollen his hands with blood. Long labor had weakened them. It seemed to Tommy that he had barely the strength to gather up his belongings and make his pack again. And when he had started on the back trail toward his cave, he was so weak that he had to sit down for a rest every two or three hundred yards.

It was a melancholy march, indeed, that trip back to the camp. He felt in a single rush the reflex of the excitement which had been supporting him for the past two weeks. The old sorrow, the old fear which had been lurking in the back of his brain all that time, now stepped out and took possession of him. And again and again the emotion of self-pity came so stingingly upon him that the tears welled up into his eyes.

He fought them away, at last. He forced himself to raise his head and to step on more lightly, for if he gave way completely to the weakness, he felt that it would overwhelm him in a wave of unbearable strength. But how changed everything was! All these days he had been walking gaily back and forth along this trail. He had come to know each runlet that crossed the way, each clearing, each denser growth of trees. All had become familiar and kind to him by constant seeing, but now the familiarity was gone. The trees wore altered faces. The wind swept through the treetops with an ominous strength.

A chilling thought possessed him. He had been so confident that his blazed trails would soon lead a trapper or traveler to him, and full two weeks had passed without a sign of a deliverer. Might not the entire summer and autumn pass in just that manner? And, in such case, what would he do when the bleak winter dropped upon this country, when the snow fell many feet in depth, and when the cruel northers howled around the peaks and cuffed the forest until it groaned? How strongly that wind blew, he could see evidenced on every hand. Yonder was a tree with a broken top. And here was a mighty pine knocked over simply because it had stood by itself in an exposed place. How dark and cold and cheerless the cave would be through that long, winter season!

The heart of Tommy was failing him completely, and, as always when he was sad, the picture of his dead father grew up in his mind as vividly as if John Parks were walking just behind him - as if at any moment he would hear the familiar voice, feel the hand dropped upon his shoulder.

And he built strange fancies, kind and cruel at once. He imagined John Parks returning, weak and pale, with a tale of how he had been carried down the current, battered and torn by the sharp rocks, but how he had managed to reach the bank; how he had lain delirious and sick for days; how he had managed to kill a grouse, perhaps, and so obtain food. And so, at last, he was come back to Tommy. All the horror was simply a great, gloomy adventure.

Such thoughts came to Tommy as he walked home this day. And before he reached the clearing there was established in his mind an undying hope that once again, before the end, he would find John Parks.

The minds of children move strangely. Delicate, small things which quite escape the attention of their elders, to them are all in all. A tree in the dark of night may seem to them ominous as the villain of the play; a smile may shock them through and through with happiness; and a frown may lock up a lasting sorrow in their hearts. However cruelly casual they may be themselves, they are keenly aware of all the moods of others. And to poor Tommy, lost in that wilderness, every mountain head that reared above the Turnbull valley was as dreadful as a threatening man about to descend upon him, or holding a threat of perpetual danger above his head. So he took this weird hope for the return of his father into his inmost soul, and it cheered him wonderfully. It was like the flame of a match cherished painfully in a wind - the last match of a store, lighted precariously. So it was that he kept that thought of his father apart in a quiet place of his mind, to be turned to in moments of dread and sorrow.

All was well in the clearing. Other prowling beasts of prey had been there, to be sure, drawn by the odor of the strong bacon, perhaps, or lured by the man smell where there was no man. The rocks at the entrance to the cave had been partially scratched away. But no harm was done.

Tommy removed the stones and found all well inside the cave. And that night he had not the courage to go abroad foraging for food. He let the very squirrels chatter unheeded in the trees above his head. He ate bacon and fried corn meal and went to bed hopelessly, wearily. And his last thought before he closed his eyes was of Jack and Jerry. What merry, merry companions they would have been for him! But now they were gone forever from him into the wilderness, and when he encountered them next they would not remember him. All that he had done for them had been thrown away!


CHAPTER IX
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THERE WERE DREADFUL times ahead for poor Tommy, but, of all that was to come, nothing so stayed with him, nothing was so burned into his consciousness, as the fortnight which followed. Yet it should have been an easy time, for the spring was softening toward summer. All the forest stirred with life. And within a hundred yards of his home cave there lay an ample hunting ground for Tommy. He had no need to range abroad in search of game. It came up to his doorstep, so to speak, and invited the hand which destroyed it. Yet he grew thin and anxious. For one thing, an almost straight diet of meat is not good for a child, and though long walks through the forest hardened him, and the labor of cutting down trees and chopping, them into firewood seasoned his lithe, young muscles; still, as he grew harder he grew thinner. And worry was the poison in his life, the worry of loneliness.

A boy overflows with talk. He is full of questions as a pine tree is full of needles. But all this chatter of light-hearted words and inquiry was dammed and stopped up in Tommy Parks. And he began to develop a deep wrinkle in the very center of his forehead, a wrinkle which should not have come there for another twenty years.

Every day was a long agony of waiting - for what, he could not tell. But something must happen, something must flow into the sterile current of this life. That expectation took the form of hearing his father in every echo, his breath in the whisper of the wind among the trees, his footfall in the crackling of every twig, and sometimes Tommy would draw himself up with his small fists gripped, so keen was the suspense.

And sometimes, too, he felt his brain whirl, his eyes grow misty, as the strain began to tell upon him. Every day was an eternity. It made no difference what he attempted to do. Thought came between him and the labor of his hands.

There is always a saving grace of some kind. For Tommy, it came in the form of the sprouting of the corn which he had planted. In the rich soil of the sunshiny bank of the stream which trickled across his little tableland, the seed germinated quickly, and then the pale green shoots came feebly above the surface of the ground. Once up to the light, they flourished amazingly. A dozen times a day, Tommy went out to watch them growing, and when he sat at the mouth of his cave, listening and waiting for the men who must some day come to find him and save him, the play of the sun glistening upon the waving young stalks was a perpetual delight to him.

And every young plant took on a different character in his eyes. There were some that prospered more than others, of course. There was one which was the dwarf, the weakling. And Tommy felt a keen affinity for it. Finally, he discovered that it was being crowded by a small rock on either side, and, when these were removed, it began to prosper like the others - or even more so. There seemed to be a greater energy in it, born of repression. It shot up noticeably every hour, so to speak. And Tommy was delighted by it. Though he kept the ground loose around all the others, that particular stalk he tended with an extra precision.

It was at the end of that miserable fortnight of silence and dying hope, just after he had lain down in his blankets at the mouth of the cave, that a new adventure came. He had closed his eyes and turned on his side toward the cave when he heard a light, crunching sound on the gravel of the small plateau. That little sound was enough to bring Tommy into a sitting posture, fevered with hope. And as he jerked upright, a great growl turned his blood to ice.

Six feet from him, a great grizzly reared up with dreadful arms raised, ready to strike. Through the twilight, and looking up, it seemed to Tommy that the monster was as tall as the trees. And he could not stir. Then, from behind the big bear, two little cubs came running to him, tumbled upon him, rolled him over, licked his face, bit at his hair, with a babel of noise and a flurry of many motions.

Tommy got staggeringly to his knees, with a wriggling cub under either arm, and he saw that the great bear that had loomed so ominously above him the moment before, had now dropped upon all fours and was digging busily for an unexpected root near the entrance to the cave. The family had come back to him!

Tears of joy started into the eyes of Tommy. He rolled the cubs gaily in the dirt. He boxed them on the ears and was soundly cuffed in turn. For a wild half hour they played. Then Tommy built up a great fire to celebrate the occasion, and the two little bears came close - staying near his side, since he was the fire master - and sat back on their haunches like two, bright-eyed little boys, to watch every dart of flame, every leap of the fire.

They had been taught many of the mysteries of the wilderness in that last fortnight, but nothing their mother could show them rivaled the miracle of that living thing which had no life, that fluttering and whispering thing which blossomed out of harmless wood and had a sting which would rankle for hours in the tortured flesh.

It was not fascinating to the cubs alone, but to the mother bear as well. She, too, came close. She, too, decided that safety lay in being as close to Tommy as possible. She, too, reared back on her haunches and sat up and grunted with satisfaction and unending surprise as the fire warmed her.

That stomach had been hugely rounded since Tommy last saw her. How many grubs, what quantities of white roots, what millions of ants and bugs, what rabbits, what stalked birds, what hordes of honey, had poured down that insatiable gullet since she started out on her hunting expedition, Tommy could only vaguely surmise. But in the short two weeks she had put herself in excellent condition. The scars of the battering to which she had subjected herself in her efforts to get out of the cave were almost all concealed by the fur, though here and there was a place naked of hair.

What she had become since she went back to the wilderness, Tommy could not guess, but now, when he stretched out his hand, she jerked her head quickly around to him, to be sure, but she made no indication of suspicion. She even grunted with loud pleasure when he rubbed her behind the ears.

And even the joy of a fire to watch could not take all of the attention of the cubs away from Tommy. Now and again they would steal bright little glances at him, or flick a paw toward him, as though to make sure that he was not gone.

A strange, strange picture, the four who sat there around the fire, bathed in the light, with the great, circling darkness behind them! But before long the strange odors wafted from the interior of the cave to the sensitive noses of the bears drew them in for a tour of inspection. Tommy took the last, lean remnant of his bacon and the flour and placed it on a high ledge at the side of the cave to which even the agility of the cubs could not attain. And, though mother bruin reared up and stretched as high as possible toward the fascinating fragrance, she soon abandoned the hopeless effort and went around examining whatever she could find. All was thoroughly probed by three acute noses, each of which was strongly attached to the memory of a separate bear, and, when this was done, the bears were sleepy and curled up within the radius of the firelight.

But Tommy was so happy that he could not sleep. If he drowsed now and again, he was quickly awake. Every time he wakened, he had to step over and see how the three reposed. And, each time he came near, the watchful mother opened one eye and grunted recognition of him. And every time he looked at them, they reminded him more and more of dogs - wiser than any dogs that ever lived, and a thousand times more powerful, of course - but still, very doglike in their ways. And every time he looked at them, the more Tommy realized that life with these companions would be possible.

He fell into a sound sleep just before dawn, and he was wakened, finally, by Jack and Jerry tumbling upon him at the same instant. It was a bright morning, with the pink hardly gone from the horizon, and all the snow-topped mountains more beautiful than Tommy had words to describe.

He made a quick tour of the dozen bird traps which he kept scattered at favorable places near the home cave, and he came back with half that many prizes. Five of them went to Mrs. Grizzly; one was enough for him. And, while he cooked and ate his own portion, he was consumed with laughter, watching the mother eat while the cubs played with the flying feathers.

Yet she had finished her five long before he had consumed his one. She sat by and licked her chops enviously while he ended his meal, but, to the surprise and wonder of Tommy, she made no effort to take the meat from him by force. And, indeed, he had noted before that she respected him always, as though she had been duly impressed by the strength which had worn away the imprisoning rock and loosed her.

After breakfast, she showed signs of uneasiness and a desire to make off, and Tommy noted them with a failing heart. But at length he decided to wall up the mouth of his cave and, when she left, go on a trail with her. That, in short, was exactly what he did. Hurriedly, he tumbled the stones into place, while Jack and Jerry scurried to and fro, sniffing every stone as he stirred it, and making absurd efforts to imitate him. Jerry, in fact, managed to pick up a stone between his forepaws and waddled gravely along with it and dropped it in place, and Tommy laughed until his sides ached at the sight.

Mother bruin, before he ended, was on the farther side of the clearing, calling to her youngsters impatiently. So the whole party started out to explore, going straight up the hillside. They set a pace for the first mile which Tommy found hard to follow, but at the end of that time the mother slowed her steps. She went slowly, slowly, her nose on the very ground, and Tommy thought that she must be getting the beginning of an important scent. But, when he ran up to her, he found that she was following a thick stream of ants and licking them up carefully as she went.


CHAPTER X

[image: img107.jpg]

THE SIGHT OF such a diet gave Tommy a qualm of the stomach, but mother bruin seemed to relish that food immensely. Jack and Jerry, incurable imitators, hurried to join in the fun. Here and there they went, sticking their noses into the train of ants, licking them up, and then ejecting them, to the huge amusement of Tommy, until finally the big bear decided that they were in her way and promptly cuffed them aside.

As always, they pretended that the cuff and tumble had been exactly a part of their plans. Just where they fell, they arose, without a whimper, and began to dig eagerly for imaginary roots. Then both stopped at the same instant and looked keenly at Tommy as though to ask whether or not he had understood. And, though he understood perfectly, he swallowed his mirth - just as he would have done had they been boys of his own age and as keen witted as he.

The old mother, in the meantime, had come to the end of the ant trail, which terminated in a great hill of newly-turned dirt covered with ants.

Here she sat down on her haunches. It seemed to Tommy as though she were embarrassed by the riches which were presented to her. But not Madame Grizzly! Presently, with a rake of her claws, she opened the hill to its center. Behold the black swarm of the ants! Those which adhered to the bottom of her paw, she promptly licked off. Then the wet paw was laid in the midst of the hill again until the active ants swarmed thick on it again - when it was raised and cleansed with a few swipes of the long, red tongue. And so the game went on until the ants ceased to swarm - hundreds, thousands had been demolished by every stroke of that great tongue. Tommy felt that he had just witnessed the destruction of a great nation!

Now she rose and went on through the bushes, but presently she stopped and veered sharply to the left. It was an old, rotten log which attracted her attention. A tug with a forepaw turned over a weight which a grown man could not have budged. And madame was instantly busy, to the horror of Tommy, in eating the fat, white grubs which were exposed!

Truly, this was a varied diet! And who would have expected such a monster to pay attention to such small details of her table? But on she went, inveterate scavenger, and presently picked up and gobbled at a mouthful a dead bird - then on again, following the guidance of that matchless nose.

Tommy felt that he was being truly initiated in the ways of the wild.

They dipped into a hollow, in the center of which a streamlet had created a small bog, and here madame diverged from her course for the sake of wallowing in the soft, cooling mud. She came out again, shook herself with a vigor that sent the mud flying in all directions, then started up the farther slope, pausing here and there to rip her way down to roots and devour them, then swaying on with her clumsy stride, which covered such an amazing amount of ground.

The strange thing was that the cubs could keep pace, but it seemed to require no particular effort of them, whereas Tommy was completely winded before the first hour had ended! Something must be done. A roll in the grass had cleaned the mud from bruins back, and that suggested an expedient to Tommy.

He approached her, when she was starting on after a slight pause during which she had ripped a rotten log to pieces and hunted for grubs inside it, to small purpose. When he dropped a hand on her back, she stopped short and swung her great head around. And when, cautiously, he slipped onto her back she shrugged her shoulders and shook the loose skin so violently that he was promptly knocked sprawling on the farther side.

He got up a little bewildered and found her turned about sniffing him curiously. Once more he tried the experiment, and this time she allowed him to sit astride her without objection. And, so strangely mounted, up the slope they went together, swinging on at a gait that covered the ground with an amazing rapidity.

And the heart swelled in Tommy. Surely he was the first who had ever been able to mount so strange a charger! To be sure, once or twice she paused and swung her head back at him with a growl of annoyance, but on the whole that burden was too small to impede her, and finally she went on contentedly. When she paused to dig for roots, or when she scented a woodchuck and began to claw through the dirt to rout the little fellow out of his hole, Tommy slipped down her back and stood aside to watch. But, when she climbed on again up a slope, he resumed his place on her back. And there was no objection.

For one thing, food was coming the way of bruin thick and fast that morning. New scents, mingled scents of food trails, were crowding upon her. Besides, there was deeply engraved in her mind the memory that he had fed her when she was helpless. Freedom and food, the two main essentials of existence, had come to her from his hand, and even the brute intelligence of the bear could not forget.

That was the first of a hundred expeditions with bruin. And during the hundred days Tommy felt that the bear must have covered easily thirty miles a day, in spite of all her pauses. She was a tireless traveler, rarely breaking out of her ordinary, scuffling walk, but swinging on at an astonishing rate, even in that walk. And unending hunger urged her to continue that journey so long as she remained unwearied. And weariness seemed to be no part of her make-up. Tommy saw her once work a whole hour digging out a woodchuck on a mountainside, tearing out the loose stones and standing up and piling the stones with her paws as deftly as a man could have done - stones which, a man could not have budged! So, tearing out the stones and piling them, digging out the dirt with her powerful claws, she worked down until she had moved a carload of heavy material - and the reward of all that tremendous labor was a single little woodchuck wriggling out of the dirt - a single mouthful for the big bear.

But it was food, and every mouthful of food was worth working for. Tommy learned something from that - something to stir his gratitude. Wise and patient forager though she was, it took a days work to supply her with provisions, but he, at a stroke, could supply himself with a meal. There was one serious impediment. He could not carry a gun with him when he went trailing with bruin. If he carried the revolver, she would permit him to attend, but he could not ride her up the hills. The scent of the detested steel would make her rear up, growling terrific threats, if he attempted to come too near. So he left the gun behind him. All he carried was matches. And, during the day, it was usually possible to rescue part of a rabbit from the grizzly after she had surprised one. It sometimes angered her, to be sure, but Tommy learned to pick his time, and, if it were after she had been foraging long and successfully, she did not seriously object if he purloined so small a part of her spoils.

He took the fishing line with him, also. In fact, that provided some of the choice fun for Tommy, for, when they came to a promising stream, or to a deep, silent little pool, Madame Grizzly sat back on her haunches so far from the edge of the water that her shadow would not fall upon it. Then she would call her cubs to her with ominous growls. Sometimes, she would gather them to her side with her strong forelegs, strangely like a human mother would use her arms, and, when all was reduced to silence, she would turn with an eye of expectation to Tommy. And at once he became the hero of the hour.

He would choose his place, attach the line to a small, light rod which he usually carried with him, and drop it into the pool and await results. And with what keen anticipation they all watched! Yet, when the fish came shining out of the water, there was no stir on the part of madame, and, if the cubs dared to move, she brought them back with a bruising blow of her great forepaws. So she waited until a fish was thrown to her; though, as a matter of fact, Tommy never had the heart to keep the first fish away from her. But she would sit there and gobble a dozen at a time, as fast as he could throw them to her. Great hunter though she was, she had no skill to match against this human cunning! It was small wonder that she now and then allowed this ample provider to take part in her own kills.

In fact, their partnership was perfect. There was only one thing to spoil it, and that was that madame was prone to sleep during the middle of the day, and to hunt morning, evening, and in the night. But even to these habits Tommy accustomed himself. After all, cubs need sleep, and, by sleeping when they did, he secured rest enough. He learned to drop flat on his back in the shade of a tree, throw out both arms, and fall instantly asleep. And, five minutes later, he could wake up at the first, silent rising of madame and go with her over some arduous trail, running beside her over the level or down hill, and riding on her back when she climbed a slope.

He learned many things during that hundred days. In the first place, he discovered the limits of madames domain. He had always supposed that a grizzly wandered where she would up and down the mountains, but in this case he learned that madame had boundaries which she never crossed. The eastern limit was the timber line of those bald mountains over which Tommy had climbed. The northern boundary lay beyond several ranges some thirty miles from the Turnbull River. The Turnbull itself was the south line, and the western extremity of her province was about fifty miles from the timber line of the bald mountains down the valley of the Turnbull. That magnificent region she covered in a surprisingly short space of time. To be sure, it consisted of some fifteen hundred square miles of travel every day, and soon Tommy had seen her cross and recross every bit of her province.

He himself learned the territory as though a map of it were printed in his mind. He knew every pond, every stream, every mountain and hill. He knew the big trees, the aspen groves, the thickening hedges of lodgepole pines where they climbed the upper ridges, the open places fit for a roll and a romp with the cubs.

And the cubs, meantime, were waxing big and strong. When they stood up on their hind legs now and boxed with him, he was soundly beaten. With doubled fists, with keen eyes, with dancing feet, he would circle around them, dealing blows as swift and hard as he could, and they, for a time, would miss, or pretend to miss him, but, when they decided the play had gone far enough, one lightning and inescapable flick of a forearm would stretch him on his back with a bruised chest.

It was rough play, but the whole life Tommy was leading was rough, and he had grown hard as nails. A grown man could never have adapted himself to such living, but Tommy was just past his twelfth birthday, now, and at twelve mind and body are almost as fluid as water and will take any sort of shaping. So long as Tommy was happy, he could stand anything.

And he was happy, riotously happy! He was beginning to give up hope of being rescued by a traveler this summer or autumn - but the rescue could be put off until the winter and the height of the trapping season, he told himself. Even if someone came, they would hardly have found him at the cave, for he was away from it sometimes a week at a stretch. Besides, what mattered the future? Tommy was twelve!

The autumn came, drowsy with mists, and then chill of nights. His precious corn had grown up, and the ears had turned into maturity and been plucked and laid away in the cave for future use, laid high on a shelf of rock, while Tommy vowed solemnly that no hunger should reduce him to the necessity of eating them, for he knew that, if he stayed in the valley another year, that corn meant bread to him.

Autumn passed, then, and in early December the day came when Madame Grizzly began to lose her appetite. Tommy was prodigiously worried, but both mother and cubs seemed to be interested in nothing but sleep. And every day was worse than the preceding ones. They were irritable, also, and did not wish to be bothered by his attentions, and finally madame began to dig a cave. Tommy knew that she was preparing for the winters sleep.

She selected a spot among the northern mountains, a hillside that faced the south. There, under a thick matting of roots, she made her excavation. She dragged in a quantity of long, dried grass and shrubs. She assembled more brush at hand, and on a day she retired into it, followed by the cubs, and choked the entrance by drawing in brush after her. Tommy found himself once more left alone

.


CHAPTER XI

[image: img107.jpg]

IT WOULD BE late in March or early April before she came out again, he knew. In the meantime, the long white winter had begun in those upper mountains, and Tommy must prepare for a life in the snow.

Yet his heart did not completely fail him. He knew the country in which he was living, he told himself, and he would manage excellently. For one thing, he had laid in a store of nuts during the late autumn. They would help him through the lowest periods of the starving winter. For the rest, he still had ammunition, and it would go hard if he could not keep himself in food. If he could have foreseen what was coming, he would probably have lain down and resigned all hope at once. But providence spares us too much foresight.

His clothes were in tatters, but, as the cold increased, he began to wrap a blanket around him when he went out to hunt. And inside the cave he managed very well. He noticed on the roof of the cave a small section where roots grew down and it made him guess shrewdly that there was a considerable gap in the rock at that point. So he climbed on top with the shovel and dug down through the dirt until, to his delight, his shovel struck through into empty air. When he had finished his digging, he had uncovered a hole of ragged outline, two feet across, in the center of his roof. And that was his chimney. To be sure, a fire of wet wood or green wood would fill the cave insufferably with smoke, but on the whole the draft worked very well. Usually, he had a brisk, bright blaze which kept the cave comfortable, while a thick blanketing of smoke gathered in the top of the cave and slowly poured out through the opening.

So furnished, he could defy the cold, and when the wind stood in the south he needed only to block the entrance to the cave with stones. Of course, there were vast, empty stretches when he was neither eating nor sleeping nor hunting nor cooking. But those periods he filled quite comfortably with reading the only two books which John Parks had put in his pack. Two books make up a small library, and these two could hardly have been better chosen for Tommy. There was a Bible, and there was a copy of Malory, both sadly battered by the packing, but both still readable. And to Tommy they were inexhaustible treasures. Malory he knew before in fragments. Now he devoured it whole. As for the Bible, he had felt it to be a great and dreary book fit for old women and Sunday, but, when the conversation-hunger drove him, he opened it perforce - and was suddenly lost in talks of old wars, wild vengeances, strange prophecies, inspired men. There was much of it which he could not follow easily, but he found long passages which were solid entertainment, and many and many a long hour he spent tracing out the words, one by one, with the motion of a grimy little forefinger.

And grimy Tommy certainly was. Suppose a close look is made at him on the day of his tragedy, that fatal accident which nearly snuffed out poor Tommys life. Hunger wakes him. He sits up in the dun twilight of the winter and the cave combined. He lights a fire, groaning and shivering at the cold. The rising tongue of yellow flame shows first a ragged mop of long hair, partly standing on end and partly falling down across ears and neck. He is huddled in a blanket which for the moment covers his body. The firelight gleams on a berry-brown face, thin, with the cheeks, which should be rounded by childhood, as flat and straight as the cheeks of a grown man. His eyes, sunken under frowning brows, glitter with the firelight; keen, blue eyes as restless as the eyes of Madame Grizzly herself.

Now hunger rouses him. He stands up and goes to the nearest shelf of rock and takes from it two frozen fish, for yesterday he had broken the ice of a pool and had caught several prizes. But suddenly the thought of fish makes his stomach and throat close tight in revolt. He throws them back on the shelf. He steps into a pair of huge shoes - an extra pair of John Parks shoes, for his own were worn out that summer. He winds the blanket around him as deftly as an Indian chief. He goes to the entrance of the cave, rolls a stone back, and steps out onto the crackling, hard, frozen surface of the snow.

There he stands, breathing deeply of the fresher air, the color leaping up into his cheeks. He is a tall boy for his age, big boned, with the promise of great bulk when he is matured - if he may live to maturity! But nine months of solitary life, solitary work and play in the wilderness, have hardened him like leather. The muscles of those lean, long arms have surprising strength.

He looks about him upon a white world. All the mountains, which step away north and east and south, are sheeted like ghosts. The plateau is thick with snow, which has blown here and there into mounds and drifts. And the level branches of the evergreens are pressed down by thick layers of the heavy snow. A keen wind is blowing. It takes edges of the blanket and tugs them straight out. It pries through the loose folds of the cloth and sends its icy teeth through and through the slender body of the boy. But Tommy only shrugs his shoulders and steps out.

Yonder he enters the forest. Here the walking is better, for he does not have to wade up to his knees through the snow. He needs to pick a course where the trees have sifted the snow to the side, and where the ground is covered with only a thin layer. But, even so, now and again he steps into a little hollow up to the waist. In half an hour he is wet and freezing cold. But still he shrugs his shoulders and sets his teeth. If he lives to a happier day and a greater strength, the world will have to pay him a heavy toll for all this pain!

Now he stops short. His keen eyes have seen three little humps of snow and ice thrust up on a branch halfway to the top of a tall tree. He stands watching them intently, making sure. These are three young partridges, he is sure. They have roosted yonder in the early winter. Snow has covered them in a night. The warmth of their bodies has melted the nearest snow, so that it touches them in no place, and the heavy frost has frozen the outer layer of the snow to an iron- hard consistency. And so their winter house is made!

While he stands there, moveless, his eye catches on something white as the very snow, and moving like an arrow across its surface. It is a weasel, that fierce little wolf which preys on all small life. It darts past almost across his feet, so intent is the terrible killer on the blood trail across the surface of the pure snow. Instantly, he is gone. Tommy looks after him with an involuntary shudder. Then he is into the branches of the tree. No matter that those branches are slippery with ice, no matter that the deft feet of Tommy are burdened with those great, oversized shoes; he is climbing to make a kill, and he will not slip.

Up he goes. He lies out on the branch, twining his legs around it. He crumbles the first ice house. Yes, he was right! He wrings the neck of the poor bird and drops it to the ground, and so with the next, so with the third. But the third is smaller. He will carry it down with him. So he thrusts back a fold of the blanket and stuffs it into his coat pocket.

Suddenly, he thrills with fear. In that pocket are the matches, and they must not be moistened by this wet body.

He jerks out the bird again, and behold! Down through the air flutters a whole drift of matches which have adhered to its damp feathers! The sharp wind catches them. They blow away in a cloud and disappear among the branches of the next tree.

Poor Tommy! His heart stopped when he saw that dreadful mischance. He dropped the partridge unheeded. He thrust his hand into the pocket - not a match was left!

For the moment, he lay there, half stunned by his fortune. And all he can see now is how small was that fire which he started to build before he left the cave. Down the tree he drops like a veritable monkey from branch to branch.

He falls from the last one upon his face in the snow. But that is no matter. Neither do the precious birds matter to Tommy. Off he started, racing through the snow. If only the fire will last until he reaches the cave!

But he has come much farther than he dreamed. It seems that he would never be able to cover the distance between. And at last, with burning lungs, with blinded eyes, with the blood pounding in his head, he rushes into the mouth of the cave and finds that the floor is black as night! Not one spark of the fire has lived!

Above it he stands, sick and stunned. There are the small branches lying in a little circle, with their center portions burned away, until they were out of touch with one another, and so the flame died in the cold air.

Tommy sinks down upon the sandy floor and presses his hands over his face. This, then, is the sentence of death! On raw meat he might live a little time, but without fire he must surely perish.


CHAPTER XII
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THE MISERABLE DAYS dragged on, and he still lived. He managed, by heaping all the blankets and the tarpaulin upon him, to keep warm enough in the cave so long as he was lying down, but when he moved the cold ate into him venomously. If he had had the proper food, he could have endured well enough, but raw meat was more than his stomach could stand unless he were exercising vigorously, and in that bleak weather he dared not expose himself for long at a stretch. Gradually, his strength diminished. A great drowsiness began to grow in him. It spread through his body first - an aching fever, a false warmth, broken with fierce spells of shivering and utter cold. And then it reached his brain, so that he wanted to do nothing but lie still all the day in the heap of warmth- giving stuff which he had piled up.

But, even in his drowsy times, there was an anguish of hunger, a craving for food which he could not have. He found himself wasting with a terrible rapidity. His body grew emaciated. His cheeks sunk. His hands, when he raised them, were wasted to such a point that he hardly recognized them. Yet, every day, in spite of that diminishing strength, he forced himself to get up and go into the great outdoors to see if he could sight some animal, some beast of prey, which he might kill with a rifle bullet to clothe himself in the pelt.

Once he sighted a great timber wolf, but his shaking hands could not hold the weapon firm, and the bullet flew wide while the wolf trotted out of sight with the slowness of contempt for this puny hunter. He failed, thus, on the only occasion when he sighted a pelt worth having. And now the time came when he went out more and more seldom. And finally, for three successive days he did not leave the cave.

It was only a sudden reflex of will that drove him out at length. He wakened one afternoon from a stupor. He hardly felt hunger now. A haze hung before his eyes. The same haze hung over his mind. But there was a sudden parting of the veil as he saw his hand raised before him, a mere, withered claw rather than a hand!

The horror brought him erect. There he stood, shuddering in the cold, and realizing that when he lay down again it would be to fall into a sleep from which there was no waking. And fear drove him on more strongly than dread of the cold could keep him back. Presently, swathed in blankets, he staggered weakly out of the cave. A side draft of the wind caught him and knocked him flat. He rose again and went on blindly through the forest, the rifle dragging down in his hands as though it were of a tons weight. He knew that even if he saw a fur worth having he could not shoot the wearer, and yet on he went, driven simply by a horror of the cave and the death to which he would be returning if he went back to it.

He found himself stumbling across a raw, bare patch of earth from which a recent landslide had torn the trees and shrubs. And, tripping on a loose stone, he fell headlong for the tenth time. He was stunned by the fall. When he roused again, he found that he was half frozen, so frozen that when he leaned and picked up the gun the weapon fell from his numbed fingers and, striking a rock, knocked out a bright spark.

Tommy stared with vague agony down at the stone. In the very rock there seemed to be fire. He alone in all creation was without warmth. He was still half dazed, half stupid, but that spark had fascinated him. Regardless of the harm that might be done the barrel, he dropped the rifle again, and again the spark jumped from the piece of flat, black stone.

Suddenly, he picked it up with a wild hope growing in him. Sparks will light fire. This must be a flint. What had the Indians used for centuries before him? With the stone hugged to his breast, with the rifle trailing behind him, he made on toward the cave as fast as his weak knees would support his strides.

So, muddy from his falls, with a ringing as of bells in his ears, he entered the cave and looked about him for tinder. He found something excellent for his purpose - a pile of dried bark which he had used to start his fires while the matches lasted. Some of this he shredded to a bundle of small fibers, so brittle that they threatened to crumble to a powder. He gathered larger wood near by, and then he took the revolver, as a handier bit of steel, and, the flint dropped at an angle, he began to knock a shower of sparks upon the tinder.

They fell all over the bark. A faint smoke arose, but when he ceased striking the flint the smoke died out. He worked until his weak arms ached. Then, as despair was coming over him, there was a new thought. He hammered again with all his might and main, tossed aside the battered gun as soon as he saw a small spot glowing on the bark, and began to fan this with his breath.

He blew till his lungs threatened to burst, till his head grew dizzy, and behold, the smoldering spot of dark grew in width, ate into the bark. Hastily, he placed more shreds of the crumpled bark upon the spot. Again he blew. And now a thin column of smoke rose. To Tommy it was the most blissful sight he had ever seen. Literally, it meant life!

Again he blew with all his might. The smoldering increased, grew audible. There was a faint sparkling, the smoke cloud increased tenfold. He began to fan the heap with a part of the blanket. And now the smoldering place became a vivid orange which lighted up his hands at work. Suddenly, a little tongue of flame shot up, quivered, while Tommy hung breathless over it, and then steadied into a swiftly growing blaze. He had made fire! He had made it of steel and stone and wood! And a great wave of gratitude flooded through Tommy. He cast up his arms. Tears streamed down his face.

But he dared not wait. Quickly, he threw on the bits of wood. The smoke rose again as the fire worked. Then a new and stronger flame burst out. And, like a madman, he threw on more and more wood. A roaring blaze shook up toward the top of the cave. A soaring flame licked against the roof itself. And Tommy sat down with his blanket thrown away, unneeded, his arms put out to the heavensent heat!

A month later, on a day, there blew up a warm wind. It was a true Chinook. It melted the snows in the lower valleys as though a fire had been built upon them. In a fortnight Tommy had dry footing for his hunting trips.

He came out from the winter prison hollow cheeked, still weak in body from the great ordeal, but full of pride, full of invincible confidence in his strength to face any ordeals before him.


CHAPTER XIII
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HE MADE HIS first trip to the cave of Madame Grizzly. The entrance was still blocked with brush. He exerted no effort to rouse them. He was wise enough to understand that there is no safety in interfering with mother nature when she is at her work.

So he went back down the slopes, finding every trail crossed with rivulets fed from snows that were melting under the trees. It was on this trip that he made his first kill of big game. Something stirred in a thicket before him. He jerked out the revolver and stood eagerly waiting, and in a moment a little, brown-bodied deer stepped into view, and Tommy fired.

He almost regretted what he had done as he stood over the beautiful little body a moment later, but life in the wilderness is a grim thing. It is kill or be killed, and Tommy had lived here long enough to understand it.

Many times he had seen his father cut up deer. And now he set busily to work getting off the hide. There was many a slip of the knife, many a slit in the tender pelt, but eventually, after a weary task of tugging and pulling and cutting, the work was done, after a fashion. Then he cut the deer into quarters, hung three parts as high as he could on a shrub, and carried one ham back to the cave.

To roast a quarter in the Dutch oven was a considerable task. Moreover, it was one which he had never performed before except under the strict supervision of his father. And it was dark in the cave before he peered at his cookery and decided that it was done. And what a fragrance greeted his nostrils as he opened the oven! Surely, that was worth waiting for.

He had just sat back to enjoy the meal in prospect, when a human voice, the first he had heard in almost a year, spoke from the entrance.

Hello, son!

He leaped to his feet with a shout of astonishment. And he saw that a big, rough-bearded man had just crawled through the entrance to the cave and had risen to his height - a huge, thick-shouldered man in the later middle of life.

There was one pang of disappointment, of unbearable sorrow, in Tommy as he saw that it was not John Parks come back to him. In that instant, hope of the return died forever in his breast. And, in another breathing space, he was wild with joy because a human being had at last crossed his trail. The long silence was ended. He went to the big man with a rush.

Oh, cried Tommy, how did you come - how did you come? How did you find me?

Here the big fellow stepped back from him, gathered his bushy brows, and peered down at Tommy with little black, bright eyes.

Look here, son, he said, you aint telling me that youre living here alone, are you? Your pa aint here with you?

He said this with an eagerness which Tommy could not understand, and the boy told all his story in ten words. But, the instant he had learned that John Parks was dead, the stranger seemed to lose all interest in the rest of the narrative and the story of Tommys sufferings. He strode forward, lifted the cover, and inhaled the fragrance of the roasted venison.

Well eat now, he said, and well talk things over later on.

And, so saying, his big knife instantly slashed into the vitals of the roast. He began to eat wolfishly, and Tommy, amazed and bewildered by such treatment, stood for a time in the offing. When he approached to take something for himself, the stranger lifted his eyes with a silent glare, and Tommy retreated again. Not until the big man had ended his meal, bolting the meat in great chunks, could Tommy take a portion in what he considered safety.

By this time he was thoroughly frightened, but the black-bearded fellow had reclined against a stone and spread out his legs toward the fire. He began to roll a cigarette.

Make yourself handy, son, he grunted after a time when the cigarette was lighted and he had blown a cloud of smoke upwards. Get some wood on that fire.

Tommy moved as though he had been struck with a whip, half choking on the mouthful he was eating. And, after he had obediently heaped on the wood and the flame was soaring, the fear of the taciturn stranger had increased in him to such an extent that his throat closed and he could not speak. He sat watching and waiting uneasily. And still the stranger did not stir, but seemed to drink up the heat of the fire, while his eyes bored into Tommy.

The boy began to notice the equipment of the big man, now. He was wearing rough clothes which were plastered with mud and torn with a thousand small rents, such as come when one rushes recklessly through dense forest or climbs over rough rocks with many a slip and fall. Also, in spite of the bushy beard of the man and his stalwart frame, Tommy saw that the upper part of his cheeks were sunken and his eyes buried. Plainly, he had made a long and hurried march. He had made it on foot, and he had made it without so much as a blanket. Yet he had chosen to carry a perfect arsenal of guns and ammunition. He was weighed down with a Colt and a heavy cartridge belt crammed full of bullets, and now there rested beside him a repeating rifle of the newest and most expensive model. Tommy could see that it had been scrupulously cared for. There was not so much as a scratch upon the wood of the butt.

From these things he began to make deductions actively. Men did not travel over the mountains hastily in the time of the thaw, equipped with only guns and bullets, unless they were either pursuing or fleeing. And something told Tommy that this was not a case of pursuit. Men who pursue are fearless, and the keen eyes of this fellow rested upon even a boy like Tommy with a world of suspicion and cautious reserve.

Look here, kid, he said suddenly, how long you been here?

Almost a year, said Tommy.

A year! said the other. And nobody aint been near you all that time?

Nobody, said Tommy.

Not a soul, eh?

Not a soul.

The big man drew a great breath, and then, in silence, he stared off into vacancy. Presently, he began to smile. Evidently, what he had learned had pleased him immensely.

And, said Tommy, Id like to know when we start on.

What? said the stranger. When we start on?

I - I thought, said Tommy, that youd take me with you when you went.

The other laughed with a brutal abruptness.

Now, why, said he, are you aching to get back to other folks? Whatll they do for you? Nothing! Look at the way I been treated by everybody! Look at the way everybody has treated me!

He stopped suddenly and eyed Tommy in that keen way he had, until he apparently decided that there was nothing to fear. He shrugged his shoulders. His tongue loosened.

There aint no justice down among men, he said in a voice half gruff and half whining. They dont give a man a chance. Look at me! Is a gent responsible for what he does when hes got some hooch under his belt? No, he aint. No right-thinking man can say that he is. But I wake up with a headache, not knowing what Ive done, and find about a dozen of em chasing me with dogs and guns. No questions asked. They just open fire when they sight me. Well, says I to myself, whats all the fuss about? What have I done? But there aint any use waiting to get my questions answered with a slug through the head, so I foot it for the hills and give em the clean slip and have a dang hard trip - and finally I wind up here! And heres where Im going to stay, and heres where youre going to stay! he added fiercely. I aint going to have nobody sneaking out and telling where I am. If youve been here a year without nobody finding you, I guess I can stay here a year the same way. And by that time things will have cleared up a little, and I can go down and look around and see how the land lies. Aint that sense?

He seemed to be speaking to himself more than to Tommy, and the boy kept a discreet silence. Suddenly, the head of the fugitive jerked around, and the keen little brute eyes glared at Tommy.

Come here! he roared.

Tommy came, trembling. The big hand of the stranger shot out and clamped around Tommys wrist. The pressure seemed to be cracking the bones.

Youre going to stay right on here with me, kid! he thundered. Besides, if you can forage for one you can forage for two. So you start in and make me comfortable. And there aint going to be no getting away. If you try to run for it, Ill start out and trail you, and Im the outtrailingist man you ever seen. Id run you down inside a couple of hours, and then Id tear you to bits!

His eyes snapped, and his teeth gleamed behind his beard as he spoke. And Tommys heart turned cold.

Speak out! roared the big man. Tell me how you like me.

Fine! stammered poor Tommy. I - I like you fine.

You lie! cried the big man, and with a sweep of his thick arm he knocked Tommy flat on his back.

The sting of the blow on his cheek worked like a strange madness in Tommy. He had been accustomed to the gentle ways of John Parks. He could not understand a rough voice and a heavy hand. And, unreasoning, he came off the ground like the recoil of a cat and flew at the face of the stranger.

The latter had barely time to erect a guard, and that guard was insufficient. He lurched to his feet while the stinging, small fists were cutting into his face with a rain of blows. Once erect, he pushed Tommy away with a long, extended arm. The wonder left his face. A cruel interest took its place. And he poised his great, right hand.

Im going to lesson you, he said savagely, drawing his breath in with joy at the prospect. Im going to give you one lesson for the sake of manners and showing you whos the boss. Stand off, you imp!

The last word was a grunt of rage as Tommy slipped under the extended arm and struck savagely into the body of the big man. And then the blow fell. It came straight and hard, with the overmastering weight of the strangers shoulder behind it. It struck Tommy on the side of the head and rolled him along the ground.

He lay there stunned with a sting along the side of his face and a warmth which told him that the skin had been broken by that brutal stroke.

Get up! roared the big man. And he kicked Tommy with his heavy boot.

That wild anger leaped into the heart of the boy again. He came off the ground, how, he could not say, and sprang into the face of the stranger.

You little wildcat! gasped out the big man and recoiled, though driven more by astonishment than by his hurts.

That instant of recoil, however, gave another opportunity to Tommy. He leaped to the pile of dried wood which he had heaped along one side of the cave, and a second later the billet cracked heavily along the sconce of the stranger. Again Tommy struck, and again he shouted with a wild satisfaction as he felt the wood bite soft and heavy into flesh. Then the stick was torn from his hand. He leaped away, and he raced for the entrance to the cave, knowing that now nothing could save him but flight. The big man was not cursing, and his silence meant strangely more than oaths.

He was almost at the entrance when something told him to dodge. Down he dropped in a heap. And barely in time. The scooping arms of the big man swept over him, brushing his clothes. The toes of the strangers boot lodged with sickening force against his ribs. Then the other crashed against the rocks with a shout of pain and rage. But Tommy, rising hastily to his feet again, knew that his finish had come, for now the big man was between him and the mouth of the cave!


CHAPTER XIV
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HE SLIPPED BACK into the very center of the cave where he would have more room. Yet he knew that even there he was playing a losing game. In speed of foot, in endurance, he could not compare with the grown man. Presently, he would be cornered, and the great, bone-breaking hands would fall upon him. After that -

His horrified mind grew blank. But, having picked up another stick of wood, he waited. He might strike and dodge at the same time and so gain another chance to get at the outlet. But that chance was only one in ten. And he glanced longingly up the side of the cave where he had laid away rifle and revolver on a higher shelf. Oh, fool that he had been to put his weapons in a place where they were not instantly accessible!

The stranger seemed to have the same thought. He had risen slowly from the ground, drawing out his revolver as he did so. But a second of thought seemed to reassure him. He pushed the Colt back into its holster. And he began to advance slowly with such a face of fiendish rage that Tommy was paralyzed. No, there would be no dodging now! This cold fury would prove inescapable. He saw a tiny trickle of crimson down the face of the man and into the beard. That red mark would be warrant for his own destruction, beyond a doubt.

Now, gasped out the other, now - well try something!

And he came with his great arms spread out, moving with long, stealthy strides as though he were stealing up on an unwatchful victim. And in that nightmare horror Tommy could not move.

It was then he saw a dark form emerging out of the spot of black night at the mouth of the cave. With Jack and Jerry crowding behind her, in waddled Madame Bruin with as much assurance as though into her own cave. And a shout of joyous welcome, a cry of wildest relief burst from Tommys lips.

That shout made the big man whirl on his heel. One instant he stood petrified with astonishment. Then madame reared up and stood immense on her hind legs, with a roar at this unexpected stranger. Another moment, and she would have taken to her heels. But the big man did not wait. He plunged to the side of the fire and snatched up his rifle and pitched the butt into the hollow of his shoulder. It happened all in a twinkling. The gun spoke, and madame pitched heavily forward and died before she struck the ground.

There was a hoarse shout of exultation from the man. The rifle steadied again, spoke again, and Jack, with a squeal of agony, whirled around, doubled up on the ground with the pain, and then stretched out limp. And there stood Jerry, bewildered, sitting back on his haunches in the most utter amazement and looking to Tommy as though for explanation of this strange catastrophe.

Tommys fear for himself was forgotten. He saw the gun steady. But he sprang at the big man, and the shock of his body made the other shoot wild.

Curse you! cried the murderer, and with a short-arm blow he struck Tommy to the ground. Your turn comes last!

Run, Jerry! shouted Tommy as he lay in the dirt.

But Jerry did not run. His brain was not what it would be a day hence. It was thick and sleepy from the long hibernation. And calamities had rained down so fast upon those around him that his keen mind was stunned. He sat up there still with his head cocked to one side and innocently faced the rifle.

So much Tommy saw with a side glance, and he saw, too, that the big man was steadying the rifle for another shot, steadying it carefully. Thereafter, he would tell how he slew three grizzlies with three shots in as many seconds.

But fear for Jerry raised Tommy. He stood up with a shrill cry. Only with a gun could this destroyer be stopped. And he reached for the butt of the revolver at the big mans thigh just as the other, with an oath, struck him down again. He fell, but his fingers had gripped the weapon and drawn it forth. There he lay with black night swirling around his brain.

Ill brain you! thundered the big man and reached for the weapon which Tommy had stolen.

And Tommy pulled the trigger. He fired blindly. All before him was thick night. And in answer to the bullet a crushing weight fell upon him, and he felt that he had failed. After that the darkness was complete.

When he wakened, Jerry was licking his face.

He sat up with his brain still reeling. There lay the big-bearded man on his face beside him, motionless. And in the entrance to the cave lay madame and Jack, in the same postures of their fall.

That sight was enough to bring Tommy to himself. He stood up and ran to make sure. It was not the human being for whom he felt concern. It was not dread for having taken a human life that stung Tommy. It was overwhelming remorse that the affection which had brought Madame Bruin to him had brought her to her death.

But she was quite dead, and Jack was dead beside her. He took the great, unwieldy head in his lap. Jerry sniffed the cold nose and then looked up with a whine into the face of his young master for explanation. But Tommy could only answer with tears.

Then, in the midst of his grief, he shook his fist toward the inert form of the killer. Here was man at last, man for whose coming he had yearned so bitterly. This was the work of man!


CHAPTER XV
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THE FIRST MINUTE of waiting is always the longest. That first year in the valley of the Turnbull was always the longest to Tommy. It seemed to him that it embraced more than half of his life, for fear and loneliness and weakness and peril had lengthened every day to an infinity. But the time that followed flew on wings. Every minute was crowded. There is no dull moment to the man who tears his living by force of hand and force of cunning out of the wilderness. And when events happen most swiftly, time seems to fly on the strongest wing. To Tom Parks it seemed that there was only one stride through the next few years. So let us step across them in the same manner, with one step, and come to Tom in the spring of his sixteenth year.

A babble of sharp noises wakened him, the daybreak chorus of the forest. And Tom rose from his bed on a bearskin thrown across soft pine branches. He stood up, now grown to his full height of a shade more than six feet, equipped with nearly a hundred and seventy pounds of iron-hard muscle. He looked four years more than his sixteen, except that the down of manhood was only beginning to darken on his upper lip and on his chin. But that crease of pain and thoughtfulness which had been cleft in the center of his forehead had never departed, and there was a resolution, an independence of a grown man in his face.

He stretched his arms, long and powerful, until the last of the sleep fled tingling out at his fingertips. He yawned and exposed a set of white, perfect teeth. Then with a shake of his head he tore off the shirt in which he had lain down to sleep.

It was made of the softest buckskin sewed with sinew - a roughly made garment with mere holes for the head and the arms. His trousers were of the same stuff, ending in a ragged fringe between knee and ankle. He dropped them from him and stood naked in the chill of the morning air - brown as though carved cunningly out of bronze.

Through the cave he sped, into the rosy flush of morning sunlight; then, a flashing form, he was down the slope to where the creek swirled into a deep, long pool. He leaped onto a rock and stood a moment before plunging in. Around him he heard life waking in the woods. He heard birds calling. He heard swift rustlings which were not of the wind among the foliage. Far above him a hawk flew. He marked its flight with interest. No, it was not a hawk. It was a great eagle. A hawk, at that height, would seem far smaller. Yes, it was an eagle; no doubt that old eagle of Bald Mountain. Tom Parks turned his head to watch until the speeding king of the air was shut from view past the treetops. Then he lowered his head and dived.

The water closed behind his feet without noise, with hardly a ripple. And silently he came to the surface again, turned on his face, and swam with long, strong, silent strokes straight ahead. It seemed that he would surely strike the great trunk which shot out from the bank, with its tangle of drowned branches. But, when he was a foot away, up flashed his legs, down went his head. He was under the trunk, then came, all noiseless as ever, to the surface, trod water until he was exposed to the breast, and stood there laughing silently.

But that water was snowfed, ice cold. And even the leather skin and the tough muscles of Toms body could not keep out the chill from vital places. Back he turned for the shore. The long arms slipped through the water. And without a splash he came to shore.

The sun turned him to a figure of gleaming, running quicksilver. But that wind blowing on his wet skin was too cold. He slicked the water from his body with his hands. Then he picked a section of clean grass, lay down, and rolled in it. He came up drier, and dirtier. He brushed off the leaves and what dirt would come. For the rest - what did he care? Dirt meant nothing in the life of Tom Parks. He wrung the water out of his long, sun-faded brown hair and then raced up the slope to the cave.

Still he was not dry enough to dress. Many a day of stiff muscles and an aching body had taught him that it is better to have a dry skin before clothes are put on it. So he stepped to the side of the cave where a huge grizzly lay asleep. Into the side of the monster he thrust his toes and jabbed the ribs under their layer of thick pelt and fat.

Jerry awoke with a grunt, blinked, and then straightway stood up. He had grown into a monster even of his monstrous kind. There was well over a thousand pounds of meat and bone and hide in this giant; there would be even more when the autumn nuts had fattened him.

He put out his arms like a man stretching. But, the instant he did so, Tom Parks was at him. The hard shoulder of the youngster struck the breast of the bear. The long, brown arms wrapped around the furry body. With all his might he strove to topple Jerry. Topple half a tons weight of heaven-taught wrestler?

Jerry merely grunted. With one bone-crushing hug he squeezed the breath out of Toms body. Then came a flick of the forepaw, and Tom Parks was sent staggering to a distance. He gasped, but he came in again with a rush. His flying fists struck home on the solid body - one - two - but again came that inescapable stroke of the paw. It was nicely judged - oh, how delicately managed! A little more, and he could have caved in Toms chest with the stroke, but Jerry was an old hand at this game, and he struck just hard enough to knock Tom flat on his back.

He was up again, like a cat, but that had been enough boxing for one morning. He was in a glow of heat, and the blood was coursing strongly through his arteries. He brushed off the sand, stepped into his buckskin suit, and slipped moccasins onto his feet. He was ready for the day!

Jerry went out to hunt for grubs on the hillside while Tom kindled a fire. Over that fire he fried flat thin cakes of corn meal mixed with water. No meat till night for Tom. He had formed that habit long ago. But when evening came he would eat enough for three.

That quick breakfast done, he went out down the hillside and, with a shrill whistle, brought Jerry after him. Down they went across the plateau where that years crop of corn was burgeoning out above the ground.

Jerry roved in the rear. He was an incurable loiterer. There were thousands of food scents blowing to his nostrils every instant. He had to stop a few minutes here and a few minutes there to demolish a colony of ants or to turn a log and get at grubs or to tear a rotten stump to pieces because of the horde of insect life it harbored. Besides, he could overtake the master at will, for on one of these roving expeditions after amusement Tom loitered through the forest, seeing and hearing and learning out of an inexhaustible book.

When there was an expedition to a distant point on hand, that was quite another matter. Then one sharp, shrill whistle apprised Jerry that there was business on hand, and he forgot his appetite until the point was reached. But what he much preferred was one of these leisurely scouting trips. They might be back by night. They might not return for a week, for he had noted that Tom took with him the fishing line as well as his hunting knife. As for a gun, his store of ammunition had been used up long before! But the line and hook were enough, and, if he wanted additional food, he knew a dozen sorts of bird traps which he could make and bait with good results. As for fire, he carried a piece of flint and the barrel of the demolished old Colt revolver. He could raise a flame when he willed.

Jerry did not sight Tom again until noon, and then he came up to the youth lying prone on a bank of grass and peering around a tree trunk to watch beavers busily at work cutting down trees. It was a new dam near the mouth of one of the Tumbulls tributaries. The water had been backed into a little gorge, and the beavers were just beginning to levy their toll on the forest. A dozen saplings were down and trimmed of branches, and Jerry stretched contentedly beside Tom to watch the work. To be sure, beaver meat was good, very good, and there was always an unfilled corner in that capacious belly of him. But now the little fellows were laboring so close to the edge of their pond that it would be impossible to surprise them. And, next to eating, Jerry loved to satisfy his curiosity.

It was a whole long hour before Tom had gazed his fill. Then he stood up and clapped his hands, and he laughed silently and heartily as the beavers dived for shelter beneath the water. He had learned his noiseless swimming from them, but he could never match their craft in water ways. But here was something worth knowing - this new dam. It was another treasure added to his horde. In the winter he would come down here and get enough fur to clothe him like a prince through the season of the snows.

All the rest of that day Tom headed leisurely westward down the valley of the Turnbull. Jerry followed, though in high discontent, for, by the evening, they had passed the limits of the territory over which Jerrys mother had roamed, and which Jerry and Tom had taken as their natural domain since the death of the wise old grizzly. But, as evening came, a windfall came to Jerry in the shape of a fat buck.

There had been born in Jerry the skill of all grizzlies in slipping silently through a forest, in spite of their bulk. And so it was, gliding through the twilight, that he came suddenly on the rank scent of meat and an instant later - for they had turned directly into the wind - the deer sprang up before him in a thicket. Confusion made the poor creature run into the jaws of destruction. A crushing blow smashed its skull, and both Jerry and Tom dined in state that evening.

With the morning when Jerry was preparing to turn back, hugely uneasy at this venturing into unknown country, Tom persisted in holding straight on down the valley. What moved him to it, he did not know, but in this wandering down the course of the Turnbull there had awakened in him a sudden and fierce disgust with the cave and everything in it, and all the delightful country which he called his own: There was no temptation to go back over the bleak mountains which he had climbed with his father, but a hunger of curiosity grew up in him to see what undiscovered country lay westward.

Already he had come farther west than ever before, and still the pangs of curiosity increased, and he went on. In spite of the careless mode of travel, they had covered a full thirty miles on the first day. On the second, the distance was a great deal more, for Tom pushed on relentlessly from dawn to midday. Then he rested, and both he and Jerry slept. But in the evening they pushed on once more.

So it was that they came to the first settlers cabin. It was almost dark, but far away Tom heard a faint, ringing sound which he presently recognized as the blows of an ax, clipped home with great force into hard wood. The sound ceased before he came close, but it was easy to continue to the place, with Jerry leading the way with an acute nose.

And so they reached the verge of a man-made clearing. There was an acre of naturally cleared land. And there were ten acres more which had been cleared by cutting down the trees. In the exact center was a small log cabin whose open door was flooded with light and shadow flung in waves from an open fireplace. And a guitar was tinkling and thrumming from the interior.

The heart of Tom leaped within him. The wind blowing through the trees above him was suddenly as mournful as a human sigh. And big Jerry, as though smitten with a sudden dread, turned about and looked Tom squarely in the face to read his thoughts. Perhaps it was only because the sensitive nose of Jerry was telling him tales of bacon and ham and a score of other delectables, and he was silently wondering why the master did not proceed to investigate.

But now the music ceased, and a great, rough, bass voice spoke. It made the very hair on Toms head bristle as he recalled that unforgettable voice of the man who had killed Jerrys mother. A man with such a voice could not but be an enemy made terrible by the possession of firearms.

In the gathering night, he turned from the house and made a gesture to the grizzly that sent the latter into retreat. But it was not to be an altogether peaceful journey. A shifting of the wind had blown their scent to the house, and suddenly, behind them, came the yelling of dogs, sweeping closer, then breaking with a confusion of echoes through the forest as they entered the trees. And Jerry stood up with a profound growl to listen, while Tom, realizing that they could not flee from these fleet-footed assailants, planted himself beside the bear with a drawn knife.

Instantly, they came, four huge, wolfish beasts, scarred with many a battle. They recoiled at the sight of the man. But on the bear was the scent of this man, and the bear scent was equally on the man. Their minds were instantly made up, and they flew to the attack. Two leaped at Jerry from in front. But they were wise fighters. They made only a pretense of attack. The real work must come from those in the rear. The other pair, trained fighters that they were, jumped to take the bear at disadvantage, and here it was that they encountered Tom.

His heart was raging with excitement, but he had learned that first great lesson of the wilderness, where all creatures fight to kill, that successful battle can only be waged with a cool head. Half crouched, ready to leap to either side, he poised the long knife. One brute rushed for his legs, and the other drove at his throat. He leaped high to avoid the first and, twisting to miss the second, he slashed it across the gullet as it flew by him.

He himself landed heavily on his side. He twisted to his feet like lightning. The dog he had used the knife on was standing to the side, head down, coughing and bleeding to death. But the first brute, wheeling as it missed its rush, was on him in a twinkling. The eye could barely follow the moves of Tom then. He sprang like a cat to the side, caught the great brute by the scruff of the neck, and, as the animal whirled to sink its teeth in his arm, he drove the knife home between its ribs.

His arm was bloody above the wrist as he turned back to Jerry, just in time to see one of the dogs, half wolf and half mastiff, venture too close. A lightning blow of the forepaw, and a crushed skull for the dog were the result. The fourth dog leaped back, viewed the carnage for an instant, and then fled in dismay, howling.

Jerry made a lunge in pursuit, but Tom called him back, for voices of excited men were sounding not far away, and men meant guns, and guns meant that the only safety lay in flight. A low whistle apprised Jerry that overwhelming odds were now opposed to them, and Tom took to his heels.


CHAPTER XVI
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HE RAN LIKE the wind during the first quarter of a mile, weaving deftly through the trees, for he had been trained to such night work by many a prowl in company with Jerry. He could read the ground underfoot almost as though he saw in the dark. After that first sprint, as the voices died away behind him, he still ran on like a wild thing which cannot measure danger but only knows that it is somewhere in the rear, an indescribable thing. His swift and easy stride did not slacken until ten miles were behind him.

Then, breathing hard, but by no means winded, he went ahead at a brisk walk, with Jerry lumbering and grunting behind him. They encountered a steep hill. He slipped onto Jerrys back, and they went up it handily. Down the farther slope they ran again, and so they hurried on through the night.

Just before dawn, he paused at a creek and spent an hour fishing with great results for Jerry and himself. Then they pushed on until midmorning, reached the forested crest of a hill, and there made their covert.

They slept soundly until midafternoon and wakened as they had fallen asleep - in an instant. They climbed on, then, to a higher range of hills to the westward, and here, from the naked summit, Tom found that he was looking out on more than he had dreamed of.

Far to the east, the Bald Mountains were lost in the pale horizon haze. All that he could see was the procession of rolling, forested hills which climbed up the valley of the Turnbull. North, behind him, rose higher hills, climbing to naked mountain heights. South stretched the wide expanse of the valley, with the broad Turnbull flashing in the midst and sweeping away to the west in lazy curves quite different from the arrowy little stream which he knew near the cave and through his own territory.

Westward, also, lay the things which most amazed him. In this direction the air was free of mist, the hills sloped away to smoother forms, and he saw the landscape dotted with houses and checked in loose patterns with fences. And yonder, not quite lost to his view, the houses collected in a village, a thick cluster of roofs and trees.

And for years all of this had lain hardly more than a hundred miles from his own cave! He would have welcomed that sight four years before. This prospect would have been better than a promise of heaven to the lonely boy. But that was before the big stranger came to the cave and engraved in his mind the lesson that men are dangerous, treacherous, cruel, ungrateful. And so it was that Tom, as he stared down on these houses, shivered a little and then cast a glance back over his shoulder as men do when they are in fear.

All his past, before the death of his mother and the day his father left the city and started into the mountains, was lost behind a veil of indistinctness. But he remembered enough to know that his father and mother had both suffered at the hands of other men, that there had been poverty in their household, that there had been hunger, even. So there was ingrained in his mind the belief that men are evil. The first man he had met since the death of his father had repaid food and shelter with brutality. The second voice he had heard had been of one who kept fierce dogs that had attacked him without warning, without justification. In his buckskin trousers there were still spots of blood. Ay, that was the cardinal sign of man - bloodshed!

He shuddered in a strong revulsion.

Yet, that afternoon, in spite of Jerrys earnest endeavors to stop the westward journey and head back toward the home country, he insisted upon skirting along the hills to get a better view of all that the valley might hold. And, before the day was ended, he saw another proof that man is brute, and nothing but brute.

They passed among the trees to the head of a promontory, a low plateau which thrust out into the more level or rolling ground, and from the brow of this eminence Tom found himself in view of men - many men. A ranch house with shambling barns and outhouses around it had been built just beneath the cliff, and now, between the rearmost of the houses and the base of the cliff, a dozen men were gathered with their horses, in or around a large corral. Several of the men were grouped closely around one of their number who lay upon the ground, apparently badly hurt. They were pouring water upon his face and chest. But he was not the main object of interest.

In the center of the corral four men were holding a young bay stallion, saddled and blindfolded. He danced restlessly, his head snubbed to the saddle of another horse. And instantly Tom connected that empty saddle on the bay with the prostrate man outside the fence.

Presently, the latter arose and staggered to the fence, where he leaned feebly. Another rider now advanced, climbed into the saddle, and the others grouped as close as possible around the fence to watch while the ropes were taken from the stallion and his head was freed of the blindfold.

There followed one minute of more condensed action than Tom had ever seen, even when Jack and Jerry were having a mimic combat, for the bay began to leap into the air, tie himself almost literally into a knot, and then land on stiff legs. The rider was jolted and jarred from side to side. Suddenly, the bay reared and flung himself backward. The yell of the watchers came tingling up to Tom on the height. But his fierce heart was all with the horse! Why had they united to torture the poor creature?

The rider had flung himself from the saddle barely in time, but when he rose he apparently refused to continue the contest. Yet still the struggles of the stallion were not over. A third rider presented himself, distinguished by a blue bandanna and a sombrero whose belt gleamed with pure, burnished gold. He mounted as the other had done. Once more the battle began, and this time it lasted thrice as long. Tom could see that the young stallion had grown black with sweat. But he fought on as though he were muscled with springs. And, in the end, a leap, a jarring landing, and a spring to the side unseated the rider.

He fell in a cloud of dust, while the tormented horse fled to the farther side of the corral and tried to leap to safety beyond the bars. He was roped and brought down heavily on his side, and, while he lay there, the dismounted man of the blue bandanna approached and quirted the helpless body brutally.

This, however, seemed too much for even the other savages. They drew the fellow away, the stallion was allowed to climb to his feet and was led away, and the group dispersed.

But the heart of Tom followed the beautiful bay, for on the morrow, would not the torture begin again? And would they not persist until they had broken his spirit and his heart? Savagely, he shook his fist at the backs of the disappearing men. And Jerry, comprehending the anger, though not its cause, stopped in his digging for a ground squirrel and looked up with a growl among the trees.

But after that Tom turned eastward again, and Jerry went joyously in the lead. They had both had too much of men! A bright-running trout stream a mile away, however, was too great a temptation to them both. There they paused while Tom caught their supper. He risked a fire, carefully made of dead wood so that there would be as little smoke as possible, and broiled a small part of his catch for himself, while Jerry devoured the remainder.

When that meal was ended, the twilight was descending, and Tom, with a filled stomach, found that the vision of the bay still haunted him. It seemed to fill his mind, that picture of the horse. He began to remember an old mustang which his father had used for mountain work. Even that treacherous brute he had loved, for men are born to love horses or to despise them, and Tom was one of the former.

And it seemed to him that, if he could have that magnificent creature in the mountains, his happiness would be complete.

Not to ride, to be sure, for his own legs were good enough to carry him where he wished to go; and, when he was tired, there was the exhaustless power of that matchless mountaineer, Jerry, to carry him on.

But how could he take a wild horse from men who were armed with guns?

That question lay heavily on the mind of Tom as the twilight thickened. He sat brooding beside the fire until Jerry began to growl, so great was his eagerness for the return journey to twice-traveled fields. But Tom shook his head. That very insistence confirmed him in his new desire.

The point is, he said to the huge bear, that Ive got to have that horse. And if I cant have him, Ive got to have one more look at him. Stay here, Jerry. Im going back!

It was a command which Jerry understood. He stood still with an almost human groan, and Tom turned, drew tight his belt, and started back at a run.

He never walked when he was bent on business. Walking was the gait for leisure and careful observation. But he had learned to read even a difficult trail while he ran, and now he jogged back through the trees, twisted aside into the head of the canyon to his right, and then let out a link and raced blithely across the rolling ground until he turned the point of the promontory and the ranch houses were in view.

The instant he saw the first lighted window, he slowed to a walk. He had learned from Jerrys mother a lesson of caution which he never forgot. And Jerry himself was an alert hunter. He could not cross a clearing, no matter how small, without first pausing an instant to take in his surroundings. He seemed to carry in the back of his brain a chamber crowded with memories of dangers which had come upon his ancestors. He suspected every tree, apparently, lest it might turn into a monster.

There was something of the same manner in Tom as he approached the house. He took advantage of every tree. He skulked swiftly down the hollows. He crawled on hands and knees over the knolls.

When he came to the first barn, his caution redoubled. Round it he stole. And then he heard mens voices - many of them. A shudder crept down his spine as he listened, for the memory of the stranger in his cave was still rank. And, never having matched his strength against another man, how could he know that even that giant of a man would have been helpless now against his own lightning speed of hand and foot and that strange strength with which his muscles had been seasoned by those years of exposure and constant exercise? All he knew was that he had been helpless in the hands of a man once before, and he felt that he would be helpless again.

Nevertheless, he went on. He came in view of the house itself, long, low, thrown loosely together, with only three lighted windows in its length. These were open, and from one of them came the tumult of voices.

He stole to it and looked in. What he saw was. a group of four men around a table playing cards. Each man was flanked with a glass, and there were bottles behind the chairs from which, now and again, they poured a trickle of amber liquid into their glasses, drank, and played again. The talk came at intervals. Sometimes, there was a solemn silence while the cards were sent flashing out around the table and the hands were picked up. Then they began to push out money toward the center of the table. Some of the cards were discarded. Others were drawn, and more money was stacked, all in a deadly seriousness. But Tom cast only an idle glance of wonder at their occupation. He gave his more serious attention to the faces of the players.


CHAPTER XVII
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AND, IF HE traveled round and round the country, he could not have found four more repulsive faces. Greed, ferocity, cruelty, were ingrained in each. It was no practiced eye with which Tom looked upon them, but instinct taught him all he needed to know. How different they were from John Parks! The surety grew in him that his father had been a different breed of man, a single exception. But the rest of the human race were evil, all evil. He felt his detestation grow, for how could all of these be compared in worth with that beautiful horse he had seen them torturing that day?

Here the man of the blue bandanna pushed back his chair. His pile of money was gone.

Im busted, boys, he said, but wholl stake me twenty?

On what, Hank? asked another. Whats your security?

On old Peter, said Hank.

Twenty dollars on that hoss? murmured the other.

Well? asked Hank aggressively.

Ill tell you, said the other, Peter is worth something in the thousands - or else he aint worth a cent. And, speaking personal, I say he aint worth a cent!

Hey! cried Hank. How come you to talk like that, Bill? Dyou ever see a hoss with the looks that Peter has?

Sure, responded Bill. Hes got the looks. There aint no doubt of that. But looks aint what a gent can sit a saddle on. Matter of fact, the man aint born that can ride Peter.

Thats fool talk! cried Hank. Why, anybody can lead Peter around.

Whos talking about leading? answered Bill. What good does it do a gent to have a hoss that he can lead if he cant ride it? And nobody can ride Peter. Look at Sam Dunbar. Didnt he try his prettiest on Peter today? But after he got throwed he had enough. He wouldnt go back at Peter.

Dunbars nerve is gone, said Hank sullenly.

What about your nerve? Why didnt you tackle him after he threw you?

Hank sat silent and glared. He was plainly hunting for words but could find no retort.

You take my advice, said Bill. Peter has a pile of looks, but thats all. All the good hell do you will be to run up a feed bill. If I had him, Id turn him into dog food pronto.

Hank sprang to his feet.

Boys, he said, aint there a one of you that would advance me something on Peter?

They shook their heads.

Yet you all wanted him bad enough when he was running loose. When he was roaming through the hills with that gang of mustangs, you all sure enough wanted Peter bad. Every man here rode for him. But, when I creased him and got him, you say he aint worth nothing. Is that sense?

Talk for yourself, Hank, they told him. We dont want him. All hell do for a gent is to bust his neck. Hes turning into a killer. Thats the worst kind - them that are quiet as lambs till they feel a cinch bite into them. They aint no use, ever. You got him rope broke easy, but youll never break him for the saddle. If you want some money, put up your gun. Ill give you something for that!

Hank sneered.

Give up my gat with Joe Saunders in town? he said fiercely. I aint that much of a fool!

Then use your gun to turn Peter into dog meat, if you want, said Bill, but dont hold up the game no longer. Your deal, Sam!

Hank regarded the others with a concentrated malevolence for a moment, but suddenly he jammed his hat upon his head, turned on his heel, and strode from the room.

Wait a minute - began Bill.

Shut up, said Sam. If he wants to kill the hoss, let him do it before the hoss kills him. And thats what it would come to one of these days.

But a hoss like Peter - began Bill.

I know, said Sam. A hoss like Peter looks like a picture, but thats all the good he is. He might as well stay on the page of a book. All the good he is to make a pile of talk.

Tom recoiled from the window.

So that was to be the end of beautiful Peter - a bullet through the head and then the buzzards!

He stole around the house just as the back door of it banged, and Hank stepped out into the night and walked straight for the corrals with the speed and the decision of a man bent on business. Like a moving shadow, Tom drifted behind him.

In the corral, Hank advanced with a rope, and Tom saw him go directly up to Peter. There was no mistaking the horse even in the darkness. That noble and beautiful outline had a light of its own.

Tom wondered to see the great horse submit so calmly to the rope which was put around its head. Then Peter was led out from the corral and tethered to the fence. A gun gleamed in the hand of Hank.

Now, dang your soul, growled Hank, youve got out to the end of your rope, and youre going to be flopped. Ive stood a whale of a lot from you. Take it by and large, I put in six months getting in a shot at you. And when that slug knocked you down without killing you, I sure thought I was going to make a pile of money out of you. I figured I had the fastest thing on four feet that was running through the mountains. But you aint done me no good. Youve got me busted. Im through with you. And heres the end of your trail. I might turn you loose, but I aint going to let it be said that I had that six months work for nothing.

The gun raised in a steady hand. And Tom slipped closer. His heart was hammering at the top of his throat. He could hardly breathe, so great was his fear. There was the knife, to be sure. But he could not strike it into a human body - from behind. Something in his heart made that impossible. Yet if he grappled that man hand to hand, how could he match the matured strength of Hank?

Desperately, he set his teeth. There was no time to reflect. He leaped from behind and caught Hank in his arms.

To his amazement, the body of Hank seemed to crumple to water!

Strength? He knew at a touch that he could break the man in two! But the sense of power made him gentle. There was only a strangled gasp from Hank as the revolver was torn from his hand and he was laid upon the ground. Peter snorted and stepped back.

Now listen, said Tom, while all his blood was in a riot from that easy victory. Listen to me. If you try to call the others by yelling for them, Ill send a slug into you. Thatll make one less to follow me. If you even try to stand up, Ill shoot. And you can be sure that I wont miss!

There was not a word from Hank. His body merely stiffened. But in the meantime the possession of that loaded gun meant a world of added power to Tom. He took off the heavy cartridge belt from his victim. He buckled it around his own hips. He dropped the revolver into the holster. Then he went to Peter. But there seemed to be no need for his soothing voice. The strength of a rope was a fact which the stallion had learned first of all from his contact with men, and, though he might be in terror for his life, he would not pull back against it. It had burned into his flesh too often before.

He stood patiently while Tom unknotted the rope. And, at the first tug of the rope against his neck, he stepped out to follow the new master. And that act of obedience thrilled Tom with a sudden and strange gratitude, a wealth of tenderness. In his heart of hearts he vowed that Peter should never regret that step. He sent a last word to Hank.

Im still watching you! he called softly, then broke into a jogging run. Peter came readily at his heels. Once around the edge of the corral, he increased the pace to his full speed, and still Peter followed without once drawing back on the rope. But, as Tom rounded the edge of the cliff from the top of which he had first had a view of the horse, he heard a sudden hubbub behind him, and voices shouting, carrying clearly through the mountain night. The alarm had been given, and in another moment the pursuit on horseback would begin!
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THE TEMPTATION WAS to strain forward still faster, but even the greyhound strength of those mountain-trained legs of Tom, even that almost exhaustless lung power, could not sustain a sprint for three miles, and it was fully that distance to the head of the canyon where the timber and the rough ground would help to slow up the pursuers. So Tom calculated the distance and diminished his gait, though it took all his will power to enable him to do it.

As for the danger of capture, he knew nothing of the unwritten law which makes horse stealing equally culpable with murder in the West, but no tale could have terrified him more than he already was. Dread of death kept him running. And now and again he would leap into a sprint involuntarily.

Behind him came a distant whooping, and then the beating of many hoofs again was audible. He cast a glance behind him. There came Peter, the stallion, his ears pricking as though he rejoiced in the running, rocking along at a lazy canter. Oh, to be mounted on the back of that king of horses! Then how he would laugh at pursuit! It would be like adding wings! But far away over the starlit canyon floor he could see the horsemen beginning to loom.

And they swept close and closer at a terrific speed. Yet, measuring the distance to the woods ahead of him, he knew that he must save his strength. There was still an open mile between him and the woods, and even in the woods he must still be prepared to run on, for they would spur ahead as fast as they could, weaving through the trees.

That last mile was an untold agony, for a gun barked behind him. It was a random shot, but it made Tom leap ahead. His driving legs were numb to the knees, to the hips. His lungs were filled with fire. There was not enough air in the universe to give him one sweet, fresh breath.

And how those wild riders behind him were gaining! He began to dread to glance back, so much more clearly were they growing upon his eyes. And now he threw caution to the winds, and he cast all his power into the last spurt. The woods grew up, black and tall. They were like a promise of heaven to Tom, with those increasingly loud hoof-beats ringing in his ears. And the pursuers, feeling that the race was close, opened with a rattling volley.

But men cannot shoot straight from horseback, and the bullets flew wild, singing around Toms head, while he raced on with head straining back, with mouth gaped wide, with eyes wild, with his long hair blown back from his shoulders.

He was lost, he told himself. He could hear the panting of their horses. Or was it the breathing of Peter, coming with such maddening ease behind him? Then suddenly his eyes cleared. The woods were only a step before him!

He leaped behind the first trunk. Peter swung into the shadow near by. Tom jerked the revolver from the holster and fired blindly at the rushing forms. A yell of alarm answered him. The riders split to the right and the left, wheeled, and scurried away. He grew weak with relief and fired again - into the air. But it brought another volley of curses from the four riders.

They would circle back and steal into the woods to try to head him off. But that was a game at which they would find him hard to beat, unless he had lost his cunning in woodcraft. He started on again up the slope, with Peter dancing anxiously at his heels, sniffing and snorting at the strange shadows, then stealing along noiselessly as the spirit of the wilderness came heavily upon his heart with fear. The open hills, the wide plains were the domain of Peter. And in this forest darkness, he was glad of company, even if that company had to be detested man!

In the meantime, the lungs of Tom had grown cool. His trembling knees regained their strength. Presently, he was swinging along at a brisk gait, more himself every moment. He thought of Jerry. The ideal way would be to head straight for the upper mountains where horsemen could least easily follow. He should ride Jerry and lead the stallion. But he knew that the horse would be paralyzed with fear near the grizzly, for all things that lived and ran wild dreaded Jerry.

How could he handle the two together?

Near the place where he had camped by the brook, he tethered Peter to a tree, and the horse cowered close to it, eying in terror the moving shades of the woods. Tom went on to the grizzly and found him rooting in the bank of the stream. He brought him back within view of the horse.

The effect on both was exactly what Tom had foreseen. Jerry heaved instantly on his hind legs and stood immense, growling. And poor Peter went back to the limit of his rope and there crouched like a great cat, overcome with nameless terror. If they were to become better acquainted, the night was not the time for it. Tom thought of another expedient.

He loosed Peter from the tree and started on up the hillside briskly - for who could say when the pursuers would come upon his trail? He could not realize that the night which was such an open book to him was closed to ordinary men. Peter followed, knocking his forefeet against Toms heels in his eagerness to get away from Jerry, and Jerry came grumbling and rumbling in the distance, a very bewildered and angered bear. Yonder went his human friend - master, he could hardly be called. And with Tom wandered what was to Jerry simply an ample store of food going on foot. Yet when Jerry pressed close, there came from Tom the whistle which to the big bear meant danger ahead.

Half a dozen times he heard that whistle as he drew near. Each time he lifted to his hind legs as a wise bear should and sniffed the air for the scent of an enemy, but found no trace. Finally he understood that, while Tom accompanied the horse, he wished Jerry to stay in the background.

A bear will sulk exactly as a human being sulks. And when Jerry perceived the desire of his friend, he promptly turned around and melted into the forest.

Tom paused and looked back after him in great anxiety. But after a moment he went on. He was wise enough to know that it was foolish to attempt to read the mind of the grizzly. That cunning fellow might have disappeared in order to trail them close at hand, but secretly. Or perhaps Jerry would get ahead of them in order that he might watch from cover as they passed. And that was exactly what happened, for, when he paused at daybreak upon the top of a mountain, he found Jerry on the upper side, though the big fellow instantly dropped his head and began to dig in the ground as if he had gone there for the sole purpose of finding delectable roots.

But now, since daylight was come, Tom tethered the horse to a sapling around which the grass grew thick and long, and, while the stallion ate, he stood back and looked at his prize for the first time.

What he saw was more than he could have hoped! To be sure, the horse was thin. Every rib along his side could be marked, and on his flanks were still the crimson signs of whip and spur. He had been most cruelly handled! No wonder that he shrank from the lifted hand of Tom! No wonder that his great eyes blazed with terror when Tom came near.

Wild rage boiled up in the heart of the youth. For here was a creature intended by nature, surely, to be handled with affection alone, and they had tried to beat it into submission. He gloried with a sudden joy in the knowledge that at least men had failed to have their will of the horse! For his own part, how utterly contented he would be to have this king of the plains to watch, to talk to so that the sharp little ears would prick at the sound of his voice, to feed until he was sleek and round of barrel. Here was companionship. To be sure, if ever he could persuade the stallion to permit him to sit on its back - the heart of Tom jumped.

Then he sat down cross-legged on the grass and drew out from a pouch at his side the quantity of crushed, dry corn which he always carried when he traveled. He held out a quantity of it in both cupped hands. No matter that the stallion, not grown accustomed to the man-food given to horses, sniffed it and then backed away, his ears flattened against his neck. The patience of Tom was not that of the ordinary man. He had been taught in the school of the wilderness. He had learned the endless patience of Jerry, who would dig two hours for the sake of a single woodchuck. And, if quiet and gentleness and unending endurance would win, Peter should be his horse in the end, body and soul.
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OF COURSE, SAID Gloria, if you have made up your mind to believe, no one can dissuade you.

Dont be disagreeable, Glory, said her father with a frown.

Im trying my level best not to be, said Gloria, but ever since you hunted in Africa youve been entranced by fables, and she smiled as her father bit his lip in vexation.

She was probably the only person in the world who refused to take her distinguished father altogether seriously. Others were mightily impressed by the reputation of this man who could shoot lions one day and write learnedly about them from a biological viewpoint on the next; and who, above all, had taken more folklore out of Africa than almost any other human being. But to Gloria, John Hampton Themis was first and foremost the father of Gloria. Besides, she had not wanted to take this trip into the mountains. At eighteen, Paris was infinitely more attractive. And though she had forced herself to be amiable when her father insisted that she learn something about her own country before she pried into the truth about Europe, she could not help taking out some of her disappointment in such petty badgering as this.

As a matter of fact, she had found the valley of the Turnbull far more interesting than she had expected. And in her blood ran some of her fathers fiery love of saddle and rifle and the arduous hunting trails. Besides, at eighteen Gloria could walk down an average man when it came to mountain climbing, and she was a little proud of that fact. Yet Paris now and then swam back upon her ken, and when it did, as at the present moment, she could not avoid being a little disagreeable.

Her father had always attempted to convince her by reason and not to overwhelm her by the force of parental authority. He sat down to reason now.

I simply wish to submit the facts to you, my dear, he said. After you have examined them, you can make up your mind for yourself, Glory.

Fire away, said Gloria.

John Hampton Themis glared, then shrugged his shoulders and sat back.

I told you yesterday, he said, the story of the Indian and the man whose dogs were killed.

I remember it all, she said. The man heard his dogs raise a clamor as though they had scented a bear. But when he went out he found two of the dogs stabbed to death and a third with a crushed skull as though a bear had struck it. And when they examined the trail the next morning they found that a mans moccasined footprints were mixed with those of a huge grizzly. Isnt that right?

Yes.

And the deduction is that a man had helped the bear to fight the dogs.

Why not?

Why not? Well, isnt it absurd on the face of it? Besides, all this happened six years ago. You know how a story can grow in six years - yes, or in six days.

Please be reasonable, Glory. There are three honest men who swear to the truth of that story.

You think that this Indian had actually tamed a grizzly?

Why not? It has been done before. Theres the story of Ben Adams. He trained one after another. They actually fought for him against their own kind.

When did Ben Adams live?

Because a thing happened seventy years ago, cried her father, does that turn it into a fable?

Usually, she answered calmly.

Hm, he said. Youre in a bad humor today. But Ill convince you in spite of yourself that this is a trail worth running down. Let me tell you what Ive learned in addition.

She shrugged her graceful shoulders.

A day after the exploit of the dogs, a man named Hank Jeffries, a rough fellow whom Ive seen and talked with, went out to shoot an outlaw mustang, a stallion he had captured by creasing. It was a famous horse called Peter. But Peter, once captured, proved untamable. No one could sit the saddle on him for five consecutive minutes. Hank received several broken ribs and minor injuries from various attempts to ride the horse. Finally, he invited three famous riders to his ranch. One by one they all tried the horse, and Peter won. So in the night Hank went out to shoot the creature -

How terrible! Is that the sort of thing your precious Westerners, your romantic cowpunchers, will do? Id rather shoot a man than a horse.

So would a good many cowpunchers. But Hank is not exactly a citizen of the finest character. He had a black record. The killing of a horse wouldnt be the worst stain on his reputation, I understand. At any rate, he didnt kill Peter.

Good! cried Glory.

Her father smiled at her enthusiasm.

No, when he raised the gun, a giant leaped on him from behind, took him with a terrific grip that crushed the wind out of him, threw him down to the ground, tore the gun out of his hand, and threatened to kill him if he stirred. Then the stranger took the lead rope of the horse and made off into the night - a huge man with long hair which flowed down almost to his shoulders. And he ran like the wind. He ran so fast, in fact, that when Hank called his friends and they started in pursuit on their horses after only an instant - for the horses were saddled and waiting - they could not catch the stranger, though he had several miles to run!

That, commented Gloria, is plainly a fable. You must admit that it is!

I went over the ground today, said the great hunter. Even if they had had to capture their horses before they started, even if they had had to saddle them in the corrals, it would have required a great runner to get away from running horses into the shelter of the woods at the head of the canyon. Still, its possible that a man of iron nerve and iron muscles, a natural runner of a race of runners, might have done that very thing. And it has to be admitted that this Indian did it. Four men wouldnt lie about such a point.

Theyre sure hes an Indian?

Everything points to it - the moccasins in part, because, though a good many mountaineers use them, the average white man prefers boots. But, most of all, his quiet ways and that long, flowing hair point to an Indian. No white man, accustomed to other men, could have gotten along for these six years without coming down to mix with society now and then. But this fellow has lived inside himself. It is really most remarkable!

But has he been seen at all during these six years? asked the girl.

Not actually seen, I believe, said the other thoughtfully. But they know that hes around.

And havent they been able to run him down?

No. Several times hes come down from the mountains, however. The spring after the stealing of the mustang, a great bundle of beautiful beaver skins was brought down in the night and left at the house of Hank without word of who had brought them. And it is generally taken for granted that the Indian brought them in payment for the horse which he had stolen. He has done the same thing at other times. Once the store was broken open in the town of Turnbull, yonder, and the next morning one rifle and a great stock of ammunition were found missing, but in return there was left a bundle of furs worth ten times the value of the stolen goods. On another occasion - you see that it must be the same man - a ranchers house was invaded, and a hundred pounds of ham and bacon were taken, along with other food and more ammunition. But again furs were left in payment.

Oh, cried Gloria, Dad, what a wonderful fellow that hermit must be!

That Indian you mean! said Themis.

Oh, well, call him that if you choose. But how does he manage to steal so many things without being caught?

He has the courage of a fiend, said Themis. He seems to laugh at the possibility of discovery. There are some uneducated people in the valley who are beginning to have a superstition that the Indian can actually go invisible. Of course, such rumors are bound to spring into the back of peoples heads. You see, this cunning devil comes always at night. He seems to be able almost to see in the dark. And he will enter a house from the rear while the inhabitants are in the front of it. He moves as silently as a shadow in his moccasins. He takes what he wants, and then he goes. From what I can gather, he has committed his robberies about twenty times during the past six years, and not once has a soul beside Hank had a glimpse of him!

Not a single person? said Gloria.

Oh, there is a poor, halfwitted fellow, a prospector, or one who calls himself a prospector, said Themis. He has a wild tale, but if I were to repeat it youd be convinced that the whole thing is simply a legend.

On my honor, said Gloria, Im already a convert. Id give my eyeteeth to see this Indian, or whatever he is.

Ill tell you the yarn, then, though unquestionably there is more whiskey than truth in it. He declares that one moonlight night, in the mountains, he had made his camp in a hollow, and his blankets were put down behind a big boulder. He wakened at midnight with a great moon in the center of a clear sky, and when he sat up he saw - dont laugh, Gloria - he saw, he says, an immense grizzly bear, twice the size of any he had ever seen, coming down the mountainside with a tall long-haired Indian sitting on its back, and behind them came a magnificent bay stallion, the most glorious horse he had ever laid eyes on, walking along of his free will, without a lead rope attached, but saddled, and with a pack behind the saddle.

The idea was, you see, that the mountain was so steep that the Indian had gotten on the back of the bear to make it easier for his horse. A stiff wind was blowing from them to the prospector, so that the bear did not scent him.

And that strange caravan went by in silence. In utter silence, this poor halfwit declares. The very hoofs of the horse did not make a sound on the rocks. But of course I dont advance this yarn seriously. The idea of a man riding a bear is too preposterous. And the idea that a high-strung horse would come so near to a grizzly is even more absurd. But I dont need to say that some of these simple mountaineers declare that the story must be the truth.

And I, said Gloria hotly, am sure that it is the truth! Oh, how I should love to see him!

Now, said Themis, I see that Ive touched the romantic vein.

You may laugh if you please, said the girl, but, when you go on the trail after him, Im certainly going to ride with you.

You? cried her father. Absurd!

Not at all!

But, my dear, this fellow is dangerous!

But hes an honest man, Dad. He pays for all that he takes.

You cant take things and then pay for them as you please, said her father. Ask the man whose dogs were killed what he would do if he could get a chance to send a bullet into this Indian. Ask Hank, for instance, what he would do. And, above all, ask the poor sheriff, whose life has been hounded because he cant make the capture. The man who held the office when the Indian began these excursions into Turnbull Valley was fairly laughed out of office. The second man stood the gaff his whole four years, and when he ran again he received exactly twelve votes! And the poor devil who has the job now is more to be pitied than despised. Every one of those sheriffs has been a capable man, but they cant follow a fellow who seems to be able to make his trail disappear at will.

Yes, but what of the trails of the horse and the bear?

People around here declare that he can make the trails of all three disappear like magic when he pleases. I suppose a hundred hunting parties have gone out to get him, equipped with dogs and fast horses and men who are expert riflemen. But they have always failed. Think of it! They have failed so miserably that they havent laid eyes on the Indian either by night or day, save for Hank and one halfwit, if he may be believed!

Well, said Gloria, everything that you say convinces me more and more. Im going to ride with you when you hunt him. I only hope one thing, that you wont hunt to kill!

Tush, said her father, shrugging his shoulders, when a man defies society, he has to take the consequences. But this time Im going to run him down. It wont be a matter of a day or two or a week or two of running. Im going to stay after this mystery until I have run it to the ground if it takes me all the summer. I have the best dogs, the best horses, the best guides that money can hire, and I have employed them all indefinitely.

Then, said Gloria, it is plain that you could take me along. I wont be a burden.

Stuff! said Themis. I wouldnt dream of it.

But, nevertheless, he stared at his daughter with a species of dread. He foresaw trouble ahead.


CHAPTER XX
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ONLY A RICH man could have provided for such a summer. Only a genius could have selected so skilfully those who were to ride with him. But, in the entire range of the mountains, Themis could not have found five men better fitted to follow a long trail, an arduous trail, a trail which might come to a dangerous ending. In the first place, he made sure that every man was known for hardihood and skill as a mountaineer, familiar with the Turnbull valley and all the mountains of the region surrounding the valley, an expert trailer, and, above all, capable of using rifle or revolver with deadly effect. Not only that, but he made sure that all his men had shot before at human targets. There hardly existed unhung a blacker crew of rascals than the five he weeded out of many applicants - for the wages were large and the food would be good, and, given those conditions to prevail, he could pick whom he would.

Every man of the five had a record, though some of them had not been in a penitentiary. There was Si Bartlett, a little, smiling, inoffensive man very fond of talk, with great, mild, brown eyes. Of his forty-five years no less than fifteen had been spent in prison in two terms, both for manslaughter; and in each instance he had been pardoned before his term was up for the simple reason that no warden could believe that a man with such a face, such a voice, such a pair of eyes, such gentle manners, could be a murderer except by accident. But those who knew declared him to be a matchless and malignant fighter, one of those who love danger for its own sake, and bloodshed for the same reason. Yet he was appointed second in command by Themis. Character had nothing to do with his selections. Results were what he wanted.

Next came Red Norton, save that Red could hardly be put second to any man. He, also, had felt the shadow of a prison close over him. But with nine lives, men freely declared outside of courtrooms, he could not have paid for all his victims. He was a contrast to Si Bartlett, though just as dangerous. What made him less terrible was that his appearance advertised his true nature in advance. His huge body, the rank growth of red hair which bristled on his face and head, his bold, staring, blue eyes, his blunt manner - all announced the professional warrior.

The third of that noble crew was Dick Walker. Dick was the boy of the party. He was apparently just a big, laughing, good-natured child of twenty. But, when the pinch came, Dick was cold as ice and cutting as a steel edge. Older men who were apt to know predicted a long career and a black one for Dick. He had not seen the inside of a prison for the simple reason that no jury could pronounce a man with such a face and such ability to laugh guilty of murder. For the rest, he was a genius on the trail, as all men admitted, and he possessed an uncanny dexterity of hand which made him equally at home with a cowpunchers rope or a cowpunchers gun.

Dude Wesson was the cook. His nickname described him. He was a tall, lean man, with a starved face. His apparel ever showed signs of consummate care. Polish was never missing from his kit, and his boots were shined morning and even at noon, to the amazement of those who did not know him. He was none of those who allow the face to become covered with a bristle of hairs which is shaved only every third day. It was said that he would rather have water for shaving than for drinking, even on a desert. His clothes, also, were never allowed to fall into disrepair, and a spot upon the trousers meant half an hours work to this fastidious gentleman.

Naturally, such a man was self-indulgent in the matter of food. His fleshless face belied an appetite which was omnivorous. He began early at the table, he ate with terrible velocity, and he kept at it long after the others were through. And yet, no signs of that voracious gourmandizing appeared in his starved body. No one could cook to suit him. Therefore, he cooked for himself and the rest. He was self-appointed to the task, and he was forgiven his other faults, for the sake of his skill over a camp fire and his genius with venison and coffee. Those faults were taciturnity, a temper as uneasy as a hair trigger, and a sullen dislike of everyone. He, too, had escaped the prison for the reason that he always forced the other man to make the first move, trusting to his superior speed of hand, his superior steadiness in aiming, to kill his victim at the last instant. And in all his fights he had accumulated not a scar. Such was Dude Wesson.

The fifth and last of the party was no other than Hank Jeffries. He was the least famous of the lot, but he was taken along partly because he knew the mountains better than the student knows his book, and partly because he was inspired by a prodigious hatred for the Indian. He had never forgiven that night assault. He had never forgiven the theft of the stallion. It mattered not that he had been on the verge of killing the animal. It was only more of a rankling wound in his malevolent soul that another should have been able to use that which he himself had not been able to master. And, day and night, he dreamed of the battle which must at last take place between himself and the Indian.

To that end, he kept himself in constant fettle. He had begun a soberer life, because he did not wish to be taken unawares if the opportunity came. Day by day he practiced with his guns to make sure that he could make the best of the first opening. He had invested the last money he could borrow on his ruined ranch to buy two fast horses which should be ready for the pursuit. And, when he learned of the purpose for which John Hampton Themis was organizing the posse, he had come to the great man and begged with tears in his eyes to be granted the privilege of accompanying the party. At least he could make himself useful on account of his skill in the handling of dogs.

And Themis took him for the last reason as well as for the others which have been mentioned. Even if Hank was not cast according to the heroic mold of the others, he was a man of talent, and the party could not get on without his skill. He had learned dogs in his childhood, and he had never forgotten the lessons. Not that he particularly loved them, but he knew their ways, and he could handle them in the field.

This was the more important to Themis because not the least important part of his posse consisted of the dogs. He had even sent to a distance and waited a week to secure a set of bloodhounds, and four of these long, low-geared, soft- eyed beasts were finally brought to him. Their noses were to be the first agency through which the trail would be unwound and the riddle solved.

But they were not the major portion of the dog pack. In addition, there were half a dozen mongrels of all sizes, shapes, and colors, but all valuable dogs on a bear trail where intelligence is needed. And it is an old tale that the nameless cur is the one with the peerless set of brains. Furthermore, the dog pack had its fighting, swift-running portion, consisting of eight big hounds with a strong strain of greyhound mixed with heavier and more powerful breeds. Two of them could pull down a timber wolf, for they were trained to fighting tactics. Four of them could worry a bear to death if they caught it in open country, and the eight could destroy any animal that walked if given a fair opportunity. Their noses were not altogether trustworthy, but when the trail was hot they could follow it well enough, and, the moment they had sight of the quarry and could get their heads up, they were off like eight streaks of murder bent on business.

There was another purpose for which those dogs could be used. While the bloodhounds were dawdling along the trail, untangling it slowly, but with the surety of death, these swift hounds would kill enough food for the entire pack. So long as there were rabbits in the mountains through which they trailed, there would be no need of worrying about the food of the pack.

Such was the pack with which Themis stood prepared to start on his journey. As for horses, there were two of the finest sort for each man. Hank Jeffries had his own mounts, and each of the other four had a fast horse. Their auxiliary mounts alone had to be furnished by Themis, and he bought them regardless of expense. Altogether, he had invested a pretty penny in that expedition before the news came which started it on the trail.

That news came suddenly by night. Into the very town of Turnbull itself the marauder had come, opened the store, and taken out a new and fine saddle. And, on this occasion, he left no payment of furs. It might be that he had run short in his supply. It might be that he had decided that it was nonsense to pay for what he could take without making an exchange. The probability was that, before the year was out, he would bring down something in payment. The storekeeper was willing to wait. He had already done profitable business with this strangely generous being. But the community was not willing to wait. These dips out of the mountains by the Indian, so often repeated, had made the town a laughingstock. And the next morning three distinct parties started on the trail.

The sheriff and his posse made up one. There was another, consisting of independent, irate citizens who had nothing better to do. And the third party was that of Themis himself. On the floor of the store was found a crudely made pair of moccasins which had been discarded in favor of a shopmade brand. Those discarded moccasins were given to the dogs to establish the scent, and straightway the bloodhounds raised their mellow call and started away. They wound around behind the village where the prints showed the marauder had walked leisurely. They came to the open, where he had begun to run with an amazingly long and regular stride. From that point he had darted across to the hills behind the Jeffries place. And in the trees there they found the spot where he had left his horse. Through the steep hills the three parties worked in unison, these grim and silent men. But presently the fugitive had descended into the more open and rolling country and had fled north.

And on that section of the trail the better horses of the Themis party quickly told the tale of their worth. All day they raced north, and long before nightfall, as the trail veered sharply to the left and entered the mountains again, the sheriffs posse and the group of townsmen were left far out of sight to the rear.


CHAPTER XXI
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AT THE FIRST steep hillside they noticed a peculiarity. The man had dismounted from the horse and had struggled up the ascent on foot. Among those ragged rocks, he had evidently figured that he could climb far better than his horse, and he took the burden of his weight out of the saddle. Themis gave his order instantly, and his men came grumbling out of the saddle. They were fellows who lived in the stirrups, every one of them. But, when they had struggled to the top of the incline, they appreciated the value of that order, for their horses were in good condition, not half so winded as if they had been under the pull of reins with a weight in the saddle during the labor.

It was a comparatively freshened lot of horses which now took up the journey across a rough, broken, upper plateau. But here another trail joined that of the horse. Hitherto, the bloodhounds had run steadily in the lead. But now the entire pack surged into the lead and left the bloodhounds far behind,

Bear! cried Hank Jeffries. Theyve picked up a bear trail.

And, sure enough, as they crossed a damp place near a natural spring which welled out of the ground, they saw the huge prints of a grizzly, the largest prints which Themis had ever seen. And his heart leaped. All the story rushed back upon his brain, and here was the proof of it. Horse tracks and bear tracks went side by side.

But now the twilight was beginning, and he ordered a halt. It might well be that with a single drive tomorrow they could run down the fugitive, but for that purpose it was far better that they should be rested, man and beast. So they camped beside a brook.

Hank Jeffries took the hounds, hardly touched with fatigue by the days work, to run down what he could in the hills near by. For the rest of the men, Dude Wesson took command and began giving orders sharply as soon as their horses had been hobbled and turned out to graze. With brief, sharp words he ordered one to arrange stones for the fire, he commissioned two to cut wood, and another was directed to help with the preparation of the food. And all obeyed without a murmur, for who does not stand in terror of the cook?

Themis himself made a point of taking up his share of the work, though it was long since he had spent such a day in the saddle, and he was thoroughly fagged. And, in a few moments, the fire was blazing, and food began to steam. Suddenly, Dude Wesson straightened beside the fire and pointed a stiff arm down the slope, then turned to his work again without a word. And Themis, looking in the designated direction, saw Gloria come riding toward them.

He was mute with wonder and anger. On she came! And, where the up-pitch began, she dismounted, just as he had made his men dismount. Up the slope she climbed as briskly as any youth could have done. On the edge of the plateau she mounted and came to them at a swinging canter. She dismounted at a little distance, unstrapped a pack behind her saddle, and unsaddled and hobbled her horse and turned it to graze with the rest. Then she came in, carrying the pack slung over her shoulder, the heavy saddle on the other arm.

Glory! cried her father, finding his tongue at last. What on earth has come into your head? Have you gone mad?

Never used better headwork, said Gloria mildly. If Id started out with you from town, youd have sent me back by force, so I simply trailed you at a distance. It was very easy and perfectly safe. Not one of your entire gang looked behind during the trip. If the Indian had wanted to, he could have come in behind you and traveled along in perfect safety. I was in plain view twenty times. And, now that Im this far away from civilization, Dad, you certainly cant send me back through mountains infested with wild men!

Themis groaned as the truth of what she had said came home to him.

Glory, he said bitterly, Ive spoiled you all your life. And this is the reward of my labor. But - dont you see? I hired these fellows for a man trail. Do you think they can be bothered taking care of a woman in the midst of their other work?

She jerked up her chin.

Have I asked to be cared for? she said hotly. Not by any means. Ive made up my own pack. I havent taken a thousand pounds of tinned stuff along, as youve done, to kill your horses. Ive cut myself down to essentials. I have a rifle and matches and salt and flour. Ill kill my own meat.

As she spoke, she threw down a newly killed and cleaned rabbit.

Ill make my own living, and Ill carry my own burdens. And if Mary Anne cant hold up her end with my weight on her back, Ill walk home!

She turned and whistled to Mary Anne. The dainty-footed chestnut tossed up her head and whinnied a soft response.

Heaven help me! and Themis sighed. The man was never born who could talk you down.

Besides, said Gloria suddenly, I dont think the men are so disgusted with me. Are you, Mr. Wesson?

The unexpected appellation of Mister was a shock to Dude Wesson. He looked up with a scowl from his cookery. He found Gloria walking straight toward him. He got up and removed his hat - to rub his head. And suddenly the scowl melted from his face. A smile trembled like a frightened stranger on his lips, and he nodded.

I guess you aint going to be much in the way, said Dude graciously and returned, with a slightly heightened color, to his work.

John Hampton Themis simply filled his pipe and sat down to think and to watch. He had become a great deal of a philosopher since Gloria reached young womanhood. He had even referred to her as a boiled-down education, hard to swallow but good for the insides. He thought of that now as he watched her go down the slope to join the wood gatherers. There she wasted no time in greetings but picked up a discarded ax and presently was swinging it with a fine and supple strength. Even the abysmal brute, Red Norton, paused to observe her workmanship. And he found no fault with her. She was like Si Bartlett. She made up in skill what she lacked in power of body. She could send the ax home within a hairs-breadth of her aim. And Red grunted with approval. And fact, in sheer hand magic, there was only one member of the party who excelled her, and that was the smiling and amiable young man-killer, Dick Walker.

A new thought came to Themis as he watched. She might be the influence which would keep the whole party cheerful on the trail, and men who laugh at their work can work three times as well as in a gloom of serious endeavor. Laughter clears the brain. For the rest, she would be as safe among these chosen villains as among men of her own kin.

She insisted on making her own camp fire and cooking her own food, and she roasted her single portion and ate it before the others were half finished. Then she came over to join their circle.

It was a most formal crowd. Every man there had been accustomed to lord it over his fellows in whatever society he found himself, but here were four with equally sinister reputations, and a fifth not far behind them.

If it aint too much trouble, terrible Red Norton would say, Ill have to be bothering you for that salt, Dick.

Here you are, Dick would answer. Just watch your plate, will you, Si? Im going to get up, and I dont want no dust to be blowing into your chuck.

They would forget some of this formality later on, but in the meantime it was stilted conversation until Gloria threw in a bomb by asking how long they thought it would be before the Indian was run down. Straightway, each man raised his head with a grim smile. There was not one of the crew who did not feel that he could run any human being to the ground. But, now that five formidable trailers were assembled on fast horses, to say nothing of Themis himself, and with the assistance of that pack of dogs, they regarded their outfit as an irresistible juggernaut. And they said so freely, each handing the praise deftly to the others.

If a gent was to ask me, said Hank Jeffries, how long it would take gents like Dude Wesson and Dick Walker to run down their man, Id say it would be pretty pronto. But when you got Red Norton throwed in, and when you got Si Bartlett on top of all them, I say that the Indian aint going to keep a whole skin moren tomorrow about sunset time.

But Gloria shrugged her shoulders.

I cant help doubting, she said. If I could follow you so easily, why cant the Indian get away from you just as easily?

It was a disagreeable and new phase of the subject, and it was promptly abandoned for more cheerful viewpoints. And, half an hour later, the whole party was rolled in blankets.

For every member of the hungry crew, the night passed like a second. Suddenly, they heard the deep, bass voice of Dude Wesson grumble: Turn out, everybody. Its pretty near sunup. Is this a picnic, maybe? Are we going to get started about noon? Hook onto an ax, a couple of you, and gimme some wood. I cant cook with air. Bartlett, are you too proud to peel potatoes? This aint a hunting party, its a rest camp!

Those sullen exhortations began the day with a rush. Gloria saddled Mary Anne and cantered over the crest of the hill to a stream on the farther side. There she made her toilet and gave the men freedom to start the day with the customary groans and curses. By the time she came back, all was cheerful bustle, and the breakfast fire was blazing bright. The east was red with sunrise. The upper mountains were gleaming with light. And Paris, for the first time since she left New York, was banished from the mind of Gloria.


CHAPTER XXII
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THERE FOLLOWED THREE hours of serious labor through the mountains, and then the bloodhounds came to the bank of a creek and were silenced by the failure of the scent. They ran whining here and there. One of them swam across to the farther bank, but even there the trail could not be gained.

He knows were after him, said Hank Jeffries briefly. Heres where the fun begins.

No trouble at all, called Themis cheerily. He might cover his own trail, but he cant cover the trail of his horse and a grizzly bear. Impossible! Take the bloodhounds across. You send a pair of them upstream, and Ill take another pair down, and well pick up the trail directly.

It was done, but no trail developed. They had been a mile upstream and a mile or more down it, and there was no result! Hank Jeffries shook his head, cursing softly. The others were equally amazed.

But, Dad, cried Gloria, he cant have made the trails disappear into thin air!

Dont talk, please, snapped her father. We have work to do. Well try this bank of the creek, Hank.

So up the nearer bank of the creek they worked the hounds until, as on the farther side, they were stopped by waterfalls where the fugitives could not have gone. They reassembled at the starting place, the point where horse and bear had entered the water.

And in the meantime, groaned Themis, the Indian has all this time gained. Well never run him down today! Bartlett, what do you suggest?

He shook his head. It was Dick Walker who offered the only possible advice.

Hes taken some way out of the water where he wouldnt leave a trail, he said. Put out the dogs on each side of the creek a hundred yards away from it, and see what you strike.

That was done, and half an hour later one of the hounds raised the familiar wail and headed back into the mountains at a place five hundred yards up the stream. The Indian had doubled back into the higher ground. All the party scurried to the spot. There were the trails leading out of a clump of bushes. And, now that the scent was located, the track of the hunted man was instantly evident.

He had gone up the creek to a broad, flat-topped rock which was close to the shore. From this he had made a long leap, clearing the bank of the creek and landing seven or eight feet away in the center of a clump of shrubbery, the outer part of which still stood up and revealed no break. From that place he had jumped onto a similar clump, and so to another, until he cleared a considerable distance from the water. And then he had struck out. In the meantime, he had called the horse and the bear, and these animals, marvelously trained, must have followed in his exact footsteps. Here he had mounted again, and the trail went off up the slope.

But a full hour had been wasted in picking up the broken trail, and in that time the pursued man, even if he chose to go leisurely, could have placed five miles of mountain going between himself and the hunters. It was plain that only the greatest good luck could bring them up with the fugitive that day. But they struck out resolutely. All of them were too seasoned to the trail to be greatly cast down by a single disappointment, and, though Gloria felt at once that the task was hopeless, she could not but admire the way the rest of them went ahead.

The point is, said her father, falling back beside her, that this is a campaign, not a pursuit. And were going to stick to the campaigning until weve cornered him.

They dipped over the next ridge and into a valley. Rather, it was a gorge, sloping easily down the side from which they had come, but cut to a cliff on the opposite wall. The hounds were heading up the valley along this wall when there came a sharp spat of a bullet on a rock before them, and, as they recoiled, half a dozen shots followed, crowding them back, though all went scatheless. Their mellow voices fell away to sharp squeals of terror overcome by the sounds of the reports of the rifle as these came lagging behind the swift bullets. For a moment the air was thick with the echoes of the gun, the voices of the dogs, and the angry and astonished shouts of the men as they scattered for cover behind the boulders.

And there they cowered, anxiously searching the top of the cliff for the marksman. No sign of him was there. Five or ten minutes of worry followed. Suddenly, Gloria stood up from behind her rock.

Dont you see? she explained. He isnt shooting to kill. It was beautiful marksmanship. But he sent the bullets just ahead of the dogs each time. He didnt want to kill even the dogs, and it stands to reason that he wouldnt touch human beings. He simply wanted to show us that we were at his mercy!

The posse came out, one by one, and resumed their places in the saddle in a sullen silence. Plainly, Gloria was right. And, having run into such an ambush, they were ashamed to continue the trail after being at the mercy of their enemy. But the shame wore off and was succeeded by hot anger. He had been playing with them, declared Red Norton, pushing his horse into the lead at the heels of the bloodhounds. And he, Red Norton, would go ahead and prove that no man in the universe could make a fool of him once without living to be sorry for it.

And the others declared that this was the right attitude, and they went on more vigorously than ever through the rough country, pushing the dogs with an ever increasing energy. Gloria took the first opportunity to have a serious talk with her father.

For my part, she said, I think the best thing would be to let him go his way. For one thing, he has a sense of humor.

Imagine him lying up there among the rocks and laughing when we heard his bullets and tumbled off our horses to get behind the rocks! And a man who has a sense of humor cant be really bad.

He has an educated sense of humor, then, said Themis, who was irritated in soul and body by a badly sunscorched neck. He has a sense of humor which makes me want to force him to laugh on the other side of his face.

I admit, and Gloria chuckled, that you werent exactly an heroic figure when you tumbled in behind that boulder.

Confound it, Glory, he protested, youll never forget that. If I ever talk of hunting between this and my death day, youll trot out the story of how I ran for cover. This bit of work has been laid out, and it has to be completed.

But he has made fools of all of us, said Gloria.

He has had luck, admitted her father grudgingly, but its nonsense to think that one man, no matter how well he may know these mountains, can dodge such a crew as I have brought together - at least, for any length of time.

And when hes cornered, what crime will he be tried for?

Horse stealing.

A horse he paid for!

Ask Hank Jeffries if he agreed to take any payment. No, my dear, a man cant go about taking what he pleases and paying what he pleases. And how will he account to the man whose dogs he killed?

But I say, said Gloria, summing up in a womans fashion, that hes done nothing wrong. I pity him!

Themis did not care to argue. Two hours later, they ran into another trail problem which had been neatly constructed around a creek, and, even though they had already had a symptom of the tactics of the fugitive, it took another hour to unravel the difficulty.

Yet they struck into the trail again through the late afternoon, and when they camped at sunset it was a disgruntled, weary party. Gloria, however, had enjoyed the day thoroughly, for she rode carelessly along, with no thought of the fugitive in her brain, with no desire to overtake him. Her mind was simply filled with the beauty of the mountains through which they were traveling. And those rough-headed peaks against the tender blue of the sky, those thickly forested little valleys, with the white crash of a waterfall streaking the mountainside, and the pure sapphire of a still lake below - these were the things which filled up her eyes so that sometimes she broke into song. And, as they climbed closer to the huge, naked region above timber line, with a colder and purer air, and with the horses laboring more heavily, her spirits rose.

To be happy is a wearying thing. And when she fell asleep that night, it was to fall into a profound slumber. Yet even that slumber was stirred with dreams, and they were dreams of the purest delight - of walking through meadows where strange and delicately scented flowers bloomed, flowers whose names she could not tell; of listening to the liquid voices of streams; of breathing an air which was an intoxication of enjoyment.

She wakened to find that one part of her dream lingered into the daylight as a truth. Yonder was the tall form of Dude Wesson booming out his call to rise for the work of the day. But her blanket and the ground around her head were covered with flowers from the summits - forget-me-nots and daisies and goldenrod and silver and blue columbine and other flowers of delicate colorings and exquisite fragrances which were new to her. She swept up an armful of them. They were already slightly withered where they had lain on the dry blanket, but, where they had been placed on the ground about her head, there was first a layer of damp moss so that they might be preserved. She gazed in wonder and delight.

Which of the men could have done this thing? Which of the strange and apparently hard-hearted fellows could have been capable of that dainty tribute? Which of them, apparently all fast asleep before she closed her eyes, could have risen and worked for an hour or even more to collect these prizes? For there was no sign of a blossom near the camp.

There was only one possibility - Dick Walker. But, even as her glance fastened upon Dick, she saw him tilting a flask to his lips. He was taking his regular morning bracer before he could gain the strength to open his eyes and begin the days work. No, such a man as Walker could not have done it.

And who else was there? The sunburned neck and the hard ride certainly removed her father from the list of possibilities, even if he could ever have been suspected. She sat amazed while the deep voice of the cook suddenly thundered: Those dogs, Jeffries - you got to watch em, or I quit as a cook. Theyve swiped a whole side of bacon - or pretty near a whole side!

That announcement brought the other men in a cluster about him. Furiously, he pointed out where the meat was taken.

But look here, Wesson, said Themis at last, is it like a hungry pack of dogs to steal one piece of meat out of a hamper and leave another behind? And do dogs ordinarily close a cover they have lifted?

All stood aghast. And the girl drew the flowers closer, breathless with a wild surmise.

A man stole it? But what use would any of us have for bacon? began Si Bartlett. Suddenly, he cried in a shrill voice: Good Lord, you dont mean to say that the Indian came right down to our camp last night? That he was here among us?

However, said Themis, well find out. Start the hounds, Hank.

Jeffries loosed the bloodhounds. They nosed the old trail carelessly, circled away, and suddenly struck a fresh one which darted straight up a steep slope covered with shrubs.

By the gods! roared Red Norton, who had gone to explore. Heres where the hound came, and heres where he crouched down and looked us over, right behind the boulder near where Miss Themis was sleeping. And - how come all these flowers?

I found them all around me when I woke up, said the girl. And - oh, Dad, what a strange and beautiful thing it was for him to do!

Strange and beautiful nonsense! exclaimed her father.

Indian foolishness is what Id call it. But, good heavens, how did he get into camp among all these dogs? Did he turn himself into a ghost?

One by one, the men came and took up the flowers. Hank Jeffries was away whistling in the hounds.

When I get him, said Dick Walker softly, Ill take these flowers out of his back.

He darted at the girl a keen side glance - no more. Yet it was eloquent of the truth that poor Dick was a victim where many another man had fallen before him, and where many a one would fall in the time to come. And Gloria saw and knew and understood. What girl, innocent as she may be, does not? She was more interested, however, in the black frown which had overclouded the brow of her father. He stared at her with a sort of terror.

Now, he said, Ill stay by this trail if it leads down to Hades. This nonsense has to be stopped. And after this well keep a watch around our camp.

But the others said nothing at all. And breakfast was eaten in silence, for this last trick had been too much for the hardiest of them. They had been made fools of the day before. But to have their camp visited in the middle of night, to have food stolen from under their noses, to have a sort of silent flirtation started with a girl who was under their protection, and all this by the very man whose life they were hunting - that, indeed, was too much!


CHAPTER XXIII
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COMPARED TO THIS third day, the work of the preceding days was a mere nothing. In the first place, the trail led straight to a cliff, or what was almost a sheer rise of rock. The dogs could make it easily enough, and so could the men, but it was folly to attempt to get the horses up that murderous ascent. Yet up that very place Peter had been brought! Themis and Si Bartlett climbed far enough up the rocks to make sure. They saw the marks which the hoofs of the big horse had made as, with a daring and nimbleness unaccountable in a horse, he had worked to the top. He had made use of ledges and small footholds which even a mountain sheep might have considered twice before using.

There was nothing for it but to marvel at the prowess of Peter and to take their own horses around a four-mile trail in order to come to the top of the summit. And there, to their consummate fury, they found that the daring fugitive had waited until they were well committed to the roundabout way, and men he had traveled down the edge of the cliff and taken another and easier course to the ground. Even so, it was incredible that a horse should have made the descent. And it had been done at considerable risk. Thrice they saw marks, which proved that he had slid into the danger of death in getting down to the bottom of the gorge beneath. But down he had gone, while the saddle and the pack, perhaps - since nothing seemed impossible to this miraculous trainer of wild beasts - had been carried by the grizzly.

But, no matter how the riddle was explained, it remained necessary for them to retrace their steps and to take the roundabout way down to the level going once more. Two precious hours had been consumed by the climb and the descent and the unraveling of that trail problem before the bloodhounds struck onto the trail again.

But now they followed it with utter indifference. Indeed, ever since the morning they had done their work as though weary of it, and as for the mongrels and the big, fighting hounds, they lagged in the rear or coursed rabbits and would not pay the slightest attention to the work in hand.

Hank Jeffries had the only possible explanation. He declared that when the Indian came into camp the preceding night, he had managed to make friends with the entire pack. That explained the silence in which they had permitted him to come and go. That explained their negligence on the trail.

Because, said Hank, a dog is like any other critter. It works a pile better when it figures that its after something it would like to chew or tree. But these dogs, they aint got no interest in the Indian. Theyve seen him, theyve nosed him, and theyve been patted by him, most like. Maybe he brought in something for them to eat. I dunno how he done it. The Lord only knows! Id of figured that Simpkins dog to chew up any man that tried to come near him. Look at me. I been with him most a week, now, but I cant put a hand on him. Hes a regular killer. We aint handling ordinary things with this Indian. Hes got a sort of bad medicine. But Ill do the best I can to get the hounds worked up to the trail.

He lived up to his word. He was indefatigable in his efforts. But he could not make them run a hundred feet ahead of him on the trail before their heads would come up and they would start idling and playing with one another, and looking back to their master as though they wondered what on earth was the purpose in continuing on that course.

Such trailing meant slow work. By noon they had traveled hardly ten miles from their starting point. Si Bartlett summed up the result of their combined efforts: We aint done enough to keep that Peter hoss warm!

In the afternoon they tried to rush the trail, relying simply upon their ability as trailers by the eye, but after an hour they gave up the effort. Before that time was ended they struck a neat problem in the midst of some granite and shrubs, a tangle of which they could not make a head until the dogs had been persuaded to unravel it.

And, just as they were heading along at a brisk gait for the first time in the day, they struck another murderous slope. This time they managed to go up it, but it was slow, slow work, and they had to take a horse at a time, which meant two trips for the entire party. They found themselves in a sort of badlands at the top of the rise. And, worst of all, night was coming on, horse and man were weary, and there was no water.

Bartlett and Jeffries made a short excursion on two sides, ranging ahead, and reported that they had come on no sign of water in any direction. So there was nothing for it but to accept the discomfort of a dry camp.

They had water enough in their canteens for themselves and their cookery, but there was nothing for the horses, and the poor creatures, bone dry from their labors of the afternoon, soon lost interest in the few blades of grass which they could find among the rocks. They stood around with their heads down and their eyes dull.

What talk there was that night around the camp fire consisted of monosyllables and grunts. Every man was so thoroughly disgusted with himself that he wanted to take out his grievance on his neighbors. And Themis was momently in fear that a fight would be started. But a natural reserve, and the fact that every man present was known to be an expert with a gun, deterred them.

So, finally, that wretched evening was closed by sleep. Only Si Bartlett was left awake to stand guard over them and prevent a visitation such as that which they had received the preceding night. He was to keep the watch until midnight, and then Red Norton would relieve him.

Silence dropped over the camp; even the dogs did not so much as whimper, so great was their weariness. But it was not an unbroken night of sleep. A wild shout wakened them, and then there was a rush of hoofs, snorting, and shrill neighing.

The campers jumped to their feet in time to see their entire herd of horses, with one exception, disappearing around the shoulder of a hill, and behind them was a wild figure of a man with long hair blown out behind his head and riding a beautiful stallion. Before a single shot could be fired, he had disappeared in the moonshine behind the hills, and the roar of hoofs tore away into distance, striking up loud echoes which slowly died away.

No man stirred to follow. To pursue such a flight on foot would be like attempting to climb a rainbow to the heart of heaven or putting a saddle on a snowslide. The horses were gone with the single exception of Mary Anne, and even she was working to follow as fast as her hobble would permit her.

Gloria caught her and brought the good mare back. On her return she found that the rest of the men were gathered around Red Norton.

He had been found thrown behind a rock, tied hand and foot, with his own lariat so that he could not stir a muscle, and so thoroughly gagged that he had almost choked before he was delivered. He was still gasping and choking and clearing his throat. When he stood up, his face was purple with rage, his voice husky, and his wild eyes roved around in search of a victim.

But not a word of explanation would he offer. Only, when Hank Jeffries rashly asked him if he had fallen asleep, a torrent of abuse broke forth.

Dyou think Im a fool? thundered Red Norton. Fall asleep? I was as wide awake as I am now, wider awake than you could ever get. But when he - Ill trail him if it takes the rest of my life. But Ill trail him alone. I dont want no squareheads and halfwits along with me. I work better alone!

It was too much for Hank Jeffries. His answer was like a flash of fire. But Themis stepped between them and struck down Nortons drawn gun. He stepped between them at a vital risk of his own life. It was something Gloria would never forget, that picture of her father, perfectly calm, his voice low and controlled.

Theres no use quarreling because were beaten, he said. Theres no point in you being ashamed for whats happened, Norton. Any man in the world may be surprised by a fellow who seems to be able to turn himself into a shadow. If anyone has cause to regret this night, I am he, I think. Im going to pay every one of you his own price for the horse he has lost. You understand? And Ill do it without regret. Im not dissatisfied with the men who have made this trip with me. The trouble has been that weve tried to follow a most extraordinary man as though he were a common mountaineer, whereas hes a genius in his own way. The next time we take the trail, well start out with just the same company. I wouldnt replace a single man who has made the trip. And I intend to start again, I assure you. If we are beaten a second time, Ill start a third. My patience is endless. Im going to see this mysterious fellow face to face - unless the rest of you want to give up?

The answer was a veritable roar of dissent. They would stay with him. They would stay with such a generous and open-minded employer to the end of time. And they would sooner keep on the trail at their own expense than give it up, for their honor was pledged to find the Indian and hang him to a tree in proof that they had found him.

So much for the enthusiasm of the moment; but, as the day began, the rising of the sun showed them the full extent of the catastrophe. Scores of weary miles lay between them and the village of Turnbull. And they certainly could not carry with them a tithe of the equipment. It was agreed that Mary Anne, since Gloria resolutely refused to ride while the rest of the party walked, should be packed with enough provisions to last them for a quick, two-day march. Then the party should strike off, leaving one man behind to guard the saddles, the ammunition, and all the rest of the stores. But first he must be moved to water. They spent the day until noon sweating under heavy loads and carting their equipment five mites away to a small spring. There they left Dick Walker, who volunteered for the duty, and then started back for Turnbull village.

But there was one face in the party from which the eyes of Gloria never turned so long as she could watch him covertly, and that was big Red Norton. All the left side of his face was purple and swollen. Had he been struck with a club, or had that blow been delivered with the fist by a man of incredible strength? Surely, strength so great could scarcely be coupled with -

She tried to combine the picture which was raised in her mind with the picture of the flowers which had been scattered around her two nights before. But here her imagination failed Gloria for the first time in her life.


CHAPTER XXIV
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BAD NEWS HAS wings. But never did bad news travel more swiftly than on this occasion. Halfway to Turnbull, Themis and his following were met by a mounted party of a score of eager horsemen headed by the sheriff. And from them they learned that the entire herd of their horses had been found, in the evening of the day before, driven from the hills into the canyon near Hank Jeffries house. At once there had sprung into the minds of the good men of Turnbull a picture of the entire Themis party murdered by the Indian, and they had struck swiftly into the mountains to bring vengeance, or to rescue if there were any survivors.

And on the way back to Turnbull they heard the strange story of the pursuit of the man of mystery, and its conclusion. But should Dick Walker be permitted to stay alone in the hills, guarding what supplies remained, in the face of so terrible an enemy? The sheriff was assured that Dick Walker had made only one request - that he be permitted to stay where he was, alone. All that he wanted was an opportunity to meet the Indian face to face!

So they went on. If it had been another party, there would have been gibes in plenty and choruses of laughter at the expense of Themis and his men. But the stem faces of the six silenced all mirth.

Into Turnbull they descended, and there scattered, for they dreaded worse than death encountering the children of the village. What men dared not put a tongue to, children can turn into fluid laughter.

In fact, what they had dared not say in the presence of the Themis party, was freely talked of by the entire valley the next day. Six famous men had started out mounted on fine horses and equipped to the teeth to catch a single man, and that single man had sent the six back on foot! It was a story with a Homeric ring. And the Turnbull valley sent up a thunderous peal of laughter.

There was only one calm man in the valley, perhaps, and that was John Hampton Themis. He could have pointed into his past to describe two months which had been entirely devoted to the trail of a man-killing lion in South Africa. He finally got that lion, and he would finally get the Indian. Of that he was quietly certain. In the meantime, he could do with less talk and more action.

First of all, he took Si Bartlett and Red Norton with saddle horses and several pack mules. They headed through the mountains to locate Dick Walker and their cache of equipment and provisions which must be brought back to Turnbull. Heading in a straight line, with no trail problems to untangle, they made the journey in less than two days, and by the bank of the runlet they found Dick Walker lying on his back with his arms thrown out crosswise, smiling up to the heavens with placid, open eyes, and with a purple hole in the center of his forehead. A revolver lay where it had fallen as he had released it, only a few inches from his fingertips.

But the pile of equipment was intact, and beyond it they found the tracks of the Indians bear - the unmistakable, huge tracks which not another creature in the mountains could have made. With the most casual scouting, they saw where the trail of Peter, the stallion and Jerry, the bear, had approached the camp, apparently heading straight up to it, without an effort to conceal their coming. But perhaps they had come by night. Perhaps the fight had been by night. Perhaps it was the light of his own camp fire which exposed poor Dick Walker to the fatal bullet.

They dug his grave deep and buried him with his eyes still open. Over the grave they rolled big boulders to make sure that the body could not be dug by wild beasts. Themis had a hammer and chisel. He carved into the face of the largest of the stones:

Here lies Richard Walker, murdered on this spot by treachery.

When he had reached that point in his inscription, he turned to Si Bartlett and Red Norton.

Boys, he said, I think I ought to find some kind thing to say about Dick and put on this stone. Something thats true about him and fine about him.

The two were silent.

Something like generosity would do, said Themis. Was Dick generous? He gave the appearance of a liberal, free-swinging youngster.

Si Bartlett smiled.

Speaking of generosity, he said, Dick was wasted up here in the mountains. He ought to have been down in some city. If one of the boys got broke, Dick would lend em money and charge half what he loaned as interest at the end of a month. He always had coin, but that was the way he handed it around. No, I wouldnt say that Dick was generous.

He was faithful to his friends, though? queried Themis.

Hal Suffolk, said Red Norton, got interested in Dick when Dick was being tried for killing old Petersby. Hal sent out and brought in a fine lawyer and somehow got Dick loose from hanging - nobody ever knew just how. Then him and Dick went out on a prospecting trip. They got into some sort of an argument, and Dick shot him dead.

Themis rubbed his forehead thoughtfully.

Miserly, ungrateful, vicious, he said. It seems there isnt very much thats good that we can say about him. But was he brave?

Brave? He didnt know what fear was, said Norton.

So it came about that the last of the inscription which Themis chiseled into the stone read:

He never turned his back on his enemy and died as he lived, facing danger.

So they left Dick Walker, packed the mules with the goods, and started back toward the town of Turnbull. One thing remained self-evident. The Indian must die. His daring thefts, his cunning depredations, might be forgiven in a court of law because he had always attempted to make restitution of property, as in the case of the horses of the Themis party, or else he more than paid with furs for the articles he took. But how could he pay the price of a human life?

But they reached Turnbull, to find that the news they brought of the killing of Dick Walker was quite eclipsed by a recent happening in that village. Into the town, swarming as it was with armed men all keen to apprehend him, the Indian had come the night before, entered the house of Themis, found the room of the girl, and left upon her bed two priceless treasures - two perfect pelts of black foxes! An old trapper in a lifetime of work, if he is lucky, catches one such fox. But here were two beautiful skins whose value was simply what the fancy of a rich man chose to pay for them. They could not be represented by a market price. Furthermore, there was no doubt that the Indian had brought them. The prints of his moccasins were trailed back to a place in the hills where he had left Peter and the grizzly to come to the town. Then a serious effort had been made to trail him again on the return journey out of the town and into the hills. But here they had no luck. With consummate skill the wild man had made his return trail vanish into thin air, it seemed. They could not find a trace of him leaving the town.

But Turnbull, in the meantime, boiled with rage and excitement. There was not a youth old enough to bear arms who did not feel that his honor had been outraged because this daring fellow had ventured into the town to pay court to beautiful Gloria Themis. Again posses were organized, but this time there was no sudden pursuit and scouring through the hills, for they had learned the lesson, and they knew that a haphazard rush through the hills brought no result. The expedition of Themis might have failed, but at least all men admitted that his method of patience had been the only possible one.

Not a man would ride out to find the trail until the next day, and, in the meantime, to prevent a second visit of the Indian, a cordon was thrown around Turnbull. Literally scores of men and armed youths encircled the town. There was a perfect circle of camp fires, so that the light of one stretched across and mingled with the light of another. And the men sat in watches, relieving one another during the night and straining their eyes into the darkness. There was to be no hesitation, since the murder of Dick Walker was known. The instant they laid eyes upon a long-haired man, they were to challenge him, and if he did not stop they were to pour in their fire.

And so all of Turnbull remained wakeful. But, to show the gambling spirit of the townsmen and their faith in the power of the Indian to make himself invisible, odds were freely offered and found many takers at one to three that the wild man would walk through the line of fires safely and reach the home of his lady love before the morning.

In fact, there was an inner cordon, as it might be called, stretched around the house of Themis itself. The place which he had rented to serve as headquarters was guarded by a dozen trusted men organized by Dude Wesson and Si Bartlett themselves.

And in the house, like a small kernel inside so much guarding shell, sat Gloria, striving to read, but feeling a mist of excitement rising before her eyes again and again. In her lap lay one of those precious fox skins. It was like a mass of silk. It was dark as night. She could not help thinking of her face and white throat framed in the fur. But as she stroked it she said to her father, who sat in the room with her for the sake of giving her more assurance: Of course, if hes taken alive, Ill sell the skins for the best price I can get. In fact, Ill buy them myself at double the market value, and with that money he can retain the best lawyer in the country.

Hm, said her father. I never before knew that you had such uneasy nerves, Glory. Youve not turned a page for half an hour.

Oh, Dad, murmured Gloria, throwing the book aside, I cant help pitying him. I cant help remembering the flowers he put around me. Wasnt that a beautiful thing to do?

Hm, grunted Themis again, there is a poetic strain in many savages. They sacrifice to the Almighty one moment and eat the burnt flesh of the sacrifice the next. Dont think that this wild Indian is particularly remarkable in that respect. He shows his best talents on a trail.

Dad, she cried with a show of anger, when youve committed yourself to a theory, youre blind to everything else!

I simply keep my mind open to the facts, he said coldly, yet eying his daughter with a sharp anxiety. This fellow doubtless has a fat squaw in the mountains -

Brr! shivered Gloria.

Gloria, said her father, tomorrow you start for New York, and from there you go on to Paris. The Swains are there now. Theyll take care of you.

I dont give a rap about Paris, said Gloria.

Gloria! he exclaimed.

I dont care if I never see it, she insisted. Im going to stay here until Ive seen the - Indian - face to face.

He bit his lip.

Im going out to talk to Bartlett about something thats just occurred to me, he said. Ill be back in a moment or two and look in to see if youre quieter. I really am afraid that youre growing hysterical, my dear. Good-bye for a moment. And, of course, remember that theres no danger. No matter what these credulous townsmen may think, its impossible for a man to transform himself into thin air and blow across the line of fires theyve built.

He went out, and she heard his footsteps go down the hall. Then Gloria picked up the book again, settled herself firmly beside a light, and made her eyes follow the print. In a moment she was thoroughly into the story, and when the door clicked behind her she said quietly: Is everything all right, Dad?

And then she jerked up her head and stared at the window, not daring to look behind her, for whoever had entered the room had come with a footfall as silent as the passage of the wind. There had been merely the stirring of a draft through her hair and the light click of the turning lock. Someone had entered and locked the door behind him. She was alone with the man.


CHAPTER XXV
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IN THAT MOMENT of horror, she looked to the revolver which lay beside her on the table. No, if she reached for that, the Indian - if it were indeed he - would bound upon her from behind. But it could not be he. It must be John Themis who had returned so quickly.

And she forced herself to speak: Dad!

But the voice was a harsh, low whisper. Suddenly, hysteria poured through her and supplied the place of strength. She leaped to her feet, scooped the gun from the table, whirled, and presented it at a tall man who stood just inside the door, a huge man, with sun-faded, brown hair which swept in a mass down to the nape of his neck, where it had been sawed off carelessly with a knife, a man whose skin was brown as an Indians, indeed, but whose eyes were a bright and unmistakable blue. He was dressed in a loose, buckskin shirt; rather, it was a buckskin sack with a hole through which his head was passed, and other holes where the sun-blackened, sinewy arms went through and were exposed to the shoulder. His trousers were of the same home-made pattern. They fitted close about the ankles. And on the mans feet were soft moccasins.

That was what she saw in the first wild glance. Then weakness swept through all her body. She slumped back into the chair. The gun slipped from her hand to the floor unheeded. It was a man of her own blood, a white man! No Indian looked out upon the world through such clear, blue eyes. But, as one terror left her, another took its place. Why had he come, and what would he do?

She scanned his face with a feverish interest, as one sweeps through the denouement of a strange story. And she saw nobly molded features, a great, spacious forehead, an aquiline nose, a square, broad chin. Between his eyes there was incised a single deep wrinkle which seemed to say that this man had known pain and sorrow. As for his age, she guessed him at first to be thirty. But at a second glance something told her he was younger, much younger. Yet how could he be, if for six years he had defied all the manhunters of the Turnbull valley?

He had not stirred, meanwhile. He had not spoken. But he stood there with fire in his eyes staring into her face. Then his glance lowered. He blushed through all the deep coats of tan, and raised his hand.

She saw for the first time that it was filled with moss, and on top of the moss was a cluster of pale blue flowers such as she had never seen before.

I knew that there were no flowers in this place, he said, so I brought these, but it was a long way, and they died. Perhaps they need the snow.

Fear had been like a cold mantle on Gloria, but when she heard his voice, when she saw the flowers in those strong hands, the chill left her. Instead, she was poured full of excitement like a brimmed cup.

He crossed the room. Even in that moment she noted that his step made no sound on the floor, no creaking of the boards. He dropped to a knee before her as she shrank away, and offered the withering blossoms.

You are afraid, he said sadly. But I tell you truly that they can do you no harm. I found them by a stream of snow water. There was a thick cluster of them. They were like water themselves reflecting the sky. You see what a pale blue?

I am not afraid - of them, murmured Gloria. May I take them?

Yes, yes, he said eagerly. And if you close your eyes and look into the darkness hard you will see the mountain where they grew. It is just below timber line. The snow is still beneath the trees. The air is sweet with the pines. And the bead of the mountain goes up above into the sky. At night, it touches the stars.

She took the moss into her lap. The flowers were faded indeed, but all that she could see of them was a mist of blue, a pale blue like when the sun is in the middle of heaven.

He knelt still with his hand outstretched. His glance went up from the blossoms to her eyes. And the shock of those meeting glances sent a tingle through her.

Who are you? What are you? said Gloria.

I am Tom Parks, he answered.

It was like giving the free wind a name. She could not hold back a faint, excited smile.

I have heard them speak your name near the camp fire, he said. You are Gloria.

She nodded.

It is a good name to say over and over, he said gravely. I have said it in the middle of the night, aloud. It brings up your face.

A tide of deep crimson swept over the face of Gloria. She set her teeth, but still her heart fluttered.

Has that angered you? he asked, and all the time his glance was prying anxiously at her face.

She shook her head, for at that moment she could not have spoken.

You see, he went on in that same musical, deep voice, I cannot tell what words will do. For ten years I have not spoken to a man or a woman or even a child, so I cannot tell what words will do. I cannot tell what words should be used to make people happy. But if I knew - ah, if I knew, Gloria - I should take a thousand and a thousand words. I should make them into songs. I should sing them for you until you smiled and smiled and smiled!

He had thrown back his head, and the great, strong throat trembled with his emotion. And Gloria looked on him with a sort of frightened wonder and scared delight. Outside the houses were the voices of men who were hunting him. They would snuff out his life like a candle. And here he was making love to her a dozen feet from them, and speaking as she had never before heard men speak. At eighteen Gloria had seen wise men grow silly. A pretty face performs strange feats of alchemy.

But, since I cannot talk, said the wild man, I have brought something you may understand better than my words. It has made me happy. Perhaps it will make you happy, too.

Then he took from a leather pouch at his side a little, long-tailed tree squirrel. The instant it was liberated, the tiny creature ran from his hand up his arms, climbed the ends of his hair, and sat on his head, looking at her out of twinkling eyes. Gloria caught her breath.

He has a small head, but he is very wise, said Tom Parks. He brings me a present every day out of the trees. He is never quiet. He is always doing something. But, when you whistle like this, he will always stop and come to you.

He whistled softly, a low, faint note and the squirrel whirled, climbed to his shoulder, darted down onto his hand, and stood up looking into his face. Gloria clasped her hands with delight. Girls at eighteen may be very wise, but, after all, they are only girls of eighteen.

Call him, said Tom, entranced with happiness as he saw her pleasure.

She tried the whistle. And she learned the note almost at once. The tree squirrel twisted about, eyed her with an anxious interest, and then ran down the leg of Tom Parks and climbed up her dress to her lap. There he sat up and regarded her with deep interest. Tom Parks gave her a pine nut. She offered it to the little fellow between the tips of her fingers, and he took it in his paws like a child and sat up peeling the brittle shell away and then nibbling the kernel. The tip of his tail was curled up over his head.

When winter comes, said Tom Parks, and you are alone in the evenings; when the wind is shouting through the mountains and the cave is cold in spite of the fire, you will be glad to have him. He will make you smile.

But how can I take him? said Gloria. You will be lonely and unhappy without him.

No, no, he protested. You must see that if I know he is with you I shall be ten times happier, for when you see him, you will think of me. Is that true?

I could not help it, said Gloria.

He laughed silently in his happiness.

I knew that! I knew that! he exclaimed.

A door closed in the distance. Instantly, he was on his feet, and his bigness, his alertness, alarmed her.

I must go now, said he. Your father will be coming back. No, that is not he!

He had listened intently while he spoke, and, though she heard nothing at first, she presently made out a footfall going through the house. Gloria slipped between Tom and the door.

You must not go! she exclaimed. Dont you see that the house is surrounded by men? And beyond them there is another circle around the town! How you came through them tonight, I cant imagine!

I didnt come into town tonight, he replied quietly. I have been in this house since yesterday.

Gloria gasped.

In this house!

I was afraid to wait and see you yesterday, said Tom Parks, so Ive been lying in a room upstairs where no one comes. There were no trails in the dust on the floor when I went in. I guessed that no one would come while I was there. And I have lain there trying to make myself brave to come and see you.

You were afraid - of me? said Gloria.

I should have known, said he humbly, that because you are so beautiful you are kind, also. But I have seen men do strange things. How could I be sure that a woman is different? You will not believe what I have seen men do!

Tell me, said Gloria.

With all her heart she wanted to bid him begone, or else find some way of sheltering him there and warning him of his danger. But to part with him was like, parting with a rare treasure which may be held for a moment but not kept. The time of their meeting was like bubbles of foam, melting away every instant, never to be repeated.

I cannot tell you everything, he said, but once I saw a man tie a horse to a tree because the horse was tired and could not pull the wagon up the hill. He beat that horse with a whip. He beat that horse until the blood came - and the horse was helpless!

Oh, cried Gloria, how terrible! And what did you do?

He stiffened and knotted his hands, and in that gesture there was a connotation of Herculean power.

I climbed into the tree, he said. Then I dropped out of the branches. I tied him, and I beat him with his own whip!

She had heard that story with many strange embroiderings.

Once, he went on, I saw a hunter come to a mountain sheep that had broken its leg in a fall. He stabbed it in the throat and watched it bleed to death, slowly, slowly!

Ah, murmured Gloria in horror, what did you do then?

I turned and ran away, said he, his face dark with rage and disgust. I did not dare to stay near, because I wanted to take him in my hands and kill him. I wanted to kill him little by little, as he was killing the sheep! But there are other things I have seen men do. I have a horse who comes to me when I speak to him. He follows me when I walk. He is sad when I leave him, and when I come again he sees me at a great distance and comes to me with much neighing and calling. He dances around me. And then he hunts in my pouch for something I have brought. He will run with me until his heart breaks and still keep his ears pricking to show that his love for me is greater than his weariness! He paused. Tears were in his eyes.

But that horse, he said savagely, a man had tied to a post and was about to shoot. That very horse - Peter! Can you believe that?

She could not answer. His wild anger, his profound pity, and his overwhelming love, were like unknown countries to her. She was amazed.

But, when I had seen men do such things, he said, how could I tell what even you would do - Gloria? He made a little pause before her name and after it, and he spoke the name itself with an intonation that made it music. She was looking into a mirror and seeing herself transformed, glorified.

I lay by the fire, he said, and listened to your voice. It was to me - to me - like the falling of fragrant flowers. And again, it was like a look up, through the trees, into the sky, into the stars. And still I was afraid that when I met you I would find you like those men. But the moment I came inside this room and into your presence I knew the truth. I knew that you were as good as you are beautiful.

Hush! said Gloria and raised her hand.

She saw him wince. Then he stood statue-still.

I knew it, he murmured at last. Words cannot say what I wish them to say. They are made out of breath. I speak and speak and speak, but I take nothing from what is within me. There is still more than ever within me - like all that lies between two great mountains and all that lies beyond them!

I cannot listen to you! said Gloria, faintly.

I have made you unhappy?

Not - not unhappy, but too happy, too sadly happy. Do you see?

I shall not try to understand, he said humbly.

She passed a hand across her forehead to wipe the spell away, but, when she looked at him again, it was unchanged. He still seemed like a young god out of another world, a world lost to all except himself, into which she could not follow him.

I have found the thing at last! she said suddenly. I shall keep you here in this room - yes, in this very room - until morning. Then, when they have left the fires, you will have a better chance to get away.

He looked at her in amazement.

You dont know them, then, he said. You dont know these men. They hate me. But how have I harmed them? Still, they hate me. If they knew you helped me, they would kill you, Gloria, even you!

They would never touch a woman, not the worst of them, said Gloria.

But he shook his head.

I have seen them torture dumb animals, he said, and a woman can speak. Men who kill sheep would kill women. I know! And so I leave you, Gloria, before they come. But I shall come again!

You must not. They watch me in order to catch you. And since Dick Walker was killed - oh, I know that you killed him because he deserved death, but the others cannot understand.

I did not kill that man, he said calmly.

She stared at him. But could any man lie with such a steady face?

They found him dead, she said slowly. And they found the trail of a horse and a bear near him.

I came to that place and saw him on his back with a hole in his forehead, said Tom with a shudder. I went away quickly. It is a terrible thing to see a dead man. I have seen two!

Ah, murmured Gloria, it is true, then! He was killed by some other man.

Yes.

Then, she cried in excitement, dont you see what you must do? You must go back to that place. You must find the murderer. You must bring him to Turnbull. That is the only serious crime they can charge against you. Money can settle all the rest, and I have money.

He was bewildered, fumbling for her meaning.

Do you mean, he said at last, that if I find him and bring him here, they will no longer hunt me?

I mean that! said Gloria. And if -

She stopped, for a familiar step came hastily down the hall, stopped at her door. The knob was turned under his hand.

What the deuce, Gloria! cried the father. Have you locked yourself in?


CHAPTER XXVI
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AND GLORIA WAS rooted to the floor with horror. She should not have allowed him to stay until the trap had closed. Before she could rally her wits, Tom Parks turned to her with a smile and a gesture which, if it meant anything, declared that there was no serious danger immediately ahead. She saw him turn the key in the lock. The door opened. Then, suddenly, fear for her father leaped into her brain. There was a shrill, involuntary cry of warning, but what happened came before Themis could understand and defend himself.

As he stepped into the room, he was seized from the side, pitched headlong to the floor on his face with as much ease as though he had been a child, and Tom Parks, leaping into the hall, paused to turn the lock from the outside. She heard it click. Then John Hampton Themis sprang to his feet with his revolver in his hand, bewildered and furious. He cast at his daughter one baffled glance. Then he leaped for the door.

When he found it locked, his shout of warning rang through the house. Next, a bullet from his revolver shattered the lock, and he burst into the hall.

As for Tom Parks, he had not fled headlong down the hall. He turned into the door of the room next to that of Gloria. He found a window open and stood beside it, waiting. Beyond the window he could see armed men standing regarding the house with a sober interest, for they had half heard the cry of Gloria. But, when the revolver shot of Themis was heard, then the crash of the door as it was flung open, and last his shout of rage and alarm in the hall, they waited no longer outside the house but rushed pell-mell around the corner to enter it and get at the root of the trouble.

That was the movement for which Tom had waited. Instantly, he was out the window and had dropped with the lightness of a cat to the ground. There, in the deep shadow of the house, he waited an instant. He was unarmed, and his hands ached for a gun. But, when he came near the haunts of men, the great enemy, he purposely left weapons behind him, because he never knew when the temptation would become stronger than his ability to resist.

That second of thoughtfulness gave him a course, however. In another moment the lines of watchers around the town would know that he was inside its limits, and, by simply turning around and facing the village instead of the outer night from which they had expected him to come, they would have him sealed in a trap.

He raced to the rear of the next house on the street. In the corral beside the barn there were horses, but none for his purpose. He could tell that even by their outlines in the darkness. He went on like a flash to the next corral and scanned a huddle of horses standing in a corner. He looked for a head, not for a body, and finally he saw what he wanted, a small, compact, bony head, with short, sharp ears. That was his horse!

He sprang to the barn, wrenched the door open, and on a row of pegs inside he found bridles, saddles, and blankets. But he took only a bridle. Even for that there was barely time. Voices were beginning to shout here and there in the outer night. Perhaps the whole circle of the camp fires had been alarmed by this time.

He came out again. The horses in the corner of the corral split apart and scattered, snorting.

Halloo! shouted the voice of a man from the house in front of the bam. Hello, out there? Whats up?

Tom made no answer. He had just succeeded in cornering the horse with the finely made head. It was a disappointingly small animal - not comparable with Peter, of course. But he stayed with his choice.

Look here! roared the man of the house, now excited. Whats up out there? Bill, come along and lets take a look.

Tom heard the voice of Bill answer. But now he was working at the head of the horse. The stubborn little brute kept its jaws locked and refused to admit the bit. He put two fingers into the side of the beasts mouth and dug them down into the gums. That forced the mouth open, and instantly the bridle was on and slipped over the ears of the mustang.

After that, he did not wait to secure the throat latch. He sprang to the back of his horse - and instantly found that his hands were filled with an argument of another nature, for the bronco tipped into the air and came down crooked. For thirty seconds it bucked with a wild enthusiasm and a cunning intelligence which proved it to be an old hand. But there was no unseating Tom Parks. He had learned to ride Peter in the mountains without a saddle. And he had a grip with his knees almost sufficient to break the ribs of his mount, so he clung in back.

By heaven! roared one of the men who were running toward the corral. Its somebody on Sideways!

Sideways was demonstrating the aptness of that name by a series of bucks from side to side delivered with the violence of a snapping whip and the speed of striking fists.

Shoot for him. Try for his head! cried one of the men.

Tom gritted his teeth. It is impossible to sit a bucking horse without carrying ones head high. He could not duck and flatten himself along the back of the mustang. A gun clanged, and a bullet sang wickedly and close to his ear.

Look out for Sideways, though! cautioned the other. Ill watch the gate. Well get him!

Suddenly, Sideways came out of his bucking humor and decided to try running, as horses will do, apparently thinking that they can run out from under the burden on their backs. So Sideways bolted and made, naturally enough, straight for the corral gate. A frightened yell went up from the man who had posted himself there. Two guns banged in close succession, but the shots flew idly overhead, for the instant the mustang stopped bucking and began to run, Tom had flattened himself along its neck.

They reached the gate. He twitched Sideways to one side and aimed him at the fence. Did the little brute know how to jump, and could he manage it with such a weight on his back? The question was quickly answered. Sideways went for the fence with a grunt of anger, reared, and skimmed it like a bird! Yells of astonishment greeted the feat.

He landed in his stride and was off racing. Tom let him get past two barns. Then he twitched him to the side and hurried him across the village, leaving behind him the line of camp fires with the excited men milling around them, black, misshapen silhouettes.

The village of Turnbull was long and narrow, like most Western towns. In an instant he was across the main street, had plunged Sideways down an alley, and came in view of the opposite camp fires. Everywhere was shouting and confusion and the gleam of the fires upon guns.

Coming out of the black night he was dazzled by that glare of many lights. He could not choose or pick. He simply made for the first gap between the fires while a wild yell of excitement and fear went tingling up to greet him. And then the air was filled with the din of guns.

We were onto fifty yards away, goes the old hunting story. Every one of us was a good shot. At that range, who could miss? We put forty bullets into that grizzly before he hit the brush, and we lost him. Yes, sir, he was a walking lead mine before he disappeared. Yet, when the bear was found dead the next day, there was a solitary slug in him, and he had died from the effects of that one. What had made fifty bullets or more fly astray? Simply that fever of nervousness which makes the hand, so steady in firing at a target, quiver just a little in firing at a living thing.

And hands which shook when they fired at a bear would certainly be tremorous when they attempted to kill this terrible wild man who came upon them by surprise from an unexpected direction. Just an instant, and the flying horse had carried him - long, bare arms and long, flying hair and all - out of the darkness of the houses and into the midst of the guards.

And of a hundred shots, not one struck home or even grazed the target. There was one flurry of wild shooting, and then Sideways, running with wild speed in his terror, dipped into a swale in a hollow and was lost to view. The others rushed to the edge of the swale to get in another volley, but by that time Sideways had put a precious hundred yards between him and the foremost of the sentinels.

The last volley flew wildly astray, and then the blanketing night closed on them, and Tom headed for the hills.

What a blessing it was that the noise fell away behind him, every stride of the good little horse making it dimmer! He had no occasion to regret the selection of Sideways, bucking and all, for every inch of his scant fifteen hands was all horse. He was a bundle of strength and nervous energy, and it was all loosed in that wild burst to get away from the town.

But now Tom Parks drew the mustang back to a more moderate gait. A furlong of sprinting exhausts a man as much as a mile of running. And Sideways had been taxed by fear and anger and a racing gait all at once. It was no wonder that his sides were heaving as Tom brought him down to a canter. And he began to talk as he alone knew how to talk to a dumb beast. What wonder that he could, when only dumb beasts had been near to listen for years? And in a moment the tremor had left the body of Sideways, and under the persuasion of that gentle voice and the hand which stroked his sleek, strong neck, he began to raise his head, and one ear pricked forward. It warmed the heart of Tom to see!

In the meantime, all was not well. There had been a pale semicircle of light over the eastern hills. Now from that glow was born a great, full moon which filled the valley with swarthy shadows. It was not so bad as the all-revealing sun, but it was bad enough. For one thing, he had come out from Turnbull on the side farthest from the direction which led toward Peter and safety. For another thing, there was a dull and increasing roar of hoofs in his rear. And Tom knew that the battle of the night was by no means ended.


CHAPTER XXVII
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THEY WERE COMING fast and hard on his heels. Every man in the village who had a horse had flung himself into the saddle. But most had fallen to the rear. There remained a round dozen of well-mounted men who had pushed on. To be sure, their horses had the burden of saddles to carry, a thing from which Sideways was freed; but the little mustang had in Tom a greater weight than an average rider and saddle combined. Moreover, he had used up the blossom of his strength in that first wild burst of running and bucking. And Tom shrewdly suspected that Sideways, with his short legs and his sturdy frame, would be better fitted for a long and steady run than for the arduous labors of a swift chase.

The thing to do was to get to Peter. Five minutes of that matchless speed would leave the posse staggering and floundering behind him in the night. But how to reach Peter was the problem.

He decided, first of all, to keep straight on until the hills were a screen behind him. Then he would angle to the right and speed around until he could break across toward the opposite side of the valley where Peter had been left. What he needed now was a burst of speed to carry him into those hills as soon as possible.

Tom called to Sideways, and the good little horse lowered his nose, stretched out his neck, and raced like a champion until the steep hill-shadows pushed past him and he was shut from the view of the pursuers.

Chance came to the help of Tom then. He saw before him half a dozen little ravines opening like so many funnels into the heart of the hills. How could the pursuers pick, the right avenue for following him? He took the one which led most directly to the right, and, still keeping Sideways at top speed, he tore down it. Behind him, as the mustang raced, he heard the roar of hoofs and the shouting of men as they drove past the entrance to the canyon. But Tom did not slacken the pace, even after this assurance that the posse had gone wrong. What he vitally needed was a sufficiently big gap between him and the others so that when he chose he could angle back across the Turnbull valley.

But he rode fast simply to make surety doubly sure, as men will do sometimes. It was twenty minutes before he decided that he could safely cut back. Then he let Sideways, now badly blown by all this sprinting, fall to a swaying canter which, he knew, the little horse could maintain all day. So he drifted back through the hills and came out on the plain once more.

He scanned it eagerly right and left, but over the rolling ground, now white with moonshine, he saw no dark forms of hurrying horsemen. He let Sideways continue at the same pace. And then, from a slight elevation, he caught sight of the wide, bright body of the river flowing through the distance ahead of him. They could swim that to safety.

But, as he sent Sideways ahead at a slightly freshened pace, a change of the wind brought an ominous sound on his ear. He swung sharply about, and he saw streaking across the crest of a low knoll a compact body of half a dozen mounted men, aimed at him at full speed.

For a moment he was stunned. Then he saw the only possible explanation. Those who led the party which first pursued him must have guessed that his retreat into the hills was only a feint, for he had always made his descents into Turnbull Valley from the opposite side of the valley. So they had split their party into sections. One plunged after him into the hills, and he had heard them go by on a false scent. The other half roamed along the foothills to see if they could not find him as he doubled back. And that strategy had succeeded. There they were coming with their comparatively fresh horses which had been kept in hand all this time. And here was he with a weary mount!

But there was nothing for it save to make Sideways sprint again and head straight on for the river. That was what he did, working himself well forward toward the withers of the little horse so that his weight would be a lesser burden at great speed. Then, with hand and voice, he shot Sideways ahead.

And the brave little horse answered with all the strength in his body and, what was more important, with all the power of his soul. He ran till his legs were numb and his lungs on fire, but still those swiftly shooting shadows behind him gained and gained. In vain Tom tried to angle up the river for a more favorable crossing place. The instant he started to travel at a slant, the pursuit gained with appalling speed. And still, when he straightened the little horse full for the river, they gained again.

Even if he gained the water, they could reach the bank, and; sitting quietly in the saddle, they could riddle him with bullets better aimed than the few which they now, from time to time, sent whizzing after him. But shooting from horseback is a fine art in itself. If he, Tom Parks, had a rifle with him, he would show them how it was done. If he had six shots, he would empty six saddles for them and hunt the rest of them back across the valley as fast as they had hunted him! But his hands were empty, and he could only groan, then throw all his anguish into the voice that called on Sideways for more speed.

And still, somewhere in the valiant recesses, of his heart, Sideways found mysterious stores of energy upon which he called. Still he answered that voice, until he was reeling in his stride. Yet the posse closed suddenly upon him. Now the water flashed just before them. Headlong he drove the mustang at it. A cloud of silver spray was dashed up by the feet of the horse. He lunged in, and the water closed over them.

That instant Tom thrust himself from the mustang and kicked off underwater, swimming below the surface and with all his might. He swam until his lungs threatened to burst. Then his hands touched bottom. He drew himself to the edge of the river. In a tangle of weeds he thrust his nose and eyes above the surface and saw the drama that followed.

The horsemen of the posse, as he had expected, had halted on the bank. Their rifle butts pitched into the hollow of their shoulders. For an instant they scanned the silver surface of the Turnbull for sight of the man they wanted. But, imagining that the mustang in some way concealed the master, they poured a volley at that gallant head, where Sideways was struggling on across the current.

And Tom, with an aching heart, saw poor Sideways sink beneath the surface. Then, to his soul of souls, he made a vow that for the sake of Sideways he would be kinder to all horses - to all dumb creatures - if his own life were spared from this crisis.

But there was now a shout of wonder from the posse as they saw the head of the horse go down while still no man appeared in the water.

I guess I nailed him just as he hit the water, said one voice. Sure looked to me like I landed him. Look down the stream a ways, boys. Maybe youll see him floating.

If he went down, he wont be up for days, said another. Why didnt you hold up and wait when you seen we had him, Bill?

A fox like that? said Bill. Any way of getting him was good enough for me. But Id sure like to see his face. Hunt down the stream, boys. This current might wash him into the shallows.

They drifted down the stream a little, but Tom dared not move from his place. There he lay in the numbing water and heard them come back.

The thing to do, said the quiet voice of John Hampton Themis, is for you fellows to go back to the town and tell what has happened. Tell em that weve run the rat into the water. Ill stay out here and watch the place.

Dyou think that hes living and breathing down under the water, Mr. Themis? asked another with a chuckle.

I dont know what to think, answered Themis. I only know that it will be a strange thing if a man such as he seems to be has been disposed of as easily as this. Weve only accounted for one of his lives tonight!

This brought another good-natured laugh. They were in high spirits. And the heart of Tom raged in him as he listened to their laughter. Presently, however, they agreed with Themis. They bade him farewell and assured him that he would not have a lonely watch. Others would come out from the village in the night to see the place, and in the morning they would all come out and drag the river by sunlight.

And watch yourself, Mr. Themis, they said. The rat might come out of the water and sink his teeth into you!

So, with more laughter, they rode on. The great silence of the night fell over the place. There was only the light whisper of the river against its banks.

Strange - very strange, Tom heard Themis say, speaking just above him.

Then the noise of the horse of Themis retreated down the river a little, and Tom dared to raise his head above the weeds. Down the bank he saw Themis disappear below a knoll. Quickly, he worked himself out of the slime. On the grassy bank he rolled himself. He worked all his muscles convulsively two or three times to restore, in part, his deadened circulation and the vitality which the chill of the water had sapped. Then he rose to his knees.

Instantly, he heard the sound of the hoofs of the horse as the solitary sentinel started to return. He must find shelter somewhere, and there was only one possibility. That was a growth of shrubs not more than a foot high, far too low and too thin to give him actually a shelter, but they must serve his purpose. He lay among them, face down, because there is nothing which, for some mysterious reason, so attracts the eye as the human face, even by night. He could only pray that his body might not be distinguishable among the shadows of the shrub. And, to reinforce his hope, he felt that the eye of the watcher would be chiefly employed on the bright surface of the river.

Back came the noise of hoofs. It was aimed directly at him. So straight came the noise of the approach that he turned his head toward it, and it was as he feared! Themis was letting the horse wander on straight toward the patch of shrubbery. Perhaps he would let the animal walk straight through it!

Tom gathered his legs a little under him. If it came to the worst, he must attack in the face of that gleaming rifle which was balanced across the pommel of Themis saddle! And he waited, his teeth set, his eyes gleaming, his toes digging in to gain a purchase in case that leap must be made.

And still the nodding head of the horse came on, while Themis sat the saddle looking toward the water. A yard away - suddenly the horse stopped, snorted, then bounded to the side while Themis, with an exclamation of surprise, lowered his rifle and drew heavily on the reins.

There was no escape now for Tom. The horse had seen him. The man would see him in another instant. He came out of the shrubs with a rush. He saw the rifle swung up. Then he leaped for the rider and with upflung left hand touched the muzzle of the gun of Themis. It discharged its contents just beside Toms ear. Then, his lunge carrying him on and up, one hand fell on the shoulder of Themis, another circled his neck.

Themis was torn from the saddle and brought heavily to the earth. Half stunned by the fall, he allowed the rifle to be jerked from his nervous hands. He was forced upon his back. In a trice, hands and feet were tied. Then he was wrenched to a sitting posture and found himself confronting the muddy, dripping figure which stood there, rifle in hand.

You are still alive, said a stern voice. You are her father, and therefore you are still alive. But the others, when I find them, shall die. They murdered the poor horse while it swam in the water. How had that horse harmed them? They shall die as the horse died. Tell them that when they come. I have let them hunt me like a dog through the mountains. When they come again, tell them that I shall shoot, and I never miss.

He threw rifle and revolver far off into the river, while the frightened horse fled, neighing. Then he ran to the edge of the river and dived into it.

Themis, looking after him, saw the water close above him with hardly a ripple to break the surface. He came up far toward the center of the stream, swimming strongly, and his face buried. He reached the farther bank. He climbed the shore and stood a moment, a dripping, shining figure. Then he struck across country with a long, free stride and was lost in the moon haze.


CHAPTER XVIII
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WE START THIS afternoon, said John Hampton Themis with the cheery finality of one who expects opposition but pretends that he does not dream of it. I have completed the arrangements, my dear. New York and then a boat for Paris.

But Gloria, for a moment, merely tapped her foot and watched him. She seemed to be more interested in him than in any effect this statement might have upon her.

Youll have a beautiful time, Dad, she said, I wish you joy.

And you, said Themis, will have your Paris - as much of it as you can stand.

Paris? she said in mock surprise. Paris for me? No, no, Dad. Ive finally become convinced that you are right. Im too young to do justice to Paris, or for Paris to do justice to me. Ill wait. I dont care how many years it is - but Ill wait for another time.

Themis cleared his throat, began a sentence, and changed his mind.

Just what are your plans? he asked.

I havent seen nearly enough of Turnbull Valley, she said.

She whistled softly. A tiny little form whisked across the room, ran up her skirt, and perched upon her knee. It was the tree squirrel. She began to pet it idly.

So you stay here? asked Themis, staring fixedly at the squirrel.

Yes, thank you. Ive barely become acclimated, you see. It would be a shame to leave now. And for my part, I dont see how you can leave, Dad.

No?

Certainly not. Every man in the valley expects you to stay here until youve caught the wild man - the Indian, as you call him.

Themis flushed.

I freely admit, he said, that I was in error. Hes white. As for staying here to capture him, youve surely not forgotten what happened the other night?

In what way?

He had me helpless under his gun, and he let me live.

People may say that youre afraid to face him again.

Once more Themis flushed.

Ill have to endure that, he said quietly. My friends, I hope, will not believe it. And as for the others - well, no matter what they think, I cant stay on the trail of a man who had me at his mercy, then let me go after I had hunted him for his life.

He sighed, and his glance probed the distance with a singular regret.

How he did it, he said, I still cant understand. I look back at it, and it still doesnt seem possible that any human being could have been capable of such activity. It was like the rush of a tiger - like the rush of a tiger, on my honor!

He rose and paced the room hurriedly. His voice was low, while speaking of that incredible thing.

He must have been flat on the ground when the horse shied, Glory. But he came off from it with a bound as though he were made of rubber. And the second leap had him at me. Ill never forget that face. His teeth were glinting in the moonshine. His long hair was tangled with mud and dirt. He looked like a devil. All that happened before I could get in a shot!

He shook his head.

When he caught my shoulders - gad, his fingers seemed iron! The flesh is still black and blue!

He rubbed that shoulder meditatively.

Frankly, he said, Im afraid of him. Id hate like the devil to have to trail him. But the worst of it is that, while I might go with a gun to shoot him, hed not take his chances to shoot in turn, because Im your father. And that, Glory, brings me to the crux of the matter!

She nodded quietly, but she drew the tree squirrel suddenly close to her.

Glory, he said slowly, you want to stay here because of that wild man. Tell me truly.

Thats the exact truth, said Gloria. Youve seen through me, Dad.

He shuddered. There was such pain in his face that she lowered her eyes, unable to watch him.

Gloria, he said sadly, its my fault, I know. Its entirely my fault. Ive let you grow up doing as you please. Ive spoiled you terribly. And now youll fight for your own way. Its impossible for you to give up anything you want.

She slipped out of the chair and went to him and took his hands.

The squirrel ran up the back of the chair and perched on the top of it, peering at her with its bright little eyes.

Dont say that, Dad, she pleaded. I know youve spoiled me, but theres hardly a thing in the world that I wouldnt do for you if you seriously asked me.

Except to leave the Turnbull with me now?

She bowed her head.

Glory! he cried in agony. Do you mean it? Even if I beg you, as I do now, to come with me?

Oh, Dad, she answered, her eyes filling with tears, if you only would ask proof of me in some other way. If I could only show you how dear you are to me, and what I would suffer for you! But this one thing -

He released her hands and stepped to the window, breathing deep. Then he forced himself to face her again. It seemed to Gloria that he had aged by ten years in the past day.

It means a tragedy if you stay here, he said. My dear, we all feel that we know ourselves better than others can possibly know us. But dont you think we may sometimes be wrong? I think I understand you, Glory, simply because I love you so much. And I tell you that if you see this wild man again while your brain is still in a riot from that first meeting, youll lose control of yourself. Before you know it, youll be married, and your life will be ruined!

She paused to show that she was taking all his words to heart.

Will you listen to my viewpoint? she said at last.

Of course, said Themis. I want you to talk - talk about everything. Get it out of your heart and into words if you can!

Suppose you look at it in this way, then. If I never see him again, if I never talk with him again, the thought of him will haunt me. Dad, this room is filled with him. He was here five minutes, but he has left something in every corner of the room. The sound of his voice has never run out of my ears. I keep seeing his face - sometimes Ive turned around short in going down the hall because it seemed as if he were coming behind me with that silent step of his! Do you understand how I feel now?

Glory, he said, lets take another angle. If you stay here, the mans devotion to you will bring him down to the town again. And when he comes down, hell be caught. He escaped once, you know by how small a margin. A second time he cant escape. And when hes caught, hell be hanged for murder. Nothing can prevent that.

Its not true! cried Gloria. He told me with his own voice that he did not kill Dick Walker!

I believe him as thoroughly as you do, said Themis. But that does not spoil the case against him. He had a motive for killing Walker. His trail was seen going there. What more could be needed? Hed be hanged, Gloria.

An innocent man! Oh, Dad, its too horrible! Ill find some means of preventing it!

Thats a blind hope. If you really are fond of the wild man - of Tom Parks, as you call him - the best thing is to leave Turnbull Valley, because, so long as you stay here, youre the bait for a trap that may catch him.

He has gone himself to find the murderer of Walker.

But the trail has been wiped out by the rains before this. You mustnt console yourself with absolute impossibilities, my dear.

Oh, she cried, bewildered, there will be some way!

Her father shrugged his shoulders.

Besides, he said, even if he dodges the law for a time, hell eventually be captured.

Theyve failed for six years.

Whats six years to the law? It will wait a lifetime. Eventually, it wins. It has forever. It uses a million hands. One man cannot stand against it, particularly since Parks has become notorious. Man hunters will come from all parts of the West. Theyll run his trail through every month of the years. Finally, hell go down. Gloria, if you were to attach yourself to him, youd attach yourself to a doomed cause.

He saw, by the way her head went back, that he had made a wrong step.

Dad! she exclaimed. Do you want me to leave the ship because the rats have left it? Do you want me to be a coward?

He gritted his teeth.

Think of your friends, Gloria.

Hes worth all of them!

How could he meet them?

They would be honored by a syllable from him, or else theyre not worthy to speak with him! But dont you see, I only want to meet him once more and make sure? Perhaps it will be different when I see him again. The glamour will be gone.

He shook his head sadly.

Not with you, Gloria. It needs more time than youll have between meetings. No man has ever meant anything to you. And now youll cling to this first enthusiasm -

Suddenly, he stopped talking. He went to her and took her in his arms.

My dear, he said, if I were a religious man, I should pray God to help us both do right in this thing.


CHAPTER XXIX
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WHEN TOM PARKS, well before sunup, reached that cleft in the hills where he would find the stallion and big Jerry, he sent a long screaming whistle over the trees and listened until he heard a whinny faint in the distance. After that, he did not wait for either the horse or the bear to come. They would find him and wait.

In the meantime, the good men of Turnbull were mustering and making ready for another hunt. But it would still be a short interval before sunup and their start, so Tom lay down in a corner behind a rock, where the wind could not get at him, and was instantly asleep.

For two hours he lay without stirring, and when he wakened the fresh light of dawn filled the sky. Beside him was Peter, cropping the grass. In the near distance was the bulk of Jerry, paying his attention to a colony of ants. He had already devoured the myriads of half a dozen anthills. Now he was demolishing a seventh nation, but at the voice of Tom he whirled and came with his lumbering but swift stride across the clearing.

Peter, in the meantime, began to sweep around the returned master in swift loops, flirting his heels into the air and shaking his head, bucking and gamboling more in air than on firm ground. As for Jerry, he stood upon his hind legs, viewed the master carefully, then went around him, sniffing the strange man scents which he found, and growling terribly all the while. Eventually, he decided that all was well and allowed his head to be rubbed for a moment.

But there was only a moment to be spared; In ten minutes Tom had taken out the saddle from the place where he had cached it, and the journey of the day was started. And, before he had gone two miles, he looked back to a height and saw them coming, the stream of a score of dogs and fully as many riders.

He climbed into the rougher country, for it was there that Jerry could make progress that defied the imitation of men on horseback. From another eminence he stared down and saw that two other packs were out, two other groups of hard riders were following them.

These things, however, he viewed with only a dim concern. He would break their hearts before the day had ended. But he had more to do than simply avoid a few posses. Far away was the place where Dick Walker had ended his evil life and been buried. Thither he must go and hunt around the place for the trail of the murderer. If he could find that trail, if it would lead him to the man, if he could extract the confession from him, then he was free to ride down into Turnbull and meet Gloria unafraid.

But how many ifs lay between!

All that day he worked swiftly through the mountains. Among the rocks, he descended the steep places on foot, at a run. He climbed the difficult ridges seated on the back of Jerry, and he covered the open stretches on the back of the stallion.

Here and there he stopped, in favorable places, to lay out trail problems which occupied him five minutes, but which would take the pursuit ten times that long to unravel. In the twilight he found and shot a deer, which provided ample for himself and Jerry. And it was still the dark before dawn when he started on the trail again. In the mid afternoon, he found the heap of rocks which marked the grave of Dick Walker.

But as for the trail of the true murderer - it was like hunting for a needle in a haystack! In the first place, days had intervened since the murder, and rains had washed down the soil. In the second place, the party of Themis had trampled all the region around the grave.

So, while Peter grazed and Jerry dug for roots, Tom cast a corkscrew trail around the place, cutting for signs with an eager diligence.

Darkness closed on him, and still he had not succeeded. With the dawn, he was up again and at it, hunting feverishly now, for the posse must be close upon his heels. And in the midmorning he found the first thing which might be of assistance.

It was the empty shell of a forty-five-caliber bullet, such as had been fired into the head of Walker. It lay a full mile from the place of the shooting in the direction of the eastern mountains. Of course, it might have been thrown there by anyone. Any member of the Themis party might have gone out this far and taken a shot at a rabbit and then thrown the empty shell out of his gun. But there was a chance in ten that it was the shell belonging to the slug that had killed Walker, and in that case the place where it lay meant something to Tom.

He calculated exactly a line between that spot and the site of Walkers grave. If that line were projected into the mountains, it might give him the course which the slayer had taken. But the projection pointed straight at a mountainside, and certainly it was not probable that a fugitive would take that steep ascent instead of sticking to the canyons where he could have made far better time!

But Tom could not stay to argue probabilities. Possibilities were all that he could work on. He struck ahead, aiming his course with nicety for the very peak of the mountain, riding in just the course that a horseman would have been most likely to take if he had ridden in that direction.

By noon he was halfway up the side of the mountain, but there had not been the ghost of a sign to encourage him along the trail. Here he paused while Jerry busied himself with a chipmunks burrow. After half an hours rest he went on again until he reached the mountaintop early in the afternoon.

There he found a small spring welling out of the ground. The sight of it excited Tom. He had covered since dawn a stretch of ground which would have made a good days march for an ordinary horse and man. Even Peter was a little wearied by his efforts. And, if the murderer had indeed taken that trail, the sight of running water must have been too great a temptation to him. Here he would surely have camped, even if he did not build a fire.

But there was no sign, still. From the pine saplings no tips had been cut to make a bed. And if deadwood had been cut, it was impossible for Tom to find the place. Though, for that matter, some of the little, dead shrubs might have been pulled up by the roots, and the rains would have washed the holes full of sediment. He looked uneasily at the rumble of stones around the spring, and his stanch heart began to fail him. To be sure, he had learned patience in an incomparable school, but he felt that the trail had vanished into thin air if, indeed, it had ever been a trail at all.

Jerry came lumbering from his root digging and began to tumble the stones over. Under some he found grubs which were licked up by that restless, red tongue. Under others he found nothing. But he went on carelessly until a great, two-hundred-pound boulder was tugged over for the mere sake of showing his strength, perhaps, and he began sniffing at the dark undersurface, all sweating with moisture. His growl drew Tom nearer. He looked down to the bottom of the rock for the want of something better to do.

It was very dark indeed. The moisture alone could hardly account for its blackness. All the rest of the boulder was a dull gray. Suddenly, he leaned and drew a fingertip across the surface of the stone. The tip was blackened by the contact, and Tom straightened with an exclamation of satisfaction.

There was only one way to account for that thin layer of soot. A fire had been built near the stone, which had later fallen upon its face. And it must have been a recent camp fire which had done the work, no matter if other traces of the fire were lacking. The heavy winds and the rains might have washed all other symbols of it away. This one was enough to set the heart of Tom on fire with hope.

He went back to the head of the mountain to reconnoiter the hollows and the valleys beneath, and there, to be sure, he saw them. The wind fanned his face gently, and it carried to him a faint echo of the clamoring dogs. There they streamed, small as ants in the distance; and behind them was the little army of the hunters. Tom frowned and shrugged his shoulders. It was not for fear of them, to be sure. But how could he follow and untangle the mysteries of this dim trail while these men followed in his trail? His hand tightened grimly upon the barrel of his rifle, but he restrained himself. After all, that was not what he must do. There were strange movements of repulsion in his heart of hearts at the very thought of firing upon a human being. He turned his back on the scene with a murmur of disgust and headed for Peter.

Once in the saddle, he struck out along the hillside at a fast clip. It would have been difficult going for another horse at a trot, but Peter negotiated the rough ground at a round gallop. He had not spent six years following the wild trails where Tom and the grizzly led him, without gaining some of the instincts and the powers of foot of a mountain sheep. He knew by the look of the soil where it would slide, and where the apparently loose gravel would hold fast. He knew how to weave among the trees without diminishing his pace. He knew how to conserve his strength in the climbs, how to go deftly in a serpentine course down abrupt slopes, and then to whirl in a wild gallop through the valley.

That was what he did now as they cut across the mountain slope, then doubled back over the peak, went down the farther slope, opened up at a terrific speed across the more level going in the lowlands, and climbed again, toward evening, into the ragged cliffs, as though they were heading definitely north after the feint of the day before into the east.

As the early twilight came, still bright on the upper mountains, they reached a swift, shallow, snowfed stream. Into that icy water he rode Peter, with Jerry grunting behind. Though the grizzly had been distanced across the low country, he had more than made up for the lost ground when it came to climbing in the rough hills. Up the stream they waded for a distance, came out on the same side of the stream on Which they had entered, and circled back toward the creek, which they entered close to the first point, then crossed to the farther side, Jerry following behind the stallion, and made another swift semicircle on the farther shore. Around they went again in a larger circle, then followed with weaving in and out, and finally dropped straight into the stream, stumbling over the boulders, passed up a branching runlet hardly large enough for them to walk in, and came out again at the head of the runlet upon some great, flat slabs of granite where no visible print of their trail could be left, and where the thin and wandering current of snow waters would probably wipe out most of the scent for a considerable distance.

Over these rocks they went for some distance and at length struck off again through the broken ridge country. It might take an hour, it might take a day before the trailers located the solution to that puzzle, though by this time they knew many of his tactics by heart.

He had traveled from the peak of the mountain, where he found the sooty stone, over a long, loosely irregular arc. Now he headed, on the almost level plateau, straight across the short chord of that arc and pressed on remorselessly, in spite of the growls and grumblings of the grizzly, until, in the utter dark, he reached the place where, so he felt, the murderer of Dick Walker must have camped before him. There he ventured on his fire. There, after a time, he took a turn in his blankets and fell soundly asleep.


CHAPTER XXX
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THERE WAS NO sign of sunrise when he wakened suddenly and rose to his feet the next morning. But the iron will had roused him after a scant four hours of rest. It was enough.

Where the spring water collected in a deep, black-faced pool a little farther down the mountainside, he took his morning plunge. He came back to his own new- kindled camp fire, surrounded by rocks, and started the coffee. Then he tended to his shaving.

It was the one habit which he had learned from men, for when his beard began to grow, he had envied the smooth faces of the men he saw, and finally, spying on a camp fire in the early morning, he had seen a man shaving. That same razor and strap and brush and soap were mysteriously stolen from the lucky prospectors kit that night while he slept. In its place there was left a bundle of four fine fox skins. And so it was that Tom learned shaving. He had envied the short hair of men, also, but he could not cut his own unless he hacked it off close to the roots with his knife and left a ragged mass covering his head.

Bathed and shaven and breakfasted, he was still too early to take the trail. But in a few moments the quick-coming mountain dawn began, and he looked about him. All around the place were the trails of men and dogs and horses. The pursuers had rested for a time at this point in the trail, well wearied by the labors of that day, as they might have reason to be. But what would they feel when they discovered that that long loop to the side was merely a detour?

Tom smiled as he thought of their faces. His ears rang in imagination with their profound oaths. Then he headed down the mountain slope.

He went on until noon, still carefully maintaining that line which he had cast ahead from the crest of the mountain toward the higher peaks. Another deer fell to his rifle, then, with a long-range shot. He paused to cook and eat and let Jerry feed his full. It was a two-hour halt, but two hours of rest in the middle of the day is an excellent measure on a long trail. When he began again in the middle of the afternoon, it was at a pace as brisk as that of his morning spurt. An hour more, and he came on what seemed to him another proof that he was following the correct trail. It was the indubitable sign of a camp fire which had spread into the surrounding brush and almost started a forest fire, save that the camper had beaten it out in the nick of time before it spread to the trees.

No rains could hide the scars of that fire. And on went Tom, confident, now, that he was running in the right direction. He struck up above timber line, crossed a great range of gleaming stone cliffs, and dropped onto the farther side. Was he still on the line, he wondered, as he camped that evening?

Next day he went on again, and it was in the middle of the morning that he came on the first continuous trail. Well worked in along the moist bank of a stream, he found the print of a horse and a dog, and yonder was still the dent of a mans knee where he had stopped to fill his canteen.

Of course, it might not be the man he wanted, but from that point he ran on snatches of the trail repeatedly. As a matter of fact, he had traveled in two days as far as the other had traveled in four, and the trail was freshening every moment. Now Jerry began to take an interest, and Tom welcomed his assistance, for there is no more able trailer than a clever grizzly. Men have worked to follow them for the sake of a photograph for two weeks or a month at a time, and never sighted them. More often than not, they have turned back to dog the hunters steps! And at the end of the trail puzzle he finds that the great brute has spent half the day working trail problems for the man to solve, and the other half has perched himself in a safe lookout to enjoy the labors of his enemy.

So it was that Jerry regarded the tracks of the man, the horse, and the dogs, got their faint scent in his sensitive nostrils, and finally forged ahead, showing the way to Tom. It was far surer to follow Jerrys lead, but it was slower. Yet Tom, full of anxiety lest the posses overtake him again, allowed the bear to take his own course, only urging him on now and again.

Another day went over his head, and now the trail was so clear that even an amateur could have deciphered it. The horse was shod on three feet. The fourth was bare, and a chunk was broken out of one side of the overgrown hoofs - the right fore. The man wore boots with high heels, sloping to a rather meager supporting surface, like modification of cowboy boots, well nigh. Wherever he got down from the saddle, he left prints which showed that both heels were badly turned over and leaned to the outside.

He was a big man, Tom observed by the length of the stride. He was a heavy man, as he could tell by the depth of the impressions. That it was a horse as small as the rider was large, was an equally clear deduction and taken from similar testimony. Moreover, it was an expert shot in whose trail Tom rode. He could tell that by scars which he had found on a slender sapling at one side of the trail. The tree had been carefully cut in two with five shots, placed so nicely, side by side and in a perfectly straight line, that each orifice neatly touched the next.

Tom examined the tree with care. The caliber of the bullets was forty-five. He had done that shooting at thirty yards with a Colt, then. And Tom himself could not have improved upon it. Still more, they must have been quick, casual shots such as a man aims to make such that hand and eye are in faultless practice.

No sooner did the trail become clear than Tom increased his pace, and the fear of the mellow-tongued voices of the dogs of the posse began to disappear when, in the middle of a sunshiny afternoon, he came on indisputable proofs that the trail which he was following through a pine forest had been made only an hour or so before, at the most. If this were indeed the man who had killed Dick Walker, he must be essentially lazy, for, after the first spurt away from the site of the murder, he had gone ahead with marches so short that a child could have made them on foot from day to day. Tom could have covered four times the average distance and never been hard pressed by the labor. But here were the pine needles recently pressed down and unlifted by any wind since the footprints were made. Surely, the goal could not be far off.

At least, he would take no chances. He galloped Peter to one side half a mile or more and left him in a small hollow thickly fenced with trees. There he left him with Jerry, secure in the knowledge that nothing would make them budge until he returned and gave the order for a move. Then he struck off through the woods at a run, with his revolver and cartridge belt only. He cut back to the trail of the man and horse and dog. Along this he continued running for a mile until the barking of a dog not a hundred yards away caused him to slacken his pace.

He came almost at once to a small clearing among the tall trees where a great dog which was apparently a cross between wolf and hound - heavy as the one and long legged as the other; a huge, fierce brute - was raging around the bottom of a small sapling in the top of which a tree squirrel was perched, chattering with terror. At one side stood a small pinto with the sweat mark still dark on his back and the saddle thrown down just inside the open door of the log cabin. Over the cabin, smoke was curling from the chimney. But the man of the house was standing by the tree, laughing at the terror of the squirrel and the wild fury of the dog.

At sight of that man, the blood of Tom turned to ice, for it was the man who had died in his cave come to life! There was the same gigantic body. There was the same dense growth of black and curling beard. There was the same pair of keen, wickedly active little eyes. He stood in riding boots very much like a cowpunchers, but slightly wider at the toes. He wore overalls and a flannel shirt which had once been red, but which was now faded to a sort of grisly pink. It was open at the neck. His outfit was fittingly completed with a rag of what had once been a black, felt hat. As to the age of the big man, Tom judged him in spite of the heavy beard to be only in his late thirties - the very prime of his muscular life. But, first and last, he noted the boots, the heels of which had sagged well outward under his gigantic weight.

He was busy now bending the sapling. He did it with one hand, with a suggestion of strength in reserve that appalled Tom. He brought down the top of the sturdy young tree until the great hound, with a bound, almost reached the tree squirrel. The latter would run back down the trunk, squealing in terror, only to recoil as it neared the hand of the man. And so the dog barked and raged, and the man laughed as though his joy in the torture was almost more than he could endure.

At length, a hard shake dislodged the squirrel with such force that it was flung far through the air, struck the ground hard, a short distance from the tree behind which Tom was standing, and then raced for safety in the same tree. The dog, meantime, had darted instantly in pursuit with a whine of joy, and Tom saw that in another instant the great jaws would clamp over that small, terrified morsel of flesh.

He could not resist, though it was a wild, incautious thing to do, as he knew. He leaped from his covert with a shout. The dog veered from him, and the squirrel took advantage of that moment to gain the tree and dart up into its branches. There it ran out on a limb, high enough for safety, and chattered its contempt and disgust in the general direction of the dog.

The latter began leaping as high as it could in the air, howling dismally in disappointment. But Tom had no longer any thought for either the squirrel whose life he had saved or the dog. He looked up to the master of the latter and found that he was facing the muzzle of a revolver.


CHAPTER XXXI
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THERE ARE SOME men whose minds grow hazy and dim in the crises. There are some whose mental acuteness is a thousandfold redoubled. And Tom Parks was one of these. He saw every detail of the body of the big man. He saw the very bending of the forefinger around the trigger. And, with the same glance, he looked into the mind of the fellow, down to his heart of hearts, and what he saw was relentless brutality - an unending store of it. He saw cool and quick decision, too, and the readiness for action which marks the fighting man, made such by nature and trained to perfection.

Just get your hands up over your head, son, the other was saying. Just get em up there, he drawled with murderous slowness through his teeth, and keep em there!

If there was hesitation in Toms mind, it did not outlast the fifth part of a second. Then he drew his hands up and stood with them raised obediently above his head.

Well, said the big man, say your prayers.

Tom set his teeth. He was incredulous, and yet there was a wicked devil in the eye of the other which told him that anything was possible. He saw the forefinger increase its pressure. The gun exploded. But at the last instant the muzzle was twitched up. Something dropped with a light crashing through the branches of the tree behind Tom.

Well, Tiger, eater up, said the big man calmly, and he added to Tom, lowering his revolver and dropping it into his holster: Youve got your nerve, stranger. Youre steady enough!

I thought that was the end, said Tom with equal quiet.

All right, and the other grinned. You had something coming to you for robbing Tiger of that squirrel. He had the squirrel coming, and you had something coming, too. Now I guess that were quits. You can put your hands down if you want, partner.

There was no misunderstanding the attitude of this giant. He was perfectly willing for Tom to go for a gun if the latter so desired. His confidence in his ability to get out his own Colt beforehand was profound. There was even a malignant twinkle in his eye which suggested that he would welcome such a crash.

But Tom was not ready to fight, certainly not ready to kill. In the first place, what he wanted from this man was not his death but all that he knew concerning the murder of Dick Walker, and, now that he confronted the fellow, it occurred to Tom for the first time that the extraction of a confession might be an affair of considerable difficulty. He had followed the trail blindly. Now that one half of his work was done, there was another half before him, about the accomplishment of which he had no ideas. Besides, the mere physical subduing of the big man seemed an impossible task. Behind him the dog was champing and growling noisily at the body of the poor squirrel. It seemed indicative of the power of him of the black beard. That might not be the only death in the clearing before night came.

Now that were friends, said the big man, who might you be?

My name is Tom Parks.

Im Bill, said the other. Glad to know you, Tom.

But he made no attempt to shake hands. The right hand rested on his hip carelessly - and near the butt of his gun.

How come you by this way? he continued.

I was lonely, said Tom.

The other grinned, but made no direct response.

And you come on foot, too? he said.

No; on a horse, said Tom.

Wheres the horse?

I thought Id leave him a little ways off, answered Tom, until Id scouted around a bit.

The big man ceased smiling.

You wasnt just sure what sort of folks I might be, eh? he said.

I didnt know you, said Tom as gravely as before. I thought that Id take a look and see for myself.

Till you saw Tiger take a dive for the squirrel - then you showed your hand?

That was it, said Tom. I hadnt intended to.

Well, said Bill, Tiger has the squirrel!

He waited, apparently ready to be taken up on this score, but, since he was not challenged, he went on:

Im glad to see you, right enough. But if you see anything around these diggings that you take a fancy to, just pay me in coin, will you, and not in fur?

Tom started, and the other laughed heavily, but not with such abandon that his right hand stirred from its strategic position or his eyes for an instant left off their watch.

Sure, he said. I knew you the minute I clamped eyes on you. There aint so many that go around with long hair and home-made clothes these days. I knew you pronto. There aint another man in the mountains that you could be mistook for. Whats up, Tom?

I was tired of running away from men, said Tom idly. I thought Id like to sit down and talk with a man who was in the same position with me.

The same position? How come? exclaimed Bill, instantly suspicious.

Tom smiled.

You dont seem to be very near other houses, he said. Some people may come near your house, but not very many!

He turned and waved to the ragged crests of the mountains which on every side pitched up against the sky. When he faced Bill again, he found that the latter was studying him like a hawk. But he wavered in his decision for only an instant. Then he shrugged his heavy shoulders and grinned.

All right, kid, he said. I guess you know, and he winked, but immediately scowled and added: Not that they got anything on me, but Im tired of having them watch me. Im tired of being bothered. Cant show my face inside of a town without having the sheriff come around and get clubby. Why, blast their hearts, they aint got a thing that they can prove on me. All they got is the hope of proving something. But I aint anybodys fool!

He laughed again, more heartily than before.

Come on inside, he said..

Tom nodded and noted that the other waited for him to pass first and then followed half a step to the rear, keeping his guest always under his eye.

And what about the bear, he said. Id sure like to see that bear. Or is that just a lie they been telling about you having a bear that you had tamed.

Its true, said Tom.

Well, Ill be hanged, said Bill. Well go take a look at that bear after a while. How about eating now?

Good, said Tom, but the walls of his stomach were cleaving together with anxiety. You eat while I talk, I ate this noon.

You - well, son, aint it time to eat again?

Tom eyed him in wonder, and then he remembered. Other men sat down to eat three times a day. One meal in twenty-four hours was privation to them, whereas two was a luxury to him.

Not till tomorrow, he said. I cant eat till then.

Bill shook his head.

Youre queer, right enough, he decided. But I can eat for two any day. Are you taking off your gat? Its a pile more comfortable sitting around.

Tom took the hint and stripped off his gun belt and hung it on a peg in the wall. But Bill, while he busied himself taking his food from the frying pan, where it had been simmering, kept his revolver on the edge of the table nearest to him. It was a wretched imitation of a table - two planks joined together over two sawhorses. But, at that, it was almost the only piece of sawed timber in the cabin. The rest was entirely logs. In a corner was a grimy heap of blankets on the floor. There were a few rusted traps; some shirts and boots thrown in another corner; two rifles, a shotgun, and two revolvers hanging on the wall, apparently all well cared for; some sacks of flour and other provisions, a bit mildewed around the bottoms; and two stumps leveled on bottom and top had been rolled into the house as chairs. Altogether, it was the dirtiest and most uncomfortable living quarters that Tom had ever seen. The fire, gleaming through the cracks of the stove, was the one cheerful center of interest.

The great hound came stalking in, snarled with twitching lips at Toms moccasins, and then lay down near the stove and glared at Tom out of fierce, red eyes. And whenever the eyes of Tom fell upon him, his lips twitched again, and a growl formed vaguely in the deeps of his throat.

The dog dont like you, said Bill, as he arranged his coffee and ham and fried bread on the table in tin dishes and sat down in front of it, with the revolver still near his plate. He dont like you, and, come to think of it, you cant noways blame him. He figures that you tried to cheat him out of that squirrel when he had a good chance to catch the little devil. You cant blame him for that, eh?

No, said Tom.

At the sound of his voice, the dog growled heavily.

Shut up! thundered Bill, and kicked savagely at the head of the dog. But that brute had apparently learned to dodge with expert adroitness. He moved an inch out of range, shifted his eyes to the face of his master with a whine of abject submission, and again resumed his occupation of glaring at Tom.

His presence greatly complicated matters. Bill alone was a handful and more. He was larger than any man Tom had ever seen. Towering six feet and five inches from the ground, with some two hundred and fifty pounds of mighty muscle, trained hard by the mountain climbing and the mountain work, he was the very picture of Hercules. The meal which was before him was enough in quantity to have fed Tom heartily for two days. But the giant devoured it in great sections. The cords of his huge wrist were as bulky and broad and hard as the tendon of Achilles in lesser men, well-nigh. When he chewed his food, the muscles swelled out along his jaw and made his beard bristle. In addition, Tom had seen enough to know that he was lightning quick with hand and eye. And, if it came to a hand-to-hand fight, he would be at a more decided disadvantage in having to confront this terrible foeman in such cramped quarters. Altogether, though he had amply proved the superiority of his own strength over the power of ordinary men, and though he would have been confident even now had there been a chance for him to exercise his agility and his endurance over a broader battlefield, he seriously doubted and almost despaired as he looked upon those enormous hands and those blunt-tipped fingers. But, in addition to all these disadvantages, there was the dog.

That huge brute, as large among his kind, almost, as his master was among men, had formed a confirmed hatred for the visitor. At the first sign of a quarrel with the master, he would fling himself at Tom with teeth large enough and strong enough to tear the throat out of a man at a single bite. Altogether, it seemed that Tom was confronted with insuperable odds.

And yet action he must have, now or never. Somewhere back in the forest, where the yellow light of the late afternoon was sifting through the trees, the posse was coming apace to overtake him. And once they were there, they would not wait to listen to his accusations. Nine chances out often, they would simply shoot him on the spot, or else string him up to a nearby tree. Before they arrived, he must have proof to show to the world that Bill was the murderer - or, indeed, was he?

If he were not, it was a lost trail, and with that lost trail was lost all hope of seeing Gloria again. Poor Tom passed the back of his hand across his furrowed forehead.
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IVE HEARD TELL something about the way you made a fool out of the gang that that tenderfoot took up into the hills, Bill was saying. Ive heard tell about it! But you aint the only one that theyve tried to hunt down and aint been able to. No, kid, you aint the only one. I had a brother once. They started after him, a good hundred of em, but they never got him.

How long did your brother keep them away? asked Tom with sudden interest.

How long? said Bill. Why, they didnt never catch him! Eight, nine years ago, along in the spring, he come up into the hills with about a million of em after him. But they never put a hand on him. He got clean of em all!

He laughed and beat his hand on the table until the tins jumped and rattled.

I sure wish that Id been around to see how the old boy managed it! He was a hard one, he was. And he just stepped out and walked away from the whole crew of em!

Eight, nine years, said Tom, his idea growing more certain, though he still wanted the proof more complete. And hes been away all this time?

He faded out so complete, said Bill, that nobody ever seen him again, not even me. But I figure that I know where he went. He had some pals in Australia. Thats a good country for a gent that wants freedom. Thats where he must of gone!

Tom drew a deep breath. For all the years which lay between, he felt again the heavy hand of the giant in his cave, and heard the deep, growling voice. And Bill was like a larger reincarnation.

When I got tired having them fool with me, said Bill, I remembered what he done. I came the same direction, and I done the same thing!

But here Tom shook his head.

Not quite the same, he said.

The joy was stricken from the face of Bill.

Eh? he grunted, and, staring at Tom, his brute face worked with astonishment and the beginnings of fear.

I went down to Turnbull, said Tom, and while I was there I heard men talking about you.

The devil you did! thundered Bill, and instinctively his huge hand gripped the butt of the revolver, and his glance roved through the door and across the clearing. Nobodys ever seen me, he continued fiercely. Nobody but you! And he centered a malignant gaze upon Tom.

I heard them talking about the killing of Dick Walker, said Tom. Someone must have seen you in the hills, because they talked about a man of your size. And I dont suppose that there is another like you in the mountains around here.

Nor around no place, said Bill proudly. Gents of my size dont come along in pairs. But what did they say?

They said that not many men were capable of beating Dick Walker. That was why they thought it must have been you.

It must of been somebody that knew me back in Elkhorn, said Bill thoughtfully. I had a falling out with Walker there just before I had to leave town. But I left word for Dick that Id get the skunk sooner or later. I seen em make that camp and pile up the stuff after youd made a fool of em and snaked their hosses away. So I went down and called on Walker. They said that nobody could stand up to Walker in a square and fair fight. But I done just that! It wasnt no murder. It was a fair killing. I beat him to the draw. That was all there was to it!

He spread out his great arms and grinned with a ghastly triumph.

It was close, at that, said Bill meditatively. I heard his slug whisper by my ear while he was a-falling. He was dead when he pulled his trigger, but he shot straight enough, at that. Yep, Dick was a hard kid!

He nodded and chuckled. It was a horrible thing to Tom to see his exultation.

But theyre coming hunting me? said Bill suddenly. Dyou hear em say that?

No, said Tom.

But what started you on my trail?

I thought Id find you. I found the shell you snapped out of the gun about a mile from the place. That gave me the line youd traveled. I hit your fire on top of the mountain -

You lie! cried the giant. It must of been washed away by the rains!

One side of a stone was black with the soot of your fire, said Tom.

The other grunted, and his little eyes opened with wonder.

You sure read a trail close, he said.

Then I came on, said Tom. After a while, I came on your sign. You were taking your time, you know.

I can hurry when I want to, said Bill. I can break their hearts easy enough if they press me. But I didnt figure that I had any call to hurry right then. Otherwise, you wouldnt never have found me, son!

I suppose not, said Tom.

But where one gent can follow, another can follow. And by you coming over the same way, itll be like a paved road for the rest of em! groaned Bill. I wish youd minded your own business and kept away! Whyd you want to horn in and spoil my game? Did I ask you to come down here and call on me like a fool?

Wild with anger, he fingered the butt of his revolver, and the sweat came cold on the forehead of Tom; yet be managed to meet the glare of Bill squarely.

Im sorry, he said. Shall I put some wood in the stove?

Go do it, snapped Bill.

Tom rose leisurely, stretched, looked out of the doorway into the sunlit clearing, and listened again. Far, far away, like a ghost on the steady wind, he had heard the baying of a pack of dogs. Why did not Bill hear it? But when he turned, he saw that the face of the larger man was not intent in listening. Perhaps his ears were less keenly attuned. At any rate, it meant that the time of Tom was short.

He turned to the stove, took off the lids, and then leaned to pick up a chunk of wood. He reached for the largest and heaviest stick, and as his fingers closed on it, something like, the passing of a shadow, a chill sweeping over his spine, made him wince away just as the hand and the heavy, clubbed revolver of Bill shot down past his head.

Full of suspicion of this unbidden guest, Bill had not been able to get rid of him with a bullet so long as he was unarmed, but the moment his back was turned the conscience of Bill was at ease. Only that lightning dodge to the side had saved Tom from a crushed skull.

He whirled like a cat and struck at the flash of the gun. The billet of wood hit the hand - the gun was knocked spinning toward the door and through it. The roar of Bill, as he jerked back his wounded hand, was loud as the roar of Jerry in a moment of fury. Tom sprang back, appalled - and received the teeth of Tiger as the big brute fastened his grip on Toms leg.

Yet he dared venture hardly a glance at the dog. One look, and he struck with all his force. The heavy stick landed squarely across the eyes of Tiger and dropped him with a groan, but the blow snapped the stick across and left Tom unarmed to meet the rush of the giant.

All the advantage of his agility was gone. In an instant the giant had closed on him. He could only duck his head under a blow that would have knocked him senseless, never to reawaken. Then the huge arms were wrapped around him. But, in ducking with lowered head, he had thrown his left elbow before him. The enveloping pressure of the big man drove that elbow like a spear into the bones of his chest.

The pain made Bill shout, and in that instant Tom whirled out of the grip of the giant. But so tremendous was the strength of Bill that the tattered remnants of Toms buckskin shirt remained in his hands, and Tom was naked to the waist. Bill snatched a rifle from the wall - no time to level and aim it - but he flung it at Toms head. It flew past him as he swerved. And instead of running, as the giant had expected, Tom darted in and flashed both hands into the giants face.

Trained by many a bruising combat with Jerry to strike speedily beyond conception and with pile-driver force, Tom raised a red welt on the cheek of Bill with one of those blows, and the other slashed the flesh over a cheekbone and let the blood flow in a stream down his face.

And Bill struck in turn with all his might. But he had been stung, and hurt men strike short. Just past the face of Tom his blow swept, and the long, darting arms of the smaller man rammed home again into the face of Bill. In either hand there was force enough to have dropped a common man, stunned and helpless, but the solid jaw of Bill took the blows and telegraphed only a faint shock and a small pain to that small, brute brain.

But he was blind with utter rage. He came in, head down, to crush Tom against the wall. It was like trying to corner a wild cat. He struck thin air and battered himself against the logs. Before he could turn, he received a blow like that of a four-pound sledge swung by a strong hand, landing just beneath his ear.

And this time he was staggering. He reeled around and met a volley of cutting blows that brought a fresh trickle from his nose and cut his mouth. But here again, strokes that would have stunned a prize fighter were merely like the sting of a spur to Bill. His slow brain quickened into life again. He saw clearly, and knew that he could never stand at a distance and exchange blows with this shadowy enemy who seemed to carry a hammerhead in either fist. He lowered his head and came in again, but more slowly, his arms outstretched to grip his enemy.
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FOR EVERY FOOT the giant advanced, a pair of driving blows crashed against his head, and just as he thought he was sure to close and set his crushing hands on Tom, the latter flung himself to the side. One hand gripped his shoulder. He tore himself out of the hold, though those terrible fingers flayed off his skin as though they were iron pincers. A crimson trickle ran down his body as he whirled and struck again.

Bill swept a roundabout swing at the head of Tom. It was like striking at a bobbing cork. The blow went wild, and his ribs sagged, an instant later, as both fists whipped home into his body.

This was far other than blows to the head. His fat abdomen was not meant to withstand such shocks. A mist of sickness clouded his eyes. With a groan he rushed once more, and once more his arms closed on empty air.

He was despairing when he turned. His face had been cut to ribbons. One eye was almost closed. Blood trickled over the other, and still that terrible phantom swayed and dodged before him, and when he struck his arm lunged through nothingness.

If only he could get to close quarters! He plunged in again. And again he saw the smaller man waver in a feint to one side, then plunge to the other, but as he leaped his foot landed on the barrel of the fallen rifle, which slipped and rolled under his weight. Down went Tom and sprang up again like a bounding rubber ball. But it was too late. That instant had given Bill time to close, and now with a savage shout of joy he flung himself on Tom. One arm passed around the body of Tom.

The other hand fastened on his throat, and he whined and sobbed with hysterical joy.

It seemed to Tom that the tendons of his throat were being sprung asunder from the bone. The blood rushed into his face. His eyes swelled out. In vain he clubbed his fists and beat them into that bleeding face. The giant laughed through his teeth and increased his pressure.

A sound of roaring, tumbling water poured into the ears of Tom. Yet he fought swiftly, even though a veil was falling over his senses. He pressed one arm up between himself and the chest of Bill. He passed that arm over the wrist which was beneath his chin. And on that leverage he cast a resistless pressure by leaping off the floor and spinning his whole weight into the air. The grip was torn from his throat.

He pitched to the floor, but the giant had toppled, also, and they regained their feet at the same time and stood swaying and exhausted. In three brief minutes of battle they had poured out all their strength.

Then it was that condition began to tell in favor of Tom. To be sure, Bill was well conditioned himself, but he had never known the life of exposure and hardship which was Toms average lot. His muscles had not been turned into so much seasoned whipcord. The exertions had sapped his wind. But two deep breaths dragged into Toms straining lungs revived him once more.

He slipped aside from the next rush of the giant, whirled, and met him with a blow behind which was his entire power. His fist landed just beside the point of the big mans chin. The shock of it sent a numb tingle to Toms shoulder, but it stopped Bill in his tracks.

The left fist followed the right, made doubly strong by an electric spark of hope. And he cried out softly with joy as the giant gave back, with a groan of despair and bewilderment.

He lunged again and suddenly, with the terror and the joy of a gambler taking a last chance. Tom stood his ground, his back to the wall, and struck again with all his might. And again the blow landed on the point of the giants jaw.

Constant hammering will make the stanchest stone crumble. And while the first strokes had hardly fazed Bill, the continual dinting of those iron-hard fists had had an effect. A numb area had been growing in his brain. And now it seemed to Tom that the knees of the big man sagged a little under the weight of the punch. At least, it stopped him short again.

He swung his thick arm, and, taking another chance, Tom allowed it to land. But there was still weight enough in that tired arm to lift him off his feet, as the fist struck his chest and sent him crashing into the wall.

With a gasp he rebounded, braced himself, and drove both fists again into the face of Bill. And again he stopped the big man!

He discovered that there was a world of difference between hitting while on the run and striking while both his feet were planted. He saw the head of the giant roll, and crimson spattered out of the clogged wet beard as he struck. He came in a little, and again, with feet spread and planted, he struck. The jaw of Bill drooped. His eyes grew blank. Vaguely he swung at the head of Tom, and the latter stepped in and shot his own fist inside the arc of that swaying arm. The blow landed fair and true on the jaw. That jaw was loose now. Tom felt it give horribly, as though the bones were broken, and Bill slumped to his knees, his back against the wall. It was a grim thing to do, but there could be no chances taken with this brute of a man. Tom crouched and struck again, mercilessly. The blow drove the loose head back against the logs. And Bill toppled forward on his face and lay immense and sprawling on the floor.

As Tom stood above him, weak-kneed all at once, and gasping for breath, hardly able to realize that of his own power he had been able to beat the giant to insensibility, something which had been forming in his brain as a vague worry now grew clear and defined. It was the baying of a dog pack growing momentarily closer! The posse was near at hand.

He ran to the door and closed and bolted it. He went back to the fallen body, which was not groaning. With a cord he secured the wrists and then the feet of the big man. Last, he turned the giant upon his back, then tugged the inert figure to a sitting posture, the back against the wall.

Bill opened his eyes and looked wildly about him. And he glared at Tom with a slow comprehension of what had happened. His jaw sagged as though another blow had landed in the clotted beard at the point of his chin.

Well, he said finally, that was a pretty good bout.

He tried to laugh. The result was a horrible mimicry of mirth. It ended as he saw the grim face of Tom and the naked torso striped with crimson which had flowed from Toms torn throat.

Stand up, said Tom.

The giant rose obediently, swaying on his bound feet.

First Tom reerected the fallen table.

Now sit down there, he said, pointing to a stool which he had placed near the table.

Bill hopped clumsily on his bound feet to the stool and sat down. And Tiger, beginning to waken from his swoon, groaned feebly. That sound was echoed by an ear-filling burst of music from the approaching pack, and Bill gasped with terror.

Whats that? he cried.

The posse, said Tom. Theyre coming to get me for the killing of Dick Walker. But theyll get you instead. Bill, youre going to write on the top of that table: I killed Dick Walker. And after that youll put your name under it. Do you hear?

The tongue of Bill lolled out across his lips. He stared, fascinated, at Tom.

Dyou want me to put the rope around my neck? he gasped.

If I hadnt dodged you a little while ago, said Tom quietly, they would have run you down for my murder. Its all one, Bill. Write on that table. Heres some charcoal that will do.

As he spoke, he passed a rope around Bills waist, fastened his left hand to it, and loosened the right. He picked his own revolver out of the holster hanging on the wall. He leveled it at the big man.

Write! he commanded.

But Bill, shuddering, shook his head. The baying of the pack came crashing through the forest. There was hardly a minute left to Tom. Another thought came to him. The poker when he opened the stove had been allowed to tip into the fire. He lifted it out. The end was red-hot. He knew that Jerry dreaded fire with a consummate fear. Might not this huge beast of a man have the same fear?

He leveled the white, gleaming end of the poker close to the forehead of Bill.

Write, he commanded, or Ill write with this in your face.

No, no! groaned Bill. Lord! Get that thing away. Ill write!

And, with sagging jaw, whining like a beaten dog, he scratched the words across the surface of the table: I killed Dick Walker, Bill McKenzie.
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LEST HE SHOULD erase those precious words with a sweep of the hand, Tom fastened both hands behind Bill again. Then he stepped to the door of the cabin, threw it open, and stood outside, near the wall of the little house, just as the tumult of dogs poured out from among the trees and streamed across the clearing toward him. And, behind him, he heard the voices of men and the crashing of their horses among the trees.

As for the dog pack, it recoiled from this human quarry and stood about him in a loose semicircle, snarling and howling to show that the enemy was at bay. A moment more, and the hunters themselves came.

They came in a straggling body, a full score of them, and others, distanced by the hard going, were still busily working through the more distant woods. What Tom saw first was the face of Hank Jeffries, with Si Bartlett riding at his side. At sight of Tom at bay, Jeffries jerked out a gun. But Bartlett knocked down his hand.

Steady up, Hank! cried Bartlett. Hes surrendered. Hed rather get his neck stretched than be salted away with lead. Sheriff, this is your lucky day!

This to the sheriff, as the latter burst out of the forest on a sweating horse. And when he saw what prize had been reserved for him, he threw up his hat with a wild shout. After that, he flung himself out of the saddle and came forward, gun in hand - came slowly, as one who approaches a dangerous and treacherous quarry. But Tom stood without moving, leaning his naked shoulders against the wall of the cabin. The wind was blowing his long hair aside. The blood was drying on his chest, over which his long, brown arms were folded. It was no wonder that the sheriff came slowly.

Sheriff Cassell halted and kicked a dog out of his way. The pack stopped its yelling. In the background, the swarm of horsemen stopped their shouting in wonder at what they saw.

Are you the man called Tom Parks? asked the sheriff, conscious of the many eyes which rested on him; conscious, too, that this day he had made a name for himself among the most famous of man hunters, and that the job of sheriff was his for life if he wanted it.

I am Tom Parks, said a deep, quiet voice.

The little sheriff took a step nearer.

I arrest you, he said, in the name of the law. From this moment whatever you say may be used against you in court. Hold out your hands.

They were obediently offered. Over the strong wrists the steel of the handcuffs was snapped. And every man in the posse breathed more freely now mat those sinewy hands were helpless.

Why am I arrested? said Tom.

For horse stealing, said the sheriff slowly, for burglary, for grand larceny and petty larceny, and for the murder of Dick Walker.

But for horse stealing first! cried Hank Jeffries, who had thrown himself from the horse and stepped to the front, his lean face contorted with rage and satisfaction. And thats enough to hang you!

And he struck Tom heavily in the face with his fist. The big man did not stir; only a small trickle of crimson went down his face from his mouth. But the sheriff turned raging upon Hank Jeffries.

Jeffries, he said, get back in the crowd if you want to keep a whole skin. If Tom Parks had had his hands free, youd rather of hit a mountain lion than hit him. If you or any other gent lays a hand on him again, Ill start talking with my gun. Get back and keep out of my sight!

There was a deep-throated murmur of approbation from the posse. They had pressed closer, those thin-faced cowpunchers, staring hungrily at the man who had baffled them so long on the trail, hardly able to understand how they could finally have run him down.

Whos inside that cabin? asked the sheriff of Tom. And what hell fire have you been raising now?

See for yourself, said Tom.

The sheriff stepped cautiously into the open door of the cabin and stood there rooted to the floor with a shout of astonishment.

Bill McKenzie! he cried. Boys, weve landed the two prize birds at one throw of the stone. Bill McKenzie!

There was a rush for the door of the cabin. Then came another shout as the sheriff read off the confession:

He killed Dick Walker!

Another voice was lifted, a huge voice of half-whining protest.

He forced me to write that, Sheriff. I swear I didnt have nothing to do with Walkers death. He got out a red-hot poker and said hed jab it into my face unless I wrote that lie on the table and put my name to it.

Walker isnt the only one youll answer for, said the sheriff sternly. Theres the killing of old man Wetherby youll have to answer for, Bill. Theyve got the proofs of that. Come out here and face Parks, and well hear your story, both of you. Two in one day! And two like these! My luck has sure come in a lump! Sam, youve got a pair of bracelets. Clamp em on him. Thats right. Now cut those ropes away from his feet. Walk out, McKenzie! Theres been a man-sized fight in here.

The crowd poured into the open. Huge McKenzie confronted his conqueror with the crimson clots still in his beard.

Tell your story, Bill, said the sheriff.

I was sitting in there peaceful - began McKenzie.

You lie, snarled a voice in the crowd. There never was a minute in your rotten life when you were peaceful.

Shut up, Harry, said the sheriff mildly. Shut up and let him talk. Go on, Bill.

There aint no use talking here, said Bill. They aint aiming to believe me.

Ill keep em quiet till youre through, said the sheriff, no matter what they believe. Go on, Bill. Tell it to the face of Parks.

I was sitting in there all peaceful and quiet, said Bill again, when this skunk come and threw a rope over me. I didnt have no chance. Then he told me he was going to make me write on the table that Id killed Walker. He told me that hed done that killing himself, and that you was after him and was sure to get him. I told him that Id see him hanged before I wrote that lie down. He started in to beat me up. You see what he done to me? Finally, he got tired swinging his fists and started with a stick of wood. But I wouldnt give up till he knocked me out. When I come to, he tried a different gag. He got the poker red hot and said hed jab it into my eyes unless I done what he wanted me to do. And thats what happened. I had to write. Sheriff, thats the truth and no mistake. I never done nothing about the killing of Dick Walker.

There was a deep growl of anger from the crowd. They turned savage faces of hatred upon Tom. Fair play is the first thing that a Westerner demands.

Well, Parks, said the sheriff, its your turn to talk up and talk up loud, or I cant be holding these boys. Something tells me that theyre getting a hankering for hanging you up to a branch. Turn loose and lets hear what you got to say for yourself.

Tom looked quietly round on the circle of malignant faces. But in his heart there was a strange riot of emotions. If these men were infuriated, it was simply because they felt he had unjustly treated another man. And if there were such justice in them, it was something surely worth knowing about human nature.

So he began his recital slowly with what Gloria Themis had told him - that there was nothing between him and freedom except the killing of Dick Walker.

All the rest, said Tom, she thought could be paid for. I took a mans horse, but I took that horse because he was going to kill Peter. I paid him for that horse afterward. And Ive paid for everything else I took. If I havent paid enough, Ill pay more. I want every one of you to see that Im honest. But when she told me that I could be free if I found the real murderer of Dick Walker, I started out to find him. It was a hard thing to do. Rains had fallen since the killing. But I worked around the place until I found a shell for a revolver a mile away in the brush -

A mile away! In brush! exclaimed someone.

Shut up! said the intent sheriff, whose honest eyes were fixed on the face of Tom.

I came on the line from that shell to Walkers grave. I found soot on a stone on top of the next mountain and thought that the killer must have made his camp fire there. Then I went on. Jerry - thats the bear, you see - helped me find the trail. Hes very good at that sort of thing.

There was a murmur of interest and wonder from the others.

Finally, I came to this house. I found Bill McKenzie and started talking to him. While we were talking, he admitted that he had killed Walker. He told me that, I think, because he understood that I was trying to escape from your posse. But afterward he became suspicious again. When my back was turned, he tried to break my head with the butt of his revolver. I dodged that. His dog caught me by the leg.

He turned with a limp and pointed to the crimson-stained rent in the back of his buckskin trousers.

I knocked down the dog with a stick of wood, and then I fought McKenzie. He nearly choked me to death. You see? He pointed to the torn throat. But I broke away. Finally, I knocked him down. He could not get up. Then I tied him and heated the poker and made him write that confession. All of this is the truth!

He paused, and a silence of deep wonder fell on the crowd until Hank Jeffries snarled.

Sheriff, he said, does it sound reasonable and nacheral that a gent the size of Parks could beat Bill McKenzie? Look at the two of em side by side!

And truly it was a comparison which dwarfed Tom.

There is a way of proving what has happened, said Tom. Free our hands and let Bill McKenzie fight me again - here where the walls of the room dont hem us in - where I have room enough to move around. Will you do that, Sheriff?

He was on fire at the thought. The old joy of battle which had thrilled him in the conflict with Bill McKenzie returned.

Ill do that, said the sheriff slowly. Ill do that, and if you can beat him fair and square, it sure will look like you been telling the truth. And if you been telling the truth in one part, the whole yarn will sound pretty much like the real thing. We know that Walker and McKenzie used to be enemies. We know he aint the first gent that McKenzie has finished.

Here he turned point-blank upon Bill.

McKenzie, he said, talk out. Here you got a chance to prove that hes a liar. What do you say? Shall we turn the two of you loose and the rest of us stand off and give you room and let you fight it out - unless you try to bolt for it?

Bill McKenzie stared fixedly at Tom, and he saw the whole body of the smaller man quivering with eagerness. A smaller man, to be sure, but one strong enough to have broken a common man to bits. His eye dwelt on the perfect proportions, the thick shoulders, the long and sinewy arms. And the conviction came to him that, fighting in the free open, he would be simply cut to pieces as a wolf cuts a dog.

His head drooped.

Ill see you dead first, he said. I aint going to fight to give you the fun of watching. Damn the whole lot of you!
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A PREMONITION OF disaster came to John Hampton Themis when he heard the uproar pouring through the street of Turnbull. Why his heart should have fallen so suddenly, he could not tell. But his first thought was one of relief that Gloria was out of town visiting the daughter of a rancher who had taken her to the ranch that morning.

He put on his hat and ran out to the front of the house in time to see the procession pass through the light of the late evening. A murmur had run before it, apparently, and informed the town of Turnbull that something worth seeing was about to enter the street, for the entire population had assembled on front porches and in the street itself.

And what they saw, and what Themis saw, was, first of all, a stream of lean- ribbed dogs running in tumult. Behind them came half a dozen of the cowpunchers who had ridden out with the sheriff days before on the trail of Tom Parks. Behind them came the sheriff himself, and at the side of the sheriff was a big man with long hair, dressed in buckskin trousers and a tattered buckskin shirt. He sat the saddle on a magnificent stallion which danced along to the noise of the shouts of the men of Turnbull.

It was Tom Parks. Themis could not fail to recognize at any distance the face of the man who had surprised and attacked him on the bank of the river. It was Tom Parks. But how did it happen that he was returning in the guise, almost, of a conqueror? His hands were free, and he was sitting the saddle on the famous horse he had stolen from Hank Jeffries. There was even a rifle in its case slung under one of his knees, and a revolver was at his hip. Certainly this was not the manner in which a man-killer was brought back to town!

There was another man who better filled the role of a prisoner. This was a huge fellow who tame behind Parks with his hands imprisoned in steel cuffs before him. He rode on a broad-hipped, powerful chunk of a horse, and all around him were clustered the rest of the posse. His name was flashed up to Themis by a dozen voices: Bill McKenzie! Its Bill McKenzie!

But who Bill McKenzie might be remained a mystery to Themis. He waited until the procession had filed past, and then, filled with gloomy apprehension, he trailed in the rear toward the jail, where the procession ended.

Parks and the sheriff and Bill McKenzie and some of the posse had gone inside. But a score of men remained in the street. Around each a cluster of the townsfolk formed and heard the recital of the adventure. Themis joined one of these groups and heard the tale.

It was vigorously told. Nothing was left out of the long and arduous trail which the posse had followed, and how they had been led astray time and again by the deft maneuvers of Tom Parks. Yet they had clung indefatigably to the work, though half a dozen of their number had fallen behind on lamed or exhausted horses. The rest of the party had pushed ahead, hopeless, to be sure, but determined to do their best against this invincible phantom of the mountains.

And so, at the last, they had ridden into the clearing and seen the half- naked giant standing beside the wall of the cabin. That scene of the capture was painted with vivid, rough words, and then came the expose of Bill McKenzie as the real murderer of Dick Walker.

But when we started on back, said the narrator to his breathless audience, we kept an eye on Tom Parks all the time. The sheriff wasnt taking no chances, and you couldnt blame him. He had half a dozen of us do nothing but keep around Tom all the time. But before wed been with him long we began to see what sort of a gent he was.

And Ill tell you, boys, that we sort of expected to find him a man-eater. What he turned out to be was white all the way through. No growling or snarling. He talked man and he acted man all the way. Never put up no complaints about the irons. Never done no sulking with his head down. He kept his chin up and looked us in the eye. Thats the sort of a gent he is. When a gent spoke to him, he spoke right up and answered back plumb cheerful. He didnt make no secrets out of nothing. Inside of a couple of hours we got out the whole story.

Seems that when he was twelve years old he come across the mountains in a storm with his father and a burro. He got played out walking in the snow and the wind. His father picked him up and carried him down below timber line, and doing that he run himself to death, got pneumonia, and that night, getting delirious, he walked over the edge of the river and was drowned. That kid was left there. He tried to move on down the river, but a lion killed the burro. Then he had to stay there. And he stayed there till he growed up. Only man he seen was a brother of McKenzie that come along and beat the kid up and killed a couple of bears that he found and tamed. And Tom shot McKenzie and saved the last of the cubs. And that cub is the bear thats been trailing him around ever since. But it sure threw a scare into Parks. He begun to figure that there werent any good men in the world except that father of his that had died. He figured it was better to live by himself, and he done it. Thats the short of his story. But wait till you get a chance to hear him tell it!

The sheriff believes every word, and he says that no white man in the valley will prosecute a case against Parks for stealing what he always paid for, anyway. Ill tell you one thing - no friend of mine is going to prosecute any such case! This Parks is clean all the way through. I dont ask no better mans hand to shake and call friend.

And such was the explosion of the tale of the wild man of Turnbull Valley. The Indian had turned into a white man. The reckless marauder had been revealed as a man who knew nothing of property rights.

He even got Peter back, said the narrator. He took Hank Jeffries and the rest of us to the place where hed left Peter. Hed covered their trail complete. Why, it would of made you open your eyes and blink to see the way that hoss acted. The rest of us scared him stiff. He run for Tom and crowded up agin him like he was asking Tom for help.

We all looked to Hank Jeffries to see what hed do. Hank seen it was up to him to act sort of generous. He told Tom that hed try to ride Peter, and if he couldnt manage it, hed give the hoss to Tom free and easy. And thats what he done. He climbed into the saddle on old Peter, and he started to ride him. Didnt look like there was going to be nothing to it. Peter was scared, right enough, but he answered the bridle like he was thinking the same thoughts with his rider. Tom begun to look sick. But pretty soon Hank made a wrong step. He got so plumb confident that the hoss was broke for him that he touched Peter up with the spurs!

It was sure a fool move. Peter seemed to take that as orders for doing a cakewalk up the sky and kicking out a star or two. He raised Cain in seven languages, and inside of thirty seconds he pitched Hank on his head and come running over to Tom like a dog and shoved his head down against Toms chest.

Well, Hank got up staggering and raging. He wanted that hoss quick, sos he could blow its fool head off, because he said it was a nacheral born man- killer. But there stood the hoss asking Tom for help, you might say. And there was Tom talking to Peter like Peter was a man. It was sure something to remember, that picture. Then the sheriff he ups and tells Hank that his hand has all been played out, and that he aint got a trick left for taking Peter. Hed give Peter to Tom by not being able to ride him, and the whole gang of us was there as witnesses to the bargain.

There wasnt nothing for Hank to do but buckle under, no matter how he hated it, so Tom rode back right on his own hoss, and it was sure a circus to watch them two together. About the end of the second day the sheriff talked things over with us, and then he took a chance. He got hold of Tom and said if Tom would give his word not to try to escape, hed let him ride with his hands free and do what he liked. And after Tom agreed, Ill tell a man that we sure lived on the fat of the land. If we wanted fish, hed sneak off and drop a hook into a pond, and it looked like the fish come running to get caught. If we hankered after venison, Tom would snoop off through the hills and come back in no time with a deer. It wasnt no starvation party that we rode on, Ill tell a man!

There was more talk like this, but John Hampton Themis had heard enough to confirm his suspicion. When Gloria came back to the town, she would find the praises of the wild man on the lips of everyone. Not only would he no longer be dreaded, but every pretty girl in the town would have a wildly beating heart at the mere thought of meeting this handsome giant whom even the men were praising. And in that romantic atmosphere, how could Gloria be expected to keep her head about her?

Themis went on into the jail and found it all buzzing with excitement. The happy sheriff came up to shake hands with him.

Well, Mr. Themis, he said, if the luck had been with you, your party might have done just what mine did. I give you credit for stirring up the valley for the hunt, at any rate. We profited by the lessons which you had taught us. And when you come right down to it, he never could have been caught if he hadnt wanted us to take him!

Themis brushed the praise away.

He gets off scot-free, then? he said.

The sheriff shook his head with a frown.

I thought he would, he said. But that fellow whose dogs were killed by Parks insists on getting damages. Hes worked up a bill for a thousand dollars, nearly. Everybody else has agreed to withdraw their charges. But that gent wont budge. If it wasnt for him, Tom could walk free out of the jail. But where can a boy like him find a thousand dollars?

The mind of Themis was never slow. Now it worked like lightning, reaching far ahead to the future.

Suppose I sit down and write a check - I have my checkbook with me - do you think that would set Tom free?

Of course, said the sheriff. We know you, Mr. Themis. Your check is the same as gold. But would you do a fine thing like that?

It was done in half a minute. The check was scrawled, torn from the book, and placed in the astonished sheriffs hands.

Now, said Themis, can you so arrange it that I may talk with Parks? Talk with him alone, I mean?


CHAPTER XXXVI
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IT WAS NO easy thing to manage, but eventually the crowd was cleared from the sheriffs office, and Tom was brought in. He stood tall and silent in one corner, his quiet, keen eyes fixed upon the face of the millionaire.

Tom, said the sheriff, laying his hand affectionately on the shoulder of his prisoner. Im mighty glad to tell you that weve brought you into town just to turn you loose and set you free again. I was afraid for a while that it wouldnt come out just that way. But Mr. Themis, here - I guess youve met before, - here the sheriff grinned, but Toms face retained its gravity - Mr. Themis, as I was saying, has made out a check for a thousand dollars to pay off the only gent thats going to press a charge against you. Well, Tom, I guess you dont know much about what money means. But after youve worked for some of it you will. And youll see that a thousand iron men come slow when a gent tries to save em. Its a pretty fine thing that Mr. Themis has done. Im going to leave you in here to talk with him because he wants you to. Afterward, you can walk out of this jail just when you please. If you got no better place to go tonight, I got a bed in my house that aint working, and Id sure be honored if you come and put up with us. My wife would make you plumb to home!

It was quite a speech for the sheriff. Moreover, it was a speech which obviously came from the heart. And Themis watched with a keen curiosity to see what Tom would say.

You are a kind man, he said to the sheriff, but tonight Jerry is wandering back in the hills. He is waiting for me. Peter and I must go to find him. But when I come to Turnbull again, I shall come to you first - to thank you again.

It was neatly turned, Themis felt. The sheriff flushed with pleasure and goodwill and went whistling through the door. As soon as it was closed behind him, the man of the mountains faced Themis again. And the latter noted that no word of thanks had passed his lips.

The explanation came at once.

You have paid me a thousand dollars, said Tom Parks. What am I to pay you, Mr. Themis?

The latter started. He had not expected this quiet thrust. Plainly, the big man was nobodys fool. And Themis flushed a little.

You are exactly right, he said. Parks, I shall expect a return.

I shall make it if I can, said Tom. What is it that you wish?

To keep you from my daughter, said Themis, with a sudden feeling that he must be nothing but utterly honest while he faced those shrewd, sharp eyes, so trained to the following of obscure trails on the mountain, and equally keen, perhaps, to look into the minds of men. What I wish, Tom, is to keep you from my daughter.

Tom Parks paused, and Themis saw that the big fellow was carefully restraining himself and waiting until his emotion should pass over.

Then he said as quietly as ever: If you were to offer me money for Peter, I should laugh at you. If you were to offer me money for Jerry, I should laugh again. But when you offer me money to keep away from Gloria, to sit where she is sitting, to watch her, to see her and know that she is beautiful - if you offer me money in place of that, I cannot even laugh, Mr. Themis.

Tom Parks, said the rich man, more and more amazed by the talk of the big man, where did you gain an education? What books have you read?

Only two, said Tom Parks.

And what are they?

The Bible and the Morte dArthur.

Thats enough, said the other. I cant tell you what a difference it makes to me to learn that you know those two books. But I shall go on developing my idea to you. You see that I am at least frank, Tom?

The other nodded.

Before you can understand me fully, or I you, we must come to an agreement. We agree, in short, that what we are both interested in is the greatest happiness for Gloria?

Yes.

Then let us slip out the rear of the jail where the crowd cant see us and follow you. I want to take you to the house where we are staying.

It was done. They went through the rear of the jail. Behind the houses they circled back through the dark of the night and entered the house which Themis had rented. There they went directly to the room of Gloria. And in that room Themis opened a closet door. The shadowy recess was filled with the glimmer of silks.

If you stay in this part of the country, said Themis, do you know what you will make each month as a cowpuncher - I mean, what you will make in money?

Tom Parks shook his head.

Forty dollars, said Themis. And if you save it all, it makes six hundred dollars a year. Now look at these clothes. Theres hardly a dress here that cost less than fifty. Most of them cost more. And yet this is the simplest part of Glorias wardrobe. She brought this along to rough it in the mountains, as she expressed it. And here are the shoes, Tom. You see this whole rack of em?

Tom Parks took out a dainty slipper. It was lost in the brown expanse of his palm, and he wondered with a faint exclamation at the delicate workmanship.

And after all, Themis continued, as he opened a great wardrobe trunk filled with other articles of wearing apparel, this, as I said before, is only a small section of Glorias clothes. And I wish you to remember, Tom, that a womans husband is expected to provide for her. Can you give her these things?

Tom had grown pale.

Then he answered slowly: When a mans stomach is full, he said, and there is no work to do, the mountains are most beautiful. But even when his belly is flat and he is following a long trail, they are still beautiful.

Themis wrinkled his brows - then nodded.

I understand you, he said. She has been happy in one way when she had all these things. She will be happy in quite another way if she marries you. I shall admit even more. Gloria is not a girl who needs the finest silks. She could get on with much less. But there is a minimum of that to which a woman is accustomed, which she must have in order for her happiness to be possible. And even that minimum, Im afraid, you cannot give her. Mind you, Tom, I am showing you these clothes simply to indicate other things. Clothes are a small part of a modern womans environment. But every other thing that costs money is dear to Gloria. She has never had to consider cost. She has formed a thousand tastes. Consider only music and the theater. They are not small things in her eyes. And there are her friends, Tom, just as dear to her as your Peter and Jerry are to you. If she came out here with you, she would lose all this. And remember, again, that we are both considering one thing first before all else - what will make for the greatest happiness of Gloria!

The head of Tom lowered. He passed a hand across his forehead. And Themis saw that his face was corrugated with misery.

And now, he went on smoothly, suppose we pass to my proposal in full. You see that I oppose you now. I wish to keep you from Gloria. She is an emotional girl, full of enthusiasm, easily swept off her feet. If you come near her now, it will be like bringing fire near dried stubble. You see that I am telling you even more than you knew about her. I oppose you now because I cannot tell what you will be after youve mixed with the men and tried to make a place for yourself. Mind you, I dont demand that you make a fortune. All I ask is that you become capable of making a moderately good living. That will be enough. In fact, I have no right to make any demands. It is only because I see that you are fair minded that I advance any proposals for the welfare of Gloria.

Go on, said Tom in a husky voice. Finish what you have to say.

Very well. My suggestion is that you go into the East just as Gloria has come into the West. If you will do that, I shall be willing to furnish you with a letter of introduction to a friend of mine who will make a place for you in his business. In return, I ask that for a solid year you do not speak to Gloria or in any way attempt to communicate with her. I send you to the East. I furnish you with enough money to live decently and pay your railroad fare. You, in return, do your best to fit yourself to make a living. At the end of a year, perhaps Gloria will have changed. Perhaps not. Perhaps you will have found a place for yourself. Perhaps not. At any rate, we would both be taking a chance. Does that sound fair to you?

Perhaps, said Tom, with the sweat pouring out on his forehead, she would have forgotten me!

Perhaps, said Themis honestly, she would.

Tom walked across the room, came back to the window, and stared into the black night.

To leave Peter and Jerry - he said.

If she stayed here, said Themis, how much more would she be giving up!

And his heart beat high with hope. There was sympathy, too, in the glance with which he watched the young fellow struggle with his conscience, for he saw that he was dealing with an honest man and a brave man, who did not flinch from the infliction of pain on himself. And Themis himself was honest as the day is long.

He did not press his point, but waited.

And you, said Tom suddenly, facing Themis, are her father. You have a right to her.

Only to work for her happiness, Tom, my boy, just as you would do if you could.

To leave them both, said Tom slowly. It is very hard!

I can manage another thing for you, said Themis, full of sympathy. I can ship the horse East for you. As for Jerry, you will bid him good-bye for a year.

But you will send me the horse? said Tom sadly.

Yes.

Then - I accept.

Themis drew a great breath and collapsed in a chair. He did not know before how great had been the strain under which he labored. He had gained a year! And a year in the life of a girl is an eternity! He would sweep her off to Europe. He would give her a whirl through Paris. He would surround her with fine young fellows of her own age, her own position. And if the year did not bring about results; he could say that he did not know human nature.

Take my hand, he said, and offered it.

That hand was almost crushed by a tremendous pressure.

We shall neither of us forget, said Themis. Go back to Jerry and tell him good-bye. Then come to me tomorrow. No, better still, I shall meet you - behind the Jeffries place, let us say.

I shall be there at noon, said Tom. And he turned to the door.

He did not go on, however. A door banged. Light steps came running down the hall. Tom turned to Themis with a face of agony.

It is her step! he said.

You have given me your word, said Themis anxiously. He rose from the chair. Not a syllable to her, Tom, or the compact is broken!

The door of the room was dashed open. Gloria stood before them, flushed, radiant, worthy of her name.

Dad - Tom - oh, she cried, Ive heard! It cant be true! Its too wonderfully good to be true! And both of you here -

She fell suddenly silent, staring into the stony face of Tom Parks. She recoiled as he walked past her without a word, passed through the door, closed it behind him, and disappeared with a soundless step.

Then she turned on Themis.

Dad! she whispered. What has happened?

My dear, he said, are you going to ask me to explain the psychology of a wild man?

She looked helplessly, despairingly at him.

Ill follow! she cried. Ill find out!

She ran to the door, paused, turned away.

Not a step, she said. Ill not follow him a step!

But she dropped into a chair and sat with clasped hands,, watching the face of Themis for an explanation.

But Themis was looking past her and into the future. He was wondering, after all, if he had been right. He carried at least one certainty: Tom Parks was a fighter. He had battled all his life. And the winning of Gloria might prove only one battle more which he would win, though perhaps the greatest battle of all.

He looked sadly at the girls face. Great tears were running slowly down her cheeks. And Themis resigned himself to destiny.

THE END
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I. THE NAME WAS FRENCH
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IT WAS ALL the result, in the first place, of a name. The name originated in a little family conversation some twenty years before.

But what, said the doctor, are you going to call the boy?

I dunno, said the father. I dunno that weve made up our minds about nothing just yet.

Ive never heard anything like that, said the doctor. A couple not having at least a dozen names picked for their first baby. Youd better decide right away. Its bad luck to let a child wait a long time without a name.

You dont mean it, breathed the father. Well, Ill be talking to Martha, and maybe we can pick something out. Well sure try. But dyou think it aint going to do no harm for me to talk to her now?

Why, man, shes half crying for you. Go in and see her now, dont talk about her. Come, now, you do what I say, he directed, or Ill double my fee. You go into that room and pick up that little baby—

Doc, you dont mean for me to go right in and pick it up in these here hands of mine?

I mean just that.

But — I mean — suppose — suppose it was to — to slip, Doc — ?

You talk like an idiot, said the doctor. Get in there, and do what I tell you to do.

Would you mind coming along in with me? pleaded the father.

The doctor grinned again. And the first thing youre going to say — do you know what it is to be?

Aint got the least idea, Doc.

Youre going to say — Martha, hes the image of you!

Him? I never seen a baby yet, said the father, that looked like anybody special.

Of course, you havent, said the doctor, but I tell you that you are going to say — Martha, hes the image of you. And shell answer — Oh, you silly boy, hes a perfect picture of you.

And what do I say next? said the father, clearing his throat and staring with great eyes.

You suggest a name for it.

I dunno nothing about the sort of names folks use for babies.

Theyre about the same as the names people use for grown-ups. Call him Bob — Bill — anything you please.

I aint gonna call any child o mine Bob or Bill!

Lets see, said the doctor, Delapin is your name, and thats a French name, I suppose.

French! cried the father. Ill have you savvy that Im American clean from the hair on my head to the soles of my feet. French! Whadya mean by that?

The doctor rubbed his nose and grinned again.

Ill tell you what, he said, some of the greatest men that ever lived here have been Frenchmen.

Theyre dead now, said the father, and let em stay dead. Im an American. Thats all. French? You talk plumb ridiculous, Doc!

Why, of course, said the doctor. Anyone can see at a glance that you are American. And here he eyed the broad, square chin of the father and his terrible, pale-blue eyes. Anyone can see that. But if you want a front name to go along smoothly with your last name of Delapin, I say that youll have to have a French name.

Well, said the father, lemme hear what you mean by that? And he clenched his big fists.

You might call him, for instance, Pierre. Pierre Delapin. Thats a good name, my friend.

And the father rolled it over his tongue, first cautiously, as though it were a stinging acid, and then with a great abandon. And finally he smiled.

Pierre Delapin! Doc, youve sure got a great head on your shoulders. I never couldve thought of a name like that for him.

Go in quick, now, urged the doctor. You go right ahead in and do what I tell you to. Dont forget a thing.

Delapin stole cautiously into the room. And the doctor, listening, heard a weak, happy voice greet the big miner. The doctor stepped nearer and listened still harder.

Oh, Sam, cried the girl, I was afraid that you wouldnt want even to see him! Aint he lovely?

The shaken voice of Sam Delapin answered with a mighty effort: Sure hes lovely. Hes a dead ringer for you, Martha. Hes sure the image of you.

A faint, sweet laughter answered him, and then the joyous voice: Oh, you silly boy, hes a perfect picture of you!

And a minute later the name of Pierre had been selected for the child and voted the finest name that was ever discovered by the brilliant mind of man. Therefore the doctor was really responsible for about half of what followed.

There is no denying the influence of a name. There was no reason why Pierre, when his fathers hair was red and his mothers was black, should have had brown hair himself. And when his mothers eyes were a pale battle-gray, there was no reason why the eyes of Pierre should have been a rich, deep-sea blue. Such, however, were the eyes of Pierre Delapin. He had the middle height of his father, but he lacked the leviathan limbs and the massive muscles and the huge bones of the elder Delapin. Compared with the father, the son was the lightly, toughly made Arab compared with the lumbering Shire horse. He looked, in short, as if he might be bent, but never broken.

When he was four, diphtheria killed his mother and father. After that, he was raised haphazard until he was thirteen — nearly fourteen — years old. At that period he had his full growth — he had in his hands the speed of a cats paw, and in his arms he had almost the strength of a man. His education consisted of those choice bits that a boy will pick up when he had been a vagabond north and south and east and west over the continent. He could swear in six languages and speak in three. He could use a gun or a rope or a knife with a mature skill and a barbarous delight, and he loved battle with all the passionate worship of a boy. Whether with fists standing straight, or rough-and-tumble on the ground, he was perfectly at home. He had battled with grown men when he was twelve. And if they beat him with their fists, he beat them with a club. And if they drew a knife, he drew a gun. And if they drew a gun, he drew his a little faster.

Such was Pierre Delapin when he came into the vision of Mrs. Charles Hancock Winton. She was a widow and was, as Pierre often said afterward, foolishly rich. In a word, she had so much money that she never had to ask prices, and, since she hated to be troubled reinvesting her surplus income, she only strove to spend her dollars as fast as they came in.

It was the precious influence of the doctor that riveted her attention to Pierre, for it was that name, so unusual among the Leftys and the Shortys and the Missouris of the cowpunchers, that drew her attention to the boy in the beginning. It struck her eye and her heart as she was reading the town newspaper at her breakfast table in the great, over-luxurious ranch house.

Pierre Delapin, arrested for the shooting of Albert Lee, who is lying seriously wounded in his home, is fourteen years old and—



Mrs. Charles Hancock Winton read no further. The boy was French — and how pleasantly that name rolled over the tongue: Pierre Delapin — and in the second place, he was an infant. Fourteen years old!

A red mist of anger rose before her eyes. She clenched her hand and struck the table with it — lightly, for Mrs. Winton was a lady. But two hours later she was in the sheriffs office, and had the pleasure of seeing that dignitary remove his spurred heels from the top of his desk, his hat from the top of his head, and his pipe from between his yellow teeth.

Sheriff Maine, she said, I have just finished reading of last nights atrocity.

Which? said the sheriff, smoothing his hair politely and vainly.

I mean, said Mrs. Winton, that I have been reading about the persecution of that poor foreign child.

I dunno that Im following you, Missus Winton, said the sheriff.

He had always called her husband Charlie, but he would never have been so bold as to have dreamed of giving such a familiar title to the widow. She was an important luxury, so to speak. Charlie had brought her in from Philadelphia Some few years before he died. She had been ten years younger than her spouse. She was even now a scant thirty-five, and still as freshly and delicately youthful as many a woman ten years her junior. She was as vain as a peacock and as impulsive as a bull terrier. She would have advanced her ideas in the very presence of the Father of Agriculture, although she knew nothing about the West or its ways.

And yet everyone respected her for the sufficient reason that she had loved big, rough Charlie Winton devoutly, and that she still kept his memory close about her heart, and that it was apparent that she would never spend the rest of her youth with a second husband. Because of this, there was not a man in the wide ranges who would not cheerfully have lain in the mud to give her dry footing. And the sheriff listened to her tirade.

I am afraid, she said, that you do know what I mean, and that you are attempting to deceive me, Sheriff. But — I shall insist on seeing this poor, persecuted child. Accused of shooting that great brute, Albert Lee! I have heard his name before — and he probably needed the shooting.

Sure he did, admitted the sheriff.

Then why — ?

Arrest the kid? Because, otherwise, some of Lees relatives are apt to go gunning for him.

Oh, the murderers! cried Mrs. Winton.

Theyd be the murdered, not the murderers, if they hunted that Pierre.

What do you mean, Sheriff?

Nothing.

The poor child—

Child? said the sheriff.

I must see him at once and find out if his mother—

Shes dead, said the sheriff.

How terrible! His father, then, must—

Hes dead, also.

An orphan, breathed Mrs. Winton. A poor little orphan!

She could say no more. Her great eyes became liquid with emotion. Her lips trembled until she pressed her handkerchief against them and looked above the lace edge at the sheriff with a misty glance of pity. The sheriff drew a great breath.

Ill see if hes in the jail or at the court, said the sheriff. Just make yourself to home, maam.

He left hastily, and he walked with a weaving gait, like a drunken man, toward the jail. It had been a long time since he had been so close to the widow. And she was like a rose, or a garden of roses — she left him dazed. When he reached the jail, he kicked the bottom step half a dozen times until the pain of a bruised toe brought him back to the earth. Yet he was still smiling faintly as he passed through the heavy door.


II. GIVING THE LIE
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HE WENT STRAIGHT to the cell of Pierre Delapin. That young worthy had composed himself at ease. The day was very hot. The window was a rectangle of blazing white, and the bars were rimmed with fire on one side. So Pierre had stripped off all clothes save his trousers, and these he had rolled up to the knees. He lay full length in his bunk, with one lean, muscular arm curled under his head. He was smoking a cigarette, blowing the smoke with the greatest expertise into odd curves and concentric circles.

Hello, kid, said the sheriff, leaning at the bars of the cell.

Pierre moved his head back, and, rolling up his eyes, he saw the sheriff. He did not rise to his feet. Neither did he turn his eyes away. But from the strained position he continued to regard the sheriff, and he also continued to smoke.

I said hello! said the sheriff.

Pierre continued to smoke.

So this, said the sheriff, is the poor little orphan.

Pierre swung lightly to his feet. He stretched himself, then he walked to the bars, from which the sheriff instinctively recoiled. Pierre leaned against the iron and looked quietly into the face of Oscar Maine, then down to his boots, then slowly back to his face again. It reminded Maine with startling and uncomfortable distinctness of the way a sleek-bodied devil of a puma had eyed him once from behind the bars of a cage.

Why, damn your black heart, said the orphan, my father was a better man than ten like your old man.

He spoke without emotion, but he dropped the cigarette, crushed out its glowing end under the leathery callous of his bare foot, and leaned his forehead against a bar while he continued his study of the sheriff. And the veins of the latter began to turn cold. He felt as if he were bringing on himself the enmity of a wild beast with the brains of a man behind it.

I said, he went on, that youre a poor little orphan.

Pierre merely stared without blinking.

And the thing for you to do, went on the sheriff, is to play the part.

He was still confronted by the same uncanny steadiness of eye.

Youve heard of the rich Winton estate? he suggested.

The boy shrugged his brown-black shoulders. His skin was actually darker than his hair.

The widow, said sheriff, has been reading in the paper about how the cruel sheriff arrested a poor French child by the name of Pierre Delapin — a little orphan, dyou understand? Arrested him because he was accused of shooting the great brute, Albert Lee.

Pierre scratched his shin with the bottom of his other foot, still without speaking.

And if she gets to pitying you enough, said the sheriff, there aint any telling where itll end up. Shes only got about ten millions to spend, poor thing.

Pity? said Pierre.

Pity, said the sheriff, and suddenly they both grinned.

That smile took years off the apparent age of Pierre. It made him totally childish. The sheriff found himself more at ease.

Will you do what I tell you to do?

Maybe, said Pierre.

Jump into your clothes. Im going to bring her over here to see you.

All right, said Pierre.

Can you act like youre only fourteen or thirteen? I dunno, said Pierre.

Youre a poor little orphan, said the sheriff. You aint got any father or mother, and youre locked up here by cruel men that accuse you of doing something that you done just because a great big brute was trying to kill you — savvy, Pierre?

Pierre grinned and showed two rows of pearly white teeth. Then the sheriff went back to the widow and led her to the jail.

How terrible — for a child, she murmured as she passed through the doorway into the somber interior of the jail. What a blot to rest upon his young life.

They passed on down the corridor.

Which is his cell? asked the lady.

I — why — there he is, said the sheriff.

In fact, it had been almost impossible for him to recognize the transformed Pierre. Huddled into a corner of the cell sat the poor little orphan. A sombrero, from the brim of which all the heavy ornaments had been removed, sat upon the back of his head. His trousers were rolled down and were frayed at the bottom, as though they had been worn to rags, although the sheriff could have sworn that the day before those trousers had been almost new. But now they were full of rents, through which the brown skin could be seen. The shirt that clothed the upper part of his body was likewise ragged. But most of all the face of Pierre was altered, for, instead of the steady and fearless look of defiance with which he had greeted him a little before, he now gazed at them with great, round deer-eyes, and seemed to shrink from every glance as if it were a blow.

Indeed, the widow could only endure one glance at that frightened face. Then she turned away and rested her hand on the arm of the sheriff. It sickens me, she breathed. Oh, to see the poor child crushed down by the weight of— She could not finish. But suddenly she said to the sheriff: Ive seen enough — Sheriff Maine, Im going to bring him home and raise him so that a few years of happiness will shine into his life.

Maam, said the sheriff, thats sure a kind thought. He turned to the cell. Pierre! he called.

Ah! breathed Pierre and shrank away, sheltering his face behind the crook of his arm.

Sheriff, whispered the widow softly and furiously, what have you been doing to that child?

And the sheriff could not make an answer.

That day the poor little orphan was taken from the jail — allowed his freedom because there was no one to press a charge against him, because the sheriff had reason to believe that the whirlwind would tone down and not go gunning for a Lee. At any rate, Pierre was garbed in the best that the town store could afford, and placed in a buckboard to be driven to the new home. It was the foreman of the ranch himself who escorted the boy out. Afterward, he gave the report that the house servants had passed on to him concerning the new arrival of the orphan at the Winton house.

He went sneaking around on tiptoe alongside of Missus Winton, said the foreman. And every time he seen anything new, hed let out a little holier — like a girl, seeing a new party dress. When he come to one of them big upholstered chairs, he feels of the cushions first with his hand, and then he shakes his head and sits down cross-legged on the floor.

Pardon me, maam, he says, but I dunno that I can trust a thing like that.

The poor child, says Missus Winton, hes had the rearing of a savage Indian!

And before night shed got the whole story out of him, about how hed been kicked around from one place to another and bullied and treated plumb terrible by cruel men—

The foreman got no further, for his audience broke into a universal groan.

And that night, said the foreman, he shows up in the bunkhouse, just as the boys was turning in. He lights a cigarette and laughs at Missus Winton and himself, and he allows that its a pretty hard game to play. He says that she has sent him to bed and come in and kissed him before he went to sleep. Then he busts out laughing and asks the boys whos game for a round of dice. He shoots craps with us for an hour, cleans up about fifty dollars, and then goes back to the house.

I sneaked along behind him to see how hed manage to enter the house. But he went right up the wall of the house like the wildcat that he is. In through the window, and then, while I was standing in the blackness under a tree, wondering at him, something comes humming past my head and goes smash on the tree trunk behind me. That young devil, hed knowed that I was following, and his way of showing me that he knowed it was by throwing a glass at me hard enough tove brained me!

This was the introduction of Pierre to the house of Mrs. Winton. He was like a young savage, roaming through the rooms at first. But, although every servant in the house knew perfectly well that he was only playing a part, Mrs. Winton herself had not the slightest idea of it. And when a chambermaid attempted to tell her what she thought, the poor girl was discharged promptly because she was accused of being part knave and part fool. After that no one in the employ of Mrs. Winton cared to take the risk that would accompany the revelation.

About a month later, however, John Bender, of the Bender Ranch, rode across to the Winton place and told Mrs. Winton all he knew concerning her protégé. Mrs. Winton went to bed with an hysterical attack as soon as Mr. Bender left — and for three days Pierre Delapin was constantly at her bedside. At the end of that time he could leave her, and he went across country as fast as his horse would carry him to the Bender Ranch. He found that Bender himself was gone.

Pierre turned his horse about and galloped for town. But even in town he could not find John Bender. It seemed that the veteran rancher had decided that this community might not be altogether safe for him once the poor little orphan struck his trail. But, while he was searching, Pierre found Johns son, Pete Bender, in front of the store, exchanging bits of gossip. All talk stopped and was supplanted by broad grins as Pierre approached, for he was dressed like a youth about to swing onto the back of a blooded horse for an exercise jaunt through New Yorks Central Park.

His riding breeches were works of art. Flaring wide over the thighs and coming neatly and closely about the knee. And his boots shone with hours of careful polishing. For was not a man servant assigned to the sole task of dressing young Pierre Delapin? All these lesser marvels, however, gave way to awe at the sight of the soft white collar of his shirt, and the deftly arranged black bow tie. This in place of a bandanna! Wonder and mirth went hand in hand as they saw these things.

And behold, in his hand was a riding crop with which he idly tapped his shining boots as he stood on the verandah of the store and looked coolly up and down the row of faces where the idlers lounged. He looked extremely young. He looked very boyish, indeed. But everyone sitting on that verandah could recall events in which this same youth had participated. Although there was no revolver in sight on his person, they would have wagered their lives, every one of them, that he was armed secretly to the teeth, and that a long, black-bodied Colt would slide into his hand at need. Therefore, the smiles gradually went out as he picked out his man and walked up to Pete Bender.

Your dad come over to Missus Winton, he said, and told her a whole string of lies about me.

He waited, but, although Pete had heard his father had given the lie, he did not strike back. He listened, white of face.

He said, went on Pierre Delapin, that Ive been simply a vagabond and a tramp all this here time — he says that I been nothing but a troublemaker and a fighter all the time. Matter of fact, I dont know one end of a gun from another. Understand? I dont know nothing about fighting at all, and if I hear of anybody coming out to her with such lies again, Im going to — send in a friend of mine to clean em up!

With this he favored them all with a smile, turned on his heel, and walked out to his waiting horse. He sprang into the saddle and was gone in a flash.

For a week the country talked of nothing but the effrontery and the cold nerve of this boy. But not a syllable of that talk was carried to Mrs. Winton.


III. A HEAVY BLOW FALLS
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ONLY A MONTH was Pierre Delapin kept at the great ranch house.

The poor, frightened child, said the widow, must be taken away from the country where he has suffered so much, and where his nerves have been so ruined.

None of the ladies to whom she confided this decision so much as smiled. Although some of them bit their lips till the skin cracked, they managed to control their expressions. In fact, they had been previously warned in the most solemn fashion by their husbands.

If you chatter about Pierre Delapin, the husbands and brothers and sons and fathers of these ladies had said, well have Pierre himself after us — and wed rather have poison in the air.

So they allowed Mrs. Charles Hancock Winton to take her own way. Perhaps they were glad to see her make so a huge a blunder, for they had never been able to forgive her for that alien skin that refused to yellow and wither in the dry, southern air of the desert and the mountains. They allowed her to go down her own path of folly, and, even if they had tried to open her eyes, something told them — for they were women, also — that she was too much in love with her illusion to welcome the common face of truth.

Mrs. Winton left the next day for the East, and Pierre Delapin was with her. In the meantime, she had employed a tutor who struggled not so much to teach lessons of the school to Pierre, as to improve his manners and teach him to wear his clothes. It was hard work, but Pierre flung himself into it with enthusiasm. And, when the month had ended and he stepped onto a train bound for the East, the long, flying hair had been trimmed to a modest length and taught the purpose of brush and comb — he was clad in a well-fitted suit — even the black- brown of his complexion had grown a little paler, and the sunburned, sun-faded eyebrows were beginning to darken. Altogether, if there was still something of the wildcat about him, he was at least a wildcat that could safely be put upon the leash.

Those who saw him appear at the station were amazed. With hungry eyes, they noted down every detail of his appearance. Certainly he looked smaller, slenderer in civilized attire. But, as he was clambering up the steps of the train in the rear of Mrs. Winton, the wind pressed against him, and they saw beneath his clothes the definite imprint of a revolver.

Mrs. Winton had hesitated between two or three tutors and a private house for her protégé, and a berth at a boys school of the finest type where he could also get private instruction. When she reached the East, her advisors told her by all means to put him with other boys, and that was how Pierre Delapin reached the academy of St. James.

This was an ancient and estimable institution. The Greek department excelled that of almost any university in the country, and the register of the students was a roll call of names musty with age and heavy with importance. Here, Pierre was to be given careful, private tutoring. He could read, and he could write. But that was all. The rest he must make up and bridge the long gap between six and fourteen. Mrs. Winton abandoned him with a sigh, for it seemed to her that, in placing him in a situation where he was actually inferior to companions of his own age, she had belied his real nature.

Pierre, however, was instantly at home. St. James was aristocratic to a degree, but it was filled with extremely human boys, who had to test all the powers of Pierre at once. They let him pass through the first day without disturbance, except for sundry witty remarks about his large, dreamy blue eyes.

But about midnight three of the older boys entered the room of Pierre to introduce him to the hazing tactics of the school, which were so venerable and so respected that even the teachers did not interfere. The hazers accordingly stole into his room, variously equipped for the scene of torture. But, when they were halfway across the floor, they were somewhat amazed to hear a sound as of the door being locked behind them. They turned to investigate, but now, in the utter darkness, they were attacked by a demon who seemed to have the power of vision where there was no light. He fought in silence and with incredible savagery. His hands and his feet were bare, but they were as hard and as heavy as four clubs. In three minutes one of them was unconscious, and the other three were shrieking for help.

They continued to scream, although their yells grew fainter and fainter, while in the air sang the whistling of a Western quirt. At length the door was broken down by the terrified master, and with his flashlight he illumined a strange picture.

In a corner lay one boy, his head opened with a long gash where it had collided against the edge of the wall, having been impelled by a kick in the stomach. And in another corner lay two of the best-known and most athletic of the older lads of the school, each tied hand and foot, while above them stood a half- clad, brown-bodied youth who wielded in his right hand a quirt that broke skin at every stroke.

It was, of course, a tragedy. They carried the fainting victims out, and the next morning Pierre Delapin was summoned to the office of the headmaster of the school. There he heard the sermon on brutality with sad and wide-opened blue eyes. He hardly understood, it seemed. He only knew that his door had been opened by stealth in the middle of the night, that he had wakened full of terror, and in a frenzy of fear he had attacked dim figures that he saw moving before him.

Here the headmaster interrupted him. He pointed out that a frenzy of terror hardly went with the cool proceeding of locking a door behind three invaders, then binding two of them and laying on the whip. But how, he said, overmastered with curiosity, were you so confident that you could handle the three of them? How did you know that they wouldnt break you into bits, if you started to lay hands on them?

I didnt know, said Pierre innocently, but I hoped that they might be punished for entering my room. That was why I locked the door — so that they would be found—

I hope, said the headmaster gravely, that you have not done a thing that will make the older boys keep after you until they have turned the tables.

Oh, said Pierre, I hope not!

For a single instant a gleam of unutterable and devilish joyousness had lived in his face as he spoke. It took away the breath of the headmaster. He dismissed Pierre with no more words and called in some of the upper classmen. They departed with carte blanche to administer chastisement to the haughty spirit of Pierre, and three days later the punishment was given. This time seven strong football players entered the room of Pierre and fell on him in unison, with bright electric light to aid them.

The story was told long afterward in old St. James of how he thrice worked himself free, even from that mass of strong hands; of how, like a snake, he slipped through arms and legs; of how he kicked and struck with his fist with an equal abandon; of how smashed noses and split mouths and blacked eyes and swollen faces were the fruit of this mighty encounter; of how the clothes were stripped from the body of the fighting Pierre by the hundred of grips which fastened upon him, and which he wriggled away from; of how at last he went down under the weight of persistent force and combined poundage, and, finding himself on his last legs, of how he selected one choice victim, the biggest boy in the school, the center of the football team, and, fastening his lean hands on the throat of the football hero, crashed to the floor with him; and of how, when they beat him senseless and tore his hands away, the football hero was as nearly dead as Pierre.

But St. James believed in heroic measures. They put Pierre to bed for five days, and, while he lay there, his tormentors came to call on him, one by one. They brought him fruit. They brought him confections. They sat by his bed and regaled him with their best tales. When he issued, battered and blue of eye, from the infirmary, he found that the marks of battle and beating upon him were not pointed at with laughter but were praised as proofs of courage.

After that he had no more fights. Even two at a time, the young warriors of St. James had no desire to tackle this fighting demon. After he had tried out for the football team, it was reported that he was a gift from heaven and not a plague. When the spring came and it was found that he had a natural ability as a sprinter, his fame and place in the school were secured.

In the meantime, according to the reports of his progress that his two tutors sent to Mrs. Winton, he was swallowing knowledge whole, not little by little. Those senses that had been trained on the desert were as fine an equipment as a human being could have asked for. He who had read trails so many years found it not difficult to read history. He who had learned to trail and wait patiently had the steady nerve that is necessary for toiling at hard problems in mathematics.

In four years he swallowed the entire course that is generally spread out over eight years in grammar school and four years in high school. In four years he had written his name in brilliant red into the athletic records of St. James. He was the kingpin upon four of their teams, and the entire school worshipped him, while, in the offing, wolf-eyed scouts for universities hovered and made him tempting offers. For, as was universally admitted, here was the finest shortstop, end, sprinter, and tennis player that had heaved in view among the secondary schools in many a year.

It was at this very moment that the blow fell. He was at the end of his last year in the school when Mrs. Winton died. Pierre jumped a train and whirled into the Southwest in time to find her senseless and at the last hour. And for a month he mourned for her with a terrible and silent intensity. At the end of that time a crisp-spoken lawyer informed him that he was staying in the house at the courtesy of the heirs only. For, with characteristically slipshod business methods, Mrs. Winton had neglected to mention a syllable about him in her will.

To this announcement Pierre replied by shrugging his shoulders and lighting a cigarette. There was a greater significance in this than a casual observer could have known, for Pierre had been keeping the strictest training for four years, and cigarettes had been banned. He was still smoking a cigarette when, a week later, a prominent alumnus of a great university approached him with a query. The great college was waiting eagerly for his arrival the next fall. In fact, the entire student body was holding its breath in expectation.

Pierre answered that he was grateful, but not interested. He loved the sunshine. He loved the Southwest. And there he would stay. The alumnus was frankly shocked. He had heard a rumor of certain failing of funds, but funds were a small thing. He himself was embarrassed with an overplus of the coin of the realm. He would be delighted to assist him into the blue by meeting all expenses. Moreover, he would even have an eye to the future of so splendid an athlete. But Pierre lighted another cigarette.

When a man leaves his country, said Pierre, and goes to live in England, say, what do you say about him?

Hes expatriated, I suppose. Hes sort of a man without a country.

Well, said Pierre, I have been expatriated, and now I am coming back to my homeland.

I dont understand, said the other. Im as much from the Southwest as you are.

Of course, said Pierre, you have lived in the desert, but I am the desert!

This was a singular response. It called for thought before an answer was given, but the rich alumnus hated thought. He wrote back to alma materthat the mind of the poor Delapin had been affected by grief and disappointment of a lost fortune. Alma mater wrote to other matres and spread the word. In ten days Pierre was utterly forgotten.

Before the end of that period he was on a ranch in the outfit of a cowpuncher.


IV. PIERRE FACES A BLUNT TRUTH
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HE WAS NOT a success as a cowpuncher. All that he had dreamed about, when the death of Mrs. Winton threw him back on his memory of his earlier days, was changed. In those happy times there was no necessity for work. He had simply wandered through the hills and towns, doing as he pleased. Five dollars a year would clothe him, and the other incidentals of equipment were of the smallest value. He could almost literally live on nothing. But Mrs. Winton had given him other tastes. He needed money — at least a little of it. And the only way he could make it was through the labor of his hands.

But Pierre Delapin did not like labor. It did not matter that he had learned to work like a Trojan in preparing himself for athletic contests of one kind or another. That had not been work for such a purpose as bread and butter. The thought that the meal he ate at night had been earned with his own toil during the day was, for some reason, utterly repulsive to Pierre. The result was that in a fortnight he was bidden to take his way to town. And back to town he went. There he was almost instantly approached by the gambler, Von Ehrn.

Von Ehrn was one of those men who never die. He was over sixty, as everyone knew, yet he often looked at least fifteen years younger. And his spirits were ever younger than his body. He had been mixed up with every rascally scheme that had brought disgrace upon the community for the past forty years, and still he went unscathed by the hands of the law. He had been operating a gambling house for the last twenty years, accumulating a fortune and exchanging winks with the sheriff once a month. Such was the amiable Von Ehrn.

He approached Pierre Delapin with his usual directness. Pierre, he said, I have work for you.

Von Ehrn, said Pierre, you are an old man.

What, said Von Ehrn, has that got to do with the matter?

If you were young enough to shoot straight, said Pierre, Id tell you a few truths about yourself and your work.

Well, well, Von Ehrn smiled. His skin was quite impenetrable to ordinary insult. Do you mean to say you would have the courage to start a gun play after being so long away from guns? Can you handle a Colt after four years without one?

Ill tell you something, said Pierre. Instead of parties, I have stuck to this sort of thing while I was away. Im glad to have this chance of telling you. Some of the boys seem to think that it will be safe to step on my toes now that Ive been away so long. But just tell them that Ive never missed a night. As he spoke, he produced his Colt, spun it in his hand, skidded a card through the air, and split it with a bullet.

Very good, said Von Ehrn, without turning his head to see if the bullet had struck.

And you may talk about that, if you will, said Pierre. I want to keep out of trouble. He put away the gun.

Mighty smooth, said Von Ehrn. And Im glad that Im going to have you.

Have me where?

Dealing for me.

Id rather see you dead than work for you, Von Ehrn. Thats for frankness.

Von Ehrn only laughed. Still, he said, you are my man.

Explain.

You are speaking better English, now, Von Ehrn told him quietly. I am glad of that. Good grammar helps a poker player more than any one thing I could name.

I dont know whats wrong with you, murmured Pierre. I give you my solemn word that I have never played poker in my life, and that I have no desire to learn — that if I ever choose to learn, it will not be with you — and that I am tired of our conversation, sir!

Excellent, said Von Ehrn. You have the perfect manner. That is worth five thousand a year to me, and five thousand is what I am going to pay you.

Not if you offered fifty thousand.

What will you wager?

That I dont work for you? Anything you wish to name.

I am not a cheap sport, said Von Ehrn. Ill not bet with you on a sure thing. But to begin with, why wont you work for me?

I prefer the work Im in.

Thats not true, asking your pardon for contradiction. Youre too lazy to be a cowpuncher, my friend.

Perhaps I am.

What other objection do you have to working for me?

A man is disgraced who works for you, Von Ehrn.

I wont believe that you care what the other fools around you say, when you act to suit yourself. Theyve tried to hound you down before. Are you going to run your life to suit them?

Ill suit myself in keeping away from your crooked card tables, Von Ehrn.

Who said that Id give you a crooked table to work at?

You mean youd run straight?

Id run your table straight, not the rest.

What would you gain out of having me deal for you, then?

Partly your name — people would come in to play with you. Partly because you have the makings of a fine gambler. And you couldnt help winning for me.

Thats the real reason you want me?

The real reason. Business is getting slack with me. Ive run so many crooked games that everyone begins to know it. These fools will walk right into a crooked game in the hope of beating it sooner or later, anyway. Nobodys so blind as a man with the gambling fever. But even the worst of the blockheads begins to know that he cant help losing when he visits me. Ive got to get a new method and some new help, or my place goes broke.

And so?

And so I get you in, and advertise that your table is the squarest gaming table in the world, and that they can bet the limit with the sky as the top when theyre playing against you.

Will you back my game as highly as that?

I shall.

Youre a real gambler yourself, Von Ehrn.

On men — yes. I have an eye for men. When do you begin work?

You expect me to come — to be a gambler, Von Ehrn?

Rather a gambler than a hold-up artist.

Meaning by that?

That youll have to do one of the two, because youll never work again. Youve tried cowpunching. Mining is worse. Youve got to stay West in your own country. And if you stay here, what can you do for a living? You wont work. Youve got the lazy streak that runs deepest. And if you wait to make money grow without work, it means either dice, cards, or guns. Am I right?

This was a blunt arrayal of an argument that shocked Pierre Delapin to his first real attention, and then he began to see the force of all that he had heard. It was perfectly true. He could not work. When he remembered his session on the ranch, it seemed to him that every day had been an eternity of pain. He could not work, and yet he must live, and to live he must have money.

Unless, said the gambler, you make a rich marriage. Of course, that would help you on.

The face of Pierre Delapin burned. With those words that oily, evil voice had chimed into the very heart of his thoughts. He scowled heavily at the other.

Id rather be dead, he protested. But if I worked for you, you swear that the game would be clean?

That, said Von Ehrn, will be entirely in your hands.

Pierre drew a great breath. It seemed to him that he was already seated at the table, willing money out of the pockets of other men. And yet, if it was a fair fight of their wits against his wits, why should he not?

But what will happen if a crooked gambler sits down at my table? he asked.

Son, said Von Ehrn, no crooked gambler will ever try any of his tricks at your table. Youre too well known for your gun work. Rest easy on that.

Then, said Pierre, I begin today. Take me to your dive.


V. NOT TOM OR JACK OR BILL
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IT MADE A more than minor sensation. The evil-minded said that they had always known that Pierre Delapin was headed for some such career. The more generous were inclined to sorrow. And a few actually believed the rumor that was busily circulated by Von Ehrn himself, that the table at which Pierre Delapin sat would be the most honest gambling table at which men ever took a hand — where the dealer would be above reproach, and where the dealer would enforce the honesty of the others, if the need arose, with bullets from his gun. Such was the arrangement which was rumored, and it was stated, moreover, that the stakes to be played for at that table would go as high as the sky.

Then George Chambers from Cheyenne came in with enough loose cash to stagger the imagination of a miner. He sat in at the game and walked away with twenty-five thousand dollars in coin, which he freely showed the next day around the town. It did not matter that he went back to Von Ehrns the next night and lost forty thousand at that same table, facing young Pierre Delapin. That did not matter at all. The original spectacular report was what stayed in the minds of men. And they began to flock to Von Ehrns to test the truth of the tale.

It was a master stroke on the part of the old gambler. With straight card- playing and no tricks, he was sure that the cold nerve and the good fortune of Pierre would win for him. And win it did. Every day his game improved in quality, and, where skill was insufficient, beginners luck helped him out. The fame of this honest table was spread with the speed of the seven-league boots of rumor. And men who wished to play very high and very squarely came hundreds of miles to sit in at the game. Pierre Delapin became an institution.

Being an institution he had to dress for the part. No man can be looked at constantly by many curious eyes without feeling as if he were on a stage and behind footlights. The sunburn of a wild life in the first place, and constant athletics in the second place, began to fade and kept on fading until Pierre was very pale, indeed — the gamblers pallor, into which the effect of late hours enters. In addition he began to accentuate that pallor by wearing black. It was a strange vanity, but Pierre was still very young. At this point in his history he was only beginning to feel the difference between himself and other men. He became scrupulously careful in matters of costume. His clothes were expensive, modish, and as different from the cow country outfit as he could make them.

He made a distinction in manners, also. The more he had to do with rough men raised in rough ways, the more he practiced the most formal courtesy for his own part. And, so doing, he gained a weight of something that more than made up for his youth. People respected him for the honesty of his game; they respected him for his cool politeness, also. And those who played opposite him would as soon have taken liberties with his gun as with his self-esteem.

Psychologists would say that the end of this régime would have come quickly enough. Pierre would have been drawn into ruin and died a shameful and despised figure while still in his youth, or else, with a mighty effort of the will, he would have torn himself from the power of his tempter, Von Ehrn. But this is no hypothetical treatise. This is a plain recital of certain facts in the life of Pierre Delapin, and, although some of them are strange, perhaps none is stranger than this — that Pierre stayed on at his work with Von Ehrn year after year. Doubtless not a month passed that he did not set a date after which he should not be seen again in Von Ehrns gaming room, but still the months drifted on, and he was not gone.

Indeed, it was very hard to leave. He had more than his salary. After he had been there three months, Von Ehrn saw that he had a great prize and came to him with a fat bonus. Von Ehrn was insulted for his pains.

Do you think, said Pierre, that it is not shameful enough to fleece the poor devils who play opposite me, without taking an actual share in the spoils?

Fleece them? said Von Ehrn. This is ridiculous talk! A gambler is a public benefactor.

Pierre smiled in spite of himself. He was accustomed to hearing the old fellow hold forth in this cryptic fashion.

Observe, now, said Von Ehrn. I prove to you that I am a public benefactor. The love of chance is the same love that sends men out to find fights, to cut one anothers throats, or to fill each other full of lead. The love of chance is what makes a man turn his back on his wife and family and seek new fields of adventure. The love of chance is the spark that the devil maintains in the soul of every man. But here stand I, ready with an opportunity for any of them, If they want action, here it is. In five minutes they can lose enough money to keep them sober and working for a year. And this you call fleecing? I tell you again, Delapin, that I do for them what the doctors did in the old days — I free them of their excess blood and give them a chance to become normal.

In spite of this argument, Pierre Delapin refused the bonus, but, when a larger one was offered a month later, he could not resist. And thereafter a percentage of the gains of the house was turned over to him regularly. Indeed, he was becoming the whole attraction at Von Ehrns. And he managed everything so well that Von Ehrn himself decided that he could relax and lead a life of leisure. So he relaxed, and within a year he was an old man, a little tremulous about his hands and knees, and nervous of mouth. His back began to stoop almost at once. His hair grew whiter. He added ten years to his apparent age within a twelvemonth.

The rest of the gaming house languished. Finally, it was entirely given up. There was, in all the place, only the table behind which sat Pierre Delapin, with his calm face and his mobile hands. But that one table paid more than a score of ordinary ones. The other tables having been cleared out, Von Ehrn sent for an interior decorator, gave him his expenses from the East and back, paid him a fat sum and a bonus at the end, and through him produced a beautiful chamber. Outside, the house was squalid adobe, but this one room within was worthy of a palace.

There were deep-textured Persian rugs on the floor; there were rich hangings on the walls; tall, warm-shaded lamps kept a glow in the place; and, when the gamblers raised their eyes from the green top of the game table, their glances could pass into shadowy corners to chairs covered with quaintly figured tapestries, and yonder to an oil painting, a stern-featured gentleman of the 17th Century with a placid brow and a head of dangling curls.

Even Von Ehrn was a little staggered by the price he was forced to pay for these things, but, after all, they were worthwhile. The cattlemen and the miners and the lumber princes who came to patronize the only honest gambler in the world were impressed by this solemn magnificence, even though they did not understand it. But they felt that this was such a place in which a man could win a huge fortune. The glowing rugs on the floor were a more ample guarantee that Von Ehrn could pay losses of any size than a certified check of a definite figure. When there were big winnings in Von Ehrns house, the payments were instant and cheerful. When men lost huge sums of money, they found it mysteriously easy to endure the losses in such a room as this. In short, in this apartment Pierre Delapin was enthroned like a prince.

One day an old man came into the hall and walked up to him. He was a little man with a wedge of white beard on his chin, and black eyes indomitably keen and knowing.

Are you Pierre Delapin? he asked.

I am he, said Pierre, and rose from his chair.

I am glad to see you, said the stranger without shaking hands. I am the doctor who ushered you into this world of sorrows.

I am charmed to see you, sir, said Pierre.

And I see, said the doctor, that you have risen in the world.

Pierre was rigidly silent.

Well, went on the doctor, I didnt mean to offend you, but, when you look around on all this luxury, I think you may keep me in mind. I gave it to you, you know. I am the man who kept you from being called Tom or Jack or Bill. I gave you the name of Pierre, and, therefore, I have given you all the rest of this that goes with it. By heavens, with a name I have recreated a bit of the Seventeenth Century and placed it in the middle of the mountain desert. Who shall say that there is nothing in magic or incantation?

With this he left the room in haste, chuckling to himself. Pierre walked slowly after him. There was no one else in the room except the big Negro who stood beside the polished door, a solemn and imposing figure with his head of snowy curls. Pierre paused in the center of the room. He was seeing himself in the tall and narrow mirror at the farther end of the room. With one foot advanced, with the shadows covering the bright and telltale surface of the glass, it seemed as though a figure were stepping toward him out of the very wall.

That figure was of a man in a dinner jacket, slenderly and exquisitely proportioned. His hands and face were deadly pale, so white that his brown hair seemed black by the contrast, and his eyes were deep shadows. It was a wonderfully handsome face, with features deeply cut, and an expression of the profoundest hauteur. And as the gambler stared at his image, he felt, with a little shudder of fear, that the doctor had been right. This was a world of magic. And the influence of the name must have done it.

Pierre Delapin! Indeed, it carried an aroma of romance about it; it had transformed this adobe building in the little Western cow town. It had transformed Pierre himself, for it was his foreign name, as he knew, that had first won the attention of Mrs. Winton. That gentle and sweet-faced woman had drawn him out of his past and given him a new future. He wondered sadly whether she had been right, for in the other life there had been content enough. He half closed his eyes and looked back to the scantily clad boy, brown-bodied, reckless as a wolf, who had lain on the bunk in the jail and rolled his eyes back to look at the sheriff. Mrs. Winton had taken him out of that. Certainly he could never forget it.

He began to feel that he himself could not control the drift of his life. There was the touch of magic — a magic name that informed his actions and guided him. When he said himself that this was the sheerest folly, nevertheless the belief persisted. He told himself that he must have a chance. So he walked into the little room where Von Ehrn sat and dozed through his days. He tapped the old man on the shoulder.

Im going out, he said. I cant play tonight.

Going out? cried Von Ehrn. But Gil Hotchkiss and old Gunter are coming this evening, and theyve got enough money to load down a freight car.

Im going out, said Pierre Delapin.

If youre getting temperamental — , began the old man gloomily, and he raised his evil eye to Pierres face.

Well?

This sort of thing wont do. Well lose everybody, if they find out that they cant depend upon you being here.

What do I care?

Are you tired of your job?

Ive made enough to retire on, said Pierre coldly, and you have enough to die on.

Bah! cried the old man. Ill live twenty years longer. Ninety is nothing in my family. Theyre all long-lived. And as for you, I laugh when you say that you could retire. Youve worked up expensive tastes here. Itd take a rich marriage to support you.

Pierre Delapin went up to his room. It had been formed by knocking out three partitions. His bed was in a recess that could be curtained away from the rest of the chamber. Sunk into the north wall was an immense fireplace for the chill days of winter and autumn. On the floor were spots of color, rare rugs from the Orient. On the rough-plastered wall were faces in oils — yes, he had formed expensive tastes. He could not leave Von Ehrn as yet. Not quite yet. But in another year — 

He had said that for five years, now, he reflected as he dressed for the saddle. These very clothes he was donning, English in pattern, sure to be stared at when he went out during the day, were a type of his extravagance. But he could not leave the expensive ways. To avoid being wondered at, he took his excursions by night. In fact, from the end of one week to the next he rarely addressed a human being except Von Ehrn, the mulatto servant who cared for him, the big Negro who watched the door of the game room, and those gentlemen who dropped in for play. For the rest, he had as company the beauty of the two rooms — the one he worked in and the one he lived in — the growing numbers of books in the shelves near the fireplace, and these occasional night excursions.

He had ordered his horse before he began to dress. When he went down to the stable, he found the bay mare, Patricia, fretting at her bit and making vain efforts to drive her heels through one of the two men who were cautiously polishing her off, holding a lantern high to inspect their work, and this, although there was a white, full moon in the heavens. But Pierre Delapin, as they had learned before, was extremely particular. Even though he went off riding into the heart of the blackest night where no one could possibly see him, he insisted on having his horse turned out as flawless as the face of a mirror.

He gathered the reins, leaped into the saddle, and then found himself lunging at the moon as Patricia strove to reach it. She landed with her feet close together, her legs stiffened, and her back arched. For thirty seconds she tried to tie herself in knots, then, as though recognizing that she had met an irresistible force, she straightened under the cut of his whip and bolted out of the yard. Another instant, and they had flashed through the town and were rushing through the open beyond.

Pierre, in the perfection of his content, began to smile at the wind that whistled into his face. Patricia was his favorite of the six horses he kept. He needed that number, for one of these midnight frolics across the hills, leaping fences, climbing across ravines, exhausted a horse of the stoutest timber until another week had rolled around. Patricia herself, tough as whipcord, with the temper of a demon and the beauty of a white angel, might have served for double duty, but, instead of that, she was used on the great occasions when Pierre needed the greatest possible excitement and the least danger of breaking his neck. Tonight she galloped as swiftly as water sliding downhill, and as smoothly. She cut across the fields, cleared the fences like a bird, and made sleeping cattle swing clumsily to their feet and dash away, bellowing.

As they swept along, half the mind of Pierre Delapin was on the jumps and the rough country before him, but half of his attention was given to the dream that rode with him. And that dream was of the future that lay before him. That name which the doctor had given him had taken him out of beggary and placed him in a fine school, given him four years of culture and education, and, when he was plunged back into poverty again, it was the power of his name, he felt, which had given him the work with Von Ehrn. Pierre Delapin — it had all the ring of a gamblers name, it seemed to him. Would the hard-headed old fellow have noticed him for an instant, if he had been plain Tom Delapin, cowpuncher? Although the life of a gambler was not on the highest level, at least it had given him five years of leisure in which he could lead his own life, reading, dreaming, drifting on and on toward that character that should fit with the name he bore.

He was thinking of these things when he found himself in a thicket of trees going downhill. That was one of the glories of Patricia. She ran like a dodging football player, picking the way through an open field, and he let her go at the serried ranks of the trees in the perfect security that she would be able to find a way through. There followed two minutes of breathless dodging, and then they lunged out onto a comparatively clear space. There were no trees save a scattering, and the downward slope had increased its angle sharply. Straight before them, a wall of black was rising against the stars. It was the opposite wall of a ravine, and Delapin remembered, with a sudden clearing of the mind, where he was. He had blundered into Lawson Cañon.

The steep slope became a precipitous slant. The frightened mare threw herself back on her haunches and strove to strike her forehoofs into the ground to check their downward rush, but they had gained too great an impetus now. A campfire gleamed among the trees beneath them. With the risk of sending her rolling over and over, Delapin drew his horse to the side, a slight swerve, but enough to take her out of the line of the campfire. His own most cautious line of procedure was to throw himself out of the saddle and into a clump of shrubbery. But there was something cowardly in abandoning the poor mare to her fate — something glorious in riding through with her to whatever came.

He began to laugh like a drunken man. By the fire a shadow-black figure had risen, and he heard a thin cry of horror.


VI. ROSE PURCHASS
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THE LAST PART of that swoop down the cañon-side was blurred, as when a train darts through a narrow cut, and the trees that climb up on either hand become streaks and blotches, pulled out of shape and bulging. Pierre Delapin crashed his horse into a thicket that probably saved the lives of horse and man. A myriad of thin branches, each nothing in itself, received him like a great, soft net. They plunged through twenty feet of entanglement and came out on the farther side, thoroughly scourged, but really unhurt. Every inch of the bodies of horse and man had been lashed by the twigs, but the skin was not broken. And, swinging Patricia to the side, Delapin rode her into the light of the campfire that he might examine her thoroughly and make sure she was uninjured. He stopped her, however, on the outer edge of the pool of firelight, for he could see the face of the girl.

Suddenly he was sure that he knew why fate had made him mount Patricia on this night of the full moon, and had made him ride in this direction. It was that he might encounter the girl that stood before him. It was the premonition of what was to come that had been throbbing in his heart every step of the way.

In heavens name! breathed the girl. Youre not dashed to pieces? She pointed up the slope. You seemed to be dropping through the thin air.

In fact, the black shadow of the moon, falling over the slope, made it seem as sheer as a precipice. Delapin shivered as he looked up to it, but, glancing back to the girl, he managed to smile. But you see that everything turned out safely, he said.

He felt her eyes flicker over him, taking in the details of a costume very strange for such a country. Yet there was nothing but approval in her face, and still more approval when he excused himself and led the mare close to the fire and examined her inch by inch.

Patricia was unhurt in body, but she was thoroughly cowed. She had felt herself on the very threshold of the heaven to which good horses go, and she had been saved from destruction — how, she knew not. It must have been through the agency of that daredevil, her master. And, still shaken, she pressed close to him and tried to thrust her muzzle into his hand or under his arm, very like a great dog. The girl, however, did not laugh. Instead, great tears came into her eyes.

The poor thing, she said, and again, the poor thing.

Dont come near her, said Delapin. She has a nasty temper, and shed as soon send her heels through you as look at you.

The girl, however, hesitated only an instant. Then she went straight up to the head of Patricia and was presently rubbing the velvet nose and whispering into the trembling ears of the mare.

How in the world did you manage to get on with her like this? asked Delapin, stepping back from his examination and breathing a sigh of relief as he found all well.

Is she hurt? asked the girl.

Not a bit. Frightened almost to death, but not hurt. How do you manage to become so chummy with my fire-eater?

The girl answered to Patricia, not to him.

Oh, she said, tapping the mare between her shining eyes, we understand, old dear, dont we?

To Delapin, watching, it seemed delightful, and a great happiness started his heart beating. He could not have told why he was so joyful, but all at once the circle of that yellow firelight, leaping up and down on the trees as the breeze puffed up the flames and let them fall, seemed to Pierre to contain all that was worthwhile in the universe.

I see, he said, that youve established a mystery with Patricia?

Is that her name?

She had a way at once fascinating and annoying, Delapin thought, of turning the flank of one question with another. And quite apart from the pleasure of the moment, he decided that he must take this lesson to heart. It might stand him in good stead at another time.

Thats her name, he said, and the name of her master is Pierre Delapin.

Monsieur or mister?

Mister, Delapin laughed.

I am happy to know the master of Patricia, she said. I am Rose Purchass.

She sat down on a log that had been rolled near to the fire. This little withdrawal permitted Delapin to glance around the scene, and he could make out that a large party was camping here. There were horses dimly discernible through the trees in a neighboring clearing. There was a great litter of camp truck within the precincts of the fire itself.

But what, she said as he was beginning to understand her silence as a dismissal, can have brought you onto the face of that — cliff?

I was making a short cut into the ravine, said Delapin.

Of course, that was untrue, but he could not tell her that he had been foolish enough to blunder into such a situation.

You actually mean to say you rode down that cliff on purpose?

Of course.

She caught her breath.

But I aimed badly, he said in explanation, otherwise, I shouldnt have landed in that clump of brush.

Ive been thinking that was the only thing that saved your life.

Not at all. One can manage by jockeying ones horse at the foot of the slope to keep it on its feet. And they straighten out on the level very quickly—

Or else break their necks and the neck of the rider, she cut in.

Of course, I dont do this every day, you understand.

Youre not jesting. You really use that devils slide as a short cut?

Naturally.

To go where?

To the river.

But why in the world — I beg your pardon for being so inquisitive, only — this is like a section out of a fairy tale.

Isnt it, agreed Pierre heartily.

You admit you are unusual, then?

He laughed. I was referring to my good luck in finding you, he said.

Fiddlesticks! she cried. Youre making fun of me this instant.

If it hadnt been for the cliff, as you call it, I might not have met you.

It has played the part of a mutual friend, then? And the girl chuckled.

But he accepted the remark, with the utmost gravity, as a returned compliment. You are very kind, he said, and bowed low to point his acceptance.

When he straightened, she was smiling steadily at him. And her nose, which was a trifle tip-tilted, was wrinkling at him. Altogether she was not beautiful. She was better than beautiful. She was charming. Everything about her was extraordinary. The sound of her voice was as different from all other voices as one face is unique among all other faces. She had black hair and brown eyes and that transparent complexion which only comes to those who live in an atmosphere drenched with the wet winds from the sea. Where the firelight struck her throat, the curve shone like a painted highlight, and her slender, white hands, it seemed to Delapin, had a radiance of their own.

He wanted to step closer to her, just as one is not content with seeing a blossom but must breathe of its fragrance also. She, he felt, must be like a flower. And yet, if he ever stepped so close to her — closer to her eyes and closer to her voice and closer to her soul, he might almost say-he wondered if he would ever be able to leave her side again.

All of this was a great weight of pondering, a great mass of thinking and feeling. Yet it was all thrust through his body and his brain by three beats of the heart. After that he was calmer, more a master of himself, but he knew that a trap had closed over him, and that he was caught forever.

But after all, she went on, you have to admit that it is very unusual for a man to ride down a cliff in order to get at a river — a plain river.

He saw a meager loophole for escape. If it were a plain river, of course, there would be no excuse.

What have you to say in defense of it?

About that I could talk an indefinite time.

But it seems to me just a muddy, brown stream that runs between banks that are not very beautiful.

That is why the river must be visited by night.

I see, said the girl, that you are a nature lover.

And are not you? he asked.

I hate it, she said with a fervor of honest enthusiasm in the word.

Hate nature!

Its so horribly casual and without a plan.

Really, breathed Delapin.

I suppose Im soulless, she said, but nature depresses me.

Even such a moon, in such a sky?

She looked up at it. In so doing the firelight was shut away from her features, and they were bathed, instead, by the cold shining of the moon that floated now in the central sky.

As for the moon, she answered, I never could see anything in it. It simply shuts out the stars, and the stars are delightful.

Yes, he murmured, delightful.

There was something in his voice that made her look hastily back to him, half frowning. And Delapin retreated. In truth, he had been on the verge of saying a single word too much, so close to the verge that he shivered now with uneasiness. A voice sounded in the distance, then a murmur of laughter of men and women.

I must ride on, said Delapin.

Not before my friends meet you.

I really cannot stay.

But you must, said Rose Purchass, because, of course, Ill have to tell them about what Ive seen, and half the point of the story will be lost, if they havent seen the hero of the tale, you know.

He shook his head.

Please stay, she urged him.

If I stay—

Yes?

You will see why I wanted to go.

I dont understand that.

I hope that you never will.

But you will stay?

If you insist.

She hesitated, studying him with rather anxious, troubled eyes.

And then, before she could answer, the party broke out of the trees. Delapin saw the big, red-faced rancher, Jefferson Purchass, and with him a rout of younger people — men and girls. They had fishing rods and baskets with them, and it was plain that they had been enjoying the sport by moonlight. They came to a halt, their voices dying out, when they saw the stranger. And Rose Purchass hastened with the introduction.

Dad, she said, this is Pierre Delapin. This is my father, Mister Delapin, and this is—

He barely heard the names as she presented them. He was too busy studying their faces, and there he read enough — far more than any words could have told him. The healthy red of Purchass turned to an angry crimson as he glared at the interloper. And there were two or three young sons of ranchers in the party who glowered at him in the same hostile fashion. The girls, however, were cordial enough, even no little intrigued by his appearance, but the glum silence of the men checked their flow of talk. In a moment the quiet held every tongue, and a battery of eyes glared at Delapin.

He turned to Rose Purchass with a faint smile. I am already late, he said, and I must leave you.

She was watching her father so intently and with so much surprise that she hardly answered. And ten seconds later Patricia was picking her way through the brush beyond the pale of the campfire.


VII. THE WRATH OF A PROUD FATHER
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ALTHOUGH JEFF PURCHASS was proverbially tactless, on this night he excelled himself. The current of exclamations from the other girls had hardly ended with the disappearance of Delapin, when the rancher stalked over to his daughter and exclaimed in a voice which reduced the rest to tense attention: How long have you known this — Delapin?

The little interval before the name could have meant anything and everything that was degrading and condemnatory. It could have ranged from mere anger to shame and disgust that his daughter should have such an acquaintance. And Rose, being challenged before so many, naturally rose to the occasion with an equal spirit. For her part, she was tingling with embarrassment on a double count — first, because her father and the other men in the party seemed so shocked and angered by the appearance of Delapin, and, second, because she had forced Delapin to endure an insult against his will.

I met him tonight for the first time, she said carelessly.

Her father had risen from the soil. The stamp of success upon his efforts was this daughter, in whom all his pride — and his fortune — centered.

Look here, Rose, he growled, is this what your schoolin has come to — to teach you to pick up with any stray gent that comes along?

She shrugged her shoulders. The others turned discreetly away and pretended to busy themselves with other things, but in spite of themselves they kept their voices so low that they might overhear what took place between the irate father and his daughter.

With no introduction — ? began the rancher again.

But there was an introduction, said Rose.

The devil there was! Who gave it?

A horse.

Are you trying to make a fool out of me, Rose?

Im telling you the truth.

Rose—

She explained rather hastily as she saw that his anger had reached the boiling point: He rode down that slope—

Rode down it! thundered Purchass. You mean to say he rode down that cliff?

The position of the moon had changed, and the black face of the slope looked more precipitous than ever. The others glanced up of one accord and then, with wonder, back to Rose.

If you take a lantern and search the ground, said Rose, youll find the marks where his horse slid.

This challenge was so direct and simple that her father was taken aback. No matter whether he rode down that place or not, he said, striving to get back to the main point of the dispute, what dyou mean by picking up with such trash?

Trash?

Trash!

I wondered if he had killed himself and his horse, when they crashed into the shrubbery at the foot of the slope. He came to show me that they were both quite unhurt. And Patricia is really a dear.

Her father ground his teeth. Sometimes he wished that he had never sent his daughter to an Eastern school, for, although her accomplishments were his greatest pride at times, at other times they were a heavy cross for him to bear. Her very diction, on occasion, seemed to open a gap between them and push him away to a hopeless distance. It was like a disclaimer of any relationship between them, and he seemed to lose the very right to criticize or control her actions.

Whos Patricia? he inquired.

His mare.

The devil take Patricia, and Delapin, too! Do you know who he is?

A gentleman who rides very well, and who talks well, too, I thought.

Sam! cried Purchass.

Sam Stevens stepped from the group of the others, looking extremely uneasy. It is not a pleasant thing to be forced to condemn another man in the presence of a girl, and he guessed quickly enough that this was to be his ordeal. It was all the harder for Sam because he was the destined husband of Rose Purchass by family agreement and an understanding of old. As a matter of fact he had seen very little of her. She had been East or in Europe since her early childhood.

Well, Mister Purchass? he asked.

I want to ask you a question, Sam.

Yes, sir?

Do you, said Purchass, assuming a magisterial tone that was like a very echo of a courtroom, do you, Sam, know a man named Delapin?

I do, said Sam, very like a witness, and a nervous one at that.

Tell Rose what you know about him?

I think you know him better than I do.

Will you do what I ask? insisted the tyrant.

Ive no wish to blacken the standing of any friend of Rose—

The old cowman roared: I ask you a plain, simple, damn direct question. Are you going to answer it, or aint you?

Delapin, I believe, said Sam, is a gambler.

You believe it? thundered Purchass. The whole damn world pretty near knows! A gambler — a professional gambler — a gunfighter — a lying, sneaking thief of a— He stopped because utter passion had constricted his throat.

Mister Delapin is being tried in his absence, I see, said Rose.

It was most inopportune. If anything were lacking to make the rancher pour forth his full fury, this was it.

Tried? He dont merit no trial! Does a skunk get a trial? Not in this here mans country! No, sir! Lemme tell you a few downright true things about this here Delapin. His father was a bohunk miner. His mother wasnt nothing. He was left an orphan early. He made a living sneaking around the country, thieving and lying, so that—

Do you blame a fatherless boy for doing things which he doesnt know are right or wrong?

Fatherless! Fiddlesticks! Everybody knows the difference between right and wrong, except some that have all the plain common sense educated out of their fool heads!

Jeff Purchass, in his fury, sank his teeth into a comer of a plug of tobacco. It was something that he had made a point of avoiding in the presence of his daughter for years. Moreover, the lump in his cheek impeded his utterance. Im going to tell you the facts about him!

The poor child, said Rose with needless warmth. Her father was thrown into a greater ecstasy of rage.

Ill tell you how much pity he deserved. The Widow Winton come acrost him. Hed shot a gent—

How old was he, Father?

Fourteen. Fourteen years old, fuller of lies than a cactus is of thorns, ready with a gun or a knife to do a murder at the winking of an eye — but she seen his name in the paper, and about how he was arrested for doing a shooting. She got her sympathies all worked up—

Of course, said Rose.

Lemme finish what I got to say. She goes down to the sheriff. The sheriff pretends that it is a shame that a youngster his age had to be locked up. He goes over and tells the kid that Missus Winton is coming to visit him with her eyes so full of tears that she wont be able to see nothing straight.

Along she comes, and what does she see?

She sees this young hound sitting in a corner, shivering like he was scared to death, and looking pretty near ready to cry. He sat there playing baby and worked on her feelings. She got the sheriff to let her go bail for him. She takes him home. He keeps on playing baby. She sends him away to school. And he threatens to go gunning for anybody that goes and tells her the truth about what he really is.

And all the big, brave men in the county were afraid of the boy, I suppose? Rose asked.

They tried to tell Missus Winton. She wouldnt listen to nothing. Hed filled her full of lies. She wouldnt hear the truth. She didnt have no room for it. Well, she keeps him in school for four years. Then she dies. Think he does anything with his high-priced education? Not by a jugful. Tries to be a cowpuncher — too lazy to work — crooked old Von Ehrn gives him a job gambling, and theres hes been for five years, squeezing the life out of honest men! Thats the gentleman that you was introduced to tonight — by a hoss!

Do you know, said Rose Purchass, that Ive heard some gamblers are honest?

Youve heard the gag about him running an honest game, have you? But lemme tell you, there aint such a thing as an honest gambler no moren there is a snake that stands up and walks. Theyre all crooked. Aint he made Von Ehrn rich? Rose, there aint a gift in the county that speaks to him.

Does he give them a chance?

You mean he keeps by himself and rides around by night? All that proves is that hes kind of crazy. Am I right, boys?

They murmured an assent.

And, concluded Purchass, dont lemme hear of you ever so much as looking at this man Pierre Delapin again.

She did not respond.

Do you hear me?

I hear you, said Rose.


VIII. A TURN IN THE ROAD
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THAT BRIEF EXCURSION cost Von Ehrn ten thousand dollars, for, when Delapin returned, he found a group awaiting him, and he played with only half of his mind on the game. Luckily the winners decided to retire and rest on their laurels. When they had gone, Von Ehrn, who had seemed to be soundly asleep in his nearby chair throughout the game, wakened and looked out at Delapin with his dull old eyes.

I see, he said, that you are near the end of your rope.

I dont understand, said Pierre.

You have ceased to play the game well.

Nonsense. Ive simply had an off night.

But Von Ehrn shook his head. Something has come between you and the cards, he insisted.

It was so true that Delapin looked sharply at his host. The old man had a way of flashing out like that, now and again, and striking to the very heart of a matter.

However, said Von Ehrn, we are both rich enough — I to retire, and you to make a good marriage — a wealthy one, I mean.

Do you think, answered Delapin, that a respectable girl will marry a man who is known as a gambler?

Girl? said the old villain. Who spoke of a girl?

Did I misunderstand you? You were speaking of a marriage?

But not with a girl. No, I say nothing of a girl, but I say you have now enough money to marry a rich woman — some well-matured widow, some rose fullblown and beginning to wither a trifle. You understand? It is at that very period that they are most likely to fall into the arms of a second or a third husband. They have often contracted the habit of marrying, one might say. And it is toward such a prize that I point the way. She will love you in the first place because you are young, the second place because you are notorious, and in the third place because your manners and your clothes are good and just a little eccentric. You have the perfect equipment. If you marry under five millions, I shall be disappointed. When I lose my fortune, Ill come to be your dependent!

When you lose your fortune? said Pierre, his curiosity conquering his disgust. But do you actually expect to lose it? Do you think that there is a possibility that such bonds as you have invested in can fail?

If I left the money where it is, well and good, but I know myself. Sooner or later the gambling spirit that has brought thousands to become my victims will flame up in me again. It may come to me on my very deathbed, but, when it comes, I shall rise up, risk everything in one stupendous and ridiculous throw, and lose it all. I shall certainly not have enough left to bury me decently.

Delapin gazed upon him with horror. Perhaps a little pity stirred in his heart. Certainly a dread of this man entered him for the first time. He had seen him a thousand times implacable with others; he had never before seen the old scoundrel implacable with himself.

I suppose, said Pierre, that it is the common end of all gamblers — at least, that they carry the dread of it about with them. They cannot be safe. They feel that sooner or later the gambling that has made them rich will overwhelm them with ruin. Is that not true?

Very true.

Have you ever known of such cases?

I am tired of talking, said Von Ehrn. You are like all young men. You are about to bring the conversation back to yourself — you are about to ask me, if I think that the same gambling fire will consume you, also. Certainly it must consume you. You cannot escape. The day must come when you will sacrifice home, wife, happiness, wealth, position, honor, and all for the sake of taking a chance.

With this he hobbled out of the room and left Delapin staring sadly down at the rug on which he was standing. All that the old gambler had told him was so true that it rang and echoed again through his mind. Some old woman whose sensibilities were so dulled that she would not care about the whispers of the gossips — this was the only sort of wife he could expect to win. But as for some charming and gracious girl — as for some such girl as had that night walked into his life — that was, of course, impossible. A respectable woman had rather be burned than married to such a person as he.

He made these observations to himself with considerable rapidity. But he did not lie awake that night to brood over his decisions. He had learned how to take losses. And even though this were worse than the greatest financial ruin, he went deliberately to bed, propped himself among his pillows, forced himself to forget all his troubles, and with a calm mind read for an hour, turned out the light, and fell asleep.

When he wakened in the morning, he found that the burden was still heavy on his mind. He set his teeth, raised his head, and whistled as breakfast was brought into his room, but, nevertheless, he knew that this constant effort of the will would wear him out. That morning he told Von Ehrn that he must find another dealer to sit behind the single table in the great room. Von Ehrn took the matter philosophically.

I saw this coming last night. The serpent had come into the garden. Im only glad that you are leaving before you lose everything you have won for me.

I wish you luck with my successor, said Pierre.

He was astonished to hear Von Ehrn swear that there should be no successor.

There was only one man in the world, said Von Ehrn, capable of doing what I wanted and doing it honestly and well. You have been thinking that you have been a mere tool. Not at all! You have been the whole machine. You have gambled with a heart of steel and a brain of lightning. You have been magnificent, Delapin. There have been times when I could hardly withstand the temptation. I wanted to rush to you and declare how great you were, but I always realized that I must never let you know yourself. No, Delapin, I now close the house. The furniture will be useful in my New York home.

So saying, they parted. And Delapin went out for a ride, not by the dark of the night, but in the fresh brightness of the morning. He wanted that last ride to convince himself that it was actually necessary for him to leave that part of the country. He wanted that swinging gallop to keep his brain clear, while he worked out his problem. And he rode, without knowing it, straight toward the old ravine where he had seen the girl the night before.

He remembered only when his horse, a strong-going, gray gelding, reached the very edge of the steep downpitch. Then he checked his mount and sat back in the saddle with the sweat standing out on his face, for he knew now how strongly Rose Purchass had won him, if his unconscious mind had brought him back to her. He was a captive, indeed, and, if he wished to escape before he were irremediably held, he must go at once.

He swung the gray about, and with a stern face he was spurring back up the brow of the slope, when he caught sight of someone scurrying away among the trees. He stopped the horse again, his heart thundering. It had been a woman, he knew. And perhaps — 

He called, then waited a minute, for two minutes. Either it was not she, or, if it were she, Rose Purchass did not care to meet him again. Then a faint rustling sounded at his side, and he found himself looking down at her. How had she managed to steal upon him so deftly?

I see that you are an expert in woodcraft, he said, as he swung down from the saddle and took off his hat.

I see, said Rose Purchass, that your thoughts are exceedingly profound if they cover up the noise I made. I hoped at first you were coming to call on our fishing party in the cañon.

Did you really think that?

But then I saw you turn away to go back.

And luckily I saw you at the same instant.

Luckily I moved to a place where you would be sure to see me.

He laughed at that, and she laughed with him, which made the best sort of chorus imaginable.

As a matter of fact, he said, I have come out here, hoping against hope that I might see you without seeing the dragon.

She appreciated that reference to her father with a faint smile.

It isnt entirely luck, then, she said. I confess that I climbed up simply to see the slope down which you had ridden from the top. What a wild rider you must be to do such things!

It was more accident than intent. He paused. And suddenly the silence became a heavy weight. The noises from the forest stirred about them in the wind. There were a thousand small distractions, and he felt as though his eyes were being pulled away from her, yet he dared not glance in another direction for the fear of losing her. Moreover, he was seeing in her face a thousand worthwhile things that he had not noticed the night before. It needed no sun to show the pure transparency of her skin and to light up the colors and to show the clearness of her eyes. She looked, by day, some vital two or three years younger than she had seemed the night before, just as a stone statue is sure to seem older than the living, pulsing original.

I wanted to tell you, began the girl, if I ever saw you again, how sorry I am that what happened last night—

Hush, he said. Of course, it couldnt be helped. Besides, a man who follows a profession like mine has to expect to be talked of.

He spoke this loudly enough to reach the ears of two men who were laboring up the slope. They hurried to an opening and looked out. One was Jefferson Purchass and the other was the fiancé of Rose.

But now that I have found you, Pierre was saying, I have to say how happy I was in talking with you last night, and how sorry I am that I must say good bye.

But, said the girl, dont you know that we live very near the town?

I am leaving it, he said.

Leaving the town! But this Von Ehrn—

He and I have parted company.

What a transformation struck across her face at that.

Ah, she cried, do you mean that you have — ?

There was something else on my mind, said Pierre, and Von Ehrn saw it.

What was that thing, then?

That made me give up gambling?

Then you have definitely done it?

Yes. As for what made me do it — well, it will take me a time to tell you about that.

I have the entire morning weighing on my hands.

Then suppose we sit down.

They sat down, accordingly, side by side in a patch that was half sunshine and half the shadow of the leaves.

I must begin at the very beginning, said Pierre.

I adore long stories, she said.

Even when they are in the first person?

Oh, she cried in a soft, startled voice, is it — ? But she added: Well, I shall love to hear it.

In the beginning — , said Pierre.

At this point the two who were watching through the gap in the shrubbery sank back behind the screen of foliage to watch and to listen.


IX. PURCHASS GOES FOR HELP
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THAT DAY THE fishing party returned to the ranch house where Rose Purchass was entertaining the big party of her friends. It was late afternoon before the rancher had a chance to take Sam Stevens to one side.

Ive been giving you the whole day to think things over, said Purchass. Now I want to know what your thinking comes to.

You mean, said Sam, moistening his lips, about — this morning?

The rancher grunted. What else? he said.

Well, it seemed an interesting story, suggested Sam. That is, if it were true.

True? Of course, it aint true. He was lying like a champion every minute that he talked. But it sure seemed to me that Rose was believing him!

I thought so, too, said Sam Stevens.

And her the most level-headed girl that ever come out of the West. I dunno how he put it over with her.

Nor I, said the acquiescent Sam.

When he wound up, seemed like he was telling her that he was quitting gambling.

She seemed to like that, murmured Sam.

Of course, she did. He meant her to like it. He was making a bluff at putting all his cards on the table, and she didnt have the sense to see through it. I was sure surprised at Rose.

I was, too, said Sam.

And what do you figure she thinks of him now that hes given her all that guff?

Why, said Sam, he made no — er — declaration of affection, did he?

You mean, did he ask her to marry him? No, he didnt have the face to do that, but he did everything else. He was making love to her as fast and as hard as any man I ever see—

But, Sam put in, he didnt so much as touch her hand — he didnt so much as say that he even liked her.

Jeff Purchass swung around and favored the youth beside him with a searching glare. It was apparent that a new opinion of Sam had just entered his head. He hesitated, and, when he spoke, it was plain that his words did not match with the original expression on his face. Dyou think that a man has to talk like that, when he wants to make a girl like him? Dont you figure that by opening up and pretending to show her the inside workings of himself that hes doing as much as when he bawls out like a calf that he loves her?

Why, I dont know that Id ever thought of that before. But you must be right.

The rancher bit his lip. What he was tempted to say then could not be respectably represented in print, but he controlled himself. As a matter of fact, he never allowed his temper to carry him beyond a certain point. After that, it was kept in check. And his passion could not go too far to remember that the father of Sam Stevens was several times a millionaire, and that this marriage would essentially strengthen the financial position of Jefferson Purchass, Esquire. So he held himself in check and glared at Sam with an attempt at a smile that was a terrible grimace.

At least, said Purchass, you admit that she took Delapin seriously?

Oh, said Sam, you know her much better than I do. If you think so, of course, you must be right.

The rancher sighed and looked for a time straight into space. What do you think should be done about it, Sam?

I dont know. Do you think that something should be done?

The rancher gritted his teeth before he answered. And now he could no longer look his future son-in-law in the face. Im afraid that Rose is losing her head, he answered. Im afraid that this Pierre Delapin is too much for her. Shes never known any one of his smooth type before. Thank the Lord, her other friends have been gentlemen.

If you are afraid of Delapin — why, cried Sam Stevens with an air of triumph, I have the very thing to solve the whole riddle!

The devil you have! The rancher looked at Sam in amazement. Well, spout it out — whats the solution going to be?

Simply forbid her to see him!

Jeff Purchass, for an immediate reply, sank his teeth in the corner of a plug of chewing tobacco.

Youd forbid her, eh? Lemme tell you, son, that after you marry up with Rose, and you want her to do anything, one of the very best little ways of making her do what you want is to put down your foot and forbid her to do the opposite. When I want her to stay in at night, all I got to do is to tell her that shes staying in too much at night, and that I want her to get interested in young folks and start going out to parties. Thats all I got to say, and pronto she begins to find out that all the young folks she knows are a shallow lot, and that shes going to spend her evenings at home with good, sober books and fine music and — man alive, it aint that shes nacherally mean. Its just that shes got a contrary streak — in little things.

He had gone a bit further than he had intended. There was a worried look in the eye of Sam Stevens, and the rancher hastened to add: But when along comes anything important, then shes like a rock — you know just where to find her. Thats the sort of girl she is.

Well, said Sam, I guess that shes a character, all right. Maybe shell quiet down when she gets older.

Of course, she will, said the rancher, and he looked straight through the young man with a very faint and a very grim smile, as if he said to himself that, if his daughter changed, her husband would be altered, indeed. In the meantime, he went on, what are we going to do about Delapin?

It seems, said Sam, that it will be difficult to effect anything through Rose.

Sort of difficult, admitted Purchass dryly, so I imagine well have to work on Delapin. And do you know what that means?

Do you mean — ?

I mean just that.

Good Lord! cried Sam.

Dont show your yaller, till Im through talking.

But Pierre Delapin is a gunfighter himself.

Thats why I dont care about getting him bumped off. When he was a kid, he was a regular fire-eater. Now hes going to get some of his own kind of medicine. Itll come to him a bit late, but safe and sure just the same.

You would — you dont mean — ?

Have him killed? Why not? Folks have tried to get me put away time and again. Folksll try it again later on. Now Im going to get a man to handle Delapin.

But — but—

You mean that Pierre might get the best of the fight?

Hes a famous shot, sir.

Hes living on a past reputation. Its years since he has done much shooting, Id swear. Besides, the man Ill send to him will be good enough to match the best that Pierre Delapin ever was capable of doing. Thats flat!

Of course — if that could be done—

If it was safe enough, you wouldnt object to the murder?

Murder, breathed Sam.

Purchass groaned When will I meet a man that aint afraid of a word?

He left Sam Stevens at once. He had hoped to find in Sam a man of sufficient nerve and force to handle the disagreeable end of this business himself. But, since Sam had failed him, he went off to find his man for the evil work that lay ahead. As to the morals of the thing, Jeff Purchass gave them not a thought. He was a hero of the days when citizen committees had volunteered to serve as the strong right hand of a law that had not kept pace with the westward roll of civilization. In those days a man who was a gambler, a gunfighter, and perhaps a criminal in other ways unknown, was not given the slightest consideration. He was simply a menace that had to be wiped out, and the best way to deal with him was the quickest extermination of the viper. In the viper class Purchass put Pierre Delapin without the slightest hesitation, for the rancher was a man upon whose reputation for integrity there was not even the hint of a spot. The thought that a crook should have actually aroused an interest in the heart of Rose maddened him.

He knew where to go to find help. He rode into town and through to the other side. A mile out there was a tumble-down shack surrounded by a few wretched sheds. On the front doorstep, whittling at a stick, was a middle-aged man whose tobacco-stained Vandyke and heavy eyebrows gave him an impressive appearance at a distance, but at close hand one was too much aware of the dirt and the half-weak, half-cunning gleam in the eyes. Yet he had been a famous man at a time. There was a day when he was still under twenty that the accuracy of his gun play had made him dreaded over leagues of country.

Bud, said the rancher without preliminaries, hows the old eye for a gun?

Bud produced from nowhere a long Colt which, in his lightning touch, was simply a flash of light. The flash of light exploded, and a little tin can thirty yards away tumbled headlong.

Fair to middling, said Bud, stowing the revolver with as much speed and nonchalance as he had shown in drawing it. And his eyes twinkled up at the rancher in a hunt for admiration.

Then, said Purchass, youre my man. Ive come here to talk business.


X. CRAVEN AND STRONG
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IT WAS NOT what the letter said, but what it implied, that was wonderful to Delapin. He sat up until midnight, dreaming over it and reading it again and then passing into another dream. Yet it was a short, plain letter in itself.

Dear Pierre, it began — and, indeed, that had progressed wonderfully in two short meetings, if it brought her to call him by his first name.



Dear Pierre:

My father has been walking about in a terrible rage. I suspect that it has something to do with you. I think I have told you that Dad is the best man in the world; but he is also the worst. If he becomes angry enough, there is nothing he will stick at. Will you please take care of yourself, both for your own sake and the sake of Dad? I think his rage concerns you.



And it was signed Rose Purchass. It seemed to the eager eyes of Pierre that the Rose had been written boldly, strongly, as if meant to stand by itself, and that the Purchass was more faintly inscribed, as though added through an afterthought. This might be all the fondest imagining, and yet he could not persuade himself that there was nothing in it.

But, as for taking precautions, he merely laughed and threw himself into bed, still smiling. He had not feared a human being since he was a child, and he did not intend to begin now. His dreams, also, were of the pleasantest, for the face and the form of Rose Purchass kept drifting through his dreams.

He left his visions and his sleep suddenly, and then found himself lying wide awake in the black of the night with something breathing and living in the room. Another man would have dismissed that thought at once, but the senses of Pierre were not quite robbed of that hair-trigger acuteness that they had gained when he had been a youngster, wandering through the mountain desert. And now he knew perfectly that it was not imagination that told him that another man was in the room, for he felt more than he heard, and what he felt was that strange touch of electric sensibility which comes when another person is near. And it is only in the utter dark, or when the other looks at one from behind, that this eerie feeling comes.

Instead of lying still, sweating with fear, or starting up noisily in bed, Pierre stole his hands above his head and gripped the heavy rail at the head of the bed. There he made his hold strong, and, when he had pushed the bedclothes away from his body with one careful foot, he was ready for action.

He turned his head to scan the room, and waited. Since the bed was in a recess, it was impossible for the other to steal upon him. He would have to come up from the one side, and there was this advantage for Pierre. He was awake, while the other thought that he slept. The pale, rough-plastered wall made an excellent background against which to see any object, so that, presently, he saw a shadow among shadows sliding gently forward along the wall at the head of the bed.

Now he did not wait. He was one of those fortunate persons who can act instantly the moment they see an opening for action. And he struck with his whole body just as a pugilist, seeing a guard wide, drives his fist home. First, he hooked his right leg over the edge of the bed. His left foot he planted against the wall behind him. Then he thrust himself out, driving from the left foot and pulling with his right leg, and swinging himself with all his might with his muscular arms. Whoever has seen the impetus that can be given an athletes hammer by a single twist of the wrists can imagine what happened with Pierre Delapin. His hundred and seventy pounds of stalwart muscle and bone whipped into motion like an avalanche in the middle of its race down a slope. And when he loosed his hands from the bed rail, he shot through the air straight at that shadow which was flattened against the wall.

He had made a noise, of course, but no more than a man will make turning over in his sleep. At the noise the stealthy shadow paused in its advance. But just as it paused, there came destruction hurtling out of the dark of the alcove. Pierre struck body and bone, crunched it against the wall, and saw the man slump into a pile on the floor, as though he had been turned to sand.

Pierre did not hurry to light the lamp. He knew that he had plenty of time before the other could possibly move. In fact, after it was lighted, he turned to find that his victim had not stirred. He put his foot on the shoulder of the fellow and pushed him back. The body rolled limp and stretched out on the floor, and Pierre found himself looking down into the well-known features of Bud, the gunfighter. The gun lay an arms length away.

He contemplated that wreck of humanity for a moment of unutterable scorn and disgust. If it had not been for Mrs. Winton, might not he himself have one day degenerated into such as this — a night murderer?

He doused a pitcher of cold water over the prostrate figure. Bud gasped and opened his eyes. Whatever else he might have been, he was quick-witted. He rolled his glance once around the room and then centered it upon Pierre with a perfect comprehension. His face was still sick from the blow that had knocked him senseless. But he understood and waited for the end with calm.

Get up, said Pierre.

The other cast one miserable glance at the revolver that lay on the floor, only an inch too far away. Then he stood up, and, having risen, he looked less like a drowned rat.

Youre not very happy, Bud, said Pierre.

The other shrugged his shoulders. Wet, thats all, he said.

He had lost his pride, and, when a man has lost his pride, certain ordinary weapons are taken out of the hands of other men. Shame is a mighty lever.

Got the makings? asked Bud presently.

Pierre turned his back on him to get what he wanted. He turned his back in the faint hope that Bud would dive for the gun on the floor. That would give them a fair enough break. And what Pierre Delapin wanted to do was to kill this man. He wanted it, as he had never desired another thing in his life. He found that for five years he had been living in the constant expectation of a gun play across the card table, but the expectation had been all. His reputation and his readiness had saved him. And, now that the chance for a fight had come, he was hungry for it.

Yet, he reached the tobacco and the brown papers, and, when he turned and tossed them to Bud, the latter had not stirred from his place. His ratty eyes were still flashing from Pierre to the gun and back again. But he had decided that the chance was not worth the taking. Instead, he began to roll his cigarette.

Bud, said Pierre, youre a yellow dog.

The yellow dog turned up his eyes and watched Pierre, while, at the same time, he licked his cigarette into shape and then lighted it. He was actually smiling.

You dont believe me? asked Pierre.

Bud shrugged his shoulders. His attitude was that of a man who had been so many times proven that it is impossible for the world to doubt his courage. In fact, it is impossible for him to doubt himself.

Look. Pierre said, theres my gun yonder, hanging on the wall in that belt. And heres yours— And with a flick of his bare foot he knocked Buds weapon closer to him.

Its quicker for you to scoop up that gun of yours than it is for me to step across to my gun and pull it out of the holster. And — well — there you are, Bud.

This, however, was quite a different thing. It should be remembered that the reputation of Bud, although he was not an old man, went back almost to the legendary days of the frontier. Ten years used to make a generation in the West. Bud was four generations old — and, from this viewpoint, he was older than Delapin.

All this time he had been despised as a shiftless and worthless ignoramus, but he had been respected as a terrible man of battle. And still his skill was as great as ever, but now that he was challenged, he knew that his nerve was gone. He shrank from the cold, blue eyes of young Delapin.

I thought so, said Pierre. Just rotten inside as well as outside. Bud, who sent you?

Sent me? quavered Bud, forgetting his cigarette until it dwindled out between his fingers.

Yes, who sent you to me?

I — nobody.

You lie, Bud.

Bud lighted his cigarette with a trembling hand.

I say you lie, said Pierre. Ive never harmed you. Ive never spoken against you.

I was broke, muttered Bud.

Another lie, said Pierre. Youd never come to rob me of money. Youd ask me for it, the way the other bums do.

In point of fact he had been an easy mark for the loafers ever since his days of prosperity began. He could remember too many hungry days in his own past to permit him to let others suffer, if he could help them with a few coins.

Bud could only shrug his shoulders again. His eyes were beginning to waver about the room — anywhere, so long as they did not have to rest on the face of Pierre Delapin.

Now, said Pierre, I intend to hear you talk. He stepped to the wall; he drew forth the long Colt.

Are you ready, Bud?

For what?

To tell me who hired you for the dirty work?

Nobody — Id swear—

Im going to shoot, Bud. Not to kill, right away. Im going to slide a bullet through your cheek and shave off the—

For heavens sake! breathed Bud.

Are you ready?

Bud slumped to his knees. Dont shoot, Delapin!

The muzzle of the black gun tipped up. Well, Bud?

It was—

Quick!

Hell hound me out of the country!

Hell be dead before he hounds anybody. Who was it?

Purchass!


XI. BLACKMAIL
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IT WAS SAM Stevens who saw them first through the window.

Delapin has come to call on you, he called to Purchass. 153

The rancher started up. What the devil do you mean by that? he gasped.

Sam turned to him in the most open amazement. Why, what I say. He was astonished to see that Purchass was white and wide of eye.

There he comes down the road, and a friend with him, he continued and pointed.

Purchass shouldered him aside and pressed his face close to the window. Theyve double-crossed me and put up a game, he was heard to mutter. The two devils have — I wont see Delapin, he growled, breaking off his former remarks and turning sharply from the window. You — you go out and tell them that — no, why shouldnt I talk to them myself?

He began to walk up and down the room, muttering to himself. Sam Stevens wondered at him for a moment, then returned to the window in time to see Pierre Delapin take off his hat and bow to Rose — in time to see her blush and smile in a way that made her suddenly enchanting. And the heart of Sam sank. He was not overacute, but an instinct told him that he had lost infinite ground with Rose. When he turned again, Purchass was tramping out of the room. Just beyond the verandah he confronted the pair, Pierre cool and at ease, Bud with his eyes on the ground.

Come out here with me, said the rancher, and he led the way to a great mulberry tree out of earshot from the house. There he turned and faced them.

I see what it is, he said. You two have cooked up a deal. You want blackmail, eh? Well, Ill tell you, Ill see you hanged before you get it! Not a cent from me!

Be quiet, said Pierre Delapin. I wish to talk to you no longer than necessary. I have only brought this hound along so that you could see his face and make sure that he had really called on me. Now get out, Bud!

And Bud, crimson with shame and trembling with rage at his persecutor, turned his horse and literally fled. The rancher watched that retreat with amazement. Then he looked up at Pierre.

What does it mean? he asked. What in the name of thunder has happened to Bud?

His bluff has been called, said Pierre slowly. Hes backed down. Hes told me everything.

What?

How you hired him for your job.

What job?

You cant wriggle out of it, Purchass.

Do you think his word will stand up against mine in a court? Even if you add your word to his?

Good — good — , muttered Delapin.

So, if you know that, you have only come for blackmail.

Certainly, Pierre nodded.

But if you cannot convince a court, can you expect to convince me that there is a necessity to pay you money?

In the first place, said Pierre, I have something more than a spoken word. I have a written document.

Let me see it, said the rancher.

It was drawn from the pocket of Pierre and handed across. And Purchass, as he ran his eye down the scrawled words, saw his own damnation, if this account should ever come to the eye of a third person. For there was truth in the very raggedness of the writing and in its anxious haste, as though the muzzle of a gun were jabbing at his back as he worked. Suppose he were to rip the confession to shreds? He looked up and saw the hand of Delapin near a gun. He handed back the confession.

So that, he said, is finished.

And the blackmail, said Delapin, begins.

I dont mind being drawn on in moderation.

I am not moderate. I want more than half of everything you own.

Then Ill see you hanged.

Youll see me married, instead.

Married?

I understand everything, Purchass. You are afraid that Rose may make the mistake of marrying me on a sudden impulse. Thats why Bud was sent to call on me. You were a fool to do that, however. I had made up my mind to leave the country, because I knew that I was not good enough for her. But then came our friend, Bud. And after I had talked with him, I decided that there was still a chance for me. I might persuade her father to become more generous of her time with me.

Purchass grew livid with anger and then red with shame. He cried suddenly: Delapin, are you an infernal rascal of a crooked gambler, or are you not?

I never have cheated at cards in my life, said Pierre.

The devil you say!

Upon my honor.

Youve—

Ive used a gun — on men. But I never took another man at a disadvantage. I deceived Missus Winton. But what else could I do? It was my chance. I had to lie to get an opportunity to make myself civilized.

Hmm, said Purchass, and suddenly he began to grin. Im cornered so that I have to believe you. But — youre a cool-headed devil, Delapin.

No cooler than I have to be, sir.

Youd never forgive me for sending Bud—

If a gambler tried to marry a daughter of mine, said Pierre, Id go myself to do the shooting.

Pierre, said the rancher, I may be making a mistake. And if I am, I promise you that I shall have the job that Bud didnt do finished up later on. Good bye — but wait. Theres that Sam Stevens — ?

Pierre, however, was already too far away to be called back. He did not pause at the hitching rack. He ran straight to the gate, veered it to one side, and swung himself over the gate and onto the walk. In a few seconds he stood, panting, before Rose on the farther side of the house, all unaware that Sam Stevens had stealthily followed and was spying around the corner.

Rose, said Pierre, your father has given me the privilege of — of asking you—

What? asked Rose.

To marry me, Rose.

If you have persuaded such a dragon as Dad, what earthly trouble could you have persuading a mere woman, Pierre?

As for what followed, it made Sam Stevens set his teeth. Then he shrank back to the shady side of the house.

THE END
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THE HISTORY OF Philip Slader did not originate on the day when he met the Newells, yet it took a definite turning point at that moment. Looking back for the best time to begin writing the narrative of Phil Slader, this time seems just the day one would want for introducing him.

There was a strong north wind beating sheets of rain against the colder face of Mount Crusoe. From the peaks of the big range, storm vapor came straight out to the south. Over that southern valley the clouds broke off in masses and whirled away toward the gray horizon.

The sun was not totally obscured. It shone through in warm patches and gave many golden moments during which the Newells looked up to the crags of Mount Crusoe and thanked the providence that had directed them to buy their land on the southern side of the range instead of the region of these tempests.

They had come so lately to this section of the land that they had not yet learned that one spoke there of a pitching horse instead of one who bucks. But John Newell knew as much about cows as could well be crowded into one mind, and since he came into the land well provided with funds, there was no doubt that he would succeed. The very first men from whom he bought cows agreed afterward that this was no tenderfoot. He knew beef when he saw it and he knew a right price from a wrong one. However, he began moderately, hesitating to show his hand or commit himself until he learned how cattle wintered in this locality. If all turned out as he hoped, he would invest heavily in the spring. In the meantime, as has been said, he was congratulating himself that he had not bought on the north side of the range. Then the brightness of the day ended; the evening stooped slowly upon them like a shadow leaning from the crests of Mount Crusoe, and with the blackness outside, and the windows trembling and the howling of the storm, they looked often at one another and smiled, half in fear and half in happiness as they tasted the full pleasure of their security.

The fire in the dining room was smoking badly; therefore the dinner table was spread in the kitchen. The family had finished soup and come to boiled beef and cabbage when they heard a knock on the door. Sam Newell, like a boy who knew his duties, rose to answer the summons, but his father called him back to his chair.

You take a night like this, muttered John Newell, and he glanced apologetically at his wife, and you cant tell wholl be traveling around.

As he stepped to the door and turned the knob, the wind struck the house so heavy a blow that the door pitched strongly back to the face of Newell. It left him staggered, half blinded with the force of the gale. He did not see, but he heard his wife crying:

Why, John, its only a boy!

Then Newell saw that it was only a boy. He was not more than fourteen, certainly, strongly built, and dressed in rags which the gusts of rain had drenched. He made no movement to step inside, but merely tilted his head back a little and looked quietly into the face of the rancher. Newell was startled. They were like the eyes of a man, and not of a young man, either. Such deliberation, such calm power should not lie in the eyes of a man until middle age.

Hows things? asked the boy.

Why, dog-gone my heart! muttered the rancher, and he took the youngster by the shoulder and pulled him inside.

He closed the door and turned to find the stranger as calm as ever, standing at ease with the water coursing down his clothes. His legs were bare from the knees down, and the smutch of mud, from a recent stumble in the dark, was now washing away from one tanned shin and turning to a muddy puddle around his naked toes.

But what his eyes saw was not the chief interest in the mind of Newell. In the tips of his fingers there was still a tingling feeling of the hard, sinewy muscles with which the shoulder of that boy was overlaid. A trained man, a hard-working man might have muscles like that, but never a child!

Whats up? Whats up? gasped out Newell. Have your folks sent you here for help or something? Whats broke loose to send you out on a night like this, youngster? What brought you here?

The stranger hooked a thumb over his shoulder. The light, said he, and the smell of the chuck.

Here his glance wavered toward the table with its loaded plates and platters. Then he looked back to his questioner; there was no sign of emotion in him except a faint, faint quivering of his nostrils.

Mrs. Newell stood up in her place. Her voice was rich with indignation directed against the entire human race which had allowed a child to reach such a condition as this. She had seen that glance and she knew hunger when she saw it. What mother does not?

Sammy! she cried to her son, take him up to your room as fast as you can jump and get him into some of your dry clothes. Quick, do you hear me? Dont stand there like a booby. Nell, fetch another chair here to the table.

Sammy lurched out of his chair, keeping upon the strange boy the stare of one enchanted. Come on! said he. Ill fix you up, he added, as the boy from the outer night stared back, as though not comprehending.

Then he said: I see. Im kind of sloppy, aint I. Well, Ill fix that!

He opened the door behind him and slipped out, and though the wind was raging in a veritable screaming hurricane at that moment, the door was closed against it smoothly, gently. Mr. Newell blinked, for he knew what power of arm and fingers such a feat required.

His wife had clutched him and drawn him apart. John, John, she was whispering, dont let the children hear — but — did you ever see such a creature in your life?

Humph, said Newell.

So wild, I mean, said his wife, and such a look — like a little animal.

Hes a queer one, admitted her husband, but the main thing is that hes hungry. Feed him up, but I wouldnt be too strong on giving him a suit of Sammys clothes. The clothes might walk away before the morning — Sammy, mind what youre saying!

He was squelching a remark of Sammys to his sister, to the effect that the stranger was a funny-looking guy. Barbers never bothered him any.

Aw, dad, said Sammy, I know. But look at that hair of his — clean down to his shoulders, and black and all sun-faded at the ends. Never seen such a mop of hair.

Saw, Sammy, not seen, corrected his mother absently.

Of course, we have to make the best of it, she whispered to her spouse. But couldnt we send the children upstairs?

Rot! said her husband. The kid aint poison, is he? Hes not typhoid fever, I hope! Dont be so finicky about your kids, mother!

There was no chance for further discussion. The door was deftly opened and shut, and in the brief intermission, the stranger snapped into the room with a deft, gliding movement. You would not have said that he jumped. Few jumps could have meant such swift motion. He pointed to his clothes.

They aint dripping now, said he, if thats what bothered you, maam.

Gracious me! cried Mrs. Newell. The child has wrung them out. What an idea! Young man, would you sit all evening in sopping clothes like those?

Me? Ive done it a million times, pretty near! said the boy.

Heavens! exclaimed Mrs. Newell. How could you?

Why, Ive got a thick skin, I guess, said the youngster.

She appealed to her husband with a desperate side glance.

Let him have his own way, said the rancher, more than a little relieved. Sit yourself down here next to the stove, son.

Thanks, said the boy, but I fit in here pretty good. If you dont mind, none.

He drew the chair around to the farthest and the coldest corner of the table and there he sat down. Mrs. Newell began a noisy protest, but her husband stopped her. He himself had lived in rough countries and among rough men most of his life, and he understood. The place which the stranger had chosen, faced the door!

Something, therefore, was pursuing him. What could that be? If he were a runaway, from what home had this bundle of rags come? On this the rancher pondered while his wife heaped the plate of the waif. Mrs. Newell, feeling that she had been guilty of inhospitable thoughts, covered the breach with much talk.

Sammy, she said, reach our new friend the bread plate.

I can reach, said the waif. Extending a half-naked arm he transfixed the heel of the loaf with his hunting knife and transferred it to his plate.

Mrs. Newell was a little staggered, but she went on: And give him the salt, Nelly. And you might find something to say to him!

I cant see his face to talk to him, said Nelly, aged eleven. He hasnt taken his hat off!

Here the youngster removed his hat with the dignity of an Indian chief, wiped his long, sun-discolored hair back from his face, and fell to the serious work of eating. Now that the wide-brimmed felt hat no longer sloped across his face, the Newells saw eyes as black as the hair and the neck and chin and straight-lipped mouth of a man. They had hardly a chance to observe these features, they were so taken by the methods of eating which the stranger put in practice. The bread was used as a helpful wedge by which large quantities were piled upon the hunting knife and transferred to the waiting mouth with an admirable sense of balance, until Sammy broke into a peal of laughter.

Sammy! cried his mother.

I cant help it! said Sammy. I wonder how he does it without cutting his mouth.

He laughed again hugely. At this the steady black eyes lifted and were fixed upon him with such strange effect that the laughter died in a single gulp. A heavy breath of silence fell upon the table.

What might your name be, young man? asked Newell at last.

Phil is my name, said the other.

Thanks, said Newell. My name is John Newell. And Im glad to know you. This is Mrs. Newell. And this is my son, whose name is Sam, also. And that is my daughter, Nell.

To each, in turn, as their names were pronounced, the stranger gave one penetrating glance. But though Sammy and Nell stood up to jerk their heads and smile perfunctorily in acknowledgment of this introduction, Phil made no other return than this silence, and these grave glances.

Conversation dwindled again, and all the Newell family became conscious of the howling of the wind outside the house.


CHAPTER II
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EVEN THOUGH MR. Newell did not pretend he was a man of extravagant culture and politeness, he felt that there was something wrong in an entire family sitting about and shifting their eyes up and down as the practiced knife of Phil rose and fell from plate to mouth. Moreover, the atmosphere became momentarily more depressed. Even though he sat in his own house, Sammy seemed oppressed with something closely akin to fear, and bright-haired Nell watched the stranger with an uncanny fascination. Even Mrs. Newell had changed color a little and sat nervously erect in her chair.

So the rancher stepped into the heavy silence again. Phil is a familiar name to me, said he. I had a cousin called that. He was redheaded, though. But what might your last name be, young man?

The stranger looked up from his plate again. You wont have no use for it, said he. Im traveling on and I aint coming back this way.

Mr. Newell exchanged glances with his wife — a swift, covert interchange, for even when the eye of the boy was apparently fixed upon his plate, one gained an impression that he saw everything that happened in the room.

Traveling on, eh? said Mr. Newell, without pressing the point. Traveling where, may I ask?

Id tell you, if I knew, said the boy. All I know is that Im drifting south. Sort of chilly up this way, eh?

Yes, said Newell, the winters are pretty cold up here, I suppose. And — how old are you, Phil?

As though this were an unexpected query, Phil looked thoughtfully into space before he nodded and answered: Twelve last month.

Twelve! exclaimed Mrs. Newell. Why, then Sammy is a whole year older — and my Nell is only a year younger? It doesnt seem possible!

Her? asked Phil, turning his head to the girl beside him. Her eleven?

He reached out a brown paw as bigboned as the hand of a man and took Nell by the wrist. It was not a hard grip, but she winced back from him with a little gasp. At that a faint smile appeared rather in the eyes than on the mouth of Phil. Perhaps it was hardly a smile at all, but a mere softening of expression, which enabled Mr. Newell to see for the first time that this was really a handsome youngster. Yet he had been studying the little stranger every instant since his arrival.

Soft, aint she? said Phil. Like a baby, pretty near!

He replaced her hand on the table with care.

Mrs. Newell had bit her lip with anxiety when she saw his hand touch her child. Now she exclaimed again: Only twelve years old! Do you mean that, Phil?

I dont lie, said Phil without offense, except when its something important. Im twelve. Why?

Only — nothing! said Mrs. Newell, and she looked appealingly at her husband.

Why, explained the rancher, its only that you look very strong and big for your years, Phil. Youll be bulldogging the yearlings before much longer!

Oh, yes, said the boy. I started that last spring.

My! exclaimed Sammy Newell, what a—

The word whopper was framed by his lips alone. But he began to look sternly upon this youth. There is a certain pride of place of which all boys partake, and part of that pride is every youngsters certainty that he knows a great deal more and is a great deal stronger than every other boy who is his junior by so much as a month. But nothing of his expression of scorn and doubt seemed to make an impression upon Phil, who smiled back at him, as a grown man might have smiled at an incredulous child.

Its all a knack, said Phil quietly. You got to learn the knack, you know. Same as sticking in the saddle. It aint long legs you need; its the knack, its the balance. Aint that right, Mr. Newell?

So he shifted the burden of the conversation deftly over the head of Sammy to Sammys father, and Sammy felt the sting of that alteration without knowing how to resent it in deeds. But a spot of color was beginning to burn in Sammys cheeks, and there was a flare of danger in his eyes.

Supper ended, and Mr. Newell sent the boys into the next room to amuse themselves while Nell and Mrs. Newell washed the dishes.

He said to his wife:

I dont like having him here, mother. I dont like it a bit! He may be an honest kid, but he looks to me different — and maybe hes bad. Shouldnt be surprised if we woke up in the morning and found him gone with the best horse on the place! Shouldnt be a bit surprised.

John, said his anxious wife, Im terrible glad to hear you say that. And — John — we got a telephone here, you know! Why not ring up to find out about—

Ring who?

The sheriff — and describe that boy.

Ill do it, said Newell. Then he hesitated. I cant do it. Not about a poor kid that has been blown in out of the wet like this one. Hes done no harm that weve seen. And maybe hes had no bringing up!

Ah, said the wife, no woman would want to try her hand with him. Hes hardened and fixed. Bringing up would never change him. You mark my word. What he is now he was born to, and what hell be before he dies was written down, too!

Mrs. Newell had risen to an almost prophetic strain. Her husband nodded.

I feel more or less the same way, he admitted. Im ashamed of it, but I cant help feeling a good deal the same way. Wheres Nell? I dont want her around that young brute. Wheres Nell since she finished wiping the dishes? No use in her seeing such a young wolf. No use at all!

Ill call her, said his wife. My, my, but it does me good to hear—

She stopped there. They heard the thud of a blow, and then the wild scream of Nell pitched in a key of horror and of fear.

Neither the rancher nor his wife could move. What they saw first was Sam, walking backward through the door of the next room, like one who fears to take his eyes from the thing that he sees. Then little Nell came with a rush and clung to her father, babbling something inarticulate.

As for Newell he could not tell what to think. What he did, was to brush Nelly aside into the arms of her mother; then he drew a gun and stepped to the threshold.

He saw Phil in the middle of the room, his hands gripped into fists, his face white and contorted with a perfectly devilish fury, and a thin trickle of red running down from his mouth.

Whatever it was that the rancher had expected in the way of a horror, he felt that he had enough in this picture. He was a grown man, and there was a gun in his hand; yet he had at first an almost overmastering impulse to slam the door and leap backward into the warmth and the safety of the kitchen.

He controlled himself at once. Now what? he asked Phil sternly. Tell me what you mean by frightening my boy and girl within an inch of their lives!

A spasm crossed the face of Phil. He put up a hand and touched his mouth. Then, when he saw the crimson on his fingers, he closed his fist again and looked straight into the eyes of Mr. Newell.

And what happened to give you that? asked Newell.

I stumbled and fell against the wall, said Phil.

Stumbled! exclaimed Mr. Newell.

There was no good reason why such a thing might not have happened — except to this youngster. For some reason, it was as much folly to expect him to stumble as it would be to expect a mountain sheep to miss its footing.

He strode back into the kitchen. Now, said Newell, Ill have the truth, out of this! Sammy, what happened?

He — he stumbled — and hit his face — against the wall! said Sammy, white with misery and with fear.

Mr. Newell took his son by both shoulders. Sammy, said he, I hate a lie and I hate a liar. Now tell me the truth!

I — I thought I would see what he could do. I picked a fight and I hit him — and he didnt hit back! He didnt hit back, dad!

A cold, little thrill ran through the body of Mr. Newell.

Maybe he was afraid to, said the rancher. Youve got muscles enough to knock a little sense into his head.

Afraid? Him? asked Sammy, and suddenly he clung to his father desperately.

Dad, he gasped out, I thought that he was gunna kill me! And I think he will still, before the morning comes!

Newell moistened his white lips, but he found no word to say. He looked across to his wife, who was soothing Nell. He knew that the same white, sick look which he found on the face of Mrs. Newell was on his own.

It was a little thing. He kept telling himself that it was a mere trifle — a quarrel between children. No matter what reason could tell him, instinct spoke to a different effect. There was no childishness in this strange boy!

He heard a slight rattling at the front of the house, and striding through the blackness of the hallway, he came on Phil, in the very act of unlocking the door, and going out into the night.

There was nothing that he wanted so much as to see the last of that small person, but conscience shouted aloud in the heart of Mr. Newell.

Phil, he said, it seems that Sammy was in the wrong — and that he hit you—

Phil was silent.

I want you to come back inside, said Mr. Newell. Youve — youve done nothing wrong — and I want you to spend the night here and—

It was a funny thing, said Phil. It seemed to scare her. Why should it scare her, Mr. Newell?


CHAPTER III
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WHEN MR. NEWELL got Phil to go back into the kitchen with him, they found Mrs. Newell, with her two children on each side of her, Nell still sobbing and Sammy still white.

Now, said the rancher, Im going to see that theres justice done here. You struck this youngster when he was here in our house as a guest. And youre going to stand out here and ask his pardon for it Sammy, dyou hear?

Sammy heard the bitter insinuation and swallowed hard. But he stiffened and strode forth to make the apology. The stranger, who had stood by watching all this with his calm, black eyes, said to the rancher: Look here, Mr. Newell, dyou want to make him hate me all his life? And dyou want her to hate me?

He pointed solemnly at the girl. For Nell had stopped her crying and was watching this proceeding with a vindictive interest.

Now she brushed the tears from her eyes and burst out: It doesnt matter! I hate you anyway! Ill always hate you! Ill hate you all my life!

Hush, Nell, said Mrs. Newell, but there was more sympathy than anger in her tone.

Phil, watching the girl gravely, finally turned again to Newell. Its most always like this, said he.

What is mostly like this? asked the man.

Nothing, said the boy, shrugging his shoulders. Well, Ill be drifting. He turned to the door.

However, Newell intercepted him. He did not take hold of him as he would have seized upon another youth. He merely stepped in front of him and spoke as though to a man, saying: If you leave like this — before the boy has had a chance to apologize — and go out into a storm like this, itll make me feel pretty cut up, Phil.

Will it? asked Phil, his grave glance fixed upon the other. Will it be like that with you? Why, he went on, making a gesture toward Sammy, its all right you know, about that. I was mad for a minute, but Im over that. I dont mind it. Not at all! Ill shake hands with him to prove it. And he walked forthwith up to Sammy.

It was an uncanny thing to watch and a most unpleasant one. Here was a self-control that might have shamed most men who had reached to full maturity. In such a child it was strange indeed!

Sammy was plainly afraid to stand before the stranger again, but he put forth an unwilling hand when Nell cried: Dont touch him, Sammy! Dont touch him, please!

Sammy shrank back. Newell was beside himself.

Send Nelly to bed, he cried to his wife, and if you dont give her a good dressing down before she goes to sleep, Ill come and do it myself. You hear me?

His wife was one who knew perfectly well when it was safe for her to uphold her authority and place in that house, and when it was far better for her to walk in humble silence. Now, as she saw a certain vein swelling in the forehead of her husband, she took Nelly by the hand and walked hastily from the room. Sammy, after one frantic glance at his father, followed in the rear, but he was caught by the iron hand of Newell and forced to turn back.

Ill skin you alive, said the rancher through his teeth. Confound it, if Im to be checked and made a fool of in my own house — and cant teach my own kids manners. Apologize this minute, or Ill make you do it on your knees!

Im sorry! whispered miserable Sammy. Im terrible sorry — that I hit you.

Why, said Phil to the rancher, youve done it now! There aint no chance that I can ever come back to this ranch and find a friend. And, he added to Sammy: Its all right. Im sorry that this mess all happened.

Sammy sneaked from the room, and as Newell stood there, with his head hanging, there was a gentle touch at his arm.

Whats wrong? asked Phil.

My son is a coward, and my daughter is a vixen! I see it in a flash of light! said the rancher more to himself than to the boy.

No, said Phil with equal gravity. I tell you that thats the way that I mostly make folks feel. The boys, they want to fight. And the girls, they hate to have me near them. I dunno why it is. Except that Im nacherally mean.

Perhaps the part of generosity was not to believe a word that he had to say, but Newell was no more than human, and he had made many concessions on this night against his flesh and his blood.

Come upstairs, said he to the boy. Ill show you a place to bunk. And no matter what else may turn out of this, I want you to know that Im your friend.

Thanks, said the boy. He raised his head and searched the face of Newell, but he did not seem to find there what he had been hoping for. A little pang of shame passed through the man, as though he had been detected in the act of committing some mean hypocrisy.

However, he felt that something had been gained in the discharge of his debt of hospitality and honor to Phil by getting him up to the spare room and bidding him good night. After that he went to his wife and found her sitting in their room.

Where is Nell? he demanded harshly.

But Mrs. Newell merely looked at him with tears in her eyes.

I see! said he. Youve let her slip again. Youre gunna raise her to be a spoiled woman, like the rest of these American girls. Because shes got a pretty face, youre gunna let her get in the habit of wiping her shoes on folks, chiefly men. Ill not stand it, if I have to beat her black and blue every day of her life.

He hoped, in his heart, that his wife would have some stinging rejoinder, for the pain in his heart needed much spending. But there was no answer whatever. Mrs. Newell merely bowed her head, and the sight of its familiar grayness touched her husband.

He went hastily to the little chamber of Nelly, and when he lighted a match, he found her lying with closed eyes, breathing deeply and regularly, with a faint smile upon her lips. He knew that his daughter was capable of sham; yet when he leaned closer the smile did not alter. There was not so much as a quiver of the eyelids. So he straightened again, with an imperceptible sigh of relief. He could not awaken her. Not from a sleep so beautiful and calm that death itself could not have been more hushed and solemn, it seemed. A religious wonder grew in him that a creature so beautiful should really be his.

Here the match burned his fingers. He dropped it with a murmured oath and stole from the room. When he closed the door gently behind him, how could he know that the delicate smile of Nell had grown to a most impish grin? It had been a close call, this, but she had won again; and she had learned afresh the profound lesson that tears will disarm women, and smiles will disarm men.

Mrs. Newell had been waiting in terror, but when her husband reappeared with a hushed look upon his face, she understood, and she turned away in haste to hide her smile. In five scant minutes the howling of the wind had lulled all the household to sleep, save that in the spare room the stranger sat cross-legged on the edge of his bed, absently raising his hunting knife and letting it fall at a crack in the floor. If it missed the crack it would make an ugly scar in the paint and a thudding noise as well. But it did not miss, time after time, though all his thoughts had wandered elsewhere. At length he, too, turned in, and the house was silent and dark.

It was still dark, barely edged with gray, when Newell arose the next morning. He went hastily to the room of Phil, but the boy was gone.

Down the stairs went Newell in haste. He scanned the cupboard where the few pieces of silver were kept. All of them were in their places. He hurried on to the barn, and there stood all his best saddle stock, tossing their heads and whinneying when they heard the sliding door creak back.

It seemed that the vagabond had taken nothing. He had gone on without farewell, in the dark of early morning, and perhaps it was better that way. Still, when the rancher stood at the door of the barn and looked up to the sky, where the upper wind harried the clouds farther south, he wondered what destination awaited that boy. He wondered, too, how many other things there might be in the world as strange and wild, to the mind of John Newell, as this apparition from the night had been.

It was not a pleasant course of thoughts; therefore he turned hastily to the work of cleaning out the barn and giving the horses their morning feed. The light brightened. He was about to put out the lantern and let the gray of the morning serve him in its stead when suddenly something made him turn around.

He saw a big man wrapped in an overcoat, standing in the doorway, a quirt hanging from his mittened hand — a big, rough man. Newell himself was big and rough enough to suit most needs, but in the presence of the physical size and the craggy spirit of this stranger he felt like a most ineffectual boy.

Im Doc Magruder of the Crusoe Hotel, said the big man. Im here on the trail of a runaway kid. Might you of seen him? Twelve years old and he looks fifteen, pretty near. Big shoulders and an oldish face.

Dressed In rags? asked Newell.

There was enough lantern light to show the flush which came on the stern features of Doc Magruder.

Ay, he said, hed be in rags! As if I didnt give him decent enough clothes to wear. Got no thought, he hasnt, except of putting me in a wrong position with folks. And if I wasnt a known man, Heaven knows what people would think of me! In rags, eh? Ay, the same stuff that he had when his father died, most likely. Hed put that on when he started to run away! But youve seen him, eh?

Ive seen him, said the rancher, and if youll come to the house and have breakfast, Id like to find out something about him, if youll talk.

Tell me one thing. Is he yonder in that house, now?

No, hes gone from his room.

In the night, eh? That would be his way. Most likely youve missed something outside of his company before this?

I hunted. Cant find anything gone.

You will find it, though, said Magruder. Bad blood will out.

Like murder, eh? said the rancher, nodding.

What? cried Magruder. What you mean by that, may I ask?

Why, youve heard it said before this, of course.

Oh, ay. Ive heard it said before. But bad blood will out. You cant keep it from showing, sooner or later. And youll find that hes scooped up something and made off with it. He wouldnt be his fathers son otherwise! Not him!

Maybe not, agreed Newell.

He was rather pleased, than otherwise. For everything that he had heard, and the very bearing of this stranger, more and more excused the conduct of his own family toward the boy, as though they, being of honest blood with an honest rearing, had felt by instinct the gulf which separated them from the evil nature of young Phil. They were more and more excused, and the vagabond youth was more and more condemned in their places. Newell looked up with a lighter and a lighter heart as he asked: And who might the father of this boy be, if I may ask?

Who might he be, indeed! asked the big stranger heavily. Who might he be? Why sir, if it wasnt for the wrinkled look around your eyes — which means range riding or Ill eat my hat — that speech of yours would make me think that you was a dog-gone tenderfoot, and a mighty green one at that! It sure would. But you seen his face didnt you?

Ay, said Newell, I saw his face. And a mighty queer one I thought it.

You aint the first that have felt the same way, said Magruder. Sort of handsome, too, in a way.

Ay, mighty handsome, except for a sort of a strange, mean look that he had.

Like his dad! said Magruder. Like his dad, except that his old man had the nerve to cover up his meanness with a smile. He was gay, was the daddy of this boy.

Ay, man, but who was he before I bust with curiosity?

Im trying to get you to guess. Take another try. Think back a few years to the newspapers. They was running his pictures often enough. Ay, and the signboards in the post offices had his face, too. You cant remember? Well, Ill tell you. His daddy was Jack Slader himself. Now tell me if the kid aint a ringer for him?

Slader? Slader? gasped out the rancher. Slader, the gun fighter and killer? But — good heavens, man, wasnt it a fellow by the name of Magruder that killed Jack Slader?


CHAPTER IV
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IT SEEMED TO Newell that there was some relation between the cold, dim smile of Magruder as he listened to this remark, and the expression in the eyes of the boy Phil, which he had seen there the night before.

Then the stranger said quietly: It was a Magruder that killed Slader, right enough. And Im the man!

The rancher strove to comprehend; he said slowly:

What I understood a minute ago was that this Phil is the son of Jack Slader?

Yes, thats right.

And — I figgered out that he had run away from you?

At this, Magruder waved a hand in a large gesture. Its a hard thing to understand, maybe, said he. You aint the first that has pretty near sprained his brain trying to work out that idea, old-timer. But it aint the sort of a thing than can be told in a minute. You said chuck, and that sounds good to me. Ive ridden all night, trying to get trace of the kid. And Im starved. Lets see the insides of that breakfast that you was talking about before we go any further.

Newell was willing to give more than a breakfast for the sake of information such as this. He conducted his guest hastily to the house, where they found the fire in the kitchen fuming and smoking. Two words to Mrs. Newell set her to work with a glowing ardor. For Jack Slader had been a man of such mark that to entertain his destroyer would have flushed the cheek of the wife of any rancher. In the meantime, Magruder was placed at the table in the dining room, while the egg beater of Mrs. Newell hummed a soft song in the kitchen.

Mostly, said Magruder, I thought that folks knew about how things happened. But since youre a newcomer and aint heard, Ill tell you myself. I aint going to be particular to you about how I happened to get on the trail of that Slader, after the hound had stole my best cutting hoss. But Ill tell you what, I went after him so mad that I forgot about his reputation. And I still wasnt thinking about his reputation as a man-killer when I got inside of a shack on the Crusoe River, with Slader in front of me. If I had been thinking, I wouldnt of dared to fight, I suppose. A couple of days before Id had to swim a river, and Id got my Colt pretty wet, and then I hadnt cleaned it quick enough, I was working so hard to figure out a trail puzzle. By the time that I got to that gun, I was tired out, and I give it only a careless oiling up. Well, when I looked at it the next day, it was in bad shape. But still I thought that it would work pretty well.

However, there I was finally, finding myself unexpected in the same room with big Jack Slader.

Bigger than you? asked Newell, filled with admiration as he scanned the Herculean form of his companion.

Bigger than me? No, I suppose that he wasnt. Not so terrible big in inches. But youve seen the kid, Phil?

Of course.

He looks big, dont he?

Ay, bigger than any boy I ever saw at that age.

So did his dad. Looked bigger than any man you ever seen. And yet he didnt measure so much in pounds and inches. That was the puzzling thing about him. That was the main reason, I suppose, that he could keep away from the sheriffs and their posses for so long. You see, when there was no trouble, he could mix right in with any crowd, as small as ever you please, and nobody would notice him particular. But when it come to a pinch, then you would say that he reached out and expanded, and you could of picked him out from among ten thousand by one look at him. There come up a fire in his eye. And even his voice changed and got big and you would of said that he could of took ordinary folks in his hands and busted them the same as you and me could crackle matchwood.

Here the narrator looked off, conjuring up the picture of the famous destroyer, and he winced a little from the very conception.

I didnt stop to think about what he was, he went on at last, when I got inside of the room with him. All that I wanted was to tear his heart out. I snatched my gun out and was about to drive a slug through his heart when I seen that he didnt have his own gat clear. It had stuck in the leather as he was making his draw. Somehow, I couldnt pull the trigger. I couldnt kill a gent that was helpless, even when he was a snake like Jack Slader had proved himself to be!

He paused again, and the heart of Newell began to thunder in his throat. For it was all very well to show mercy to some, but certainly it required a rare nerve to stand in front of such a destroyer as Jack Slader and then to think of insisting that he have his due fighting chances! It was like extending ones naked wrist to a rattlers sting.

I told Jack that we would both have another fling at the job, and then a mighty funny thing happened. You would hardly believe it, but I suppose that the fact was that Jack Slader had fought so many fights and always won them smooth and easy, that having one setback, like this, and having to take mercy from a gent, sort of sapped his nerve. It watered his blood a good deal, and he got white around the gills and wilted. He asked me what real reason I had for tearing in and wanting to kill him, and when I talked about the hoss, he actually offered to pay ten times its price, and he put the money right out there on the table in clear view of me. Well, sir, if I hadnt been so heated up, I never could of pushed the thing through, because anybody can tell you that I aint the man to kick a fellow when hes down. I was right sorry for Slader losing his nerve that way. But Id followed such a long trail to get at him—

Wait a minute! broke in the rancher. You mean to say that Jack Slader showed yellow when the pinch come?

Thats exactly what I mean. I would hate to tell you just how crawling and how mean he got before I finished with him!

I believe it! said honest John Newell. Ive always believed that those gun fighters were never the men to stand up in a pinch like a fellow that lived by the law and not with his hands in the pockets of others. Ive always believed that one of us was worth any two of them, pretty near!

And youre right, absolute! said Doc Magruder. A gun fighter does all pretty well. But hes a bully, and when a bully gets hit on the nose as the fight starts, he aint so gay about mixing in with the other fellow! Anyway, that was the way that even the great Slader turned out. I would like to say that he was a tiger, of course. I would like to say how lightning fast he was, and how I was just a mite faster, and how I beat him by a shade — yunderstand? But the fact is that I got to tell the truth.

He fair crawled and begged me to let him off — because he said that he was weak and sick, and not himself. He offered to ride to town with me and give himself up to the sheriff. Well, I wasnt looking for that sort of work. I say that you got to consider how long I had been on the trail, hungering for a fight with the sneak that had stole my hoss — and stole the lives of a lot of other men, before that! When I got my chance, I couldnt throw it away. Slader deserved to die. I know that. I only wanted to kill him in a fair fight.

Finally, I got him to the point where he said that we would both put our guns on the little table in the center of the room, and then he would jump for his as soon as I made a move. I agreed to that. We pooled our guns and stepped back, but Slader didnt get more than half a step back before he whirled and dived for those guns. Crooked to the last, you understand! Well, I was watching him from the corner of my eye, but I couldnt match that move. I was a half a second late, but when he pulled the trigger of the gun he had picked, it come down too slow to explode the cartridge, because the gun that he had scooped up in his hurry was my own. That gun had a hammer that was badly clogged with rust.

I have always held it against myself that I didnt give him still another try. But matter of fact, I was so all-fired mad at him for trying to cheat me and get the jump on me, that way, that I just didnt have the brain to see things clear. I was like a charging bull. I didnt wait to think. I just reached for the other gun and I fired a split part of a second after Slader had made his try for me and failed. Well, sir, that gun that I picked up was Sladers own, and you can bet that one of his Colts was sure to be the newest model and the most active and straight-shooting kind! My slug went through his body, and he curled up in the middle of the floor, a dying man.

Yes, sir, he should have been dead, because I believe that that bullet went right through his heart — or a corner of his heart. At least, thats what the doctors said afterward. But the fact that follows is something that there are witnesses to prove. When they busted through the door at the sound of the shooting, they saw Jack Slader twist himself around on the floor and heave himself up a little. I was leaning over him, and saying: Jack, what can be done for you?

Im a dead man, Magruder, says he. Curse your soul, Im a dead man. Theres nothing that can be done for me. But for Heavens sake, do something for my boy!

You understand? There was I, standing over the first man that I had ever seen die, outside of a couple of accidents in mines. And I heard that dying man that I had killed, begging me to do something for his boy. What he said sunk deep into my heart. I couldnt forget it none at all. I started out after the crook was dead and I said to myself that if I could find the boy, I would take him home with me, and then I would try to make an honest man out of him.

I did find him, sir. I found him and I took the little tiger home with me. And Ive tried from that day to this to try to make him as honest as any man had ought to be. But youve seen him for your own self, sir. You know what hes like. Bad! Mighty bad! Meant for the gallows, he is. Because bad blood will out!


CHAPTER V
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SO SAYING, HE shook back his hair and closed his eyes for a moment. With his brows wrinkled as though the pain of his thoughts for the moment overcame him, Rancher Newell regarded him with a proper awed respect; now that the keen hazel eyes were closed he could look at the man with more closeness than he had ventured before, and it seemed to Newell that the leonine face with its square-tipped, auburn beard was the noblest that he had ever seen. Moreover, he was more or less overwhelmed by the knowledge that this man, of his free will, had chosen to devote endless energy and time to the rearing of the wildcat son of a gun fighter. That self-imposed duty had brought him forth on an all-night ride through a blinding storm — and Newell felt that his own virtues were shrinking to the vanishing point compared with the heroic qualities of the stranger.

After the departure of Magruder, the rancher for a long time remained at the doorway, staring after the departing form of the big rider on the big horse. The last words of Magruder rang in his ears like a deep, grand strain of music.

But aint it dangerous? he had asked Magruder. Aint it terribly dangerous to keep the kid around your house and your family?

Ive got no family, Magruder had answered him, and if I can maybe bring this kid to right ways of thinkin and livin, why, Im glad to take the chance of waking up, every morning, with my throat cut from ear to ear!

With that, he had ridden away, leaving the rancher filled with a religious reverence behind him. Then the trailer took up the duties of his work. For actual trail itself, he paid no heed, as though he realized that nothing but chance could give him a glimpse of the footprint of that active and light-treading fugitive. He scanned the country carefully as he advanced, looking far to the right and the left as well as straight down the road. He had before him a long and easy road, just such a one as a traveler bound for the south would be glad to select. He knew the habits of the boy, however, and he felt that young Phil Slader would as soon keep to the open country while pursued, as a lobo would take to hunting in a populated country in the open day. No, where the nearest rough country and shelter from the eye might be found, there would the boy hide himself.

To the right, there was a tangle of willows and other water-loving trees along the course of a little stream. But the thicket was narrow and might be hunted with some ease and speed; moreover, travel would be slow through such screenings of underbrush. It seemed more likely to the hunter that the boy had taken to the broken highlands a mile or two to the left of the valley floor. Here there was little or no vegetation, but all was up and down and the surface of the ground was scattered over with sharp-edged rocks.

To the left, then, Magruder turned, and as he came into the broken lands, he put his horse forward at a stiff trot. For he knew how Phil Slader would be traveling, jogging along with the smooth, tireless gait of an Indian runner. Indeed, there would not be much difference between the speed of the active youngster covering such territory, and the speed of the trotting horse. For it was seldom that Magruder could send it along at a canter.

Moreover, each time that the land rose to a commanding crest he halted for a moment, and with his glasses pitched to his eyes, he swept the country with a brief and cunning survey. Gullies opened here and there, but Magruder, after an instants survey in each case, took the wildest-appearing gorge which opened even vaguely toward the south. For such, he felt, would be the selection of the boy.

He made a halt to rest his horse and eat a handful of dried raisins. Then he pushed ahead again and in the middle of the afternoon he came across a light print of a set of naked toes at the margin of a little stream. For there, it seemed, some one had kneeled to drink. He dismounted, studied that print for a long moment, and then drew in a sharp breath of satisfaction. It was the print of the boys foot, he knew and, as he pushed his horse farther along, he wondered at the truly wolfish skill with which Phil had been able to mask his trail as far as this point. Luck more than skill had kept Magruder on the right trail up to this point, as he well knew. But that sign of the boy looked very fresh and new-made, and a definite hope of making the capture that day rose high in the heart of the hunter.

There was another hour of strenuous riding, however, before he came to a pine-covered crest, and sweeping the country before him, he saw a figure jogging steadily and tirelessly not a quarter of a mile before him. Magruder took good heed of the course that the boy was following.

It pointed toward a trail down the side of a mountain, and there was another way of getting to the farther side of the mountain by riding down a shallow gorge on the right and then spurring up the slope to gain the same trail, and so meet the boy face to face. That is to say, all would be well if the course were not too strewn with rough rocks.

He sent his weary mustang into the gorge with a crashing of loosened stones rolling down behind him. He found the bottom of the gully fairly open and got footing, so with quirt and spur he sent the horse storming along its course. Even the rise up the side of the mountain beyond was easy enough, and in a few minutes Magruder had reached the very trail which his eye had picked out before.

It was narrow, but it was deeply worn. And the eye could pick it out easily as it wound across the mountains by the little white streaks and spots, here and there — the skeletons of animals dead a century since, perhaps. For this was an old route by which the Indians for centuries and the Spaniards for generations had crossed the highlands.

But there was no romance in the mind of Magruder. He paid no heed to the lofty beauty of the mountain, and to him the deep voice of the river that curved about the mountains foot was a mere song of rejoicing in token of the victory that should be his.

In the meantime, he made as sure of everything as he could. He posted the horse, with thrown reins, behind a great boulder which would safely mask it. Then he himself crouched near the base of an old twisted pine that jutted out above the trail. The trunk gave some shelter to his body, and the rising rock also screened him from view, except directly from the trail beneath him.

In this place he waited until he saw Phil Slader work to the top of the ascent and then come at the usual swinging trot down the slope. He was drawn of face from the long and steady effort which he had made in the past few days. Besides, the sun was growing hot, and the rocks threw back the heat with redoubled effect. Beyond all of this the trail had taken a heavy toll by pitching up and down from slope to slope among the hills.

It looked, surely, as though the boy would go headlong past the place where Magruder was crouched, but when he came within half a dozen strides from the place, something must have stirred to attract his attention.

It could not have been anything he saw. Neither was it anything that Magruder, at least, had heard, for the deep, soft voice of the river, swelling ominously from beneath, masked all the casual noises of stirring and breathing. But something, certainly, had come to the ear of the boy, for now he stood alert, with his keen eyes flashing toward the rock and the pine behind which Magruder was hiding. The man himself, though he was peering through the narrowest of slits between the rocks, felt that his very eye might be seen and shrank down.

He himself could see nothing, now, and he had to depend upon a chance ally — the sun, which now stood low in the sky and cast the heavy shadow of the pine tree and of the rock across Magruder as he waited, crouched upon hands and knees. At the same time it threw forward the shadow of the boy as Phil advanced little by little.

Once and again he came to a brief halt and retreated, as though in much doubt as to what he should do. But the way had been long, and the mountainside was steep, both above and below the danger point. Certainly reason must have told the boy that there could be no danger here except in his imagination. So, at the third start, he swung boldly forward and straight past the leaning rock.

Before he was well in view, Magruder leaped. He came like a springing catamount that launches itself wildly and well through the air. But fast though his movement was, and silent, also — Philip Slader heard and saw. He turned like a top when the string jerks it, and the long, keen hunting knife was in his hand. Another tenth part of a second and that knife would have been at work, but the time was not granted him. Magruder, reaching with a long arm and a fist rough as a rock and almost as solid, struck the boy along the side of the head, and dropped him as though with the blow of a club.

He fell backward and lay, slipping over the edge of the trail. A little more and he would have started on a rolling fall for the river, hundreds of feet below. This Magruder noticed, but with no particular horror. He caught the fallen body by one foot, jerked it back into the old trail, and then made a hasty search through the ragged clothes of Phil. There was nothing that could possibly serve as a weapon.

The hunting knife, which lay in the trail had now been appropriated by the man, and all that remained to Phil, was a little twist of salt, done up in oiled cloth, together with a slender flint. By dint of many an artifice he would manage to catch game of some sort — or steal it, perhaps, where he could. The salt would season his meal. With the back of his knife he could raise a shower of sparks from the flint. It was a small equipment, yet with it the youngster was able to traverse the mountains freely and boldly.

To a city-bred man it would have been a miracle of no small size, but Magruder had known these qualities of young Slader too long to waste time in wonder now. Once he was sure that there was no further weapon in the possession of the boy, he simply set about methodically tying the ankles and the wrists of Philip together. When he had finished, the lad lay in a shapeless, helpless heap on the pathway.

Magruder let him lie. He lighted his pipe and, sitting back on the nearest rock, he puffed quietly at his smoke. He looked down at his captive with as much complacence as though this had been some great grizzly bear which he had brought down by dint of his hunting prowess.

The skin had split along the side of the boys head, where the hard knuckles of Magruder had landed, but even the trickle of crimson and the swelling lump did not interest Magruder. He watched them with even a faint smile of satisfaction and, glancing down to his hand, he balled it into a fist again, turning it slowly back and forth, admiring its size and its strength.

At length, Phil Slader stirred without a groan and twisted himself at once into a sitting posture. For one instant he looked wildly about him as his brain strove to put him in touch with the realities of his situation. Then he saw big Magruder sitting solemn and silent beside and above him, and understanding came instantly and completely into the boys face.


CHAPTER VI
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IF MAGRUDER WERE familiar with many of the ways of his young charge, a great many of the characteristics of the youngster never lost their fascination for him. The physical abilities of Philip Slader were not such a miracle to him as they would have been to others. Magruder was a big, rough fellow, who was perfectly at home in the mountains — perfectly capable of taking care of himself with little more than Phil required on a long cross-country trip. He, too, had a quick hand, though it never could attain to the snaky speed which already belonged to the boy. He, too, was clothed with strength, and by virtue of his bulk and his maturity, that strength was far beyond the reach of the boy. What Phil Slader could do with eye and voice and foot and hand was no longer of paramount interest to Magruder.

He was more intrigued by the mental and spiritual qualities of the youngster. For instance, to the very roots of his soul he felt the silence with which Phil opened his eyes and looked about him, after having been knocked down and completely stunned, in the open trail.

Silence at such a time as that would have been beyond Magruder, the man. His lips fairly worked in sympathy and soundlessly framed the curses and invectives which he would have poured forth if he had been in the place of Phil Slader, and such an enemy had been before him. But to Magruder the greatest miracle of all was the steadiness of nerve with which the youngster was able to look straight up into the face of his captor.

Even now that Magruder sat there in the pride of his strength and the satisfaction of his conquest, he was not able to meet the steady black eye of the boy. His own was forced aside and down, and he pretended to busy himself in retamping the burning tobacco in his pipe bowl, and in shaking the ashes from the top of the glowing coal.

Perhaps it may seem to you that shame had some part in this behavior of the man? It did not. If Magruder knew nothing else in this world, he knew that no one was too old or too wise or too strong to be proud of having captured this will-o-the-wisp upon the open trail. He had worked long and hard for his part, and he felt that he would like to publish his labor and his success to the entire world. Only the world would never understand. No one, indeed, could ever enter into his mind and understand the thing that he had done except, oddly enough, Phil Slader himself. For he, at least, did not underrate himself. It was not outraged dignity and scorn and shame that appeared in the eye of Phil, it was merely the calm acceptance of defeat at the hands of an equal.

All right, said Magruder, here we are again.

Here we are again, said Phil calmly.

And youve broke your promise to me.

What promise? said Phil.

That you would never leave me.

When did I give you any promise like that?

Why, its handy for you to pretend to forget. But I know that you dont forget nothing, Phil. I know that pretty good.

Phil regarded the other for a long moment. Then he shrugged his shoulders. Reach me my hat, will you? said he. The sun is sort of hard on the eyes.

You aint going to argue, eh? said Magruder, disregarding this request. Youre above arguing with me, are you?

I know you, said Phil, so why should I argue with you? You can think what you want and you can claim what you want, but I know you, Magruder!

Magruder balled his fist, but as though he knew that there would be no use in attempting physical brutality, he relaxed his hand again.

Youre rare, said he. Cursed if you aint all by yourself when it comes to queerness. You know me, do you?

Oh, yes, said Phil Slader. You aint so hard to learn. Not hard at all.

You could not have called it impertinence, even to an older man like Magruder. It was simply a grave statement of facts.

All right, said Magruder. I dunno why I dont pick you up and heave you into the river, though! But you might tell me what it is that you know so well about me!

Sure, said the boy. I dont mind telling you the main thing which is that telling the truth just plain hurts you. You cant do it without pretty near crying, you like to lie so bad.

Curse your sneaking hide! cried the man with a snarl.

No, Im bad but Im not a sneak, said Phil, gravely considering his own virtues and faults as though they were the merest intangible abstractions. I dont lie, either. You know that, Magruder.

Aint I taught you to call me Uncle Doc?

The boy smiled. Were alone now, said he, and it dont make no difference.

It gets you into bad habits, said Magruder.

Habits dont mean nothing so far as youre concerned with me now, said Phil Slader. I aint gunna be living with you now.

You aint, eh?

No.

Youre gunna break that promise that you give me, four years ago?

You keep comin back to that. But you ought to remember what I said when we talked things over. You said that my father wanted me to go to you. Theres others that heard him say the same thing. So I said that I would go, though I couldnt see why. I wouldnt be much use till I was ten. I would stay on two years after that, working at chores, and such, for my keep. And after that I would be free. Four years was what we agreed on, and I stuck by my promise to the day. I dont break my word!

Mr. Magruder seemed a little put out by the definiteness of these statements.

I see how it is, said he. You think that during the last two years youve done enough to pay me back for all of the trouble and the care and the money that Ive put out on you. You figure it that way, eh?

Look here, said Philip Slader, as calm as ever, it sure beats anything the way that you talk. A fellow would think, to hear you, that I didnt know you, or that you didnt know me. But we do. I know you, and you know me. There aint any use whining to me. You can make other folks think that you mean what you say. But I know you, Magruder. You never would of brought me home, no matter what my father said, if it hadnt been that you see how you could use me. Oh, I didnt see through it first. But long ago I knew what it meant, of course. Youve had me there like a signpost to draw folks. It seemed queer and generous on your part to take in the son of an old enemy of yours. Folks was talking about you, Magruder. You had never done anything worth while so long as you lived, except to kill Jack Slader. But all that they could remember was that you had finished him. And you wanted to make the most of that. Thats why you took me in.

Magruder reached out a hasty hand to strike the mouth which was making these condemning assertions. But his hand was checked as it had been a thousand times in the past by the unmoved expression of Phil.

You got the brain of a rat, said Magruder, always working out the darkest and meanest reasons for everything. You wouldnt give no credit to God for making the world. You would only say that He did it when He couldnt think of nothing better to do!

To this half-snarling complaint Phil listened thoughtfully — not meditating on the speech so much as upon the speaker, as though he were letting the true conception of Magruder sink deep and deeper into his mind.

But it aint the fact, said Magruder. It was just bigness of heart that made me take you in, and the whole world knows it, except you!

Jiminy, said Phil softly, I should think it would be a terrible relief to you to know that I understand you for what you are — and to know that it wasnt no use for you to try play acting around me. I should think that it would make you glad, because it would be so restful. But you wont let down. You still got to act up to your part all the time! Well, fire away. Im listening.

Why, shouted Magruder, I ask God to witness me — what good could I get out of a useless brat like you?

All right, said Phil, just tell me why it was that you stopped trying to ranch and opened up your hotel, right after you got hold of me?

That? said Magruder, writhing as though the rock he sat on had turned white hot. Why, the ranch wasnt paying me. And I thought of a hotel. Nothing strange about that!

No, said the boy, but pretty sudden and pretty pat it come in — right after you got hold of me to draw the crowds for you. Aint that a fact?

Magruder merely sat and stared. He tried to speak, but when his lips parted, no sound would come. He seemed more than half strangled by what he heard.

The boy continued: And they come to you well enough. Every puncher that rides through the country within ten miles of your place, he goes out of his way because he wants to see the man that killed Jack Slader — and that then started in taking care of Jack Sladers son. You get your glory and you get your money too. But if I left, you wouldnt have such an easy time for long!

Curse you for a lyin ingrate! muttered Magruder. Youll be saying before long that I didnt kill Jack Slader and in a fair fight!

You killed Jack Slader well enough, said the boy. More folks know that than know you. But how could it of been in fair fight?

This shot brought Magruder to his feet with a roar. You doubt that? he shouted like a true believer hearing the first tenet of his faith denied.

I dunno, said Phil. I dont see how you could ever of stood up to him, seeing that youre so afraid of me, even!

Im afraid of you, am I? asked Magruder.

The boy nodded.

And why should I be afraid? asked Magruder, dangerously quiet in turn.

Because, said Phil Slader, one of these days I might get hold of the news about the real way that you fought my dad. And if I found out that it wasnt fair. . . .

Well? said Magruder.

Id kill you, Magruder.

They stared at one another, too deeply moved for the use of explosive words. The sham melted from the face of Magruder and left there only cunning and hard malice.

Well, said he, Ill tell you this. Theres only one thing that keeps me from taking you by the heels and slinging you over the edge of the cliff here to mash on the rocks underneath, and then to wash away down the river.

The one thing is the way that Im needed at the hotel, said Phil.

And even Phil blinked with surprise when Magruder answered as calmly as he: Ay, kid; youve hit the nail on the head!


CHAPTER VII
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AFTER THIS, A pause fell between the two and into the pause ran the deep voice of the river, humming like a chanted chorus far below them. But the mask was now thrown off, and each saw the fact as the other revealed it.

Thats good, said Phil, at last. Now were open and square with each other. Dog-goned if it dont tickle me to see how plain and open youre hating me with your eyes!

It tickles you, eh?

Yes.

Itll tickle you less before Im through. I say that youve put your finger on the sore place. I need you at the hotel. Everybody wants to have a look at the son of Jack Slader. They know him, by the pictures, anyway. And they can see him all over again in you. They come along there to study the makings of a bad man. If it wasnt for you, my hotel wouldnt take in five dollars cash in a week!

Aye, said Phil. I know that. He added with heat: And theres one thing that the fools dont understand — that I wont turn out crooked. Im gunna go straight in spite of what everybody expects out of me. Im gunna go straight as a string!

His enthusiasm was all boyish, now. It faded as the other replied:

Ive told you why I need you and need you bad. I like the easy life there at the hotel. Nothing for me to do. The colored boy does all the care of the hotel. The chink does the cooking. You do the chores, and all that I got to do is to lie back and count out the money, as she rolls in, and play the big man in front of the crowd.

Phil nodded, smiling a little for the first time. Why, Uncle Doc, said he, if youd always be fair and square and in the open with me, like this, Id pretty near come to like you! It aint your crookedness that I hate; its the sneakin way that you have of pretending to be a regular saint that makes me sick of you!

Magruder waved this pleasant comment aside. He went on: Ill be frank and open enough with you, kid. Youll wish for some kind lies, before Im through with you! Youll wish for them a whole lot! I say that those are the reasons why I need you. Then Ill tell you whats against you. I know that you hate me, I know that some day youre going to turn bandit and crook, just like your old man. Its in your blood — bad blood, and its sure to come out!

He smiled a little with a savage satisfaction as he brought out this point, as though he knew beforehand exactly how the taunt would affect the boy. He was not disappointed; it brought a yell of rage from Phil.

You lie! cried the son of Jack Slader. You lie like a coward. Let me get away from these here ropes, and Ill make you eat them words like a. . . .

He choked with his blind fury and then leaned back in his cords, panting, and crimson of face.

Youll go crooked, went on Magruder, with the same fierce delight in the pain which he was inflicting. Youll go crooked, because all of the crooked signs are in you. What makes a man a crook? Knowing that he can shoot straighter and hit harder and run faster than other folks. Thats what makes him a crook. He says to himself, why should I go ahead and work my hands off to make a few dollars — no more than the rest of these bums are making? All that I got to do is to lie back easy and let them make their wages. And when theyve collected, then Ill just go around and collect from them — with a gun!

Thats the way that youd work it out! cried Phil, trembling. Youd work it out that way, if you had the nerve to try it!

The big man waved this taunt away from him. Im getting down to the brass tacks, now, said he, and I want for you to listen like youd never heard me speak before. I say that youre going crooked, and when you do youll come for me like a cat for milk. Ill be older and slower and not so strong, then. Im thirty-two now. In another ten years, Ill be forty-two, and there aint so many springs in the muscles and the nerves of a man, when hes forty-two. You understand me? And when you come for me, most likely youd get me good. Youd murder me, Phil!

The boy waited, saying nothing, watching with a consuming interest.

Now, said the hotel keeper, developing his idea slowly, to keep you from murdering me, one day, the main thing is just to pick you up by the heels and heave you into the river down there. If youre ever found, whatll people say?

Dont you say it! cried Phil, writhing as under lash. Dont you dare to say it, or I will find a way to kill you!

Theyll only say, said Magruder, choosing his words with a devilish care, that the son of bad Jack Slader was picked up dead — and a lucky thing that the hangman was saved work by that.

No! screamed the boy. Tears of passion and of helpless revolt stood in his eyes. No, he shouted again. Curse you, I say no! They wont dare to say it! Ive never done a man harm; Ive never so much as hit a boy, even if he was bigger than me!

Big Magruder rocked himself back and forth and chuckled. Youre poison, kid, and you know it. Youre poison and the other folks can see what you are. Its written right there in your face for them all to read. But do you have to ask me? Cant you see in their eyes what they think of you? Cant you hear it in their voices when your back is turned?

The head of Phil dropped upon his breast.

Now listen to me, went on Magruder. I want you to understand that I could throw you over the cliff, and nobody would so much as guess what had happened. If they did, they would only be glad that the world was saved from seeing you grow up as bad as you promise to be — and I tell you, kid, that the fear of you as you may be one day would make me a fool not to kill you. But theres one thing that stands in my way. Theres one thing that holds me up.

You like your easy time! said the boy, sneering. Oh, I knew that that would come out some day.

I like my easy time, admitted Magruder without the least trace of shame, and I know that there is one thing that I can trust to in you. If I get a real promise out of you, you wont break your word.

Would you trust the oath of a crook? muttered the boy.

I dont try to explain it, said Magruder. All I know is that it hurts you like the devil to break your promise. I dont know that youve out and out lied in these four years — which is pretty near more than human!

The boy sat a little straighter.

Now, kid, said Magruder, I make you a good bargain. You give me your word to stick by me — not forever, but until youre growed up and my hotel is so dog-gone well established that folks wont have to be dragged there to see you. Say you swear that youll stick by me for ten years at the hotel, and then youll be free. And besides that, youll swear that no matter what happens, youll never raise a hand against me.

Or else? questioned the boy.

Or else I chuck you over the edge of the cliff and lean over to watch you splash down there below. You understand me?

Suppose, said Phil, apparently finding this a reasonable bargain enough, suppose that I find out, some day, that you did murder dad, instead of fighting him fair and square?

Id have your oath to protect me, if you was to get such a fool idea into your head, said Magruder. Whats your answer, kid?

I couldnt do it, said Phil. I wouldnt give you no oath. If I found out. . . .

Magruder, with a shout of anger, caught up the boy and swung him back and forth.

Now talk turkey and talk it quick, said he.

Ill see you cursed first, said Phil Slader. Do you think that Im a welcher, to be bluffed out like this?

Magruder flung him down with a groan. Ill have your oath — for ten years you work for me and never leave me, no matter what happens. For ten years, youre my man, kid. You take care of me — fight for me — stick right by me through thick and thin. And no matter what you might get against me, you pocket it up. At the end of the ten years, youre free to murder me the next day, if you can!

Ten years, said the boy slowly, and he closed his eyes in thought. Its being a slave, pretty near, for ten years, he translated. But I got to do it, I suppose. Magruder, cut this rope, and Ill shake hands with you on that deal!


CHAPTER VIII
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IT IS NOT pleasant to skip ten whole years in a life as eventful as Phil Sladers. There was hardly a month that something did not happen to him, in one way or another. But there are ways of summing up even such a period as this.

For instance, one might say that he spent the ten years working for Uncle Doc. Or again, one might say that he spent those ten years fighting silently to win public opinion to his favor. Each of those remarks could stand a great deal of expanding.

He worked for Uncle Doc Magruder afield and in the house, and as time went on he became not a dulled attraction, but an exceedingly greater one. For, as he stretched up out of boyhood to youth and then toward mans estate, a keen expectancy began to develop. Here and there were people who pointed out that the boy had done nothing wrong, and there was at least a chance that he might turn out as well as another. But for one who retained such flattering ideas, there were a hundred who shook their heads when they looked at the boy and then compared his features with those of the pictures of his father.

Or worse! was the common remark. As bad as Jack Slader or even worse. Because there was something gay about Jack. But theres nothing gay about this gent. Mean looking — thats what he is.

Again and again turned up the phrase which Magruder had put into circulation so often.

Bad blood will out!

So they shook their heads, and the word went far and wide that if men cared to look upon the face of the next outlaw who would terrorize the mountains, they had better ride their horses in the direction of the hotel near Crusoe, where Doc Magruder was the host, because they would see, in the flesh, young Phil Slader, son of Jack of the same dreadful name!

And they came in steady shoals. One might think that fourteen years would have dimmed their memories. But memories do not dim in the great West — not when they have to do with a figure of such epic proportions as that same Jack Slader. They had heard their fathers and grandfathers speak of him. He was as familiar a picture as ever, and when they rode out, their eyes bright with the memories of him, and saw young Phil, they came away again speaking in voices ominously low.

The sheriff should keep a close eye on that young man! was the common opinion.

Then they would carry their doubts and their head-shakings to Sheriff Holmer, the fattest and the most cheerful sheriff who ever groaned on the saddle of a Rocky Mountain trail. From Sheriff Holmer they met no very great encouragement, for he was as apt as not to say to them: I hear you folks talk. But whatll you have me do? Put him in jail before hes done something wrong?

Well, sheriff, they would say, you know that an ounce of prevention is better than a pound of cure.

Cure him of what? the sheriff would make answer. Whatd you ever hear of him doing?

Look at his face, and youll see what I mean! they would caution Holmer.

But Holmer invariably replied: Hes the only kid in the county that dont pack a gun, and that dont go shooting.

Rabbits aint the kind of game that hell be after! they said to Holmer.

Well, said Sheriff Holmer always, in concluding these debates, which were apt to grow extremely heated, all I can say is that that lad walks quiet and talks quiet and never passes any lip to his elders and never fights. Have you ever heard of him pulling a knife or a gun on any one? Have you even so much as heard of him using his fists on anybody? I tell you that Ive kept my eyes open and my ears open, and I aint heard or seen anything like that connected with young Slader. No two men are alike. Not even father and son. Leave the kid be, say I!

These friendly speeches on the part of the sheriff did not change the course of public opinion. Let a few think what they would, the great majority were prepared to hear of some dire catastrophe enacted by the hands of Phil.

He knew it, of course. And it was for that very reason that he watched himself with a more than scrupulous care. No doubt he had as many hungerings after a day of sport with his gun as any other youngster in the whole range. But he never let a gun come into the grip of his fingers. Frankly, he was afraid of himself. For who can be so thoroughly sure of himself that public suspicion, long maintained, will not at the last eat into his soul and make him afraid of what may come out of his own hands? The same stern self-control which had prevented him from striking young Sammy Newell on another day, kept him from entering into other quarrels. As a matter of fact, he did not need to be overcareful in this for the simple reason that other young men of his own age refrained from suggesting disagreeable subjects to Phil Slader.

I suppose, on the whole, that there was never a more thoroughly unhappy young man in this world than was Phil, as he lived through his novitiate.

He was twelve and a month more, when he had entered into that ten-year agreement with Uncle Doc Magruder. His twenty-first birthday found him still living according to the letter of his promise. He hated Magruder; he knew that the hotel keeper was making daily capital out of his ward. He knew that a thousand insidious lies were being circulated about him by Magruders sinister tongue. But still he controlled himself.

Work was his refuge. Magruder had nothing to say against schemes of labor which were for his own benefit. The result was that the forty acres around the hotel were improved as no other forty acres in the whole county, though the county was as large as an Eastern State. There were thrifty rows of apple trees flourishing at a great rate, hardy stock which endured the sharpness of the winters and in the autumn bore a great, red-cheeked fruitage, so many tons of it, in strong barrels, that Magruder could not use all of the fruit for cider and had to send some away to sell in the towns, getting such a price for it that he was amazed. Besides the orchards, there were some smooth acres along the creek which were flattened and checked by Phil with much labor, and brought into bearing of alfalfa.

When water was needed for the various crops during the summer, a neatly arranged dam piled up the waters in the bed of the creek until the alfalfa stubble could be flooded. Beside apples and alfalfa, he kept cows enough to turn out a good supply of butter — far more than the hotel could use. And another handsome profit, from the excess, flowed into the pockets of Magruder. For all of these affairs cost him very little.

At the urgent and repeated plea of Phil, he had finally allowed him a little spare money. With that money Phil Slader had fitted up a forge and blacksmith shop. Plowshares were sharpened there, and the rickety, rolling stock on the little ranch was repaired with fresh ironwork. The neighbors, too, came into the habit of bringing down their broken wagons and their disordered mowing machines to Magruders place. Magruders price was no cheaper than that of the Crusoe blacksmith, but the work was better, and besides, it was a pleasure to be able to say: That rake was fixed up for me last week by Jack Sladers son!

All of these avenues of revenue constantly increased, at a rate which astonished even the optimistic mind of Doc Magruder. He should have accumulated a fat bank account on the strength of all this income, piled on top of the tidy sums which the hotel itself brought to him, but one of the little weaknesses of Doc was poker, a habit which tends to keep a mans purse as thin in the ribs as a healthy dog.

If you wonder why men did not attribute more undoubted virtues to such an industrious youth, the key was, on the one hand, their natural suspicions of Jack Sladers son, and on the other hand the tales which Magruder was constantly pouring into their ears.

Hes just preparing himself for a break, Magruder would say. Look at those hands of his! They got to be busy. Hed die if he didnt have something for them to do. Jerking a gun out of a holster would please him a lot better than any other kind of exercise, of course, and since he cant do that, he falls back on nursing the handles of a plow or swinging a sledge hammer. Listen to him yonder. Listen, will you? Dyou think that thats a tack hammer that hes rattling out the strokes with so fast? No, sir, thats a fourteen-pound sledge. Wait till I open the window and youll hear it more plain. Fourteen pounds, and he handles it like a feather — like a feather, gents!

No, sir, hes got to let off his steam some way, and what the jangling of that iron on iron means is: Some day Ill take this out on all the suckers that have let me grow up to be a man! Ill show them what theyve done! Because this here kid is a thinker. Silent and dark is what he is, and always thinking. He aint busted loose yet. The reason is that though he looks close to thirty, thats because he has the habit of frowning, which had made him more serious. Matter of fact, hes not quite twenty-two. And he wants to come fully into himself before he cuts away! And, in the meantime, he keeps busy with work the hands that he means to keep filled with mischief, one of these days!

Who can doubt a father when he speaks of the faults which he admits in a son? And who could have doubted big, hearty Magruder, lamenting the sad qualities of the lad that he said he groaned in trying to raise right for fourteen years?

Such were the ways of Phil Slader and such were the speeches with which Magruder rewarded him. Though Phil knew it all, he set his teeth and endured and prayed for the day of his freedom. For when that day came, he wanted to startle this doubting world by a proof of his quiet virtue. On the very day that he left Magruder, he intended to go down to the blacksmith in Crusoe town and there take a position as an apprentice! An heroic resolution? No, for the very fingers of Phil Slader itched with the love of craftsmanship.

As I have said, the history of the ten long years can be sketched in or inferred, if you choose. Now there were exactly three months before the day of liberation should come for Phil. The three months seemed to him so long that he had to grit his teeth to force himself to endure. But his will was iron, and endure he would. He had no doubt of that. Had he not been tempted a thousand times? Yes, and every time he came through the test with flying colors! Three months, then, still remained, when Magruder on an ever-unlucky day hurried out from his hotel one morning and stood looking about him, his eyes filled with a sudden resolution. Finally, he heard a sound that told him where to look — a deep throated voice that called from time to time from the direction of the alfalfa fields beside the creek.

Mr. Magruder struck out for the spot with a swinging stride. His wallet was packed with currency. His heart was light. If he had known anything worth singing, he would have attempted a song on this morning of mornings. So joyous was his spirit that it had even overflowed with kindliness in the direction of the person who, in all the world, he most feared.


CHAPTER IX
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HE HAD LOCATED the voice correctly, because when he had passed beyond the orchard and the pasture he could see Philip Slader behind a plow drawn by four horses. He should have had a plow on high wheels with a gauge and lever for regulating the depth to which the share sank, for he was now engaged in the heavy labor of plowing up an alfalfa field for reseeding. No, it would not be planted in alfalfa again, but in some grain, perhaps, to change the quality of the soil before the alfalfa was brought in again.

But, in the meantime, there was Philip, doing the work of a more costly machine with a hand plow of his own contriving. It had a wonderfully deep and well-tempered share, held by a long and narrow plow beam and footing, and that narrowly angled cutting edge tore through the enmeshed alfalfa roots to a great depth. The hotel proprietor, listening, could hear the stout old roots snapping with muffled explosions beneath the rich ground, as the plow cut through them. Six horses could be used more profitably for such work as this, but Philip had only four at his disposal, for Mr. Magruder was by no means anxious to waste money on unnecessary objects. Moreover, Magruder knew that Philip would get the labor of six horses out of four, if he were put to it.

They were doing that, and more, as Magruder now looked at them, with their heads down and their hip straps lifting above their backs as they tugged patiently and together.

They struck some hidden obstacle beneath the surface, some knot of tangled roots or some stratum of extra hard earth. The shock staggered Phil Slader, but he recovered himself and with his voice caught the four horses as they were recoiling from the heavy jerk on their traces. His shout was like a blow of four whips, nicely timed — except that no stroke of a whip ever sent a horse into the collar with pricking ears. They laid down to their work like the tried veterans they were. There was a faint groaning beneath the ground, and then the plow lurched forward, with Philip reeling along behind it, steadying the jerking handles.

Magruder watched, amazed. The fine pulling of the sweating horses pleased him, in part, but after the first glance he paid them no further heed. Their power was one thing, but it was brute power. This strength behind the handles of the plow was a different matter. He had known that Philip was a youth of stout thews. As he watched young Slader staggering down the furrow, meeting the jerks and twists of the rebellious handles, he knew that here was one doing the work of three — a clever driver to manipulate the team and two strong and skillful fellows to hold that leaping, twisting, unlucky plow straight.

Even Philip Slader felt the effect of his exertions. His face was streaming with perspiration. He reached the end of the furrow; his voice turned the team like so many well-trained men. Then, with a wrench and a tug he tore the plow out and around; he was driving the point in to start the new furrow when Magruders voice stopped him. He leaned on the handles of the plow, wiped his forehead, and waited. As always, he was neither surly nor snarling, but rather grimly thoughtful and observant.

However, there was such inward sunshine in Mr. Magruder that he could shine even through such a cloud as this.

He said: This here ground look different than I ever seen it before, Phil. How come its so much blacker?

Its that much richer, said Phil.

And little white lumps down here on the roots?

Nitrogen in those little white lumps. Ill get forty sacks of barley for every acre of this stuff, or call me a liar, Doc.

Forty sacks! cried Magruder, honestly astonished. Forty sacks? Why, that would come over the crops that they brag about down on the bottoms.

Im writing it down to the smallest thing well get, said Philip. We might hit sixty.

Bless my soul! said Magruder, which was the most innocuous oath that he knew, by long odds.

He added: But I dont see why you have to rip the heart out of a good field like this! The last crop. . . .

Patchy, said Philip curtly. Its getting patchy. When you get alfalfa stubble that looks like a gent just beginning to get bald, thats the time to rip her up, before she goes all bad. Keep the land working right up to the limit, Doc. Thats the way that youll make money farming!

Aye, but it aint! said Doc with real emotion. He pointed. Its you, kid, thats made this land yield so big!

Humph, said Phil. Well, I got to get on with this job, Doc, unless you need me for something. I dont want these hosses to get cold on the job. Bess, there, is kind of sore on the point of the shoulder, and she takes a lot of persuading to make her hit the collar after she gets a bit cooled off.

Why not carry a blacksnake along with you, Phil? Cursed if a blacksnake aint by long odds the quickest persuader of a hoss to change its mind from wrong to right! Why not pack one? Aint you got a chance to use it, hanging onto that plow?

Philip raised his head a little and looked at the older man in the familiar way, not in contempt and not in disgust, but rather with a thoughtful appreciation of just what Magruder was. It was a subject which never failed to fill him with interest.

Yes, he said dryly. Thats the reason that I dont carry a whip. My hands are full without it. Well, Doc, what is it? Are you going to get married?

No, said Magruder. Im forty, but Im not foolish yet. Came out here to suggest that you take a day off and come to town with me, kid. Theyre gunna start that rodeo to-day.

You been drinking, suggested Phil Slader. You dont mean that you want me to lay off work?

I mean it a hundred per cent. A hundred per cent, Phil. You and me are going in to bust ourselves.

I see, said Phil, nodding.

You see what?

You cleaned up that gang of tenderfeet, last night, at poker?

That? Oh, yes. I got something out of them. But . . . .

But aint it dangerous, Doc? Tell me, aint it dangerous to keep right on trimming the suckers, like that? Every time a real experienced, crooked gambler comes along, he lifts most of your money right out of your pocket in no time. But then the boys come in that have got their coin out of honest work — the gents with the callouses on their fingers — and you hold them up and slip across some of your phony sleight of hand. Why, Doc, I dont see how you get away with it!

Get away with what? asked Doc Magruder, staring, and very much embarrassed. You ever suspect that I. . . .

That you stacked the cards? Yes, and a darned poor job that you do of it. I have eyes, Doc. Im not blind. And the crimp that you put in the side of that pack when you run it up is big enough for a blind baby to see.

Why, began Magruder, matter of fact I never played a crooked . . . .

The smile of Phil Slader stopped him.

All right! said Magruder with a sudden sigh. Youre not going to be bluffed out. But I never trimmed anybody the way that Ive been robbed. Never! Would be ashamed to hold up folks the way that some of the sneaks have held up me. Criminal, Phil. Darned if it aint criminal what some men will do with the cards. Now, what about coming to town with me, old boy? What about Crusoe, today, and a look at that rodeo?

Thanks, said Phil Slader. But to-day, if you want to give me time off, Ill lay around here and do some tinkering with the forge. The bellows dont work up half the draft they ought to — and Im thinking of putting a wheel . . . .

Curse the blacksmith shop! Sonny, youre coming in with me. And Ill tell you why youre coming. Ive seen you grinding out here long enough, and now I want you to come in with me and have a holiday while I pick you out a new sombrero — a real one, old son, that will make you look like something under it!

Phil Slader shook his head, smiling in his faint way. I dont understand, Doc, said he. Youre different. Youre sort of expanding to-day. Youll rise and float right up to heaven, in another minute. Wait till I get washed up and some other clothes on.

He put up the team and plunged into a tub; in an astonishingly short time, they were in the buckboard, side by side, with the old, down-headed buckskin mare dragging them loyally, but haltingly toward the town.

Now, said the younger man, tell me what you want out of me to-day, Doc?

The other flashed an irritated side glance at his companion; then he shrugged his heavy shoulders. Well, said he, I wont try to fool with you. Its partly because I really want that you should come to town and have a little time off and a vacation from the farm work that you seem to like so well. But matter of fact, Im going to meet a bad actor this here day and pay him twenty dollars that Ive owed to him for a long time. Yunderstand? A real bad one, son, and he wrote to me when he broke jail that he would expect me in town to-day to pay him back. He didnt say where he would be, either. But Ill have to go in!

Youre going in, repeated Phil Slader, and youre going to look up a fellow that youre afraid of and pay him some money that you owe him. And you want me along for a sort of a bodyguard, eh?

Yes, admitted the big man. Thats the long and the short of it, I suppose. I want your protection, and I want you to take this here gun . . . .

But Phil Slader shrank as from poison.

Doc, said he, its hard enough for me to go straight as it is. But if I had a gun, it would make the temptation be too great! Tell me the name of this bucko that you say youre going to meet.

Well, youve heard of him times enough. Its no less a man than Lon Kirby!


CHAPTER X
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OF COURSE, PHIL had heard of him. Most other people had. Lon Kirby had not had many years in which to make himself well known. He had achieved his life work, so far, in the scant span of three or four years. It was not that he was any child, but out of his forty years or more he had spent some twenty-five in reform schools or in penitentiaries, and with infancy subtracted, you will see that the remainder is not very large. However, it had been enough for Lon. He was a specialist. He had a fondness for study of a particular kind. The science of safe combinations was the lore which he loved, and he liked to study it at night, with the aid of nothing more than a flash light or a bulls-eye lantern. He had pursued his investigations in various parts of the country, and though his time had been so badly-limited, Lon had achieved certain results that kept him in the front pages of the newspapers. Indeed, it was the boast of Lon that he had never receded farther back than the second page of a metropolitan daily, and this was a record of which he was inordinately vain. It was said that he had taken sums amounting, in all, to several millions of dollars — from various banks. And here he was, loose again!

When did he get out? asked young Phil Slader.

When did he get out? repeated his guardian. You dont read the papers, or nothing, do you?

No, I dont put much time in on them.

They dont pack enough news about alfalfa to please you, said Doc, sneering. But the fact is that he got loose more than ten days ago. And he croaked a guard, when he was getting loose! Magruder chuckled with a venomous pleasure as he spoke. Hes here now. Thats all that I know. Hes probably hard up for cash until he pulls off another job. He shook his pursuers off and he got here, curse him!

Phil Slader regarded him in silence for a moment.

If youre afraid of him, why dont you turn in a report to the sheriff?

Afraid of him? cried Magruder. Only the way that youd be afraid of a snake. Give me any man thatll stand up to me, and Ill handle him, well enough. But this Lon Kirby, hes different. Smooth as silk and more slippery. Hed slip in between them folks and hed get at me, no matter how hard they tried to protect me and catch him. No, I wont tell the sheriff. Im not that ready to get a bullet through the back! But I need you, kid. If you wont pack a gun — why, so much the worse for me. But Im glad to have even them bare hands of yours along. Theyll make trouble for that Kirby if he tackles me!

They had jogged the horse to the top of a small rise of land and now they saw before them a rolling and rising head of dust that shaped its way rapidly toward them out of the distance.

Well, said Phil Slader, theres some of the boys that aint riding toward the rodeo today. Look at that!

The dust cloud dissolved. Shadowy shapes appeared and then hard-riding horsemen, who swept up the slope and poured about the buckboard.

The fat form of Sheriff Mitchel Holmer was ominously to the fore, shouting: Have you seen a rider going up the road or across the country in this direction? Seen anybody at all, Magruder?

Nobody worth naming, said Magruder. Whats up?

The sort of work where we need a hand like yours, Magruder, to help us out. Heres a trail almost as important as that of . . . .

He stopped short, looking at young Phil Slader.

Magruder nodded. Id like to help, said he, if I saw that you had a hoss that would pack my weight. But you aint got one of that type. Tell me — whats up?

That hound, Lon Kirby, is loose again — turned loose on us, worse luck! Why couldnt he of picked out some county besides mine?

Whats he done?

What aint he done? Well, I got to get along.

Bumped somebody off, Sheriff?

No, walked into the Crusoe bank in broad daylight and stuck up the whole gang in there — four men, all with guns — but when they saw the rat face of Kirby they turned to water. Did just what he wanted; opened all the safes, handed out the stuff to him. He jammed more than a hundred thousand into a canvas sack and went out and climbed on his hoss. The only shooting they got was at his back, just as he scooted around the corner of the street. Of course, they didnt hit him. He drifted out in this direction — think of it! Broad daylight!

The sheriff, with a moan, spurred his horse away down the road, and the posse of a dozen dusty, long-faced men followed him.

They aint riding with no heart at all, said Phil, looking back. Theyll never catch him at this rate.

How can you tell?

By the way that theyre stringing out over the road. Something terrible. They want to be back there at the rodeo, and the sheriff, hes had to gather them up by main force. I figure that not many would be volunteering to capture Kirby. He must be quite a man!

Hes poison, the skunk. I hate him. Everybody hates him. Got no friends at all! But — a hundred thousand dollars — a hundred thousand dollars! And to think that only a short time ago he would have been glad of the twenty I owe him!

He closed his eyes with a groan.

It wouldnt do you no good if you had a hundred thousand, said the boy. Youd get in a couple of big games and get excited. Youd drop the first half and then youd sit in at another game to win back what youd lost the first time. And the rest of it would follow.

Magruder shook his head. Theres a difference between big things and little things, he said. Theres a big difference. I can throw away the small pieces of change that have come my way. They never amounted to anything. But you know what Id do with a hundred thousand berries?

I dunno. Sit down cross-legged and play with it?

Id soak it all into a good set of bonds, kid. Municipal. That would be my game. You can pick out seven per cent, at that stuff. A hundred thousand iron men, all working every day and every night! Ah, thats the grand thing about money, kid. It never stops. It never gets tired out or old or lame. It never quits, but keeps on piling up a mite more for you every day so long as you live, or them that you leave it all to! A hundred thousand!

He paused and drew in his breath through his teeth. That would be seven thousand dollars a year!

No! said the boy.

It would, though. Figure it for yourself.

Never thought. Why, Doc, folks commit robberies for a lot less than even the interest on that much cash!

Dont I know it? And dont it fair make me sick to think that that much coin is locked up in the dirty hands of Lon Kirby? Oh, but I do know it! And it tires me. It plumb fatigues me, kid. I can tell you that. Seven thousand iron men every year is all that I would be taking in if I had that chunk of money that Kirby has managed to grab. Thats twenty dollars for every day of my life. Think of that! Twenty dog-gone dollars that I didnt work for, and coming in every day of my life. Secure — no chance of losing it — no chance of gambling it away. Oh, kid, I hate the heart of that Lon Kirby for making a scoop like that, and here I am, worth ten like him, and living out here in the dirt, as you may say. Aint it enough to bust your heart, pretty near?

Phil Slader smiled and clucked to the horse. He always drove, for the very good reason that he could get more mileage out of a horse than even the whip of Magruder could manage.

My heart aches for you, Doc, said he.

You young whelp! muttered Magruder. Well, I hope that this here loss puts a crimp in the pocket money of Alden Turner.

Hes the president of the bank?

He is just that, old son. He is just that, and nothing more, except that hes the worst skinflint, and the hardest-boiled pig that ever made life miserable for the folks that might happen to owe him a mite of money, here and there along the way. No good — all mean — iron all the way through. Thats the style of that fellow, my boy, and dont you forget it!

Some rumors to the same effect had reached even the rather removed and unworldly ears of Phil Slader; therefore he nodded and digested the tidings.

He merely said: But of course youre joking, Doc. If you got your hands on a hundred thousand of stolen money, youd be sure to take it right in to the sheriff to be returned to the rightful owner?

Magruder laughed and glanced aside until he saw what was at least a semblance of calm gravity on the face of his companion. And then he burst forth into curses.

Take it back to the rightful owners! he cried. Why, son, folks that are weak enough to let a hundred thousand out of their hands, they dont deserve to have it. A bank that would lose that much of the coin of its customers — why, its a duty to make that bank suffer, I tell you, because it teaches a lesson to the rest of the banks. I never had no use for banks, anyhow. They run people to death. And thats about all! Push on them reins, kid. We got to get to town!

Phil Slader obediently hurried the buckskin along, and they presently turned into the long main street of the little town of Crusoe. But there was no echo of the bank robbery remaining here. If any one expected to learn much about anything except a rodeo in this town and on this day, he was sure to be greeted with a disappointment. All was lost and swallowed in the pervading excitement. And every head that they passed, was turned in the direction in which they were riding.


CHAPTER XI
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THOSE HEADS BEGAN to turn toward them, after a time, and the boy grew restless. He endured half a dozen gestures that pointed them out. Then he said:

Theres a lot of folks in this town, Doc. They all know that you killed my father. And now that you aint in any danger of meeting up with Lon Kirby, Ill just leave you here for a while. I aint anxious to be pointed out as the son of bad Jack Slader that was tamed down by the same gent that killed my dad. Im sort of sick of that, you know!

Are you? said the big man, with a species of sympathy. Then run along, old son. You just run along, and Ill take the hoss out to the grounds myself. Meet you back here about . . . .

Ill walk, said the boy.

All right, then.

Unless you want to buy me that new hat thats to keep the sun out of my eyes?

Magruder reached into his pocket and sighed.

Never mind, said Phil Slader, smiling. Youll be late for the rodeo and the bucking, if you dont look out. Well fix up the hat some other day.

Magruder, with a sigh, nodded in great relief.

All right, kid, said he. So long. Dont do no fighting. And keep going straight.

He laughed as he said it and drove hastily on down the street.

Phil, standing in the street and looking after the disappearing form of his guardian, had no doubt about the date on which he would receive that promised hat. There had been other promises of a similar nature before this, and usually they came to the same result.

As for Phil, he would have been glad enough to find himself once more back in the alfalfa field, holding the uneasy handles of the big plow, but now that he was in Crusoe, he could hardly turn about and walk the weary distance. It would be too much like turning his back upon a trial by fire. That, indeed, was what such a visit as this amounted to, to him. And as he started on for the rodeo grounds, he was stepping into the very flames.

People seemed to have eyes in the very backs of their heads. The moment that he came up from behind, many eyes were fixed upon him. Men and women glided from his path as though he had been some dreadful force of nature — a thing to be wondered at. Only the children stood to stare at him. And he could hear the comments from them as he passed:

Theres him, now!

Thats young Slader.

Hes like his dad, only hell be worse when he gets started, everybody says.

Jiminy, he aint so big looking, is he?

Hes big enough to make trouble, my dad says!

None of those voices were intended to reach his ears, but the whispers of children are not expertly controlled. For that matter, he had heard the same things many and many a time before. He knew what the people were feeling and thinking concerning him. And as he stepped among them, the resolution grew greater and greater in his soul to conquer, in spite of all of this doubt and silent opposition. He would go straight, if the very devil himself should come to tempt him — the very devil himself!

So thought poor, young Phil Slader as he walked through the streets of Crusoe on the very day when the seeds of mischief were to be planted in him — seeds that inevitably had to sprout and grow tall and blossom and bear fruit.

In this manner, alone even when he was in that gay, chattering crowd, Phil Slader came to the rodeo grounds. The show was already starting. There was a grand parade of contestants of various kinds — ropers, horse breakers, bulldoggers, and what not. Phil Slader, standing well back from the fence, regarded them with an aching heart. He wanted to be in that crowd. He wanted to feel a dancing horse between his knees; to spring into action there before them all and show them certain qualities which he felt surely were in him.

The procession ended in a great chorus of shouting. And Bill and Joe and Jack and Lefty and the rest had the calls of their admirers in their ears, telling them to do well and bravely.

He, Phil Slader, was neither cheerer nor jeered. But he stood alone in the crowd, envying the others with all his heart. He would have been happy, he felt, if he had had only so much as a single friendly face to whom to call. But he had no such friend.

A wild horse race — in which all the horses were untamed, began the program. A rifle cracked to start them. They came in a surging line, with a pony in front — and then a darting mustang lurching into the lead until the five-hundred-yard mark was reached. Aye, still in the lead as they rounded the post which marked the end of the first half of the race.

A scooting, roan-colored, ugly brute of a mustang, that might have carried an Indian of a past generation on its back, so well did it live up to the strain of its ancestors; this was the horse which turned the halfway mark with two lengths of daylight showing between it and the rest. It looked like a certain winner as it straightened out for the finish line.

But here young Phil Slader heard a girls voice behind him, shrilling musically high above the roar of the crowd: Go it, Sammy! Go it, old bay! Shake him up, Sammy! Get Rooster going!

There was such a savage energy in that feminine voice and so much strength and determination, that Phil felt himself plucked halfway around to look at her. At this moment a thing happened which rooted all his attention to the race. A big, gray horse, which had been lost in the ruck, rounding the halfway mark, now lifted itself into such sudden action that it seemed to be magnified in size two or threefold. It dwarfed the rest of the field.

The girl was screaming: Go it, Rooster! Good old Rooster! Go it, boy! Go it, honey lamb!

She had stopped calling on Sammy. Indeed, it was plain to the first and most casual glance that Sammy had little or nothing to do with the change. Rooster was running his own race.

There was revealed some sixteen hands and odd inches of glorious horseflesh, head stretched out, ears flattened, foam streaking from his mouth, and that mouth pulled wildly open by the desperate tug of the rider.

Far from jockeying his horse along to get the utmost speed out of it, Sammy sat braced in the saddle, as though he were astride of a thunderbolt just hurled from the hot heart of heaven. His feet were firm and deep in the stirrups, his straining weight was thrust back, and one could see that he feared the power of the horse, once aroused, might rise to such a scorching speed that man, saddle and all would be swept away, with Rooster going wildly on by himself, naked and free.

Rooster needed no jockeying. In half a dozen strides he shook himself free from the pack of horses in the race. In half a dozen more, he shot past the flying mustang which had the lead. As he shot by, the smaller animal bolted to one side in uncontrollable fear. It was as though a tremendous lion had just leaped past his view!

Like a lion, big Rooster went on. He ran by himself. All the sunshine and all the glory was his. Far back behind him came the rest of the horses, worrying their way home unregarded, as best they might. But the center of attention was Rooster, with his rider still braced far back in the saddle and sawing from side to side on the iron jaw of the stallion in a frightened effort to check his final rush.

A wild yell of laughter and delight burst from the throat of the crowd. The laughter was not at the poor rider — they could sympathize with the fear that was in him — but laughter of joy to see such an incarnation of the wild spirit of the West, made visible.

Rooster had won. Far away past the finish line, the winner was finally brought up, not by the hand of his rider, however. He had jammed himself through a line of waiting cow ponies and thrown them into confusion. One was flat on its back, pawing and squealing, and two more were crushed low by his charge. But this impact checked him a little, and before he could straighten out in full flight once more, a dozen ropes were on the gray devil and he was brought under control, while lucky Sammy hastily dropped to the ground.

The rest of the world had ceased, for Phil Slader.

If a man had a horse like that! he said to himself. If a man had a horse like that — well, what couldnt he do? What couldnt he do?

He went slowly back among the crowd; he wanted to blind himself to the beauty and wild splendor of that creature. It roused in him an emotion that frightened himself and made him feel as though he were standing in an undiscovered country of his soul. In spite of himself, he could not keep from turning again and looking back.

Good old Rooster! cried that same girls voice, so neatly edged that it cut without difficulty through the masculine roar of the crowd. Good old boy; didnt I know? Didnt I know?

Phil Slader looked askance, and there he saw her standing on the seat of a buckboard. The horses were unhitched, and moving restlessly back and forth. The wagon was cramped and threatened to be overturned at any moment. In spite of all that, she stood serenely in her place on that seat, laughing and shouting and waving her hand. It was Nell Newell again.


CHAPTER XII
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SHE WAS CHANGED, of course. You couldnt pass ten years, or near it, over the head of a child without altering her a good deal. Still, in the main, her heart was unaltered. In the essential person, it was the same Nell Newell that he had first glimpsed on that wintry evening when the wind had howled so loudly and cut so deep.

He had never forgotten her, and yet he had not known how deep she had sunk in him. For the music which we love best is sometimes unnoticed until it is heard the second time.

She saw Phil in the same instant, and she recognized him with even more ease than he had recognized her.

Hello! she called, as though they had separated half a day before. Hello! Yank those horses of mine straight, will you, Phil? Thanks a lot. Jump up here and tell me about yourself, Phil. Here you are. Hello, again! Why, youre not so big as theyve been telling me, after all!

All this she said, as she ordered him to jump up beside her. As he did the thing which she commanded, she shook hands vigorously, and then balanced herself in her lofty station by resting a hand familiarly upon his broad shoulder.

Did you see that Rooster horse run away with that race? ran on the girl. Oh, but aint he a jim dandy, though? Oh, but aint he a sweetheart? Did you ever see such a horse, Phil Slader?

No, he said faintly. I never saw such a horse. Hes like a tiger — a regular tiger!

They told me that you were that way now, said the girl, still smiling and bubbling. They told me that you could tear things up, just the way that Rooster did when he hit that line of runty cow ponies. But you dont look changed any. Just the same. Glum and thinking about something around the corner! Oh, youre not a very happy fellow, Phil, are you?

You make me sort of giddy, said Phil Slader honestly. But I have to go now . . . .

Go? Why do you have to go? I have to keep you here. I want to keep you here. Ive heard so much about you and I was such a nasty little cat when I saw you the last time — a billion years ago, wasnt it? Oh, what a shoulder you have, though! When I dig my fingers into that shoulder and feel the muscles, I can believe some of the stuff that they tell about you being three men rolled into one!

And she did dig her fingers deeply into the shoulder muscles of Phil Slader until the tips of them came close to the quick and in self-defense he had to tighten his arm which threw up a few great, twisting slabs of rubbery muscle that bulged fairly out of her grasp.

I better go, said Phil Slader again.

Do I scare you? said Nell Newell, laughing down at him and patting that mighty shoulder. Dont be afraid, Phil. Im not going to run you away and disgrace you. Only — Im glad to see you, thats all!

Im thinking of the other side of the question, said Phil Slader. Theyre beginning to stare at you — standing up here with the sort of a man that I am.

Whats wrong with you? asked Nell Newell, fixing her bright eyes on him.

Im the son of Jack Slader, said Phil. Dyou understand?

She merely laughed.

I know. Slader was the gun fighter.

He was the gun fighter, said Phil with his usual gravity.

Her laughter went out. She looked steadily into the eyes of Phil, and suddenly Phil remembered that there was no other person he had ever met who could look into his eyes in this fashion. Other people were apt to glance suddenly aside when he fixed his glance upon them. The eyes of others shrank from him as though there were fire in his look, but this girl eyed him with perfectly easy security.

Did your father kill men, really? said she.

Havent you heard? asked Phil, much amazed that there was any person in the world who did not know the full details of the story of his parent.

Oh, yes, Ive heard. But that doesnt mean much. You know how people will lie when they get half a chance to make a good story out of anything. I thought that maybe they were making a story out of your dad. Werent they?

I guess not, said Phil.

Youre proud of it, arent you?

Proud of it? Of course not! He blinked at her, dazed by the very suggestion of such a thing.

Youre not, eh? said Nell Newell. Maybe youre ashamed of him, then.

Why, said the son of the man killer, he broke the law. He stole things. He killed people. He did all sorts of things that he shouldnt of done!

I say, cried the girl in her loud, unsubdued voice, are you ashamed of him?

I dont know. I suppose so! said Phil Slader. For he had never thought of these things by such a light as this.

Bah! exclaimed Nell, snapping her fingers. If I had a father like that — that tore through other men the same way that Rooster tears through other horses, Id be so proud of him that I wouldnt be able to sleep at night, I tell you. And youre ashamed of him! Hello, Sammy! Were you scared to death? But I told you that you could do it! I told you that you could do it, and that hed win, bless him!

Youll fall and break your neck, said Sammy with a brothers sharpness. Get down off that seat, Nelly.

She was too filled with questions to stop to argue the point. She sat down obediently in the seat, and Phil Slader jumped down to the ground. He felt that it was time for him to leave them, but still he could not take himself away. He wanted to talk more to this free-swinging, careless girl. He wanted to talk about Jack Slader, but most of all, he had never felt such an overwhelming desire to talk about himself!

The girl was babbling: How did it feel when he began to run, Sammy?

It felt as though I was hitched to a cyclone, said Sammy, taking off his hat and wiping his forehead. It felt terrible, I tell you. That confounded horse just ran right away with me. I thought that hed jump out from under me and the saddle and all! I tried to pull him up. Might as well have sawed away at a piece of iron. My shoulders still ache. Needs a giant to ride that horse, and Ill never try it again.

Sammy! cried the girl, striking her hands together. Just after youve learned how to handle him.

Learned nothing! said Sammy. Learned how close I could come to getting my neck broke. Id give that horse away for ten dollars!

No! cried Nell.

I would though. I offered him to any of the boys, yonder, for ten dollars. But they didnt want him. Theyd seen enough of him in the race, besides what theyd heard of him already. They all know that hes a bad one!.

Said Phil Slader, his heart in his mouth, Ill give you ten dollars for that horse, Sam.

Young Newell turned sharply around. Its Slader! said he. Its Phil Slader!

Phil could hardly tell, by the manner of the speaker, whether or not there was pleasure or anger or fear or disgust in Sam Newell. But he himself held out his hand.

Im glad to see you, Sam, said he.

Newell shook the proffered hand instantly.

Why, if youve forgiven me for what I did that night so long ago, Im mighty glad of it. Im glad to see you, Phil, too. Theres not a day that we havent talked about you in our house!

He offered a great resemblance to his sister, now that his face was lighted up. He had the same sunny hair and the same bright, happy eyes.

If you try to sell Rooster, Ill never, never forgive you, Sammy! Nell was crying.

Look here, Nell, dont make such a silly fuss, said her brother. You know as well as I do that hes no good to anybody the way he is. No good at all, and you know it! Hes laid up five men in his day; and hed of laid me up today except that just when he was about ready to begin bucking, he got the idea of winning that race into his head, and forgot all about me. But if I tried him again, hed spill me all over this rodeo and . . . .

Look yonder! cried Nell Newell. Theres fellows out there who are not as cowardly as you are, Sammy Newell!

For a dense cluster of excited cowpunchers had been gathered about the gray stallion ever since the end of the race. Now the throng opened and the spectators could see that a man was firmly seated on the back of Rooster.

The horse trotted gently forth, got himself into an open space, and then turned himself into a good imitation of an explosion. The cowpuncher lost his seat high in the air and sailed sprawling until he landed with a thump which, in the sudden silence which covered the crowd, was sickeningly audible even to the spot where Nell and Sammy and Phil Slader stood together.

Some ran to pick up the fallen man. Others put their ropes on the stallion again, but he was not minded to submit tamely. He fought with a devilish intensity until a strong rope was noosed about his neck. At the first touch of it, he submitted as though realizing when a battle was lost beyond all hope. In the meantime, the fallen cowpuncher was seen staggering from the field, and there were no further volunteers to fill the saddle on the stallions back.

You see, Nell? said her brother gloomily. Of course Id like to keep Rooster as well as any man. But what use will he be? Just standing around and eating his head off all day long, except when he breaks loose into a pasture and kills another horse, that dont please his fancy . . . .

Im still offering you that ten dollars, said Phil Slader.

Philip! cried the girl, if you buy that horse away from us, Ill never speak to you again.

But Phil, looking up to her and then to the shining beauty of the horse, had already made up his mind.

That offer stands, he said to Sam Newell.

Get the cash for me, said Sam Newell, and you can take the horse.


CHAPTER XIII
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SOMETHING ELSE WAS happening in the inclosed ground of the rodeo, but Phil Slader had no eye for it. He ranged through the crowd with the eye of an eagle, searching out faces, and heedless of the glances that trailed after him with constant disapproval.

Doc, said he presently, drawing up at the side of Magruder, I want ten dollars.

Magruder turned from earnest conversation with two long-whiskered gentlemen, with whom the leading idea had not been the affairs of the rodeo, but the possibility of working up a quiet little game of poker. When he heard the voice of Phil Slader he started violently and turned with a scowl upon the boy.

Ten dollars? asked Magruder. Ten dollars, kid? And what would you be wanting to do with all that money?

I wont be buying myself a hat, said Phil Slader. I wont be doing that, old-timer, and you can rest easy on that point, if thats whats worrying you.

His smile turned Mr. Magruders face to ice. A violent shudder ran through his rather corpulent body. Instantly a ten-dollar bill lay in the palm of Phil Slader.

With that prize, Phil returned to the Newells. They seemed to have forgotten all about him and his offer. They had pressed their buckboard closer to the fence, and Sammy was yelling frantic encouragement to a cowpuncher who was then in the act of throwing and roping a steer against time. The instant that steer was tied, a ten-dollar bill was fluttering in the air in front of Sam Newell.

He took it with an absent-mindedness which cleared at once. You really want that horse, Phil? he questioned. Now, look here. The only other time that I met up with you, I served you a low turn. I dont want to do a worse trick for you now. That horse is poison, old-timer. That Rooster horse is a plain devil, with all the looks and the points and the speed in the world, but with a plain bad heart. Id hate to see you buy him and throw away your money.

Besides, put in Nell softly, I know that you wont want to take him away from me, Phil. Id plain die if I couldnt have a look at that horse, once in a while.

Bah! said her scornful brother. What good does looking do, Id like to ask you? What good does it do at all, silly? You cant live on looking. Youll never be able to ride him, thats certain!

If I were a man, Id show you, said the girl through her clenched teeth. Id master him — or Id kill him — or let him kill me — but Id never give up like one of you weak, cowardly, blustering, bluffing, sneaking men! I would . . . .

What? asked Sam Newell, amused.

Nothing, said the girl rather weakly and lamely in conclusion. Im tired of talking about it!

Truth to tell, in the midst of her outburst her glance had fallen upon the stern, dark, face of Phil Slader, and suddenly she knew that no matter what truth there might be when her words were applied to other men, they were far, far from true when applied to this son of the mountains. More than that stirred her, too — for it seemed to her that her words were kindling a little fire in the slumbering blackness of Sladers eyes.

All right, said Phil Slader. I like you a lot better for giving me this warning and I take it very friendly of you, Sam. But I want the horse.

Then take him — and I hope you have some luck with him — though I doubt it a lot, I got to say. Are you an extra good rider?

Im fair, said Phil, but I think that Ill try gentling Rooster.

Gentling him! exclaimed Nell Newell. You should be ashamed, Phil Slader. You should be ashamed! Are you afraid of Rooster, like the rest of them seem to be?

She felt, by the way he jerked up his head, that she had laid her whip upon a too-wild horse.

All right, said Phil, Ill try my hand with him, to please you, if you want me to!

Oh, Im not asking you to go get your neck broken!

Will you tell me one thing? asked Phil earnestly. If you were a man, just what would you do?

Be free! said the girl, throwing out her arms. Id be free! Id ride where I pleased, call no man my boss, and eat cake instead of bacon, she concluded, chuckling. But Im not a man, she went on with a strain of seriousness. Im only a girl. So Ill marry money and be the next best thing to a free man — the wife of a rich one!

And thats about it, said her brother with a savage air. Youll wind up by marrying some rich old crook!

Why not? cried the girl. I dont care where the money comes from, so long as I get it. Life without money is like trying to fly without wings. Theres no fun and theres no happiness. Theres nothing but grinding, all day and every day, wishing for something around the corner that never shows up. Id sooner be a sneaking coyote than a man and live the way that most men have to live. If I were a man, Id be a wolf and no coyote. And I tell you something more. Money is beautiful for its own sake; it doesnt make any difference where it comes from. Steal a million and give a hundred thousand to charity. That makes you good — and leaves you nine hundred thousand. Isnt that business, Sammy? I ask you that?

She laughed as she slapped her brother on the shoulder. But Phil Slader was not laughing when he turned away.

Sammy said to his sister: Youve got to watch the way that you talk to folks. Youre pretty hard even on mother and dad and me. Its hard to follow you. But a stranger hearing the way that you talk — why, he dont know where to write you down, Nell. He wouldnt know that at heart youre the safest and the best girl in the world!

Am I? asked Nell. Am I?

And she flashed a challenge at him.

Oh, curse it, said Newell. Im not going to argue with you any more. I cant argue with that tongue of yours, because its double jointed. But no matter what you may be, really, I think that youve put a bee in the bonnet of that Phil Slader. He takes you seriously. And Ill bet that the fool goes right out and tries to ride the horse now!

I wonder! whispered the girl.

Itd please you, I think, cried Sammy, to see a man even get killed, so long as it was for your sake or for the sake of one of your ideas!

Dont be so hard on me, Sammy. But — do you think that he would really do that?

Would it please you a lot?

Why, cried the girl, I could love a man that would do a thing like that!

Dyou mean it, Nell?

Dont I, though? I mean it every inch of me!

Then thats plain selfish.

Its not. Not for doing what I wanted him to — that isnt what would make me love him — but doing one big, crazy, fine, foolish thing — like trying to ride a mad horse. I mean that I could love a man who would do things like that!

Sammy Newell stared at her with the eyes of one who has never charged a windmill, and who never will.

Well, said he, I hate to say that I believe you — but I almost do, and Ill tell you what, Ill be considerable relieved when I see you safely married to some good, steady rancher!

Will you? said Nell. Ill tell you what, Sammy. I may get married, but Ill never get safely married. You can lay your odds on that about ten to one. Marriage? Why, its just a name to me. The man is what counts — and if he changes after I marry him — hed better look out!

So said Nelly Newell, and she would have said more, no doubt, had it not been that her brother suddenly announced: By the jumping jiminy, I think that hes going to try it. Look at him now! Hes cutting straight through the crowd!

Nell Newell jumped up and stood stiff and straight.

If he does . . . . she whispered.

Hello, Nelly! called a fine, big youth, breaking through the crowd to come closer to her. Hello, Nelly! I missed you at the . . . .

Shut up, whoever you are, said Nelly. Something important is about to happen out there, if youll only keep still!

The youth relapsed into silence, sending a keen glance for explanation at young Sammy Newell, but Sammy merely shrugged his shoulders and made a motion with his fingers around his head, commonly used in schoolyards to signify addled wits.

However, there was now a growing union of attention over the entire field. The bulldogging which was under way stopped suddenly. Men were seen running here and there and climbing into the best possible positions from which they could view the approaching event.

And from all sides a universal murmur rolled toward them: Phil Slader is going to ride Rooster! Can he do it?

And the universal answer was: How can anybody ride that gray devil?

There was no doubt now, and Nelly Newell was clapping her hands again and again and saying in a voice half choked with joyous laughter:

He will! He will! He will! Oh, Sammy, he will!

Ride Rooster? Never in a million years! said Sammy.

Ride him! What do I care about that? cried the girl.

What difference does it make whether he really sticks on the back of Rooster?

Sis, said her brother, you plain beat me! Then why in the world should he try to ride at all?

Just for the sake of the trying, itself. It shows that he has the nerve, while the rest of you men are half frightened to death! Look at him!


CHAPTER XIV
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THERE WAS PHIL Slader, marching through the center of the press of men who were gathered about the gray stallion. Now he stood at the side of the great horse and by his gestures it was plain to all that he intended to ride. It was no wonder that all other activities were instantly suspended to watch. The son of famous Jack Slader was to be seen in action at last! After so many huge prophecies had been made of him, after so many dreadful things had been foretold of what he was and what he could do, they were to see him undertake a little more than any one man could be expected to do.

He will ride the brute, said John Newell, suddenly appearing at this stage of the procedure. He will ride Rooster, I think. Do you know who it is, Nelly and Sammy? Its that same wild boy that we know. Its Phil Slader.

Youre a yesterdays newspaper, dad, said his irreverent daughter. Besides, youve only read part of the headlines. Ill tell you the real stuff. Sammy, here, has just sold Rooster to Phil Slater for ten bucks! Can you beat that?

Mr. Newell started, but he finally nodded his head and smiled, saying: I really think that Phil will be able to ride the brute; I really think that boy will do it!

The tall, handsome youngster who had vainly attempted to get the attention of Nelly before, now answered this remark.

He never can do it, Mr. Newell. No other man will ever be able to ride Rooster, when Rooster doesnt want to be ridden.

Bah! cried Nelly, flaring instantly as though the challenge were delivered to her in person. Because Rooster threw you on your head half a dozen times — is that any sign? Not a bit! Not a bit! Why, theres always been men who could ride any horse. And Phil Slader is one of them. You watch and see!

Mr. Newell and his son grinned sympathetically at their friend.

Its up to you to tell her, Dick, they said. She wouldnt listen to us. Tell her how many outlaw horses there are that never have been rode and never will be rode!

Handsome Dick Chester smiled quietly up at the excited face of the girl.

I dont want to be told. I wont be told! cried Nell Newell.

You sulky baby! said Dick Chester. If you werent so pretty, Id want to slap you, honey.

Slap me! Dont honey me, you rascal! cried Nelly. But oh, he will win!

Well, said Dick Chester. Ill tell you that I knew an old sand-colored horse down in Austin. He lived staked out in a back lot. So old that nobody could tell when his first birthday might of been. Well, anybody that wanted to put a saddle and bridle on Sandy could of rode him away. Same thing had been true for ten years. All that the owner of Sandy wanted to see was the fun when the riding began. He used to keep a sign tacked up on his front gate about Sandy being a free gift for the first man that could ride him, until the police threatened to prosecute him for manslaughter, yunderstand? Then he had to let up a little. But the best riders in the West came to tackle Sandy. Not in the hope of riding him, but to see how long they could stick on his back.

Willie Armstrong had the record of one minute and forty-two seconds. He had the record for seven years, nearly. Then Pete Van Eyck come along and rode the horse for two minutes and fifty-four and two-fifths seconds, before he hit the sand. Some said that was only because Sandy was getting old. Others said that Sandy would never be old till he died, so far as bucking was concerned.

What do I care about that Sandy horse? asked Nell Newell with much indignation.

I just want to tell you, said the big, impassive fellow, that Rooster is no better at bucking than Sandy, but hes just as good — when he gets his dander up. And he has his dander up today. Hes thrown one man already. And Ill put up money that hell not only throw this Phil Slader, if Slader is fool enough to get into the saddle, but hell eat Slader when Phil hits the ground.

Never! cried Nell.

Very well, said Dick. You want to see him ride this horse. Ill make a ten-dollar bet with you that Rooster throws him and breaks him up, besides! Will you take that bet?

Is it really as dangerous as that for Phil Slader? asked the girl, suddenly serious.

It is, said her father, every bit.

Well, said Nell. Id like to have the ride stopped — but there wouldnt be any use trying. Nothing could hold Phil back now, I suppose. But, oh — Id like to know one thing!

No one had a chance to hear what the one thing might have been. Indeed, she would not have expressed it in words. But she wondered with all of her heart how much of the will to ride the stallion sprang from the desire to master the brute, and how much it was rooted in an impulse to show his strength before her own watching eyes!

A dull roar began with the shout in the center of the inclosure where the horse was held. It spread to the outskirts of the throng and rang deafeningly in the ears of Nell Newell and those around her. Then they saw Rooster dart out with Phil Slader on his back.

For a good hundred yards it seemed that Rooster intended to try to run out from under the saddle. It even looked as though he might do it! The wind of his racing stride tore the hat from the head of Phil Slader and blew back his long hair as stiff and straight as though an invisible set of fingers had grasped it by the flying ends.

But Rooster was not going to rely upon anything as childish as mere speed. There were other spices in the dish which he could serve up for the delectation of the connoisseurs. At the end of the hundred yards he was going fast enough to turn himself into a blur; at the end of that distance he stopped himself in about the time that it takes an arrow to shoot into soft wood and come to a halt.

Phil Slader was braced in the stirrups; he had settled back with a very reasonable expectation that the horse might attempt even such a maneuver as came to pass. But despite all his preparedness, he was snatched from his seat and thrown forward along the neck of the horse.

Rooster spun about like a top. Being already well off balance, Phil Slader was hurled from the back of the stallion, landing upon the ground with such force that the dust spurted up like splashed water. He rolled head over heels through that dust cloud of his own raising.

There was a wild shout from every throat in that crowd, terror in the womens voices, to be sure, and in the voices of the children also. Yet even in these there was a note of exultation. There was something in their blood that was in the blood of the audiences who ringed the amphitheaters in the ancient days.

Rooster wheeled again and charged for his victim, and the hands of Nell Newell flashed up before her face.

I told you! she heard big Dick Chester saying. I told you what Rooster would do — and hes doing it, by Heaven! No!

The last was a shout of wonder, lost in the cry of the whole audience. Nell Newell jerked down her hands again in time to see Phil Slader rolling to his feet and lurching to the side in escaping the drive of the big gray horse.

He was staggering — that much was sure. It looked so like a tragedy that the crowd was yelling:

Why dont they get a rope on Rooster? Or, Shoot the horse! Shoot the gray before he kills Slader!

However, there was no one near enough to put a rope on the stallion or attempt such a thing. And there was no gun which was sure of hitting the horse without striking the man. So they saw the big animal deliver its charge and saw Phil Slader lurch out of the path of danger, as if by a miracle.

Its not possible! whispered Nell. Its not possible that hes off the saddle so soon! If Phil Slader is not a man, who is? Who is?

Nobody in this world . . . . began Dick Chester.

Look! cried Sammy. The fool is going to try it again if he can.

As the gray horse shot past the man and saw that it had missed its charge, it threw itself back and reared in a wild endeavor to check its impetus and wheel again at its enemy. As it paused and reared to whirl about, at that very instant, young Slader leaped on its back like some crouched panther and thrust his feet into the stirrups.

It brought a voice like pandemonium from the entire crowd. Rooster began to fight like a madman. Having downed his foe, it was surely strange that Fate should clap the same danger on his back again!

He began, as Dick Chester expressed it, to tie himself into figure eights and untie them while he was still in the air. He rocked up and down, hitting heavily with forefeet and then with hind; he did the neatest bit of fence rowing that was ever seen in that part of the country, where everything connected with bucking horses was known by heart. Then he began to fish for the sun with a whole-hearted enthusiasm that brought every man and woman shouting to their feet.

Even a little range mustang, with a build like a cartoonists effort at imagining a horse, looks very like a raging lion if it has the brain power and the physical strength to perform the feat known as sunfishing. Imagine Rooster, then, hurling his magnificent body into the air, until he was only a flash of silver, descending again with dreadful force, upon a single foreleg. It sent a convulsive wave through his body, and it jerked the rider like the curl of a whip. What was only a ripple in the horse, became an explosion in the man. It jerked him to the side; it snapped his chin down against his breast. At the very third jump there was a wild yell from a brown-faced savage of a cowpuncher near by:

Hes done! Hes done! Slader is finished!

Why? called Nell Newell to the wild man. Why do you say that? Hes still riding and hes riding straight up! And he hasnt pulled leather as yet!

Hes done, said Dick Chester. Hes done, well enough, but hes given us the kind of riding that weve dreamed of and never seen before.

Ay, and Rooster is nearly done too! exclaimed Sammy Newell. Look at him, Nell! The big boy is about done up from this work!

No horse could try to turn itself into a bird for minute after minute without feeling the strain, and Rooster, sweat-blackened, but flecked with snowy foam, was undoubtedly on the down grade.

He gave proof of it by changing his tactics. That sunfishing was killing the rider, to be sure. But it was killing the horse, too. Now Rooster altered his form of battle and, rearing, flung himself down and rolled, with a suddenness that made every breath catch.

There had been no warning, but Phil Slader was off the saddle in the flicker of an eyelash. As the stallion reared through the dust cloud, Phil was on his back.

Look! screamed a big man near by, who had taken a hat from his gray head and was waving the sombrero frantically through the air. Look at him! Thats the quiet boy that the sheriff likes so much! Thats the little lamb that aint never done anything! Watch him. Aint he a tiger? I ask you — aint he a tiger? Is it fighting that Rooster wants? Well, hes getting it now!

Phil Slader, apparently maddened by this treacherous maneuver of the big stallion now clung in his place with biting spurs that gouged the side of the animal. With the biting lash of his quirt, he rained blows on the shoulders of the big gray.

Rooster did not know what to make of this. He had been ridden before, to be sure, but almost always he was ridden only at moments when it was his imperial pleasure that he should be ridden. Those who dared attempt to ride him against his will — their hands were generally very well occupied in clinging to their places, with no thought of tormenting his proud self further. He forgot all his cunning for a moment, and burned up priceless strength, giving his foeman an equally priceless respite by leaping out and racing for a full half-mile at the top of his speed.

On top of the things which he had been doing, one would have thought that a half-mile sprint, inspired by fear, would have been enough to drop the stallion like a bullet. But it seemed that Rooster grew greater by the use of his God-given speed. Every stride was faster than the one before. As he whirled around the rodeo grounds, he was given an ovation — an ovation for his fierce strength and beauty and for the man who was riding him out. They had come to see a grand show, but this was more than they had ever expected.

The big man with the gray hair near the Newells could not be done talking. They said that he was a bum copy of Jack Slader, eh? he snarled. They said that he was soft, eh! Just a farm hand? Well, look at the farm hand now! Aint those tiger claws that hes using on the hoss? How could he ever of stuck on, otherwise? Yea!

He fairly screamed in a savage exultation. Look hearty at him now, boys! went on this gloomy enthusiast, because the next time you see him, most likely itll be when youre riding in a posse to catch him for the killing of your father or your son or your brother — as I used to ride to catch Jack Slader himself. I tell you that Jack never could of rode a horse like this! Look hearty at him, because the next time he may be stretching a rope!

The whole crowd fell into a noisy hysteria at this point, for Rooster, having raced like a track sprinter for the half mile, suddenly remembered that in this straightaway running he was simply burning up his own strength and allowing that of his cardinal foeman to be recruited. He left off bolting and began to buck again.

It was his last effort. Just as a staggering, weary runner sees the goal in sight and suddenly picks himself up for a last valiant lunge at the barrier, running as though the race were only begun, so Rooster gave all the might that was in him to shake off the slashing, spurring, clinging menace. He began to sunfish again, and under the sledge hammer strokes of that buffeting, Phil Slader began to reel and pitch in the saddle like a landsman on the deck of a sea-tossed, small boat.

It was the last of Roosters strength and it was the last of his riders also. Twice and again he was unbalanced. He clung to the edge of a fall and scrambled back. There was no question of pulling leather now. With foot and hand and weakening legs he gripped at horse or saddle, and still he could barely maintain his place. He lost a stirrup — and regained it in barely sufficient time to meet the next ship-crack shock.

That was luck, but luck could not be with him all the time. He lost a stirrup again. With the next leap, Rooster whirled himself in the air, and came down spinning. It flung Phil Slader clear of the saddle, outlined him for a moment against the sky and then pitched him headlong into the dust. He lay helpless, stunned, crushed, making no effort to rise.

But Rooster? He made no effort to lunge at the fallen foe. Now, in the moment of his victory, his last ounce of power was expended, and he stood with hanging head, legs braced far apart, foam dripping fast from his gaping mouth, the very picture of exhaustion.


CHAPTER XV
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NO ONE SHOUTED for Roosters victory, not even those who had placed their lucky bets upon the horse. They knew how perilously close they had come to losing their money, just as those who had dared to venture their coin at long, long odds upon the son of Jack Slader now knew that they had not made a foolish bet.

And that, said Sheriff Mitchel Holmer, is the Slader kid, eh?

Aye, said one of his friends, grinning, and whatll you do about it, sheriff?

Heaven knows what I can do, said the sheriff, except to oil up all my guns and then to start praying. Why, heres a kid that has never entered himself in any riding contest. Heres a kid thats never showed himself. And what I wonder is: What is he saving himself for?

For something worth while, came the pat answer. Thats what hes saving himself for. Hes not going to be like Jack Slader — in for every kind of deviltry that comes to hand. Hes going to be extra special careful in what he does — this same kid! And when he makes his play, it will be for hard cash, you can be pretty sure of that! Hard cash and no small potatoes! Thats the style of this here new Slader!

Not all were busy in making their comments. Some of the men had picked up Phil Slader and poured a dram of brandy between his lips. When the brandy brought back his wits he sat up with a gasp and then lurched to his feet. His numbed legs would hardly support him, and yonder was Rooster, already regaining strength even faster than his late rider; already regaining strength and lifting his formidable head, while he stared ominously at Phil Slader.

Young Slader had no idea of trying the saddle again on this day. He was beaten and he knew it — beaten, too, for the first time in his life, and in fair fight. All other enemies had shunned him from the beginning of his youth. There had been a stamp upon him — the name of that famous father. And on account of it, boys and men had avoided him always.

Now that he had been beaten into the dust by a brute beast, he expected that he would find sneers and scorn around him. But there was no scorn and no sneers. Busy hands were still working about him.

Take this flask of brandy along with you, Slader, said one.

Lemme brush off your back, said another. Its a mite thick with dust.

It was a grand job that you did, old son, said another. And the next time out, youll ride that hoss till hes plumb blind — only, Id like to be on hand to see the work that you do on him!

An old, white-haired cattleman came limping up and grasped his hand.

Ive seen all the old-timers and Ive seen all the young crop of em, said he. Ive seen the game ones come and go, and nothing gamer than the ride you give to Rooster, was it every my luck to lay an eye on, Slader! You remember me, if you ever might be in the need of a friend. Im Pop Weston. You write that down in your books, and it may come in handy, one of these days — darned handy, mson!

He kept nodding very gravely, as he made this little speech, and the addled brain of Phil Slader gradually cleared, letting in the light of the sun and the voices of these men. There was nothing but respect — respect even with a touch of awe in it, it seemed to him. He could have laughed.

It was as though they did not know the thing that had been clear to him throughout the battle with the gray stallion. A dozen times he had been upon the verge of a crashing fall, and a dozen times something akin to luck had saved him. The difference was that he knew it was luck, and they attributed it to skill. That lost stirrup which had been regained, for instance — they thought that that was skill and not merest chance. But let them think what they pleased, he knew that the stallion was his master! So he looked around him with that faint smile which was in the mouth rather than in the eyes, and he took the stallion by the reins and limped away from the field.

He went out past the buckboard where Dick Chester and the Newells were gathered. They gave him a smile and a nod, all of them; awe-stricken smiles befitting mere spectators, when they see one of the heroes of the arena go by them. There was only one gloomy face, and that the most important face of all, to Philip Slader. Nell, her chin dropped upon her small fist, looked vacantly upon him, full of her thoughts.

Phil wanted to say something, but he hardly knew what. He was only sure that the sight of her displeasure was more to him than the buffeting which he had just taken from the stallion.

Ill tell you, said Phil Slader, if you think that it aint fair for me to walk off with Rooster for a small price like ten . . . .

At that, she came suddenly back to herself and jumped up. Do you think I care about the money? she asked. Or even about who owns him? No, I only want some one who can handle that horse to have him. Thats all that I want!

Phil Slader looked curiously and closely at her. She met his gaze again with more steadiness than any man had ever been able to show.

Youve got your wish, then, Nell, said John Newell. Because Phil will have Rooster eating out of his hand in a couple of weeks — after a good first start, like this!

I dont think so, said Nell, more grave than ever. It all depends — in that first start. It all depends on who had the most taken out of him in this try — Phil or Rooster. And I dont think that Phil will ever get anything but bumps from Rooster, not until he grows into a different sort of a man from what he is today.

Nell, cried her brother, thats out and out insulting, to say a thing like that!

She disregarded that remark as though it had never been made. But oh, said Nell, I thought for a minute that you would win. I thought surely . . . .

She paused again, shaking her head slowly.

Im not through with him, Phil assured her. Ill have another try at him. You can bet on that!

When you ride him, said Nell Newell, you ride him over to see me. Because youll be the biggest and the best man that Ive ever seen, Phil. Dyou understand me? The biggest and the best, and Ill want to tell you that face to face!

A haze of rose obscured the eyes of Phil. Perhaps it was partly because he was very weak, and there was a roaring at his ears. Her voice came to him in waves, as if out of a great distance, and there was such a promise in it that he dared not put the thing into words. He felt more confident and stronger than he had ever felt before. Because there was only one thing for him to do in order to win from her — what?

Ah, well, let the future take care of that! If the one thing had been the moving of a mountain, it would not have deterred him from a wild hope. Yet, he told himself, as he led the stallion away, that even the moving of a mountain might prove a lesser thing than the mastering of this stallion.

The mountain could be attacked every day, a shovelful at a time, or what he could break off with the stroke of a steel pick. But patience and much labor would never affect the stallion. It would never be written that Rooster could be conquered until by some vast expansion of the spirit, Phil Slader met the big gray horse in another struggle and proved himself the greater of the two.

He paused in the distance and looked back. Above the swirling crowds at the rodeo, a vast dust cloud was rising, white and sure in the center, fading to ghostliness at the edges — a phantom Doric pillar. Then another gust of wind tore the dream into shreds.

So it was with this day of his. It had brought him close to the realization of a great thing. He had almost become that superman for whom the girl was looking. Oh, he knew what was in her mind as well as though she had taken him aside and spoken many volumes to him concerning what was in her heart of hearts. He knew and he wondered at her and her vision of what a man should be.

All strength of will and all might of hand and mind — that was what she wanted — power, power, power, no matter how crude and raw its form. That was what she yearned for. And he, by the grace of good fortune, had come within hail of the masterpiece, on this day of days. A few more pounds of power, a little more courage of heart, a little more cunning of hand and body, and he would have mastered the stallion and Nell at the same instant.

Then came disaster. As the phantom column had melted at a touch, so all of his chance had been blown to bits when he rolled senseless in the dust.

He was not weak or childish enough to feel self-pity. He was man enough to wonder that he had ever come so close. But how marvelously well he had understood her — and how wonderfully well she had seen through him. She had known that it was a great day for him, that he was at a zenith, that he was laboring his best for her as well as for himself and for fame. Yet he had failed. Being beaten once, he would have to change from his very soul and grow greater, before he could master the big horse.

Such thoughts made the miles shorter. His mind gradually grew clearer: his legs bore him up more strongly. He began to feel once more the bitter heat of the sun and he pulled his ragged, old felt hat lower down over his eyes. It was a different hat from that which he had put upon his head in going to the town. Then, it had been a rag; now it was something more, for kind hands had picked it from the dust where it had fallen. The dust had been brushed from it by another touch than his, and it had been offered back to him as a fallen helmet might have been proffered to a hero returning from the wars.

Yes, he knew now for certain that he was something more than ordinary clay. He knew now that there had been a reason behind the awe with which the world had looked at him from the beginning. He was the son, the true son of Jack Slader. Yet, if only Heaven had made him a little bit more — made him a man to conquer Rooster — made him a man to fill the whole eye of the girl!

He reached the abatis of shrubbery which fenced the hotel grounds to the south, toward the town. He passed through the woods upon which the shrubbery abutted to the north and he came again into the sight of the lands which he had labored over so often and which he had made so much of.

Here was his home — for a few months more. Here was the home of Rooster, too. He turned and looked at the tall stallion — and then shook his head in despair.


CHAPTER XVI

[image: img107.jpg]

ROOSTER, NOW QUITE his old self, stood with head raised and ears pricked, staring far across toward the distant horizon, quite overlooking his present owner, as though, like the Arab proverb, he wondered when his real master would come riding down into this world of men!

Poor Phil Slader, staring at the proud monster, told himself that all his efforts and all of his patient labor would never gain this haughty spirit, never prevail upon it to do more than completely scorn him. However, he put Rooster into the barn and straightway employed himself with fixing another bar all around the adjoining little corral, to make sure that the stallion should not leap out and gain freedom by a short cut.

Then he turned Rooster loose. The big horse danced out into the corral, swept the bars with a single glance, and then poised himself in the center of the inclosure, uttering a great neigh. If you had been there to see him, with such a head, so grandly posed, the marvel of his dappled body, the silver arc of his tail and the wind-ruffled brightness of his mane, you would have felt as Phil Slader felt, that this was not a horse at all, but a veritable god of horses come into the hands of Phil.

Out of the distance came the long, wavering howl of a wolf. Of course it was mere chance that let some wandering lobo give tongue at this instant, but it seemed to Phil that it was something more — the wild giving voice to the wild — the free wolf to the imprisoned one.

However, there was still a good deal of the day remaining; so Phil harnessed his team to the plow and began again on the alfalfa lands. For half a furrow all went well, and then the plow struck a snag. He twisted it around the bad place, but he did not send the horses ahead, again. After a time, he was aware that he had been standing there leaning on the handles of the plow and dreaming.

He forced himself ahead with the labor. But, for the first time, it seemed to him that the sun was sticking in a certain place halfway from the zenith to the far western horizon; it seemed to him as though the end of the day would never come. Hitherto all days had been too short for him!

However, the day ended in due time. The horses were put up. He fed the stallion and saw the great creature disdain the food. Yes, not until the man who had put down the fodder had apparently disappeared did Phil, from covert, see Rooster touch a few straws and then toss up his head, suspicious, dreading lest he had been seen accepting charity from the hand of an enemy!

It moved the man greatly, and he went soberly on toward the house. He felt no exultation in his prize. Rather, he felt a shame. For he knew that by right the stallion should be given freedom to range as he would across the hills, to form a band and pass through a career beautiful and free.

In that moment he formed a lasting resolution. He himself had some scant months remaining of prison life under the control of big Magruder. When that time ended, if he had not subdued the stallion, he would set him free to do as he would — whether that was to range at large or come again under the domination of another man.

When he had made the resolve, he felt far easier in spirit and he went in to take his place at the table for supper.

What followed was no easy time for Phil Slader. Magruder knew that the time during which he was to possess this unpurchased slave had nearly drawn to a close. Here was an event which threw his possession into a high light, and he was determined to take the utmost advantage of the fact. That riding of the stallion at the rodeo, impromptu though it had been, had attracted an enormous lot of attention. If cowpunchers had formed the habit, before this, of coming to the Magruder hotel to see young Slader and compare him with the pictures and the reputation of his dead father, there was now a sudden influx of people of all kinds.

They sat on the fence and they watched Phil drive his horses to the plow. They sat at the same table with him and stared into his face until his grave eyes were raised to their own and made them shift their glances with a guilty suddenness. There was one red-nosed old gentleman who said that he represented a circus, and that if Phil cared to undertake a horse-riding job . . . .

Nothing really so bad, kid. You know how it is. Some old nags fixed up to look dangerous but really not! You dig one spur into them to make them throw a few stiff-legged capers. And you come in with a spotlight on you and the band playing and a swell rig on you — with a silk sash and all that sort of stuff — and the crowd goes wild. You know — Phil Slader, the Slader, the only one of his kind now . . . .

That sentence remained unfinished as the slow glance of Phil rose and steadied upon the speaker.

Oh, well, said the little old man with the red nose. Of course, if you feel that way about it theres no use — pass the ham again, will you, Magruder?

They were hard days for Phil, and one gathering followed another until, about a week later, there was an interruption of an unexpected sort. It was at the lunch table. There were a fat dozen around the board, all eating at Magruders most fancy prices, when there was a noisy clattering of hoofs on the dust-muffled road, a slamming of the outer door, and a banging of high heels on the passage. Then a cowpuncher broke in upon them, his hat pulled firmly down over his eyes, as though he were still breasting the high wind of a strong gallop.

Mitch Holmer wants everybody turned out, said the stranger. Hes rounded up Lon Kirby at last. Its the finish of Kirby, and you fellows had better try to get in on it. Its the finish of Kirby, I tell you, if we just get out enough of the boys to round him up and rope him. Hes given us trouble enough, and riding enough, but weve got him now!

Of course, there was a general rising and the sound of many voices.

Whos done it? Whats happened, Jake?

I dunno who did it, the messenger replied. Maybe me. Maybe Bert Stillwell. We both were trying for him with our rifles at the time. But it was a long-range chance, and you couldnt tell who had the luck. Only, all at once there was Lon Kirbys hoss dropped dead, and Lon rolling head over heels in the stubble . . . .

This brought a yell from every throat. Here was news indeed!

We rushed Kirby, then, went on Jake. But there was some bushes near the spot, and he had crawled into them. Then he must of sneaked off down one of the sloughs. Only one chance in a hundred that he would get away from us, but he did. Chances are that hes cut for the hills and the rocks. He knows that part of the country like a book. But hes on foot, and if we can turn out enough gents to comb the hillsides and head him off, hes our meat. Hes on foot. Think of that!

It was a good deal to think about, indeed. One had only to stretch ones hand into the white-hot sun which was pouring through the open window to realize the pain of the man in riding boots who tried to struggle across much of this burning countryside. Every Westerner could appreciate such facts as these. And every man at the table was a Westerner.

They rushed out of that room like hornets from a nest which had just been tapped with a pole. In a trice, down to big Magruder himself, they were in their saddles!

Of course, Phil Slader was not the last to mount. Here was a chance for which he had waited many and many a year. Here was a chance where violence would not be held against him but listed to his credit. And if he were to meet Lon Kirby and shoot it out with him — even if Phil Slader were left dead upon the ground, no one could venture to say that he had not died as an honorable man should — in the attempt to go straight — go straight — go straight!

He paused in the hall just long enough to snatch from the rack an old Colt. It was a gun that he had had in his hand more than once before. He had never carried it, for it was against his principles to carry shooting weapons. Guns were poison; guns were apt to bite the hand that fed them; guns, most of all, were taboo for a Slader with such a father as he must call his own! However, here he was in the saddle, with a Colt in his saddle holster, and the sun-whitened country before him to range through!

First of all, he turned toward the hills, toward which the others were riding, some of them in groups, and some of them one by one, each in the particular direction which struck his fancy as being apt to be the one in which the famous outlaw might have ridden. When he reached the high ground which first lay before him, he drew rein and looked around him.

It did not seem to Phil a time in which to make haste in any way except slowly. Kirby had a long start in minutes. Other hard riders were already combing the hills. What if they were wrong? What if Kirby were riding in a different direction?

Phil turned toward the river. The tangled woods along the course of the Crusoe were an ideal shelter. To be sure, they were very far from the spot where Lon Kirbys horse had been shot down. But a very desperate and cunning man, accustomed to taking long chances, might have taken advantage of the first shallow gully to run from the brush in that direction, and then venture to skulk across the wide stretch of perfectly open country toward the river lands.

That idea had no sooner come to Phil Slader than he tried to put himself in the place of the outlaw, followed by hard-riding pursuers, all ready to shoot and to shoot to kill. Beside him lay a dead horse; there was only the partial and scanty shelter of a patch of brush to avail him at the present moment. In such a case as that, Phil felt sure that only one thing would keep him from making for the distant brush along the river — that would be the lack of sufficient nerve to carry him across the open space which lay between. But no one could ever accuse Lon Kirby of lacking enough nerve for the attempt of any enterprise, no matter how hazardous.

So Phil turned the head of his horse toward the river and spurred the mustang into a hard, pounding gallop. He crossed the next low swale; he dipped the mustang into the gulch and forced it upon the dry and crumbling side of the slough beyond. It was hard work; twice the little animal fell back and had to be sent snorting and plunging to the task once more. However, it climbed out at length, and just as Phil was about to send it on with renewed speed, something like the hum of a monstrous bee whirred past his ear, followed instantly by the loud and smashing report of a rifle.

He did not have to think; something in his heart of hearts told him what to do. With every muscle relaxed, he let himself fall from the saddle, lying in a crumpled heap upon the ground. Certainly it was not a suspicious circumstance that he had happened to fall with his revolver in his hand!

He had been fired upon, treacherously, from behind, and in his soul there was a strong prophecy as to who might have done that bit of work. But he waited, not daring to stir, though constantly scanning the woods behind him — until he saw the figure of the man ride out into the open — Doc Magruder himself!


CHAPTER XVII
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ON THE FARTHER bank of the slough which separated him from the fallen body of his ward, Magruder checked his horse, put his rifle to his shoulder, and drew a careful bead.

The first impulse of the boy was to roll over with a shout and squirm into safety behind the next stump of a tree. The second impulse was to send a bullet from his revolver at the head of that same Magruder. But the third impulse was the one which he obeyed. No matter what he tried to do, Magruder was not apt to miss a shot at such point-blank range as this. At any range, as Phil had cause for knowing, Magruder was a deadly shot, who kept himself in constant and professional practice. It required all of Phils endurance and all the will power in his body. But he managed to keep himself quiet through dreadfully long seconds until the rifle was finally jerked down from the shoulder of the big man — and he could see Magruder nod with satisfaction, as though he had made up his mind that nothing but a dead body could possibly have held that awkward position in which Phil Slader lay.

Magruder shoved the Winchester into the pocket along the side of the saddle and rode hastily forward to examine his work more in detail. So he dipped down into the gully, and Slader was instantly on his feet.

His head was a little confused, naturally, owing to the length of time he had lain in such a constrained position. But it was clear enough, by the time that he reached the bank of the slough, to permit him to shove his Colt into the face of Magruder as that gentleman forced his horse up the shelving and crumbling bank. There was a choked gasp from Magruder — and then his big arms went up above his head:

Phil — for Heavens sake!

Is it for Heavens sake? I was only thinking about my own sake, said Phil Slader. How come that youre shooting at me, today, Doc? Nothing else do you for a target?

Shooting at you. Shooting at you? Heavens about us — shooting at you? Boy, dont talk like a jackass. And lower your voice. Talk soft! Yonder lies Lon Kirby, I tell you. Dead, I think, but maybe only shamming death! I dropped him from behind — a neat shot — and now I want to see. . . .

Perhaps it was all pretending. But there was just a ghost of a chance that Magruder was sincere.

Tell me, Doc, said Phil Slader, just what sort of a looking man is Lon Kirby?

Youve seen his pictures, said Magruder, and outside of his long, lean, pale face — curse him! — hes got about your build, Id say, Phil.

Keep your hands up! said Phil Slader.

Why, Phil, boy, said the older man, what the devil do you mean by this? Do you . . . .

Nothing I guess. You can put em down. But be careful with them. If you move a mite too close to the handle of a gun, Ill kill you Doc. You hear me talk?

I hear you talk — but I cant understand you.

Aye, it must be a terrible shock to you, but keep on being shocked, Doc. Im dangerous, just now.

You look it, and — why, you act like I had done something to you, son!

Go easy, Doc, said Phil Slader. Im pretty simple. And I love you so much that it would be hard for me to figure you for any dirty trick at all. But, just the same, Im watching you, and trying to work this thing out. It was me that you did something to. You missed my ear about a quarter of an inch and then . . . .

By merciful Heaven! cried Magruder. You mean to say that you were . . . .

Yes, that I was the gent that you fired at.

And you played possum — and let me — but, Phil, when I drew that second bead at you, at point-blank range . . . .

I thought that you wouldnt waste the price of another bullet on carrion like me, said Slader. Not when there was crows to shoot at on the wing. And it seems that I was right!

Heaven knows that Im grateful that I missed! said Magruder, but just for a minute there, I thought that I might of had the luck to . . . .

You knew that Lon Kirby is on foot, said the boy, crisp and stern.

I knew that a bunch of fools had said that he was on foot. But how did I know that he hadnt laid about and taken his first chance to knock one of the boobies off a horse and ride on with the horse?

Phil Slader hesitated. It was all probable enough, from one viewpoint. Lon Kirby was perfectly capable of having done the very thing that Magruder said he suspected. And Magruder was not the man to hesitate, when he thought that he recognized the rear view of fifteen thousand dollars. That was the reward which had accumulated upon the precious head of Lon Kirby.

However, there were other details which had to be considered, and Phil voiced them slowly, one by one.

I hate to embarrass you any, oldtimer, he said to Magruder, but if you was to tell me that you didnt know that cayuse wonder, that I was riding, as well as I know my own hat . . . .

Know the horse you were riding? Curse it, Phil. I wasnt out to shoot horses. I wasnt out for that, like the sheriffs men. I was out to kill Lon Kirby, if I could. And I thought that I had done it, for a minute! I thought that the skunk might have tried to get to the woods along the river and that maybe . . . .

Wait a minute, said Phil Slader. I got about two months left before I slide away from you, Doc. You know that. You know that when I get away, the first thing I do will be to cut for headquarters.

Headquarters? echoed Magruder.

I mean — the place where my father was killed. And when I get there, Im going to start drumming up the facts connected with the killing of my father. Im going to talk to a few of the eye-witnesses. And you know what I suspect — that there was dirty work in that killing. I say, Doc, that you know Im going to start this sort of an investigation two months from now — and so maybe it would be a pretty handy thing for you to have me out of the way right now, when there isnt much longer for me to work for you, any way that you look at it!

You talk wild — plumb wild! said the hotel owner. I tell you, kid, there isnt much longer for you to work for me, but theres plenty of time for you to work with me. You dont think, Phil, that Ive let you work for me all of these years for nothing!

No, said Phil, maybe I just dreamt that, and all the time youve been putting money in the bank for me?

Amounts to the same thing, or better. Youve furnished the work and the brains. Ive furnished the land that gave you the chance, and some other things that you needed, such as horses, and the rest. Well, now youve worked up a fine thing, on this here place of mine, and what I have always wanted to invite you to do — was to come in with me as partners — half and half, Phil. You and me, half and half!

He spoke with a truly Falstaffian heartiness, and Phil Slader squinted hard at him but could not make his glance bore through to indubitable truth.

Id like to know, said Phil. Id sure like terrible well to be able to tell whether youre halfway square or not. I dont want your partnership. Not for a million! I donate the work that Ive done — and I give you half a year before youve let the place go to ruin, straight! However, that aint my party. But I want to tell you one more thing!

Son, said Magruder, dog-goned if it dont shock me to hear the way you talk to me. It shocks me and it cuts me pretty deep. Makes me feel pretty sad, Phil. But Im listening. What is the other thing that you want me to hear?

Ill tell you straight enough. I want you to hear this. From now on, while Im with you, Im going to pack a gun. And the reason that Ill pack that gun is because I dont trust you Doc. I dont trust you a bit, and I want you to know it. Im going to pack a gun, and the first time that I see you making a pass that looks queer to me, Im going to up and kill you. You understand?

Phil! cried the older man.

Oh, I mean it. I mean it straight as a die. I think that you knew me, today, and I think that you knew my horse. And I think that you want to murder me, Doc, before I get out of your hands. Now we understand each other. Maybe Im a swine to suspect you of this. And maybe Im just a fool for letting you go, now that Ive got it all right. But Id hate to be outlawed on account of killing a pup like you, Magruder. I sure would!

So said Phil Slader, speaking slowly and calmly. And Magruder swallowed the insults as though they had been delicious wine. The boy had more to say — much more — but instead of stopping to hear what the continuation might be, Phil reined his mustang back and when he reached the shelter of the trees, quickly whirled the animal away into a gallop.

There was no following sound of hoofbeats behind him, and he could guess that, no matter what Magruder might have in mind, he had done enough for this one day.

So Phil Slader shut the thought of his guardian from his young mind and turned whole-heartedly to the work which was before him — the search of the river woods for the elusive form of that famous man, Lon Kirby.


CHAPTER XVIII
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NO DOUBT MANY a man had gone out before to the man hunt with a lifted heart and great expectations, but surely no one ever rode forth with such pure joy as that which filled young Phil Slader on this day of days. In his life, he had been forced to exercise a constant self-control. The hand which yearned, on a day, to knock Sammy Newell flat upon his back, had been tied to his side by the knowledge that all acts of violence upon his part would be wrongly construed by the rest of public opinion. So he had proceeded through these years of young life with more inhibitions than channels of expression — a dangerous condition for any youngster, and above all for a powerful nature like his own. But, knowing that he must pay most dearly the first indication of physical violence, he had controlled himself.

Today he was free. He had before him a quarry which he was free to hunt down, if he could. Therefore, his heart was merry indeed! He forgot his encounter with Magruder and all the trouble which that meeting might create. He lived for the moment, for one thing only.

Phil Slader drove his mustang rapidly toward the Crusoe River, with the murmur of the upper falls growing louder each moment. Yet, when he came to another good outlook which surveyed a considerable sweep of the stream, he paused again and considered. If he had been in the boots of Lon Kirby, what would he have done? Would he have turned upstream, through the dense thickets or would he have gone down?

In either case, there were considerable difficulties. If he turned upstream, he had rapidly rising ground before him; but he had, in addition, the sheltering hills not far away, among whose broken surfaces, when the night came, he could surely contrive to slip away out of the circle of the man hunters.

If he went down the stream, his course would be easier with the falling ground, but he would have no particular goal. Phil Slader was, however, reasonably sure that that was where Lon Kirby must have gone. For Kirby would know that the pursuers were searching the hills for him in preference to all other places. He would go down the stream, working his way painfully through the brush.

Another idea came to Phil. It was all well enough to wade through those tangles of underbrush. But what mileage would a strong man make in a day? Phil knew all about those thickets. Certainly it was no district for speed. Nothing, saving the waters of the stream, worked easily down the valley — and there was always that five-mile current swinging down.

It was this that brought the next inspiration to Phil. Five miles an hour was a reasonably good gait. As fast as even a good walker could maintain over any space of time. Suppose that he, himself, had been forced into that covert, would he not have been tempted to expend a little time in gathering dry driftwood along the banks of the stream, and then let himself float serenely with the Crusoe River until the night came? Then, in a region many and many a welcome mile away, he would come forth and take horse and saddle from the unlucky rancher who happened to have a house nearest to his point of exit from the marshes?

When that thought came to Phil Slader, he decided to act as though it was a certainty. He headed, then, not straight for the river, but far down its course. If the bandit had really taken to the water, he had been some time afloat; so Phil Slader made his mustang maintain a heartbreaking gait for a full hour, then, when he was well down the valley, he turned in toward the stream. At the outer edge of the marsh, he tethered his horse — just deep enough to keep it screened from observation from the outside. Then he struck in toward the water working fast and hard.

It was not a pleasant marsh, even as marshes go. There were stretches of water covered with thick-crusted slime, of a pea-green color. Out of this slime rose stumps and half-fallen trees, covered with the same incrustation and of the same deadly color. At every step, rotten wood crunched beneath his heel. When he paused to listen, he would hear stealthy whispers, here and there, as though other creatures had heard his coming and now were moving carefully away. And now and again, with a light slipping sound, more hidden than a whisper, a snake slipped from a wallowing log and dived through the hideous water.

It seemed to Phil, after a time, that he was not the hunter, but the hunted. Vague motions of panic rose in his heart. Again and again he had to check a foolish impulse to retreat in all haste toward the bright, white sun which shone beyond. And when he looked through that decayed forest and past the acephalous trees, toward the blue of the sun-washed sky, he felt as though the green stain of the bog were entering his own soul forever.

Yet he kept on his way, sometimes slipping into the horrible muck deeper than his waist but wading out again and working his way as much by force of hand as by leaping from log to log. At length he came to the higher ground immediately beside the course of the Crusoe. There he had barely kicked some of the muck and water from his feet and wiped some of the clinging slime away from his hands, when he heard a cheerful whistling coming down the stream toward him.

It seemed to blot out all of his labors at once. He cursed his foolish work and his disappointed hopes, at the same instant. He had come hunting for the fugitive from justice. And instead, here was a gayly whistling man . . . . He had a gloomy desire to locate the source of this whistling. No doubt it came from some boy who was fishing in the waters of the river. So Phil Slader stepped under the arch made by a bowed tree which leaned like an abutment against a taller and stronger brother. Through the arch he peered out over the flashing waters until he saw the music maker approaching.

It was no boy in a boat. The craft was a rudely constructed raft made of a dozen or more sizable logs which were held together with twisted withes cut from creeping vines. It was a sluggish and half water-logged structure but it traveled very nearly as fast as the current which drifted it along, and now, as the current at a curve gripped it, the craft went forward with such impetus that the man had much difficulty in steering safely with his oar. This was no more than a length of the tough outer rind torn from some rotten stump of a tree.

There was a broad, shady beach, on the inner side of the bend — the side next to Phil Slader, in fact — and in attempting to veer his clumsy ship away from the shallows at the edge of this, the stranger gave his vessel such strong paddling that it twisted awry and began to turn end for end, spinning in the current. An instant later, it had slid through the slush at the edge of the beach, and there sat the stranger with his arms folded, very much at his ease, in spite of this misadventure. Indeed, he had not stopped the tune which he had been whistling, even while he was paddling most vigorously!

Phil Slader looked upon him with amazement and with delight. For this was Lon Kirby, at last! This was Lon Kirbys long, narrow face; this was Lon Kirbys build, so like his own, as Magruder had said — not overly tall, but formidably wide of shoulder and long of arm. Indeed, there was more than a little excuse for the mistake that Magruder had made, and Phil was glad that he had not pushed matters to an extremity in his interview with Doc.

The pale, ugly face of the fugitive turned slowly from place to place. One would have thought that he was making up his mind whether or not he ought to accept the dictates of luck, and land here permanently from his little boat. Indeed, he finally stood up and stepped ashore, and began to examine the big rocks which were scattered here and there along the sands of that bend.

They seemed to please him, these big boulders, and he examined them, finally, with so much care that it seemed to Phil Slader, the outlaw must be noting the mark of the point to which high water came. At length, he picked out a stone which was beyond that danger point and he began to work and pry at it. It was far too deeply rooted for his strength.

He tried another and this time by a vast effort, he overturned the stone. He turned up its jagged, massive roots and straightway he dropped upon his knees and began to examine the dirt under the stone and then to scoop it out. He sifted the first handful or so through his fingers, and seemed much pleased with the dryness of the gravel.

At length, when he had been digging for some time, he took a little parcel from his inside coat pocket, dropped it into the hole in the ground and presently set about the labor of erecting the big stone over its former site. It was hard labor, to be sure, but eventually he managed it. Then he began to scatter the dry, white surface sand over the spot, and to brush out all traces, as well as he could by working over the sands surface with the palm of his hand.

He had seemed the very height of carelessness, up to this point, but now he appeared the very acme of scrupulous exactness. All the while, the wonder in Phil Slader grew greater and greater. For he knew that Kirby could not but be aware of the frightful danger in which he stood. Capture meant no mere trial and polite prison sentence. Capture meant for him certain hanging at the hands of the law — if not at the hands of some over-zealous mob.

Yet here was the man whistling gayly and calmly, as he floated down the river, with life or death in the making. Here he was whistling still as he worked at burying his money. Oh, there had never been such another man as this, since the days when joyous Jack Slader rode and fought and prospered along the frontier and left a certain amount of laughter and of tears in his wake.

It was as if Lon Kirby cast the greater part of the burden of worry upon the knees of the gods. They could save him, if they would and they would damn him if they chose. But as for the little matter of a bit of additional noise — why, if there were any man hunter near enough to hear that whistling, he was near enough to nearly see him anyway!

Such, it seemed plain, must be the reasoning of Lon Kirby, and it seemed to Phil Slader dangerous reasoning enough, but filled with wonderful charm to him. He knew before half of the work had been finished, that he could not march down and present his gun at the head of Kirby. It seemed to Phil, now, that there would be a species of cowardly treachery involved in such a procedure. It would be the casting of a certain reflection back upon Jack Slader — the outlaw, and his son, the captor of outlaws!

So reasoned Phil, faultily, no doubt, but with all of the honesty which he could summon. And he sat in his place and watched fifteen thousand dollars, in the shape of human flesh and blood, finish the burial of the treasure, and then push off the rickety raft, step onto it, and finally drift, still whistling, down the farther bend of the current:



Charlie is my darlin, my darlin, my darlin,
Charlie is my darlin, the young . . . .



And the rumbling of the waters and the distant hushing of the great waterfall, drowned the sound of the song maker.


CHAPTER XIX
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AFTER THAT, AS the whistling died out, it seemed to Phil Slader that he had doubtless been a great fool to allow this valuable criminal to slip through his hands. No doubt there was a certain duty that he owed society in apprehending the outlaw; moreover had he not started forth with the greatest keenness, bent upon finding and crushing this very man? But the joy had been in the finding of him and there would be no particular pleasure, so it seemed to him, in simply presenting a gun and ordering him to throw up his hands — and then destroying him if he refused to obey.

At any rate, to capture the bandit had become an impossible thing — all the more impossible because he had been so completely at the mercy of Phil. Yet, now that all sound of him had disappeared, Phil came forth shame-faced and went to the spot where, as it appeared, the outlaw had buried his treasure.

He laid hold upon that same rock which the great Lon Kirby had barely been able to move. To his joy, it came away easily in his hands. It might be that Lon Kirby was a cunning and dreadful warrior, but it was certain that his careless and free life had not given his arms and shoulders the same power that lived in Phil Slader, who had been nurtured by hard work and endless work, all the days of his young life.

He raised that rock and, rejoicing in his might, he carried it bodily several steps, though the huge weight drove his feet deep, deep into the sand over which he walked. In the cavity beneath it there was a thin covering of dry pebbles, and when these had been brushed away, he found the small package which he had noticed before, produced from the pocket of the outlaw. A very ordinary package, indeed, and it seemed impossible that anything of worth could be in it. To be sure, when he had cut away the strings, there was oiled-silk to unwrap, first of all, and after that, the sight which he had expected — a stack of bills.

It was far smaller, however, than the stack which he had anticipated! This was merely of the size of a handful. Yet it was wadded firmly together, and when he detached the first note, he saw that it called for the payment of five hundred dollars!

He was amazed by this; he had realized, dimly, that money of such a denomination was indeed printed by the government, and yet it had hardly seemed a credible fact that five hundred dollars could be wadded, if he chose, into a ball hardly larger than a pea — that five hundred dollars could be tossed into the air by the pressure of his breath, and so carried away in the wind forever, to fill a corner, perhaps, in the nest of a hawk or to soften the bed of the squirrel?

But what was five hundred dollars as he had always thought of it in the past? It meant the wages of a year of labor as a cowpuncher, when he was able to attain to the dignity of such free employment. It meant, moreover, what a cowpunchers wages would be if they were all saved and treasured up, and not a penny expended for clothes or tobacco, for guns or ammunition, or to buy trinkets to present to a friends children for Christmas — above all, to supply the ways and means for any true cowpunchers celebration, which gave a little touch of salt to life! If not a penny were spent in the year, there would be at the end of it, twenty dollars less than the sum which this first bill that he lifted from the stack represented!

For this sum could not all the horses of Magruder be clad in the new harness they needed so much; the blacksmith shop could be refitted completely and turned into a place where, with his strength and craft of hand he could make almost anything that the heart of a farmer could desire? All of this was most undubitably true. Beyond this there was to be considered that for a mere miserable eight dollars he could buy that perfectly good plow from Jackson — that one which had only been damaged by a little exposure to the weather. In addition to this, for merely eighteen dollars he could buy the good two-ton wagon which young Caldwell offered for sale; for twenty-two dollars he could get him the buggy which Greenwich no longer wanted. It had cost a hundred and fifty, new, rubber tires and all — with only a repainting job to be done, which he knew perfectly well how to manage himself! He scanned the limitless possibilities which lay in that single sheet of printed paper.

But no, this was money stolen from the bank. It must be returned therefore, to the place from which it was taken. He conjured up before his eye the form of that admitted scallywag, Alden Turner, president of the Crusoe bank. He could almost hear the oily smoothness with which the phrases would be turned off the tongue of the banker, and the unction with which he would pronounce limitless grace over the head of the brave and honest man who returned this money to its rightful owner. In the conclusion, he would offer some ten or twenty dollars reward . . . .

The lip of the young man curled. There was no one who did not hate Alden Turner, and only the fact that his money made him a necessity to that ranching community, kept him from being a social outcast. However, this was the man who would receive back this five hundred dollars and all the rest of the money.

Young Phil Slader bowed his head in profound thought before he went on with the counting of the money. There was only the one handful of it, as has been said before, but how closely the sheets were wadded together had to be seen before it could be believed. For here was a veritable brick of money. Yet no gold brick was ever so precious. No brick made of indubitable yellow gold was ever a tithe as valuable as this one!

The very next bill beneath the top one was for a thousand dollars and fifty sheets came off in swift succession, each printed for the value of a thousand dollars, calling upon the government of the United States to pay to the bearer that sum in the gold coin of the realm. A thousand dollars in gold — three pounds of the solid, precious metal represented by each thin film of printed paper.

There had never been reading half so delightful to any human eye as was this to the eye of Phil Slader. He read on and on and the story swelled in vast interest as he proceeded. Twenty thousand, fifty, eighty thousand dollars — a hundred thousand dollars, and still more and much more to come! But this was more than even the bank of Alden Turner claimed had been stolen from it. Part of the money could go back to satisfy Mr. Turner and his needs which were all just and legal. But what of the rest?

The sum swelled beneath the hands of young Phil Slader to one hundred and eighty-two thousand dollars before he came to the end of this delightful story told in words which even a fool could have understood with the most complete ease! A hundred and eighty-two thousand dollars.

It was far and far beyond the wildest dreams of young Phil. Perhaps there were few men able to sit down and understand the meaning of such a sum. But Magruder had helped to interpret the meaning of a hundred thousand to him. And here was practically double that grand sum.

His mind began to stretch swiftly away. New vistas opened with suddenness before him. And he saw with a dazzled eye the possibilities of buying, let us say, the Chuck Oswald place, now used for cattle only, but with all the possibilities of the rich bottom lands whose blackness Phil had yearned so often to furrow with a plow! Much, much was to be done. He felt that the possibilities slipped beyond the grip even of his mental finger tips. But oh, was it not a grand thing to contemplate all of this?

And contemplate it he did, for burning, drunken minutes, sitting like a statue in the sands, until his mind turned back to the other side of the picture, which was certainly there, begging for his eye. Upon that other side he read indubitable facts — that no man can receive something for nothing, unless it be by legal gift and legal procedure; no man has a right to appropriate that which belongs to another.

He tried to dodge that point; he tried to evade it by simply refusing to think of it. But he could not turn it from his attention. It ate in upon him like the rays which a sun-glass focus on a point of burning heat. This money was not his, and nothing connected with it belonged to him. He had not the slightest claim to anything except the reward which might be offered for the return of the loot. Up to that time, the rewards which Alden Turner was offering so profusely had spoken of the apprehension of the criminal, but never of the return of the money — as if Alden Turner was not fool enough to hope for the return of his cash, once it was lost to him.

Phil Slader wondered, as he turned the question bitterly in his heart of hearts, how much money would ever be returned by the same Alden Turner, in case he were to come across it, buried in a hole in the ground? How far would he go to make a return of it to the rightful owner possible? Not a single step, and Phil was as sure of it, as human mind can be sure of anything on this mortal earth.

However, he could not help realizing that the standard of what was good and right was not established by Alden Turner. And he knew, presently, that he dared not take that money upon this day. He dared not!

So he decided that he would leave it there in the hole beneath the rock where he had found it. When twenty-four hours had passed over his head, then he would be far better qualified to decide on this all-important question. Such was the decision to which he had come. And so he got up and, having replaced the wad of money in its place, he strode to the big rock and heaved it up again with an easy might of hand. At that moment, as he turned around bearing his load, the shrubs parted and admitted first the long barrel of a rifle, and behind the rifle the squinted eye and the long, pale face of Lon Kirby! He had circled back to make certain that he had not been trailed.


CHAPTER XX
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IT MAKES A great deal of difference on which end of a gun a face appears. Looking at Lon Kirby from the security of the brush, with a Colt in his hand, Phil Slader had not considered him an extraordinary person by any means. Looking at him, however, with that same face cuddled down beside the stock of a rifle and the long, gleaming barrel pointed in Phils direction, it seemed to Phil that he had never seen greater possibilities for cold-blooded mischief in any human being.

Just stick up your mitts, said Lon Kirby. Just drop that rock and stick your mitts up into the air, kid, and remember that Im watching how you get them hands above your belt and the gun that you got there!

It did not occur to Phil Slader to disobey. He might have dropped the rock, he considered, and whipped out his Colt as he raised his hands, but before he could do that he knew that he would have been a dead man.

So the stone fell and chugged heavily into the loose sand of that little beach. And Phils hands rose to the level of his head.

Good! said Lon Kirby, forthwith dropping his rifle over the hook of his left arm. Now we can talk. I was afraid, for a minute, that maybe I would have to snuff you out, partner, before I had a chance to chat with you for a while. And that would of been a shame, because Ive met a lot of gents, big and small, that laid some sort of claim to being called strong men, and Ive never found one of the whole lot that could lift pound for pound with me — until I run into you. And youre a stronger man than I am, youngster. Did you see how I had to wrestle around with that rock?

I seen it all, said Phil Slader.

You did, eh?

I did.

Quiet and sassy about it, you seem to me to be. Wait a minute!

He secured the rifle, with his right hand and arm only, still with his finger upon the trigger; then, pressing the muzzle against Phils heart, he stretched forth his left hand and plucked out Phils gun.

Old-fashioned one, aint it? said Lon Kirby. Pretty old-fashioned it looks to me. But now there is your gun on the ground. And I ask you, kid, if I was to lay aside my own guns, would you fight me here, hand to hand and man to man, and the best man win a rough and tumble?

A flame burned in the heart of Phil Slader and a flame burned in his eyes. The hands beside his head crooked a little as though already they were closing on the flesh of Lon Kirby.

Do that, said Phil, and Ill try my luck with you . . . .

And the winner will die, kid. You understand that that would be the way out?

Oh, yes, said Phil, moistening his lips, for his very heart was dry with the thirst for this battle. Oh, yes, I understand well enough! Throw your gats away, Kirby, and Im ready for you, man. Will you do it?

Lon Kirby merely smiled. I thought that it might be in you, he said, but I wasnt half sure. Im glad to see that sort of stuff. Very glad. But you aint going to have your chance on me, youngster. Ive seen what you can do to the rock. And thats enough.

He laughed openly and then rubbed a stubby-fingered hand — the true hand of the strong man — over his long, pale chin. He pointed toward the little open pit.

If it wasnt for that thing yonder, he said, there aint any good reason why you and me might not be the best of friends. But the way that it stands, Ill have to tie you to a stump here while I go on down the river. Otherwise you might wade out through the marshes, yonder, and give word to the boys that Im drifting down the river. And they would work up a little reception committee to wait on me when I come out of the brush, eh?

Said Phil, very thoughtful: If you tie me up here, nobody would ever hear me holler. You know that?

I know that, said the outlaw with a perfect blandness.

And since nobody ever comes down this here river except once in about every ten years, there wouldnt be much hope of me ever getting loose.

Thats reasonable, said the outlaw, as unmoved as ever.

And the chances are about ten to one, said Phil Slader, that Id sit there against a stump until I starved to death.

Son, said the criminal, you speak it out like a piece learned right out of a book. There aint a thing that youve overlooked except the fact that the mosquitoes, that are getting pretty hot just now and which might eat part of you alive before any help came. But Ill tell you what Ill do, kid. Ill give you a choice between being tied up and, on the other hand, taking a lead pill between the eyes. The bullet wont cost you no pain, and it wont be a much surer way of dying than being tied here to a stump, as youve just pointed out so dog-gone exact.

Youd do it, I think, said Phil Slader, moved with wonder.

Sure I would, said the outlaw. Theyll hang me when they get me, of course. And they might as well hang me for one more as for one less!

He added, in the silence that followed: What else is there for me to do?

A pretty good thing, said Phil Slader. The thing for you to do is just take my word that I wont squeal on you when you go on down the river.

The other smiled broadly and waved his hand.

Thats a fine idea, said he. Dog-gone me if that aint a fine bit of thinking on your part. Why didnt the idea come to me before?

You didnt think that you could trust me, said Phil.

No, but now I got the proof that I can trust you, eh? Kid, are you simpleminded?

You mean that you cant do it?

Why, son, I like you fine, and I would like to do you a good turn instead of a bad one, but, boy, you cant ask me to fit the rope around my own neck, can you?

I see, said Phil Slader.

Well? said the outlaw.

Theres no use in arguing when youve made up your mind so complete.

Curse me if you aint cool! said Lon Kirby. Set down and rest yourself and roll yourself a smoke. I dunno when Ive got into a mess that I liked less than I like this! Now, why couldnt you be some sneaking, whining yap of a gent, instead of what you are? Why couldnt you fall on your knees and scream for help, when you seen me and my gun? Or why couldnt you of pretended that you didnt know who I was? Or why couldnt you of begged for your life, and, most of all, why couldnt you of throwed up to me how you lay there yonder in the bush and watched me bury that coin — and didnt put a bullet through me when you had a chance? Why couldnt you of been something like that, instead of a white man, so far as I can see? If you was a low sneak, it would be a plumb pleasure to me to drill you and leave you there to rot beside the water till the spring floods come along and washed you down. But the way it stands, you would ride on my conscience for a long time. Darned if you wouldnt bother me in my sleep. And here I am, like a windy old fool, talking a lot too much. And maybe, he added, his eye and his voice turning to iron, giving you a wrong idea that Im getting mush-hearted and soft, eh? Maybe doing that for you, son?

Phil Slader shrugged his shoulders.

You aint in the mood for talking, eh? said the outlaw.

I know Im about to die, said Phil Slader, and that doesnt make your ugly mug any better looking to me.

Keep your lip to yourself, kid, said the outlaw darkly. Im no uglier than some that are a lot better men than youll ever be, my lad. And I want you to cotton onto that idea and never to forget it. You understand me what I say?

Take your rifle, said Phil Slader, and stand off a mite and do the job. Ive got no mind to stay here and be chewed to bits by the mosquitoes before I kick off.

The outlaw calmly stood up and raised his rifle to his shoulder.

Wait a minute, said Phil Slader. Just stand back there another yard, will you? And then let me stand up. I got an idea that Id like to stand to take this.

All right, said the bandit, nodding. Are you ready? he added, as Phil stood up.

Im ready, right enough, said Phil Slader.

Close your eyes, then.

No, Ill take this with them open.

The finger of the bandit curled around the trigger — but though the soul of Phil Slader seemed to lurch forward as though eager to take wing, there was no explosion.

You didnt blink! said the outlaw, and he dropped the rifle into the hook of his left arm. Curse my soul, but you didnt even blink!

Whats up? asked Phil angrily. Is this a joke, maybe?

Joke? Powder and lead dont make good joking, son!

Then get the mess over with, will you? Im tired of it.

You sort of hunger after going West, do you? Well, kid, Id like to tell you this: I want to be decent with you. I want to do whats fair and right, as near as I can. And if you was to give me any messages for anybody, Id be pretty sure that they got what you said, word for word.

Thanks. I got nothing that I want to say to nobody.

No? You dont mean it! Not a word to nobody? I see that youre a cold-blooded young devil, then. But you sure are in the mooney period, and you must have a best girl stuck away somewhere in your head, eh?

No, said Phil Slader. No — she doesnt waste any time thinking about me.

Aye, said the other almost joyfully, then there is a girl, eh?

Look here, said Phil Slader, you might let John Newells daughter know that I — er — that I didnt have to wink when I seen it coming. You might do that. She would be sort of interested maybe.

John Newell?

Hes a farmer near Crusoe. Yunderstand, this girl only has seen me twice. There dont have to be anything weepy in what you write to her about me; but just tell her the straight facts, will you?

Good, said the outlaw. Ill do that. And that winds up the list?

Thats all.

Your mother is dead, then?

Yes, shes dead.

And you and your father dont get on well together?

Phil Slader smiled.

If I had my father living, said he, youd never send him a message from me.

No?

No, you wouldnt. You would only be praying humble and hard that he would never know that there was such a gent as you in the world — let alone that you had a hand in bumping me off!

Lon Kirby raised his brows. You talk like your dad was a high stepper in his own day, kid, said he sternly. You talk like maybe I would turn my back on him?

No, said Phil. Im not enough fool for that. I only tell you the facts — that you might stand to him, but youd know that youd be beat before you went for your gun.

Lets hear his name, said Lon Kirby angrily. Id like to know that mans name, kid.

His name was Jack Slader, said the boy.

And he saw the outlaw shrink and gasp as though he had been struck.

Jack Slader — the Jack Slader? Bless me, but you aint his son?

I am, though.

Its a lie, said Kirby. You aint the sneak thats living ever since with the gent that murdered your old man?

Murdered him? said Phil Slader hoarsely. Murdered him? No, Im living with a man that beat him in a fair-and-square fight and took me in afterward, I suppose. Im not living with a man that murdered Jack Slader.

Wait a minute, said Lon Kirby. Lemme stand back and have a look at you. Jack Sladers boy? Darned if you aint! Darned if you aint! You got his face, too. Rougher, maybe, and not so gay, but you got his face — only youre a bigger man. Jack Sladers son! Where have my eyes been today? Cursed if you aint almost able to stand duty for his ghost on the day that I first met him. Well — I was a kid then, and he give me advice that should have put some sense into my head, but it didnt! But lemme tell you this — if youre Jack Sladers boy, you know that the kind of a carrion that Magruder is never had the nerve to stand to Jack Slader in a fight — let alone beat him and kill him.


CHAPTER XXI
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THE THING WHICH we half know beforehand is ever more impressive when the truth is fully revealed than the information which is totally new and unexpected.

Phil Slader began to tremble.

Partner, said he, you sure are making me want to live. And if youll prove to me that Magruder didnt kill dad fair and square — Ill get down on my knees and beg you to let me live long enough to find Magruder and kill him. Then Ill come back here to you. You understand what I say?

I know — I know, said the outlaw, but I cant give you the proof, and even if I could, I wouldnt.

Tell me why, Kirby?

Because it aint right for any man to stand up and take the law into his hands. It aint at all right, son. I speak that ought to know what Im talking about. Ive killed my list, Heaven pity me, and Ive seen some hard-boiled eggs go down eating my lead. But it never give me no joy, particular. I aint a particular happy man, kid. You leave the law be. Itll do its own work with no advice from you or from me.

Its let Magruder live these years and grow fat! said Phil Slader.

Magruder aint dead yet, said Lon Kirby. And you take it from me, the way that a man dies is what puts the mark on the way that he lived. Magruder will have a sick way of dying. His finish will be worse than a dogs, or I miss my guess about him.

You might as well tell me what you know about dads finish, said Phil Slader.

I dont know nothing — except that Magruder lies when he says that he beat your dad fair and square and man to man.

How do you know that?

Because I knew your dad. I was a youngster. Too young to be trying my hand at the sort of game that I liked. Lemme see. It was twenty years ago that I first met up with your father. He was young, too. But he wasnt a fool kid, like me. I was sixteen and thought that I was the hardest man that ever stepped into stirrups and yelled for a fight. But your father convinced me a lot different.

He smiled and shook his head, looking back with a foolish fondness into those dimly distant days of his youth. I was talking big and acting big around that camp, said Lon Kirby. And I ran slam into your dad, and I got up and cussed him out and told him what I thought about him and dared him to stand up and fight me!

Ah! said Phil Slader, and leaned forward to listen more perfectly.

He was about twenty-four or five, said the outlaw. That was young. But he had ten years of it behind him, and that made him old. Besides, he had as much sense as he had nerve, which means a whole oceanful of it. He looked me in the eye and let me talk myself out. And he smoked his cigarette and watched the smoke blow up and curl away against the stars.

The young kids that were sitting around, they were mighty scared and tickled to hear anybody talk like that to Slader himself. But the older gents, they didnt smile. They didnt even look at me. It was as though I didnt count at all in that picture. They just kept their eyes riveted on Jack, as though he was the one who would do the things that really counted.

Well, I just talked myself out, after a while, and still Jack hadnt answered me. I felt a little queer about it, but pretty proud, on the whole.

And when I met Jack Slader the next morning he just smiled and nodded to me, until I told myself that I had made the great man take water! Yes, I was fool enough to tell myself that. And it was two days later that I happened to be standing beside Slader when a rabbit jumped up and ran away.

Take a try at it, Lon, says Jack.

I did, and I missed, and then he snatched out his Colt and fired from the hip, and that rabbit jumped in the air and turned somersaults into heaven. I never saw such a shot before, and Ill never see such a shot again.

I could only stand there and stare, and, of course, I knew why he had asked me to try that shot. Because he knew that Id miss, and because he knew that he wouldnt, and he wanted to show me what would have happened to me if I had fought with him that other night.

Well, it made me feel pretty low and mean and shaky. But he took my gun and fired it at a tree — and missed it on purpose.

I think that your gun shoots a shade to the right too much, said Jack. And he handed the gat back to me. That was his way. He wouldnt make a fool even out of me, much as I deserved it that day.

Of course, it was a terrible drop for me, but it took me three whole days before I got up my nerve to walk up to the camp fire, where the rest of the gents were all sitting around. And I says:

Jack, I made a fool of myself here the other night. All I got to say is that Im all the names that I called you. I want to apologize, and I hope that youll accept it.

No idea what it cost me to eat dirt that way. I had to go out and rehearse that speech for days and hours. And even then, when I came to make it, I had to stutter and stammer through it. When I made my little talk, some of the older men nodded and grunted, but the youngsters, they all sneered at me, as though they would rather of died than of done such a thing. Well, Jack Slader he stood right up and took my hand.

Thank you for sayin that before the rest of the bunch, Lon, says he. But there wasnt any need of it. I knew that you were sorry. Though I see that theres some of the young puppies here that dont understand the thing that youve just done.

And he looked around that circle slow and easy. Ill tell you that he had an eye that was hard to meet, and glances dropped like leaves in October. After that, he was my friend. He never forced his advice on me about anything, but when I asked him about something, a few days later, he told me that I ought to go home. He showed me where this sort of a life wound up. But I wouldnt believe him. Why, looking at Jack, he was so dog-gone handsome and sort of shining and glorious that I told myself that a life that was good enough for him was plenty good enough for me! And so there I stuck and got to be the thing that he warned me against!

This speech was delivered slowly by Lon Kirby, with many pauses — not as one who hunts for words, but as one who lingers a little, seeing more and more clearly the pictures of which he was to speak. What he said came from very near his heart. There was a natural silence after this speech.

Then Lon Kirby said: It seems as though you didnt know your old man very good?

Phil shook his head. He could not speak.

All right, said Lon Kirby. You dont need to be ashamed and hang your head. Because he was the sort of a man that was worth your while getting soft about. He was white, one hundred per cent white, if I havent been around the world a good long distance, but Ive never yet found nobody that would match up with him for a minute! You take my word for it! Nothing that Ive said about him was enough. He was a whole size larger than anybody else that I ever met!

There was another pause, and some of the brightness had died out of the eyes of Phil when the other said: Now you can get a general idea of some of the reasons why Magruder never could of killed your dad. Magruder is a good fighting man. Hes a straight shot and hes a quick one, and hes as good, or he used to be, as I am myself, which is saying enough for pretty near any man. But he never seen the day when he would of stood up to your father — not even for the half part of a second, yunderstand me?

I understand, all right, said Phil Slader.

And now, said the other, it seems that things has sort of changed between you and me. It looks almost as though we had growed friendly — or is it only talk — which is like booze and often goes to the head?


CHAPTER XXII
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IT SEEMED TO Phil Slader that all the kindness in the manner of Lon Kirby was almost purely adventitious. If that gentleness was founded upon old relations with the great Jack Slader, those relations were much too aëriform to be counted upon heavily. Under the surface of all this gentleness he felt the presence of iron qualities, hardly masked.

So he waited, saying nothing.

As for Lon Kirby, it seemed that he would gladly have heard more talk from Phil, either persuasive or adversative, so that he could find some manner of working himself out of this affair in one way or another. But the silence of Phil threw the whole moral weight of the decision squarely upon him. And he writhed mentally under the burden.

Now, kid, said he, I want you to tell me what you expect that I should do here.

Phil Slader thought upon the question for some time and then slowly looked up.

I dont know, he said at last. I see that you want to do whats right by me. But this is a stickler. If you leave me free, I may scoot away, you think, and raise the folks to hunt the river for you. If you dont leave me free, its kinder to kill me, and you feel that that is hardly fair and square to my father. Aint that the way that things stand?

Kirby blinked, like one who, after wandering through thickest night for a long time, sees a sudden flash across the sky before him and hears it crash near his very feet. So it was with Kirby. He had lived so much among the crafty and the cunning that to find one example of frankness and honesty was almost more than he could believe. He remained for a long time, studying the face of Phil Slader, but failing to find there any hint of hypocrisy.

Thats the way that things stand, said Lon Kirby at last. Heres the money, too. That counts. Because you had a chance to count it.

Yes, said Phil.

How much was there?

A hundred and eighty-two thousand dollars.

A hundred and eighty-two or eighty-three. Which makes up a pretty neat little wad of money, eh?

Phil nodded.

I aint a miser, said the bandit, but you got to admit that I have my reasons for treating that money sort of respectful. You might say that its my all, eh? It represents my savings and my checking account, too!

Phil nodded again.

And dyou aim to understand why I buried that coin?

Of course. Youre taking a long chance, fetching down along the river in this way. You may win through safe enough, but then, again, you may miss altogether. You may run straight into their hands, and if they catch you, you dont want them to catch the money at the same time. Still, this aint the only place you can hide it.

The other grinned rather more broadly than before.

I might leave you here and go off down the stream and hide it in some other place, eh? Yes, and you might follow and see the new place as good as this one, kid! You might do that, and you would do that. What?

No, said Phil, not if I told you that I wouldnt.

Dyou expect me to believe that?

No, not at all.

The bandit shrank again and bit his lip. He stared for a moment down at the ground.

You look square. You act square, said he. And I know that your father was the squarest crook that ever cracked a safe or stuck up a stage in the old days.

Here he raised his head again and stared fixedly at Phil. Inspiration had come.

Kid, said he, I dont want to make any fool of myself, but the funny idea has come along to me that maybe Ive found out an honest man!

He spoke it with such emotion that Phil Slader gaped at him and answered: Why, I hope Im one of the honest people, Kirby!

One of them? If youre honest, said the bandit, youre about the only one. Dont tell me. I started among good folks. Ive seen how much sneaking crookedness there was in them. The bad that is in good people is a terrible badness, kid. Look at me. Im mean and hard and crooked and I know that Im bad. I can appreciate that badness, and I can appreciate what real goodness should be, too.

Ive had pals, in my day, that Ive swore to be true to, and theyve swore to be true to me. And Ive had them leave me in the lurch — some of them quit me when the pinch come and the guns were about to start talkin. And some weakened when it come to making a fair-split of the loot. And some double crossed me for no good reason, except because they got jealous of me, or something foolish like that, yunderstand? Oh, yes, Ive had my experiences. But I havent found a square shooter and an honest man yet — except Jack Slader — and they had a price on his head!

He began to laugh and he ended his laugh with a snarl.

I have no more partners now, kid. Gents never disappoint me, because I never give them a chance. And Im not going to give you the chance, either! Kid, if I get soft about you, it means that Im getting old and weak, and near my finish! Aint that a fact?

Maybe it is, said Phil Slader coldly. I dont know you. But Im not going to beg. And if youre through telling me what a rotten lot other folks are, now tell me what youre going to do with me, will you?

For he had grown more and more irritated as he listened to Kirby. He knew, indeed, that he was standing rubbing elbows with a miserable death. But he found that the thought did not fill him with fear, but rather raised joy in his heart. He felt more defiance in him than fear. It was that absence of fear that delighted him and filled him with wonder.

But the devil in Lon Kirby was no intangible thing; it was a living and breathing soul, and now it leaped into his face, transforming him wonderfully.

By Heaven! gasped Kirby. Why, youre beggin me to shoot, aint you?

Phil Slader shrugged his shoulders. You been talking a lot of bunk about the folks that you knew and didnt know, Kirby. And you been saying what gents was honest, and what wasnt. But the whole point that interests me is this: If you can trust me, you turn me loose, and the thing ends that way. If you cant trust me, you pull a gun and shoot me. Thats the whole of it. Now, you make up your mind which youre going to do, because I cant persuade you, and Im not going to try.

Aye, said the other, glaring at him. Youre pretty near mean enough to be honest, kid. Youve got something in you, though — you got some honesty in you — but how much is there? How much is there?

Phil shrugged his shoulders again.

How old are you, Slader?

Nearly twenty-two.

Twenty-two? Aye, and when was there ever a hundred and eighty thousand dollars worth of honesty in a kid twenty-two years old?

The wide shoulders of Slader were shrugged again.

One chance in a thousand, said the outlaw, more to himself than to his companion. But Ive played chances that long, before this, so why shouldnt I play them again? Why not again? A thousand to one, kid, that youre a crook, but I take the chance on you!

Hearing him say it so quietly and thoughtfully, Phil Slader could hardly believe his ears. But he saw Lon Kirby stand up and pick from the ground the revolver, which he had taken from his antagonist.

That weapon was passed to Phil, handle first. He had only to press the trigger with his finger and send Lon Kirby to the last accounting — while he himself picked a hundred and eighty thousand dollars from the gravel.

He thrust the Colt deep in its holster and he smiled at Lon Kirby.

Lon, said he, if this was to be the . . . .

Shut up, kid, said Lon Kirby. Shut up and dont talk. It looks easy for you to play square with me — just now when you got your chance to live safe and happy. But maybe things wont be so good when you go back home and sleep over this to-night. Youll wake up in the middle of the night, and youll see yourself dressed up in fancy togs, with a hundred and eighty thousand dollars in your pocket. Thats what youll see, eh?

Phil Slader made no reply. He could see that the very inmost nature of Lon Kirby had been stirred by the scene through which they had just passed. His heart had been opened, and a stranger permitted to look into the guarded sanctum which exists in the soul of every man. Now he revolted against the familiarity which he had permitted in a stranger and was closing the portals of the inner temples.

So long, said Lon Kirby. And he turned on his heel.

He crossed the opening until he came within a stride or two of the undergrowth which edged the beach. Then terror seemed to stab him suddenly in the small of the back. He leaped forward and disappeared with a crash out of the view of that potential enemy who stood in the clearing, with a gun behind at his waist.

But after that first crash, there was silence, and whether the other was slinking away toward his raft, beyond the point, or whether he had remained crouched there in hiding to observe the man whom he had put in danger of death and freed again, Phil could not tell. However, he raised the heavy boulder and let it sink again into its former position, covering solidly the treasure of Lon Kirby.


CHAPTER XXIII

[image: img107.jpg]

IT WAS NOT until Phil Slader had gone back from the marshes along the river and started for the hotel of Magruder that he began to recollect the other great event of this day. Even so, though he was riding back to face Magruder — who might be a murderer or not, as the case chanced, the crisis between himself and Doc seemed a very slight affair compared to that interview between himself and the outlaw.

Yet the two, in a way, went hand in hand. For the greatest incident in that interview had been the recollections which Lon Kirby had expressed concerning famous Jack Slader.

The picture in the mind of Phil which made up the living representation of his father had been composed of vague remembrances out of his childhood, to a small degree, and to a greater extent of the stories and the impressions which had constantly been brought to his ears since he reached the age of distinct memories. What he recalled in person was a darkly handsome man, usually smiling, with flashing, quick-moving eyes, who appeared when not expected and disappeared again without any good reason. It was a very vague picture, a mass of vague hints with on agglutinate to hold the different impressions together; that was the sense of fear which had always accompanied his father like a shadow — not dread of Jack Slader himself, but an atmosphere of terror in which Jack lived and moved — the dread which is the breath in the nostrils of the hunted man. His mother did not appear at all to the eye of his mind. She was merely a vague sensation of sorrow and of sweetness, lodged far in the back of his mind.

But the greatest part, by far, that he knew of his father was not brought to his mind by memory; it was built out of the impressions which others had carried to him, and those impressions had been chiefly grim things enough. He had seen his father in every attitude of the desperado and gun fighter. He had seen him gun and knife in hand; he had seen him stealing through the night, like a stalking cat; he had seen him revealed in midday with a black mask across his face; he had seen Jack Slader galloping, yelling, through a startled town; he had listened to the explosion of Jack Sladers Colt in many a barroom brawl. Until, at last, a streak of red flame and a smudge of stinging powder smoke obscured in the mind of the boy his own image of the man.

Lon Kirby had fortified one image and torn down the other. This was a reasonable, sane, gentle fellow of whom he spoke. No doubt there were wild moments of passion in such a nature as that of Jack Sladers. There were times of explosion and rage and terrible blindness of battle fury, but there was also this other person, thoughtful, smiling, considerate of others, as he had been so pre-ëminently in his dealings with that terrible young firebrand, Lon Kirby. With what a soothing influence these thoughts came home to the heart of the boy!

He had registered, long ago, a resolution born of a sense of duty, that when he grew older and chances came to him he would avenge the death of his father, if he could ever discover that Magruder had not downed him in fair fight. Now the testimony of Lon Kirby rang in the mind of the boy like a great bell pealing. Magruder, swore the outlaw, could never have handled Jack Slader. Magruder was as formidable a fighter as Lon Kirby himself, according to that gentleman, but even Lon Kirby would never have dreamed of standing for an instant to Jack Slader, hand to hand!

That was a freight of heavy testimony. This was a poundage of evidence which would be hard to balance; yet something more was needed before the scales inclined absolutely against Magruder. The opinion of no man could be enough to force on Phil the necessity of killing Magruder. There must be some more direct proof. And where could that proof be found?

When he got back to the hotel he hurried on to the field and harnessed his horses for the harrow. And as he took them out and prepared for work, the gray stallion neighed so loudly from the inclosure that the work horses fell into a confusion. They crowded against one another. They trembled and tossed their heads and grew wild-eyed. It was as though they had been mere paper images of horses, and the neigh of the stallion was a breath of wind that set them all at odds with themselves.

The work of harrowing suddenly became a silly thing to Phil Slader. He took the horses back to the barn and returned to the corral. There he bridled and saddled the big gray — and he slipped into the saddle.

It was always easy enough to do that. For it was only when the weight of a rider was settled firmly upon his back that the stallion began to fight. Some said that in his colthood he had been ridden with a burr beneath the saddle blanket, put there by the malice of some fool. And ever since he dreaded lest the torment should begin again!

When he felt the weight of Phil against him, now, he transformed himself at once into a raging fiend. A few age-long minutes followed before a whirling, snapping pitch jerked Phil Slader from the saddle and hurled him beneath the lowest bar of the fence — hurled him into safety just as the plunging forehoofs of the great horse struck for the spot where he had slid and missed him by inches.

He sat up, when his brain had cleared enough to permit this, and watched through a haze while Rooster raced up and down the inclosure, foaming, snapping with his teeth, shaking an imaginary victim to bits, rearing to strike a foe down with forefeet, or brandishing his mighty heels to let light through another enemy.

Phil Slader looked upon the monster with awe and with wonder. He could never conquer that spirit, he knew. Something had been lacking in him on the first day, when he fought the great fight with Rooster. Some vital and flaring wildness had been missing from his nature to match the irresistible furies of the big horse. The girl, with a trenchant eye, had looked straight to the real inner weakness which none of the men had been able to observe. What a cunning one she is! thought Phil Slader, picking himself up out of the dust and leaning against the fence.

There never had been such a horse for size and beauty and strength combined. There never had been such an animal before, he told himself, and, just as surely, instinct told him that he was the born master for the gray. Aye, for into the chamber of the mind where he kept the picture of all that a horse should be, this image of Rooster fitted perfectly. That ideal horse of his, no down-headed weakling of a slavish disposition. It was a wild-hearted tyrant, like Rooster in very deed! But it seemed that the thing which he yearned toward was the thing which he could not master. It was a nightmare feeling of impotence, and he groaned as he thought of it.

If only something might be added to his nature — some extra spark — some breath of fire — then he knew that he would sit upon the back of the gray horse as perfectly at ease as an eagle in the wind. He would know the mind of Rooster, and big Rooster would know the mind of his master. And all would be well between them!

So thought Philip Slader and felt, an instant later, a little chill penetrating the small of his back. He turned about, and it seemed to him that a shadow moved from behind the window in the hotel which overlooked the corrals. Some one had been standing there, watching, and he did not need to ask who it was.

To make assurance doubly sure, he went strollling to the hotel. Half a dozen idlers were on the veranda. They made their usual foolish efforts to sting him into conversation.

This Kirby has more nerve than even Jack Slader used to have! a voice said.

Phil passed hastily on into the building. He had no wish to remain there and exchange words with these fellows. He went on and met Bob, the negro servant, in the hall. And Bob grinned. He was just looking for Phil.

Wheres Magruder? asked Phil. Never mind what you want out of me. Is Magruder here now?

Here and sending me after you, said Bob. He wants you to come right in.

Phil walked into the room which served, by turns, as hotel office and gambling room for Magruder — according to whether he was broke or flush. He had hoped to find Magruder alone at this moment, but, instead, he found three men sitting in the room with him, reading over a document which consisted of several typewritten pages.

Here he is now, said Magruder. Speak of the devil and — you know the rest, boys. Now, Phil, I want you to sit down here and sign your name on something. Want you to sit down here and write out your name, because Ive got it all drawed up legal and fine. This here paper is a deed, Phil. Its a deed to a one-half interest in this farm. You hear? One-half interest in this farm and the buildings thats on it — including the hotel. How much did you say that these forty acres are worth, Harry?

The way the ground is improved, with alfalfa and fruit and what not, and everything trimmed up so fine by the work of Phil, said Harry, this farm ought to bring a smart price.

Aye, said Magruder, its Phils work. I want that the credit should go where it belongs. Hes slaved day and night, that boy has, and I want you to understand that he never done it because he expected that this would be coming to him. He done it because he loved the work — and what has his work made this worth?

It ought to bring three hundred an acre at any mans auction, said Harry gravely. And maybe more — maybe more!

Twelve thousand dollars in land — another ten thousand for the hotel. Phil, Im going to give you eleven thousand dollars worth of stuff, if youll sign this! And Ive got the boys here to witness!
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HE POINTED, AS he said this, to the three and, above all, to Harry Mansell. For Harry was a universal authority upon all delicate points; he had been to a university, and there he had acquired the training of a lawyer. Or, at least, he had nearly acquired it. At any rate, Harry Mansell had never practiced, but his opinion was more valued among the cowpunchers up and down the range than was the word of any real lawyer with his name in black letters upon the clouded glass of an office door.

I got these boys to witness, said Magruder, and specially I got Harry, here, to write out the paper so that it would be good and legal and binding, yunderstand?

I understand, said Phil Slader.

A darned handsome thing it is, too, said Harry Mansell. Eleven thousand — Id put a half of the property at a higher valuation than that, Phil. Theres twelve thousand for the land alone. Burn down all the buildings and throw away all the tools and wagons and horses and what not, but keep the land and whats rooted in that land, and you have a property thats worth a good twelve thousand. You ought to write the hotel down for another twelve thousand. I know that old Magruder, here, must clear a good two thousand a year out of it. Or maybe he clears three thousand. So at that rate its worth twelve thousand of any mans money. Besides that, you have to consider the cost of the barns and the sheds and the fencing, which is all extra-fine quality and built to last. And there are all the other improvements, such as that blacksmith shop — which make a sure sale, theyre so convenient, besides adding, I should say, several thousand dollars to the price. Now, for my part, considering all of the improvements and the horses and equipment all the way through, Id write this place down for a thirty thousand dollars value, Phil. And your half of it would be fifteen thousand, of course, which is what Magruder, here, is offering to you in this paper.

He tapped the sheets with a semi-legal frown.

What came to the mind of Phil Slader, then, was perhaps purest foolishness of fancy, but, at any rate, it took a strong hold upon him. The whir of a bullet was still as loud as a trumpet in his ear, past which it had sung that same day from the rifle of Magruder.

He merely said: Doc, it wont do. I cant take so much money from you! Cant possibly!

The face of Magruder wrinkled with something very closely akin to suspicion, but he forced himself to smile at once. Leaning back in his chair he said:

Talk to him, Harry. The kid thinks that its too much. You convince him.

Harry Mansell grinned and remarked: If you want me to convince him, really, I think that it would be an easy thing to do. For one thing, hes been doing a mans work around this place for the last ten years or more, and I dont know that hes been troubled with a mans wages during that time.

At this unexpected turn in the conversation, Magruder cleared his throat painfully, but Harry Mansell pretended not to hear, and he continued:

Besides, you have to consider what youve done to the place, youngster. It was just a thistle patch and hardly more when you took hold of it. Land not worth a thousand dollars at the most. The way it stands today, its your work. And youve built the new barn and the sheds and youve made the tools or most of em and repaired the old running stock until its as good as new; youve bred and raised the horses that are pulling the plow for you today. So that, take it all in all, it looks to me as though youre responsible for a lot more than half of the property as it stands. However, any way that you look at it, I would say that youre entitled to whats in these papers. What do you think yourself?

I dont know, said Phil Slader. What you say may be true, but I have other plans. And I may not be here very long. Id rather finish up here and call it quits. Doc has taken care of me for fourteen years. Fed and clothed me.

He looked down at his ragged clothes with a smile and then he added: I dont want your money, Doc. Thats all, I guess. And — so long, gents!

So he walked out of the room, and as he closed the door behind him he could hear the voice of Magruder muttering:

There you are! Hes queer, you see. Something always on his mind. Growed up, now, and he wants to spread his wings. Old nest not good enough for him. Turns down a fortune. Think of it! Fifteen thousand at twenty-two! What one of us had that much at his age? But you heard how he talks?

Phil Slader had heard enough, and he walked softly on down the hall. He could tell, from what he had heard and seen, that another shadow had fallen upon his reputation, and he had been written down, again, as a queer one.

What interested him most was the attitude of Magruder. He could not attribute that offer to mere generosity. There must be something else behind it. Knowing Magruder as he did, he knew that it must cost the big man the blood from his very heart to even consider parting with half of his property. Therefore, what was the ulterior motive which spurred on Magruder to this act of generosity or justice? And before such witnesses, who would spread the report of it over all the country in a very few days?

He paused on the veranda and let the heat of the sun fall strongly upon his face and throat. It seemed to him that he needed that healthy fire to burn away the shadowy thoughts which were rising in him.

A flash of red and gold beside him made him turn, and there stood a slender, dark-faced man in Mexican jacket and high, peaked sombrero that must have weighed many pounds. The red was his silk shirt, none too clean, and the gold was the braid around the crown of his hat.

You have a match, señor? he asked.

Here, said Phil Slader, passing a package to the foreigner.

The other lighted his cornucopia-shaped cigarette. As he smoked, he took out a little watch charm from his pocket, a little, golden Agnus Dei, and began to spin it back and forth upon his delicate forefinger. There were other little decorative aglets about him, from the fringes of his sash to the bells that tinkled behind his heels.

You live here, señor?

I live here, admitted Phil.

I, also, said the other, have come to work for Señor Magruder. I am Diego Pasqual.

Pasqual, I am Philip Slader. Im pleased to know you. But what sort of work are you going to do for Magruder?

I? I cannot tell. I do things with cattle. I can ride herd, and other things. I do not milk cows — I do not saw wood — I do not plow. No, those are not things for a man. But otherwise I am ready to do a mans work. We shall see!

He said this with a faint smile in his eyes, and there was no doubt that he meant the insult to sting. However, though the whole line of loungers leaned forward to see in what manner he might act, it was not in the mind of Phil to allow himself to become entangled in a brawl. He merely shrugged his shoulders, and then he walked on down the steps. As he turned the corner of the building — indeed, even before he was out of sight — he could hear the voice of the Mexican raised unnecessarily loud:

This plowboy, he does not defend himself, no?

Trouble — trouble — trouble! And more mystery, too? For what on earth could Magruder want with a hired man of this type and on such a place as this?

He had his explanation a little later in the day, when Magruder came out to him as he worked to repair the broken windlass on the windmill. He was very sorry, was Magruder, that his protégé had chosen to refuse the proffered grant, but Phil cut him short.

You cant understand me, Doc, said he. And I cant understand you. Lets not try any longer, but tell me what the fellow out yonder — Diego Pasqual, or whatever his name is — tell me what hes going to do for you, or have you bought a ranch for him to ride herd on?

Pasqual? Ranch? Ride herd? asked Magruder, chuckling. No, Ill tell you about Pasqual. Hes no good. Theres good Mexicans and theres bad ones, the same as Yankees, Phil. But theres difference: When theyre good, theyre pretty near saints. A good Mexican, who is your friend, will do anything for you. But if a Mexican is bad, hes pretty bad. Thats the way with Pasqual. My friend, you understand? I happened to do a good turn for him a long time ago, and so hes square with me and hes honest with me. But hes a bad actor, that Diego is. You steer clear of him, kid. Got a nasty tongue and he doesnt care how he uses it, not him. You steer clear of him. Hell only be here for a few days. I want him to do a little dealing for me in the poker games that start up here now and then because hes got a rare talent for that sort of thing. Diego the Silk Hand — thats what they call him in his own country. And hes silky with the cards, right enough. Diego the Silk Hand!

And he laughed heartily.

One part of his speech proved true enough. For this Diego Pasqual proved to have a most virulent tongue. But as for remaining only a few days, he seemed to make himself so welcome to Magruder at the poker table that he remained on and on. And he proved a thorn in the side of Phil.

However, there was another bit of news that occupied all the mind of Phil Slader at that time. It came over the telephone, in the first place — just the hint of the news and no details — that Lon Kirby had been taken.

The next day it was in the newspaper in all its grisly details. Lon Kirby had been taken, indeed, and in a fight which would go down in history among the great efforts of the desperadoes. He had been shot at and dropped as he was leaving a house in the mountains. He had dragged himself into a grain field, and there a posse had worked in to get at him. One of that posse was killed. Three others were badly wounded and two more were incapacitated for further action before the ammunition of Lon Kirby gave out. Then, they had reason to believe, he tried to kill himself with his last bullet, but his bullet lodged in the weapon, and so Lon Kirby was captured.

They had carried him into the house, tied up his wounds, and carted him at once to the nearest jail, eight miles away. It was a marvel that the jolting trip had not shaken the little remaining life out of him, but he had managed to survive and now he was fast regaining strength.

But what remained before Lon Kirby? Death, of course. No jury in the world would refuse to convict him for some one of the murders which were listed on his slate. In the meantime, a treble guard was being maintained over him, day and night, to rob him of the least possible chance of escape. No, it seemed definite that Lon Kirby was to hang.

And when he was dead, what of the money which he had left buried on the bank of the Crusoe?

Phil had forced himself to keep from thought of it up to this time. Now and again, as Lon Kirby had prophesied, the thought of the buried treasure rushed suddenly upon him and wakened him in the middle of the night with a beating heart. But, on the whole, he had kept the money pushed firmly out of his mind. Now, however, he could not resist the thought of it, and of something that went with it, linked together with a mysterious closeness: Nell Newell. For he knew that she had meant what she said. Money was more than a word to her. And if she had noticed him before, what would she do if he came with a big fortune in his hands?


CHAPTER XXV

[image: img107.jpg]

PHIL HAD A strange interview, five days after he read the details of the capture of Lon Kirby. He had ridden to Crusoe to buy a pair of new collars to replace some which had been gradually worn beyond all patching. As he stepped out of the saddlers shop, a shifty-eyed little man touched his arm.

Youre Phil Slader, kid?

Im Phil Slader.

How are ye, Slader? Im Blinky Rosen, yunderstand?

Phil smiled at him, much at a loss.

Come on! snapped Blinky. Take a tumble to yourself. Im wise, kid. Im wise. I come from the big chief, yunderstand?

Phil shook his head.

Bah! said Blinky. Loosen up, kid. Im on the level. What do you want out of me — a letter, eh?

And he sneered with much malignity.

Hold on, said Phil. Youre talking to the wrong man, I think. I dont know any big chief that you speak about.

Youre deep, eh? said Blinky Rosen. Oh, I used to be deep, too, when I was your age. I used to be deep as a well, till I found out that it didnt buy me nothing. But look here, kid. I aint made any mistake. Youre Phil Slader. I got the description from him myself. And what he wants is iron boys — a flock of em. Ten grand is what he wants. He says that youre to kick through with it. You hear me talk?

I hear you, said Phil, but I dont understand.

I thought you wouldnt, said the other, sneering. I told the boys that this would be trying to fly a kite on a calm day. Never raise that much wind for a guy thats where Lon is now. However, Ive made my try. You turn him down cold. Well, itll never win you no good name in the business, kid, and you can lay to that!

The first flash of his possible meaning crossed the mind of Phil Slader. It was Lon Kirby to whom the man referred. And Lon Kirby, in desperate need, had sent this man to receive money from the hidden store — had sent him to Phil Slader to receive ten grand — underworld talk which meant ten thousand dollars.

It was an exquisite compliment, in its own way. It meant that Lon Kirby, even in his desperate need, dared not trust to any of his cronies the discovery of the hidden loot, for fear lest they should take the whole body of the money and convert it to their own uses.

He had sent this emissary, instead, to find Phil Slader and to receive from Phils hand, then, the amount of money which he required.

It threw Phil at once into the deepest sort of a quandary. That money was stolen, as he well knew. And if he became a partner in the distribution of it to other thugs, would he not really share in the guilt of the stealing of it or incur another form of guilt almost as black? Would he not be at once dabbling in the very sort of soot which he had striven all his young life to avoid with such a particular care?

Yet he felt that there was a strong bond uniting him to the thug. On the one hand, his life had been in the hands of Lon Kirby, and that life had been spared, and the whole of a great treasure left by the outlaw at the mercy of a young boy whom he had seen on one occasion and no more. On the other hand, it was from Lon Kirby that he had received the gentlest and what seemed to him the truest portrait of his dead father, and therefore the best and tenderest strain in him was profoundly touched.

He raised his head from these thoughts and he found that Blinky was regarding him with a quizzical and half-sympathetic grin.

I know, said Blinky. Ive been where you are, though never so bad. Ive had to loosen up with three grand at one time, to a pal that had his back against the wall, and it sure hurt. But I never regretted it afterwards. Neither will you. It pays to go square, kid. You been deep. Nobody ever guessed that Lon had a side-kicker. Nobody ever dreamed that he would of picked out a kid like you for a pal if he did want one. But if you try to go too deep — if you try to double cross Lon — youll go to the devil for it. I tell you and I know, because I know the gang! Understand? But take your own time — take your own time!

Ill see you to-morrow, said Phil Slader.

To-morrow it is. Only — remember that the chief has to scramble. Time aint too rich with him, just now. He needs cash and he needs it bad or he would never of sent me out here for it. But Ill see you here in town to-morrow. When?

About nine in the morning.

About nine. Theres a nine thirty that goes back to town. I hope that you got that in your mind. So long, Phil! And he slouched up the street with Phil standing in a daze and staring after him. On the whole, it was the hardest moment in his life. He had been in tight places before. The bullet from the rifle of Magruder had been one thing, and the danger of Lon Kirby was another. But, after all, when there was only a matter of physical danger to encounter one could rally ones muscles and harden ones spirit to encounter the crisis. This, however, was far, far different. This was a matter of quite another strain.

For, look as he would, he could not see what was the proper thing for him to do. Cold reason told him that the best thing was to go straight to the sheriff and tell him everything and turn the money over to him. That would be the perfectly legal thing to do.

But what had legality to do with this? For, surely, there was a morality higher than that of the mere technical law. He had stood, in a way, indebted for his life to this same Lon Kirby. And now it was necessary that he make some return, if possible.

But he could feel the world of crime in which his father had lived stretching out its arms toward him — and in his heart a wild and rising temptation. How simple it would be to take a single step through the door into the wild freedom that lay beyond! To cast off all weights and burdens of petty conscience and become winged with his own strength and liberty!

He turned slowly up the street, pausing many times. And so, before he had gone fifty steps, a heavy hand fell on his shoulder, and he looked aside into the face of fat Sheriff Mitchel Holmer.

How are you, Holmer? Phil asked.

Pretty well, said the sheriff. Took off three pounds, last month. Getting thinner every year now. Gunna have a human figger before I die, kid. But that aint what I want to talk to you about.

What is it, then?

Back yonder, said the sheriff, and he hooked his thumb over his shoulder.

Well? asked Phil, frowning.

You know what I mean.

I dont.

I tell you, its poison, kid. You may not believe me now; but I tell you that I know. I know the whole slimy gang of them. They aint fit for you, kid. And dont you let them pull you down. I tell you, I know Blinky like a book, and the cur takes a lot of knowing. But just now — why, kid, it turned me sick all over when I seen you standing up there and talking serious to him. No matter what he wants you to do, lemme tell you that hes wrong — wrong — wrong as the devil!

Maybe he is, admitted Phil Slader. Maybe he is.

It was nothing honest, Phil?

No, said Phil. In a way it wasnt honest. It was the sort of a thing that a man could go to jail for, I suppose.

The sheriff nodded.

I know, kid, said he. I know exactly how you feel. Theres some things that can be put up to a man — and particular to a young man like you — that seem pure and all right. Even though the law looks black on em. Well, I know that the law aint always right. Theres times when it does wrong. Only what I say is that the kind of right thats outside the law dont pass through the hands of a skunk like that Blinky. You take that from me and write it down in big red letters, because I know!

Phil Slader shook his head.

Id like to talk it over with you, sheriff, he said. But its a thing thats between me and my conscience, and nobody can help me.

You and your conscience? said the sheriff. Well, kid, at your age, I know where that argument will end up. But I tell you that you got to watch. Because if you once start sliding, youre the kind that would go a long ways down the hill! And heres another thing, Phil. Mind you, I dont want to throw myself in your face, but Ive got to tell you this. Theres a report come to me that for the first time in your life youve been acting ugly around a chap out at Magruders place — a Mexican — name of Diego Pasqual. What about it?

Acting ugly to him? echoed Phil Slader. Darn it, sheriff, Ive had to bite my tongue nearly out to keep from talking back to him half as bad as hes been talking to me. Who told you this?

I cant pass it on. Only — I tell you plain, Slader. You aint a kid any more. Folks around here, some of them, have been waiting to see you go wrong. Heaven knows I hope that you dont. But I tell you this for your own good. No matter what sort of a corner that you might get into, the moment that you so much as show the butt of a gun or the handle of a knife — youre done. Folks will say that Slader is loose again — bad stuff! And after that — why, you know what I dont want to say!
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HE KNEW, INDEED, what the sheriff did not want to say. Perhaps Mitchel Holmer might have used more words, but he could not have said more clearly than this: If you get into a serious fight, no matter how much you may be in the right, the instant that you strike a blow, public opinion will be solidly against you. The instant you strike, you had better flee!

Such was the interpretation which he placed upon the sheriffs words, and they were all the more sharply brought home to him because he knew that of all the people in that county where he had been raised, there was none who was more of a friend to him in his heart than this same Mitchel Holmer.

He thanked the sheriff for that warning and started back toward the farm. But what chiefly burdened his mind was who could have brought that lying word to the sheriff concerning the manner in which Phil was treating the Mexican, for he who sent that message was pretty sure to have some specifically evil intention against Phil Slader.

He wanted above all an undistracted mind to use as an alembic for the testing of his thoughts, but here he was drawn in two ways — toward the problem of Magruder and the Mexican and, on the other hand, toward the problem of Lon Kirby and the treasure. The second matter he put first, because it had wholly to do with conscience. He felt that it would be a crime to obey the request of Lon Kirby; he felt that it would be a sin to refuse him. With young men sins are perhaps a bit more dreaded than crimes. The law is often considered an enemy and not a friend until a man reaches middle age and has settled to his final work, with his properties gathered around him.

Not going straight home, he turned toward the valley of the Crusoe River and, forcing his way through the difficulties and the damp odors of the marshes, he came again to the beach at the edge of the river. The water had risen a great deal since his last sight of the spot. It was higher now, and he could see that the last rain had brought the watermark within a few feet of the stone. So he lifted the great rock in haste, fearing lest the stream might have soaked through to the paper money. But he found that the pit in the gravel was as dry as dust, and, inside its oiled-silk wrapper, the money was as secure as ever.

He counted the whole treasure over again, bit by bit, and a keen temptation gnawed at his very heart. So much so that when a squirrel chattered suddenly in a tree just above his head, he leaped up with a gasp and jerked forth his gun — the start of a guilty man!

A very strange affair it was, too — counting over this bulky fortune which lay here by the edge of the river, buried with not much more security than a squirrel will bury a nut for the wintertime.

At length he stripped off the necessary bills — how small a part was the ten thousand of the whole mass — and with it made his way back through the marsh, spending a good half hour working to cleanse himself of the muck of that evil place. Then he went home. He passed Magruder as he went to the barn, and Magruder favored him with a smiling nod.

The graciousness of Magruder with the passing of every day was a remarkably interesting study to Phil Slader.

Youve been after fish, I see, said Magruder, pointing to the ineradicable stains upon the clothes of Phil.

Yes, said Phil, keeping a steady eye upon the older man. For the thousandth time the eye of Magruder wavered and fell away from the look of the boy.

Aye, said Magruder, shaking his head and sighing. Still keeping things from me. Still being secret. Still thinking behind my back — why, Phil, what have I ever done to make you hate me like that?

You dont know? asked Phil Slader, smiling.

I dont know.

Youve made a slave of me for ten years. Or fourteen years, from another way of looking at it. Is that nothing, Doc?

Heaven bless you! exclaimed Doc Magruder in the greatest apparent bewilderment. Dyou mean, son, that you hold that old agreement agin me?

Sounds queer, eh? suggested Phil.

But, lad, aint we been friends all of this time?

You see, said Phil Slader, I got a slow-working brain. Doesnt function smooth and easy at all. What I chiefly remember is two things. The first is that you killed my father, Magruder. The second is that you held me ready to throw me over the edge of a cliff if I wouldnt promise to put in ten years of Hades for you.

A bluff, Phil! cried Magruder. A pure bluff! You dont think that I would ever have tried to do what I threatened? No, no! But I was afraid that you would maybe try your hand at running away again, and I couldnt afford to invest so much time chasing you all over the face of the hills. Will you believe me, kid?

I was free to go at any time during these past ten years? said Phil.

Of course — of course! Why, son, this here aint the slave days, and it aint a slave State. Of course, I couldnt hold you, and I wouldnt hold you! Couldnt do it by law and wouldnt try it outside of the law. Believe me, because thats the whole fact!

Phil Slader rubbed his knuckles across his chin.

Ive still got three weeks to put in with you. Then we finish. Well do more talking then, Magruder.

And he went on to the barn.

When he came back toward the hotel, he found the usual half dozen idlers gathered on the veranda of the hotel, and there was Diego Pasqual as the center of unusual interest, standing with a graceful hand draped upon his hip, while in the other hand he practiced the draw of his revolver.

He demonstrated with a delightful pride and a concentrated vanity such as made Phil Slader smile.

Not the shoulder and not the arm — but with the wrist and the tips of the fingers, said Diego Pasqual. Look, amigos!

The heavy Colt leaped forth like a living thing and glided back again into its hiding place. There was a good deal of admiration for this demonstration of skill in a most practical art.

Not for men — Oh, no! said Diego Pasqual. But when the head of the snake appears out of the hole — then you can shoot that head off, amigos. Do you hear me? You can shoot that head off before it is jerked back again!

And he bent back his head and laughed. Plainly this was an art of which he was a complete master, and he was beside himself at having such an adequate audience. Then he saw Phil Slader coming up from the side. He turned on him with a gleam of malice in his eyes.

You, too, Señor Slader, said he, shall see what I have to show my friends. Little arts of the draw — little arts of shooting. But you are the son of a very great man, señor. No doubt you could teach even Diego Pasqual a great deal!

And he leered at Phil Slader with much assurance.

Not interested, said Phil Slader. I dont work with tools like that. Not interested a bit.

Impossible! said Diego Pasqual. You say it only to insult me and my art, Señor Slader. But I am a man who cannot take an insult, Don Felipe. Do you hear? I cannot take an insult!

He had worked himself into a wicked temper at once, and Phil Slader saw what seemed to him a most patent thing — that the Mexican had taken upon himself to force a quarrel upon Phil.

Of course, there might be no connection between this and the conversation which he had had only a few moments before with big Magruder. But, on the other hand, it was certainly odd that Pasqual should have adopted such insolent measures immediately after Magruder had made his last attempt to induce Phil Slader to remain at the hotel. An offered partnership and then a hypocritical appeal — such things could not but have some meaning, connected with the behavior of Diego the Silk Hand, or so it seemed to Phil.

But no matter how impertinent the Mexican might be, the warning of the sheriff, delivered that same day, still rang in the mind of Phil Slader.

All right, said he to Diego Pasqual. Im not trying to insult you, Pasqual. If youre an old hand at this game, let us see your stuff. Why, Ill be your pupil, if you want! Wheres something to shoot at?

And he looked calmly around him. By the pinched smiles of the men on the veranda he knew that they considered he was taking water. But as for their opinion, he knew that it was hardly worth consideration.

Señor Pasqual kicked a tin can that rolled twenty paces away. There is an easy target for a quick shot, Slader. Will you try it?

Im not quick, said Phil. But lemme see your own hand at this here game?

Willingly, said the Mexican. From the hip, is it not, señor?

And at the same time he snapped his revolver out and turned loose a rapid volley of shots. Four followed in rapid succession. Three landed so close that they spattered dust and gravel on the can and started it rolling. The fourth punctured it with a loud chime and knocked it flat against a stone.

And now . . . . said Pasqual, turning with a broad grin, while his flickering glance ran over the faces of the idlers and drank in their admiration.

So Phil took that revolver — standing for the first time in his life with a loaded weapon in his hand. He had shunned them all the other days. Many and many a time he had played, since his childhood, with an empty Colt. He knew the feel and the balance and the weight of the trigger pull and how to point the gun like a finger of the hand and how to draw a careful bead through the sights. He knew all of these things, and he knew, also, that the less skill he showed in firing his shot the better it would be for him. It was, in fact, a chance for him to demonstrate before the public eye that he was by no means the gun fighter that Magruder had made him out — by no means the secretly formidable warrior that many people believed him.

But, under the eyes of the keen, smiling Pasqual, he weighed the gun in his hand. It was a beauty, no doubt. A little lighter than Phil would have liked for a personal choice, perhaps, for it had been specially made more frail to suit the slender hand of the Mexican. On the other hand, its balance was so perfect that it fitted to the palm of his hand like his own flesh.

Phil liked the gun. He looked at the target, which was knocked some thirty paces away by the last shot of the Mexican.

And, as he fixed it steadily with his eye, he could feel a certain rigidity coming over him. His feet gripped the ground hard, his legs grew like stone, and all the nerves in his body seemed to die except those in his right hand and in his staring eyes. It was as though the tin can had been placed suddenly under a magnifying glass, which drew it far nearer to him. It increased in bulk, and, staring at it, it seemed suddenly to Phil Slader that he could not miss.

Indeed, there was almost something of a physical projection from his eyes to the target, a strong line of attraction. The murmur of the voices on the veranda died from his ears. The trees and the dead grass passed from his eyes. All of this increasing tension in him has taken long to describe, but in reality it was extended over hardly a seconds time. Then he raised the gun.

It seemed to Phil Slader that he raised the weapon slowly, slowly indeed. But his own nerves were now tensed to such a high degree that what seemed slow to him seemed to the others a lightning gesture. He did not try from the hip. For even instinct, no matter how keen, could not equip him with sufficient skill to shoot from the hip without much practice. But, the instant that the gun came even with the line from his eye to the target, he fired. And as he pressed the trigger an odd certainty passed, thrilling, through his veins. He knew that he could not miss! It was as though a divine power had been given to him. The gun flashed up, exploded, and the tin can was tossed with a clang into the air.

There was a little gasp from the others. He handed the gun back to the Mexican and found the little fellow exclaiming in excitement:

It was not from the hip — it was not from the hip, amigos! You have not played fair with me, señor!

Do you need to shoot from the hip to kill a man? asked Phil Slader.

And he strode past the Mexican, and past the silent figures on the veranda, and into the hotel.


CHAPTER XXVII
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IT WAS ALL very wrong, no doubt — all very, very foolish. Such skill was the last thing which he should have showed to the world. At a stroke, all that Magruder had said about him seemed true; Magruder had said that young Phil Slader, for all that he avoided guns in public, was practicing with them in private and preparing himself for his great day.

Now he had showed something which he himself had not dreamed that he possessed. But by the possession of it, he felt himself raised to a new level. Yonder by the edge of the river there was a great treasure which he could make his, if he chose. That treasure seemed a small thing to him, compared with the power which he had just discovered in himself. The bank notes were something which he could only take by an act of theft. But this new thing which he had found was a part of his own soul; the cunningest thief in the world could never take that from him.

The warning of the sheriff became a dim thing, of no importance whatever. And the Mexican, Diego Pasqual, was a person not worthy of an instants consideration. All the problems of Phil Slader dropped into the background, and one grand and overwhelming truth remained — he had in himself the thing from which other men had shrunk. There had been cause, then, for the manner in which other men had always treated him. They had felt in him the thing which he himself did not know.

He sat in his room with his hands locked around his knees, his head thrown back, his eyes closed, and a swelling joy in him, such as he had never known before. And he began to laugh, though he was one to whom laughter had never been easy. It came of its own volition, softly and sweetly flooding his very soul, filling his heart with waves of light.

Phil sat for long moments, that drifted by him with all the speed of falling leaves in autumn; he was unconscious of their passing.

The evening came, and still he did not move until the door opened softly, and he found himself looking up into the awe-stricken face of Magruder.

Whats the matter, Phil? he asked huskily. Whats up?

Nothing, said Phil.

Why, son, its supper time, you know?

Supper time? Why, its not four oclock!

Then he looked aside and saw the shadows of the evening and the brilliant rose of the sky in the west.

He was startled and, turning to Magruder, he found that big worthy pale with trouble and confusion. There was nothing that Phil could put into words to explain that odd sojourn in his chamber.

At the table he found Pasqual and four other men there. All eyes lifted and looked a fixed instant on him. Then all eyes flashed down to their plates.

They knew! The power of Jack Slader was reborn in the world, indeed. But there was more and more which they did not know, and which they could not know. That was singing in the soul of Phil. He controlled himself as he looked around the table and saw that they were conscious of the mastering weight of his glance, even when their own glances dropped to their plates.

Diego Pasqual was the one exception. He, indeed, finally forced himself to look up, but he was under a tremendous strain, and he left the table before the meal was ended.

It was a miserable repast for the others. Magruder made some futile attempts at conversation. But they were not picked up or enforced by the others. And the time passed slowly, slowly. Yet for Phil, all was happiness, and he could not help smiling even upon the bowed heads of the others. They only guessed at the thing that was in him. They thought that it was a dreadful and destroying angel; they could not know that he felt nothing but gentle kindness toward them all. Even Magruder, out of the greatness of this good which had come to him, he could almost forgive.

His sleep was deep and untroubled that night. The next morning, when he had finished caring for the livestock, he mounted his mustang and cantered toward Crusoe.

He found Blinky Rosen at the exact spot where he had left him, and at the appointed minute. Rosen grinned and nodded at him as he came up.

I see that you got it with you, kid, said he. I see that you got it with you. More power to you. Youll never regret it. Im gonna go back and tell the boys that old man Lon is doin business with a real comer from out this way. You never spent ten grand on a better business than this here. Yunderstand?

He took the money, seized the hand of Phil Slader with a hard claw, and wrung it. Then he turned and was gone. And Phil, raising his head, found himself looking fairly into the sad eyes of the sheriff.

He rode straight across to Mitchel Holmer.

Holmer, said he, why do you look at me like that?

Son, said the sheriff, anything that makes a sneaking crook like that fellow Rosen happy, is sure to make me sad. I dunno what you gave to him, just then, and Im not asking you. I really dont want to know. Im afraid to know, Phil!

There was so much justice and kindness mingled in this speech, that Phil Slader sighed. He wanted with all his heart to lay everything bare before the sheriff, but that certainly could not be. Therefore he said:

Holmer, I got this to say. I like you a lot. I respect you a lot. I want your friendship. Youre the only one of the gang that has any real use for me. And Ill tell you this: The rest of them are right when they think that Ive got it in me to raise the devil. But Im going to fool them and Im going to run up to the stuff that you hope out of me, sheriff. Only Ive got to have my chance. And Ill tell you this: If I get into a fight, itll be because its forced on me. You understand me, sheriff?

Forced on you, Phil? echoed the sheriff, frowning. And tell me, son, what fool would want to force a fight on you?

Pasqual! exclaimed Phil.

Pasqual? Phil, Phil, are you trying to prepare me for a fight with him? When I already been warned that youre after him? Are you going to try to tell me now, that Pasqual would try to pick a fight with you?

And Phil Slader bit his lip, seeing that he had nothing to say which could be believed. He could not point to any deeds, except the strange conduct of Diego Pasqual the afternoon preceding. And that was certainly not enough. Because, afterward, Diego had been meekness itself.

So Phil rode slowly back toward the farm again. But he could not remain depressed. No matter what the sheriff might say or how much truth there might be in those sayings, the fact remained that he had found such an aliment for his soul that it was growing greater and stronger every moment of every day.

He passed, now, into a happy trance in which hours and days and minutes passed with almost equal speed.

A week later he heard the next astonishing news in the papers.

Lon Kirby was loose. No one could tell how he had managed it, unless there had been a systematic bribing of the guards and the attendants at the prison, for he had been watched with the most scrupulous care and with a constant changing of the guards who had the keeping of him. Yet in spite of all of their attention, he had managed to get away from them, though his wound was hardly healed.

He had perhaps picked the locks of the vast irons which secured him. But though it was certain that he was a past master at such arts of trickery, it was hard to imagine how he could have freed himself without resorting to the covetousness of his keepers.

There was no doubt in the mind of Phil Slader, of course. He knew all too well what had happened, and perhaps there was very little of that money, which he had sent on by the crooked hands of Rosen, that was not spent in this jail breaking. He felt as though, with his own hand, he had reached out and plucked this man from prison.

Ten thousand dollars had done this. No wonder that Nell regarded money highly. Ten thousand had burst open doors of steel and stone and hewed through tool-proof bars and lifted a prisoner out into the safety of the underworld which had given him birth and which now had received him fondly back to its bosom.

He himself would regard money with a new eye, from this time forth.

In the meantime he prepared himself to face something of a duel with his conscience. For, if he were guilty of the release of the bandit, then every crime that Lon Kirby committed hereafter could really be laid to his own door. It was by no means a comforting thought!


CHAPTER XXVIII
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IT WAS TWO days later, in the night, that he wakened and heard the neigh of big Rooster, restless in his corral.

It was hot in the room. And since he could not sleep again, he got up and dressed for a visit to the stallion. But he did not go to Rooster this night, for when he came near the corral, he saw two shadowy figures against the bars of the fence and against the clustered stars near the horizon.

It was Magruder and Diego Pasqual — he could distinguish their voices — speaking Spanish, a language with which Phil was only slightly familiar. He could make out, however, that they were speaking about the horse. Diego was holding forth at length and with enthusiasm, about the good fortune which such an animal would bring to the man who could master him.

Not so much luck, either, Diego, said Magruder, breaking into English. Man with a horse like that under him would be too much tempted to raise the devil. He could do pretty much what he wanted and then get away from trouble. That big gray devil could carry two hundred pounds at a gallop all day long and never know that he had been busy. Thats what he looks like to me.

Is that what the boy is waiting for — to learn to handle Rooster before he starts? asked Diego.

Of course it is. Ive told you that before. But hell never handle Rooster and neither will any other man until they make men in bigger sizes than any that Ive ever seen.

He added after a pause: And what are you waiting for, Pasqual? Is the job going to be any easier by waiting for another time?

I have tried already, said Pasqual. But I could not get him to do anything. You know that.

I know that Ive paid you good money and that Im still paying it, Pasqual. And Im tired . . . .

Hush, said Pasqual, you may be heard!

And he turned around with a guilty start. But Phil was secure behind the corner of the wagon shed, and nothing was seen.

No danger, said Magruder. Hes sleeping like a top. Hes sure to be . . . .

The rest of this sentence was lost to Phil, for after the warning of the Mexican both began to talk in soft murmurs, no more intelligible to Phil than dim humming. Phil, at last, stole softly back to the hotel and into his room. He did not attempt to sleep. But lying down on his bed, he folded his arms under his head and strove to think this matter out.

Whatever the skill of Diego Pasqual was at the gaming table, it was plain that he was not kept at the hotel on that account. He was hired, in the first place, to make trouble for Phil Slader, and Magruder was reproaching him for having wasted so much time before executing his mission. That explained, accordingly, the manner in which Pasqual had repeatedly attempted to pick a quarrel with Phil in front of witnesses.

It gave Phil, moreover, a fairly sure proof that the bullet which Magruder had fired at him, those weeks before, had really been intended for his head, and not for that of Lon Kirby.

He had been in peril of his life all of this time, and he shuddered at the thought.

That he must leave the place at once, was clear. And when he left it, would he not be removing himself from the opportunity to get at the root of Magruders bitter fear and enmity? He dreaded Phil Slader with all his heart, and that dread must be founded upon the knowledge that he had murdered the boys father, not destroying him in fair fight, as the world had been led to believe.

Magruder feared, then, lest Phil should discover the truth. But how could that truth be learned, unless there were some hidden witness of the crime who could relate it to Phil, himself? Who might that witness be? Removed from the hotel and Magruders self, what chance would Phil have of learning the facts of the case? He thought of these things with a sigh.

Then he must have dropped off into a half sleep. Certainly when he roused it was from a semitrance to keen wakefulness. A little whisper of cooling air crossed his hot face, and he knew that the door of his room was opened.

That was not very strange, for the latch of that lock was weak, and any gust of wind, striking against it in a certain fashion, was apt to press it open. However, though there was a faintly stirring draft at the present moment, it seemed most odd to Phil that on this heavy, sluggish night there should have been enough force in any gust to open the door.

He did not sit up; he merely turned his head. And then it seemed to him that he saw a movement in the black shadows which filled the room. Ordinarily, he would have put it down for nothing. But that night he had heard something which sharpened his suspicions to a razor edge. Fear is an amaranthine blossom which never fades; and fear had been thrust into the very soul of Phil Slader on this night. So he was fully awake in an instant. Perhaps there was nothing, yonder in the darkness. Again, might it not be the stealthy form of Diego, the Silk Hand?

Phil Slader lay in his bed and thought he heard a faint ticking sound, as of a mans weight crossing the floor little by little. He endured it until he could endure it no longer. There was no weapon in reach. Even the chair was too far from the head of his bed to be used as a missile. But he had the weight of his body to strike with — and, with a convulsive movement, he hurled himself from the bed and straight at the danger point in his fancy.

In his reasoning mind, he expected to get nothing for his effort. But as he plunged through the blackness he heard a sudden snarl, like the cry of a beast, close to the floor. A gun exploded, and the darting point of flame showed him the convulsed face of Diego Pasqual, set grimly for a desperate deed.

Where the bullet went, Phil Slader did not know. His own effort had placed such a roaring in his ears that he could hardly have heard the humming of a cannon ball. Then, true to his mark, he struck Diego Pasqual, and they both rolled, crashing against the farther wall of the room.

The gun exploded again, as they slid across the floor. And Phil, reaching out in haste, closed his hand upon the coat of the Mexican. It was like catching at the slippery bark of the willow twig. For Pasqual shed that coat instantly and leaped for the door, screaming:

Help! He murders me! Help, Magruder — friends — oh, Heaven help me!

For, fast as he sprang, Phil Slader was coming swiftly behind him. Diego might fly like a good sparrow hawk, but there was a long-winged falcon behind him. He plunged through the doorway into the hall, raising the wild echoes before him.

Already those echoes were turning to real voices, as the guests in the hotel wakened in alarm. And it seemed to Phil that he could distinguish the bull-like bellow of big Magruder in the distance. He had no care for that. He had crossed the ambit of his old world and he was reaching into a new one of action.

On the stairs the Mexican half turned, with a second revolver in his hand, and tried a chance shot at the pursuer. The bullet went like a whip lash snapping past the face of Phil Slader, and he threw himself into the air and hurled down at Diego.

He struck him halfway down the stairs, and they fell to the bottom, head over heels. Cold steel met the hand of Phil Slader. He wrenched it away — and now he was armed and most excellently armed, at that!

Diego, fighting like a madman, tore out his knife and drove with it, but a hard fist caught him on the body and knocked him flat against the wall. Phil fired — not at his man but into the air — that the flash of the bullet might show him his work. It gave him a winking glimpse of Diego Pasqual flattened against the wall, but, knife in hand, he lunged in at Phil again. This time Phil fired at the darting body. It was either that or receive the blade of the knife in his own body. He fired, and Diego fell with a loud scream upon the floor.

Phil leaned over him. You brought it on yourself, Pasqual! he said. Will you tell the rest of them that?

Ill tell them anything — bring me air — water — Don Felipe — I am dying! I shall tell you everything — and the truth of how your father died. Only — Don Felipe — water — air — help!

His scream was horribly strangled and then a burst of voices and lights, rolled out into the hall — Magruders voice and others with him.

Its Slader! shouted Magruder. Hes murdered the Mexican. I knew that it would happen. I warned the sheriff, and he wouldnt do anything. Boys, will you stand by me? Will you help me to get hold on this young devil who . . . .

Get hold on him, Magruder? cried another. Man, are you clean mad? Capture Jack Sladers son? Hed have lead fed into half a dozen of us before that could happen. No, tag that young skunk with a .45 chunk of lead and see if that will put him to sleep. There never was a Slader that was a good citizen until he was dead. Boys, come on — were gunna stop this stone right now from rolling along and gathering itself into a regular slide that might wipe out half a hundred men, in its time. Were with you, Magruder. You lead the way!

This way, then! Phil, Phil! Are you down there? Dyou hear me? The doors are double locked at the end of the hall. You cant get out that way. Will you come up here and surrender?

Ill come up and surrender, said Phil, when I know that Ill get a fair deal. I want you fellows to understand that this greaser jumped me in my room, in the black of the night.

There was a yell of mockery and rage from the others. And then the great voice of Magruder thundering:

You hear him, boys? Kill a man and then sneak behind a rotten excuse like than? Diego, are you dead?

There was only a faint groan from Diego Pasqual.

And Phil felt that there was no longer any use in fighting against fate. He had done his best, he told himself, and plainly it was foredoomed that he should lead one of the lives of the hunted.

Magruder and the rest of you swine! he shouted suddenly at them. Ive tried to get a fair deal, and you wont give it to me. Now I tell you that Im not going to chance myself in your hands. Im going to get loose from this house, and Heaven help the first of you that gets into my way. You hear me?


CHAPTER XXIX
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HE WAS HEARD — a wild roar of anger and hate told him. And he shrank from the sound with wonder and dismay. There was no reason for it, he told himself. He had dared to defend himself from a midnight murderer; therefore was he to be set upon like a wild boar by a pack of dogs and torn to pieces?

But he understood. It was not he, himself, but bad blood that they hated. And he was not to go straight, no matter how he tried. Crouched back against the wall, he felt evil rising in him in a flood, wonderingly strong and wonderfully sweet. It was an added power rushing through his body and his brain.

In his immense surety he had time to lean and say in the ear of Pasqual: Tell me how my father died, Pasqual, and Ill forgive you for trying to murder me. Ill be your friend — Ill stay here now and bandage . . . .

There was only a faint gasp from Diego Pasqual, and Phil Slader knew that it was a dying man who lay at his feet. So his last opportunity of learning the truth, it seemed, was gone from him!

He shut that disappointment away from his mind. There was something else for him to consider, and that was the manner in which he might escape from this unlucky house.

So, first of all, he ran to the end of the hall and tried the doors. They were fast locked. He sent a bullet into the lock, but still it held, and a shout of triumph rose from three or four throats of men outside. He heard the rapidly approaching hoofs of many horses.

This must be reënforcements for the enemy, which already outnumbered him so vastly. However, he felt no weakness. The more they penned him in with strength and with numbers, the more a savage ferocity rose in him, and the more clearly his brain saw what he must do.

Magruder was back yonder in the hall, bellowing directions, telling one to guard the windows — another to run to help at the front. How many were now left in the narrow throat of the hall itself, at Magruders side?

At any rate, that was the only point which remained for Phil to attack, and he determined to rush it. First he pulled off his boots. Then he ran back and hurled his shoulder against the doors at the end of the hall. They bulged and sagged under the shock, and an excited yell rose from the outside:

Hes coming out! Hell bust those doors down the next try! Stand ready, boys. Dont shoot too high — shoot low — shoot for the legs and youre more apt to hit the body!

That was Baileys voice — Bailey, who only the day before had walked over the new alfalfa field with him and had admired with much apparent sincerity the manner in which the new plants were sprouting. Ah, well, Bailey and all the rest were of one piece. They could not understand. And God forgive Jack Slader for this heritage which he had left to an involuntary heir!

One more shock would burst open those doors, as those on the outside knew. They had their guns ready, no doubt. A breath of silence fell over the night, and far away, through the darkness, a rooster, falsely prophesying the end of the night, crowed loud and long.

Once more Slader threw himself at the doors, but rather to make a great rattling and confusion at them than to attempt to force his way through them. Then he turned and raced down the hallway on silent stocking feet.

He went up the stairs like a sliding ghost and, as he reached the top of them, he saw Magruder on his knees, a double-barreled shotgun ready in his hands — and two men standing tall and stark behind the proprietor of the hotel, all ready to turn this night into one of carnage.

He paid no heed to the two. It was Magruder who thirsted to murder him, for many reasons. He fired straight into the face of the big man — and saw his hat jump, so he knew that his bullet had missed. But the flare of fire, and the spitting smoke blinded and choked the big man. His shotgun swerved to one side, and, as both the barrels roared at once, the recoil flattened Magruder on the floor of the hall. And now there were only two men between Phil Slader and freedom on this side.

He was not in haste. He picked his places to strike and then he struck home. His revolver was empty; he laid the long, heavy barrel of it alongside the head of the man to the left and seemed to feel the skull sag under the power of that blow. He turned and sank his left fist into the body of the second man, and so both were down — and one shape lay motionless, while Magruder and the other lay gasping, choking, moaning.

They were writhing about among a veritable cluster of weapons, each dimly marked by a streak of light, and Phil Slader took what he wanted — a rifle and a revolver. Then he ran on down the passageway.

How slow were those fellows from the front of the house! Why was it that they were not already around at the back of the house to cut off his retreat?

There was no one before him. But, from the inside of the house there was a steady and a rising roar, and from the front of the building men were yelling in a vast confusion to each other.

Footfalls beat and echoed through the halls and chambers of the hotel. But no one loomed in sight of the fugitive.

If that were the case, he would profit by this confusion to give himself one more chance at something which he prized almost above liberty itself. He reached the corral of Rooster, and in another instant the saddle was on the back of the big horse; the bit was slipped with a click of steel between his teeth; the bars were thrown down, and here was Phil Slader sitting in the saddle with the black night before him and the greatest horse ever seen in the Crusoe Valley, between his legs. A thunderbolt and like a thunderbolt, a hard, hard tool to manage!

The confusion at the hotel had ended to a certain extent. For now Magruder was on his feet again, and, being on his feet, there was his bull voice bellowing forth directions and sending back his helpers to the work.

Yonder ran a shadow. And there came another.

Hes in that corral — on the gray horse — hell never ride that horse. We got him, boys! Get in front of the gate — Charlie. We got Slader — Magruder, come on!

At this moment Phil Slader touched the flanks of the gray monster with his heels and loosed the reins just a trifle. The gray stallion left the corral like a streak of jagged lightning — jagged indeed, for he bucked his way through the corral and through the gate and, with enormous bounds, he plunged, sun-fishing across the open space beyond, giving for a target to the men of Magruder a dancing will-o-the-wisp that flaunted across the starlight — now here — now there.

It was magnificent pitching, but worse than useless to Magruder unless it landed Phil Slader on the ground, for in the meantime it was making a hit impossible with revolver or rifle. He himself knew, for the barrel of his rifle was turning hot in his hand, and there were the others, firing as rapidly and as straight as they could, to no purpose.

But Phil Slader was not to be thrown from his saddle on this night of nights; he knew it with the very first bound that the stallion gave. He had been a worthy foeman of the stallion before. But on this night he was his master — now and forever. No matter how Rooster took veritable wings and knotted himself into quaint devices in the mid-air, Phil Slader still was sitting in the saddle as they reached the trees.

There the stallion changed his tactics and rushed furiously, straight ahead, hoping to brush off his rider, against some low-hanging branch. So doing, he put a hundred yards of black night instantly between Phil and the guns of his human enemies.


CHAPTER XXX
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THAT DANGER WHICH Phil Slader now enjoyed in place of the guns of Magruder and the rest was hardly a trifle less dangerous. For half a mile the gray horse raced through the woods, weaving back and forth and striving his best either to scrape his rider off against a trunk or to catch him against some low-dropping branch. And a dozen times there were close shaves. How the big horse managed to weave his way back and forth through that tangle of trees without crashing headlong against some one of them, Phil could not guess. It was almost as though the monster had the power of seeing by night as by day. For he dodged quicker than a football player, running through a tangled mass of opposition down the field.

They came out from a hundred dangers into the open field beyond. At least one great gain had resulted. The noise of big Magruder and the rest had not even begun behind them. A great handicap was offered in favor of Phil even as the chase began.

However, now that firm ground and the open presented themselves, Rooster passed into another frenzy of bucking, hurling himself on his back upon the ground and then flinging himself to his feet and into the air again, turning end for end in full leap, and crashing down to the earth again.

He was a tiger in horseflesh, but another tiger in human form was on his back. Twice before Phil had tried his hand with the stallion; and each time he had learned something of the savage ways of Rooster. But now it was a different matter. On the one hand, the tricks of the stallion seemed somewhat trite; on the other hand, there was a new strength and confidence in Phil, and he countered every buck and every pitch with slashing quirt and biting spurs.

Then Rooster dropped suddenly from the air to the ground, not like a falling rock, but like some softly winged creature. With his ears pricked against the stars, he started forward at a gallop lighter than the fancy of a child or poet had ever pretended in a steed of the imaginings.

He had ended his battle as suddenly as he had begun it. He had recognized his master, just as Phil Slader had known that the great horse would do, in case a master ever sat in his saddle. No longer would the gray horse stand with high head and wistful eye fixed upon the far horizon. For the man from the sky had come at last. And he, Phil Slader, was that lord of men. He was the man from the horizon, to sit like a king of men upon this king of horses!

Do you wonder, then, that he put back his head and laughed, rejoicing almost drunkenly while the black earth leaped away behind him, and the stallion gathered speed and speed from some magic wallet which the god of wings had given to him? For it seemed that the store of the stallions strength was totally inexhaustible, and all that he needed was more asking in order to gain more having.

A chasm opened before him, a dark gulf which Phil knew to be a dry slough that never ran with water, except during the heaviest winter rains. The sides were steep, and the bottom was lined with hard and slippery rock. A fall into that pit would be death for horse and for rider also, and he drew in a little on the reins anxiously.

But the gray horse shook his head impatiently and tossed his crest. It was as if he asked: Why will you have me turn aside for such a trifling matter as this?

Take it, then! gasped Phil.

And he loosed the reins — it was like being hurled, so suddenly did the speed of the big horse respond. The sharp wind cut like ice, stinging the face and the eyes of the rider. Then Rooster rose in the air. And the black gulf lay below, an endless stretch, it seemed, with a glint of starlight in an ominous little pond beneath. They hung in midair; they swooped down; and here was the firm ground receiving the shock of those formidable hoofs, which spurned that earth away again as he raced off with recovered stride.

Phil Slader shook his fist at the stars above him. Whatever happiness was in their twinkling eyes, there was a greater fire in his own soul. A fence jerked up before him like something rising from the ground by life of its own. He had no hesitation now. He merely loosened the reins a trifle once more; again there was the dazing burst of wind in his face as Rooster lurched away; again they took wings in the upper air — and the obstacle flashed back unregarded behind them.

What other horse had ever been like this? A hot tide of gratitude and joy rose in his heart. He could have sung, and it would have been a paean in praise of Rooster.

All that had ever been extravagant and foolishly beautiful — if such a term could be used — was now matter of fact. All the tales of super horses and of supermen could be believed. It was easy to lift a mountain — to move a city — to crush a hundred — for the deeds of mighty Rooster made all checks, all boundaries, all ambits of whatever nature, seem like imaginary things. All that one willed and wished was possible!

He pulled down the great horse to an easy canter and then to a trot. It was not like the trot of other horses, any more than his gallop was the gallop of others — but a swift and gentle gait in which the strokes of the hoofs were cushioned and softened by the flexible fetlock joints, playing through whole inches of give and take. Fast as a pounding cowponys canter, that trot carried them along, a beautiful and effortless gait which propelled them on as though they were afloat on a swift river, gliding without friction beneath the stars.

The rider listened keenly to the breathing of his mount. All was as he could have wished but not as he dared to dream that it would be. He was breathing deep and hard, of course, but there was no sign of labor in the lungs. At this fleet trot the great horse could recover whatever little strength he seemed to have expended in his bucking, in his breathless gallop thereafter. And far away, far away, the pursuit must be floundering in the darkness of the night, more and more hopelessly lost!

Other thoughts rose in Phil then. First his mind dwelt on the perfection of that matchless horse and pondered on the grace and ease of motion which drifted them along as by witchcraft and not mere bone and muscle. He fingered the thought of the gray stallion, as some skilled virtuoso might finger a glorious violin. The more he dwelt upon it, the more there was to wonder at and rejoice in. And he said to himself that there was nothing to which he might not aspire on this night.

Where was he riding now? What instinctive sense had guided him in this direction across the mountains? He knew, then, as he examined his mind. He was riding toward her who had invited him to come the moment that he had the horse beneath him. He was riding toward Nell. It took his breath a little as he realized it, but it rejoiced him also. And he made the big horse gallop joyously on again.

Twenty miles, or was it thirty? He followed a road that climbed and wound about through the forest, wet and fragrant with the last rains, and then a road that fell away to the sweeping plains where the father of Nell was coining wealth and happiness for himself and for his son. But not for Nell. No, the things for which her heart hungered were not the things which could be got in return for fat steers and tonnage of hide and tallow. Something, bigger, greater, brighter must be included in her destiny than ever came from the soil of this world no matter how cultivated.

Perhaps he would be bringing the miracle to her. He laughed again. For the joy in him would not down.

So he came down to the place where the new building on the Newell ranch had been raised, and as he approached the house, he wondered at its size. He had heard much talk, here and there, of the mansion which rich John Newell was erecting on his property, but it had never occurred to him that the building could be of such dimensions as this.

It was all of stone, too — a fine yellow limestone which, in the starlight, seemed as clear and as pure as whitest marble itself. Vines had been trained along its sides. Already the edge of newness had been worn away enough to give the house charm. Men said that the total purpose of John Newell in the building of this house was to provide, in the first place, a fitting residence for the heir to his money and, in the second place, to keep his daughter home!

And even this could not accomplish the purpose! At what expense, too, had this rising cattle baron excavated the place for the lake which now flowed near the walls of the house, and how had the lawns been made to grow, whose sweetness was now so eagerly sniffed by the great gray stallion?

As Phil studied these things, he remembered more fabulous figures that he had heard, concerning the cost of the two great artesian wells which Mr. Newell had sunk in order to create this little green sketch of paradise. He would believe now the things which he had doubted before.

He respected the bigness of the ranchers labors. He admired him for the success which had made the erection of such a house possible. But he did condemn John Newell most heartily for creating such a labyrinthine place in which to find the lady of his heart in the blackness which was the end of the night. There was no great space of time left to him. Before long there would be an edging of gray toward the east, and on any ranch which was run by Newell, one could be sure that the workers would arise at the first hint of the day! The interim belonged to Phil Slader to find the girl, if he could, and to see her, if he dared.


CHAPTER XXXI
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IT WOULD BE pleasant to say that Phil Slader felt some pangs of conscience in this matter of breaking into a locked house by night, but one must record truly that nothing troubled him. He left the stallion tethered under a fine stone pergola from which the climbing vines draped long tendrils. Already one of these was in the mouth of the gray horse when Phil Slader left him.

He stood with a smile and scanned the imposing bulk of the structure before him. And I think that the thoughts of Phil at the moment were more adventurous than amative. The amatory impulse will lead young men far astray, but I doubt if it has ever led them as far as the mere love of mischief and danger for its own sake.

Well, on the ground floor would be the living rooms, and above to the front was doubtless the chamber of Mr. Newell and his wife. Behind that, perhaps, would be the place of young Sam Newell. How mad with suspicion and rage he would be, if he were to guess that such a man as this stood beside their house on this night! And here toward the rear, where a little balcony stood before a window, where big boxes supported a little host of green things, shadowy against the stars — this was surely the place that they would have chosen for their loved and spoiled daughter!

He was glad now that there were no riding boots on his feet. He laid his grip on a drainage pipe that ran down from the projecting eaves above, and up the side of the house he clambered as expertly as any sailor running up toward a cross spar. Then he reached the balcony and swung himself onto it.

There he waited until his panting should have subsided a little, for there was no hope in trying to enter a room in secrecy when he was breathing as heavily as a Newfoundland dog on a summers day. At length, he was ready. The great window yawned wide before him — bless all such believers in the virtues of fresh air — and now he was stealing through into the chamber itself.

He crouched on the floor and made his survey until his eyes grew a little accustomed to the pitchy darkness of the interior. It was not so pitchy black, either, for by degrees he could make out the outlines of chair and bed. Something gleamed near the wall — he stole toward it and found a rack filled with fishing rods.

It was not the chamber of the girl but of her brother. Phil found the glitter of the polished doorknob, opened it with care, blessing again such soundless latches as these, and stood in the dark of the hall beyond.

Another door opened to the right. He tried it and ran his nose into the edge of a shelf! This time he had entered a linen closet. All the while the precious moments were stealing away from him.

He left that door ajar, to shock Mrs. Newell or the housekeeper the next morning, as the case might be. And then he tried the next door beyond, and the instant that it was opened a delicate scent of perfume crept out about him.

Like a light and chilly wine it passed through him. This was she, indeed! He knew it by the very sense of the air which he breathed in that room. A streak of white yonder — that was her bed. And he leaned above it presently.

On the starlit whiteness of her pillow, her face was like a shadow — a semi-translucent shadow, it seemed to Phil, as though the light which was in her every day was still burning, however faintly, in the night.

He straightened again and tried to speak her name, but a sudden little contraction of his throat shut all the sound away. Then he leaned over and brushed her cheek with his lips.

Aye, she was a sleeper, sound enough! She merely stirred, and then groaned a little and stretched her arms above her head.

Her eyes must have opened, however, for though he did not stir, he heard the frightened catch in her breathing.

Nell, he whispered, this is Phil Slader.

She lay quite still for a long moment, while his heart stood still. It occurred to him for the first time that she might scream out and call for help, if he came upon her in this fashion. Far better for him to have committed a hundred foul murders, as far as the Western ideas of Western men would be concerned, than to be discovered like this in a womans room!

He set his teeth upon the thought.

Phil Slader, whispered the girl, what in the name of Heaven?

He waited, not attempting any answer.

And then she sat up in her bed and caught a dressing gown around her shoulders. Youve done something, Phil.

Yes, said he.

I knew it. I knew that it would come. Who was it?

Fellow who tried to knife me while I was in bed.

Ah! When?

To-night.

And now youre here!

Yes.

She waited again, and he could feel her eyes upon him.

Go over there to the window. Its open, I think. Theres a balcony outside. Go out there and wait a minute.

He obeyed without a word and stood beneath the stars again. He could trace the source of the perfume now. It came from flowers which grew in the window boxes along the balcony and — farther away — he could see the corner of that other balcony to which he had climbed those few moments before.

But what a riot of excited happiness was in him! It was not like conquering gray Rooster and whirling through the night as never a man before him had ridden. It was more than a greater sense of victory, a greater sense of conquest. And still he hardly knew. He could only guess — that she was excited, too — that she was not angry, at least, because of his coming.

He had hardly reached that point in his thoughts when the whisper of soft slippers passed through the French doors and here she was standing beside him.

Now tell me! said the girl.

He did not answer.

Whats wrong? she asked him.

I never guessed . . . .

What?

That you were so small!

I know. High heels make a silly lot of difference, I suppose. Have you come here to talk about high heels, Phil?

Yes, she was laughing at him and laughing so heartily that she could hardly keep her mirth inaudible.

By Heaven! said Phil, youre a cool one.

Im not cool. Im all in a flutter. Dyou think that Ive ever been waked up before by young men in my room at night? Phil Slader — hurry and talk, talk, talk! How do you know that youre not being followed?

I know that I am.

She stared at this.

Then if they find you here, Phil!

They wont find me here — not unless I stay a long time past sunrise.

You took some short cut to get here?

The fastest short cut that anybody ever used across the Crusoe.

What was it?

I dont want to waste time talking about that. I want to talk about something else, Nell. I havent a lot of time before the dawn begins, and I suppose things are stirring around here, not long after that?

You know dad — of course. Only — great heavens, what a lot there is to say, and no time to say it in! First, who was it?

His name is Pasqual!

I know! The Mexican! The Mexican! Thank heavens that it wasnt a . . . .

It dont make much difference, I suppose, said Phil. A mans a man, yellow or black or white. But where Im concerned, it makes no difference at all. Anything to give them an excuse to hang something on me. If it had been a fellow with a price on his head, it wouldnt have made any difference.

Youre bitter, Phil.

Do I sound that way?

Aye, bitter from the heart of you!

Well, I dont know that I mean it that way. Only, first of all, I wanted to tell you the facts, Nell. The rest of them — well, theyll simply write me down a gun fighter and the son of a gun fighter, and theyll say that its just the bad blood in me, working out the way that it was sure to work out in the long run. You know what theyve said before and expected of me? Everybody knows. Im like a mad dog. Theyve just been waiting for the poison to show — waiting for me to bite!

Of course I know. And of course Ive heard the talk. But you dont have to explain to me.

I do. I want you to know all of the facts just the way that they happened. Theyll tell you lies, of course. But this is gospel. I waked up — just the way that you did a while ago, except that I had my clothes on. Something that I had overheard between Pasqual and Magruder earlier in the night was enough to keep me ready, you know. And while I was lying there, I heard a sound, I thought. And I threw myself at it. Well, it was Pasqual. He missed me, but the flash of his gun showed me his face. He got into the hall. I caught him on the stairs. And in the hall below he tried to knife me, and I killed him with his own gun. You understand?

She had drawn back a little from him, studying him.

Turn around here where the starlight falls on your face, Phil. Somehow, the words all by themselves seem to make a difference. I can see you going after him more like a tiger than a man. It — scares me a little!

He turned obediently and faced the stars. And she stood close before him, looking up.

I was hemmed in in the lower hall. They had the way blocked behind me. Magruder was there. About a dozen more were scattered around. I made a feint at the locked front doors, and then I snaked off my shoes and ran back through them.

Phil! Phil! And not . . . .

Didnt hurt any of them bad. I wish Id killed Magruder, though, the cur! But I only knocked him down and a couple more, and got through. And so I came to you to tell you that these are the facts, no matter what low lies they try to make you believe about me. You wont be able to say that they lie. But youll know down in your heart that they do lie. And thats all that I care about. Not what a million of the rest of them may think — but only about you, Nell! I want you to think straight.

Ill never doubt you! said the girl.

She took one of his hands and pressed it with more strength than he dreamed was in her.

Thanks a lot, said he. But dont say that. I may do something pretty bad after this. Only I havent done anything up to this time. Ill swear that I havent, and youll believe me — and thats all I want.

Did you come here just to tell me that?

No, I came for something else. You mighty well know that I came for something else, Nell. Why the devil should a man ride thirty miles otherwise? Or why the devil should he want one girl to know the facts about him?

A smile flashed across her face.

Youre a rough talker, Phil!

Because Im a rough man. You can write that down in red and believe it, Nell. Im rough from this time onward. I tried to go smooth and I couldnt do it. But I came here first of all because you ordered me to.

What in the world do you mean?

When I rode Rooster.

Youve done that, too?

Yes.

I knew that you were different all the way through. But thats it. Youve ridden him, and hes made the change.

There was a change before I ever got on his back. Im not just a kid any more. Im a man. You understand me, Nell?

Yes, I understand you, of course. You are a man.

That leads up to the rest of it. You know what the rest is.

Why should I?

Be square and fair. You do know.

Maybe I guess. I hope that I guess!

Humph! said Phil Slader. Theres only one trouble with you.

Thanks. And whats that?

Youre only a girl. Darn it, Nell, if you were a man, Id take you away with me to-night, and wed go through the night on the fastest horse that youve got. You and me could be such pals that we wouldnt care what the rest of the folks were thinking about us or doing about us!

I know, said Nell. Oh, Ive felt the same way about it. Ive wanted to cut loose and tear. Except that to-night — why, being a man, I never would of been able to drag you clear over here.

I suppose not. Matter of fact, this thing has been sticking in my mind ever since I first saw you, Nell.

Tell me what, then?

Why, you know what I mean. I love you, I suppose.

I hope that you do — a lot.

And I do — and a lot! Such a lot that it scares me. I was a good deal set up about being free, until I came here. And now it makes me feel pretty weak.

How?

Lonesome as the devil. I thought that it was a pretty big night and the stars were pretty grand, and Rooster was the finest thing under the stars, and Rooster belonged to me, confound him! But — it doesnt seem to amount to a snap now! Well, Nell, whats the answer?

What do you want me to answer?

You dont love me. Im not fool enough to think that a girl could love a man after seeing him twice, ten years apart. And I wouldnt want you to tell me, even if you did. Partly because it would make me so desperate to get back to you. And partly because you shouldnt anyway. Youre not apt to see me again for a mighty long time.

Hush! said Nell. You talk like a regular chief mourner. Matter of fact, Phil, seems to me that Ive seen you about as often as youve seen me.

I suppose so. But the difference is that you were something to look at. And even when you were a little kid, you were so darned sassy, Nell, that you were pretty easy to remember and think about, you know.

You have a queer way of telling me that you love me, said Nell. Ive thought that a man would polish up his talk a little when he told a girl such things. But you just curse and tell me that Im a tomboy, and ought to be a man, and I never heard such talk, Phil. Honest, I never did!

Nell, said he, there is something coming over me.

What is it?

I feel that Im about to lay hands on you, and . . . .

I suppose I should scream, quavered Nell. But I dont suppose that I will!

You are trembling all over, Nell. Are you afraid?

Silly! said Nell. But can you make love al fresco, like this, without getting a chill?

I am going to kiss you, Nell — if I may.

If you dont, said Nell, Ill hate you till my dying day!


CHAPTER XXXII
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WHEN PHIL SLADER looked up from the face of the girl, he was facing the east, and across the edges of the eastern hills he saw a thin line of light creeping. Only a hint — a shadow of a shadow of brightness, if you will — that made the mountains stand blacker against the sky. Perhaps the stars were a little fainter, and a wind was rising.

But he knew that the day was beginning, and that life would soon start here — and with that beginning of life, if a man were seen leaving the room of Nell Newell . . . .

He gave himself one last glance at her face, and he paused with his hand on the railing of the balcony.

I got just this to say, Nell, said he. This here is all romantic, as you might say, and very foolish. But I dont want to hold you to nothing. I want you to be just as free as the wind. Ive come riding along and told you that I loved you. And no matter what youve said back — Ill forget it. You hear me? And never blame you when you see that its no use being true to me.

You talk, said Nell in a trembling voice, like a great idiot, Phil.

I talk like I had a morsel of good sense. Theyll clap a price onto my head inside of twenty-four hours. Theyll have me wrote down a little blacker than the ace of spades, you understand? And inside of the week theyll begin to tack other crimes onto me. Things in the same day and thousands of miles apart — but every man on a gray hoss that does anything wrong — hell be me — and every young man with black eyes — hell be me. I know it. But I dont care. Theyll shut the door on me — but, by Heaven, Ill make them know that I can still get into the house. So long, Nell!

When he reached the stallion, below, he rode the big horse out from the vines and looked up, and he saw her standing there and waving to him. The heart of Phil Slader went weak with sadness and with yearning. He told himself that, after all, this might be the last time. The law and all its millions of hands would be working hard enough to make it the last time. And every mile that he rode back toward her would be a mile of deadly danger. He waved his hat toward her, and then he turned the head of Rooster back toward the mountains.

It was still only dawn when he was in the upper foothills. He was among the mountains themselves when the sun arose. There he made a camp. He could have pushed on. His strength and the might of the stallion seemed hardly sapped at all. But he did not wish to work Rooster until he was jaded. Rooster, as he stood, was a king which no mustang could live with for half a mile without breaking its heart. But Rooster, tired, might be a horse that another could run to earth from a fresh start. And that was the chief strength and great reliance of Phil — Roosters matchless burst of speed.

He spent a chilly morning until the sun was warm. Then he drowsed until the prime. After that he journeyed on again, heading well to the north along the upper ridges of the mountains, and keeping in what covert he could. But when the evening came on, it came with a sharpened wind and a sudden fall of rain.

There is nothing so depressing as rain. Snow has a wildness and a thrill about it. It is beautiful to the eye. A cold rain bites to the marrow of a mans soul and his body also. At least, so it was with Phil Slader, and he was a gloomy man, indeed.

Oh, he was rough enough and tough enough to have suited the fancy of the most exacting, but when it came to facing a night in some ramshackle camp of his own devising, his spirit failed him.

Besides, did they not tell such tales of his father? Jack Slader did not ride from wilderness to wilderness. He rode from house to house and from camp to camp. And at nine places he bought what he needed. At the tenth he took it by the force of hand.

He forced the stallion on over the next rise of ground, and there he found a little yellow star to guide him. It proved to be the kitchen light in the window of a little shack. When he knocked at the door a little, old, bent woman and a little, old, bent man were revealed to him. Heaven alone could tell what their business and their life might be, that kept them here in the upper reaches of the wilderness, or how their pinched bodies could outlast another winter.

They were glad to see him. The old man took him to the barn and gaped and shook his head at the tall stallion.

A mighty upstanding hoss, stranger. I had a colt ten year back that had something of the look of him, I tell you. But not quite the same, I got to admit. Not the same cut to its legs. But he dont look tired none for a hoss that has carried you all day long over ground like this. A mountain hoss. I see thats what he is. Nothing like mountain hosses — aye, and mountain men, too, some say. Ive heard it said, I mean to say!

He took Phil back to the house, still chattering idly as they walked. And so they came into the kitchen again. Of course, they had a spare bed, and, of course, any man that came to them on a wet night like this . . . .

The woman had gone that far when Phil stepped into the full light of the lamp, and out of the nerveless, red, and wrinkled hand of his hostess the iron spoon fell with a clatter to the floor.

Her husband turned to her in amazement. What ails you, Bess? he asked her.

She pointed to the young stranger aghast.

Aint you got eyes in your head, man? Dyou see what youve brought in under our roof? The red-handed murder of the both of us, Im thinking! Oh, Harry, Harry, dont you see, man? Its young Phil Slader come to murder and rob us of all that we got! Its Phil Slader, like his daddys ghost, come back to us!

The old man turned to stare in his turn. And he, too, turned a sickly white.

So the news had come here, too. Oh, how busy the sheriff and the rest must have been to spread it so far, and so soon! He would have at least one willing volunteer to help him — Magruder!

Old folks, said Phil, Ive not come up here to plague you or to rob you. Id like to get a supper here from you. And — tell me what harm my father ever did to you when you saw him! Was he ever in this house before me?

He sat in yonder chair, said old Harry. And yonder are the holes in the wall where Deputy Racham emptied a gun, trying to kill him, before he killed Racham!

It was a grisly feeling that came upon Phil, then, as though he had been shunted back suddenly through the years, and had come to the place where his father had stood before him, not in time but in the flesh. More than a ghost — his fathers self, just as famous Jack Slader had been in those other days.

He saw another thing, just as clearly, and this was the impossibility of forcing the ordinary run of people to believe that there was anything in him different from other desperadoes who had ranged through the mountains.

And indeed, was there? He was no brute, no beast of prey, but surely other fellows before him had just as many claims to the same distinctions. They were as gentle and as goodnatured as he had ever been, but still, the tiger had grown in them faster than the other elements, and so, at length, they had become public menaces. And he would become so in time!

He sat down at the little table in the corner of the room and he would have had them sit with him. He wanted to share their supper — not simply be fed like a horse in a stall. But they seemed afraid to sit. They moved like frightened ghosts about the room. They placed food before him with trembling hands. They spoke to one another not at all, or else in hushed voices. They knew not, good souls, that this was more sad to the heart of Phil Slader than leveled guns and well-aimed bullets!

He could not even finish his meal — for the terrified eyes of the old people were poison to his very soul. He started up, at last, and hurried from the room. He took gray Rooster from the horse shed and he rode wildly off through the rain. The wind had come up sharp and steady. The rain was turning to rattling bursts of hail, but this dreary weather and the wild mountain way and the blackness of the night all seemed to Phil Slader preferable to the wretched silence in that house.

He found a half-sheltered nook among the trees, after a time, and there he made his camp for the night, trying to sleep and finding it a miserably wet, chilly business altogether. However, as the hours drifted on, it began to seem to Phil that a stormy night was not half so dreadful to those who were out in the midst of it as it was to those who remained indoors and only listened to its howlings through the windowpanes.

There was not much real sleep for him on that night; and when the morning came, he was prepared to find himself a haggard, nervous, and weary man. But he was not. The rest that comes to us under an open sky is twice as precious as that which we enjoy indoors. Even Rooster, in spite of all the ill use and hard wear which he had had in the past day, had his crest as high and his eyes as bright as ever they had been before.

So Phil mounted and they went on together. They drifted through the highest and the wildest part of the range on that day, for he could guess that the word would have gone out, by this time, and that scores of hunters for fame and fortune would be heading toward him. So he kept a sharp lookout and rode warily.

And yet when he saw a winking eye of yellow before him through the sharp cold of the mountain dusk, he could not avoid riding in toward it again.


CHAPTER XXXIII
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IT WAS A more promising abode for the night — in the estimation of Phil Slader — than that which he had approached the last evening. It was an old shack of the most ragged structure, leaning at a perilous angle on the side of the mountain, as though hardly more than the weight of a mans hand was necessary to thrust it from its place and start it toppling headlong down the hillside. It had a staggering chimney which proceeded by means of several crazy elbows up the side of the building and extended a very little distance above its roof.

Its windows had long ago lost all of their glass except a very few broken fragments. To shut out the air of the night and the storm, there were boards of various kinds nailed across the apertures. However dilapidated it might seem to be, nevertheless it was a building to the taste of Phil Slader. He regarded it with much satisfaction and, leaving the stallion behind a clump of great rocks, he slipped forward on foot to make a closer examination.

When he peered through the chink of the first window, he saw a scene of enough confusion to have satisfied the heart of the very devil. The whole first floor of this building had been turned into a single room, not according to any plan, as it seemed, but just as fancy or laziness moved the inhabitants to kick down the partitions and use them for kindling or for cooking wood. At all events, everything except the ragged stumps of some of the posts had been broken off, and the unsupported ceiling sagged dangerously. So much had it curved, that all of the plaster had broken off, save a few bits. Most of the rough slats were revealed.

The furnishings of the great ugly room were just what would have been expected, if the contents of a junk heap had been carelessly mixed and exposed to the day. There was not a sound stick of wood in the lot or a bit of cloth upholstery that was not honeycombed with holes. The table was the most imposing bit that remained. It had given way to the weight of various occasions, but every time it had been propped up once more. Three of the original legs were gone. A sagging box now served as one of the legs, and two rough-cut sapling lengths supplied the place of the others. But there stood the table, and so long as it was there, it furnished something around which the interest of the room could be rallied.

Three men had gathered at the board. There was a wan old man with an evil, twisted face; there was a youth with a handsome Italian cast of countenance and a gay scarf twisted around his neck; and there was a man of middle age with a face which was partly bulldog for firmness of will and strength of purpose.

Phil Slader examined them in no great detail. He did not have to. For he felt that if here were not three outcasts and rascals who had been forced to flee from the society of the rest of the world, then his eye was unable to put together the facts which it saw. Evil was written in large capitals, he knew, on the face of every one of these rascals.

And therefore they were fit company for him!

It gave him a sudden stab of pain to think of it. It was the proof of the distance which lay between him and the law-abiding world, of course.

He left his post at the window and searched back among the little ruined sheds, which stood behind the shack. He was not surprised by what he found there. For each of those three vagabonds in the house, there was a fine animal standing in the sheds — longlegged, beautiful animals, with the look of blood and speed written at large over them.

Ordinary honest cowpunchers had no use for horses like these. Of what use would these long legs be, to be sure, when a man wanted to work cutting calves from a herd? How could these beasts manage to do the twisting and the dodging that would be necessary to follow the windings and charges of a mad-headed yearling? No, they were not meant for such work as that. They were intended, purely and simply, to cover the greatest amount of ground in the shortest possible time. They were useful exactly as the gray stallion was useful to Phil Slater. If he had wanted any further proofs of the nature of the three men who were in the house, he felt that he had them here.

He was about to turn from the investigation of the last horse when there was the faintest of stirs behind him, and he whirled. He had not been long in danger on the trail; but instinct taught him to bring his Colt into his hand as he whirled about.

A big, rosy-faced man was stepping into the doorway — a man with a round red pair of cheeks, curling white hair, and a pat of shaggy white eyebrows.

Hello, hello, hello! said the fat stranger. Have you come to put up at my hotel for the night?

Your hotel? asked Phil Slader.

Im Don Remy, said the fat man. I suppose that everybody knew me by description if they didnt by looks. It aint every county that can boast of a two-hundred-and-eighty-pound man, is it? Oh, yes, Im Don Remy — Im all that there is of him!

He laughed again and reached out a ponderous arm. His hand did not fall on the shoulder of Phil, who had slipped smoothly away.

There you are and there you aint, said the fat man. But what for are you side-stepping me? I aint a sheriff and a posse, am I?

Look here, said Phil, amused and a good deal puzzled by this speech, why should I want to dodge a sheriff and a posse?

Why for should you be here, then, if you dont want to dodge some sheriff or other? Why, son, you wouldnt try to pull the wool over the eyes of Daddy Remy, would you?

He looked Phil over with an appreciative eye. You look familiar to me, though. Look like somebody that I had seen before. But not lately — not lately. Ill have to comb around in my memory and see what turns up! Ill have to see what shows itself about you.

Youll find nothing, said Phil. Ive never seen you before.

Tut, tut, young man! said the fat fellow. Dont tell Daddy Remy that his memory is wrong. You know as well as I do that Im never wrong. I always remember. In the end I can always remember, and Ill remember you, son, and every word that I ever said to you and every look that was ever on your face in my seeing. I can remember anything. Why, kid, you look as though you didnt believe me!

He did not seem offended, however, but waved his hand toward the blackness of the great outdoors. Wheres your hoss, kid?

Ill get him, eh?

Yes, you get him and bring him in. And Ill shake down a feed for him.

Wait, said Phil. It must cost you a lot to cart hay and such stuff up here!

It costs me a lot but it pays me a lot, said the fat man. Why do you ask, son? Are you thinking of starting up an opposition shop against me?

I wanted to say this, said Phil Slader, that I havent got any money.

Ah, ah! said the other. I understand. Most of the boys dont have anything when they get this far away from nowhere. While they got plenty of coin, they can afford to pay for protection down in some town. But when they get up here theyre flat. However, dont you bother yourself none. I been a hotel keeper for thirty years. And in the first twenty years Ill tell you what — I made enough coin to let me settle down up there and here Ive been for the past ten years, keeping open shop for the boys, and never charged a penny in all that time!

He rubbed his great hands together and beamed upon Phil Slader. But as for Phil, he stared fixedly into the face of the fat man and marked a strange thing. For while the lips of Daddy Remy were stretching and grinning, while his voice was swelling with laughter and good cheer and his cheeks were puffing and dimpling with mirth, his eyes remained as large and steady as the eyes of an owl — great yellow eyes that met the glance of Phil Slader and encountered it without blinking — the very first man in all his life who could meet him look for look.

So get in your horse, son, said the fat man. And Ill have the feed ready for him. And then let out your belt to the last notch, because theres enough chuck in that house to fill your belly, not matter how lean it may be!

Phil Slader went obediently forth and found his horse and brought it back, and all the while his mind was busy with the riddle of the fat man who kept open house — open house in this tumble-down, desolate shack — to the haphazard guests who might chance to come to him.

When he brought in Rooster, the eyes of the fat man glittered under his white brows like yellow diamonds.

Hello, he cried. Is this your style, son? Is this your style? Why, here Ive been thinking that you were simply a fellow who had misplaced a few dollars that belonged to his boss. Or maybe that had taken a liking to some of the yearlings on the next ranch to yours — but it seems that Im wrong! Very wrong! Why, my son, when I see the looks of this horse — when I read his eye — I should say, bless me, that there must be a dead man behind you on your trail, eh? A dead man lying back there some place, eh?

He approached Phil Slader with a prodigious wink and prodded him in the ribs with a stiff thumb.

Aye, said Don Remy, Id like to remember, if I could, where Ive seen that face of yours. But amnesia is my trouble. Darned if I can remember all the things, that are loaded away in my head. Have to search for them. Have to comb them out fine to get at em. However, we aint gunna leave this hoss here. Bring him along behind me!

He brought Phil out of the shed and up the hillside to a little cluster of tall shrubs. Through these they passed and Don Remy opened a door, set aslant on the face of the ground, and showed a black cavity beneath it. Through this he passed and presently lighted a lantern which revealed a snug little stable with stalls for three horses.

All dry as you please, he said to Phil. Underground, but not damp. Smell the air and see for yourself. Well leave him here. Not that they cant find him here, the thieves! But to get him out theyd have to make such a lot of noise that wed hear them.

When they had put the stallion inside, Don Remy took Phil outside, closed the heavy door, locked and double locked it and gave him the key.

There we are! said he. And if they try to work a passkey on this lock, theyll have no luck. Ill tell you why — I made the lock myself!

With this he broke again into his booming laughter and then led the way back to the shanty.


CHAPTER XXXIV
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THE THREE HAD finished their meal when Phil and the landlord appeared. The old man was nursing a tin cup of black coffee; the other two were smoking cigarettes. They greeted Phil Slader with nods and most casual glances. So long as he faced them, they acted almost as though he were not in the room. But the moment that his head was turned, he knew by an extra sense, which all men possess, that their glances were prying restlessly at him.

The host went at once to the big stove at the back of the room, and from some big pots which stood upon it he ladled out an immense portion of the tramps favorite dish — mulligan! That, with a huge half loaf of stale bread and a great cup of night-black coffee, composed the portion of Phil and he devoured it with a hungry mans relish. He was halfway through with his silent meal when a gesture of the fat host made him look up with a start. The forefinger of Don Remy was leveled like a gun at him.

Jack Slader! he exclaimed.

It made the other three jump.

Good heavens, Dad, said the young-faced man. Jack Slader is dead, for fifteen years! What are you talking about?

The host blinked. Dead for fifteen years! Dead for fifteen years! Oh, well, but theres something in it, because my memory doesnt lie. Look at him, Buck! Remind you of anybody else?

The gentleman of the Italian cast of features, looked long and earnestly at Phil Slader. I dunno, said he at last. I dunno that Ive seen anybody before with just that look. Why dyou ask?

Im trying to place him. Thats all. Look here, kid — have you got any of the blood of the Sladers in you? Hey, Buck, didnt Jack Slader have a son?

Here there was a rattle at the door, and it yawned open with a loudly whistling draft of wind. Into the room stepped the slouching form of Blinky Rosen. And Phil Slader drew back into the shadow of a corner.

Blinky flashed a glance over the others. Hello, Buck, he said, you lucky devil! How are you? Whew, aint it cold?

He banged the door behind him and strode to the stove. Well, Pop? said he to the fat man.

You razor-faced rat, said Daddy Remy, what did I tell you the last time that you was up here?

Easy, easy! said Blinky, spreading out protesting hands. Go easy, Dad. Dont you get reckless, now!

I told you to get out and to stay out and to never come back! And I meant it. Curse me if it dont rile me to see a gent that is built like a man, pull a knife. Curse me if it dont!

Blinky spread his hands closer to the stove and wrung them together, and he merely grinned at his host.

Dyou hear me? cried Remy.

Say, boys, whined Blinky, aint there none of you thatll pass a good word for me, maybe?

You know the rules, Blinky, said Buck. The fat boy is the whole show up here. If he says go, you go. Thats all, I guess. And if you been flashing a knife around these parts, I dont blame him none.

Is that so? said Blinky Rosen with a sneer. The gent that you carved up back in Chi was a . . . .

Shut up, cried Daddy Remy. Its agin the rules to pull up old things by the roots. Besides, what he done in Chicago aint no affair of mine. What he does here is what counts with me. I say, get out and get quick, or Ill have the boys roll you out and dress you down, you . . . .

Aw, tame down — tame down! growled Blinky. You would think that I was a disease and catching, the way that you talk. Lemme tell you that theres a gent coming in that will have a word to say for me. Ill wait here until youve persuaded him that I had ought to go.

Who is it? asked the host curiously. You little tin-pan bread stealers, you little pocket pickers nowadays, you dont scare me. There aint many names among the lot of you that I would take my hat off to . . . .

Shut up, you fool! said Blinky Rosen. Shut up, will you? Its the chief. And hes back as the devil. Hes feeling mean! He might hear you.

Kirby! said the host, whistling long and softly. Kirby!

Him! said Blinky, nodding.

Tell us how that deal was managed, said Buck.

Let him tell you himself, said Blinky, if he wants to talk about it. But I dont. And underground like that — why the darker its kept, the fresher itll be for them that have to use it. I dont talk about that. Let the chief do the chattering, if he wants to. And here he is, now.

At this, the door was wrenched open, and Lon Kirby strode into the building, with that rolling stride which comes to sailors and to cowpunchers. He glared at the others, he nodded to big Don Remy. And then he stood with his hands in his pockets and glared around him.

The old man was still nursing the last of his tin of coffee. But now he rose and offered the stool on which he was sitting.

Glad to see you again, Lon, said he. Sos all of us. There was a time, not far back, when we didnt think that there was going to be much hope for you. But here you are! They cant beat old Lon, I guess!

Lon Kirby regarded him with perfect indifference. But he took the stool and sat with his long sinister chin dropped upon one fist. Blinky Rosen busied himself in bringing a steaming portion to his master, and Phil Slader, withdrawn to the farthest, coldest and most shadowy corner, noted with some interest that there was no longer any talk of removing Blinky from their midst. There seemed, suddenly, to be only two men in the room — one, the giant host with his strange yellow eyes, like the eyes of an owl that hunts by night, and Kirby. The others were as nothing.

There was no doubting the excitement which pervaded the atmosphere. It was like a breath of mountain air in a desert place. There was a native strangeness in Lon Kirby. Even the fat man was a good deal worked up. No matter what he had had to say about the great men of the past and the pygmies of the present, it was plain that he made an exception in the favor of Lon Kirby. He belonged, clearly, to the heroes!

Blinky Rosen, in the meantime, freshened the fire and helped himself to food. The silence was broken only by the occasional moan of the wind outside, and the crackling of the fire as the flames rushed up the chimney. A warmth began to pass through the room and reached even to the farther corner, where Phil sat watching.

Lon Kirby, having eaten, said to the old man who had given up the stool to him: Theres a place over by the fire, oldster. Why dont you take it?

This amend for past discourtesy seemed amply sufficient to make the other nod and grin; but he did not move from the spot where he stood. He merely said:

Pay me for that stool by telling us how you managed to get loose, Lon. Tell us that, will you?

Lon Kirby turned a sneering, wolfish face toward the other. Ill tell you about that, old man, said he. Ill tell you the strangest story that anybody in this here world ever run up against. I found an honest man!

He said it with a peculiar emphasis and a raising of his eyes, so that it was plain that there was more than a sneer in the remark.

An honest man, said big Don Remy with almost equal solemnity, is something that Ive heard tell about and never have met up with.

The fierce eyes of Kirby flashed across at his host. Thats one time that you aint lying, said Kirby, one of the few times that Ive heard you open that big mouth of yours without flopping out a lie. Well, its true. I met an honest man.

But how the devil would an honest man get you out of prison? asked Buck, the Italian.

You wouldnt know, said Kirby with his evil eye fixed upon the handsome youth. You wouldnt even be able to guess, because honesty is something that you dont know much about, old-timer. Its a foreign land to you, right enough.

Anger showed in the eyes of Buck, but it was only an amorphous light, not fixed and formed with resolution. Lon Kirby was plainly too much of a man to be answered back in that assembly.

But honesty, went on Lon Kirby, can do more things than any of you would guess. It was that honest man that reached out a hand a thousand miles long. He smashed down the walls and he busted open the doors and he twisted the tool-proof bars like they was just straws. And so he took me out as safe and as sound and as easy as you please.

All right, said the host, after a bit of silence, well admit that the honest man could of done all of these big things. But still were a long ways from understanding just why any honest man should of took such a whopping big interest in you, Lon?

You wouldnt be able to guess that. But Ill tell you what an honest man does. He pays you back ten for one. I done a little favor for him. And then he turned around and paid me back like this. Paid me back by setting me free, by Heaven! Free! Free!

He closed his eyes suddenly and ground the stiffened fingers of his right hand across his throat. And deathly silence fell over that room.

They knew that, in this moment of delicious agony, the soul of Lon Kirby had felt the grip of the hangmans noose from which he had escaped by miracle.


CHAPTER XXXV
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AH, WELL, SAID Kirby, speaking with his eyes still closed and his long, ugly face white with emotion, theres no use wondering and gaping over it. Here I am safe — safe — safe! And where did they have me?

I know, said the fat man.

Aye, said Lon Kirby, you ought to know!

Shut up, will you? said Don Remy, growing very pallid and flabby of cheek.

Whats the matter? asked Kirby. Ashamed of having beat them right from the death house? Not me, old kid. Im proud of it. Theyll never choke me with a rope and theyll never send me up Salt Creek, because when I die, Ill die with a gun in my hand. Something tells me that. Im bad. Sure, Im awful bad, friends. But Im good enough to deserve to die like a man instead of a rat!

It was a most amazing thing to Phil Slader to listen to this outburst of superstition and of childishness. He felt that he was opening sudden and unexpected doors and viewing all of these men in new lights, looking deep and deeper into their souls.

And wheres the honest man? asked the host at last.

Im trying to get on his trail now, said Lon Kirby. Im trying to get onto his trail, but I got only a small chance. Im trying to find him, now!

On a trail?

Yes.

What dyou mean, Lon? You mean that hes not too honest to be afraid of the law, too?

They trapped him, said Lon Kirby. They done a dirty job and trapped him. And the meanest and the lowest skunk in the world was the one that had a hand in it. Will you guess who I mean?

The meanest and the lowest skunk in the world? said the host. Who is it, boys?

He turned blandly to the others, and each had an instant answer, for men in their callings are sure to have precious friends and more precious foemen.

Theres a low-down elbow in St. Louis, said the old man, by the name of Chivvers, that I would . . . .

Some day when I get a chance, said Buck, Im going to take a year off and go to Alaska and get me a big Canuck that is up there bluffing folks into thinking that hes a man, when hes only a low-down pup! Im going up there and Im going to get him, and Im going to get him good!

I tell you what . . . . began Blinky Rosen, with a whine. The voice of the host cut in: Shut up, all of you. Theres only one man thats lower than anybody else. None of you know him. I dont think you do, anyways. But I been told about him, and the name of him wont never get out of my throat. Magruder is his name.

Magruder! shouted Lon Kirby. Where did you get that name, you old ragpicker? Where did you get hold of that name? Do you know him, too?

Oh, I know him too, right enough! And you, Lon? Is that your man?

Yes.

Then youve picked out the lowest rat in the world, right enough.

I know that as well as you do. Well, Don, its strange that you should have known of him, though.

Why not?

After all, said Lon Kirby, hes pretty famous. But anyway, it was a dirty trick of his that sent the kid away. The finest and the straightest gent that ever lived — and now hes gone to the devil. They sent in a murdering greaser to get him. And he got the greaser instead. Ten bunches of wildcats — thats all that he is. And now hes gone to the devil — too young to know how to travel through this stuff.

What stuff, Lon?

This stuff. If he was here, wouldnt he be in a fight inside of ten minutes? But tell me more about what you know of Magruder. Im gunna kill that man, Remy. So you might as well tell me what you know. All that I got for a fact is how he crooked the kid and then I know that he killed Jack Slader in a fight.

In a murder! said Don Remy.

Murder? repeated Kirby. Yes, I always guessed that that was the way of it. But tell me how you know. Were you there? I thought that they was alone.

They was alone — they thought. But Ill tell you the facts. There was one other man that knew the whole truth. Or rather, he wasnt a man either. But only a little kid. But he could stand up and tell you a story that would of turned your blood downright cold, Kirby. Even yours!

Go on! said Lon Kirby.

No, said the host, When you come to be my age you dont want to think about things like that. And I wont tell that story again, not even to please you, Lon. No sir, I cant do it. But Ill give you my downright word for it — that Magruder is the meanest and the lowest skunk that ever breathed. You guessed him right. And if it was him that sent your kid on the trail — why, then, maybe the kid is honest, after all, but . . . .

Then Phil Slader, who had remained in the dark of the background as long as he could contain himself, arose and stepped forward.

Ill tell you what, Remy, said he, Ill give you a good excuse, now, for telling that story. Ill give you reason for telling it now, if you never tell it again.

Hello, said Don Remy. Heres the kid come to life. I thought that you was asleep, back yonder!

Lon Kirby burst in between them with a shout. Its Phil! Its the kid! Its the kid! he shouted. Remy, its him! I tell you, Remy, Ill be your friend for life for turning up this kid for me.

Curse me white and black, said Remy. I dont know him from Adam. But dont tell me that hes your honest man?

Honest? said Kirby. I tell you, gents, that this here is the gent that the word was made to fit, and that it dont belong to no other. Kid, Im so darned glad to see you, that you wouldnt believe it. Sit down — sit here — curse my heart, but this is fine!

He gripped Phil by the shoulders and, leaning close to his ear, he said: I went back to the spot. I moved the rock and I found every penny — except that stuff which you had sent to me by Blinky, the rat. Why, Phil, I would go to perdition and back for a man like you!

He was so thoroughly excited that he would hardly allow Phil Slader himself to say a word.

Ive got to tell him why I have to hear the story, said Phil. Let me tell him that, Lon, will you?

Ill do your talking for you, said the outlaw. Remy, open up, and say what you got in your pocket. I got the pleasure of introducing to you the son of the finest man that ever lived — a kid that has got the promise of being all the man that his dad was before him. I want you to shake hands with Phil Slader, Don.

Its the son of Jack, said the fat man, grinning. Yep, and I knew it and I picked him. Tell Kirby if I didnt pick you, Phil? And as for Magruder — well, its a nasty yarn. But youre the one gent in the world that has the right to hear it told just as it was spoke out to me by a Mexican — a skinny young card sharp he was, with a right eye that turned out a little — a very handy kid at a knife or a gun either.

And his name was Diego Pasqual? asked Phil Slader.

Diego Pasqual! shouted the host. Why, this here is getting a little too spooky! How come that you ever heard of that name, kid?

Shut up, you fat fool! said Lon Kirby. Lemme tell you that Pasqual is the name of a gent that is pushing up a headboard with his forehead in the graveyard down at Crusoe. They planted him just the other day. It was him that went in to sink a knife in the back of Phil Slader, here; and it was him that Phil Slader got all ready for the long sleep, yunderstand?

Remy emitted a long, soft whistle, though his lips were so thick and unwieldy with fat that it was less a whistle than a moaning sound. It was Diego that tried that? he said. Well, that was the speed of Pasqual. He was made real fine and handy to try a knife play in the dark. It was the sort of a game that he would shine at when he wasnt dealing crooked poker. Son, I begin to see that maybe my friend, Kirby, aint so very far wrong about you. I begin to see that maybe Ill have to back him up in what hes been saying. Diego come for you, with Magruder sending him. Is that straight?

I think that its straight, said Phil. Ive got almost a sure proof of it. I know that I overheard them that same night, and Magruder was blaming Diego for not having done the job for which he was hired and brought to the farmhouse.

Very sweet! said Remy. Thats the kind that Magruder is. Deep — and dangerous and mean. And now, old son, Im going to tell you the story just the way that I got it from the greaser — and that was about five years ago, when I was taking a little vacation trip down into Mexico, yunderstand? I had started out to . . . .

Leave out the trimmings and give us the bald facts, will you? asked Kirby.

The fat man began to cram his pipe with black tobacco from a capacious pouch, and as he stuffed and lighted it, the fire of the narrators ardor began to kindle in his eye.

Ill give you just the facts, if you want them that way, he said, because I can see that the kid, yonder, is breaking his heart to know what I got to say!


CHAPTER XXXVI

[image: img107.jpg]

ILL CUT OUT all of the little things that go into the making of this here yarn, said the fat man, and Ill come down to the facts that there I was, one day, sitting in an upper level of an old mine. I had come busting through from one side, on the search for an old silver pocket that my lead was pointing at. When I got through, there I found a young Mexican just polishing off the last of that ore! He had just outguessed me and he had got away with the cream of the stuff.

I was just able to laugh, instead of braining him, and we sat down and had a smoke together. And we got to talking about the funny coincidence that it was — that old mine having laid there for hundreds of years, just the way that it was when the Spaniards got through with working it with Indian labor, and then along comes two gents and they starts in and works up leads. And almost at the same minute, they arrives at the same pocket.

We was talking about that, and about other coincidences, that led up as how I had seen a strange thing in Chicago, where I had run into, on the street, a pickpocket that had gone through me in a street crowd in Singapore. And I dipped into his pocket and the first thing that I pulled out was a match safe that belonged to me!

Well, when I got through talking about that, we turned on to more spooky subjects, and finally the Mexican kid, whose name was this same Diego Pasqual, turns loose and tells me the strangest thing that he had ever seen in his life.

He said that a long ways back, fourteen or fifteen years, he had gone up north and he had a job working for a gent that has a shack on the edge of a river.

The Crusoe, eh? put in Phil Slader.

At that, the fat man lifted his big, yellow, expressionless eyes. The Crusoe it was, said he and frowned, as though he would have liked to stop all further interruptions. The Crusoe it was, right enough. There this Diego Pasqual settled down, and he was working pretty peaceful and contented and more industrious than he had ever been before, in his whole life. And he says that his boss was the best and the easiest gent to work for that he ever met with in his life.

It was my father, said Phil Slader.

It was, said the host; it was your father.

He tamped his pipe down with another scowl. The kid had a good reason, of some kind, for not wanting to ramble around none too much. This was a good, wild, quiet spot. And the kid wanted wildness and quietness. Just what he had done back in Mexico, I dont know, but I think that it had something to do with running a knife between somebodys ribs back in old Mexico. Anyway, there he was, happy and comfortable, with nothing much to do except some fishing, a little cooking, now and then, and sweeping up the shack. And all the time, his boss was extra special kind and easy with him.

Well, things went along like this, all hunky dory, for a long time, until finally the trouble busted on them right out of a cloud, as you might say. For he come back from a trip up through the hills, trying to get berries, one day. And he had a hat filled with the berries right up to the brim. His arms was aching with that load, and he was hurrying down before the sun and the heat of his hands should have made all of these berries begin to wither up, yunderstand?

He paused again to lean back his great bulk against the side of the house, and the broad boards creaked and bent under the heavy weight which was thus thrust against them.

Well, when the kid come through the door of the shack and started to close it, something grabbed him from behind, and he was pretty near choked. There was a gag jabbed into his mouth. And then he was throwed in under the bunk.

He lay there, choking and nearly dying. Fact of the matter was that he would have died, and the big fellow that was there in the shack with him, leaned down and took a look at his face and then shrugged his shoulders — not giving a hang whether or not the kid lived or died!

There flashed back upon the mind of Phil Slader a certain moment when he had lain in the trail, tortured by the sun, and the calm, indifferent face of Magruder above him.

That was Doc Magruder? he suggested.

Aye, that was Doc Magruder. And Magruder looked the kid over, as Ive said, not caring whether he lived or died, and perhaps preferring that he should of died and so been out of the way. But he couldnt quite make up his mind to murdering the kid. Anyway, the kid didnt choke. He managed to shift that gag a little by working the muscles at the root of his tongue, and then he could lie there and breathe more comfortable, though still feeling more than half stifled all the while.

After a time, the day began to turn dark, and the kid, staring out from under the bunk, saw the big Magruder sitting there with his revolver in his hand, all ready and fixed. Then the revolver didnt seem good enough for him, or sure enough as the darkness got thicker. So he took up his rifle, and he oiled that up, and looked to the loading of it, and he sat there with the rifle, ready to shoot the minute that the door opened.

Well, after a time some voices come down, echoing across the water, pretty loud, and there wasnt the voice of the owner of the shack in that number.

Jack Slader owned that shack, then? asked Phil.

Youve spotted all of the names, admitted the fat man. Sladers voice wasnt among those that was paddling down the stream in a canoe. But they landed near to the shack, and they come up and opened the door of it.

Everything was pitch dark inside, and some of them was for coming in and making themselves at home; and then somebody spoke up and said that he thought he knew who owned that shack, and that it would be a poison-bad business for anybody to be found in there by the owner. When he mentioned the name of Jack Slader, that was enough. They didnt even so much as light a match to look around in the shack and to see what was there.

Well, when they went off, the kid could hear Magruder groan with relief, because he had been pretty scared for fear that he might have been found there, rifle in hand, waiting to do a plain murder — even if it was only the murder of an outlawed man.

Now things went along like this for a time, and the kid could hear the new party of folks settle down not far off, and he could hear the blows of their axes as they chopped down the trees that they wanted for their night camp or for their fire. A rifle popped here and there, as though that some one of them might be off shooting at rabbits by the moonlight — which it is as good a time to kill rabbits as any that I ever knew about. Anyway, those sounds from the near camp sounded so cheerful that the kid began to feel that all of this might turn out pretty good.

And, just then, the back door of the shack was pulled open, and somebody stepped in as silent as a shadow. You see, what had happened was simply that Slader had heard the camp so close up to his, and he was going to sneak into his cabin and see that the strangers hadnt disturbed anything there. And he took the back entrance as a matter of course, in case that any of the gang might be watching the front door. He stepped in, and must have seen the shadow of Magruder bulking there like a shadow inside of a shadow.

Magruder had shifted his position. He was watching only the front door at that moment. He tried to whirl around, but he had the grip of Jack Slader on him, and any of the old-timers that rode through the mountains in those days, could have told you what the Slader grip was like, I suppose.

There! murmured Lon Kirby with his lips, whispering. And he pointed a sudden hand.

They saw young Phil Slader sitting with a thick bar of iron between his hands — a ponderous bar, used by Don Remy for the purpose of shifting and freshing the fire in the great old stove. It looked like a gun barrel, melted down into a single clumsy rod.

The rod, under the enormous pressure of the hands of Phil Slader, was bowing into an arc. As he had listened to the tale of his fathers peril, he had sought this dumb employment of his strength as an outlet for his emotions.

The host, staring in the indicated direction, looked askance at Phil, and then across to Lon Kirby.

Its the Slader grip, said Lon Kirby. And now youve seen for yourself.

Ive seen! said Don Remy. Ive seen. I dunno that his dad could do a thing like that — but he could do enough. And he mastered Magruder and laid him flat on the floor of the shack. And Magruder, he began to gasp and ask what it all meant, and beg for his life like a whipped cur . . . .

Are you sure of that? broke in Phil Slader.

Im telling you what the greaser told me, word for word. Nothing changed from what he said!

All right, said Phil Slader. I didnt think that Magruder could be as low as that — but now Ill believe it!

Son, said the narrator, this here which Im telling you, its a study in lowness and meanness, and you got to get yourself ready to believe a lot more things than this, before Im through with you, because Im going to show you how Magruder was the lowest and meanest skunk that ever stepped and that ever breathed!


CHAPTER XXXVII
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BY THIS TIME the interest in the shack, which had been at a high point long before, had grown to a feverish intensity. And they pressed on into a close and closer circle. The center was Don Remy, and the rim was composed of six eager listeners, all bent upon hearing an incredible thing.

Then said Don Remy: This here is a yarn that I dont like to tell. Ive just hinted at it before, but Ive never given out the facts. And Ill never do it again, because it makes me pretty sick, yunderstand? Anyway, this is the way that the layout was:

There was the greaser kid lying there under the bunk, scared to death, but pretty happy because that his boss had come along and got the upper hand with Magruder. He was only hoping that Slader would wring Magruders neck or give the kid a chance to do it for him.

But the kid couldnt move. He was tied hand and foot. And he was tied by Magruder so hard that he had turned numb, long ago. There wasnt any sensation in his arms and his legs below the shoulders and the hips, and so he just lay there, unable to move, without nothing living in him except his brains. He lay there and he saw his boss light a candle wick that throwed just enough light to see a ghosts whiteness, as the saying is. And when Jack Slader saw the face of Magruder, he was a good deal cut up, and he says: Doc, by Heaven, I cant believe that you really have tried to murder me! I cant believe it!

Magruder, he just tried to wriggle himself through the floor, and he began to beg again and he told Slader that he hadnt meant him any harm. But Jack Slader just smiled. Jack was never any mans fool. And you cant very well explain away sitting in the dark of a mans shack with a rifle bare in your hands. That takes a good deal of explaining, and a lot more than Magruder had the tongue or the wit for, and yet he was always a powerful liar, according to what Ive heard.

Here Lon Kirby put in: I hate to interrupt you, Remy, but it makes me boil a little to think how many honest folks in this here world really believe with all of their hearts that that snake, that Magruder, really waltzed into the house of Jack Slader and had the nerve to fight him, hand to hand, and had the nerve to beat him and kill him.

Wait a minute, said Remy, because youve got to understand that theyre partly right. He did fight Jack Slader in his own house, and he did kill him. And this was the way of it.

After Slader had looked down at Magruder for a time, he says to him: Folks know that Ive been a friend to you, Doc. And over yonder is some gents that Ive got a mind to call in and let them hear the story of whats happened between you and me, so that they can make up their minds for themselves as to what had better be done with you!

Even Magruder, that had no shame, he felt shame at this, and he begged Jack to kill him if he wanted to, but not to turn him over to the boys to hear what sort of a murdering skunk he had tried to be on that night.

And Jack, he was always a goodnatured gent that loved to have a joke and that loved to have friends around him. He was plumb kind and gentle, the way that I remember him, and he couldnt keep malice against nobody. He says to Doc that he wouldnt call in the others. And with that, he cuts the ropes with which he had tied Magruders hands, and he lets Doc loose and free to stand up. But Magruder wouldnt stand up. He just sat on the ground and asks Jack:

What dyou aim to do, Jack?

Slader says: I aim that you are going to have as fair a chance as though you deserved it, which you dont, and which you know that you dont!

I dont deserve anything, says Magruder. Only — what do you mean by a fair chance?

A chance to stand up here and get an equal draw for your gun, Doc.

Well, at that Magruder just melted back into the floor, and he says: Its murder!

You lie! says Jack Slader. And you know that you lie, because Ive promised you that Id give you an even chance and not take any advantage of you, and there was never a Slader yet that would break his word!

Well, that didnt ease up the spirit of Doc Magruder none. He pointed out in a whimper that there was nobody in the world, hardly, that could stand up to Jack Slader in a gun fight from an even start, and he told Jack that it was simply murder to ask him to do such a thing, and Jack couldnt argue him into standing up and fighting like a man.

It threw Jack Slader into a terrible temper. When he got mad he was a devil to face, and you can believe me when I say it, because Ive seen him raging, a couple of times. It was something worth remembering.

He says to Magruder: Ive treated you like a brother, Doc, you rat. And now youve come here to gnaw away at me and get fat on my death. You came here to murder me.

No, says Magruder, only to capture you, Jack!

You lie, says Jack Slader, because you know that Ill never be captured alive — but theyll have to take me dead! You know that, and that means that you came here to do a murder on me. I loathe your rotten heart, Magruder. I would like to burn you inch by inch, and in another minute Ill swear that Ill do it, unless you stand up here and fight me like a man. Hand or knife or club or gun — Ill take you any way that you say!

Magruder, he sat there on the ground, turned into ice, he was so badly scared, and he kept shaking his head and moaning with every breath that he drew, like an unhappy puppy that wants to get out of its kennel. And he says:

Theres nobody that can stand to you, hand to hand. You know that. You got the strength of a devil in your hands. And you got the speed of a devil in those hands, too. No, if youre going to murder me, Slader, go ahead and do it — because I wont raise a hand to help myself!

At this point in the story, there was a sudden snarl of disgusted disbelief, and the sound came from most of the men in the room, but the fat host merely shook his head.

I felt that way, too, said he, in perfect sympathy with his hearers, but the greaser swore that that was the way that it was, and I had to believe him. After all, it was to his advantage to make the yarn better than it really was and not worse — as Ill explain to you in a minute more.

Well, when Magruder showed that he wouldnt fight that way, like a white man, Jack Slader yanked a revolver out of its holster in that flashy way that he had of handling a gun, and he seemed about to shoot Magruder on the spot. And would you believe what Magruder done?

Well he crawled across the floor of that shack and he put his arms around the knees of Slader and begged him not to kill him!

Here the host was forced to stop and wipe his brow, and every man in the room was looking down to the floor, in silent rage and horror that such a creature should ever have been able to call himself a man.

Slader listened and tried to kick him away, but when he saw that Magruder wouldnt turn into a man, whether he were kicked like a dog or not, he finally said: Ill give you a handicap, Magruder, if youll start fighting and stop whining!

What can you do for me? asks Magruder.

Ill let you have your gun in your hand while my gun is still inside of the leather, says Slader.

But Magruder wouldnt hear of it. After all, the way that Jack got a Colt out of its leather was a caution to watch, and Magruder didnt hanker to take any chances, as youll see later. He kept on whining and begging Jack to give him a chance to prove that he was a friend and not an enemy, until finally Jack Slader says to him:

Ive thought of a way that even a skunk like you could never refuse. Well take off all of the guns that we have on us. And then well put just one gun on the little table there, in the middle of the room, and then well step back one step from the table, and at the signal, when weve counted three, well dive for that gun. You hear me?

Magruder all at once showed a little sign of life, after this. He stood up and let the thing be done, and the Colt was put on the table between them. But when they stood there and Slader begun counting, Magruder lost his nerve again and fell on his knees and said that it was murder and that he wouldnt fight. Then Slader asked him what he could want more even than this. And Magruder said that everybody in the world knew that Slader was as fast as lightning on his feet, and that there wouldnt be anything to such a thing. Because Slader would be sure to reach that gun first.

After that, Slader seemed beat, for a minute. But he was plain raging for the fight, as the greaser told me. He couldnt wait and hold himself off. Finally, he was fool enough to consent to move back a whole pace further away from the table than Magruder.

After that, he began counting, and you would say that Magruder now had enough advantages to play the rest of the game fair and square. But he didnt. He wanted to crowd every advantage that he could into this game before he would play it at all. When the count was only at two, he left Slader flat and dived for the gun. Even at that, he was only a flash ahead of Slader.

He just had time to twich the gun around and shoot at Jack, as Jack reached for the Colt. Two inches more, said the greaser, and Sladers hands would have been at the Colt, and, of course, that would have meant the death of Magruder.

But that goes to prove to you that Magruder has brains. Hes a big and a hard-fighting man, as everybody knows; but he had the wits to know just the difference that lies between him and such a man as Jack Slader. He counted it down so fine that he managed just enough handicap to beat Slader — and to kill him. Because thats the way that your father was killed.

At this, all eyes shifted suddenly to Phil, and there was a real pity in the glances that fell upon him.

But it seems very strange to me, said Phil, that a man like my father could have laid dying and asked any favor from a cur such as Magruder had just proved himself to be!

Why not? Only him and Magruder knew how much was owing to him from Magruder. And he thought that maybe Magruder might have something like a conscience. Anyway, thats what happened. And then there came the sound of the feet running and voices from the camp outside of the shack and Magruder remembered about the greaser. He looked daggers at the kid and would have murdered him if he dared. But there wasnt time for that. He had to work fast even the way that it was. And so what he did was to slash the ropes with which he had tied Diego Pasqual. After that, he reached into his pocket and flashed a whole handful of gold pieces before Diegos eyes. Then he crammed them into his pocket and threw him out of the room.

The greaser was only a kid, but he was enough of a wise head to think about the money while he was lying on the ground, and he knew that if he kept his mouth shut, he could drain the white man the rest of his born days by blackmail. And that was exactly what he did. He laid low, and he heard the others run into the shack; but he kept his mouth shut, and he told me that he had made Magruder pay through his nose to his dying day. Aye, but Magruder, in the end, found a way of making Diego pay back.


CHAPTER XXXVIII
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SO THE STORY which Phil Slader had waited fourteen years to hear was told to him in detail, at last; told to him, as he could not help noticing, not by honest men but by thieves, who were standing him as friends in this all-important moment. He went up to the fat man and gripped his hand.

Remy, said he, I may live a long time or a short one, but Ill never owe any man more than I owe you right now!

And he started for the door.

Wait a minute, Phil! called the outlaw, Kirby.

Im stepping outside for just half a minute, said Phil. And then Im coming right back, Lon.

And he disappeared through the door.

I wouldnt be Magruder now, said Don Remy, rubbing the fingers of the big hand which the youngster had just gripped. My hand understands the way that that iron felt when he was petting it. Darn such a kid, I say! He dont know his strength! Kirby, how did you pick up with him? And what are you gunna do with him?

Give him a chance to do the thing that hes been working for all of his life — give him a chance to go straight, said Kirby.

There was a universal muttering of assent around the room, for even the most degraded vagabonds and tramps have little pleasure in seeing an honest man brought down to their level.

That sounds pretty sweet, said Buck, the Italian-born youth with the handsome face, but Id like to know what real chance there is that he can go straight, while folks are remembering that hes the son of Jack Slader?

You talk like you had good sense, said Kirby. Its not easy. But theres a way thats growing up in my head — a way of handling the business so that the kid can go straight.

Did the greaser really try to murder him?

No doubt about it at all.

What makes you think so? The word of Slader?

No. You know that he hasnt talked about it to me. He hadnt had a chance when I made up my mind by the story of the thing just the way that I heard it. No, Diego Pasqual tried to sashay in and murder him when he was in his bed. Id as soon try to sneak into the room of a wild cat and surprise it asleep. Anyway, thats what happened. But I got a way in mind of making Magruder confess that he sent Pasqual to do that murder. And I got a way in mind of making Magruder die, too, after hes made the confession. But it will take quick acting. Because I can see this: The kid has had enough taste of the wild life to like it pretty well. Give him another few days, and hell start to be an incurable. I know the symptoms and I can see them growing in him.

Go on, said Don Remy. Tell us your plan, will you?

The first part is that weve got to stop the kid while hes here. Don, Im going to leave that part of it to you and the boys that you got here, with you. I want a five-hour start. And after that, you can let the wildcat scratch his way loose. Only, youd better be in hiding when he gets away, because hes liable to make some fur fly. Can you hold him, Remy?

And youll do the rest?

Ill do the rest.

I dont like my part of the job, said the fat man. If I had a hoss that would carry me, Id rather ride down to Crusoe and do the work with Magruder than handle this young devil. But — since there aint any other help for it, Ill do what I can.

He stepped from his place to the wall and took down a Mexican lariat, made of rawhide, nicely sun-cured, supple with oil. He shook the noose open and stood close by the wall, with the corner of his eye fixed upon the door.

Kirby and Buck, he growled at them, you be ready to tackle him and tackle him hard when he comes in.

They took their places instantly and they had barely stepped into them when the door opened, and Phil Slader stepped in, busy in settling his hat more firmly above his eyes. That moment the heavy rope left the hand of the fat host. It shot through the air with a faint humming whisper and, brief as the time was, Phil Slader heard it and leaped forward.

Instead of settling around his shoulders, the rope caught him by the neck, and the jerk of big Remy landed him flat upon his back — flat upon his back, but with a gun already in his hand. He had flipped the Colt back for a snap shot at Remy, when Kirby reached the fray in true football style, literally hurling himself through the air and upon the prostrate form of the boy. His strong hand gripped the wrist of Phil, and Buck, at the same moment, cast himself upon the other arm of the fallen youngster. As for Blinky Rosen and the others, they cast themselves upon the legs of Phil, and he was buried under a human avalanche.

In a moment, he was helpless. The rawhide rope was worked around his arms, tying them securely to his sides, and then he was hoisted into a sitting posture with his back against the wall.

He had not spoken in surprise or in protest since this brief work of treason had begun. But now his black eyes burned like coals at Kirby and at Don Remy. Kirby occupied the focal point of his attention; Phil realized that none of the others, by themselves, would have dared to initiate such an attack against him.

Lon Kirby stood back, dusting his hands and nodding with satisfaction. Here we are! said he. Damned if I had hoped that it could be done so quick. I thought that one of us would be pretty sure to catch the devil while we was trying this little game. But you got a fast hand with a rope, Remy. I got to tell you that. You done a fine piece of business, just now! Kid, Id like to explain all of this to you, but I cant. I give you my word that we have in mind nothing but your own good. Id like to ask you to believe that we dont mean you any harm, but just the opposite. And now — I got to start!

Kirby, said Phil Slader. Ive played a square game with you ever since I first met you — and Ill still play square. Ill tell you man to man what you ought to know — that I got business that takes me to see Magruder, and that if I miss him because of what youve done here, Ill go on your trail, Kirby, and Ill never stop till Ive run you down, curse you! You hear me talk? While your friends keep me here, how can I tell but what some other gent might pull a gun on Magruder and bump him off?

If that happened Id never live a happy minute the rest of my life. Ive waited fourteen years to see a clear path ahead of me to the killing of Magruder.

There was such a world of emotion pent in these words that Lon Kirby blinked as he turned to Don Remy. You see what I mean, Don, said he.

I see what you mean, and well do our best to keep him here. But work fast, Kirby. Work fast, I say!

Im off now, said the outlaw.

Good luck! said the host.

Outside, in the stable, Buck stood at the side of the famous outlaw.

Well? said Kirby, jerking the saddle onto the back of his horse.

Ive done my share of rotten things, said Buck. But Id like to have a chance to square up some of them now. Let me ride along with you, old-timer. If you miss with Magruder, maybe I would have a mite of luck.

But Kirby merely dropped his hand on the shoulder of the youth and pressed it.

Why, Buck, said he, I take this to be right kind of you, and its a thing that Ill remember for a long time — no fear of that! But what I want you to do now is to stay right here and help Daddy Remy to take care of that Slader whos inside. He may keep your hands full. Will you stay and do that, Buck?

Id rather go along with you, chief, said the youngster.

I tell you, kid, said the outlaw, that the biggest half of the job is the one that youre staying behind to finish. So long, Buck. Best of good luck to you!

He swung into the saddle. Outside the shed, the horse fidgeted among the sharp rock for a moment, daintily, getting into its stride, and accustoming its feet to the hard going. Then it struck off with a bold canter that rocked the outlaw rapidly out of sight.

But Buck turned back into the hostelry — if it could be given that name. There he found Phil Slader sitting still with his back against the wall and letting his bright black eyes rove ceaselessly across the faces of the others, as though he were writing them down in letters of fire in his memory, to be consulted again upon another day, to the cost of them all!

The Italian stood beside Daddy Remy and said: It looks to me as though well have to keep a guard over that kid day and night.

Two guards, Buck, said the fat man; two guards, son. Im one — and Ill never close my eyes so long as hes in this here house. And one of the rest of you will keep awake in four-hour stretches.

And in spite of that, said Buck, Ive got a sort of an idea that maybe hell be able to give us the slip.

Humph! said Remy. You talk big right now as though you had almost your full share of brains, kid. And youve said whats in my mind, right enough. Buck, you can have the first watch. We need eight hours guarding of him, at least so that old boy, Kirby, can have enough start.

Eight hours? gasped Buck, Why, a four-hour start to Crusoe . . . .

Shut up! said the fat man. Youd know what I meant if youd seen the horse that this kid rides.


CHAPTER XXXIX
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THE HORSE THAT this kid rides, however, was constantly in the mind of Lon Kirby as he rode fiercely down from the mountains toward the town of Crusoe and the farm of Magruder beyond it. His own mount was a good one, but it was a matter of principle and almost of conscience with Kirby, never to hesitate in changing a good tired horse for a fresher and poorer one. Ten fast miles are often better than twenty slow ones.

He had a hundred and twenty miles before him, and he took the best course for the spot. He covered a solid fifty miles of rough going before the dawn had showed its hand in the east, and then he stopped at a ranch house and wandered into the horse pasture.

There was not much light, but even by the stars, Kirby could tell a good horse from a bad one. That rancher was relieved of a strong-standing young gelding whose canter in the pasture gave token of speed on the road. The fine animal which Kirby rode was left here to take the place of the other. Then, with saddle changed, he drove away toward his mark again.

Perhaps he could have taken a slightly more direct course by dipping down into the valley, but after the sun rose, he ran the risk of being seen and recognized, for his face was published abroad in that section of the land, though it had never reached the dangerous popularity of Jack Sladers, say. However, he could not afford to take too many chances on much-traveled roads. Therefore he dipped to the side and kept among the rocks and the copses of the hills as he pushed on.

In the mid-morning, he reached a schoolhouse, with all the school children inside, busy at their work. And, since there were no windows on one side, from that side he approached the building. He left the strong young gelding here and took to himself an excellent gray mare with a promise of endurance in her pony-built body.

She was not a very good animal, but in a school yard one could not be too particular. She served him very well, at that, pounding along with a racking gait from mid-morning until mid-afternoon. And in the middle of the afternoon, he left the pony-built gray and took in her place a cow pony, with no points at all, except to one who knew that difficult and dangerous breed. Kirby knew them, and he was not disappointed in his choice. It had the gait of a broken wagon, but it knew not exhaustion, and it held to a gallop or a sharp trot all the time between mid-afternoon and early evening. When the sun went down, it brought the outlaw through a clump of trees in the sight of the twinkling lights of big Doc Magruders hotel.

Here the outlaw paused and considered matters. He was exhausted by the long, long ride. His body was shaken to numbness by the pounding which he had received in the saddle. In addition to all of this, he had not closed his eyes during two entire days.

He decided that this was the time to make haste slowly. He lay down on the edge of that copse and slept soundly for an entire hour. When he awakened he was thoroughly chilled, but his muscles were relaxed, and the journey down to the hotel would take care of the cold. So he mounted and flogged the mustang to a furious gallop, and in the midst of a cloud of dust, he drew up in front of the veranda of the hotel. The idlers were gone to supper. There was only a Negro servant idling there, and he called to him:

Run inside and tell the boss that Im in a powerful hurry to see him, George!

George disappeared through the door, and Kirby was instantly out of the saddle and standing in the gloom beside the doorway. He heard the quick, heavy step of Magruder approach, in another moment, and as the proprietor reached the threshold of the building, Kirby stepped out before him gun in hand.

There was no attempt at resistance on the part of Magruder. He thrust his hands above his head when he saw the flash of the gun in the dusk.

Well? he gasped.

Ive come for a little friendly chat, said Kirby. Will you come with me, Magruder?

Ive heard your voice before, said Magruder. Who are you?

Youre wrong, said the outlaw. Youve never heard my voice before. Walk ahead of me, Magruder, and start for that shed behind the barn. Well have our talk out there.

Whatever the faults of Magruder, he could recognize the inevitable when it stood before him in such a form as this. He marched ahead without a word of protest until they reached the shack behind the barn. A lantern hung inside the door, and with the hard muzzle of the Colt in the small of his back, Magruder obeyed the command which forced him to take down the lantern and light it.

Then, with the light on the peg once more, he turned and recognized the long, pale, ugly face and cold eyes of Lon Kirby.

Kirby! he said. Kirby, by all the gods!

Its Kirby, well enough, said the outlaw.

Where did you drop from?

Out of Hades, so far as youre concerned, said the outlaw, smiling. Ive brought you a piece of paper and a fountain pen, and I want you to do a little writing for me.

He passed the writing materials to the other.

And Magruder, shaking his head in the wonder at what this could portend, uncapped the pen and prepared to write at Kirbys dictation.

Begin: I hereby state and confess that when I met Jack Slader, I killed him by an unfair play . . . .

Magruder groaned. But thats a lie, Kirby!

Son, said the outlaw, Ive got the whole story from the mouth of Diego Pasqual. Diego didnt die as soon as he should have died, so far as youre concerned!

Magruder closed his eyes.

Start in, said Kirby, and write down the facts fast and hard — about how you got there and tied the kid — and how Slader came in — and how you played the dog until he gave you the chance to do a murder on him. Then say how you paid Pasqual to kill the boy. Write it all down, and write it fast. Because they may come asking for you, at any minute.

Is that all that you want out of me?

Aint that enough?

Enough, Heaven knows. I can never live in this country after this thing is known, Kirby!

I hope not. And you cant — not if you got any shame in you. But go ahead and write, old-timer!

And Magruder wrote, and his writing drew a groan from him now and again as he penned the shameful words. He finished and he passed the paper back to Kirby and saw him pocket it.

No, said Kirby, theres one more thing. Youve got a pretty sharp taste for money, Magruder. You like it pretty well, and youll fight to get it. Now Im going to give you a chance to get the price that theyve put on my head. I dont know what theyve boosted it to since I got away from the pen. But itll be high enough to be worth your while.

I dont follow you, said Magruder sullenly.

Think again. Youre going to stand there in front of me and make a fair-and-square try for your gun, while I try for mine. The best man lives, and the loser dies. You understand?

The glance of Magruder flashed from side to side.

But if it comes to begging off, said Kirby, begging wont do with me. Ive come to kill you, Magruder, not so much because I hate a dog like you, but because I dont want the hands of a decent man to be dirtied with your murder. You got a good chance, I aint chain lightning and sure death with a gun the way that Jack Slader used to be. Youve got a fair and equal chance against me. Here is my gun back in the leather. Here is yours at your side.

Start, Magruder, and give me the sign by making the first move!


CHAPTER XL
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MAGRUDER, THROUGH THE long moment that followed, found the eye of the outlaw and strove to master it, but the glance of Lon Kirby was utterly cold and steady.

Then, listening sharply, Magruder heard far off the steady drumming of the hoofs of a galloping horse — a horse that moved with a long cadence. It came rapidly down the road toward the hotel. He raised his left hand slowly toward his forehead and rubbed it slowly toward his forehead and rubbed across the perspiration which had gathered there.

Kirby, said he, I would like to make you an offer.

Offer away, said Kirby. But in ten more seconds if you dont . . . .

In speaking those words he made a slight gesture with his right hand away from the hip where his holster hung, and that was enough for Magruder. It was only a small advantage, but he could not hope to get a much greater one. His own hand jerked up and brought the Colt from its holster; and Kirby flew for his own weapon.

By a fifth of a second he was too slow. The gun of Magruder spoke first and filled the shed with the roar of its explosion. There was a tingle along the side of the head of Kirby as the bullet grazed the mark for which it had been aimed. Then the .45 slug from the Colt in the hand of Kirby tore through the body of the bigger man, and he sank to the floor, clutching at his breast and staring at Kirby with horror as though the outlaw had been turned into an incarnate devil, come for the soul of a condemned man.

Youve got it, Magruder, I think, said Kirby quietly.

Yes, yes. Ive got it! gasped Magruder. He clasped his head with his hands, and they came away crimson.

Ive got it, Kirby, and God have mercy on my soul!

What Pasqual said was true, then?

All true! All true! And if — and if—

He broke off, gasping and staring, and Kirby flashing a glance over his shoulder, saw the form of Phil Slader standing in the entrance to the shed with a terrible twisted look of baffled rage upon his face.

Keep him away! moaned Magruder. Will you keep him away, Kirby? Im dying! But not by him. I been ready and prepared and watching him all of these years. And hes never got to me — save me from him now, Kirby.

He wont touch a dying man, Magruder, said the outlaw. Hes not your kind of a rat, Magruder. Heres a flask of something that will help to let you out more easy and cheerful. Drink it down, Magruder!

No, Kirby. Ill live yet, said the dying man, groaning. Tie up the wound — I cant die now. I cant go down with all that I have on my conscience. You hear me, Lon? It aint my body that youve killed. Its my soul — and I need — a chance to repent — and — make . . . .

And there, said Kirby, as the voice ended, is the finish of the only gent that Ill never regret killing.

Kirby, said Phil Slader, back in the house of Remy I gave you warning that if . . . .

Hold up, Phil, said the outlaw. I wont have trouble with you and I dont deserve it. Ive got this to tell you. Ive invested in a lot of bad actions and trouble of one kind or another ever since I can remember, hardly. And now what I want to do is to help to balance the books, a little. Phil, hold off till Ive had a chance to talk to you a little — and until Ive had a chance to write out something thats worth your having!

Sheriff Mitchel Holmer had, among other things, been the man who had brought famous Lon Kirby to the prison sentence from which he had escaped by the miracle of bribe money. But matters were not all as the sheriff would have had them. His hold upon the affections and the respect of the men of his county was so strong and steady that there was no danger he would lose the next election — or the ones after that until he chose to retire, for that matter. Still, the conscience of the sheriff troubled him, and he wondered if a cleaner and more active man might not, perchance, be able to keep affairs in order in that county more thoroughly than he had done.

For the crowning stroke had been the murder of Magruder, found lying in the shed behind his barn. And men had seen a rider on a great gray horse swinging through the dusk of the evening — so what could be more patent than that Phil Slader had committed the crime?

He was pondering this, and wondering, indeed, how he could phrase a letter of resignation — and what comments people would have to make upon such a letter — and how he would be able to resist the foolish persuasions of his wife. He was pondering upon all of these things, when his door opened, and he saw against the black of the outer night, the form of the man he most wanted in his hands. Phil Slader himself!

It took the sheriff something less than a fifth of a second to cover Phil Sladers heart with a Colt. But the youngster raised his hands slowly above his head and stood smiling at him.

Take your time, Mitch, said he. Ive come to surrender. Take your time. I left my guns behind me. So you wont have to bother with them. But reach into my breast pocket, while you jam your gun into me and take out the papers that you find there!

The sheriff was cautious, and he was watchfully suspicious, as well, but when he had removed the papers and regarded a little red smudge upon the corner of them, he gave a groan of interest. A moment later, he was exclaiming: But if Pasqual — bless me, Phil, are you clean handed in this game?

The paper seemed to answer all his questions. Presently he was sitting helpless in a chair and staring at Phil Slader with eyes wide.

Put down your hands, Phil, said he. And then tell me what sort of magic you used to make a crook like Kirby do a straight thing like this — a confession that he killed Magruder. But for that matter, when these things are published, Kirby will be a popular man for that killing! But tell me — what about yourself?

Ive come back to work my way along, said Phil, and Ive got my ambition laid out straight as a road before me.

And what is that? said the sheriff.

To marry the finest girl in the world, in the first place, said Phil. And, in the second place, to learn how to show some of the folks that we call crooks, how to come back to the straight ways of doing things. Thats my business in life. Because where honest folks wouldnt let me go straight, the crooks made me do it!

THE END
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I. THE FIRST ADVENTURE
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ECONOMY, WHETHER OF money or of labor, was carried by Mrs. E. Garrison to the nth degree, for economy of all kinds was necessary to the maintenance of her family. She had eight sons and no daughters. Three of the sons had been born at one time, and two at another. She threw herself with devotion into the battle to support these eight lives decently. A remnant of youth and good looks she sacrificed first, then all her time, her temper, her powers of body and soul went into the endless struggle, and she was so far victorious that neither Mrs. Oldham, right-hand neighbor, nor Mrs. Taylor on her left could ever find spot or speck on the new-burnished faces of the Garrison boys when they herded off to school in the morning. Work turned her to a famine-stricken wraith. But her heart grew stronger as she saw the fruit of her agony, eight boys with straight bodies and fresh, clear eyes.

On this wash Monday, having hung out the sheets and the pillowcases, the napkins, and the tablecloths, and all the whites, she dragged the clothes basket back to the kitchen to start the colored articles boiling in the same water that had served for the first batch. Time was when she had changed the water for each set of clothes, but now that her shoulders cracked under the weight of the boiler she moved it as seldom as possible.

Besides, as she said, clear water aint what cleans em — its the boiling and the soap and the blessed elbow grease. Yet, on this day, having dumped the colored things into the boiler and opened the door of the stove to shovel in more coal, she discovered that the last live cinder was turning from red to black — the fire was out. It was a calamity, for already the afternoon wore on, and she must rush to finish the washing in time to cook supper. That was the only point on which her husband was adamant — meals had to be punctual. Then she thought of assistance, and remembered that her eldest son was home; the teacher of his class was ill, which accounted for the vacation.

The great lummox, muttered Mrs. Garrison. He ought to have been down here hours ago, helpin me hang out and rinsin. She went to the foot of the backstairs, narrow, unpainted, and dark, the one untidy place of the house.

Oh, Lee! she called. Lee!

From above, half whine, half growl: Yes?

Come down this minute and chop me some kindling. The fires out.

Wait till I finish this page.

Ill wait for nothing. You come hopping, young man.

She heard the clap of the book being shut, the sound of heavy footfalls overhead, and she went into the dining room for an instants rest. It was a hot day in June, with just enough breeze to drag the smoke from the factories over the town, imperiling the washings that sparkled in a thousand back yards, and filling the air with a thick, sweet odor of soot. Mrs. Garrison relaxed in her husbands armchair in the coolest corner of the room and bent her head to think over the dishes for supper. She closed her eyes, too, and in a moment she was asleep, but she kept on working in her dream, heard the kindling dumped with a rattle on the kitchen floor, and dragged herself from the chair to open the dampers so that the fire roared and the water began to foam in the boiler.

In reality, Lee Garrison had not left his room. That noisy closing of the book, the thumping of his feet on the floor, all were a ruse. He had only sat forward in his chair and drummed with his heels. His thumb had kept the place, when he snapped the book shut, and now he opened it, still sitting on the edge of the chair, still bending to rise, while his eye swept through the rest of the adventure. For ten swarthy giants had just started into the path of Lancelot and barred his way to the perilous chapel with a voice of thunder. They scattered again as the good knight put forward his shield and drew his sword against such great odds as these, and Lee Garrison went with Lancelot into the chapel itself, where only one light burned and where the corpse lay hylled in silk. He did not change that cramped position, as if about to rise.

* * * * *

It was hours later when he heard the deep voice of his father downstairs, and his mother pouring out a protest. Then he laid aside his Malory with a sigh and stood up. Plainly he would never approach the height or the bulk of William Garrison, but he gave promise of the same broad shoulders, together with better proportions and, throughout, a fine workmanship of which there was little trace in either his father or mother. He was their first-born, coming in those days when the words my wife still were strange on the lips of William Garrison, and when the girl had not yet left all the life of Molly Doane behind her. They hunted reverently for a name, and at last chose Lee because his grandfather had fought at Antietam and Chancellorsville and Fredericksburg, wearing the gray. They looked on Lee with a quiet worship. When the other babies flooded the house with noise and care, they had less time for him, but his place was never usurped. The terror, the pain, the joy were all new with him, and the first note could never be quite repeated. Besides, he was different in many ways. All were fine boys, and Paul and William, Jr., probably would be even more huge than their father. They already out-topped Lee, but he was the choicer mechanism, the rarer spirit. Sometimes his mother thought, inarticulately, that the bloom of their youth, their first great joy, their hopes and dreams, had all gone into the body and soul of Lee. The eyes of the seven were straight and clear and misty with good health, but the eyes of Lee held both a black shadow and a light that were his alone. Even when he had been a tiny fellow he seemed to be thinking more than he spoke, and she had had an odd feeling that he often judged her. Therefore, she both dreaded and loved him. He was not demonstrative, otherwise his father would have idolized him. For the rest, he was the laziest boy in Waybury, rumor said. Books had been his world for five years now, but, although his father and his mother often lectured him about this all-consuming passion, they secretly respected it and hoped for great things.

He turned over his situation calmly, for he had swept through so many crises in books that he had little enthusiasm left for the troubles of real life. His mother was accusing him bitterly. It would have meant a hard thrashing, if any of the other boys had been the culprit, but his father had always had a strange aversion for caning Lee, and now the worst he could expect would be imprisonment in a dark room without supper. That was the usual punishment, for he wisely never had let them know that it was almost as pleasant to dream in the dark as it was to read in the light.

Lee! called his father. On his way downstairs he heard his mother reiterate: I just told him to chop some kindling. Then I sat down for a minute and somehow — I dont know just how it happened, but—

Thatll do, Mother. The point is, supper aint ready, and Lees to blame. I got to eat, if Im goin to work, dont I?

Hush up, William. Do hush up, or Lucy Ganningll hear, and itll be all over the neighborhood in a jiffy. Lucy Ganning was a shrewd-eyed spinster, living across the street.

Damn Lucy Ganning! cried the father. Come here, Lee!

The kitchen was in deep shadow, and to Lee, coming down the stairs, it seemed as if his father towered to the ceiling. The soot of the forge was furrowed by perspiration; it was an ugly mask, rather than a face, the eyes looking out through holes rimmed with white. His fathers great black hand crushed Lees shoulder and lifted him from the floor.

Now, said William Garrison, fighting to control himself, tell me the straight of this.

He slapped his book shut and made as if he was coming down, cried the mother. I went and sat down.—

Lee hunted swiftly for a convincing lie, and told the truth.

I just stopped to finish the page, Dad, honest. And then a minute later you came home.

His mother laughed hysterically. Will you listen to that? Look at the stove. Its cold, aint it? Its been two hours long, that minute of Lees.

Dyou think Id lie? Dad, it wasnt hardly moren a minute.

Lee, how dyou dare say such things? And there he sat all day upstairs, never offering to help me, while I was breaking my back with that boiler, and— Her voice shook; she became mute with self-pity and rage.

So thats what you been doin? said William Garrison. Lee looked sharply at his father and for the first time in his life was really afraid. The big man spoke quietly, but he spoke through his teeth, and he seemed a stranger. Through the dining-room door Lee saw seven white faces — little Jerry and Peter, twins, were clasping each other in terror.

You been up there with your books! Your mother was down here slaving. I was up to the forge with fire in my face!

They were silent, looking at each other, until Lee saw that his father was trembling.

William, whispered the mother, William, what dyou aim to do?

Close that door!

She stared at him a moment and then went silently and shut the door across the seven white faces. She came back and reached out her hand, but she did not touch her husband with it.

William, she whispered again.

Im going to teach him.

She fumbled and caught the back of a chair.

Dont look that way, Mother, broke out Lee. Im not afraid.

Hush! she cried, but William Garrison had balled both his great fists.

You dont fear me, eh? he said, grinding out the words. Well, by heaven, you will fear me. Dyou hear that? My own son dont fear me! It was not the voice of his father so much as his mothers eyes that froze the blood of Lee. She kept looking into her husbands face, fascinated, and Lee began to feel that all this time she had known mysterious, terrible things about William Garrison and concealed them from the world.

Come here! The big hands clamped on Lees shoulders and wrenched them about. Listen to me. I been lettin you go your own sweet way. Thats ended. Youre no good, and youre comin to no good end. Im goin to make you or break you, and Im goin to do it now.

There was no doubt about it. It meant a thrashing, and Lee wondered if he would scream as the others screamed. The thought made him sick. He wanted to die before the test came.

William, said his mother in that same terrifying whisper, it wasnt much he done wrong. The big man only turned his head and looked at her, and his fingers worked deeper into the shoulders of Lee. Ill get the switch, she said.

Switch? Switch nothing!

She was upon him with a cry, her hands clutching at the breast of her husband.

William, you aint goin to touch him? You aint in the right way for it. You — youll — kill him. My baby!

Molly, you go sit down.

She wavered, and then dropped into a chair and hugged her face in her arms.

Dont do it, Dad, said Lee. Dont you see? She cant stand it.

His father blinked as though a fierce light had been flashed in his face.

Good heaven! groaned Willliam Garrison. A coward, too!

By one hand he still held Lee, and now he turned and strode out of the kitchen and down the back steps, dragging the boy. He threw back the cellar doors with a crash and went down with Lee carried in front by the scruff of the neck. Below it was almost night, and now that the dimness covered the face of his father, Lee, standing in the corner, felt the horror slip from him. He remembered that worried, gentle face that had leaned above him when he had had scarlet fever.

Dad, he said, Im not afraid, but wait till tomorrow. Its worse on Mother than it is on me.

The devil! said William Garrison hoarsely, and he caught up a billet of wood from the floor. That voice told Lee plainly that he had to do with a stranger, an enemy. He looked about him, and in the corner stood the wooden sword that he had whittled when he first read the story of Excalibur. He caught it by the flimsy hilt.

I give you warning, he said in a high, small voice, Im going to fight back.

You are, eh? Come here!

Out of the dark a hand reached at him, but he struck it away with the wooden sword. That first blow was the last; Excalibur snapped at the flimsy hilt. A great black form rushed on him. He was whirled about. A bruising, cutting blow whacked on his shoulders. Lee could have wept with joy, for the pain, instead of leaping out at his teeth in a shriek, traveled inward, a deep, silent hurt. There was only the sound of the blows, the harsh breathing of his father, the staggering impacts, and shooting, burning pains.

A pause with lifted hand. Have you got enough? gasped out William Garrison, and a great sense of unfairness rushed through Lee and made tears come in his eyes. He was not being punished; he was being fought as a grown man fights an equal, and all his fine boys sense of fair play revolted. If he could have spoken, he would have defied the giant in the dark, but he dared not open his lips for fear of the sobs that made his throat ache.

Have you got enough? repeated William Garrison, thundering. Then: I guess thatll do you for a while. He seemed to grow sober at a stride. Son, I thought you was a coward — maybe I was wrong. You stay here and think it over — what you done and how you lied — Im coming back later on.

Mr. Garrison disappeared up the steps, the cellar doors crashed shut, and the padlock snapped. At that Lee forgot his pain.

He wouldnt trust me, he whispered to himself. He wouldnt trust me. He locked me up like a dog thats been whipped.

Lee shook his fist in a silent fury of shame and hate, and then sat down to think. Vital, deep emotions did not last long in Lee. His edge had been taken by romance, his sensibilities blunted, but, as he heard the noise of supper preparations begin over his head, he was sure of one thing — he would not face his seven brothers in the morning and see their half-sheepish, half-mocking grins. He was like them, now — something to be beaten into obedience. Then there was a deep rumbling — his fathers laugh.

He could not believe it, for a time. Then silverware jingled faintly. They sat at the table; they had forgotten.

And Ill forget you! said Lee in a burst of sorrow and choking shame. Ill forget you all, forever!

It was a simple matter to escape through the cellar window, which, of course, his father had forgotten, and it was equally easy to steal across the kitchen floor while Paul was telling a noisy anecdote about the school. His voice covered the sound of Lees steps, but through the dining-room door Lee saw his mothers sad face, and he blessed her for it.

Once in the room that he shared with three of his brothers, he lighted the oil lamp and swiftly set about making up his bundle, for he knew exactly what should go into a bundle when one leaves home. He remembered what Billy had taken in The Adventures of a Young Miner and all the important things that the hero had forgotten. In five minutes his bundle was completed, and he was on his way downstairs.

He stopped at the foot of them to listen. If there had been one word for him, one syllable to show they missed him, he would have turned back, but they were all exclaiming about something he did not understand, and Lee went out into the night.


II. THE STAKED PLAINS
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THERE ARE SOME who alter little between youth and manhood, and Lee Garrison was one of these. He was thirteen when he curled up in the corner of a freight car and awoke a little later with the wheels jolting beneath him. A dozen years later, if anyone from Waybury had come across a certain tanned line rider in the Llano Estacado, he would probably have recognized Lee in spite of sombrero and chaps. His shoulders had broadened to the full of their early promise. His face was little changed. At thirteen he had looked much older than his age; at twenty-five he seemed much younger.

Most cattlemen have to hold themselves to the monotony of their work by steady effort, consciously tensed to be prepared for little things, straining their eyes across miles of shimmering sand to watch the herds and mark the sick or the strayed, until the crowfoot wrinkles come, the brows draw down. Boys acquire a grim, wistful expression that should not be theirs until middle age. But Lee Garrison was not one of those who fight nature. He accepted it. His nearest approach to the alert was quiet watchfulness like that of the dog that sees the rabbit but prefers hunger to the long race in the heat. No doubt this accounted for Lees unwrinkled forehead. From a distance he appeared calmly dignified. At close hand his face was rather a blank, except for the occasional swift play of his eyes, and the Southwest, that has not time to ponder over idiosyncrasies or exceptions, put down Lee Garrison as a lazy man and filed him away in its memory under that heading.

Even granting the celebrated vacuity of Lees mind, men wondered how he could stick to line riding. Hour by hour, day by day, week by week, month by month, he journeyed up and down a hundred miles of fence, never visited except by chuck wagon, and traveling to the ranch house, fifteen miles away, only on state occasions. Even at roundup time, when he could have made his five dollars and head as a bronc-peeler, he chose rather to keep up that deadly routine that drives more sensitive cowpunchers mad. Always he was loading down the fence with that infinite line of posts fogging into view, dipping now and again into a hollow, or swaying in or out to avoid a rock, but usually only a line that went straight across a flat earth, a string of heads dwindling and bobbing up and down to the trot of his horse.

Twelve hours a day he kept the saddle with hammer, nail, pliers, wire stretcher, and boot sack full of staples. The posts were old, the staples worked loose, and it was a continual mounting and dismounting, a blow with the hammer, a staple sent home, and then back into the saddle again, only to see a strand sagging a dozen yards ahead. Off again, on again, all day, every day — the patience of Indians themselves often gave way to gibbering idiocy after a few months of this labor, but Lee Garrison held out. He stayed by preference. One might have thought that he loved the quiet and nature as the old trout fisher loves it — but the Staked Plains! Countless Spanish daggers were all that showed above ground level. There were not mountains rolling against the horizon, cool and blue. For life, therefore, the prairie dogs.

It was one of those that made Lee pause in the very act of lifting his horse into a canter to head for the nearest of his dugouts, for it would be dark by the time he had finished his supper and haste was needed. But the prairie dog stood by his mound, looking like a miniature beaver, his tail jiggering up and down with the fury of his barking. A companion jumped out of the hole and joined in the defiance.

Sassy little devil, murmured Garrison, and jerked out his revolver. The bullet merely knocked a spray of sand over the prairie dogs as they whirled toward safety.

It was a result that Lee had small time to observe, for his horse leaped straight into the air and came down stiff-legged, swallowing his head. Past five posts he bucked with educated viciousness, but at the sixth he tossed up his head and looked back at the rider as though asking pardon for such folly. Even a painful jab of the spurs only made him switch his tail and break into a perfectly measured lope. The face of the rider, that had lighted for an instant, now went blank again.

Of all the no-good horses Ive ever seen, said the master, youre the worst and the yellow-heartedest, Pinto. When you came out to me, I had hopes for you.

The pinto cocked a wary ear back and turned the corner of a red-stained eye.

But, concluded the line rider, now you cant pitch enough to make conversation.

Yes, he undoubtedly could ride as well as the next man, but as a marksman he was distinctly ordinary. But the sigh he heaved was not on account of the missed shot. It was what that miss signified. When he first arrived in the cattle country, his boys mind had been filled with the glamour of it, and he had begun to school himself to be a model knight of the plains — expert rider, shot, and cattleman, knowing all the desert and the creatures of the desert. Only in one ambition had he succeeded — he could stick in a saddle as though he were glued to the leather — and all his other aspirations were so long dead that the thought of them barely served to awaken in him a faint melancholy regret. So an old man sighs as he thinks back to the star-storming aspirations of his youth.

At the dugout he unsaddled his horse and hobbled him carefully, for Pintos chief talent and ambition was to break and run for the ranch house fifteen miles away.

Next he prepared his supper from the food cached in the dugout, and within an hour after his arrival he had cooked and eaten his supper and spread his bed.

It was a gray, cold evening, more like January than March, and the high mist that was hardly noticeable during the day now shut away the color of the sunset, and the sun went down red. The prairie dogs no longer chattered, but a bull bat sat on the nearest fence post wailing at him like a whippoorwill, and twice a prairie-dog owl, hunting close to the ground, skimmed past the dugout, a living shadow, uttering the sad cry that always seems to come from a great distance.

Lee Garrison made himself comfortable in the dugout, lounging with a saddle for a pillow, and a clean lantern ready behind his head, although it was not yet dark enough for artificial light. Behind him lay three books that he touched after the manner of the after-dinner smoker, fingering his cigars and considering which flavor he will choose. It was some time before he made up his mind, and, indeed, to a lover of this sort of reading there was little measure of preference among three such fountainheads of romance as A Thousand Nights and a Night, Boccaccio, or Malory. These were his treasury, of which he never wearied, each of them inexhaustible in incident, thronging with pictures.

But he suited his daily selection to his mood, having sometimes a taste for the voluptuous adventures of the Arabian tales, and often for Boccaccio, wicked, delightful, chuckling at sin and even smiling at virtue, but most frequently, as on this evening, he chose Le Morte DArthur. It was his first love among books and would remain his last, for although A Thousand Nights and a Night might cloy him, or Boccaccio grow tiresome, he never lost his passion for those whom Malory keeps alive in sword and armor at Whitsuntide in Camelot, or at the gate of some dark castle in the forest. He sometimes found the Nights over-rich and Boccaccio flat, but never the style of Malory, rippling alike over great and small, monotonous sometimes, delightfully archaic, but with phrases here and there like sword thrusts, and whole passages of exquisite harmony.

Again on this night it was Malory. The ragged covers opened, the pages, chipped at the corners, yellowed, stained, slipped away of their own accord. In ten seconds he saw the knight with the covered shield send Tristan hurtling out of his saddlea mighty fall! And he rolled thrice over, grasping his hands full of dirt each time. Lee Garrison followed the fight with motions of his clenched right hand.

Such was his absorption that he heard neither the rattling approach of the chuck wagon nor the long halloo of the driver. Not until Baldy stood at the door, filling it, and his shadow fell across the book, did Lee look up.

What Id like to know, shouted Baldy, without other greeting, is why the devil you dont have regular stopping places regular times. I started this morning right after chow, and I been on your trail ever since.

Sorry, said Lee, and, although he lowered the book, his forefinger kept the place.

No human being had come that way in four weeks, and Baldy knew it. Therefore, he pushed back his hat, and his head was as red as his face, while he considered whether or not this indifference were an insult, and if he should take it up as such. He debated, glowering upon the bent head of Lee Garrison. But, after all, it was a mans privilege to sit silently like a fool owl on a post when a chance for conversation came his way. In a word, the line rider was a nut, and not to be judged according to the standards of ordinary men. Baldy turned on his heel and without further attempt at speech unloaded his cargo and dumped it beside the dugout.

What do you want next time? he snapped out, when the last box was deposited.

Nothing, answered Garrison, and then roused himself a little. No matter how odd a man may be in Texas, he cannot safely forget all obligations of hospitality. Maybe youre hungry? he suggested lamely.

I aint.

Or needin a smoke?

I aint.

It gave Baldy infinite satisfaction to demonstrate his own powers of curtness.

Or thirsty?

Eh?

Theres some water.—

Water? The devil!

Garrison sighed with relief and returned with pacified conscience to the book. Here Baldy remembered in the nick of time the most important detail of his errand to the line rider.

I brought out another hoss for you, he said.

There was no answer.

Nice sleepy ol hoss, continued Baldy invitingly.

He himself and five others of the outfit had been pitched from the saddle by that same dull-eyed outlaw and now, as usual, the foreman sent his intractable mount to the line rider. For it was a well-established and significant detail of Garrisons reputation that he had never been thrown, at least not to the knowledge of those who had seen him work for five years on the Llano Estacado.

Baldy looked back at the old, brown horse that stood with drooping head tethered behind the wagon. Its lower hip hung pendulously, and it slept where it stood, but at the sight a sharp pain ran through the left shoulder and hip of the cowpuncher, and his face puckered at the reminiscence. He would have sold his shop-made boots for a quarter to see this silent fool in the saddle on yonder brown horse. He would have given away his vast sombrero with a joyous heart, if he could have driven back to the ranch and told the boys how the dummy was thrown on his head. But Garrison had heard the news without stirring.

Ol hoss is tied up behind the wagon right now, went on Baldy with insidious smoothness. Which you wouldnt mind having him handy for saddling like that, would you? No work roping him, nor nothing. Hes jest all handy.

The import of this drifted into the consciousness of Lee Garrison. He put down his book with a sigh, lifted his saddle and bridle, and climbed from the dugout. As for Baldy, he masked a smile by rubbing the back of his hand across his mouth while he made his eyes wide, childishly innocent. The brown horse was one of those rare outlaws that has not the slightest objection to the weight of a saddle. Lee Garrison, with his saddle over his arm, paused in front of the sleepy head and looked long and earnestly at the new candidate for his string.

Does he guess? whispered Baldy. Pray heaven, he dont guess. He dont.

This last came in the nature of an outburst of thanksgiving, for the line rider stepped carelessly to the near side of the brown and tossed his saddle upon it with such lack of precaution that the stirrup rapped the ribs of the horse loudly. But the outlaw only canted one long, mulish ear forward and opened the opposite eye. Baldy quivered with silent delight.

Dont let there be no warning, he continued in solemn invocation. Let er hit like lightning at noon.

The dummy had foot in stirrup, and now it came — a creaking of leather, a snort, a winged leap into the air, and then came the thudding impact of four hoofs with four stiff legs above them and an arched back topping it all. The brown horse came down with its head between its forelegs, a pyramid, with Lee sitting on the apex.

After that Baldy snatched his hat from his head, twisted it into a knot, and flung it on the ground. He went through odd motions, swaying from side to side, stiffening suddenly, jerking his hands in, pitching them out, like a cheerleader rousing a rooting section to frenzy, pushing the home team over the goal line. Presently he stood frozen in his last awkward attitude, his face illumined with that mysterious light of beatification that Rafael keeps playing about the eyes of his cherubs.

My heaven, whispered Baldy reverently. My heaven.

The evening went rapidly into the twilight, the prairie dogs came out to watch, the bull bat sat silently on the fence post. Then the unrhythmic beat of hoofs ceased.

Its true, gasped out Baldy. I seen it — with my own eyes.

The line rider came back, passed the driver of the chuck wagon without a word, brushed the perspiration from his forehead, sat down, sighed, and picked up his book as one in a dream. Baldy gaped at him, and then he walked away so softly that one might have said he went tiptoe over the sand.

When he started on the homeward journey, he took the brown outlaw back with him.


III. JOHN RAMPS
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THE LANTERN BURNED clearly, and Garrison was content. Before him stretched a lengthy maze of adventures, jousts, waylayings, challenges — half a dozen full evenings of readings before he came to the quests for the Holy Grail and the breaking of that peerless fellowship of the Round Table. So Lee, rich in the prospect, stretched himself at the loaded board. He could never see in the Grail a sufficient cause for the ruin of the Round Table. Therefore, he always approached that section of Malory with a fallen heart, but tonight he was reading of the crisp early days when Camelot was a new name. He raised his head from the book only once, and it was only to feel the settling down of utter night.

For he had learned that there is an instant of white magic just at the end of the evening. Perhaps it is the time when the creatures that see in the dark come into their own. That moment had come, when Lee lifted his head. The silence that camped on the Staked Plains became a listening thing with a heartbeat somewhere in it. The breeze lifted the corner of the page like an invisible finger. So ended the dull day, and the night began with a breathless pause as when a door opens, but those within are not yet seen. The world died with the day, and the people of the books sprang into life. Ladies who, in the day, were bland names, became on such a night brilliant realities with infinite lives of smiles and glances. About the lonely castle he now saw the wilderness sweeping in green waves like a sea, covering the walls with a spray of vines. So solemn became the illusion of that moment that the figure that loomed in the doorway and stood there, swaying, seemed only an intruder in the dream.

Between an American Indian and an Arthurian legend, however, there existed a gap sufficient to shock Garrison into wakefulness. It was a broad-shouldered, bowlegged fellow in moccasins, with a hickory shirt, a hat set so far toward the back of his head that it pushed his ears forward, and, dangling to his shoulders, were two plaits of hair wrapped in red flannel, with a red snapper at each end. He supported himself with his hands against the door, glaring at the white man and leaning in as though he were about to leap on the prostrate figure. That illusion lasted long enough to bring Lee Garrison to his feet with the speed of a snake uncoiling. Then he saw that the poor fellow had braced himself against a staggering weakness. His arms shook under the weight they supported, and the glare of his eyes was that inward light of suffering long endured.

Among the few established facts about Lee Garrison was an aversion to both Mexicans and Indians, but after a single glance at this man he caught him under the armpits and swung him down to the floor of the dugout. It was a dead weight that he lifted. The shoulders of the Indian gave under the pressure of an ugly limpness, and he remained in exactly the position in which Garrison deposited him — shouldering against the wall with one leg twisted oddly to the side and his right hand doubled against the floor, the weight of the arm falling against the back of the wrist. In spite of the fiery eyes of the Indian, Lee knew that the man was dying. He ripped away a stack of cans from a corner. They tumbled with a prodigious racket across the floor and revealed the hidden treasure, a half-emptied flask of whiskey, that he handed to the Indian.

But the fingers in which the man tried to grasp it slipped from the glass as though numb with cold, and his arm fell. Garrison, shuddering at the sight of that mortal weakness, placed the flask at the lips of the Indian, and, when he took it away, the bottle was empty.

Good, sighed the other, and he had strength enough to take the cup of water that Lee poured.

I have stayed too long, said the Indian in an English so perfectly enunciated that Lee started. I must go on again.

He spread his hands on either side of him and strove to raise his body. There was no result, and a shadow dropped across his eyes. Perspiration glistened on his coppery forehead, but he smiled at the white man.

For heavens sake, lie down and take it easy, said Lee.

The other shook his head. There was a bubbling huskiness in his voice in which he explained gravely: I am hollow inside and filled with fire. If I lie down, it will run into my head and burn me up.

A very good idea, said Lee quietly. A fellow can fool fire that way, now and then. Give me your hand, will you?

He took the languid wrist. The skin was hot. The pulse ran faint and fast as the ticking of a clock. The Indian was dying of pneumonia.

Im sorry Ive finished your whiskey stock, he said. Ill bring you out a new supply, when I come back this way. My name is John Ramps.

Lee mumbled his own name in acknowledgment of the introduction. It would be morning before he could go to the ranch and return with help, and long before morning John Ramps would be dead.

Moonshine will think Ive left his trail, said the Indian. But though Moonshine is clever, one cant expect a horse to know what goes on inside the brain of a man. He could run faster than my horses ran, and naturally he doesnt think I can overtake him on foot.

The feet of John Ramps were clad in moccasins, worn to shreds.

Is Moonshine a horse? asked Lee.

You dont know him? Well, this is far from his home country. There were eight of us with horses, when we took the trail of Moonshine in the Diamond Star Desert.

But thats in Idaho, Ramps! cried Garrison.

Yes, a long trail. However, Im surprised that you dont know of Moonshine, Mister Garrison. Hes a silver-gray mustang. Youve seen moonlight running on water? Thats his color. Fire in a wind, galloping across a stubble field, thats the way he runs. Now I must go. All the others who have tried have lost. Even Handsome Harry Chandler lost. He took his best horse. And last he rode his black mare. But even Laughter could not turn Moonshine. So he thinks that John Ramps, too, has failed. He does not know that I can still run as fast as the wind.

He lurched to his feet, but at the first step he crumpled into the arms of the white man, and Lee laid him on the blanket. He thought, then, that the end had come, for there was no perceptible breathing, but he found, at length, a faint flutter of the heart. He sponged the face and breast and hands of the man, and then sat beside John Ramps to wait for the final rattle of breathing. Literally, the dying man was a frame of bones loosely covered with skin. His mouth was fallen ajar, but to Lee Garrison there was nothing repulsive in the face. It took him back to the quests of Arthurs paladins after the Holy Grail. They must have ridden like this, day and night, wasting themselves to shadows, burned by their desire for one glimpse of salvation. Even so, the Indian and his eight companions had ridden a thousand miles, killing their horses under them, no doubt, until only this man remained of the eight. He had spurred his last mount until it died, and, then, half mad with weariness and the hysteria of fever, he had gone on by foot.

The Indian spoke. It was not the death rattle, but a harsh phrase of Indian dialect. The voice went on, detached, broken, but now it spoke English.

Who stays to throw water, when the forest burns? John Ramps is burning for the horse. There followed a burst of rapid chatter in his own tongue. The next English words made only a few phrases: Let her go to another wickiup — I cannot stay. Here he fell into inaudible mutterings, rolling his head from side to side, and plucking aimlessly at his breast. Then: Be not afraid. It is not Tahquits, pounding the bones of a victim. The hoofs of Moonshine make the thunder, and John Ramps is on his back.

Was it weeks, months, even years, perhaps, since John Ramps started on the trail of the stallion? The chase was as strange to Lee as the story of the Grail. It was stranger, for in the years of his riding on the ranges he had found in horses only creatures to be subdued by force, whipped into obedience, crushed with the stronger hand. A sullen anger came in him at the thought that a dumb beast had been able to kill this man. He felt a pang that one of the human race could have responded to a spark that had never touched him, could have risked his life with so open a hand for the sake of a beast.

The Indian spoke again, and his voice was lower and harsher. The breath seemed to die between every dragging syllable.

Brothers, it was no fault in the trap — the trap was good, but he is like his name — he is like moonshine, and he eludes us. A man can take fire on two sticks and carry it through the wind — or he can gather water in his hands — or he can even put the wind in a bag and keep it — but who can gather moonshine?

The picture Lee Garrison saw was the narrow, yellow triangle of a campfire and eight swarthy faces, glittering by that light. A sudden shout from John Ramps made his hair bristle. The Indian had jerked himself to a sitting posture, and his face was a frenzy.

Ho! We have him. My mountain sheep, my red beauty, faster, faster! Hei!

Over his head he swung one arm, a gesture so vivid that the whirling loop of the lasso flashed like a shadow across the eyes of Lee. The hand fell, and the body pitched back, and Lee, leaning close over a face that was contorted in the last agony, heard a whisper: He is gone!

The same whisper, it seemed, drained the last life from John Ramps, for almost at once a mist brushed across the fiery eyes as though the lamp that shone down on them had grown suddenly dim, and a gradual smile stole across the lips of John Ramps. Perhaps, thought the cowpuncher, the soul of the Indian was already flying down the trail of Moonshine and saw the fugitive.


IV. THE FIRST SIGHT
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IT SEEMED TO Lee, as he looked down to the eternal triumph of that smile, that the most opulent cattle kings did not build as well as John Ramps, for their names would last only as long as their fortunes held together. But John Ramps, building nothing, had left a thing that would never die, a story of which he was a part. He died for the sake of it, and, as long as men loved horses, they would not cease to thrill when they heard how the Indian trailed the gray stallion a thousand miles across the mountains. Here, in a bronze skin, was the type of a Galahad. Lee went to the door of the dugout. The moonlight lay in pale waves over the rolling ground outside. There was not a sound. He thought back a little. The cattle range had been a joyless place to him, a drab region, but it had at least given him escape from people and provided him with a great blessing — silence. As he stood there, he grew sad with the desire to be among men. He had lived among them with his eyes closed, for there must be others in whom burned the fire of John Ramps. Perhaps, with patient searching, he could find one such and buckle that man to him for a friend.

In the meantime, he must bury the Indian. Here on the plains was the place for him, lying face up, not too far away from this same moonlight.

He picked up the body of John Ramps, a withered body of bones and skin, and fifty yards from the dugout he placed it in a deep crevice among the rocks. Prying against the keystone of the overhanging boulders, he loosed and sent down a ponderous shower of rock. The roar of the fall filled his ears for a moment longer, and then the peace of the desert washed like a wave about him. In a nearby Spanish dagger the wind was whispering; that was the end. All trace of John Ramps was gone from the face of the earth, and only one man knew his monument.

Then, as though a voice from behind bade him turn, he swung sharply and saw what seemed a cloud of moonlight gathered into a moving form. It glided over a hilltop, disappeared in the wash of shade that filled a gully, and slipped into view again over a closer rise of ground. It was Moonshine.

If he had never heard of the stallion before, the name would have burst from his lips as it did now in a shout. Moonshine stopped with a suddenness that sent his mane tumbling forward in a flurry of silver, and stood fast, a creature of light.

He neighed like a challenge, or a gloating over the dead man, then whirled and fled. Oh, the swing and lightness of that stride — like a wave in the free ocean! Perhaps the soft surface sand buried the noise of hoofs. Like a phantom the wild horse drifted over the hill and faded into the shadow below.

He came into view again on a farther rise. Then Moonshine was absorbed in the heart of the night. The face of Lee Garrison was like that of one who struggled to keep alive in his memory a dying music.

It was hard to turn back, for a power drew him down the trail of the horse. He closed his eyes. At once against the black of his vision the form of Moonshine stood out, luminous silver.

He had found his passions so entirely inside the covers of books that this reality, taking him by the throat, bewildered him. Had the soul of John Ramps come into his body? It was the memory of the mustangs gallop that maddened him — to sit on that back would be to sit like a leaf in a level wind. Between his knees he could sense the lithe, strong barrel of Moonshine, and his face was hot with longing to feel the wind of Moonshines galloping.

He found himself in the dugout with his head between his hands. His face was hot. The fingers against his face were cold. His heart fluttered in a strange, airy manner, but, when he sprang up, his mind at least was clear.

This note he scrawled: I got a hurry call, and I am gone. This, with some perishables that could not be trusted without guard in the dugout, he put into the saddlebags, after cinching up Pinto. When he had cut the hobble ropes, the little horse, true to his homing instinct, darted toward the ranch house. So with the bridges burned, Lee turned back to the dugout and swept together the necessaries. Since he had to travel on foot, he cut his list of essentials to the bone. In a minute, at most, he was striding across the sand.

A cartridge belt slung over his shoulder carried his ammunition, and it supported at the lower end of the loop the heavy Colt .45. To catch a horse without a rope is nearly impossible. Lee bore thirty feet of it. A saddle blanket for shelter at night, some sulphur matches, a small package of salt, a great, powerful knife with one razor edge and another blade that defied the thickest tin can — these made up his pack, together with some odds and ends which included that prime essential of the cattle country, pliers, the key to the barbed-wire region.

It would not have been too much to carry over even fairly firm roads, but the sand melted like quicksilver under his feet, for he wore the small-soled, sharp-heeled boots of the cattleman, that give the smallest walking surfaces. The heels sank deep, and in the midst of each stride there was a giving and slipping back. His eye had formed the horsemans habit of wandering forward across the landscape at the pace of a lope, and now his glances pulled him forward as though he were leaning against the wind. There is a quick, soft step for sand, barely breaking the surface as the foot falls, Indian fashion, but Lee was fighting ahead, slipping, stumbling.

The night was cool, yet Lee in ten minutes was dripping, and he sighed in ardent relief as the sand shelved to a shore of firm ground. He had reached the Capped Rock, where, the ground having settled on one side of a fissure, a ridge of broken stone protrudes along a fault, and great boulders tumble from the plateau to the lower level. From the upper ridge he scanned anxiously the dimmer regions below him.

Something winked far off like a bit of water exposed to the moon. The silvery shape dissolved in the shadows of another hollow. It seemed a mad thing for a man to start out to walk down a horse — and such a horse as Moonshine, above all. Indeed, the stallion might shake off all pursuit by one great burst across the country, fifty miles of running, say, that would effectually destroy all hopes of keeping the trail. Yet there was small fear that Moonshine would be so full of heart after a thousand-mile hunt across the mountains. The Indians had served one purpose by their long trailing — they had taken the edge off the mustangs wildness, and they had blunted his fear of man.

Many times, lately, he must have had the scent of man in his wide nostrils, and many times he must have shaken off his horror with a small burst of galloping. Probably he would do the same with Lee, just keeping out of the danger distance. In that case there was one chance in three, the cowpuncher thought, of success, for the stallion would hardly have shaken off his pursuer and settled down to graze, when once more the man would plod within sight, and Moonshine must be off again, and hardly would he lie down to sleep when again the man scent would drift close. The gray must have slept on his feet, and even then he would only have an opportunity for brief dozes. As for Lee, he could choose his time for rest and make his sleep brief. He had all the advantage of the general who takes the offensive and keeps the opponent guessing. All of this went swiftly through the mind of the cowpuncher, and then he started down among the rocks.


V. GUADALUPE
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FOR ALL THE pleasant ease of the first few steps on the firm ground, he quickly discovered that even the sand was preferable to this going, for sharp-edged rocks bruised his feet through the thin soles, and his spurs caught and clanked on every projecting stone. Moreover, the scrupulously shop-made boots gave no play at heel or instep, and he lumbered and halted in his stride. A sensation of prickling heat about the heel told him that the skin was chafing away. But a snug shoe and a horse with a long rein, these had been his two dominant requirements for so long that he had come to think of his body as necessarily terminating in boots. The yipping of a coyote mocked him as he paused, and the barking made him think of the coyotes fluffy fur and how it would feel against his aching feet. The cry of the little hunter was coming down the wind, for otherwise Lee could never have come within a mile of the wanderers acute nose, but now Lee took covert in a brake of scrub cedar and heard the yelping coming straight at him.

The wind had blown a black slit across the hollow, and against this darkness the light-yellow body of the skulker appeared plainly a moment later. He trotted with his head low, for since the wind was at his back the coyote had to trust to the treacherous ground smells, distinguishing nicely between the new and the old, foe and friend, that which would hunt, that which might be hunted. Two rope lengths from Lee he stopped and stood alert. Whatever sixth sense warned him, the coyote let reason outweigh intuition, and, instead of changing his course at once, he pointed his slender nose and raised his cry. The bark of Lees revolver turned it into a sharp squeak. The yellow body shot high, struck the earth again with an audible impact, and lay wonderfully limp and thin.

As he ripped off the skin from the hot form, snorting the pungent odor out of his nostrils, Lee Garrison could only pray that Moonshine would be spending much of this night in sleep. The fresh pelt would be useless until it was at least partially dried, so he cut four small cedar branches to stretch the hide and fastened it securely at his back. There it must dry as he walked.

The pause allowed his feet to puff, but after the first few tortured steps the pressure shut off the circulation of the blood. Presently all feeling ceased below the ankles. There was only the ache of leg muscles protesting against this unaccustomed exercise.

He went on. The soreness grew. The aches accumulated and sprang out in surprising places. But he set himself a measured pace and kept at it with monotonous effort. He felt certain that the stallion must have followed a cut through certain low hills, far ahead, and to this goal he pointed. If pain were the price of Moonshine, he was beginning to pay in generous installments.

Now black mountains began to grow out of the horizon, seeming to drift toward him. The sky turned from full silver to a ghostly mist, fog colored — dawn was coming. With that, weariness struck him squarely between the eyes, and he knew he must make a halt.

Skirting into a cedar brake, he saw the nervous head and topknot of a blue Mexican quail, and shot it. He dressed the quail swiftly and placed it over a fragrant flame of cedar branches. As long as he could, he endured the odor of the roasting meat, and then he devoured his meal, half raw.

The day was quickening now, the sky blue, the east fresh with color. A few breaths of that keen, clear air drove the ache of sleeplessness from his brain, and he started again toward the pass among the tumbling hills.

In the firm sand of the pass he found the small prints of Moonshine as clear as print on a white page, and, with his revolver, he measured the steps accurately, scratching the odd distance on the barrel of his gun. By this measure, better than by any other method, he could identify the stallions trail. As he hurried on, it seemed to Lee that out of the prints before him the body of the horse arose and drifted before him with rhythmic pace.

During the day he halted only twice, for, after a pause, it became more than a man could endure to step again on those agonizing feet. That straightforward progress brought a reward, however. He came on Moonshine beside a water hole near plenty of long grass which the stallion was eating so eagerly that Lee guessed how famine pinched him. For his own part, as the gray raced off into the evening, he had barely strength to stagger to the edge of the hole. There he dropped into the mud and drank the lukewarm water. Afterward, it was vain to attempt to drag his boots off over those swollen feet, so he cut away the leather below the ankles and tossed spurs and all far off. One glance at his feet, and he buried them in the mud. It was a green slime, unspeakably soft, cool. It drank up the fever of his blood; it cleared his head; it drained away the thousand aches while he lay flat on his back, breathing with a hoarse rattle of content, his arms thrown out crosswise, staring up at the evening sky where the colors were mingling softly and gaily.

There, with his feet in the mud, he took the half-dried skin of the coyote and fashioned moccasins. A double fold of skin made the soles. The uppers were crudely shaped and joined to the sole with a strip of sinew passed through holes which he cut with his knife. That done, in the gathering darkness he lay back and waited until a blue quail came fearlessly to the water and killed it.

It was painful going in the morning, but he kept at it gingerly along a trail that was as clear as if it had been stamped out. He reached the Pecos country that day, with the great brown mountains growing up beyond to the white snow that topped Guadalupe. The rolling land swept into a great vega, and in the midst of it he stumbled upon the river. A few rods back it was not visible. When he reached the famous stream, he found little three-foot banks hemming in a swift, muddy current no broader than a street. He forded that bitter water at the Delaware Crossing and went on into a sandy country.

The sign led toward Guadalupe until at night, at the base of the great mountain that now filled a quarter of the sky, the trail swung sharply to the right. It made Lee Garrison draw a deep breath of relief. Moonshine had traveled swiftly that day, and now he must lead by many a mile, but by that veering of the tracks Lee knew that the mustang was taking the ravine to the right in order to cut into the heart of the mountains. That would lead him about on a winding course, and Lee, going straight over the shoulder of the mountain, might cut across the path before Moonshine came up with him. For that reason he decided to eat his supper, if he could find game, rest a brief time, and then press straight over the shoulder of the mountain.

Luck gave him his game in the form of a white-tailed buck that stood out of the short brush against the skyline not two hundred yards away. Lee stalked him as silently as a snake, and, coming up out of the gully, he fired from below and dropped the deer with the first shot. It was a fine eight-point fellow, running close to one hundred and fifty pounds, but all of him went to waste except the plump hindquarters. Off one of these Lee cut himself a huge steak and broiled it over cedar coals, a meal for a king. While he smoked his cigarette afterward, he watched the falling night across the plains below, while above him the air whispered through evergreen boughs, and that nameless keen fragrance was blowing. His body ached when he thought what a bed those piled branches would make. But when the butt of the cigarette was tossed away, he paused only long enough to massage his sore leg muscles with his knuckles, fasten the untouched quarter of the buck across his shoulders, and then he pressed on up the slope.

At midnight he reached a crest that seemed closer to the stars than he had ever been before, but they were visible for a moment only. A freshening wind was carrying great burdens of clouds across the sky, and the stars were flicked out, one by one. In the redoubled darkness the voices of the wind crowded close to him with lonely wailing, but Lee armed himself against despondency. He glanced back of him to make sure of his direction and then went down the slope toward the ravine along which Moonshine must surely be climbing.

A gust, as he started, struck him heavily, and, instead of slackening, it increased in stronger puffs, one crowded after the other, humming and whining across the ridges and plucking at Lee Garrison with fingers of ice. Below, the valley was black as a cave.

He was too old a cattleman to become panic stricken at the approach of a storm, but, as he went on, he took stock of the swift falling of the temperature, the rapidly increasing numbness of toes and fingers, the prickling about his cheekbones. A true hurricane was in the brewing. A blast of sleet rattled through the shrubs, then clouds of snow poured about him, waving down like great moth wings and clothing the air to stifling with its density. It seemed that he would never stagger to the bottom of the first descent.

A moment later, however, he came into that ravine which, he knew, must be the course of Moonshine as he crossed the Guadalupes. The level-driving snow literally roofed the gorge, but he could see for a little distance, up and down. Behind an outcropping of rock he crouched to wait, straining his eyes down the hollow for some sign of the stallion. It might be that Moonshine had turned with the gale and drifted as cattle drift, but Lee had strong faith that, in spite of the wind and weather, the gray would keep to his course like a thinking man. The cold mountains went by. Drifts of sheeted snow from time to time blew past him like ghosts, or galloping gray horses, and his heart leaped at so many false hopes that he would not believe when, out of the snow flurries below him, he made out a moving shape that grew into the mustang struggling through the storm on his journey north, steady as a ship that drives by compass.

He slid his hand back and gripped the coil of the rope. Gallantly Moonshine came up the rise until, just in front of Lee, an arm of the wind shot sidewise and stopped the horse like a jerk of a stake rope. Lee Garrison shook out the noose a little. He lurched up and forward for the cast. But his body crumbled under the effort. The cold had made him as brittle as straw, for he had crouched by the rock too long. His legs buckled at the knees. The rope was caught by the wind and flung back into his face, while the horse leaped past him with a snort, almost within the reach of his fingertips.

To tantalize him the more, he regained muscular control at once. The strong effort now sent his blood leaping. He sprang to his feet and rushed down the ravine, shouting, shaking the rope above his head. The storm tore off his curses at his lips. He stumbled and fell flat a dozen times. But he kept on until he heard, far away, the storm-drowned neigh of Moonshine. Then, with a groan, he crumpled up on a bank of snow.


VI. TRIAL BY FIRE
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THAT FAILURE IN the pass amid the snow, seemed as definite an end as the falling of the curtain on the last act of a tragedy. Yet he found himself mechanically plodding on through the storm with no more hope than one driven on a treadmill by a whip. Half frozen, feeble, despairing, he descended from the peak until a sudden wind tore the clouds to tatters and let through a hearty burst of sunshine. Garrison took it as a sign from heaven, and in half an hour he was singing on the northward trail of Moonshine.

It was well that he could not look into the future. But every night, when he lay down, it was with a hope, and every morning, when he stood up, it was with a hope. He labored across the rugged Pinasco country, a continual up and down of ravines, wading through icy creeks up to the waist and struggling up a succession of weary slopes through thickets of dewberries and wild blackberries which the bears come down to eat. He slept short watches, dropping down in wet or dry, hard or soft, wherever his strength failed him, and wakened again by a sure alarm — a feeling of impending loss. Sometimes on the march he grew light-headed and found himself in strange surroundings, having walked miles and miles, following the trial with an unconscious attention. For food he had the quarter of the deer for a time, eked out with the wild, red haws with their crab-apple flavor, a delicious novelty. When the venison became rank, he killed where and what he could, never deviating from the sign of Moonshine in order to hunt game.

So he came to the valley of the Rio Grande, gaunt, sun-blackened, but with a spirit edged like a keen appetite. His body was starved to lightness, but his eyes blazed out of a shadow as though in passing through the fire he had carried some of it away with him. And, indeed, never a day passed without one glimpse of Moonshine, a golden moment that was enough to carry him on with a high head. But from the brow of a mesa on the Rio Grande, on this great day, he had at last a long view and a clear view of the stallion. The face of the mesa dropped to a wild tangle of willows beneath, and from the farther side of the trees the gray horse trotted into the flat beside the river.

To Garrison that sight of the silver beauty was as a glimpse of the Grail to humble Bors or the starved soul of Lancelot. Tears of joy misted his eyes. He brushed the moisture away to see the stallion pause, turn his head into the wind to reconnoiter some distant danger, perhaps, and then trot ahead. He aimed at a place where the river wound in an oxbow loop, a loop wide at the belly, but close together at the neck.

Here Lee Garrison leaped to his feet and stood, trembling with a thought. Suppose that winding current were swifter than Moonshine anticipated, too swift to be forded? Then, when the horse turned from the edge of the stream, suppose that Lee could gain the throat of the loop and block the retreat?

He slid down the face of the mesa by swinging himself from one projecting bush to another, or letting himself shoot down a sandy slope. At the bottom he ran like an Indian, weaving among the trees, until a distant sound like the rumbling of a heavy wagon across a bridge stopped him. It might be thunder, yet, as far as the eye could see, the sky was clear of a cloud. Moreover, there was this difference: it was not a single boom or a succession of noises, but a steady roar that grew in volume perceptibly during the moment he stood there. Then he understood. He had heard that same grumbling before, up some river valley, and at length had seen a solid wall of water rush down the ravine, tearing up old trees as it went, ripping out banks, filling the valley with thunder. A sudden downpour of rain in mountains might cause it, or the breaking of a natural dam. Suppose that speeding wave struck Moonshine as the stallion was swimming?

As he raced out of the willows, he saw his nightmare realized. Down the river came a bluff-front of foam and thunder with stripped tree trunks jumping in it like little sticks in the hands of a juggler. Moonshine was galloping toward the farthest arc of the circle, thoroughly within the trap, for, unless he crossed the stream before that tidal wave swept past, he would be hemmed in by the tremendous current which followed that moving ridge of water. And here was Lee Garrison, pausing for breath in the mouth of the loop, swinging his rope and opening the noose. He heard a great rending and crashing up the riverbed and saw a line of willows near the bank shaved away and juggled like straws in the waters. Nothing could live in that torrent; a freak of the current tossed a long trunk into the air, javelin-wise.

Even the stallion seemed appalled, but, turning to retreat, he saw Lee blocking that narrow pass. He stopped a moment with head high, his tail and mane flaunted in the wind. Then he came like a bullet straight at the man. A bull closes its eyes before it strikes, but a horse keeps his eyes wide open, and, when a mustang runs amuck, guns are in order. Dodging is practically impossible. Lee Garrison jerked up his revolver, caught the silver head in the sights, and dropped the gun. He could not shoot. He swung the lariat, prepared for a leap to one side as he cast the rope. The stallion came on like a thing made of light until Lee swayed forward to make his cast. Then Moonshine veered. A spray of sand shot into the face of the cowpuncher, and the gray was racing straight back down the loop, neighing as he ran.

It had been an Indian charge, an attempt to conquer through fear, and it left Lee shaken and cursing with relief and admiration. But the feint at the man had taken desperately needed time. Now the white wall was ripping its way with thunder around the upper corner of the loop. A spray of white shot high in the air as, in its straight course down the riverbed, it smashed against the bank not six yards from him. The ground shook beneath him, and the roar stunned his ears, then, as a dense rain showered upon him, the water bank veered to the right and lurched along the upper side of the loop. The stallion ran for the ford with his head turned, watching the progress of that shouting torrent as it leaped and foamed and tossed the trees it had uprooted. Lee dropped the rope, cupped his hands to his mouth, and into the uproar shrieked his warning. He might as well have tried to throw a straw against a sixty-mile gale.

The wave was rounding the upper corner of the loop when Moonshine shot from the bank into the muddy stream, disappeared, and came up halfway across the water with pricking ears. Gallantly he swam, making a wake behind him, but now the water about him shuddered into little waves before the coming of the flood. Lee dropped to his knees and covered his eyes, digging his nails into his face.

The thundering overwhelmed even his thoughts. It filled his mind as the sun fills the heavens. Then it seemed that a long, hoarse cry, like the scream of a horse dying in agony, pierced through the roaring. Now the moving wall of destruction roared away, bearing his picture of the dead body, tumbled in the waters, to be washed on the banks far below. He dreaded so to look on the truth that he had to fight his hands down from his face. Yonder stood Moonshine on the farther bank, dripping with water, and, in the sun, too brilliant to be looked upon. He whirled and raced off, a flowing form of light. The knot in Lees throat was loosened, and through him passed a great weakness of thanksgiving.

He could not follow until the flood subsided. Therefore, he built a fire, and, pouring water into a hole in a rock, he heated it with stones from the fire and made sagebrush tea. In this he soaked his sore feet, and, while he sat there, he was deep in his tattered Malory. The tales that he read now by preference were those which he had once shunned with a half-physical aversion, the adventures of the quest of the Grail. At the end of each days march, indeed, he propped his eyes open a little longer to read of Percival and the black horse, or how Lionel fought with Bors, his brother. Sometimes he looked down from his reading at his wasted brown fingers, thin as the hands of a hermit. At such moments he wondered at himself. This day, when he closed the book and rose for the trail, he had lost the hope of capturing the stallion, but the quest itself, if the differentiation can be understood, was more a burning part of him than ever.

The labor or the pursuit itself grew less, for although he climbed out of the valley of the Rio Grande and soon struck the lofty Mogollon Mountains and a forest of virgin pine, he was hardened to his work. He knew how to measure himself, at what pace to climb, and how to save himself through the heat of the day for a greater effort in the evening. The sign was always fresh, now, for Moonshine, robbed of rest, hard pressed to find fodder as he traveled, weakened rapidly. In the distance Lee noted the lean rump, and sometimes he even saw the shadows of the ribs of starvation. It gave him a peculiar pain to see what he was accomplishing, and yet he pressed on relentlessly. And so he came out of the Mogollons and reached the lava beds.

Black rock flowed to the end of the world. There were bits and even long stretches of glassy stuff, maddening to walk on, or rutted and ridged places terrible for moccasined feet. Again there were expanses like coal cinders made of blown glass, endless areas of petrified coke, and domes as large as huge haystacks as if there the molten rock had bubbled up and solidified before it could fall. In that black wilderness he made no attempt to follow the trail, but merely gave himself to a desperate effort to win across before night. That afternoon he recklessly exhausted his canteen and his strength. Yet the evening found him still struggling with bruised feet among those endless mounds of burned stone, and he submitted to the inevitable sorrow that was to come.

The cinders were better for a bed than the rock. He scraped a quantity of them together, leveled them off, and scattered his pack upon them. But no sleep came to him that night. No matter how he wrapped himself, the wind that hisses among the rocks found its way to his skin, parching him, drying his throat to parchment. He forced a swallow at regular intervals to keep his throat partially moist, and each swallow was a greater effort, until his muscles ached. There seemed nothing vivifying in that wind, as though the oxygen had been robbed from it, so that he had to fight back a continual desire to open his mouth wide and gape down the air in great mouthfuls. He dared not do it. An instants gulping of the cold wind would desiccate his mouth until the tongue puffed and cracked at last. All the night he regulated his breathing and fought away the panic as it surged at him. Overhead, the stars were bright in a dim, steel-blue heaven, and they burned down closer and closer, to watch him. They started the panics, those eyelike stars.

Dawn came. He had prayed for it. Then he roused out of a stupor and found the stars dim, the sky gray. The day was beginning. He sat up, dropped his face between his hands, and thought. If he turned back the way he had come, he knew that he could last out the journey and gain the last spring from which he had drunk in the mountainside. If he went on, there was an unknown stretch of the lava flow. Unless he crossed it before darkness, he would die. But to turn back meant the end of all hope of taking Moonshine. Tales of the book drifted through his memory, knights who had quested till they came to the very gates of discovery, and then turned away conquered by their own weak hearts. At last he took up his pack with trembling hands, set a course as well as he could by the cool, blue Zuni Mountains south and east, and started.

The sun came up red, huge, without heat, and, drifting a little above the horizon, was lost in a sheeting of gray clouds. There it stayed all the day, small and dim as a moon, and left the world below to a wind which had grown in violence during the night. Now it whined among the rocks fully in Lees face. He became childishly sullen, as though the gale had been directed to that quarter of the compass by a personal malignancy. Worst of all, it forced down his nostrils a stinging dust that was invisible to the eye but burned his throat and stifled him with a peculiarly pungent odor. Several times he had to turn his back to the wind to take an easy breath.

By the middle of the morning the gale had increased, but it ceased to take any scruple of the thoughts of Lee Garrison. His mind was fully occupied by a morbid study of the thirst that burned in him. In the first hour of walking, his tongue had begun to puff, and the effort of keeping his mouth closed nearly stifled him, but worse than that was the torment of swallowing. It was about noon, or thereabouts, that he stopped short, realizing that he could not swallow again. His throat was numb with the vain struggle. The panic which was ever just at his shoulder now leaped on him, and his reason staggered.

Only a little more and he would plunge into gibbering idiocy. He thrust his hand in front of his eyes and studied the fingers as he wiggled them slowly back and forth. All the tortures of thirst were nothing compared to that fear of the insanity that comes with it. Another instant and the hallucinations would begin with daydreams of fountains of crystal cold water, of mountains of snow, of delectable berries, frosted and juicy, of endless bottles of icy wine. Then he would see a blue lake in the middle of the desert, a lake so real that the waves rolled in and broke with a shower of spray upon the shore.

And with the dead aches in his throat he tried to occupy his mind by remembering long quotations from Malory, but always those quotations began to repeat themselves automatically, meaninglessly, and the whole force of his mind, he would discover suddenly, was fixed on a dream of the snowstorm in the Guadalupes. Ah, if such a storm should come now, he would walk with his head bent far back and let the great, luscious flakes pour into his open mouth. He would sweep them to his lips with both hands.

Here his sane self wakened Lee from a trance in which he actually walked with his head far back, his mouth gaping wide. It had been a narrow escape. The perspiration started out all over his weakened body as he realized how close the peril had come, and he forced his bleeding feet into a run. Yet the thought of escape by flight was in itself madness. He stopped. He sank his teeth in his forearm and sucked the crimson substance. And that gave him the power to draw one free breath and swallow again.

Out of the torture that followed he remembered two things. Once he looked behind him and saw that a red trail led up to him made by his own lacerated feet. And again there was a crisis during which he seriously considered lancing the swollen tongue that choked him. He balanced that thought soberly for a time, walking with the open knife in his hand.

Coming out of another haze, he noticed that he was seeing the lava hummocks farthest ahead of him against a background of light gray, as the desert stretched before him. He shouted — it was only a hoarse, gagging murmur — and the black nightmare vanished. Then he dropped to his knees, scooped up the sand, and let it fall back through his fingers, laughing aloud.

It was hearing that horrible, small laughter that sobered him to the understanding that, although sand were preferable to stone, he was still far from water, and ten days searching might not find it. What would Moonshine himself do? He had a gift like other wild horses, doubtless, and would scent water from far off. On this hint he built. If he could find Moonshines trail, it might lead him to safety. As well look for the paths of the stars in the seas, however, as try to find the trace of his footprints in this sand that ran like water into every depression Lees moccasins made. A touch of wind washed the surface smooth again. With the soft sand easing the pain of his feet like a blessing, he laid his course in an S-shape, winding back and forth in the hope of striking a bit of firm ground that would hold the sign of the stallion.

He found it at last in a little island of clay among the drift- sand — three hoof marks. With his knife he drew a straight line through the prints — it pointed the direction of Moonshines flight. Even then his chance was small, for that direction might change, if the horse had not actually scented water.

The sun, as if realizing that there was no longer a chance of discouraging the traveler with gray and cold, had broken through the clouds that tumbled down to the horizon. Facing a blinding sun, he struck away from the firm ground and was instantly ankle deep. As he labored on, the blood swayed into his brain each time he lifted the rearward foot. It crowded behind his eye until the skull threatened to split, then ebbed, and weakness ran through him. Between the spasms of agony of breathing and walking he felt a sort of divine promise that, if he endured this last test of fire, Moonshine must be his. He was paying in full.

Straight before him something glittered, as though there were two suns, one in the sky and one flat on the desert. It changed to a ball of fire set in pale blue. A cloud drifted across the sun. The ball of fire grew dim among the sands. It was water, a wide, blue pool, a miracle of spring water brimming a hollow not fifty feet away.

He went on his hands and knees until he lay at full length on the moist brim with his face buried in the pool.


VII. GOLD
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THE SAND WAS a tremendous handicap to Moonshine. For his small hoofs cut deeply into the earth while Lee merely dusted through the surface, so to speak. And now the horse was rarely out of sight, a glimmering shape struggling through the reddish-brown dirt. Sometimes, to shake off that slow, plodding, restless form, the stallion burst into a gallop, but a few minutes of it brought him back to a walk. A little later Garrison would come bobbing out of the skyline.

In the meantime, the cowpuncher was seasoned to his work. He knew to perfection the short step that served him best in such going. The slipping of his feet no longer worried him, and his leg muscles were turning to iron. He passed Yacoma of the Moki Indians in their strange, semi-Oriental costumes, with their hair bobbed over their shoulders and white cotton trousers, and from them, the first human beings he had seen since the long trail began, he bought two rolls of their Indian bread with the last of his money. His cartridge supply was perilously low, but food was more important than bullets.

He had reason to bless that purchase, for a bitter country lay before him, swept clean of forage for Moonshine and game for man. Near Nic Doit Soe Peak a sandstorm struck him, a dull, reddish mist rolling up on the horizon and spreading until the sun itself was veiled. It had been hot, sweltering and still, but the temperature dropped fifty degrees in as many moments, and then the wind struck him with its burden of fine red silt. Only the presence of a sandstone butte, behind which he took shelter, saved him that day, and how Moonshine ever lived through it he never would understand. But when the storm passed followed by a heat wave, he found the horse still journeying before him, red, now, instead of white.

After that came the Colorado, a mile-wide gulch whose rock walls were like banks of mist with a setting sun behind them, gray-green cliffs of diorite, cold granite fogs, rhyolite, an incredible lavender-pink, everywhere benches and slides of earth, blue, yellow, purple, brown, and farther down the caqon a naked cliff face of talc, dazzling white. That riot of pigments stretched beyond, and over miles and miles of badlands to the north, south, and west, with the blues of evening pooled in hollows here and there, and dimming the brightest red to purple. And the stream which had done this vast piece of quarrying? Far below, it lay like a brown chalk mark scraped across the rocks.

Halfway down the cliff he paused to see the stallion emerge from the river on the farther side, the desert stain washed away, and once more a form of silver. After that glance he bent grimly to his work and came at length, panting, to the valley floor with a rush of small rocks about him. That sound, near at hand, almost masked a distant rattling. He threw himself forward, heard a sound like vast wings, and then a fall that rocked the earth. The largest rocks of the landslide came skipping about him, and then the caqon walls took up the roar of that fall. As mirrors catch and repeat light, so the cliffs, angling in and out, caught the long thunder of the landslide and sent it far away. Once it quite died out, and then some projecting wall sent it sharply back and made Lee glance over his shoulder in alarm.

He was seven days in the badlands to the north before he pulled over the crest of the Virgin Mountains and saw the Little Muddy Range beyond. That valley was a rest to him, and the climbing of the Little Muddy, on the other side, was a small matter, but, when he dropped onto the lower plateau beyond, it was different.

It was well into April, now, and with the later season and the lower ground he struck the full blast of the mountain-desert heat. Like a prophecy of evil, the first living creature he met was a sickly, gray-green horror with a flabby beavertail, a lizard body, chameleon head, and saw-teeth in its vast mouth. He kicked the Gila monster to death; there was a carrion feeling to the flesh even while it lived. That evening he pumped his last three bullets at an elusive rabbit for his evening meal. After that he had desert to travel on, and rocks or sticks to knock down his game. Ten days before that prospect would have stopped him short, but, now, he lived like a wild beast, never looked ahead further than one meal, and denied himself the luxury of hunger until he saw the game.

The second day he wound into the Hyko Mountains with the Silver Caqon Range thrusting out fingers from the south, and on the third day he dropped over the Hyko Mountains into the Pahroc Valley, ninety miles of desert. Through it a cloud of dust swept and dissolved into a herd of wild horses that picked up Moonshine at the foot of the hills, and then swept away from his feeble galloping.

He left the Hykos with a full canteen in the middle of the day. He reached Dry Lake that night, far up the valley, and found it dry, indeed. Then, with an empty water tin, he tramped behind the glimmering form of Moonshine down the road to Coyote Wells and sank beside the watering troughs after a sixty-five-mile march.

Strength and muscle and nerve ebbed away in the time that followed. To White River, and White Pine Mountains, then a stretch of desert from the White Pines to the Buttes, and desert again from the Buttes to Hastings Pass. Every day he found his march smaller, every day he roused from his sleep later, with a heavy buzzing in his ears and a mist before his eyes. Flesh began to drop away from him, not superfluous fat, that had been burned away in the first week of his march, but the vital, necessary muscle itself. His step grew shorter. Yet, each morning, he braced himself and threw his head high like a runner entering the home stretch, feeling it impossible that the shambling skeleton that hobbled before him, the dull, gray cartoon of horse, could last out another struggle until the dark. But always there was something left under those bones and that flabby skin which enabled Moonshine to come out of that down-headed, trailing walk into a trot and then into a laboring gallop.

It was after each vain pursuit that Lee realized he must either give up the pursuit or else lighten his load. Already he had thrown away everything except the rope, the knife, and Malory. That night he read the book for the last time, or, rather, he sat turning the ragged, familiar leaves. He knew the creases and the tears fully as well as he knew the print. That page, where Dinaden jousted with Palomides while Tristan looked on, was marked with a great brown stain of rain water, and the tournament of Lonazhep was obscured by half a page worn away, a great wrinkle crossed the death scene of Balin, when he yede on his hands and knees to the red knight and found that he had killed his brother, and the print of Lancelots fight with Turquin was too dim to follow, for the book had here lain face upward to the sun through the whole day.

The next morning Malory lay in a shallow grave beneath a rock, and Lee went on some vital ounces lighter, but with a mournful sense of loss.

That day he pressed the mustang hard, yet his nerve was gone. He trembled like a woman, when his foot slipped on a rolling pebble. He no longer tried for short cuts. Where Moonshine went, he followed, up hill and down. He lived on game he could knock over with rocks, stupid mountain grouse, or sage hens, running clumsily. Indeed, it was when he caught up a stone to throw at a grouse, that he found the gold.

As he raised his hand, the morning light glittered in the quartz, a rosy, semi-transparent rock with brownish cubes in it, and all these cubes were spotted and sparkling with gold. All about, the hillside sparkled with the outcropping that a small landslide had stripped to the sun. A glimpse of that hill would start a gold rush. He marked the place. Above him was a higher summit crested with naked white rocks. Below him a creek twisted noisily down a rough-sided valley and carried its foam and its talking out to a level lowland.

But yonder, a bony gray horse paused and looked back at Lee, one ear pricked forward and the other flagging wearily back. A childish thought came to the man — suppose the mustang had purposely led past this place to bait him with gold. He tossed up the quartz. It flashed in a rosy streak and fell heavily into his palm — heavy with gold, thought Lee. Then he saw that Moonshine had disappeared. After he had caught the horse, then there would be time for the gold. He paused only to drag his belt still tighter about his hollow waist, and then stumbled off.

Till mid-afternoon he reeled on the downpitch or labored with groans up the rise of those endless ridges until a voice sounded just over the next crest. It had the booming quality of an echo, and he imagined for a moment that it might be his own voice, for many times before he had been startled by a sound and found that it was his own singing or talking as he walked in a dream. But, now, on the edge of the ridge appeared a burro with flopping ears and patient, sagging head. Looking up from the hollow the pack seemed as big as the beast, a burden monstrous in the sky, and Lee felt that every knob and projecting corner of the pack must speak of the provisions with which it was jammed. Lee pictured a man newly out of town, with a store of syrup, yellow cornmeal, snow-white flour, and bacon — oh, miracle among foods — bacon! There would be plenty of sugar for the coffee, black coffee with soul-enchanting breath, and there would be a small box of assorted cookies not yet consumed. But, above all, there must be a great store of tobacco of all kinds — half a dozen varieties of cigarettes, much tobacco for the pipe, and, perhaps, even a few cigars. His brain floated on a bright cloud of laughter, and his eyes watered. But bitter disappointment cleared the dimness away, for the first glance showed that the man had been long, long on the trail.

Yet, even if no delicacies were left in his larder, how welcome a sight was that great hulking body, the flapping hat of soft felt, the blue shirt, dull with time and dirt, and a short pipe upside down between bearded lips. A winged angel would not have been so welcome to Lee as the sight of that pipe.

He stood right against the skyline with a huge arm thrown up in greeting, and the wind parting his black beard. He shouted a greeting, a vast voice that flooded about Lee and made his own weakness seem tenfold greater. He waved his answer, and, struggling on, he stumbled and fell upon both hands. A heavy boot crunched on the gravel. An arm shot beneath him, and he was jerked erect.

What the devil? said the man. Now, what the devil?

Sort of — lost my balance, gasped out Lee.

Hmm, muttered the other, you sit down on that rock yonder, and Ill fix you up some flapjacks. Damned if I aint out of bacon and coffee, but I got a sack of flour left and a bit of grease. What you need is something in your belly, myoung friend.

A flash of gray disappeared over the next ridge. Suppose the stranger had seen and guessed the identity of that hollow-ribbed horse?

Im due over yonder, said Lee. I gotta start on!

Oh, grunted the prospector, and his glance dropped to the polished surface where the discarded holster had played against the trousers. There is only one thing that ordinarily sends a man into the mountains without horse or weapon. Oh, repeated the prospector. If thats the way of it, I wont bother you, but, when a gent wants to make speed, hell save time by eatin along the way. Speaking personal, which heres hoping you dont take it the wrong way, you look like the devil. Damned if you dont make me think of a pore old rambledly shaklety gray hoss that went dragging himself across my trail a while back. By heaven, I looked at that old skeleton and fingered my gun. I come near putting him out of his pain. Youre like him— He broke off with an enormous laugh that set Lees nerves jumping. Not that I was figuring on pulling a gun on you, too!

Far off the sun glimmered again on the stallion. He was gaining mortal ground every moment. Lee would not stay for food, but tobacco? He closed his fingers over the quartz rock that he still carried until his hand ached.

If you can give me a handful of tobacco?

The prospector flushed to the eyes.

If youre short, said Lee, dont bother about me.

Wait, said the other huskily. He caught Lee by the shoulder as the latter started to turn away. Wait a minute. He was panting in his anxiety. Three days I been nursing this here pipe along, without lighting it, because its all burned out, and because I got just one pipeful left. I been chewing the pipe stem and drawing on it, kind of fooling myself.

He dug into his pocket and brought out a palm half filled with gold and silver coins. I got fifty dollars here that aint doing me no good. Heres half for you. You can fit yourself out the first dump you come to, but just leave me the bit of tobacco. Is that square?

Sure, said Lee, but I dont want your money.

The flush of the other turned to a deep purple. My names Olie Guttorm, he said. You ask about me in these parts, and theyll tell you that Im square. Ill split the tobacco with you fifty-fifty! He dragged out a battered sack, secured by many wrappings of string.

Never mind, said Lee, and, to show his indifference, he tossed up the quartz and caught it again. Never mind, Guttorm, I can get along.

But as he turned, Guttorm caught him back and froze Lees wrist in a mighty grasp, while he stared at the rock in his hand.

Rose quartz, he murmured, and hematite of iron, and gold in the hematite! His little pale-blue eyes flared at Lee. I can see why youre in a hurry. I been bursting my heart over a quartzite, breaking four inches a day, and here you come with this! He added humbly: Is there much in sight?

A whole hill of it. Lee spoke with his eyes on the faint horizon toward which the stallion must be moving. Only that wild hunger for tobacco auctioned him.

Guttorm, Ill give you this sample, partner, and Ill tell you where to find the rest of it. Will you hand me over that tobacco?

Guttorm cradled the rock in both his hard hands. The tobacco had fallen to the ground. Dyou mean it he cried. Dyou mean it?

Lee stooped and picked up the tobacco. He said: You see that hill away back yonder with the mountain with white rocks on top to the left? Thats the place.

A thread of doubt held Guttorm. Are they following you that close? he asked, and you without a gun? You cant even stop for this? A whole hill of this?

The sun is red on it, Guttorm.

The prospector struck the burro a tremendous thwack that sent it scampering over the ridge. He himself followed as fast, paused on the crest, and waved to Lee with a shout, then dropped out of sight.


VIII. THE BATTLE
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BEFORE THE HEAD of Guttorm sank from sight, Lee was filling his pipe in such trembling haste that he dropped precious shreds of tobacco in the gravel. He heeded it not, for now the pipe was lighted and the first life-giving breath of smoke drawn into his lungs. It went so deep that hunger was forgotten, his brain cleared, and new energy vitalized his flaccid muscles. He started again in the pursuit.

From the second ridge he sighted Moonshine in the hollow. With forelegs sprawled wide, the stallion was tearing at a bunch of sun-faded grass, and, when it came up by the roots, he staggered loosely. The mustang was weak as a fever-stricken child, and Lee Garrison grinned with a cruel satisfaction. He walked straight on, leisurely, until the pipe was smoked to the last cinder. Then, his body light with the strength of that stimulus, he cut around the stallion at a swift run, keeping out of sight beyond the next hill, and finally dropping down in a perfect covert among rocks that seemed to be directly in the line of the grays march.

He had barely reached shelter, when the mustang topped the ridge above and paused there, looking back down the trail, as if he sought for the familiar form of his tormentor. Moonshine was a skeleton, indeed, but his head was still proud. Then he came down the slope. Halfway along the descent he began to trot, because the steep pitch of the ground forced him forward, and he lacked the strength to brace back. Striking the level floor of the valley, he staggered drunkenly, and then he headed toward the rocks where his enemy lay.

Lee went sick with excitement. He forced himself to look away until his heart stopped rioting. It was a shallow valley with the bright streak of a river in its midst, a river that pitched out of view in the distance and sent back the dull mumbling of a waterfall.

A snort from the gray made the watcher look back to the horse. The stallion had stopped very nearby. His shoulders, once so smoothly, powerfully muscled, were now sharp ridges. The broad chest was hung with flabby skin. But now, as some alarm was brought vaguely to his mind, his neck arched, his ears pricked, and his eyes shone with the old unconquerable fire.

Garrison waited until those drawling feet went by — an eternity of waiting. He had even time to close his eyes and pour forth his soul in prayer. The next instant he started to his feet and threw the rope, quickly, before the tremor in his heart spread to his hand.

There was still a mysterious well from which the ruined horse drew strength. As the rope leaped past him, he started into a plunging gallop. How different from that neat-footed and lightning stride that had once been his! Once he would have twisted and dodged and darted away as a snipe flies, but now he could only pound straight ahead. The noose struck the ground, and his forefoot landed inside it — Moonshine was flung heavily on his side. He whirled to scramble again, working the rope. The lariat writhed around every leg, and Moonshine lay hopelessly entangled. One great struggle and then he was still — the quest was ended. Moonshine was captured.

Lee looked down at his brown hands with a deep wonder that there had been strength enough in them to win such a battle. A thousand pains that had tortured him on the trail now burned through him again. And a thousand hopes were now transformed into a kingdom of victory.

He stepped back to look at his prize. It was a captive body, but the spirit — ah, that was a different thing. The eye that he turned upon the man was as steady and bright as a star. For a long time they stared at one another before the glance of the beast wavered from the glance of the man. Then the gaze neither dropped nor turned, but plunged straight past and far off into the pale blue of the sky. A chill quivered through Lee Garrison. He followed that glance and saw a wavering black speck in the sky. He knew by the flight that it was an eagle.

Dear God, sighed Lee. If I could make you my hoss, Moonshine!

With the shirt from his back he made a bandage for the eyes of the mustang. Next, he loosened the rope on the legs and allowed the horse to rise. Moonshine merely shook his head a little at the clinging darkness, and Lee cut the rope in two, using part of it for a cinch, with bits of cloth fastened at the sides by way of stirrups. The rest he fashioned into a halter with a slip noose, so that, with a strong pull, he could choke the horse. A rock nearby gave him a step, from which he easily swung into place on the back of the stallion. But Moonshine merely shuddered and was still.

The time had come. Lee fixed his feet in the stirrups and tore the bandage away. For a moment Moonshine did not stir, then he shot from springs, straight up. He came down with his head lowered, his feet bunched closely together, and whirled like a spinning top. Only a chance kept Lee from being slung to the ground. Thereafter, he found himself not on a horse, but on a great cat, so swift, deft-footed, and serpentine was the twisting course of Moonshine. Clinging as he could, while the shocks numbed his brain and the circling sickened him, he knew that had the mustang possessed a tithe of his ordinary strength, no man could have stayed on his back.

And Moonshine fought with the power of nervous convulsion. He reared and threw back. Lee flung himself clear and rolled away barely in time. The forehoofs of the stallion, as he twisted to his side, missed the face of Lee by a scant fraction of an inch. Lee ran in and scrambled to the back of the horse as Moonshine lurched up again. The rope had been pulled high above his nose — he could not be choked down.

He passed in a frenzy of bucking, straightened out of a dizzy circling, and raced down the valley. It was incredible that this pitiful skeleton could run with a man on his back, yet run he did, though with a stagger in his gallop. He plunged into a cedar brake, and Lee, flattening himself along the back of the mustang, was whipped and cut by the flying branches, but he was still in place when they reached the open. Another scheme came to the horse. He bore to the left and galloped close to the wall of the cliff. A projecting rock edge caught Lees trousers at the hip and ripped off a leg as cleanly as the bark slides from a willow twig. Providentially it did not reach his flesh, and he hooked his leg in front of the shoulder. But Moonshine now veered from the cliff and halted short with his breath coming like the wind through an old bellows. It was not yet surrender. His head was high, and his ears were pricked, as if he had lost all interest in the conflict and was regarding some pleasant form among the clouds. In the pause the hoarse murmur of the waterfall floated up the valley, and Lee remembered with a shudder the voice of dead John Ramps.

In that direction the head of the stallion was turned, and, as Lee strove to drop the noose lower over the nose of the stallion, Moonshine lunged into a rickety gallop again. Almost at once Lee understood. He knew strange tales of horses who had preferred death to submission. Twice, Lee threw his weight back against the rope. It staggered the horse, but did not stop him. He held straight on where the bright rushing of the water dropped into thin air. The voice had grown to a deep, steady chorus.

Still no thought came to Lee of throwing himself from the back of the gray, although he knew that this was no sham charge such as that with which the wise horse had striven to frighten him from the throat of the oxbow loop on the Rio Grande. For Moonshine, despite rickety gallop and heaving sides, had pricked his ears as though safety lay close before him. To him it was better, far better, to die than to yield at the end of the battle, and, as the man understood the mind of the horse, he dropped the rope so that it swung wildly from side to side, and, throwing up his hands, he shouted wildly above the rushing of the waters.

A steel-bright curve like the bend of a scimitar, the river dropped over the cliff. Moonshine flung himself into bodiless air. It whirred past the ears of Lee as they fell. He looked up to the blurred blue of the sky. He looked down to the flash of the water beneath them, not in sorrow, but crazy joy, so that the cataract that drowned his senses with noise was like a thunderous burst of music into the heart of which they were hurtling.

He gave a last look to the beautiful, brave head of the horse. Then they struck.

He felt a stinging clap on hands and face. He shot deeply into the pool, thrusting farther and farther into the cushioning waters. Still he lived, and the rocks had not crushed him. He struck upward and lay on the surface, gasping, with a shower of spray in his face. A moment more and he had swum to the shallows, and, standing up in water no deeper than his thighs, he looked about him. The leap he had thought was death was beggarly small. It was not the distance that it fell, but the volume of the river that kept the valley so full of talking echoes.

The stallion was far down the pool, where the current boiled out of the pit, and there the white form whirled in an eddy, lying on its side, and flashing in the sun at each revolution. Lee pushed to the shore and ran stumblingly over the rocks. The eyes of the stallion were closed, the tongue lolled out, and the swift water was carrying away thick streaks of crimson. Plunging into the stream again up to his waist, he caught the head of Moonshine in both his arms, and, inch by inch, he drew his prize from the thousand hands of the currents. His heel struck a shelving bank. They were in shoal water, but dizziness began to seize his brain. With the help of Providence he would give one last outpouring of his strength. The effort sent the blood out of his head, and a wave of darkness began at his feet, sapped the nerves of his knees, and swept up. He felt himself collapsing and struck the air with his open hands as if at an enemy. Then, with a last motion of consciousness, he caught at and found the head of Moonshine. He sank into black unconsciousness.


IX. THE GREATER BATTLE

[image: img107.jpg]

HALF HIS BODY was immersed in the icy water, and this helped to call back his senses. He opened his eyes and found the head of Moonshine lifted above him. Moonshine living! Yes, fiercely alive, for, when he rolled away, the stallion snapped at him like a wolf. Sitting wearily on the bank, Lee watched the struggles of the gray to climb.

They were helpless efforts. Moonshine was trying to drag himself out by one foreleg only, and naturally each effort merely toppled him heavily on the opposite side. Yet, he had worked himself high enough to expose the reason why the other foreleg hung idle. The bony outer casing of the hoof was torn loose from the tender flesh and the million nerves within. Exhaustion stopped the stallion. He lay clumsily upon one side, rearing his head up with indomitable courage, and defying the man with great, bright eyes, although his nostrils quivered with pain.

Heavy-limbed, down-headed with exhaustion, Lee studied the case. Here was a wild mustang, willing to die rather than surrender, and, moreover, here was a horse so injured that even the finest doctor might not be able to heal that dreadful wound.

He looked up and down the valley in search of help. Above them, west and north, ran the line of cliffs over which the river tumbled, but eastward, beginning with the course of the stream, a broad meadow grew up into rolling land and hills behind. Willows straggled along the water edge, and farther back were quaking aspen, cedar, and big firs and spruce as a dark background. Some day it would catch a settlers eye, but at the present there was no hope of succor, and the greatest mercy for the stallion would be quick death. He drew his knife, but looked upward before he opened the blade.

Over the eastern hills great clouds, white and blue and shadowy, came tumbling up into the sky; a bird whistled near him; the world was full of cheer. But in that happy sky he saw half a dozen specks, floating in circles. The buzzards had already marked the fall of the horse. So all the heartbreaking labors of that trail had been to give one more victory to the scavengers. He started to his feet. The hot revolt gave him strength anew, and he hurried down to begin the battle to save Moonshine.

First of all, he must give him a dry bed, and, since he could not draw the gray from the waters, he must draw the waters from the horse. It was not so very hard to do. He rolled down big stones from the bank and made a wide circle around the stallion. He filled the larger interstices with smaller stones and smooth-edged pebbles. Over the outer surface he next strewed water plants, and, using a section of the outer rind torn from a stump whose heart was pulpy and rotten, he shoveled sand and mud over all the dam until it was watertight. With the same rude shovel he scooped out the water within the dam until at last Moonshine lay on gravel and sand from which the last moisture was swiftly draining away in little rivulets.

He was so exhausted by this time that, when he strove to speak a hearty word to the horse, he could only stammer out a thick-throated groan. He must find food at once. In the nearest cedar brake he knocked over a mountain grouse and roasted it hastily. While he ate, he could look down through the open woods to Moonshine by the river. His head had fallen, now, and no doubt he gave himself up for lost. He knew the meaning of the black shapes that circled low and lower from the sky. Perhaps he had seen others of his herd drop in the race, and a month later passed the whitening bones. Lee looked again at cliffs, trees, water, and sky, and accepted the chance quietly.

He went down through the meadows where the long, rich grass was growing, and he tore up armfuls of it, as much as he could carry, and brought it back to Moonshine. But the stallion disdained food rank with the man scent. He lifted his head and studied a flight of clouds. But there was endless patience in Lee. He had not been schooled in the long agony of the trail for nothing.

For ten minutes he sat with a tuft of succulent, white-rooted grass presented. And at last, with swift, sensitive lips, his eyes fixed guiltily upon the man, Moonshine stole a shred of the grass and gathered it into his mouth, jerking his head high with a snort. He even trembled in fear of the retribution that might overtake him, but the man, in the wealth of his deep and secret wisdom, smiled. He knew how great a victory had just been won. And to be sure, in a little time, the horse was eating neatly from the palm of his open hand.

The next step in that struggle was far more difficult. It was to bandage the torn hoof, and Lee approached the task with infinite diplomacy. He excavated a small hole on the edge of which he wished to rest the fetlock joint and so suspend the injured hoof where no pressure would grind against the raw nerves. But when the hole was dug, how was he to move that hoof save by bringing his hand within reach of teeth that might crush the bones to a pulp? But even that terrible risk he was willing to take. He advanced, little by little, the hand from which the horse had eaten, and all the while his steady voice brought a thousand glittering lights playing and softening in the eyes of the stallion. When, at length, his fingers touched the slender leg, the gray head darted down like a striking snake, and the teeth fastened over Lees forearm.

But they did not close. He released the arm as suddenly as he had seized it, and, raising his head, he looked far off at the flashing of the sun on a young poplar. It was almost as though he were ashamed. But when Lee raised the leg gently and placed the fetlock joint on the edge of the hole, the relief from pain was so instant that Moonshine lowered his head again and snuffed at the merciful hand of the man with trembling nostrils.

The worst part of caring for the hoof was no doubt passed when Moonshine submitted to his touch. He went on with more assurance. With his clumsy shovel he drove a trench from above his own dam and let down a clear, sparkling rivulet that he enlarged to a pool just in front of Moonshine.

The washing alone filled the hour until sunset. It was work that brought out a perspiration of sympathy on Lee. He had to pry the loose shell away from the sensitive laminae, and then pour cold water into the opening. It was like flooding the naked nerve of a gigantic tooth, but although the horse dropped his head, and, although the muscle of his foreleg kept jumping, he did not stir his hoof.

After the cleansing ended, Lee delicately, but firmly, pressed the hoof shell into place and bound it with supple willow bark. Around this he packed thick layers of the cooling clay, laid splints of fir over the clay to keep the hoof rigidly in place, and covered the whole with withes of creeping vines and another wet layer of mud. That done, he must leave the rest to time and chance.

* * * * *

A time of hard work began. Moonshine ate voraciously, and every mouthful had to be carried from the meadow far away where Lee tore up the grass. There was his necessary bedding, also, for he could not lie continually on the bruising gravel. All this was in a broken season of rain, wind, and sun of alternate fierceness, so he built Moonshine a shelter. First he felled saplings with circles of fire and then fixed them up deep in the earth around the horse. When he bent their heads and tied them together with creepers, he had the frame of a wickiup upon which he laid a thatching.

For his own food he skirmished with stones or stick for the clumsy, sleepy grouse or laid deadfalls for the birds where their established paths wound through the grass, baiting the traps with dried seed. Best of all he invented fishhooks whittled out of wing bones, and with these and a strong creeper, or a strand of rope, he fished successfully in the river a half mile below.

He could not make these excursions long, however, for there was never a day when he did not hear or see evidences of mountain lion or wolf prowling near and waiting for their prey. Moreover, a long absence sent the horse into a frenzy of neighing. Even when Lee was in the meadow, plucking the grass, he would wait for the stallions neigh and then answer with a high, wailing whistle that pierced through the heaviest wind.

It was strange how swiftly and joyously the days drifted by while he waited for the time when Moonshine could be safely helped to his feet. He himself was greatly changed. Sometimes when he fished, leaning over still water, he saw himself masked in a savage beard with hair straggling down his shoulders. He was naked to the waist, and below the waist his ragged trousers did not reach his knees. His feet had been bare for many days, and the soles were horny as leather. But with hardships came perfect freedom with only one shadow clouding his mind, and that was the great question of Moonshines hoof. When he removed the bandage he might find only a ragged, shriveled parody of a hoof. When he thought of that, he could not help looking into the sky where the buzzards still hung. His patience was great, but theirs was endless.

It became increasingly difficult after the first few days to keep Moonshine quiet. He gained in strength and flesh with amazing rapidity, and, with the addition of vigor, he waxed more eager to find his feet. After that, it was necessary to pet and amuse the stallion like a sick child until Lee decided that he might safely get up.

To ensure that safety, however, was a great problem, for Moonshine must get to his feet without once putting an ounce of weight upon the injured hoof. To prevent that, Lee made of tough vines a sling that passed over the withers, fastened at the elbow, and again, firmly, around the fetlock joint, that was drawn close to the upper leg. He now began a course of lessons, teaching Moonshine to rise on one foreleg, throwing part of his weight upon the shoulder of the man. It was prodigiously hard labor for the cowpuncher to take that great forward thrust as the mustang lunged up, but it was finally accomplished. Moonshine came swaying to his feet and hobbled out of the wickiup with Lee at his side, supporting all he could of the weight. The horse stayed up only a short time the first day. Before he became unsteady on his three feet, Lee had to maneuver him back into the wickiup.

Inside it, Moonshine turned around like a dog in his kennel, found the exact old spot, and lowered himself cautiously into it. It was a triumph for both of them, and Lee spent an hour foolishly gathering the seeded heads of grasses, a work that Moonshine devoured in two or three careless mouthfuls.

Still the end was far away, and, if the hurt hoof were exposed and used a single day too soon, all their weeks of effort would be spent in vain. He examined it with painful interest each time he changed the dressing, and always the hoof looked worse, for while the other three were worn down nearly to normal as Moonshine hobbled around on them day after day, the bandaged foot grew steadily and became a disproportional, hideous thing, with a great hard rim where the wound was knitting. But Lee knew that his eye could not tell him. Not until Moonshine put his weight on that foot and limped or walked straight would he know.


X. THE MASTER

[image: img107.jpg]

ON TOP OF a hill that was burned brown by the fall heat of summer stood Moonshine, a bright form against the blue sky beyond him. He went readily on three legs, now, hobbling everywhere, and even managing occasionally a broken canter. Each day he roamed farther, and Lee, marking this journey to the distant hills, mused somberly over it. For all these excursions were toward the north. Hes turning back to his kin, Lee decided. Hoof and hide and hair, every inch of him wants to be back there with his wild devils. What made the conclusion doubly important was that this day he had determined to cut the sling and let the injured hoof strike the ground. He raised that keen whistle, and the mustang swung about with a whinny and came at the hobbling canter down the slope to him.

Old hoss, the man said, this is your day. Either youre as free as the clouds, blowing yonder, or else youll be fodder for them.

He lifted the chin of the stallion and made him look up where the buzzards hung, waiting. Then he ripped away the covering of withes and clay at last and cut the sling at the withers. Down came the foot, but, as it struck the earth, Moonshine heeled over and barely saved a fall by lurching off on three feet with the lame hoof raised high. Lee Garrison closed his eyes.

Buzzard food — him, whispered the cowpuncher. And with his eyes still closed, he groaned: Moonshine.

Moonshine came at a trot, and Lee listened sadly for the bobbing break in the rhythm. But true and clear the rhythm of that trot was beat. He opened his eyes. It was true. The injured hoof was striking the ground in its turn — gingerly, to be sure, but regularly.

Run, damn you!

Moonshine threw himself about and stretched across the meadow at a gallop- -a leaping gallop, but a true one, with healed foot pounding in its turn. Halting, he looked back with ears pointed in suspicion, as if he had seen a new creature jump out of the form of his companion. But Lee neither stirred nor shouted; joy had closed his throat.

They did not leave the old camp even then, but, day by day, they roamed through the hills together until the weak leg grew strong, and the long muscles were once more down to the shape of its fellows, with only the disappearing ridge to mark the wound. Then he broke camp. He threw away the rope, for, if it came to a battle, he could never ride this revivified stallion. He felt it as he stood, on this morning, beside the stallion, with his hand on the withers. Once before he had been on that back, but in those days it had been a ridge of bone, and now that hollow was filled with rounding, smooth muscles.

Moonshine, he said.

The stallion turned his head.

This part was never written into the contract, old fellow, said Lee, but the straight of it is that I figure on using your feet as much as you use em. You still got the right to have your own say and dump me on my head — no hard feelings, if you do — but here goes.

He swung back, made a quick step forward, and vaulted onto the back of Moonshine. There, with his hand buried in the mane, and his knees feeling for a firmer hold, he waited while the strong body under him quivered, settled. He set his teeth for the leap straight into the air, but, instead, Moonshine sprang into a gallop as smooth as the run of an ocean wave. Or, freer still, it was as though wings buoyed him and shot him forward with wind whipping his face. A hill drifted past them, a valley was devoured by those flying hoofs, and still the flight was not abated. They shot over a hill. Below, a long slope tumbled east toward the red of the dawn, and the gray flung himself out with head lowering. Like the rush of water down smooth rock, they shot into the heart of the morning. To try to stop him now would be like trying to recall a loosed arrow. Yet, Lee stooped till the tips of the mane were snapping on his face and called softly. Behold! The head went up, the run checked to a swinging canter. The arrow had heeded the voice.

In the days that followed Lee Garrison learned that no matter how easily the horse could be swung from side to side or halted, he continually swung back toward the north as a boat struggled to come before the wind. At last, feeling that the test must come sooner or later, he let Moonshine follow his own will, and before sunset of a still, hot day they came over a hill and saw wild horses in the hollow beneath.

The herd was not caught unawares. Already the outposts had brought in the warning of a mans approach, and now a fine chestnut stallion was whipping in the laggards, grouping his herd together. Finally, with a neigh he started them away at full gallop. Moonshine tore off in pursuit. Lee drew back on the mane and shouted. The pace of the silver-gray shortened, not to the rolling canter, but to a gait like a choppy sea. He called again, and the stallion reared and stopped, but with head strained high he stared at the fleeing herd. Was this his own band? Lee slid to the ground. Still with the weight of his two fingers on that arched neck he held the horse.

Moonshine, theres one thing, he said, that time isnt going to change. Your kind isnt my kind. Here I am, and there run your horses. Make your choice.

There was not even a turn of Moonshines head in answer. When the fingers lifted, he was off with one high sway of his tail and a neigh that rang across the hill ridges and to the herd. Some of them, as if they recognized the command, shortened their gallop. There no longer remained much doubt that they were recognizing the old leader. Indeed, in a few more moments, the whole crowd had slowed to a trot, and the chestnut came swinging back to investigate. Moonshine went down the hill to meet him.

It was a beautiful thing to see the two come together, falling from gallop to canter, from canter to trot, from trot to nervous, high-stepping walk. Behind them the herd scattered into a semi-circle, the wise old mare in the rear calling to the yearlings to keep them back, and restless young stallions coming curiously forward to watch and get points from the two champions. Nose to nose they met, arching necks. The pricked ears snapped suddenly back. With a squeal of rage the chestnut plunged at the throat of Moonshine with gaping teeth.

A spring to one side, as if the wind had blown him, took the gray out of danger, and the new leader, floundering at the end of his rush, whirled and charged again while Moonshine watched with his head canted thoughtfully to one side. But he was ready for blood now. Up he reared and rained blows at the chestnuts snaky head. The new leader gave back with sinking hindquarters, dazed, but he had the bulldog blood that runs in all mustangs. He charged again, and this time he also reared. Apparently that was the opening for which the gray had hopes, as the old pugilist waits to shoot his favorite blow. He sprang forward with a short whinny, like a snarl almost, drove through the barrage of the striking forehoofs, and caught the new leader by the throat. The new leader went down, and Lee covered his eyes to shut away the rest of the horrible picture as Moonshine charged over the fallen horse.

A moment later there was a great neigh and a beat of hoofs running toward him. It was Moonshine, his bright coat spotted with red. He swept about Lee in a spiral that ended when, with all fours planted, he slid to a halt. His muzzle was red, and his eyes were devilish. Behind him, down the slope, was the shapeless blotch that had been the chestnut leader. Lee neither moved nor spoke.

Moonshine danced away, sidewise, like a boxer, and at the little distance he whinnied. It was clear to Lee, at last, that he was invited to Join the herd, but still, although his heart was thundering, he would neither move nor use the persuasion of his voice. He found a sullen, tormented pleasure in leaving the choice to the horse.

The herd no longer waited, but moved down the valley at a trot, and at the heard ran a fine bay — a new aspirant for the vacancy. When Moonshine neighed, the ranks wavered and spread, but the bay called in turn, and they went on. Off went Moonshine down the slope, but halfway to the herd he whirled as suddenly as he had started, and, looking back, he neighed and stamped in a fretful fury of impatience. Another feint of going on with the herd brought no movement from Lee, so at last Moonshine came slowly up the hill, plodding with head fallen.

By Lee he stopped and turned, and, together, they watched the wild horses drop over a ridge.


XI. THE BACK TRAIL
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THE UPPER SAMSON Mountains crowded together behind them as Lee Garrison rode Moonshine into the southern range, bound for the Staked Plains. It was a long trail, but over every mile that he had labored on foot he would now gallop on the back of the stallion. Indeed, he almost wished that the trail would never end; on such a horse he felt that he should go on to some glorious destiny. What bright goal was possible to a cowpuncher? Like a child on a feast day, shutting out the thought of tomorrow and its school, he lost himself in delight of the moment.

They came out, on a day, to the shoulder of a hill, the arm of which had been chopped off. They came at a swinging gallop, and Moonshine slid to a halt, knocking up a shower of pebbles that dropped silently out of sight beyond the edge. A more clumsy animal might have plunged with its rider where those stones were falling, but so accustomed had Lee grown to the goat-footed surety of his horse that he merely laughed at the dizzy thought and let Moonshine step still nearer to the verge until they could look down between the hollow walls of the caqon to its floor.

At this season the stream that had plowed the gorge among the mountains was a muddy trickle among big, sun-whitened rocks that its spring current would roll again toward the sea. At the head of the little valley there was a hundred-foot cliff above the broad scar of the waterfall where now only a few streaks glistened on the flat, rock face. Close to it was the first house he had seen in all the hunt from the southland, and now his heart fell at the sight of it.

Here ended his holiday. The world from which he had run away returned to him. He could not play forever. Inescapable duty called to him. Duty to what? He was answerable to no man. Yet the heavy truth oppressed him. There was something he must do. It bewildered him, and the harder he grasped at an understanding, the more completely it evaded him. There could be nothing less imposing than yonder little wedge of a roof, unpainted and melting into the weathered brown of the cliff, but yonder little house sheltered one of those outlyers of civilization, one of those hardy fellows who tear a livelihood out of rocks and sand. The very thought of his labor cast a burden of weariness upon Lee. He wrinkled his forehead; there was an ache in his heart. For tomorrow he must go and do likewise.

He groaned at last so that Moonshine, who with wise head canted had been studying the descent into the valley, now pricked his ears suddenly and turned with eloquent question to watch the master. So brave was that lifted head that Lee was shamed for his falling of the heart, and although instinct warned him to shut this caqon and its house from sight and mind, yet a perverse impulse forced him on. He loosed the reins, but, having learned long before that Moonshines unguided way was generally the best in mountain work, he made no effort to pick a course. The gray, accordingly, after considering his task with another glance, started to the side. Thirty seconds of plunging, sliding, and leaping like a mountain sheep, and they came out smoothly upon the caqon floor. There the rider looked back at the course where they had slid, like water down the rock, and with that past danger exhilarating him he turned with a laugh toward the house. Yonder fellow should pay for these pains with a cup of coffee, at least.

But now that he was close, he saw that the shack was unoccupied. He dropped the saddle and stepped toward it with Moonshine, dog-like, at his heels. Under the pressure of his hand the door gave way from the rust-eaten hinges and crashed in, sending a heavy ripple of dust across the floor. It was obviously intended as a summer house only, no doubt for use through a single season. How old it was he could not guess, for one winter night might have rotted these flimsy boards, and the interior was in hopeless confusion, owing to the fall of a boulder from the cliff above. It had carried the major portion of the roof with it in its fall, and now arose in the exact center of the floor, littered over with the ruin of its own making. On the whole, it was as dreary a bit of spoiled carpentry as one could hope to find, but Garrison looked about him with painful interest. The collapsing shack was a sharp reminder that beyond the foothills lay a world that claimed him, to which he must return, in which he must accomplish a mans work. A sense of truancy made Garrison as hollow of heart as the small boy when he hears the school bells chiding.

He began to kick at the loose planks, grumbling so that Moonshine came halfway through the door and set up a tremendous din, pawing to find out what was the matter, until the first word Lee had ever spoken to him in a harsh voice reduced the horse to a high-headed silence. Lee continued to explore. In one corner a cheap little cast-iron stove sagged toward the floor. Beside the window hung a strip of what had once been a curtain, of a weather-faded pink. A bit of yellow paper fluttered in the corner, and he picked it up. He could make out the accurate delicacy of a girls handwriting, but the ink was too blurred for reading. A moment later he kicked away a section of the fallen roof and found beneath it a glove, uncrushed. Garrison picked it up. It was a womans glove, for the right hand, and made of tanned kid. The frayed tips told why it had been abandoned. The leather was femininely soft as he drew at the glove aimlessly and squeezed three fingers into the palm. At this a foolish thrill brought him out of his daydream. He hurried over to the corner and found the bit of paper once more. It was the beginning of an unfinished letter, and it proved that she who lived in this cabin, who wore this glove, who wrote this letter, was young. If she were young, might she not be beautiful? Yes, a sweet and startling surety came to him as though her bright ghost whispered from a corner. But where, where was she now? He brushed past Moonshine into the open.

Below him in curling range on range the hills poured down to the plain. Men lived there, men labored there, wedded in yonder blue distance.

A soft nose touched his shoulder. Guiltily he began to caress the stallion, but at length his hand fell away, and he found himself staring once more into the horizon. So he folded the glove and stowed it in his hip pocket with a frown.

Why, Moonshine, he said, Ive been cussing out the world without remembering that I dont know a thing about it. Ive never known a man, really. Ive sure never known a woman. Mountains are all well enough. But they cant talk to you. They cant smile at you. Why, partner, you and me have got a lot to find out about. Lets start the trail.

If Moonshine did not fathom the peroration, he at least understood the act that followed it, consisting of a leap onto his back and a touch of heels on his flank. He was down the valley with a toss of the tail and a lift of the head.

Until the dusk they traveled south over the hills, but in the first soft falling of the dark Lee made for a campfire that twinkled in the distance and then shone out like a huge yellow star. The star grew into a leaping fire, with a man moving in black silhouette on one side and a pack mule cropping dead bunch grass, on the other.

Moonshine began to dance in anxiety, and Lee, to encourage him, dropped to the ground and walked on ahead. His own heart was warm long before he came into the heat of the fire, it was so marvelously good to see a human being again. As he came into the circle of the firelight, he called out a greeting, and the camper whirled with an exclamation. The sight of him stole half of Lees joy for such a starving bit of manhood he had never seen before. He was, perhaps, an inch or so over five feet, and so thin that even under heavy cloth one was constantly aware of hunched shoulders, elbows, and knees. So shrunken was his flesh that one could see the deaths head through his features.

His greeting for the newcomer was a shrill cry and a reaching for a gun. Indeed, the appearance of Lee was by no means reassuring. His long hair was blown forward about a face covered with ragged beard; he was more than half naked; and he was attended by a gray horse out of a dream, that was ridden, apparently, without reins. Moreover, this fellow was brown as an Indian, and his eyes by the firelight seemed as wild and bright as the eyes of the horse.

The pistol wobbled in the shaking hands of the little man, while he cried: Keep off, chief! I need plenty of room, understand? Dont crowd me, because, if you try to jump this gun, youll finish off. Heap plenty room, chief, understand?

The big gun in the unpracticed hand set Lee trembling, but, although he pushed his hands above his shoulders, he could not help smiling at the strangers fear of Indians.

He explained amiably that he was a cowpuncher, not a redskin wanderer, and briefly told how he had trailed Moonshine and worn him down at the expense of months of labor. Perhaps his smile was the only necessary part of his explanation. The first mention of the horse was the concluding touch, for the little man forgot about his gun and stepped closer to Moonshine. The stallion crowded up to the back of Lee in fear, snorting and stamping, while the man of the campfire moved about him.

Nice show horse, said the little stranger at length, nodding his head, and hed do for a ladys saddle work, I guess. But what he needs is legs. Thats what a horse runs with — how can he get along without em?

Get along? cried Lee, why, man, this is Moonshine! Get along? He can get along all day and.—

The other raised his hand. What can he do six furlongs in? he asked. Suppose I was to try to work him a mile in forty-five? Why, he simply couldnt stretch it, thats all! I could fan dust in his face with a five-year-old maiden that never limped a half in fifty-two! You walked a thousand miles for — that?

Lee was blind with anger, but the usefulness of the man tied his hands. The little man took the silence for surrender, and he continued more kindly. But I always say that a mans horse is like a wife, you cant judge him by what he plays. I seen old Sure-shot Billy himself drop ten thousand on a three-legged filly, Mischief, to beat Kitty Bellairs, herself. I seen Sure- shot lay that wad myself. Billy, said I, if you want to get rid of some money, for heavens sake, remember your friends and let the bookies go.

He laughed prodigiously at his story, his laughter sounding like the crowing of a rooster, and, when Lee chuckled at him, it did not occur to the man at the campfire that a few moments later Moonshine had eaten his first grains of barley from the hand of Lee, and Lee himself was supping on the fare of Buddy Slocum.

The withered little man was so glad of company, so full of talk, that he gave Lee no time to answer an opening volume of questions, but followed at once with an account of himself. He was an ex-jockey who, having made a few thousand dollars by a lucky coup on a long shot, had read at the same time an obscure account of the strike at Crooked Creek, and had resolved that while his lucky spell was on him he would go West to dig gold from the ground, instead of out of the pockets of the bookmakers. It was a sad decision, said Buddy Slocum. Everything had gone wrong from the first. Finally he had reached a town within striking distance of the mines and had crowned the follies of his expedition by buying a pack and pack mule and going off among the hills. Of course, he had lost his way, and, after rambling four days, a horseman, bound for Crooked Creek, had passed him and directed him again. Now the mines were only a short distance south, and they were marked by a mountain nearby whose summit glittered with an outcropping of white rock, visible afar. In the meantime, his stock of money was shrunk from several thousands to hardly as many hundreds.

However, now the mines were not far off. Before the week was out, who could tell? He might be rich and already started back for Broadway.

To this tale, that lasted until the tins had been washed after the meal, Lee Garrison listened with a growing dissatisfaction. This ugly hard-eyed cheat began to seem typical of the entire race of men to which he was returning. He only saved himself from heavy melancholy by concentrating on the speech of the ex-jockey and trying to forget the speaker. The name of the mines gave him a chilly sense of the length of time he had been away from the world. Before he started on the trail of Moonshine, many weeks before, there had been no word in the West of such a place as Crooked Creek. Buddy Slocum now reached a stopping point and proposed a game of stud poker.

I been playing solitaire, he said, and thats like Christmas without turkey.

Lee refused; he had no money.

Stake a share in Moonshine, pleaded Buddy. Well start as small as you like, urged the man of the racetrack. Theres a rope on the gray thats worth a dollar. Put that up. Youll have poor mans luck.

It was true prophecy. He could not lose. That last of the deal, that fluttering fifth card that decided ones fate in stud, was always a lucky card for Lee. In five minutes his dollar was twenty, and Slocum promptly raised the stakes with a sigh of satisfaction as he saw the game take on some semblance of real earnest. His new energy, however, brought him no better fortune. His losing was not a fixed habit. From twenty to a hundred was a quick step for Lee. From one hundred his winnings rose to two, while the manner of Buddy Slocum gradually changed from careless assurance to a cold and sneering intentness.

Beginners luck, suggested Lee.

Beginners luck? echoed the other with emphasis. Beginners luck? I guess not, Garrison. But go on with the game. I aint howling. First time Ive been the fall guy in quite a while. Keep right on trying, pal!

Just what Slocum meant, Lee could not understand for a time, but it was easy to see that the ex-jockey was in a silent temper. A few minutes later Lee won a fat bet with four little sevens over three jacks and a pair of aces, and Slocum rose to his feet.

Im through, he said. Ive got fifty left, and Ill keep it for luck.

Lee dragged the entire quantity of his winnings from his pockets. It was more cash than he had ever seen before. The bills were fives and tens, and now he crunched scores of them under his fingers. One escaped and tumbled away across the tarpaulin on which they had been playing. Buddy Slocums foot stirred, but he resisted the impulse and let the greenback roll past.

I cant start with a rope and get all this, said Lee frankly. Besides, I was playing for fun, not for the coin. Take it back, Slocum. Youre mighty welcome to it.

This brought a snarl from Slocum, a veritable animal whine of rage. Instantly he was in a trembling, panting fury. He was no cheap sport, no yellow four-flusher, he declared. But from the very first he had suspected Lee was crooking the deal. Now he knew it. But let it go. The world was a small place. They would meet again, and then let Lee beware! In the meantime, the mountains offered plenty of room for them both, and he invited Lee to start for new quarters.

Lee started, of course, and that night he was for long unable to sleep when he finally found grass for the gray and shelter for himself under the lee of a hill. Shame and disgust, as he reviewed the scene with Buddy Slocum, kept him awake, turning from side to side and gritting his teeth. This, then, was a foretaste of what he was to expect in the society of his fellows?

Here he drew out the glove and ran the soft leather through his fingers. The strange-hearted hope rose again, and with it the feeling between sorrow and laughter. After all, there was a rustle and crisping of money in his pocket, and that meant feathering for his arrow that would carry him far in the pursuit.

He began to try to visualize her face. Before he succeeded, he was asleep.


XII. CROOKED CREEK
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IT WAS NOON before Moonshine topped the northern ridge overlooking Crooked Creek. Darting back and forth among the boulders, a tan-colored stream, frothy here and there with the speed of its going, Crooked Creek had torn for itself a sharp-lipped caqon.

From ridge to ridge the gulch had been hewn through solid rhyolite. How many thousands of drillers, how many tons of dynamite would have been needed to duplicate that excavation? Lee wrinkled his brow. There was pain of labor even in the thought. But the beauty of that rock! Wherever erosion had trenched away the stone were pigments unrusted and undimmed. Weathering could not tarnish that pale straw yellow or canary tinted with green. There was a lilac mist, streaked through and through with heavy cardinal, and yonder a lavender haze with chalk-white strata above it. And all these colors in solid rock. To Lee it seemed rather a bank of fog pierced with sunset colors, living with beauty.

But between him and the creek the soft and mingling hues of the rhyolite were cut athwart by a fish-fin ridge of dirty, yellow porphyry. Two miles up and down the gorge it ran with the mines distributed about it — forty or fifty dumps, Lee estimated, and over each was a gallows frame for the whip or upright for the windlass, and every stick of these timbers were painted dark red. As if color were needed in Crooked Creek.

There were myriad noises afloat in the gulch where a hundred double jacks rang on the drill heads, where men were shouting, where windlasses squeaked and the horse-turned drums were groaning. Moreover, all these voices struck through the rarified mountain air. But though cables shrieked and hammers rang, the desert silence was more powerful than all the uproar. From the opposite cliffs, echo melted ten voices together and flung them across the valley tenfold magnified. Yet the mountain quiet cradles the noise into harmonies. Half a mile away a miner was shooting eight ringing blasts, but they blew to the ear of Lee like eight notes of music.

The mines themselves were of the least importance to Lee. It was the town he wished to see, and what a town it was. It ran the full length of the gulch, not more than a stones throw in breadth at any point, but two miles long, an amazing huddle of tent tops and roofs, given a living shape by the sinuous twisting of the river. Below the town the hills fell away at once to the flat, and the rock-tearing river became a placid little stream, and by its left bank a road wound away into the lowlands.

It was an amazingly busy thoroughfare over the naked plain. The air was so thin, so dry, that distance reduced objects in size, but did not blur them. Five little wagons, each drawn by six or eight Lilliputian nags, pushed up the slope. The dust clouds rose and melted away. He felt the labor of the team, nodding in rhythm. It seemed surprising that he could not hear the creaking of single-tree and wagon bed. Farther off some riders singly, or in groups, and another caravan were working out of the blue horizon. Another sound of blasting struck up the slope at him like a giant shouting to the world in a great, thick accent — gold!

With joy in his throat he sent Moonshine down the slope. He wanted to sing, to shout, for under the morning shadow that was sinking in the gully was power which could be dug out of the earth and held in his hands — gold! That great magician could find him the lady of the glove and make the road to her only a step. Moonshine swayed on a perilous course among the boulders, but Lee Garrison had raised his face to the glove that he flaunted on high, and she whose hand had once filled it was now so clear, so smilingly near, that he could almost see the gleam of her eyes at the end of this trail. She had been etched in his brain before with delicate touches, pale as a vapor in moonlight, but now she was just around the corner from his hope.

He dropped into an increasing uproar in the heart of the valley. It seemed that so many men breaking ground must surely sink a way to the very roots of the hills. In the meantime, he had no opportunity to look about, for Moonshine was dancing like a cat on wet ground or crouched with shuddering fear under a sudden weight of racket. With soothing hand and voice Lee kept him on the trembling verge of panic, but it was growing doubly difficult. Men began to tumble out of the mines and came to watch the passing of the half-naked brown man on the white stallion. Never were such men as these miners, so huge, so grimy, their faces besmudged with a stubble of beard. They came, some of them, with the eight-pound hammer still weighing down their hands. Every face was a new dread to Moonshine. He went along with tensed, cat-like steps, and now and again, pausing an instant, he jerked up his head and looked with wild eyes toward the blessed peace of the mountains. Yet he did not bolt, not even when the miners laughed and pointed at the rider.

As for Lee, he accepted that laughter with an ease that was amazing to himself.

It had been so long since he had seen men — except the rat-like countenance of Buddy Slocum — that he overflowed with good nature. In the other days he would have been tortured with shame to be made such a public show, but men who are starved forget fear, and Lee was famine-struck with need of human society. He laughed back at the crowd and waved a brown arm to them. Then someone in the background shouted: Moonshine! It was a fellow with a face pinched up into the shadow of a vast sombrero. Ive seen him with binoculars. Ive seen him as clear as a picture. Its the Moonshine hoss.

A whisper, washed out from that speaker, spread up the slope on either side and from the distance, where the double jacks were beating, new voices shouted, other men came running. A solid wall of the curious men closed across Lees path. He stopped the terrified gray.

He isnt trained to stand for his picture, yet. Let me through, boys, called Lee. Its Moonshine, right enough.

What admiration and wonder shone in their eyes.

They gaped up at him like children, and a path split through the crowd. They volleyed their questions as he rode through. How had he captured the famous horse? What wild work had given him the semblance of a red Indian? How long had he been on the trail? Would he stay in Crooked Creek? There was not time to answer. Many went back to their work with a shouted promise to see him again. But a round dozen remained to escort him in triumph. The dozen in that escort became five hundred by the time they had passed half a block up the dusty, rutted street of Crooked Creek, for, if there were fifteen thousand in that strange city, fourteen thousand five hundred had no better occupation than to rush from point to point to hear or see the latest sensation. All that Lee saw, in his first intimate glimpse of the mining town, was an acre of upturned, grinning faces.

He was asked where he wanted to go, and, when he said his first need was a bunk for himself and a place for the horse, they brought him to a flat-roofed shack. They waited until the door was opened by a little gray-haired Jewess in blue gingham that shone with starch and ironing. She threw up her hands with a cry at sight of a wild-man riding a horse without a saddle or bridle, and the gesture made Moonshine whirl and leap away. The crowd scattered with a yell of pleasure to see the bucking, but they were deeply disappointed, for, when Lee slipped to the ground and approached the door on foot, Moonshine crouched against his heels, throwing his head high so that he could keep in view all the terrible strangers who stood behind him.

In a moment the agreement was made. Mrs. Samuels, the landlady of the lodging house, led the way to the rear where a little corral had been fenced with smooth wire. Her son had built it for his horse, she explained, but her sons horse could be tethered on the outside. So the gray stallion was led through the gate, and Lee closed it upon him. Moonshine bounded to the center, and then veered swiftly around the enclosure. He halted at last in terror, and Lee turned away sadly, for he knew that this was the end of their free companionship and the beginning of slavery for Moonshine.

He was shown by Mrs. Samuels to her only vacant room. The price was three dollars for eight hours, and Lee, flushed with gamblers luck, took all three shifts for himself. The room was exactly six by eight. It was partitioned from the hall by one canvas sheet, and separated from the adjoining room by another. The furniture was a cheap folding cot and a chair, constructed from a box. The distinguishing feature was that the canvas flap, that served as a window, opened upon the street.

The view would be pretty fine? suggested Mrs. Samuels, cocking her head to one side as she smiled up to him. You wouldnt be getting lonely in a room like that, now!

One could not choose in Crooked Creek. She assured him it was the only available room in the town, so he paid his rent and went out to find clothes and a barber. In five minutes a hoarse-voiced, weary man in the store outfitted him with clothes, shoes, hat, cartridge belt, a revolver. In the corner of the store he threw off his old rags and stepped into his new costume. By the grace of chance it fitted him, fitted far too closely for the comfort of one grown accustomed to well-nigh skin-free abandon. The groaning tightness of the boots, the heat and weight of the clothes made Lee remember Moonshine and the encircling turn of the fence. Truly there was a burden in civilization. But somewhere in the background of noises in that busy little town a woman was singing an indistinguishable air. Perhaps it was she whose glove now rested in his breast pocket, for, since Moonshine had become his horse, all miracles were possible. He started eagerly on the trail of a barber.

In such a camp one might have expected a barber shop to be a superfluous luxury, but luxuries outspeed many a necessity on the road to a gold rush town. There may be a vital shortage of canned beans, but there are sure to be diamonds. Lee found the barber in a shop made expeditiously by leaning a few planks against the side of a building. He sat down on a box to wait while the barber finished with another patron. They chatted busily the while.

The barber was a stodgy man. His face ran down from a meager forehead into jowls that drooped loosely over his collar; his body sloped out from narrow shoulders to a great girth of abdomen. His lips were generally parted, and the lower one thrust out a little. In addition he had a habit of panting between phrases and motions. In spite of these handicaps, he was managing to do business in two ways with his customer. While he removed the hair from the face of the man, he struck terms for grubstaking the latter.

The last one started like a beauty, and then pinched out on me, declared the man who was being shaved. I was in bonanza for a day, and after that I was nowhere. Youre sure white for fixing me up for a new start, Gus, but youll get back a thousand percent. I know the place — I know the place for it.

He started clapping his hands on his knees and could hardly remain for the shaving to be finished, such was his eagerness to start out anew with pack and burro. When he left, he poured out one burst of frantic gratitude. The barber cut him short by thrusting a slip of paper into his hand.

You go to Swinnerton over in the store, he said. Hell give you what you want, when he sees that. Now run along. And.—

He was interrupted by a crash of hoof beats in the street, and then a roar of voices that acted on the receiver of the grubstake like the reaching of an invisible hand. He lurched from the entrance and sped out of sight.

Somebodys made a big strike, interpreted the barber, motioning Lee into the chair, and then running a comb with affectionate dexterity through the long masses of hair. Somebodys made a big strike, and somebody else has grabbed the news and come in to spill it. What you want? All this taken off?

A clean shave and a short cut, answered Lee. But how come you can stay in here, shaving people and grubstaking em, when theyre scooping the gold up in buckets at Crooked Creek?

Gus lifted a handful of the locks and shore them away with a grinding slash of the scissors.

Ill get a handful out of some of them scoops, he said. Ill get a little, if my luck lasts. Sure to, if I run into many like that Bill White that just went out.

Good miner, eh? Known him a long time?

About half an hour. Yes, hes a good miner.

Half an hour! exclaimed Lee. And yet you grubstake him?

Ive grubstaked some, five minutes after I met em. Id rather know em short than long.

Well, murmured Lee sympathetically, I hope you dont lose your money.

But you think I will, eh? Look here, son, if you got eyes to read with, you can see whats on a page in a couple of seconds, cant you? Same way, you can see whats in a man, if you know the language hes wrote in. He grunted complacently.

You mean to say you look right through gents, maybe? suggested Lee. You can tell what hes going to do? What luck hell have?

No place better than a barbers chair for reading a man, said the other. I been working the camps close onto thirty years, and Ive always worked em with a razor. He elaborated on his jest, chuckling. Dig my gold with a razor — does a cleaner job!

You generally win out?

One in five pays me back — one in ten makes some money for me — one in a hundred hits it big. Thats good enough for me. No, son, a barbers chair is my gold mine. See right through a gent when hes got soap on his face. Maybe thats because they got such a foolish look when they roll their eyes up at you.

Lee smiled in his turn, for with the haircutting accomplished, Gus was now working up the lather, walking back and forth from the chair to the little stove on which the hot water steamed.

Well, said Lee, after he had puffed the soap from his lips, what chance would I have of getting a grubstake?

The barber stepped back a little, poising his razor and thrusting out his lower lip. But in a moment he was smiling. When he smiled, his face was more frog-like than ever. He continued the shaving.

Well? asked Lee.

Tut, tut, chuckled the barber. You aint a digger, son. Youre a spender. You aint a digger, and why should I give money to a spender?

You dont figure me to be very thrifty, eh?

Look here, Gus replied growlingly, his good humor vanishing as distinctly as a snap of the fingers, and as suddenly. Look here, I aint a fortune-teller — Im a barber. I get paid for taking the hair off a gents face, not for reading his palm. Thats the trouble with all you youngsters. So plumb wrapped up in yourselves, it tickles you right to the gizzard to have folks talk about you. Well, Id rather talk about the weather.

He continued to mutter to himself, and Lee, abashed, attempted an expression of stern dignity, sadly marred when the barber slapped the skin taut on one side of his face for a polishing stroke. At least, his fee was most moderate, when he had finished.

Well, he said, as his customer rose, you dont look near so big, now that you got your whiskers off. Maybe you dont feel so big, either. Whiskers are queer things. They fool the gent that wears em more than the other folks that see em. I got two boys, one as much like the other as two peas in a pod — both great talkers. Jerry trimmed his mustaches off short and fashionable, and darned if he didnt get to be a traveling salesman and talks as smooth as you please. And Joe let his mustaches grow long at the ends and hang down, and so he had to go in for politics. Jerry saves dollars out of his talking, and Joe saves newspaper clippings. Jerry says hell sell twice as much when he can afford to buy a diamond stickpin as big as his thumbnail, and Joe is chewing his lip and waiting to get bald. He says a bald head is his ticket to Washington. You see what a difference it made to them kids, the ways they grew their mustaches?

Lee Garrison, listening and smiling in spite of himself, stroked his skin as though it were a newly acquired property.

Partner, he said suddenly, I guess youre all right. Maybe I did feel a little big.

The barber nodded amiably, for nothing so softens the heart as criticism accepted. He even followed Lee to the entrance, and added: And if I was you, son, Id slip off that gun belt and gun and drop it private in a place where you wouldnt find it in a hurry. Maybe you can use it well enough not to have to do any shooting, but the sheriff aint very active in Crooked Creek, my boy. We do our killing for ourselves. Gun play aint no more popular here than a rattler in a tea party. Why, one good killing up here, and wed have more law than would choke a bull. Our whole party would be plumb spoiled. You go along and step soft and be a good boy.

So, with a playful little shove, he started Lee Garrison on his way into Crooked Creek.


XIII. THE FIRST HOUR
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HE HAD BEEN too closely intent on changing his appearance to pay much heed to the town up to this point, but now he stepped out to observe and be observed. There was momently more to see, for now, as the evening drew closer, the men were beginning to come in from the mines. They were very much alike in spirit. Whether they had seen much or little yellow metal in the work of the day, each carried a high head and looked about him with a possessive eye, for, having been lately familiarized with magic visions of gold, all desirable things were only around the corner in their hopes. There was plenty to engage the mind along with that twisting, angling street of shacks and tents. The moment the news of the gold strike was verified, three jewelers had rushed extensive stocks to the valley. Now they were arrayed side by side, each vying with the other in the magnitude of his display in the unglassed windows. To guard the wares, two hard-faced men with sawed-off shotguns stood near. They had enough lead under trigger to wash the solid crowd from the street.

These windows drew a continual audience in which the men stood in deep quiet, nearing the sparkler of his choice. In fact, the jewelers obtained a fat revenue from those who felt that the door of opportunity would open for them by the next day, at the latest, and made deposits to hold for twenty-four hours the dazzling transparency of a diamond.

Lee Garrison peered for a while between heads and shoulders at the display, then turned with the rest to watch a monster wagon lumber past, drawn by twelve mules that leaned wearily into their collars. It was like a big ship in a small harbor. It fairly filled the street and jammed the crowd back on either side. The top of the load was well above the level of most of the roofs, and a shouting boy of twelve stood on the very crest, swaying back and forth against the sunset colors as the wheels, far below, dipped into the ruts through pools of dust. Besides the driver, who rode a wheel mule and managed the long jerk line in his left hand with the air of a master, there were six men who walked in a company before the team, waving their hats and yelling to the bystanders. A victorious troop of cavalry could not have raised a noisier jubilee or more dust.

Thats what I call a pretty turnout, said a man beside Lee. Thats coming to dig in style, I say.

But styles not the only thing that counts, suggested Lee.

Some liquor on that, said the miner, turning the weather-hardened face of one who has lived his fifty years in the open. Couldnt be truer, if you took it out of the Bible. He hooked his arm through the arm of Lee. Look at me, he continued as they went on. I come with the price of a pick and a prayer. Hit the stuff the second day — been in bonanza ever since. His head jerked back with exultation. After all these years, said the miner. After all these years!

The crowd immediately before them slowed and thickened around the only glassed windows in Crooked Creek, the windows that framed the brilliant display of the leading haberdasher of the moment. Gold and bronze and green and red and burning orange, the neckties and scarves and silk shirts flamed like autumn foliage of fiery mid-October. Against that glowing background stood a full-length model of a gentleman in evening dress, most formal from glimmering top hat down the broad-like front of the shirt, relieved with ruby studs, to a waistcoat made snug above an incredibly slender pair of hips, and so on to the trousers, pressed to knife-edge creases, and patent leather shoes. The dummy clasped white gloves in one pink hand, and the other — most life-like — was raised to toy with the stately, wide-sweeping mustaches. Lees companion puffed out his chest and drew in his chin, an unconscious imitation.

The crowd kept silent.

Theres a high stepper, eh? murmured the miner. Now, how dyou think Id look, turned out like that?

Fine as silk, answered the sympathetic Lee. But do they ease around in togs like that in Crooked Creek?

Not yet. Thats here for an ad, I guess. But one of these days they might start dressing up in the Frog Dump.

Whats the Frog Dump?

Monsoor Lefhvres dance hall. Hes got a slick place. Heres another hold-up.

They heard a droning voice, so cunningly pitched that it floated through all the uproar of the crowd, and immediately they passed a white-headed man who bore in a tall legend upon his hat the following: Blind by a powder burn. Please help! The beggar extended alternate hands, for, no sooner was one stretched out, than it was filled with broad pieces of silver or rustling bills. Lees companion pressed a large donation into the claw-like fingers.

First real, honest-Injun blind man in Crooked Creek, he said with pride as they went on. Trouble is hes making so much money he can afford to retire pretty soon, and then well lose him. Hel-lo.

A crackling stream of curses, loosed by a shrill voice just in front of them, stopped the drift of the crowd, jammed it back, and then split it into a score of confused groups as though with an explosion. Lee Garrison saw a little red-headed man with his hat hanging on the back of a very long, narrow head. That head jutted forward as though its weight were too great for the supporting neck. Drunken rage rocked him back and forth, and he reminded Lee with horrible vividness of a mad dog he had once seen with frothing muzzle and bloodshot eyes. His curses were driven at the head of a youth who was obviously certain that he was about to die, and who was obviously determined to die rather than run.

Its Red Billy Devine, said Lees companion. You and med better be sidetracking it, son. Theyll have their guns out pronto!

But now another man began shouting from the far side of the street. Hey! Hey! Cut that out!

Behold the fat barber waddling through the crowd like a sheep dog through a flock. All the body of Red Billy was shaking with passion, save his right hand only, and that was locked around the butt of his pistol until the instant that his stream of insults should induce the boy to pull his own weapon. Let into the path of that impending lightning flash, the barber made his way straight to terrible Red Billy and laid his pudgy hand on the collar of the man of war. Amazement set the crowd gaping.

Now look here, Billy, you little fool, said Gus, what you mean by making all this noise? Twice I sliced the gent I was shaving, listening to you holler!

The wild eyes fastened on the face of Gus. All I do is ask him for a measly hundred bucks, said the gunfighter. He says he aint got it. Aint got a hundred dollars? Why, aint everybody here got thousands? Him with a white skin and talking white, but he wouldnt give me a hundred dollars! His voice broke with sorrow. Gus, how come a man can be as low as that?

You come along with me, commanded Gus. Youre drunk, thats whats the matter.

Me drunk? shrilled Red Devine. Lemme show you how steady my hand is, Gus. Just lemme kill him — just that one skunk, Gus!

Not a one, said Gus. Youd get a sheriff and a flock of deputies up here investigating, would you? Theyd have this little old town starched as stiff as a Sunday collar.

But he aint a man. Hes a hound, Gus. It cuts me all up to have something like him walking around, making folks think hes a man.

You shut up and come along with me, broke in Gus, and, under the impulse of that arm, Red Billy turned and went with reeling steps beside the barber. The crowd flowed in behind them.

Thats nerve, commented Lees new friend. If Idve had a gun, I mightve — but Gus, he has the nerve.

Funny that Devine let him manhandle him, though, suggested Lee.

Funny? Devine knew damn well hed get shot full of holes, if he tried to pull his gun. Gus Tree is fast as a wink. Here we are!

While Lee digested the astonishing news of the fat barbers prowess, he was guided through a wide pair of swinging doors into a saloon and pressed among the drinkers, five deep at the bar. They reached a place where he could look into the only mirror that had as yet been brought to the camp.

You get better liquor over to Monsoor Lefhvres, said Lees companion, who now introduced himself as John Patterson. But they charge such prices that the damned stuff chokes me going down. Might as well turn some gold dust into your throat.

Lee heard him in dim distance through a fog of his own thoughts, for the face that confronted him in the mirror and that sat on his own shoulders was the face of a stranger. Smooth-cheeked, boyish, sullen of mouth had been the fence rider of that range far south, but now a lean, grim, straight-eyed man stood before him in the mirror. It was like falling asleep and waking with mind and soul wrapped in a new body. Somewhere in the quest for Moonshine, one self had died, and a new self gripped the whiskey glass at the bar in Crooked Creek. The man in the mirror raised the glass, and Lee lowered it slowly.

Fill em up! he said to the bartender, and turned to look over Crawfords Place. It consisted of two sections. The first to be built had been the barroom itself, a sprawling shack of raw pine lumber that was now jammed with men. But the rear end of the original building had been knocked out and opened onto a long dance hall, with little tables and scores of stools along the sides and a narrow dance floor down the center. It was not the hour for dancing, however, and here and there a random game of poker was in progress. The walls and roof of this second and larger portion of the establishment were canvas. Patterson pointed out Crawford himself, a burly ruffian who looked the part of an ex-pugilist, standing now between his dance hall and his bar, in a position from which he could overlook the entire crowd. He wore two guns and rested his hands upon the butts with what seemed to Lee an undue aggressiveness.

But as Patterson explained readily: Hes got to show em that hes on the job every minute. Theyre only waiting to take an advantage. Theres a dozen gunfighters in here this minute. Look yonder — there comes Bill Devine, looking for more trouble. And theres Charlie Kirk, the murdering hound! And there is King Peters himself. By heaven, I didnt know he was in town!

He designated with awe a handsome youth who could hardly have turned his eighteenth year, but whose lordly manner and the elbow room he was given at the bar proclaimed him a man of distinction.

Why King Peters aint hung, I dunno, muttered Patterson. But with a gang of killers like that around, you cant blame Crawford for packing two guns and Sidney came along — got him interested in irrigation — and he sunk the whole wad in three years. There was Hamilton Coster. He was the regular cattle king. He went broke about a year after Billy picked up with him. Theres a long line of em. Never failed to be a Jonah wherever he went. But Crawford seems to be an exception. Billy found Crawford a bum, picked him up, got him on his feet, and now Crawford is making about a thousand a day out of this place and other things. Hes made Crawford into a white man. Theres a yarn that.—

His voice melted away in a hearty roar of applause that had risen from every throat in the room as the swinging doors were dashed apart and a huge man strode in carrying a boy perched on one shoulder.

That drink sure rode well, said Lee to Patterson. Sat right down in the saddle. Lets have another, and tell me why theyre busting their throats for that fellow.

But Patterson was gone from him and was working his way through the crowd to get closer to the giant.

In the meantime, the latter had advanced to the bar and deposited the boy upon it, while dry-throated miners abandoned their drinks on either side to make ample room. Why such precious space should be turned over to the youngster was bewildering to Lee, for all he saw was simply an over-petted, over-pampered, overdressed little invalid of six or eight years. He was turned out like a miniature cowpuncher more gaudy than a rich Mexican. A sombrero of bright, blue velvet was belted with gold, worked into arabesques. A scarlet bandanna surrounded his throat, and beneath it was a vest of soft fawn skin held together with big pearl buttons. About his meager hips sagged a cartridge belt mounted richly in gold, and the same metal appeared in the chasing on keeping em in sight. There hes sending old Bad Luck Billy Sidney to ask somebody to step out of the place till some of his liquor has evaporated. Good thing about Crawford. He dont let em get mad drunk in his place.

Glancing again toward the proprietor of the saloon, Lee saw that he had just waved off on a mission an ancient fellow whose silver hair and shrunken body spoke of a full seventy years, at least. Yet, he carried his tall frame as straight as any youth, the smile of a youth still in his little pale-blue eyes. Lee looked curiously after him until he was lost in the crowd which momently thickened. Every instant the swinging door flashed open, and newcomers arrived from the mines. And one of the new arrivals was no other than little Buddy Slocum, now dressed in complete miners costume of heavy boots and dirty slouch hat, with his shirt open at the throat. Every article was sized too large and emphasized the more the wizened body of the ex-jockey. He caught sight of Lee at once, and his face contracted into a snarl of malevolence as he turned to mutter to his companion. The latter looked straight at Lee with the unmistakable glance of one examining a dangerous man. There was no doubt that Buddy would noise Lee abroad as a crooked gambler.

To crowd that disagreeable thought out of his mind with another topic, he turned back to Patterson. How does Bad Luck Billy get that name? he asked.

You aint heard of him? Well, almost everybody has. Been around for thirty years. Finds a man to tie to and starts making himself useful. Aint got the gumption, somehow, to work by himself. And every man he comes to goes down and out sooner or later. That bad luck of his is catching. There was old Hugh Gummere. He dug so much gold he didnt know what to do with it all. But Billy the butt of the tiny revolver that the belt supported, while the holster was red morocco, with a pattern worked on it in small emeralds. Below the gun, silk-corduroy riding trousers disappeared into red boots to match the holster. To top off an outfit that would have made the heart of an African king leap with envy, the tiny fellow carried a quirt whose handle was roughened with a profusion of jewels that flashed as he pushed back his heavy hat with the whip.

But clothes could not longer make the child happy. His colorless, sullen mouth did not curve to a smile as he turned here and there and surveyed the smiling, cheering crowd with eyes at once fever-bright and weary. He was guarded against a fall by the great encircling arm of his companion. The latter measured from the floor well-nigh as high as the lad standing on the bar. He was as roughly dressed as any man in the room, with only one point of foppishness, this being the extreme nicety with which the black beard that covered most of his face below the eyes was brought to a sharp point below the chin. For the rest, the upper part of his cheek shone like a red apple with the coursing of healthy blood. It seemed that the least fraction of his enormous overplus of health would have sufficed to cram the little body of the child with energy and high spirits. He took his hat from a head tousled with dense, black curls and waved it to the crowd.

Charlies struck it rich again, boys, he cried in a voice that made Lee start with many memories. Charlies landed in bonanza once more, and hes come to set em up for the crowd.

A growing bellow of applause nearly drowned the last of these words, and yet there was no reflection of the cheer in the sad little face of Charlie.

Set em, barkeep, continued the bearded man, and hark to this, boys. Charlie tells me he knows theys some in camp that aint had his luck, and he wants em to have another chance. Hell grubstake ten men today — the first ten that shake hands with him. Come on, boys. Who wants backing?

The steady flow of high-priced liquor across the bar had seemed to indicate that everyone was well enough found in money, but now a score of men came to vigorous life and squeezed, shouting, through the crowd to get at the outstretched hand of Charlie. They closed with a rush around him, and, as their huge brown hands reached toward the boy, for the first time Lee saw him flush with pleasure. He danced back on the bar as far as the thick arm of his father would permit him, laughing and clapping his hands together, holding them high above his head so that no one could quite come to grips with him. The giant father looked up to the child, his face suffused with such joy that the black beard trembled. Looking into his face from this angle, Lee Garrison remembered. It was Olie Guttorm, disguised only by the semi-foreign cast that the pointed trimming of his beard gave him. It was Olie Guttorm as he had been when he disappeared over the hilltop with the chunk of rose quartz in his hand and his dark eyes ablaze on the trail of gold.


XIV. THE FIGHT
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HE REMEMBERED STILL more. No wonder these mountains had seemed dreamily familiar, for the vision dream in which he had seen them first was the nightmare of pain when he trudged among them on the trail of Moonshine. Had he not seen, at the head of Crooked Creek, the hill with the crown of white rocks? Yes, beyond question that was the place where he had picked up his sample. His directions had pointed the way to a fortune for Olie Guttorm, and Olie Guttorms discovery had brought a gold rush into the hills. Lee felt very much as one who picks the small hole in the dam and in a moment sees it widened to a roar of water. No wonder that the crowd gave way, then, for Guttorm must be the patron saint of Crooked Creek, the fountainhead of all the riches of money and happiness that might pour from it.

A sigh escaped him. All this wealth, then, had been his for the choosing, and he had given it all for Moonshine. But the very thought conjured a mind- filling picture of the horse. And Lee was content. The first poison taint of envy had slipped out of his mind, and he was even able to look around the barroom with an almost paternal satisfaction. He had more than money could buy. Money? All the money in the world would hardly be worth the joy of honest Olie Guttorm when he met his benefactor. There is no wine like self-satisfaction to warm the heart. Lee Garrison could not help thrusting his hands in his trousers pockets and teetering back on his heels.

Shouting with laughter and eagerness, every down-at-the-heel gold seeker in the room crowded toward little Charlie Guttorm. One by one they dragged down his pipe-stem arms and enveloped his fists in great, brown hands.

Thats ten! he shrilled presently. There aint no more! There aint no more!

And, shaking his head, he clasped his hands behind his back. Others were still herding in toward him, but Olie Guttorm, with a sweep of his thick arm and a bellow, stopped them short.

Charlie says no, he declared, and what he says goes. Being denied aint good for him, is it, Doc?

The being so appealed to now sauntered forward from the outskirts of the crowd, slowly twirling a glass of whiskey between thumb and forefinger. He seemed to Lee Garrison one of those men who pride themselves, above all else, on their coolness, unfailing in every situation. He had one of those round, small-nosed faces that never quite lose the boy look and that persisted in Dr. William McLeod in spite of his fifty years and his gray hair, so thin that the red of his scalp showed through. He was jauntily dressed in knickerbockers and a tweed coat in which such blues and reds were woven that purple resulted, a cheerful and almost violent purple. The miners gave back before him, such was their respect for everything appertaining to Charlie Guttorm, and even the doctors unseasonable nature of attire did not cause them to pass the wink and grin. Perhaps, decided Lee, they were accustomed to the doctor and his ways.

The latter had now paused, spreading his legs and tossing off half his glass before he spoke.

Within limits, Mister Guttorm, he said. Everything in measure. You continually ask me for an absolute yes, or an absolute no. My dear Mister Guttorm, how often have I told you, that in such a case as that of little Charlie, the absolute is precisely what must be most avoided. Discretion is what we must have, and the middle ground is that on which we must take our stand.

What the devil, Doc! groaned Olie Guttorm, but in a tone rather of pleading than anger. I sort of get your drift, but I always got to look through a blizzard of words to make out where youre heading. Right now—

The doctor halted further speech by removing his left hand from his coat pocket and holding it up in protest. He then drank off the remainder of his potion and continued: If you want brevity, by all means. Charlie has had enough excitement. Take him home at once!

Olie Guttorm swept Charlie off the bar and into the cherished strength of his arms.

Right away quick, Doc, he said. Im sure sorry!

He seemed to be apologizing, but the doctor with a shrug of his shoulders turned his back on his patron and started for the bar. Little Charlie writhed in the grasp of his father until one fist was free, and he shook this in the direction of the retreating doctor.

You big hog! screamed Charlie. I hate you! An Ill get even — you wait! Ill get even with you, and.—

Here his rage relaxed sufficiently to permit him to pass into a wail of grief. He turned on his father and beat his fists, small and bony as the claws of a bird, into the face of Olie. The big man merely blinked under the rain of blows and then rendered Charlie helpless by pressing him gently into the hollow of his shoulder.

It aint nobodys fault but mine, declared Olie sadly to the nearby men who were protesting that they hoped Charlie would feel no ill effects. I should have knowed better than to bring him down here. But he wanted to show off his new clothes, and.—

Charlie writhed halfway around. Its everybodys fault! he cried. An — an I dont want you to give one of em a single cent of money, Dad, you hear me? If you give one of em a single cent, I — Ill cry all night long an make myself.—

Hush up, Charlie. Dont you worry none about nothing, Son, said Olie. I aint going to do nothing thatll hurt your feelings, Son. They aint going to get a cent of money out of me.

Charlie relaxed to a whine, while the father, reassuring the stake-seekers with a wink, started again toward the door. Around him rose a chorus of thanks and kindly farewells that set the eyes of the simple fellows gleaming with happiness. It was while he looked around to collect this tribute of applause that his glance fell on Lee Garrison. All joy was wiped from his face. He hurried on with his head a trifle inclined.

Undoubtedly he had recognized Lee, but why that recognition should affect him so strangely the latter could not imagine, so he slipped into the path of Guttorm near the swinging doors and approached him with a smile.

Olie Guttorm! he said. I guess you remember me?

Know you! roared Guttorm so violently that his beard shook. Sure, I know you, and I dont know no good about you. Get out of the way and lemme pass!

His thick arm brushed the other aside; the swinging door clicked behind him and fanned a warm breath of air into the face of Lee.

Why, damn your thick hide, Ill teach you to remember.— Half a dozen hands gripped him as he sprang in pursuit. They tore him back and jammed him against the wall.

Youll teach him nothing! growlingly answered one. You wait till Guttorm has got his kid off of his hands, and then hell handle you. But right now, youll leave him he.

The knowledge that he was so completely in the right and Guttorm so completely in the wrong stifled Lee, as though he had been discovered in an act of most shameful imposture. They were honest men, these fellows, and, as he confronted their hostile faces, he knew that his story would never be believed no matter how many oaths he swore to it. He could never dare to stand up before sane men and tell them that he had given up a gold mine for a pipeful of tobacco and liberty to pursue a mustang — on foot! An hysteria of rage made his wits spin. Olie Guttorm was far away and barred from him, moreover, by the devotion of every hardy man in the town, but within arms reach were six or seven who had just laid hands on him.

The places where their fingers had gripped burned him, and by ill chance in that instant of quiet he heard a voice saying: Thats him who caught Moonshine. They been telling me that hes a gambler, too, and crooked as a snake!

It was one of those murmuring voices that is meant for a single ear only, but it was the spark that ignited all the gunpowder of Lees fury. There was no volition in it. His fist of its own accord doubled, his arm lashed out, and he struck into the nearest face. He felt the knuckles bite through flesh to bone. His arm jarred from wrist to shoulder with a numb tingle, and under the shock the other went down. From around him a dozen men sprang, not at Lee, but to clear a space, for when a blow had been struck, guns must follow. But as for Lee there was no thought of another weapon than his bare hands, so much had rage blinded him, and, when he saw the fallen man twitch a revolver from its holster, his passion became pure madness. He ran straight in on the leveled Colt.

For an instant fate waited. The blind god of chance saved him from the bullet that hummed past his ear. He tore the gun from the prostrate man and jerked the half-dazed fellow to his feet.

You yellow-bellied hound! shrilled Lee. Get out of this place and get out of town. If I see you again, Ill break your murdering neck for you. Start moving!

Not until he had spoken did his brain clear, and his eyes. He saw that he was confronting no other man than that youth of wild fame, King Peters himself, and a prickle of fear worked up his spine. But King Peters was a man transformed. It is not a small thing, at the tender age of eighteen, to be looked upon askance by the law-abiding, to have ones lightest word or gesture noted, to discover a magic in ones glance that makes the eyes of strong men fall, to be robed with a repute that shakes the nerves of even the brave. And here was a stranger, an unknown, who had leaped on him like a tiger, knocked him to the ground, run in upon his leveled gun, escaped his shot by enchantment, torn the weapon from his fingers, and now threatened him with death, if they met again. It was a glimpse into a new world for King Peters. That lordly courage which had been founded upon a knowledge of superior nimbleness of fingers and wrist, superior steadiness of eye, melted like a ghost at break of day. Fate, he felt, had overtaken him, and with a fallen head he shrank from the barroom.

There was a little murmur of taken breaths such as men draw when they have seen a shameful and a wonderful thing. To more than one that picture was like a prophecy, for how many of them had blustered a way among their fellows? And each rough-handed man saw a time coming when he should be mastered by some fiery and fearless spirit.

How could they tell that the most astonished man in Crawfords Place was Lee Garrison, and that it was the numbness of slowly departing fear that made him walk so slowly toward the door and slowly into the street?


XV. THE CHARLATAN
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I SUPPOSE, SAID a voice behind Lee as he went down the street, dazed, that you wish to be alone to get the relish of that situation in retrospect. But I hope youll pardon me, if I walk a step or two with you?

It was the doctor, overhauling Lee with the long and rhythmic stride of a fine walker. He seemed flushed both by the exercise and with emotion as he drew up to Garrison. Im Doctor McLeod, he said in introduction. You may not have noticed me in the saloon a moment ago, but you would hear of me if you stay long enough in Crooked Creek. Theyve been snapping at my heels ever since I began to take care of the Guttorm brat, which is time thrown away, medically speaking, but financially — well, one must live, you know. In the meantime, I cant tell you how it tickled me to the very midriff to see that fellow Peters handled. He browbeat me only yesterday in Lefhvres.

He laughed and whirled his cane with such dexterity that it flashed in the sun like a shining disk, and Lee noted the tapering slenderness of his fingers. But more than any physical attribute, it seemed to him that he had never seen a man who exuded such an aroma, as it were, of perfect rascality. He apparently had no care to conceal his nature from Lee.

I should like to take your hand, ran on McLeod, to thank you for that lesson to King Peters, but even the thick head of Olie Guttorm would turn suspicious if he heard that I had shaken hands with an enemy of his.

And what will he think when he hears you took a stroll with me?

He will think what I tell him to think, as usual, said the doctor, which is that I took this opportunity to advise you to leave town at your earliest opportunity because in going against the power of Olie Guttorm in this town you are going against a stone wall.

Look here — Im not trying to bust Guttorm.

No? Old friend of his, perhaps?

Ill tell you the straight of it, Doctor. It was I who came across the outcropping of rose quartz up.—

He was interrupted by the suddenness with which the doctor turned upon him and by the bright-eyed gravity with which the professional man examined him.

Really? said McLeod. You are the man who found the ore, and the cunning villain, Olie Guttorm, has beaten you out of your just half of the profits while you lay sick of a cold in the head! Here he broke into pleasantly modulated laughter.

By heavens, Garrison, he said, I am not surprised to hear that you are such a wonder with cards. You have the face for the master poker player of the world. And if you possess the technique as well — tra-la-la! He whistled a thrilling little strain of music and concluded by smiling benevolently upon Lee.

It was easy to understand why he opened his heart so quickly and so completely. He felt that they belonged to the brotherhood of knaves.

That the hand that rocks the deck shall rule the world, paraphrased McLeod. I sit in at a game occasionally myself, and I know a thing or two about the eloquence with which a pack may be taught to speak, but my great handicap is that I began too late in life. In cards, as in music, those who hope to be masters must start early and continue long.

It would simply amuse the doctor to pretend to be innocent. The story which the jockey had told of that game by the campfire must have been eloquent, indeed.

Doctor, said Lee sullenly, that little rat of a jockey has been telling lies about me, and youve believed him.

McLeod chuckled with the utmost good humor. My dear fellow, he said, I have simply used my eyes. Someone was saying that you showed up in town, looking as wild as a wolf. Well, my friend, the wolf look doesnt lie in long hair alone. You have had your hair cut, I see, but you have not taken the wolf out of your step. You walk like a man about to run a race — or like a man just out of prison and infernally eager not to get caught and sent back. Here he probed Lee with a side glance, although he continued without interruption. Although, of course, no prison could give a man a skin as brown as tanned leather and apparently as tough. But more than all this, you have a hungry eye, Garrison, as though you were questing for something — money — fame — a woman.—

Lee started. He fumbled in his pocket the soft leather of the glove.

Well? McLeod was asking. A pain from an old wound, or an idea?

Both, answered Lee.

McLeod sighed. Youre a lucky dog with your youth and your flying start. Youll walk on smooth lawns the rest of your days.

Lee Garrison heard him out of a mist. He would lose that money he had won by playing cards the night before. He would go into Monsieur Lefhvres gaming house and throw away every cent of it. Then he would start out to work in the mines until he had laid up a handsome stake, and with it in his pocket — oh, comforting thought of money cleanly won — he would go again adventuring on the trail that had started from the ruins of the little hut under the cliff.

Tush, murmured McLeod, you are as secretive as a very mole, man, but—

Is that youngster, Charlie — is he Guttorms boy?

Hes Guttorms boy. But theres none of Guttorm in him. Hes all his mothers son, and, like most of that ilk, hes a whining, over-pampered little puppy. I have practiced facial expression most of my life, but, by heavens, I have nearly lost control of myself a dozen times. Every day I wonder if my tongue is about to stumble into ten words of the truth, and so kill the goose who lays the golden eggs.

McLeod spun his cane and whistled another refrain as though to drive the melancholy thought from his mind.

Not really sick, then? said Lee Garrison, relieved for, in spite of his anger, he had pitied the man for the sick boy he loved so well.

Sick? repeated the doctor, and scuffed his heels jauntily. Tut — hes dying!

The devil!

He is a devil in his own small way, and hed grow up to wring the heart of poor Olie. He has another six weeks or so to linger along, or again, a bit of a shock, a cold, or almost anything might burn him out in thirty minutes. He made a gesture as though snuffing a candle.

Poor Guttorm, sighed Lee. Itll about break his heart, I suppose.

Hearts dont break these days, said the doctor. That sort of thing is out of fashion.

Does Olie know theres no hope?

Of course not. Thats why he employed me — the idiot! A dozen experts told him the truth. I heard about it, looked him up, and promised the boy long life and happiness — barring accidents.

Lee caught his breath.

That surprises you, eh? said the doctor, chuckling. You know the tricks of your own trade — youd clean out a parish priest of his last cent of charity money, but you cluck like a hen when you hear about my little game. Well, its a neat one, at that.

When you become a doctor, said Lee, dont you have to swear to — ?

In heavens name, lad, cried McLeod, do you think Im a real doctor? Practicing in Crooked Creek? Come, come, use your imagination. Im no more a doctor than you, but Im doing as good a job as the best doctor in the world, for Im keeping the eyes of poor Guttorm closed on the truth, and that gives him happiness. Every day the youngster lives is a golden day for Olie Guttorm. Could the finest doctor under heaven improve on that? No, by the heavens, Im his benefactor! He threw out his hands. Its pure benevolence, Garrison. And now Im afraid we must walk no longer together, for, if I have simply been urging you to leave town because of the danger of Olie Guttorm, I could have crowded a very considerable expostulation into the space of our stroll, eh?

McLeod laughed so softly that a person ten yards away would not have heard him. Withal it seemed a hearty laugh — of a sort.

And you are going to stay, Garrison? Youre not going to let public disapproval run you out of town?

I guess not, said Lee, waiting for the hidden thing in the mind of the pseudo-doctor.

Good! exclaimed the other. As a matter of fact, while we sauntered along, an idea has been growing in me. Of course, I understand why you want to work Crooked Creek. Theres oceans of gold here. Oceans of it! His lips trembled over the words, and his eyes shone. Theyre drunk with wealth, Garrison, he went on. And why should they have it? The yokels! They know nothing but labor and boozing, whereas.— Here he stopped short, glanced at Lee, and snapped his fingers.

The point is this, he said. When you are making your harvest, I happen to know that it is easier for two to work together than one. You raise your eyebrows, eh? You are saying that is only true when the two are tried friends and can trust one another. True again, Garrison, but, if you decide to take a gamblers chance with me, it will pay you well — very well, on my honor. You are going to reap a great harvest — a great harvest! When I heard, in the saloon, about your skill with the cards, and then had a glimpse of your nerve in facing down the crowd — by Jove, I said to myself, Napoleon! But Napoleon needed marshals, Garrison. And you need a helper if you wish to make a quick reaping of the grain, and quick your work must be if you wish to escape from Crooked Creek before your past overtakes you in a tidal wave, or before some dozen of these gunfighters take the tidy thought of a murder into their hearts!

How completely the clever man was making himself a fool, thought Lee Garrison, and on the spot he made a wise resolve.

And now, Garrison, what dyou say? No reflection — quick, on the spur of the moment, speak your mind for or against and never mind my feelings. Is it yes or no?

Irritation, disgust with the false doctor, distress at his own strange situation in the mining camp were all overwhelmed in a wave of mirth that began to rise in Lee. He managed to keep back the laughter, but he could not prevent the smile.

Partner? he said, youre sure welcome to sit with me at any little game Im in.

Ha, said McLeod softly, and his cane quivered in his grip. Thats good — thats damned good! The beauty of it is that theyll never suspect an underground wire between us two, not while Im taking care of Guttorms brat. But when do we get together and run over our signals? Or when can you let me know your system of daubing? I suppose you daub them, Garrison?

Lee, who had not the slightest idea what daubing might be, coughed. Ill be at Lefhvres tonight, he said. You wont need signals, if you play with me.

The doctor parted his lips to speak, changed his mind, and coughed in turn.

When you arrive at Lefhvres, youll find me in sight. Bonjour.


XVI. THE LADY IN THE WINDOW
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TO HAVE BUILT in five minutes the reputation of a crooked gambler and a fighter was a bewildering thing to Lee. But when one has roused a nest of hornets, it is wise to run, and he looked beyond the roofs of Crooked Creek to the mountains. Before night was thick, he would be among them. He went straight for Moonshine. Rumor had already gone before him; a whisper spread on either side as he passed; he felt men behind him, pausing and turning. But at last he was away from them all, and behind Mrs. Samuelss house he had sight of Moonshine, waiting for him in the rose of the sunset light. What a glad reunion it was from the instant the stallion caught sight of him and began plunging around the corral, until he came to a stop before his companion and knocked off the unfamiliar sombrero.

Lee Garrison, in an outburst of melancholy joy, threw his arms around the neck of the horse and bowed his head against the shining mane. Oh, Moonshine, he groaned, Ive been a terrible fool — Ive been ten kinds of a fool. But were going to get out of here. Were going to slide up them hills yonder and drop over on the other side into some place where we can be alone. Wasnt I the fool to have been hankering after the sight of men? I got on tolerable well with just books, once, and now I have you, besides. And Ill try again—

Here his voice, which had been trailing away, sank to nothingness, but behind his blank eyes his thoughts were speeding on to the conclusion that Malory and all the other books in the world would be a hollow comfort. The joy he had found in them was a ghostly thing remembered, and all his past life was a host of shadowy days.

A whistle ran into his thoughts like the first thread of morning light into a room. He looked about, saw nothing, and wondered why his heart had leaped when he first surmised that the call might be for him. But who was there who could have cared to call him, after all? At the repetition of the whistle, therefore, he turned with greater indifference, and this time something moved in an upper window of the hotel, the only two-story structure in the town. The evening shadow had fallen so thick along that wall of the building that at first he made out only a misty form beyond the window, but that form now leaned into the light, and Lee Garrison was looking up into the face of a pretty, bright-haired girl.

Hello, called the vision.

Well, said Lee stupidly, Ill be damned.

She settled herself on the window sill, leaning at what seemed to Lee a dangerous angle.

You took off your hat to the horse, she continued, laughing, and I think you might at least do as well by me.

The flash of the white teeth and the twinkling of her eyes had been pleasant, even in the distance. Automatically he dragged off his hat, so intent on her that he was heedless of his disordered hair that the wind instantly blew erect on the top of his head.

Youve been watching me, then?

Dont flatter yourself, pal, said the lady, with an airy wave of her hand so that the lace of her dressing jacket fluttered behind the gesture. A man hugging a horse is enough to draw a crowd even up here, where there aint much but mountains to draw.

And she laughed again, and suddenly he knew that the trail which had started with the glove had ended with the face of this girl in the window. He wandered closer.

You arent going to leave, if I stop looking, are you? he asked.

Her laughter went out. She ended by shading her eyes and peering earnestly down at him.

Where did you blow in from? she asked. Whats your name?

Lee Garrison, maam.

She started to her feet at this. Youre him?

Have you heard of me? he asked wretchedly.

She placed a hand over her mouth to shunt her voice in a new direction without turning her head from Lee. Hey, Gertie. Come here quick, will you?

Gerties head presently appeared at the window, and, seeing Lee, she gasped and huddled her negligee higher about her shoulders.

Hello, she said to her companion rather than to Lee. Found a friend?

I hope so, said Lee earnestly.

This threw the first lady into a gale of laughter. He hopes so! Gertie, I want to present Mister Lee Garrison!

There was a squeal from Gertie. Alice, you dont mean it.

She dropped both hands on the window sill and leaned far out, a dark beauty who, having entered the late thirties used her make-up with more resolution than art, but in the dim light and the distance the effect was not altogether unpleasant.

Tickled to meet you, Mister Garrison, she called, fluttering her hand at him. Weve heard about your little party over at Crawfords. When are you going to look us up?

Id like to drop around and call any time I may, said Lee.

They laughed again. They had the strangest habit, he thought, of laughing at everything.

Come into Lefhvres tonight, said Alice. I suppose youll be making that headquarters, anyway. The Frenchy runs the only decent tables in town. When youre tired of talking to the cards, come in and talk to us, will you?

Will I? cried Lee, thrilling. Ill tell a man I will! How soon are you going?

Well be there, when things start stirring, and they start stirring early in Crooked Creek. Lefhvres is going strong by seven-thirty. Well be there by eight. What time dyou expect to break up your own game?

My game? Then he comprehended. They had heard of Buddy Slocums tale. He was glad of the deepening shadows. Ill see you at eight, he managed to say, and waved to them as he turned away.

They shouted farewell in musical chorus, and then he was around the corner and mercifully alone. A crooked gambler! He dug his fingernails into his palms in the bite and sting of his shame. But they had liked him, it seemed, in spite of his profession — how thick they had showered their kindness upon him. He would prove himself worthy of their esteem, he vowed. Before he met them he would throw away his money at Lefhvres tables, and then meet them at eight oclock with clean hands.

Behind him, as he left, Moonshine neighed frantic protest at this new desertion, but Lee Garrison hardly heard the sound. His mind was crowded with memories of music of quite another nature. But when he was close to her, what could he find to say to so lovely and brilliant a creature? He drank deeply of the chill cup of humility; truly fortune had been blindly kind to him. He had found her in the very moment when he was about to desert the trail. He killed what time he could eating supper in the restaurant, and, as he stepped from the door, a man touched his arm.

Guttorm wants to see you, he whispered behind his hand. Hes out in his hoss shed behind his house — the red house at the end of the street, if you dont know.

He disappeared around the corner, while Lee turned in the bidden direction down the street, passing through the yellow bars of lamplight that struck out from the open doors. Overhead the darkness pressed flat against the roofs of the town, for the sky was massed with clouds, and not a star showed through. Yet Lee was singing softly when he came opposite the big, sprawling house of Guttorm. He paused by an open window on his way toward the horse shed, and inside he saw little Charlie and McLeod. Charlie was wrapped to the chin in a brilliant Indian blanket in whose folds there seemed more strength than in the small body they surrounded. His head lay back against a pillow, and in his pinched features there was a dying wanness. The doctor walked to and fro with his hands dropped in the pockets of his coat, talking steadily, although Lee could not make out what he said.

The eyes of Charlie opened, savagely discontent. Stop! he commanded. I dont like it. I hate that story!

Shall I leave you, Charlie? Do you want to stay here and rest by yourself?

I want another story, with bears in it!

A man hunting bears, eh?

The dull eyes of Charlie gleamed. Or how bears hunt a man, he suggested.

The last was hardly above a whisper, but Lee understood, because he was half expecting exactly those words. He started on just as the smooth, pleasant voice of McLeod began again.

On one side of the horse shed there was a light, and, going toward it, Lee found Olie Guttorm seated cross-legged on the ground, busily at work with awl and waxed thread, repairing harness. As he sewed, he whistled softly. Now, for a moment, the burden of wealth had slipped from his shoulders. It touched Lee far more than the sight of the dying boy. He was strangely unable to be angry with the big man.

At his approach Olie Guttorm rose solemnly to his full height, and the lantern cast his sprawling shadow over the wall beside him. He scowled upon his visitor.

Look here, Olie, said Lee, you think that Ive come to Crooked Creek to make you trouble. Youre wrong. He paused placatingly.

Good, said the miner. Thats good! He rubbed his hands. You want a share of what Ive made out of the mines, eh? Well, its coming to you. I might say that I bought that ore and that location from you fair and square with the tobacco — or I might say, being as how I was drifting along in that direction, Id have found that ledge myself in a few more hours. But I never dodge a debt. I pay up. Nobody could buy Crooked Creek with a pinch of tobacco. He had advanced to Lee, and now he dropped a hand on the latters shoulder.

Still wrong, Olie, said the younger man. Damned if you arent all wrong. I dont want money that I havent worked for.

Olie Guttorm stepped back, lifting his hand from Lees shoulder and hanging it in the air as a great fist, hard and jagged as a rock. Slowly the fist dropped to his side.

I thought itd be this way, he said growlingly. You want to get the credit for the Crooked Creek strike. His whiskers bristled. A black vein swelled on his forehead.

You dont understand, Lee insisted. I dont want—

You lie! gasped out the giant, glancing furtively around him. Dont I see whats inside your head? You want em to cheer you the way they cheer me. You want to make me out a liar. But youre a fool to hold out for that, because Ill give you more money than you ever dreamed of, if youll get out of Crooked Creek and never come back.

I been telling you that I wont take money, and—

Wait, wait! pleaded Guttorm. You dunno what youre about to say. I aint talking about a few hundreds. Im talking about hundreds of thousands to you, Garrison! Will you listen to me, partner? What does it mean to you? Youre young, and, if you got money aplenty, you can make a name for yourself later on. But think what itd mean to me, if the truth got out about how the strike was made. Why, theyd despise me! All them that have been talking as if Id given them what theyve dug up. Garrison, if you go inside the house with me, Ill show you sacks—

Ill come back and talk to you tomorrow, said Lee, backing toward the door. You dont get my drift at all, tonight. All Ive been trying to say is that youre welcome to—

He was unheard. Then go and be damned to you, cried Guttorm. Ive made a good offer. Id give you a quarter, a third, of it all. But you want — get out!

With the last words his voice swelled to a roar, and he rushed at Lee with his clenched hands raised. And Lee Garrison fled without shame as one would flee from a beast. He raced through the darkness to the street, found himself unpursued, and slackened to a walk, panting.

They were all mad, it seemed. The whole town was filled with the insane. If only the girl were not here, he would throw his gambler winnings into the dirt and not wait to get rid of them at Lefhvres. But now that meant a diverting way of killing time until eight, that hour for which the world was waiting.


XVII. ROULETTE
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A SEARCHER FOR noisy excitement in Crooked Creek after dark would have passed up Monsieur Lefhvres amusement palace for Crawfords, or one of the score of other saloons. And, in fact, fully as many jammed their way into Crawfords as passed through the wide door of Lefhvres. For the Frenchman had established a law of silence in his gaming room, and, although the quiet kept out many a merrymaker with a pouchful of gold, Lefhvre had found that in a hushed room the bets run higher and men feel that fortune is leaning behind their chairs.

The result was that there were few quarrels over the tables in Lefhvres place, although a good many happened within twenty yards of his door. As midnight drew near, to be sure, there was a pronounced increase and sharpening of voices in the dancing section, but the moment that Lefhvres big clock struck the first chime for twelve oclock, every game stopped, every dance ended, and the guests must start elsewhere.

If, at that hour, they went into Crawfords across the way, the contrast was sure to react most favorably in his behalf. But, at any rate, he was building up a repute that would make him strong as a rock when, as must inevitably happen, the town grew more settled and law and order became an invited guest. Then the past of Crawfords would rise in a black wave and sweep it away.

When Lee turned in from the street through the little grove of whispering aspens that Lefhvre had so wisely left standing and that gave so much privacy to his house, a voice called softly, and Doctor McLeod appeared from among the trees.

Im ready for the raid, said McLeod.

How much have you brought along? asked Lee.

Five thousand, said the other.

Hmm, murmured Lee. Did you get all of it out of Guttorm?

That and more. Everything that touches him is gilded. He is all gold! But, by the way, that was rather a raw rub you gave the idiot.

What?

He came raving into the house a while back and told me that you had threatened to claim the honor of a prior discovery of the Crooked Creek ore, and that you are going about the town, swearing that you met him when you were famished and sold your knowledge to him for a pipeful of tobacco. Hes nearly mad — he ramped and raved through the house until Charlie began to squeal — confound him! And the last I saw of them, Guttorm had the brat on his knees and was rumbling a song that sounded like a cart rolling over a bridge. But whatever your game is with Guttorm, youre pressing him pretty far. The big chap will be running berserk one of these days.

I have a grudge against him, said Lee, and I worked up that yarn to worry him.

It sounds almost queer enough to be true. You have an imagination, Garrison, by heaven you have! Whats the plan? How can you use me? I suppose youll play poker?

No, the machines?

Good heavens, man, can you use me playing the machines?

Youre welcome to what you win, said Lee, smiling. Follow me and bet where I bet.

But the machines — ? began McLeod in anxiety. You have a system?

Sure.

No doubt, but every system Ive ever heard of.—

Lee Garrison cut him short by stepping through the door and into the hushed interior. He saw at once that the silence at Lefhvres was maintained as a game by the miners. They stalked about with gliding steps, and where one of their fellows landed with a heavy heel or exclaimed in an unguarded moment, a score of heads were sure to turn toward him. The floor itself in the gaming section of the house was of a nature to induce silence, for it consisted of the heaviest canvas stretched over the unsmoothed timbers beneath. Canvas, again, formed the roof, for a timber roof would have been far too ponderous to be supported by the meager uprights, which, for the most part, were simply straight saplings with the limbs lopped off.

As for the arrangement of Lefhvres, it was both simple and effective. The one half of the place was the game room, scattered full of card tables at the sides, with the gambling machines in the center. At the rear of the room was a long bar well equipped with white-clad bartenders against the background of a thousand bottles of a thousand dyes. The bar extended out of the game room and into the other half of the building, that is to say, the dance hall. Through the big swinging doors, Lee glimpsed a polished floor, waxed and rubbed until it picked up the reflections of the lanterns and carried them to dim and watery depths. Moreover, the lights in the dance hall were so much brighter that the shaft through the door struck into the game room as into semi-darkness. He saw a swirl of color moving across the floor, with shadows in pastel shades underfoot. And in the dance music there was no bray of brass such as tore the ear at Crawfords across the street, but singing violins ruled the orchestra.

Dulled by the intervening wall, the one solid and abiding feature of Lefhvres house, the music came dimly into the game room, a moan of strings, a faint whistle of the clarinets, or the pulse of the drums, so that varying melody pervaded the air of the game room.

On four things Lefhvre spent with a prodigal hand — his music, his waxed dance floor, his liquor, and his gambling equipment of tables and machines. In his house men dallied with chance, lured and prompted to carelessness by the promise of the distant music. If they lost, they sought courage at the bar and returned to the gambling table to lose with greater rapidity. If they won, they went to the bar to celebrate the victory and returned to the table with a dazed brain and lost. But in the end they arrived at one of two stations — either they had spent all but the fag end of their stake and sought the dance hall to go broke in style, or else as winners they went for a few turns in the hall to display their wealth. But no matter what they did or where they turned, the net of Monsieur Lefhvre was spread, and small were the winnings that escaped through the doors of his establishment.

To Lee Garrison the music was like a breath of perfume. It was a promise of Alice, and, if she had been lovely as framed in the darkness of the window, how thrice more beautiful in the splendor of that shining room beyond the door.

As Lee drank in the scene, smiling with half-drunken joy, McLeod had drifted to a little distance, letting himself be carried along by the next eddy that came through the door. It was the expectancy in his glance which aroused Lee Garrison to the memory that he had come for a distinct purpose. No doubt to McLeod the smile of Lee was that of one looking down on the battlefield where he sees victory.

That thought made Lee laugh aloud. And this was to be the second time in his life that he had gambled. What should he try? Where should he lose his little fortune? There was one main center of interest among the machines. The chuck-a-luck table languished with only two or three dogged patrons. Faro had its meager half dozen advocates. But the thick group in the exact middle of the room surrounded the roulette wheel. Lee Garrison made for it. From the side came McLeod, his face dark with doubt.

Lee swallowed a smile. He would begin in a small way, but he hardly knew how to play the machine. There were colors on each side of him marked off in little squares in which bets were laid. There were also squares on which numbers were marked. On one of these a neighbor deposited a dollar, and Lee promptly put ten dollars on the adjoining spot, covering the figure nine. From the corner of his eye he saw McLeod hesitate, and then shake his head. Evidently this was water too deep for him. Now the wheel spun, slowed, and stopped with a click. His neighbors dollar disappeared under the expert stick of the man behind the wheel, but upon his own ten dollars, an instant later, three one-hundred-dollar bills and six tens were deposited. He had been paid thirty-six for one!

A flurry of placing bets recommenced. The man behind the wheel in a quiet voice was urging his patrons to get their money down more quickly, but Lee chiefly heard the man beside him saying: Heaven amighty, stranger, you letting her ride?

Not this time, said Lee, and shifted his pile to a new spot. The wheel spun again, hissed, slow, and stopped with a gentle click as the ball dropped. But this time the stopping of the wheel brought a great commotion. A dozen people were talking at once. Something had gone wrong, perhaps? There was a protest.

The immediate companions of Lee had pushed a few feet back from him, and all eyes were fastened steadily on him for a blazing moment of envy and surprise. The man behind the wheel, after deftly taking in the lost bets, began as swiftly paying the winners. Three or four had won on the color, two on the odd, and now he placed a neat pile of double eagles before McLeod, who was utterly colorless except for a purple patch high upon his cheek. After that, the payer flashed over his stacks of money swiftly, then sent an assistant scurrying across the floor. He seemed to spread silence with him.

The news ran along invisible wires of rumor. The card games came to a pause, and the heads of the players turned. And again it was Lee who was the focus of interest.

Ive seen it tried, said Lees nearest companion, but this is the first time I ever seen it worked. Two times running. And here comes the old man!

The messenger, walking heavily under a burden, was returning at the rear of a portly man who paddled across the floor on little short legs and ridiculously small feet. He nodded to patrons on either side with a courtly gesture to accompany each salutation.

Aint he the game old sport? said the murmurers around Lee. Old French himself is coming out to pay. Maybe he wants you to take his note, Garrison! But here was Lefhvre, extending his hand. Lees fingers sank into soft, cold flesh.

Ive heard of you before, Mister Garrison, said the proprietor, and Ive been hoping that we should see you here. I see that you have made your own welcome, in a way— Here he laughed a little and was accompanied by the polite murmur of the crowd. Although I am a little late, let me add my congratulations, sir!

So saying, he took a heavy canvas sack from his messenger and gave it to Lee. Thirteen thousand, three hundred and twenty dollars, he said, loudly enough to be heard distinctly for some distance, and now wont you drink with me?

Lee found himself carried off in the midst of a hearty muttering of applause for Lefhvre. Lee Garrison protested. I sure hate to do this, Mister Lefhvre, he said. The luck—

Tut, tut, the gambler assured him with a handsome frankness. It is the fortunes of war. Today you win, and tomorrow I win. Do not pity me, Mister Garrison, but be happy without a cloud. There are some poor fellows who creep in and out of here with their heads down and their last penny gone. On my honor, I am sorry for them, and they know they can come to Lefhvre for help, but their honest Western pride forbids that, it seems. However, Mister Garrison, you will go out in a different manner. To your good health, sir, although Im afraid I cant drink to your continued luck!

The remark set the crowd laughing as their glasses flashed to their lips — a roomful of men and a streak of crystal light rising in every hand for, when Lefhvre treated, the whole house drank.

He would not accept a drink which Lee offered to buy, however, and immediately left the room. If someone had proposed a cheer for the proprietor at that moment, it would have been given with a mighty will. So gracious did he seem that it threw a peculiar imputation of craft and unfair cunning on Garrison by contrast, a slight cloud from which Lee could partially extricate himself by leaving the odd three hundred and twenty dollars with the bartender to treat the boys when they looked downhearted! Even this royal generosity made only a slight impression, for a big winner in gambling is too envied to be liked.

If he had instantly and joyously devoted himself to the labor of getting drunk in celebration, he would have been looked upon with a more kindly eye, but the complete daze in which Lee found himself was misinterpreted as professional nonchalance. If there were needed proof of Slocums report that Garrison was a seasoned expert, it was herein provided. But Lee was not thinking of the opinions of others. That unworldly mind of his was merely grasping at the fact that he had come here to rid himself of money that was too unclean to be carried into the presence of the girl.

He sighed and looked around into the smoke-blue atmosphere of Lefhvres. Every light was encircled by a luminous, milk-white fog. Yonder was McLeod, idling in front of a crap table, but he was keeping strict watch on his master. Lee Garrison made straight for that table, counted out fifty twenty-dollar gold pieces, and wagered them against the point of the house, which was eight. That thousand vanished. He replaced it, and the next thousand was swept away. He repeated for the third time. At one side he saw McLeod, who had been following these bets in a smaller way, break into a perspiration that made his face gleam, and Lee, as his fourth thousand disappeared, laughed joyously and bet again. He heard a murmur that said: So sure of his system that he dont give a damn! That aint gambling — its gold digging. I told you so!

For as he spoke, Lee won, let his bet ride and won again, doubled, recouping his losses at a stroke. And then he settled down seriously to the work of throwing his money away.


XVIII. ALICE AGAIN
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BUT THE CURSE of Midas had descended upon Lee Garrison unasked, and whatever he touched turned into gold. At faro, to be sure, he managed to lose five thousand in a moment, but, when he won on the next turn of the card, he turned away in despair, while the man at the deck gaped to see the gambler leave at the very moment his luck changed. From faro he went to chuck-a-luck, where, having placed his accustomed thousand on the five, instantly two fives danced to the top of the next cast, and when he left his stake and winnings in the hope of seeing them disappear — they doubled again!

After this he went from table to table, literally throwing money away, but though he lost here, he won there. He could not even carry his winnings about with him, for gold coin weighs ninety pounds to every ten thousand dollars. So he hired one of Lefhvres own men to stand guard over that precious canvas bag while Lee went about with sack pockets sagging with a load of gold. Although he sowed it by blind handfuls, he could not lose it. At eight oclock he had to shake his head in surrender. Alice, without stain and without reproach, was waiting for him, and he must go. Gloomily he started for the dance hall, with twenty times the money which he had come to lose. He passed the ecstatic form of McLeod, who had been exactly imitating the betting of Lee on a smaller scale, and who now muttered: Youre a master, Garrison. Nobody under heaven could make out your system — Ive racked my brains over it and got nothing but — cash.

That was the common sentiment. They had seen greater winnings in Monsieur Lefhvres, but they had never seen winnings taken in with so careless a hand. And what a system it was that, in the space of fifteen or twenty minutes, allowed the master to turn at will from one game to another, so completely the lord of all that it seemed his will was imposed on the whirl of the roulette wheel and on the arrangement of the faro pack. This, combined with his youth, and then the known facts about the affair at Crawfords, caused them to stare joyously after him as he reached the big door leading to the dance hall, paused there a moment, and finally, with a lift of his head, disappeared into the brighter atmosphere of the adjoining room.

Lee saw her instantly, whirling in a yellow dress, or was it beaten gold made to flow softly as spider web about her? She spun down the center of the room in the arms of a handsome youth. The music, as though to greet his entrance, climbed to a rich crescendo, and the pulse of the drum grew hurried. She danced with a glistening arm outstretched, sheen in her hair, her face flushed. Then he looked more closely at her companion.

He was magnificent; he stood, one knew at once, exactly the romantic and perfect height of six feet. He was in the poetry of the early twenties, so that a woman could call him either man or boy, as her cunning fancy chose. Straight as an aspen he was and shouldered like an oak. His features were of statuesque perfection, with the straight nose and the long, strong sweep of the jawline that Grecian sculptors loved to strike out with their chisels. Considering that this magnificent fellow was set off by graceful dancing, easy manners, and above all by precisely fitted Sunday clothes, Lee Garrison had reason to pause and watch that radiant pair weave through the crowd. How deft, how careless a guide was this big stranger. How could human brain at one and the same time conceive the elaborate passages through which his feet were going in rhythm with the galloping music, and, at the same time maintain a steady and smiling flow of conversation.

The heart of Lee sank. His own harsh features were shown to him in a mirror: cheekbones too high, eye staring and sunken, chin too lean.

Heads were turning toward him. Every one of them knew him, so it seemed, and each glance was accompanied by a subdued murmur. No doubt they were rehearsing the episode in Crawfords. He groaned as he hunted for a vacant table along the side of the room.

A voice detached itself from the conglomerate murmur, and there she came with the handsome youth only vaguely in view behind her. He would have known her by her radiant body, Lee decided, had her face been masked in black.

She took possession of him in a swirl of words and gestures. Here he is! This is Harry Chandler. I told him I was waiting for you to come, and hes been taking care of me. Wasnt that sweet of him? Do you have to go right now, Mister Chandler?

Lee watched Harry Chandler in wonder and sympathy, wonder that so magnificent a hero should be dismissed in his favor, and because he knew how embarrassed, awkward, and venomous he himself would have been had he stood in the boots of Mr. Chandler. To his considerable amazement young Chandler showed no dismay or confusion whatever. He acknowledged the introduction with a nod, and, while he ran an indifferent eye over Lee, he produced a cigarette, lighted it, and tossed the match toward a nearby table.

Sorry were losing the last of that dance, Alice, he said. But tomorrow night is another night. So long!

And he drifted off, leaving Lee with the feeling that, although he possessed the field, the laurel had been denied him.

Want to finish this out? asked bright-haired Alice.

He shook his head, saying that he did not dance. For certainly he would not invite invidious comparisons between his clumsiness and the skill of Chandler. That declaration cast something of a cloud over her, in the midst of which she guided him to her table, and he presently found himself opposite her cigarette and her smile.

The golden mist was vanished from her — how small a wind of truth had been needed to clear it away. Lee was seeing Alice of the window for the first time. Her blue eyes were a little faded, and about the corners was a tracery of weary crows-foot wrinkles. Her mouth was wider than strict necessity required, and the upper lip was a little crooked, verging toward a faint sneer where an irregularity of the teeth pushed it up a trifle. To be sure her complexion was as delicate as the rose flush of Aurora, but its perfection was now, alas, swiftly explained. For, leaning back in the chair, she produced a rouge box and powder, together with a mirror, and, holding this at arms length and turning her head critically from side to side, ten seconds of accurate work replaced her damp and ragged flush with a dry and even one, restoring the pearl to forehead and chin. She closed the little case with a sigh of satisfaction and snuggled the chain over her hand again.

A gentleman friend in Omaha gave it to me, said Alice. He got tired of seeing me lose my bag, and so he went to a jeweler and got this thing. Aint it sweet?

Sure, said Lee, leaning back as she leaned forward. It looks pretty good.

A change passed over her as suddenly as the flick of a cloud shadow across the window. For a moment she studied him with coldly intent eyes, balancing a judgment.

Lee felt that disaster lurked ahead, and he did his best to stave it off by making conversation. This Chandler you were dancing with — thats Handsome Harry, isnt it?

Thats Handsome Harry, she answered. Hes a swell, all right.

She looked past Lee with eyes made big by contemplating the full glory of Harry. Lee himself was remembering stray bits of talk he had heard here and there about the town. This was the same man who had hunted Moonshine and, mounted on a wonderfully fleet mare known by the strange name of Laughter, had run the stallion for three days.

Hes got the blood, went on Alice of the window, and the blood tells. His father was a gentleman before him, and his grandfather before that. Old man Chandler came out here and started trying to raise Thoroughbreds in the desert, but he went broke. Any real gentleman goes broke, when he gets into business. All that poor Harry has is one horse and his face. But that one horse is Laughter. I guess youve heard about her. Ive seen her!

Alices enthusiasm for Harry faded a little. She yawned in the face of Lee and leaned back in her chair. What might have happened then no one could have told, had not a man from the gambling room said to Lee in passing: Celebrating, eh? Theyre still talking about how you cleaned up the games, in yonder.

That sentence brought a delightful smile to the lips of Alice. She leaned toward Lee again with a dainty forefinger shaken in mock reproof. So youve trimmed em, you naughty boy?

He saw her rather than heard her. There had gathered over him a sick darkness of disappointment as he realized that Alice of the window could not be the end of the trail that began with the glove and the shack. That gloom parted a little, and he saw her raised hand, and no more.

Time, which had written of himself upon her face, had dealt gently with her hands. Her idle fingers, untrammeled by work, were girlish in slenderness, pink-tipped, and pointed. Now he saw a palm of transparent delicacy, with a blue hint of veins. No matter if the golden vanity case that another man had given her dangled from the round, small wrist. As though a wand had passed over him, Lee Garrison saw her again as she had been, when she leaned above him from the window, laughing.


XIX. THE TOUCH OF MIDAS
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ENCHANTMENT, INDEED, WAS there, and money was the enchanter. Not the lost trapper, flagging on the trail, when he sees the smoke twist above the unknown hills, or the mariner, when the light glints through the dark of the storm, is so transformed as was Alice of the window by the thought of the gamblers winnings. There was no need of rouge now to stain her cheeks. Her eyes glistened, and her voice was sweeter. She was restored for a dazzling moment to what she had been when face and voice mated that lovely hand. And Lee Garrison cast from his mind the first horrible suspicion. For that which was so beautiful must surely be good. Perhaps the glove in his pocket would perfectly fit that hand. Yet he was held back from the trial by a thread of doubt.

Trimmed em? he said. Yes, I cant help winning. Money walks into my pockets, even when I try to keep it out.

Her laughter was music, clear and sweet. A good pick up, dearie?

Why did she use those foolish familiar words when she hardly knew him? However, he must not criticize. Words were nothing, and he would wash the strangeness from her talk.

Whiskey, he said to the waiter, in a hurry. And to the girl: Did I pick up much? Look!

He thrust a hand into a coat pocket, and it came out dense and bristling with coins. Alice made a trembling, cherishing gesture.

And lots more than that, said Lee. Lots more. But its bad stuff, Alice!

What sort of kidding dyou call that? she asked a little hoarsely, and she strained her eyes away from that mass of money and forced herself to smile into his eyes.

It isnt a joke, he assured her. Money you get by gambling, money you get without work — well, it cant do you any good, you see?

Again she laughed, just as she had at the window. Everything and anything made her laugh, and the sound flooded through him as the golden sunshine of a morning pours a room full of warmth.

Ever hear of it doing any bad, Lee? You are a kidder!

But I mean—

Take a drink, dearie, and explain later — always do your drinking first. Here you are, Joe — and keep an eye on us, will you? My friend is dry.

She picked up a twenty from the hand of Garrison and gave it to the waiter, who opened his eyes and fled before she should take back the donation. Lee swept the glass to his lips and then saw that she was drinking with him. Was that right? Should a woman drink? He forgot to wonder about that point as the hot stuff burned its way home in him.

No chaser, he said, as she pushed the little glass of water toward him. I like it straight — I like to watch the way it works inside.

Youre all man, arent you? smiled the girl. I high-signed Joe to make yours double. I knew your style, honey!

He harked back to the money. He must prove he was right. What I said about getting something for nothing.

Listen, Lee, broke in the soft voice of the girl, I dont fall for that sort of stuff. You dont have to pull the Sunday school line to make me see that youre all O K. If that money is poison — well, itd sure take an awful mob of it to make me sick!

Dyou want it? he asked curiously. Would you like to have it?

Her eyes widened a trifle. You cant tease me, she declared, and managed a rather shaky laugh. I havent asked you for it, have I?

If you want it, take it. He automatically caught up the refilled glass beside him and tossed off the dram. Take it all! You know why I give it to you? Youre too beautiful to be harmed by such stuff. Too beautiful and pure and good, Alice, for this dirty money to be bad for you. Gimme that bag.

She slipped it off with fingers that stumbled at their work, and she watched with incredulous, childish eyes as he opened it and then crammed into the interior a jumbled mass of money. It jammed the bag, swelling it stiffly, and, still wide as it gaped, it could not swallow everything. Half a dozen coins dropped clanging on the table.

If you want them, said Lee, take em.

She began to gather the overflowed gold with a stilted pretense of a smile, ready to drop her spoil, if he showed sign of anger. But there was no anger in him. He watched her with a smile as she packed the money tighter and tighter into the little golden vanity case and finally managed to squeeze the lips of it shut. She pressed it against her cheek and stared at him with a startled, happy look.

Youre wonderful, said Alice of the window. I never knew anybody as wonderful as you are, Lee!

He shook his head energetically and drank again. The floor around him was alive with people who were moving out for a new dance, and they all traveled by ways which would bring them as close as possible to the table of Garrison, for the whole crowd had seen the episode of the money. Their hearts might have been warmed at the sight of such foolish spending, but it merely angered them to see him throw away without thought what he had won, they believed, without risk.

And he was saying: You dont understand, Alice. Im not a gunfighter or a dead-sure gambler. Everybodys wrong. They dont really know me, you see. Im as simple as anyone could be. Never hunted trouble in my life and never learned a gambling trick or a gambling system. Will you believe me?

Ill believe anything, said Alice. Why, you dont have to argue with me, Lee. If you want to kid me along, go ahead!

She leaned back, smiling luxuriously, and lighted another cigarette. Immense hopes began to form in her mind. Who could tell? This man was something new. He was never serious, but he kept jesting with a strange, sober face. If she had not known a little about his exploit in Crawfords, she might have been duped, might have taken him seriously. She was worried by only one thing — why should he have chosen her above the rest? There were prettier girls in the room, younger girls. But she repeated to herself: You cant judge a man by his choice of a woman. Besides, this cunning fellow is looking deeper than faces. He sees I aint like the rest of these.

Suppose, then, that his semi-seriousness became true seriousness? Suppose that her fortunes were hitched to this wild, rising star? Two words rose in her mind, each with a thousand dream-bright pictures — Monte Carlo and Paris. She saw herself in a great hall, seated at a table covered with milk-white linen, liveried servants passing with muffled step or hanging shadow-like behind the chairs.

Between two flickings of cigarette ash that dream poured through the brain of Alice. She had entirely forgotten the princely gift that now gorged her vanity case. There were greater goals ahead. In the first place she changed her mind about one essential. She must not allow him to get too drunk. Granted that she could in this manner pluck all his winnings of the evening, she must not allow him to waken in the morning disillusioned, and so kill the goose of the golden eggs.

Im not kidding, he had said in answer to her last remark. She heard him distantly through her dream. But we wont talk any more about me. I want to know about you, Alice. Tell me everything about yourself.

He had opened a floodgate. It was her favorite topic.

* * * * *

It was later in that happy, happy evening, and her story was drawing toward its close. Thrice the saucer that held her cigarette ashes and butt had been changed. She had grown inured to the curious glances of the women. The table had become a throne to Alice, and her dominion was over the fire-eyed youth who listened so intently to her words. No doubt he was playing the game of cat and mouse, in a way, but to a certain extent it was impossible to doubt his sincerity unless he could continue to act a rC4le and grow drunk at the same time.

For he was indubitably growing drunk. In spite of her cautioning, which made the tip-dizzy Joe cut the portions of Garrison to a mere wash of liquor in the bottom of the glass, the talk of Garrison became thicker. He articulated as though his upper lip had become numb.

Im not used to the stuff, he said, and she was forced against her will to believe him. After all, was it not true that most gamblers avoided drink?

Time for us to be running along, honey, she told him. Youre under the weather.

He protested stubbornly that he was sober as a judge. But Ill go, he said, as soon as you finish your story. Youd just got to the place where Crawford came up to you.

She fired with indignation as she recalled the incident, quite forgetting Lee, for the moment, except as a sympathetic listener.

The big stiff walked up to me with that ugly grin of his. He says— You got to key down, Blondie — youre making too much noise. Can you imagine that? Him calling me Blondie and telling me to key down? I was so mad I just give him a look until I caught my breath. Why, you big ham, says I, if the floor of your dump was paved with faces like yours, it wouldnt be good enough for me to walk on!

Alice laughed a little as she recalled the brilliance of that retort. Look here, says Crawford, you do what I tell you — you key down or get out of my place!

Oh, is that so? says I. Ill certainly be moving, then. The point is that you aint used to having ladies in your hold-up of a dive. But the dayll come when you come begging me to pass a good word for you around among the boys, says I, and then there wont be no noise about good talking.

Shut up, says he, and get out! Youre drunk!

I jabbed my heel into the foot of the flathead that was keeping me company that night. The boob was dead to the world. Hed been mixing his drinks. All I could do was to stand up and give Crawford one look and walk out.

Alice paused. The expression of Lee Garrison was part the daze of liquor and part bewilderment, with not nearly as much anger as she had expected. Had she said anything that might shock or offend him? She cast back over her remarks. No, her narrative had only been the spirited account of an indignity offered to a lady. Alice, herself, had been drinking a bit beyond her average.

She varied her tone. And thats what Ive come to, Lee. After my bringing up and the home that I was used to, thats what Ive come to — a low- life like Crawford, daring to — And what dyou think he said as I went out? Never come back! says he. Your back going out is the most I want to see of you.

Lee Garrison dropped his fist on the table. Did he say that? Why, the insulting hound! Righteous indignation burned through him. The narration of Alice had been dim in his ears for some time, but now he recalled himself. She had been driven out of Crawfords by the proprietor — driven out by a man. Looking at her through a haze, the dazzling white of her arms and shoulders blinded him. Oh, cowardly brutality to have so shamed and maltreated this innocent and charming girl.

He started to his feet. Meet me at the door, he said, and was gone.


XX. HE FINDS TRUE GOLD
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APPALLED, ALICE CRIED after him, but he was beyond reach, cleaving a downright road through the midst of the dancers and aiming at the door. Gertie swung out of a dance and appeared before her friend. She sent her escort on an errand to a far corner and so secured a moment for quiet chat with her companion.

Well, she said, breathing hard from her exercise, aint you got enough out of him? Cant you let him go now? Id be ashamed, Alice, as greedy as that!

Alice sank back into her chair. Shut up, Gertie, she said. You make me tired. Besides, you dont know nothing.

Dont I? I know that you made a fat haul — unless he pushed some queer on you.

Alice gasped, jerked open the vanity case, hastily and critically examined some of the broad pieces with which it was loaded, and then sank back with a long sigh of relief.

My heavens, Gertie, she said, you might as well kill me as to scare me stiff! No, that boodle is straight stuff. The only thing thats queer is Garrison. I cant figure him — either a simp or a nut or a wise guy too deep for yours truly.

A simp for blowing himself like that? said Gertie, her eyes dim with desire as she gazed at the vanity case. But honest, dearie, how did you get it out of him? Or dont money mean nothing to that gold digger?

I dunno — nothing. My heads swimming.

You better go home. Ive got a lemon. Ill shed him and take you home — you been drinking too much, Alice. Gertie softened her voice to the gentlest sympathy, because, with Alice so suddenly flush, it would be the height of folly not to establish the best diplomatic relations.

Alice shook her bright head decisively. He told me to meet him at the door.

And youre going to? Hell be sober, when he comes back, and hell grab every cent he gave you.

Alice dropped her cigarette from lifeless fingers. But she recovered her assurance at once and shrugged her shoulders. Ill stick, she declared. You dont know him, Gertie. All Im afraid of is that hes gone gunning for that fat pig, Crawford, and he may go after me, if he comes back and finds me gone. Never can tell about a killer like him.

My heavens, dearie, panted Gertie. Dyou mean to say hes gone to — and you aint sent a warning to Crawford?

Warning? I would have stopped Garrison, if I could, but now that hes gone, I hope he turns Crawford into a sieve. Why, what he said to me, Gertie — but Im going out to see whats what.

* * * * *

She reached the door of Lefhvres barely in time to meet Lee Garrison with a gun belted around his waist, his hair blown awry by the night wind, his eyes flaring, his shirt opened to the air at the throat. And beside him was Moonshine! The left hand of the master, twined in his mane, steadied the frightened stallion. It was like hanging a sword from a thread, and Alice of the window shrank away. A word had been passed. A crowd was flocking out of Lefhvres.

Youre coming with me, commanded Lee. Get up on Moonshine, Alice.

Oh, Lee — hell tear me to bits, if I come near him — hell kill me, Lee!

Dont talk foolish, but gimme your foot. There you are, Moonshine, stand still.

The stallion obeyed, but he crouched till he well-nigh touched the street in his terror. That made it easier to put the girl on his back, and there she sat sideways, clutching at the mane close to his withers to steady herself, and shaken violently by the tremor of the stallion.

You keep quiet and youre all right, said Lee. You arent going to get hurt. Come along, Moonshine.

And the stallion, snorting and prancing, stole along beside the master. Monsieur Lefhvre himself, who had hurried toward the noise and had begun applauding, for he had a Frenchmans eye for effects. The example was followed with cheers and clapping of hands and stamping of feet, for, after all, it made a very pretty picture — the yellow-haired girl on that shining beauty of a horse, and the wild figure of Lee Garrison walking ahead.

They poured out behind the horse and into the street, while the broad shaft of light from the dance hall streamed clearly after them and showed the way to Crawfords place opposite. Straight on went Lee Garrison, reached the flight of half a dozen steps leading to Crawfords door, and behold Moonshine climbing those steps, one by one, trembling with terror, but going steadily on in obedience to the hand on his mane. The applause became a roar. Men rushed for the doors and the windows of Crawfords to see the effect of that entrance.

The orchestra, chiefly brass, blared its music from the far end of the hall and kept a narrow maze of dancers in motion up and down its length, while packed tables on either side accommodated gamblers or drinkers.

Breaking through the rolling fog of tobacco smoke, the watchers saw man and horse and girl led straight down the hall, while the dancers packed back to clear a lane, and the music shrieked to a pause. Garrison stopped opposite the big chair in which Crawford sat enthroned, a gross body with his head inclined and his chin resting on his breast. In that position he continued for endless hours, rolling his glances from side to side and missing nothing.

At the sight of the horse and the woman he jerked up his head and shouted to half a dozen onlookers. But not a one moved. They were too intent on the words of Lee.

Ive been hearing a pile of bad things about you, Crawford, said Lee. Before the sound of his voice a wave of silence spread, and even the watchers at the windows could hear. Mostly Ive been told that you threw this lady out of your place, Crawford. Lemme tell you — in this part of the country you cant treat a lady like that, understand?

From one end of the hall to the other rolled a deep groan of assent. It pleases the true Westerner to have chivalry attributed to him. He feels it to be just compensation for rough clothes, rough manners.

Besides, there is a grain of truth in the fable, for there are fewer women than men on the frontiers. Now Lee was making himself spokesman for the honorable sentiment, and he received commendation accordingly. Crawford, rolling his bright little eyes up and down the double rows of faces, instantly saw the drift of feeling and determined to give way before it. He was a braver man save when courage interfered with business.

Young feller, he said, youre talking loud and long about nothing much. Who said that she couldnt come back here? Sure she can, and shes welcome!

Hear him crawl! cried Alice. Hes yellow, too, the big four-flusher!

I sure doubt you, partner, said Lee with much gravity. But Im here to state that the ladys come back because she felt like coming, and shes going out again, when she feels like going, but first theres an apology coming to her. Let me hear it!

The hand of Crawford twitched halfway to his gun — and paused. A remembered picture had crossed his mind of terrible young King Peters lying on the floor of his saloon that very day and shooting from the hip while this wild man, barehanded, ran in on him. The perspiring face of Crawford grew pale as tallow. In a great distance he saw the scorn in the faces of the men around him, but grimly near at hand were the fingers of Garrison, trembling just above the butt of his gun.

Why, said Crawford, Im sure sorry, if the ladys feelings have been hurt.

Thats enough, said Garrison, and he turned Moonshine back toward the door. He did not see Crawford roll out of his chair and tug out his gun. He did not see two of Crawfords bouncers throw themselves on the man with curses and tear the weapon from his hand. It seemed to Lee that the uproar through which he passed was all a thunder of applause for Moonshine and the adorable beauty on his back.

It seemed to Alice, as they came out under the stars again, that it was the greatest night of her life. She could feel beauty that had vanished ten years before, returning to her now, untarnished. And she began to feel both gratitude and awe for Lee. He was partly drunk and partly different, but he had placed her in an epic light tonight. She had been only one among many in the evening. In the morning she would be famous.

As for Lee, the fumes of the whiskey were mounting more and more to his head, and, although the excitement of that incursion into Crawfords had nerved him, still alcohol colored all that he saw and did. And, as it operates on many nervous temperaments, it made him white of face and bright of eye as he started across the street for Lefhvres again with his way fenced in on either side by men and girls from both dance halls, by other townsfolk who had been attracted by the uproar, and, in fact, by everyone who happened to be astir in the town. There were even half a dozen gaping children, drawn out by the uproar, and girls dressed brightly, and scores of laughing men. Immense brotherliness welled in him. They had misunderstood him for a time, but now there was more applause than criticism in their laughter — even the formidable old barber was chuckling and nodding approval. Indeed, among them all there was only one who sneered — Harry Chandler, who now drew back with the girl who stood beside him. But it was not the sneer of Handsome Harry that cleared the whiskey from the head of Lee Garrison. It was the face of the girl beside the big fellow. For this was she whom he had hunted. She was the incarnate thought that had sprung into his mind when he had found the glove in the distant cabin, and the sight of her was to him like a friends voice in a foreign land. Only a glimpse of her beauty and her scorn. Then she turned with Harry Chandler. But even with her head turned there was something sadly familiar. It was as though he had known her once and had been close and dear to her. And in her place sat Alice of the window, on Moonshine.

He turned and looked up to her. Oh, fool, fool, to have thought that this was the goal of the quest, or even a station by the way.


XXI. HE ACQUIRES A PARTNER
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SICK AT HEART, he turned Moonshine up the street through the jam of people that split away before him. He was suddenly beyond the crowd.

Lee, Lee! called the anxious voice of the girl. I cant wander around without a coat. Ill freeze. Go back to Lefhvres.

He looked around. The entrances of both houses of pleasure were black with returning people. Already their uproar and exclamations were far off and blurring like something half remembered. He did not speak at once, and Alice, in quick alarm, slipped from the back of the stallion and came to him.

Whats wrong? she asked anxiously. Are you sick, Lee? Dont look back there at them — look here at me.

Yes, he said, I guess Im sick. Where dyou want to go — back to Lefhvres or home?

Home — if youre sick. But aint it rotten luck that weve gotta miss what the boys will be saying? Come on, then! Is the booze getting to you? Dont you worry about nothing — Ill take care of you. Turn to your right. Here we are!

He stopped at the door of her rooming house. Good night, he said. It was a fine party.

She caught his arm. You seen someone else just now!

As that made him start, panic swept her away at the thought of losing this gold mine.

Dont be making a fool of yourself, honey, she said, attempting to fondle him. That stuff at Lefhvres went to your head, and you dont know what youre doing — if I let you go back to that crowd, theyll pick you clean. Youll lose every cent you.—

He drew back a little from her until a dull light from the nearest window fell on his face, and she saw in it enough to make her release his arm with a gasp. Then rage was born from hopelessness.

Go back, then! she shrilled. Go back and find some flat-faced booby wholl get out of you all that I couldnt get. She slipped into the half-open door, holding it ready to slam in his face. You pin-head! cried Alice of the window. Idve trimmed you right to your skin in another hour. Go back and find her, and I hope she hooks you for good and keeps you working overtime like the sucker you are!

Instead of advancing, he turned to Moonshine and hooked his arm over the neck of the stallion. They went off together like two friends, and she heard him saying: Its better to be a horse than to be a man and born blind, like I am. There isnt anybody as big a fool as I am. Why, Ill be thinking a light in a kitchen is a star in the sky, pretty soon.

Crazy, muttered Alice. Plain nutty. She slammed the door. And straightway she burst into tears. I wish I was dead, sobbed Alice as she dragged herself slowly up the steps, but the vanity case was tight in her grip.

* * * * *

Who can prophesy what our dreams will be? Even an agony of remorse could not keep Lee awake, and, when he slept, he met, in a bright vision, the girl with Handsome Harry. He saw her leave Harry and come to him. And he took out the glove and tried it on her hand. Behold! Her hand fitted it as the foot of astonished little Cinderella fitted the slipper. Only the pink tip of one finger showed through the torn end.

He wakened in a flood of golden sunshine and in a mood of no less golden happiness that started him laughing softly.

Well, drawled a voice. You got cause for laughing, I guess.

He heaved himself up on one elbow and saw old Bad Luck Billy Sidney tilted back in a chair in the full glare of the sunshine, his hat on the back of his head, and his knife leisurely employed in whittling a stick of soft pine into grotesque shapes. Lee Garrison blinked at him until in swift stages the truth about the night before crowded upon his memory and made him sit up with a groan.

The old man did not turn his head. Thats life for ye, he said at length. A-laughing one minute and a-groaning the next. Well, well, well!

How come youre here? asked Lee, swinging his legs down from the bed and dropping his elbows on his knees. But his question was received with a counter interrogation.

Is your head a-swelling and a-busting now, maybe? asked Billy Sidney tenderly, turning toward the youth.

No, said Lee.

Aint it now? The bushy white eyebrows went up. Well, hornswoggle me, if that aint queer! Crawford, now, he moans and curses and shows his teeth when he wakes up of a morning after blotting up red-eye the way you was going last night. But youre younger. Thats it. Oh, theys a pile of gifts that young folks has that they dont know enough to be thankful for.

Crawford sent you over to ask me to pay up damage done to his dance floor when the horse pranced on it — is that why youre here, Billy?

The ancient wagged his head in melancholy dissent. If spoiled dance floors was all that you owed Crawford, murmured Billy Sidney, hes be a happier man than what he is this blessed morning, lad.

Then what else did he lose? Ill pay.

Youll pay? Then pay the good name that he used to have thats gone now. Bring back the crowds that need to go drink there and thatll never drink in a place of his again. No, sir, never no more will gents hunting a good time go to Crawfords — only them that want cheap liquor, and rotten cheap it is!

Upon this amazing speech Lee focused his attention in vain. He could make nothing of it, and he said as much to his strange visitor. Bad Luck Billy Sidney turned toward him at last.

Didnt you show us the rotten yaller heart of Crawfords? he asked. Didnt you take the gal back that hed told to stay out, and didnt you take her on horseback? And then didnt you make him crawl like a hound? For every statement his pointing hand jerked up, and his voice squeaked higher. He relaxed from this climax and settled back in his chair. Yes, Garrison, you done all that, and more. When you left, I was plumb sick, thinking of the time that Id wasted trying to drag Crawford up and make a man of him. I unbuttoned the flap of my holster and got my old gun loose in the leather. I walked up to Crawford and told him plain what I was thinking. I was sure particular to leave nothing out. Youd think hedve tied me in a knot and throwed me through the window? No, sir, he couldnt take his eyes off of my old hand, wrapped around the butt of my gun, and pretty soon he wets his lips and looks up at me sort of scared, like a kid waiting for the teacher to hit him.

And thats Crawford — man-eating Crawford — thats all he is — yaller, yaller, yaller! I walked out of his place all holler inside to think that a thing like him should look so much like a man. Out in the air, I took a glimpse at my gun and seen that it wasnt loaded, but it mightve been a whole cannon, Garrison, for all of Crawford. No, sir, you couldnt get a Chinaman to step inside of Crawfords boots today, hes that low.

Im sorry, said Lee. Im sure sorry for the poor devil. Did you come down to tell me that story?

The old man snorted. I thank heaven, he said, that I aint one of them that has to have reasons for everything they do. Sumpthin told me that Id better slide down here early this morning. Down I come, and the lady of the house says that you aint up. It dont make no difference, says I. Ill wait till he wakes up.

Mister, says she, I dont knows I know you.

I dont know as you do, says I, and Im sorry for you. Kindly step out of the way.

Polite but turrible firm. Thats me with women folk.

Give em an inch, and they take a mile. I never give em that inch of a fingerhold to start with. Well, sir, I come in here, and what dyou think I see? I seen you, lying there with the sun on your face. Was it spirits that brought me clean the length of the town to put that chair there to keep your eyes shaded? I dunno, but here I been sitting ever since, watching out that nothing happens. I can see that you need a pile of watching, son. Did they break you last night before you finished?

And Lee Garrison knew that the old fellow had adopted him.

If they did, he said, theres plenty more money to be won at Lefhvres.

No, sir, said Billy. First thing Im going to do is to break you of that gambling habit, son.

You think you could cure me, Billy?

If patience will do it, asserted Billy Sidney, Im the most outlastingest gent that ever you seen.

In the meantime, said Lee, hadnt I better try one more whirl while Im getting some coin to start on?

Money? Money aint nothing that counts, said the old man. He drew out a wallet and tossed it to Lee. Use that, he said, and, when its gone, something else will turn up. Ever notice that nobody starves in this heaven- blessed world of ours?

Lee raised the worn leather wallet. This is about all youve got in that same heaven-blessed world, isnt it?

Aint I just been saying that money dont count? snapped out Billy. Theys five hundred in that. It aint so much, and it aint so little, if you go easy when youre spending.

Lee tossed the wallet back to the old mans lap. Youve got a good heart, Billy, he said, and you think youve got hold of some wild, man-killing, gold-eating wildcat. But Im not, Billy. Im none of those things.

The old man gazed upon Lee with gentle eyes.

This town thinks it knows me, but it doesnt, argued Lee. Its all a misunderstanding. Ive won some money by blind luck, and most likely Ill never win another penny. I dont need anyone to ride herd on me, Billy. Im not a troublemaker. Will you believe me?

Sure I will, said Billy Sidney. Youre a lamb, you are. Youre plumb covered with soft fleece, I guess. Yep, they all figure the same way — they all figure that theyre flying around like doves of peace.

Arent you going to believe me? cried Lee.

I believe every word you say, son. Sure I do. I aint come to ride herd on you. Shucks, no. Im just here to pass the time of day and keep out any badmen that might come in here and bother a peaceful fellow like you and get your nerves shook up.

Lee lay back on the bed and laughed feebly. With or without his assent, he felt that a partnership had been formed.


XXII. THE CHALLENGE
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TELL ME WHAT theyve been saying about me today, asked Lee with painful eagerness.

Bad Luck Billy Sidney grinned. They say youre one of them quiet gents that thinks every day is Sunday, he said.

Tell me the truth, pleaded Lee.

Well, admitted Billy, I had a look at some red-eye in that new dump the man from Chicago is opening up.

They were talking about the fool I made of myself last night, I guess, muttered Lee.

They was talking about how Crawford left town last night, chuckled the old man. Out he slipped before dawn, and whipped his hosses down the valley. But he cant travel so fast and so far that the news of what he is wont come along and catch up with him, the yaller dog! Come to think of it, they was a little talk about you, too. I guess that surprises you, maybe? And he winked at Lee.

Youve got a talent for picking up the news, Billy.

It aint a talent — its a gift, said Billy. I dont do nothing but sit still and pretty soon gents begin to tell me all about themselves. Just keeping still works better than asking questions.

But what were they saying? insisted Lee impatiently.

They were saying, chuckled Billy with another wink, that for a gent that dont make a business of it, you sure got a pile of luck, son. You raked in a lot of admiration, Garrison. And, you got Harry Chandler so worked up that he wants to run Laughter agin Moonshine. About a thousand gents have been going up to Harry and saying that they thought Moonshine was a finer set-up hoss than Laughter, and that hed just nacherally walk away from the mare, if they had a race. But Harryll be along and talk to you about it, most like. Hes a-ramping and a-raving. Its plumb blasphemy to him, this talk that any hoss in the mountains can run faster than Laughter. Would you bet on Moonshine agin the mare?

Lee Garrison laughed and waved his hand.

Shes a clean-bred one, cautioned the old man.

But Lee had passed beyond thought of horses. I saw a girl with Harry last night, he said.

Can you see Harry when there aint a girl with him? asked Billy. Was it in Lefhvres?

It was outside. She was pale and kind of dark-eyed. And she looked sort of young.

That might be a dozen, observed Billy Sidney. I never seen a camp like this — Gus Tree says that he aint, either. Gents have brung along wives and daughters like they was going homesteading, instead of mining — which aint such a bad idea, at that, to have a woman along for cooking and such, and leave both of a mans hands free for breaking rock. That reminds me—

If you have ever seen the girl Im talking about, said Lee thoughtfully, you wouldnt be saying that therere any others like her, because there arent. You mind that I dont mean shes the kind that a gent would turn around to stare at, when she went by him in the street, but hed wake up in the middle of the night and see her face as plain as though daylight was on it.

Billy Sidney was staring at him with black disapproval, and spelled out the words of his answer with oracular reluctance.

Maybe the — lady — you seen, he said, with the word lady set off by both pause and emphasis, maybe the lady you seen, Garrison, was McGuires girl. Maybe it was Sally McGuire. Shes going to marry Harry — of course, you know that?

Lee Garrison rose, crossed the room, and stared out the window. Theyll make an uncommonly fine-looking couple, he said.

They will, said the old man with equal gravity.

But why arent there crowds around her?

There was until Harry got mixed in, and then they seen there was no chance. Competition dont prosper none around Harry. Hes got the looks. And hes a hellbender in a fight.

Him! exclaimed Lee. He looks more like a four-oclock tea.

Sure he does. But the reason I been telling you all this, Garrison, is because I knowed he was coming, and I want to warn you. Please dont make no slips when youre chinning with Harry. And he aint fifty steps down the street right now.

He was even closer. The words were hardly out of Billys mouth, when big Harry Chandler stood at the open door and nodded a greeting to them.

If Billy is here, said Harry, you know the talk thats going around the town, Garrison. Theyve gone wild over Moonshine. Ive had a steady string of men dropping in to bet me that the stallion can beat my mare. Theyve worn me out, as a matter of fact, so Ive come over to see what you think of a race.

Ive never seen the mare, said Lee.

Chandler lighted a cigarette and studied Lee for a moment through a veil of smoke before he answered. Suppose we take a look at her, then?

So they crossed the street. Behind the line of houses, in a box stall far more solidly and spaciously built than most of the houses in Crooked Creek, they looked in at Laughter. She was one of those glossy, night-dark browns which a sheen of perspiration turns into glistening black. She came to meet them with pricking ears and nibbled mischievously at the hand that Chandler held out to her.

It was a beautiful head, wide across the brow, bony, small-muzzled, and with great dark eyes like the eyes of a deer. Lee Garrison looked on her with delight, then stepped behind the stall with the others. Viewed from the side, she was a new chapter in his knowledge of horses. Long-barreled, thin of belly, she had what seemed to Lee an awkward length of leg. For the quick-dodging, twisting work of a roundup she would be worse than useless. How she could carry the weight of Harry through a single day was a mystery.

But there was a reason. Along the sloping shoulders and down the thigh to the hock she was muscled like a greyhound. There was ample bone, too, and plenty of girth where the forward cinch runs, and where size means lung power. Yes, she had strength to spare to drive those spindling legs, but every ounce of her muscle was placed at the point of greatest need.

If a man was to ask me, said Billy Sidney, Id say that her and Moonshine aint made for the same sort of running. Give her a nice stretch of flat land and not too far to go, and you couldnt catch her, if you had a saddle on the wind. But over tough going through the hills Moonshine would break her heart in half an hour. Thats my idea.

No one has asked you for your idea! said Chandler with violence. I followed Moonshine for three days on this horse and couldnt lay a rope on him — he made a fool of us.

Because Moonshine was carrying nothing but his skin, and Laughter had a couple of hundred pounds on her back, mused Lee.

I understand, said Chandler, leading the way out of the stall. Your horse is for show purposes, Garrison, not for use.

Lee winced, for half a dozen men had gathered about them, and others were coming in the distance. To deny Moonshine before the world would be almost like denying his God.

Youve got a sprinter, he said, and Ive got a long-distance horse. If we could fix up a race that would be fair to both of em — ?

Why, said Harry smoothly, occasionally stakes are run up to distances as high as two miles and a quarter. What about a two-mile race, Garrison?

But Lee shook his head. If it were ten — , he began.

Ive been speaking of a race, broke in Chandler, not a days march. Suppose we compromise and make it three miles. That is surely enough for any horse.

Thats quite a ways, said someone in the gathering crowd, and there was a murmur of assent.

Moonshine would clean her up in two miles, even, said another. Aint you got any faith in your hoss, Garrison?

He doesnt like the idea of a race, said Chandler to the crowd.

Make it four miles, said Lee.

Ah, exclaimed Harry, hell run his horse against Laughter at four miles! Garrison, I accept. We try them out this afternoon in Sheep Valley.

And he held out his hand. Instinctively Lee took it, although the warning voice of Bad Luck Billy cried: Sheep Valley is as level as the palm of your hand. Not there, Garrison!

Hes shaken hands on it, said Chandler, grinning. The bargain is made, Billy. Go croak in another place.

And Lee, with despair, turned toward Laughter, where she stood at the door of her stall, watching them with bright eyes. He had been trapped.

As for the bet to bind the bargain, went on Harry, lighting another cigarette, name anything you wish. Ill try to cover it — anything up herself.

Whatever you want, said Lee wretchedly.

Moonshine against Laughter, then — the winner takes the other horse. Shake again on that, Garrison.

There was a stir of excitement in the crowd as it thickened. But Lee stepped back.

Risk the horse on the race? Good heaven, no!

I thought the sky was the limit, said Harry to the spectators. But, of course, a horse race is not run in Lefhvres.

There was a subdued chuckle. And it maddened Lee. That imp of the perverse that makes us torture the very things we love had him by the throat.

Moonshine against Laughter, then! he cried hoarsely. And theres my hand on it, Chandler.

There was no chance to retract. He looked down in sick horror at the strong fingers of Chandler, clasping his hand.

How he broke through the crowd and regained his room, he never could tell afterward. But there he threw himself downward on the bunk, covering his eyes with darkness. Like a vain child, he had thrown Moonshine away because he dreaded the scorn of a crowd.


XXIII. THE MESSAGE
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FOR A LONG hour he lay there, seeing always that vision of Laughter galloping ahead. When he stood up, Bad Luck Billy Sidney was again sitting in the sun, whittling at the stick — an endless task, for he struck off shavings so thin that the sun gleamed through them as they fell. So deep was the thought of Billy that he did not lift his head as Lee left the room and went out to the corral.

He found it, as usual, with a group of onlookers ranged along the fences. But on this occasion they were not standing in the customary silence, dreaming over the horse. Instead, they talked eagerly, with many gestures. From the distance more men were coming in businesslike haste. The first words he heard left no doubt as to the nature of these spectators. Every man there had placed a bet with Harry on the result of the race between Moonshine and Laughter. The news of the duel was spreading as fast as Harry could travel through Crooked Creek, laying his wagers.

Five hundred of coin Ive sweated for, said one, is on your back, you gray devil.

I spent two thousand cold trying to catch you, beauty, said another. Run for me today and win it back!

A sallow-faced man, smoking a cigar, came with a notebook in his hand, recording bets. He was making a drive on Laughter, and from the fence he looked over the gray and the grays owner.

Tolerable good news you got there, son, he said. Certainly looks like he could stand up all day. Laying any money?

Hes betting the hoss, answered the crowd in an admiring murmur. Hes betting Moonshine on the race!

The backer of Laughter removed his cigar. Well, sir, he said, thats what I call sporting. Im Henry Dexter, sir. They shook hands. You got to pardon me, if my money and my heart goes with the clean-bred ones, Mister Garrison. Laughter is a lovely mare, sir, and she carries my coin. But good fortune to you. If your hoss has as much courage as you have, sir, hell give the mare a race.

But Lee heard him through a mist. There was only one daylight reality, and that was the beauty of Moonshine. Moonshine, who would wear the saddle of another man tomorrow, and learn in time to raise his head and prick his ears, when Harry Chandler spoke.

He went back to the street, and there he met McLeod, swinging along with one hand dropped in his coat pocket and the other spinning a cane. He hurried to Lee.

i cant say that youre wasted in your present profession, he said, but you might be in advertising, Garrison. You put them asleep at night with your name on every lip, and you waken them in the morning with the same sound. Whats this about the race — about Moonshine and Laughter?

Lee studied the rascal with peculiar interest. That which is wholly evil is often wholly delightful, and in the tumult of dread and wretched expectation that possessed him it was pleasant to be distracted, even by McLeod.

A four-mile race? went on McLeod. But Laughter is a lightning flash, Garrison. She blows over the ground like a black leaf in the wind. She — why, with training she would be close to a stake horse, Henry Dexter says. And he ought to know. Is it true that youve bet? Have you really gone deep?

Ive bet Moonshine to win, answered Lee. And he half wished that he could lead the doctor to plunge the same on the lost cause.

Moonshine to win! Thats betting. Whats the scheme, Garrison? Well, Ive half a mind to follow your lead — but Laughter is a witch.

Is Charlie better? asked Lee.

Turning the subject, eh? chuckled McLeod. But I dont mind. No, Charlie is on his last legs. Guttorm began to see through the fog Ive drawn around him. This morning, Charlie had a hemorrhage, and Guttorm ran all the way to the far end of town, dragged Doc Larramee out of bed, and made Larramee run all the way back with him. Larramee is a hardy scoundrel. No more care for a mans feelings than for a piece of stone. He spent thirty seconds looking at Charlie. I was sitting in the next room, waiting, and I timed him. Then he came out.

What can be done? says poor Guttorm. Its only a little setback? Hes coming through all right?

Hell die before two days, says Larramee.

Guttorm let out a cross between a moan and a howl. Then he looked to me. Hed made up his mind, when the hemorrhage came, that I was no good. The minute he heard the truth, he turned back to me.

It aint true, Doc? he says to me.

Certainly not, I said.

You scoundrel! bellows Guttorm at Larramee. Get out!

Larramee is a big man. But Guttorm picked him up by the neck and the seat of the trousers, the way big boys pick up little boys to throw them into the swimming pool. Guttorm threw Larramee through the door in exactly that manner. The doctor hit the ground, splashed a few curses around, and then got up, and swore hed come back with a gun. Guttorm didnt hear. He was back in Charlies room, stroking the brats forehead.

Take your hand away, says Charlie, its rough.

Guttorm came out into the next room with me.

Theyd brought him a couple of pounds of the first gold out of the new strike he made. He grabbed the bag out of his pocket and dropped it into mine.

Youre going to stick by us, Doc, aint you? he said. You wouldnt leave me now, just because I flew off the handle, and.—

Ill be with you as long as I can do the slightest good for you, Guttorm, I said. And he followed me all the way to the street, thanking me with tears in his eyes. By birth and education, Garrison, that Scandinavian is a fool. But to come back to this race. I understand its at five this afternoon. Shall I back Moonshine?

As you please, said Lee quietly.

Will anyone else in town bet on your horse, though, against a flash like Laughter?

Everyone who ever tried to run Moonshine down with a string of horses, and there seem to be plenty of them here.

McLeod paused, spun his cane while he frowned at the ground, and then with a curt farewell was off down the street. Whatever his plans were, he was in haste to put them into execution. Lee looked after him with profound envy. If conscience is mans most mortal disease, the doctor was immune to the plague.

* * * * *

A rider halted beside him with the dust spurting under the feet of his horse. Youre Lee Garrison, aint you? he asked.

Yes.

Miss McGuire wants to know, can she see you?

He had felt that there was nothing in the world that would make him forget Moonshine and his melancholy, but this name in an instant brushed the clouds from the sky and let the kind sunshine fall upon him.

Sally McGuire? She wants to see me?

She does. I dunno— The messenger clamped his teeth on the rest of the sentence and twitched his cow pony around.

Wait a minute, partner. Wheres she now?

the brown tent to your left, just outside of town.

Scratching for the start, the cow pony cast up a great fog of dust, and then drew away at a rapid gallop, while Lee headed for the store. There he purchased a shirt of blue China silk and a new scarlet bandanna, which, when the knot was turned under his chin, left a tip that flowed halfway down his back.

These touches, he felt, made him presentable, but he stepped hastily into the street with an uncomfortable impression that he had kept her waiting long — far too long. He looked up at a sound of merriment, and in the upper story of the hotel, crowded into the narrow frame of a window, he saw Alice and another girl.

When he paused, their laughter pealed again. No doubt she was rehearsing the story of how she had trimmed him. But the mockery could not harm him now. He stared up to her with an impersonal interest. Merciful shadows of evening and cunning art of makeup, how terribly they were needed now. But it seemed to Lee that he was seeing her not so much in the glare of the morning as in the light of Sally McGuire.

He raised his sombrero to them — an act that strangely silenced their mirth — and walked on.


XXIV. THE PROMISE
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IT WAS THE most sumptuous and house-like tent that Lee had ever seen. The furled sides exposed an interior so luxurious that he felt it was worthy of being put under glass. Even the ditch that had been trenched around the outside of the tent was set off with borders of little white stones, all of a size. Lee was filled with awe.

A sound of hammering led him around to the side of the tent. There he saw Sally McGuire, driving a tent peg in deeper with a mallet. She swung it with wonderful grace, he thought. The wind curled the khaki dress about her, and there was a supple play in that lithe body from the waist to the strong, small wrists. It was a matter of secondary consideration that the mallet twisted awry in her hands and landed first on one side of the peg and then on the other, loosening it far more rapidly than it was driven into the earth.

If youd let me help — , began Lee.

She whirled on him, red of face. The vibrations of the pounding had shaken her hair loose, so that a strand of it coiled halfway down her cheek, and other strands were plastered to her forehead with perspiration. The wide felt hat that protected her from the sun sat crookedly upon her head. And even the red tie that girt the collar of her blouse was shifted far to the side. Smiles, to be sure, will redeem much, but the vexation that a pretty girl feels when fate exposes her in disarray left Sally McGuire in what can only be described as a staring rage. Such a mood as causes children to break their toys now made Sally McGuire fling the mallet upon the ground.

And Lee was utterly bewildered. How could he recognize the pale-faced beauty of the evening before? But if an illusion of mystery were lost, who will not exchange the unapproachable beauty of a dream for daylight flesh and blood not altogether different from other girls? A few swift ministrations of her fingers and the stray threads of hair were tucked away, the hat and necktie righted. A great effort conjured the smile of polite greeting to her lips, but her eyes remained dark — there was a stinging blister raised by that infernal mallet on her right hand.

You sent for me. said Lee.

Yes, she answered. Thank you for coming. And if you dont put your hat on, youll get sunstroke.

He placed it on his head in haste. Of a surety this was not the sad-eyed girl of the night before. He was led inside the tent and a folding stool pointed out. There he sat with his hat in his hands between his knees, desperately conscious that his hair was blown on end and wagging in the breeze. She sat just opposite, her hands dropped in her lap, her eyes inescapably direct. Lee recognized the awe that spread over him. Many a time in his childhood he had felt it, when the schoolteacher turned on him, and he had chilly foreknowledge that he was about to be called on for an answer he did not know. Girls did not wear guns, decided Lee, because they did not need them.

Its about the horse race, she said, your Moonshine against Laughter. She paused, drew a little breath, and went on. I understand that Laughter ought to win, but that there is a chance that she may fail. It began to dawn on Lee that her crispness was an unnatural manner, and that she was badly frightened. In fact, I understand youre so sure of winning that youve bet your horse.

I made that bet — yes.

Very good, she said. Now, the point is, Mister Garrison, that for lots and lots of reasons Moonshine mustnt win, and Ill pay to see that he loses.

She drew out a checkbook and a pen. How much does this race mean to you, Mister Garrison? Why I have courage to talk so frankly is simply because I understand that you make a business out of — chance, you know.

Theyve told you Im a gambler?

I know, she said with a faint smile. You have to deny it, as a rule. But here is a time when you need not pretend. Not the least bit. I just want to finish this as quickly as I can. So tell me frankly, Mister Garrison, how much does this race mean to you in dollars and cents? Count in the price of the horse and all your bets — I wont argue about the amount as long as its in reason.

With how neat an accuracy she laid the last of her contempt upon him. He was a gambler — therefore, his very soul was for sale.

Other men are betting on my horse, he said.

Other men can take their own chances. Besides, Id pay back what they lose.

Youre doing this for Mister Chandler?

Im asking you to name the amount, Mister Garrison. It was consummate torture to sit so close to her contempt. But did she realize the full baseness of the thing she was asking him to do?

If Moonshine is winning, he said, you want me to pull him up and cheat the men who risked their money on him and me? And cheat Moonshine, too, when hes fighting to win?

She fired up at that. But if Laughter is beaten, the man who owns her will be beaten, too. And one more blow will break him — oh — I know it. He isnt made to struggle for money. One more blow will finish him. What do I care for small points of honor? Im fighting to save the soul of a man, and Ill do it.

He could not help but remember those far-off days, when he had struggled down the trail, footsore, heartsick, and had seen the beauty of Moonshine on a hilltop above and beyond him. Do you know how I got my horse? he asked.

She shook her head.

I walked a thousand miles through the mountains, across five states.

You walked? she cried, amazed.

I was sitting in a dugout down in the Staked Plains, reading Malory. Do you know that book?

Her eyes were parted with her wonder as she nodded.

Well, into my dugout came a man that might have stepped right out of that book, except he was an American Indian. And hed worn himself to death on the trail of a horse just the way the knights had once died for the Grail. I listened to him raving about Moonshine. I saw him die. And when I buried him — there was Moonshine, cutting across the hills, looking like he was made out of light. Oh, but he was glorious!

He stopped as that picture burned home in his mind. I started after him the way I was — on foot. I kept walking till my feet were cut to pieces. I trailed him up into the mountains where I nearly froze. I trailed him down to the lava where I nearly died of thirst. I crossed the Colorado. I kept on going till my ammunition was gone. And, after it was gone, I lived on the sage hens and the grouse I could knock over with sticks and stones. I got thin and shriveled up with starving and no sleep. My hand was like the hand of an old man. But always Moonshine was galloping away ahead of me like there were wings on his feet. It seemed to me, if I could catch him, Id die happy.

And sometimes I got into a rage. I wanted to ride him to death. I wanted to make him know that he had a master. And always he was getting thinner and weaker, until finally I managed to rope him.

He was too weak to buck me off, when I let him up. But off in the hills he heard a waterfall hollering like a hundred men, and the noise blowing away to a whisper and coming back with a shout. He couldnt get me off any other way, so he ran for that waterfall to kill himself — to stay free! I saw what he was aiming at, but I stayed on. It seemed to me it was better to die fighting for him than to give up. We jumped off the cliff together and landed in the water beneath. I wasnt hurt, but one of his hoofs was torn loose, and he was stunned.

Well, I dragged him on shore, dammed the water away, and tied up the hoof with mud and bark. There I stayed week after week, waiting for the hoof to get well, wondering if it would heal so he could walk on it, and all the time getting thicker and thicker with that horse. I pulled up grass to feed him. I built a shelter for him. And all those weeks I was happy. He got so he could hobble around on three feet, with the bad foot held up in a sling to keep it from hitting the ground, and him that Id hated and trailed that thousand miles — hed come to me, when I whistled — hed come to me when I called.

He threw back his head with his eyes closed, trembling with the joy of that great time.

Hed eat from my hand. Hed lie down at my feet. Hed follow me like a friend. Then the great day came. I took the sling off and let his foot touch the ground. Would he be able to walk, or was he lame for life? I couldnt bear to look to see. I closed my eyes.

Lee shuddered with the horror of it. Then I heard him begin to trot away, and he was hobbling just on three feet. He was ruined forever, I thought, and it made me sick. Im not a praying man, but I lifted up my head with my eyes still shut and begged God to help him. And a minute later I heard Moonshine galloping — galloping with all four hoofs striking the ground, and I knew Id won — I knew Id won.

We started on, with me on his back. His strength and his speed came back. He was like a king, but, when I spoke to him, he went slow or fast as I told him, and, when I touched his neck, hed turn. Then, one day, we came on a wild herd, and Moonshine went mad at the sight of them. And it seemed to me it was better to lose him forever, if he wanted to go, than to keep him with me when half of his heart all the rest of his life would be aching to be off running with the band hed been king of. So I got off him. I told him to go. And he went like the wind.

Oh, no, no, breathed the girl.

But he came back! cried lee, throwing out his hands in exultation. He came back to me, and, when Moonshine found I wouldnt go with him, he went on with me.

He called himself back from the story. He saw her face again, and there were great tears in her eyes.

You see, he said gently, thats why its hard to give him up. I simply couldnt give him up.

Oh, she said, what a beautiful story. I didnt know — how could I dream — ? She bit her lip, as though one part of her sentence would be better unspoken. She dropped her face in her hands, lost in thought. But, after all, she said, when she looked up, youll only lose Moonshine for a few days. There is no reason why I should keep the secret. I am to marry Harry Chandler, and, after we are married, I can persuade him to give back your horse. Its only a question of telling him the story you have told me.

Lee shook his head. Nobody could give up Moonshine, he said.

But I promise! Oh, Harry is the soul of generosity and honor. Thats the very thing that has spoiled all his chances. Theres no germ of the money-maker in him, and hes sworn he will not marry me until he can support me without my fortune. But money is nothing to me. My father has made ten fortunes and piled them one on another. My mother made me rich in my own name. It means nothing to give you whatever the loss of this race may be worth to you. But, while it means nothing to me, it is everything to Harry. Today hes taking his last chance. If he fails — hell ride out of my life and into some wild adventure — I know — I know!

There was no more storm and defiance. She had clasped her hands together in entreaty, and Lee could no longer resist that tugging at his heartstrings. He stood up.

Then Moonshine will lose, he said. Ill give my word.

God bless you! cried Sally McGuire. And now the money — ?

Ill manage that, some way. But I cant take charity, you see.

She blocked his escape. Mister Garrison! What are you going to do?

What Ive given my word Ill do.

But — ?

Will you do one favor for me?

Yes, yes — and the check will be whatever.—

Will you try on this glove?

He drew out the old, tattered glove he had carried so far, and she, bewildered, slipped her hand into it. It fitted to a minute perfection, and, just as he had imagined, the rosy tip of a finger projected through the torn end.

What does it mean? asked Sally McGuire, as she stripped it off and returned it to him.

It seemed to Lee that emotion would choke him. Fate, then, must have taken a hand and guided him from the shanty among the mountains to the girl who had lived in it.

It means nothing, stammered Lee, and took advantage of her wonder to slip past her, through the doorway, and into the night.


XXV. SHEEP VALLEY
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THE UPROAR FROM the mines was ending as he left, token that Crooked Creek was already leaving the mines to gather for the race. The sunshine was neither bright nor warm as he went down the street again, and he noted the increased length of the shadows that meant the time for his parting with Moonshine was not far off. He turned to glance back at the tent, but Sally McGuire was not standing at the entrance to call him back and restore his promise. Instead, his eyes glanced upward to that mountain capped with white rock now thrusting so high into the tender blue of heaven. A curse had fallen upon him from that landmark toward which so many others were hurrying, even now, as the goal of hope.

He shut himself up in his room for an hour. Even Billy Sidney could not come. It was not until the time for the race was close at hand that he went out again. He found a crowd around the corral. Little Gus Tree stepped out to meet him.

Well, he chuckled, I see that you aint on your way for the mines yet? You aint started with a drill and a single-jack, son? Coming a bit closer, he jerked his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of Moonshine. Shall I get money down on him, son? Dont seem to me like he has the legs to stand off that Laughter here. But I aint a hoss-flesh expert. You tell me what to think, will you, Garrison, and Ill do my talking in hard cash.

You may be rich, said Lee bitterly, but youd have to be terribly rich to afford to bet on Moonshine.

Unless the weight of Harry breaks Laughter down?

That wont happen, I guess.

Then why the devil are you racing against — ? The barber stepped away, shaking his head solemnly. I dunno how you figure this, Garrison. Youre certainly deep.

Lee pressed past him until he heard the voice of Billy Sidney and saw that ancient worthy in an attitude of commanding importance.

No other hoss in the world, Billy was saying, wouldve lived through the busting that this hoss took. But theys only one Moonshine. Put your money where you please, boys, but, when Garrison finished betting Moonshine against Laughter, he turns around to me and says— Billy, was there anything easier than that, ever? But its a shame to take his mare away from — here he is now — Lee!

The unblushing old liar turned with a smile and a wave toward his new- found patron.

Lee Garrison saddled by a mechanical effort and led Moonshine out through the gate and swung onto his back. After that the crowd that had started for Sheep Valley carried them along. Passing the hotel, Lee looked up and saw Alice at the window with the sun on her face. She pointed to herself and then back to him, and at last brandished a handful of greenbacks — sign language to say she had weighed heavily on his good fortune. Then she hung out the window, kissing her hand to him.

How could she smile on him today, he wondered vaguely, when last night was such a short distance behind them? But she and the yellowing sunshine and the faces it glinted upon and the rolling of voices were dreamy things that he saw as a child sees when it is tired. So he and his followers came out below the town and into the open where the hills pushed back. To the right Crooked Creek hummed and talked to one side and twisted its muddy waters down the slope. But the drift of people — and everyone from the mines had gathered before them or was hastening now from the rear — set in toward a flat tableland of sandy ground, the partially filled floor of the valley from which the river had disappeared long centuries before. But it wound back now as a river valley will, the white sand turning to brown and to blue in the distance where the valley disappeared. The populace of Crooked Creek had bunched at the mouth of the plain in the greater part, for the start and the finish could be best seen from there.

But others, willing to miss the two most exciting instants for the sake of seeing a greater portion of the race from a good angle, had spread thin lines that, with many a gap, roughly stretched the four-mile loop of the course, and their forms dwindled in the distance, at the far end more obscured by a haze of dust a wind of gathering force blew up the valley.

So much Lee saw before his attention focused on Laughter. She was full sixteen-three, and the more exaggerated in apparent height by the size of the boy in the saddle. There was no need of Chandler, standing at the head of the brown mare, to identify it. There could not be two of that kind. This was the invincible Laughter, and what a heart-stopping beauty as she danced and tossed her head, played with the bit, shrank back and winced to the side, and then pawed a cloud of dust into the air, jerking her nervous head about to watch the dust whipped into nothingness by the wind.

No wonder Harry had wagered his last dollar on her, for she was framed and molded to one thing only — speed. She pranced about and faced Lee. It was a knife-edge that she presented to the wind of her gallop. There was lung space enough where the girths ran, but her chest was not so broad as to interfere with the long, elastic sweep of the shoulders. Her neck was straight as a string, and her head on the eye of it was snaky thin. How different from the haughty and arched crest of the stallion. Now Harry loosed her head and off she went, going out into a long, rolling gallop. Lee Garrison watched her shoot past the watchers.

They gave her an excited shout of admiration as her diminutive rider brought her up and turned her back — she was clumsy and sprawling in that turn, Lee thought. Then he saw the face of the boy who was exercising her.

It was Buddy Slocum.

Those who had gathered in wait saw the gray champion coming, and they raised a cheer that showed in a thrice where their hearts lay. The horse they valued truly was one they knew could answer the test of the desert and mountain and fierce labor day by day under a withering sun that would kill Laughter between sunrise and sunset. There were cowpunchers, also, who might gasp in admiration at the enormous bounds of the mare, but who, thinking of the short stops, the twists and turnings of the roundup, the foot-handiness a horse must have to be worth his salt, shook their heads when they saw the tall black sprawling as she turned. For them, and for all who had ridden the grisly trail from sea-level desert to timber-line snow, Moonshine was the horse. A full hand shorter than Laughter, he had twice her strength in his sturdy quarters and in the rubbery cords of muscle that slipped and bunched along his shoulders. That gaunt belly of hers would tuck up to famine leanness in a day or two, and the greyhound back would buckle under a crushing burden, whereas Moonshine with a fine long line below that promised speed enough had the shortness above that meant strength. He would gallop all day with a quarter of a thousand pounds.

The confidence of the stallions supporters grew. They shouted affectionate encouragement to him. A reckless miner ventured too close, and the heels of the stallion flashed and hit the hand the man threw up to shield his face. He fell flat on his back and rolled to safety in a roar of applause. In the eyes of that crowd, Moonshine could do no harm. They blamed him no more than they would have blamed a captive eagle. No matter where their money lay, he was champion of their heart of hearts.

Start the race, said old Billy Sidney feverishly. Its ten minutes to five already, and Moonshine is running a mile every minute you wait.

Behind the fence of the corral Moonshine had endured the nearness of men well enough, for that fence was a symbol that none could approach him, saving the master. But here in the open there could be seen nothing between him and their hands, which moved with fire, and their mouths, which puffed forth smoke like the nostrils of a hungry bear on a frosty morning. Moreover, their nearness made his heart go out suddenly to the freedom of the wide sands before him. As Lee swung down to the ground, he crowded closer against the back of the master, keeping his head high, with his upper lip thrust out stiffly, and his frightened eyes glittering. He shrank and trembled at the raising of every hand, the sound of every voice. Compared with this horror of men that set the gray dripping with perspiration, the nervous eagerness of the mare was statuesque calm.

Lee turned from a glance at his horse to Harry Chandler. Between the moment the bet was laid and five oclock, Harry had spent the equivalent of two sleepless nights. He had the same battered look, and the eyes he lowered toward his cigarette were circled with purple.

With Slocum in the saddle, said someone, Laughter looks good enough to beat the wind, but shell size up a lot different when you fit into the stirrups, Chandler. Thats what were counting on.

You are? asked Harry, and, glancing around the circle at the nodding heads, he exclaimed with a vicious pleasure: Who said that the owners were to ride? Was that laid down in the conditions? No! Buddy Slocum rides Laughter today.


XXVI. THE RACE
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NEVER DID ORATOR, pausing in declamation to receive applause, fall into an attitude more carefully studied than that of the ex-jockey. Before the surprising announcement of Harry had brought attention to quick focus on his champion, little Buddy Slocum had stiffened in the saddle, and now he sat with his arms folded and his chin high and the long visor of his hat shadowing his face down to the joyous grin. Thousands of dollars had been wagered on Moonshine. Now in a breath, hope was snatched from the backers of the stallion. The excitement that had frothed and bubbled in Crooked Creek for half a day expired in a murmured groan from half the crowd and a buzz of contented comment from the rest. Tricks were not popular, nevertheless, and this underhand maneuver brought solemn glances in the direction of Harry.

As for Lee Garrison, the sight of Slocum in the saddle meant that there would be excuse for the defeat of Moonshine. The honor of the stallion would be saved. But, oh, to mate this treacherous move on the part of Harry Chandler by a mighty effort of his own — by a ride that would fairly lift the gray horse over the ground! Yet his hands were chained.

There was now a frantic clamor from those who had bet on Moonshine and now wished to change and cover their money. In ten seconds there were odds of three to one being freely offered on Laughter, and no Moonshine money in sight. The whole crowd was in a hubbub. Harry Chandler defended himself as well as he could.

There are plenty of other lightweights, he said. I dont care who put you up, Garrison, damned if I do! Theres Charlie Mortons kid. He doesnt weigh over a hundred and twenty pounds, if hes an ounce. Get him!

There was no need for Lee to answer. A dozen stern voices told Harry what he must already know — that Lee Garrison was the only man whose life was worth a penny on the back of the mustang. That murmur brought dark blood into the cheeks of Chandler. He had lived so long in the public eye and with public applause that this sound was poison in his ear, and his impulsive start told Lee that the big man was on the verge of taking the saddle himself. But he checked that impulse. There was too much at stake.

All right, called Billy Sidney, if everythings settled, lets start the race. Moonshine is fair wearing himself out. He aint used to crowds like this, Chandler.

Harry looked again at the sweat-darkened body of the gray and set his jaw. He slipped his watch into his open palm.

The race was set for five oclock, he announced, and itll be run off at that time — no sooner! If your horse cant stand a crowd, you should have kept him away from it.

It was such bad sportsmanship that the men kept quiet in wonder. There was only one sharp, faint exclamation, and Chandler turned to confront Sally McGuire. The women of Crooked Creek had come in their gayest finery, flower- like in the crowd of miners. How and why they should have brought such clothes into the mountains, no one saving another woman could tell.

Sally McGuire was as drab as any breaker of rock in her short skirt and mannish blouse, but the colors of flowers, indeed, were in her face.

Shame! she had cried. Shame!

Its the rules of the race! exclaimed Harry. Besides, why shouldnt I take advantage, if I can? Theres too much up on this race. Good heavens, Sally, you know what— He checked himself, for she was looking at him in startled amazement.

Shes true blue, breathed Lee to himself. Shes as square as they come. And maybe — pray to heaven — shell learn to look through Harry today. Maybe this racell show her. Cant anybody see what he is? Just a spoiled kid grown into a man.

Harry Chandler deliberately turned his back on her, bracing his feet wide apart as though prepared to go counter to the opinion of the entire world. It was not a pretty exhibition, and old Gus Tree, removing his hat and polishing his bald head with a purple silk handkerchief, communicated that fact to Harry with his accustomed bluntness.

Ive bet on your hoss, Chandler, he said, but it sure wont give me no satisfaction, if I win.

Harry glowered in the direction of the speaker, but, before he could directly answer, Gus was calling to men whom he spotted in the crowd: Hey, Jerry, bets off if you want!

I sure do, Gus. I wasnt figuring on anything like this.

Hello, Joe — well call our bet quits, too.

That fearless denunciation brought up the silenced chorus, and the others began to say what they thought, although it was by no means all of a piece with the speech of Gus Tree. There was too much money wagered on the black mare, and, although a few imitated the generous example of the barber, the greater majority were loud on defense of the bets they had laid.

It was then that Lee called Billy Sidney to him. Start betting in my name, he said. Theyll take your bets. Keep going until youve got down fifteen thousand on Moonshine.

Are you plumb crazy? groaned poor Billy.

Do what I tell you. I have a reason! And a good reason it was, for, when Moonshine was beaten, he was resolved that his wallet should be empty.

Across the trembling withers of the stallion Lee found Sally McGuire watching him with wonder, with doubt and with sympathy. He took off his sombrero and smiled at her. That act of grace made her crimson to the eyes.

In another moment he saw that the sheriff, watch in hand, had taken his post at one side of the starting line, which had been made by the simple expedient of dragging a heel through the sand. The mare danced up to her place, and Lee, swinging into the saddle, sent Moonshine gliding after. Side by side, the dancing mare and the crouching gray — the contrasts of height and build were more apparent than ever. Despite his diminutive build, Buddy Slocums eyes were above the level of Lees. And big Harry Chandler, at the side of his jockey, tucking in the straps of his shortened stirrups, was commanding eagerly: Send her out right at the start, Buddy. You hear?

Sure, said Buddy, Ill run the gray sick in the first quarter, and after that well walk in any way we feel like coming. You leave it to me, boss. I want his blood.

Lee Garrison leaned over and ran his fingertips down the wet neck of Moonshine. How cruelly unfair it was that the king of the wild horses should be thus tricked into defeat! And by this long-legged racer, unmeant for real use!

Here the voice of the sheriff reached him, a voice pitched high to cut through the rising moan of the wind. You head down for them black rocks, three of em all bunched together. You circle around them and come back here. Now get your horses on the line. I aint going to get you prepared. Im just going to shoot off my gun, and thats a sign for you to let er go!

Deftly little Buddy Slocum, pitched well forward and high above the saddle, with his hands stretched out on the reins, gathered the mare about him, and by the very touch of his fingers seemed to tell her what he expected her to do. His lean face wrinkled in a smile of expectancy for the wind of the gallop, and he rolled the whites of his eyes at Lee with venomous satisfaction.

You aint shooting craps now, Garrison! Talking to the dice aint going to help you. Youre going to eat dust, cap — youre going to eat my dust. Steady, lady! Easy, girl!

By a miracle of control he was keeping the hind feet of the black bunched well forward under her, ready for the leap.

Keep quiet, folks, will you? requested the sheriff.

Mortal silence spread among the spectators, and no sooner was it established than the gun exploded and sent a mighty Forty-Five caliber into the sand.

That noise, like a thrust of spurs, sent both horses away from the mark, but in a far different manner. Long trained for a sprinting start, Laughter, with quarters sinking as she dug in her heels, shot away with great bounds, then steadied into a long-sweeping gallop, but Moonshine, away like a ball bouncing off a stone, no sooner felt his head given him than he slackened his pace abruptly, tossed up his head, and made sure that the crowd was not pouring in pursuit. The slap of Lees hand against his flank and the call of the master at his ear thrust him away again at a racing gait, but the momentary faltering had given the black a vital advantage.

A straight line from head to the tip of her scanty tail, she flew into the lead, with even her ears flattened as though the wind of her going were too great to prick them against it. Low along her neck crouched Buddy Slocum, so glued to her that she cut the wind for her rider as well as herself. Moonshine, straightened out for his full effort, seemed going twice as fast, but ever that long, bounding stride floated the mare farther and farther away. The clamor was all from the supporters of Laughter. From the backers of Moonshine came only one deep shout of dismay. And the faces past which Lee was driving were blank with incredulity.

His own heart was sinking like a stone. How futile the stretch and stride of the gray compared with that reaching gait of Laughter! Would she canter across the finish line, eight or nine minutes later, with Moonshine a quarter of a mile behind? The shame of it made him weak.

Meantime Moonshine, unurged, had caught the spirit of the thing. No doubt, when he led a herd, some fleet-footed horse had often challenged with speed against speed. Now, as sail after sail is thrown to the wind and the ship gathers headway, so in the deep of his heart the gray was finding strength and greater strength to overtake the flying mare. By jerks his rate increased. Partly for that reason he began to keep even with the pace of Laughter, but there was a greater cause. Buddy Slocum had looked back and, the moment he saw the gap between him and the gray, began to tug at the reins and sit down in the saddle. No doubts remained in the jockeys heart as to the issue of the race. No doubts were in the minds of the gloomy men along the course. No doubts were with Lee Garrison. The breeze was quickening to a gale. The air was a rosy haze as the dust increased. If only the blast would grow to the dark of a sandstorm and thus mercifully veil the defeat.

But now, as Moonshine drifted to within three lengths of the mare, Buddy Slocum twisted around and shouted: Im going to make it look like a race. You can thank me, Garrison!

His woman-sharp laughter flew back. Lee gritted his teeth and bent lower. Moonshine was flying at the very top of his speed, but Laughter held him even with consummate ease despite a sharp pull. Wear her down? They had covered the first mile of the course, and she was fresh as a daisy, wild for the running.

Half a mile away were the three black rocks. Straight as a string ran the stallion, and Lee knew that he could maintain that gait for miles and miles, unfaltering. But there would be no such demand as that. The run was nearly half covered, and Laughter was fighting for her head!

Now they were at the rocks. Her jockey took her wide, but generous as the loop was on which he guided her, the long-legged mare lost headway and broke her gait, while Moonshine, darting up on the inside, doubled around the rocks like a jackrabbit. He faced the wind a length in the lead. And what a wind it was! Even going before it, Lee had felt it fanning his back. When they faced it, it struck them heavily. Compressed in Sheep Valley like water narrowing in a flume, the breeze had strengthened to a gale, and now the speed of a running horse was added to it.

Lee Garrison set his teeth in grim satisfaction as Moonshine shook his head at the blast, then pricked his ears. But the spindle-legged mare, designed by generations of careful breeding for speed on a track or over smooth meadows — how would she stand the test?

Glancing back, Lee saw the mare coming like a bullet. She had her head now, and presently she forced swiftly past him with the ugly face of Buddy Slocum turned toward him with a mocking grin.

Little by little the mare drew clear. She was seventy yards away with only the last mile of the race before them.

And yet with unhesitant courage he still poured every scruple of energy into his work. Those at the finish line could see that the black led, but they could not see by how far, and over their heads the sombreros danced and swung as they cheered on their favorites. Lee could see tall figures thrust up where one climbed on the shoulders of his companions for a clearer estimate.

To finish thirty lengths behind, there was disgrace for which no difference in weight could account! Those scattering outposts who had advanced this far down the course to watch the running of the middle of the race were either slapping one another upon the back and laughing uproariously, or else they were stunned and silent.

In dreary amazement Lee studied the tall black, but it seemed to him that she no longer swept along with the same frictionless stride that had carried ground so easily during the first three miles of the running. She was throwing her forelegs a trifle out of line, as though she had begun to pound a little. Presently she stumbled heavily, slowed, and was thrust into the bit again by a smart blow of Slocums whip. He was not keeping that tight rein to hold her in. He was merely riding her as she was accustomed to being ridden, not with the free head and the long rein of a cow pony, but well in hand every instant to keep her straight at full speed, and hold her up when she tired. And she was tiring now. A stumble to a fresh horse is a spur that makes it dart away at redoubled speed as though to leave the shame behind, but a tired horse takes advantage of any interruption to slacken efforts. Not that Laughter was by any means spent. Her faltering was the thing of an instant. Lee Garrison, far in the rear, barely noticed it, but he saw enough to make him guess the rest, and he called on Moonshine with a great voice.

And there was an answer. In that great heart of Moonshine there was still an untapped reservoir of strength. The mare no longer drew away. She was held even. She began to come back. For that weary pressure of the wind was telling heavily. And Lee, riding not to win, but only to save the honor of his horse, stiffened in the saddle and yelled like an Indian on the warpath.

Buddy Slocum jerked around to look, and in that moment he let Laughter founder into half a dozen strides of sand fetlock-deep. The soft going cut her speed in two. She struck the soft ground as though she had run into a wall, and came laboring onto firm going again. She had still a twenty-length lead, and the finish was a scant half mile away, but Buddy Slocum, feeling the tall mare labor and pound, and maddened by the cut of the wind against his face, lost his head.

He snatched out his whip and went after her. She had been running confidently, rejoicing in her work as a good horse should, but now she saw the stallion gaining and felt the man who rode her go into a panic. Instead of the even pressure on the reins, reassuring her, there was a series of jerks and that whizzing whip seared her flanks. The panic of the rider ran into the horse. She bolted in a frenzy for two hundred yards, and then began to stop as though crushing weights had been added to her burden.

Yet she could not lose! The finish was a scant quarter mile away, and twenty lengths behind came the gray; yet even a tyro now could mark the laboring gallop of the black. And Moonshine, in effort after effort, unwhipped and unspurred, increased his speed. He could tell that he gained even as Lee could tell, and the knowledge was to them as wine to the weary.

And the head of Laughter was coming up — she was spent, indeed! Not that she gave up. No, the advantage she held was too great for that, and, if her heart was breaking, she was uplifted by the creed of an ancient ancestry that died, but never surrendered. No need of the cruel whip or the spurs that were goring her flanks to crimson. She was pouring out the last scruple of her strength, and, still five hundred yards from the end, she led by fifteen lengths, by forty mortal yards.

It was enough to have settled all but one race in a thousand, but the men of Crooked Creek seemed to feel that this was perhaps the thousandth event, and were transformed, one and all, into rioting wild men. And every shout, it seemed to Lee, was a fresh source of energy that helped Moonshine on. He himself was stammering, groaning at the ear of the stallion. The sands washed dizzily beneath them. It seemed almost that the earth whirled and carried them back, when he looked down. But here was Laughter borne back and back with shortening stride and head jerking.

A furlong away the rioting of the crowd grew less and less. Man after man was frozen into position by the agony of suspense. Some crouched and stretched out their arms with contorted faces. Some were turned to stone in the midst of cheer or groan, and, as the deep shouting of the men fell away, it was possible to hear the shrilling of the women more distinctly. Only a furlong away the sheriff was cursing the crowd back to clear the finish line, and now gallant Moonshine stretched his nose within four lengths of the blowing tail of the mare.

He was weary, and he had done enough for honor. So long as he lived and that race was spoken of, every man would tell how the impost of extra weight had beaten him — never the speed of Laughter. Then it was that, at the side of the mob, Lee saw Sally McGuire with her hands clasped, her form bowed in the pain of waiting. He must draw rein. Slowly, with a breaking heart, he began to pull back while under the pressure he felt a shudder go through the gray — but more testimony that the harmony of effort between them was broken.

Someone was shrieking hoarsely from the side: Moonshine! Moonshine! It was Billy Sidney, fallen on his knees, with his bony fists brandished in the air. Such a frenzy came on Lee Garrison as had swept him away when the gray turned toward the roar of the waterfall, that day so long ago. In an instant he was helping the stallion toward the line, and at every jump they gained. Rapidly the empty daylight between them was eaten away. Fifty yards away was the crowd, and men were turning their backs rather than see the inevitable. But it was not inevitable. The heart of Moonshine was deep as a well, and to the very bottom it was filled with clear courage.

His nose was on her hip. It slipped onto her girth. Surely, enough had been done for the honor of Moonshine now! And Lee tightened the reins again and relaxed. And Moonshine was relaxed beneath him. The race was lost!

But how could Buddy Slocum tell that, when he saw the gray head at the shoulder of his mare? How could he tell that in another stride the stallion would be falling back? He turned a face black with insane rage and fear.

Damn you! he shouted, and slashed Moonshine straight across the face with the heavy lash of his whip.

It seemed to Lee Garrison that cowardly blow fell on his own heart. The thought of the girl and the promise were erased from his mind.

Moonshine! he shouted. Moonshine!

The good horse had not winced from the blow. He flung himself forward across the line. Lee looked back. The sheriff had raised his sombrero in one hand and his naked revolver in the other. The silence of the crowd was like the silence of a church.

Moonshine by half a head! he yelled.


XXVII. A VISIT FROM GUTTORM

[image: img107.jpg]

MOONSHINE, BLACKENED WITH sweat, raised a high head with eyes that seemed to be searching the blue peaks of the distance but that were, in fact, waiting for the voice of the master. The voice did not speak, for Lee had seen Sally McGuire cover her face with her hands, and then turn and start slowly back for the town with a gray-headed man beside her.

Yonder stood Laughter, her head low and her legs braced. Buddy Slocum had been torn from the saddle and literally kicked the first hundred feet of the distance back to Crooked Creek. Now Harry Chandler led the mare toward Garrison, and he mechanically dismounted to meet the vanquished. All about them, losers and winners hushed their noise to watch, and Harry met the crisis in the most kingly manner. The excitement brought color to his face. He carried his head high, and even managed to muster a faint smile. Lee Garrison, with bowed head and gloomy face, seemed more the picture of a defeated man. Chandler took his hand and shook it heartily.

If Laughter had won, he said, after that scoundrelly trick of Slocums, I should have given you the race and the horse anyway, Garrison. But here she is. Good luck goes with her.

It was very well done, that speech of congratulation. It was one of those things that sends a chilly prickle down the backs of the bystanders. But Lee, patting the wet forehead of the mare lightly, touched Harry by the arm as he was turning away.

But Ive got a horse, said Lee, that does for my needs pretty well. Chandler, I cant take her. Shes yours.

It was too much for Harry. His nerve crumpled.

Dyou think Id take charity, Garrison? Give her away, if you dont want her. Feed her to the dogs. Im through with her!

And with a contorted face, more maddened by the knowledge that he had destroyed the effect of his previous acting, he plunged through the mob and was gone. That departure cost only a momentary cloud, however. Even the men who had backed Laughter heavily declared that the race they had seen was worth the money they had lost, and Lee Garrison was escorted back to the town as a conquering hero.

If he were a gambler, at least he seemed a straight one, and of his generosity as victor they had been witnesses. Ten minutes saw him mounted from the trough of suspicion to the crest of popularity. But in that time of victory, as they went slowly back toward the town, with the black mare led behind by half a dozen willing hands, Lee Garrison saw one thing only: Sally McGuire as she bowed her face in her hands and turned away.

In the dark of the evening, when he managed to slip from the crowd, he went straight to his room with an aching need for solitude. But there he found Billy Sidney, waiting like an actor for the rise of the curtain. The old man stood beside the bunk, over which he had thrown his coat. He was smoking a pipe with his thumbs thrust under his suspenders — an attitude of calm weariness with life that was quite gainsaid by the flashing of his eyes.

Well, he said, I got the bets down.

Good for you, Billy.

And I brought the winnings in. It aint much. Theres been more coin than this got together here and there. But — here it is, Lee. Heres all there is.

He jerked the coat away and exposed the top of the heavy bunk groaning under a ponderous mass of gold coin, untarnishable, shimmering yellow. He shoveled from his pockets fresh handfuls that he had kept there for the final effect. Gold showered upon gold with a musical chiming.

We cleaned up the camp! shouted Billy Sidney, fairly dancing around the room with joy. Look at it, Lee! When I started betting, I was hollow-hearted. I was sure sick at the thought of backing Moonshine against that long-legged mare with the midget on her back. Right away came a rush of Laughter money. They offered me two to one. I took it in small chunks. It broke me all up to be throwing that gold coin away. But still I kept at it in little bets here and there. When they went up to the start, I was getting three to one, and, when Laughter went floating away as the race began, I got five to one. I bet a whole thousand agin five thousand. And I couldve gone on betting for ten to one as the race went on, but all the money was gone.

He could not resist plunging his fingers into the mass as he spoke. As he raised his hands, a rain of money clattered down, some falling unheeded on the floor.

Mrs. Samuels, her eyes pressed to the keyhole, nearly fainted at the sight of coined gold underfoot. Had she not been already on her knees, she might have fallen. But Lee Garrison had sunk wearily on his bunk.

Billy, he said, I want one thing moren money. I want to be alone.

Billy Sidney loosed with a single crash all the coins that remained in his hands. Then he nodded in admiration. Still scheming — never satisfied, he said. Well, thats the way with a genius. And he stole softly through the door.

Now that he was alone, Lee blew out the lamp, but the darkness was no more merciful. He could see her only the more clearly. And he was glad when his door was opened. But it was not Billy Sidney returning. It was the heavy voice of Olie Guttorm that spoke.

Garrison — are you here?

Im here. Ill light the lamp, Olie.

I dont want no light. I can say what I got to say better in the dark.

He closed the door, and Lee heard the sound of heavy breathing. He fumbled for his revolver and found it. Then he waited again.

The voice of Guttorm began, again choked away to guttural murmurs, and finally was audible: Garrison, its come. I thought that the doctor could save Charlie for me. Did it seem much for a smart man like him to do? I ask you, Garrison?

No.

And McLeod worked hard. He got right down on his knees by the bed and worked hard. But it wasnt no good. Charlie began to roll his eyes and look every way at once and see nothing. I seen, then, that McLeod couldnt help. Nobody could help. It was the whip for me because of what I done to you. When a man does wrong, hes trying to cheat God.

I picked up Charlie in my arms and run outside with him where the breathing would be easier. But he kept on gasping. I tried to make a bargain. I called out— God Almighty, dont kill Charlie for what I done myself. Ill give Garrison his half. Ill tell that he made the strike.

The voice of the prospector swelled to thunder, then fell away.

It wasnt no good. It was too late to draw back then. Charlie was fighting for his breath. He begun to beat me in the face. I kept telling him to fight hard. But pretty soon he stopped hitting me, and I took him back into the light. All I was holding in my arms was nothing. My Charlie was gone away from me.

When he could speak again, he said slowly: I went to Judge Brown. I told him what I owed you, and that half of my mines belonged to you by rights. He done some writing. I signed it, and here it is.

He found Garrison and stuffed the paper into his hand.

I kept a-hoping, somehow, said Guttorm. I dunno why. But it seemed after Id signed that paper that Charlie would come back. He didnt seem no moren around the corner from me. I run all the way from the judges shanty to my house. But Charlies eyes are still closed, and hes still smiling. He aint going to change.

He drew a great, noisy, sobbing breath, turned with the floor creaking beneath his tread, and went slowly from the house. The front door slammed behind him. The heavy footfalls went up the street, and the rustling of the paper in the dark told Lee that he was rich.

Rich? It meant no more to him than the sound of dead leaves in a wind. It seemed that the smallness of the room crowded the picture of Sally McGuire relentlessly upon him, and at last he went out into the darkness behind the house. Moonshine whinnied plaintively from the corral.

He listened, unmoved, to that call. Wondering at himself, he felt the dark anger cloud his mind. A day before there would have seemed nothing too great to do for the sake of the wild horse, but now he knew that there is a price on all but one thing in the world, and the price of Moonshine had been exceeded. That beautiful, strong body that the starlight now glimmered over was still his, and the scorn and the hatred of Sally were his also.

Yet, automatically, he went on to the fence of the corral. He had formed the habit of going near Moonshine whenever he was in trouble, but now, when the horse came near, he folded his arms on the top of a fence and dropped his head upon them. He would not raise his face even when the stallion sniffed his face, even when the stallion sniffed at his hair and whinnied in anxiety almost as faint as a human whisper.


XXVIII. TO THE CAPTAIN
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THE TRUTH CAME to him slowly, as his head lay on his arms. Whatever hope of one day winning Sally had glimmered before him, as the star haunts the pilot, was now vanished. He was roused to the dark reality of earthly fact. Harry Chandler was the man she loved, and that without him she could never be happy. And if he loved her, all Lee could do was to bring her marriage to Chandler closer to realization. It would be like a pouring forth of blood, such a work. It would be more torment than all the long agony of the trail behind Moonshine, for that labor was undertaken in his own behalf, and this would be for another.

And to close the last door of hope and bolt it firmly shut is a grisly task. When Lee stood up straight again and turned away without a word or a touch for the waiting horse, he could feel the impress of pain, the wrinkles and the seams of new trouble already stamped upon his face. He crossed the street and went straight toward the little shack Chandler owned.

There was a light in the small house, but it was not the steady shining of a lamp. Instead, the spot of illumination jumped at random here and there, flashed across the window, or spilled through the open doorway and streaked the road with white. The light ceased to rove as Lee came close. It settled brightly upon the face of a man in the hut, one who was packing down the burning coal of his pipe with a calloused forefinger before he answered. He was a great block of a man, with a mass of gray hair bristling on his head and whiskers masking the lower part of his face. He wore a red shirt, open at the throat and exposing a thick, corded, wrinkled neck that might have done credit to a Polish laborer. His fingers were habitually half bent, as though fixed in that position by many a year of polishing pick and shovel handle. He carried with him, also, that blunt and downright manner of those who tear their living out of the soil. And yet Lee Garrison, now drawn close, heard the voice of Sally McGuire address this stranger as her father.

Hes gone, Dad, said the girl. I knew that would happen. You see everything is in confusion. Hes taken his blankets. Harrys gone.

Let him stay, grunted McGuire. A man that runs away after hes beaten isnt worth calling back.

Father! cried Sally.

Sally! mocked her father. His tone changed to a growl. Im tired of this temperamental stuff.

Then Ill go myself!

Lee Garrison listened with a hollow heart to the thrill and the sob in her voice.

Go where?

To find poor Harry and bring him back and save him from despair. Hell do some desperate thing. Hes capable of anything, now that he considers his life a failure.

Rot, said McGuire. Hes off sulking. In a week hell be back to marry you, if youre fool enough to throw yourself away on him.

What possible right have you to speak of him like this? You know hell never marry me unless he can support me. Hes told you that himself.

Which makes it Bible stuff, does it?

Now that hes down, you speak of him like this?

Never hit a man in my life when he was down. But I say, give Harry rope, and hell run in a circle and come back. Hes like a small boy thats left home because he got a spanking. Thats all.

Its that detestable liar and hypocrite — ! She could not finish the sentence. She paused, indignant.

Youre blaming this on the gambler — on Garrison? I tell you, Sally, a fellow who can ride as he did today cant be all wrong. He gave you a promise to quiet you, that was all. Of course, he couldnt keep it. And what under the heavens possessed you to try to buy him off?

To save Harry.

A man that needs a womans saving isnt worth being saved.

I wont be answered with stale maxims. You talk as if I were a coward.

There are more kinds of courage than that which takes a man through a fight.

Oh, wise, wise brain under shock of wild gray hair, how the heart of Lee Garrison hung upon his words. It was as though a brave and skillful champion stood in the lists, fighting his battle.

You — youre like all the rest! cried the girl. You hate him because he failed today. But I tell you it only makes me prouder to fight for him and show him that my faith has never wavered.

You dont have to tell me that. Give a woman a lost cause — thats all she wants. Shell throw her heart away on it! And youve found your hopeless case.

Father! cried Sally McGuire.

Bah! roared the inelegant McGuire. That yap — that big four- flusher! He makes me tired. I saw through him a year ago. Man to man, Sally, like the honest little woman you are, confess to me that you are all wrapped up in Chandler simply because you think you may be able to save him — make something useful out of him. Confess, Sally, its a sort of missionary interest.

She could master her indignation barely enough to permit speech. Have you finished insulting me and the man I love? she managed to ask.

Im through. But I couldnt hold it in any longer. Ive been swallowing what I think of Chandler all these months.

Then let me go.

Where?

To find him.

Sally!

To find him, if I have to spend the rest of my life in the search. Let me go, Dad.

Let you ride off alone — at night? Good heavens, Sally, are you mad?

I tell you, I shall go.

Sally, this isnt like you. Ive argued you into a frenzy. Dont ruin your life, following the first wild-headed impulse. By heaven, Im talking to the wind. Sally, if you must go, Ill go with you.

I dont want you.

You know that Ill never let you go alone. But, step out here and look at those black mountains. You see how foolish it is to try to follow him in this country?

They passed through the doorway. They would surely have seen Lee Garrison as he shrank to the side had it not been that they were so filled with their own thoughts.

I know where to find him, she declared, her voice made soft and smaller by the presence of the wide night. When we came over the mountains, do you remember that gorge with a straight wall of rhyolite on one side and a slope tucked away under the bluff?

I remember, muttered McGuire. It was just this side of The Captain.

Yes, Harry and I both thought it was a lovely valley. And that day we agreed that — in a word, Dad, I know that Harry will go there first and wait to see if something doesnt bring me to him.

Hes mighty reckless, said McGuire. He runs away without saying a word. Sally, it would take a night of riding. It would be dawn before we reached that valley under The Captain.

Have I asked you to come?

She hurried away, almost running, and Lee heard her father groan, then set out in pursuit. He watched them disappear. A fragment of talk from a passing group of men drifted upon his mind.

I was sitting on a stull and gadding out a hitch. I heard the drum groaning out, and I knew that pair of mules had balked again. Pretty soon I hear Joe hollering down the shaft. He says to me— These here mules dont think much of this mine. They aint got no heart in the work. And I hollers back to Joe like I—

The voice of the narrator drifted to an unintelligible jumble, and Garrison returned to his own thoughts. The talk he had overheard fitted into his preconceptions as perfectly as though it had been planned on a stage. Here was a demonstration that proved how utterly the girl loved Harry Chandler, how blank her life would be without him. All the doubts that had been lingering like hope in the corners of his brain were expelled.

He went back to the corral behind Mrs. Samuelss house. Moonshine greeted his return with an ecstasy, but Lee cut his antics short with the first abrupt word he had ever spoken to the stallion, and after that the horse stood quiet as a mouse, his head turned in wonder as he watched Lee saddle.

After that, Lee brought him to the front of the house. He carried out a hundred pounds of gold coin and dumped it into the saddlebags. Then he swung into the saddle and headed east and north toward The Captain.


XXIX. THE FATAL SHOT
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DAWN FOUND HIM in a wilderness of tumbled mountain heads, and, while the rough crest of The Captain was bright with rosy light, Lee Garrison looked down beneath the great peak into a valley all awash with shadow. The south wall of that gulch was an abrupt cliff of rhyolite, a delicate mingling of colors now, like a garden seen by the half light of dusk. From the north there was a tumble of hills and smoothly dropping slopes, pine-covered, and where the trees crowded, thickened in the heart of the valley, a stream wound. He saw its silver flashing here and there.

The day grew brighter by the moment. The radiance stole down the rhyolite cliff to its base. The evergreens were shimmering. In the clearings the narrow river flashed, and from one strip of white water he heard the deep and distant voice of the cascades. Morning had swept around him at a step. He moved to the left. Now he could see the base of the cliff, with a little cabin squatted against the rock in a setting of huge boulders, and a single horseman was going toward it. He needed no glass to spy that man out and tell he was Harry Chandler.

There was only one care in his mind when he sent the stallion down the slope in pursuit. He must be finished with Chandler and out of the valley before McGuire and Sally came up, and how far he was ahead of them he could not guess. For with that chinking burden in the saddlebags, he had spared Moonshine more than usual, more than there was need, it seemed, for now, at the end of that long, arduous trail, the gray ran as lightly as ever, his gallop as swift and free as the winging of a bird. Even on this grim morning that gallop raised the heart of Lee Garrison, made him lift his head, and brought the faintest of smiles upon his worn face.

He ran his hand with a caress along the neck of the horse, and Moonshine tossed his head with pricking ears and whinnied joyously as he ran. For, as Lee suddenly remembered, it was the first time during all the night that he had given the stallion so much as a touch of the hand, far less a single word to hearten him at his labor. And how happily Moonshine ran now, turning his head to examine the forest as he passed, or glancing up at an impudent hawk stooped close overhead, or bounding to the side with simulated fear as they shot past a lightning-stricken, white ghost of a tree.

The pines thinned before them, scattered to nothing, and curving around the shoulder of a low knoll, he came in view of Harry Chandler. He was in the act of drawing the saddle from a sweat-blackened horse, not a hundred yards away, at the door of the cabin.

Harry saw him at the same instant. The saddle dropped from his hands. What the devil do you mean by following? he called.

Ill tell you, answered Lee. His voice jerked away to nothing. A brook separated the two men, and Moonshine was crossing it as a greyhound could hardly have done, avoiding the cold, black pools of deep water and leaping with consummate skill from the slippery rocks of one shallows to land with bunched feet on the next. So he wove his way across the stream with Lee enchanted by that adroitness until the yell of Chandler struck hammer-like against his ear over the rushing of the water.

Keep back, Garrison. I warn you fairly. Come a step nearer — !

What was in his mind? It was incredible. It was madness to think of — and yet now into Chandlers hand came the long, gleaming body of a Colt revolver.

Keep back! he yelled. And before Lee could rally his bewildered wits, before he could swerve the gray horse with a touch on the bridle: Then take it on your own head, damn you!

The gun barked, jerking up its nose with the recoil as though rearing to see what mischief it had done. Mischief enough! For Moonshine stopped and half reared as the bullet struck, then rallied, and sprang for the shore. As for Lee, he could not move, he could not think. This was a dream of things that could not be. Only in a nightmare could a man stand with black hatred in his face and murder a horse! But there was Harry Chandler, transformed to a fiend, bringing down his revolver to the level again.

Once more! The report broke louder as they left the bank with a force that knocked Lee over and over in the dirt and gravel, till a log stopped him with a crash. He saw Moonshine turning toward him and sinking on trembling legs. Down slumped the hindquarters. Still, propped on the shaking forelegs, his ears pricked, the gray horse neighed toward the master and struggled in vain to lift himself and come. But all that unmatchable strength was withering out of his body. There was no power of sinew and muscle now, but still the great spirit looked out of his eyes at Lee, and there was never a glance for the man who was killing him. One knee buckled to the ground, then the other, the proud neck with its wind-lifted mane fell lower, and Moonshine lay dead among the rocks.

And now you! shouted the madman who had been Harry Chandler.

He shattered the stream of his own oaths with the explosions of his gun. A handful of gravel was scuffed into the face of Lee Garrison. That was the work of the first bullet. The second spattered to water on the face of a quartzite rock. Then Lee came to his feet. That he was facing a leveled revolver did not matter. That the man behind the gun bulked twice as large as he was a little thing. A sort of insane energy was burning in his brain, turning his muscles to iron. To the hysterical speed with which his mind was working the movements of Harry Chandler seemed ridiculously slow, as though he were gesturing on a stage. His revolver had jammed as Lee sprang up. He struggled with it an instant, then hurled it at the head of Garrison. It brushed past the ear of Lee, and the next instant Lee had closed on the murderer, his stiff fingers buried in flesh.

It was strangely easy. He was filled with perfect certainty, complete assurance. The fist of Harry beat into his face. He caught that flying arm by the wrist. He held it with bone-crushing force and smiled into the eyes of Harry Chandler who shrieked as even a brave man cries out when a beast closes in on him. Chandler strove to tear himself free, but his powerful body was turned to a figure of sand. Lee Garrison raised Chandler as he might have lifted a great, loosely filled sack and dashed him to the ground. The head of Harry struck a rock, jarred far to the side, and then the great body lay still.

Lee went back to the horse, but the brave eyes were dull. He ran his fingers down the neck, silken smooth, still warm with life. Realization came to him in wave on wave as a ship sinks, staggering down, down, till the water licks quite across its decks. Moonshine would never rise again. Moonshine would never run again. Moonshine was dead.

So the fruit of that first great adventure was vanished. Then he turned to Chandler with the last of his insane fury melting out of his brain. The strength left his body. His limbs trembled, and his knees shook under his weight as he went to see if the quest were, indeed, ended with two deaths.

Crimson stained the pebbles on which the head of Chandler lay. His eyes were closed, his face wax-pale, but, even as Lee dropped to his knees beside him, the prostrate man stirred, groaned, opened his eyes. The nightmare of fear came back into them as he saw Lee. He dared not rise.

Sit up, said Lee.

The other obeyed.

Stand up.

Chandler rose.

Youre not hurt bad, said Lee. Go inside the cabin. Theres something out here we dont want to see.

Chandler cast a glance at the body of the stallion, another wild glance at Lee, still a third look at the revolver he had thrown away, and obeyed. As for Lee, he delayed only to unbuckle the saddlebags. Then he followed Chandler in and cast the pouches of coin upon the floor. They fell with a heavy crunching of metal.

Harry had tied a white handkerchief around his head to stop the bleeding. Now he sat on the side of a bunk that was built against the wall in one corner of the shack.

Chandler, said Lee, You shot to kill Moonshine.

The fascinated eyes of Chandler widened, fixed on the revolver that hung in the others holster, then jerked up to his face.

I shot for you, Garrison, he said. That first time I aimed to get you, and, when I saw that Id missed and hit the horse instead — I went crazy — I didnt know what I was doing.

So you shot again — at Moonshine.

Chandler drew in a long, gasping breath. He was collapsing, shrinking smaller and smaller.

I didnt know what I was doing. I.— His voice was beginning to tremble, sure warning that he was about to break down, and a horror came to Lee of the shameful thing that might be just ahead.

I believe you, Harry, he said hurriedly. Ive got to believe you. I believe that you aimed to get me with that first slug, and — otherwise, what sort of a husband would you make for her? How could she be happy with you?

The question broke off sharply. He was talking swiftly, arguing with himself, and such arguments are always won.

Chandler, Ive heard about you. Youve told Sally youll not marry her till youve got money of your own to support her. Maybe youd like to change your mind. Maybe its fear of her father that keeps you from changing. I dunno, but I guess a lot. Only the main thing is that she wants you. Look here, Chandler. Heres more than ten thousand dollars in cash. Thats enough money for a man to marry on. Its money that Moonshine made for me, and Ill never use it.

Just a moment, said Harry. He started up from his seat. Did you trail me up here to offer me that?

Yes.

And I — what have I done to you? Garrison, can you forgive me?

The hand he had extended fell.

If it had been me that dropped, said Lee, and if Id seen Moonshine running free while I died, then I could have forgiven you clean and free. It would have been the right ending. Now what matters is that she wants you. Will you go to her?

Man, man, said Harry, how can I take your money?

Because all I can do for her is to give her the man she loves. Youll take what I offer? Youll swear to go back to her?

His voice had risen, and Chandler shrank back from him.

I swear, Garrison.

Saddle your horse and start. Ride down the valley. Youll meet her coming this way.

He sat on the edge of the bunk with his face dropped in his hands. He heard the floor creak under the weight of Chandler, heard the rattle of the coin as the saddlebags were lifted, heard the flop of the saddle as it was swung onto the back of the horse. He heard the creak and strain of the stirrup leather as Chandler lifted himself into place. He heard the grinding of pebbles under hoof. And still he waited through the dragging moments. At last he went out. He sat down by his horse and took the lifeless head in his lap.

Now into his mind flowed the quiet music of the creek, and beyond that the bird voices out of the trees or in the wind, and he heard, too, the buzz and faint singing of insects, hunting through the grass around him. But above all these noises the silence of the mountains was king, just as it overpowered the tumult of the mines in Crooked Creek. And he knew that when the years went by the happy days to which his mind would go back were those times when, in the long agony of the quest for Moonshine, he had paused in the morning or the twilight and waited for the mountain silence to step in swiftly around him, and in his memory and in his daydreams Moonshine would never be captured.

A shadow fell across the brightness of his spur, and he looked up into the face of McGuire, standing beside him. Had he dropped out of the bodiless air? No, behind him was the horse Chandler had been riding, and McGuires face was a scowl as he puffed steadily at his pipe. How long ago could he have come up the trail under the cliff?

Garrison, he said, Harry told us what happened. They went back in the buggy. I rode on up here on Harrys hoss. It was a damned shame — the way this accident happened. Sally wanted for me to tell you she intends to raise a monument for him — to carve his name—

He bowed his face then, feeling that these words were useless, almost cruel, feeling as much a loss in Sally as perhaps Garrison felt with Moonshine.

Tell me only one thing, Lee said. Did the two of you ever live one summer in a cabin in the Samson Mountains?

Of course not, affirmed McGuire. Oh, Sally told me about it, son — about the glove — but she said she never had such a glove as that in all her life. It was just — well, she somehow could never tell you that herself — you were so sure of it. He shook his head sadly. Im truly sorry, son — truly sorry.

THE END
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I. AN ATTACK IN THE DARK
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IT HAPPENED TO Señor Don Ramon Alvarez in the following manner. He was deep in the first sleep of the night and in the middle of the first happy dream when he wakened suddenly. He heard nothing and saw nothing in the blackness of the room, yet he knew perfectly that he was in the greatest danger. So he lay still, concentrating upon the problem. Reason told him that his house was large, his servants many, and the probability of danger reaching him in his own room remote indeed; but when he struggled the hardest to assure himself of his safety, at that very moment instinct protested that he was wrong and that death was stalking softly toward his bed.

He turned his head toward the wall and the door. He could see nothing except those strange, formless objects which sift about in the darkness for those who stare hard enough and long enough into blank space. He reached up and under his pillow. He found the butt of the revolver and squeezed it with a huge relief. In fact, if there were an actual danger confronting him, he would not perish unavenged. Thus he assured himself as he lay there with the perspiration standing upon his forehead and his heart pounding like the thud of a racers hoofs.

Then at the very moment when he had almost conquered his terror, he received the indubitable proof. For a hand touched him upon his breast, a soft and gliding touch. Still there was nothing to be seen in the darkness above him, and there was not a sound to be heard, but Alvarez, with a strong twist of his body, whirled himself out from under the danger, whatever it might be, and rolled by a complete turn nearer the window. The cat which darts up and away as the shadow of the dog slides near moves not more quickly than did Don Ramon. And even so the blow missed him by a scant fraction of an inch. The bedclothes were jarred tight around his body. He heard the hiss of a blade that thrust its length into the mattress. He heard the faint grunt of one who has wasted a mighty effort, and then he fired into nothingness.

There was no shout of pain or protest, not even the patter of feet in flight. Far away in the house rolled the echo of the explosion, but still there was no sound of human voice. Small wonder that an assassin had come with a knife to hunt him, seeing that he was so insecurely guarded. Would it be hours before the dull-wits, the blockheads, had heard that gun and realized what it meant? Would it be hours before they rushed to his rescue? He could have been killed a hundred times before their efforts could have saved him or revenged him.

He fired again, with a wild panic starting in his brain, and the flash of the second shot showed him the work of the first. The body of a man was sprawled upon the foot of the bed, lying inert, limp, lifeless, as he knew by even that fraction of a seconds glance.

Alvarez jumped from the bed and snapped on the electric light. And now he turned at last toward his victim and assailant. He went to the bed and leaned over. The dead man lay upon his face, his hands thrown straight above his head, and in the left hand was the knife which had already been thrust into the bedding in the search for the body of Alvarez. It was a tawny, long-fingered hand with a big emerald on the third finger, a flat-faced emerald upon which was incised a delicate design.

When Alvarez saw that design he whimpered softly and turned his head over his shoulder. If anyone had come through the door at that instant, he would have seen a face which was a veritable mask of tragedy and fear. The eyes were starting forth; the lips were drawn tight and were trembling; his nostrils expanded; his cheeks were sagging. He had grown, of a sudden, ten years older.

Such was the face which Alvarez turned toward the door; he ran to it and turned the key in the lock. Then back he faced to the prostrate form in the bed and, seizing it by the shoulder, he turned it over. He found himself looking down into wide, dull eyes, and upon the lips there was a crushed smile of foolish derision. Alvarez, however, had no regard for the smile. He was only interested in the features. It was a long, lean face. A habitual frown made a crease, even in death, between the eyes. The face was as yellow-tan as the hands. There was the smoke of Indian blood in that complexion, and in the yellow-stained pupils of the eyes.

Alvarez looked upon the dead man with a peculiar horror. He went backward at a staggering pace and fell into the arms of a big, overstuffed chair. He slumped into it so inertly that his head struck against the thick roll at the back of the chair, and he sat there with his eyes riveted upon the wall before him as though he saw the pictures of his fate drawn in the clearest outline before him.

He passed his hand hastily through his hair. It was a dense mass of the thickest silver, and it stood up almost on end after the gesture, giving him an unwonted appearance of wildness and dissipation.

Now came footfalls down the hall. How long had it been since that report from the revolver should have roused the household? It seemed a quarter of an hour to Alvarez, though perhaps excitement had lengthened seconds to minutes for him. He heard a hand turn the knob of the door. Then there was a shout of fear when it failed to open. Others took up the cry, up and down the hall. Perhaps there were a score of tongues in the shout:

Theyve murdered the master and locked his door! The señor is dead!

Alvarez grinned at the door mirthlessly and shook his clenched fist at it, like one who suffers so much that he is glad to see anxiety in others. Then he hastened back to the limp figure upon the bed. He tore the ring from the third finger of the left hand, looked down with a shudder to the diagram upon the face of the emerald, and dropped it in his pocket. Then he went in the greatest haste through the pockets of the deceased. There was a wallet stuffed with papers and with plenty of currency. Certainly hunger and pressing poverty could not have impelled the stranger to the crime which he had attempted, for there was something over a thousand dollars in that wallet. And had he been in need, he might have raised several thousand more upon the emerald, for it was a stone as large and splendid as it was strangely cut. And it was odd indeed to find a jewel so precious, cut as a seal!

Alvarez shoved the wallet under his pillow. In the other pockets of the stranger he discovered nothing of importance. There were cigarettes, a few cigars — thick at the fire end after the Mexican style — and a heavy pocketknife mounted in gold, but without any identifying initials. All of these things Alvarez left in the clothes of the stranger.

Then he turned to the door of his bedroom against which his servants were thundering. He strode to it and cast it wide open, with the result that he nearly received half a dozen bullets in the face, so convinced were his adherents that he was dead and that only his murderer could be living in the room.

They gave back with lowered guns and with yells of joy when they saw that it was Alvarez himself who stood before them. The cook fell upon his knees and threw up his hands in thanksgiving, so that Alvarez was touched, and it took a great deal indeed to move Alvarez.

Yet he would not allow his gentler feelings to control him. As they stood before him, he scowled heavily and let them have the full advantage of his expression before he uttered a word. Then it was to shout at them: Traitors! Blockheads! Fools! Have you left me here to be massacred while you slept in your beds? I have fed you and clothed you and treated you like my children! I have squandered my money upon you. I have given you all a home. And now I am left here to be murdered in my bed!

They drew together in a frightened huddle under his torrent of abuse, which was freely interspersed and sprinkled with oaths. They began to protest that the instant they heard the explosion of the gun in the room of the master they had come at once to his rescue, but he shut them off with more curses.

At length he bade them come in and view the villain who would have destroyed his life, and they trooped in together, whispering and gasping with horror until they found the body upon the bed. Then they were speechless and with that as an object lesson before them, Alvarez read to them a long lecture upon the beauties of honest and faithful service to an overgenerous master, for like some other employers of labor Alvarez appreciated his own virtues to the uttermost.

He drove them out, at length, and sent some of them to find the coroner and others to find the sheriff. He himself went back into the bedroom and spent a few minutes walking up and down, up and down, his face twisted with anxiety. It was not the man lying upon the bed to whom he gave a thought. It was rather the presence of some danger in the outer world which troubled him and which caused him, now and again, to pause at one of the big windows and shake his fist at the possibilities which lay somewhere between him and the misty circle of the horizon.

When the sheriff arrived, he found the rich rancher dressed and in his library. The language of Alvarez was strange for a man who has recently escaped from the hands of a secret and midnight murderer, for he told the sheriff that he was sorry for the thing which he had been compelled to do that night. He was confident that no man would willingly assail the life of another man who had not injured him, and that there must have been some cause of great poverty and pressing need which had caused the stranger to invade his home. The sheriff replied with a grunt.


II. THE RODEO

[image: img107.jpg]

AS A MATTER of course, Alvarez received nothing but praise for the adroitness with which he had baffled the murderer. It was surmised that the absence of any papers which might identify the stranger, as well as the removal of the ring from his finger — for the pale band was noted as well as the indentation in the flesh of the finger — indicated that the murderer, in taking his chance to kill the rich rancher, had purposely removed all possible means of identifying himself in case he should be killed in the attempt. As for the purpose of destroying Alvarez, it was instantly apparent, for around his neck Alvarez wore the key which opened the safe in which his money for current expenses was kept. And that money was enough to make a large haul.

But, on the whole, the attempt to destroy Don Ramon was considered lucky for the district for it was the immediate cause of the celebration of a great festival by the rancher. He wished to indicate his joy at his escape, and for that reason he organized a rodeo which quite put in the shade other affairs of the kind.

There was one fault to be found with his plans, and that was that there was only a weeks notice given. However, the instant his announcement was made, it was carried in all the newspapers of the range towns, and four days were enough to bring in punchers from the distant sections. Furthermore, the prizes were of such a nature that every skillful man along the range was sure to come if he possibly could, for Don Ramon had dipped deeply into his pocket for the sake of the festival. There were handsome cash prizes for every event. And the events ranged from fancy roping to foot racing, from horse-breaking to knife-throwing, from boxing to shooting. There were events in which cowboys were sure to excel, and there were events in which vaqueros were certain to excel, and there were others in which Indians would stand forth. Who but an Indian, for instance, could be expected to win a twenty-four-hour race across the desert and the mountains?

On the whole it would be a great spectacle, and people immediately began mustering for it. But, in the meantime, there was a single blot upon the happiness of the occasion, and that was the news that Don Ramon was confined to his bed, and that he might not be able to view the sports of the great day. The nature of his sickness was not known. Some held that it was the result of a nervous breakdown caused by the crisis through which he had just passed and others, again, declared that the poor don was suffering merely from old age.

However that might be, Don Ramon did not leave his bed in the interim before the sports began. Neither did he rise on the morning of the festival, but sent his majordomo to distribute the prizes in his name. He stayed in his bed attended by his doctors and surrounded by soft-footed servants. It was not until the late afternoon of the day that he arrived in the field. He came there, indeed, barely in time for the last and the greatest of all the contests. That was the shooting.

Ordinarily, gun play held secondary place in such affairs, if it appeared at all, but on this occasion it was given a great emphasis by the prize which was offered. It was a prize calculated to attract every red-blooded cowpuncher who had ever had any skill with guns in his life. It was the sort of prize which made even the spectators yearn to be in the lists taking part in the trial of skill. In a word, the prize which Don Ramon was offering was his famous chestnut stallion, El Capitán. He was a six-year-old king among horses, and had been brought to the West especially to give Don Ramons ranch an unequaled stock of finest horseflesh. El Capitán had cost the don a trip to England and many thousands of dollars. El Capitán, as Don Ramon christened the horse, was immediately considered an object of public pride by the entire community. Ever since it had been announced that he was to be the prize for the shooting, people had begun to wonder if Don Ramon had gone mad or whether the stallion was not so wonderful after all. The result was that for weeks crowds had come to watch him in his corral. El Capitán was not much under seventeen hands in height, but for all his bulk he was built like a picture horse. His gait was as light and mincing as any dancing ponys. His head was all that a horses head should be, a very poem of beauty, courage, pride and great-heartedness. And that this miracle among horses should be given as the prize in a shooting match was almost too strange to be true. Don Ramon was forced to give an explanation through his majordomo. His ranch was stocked with El Capitáns progeny and therefore it was possible for him to part with his favorite. But most of all he was giving the stallion to encourage marksmanship and practice with guns among the cowpunchers of the range, for he declared that the greatest of all frontier accomplishments was falling into disuse in the new century, and it was his ambition to restore it.. Beginning with this year he would offer an annual prize for the best shot in the West. And each prize would be almost as splendid as the one he was offering this season.

This explanation was accepted for what it might be worth, but the cowpunchers were frankly incredulous. El Capitán was worth a small fortune. It was still incredible that he should be put up for the prize in a days sport. However, having been carefully examined, he was pronounced without a single flaw. Altogether he was matchless. In England he had not been fast enough to keep up with the light-footed sprinters on the tracks and so he had not been of use either as a racer or as a sire of racers. But where the course was to last all day and where the track was not a smoothed turf but a wild way over mountains and sandy deserts, El Capitán kept going where other horses dropped beside the way.

The very best men in the country came to vie with one another in the contest. It was an unusual struggle, unlike any that had ever been held before. It began with rifle shooting at close and long range. It continued with rifle shooting at moving objects. And it closed with revolver work, and skill with the revolver counted against skill with the rifle as three is to one! For the revolver, said Don Ramon in his announcement, should be the unique weapon of the Western ranges.

All centered, then, upon adroitness with the smaller weapon. In the beginning the contestants were lined up and asked to try their skill upon stationary targets. These targets were large-headed nails driven into boards and placed at such a distance that they were almost invisible! Five men came through this contest. The others were hopelessly distanced. Then the five were required to shoot at bricks thrown into the air at a uniform height and distance and, when that part was over, they were made to mount their horses and ride at a gallop between two rows of posts on each of which a small can was placed. Those cans had to be blown off, and there was only one way in which it could be done. The horse must be controlled with the knees and the voice, and there must be a revolver in each hand.

The five set their teeth and prepared for the crucial tests. They had weathered the brick shooting well enough. Shooting from the firm ground at a moving object was one thing, but shooting from a moving object at a stationary point was another. The difference is that which exists between guns on shore and guns at sea. Everyone knows that a single large caliber gun on land is equal to a whole battleship armed with a dozen such guns afloat in the water.

So, with their horses prepared, their guns ready, the five awaited the signal. It was given and Shorty Galbraith, famous in song and story in spite of his scant forty years, went gallantly down the rows. His horse cantered with the rhythmical precision of a circus animal. It rocked slowly ahead, and from either hand Shorty blazed away at the cans. His bullets flicked off the first three pair. Then he began to miss with his left-hand gun and scored two blanks with his port weapon, a thing which so upset him that with his last two shots he missed on both sides. He had knocked off eight out of twelve cans, however, and that was a score amazingly high. It would be extraordinary if it were much improved upon by any of the remaining four champions. For Shorty was almost ambidextrous and could use his right hand almost as well as his left.

The applause which greeted Shortys effort had hardly died down when old Chapman, hero of a score of fights in the old days and still as steady of eye and hand as ever, started for the posts. He scored a double miss on the first pair of posts. But the next four pair went off as if by magic, and exultant cheers were beginning from his supporters when he missed as completely on the last pair as he had missed on the first. However, he had tied with Shorty. And he reined his horse to one side, prepared heartily to wish bad luck to the remaining three contestants. Of these the first one to make the attempt failed almost completely. He knocked off one of the first pair, but then his horse started forward too fast, and he succeeded in bringing down only three of the remaining targets. But the marksman who followed called up a hysteria of cheering by actually bringing down nine of the cans. So loud was the yelling that the old fellow had to take off his hat to the thunder and wave it at his admirers. He was a veteran frontiersman, tall, lean, with a head on which flashed many a gray hair when he had removed his sombrero. His name was Sam Calkins and, though he was not as well known as some of his competitors, his figure, his stately bearing, his grave and reserved manner of speech complied with all the traditions of the West. Everyone instantly wished him well, particularly because of the character of his single opponent who remained to rival his score.

The latter had won the disapproval of the crowd earlier in the match. In the first place, instead of the usual cowpunchers outfit, he was dressed in riding trousers of neat whipcord, and his boots of soft, black leather were polished like two dark mirrors. The very hat upon his head was new, and instead of a wide-brimmed sombrero it was a close-brimmed affair which set jauntily a little upon one side of his head. He was set off with a red bow tie. But, above all, instead of sitting in a true range saddle, he was mounted upon a smooth English affair, with short stirrups. But his manners had given even more offense than his clothes. He had joked and laughed through half of the contests. He was still smiling as he reined his horse toward the beginning of the double row of posts. And the crowd, with a scowl of cordial dislike, held its breath. Not that it actually thought that such a hero as the efficient Sam Calkins could be bested by this stranger who was so obviously not of the range, but because they dreaded even the hundredth chance. Moreover, everyone had to admit that Duds Kobbe, as they had nicknamed the stranger, had shot amazingly well hitherto.

He went to the starting point amidst loud yells of advice.

Mind your necktie, Duds.

The girls are all lookin at you, kid!

Your mamad be proud to see you, Duds!

To this he responded with another of his laughs, and then started his horse down the gantlet, and with such careless speed that his rate of going was half again as great as that of any of the previous riders. And, seeing his nonchalance, the crowd waited with held breath, dreading, hoping.

Crash went his guns, and the first two cans were blown from the tops of the posts. He fired again and the second pair went down. And the pace of his galloping horse had actually increased. Again he fired, and the third pair went down. Still he was not turning his head from side to side, but he rode with his face straight forward and seemed to be sighting his guns either from the corners of his eyes or by instinct. It was like wizardry!

There was a heavy groan of relief when he missed with his right hand gun on the fourth pair. There was an actual shout when he failed with his left hand gun on the fifth. There remained the final pair. Men noticed in the interim that stanch Sam Calkins had not ceased rolling his cigarette, and that at the very instant of the crisis he was actually reaching for a match. He was upholding the good stoical Western tradition in the time-honored way.

But in the meantime young Kobbe was at the final pair of posts. He shot the left hand can cleanly from its post. He had tied Sam at the worst! And at the best he might yet... The crowd refused to consider the possibility. The groan took an audible sound of a word: miss!

And it seemed as if there were a magic in that wish. For when he fired his twelfth shot the can was not flicked from the post top. A loud yell of exultation rose from the crowd. However, that cry stopped in mid-breath, for the can had been grazed by the bullet and was rocking and tottering in its place. It reeled to one side. It staggered to the other and would have settled down in its place in quiet, as many of the bystanders afterward declared, had not a gust of wind of uncanny violence at this instant cuffed the can away and tumbled it to the ground!


III. DUDS KOBBE
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THERE COULD NOT have been a stronger proof of the unpopularity of the stranger than the groan with which the crowd witnessed this piece of good fortune. But they were stunned by what followed. For Duds Kobbe, riding back from the conclusion of the trial, approached the judges, who were three old ranchers, now sour-faced with disappointment, and assured them that he would not accept a win which had been given him by the wind and chance rather than his own skill.

The judges could hardly believe their ears and, though in strict justice they should have awarded the prize to him and insisted that there should be no further contest, they were only human, and all three of them, if the truth must be admitted, had placed their money upon the celebrated Sam.

In the meantime, Sam had half-heartedly protested that he could not accept another chance since he had been fairly beaten, but in the middle of his protest he glanced across to the place where El Capitán was being held, and the sun at that instant flashed along the silken flanks of the great stallion. It was too much for Sam, and his protest died, half uttered. But the news of what had happened swept in stride through the crowd. It was one of those things that make men shake their heads and then see with new eyes. When they looked across to the shining form of the stallion as he turned and danced in the sunshine and, when they realized that a man had voluntarily given up that king of horses for the sake of some delicate scruple of conscience, they prepared to revise their opinions of the stranger. They looked at him through different eyes, and what they saw was something more than the oddness of his appearance. It had been impossible, up to this time, for the spectators to see anything in Duds Kobbe except his extraordinary clothes. Now they discovered that he was a fine-looking fellow, a shade under twenty-five years, straight, wide-shouldered, big-necked, spare of waist, and with long and sinewy arms. He was the very ideal of the athlete, as a matter of fact, and the closer they looked at him the better they liked him.

If his skill with guns had not proclaimed him a man, his fine rich tan, his clear voice, and the manner in which he sat his saddle would have convinced the discerning that there was real metal in him. And when the two sat their horses at the beginning of the double row of posts, when the cans had been replaced, and when Sam had loaded his guns with infinite care, it would have been hard for the crowd to pick its favorite. Sam was a fine fellow, but he had showed himself a little too eager to accept the proffered generosity of the stranger. Kobbe had shown himself above and beyond all meanness.

Sam rode first, as before. He duplicated his original feat, knocking off nine of the cans, but Kobbe, riding down the line, actually blew eleven of the twelve from their places and was rewarded with a roar of applause from the bystanders. The evening was growing heavy in the west when they brought Duds Kobbe to the chestnut horse. Instantly they were aware of an anachronism. For El Capitán carried a heavy Western range saddle, and the winner of the prize was dismounting from an English pad. But they were left in doubt for only an instant. Duds Kobbe bounded down from the one horse and onto the back of the other without pause. He swept off his hat and slapped El Capitán across the neck with it and at the same time pricked him with the spurs.

Never before had the great stallion been treated in such fashion. He had been surrounded by tenderness all of his days. Now he was used like a common range pony. He tried first to jump into the center of the sky. Then he strove to knock a hole in the earth with his hoofs and stiffened legs. After that he passed through a frantic maze of bucking, only to come out on the farther side, so to speak, with his rider as gay in the saddle as ever, still slapping him with the annoying hat, still tickling his sides with the spurs. El Capitán stopped, shook his head, and looked back to consider this curious puzzle in the saddle upon his back.

So the contest ended and passed into legend. The legend grew until it reached amazing proportions, and on this day they will tell the inquisitive stranger how Duds Kobbe tossed his revolvers into the air and caught them again between every shot. But when Duds was riding off the field, surrounded by laughing, shouting, good-natured men, a dark-faced fellow approached him from the side and rode close.

Señor Alvarez, he said, is eager to see Señor Kobbe, and with that he turned and rode away. Kobbe, as soon as he could be rid of his well-wishers and had shaken hands with Sam, who buried his disappointment behind a smile, turned the head of the chestnut toward the house of Alvarez.

He did not stay for the feast at which all the other participants gathered that night, where the long tables were spread with food enough for all the villagers and all the spectators. They were served with the meat of steers roasted whole, to say nothing of scores of kids, fresh from the pits where they had been faithfully turned by the sons and daughters of the ranch hands on the wide lands of Alvarez. There were chickens and geese stewed in immense pots over open fires. In fact, people were staggered when they thought of the amount of money which the rancher must have expended upon this banquet. But it helped them to understand how he could have offered as the prize for the shooting contest the glorious El Capitán.

Duds Kobbe had adapted himself with the most perfect ease to the big range saddle which was on the back of El Capitán, and which the generosity of Alvarez made a part of the prize. He passed deeper into the domains of Alvarez. He crossed, in the first place, a long drift of rolling hills, covered with rich grass, and now dotted with fat cattle. Then he went on to a valley which was under close cultivation with the plough. It was soil rich enough for truck farming. Vegetables, berries, fruits were produced in vast bulk from that valley. And this was only a simple unit in the estate. He rode on into an upland district which was a sort of plateau whose level top afforded thousands of acres for the raising of wheat, barley, oats, and hay. From the plateau rose a range of high hills, covered with sturdy pine forests. And these were regularly planted and cut, as he could see in passing through. Beyond this was another huge domain of cow country, all good range. And past the extremity of this district he arrived at the lofty trees, the sweeping lawns where a thousand sprinklers were whirring, and the white walls and the red roofs of the house of Alvarez itself.

But what Duds had seen in his approach had been merely an outer segment, a mere wedge of the whole estate. It swept away on all hands in a great circle. No doubt there were far richer things than he had seen. In the upper hills — or mountains they might be called — he understood that there were rich copper mines. These, too, were part of the property of Alvarez, and with the lumber, the fruits, the cattle, the horses, the minerals, he could understand how a single horse and a single saddle might not seem too rich a prize for a shooting contest. For the wealth of Alvarez was a thing which he himself no doubt did not understand and perhaps he could not have guessed half its extent.

There was something inspiring in the thought of such money, for it made of Alvarez a king among men in wealth and power. Every man who passed through a corner of the estate of the rich Spanish-American could not help but feel his spirit expand at the thought of possibly rivaling Don Ramon.

Kobbe came to the patio and there reined the stallion, for the gates in front of the garden were secured. He looked through the bars at the wide façade and the ponderous overhanging eaves and the great, nobly proportioned windows of the house. It had the simplicity of a true Spanish house of the Southwest, but it had the dignity of an Athenian temple. Duds Kobbe, though he was not easily impressed, gaped like a child at the big building. Presently he found that a dark-skinned servant was grinning at him, nearby. And Kobbe grinned back at him. Very big, said Kobbe frankly. Very old? He asked this in good faith.

The servant shrugged his shoulders. Five years, he said at last.

Then Señor Alvarez built it? asked Kobbe with manifest surprise.

No. It was built by another man.

Who?

I forget. He died afterward. He owed the señor money, and so the señor took the house.

Ah, said Duds softly. I thought it would be something like that. Will you tell him that I am here? He has sent for me.

What name? asked the servant.

Kobbe, said Duds. And the servant went to execute the order.


IV. THE GIRL
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THE MOZO RETURNED almost at once and opened the gate, bringing a companion with him who took charge of El Capitán. Then he led Duds Kobbe into the house to Alvarez. The latter was seated in a little study whose walls were lined with books — books which were decorative rather than for use. They were all in extensive sets of green and red and yellow leather, decorated with expensive tooling in gold. And Kobbe could tell at a glance that their set and ordered ranks were not broken by the hands of casual readers. As for the volume which lay on the table near the hand of Alvarez, it was placed there for effect to complete the picture. Kobbe knew all this the instant he stepped through the door. And he knew, furthermore, that he was seated facing the window, while the master of the house had his back to it so that the latter could study him more carefully while his own face remained in the shadow.

You are kind, said Alvarez, in coming to me so quickly.

I hoped to see you at the barbecue, said Kobbe.

I am not well, said Alvarez. The doctors have me on a short rein, and I cannot follow my own wishes. Otherwise I should be down there now. But I was long enough at the ground to see you shoot, señor, and to admire you for your skill.

My horse gave me an easy seat, thats the answer, answered Kobbe smilingly. But what is it you need of me, Señor Alvarez?

My need?

You have not organized such a festival for nothing.

Of course not. I have told everyone that my purpose is to begin a long series of such contests. Cool heads and steady hands and straight eyes are worth a great deal, señor, and I hope that my little festival will make men value them every year more and more.

Of course that is one purpose, and a very generous one, replied Kobbe. But there is another reason. There is a reason which has to do with you, Señor Alvarez.

The latter shrugged his shoulders. I cannot understand, he said.

If you had given cash prizes, I should not doubt you, but when you give El Capitán...

After all, a fine horse is only money in another form.

You made a long trip to England to buy him. He is of great value to you.

But here he is hardly used for work. He needs to be on a plain and through the mountains with a good rider like yourself, señor. I made him one of the prizes for that reason!

I shall believe that if you wish.

You speak strangely, señor.

And you, Señor Alvarez, act very strangely.

The rancher flushed. In what way?

You have placed men to watch me even while I am talking to you.

Certainly not!

A touch of wind moved a branch of that tree outside the window. It showed me a fellow crouched in the forking of the limbs. He can peer through the leaves and watch everything that passes in the room. And he has a short rifle in his hands so that if he sees a game worth bringing down... you understand me, señor?

Alvarez bit his lip and grew even a brighter red. He seemed to hesitate for an instant whether to deny or admit that his guest had seen the truth.

You are very frank, he said at last.

I must be, answered Duds Kobbe. If I am to be of use to you and you to me, we must be frank. Must we not?

Then tell me your opinion. What do you see that is a mystery? What do you understand my motives to be?

In holding the rodeo?

Yes.

The rodeo is a mask. What you wanted was the shooting contest only. But it would seem too strange if you sent out invitations for that alone. So you arranged a whole rodeo of which the shooting was only a single part.

You are very sure!

I am.

And what could my purpose have been?

To find a fast and accurate shot.

Señor, you grow omnipotent!

I am sorry if I am wrong.

Why should I need a fast and accurate shot?

To take care of you, Señor Alvarez, in place of the doctors.

What manner of foolish talk is this?

Only the truth.

Do you mean that I wish a gunfighter to cure me of sickness?

Of the sort of sickness that troubles you a gunfighter could take much better care than a doctor.

And what is my ailment, señor?

Duds Kobbe glanced hastily around the room to assure himself they were alone. Then he leaned a little toward his companion so that he could bridge the distance between them with the softest of voices.

You sickness is called acute fear of sudden death, Señor Alvarez!

The rich man half started from his chair. For a moment he remained with his eyes staring, his lips parted, his face the picture of amazement, and his right hand raised in a singular gesture.

Do not give the signal, said Kobbe, for, if you do, that fellow in the tree will start shooting at me. And if he does, I shall have to try my hand at you!

Alvarez recovered himself with a gasp and sank back. What under the blue heaven has put this idea into your head?

A number of things.

Name a few, then.

The first sight of El Capitán. A man does not give up such a horse unless he is in fear of something no less than death.

This is only an opinion you are giving me, not a fact.

Well, then, for the facts. I come out here and am brought before the master of the house. I find him reported to be an invalid, hardly able to journey to the field of the rodeo. I come to his house and find him a sturdy-looking man with a fine, clear color...

There are maladies which do not show in the face, my friend, said Alvarez calmly.

But if you are not sick, what then is wrong with you? Fear can be like a disease, I have been told. Suppose that fear has kept you in your house, since the attempt was made on your life.

If I considered myself in danger, there are capable sheriffs in this country. They would take charge of my problem.

Suppose that the power you fear is something that a sheriff cannot help. As for sheriffs and men with guns, you could fill your house with them. There is the fellow in the tree outside the window, for instance.

The blockhead! exclaimed Alvarez. He is a pig without sense!

He had not counted on the wind. That is all.

But in short, my plan in holding the rodeo was to secure the most capable bodyguard that I could find and, in order to do that, I would spare no expense and would use even my finest horse as a bait... a horse which my daughter loves passionately... yet I give him up as the bait to draw the best man into my trap?

That, said Kobbe, is exactly my idea. Am I wrong?

The other hesitated a moment, drumming on the arm of his chair and looking straight before him as though, for a moment, he had forgotten the presence of his guest.

You are entirely right, he said at last. I am living in fear of sudden death. I have been existing through this past week in the fear of a knife in the back or a bullet through the heart. And the law I cannot call into my use. How can I tell that the men of the law themselves will not be bribed?

How can you tell that I may not be bribed? asked Kobbe.

By your face, said Alvarez. There are certain things which we know by instinct. I think that this is one thing. We know a man as we know a note of music from all other notes. The difference appears to the ear alone and cannot be described. In that way I know that you are an honest man.

And you know nothing of me except what you have seen?

I am not a fool. Do you think that I would put my head into the mouth of a strange lion? I know a great deal more about you than you will imagine. The instant the rodeo began, I started inquiries about every one of the men who were entered for the shooting contest. About you I learned that you were born in Wyoming, were taken East when your uncle with whom you were living... because your father had been dead for ten years... struck it rich in the mines. That you were educated in the East, but that when your uncle lost his money you returned to the West again.

Then, said Kobbe, you know my fathers name?

Of course. His name was John Turner. And your name is John Kobbe Turner.

Kobbe, or Turner, as he had just been called, sat stiffly in his chair. Some of the color had left his cheeks. And his eyes had grown as grave and as brilliant as the eyes of a great beast of prey. Alvarez winced before that stare, but he maintained a steady smile as well as he could.

What more, asked Kobbe, do you know about me?

That you are a straight shot, said Alvarez. And that is all I wish to know.

What is your proposition? asked Kobbe.

A salary which you can name at your own pleasure. You will have a room next to my room. It will be your duty to live night and day with weapons at hand ready to come to my help at my first signal. I shall have other guards working outside the house, but if peril comes from within, then I shall have you to strike for me. What do you say to this, Señor Turner?

Kobbe, if you please!

By all means, Señor Kobbe.

Give me a moment to think it over.

As long as you wish.

Kobbe, as he preferred to be called, stood up and walked slowly back and forth across the little room and finally stood in front of the window looking out upon the garden and the tree which stood in it, holding the guard. He was seeing nothing but his own thoughts, however, and these brought a black frown to his forehead until, out of a side path, a girl walked into his view, singing. She had pushed a small red rose into her black hair. Her face was tilted up by her song and her olive cheeks were bright. Slowly she crossed that part of the garden which Kobbe could overlook, until the weight of his eyes seemed to warn her. She paused suddenly, glanced across to him, and with an exclamation of alarm fled from his view.

He turned slowly to Alvarez. I shall stay, he said.


V. SEÑOR LOPEZ
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THE STIPULATIONS OF Alvarez were strict. Kobbe, so long as he cared to stay on the place and with the work, must never leave the immediate precincts of the house and the gardens. He must be ready at any time to accompany Alvarez on journeys, no matter of what extent, and he must hold himself ready, day and night, to come to the defense of the older man with all his skill and with unfailing courage. In return, he was to receive a handsome salary, a chair at the table of Alvarez, a mozo to look after his needs, and every possible liberty of motion within the house and its immediate grounds. It was not necessary that he be constantly near the person of Alvarez. It was, however, vital that he be within calling distance at all times.

And Kobbe accepted, making only one exception — which was that he be allowed to take one hours freedom with El Capitán before his period of service began. And so, a few minutes later, he was galloping across the hills at a round rate, with the big chestnut stretching away with a stride as easy as flowing water and almost as smooth.

Kobbe held straight on until he came to a thicket between two hills. There he paused and raised a sharp whistle. It was answered almost at once, and after a moment a second horseman broke out from a covert and rode hastily down to meet him.

The newcomer was a stately fellow, well past middle age, arrow straight in the saddle, with a dark skin and a black eye and a sort of foreign gentility which was as easily distinguishable as the color of his eyes, but which was difficult to describe. He greeted Kobbe by raising his hand in salutation.

Something has gone wrong, my son, he said as he drew close and reined his horse to a halt.

It has, said Kobbe.

What is it?

I cant raise a hand against him.

You?

Ive made up my mind. I cannot attempt to injure him.

A flush of hot anger settled in the face of the older man but, like a person of experience, he did not speak for an instant, allowing the flush to subside a little and some of the sparkles to pass out of his eyes.

What has happened? he asked at length.

In the first place, he trusted me.

And so, in the old days, did we trust him.

Señor Lopez, his crime was committed a long time ago.

But it has never been forgotten.

Perhaps you are wrong to keep it so close to your heart all these years.

Your father would not have been of that opinion.

You cannot judge. My father was a man who often changed his mind. I remember it very well.

He could change his mind, but he could never change it about his murderer.

Murderer? I cannot help thinking that that word is too strong.

Dastardly murder, John, of a man who trusted him and to whom he owed a great deal.

Nothing has ever been known for certain.

We have evidence which only a fool could doubt.

I shall be sorry to have you write me down a fool.

The older man shrugged his shoulders.

I shall try to be very temperate, he said. I have no desire to anger you, my boy. I know that whatever conclusion you have come to has the gravest reasons behind it. For you are your fathers son, after all, and being his son you must have the strongest desire in your heart to revenge him.

If I were sure that Don Ramon were guilty...

Call him by his true name.

Why not by the new name? Under the old name I hate him. Under the new name I have found him gentle, courteous, and willing to trust me.

So did we all find him until the time for the test came.

But consider that for ten years he has been living in this country, and he has taught his servants and his neighbors to love him. They all swear by Don Ramon.

So they might have sworn by your father, if he had been alive. But this treacherous hound removed him from the earth.

It is not proved. Besides... it is possible for men to change, señor.

Some men can change from good to better, or from bad to worse. But no man can change his essential nature.

I cannot help doubting the truth of that.

Other people have doubted it, but it is always proved.

If there were not such a thing as repentance, why should people be punished and not destroyed? But society believes that men who have committed one fault may not necessarily be all bad. They may change and learn better ways.

The spots on the leopard will not change, my son.

What evil has he done for ten years?

He has grown fat with money which is not his. It is easy to be a giver of charity when one is passing on stolen money.

He has a straight, clear eye, and he talks like a man.

But he has the heart of a devil under that eye, my young friend. What will the ghost of your murdered father think when he looks down and sees that you are reconciled to his murderer?

He will think that I am doing only what my conscience tells me to do.

Conscience, John?

What else?

Has the money of Ramon, as you call him, nothing to do with it?

Sir? said Kobbe coldly.

I am not accusing you. I am only asking you to open your eyes to motives which you yourself may not be aware of.

His money has no weight with me.

You are a remarkable young man, then.

Your tongue is sharp today, señor.

What has happened? This morning you called him a snake that should be treated as a snake is treated. How has he changed in the meantime?

He has changed by being known.

John, you are talking lightly to me. Do I deserve no better than this from you?

I am talking to you as honestly as I know how.

Tell me this, then. What do you intend to do?

I have taken a new position. He raised his head and looked Lopez firmly in the eye, and yet he flushed in spite of himself, in shame for the thoughts which he knew would spring into the mind of his companion when what he had done was known.

And that position? asked Lopez, turning pale.

You have already guessed it.

I pray to heaven that I have not guessed correctly.

Very well, then. Ill tell you in so many words. I already know the way in which you will judge me. I only ask you to keep the spoken words to yourself. Yes, I have taken a position as the bodyguard of Don Ramon!

There was a groan from Lopez. Treason! he cried at last.

No, said Kobbe, but a love of fair play.

Is it fair play to leave us and be bought up by the money which our enemy has stolen from us?

I know this much, said Kobbe slowly, making a great effort to control himself, that Don Ramon was always accused by you of having committed a crime which is too detestable to name. Perhaps he is guilty. But my personal feeling after meeting him face to face and talking with him in his own house is that he cannot be guilty of such a crime. If I am wrong, I am very sorry.

You have not only made up your mind that he is innocent, but you have determined to fight for him?

There is no one else in the world who could fight on his side. There is no one else who knows the names and the faces of the men who are against him. There is no one else who can tell that he is being hounded down by a conspiracy.

Conspiracy?

There is hardly a better word for it. You have tried him according to your own prejudices and not according to the law. You are going to butcher him like a dog if you can. I tell you Señor Lopez, it is going to be my work to keep you from it!

The eyes of the other flashed fire, and his lips worked for a moment before he could speak in answer.

Go back to him, then, he said at last. Tell him the names, describe our faces, tell our purpose. He will have the hills combed with posses before midnight has come. He will hunt us down, perhaps. And rather than be caught, we will die fighting, be assured! Our blood will be upon your head! Farewell!

Wait, said Kobbe, greatly moved. You have misunderstood me. I shall not whisper a word that will identify or accuse a single one of you. He already knows something. He knows that there is a conspiracy against him. He knows that I am my fathers son. And yet he seems to feel that I cannot be one of the plot to stab him in the darkness. It is going to be my purpose to make him know that he has not been wrong in trusting me; but at the same time, I had rather have my hands cut off than to speak a word against you. Will you try to believe that?

How can I believe that you are able to feel for both sides in a fight?

You must believe me, nevertheless.

Yet you will be with him in his house and you have sworn that if he is attacked you will defend him.

I have.

Do you see what that means, John?

In what way?

It means that you, being our enemy, we must protect ourselves from your interference.

And that?

John, we have sworn to stay together until we have destroyed our enemy. If we find an obstacle in our path, even if it is the son of the man we loved most in the world, do you think that we can afford to hesitate, knowing that we will be truer to his memory and to his wishes than you?

You will try to get rid of me, then?

If you stay with him, we must. John, if you feel that we are wrong, stand aside and take no part on either side. I tell you, you cannot save him except by betraying us to the law. And if you try to foil us with your single hand, you only bring destruction on your own head as well as upon his. Do you understand me?

I wish that I had never heard you speak as you have just done.

It is the truth.

Then go back and tell the others that I have made up my mind.

What shall I tell them?

That I am staying with Don Ramon, and that if he is attacked I shall shoot to kill in his defense.

God forgive you, John.

And may God forgive you, Señor Lopez. But I swear to you that if you yourself come near Don Ramon, I shall shoot you through the body if my gun is out before yours.

And I swear to you, John, that your death is not twenty-four hours away!

They reined back their horses until a considerable distance lay between them. Then Kobbe twisted his mount around and sent the chestnut flying down the hollow.


VI. SEÑORITA MANTIEZ TALKS
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BUT THE WORDS of Lopez were working most effectually when Kobbe was far out of his sight, for he turned back and forth through his mind what his late companion had said and he began to confess to himself that it was not a true faith in the honesty of Alvarez which kept him with the latter. It was because he had caught one glimpse of the girl who walked through the garden, and he knew that if he left the service of Don Ramon he was also leaving behind him all hope of ever seeing her again. And see her again he must, for in that instant she had been stamped into his soul. She had added something to his life. She had changed him so utterly that it seemed to Kobbe that he was no longer the man he had been before that vision in the garden. He was happier; he was far stronger. How else could he have faced Lopez without being overawed by that solemn gentleman?

Yet, knowing guiltily that it was for the sake of the girl that he had denied the arguments of Lopez, he could not feel any great repentance. All shadows disappeared in the glorious thought that he was soon to meet her at the dinner table.

He was back at the house so late that he had barely time to get ready for the evening meal, and when he went into the library he found the girl and Don Ramon already there and waiting.

She was presented to him as Señorita Mantiez. It was a great surprise to Kobbe, but he made up his mind that she must be a protégée of the rich man — perhaps his niece, perhaps the daughter of some unfortunate friend who had died. But he had no energy left for the determination of her place in the household. All his wits were occupied in the task of watching her with consummate attention and at the same time screening that examination from the eyes of Don Ramon.

The señorita wore a dress of yellow lace — indeed, it was closer to ivory than to yellow. And she wore no ornament whatever, saving a single ring with a single ruby set in it. It was a marvelous stone, and Kobbe wondered why women ever wore more than one jewel, and that a ruby. Sometimes it sent an arrow of crimson through the water glass. Sometimes it flashed near the face of the girl and made her seem pale and her eyes great and dark and tragically dull. And again its flash sparkled with the chime of her laughter. And again, it was a bright touch of fire that gave brilliance to her gesture.

And she made so lovely a picture as she chatted with them that Kobbe could hardly answer her when she spoke to him. He could only pray that his silence would be taken as absent-mindedness or as dullness of wit. Anything was preferable to their knowledge that he was lost in the worship of her beauty.

Her first name was Miriam, and the mere turning of that name through his mind enchanted Kobbe. Miriam Mantiez! It seemed to him that there was soft mystery and exquisite charm in that phrase. And he repeated it gently to himself.

But in the meantime the rancher had said: You must not trouble Señor Kobbe with talk, Miriam. He is busy with his thoughts. And one of those thoughts may be worth a very great deal to me. Who knows what he has discovered or what he has seen or where he has been in that ride which he took just before dinner?

There was a very patent query behind this placid question. But Kobbe returned no answer.

Unless, continued Alvarez, chuckling, he was considering the question of the man in the tree. You see, he added, that Miriam knows all my thoughts, all my plans, all my past, all my future, all my hopes. And you may talk with perfect freedom before her.

Kobbe murmured that this was interesting, but that his ride had showed him nothing of importance.

Except a look at the landscape? queried the rancher.

Yes, said Kobbe.

And nothing else?

It was a very sharp touch and Kobbe straightened a little under the prick of it.

What do you mean, Señor Alvarez?

Nothing, said the rancher, smiling broadly. But there are people as well as trees growing on my estate, you know.

It was plain that he had been informed of the interview between Kobbe and Lopez. No doubt he had been told the name of the other, that one of his men had watched the meeting from a distance. And the connotation of this was that Alvarez was keeping spies upon the trail of Kobbe every moment of his stay on the place. Yet when Kobbe met the eyes of Alvarez steadily, the latter turned his glance away, and it was plain that he was not suspicious about the results of the conversation. It was almost as though his spy had heard the exact words of the talk between him and Lopez. And Kobbe could not keep a slight flush from his face. At the same time he felt two things about Alvarez. The one was that the rich don was as full of craft as a serpent. The other was that the complacent laughter of Alvarez showed that he was certain that Kobbe was entirely pledged to his service. And one conclusion was as disagreeable as the other to Kobbe.

Dinner ended. They settled down in a high-vaulted music room and Miriam played for them at a piano and then sang. In the pauses the beat and faint humming of a distant banjo kept breaking in from far away by the servants quarters beyond the house. Kobbe moved closer to the window until he could look out, and he saw two men pacing ceaselessly up and down on the inside of the wall of hewn rock. They carried rifles, and their whole manner was that of soldiers. No doubt there were other men armed in this fashion and in this fashion mounting guard over the house of the rich man. Was it not strange, then, that Alvarez should pay so much money and so much attention in order to secure one more guard on the inside of the house? He resolved to put that question to the master of the house at the first opportunity. Or was it not better to leave well enough alone? What he desired was to stay near this charming girl until — he hardly knew what.

A servant entered with a whispered message for Alvarez. He rose at once and left the room after an apology to Señorita Mantiez, and a wave to Kobbe. Kobbe half expected that she would turn to him and begin a conversation of some sort. And in fact, as her fingers trailed carelessly through some meaningless chords, he thought that she was about to end and was merely hunting for an opening word to begin to talk. He decided to help her.

May I take that chair at your right? asked Kobbe.

Stay where you are! she said.

He could hardly believe his ears. I didnt quite hear you, said Kobbe.

Stay where you are, she said, and began to play something which he did not recognize, just loud enough, as it seemed to him, to enable her to speak to him without fearing that the sound of her voice would carry any farther than his ear. And the heart of Kobbe began to race.

Do you mean...?

That he is still watching, of course.

Kobbe flushed and set his teeth.

You must smoke and look happy, she said.

Automatically he produced a cigarette. Because of what? Of Señor Alvarez?

Yes. He is very suspicious, and he can almost read minds, Señor Kobbe, when he is excited.

Thats not very amiable.

Not at all.

Why does he do it?

He is jealous.

Jealous? Kobbe stared at her.

That is it. He is afraid of other men... because he is older than I, you see?

He would have paid a year of life for the sake of seeing her face as she talked. Do you mean to say... I cannot understand you, señorita.

We are betrothed, señor. I am surprised that he did not tell you.

Not a word! But... but you will be a very great lady as the wife of Señor Alvarez. I wish you great happiness, also.

I shall be happy enough, thank you. But people do not marry for romance in these times, of course.

They do not?

No. Girls must realize that life is a hard proposition.

Ah?

And so they are raised to look for contentment in marriage... not great happiness. Señor Alvarez has explained it all to me many times.

Kobbe could not speak. He puffed at the cigarette until he had regained his composure. He managed to say at last: It is all a new theory to me.

Oh, it is not a theory. It is a fact.

He is very sure.

He knows the facts.

What are they, please?

When people are driven along by a great, wild love, they are wildly happy for a month, and then they begin to be discontented. Then they grow unhappy. Then they regret. Then they begin to hate each other.

You speak like a professor of love, señorita.

Oh, no. Only what he has taught me. But the reason is that love is blind, you know.

I have read that in a book, I think.

It simply means that when people are in love, they are not seeing one another, for they are merely seeing their love. But when the love grows just a little cold, then they begin to see the truth. And it is always such a great ways below the thing they saw in their blindness that they can hardly stand the shock of the truth.

Do none stand it successfully?

Almost none, she said.

Except ones own parents, he said.

My mother died when I was only a baby, she said. And yours?

They worshipped each other.

And did they begin with true love?

Like music, he said. He was coming down from a mine where he had been working. His hands were sore; his legs were tired; his pockets were empty. His winters work had been for nothing, and he had his jaw set for fighting. Then he saw my mother galloping her horse across the trail, with a white feather in her hat, and the wind rippling in her hair. He saw her, and he loved her. They were married in a week. And they loved each other to the day of their deaths.

Is it true? she said. And her fingers ceased upon the piano.

Perfectly true!

Then she began to play very softly on the piano, drawling the phrases of the music, and all of them were filled with a speaking sadness.

I wish, she said at last, that you had not told me that.

Why?

Because I think that I should have been happier without knowing.

And Kobbe knew that his words had taken hold upon her and were working deep and deeper into her mind.


VII. OVER THE WALL
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SHE WAS THRUMMING at the piano again, but the music was so soft that he knew it could not interrupt her thoughts.

Oh, of course, she said at last, I understand that there are these romances. But most of them are in books. However, Señor Alvarez and I have decided that the other way is the safer way.

You and Señor Alvarez? he echoed as the picture grew bright in his mind.

Im surprised that he hasnt told you, since he knows that youre to be with us for such a long time.

Still she played the piano. Still her head was turned from him.

He came to his feet, and at the noise she turned toward him. It was only for a glance, but he could tell in that instant that at the least she was not happy. And he forgot that he was showing her the misery of his own face. This child, with all the beauty of her life before her, to be wedded to a man past the middle of his life, gray, already half-prepared for the grave.

He murmured something as an excuse and stumbled out of the room, out of the house. In the garden he dropped on a bench and turned his face up to the stars and the cool of the wind. But when he was motionless, his torment grew too much for him to bear. He started up and began to pace back and forth, for when he was in motion he could struggle better toward a solution of his problem.

She was to marry Alvarez! For that purpose doubtless he had raised her, reveling in the prospect of her beauty one day becoming his. She had passed from his protégée to his fiancée, and in the end she was to be his wife. That certainly must be the story. He saw the tall form of a guard stalking near the wall, and accosted him, for the fellow might be able to tell him something worth knowing.

He had expected a Spanish accent, for in New Mexico Spanish is far more familiar than English, and particularly on the estate of a Spanish-American.

Maybe youre Kobbe? he said.

Thats my name.

Well, said the guard, darned if I aint glad to see you. I guess youre here on the same business that keeps me.

Perhaps. Whats your work?

Chasing around, hunting ghosts.

Ghosts?

Ever since that gent shoved a knife at Alvarez, hes been scared green. Im to keep guard here like a soldier. If I see anybody sneaking around, Im to holler to em once, and then start shooting.

Maybe the fellow Alvarez shot is one of a gang. Maybe Alvarez is waiting for the next one of the gang to show up?

Did he tell you that? murmured the guard. Hes dreaming, partner. Ive lived around these parts a mighty long time before Alvarez come, and Ive been here all the time Alvarez has been here. He aint made no enemies. Hes a sure enough quiet one. Besides, the folks in this neighborhood aint the kind that gang together to get a man. They do their hunting one by one.

Perhaps its all in the imagination of Señor Alvarez.

It sure is. By the way, I was over to see the shooting today. That was neat work you done. When I see you knock them cans over, I says to myself: Alvarez will want Kobbe to help on this job. And by Jiminy, here you are!

He laughed softly, rocking back and forth. Youll get easy work and fat pay, he said. I guess me and Harry, yonder, and the others do the outside work, and you work on the inside. All I got to say is that if anybody tries to do anything to Alvarez, hes going to get filled with lead.

What does Miss Mantiez think? asked Kobbe.

She dont do no thinking except what Alvarez tells her to do, said the cowpuncher sourly.

How can that be?

Why, since her dad died...

Who was he?

I see youre a sure enough stranger around here.

I am.

Well, Mantiez used to own this here ranch. He was a fine old gent. He was always giving a show of some kind or other. Gave so many that everybody called this Rodeo Ranch. Gave so many that he got plumb in debt. He was a sort of everybodys friend. Couldnt say no to a stranger, even. If a miner was broke, hed come in to Señor Mantiez. If a cowpuncher was down on his luck, he could get a job or a stake or leave to lie around and get chuck with the other boys until he was fed up fat or landed a job somewheres. That was the sort that Mantiez was.

Of course hed run over his head in debt. Everybody owed him and he owed the bank. Finally along comes Alvarez, buys in on the bank, and decides that he wants the ranch. He closes in on the ranch; Mantiez has to lay down, and inside of a month the ranch belonged to Alvarez and Mantiez had died of something or other... I dunno what. Everybody said it was a busted heart that really killed him. He had to trust everybody, of course. The last person he trusted was Alvarez. He turned over his girl to him. And dog-gone me if he didnt do a good job of it!

Made Alvarez guardian of the girl?

Right. And Alvarez has been working ever since for her. Gave her a damned fine education. Had all kinds of teachers here for her and—

But never sent her away to school.

Sure, he didnt. He kept her here and spent five times as much as it would cost if shed gone to a school, everybody says. And now, what do you think?

Well?

As if he hadnt done enough for her already, Alvarez is going to up and marry her! He shook his head in wonder at such greatness of heart.

Hes a lucky man, said Kobbe.

Lucky? Giving her this here whole ranch? Why, he aint got any other heir. Itll all go to that girl!

Do you think that had any weight with her?

Shes human, I guess, said the other. But the main thing was that she dont know how to think anything different from what Alvarez tells her. However, everybody agrees that its pretty fine of Alvarez to turn this here ranch back to the Mantiez family. But about that El Capitán horse...

Kobbe hardly heard the question. He returned a vague answer and strolled off through the garden. He passed down the side of the house and to the rear, out of sight of the guard, and it was when he approached the broad shining face of a pool into which the fountain had ceased playing that the shot was fired. The wasp hum darted past his forehead, but he was already in mid-air, leaping back into the shrubbery near the pool.

Another bullet followed him and clipped a slender branch above his head and sent it rustling down. Then Kobbe went into action. He had seemed formidable enough in the broad light of the day at the rodeo. But here under the starlight he was turned into a great lurking cat. Behind him he could hear the distant shout of the guard. But he did not wait for assistance. He raced through the shrubbery and darted straight at the wall of the garden.

From behind it he saw the head and shoulders of a man and a gun raised. At the flash of metal he fired, heard a muffled cry, and the figure disappeared. In another instant he was on top of the wall. He saw just beneath him — for a declivity of the ground beyond the wall made it considerably lower than the garden side — a horse with an empty saddle and, on the ground beside the horse, a motionless form.

He dropped down, kicked the revolver away from the hand of the fallen man, and jerked the limp figure to its knees. Then he found that he was looking into the face of Lopez! He swore softly beneath his breath, and Lopez groaned a response.

Kobbe released his grip and the other staggered to his feet. For a second he groped idly around him as though to make sure of his surroundings or to reach his fallen weapon. Then his senses seemed to return. He drew himself up and glared at Kobbe.

In the name of heaven, Lopez, said Kobbe, have you descended to this? Are you hunting me as if I were a rat?

Lopez supported his right arm with his left. It was plain that the bullet had struck the gun, cast it into the face of Lopez with stunning force, and had then ripped up the arm of Lopez.

I hunted you like a rat, said Lopez, because whatever you may be to other men, to us you are only a traitor.

Get on your horse, answered Kobbe. And thank heaven that your traitor does not treat you according to your own fashion.

You let me go at your own peril, answered Lopez. For if I escape now, I shall come again, John, until we have wiped you out of the way. Alvarez is doomed!

I take the peril, answered Kobbe hastily. Now get into the saddle. Theyre coming. If they see us together, Ill be compelled to take you in spite of myself!

Lopez hesitated. But whatever was in his mind remained unspoken. He turned, caught the horn of the saddle with his unwounded hand, and dragged himself up. A touch of his spurs sent him flying over the slope, while a shout from the wall warned Kobbe that the guard had come up at last.

Kobbe jerked up his revolver and opened a fire which was intentionally wild. From the wall the guard was alternately shooting and cursing, but Lopez, leaning low over the neck of a fast horse, was almost instantly screened by a veil of mist.


VIII. AN INTERVIEW
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THERE WAS A wild pursuit. Kobbe himself was in the van on the chestnut, but in spite of the speed of the stallion, Lopez had gained a lead which could not be overcome, nor could his trail be followed. They came back late in the night and Kobbe found that a message was waiting for him to come at once to Alvarez. He found the rancher walking in deep thought up and down the library. It was not hard to see that he was very excited and very angry.

When Kobbe entered, he was given hardly a glance by his employer, who strode over to the fireplace and, with his hands clasped behind his back, and his back turned to Kobbe, puffed viciously at a cigar and snapped his words over his shoulder.

What luck this evening, Kobbe?

He had too long a start, said Kobbe. We had no luck at all.

Your horse was not fast enough?

I had to keep back with the others. My speed was their speed.

What made you stay with them?

I might have run into a trap if I had gone on by myself.

You are paid to take chances, Kobbe.

I am not paid to throw my life away.

Good! But the snarl with which he spoke meant quite the opposite of the word. When Jenkins found you, what were you doing?

Trying to drop him with a chance shot.

But again you had no luck?

None.

Today, when your horse was galloping, you shot tin cans from the top of posts a dozen or twenty feet away.

Well?

This evening, when you were not in the saddle, you miss shots at a man and a horse not five paces off?

There is a difference between day and night.

Very true. But the stars are bright!

Besides, there is a difference between shooting at a target, even at a very small one, and at a man, even a big one. If that were not true, in the old days the good shots would always have won the duels.

Kobbe, who was the man?

The man? I have not the slightest idea.

What had happened before?

He shot at me from behind the garden wall, while I was walking down by the pool. I jumped over the fence and...

You ran straight at him?

Through the brush and then at the wall from the side so that I took him by surprise. He shot at me and I at him. He fell and I jumped over the fence after him.

Ah?

I saw him lying flat. I called out to him to surrender. Instead, he caught up his revolver and threw it at me. It was a lucky aim. The gun hit my arm and made me drop my revolver which fell several steps away. I ran to scoop it up, but by that time he was in the saddle and riding away and Jenkins was shooting at him over the wall.

You let a wounded man get away from you? Alvarez whirled upon him. Do you think I would be wise to allow such an unlucky man to work for me?

The first answer which jumped to the lips of Kobbe was a careless and impertinent reply, but he knew that if he angered Alvarez, it meant that he had seen the girl for the last time. And that would be a disaster. He could not get out of his head the picture of her as she had turned toward him from the piano, curious, sad, searching eyes. He must see her at least once more and determine if she were indeed happy in the thought of her approaching marriage.

You have been guarded by a number of men for a whole week, he said.

What has that to do with it?

How many men have they even touched with a bullet? asked Kobbe.

But perhaps they have no enemies?

Do you think it was my enemy who fired at me when I was in the garden?

Why not? They could never mistake you for me.

They may wish to get me out of the way before they attempt to get at you.

Talk had relieved the anger of Alvarez somewhat. Now he broke suddenly into laughter. Well, he said, the main thing is that you made the rascal run, and that you nipped him with a bullet... a rather bad wound, too, for I myself searched the place and saw the stains in the grass. But, Kobbe, Im very curious to know what it was that you talked about with him.

Talked about? Nothing!

The rancher began to nod, looking half in anger and half in whimsical amusement at Kobbe.

Jenkins saw you jump over the fence whole seconds before he came up. But when he arrived, you still had not had time to finish your enemy. Kobbe. Be frank with me!

I am frank as I can be.

You will not tell me who he was?

I do not know.

Suppose what he said to you was: Alvarez can only be willing to pay you a few hundreds for his life. But we will pay you as many thousands for his death! Suppose that he said only those few words to you!

Kobbe shrugged his shoulders and allowed the other to study him at leisure.

Come, said Alvarez suddenly. I have this to show you.

He led his companion to a small desk at the corner of the room. From the upper part of it he jerked out a little drawer which was tightly packed with a whole stack of greenbacks.

Today, he said, I was paid an old debt, and I was paid in cash. Count it, Kobbe!

Kobbe flicked over a few bills to catch the denominations. There are several thousands here, he said.

There are as many thousands as there are days remaining in this month, he said. And if I am still alive at the end of this month, the money is yours, Kobbe. Do you understand?

That is too generous.

My friend, if I could be sure that you will put all your heart and your brain into this work of defending me, Id double and treble that sum. My life is in your hands. I am a fool if I do not treat my life with caution.

Why, said Kobbe suddenly, do you trust so much in me?

The rancher made a vague gesture. If you cannot save me, he said, no one can save me. That much I know!

He changed the subject suddenly.

You did not stay long with Miss Mantiez?

I did not, admitted Kobbe.

She thought your leaving was rather strange.

I am sorry.

I fear that you are not a great man with the ladies, Kobbe.

I fear I am not, said Kobbe. If you have depended upon me to entertain Miss Mantiez, I shall disappoint you again.

And it was plain that the rancher was delighted.

If we must get along without your talk, he said, we must do as best we may do. And if...

Here there was the long and almost human sighing of a draft across the room, and Alvarez whirled as though his name had been called. He saw only a yawning door and the black hall beyond it, yet the sight seemed to steal all his manhood away. He sank into a chair, gasping: Kobbe... for heavens sake... see... what it is! Help!

Kobbe ran to the door and looked down the hall. There was nothing there. He closed the door and turned back with that report.

It was only the work of the wind, he said.

Do you think so? sneeringly replied Alvarez, some of his courage returning. Do you think it is only the wind? I tell you they have surrounded my house and they are in my house. Perhaps you are one of them. Perhaps they have poisoned the mind of Miriam against me. Perhaps her hand will tomorrow pour a few drops in the wine which will...

He broke off with a shudder. And then he added solemnly: Never think that I am a foolish neurasthenic. I tell you, Kobbe, that there are men in this world who would give their own lives for the sake of taking mine. They have hunted me for years. They have found me at last. The first of them I have killed with my own hand. But the second... heaven knows what will happen when the second sneaks inside my house, unless a brave man like you protects me. Good night. And remember, that when I call from my room after dark... if it is only so much as a whisper... if it is only a sound which you imagine... if it sounds only like the beating of the feet or the hands of a man who is being strangled so that he cannot cry out before his death... or if in the middle of the night a mere suspicion stirs in you... then, for heavens sake jump from your bed, seize your guns, and dash into my room. Do you hear me, Kobbe?

And he clutched the arm of his companion with shaking hands. Kobbe turned his head a little away from that yellowed face of fear.

I shall do my best, he said.


IX. ON WATCH
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THERE WAS NO sleep for Kobbe that night. He undressed, went to bed, and made desperate efforts to concentrate on lines of passing sheep, and on columns of figures, but all sleep-inducing devices were of no avail. Finally he dressed again, replaced his guns on his person, and went into the hall. He paced up and down for some time when the door of the room of Alvarez was snatched open and Alvarez himself looked wildly out upon him with a revolver clutched in his hand.

Praise heaven it is you, Kobbe, Alvarez said. I listened to that cursed pacing up and down the hall... just a whisper and a creak, now and then... until it seemed to me that I could count my murderers gathering. I tried to push open the door into your room. I had forgotten that it can only be opened from your side. Finally I determined to rush out and fight for my life. And then I see it is only you... walking here deliberately back and forth... keeping on the watch to save me... oh, Kobbe, God bless you for it!

And Kobbe saw tears glinting on his cheeks. He felt a touch of shame. Certainly it had not been on account of Alvarez that he had conducted that midnight promenade.

Go down to the main hall, said Alvarez. If you will stay up this night for my sake, go down to the main hall and watch there. I have dreamed of them for a week slipping in from the rear garden and coming through the hall and up the steps, softly and silently... go quickly, Kobbe! That is the place to watch tonight. Let the hall be. They will beat down Jenkins and the other guards. They will come in a silent wave through the garden and enter the house.

Of course, to Kobbe, it seemed madness. But he could do nothing but obey. He saw the rancher turn, a bowed, slow-moving figure, into his room; then Kobbe went to the great hall.

The approach to it was down a short range of steps, for though the building was of one story, it was constructed upon several levels, according to the original disposition of the ground, and the wing of the bedchambers was at a considerable elevation above the great hall and the living rooms. The hall itself extended through the entire breadth of the house, with great French doors opening on the garden behind the house. Into it he passed, and finding a corner chair he looked over the apartment.

With its lofty ceiling and spacious floor it was worthy in dimensions of some old baronial hall. At parts of it he could only guess, for there was not a light burning. But the moon had lately risen and was pouring its slant light through the tall eastern windows, and that light was dimly caught up by the big mirrors which were built into the walls on all sides, so that the hall was half light and half shadow and even the light parts were little more than starlight darkness.

His mind was still far from his task as guard and deep in the problem of Alvarez and his strange prepossessions when he heard a light whispering sound on the steps which led down from the upper level and into the big room. He had barely time to shrink out of his chair and kneel behind it when a glimmering figure in white stole into view, paused, and then went slowly on, in ghostly silence so far as any footfall was concerned, but with the same light whispering of silk against silk.

It crossed the hall and was swallowed in the blackness of an opposite doorway. Kobbe was instantly after her. When he reached the doorway, the figure was gone, but when he hurried on to the next chamber he saw it again, a pale form disappearing into the music room. And from the doorway, he listened to faint music beginning on the piano, touched so very softly that it was like a ghost of sound. And as he listened, it seemed to Kobbe that he recognized some of the same strains which Miriam Mantiez had played that evening while he sat in the room and while they talked cautiously, just above the sound of the hammers on the strings.

He glided into the room. A great block of moonshine, white as marble, lay upon the floor just beyond the piano. And the room beyond the shaft of light was black with dull outlines — all dull saving for that one form at the piano which seemed to shine by a faint radiance of its own. And he knew that it was Miriam.

The ghostly coldness which had possessed his blood was dissipated. He could suddenly breathe freely. His heart leaped. And when he spoke, he knew what answer he would receive. For she had come down here at midnight to play over again the music which she had played for him that evening. Yes, surely his words to her had sunk far deeper than he had dreamed.

He called softly, and she swerved away from the piano and the moonlight cascaded over her and made her an exquisite creature of light. She recognized him in the next instant and managed a shaky laugh when he came forward.

I thought... a ghost, she said.

And I thought the same thing, he said.

But why are you here?

And you, he said, why are you here?

I could not sleep, she said.

Nor I, said Kobbe. What kept you awake?

Oh, I have insomnia now and then.

I was awake, thinking, said Kobbe.

Unhappy thoughts, then?

Yes, partly. And some very happy ones. I was thinking over all the things that I might have said to you this evening, and which I forgot to say.

Ah? Then I am glad that I have come down here.

But I shall never be able to tell them to you.

And why?

They are the sort of things that one tells only to oneself.

I am a kind critic, said Miriam.

And she said it in such a way that he found himself stealing close and closer to her without his own volition. He came so close that he could see her smile.

If you tempt me to speak, we may both regret it.

There, certainly, was warning enough. But she did not draw back.

I know, she said. All the time I have been in my room I have been trying to guess at the things which were behind the words you were speaking. I have tried to guess. But I cannot guess. Thats why I want to hear them now.

And whatever they are, youll forgive them?

I promise. Because they will be the truth.

They will be the truth, I think. But do you know the old story of what happened to people on the night of midsummer?

Well? They were enchanted with a happy madness.

Thats it, exactly. I am enchanted with a happy madness which makes me say things that I should not say otherwise. But it makes me say that when I met you I became eager for your happiness. You seemed to me so lovely and so good that I made myself happy imagining the sort of life you were to lead after I saw no more of you. And when I learned afterwards that your life was to be spent as the wife of Señor Alvarez...

Hush! she whispered.

No one can hear me.

I tell you that the stones of the house have ears for that name.

I know one thing: that you dont worship him blindly, as other people think you do. That he is no oracle to you, as others think.

How do you know that?

I have myself heard you say that he eavesdrops upon you. And in the whole world theres nothing more cowardly and small-souled than that.

Please... please! If you say such things...

The floor will gape under us and swallow us both. Is that it?

I only warn you that we must not think of such things. How I could have said what I did to you I dont know. But when he left us alone this evening, it seemed to me a trap. Because he knows what is going on in my mind every instant!

Nonsense! Thats just hysteria.

And yet if you knew all the things I could tell you... but when you were in the room and when I was playing for you, I was afraid of what would happen if he read my thoughts.

And why?

Because all at once it came over me... choked me... a wave of knowledge that I had been hideously lonely all my life and that I should be lonely all my days to come. And that I had missed and would always miss something that you have and that all sunlit people have!

What can you mean by that?

I dont know, except that the life I have led here seems made up of shadows and no substance. Can you understand? I feel as if every day was like the day that went before, and that other days would follow exactly like it. I feel as if I were not real, but just a mirror reflecting a pale image of something that I might be.

And it was this evening you felt it?

Yes.

Then, he said, it is magic, but white magic, you know. For I felt the same thing. As if to take you out of this house would be to lead you out of a darkness into the sun.

Ah, that is it!

But instead you are to stay here as the wife of an old man.

Hush!

But why under heaven do you do it? This is a free country!

Nothing that comes near him remains free very long. Everything, sooner or later, becomes afraid of him.

Do you mean to say...?

Oh, yes! Dont you see that what other people think is worship of him... is simply terror that freezes my mind and soul? I dread him more than I dread death!


X. DANGER THREATENS
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THE SHOCK OF it numbed Kobbes very brain. She slipped closer to him, her eyes going wildly over his shoulder on either side, as if searching out an invisible danger which must be gliding upon them. Now she was clinging to him, and her great eyes were fixed upon his.

Do you know that I have not had the courage to tell you that there is danger threatening you here in this house? Do you know that?

Threatening me here? Yes, I think many people know that. From the outside there are...

Not the outside... not the outside. Thats not it! I lay awake on my bed trying to puzzle it out. That was after he told me this evening. For he tells me everything, you know. He feels that I am such a part of him that he can tell me everything. He cannot see that I hate and loathe him and all his thoughts! Oh, with all of his brains and his devilishness he cannot see that I know him and hate what I know! But tonight... ah, what is that?

She swayed to one side, but he caught her and supported her, and at the same time swinging her around, he surveyed the doorway with the muzzle of his revolver. It was only an instant, but in that instant she depended upon him for protection, and in that instant joy almost burst his heart. He could have faced lions with his bared hands.

Praise heaven! But we must not stay here. If he is not here, he is coming.

We cannot stir until youve told me what the danger is that threatens me.

Havent you guessed?

No.

It is he... it is Alvarez!

He?

When you came, he told me about it. You are one of his enemies.

Did he know that? I knew that he might have guessed it because his spies had told him my real name.

Not his spies. He could recognize you by your face. You are much like your father, he says, and your father was a man who once injured Alvarez.

Injured him? The lying hypocrite!

He is worse than that. Only I know what he truly is! But about you... he told you that he knew your name. But it was only so that by telling you part of the truth he could keep you from guessing that he understood everything.

And what is that everything?

If he knew that I were telling you, he would have me burned inch by inch!

He shall never touch you with the weight of a finger!

Then this is it! He says that you are one of a whole gang. The first man to attack him was a member. And others were to follow, he told me. He was in constant peril of his life. So he determined to get an expert fighters protection, and he started the rodeo. He said that he knew someone of his enemies would appear at that rodeo in the hope that they could get into the house and there murder him. He expected that some enemy whose face was unknown to him...

And that was I?

That was you. When he brought you home, he told me that he had the prize he wanted. He had one of the enemys camp, and he would buy you. And having bought you, he would have a protector who knew the faces and all the plans of all his enemies. No one else could be so valuable. Everything was prepared for your coming as if it were a stage.

He was so sure I would answer his invitation?

Yes. He was sure of that. And once you came here he depended on his money to buy you. But even his money would not do entirely. He said that money was strong, but sometimes romance was stronger, and so he planned it that I should walk in the garden outside the window while he was talking with you. He even told me what dress I should wear so as to make the best possible picture.

He was right, murmured Kobbe. It was you who kept me here. But what a dog he is to make you a bait!

I was more ashamed than by anything else he has ever made me do. And when I looked through the window and saw your face and

your honest eyes looking out at me... I could not stand it. I turned and ran.

God bless you!

But now you understand only part. When he has finished using you, he is going to destroy you. He has told me that. And he has no shame or remorse about it. He says that you started to threaten his life and therefore it is only logical and just that he should threaten your life. When you are no longer of advantage to him, hell wipe you out of his way. He says it is the rule of war. And if he knew now what I have told you, hed destroy us both, and...

Again fear choked her. He took both her hands.

Listen to me. Hell do neither of us harm. Were leaving this house. And we leave together. God help him if he tries to stop us.

But he has armed men...

I know his armed men. If I have to shoot my way through them, Ill do it. But it wont come to that. Tell me one thing first: why is he so afraid if he knows so much about what is going on among his enemies?

Because though he trusts that you will be enough to save him, you expect to become rich from the work, and because you know the plans of your other friends. Because he is as cowardly as he is cruel.

I believe in the cowardice. Ive seen it. Yet tell me, if you fear and hate him so, why have you stayed here?

Because I didnt know where to go if I left this place. And I had no one I could trust to go with me.

And that was all?

A hundred times it has been all that kept me from leaving. A hundred times I have lain awake at night and wondered how God could let me keep living in such unhappiness!

Does it mean that you will leave this house with me... at once... tonight?

The moment I can get a cloak.

Do not wait even for that!

I must.

And you have thought that if you leave you will become poor at a step?

I have thought of that. That is less than nothing.

Before you go to your room, shall I tell you the true story of how I happened to come hunting Alvarez?

I know that there was a good reason.

It was like this: ten years ago my father was in South America. He was rich in coffee plantations, and he had a wide circle of friends who were also great growers. And they, again, were affiliated with other people, and the whole made a large and powerful party in politics. They grew discontented with the harsh treatment which they received from the party which was in power. Finally they were so badly treated that there were imprisonments. And then they decided on a rebellion. In the party which had decided to rebel was my father, and of the others the most prominent was a man named Quinnado. It was Quinnado who first had become discontented with the government. It was Quinnado who first schemed to rebel. It was Quinnado who was the backbone of the whole affair.

But at the last moment Quinnado disappeared from the country, and at the same moment the chief heads of the proposed rebellion were arrested, given sham trials, and immediately executed. My father was one of those who paid the penalty.

Of course the reasoning of the other leaders was perfectly simple. It was known that Quinnado had sold his entire estates at a handsome figure, and he had vowed that he would use the entire sum to forward the revolution. This seemed so extremely generous that the other members of the revolutionary party immediately made him treasurer of the scheme and turned into his hands immense sums of money which they had raised for the war which was to come. The size of the sum was too much for Quinnado. He must have sold the secrets of the party to the government for a bonus of hard cash plus liberty to leave the country and go abroad where he could settle down in a new place with a new name, since it was certain that he could never live in his native land where so many hundreds of orphans and infuriated relatives would be willing to sell their own lives if they might take his in exchange.

That was the general theory. But there were some who felt that Quinnado had been done away with and that his body had been lost as well as the names of those who murdered him. Nevertheless, among those of the revolutionists who survived there were some who escaped the proscription and who organized themselves for the purpose of hunting down Quinnado and pinning the result of his crimes upon him, if he were actually living.

Finally, after searching for ten years, they found him here in the American West. This was the last place they looked for him because he had always hated America and things American. But they located him here and they organized to get him out of the way. It was about the same time that they found me and brought me into the work. I hardly liked an assassination scheme and told them so, but they swore that they would use me in some such way that I should not at least have to fire any bullet at a man whose back was turned to me.

I joined in on that presumption. I entered the rodeo and when Quinnado, or Alvarez as he calls himself, sent for me, I came. You know what followed. He called me by my real name, which is John Kobbe Turner. He made me the proposition you know of, and he bought me by letting me see your face.

There is my whole story. And there is only one thing that I want to write at the end of it: which is that I have succeeded in taking you away to freedom. And yet Ive been half-baffled, Miriam, by Quinnado, when I see what he has done. And when I saw how he has made himself respected and liked in this community, I began to doubt what my other friends had told me of him. I began to think that he must be an honest man, or if he was crooked before, he must have reformed!

But you could not expect to know him as I know him. He has never done anything except what he has figured out to be of benefit to himself. He has raised me for years, but it was because from the very first he had decided that some day he would marry me. And to effect that, he has kept me away from all young people, all... Her voice broke with her anger. Then we must go quickly, if we go at all.

He nodded. Ill take you to the door of your room and wait for you there.

So they hurried out of the room and across the great hall where the weird moonlight had grown brighter, and up the steps and down the corridor to the door of her room. There they paused.

Do you know, she whispered, just now when Im about to leave this house forever, I feel more deeply in his power than ever before? And just now I feel that he knows everything in my mind as clearly as if it were written out for him in black and white.

Let him know what he pleases about you once were outside this house.

But how can we get through his guards?

Theyre posted to keep people out, not to keep them in.

She hesitated with her hand on the door. Then, with a lift of her head so that he almost saw her smiling up to him through the darkness, she opened the door quickly and stepped inside.

The door closed. He heard the faint falling of her steps as she crossed the room, and then — a sharp click and he knew that the door had been locked on the inside, and yet he had distinctly heard her walk away from it! Some other person was in that room.


XI. QUINNADO!
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THE FIRST THOUGHT of Kobbe was that Alvarez had sent Jenkins or some other guard to the room of the girl to take charge of her and see that she did not escape from the house. This indicated that he had knowledge of the interview which had just passed between Kobbe and the girl. Miriam had been so confident that the rancher could not fail to read what was happening in her mind that she had almost persuaded Kobbe as well.

Yet he knew on second thought that there was no man he had seen on the place who would stand guard over the girl against her wish. Certainly Jenkins was not of that ilk.

There was a sound as of someone stumbling and then recovering himself as softly as possible. It came from the short flight of steps leading into the upper hall. Something else stirred at the opposite end of the hall, and the full meaning came to him instantly. They were blocking each end of the hall and were closing in on him. Alvarez had learned the purport of his talk with the girl and was more eager to destroy than to use him for his own protection against his old enemies.

He looked eagerly and vainly around him for an escape, but the trap was nearly shut. There was only one possibility, and that was through the door into the room of the girl.

The stealthy sounds drew closer on either hand. When they came within arms reach, he would die. He looked anxiously around him. Like all men in desperation, he began to feel about with his hands, as though the eyes were not enough. And, so doing, his fingertips touched the molding beside the door. The post was so massive that it thrust out a couple of inches from the main line of the wall. If it were so thick at the side, above the door lintel might be still deeper. He reached up and tested it. To his amazement he found that there was a ledge a full six inches deep.

After that he was in temporary safety for an instant, at the least. He caught hold on the ledge, swung himself sidewise and up like a pendulum, and managed to plant one foot on the ledge. Then he struggled up above the ledge. He would have fallen back, of course, from such a meager foothold, but he found that there were other projections to which he could cling, and he was able to turn around and finally to squat upon his heels and stare down into the darkness.

The stealthy sounds were gradually approaching down the hall on either side. But in the meantime, what was happening in the room of the girl? There was not a sound, not a whisper. And yet the walls were not at all sound-proof. He had even been able to hear, from the hall, the light tapping of her feet as she had crossed the floor. And that was not all. He had heard the turning of the key within the lock. He knew that another person beside the girl was there, and yet not a whisper to tell him of what was happening came to his ears. It was a maddening suspense.

What happened in the room of Miriam had been sufficiently horrible. She had crossed the room in the thick darkness and already had her hand upon the switch which would flood the room with electric light when she heard the click of the turning lock in the hall door. Yet it gave her only a momentary start. She attributed it, at once, to the touching of the outer knob of the door by Kobbe, who must be waiting there impatiently for her return. And when she returned to him there would be an end to the long shadow of unhappiness in which she had lived. So she pulled the switch, and the lights poured through the room.

When she turned, she saw Alvarez with his back to the door and a smile on his pale face! It was the swift ending of her dream of success. She braced her hand against the table behind her and faced him with her teeth set.

He darkened, at that, and the smile faded from his face. It was the first time she had let him even have a hint of her true emotions concerning him. He recovered almost at once, however, and gestured toward the door to a little study which was a part of her suite. There was nothing to do but obey him. He could make her go by force, if he chose. And the silence of his movements, his use of gestures in the place of words, showed that he knew Kobbe was waiting for her outside the hall door. Waiting for her, at least, unless he had been alarmed by the noise of that turning lock. But in that case, what could he do?

She went into the study. Alvarez, still in silence, followed her and locked that door as well behind them.

Now, he said, and his voice was as oily smooth as ever, we can talk here quietly together. There are two doors and two walls between us and any disturbance.

It is our last talk, she said, and it will have to be a brief one.

He smiled, showing two perfectly even lines of white teeth, and for the first time she began to guess at what might happen, not to herself, but to Kobbe, who waited outside in the hall.

I have been listening to you and my friend, Kobbe, he said.

Eavesdropping? Miriam asked scornfully.

An old habit of mine and a very useful one. A proud man does not do it. But I am not proud. If I had been proud, I should have died long ago.

And now? she asked.

I am deciding this moment what to do with him.

With Señor Kobbe?

Use his right name! snapped out Alvarez. You know it as well as I do.

Very good, Señor Quinnado.

He shrank as though she had struck him. And she instantly regretted that she had gone so far.

Im sorry, she said. But... I want to know what you intend doing about him.

About Kobbe... or Turner, to give him his right name? I have this moment made up my mind. He is to be removed, Miriam. He is to make an unfortunate attempt to escape. And he is to be unfortunately shot down by my overzealous guards. A regrettable affair, eh?

Her lips stirred without making a sound.

You are white, Miriam, he said. This evidently cuts rather deep.

If you do that...

I am a devil, eh?

There is no word for you if you do that!

He had been walking back and forth, but now he whirled around on her.

Miriam, you love him!

Love him? I have never seen him before today.

I say that you love him!

He is the finest man I have ever seen. He is the most honest and the most fearless. If I do not love him, at least I honor him!

And the word that you have given me that we shall be married?

You have dragged that promise out of me. Besides, I promised to marry Señor Alvarez and not Señor Quinnado.

That name again? And yet suppose, Miriam, that we make a bargain and that I marry you, after all?

I had rather die.

Because you care so much for this Turner? This Kobbe?

Yes, yes! Because I care so much for him!

But he is mine, now.

He will not be taken. There is something about him which cannot be beaten.

Miriams eyes shone.

You will see. He is mine, Miriam. Ill offer you his life for the sake of your hand.

You will marry me, knowing that I detest you?

Possession is the main thing. Everything else is an incident. You will understand better later on.

What a hypocrite and liar you have been for these ten years!

I have acted a part with the most consummate difficulty, and I have acted it better than it ever could have been acted upon the stage. That is the point of distinction. I am waiting for your answer, Miriam!

They were interrupted by a sound of scuffling and then voices loud enough to drift through the two walls to their ears from the inner hall of the house.

Do you hear? asked Alvarez, alias Quinnado. They have taken him now, I believe!

He threw open the door. At once the noises were more audible. He ran across her bedroom and opened the door into the outer hall. Instantly a group of men struggled in, bringing Kobbe in their center. And there was a faint cry of grief and of terror from Miriam. Kobbe himself was furious rather than frightened. He was busy marking the faces of each of his captors. If he lived out the peril and met them again in freedom, it would go hard with all of them. That much was sure, and the grim expressions of his captors showed that they realized what they had done.

He could hardly hope for mercy.

Weve got him, Alvarez, said Jenkins. And now that we have him, were going to get rid of him if youll say the word. It can show up that we found him prowling around the house. They can never lay a hand on us for getting rid of him in that way. But if hes left alive hes going to make these parts too hot to hold him and us too. Understand?

Listen, pleaded Miriam at the shoulder of Alvarez. Have him freed and I swear that I shall never see him again.

And become the loving wife of Alvarez?

She shuddered, but nodded.

Very well, then, but it will require tact and patience. Let me talk with them first.

He turned toward the others and was about to speak when a window was thrown violently up from the side of the garden and a loud voice shouted into the room: Quinnado!

Alvarez whirled with a cry of terror so sharp that it was like the scream of a man in torture. The others saw only a pale blur and the glint of a gun in the darkness beyond the window. But what Alvarez saw made him scream: Ornate!

Then the gun spoke, and Quinnado pitched heavily upon his face.

That was the touch that freed the arms of Kobbe. He was instantly left to himself. Half of the men who had recently been busied in the care of him lunged for the garden window through which the avenger had fired. The other half stormed through the door and into the hall of the house. It left the two of them alone, and the instant they were free they fell into one anothers arms.

But there was only an instant of that close embrace. The house was still filled with Alvarezs men, and what might happen when they returned from what would be doubtless a futile chase of the slayer could not be guessed.

Kobbe led Miriam swiftly from her room. They hurried down the hall, out through the flowers in the patio, and through the gate and on to the hilltop beyond. There was no time and no courage for them to go to the stables for a horse. They had, above all, to make sure of their safety. El Capitán was left behind them, and they ran stumbling on through the night.

They ran blindly, as well, and yet it seemed to both of them that they had found the very road of happiness.

THE END
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I. A DIVE INTO BLACKNESS
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ALL THE EARTH was black, but there was still light in the heavens when Larry Givain came over the hills and into the valley. He paused on the upper slope between a great Spanish dagger plant and a scrub cedar. Below him the darkness was broken, not by forms, but by black hints of shapes like arms thrust up at the sky. More Spanish daggers, then, marched down in their grisly ranks to the bottom of the hollow.

Larry Givain dismounted from the saddle, loosened the throat latch of his mare, and took off his glove to rub her wet muzzle. Dear old Sally, he said to her, and stopped patting her nose to slick her ears between his fingertips. Even her ears were wet almost to the points, for Sally had labored mightily that day, and, when Larry looked back in mind to the wilderness of desert and rocks and mountains which the dainty-footed mare had covered, it seemed that they must have been given wings.

In this hollow beyond the rise he had hoped to find the light of a house. Once before he had traveled in that general direction, and he could be almost certain that he had passed a house in this very place, although that was years before, and the whole remembrance was as dim as the light in which he was riding. But he needed water very badly. It did not so much matter that his own throat was lined with fire. It had been in that condition many a time before, when he was compelled by certain exigencies to plunge out of one town and away toward another of vague location, somewhere beyond a gigantic screen of desert. For, like most men who make their living by their luck at cards, Larry Givain was apt to run into streaks of violent unpopularity after he had been in a town a few days.

In the old days he had been able to arrange a career across the mountains so that he flitted safely on like a bee, sipping the honey at one flower patch and then darting away to the next before the hornets were aroused. But having been five years on the road, he now found that he had to retrace his steps across known country. Of course, he never went back to the same town he had been in before, but even to be in the near vicinity of a town that had known him in the past was dangerous. If one man saw him, talk was started. And shortly after talk was started, it became an essential for Larry to use the legs of a fast horse.

The fast horse was Sally, and she was a very rocket for speed, yet she had been with him so long that she was becoming almost more of an encumbrance than a blessing, for where his face was not remembered, her beautiful brown body and the white-stockinged near forefoot and the blaze of white in the center of her forehead were sure to be recalled. Of course, he would not give her up. She had saved his hide a hundred times. She knew his voice; she knew his whisper. She would have given all of her great heart for him as freely as though her blood were water.

Larry Givain thought of these things, while he rubbed her sleek ears and blessed her. But she must have water. Not only for her own sake but to keep away from sundry hot riders whom he had last seen in the middle of the afternoon, coursing furiously along his trail. They were very angry fellows, and they had promised him, among other things, a coat of tar and feathers. However, that was a girl which had been offered to him before, and the acceptance of which he had dexterously avoided.

He mounted Sally again and rode her gently down the hill, knowing well that a down slope is far harder on a tired horse than an upward one. And so it was, just as he reached the bottom of the hollow, that the place loomed black and big before him — literally slapped him in the face. It was the house of his dim memory, put here in the hollow, surely enough, but simply without a light in it.

That might mean, perhaps, desertion, and no water available in a broken well. He hurried anxiously to the rear, and there he saw the long trough with a great yellow star floating in the black water.

Sally, like a good horse, drove her head in up to the eye, but after she had taken a deep swallow or two, Larry Givain drew her away, for she was far too hot to drink much. And she answered his touch, in spite of her passion of thirst, as readily as though he was taking her from a free pasture. Little things sometimes touch us most, and this kindly willingness of Sallys made the whole heart of Larry Givain rise.

He led her away from the trough, loosened the cinches a trifle more — for he made a point of a loose cinch at all times — and looked back to the skyline. The stars were out, but not in the east where the last pallor of the old day was living, and this light defined mistily the heads of the eastern hills. No black shadows of horsemen broke that line, and they would not break it for a good half hour to come, at the least. Sally had been running her best, and, when Sally did her best, the cream of other horseflesh shriveled and shrank from comparison.

That half hour would be far better employed in rest than in further riding. If, at the end of that time, the impromptu posse stormed over the hills and swept down toward the house, they had as well try to tag the tail of a comet as attempt to catch a rested and well-breathed Sally.

So he tried the door of the house. It was unlatched. It occurred to him that the owner of the house might be there, but simply asleep after a hard days work. So he called, but his voice died, and the echoes rang from wall to wall with a convincing hollowness. So he threw the reins of Sally and stepped in to explore.

What the light of three matches showed him were three rooms. The first was the kitchen, where he found the well primed, a sure sign that the owner of the house was not more than twenty-four hours away. He worked it for five minutes, controlling his wild thirst until the stream of water ran cool as a mountain spring, for he knew that half a cup of really cool water will do more for a famished man than a whole quart, apparently, of lukewarm throat wash. His second match showed him a living room. His third match gave to his eyes the bedroom.

It was a well-ordered, well-equipped house, a hundred times neater and better furnished than the average squatters shack, and a squatter this man must surely be. Givain went to the living room, opened the window, and let a stream of fresh night air cleanse away the humid heat that had been accumulating in the house all day. It washed away the larger half of the nameless odors of the dwelling, also, and let in the keen scent of the desert, sharp as a wolfs ear, to the nostrils of Givain. He whistled for Sally. It was the only thing in the world that could make her stir after the reins had been thrown, so she trotted up to him, holding her head far to the side so that she would not tread on the reins. Then she stood at the window, and, when Givain lighted the lamp, her great eyes mirrored the light and made her look almost terrible in wildness.

There she remained, sniffing cautiously at the door, then raising her little square nose to the ceiling, then drawing back without moving her feet and looking about her into the night. For, with infinite care, he had taught her to stand as quietly and to move as quietly as a great loafer wolf. Her master in the meantime was busying himself with the first book upon which his hand had fallen. He was so glad to see it that he hardly cared to wonder how it happened to be in a mere squatters shack. He opened it, and was instantly deep in the pages.

The time passed. Outside, the last light faded, the coyote that had been crying down the draw turned downwind, and his voice began to quiver and pulse along the horizon of sounds, as a sail on the open seas seems to wing in and out of view. Still, the time rolled on. Sally was ready for her second drink long since, and she moved more and more restlessly, until finally she stepped about and stared continually into the night to make out the first movement of an enemy. For poor Sally had been hunted with her master so often that she distrusted a long halt with all of her heart.

At length there came a warning that struck even the attention of the gambler. It was no more, say, than the noise that wind makes on a quiet day, when a door is opened silently and slowly, but to Larry Givain the sound seemed as intelligible as the whisper of a voice at his ear. For he had heard the unmistakable sound of cloth rubbing against cloth, and the noise came from the kitchen, where he had not seen a fragment of cloth hanging against the wall.

He glanced at the window. He could dive through it like an eel into water and be instantly safe on the back of Sally, where she stood, glimmering in the starlight, but Givain had fled long enough. He had a sort of femininely uncertain nature that made him unaware of exactly what course he would pursue. He never could plan a strict course of action for himself; the stricter it was, the more apt he would be to break it. On this occasion, reason told him to flee speedily, but the imp of the perverse made him stay.

Givain laid down his book and rose from his chair. He reached the wall nearest to the opening of the kitchen door in three long and gliding steps. Then he waited. It did not seem to weary him to wait out the seconds, or to hold his difficult position, for he was crouched low, as if he would strike at an enemy with teeth and hands like a beast of prey rather than with the heavy- handled Colt that dragged down in his holster. For, strangely, he had not drawn the gun. Indeed, it was a maxim of his never to draw a gun until there was absolute necessity to shoot, and never to find a necessity until he felt that his own life must be given up otherwise. In that crouched position one felt that the body beneath his clothes must be like the body of an Indian, lithe and lean and wiry, and his thin, handsome face was sunburned to an Indian brown, and his big, dark eyes had the Indian wild light in them.

The door swayed open a crack, and Givain melted against the wall. It opened a bit more, and he dug his toes against the floor. He always wore soles on his riding boots of a papery thinness. Sometimes they made for discomfort in a long ride, chafing against the stirrups, but those flexible soles gave his feet a purchase and made his footfall as silent as the dropping of a moccasin.

The door opened yet more; something was now visible beyond it. There was a half guessed at eye of metal gleaming behind the dusky wall. Of course, the gun was the thing to use, a quick snap shot, aimed rather low perhaps, in case he did not wish to risk inflicting a mortal wound upon an innocent man. But instead of the gun, suppose that he dove into the blackness beyond, grappled the enemy — it would be death, perhaps, but it would be an exquisite thrill of pleasure.


II. TAKING JIMS PLACE
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HE WAS THROUGH the door like a thrown stone, and with almost as noiseless a rush. There was not even time for a gasp from the other, before the shoulder of Givain went home and the figure went down in the dark. Givain reached, with a wolfs instinct, for the throat, and found it.

But he loosed his grip the instant his fingertips sank into the flesh, for there was never a man who had so soft a skin. Then he lifted the inert burden in his arms and ran back into the light of the lamp. He cried out with horror, for it was a girl, with her head hanging back as though her neck were broken, and her hair streaming down to the floor — long black hair that dropped like a coiling pool upon the floor.

Just as his heart was frozen with the thought that she might be dead, indeed, she stirred. Givain laid her carefully in the chair and stepped back to the wall, still weak, still sick at heart. So she opened her eyes and looked out at him.

It was as though the lamp was turned upon her face for the first time to bring it out of the darkness, that opening of her eyes. Before he had simply seen that she was a woman, that she was young, that she was good to see. Now he found a pale, young face in which the only beautiful feature was the eyes. For the rest, her nose was too short, and her mouth was too wide. She was astonishingly pretty, but no one could ever have called her beautiful.

She did not scream, although he had set his nerves to endure it. She did not even fall on her knees and beg him not to murder her, although he had prepared his eyes for that. All that she did was to stare at him for a moment and then suddenly to smile. The smile began at the eyes first, and then touched the corners of her lips. If it did not make her lovely, at least it made her fascinating. That smile sent a trickle of warmth down to the innermost heart of the gambler.

I guess we were both surprised, she said. But it was a foolish thing to faint. I didnt mean to, really.

It was the turn of Givain to stare, and then, of course, he laughed. Perhaps the tail of his eye took note of the hair, tumbling to one side and slipping off her shoulder. She twisted that hair into shape and skewed it into place with a hairpin.

I thought that a great panther had jumped at me, she said, shivering. When you came through the door, you came so fast that I had no time to even think. I wonder what a man would have done.

The same thing, said Givain rather grimly. He added hastily: That sounds a bit boastful, I guess.

Not at all, she said politely, and then added more slowly, considering: Not a bit.

If he could move with such tigerish speed, even a man, even a strong man, might be as helpless before him as before a thunderbolt in the fabled hand of the Titan.

But tell me why you have come here? she asked suddenly.

Ive a good mind to ask you the same thing.

Oh, but I have a right to come.

Perhaps I have a right to be here, then.

Ah! she said. That was what I had hoped.

Eh?

That you belonged here.

Thank you.

Because, of course, then you can give me the news about Jim.

I suppose so.

Where has he gone — why isnt he here — didnt he expect me?

Thats a lot for me to answer, said Larry Givain. I dont know that Jim would be any too glad for me to talk right out.

But, of course, he has told you all about me, if you live right here with him.

Ill tell you, said Givain, Jim can be mighty close-mouthed about some things.

No, no! Why, he rattles away about anything and everything. Id rather trust a secret to a baby than to Jim.

Givain took refuge in the making of a cigarette and in a glance through the window at the mare and at the stars above the eastern hills. How many minutes would he be left to keep up this chatter with the girl?

Thats the way a girl will do, he said. She judges a man by what he does in the little things. Not what he does in the big things.

Im afraid that we know different Jims, she said with a sudden anxiety. She looked around and shook her head. And yet, what are you doing here, if you are not a friend of Jims? You certainly are not—

A thief? suggested Givain, grinning.

Thieves dont sit down and read books before theyve robbed a place, she said with assurance.

Thank you, he said.

I have an idea, she said, that youre laughing at me all of this time.

On my word, Im not.

Then why dont you tell me about Jim?

Do you think that Jim wants to be talked about to everyone?

She hesitated, studying him darkly. Then she took hold of a thin, gold watch chain that hung around her neck and that had been effectively masked by the collar of her blouse hitherto. She drew out a small locket. She snapped it open and held it up.

I suppose that will show you that Im — a friend of Jims?

He leaned to look more closely. There was not a shadow of a doubt. This was the man who had sat in with him at that last game in the town. This was the man who had risen and flung down the cards when a friend stooped and whispered something hurriedly in his ear. This was the man who had jumped up from his chair and refused to play another second with him.

This was the man whom Givain, swinging out of his own chair, had clipped underneath the chin with a driving fist and dumped in a comer of the room with staring eyes. This was the man who had risen, shooting, with a gun in either hand, and with that gun smashed at least two windows while Givain was going through the door. This was the man who had shouted for a horse and men to follow the gambler. This was the man who had led the pursuit all the day, riding a tall, red roan horse. A dozen times Givain had caught him in the clear circle of his field glasses. He had studied that face so intimately that he could almost see the lump that must have grown out where his own hard knuckles had landed. And this was the girls Jim.

It was a long, strong face. There was a high, aquiline nose, a prominent and square-tipped chin, a bull throat. He was a very big fellow. No doubt he could have crushed Givain to bits in close encounter, if it had not been that the latter had struck that first, blinding blow. But, after all, that was Givains speed. He struck with hand or knife or gun as the whiplash strikes after its length has once started through the air.

So you, said Givain, sitting back in the chair once more, so you are the girl?

She blushed, and looked fondly down to the locket. I suppose that I am, she said.

And youve come out here to drop in on Lucky Jim?

Of course. But do you know that Ive been waiting here all day, and not a sign of him yet?

Really?

I dont know what to make of it. I nearly died in the sun — it was so hot!

Tears of self-commiseration gathered in her eyes.

Why didnt you come into the house and wait?

I did come in, but it was so deadly quiet that — that it really frightened me, and I had to run out again.

Givain laughed, and she smiled back, cheerfully enough.

Men never know whats going on in the minds of girls.

I suppose not, said Givain. Ive said that myself a good many times.

At this she laughed in turn.

Its something important thats brought you here, said Givain.

Of course. One wouldnt plow this horrible stretch of sand—

Just to see Jim?

She flushed quickly. Did Jim ever tell you my name? she asked.

Hes described you over and over again, said Givain blandly.

Ah, did he do that?

By the hour. He used to drive me out of the house with his talk.

Hmm, said the girl. And yet he never told you my name?

And didnt he ever mention mine when he wrote? asked Givain.

Not a syllable.

You see, hes mighty secretive. My name is Larry Givain.

He looked at her squarely in the eyes — that name was widely known, but let heaven be thanked that it was a new name to her.

I am Rose Mundy.

They nodded their pleasure to one another.

But where is Jim? she asked.

Gone into the hills.

The hills!

For a vacation. He had me here to take care of things.

There was a groan of despair from her.

Whats wrong? You need him? asked Larry Givain, with a foolish hope rising in him.

More than I can ever need him again.

Hell be back in a couple of days, then.

A couple of centuries.

Suppose, said Larry, that I were to take his place?


III. BACK TO MONKVILLE
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AT THIS SHE pricked up her ears and looked at him with her head canted a little to one side. She frowned with the intensity of her interest.

Of course, she said, you could do it just as well as Jim or any other man who ever lived.

Lady, said Givain, after that Im ready for anything.

And they laughed together.

Suppose you tell me whats wrong? he suggested.

The wind drove a rattle of sand against the side of the house, and, for the moment, to Givain it seemed like the approaching clatter of hoofs. But then his heart subsided as he recognized the truth.

I have a brother, the girl was saying.

Givain nodded. Hes in trouble?

What makes you think hes in trouble?

Your brother might be, you know.

Hmm, said the girl. I wish I knew how I might take that.

She did not pursue the inquiry but continued: At any rate, Bob always is in trouble. It runs in the blood, to tell you the truth. If there is a fight within a hundred miles of us, a Mundy is sure to be in the middle of it. And Bob is the worst of the lot. If someone would only thrash him soundly, it would be all right. It might bring him to his senses. But thrashings havent come his way. Hes fought a hundred times and always won.

With guns? said Givain.

Not with guns. Two or three times hes been in scrapes with guns. But usually its been with his fists. Or sometimes a man has drawn a knife, and Bob has followed the bad example.

Hmm, said Givain. He seems to be a handy fellow.

Are you making fun of him?

Id be afraid to.

He has thousands of friends.

Why dont they help him out of his pinch, then?

Oh, but you dont understand what the pinch is.

What is it, then?

Al Richards!

At this Givain jumped up, walked halfway across the room, and then whirled and faced her sternly. All the mockery had faded from his face.

What has Richards to do with this story? he asked.

You know him, then?

Of course. Everyone knows Richards. You dont mean to say that Bob mixed up with Richards—

There was a man came through town last spring. He met Bob, had words with him over something — its horribly easy to have words with Bob about anything — and finally they fought.

When they were pried apart, Bob had a nasty knife cut in his cheek, but his own knife was between the other mans ribs. And when the man left the hospital, he disappeared. But after a time a letter came to Bob from Al Richards. He said that it was a friend of his that Bob had stabbed. And he said that Bob had used dirty work, and that he, Al Richards, was coming down to town from the mine where he was working, on the fourteenth of October. And the fourteenth of October is tomorrow.

She clasped her hands together and stared at him.

Tomorrow, murmured Givain. Then why doesnt Bob leave town?

Theres all the trouble, you see. He wont leave town a single step. He says that hed as soon die now as when hes sixty. Theres no difference. Not to poor Bob. And he says that, if there were a regiment of Al Richardses, he wouldnt go away on account of them. So, there he stays, and tomorrow is his very last day.

It was a final touch to the picture of Bob, and the

gambler felt his heart going out to the younger man.

You cant persuade him? he said gravely.

Ive gone down on my knees and wept. It makes no difference. Bob says that a mans honor is worth more than anything else he may have or be. He wont be budged by anything that we say to him. Oh, I wish that you could hear him fly into a fury, when we so much as suggest that he run away. God bless him and pity him, poor boy.

At this she clasped her hands, and the tears ran into her eyes, and Larry Givain worshipped her mutely.

You want someone to meet Al Richards before Al gets to your brother. Is that it? he asked curiously.

She started and flushed. No, no! Id feel that Id helped Richards to another of his murders, if I did that. That isnt the idea. But if someone whos a good fighting man were to ride into town and let it be known that he intended to stay with Bob every minute, day and night, and prevent Richards from bullying him — then Im sure that even Richards wouldnt dare to go ahead. Hed know that he couldnt beat two men.

Hes beaten three and four at a time, suggested Larry Givain.

The girl shrugged her shoulders. Such men are trash, she said scornfully. Im a better man than such fellows. But when Al Richards has one look at you and at Bob, hell know that the time has come to speak softly and watch his actions. No man living could beat you two.

Dyou think its manly to band together against one?

Richards isnt a man. Hes a monster. Everyone knows that. How many men has he made away with — some openly and some in secret? Hes a tiger, not a man. Oh, hes a killer for the love of killing.

I suppose thats true.

When I tried to get one man to stand beside Bob, there wasnt a single one in town whod do it. They said that the only thing for Bob to do was to turn around and run for it.

Will Bob stand for a partner? asked Givain.

As long as hes not attacking Richards, why not? Hes not aiming to offend Richards. Hes simply asking leave to go about his own business in his own way. If Richards wont let him, Bob has a right to have help to keep the tiger off.

There was unquestionably something in what she said.

Well, said Givain, if I can be of any help, Ive already said that Id go.

God bless you! But that was before you knew that the man was Richards. You can draw back now, if you want. Id understand.

Perhaps you would. But Im not drawing back. Ill see this thing through. Whats the name of the town? Ill be there.

Monkville.

It was a straining blow to Givain. Monkville! He had rather that she had named any other town on the map than this one. For Monkville was no other than that situation in which he had played the celebrated game with marked cards and trimmed two rich ranchers for five thousand dollars. He could have laughed, when he remembered it, saving that this was not an occasion for laughter.

That game had made the ranchers suspicious; they had asked him for another game and revenge the following night. He had complied, and run into a gang of half a dozen armed men waiting for him. They searched him, and found on him the crayons and acids with which he had so deftly done his markings the night before. They took his winnings from him. They threatened him with a thousand shameful punishments. And finally they locked him into a third-story room and continued their deliberations on how they should punish him and discourage crime in the rising generation.

He had broken open the window, jumped into a big water trough, staggered half dead to Sally, and escaped, reeling and half fainting in the saddle as she galloped.

That had been his exploit in the town of Monkville, and now she asked him to go back to it, promenade through the streets of it in company with a man who was already stared at and who drew all eyes. She was asking him to do these thing, and he could not refuse her. He had pledged to her his promise, and a promise to a girl was held foolishly sacred by Larry Givain. He was that sort.

Monkville, he repeated vaguely, hunting for his wits after the shock.

She thought it was an absent-minded search for the location of the place, and she drew a hasty map on the floor and indicated the location of the town. By the time she was finished, he was master of himself again.

As a matter of fact, Ill ride there with you this very night, she said.

He shook his head. Theres no purpose in that, he told her. The thing for you to do is to go home and to go to bed. Ill handle the rest of this deal by myself.

Givain got up from the chair into which he had sunk, and they went out together under the stars. The wind had fallen again. It was only a vagrant and wandering breath now, that trailed across the hills and dipped lazily, now and again, into the hollow where the house had been built.

When do you start? she asked.

In two minutes.

Have you a horse?

I have the best horse that ever stepped. Here she comes.

Why, shes as gentle as a dog.

She came when she heard us talking, said Givain.

How in the world did you train her?

By spending about four hours with her every day for five years, he said. Put in eight thousand hours on almost any horse, and you get results, you know.

At this the girl gasped. Im riding fast back to the house to give them the good news, she said, and well all be in town to watch—

Good night, said Givain.

When I see you again—

He hardly heard. There was something about his bravery, and things she would tell him more of when they next met. But what Givain was saying to himself was that he would never see her again. For he intended to have Bob Mundy out of Monkville before noon of the next day, provided the posse played no interference to his little game. As a matter of fact, had he only known, the posse had already become discouraged, and some time since the riders had turned their mounts about in acknowledgment of the hopelessness of the chase.


IV. AT THE BLACKSMITH SHOP
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WHEN THE MORNING came, he felt that he could never have entered upon that foolish business, if he had had the daylight from the beginning. But daylight he had not had. There had been stars and the night air and the voice of the girl to seduce him from the ways of common sense. But the rooming sun burned all the nonsense out of him. He could see the facts of the case, as they were, and the insane plan that he had formed on the spur of the moment the night before seemed all very well enough. Now it appeared to Givain that the wiser thing would be simply to waylay Al Richards and attack him, gun in hand. But this, in turn, he discarded with a shudder. To attack Al Richards was like attacking and tempting the very god of death. He would go down at the first shot, and no good would be done for poor young Mundy.

So he pushed ahead to the town, or rather to a hilltop from which he could sit in the saddle, hitched far to one side, and contemplate the view. He had not been near the place for two whole years, but he could remember everything with a wretched distinctness. He could easily pick out the broad and comfortable back of the hotel in which he had played that thrilling game. There was the twisting and winding main street down which he had fled at the full and matchless speed of Sally. He could even see the sun glitter on the face of the watering trough into which he had fallen from the windows on that other day.

If he were not recognized, the beautiful mare was sure to be. And the instant they were known, there would be a riot. In any case, it meant a fast and far flight. He dismounted and looked over Sally. She was not gaunt. Her ribs showed just a trifle, but so do the ribs of a racer in the very pink of condition. For the rest, she looked well, as she nearly always looked. He could campaign her for a month uphill and down dale, and at the end of that time she would be almost as full of running as at the beginning. Perhaps practice had made her so, for her days under the gambler had been far from easy. And now, as he sleeked her neck and patted her flanks, she tossed her head and began to paw, as though she already sensed hard work ahead of her.

Then Givain mounted and went down toward the town, very slowly. For it was necessary to locate young Bob Mundy before he entered the limits of the town itself. He must not have to loiter through the streets to be recognized, but go swiftly and directly to the other man and do the thing that was forming in his mind — and of all the wild things that Givain had ever done, this was the wildest.

He met an old cowpuncher at the next bend of the trail, and they saluted one another with careless gestures and with keen eyes. He saw a wrinkle form in the middle of the others brow, and knew that he was trying to hitch Givain to something that was in his past and almost forgotten. Givain knew that on such occasions the only thing to do is to brazen matters out. So he began to roll a cigarette as he made his inquiry. He was looking for young Bob Mundy.

You aint the only one thats looking, said the cowpuncher. The whole town is looking for him, and pretty soon hell be putting on the show. I guess that Richards cant be very far off by now.

He must be close, if he means to keep his promise, said the gambler.

How far might you have rode in to see the party?

From Morganton.

As far as that! Well, they been dropping in from all over for this here fight. Id like mighty well to see it myself, but the old woman got took bad during the night and the message just came in for me to trot out home to see her. Besides, it wont do no man no good to see a boy like young Mundy cut up by a professional, as you might call him, like Richards.

Mundy is quite a fighter himself, said the gambler.

Oh, hes so-so. He can fight — and he has fought a mighty lot of times. But between you and me, stranger, he likes the tune of a fight better than he knows the words of it. Hes too good-natured to be a fine fighter. Takes the cool-headed, poison-minded critter like this here Richards to beat men often and beat em bad. Ive seen our Bob perform. He dont do half bad. But in a real, stand-up fight he aint got a chance with a man half as good as Richards.

You may be right. But I wish him luck.

Luck? The devil, man, so do we all of us. And hes a game kid to stand his ground and get killed.

Why dont folks interfere, then?

He wont stand for interfering. He talks like a young fool. Says hes going to make himself famous today, and put Richards away in our churchyard. But everybody knows that down in his heart he figures out he aint got a chance.

Well, wheres he to be found?

Dont you know that? Right over next to the post office, hes running that big new blacksmith shop. Darned little smithing that our Bobbie does, though. He dont know one end of a hammer from another. But he keeps on running the business and talking to the girls that goes by and losing money, hand over fist, for his pa.

The cowpuncher went on, shaking his head, and Givain started toward the village once more. Everything that he had heard was less and less to his taste. There was apt to be a crowd near young Bob even this early in the day, and it would be hard to face any crowd in that town without being instantly recognized. He could see that his course of action was greatly restricted. The more he heard of young Bob, the more plainly he saw that it would be plainly impossible to keep him quiet. Once the great Richards was in town, there was sure to be a meeting between them, no matter how well guarded Bob might be. One keen taunt and he would break away and go hunting for trouble which would be fatal for him.

So Givain decided that, since he could not protect Mundy in the town, he must take Mundy away from the town, and the danger of Richards. The novelty of his scheme lay in the manner in which he proposed to execute the measure. It would be a kidnapping without a mate in history.

From the edge of the hill he overlooked the place for the last time and laid his plans, one by one. He selected the post office from its fellow shacks on either side. He picked out the best tree to the rear of the post office under which he could leave the mare — for plainly he and the mare must not appear at the same instant. Then he went forward at a gallop.

Givain threw a loose girdle around the town, drew up behind the post office, and dismounted. Then he shook his revolver loose in its holster and tugged his hat a little lower across his eyes. Its wide brim and a downward cant of his head would prevent people from recognizing him too hastily. With these preparations complete he went on to the side of the building and saw the smithy.

His worst anticipation was realized at once. The crowd was there, and with a vengeance. It was not gathered densely around the smithy. Indeed, not half a dozen were near the place. But people were everywhere where a good view could be obtained. In the windows of the houses across the street many faces moved. A little farther up the street there was a crowd of horses around the verandah of the hotel. And he could see what this meant. If they could not prevent the fight, the men of the town were determined to revenge any wanton killing. That, again, would complicate his own work, but not, he hoped, very greatly. He sauntered to the front of the blacksmith shop. There was young Bob Mundy. There was no mistaking him. In his working clothes he was as distinctive, compared with the other workers, as was his sister compared with all the other women whom the gambler had known.

Are you Bob Mundy? asked the newcomer from the doorway.

At his voice, a worker in the rear of the shop looked up and then hurried forward, staring, and Givain knew by his expression that within ten minutes he would have remembered the central figure of the most sensational brawl that the town had ever known. Within ten minutes — or ten seconds, just according as the wind blew.

Im not Bob Mundy, said the big, thick-shouldered man to whom Givain had addressed himself. Theres Bob, over yonder.

Givain turned to Bob, who was now approaching him. The devil, groaned Givain, are you Bob Mundy?

I am, said Bob. Doesnt it please you?

I should say not. I should say not! Why, son, I have money riding on you.

Such insolence brought a gasp from the spectators.

Well? asked Bob, controlling himself with apparent difficulty.

Well, said Givain, sauntering boldly nearer, and measuring him up and down with contemptuous eyes, when I heard that a man named Mundy was going to fight Richards, I liked the name and took a ten-to-one chance that youd win. And now I see that Im a fool and a hundred dollars poorer than I might have been!

He was prepared for the explosion, even then. But Bob was showing rare new metal this morning. He had his mind fixed on graver trouble than this quarrel could possibly be, so it seemed.

Im willing to hear that explained, said Mundy, and waited, tapping his chin with a nervous, slender forefinger.

But all the while a spark of fire was in his eyes. And Givain was fascinated. This was the true fighting spirit. He recognized it as brother blood.

Ill explain, he said brutally. I came here looking to find a man!

Well?

Instead of a man, I find a kid who only needs to shave twice a month. Man? The devil, son, in my part of the country they wouldnt use you for a chore boy!

An oath spat out from the lips of Mundy, and his hand twitched back for his gun, but here the worker who had come from the rear of the shop cried out: Hold on, Bob! Ive something to say to this stranger!


V. AL RICHARDS ARRIVES
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THE RECOGNITION THAT had been working blindly toward the surface of the workmans mind had at last come into full being. There was scorn in his eye and anger in the set of his jaw as he now came to confront the gambler. And the latter saw that he must use a few priceless seconds or else be baffled entirely.

Not for a chore boy, he repeated contemptuously to Bob Mundy. The devil, man, Al Richards will turn you over his knee and spank you. Youre in no danger of being bullet fodder.

Bob Mundy had endured enough and more than enough to class him with the most patient men on that morning. But now, his patience had run out like the sand from an hourglass. He uttered a faint moan, that showed the torment which he had suffered. Then, without a word, he reached for his gun.

It had once been said of Larry Givain that in moments of danger he turned himself into a bullet. And so he seemed to the bystanders at that moment. So, most of all, he seemed to Bob Mundy.

What he did was simple enough, but the manner in which he did it was consummate art. As the fingers of Mundy curled around the handle of his gun, Givain was taking one lightning step forward. With the iron-hard edge of his open hand he struck Bob on the outer side of the right arm, just where the long shoulder muscles slope away to nothing and the biceps are beginning. Here there is a deep indentation in a mans arm, with only a shallow surfacing of flesh over vital nerves. Against the bone, the blow of Givain struck those nerves. The right arm of Mundy was paralyzed instantly for half a second, and, before that half second was over, he had been spun around, the gun had been snatched from his unnerved fingers, and a foot planted in the small of his back had kicked him headlong, so that he ran a few long strides, stumbled over an iron fragment, and then pitched upon his face.

Any scientific wrestler could have done things more marvelous, but the speed of Givain was reinforced by the magnificent carelessness of his demeanor. He turned now deliberately on his heel and sauntered toward the door of the shop.

In my part of the country, he told the dumbfounded men, thats the way we treat the boys when they begin to talk too loud!

But here his poise was shattered by the voice of the workman crying: Dont let him get away! Its Givain! Its the crooked gambler, Givain!

Like a spur pricking, it started Givain into full speed. It started the others into motion behind him. Not a man there but had heard of the spectacular poker game, and how the culprit had been apprehended by the towns best and bravest, and how he had, afterward, slipped through their fingers like fluid sand.

All these things were at work in them. But, most of all, they ran because Larry Givain fled before them. And he fled like a rabbit that has felt the breath of the greyhound, panting behind it.

He swerved away from the door of the shop. He saw before him three stalwarts, fumbling for guns with their right hands and stretching out their left hands to seize him. He chose the central figure, gave him a piston- shooting fist as he came near, then shot on through the gap that the fellows fall made, stepping once on soft flesh and then dashing away over the sand again.

Someone behind tried a snap shot. It chipped a comer off the post office wall as Givain darted around it. He made for Sally like a badly frightened rabbit, indeed, and, just as the head of the pursuit shot around the edge of the post office, he reached her.

Good horse! She was trembling with eagerness the instant she saw him coming. For he had taught her a hundred times how to act, which was to turn away from her master as though she would abandon him in time of need, to turn away and begin to canter softly, with her head well held around so that the dragging reins would not entangle her feet. In this way she had gathered headway, and Givain, rushing beside her, mounted like a circus performer. He simply hurled himself through the air, gripped mane and pommel, and so dragged himself into place, and, before he was fairly on her, he was jammed back into the saddle by the pressure of her speed as she gathered incredible headway.

In three strides she was away at full speed, like a racer leaving the post. And behind her the crowd of the pursuit was snatched into an ineffectual distance. One or two random shots were fired, but that was all. Men were not quite sure whether or not it was lawful to fire at a man who was wanted for cheating and for nothing of more serious moment. Some of the crowd stopped to stare at the gymnastic feats of the fugitive as he gained his horse, running at well-nigh full speed. Others turned and ran for their horses. But all paused to behold young Bob Mundy, his face contorted with unspeakable rage, the brim of his sombrero blown sheer up from his face, a revolver clasped in one hand and the reins of his speeding horse in the other, dash through their midst on his gray gelding, famous through all the country for its matchless speed.

There was death in the face of Bob. When a man has been shamed to a certain point, he no longer blushes, but begins to lose color, and Bob was white as the sands over which he was sprinting his horse now.

Instead of trying to join in a pursuit in which they knew that they would be outdistanced, men began to rush for points of vantage to behold the race. They climbed trees. They hurried to the tops of the nearest hills. They clambered upon rooftops, and from these high points they observed the pair sweep away toward the far-off desert horizon, swinging up and down over the rolling sand like a pair of stormy petrels over the waves.

But the gray dont gain! they called to one another. Bob Mundys Captain is plumb beat!

And beaten, indeed, the Captain was. Strain and labor as he would, that streaking mare shot away before him and opened a widening gap. Slowly it grew at first, but after the mile had gone, she began to stream away like a piece of cloud blown on the wind, while the gelding labored sullenly, manifestly beaten, behind.

They had hardly turned from the observation of this exciting race, as the mare faded into the horizon, when Rose Mundy arrived. What was it all about? They told her. She listened with astonishment, with anger, and then with a glint of understanding in her eyes, to be followed with more wonder of a deeper dye.

What a man, she breathed at last. Why, he sifted through the whole crowd of you like a grown man through a lot of boys.

He took us by surprise, they told her sullenly. Let him come back, and well be ready for him — well show him then!

But Rose understood so well that her heart was brimming over with thankfulness. This was the strange way her rescuer had chosen to do his work — to drag her brother away to follow an irresistibly tempting bait. Somehow, it matched with the flickering will-o-the-wisp fire that she had seen in the eyes of Larry Givain the night before, in the house.

Besides, said someone in the crowd, you cant expect us to match a crooked gambler. It takes a crook to beat a crook, you know, and I guess were a shade too honest to deal with this Givain.

A crooked gambler? echoed the girl. Why, hes a cowpuncher who works with—

She got no further than that. There was an uproar of laughter, for they were all rejoiced to have turned the tables on her.

Cowpuncher? Him? Ever see such hands on a cowpuncher?

She remembered, then, those remarkably slim and delicately made hands of Larry Givain. They would have done credit to a woman, except that there was little flesh upon them. And this explained, too, the aloof and restless manner of the man, and the strange way he had of looking at her that had reminded her so strongly of something in fear or about to become dangerous. It was simply the look of a man who lived outside the law.

Wheres the kid? called a heavy voice.

The group in front of the blacksmith shop turned and saw, advancing toward them, the badman of badmen, the destroyer of destroyers, Al Richards himself. On the farther side of the street he had left his horse, hardly less famous than himself, not for brilliant speed such as the Sally of the gambler, but for dogged and incomparable powers of resistance that enabled him to plod on for hours at unbroken dog-trot, if his master so willed it. He was an ugly brute of a horse, with bony, projecting hips, and a sharp ridge of backbone and a pot- handle belly and big shambling feet and an ewe neck and a huge, misshapen head with an ugly Roman nose and little, brutal, wicked eyes, glittering under a great brush of forelock. He matched his master in ungainliness.

Al Richards was dressed like a miner, which was his chosen profession. The reason he did not work as a cowpuncher, it was said, was because of his build. His short legs were further diminished in gripping power by the fact that they were oddly bowed out. They were made for strength, rather than for beauty, and their strength was required to support the unwieldy bulk of his body. Above the hips, in chest and arms and huge throat, he was like a gorilla. His face, however, was well-featured, almost handsome, except that there was a peculiarly animal flare to the nostrils and that the eyes had a brute boldness, a sort of flat look, into which no glance could penetrate in order to make out the workings of the mind beneath them.

Wheres the kid? he repeated, as he came forward. Wheres the blacksmith thats going to chew up poor old Al Richards? He accompanied that speech with a loud laughter, and at the same time his eyes glanced swiftly over the faces of the crowd, drinking in their horror, their anger, their fear, as another man would have drunk in words and looks of the profoundest admiration. He dont seem to have waited for me, he said, grinning. Kind of looks to poor old Al Richards like the boy had some business that took him some place else. And he laughed again, gloating over his prowess and that dreadful name of his that struck men down long before he came on them.

He was waiting for you, said Rose Mundy suddenly, when she could endure the shame of her brother no longer. He was waiting, but he was insulted by another man and has chased him—

Insulted by another man? Aint I enough of a fight for him in one day? Has he got to go around hunting up trouble in other places? His voice had become like the voice of a bull.

Hell be back to face you — if there were ten men with you, said Rose Mundy, shivering with her horror of the man.

Hell be back? Well, I cant wait for him to come. Im just that plumb anxious to find him that I got to go out and camp on his trail until maybe my old Joe hoss gets up to him. And then him and me can have a little talk all by ourselves and settle these things between us quiet and proper, like gentlemen should. Thats my way, always — a little talk, quiet and proper, to set all things right.

He chuckled, like a brooding growl of a beast of prey, and he ran his brute eyes slowly back and forth across the faces of the men as if hunting half in despair for some remonstrance, some opposition among them.

Still they shrank from him as though there were leprosy in his very breath.


VI. GETTING THE DROP ON BOB
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FOR FIVE MILES the gambler had been the hunter and not the hunted. He had trailed softly and easily behind the weary gray gelding, while the master of the gray forced his staggering horse relentlessly on into the desert. It was as though the younger rider had determined, like a child, either to find his enemy or kill his horse, and, while he had not a chance of succeeding in capturing the gambler, he was in an excellent way of destroying the honest Captain.

But at length, by the grace of blind fortune and not through any skill of his own, he found a patch of grass growing around a spring and a feeble trickle of water. Here was water, the prime necessity for himself. And here was water and fodder for his gallant gray. But as for food for himself, he had not brought a crumb of it.

Larry Givain, sheltered comfortably behind some rocks on a neighboring hill crest, looked down on the scene with a grim smile and a shrug of the shoulders. For his own part, he had long since learned never to leave his saddlebags unstored with certain light and highly concentrated nourishment. Parched corn, some dried raisins, a little coffee, and salt were always at his command, at the very least, and with these be could defy hunger for many days.

But he now saw that the blacksmith, although hot-headed, was not actually cruel or neglectful. When he finally saw that he could not press on any longer through the thickening evening and on the back of an exhausted horse, he dismounted by the spring, allowed the hot gelding only a small swallow of the water, and then unsaddled his mount. With a twig from a tough mesquite he whipped the sweat off the horse, rubbing him down with even more care that the gambler usually showed to Sally. But, perhaps, that was because Sally was tough as wrought iron and resisted weather and winds and temperatures with equal indifference.

After he had assured himself of the comfort of the gelding and hobbled him, there was nothing left for him to do for himself. He rolled himself wretchedly in a slicker — cold comfort in that for a desert night — and stretched out, prepared to endure the worst. But a long night it promised to be for poor Bob Mundy.

Sleep came slowly to him. He tossed and twisted here and there, and the patient gambler, watching from above through the dim twilight, knew that pangs of rage with minglings of shame and pangs of hatred were disturbing the younger man. But at last he lay still, and Larry Givain went down the slope to capture the enemy.

He sat down on a stone beside the sleeper and touched him with his foot, and Bob Mundy, leaping to his feet, found himself confronted with the all- expressive mouth of a revolver held in a steady and yet very casual hand. And above that gun was the face of the man he had been hating with all his soul that afternoon. The hatred leaped back upon him and took him by the throat, so to speak. It set him trembling. It was all he could do to keep himself from leaping straight at his enemy.

Turn around, commanded Givain.

The other obeyed.

By the heavens, you went to sleep without a gun on you!

The other turned back on him, in silence.

The devil, said Givain, you arent a man — youre a baby! Man? Youre a selfish young jackass, thats all!

You rat-faced skunk of a crooked gambler, said the blacksmith with coldly calculated and deliberate insult, what you think of me makes no difference at all! If youve come here to murder me, pull the trigger. I wont beg off! Not if thats what youre waiting for!

A fool, said Givain meditatively. Not only a fool, but a selfish one!

Listen to me, said the boy hoarsely. If you think you can sit there and insult me, youre mistaken. Ill run in on you and your gun, and either get you or else be gotten!

It was not a sham. Even the dim light of the evening could not hide from the gambler the berserk madness in the face of his companion.

You have nerve, said the gambler calmly, I admit that.

I dont care a damn what you admit!

Of course not. But you will after a while. Do you know why I came to you today?

Because youre a—

Easy on that. Im mild-tempered, Mundy, up to a certain point, and after that — but to come to what I started to say, I came to you to get you out of that town and away from our mutual friend, Al Richards. I hadnt a chance to try to persuade you. Im too well known in that village and able to raise a mob on my own account in a moments notice, as you saw for yourself. And he chuckled at the memory.

People are queer in my town, admitted the blacksmith sarcastically. They hate a crooked gambler worse than they hate a snake.

No doubt, said Givain smoothly. But to come back to yourself. I had to get you out of town. There was really no other way than to make you hate me worse than you hated Richards. And that was what I did.

Dyou think you can pull me off your trail? sneeringly replied young Bob Mundy.

You blockhead! cried Givain. Dyou imagine that I fear what you can do? Because youve manhandled a few old men and young idiots, do you think that youre a man? Al Richards would have eaten you up!

At least hedve found me waiting! Besides, every man has a chance with every other man, when it comes to guns! If you doubt that, let me get my gun, and well fight it out right here and now!

His voice trembled with eagerness, but Givain laughed.

Heres my matches, he said. Rake a fire together. Dont go near your saddle and your guns, though, or Ill shoot without warning, Mundy.

I know your kind, said Bob, and went away to execute the order. He got fairly out of range of the revolver, considering the darkness of the night, now, but he could not bolt and run for it without leaving the gray gelding behind him, and the gray meant as much to Bob as his own life. So presently he came back with a huge load of dried shrubbery and heaped it up, touched a match to it, and the flame was instantly soaring and making the good Captain toss his head and snort with fear, while the two big eyes were turning into balls of reflected fire.

Now, said Givain, Im going to show you something. You see that black rock with the point sticking up?

I see it.

Watch the point.

He tossed up the muzzle of the gun and fired almost without taking aim, so it seemed. The point was clipped squarely off the rock. There was a gasp from Bob Mundy.

Anybody can hit a stationary target, he declared.

Throw that white stone into the air.

Bob Mundy tossed it twenty feet high, and, as it hung in the zenith of its rise, the gambler fired, and the little stone was jerked away into nothingness. Presently a fine shower of sand puffed down upon them.

Well, said Bob Mundy, you can shoot, right enough. And he said it reverently, as one who understands the importance of gun play well enough.

I can shoot, admitted the gambler, without overdue modesty and yet without excitement. But Im not a patch on Al Richards. Listen to me, Mundy. If I faced a hangman with a rope around my neck, Id feel as much hope for life as if I faced Al Richards with a gun in my hand and a gun in his hand.

And he put up his weapon. Bob Mundy gazed upon him in utter wonder.

I see, he said slowly, thinking aloud, as it were. You really dont need to have that gun out to have me in your power. And — I guess youre right. I guess that I have been a fool. He groaned out the words.

Youve been a fool to start with, said the gambler. But the start isnt the finish.

Givain, what made you start to get me away from Al Richards?

That doesnt matter. The question is, what are we to do with Al Richards now?

Ill tend to him later on.

You mean that youll go back and let yourself be killed?

Bob Mundy was silent.

It isnt a question of chance, said Givain. I met Al Richards once before.

You did!

The gambler hesitated. Then: Im the only man who ever wounded him in a fair fight, he said soberly at last, and Im the only man that ever faced him in single fight and got away with his life. But — Im not proud of it. Luck helped me out.

What?

His gun hung a little in the holster. My slug glanced off his skull. I thought he was dead, when I left him. But the dead man started walking again. The only thing that has saved my life is that he doesnt know my name, or how to ask after me. I met him by night.

There was another silence.

It seems, said Mundy, that were in the same boat, and neither of us can paddle.

And what we have to do, said the gambler, is find a way to shore.


VII. A COCK-AND-BULL STORY
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THEY TALKED UNTIL the dawn began in the gray east. And by that time the younger man had agreed to do what the elder advised, and that was to put his shame in his pocket and stay away from home for a few days.

Because, inside of that time, Givain assured him, Al will have forgotten all about you. Hell have another trouble in his mind and be off across the mountains in one direction or another. You can depend on that. Ive known the brute and the brutes mind for a long time.

He could hardly believe his ears when young Mundy agreed. He would not make a pretense about it, however, he said. He would go over to the mountains and write home that he would be gone for three days, simply because he wanted to dodge Richards. If, at the end of that time, Richards was still in the town, he would face him on his return. It was rather a shorter space than the gambler had hoped for, but he had to content himself with what he had gained without pushing the point.

But will you tell me, asked young Mundy, what makes you do all of this on account of me?

Because when I heard of your meeting that was to be with Richards, I decided that something had to be done about it. I knew how it would turn out.Â .Â . with another grave in the town cemetery and another notch in Als gun butt. Did you ever see that gun butt?

No, answered Bob Mundy.

It looks like the mouth of an old dog, full of short teeth.

* * * * *

So it was that they parted. Mundy would have had his new companion ride on the way with him. But Givain insisted that he had work ahead for himself. He watched Mundy disappear into the north. Then he swung sharply around and went south.

It was in the sunset that he came on the town, and, just as he glimpsed it, he found the person in all the world whom he most desired to meet. And that was Rose Mundy, cantering slowly across a hill edge against the sky, and seeming to float into it with every upward sway of her horse. Sally might have had an excuse as a very weary horse, but one word from her master sent her away like a swallow. She dipped over the hills and cut across the path of Rose Mundy on the side of the third. Givain stopped her with a touch of his knee and swept off his hat cavalierly.

Rose Mundy drew rein with a jerk and a gasp. Oh, Larry Givain! she cried to him. Where is my brother?

Riding north, comfortably out of danger, he said.

Thats like those other stories you told me last night about yourself and Jim.

Why are you sure?

Bob Mundy would never turn his back on a danger.

He could not be persuaded?

Never, except with iron chains.

I persuaded him — with only words, said Larry Givain, and smiled at her so frankly that the color came back a little into her face. She was even able to smile faintly back at him.

How did you do it?

I showed him it was foolish to face such a murderer as Richards.

You couldnt convince my brother of that.

I tell you, I did.

How did you argue it?

Her head was high, now, and her eyes shining with indignation at the thought that her brother might have showed fear.

Do you really want your brother to meet Richards? he said. Only last night you seemed to want nothing less in the whole wide world.

Only last night, she said, I was out of my head with terror, but today I know that there is one thing worse than everything else in the world for a man, and that is to lose his honor.

Do you think they will taunt him in the village for turning his back on Richards?

He will taunt himself — it will be a torture to me. You couldnot persuade him?

I did, however. I told him, for one thing, that I had run away from Richards myself.

She was abruptly silenced, but she began to regard him darkly. Thats another thing I cant believe. You wouldnt fear a thing in the world.

Are you sure? he said pleasantly.

Otherwise, how could you have done the wild, crazy suicidal thing you did for my brother?

That was only a game.

And is it only a game, coming back to this town where a score of men are hungry to get at you?

One must take a chance, now and then.

There is something on your mind. Did you — did you come here simply to bring the tale that poor Bob is safe? Oh, if he were to come to harm, I should die.

Rather dishonor for him than that?

Rather anything.

I see, said Givain smilingly, that you are logical.

I dont care, she said. I dont care for anything, except that Bob must not be hurt.

Not even for Jim?

Bah! she laughed at him. Do you still believe that cock-and-bull story? Jim is nothing to me. Ive never seen him in my life.

Givain clasped the pommel of his saddle, and, thus steadied, he stared out at her from beneath his sombrero. And it seemed to him that a cooling wind touched upon his face and made his blood jump.

I knew that my best friend was engaged to a fighting man. I went to her to have her enlist him. She was sick, but she sent me out to him with that picture of him that she wore. That was why I carried it. Simply as a sort of passport from his lady to him to carry me into his confidence. But when I got there — I found that my sham was shown to another sham.

And she laughed again, whole-heartedly, her eyes dancing. As for the gambler, his head was singing with a thousand new and sudden hopes.

But, oh, she said, if you had not done that wild thing yesterday, poor Bob would be a dead man now, and that great brute would not be lurking yonder in the old house.

Richards?

Yes, yes! That horrible creature. My blood runs cold when I think of him. And she pointed to a rambling old house that ran up one side of a hill, the highest hill in the town.

They say its haunted, she said. But what do ghosts matter to that demon? Hes living there, and says hell stay there forever, unless Bob comes back. You see he started out to get Bob, but he lost the trail and returned to wait it out.

So Richards is waiting there? Givain murmured. And he stared vaguely up to the house. It had once housed a large family, no doubt. Now this great wolf of a man had crouched there like a beast in a den, waiting for his prey to come within leaping distance. He stared harder, and it seemed to him that he could make out the outlines of the ugly mustang, ranging near the building.

All his presuppositions were upset, then. There was nothing in what he had told young Bob Mundy and had half hoped might be true. Richards had come to stay, and now he was feeding on the notoriety of his position. It was manna and honey to him. Every day he would be stared at. Every day hundreds would talk about him. Every day the little children would flee from him, as he rode through the streets of the town. And there was a touch of consummate craft and artistry in thus barring the youngster from his home village.

Of course, the moment that such tidings came to young Bob Mundy, he would come down like a storm to meet his death. But, in the meantime, there would be surely a full three days. Three days in which to move Al Richards from that house and send him headlong out of the town and never to return. It was like moving a mountain, that picture of effort to the gambler.

He found that the girl was studying him seriously.

What wild scheme is in your head, now? she asked him.

Another game.

Not for Bobs sake. Youve risked enough for him.

Not for his sake, he answered, and looked at her just as steadily.

She flushed, but shook her head violently. You mustnt be — foolish, she said.

I always play safe, said the gambler with a touch of bitterness. I suppose youve heard that about my games?

Ive heard — that youre a strange fellow; she admitted. But—

Well?

I take people as I find them.

Thank heaven for that! He spoke so fervently that she flushed still more.

Suppose, he said, that Richards were to be persuaded to leave that house and never come back?

Ah! she cried.

Well, if this were in a fairy tale, there would be half a kingdom for the hero, eh?

Oh, yes, she said, half a kingdom, at least.

And what else?

It is hardly safe to say, said Rose, and yet she was not too embarrassed for laughter.

Well, said the gambler, of course, that is something that no one can ever do.

Are you sure?

The only person who could beat Richards would have to be a greater brute than he. He isnt a man. He hasnt a mans nerve or a mans weaknesses.

And yet, she pondered, Achilles had one vulnerable heel. Somewhere there is a flaw in the armor. And thats the thing to aim at. Once the flaw is found, the spear will go through.

But who can stay near such a brute long enough to discover what weaknesses are in his mind? For, I suppose, thats what you mean?

Of course.

And yet, muttered Givain to himself more than to her, there must be a way of studying it out. Except that the time is terribly short — short. And young Mundy will be coming back again.

What did you say?

What sort of a man is the sheriff?.

The flaw in his armor is horses, she told him.


VIII. A VISIT TO THE SHERIFF

[image: img107.jpg]

WHEN HE WATCHED her go, a few minutes later, it hardly seemed possible that he could have let her escape so easily. But, after all, she had said all that he most wished to hear. Although she were half in jest, she was half in earnest also, when she hinted that, if Al Richards were routed out of the town, never to return, she would marry the hero who had conquered the giant.

And most like a giant to a boy did Al Richards seem to the gambler as he cantered his horse along the side of the hill and looked up to the gloomy and staggering old house which crowned it. But it was not to survey the house or to encounter the giant that he rode in that direction. He wound around the hill and went on through the outskirts of the town until he came in sight of Sheriff Camptons house. He remembered having looked it up of old, on his first and most famous visit to the town. He found the place in the gathering dusk. A lamp was lighted in one window, and, when he looked through, he saw the sheriff sitting alone, a long and sprawling man, stretched out in a rocking chair that was tilted far back on the ends of the runners. His feet rested on another chair — long, ungainly feet. His body was hunched in the rocking chair so that he looked more like a poorly stuffed image than a real human being. The gambler could not help smiling as he regarded the man of the law.

Then he went boldly to the front door, knocked, and waited. As he expected, the sheriff himself opened to him, and, shading his eyes to peer into the wall of dusk, he stared at his visitor.

Who might you be, stranger? he said.

Im Larry Givain, said the gambler.

The devil! gasped out the sheriff. What brings you down here?

Two things, said the gambler. The first is to have a talk with the sheriff, and the second thing is to borrow a feed of oats for my horse, Sally, while I talk with you.

Well, Ill be damned! exclaimed the sheriff. But he added, to the surprise of the other: What makes you think that I keep oats and not barley?

No real horseman feeds barley, said Givain calmly.

The sheriff swore again, but there was a touch of gratification in his voice. Im giving comfort and aid to the enemies of the law, he said growlingly to Givain, but I never yet turned a hungry man away from my door, and Im damned if Ill turn a hungry hoss, either. Come along, Givain, and lets have a look at this Sally hoss. The town aint talking of much else besides her, just now.

He went out behind his guest. Under the trees Givain called, and Sally came softly to his side. The sheriff said not a word. Neither did he walk curiously around her. But having stared at her bright eyes for a time, he turned abruptly upon his heel and strode away through the dark, telling Givain to follow him.

The sheriff led them into a small stable, so well kept that it was fragrant with sweet hay. He opened a door upon a box stall and pointed inside, and then he tossed in a bundle of straw so that Givain could bed down his favorite. He climbed into the loft and gave her hay with his own fork, and he brought out a measure of oats for her. Givain divided the portion in two.

She isnt used to high fare, he said. It might upset her stomach. A thistle and a bit of dead grass is all she expects.

Made like a Thoroughbred and tough as a mustang, commented the sheriff. Ive dreamed of hosses like that kind all my life, and Ive tried to get em by crossing breeds and by careful raising. But it wasnt no good. A good hoss is like a great man. You never can tell when theyll spring up.

They went back to the house and sat down with their cigarettes.

But, said the sheriff suddenly, what the devil would folks think, if they looked in and saw me here with you? And what do you want with me now that your hoss is fed?

Ive come to make a bargain.

To make a bargain youve got to have something I want.

I have, said Givain.

Only your freedom, said the sheriff.

Youre wrong. I can try to get rid of a man youd much rather see go than myself. I mean Al Richards!

What the devil, murmured the sheriff. Dyou mean that youd have anything to do with Al Richards for love or money?

For neither, said Givain not quite truthfully. But he and I have an old grudge against one another.

I know, said the sheriff. Richards has been talking about it. When he heard how you had been to town before him, he said it was not the first time you had crossed his path. He told how his gun had stuck in the holster, and how that let you beat him. He told how hes been chasing you ever since.

That, said Givain, with a strange lifting of his upper lip, was mighty kind of him. Well, Sheriff, I dont like to be chased by any man except by a sheriff, with his badge on, and all that.

I see, said Campton, grinning.

What I want you to do is to make me free in this town three days from now.

Eh?

If I were to appear in the streets now, what would happen?

More things than you could count, I guess.

I want you to let em know that three days from today, in the morning at eleven oclock, Im not to be molested, when I ride into town and head for the blacksmith shop of Bob Mundy. Tell them that Ive heard how Richards is talking, and that Ive beaten him once, and that I swear that I can beat him again. Im to be allowed liberty to ride freely to that blacksmith shop and have it out with Richards. Will you spread that word around?

The sheriff merely gaped at him.

You get rid of one of us for good and forever, said Givain. Maybe you get rid of both of us. What Im asking you to do is to spread the news around the town.

The sheriff rose, walked a gangling stride through the room, then turned, and laid his great hand upon the head of Givain.

What game have you planned? he asked.

Sheriff, I have to get Richards out of this town.

For what?

That doesnt matter.

It does, though. Ive got to know.

For a girl, then, said Givain, and neither flushed nor smiled.

Ah, said the sheriff. Ah! I mightve knowed that Rose Mundys smile would be behind this deviltry some place. I never could make out whether the smiling of Rose or the fighting of Bob would be doing the most harm in this world. But now I see whats what. He aint armed with even a paper knife compared to her. Shes sending you to get killed by Richards?

I said nothing of that, said Givain angrily. I havent mentioned the ladys name!

Tut, tut, said the sheriff. If I was ten years younger, Id be a fool about Rose, too. Well, well — the young men hunt the pretty faces, and not whats behind the faces — so go your own way to the devil and trouble, Givain.

What of the message?

Message? The sheriff ran his fingers through his sparse hair and, thereby, made it stand straight up on end. You couldnt be headed off? he said plaintively. Because what would become of Sally once you was gone?

I leave her to the best horseman I know — to Sheriff Campton!

The sheriff turned a fiery red. He clasped his great bony hands together.

Man, man, he murmured, dont be talking any faster than you mean.

Every word is the straight truth and nothing but the truth.

Well, said the sheriff with a great sigh, Sally aside, I think I got to spread that news around. Itll make a lot of talk. And if youre bound to be a fool, you can ride into town safe enough on a morning three days from this.


IX. RICHARDS AND THE INTERLOCUTOR
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IT WAS NEWS of such a quality which the sheriff had to spread that in half an hour the entire town had heard of it. He had merely to step from his house and pass on the tidings to one person. But the person the sheriff selected, after he had bid the gambler good bye, was chosen with wonderful care and forethought.

He watched Givain out of sight, and then he walked up the street and rapped at the door of a house perhaps a hundred yards from his own. He rapped not at the front door, but to the rear, where the light of the kitchen lamp and the fragrance from the kitchen announced that supper was in preparation.

A large woman, red-faced from many leanings over the hot stove, opened the door to him. Under one armpit was tucked the cloth with which she had been opening the oven. She was meditatively licking a finger of her hand that had been burned in the last adventure with the erratic oven door. At sight of the sheriff the frown of irritation was smoothed away. If it aint the sheriff! she cried, half mining her head so that her voice would pass resonantly throughout the house and perhaps reach the envious ears of Mrs. Murphy in the adjoining shack. If it aint the sheriff, and just in time to have supper.

I aint for supper, maam, said the sheriff, as he doffed his hat to her and, thereby, pulled a struggling gray hair forelock across his brown forehead. I aint for supper, but I just chanced over to ask if you happened to have a mite of salt to spare. Dog-gone me, if I aint plumb run out!

I got a whole barrelful, said Mrs. Snyder kindly. Now aint it like a man to order everything, except whats needed most of all for his cooking. Ill have you a snack of salt fixed in a jiffy, Sheriff. And she poured some into a cup and gave it to him.

But food is going to waste in this house this night, Sheriff, she assured him as she gave him the package. I got moren my man and my boys could ever in goodness eat up, and just room for another hearty eater at the far end of my table—

I got my own dinner, warming up on the stove, said the sheriff, lying with perfect smoothness. Ill be getting on back before things burn all up.

Well, well, said Mrs. Snyder, following him a step through the door, these are busy times with you, Sheriff, what with all the carrying on in this here town.

What carrying on? asked the sheriff, with the bland eye of an innocent child.

What carrying on? she cried. Why, with young Bob Mundy run out of town, and maybe murdered by that horrible gambler, and then this man-murdering Richards come to set right down amongst us — dont you call that something worth talking about?

The sheriff raised his eyebrows noncommittally. I dunno that I been paying much attention to that for the last hour, he said. Other news just come in.

Other news? gasped out Mrs. Snyder. And she panted with eagerness.

Yep. Just had word from Givain. He wants a safe conduct into the town three days from this, in the morning, at eleven oclock—

In the name of goodness, Sheriff, whats a safe conduct?

It means, he wants to know if he can come safe and sound into town and out again.

What in lands sake is the rascal thinking of? Of course, you aint going to give it to him?

I dunno that I aint.

Sheriff!

You see, the idea is that he wants to come in at that time to meet Al Richards in front of the blacksmith shop that Mundy runs. And, somehow, I aint got the heart to keep them two from fighting it out together. And with this he strode away.

Mrs. Snyder followed him almost to his door, forgetful of the burning roast in her oven, forgetful of everything, except that she wanted to know details and, above all, whether or not this news had as yet been generally spread abroad. She learned that it had not, and with that her cup of happiness was full.

Two minutes later her family was gathered about her, five young sons with skins no sun could bum, with eyes brimmed over with deviltry, and her husband, who filled seven mouths three times a day and wondered every nightfall how he had managed it, And in three minutes more they had the whole story, with embroiderings of Mrs. Snyders own invention. And, shortly afterward, seven Snyders were speeding on their way to seven different households to tell their story. Like the ripples from around the fallen pebble, the news washed through the town. The sheriff had chosen the right spot to let fall his talk.

It came to the ears of big Al Richards, where he sat in front of his borrowed house upon the side of the hill. An old man was the only one brave enough to carry the message up to him. He arrived in front of the warrior just as the latter had finished packing his pipe with plug tobacco, and just after Givain had slid into cover under the floor of the rotted verandah. From his place he could look out through the lattice work and survey both the tale bearer and the destroyer of men.

He who bore the message was both withered and bent. He went upon tottering legs and a crooked cane that shook in his hands, and a perpetual tremor of age kept his thin, white beard shivering as though in dread of the death that could not be many steps before him.

Well, Mister Richards, he said, I see youre enjoying a fine evening and a fine pipe by yourself?

Mr. Richards eyed the veteran. Then he brought forth a match and scratched it on his overalls. Next, he sheltered it between his huge palms while the red, reflected light glowed upon his brutal features. When the sulphur fumes of the tip of the match had burned away, he held the flaming stick over the loaded pipe and drew mightily upon it. The noise of his puffing was like the noise of a small engine, and the cords stood out on his great neck and made the collar of the loose flannel shirt rise and fall. Finally the pipe was ignited, although the wedge of tobacco in it was almost as solid as wood. And now he puffed forth a cloud of the brown smoke and glowered upon the ancient.

What the devil do you want? he said.

Nothing, said the other, shrinking back a pace, and then bracing himself as he realized that his great feebleness made him as inviolable of violence as any weak woman.

I dont want nothing, he added, catching his breath and steadying himself. I was just coming up here to pass a word with you and the time of the day.

You lie, said the monster. You lie like the devil. You aint done much work as the climbing of this hill for ten years. And you wont climb this far again till you go to — heaven. And he laughed. He was so contented with his stern jest that he now wiped the mustaches away from the upper lip and looked forth with something approaching to good nature upon the octogenarian.

What might your name be? he asked.

Si Dean.

Well, Si, the truth is that you just come up here to have a look at me, aint it?

Youre worth seeing, Mister Richards, said the old fellow politely.

The giant reared up his full bulk. He was not so tall. But in breadth and in bulk he was monstrous, indeed, and, as he rose, his huge mustang in the neighboring field laid back his ears and snorted with hate.

Youve seen me and yet you aint seen me. If you was thirty years younger, Id wring your neck for coming up here to look at me. But seeing as you aint moren an old goat ready to tumble into a grave, look long and hard. You aint seen my likes before and you aint going to again. Look at this here hand!

He thrust forth his left hand, the fingers gnarled with labor and with power. The little finger was as stubby and as blunt and as thick as the thumb of an average man.

Look at that hand! Its worth seeing. Thats the hand that throttled Sim Harper. Look at this other hand. Thats the hand that shot Buck Jerome and young Saunders, and Milt Jeffrey and a few more — a few more — And look here. Heres the gun that dropped em. Look at them notches. Them are each a dead man. And them other notches you see — them are — just decorations! He laughed hugely. Yep, them are just decorations! He laughed again.

Si Dean shrank away and held one shaking and claw-like hand before his face. Perhaps it was the nearness of those awful paws that made him tremble. Perhaps it was the brightness of the revolver. Perhaps it was the dreadful truth about this man sinking in upon his soul of souls.

Well, said the monster, now that youve seen, git out and dont come back.

I got one bit of news for you, said the old man.

News, said the giant, resting an immense foot upon a large and jagged boulder, news for me?

It was as though he considered it impossible for tidings affecting him to come forth from so negligible a source.

Yes, quavered Si Dean.

What in the devil about?

About — about — Im afraid it will anger you, Mister Richards, Si Dean told him.

You old rag-chewer, will you say what you got to say? Then he added, half meditatively: Or Ill take you by a leg and see how far you would sail down the hill.

Si Dean glanced hastily below him. Down the steep descent were ragged-edged stones, like the upturned mouth of a shark. He drew a quick breath.

It was about a — a gent that sent a message to the sheriff.

Well?

That he was coming to town three days from today, in the morning, at eleven oclock.

What of that?

And that he wanted to meet you in front of Bob Mundys shop.

He can find me. Who is he, and what does he want of me?

Si Dean shrank to a safer distance. He looked behind and below him again at the rocks. They were hard, indeed, and yet how could he resist telling the cream of all his story?

Hes a gent that says that hes tired of hearing so much about the doings of Al Richards. Hes a gent that says that he licked you once before plumb easy, and that hes going to do it again. Hes a gent that says they aint nothing to you but your size, and that, when he gets through, youll be whittled down plumb small.

A tremendous oath tore the throat of Richards. Whats his name?

Givain! cried the old veteran. And then he cowered halfway to the earth.

There was no violence in Richards for a reply. Instead, as though he had forgotten that there was an interlocutor before him on the hillside, he lifted his head and then raised up his great hands to the night sky. Light from the fire that he had kindled inside the house upon the open hearth shone out through the door, however, and struck across his features, as rugged, as hard as the rock upon which his foot was based. And in his face there was joy, or something akin to joy. His eyes glittered with it. His hands trembled. His whole body shook with eagerness.

Hes coming — to me — of his own self, whispered the giant.

And Si Dean fled, stumbling, for safety.

Therefore, he did not see what Givain saw. For the latter saw the big man lean suddenly, seize the rock upon which a foot had been resting, and tear it from its bed. Up it came, all dark beneath, with small, white roots of grasses clinging about it, and from the full height of Richards it was dashed down upon another boulder. It cracked to a score of splinters, and every splinter was a heavy stone that went rolling or flying down the dark hillside. Givain heard old Si Dean cry out in feeble terror as a missile went hurtling past him. Then another rock rolled farther below, and another cracked sharply into a rivulet of water in the bottom of the hollow. After that was silence, and the giant dropped his arms.


X. THE HEEL OF ACHILLES
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THERE ARE PRODIGIES that numb the body, the very faculties of the mind. And the gambler could not stir in his place of covert after the rock had fallen or after this vast mass of muscle and bone and venom had strode into the house.

But then Givain came forth from hiding, slowly, dragging one limb after the other with a conscious effort. His mind was full of panics. At every whisper of the wind it seemed to him that it was the rushing of the air in the clothes of Richards as the latter sped upon him in the dark. And, once perceived, he could not fly. There was no strength in his heart to bear him up, and there was no strength in his limbs.

And yet he could have smiled at the irony of this event. For he had climbed the hill in the vain, small hope that the girl had been right, that this giant had some vulnerable point, that, like Achilles, he had been only partially blessed with invincibility to the gods of war, and that he, Givain, might spy the weakness out. He had believed that speech of Rose Mundys because he was almost forced to believe it. There was no other hope for him.

But now that he had come and seen Richards, being unseen himself, he had discovered a thing that washed away the last of his strength. And he knew with a deadly and sickening certainty, not only that he would have no chance in battle against Richards, but that he could not even find the wretched courage in his soul to go to the place of meeting and die like a man.

For there was no facing this demon after the scene that Givain had just witnessed. It seemed to his shattered imagination that he was being picked up in the hands of Al Richards and broken to shards upon the stones. He could see his body flattened in the street before the blacksmith shop of Bob Mundy.

Yet his reason did not give up the battle easily. It assured him again and again that, big as he was, Richards could be killed as easily as any other man by a bullet. It told him that in every, fight there is a chance that a good shot and quick draw may kill, and that luck might help him. But, in spite of that, the horrible foreboding was fixed in his mind and would not go out of it — he had two days and three nights to live, and on the third morning he was to die at eleven oclock in front of Bob Mundys shop. And as he thought of that, the whole affair became dream-like to him. He could see his first meeting with the girl in Jims house like events dimly pictured — pictures out of a story book, and no flesh and blood reality.

Then he went slowly, very slowly, down the hill, aching with terror lest his foot should displace a stone and that small noise bring the monster flying down after him.

That was the first night of Givains vigil. The second night he came up again and saw Al Richards ride out early and saw him come home again late, drunk. And he seemed to Givain, as the latter stole to the window and looked in upon him, lighting the fire upon the hearth, like a great, fire-breathing dragon out of some fairy tale. As for the wood for the fire, he tore boards from the walls of the room and pitched them, crashing upon the hearth. They smashed upon the fire and cast out big showers of sparks. Ah, would that one of those sparks might start a conflagration which would instantly involve the house in flames and burn with it the evil spirit that now dwelt there.

But he waited for no more. Instead, he turned sick at heart and went down the hill and to his sleep for the night. But he could not sleep. He sat up beside his small fire among the woods and hugged his knees and looked at his death in the darkness until Sally came and put her soft muzzle upon his shoulder and nibbled carefully at his ear.

Yet once more crouched outside the house, he waited and watched the movements of Richards until, finally, the big man kicked off his boots, threw his blankets on the floor near the fire, and jerked open his shirt at the throat preparatory to sleeping. But, as he did so, he appeared to break a thread that was tied about his neck. Something bright and yellow was flicked from his bosom and rattled on the floor, and Richards uttered a cry of horror and of fear. He stood like a child, seeing a ghost, his eyes dilated and his hands extended with stiff fingers. Then he dropped upon his knees and began to search the floor, groaning with dread. He tore up the boards with his steel- like fingers for wedges, and looked down the cracks. At length he scooped up something with a strangled yell of relief and joy.

When Richards sank down cross-legged upon his blankets, however, all that Givain saw with his startled eyes was a twenty-dollar gold piece, twisted out of shape and with a large hole driven through the center of it. Yet the giant cradled it in his palm as though it was a diamond of untold value.

At length he set to work to tie a new and stouter string through it. And the knot of the string, as he tied it around his neck again, was drawn tight and tied again, half a dozen times. Certainly there was small fear that such a knot would unravel, and as for the string, it was of the stoutest twine. With this strange talisman fastened about his neck, he lay down upon the blankets. He wrapped himself in them and seemed sound asleep, yet, now and again, he started violently, and his big right hand flew up to clutch at the place beneath the flannel shirt where the twenty-dollar piece must lie. And each time there was a groan of relief and of content as his fingers touched the metal.

Then Givain, turning from the window, hurried down the hill. He had no great hope, but even a small one was like a glimpse of heaven after the despair in which he had been plunged through all of these days. He went straight to that small, hidden camp of his, took from his little pack his razor, tested it upon a hair and found that its edge was as keen and as biting as hate. Then he closed it, pocketed it, and went back up the hill.

By the time he arrived at the house on the hill, the fire had burned low upon the hearth. It was either dead or else the dying coals were filmed over with the gray of ashes through which a dull and uncertain glow was thrown across the room. Yet, now and then, when a draught pried at the embers, a flame was wakened for an instant, illumining every corner of the room brightly.

Givain took note of these surroundings calmly, gravely. Then he unbuckled his revolver and dropped the cartridge belt upon the ground, for, if the giant wakened, Givain must not be tempted to kill a man by surprise and by treachery. Better by far to be himself killed by those great hands. After this he removed his boots, took off his hat, and gave the bright stars one look. Then he entered the room.

There were seven paces from the door to the spot where the big man snored. There were only seven small paces, but at the fifth the fire gleamed, and at the seventh the tongue of flame started up, and Givain, looking down, thought that the glittering eyes of the other were fixed upon him. Was the giant playing possum?

But when he leaned and peered, it seemed from the relaxed muscles and the steady breathing that Richards still slept. So Givain knelt beside him, and, so kneeling, he was within the circle of the left arm of the prostrate man. One sweep of that hand would gather him in, no matter how blindly made. Then a fumble of the big fingers, a crunch of bones, and his neck would be broken.

Givain was whipped on by the dread of the meeting in front of Mundys shop. With fingers nerved to steadiness, he fumbled beneath the collar and found the thread of twine. With set teeth, with a prayer and despair in his heart, he softly drew that thread forth. But how could he keep the rough twine from chafing, however softly, against the skin of the sleeper? There with a gasp and groan, and the right hand of the killer clapped against his breast.


XI. REMOVING A TALISMAN
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HOW GIVAIN JERKED his own hands away, swiftly, and without a jar, he did not know. But certain it was that Richards did not strike them. But his hand struck his breast, and apparently he felt the coin, and, reassured in the midst of his nightmare, he dropped his hand again, turned with a groan of relief upon his side, and was instantly asleep again.

Givain went swiftly and calmly ahead with his work now. Having succeeded in passing this crisis, it seemed to him that he was guaranteed against further interruption. With a deftness incomparable he drew forth the coin. A touch of the razors edge parted the twine, and now both twine and coin were his.

But being his, such an ecstasy of relief and of weakness passed through him that he felt he could never find the strength to rise from his knees. His legs were shaking, and his teeth were chattering in his head. His whole body trembled. It was a long effort before he rose. And he began to move backward toward the door, keeping his eyes fixed upon the bulk upon the floor, more dimly outlined now by the dying firelight. Once a tongue of flame stood up, quivering inches high above the ashes. It showed the rugged face of the sleeper, but his eyes were closed, and Givain, being now in the doorway, whirled, leaped into the night, felt the firm ground beneath him, and rushed down the hill as though assisted by wings. No one could have caught him then, he felt. For, crushed against his palm, eating into his flesh, was the curved edge of the coin that, in some mysterious manner, represented the whole strength of Al Richards. He was as certain of it as though he had seen a spell breathed over that piece of money.

At last he sat by the ashes of his own fire in the woods. He fanned it to life again. He cast handfuls of dead shrubbery upon it, until the fire rose recklessly high and Sally came sniffing and nosing toward him. Then he took the bit of gold in his hand. The date was clear — it had been coined in 1892. And the hole that was drilled so clean through it might have been punched by a Thirty- Two caliber bullet — a rifle bullet, say. The impact that had forced it through the metal had twisted the coin at the same time out of shape.

How could this trinket have anything to do with the powers of Al Richards? And yet he felt, as he stared down at the thing, that he had trimmed the hair of Samson and found, indeed, the heel of Achilles. He felt freed. If, at that instant, he had seen the vast and unwieldy bulk of Al Richards looming through the darkness, he would have gone to the attack on the great man with a feeling of perfect confidence, so much was he assured that the hands of the destroyer were unnerved.

But what would happen when Richards wakened in the morning? What would the big man do? What would he say? He was urged by an invincible curiosity that made him rise from the fire he had just kindled. Now he saddled Sally, flung himself upon her, and jogged easily up the slope of the hill. He dismounted at a little distance from the house.

To the same door to which he had gone in such a horror of fear before, he advanced again. He sat upon the sill and looked calmly into the shadows. There was Richards, still sleeping, still a shapeless mound of blackness rising from the floor.

So Givain went out again, and he remembered that he had made this second perilous journey even without his revolver. At that remembrance he merely laughed, and, passing around the house, he picked up the belt and the gun where he had unbuckled and dropped them. As he picked them up, he wondered if such a scruple as had moved him, when he gave up his weapon, could ever have entered into the brutish brain of Richards.

Yet that brain was not all brute. There was that which assured him that the love of this mere coin would be the undoing of the monster. Therefore, there was an instinct in him that said that Richards was capable of highly strung efforts of the imagination.

And now, with his gun buckled upon his thigh, he sat down to watch the morning grow, and smoked a cigarette. He was hungry. He had not tasted food for twenty-four hours. But food was not what he needed. He was tasting, in all its sweetness, the surety of life restored — the sweetest of all life, his own. And how dear to him was the growing of that dawn behind the mountains, striking them out in quick and bold strokes, as though he watched some worker in black and white sketching in a picture of mountains at dawn, rescuing new details at every stroke.

But now it was more than a rough and wildly imposing sketch. Behind the mountains was welling up flood upon flood and wave upon wave of tender color — of pink transfused with yellow, of rose so lovely that it opened his soul as though there was a fragrance emanating from it, and of tides and tides of exquisite, pure, white light. How beautiful it was, and how it rolled upon the heart of Givain for the first time, until it seemed to him that, after the three days of torture, he was being born again and into a world all new to him. There would be a thousand things to mark and to look for thereafter. He told himself that, having tasted the bitterness of death for three whole days, he would make a new path for himself through the world. What he had kicked aside as worthless before, he would stay to watch closely. And if he had gone through his days prizing, first, fox-like cunning, and secondly, fierce skill in battle, he would revise his ideas, open his eyes, and see if there was not something in life like the light that was rushing up over the eastern peaks — something good because it was beautiful, and beautiful because it was good.

It seemed to Givain, indeed, that now for the first time he was getting at the heart of an understanding of the girl, Rose Mundy. He had thought that he knew her before, but how small had been his knowledge, He had seen and admired her prettiness, her clever mind, her subtle ways of eyes and hand and thought, but he had never been aware of something else that he was now beginning to sense as he. watched the birth of the morning, and that was a deep and perfect purity. So that her greatest strength was not her cleverness, but her very lack of knowledge. And she seemed to the ecstatic mind of the gambler, now, half child and half saint — half to be adored and half to be worshipped.

Of at least one thing he was sure. If he were ever to touch her hand with this newly saved being of his, it must be as one who had put his criminal existence behind him. It must be as one who had vowed an honest labor to make an honest life. He rose. He stood upon tiptoe. He stretched out his arms to the east, all golden now, and rose, with one streaming cloud of fire blown westward. And he felt that the cold air he breathed went through and through him and purged him forever of the thing that he had been.

And in the very midst of that ecstasy he heard the deep voice of Al Richards cry out, half groan, half scream — half fear and half the wildest rage.


XII. THE MAN-KILLER FLEES
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IT BROUGHT HIM back with a shock and a start to the cruel facts of that last night. For a moment he was on the verge of running to peer through the window and watch. But then something held him back. The shouting of Al Richards was like the crying of a stricken beast. As he raged, it seemed to Givain that looking in upon him would be like looking in upon a man transformed into an animal. And he had no right to do that. After all, it was through a piece of wicked theft by night that he had disarmed the soul of the man killer of its old confidence.

And there was something magnificent, also, in the passion of the destroyer. He was tearing up the planks of the floor, now. He was dashing them about. The house shook and moaned under his passion as though a storm wind were harrying it with a strong hand. And the thunder of the giants voice rose and raged.

It all stopped suddenly. The roaring and the smashing stopped. It was as though a pointed gun had halted that big man. And in Givain it was as though a sudden realization of weakness had come upon Richards.

So the gambler turned the corner of the house. What he saw was Richards shambling across the field with his saddle and bridle dragging after him, making toward the huge mustang. He was half running, like a man in the most mortal fear. And Givain grew sick at heart as he watched. For, after all, although the strength of Richards had been terrible, it had been magnificent, also. And now the fellow was a mere skulker. He was transformed from a lion to a jackal.

He was busy at the mustang now. His deep voice rolled back to Givain in mutterings, confused, subdued, hurried, as he cursed his horse one moment and implored it to stand quiet the next. For the mustang hated the sight of the saddle and the bridle and showed its hatred even with its hobbled feet.

It was saddled, however. And finally its wicked teeth were pried apart and the bit forced between them. So, saddled and bridled, the giant now unhobbled his horse and slung the ropes behind the saddle. This done, he was in the act of mounting, when his eye lighted on the form of Sally, as she grazed calmly along the side of the hill. And that sight seemed to crush him.

Richards glanced wildly around. And then, in the door of the house that he had just left, he saw none other than the young gambler, dapper, alert, slender, exactly as he had stood upon that other day when his gun had struck Richards down. And the power of mystery fell suddenly and heavily upon the big man.

The mustang seemed to feel his weakness, for now it veered suddenly away. Richards lunged in pursuit with a muffled cry, but he received the heels of the mustang as the brute lashed out. One grazed his head and one grazed his body and hurled him flat, and, before he could rise again, the horse was gone. Al Richards cast one terrified glance behind him to make sure that the enemy was not pursuing him, and then he rushed down the hill after the horse.

But Richards never again sat the saddle on that animal. All day he kept up the vain labor upon the mustangs trail. At night he gave it up. He slunk to the nearest town, took the first freight that left the place, and was swept north. Five hundred miles away, and two days later, he was arrested for vagrancy in a little Montana town, arrested by a new constable and a young one.

In the jail they learned the truth from the cowering bulk. He was Al Richards, famous in story for a dozen years. He was Al Richards, or, rather a wreck who swore that the name belonged to him. And when the reporters came to question him, he refused to talk. But to his cell mate he told a strange story.

It was of how, years and years before, he had entered his first fight, and of how the bullet of the other man had struck him and hurt him in the side. But he had not been pierced by the slug, and his own shot had killed his enemy. And when he examined the place where he had been hit, he found that the bullet from the others rifle — for they were firing at a distance from one another — had pierced his wallet, cut through the leather, and then, in cutting through a golden twenty-dollar piece, had been turned to the side.

So his life had been saved by that bit of soft metal, and it had seemed to Richards like a sign of power given to him. He felt, thereafter, that he was invincible. He attached all the belief in his own strength to that bit of gold, and, so long as it was strung around his neck, he was secure. But when it was gone, he was helpless. And, in fact, the instant that the piece of money had been taken from him, the belief that punishment for all his crimes was about to overtake him had crushed him as if under a great weight. In a moment he was unmanned. And now the man killer was serving a thirty-day term for vagrancy.

After that, Al Richards was never heard from again.

Whether he came to a sudden end, when one of his numberless enemies took heart at his downfall and pursued him to the ground, or whether Al Richards had slunk out of the cow country and was rushed far away by the speed of trains to begin a new life as a laborer, where his mighty strength of hands would stand him in better stead, remained a mystery even to those who most carefully strove to delve into the facts. But certain it was that he never again appeared in the West with his flat, brutal eye, his voice of thunder, mounted on his terrible horse, and with his ungloved right hand swinging near the handles of his gun.

* * * * *

Perhaps Givain should have told the whole story of what had happened at the so-called haunted house to everyone in the village. But a little trace of vanity prevented him.

He went down to the village and announced calmly enough that Al Richards would not come down to fight the big fight that day in front of Bob Mundys blacksmith shop, and, when people grinned their disbelief and asked why he thought so, he said that he and the other had already fought out their little quarrel in the haunted house upon the hill. And Bob Mundy, who had returned to meet his fate at the hands of Al Richards, was there to hear the joyous news.

Twenty men took horse and rode to the place. They did not find a dead body. Indeed, they found no trace of Richards at all. But they found that the interior of the building was half wrecked. And they came back to tell their amazed friends that they had seen a prodigy.

As for Givain, he never again dealt a pack of cards. He never again wore a gun, for he had promised his wife, Rose, that he would not. Indeed, he did not need a gun now for protection, for a thousand men and women and children up and down the range believed firmly that Givain had in some mysterious fashion been able to meet the giant bulk of Richards, hand to hand, and subdue him. For did not the wrecked interior of the house show that a fight had been fought there?

And Givain never had the moral courage to deny the tale.

THE END


Sunset Wins (1923)
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CHAPTER I.— RED MACDONALD
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HIS FATHER WAS a Macdonald of the old strain which once claimed the proud title of Lord of the Isles. His mother was a Connell of that family which had once owned Connell Castle. After that terrible slaughter of the Connells at the Boyne, those who were left of the race fled to the colonies. After the Macdonalds had followed Bonny Prince Charlie into England in that luckless year, 1715, the remnants of the proscribed race waited for vengeance among the Highlands, or else followed the Connells across the Atlantic.

The Connells were great black men, with hands which could crush flagons or break heads. The Macdonalds were red-headed giants, with heaven-blue eyes and a hunger for battle. But the passing of generations changed them. They became city dwellers, in part, and those who dwelt in cities shrank in stature and diminished in numbers. They became merchants, shrewd dealers, capable of sharp practice. They lived by their wits and not by the strength of their hands. They gave corporals and raw-handed sergeants to the war of the Revolution; to the Civil War, nearly four generations later, they gave majors and colonels and generals. Their minds were growing and their bodies were shrinking.

And so at last a Mary Connell, small, slim-throated, silken black of hair, wedded a Gordon Macdonald, with shadowy red hair and mild, patient, blue eyes. They were little people. He was a scant five feet and six inches in height, and yet he seemed big and burly when he stood by the side of his wife. What manner of children should they have? For five years there was no child at all, and then Mary died in giving birth to a son. He was born shrieking rage at the world, with his red hands doubled into fat balls of flesh, and his blue eyes staring up with the battle fury — he was born with red hair gleaming upon his head. His father looked down upon him in sadness and bewilderment. Surely this was no true son of his!

His wonder grew with the years. At thirteen, young Gordon Macdonald was taller than his father and heavier. He had great, long-fingered bony hands and huge wrists, from the latter of which the tendons stood out, as though begging for the muscles which were to come. And his joy was not in his books and his tutor. His pleasure was in the streets. When the door was locked upon him, he stole out of his bed at night and climbed down from the window of his room, like a young pirate, and went abroad in search of adventure. And he would come back again two days later with his clothes in rags, his face purpled and swollen with blows, and his knuckles raw. They sent him to a school famous for Latin and broken heads. He prostrated two masters within three months with nervous breakdowns, and he was expelled from the school weak, bruised, but triumphant.

Force is the thing for him then, said his weary-minded parent. Let us discipline his body and pray God that time may bring him mildness. Labor was the curse laid on Adam. Let his shoulders now feel its weight!

So he was made an apprentice in a factory, at the ripe age of fifteen, to bow his six feet two of bones and sinews with heavy weights of iron and to callous his hands with the rough handles of sledge hammers. But though he came home at night staggering, he came home singing. And if he grew lean with the anguish of labor in the first month, he began to grow fat on it in the second. His father cut off his allowance. But on Saturday nights Gordon began to disappear; money rolled into his pockets, and he dressed like a dandy. Presently his father read in one paper of a rising young light heavyweight who was crushing old and experienced pugilists in the first and second rounds under the weight of a wild-cat onslaught; and in a second paper he saw a picture of this Red Jack and discovered that he was his own and only son!

After that he took his head between his hands and prayed for guidance, and he received an inspiration to send his boy away from the wiles of the wicked city for a year and a day. So he signed Gordon Macdonald on a sailing ship bound for Australia. He hade his boy farewell, gave him a blessing, and died the next month, his mind shattered by a financial crash. But he had accomplished one thing at least with his son — Gordon Macdonald came back to Manhattan no more.

In the port of Sydney, far from his homeland, he celebrated his seventeenth birthday with a drunken carousal, and the next day he insulted the first mate, broke his jaw with a pile-driving jab, and was thrown into the hold in irons. He filed through his chains that night, went above, threw the watch into the sea, dived in after him, and swam ashore.

He was hotly pursued by the infuriated captain. The police were appealed to. He stole a horse to help him on his flight. He was cornered at the end of the seventh day, starved, but lion-like. With his bare hands he attacked six armed men. He smashed two ribs of one, the jaw of another, and fractured the skull of the third before he was brought down spouting crimson from a dozen bullet wounds.

The nursing he received was not tender, but he recovered with a speed that dazed the doctor. Then he was promptly clapped into prison for resisting arrest, for theft, and for assaulting the officers of the law.

For three months he pored upon the cross section of the world of crime which was presented to him in a wide, thick slab in the prison. Then, when he was weary of being immersed in the shadows of the world, he knocked down a guard, climbed a wall, tore a rifle from the hands of another guard, and stunned the fellow with a blow across the head, sprang down on the farther side, dodged away through a fusillade of bullets, reached the desert land, lived there like a hunted beast for six months, with a horse for a companion, a rifle for a wife, and a revolver for a chosen friend. At last he reached a seaport and took ship again on the free blue waters.

When the ship touched at Bombay, the hand of the law seized him again. He broke away the next night, reached the Himalayas after three months of wild adventure, plunged into the wastes of Tibet, joined a caravan which carried him into central Asia, came to St. Petersburg a year later, shipped to Brazil, rounded the Horn on a tramp freighter, and deserted at a Mexican port.

At the age of nineteen he rode across the border into Texas for the first time. He stood six feet two and a half inches in his bare feet. He weighed two hundred pounds stripped to the buff. He knew guns and fighting tricks, as a saint knows the Bible, and his whole soul ached every day to find some man or men capable of giving him battle which would exercise him to the uttermost of his gigantic strength.

But on his long pilgrimage he had learned a great truth: no matter how a man defies his fellows, he must not defy the law. For the law reaches ten thousand miles as easily as a man reaches across the table for a glass of water. And no matter if a man has a hand of iron, the law has fingers of steel.

Suppose the mind of a fox planted in the body of a Bengal tiger, a beast of royal power and a brain of devilish cunning. Such was Gordon Macdonald. He looked like a lion; he thought like a fox; and he fought like ten devils, shoulder to shoulder.

First he joined the Rangers, not for the glory of suppressing crime, but for the glory of the dangers to be dared in that wild service. He gained ten commendations in as many months for fearless work; in the eleventh month he was requested to resign. The Texas Rangers prefer to capture living criminals rather than dead ones.

So Gordon Macdonald resigned and rode again on his friendless way. He rode for ten years through a thousand adventures, and in ten years no mans eyes lighted to see him come, no woman smiled when he was near her, no child laughed and took his hand. The very dogs snarled at him and shrank from his path. But the Macdonald cared for none of these things. The spirit which rides on a thunderbolt does not hope for applause from the world it is about to strike. No more cared Red Macdonald. For he was tinglingly awake to one thing only, and that was the hope of battle. Speed, such as hides in the wrist of a cat, strength, such as waits in the paw of a grizzly, wisdom, such as lingers in the soul of a wolf — these were his treasures. Through all the years he fought his battles in such a way that the lie was first given to him by the other man, and the other man first drew his gun. Therefore the law passed him by unscathed. And all the years he followed, with a sort of rapturous intentness, a ghost of hope that some day he would meet a man who would be his equal, some giant of force, with the speed of a curling whiplash and the malignity of a demon. Some day he would come on the trail of a great devastator, an incarnate spirit of evil, and these men who now ceased talking and eyed him askance when he entered a room, these women who grew pale, as he passed, would come to him and fall on their knees and beg him to spare them. He carried that thought always in his heart of hearts, like a secret comfort.

Such was Gordon Macdonald at the age of thirty. He was as striking in face as in his big body. That arched and cruel nose, that long stern chin, that fiery hair, uncomfortable on his head, and, above all, his blue eyes stopped the thoughts and hearts of men. One felt the endless stirring impulse in him. To look in his eyes was like looking on the swift changes of color which run down the cooling iron toward the point. It was impossible to imagine this man sleeping. It was impossible to conceive this man for an instant inactive of mind, for he seemed to be created to forge wily schemes and plan cruel deeds.

He had crowded the events of a dozen ordinary lives into his short span of years. And still, insatiable of action, he kept on the trail which has only one ending. One might have judged that with such a career behind him, some of it would have been written in his face, but even in this he was deceptive. To be sure, when he frowned, a thousand lines and shadows appeared in his face; he might have been taken for a man of forty. But when he threw back his head and laughed — laughed with a savage satisfaction for work accomplished, or for danger in the prospect, he looked no more than a wild youth of twenty.

Such was the Macdonald in his thirtieth year. Such was the Macdonald when he saw Sunset, and at once he sensed that the fates had arranged the encounter.


CHAPTER II.— SUNSET
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THE HORSE HAD his name from his color. When the brilliant colors at the end of the day begin to fade from the clouds, and when they are only shimmering with a rusty red, such was the tint of the hide of the horse, and yet the mane and tail and the four stockings of the stallion were jet black. It was that rich, strange color that first startled the Macdonald and held his mind. It was like the thick blood with light striking across it, he thought, and that grim simile stayed in his mind.

The thought struck an echo through his brain at once. There was something of fate in this meeting, he felt. A strange surety grew up in him that his destiny was inextricably entangled with Sunset. An equal surety came to him that that destiny was a gloomy thing. If he had that horse, evil would come of it, and yet the horse he must have!

He rode closer to the edge of the corral and examined the stallion more in detail. It was not color alone in which Sunset was glorious. He was one of those rare freaks of horseflesh in which size is combined with an exquisite proportion and fine working of details. It is rare to find a tall man who is not poorly put together, whose legs are not too long, or whose arms are not too lean; there are sure to be flaws and weaknesses when a man stands over six feet in height. And, rare as it is to find a big man who conforms to the Greek canons, it is rarer still to find a tall horse neither too long nor too short coupled with bone to support his bulk, but not lumpy and heavy in the joints, with a straight, strong back, with a neck neither too heavy nor too long and gaunt to balance comfortably a head which is apt to be as big as the head of a cart horse, or as ludicrously small as the head of a pony.

Sunset avoided all these possible defects. One knew at a glance that he would fit the standard. So exact, indeed, were his proportions that it might have seemed with the first survey that he was too lean and gangling of legs; but, when one drew closer and gave more professional attention to his survey, one noted the great depth of body where the girth ran, the wide, square quarters, rich in driving power, the flat and ample bone, the round hoofs, black as ink, the powerful sweep of the long shoulders, dimpled over and rippling with muscles like the tangled lashes of a thousand whips. He stood a scant inch under seventeen hands, but he was made with the scrupulous exactness of a fifteen-hand Thoroughbred, one of those incredible carvings of nature that dance like little kings and queens about the turf at a horse show, or take the jumps as though winged with fire.

And here were the same things drawn to scale and made gigantic. The great heart of the Macdonald contracted with yearning. He looked down with unspeakable disgust to the nag which bore him. Big-headed, long-eared, squat and shapeless of build, the gelding had only one commendable quality, and that was an immense strength which was capable of supporting even the solid bulk of the Macdonald, with a jog trot that might last from morning to night. But on such a steed he was a veritable slave. If he offended, a swift-riding posse might swoop down and overtake him in a half hours run. No wonder that he did not violate the law when he was damned by slowness of movement. And what availed him all his prowess, if he could neither pursue nor flee? Were there not a score of men who had insulted him and then avoided the inevitable lightning flash of his revenge by springing upon the backs of neat-footed horses and darting away across the mountains?

He looked up to the ragged sides of those mountains. The rider of such a horse as Sunset could make his home among those peaks. From those impracticable heights he could sweep down like a hawk on the wing and take toll from the grovelling men of the plains — strike — ravage — destroy — beat down enemies — award justice for past injuries — and then away on wings again — wings strong enough to sweep him up the slopes and back to safety, while the sweating posse labored and puffed and cursed and moiled vainly in the dust far behind him!

No wonder that the Macdonald looked back from those distant heights to the stallion with a heart on fire with eagerness. The speed of an eagle, the strength of a lion, and the heart of a lamb. Yonder stood the giant horse nosing the hand of the man who was talking softly to him and stroking his sleek neck. The Macdonald dismounted. He stepped closer to the pair.

He had one gracious quality, and that was a soft and deep bass voice. He used it with more effect because in all his travels he had picked up no slang; he spoke the same pure tongue which he had learned in his boyhood.

I wonder, he said to the stranger, if youre the man who owns this horse?

Sunset? The other turned, as though surprised that any one should have asked such a question. He was a tall and slenderly-built youth, with long tawny hair, a brown, weather-marked face with joyous gray eyes looking out at the Macdonald. Yep, he said. I own Sunset.

Sunset? echoed the Macdonald, and he looked back to the stallion. It was an appropriate name, and he said so. It was doubly appropriate now, as the big horse turned, and a wave of red light rippled along his flank, like a highlight traveling over bright silk.

At the deep and quiet sound of his voice, Sunset came closer, snorted softly his suspicion, then reached out with bright and mischievous eyes and nibbled at the brown back of the Macdonalds hand.

Oh, he doesnt seem to be afraid, does he? asked Macdonald of his companion in the profoundest wonder.

Why should he be afraid? asked the other, frowning. Hes been raised right and treated right. He dont connect with gents with clubs and spurs, like most of the horses around these here parts!

The Macdonald looked over his shoulder and under his eyes, and his gelding flattened its ears and stared at the master with concentrated malice. Back to Sunset turned Gordon Macdonald. The teeth of the stallion had caught up a fold of skin on the back of his hand and pinched it very gently. Yet, as though he had committed a crime deserving punishment, the red horse started away, tossing and shaking his head. No rough curses followed him. He came back again slowly. Once more he sniffed at the stranger. Once more he came back and thrust out his beautiful head. Wonder of wonders, he permitted that great, strong hand of Macdonald to reach and touch his velvet muzzle. He permitted the tips of those terrible fingers to rub his forehead, to touch his silken ears, to stray along his throat. Nay, he grew so emboldened that he reached high. He caught the brim of Macdonalds hat. He twitched it off, and then, wheeling like a dog playing a game, half afraid and half delighted, he bolted across the field, whipping the hat from side to side and flashing his heels in the air.

Hey! yelled the owner. Come back here, Sunset! Say, stranger, Im mighty sorry that happened... looks like a good hat, too!

He broke off in his apologies. Fifty dollars in gold had been paid the Mexican who first owned that sombrero. But now Macdonald was staring after a fleeing horse, like one enchanted by a dream of beauty. The long sweep of that gallop made him dizzy with delight. His stern lips parted to the tenderest of smiles. On the farther side of the field Sunset dropped the sombrero and dashed his hoofs upon it. In an instant it was a mass of rents and fragments. And behold, Macdonald turned to his companion a laughing face.

Hes like a big, happy dog! he said.

The other stared upon him with no less surprise than if he had been convicted that instant of lunacy. And, indeed, there was something wild in this careless throwing away of a sombrero, dearer to a cowpunchers heart than aught except his gun.

After the episode, Sunset picked up the hat again and came back at full gallop, the fragments dangling from his teeth, his head thrust out, his ears flattened, his mane flying like the plumes above a Grecian helmet, swift as an arrow loosed from the string, the ground shivering under the impact of his beating hoofs. A red flash of danger he shot at them, then threw himself back and slid to a halt on stiffly braced legs, while his hoofs plowed up long strips of the turf. At the very feet of Macdonald he dropped the hat.

Like he expected a lump of sugar for spoiling my hat! said Macdonald and laughed again. And look at this! He comes right back to my hand again! Man, man, theres only one horse in the world... only one horse in the world!

Come here, Sunset, said the master. Come here, I say.

But Sunset only wavered toward his owner. Then he returned to the fascinating task of trying to catch a lock of Macdonalds fire red hair in his teeth. What it meant to Macdonald no man could know. Perhaps a mother feeling the tugging hands of an infant could understand how his heart ached with joy to see this magnificent dumb creature defy him without malice and tease him as though he were some harmless child.

What have you done to Sunset? growled the young owner.

Never saw him act up like that to any other man.

It was wine of purest delight to Macdonald.

He doesnt take up with strangers, you say? he asked greedily.

Takes them with his heels, if he can!

Well, said Macdonald, hes no common horse. He understands! He understands, eh, old boy? He turned abruptly on the youth.

Whats your name?

Rory Moore.

Moore, is your horse for sale?

Nope.

Moore, Ive got five hundred dollars in my pocket.

Hes not for sale. Why, I raised him!

Look here, five hundred is quite a lot. It takes a long time for a cowpuncher to save that much. He put the amount in Moores hand.

No use talking, stranger! declared Moore.

Six hundred, then!

Not if you made it six thousand!

Moore, heres nine hundred and eighty dollars. Its yours. Give me the horse!

Not for nine thousand eight hundred!

Moore recoiled a little, for the expression of Macdonald had changed. His lips had stiffened. His big body had trembled. There was even a change in the hand which had been stroking the neck of the stallion, for the horse suddenly drew back and sniffed suspiciously at the bony fingers. But if there had been a glimpse of danger in the face of Macdonald, he smoothed it away quickly enough and managed to smile.

No way in the world that youd give up that horse... couldnt be taken from you?

Not unless the luck was against me!

Luck?

I mean Ive never backed down at dice for any man! And, in fact, Rory Moore was laughing at the thought, Id stake my life on my luck! Look here, Ive got a pair of dice with me. Your nine hundred against Sunset... one roll.

Eagerly Macdonald reached for the little cubes, then drew his hand back with a groan.

I never gamble, he said.

What? cried the other, as though the sun had vanished from the heavens. Never gamble?

No. He turned, took one last, long look at Sunset, who had pressed his breast against the fence, as though eager to follow, and then stepped to his gelding.

What namell I remember you by? asked Moore.

But Macdonald did not seem to hear. He had thrown himself into the saddle and spurred the gelding down the road toward town, whose roofs already pushed up above the trees.


CHAPTER III. THE PAD
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BUT HOW A gold digger like you, said Macdonald, could ever go broke, I dont see! You can make the cards do everything but talk, cant you? And Ive watched you practice with the dice and call your throw nine times out of ten, even bouncing them against a wall!

The gambler lifted his wan, lean face from his hands. Then he shrugged his shoulders.

Yep, he said, I can do that. And I had my big game planted, Macdonald. There was a fortune in sight... a hundred thousand, if there was a cent in that game! I had the cards stacked. Nothing better. Gent started betting against me. He had two aces and two jacks. My guns, how well I remember! Id given him the ace of spades and the ace of hearts and the jack of spades and the jack of diamonds. He opened on the jacks, and I gave him the aces on the draw. The fifth card ought to have been the seven of clubs. I had three little deuces, but they looked big again two pair. I figured him to be bluffing. He began to raise. I raised him right back. He began to sweat. I figured that he was sorry for his bluff, but thought that he could work it out. He saw me and raised me right back.

Then I smeared in the rest of my chips... every cent I had was on that table... and he called. I showed my three deuces... I was reaching for the pot, and he laughed and put down two jacks and three aces on top of them. Yes, sir, it wasnt the seven of clubs that Id given him... the first mistake Id made in a hundred deals, and how I made it, I dunno! An ace full on jacks is what he hands me, and me with three measly deuces! Thats how Im busted, Macdonald!

Just change that name, will you? said Macdonald.

They dont know you here?

No, its new country for me.

Me, too, and bad country it is. What name dyou want? I call myself Jenkins!

Call me nothing... call me Red, if you wish.

All right. And, Red, you aint fixed to stake me, are you?

What?

The gambler shrank from him with a sickly smile.

I meant to stake me to a couple of square meals, pal. Im lined with vacancy, fact! Aint eaten since I can remember!

Macdonald rubbed his knuckles across his chin, and under his gaze Jenkins shuddered. His eyes widened. Plainly he knew a great deal indeed about the past of this slayer of men.

Suppose I do stake you?

Why, then Ill sure pay you back, partner, the minute...

Suppose I stake you to five hundred dollars?

The jaw of Jenkins fell.

Five hundred! he whispered. What you want of me, Mac? What can I do for you? You know I aint any hand with a gat, or for...

The raised hand of Macdonald silenced him.

I want you to gamble for me.

Why Id play my head off! You mean Im to split with you after...

Shut up, said Macdonald. I want to think!

He strode up and down the room for a time, and the rat-like, sharp eyes of Jenkins followed him guiltily back and forth. Presently he shrank back in his chair again, as the bulk of the other loomed before him, and Macdonald stood still, with his legs braced far apart.

I want no split, he said. If you win, you win, and you keep the coin you make!

Jenkins swallowed with difficulty, and his haunted eyes clung to the face of Macdonald.

Theres a youngster who lives in an old house near the town. His name is Moore.

Oh, yes, Rory Moore!

You know him?

All about him!

What do you know?

The Moores used to own most of this here country. Look across the street!

Macdonald looked across to the lofty and gabled front of the hotel. It was a spacious building for such a small town, and it was set far back from the street in deep grounds, in which all the garden had perished except a scattering of shrubs.

That used to be the Moore home, said Jenkins.

Well?

Rorys father blew the whole wad of coin. He was a hot spender. Paris was his speed, thats all. Come back with a mighty small jingle in his purse and a funny accent. The kids got his empty purse, but they couldnt inherit the funny accent! And Jenkins laughed with a malicious satisfaction. If he wanted to throw his coin away, why wasnt poker right here in Texas as good as Monte Carlo? Down with a gent that dont patronize home folks, I say! His thin lips writhed into a snarl of deathless malevolence.

This youngster, Rory Moore... he likes to play pretty well?

And he usually wins. Thats how hes made enough money to start his ranch. Hes sure got luck with dice and cards. Well, you know what luck means!

You mean hes crooked?

There was an expressive shrug of the shoulders.

I think you are lying, Jenkins!

The latter winced under the word, but he recovered himself at once.

I aint seen him crook the cards, he confessed. But hes a bad one... a fighter. He stopped short, watching Macdonald, in dread lest this imputation of blame to a fighter might offend the man of battle. But Macdonald was not thinking of himself.

Hes a fighter, you say? Neat with a gun, eh?

Quick and certain... which is what counts most!

Look here, Jenkins, would you have the nerve to sit in with Moore at a game and beat him?

Jenkins turned white.

What if I made a slip... and he seen? Id be ready for planting, right there and pronto!

What if you didnt make a slip?

Then Id clean him out!

He twisted his bony hands together in glee at the prospect.

Yes, hes the sort that would bet down to his last dollar, nodded Macdonald.

Hed bet the boots he rides in, assented Jenkins. And if he stuck by the game, a gent could clean him out of his ranch... out of everything! But whats the use of talking like that? I aint got a stake to start a game, have I? He fixed upon Macdonald the eyes of a ferret.

Five hundred dollars, Jenkins. Ill stake you as high as that.

And how do we split?

How do you think we should?

I dunno, whined Jenkins. You furnish the cash, but I take the chances. And if he thinks Im running up the cards on him, therell be a gun play sure!

He has a horse...

Sunset, you mean? asked Jenkins.

Thats the name. Jenkins, I want that horse. When you break him, hell stake Sunset. I want Sunset, but you can keep the cash!

For a time they were both silent, the lips of Jenkins moving, and his eyes fixed so intently upon the distance, that he reminded Macdonald of one who bet his last cent on a horse race and sees the ponies battling desperately down the home stretch.

A man has to die sometime, said Jenkins at last. And aint it better to die flush than broke?

Theres no doubt about that!

Ill take you up, Red! Gimme that coin and Ill lay for him! Ill get him tonight. Say, Red, I been broke so long that this looks like a pile of money that youre giving me. Dont you want some sort of a receipt?

But Macdonald, as he put the wallet back into his pocket, merely smiled. No, he said. I dont need a receipt.

Sure you dont! Sure you dont! murmured Jenkins, shivering violently, as another thought came to him. I guess there aint many west of the Mississippi that would try to beat you out of anything.

His shivering ended in a crackling laugh. But in the meantime he had a pocket bulging with money, and his spirits would not stay down. Warmth was beginning to strike through all his body.

One thing I never could make out about you, Red, he went on.

Whats that?

You can do about anything that any other man can do. But you always stay shut of cards. Dont seem to want to take chances that way. But you sure made a mistake, Red. With your nerve you get by fine. The trouble with me... the trouble with me is that I get to thinking of what might happen, if they should find me out in a pinch, and something sort of melts in me.

It was not often that Macdonald showed any delicacy of feeling, but now he turned away to hide the scorn which darkened on his face.

Jenkins, he said, facing the other again, has an honest gambler a chance of winning?

Honest gambler! sneered Jenkins. There aint any such bird!

Thats why I dont gamble, said Macdonald. I havent enough coin to throw away, and as for the other way of gambling, I hate a sure thing!

But look here, argued Jenkins, do you think that Im going to play square with Rory Moore?

Macdonald scowled upon his confederate.

I offered Moore twice the value of his horse, he explained. He was a fool not to take it, and youre a worse fool, Jenkins, to ask questions!


CHAPTER IV. THE DREAM
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HERE ENDED THE talk, of course. Macdonald left Jenkins and stalked across the street to the hotel. There he went at once to his bed and flung himself upon it. Since he had not closed his eyes in forty-eight hours, he could hardly prop them open long enough to finish his bedside cigarette, peering through the shadows of the room at the old photographs and pictures which hung along the walls. These might all be members of the clan of Moore — kinsmen, relations, supporters of the old power in the days when it was really great, and when this hotel was like a castle in the midst of a principality.

Such were the thoughts that formed vaguely in the mind of Macdonald before he threw his cigarette butt through the window, turned on his side, and was instantly asleep. It was a sleep filled with visions of uncertain misery for a time, but by degrees he passed into a dream of such pleasantness that he began to smile in his sleep.

For it seemed to Macdonald that he was mounted at last upon the great red beauty, Sunset, and that he was galloping over the mountain desert like a dry leaf soaring on a wind. A dizziness of joy swept into his brain, with the sway and swing of that galloping. And there was perfect accord between the red horse and himself. A pressure of his knee was as good as a twist of the reins, and his voice was both bit and spur.

In the meantime he came to a river twisting among the hills, a swift, straight stream, save where it now and then dodged the knees of a hill and plunged on again. Macdonald looked upon that river with a careful eye, but he could not remember having seen it before.

He went on up its bank, glorying in the brown rushing of the waters with streaks and riffles of yellow foam upon the surface. On either side the banks were being gouged away. Here and there trees were toppling on the edges of the banks, with half their foothold torn away. And even the hills of rock, which the stream dodged perforce, were rudely assaulted and carved by the currents.

And, just as this dashing and thundering torrent was different from other peaceful rivers full of quiet, of pauses, and starts, was not he, also, equally different from other men? Did he not bear down those who opposed him? A thousand crimes might be laid to his account, but who was strong enough or cunning enough to call him to a reckoning?

At length he came to a turn of the river, so that its main body was removed to some distance from him, as he drove on straight up the valley and, as the waters were withdrawn, it seemed to Macdonald that their voice was gathered in great, thick accents: Turn back! Turn back! Turn back! repeated over and over.

So startling was the clearness of that phrase that he shook his head and thundered out a fragment of a song to thrust the thought from his head; but, when he listened to the river again, it was calling as clearly as ever: Turn back! Turn back! Turn back!

He halted Sunset and looked about him. As he stared about him now, it seemed to Macdonald that he had indeed seen this river before. He had ridden that way, but he must have looked only casually about him. He could recall no single landmark, but he remembered the whole effect, as one remembers the sound of a human voice without being able to identify it with descriptive words.

Now he followed the stream again, as it dwindled swiftly. He crossed a fork, where another creek joined it. He went on, and in another half mile he was at the big spring which gave the river birth. A little farther on he came to the divide, a ragged crest which overlooked to the east a rich plain, dotted with trees, spotted here and there with houses, and in the distance the gathered roofs of a town with a few clusters of spires above it. And, as he paused, the wind blew to him faintly the lowing of cattle made musical with distance. Another sound was forming behind him, the small voice of the creek, and again it seemed to be building words: Turn back! Turn back! Turn back!

Macdonald grew cold in his sleep. A heaviness of foreboding depressed him. But he reached for his guns, and they were all safe; they were all loaded. He looked again upon the plain below. It was bright with sun, spotted with shadow as before, and all was wrapped in a misty noonday of content and prosperity.

There could be nothing to fear in this, he told himself, and straightway he gave Sunset the rein. Down the slope they went in a wild gallop. They started across the fields with Sunset jumping the fences like a bird on the wing dipping over them. And so they came suddenly to a long avenue of black walnut trees, immense and wide-spreading, trees that interlaced their branches above the head of Macdonald.

He stopped Sunset. It was more than familiar, this long double file of trees. He had seen it before. He closed his eyes. He told himself that if he turned his head he would see a section behind him, where three trees had died, and where three smaller and younger trees had been planted. He turned his head; he looked; and, behold, it was exactly as he had guessed.

It was very mysterious. He had never seen that plain before, he told himself, and yet here he was remembering an exact detail. Macdonald swallowed with difficulty. He looked hastily around him. But there was nothing to justify that warning voice which he had seemed to hear from the river among the hills. There was only the whisper of the wind among the big branches above him, and the continual shifting and interplay of the shadows on the white road and lazy cows, swelling with grass, had lain down in the neighboring field to chew their cuds. No, nothing could be less alarming than this, unless the rattle of approaching hoofbeats bore some unsuspected danger toward him.

In a moment the rider was in view, swinging around a bend in the road. But fear? It was only a girl of eighteen or twenty on a speedy bay mare, borne backward in the saddle a little by the rate of the gallop and laughing her delight at the boughs of the walnut trees and the glimpses of the deep blue sky beyond them.

And as her face grew out upon him, Macdonald turned cold indeed! For on the one hand he knew that he had never seen her or, at least, he had certainly never heard her voice, never heard her name; but as for her face, it was more familiar to him than his own. He had come into a ghostly land, with voices speaking from rivers and with roads on which familiar strangers journeyed.

She came straight on, and he searched her face with his stare. She was by no means like the girls he was familiar with. They rode astride like men in loosely flowing garments of khaki, but this one was clad in a tightly fitted jacket, with long tight sleeves, bunched up at the shoulders, and she was perched gracefully in a side-saddle, with the skirt of her riding habit sweeping well down past the stirrup.

When she saw him, she threw up a hand in greeting, and he heard her cry out in a high, sweet, tingling voice that went through and through him. The bay mare flung back and came to a halt with half a dozen stiff-legged jumps, then she busied herself touching noses with Sunset. But the girl in the side-saddle? She had thrown her hands to Macdonald, and she was laughing, but her eyes were filled with tears.

Oh, she cried to him, I have been waiting so long... so long! I have ridden here every day for you to come, and here you are at last. I thought my heart would break with the long waiting, Gordon, but now its breaking with happiness!

Was it from this that that voice from the river had bidden him turn back? His heart was thundering.

Do I know you then? he was asking her. Have I really met you before?

Dont you remember?

I try to remember, but theres a door shut in my mind, and I cant open it.

We have met in our dreams, Gordon. Dont you remember now?

I almost remember. But your name is just around the corner and away from me.

Ive never had a name... for you. she said. And then her face clouded. But if I should tell you my name, it would spoil everything. You arent going to ask me for that, dear?

How can a name spoil anything?

If I showed you my fathers house, you would understand.

If I should lose you, how could I trail you and find you again, if I did not know your name?

You could find the river, and the river will always bring you to me, you know. But we never can leave one another now! If we turn together and ride fast, theyll never overtake us... if we once get to the hills and ride down the valley road beside the river, just the way you came.

I have never run away from any man or men! he answered sternly. How can I run away now? Who will follow?

My father and all his men. Have you forgotten that?

Fear grew up in Macdonald, but at the same time there was a wild desire to ride on to the end of that road. And as for father and all his men, he was consumed with a perverse eagerness to see them. It was from this, then, that the river had bidden him turn back. But on he went, with the girl riding close beside him, beseeching him to stop.

When they came to the great avenue of walnut trees, they entered a village and passed through it until they came into a deep garden and straight under the facade of a lofty house, one of the largest he had ever seen, he thought, with great wooden turrets and gables. To Macdonald it looked like a castle.

Is this your fathers house, where he lives with all his men? he asked of the girl.

But no voice answered him and, when he turned, the girl was gone. He looked on all sides, but she was nowhere to be seen.

They have stolen her away from me, he thought to himself. They have taken her into the house and, if I follow her there, they will kill me; but if I do not follow her I shall never see her again. And it seemed to Macdonald that, if he never saw her again, it would be worse, far worse than death. For the sound of her voice he would have crossed a sea. And there was a soft slenderness to her hand, like the hand of a child, that took hold on his heart.

If I follow her into the house, said Macdonald again to himself, I am no better than a dead man; but if I do not follow her, I am worse than dead!

So he marched resolutely up the winding path. He strode up the wide steps, but when he came before the door of the house, though he had not heard a sound of a footfall following him, a strong hand clutched him by the shoulder.

Swiftly he turned around, but there was nothing behind him save the empty air, and the grip of the hand held him by the shoulder, ground into the strength of his big muscles, and seemed biting him to the bone like a hand of fire.

Here Macdonald awoke. There was a hand indeed upon his shoulder, and over his bed a dim figure was leaning. Instantly he grappled with the other, found his throat, dashed him to the floor.

For Lords sake, groaned the voice of the other, dont kill me... its only Jenkins!


CHAPTER V. IN QUEST OF TROUBLE
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SO REAL HAD been the dream, so vivid had been the sunshine which he had seen in it, so clear the flowers and the trees and the shrubs in that great garden and the looming house above him, that for a moment the black darkness in the room seemed to stifle the big man.

Macdonald recalled himself and raised the grovelling form of Jenkins to his feet.

A fool thing to wake a man up like that... in the middle of the night, he growled at Jenkins. Wait till I light a lamp.

Not a lamp, in the name of reason! panted the gambler. Somebody might be watching... somebody might guess...

Guess what?

That you put me up to the work.

What work?

Playing with Rory Moore and breaking him.

The whole story rolled back upon the mind of Macdonald, and for a moment the face of the girl in his dream was dim. Ah, yes, he said. And tell me what happened?

You seen just what would happen, Macdonald. Moore played like a crazy man. I won so fast it had me dizzy. Finally he was broke. He put up his watch; he put up everything he had.

Even the ranch?

Nope, it seems that he made that over to his sister. Its in her name!

But he lost everything else?

Everything! And finally he put up Sunset. Youd have thought that he was staking his soul on them cards. And when he lost, he put his head between his hands and groaned like a sick kid.

But you got the horse, Jenkins?

Its in the stable behind the hotel. Im leaving the first thing in the morning. Im going to tell them at the stable that I sold the hoss to you. Then I light out for Canada.

Why that?

Rory Moore may find out what I am, that some folks think I dont always play square with the cards. And if he thinks that hes been cheated out of that hoss, hell kill me, Macdonald! Why, hed follow me around the world to sink a bullet into me.

Shut up! Youre talking like a woman, not a man. Be quiet, Jenkins. Go wherever you please, but let me have the horse. Good-bye.

Will you shake hands and wish me luck, Macdonald?

You rat! You card-juggling rat! Ive used you, and Im done with you. You have the money, and I have the horse. Now get out and never come back!

He could feel Jenkins shrinking away from him through the darkness, and from the door he heard the stealthy whisper of the gambler.

I dunno that Im any worse than you. You put me up to this game. I dunno that Im any worse than you.

Bah! sneered the big man. Get out! Then the door shut quickly behind the other.

After he had gone, the strangeness of the dream returned upon Macdonald. He lighted a lamp and sat down with his face between his hands, but he found that his heart was still beating wildly, and the face and the form of the girl still stayed in his thoughts more vividly, so it seemed, than when he had first seen her in the vision. There was none of the usual mistiness of dreams about her. He could remember the very texture of the sleeve of her riding habit. He could remember the way a wisp of hair, blown loose from beneath her stiff black hat, fluttered and swayed across her cheek. He could remember how her bay mare had danced and sidled, coming back down the avenue of the walnut trees. And, above all, he still held the quality of her voice in his ear. How she had pleaded with him not to approach that house behind the garden! And how mysteriously she had disappeared, when at last he had called to her. What might have happened had he not persisted in going on? And, above all, what was it that made him persist? What was the pull and the lure which drove him so irresistibly ahead?

At this he started up out of his chair with a stifled exclamation of disgust with himself. Of course anything was possible in a dream. There was no real existence except in his thoughts alone.

He stared around the room. It seemed to Macdonald that, if he could rest his eyes on some familiar daylight object, his nerves would quiet. But what his glance first encountered was the dark and faded portrait of an old gentleman with a white muffler — turned gray with age — around his throat, and one hand thrust pompously into the bosom of his coat. He smiled, and the smile was a grotesque caricature done in cracked paint. And the blue of his eyes was dim with time.

Daylight reality? There was more in one second of the dream than in an age of such pictures. And the whole room exuded a musty aroma of the past. Yonder dust, which lay in the corner, seemed to have lain there for a generation, and the footprint within it had been made by the foot of one long dead.

In vain Macdonald strove to rally from this obsession. In vain he told himself that this was no more than an old family mansion long used as a hotel — every room occupied many times in the course of each year. But the more he used his reason, the more it failed him.

The panic was growing momently in him, and it was a strange sensation. Not on that day, when the five men had cornered him in an Australian desert and held him, more dead than living, in a group of rocks for forty-eight hours, without water — not even in the worst of those hours had he felt this clammy thing called fear. There was a weakness in his stomach and in his throat. He felt that if a knock were to come at his door, there would hardly be in his knees sufficient strength to answer it. Suppose that in this condition some enemy were to find him and reach for a gun?

He shuddered strongly at that thought. Then, driven by a peculiar curiosity, he forced himself to go to the mirror and to hold above his head with shaking hands the lamp. What he saw was like the face of another man. The pupils of his eyes were dilated. His lips were drawn. His bronzed cheeks had turned a sickly yellow, and his forehead was glistening with perspiration. He put down the lamp with a muffled oath, then glanced sharply over his shoulder to the window, for it seemed to him as though his eyes, a moment before, had been watching him from its black rectangle, with the high light from the lamp thrown across it, blurring the outer dark.

After this he consulted his watch. It was half past two, and at this hour he certainly could not start his days journey. But the very thought of remaining in that room was unspeakably horrible to him.

He dressed at once. There was Sunset, at least, waiting for him in the stable. At that thought half of the nightmare fears left him. He hurried through the packing of his bed roll, then left the room and went down the stairs. On the desk in the deserted little lobby he left more than enough to pay his bill. Then he started out for the stable.

It was deserted like the lower floor of the big house. Even the stable, which the Moores had built behind their home, was lofty and mansion-like, finished at the top with sky-reaching gables and adorned at the upper rim of the roof with an elaborate cornice of carved wood, half of whose figures had cracked away with the passage of the years and the lack of paint.

As he stepped through the great arch of the central door, he found a single lamp burning behind a chimney black with smoke. This he took as a lantern and examined the horses in the stalls. There were only five kept there for the night. The rest were in the corrals behind the building, and in the first of these corrals he found Sunset.

The stallion had been placed by himself and, the moment the lamp from the light struck on him, he came straight for the bearer, his big eyes as bright as two burning disks, and the lamplight was quivering and running along the silk of his red flanks.

Macdonald uttered a faint exclamation of delight. It was the first time in his wild life that he had secured anything through fraud. Treachery had never been one of his mental qualities. But, as the horse nosed at his shoulder and whinnied softly, as though they had been friends for many a year, his heart leaped. Every man, he had always felt, will commit one crime before his life was over, and this must be the crime of Macdonald. How much bloodshed, how many deaths could be laid to his score did not matter. He had risked his own life in taking the life of another. But here he had gone behind another man and cheated him with hired trickery!

It was very base. The whole soul of Macdonald revolted at the thought of Jenkins and the part he had played. But he would use Sunset as tenderly as any master could use him. That, at least, was certain.

In five minutes his saddle was on the back of the stallion, his roll was strapped to it, and he had vaulted into the stirrups and jogged out onto the main street of the town. There were no noises. The town slept the sleep of the mountains, black and stirless. The great stars were bright above him. And under him the stallion was dancing with eagerness to be off at full speed, dancing and playing lightly against the bit, but as smooth of action as running water.

He spoke gently, and Sunset was off into a breath-taking gallop, no pitch and pound, as of the range mustang, but a long and sweeping stride, as though the beat of invisible wings bore him up and floated him over the ground. They flashed out of town. Now the blackness of the plain lay before them, and Sunset was settling to his work. A horse? No, it was like sitting on the back of an eagle. The cold of the nightmare left him, and it seemed to Macdonald that, if he turned, he would see the girl of his vision cantering beside him, laughing up to him!

Now he touched Sunset with the spurs. It was half a mile before he could pull the startled horse out of a mad run and bring him into a canter again, with hand and voice soothing the stallion. By that time all thoughts of the dream were behind him. But for how long? When would she come again to make his heart ache with loneliness and to fill him again with the sad certainty of disaster toward which he was traveling?

One thing at least was necessary. He must find action — action which would employ him to the full. He must have battle such as he had never had before. He must fight against odds. He must plunge into danger as into cleansing waters, and these would wash the memory from his mind.

So at least it seemed to Macdonald, as he gnawed his lip and rode on into the night. And he cast around in his thoughts for an objective. It was no longer easy to find the danger which was the breath of his nostrils. Time had been when the shrug of a shoulder or a careless word would plunge him into battle. But that time had passed. His reputation had spread wide before him and men took far more from him than they would take from their ordinary fellows. Moreover, how many sheriffs had warned him solemnly that the next time there was a killing by him in their county, self-defense would be no defense, but he would be left to the mercy of the crowd?

He must find some ready-made trouble, and with that the inspiration came to him. Five years before in the town of Sudeth he had killed young Bill Gregory, and the Gregorys one and all had sworn that he would never live to spend another day in that town. What could be more perfect? He had only to ride into the town of Sudeth and take a room in the hotel. The next move would be up to the Gregorys.

There were scores of them about the place, and they were not the type of men to forget past oaths.


CHAPTER VI. THE GREGORYS
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THE TIDINGS OF his coming went out on wings, and that night the Gregorys assembled. In the course of two generations a large family had multiplied greatly and become almost a clan, of which the head was old Charles Gregory; and it was at his ranchhouse, a scant mile from the town of Sudeth, that the assembly gathered. Old or young, gray or dark, they packed into the big dining room. The elders sat. The younger men, the fighting van of the Gregory family, were ranged around the wall, smoking cigarettes until their faces were lost behind a haze, but speaking rarely or never. For it was felt in the Gregory family that age had its rights and its wisdom, and that young men may listen to them with profit.

Old Charles Gregory himself sat at the head of the board. Time had withered, but not faded, him. His arms and hands were shrunk like the arms and hands of a mummy, but his thin, bronzed cheek still held a healthful glow, and his eyes were as bright as the eyes of a youth. He opened the meeting with a little speech.

There aint no use saying why weve come together, folks, he said.

The hound has come back. It wasnt enough that we didnt follow him out and finish him off after he murdered poor Bill. That wasnt enough. We kept the law and stayed quiet. But being quiet only made him figure that he could walk right over us. So hes back here sitting easy at the hotel and waiting for us to do something. The question is: What are we going to do?

The elders around the table neither stirred nor spoke, but there was a slight and uneasy shifting of feet around the wall and a dull jingling of spurs. Not a man there but was a man of action.

None of you seem to have no ideas! said Charles Gregory fiercely. But first off Id better tell you just what happened when Bill was killed. Theres been a lot of talk about it since. Theres been five years for talk to grow up, and talk grows faster than any weed on the range! Ill tell you the facts because, come my time of life, the longer ago a thing happens the clearer it is to me!

He paused and closed his eyes. For the moment he looked like a weary mask of death. Now again his eyes looked out from the steep shadow of his brows, and he went on: And you younger people listen close. Youre going to hear the facts. It started over nothing, the way most shooting scrapes start. Bill comes riding into town one day and goes up on the verandah and sits down in a chair. Pretty soon Abe Sawyer comes up to him and says to him: You know who that chair belongs to?

I dunno, says Bill.

Gordon Macdonald has been sitting in it, says Abe.

Whos Gordon Macdonald? says Bill.

A nacheral born man-killer, says Abe, and the worst man with a gun that ever was born.

Bill sits and thinks a minute.

I dont know how much gunfighter he is, says Bill, but he sure aint got this chair mortgaged. If he happens to sit down in it in the morning, he aint going to have it kept for him here all day!

Abe didnt say no more about it. He went off and sat down to watch, and pretty soon a big man comes out through the door of the hotel and taps Bill on the shoulder.

Excuse me, partner, he says, but this is my chair!

Bill answers without turning his head. Dyou think that you can hold down a chair all day by just sitting in it once?

I was fixing my spurs, says the big man, and I left one of em lying on each side of the chair. Aint that enough to hold down a chair for a man for two minutes? Besides, theres other chairs out here on the porch, and you could have sat in one of them, couldnt you?

Bill looks down and he sees the spurs for the first time. He looks up to the face of Macdonald, and he said later that it was like looking up into the face of a lion. His nerve sort of faded out of him.

Maybe youre right, says he and gets up and takes another chair. But, while hes sitting in the other chair, he sees half a dozen of the gents that have watched the whole thing sort of looking at him and then at one another and smiling. A shiver runs up Bills spine, and he starts asking himself if they think hes taken water. Hes got half a mind to go over and pick a fight with Macdonald right there, to show that he has nerve enough to suit any man. But then he remembers that hes going to marry poor Jenny inside of a week, and he decides that he aint got no right to fight a gunman.

He goes on home. As soon as he sits down to the supper table in comes his cousin, Jack, over yonder... oh, Jack, it was a poor part you played that night!... and started joking with Bill because hed give up his chair to Macdonald. Bill didnt say a word to nobody. But he gets up from the table and goes out and saddles a hoss and starts for Sudeth town. He runs down the street, jumps offn his hoss, and dives into the hotel. There he looks up this Macdonald. He starts in cussing Macdonald, with his hand on the butt of his gun. He says that Macdonald must have started talking about him and calling him yaller. But Macdonald talks back to him plumb soft and says that he dont want no trouble, and that the matter about the chair dont mean nothing. Pretty soon Bill got to thinking that Macdonald was yaller, I guess, from the soft way that Macdonald talks. Anyways he goes up and punches Macdonald on the jaw. Macdonald knocks him down. While Bill lies on the floor, he pulls his gun, and Macdonald waits till he sees the steel, then he pulls his own Colt like a flash and kills poor Bill.

Charles Gregory paused, looking down to his withered hands, clasped above the table. There was no sound in the room.

Thats the straight of that killing of Bill, and it sounds like Bill was simply a fool. But since then weve heard a lot about Macdonald, and we know that hes one of these gents that goes around hunting trouble, and when he gets into trouble he backs up and talks soft and tries to make the other gent lead at him, but the minute anything is started, Macdonald does all the finishing. He lives on murder! Weve traced him a ways, and weve planted twenty dead men to his credit! Now, folks, this Macdonald is the man we told to get out of Sudeth and never come back, and here he is in town again. I seen the sheriff today. All he said was that he had a long trip to make and was leaving pronto, which was the same as saying that he knew that Macdonald was a plumb bad one, and that he wouldnt dislike having us wipe him out. Aint I right? The only question is: How are we going to do it?

There was a small, respectful pause at the conclusion of this speech, and finally Henry Gregory, a wide-shouldered, gray-headed man, spoke from the farther end of the table. No one in that room was more respected by the others.

Ive had my storms, he said, and Ive done my fighting. But the older I get the more I figure that no good can come out of the muzzle of a Colt with a forty-five slug. And I say short and pronto: no more fighting! Let Macdonald stay. Poor Bill is dead. There aint no doubt that it was no better than murder. There aint no doubt that this Macdonald is a professional, and before we could get rid of him, a couple of our boys are sure to go down. I say: hands off of Macdonald.

Thered be a lot of talk! exclaimed half a dozen voices in a chorus.

Nobody but a fool would accuse the Gregorys of being cowards, said Henry. What fools say dont bother us none. We can let em chatter!

Someone stepped forward from the wall of the room with a clank of spurs. It was the face of Jack Gregory that came out of the mist of smoke.

Folks, he said, Id ought to wait until my elders have finished talking, maybe, but I got something to say that needs saying pretty bad. Grandfather Charles was sure right when he said that it was me joking Bill that sent him into town to fight. God knows that I didnt mean no harm. Me and Bill was always pals, everybody knows. But it was me that got Bill killed, and Ill never live it down with myself! What I got to say is this. Let me go in and face the music. Let me meet Macdonald and try my luck. Its my business!

There was a stern hum of dissent, and Mack Gregory, the father of Jack, turned and glanced gloomily at his son.

No, said old Charles Gregory, speaking again, weve passed our word that Macdonald should never come back to Sudeth, and hes done it. Right or wrong, weve passed our word. It aint the business of Jack. Its the business of all of us! Speaking personal, I say that it would be suicide to send only one man. We need more! Macdonald is a lion!

There was another growl of agreement.

Are we going to let folks say that the Gregorys have to fight in twos? protested Henry Gregory, but he was not heard.

In another moment they were busy preparing the lots and then making the draw. By weird chance it fell upon both the sons of the peacemaker, Henry Gregory. Steve and Joe were his only children, great-boned, silent fellows, as swarthy of skin as Indians and as terrible as twin wildcats in a fight. Certainly the choice could not have fallen upon two more formidable men.

But it aint right, protested Jack. I sure ought to have a hand. If Steve and Joe are hurt, the blame of it will come back on me, and I cant stand it!

Shut up! snarled his father. Youre playing the fool, son. Are you wiser than all the rest of us?

So Jack was cried down, but his mind was not put at rest by all the talk. He heard it decided that the attack on Macdonald should be made in the morning. He heard the farewells, as the party broke up. And, witnessing all these things through a mist, all he saw clearly was the stern face of Henry Gregory, now wan with sorrow for his sons. He saw that, and it determined him on the spot. He waited until the assembly had scattered, then he took his horse, fell to the rear, and presently had turned down a path and started for the town of Sudeth.


CHAPTER VII. BETWEEN THE EYES
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IN THE MEANTIME Macdonald had waited until the night. Yet it was not wasted time. In anticipation he was turning over the danger in his mind, as a connoisseur turns over the thought of the expected feast. He had put his head into the jaws of the lion, as he was well aware. How those jaws would close was the fascinating puzzle. They might attack him by surprise, or in a crowd. They might wait for the night, and then they would be truly terrible, or else they might strike boldly in the day, when he would have a better fighting chance.

Such surmises filled his mind all the late morning. In the early afternoon he fell asleep and, the instant he closed his eyes, he was once more traveling up the river in the mountains, with the voice forming out of the sounding current: Turn back! Turn back! Turn back! in endless reiteration. Once more he climbed to the headwaters of the stream; he crossed the divide; and he saw before him the same sunny plain, exactly as it had been before.

He wakened suddenly; and that afternoon he slept no more, but went down into the lobby of the hotel and then onto the verandah in front, where there would be other men around him.

The evening came, and still there was no sign of the coming of the Gregorys. But word was brought to him that the sheriff had left the town. And then new word came that the Gregorys were meeting that evening. For, wherever Macdonald went, though he had no friends and no companions, there was always a certain number of men, like the jackals who follow the king of beasts, ready to carry information to the great man, ready to cringe and cower before his greatness. He treated them, as they needed to be treated, with a boundless contempt; but on occasion they were invaluable to him. They were very necessary on this day, for instance, with their eager whispers to and fro. And it was one of these fellows who brought the word about Rory Moore.

If anybody was to ask me where there was going to be trouble first, said this sneak of an informant, Id say it would come right here in Sudeth. And the second place its going to come is to Rory Moore in his own town!

Rory Moore? Rory Moore? asked Macdonald sharply. What the devil do you know about him?

Nothing but what everybody will know pretty pronto. I aint doing you no favor telling you this. Twenty men could tell it to you pretty soon. Rory Moore is telling folks around his home town that you stole his hoss, Sunset, from him!

It brought a growl from Macdonald, and he dropped his cigarette to the floor and smashed it with his heel.

I stole his hoss? Its a lie! I bought it from a man who won Sunset from him in a gambling game.

It was a frame-up, said the informer. Moore swears it was a frame-up. He says that hes found out that Jenkins, who won the hoss from him, was really a professional gambler, a crooked player whose real name is Vincent. Is that right, Macdonald?

Hang Jenkins and Moore both! cried Macdonald. Where does all this rot come from?

The telephones have been packed with it all morning. Seems that this fellow Vincent... was it really Vincent?

What if it were?

Nothing except that Vincent is an old hand. He was run out of Sudeth a couple of years back, and hes been tarred and feathered a couple of times for his dirty work with the cards. And one of these days theyll talk to him with a gun, they will! Anyway, it seems that this Jenkins, as he was calling himself, started right out of town after hed cleaned Rory Moore up at the cards. But early the next morning Moore heard some talk about town that Jenkins was really Vincent, the crooked gambler. It took Moore about one second to see through everything, the way hed lost the night before. He started on Jenkinss trail. By noon hed run him down. He put a gun on Jenkins, and the hound got down and crawled and said hed confess everything, if Moore would let him live.

So Moore let him live, and Jenkins told him a crazy yarn. Said that youd come to Jenkins the night before and found him broke. You offered to stake him to five hundred dollars, if hed use it to clean out Moore and make him put up his horse at the end of the game. The horse was what you wanted. Youd tried to buy it and, when Moore wouldnt sell, you schemed to get Sunset this way. And the scheme worked, according to Jenkins. He got the money and hoss. He put the hoss in the stable, told you where it was, and then run for his life. And Moore swears that you rode out of town before morning, which shows that you were afraid to stay. Anyway, he got all his money back from Jenkins, and now hes hunting across country to find you and Sunset. Im wondering if hell have a hard time finding you?

Here the speaker laughed hugely at the poor jest, but Macdonald found the story no laughing matter. If this story were out, if this story were proved — and who could doubt the confession of Jenkins, alias Vincent, the card shark? — then Macdonald would be established in the eyes of the men of the ranges not only as a man-slayer, but as a scheming rascal; and men who would never combine against one who merely took lives could immediately gather together to run to earth a crafty schemer. Decidedly it was tidings of the most serious import. Macdonald gritted his teeth, as he thought it over. If he could tear Vincent to small pieces and scatter the remnants to the dogs, there would be some satisfaction. But Vincent was a poor mongrel not worthy of a blow.

Meantime there was a pleasanter side to the story. Of all the men he had faced in the past half dozen years, there had been none to compare with Rory Moore in dash and spirit. He had not the slightest doubt that the young rancher was a warrior of parts. And a battle against him would be distinctly a pleasure worth a search of a thousand miles. If he came alive from this affair at Sudeth, he would be instantly back in Moores home town and await him there in the hotel. What could be better than that? And in wiping out Moore, he would wipe out the person chiefly interested in telling that ugly tale about the crooked gamblers work.

It was evening, and he was back in the lobby before he came to all of those conclusions. And they were hardly formed, when his attention was sharply called by a silence which had fallen over the room. There was a soft and sudden shifting of positions. Macdonald, looking into a small mirror which was hanging on the wall in front of him — a little diamond-shaped affair meant to be a decoration — saw a big fellow striding through the door and into the room. He did not need more than one glance to make sure that this was a man come on desperate business. The pale, rather drawn face, the glaring eyes, the jaw set hard and thrust out a little, were all the features of a man on the verge of meeting death itself!

Macdonald! called the stranger.

As Macdonald rose slowly from his chair, he stretched his arms.

Look out! gasped the voice of the human jackal who had brought him so much news that day. Look out! Its Jack Gregory, and hes a fighting fool!

But Macdonald turned with glorious unconcern.

Calling me? he asked cheerfully.

Im calling you! Macdonald, I want to talk to you outside the hotel!

Macdonald hesitated. One who dreaded Macdonalds speed and his accuracy with a gun often sought to equalize matters a little more by bringing him into the darkness. But, after all, he had fought a score of times in the light of the stars. He had made a point of doing as much target practice by night as by day, and the chances, which were heavy against any foe in the daylight, were even heavier against them in the dark. After that moment of delay he nodded and crossed the room to the other.

I dont think I remember meeting you, he said.

You dont, said the other. My name is Jack Gregory!

And, as he spoke, his body drew stiff and straight and his right hand trembled near to the butt of his gun. But such a killing was by no means in the mind of Macdonald. With the blandest of smiles he held out his hand.

Very glad to meet you, Gregory, he said.

His hand was disregarded.

I want to talk with you outside. Will you come?

Certainly.

They passed through the door and descended the steps. They stood in the street. Instantly the door of the hotel was packed with a blur of white faces, watching eagerly. Macdonald looked about him with infinite satisfaction. It was a moonless night, to be sure. The moon would not be up for another hour; but the sky was clear, and the stars were shining as clear as crystal. Certainly there was light enough for Macdonald to shoot almost as straight as by daylight, at such close range. But what was this Gregory saying?

Macdonald, he said, Ive come to beg you to leave the town.

Beg me to leave it? asked Macdonald with the slightest and most insulting emphasis.

Just that, said the other.

And if I dont go?

We fight!

Im sorry to hear that, said Macdonald, and in the starshine he smiled evilly upon Jack Gregory. But as for leaving, he continued, you must admit that this is a free country and a free town. Why should I leave, if you please?

Because, said Gregory, my family has sworn that you cannot stay here.

Interesting, said the mild, soft voice of the man-killer, but unimportant, Gregory.

Macdonald, pleaded the other, it was some fool joking of mine that drove Bill Gregory, five years ago, to come in and have it out with you. I got his death on my conscience. Now some of the rest of the boys are going to try to get you out of town, but it aint their business. Its mine. If you should kill them, their ghosts would haunt me! So Ive come in to try to persuade you!

Im listening, said Macdonald.

Everybody on the range knows that youre a brave man, Macdonald. If you leave town, nobodyll think any the worse of you, and Ill let the folks know that I asked you to go and didnt drive you out by threats.

Whod believe you? asked Macdonald grimly, as he saw the bent of the conversation. Youd get a big reputation cheap. But what would I get?

A cold thousand. Ive saved that much, and...

You fool!

Listen to me! Im not trying to insult you, but Im trying to think of everything in the world to persuade you. If you dont want the money, forget that I mentioned it. But Im desperate, Macdonald. I know that I cant stand up to you, but if you wont go by persuasion, I got to try my gun!

It was a situation unique in the experience of Macdonald, and he hesitated. But what cause had he to love the world or trust or pity any man in it? From the very first his life had been a battle.

If I gave way, he explained coldly, Id have twenty men ready to bully me wherever I went. The story would go around that youd bluffed me, Gregory. Id rather be dead than be shamed.

There was a groan from Gregory.

You cold-hearted devil! he cried. If theres no other way, Ill try my luck!

Gregory reached for his gun. Even then there was time for Macdonald to seem to protest — for the benefit of those who were jammed in the doorway of the hotel. He raised a hand in that protest, and he called loud enough for the spectators to hear: Not that, Gregory!

Macdonald saw the gun of the other flash. It was shooting at ten paces, and even a poor shot was not apt to miss him. He dropped his right hand on the butt of his gun, making it swing up, holster and all, for the end of the holster was not steadied against his thigh. At the same instant he pulled the trigger. Jack Gregory spun and dropped. He had been shot squarely between the eyes.


CHAPTER VIII. A VERY PLEASANT PARTY
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NO DOUBT, WHEN all was said and done, it was as fair a fight as had ever been seen in the town of Sudeth. There was no shadow of a doubt that Jack Gregory had pressed home the battle. There was no doubt that he had reached first for his gun, and that the odium of beginning the fight rested entirely on him. But, in spite of this, there was a roar of anger from the spectators when they saw him fall.

They were out through the doorway in a rush, and every man had a drawn gun in his hand. A moment before they had been watching as spectators at a game. Suddenly they realized that in this game the prize was death, and that Jack Gregory had received it — Jack Gregory whom every man there, perhaps, had known from his boyhood. His life was wasted, and yonder was the man of fame, the cool slayer, who had conquered again. And the horror of it took them suddenly by the throat.

One section of that little mob spilled out toward the body of Gregory, lying face down in the dust. The other section swarmed toward the slayer.

Finish the murdering dog! some one was crying.

Hold him for the sheriff! called another.

And see him get free on self-defense? was the answer. No, well be our own law! Macdonald, put up your hands!

There had been no chance to run. In that clear starlight with a dozen guns covering him, Macdonald knew that he could not get away. Therefore he stood his ground, and at the order he obediently thrust his arms above his head, not straining them high up, as men in fear will do, but holding them only a trifle above the height of his shoulders, standing at ease and facing the rush of the mob.

Hes dead! cried voices from the rear. Poor old Jack is dead. Hell never speak again. That murdering hound has sure got to pay for this!

They joined the circle around Macdonald.

Get iron on his wrists.

No irons here. A rope will do. Wheres a rope?

Heres one!

Your sheriff will hunt you down, said Macdonald.

Do you think that a jury could be found in this country that would convict a man for helping to lynch you? asked someone, and Macdonald felt the truth of the query.

Put down your hands, one hand at a time, commanded the man with the rope. Jab a gun into his middle a couple of you, and kill him if he tries to move!

Macdonald smiled down upon them. Perhaps this was a little more than he had bargained for, but it was not at all unpleasant. The old tingling joy in peril, which he had found so early in his life and loved so long, was thrilling in him now. They had his life upon the triggers of a dozen guns and yet, if he could strike suddenly enough, their very numbers...

He did not pause to complete that thought. He had been lowering his right hand slowly toward the rope, as though to show that he intended no sudden effort to escape. Now he jerked it down and knocked away two revolvers which had been thrust against his body.

One of them exploded, and there was a yell of pain from a bystander through whose leg the big bullet plowed. At the same instant half a dozen pairs of arms reached for Macdonald, but he spun around. Their fingers slipped on the hard bulk of his muscles. And now he drove ahead, crouching low, as a football player charges a line. They tumbled away before him like snow before a snow plow. Who could fire, when the bullet, nine chances out of ten, would find lodgment in the body of a friend?

They poured after Macdonald, but two or three had lost their footing and gone down. They entangled some of those who followed. Now there was a sudden thinning of the mass before Macdonald. Two men stood before him. He smote one on the side of his head, saw the head rebound, as though broken at the neck, and the man went down. His shoulder, as he rushed, crashed against the breast of the other, and the man fell with a gasp. There was an open way before Macdonald, and he went down it, like a racing deer with the sound of the hounds behind it.

With a sweep they followed but, before they had taken half a dozen steps, they saw he was stepping swiftly away from them, and the leaders stopped to shoot. But a fight, a scramble, a race, and the starlight, combined with the knowledge that one is shooting at a famous target, make a very poor effect upon the nerves. The shower of bullets flew wild. Macdonald ran on unscathed. He reached the corner of the hotel and whipped around it. He headed down the side of the building, then darted for the corrals, with the mob still in hot pursuit. But they lost at every fence, for he leaped them in stride, like the athlete that he was, and they had to pause to crawl between the rails or vault over.

He found Sunset at once. Onto his back he vaulted, and it seemed that the fine animal knew at once what was expected of him. A tap on the side of the neck turned him around, and a word started him away at a flying gallop. He took the fence with a wild leap that brought a yell of despair and rage from the pursuers, and in another moment he was sunk in the outer blackness of the night.

They pursued him no more than one would attempt to overtake an arrow after seeing it leave the string. But Macdonald had not left to stay away that night. He galloped not half a mile, then returned and headed straight back to the hotel. Into it he ventured, stole up the back stairs, and got to his room. They had not touched his belongings. He packed them deliberately, returned down the stairs, went out to the shed and got his saddle and bridle, put them on Sunset, and was again ready for the journey.

As for the town of Sudeth, it passed through a sudden and violent transition. For two hours they raved against the cool-handed murderer and swore that they would run him to the earth, if it took them a life of labor to do the task. But at the end of the two hours, a committee went up to investigate the belongings of Macdonald and found them gone. On the plaster of the wall was written:

A very pleasant party. — Macdonald.



When the others learned, there was a storm of wonder and then of appreciation. For they had heard enough to convince them that there was something almost supernal in the courage of a man who could return on the heels of the very mob which was hunting his life. There and then the townsmen lost their interest in the chase of Macdonald. That was left to the Gregorys, and the Gregorys solemnly took up the trail.


CHAPTER IX. TURN BACK!
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NO SEER WAS needed to tell Macdonald that the town of Sudeth was apt to lose its enthusiasm for war before long, but that the clan of Gregorys would never leave him until they had clashed at least a few more times. Nevertheless he had no desire to put a great distance between himself and his probable pursuers. There was first the little matter with Rory Moore which was to be settled. And he let Sunset run like a homing bird straight across the hills toward home.

They reached it nearly a day later, in the red time of sunset, with all the town as hushed and peaceful as a pictured place rather than a reality.

He saw one old man smoking a pipe at the door of a shop. He heard in the weird distance one dog barking. But of living sights and sounds, these were the only two. The town might have died. It was like riding into the ghost of a place.

Of course it was easily explainable, Macdonald told himself. The people were simply at supper and, since they all kept the same hour for supper, they would all be off the streets at that time. And yet such a conclusion did not entirely satisfy him. There was a solemnity about this quiet, this utter silence, with the far off wailing of the dog, that warned him back like the voice of the river in his dream.

At the hotel he found the same sleepy atmosphere which he had noted before in the place. The hotel, in short, was not paying. For in spite of its size and the comfort of its arrangement, there was a forbidding atmosphere about the place which had held the trade away. Macdonald felt it again, as he stood in front of the desk in the hotel office and asked for a room. He would have given a good deal if he had not come to this hostelry where he had spent that terrible night so short a time before. He would have given a great deal if he had chosen, instead, the little shack which had been built at the farther end of the street, and which also went by the name of a hotel in the town.

But he could not withdraw, having come so far. He could not mumble and excuse and retreat. But his absent-mindedness, which was the curse of his life, having brought him on thus far, he must go on with the thing. He heard a cheerful promise that he should not only have a room, but that he should also have that very same room which he had occupied the last time he stayed there, the room which he had left so suddenly in the middle of the night.

And even from this proposal he could not dissent. He was kept quiet by the very violence of his feelings. How could he declare that the very last place on earth in which he wished to spend another night was the room where he had slept before? They might pin him down to the truth. They might discover — oh, monstrous joke to be roared at by the whole world — that Macdonald had run away from a dream like any brain-sick youth of fourteen years!

So he had to submit and was led upstairs to the room. When the door closed upon him, and he was left among its shadows, the old panic swept upon him. He could not stay there alone. Down the stairs he went again and out to the stable to look at Sunset. The stallion was digesting a liberal feed of grain and sweet-smelling hay. Half a dozen hungry chickens, roaming abroad in search of forage, were clustered around the outskirts of the pile of hay, scratching a quay into it and picking busily at the heads of grain. But the big stallion, when he had finished his grain and turned to the hay, made not the slightest objection to these small intruders. For he kept on steadily at his hay, merely cocking one sharp ear when the beak of a hen picked a little too close to that soft muzzle of his.

Macdonald hung over the fence of the corral, delighted, until the gathering of the shadows drove even those hungry chickens away from the hay and back to their roosting places.

Yep, said a voice to the side, thats a plumb easy-going hoss, Id tell a man!

Macdonald looked askance with a scowl. It was by no means his habit to be so rapt in any observation that he allowed other men to stalk up beside him and take him by surprise. What he found was a little old man, very bent, so that his head was thrust far in front of his body, and he balanced himself with a round-headed cane on which his brown hands rested. He carried a short stemmed-pipe between his gums and puffed noisily at it. In a word he was like a figure out of a book, or off the stage.

And who might you be? asked the little man, and he had a quick, bird-like way of jerking his head toward the one to whom he was speaking, while he sucked on his pipe.

Oh, Ive just happened by, murmured Macdonald smoothly enough.

Youve heard that hes back again, I reckon, said the other.

Youve come like me to have a look at Sunset before that Macdonald man rides him away agin. I disremember when I seen a finer hoss than Sunset!

Nor I! exclaimed Macdonald, and at the sound of his deep voice the stallion looked up, swung halfway toward his new master, and then allowed the greed of a big appetite to draw him back toward his fodder. But the heart of Macdonald was beating with a great new tenderness.

The hoss likes you! piped the old man. Well, I never seen a hoss yet that would waste a look on a bad man. All that makes me sorry is to think about Sunset being wasted on a man-killing, law-spoiling hound like that Macdonald.

Is he as bad as that? asked Macdonald slowly.

Hes worse, said the other with great venom, and he even removed his pipe from his mouth so that he might speak with more vehemence. Macdonald saw that the stem was wound with string to give a better grip to the old gums of the man. Hes a pile worse. There aint nobody can say anything bad enough about him. What would you say about a gent that kills just for the sake of killing?

Why, said Macdonald, I think that depends on how he kills. Every man is a hunter, if you come down to that. Theyre all trying to kill one another, you know. But some are lucky, and some arent so lucky. It depends, I say, on how he kills. If he takes as big a chance as the next man, whats so terribly wrong in that?

Suppose he killed with poison?

Do you mean to say that he does that? cried Macdonald.

Just as bad as that. Hes such a good shot, and his nerves are so plumb steady, that he knows he aint running no real risk when he faces another man. There aint one chance in a hundred that hell get so much as scratched. Thats why I say he might as well use poison for his killings. And to think that a hoss like Sunset...

But Macdonald heard no more. He had listened to too much already, as a matter of fact, and he climbed back to his room with a heavy heart. And on the way he fought over the truth about himself. It had not occurred to him to look at the matter from this new viewpoint. He had always felt that it was fair fighting. But now that he thought of it, how clearly he saw the new idea! His skill, he had to confess, was far greater than the skill of the average man. Just how much chance did the other fellow have, when matched against the practiced hand and the familiar gun of Macdonald?

He thought back to many of his conflicts. In the old days he had been often wounded. His body was still ripped and dotted with scars. Yes, he had been wounded almost as often as he had wounded others. Finally he had gone into a fight almost expecting to have his own body wounded, or the life shot out of him. But, as time went on, he learned new things, and among the rest he learned to practice with his weapons assiduously every day. How long had it been now, since an enemy had wounded him in fair fight, face to face? And what did that mean?

It meant that the old man standing by the corral had been right! He might as well have killed by poison.

He threw himself down upon his bed and, staring up into the darkness, his mind filled with two thoughts — the girl of whom he had dreamed, and the men who had fallen before him in his life of fighting. And so fiercely did he concentrate that in another moment he was riding up a river among the mountains, a river whose voice gathered into human words: Turn back! Turn back! Turn back!


CHAPTER X. THE BANQUET OF THE DEAD
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SO SUDDEN HAD been that sleep that even in his dream he was acutely conscious of something left behind him, of a change just made. One half of his mind was trying to turn back to what he had been, while the other half was listening to the shouting of the river. At length he gave all his attention to the road before him.

It was all as it had been before. He rode to the top of the divide, where the water dwindled to a little spring. He looked over the plain onto a great sweep of sunshine and shadow, with browsing cattle, and the faint sounds of their lowing was blown to him upon the height. And, as before, even while looking at that pleasant and warm scene, a chill of distress passed into the heart of Macdonald and a wild misgiving of something which was to come. For the voice which God or a demon had put into that river could not be wrong. This was the third time he had ridden up that river to its rising, and on this third time there was certain to be a revelation of the catastrophe.

Yet turn back he could not. A nameless eagerness filled him, far overbalancing his fear. And down the hill he swept and over the meadow at the long-reaching gallop of the red stallion. So he came in due time to the same avenue of the walnut trees, under which he had passed before. And down that avenue he rode, with the growing dread which he had felt when he galloped there before, and yet with a wild desire to hear the beat of approaching hoofs and to see once more the girl riding around the sweep of the trees.

He reached that turn but she did not come. He went on more slowly. He came again to the town, all quiet under the sun. He came again to the garden. And he stood once more before the great castle of a house where, as he remembered, a hand had fallen upon his shoulders, and the girl had disappeared. Perhaps she would come to him again now!

Slowly he went up the steps, and the great house before him was wonderfully silent. There was a flutter of wings, as a bird darted under the roof of the porch, brushed close to his face, and darted out again. Then he knocked at the door. It was opened so quickly that it was obvious that his approach had been noted, and that there was someone ready to let him in.

Yet he saw no one inside the dark, high hall of the place. He stepped in and, the moment he did so, he discovered who had opened the door for him. It was a man whose hand was still on the knob, and he was standing flat against the wall. And the pale face was the face of Anthony Legrange, as he had been on that night eight years before, when he died in Cheyenne with a bullet from the gun of Macdonald through his heart. He had not altered by a single shade, save that he had been a gloomy man in those days, and now he was smiling, a calm smile of mockery and scorn, as though he had a knowledge before which Macdonald was as helpless as a child.

Macdonald reached hastily for his gun, but the smile of Anthony Legrange merely deepened and suddenly Macdonald knew that a gun would be of no avail to him in this house.

Anthony, he said, I thought that you were dead eight long years ago. But Im a thousand times glad to see that I was wrong! A thousand times glad, old man!

But the smile of Anthony merely deepened again. He closed the door and leaned his shoulders against it, facing Macdonald once more, as though he defied him to try to break out.

Why, said Macdonald, frowning, if you think that youve trapped me here, it makes no difference to me. Do you imagine that Im afraid of you, Anthony? No, nor of a thousand like you!

At once he turned his back on Anthony, stepped into the next room, and passed through this to a great dining hall. There he found a long table set, the longest table he had ever seen, and all around it men were seated, and before them food was placed. Some were eating, and some were drinking, and some were smoking, so that the air was blue with smoke. Yet, though Macdonald walked through a cloud of it, he smelled not the least taint of tobacco.

He noted, too, that though they seemed to be all laughing and talking, they were not making any sound, and the fall of knives and forks upon the plates made no sound. It was very strange, but stranger than anything they did were their faces. For there were men from a dozen nations, and everyone, he saw, was a man whom he had killed!

Yes, just before him sat young Jack Gregory, and with no mark of the mortal wound upon his forehead. And at the side of Gregory sat a great Negro, a giant of his kind, naked to the waist, just as he had been on that night, so many years before, when he had grappled with Macdonald in the fire room of the tramp freighter. That had been a grim battle. And it rushed back clean and clear upon the mind of Macdonald. He saw the Negro, blood streaming down his face, tear himself away. He saw the big fellow snatch up a great bar of iron used for trimming the fires. He saw himself catch up a lump of coal and with a true aim knock down the big stoker. He saw them grapple again, and his big hands had found a firm grip upon the throat of the black man.

And beside the Negro sat a hideous Malay, with a split upper lip, rolling his wild eyes, as he talked. That was the human devil who had leaped upon him from behind in an alley in Bombay.

Yonder was the burly English mate who had striven to enforce obedience by the weight of his fists. They had grappled and gone over the rail together. Macdonald had come up, but the mate had sunk.

Sitting side by side, yellow of skin and dark of eyes, were the Arizona Kid and his two brothers. Macdonald had trailed them when he was a Ranger, and he had killed them all in one glorious and bloody battle. Now the Arizona Kid pointed him out, and his two brothers laughed in the face of their slayer. Indeed the whole table was laughing and pointing, until the perspiration rolled down the face of Macdonald.

He stepped to the table and struck upon it. The dishes jumped beneath the vibration of the stroke, but there was no jingling sound.

You rattle-headed fools! cried Macdonald. Why do you laugh and point? Ive sent you to damnation, every one of you, and Id send you there again and think nothing of it! What are you doing here? What right have you in this place? I had no fear of you living. Do you think for an instant that Ill be afraid of you because you come back after death and gibber at me?

The Negro giant leaned across toward him and extended a long, black arm, and along the naked skin the highlights glimmered. Macdonald could see the bull throat expand and quiver; he could see the chest of the monster rise; and he waited for the immense voice which, on a day, had been strong enough to stun the ears of men. But, instead, there ran forth only the faintest of faint whispers, hardly discernible.

Were laughing at you, Macdonald, because we have gone to hell, every one of us, but a worse man than any one of us killed us. You saved us, Macdonald, with your gun, and thats why we laugh at you!

You lie! thundered Macdonald. Half of you were good men, and hell had no claim on that many of you. Theres Jack Gregory at your side. What wrong had he ever done?

He saw Jack Gregory convulsed with soundless laughter. Then he half rose and pointed an exultant arm at Macdonald.

I was damned black until you saved me, he cried, and this time the sound that reached Macdonald was as faint as the ghost of an echo. Id forsworn myself to a girl that I got with a false marriage, and then I left her to take care of herself and her child. But I was killed by a worse man than I am, Macdonald, and thats why I laugh!

Macdonald stood back from the table, sick at heart.

What have I done, then? he cried to them. Ive fought every man of you fairly, squarely, face to face! I took no advantage. I never struck a man that was down. I never shot a man that wasnt fighting back! I never harmed a man that asked for mercy. Why am I worse than you?

But instead of answering, they fell into a hearty convulsion of that shadowy laughter, and Macdonald strode from the room. At the very threshold of the next apartment he was greeted by the delicate sweetness of flowers, and now he saw that they were banked everywhere about the room. There were flowers of every kind, little wild flowers and crimson roses and great smudges of violets. The air was alive with their fragrance. He could not decipher one scent from another, for all was a blended sweetness.

And with the fragrance went a profound silence. It was like that weighty quiet which lies in the high regions of the mountains, when no noise seemed strong enough to break it. For no matter how loud, the sound comes deadened upon the ear, and the thick silence rolls in swiftly behind it and drowns the echoes, as they come flocking from the distant peaks. Such was the quiet in that room, a bewildering and awful thing.

In the center of the apartment stood an open coffin on a flower-clad pedestal, and in that coffin lay the dead. The profile was clearly to be seen, and it was the face of Rory Moore — Rory Moore dead before he had been struck! Rory Moore dead, and above him leaned the lady of the vision, still in her riding costume. Her lips trembled, and though no sound came from them, the tears streamed steadily down her face.

But that was not all Macdonald saw in that room of sorrow, for he made out that the face of the girl and the face of Rory Moore were wonderfully alike. They could not be more similar, save that what was drawn on a large and manly scale in Rorys dead face, was made small and exquisitely beautiful in the living face of the girl.

It was not I! cried Macdonald. I swear to heaven that I have not touched him!

At his voice she looked up. There was one glimpse for him of the horror and hatred in her eyes, and then with her raised eyes she shut out the sight of him.

And Macdonald wakened and found himself on his knees in the darkness of his room, with his arms stretched out before him, and his voice moaning vague words.


CHAPTER XI. THE NOTE
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INSTANTLY MACDONALD HURRIED down to Sunset. He only paused to sweep his pack together before he was gone, and on the way he looked at the time. He noted with a shudder that it was half past two, the exact hour at which he had last left his chamber. Beyond a doubt a curse had fallen upon this house.

In the corral he roused the stallion with a word, and led him into the stable, and in the light of a lantern put on the saddle. While his swift fingers worked, he made up his mind. To leave the town would make it seem that he had lost his nerve at last, and that he dared not wait for the coming of Rory Moore. But let that be as it might. He must go nevertheless. For, if he met Rory Moore, nothing could keep him from killing the younger man, and kill Rory he must not. No, all the superstition in his strange soul urged him against it. He had received a warning, and that warning must be heeded.

Plunging into the darkness he headed away from the town, and he rode on until morning came. It was no sooner light than he camped by the way; by mid-morning his sleep was ended, and Sunset was rested; then he went on again. All that day he struck blindly ahead, and by nightfall he came into the heart of the mountains.

He had paid not the least heed to direction. He only knew that he was covering many miles, and that was sufficient. He went on from the second camp before the next day had well begun. By this time Rory Moore would have heard of his coming to the town, would have returned, found him gone, and would have published him abroad as a coward. But that was still a small thing in the mind of Macdonald. For the girl of his dreams was more to him now than all the rest of the living world. She had lived in his mind and in his very heart. She was never absent from him. And he found himself, a hundred times in the day, grown tense with waiting for her voice. And he found himself hurrying Sunset toward the rise of every hill in eagerness to see her coming.

It was just after he had camped to make coffee at noon and had gone on again that he found the place. He had come over a ridge, and journeying down to the sound of the waters he came suddenly upon the river up which he had ridden three times in his sleep.

There was no mistaking it. It was the very place. Yonder ran the swift brown waters, streaked with creamy foam. There hung the willow on the edge of the bank, with half of its roots exposed. And, above, the round hills tumbled away against the sky!

Macdonald covered his aching eyes with his hands. The devil had brought him at last to the road of his death. He had no more doubt of that than though he had seen it written across the sky in letters of gold. He had no more doubt of it than though a voice had whispered it at his ear.

With a groan he surrendered to that feeling of fate. He turned Sunset up the stream and rode slowly on. In a sort of mute agony he watched the happy head of Sunset tossing, with his sharp ears quivering forward. Ah, to be a mere joyous brute like the big horse, to be freed from all these tortures of the mind which went with manhood!

He passed among the hills and came again to the ridge. With a sick heart he looked down upon that landscape which he had three times seen in his dream — the bright sun falling — the spotting shadows from the trees and the far voices of the cattle. And who could struggle against such manifest destiny as this?

Riding down the slope he twisted over the undulating surface of the plain, and so he came at last to the place where that avenue of walnut trees should have been. But here he found, for the first time, a difference between the dream and the reality. For the trees were gone, nor was there any semblance of them standing on either side of the road, but only a few wretched shrubs here and there. He had passed down the road for a mile or more, when he saw a buggy approaching with an old man driving it. He hailed the driver and stopped him.

Friend, said Macdonald, I want to ask you a few questions about this country. Have you been living around here long?

Not moren about fifty years, said the old man, laughing with some importance.

And youve known this road all that time?

Yep.

Dyou mind telling me if there were ever walnut trees growing along the sides of it?

The other started.

How did you know that if youre a stranger in this here country, the way you say?

But Macdonald rode to the side of the buggy and, leaning over, laid his hand on the shoulder of the other.

In the name of God, he said solemnly, tell me the truth! There have been walnut trees planted here?

There have! gasped the other, overwhelmed by the question and the manner in which it was put to him.

Then God have mercy on my soul! groaned Macdonald, and spurred furiously down the road.

It was not long after this that he came upon the town itself, but he had hardly entered it before he began to recognize it, not as the thing he had seen in his dream — there was no silence here — but as a place where he had been before. Suddenly rounding a corner he came upon a blighting proof. For this was the town which he had left two days before. Fortune had led him in a circle. He had come back by a new approach, and yonder, straight before him, was the very hotel itself, big and towered like a castle. He looked closer at it, with all the freshness of the dream weighing upon him. Yes, this was the castle of his vision. It was only the town house of the Moore family.

He stretched out his arms and laughed in the sunshine. A thousand tons of dread seemed to have been removed from his mind. There were still other things to be explained. He must find where he had seen that row of walnut trees other than in the dream. He must find where he had seen the girl.

At least he was now startled out of that absent-mindedness which, as a rule, plagued him and closed his eyes to things which were most familiar around him. He would see whatever was to be seen. As for Rory Moore, let him take heed to himself, or one portion of that dream would at least come true.

He went again to the hotel, again he asked for a room, and again he was assigned to the same chamber. There needed no explanation of the frightened eyes which men turned upon him, as he crossed the lobby and went up the stairs. They knew he had come back to kill Rory Moore. Well, their knowledge was doubly right!

Once in that room where the dream had twice come to him, he looked sharply around him, and it was as though the scales had fallen from his eyes. He could see it all at a glance. Mystery? There was none at all! What he had half seen and left unnoted by his conscious mind, he was now keenly aware of, and here was all the substance of his dream.

Someone with no common touch had made those fading paintings which hung along the walls. There, a small sketch, was the narrow and rushing river streaking down from the ragged hills which rolled back against the sky. And here, too, was the sweeping birds-eye view of the sunlit plain. But where was the girl?

He had only to turn to the opposite wall to see her, just as she had ridden into his dream, sitting lightly on the side saddle and riding around a curve down a long avenue of mighty walnut trees.

Here, then, had his dream gone out. But, as the first rush of relief left him, he was struck with a sharp little pang of grief. He had banished that dream and all that was in it. He had found the most simple of explanations. But what of the girl? By the fashion of that coat and the puffed shoulders, she was dead these many years, or else she had grown into middle age, something of her youth had died from her. She was dead, indeed, and he could never find her as he had seen her.

The door opened on the chambermaid with clean linen over her arm.

Look here, said Macdonald to the old woman. Have you ever known the girl in this picture?

Miss Mary Moore? said the other. Sure I knew her! Mind you, the man that painted that picture was her lover, and she died in a fall from that very same horse three days after that picture was painted. I mind it as well as if it was yesterday. I was a servant in this house then, and Ive been here ever since!

Macdonald dismissed her with a dollar bill and returned to his own gloomy thoughts. He had gone for two days in what he considered an exquisite torment. But now he began to wonder if the torment into which he was passing might not be worse after all. For there had lingered in his mind, all those hours, the hope that some day he would find her, just as she had been when she rode into his dream. And if all the terror of the dream were gone, all the beauty of it was gone, too.

There was a light rap at the door, and he bade the person enter. It was a dusty, barefoot boy, with a letter in his hand, and great frightened eyes fixed upon the face of Macdonald, as though the latter had been an evil spirit. He was gone the instant the big man took the envelope. Macdonald tore it open and found within it the shortest and the most eloquent of notes:

I am waiting for you, just in front of the blacksmith shop. — Rory Moore.



Methodically he tore the letter to bits. It was an old habit of his. Next, still out of force of habit, he took out his Colt and examined it from muzzle to the butt, polished by the years of use. Last of all he turned to the picture of Mary Moore. What he had seen in the dream was true enough. She was very like Rory. She might have posed as his sister.


CHAPTER XII. NOT TO KILL
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LIKE ALL EVENTS which grow in importance after they happen, and which become a part of even minor history, what happened that day was remembered even to the most minute details. And everyone of mature years in the town was able to recall some part. At least they had seen Macdonald issue from the hotel, dressed with unusual care, a flaming red bandanna around his throat, with the point hanging far down between his shoulders, and a great sombrero decorated with silver medallions upon his head, and his boots shined until they were like twin mirrors. One might have thought that he was going to be the best man at a wedding, the groom himself. But everyone knew that he was going out to give battle and take a life, or give his own. For the rumor had passed, as swiftly as rumors do, through the length and the breadth of the town that Rory Moore was waiting in front of the blacksmith shop, and that he had sent a message to the terrible Macdonald.

So scores of eyes were watching as the big man walked down the single street of the village. He had never seemed taller. He had never seemed more sedate. He carried with him that unconscious air of importance which goes with men who have seen or suffered much.

He paused at the corner, where the corral from the hotel bordered the street. There he leaned against the fence and called. And the big red stallion came running to the voice of his new master. A dozen men swore that they saw Macdonald pass his arms around the neck of the horse and put his head down beside the head of Sunset.

Then he went on again with as light a stride as ever. When the watchers thought of Rory Moore, their hearts shrank within them. For it seemed impossible that such a force as Macdonald could be stopped by any one man.

More than one hardy cowpuncher set his teeth at the thought and looked to his gun. If anything happened to Rory, it would take all the desperate nerve and skill of a Macdonald to get out of that town. For they had determined that, fair play or not, the time had come to finish this destroyer of men.

In the meantime Macdonald had passed the general merchandise store. He had come to the Perkins place, and there he paused to speak to an old Mexican beggar woman who came with a toothless whine to ask for money. They saw him take out a whole wad of rustling bills and drop it into her hand. The bills overflowed. She leaped upon them like an agile old beast of prey. When she straightened again, he was half a block away, and she poured out a shrill volley of blessings. Her borrowed English failed her, and to become truly eloquent she fell back upon the native Spanish and filled the air with it.

But her benefactor went on without a glance behind him.

Hes superstitious, said the beholders. Hes trying to get good luck for the meeting with Rory... and the devil take him and the old beggar!

But now he had come in sight of the blacksmith shop. A cluster of men fell back. One or two lingered beside Rory Moore, begging him to the last minute not to throw away his life in vain. But he tore himself away from them and strode well out into the street, where the fierce white sun beat down upon him. Nearer drew Macdonald, and still his bearing was as casual and light as the bearing of any pleasure seeker.

Macdonald! cried Rory Moore suddenly in a wild, hoarse voice.

Well, Rory, answered the smooth tones of the man-killer, are you ready?

Yes, curse you, ready!

Then get your gun!

And Rory, waiting for no second invitation, reached for the butt of his Colt. It was an odd contrast that lay between the two, as they faced one another, Rory crouched over and taut with eagerness, and the tall and careless form of Macdonald. And it seemed that the same carelessness was in the gesture with which he reached for his weapon. Yet such was the consummate speed of that motion that his gun was bare before the revolver of Rory Moore was out of the holster. His gun was bare, but there seemed to be some slip. Carelessness had been carried too far, for the gun flashed in his hand and dropped into the dust.

And Rory? His own weapon exploded. It knocked up a little fountain of dust at the feet of the giant. He fired again, and Macdonald collapsed backward, like a falling tower. The big sombrero dropped from his head, and he lay with his long red hair floating like blood across the dust.

And yet so incredible was it to all who watched that Macdonald should indeed have fallen, that there was a long pause before a yell of triumph rose from a hundred throats, and they closed around the big man, like wolves around a dead lion.

And when the wonder of it was faded a little, they picked up his gun, where it had fallen in the dust. They picked it up, they examined it, as one might have examined the sword of Achilles, after the arrow had struck his heel, and the venom had worked. They broke the gun open. But not a bullet fell out. And then they saw that it was empty, and that Macdonald had come so carelessly down that street not to kill, but to be killed!

It was a thunderstroke to the townsmen. It was as though the devil, being trailed into a corner, should turn into an angel and take flight for heaven!

There aint moren one way of looking at it, said the sheriff, when he came into the town that evening on a foaming horse. Macdonald didnt want to kill young Moore. But he had to face him, or be called a coward. And there you have it! Hes been a hound all his life, but hes died like a hero!

And that was the motive behind the monument which was built for Macdonald in that town. Although partly, perhaps, they simply wanted to identify themselves with that terrible and romantic figure. But, while the turmoil of talk was sweeping up and down the town, two women were the first to think of striving to untangle the mysterious motives of Macdonald by something which he might have left behind him in his room — perhaps some letter to explain everything.

It was Mrs. Charles Moore who led the way, and with her went her niece, the sister of Rory. They found the room undisturbed, exactly as it had been when Macdonald left. But all they found was his rifle, his other revolver, his slicker, and his bed roll. There was nothing else except a few trifles. So they began to look around the room itself.

And look yonder! cried Mrs. Charles Moore. Theres the place he dumped out the bullets from his gun... poor man... right underneath the picture of your poor dead Aunt Mary! And, child, child, how astonishingly youve grown to be like her! Ive never seen such a likeness... just in the last year youve sprouted up and grown into the very shadow of her!

Oh, cried the girl, how can you talk of such things!

What in the world... began the other.

Here in this very room... and... here where he thought his last thoughts!

Heavens above, silly child, youre weeping for him!

But I saw him when they carried him in from the street, said Mary softly, with the tears running slowly down her face. And even in death he seemed a greater man than any Ill ever see. And one great arm and hand was hanging down... I shall never forget!


The Tenderfoot (1924)
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1. A WEAKLING?
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HE WAS A sleek young man, not flabby, but with that same smooth-surfaced effect which a seal gives as it swishes around in a pool. He had a round neck which filled out a sixteen-inch collar with perfect plumpness, a round chest, and a pair of long arms. He had pale, mild blue eyes, and a little smile of diffidence played about the corners of his mouth. Yet that gentle smile brought to him only troubles, for sometimes when men saw it they thought that Vincent Allan was deriding them with quietly controlled contempt. The president was one who made that mistake.

He was not the president of the little uptown branch bank where Vincent Allan for five years had inscribed swift, delicately made figures in big ledgers or worked an adding machine with patient deftness. That branch bank was only a tiny little link in the chain of financial institutions of which the great man was the chief, but nothing in his organization was too small for the personal attention of the president. His favorite maxim — and he was a man of many maxims — was: There is plenty of time for everything that one really wishes to do! He not only applied his maxims to himself, but to everyone else, and because he could get along with four hours of sleep per day, he felt that all other men should be able to do the same. He even begrudged the four hours of unconsciousness. He considered sleep a habit, and a most pernicious one.

On this day he had time to attend a luncheon at which the people of his little branch bank were present. After lunch, he made them a speech. He had several speeches which he could use. He had one on honesty, and where it leads! He had another on he who saves. He had another on faithfulness, the golden virtue. He could talk also on the topic: Conscience, the master of us all! But to-day he chose quite a different topic. Usually he was moral, but he liked to surprise people, and on this occasion he chose to speak of the body.

We are given by God two great things, said he. We have a mind which we cannot help using if we wish to survive. We are given a body also, almost equally divine. But how many of you young ladies and young gentlemen use your bodies as they should be used?

He stabbed a rapid forefinger at them all, one by one, driving home the bitter point of his remark so that the weak knees of those city dwellers quaked; and the president himself quivered with his intensity — every bit of his hundred and twelve pounds trembled.

Find a gymnasium, he said. In this machine-driven age, there are few practical uses for bodily strength. But find a gymnasium. Be brave to admit your weaknesses. Out of such admissions comes strength. It is the strength of the weak — humility! Humility of body, humility of mind, and a devout resolution to make the best of what we have by the careful culture of it—

He broke off suddenly, flaring red.

You, young man, may smile. But the scoffers are damned, and the reverent spirits go on to great victories!

This blast was delivered against poor young Vincent Allan. It wiped the fluttering smile completely off his lips.

Seeing that one among them was being martyred, the other clerks grinned behind their hands. Only the manager of the branch bank grew a little hot of face. He knew the true worth, the shrinking modesty of young Vincent Allan; however, he did not quite dare to speak up to the great man before all these people. He might draw a counter blast upon his own head and be shamed before those whom he employed.

Stand up! went on the president. Stand up that we may see what manner of man dares to mock me when I speak of the culture of the body!

Vincent Allan rose. His face was flame. Any other would have looked miserably down at the table, but Vincent Allan had this peculiarity — that when he was most shamed and most afraid, he always looked straight into the eyes of that which shamed or that which frightened him.

How old are you? asked the president.

Twenty-three, sir, murmured Vincent Allan.

It was the meekest, softest voice that ever issued from the throat of a man. The president knew instantly that he had made a mistake and that instead of a hardy cynic there stood before him only a lamb. However, he could not break off so suddenly from the purpose on which he had started. He had prepared the fire, and now he must complete the sacrifice.

Twenty-three, sneered the president, frowning at that answer as though it were an admission of the greatest guilt. Twenty-three years old. And how tall are you, young man?

Five feet nine inches, sir.

Five feet nine inches? And what do you weigh?

A hundred and seventy-five pounds, sir.

Fat! thundered the president. You are fat. You have twenty-five pounds of fat on you, at least. Perhaps you have forty pounds of fat upon you. Do you know what fat is? It is a sin. It is to the body what idle hours are to the day, what sin is to the soul! You must strip that fat off. You must show your true self. Be yourself. Dont sit back and scoff. That earnest young man sitting beside you who seems to listen to my words, may very well outstrip you in the race. He may very well do it!

The earnest young man grew crimson with joy. It was the greatest moment of his young life. It was the greatest moment that he was ever to have in all the long vista of future years.

Leave idleness and mockery to fools! thundered the president. Go to the gymnasium. Learn to know your bodies as you know your brains! You, young man — how many games can you play?

None, sir, murmured the miserable Vincent Allan.

None! What? Have you never played catch?

No, sir.

Were you an invalid in your boyhood? asked the president, relenting a little.

I — I was working my way through school, said Vincent Allan faintly. I — I didnt have much time, sir, to play.

No time to play! No time! Young man, young man, there is time enough for everything that men really want to do. What were you doing at recesses? Why couldnt you play then?

I stayed in the schoolroom, sir.

In the schoolroom. The teacher was pretty, I suppose?

At this feeble jest there was a great uproar of laughter.

No, sir, said Vincent Allan, blinking. But my lessons were always very hard for me. I was slow, sir.

The president bit his lip. Here was a young man whom he would much rather have held up as an example than as a failure. But he had gone so far that to retreat would be difficult and awkward.

For the sake of shame, my young friend, he concluded, strip the fat off your body and the sleep out of your mind. Be awake. Be alive. Be humble but never stop endeavoring. There is a great goal ahead. A great goal for endeavor! Find a goal. Cleave to it. Now sit down!

He passed on to his main topic, but Vincent Allan heard only a blur of words. He felt that he had been found out in the commission of the cardinal sin. Just where his great guilt lay he could not be sure, but guilt there was. He felt the burning shame of it hot upon his face and like fire in his heart. He wanted to shrink away from the table, but, as always, he could do nothing but sit and look steadily, expressionlessly, into the face of the president across the long table.

After the luncheon ended he went back to his high stool in the bank. He tried to work, but only an automatic part of his brain was fixed upon his labor. The rest of his consciousness was filled with the certainty that, in some mysterious manner, his existence was for nothing, his life had been thrown away.

Even the back of his neck was still pink with his shame. The other clerks, passing back and forth, saw that color and pointed it out to one another with subtle chucklings. He knew that they were laughing at him. Perhaps they had wanted to laugh all the time. They had seen that he was flabby and fat. No doubt he was a weakling, but if God gave him life, he would make himself as strong as his frame permitted. He would, as the president said, strip the fat from him and leave the reality. So, looking down at his rather small, compact hand and at the feminine roundness of his wrist, he sighed. It seemed plain that there were small possibilities in his physique.

For that matter, there were small possibilities in his brain, either. He was a dull fellow; he had been dull from his birth. His memory of school was a long nightmare. Hardly had one difficulty been overcome before another was to be mastered, and from the brutal struggle with short division he had passed into the intricate mysteries of long — of numerators, denominators, divisors; grammar school had been bad enough, but high school was a long four years of slavery. The very name of algebra still made him shudder. Chemistry was a haunting demon. He always was at the foot of the class until examinations. But when examinations came he did very well. For, slavery though it was, he never shrank from a labor until it was overcome. What he learned was his forever. So it had been in the bank. For the first six months the manager had been on the verge of dismissing him every pay day, but somehow he could not look into the gentle blue eyes of Vincent Allan and speak unkindly. Against his conscience he retained poor Vincent. But at the end of the sixth month he found that Vincent was doing better — astonishingly better. To use a forced simile, he was like a rock which grew. He was only a pebble at first, but that pebble could be built upon. Little by little it became more important. Others might make mistakes, but after Vincent Allan had mastered the intricacies of a job, it seemed almost impossible for him to make a mistake. Of these things the manager thought when he returned to the bank after lunch.

I was a little hard on that young man, said the president on parting.

You were, said the manager. Then he added: As a matter of fact, he is the surest, soundest person in the bank!

He was astonished at himself when he said this, but emotion had forced him to discover the truth even to his own mind. On the way to the bank, he thought it over, but his reflection simply made him more certain. Vincent Allan was the best man on his staff!

So he paused behind the lofty stool of the young clerk in the middle of the afternoon.

To-morrow, he told himself as he went on, he would give that youth a promotion which would astonish him, and dumfound some of the sleek-haired college boys who were in the institution. But his kindly message brought no cheer to Allan. The latter only said to himself: He pities me. Its almost better to be tongue lashed than to be pitied!

And as soon as he had finished his work, he headed straight for the gymnasium.


2. NATURAL MUSCLE
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ALLAN HAD KNOWN the gymnasium for years. It was only two blocks from the room which he had kept ever since he began to work in the bank. It was on the second floor over a series of shops, and on the windows was painted in great letters: Casey, the man maker. Smaller inscriptions begged the passers-by to enter and become a man — the real man — the man in himself which he had never known before. There was a huge picture, too. It showed the man before and the man after. The man before had stooped shoulders, hollow chest, and his weight slumped down about his hips in folds. The man after was the same face, but how different a body! The breast thrust out like the breast of a pouter pigeon; the waist pinched in; and the upper lip of this magnificent gentleman was adorned with a little tuft of black mustache. From beneath, Allan, on this evening, looked up at that picture and wondered if such miracles were possible. It might be to the childlike mind of Vincent Allan, anything might be.

He saw a pair of youths walk into the entrance; he heard them bound up the stairs toward the gymnasium. Oh, to be winged with strength like them!

He climbed in turn, slowly, heavily, as he did everything. He rarely ran, even for a street car. As a matter of fact, there was little in life for which he really cared; for he accepted the facts which confronted him, things to be overcome with weary mental exertion, and when he had accomplished what lay just before him, he had very little enthusiasm left for the minor details of existence. He accepted himself, and had always accepted himself, as a person so mentally deficient that he could do nothing but hammer away at the nearest goal with unfailing energy and devotion; otherwise he would perish.

So, quietly, his gentle blue eyes rounded with curiosity, he entered the gymnasium. Instantly the stale odor of perspiration was in his nostrils. A burly Negro lounged in the chair near the door.

Whatll you have, boss? he asked, surveying Vincent Allan with reddened little eyes.

I wish to have permission, said Allan, to work in this gymnasium. Do you think it could be arranged?

He said it appealingly. Even an office boy was a human being to Vincent Allan, and had a place in the world worthy of respect. But the Negro, being an office boy, had of course learned to despise all who did not despise him. His fat lip curled as he slouched from his chair.

Ah, dunno, he said. Youll see Mistah Casey.

He knocked open a door at one side and leaned to peer inside.

Aint in, he said tersely. Sit down in here a minute. Ahll give him a call.

Vincent Allan stepped into the offIce, selected a chair in the corner, and sat down, with his hat on his knees. Then he began to observe things one by one while the husky voice in the distance was bellowing: Casey! O-o-oh Casey!

What Allan saw was a series of pictures of stalwart young men dressed in trunks only, some with flags tied around their waists, in various attitudes of striking terrible blows. Their faces exhibited scowling ferocity; their muscles seemed to quiver with life even in the photographs. They were variously signed: To my pal, Paddy Casey; To the king of em all, Paddy Casey; To him that taught me, Paddy Casey; To the best that ever wore the green, Paddy Casey. Even to these formidable fellows Paddy Casey was apparently a man of men.

There now entered the room a little chap not more than three or four inches above five feet in height, but so broad, so solid, so heavily muscled that he rolled in his walk like the gait of a sailor along a pitching deck. He wore white trousers and a gymnasium shirt over which his coat had been huddled and was still wrinkled with the haste with which it had been donned. Mr. Casey entered with a broad smile of cheerful and respectful greeting which a doctor might have envied. Some of the respect disappeared as he encountered the mild eye and the shrinking form of Vincent Allan. The latter, discovering that this was the great Mr. Casey himself, declared that he had read the stimulating offer which was written in such large letters upon the windows of the Casey gymnasium and that he desired with all his heart to become such a man as Mr. Casey could make of him.

By this time Mr. Casey had proceeded so far in his analysis of his visitor that he discarded all unnecessary forms.

If you come here, kid, he barked at Allan, you come to work. This aint no rest resort, and I aint no magician.

He had definitely placed Allan as an undesirable. Paddy Casey wanted two classes only. First came the rich who were wealthy enough to pay for their follies and to whom whole gymnasiums might be sold, eventually. Second were the youngsters who had in them the making of distinguished athletes — heavy young men with ropy muscles who might do as wrestlers one of these days — light-footed young gentlemen with heft in their shoulders who might become famous in the ring if Paddy Casey could give them that mysterious little touch of divine fire. Such being the interests of Paddy, he considered time spent upon such as Vincent Allan as time wasted. And, of course, he was right. As for the sign which spoke from his windows, that had been painted for him when he began his gymnasium career, and though the purposes of the gymnasium had changed greatly since those early days, Paddy, for the sake of luck, would not have altered his sign. When young men came to Paddys gymnasium he regarded them carefully, and if he observed either that they were rough and tough or that they possessed the spark of that divine fire of conquest which is sometimes inborn and which is sometimes passed from hand to hand, he would keep them with him and try to make them, as he boasted, men. But he saw in Vincent Allan one who was not rough and tough and who had no fire at all. Certainly not a likely candidate.

Whats wrong with you? he asked Allan sharply.

Im fat, said the latter, growing brightest red. I want to get down to my right weight.

The stubby fingers of Mr. Casey sank into the shoulder of his visitor. There they worked deep and deeper into the flesh, while he felt for those rubbery cords which are muscle. He found nothing. The whole mass seemed without a central core. It was of one consistency — thick, almost sticky. And Paddy Casey dropped his hand with an exclamation of disgust.

There aint no chance! he said. I cant help you!

Then, as the dismay in the face of poor Vincent touched even his hard heart a little he added: Ill tell you what youre up against, kid. You aint took no exercise. You got no muscle. You just got meat with the fat grained right in through it. I dunno how you could ever get it out. Look how soft you are! The devil, kid, I could drive my fist clean through you. Itd bust your heart tryin to get into shape. You go home and forget it. Youve waited too long!

The whole body of Vincent Allan was quivering a little. Like a jellyfish, thought Casey.

I could work very steadily, Allan was saying. I have great patience, Mr. Casey. And — I shall not mind physical exhaustion, you know.

Huh! said Casey, and hesitated in the act of turning finally away. What held him there, unwilling, was the steady glance of the youth. Casey had never before seen any one so young who persisted in looking him straight in the eye in spite of personal embarrassment.

Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill put you through a try-out. I got a standard. If you come up to that, all right. If you can chin yourself five times and dip three times and do some other things, youll be good enough to get in. Tumble into that room, yonder. Yank off your clothes. Put on that pair of trunks and them gym shoes. Then the first door on the right.

Young Allan undressed in a dream through which the terrible judgment kept ringing: You aint got no chance! That was exactly it, and he had often felt it about himself. He was handicapped both physically and mentally compared to the adroitness of others. And on this day, two men had seen through him with a single fiery glance.

When he was togged out at last in the trunks and the gym shoes, he went obediently through the prescribed door and found himself in a long chamber with a lofty ceiling at one end of which a strong-bodied young man was whirling around and around a bar, making himself into a pin wheel. He ceased with a violence which threatened to tear the arms from their sockets, gave himself a violent wrench, and came into a sitting posture on the bar around which he had been spinning. It was a miracle, to Vincent Allan, that ones balance could be maintained with such an exquisite nicety, and withal so carelessly.

In the meantime, Mr. Casey hurried in accompanied by a beetle-browed gentleman who carried the signs of his profession with him — a pair of boxing gloves swinging from one hand.

Here you are, said Casey. He dont look so bad. He aint got no belly, ysee? Feel his arm. Bud!

Bud took the round arm of Vincent Allan in his immense grasp. Under the pressure of his digging finger tips the thin satin of the skin turned white, then glowed red.

There aint nothin there, said Bud, almost whispering the awful intelligence to his companion. Nothin but that fat stuff — and then the bone!

Thats it, said Casey.

All right, Bud said sharply to Allan. Take hold of that bar. Turn your hand in to your face — palm in. Catch tight hold, and chin yourself.

What does that mean? asked Vincent Allan.

The devil! said the instructor. It means pull yourself up till your chin is on top of the bar. Go ahead — five times, kid!

Vincent Allan looked up to the bar with a sigh. Then he fastened his left hand about it and began to draw himself up. There was a shout of laughter and something about two hands — he was not quite sure of what he had heard, so he relaxed.

Go on, cried Paddy Casey, his face working with amusement. Go on and pull yourself up with one arm.

There were others interested. He could hear the youth who sat on top of the horizontal bar at the farther end of the room shouting, and at his call half a dozen others ran into the doorway. All began to laugh the instant they saw. And Vincent Allan wished himself in the center of the earth to cover his shame.

However, he resolutely laid hold of the bar above him and tightened his arm muscles. That one small arm could lift all the weight of his body seemed absurd, but the more he tested its power the more he found to respond. Something began to live and quiver and then writhe up and down his arm and through the flesh of the shoulder; it sent a tremor through all his body — and then he felt himself come clear off the floor!

There was a sharp yell — like so many dogs barking in unison. They all rushed closer to him so that he almost felt they were about to attack him, and then he saw that they had come near only to wonder. In the background of his mind he heard the voice of Paddy Casey saying over and over: My heaven, am I seein straight?

Look! cried Bud. What you and me called fat, was muscle. Natural muscle, Paddy. Will you look at it come to life? How did he get it?

The whole group had gathered on the left side of Vincent Allan, and there they gazed with open mouths, clutching one another, elbowing each others ribs while Allan raised himself slowly and surely above them. His chin came above the top of the bar.

Is this high enough? asked Allan quietly.

Yes! gasped out Paddy. Come down now.

Down came Allan, smoothly and without a jar, while all the mysterious twists and worms of muscle disappeared from his arm and left it as round and as smooth and as soft as the arm of a woman. But there he hung with his knees twisted to one side so that they might not touch the floor. One could realize, suddenly, the great length of his arm; he reminded those startled watchers of an ape in the zoo, hanging with equal ease.

Then again the arm began to flex, the bulges and the swift rivulets of strength leaped into being; there was life in his arm like the life which tangles and recrosses in a river flowing down a rapids — a thousand currents leaping toward an end. But these things were seen by glimpses under the delicate skin of Vincent Allan. His whole arm swelled to what seemed twice its former size, and under the surface there were ridges, shadowings, and rippling bulges to suggest the presence of the individual muscles. Five times he hung the full length of his arm; five times he raised himself without a swing or a jerk, but with a fluent smoothness, until his chin was above the height of the bar. Then he dropped lightly to the floor.

Is five times enough? asked Vincent Allan.


3. THUNDER IN BOTH FISTS
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HE WAS AMAZED to hear peals of laughter while they patted one another on the back. This is on you, Paddy! they said.

I been made a fool of, said Paddy courageously, though he grew a deep crimson. But, he said to Allan, you had me beat, pal. How could I know that you was a professional? And where you been showin your stuff? On the other side of the pond?

What stuff? asked Vincent Allan. And I havent the slightest idea of what you mean, Mr. Casey.

He said it so earnestly that even the bystanders did not laugh.

S help me, gasped out Casey, its real. It aint no fake!

The spectators nodded.

Look here, said Casey, what dyou do with yourself?

I work in a bank, Mr. Casey, said Vincent Allan.

Then the red joy of prophecy descended upon Paddy Casey. His eyes bulged and his throat was so full of emotion that his voice was small.

You aint no bank clerk! he said in that whispering passion of the seer. You aint no bank clerk. Know what you are, kid? Youre the champeen of the world. The champeen heavyweight of the world! The champeen heavyweight of all time of the whole world. Or call me a walleyed fool!

So solemn was this utterance that the others were shaken and awed to quiet by it. As for Vincent Allan, so much had happened in so few seconds that he only knew those who had come to mock had remained to admire, though why they admired he could not quite make out. He had done or said something remarkable. That was all he knew.

Dont fill the kids head full of the bunk, said Bud.

Why bunk?

Suppose he aint got no speed?

Is he muscle bound? Aint he loose and soft all over? Why, Bud, hes as fast as a cat! Did you ever box, kid?

Never, said Allan.

Get the gloves on. Bud. You got twenty pounds and three inches reach on the kid, but Ill bet on him.

He aint never boxed, said Bud, scowling. Did you hear him say that?

He aint never chinned himself, either, said Mr. Casey, and there was much laughter, while a little quiver ran through the body of big Bud.

So the gloves were tied upon the hands of Bud and of Allan and they were brought to an eighteen-foot ring whose resined canvas was smeared and spattered with innumerable dark stains. Allan shuddered when he guessed their nature.

Were going to make this real, said Casey.

He aint never held up his hands protested Bud, very red. Am I one to make a choppin block out of—

Shut up and do what I tell you. We got to see if he can take it, dont we, before we can start in campaignin? Shut up and do what I tell you. You fight four regular three-minute rounds, and I bet on the kid!

The kid was placed upon a stool which swung into the ring from one corner of it. There Mr. Casey knelt behind him and placed a hand upon his shoulders.

Look at Bud, commanded Casey.

Yes, said Vincent Allan, and his mild blue eyes looked steadily across the ring toward Bud, who sat on a similar stool with his elbows on his knees, glaring at Allan and meantime kneading the toe of each glove into the palm of the other as though he wished to pack them on more firmly.

How does he look to you?

He seems very angry, said Allan. What have I done to him?

It aint what youre going to do to him that makes him angry; its what hes going to do to you, kid! Lemme tell you! Hes going to try to smear you over this ring so darned loose that Ill have to scrape you together after hes through with you.

Ah? said Allan.

Are you scared?

Allan looked inward upon his secret soul. My stomach feels a little empty, he said thoughtfully, at the last. And — and Im a little chilly, all at once.

There was a slow growl of disapprobation from Casey.

Look here, said Casey. You cant box none. If Bud wants to hit you, hell hit you. The only thing for you to do is to get in at him and hit him right back. You understand?

Ah? said Allan.

Thats it. Plough in and before he can hit you the second time, belt him. You wont be able to get at his jaw. Hes too smart for that. But sink a fist into his ribs. Thats all you got to do. Hit him as hard as you can in the ribs, and thatll be the end of the fight.

But, said Allan, amazed, hes much larger than I am.

Size aint nothin, kid, said Casey. His thick, muscular hand began to pat the shoulder of Vincent Allan — whose sticky softness now had so much meaning. Look at the old yarn about David and Golier. Look at old Bob Fitzsimmons. That baby didnt weigh no moren a hundred and sixty-five and they didnt come too big for him. You got five pounds on old Bob, and — lemme whisper to you — youre twice as strong as old Bob ever was. If only you can learn to hit, kid!

Half a hundred people had collected by magic. Someone struck a gong.

All right, kid, said Casey. Sop that big bum in the ribs and well call it a days work.

Having been shoved off his chair and seeing Bud rushing toward him, Allan walked with measured steps toward the center of the ring — with his hands hanging idly at his sides!

He dont know nothin! screamed Casey. Put up your mitts, you fool, you—

What did you say? said Vincent Allan, and turned his head toward Casey.

At the same instant Bud struck with all the energy of a hundred and ninety pounds. He had to finish this contest in short order if he wished to get any glory out of it, and into that first blow he put all of his might. He did not need to feel out his antagonist with any artistic sparring for an opening. He had only to drop his head, lunge with all his weight behind the point of his shoulder, and drive his right fist with a straight piston movement into the chin of the greenhorn. And straight and true sped that terrific right-hand drive. The head of the kid was turned toward Casey. Therefore the button was exposed and upon the button landed the punch. That is to say, it struck an inch from the point of the jaw and the thud of that impact was as audible as a hammer blow throughout the big gymnasium.

The audience rose upon its knees with an indrawn breath and then emitted a wild wow! of fury and joy. It is the same cry which rises from the crowd during the ninth inning rally; or when the touchdown which will win the game is in the making. The whole half-hundred of the onlookers tilted to one side as though in sympathy with the coming fall of the kid.

He did not fall.

Instead, the blow seemed to pick him up, put wings beneath his feet, and float him back across the ring until his shoulders pressed against the padded ropes. There he stood, looking with the same mild blue eyes toward his foe, a little surprised, rubbing with the tip of his glove the place which had just been struck.

If there had been a shout before, there was furious babel now. He can take it! Oh, how that kid can take it! they yelled. And Casey turned a handspring! As for Bud, he looked down in amazement upon the good right hand which had failed him.

Hes got sawdust in his jaw! he grunted at last and moved onward, daunted but still ferocious, to the attack.

He washed young Vincent Allan before him with a shower of blows. He stood at long distance and smashed across tremendous facers and body punches which sounded on the ribs of Allan like beating on a drum. So Allan leaned through the hurtling gloves and clutched his opponent. He felt that stalwart body give in his clutch. There was a frightened gasp from Bud and then: Take that bear off of me! Is this a wrestling bout?

Im sorry, said Allan, stepped back.

Soak him, kid! screamed Casey.

Allan, obediently, tapped the other upon the cheek.

No! All your might! shouted Casey through his cupped hands. But the other shook his head. Hes no good after all, groaned Casey. The stiff aint got no fightin heart!

In the meantime. Bud had recovered a little from the effects of that tremendous hug. He pushed out an automatic straight left, that keystone upon which all good boxing should be built; he stepped in, rising on his toes, and as he descended to his heels, his right fist darted out, stooped over the shoulder of Allan, and landed solidly upon his jaw. It was a right cross, delicately executed, with nearly two hundred pounds of brawn to give it significance, and it rocked Vincent Allan like a ship in a gale.

Fight! Fight! Fight! yelled Casey, seeing his protege driven into retreat.

Instinct and imitation were teaching Allan. He put up his hands as his opponent did; he began to strike out with a straight left arm; but there was no spirit in his blows, and Bud shook them off and slid in for further execution. He came to half-arm distance, dropped a fist almost to his knee, and whipped it to the head. It landed on the point of Allans jaw and tilted his head back on his shoulders. He was not stunned. These heavy blows in a shower had not affected his brain. But the scraping glove had flicked off a bit of skin. He touched the stinging place with his glove and, lowering it, he saw a dark little round spot. In that instant one self died and another self was born, for the gentle lessons of pity, of mercy, of human kindliness were shed from his mind into a deep oblivion. He had been aware, before this, of driving fists, of the perspiring, shining body of Bud, of the yelling voices around the ring, of the snarling, lashing voice of Paddy Casey, but now all of this was forgotten. He stood in the midst of a thick silence and there existed before him only the bright, battle-eager eyes of Bud; there existed within his heart only a ravening desire to make those gleaming eyes dark as night, helpless, blank.

Bud came in, with both fists whipping to the mark, but Allan put a hand against his breast and pushed him away. He seemed to float off like a feather. Before he was settled, Allan was at him. He came as the tiger comes, with every nerve tingling, with every muscle working. He was inside the reach of those milling gloves. His feet gripped the floor as though glued there, his toes digging for a hold, and then he struck. His fist struck; something cracked. The fist sank in, in to the very vitals, and Bud sank in a writhing heap on the floor.

He became aware of the shouting through its cessation, then. Half a dozen men swarmed through the ropes and lifted Bud while Vincent Allan stepped closer and looked down into dull, dead eyes which gazed up to him without recognition. It would be pleasant, now, to say that Vincent Allan felt pity and remorse, but if the cruel truth must be told, he tasted only an incomparable sweetness of victory. He wanted only one thing from the bottom of the animal heart which had awakened in him, and that was to fight again.

They carried Bud from the ring; they stretched him on a couch; a doctor hurried in with a satchel in his hand and kneeled by the motionless figure.

Two ribs gone, he said. A lucky thing he was not hit on the left side or you would have a dead man here, Casey.

Then they carried Bud out.

No one carne near to Allan during all of this time. He knew their eyes were feeling him over from head to foot, watching the easy rise and fall of his breast, studying the smooth rippling of those mysterious muscles which clothed his arms and padded his chest, and lay thick and dimpling across his shoulder blades. But no one came to him with a friendly word or a hostile one, and their eyes reminded him of the eyes of children watching the black panther of the zoo asleep in a shadow of his cage, himself deeper black than the shadow.

Then Casey, without a word, grappled his arm and dragged him back to his private office. There he searched Allan from head to foot, white-faced, tight lipped. He kept mumbling to himself: I dunno how it is — I dunno where it comes from. How dyou feel here? And here?

With a hard forefinger he prodded the jaw and the body of Allan where the crashing blows of Bud had landed.

Dont you feel nothin? he asked almost savagely.

Oh yes, said Allan. My chin stings a great deal.

Your chin stings a great deal! mocked Casey with a snarl. Oh, the devil! And dont you feel nothing here on the jaw — or where he soaked you in the stomach?

No, Im afraid not.

Youre afraid, are you? Sos a buzz saw afraid of wood! What you thinkin about now?

I was only wondering when the next man boxed me, said Allan.

Youd like to start agin?

Allan sighed. The whole picture of that boxing contest was flashing again and again through his mind. He was seeing all the intimate little details without missing one, just as his practiced eye could run up a column of figures with dazzling speed and then put down the total without an error. There was the time when Bud had struck so heavily at him the very first time. Suppose that he had ducked under that driving punch and then hit up sharply at the lunging body? Or when Bud dropped the right cross upon his jaw, what if he himself had flicked his left hand straight into the face of his foe, with a shoulder twitch behind it?

Id like to do that over again, said Allan. I see so many places, now, where I could have struck him.

There intervened a long moment of silence.

Do you know who Bud is? asked Casey.

No.

Hes a crackerjack heavyweight. Hes a comer. Fought eighteen times. Four decisions, two draws — and twelve knockouts! He aint never been beaten — never! And then this — this! One round!

It wasnt a minute, said Allan anxiously. I was just beginning, you know. And if—

Paddy Casey groaned.

You go home, he said. To-morrer you trot down to that bank and tell em that stayin behind a counter aint your line. Look, kid! I been waitin for five years for this to happen. I been waitin for a right one to come along. And youre it. Not too big to be chain-lightnin with feet and hands. Nothin hurts you. And thunder in both fists. In six months dyou know what? The Garden for yours and the championship of the world! Go home. Be a good kid. Tomorrow you and me start!


4. ALLAN WINS MUSTARD
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ALLAN WENT HOME and sat by the window, in his little room. He had not turned on the light, though the darkness was thick as ink in the chamber, for he wanted to look out on the night world. It was the first time in his life that he had such a desire. As a rule, there was supper to eat, and then a certain necessary chapter in a book to read, for he must not cease pushing his dull brain ahead. After the reading ended, he must undress and go to bed, according to that maxim of his dead father: Early to bed and early to rise, makes a man healthy and wealthy and wise! But his father used to add with a bitter significance: Except fools — except fools!

Hush, father, Vincents mother used to say, how can you talk so — of your own boy — your own dear son!

Truth is like murder, his father would answer. It will out!

Neither of them had ever loved him. He had had an elder brother, graceful in body, quick in mind. On him all their hopes and their affections centered until scarlet fever carried him off. If he had had Vincents constitution, he would have laughed at the fever, the doctor had said. And from that moment they had rather held it against their younger son. They could not help letting him guess that, in their estimation, a whole gross of Vincents would not have been worth a single Ralph. So his home life had been a curse to him. Indeed, how little joy there had been in his life, either before or after the death of his parents. In fact, he could remember nothing so important as this day of days. He was revealed to himself as a new man. There was power tingling in his hands great enough to have struck down a professional pugilist so much larger than he. There was power in his heart, too, as untapped as the power in his hands had ever been. Romances of others had often appealed to him; suddenly he wakened to the belief that there might be romantic possibilities in himself, and the thought was stunning.

A block away the Third Avenue elevated roared and whined and rattled. It was hurrying throngs of men and women and children — alas! — back to their homes from the work of their day. To each of them the night had some meaning. There was a family to see for which they provided; there was a brother or a sister to greet; there was a table around which faces of dear ones smiled upon them. Oh, to Vincent Allan how dear was that picture! He had yearned to be a part of it all his life, but instead he had never been more than tolerated to his face and despised in secret.

On this magic day, however, a new avenue of escape was opened to him. Something might be done. There was strength in his hands — how much strength he himself could not so much as guess, but it haunted him. It was a domain which he would explore. Its distant borders he would examine and define. For what he had done against Bud was nothing. That final blow, he felt, could have been thrice as hard. Up his arm the muscles flexed and leaped at the thought, and fire came into his heart.

He could not stay in his room after that. Yonder m the street men were stirring, talking, laughing. He had a place among them now. They might supply the friction out of which he would be able to discover all the power that was in these hands of his. So he tugged his hat upon his head and went down the stairs to the street, now that his course was decided.

He began to wander idly, letting the streets lead him. He reached the Bowery where the congested traffic thickened from Fourth Avenue and Third and where the people swarmed like flies on the sidewalk. Three ruffians came before him, arms locked together, sweeping before them a wide swath. He braced himself — he dug for a foothold with gripping toes — the trio cracked open, and he was through. Vincent Allan stopped and turned and laughed. It was an invitation, but the three suddenly dropped their heads and hurried on.

He went on. — 4 Out of all these hurrying thousands surely there was some one, or two, who would stand against him, and let him vent the newly found power of his arms, so long wasted. He turned a corner and wandered down a dim alley.

There came a chorus of shrill cries behind him; he turned and saw a child down and an automobile speeding on. Allan was off the curb in an instant. He raced at full speed in the direction of the speeding car. As it shot up beside him, he leaped onto the running board and caught at the wheel.

The driver crouched lower, barking at his companion. The companion whipped from a pocket a gleaming bit of steel, and Allan had no chance to see that it was a revolver. He struck as his eye caught the first flash, and the other crumpled in his seat. Then he seized the driver and the latter jammed on the brakes. They came to a halt bumping on the cobbles. He dragged the man from his seat onto the pavement. Behind them a hundred furious men and women were rushing, but they were still far away when the crisis came, for though the man whom he held twisted and writhed ineffectually in the grasp of Allan, like a child held by a man, his companion had now recovered and lurched from the automobile with the gun held stiffly before him. What was to be done? For the fastest hand could not outspeed a bullet. He thought of one thing only, and, lifting the man with whom he had grappled, he heaved the body around his head and flung it at the assailant. The flying mass struck home. Down they went in a heap, with the muffled roar of the gun booming at the ear of Allan.

Then the van of the approaching crowd swept up on them, engulfed them. He saw the two fallen men picked apart. The foremost of the crowd washed back. Some one gasped: Hes dead! And Vincent Allan slipped back into the throng which had piled up even in this breathing space of interruption.

A man was dead; he had been the cause of that death; and for one killing the law exacted another. Such was the working of his mind as he hurried down the alley. He felt, vaguely, that he had been justified, and that he had only striven to bring punishment upon these brutes who had knocked down a child with their car and yet had driven recklessly on. But no matter what his intentions might have been, the fact remained that a man had died because of his intervention and because of that death he himself might be sent to the chair.

He thought of only one thing, and that was to flee as fast as he could. He had in his pocket all his cash which was not deposited to his bank account. That cash was woefully little, and yet it might carry him to a distance. He went straight to the Grand Central as fast as a taxicab would carry him. There he bought a ticket to Boston; in an hour the wheels were roaring under him upon the steel rails, and Manhattan had become a ghost of danger behind him.

The next morning he left Boston for New Orleans; and he reached New Orleans without a cent in his pocket. The tip to the porter had exhausted his exchequer. But still he had not placed a sufficient distance behind him. For it was in a New Orleans paper that he read the first account of the killing. It struck him like a blow — a headline on the third page.

Man Used as Club ran the headline. And beneath it: Speeding Bandits Knock Down Child. Man Stops Pair Single-handed. Disappears.

The article beneath it ran:



When Steve Martin, twenty-seven, of 92 West Charlesworth Street, New York City, and Mike Hanery, twenty-five, alias, Dan, the Mug, of the same address, held up the paying teller of the Wheat Exchange Bank, Seventh Avenue Branch, Manhattan, they were given the cash which was on hand, amounting to seventeen hundred and forty-eight dollars. They did not stay to congratulate one another on their haul, but ran out of the bank before the alarm could be given and jumped into a stolen car which was waiting at the curb with the motor running.

They sped down Seventh Avenue, soon eluding pursuit in the first traffic jam. Then they turned east, passed down Fourth Avenue to the Bowery, and left that famous street for a side alley running to Second Avenue. As they swung into the alley little Rose Kochansky, 192 Little Hanover Street, ran out on the cobble stones to escape a playmate who was attempting to tag her, and the machine struck her a glancing blow which knocked her down, inflicting severe bruises and perhaps dangerous internal injuries on account of which she now lies seriously ill in a hospital.

The robbers, however, did not pause. They had other things to think about and gave their car the gas in spite of the shout of rage which arose from the pedestrians up and down the block. They would have escaped beyond doubt had not an unknown decided to take the affair into his own hands. He jumped on the running board of the automobile, stopped the car, and when the two attacked him, he picked up Martin and threw him at Hanery. The bullet from Hanerys gun passed through Martins heart. The police are now searching for the man who used Martin as a club.



There was the significant sentence left to the very end like the snap and cut of the whiplash. The police were looking for him!

Let them reach far, then! That same day a freight train rattled West through the embowering green of Louisiana plantations and carried Vincent Allan on its rods. At the end of the first division, a brakeman discovered him, pulled him forth, and swung his heavy lantern to knock the hobo down the steep bank. So, before the lantern landed — weighted and reinforced with iron as it was — Vincent Allan stabbed his left fist into the shacks stomach and drove him into space. There was a roll down the lower bank, a half-stifled shout of fear and surprise, and then the splash as the green waters of the marsh received him.

Vincent Allan did not stay to observe further. He wandered on down the track, walking lightly and happily, for he knew that the magic had not yet left him — that it would never leave him and that he could make his way by the might of his hands wherever he might be. With this wealth of strength in his hands, however, how could he spend it? What could he do next?

He hardly knew. He hardly cared. Every day would take care of itself in its own turn, and he refused to worry over such non-essentials as clothes or food or a sleeping place. He had only to stretch out his hand and take what he would. He was in a farming district where strength had a value. He spent a week pitching hay. He broke the handles of three forks and blistered his hands raw until he mastered that peculiar little knack of getting under a large load of hay with the most ease. But Vincent Allan had learned to acquire information swiftly. All his life he had ever believed that there was a mystery behind everything, from the dexterous fashion in which a woman used a broom to bring the dust out of a thick carpet to the exquisite dexterity of a smith welding steel or tempering it; but he had always accepted his own stupidity so completely that he had not dared to attempt to imitate.

That bout with Bud had changed his mind. He had seen that his hands could do what other hands could do, and perhaps a little better than most of them! He kept on for a month. He learned, in that time, not only how to pitch hay but how to handle the bales, which is a very great mystery indeed! He learned how to ride a horse, how to drill fence holes with a hand auger, how to swing an ax, how to run a great cross-cut saw. Of course he did not become proficient in so many things at once, but he learned prodigiously every day. He learned with his body; he learned with his mind. He was in a new field, sinking roots into a new soil, and with the passage of every moment he felt his body coming into its own. The natural might with which he had been born was now being multiplied by exercise. For two weeks he went to bed with a thousand wearinesses in his flesh and wakened the next morning with a thousand aches. These pains began to disappear. By the end of the month his face was lean, this skin healthily flushed and tanned, and in his very fingertips the tingling certainty of his power.

What was in his spirit, however, hardly showed in his face. The mild, kindly blue eyes had not changed their light; his voice remained soft with a note of confiding and of appeal still in it. The habits of a life could not be changed so suddenly. He could not even ask for a direction without adopting the attitude of one who begged for bread. Such was Vincent Allan as he found himself in this new land, save that now he called himself Allan Vincent, feeling that even this small inversion might help to keep him from the knowledge of the police. For a few weeks of safety had not made him feel immune. An old saying rang in his brain day and night. Murder would out, and having been the cause of the killing of a man, his guilt must be eventually discovered.

So he pressed steadily West and West. At the end of the second week he considerably improved his position, for a farmer made a certain foolish wager concerning a three-hundred-pound bale of hay and the height to which it could be lifted, whereat Allan took the monster in his hands and heaved it to arms length above his head. He could have put fifty dollars in his pocket, but instead the farmer offered a horse, a stoutly made and even rather beautifully finished animal with a strong Roman nose and long, mulish ears. That horse was offered in payment of the debt, together with an old saddle of which most of the leather had been worn from the wooden frame, and Allan, thinking that the farmer must have lost his mind, saddled and bridled the mare.

Whats her name? he asked.

Mustard! said the farmer.

Allan had no sooner settled into the saddle than he was unsettled, sailed high into the air, and landed on his back. He sat up to find that Mustard was regarding him with a genial and whimsical eye while the laughter of the farmer and his men was a jovial thunder.

After that, when Allan journeyed West — a day of travel and then a day of work, here and there — he was accompanied by the roan mare. Not that he rode her, but that she strolled, contented, beside him. Every morning he attempted to stay in the saddle; every morning the battle was more and more desperate, more and more prolonged; but every morning Mustard pitched him upon his head and stood by panting to enjoy the picture of his fall. He was covered with bruises which were her handiwork, but he stuck by his guns. He was receiving a condensed, post-graduate course in the riding of a bucking horse. In the meantime, he passed from the district of farms. He came into open country. Bald, brown mountains lay before him in the day, and turned blue with the coming of evening, and it was now that he found a companion.


5. THE COMPANION
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IT WAS ON the shoulder of a hill that he had camped, with plenty of dead shrubs near by to supply him with firewood and with a not over-clean brook near by for water. Squatting by the fire with the sooty frying pan and the equally blackened coffeepot upon it, who could have recognized in young Allan Vincent the white-faced bank clerk? It is upon the tenderest skins that the sun paints most quickly. And tenderfeet always are sure to expose themselves to the sun more than others. Allan, instead of the wide-brimmed sombreros of the natives of that district, had upon his head a rag of felt which had once been black and which sheltered him only at high noon, for whenever the sun shone at a slant its rays were certain to scorch his neck or his face. His color was now a rich mahogany. Hard labor had flattened the line of his cheeks and squared his chin. And for clothes he had a cast-off coat, ragged at the elbows, an old blue- flannel shirt, a pair of overalls with the dye rubbed pale at the knees, and heavy cowhide boots. A very rough diamond was Allan now, but in spite of exteriors he felt happier than ever, for every day the maturity of his full strength had been growing upon him. It was the wealth of Croesus, quite incalculable.

Allan had fried his bacon and warmed up his pone and the coffee was steaming when Mustard lifted her head and neighed. At the same time he himself heard the regular click of the armed hoofs of a horse trotting over the rocks up the hillside, and presently the rider came into view, a small figure on a beautiful little pinto, which was weaving deftly among the boulders. The flat red face of the westering sun was in the eyes of Allan; he did not see until the stranger was very close that it was a girl. Indeed, she rode with all the careless vigor of a man, and when she came closer she loosed the reins and twisted about sideways in the saddle.

Hello, stranger, she said.

How do you do, said Allen, and shaded his eyes to look at her. Her face was as brown as an Indians except that when she pushed her sombrero back he saw a pale streak where the band had rested, and a fuzz of blonde hair, not overabundant. But her eyes alone would have proclaimed her a white woman. They were very big, very blue, very feminine in everything except their expression, and that was bold past the boldness of a man — bold as the eyes of a ten-year-old boy compared with which all other things are tame. She did not wear gloves. Now she rested her elbow on the pommel of her saddle and dropped her chin on a sun-blackened fist. In the meantime she was considering him gravely and in detail.

Youre a tenderfoot, aint you? said she.

He glanced down at himself. In his opinion he was rough enough in appearance to have passed as a veteran of the West.

I suppose I am, said Allan. I didnt know that it showed. Wont you get down and have supper with me?

She was instantly on the ground, yanked the saddle from the back of the pinto, and turned him loose. Then she went over to the fire and leaned above the pan.

You aint feeding very rich, she said gloomily.

He suggested that he had some other provender in his pack — some more bacon, some corn-meal flour, some potatoes, a few cans of tomatoes, and other essentials.

Huh! said the girl. All that chuck and you eatin like this? Thats tenderfoot, Id say. Look here, you got everything except what you need to tie them fixins together. And Ive got that!

She went back to her saddle and produced the limp body of a headless jack rabbit of some size.

Well have rabbit stew, partner, said she. Hustle up some wood. I need a fire, not just a plain smoke like you got here!

He obeyed; obedience was his habit, and now the fire rose to seasonable proportions, but her own flying hands were working miracles. She tore the skin off the body and then with a long, blue-bladed hunting knife she slashed the meat into convenient chunks. A can of the tomatoes was confiscated, potatoes peeled with wonderful dexterity, slit into morsels, some bits of bacon added, and the whole mess dropped into a pot which she produced from her pack.

Looks like a load, dont it? she remarked as she fixed the pot above the fire, wedging it safely against capsizing. It is a load, too. But its a dog- gone handy thing, partner. It beats a fryin pan moren a mile. A fryin pan fills up your stomach with grease and half-cooked dough. This here pot gives you a meal.

By this time the roaring fire made the contents of the pot begin to simmer around the edges and the fragrance which it gave off seemed to Allan a heavenly thing. She sat by with a peeled stick of wood to stir the contents from time to time, and all the while she blazed forth questions at Allan. She wanted to know from what place he came, what was his destination, what he had been doing, what was his name, his age, his purpose in life. He told her, in reply, that he was Allan Vincent, that he had grown tired of living in a city, that he had come West to find what he could find, and that he was gradually beating his way West. For the rest, he had neither purpose nor destination. He wanted to hear her own story. She told it gayly and briefly enough, stirring the pot from time to time.

My name is Frances Jones, said she, by rights. But folks call me Frank. Dad named me after a fightin dog he owned when he was a kid because he said he could see by my eye that I had a fightin nacher.

She grinned at Allan, but he did not smile in return; he was regarding her seriously and gently.

My dad loved fighting dogs and buckin hosses, she went on. He wouldnt have no hoss about the place that didnt have a little pitchin in its system. He used to say that a hoss was like a man; if it didnt have a little devil inside, it didnt have no good, neither. My dad had both! But bad luck beat him. Mother died before I could remember her. The rest of the time dad was fightin wild hosses and a mortgage. He could beat the hosses, but he couldnt beat the mortgage. He used to say that a mortgage was like bad rheumatism: you couldnt get it out of your system. Things was so bad that my big brother, Jim, he pulled up and went West, one day. That was three years back. Dad kept on goin down-hill. Six months ago he lay down and died.

She paused here and stabbed at the pot with her stick — a little blindly, thought Allan.

I stuck on, got things on the ranch fixed up good enough to sell the place, and when it was sold there was just enough money to leave my pinto and this here outfit. I tried to get in touch with Jim, but hed disappeared. What Im aimin at now is to locate him. And heres the stew ready to eat. Get your plate ready, Al!

It seemed to Vincent Allan a most sumptuous feast; even the tough flesh of the rabbit had been boiled to a state approaching tenderness. He ate it with relish.

But, said he, Ive been wondering how you were able to catch it?

The rabbit? said she.

Of course.

Ill tell you how it is, said Frances Jones. When you see a rabbit jump across your trail, all you got to do is to sit fast and look it in the eye. It gets plumb hypnotized. All you got to do then is to hop off your hoss and grab it by the neck.

Is that really the way? asked Allan, fascinated.

Mostly around these parts, said the girl gravely. Thats the way they catch em. But some folks that aint got the time to spare just uses a gun.

Ah, said Allan, I dont suppose that a girl like you could handle a gun?

Cant I just! said she. Lemme show you with your own Colt.

I dont carry a gun, said Allan. Ive never shot one in my life, you know!

At this, she was reduced to staring, and he knew that he had sunk to the lowest possible point in her estimation. In fact, she said not another word, but sat back with her chin in her hand and allowed him to clean up the utensils without proffering the slightest assistance. He hardly noticed this oversight on her part, however, for his mind was full of another thought which matured slowly and did not come to expression until his work had ended. The sun had long since set when he turned to her at the last. The red in the west had paled and there was only orange and palest green along the horizon.

Traveling by oneself is a lonely thing, said Allan. Dont you suppose that we could go on together — until you reach your brother?

At this she lifted her head sharply, and the last of the sunset light fell upon her features; they seemed to Allan of a most dreamlike loveliness.

That brother of mine is a gun-fightin man getter! she declared.

Well? asked Allan.

What would he think, Al, if he knowed that Id been travelin alone with a man?

Allan considered all the possibilities that might arise from such a thing.

Why, said he at the last. I suppose that hed be mighty glad that you had company on your ride. Dont you think so?

He heard a faint gasp from the girl.

You got the world beat! she stated at last.

Is anything wrong? asked Allan.

How many girls have you teamed around with? she asked, and he thought the question most surprising.

I have never had time to see them, he said frankly.

Hm! said she. I thought not.

Ive always been very busy, he confessed. He swallowed; it was bitterly hard to let her know the whole truth, but there was something about her that drew it from him. I was always so slow in school, said he, that I had to work at home every afternoon and evening to keep up. And then when I went into business it was the same thing over again; there was so much to learn. Besides, he continued, with a growing embarrassment which he could hardly explain, one must know a great deal to talk to a girl.

You seem to be talkin pretty free and easy to me, she stated.

Youre more like a man — or a boy! said Allan. It was a discovery which he was glad to get into words; it cleared his own mind. He came an enthusiastic step closer to her, smiling. Youre easier to understand, he said. You arent always laughing at me, you know?

He broke off with a sigh of disappointment, for at this very point she had burst into ringing laughter. She mastered it with an effort. Then she sprang up and found his hand and shook it heartily.

Youre queer, she said. But I guess youre all right. Im goin to turn in on the other side of the hill. Gimme a call at breakfast time, will you?

With that, she was off up the hill. She whistled, and the pinto fell in at her heels like a dog. He saw her against the stars on the crest of the hill; then she disappeared and all at once the very thick of the night closed about him. He became desperately lonely, even more so than when he had rolled out of New York, Boston-bound, on the night of the tragedy which had changed his life so utterly. All that he could do, at first, was to refresh the fire, but when it blazed most brightly it only served to make him conscious of the limitless dark around him, and of the chilly distance to the stars. He left the fire and went for a walk. Mustard would not follow at his heels as the pinto had followed the girl. He stumbled gloomily among the rocks and found no content. Then a new thought came to him when a wolf bayed far, far away, a terrible and lonely voice in the night. Other wolves might come. Maybe they were hungry.

Suppose, then, that danger should come upon her when she slept? Plainly it was his duty to guard her, and the thought warmed his heart. He hastened up the hill and went cautiously over the crest, for he must not alarm her with his approach. It needed half an hour of laborious searching. Then he made her out where she was rolled in her blanket in a sandy hollow surrounded by rocks; by leaning very close he could make out even the glimmer of her features and the whispering sound of her breath. He listened to it for a long time with an inexpressible delight; then he sat down with his back against one of the rocks and began his vigil.

The night grew cold; he set his jaw and braved the chill from his blood. Sleep came upon him step by step, numbing his brain. He shook it off. There was an immense and quiet excitement in his heart with the feeling that he was serving her in this fashion, silently, unknown to her. Suppose, however, that among the soft shadows in the hollow below them a lurking wild beast should be stirring and should rush ravening upon them both? It made his blood run cold, but he gripped a heavy rock near by and weighed it in his hand. Such a missile would smash the skull of any living creature and for the sake of Frank, he told himself, his aim would surely be straight. All the loneliness had left him now. The very touch of the air against his face was friendly; the stars were familiar eyes above him. And when he tired of sensing these things, he could fall back upon rich stores of memory. Tucked into the corners of his mind there were infinite pictures, and even the sound of her voice, so plainly recalled that it vibrated through his body.

The rock put forth an angle which hurt his back; he shifted into a more comfortable position, his chin resting upon his breast, and almost instantly heavy sleep rolled over him. A vague feeling of guilt struggled against it for a moment; then he was lost.

He was wakened by the lifting of the hat from his head which allowed the level splendor of the newly risen sun to strike against his face and cover his eyes with a mist of red. When he looked up he found the girl standing before him, half stern, half astonished.

What are you doing here? she asked him bluntly. Oh, said he stupidly. Im so sorry I fell asleep. But I thought it would be better to be near you in case — in case something—

Jiminy, Al! murmured the girl. You come here to take care of me, maybe?

He rose to his feet, a little red. I thought it might be safer. It seemed to him that a faintest gleam of a smile crossed her eyes, but it was gone at once.

Lets hustle breakfast, said she. Im hungry as a wolf!


6. JIM JONES IS WANTED
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BREAKFAST WAS FINISHED and the saddling completed before the great problem came into the mind of poor Allan. How was he who could not sit the saddle on his horse to keep pace with the rider of the agile pinto? He told the girl with much dismay of the difficulty, and her amazement was extreme.

Dyou mean to say, she breathed, that youre travelin with a hoss that you cant ride?

Im trying to learn, said Allan. I try her every morning and stay on a little longer each time.

A hoss like that, said the girl, chuckling, is like tobacco without no matches. Lemme see you try her out?

He obeyed. There followed an earnest fight which lasted through three exhausting minutes. But, at the end of that time. Mustard began to swing in a circle and slung poor Allan headlong from his seat.

You see, he said as he staggered to his feet, that its better than it used to be. She used to knock me off in a second.

The girl had not yet stopped laughing at the picture of Allan tumbling head over heels in the sand. But now she dismounted from the pinto, fitted her toe into the stirrup of Mustards saddle, and whisked into place as lightly as a bird. Allan stood agape with every muscle tensed, expecting to see her skyrocket through the air at any instant, afraid to shout a warning for fear that the noise might excite the mare. To his unspeakable amazement, Mustard merely tossed her head in the air and then jogged obediently off. She turned in a circle and came back.

Let out the stirrup leathers on the paint hoss, called the girl, busily shortening those of Mustard. You can ride pinto to-day.

What did you do? How did you manage it? panted Allan.

She looked him calmly in the face.

Hosses is a good deal like rabbits, she told him. You got to catch their eyes; then theyre easy!

It was an explanation which needed to explore the subject further. Besides he was mystified at her remark; behind her eyes, behind her silence, he guessed at laughter which was bubbling very near to the surface. As for pinto, he merely grunted and kicked a few times at the unexpected weight which dropped upon his back, but being as sturdy as he was fine looking, he presently shook his head in resignation and trotted off by the side of Mustard. Poor Allan was too full of bewilderment to talk for half an hour, and at length he put his state of mind into words clearly enough.

There are a great many things which one can only learn from experience, he said. I thought that the country would be simpler. But after all, Im afraid it isnt.

Except the girls, she suggested. Which theyre a lot easier to talk to in the country.

He considered her for a moment. He rarely answered a remark hastily or offhand, and now he concluded by shaking his head.

If I had known you then as well as I know you now, said he, I should never have dared to begin talking to you at all. At this she broke into laughter. Mirth must have been stocked up in her for a long time, so hearty and so continued was her outbreak. But, since it was by no means the first time in his life that he had been laughed at, he did not mind the mockery. No doubt she was putting him down as a fool and a weakling, but at least there was no positive dislike in her manner. How little she thought of him as a man was revealed before long by her questions. She wanted to know how he expected to make his way in this wild country, and he answered that he had worked his way so far and hoped to be able to do so again. Could he handle a rope? Did he know anything of cows or sheep? He did not! What had he been doing up to this time? He had worked in the hay, loose and baled.

Did you stand up under that? she asked, and under her casual manner he could read her surprise.

I managed it, said Vincent Allan a little tersely. But, in his heart of hearts, he had a foolish and childish wish that she could have been present at Caseys when he had beaten Bud with a punch! In the late morning a rabbit jumped from behind a cluster of out-thrusting porphyry rocks at the top of a dike and raced across the path before them. He had a chance then to see her hypnotism. It came in the form of a Winchester snatched from the holster of the saddle on pinto, which she leaned across like a flash to reach. She whipped it to her shoulder. He saw the muzzle slowly follow the flight of the rabbit for an instant, then the gun spoke and the poor victim leaped into the air and ran no more.

The head, Al! The head, I guess! cried the young savage and spurred Mustard furiously to the place. She had reached it, dismounted, and was holding up the prize in her hand when he came up.

Look! she cried, and he saw that the rifle bullet had passed clean through the head of the jack.

That was their noon meal when they made a dry camp, a short halt, and then pushed ahead once more. He asked her then how she had been able to learn to shoot so very well, and before she could answer she had to pause, squirming carefully down the trail.

Ill tell you, Al, she said at last. You get a look at the target through the sights — then you — you wish it dead, and pull the trigger!

And her whole young body quivered with savage exultation. He wondered at that. Indeed, he went through the whole day with a continual bewilderment in his mind and the feeling that she was far, far beyond his mental horizon. That night he had indubitable proof that her feeling for him was only pity. For sitting beside the camp fire she opened her heart and told him frankly that he was out of place in this region. He should go back to the cities in the East, where good-natured men had the law to take care of them. He saw her lip curl a little when she mentioned the law. It was plain that for her part she had little use for it; but for him she considered it a necessity.

That night was far different from the first one. He hardly closed his eyes from dark to dawn, so miserably did the sting of her contempt torment him; and if he dozed a few moments by chance, it was to dream of a wild young creature racing over the mountain-tops with a brandished rifle in her hand and her laughter streaming down the wind behind her. Yet, when Frances was cooking breakfast the next morning, as if to baffle him the more, she showed him her first trace of real feminine weakness.

Suppose when we get to El Ridal — suppose that Jim aint there and that there aint no trace of him. Whatll I do?

She made such a gesture of helplessness that his heart leaped in him, but at her new remark his heart failed him again. He asked when she expected to reach El Ridal, and she said that they must be there a little after noon of that day. That day, then, would be their last together, unless Jim failed to be there. Upon that possibility he set his heart. Before they started the days ride he made a desperate effort to conquer Mustard and a little more of the girls esteem, but it was not to be. Mustard turned herself into a figure eight and in half a minute shook her master dangling into empty space. When he stood up, the girl was not smiling; she was shaking her head in a slow disapproval.

Ill never make a rider, said he hopelessly, and she only responded with a cold: Oh, I dunno. Lemme try her again! She tried Mustard not only quietly, but with quirt and spurs. Mustard fought like a maddened thing. There was a five-minute struggle which left Allan staring and shouting; but Mustard was thoroughly beaten. The girl flung herself out of the saddle. The battle had shaken her terribly; her face was white and her eyes glaring, but she bit her lip and called up all her gallant spirit to keep herself from staggering when she walked.

Try Mustard now, she said a little hoarsely. I guess shes got the pepper out of her now!

So up the trembling, sweat-dripping side of Mustard he climbed and settled himself gingerly in the saddle. Behold, there was not even a kick! Mustard flattened her ears, shook her head, and then accepted the inevitable. She had had enough out of one clinging piece of humanity that day; she wanted no further lessons. But if her spirit were crushed, that of Allan was completely broken. He who wished to appear as the protecting hero had been forced to accept charity, as it were, out of the hand of the lady of his heart. He groaned inwardly when he thought of it!

All morning they climbed through the foothills and into the mountains themselves. They journeyed through the cedar brakes of the hills; they came among the giant forests of pine where the beds of dead needles received the fall of hoofs with a softened crackling; and so they reached, by noon, the view of El Ridal.

Down the face of the mountain to the west a snow-fed torrent ripped its way, white with foam like a streak of snow itself, or shaken into veils of mist where it plunged over lofty precipices, and where the stream reached the foot of the mountain lay El Ridal at the head of a narrow valley with the dark hosts of the pines marching down to it on either hand. It was only a small village. Perhaps there were threescore buildings in it, and though they were still an hours ride from the place, Allan could count every roof.

Down the steep trail they hurried, now, until the trail widened to a road, chopped into ruts and hollows by the wheels of buckboards, and so they raised the dust of the main street of the town itself. Before they entered it the girl drew rein. This here town, she said cautiously, reading his face, has a lot of pretty hard men in it. Are you dead sure that you want to come in, Al? They got a way of talkin with their guns! His humiliation was so great that he dared not look into her

Ill take the chance, said Allan huskily, and so they went on side by side until they came before an old, unpainted shack of large proportions across whose front was inscribed the sign: Empire Hotel.

The girl cried out at the sight of it. Thats Jims headquarters! she said. Ive always sent his mail care of the Empire.

Wait here, said Allan, and, dismounting from Mustard, he went inside.

Times seemed to be dull in the Empire. There was no lounger on the veranda in front. There was no one in the hallway which served as a lobby also, saving one fat fellow who leaned far back in his chair with his boots propped against the face of the tall stove which stood in the center of the space.

I wish to find the proprietor of the Empire, said Allan in his most pleasant voice.

The fat man ran a thumb beneath the single strand of a suspender which crossed his shoulder, sinking deep into the soft flesh.

Im him, said he.

Then, said Allan, perhaps you will be able to give me some information.

Praps, said the other.

I wish to find Jim Jones, said Allan.

The proprietor kicked the door of the stove clanging open, and kicked it clanging shut again. Otherwise he made no answer.

I wish to find Jim Jones, said Allan a little more loudly.

Might you be a friend of hisn? said an ominous voice, though the head still failed to turn toward him on the puffy neck.

The nature of Allan, as has been seen, was as mild as milk and honey, but something began to grow taut in him.

Can you or can you not tell me where I may find Jim Jones? he asked for the third time.

Who wants to know?

A lady. His sister, said Allan.

The proprietor did not deign an immediate answer to this remark, but after a time he said deliberately: I wish that all of Jim Jones friends was in purgatory, where hed find em soon!

A film of red floated across the eyes of Allan, as though he were looking at the noon sun through closed lids. He leaned, put his hands on the arms of the proprietors chair, and lifted him lightly around, chair and all. Then he repeated his question. The proprietor had turned purple, all his face puffing up with fury, and his big, pudgy hand squashed over the butt of a Colt. But he did not draw the gun. He was considering another fact, which was that his weight, the last time he waddled onto a scale, was nearly two hundred and eighty pounds, that the chair in which he sat must weigh twenty pounds more, and that the man before him had raised all that clumsy burden as lightly as though it had been a stuffed toy and not a reality of flesh and fat. The proprietor thought of these things, and some of the blood departed from his face.

Why might you want to know about Jim Jones? he asked. And he studied the face of the other hungrily, curiously. It was not the face of a man of violence. And the eye which looked down to him was as mild and gentle an eye as ever looked forth from the brow of a maiden of seventeen who has not yet learned to doubt the world.

Ive already said that Jims sister is here inquiring, said Allan.

Dog-gone me if I dont hate to have ladies take long trips for nothin, said the fat man, but as sure as my names Bill Hodge, she wasted her time. She aint goin to find no Jim Jones here!

He was here formerly, was he not? He was. But he left? He did.

Do you know where he is now?

If I knowed, would I be sittin here now? No, sir, Id be hell-bendin to get at him, and I wouldnt be ridin alone. Nope, theys a sheriff an a dozen other gents around this here town thats plumb anxious to see that young gent agin!

The joyous, expectant face of Frances came before the memory of the other, and he asked sadly what her brother had done.

Nothin but beat me out of a months room and board. Thats all, aside from shooting the sheriffs boy, Charlie, and dog-gone nigh killin him, and makin us all waste hossflesh tryin to catch him, an stealin a hoss from Hank Moon, an most likely playin in with Harry Christophers gang of murderin hounds! Outside of them things he aint done nothin to speak of!


7. ALLANS GREAT BLUNDER
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ALLAN WENT BACK to Frances Jones with a singular mixture of outward gloom and inward happiness — selfish inward happiness because he was sure, now, that he would still have an opportunity to prove to her that he was a man in spite of all of his failings, and because no brother could take her suddenly away from him. She needed only one glance at his face; then she slipped from pinto and ran to him.

Whats wrong? she cried in an excited whisper. Whats happened? Is Jim hurt?

No. Hes sound and well, said Allan as cheerfully as he could.

But she stepped back with a groan of anguish.

Its worse than that, then, she said instantly. Jim has busted loose at last and tore things up. Is that it?

Theres been a little trouble

Hes been drove out of town. I know! Oh, dad had it in him, but he got married young, and he fought it down inside of him. And now everything that he didnt do Jimll be doin for him — an — an I wish Id never been born! I wish Id never been born! -

Her grief was so wild that Allan could not even attempt to comfort her. Sorrow in most women had always seemed to him very like sorrow in a child — pitiful, perhaps, but never tragic. But grief in Frances Jones was like grief in a man. No tears fell from her eyes, but her body trembled and her voice seemed to tear her throat.

When the spasm left her, she leaned a hand against a pillar of the veranda, still shaken, exhausted, despairing.

Whatll I do now? she said, not appealing to him but to herself.

We camp right here, said Allan. Theres very little chance that well be able to find him. If the other people in El Ridal knew where he was, theyd be out hunting for him. So its plain that they cant tell us what we wish to find out. We can only wait here and hope that Jim will find out where we are and then try to come to see you. Thats logical, I think.

She gave him a look of surprise, as though such intelligence in him startled her, but it was so plainly the only thing for her to do that she nodded.

Except, she said, that Ill have to sell the pinto to pay for my board.

Ive got enough to see you through a few days, he offered.

I dont take no charity, said she coldly.

Its not charity, you see. Jim will pay me back when he

comes.

At least, there was nothing better for her to do than to accept for the time being, but when he had carried her roll of blankets up to the room which Bill Hodge grudgingly assigned to her, she hesitated at the door of the chamber with one hand upon the knob and the other laid lightly on his arm while she looked up into his face.

Al, she said, youre a square shooter — the squarest I ever seen.

And she slipped inside the room and shut the door in his face before he could make any answer. In the meantime, he had twelve dollars to support them both, and mountain prices ran high. For lack of a better source of information, he went straight to Bill Hodge.

Hodge, to his inquiry about work, squinted a pair of fat eyes at him. What kind of work might you be able to do? he asked. Can you handle an ax or work a drill and a single jack, or ride herd, or

I know nothing about these things, confessed Allan. But if I can do something which needs only patience and strong hands, Ill do my best. Is there such work around El Ridal?

It was impossible for Bill Hodge to believe him. Men who talked a pure form of English and looked one in the eye as they spoke, did not ask for mucking jobs. He thought it wise to wink at the young man and tell him that the sort of work he was looking for would come along in due time.

Them that want work always get it, he said. And them that want trouble, he added significantly, mostly get what they want, too!

Upon this wise suggestion Allan brooded for some time. Then he started out on a tour of the village, but a rumor had spread with the mysterious speed of whispers before him. No one needed his two strong hands, it seemed. He came to the blacksmith who was cursing an inefficient helper and letting the latter hold the tongs while he himself worked with the sledge.

Can you use another man? asked Allan from the doorway.

Man? thundered the blacksmith, shaking his gray head, darkened almost to black by the soot which had collected on it. There aint no men in these days. The old brand of men has gone out of style. They got nothin but clipped coins circulatin these here days!

I dont know what you mean, said Allan mildly.

The blacksmith waved his helper toward the forge with the bar of iron on which they had been working.

You dont know! sneered the smith, whose gray hairs gave him liberty of speech. Youre like the rest of the young men of these here days. You dont want to know. Sweat aint honest enough for the young gents, and the old ones has busted their backs raisin a flock of good-for-nothins! How tall was your dad?

To that sudden question Allan answered that his father had been an even six feet in height.

Thats it! He was six feet! Whatre you? Old story — theyve shrunk up. Nothin but runts, these days, and them that are big are weedy! Look yonder by the door. I was a young man when that barrel was put there, son, with as much scrap iron in it as there is right to-day, and no more. I wasnt moren thirty, then, and El Ridal wasnt no moren a pup of a town. Well, sir, I took hold on that there barrel and lowered it down by myself clean out of the back of the wagon that brung it. Wheres there a man in El Ridal to-day that can budge it? Wheres there a man?

Just then the thrill of his own might ran warm in the arms of Allan. He stooped and fixed his grip on the barrel. His knees sagged, his shoulders gave, then straightened, and the barrel rose from its settled place in the floor, rose with clots of moist dirt clinging to its bottom. It ascended until it was waist high. Then the bottom burst and the iron junk rained upon the floor.

The blacksmith had run forward with a shout of amazement; he halted in mid- stride and stared at the youth who had torn to shreds the pride of his own herculean youth. For in the old days the might of the blacksmith had been a thing of wonder, and men had traveled many miles to look upon him. Still, in his gesture, there was revealed a speaking suggestion of the power which had once clothed his arms and of which age had robbed him. He looked upon Allan, now, as though that youth had been personally guilty of the crime. But his ill humor left him almost at once. Like most men who work with their hands and feel the curse of Adam in the actual sweat of the brow, there was a broad vein of honesty in him, and now he began to nod as he looked at the young man.

Takes an exception to prove a rule, he said not unkindly. But what might you be looking for with me, friend?

Work, said Allan.

The other smiled and then shook his head, Ive heard tell about you, partner, he said. Friend of Jim Jones aint here in El Ridal lookin for the kind of work that I can give em to do. The pay is too slow.

With that cold comfort he sent Allan away, and the latter went back to the hotel. Affairs were now serious indeed, for his funds could not hold out for more than two days at the most, considering that he had the girl to provide for as well as himself. At supper they sat at the end of the long table which the Empire Hotel set out for its guests, and he told her nothing of his unlucky adventures. There were half a dozen others at the table, all rough-dressed, rough-mannered men, but Allan could not help but admire their tact. They were hungry with curiosity concerning the sister of Jim Jones, yet they veiled their glances and seemed to study her from the corners of their eyes only. Had she possessed nothing but her pretty face, she would have been stared at in any other place, he thought, but here they treated her as carefully as though she were an old woman! He observed these things and admired. But he had little room in his heart to pay attention to them. He was himself full of the subject of Frank, and full of the face which smiled at him across the table. He was full of the charm of her grace, of the slenderness of her round wrists, and of the taper delicacy of her fingers. He was full, too, of that strength of mind which kept her from so much as mentioning her anxiety for her brother. His name never came upon her lips; not even a shadow of trouble was allowed to appear in her eyes. For all her bluntness and her carefree ways he felt what he had felt before — the very aroma and radiance of gentility.

They sat together on the veranda after supper, in a far corner, away from the rumbling voices of the men. They spoke seldom, because of the trouble in the heart of the girl, and because of the content which was growing in the heart of Allan, for he could feel them growing closer and closer together; he could feel her thought resting upon him and turning toward him. Once she said: After all, Al, a woman is pretty weak, I guess.

He could finish the rest of that sentence to his own satisfaction, and finish it he did. When she said good night, he still remained on the veranda, lost in thought, brooding on the rough-headed mountains where they pressed up among the white hosts of the stars, and listened to the far-off rumble of El Ridal falls, a tremor which was felt by the mind rather than heard by the ear.

Afterward he went for a stroll, because there were so many things in his heart that he could not keep them to himself and felt that, before long, he should have to talk to his nearest neighbor, uninvited. Once or twice he walked up and down in front of the hotel. Then he turned away and entered the trees which filled the empty lot at its side. And here it occurred to him that from this place he could see the very window of her room. It gave him a foolish thrill of happiness. He checked it off from the front of the building — the third from the very end, now vacant of any glow from within — a black rectangle glittering with a single starry high light. He saw that, and he saw in the next moment a dark form of a man climbing the side of the building. He had barely cleared the ground, and his destination might be any one of half a dozen windows, but all that Allan thought of was that the window of the girls room was just above the head of the stranger.

It did not occur to him to make an outcry. Or even had he wished to do so, he was possessed of such a fury of anger that it filled his throat and choked him. He raced straight for the hotel, caught a dangling foot just as it reached up for a fresh hold, and plucked the night wanderer to the ground.

The fallen man leaped from the ground with a cry, and Allan saw the dun wink of steel in the starlight. He had no time to see more. The fastest of all gunmen could not draw a weapon as fast as the naked fist can strike, and the fist of Allan was already on the way. It landed somewhere on the body of the man and sent the stranger reeling away. His gun exploded; a bullet sang into the distance; and then Allan had him in his hands.

He had no thought in his mind except that this fellow might have intended to reach the room of the girl, and that thought filled him with a brutish desire to rend limb from limb. He fumbled for a hold, found it, and felt the form beneath him go limp while many voices turned the corner of the building and rushed toward him. They swarmed about him and lifted him up; his victim came with him.

Jim Jones! cried someone. Its Jones, sheriff!

That name had turned Allan sick and weak, and he staggered back from them, relaxing his grip. He saw a little man, with a tuft of gray beard, leaning above the prostrate figure on the ground.

I thought this gent was a friend of Jones, he heard the little man muttering, but if we hadnt got here pronto, boys, Jim Jones would of been so doggone dead that a rope around the neck couldnt of done no more for him.

He straightened and faced Allan. You get the reward for this, son, he said. Was that the game that you was playing with the girl?

Allan could not answer. She, too, would think that. She, too, would feel that he had been playing a game, and for a reward collected on the head of her brother!


8. THE RESCUE
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THEY CARRIED THE limp form of Jim Jones to the veranda of the hotel, and there they laid him down. The sheriff had handcuffed the wrists of his prisoner and removed no less than two pairs of revolvers from his person. Thus stripped of weapons and secured, they seemed to feel far more at ease, but even so they were restless, and Allan could see them peering up and down the street as though they expected a rescue party to rush upon them at any moment. For his own part, he was busy only in watching the face of the unconscious man. There was no doubt as to his relationship with the girl. There were the same finely made features, the same nervous, clearly cut lips, the same bigness of eye, the same resolute square to the chin, the same curling blond hair. But whereas the girl was small even for a woman, her brother was big even among men, a strong, lithe body which seemed formidable even in this utter repose. A purple splotch covered his throat. There was no doubt where the terrible grip of Allan had rested upon him.

Now he stirred, opened his eyes, and groaned. They waited for no further recovery, but lifted him at once and with a man on either side, the sheriff walking with drawn gun behind, they escorted him toward the jail.

It was a little frame shack which contained two cells made of steel bars and a small office in front which was used by the sheriff as his place of business. In one of the cells they placed young Jim Jones who, from the time his memory had returned to him, had not uttered a syllable.

What will happen to Jones? asked Allan of the sheriff.

The latter made an unmistakable gesture, as of arranging a noose around his neck.

Hanging! breathed Allan, full of horror.

Ill tell a man! said the sheriff. Now, youll be wantin to know when you get that reward, son. Thatll be fixed up inside of two or three

Darn the reward! burst out Allan, and hurried from the jail, feeling that he would stifle if he remained longer within its walls.

At the very door he met Frances Jones, white, anxious and in haste. There was no doubt that she had heard what had happened; there was no doubt that she had learned his part in the capture, for she gave him a look of horror and of scorn as she passed, that withered on his lips the words he would have spoken. He stumbled out into the night, trying to bring this matter right m his own mind, but the more he thought of it the more he cursed his own stupidity.

He should have guessed who that stranger was, climbing the wall of the hotel. It was the very thing which he had himself suggested. The news of his sisters arrival would bring down Jim Jones to the town to see her; that had been his idea. It was only that the coming of Jim was so sudden that he had been unable to believe that the stranger might be he.

In the meantime, El Ridal was coming to life. There was a humming and a murmuring throughout the town. People appeared in clusters, here and there, wandering toward the jail, and fragments of their talk came to the ears of Allan. It was he of whom they were all talking. They had learned of his feat in the blacksmith shop that afternoon; they linked it with his capture of Jim Jones and made him out a Hercules. He sat down behind a tree to try to fumble his way through this misty difficulty, and as he sat there he heard two voices approach and pass him on the farther side.

He looked, said one, like a doggone tenderfoot.

Tender the devil! said the other. That gent is a detective. You can lay to that. A darn foxy game he played, too. He meets up with Jims sister. Hes got an idea that shes tryin to meet her brother. So this gent, Vincent, they call him, lays low to grab Jim when he shows. And dog-gone me if he aint done it. Hell make a nice bit of money out of that!

It was a low thing to do! cried the other of the two.

Sure, said his companion, he aint nothin but a skunk with a strong pair of hands. But did you hear what he done to Jim Jones in about five seconds?

Near tore him in two, I understand.

I seen Jim afterward. Looked like a grizzly had been pawin him.

The two drifted farther down the street, and their voices became an indistinct blur in the ears of the listener; he had heard enough and more than enough. If those who were only strangers to Jim Jones felt like this about him, what a white fury must be that of the girl? She would never forgive him — a thousand times never! Not unless he should take Jim out of the danger into which he had thrown him. Not unless he should bring Jim safely from the jail where he was now locked. Of course that was to ask for a miracle which could not be performed I

He began to walk up and down behind the southern row of houses which straggled along the main street of El Ridal. Half a dozen times he measured the distance back and forth; then he came back wearily into the street itself, intent only on reaching the hotel and getting into his bed before anyone could see him. When the morning came, a long rest might have brought an idea into his mind. He passed the jail on the way and found it quiet at last, with only a single light burning in a front window of the little shack. But when he came to the hotel he found that another center of interest had been found. It was a tall bay stallion which stood in the street, flattening its ears at the strangers who pressed so closely around it, sometimes dancing with its hind feet, as though preparatory to lacing out with them. It was a glorious animal, mounted with a fine saddle and with a profusion of chased gold on the bridle and saddle.

No wonder, said Bill Hodge, that them rascals that hang out with Harry Christopher can jump down here on us and then get away again without our bein able to catch em. They put enough money into hossflesh. That there hoss might be a racer, from the lines and the legs of him! What becomes of him?

The voice of the sheriff made answer: He stays right yonder in your stable till we get young Jim Jones sentenced. Then well put the horse up for auction.

All of this was enough and more than enough for Allan. He went sadly away through the night to ponder the problem over again from the start. An irresistible attraction brought him back to the little jail, and there he peered through the barred window and saw the captive seated on his cot, holding a cigarette with his iron-bound hands and even whistling a tune as he finished the smoke and dropped it under his heel. He seemed to Allan the best-looking, the finest-spirited, the most courageous man he had ever seen. And that he himself should have betrayed such a fellow into the hands of a law which would destroy him was indeed too terrible! All the labors of a long life could never unbalance such a calamity. He would owe the world a debt which he could never repay if he were the agent of the fall of Jim Jones.

These were the heavy thoughts of Allan as he went back toward the hotel again. He found all quiet there by this time. The gossips had at last scattered. Only one light burned in the whole face of the big, rambling structure, and all the other windows were blank and black. Allan, entering, went softly up the stairway and came to the door of the room of Frances. There was no sleep for her on this terrible night, of course, and her door was raggedly framed with pencilings of yellow lamplight. All the money that remained to him he put together, folded it thin, and slipped it cautiously under the door. Then he withdrew in a panic, his heart in his mouth, expecting the door to fly open before him at any instant and the girl to be raging at him. To her he was a traitor, the coldest and the most malignant of scheming traitors, and he dreaded meeting her more than he would have dreaded the passage through a living wall of flames. But fate was kind to him in this instance.

He went from the hotel to the bam, and there he saddled Mustard first, and afterward the magnificent horse of Jim. Then he led the pair behind the houses until he reached a cluster of saplings near the jail, where he left them. Mustard would stand so long as her reins were thrown. That was almost the only good feature among her manners. And the stallion he tethered to Mustard. There remained nothing, now, except to storm the fort itself, and he looked sadly and gravely down from the hillside where he stood toward the little squat shadow of the jail.

Two expert warriors, two gallant men of gun and battle, were seated in the sheriffs office to guard the prisoner, and guard him they would with the last drop of their blood. Even one of them would have been too much for Allan to master, he felt, for all his strength could be made into nothing and unstrung by the touch of a single bullet. They were men of fire and steel; he was a thing of wood which they could easily blast from existence.

He took note, before he started, of the blue blackness of the sky, of how the mountains were roughly sketched in with spotted lines of stars, of how the great, soft masses of black forest curved in around El Ridal, and of how El Ridal river flashed and rumbled in the distance, springing down the breast of the mountain.

Allan began to grow cold. Where would the bullet strike, and how would it feel tearing the flesh or smashing through bones? He thought of all the faces of all the men and women and children who had ever come within the narrow circle of his small life. He saw them clearly, and a sneer of scorn seemed to be upon the lips of all, and their eyes were blank with indifference. If the men in the branch bank where he had served so long could have heard of his fall, they would only smile and shrug their shoulders and declare that a house dog should not try to be a wild wolf! That was what they would say, and having said it they would forget him. However, they would never know. All that the world would hear was that an obscure young man who called himself Allan Vincent had perished while attempting to liberate an outlaw from the jail.

He looked still further. He saw his grave dug. He saw his body carried unhonored to the place and lowered into the eternal cold and wet and darkness of the pit. But with that, the first warm glow of light came across his mind. For beside his grave there would be at least one sincere mourner, and that would be the girl with tears in her eyes and sorrow in her heart for she would know by the very act of his last moment of life that he had not willingly betrayed poor Jim.

With that last picture to cheer him, Allan felt a sort of glory fall upon him. It became so ridiculously easy to die that he almost laughed aloud, and indeed he was smiling steadily as he passed through the darkness toward the jail.


9. ALLAN GETS GUN PRACTICE
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SINCE THE EVENTS of that night have become of historic interest and since the tale is told over and over again with many variations, it is well to be most careful and begin at the foundation of the narrative, that is to say, with the two men who, on that night, sat guard over the person of Jim Jones.

It may be taken for granted that they were not ordinary fellows. Even had Jim Jones no allies in the town he would have been guarded with particular care lest he should have broken his way through the rotten bars of the El Ridal jail. But Jim Jones was not unaided or unseconded. Certainly he had allies in the very town itself, since it could only have been through a townsman that news of the arrival of his sister had been brought to him. Friends he had in the town, then, and outside of the town it was freely rumored that he had most efficient helpers who were no other than the ruffians who rode at the bidding of infamous Harry Christopher. Such friends as those villains made to one another were to be dreaded by all who tampered with a single member of the gang. Men were not sure, but it was guessed that Jim Jones must be one of the crew. Therefore the extra precautions were taken to guard the prisoner. Under all ordinary circumstances, either Walter Jardine or Elias Johnston would have been considered more than ample security for the safety of any prisoner, or of any half dozen prisoners, for that matter.

For they were both famous as men of war; each distinguished as an upholder of the law, dauntless in the face of all odds. Each was many times proven. Neither had ever been beaten in fair fight, and among the citizens of El Ridal it could be said that no three of the fiercest and the most determined gun fighters could have stood for a moment against these two warriors. Such were the two against whom Allan was now proceeding.

He rapped at the door of the jail which was presently opened, and there stood before him, dim in the shadow, a small man with a thin face of which the only important feature was a very long and thin nose whose end was a brilliant red — a color so intense that it was almost painful. He recognized the visitor at once and nodded to him with a grin.

I been waitin for you to show up, Al Vincent, he said. Dog-gone modest for you to keep away while the crowd was hangin around, Id say!

He waved Allan inside.

Im Elias Johnston, he said by way of introduction. Im mighty glad to meet up with the gent that caught Jim Jones. I always been figuring that it would take a whole crowd of us to land that Jones. Here comes a stranger and takes him with one hand, might say!

His admiration was wholly genuine and unaffected. He was a little man, hardly above five feet in height, and as thin as he was short, but short time as he had been in El Ridal, Allan had heard of some of the feats which those bird- claw hands had accomplished, and he regarded the little man with the glistening nose and the pale eyes with much admiration.

I was lucky, he said frankly to Elias Johnston. Besides, if it had come to a gun fight, I could have done nothing. I know nothing about guns.

Elias stared at him as, in another part of the country, one would stare if an apparently cultivated gentleman announced that he was unable to read or write, or signed his name with a cross. So Elias stared at Allan, blinking, abashed, unable to speak. Finally he said weakly: Come on inside. My old partner, Walt Jardine, is inside.

Presently Allan stood before the second and the greater of the pair. He was a round dozen years younger than Johnston. He was in his early twenties, but his record was already long as a man of violence. From beneath a smooth rounded forehead a pair of dull eyes, like the eyes of a bull in a quiet moment of grazing, looked forth at Allan. And even the great president of the bank in the midst of his highest burst of eloquence had never seemed so formidable or so great to Allan as did this rudely clad cow-puncher hardly out of his teens.

Heres the gent that caught Jim, said Elias Johnston. He tells me that he got Jim by luck, Walt.

Walter Jardine smiled. His smile made his face seem foolishly fat. Then his smile changed to a chuckle, and the laughter forced out the thick, blue veins upon his forehead and along his throat. He heaved out of his chair, squat, huge of torso, and yet with a wonderful springiness of foot. For after all, the very greatest of all sprinters are heavy, low men. So it was with Walter Jardine. Allan felt of him that there was no feat beyond his power. Their hands met, and over his fingers those of Jardine closed softly, more firmly, with increasing pressure, then as his own grip began to resist, Jardine used all his might — a might which made his right arm quiver to the shoulder. And he said to Allan at the same time: Im mighty glad to see you, Vincent. I guess it aint luck that landed Jones here. Ive heard about what you done in old Dan Marberrys shop with the barrel of junk iron.

So he spoke holding the hand of Allan as though in great cordiality, so that Elias Johnston looked on with smiling pleasure to see this kindly greeting between two men so famous for physical might. He could not detect the stir and quiver of laboring muscles up the forearms, drawn taut and more taut until they threatened to tug the tendons out of place. It only lasted for an instant, after all — that strange trial of strength. Then Allan, who only now understood the game which Jardine was attempting to play with him, closed his hand steadily, easily — as one might close ones hand through resisting butter. So he pressed the power out of the famous right hand of Walter Jardine and made it relax and brought the metacarpal bones crunching together. In another effort he could have broken them, perhaps. But now, when resistance had ceased, he also ceased, and without a word released the hand of Jardine.

The latter instantly shoved his right hand into his pocket and sat down, whistling a tune. But above the puffed cheeks and the merry run of the notes his eyes were like those of the bull which lifts its head from the grass and sees, far off, the leader of a rival herd breaking down the fence and coming into its own preserve.

All of these things came about in the passage of ten seconds, in quietness, and the murmur of pleasantly spoken words, but Allan knew that he had gained for himself the most implacable of enemies. Something moist in the palm of his right hand made him look down. It was a red smear of blood, not his own, but blood which had spurted from the fingertips of Walter Jardine!

Dan Marberry will never get over havin his best story spoiled — about what a dog-gone strong man he was when he was a kid! No, sir, hell never get over that!

How grateful was Allan to Johnston for making talk during that brief interim when neither he nor Jardine was able to speak!

But, take it by and large, went on Elias Johnston, doggone me if I see how a gent like you, that can do the other things youve done, can get on without knowin how to handle a gun!

Ah! murmured Walter Jardine. Aint you much with a gun, Vincent?

I have never so much as fired one, said Allan.

And you wear no gun now? said Jardine, staring.

No.

With Harry Christopher and his gang lyin low an waitin for a chance to get at you? Vincent, El Ridal aint no place for you! You better be movin along!

Wait! said Elias Johnston. Take this here Colt, partner. Take a grip on it. No! Dog-gone me if it aint easy to see that you never handled guns before! Hold her like you loved her. You cant dance good with a girl that wants to hold you off at arms length. Aint that right? You got to get sort of close. Well, old son, its that way multiplied with ten with a gun. You got to grab onto em. Squeeze that butt like you was shakin hands with the best friend you ever had in the world. And you can lay to it, that a sweet, clean, straight- shootin Colt like that one is as good a friend as anything that ever wore flesh. Its a silent friend; all the talkin that it does is right to the point!

He laughed as he spoke, and in the meantime, he was arranging the hand of Allan on the butt of the revolver, arranging it with the utmost care, and at the same time qualifying his first instructions. The gun was to be held firmly, but not with such a strain that the muscles of the forearm would begin trembling or twitching.

The main part of usin a gun, some folks say, is ten years practice. I aint one that agrees with em. Ten years of wrong practice aint worth one week of good practice. And thats a fact. Theys two things needed by nacher — an eye that can see straight to a mark, and a hand that aint got no shaking in it — a hand like the hand of Al Vincent. Look at that, Walt!

Allan was holding the weapon out at arms length when his instructor stepped back with an exclamation of surprise and admiration.

Look how steady that is, Walt! Look at the streak of the light along the barrel. There aint no tremble to that line of light. That gun is more steadiern rock! 

Walter Jardine had leaned forward out of his chair. He now removed his right hand from his pocket. The blood had been wiped from the fingertips, but the entire hand was swollen and discolored by the terrible grip of Allan. Jardine hastily returned the hand to hiding, and shifting a little in his chair he dropped his left hand to the butt of the gun which hung upon that hip. For he was a two-gun man, in the true sense of the term. That is to say, many wear two guns for the sake of having a second to fire when the first is emptied, but how many are there who can fire accurately with both hands at the same time? It was this ambidexterous talent of Jardine which made him celebrated among his compeers as a dreadful fighter indeed. He now studied the steady hand of Allan with a sort of hungry interest.

Hes steady, he admitted presently.

Johnston looked sharply at his partner, surprised at the apparent reluctance which was in the voice of the younger man.

Hes steady, said Jardine again with a little more heartiness, but how fast is he?

Give him time to learn how to pull a gun.

A faint and disagreeable smile came upon the lips of the other. He took from the wall a cartridge belt with a revolver hanging in the holster. This he buckled about the hips of Allan. Then he stepped back.

Theys a man with two guns standin in the doorway right behind you ready to fill you full of holes! Stop him, Vincent!

At that sharp cry of Jardine, with a little start of fear, although he knew well enough, reasonably, that it was a test and not a fact, Allan wheeled and snatched the Colt from the holster. It seemed to him that he acted both smoothly and swiftly, but before he had finished wheeling or dragging the Colt forth, the rapid voice of Johnston was barking: Dead! Dead! Dead! Dead! Turn back agin, Al. Nope, you aint fast! You dont think that way.

What should I have done?

Dropped flat for the floor, twistin over while you fell, twitchin out the gat while you was in the air, and firing once or twice before you ever hit the boards. Thats what a real fast man can do. Thats what Ive seen Walt Jardine do. Of course you aint had practice. But still youre slow. Youll always be slow.

He shook his head sadly, as though the masterpiece which he had guessed at and which he had been striving to realize as a fact, had now been blurred and spoiled past all recovery.

As for Walter Jardine, the disagreeable smile was at the corners of his lips again, and his bold eyes looked through and through Allan as though he were saying to himself: This fellow has strong hands, but what do the strongest hands in the world matter compared with a forty-five caliber slug in action — or six slugs flying all at once! Such were doubtless the thoughts of Jardine, but little Elias Johnston was already upon another track.

Speed aint the main thing, Walt.

What is, then? A kind heart, old-timer?

Dont get hard. I say, straight shootin is bettern slow shootin.

But straight fast shootin is bettern straight slow shootin!

Sure, but is there any gent that can really be sure of where his guns are workin when hes makin a fast play?

There was a little pause.

I reckon there is, said Jardine soberly at last.

His companion shrugged his shoulders.

I seen a time when Laurie Blackmore and Tom Gant and Bill Greening and some of their pals was all throwed into one saloon up on old Gaffney Creek about five years back when that little gold rush started — I mean the time they started for gold and didnt get none! Well, havin rushed and got nowheres, they was all set for trouble, and when the lot of em was jammed into one room it was like putting giant powder into a fire. They exploded.

I was about two blocks away. The shootin kep up all the time that I was running to the saloon. Must of been two hundred shots fired. When I got through the doors, the crowd had scattered. The saloon was wrecked. The mirrors was junk. The windows was bashed out. Even the flooring was all splintered up, not sayin nothing of the ceilin bein all raked across.

One man was sittin in a corner, tyin up a cut in his left arm where a slug had grazed him. There was a dead dog in another corner.

Theres what come of fast shootin. A dozen gents that had used guns all their lives was jammed into one room. They all started out to massacre everybody else as fast as they could pull their triggers. All they done was to bust furniture — and kill one dog I Yet there wasnt a man there that couldnt of killed three men in six seconds if hed took his time. Nope, slow work can be the best work. Youre slow, Al. Maybe youd ought to be glad of it!

At any rate, in that speech he had given to Allan the nickname which clung to him ever after.


10. ON THE BACK OF MUSTARD
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SUCH A CONCLUSION would by no means be accepted by a man so famous for the lightning celerity of his draw combined with amazing closeness in shooting. Jar dine frowned and shook his head.

Besides, he said, they aint one man in twenty that can work slow without losin his nerve. Suppose that you and me was to fight. Youre fast as chain lightnin, say, and Im mighty slow. Before 1 get my gun unlimbered, youve planted a couple of slugs in me, or else Ive heard one slug chew into the floor and another whistles by my ear. Maybe you think thatll help me a lot? Maybe you think that Ill be able to take a cool, easy aim, partner? Nope. Ill tell you what, Elie, the gent thats fast with the draw has always won out nine times out of ten, and hell keep right on winnin.

I aint denyin that, said Elias Johnston slowly. I guess that you got the right of that, old-timer. But hear me what I say: there was a man that took his time, that stayed all calm and cool and didnt tighten up none when the time for the fight come, hed kill the fast gent nine times out of ten. Am I right?

Youre askin for a gent that aint been born yet and that never will be born, insisted Jardine. They aint nobody that can stand up to close gun fire without startin in to dodge.

I dunno, said Elias. I couldnt. Maybe you couldnt. But theys a terrible lot of queer folks in this little old world, son. You dont want to forget that. Wait a minute. Its time to take a walk around the shack and see that alls clear. Ill be back in a jiffy, and well talk some more.

So saying, he planted a sombrero on his head and swung away through the door; his heels tapped lightly on the front steps; and then the sand could be distinctly heard gritting under his feet as he walked about the place. So flimsy were the walls of the jail and so small was the circuit around them that he would hardly pass out of hearing at the farthest point in his journey. But in the slight interval, Allan knew that he must make his attempt. He must make his efforts against Jardine while little Elias Johnston was away from the room. But Jardine alone was enough to puzzle him. He stared down at the floor, wondering how he could begin; and while he stared down, he felt the glance of Jardine fixed steadily upon his face, reading it rapidly, hating him with all his heart because of the defeat which he had suffered in that mute duel of strength a few moments before.

Hear me talk, Vincent! cut in Jardine at last. Theys something on your mind. What is it? What dyou want?

At this, Allan looked up and he saw that the other was grinning in a savage mockery at him, as though all of his hopes were clear to Jardine and were despised by him. Only one retort, and that a brutal one, came into the mind of Allan.

I was wondering when you would wish to shake hands again? he asked.

The veins swelled again in the face of Jardine. A darned trick! he said. But theres more than one trick in the world, old son!

Try with the left hand, then? proffered Allan, rising.

Dam your hands! snarled Jardine, his fury now showing in the ferocity of his eyes. Keep off me, or Ill—

He had no time to say more. The left hand which Allan had extended toward him and from which he had drawn back, now thrust out. The fingers condensed into a compact fist. The fist struck Jardine low on the ribs. Soft and casual as that blow seemed to be, it had behind it such crushing weight that it expelled the wind from Jardines body and doubled him up. He clawed at his revolver with his sound left hand, but even as the fingertips touched the butt of the gun, he was struck heavily across the temple and dropped into darkness.

One half — and what seemed at the instant the greater half of Allans work — was now accomplished. The famous Walter Jardine was helpless on the floor. It only remained to secure him completely and then to turn to the reception of little Elias. But there was very little time — hardly a moment in which to work. He managed to twist the victim upon his face, snap a pair of handcuffs over his wrists, and then wedge a bandanna between his teeth. So secured against any violent movement and against any warning outcry, he wheeled from Jardine and leaped to the door just as Johnston stepped inside.

There was no time for Johnston. The flying danger was already in the air, hanging above him and swooping irresistibly down at him as young Allan, desperate with haste and resolution, flung himself clear of the floor and swept at Johnston with extended arms. Yet in the tenth part of a second which remained to him, the little man thrust out a stiff left arm to ward off the attack and snatched out his revolver. His hard little bird-claw hand struck sharply into the lunging face of Allan. But before his revolver was clear of the holster he was crushed under the avalanche.

At the first touch he ceased to struggle. He felt himself taken by hands which were not human — they were flexible steel. To wriggle against the grip of those fingers was simply to bruise ones flesh. Therefore, in another moment, he was secured by handcuffs exactly as his companion had been. He was placed against the wall. A rifle was laid between his legs and the legs of Jardine, who sat facing him. Then they were secured to the rifle with intricate lashings of many- folded rope. The gag remained in the teeth of Jardine. But with Johnston, Allan struck a bargain.

Johnston, he said, when I say that it makes me sick to have to do this, I hope youll try to believe me. I had rather have injured almost any man than you.

Elias grinned and nodded, as much as to say: This is really very foolish bluff, and what can it bring to you in the way of an advantage?

Give me your word that you will give no alarm, said Allan, and Ill use no gag on you.

Thats fair, said Elias Johnston quietly. But tell me what in the devil youre after, Al Vincent?

Where are the keys to the cell? asked Allan.

Yonder, in the right-hand upper drawer to the desk. But what the deuce do you want with the prisoner?

Allan made no reply. He opened the drawer, found out his bunch of keys almost at once, and then went toward the cell room followed by the horrified, whispering voice of Elias Johnston.

Al, you aint goin to do a murder on a helpless man?

Allan went hurriedly through the doorway into the cell room, and there he saw Jim Jones rise stiffly from his cot at the sight of his captor. Allan had no time to examine facial expressions, however. His fingers had to fly, now in the trial and the selection of the right key to unfasten the cell door and the right key to unfasten the manacles which confined the hands and the legs of Jim Jones. In the meantime, the two most famous men of El Ridal sat in the adjoining room bound with ropes and with iron, but what would these avail for very long against their flaming wits as they struggled to gain freedom? There must be fast work indeed. He could only gasp as he rattled at the cell door: Jones!

Well? snarled the captive, his voice full of hate as he saw the man who had captured him.

If I can get you out of this jail and put you on your horse, will you swear to do nothing thereafter except what I shall advise?

Is this a fake? cried Jim Jones.

Allan, opened the door to the cell at that moment, and, kneeling, he began to work at the irons which locked the ankles of the prisoner together. With two such famous men as the two who were now in the sheriffs office and with so much strong steel to contain and hold one man, surely El Ridal had done its best to keep its prisoner secure!

Does it look like a fake? asked Allan, thinking of the two fighters in the next room and trying key after key with desperate speed. Promise me, Jones!

To do what?

Nothing except what I tell you to do after I get you out of this jail.

There was a gasp from the prisoner. If you get me clean out of this, he panted, I belong to you, partner, if you got any use for me!

Your word of honor?

My word of honor ten times over!

The key turned in the lock. The ankles of Jones were free, and now the liberator turned to the handcuffs, but at the same time there was a knocking at the front door of the jail, and then a voice called: Hello, Walt Jardine! Johnston!

The key turned; the handcuffs fell jangling to the floor.

Now a gun — quick! pleaded Jim.

No shooting! Come with me!

He led the way at a run out of the cell and to the rear window of the jail.

At the same time the front door slammed open and there was a confused shouting from the front of the little building. The window itself was jammed. Jim Jones kicked the pane to smithereens and then slid through to the outside, and as Allan prepared to follow, he saw the door fly open which led into the sheriffs office. There stood the sheriff himself, and behind him another man. Their guns were out in a flash. Two reports boomed through the room, two heavy shocks struck against the wall inches from the body of Allan, but then he was through and stood on the ground beside Jim Jones. No matter how eager that man might be for freedom, he had waited for his liberator, true to his word, and the heart of Allan warmed suddenly to his companion. Perhaps Jim was guilty of all the crimes of which he was accused, but certainly there was a strength of loyalty in him which was worthy of the brother of Frances.

Allan began to run at full speed for the saplings where the two horses had been left. Behind them there was a sound of stamping feet, guns exploding, wild shouts. Someone slid through the window by which they had made their exit and raced in pursuit. Others were coming around the jail, yelling to rouse the town.

But in the meantime they reached the clump of saplings, and Allan groaned with dismay. The horses were not there!

It was the despair of a moment only. Then, very few yards away, he saw they had strayed slightly from the first spot. Jim Jones was instantly in the saddle upon the gray stallion. Allan scrambled onto the back of Mustard and was presently fighting a furiously bucking horse. Twice he almost lost his stirrups; twice he was nearly whipped from his place. Then the leader of the pursuit came shouting up and opened fire. It was the discharge of that gun which saved Allan, for, frightened by the explosion. Mustard began to run as fast as her stout legs would bear her in the rear of the flying stallion.


11. JIMS STORY
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THEY HAD NOT covered a quarter of a mile before the entire town seemed to have awaked and taken to horse behind them, so great was the uproar and the rush of hoof beats out of El Ridal, and the hopes of Allan fell every moment, for though Mustard might have iron endurance, she could not hope to escape the first burst of speed of many fast horses and determined riders who knew the ground which lay before them, even by starlight. Still, though the mare was slow, Jim Jones did not give up his rescuer. Twice he reined back beside the struggling mare and entreated Allan to urge her to a greater effort.

You aint followin a plough — youre ridin for your life, partner! cried Jim.

Which was not news to Allan, for he well could imagine that his shrift would be short if they could catch him. He brought the roan mare to the highest point of her efforts, but still it was not fast enough, and the men from El Ridal swarmed closer and closer.

To take them where speed would count less than strength, Jim had led the way straight up the steep side of Mount El Ridal. He now drove the bay stallion through a tall clump of shrubbery and dismounted, ordering Allan to do the same. When he obeyed, he found himself in a narrow triangle of level ground, a tiny shoulder of the mountainside with a deep dark gulf of black beneath them. No horse could descend that precipice. Not even a man could have climbed it save with the greatest effort. Yet toward the corner of the dropping-off place Jim Jones, calling upon Allan to follow, led his horse and presently disappeared!

But the yelling men of El Ridal were pressing in fast from behind, and it was as well to meet death in one way as another. So Allan went ahead, dragging the snorting, rebellious Mustard behind him until he discovered that the corner of the little plateau did not come to an abrupt end, as he had thought, but continued in a narrow ledge which ran around the corner of the mountins shoulder and out of sight. Here was the explanation. It was plain that Jim had led the bay out of sight in this direction, and Allan prepared to follow.

It required all his courage to so much as set foot upon that dizzy path. It seemed to him scant inches wide, and it consisted of crumbling stone which threatened to roll underfoot or perhaps to break quite off. He could not have proceeded in any other situation, but with those riders yelling up the trail, he found the nerve to go on. With his right hand he led Mustard, snorting and trembling in the rear. With his left hand he gripped at the receding upper face of the cliff. So, leaning his weight inward, he went ahead with his teeth set and a sick feeling in the bottom of his stomach. Once his foot slipped. It was a scant half inch, but it seemed to take Allan halfway to eternity, and, glancing down he saw beneath him only the emptiness of air to receive his body, the polished ribs and jutting fragments of the cliff dripping with starlight, and far, far beneath the white streak of foaming water through the heart of the night. He had to stand through two or three deadly seconds before the trembling weakness left him and his brain cleared. Then he pressed ahead and in half a dozen strides turned the corner onto a level spot large enough to have built a house upon. There was Jim Jones, with the end of a cigarette pulsing through the dusk and putting two glinting high lights m the eyes of the bay stallion which stood nearby. Why are you stopping? cried Allan. Dont you hear them yelling up the trail? Every second counts! Why dont you go on?

Need wings to go on from this place, said Jim Jones calmly. This here is a little trap that I happen to know about. Allan could only gasp: Youre joking, Jim! I aint, though. I figured that we couldnt ride away from that gang with a slow hoss like Mustard. Thought that wed dodge in here, let em swarm by, and when they got tired chasin and yellin, we could slip out and keep on our trip. But does no one else know of this place? Sure. Twenty men out of El Ridal most likely know about it.

Allan groaned. He could feel, already, the pressure of a muzzle against his ribs.

Then we are lost, Jim. Theyll be sure to come. Perhaps theyre filing along the ledge now!

Maybe, admitted Jim with the most singular calm. Maybe theyre coming and maybe they aint. Its all a chance. We couldnt get away with heels like Mustard to run with. Only thing that we could do was to sit tight and wait.

Waves of cold were passing through the body of Allan, but he did not exclaim again, for he was beginning to see that the whole thing had been done for his own sake alone, and it was a revelation in unselfish courage on the part of Jim. That he could have risked so much when freedom and safety were his by simply loosening the reins on the matchless bay stallion, seemed a wonderful thing to Allan; but after all, that was the sort of stuff of which his sister was made. From that instant it was impossible for him to believe that any crime of cruelty or brutality could really be charged against young Jones. There must be extenuating circumstances. Now Jim was explaining quietly that it was quite possible that many of the pursuers might think of searching the ledge and the little shut-up to which it led, but there was a fighting chance that they might not Indeed, the place was so well known that perhaps no one would credit the two of them with such folly as to take shelter in this trap.

There was hardly a doubt that this was the case, for now the hunt could be traced clearly as it wound up the mountain s face high, high above the place where they waited. A salvo of guns roared; then excited voices clamored; more guns exploded. Theyre killin shadows, now, chuckled Jim Jones softly. When they begin to do that, theyre about ready to quit the

And then? asked Allan humbly, seeing that the wisdom of this youth, about such matters, was far greater than his own.

Then well go back along the ledge, climb onto the hosses, and start ridin. But lemme know how you managed to get to me in the jail that way? I thought there was two in the sheriffs office? I thought that them two was Jardine and Johnston? Was I wrong?

They were there, said Allan. He paused a little, thinking back to all the emotions with which he had approached the jail, expecting death. This was surely far better than death — to sit back in the lap of the mountain watching the stars and listening to the muttering of the river beneath them. But while I was talking to them, he went on, Johnston went out to walk around the jail and see that no friend of yours attempted to come up to the building from the outside, do you see? As soon as he was gone, I saw that I had my opportunity, and I was able to take it. I knocked down Jardine, handcuffed and gagged him—

Knocked down Jardine! cried the other in astonishment which was almost consternation. Knocked down, Jardine! Handcuffed and gagged him! .

And just as I finished, Johnston came in. Of course, he is so small and I was taking him by such surprise that it was easy to master him. After that I took the keys—

Him bein so small. Sos a rattlesnake small! You took on them two one after another and cleaned em up — with your bare hands, Al?

Of course, said Allan. I cant use a gun, you know.

To this his companion returned no remark, and they sat for a time in quiet listening to the noise of the pursuit which was spending itself far up the mountain. Small groups of horsemen, besides, were hurrying up from El Ridal, and to any one of these it might occur to search the trap.

When we leave the trap, where do we go? asked Allan.

Al, have you heard of Harry Christopher? Hed be mighty glad to have you with him!

There was an exclamation from Allan. Ive heard of him. Hes the last man well join, Jim. Well simply ride out of this section of the country—

I cant, Al.

I have your word, said Allan slowly.

The other groaned. Al, he said, dog-gone me if I aint a skunk, but when I told you that I was your man for keeps I sure forgot somebody that come before you. Ive swore to Harry Christopher that Id do what he said for this year — ride, or fight, or—

Or steal? said Allan heavily.

Or steal, admitted Jim with a sigh.

Jim, tell me how you happened to join such a fellow as Harry Christopher?

Ill tell you the whole thing. Its a bad mess; but Ill keep nothin back.

He made a pause, rolled another cigarette, and in the interim a squirrel which had been disturbed in its sleep chattered angrily from a stunted pine which clung to the steep mountainside above them.

It come out of gambling, said Jim gloomily, at last. When I hit El Ridal first I was doin fine, savin my money, hopin to be some sort of a help to the folks back home. But then I learned poker, and that was my finish. Every month my pay went across the table to some gent that had slicker fingers or better luck than I had. And there was always some such gent around. I got in deeper and deeper. Same time I was payin attention to Marie Prevost. Maybe you heard about her in El Ridal?

I was there only a few hours, you know. Mostly you hear about Marie before you been there ten minutes. Marie Prevost is the queen of the town. One look at her would make you plumb happy for a half a year. And that aint exaggeratin.

He said it soberly, and the face of Frances rose in the mind of Allan. He could well understand how one glimpse of a woman could make a man happy, or wretched, for half a year. Things between me and Marie was goin along fine, said Jim, until I met up with her brother at a card game one night. I had a bit of luck while he was playin. In an hour I cleaned him out of five hundred bucks and busted him flat. He left, lookin black and fumblin at his gun, but Id seen gents do that before, and it didnt mean nothin to me. I kept on playin, and they cleaned me out just as bad as Id cleaned out Charlie in the beginnin.

That was that. The next night I went to call for Marie to take her to the dance over to the schoolhouse, and while I was sittin downstairs waitin for Marie to finish the powderin of her nose and the last tryin out of her smiles, down comes Charlie.

When he seen me he give a start, like he stepped on a tack.

Might I ask, said he, talkin real soft an mean, what youre waitin for here, Jones? You got a line on one of the hired men thats got a chunk of money to lose?

It was considerable talk to take from anybody, but I managed to swaller it. Him bein the brother of Marie, Id of let him just about walk on my face, for that matter. I told him that I wasnt there to make any trouble; I says that hed lost his money fair and square the night before, just the way Id lost mine after he left the place.

Theys kinds and kinds of crooks, says he at that. I aint got any doubt that some crooks has more brains than you got.

That was getting me pretty hot.

Shut up, Charlie, says I. I aint here to start a fight. Not in Maries house.

Come outside, says he. Theres plenty of room there.

Charlie, says I, hangin onto my temper as hard as I could, I aint goin to fight.

Youre wiser, says Charlie.

And when he said that, I heard somebody snicker. I dunno who it was to this day. Maybe it was Maries little kid sister, Ruth. She always had a way of hangin around to hear what the growed-up folks had to say to each other. Anyway, I didnt wait to think. I only knowed that somebody had stood by and heard me takin water. I forgot whose brother he was. I just out with the ten best cuss words I knew and tossed em all in his face. Before I got half through he was after his gun. It came out fast as a wink, but mine came out a shade faster. I beat him by a wink, and he went down when I shot.

That was enough for me. I figgered that Id killed him sure, and I run out and made a grab for my hoss. I made such a dog-gone fast reach for that ol hoss that he threw up his head and bolted. And I could hear old man Prevost yellin and cussin and hollerin murder on the inside of the house.

Seemed to me like all of El Ridal must be hearin him. I jumps across the street to the hotel. I didnt wait none to ask questions. I could hear old man Prevost yellin Murder! right behind me.

They was a line-up of hosses at the rack in front of the hotel. I picked out the best with my eye as I come flyin. Long as I was to be a hoss thief, I might as well steal a good one.

That sounds like fool talk to you, I guess. Youre a plumb honest man, Al, and I suppose that you would of stayed and stood your trial and took your chances of provin that you was no worse than the gent that youd shot. I tried to make myself stay. But it looked like stayin to die, and I wasnt ready to stay and die — not even for Maries sake!

I picked out old Hank Moons cream and made the saddle in one jump. Then I skinned out of El Ridal before they knowed that I was moren started. Thats how I come to leave El Ridal. Id shot a man and stole a hoss — I dunno which is much worst to of done.

Did Charlie Prevost die?

Thats the joke. Sure he didnt die. It was only a graze. Hes got a scar on his face and a dog-gone good will to kill me one way or another if his luck dont play out on him. He spends his time workin out ways of snaggin me. You can lay to it that he was ridin in the lead when the boys hit the trail after me tonight!

Thats the joke. Because I thought Id killed young Prevost, I busted loose and went rampagin around. When a gent has killed a man and stole a hoss, it dont make so much difference what else hes done — and a little thing like jumping your old board bill — that dont amount to nothin — you see?

I see, said Allan.

How very perfectly, indeed, he understood all that had passed in the mind of the unlucky fellow!

First thing I know, I get cornered by two different posses squeezin in on me from two sides while Im ridin about takin my pleasure of the country. I rode the old cream hoss ragged. It was near dead, and they was sure to catch me when here come a gent leadin a hoss — a big, strappin bay hoss. He comes up to me, gives me the hoss, and him and me, we slide away from the rest of em like theyd been anchored to the ground.

That was Harry Christopher. Dyou wonder that after meeting up with him like that, Id give him my promise to follow him for a year, anyway? I wanted to make it a lifetime, but he said that a year was enough. If I liked the life after that, I could sign up for the rest of the time. You see? Now you come, partner, and tell me that youll give me a new grip at life if Ill promise to do what you want me to do. I didnt think of my promise to Christopher while you were talkin. Thats the straight of it, partner!

It was impossible for Allan to doubt him. Good faith and sincerity rang in his voice as truly as the hollow voice of El Ridal River spoke of death and danger in the deep of the valley before them.

How long do you have to stay with Christopher? he asked at last.

Five months more, said Jim Jones.

Then, said Allan, I have to stay with you!


12. YOURE AN ACE
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IT WAS IN vain that Jim plied him with arguments, questions, and even with entreaties.

If its ever knowed that youve rode with Harry Christopher and his gang, said Jim finally, its enough to lynch you in nine states west of the Rockies. I know what Im talkin about!

Why, then, said Allan, I suppose Ill have to take care that Im not caught in any one of those nine states. Is that right?

But what in the name of Heaven makes you want to come with me? What good will it do you, Al?

There was one of those pauses which were very frequent when any one talked with Slow Allan, or Slow Al, as he came to be better known by that name.

Itll give me a chance to become a friend of yours, Jim.

Youre that now, if ever a man proved that he could be the friend of another. Look what youve done, Al!

Ive only undone the trouble that I made for you myself. Theres no credit coming to me for anything like that. Ive played an extraordinarily foolish game. But we begin now at evens. In fact, Jim, I wont let you shake me off!

What started you feelin so dog-gone friendly to me, old-timer?

There was another pause, while Allan slowly pushed the name of Frances out of his mind.

When I learned that you were so young, Jim; and when I saw how brave and quiet you were in the face of the danger that I had left you in, I couldnt help admiring you for that.

So I decided to help you if I could. And the more I see of you, Jim, the better Id like to have you for a friend. You go back to Harry Christopher. You cant help that. But Ill go with you, if Christopher will let me come into his gang.

Youd play a game with that gang of crooks on account of me, Al?

If youll let me stay along.

He heard Jim mumbling softly in the darkness.

Youre a queer one, said the other at last. But Id rather have you with me than ten fightin men, he added, chuckling: I got a reason. Ive felt the grip in your hands!

With that, he prepared to venture across the narrow ledge and out of the trap again, with Allan walking close behind him, leading the roan mare. For the sounds of the pursuit had died out; it had broken into two streams, sweeping across the head of the mountain and still combing the night for the fugitives. The passage across the ledge was almost easy, now, after the first grim rehearsal had been finished, and now they sat the saddle on the farther side, with two fresh horses under them, and no enemy in sight. Jim Jones led straight down the mountain.

But thats toward El Ridal! objected Allan. Sure, said Jim. Thats the last place theyll be lookin for us.

Allan set his teeth to keep from gasping. He felt, on the whole, like a small child following an older and adventurous brother through unknown perils, compelled to keep up simply because he would be too ashamed if he failed to keep pace with the other. Yet so serene was Jim as he rode down into the den of his enemies from which he had barely escaped, and so recently, that he whistled softly as he jogged along with the stallion turning his beautiful head anxiously from side to side as though he understood the burden of peril which his master accepted with so light a heart.

Not only did they aim straight at El Ridal, but when they came near the town, Jim skirted recklessly behind the houses until the shambling breadth of the hotel was spread before them. There he dismounted. To the hasty question of Allan he replied that having failed to see his sister in the first attempt, he would double back among the very teeth of his foes and attempt to see her a second time. The piece of arrant foolhardiness left Allan speechless for an instant, and before he had recovered, Jim was lost in the black of the night.

There began a long vigil between the two shacks where he held the horses, straining his eyes through the night, straining his ears to catch every approaching sound. Once a dog bayed and was answered with mellow music by two or three of its kind; whereat he thought, with a shiver, that they were surely trailing the fugitives with hounds. But the dogs became quiet.

Still, though it was far, far past the usual sleep-time of El Ridal, voices and lights stirred through the town. At length horsemen began to come in from the mountain. They were the riders returning. He could hear the older citizens calling out for news; he could hear the grumbled answers of the riders, disgusted with the failure of their quest.

The door of the house just before him opened and a woman came out bearing a lantern at the same time that a rider, doubtless her husband, came through the yard. They both approached the shed to the right of Allan, and he groaned in his quandary.

He could not draw back with two horses without making enough noise to betray himself; and if he had to flee again, Jim was cut off without a means of escape from the town. Yet if he stayed where he was, the chances were great that one of the two horses would neigh or stamp or in some other manner draw attention. He stood, therefore, with the head of a horse caught within each arm, whispering softly to them while they pricked their ears and nosed cautiously at him. Fear, being the most vital and the most common of all the emotions is also the one which dumb beasts understand the best, and these two horses knew very well that the master who held them was afraid. So they nosed at him gingerly, asking with glittering eyes and sensitive nostrils what the danger could be and still listening to the faint cautioning hiss of his whispers.

The sliding door of the shed had been banged open. The woman was holding the lantern, and across the side of the shack, through the great cracks, he saw the shadows rise and fall in waves as her husband unsaddled and fed his weary horse, whose panting was plainly audible.

We give em a hard run up the mountain, the man was saying in response to breathless inquiries. Pretty nigh to the top. Tom Gilbert seen the pair of em scooting through the shadows of a bunch of trees. He turned loose his gun at em and called to the boys. We made a rush and burnt a lot of powder, but I guess we didnt hit nothing. The trees an the light was agin us.

A pretty piece of work, said the woman, moaning. Thisll get us all murdered in our beds by Harry Christopher.

Theres got to be a change, said the citizen. We got to get together and run down them wolves.

Johnston and Jardine have got a pretty good deal to answer for! said the wife. Do you think maybe that they was bought off?

Her husband groaned. There aint no use in thinkin, he said. What beats us all is this Allan Vincent, as he calls himself. Theres some that thinks that hes Lew Ramsay!

No! breathed the wife.

I dunno. Thats what some says. Dont look like theres nobody but Ramsay that could handle Johnston and Jardine — unless them two was bought off first. But what did Vincent mean by catching Jones if he wanted to have him loose afterward? It looks all kind of mysterious. None of the boys can work it out. But Jardine and Johnston says that theyll keep on the trail of Vincent a hundred years if they have to, but theyll run him down in the end; and they sure talked like they meant it. I guess that they wasnt bought. Somebody seen Jardines right hand. It was all swole up and mashed and purple lookin. And he had a big lump on the side of his head.

I seen this Vincent. He dont look none too big.

He can do big things, though, and thats what counts. Come on back to the house.

The sliding door was slammed again. They went up the path to the house with the man carrying the lantern, now, and his legs changed into immense, stalking shadows that swept the trees at the side of the yard with light and shade. The screen door to their kitchen jangled behind them, and they were lost to the eyes of Allan, who had been watching closely and listening carefully.

They left him with enough food for thought, however. For if Jardine and Johnston were determinedly upon his trail, his life was not worth a counterfeit dollar unless he hurried from that region as fast as a horse could carry him. Such a retreat he could not make. He had given his word to young Jim, and that word he must keep.

To that point in his reflections he had arrived when there was a low-voiced: Hands up! behind him.

He wheeled, ready to dive at the knees of the enemy, when he saw the handsome face of Jim laughing in the starlight.

Frontways aint the only ways that danger comes, chuckled Jim.

And he vaulted lightly into his saddle. In another moment they were weaving along through the dark behind the town, with Jim chatting constantly and gayly. He had gone up the side of the hotel at the very place where he had been climbing before when the strong hand of Allan plucked him down like a dead branch from a tree. One tap had brought his sister to the window and through it he crept. In the gloom of her unlighted room they had embraced, and there they had talked.

She told me a pile of things, said Jim, laughing to himself so that he could hardly continue. She told me about the way some gents can watch and keep the coyotes away while theyre sound asleep; and how a rabbit can be caught by hypnotizin em; and how to ride a buckin mustang; and hows the best way to slide money under a door for a girl that aint got none to go on. Ill say that was mighty decent of you givin her money that a way. But Ive give her plenty now so she wont have to worry none for some little time to come.

He fell silent. The face of Allan was hot with shame, and he blessed the covering curtain of the darkness.

I told her about some things, said Jim, much more soberly. I told her about how a gent could be took out of jail by a man that only used bare hands against two that had guns. I told her about a man that would find a friend in just half a day and know him well enough to go outlaw with him. Well, Al, before I got through what dyou think she done?

I haVe no idea, said Allan faintly.

Dog-gone me if she didnt bust out cryin. Can you lay over that?

Well, sighed Allan, she seems to be a person whos full of contradictions.

Shes worsen that. Shes a Sunday newspaper riddle, declared his friend. After that she says to me: Aint he the most wonderful man you ever met, Jim? I allows that you got your points. Theys nobody like him! says she. Just as simple as a girl, an bravern any man!

Well, says I, Ill go down an get him and bring him up to see you again, if you feel that way!

Jim, says she. How can you talk that way?

Whats wrong? says I.

It aint modest, says she, to see a gent in a ladys bedroom.

I aint goin to disappear, says I.

Besides, says she, I dont want to see him.

Why didnt you say that first? says I. You kind of rattle when you talk tonight, Frank.

She didnt say nothing, but sits there beside the window, lookin plumb sad and plumb happy all at once. The way ma used to look when dad was sick in bed and all in her hands.

You got to send him away, sos hell be safe, says she to me, after a while.

He looks like hes able to take care of himself bettern anybody I ever met, says I.

Jim, says she, you talk like a fool! He aint no moren a baby! He dunno how to fry bacon, even, without burnin it!

She jumps up and grabs hold of me.

Jim, Jim! says she, all teary, you promise me that you wont leave him!

Ill stay as close as hell let me, says I. Whats the matter with you? You act like you was in love with this gent?

I thought she was, too, the way she was actin and carryin on about you. But now she pushed herself away from me and says: It aint gentlemanly to talk like that to your sister, Jim, and you know it.

Dog-gone it, Frank, says I, whats wrong with that I said?

He aint no moren a stranger to me, says Frank. Besides, I really dont care if I never see him again!

That was too much for me. After her carryin on about you bein the best gent in the world, it beat me. Dont it beat you, Al?

Allan sighed again. His heart and his brain had been in such a dizzy whirl during this related conversation that he had hardly been able to draw a breath; now the ending let him down so abruptly that he could hardly believe what he was hearing.

Im afraid that I could never understand her, Jim, he said.

Forget her, said Jim, chuckling. She was always that way. You never could get her cornered. She was meant to be a man. She rides like a man and she shoots like a man and dog-gone me if she aint as square as a man!

Ah, yes! said Allan. I would wager my life that she is all you say.

By the way, before I left, she scratched a couple of words on a piece of paper and give them to me to give you. Here they are.

He took an envelope from his pocket which Allan received with trembling hands and opened gingerly, as though precious gold dust might be wasted from the interior if due care were not used. He spread out the sheet of paper which was contained within, lighted a match, and therein he read only this:

Dear Old Al: Youre an ace. Frank.

This cryptic document he perused thrice over, with blurred eyes, until at last he folded the paper carefully, inserted it in the envelope, and replaced the letter in his pocket.

After all, said Allan thoughtfully, there are some things which one hardly cares to understand. Dont you think so, Jim?


13. SLOW ALLAN MEETS CHRISTOPHER
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TWO DAYS LATER Allan sat with his back against a scrub oak, watching roan Mustard nibble at the tough, sun-dried grama grass; and when he tired of watching Mustard, he turned his attention to his target practice. For he was working assiduously and had been for two days, to master the intricacies of gunfire with a long-barreled Colt. Young Jim Jones, a master indeed with all manner of firearms, had taught him methods of sliding a revolver swiftly out of the holster into the hand and firing so that the draw and the explosion of the gun came at one and the same instant, so to speak. But Allan could not imitate the smooth, lightning flash of which Jims draw consisted; he was not one of those who have within them stores of nerve energy, like static electricity, ready to flash into convulsive action. His draw was terribly slow, and he knew that it always would be slow. But another trick had been successfully taught him by Jim, and that was to point his gun instead of sight it.

It is an old trick, after all, and as a rule is not a particularly good one. It varies in value according to the person who acquires it. It is based upon the fundamental truth that most people, when they point at an object, point quite straight — an unstudied directness. Some, indeed, are remarkably accurate and a few will point with a forefinger as certainly as an expert can level a rifle and, of course, much more easily and swiftly. For these the trick has the greatest value. When a revolver is drawn from the holster in close fight, there is not time, of course, to raise it shoulder high and drop it on the mark. As a matter of fact, a great many gun fighters have filed the sights entirely off their guns, so as to be reasonably sure that there will be no friction in drawing the Colt from the holster. Before a man could raise his revolver high and discharge it — in a close fight — he would have received at least three bullets in his body. And Allan, fatally slow in the draw itself, must at least fire from the hip the instant his muzzle was clear of the holster. That became possible for him when it was discovered that he was one of those fortunate people who point straight naturally. The forefinger he placed along the barrel of the weapon as he fired, pulling the trigger with the second finger of either hand. And, as straight as he could point, so straight could he shoot.

The results were amazing. His snap shooting had been as ridiculous in aim as in speed until the idea of pointing was explained to him by Jim. Then, at a distance of thirty feet, he planted four out of six shots somewhere in the body of a tree which was hardly more than a foot in diameter — and this while working the trigger as fast as it could be pulled!

Of course it was by no means a very brilliant display — except for a beginner. And when it came to firing at very small or very distant objects, Allan was uniformly poor with a gun. With a rifle, m fact, he could do nothing. It was only with a revolver, shooting at close range at a fairly large object, that he was effective, but when all the conditions favored him, the results were truly surprising. He became so expert that as he and Jim cantered down a trail and fired for practice at the trees nearby, he actually struck the target more frequently than his tutor! But if he lamented his inability to shoot at distant marks, Jim Jones gave him the grim reassurance that men did not die in open battle under the sky but by sudden explosions of hatred or rage across a card table, or on meeting in the street. A ten-pace duel was generally a long distance one! For the simple reason that the duels were always impromptu.

Thus encouraged, Allan devoted every spare moment to the perfecting of his newly acquired art. How much he might have to depend upon it no one could tell, since he had taken upon himself the duty of protecting the brother of Frances. Nor was that all, for since he broke open the jail at El Ridal he was outlawed from the society of all law-keeping citizens as much as Jim Jones or even Harry Christopher himself.

So, as he rested his back against the tree trunk, he worked diligently. Over and over again he twisted the gun as fast as his fingers could fly, out of the holster, covered a target without raising the weapon above the height of his hip, and fired. His targets consisted of a black-faced rock which scarred white whenever a bullet drove against it, a rotten fence post whose fellows had long since disappeared, and the trunk of a sapling.

The nearest was within twenty paces, and the farthest within twenty-five, yet in twenty rounds he scored only one miss and was telling himself, with a sort of quiet savagery which was new to his nature, that had there been men before him they must all have been struck down. Then suddenly, he felt, rather than heard or saw, something stirring behind him.

It must be Jim, returned from the head of the valley to which he had ridden on before to see Harry Christopher and arrange for the bringing in of a recruit. But when Allan turned, he saw not the handsome features of Jim, but a swarthy, broad man with a weary expression. Altogether, there was a shade of the profoundest gloom on his brow. He leaned against one among a cluster of tall rocks, his arms folded. Seeing that he was observed, he nodded to Allan not a greeting, but a concession to the habit of courtesy.

Keep right on, son, said he.

He could not have been more than three or four years older, and yet his tone and his manner was that of middle age. To be sure, his hair was gray, and his face deeply lined, but he had the unmistakable appearance of ruined youth rather than of broken-down middle age.

Im through shooting, said Allan, putting up his revolver.

You dont clean a gun when youve finished usin it? asked the stranger sharply.

One might have thought that the weapon belonged to him and that it was a personal injustice to him if the Colt were not treated in the correct manner. However, Allan made no difficulty about answering the most impertinent questions. Besides, this man looked like one who had been a little unhinged, mentally, by the falling of many sorrows upon his shoulders.

Im told not to clean my guns, said Allan, until Im by myself — or with people whom I know.

His mildness made the other only the more irritable, to all appearances. Meanin that Id cut your throat if your back was turned to me, I suppose?

This was ill nature so causeless and so gross that Allan lifted his head and stared at his companion; he did not reply a single syllable. Yet his restraint was by no means favorably noted by the gloomy man:

Talk out whats bitin you, he commanded. Dont sit there mopin about it. You dont like what I said?

Friend, said Allan, still as gentle as ever, you seem to have been in trouble lately. Im a peaceable man, sir, and I have no wish to add to your troubles.

Add to em? thundered the other, red with irresponsible rage. What could you add to me?

Again Allan was forced to be silent.

Some of you kids, went on the other sneering, have a way of thinkin like that. You blaze away with a Colt for a couple of hours and you think that you know somethin about it. Lemme tell you that handlin a Colt right is like paintin a picture. Partly its born inside of you and partly its got to be learned with half a lifetime of dog-gone hard work.

I suppose so, said Allan. For my part, I make not the slightest pretext of being an expert with weapons. I only feel that Im extremely lucky to have hit the targets as often as I have just done.

Targets? What targets? roared this implacable quarreler. Allan pointed them out.

Them aint targets, snarlingly came back the stranger. Why not start in shootin at the hills themselves?

But, said Allan, those targets are as large as men. In a fight—

Youd be able to do a murder. There aint any doubt about that. But gents dont practice all their lives sos theyll be able to use a gun; they practice sos theyll never have to use it! Over this peculiar maxim Allan brooded for some time, without hurry, deeply involved in the intricacies of the suggestions. At length he nodded and regarded his companion with much admiration.

Thats a peculiar way to put it, but I think I understand. I say you practice sos you wont have to shoot to kill. Suppose you, now, was to try to make a gun play agin me. Would I kill you because Im faster on the draw than you? Nope. Id simply put a ball through your hip thatd teach you not to talk so smart to the next gent you met up with.

And, stepping forth from the rock a little, he looked with a sort of cruel hunger upon Allan. The latter dared not reply. In the first place, he had not the slightest doubt but that this fellow was capable of shooting him to bits. In the second place, a chilly atmosphere breathed from this stranger. There was no encouragement for rash advances when one was in his presence.

Here, said the gloomy stranger, laying a hand upon the butt of his gun, is what Id call shootin. Look yonder at the bird on that dog-gone branch—

He jerked his head in the designated direction and he saw that a bird, perhaps frightened away from the place in the beginning by Allans fusillade directed against the three targets, had returned to discover the cause of all of this noise and its cessation.

Are you going to kill it? asked Allan sadly.

Not without givin it a fightin chance. I aint no murderer — not even of birds!

So saying, he whipped out his gun, fired, and the little twig on which the bird had been sitting fell to the ground. The bird itself dropped a foot or so into space before it recovered and darted off. Once more the gun spat and tossed its nose. The bird dodged sharply; two or three tiny feathers, knocked adrift, floated downward as slowly as if the still air had been a well of water.

There was an oath from the marksman; there was a sigh of relief from Allan.

By heaven! thundered this strange fellow. I think youre glad that the darn bird got away!

Mildness, as it has been seen, was the leading feature in the soul of Vincent Allan, but now he felt an electric irritability spring up in his heart. He found himself examining the stranger carefully and focusing his attention upon two points — the pit of the stomach and the point of the jaw. Little nervous ripples ran through the striking muscles along his arms and his thick shoulders twitched. But he only sighed again. For he told himself that to attack this fellow, no matter what the latters insolence, was to invite death. Yet it would almost be worth death to have the privilege of striking him once. His conduct was almost intolerable.

Youre angry, said Allan. Youre trying to pick trouble with me; but I- dont want to have any trouble.

I knowed that you wouldnt, sneered the other, with obvious meaning.

In fact, said Allan, rising to his feet, I think Ill leave you.

Wait a minute, said the bully. I aint said that you could go.

There was a shortening of breath in Allan; by the peculiar sensation in his cheeks he knew that he was smiling, although he had no desire to, and blood surged into his brain until his temples throbbed.

My friend, said Allan, measuring his words and his voice, it will be much better for me to go now. I have no desire to do you any harm.

The other gaped at him. You aint got — no desire — kid, have you gone dippy?

Keep back from me, said Allan.

Dyou mind telling me how you could do me any harm?

With my hands, said Allan a little huskily, and he took half a pace forward. With my hands, sir!

And how would them hands get a chance to grab me?

I am not ignorant of your skill, said Allan, but if the first bullet did not instantly kill me — if I lived to place my hands upon you — I assure you that you would die with me.

Something made the other leap suddenly back.

Heaven help me! he cried, half laughing, half astonished, and certainly with an entirely new voice. I believe you mean it, and I believe you could do it. Hey — Jim! Come call him off!

And here Jim Jones came hastily from behind the rocks, smiling, but a little pale.

You ran that race too dog-gone close to the finish to suit me, he said. Dyou believe what I was tellin you?

I do, said the stranger solemnly. And you might introduce us, Jim.

Al, this here is Harry Christopher. Harry, this is Al Vincent.

They shook hands, looking one another closely in the eye, as men do who have seen enough of one another to respect what they know and desire to know more.

The manner of Christopher had become greatly altered. He was still smiling as he shook the hand of Allan.

When Jim come up with word that you wanted to join us, he said, I figured that Id come down and try you out. They aint no place in a gang like mine for a gent that aint got some iron in him. Well, Al Vincent, you look like the right stuff to me. If you want to join us, come in and welcome. Well drink to him now, Jim, eh?

He drew a flask from his pocket, tipped it at his lips, and then passed it to Jim, coughing and choking over the fiery strength of the stuff. Jim, in turn, pledged the new member most heartily, and the third turn was that of Allan. But he paused with the flask in his hand.

Whats wrong, asked Harry Christopher. Are you changin your mind, Al?

I never drink, said Allan. It makes my head so dizzy, you know!


14. TRUE SPORTSMANSHIP
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THERE WERE SIX blanket rolls around the edges of the room, but there were only five men seated about the stove, a patched and shattered stove, eaten through with rust here and there so that the flames gleamed now and then and puffs and curls of smoke were constantly rising. Above it the pipe staggered up to the roof, bound about and secured with bits of wire. But for all the smoke which rose from it, the stove was the most necessary bit of furniture in the chamber. Even when it was kept roaring day and night, the dampness soaked up through the boards of the flooring and cold wet winds, filled with the harvest of cold which they had gathered from the snows of the summit, swept in under the big pines and whistled through the chinks of the wretched walls of the shack, stabbing the men with icy drafts which made them shudder from time to time.

An hour of work would have patched those walls and made them proof against the storm, but the five had greater things to occupy their minds than the mere patching of a rickety house. They preferred to alternately roast and shiver in this damp house while they conned over and over the scheme which held them there. And though the cold weather might be unfortunate, at least they were secure, here, against a greater danger, and that was from the long arms of the law which were reaching out for them, fumbling constantly to find them. Here near the crests of the mountain, wrapped about in the gloom of the pine forest, they could develop their plans and let the law fumble and reach in vain toward them.

Jim Jones was the least significant of the five. Next to him was the long and lank form of Hank Geer, perpetually swallowing a triangular, jutting Adams apple which perpetually rose again. He was a famous man, was Hank. He was useful in the extreme to any criminal society for the very good reason that there was nothing which he would not attempt. He was reckless, it might be said, by calculated principle. For when a man has the burden of half a dozen murders upon his head he knows, as Hank Geer knew, that the recompense is coming and will not be long delayed. He had done enough to warrant many deaths; therefore he was willing to keep on doing, convinced that to reform would now be impossible and that to hide from the law was also too great a task. Sooner or later he must be searched out and he must go down; in the meantime, his one overmastering desire was to die in action. He dreaded not the death by a pistol shot, but the death by the rope, with the trial, condemnation, and the grisly wait in the condemned cell. Upon these things his mind constantly brooded; they would not out; and the more dare-devil the adventure which was proposed, the better he liked it; for even if he failed in all else, he would gain if he could find death in action.

Beside this gloomy figure was the yegg, Lefty Bill Mason, who had cracked safes in every part of the country and who was convinced that there were many more which must succumb to his wits. He had a magic way with steel doors. And some men said that those pointed, foxlike ears of his were able to read the heart of a combination! He was a bundle of good nature and nerves and the vital soul of every enterprise which he entered. His companion on the other side was no less a person than Sam Buttrick, who had graduated from the ranks of the prize fighters and brought his small head and massive blunt jaw to greater works of art. Guns were not altogether at home in his huge hands; the knife was his favorite weapon, but better even than the knife was it to get his square- tipped fingers upon an enemy. He was outlawed not because he loved crime, but because he needed the stimulus of terrible danger. Sitting about a house he was a most lethargic individual, but when the time came for the commission of the crime, he blossomed like flowers under a warm May sun and became most gay. It might be said of Sam Buttrick that he was not vicious out of malice but because viciousness was inborn in his nature. The last member of the group was Harry Christopher

They sat in a semicircle before the stove with a large piece of paper upon the floor which they dwelt upon with their eyes There was a map sketched upon it by the skillful hand of Lefty Bill Mason; from time to time he stooped to make some alteration. He seemed more interested in the map as a work of his art than in the crime which they were now projecting with such consummate care.

For all things were done carefully under the management of Harry Christopher. He succeeded by the detailed elimination of evil chances.

The scheme now under consideration was of the first magnitude. It embraced an attempt upon a cash shipment of three quarters of a million, and the minor details had been arranged to the last stage. Harry Christopher delivered a brief resume.

Heres where we got to get in our work, he said. When the train hits Gully, theyre goin to switch the guards, and one of the new guards is Tom Morris. Understand?

Who done that? asked Sam Buttrick. Who got Tom in as a guard?

One of the smartest gents in the world, said Harry Christopher. His name is Money.

He tilted back on the box which served him as a chair, chuckling with the greatest satisfaction.

Ill tell you what money can do! It can pass a gent through the eye of a needle, if it wants to. It can make black look white. It bought the news about how much money was goin to be in this here shipment. It bought the news about what train it would be shipped on, and how many would guard it and what would be their names. But almost the most important of all was to get one of my boys named among the guards; and what dyou think? It cost only a hundred bucks! He laughed with a venomous content. It aint what you spend. Its the way that you spend it. Ive put out twenty thousand in flat cash here and there to get the news that I wanted; but only a hundred was all that I needed to put Tom Morris inside of that car as a guard.

Twenty thousand! said Sam Buttrick, whose brute mind had paused to grasp only one particle of this statement. Twenty thousand for news!

That aint nothin, answered Lefty Bill. Mostly the boys have to pony up with a quarter to a third of everything they haul down to the gents inside that furnish the lay to em.

They got no cash, responded Harry Christopher scornfully. Them poor, driveling fools is workin for the sake of the fun in it, not for the cash. Take one of them bums like Twister Matthews or Lew Shawney thats talked about so much — what do they get out of their work? Just enough to keep em with a taste of high life in their mouths, thats all. Theyre hired, you might say, by the skunks that lay back and take none of the chances. Ill show you how they work it. Suppose that Im on the inside of an office. I know about a big money shipment. Well, I send out to a bird like this Twister or Lew, and they say, Here — you take half and gimme half, and well call it quits. Ill take my share after youve pulled down the stuff.

How, asked Buttrick, rubbing the back of his hand over the bruised and flattened button which served him as a nose, how can the gents on the inside be sure that the gents like us, after we got our paws on the coin would live up to our promise and give em a half?

Because, said Harry Christopher promptly, the minute that one of em was double crossed, the word would spread around among the whole of the gents that handle coin, that Twister, say, is crooked. The minute that that news gets around, Twister couldnt get enough real news about shipments and such things to be worth five cents. He might as well go out of business. But as I was sayin, most of the boys have to do business on credit. They say: Tell me where to pick up fifty thousand and Ill give you half. But that aint my way. I pick out a gent that needs coin bad and that knows what I need to know. I wait till his rent comes due, and his kids needs clothes, and his wife is down sick. Thats what I wait for. Then I slip around to him and I say: Kid, all you got to do is to open your trap and say six words; an Ill pay you a thousand a word. Are you on? Thats all there is to it. Simple, if you know how to work it!

Suppose they wont kick through? asked Sam Buttrick, his jaw dropping, so profound was his interest in the details of these criminal maneuvers which were beyond the ken of his brute mind.

If they wont kick through, try somebody else that might know. If you cant get somebody else, you go back to the first gent. His doc has told him by this time that his wife had ought to have a trip to Florida for the winter. You know that line? You take him and say: Ten thousand cash I Here it is in my hand I

That always gets em? muttered Buttrick.

I aint ever failed, answered the chief sneeringly.

Well, said Lefty suddenly, where do we get at the train?

Dont rush, said the captain with the same tone of contempt. I got all the details worked out. But I want you all here before I tell em to you. Wheres the kid?

Al went for a walk, I think, said Jim.

I told him to keep close, said the captain. Whatn the devil does he mean by leavin the place?

I dunno, said Jim. I guess he got sort of restless. Hell be careful.

He dunno enough to be careful, put in Hank — the first word he had spoken in an hour.

He dunno enough to do. nothin! responded Buttrick. He dont look much to me — that kid.

What hes doin with you, Harry, said Lefty Bill, beats us all, and thats flat. Jim is a good kid, and I suppose that Al Vincent is his friend, but what Al can do that figures him in with us, I dunno!

He rides, said Hank, like an old woman on a plow hoss. He cant shoot none. He cant talk none. He dont know nothin. He acts like a boob and dog-gone me if I dont think that he is a boob!

Whats the word, chief? asked Buttrick.

When the time comes, said the chief, youll see him come through well enough. At least, hes a strong man.

Lemme work two minutes alone on that kid, said Buttrick sneeringly, an Ill mash his face in for him. Thats what I think about him bein strong. I dont worry about his strength!

Youve heard what hes done?

I dont give a dam about hearin. I care about seein. Ive heard a lot of queer things since I come West, but I aint seen much that was worth seein. Let the kid show.

Hank and Lefty Bill nodded their heads and the chief, after a survey of their faces, nodded likewise.

Theres the kid now, he said. I can hear him whistlin. Sam, you think that you can handle the kid. Well, well leave you in here alone with him. You do your best. But, mind you, dont try no gun play or knife play, because if you do, though you might kill the kid, Ill tell you sure that hell kill you, too, before hes ended. He cant be stopped!

He uttered this last warning in a tone so solemn that all were impressed; and even Sam Buttrick seemed a little abashed.

It aint because I doubt your judgment that I doubt the kid— he began.

But Christopher shook his head in token that he wanted to hear no more. He had seen the doubts of his crew concerning young Al Vincent, as the latter called himself, growing darker and darker from day to day, and he knew that there was only on© thing to do, and that was to let the kid fight his way into some sort of recognition.

Youve made your choice, he said darkly to Buttrick. Youre forty pounds heavier than the kid. Youve had your turn in the ring. You ought to be able to handle him easy. And you say that all you want is a chance at him. Well, Sam, you get your chance. Were goin out, all of us. Well wait outside for ten minutes. That ought to be long enough for you and him to settle up your troubles. So long!

With that, he turned upon his heel and left the place and the others trooped out after him. They passed Allan nearing the house, waved to him, and watched him go on with that peculiar effortless, ground-covering stride which was typical of him when he walked.

When he had disappeared into the shack, they took up a position to the windward of the place and waited. With the wind combing through the old building, it carried to them, in general, all the noises which sounded from the interior. Waiting there, they were.not long in hearing the trouble begin.

The front door had scarcely slammed behind the kid before the great, harsh voice of Sam Buttrick began to bellow.

That wont last long, said Jim Jones to the others. And if you want Sam to come out of this with a whole skin, youd better step back there and be ready to bear a hand!

The chief, however, merely raised a hand for silence. The others were lending all of their attention to the scene within the house of which they could not pick up, however, any intelligible words, but only the throaty roars of Sam Buttrick and, after these, the mere murmurs of Vincent Allan in response. This continued through a long two or three minutes, then stopped.

Somethings happened, said Lefty Bill. Lets go in and see!

Well stay here, said Harry Christopher. We promised Sam that he could have ten minutes, and well give him all of that time.

Whatevers happened is wound up already, said Jim Jones. And it lasted so dog-gone short that I figure it must of been knife work, chief. Sam has slipped his knife into the ribs of the kid — and if he has—

Stay where you are, said the chief sternly. If I got the say in this company still, youll all stay put right where you are. If Al couldnt stave off Buttrick — we dont want him with us. If he was fool enough to get knifed, well bury him all decent and proper, but there aint goin to be no hand laid on Sam. We invited him free and easy to step into this fight. He aint goin to collect no bad consequences. Thats flat and thats final!

There was no gainsaying Harry Christopher in such a black humor. In his heart of hearts, Jim Jones suspected that the chief had never forgiven Allan for the first encounter between them when, it might be said, Allan had called the formers bluff. At any rate, they waited now in the rear of the shack until the whole length of the ten minutes had elapsed — and like an eternity it seemed to Jim Jones before the signal was given. Then he was in the shack in a trice with Lefty Bill at his heels and the others following hard.

What he saw was a scene peaceful enough. The huge form of Sam Buttrick lay stretched upon the floor and beside him kneeled the kid, busily bathing his face and his breast with cold water and then fanning him vigorously with an old magazine.

Sam stumbled and hit his chin on the floor, said Allan mildly, and looked gravely up to the faces of the others.

They leaned, astonished. There was a large purplish welt along the side of Sams jaw. There was a lump on the back of his head. And across the knuckles of the right hand of Allan there was a flush of red.

Here Sam opened his eyes suddenly, gasped, choked, and then swayed to his feet. With one hand, strong as rock, Allan caught him under the pit of the arm and supported the reeling form.

I was telling them, said Allan gravely and loudly, how you stumbled and hit your chin on the floor. You understand, Sam?

Some of the cloud of pain, fury, and astonishment cleared from the swollen face of Sam Buttrick.

Mighty queer thing, said Sam Buttrick, now recovering rapidly. Caught my toe on a board on this fool floor and come down slam on my chin. Darn queer. Never had it happen to me before.

So saying, he glared about him at the circle of listeners, and they dared not grin in return.

Looks kind of funny, though, whispered Lefty Bill a little later, how a floor could of hit him on the jaw and the back of the head at the same time!


15. THE LETTERS FROM AL
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THE PARTNERSHIP OF Walter Jardine and Elias Johnston had become indissoluble, for having been friends and co-helpers in many triumphs, they were now riveted together by the disgrace of a failure which involved them both. Having lived on a mountain top of glory for many years, they were now brought down to the dust of the commonplace and surrounded by the amusement and the shrugged shoulders of those who had always stood in awe of them.

Lesser men would have sped away from El Ridal and gone to distant parts of the country where men did not know their shame. Rasher men would have plunged headlong onto the trail of Allan. Indeed, this was the advice of Jardine, but Elias Johnston would not hear of it.

If it was this tenderfoot himself and just him, he said, Id be for trailin him. But it aint him. Hes throwed in with Jim Jones and Jones is with Christopher. Even if we get the trail of Al Vincent, it would only lead us into the Christopher gang.

What could be better? said Jardine.

I can think of better ways of dying, said Elias Johnston. We might drop three or four of em, but theyd be sure to get us in the long run.

Whatll we do, then?

Set right here in El Ridal.

And hatch a lot of laughter, said Jardine. Ill be doin a killin if this here keeps up much longer. That old fool Carpenter laughed plumb in my face to- day.

You wont do no killin, said Johnston. I say that well set right here and wait.

For what? said Jardine.

Johnston became a Socrates. He sat up on the edge of his chair and jabbed his questions at his companion briefly, with a pointing forefinger to give them emphasis.

How did young Al come here?

On a hoss, I suppose.

Hell come back on a hoss, too. But who brought him here?

Why, the girl, I guess.

All right, what happened?

You ought to know.

Im askin you.

Words is cheap. He come here and grabbed Jim Jones while Jim was tryin to get in to see his sister.

Why did he do that?

To get the name of it and the coin, of course.

What did he do afterward?

Jardine grew purple. I aint goin into that.

Did he get Jones out of jail after hed put him in?

He sure enough did.

What make him do it?

I dunno. I aint no prophet, and I cant read the minds of fools!

He was a fool to do it, then?

He was.

He changed his mind about keepin Jones in jail and gettin the reward?

Sure. It looked that way, dont it?

What makes a fool out of a man?

Booze, I say—

Booze — right! Right! What next?

Women?

Right agin. You got a head on your shoulders, Walt. Well, then, was Al drinkin while he was in town?

Not that I heard about.

Did he have a breath when he come to tackle us at the jail?

The dam smooth-talkin hypocrite — no!

Then booze didnt make no fool out of him, but women did.

Maybe that follers.

Who was the woman?

You mean — Frances Jones — Jims sister?

I mean her, I guess.

What makes you think so?

Is she pretty?

Like a picture.

Is she dog-gone nice to talk to?

She sure is.

Well, then, shes the kind that makes fools out of men. Look here. Who would Al please by settin Jim free?

Jim and his sister, I guess.

He done it to please the girl, then.

I guess so.

Then hes lost his head about her.

Maybe so.

If hes lost his head about her, will he stay away from her?

I guess not

Where is she now?

Right here in El Ridal, I guess.

Then will he come right back here to El Ridal?

Not unless hes a fool.

Weve already pretty nigh proved that hes a fool, aint we?

There was an exclamation from Jardine. You mean that we hang about and watch the girl.

Shes our bait, old son. We watch her and we catch the sucker!

Howll we do it?

Go right to the hotel and put up there. If folks talk, let em talk. Well watch her and well watch her mail.

How can we do that?

When does the mail train come in?

Once a day, about eight oclock, evening.

Soon as its sorted, is the mail that goes to the hotel took up there?

Sure.

What happens to it?

Its brought around and put under the door of the rooms.

Well, son, when mail comes for Frank Jones, well be handy around to get it before she does. Aint that sense? And you can lay to it that some of that mail will be comin from young Al!

Upon these suggestions Walter Jardine agreed to act, and the two of them promptly rented a room in the hotel where they lived very quietly, letting it be known that they were getting ready to do some trapping among the mountains. They had two occupations. One was to follow Frank Jones at a distance every day, no matter where she went or what she did. One was to watch the evening mail and see what letters came for the girl.

It was a program simple to execute. There was no more suspicion in Frank than there might have been in a child. She lived very quietly and, apparently, contentedly in El Ridal. In the day she rode her pinto through the hills in the morning and in the afternoon she visited friends in the town, for she had not been there three days before she knew every one in the place. At night, she went to bed early. And when she rode out, Johnston or Jardine were sure to pick her up shortly after she left the town and trail quietly behind her. At night, too, when the mail came in, and when it was distributed to the doors of the guests in the hotel, though the proprietor who executed this mission usually rapped at the doors, he never disturbed the girl. Her mail was left pushed half through the crack beneath the door, and here Elias Johnston, light-footed as a gliding snake, came to steal it and carry it away to his room. There they steamed open the flap and slipped out the folded sheets which were contained.

There were many letters, after the first few days, and nearly all of them were from girlhood friends who lived in the home country of Frances. Now and again they came across the stiff and stilted letter of some youth from the same district, someone far more eloquent with a quirt or a rope than with a pen. Through these labored scrawls they waded laboriously, and night after night, having completed their tasks, they carried the letters back, having carefully resealed them, and replaced them beneath the door of her room.

Both of them had moral scruples. But Elias Johnston hit upon a bit of sophistry which eased their consciences.

What were doin, he said, is to try to keep her away from this gent. It aint nothin in our pockets but trouble. But it means maybe that well be able to keep her from bein foolish with a crook. Thats the only way to look at it.

Here was a sufficient excuse to put them both entirely at their ease, and when the haul came, it could be relished with an undiminished joy. There was nothing remarkable about the envelope except the almost feminine precision and delicacy with which the address was written. So carefully drawn were the letters that all character disappeared from them.

In fact, Elias Johnston was for returning the letter unopened.

A big-handed gent like Al, he said, wouldnt push a pen as plumb pretty as that.

We aint missin no chances, said Jardine, though its a cinch that a girl must of wrote this.

So they steamed open the flap and drew out the contents and read:



Dear Frank: Jim thinks that its better for me to write to you because his handwriting might be known in El Ridal. This is to let you know that we are safely in the mountains. Jim is happy and looks very well.

It seems at present that we are to come down toward El Ridal before long. Not to stop there, but passing near by it. In case we do, one of us or both of us will try to come to the town to see you. That is, if we are passing during the night. If you hear two short whistles and then two long ones, youll know that one of us is beside the hotel. Then if youll come down from the hotel the back way youll find one of us or both of us waiting behind the sheds among the brush. Yours faithfully, Al.

Jim misses you a lot and talks about you all the time.



The treasure was in their hands, it seemed, at last, and a great recompense for their long torture and their long waiting.

But it sure dont look like he would bust himself wide open to get down, said Walter Jardine. Love? That dont have no sound like love to me, Johnston. Yours faithfully is a devil of a way to wind up a letter from a gent to the girl he loves. Aint that so?

Have you ever wrote one? asked Johnston, grinning.

I have, said Jardine brazenly. Ive wrote a pile of em. And the finish of the dog-gone worst of the lot was hot as lightin compared with the finish of that there letter. If thats love, Im simple in the head. Look at the wind-up. Jim misses you a lot. Sounds like the letter was dictated by Jim, not wrote out of the head of Al. Sounds just about as warm an kind-hearted as a letter that a brother would write to his sister.

Upon these observations Elias Johnston brooded for a time. But he said finally: You cant tell. This here love is a queer kind of a disease. Sometimes it makes a gent laugh. Sometimes it makes him cry. Sometimes it makes him talk like a fool. Sometimes it makes him shut up like an owl. There aint no way of figuring it. Ive tried before. What he says about Jim missin her most likely is meant for himself.

You do a pile of guessin. It dont buy nothin, insisted Walter Jardine. Leastwise, we can lay and wait for em and theys one chance in ten that itll be the gent we want. Even if it was only Jim Jones, itd be a lot bettern nothin.

It would, admitted Elias. But Im here to state that Ill lay ten to one that the gent that shows up will be young Al himself. Will you take that?

Walter Jardine regarded the other calmly out of his bull eyes. Then he rose from his chair, crossed the room, and from his coat plucked forth a wallet.

I got five hundred here, he said. You can cover that with five thousand if you got it, partner.


16. CHRISTOPHER HOLDS A GRUDGE
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THE PROBLEM WHICH lay before Harry Christopher and his men, though on the face of it simple, had complications which were most severe. At the town of Gully, Tom Morris was to become one of the guards. Between that point and the town of Cranston, there was a district of low, rolling hills. Beyond Cranston, the train descended into the flat, open country. If the train were not held up before Cranston, the robbery would have to be performed in the midst of a country where towns were comparatively thick and populous and where a complicated network of telephone and telegraph would carry the tidings from one place to another and a hundred bands of pursuers would have an excellent opportunity of cutting off the retreat of the plunderers, supposing that all went well with them in the actual robbery. It was necessary, therefore, that the holdup should take place between Gully and Cranston.

This was in itself a considerable stretch, but even here there were difficulties. It was a farming rather than a herding country. Little villages were numerous. The same difficulties, in short, which threatened the robbers in the flat lands beyond Cranston, were still a danger between Cranston and Gully, though those dangers were to a certain extent lessened because the ground was rougher and because there were, here and there, bits of forest to shroud the pursued and in which they could take at least momentary refuge if they were too closely pursued. Still, if an alarm went forth, from many and many a farm, units would ride forth to swell the posses, which were sure to be both numerous and determined. There were reasons behind this surety. In the first place, half a dozen crimes of some magnitude, including a train robbery of the first importance, had actually occurred in the region within the past two years and the men had been given an opportunity to learn how to work together to cover their district. More than that, they had not only been trained, but the pack had been well blooded. For of the half- dozen crimes, in four cases the pursuers had overtaken the miscreants and run them to the earth. They were naturally proud, therefore, of such a high percentage. They boasted that the crime wave had died out in their vicinity and that criminals sought other and easier hunting grounds.

Besides, the people of Cranston County were capable men of action quite beyond the average of the usual agrarian populations. They lived in a foothill district as has been said, with streaks and stretches of forest hither and yon, and just above them the mountains swelled up to great heights, with the big Cranston River rushing down toward the plains. Over those rough foothills and through the upper mountains, the men of the county hunted in the autumn every year. They were men born with rifles in their hands, so to speak, and their marksmanship was as keen as their hunting trips were frequent.

Yet it was in this district that the train must be intercepted. There was no help for it, and Harry Christopher frankly warned his associates in the band that with their work they were almost sure to raise up a most formidable nest of hornets that might sting them all to death. Neither were his followers so foolhardy as to consider the risk small. They were all of sufficient experience to realize the danger that lies in the strength of honest men and supporters of the law banded together even against the wits of the most expert and hardened lawbreakers. But the prize was great. There was three-quarters of a million dollars in hard cash to be distributed among them if they won.

That sum would be divided, all told, among about nineteen men. These were Tom Morris, who would be aboard the train as a guard, Jeff Stevens, who would board the train at Gully, ride as blind baggage toward Cranston, and on the way, at the appointed place, climb over the tender, and hold up the fireman and the engineer; and in addition to these and the five men who were with Harry Christopher, Steve Yerxa was bringing up ten old adherents of Christopher from the south and these would draw to a head at a convenient place where they could await the last-minute instructions of the chief out of whose brain the entire scheme had been born. Nineteen men made a considerable band, but to attempt the holdup with fewer might be difficult, considering that there were heavily armed guards in the treasure car and that the train might well have aboard it thirty or forty Westerners, each with a revolver which he knew how to use and, if occasion offered, would use. The passengers would have to be marched out of the cars and lined up, partly that they might be plundered in detail and partly that they might be under the eyes of the robbers, every man, while a detail of the assailants sacked the rich booty in the express car.

Nineteen men, under these considerations, would not be too many. And there was really plenty of spoil for them all. To the leader, Harry Christopher, there was to be assigned no less than a quarter of the entire proceeds, and even after he volunteered to pay off the expenses of the expedition which had to be met before the robbery was so much as attempted, he would still have no less than two hundred and fifty thousand dollars as his single portion! But to every one of the others who were joined in the attempt, there would accrue a magnificent reward of more than forty thousand dollars in money!

To poor Vincent Allan, the very attempt to conceive such a sum was an effort which strained his mental powers. He had been accustomed to think of money in an impersonal manner. While he often handled large sums in the bank in Manhattan, still those sums had little more meaning than if he had read of them in a book. They had no relation to him. All that he knew of coin was the beggarly small stipend which he received at the end of each week in an envelope. But the prospect of receiving forty thousand dollars — and more — was a dazzling thing.

Not that he would keep it. Of course he could not do that. But if the daring scheme succeeded, which he greatly doubted, he would take his portion of the profits and send them back to the company which would have been so boldly robbed. Not if the prize had been a million would it tempt him for an instant. For honesty had been ingrained in his nature as deep as his simplicity.

He had only one purpose and that was to stay as close by the side of Jim Jones as possible throughout this affair and protect him in every manner. That would be a small answer in the eyes of the law, he knew. But it would be a great thing in the eyes of Frances, and it would be a great thing in his own eyes, for he had come to love Jim.

Thinking thus of the possibilities of the action that lay before them and of what it might mean to him in the end, he was amazed to see men so hardheaded and so experienced as Lefty Bill, for instance, now most lightheartedly calculating in what fashion he could spend his portion of the loot. He and all the others were as confident as though the money was already actually in possession. They talked almost as though the deed had already been performed. There was only a single exception, and that was Harry Christopher. The captain never varied in his gravity. And sometimes it seemed to Allan that he could detect the leader sitting back, as it were, and studying and judging with contempt these lesser creatures who did his bidding-and whom he despised for their obedience and their blindness to the dangers which were before them. Once, indeed, that flash of insight was confirmed in a startling manner by Christopher himself who took Allan aside and said to him:

Now, Vincent, whats your plan for the spending of this here forty thousand that you got—

I havent seen it, said Allan.

Youll see it, old son. There aint no doubt about that!

Allan shrugged his shoulders. Im not counting on it until I see it, he said.

The chief scowled at him, If they was all like you, he declared, there wouldnt be no holdups; there wouldnt be nothin done exceptin sittin tight at home and sleepin and eatin.

It was plain that he did not approve of such reserve on the part of his assistants. What he wanted was a number of headlong adventurers, willing to confidently undertake any risk, no matter how great, and out of their confidence he could find an energy which would turn his schemes into real action. There could not be more than one doubter in any party. But in Allan a second conservative was provided. And, from that moment, Harry Christopher looked upon him with a dark eye. He disliked his new follower for some of the very qualities which he most prized in himself!

At this Allan could only partly guess. But to actually understand and appreciate the mind of Harry Christopher he felt was a task for too great for his powers. The brigand was like a star; and Allan conceived him only by glances at very clear moments and could not even follow him for a moment at other times.

They started for the work when there still remained a week before the appointed day of the robbery. They had a considerable distance to cover, however, and the leader was strict that the horses should not be tired out by a forced march to the scene of the crime when the full strength of every animal might be needed to take them to safety afterward. They did not proceed in a solid body. Instead, each man went by himself, and the routes they followed all differed according to the taste of the individuals. There was only one couple, and that consisted of Jim and Allan, who were linked together partly at the request of Jim and partly because Allan really needed a guide through the unknown districts through which he was expected to journey. They parted, then, with little ceremony. The captain, as he dismissed his men, made them a little speech. It was not at all polished and it was not at all emphatic, but it was to the point.

Gents, he said, you got seven days to get to the place where youre goin to meet me. What happens to you in between is your business. You pick out your own trails. If you get into trouble on the way, of course you dont figure in on this game. And a gent that gets into trouble before a party is pulled off, I dont want to ever have with me agin. When I see you come in at the right place and at the right time, I aint goin to look at you at all. Im goin to look at your hosses. If they look plumb fresh, Ill know that youve took your time, made a good easy march every day, and that youre goin to be in shape to work for yourselves and the rest of us after weve done the job on the train. But if I see a man of you comin in with a hoss that looks all ganted up and tuckered out, he dont figure in on the party at all. I dont care if hes my brother, Id tell him to start ridin and get out of the neighborhood because I didnt want to have him around me any more. Well, so long gents, and good luck to the whole of you!

With that, he had left them, riding off down a trail on his finely shaped brown mare which had been his companion in every adventure of the past five years, during which he had made his fortune. She was as famous, well-nigh, as was he. Allan went off at the side of Jim, thinking over the speech of the leader.

One would think, he said at last, that Christopher didnt care whether his men showed up or not.

He dont, answered Jim promptly.

Suppose that so many of them disappoint him that he cant hold up the train?

Then hell lose his time, his twenty thou that hes soaked into the job, and all his hopes. But hed rather have a loss like that, Ive heard him say, than have a whole bunch of blockheads around him that he cant depend on. You understand? If hes got a man around him thats weak, he says that its like having a weak link in a chain — it may drop the whole load one of these times! He wants nothin around him but men that he knows are the true steel, old- timer!

He added suddenly: Whats wrong between you and Harry?

I dont know, said Allan. Nothing, I hope. Ive followed orders.

Something is wrong, though.

What is it?

Well, Ive watched him looking at you sometimes and I could of swore that he was tryin to study you out and not bein able to understand. I could of swore, Al, that he was sort of afraid of you!

Allan pondered this remark quietly. And then he thought of a solution which was amusing and simple at the same time. It might very well be that the chief could not understand because, for the first time in his life, he had in his band an honest man. At least, the thought was pleasant. He wondered if this was the explanation.

The next remark of Jims was not nearly so pleasing.

And if Im right, said Jim, you want to look out. If Harry Christopher is afraid of you or any other man he wont rest until hes done em up. Thats his way!


17. AL DARES DANGER
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THE COURSE TOWARD Gully which Jim mapped out carried close past El Ridal, as Allan had hoped it would, but when Jim himself said nothing of attempting the dangerous visit to the town in order to see his sister, Allan had not the courage to make the suggestion. It was the third evening of their journey when they pitched their camp on the lip of the gorge and looked down through the trunks of the pines to where the yellow lights were beginning to shine in the blue heart of the valley. How Jim could see those lights without feeling an impulse like a whip urging him down toward the hollow, Allan could not understand until he remembered that after all Jim was only her brother.

In fact, young Jim had not a word to say concerning his sister while they pitched camp and hobbled the horses and cooked their supper over a fire of the most gingerly small proportions. His own thoughts were so firmly fixed upon that topic, and that topic alone, that he heard what Jim had to say only dimly.

Coming so close to El Ridal, naturally enough, Jim was thinking and talking of those two famous men of battle from whose hands he had been torn by Allan. So he sat with his shoulders cradled against a hummock of earth and told tales of great deeds which each had done singly and of the still greater things which they had accomplished by working together.

But the queerest thing of all, declared Jim, is that here we set as pretty as you please on the top of the house laughin down at the both of em!

Maybe theyre trailing us now? suggested Allan.

It brought a shudder from Jim; he could not help glancing suspiciously at a stir among the moon shadows which lay thick and soft beneath the pines. But it was only the sway of a sapling, cuffed by the wind.

They aint after us, breathed Jim. Old Christopher is keepin tab on em, and he gets word regular from El Ridal. Theyre still there settin quiet and turnin their thumbs one around the other. Whats in their heads? Whats their little game?

But Allan was now so lost in the contemplation of another subject that the last questions had to be repeated and with violence before he said: Perhaps theyre afraid, Jim.

It was a random answer, spoken because he did not wish to bother his head with the subject, but the effect was to make Jim gape at him.

Afraid? echoed Jim, Them two dunno what fear is. That word aint got any meanin for em! Afraid? Of us? Listen to me, old son; theyd eat a dozen like the two of us and figger that they hadnt had a fight.

But even this threat could not disturb the mind of Allan for very long. In another moment he had returned to his meditations; and Jim, giving up all effort at speech with such an unsociable companion, at length twisted himself in his blanket and lay down to sleep on a bed of thickly heaped pine needles.

He had hardly stretched himself out with a preliminary groan or two of comfort, when his breathing became thick, slow, and heavy.

So, in a trice, Allan found himself left alone in the middle of the mountain night. That sense of immeasurable bigness, the aching distances from the ground to the lofty tip of the pine tree, from the tree to the mountain summit, from the mountain peak to the cold white stars hanging in the thin immensity of space — this sense of prodigious size had at first weighed upon his brain and the first impulse had been to withdraw from it, to find shelter in a house, or to bend his eyes upon the ground. But, by degrees, his mind expanded to this prodigious frame. Those who dwell in cities cannot know the sky. They are only aware, now and again, of a pleasant blueness against which the bricks of some distant wall make a line of red; or they see, as they look up from an open carriage, a whirl of stars flowing through the heavens in a narrow street fenced in by the shadowy walls of the great buildings on either side. This is all that city dwellers can know of the sky. It was all that Allan knew. The sky was a place chiefly of importance when it poured down rattling hail, or rain, or soft, cold snow.

It was not in the same category after he went West. He sat now upon the ground with his head fallen back loosely upon his shoulders and stared upward with an earnest wonder and an ardent happiness. He felt, most of all, a sense of utter folly that he should have lived so many years with such wonders above his head and yet have paid no heed to them. He was like a man who sees that his neighbors daughter, suddenly has turned the corner of her life, as it were, and become a woman with a certain electric significance, something new in voice and hand and eye, something which can be studied long and long but the mystery never quite understood. So it was with Allan in the clearing among the pines on the edge of El Ridal Canon. He was tasting the lonely beauty of the mountain night as a new thing; he was growing drunk with it; and the more his heart swelled with this new delight the more impossible it became for him to drop his thoughts from the heaven to the black earth except to one place and to one person.

He had only to bend his head. The starry host slid out of his vision; the forested mountains swept up against the sky; then in the heart of the canon he was staring at the little cluster of yellow lights which were El Ridal. By day it was a wretched little village indeed, for then one could see its actual buildings, unpainted, ramshackle, as though made hastily and thrown down without design in the great canon at El Ridal.

But at night all one could see was the gleam of its windows, which seemed to represent the mind of man, not less mysterious and magnificent than all the glory of the stars and the mountains.

So it seemed to Allan, not clearly, but in a vague emotion which enthralled his brain; and when he thought of humanity, it looked back to him out of the bright eyes of Frances, for she was yonder among those yellow lights in the hollow!

With this, the dreamer looked at his companion, listened for an instant to the deep, regular breathing, and then rose carefully to his feet. Half an hour down the slope would take him to El Ridal. An hour would take him back again. And surely days and days before this, she had received the letter in which he had sent her the signal. He would be down and back long before morning, long before Jim awakened, sound sleeper that the latter was! Now that the idea had hold upon him, it increased in strength. It pushed him forward in frantic haste as though he were running a race until he reached the outskirts of the town, and stood among the trees beside the hotel. There he whistled his signal twice and went back behind the sheds, as agreed, to await the coming of the girl.

He had no thought, now, of those two formidable champions who so filled the mind of Jim Jones, yet he was wonderfully full of fear. It held him there among the trees with his breathing short and a dizziness in his mind; and it was the girl herself whom he so dreaded!

For, when he saw her, at last, coming through the shadows, a pale form, his heart grew so small in him that he had to stretch out his hand and support himself by leaning against the trunk of the nearest tree. He could not speak until she had come straight up to him, for she seemed to locate him by instinct even in the darkness. He could not speak even then, except to murmur an unintelligible word. Neither did she give him any greeting for a long moment, but seemed to be studying his face and in so doing came so close that her own features were no longer blurred. A high light glowed on her brow. It made her eyes seem marvelously deep and dark and gave her all the dignity of added years of age. Allan had been as eager as he was afraid; now, however, he only wished to turn and flee from her.

She said in her usual matter-of-fact manner: I knew it wouldnt be Jim. Jims sound asleep right now, I spose.

No joy at seeing him, then; only profound regret because Jim had not come to her!

He didnt know that I intended to come, said Allan feebly. I slipped away without waking him, you see.

She nodded again. I understand Jim. But what did you come to tell me?

The panic of Allan increased; he searched his mind and could find nothing. I dont know, he said.

The girl stamped her foot. Youve come down here and taken a chance that might get you half a dozen bullets for a free present. I guess you know that!

I hoped the danger would not be so great, said Allan. You knew itd be. But you come anyway. Tell me why? He could only sigh. Did Jim have a message for me? No.

Al, youre actin sort of simple. Whats wrong? Dyou mean to say youve come down here for — fun! You?

Her bewilderment and her dawning scorn, it seemed, put a cruel whip upon the shoulders of Allan. It was to see you, he said at last, simply. At this she gasped. Words were ever ready on her tongue, but now they failed her.

And I really, he explained in his own heavy way, thought that I would have something to say when I saw you, Frank. Look here, said the girl, are you on the level about this, Al? You come down here and take a chance on bein blowed in two just for4he sake of saying Hello to me? It sounds foolish, said Allan. Im sorry. Jiminy! breathed the girl. Its crazy. Plain batty. Go back right now and get on your hoss and ride as fast as you can to get clean shut of El Ridal. This aint no private hospital for you. Quick, Al! Wheres your hoss?

Where I left Jim, he answered lamely. It brought another furious outbreak from the girl. You walked in? Of all the poor, bogged down — but listen to me, Al. How are we goin to get you out of this?

We? murmured Allan. Dont you worry about me, Frank. Ill manage for myself.

Hm! said she. It dont look to me like you was none too good for managin your own business. Well, now youve seen me, and weve said hello, and I know that Jim is well and too mean to come to see me himself — theres nothing left except for you to start back the way you came.

She was so quick with her words, and so matter of fact, that poor Allan could not make his brain function with a response. He could only stammer: Theres one thing more—

What is it? she snapped out.

I dont know—

Al, whats wrong with your head?

Its slow, he broke out desperately. Theres something inside of it that I want to tell you, Frank, but it wont come out.

She began to nod, and he could see her smile.

Good old Al, she said, putting a kindly hand upon his arm. Youre better a million times than any of these smooth-talkin, smart-actin boys. Take your time, then tell me whats wrong.

All through their interview she had seemed to be growing older and wiser; he had seemed to himself to be dwindling into youth and insignificance, and now the burden of her pity was an added load which almost crushed him. Besides, he knew now that he could never, really, put what was in his heart into words. So he shook his head and said, rather sadly: Its no use, Frank. It seemed to me, five minutes ago, that when I saw you Id have a thousand things to say. But theyve all disappeared.

But at least you know the main drift, said she.

Chiefly about you, Frank. I wanted to tell you of the ways in which I have been thinking about you. He drew a great breath as he remembered all the times of wretched loneliness. I wanted to tell you that it has seemed more than a year since—

At this, with a little, startled cry, she caught him by both arms and drew him forth out of the shadow of the tree so that the light of the heavens fell dimly upon his face.

Al! she whispered to him. Are you tryin to make love to me?

Love? murmured Allan aghast. Ive never thought of such a thing in my life! No, no — it isnt love, Frank.

Hm! she said. I got to take your word for it. Of course — Im glad that my guess was wrong. But if it isnt that, what is in your head, Al?

It would only puzzle you, Frank, as it has puzzled me.

Give me a try.

But how could you know? Youre only a girl, and a young girl, you see.

Listen to me, Al. There never was a girl so dog-gone young that she didnt know all about every man in the world.

Is that so?

He asked her so seriously that she looked up sharply into his face with a quizzical little smile on her lips to meet the sarcasm of the expression which she was sure must be his; but then, seeing him all sober and all sincere, she had to bow her head and Allan saw her shoulders shaking.

Are you sick, Frank? he asked in the greatest alarm.

She answered in a choked, explosive voice: No, no!

At any other time, he would have sworn that this was the voice of one who struggled against immense waves of laughter.

But you are unhappy, Frank. There is something that I have said which has made you desperately unhappy. I can feel the pain in your voice, and here you are shaking from head to foot. Oh, what a stupid brute I have been. But I would rather have torn out my heart than to have hurt you. Will you try to believe that I mean what I say?

Her answer was a stunning blow. It was a blow, indeed, after which he could never quite recover his mental poise so long as he lived. For she, starting a little back from him, cried out: Al, what a silly, silly baby you are!

And with that she broke into the heartiest laughter which, because it had to be controlled in sound, almost choked her.


18. HANDCUFFS ARE NEAR
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ALLAN, STARING AND wondering at her, wished himself a thousand miles from the spot. Yet, though she might be laughing at him, she was so lovely in her mirth that he would have changed his mind and wished himself back again.

Here she managed to gasp out: Dear old Al. Excuse me; I couldnt help it!

He said as simply as ever: It doesnt really matter. No one ever has taken me very seriously, you know.

But I take you seriously, Al.

Alas, she was still shaking with suppressed mirth as she spoke to him, and the anguish of his soul made his heart bum and his brain grow cold. All those twining muscles of arms and shoulders and breast and back of which he had become so newly conscious now wakened each into a life of its own. His fingers began to curl a little. What he wanted was to lay his hand upon some living thing and crush and tear the life out of it. He cast two or three baffled glances around him to find a prey among the shadows.

Then the girl was close to him again, fumbling to take his hand.

Dear Al, she said, now you are angry. I shall never, never forgive myself if Ive hurt your feelings. But you know how girls are. We laugh at anything. Im sorry, sorry, partner!

Its nothing, really.

Tell me every word about what brought you here.

If it had been love, Frank, do you think that I should have the courage to stand here and tell you about it? No, no!

What is love, Al?

I dont know, exactly. But its something beautiful, of course.

Dyou think so? But go on, she was saying more blithely. Tell me all about it, Al.

Well, its like homesickness, Frank. Except that I have no home to go to now. So it cant be homesickness.

Ah! said she.

Does that mean anything to you? he asked.

Gimme time, Al. What else?

Nothing. Except that I have been constantly thinking of you. It has been a most wretched experience.

Thinking of me?

Because, whenever I see you, you are smiling at me in a very peculiar way; as if you understood all about me and didnt want me to know how well you understand. Of course Ive been used to having people treat me in that way. But for you to do it hurt a great deal more. I dont know why. Thats all I can tell you — except—

Except what, Al?

You have no idea of what queer things go on inside of me as I stand here and watch you now. A little while ago you held up your head. Do you mind doing it again?

She obeyed him without a word, looking at him through her lashes.

Now with the starlight on your face, you are wonderfully beautiful, Frank.

She started a little. I think youve said enough, Al, said she.

But there is a great deal more.

Like that last thing about starlight?

Oh, no. Even the way the hair curls at the nape of your neck, or the sound of your voice, Frank, are marvelous to me. And when I sat beside you in the desert that night as you slept, the sound of your breathing was such a delight that I had never known anything like it before.

Hush, Al.

Have I said a wrong thing?

About twenty of em, I guess.

I only wanted to tell you the truth. I wanted to explain this peculiar thing to you.

This thing that isnt love? she said.

Yes, of course.

She sighed. Youre either terrible smart or terrible simple, Al.

Of course Im simple. Everyone has always known that.

Everyone dont know nothin at all about you, old son. Everyone is a blockhead. But Im beginnin to guess things — Im just beginnin—

She slipped suddenly close to him until her body touched him and he could hear her hurried breathing.

Al, theres something sneakin up through the shadows right straight behind you. Wheres your gun?

I didnt bring a gun.

Here. I always carry one. Act as if you didnt suspect nothin. Take this gun. When you shoot, shoot plenty low. Shoot to kill, or theyll kill you!

He took the gun with his right hand. He put his left arm slowly around her.

Dont be a crazy man — your life, Al! she whispered.

But when she strove to slip back from him, it was like leaning back against an iron beam.

Jump for the trees! she whispered.

He merely leaned and kissed her quietly, unhurried, and at the same instant a quiet voice was saying out of the darkness: Look this way, Al Vincent!

Dive for the ground! cried the girl. Shoot as you drop.

Instead, he turned slowly toward the voice.

You fat-faced rat — you skunk! snarled the voice of Walter Jardine in the darkness. Here I am. There you are. Start the party with your gun.

Ill never be guilty of murder, said Allan gravely.

Murder? I say fight, or Ill fill you full of lead.

Al! cried the girl, frantic. Hell kill you! Walter Jardine! Walter Jardine! If you shoot this man, Ill swear that he hadnt raised a hand to defend himself. Ill have you hounded as a murderer—

If you wont fight, you dog, drop the gun you got and put up your hands.

And be sort of quick about it, added Elias Johnston from a position immediately to the rear.

Then Allan could understand. Jardine wanted the first opportunity to kill his man. But if Jardine failed, Allan still would not have been the victor, for that deadly little marksman Johnston would have remained to shoot him from the rear. He thought of this as he raised his hands closely above his head.

The two were instantly beside him.

Have you got the cuffs? asked Johnston.

Right here.

Get em on his wrists pronto. Ill keep him in hand while you do it.

So Elias drove the muzzle of a revolver into the pad of thick, soft flesh which covered the ribs of Allan and in a savage whisper invited him to dare to stir an inch in any direction.

The first time you so much as twitch your hide like a hoss shakin off a fly, I blow a chunk out of your liver, old son. You lay to that.

The handcuffs were prepared and held forth.

Al, Al! the girl was sobbing. It would have been better to have fought them till you died.

How did you know that I had come? asked Allan curiously.

There is whistles and whistles, old son, said Johnston,

proud of the clever device by which he had discovered the signal.

Then, cried the girl, theyve been opening my mail! Oh, you low, cowardly—

What name she would have found for them in her wrath was never to be known, for at this instant a gun cracked from the trees nearby and the hat was jerked over the eyes of Jardine. He whirled with a curse of rage and surprise; at the same instant, the gun muzzle was removed from the ribs of Allan. It was only a fraction of a second as Elias involuntarily twitched away to face the new and unseen danger. But that slight interval gave Allan a chance and he used it. The back of his hand smashed into the face of Elias — a blow as fast as the flick of a cats paw, as crushing as the battering forepaw of a grizzly, that most terrible of boxers. It flattened the nose of Johnston and knocked out three unfortunately too prominent teeth. At the same time it drove him off his feet. He floated against the trunk of the nearest pine tree, rebounded, and rolled limp upon the earth.

In the meantime, his strangled cry as he felt the stunning blow, made Jardine turn merely in time to meet the flying danger. It was only a grazing punch, but it flattened him as though it had been a cannon ball caroming from his skull. Before the echoes of the shooting had died away, before the voices from the hotel and from the street of El Ridal had had a chance to begin their alarm calls, Allan was in the thicket and at the side of none other than Jim Jones.

You squarehead! was the unkind greeting of Jim, and then wasting no more breath, he turned upon his heel and they fled through the darkness as fast as they could.

Halfway up the wall of the canon toward their camping place they paused and looked back toward El Ridal. They could hear the voices of the confusion plainly enough. They could see lights stirring as men ran from house to shed with lanterns. They could hear the crash and rattle of the hoofs of galloping horses. But wildly as the horsemen rode, they did not come in that direction. They fled out from El Ridal along horse trails, and not in directions where a man would have to climb by foot.

Whats beatin them is what near beat me, said Jim Jones after looking on for a time. You goin to El Ridal on foot. I claim thats the dog-gonedest fool thing that was ever done — or else the smartest.

How did you know— began Allan.

There wasnt nothin to that, said Jim. I woke up the minute you got up. I seen you stand up. Then I seen you start sneakin away as plumb soft and easy as a hoss walkin through gravel. So I decided to foller along. I got pretty scared when I seen you drivin for El Ridal. But I kep on. I didnt want to be outdared. But, Al, what the deuce did you have to say to Frank that was worth runnin the risk of Jardine and Johnston?

There was no reply from Allan. But to his heart of hearts he was confiding a firm belief that it had been eminently worthwhile.


19. THE HOLDUP STAGED
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WHERE THE RAILROAD track cleft through a sharp-backed hill the trap had finally been laid, and the bandits had been carefully arranged on both sides of the cut. They worked in units of two.

Any pair of fools might lick one dog-gone good fighter, said the captain as he made his arrangements. But two good fighters workin together and watchin the backs of one another could stand off twenty or thirty blockheads.

Each pair, then, was instructed with the most minute detail. For a whole day they had camped in a hollow near the chosen place. The twenty-four hours were used to send word to Gully, in order that the two assistants of the gang who were on the train at that place might know where to make their attempt; and the rest of the time was spent in the most assiduous rehearsal of the parts which they were to play. One unit was to master the engine and see that the fire box was flooded, so that the train could not at once speed on its way and so rush a signal of danger to the nearest station. Other units were to turn the passengers out of the long line of coaches. The chief fighting men and brains of the whole body, in the meantime, were to concentrate on the attack upon the car which held the safes in which the cash was protected. Here Harry Christopher would in person lead the attack to destroy the guards; Tom Morris would be expected to play his part from the inside when the crisis should have arrived; and after all, the problem of the safe itself would be solved by the dexterity and the soup of Lefty Bill. Such was the general plan. The part which Allan was to play was merely to help turn the passengers out of the cars and help in the work of going through their pockets for their personal effects. He was only delighted that he should not be called upon to share in any gun work.

So all the preparations were made, and half an hour before the train was due to arrive, they were all in their hiding places, stowed back among the shrubbery on the slope of the cut, or else hidden high on the lip of the pass. The last cigarette was smoked. The last pipe was put out. All became quiet. For there had been a last announcement of all from Harry Christopher:

The gent that makes us lose this here game—

It was a threat which did not need to be completed, for the drawn, solemn faces of each mans neighbors made a sufficient warning. He whose single fault should cause the scheme to fall through would be murdered on the spot. There was no doubt about that. The tension was too great among them all. For they knew the character of the men of Cranston County. They knew that even if the robbery were successfully carried through only a small portion of the danger had been overcome. They had been pondering for days upon the risks which they were advancing to face. The result was that the nerves of every man had been drawn to the breaking point. Jim Jones lay beside Allan and the latter watched his face curiously. The cheeks were pale; the lower jaw thrust out. He looked like a man who already faced a leveled gun.

As for Allan himself, he felt that he was in the middle of a strange dream. It was a bright warm day, with hardly enough wind even in the height of the heavens to give the clouds motion. It was now mid-afternoon, and the air had grown hotter steadily since noon. Upon the unshaded back of Allan the sun, beating down, pressed through the coat and burned against his skin. Heat waves shimmered and danced over the edges of the hills. The lizard on the brown, flat stone not a yard from Allan did not move during all the time he lay there.

Then the rails began to sing. Only in such a perfect silence could so small a sound have been heard. It grew louder and louder, a thin vibration which, as the engine swept around a nearer curve, increased to a sudden roaring. Here it was in sight, black, huge, with a plume of smoke cutting sharply back behind the smokestack. Allan could see the monster sway with its speed and its power as it took the curve into the cut and then — the grind of brake suddenly applied, a shudder down the great line of coaches, and the train slid to a halt just before them.

A single voice raised a sharp cry. That was Harry Christopher. Then his whole pack of wolves raised the answering yell as they swarmed down to their prey. Allan saw the engineer and the fireman climb down out of the cab with their hands stuck high above their heads and a squat little fellow with a masked face following them, his revolver poised and glittering in the sunlight. He himself, scrambling to his feet behind Jim Jones, pulled down over his head the mask which he had cut from the black lining of his coat. He drew his revolver; he was part of the active little crowd which was rushing at the train.

Jim Jones raced in the lead. Stay out here. Stick em up as they come out! called Jim, and leaped up the steps into the first coach.

A woman screamed somewhere in the train, a wild, long cry that kept working among the nerves of Allan long after it had stopped. It stayed in his brain for days. He saw many faces appear at windows, flattening against them, and then quickly drawn back as though they felt that the gun he held was leveled at each square of glass. Such is the omnipotent power of a gun that if it is leveled on a hundred it seems meant particularly for every individual in the throng.

Now the passengers came tumbling out down the steps, some cringing women wringing their hands even while they held them above their heads, some frightened men, others nervously careless. From the front of the train there was a thundering fusillade of gunfire. It was over in a moment; then the wild voice of Harry Christopher:

Good work, old boy I Brain the

They had won the treasure car, then! In the meantime, he dared not look to see what had happened. He had his part to play, carefully outlined, carefully rehearsed, and as the passengers came out, he barked at them: Turn your faces to the car! Line up. Not too close. Keep your hands away from your pockets. Steady now. My job is to keep you quiet. I have bullets to do that job if words arent enough. You there in the gray hat, get those hands higher — above your head!

How like sheep they were, obeying, though there was enough man power in the passenger list of that single coach to have ground the entire band of Christopher to pulp! There was a savage pleasure in being one of the controlling minds in such a time as this had come to be. They watched him from the corners of their eyes. The whole line cringed when he made a gesture with his weapon.

This car was emptied. From other cars the same procession was pouring forth. Jim Jones came, fairly dancing with gay excitement.

Good work, old-timer! he called to Allan. Keep em stiff as cardboard. Ill go through em. Empty your pockets, gents. Turn them pockets inside out!

He went up the line with a sack under one arm. The other hand deftly went through the clothes of those who were too slow in fumbling for their possessions. The sack swelled larger and larger and fatter and fatter with the stolen treasure. Now and then came a whimpering cry from some woman who saw her rings stripped from her fingers by that rude, strong hand. Sometimes a man groaned as the fat wallet was brought forth. There was not money and jewelry only, but also more than one weapon came to light. Out of even the car in which Jim had first entered, five revolvers — no fewer — were taken. But all of these armed men, courageous enough under circumstances when they were prepared to face danger, had been unnerved and made helpless by the very audacity with which a single man dared to enter the car and turn them all out as though he carried a machine gun and not a six-shot revolver in his hands. They were like sheep indeed! Just such a sheep had Allan himself been, and he wondered if, in the time to come, he would not return to the fold once again and wonder at those reckless days as though they were things in which his ghost alone participated.

Now the work neared completion. The sacked passengers were herded meekly back into the coaches. They had hardly disappeared within them when there was a hollow deeply-muffled report from the front of the train, followed by nervous shrieks from a dozen women through the cars. But even the untutored mind of Allan knew what had happened. Lefty Bill had proved his skill, and the door had been blown from the safe; the treasure was at the mercy of the bandits, and Harry Christopher had at last brought his scheme to consummation.

It seemed as though the explosion had roused endless echoes down the cut. The hollow roaring continued. Instead of dying away, it grew steadily, and then the explanation came suddenly. The rear guard who stood lookout on the upper lip of the cut while all of this work was being executed, galloped along the crest shouting.

Another train! Quick, boys!

Here it came, speeding and crashing down the track. It came prepared for mischief, too. One could see men standing on the lowest steps of the two coaches which composed the train, and in their hands was the terrible glitter of sunlight slipping up and down rifle barrels. In some way an alarm had been given at the town of Gully after the first train left, and perhaps this train load of protectors or avengers, as the case might be, had been despatched in all haste.

Half a dozen men with sacks of some size under their arms or thrown over their backs were rushing from the treasure car with Harry Christopher standing behind them, guarding their retreat, bellowing orders at the rest of his men. Those orders commanded every man into the saddle with all speed, and the whole little brigade streamed up the slope, scrambling as fast as it could.

The passengers began to issue. News that the second train was approaching had spread like wildfire. There were even two guns which had not been taken in the plunder, and with these the passengers opened a hasty fire. There was too much venom in their minds and too little steady care in their hands, however, to make that fire effective. It only served to spur on the flight of the plunderers.

A far greater threat had now developed, however. With screaming brakes jammed on, the second train came to a rattling stop. From the steps leaped the citizen posse, and the metallic clangor of rifles began. They advanced like soldiers attacking a fortress, pausing to put in a shot and then running forward again at full speed. They fired at anything, everything, but the bandits were over the edge of the cut without injury and the rifle fire must perforce cease until the posse had climbed up to the ridge. Before they gained it the entire party was in the saddle and scooting for shelter as fast as spurs could drive the tortured horses. The dipping hills did the rest. There was a long-range scattering of shots as the last of the fugitives galloped out of sight, but presently the whole band drew down to a canter and the leader gathered them together for a brisk examination of damages sustained.

In the entire party there was only one wound and that was a scratch across the left shoulder of Lefty Bill where a rifle bullet had nipped him. It was bandaged on the spot, and while the bandaging took place the leader issued his orders.

A band of such a size could not hope to cross Cranston County without running into the law. Consequently they were ordered to split into two divisions. Nine men, with Lefty Bill in charge, were to make for the mountains through one pass. The remainder under the direct command of the chief were to head for another opening into the higher lands where they could hope to dodge pursuit. In two minutes the affairs were detailed and the points of rendezvous were appointed. Then the two divisions, with waved hats and shouts of farewell, separated. Lefty Bill with his contingent headed south and east. Harry Christopher with the others drove toward the north and east. Both directions were obliquely aimed at the mountains.

With Christopher rode Allan and Jim Jones. And Allan rejoiced that at least his lot had fallen in with that of his friend. Moreover, he had no doubt that they would now break through to safety. Counting the leader, they were ten in all, well mounted, well armed, and if they were pursued, the chances were great that they could outride their pursuers except so few that their numbers would avail to crush the men of the law as fast as they came up.

On the whole, Allan felt only relief. But the big weight upon his conscience was that one man had died in the attack on the train. He was one of the guards who took charge of the treasure car. He had been treacherously murdered from behind by Tom Morris, and at this attack from within, the other two guards had thrown down their arms. That was the secret of the easy fashion in which the treasure car had been mastered.


20. PURSUIT
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THEY RODE STEADILY until dusk. Then they halted for coffee and crackers and bacon, which was eaten in raw slices sandwiched between the crackers. It was dark when they started on again, and yet it was not dark enough, for a rising moon began to ride above the eastern mountain-tops and an unkind flood of white light painted the faces of these buccaneers in silver and black. They pressed ahead without speech, with only the squeaking of leather against leather, the faint jingling of spurs, the snort and the trampling of the horses.

They had the consolation of being already among the foothills, however, and the chances were bright that they would be among the upper mountains by the dawn, if all went well. Harry Christopher, therefore, decided to abandon caution for a time and pressed straight on along the main highway, abandoning the wearisome and slow cross-cuts over the countryside which were sure to leave them deep in the heart of Cranston County when the morning came. They took the highway and had jogged a full two miles along it, with their spirits rising every moment, before they encountered a traveler in the opposite direction.

He was a good-natured chap who wished to pause for gossip.

I got no time for talk, said Hank Geer, cutting him brutally short. We been out chasin the gang of crooks that held up the train. Im tired. Sore the rest of the boys. Might as well of chased a lot of shadows. Theyll never be caught.

Ay, said the countryman. That was Harry Christophers work. He was recognized by the hoss he was ridin. They aint catchin Christopher until a blue moon comes along, I guess. Well, so long, boys. Sorry you had bad luck.

He disappeared down the road, waving his hand to them. But his horse was no sooner around the next corner than they heard it break into a furious gallop. Harry Christopher instantly drew rein and the others paused likewise.

You hear that gent ridin? said Christopher. Well, he smelled a rat. He smelled a rat, you can depend on that!

Lemme go back and tag him, said Hank Geer grimly, pulling his long rifle from its holster. Theys moon enough shinin for me to see a yaller hound by!

You stay put, said Christopher coldly. Killin is your line of trade. Money-makin is mine. We got to use our hosses more than our guns this night. Which I say, ride like the devil, boys. Trouble sure comin behind us!

Straight up the highway they galloped at a round pace. Not racing, for considering the distance which they had to travel, it would have been folly to trust to the speed of their horses at a sprinting gait which would soon wear them out. A full half hour was passed in this fashion. Allan watched the others busily at work. They were shifting the weights of their packs. More than one deliberately threw his blankets away. Others changed the saddlebags. All were making grimly ready for a hot pursuit and Allan did his best to follow their example.

Whatll happen? he ventured to ask Jim.

But even Jim had no words. He merely turned a grim face upon his companion. Speech was to no purpose at a time such as this when no man could tell what might come in the next five minutes.

When the half hour ended, however, they had the first indication of danger hurrying up in their rear. Hank Geer, whose ears were prophetically sensitive and sure, checked his horse suddenly and raised a hand. The whole party followed suit, and the instant their horses had stopped moving they could hear far back down the road, a sound like the beating of a rain storm.

Hosses! said Hank Geer calmly. This here night were goin to ride.

There was a short, earnest consultation. The general vote was for heading straight on down the road, and though Harry Christopher voted to take to the cross-country trails at once, he allowed himself to be persuaded. Their horses were still in good condition. They might be able to distance the pursuit which, perhaps, was burning up horseflesh by a too frequent use of the spurs.

Keep on ridin steady. Dont whip no hoss and dont liven em up with no spurs, directed the leader. Take all of this mighty easy. There aint goin to be no spurt until we got their bullets whistlin around us. And then maybe we can whistle back a little bit.

On his own magnificent horse he now took the lead to regulate the pace and struck away at a swinging canter which the others could easily maintain. In the meantime, that noise like rain increased behind them, swelled large, and finally, looking back down a straight stretch, brilliant with the increasing moonlight, they could see the party behind them.

It was a sight to make the hearts of the stoutest quail. For, packed closely together across the road and stretching far down it there were no fewer than two-score horses. They came fast, but not recklessly fast enough to bum out the hearts of their horses, for one could tell by the fashion in which the group held together that all of the animals were kept well in hand. This was the meaning, then, this resolution and this system, of the saying that crimes were no longer profitable in Cranston County.

I didnt know, snarled out Hank Geer, that there was that many fighters in Cranston County. Dog-gone me, they ride along as slick as cavalry.

Like cavalry, indeed, they came, and the hearts of the fugitives failed them when they saw that resolute charge of such a body of fighting men. Perhaps in the mind of each rose up those other lurid tales of how the men of Cranston had ridden down criminals and having cornered them had meted out justice of their own for fear that justice in the court of the law would not move swiftly enough. The whole troop of the bandits began to push ahead with frantic haste. Even the sharp voice of Harry Christopher, raised in command, could hardly keep them back to a reasonable gait — such as that maintained by their pursuers, for instance.

And they all got hosses! shouted Jim at the ear of Allan. Old son, were in for it!

For truly the posse held the pace with wonderful ease and still crept upon the outlaws little by little. Before them now appeared a long, narrow cut between two ranges of hills, a cut as narrow as though it had been gouged out by a river, and perhaps a river had indeed done the work in past ages, since when it had run dry.

Once in the throat of this pass, where the moonlight left a steep, thick shadow on the eastern side and the sharp walls cast back the echoes of the hoofs in thunder, the party fell into two divisions on account of the narrowness of the trail. In the first flight were Harry Christopher at the head and then five others. Behind came a considerable gap, for there was the slow pace of Mustard to contend with — Mustard, who had become weary of the running in spirit rather than in the flesh and desired, now, to slacken to a most moderate canter. A prick of the spurs merely made her run stiff-legged, with a humped back. In vain the companions behind Allan cursed both him and his horse. In vain they strove to get past, for on either side of the narrow trail the boulders jutted up like great teeth. And the rest were kept back.

Allan heard the raging voice of Sam Buttrick in his rear yelling: Knock the fool kid in the head, Hank, and well bust by him! Hes sellin us all for a nickel, this way!

Get out of the way! thundered Hank Geer, the terrible. Get out, if you cant ride your fool nag no fastern a walk!

But Allan had no time to act according to this gentle advice, and perhaps he would have received the bullet which had been advised by Buttrick had not the sharp voice of Jim cut in: The gent that pulls a gun on my pal Al gets pulled on by me!

Perhaps that warning saved Allan in the first place. In the second place he was protected by an incident over which none of them could have had the slightest control. There was a loud shouting from the head of the defile, which was already in view, and then a rapid chattering of guns. They heard the roaring of the hoofs of scores of horses before them. They saw the head of their own party rush away out of the defile at the full speed of their horses, their guns flashing repeatedly as they fired toward the right. And from the right, at the same time, there swept into view a veritable little army of horsemen, riding with the wildest determination, their guns blazing as they plunged along. One moiety of their number spurred off after Harry Christopher and the foremost members of Christophers gang. The rest swerved back and instantly choked all egress from the defile which had now become a perfect trap, blocked at either end with overwhelming numbers of the hard-fighting, hard-riding countrymen.

Well indeed had the men of Cranston County proved that they were worthy of all their reputation as upholders of the law! The very ground seemed to have put forth armed warriors in the way of the retreating bandits, before and behind.

It needed no commander at this juncture to tell Allan what he must do. Before him and behind came the enemy. On either hand arose a wall up which no horse, no matter what a goat-footed mountain climber, could have advanced for fifty yards. He threw himself out of the saddle and leaped up the rough slope. His companions on that wild retreat were already laboring in the same direction, with Hank Geer puffing and groaning in the rear. For strong walker as Hank was, his long, bony legs were not meant for the labor of struggling and jumping up such a murderous incline as this. He was further impeded by the bulk and the weight of one of the sacks of the treasure, for he had been one among that original six into whose care loot had been entrusted.

All this was seen by Allan as he hurried up from the rear. What he lacked by a slow start he was making up for by the ease with which he climbed. It mattered nothing that he had no lifetime of training in mountaineering. The God-given strength and surety of his arms and hands were in his legs and feet also. Therefore, while his allies struggled on in advance, he could afford to turn his head and look back into the hollow. There the two tides of the pursuers met in the heart of the defile, met with yells of mingled disappointment and of triumph as they saw that the prey had for the moment slipped out of reach but still remained so near — and on foot.

They abandoned their horses instantly. A mere handful remained behind with their cow-ponies; the others swarmed up the slope. A score of nimble-footed youth, each eager to surpass the other in the chase, leaped into the van and gained fast, fast upon poor Hank Geer, whose breath had already so far failed him that he dared not waste it in curses.

This was the situation as Allan overtook his lank companion. He said not a word, but from the shoulder of Geer he snatched the treasure sack. From his waist he dragged the heavy cartridge belt, leaving the naked gun alone in Hanks hand. There was a startled gasp from Geer as he realized what had been done for him. Then, redoubling his speed, he gained the top of the slope.

At least there would be no easy pursuit for the men of Cranston County. From the edge of the draw Jim Jones had opened fire, blazing away at the shadowy forms as they climbed and driving them instantly into cover from which they opened a return fire that swept the top of the cliff. Nothing could have lived there for an instant in the face of such a storm of lead, but nothing remained there to strive to maintain that position. The whole party was stumbling down the farther slope.

Kid, said Geer, slapping the shoulder of his powerful companion as they ran on side by side, that was a good turn. And Hank Geer never forgets a good turn.

I blocked you in the pass, answered Allan. It was only turn and turn about.

They were running down the surface of an undulating plateau which formed the uppermost crest of that sweep of low hills. On either hand sharp-walled gullies stepped down into the narrow valleys beyond. And those valleys were crossed and re-crossed by fences and lines of trees — a veritable mass of natural and artificial entanglements through which they would have to dodge their way.

Which way? gasped out Jim Jones, in the lead.

Straight on, said Sam Buttrick.

As he spoke, they dipped into a shallow, steep-walled hollow in the surface of the plateau. One bank shelved sharply back, its face masked with shrubbery. That natural shelter was espied by Jim. He leaped for it and dragged Geer after him. The others followed perforce, Sam Buttrick vowing that they had placed themselves in a trap like stupid rabbits, but there was no time for argument now. Behind them came the voices of the pursuers, who had already topped the rise and begun to race across the plateau.


21. ALS STUNT
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HALF A DOZEN jumped down into the very hollow at the edge of which the fugitives lay crouched. The others sped around on either side. But they all halted almost at once.

I seen em about here, said one.

Whatd they do, then? Fade into thin air? asked another. The heavy voice of an older man, already much spent with running, came up from the rear.

They ducked down into the valley on one side or the other, he declared. Thats what theyd most nacherally do, aint it? Look down the plateau. If they was still running that way, we could see em against the sky.

Either that, or theyve took to cover.

What cover?

Rocks.

Nothin big enough to hide four men.

There was six of em.

Five, you fool

Do something; we cant stay here all night while the skunks get clean away.

Let one gent stay here, said he whose voice was deeper and older than the voices of the others. Then well split up into gangs. Heres nigh fifty of us. Young, you take part. Shaughnessy, you take another. Ill take the boys thatll go with me. Langton can take another. Heres four gorges that run down, two on each side. Comb them places like they had diamonds in em! The gent that stays up here, if he sees anything, can give a holler and well hear him. On a still night like this, sounds travel pretty clear and pretty far.

Ill stay, volunteered a voice. Dog-gone me if I aint tired of runnin. Ill stay put.

Good old Bill! Keep an eye open.

You trust me, boys. I wasnt born yesterday.

There was a brief babbling of voices as the parties were made up. In another minute they were off to their work. Certainly the men of Cranston County were proving again that they were capable man hunters and organizers of man hunts on this night of nights!

The noise of the retreating footfalls died off; but still they could hear Bill, the sentinel, walking back and forth as he kept his post and whistled as he strolled about. One in so cheerful a frame of mind was certain to be vigilant. But he was now at such a distance that the four in hiding were enabled to whisper to one another, guarding their breath with the greatest care. Indeed, up to this point they had hardly been able to enjoy deep breathing itself, let alone conversation. And for all the mighty depths of his lungs, Allan had felt himself stifled.

One fine, sweet devil of a mess, was the first comment, and it came from Sam Buttrick. It was the kid that done it. What kind of a hoss dyou ride, Vincent? An how dyou ride it? Damn me if I dont wish that Geer had drilled you clean and—

Shut up, said Geer sullenly. The kid aint to blame. It was his hoss. Them Roman-nosed fools is always where you dont want em. But whats up to us to do?

Try to sneak off if we can, said Jim.

With this gent Bill watchin? Dont be a fool, Jim. If he was singing, we might do it, because a gent that sings partly closes his eyes. But a gent that whistles is seein everything.

What, then?

Somebody has got to get Bill.

A gun would call up the whole gang on us.

Something silent is bettern a gun — a knife, old son!

Wholl do it?

Me.

And Buttrick almost snarled with a savage anticipation of satisfaction as he swayed to his knees and hands to crawl out of his hiding place.

He wont hear me no moren a snake until Im behind him — and then — I know where to put the ol toad sticker. You can lay to that, old son!

For Heavens sake, murmured Allan, turning sick. Wait!

You got us into this. What you got to offer?

Let me get him.

You? Youd make enough noise to wake up the birds!

He didnt make none too much noise when he put you to sleep, Sam, broke in the grim voice of Hank Geer, who had evidently taken it upon himself to champion the youth whose clumsy riding had put them all in this terrible predicament.

There was a growl of beastly rage from Buttrick.

It was a slip — it was a chance — you heard him say so himself.

You never tried no second chance with your fists with him.

This from Geer, who now added as Buttrick snarled in his fury: Go ahead, kid. Its your chance to do us a turn, and a big turn, too!

There was nothing for it but for Allan to do as he had promised, although he realized that even the bearding of Johnston and Jardine had been a small danger compared with this adventure. For he had to attack an armed man studiously standing guard; and his own scruples made it impossible for him to use a deadly weapon, whereas the other would shoot with a practiced hand and shoot to kill at the first sign of so much as a shadows stir.

He drew his belt close, for he was quivering with dread and excitement.

Have you got a plan, Al? asked the friendly voice of Jim.

I have one, answered Allan, but there was not a vestige of an idea in his brain as he stole cautiously out of the shelter, putting back the branches of the shrubbery one by one with his hands so that there might not be even the brushing sound of the leaves against his clothes as he came out.

There was no need for that precaution, as it appeared, for when he gained the open and straightened to his knees to look over the edge of the hollow, he saw the enemy clearly outlined against the stars a full thirty yards away. Against the stars he saw the man of the posse, the same stars which, not long before, had seemed to him so beautiful as they looked down upon El Ridal and the lady of his heart who lived there. Here were the same bright clusters of them, for the moon which had drowned them earlier in the night had now clothed herself with a thick mass of cloud, of which only the outer filaments were a brilliant silver. Here was the same face of night, but with what a different heart he looked out upon it!

He thought of that, but only for a moment. He had not taken the first gliding movement m his approach before he began to be transformed. He could not use an upright gait. He had to drag off his boots and go upon toes, knees, and strong, sure hands, gliding as, in his boyhood, he had often watched the cat stalk a bird in the back yard. He could understand, now, why the eyes of the stalking cat had become green with an ineffable and devilish joy, for the same joy was now in his heart as he looked across the rocks at Bill, his victim to be.

It was a hard thing to accomplish. Every moment the cautious sentinel was turning here and there, on the watch. In the hollows near by the sounds of the searchers were most plainly audible, floating up through the clear quiet air of the mountain night, now fast growing chill. Moreover, they might return in part at any time and make all his expedition fruitless — make it even impossible for him to regain that miserable shelter among the bushes in the hollow. Still worse, the rocks which scattered the surface of the plateau were, as one of the posse had said before, very small, not nearly big enough to shelter a grown man.

But he worked as the cat had worked in the back yard. Now he took a few gliding, animal paces forward upon all fours. Now, as the guard turned, he sank softly upon his face and his belly, watching with only one eye. So, for five eternally long minutes he glided ahead until the other was almost within his reach — a scant five or six paces away. But then. Bill deliberately turned upon his heel and walked to a new position — walked toward it passing within the length of a mans body from Allan.

The latter gave himself up, seeing the foe step directly toward him, and seeing the gun, too, naked in the hand of the latter. But luck, which favors the stealthy, was with him. The eyes of Bill were straining far away. He saw nothing of this misshapen shadow sprawled among the rocks at his very feet. But, as he passed on, the strange shadow collected, bulged into the shape of a man rising to his knees, and then from silent, stockinged feet, the hunter sprang forward.

One hand with fingers like shrinking steel cables clutched the gun wrist of Bill, and just as the wasps sting makes the spider numb, so that terrible grip turned the fingers of Bill limp and the gun dropped harmlessly at his feet. The crook of Allans other elbow was at the same instant bent around the throat of his victim. They fell prostrate upon the ground.

All that he could think of was something out of his childhood. Do you give up. Bill?

There was a gurgling sound, and Allan released the throat-crushing grip of his arm.

I give up! gasped poor Bill. But how

Voices came over the brow of the plateau and advanced straight toward them.

Lie still, said Allan, through his teeth, as he felt a terrible fierceness sweep through him. Lie still! If they find us — if you make a move — I break your neck first. Then Ill tackle em.

He would have done it. There was no fear in him as he lay there, but all the passions of the devil were loosed in him at that moment, as all the passions of evil are loosed in the cat whose crafty, lucky spring has at last brought down the fluttering bird in its claws.

There were three voices in the party which approached.

Theyre tryin the valley on each side, said one. If them four went down that way, theyre done for. Theres more searchers started up them valleys from each end. Weve telephoned from the station to Hinchley, and that town has turned out a bunch to close in in this direction. We got em sure.

Supposin that they cut sidewise across the hills?

It dont make no difference. Only thing that they could of done was to cut straight back across country. Weve drawed a circle beginning at the cut, yonder, where we blocked em off. We got the edges of that circle all lined with men, and the lines only got to move in closer to the center. The nearer they get to the center the surer they are of baggin em. Theyre as good as ours.

Thisll teach man killin, murderin, robbin swine to keep out of Cranston County!

They drew nearer. One stumbled. He was so near that Allan could hear not only his exclamation, but the little indrawn breath of anger and of pain which preceded it. And then — they were past! He could turn his eyes and see them marching away across the little plateau in a line, talking busily, until they dipped into one of the gorges where the other hunters were busily at work.


22. THE KID IS RIGHT
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TO HIS KNEES rose Allan, his mighty grip on the collar of his captive at the base of the throat where, with one powerful twist, he could throttle his victim. He looked around and made sure that there was no other man in sight.

Now, said Allan, youve had bad luck, Bill. You swear to keep still and make no noise?

Youve got me, said the other. Im beat. Ill swear anything that you want.

Get up and walk ahead of me — this way — thats right.

So he guided his man back to the hollow, carrying in his own hand the revolver which poor Bill had dropped. Bill was a middle-aged, stoutly built man with a pair of hanging side whiskers and a long, high-arched nose which gave his face, together with a glittering little pair of eyes, an air of the shrewdest penetration. At the hollow he gasped with amazement when the low voice of Allan called forth the hidden men from their place of concealment.

And we was standin right over you! said Bill.

The first word for Allan was not praise for his accomplishment. It was the brutal snarl of Sam Buttrick.

Whyd you bring him back to us? I dont want to see him. Make him safe and make him safe pronto, say I!

There was no mistaking this butchers meaning, and to make it all the clearer he drew his revolver, took it by the barrel and weighed the heavy butt as though prepared to dash out the brains of the captive on the spot. And poor Bill shrank back toward Allan.

The latter was sick at heart.

Keep back, Sam, he warned the big man. Ive given Bill my word that hes safe with us so long as he treats us honestly.

Your word? sneered Buttrick. Whats the word of a kid like you among men?

Youre out of your head, Sam, broke in Geer. But what can we do with this gent, Al?

Take him with us a way.

To have him show us up?

Leave him here, then.

Weve got no time to gag him and tie him.

Take him part way. And this is the way — back across the top of this hill and then down across the cut on the farther side.

Do you mean it, Al? asked Jim anxiously, while the two elder men merely stared.

Ill explain while we go; I heard them say that theyve drawn a circle around us. The best way is to turn straight back.

It sounds queer to me, doubted Jim.

Hes nutty, said Buttrick. He wants to run us all into jail and then turn States evidence, or something, to save his own head. I know that kind!

We got to do something quick, said Geer. An Im goin to split the difference and start goin.

With that he slung his treasure pack over his shoulder, turned on his heel, and started off down the plateau at a long, slinking run which covered the ground with the greatest speed. Buttrick at once made off after him.

Jim, pleaded Allan, I tell you I heard them with my own ears; they said theyd drawn a complete circle around the whole range of hills in that direction.

Looks like its too big a job for them to have done that so quick.

Theyve used the telephone, I tell you! The whole countrys up and searching for us.

No matter what the countrys doin, Al, there go the pals that have rode with us to-night. Our place is with them.

And, with this unanswerable argument, he turned off to follow in their footsteps. There was nothing left for Allan to do except, with a groan, to order Bill to run ahead of him. In a trice they were streaking down the plateau and into the very teeth of danger, as Allan was certain beforehand.

For all the strength of Sam Buttricks muscles, his weight told against him when it came to running. Even the solid form of Bill was lighter afoot, and they presently overtook Sam and Hank jogging on drearily, side by side. For a half hour they struggled on in this fashion. Nothing appeared before them. Nothing was heard on either side. They came to the end of the little plateau and dipped among broken hill forms, interspersed with groves of trees and thickets. They had covered, perhaps, three miles in that time, and now Buttrick stopped and gasped; he could go no farther. He was exhausted, he declared, and would spend the rest of the night in hiding in the first covert. In the morning, which would come before long, one of them could keep a lookout. The others would rest until the dusk of the evening, and then they could all start forth again.

Were putting the rope around our necks, said Allan. Theyll beat across this entire country, by that time.

Does it look like theyre beatin this way? asked Buttrick, and held up his hand to command silence.

In fact, there was neither sight nor sound to alarm them. There were other factors pleading on his side. It was pointed out that on the rocky plateau they would have left no trail which could well be followed. Furthermore it was well past midnight, and they were all, saving the inexhaustible Allan, well-nigh spent by the exertions of the day, which had begun early and had included so much hard riding and so much travel on foot.

Besides, said Buttrick, we got to understand right here and now whether the old heads or the young uns do the commandin on this here trip!

To this even Jim responded that it would undoubtedly be best to do in all things what Geer and Buttrick should decide. That point was thus settled. In five minutes the party was curled up among beds of leaves in the heart of the first thicket before them, sleeping or trying to sleep, with the prisoner, Bill, securely fastened to Allen in case he should try to escape.

Indeed, within a few moments the others were asleep, saving Allan to whom sleep would not come, and Bill, whom constant terror haunted. He did not know what might lie in store for him on the morrow when he became an encumbrance upon the fugitives. They held a whispered little dialogue there in the dark thicket among the sleeping men. It was far from cheerful.

Were lost. Bill, said Allan.

They was fools to foller the gent you call Sam, said Bill. Who is he?

Sam Buttrick.

It was a name, evidently, to conjure with. There was a frightened little gasp from Bill. Then he was silent for some time.

Tell me one thing, young man, Bill said at length. How did you happen to throw in with these gents?

Thats a long story.

Its a sad one, whispered Bill. An Heaven help you before youre done with em. You aint their kind.

Whats done is done, said Allan gloomily.

When youre all took, said Bill, you can lay to it, son, that Ill have something to say for you. An if you aint got the blood of no man on your hands

Why should you do so much?

You saved me from that butcher.

Some one of the other three stirred, groaned, and demanded silence and a chance to rest, so that all talking ended here, but it was a drearily long night for Allan. The hours dragged by and it seemed that day would never come.

Once, when the dawn began to creep up through the trees, making them tall, jet- black forms, and when the cold wind which rises before morning among mountains was beginning to blow and search through Allans clothes to his very heart, his captive ventured speech again.

If you was to let me loose — like as if Id got away during your sleep

But Allan shook his head. The right or the wrong of this particular matter he could hardly decide, but he felt that, having been hunted like beasts by this fellow among others, they had at least a right to render him helpless to betray them. As for Buttrick, he assured Bill that the butcher should not lay hands on him.

Morning, in the meantime, came fast. The sun rose, and when its radiance fell in cold, rosy patches through the trees, the sleeping trio were wakened by cold, by hunger, and by bitter thirst. They had not tasted water for twelve hours and more, and they had endured much physical fatigue in the meantime. Neither had they a morsel of food with them. Their breakfast consisted of a cigarette and belts drawn a few notches tighter.

Nothing could describe the gloomy savagery with which they regarded one another now. The sleep for which they had halted had not refreshed them. Their appetites, ravenous from work, anxiety, and the mountain air, became so many tortures, and the rest which they hoped for during the day now became manifestly impossible.

The first and bitterest need, of course, was water. Bill was questioned. He knew of no spring near by. In fact that whole district was unfamiliar to him, for he had ridden many miles from his home region with the posse.

To kill — or get killed, snarled out Buttrick, his brutal eyes fastening upon the victim, and Bill turned pale, sallow yellow with fear.

Hank Geer, as being a most dexterous and cautious hunter, was commissioned to go out and locate water if possible. He was gone for an hour. He came back with a black face and sat down in silence. Instead of speaking, he merely rolled and lighted a cigarette, and smoked it in great drafts, inhaling the smoke so deeply that it nearly disappeared. It was a quarter of an hour before he spoke, and then it was to say, simply: The kid was right.

What kid? growled out Buttrick, whose hatred for Allan appeared to grow every instant with his own bodily fatigue.

You know who I mean. Al was right. You was wrong. So was all the rest of us.

Right? echoed Buttrick, turning pale. About what?

Theyre closin in on us. Theyre all around us. Gents, theyve drawed a circle clean around us. You can toss a coin to see what well do!

Theys only one thing to do, said Buttrick. Bat this gent on the head and leave him here where he wont be no more trouble to us. Then the four of us bust through the line. A couple might get tagged. A couple might get through. There aint no other hope.


23. A TRUMP CARD
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FOUR PAIRS OF eyes turned fiercely upon Bill. He moistened his white lips and tried twice before he could speak.

Gents, he said huskily at the last, I sure see how youre fixed. What I say is, tie me tight. Use a gag that dog-gone near chokes me. What could I do then?

Wiggle out of the trees and show yourself.

Tie me to a tree.

Work the gag out of your mouth and yell.

Not if you put it in tight enough. Nobody could do that.

We cant take many chances, said Hank Geer thoughtfully. I know the way Buttrick thinks. But maybe hes right this time.

He fixed his terrible, dreamy eyes, devoid of human emotion, upon the victim.

Theres four lives on that chance, said Sam eagerly.

Whod do the work?

Me, said Sam.

Gents, gasped out poor Bill, I give you my word of honor that Ill not make no noise. Ill lie quiet. My word of honor that aint never been busted.

Still they regarded him without a word, gloomily, fiercely, and he knew that his word to them was like a feather blowing on the wind. He turned desperately to Allan.

Son, he begged, would you sit by and see a man with four kids murdered?

There was no answer from the latter for a moment, but he had determined in his slow way what he must do. It was to draw out his revolver without haste and rest it across his knee, pointing straight at Buttrick.

Sam, he said at last, it simply wont do. It may be right for the rest of you, but I cant stand it.

Geer, said Buttrick at last, the young skunk has me covered. You goin to sit by and watch that? Are you goin to murder me?

The long, lean fingers of Geer were wrapped around his gun butt, but he did not speak. Action was close to his mind, but he had not yet quite determined.

Theres another way out, said Allan finally. The three of you do as you please and stay where you please. Ill stay here with Bill.

The long fingers of Geer released his gun.

You hear that, Sam?

I hear it. Then lets start. Whats in his fool head I dunno. Maybe he figures that him and Bill could be hid where four would be seen. Maybe thats it. I say, lets start now — pronto.

Geer also rose to his feet. Come on, Jim, he said. The three of us can make a way for the lucky one to get through — if we shoot straight!

But Jim shook his head. Me and Al, he said, is partners in a way. It aint my style to leave him behind.

That was all — very simply spoken, but with an unshakable determination behind it. Buttrick started to implore. For two to attempt to pierce the closing lines of the man hunters would have been insanity, obviously. But for three there remained a single chance. Was it not better than to calmly submit while the noose was being drawn about ones neck? It was all in vain. Hank Geer merely shrugged his shoulders and sat down, and Buttrick, with a final groan, submitted also.

Its the kid, he declared solemnly. He aint brought nothin but bad luck on us since he joined. Hes our Jonah! Aint it plain?

Geer nodded. Hes got only one thing on his side, he said quietly. Hes square! An while hes square, Jim is right. We got to stick by him.

It was an overwhelming majority, now, and even Buttrick could talk no more. At least they could cast about them for a better hiding place. First they scattered the leaves and buried the cigarette butts in the spot where they had camped. Then they started on their search, and as they started Bill, with shining eyes, clutched the hand of Allan.

If my kids live to see me agin, he whispered, with his heart in his trembling voice, theyre goin to learn to pray, and theyre goin to learn to put a new name in their prayers. Son, youre white — all white — clean through!

They had no luck on their earnest quest. They went to the edge of the grove which sheltered them and saw a sweep of open ground leading back toward the plateau from which they had fled the night before. There was one small hillock in the vale like an island in the sea, crowned with a narrow circle of trees. And as he saw, an inspiration came to Jim.

Where does gents always fail to look? he said. In the places that dont seem to have no chance of bein the right ones. When I was a kid I always lost my hat on the hat rack. I could find it a pile quicker if it was under the bed or stuck away in a corner. But if it was right under my eyes, I never had no luck. Would they ever think that wed try to hide, all four of us, in a place like that over yonder? One look inside the circle of them trees would show us, if we was there. Nope, theyd never go yonder! Boys, aint it a chance?

They grew enthusiastic immediately. Even Sam Buttrick for the moment forgot his gloom and vowed that Jim was the good luck of the party, almost strong enough to offset their Jonah.

So they went to the place at once and found it, in fact, ideally suited to shelter them from the casual view of any passerby. For, along with the circle of trees, there was a thick growth of shrubbery, so that they even had to break down a few of the bushes before they could make a place where they might sit down in a circle. Seated there they could see nothing of the outside plain; how impossible, then, would it be for them to be located unless a searcher actually walked within the circle of the trees?

Their spirits-now rose to a high point, but at the command of Geer it was decided that they should not risk so much as a taint of cigarette smoke in the air. They began to wait, one of those endless times of suspense. Yet in actual minutes it was not long before the searchers appeared. And when they saw them as they peered out through their screen of shrubbery, they could agree at once that against such forces as these, any attempt to have rushed the lines would have been useless and instantly fatal. Over the sector which they could view themselves — and surely the rest of the circle must have been just as thickly manned — they could see twenty well-armed men advancing. All carried rifles. Many of them had revolvers also in their belts. And their bearing alone gave proof that they knew how to wield their weapons. They went like hunters of deer, with keen eyes playing over the country before them. These were the men of Cranston. One might have culled a great city to find such another twenty and culled it in vain for such work as this which lay at their hands. Even Hank Geer, that sad-faced fatalist, shrugged his shoulders and grew a little pale as he watched them.

They were on foot. By easier routes their horses were brought on behind them. Seven horses came into view, led by one mounted man. He had avoided the plateau, apparently, and come on by a roundabout route, but in case of a sudden necessity, the horses would not be far behind the advancing line of the beaters.

Now the cheerful voices of those hunters seemed more terrible to Allan than any sounds he had ever heard. They called to one another that the work must be nearly at an end — to look sharp — to shoot straight — and the answers were always briskly alert. Hope made their fatigues seem nothing, just as despair weighed down the fugitives with leaden weights.

Take those trees on the hill, there, called someone who appeared to be in command of that immediate section of the hunt.

Four revolvers were instantly drawn in the thicket. At least they would not sell their lives cheaply.

There aint no use. They couldnt try to hid there, all four of em, came the answer. And never were words spoken which gave greater joy to four men.

Do what youre told to do, called the other. We miss nothin on this beat so long as I run the gang. Go on and look. It wont take long.

Peering eagerly through the bushes they could see two youths swing aside from the rest of the advancing line and step up the hillside to carry out the order. The end, then, had come!

Bill! said Hank Geer very softly.

The other started.

Well? he answered, quivering with his excitement.

Step out in front of these here trees. Start talkin to those two gents. Stop em from searchin here, or else the first bullet I fire is into your back. Remember — Im watchin you hard. And — I dont miss no chances when I shoot. Remember that!

And Bill, white of face, shaking, his bright little eyes intent with desperate thought, rose without a word and stumbled out of the thicket. He came out on the farther side just above the advancing pair, and he was greeted with a shout of surprise.

Bill Tucker! Where you been. Bill?

You kids aint got nothin in your heads except a hope to see them four crooks, responded Bill, with a voice somewhat unsteady. If youd been lookin around you, youd of seen me doin more work than any. I been ahead of the line doin a little prospectin on my own account.

The other laughed. Lookin for that reward all for yourself, Bill?

Never mind me and the reward.

Whatd you of done if you seen all four of em?

I shoot straight enough an fast enough, sons. Dont you worry none about me when it comes to a pinch. Old Bill cant talk as fast as some of you kids, maybe, but he can shoot just as fast and a dog-gone sight straighter. Then he continued, removing his hat and brushing his hair: Whew, I wouldnt go through this here little thicket agin for ten dollars. Brush matted in close as a barbed wire tangle when the fence is busted down.

There was more laughter. Youre gettin old. Bill. Ought to leave the real work to them that can do it.

Them that can do nothin. I dont need no pity, youngsters!

Dont get riled. Bill. Fool idea to hunt for four gents in a little rat trap like that, anyway.

Fool, am I? Son, when you get to my age youll know that little things can cover a whole lot — little things no bigger than a mans hat, say!

Hes a trump card! whispered Jim to Allan. Whod of thought that the old chap had that much sense in his head? Hes steered them away.

Come on, then, said the two. Step on an show us how fast you can keep step. Bill.

There was .another tense moment in the thicket, but Bill answered very casually: I dunno that I aint done my share of the days work already. I might set me down here an have a rest. You kids trot along. Ill be after you when Ive had a smoke, maybe. Ill be there when they tree the bear; you can lay on that!

All right, Bill. Never heard you talk so much before.

I got reasons for talkin, said Bill, that youll never know, son.

What you mean by that?

Run along, kids. Im tired of your chatter.

They threw back a few jests at him, and Bill calmly sat down under the nearest tree and began to roll a cigarette.

Good boy! called Hank Geer softly to their sentinel. Stay where you are till you get a chance to come back to us when nobody else aint lookin.

Bill raised a hand for answer.


24. MURDER NOT AN ADVENTURE
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THERE WAS A general sigh of relief among the others in the thicket. Surely fire could not have come nearer without burning. But they had hardly escaped from one peril when another became apparent. He who rode with the horses now espied Bill, the smoking cigarette, and the coolness of the shade. He made instantly for the place with the horses tugging back on their leading ropes and then trotting obediently behind him.

Hello, Bill! he called as he came near. Got room for company — hoss an man?

Better keep up closer to the boys, said Bill without cordiality.

The other, however, was already in the act of dismounting.

This here hunt is nigh ended, he said, if theyre goin to find the skunks to-day. Which I got my doubts. Things have been workin too dog-gone smooth an easy to suit me. Theyve narrowed down the ground until there aint but mighty little left — hello, whats that?

There was a chorus of shouts, ringing clearly across the open space. It came from that section of the thicket where the four had taken shelter during the night and the earlier morning and there could be no doubt as to its meaning. The searchers, in their careful beating, had discovered signs of the occupancy of that place. It would not be long, therefore, before they were beating their way back in the direction in which the four had retreated to their present shelter. In fact, when Sam Buttrick cautiously parted some of the shrubs just before him, he saw that a round dozen were already emerging from the other woods and approaching in the fatal direction. But Hank Geer had already risen and called out: You there with the hosses!

At that voice from behind, the horse keeper whirled as though touched with a bullet, and found himself staring into the muzzles of two revolvers, held as steady as rocks in the hands of formidable Hank Geer — Hank who never missed a chance when he shot.

Stick them hands right up, son, said Geer.

He was obeyed; the guard stood shaking, round eyed, before them, helpless.

Rustle out and get the horses, lad, said Hank, while I cover my friend, yonder. We might be needin hossflesh before the day is much older.

They were through the thicket like so many tigers. To such practiced eyes it was only the work of an instant to select the best mounts in the group. Into the saddles they flung themselves, while a wail of fury and astonishment showed that some of the hunters had already sighted them. They broke into a run, but they were far too slow. Riding four and leading the remaining three animals, the bandits were off and streaking down the hillside, leaving the poor guard and Bill disarmed and helpless behind them. The rise of the hill protected them from rifle fire during their first rush. And before the hill was circled or climbed by the men of Cranston, the fugitives were dipping out of sight over the next hill beyond. Even so, out of pure fury and despair they tried a few random shots and one of these whistled unpleasantly close above the head of Allan. He regarded it not except with a sigh of relief, for, after the grim tension of the last few hours, such a small winged peril as a single bullet seemed nothing at all.

They, rode hard, and yet with a great and growing hope as no pursuit developed at once behind them. As a matter of fact, they were not only well mounted, but they had robbed the hunters immediately behind them of the means of making speed. Other horses would be quickly gathered, of course, from more distant quarters of the circle, but before they could straighten out-in pursuit, the fugitives would be well off to a running start. And a stem chase is proverbially a long one.

So it proved on that day.

They had a second advantage and a most vital one. In the hunt for them, nearly all the available men of the district had been drawn in to make the closing circle which was to entrap them and which had so nearly succeeded in so doing. Between them and the mountains were few horsemen indeed, and even the telephones would not be able to draw out any formidable posses to head them off.

Yet, though they thought of this advantage also, in good time, they continued to ride as hard as the horseflesh beneath them permitted. For every mile took them closer to the mountains, and every mile closer to the mountains was a mile that much nearer to comparative safety — to a reunion with Harry Christopher, if the latter had succeeded in shaking off his own pursuers.

At the end of two hours every horse except the unusually fine animal which Jim had selected for his own use was staggering with weakness. Therefore all saving Jim changed to the fresher mounts they were leading and they pressed on again. And still there was no sign of the pursuit.

In fact, those who followed fast and hard had gone astray two miles on a false trail, and two miles in such a hunt was a fatal handicap. By noon the quartette were among the mountains, and in the golden time of the afternoon, when the air first was turning chill on the heights, when the blue of the shadows in the gulches turns dusky black, they came to the place of rendezvous — an old deserted shack at the mouth of what had once been a shaft of a mine. And behold, Harry Christopher and all of his men came out before them. In all that wild pursuit which the men of Cranston had undertaken, not one of that half of the band had been harmed. What had been the fortune of those led by Lefty Bill no one could as yet say.

Allan had expected that there would be some show of excitement when they came in, but the two sections greeted one another with perfectly casual words.

We been writin your epitaphs, observed Harry Christopher. Have you got the money with you?

It was handed over to him.

How did things come with you? asked Geer.

Fine, said Christopher. We give our hosses a little exercise, that was all. And I like to breathe my hossflesh good and plenty once in a while, you know. How was things with you?

We had a Jonah with us, said Sam Buttrick, staring darkly at Allan. But we managed to pull through. There was two of us had old heads.

This self-praise drew forth no comments. The whole of Christophers party, in fact, seemed buried in the most profound gloom. And the cause was not very deeply hidden. There had been one grave mistake made by Harry Christopher when he split his party into two divisions. Though he assigned the greater number to his own leadership, in the haste of the instant he had given to the party of Lefty Bill no less than four of the six men who carried the treasure sacks. Of the approximate million dollars in currency which must have been taken from the safe, two thirds now was held by a small party of nine men at whose head was one whose immense avarice was a watchword among all of his associates. That was Lefty Bill. And his daring and invention and persuasive powers being on a par with his lust for money, it was more than probable that he might get his followers to split the money equally among them and thereby secure shares more than twice as large as those which would ordinarily have come to them.

In the meantime, though there had been plenty of time for it, Lefty had not sent in a report of his whereabouts, neither had he come in with his whole party and their plunder. Matters began to look black, and every instant made them blacker.

Only to Allan these tidings were no great burden, but actually good news. And, when he and the others of the starving quartette had eaten their fill, he took Jim aside for a stroll in front of the shack.

Do you see how it is, Jim? he said to his friend. Theyre a bad lot from the ground up. Didnt this trip show you that?

Ive always knowed it, said Jim quietly. Theyre out for themselves. Theyre simply crooks and me — Im something else, Al, if I have to say it myself. You know why I throwed in with em to begin with. But even after I had to go in with em — or thought that I had to — there was something else that kept me. It looked sort of like having adventures. You understand?

Of course I do. But murder isnt an adventure, Jim. It looks to me simply like murder.

Ive never done it!

Suppose that some of those people had come into the thicket where we were hiding and fired at you. Would you have fired back?

Of course!

Suppose you had killed one of them. What would that have been?

Self-defense, said Jim promptly.

But when Allan shook his head, he saw that Jim was gravely thoughtful and that he remained so for many an hour thereafter.


25. OUTLAWS AFTER OUTLAWS GOLD
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IT WAS A gloomy party which rolled in its blankets that night, at last, but they had hardly fallen asleep when a rapid crackling of guns down the mountainside brought them to their feet again, reaching for weapons. Running to the front of the shack they could see a drama unfolding beneath them — a single horseman spurring a staggering animal up the slope while, behind him, three others rushed on, gaining at every stride. They had unlimbered their guns and were firing rapidly at the fugitive who, in turn, made no effort to return their bullets but bent low over the neck of his horse and urged the animal ahead.

Its all thats left of Leftys bunch, said Hank Geer, ever ready to look on the seamy side of things. Its the last man of Leftys party and thats the first of a posse. Boys, we got to hustle into the saddle again.

But Harry Christopher, instead of answering with words, took up a rifle and fired hastily, without taking aim. The single shot had a great effect, however wildly it may have flown. The three drew rein at once; a second shot made them wheel and gallop away while the rescued fugitive let his horse fall back to a jog trot coming up the steep slope. He gained the group in front of the shack and slid wearily from his saddle. It was Chick Martin, and he was indeed a member of the second half of Christophers gang.

They surrounded him at once with rapid questions. But he brushed through them and went with sagging steps into the shack.

Im spent, boys, he said. Gimme a cup of coffee. Or a slug of red-eye. Dog- gone me — Im near done!

He was spent indeed. He had slumped down against the wall, his legs sprawling on the floor, his head fallen on his breast, his breath coming in gasps. A flask was instantly placed in his hand, which trembled as it raised the bottle. He took such a drink as one exhausted and thirsty can take. Then he lowered the flask to the floor with a bump and continued to sit for a time with eyes closed, breathing deeply.

What you got in the line of chuck? he asked hoarsely, without opening his eyes.

They could see, then, as the fire was built up and the light from it flickered across the room that his face was pinched and haggard to an extreme. They brought him cold pone and raw bacon. He devoured it like a wolf, washed it down with more whisky, and then sat up like one transformed. Still a cigarette had to be rolled and lighted and a few breaths of smoke inhaled before he would speak. The others, in the meantime, waited in a circle, patient because they understood.

Its Lew Ramsay, croaked Chick Martin.

That caused a stir and then a groan from the others, for Ramsay headed the meanest bunch of outlaws that ever roamed the hills.

Tell it quick, said Harry Christopher, his face working.

Ramsay jumped Lefty and the rest of you and cleaned you up and grabbed the coin — is that it?

Ramsay met us comin up through the pass, said Chick Martin, not to be hurried too much in the high points of his narrative. He come by us and give us a good word. He could see by the way we was ridin and the sweat on the hosses that wed done something and been ridin to get away from what might happen later. He didnt say nothin, though.

But that night, while we was camped. Lefty went out for a stroll all by himself after eatin. You know that way he has of doin. He goes out for a stroll and comes back hot-footin it after a while.

Jump them saddles onto the hosses, says he. Ive seen a dozen or fifteen riders comin through the hills.

We sure got up an moved. We jumped them saddles onto them dog-gone tired hosses and we lit out fast as we could go. It wasnt fast enough, though. Ramsays men was fresh and their hosses was fresh. He pretty near run us down, but then we got to the mouth of a canon and started to ride up it.

Here there was a groan from Hank Geer. It was blind! he said.

Nope, said Chick sadly, it wasnt blind. But ridin by night it looked blind to us. We seen the hills closin together in front of us. We could see Ramsays devils coming fast behind us. Then we seen an old shack that was standin near the head of the canon. Lefty Bill told us to head for it, and we done it. We got inside quick enough to bring Ramsays gang up standing. They rode off in a circle around the shack and we started thankin Heaven that we was safe.

It wasnt long, though, before we seen that we wasnt safe at all. There was water in an old pump in that house, and we had enough water in our canteens to prime the dog-gone thing and just barely bring up the water. It was so choked with red dust that it looked like blood, and we had to take turns pumpin for near half an hour before the water begun to run clear. After that it was like a spring; never tasted sweeter water in my life. Well, there was the water. But that was all. There wasnt no sign of food around that place.

What about your packs? snapped out Harry Christopher.

Packs? said the other angrily. Dyou think that wed been out pleasure ridin maybe? No, sir, wed had that devil Ramsay behind us, and anybody thats ever rode with a tired hoss in front of Ramsay knows what ridin means. Wed fed our hosses the spurs till our boots was red. Wed throwed away everything that made a weight that we could spare. We even got rid of spare guns. We tossed off our blankets, our extra cartridges. Dog- gone me if Hammond didnt take off his saddle and ride along barebacked. Otherwise he sure would of been caught, because his old brown hoss was sure fagged. Anyway, we got to that shack I been talkin about with nothin but a loaded gun apiece, our hosses, and the coin. And the hosses wasnt ours very long. One of Ramsays half-breeds sneaks up like a snake durin the night and stampedes the hosses right under the nose of Champ Sullivan.

We cussed the Champ so much for that that he got sure downhearted. That night we sat around wondering when wed eat next, and when Ramsays devils would rush the house. When the mornin come we seen that Champ Sullivan wasnt no place around. Wed talked a little too much to him. Maybe he turned yaller, too. Him bein such a great eater.

There was a universal snarl of rage from the others in the shack. There was no doubt of the fate of Champ if ever he should meet with one of these men.

That meant, went on Chick, that Ramsay knowed everything about us. It meant that Champ would tell him that we had half a million with us — an no chuck! Of course we knew, after that, that Ramsay would stay by us like a wolf until he got that coin.

We talked about tryin to rush through em. But how could we rush when we didnt have no hosses?

Nope, we was trapped, and the worst of it was that we could see, when the day come, that there wasnt no need for us to have settled down in that trap. Right plumb ahead of us the canon narrowed down, but there wasnt no cliff there. There was a place where the wall broke, and we could see through that crack, you might say, that there was a way through the hills outside of the canon. We seen that, and Ill say that it plumb made us sick. There we was done up in a knot, but if wed kept right on ridin we might of got into rough goin where we could of dodged Ramsay and his murderin crew, or else that end of the canon was so dog-gone narrow that a couple of us could of crowded the pass full of lead and kept Ramsay back while the rest of us breathed our hosses.

But we seen that we was cooped up and that we couldnt get out no way that we figured. All that we could do was to keep Ramsays man-killers off as far as a rifle would carry in the day. In the night they might sneak up an rush us. But theyd be pretty sure to wait a while for that until we was pretty weak from hunger and easier for them to handle.

But there aint any way of figurin Ramsay. He does what you dont expect. However, there he was sittin easy, with three men for one that we had, and ready to jump us when he wanted to. And we had to get word through to you, Harry.

Lefty got out a pack of cards. We drew for the jack of spades, and I got the unlucky card. I was to try to sneak through by myself tonight an then make for you, because we knowed that youd be up here, of course; so when the dark come, I sneaked out and rustled down the valley. I got along fine for a couple of hundred yards. Then I seen a gent ride right out from behind some rocks; he was ridin the rounds of the canyon to watch for just that sort of a thing as I was tryin to do. He seen me an I seen him at the same time; we drawed at the same time; but I got in my slug a wink quickern him. He fanned the hat offn my head, but I plumb centered him.

I could hear em yell behind the rocks, but I was already in the saddle beneath an ridin hard for the mouth of the valley. They come like greyhounds after me, but I had a hoss that was a hoss beneath me. I shook em off, all except three, and them three had better hosses than mine. How I managed to stave em off till 1 got here, I dunno. I tried every trick an hand-beneath every step of the way. Anyway, here I am to tell you that theres half a million down yonder in Salisbury Canon waitin for you to come an get it, Harry!

With this concise statement of the case, he ended, and a little silence fell upon the group, each man thinking hard and fast, making every effort to evolve a plan for safety.

Theres one thing more, said Hank Geer. Now that Ramsay knows you got the news and that youll be comin on the wing for him, he may try to make a dicker with them that are left in the shack alive. He may offer them their share of the coin if theyll surrender. The question is: What would they do in a case like that? Would they hold out when they got a good excuse to surrender?

Theyd never trust themselves to a bunch of half-breeds like the gang that follers Ramsay, said someone from the back of the room.

Ramsay, retorted Harry Christopher, could make a man think that black was white. I know him an his ways.

We got as many men as Ramsay has, blurted out big Sam Buttrick. Countin in the boys that are in the shack, we got about as many men as Ramsay has. Why not go down and just fight it out with him?

You talk like a fool, Sam, said the leader with pronounced heat. What good is it to have a massacre? Suppose we did beat him? We wouldnt beat him by moren one or two men. And dont we all want to have our shares in the coin? Besides, if we rode down to force things, he could keep Leftys party in the shack by throwin three or four gents around the place with rifles. The whole rest of his men would be ready to mix up with us.

Send in a message to Lefty, said Hank. Try to slip somebody through the lines to tell Lefty when were comin and where were comin. Then at the same time that we bust in from the outside, hell try to bust out from the inside. Well catch Ramsay on both sides.


26. TO SACRIFICE ALLAN
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THERE WAS MANIFESTLY much good sense in this suggestion of Hanks, and his chief nodded slowly. He believed in taking good advice. He did not, however, believe in listening to the chatter of many men. He now asked Chick Martin and Hank Geer to walk out with him so that they could talk the whole matter over and come to some sort of a decision. The three departed, leaving the others.

In an adjoining nest of rocks they built a fire and cowered close over it, for the night was turning extremely cold. With their hands extended over the flames, casting great thick shadows over their faces, they drew up their schemes.

First of all a plan of Salisbury Canon, and the high lands immediately around it was drawn up by Chick Martin as carefully as he could draw and remember. It was seen, then, that the narrow valley widened gradually from its beginning to its mouth. In the upper portion it was simply a shallow depression among sharply rolling hills. Finally, in the canon itself, the walls of the valley became steep cliffs which were quite impossible for a horse to pass. It was toward the upper part of the canon that the shack which was now the fortress of Lefty Bill stood. And obviously there were only two ways of approaching it. One was the more natural. It was to come up the valley from below, where there would be more room on either hand. The second was to travel around Salisburys length and descend to the goal down the dry valley. Here they would be forced to enter through a much more narrow aperture where a few well-posted men would be able to hold them at bay, perhaps. On the other hand, their approach would be more apt to be expected from below, and there might be the advantage of surprise by swarming down through the narrower gulch.

Which is just what that fox Ramsay would be likely to figure, said Harry Christopher. Boys, we got to do something that has brain in it, here. Otherwise were simply goin to turn Salisbury Canon into a butcher shop, and Ramsays bunch will be the butchers. They know their ground. Theyre all good shots. Theyve done so many murders that theyd as soon shoot at a man as at a dog. And our boys in the shack there with Lefty Bill wont be much account. Theyll make a noise with their guns, maybe, but gents that have gone without chuck for such a while aint goin to have steady hands.

This was all very obvious. But what was the brainy maneuver which could be accomplished? Harry Christopher was fumbling toward it.

We got to make Ramsay and his gang think that were sure to come in through one direction. Then well slip in the other way. We got to make him bunch his gang together, and then well come in from the other side.

That sounds easy. Howll we do it?

With a false alarm.

A what?

Send in a gent with a message thatll seem like it was meant for Lefty Bill but will really be meant for just Ramsay.

Wherell you find a gent among the gang thatll be willing to put himself into Ramsays hands?

Get one thatll run into Ramsays hands — but not on purpose.

What dyou mean, Harry?

Is Ramsay a fox?

Of course.

If a fool was sent to get to Lefty Bill, would Ramsay get him before he ever reached to Lefty?

Sure. Thats plain. Itll take a mighty smart man to break into the valley. Every night Ramsayll have his gents out watchin.

Very well, then, I say that I have the very man for the purpose.

What man, Harry?

Guess. A blockhead that dont know nothin. A bull with his hands but a fool in the head.

Al Vincent! cried Hank Geer.

Youre right.

Itd mean that hed be stopped with a bullet, Harry.

What of that?

Only this: Hes a dog-gone white kid, as square as they come. I seen him closer than the rest of you lately, and hes always played square and true to the rest of us. Ive watched him through the thick of it.

He near made the whole four of you get caught, Hank. Is that playin square?

He had a hoss that he couldnt make run fast. That started things. But he got us out of one bad hole by takin a growed-up regular Cranston County fightin man with his bare hands.

His hands are a great deal more useful than his head. I have said so before.

Id hate to see any harm come to him.

Hank, dont be a fool. Is he worth half a million to you?

Hank, chewing his nether lip, was silent.

Besides, said Harry Christopher sneeringly, hell die with no pain. The gents that ride with Ramsay shoot mighty straight. Hank; heres our chance to win back the whole slough of that coin!

Twice the thin lips of Hank parted to speak in behalf of the youth; and twice the words failed to come. For, after all, money was money and a fool was sure to die soon, at any rate.

There by the fire on a scrap of paper the leader wrote his message to Lefty Bill. It read:



Dear Lefty: Im sending in a message to you by Al Vincent, because I intend to come to give you a hand right away. Vincent will get to you about dusk. Im pretty sure that hell win through to you because hes as clever a fellow as I know. This will let you know that I intend to come right up through the valley, from the mouth, because I think that Ramsay wont expect us from that direction. Ill have extra horses with me. The minute you see the sun stick up over the mountains, bust loose and start for the mouth of the canon. Ill be ridin as hard as I can, and all my boys behind me. Well meet you moren halfway, and when we meet you, well have horses for you to jump onto. Well be in and out agin before Ramsay and his bunch of man-killers know what were about. All depends on you making a quick start. The minute you see the edge of the sun showing, come hell-bent for the mouth of the canon.

Give our best wishes to the boys. Im sending in some chuck by Al. Itll be enough to give you one square meal, at least. Then pull your belts tight and get ready to work fast in the morning. Id try it at night, but a lot of things can go wrong at night, and, besides, the dark is the time when that gang of Ramsays will begin to keep the sharpest lookout. As soon as the morning light begins to get bright, theyll be thinking about hitting the hay.

Harry.



This composition he read aloud to his companions and their applause was most heartfelt. If there had been some doubts and some remorse in the mind of Hank Geer, he forgot them now. The beauty and the simplicity of the scheme appealed to him like delicious music full of surprises, constantly revealing new charms. For, as he saw it, this letter, captured on the person of poor Allan, would undoubtedly induce Ramsay to concentrate his forces of ruffians around the lower end of the canon, and from the upper mouth of the ravine the rescuers could strike quickly in to the shack, gather the fasting friends whom they found there, and so sweep away again, cutting to pieces whatever guards might be on duty and avoiding a battle with the bulk of Ramsays forces until all of Christophers men were joined together. Indeed, it was very doubtful if even Ramsay would persist in schemes of robbing the robbers if he had once received such a repulse as this would be!

And then the two halves of the gang would be united. The plunder could then be shared, and all of this would be accomplished, if matters went well, at the risk of a few chance bullets and, at the most, the certain death of young Allan. Such a death was an unfortunate sacrifice, but prices must be paid for all good things. And with this reflection, all the remorse died away in the mind of Hank Geer.

There remained to persuade the gull to undertake the journey, and this Harry Christopher took upon his own shoulders. He made no attempt to talk to Allan that night. He waited until a nights sleep had rubbed the weariness out of the brain of his recruit. But after the breakfast coffee, as the rest of the party sunned itself before the shack and yawned at the breathless distances among the mountains, he took Allan to one side and opened the affair to him.

Al, he said, I have been watching you since you joined us and everything that Ive seen has been right. Theres some things that you dont know. But youre picking up quick. What youve got most of all is a good head on your shoulders. You take time, you think things out, and youre cool. And thats why youre the only gent in the gang that I can come to at a time like this. I got to get a message to Lefty Bill. Will you take it?

Had Allan been asked to accept sudden death, such a question could hardly have been more welcome, but Christopher went on as though he did not expect an immediate answer and as though he had paid no attention to the pale face of his youthful companion.

Itll be a harder job than the one that Chick got away with. Ramsay will be on the lookout as sharp as a cat, now. Thats why I have to send my best man. And take it by and large, youre the man I mean, Al. What dyou think of it?

I havent had a chance to think, said Allan.

Take your time. I dont want you to jump at this. I want you to take it easy, partner, and figure this out carefully. You understand? Its a big chance. I need a man with a big heart to try it. But theres six poor devils dyin in that canon. Along with the message, thered be some chuck for em.

He had struck skillfully upon the right chord, and he swallowed a smile as he saw Allan straighten and draw in a deeper breath.

After all, said Allan quietly, Ive given you my word that Id do as you want me to do. If you choose me, I suppose that I have to go. When shall I start?

The leader reached out his hand and clasped that of Allan. Son, he said, you got the makings of great things in you. Youre goin to win through with this here game. I feel it in my bones. An when youve finished it, you an me are goin to be a pile thicker than weve been up to this time. Ive been holdin off, Al; sort of studyin you, but I liked you right from the first, yunderstand?

There was no reply except a murmur from Allan. He turned away to find Jim Jones, for he was in sore need of council. And as he went, Christopher summoned Geer with a gesture.

Keep the straight facts dark from Jim, he said. If he finds out that its a plant, hell be plumb wild.


27. SLOW AL ENTERS THE RACE
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THE PLAN WHICH was suggested by the leader was simply that Allan should reconnoiter the mouth of the valley and, if it proved to be only remissly guarded, slip through with his horse and proceed at full speed straight up the canon toward the shack. If he had fortune, it might be that he would not be seen until he was close to the shack, and then he could trust to the speed of his horse and to the darkness of the night to shield him from the fire of Ramsays fighters.

If he found, however, that the entrance to the canon was closely guarded, then he should not attempt the impossible but, giving up the effort to penetrate by that direction, he was to ride around to the side of the valley and climb down the precipitous wall of rock on the north of the shack, abandoning his horse and the precious provisions. For, after all, the message he carried was to be considered far more in importance than the mere food he might bring to the besieged. Having reached the foot of the wall, he was to attempt to slip through the line of the besiegers and reach the shack, and this was the scheme which was most favored by Jim Jones, as he anxiously went over the possibilities with his friend. In the first place he had striven ardently to dissuade Allan from the attempt, but the latter was adamant. He could never be forward in the crimes while he was among them. But here was an opportunity t6 serve without violating the law, and he determined to do his best in the desperate matter.

There was nothing that could be done for him by Jim except to equip him with the best possible advice. And that advice was to treat the men of Ramsay as though they were wild beasts, for Ramsay himself was little more than a predatory animal, and he had gathered around him a crew of desperadoes of his own ilk — outcasts from every society but their own, half-breeds and white men who had forgotten everything saving the brute in their natures.

Remember that, said Jim. Because the trouble with you, Al, is that you figure on every gent being as decent under the skin as you are yourself I But if you get into a mix with Ramsays men, shoot!

That was the parting injunction after which Allan started on the long trail across the mountains with the lofty head of Salisbury Peak to guide him in the distance. By mid-afternoon he was within striking distance of the mouth of the canon, but there he made a camp, let his horse graze, and rested until the dusk began, partly because he must have the night to cover him when he made his attempt, and partly because both he and his horse should be fresh when the time came for the effort.

It was well after sunset when he started on again, and the red had faded to a faint stain along the horizon, and the stars were beginning to wink in the black upper arch of the sky before he came to the mouth of Salisbury Canon. It was like a gate to a ruined city. The wide, flat entrance was like a great avenue whose paving had been worn away by centuries; on either hand were huge towers of red stone, curiously sculptured by the wind; and after these sheer walls stretched away like ramparts with broken battlements. What lay within those gates he could not make out beyond a thick pool of the evening gloom broken by the shrill, wavering yelp of a coyote far away in the canon.

He had been told to reconnoiter that entrance before he attempted to pass through it, but just how he could maneuver he could not tell. And there was no scheme in his laboring brain to tell him what might be done. So, shrugging his shoulders, he rode slowly forward, very slowly. Coming in such a casual manner, it would be hard if he were recognized as an enemy. And, brutes though they might be, the men of Ramsay could hardly shoot him down before they had recognized him as one of the men of Harry Christopher.

He had passed within the outer line between the two natural turrets when he was hailed. He looked to the right and made out very clearly the long, faintly glimmering barrel of a rifle which peered out at him from among a cluster of rocks. That sight made his whole body quiver with the thundering of his heart. He checked a foolish impulse to spur his horse and dash on through the gap. Instead, he brought his mount to a halt and waited for an instant until he could speak with some control.

Hello! called Allan. Whats up?

Whatre you? growled out the other.

Tom Smith, said Allan, from the Circle Z Bar Ranch.

He had seen some of the cattle with that brand on them wandering through the hills and Jim had explained the brand to him. For all he knew, this sentinel might know all about the Circle Z Bar outfit. If he did, there would be a rifle bullet through his body in short order.

Whatre you doin up here, Tom Smith? asked the watcher behind the rifle.

We missed some cows. I started out to find what I could. Thought that Id camp in Salisbury Canon tonight. Its too far to ride back to the ranch, and my horse is tired.

He looks tolerable rested to me.

For something had stirred in the shadows, and Allans horse began to dance. He bit his lip and quieted the animal with a crushing pressure of his knees and a strong pull on the reins. He wished, for the moment, that he had not been given such a picked horse for the trip.

Hes a nervous fool, said Allan with some heat. He can prance a long time after hes played out.

I know them kind, said the other more amiably. I had a dog-gone red-eyed Roman-nosed fool once that used to act like he was on fire to go till you give him the reins and the spur, and then he backed up and done most of his travelin at a walk. But what made you pick out Salisbury Canon for a place to camp in?

Theres an old shack up the canon where I can get water, and I have enough chuck with me to cook supper and breakfast.

Since when did old Jeff start in sendin the boys out from the Circle Z Bar with chow in the saddle bag?

Its a habit of my own. Jeff doesnt do it.

You got a long eye for chances, then. I got to say that!

A man never can tell what may happen. One may ride into a canon, for instance, and be held up with a rifle and a man behind the rifle. Whats the trouble, partner?

The other chuckled. Im here to tell folks that there aint no good campin in Salisbury these days.

Something wrong in the canon?

Ill tell a man! Mighty queer thing, too. Theres a sort of a fever that catches gents in Salisbury Canon if they ask too many questions. Ive knowed some that never got over it. He enjoyed the obliquity of his own wit so greatly that he laughed aloud.

Well, said Allan with the utmost good nature, Im not going to try to get in if your gun says no.

It sure does! I see that fightin aint your middle name, Tom Smith.

I carry a gun for the look of it. Thats all.

The hidden man snorted; perhaps in amusement, perhaps in contempt.

Hows old Carey up to the ranch? asked he.

Fairly well, said Allan.

Thats so? I thought that the doctor had give him up.

Doctors make mistakes, said Allan.

They sure do. A doc give me up for a lunger, once. Look at me now!

He rose, a shadow among shadows — tall, wide shouldered, a giant among men.

You are big, said Allan mildly.

He added, fumbling at his pockets: Ive dropped my Bull Durham. Got the makings, partner?

The other hesitated. Plainly he did not wish to take any chances, but the good nature which had taken possession of him on account of the easy manners of Allan seemed to persuade him that there could be no danger here. He tucked the rifle under his right arm, with the muzzle still pointed at Allan and his finger on the trigger. Then he advanced with the makings held out before him.

When Allan came near enough to take them, he made out a face as formidable as the body of the stranger, a broad face, set off with a short, curling beard. And little, bright, agile eyes played over Allan and over his horse.

In the meantime, it was the first cigarette which Allan had ever attempted to roll, and after he had torn out the fluttering little filament of brown paper and sifted the tobacco into it as he had seen the cow-punchers often do, he went slowly on with the rolling. He had only seconds in which to act, now. In another moment his slowness would awaken the suspicions of the guard. And the rifle was still leveled squarely at him from under the arm of the big man.

Your hoss aint sweated up much, said the sentinel.

I stopped a ways back while I was wondering whether Id ride in or camp out. That gave him a chance to cool off, said Allan.

But they aint much sweat dried on him, neither. How come that?

These buckskins dont sweat a great deal — any of them!

Thats true. When they begin to sweat theyre apt to be ready to drop. Whats the matter with your pill?

I tore the paper, said Allan. And he allowed the makings to flutter to the ground.

Well, said the other, darned if you aint unhandy! I aint tore a paper in the makin since I was a kid!

You havent?

Im tellin you, no!

The trouble is in my hand, said Allan. Look at this.

He held out his right hand toward the other and at the same time he loosened his foot in the stirrup on the farther side of his horse.

Whats wrong with the hand? asked the sentinel. Dont seem nothin queer about it to me. Whats wrong with it?

Nerves, said Allan, and since that hand was now only inches from the face of the other, he thrust it suddenly forward, drove the fingers through that short, curling beard of black, and buried them in the thick, muscular throat beneath.

The other dropped the rifle and, gasping, reached up his right hand and tore away the tearing grip of Allan. But the latter was already lurching out of the saddle and as he fell he struck with a swinging left fist. It landed squarely upon the mouth of the stranger and smashed to nothing the cry which was beginning to form on the lips of the watcher. The force of the blow drove him staggering back. And then Allan was at him like a tiger, sparing no atom of his strength.

There might be, there probably were, other watchers near the mouth of the canon. They must not hear this struggle. Neither must the big man have an opportunity to cry out.

He cast his fist into the face of the big fellow again. It was like striking a rock, and now, with a snarl, the latter tore a revolver from the holster at his hip. Under the swinging gun Allan dove. His shoulder bit against the hip of the stranger and both went down among the rocks. Then he felt the others body relax suddenly as though he had fallen into a sleep.

He got to his knees, panting.

The big man lay with closed eyes and crimson running from a gash in his head where the sharp edge of a rock had torn a furrow. Was he dead?

Allan had no time to stay to make sure, but, sick with horror, he swung back into the saddle and started through the entrance gate at a gallop. Once on the inside, he saw the glistening sands stretched far before him in the starlight. The black faces of the cliffs walled in Salisbury Canon on either side. All between them was plainly visible, and he knew, now, that there would be no obscurity on this night sufficient to shelter him. If only he could slip through the enemy unobserved — 

That thought had hardly formed before a thick, heavy voice boomed behind him, and then the air was split by the ringing explosions of a rifle, fired rapidly.


28. TO THE STARVING
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THROUGH THAT CLEAR mountain air the noises of the gun must pass from one end of Salisbury Canon to the other, with a thousand echoes clearly speaking back from the tall faces of the cliffs. There was no hope that he could escape unobserved, but at least he would not be foolish enough to remain in the center of the narrow little valley. He swung sharply to the right and brought his horse back to a jog. For he knew that a fast-moving object is far more easily caught by the eye of the watchful than the motionless or the slowly moving. Under the very shadow of the cliff he continued, and had hardly reached that position when he saw a flight of five horsemen spurring at full speed straight for the mouth of the canon. They swept past him not a hundred yards away, furiously bent on their goal.

That was the charge which he would have met had he not changed his course. They had not far to go, however, before there met them from the starlit gleam a shouting, ragmg, raving form on a great horse. Allan, glancing back, could see the figure dimly and hear the distant thunder of his voice. He saw, too, that the whole group instantly turned. In another instant, with a wild chorus of yells, they headed straight toward him. Even the screening shadows beneath the cliff had not been able to shield him from their hawk eyes. He loosed the reins, punished the buckskin with the spurs, and raced ahead.

It was a chosen horse, that buckskin, famous among the men of Harry Christopher. And it had been recently rested so that it could give of its best to Allan in this time of need. But though he urged it forward, the yelling behind him continued to gain, as though the strength of their fighting fury added power to the animals which they bestrode.

There was another purpose served by that clamor of theirs, however. It would serve as a warning to the men who waited up the canon, and who must already have been alarmed by the firing of the sentinels gun. Yes, even as the thought entered Allans mind he saw them come before him — a man here and another there — two more in the distance, stretched out in a thin, powerful line to sweep him back from the vicinity of the shack.

He saw that, and he looked back and watched the pursuers gaining. He decided, logically, that his case was hopeless, and then he went suddenly berserker. Another being poured into his body as it had come on the night when he hunted the watcher on the plateau after the robbery. Out of his lips came a cry that tore his throat and which yet gave him a thrill of the most exquisite pleasure.

The horse beneath him started, as though that cry meant more to it than quirt or digging spurs. It flashed ahead with redoubled speed, and the voices behind jerked away and grew smaller.

The four horsemen in front now converged, reining back their horses as they saw that they could focus on the point toward which he was driving. He saw them clearly, clearly in the starlight and even caught the glimmer of the weapons in their hands.

He swung the buckskin to one side. He turned again, and now he whipped the good horse straight at the enemy.

They sat their horses in a loose semicircle, emptying their revolvers. His own gun was out. No one could take careful aim when a horse was racing at such a speed. But he fired as he had been taught to fire — a mere gesture, pointing with the forefinger while the middle finger drew the trigger. He fired; the four still sat their horses unharmed. He chose the central form just ahead of him and fired again, while the horse, as the gun spoke close to its head, snorted with fear and ran faster than ever.

That central man no longer sat still in the saddle. He had cast out his arms wildly, as though he were attempting to run through darkness and feel his way. Then he toppled to the side and poured out of the saddle like a fluid thing. There he lay flat.on the ground, while his horse reared, wheeled, and shot off into the gloom.

Three men sat before him in a loose semicircle, in the midst of which there was now a gap. They sat calmly, taking good aim, firing fast. Then something like a clenched fist struck Allan on the side of the head and swayed him far across the saddle. It was like a fist blow, but it was also like the running of a red-hot point of steel across his scalp. Something warm began to run down his face, and he knew that a glancing bullet had struck him. Life had been spared him by a fraction of an inch!

He fired again; there were still three before him. He fired again; still three guns were spitting fire out of the darkness and a knife edge now slashed him across the right shoulder. There was a twitch and his hat was off; there was another jerk at his coat, where it bellied out at his side in the wind of his galloping. He fired again. Only two men sat their horses, and between the two, on the tips of the horns of the semicircle, he galloped the buckskin.

Allan saw, on either hand, how their guns flashed up and then hung in mid air, suspended like charmed things. They had found one another exactly in line with the fugitive, and they dared not fire for that instant. However, one stride more and, as he shot past them, their guns spat. He felt the good gelding stagger beneath him, but still the gallant horse kept on, and just in front, a scant three hundred yards away, was the shack where he would gain shelter and to which he would bring food for the famished!

He rode with a tight rein. Jim had told him that that was the manner to hold up a stumbling horse, and the buckskin was beginning to falter and to fail. But still, though it staggered, it kept valiantly on, and every stride meant yards and yards nearer to the shack.

From before him he heard a wild carnival of yelling — shrieking voices which he could hardly recognize as human. Why did they not fire to drive off the pursuers? Simply because they feared to kill him who brought them rescue, perhaps.

The saddlebag with its thirty pounds of provisions he loosed and tossed over his left arm. In case the good horse dropped, he would himself attempt to carry the thing on foot. A hundred yards was wiped away. Two hundred remained, and then the buckskin tossed up its head and fell with a human groan. Allan pitched into thinnest air and landed with a shock that tossed flame points of red across his mind.

It was only for an instant. Then he pushed himself slowly up on his hands. He was no longer pursued. The instant horse and man had fallen rifles were chattering from the shack, and that humming flight of lead drove back the men of Ramsay. The rifles were still barking, but when Allan raised his arm the firing ceased — a, wail of unhuman joy went shrilling up from the squat little hut while three of the garrison leaped out to his help. He needed no aid to rise and run in, with his precious burden over his arm. He cast one backward glance where the gallant buckskin lay dead. Chance alone had determined that the horse must die instead of the man, and here on his head, his shoulder, his side, were the hot needle stings which told him how near death had come to him.

If they could not carry him in, at least those lean-bellied, hollow-eyed, starving men surrounded him, beat his back, shouted, and danced with their joy. They swept him within doors.

I have brought word from Christopher— he began.

Let it have been word from heaven, they would not have paid attention to him. Their eyes were on the fat canvas bag which hung over his arm, and their nostrils, keen with famine, seemed to have scented the bacon which was in it. After that, the half-starved men, wild with their fast of days, swept him into a corner with his tidings untold, and they fell to work at preparing the food. A fire roared in a trice, the bacon was sliced, the flour was stirred with salt and baking powder to make pone, and the exquisite aroma of coffee was floating in the air. They danced and they sang as they worked. They smote one another on the back, yelled and laughed like madmen. Half mad, indeed, they were.

Allan, in his corner, tended to himself. A bit of cracked mirror served him to dress the wound along his head. It was the merest scratch saving for a place near the back of the head where the flying bullet had bitten into the bone and delivered the blow which had so nearly stunned him. When the blood was now washed away, and a rag tied around the place, he became comfortable enough. The scratch on the shoulder was literally no more. It had caked the sleeve of his shirt with crimson. Otherwise it was nothing. He had various small bruises from the fall from the horse and particularly a swelling on the top of his head. But what are small things to one who has seen the very face of death and yet escaped to tell the story?

In the meantime, the food had been half cooked and the meal began, but it seemed to Allan that if these men were all off guard, now was the very time for so enterprising a ruffian as Ramsay to try a rushing attack, for surely he must know that food had been brought to the starving, and that they would forget danger in order to eat. So he took up a rifle and posted himself at the door, which swung half ajar. Behind him were the warm odors of the cookery, the joyous voices of the men. Before him was the quiet of the night and the soft gleaming of the star.

Who could have connected such a landscape with tragedy? Yonder something stirred in the shrubbery — perhaps that very prowling coyote which he had heard singing up the canon earlier in the evening. Another shadow stirred among shadows. And Allan brought the gun to his shoulder just as a human form crept out and began to move stealthily toward the shack. He took aim with unsteady hands, for all his nerves were twitching with excitement. He had been right, after all, in reading the mind of the bandit leader. Here they came, two, three, and four of them. Perhaps others were stealing up from other directions. If he paused to call for help, they might be at the shack in a rush. So he steadied the weapon as well as he could, and then pulled the trigger.

He knew even as he fired that he had missed his target. But he had the satisfaction of seeing the four leap to their feet with a shout and fade into the shrubbery, which crashed about them as they leaped to safety. Those same yells were echoed from three other quarters of the compass, and he could hear the noise of rapid retreat. The whole gang of Ramseys men must have been drawn up to make a desperate effort, but feeling themselves discovered, they had no desire to charge into the face of a gun fire delivered by practiced hands.


29. DANGEROUS DECISION
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THE MEAL WAS interrupted; there was a rush for the doors and windows, weapons in hand. But they had time only to put in two or three random shots at disappearing figures. Then they came back more soberly to finish their eating.

If those skunks had rushed in when they heard the kids gun, said Denver Charlie, scowling, theyd of had us fine and easy. Lefty, for a general you aint commandin this here army none too well.

All eyes focused with a reproof upon Lefty Bill — all saving those of sturdy Tom Morris, who, since the part he had played in the hold-up of the train, had a right to be considered at all times.

There aint any general except our empty stomaches, right now, he declared. Keep off of Lefty. Hes done good enough. Heres the rest of us that should of give it a thought. But none of us had the idea. It took a kid — a tenderfoot! And he turned with a sort of admiring affection to Allan.

Al, he said, dog-gone me if I aint glad to say that youve surprised the whole of us. You keep us from starvin one minute. You keep us from havin our throats cut by the half-breeds the next! Son, put it there!

He shook hands with Allan most solemnly, and the others followed his example. It was not a casual thing, such as Allan had seen performed every day of his life while he was in the bank. This was done grimly, carefully, gripping the hand hard and looking long and deeply into his eyes, they murmured at the same time such things as: Kid, you aint the worst I ever met, or Old-timer, youve done noble. But there was the air of a religious rite behind their roughnesses of voice and of word. They meant a great deal above and beyond what they expressed, and he could not help understanding that he had now been admitted into a select fellowship, a brotherhood of gentry who would stand by him to the bitterest of ends, give him the last water in their canteens, stay by his side till the last cartridge was fired, stand at his back in the face of a world of enemies. He felt all of this, and he was deeply and warmly grateful for it.

He felt a little like one who receives great praise for a small deed. No doubt they thought it was quite wonderful, but as he looked back to the passage of the gates of Salisbury Canon and the ride up the valley and the passage of the line of watchers at the end of that ride, it seemed that he had been favored by ignorance and luck. There had been nothing remarkable in what he had achieved.

So, when he had received their thanks and seen them open their hearts to him, he did not therefore enter into the discussion which followed like one who has a right to express himself and to be listened to. He sat back in a corner and let the others thrash out the message which he had brought to them from their absent chief. And, for his silence, he was more highly regarded by the others than ever for the heroism of his services to them. For, above all, be he good or bad, a Westerner loves modesty in his companions.

That message was now first read silently to himself by Lefty Bill. Next he read it aloud to his companions, and they listened to it dubiously. When the reading was ended, they sat about silently. Someone had to begin the discussion. Who would it be?

Sturdy Tom Morris spoke up at last. Looks to me, he said, like Harry was sick. That there dont sound like his line of talk most usually sounds.

He dont aim to take no chances like that, usually, said Denver Charlie in whole-hearted agreement. Start out at daybreak — when Ramsays dogs can see to shoot straight — and they sure can shoot by daylight, no matter how many times they might miss at night!

Here he nodded at Allan, as though the latter might congratulate himself that he had not attempted his feat of reckless courage during the shining of the sun. And Allan, shuddering, nodded his head in return. Those bullets which had touched him and a score of others whose humming was yet in his ear would not have missed striking home had there been anything less treacherous than starlight when they were fired.

Start out at daylight, continued Tom Morris, and start trampin down the whole dog-gone canon. Start walkin! Mind you that! Suppose that Harry and his boys didnt arrive in time? Wed get shot up fine before wed gone half a mile! -The others nodded — except Lefty Bill. He had waited until the other side expressed itself. Then he said quietly: Charlie, youve got quite a little coin stowed away in a bank some place. Ive heard you say that you had.

Whats that got to do with it? Sure I aint been a fool and blowed everything.

Youve put away something, too, Tom, aint you? went on Bill.

I been a little lucky, I guess.

Well, boys, did you have a cent when you joined up with Harry Christopher?

He waited for that shot to find its target. Then he continued: Neither did I have a red cent when Harry picked me up. Id done a few good turns, but they never come to nothin in the long run. Id make a hundred here and another few hundred there. But when I joined up with Harry I started in makin money fastern I could spend it. So did the rest of us. Hes brought in the coin. We might think that we could do just as well by ourselves. Thats because we forget what Harrys turned up since we joined.

If weve made something, how much has Harry made? put in Charlie, adding hastily: Mind you, I aint sayin nothin agin Harry. Hes a card, of course.

He buys the news that we turn into money, said Bill promptly. Its right that he should get his share of the loot, aint it?

There was no answer to this.

Howd we ever have got on the track of this coin that we got with us now? added Bill.

There was a pause, after which Tom Morris said: I dont see why the chief didnt have us all meet up at one place. If we hadnt been split in two, we could of handled Ramsay easy enough.

Suppose that the Cranston gents had stuck to our trail, where would we of been? answered Lefty Bill. And if wed all rode together, you can lay to it that wed of left a track behind us that theyd of followed.

Here was another answer which could not very well be controverted. The long and short of it is, went on Lefty, that were stuck in a bad hole and we want to blame somebody for it. How would Harry of knowed that wed bump into Ramsay? He figured on things so that wed be able to beat out the gents that followed us up from Cranston County. And he figured it right. We got away clean. You got to admit that. He simply couldnt know that Ramsay would pop up in between.

Neither Charlie nor Tom could speak a word in answer to this. It was too apparently just to be controverted. And, having made his opening, Lefty went on with his argument.

This here walk down the canon in the mornin looks risky. It is risky. Any fool could see that. But aint we in a risky position right now, and every minute we stay here, aint it going to be riskier? We would of given a bad nickel for our lives an hour ago. Along comes the kid and brings us in chuck. We got our stomaches full and now we feel mighty fine. But how much of the chuck is left? In another day well be starvin again. And Ramsay and his swine can live on the rabbits they shoot, if they aint got nothin better.

Boys, maybe the chief wants us to try this game just because it is risky. Anyway, lets not think no more about it now. Im for doin what he wants us to do. If it dont work, then we can take our chance and die, with our guns talkin for us. If it does work, well all think that Harry is the greatest gent that ever come along. Go sleep on it. Ill wake you up in time in the morning for us to have another talk about things before sunup. Wed better bury the coin here in the shack and then come back for it when weve joined up with Christopher.

So it was done. Tom Morris had his turn at standing guard that night. The others, and Allan among them, rolled up in their blankets and were soon asleep. To Allan it was a long time. Several times the ache and the fever in his wounds wakened him. And he was glad when, at last, the deep, weary voice of Tom Morris called: Gents, roll out. We got half an hour till sunup. Roll out. We got no time for sleepin now!

They sat up yawning. Then, in a trice, remembering all that lay before them on this day of days, they stood up and looked to their weapons. They stood about in a circle, as grim a set of fighting men as ever stood in silence and debated a matter of battle. Then Lefty Bill put the question to them in a fashion which he had first carefully considered by himself.

Gents, he said, are we goin to stay here sittin while Harry and the rest come into the valley? Are we goin to sit here and let Ramsay shoot em all down an then come back here and finish us? Or are we goin to turn out like gents that live up to their word, and are we goin to march down there an join our mates?

It would have been hard to return a denial to such a proposition. Three voices spoke in assent. The silence of the others showed that they had submitted.


30. ON THE TRAIL OF ALLAN
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A LONG TIME had passed since that first clash between Walter Jardine and Elias Johnston and Allan, and how far the reputation of those gallants had sunk in their two encounters with Allan and Jim Jones it would have been hard to estimate. This much was certain, that if Johnston had run for sheriff before the first clash, he could have unanimously been elected, and if he had run since the second time he encountered him who was known as Al Vincent, he could hardly have polled a single vote.

The result of that second clash had been that a coldness grew up between the two companions. No matter that Elias had proven a true prophet and that Al Vincent had indeed returned to El Ridal. What counted was that the outlaw had come and gone again. From that point onward, Walter Jardine refused to listen to his friends counsel. And he insisted that they take the trail at once.

They heard, shortly, afterward of the train robbery, and since they were reasonably certain that Allan was a member of Christophers gang, they started at once in that direction and rode steadily for Cranston. There they arrived to find that the whole county was buzzing with the tale of what the robbers had done. And, particularly, they heard one man blamed and blamed again. It was poor Bill Tucker, who had been taken prisoner by the four outlaws and who had been used by them as a tool. Not that many men could tell themselves that they would have done differently under the compulsion of leveled revolvers, but there had to be some scapegoat, and Bill was the only possible one.

The Cranston posses had returned from the mountains where they had ridden their horses lame in a furious endeavor to find the trails of the missing outlaws. The whole county was black with gloom. For it was said that, having been once the prey of criminals, crime would spring up again as it had done before. To Bill Tucker, accordingly, the pair of warriors went, and they found him sunk in the profoundest gloom. It was broken by the adroitness of Elias Johnston.

Partner, he said, all we want to know is: was there a gent in that gang that went by the name of Al Vincent? And at this, the face of Tucker lighted strangely.

If there hadnt been, he said, Id be rotting by this time out in the woods. It was him that took me and it was him that kept the others from murderin me when they wanted to, half a dozen times. Al Vincent is sure with em. But why a gent as white as him should herd with them mavericks I cant make out. Can you?

Hes goin to leave em pretty soon, said Elias Johnston with a profound meaning. Hes goin to leave em as soon as we can persuade him to quit. Thats why were on the trail — just to meet up with Al Vincent. All we wanted to find out was if he was with em. Thanks a lot!

And he and Jardine rode off on the trail to the mountains.

They had no definite plan, except to reach the upper mountains. There the outlaws must have taken refuge. There they would divide the loot, no doubt, and remain quietly for some time until the countryside had settled down and the posses ceased to comb the hills for them. They camped among the peaks on the shoulder of a mountain the first night, and it was well past midnight when a horse neighed in the valley and the neighing brought them bolt upright in their blankets. The cold moon was high in the heavens, well past the full, now, but still shedding that bright light which only those who have seen the moon in the mountains know of. And, in the hollow beneath them, they saw a troop of men riding in single file along a difficult trail, leading with them a number of horses.

They flattened themselves instantly upon the ground and, having reduced their size, they stared again, until the troop was out of sight around the corner of the mountain. Then Jardine spoke.

Elie, he said, did it look to you like youd ever seen the hoss that that first gent was riding?

I didnt recognize no hoss.

Well, old son, Id bet a thousand to one that thats Harry Christophers nag. And if Im right, them was Christophers men.

Johnston drew a great breath. Then Vincent is with em! Maybe. But what would the empty saddles mean? I can see through that. It simply means that when they was dividin the stuff they got from the train, they got to arguin. There was guns pulled. Them that shot quickest and straightest lived. Them that shot too dog-gone slow didnt live. They was left to lie in the moonshine. «And heres the rest of em goin along takin the hosses of them that dropped. Could anything be easier than that?

It seemed a reasonable explanation, though Jardine pointed out that the rule of Harry Christopher was so exact that it was unlikely that any of his gang would rebel at the division of the spoils which he had ordered.

That would be right enough most times, answered Johnston, but they never had so much loot before. Near a million dollars was took, the papers say.

Divide that in two. Papers always multiply, dog-gone em. When I met up with Bad Sim Harper, the papers come out an said that I shot him five times before he died. Which was all a lie. I hit him once in the leg, and then I shot him through the heart as he was fallin. Youd of thought, to read that paper, that I didnt know how to use a gun — havin to shoot a man five times before I finished him!

Johnston smiled at his outburst of temper, for there was ever a great deal of the child in Jardine. But, in a trice, they had decided that these must indeed be Christophers gang, and that they must follow, not for the sake of coming to swords point with the whole crew, but in the hope that they might be able to encounter Allan lingering behind the rest, or at least to spot him among the crew when the sun rose.

Accordingly, they saddled swiftly and hurried their horses down to the trail. It is rare to find a group which can make as much speed as the individual. And though the horsemen in front were urging their mounts, it was easy for the two who followed to remain in touch. They rode carefully far to the rear. As a rule, they did not even have to keep in distant sight of the others, but as the trail wound and twisted sharply through the mountains, they could follow the strangers by the noise which the armed hoofs of the cavalcade made against the rocks, reflected back from the hillsides in many far-traveling echoes.

So they journeyed on until the gray of the dawn came, and then the moon grew pale as a tuft of cloud while the eastern light increased. They had been descending from the upper level for some time, and now they began to climb, and twisted rapidly up the side of a steep slope.

Dyou know these parts? said Jardine to Johnston. Or where the devil they can be heading for? Is there anything to be reached up here?

Thats Salisbury Mountain, and heres Salisbury Canon down below us. If we was to ride a hundred yards to the left, you could see it easy. What theyre aimin at, I dunno. The right trail, if they want to go in this direction, is right up Salisbury Canon, where theres one as round and smooth and as easy as a road. Old-timer, they got something up their sleeves!

They continued now for some time straight ahead, and then turned to the left and descended into sharp-sided, stumbling hills. But, before they went down in the rear of the party, the two could see the canon stretched beneath them, long and narrow as a square-walled trough. And they could see down its length, all revealed in the limpid purity of the morning air, the jotted shrubbery, the circling nests of rocks, the old shack, staggering to one side like a falling man — and above the shack a slender wisp of smoke rising from the chimney. They saw this and wondered at it. It was strange that such a ruin should be inhabited. And in the desolate and the cold beauty of that morning light they wondered who could have chosen to stay there.

Its some tramp that blowed in the canon and stopped there for the night. Most like hell touch a match to the old shack and warm his hands at the fire when he goes this mornin.

With that, they passed on down from the hill and so came into the narrow ravine which led up from the head of the canon. There the abruptly rolling hills shut out their view of the canon and at the same time they saw a rosier radiance fall upon the other side of the ravine.

It came from the newly rising sun which, beginning as a small disk above the eastern hill, slowly floated up until it showed a broad face, intolerably bright, at which they blinked and then turned their heads away.

And, a moment later, the far-off rattle of guns began from the heart of the canon.


31. DO YOU SURRENDER?
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THEY HAD GATHERED inside the shack, the handful of fighting men who were to undertake the wildest of wild adventures on this day. They began looking to small matters of their equipment. They drew their revolvers and examined them carefully to make sure that that delicate and terrible mechanism worked smoothly in their familiar hands. They took up their rifles and went over them in the same fashion. Such preparations required few minutes. For, like men whose profession is war against other men, they never lay down at night without first going carefully over their weapons. This was only the last nervous survey before going into action.

They hitched their belts a notch or two above the accustomed point. They looked dubiously down to their high-heeled, narrow-toed, long-spurred boots, so admirable for riding and so wholly inappropriate for the work afoot which they would now have to perform. Last of all, they settled their hats upon their heads and each man looked earnestly about him upon his neighbors. Here were the men with whom they had fought through many and many an adventure before. Here were men whom they might have thought, the day before, that they knew. But when this great final test came, how many would fall short of the testing?

Such, at least, were the emotions of Allan as he stared on those sun- blackened faces, marked with hard labor, with great vices, with a hundred debauches, but stamped equally with that great redeeming virtue of heroism. Would they all die together before the sun was an hour old? Or would some, perhaps, reach their companions charging swiftly up the canon with snapping guns and a swirling dust cloud above them?

At last. Lefty drew the front door open, and there to the east the red rim of the rising sun showed above the mountains.

There, gents, said he, pointing, is our order to start. Boys, Im goin out first. I figger that the rest of youll come close behind and stay close behind all the way.

And he stepped out into the morning air with his head high and with every muscle tensed to meet, perhaps, the tearing impact of a bullet fired by some alert watcher.

But there was no gunfire. Not a sound was heard, and nothing living moved before their eyes. The gravel and the sand crunched beneath their feet. The first desperation and terror left them. They began to walk more freely, with the hearts beating to a steadier rhythm and the color returning to their sallow, thin cheeks. They covered a hundred yards and gained a little eminence a few yards in height above the rest of the valley floor. There was nothing to be seen! Still nothing moved, but the rocks, here and there, stared back at them and surrounded them with a gloomy meaning.

Gents, said Denver Charlie, it looks to me like maybe we was going to have a chance—

Something thudded against the body of Denver. He wheeled and pitched on his face with his fingers digging into the sand. His long legs writhed together, and he was still, while the ringing report of the rifle beat against their ears. They were seen indeed!

Go back! shouted Tom Morris. Christopher aint here. Go back, boys, before were all slaughtered.

A singing volley whirled around them to give weight to his words, and the party sagged back to flee, all saving Lefty Bill. For, like a true standard bearer in the time of danger, his heart was true to his chief in this crisis. He leaped ahead and waved his hat.

Its as hot work goin back as goin forward, he cried. Come on, boys!

And he raced ahead, a gallant, stodgy little figure with his spurs flashing and clanking as he ran. And behind him the others started. The whole of the little party plunged ahead through the sand, crying aloud to one another, each man to raise his own spirits more than to encourage his comrades. But in half a dozen steps another man was down. For those were practiced hands which fired on either side of them, and also straight in front. There men were lying at their ease with their rifles couched, and their bodies protected by natural entrenchments. There was nothing to shake their hands saving the knowledge that they were shooting to destroy human beings, and to those marksmen a human life was nothing.

Still, it was obviously true that it was as dangerous to recoil as to go ahead. Another dropped, the third to fall in that deadly moment as the battle began, and still they had not been able to do so much as return a single shot. Lefty Bill, leaping with fury, raced still in the lead, heading squarely at the little cluster of rocks straight ahead from which two guns were barking. Then another figure came up beside him, swinging a rifle as though it were made of painted, hollowed wood. It was Allan, running like a deer, and shouting like a madman, for the spirit of the fight was in him. Yonder were enemies no more to be protected or respected than the wildest Indian who ever painted their faces and whooped on a war trail, hungry for blood.

Already that charge was ruined. But still they pressed ahead, mad for vengeance. It was Allan who reached the circle of rocks first. Behind him came Lefty and Tom Morris, gasping and blowing, their teeth set for the work which now lay at their hands. As for Allan, he leaped high above the circling rocks. That leap saved him. The bullet which had been aimed for his heart whirred past his leg, and he descended on him who had fired the shot. One blow of the rifle butt; and when he looked up, Morris had finished the second man.

Here, at last, was some revenge. They flattened themselves in the entrenchment while the swift bullets spattered against the outer faces of the stones. They were, for the moment, fairly safe. But now, through the crevices, the bullets were finding a way. Tom Morris winced and gasped. A flesh wound, but it showed them that their case was indeed desperate.

Three of the enemy threw themselves on horses and rushed to a more commanding point which would overlook the circle where the others lay. In vain Morris and Lefty pumped bullets after them. The move had been too sudden, the race was too brief, the distance too great for them to become accurate in their shooting.

Were only half paid for, said Lefty savagely. And look! Theyre makin sure of the boys that have dropped.

In fact, those savages were pumping bullets at those of the party who had fallen on the way.

A diversion, however, was coming. There was a steady rushing of hoofs from the head of the valley, and then — here they came, a splendid sight in the slant morning sun, their horses gleaming, the brims of their hats blown back by the rushing wind of their gallop. Here was Harry Christopher, a revolver caught in either hand, firing as he rode, and firing straight. For, out of a nest of rocks, they saw a man leap high into the air with a death cry. There was Harry Christopher, fighting like a gallant knight, and with him all his men, and with his men, the led horses.

Two men toppled from their saddles, but that splendid charge trampled through the rock nest with guns thundering, and swept on toward the next point, where Ramsays fellows lay entrenched. Here the enemy was in force. The roar of his guns, as the repeaters were fired until the barrels grew too hot for handling, made a continuous noise like the falling of masses of water. Three empty saddles now, but they reached the rock nest, and there they whirled for an instant in a terrible hand-to-hand encounter.

There remained one point of vantage left to Ramsay. From that rock cluster suddenly a tall, thin man jumped into view, tossed off his hat, and his long hair blew in the wind. Allan heard his yell of defiance.

Ramsay — gone crazy — fightin is like booze to him, panted Tom Morris. That devil! He aint a man!

Lefty was shouting: Come on, boys! Well join in from this side. Thats the last of em.

And there they were racing across the sand. Tom Morris stopped, wheeled, and tumbled head over heels, dead. But the others still raced on; and from the farther side they saw Harry Christopher pushing home the charge to the last ounce of his energy.

Then the rock nest was reached, and before Allan he saw a swirl of bodies, battle-maddened faces rising to meet him and to meet the thinned group of horsemen. He saw teeth from which the lips were grinned back. He saw glittering, red-stained eyes. He saw the flash and the shimmer of steel. The stinging powder smoke was in his nostrils. And in his heart was a raging fury. There was no fear. There was no room for fear. There was no room for thought or for compassion.

What he did he could not tell. He knew that he struck with the gun and that the butt splintered to bits on some yielding thing. He knew that he smote with the naked gun barrel, and that the steel bent like untempered iron in the terrible fury of his stroke. He cast that bent weapon away. He reached with his bare hands, and something crushed in his grip.

Then, through the swirling blackness of the battle madness, a voice pierced to his heart and to his mind; the voice of Jim, groaning.

Allan stood up, disentangling himself from a limp weight. And no other man stood in the death pen beside him. He looked wildly about him and something like a voice cried in him that this was the work of God, using the enemies of man to destroy one another.

There lay Jim, propped against a rock, his hands fallen limply at his sides, his head rolled back, and his eyes fixed upon Allan not in pain, not in appeal, but in a very horror of fear.

He reached out his hand and spoke. Behold, he did not know the iron tone of his own voice, or its husky depth. He had been changed in body and in soul, and after that day would he ever be the same? Even Jim shrank from him — his tried and well-proven companion, Jim! And he fell on his knees, beside Jim.

Jim, he said, are you badly hurt?

Jim shuddered and raised a weak hand as if to push him back.

Whats wrong? cried Allan.

I seen you at work — I seen you, Al. What are you? A devil?

All of that thought Allan brushed from him. No matter about the rest, he said as a pitiful groan spoke near by. Theres no good man among em all except you, Jim. Where are you hurt?

Im done, said Jim. Im finished. If Id had a chance to live another little while, I might of had a chance to show folks that I aint so bad. But now Im finished.

Where?

It hit me some place here in the side. They dont get well when they get punctured there. I know that. Ive seen it before. He stopped and began to cough weakly. Then, when he could speak again, he gasped out: Whos won?

Nobody. Theyre all gone.

A wan smile came over the face of Jim. Then youre near a million to the good, old man. Whatll you do with it?

Give it back to those to whom it belongs.

Jim started. After weve worked like this and died like this for it?

Its dirt, said Allan with a sudden solemn conviction. I used to think people who had it were great folks. But I see that what they have is only dirt and nothing else. Good old Jim, keep your head up. Youre not dead yet, and with Gods help, well bring you through.

Far up the canon he heard the pattering hoofs of horses. He looked up and saw two riders approaching at a swift gallop.

Perhaps theyre coming now, he cried eagerly. If theyre honest, well pull you through, Jim. If theyre more of Ramsays men

He reached down for his rifle to finish the thought. But, the next moment, he tossed the gun down again with a strange cry.

Honest men, Jim; and youre saved.

For he had recognized Jardine and Johnston. And those worthies had the strange spectacle of their long-hunted man waving his hands to them and shouting to them to hurry.

They dismounted gingerly as they came up, still covering him with their guns.

Do you surrender, Al Vincent? they demanded.

Save Jim, he said, and Ill follow you to jail!


32. A FIRST-CLASS FOOL
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HOW THEY SAVED Jim Jones the newspapers told.

The three worked to bring the wounded to the shack and give them what treatment they could. Nine men were living, but helpless. The rest were dead, and Christopher and Ramsay were among them.

Then Johnston rode ten hours to the nearest village, gave the news, and rushed back again with help — and plenty of it. Luck had placed a newspaper correspondent in that town. He had come out to get a cattle story. But he forgot about cattle when he heard the tale. He was with that first rush of men, and it was he who gave the world the strange story of Salisbury Canon. He told of the place, and of the dead men, and how they were buried, and of the epitaphs which were cut in stone above their graves, and of how he found Walter Jardine playing nurse to nine starving invalids helped only by a paroled prisoner. He heard, too, how that prisoner had surrendered himself for the sake of an injured comrade, and had thrown away the chance of winning three quarters of a million in cash for himself — three quarters of a million which he might have had by throwing himself on a horse and galloping away.

There was so much story here that the reporter worked himself into a fever. Every moment red-hot copy was flowing into his hands. Even when the buckboards carried the prisoners out of the valley, fresh copy came from their lips with every word they uttered. From the village, every day, he issued copious reports. A New York editor had gone delirious with joy. For five whole days he had a scoop. And he ordered his correspondent to spare nothing, to leave out no adjectives, to say everything he saw and heard and felt. The correspondent obeyed. And that was how Vincent Allan became a national figure.

His photograph went East as fast as express trains could rush it. It appeared in many poses in Sunday supplements and picture sections. Sentimental lady writers went forth to interview him and to retell his story. He acquired many adjectives before his name. He was called The desperado, Vincent. He was termed bandit, gunman, caveman, aboriginal man killer.

And, in the midst of all this, the manager of the branch bank in which he had worked saw the picture, recognized, it and gave the reporters what they turned into a four-column story of the youth of this Western hero.

Altogether, it was a perfect newspaper story. It had a sensational side. It had a sentimental side. For Jim Jones had confided that the only reason Vincent Allan had joined Christopher was because of their friendship. This was the final touch, and the most was made of it.

The name of Vincent Allan became table talk. On account of him business men got up earlier to get their newspapers at the front door. And in the meantime? Poor Vincent Allan sat in a cell in the little town of El Ridal and heard the people of the town cheering their new sheriff, Elias Johnston.

He bore his honors mildly. He even told them that what he and Jardine had done had been nothing, that Vincent Allan had merely surrendered of his own free will. But this was termed modesty and not truth. They made a hero out of Johnston and Jardine in spite of the facts of the case. They made a villain hero out of Vincent in the same manner and for the same reasons.

When we get a few more like him hung, ran public opinion, that mighty and subtle triumph, the West, will begin to be a decent and a safe place for law-abiding folks to live in.

In the meantime, newspapers had been brought to Allan. He had an opportunity to see himself as others saw him, and he used to say to Sheriff Johnston: Is it all true, Walt? Am I all of this?

Then came the trial. It was spectacular partly because it came after so much that had gone before and partly because it was so brief. The State claimed that this man had been a party to the killing of the guard on the train. At least, it could be proved that he was present. As for those who fell in the canon, their lives were all long since forfeited and their killing did not matter.

Allan simply said that he believed he was guilty enough to die, that the matter confused and troubled him, and that the newspapers alone were enough to convince him that he was deeply in the wrong all through. And the young lawyer whom the judge appointed to see that justice was done to the prisoner, hardly knew what to say. He ended by saying nothing except to advise his client to plead guilty, and that was exactly what Allan did.

The jury stayed out for ten minutes for the sake of decency, and then came back to give their verdict, after which Allan stood before the judge with a man on either side and received a sentence to be hanged by the neck until he was dead. But all the time that the judge was speaking, the words meant no more to him than the tolling of a bell. What his mind was really busy with was a sparrow which was hopping about gayly on the sill of a window which was open, letting the hot wind stir through the room. And he saw the broad, hot square which the sun dropped upon the floor. And he saw the well-oiled hair of the clerk, shining like polished wood as the man bent over his broad book, and he saw the court reporters flying pencil, and he saw wrinkles stand out and disappear and stand out again upon the forehead of the kind-faced judge who was saying these terrible words.

Then he turned, and there were the faces of the audience, stricken with horror and with interest. They had packed in every one who could enter. Others were jammed in the doorway. The death silence had ended, now, and little whispers were beginning. He heard some of them as he passed down the aisle.

He dont look so very bad, Tom. Dyou think so?

Dont be foolish, Betty. It aint what they look like on the outside, but its what they are on the inside that counts.

Look at him! Aint turned a hair. Nacherally bad blood in that young gent, and you can take it from me.

Dog-gone me if he aint as cool as a cucumber. Id hate to meet up with a fellow like that on a dark night. Cut your throat and think nothing of it. Look at them eyes. Nothin in em. A brute.

He listened to these things very calmly, and when each one spoke, he turned his quiet eyes for a deliberate instant upon the speaker, according to his old habit. But what he was feeling was that they knew only a few surface truths about him. Under that surface there was much, much more. He could hardly explain it himself. But he felt as though he had been through a dream, and that, if the chance came to him, he could step back into the bank which he had left and sit down on the high stool as though nothing had happened. They could not tell this. Yet he knew that there was no malice in his heart against them.

He had simply gone mad and become a destroyer for a moment. If-any one had told him that he had really done nothing vitally wrong, he would have been the most astonished man in the world, and the most disbelieving. If any one had told him as a matter of fact that his very action had been based only upon a greater devotion to another than a devotion to himself, he would have thought that they spoke out of pity.

And he did not want pity. He wanted only to face the penalty and pay the price. The world said that he was very bad; he was much too simple to ever dream of denying the worlds verdict. What he wished most of all was to have the business over with, pay that debt, and pass to the endless silence after having seen only one thing — and that was the face of Frances.

There she was in the corner of the courtroom, wonderfully pale, with great still eyes fixed upon him. She had a look, somehow, as though some one had been beating her and as though the ache of the pain were still in her flesh and in her heart. Why she should have come there he could not tell. At least it must mean that Jim was better. He paused in the aisle opposite her and he asked her with his lips; Jim?

Better! said the pale lips of Frances. And then what a smile came on her face. Another man would have seen pity and tenderness and the whole expression of a great, warm heart in that smile, but Allan, as he went on, was only saying to himself: Having Jim get well will make her mighty happy. How she loves him!

In the jail Elias Johnston sat down in the cell beside him. Al, he said, why didnt you make a fight of it?

Why, said Allan, you could see that people knew I deserved what I have got.

Dyou know something? said Johnston. What?

I think youd be ashamed to take the present of your life from the governor if you knowed that the majority was agin you. But wait till to-morrow. The governor will have time to telegraph.

But the governor did not telegraph. In due time a letter arrived. It informed the sheriff that the governor had perused the letter of that official with the most intense interest. But, having reviewed all the facts of the case, he could not but feel that the sentence was justified and that he did not see any way in which he could reverse the opinion of so excellent a judge and citizen as Herbert Thomas in order to set at liberty a man slayer. The sentence would stand.

The sheriff balled the letter into a small knot and hurled it through the window.

Hes reviewed the facts! groaned the sheriff. Hes reviewed em in a newspaper, and hes let it go at that!

Then he forced himself in to tell Vincent Allan. But all that Allan would say was: You see? Youre too good-natured, Elias, to see that the others are right.

They took Allan to the penitentiary to wait for his execution. But before he left, Frances came to him, and Johnston broke sundry scores of rules in order that she might go into the cell of the prisoner.

Do you know what has happened? she asked. Something good about Jim? he answered, studying her shining face.

Hes pardoned — freely pardoned for everything. The law has no claim on him now!

God bless old Jim. I knew that things would turn out well with him.

But you, Al! Oh, the governor is a blind man. Not blind, Frank. He simply sees the truth about me. I deserve whats coming.

But what have you done, except to help Jim and to help me?

He shook his head and smiled down at her.

Al, you make me mad! she cried, stamping. As if you knew something mysterious about yourself that was wicked and terrible. Al, dont you see that what they ought to do is to — to

What, Frank?

Put a crown on your head and a pair of wings on your shoulders. Youre — youre simply too good for the world, thats what!

He smiled at this jest and then murmured: Frank, you re so angry with me that you have tears in your eyes. Ill call myself as good as you wish, if itll make you any happier.

Oh, said she, What can be done with you?

Nothing except what they intend to do.

She caught him by both shoulders and looked him squarely in the face, while great tears rose brightly in her eyes and then ran over.

In the name of Heaven, Frank, whats wrong?

Cant you see?

That youre troubled, Frank. I wish there were something that I could do—

You? Something that you could do? You could do everything!

What?

She turned from him and blindly found the sheriffs arm. And he led her into the outer office and bodily threw out two men who were waiting there to see him. Then he put her in a chair

Sit right still and have a cry, said Johnston. Itll do you good!

Was there ever such a man? sobbed Frances Jones.

There never was, agreed the scowling sheriff.

I — I hate him! said Frances.

So do I, said Johnston.

I wish Id never seen him!

So do I, said the sheriff.

Hell never understand!

Never, agreed the sheriff.

Here the tears came in such floods that she rocked herself back and forth in her chair. It was a long time, and two of the sheriffs capacious handkerchiefs had been soaked before she was able to speak at last.

What shall I do? she said huskily.

God knows! said the sheriff.

She stood up and before the mirror she touched at her hat to put it straight and at her face to remove the tear stains. Then, at the door, she rested her forehead against her arm and her arm against the wall.

Will you try to tell him? she said brokenly.

Ill do my best, said the sheriff humbly.

After she had left he went back to Allan. Al, he said somberly, youre a first-class fool.

Allan grew judicious and then nodded. I suppose I am, said he.

Is that what makes you look sort of sad, right now? continued the new-made man of the law.

No, admitted the prisoner. It was quite another matter. It was quite another person, in fact.

At this the sheriff suddenly sighed. Shes got the looks, he said. And shes got the heart. Dog-gone me if she aint a fine woman!

Allan smiled faintly. It was such a small way of expressing a great truth, he thought!

She asked me to tell you something that you was too wooden-headed to understand when she was here.

Ah?

She loves you, Al!

It brought Allan stiffly to his feet, staring. He stood with a tranced face as though light had fallen upon him from heaven.

Then the light went out as suddenly as it had come. He sank down again on the cot.

Whats wrong? asked the sheriff curiously.

Why, said the prisoner, its like her, isnt it? She wanted to make me happy. And so she asked you to tell me that. Well, it did make me happy for a moment. Until I understood.

Understood what?

That theyre only so many words. But I care all the more for her because she even thought of having you tell me that lie.

Lie? said the sheriff.

He stared wildly around him. Then, with a groan, he rushed from the cell and returned to his office. He could be heard for a long time afterward stamping up and down the floor, and muttering all the while.


33. COMPLETELY REFORMED

[image: img107.jpg]

A YOUNG LADY, began the secretary.

About five feet five? said the governor.

Yes, said the secretary.

Blond, curly hair?

Yes, sir.

Fine blue eyes?

Quite so, sir.

Pretty as the devil?

Prettier than that, even!

I know what she wants. She wants to see me about young Vincent Allan.

Ah! sighed the secretary. I suppose

Exactly. The law has to take its course. There is a time — Ill not go through it all again! Besides, the people have expressed their opinion.

Certainly, sir. Ill tell her that you cannot see her.

Shes probably from a newspaper, said the governor. Put it gently. You never can tell

The secretary left in deepest thought. How one with such power to please a girl with such a face could overlook his opportunities he could not understand. But the ways of the great were often beyond and above his ken. He went back to Frances Jones and told her, gloomily, with his glance on the floor, that the governor was deeply engaged and regretted that he could not see her.

There was a sigh. He could not help looking up, and the sad eyes took hold on him again.

Theres no way? she murmured.

Im very sorry. Im afraid not.

I only have two days left.

I understand.

All at once she stamped and tossed her head. There has to be a way! she said, and slipped from the room.

He was so alarmed that he followed her to the door and saw her going out to the street. Then he went back to sit with his hands folded, dreaming dreams of blue eyes and trembling smiles; and now and again heaved a long, mournful sigh.

As for Frances, she had turned at the door and walked straight back again and up the hall to the door which bore the dignified sign: Private. The knob of that door she turned and stepped briskly inside. The governor looked up, saw her, and groaned.

My dear young lady  he began.

It aint going to do, she said. Youve got to talk to me. He noted the aint with great relief. Certainly she had not come from a newspaper. And with that, he became firm. I am really too busy to talk with you, he said. You were not too busy to have your heels on the desk and your eyes out the window, said she.

The governor flushed. Young lady  said he.

She shrugged her shoulders. Its life and death, she said. You got to listen.

Im very sorry, said he, but my time belongs to the State, my dear girl, and not to individuals.

That sounds nice. I dunno what it quite means, said she, and with that she turned the key in the big lock and sent the bolt snapping home. The governor leaped from his chair. What? What? he breathed. Give me the key. She slipped past him to the window. Ill throw it out if I have to, she said.

This is an abuse of the rights of woman, he declared. Sir, said Frances, I only want five minutes. Five damnations! said the governor under his breath. Then he drew out his watch and placed it on the desk.

You may have five minutes, he said. Do anything you wish to, except cry. Do you understand?

Theys only one man in the world thats ever made me cry, said she.

And who is that? he asked, interested in spite of himself by this personal touch. Your father and his switch? Vincent Allan.

Ah? said the governor. He has made you suffer, then? I thought that you came for another reason. But surely you must know that he is about to suffer the full penalty for all his crimes!

Hes never committed a crime.

The governor groaned. I knew it would be this, he said. Hes killed half a dozen men. But pass that by. He has virtues, youll say. He can ride a horse and he dances well, eh? Ive come to tell you the whole truth about him. He joined Harry Christopher because my brother, Jim Jones, was with Christopher.

You are Jims sister, then?

Yes.

Well, well! Im glad that it was in my power to help Jim. After all, you see that justice is merciful when it can be.

If Jim was taken ten times over, she said firmly, you could put all his goodness into Al and thered still be so much room that it would rattle.

Not exactly a sisterly speech.

I aint here to be sisterly. Im here to talk facts. I say that what Al done was to join Christopher because of Jim. He busted the law first to save Jim from prison. You know that.

I remember, said the governor, his mind going back rather dimly over the record of the criminal.

Then he rode with Christopher, and he was there when the train was held up. What he did was just to line up one carload of passengers while Jim went through them.

I cant withdraw my pardon of your brother even if you wish me to.

I say that Al didnt shoot the guard. Tom Morris did, and ten men could swear to it, if theyd been asked to talk. Afterward, theres nothing against Al. He saved Bill Tucker from being-murdered. That was all.

This man Tucker, said the governor, has been writing letters — it seems an oddly confused case. But — justice must take her course. We must have examples, even if they are cruel ones.

Those are the facts. Do they sound wrong?

Justice— began the governor.

She dropped on her knees in front of him.

Oh, sir, she said, if you could see poor All Hes as simple as a boy. Because people have been calling him a bad man, hes begun to believe it. He wont even believe — he wont even believe — that I love him!

The governor scratched his chin. He was beginning to grow nervous, for, after all, the eyes were exceedingly big and exceedingly blue. And there was not a tear in them, only a desperate eagerness. Besides, he was not altogether politician. He was a man with core of the heart of a man. Also, he had a child of his own.

So, presently, he leaned and took Frances beneath the arms and raised her and led her to the window, and let the light shine into her eyes.

Why, my dear, said the governor, I believe that there may have been a mistake.

And the girl sobbed suddenly: Thank God that you are a good man — like Al — like Al. He would be like this!

It will cost me thirty thousand votes, said the governor.

It will make you happy, said she.

And, after all, said the governor, that is the main thing.

However, I wish that my son could meet  He coughed.

Everything you wish shall be done! said he.

* * * * *

The papers raged for three weeks. The editorial writers exhausted the vials of their sarcasm. But the governor had still two years to reign, and several things happened in the case of Vincent Allan before the two years ended.

In the first year he married. In the second year he became a father. In the same year, as a deputy sheriff under one Elias Johnston, he went on the trail which ended in the capture of Twister Joe Matthews. That was a story all in itself.

At any rate, public opinion began to change very fast, and when the governor ran again, his campaign managers could point to a prospering little ranch among the mountains near El Ridal, and call their political star a prophet.

The ridiculous part of it was that while everyone believed that Vincent Allan had completely reformed, they were just as convinced that he had at one time been a very bad man. He himself, of course, believed it more firmly than ever. And he, like the others, waited in a daily dread lest the evil nature should break out and reassert itself. That fear gave a certain grave sorrow and dignity to his face and to his manner.

There were only two people who understood and did not go in some awe of the gentle, kindly fellow. One was the sheriff, Elias Johnston, who had paid with a broken right hand for one of the things he knew about Allan. The other was Allans wife. These two refused to be overawed. And when he sometimes talked seriously of his sins and prayed that they would not reappear in their child, Johnston and Frances would look at one another and smile behind their hands.

But they never could convince Allan that he had not been a dissolute and abandoned character. When they strove to argue with him, he would smile sadly and say nothing in reply, as though he knew that they were merely trying to make him happy, and that they were not speaking their true convictions at all.

Indeed, he would never quite believe that Frances loved him because he was so very much beneath her in his own estimation; he simply felt that she had married him from pity.

But, after all, if there were a shadow on their home, it was only enough to make the real happiness seem more delightful and more golden bright.

THE END
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I. PURSUIT
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THE CRIMES OF Lew Borgen were usually prepared with the greatest care; and having been plotted with the last degree of caution, they were always executed by his unassisted hand, so that there was no need either to share the plunder or to take another into his confidence, which is in the end the undoing of even the greatest geniuses who live outside the law.

But in the case of the robbery of the bank at the town of Nancy Hatch, Borgen had broken the first of his rules. That is to say, inspired rather with red eye, than with a knowledge of the ground or of the cash on hand in the little bank, he had entered the back door of the building in the dusk of the evening, attracted by a light which he had seen in front of the big plate-glass window, with all of its bars of steel behind it.

The back door, however, had not even been bolted, and when he entered the bank, he simply dropped a mask over his face, shoved a gun under the nose of the cashier, and commanded him to turn over the money which was in the safe. He was obeyed, and found himself suddenly in the possession of no less than fifteen thousand dollars in crisp currency. He then gagged and bound his man, departed the way he had come, and, mounting his horse, cantered off up the valley of the Crispin River without attracting the slightest attention.

For two days, then, he pushed steadily up the river, following one of his maxims, which was to the effect that after the commission of a crime one should select a direction and a course for flight and never stop driving straight ahead until at least five hundred miles lay between him and the scene of his last success.

But there seemed not the slightest danger that he would be pursued, and on the third day he broke his rule by halting for some hours to idle in a pleasant little valley just off the ravine of the Crispin.

He was hardly in the saddle again, however, before he saw that he was possibly to pay the penalty of breaking his rules a second time. For he sighted a small cavalcade pushing up the canyon, and they called to him to halt. Lew Borgen did not dare to wait; they were doubtless out to search every unknown man they met in the mountains, so he gave his mustang the spurs and went on up the valley. They followed him hard.

They were so well mounted that if his horse had not been comparatively refreshed by a recent rest, they would have run him down within the first mile. As it was, he drew away to a comparatively comfortable distance, but he soon found that he could not increase his margin. Of the dozen horsemen who had first sighted him, some half dozen had fallen back into the ruck, but the six who remained clung steadily and doggedly behind him, and he could not shake them off.

Borgen began to curse to himself and at himself. This, he told himself, came from breaking his rules, and now he was in danger of paying the penalty. He was so used to making a clean get-away, moreover, that a panic began to rise in his breast. He had his greatest haul lodged safely in the saddlebag which, whenever his left knee pressed it, gave forth a rustling sound infinitely soothing to his soul; but twice as he pushed up the trail that afternoon, the pursuers came close enough to open fire at him with their rifles. Suppose one small pellet of that lead should touch him? What would become of the fifteen thousand, so far as he was concerned?

He saw that it was necessary to do something either desperate or extremely clever. The better blood and bone in those horses which were working up the trail behind him was sure to tell before long, and it was still a bitterly long gap between that moment and the time when the dark of the night would drop over the mountains.

With the very next winding of the trail he saw his opportunity before him. They had been climbing during all of the two days and a half; but during this afternoon the angle of the rise was so great that the horses could push on no faster than a walk. They had left the thick junipers and the level of the yellow and the mountain pines; they were entering the district of the two- leaved pine, and here and there that dwarfed pine which climbs boldly to the timber line.

But though the air was grown thinner and more thrillingly clear, there were still butterflies gleaming over the tops of the grasses, and now and again the drone of a bee came to the ear of Borgen. For it was the end of June, and the sun was gathering strength every day. But, late though the spring was grown, what now caught the eye of the fugitive, as he rounded the bend, was a snow bridge, arched across the river!

Time had been, in the thick of the winter, when a sheeting of ice and of snow had covered the Crispin from bank to bank and stuffed the gorge full as though the glacier age had rolled back upon the mountains, but now the warmer air and the occasional rains and, above all, the hot eye of the sun had thawed the snow covering thin, and then made it break until only a few stiff arches remained. Up and down the ravine, so far as he could look, not one of these bridges now remained except the solitary one in front of him; its brothers had fallen, one by one, into the maw of the Crispin, which went rejoicing among its rocks far below him — so far below that the noise of its shouting was mingled with drowsy and rolling echoes by the time it lifted to the ear of Lew Borgen. But if he could cross that bridge and then break it down behind him, he would have a small but an invincible handicap which his pursuers, he felt, could not overcome.

He paused and dismounted to make a hasty examination. It would not be hard to break down that bridge. The warm winds beneath and the warm sun above had thawed it thin indeed, so that the light filtered blue and cold to the under side of the arch, and from the long icicles which depended beneath the structure the water of its decay was dripping steadily. It was thin enough to break down by dislodging against it any one of a dozen great boulders which leaned down toward it out of the farther side of the mountain. But was it not too thin to bear the weight of his body, to say nothing of the burden of his horse?

Borgen looked gloomily back down the valley, around the elbow bend in time to see the pursuit curving around a rock edge of the trail, and he saw that every man in the group was jogging his horse hastily ahead as if realizing that there was a crisis near at hand. There was assuredly no time to doubt and to hesitate, but having risked his life a dozen times before, he must now risk it again without hesitation. He took the reins by their extreme end and led the mustang forward. That wise-headed animal snorted and pulled back, shaking his ears at the precipice beneath him, but Borgen cursed him roundly and tugged him on.

They came out on the bridge, and Borgen set his teeth; for he could not tell whether the grinding and groaning sounds beneath his feet came from the crunching of the hard snow crystals beneath his heels, or from a settling and breaking up of the mass of compacted snow itself. He went on. He reached the thinnest and central portion of the arch safely; he passed ahead, jerking at the reins, and the poor mustang followed, trembling. But when safety seemed only two paces ahead, the bridge quivered violently and then sagged beneath his feet.

The mustang plunged back and drew the reins from the grip of the master; Borgen himself leaped forward with his footing crumbling into the thinnest air. He pitched onto his face, clutched a rough projection, and drew himself up and forward while the snow shelved away beneath his knees. He staggered to his feet and leaped for the firm rock beyond, and as he did so the entire mass dislodged from the edge of the cliff and dropped toward the river. But Borgen was safe. He stood upon the ledge, secure, though so weakened by the shock that now he sank to his knees, and, with the perspiration rolling down his face, listened to the crashing beneath him as the snow bridge struck the river. Then he looked for the mustang.

That lucky brute had managed to get back to the other side, and now leaned, shaking, against the rock, cowering like a human being from the danger from which it had barely escaped. Between them extended twenty-five feet, at least, of nothingness! Borgen was robbed of his mount, that was certain; and worse of all, he was robbed of his plunder also! Fifteen thousand dollars was lodged in the saddlebag yonder. An agony of rage and grief brought the very tears to the eyes of the robber. Only a little longer, and the posse would have completed one half of its work!

It was an unendurable thought to Borgen. He drew his revolver and leveled it. His hand shook like a leaf, so that he gripped his wrist with his left hand, drew a most careful bead, and fired. Oh, lucky shot! The leather which held up the saddlebag was slashed across and tumbled at the feet of the mustang, then rolled over the brink of the precipice and dropped. It struck a narrow projecting shelf of rock, stuck there through an agonizing moment for the outlaw, then staggered off and continued on its flight for the white river beneath.

Before Borgen saw the bag strike, his head was jerked up by the whistle of a bullet and the clanging report of a rifle. The posse was rounding the turn of the trail, and every man of the party was unlimbering his rifle with a yell of disappointment. Borgen shook his big, sun-blackened fist at them, and then whirled to race away among the rocks. Bullets sang about him, but he dodged away like a mountain goat until the boulders were a wall behind him; then he settled down to a steady walk, trying to forget all the calamities which had that day befallen him.

One disaster, at least, had been spared him; among his possessions in the pack on the mustang there was nothing which would serve to identify him; and so far as he knew, there was no one in the world who had ever seen his bare face exposed to the light during the commission of a crime. They could only say of him that he was a rather large man. As a matter of fact, he was half an inch under six feet. The black mask which he wore, and the excited imaginations of observers who saw him in it, freely endowed him with at least an extra inch or two in height and fifteen to twenty pounds in weight. Among his law-abiding compatriots, unmasked and free going, he had never been so much as questioned during his entire career of crime.

He reviewed this comforting thought until his attention was called behind him by the rumble and the crushing of a small landslide. He looked back and saw that the avalanche had been started down the side of the mountain by the foot of a running man who was in plain sight, heading along his trail; and behind there were others, four of them!

It was the posse again. For one dexterous fellow had noosed a rock on the farther side of the gulch, and then the lightest of the party had handed himself across the chasm along the lariat. Once across, he had only to make sure that the rope held fast on the rock to which the noose end was fastened. Then the rest of the party followed, with the exception of the eldest and heaviest, who remained behind as a guard for the horses. The others then broke along the trail of the fugitive, found his sign easily, and so came in view of him.

To big Lew Borgen it was the end. He was nearing forty, and though he was strong as a gorilla in his arms, his legs were useful only to grip the sides of a horse. Those agile fellows who were coming on his trail would run him down as easily as a pack of greyhounds at the heels of a panting bulldog. Yet he could not even turn and make a worthy fight for his life, hand to hand. He was armed with one miserable revolver only, and the others, as they ran, slung rifles in their right hands. The minute he paused to make a last stand, they would simply drop to their knees, well beyond all random range of the revolver, and riddle him with bullets.

That was not their purpose now, apparently. They knew that the game was now entirely in their hands, and they were determined to take their prize alive and so hand him on to the powers of the law.

So there remained to poor Borgen only the use of those legs, so bowed and crooked by a life in the saddle, that when he ran it was like the swaying efforts of a fat old woman. He struck away valiantly, however, going straight up the mouth of a gorge which now narrowed rapidly. He was being driven into a trap, he was assured, but his lungs were burning now with his efforts, and he was so miserable that he hardly cared when the chase ended.

Presently he rounded a turn in the ravine and saw that his way was blocked indeed! Before him arose the wall of a terminal moraine of a glacier which, in the old days, had flowed in a river of ice down the gorge, hewing it as it went, and then had joined that large mass of snow which had ground out the cañon of the Crispin.

It was a sheer wall which it presented to Borgen. For some reason that moraine was not the rounded mound which he had so often seen; it rose above him almost perpendicular.

Certainly it would be perilous, but it was not absolutely impossible to scale it, perhaps; for the moraine was composed, on this front, at least, of a rubble of stones of all sizes. He threw himself at his work and began to clamber up, a chill in the small of his back as he thought of the bullet which was sure to plow through his flesh and stop his upward progress.


II. SCALING THE CLIFF
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BORGEN WAS NOT now so awkward as he had been when he was running, for now the strength of those long and dangling arms, ridged and ribbed with muscles, came into play, and he swung like a sailor up the face of that crumbling cliff. He dared not pause to think of what he was doing. Most of the handholds which he secured were upon rounded stones, threatening to slip off at any instant, and he wedged the toes of his boots into the smallest apertures. He had started hopelessly, but now as the face of the rubble slid beneath him, he began to wonder if luck would not aid him, indeed, over the very brink of the precipice; for having won so many times when he was cornered might he not win still again? Tomorrow he would boil his coffee at a lonely fire and laugh at this adventure!

That pleasant thought had just occurred to him when a rattle of voices struck him from beneath, and he knew that the pursuers had come in a group around the last bend of the little gorge. They rushed on nearer him, and the climber, expecting the hiss of the bullet, found his breath coming in short gasps. A pair of brown wings flirted in his face — he could not see the bird or recognize it on account of the perspiration which was rolling steadily down over his eyes — but, ah, how divine a gift it seemed, to be able to wander through the world at will, regardless of paths and of cliffs and of mountains, living in the thin air!

He could hear their voices, now, rolling up to him like hollow sounds from the bottom of a well.

Has he run on plumb into the side of the mountain, boys? they were calling to one another. Heres his trail, and heres where it ends.

Scatter out on each side. Of course he aint melted into stone. Maybe the fool is trying to hide on a patch of them bushes.

It came dimly home to Borgen. They had not even thought of raising their eyes to scan the face of the cliff, so improbable did it seem that any one could have attempted to scale that upright wall. Trembling with joy, he resumed his work, carefully now, for a single stone dislodged would be death! By the voices, by the faint sounds of their heels grinding the rocks, and by the light jingling of their spurs, he knew that they had scattered well to either side, and now there was far less chance that they would spot him with their eyes.

He went up with an uncanny deftness. Now the top was near. Now the edge of the cliff with the blue beauty of the sky was almost in touch of his finger tips. Now he swung himself joyously over the ledge — alas! it was a mere depression in the face of the cliff, and there still remained a full twenty feet of climbing, with his strong arms trembling and aching from that last swift effort.

From the comparative security of that ledge he looked down. At once his head swam. Only a bird, it seemed, could have perched safely upon some of those rocks which he had used as a footing. Then, sick and trembling, he let his weight fall forward against the rock, but with no sense of security, for what had seemed to him an almost comfortable ledge and resting place the moment before, was now no better than the sheerest portion of the wall beneath him. It was only the dread that his fear might become greater, that made him force himself on. Could he have descended that cliff front, now, he would have called out to the posse below to rescue him, and then take him prisoner if they wished. But they could not help him; only some winged creature could be of avail to him — like that little brown bird, multiplied into one a thousand times greater.

Upward he went again, no longer confidently, but with a terrible weakness of wrists and elbows; all the nerve strength was exhausted from them, and he shuddered each time he changed a handhold. He had covered more than half of the way to the top from the ledge, however, before the great calamity happened. Under his right foot a stone gave way and bounced down the face of the cliff. Now was the time to rush the concluding part of his effort! He had hardly the height of his own body to go to reach the topmost rim of the cliff, and a few bold efforts would place him therein safety!

But the weakness of fear had run through all his body. He was hanging at the length of two quivering arms, and the strain was coming on the shoulder sockets; terror took his breath, and he began to strangle and gasp for air.

Then there was a heavy impact beside his face, and a flying fragment of rock struck his cheek and was imbedded there, the point driven in almost to the bone, and causing him an exquisite agony, all the worse because he had no hand free to pluck it out. The clanging report of the rifle rolled up the rock to him. As if by magic, the fear was swept from the body of Borgen, and his weakness passed away with it. He pulled himself up hand over hand with uncanny swiftness. So sure was he of himself and his powers, that he even swung himself from side to side to baffle the aim of the riflemen below.

All their rifles were chattering at once, each repeater humming until the steel of its barrel grew hot. They had two handicaps working against them. In the first place, they were suddenly looking upward, squinting into the dazzling brilliance of the sky and trying to strike a dark form against dark rocks; in the second place, and more important, they could see that their quarry was marvelously near the upper rim of the rock, and they were in a nervous tremor of haste to land him with a bullet which would make him throw his hands wide apart and hurtle backward through the air, turning slowly over and over until he landed lifeless at their feet.

So they pitted the face of the stones with a hundred bullet scars, but Lew Borgen tugged himself up to the edge of the cliff, kicked up his heels, and swung himself to safety. He whirled about at once and emptied his revolver at them, cursing and snarling. He was not a good shot, but one lucky try went through the boot of a member of the posse. He leaped for cover, hopping upon one leg, and yelling in his agony. It was too much for Lew Borgen. He rolled upon the ground, hugging himself, and shouting with laughter until a stabbing pain in his cheek reminded him. He drew out the bit of stone from his flesh, looked at the reddened point curiously, and then rose to face the sober work which lay before him.

First of all, it was necessary that he at once strike out toward a point at which he would be most apt to secure a good horse and a saddle. And he must steal that horse — for he was broke! He stopped and ground his hands together. He had had a small fortune in the instant before; and now his hands were empty, and he had to steal a horse. It was the one thing he had vowed that he would never do; he would rather murder a man, by far.

By the heavens! cried Lew Borgen, throwing up his two long arms, I aint going to steal no hoss now! They can find me and they can hang me fust, and be damned to em! I aint going to be that low!

This resolution filled him with a sort of ecstasy of courage and power. He strode on vigorously, crossed the crest of the range in the dusk of the day, and dipped into the night toward the desert beneath him, which was blackening when the summit was still in the alpenglow.

He came to the lower slopes, and among the foot-hills he reached a ranch, found the barn, found the shed where the saddles were kept — even spotted in the starlight a tall gray gelding in the corral — a horse after his own heart. But Lew Borgen stuck to his oath. He felt, in an obscure way, that he was making a bargain with fate, or luck, or God — whatever one chose to call the ruling power in life — and that having refrained from stealing a horse, luck would refrain from striking him down.

Then, with a mild pleasure in himself, he went into the ranch house, stole an ample back load of provisions, and having stocked his cartridge belt with ammunition, retreated into the night again.

He made a small fire between two rocks, cooked coffee, ate some bacon between slices of bread, and rolled over in the sands for a sleep.

He did not need an alarm clock. For though he was half perishing with exhaustion, yet he knew perfectly that the subconscious self which watched over him would rouse him in case of peril coming near, and that he would waken when the time came to march.

Waken he did while the stars were still bright, before the first hint of the coming dawn. He did not look to his watch, as a lesser man might have done. Neither did he groan in the cold of the morning, or because his head was ringing and whirling with an ache, but instead, he rekindled his fire, reheated some of the coffee left from the night before, drank enough to have poisoned any ordinary man, and tramped away upon that days journey.

How long would it be before he drank coffee again? For he could not carry with him the pot he had stolen from the ranch house. He prepared philosophically for the struggle, and though he had never before made a journey of any length on foot, he struck away at a steady pace and maintained his gait throughout the day. He kept within the line of the foothills, just as a wild beast, coming down from the heights, will lurk among the hills for a long time before it ventures onto the plains, where mere speed may prove more formidable than sheer striking power and skill in battle — where the wolf tribe is more dreaded and more at home than the cats.

It was a bitter march for Lew Borgen, but he stuck manfully by his guns until the dusk came. He had been marching a mighty total of hours, and even such a poor walker as he had by dint of painful patience set many a mile behind him. Then, as he came over a hill in the early evening, he dropped suddenly upon his face as though a bullet had felled him, for in the hollow beyond him he saw four men riding with rifles under their knees and their heads high, as are the heads of men who are hunting a crafty game.

They rode onto the next hilltop, and thence they surveyed the country, but they did not see Lew Borgen, lying not fifty yards away and praying that no dog had accompanied the party. Finally he watched those bodies, so clearly outlined against the brightness of the west, sink into the dark of the hollow as into a black lake. Borgen rose wearily to his knees and rested there a while, slowly rubbing his aching legs; for he knew that these fellows were hunting no animal inferior to man, and that he was the object of their great solicitude.

He did not grin as he thought how he had escaped them. Mounted as they were — and how bitterly well he remembered the gaunt and racy outlines of those cow ponies — they could drift about through the night as softly and as swiftly as the terrible loafer wolves. They could comb the hills in circles, hunting for him, and there was no doubt as to the final issue. They would catch him beyond a shadow of a doubt.

So Lew Borgen surrendered. He went up on the top of a hill, kindled a fire to make him warm — for a sharp wind was cutting down at him from the snows on the mountain-tops above — and waited for that signal light to draw his enemies in upon him. In the meantime, he ate a supper joylessly and then rolled a smoke. But it seemed that the very boldness of the situation of that fire had robbed the man hunters of all suspicion.

It was a full hour after it first flamed before a voice spoke behind him.

Steady, Borgen, and dont look round!


III. A MYSTERIOUS SCHEMER
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MECHANICALLY, STRANGELY WITHOUT emotion, Borgen pushed his hands above his head. What he was deciding at that instant was that when he was taken to the jail he would make a clean breast of the whole story — leaving out certain unfortunate affairs where he had been forced to kill his man — and startle the authorities by the detailed list of his crimes. How the papers would bulge with the copy they gleaned from him! The Sunday supplements would flare with color for the sake of Lew, and many a cowpuncher up and down the range would mutter thoughtfully: Well, Ill be darned! It was Lew Borgen, was it?

Steady, Lew, the voice behind him was saying, coming nearer and nearer, though without the slightest accompanying sound of a footfall. You dont have to keep those arms up. I aint troubled about that when I got the drop of a gent from behind. But just sit quiet and look to the front.

Then Lew Borgen thought of something else. How could this stranger in the darkness know him? For certainly his face had not yet been seen. How could it be, unless in some fashion his identity had become known, and the whole world had already spotted him?

How did the news blow round that it was me? rumbled Lew, dropping his hands accordingly and removing the cigarette from his lips. Who got the tip that it was Borgen that done the work?

The strange voice answered, and still in a murmur which had a secret quality in it, as though this soft-footed person dreaded lest any one should overhear what he had to say. Indeed that guarded speaking voice had the quality of a whisper.

Nobody knows except me, Lew Borgen. If anybody else knowed, I wouldnt be here. You wouldnt be no use to me.

Nobody but you? Who the devil might you be?

A friend of yours, maybe.

No friend of mine has a voice like yours. But if youre a friend of mine, for heavens sake lend me your hoss to beat it before they close in on this here fire.

They aint closing in on this here fire, replied the other. They aint half interested in closing in on this here fire.

Are they all drunk — or sleeping early, then?

Ill tell you how it was, said the other. There was a hoss stole out of a corral about three miles from here, about half an hour back. That hoss was saddled and bridled and sneaked out of the corral, and then along come a cow- puncher, seen what was happening, and give the alarm.

The whole bunch says: Its that crook getting him a hoss. They hop out and feed their hosses the spur as soon as they get into the saddle. They get going fast enough to see the way the crook was heading, and they seen that he had a lead hoss with him, in case that the other one should give out.

Pretty soon the sheriff and all the boys that was hunting for the robber, they all hear about the chase and start heading in. But though the hoss keeps right on running, there aint any rider in the saddle. Hes picked the wildest hoss in the corral, and one that aint been any moren half broken. When he gets a mile from the ranch, he hops out of that saddle and gives the hoss he stole a cut with his quirt, and that there mustang aint going to stop running inside of a hundred miles, and the boys will be busting their hearts right along its trail all the time.

He paused, chuckling softly. And then, he went on, I came straight back to you, Borgen, to let you know that you can take my hoss and ride on after youve had a sleep to-night.

In the name of heaven, muttered Borgen, who might you be that would give a gang a run like that for the sake of helping me out?

Dont worry about me, said the other. I saved you because I wanted to use you. I seen that you was about to get your neck stretched

Thats a lie! What they got agin me that would get my neck stretched? Trying to throw a little scare into me, partner?

Im telling you the truth. The cashier died, Borgen. The sight of that gun of yours was too much for his bad heart. He dropped half an hour after you left town. I think theyd hang you for that, dont you?

I didnt know, whispered Borgen. I didnt know.

He rubbed his face furtively, but the blood would not come back under the cold skin.

Well, he said, howd you manage to spot me?

Ive spotted you for a long time. I been following you, Lew, and watching your methods!

Say, partner, who the devil might you be? Will you open up and tell me?

Im a gent thats going to turn into a business man, and the business Im going to follow is your line, Borgen. Thats why Ive saved your neck tonight.

Hm, muttered Borgen.

Ive followed your trail for a long time, from the Tuolome robbery to this last little affair

What? Who hitches me up with the Tuolome case?

I do, Borgen!

This here is a trap, but you dont get me to talk. Im mum. I wish to heaven I could have a look at you!

The other laughed. I saw the whole play, he told Borgen. I saw the man drop. When he tumbled, he reached out, and his hand grabbed the shelf and pulled it down on top of him. You put that shelf back, and all the things that went on it, before you went through his pockets. Seemed like you was more cut up about knocking that shelf down than about killing your man.

Borgen remained agape, for an instant, staring into the darkness. He was realizing many things. He had always thought that the reason he hated to have his crime traced was because he feared the penalties of the law, but now he saw that it was even more because he did not wish to have the shame of his guilt known to a single human being. With all the energy in his soul he was wishing to whirl about and pump a bullet into the body of this quiet-spoken man behind him, and so rub out the one eyewitness.

Ive learned some very important things from watching you, continued the stranger.

Ive learned, for instance, that it is above all foolish for a man to have partners in crime if he wishes to go along without being caught up. Because one partner will be pretty apt to turn States evidence if he gets in a pinch. Aint that right?

Are you trying to pump me?

Im telling you facts, not asking you questions. In the first place, I say, a gent has to play a lone hand. Thats why youve worked for ten years without being spotted a single time.

Borgen started; then he set his teeth and flushed. It was maddening to think that this stranger, whoever he might be, had been able to throw a light upon all his past.

But, went on the man behind, still keeping to that secret and cautious tone, the trouble is, it looks to me, that a gent that plays a lone hand aint going to make no big killings. Look at yourself. Youve robbed fifty times. Youve never been caught once; youve never even had your face seen. I dont know of a record like it in history!

There aint any, son, said Lew Borgen proudly.

But how much money have you today?

Ive made plenty

Thats not straight. Youve only made one big haul, and that was the last one. The others, youve bungled, or else youve played for small stakes. Youve taken a lot of time, but you havent taken time enough, dyou see?

Maybe you know, sneeringly replied Borgen.

Ill show you I do before Im through with you!

A little silence fell after this remark; a screech owl passed startlingly close overhead with a whoop.

Then the stranger continued: Now Ill tell you a plan thats worth a million!

It was an odd plan indeed. He unrolled it slowly, carefully, answering a hundred questions with perfect patience, until the whole details were in the hands of Borgen. This rider in the darkness, this strange and crafty fellow, had completed an outline for a new system of depredations. Having noted that the lone agents were those who succeeded in escaping without detection, he had also noted that the profitable crimes were those in which a partnership was made use of. One or more men studied the lay of the land, got on the inside of the lay, as it were, and then their confederates arrived, and the job was completed, after which the whole party decamped.

The plan of the night rider was much more complex. He himself determined to be the head of a whole gang of marauders. But many of these would not even be known to one another. A dozen tried and hardened men, all of them past the flush of restless youth, were to be enrolled in the plan.

These were to be located in a number of different towns among the mountains, some of them in pairs, some singly, according to their temperament. These were to work up the details of the robberies, planning every inch of the ground with the greatest care; and when a plan had been perfected, it was to be communicated to the lieutenant — the man who had secured each of the rogues, and who also passed on the orders of the invisible chief.

But how, broke in Borgen at this point, are you going to keep unknown to me? If Im the lieutenant, I got to see you, dont I?

Youll never see me except at night, and youll find me masked and talking soft. Would you know me tomorrow, Borgen, if you heard me talk nacheral?

Borgen had to admit that he would not. Having received the details of a plan, the lieutenant was to pass the word on to the chief, who in turn would select two or three men, as many as were needed, from some most distant point in his chain of towns and bring them, when all was prepared, swiftly across the mountains to the place to be struck. Then, having committed the crime according to the carefully detailed plans of their confederate, they were to sweep away out of town, but their confederate remained quietly behind in the town until all the fuss had blown over, after which he would quietly start away, and go to the place where he was to receive his equal share of the loot — perhaps a month after the crime had been committed.

Every bit of plunder was to be equally divided among the entire gang, except that the chief was to receive three shares, and the lieutenant two.

The beauty of the plan was obvious. To put the matter on a large scale, one man planned a crime in Arizona, communicated his scheme to the lieutenant, Borgen, in Idaho, who gave it to the invisible chief at one of their regular meetings. The chief looked over the scheme, and, if he approved, took two of his operatives from Montana and swept south some two thousand miles to the little town in Arizona. There they completed the carefully planned work at a single stroke, and then sped north as fast as they had come, using the railroads wherever possible.

Because what is a hoss good for? said the night rider. Except to get himself caught by other hosses?

There was a truth in this which Borgen could not deny.

In fact, the more he pondered the scheme, the more perfect it seemed to him. There was not to be a wild orgy of crime. Each man would not be asked to plan a crime or to take part in the execution of one, more than once a year, in all probability. In the meantime, he could reside in one locality, if he chose. He could build a home, marry, raise children — all of this was possible. The invisible leader, in fact, told Borgen that he would have in his service none saving men close to middle age who wished to have dollars rather than excitement.

Suppose that the gents wont fall in line? asked Lew Borgen.

You know a dozen up and down the ranges, said the man in the night, as calmly as ever, and without leaving that singular hushed murmur in which he chose to speak. There are Tirrit, Monson, Nooney, Doran, Anson, Lambert, Oliver, Champion, Montague, and others who are outside of their spring days and ready to settle down, except that they been drifting so long that they aint got the nerve to start in with honest, steady work. Well, Borgen, when you come and talk to them, theyll listen. Every one of em knows that you been on the crook, but they know that you been smart enough to keep folks from talking about you; you never been pinched, and that counts. I tell you, Borgen, it aint a question of whether theyll come in, or not; its only a question which ones we want to ask. Spot the ones that Ive told you about and come back inside of a month. Come back four weeks from tonight and tell me how things have gone.

Heres a hoss thatll carry you; not a very big one to look at, but a mighty man-sized hoss for you to ride. He learned mountain climbing from the mountain goats, and then throwed in some tricks of his own making to improve on em. Hes a gold-plated wonder on a narrow trail, friend! Take this hoss. Inside of the saddlebag youll find a wallet, and inside of the wallet youll find three hundred dollars in honest money. Take hold of that money and spend it like it was your own. Itll pay your expenses until you come back to me four weeks from tonight.

He patted the horses mane.

But how, exclaimed the robber, unable to suppress the cry, howd you know that Ill come riding back here inside of four weeks when I got your hoss and your money to use for my own? What makes you trust me, stranger?

There was another little pause; and this time, when the voices ceased, they could hear a coyote wailing faint and far upon the very horizon of sounds.

Im a judge of men, said the stranger at length. I look at a gents face, and then I know what to expect out of him. I know what to expect out of you, Borgen, and I know that youll play square with me!


IV. FACING THE WHISPERER
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BORGEN HAD NOT known that he was a man so esteemed among the brethren who lived outside of the law, but everywhere he went he and his plan were well received; from Champion, that agile little black-eyed ferret of a man, famous for a hundred robberies, to big, lumbering Anson, celebrated for the killing of the great Kid Jennings, all the men who were listed to him by the nameless fellow in the night listened to his plan with the keenest interest, and, without an exception, they subscribed their strength.

Doran summed up their opinion: This here is what we been needing. Its an age of combinations, aint it? Theres corporations for everything. And here we start up our corporation, too. Who in the devil can this gent be? Maybe its old Thomas? By the heavens, Ill bet its him. He was turned loose from prison about three months back!

Every one of the elected, in fact, had an opinion as to the identity of the stranger, but Lew Borgen was past guessing. He hardly cared, for as he progressed from place to place, a new and greater thought had come to him. Suppose that he were to make this nameless progenitor of the scheme stay outside of the workings of the plan? Suppose that he, Lew Borgen, were to constitute himself the unseen director of crime and be the lieutenant to himself? For one thing, he would be then the recipient of five shares — two for himself and three for the man who did not exist. In order to carry on his scheme safely, he had only, it seemed, to shoot down the originator of the scheme at their second meeting. In that fashion he would himself become the fountain head of the work. There would be the great advantage that while so much glory would go to the phantom, all the blame would also go to the invisible idea of a man who no longer existed, and Lew Borgen, as the mere transmitter of orders, could not be attacked for the failures.

The more he contemplated that position, the more ideal it seemed to him, and when at length he approached the scene of the rendezvous, his mind was fully determined. He waited among the neighboring hills until the darkness had fallen thick and black across the sky. Then he left his horse behind him — that same wiry little goat of a horse which had turned out to be worth all the praise which The Whisperer had bestowed upon it — and started forward on foot, after stripping off his riding boots and drawing upon his feet soft and soundless moccasins. It would go hard indeed if, so equipped, he could not steal upon his man unseen and unheard. To guide his approach, there flared the camp fire of The Whisperer upon the hilltop!

What a fool yonder schemer was, for all of his brains!

That, said Lew Borgen to himself, is the trouble with all these here brainy gents. They can do a pile of thinking, but that lets em out. They aint no good at working out the details. Me, Im different!

Borgen saw himself already rich. Within a year of this systematic plunder, he would be able to retire with his gains to some far-off quiet place.

He went onward, crouched low, the revolver ready in his right hand, sometimes steadying himself with his left hand against the boulders over which he was passing. Now and again he paused to study the fire in front of him. There were a number of wavering shadows around it, some of them were rocks, and one must come from the form of the man of the night.

Steady, Borgen, said a terrible and familiar murmur behind him. Steady, man. If you turn, I shoot.

Borgen straightened himself by jerks until he was erect. His blood was racing, and yet he was cold from head to foot. In the same jerky fashion he began to realize what he had done — how he had repaid the generous kindness of his benefactor with an attempted treason — a most foul murder! He waited for his death. He wanted to whirl and attempt to fight it out, but the steadiness of that soft voice had made it impossible for him to stir, it seemed. He was chained to the spot.

Stranger, he started to say in a husky voice.

Be quiet, Borgen, said The Whisperer. I understand. This is what I expected. This is what I wanted you to do. Do you think Id have any value or any respect for you, if youd just gone blindly ahead doing what I told you to do? Youd of been a fool, then, not a man. Them that think — them that keep trying to improve themselves and their chances — them are the kind of men that I want around me. The way you laid in them moccasins — that showed foresight, Borgen. I sure admired to see that!

Borgen dropped his gun to the ground and then turned halfway around; finally he turned again and faced The Whisperer for the first time.

Its all right, said the latter. I dont aim to be seen by many folks, but you and me are going to meet a thousand times, and heres where you might as well begin to get used to me.

Borgen grunted. He had not yet made out what was in store for him; but he was certain that he was being tantalized with a cruel irony, and that in the end the pellet of lead must crash through his brain. In the meantime, he stared until his eyes ached at the figure before him. He saw a man not more than middle height, with shoulders so exceptionally wide that he seemed rather short. He wore a wide-brimmed hat, his face was a black shadow of a mask, and for the rest, there was nothing to distinguish him from a hundred other cow-punchers. He was not Thomas, that was certain; neither was he half a dozen of the other guesses which had been made about his identity.

Light a cigarette, said The Whisperer. Then we can start in and talk free and easy.

He added: But first pick up your gun and slide it into the holster. Only — after its in there, dont disturb it none, Borgen!

Borgen obeyed. He noted with a grim amazement that the man before him had sheathed his own weapon and did not bother to draw it again while Borgen raised his own. But the hand of The Whisperer hung close to the butt of his Colt, and it seemed to Borgen that there was power in that dangling hand to strike him with a thunderbolt. Slowly, slowly he raised his gun; and at last he pushed it harmlessly home in the holster just as he had been ordered. In that brief instant he had accepted the superiority of The Whisperer forever, and it had become impossible for him to strike in his own behalf. He was subdued utterly.

He rolled his smoke, and The Whisperer did the same, with such adroitness that he had scratched his match before the other had completed his manufacture. Lew Borgen began to study his chief by the light of the match. It burned blue till the sulphur was gone, then the clear yellow flame sprang out and showed The Whisperer with dazzling clearness against the velvet black of the night. He seemed even broader of shoulders, more wedgelike in build than he had been in the dark. His hands were slender. His face was completely hidden behind the black mask. But between the side of the mask and the crown of his hat there was a curl or two exposed, of brilliant red hair.

The heart of Lew Borgen leaped. It was Red Murray, then! No, he decided an instant later, it could not be the celebrated Red. That worthy was a full two inches taller than The Whisperer. Neither was Red capable of a scheme of such fine proportions. Neither would he have been able to read another mans mind as The Whisperer had truly read the mind of Lew.

It worked out like a charm, said The Whisperer in that same voice, which was indeed not a whisper at all, but a barely audible enunciation. It was hardly as penetrating as a whisper; it lacked the sibilant sharpness of the latter, which carries far, even though the words are not audible.

It worked out like a charm, Lew. You got them all in line, I see.

How the devil do you know that? blurted out Lew, stung into speech by his impatience. For such omniscience was like a weight upon his soul.

Why, explained the leader, that aint hard to make out. Theres nothing spooky about me, Lew. I knew my scheme had worked out, because otherwise, you wouldnt of come back to murder me on account of it. When I seen you sneaking up the hillside, I knowed right off that you was paying me a mighty big compliment without being right sure of it yourself!

The other shrugged his shoulders. This explanation had at first seemed to simplify matters a great deal and to explain everything, but the more he pondered upon it the more worthy of thought it seemed to him. Such cleverness was even more than mysterious — it was a terrible thing.

You was watching for me to come at you — from behind? he growled out, forcing out the words of his shame.

Oh, I knowed where youd come, said the other calmly. They aint no doubt that a gent has to try to improve himself when he gets a chance, and here was a chance for you to get rich quick. With the cream of the plunder rolling in, and you getting five shares out of eighteen or twenty

Lew Borgen was crushed to the very ground; this seemed to give proof that the other had actually the power to step into the minds of others. For had that not been the very inner thought of Lew when he planned the assassination of his chief?

What name do I call you by? he asked suddenly.

Whatever you want. Id rather stay without a name.

Well, then, dyou mean to say that you still want me — after all of this — to stay on as your — lieutenant?

Of course, said The Whisperer. Look here, Borgen, aint it better the way it is? Now you know a little more about me than you used to. If I took another gent, Id have to go through all of this again. Itd take time, and itd be trouble. I hate work, Borgen. I sure hate laboring!

Borgen drew a long, slow breath. He began to feel that he had entered the service of the devil indeed; and he would just as soon have attacked Satan in person as to have raised a hand, after that instant, against The Whisperer. Yet, when he tried to explain it to himself, he had to admit that the latter had neither drawn a gun, fired a shot to demonstrate his skill, nor even raised his voice with threats. It was odd, indeed. But Borgen felt as though he had come from facing cannon when he left The Whisperer that night.


V. TIRRIT TALKS
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THERE WAS NO tidal wave of crime, of murder, and robbery. Here and there, separated at distances of five hundred or even a thousand miles, crimes were committed which were carefully prepared with a painful and laborious hand; and then they were executed in an instant by one or two bold spirits who dashed into a town, did the work for which they had been appointed, and sped away again. Sometimes they struck at night; but sometimes they shot in and out upon their mission in the daylight, securely masked. No one could say that there was a single method in these crimes, for each of them was committed in a totally different fashion, having been planned by a totally different head.

But for six months nothing was known to the public, or, for that matter, to the busy police themselves. They simply were aware that there were more crimes this year. There are always crimes which go undetected, for a time, at least; and the police are not impatient. They endure a world of abuse and contempt, but when the time comes, they do their work and go on without cheering. They have no bands and battle flags to raise their spirits high for their struggles, but each man goes over the top by himself, in the dark of the night. The police, then, knew that there was a slight increase in the number of unpunished crimes, but the increase was small.

No one would have guessed that a new and incredibly successful band was at work had it not been for an accident. A certain eminent rancher, the owner of numberless acres, cows by the thousands, farm land along one rich river bottom, and many an irrigated desert acre — a man of untold wealth in fact — was riding over his domain one day when he came upon a horse standing beside a prostrate man, in a gully. He thought at first that it was one of his lazy cow-punchers taking an afternoon nap, so he spurred his horse ahead and galloped to the place.

Percival Kenworthy, for that was his name, found a wounded man. The bullet had apparently gone straight through the heart, but this was only in appearance, for it had glanced around the ribs and lodged in the poor fellows back. He was unconscious. His pulse was fluttering on the verge of extinction; plainly he was close to death. So Kenworthy forced a dram of brandy from his saddle flask down the throat of the dying man and was rewarded suddenly by a gasping voice and opened eyes. He was a stranger to the rancher, but he knew his good Samaritan at once.

Kenworthy, he gasped out, listen to me. Im Tirrit. Ask the sheriff. He knows me — too — well, maybe. Im dying. Him that killed me was

Here his eyes grew dull, and he passed into unconsciousness again. Kenworthy, feeling that a terrible revelation was about to be made, applied another dram of the powerful drink. It recalled the wounded Tirrit again to consciousness, and he picked up the story where he had left off.

The Whisperer killed me! he murmured.

What about The Whisperer? asked Kenworthy.

At this the eyes of the other grew dull with despair, as if he realized that there was more to tell than he had time and strength to relate.

All them robberies he began. The safe cracking at the First National in Deaconville — the clean-up in Lead City — twenty others; they was done by one gang, and The Whisperer runs that gang. Me — I was one of the crew. But they got me. The Whisperer got me. I was trying to find out who he was. I did find out! And so he plugged me. His name

His voice choked away. With a feeble hand he drew the ranchers ear down to his stiffly struggling lips.

The real name of The Whisperer is

What that name was, the rancher could not make out. It was only a confused gasp of breath, and then Tirrit died. But Kenworthy had the body brought into town and carried his strange tale to the sheriff. And, just as Tirrit had suggested, the sheriff knew him only too well. Tirrit was young. He could not have been past thirty, but it appeared that he was old in crime. He had spent half of his years since he was eighteen in prison. The other half he had sustained himself with crimes of a dozen sorts. Moreover, the sheriff knew all about the clever work which had resulted in the cracking of the safe in the First National Bank in Deaconville. He knew, also, of the clean-up in Lead City; and he frowned in sober intensity of thought at the news.

Not only that, but he entreated the rancher to say nothing of his experience or of what he had heard from the dying bandit. Too much publicity would destroy the chances of the police to run down the criminals.

In the meantime, the worthy sheriff got in touch with the officials of neighboring counties and neighboring States and passed the word to them. He himself went to Lead City and then to Deaconville, and, with the aid of the local authorities, used his best efforts to discover similar methods and the work of the same master hand behind those crimes. But they were very different. They were as entirely unique, so far as one another was concerned, as if they had been conceived by two entirely separate minds.

Yet all officers of the law know that the majority of criminals, even the greatest of them, perform their crimes according to one pattern. Having achieved their first real success in breaking the law, they continue until death to duplicate that first great effort. Here, however, was all the evidence of two distinct minds conceiving, and two distinct hands in the execution. The police were disturbed. Some of them went so far as to openly state that they discredited the dying statement of Tirrit. It was simply an effort of dying malice to make trouble for a companion whom Tirrit hated, and who had shot him down in a fair fight.

All that really resulted from this careful examination was that the rumor spread abroad. Knowledge shared by so many men could not be kept secret. Indeed, it is the nature of a secret to make men desire to talk about it. The most harmless gossip, if it be told in a whisper, will immediately be exploded into public attention. So it was with the tale of Tirrits dying story. The noise of it shot abroad upon the thousand invisible wires of rumor, and straightway other men who dwelt outside the law heard of it.

The tale wandered to a hundred resorts of crime — somewhere in the West a great band was operating. Its exact location was unknown, but at least it was certain that it operated, or had operated, in that great county of mountains and desert where the rich man, Percival Kenworthy, had established his ranch. So, toward this focal point the powers of the world of crime began to draw. Wild fellows with ungloved right hands and bright eyes and faces as sunburned and lean as hawks, started over the mountains and through the desert.

They found no Whisperer ready to enroll them in a secret gang when they arrived, but they did find one another. Straightway they pulled together in threes and half dozens. They began to strike right and left. They rustled cattle. They blew safes. They worked as footpads in the towns and as holdup artists and plain highwaymen in the open roads. The carnival of crime which the plans of The Whisperer had so carefully avoided, came into birth within a month after the death of Tirrit. By a cruel trick of fate, it was Percival Kenworthy who suffered more than all the rest.

He was not a man to sit still and endure such a life, having his cattle driven off by the hundreds, his payroll intercepted on its way out from town, his foreman stuck-up in the very shadow of the bunk house. He took the matter into his own hands. He called a meeting of his neighbors, the most representative citizens from the mining district in the mountains, the lumber camps, the cattle ranges, and the nearby towns.

Fifty sturdy men of affairs gathered under his roof for dinner to taste the excellent whisky of the rancher, to partake of his fine fare, and to see lovely Rose Kenworthy, newly come home from an Eastern school. For she presided at one end of that huge table while her father presided at the other.

At that dinner they made much talk, and in the end they elected an active committee of a dozen of their ablest members to go to the sheriff and ask to be allowed to participate in the suppression of the crime wave. Kenworthy, of course, was the chairman who went to the sheriff and offered the aid of the citizens in the campaign against The Whisperer. For, since that mysterious name had been first mentioned, it was constantly in use as the guiding spirit behind every crime.

Had he possessed a dozen bodies, he could not have been in every locality where crimes were blamed upon him. That name became a fascinating illusion. Every bank robbery was laid to his name; and every hobo with sore feet and five days whiskers on his face was arrested and gravely given the third degree to see if he might not be the master criminal.

No one, said Kenworthy to the sheriff, has been able to spot the master criminal. I propose to forget that name. I propose a great crusade against crime in general, throwing out a great dragnet. When we haul it in, The Whisperer will be one of those entangled in the meshes.

He cleared his throat. He was a pompous man who wore a stiff white collar even when he was riding on the range. He talked even to his daughter in the quiet of his home as if he were making a political speech from a stump, and he had a way of tucking his rather small chin inside his collar, thrusting his hands into his coat pockets, spreading his legs apart, and delivering his thoughts upon the right way to carve a goose with as much passion as an old, ranting actor doing the closet scene in the third act of Hamlet.

The sheriff did not smile. For Kenworthy was too rich and too successful to be smiled at. He was never referred to in any of the local papers saving as our distinguished neighbor, or the cattle king, or, one of our most distinguished citizens. To laugh at such a man was apt to have cost the sheriff five thousand votes at the next election! For the rancher secretly owned a controlling share in some three or four of those papers which most assiduously mentioned his name. So the sheriff duly swore in Kenworthy as a deputy and gave him the authority to enlist others in the name of the law.

Immediately the crusade against The Whisperer began to be a serious affair. There were virtually pledged to it some thirty or forty of the strongest men on the range, each of whom could throw three or four well- mounted, well-armed men into the field for a campaign of any duration, without missing their hands from the working forces upon their ranches.

Deputy Kenworthy found himself placed at the head of a hundred hardy fellows who knew the range to a T, and who were keen as fox hounds on the trial because each one of them was promised three months pay in a lump sum if he could strike down or capture any man who was afterward proved to be a criminal. Kenworthy hardly knew how to dispose of such large forces, but he was one of those men who could take advice even when trying to give it; if he wanted to know how to build a skyscraper, he would have called upon an eminent architect and started giving him his own ideas until the architect in wrathful self-defense blurted out a few of the truths concerning that matter.

So Kenworthy now went around and talked to some of the old-timers who had been members of vigilante committees, and it was not long before he learned from them that the best weapon of all against crime was that simple name — vigilante! It was of such a power that the strongest bands of criminals and outlaws melted away before it; it had a marvelous prestige, and was known never to have failed in the past. Deputy Kenworthy swallowed the thought at once, equipped his crusaders with the name of vigilantes, and started out to mop up the country.

He mismanaged it sadly. He left holes a mile wide in the nets he spread. But, nevertheless, he had a hundred sharp-eyed fellows working for him, and they began to turn in results in spite of Kenworthys blundering methods. They caught one rascal of a cattle rustler; they nailed a horse thief; and then they caught a yegg, an old and expert safe cracker. What they did to him was not pleasant to relate, but the group which caught him consisted of old, hard hands, and they determined to make the yegg talk. They tied him to a tree and toasted his feet until he fainted over the fire, and when he recovered his senses the sight of the flames made him begin to blab all that he knew. It was enough.

He gave them names and places as fast as they could write them down. They spent three weeks of furious riding, wearing out a horse and man every other day, but at the end of the three weeks the crime wave in Kenworthys county was suppressed with a vengeance, the jails were packed, and suddenly it was as safe to walk the open highroad as it had been dangerous before.

Just as the campaign was closing, the time of the county election rolled around, and in noisy admiration of the ranchers work, he was rushed into the office of the sheriff at the last moment, by a tremendous vote, to his own bewilderment and infinite gratification. So he gave a dinner in his big ranch house to celebrate the end of the crime wave and the beginning of his term as sheriff. It was a very happy affair. Men arose one by one and told him what an eminent man and public benefactor he was, until the face of Rose Kenworthy was crimson with shame, and the face of her father was crimson with happiness. At length he rose in turn and announced that he had at least put an end to the crime wave and that The Whisperer would never be heard from again.

Because, gentlemen, said the rancher, somewhere among those whom we have caught in my dragnet — somewhere among the rascals whom my vigilantes have brought in, is that arch-rogue who dared to show his face among us in this county of — ours.

He had almost said mine, but saved himself at the last instant.

The Whisperer, he continued, is dead; and may he never rise again!

This toast was drunk with cheers, so loud that they made a shadowy figure which was at that instant stealing downstairs into the new sheriffs cellar, pause and listen. But presently he went on again. He reached the bottom level of the cellar and searched the wall deliberately with his pocket electric torch. The faint glow thrown back upon him revealed the fact that he was completely masked, his head being hung in black all round. He examined the wall until he discovered something to his interest upon the plain surface of the bricks. He began to fumble at one of these, finally drew it forth, and then inserted his hand into the aperture which it left. At once there was a sharp click followed by a rolling noise of the most oily smoothness; and a section of the wall, a full three feet wide, swung softly open and revealed, within, the lofty and glimmering face of a steel safe.

With the utmost satisfaction, the masked man surveyed it. Then he raised his head and listened with the greatest apparent content to the noise of mirth which continued above him and which was audible even to the faint chiming of the glasses, now and then, because of some door which was left open into the dining room. He now closed the door of the vault behind him almost reluctantly. He laid forth a quantity of yellow laundry soap, excellent for rough cleaning and excellent, also, for the construction of those molds which yeggs run cleverly around the edges of the door of a safe, so that nitroglycerine may be induced to flow around it and trickle into the crack of the door, no matter how narrow.

He next produced a small flask which those of the trade would have guessed at once to be filled with the soup. And, having laid forth these articles, he looked over the safe with the greatest deliberation. He laid his hand upon its bluff and rounded corners as though he admired with all his heart the solidity of its workmanship and the exquisite strength of the tool-proof steel itself. Then, having completed his survey, he set suddenly to work to make his mold of the soap.


VI. IN THE CLEARING
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THE EXPLOSION HAD rather a force than a noise. It took hold on the house like the hand of an earthquake and made it shudder. At the same time an almost soft and puffing noise of the explosion was audible not so much through the house itself as in the distance around it, where the sound traveled through the thin, pure mountain air and made every cow-puncher in the bunk house sit up, bolt erect, to listen and to wonder. In the dining room upstairs, every guest and the wise host himself sat staring, glass or cigar in hand for a frozen moment.

Then: A lifter! muttered someone who had been a miner in his youth.

An explosion! cried Sheriff Kenworthy. By heavens — it cant be

The last thought had turned him white and so stunned him that he was unable to complete the utterance of it aloud, or even to himself. Neither could he move. During that precious interval there was only one person in the room who stirred, and this was Rose Kenworthy, herself. She had not let an instant go by in idleness, but after the report she slipped from her chair and ran to the door, where she listened to the quivering echo like that which follows the passing of a man with a heavy tread. Then she ran back to one of the astonished guests.

Bud Chalmers, she cried softly to him, that came from the cellar where my father keeps his — Come! Lets see whats there!

He had to take her arm and draw her back, or she would have led the way in person, as though she preferred such an adventure and such a risk to the scene which she had been forced to sit through in the dining room.

By this time the whole group of men had turned in a body, and they rushed down the stairs, poured into the cellar, and found a broad dark mouth yawning in the cellar wall. They streamed in, guns in hand, electric torches quivering with eagerness. What they found was the floor of the little room strewn with a litter of papers, the door of the safe lifted cleanly from its mighty hinges, and the interior of the safe entirely gutted. It brought a wailing cry of almost childish rage from the newly famous sheriff. He fell upon his knees in front of the safe, and threw out his fat arms. What he might have said would never be known, for the slender form of Rose darted to his side.

Dad, she whispered in his ear, while her strong young hand sank into his soft shoulder, theyre watching you — youll die with shame if you dont act like a man now!

It brought him to his feet. He was able to muster a roar as he turned to his posse, and then pointed to the door which opened at the rear of the cellar.

Thats the way, boys, he cried. Thats the way that dog went! Lets ride him down-five thousand in cash to the man who drives a bullet into him.

Look here! cried someone.

He turned the round, bright eye of his torch against the wall of the cellar and there they saw, white and new, a great W, inscribed in careless scratches.

The Whisperer! came the cry of a dozen men. The devil has dared to do this while we upstairs

Flushing with anger, they glanced to one another. In truth, The Whisperer had chosen to make a mock of them, and there was no doubt about it. While they drank honor to the sheriff and scorn to the baffled outlaw, he was proving that their dragnet had not touched him at all by actually plundering the safe of the chief of the vigilantes, with all of his men scattered about.

They stormed from the cellar; they found their horses; they stormed out from the house in a great circle, some riding toward every point of the compass, and in this fashion one man sighted a gray horse in the moonshine, half lost among the shadows of overhanging trees. He shouted a challenge, whereat the other put spurs to his horse and galloped across the fields. At once the hue and cry was raised. They flogged and spurred their horses forward furiously, on the trail of the other, who aimed his flight straight for the neighboring canyon mouth, and was immediately lost in the woods which crowded it.

In the meantime, they had hardly disappeared when there issued from the little room in the sheriffs cellar where the safe was kept, and actually from behind the safe itself, that same masked robber who had dared to insult the power of Mr. Kenworthy in his own house. He left the cellar leisurely, strolled to a knot of trees near the house, and there mounted a horse which had been left in concealment. He now struck away at a swinging gallop, whistling softly to himself, and riding rather as one who enjoyed the rhythm of the gallop than as one who needed desperate speed to save him from a great danger.

But as for the posse, they rode with a wild unconcern for the nature of the ground over which their horses flew. There is nothing that makes a man so utterly reckless as an affront to his vanity. Not a man there but would have gladly lost half his blood for the sake of sinking a bullet into the body of The Whisperer because of this nights insolence. They gave their horses wings, and they were quickly upon the very heels of the fugitive. Only the thick screen of the trees kept them from riddling him with bullets, for they were constantly in short revolver range. They might have run him down almost at once had it not been that he had apparently carefully planned the way of his retreat, and dodged from one narrow avenue in the woodland to another, so that they were several times lost for a moment and gave up valuable rods of ground before they caught the trail again.

Foremost among them galloped Rose Kenworthy herself. Not that she carried a gun, or that she could have used one, but she would not be left behind in a hunt which was more exciting than ever a fox hunt in the world! She had a saddle upon her tall bay gelding before the others were fairly under way. She flew two fences and caught up with them as they twisted across the first fields, and after that, she was in the very front, though her father swore and the other men begged her to go home. But Rose, being an only child, had of course been terribly spoiled; she did not even think of obeying them, but she cantered on, cheering her horse along and shouting with glee as she swung right and left to dodge the low-sweeping boughs of the evergreens.

The big bay went lame suddenly. He stumbled, almost fell, and then slowed to a walk.

Now go home! shouted someone darting past at full speed. Which of course determined Rose to stay on that trail if she had to go forward all night on foot. She flung herself from the geldings back while the hunt slid past her and went crashing into a thicket beyond. She turned the gelding loose. The poor fellow would find the best way home to his stable and at his own speed, which would be better for him than leading. Then she started to tramp forward with her throat closed and her heart huge with wrath. To add to her fury, the way was interlaced with many entanglements of roots, and every now and then she tripped and almost fell upon them. Twice, indeed, she actually plunged forward upon her hands and skinned them on the gnarled bark or the stones on which she struck.

Who, in the midst of a ranting argument, while pacing back and forth, has tripped and stumbled? Who has stubbed his toe while promenading with the greatest dignity? Such things are nothing to small mishaps while one is in a passion; and Rose Kenworthy would have taken mountains in her hands and smashed them to pieces against one another, so wild was her passion of temper. When she scrambled to her feet after the second fall, she paused and stamped and beat her stinging hands together in impotent fury.

Oh, cried Rose, if only I were a man — if only I werent such a — such a—

She could think of no fitting word, and so she strode on over the cushioning mats of needles with her fists clenched and her eyes rolling among the shadows; the noise of the hunt had died out far, far before her, and the knowledge that she was doing a very foolish thing in following them only increased her rage and her determination. So it was, coming out into a little clearing in the forest, she was amazed to come on the scent of a cigarette. She looked about her in the deepest astonishment, but entirely without fear. That emotion, in fact, was well-nigh a stranger in her composition.

She was in a forest of huge yellow pines, and the light of the moon struck down in spots here and there across the woodland. There was some distance from the ground before the big first branches began, and Rose could look far away down avenues of brown columns, with silver spots of the moonshine falling here and there, quite regularly, upon the pavement of fallen needles. To her it seemed a windless night, but pine trees will tremble with air currents which the human skin cannot detect, and in the stillness of the atmosphere all the needles were astir and made a faint and ghostly hushing sound.

A little rivulet was not far away, raising a merry bubbling and calling as it tumbled over the edge of a boulder into a pool beneath, and through that thin and pure mountain air the sound struck across the canyon and was rung faintly and deeply back in echo from the opposite wall of the little valley; so that it seemed there was another waterfall in the distance, a thundering giant whose strength was just beginning to make the air tremble.

This was the scene, and these were the sounds in which Rose found herself when that poignant and rich fragrance of the tobacco came to her and scattered the tatters of her passion away, and poured upon her mind the holy water of that mountain quiet.

She could see no source of the smoke at first, and then she saw, in a patch of the deepest shadow, the figure of a man sitting with his back to her, cross-legged upon a great stump, as quiet as a stone, or a meditating Indian. Nothing about him stirred except his right hand, from which the silver curl of the smoke went upward as he brought the cigarette to his lips and carried it away again. His head was bare. His face was raised toward the sky as though he peered out from his shadow upon the brilliance of the moon, which was now rounding into the three quarters, and drowning all the stars in her floods of silver. From his head, raised in this fashion, long black hair fell away — hair almost long enough to touch his shoulders, and cut away in a thick, sharp stroke at that point. It had a striking effect.

Indeed, there was everything about his attitude, his immobility, his black, long hair, the thinness of his face — for she could see the prominence of his cheek bone and the hollow line of his cheek — to make her think that this stranger was truly an Indian. Yet she knew that he was not, before she saw him fairly.

She herself had not moved from her place after first coming into the clearing; but the stranger suddenly bounded from his tree-stump chair as though shot upward from springs. He landed upon his feet, facing her, and at the side of a tree trunk, behind which he disappeared. In no longer a time than it takes the camera shutter to wink back and forth, this picture was rubbed out, and she found herself alone in the clearing.

There was a little touch of fear in her, then. But she shrugged her shoulders and forced that weak sensation away. Then she crossed the clearing and followed a curious impulse which made her sit upon the stump just where the stranger had sat, and raise her head. But having done so, she did not see the moon or the sky. She closed her eyes to all of that. Instead, far up the canyon she heard the noise of the racing man hunt as it thundered along at the heels of its prey.

Apparently the cliff faces on either side of the valley were so placed by a freak of nature that they reflected all the sounds from the upper valley as mirrors will repeat light, and focused them, faintly to be sure, at this particular point. But how could this long-haired stranger have known the thing? Where was he when the hunt rushed past, sweeping across this very clearing? Suddenly, she knew that the black-haired youth was standing just behind her, watching her as still as a stone!


VIII. LISTENING
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THERE WAS NO doubt about her fear now; it froze her in a great cold wave; but like all people who are naturally very brave, the touch of fear simply startled her at once into action, and, jumping down from the stump, she whirled about and faced him. For her instinct had not been wrong; he had been standing just behind her, and he was still there, his arms folded, his black hair falling around a sun-darkened face, very thin, and oddly handsome. He was not a small man, but so slender of foot and hand and standing with such a strange lightness, that he gave her a singular impression of fragility. He might be in age anything from twenty-two to thirty, for he was one of those odd people upon whom time, during youth, leaves only negligible traces.

From the instant she faced him she lost all her fear; there remained in her only pity that so weak a creature should be living here in the forest like a wild Indian; for Indian dark though his skin was, he had the regular features and the great and open eye of a white man; and if there still lingered in her blood a little chill of that first strangeness in his appearance, it merely sharpened her attention.

He was dressed almost in rags. He wore tight-fitting trousers of deerskin, after a vanished Indian fashion, and even the leather had been worn almost to tatters by his rough life. Upon his feet were moccasins. He wore a shirt of which the sleeves had apparently been worn to bits, so that now they had been trimmed off nearly to the shoulders and exposed his long, narrow arms, as sun-browned as his face.

After this second and closer survey of him, what seemed wonderful to the girl was that he should have ventured to come out again and have faced her, for his whole air and manner was one of the most perfect aloofness. He had folded his arms and looked at her so quietly and steadily, that he might have been thought to be viewing a species of strange plant, an oddity in trees, rather than a human being. Rose was very distinctly uncomfortable. Her early pity died away. She found that she was forgetting the tatters in which he was dressed, and she was unconscious of anything about him saving the large, clear eyes and the thin face, so cleanly carved, so carefully made.

What are they hunting? he asked her. Why are they running in the middle of the night? Have they rounded up a mountain lion? Surely they dont run the lions without a pack of dogs!

The clearness with which he enunciated, the ease of his speech, all told a great deal to Rose; it meant an educated mind, and that a man of education, perhaps of real and fine culture, should be existing in this guise in the woods was more wonderful than ever.

Its a robber who broke into my fathers house, she told him.

He seemed to pay no attention to one part of what she said, but was the more shocked by the other half.

Is it a man they are hunting? Are there really people who ride after others all night — as if they were beasts?

Dont you understand? she told him. This robber broke into my fathers house and took away thousands of dollars.

So they are going to take his life for that. Well, if you had a million of dollars, could you make a new life? Could you buy it in a market?

She decided that his brain was a little touched. Youve come up here to spend a summer close to nature? she said, abruptly turning the subject.

He waved his hand, though she could not tell whether it was to brush away her conjecture or assent to it. But she had an ample stock of assurance. She was one of those girls who unite with the flower and loveliness of a woman the sharp eye and the steady hand of a man; and she talked to the stranger with the intellectual confidence of a cow-puncher who has an enemy covered with his Colt.

When I saw you at first, she told him frankly, I thought that you were a wild Indian.

He shrugged his shoulders as though her conjectures did not interest him, and it occurred to Rose that he acted as though he was actually becoming bored.

I was listening to the hunt, he said coldly. From that stump you can hear everything in the valley, almost. All the ground noises and all the tree sounds and all the winds speak out of the valley to this place. The walls are sounding boards, you know; and they focus here. You can hear everything on the edges of the valley, too. Its a sort of a listening post, you might say.

He stepped to the shattered stump and rested a hand upon it, raising his head as he had done when she first saw him. His eyes closed; his face relaxed as utterly as perfect sleep.

Now you can hear, of course, he said, and beckoned her to him. She, also, leaned across the stump. What she heard was the whisper of the wind among the pines, and, in the near distance, the dying scolding of a squirrel which had been awakened by the rushing of the horsemen through the night. There was the dull and melancholy voice of the little waterfall, also. But she knew that the man beside her was hearing other things. Presently he began to explain.

That wolf you hear calling up the valley, he said, is the old she-devil with only three toes on her left forefoot. She was murdering calves on the Wilson ranch a week ago; they ran her up to the summits, or very nearly there; then gave up the chase. Now she is coming back!

Were you on the Wilson ranch a week ago?

I was near.

She held her peace and thought the more. The Wilson ranch was a matter of a hundred and eighty miles away, and the intervening region was a tumbled and jagged mass of raw rocks and steep-browed mountains, all giants. To have traveled that distance upon foot, as the outfit of the stranger suggested that he had done, to have crossed those knife-edged rocks with moccasined feet, was truly marvelous. Quickly she estimated that distance. Then she turned to the subject at hand. She had not heard the cry of the wolf; and even now, though she knew from what point to expect it, and though she strained her attention, she could not hear a sound comparable with the devilish wailing of a lobo.

There! he said suddenly. The noise of that hunt frightened him almost to death. He chuckled at the thought. He ran as fast as he could run, and you know a mountain lion can go faster than the wind for a little distance. But now hes got his courage back; hes coming down the valley again. Listen to the silly fellow warn every creature in the mountains that hes coming! Hes telling them all to stay in their holes or up their trees on the thin little branches where he cant get at em. How hes booming now! Sometimes I think that that rolling thunder of his so frightens them that they are frozen. Besides, the echoes pick up his voice so fast that I suppose they hardly know from which direction hes coming, and if they try to run, they may dash right into his jaws.

She was growing worried. He talked as if the very air trembled with the roaring of the hunter, and yet her own keen ears did not hear a sound. She told him so, and at this he replied by taking her wrist, not with a foolish familiarity, but with fingers as steady and as cool as a rock; there was a suggestion of strength, too, in that touch, which made her able to understand that gigantic march across the mountains.

That wonder passed quickly from her mind. It was as though this strange fellow were saying: Listen! Listen!

No doubt it was simply the effect of absolute quiet, rocklike stillness of body and brain, yet it seemed to her that something flowed into her from the cool fingers, and all the borders of her mind were enlarged, her senses were purged from a mist. The fragrance of the evergreens touched her with a new and stinging sweetness, the cold of the mountain night wind passed into her very blood, and then into the dim borders of her consciousness were borne new sounds, first a faint and far-off wailing which made her shudder — that was the cry of the wolf coming down the draw; then she heard the cry of the mountain lion.

Contrasted even with the feeble voice of the waterfall they were sounds as faint as the shining of a new moon compared with the blaze of noonday, and yet they were clear. He released her hand; and instantly she heard the noises no longer. She might explain that through her sudden excitement and the quickening of her heartbeat, and yet she told herself that there was something more which could not be explained. Though she was as calmly practical as any man, yet she found herself believing that here was a mystery beyond explaining.

The wolf has heard the lion hunting, said the stranger. One last yell — you hear it? — and now he is silent and goes sulking off on a new trail, I suppose.

She watched him sharply, but there was no affectation of the charlatan about him. He was as little excited as though he had simply called her attention to one of the neighboring trees.

How long have you lived like this? she asked him suddenly.

I dont know, he answered. Four or five years, I suppose.

Four or five years! In these mountains?

Yes.

Ive never heard of you.

You and the others live by day, he said. Thats why they never see me. Except for the fur traders, youre the only person Ive talked to in all the times Ive been here.

Youve grown lonely, then?

He hesitated. Tonight — after I saw you — but only a little. You see, Ive had the fear always that sooner or later Id be pulled back to my own kind. When I watched you from the trees it seemed to me that I was surer of that than ever before.

It was only a suggested compliment, but it pleased her wonderfully; she could feel her heart softening toward him every moment they continued their talk.

Then I saw, he continued, that Id have to come out and talk with you. Otherwise youd go home and tell them that you had seen a wild man in the woods and theyd start out to hunt me — just as theyre hunting that poor fellow far away — far away yonder in the draw. Listen! Theyre shooting. Perhaps that means theyve cornered him. Perhaps that only means that theyre giving up hope of getting him and theyre firing at random in the hope of bringing him down.

She listened and heard nothing; but had he touched her, she had a perfect confidence that she could have made out the distant fusillade clearly enough.


VIII. NO MYSTERY
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IN THAT SHORT pause she stepped back and looked at herself and this stranger in perspective, so to speak, and what she saw she wondered at. She had an almost irresistible desire to know more of him, to mine down toward the very roots of his heart and find out all the emotions which actuated him. Other men she knew were interesting enough; but here was one who offered a real problem if she would even faintly comprehend him. Something was missing, too, which should be there. She was only beginning to see what it was; another man would not have been able to stay so long with her in the dark of the forest, with the spotting of moonshine like fallen silver here and there, without making pretty speeches.

She detested compliments, perhaps because they had always fallen to her share in such abundance, and more than once she had found herself wishing that her face were plain; then she would be taken for her real worth, and beauty, surely, is a matter of flesh only. However, there was no question of pretty speeches in the stranger. He talked to her as though she were a man, and in spite of herself she could not say that such a conversation was exactly to her liking. As for the hunt of the robber, she had not the slightest interest in him.

But do you think, she said, that having seen you and talked to you, you are any less strange? Do you think you are like other men?

No difference in the world, he assured her, almost with irritation. Theres not a shadow of mystery about me.

He broke off to say in a whisper: Theres a little bright-eyed rascal of a Douglas squirrel peering at us from that branch yonder. Ill make him talk!

He whistled a bar or two of a song which was vaguely familiar to her, as though something she might have heard her grandfather sing in her infancy. The moment his whistling ended, from a great branch near by, a squirrel began to bark furiously; then fell as suddenly silent.

No one can be lonely with such talkers around, eh? murmured the man of the forest, and she wondered at him more than ever.

He went on calmly: Thats why I came out to talk to you, he said; to show you that Im just like other people, except that I have a few different habits. Then I thought that you might be willing not to talk about me. I thought you might promise that, if I were willing to answer any question you cared to ask. Because I know that its only things were half familiar with that seem worth gossiping about.

I have no right to ask you questions; I have no right to inquire into your life, she said, flushing.

And I have no right, said he, to ask you not to tell other people that you saw a queer man living like an Indian and acting like an idiot. Ive no right to keep you from sending twenty riders and a pack of dogs on my trail — for my own good, to bring me in where I can be taken care of.

He made a grimace.

Well, she said, tormented by curiosity more terrible than the hunger for forbidden fruit, suppose we strike the bargain, then. Ill give you my hand that Ill never mention your existence; and in exchange youll tell me who you are and why you are here.

Its so simple you may be tempted not to believe. But you see, I promised that Id show you that Im no mystery. Its all as straight as a string, and a very short string at that!

At this, he rolled himself a cigarette, slowly, shaking his head a little, as though he found it hard to believe that the former self upon which he was now staring could really have been his flesh and his blood and his brain. He lighted his smoke, and then told his story.

I was living in a big Eastern city, he told her at last. I was fighting two enemies, a failing business and consumption. They beat me together. On the same day I failed for a small sum, but just enough to bankrupt me, and then I went to a sanitarium where the doctor made me strong enough to sit up at the end of six months. He told me that what I really needed was a year or two of clear, mountain air. But I suppose, said he, that your business will not let you.

As he said it, he struck a weight from my shoulders. All through my sickness, as a matter of fact, I had been tormenting myself with the problem of how on earth I could go back into the harness and pull out the wagon of my affairs which was stuck so deep in the mud. Suddenly, while he talked, I took a new view of the whole affair. What was business to me except ruin? Why should I not go where I could live freely? He advised me to keep away from the excitement of men. Why not a life in the wilderness?

So I tried it. I raised enough money to pay a passage West, and at this end of the line I bought a rifle, a revolver, ammunition, a few simple traps, some coffee and some bread, and I started out to make my living. It wasnt easy at first. I didnt know how to fish, or how to shoot, or how to trap. I was so ignorant that I had to find a new way of learning. What I did was to start studying the animals I had to live on by hunting.

Because, if I wanted to have meat, I had to get almost close enough to it to touch it, before I could be sure that my shot would bring it down. The result was that I studied them day and night — but chiefly by night. After all, I was a meat eater, a beast of prey. And when do the other beasts of prey go out to hunt? They go by night, of course. So I used to say to myself in those days — they were wonderfully hungry and wonderfully happy days, too — I said to myself: I am a mountain lion; and I must do exactly as it does, except that I shall not be so foolish as to make a noise while I hunt, and that I shall use a leaden bullet instead of teeth and claws for bringing down my prey. Aside from that, I must learn how a mountain lion hunts.

How terrible! murmured the girl, and, she added: And wonderful, also!

But it was not from the lions that I learned the most, said he. My chief tutor was an old grizzly with more wisdom packed away in her old head than any dozen men I have ever known. I follow her every year. When I come across her trail its like meeting an old friend. As long as I have followed her and studied her, I never come near that clever old veteran without learning something new.

Shes a rascal, of course. I suppose most very clever people are. Shes a cattle killer, you know. But shes not like most of that sort of bear. She kills cattle, but only now and then when other provisions run low. Its exactly as if she understood that its a dangerous business to venture onto the fenced-off lands of men. After shes made a killing, and eaten the animal, she heads for the highest mountains with her cubs and lives on insects and roots and rabbits above timber line for a while, keeping a lookout all the time.

I learned from her how to trail and how to hide my trail. Because, of course, she used to know that I was following her, and she would leave me trail problems enough to have baffled an eagle. They always fooled me. It was really ridiculous. That half a ton of ambling bones and meat could fade away out of the landscape and leave me with three days of devilish worry and work to find her again!

He paused to laugh, silently. She wondered over him more profoundly than ever. But he seemed to have forgotten her, so intent was he on his tale of bruin.

When she went to sleep that first winter of my stay in the mountains, he said, there was a very great deal which she had failed to teach me. But still I had copied out of her book enough to keep me busy all winter rehearsing and digesting. Over an area of a thousand square miles she had taught me every stream, and where the best shallows were for fishing; she had taught me the little pools and the lakes in the same way. She had charted for me the districts where the bees were the busiest; and she showed me a thousand places where one could make ones trail vanish into thin air and where one could take cover. She taught me all the wise ways of the chipmunks so that I could never really be hungry if I had the patience to do a little digging; and if I wanted to be absolutely sure of a good meal every day, Id carry a pick and shovel with me, not a rifle. Roasted in a certain way, you know, theres nothing more delicious!

He drew in his breath as though he were famished at that instant.

You know, he continued, a grizzly is really a very studious creature. I thought during the first season that I was doing nothing but copy bruin. But in the second season that I trailed her, I found that she was constantly hunting me! Upon my honor, the old rascal was actually playing on my trail just as I had been playing on hers.

Good heavens! cried the girl. Do you mean to say that the terrible creature was hunting you down?

Just as I was hunting her, of course. I had no right to hound her as I was doing, and she knew it. Very naturally she looked into the matter after a time, and I suppose that the clever old girl was delighted beyond telling when she found out that there was actually in the wilderness something from which she could learn a few lessons which would make life easier for her, now that her bones were growing brittle and her muscles stiff. I give you my word that a hundred times she has laid in the brush and watched me make a fire. And a hundred times she has walked around and sniffed at me while I slept.

And you didnt die of fright in the morning?

We were fast friends long before that. We were silent allies, you know. I never saw her for long at a time; and we never talked to one another. But still we kept in touch. Oh, if I could tell you how I have watched her dig out a nest of chipmunks and gobble them as they came to light — and if I could tell you how she watches me fish! She has pointed out the best pools and streams for the work, but she doesnt bother to fish a great deal now. When shes hungry for fish, she gets on my trail. She knows that when I fish at a pool Ill be sure to leave three fourths of my catch on the banks, and when Im gone she comes out and gobbles up whats left.

She has an appetite to amaze you, you may be sure! Last year she was cornered by hunters and badly smashed up with bullets. I found the place where she had cached away herself and her cubs, and she and they were starving because she was too crippled to hunt for a whole month. So I did the hunting for the whole party — it kept me busy day and night, and even with my rifle and my traps, I could not take enough to give her more than a lean diet.

You actually fed her?

I left the stuff where she could get it.

The girl was silent, full of thought.

That gives you an idea how I have lived, said he. I came out here ignorant and helpless, and the beasts taught me how to get food. They kept me from loneliness. They showed me the mountains. Above all, they showed me that night is the time to live. I learned to sleep from prime to mid-afternoon, just the way Madame Bruin does. That left me the morning and the evening, which are the richest times of the day, and then the whole night, for hunting or for trapping. Of course I need a little money now and then for odds and ends and for guns and ammunition. So, in the heart of the winter, I trek north and trap for foxes. In two weeks I catch enough to do me. I take the pelts down to a Canadian fur trader, here or there, and they cheat me to their hearts content, but even so I get all the money I need, and more.

Besides, they dont ask questions. Im not so very different from some of the half-breeds who come into the posts looking wild. They ask no questions, take the furs, give me a third of their value in cash and half their value in trade, and then Im off again for the southland. And that, I think, tells you what I am, and how I live. But you can ask me whatever you wish. Ill answer you frankly.

He had finished the cigarette, put it out carefully, and waited, folding his arms. But she was too bewildered to speak at once. What he referred to as a simple narrative seemed to her the wildest romance to which she had ever listened or ever read.

If there is nothing more, he said, au revoir, mademoiselle.

Wait! Wait! she called to him as he turned away. Are you to go like this? Am I never to see you again?

We have made an agreement, said he.

That you will answer my questions. There are a thousand I have for asking, but they are all swirling in my brain. I havent them in order. But tomorrow

Tomorrow I must be far away.

Why must you leave?

It is foolish to make a long hunt in one place. I have been here for two days. Besides, I have grown hungry for honey, and I know a place a little distance away where there was a great swarm last year. It should be a mine of good eating this summer.

But if it is close

Fifty miles, I think. A good days march to the southwest.

Fifty miles in one day — fifty miles of such mountains as these for a single days march! She looked at him in amazement. And yet it was not impossible. The frailty which she had first thought she noted in him was deceptive, after all. It was mere lightness of a body strung with sinewy muscles, tireless as a wolf on the trail.

It cant be this way, she said. I have to see you once more. Then Ill release you. You can go where you please after that! But — Im going to make a list of things to ask you when I see you again.

It seemed to her that he sighed in the little pause that followed.

If it must be, said he, I am unable to disagree, you see.

Where can I find you, then?

Where you please. I shall come.

So long as it is not near other men, I suppose.

That is no difference.

But if they found your trail

He shrugged his shoulders and laughed again, as silently as before.

They will not follow it long, he said. If a thousand-pound grizzly can make her trail vanish, why cannot such a little thing as a man do it? I promise you, if Madame Grizzly used to make trail problems which I could not solve, I now make ones which she cannot decipher. I am very proud of that!

She wondered at him in silence, and then: Good night! he said, and was gone, gliding away without a sound, though he stepped upon the noisy pine needles which, when she herself walked, crackled continually under her feet. She felt like a great and clumsy creature as she turned back toward the ranch; she was a mundane being indeed compared with that form of shadowy lightness.

Instead of holding straight for the ranch house, however, she followed an impulse which led her to the right, through the forest, and up to the crest of the ridge which walled in the canyon to the westward, and as she stood on the eminence, she saw a shadow slide out from the trees not a hundred yards away and pass down into the valley. It was a man, running with a swift and yet an easy stride. It reminded her of that frictionless lope of the wolf which goes on and all through the whole of a day and never wearies from the dawn to the dark. This was the man of the forest.

Then she remembered, suddenly, that she had forgotten to make a definite appointment and state a meeting place. Her heart stopped, and she grew sick with sudden grief. He would never come back to her out of the mountains, and that one interview would be both the first and the last of him. She beat her fists together in a childish tantrum. She felt as a child, indeed, would have felt, had a fairy appeared before it, ready to answer any wish, and she had been too tongue-tied to question.

Her first impulse was to tell her father at once and let his men hunt down the fugitive, and yet she could not do that — partly because her word was pledged, and partly, also, because she felt assured that a hot pursuit might make the wanderer uncomfortable, indeed, but that it never could run him to the ground. The trail puzzles, as he had said, which could trouble a keen-scented grizzly would certainly be weird enough to baffle the strongest hunters who rode the range.

Now, as she stared before her, the shadow slid up onto the brow of a western hill. So soon had the runner passed across the valley that he must have run up the farther slope as easily and swiftly as he had run down that at her feet. His silhouette showed distinctly against the moonlit sky, and she made out the lump behind his shoulders which must be his pack; and the moonshine winked along the barrel of the rifle which he slung lightly in his hand as he ran. Then he was down out of sight in the winking of an eye. How empty and aching was the heart of the girl, seeing him go!


IX.— THE FERRET TALKS
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STEFFANS PLACE HAD at one time been famous for the number of glasses which had rattled upon its bar, and though the country had gone dry, it was still strange to note the numbers of old and new patrons who still flocked to Steffans as though drawn by the magic of its name. Along that bar they ranged, and with solemn faces sipped the ridiculous sodas and pops which now took the place of the good old throat-tearing, stomach destroying red-eye. Of course there was an explanation of the mystery, and a very crude one.

Worthy Mr. Steffan had simply brought in sundry barrels of moonshine which he kept in a shed behind his saloon. The barrels were on the edge of the floor of the shed, supported with wedges, and once these wedges were knocked away, the barrels would crash through the back of the shed and then pitch into vacancy down the long fall of the precipice, until they thundered into the little river far below.

An armed guard stood over those precious barrels night and day to shoot up any thirsty spirits who attempted to steal the good stuff, and to evade any sheriffs man by sending the loot shooting into the depths below. Twice the wily sheriff had tried to put his hands on the stock, and twice he had failed, and the whole quantity had gone to waste in the gorge beneath, to the misery of a thousand dry throats in the vicinity.

But Steffan himself controlled his grief. He merely doubled his prices and brought in fresh moonshine, raw and terrible with naked alcohol. Thus equipped, he furnished each glass of soft stuff that crossed his bar with a copious stick strong enough for the strongest old toper to lean upon. Business became more prospering with Steffan than ever before. He built a new wing to his house, increased his bar in size, put in a game room to the back of it, and established himself as a rising member of the community where he was more freely received than ever. He enjoyed a kind of popularity.

Such was Steffans, where on this day a worthy cow-puncher by the name of Mug Doran resorted. His appearance was hardly more beautiful than his name. He was not thirty, but a premature baldness exposed the cramped and brutal slope of his forehead behind his brows, which were great projecting rings of bone. He was possessed, beneath this disappearing forehead, of a pair of little pale-green eyes, placed as close together as possible on either side of a still tinier nose, which had at one time tilted heavenward at the point, but which had been long since beaten flat by heavy fists in many and many a fight. His cheek bones, his mouth, and his chin, were the important features of his face. The cheek bones were like jutting rocks; his mouth was a wide and leathery slit; his chin had been battered many a time before, and would be battered many a time again, but it was still thrust dauntlessly forth in a defiance of the world.

Mug walked with a waddling lack of grace upon two very short legs, and around his narrow hips a gun was belted, but it was plain that the Colt was a concession to convention rather than an assistance to the gentleman. His real comfort and joy consisted in a pair of arms as huge in girth and in length as the legs were short and small. All of his movements were clumsy, but none so stiff as the turning of his head, which was placed upon a neck only two or three inches in length, apparently, and gorilla-like in circumference.

Mug Doran walked to the bar and stood beside it, staring at the floor with his melancholy eyes, while the barkeeper rallied him in vain upon his downcast air and strove to win him to talk. But The Mug would have none of it. Once or twice he lifted those pale-green eyes, but it was to stare vacantly out the window and not into the face of the bartender. When he drank, it was still without turning around, but with furtive sips — half a glassful at a sip.

Having in this fashion finished two tall glasses of soda, he turned reluctantly from the bar and seated himself upon the front veranda. All of this time he had not spoken a word, and now he sat with his legs and his lower body thrust out into the white-hot sun. He enjoyed that heat so much, indeed, that when his cigarette was half rolled he paused and let it stay in his hand uncompleted while he soaked in that burning sunshine. Presently a rider heaved into view down the canyon road and pushed his jogging horse into a tired canter at the sight of the parlor of peace and moisture. He pulled up his mount in a mist of reddish-brown dust through which he now strode, with a breath of that stained fog hanging about behind his shoulders.

The Mug gave him a cool and unfriendly scrutiny, but the newcomer paid not the slightest heed to Doran. One might have suspected that so fine an appearing man would be ashamed to be found in converse with such an ape as Doran. For Jerry Monson was as fine a picture of manly beauty as one could wish to see, bland and blond and smiling, as strong as he was tall, and as tall as he was handsome. He gave not the slightest heed to The Mug, but just before he passed through the swinging door into the saloon, the three forefingers of his right hand flattened against the side of his overalls, and he thrust out his thumb at a sharp right angle.

Then he was gone, but The Mug remained staring for another moment as though he still saw the picture of that hand displayed. At length he rose, yawned, and stretched out his long arms, and made off for his horse. He untethered the animal and lifted himself into the saddle with his long arms, instead of jumping, as others would do. Once in the saddle he rode off at a good round pace until he reached a point where the trail veered sharply to the right: The Mug rode straight ahead over a litter of rocks, and so down a short gulley between two mountainsides.

It was a lofty pass. On either side the rugged trees were climbing in smaller and in thinner ranks toward the timber line which was not far above their heads, and above that point the mossy sides of the mountains rolled into the sky, sometimes quite naked, sometimes covered with the dim flowers of the high bee pastures in delicate and pastel shades. The Mug gave these visions of delight a cursory glance, then touched his weary horse so deeply with the spurs that he brought out a dot of crimson upon either flank and sent him snorting and racing around the side of the pass until he drew up with braced feet, sliding to a halt over the gravel.

Mug Doran now dismounted with sudden nonchalance and waved a greeting to some three or four men who were assembled around or in a little shack near by. Foremost of these, and now seated behind a little table in the shack, was no less a personage than Lew Borgen. He greeted Mug with a grunt; received a grunt in ample payment for that courtesy, and dropped his head to continue his meditations. Those thoughts were not altogether pleasant, as could be seen in his clouded and moody eye, fixed upon the floor. Plainly Lew Borgen was worried, and indeed there were many new lines of thought in his face since he had last been seen. One might have said that he had paid amply for the prosperity which had come to him, and that rapidly growing bank account in a certain Eastern town.

He waited here behind the old table until the party had grown to its full size. When complete, there were besides himself, Jerry Monson, and Mug Doran, six others, who were, by name, Joe Montague, Sam Champion, Nick Oliver, Silver Lambert, Lefty Anson, and finally Pete Nooney. Pete arrived last of all on a sweating roan with his whistle, as usual, running gayly before him to announce that he was coming.

Even the gloomiest among that nest of rascals could not help at least a semblance of a smile when that whistle of Petes was heard dimly in the distance.

Finally they were assembled in a closed knot around the table, or sprawling upon the floor. The evening had commenced, and a roaring fire had been built in the fireplace, so that the room, as the daylight faded, was filled with a broken and dancing illumination. Sometimes it washed a wave of shadow over a man; sometimes it painted all his face in red; sometimes teeth glistened where someone yawned in a corner; sometimes sharp, wicked eyes burned out of a shadow.

Such was the assemblage. When they were all met and in order, Lew Borgen finally rose and said: Gents, I guess, take it by and large, I aint exactly welcome in here. But I heard tell that there was going to be a meeting of everybody else but me, and I sort of didnt like it. So I come along. But if I still aint wanted, I hope that somebody will stand up and tell me why. Im sure right here, open to reason, and just plumb waiting to be talked to.

It was a speech which could almost have been called humble, at least by those who were familiar with the violence which was natural to the big man. But there followed this demand, or rather appeal, an interval of silence in which no man looked at his fellows lest something should be seen in his eyes which might incline to point out the ringleader. There was no need of such a betrayal, however. From the farthest corner there stood up that man among them all who was the least in stature and the most terrible in fight.

It was Sam Champion, little, lithe, black eyed, black haired, with the glance and the pointed face of a ferret, and the incredible tenacity and ferocity of that little destroyer. A ferret will run across the very boots of a man when it is on a blood trail. It was known that Sam Champion had actually thrown himself into the hands of the law in order that he might destroy an enemy of his. He had neither scruples nor fear. There was no good in him, and there was no pretense of good. He existed in the world for the sake of the fights which he might be able to find in it.

To this small and terrible figure Lew Borgen turned with a faint shudder.

Well, Sam? he said.

Im the gent that spread the word around, said Sam.

He paused, with his wicked little eyes burning and snapping. The reason why I didnt ask you here, Lew—

Ah, said Borgen, thats what I want to hear.

Well, it aint going to please you none when you know it. The reason why I didnt ask you in on this here party was because I figured that you wouldnt be none too pleased to find out that were meeting here tonight to find out who in the devil The Whisperer is!

Indeed, it caused Borgens head to shake in violent disapproval. Sam, old son, he said, I cant let you go no further. For your own sakes I cant let you go no further. Its the one thing that The Whisperer has always told me — the boys was never to meet up together except for business, and then only when they was called on by him to meet. When they did get together, I was never to let em talk about him.

Heres the best part of a dozen of us, said Sam Champion with a touch of scorn. Are we all going to be afraid of saying what we please about any one man?

Ive heard gents talk like that before. What happened to em?

Who did you hear?

You know. I recollect telling you myself. That was when I seen that you was first getting restive. I come to you and told you my idea of what had happened to Tirrit. I told you my idea was that Tirrit got his because he started trying to get onto the trail of The Whisperer. Tirrit had been buzzing around asking me a lot of questions. I warned him that he was walking around on mighty dangerous ground. But the fool wouldnt be convinced. He wanted to find out for himself. And my idea is that the gent that shot down Tirrit was The Whisperer himself!

It caused a stir of wonder in the little company.

Im talking about things I hadnt ought to talk about, said Borgen, in a very apparent anxiety. God knows which one of you gents is acting as The Whisperers spy on the rest of us.

Maybe, cut in Sam Champion, one of em is The Whisperer himself!


X. BORGEN ACCUSED
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THIS SUGGESTION CAUSED another general start, together with a play, and then a counterplay, of glances, but nothing could be arrived at in the way of a suspicion.

No! said Lew Borgen with the calm of perfect conviction. Ill tell you open and free that there aint a man here thats The Whisperer.

You know that? asked Sam Champion.

Yep. I know that well enough.

How come you to be so sure?

Theres something about The Whisperer — if you was to see him, youd know what I mean. Ive never seen him by daylight. Ive never seen him without a mask. But for one thing hes got a queer build — like a wedge; for another thing, theres a sort of hell-fire strength about him that paralyzes a man.

Hold on, Lew. Dont talk foolish!

Lew Borgen turned upon Champion. Look here, Champion, he said, if youve come here aiming to make trouble for me and work up a gun play sos you can have the fun of another fight on your hands, youve hunted up the wrong tree. I know you, Champion. I know youre fast with a gun and sure with a gun. Well, I know that Im not so fast and not so sure as you are, and I dont aim to get murdered. Sooner than fight you, Ill tell the boys to take your guns away and throw you outside. And if you make any trouble after that, Ill have em kill you like a dog and leave you where you lie. Theres more than one that maybe wouldnt lose no sleep about shoving a few chunks of lead inside of your ribs!

This direct and terrible threat brought a sort of a groan of rage from the smaller man. He shook from head to foot with his passion, and his right hand clasped and unclasped the handle of his Colt. But he did not jerk the weapon out at once. Instead, he first looked around him upon the faces of his companions, and he saw there enough to make him pause for further thought.

They were looking upon him coldly, steadily, and they were one and all watching his gun hand.

He knew what that meant, and he was touched with awe, for though he might have taken a chance with lesser men, with such fellows as these it would have been madness to court a fight. He was superior to any one of them, but only by a small margin, and any two of them would completely overmatch him. He brought his hand away from the weapon.

Lew Borgen was continuing the oration which he had begun with such a happy effect.

You been always a trouble maker, he told The Ferret. Nothing is good enough for you so long as theres the chance for a fight somewhere near. Oh, I know you, Sam. I know where you were a few months back when I first met up with The Whisperer and started on this game. You was down and out. Youd done so much shooting and knifing that nobody would throw in to go partners with you. Then I come along and talked plain to you: Sam, says I, youre down and out. You know why, and I know why. There aint no mystery about it. Youre too hard even for your friends. Well, Sam, Ive got a chance to give you, because I know that youre as good a gun fighter as ever lived, and because you dont know what fear is! I told you that, and then I told you what I told all the other boys, and you sure were happy to come in.

You was down and out then, the same as some of the rest. Nick Oliver was flat. So was Pete Nooney and Joe Montague, and I was flat busted myself except for the little pocket money that The Whisperer had give to me. Then what happened? You boys done what The Whisperer wanted you to do. There was a plan laid. Who pulled off the first job? Who cracked the first safe? The Whisperer did it all himself to show you boys that he knew his work and that he could make his living all by himself if he had to. What did he do then? He split up with you all. Gave you all your right share. Moren that, when Silver, there, and Pete and Mug Doran blew in all theyd made gambling, he staked them all over again, bought them hosses, and left them flush and prime.

Aint he gone right on? There aint one of you has gone hungry. There aint one of you that hasnt got money in his pocket right now. There aint one of you that couldnt save up a mighty pretty piece of coin and put it away if he had as much as a mind to do it. These here things are all the straight stuff. Then you come along and try to corner The Whisperer and call him for a crook. Is it square, Sam? Is it square, boys?

Whatever the glowering Sam might think, it was plain that the rest of the boys had no sympathy with him at that moment. With a hearty and even a ringing chorus they announced they were well pleased with what they had secured out of their silent partnership with the unknown criminal, and they would be only too delighted to see the concern of Mr. Whisperer and Co. continued ad infinitum. So Sam Champion looked gloomily around him, not knowing exactly what he should do next. However, he had not by any means discharged the last arrow in his quiver, and he now put another upon the string.

Lew, he said to the lieutenant of The Whisperer, who has seen The Whisperer outside of you?

Nobody.

Who has heard him talk?

Nobody but me.

Who knows whether hes young or old?

I aint so sure of that myself.

Whos got any idea of what he looks like?

Ive told you boys what little Ive seen — that hes uncommon broad in the shoulders and that hes got red hair and that hes just average height. Thats all I can tell you. Ive told it a pile of times.

Boys, said Sam Champion to the others, and he deliberately turned his back upon Lew Borgen, aint it a queer thing that The Whisperer should keep himself in hiding like this?

Ive told you why he says that he does it, muttered Borgen.

Sam held up his hand to indicate that he must not be interrupted before he had spoken his mind.

Because he dont trust partners, is what Borgen tells us. But he has trusted Borgen, and it looks like the rest of us are worth trusting as much as Borgen. Weve proved ourselves, I should say! Aint it sort of strange that The Whisperer aint showed himself to us to even hear how much we think of him? Aint it queer that he dont come down, after all these months, just to say hello?

The others admitted by their silence that they considered it rather odd.

But, said Sam Champion, it looks to me like it was a sort of fortunate thing for someone. That one is Borgen, there. Every time we turn a trick, Borgen gets two shares delivered to him for himself. Thats sort of fat, but we dont grudge it. And then he gets three more shares for The Whisperer — delivered to himself!

He paused to let this sink in. Then he added hastily: And supposing — just supposing — that Borgen was The Whisperer himself — wouldnt it be sort of handy to get them five shares?

It was a blow the more stunning because it was something which had, of course, occurred to every one of them. A sudden gust of wind took hold of the door of the shack like a hand and slammed it shut. It made every man jump and look about him with great eyes.

Then they turned to Borgen to see what he was to say. But Borgen, for the instant, was tongue-tied. This suggestion struck the nearer home to him because he had actually contemplated just such a practice. To be accused of a crime which he had attempted, paralyzed his tongue, and his face grew white as he confronted those prying eyes. When he realized that this pallor was betraying him, he grew yet more pale. He tried to smile. But his lips were numbed, and when he moistened them with the tip of his tongue, they trembled. Perspiration began to pour out upon his forehead.

Gents, he said feebly, this is a queer lay for me. Dyou stand with Sam on this?

A deadly silence greeted his appeal. Then he saw that they were scowling, and each man was leaning forward to read his face.

Look here, broke in The Mug suddenly, as a thought struck him, aint it sort of queer that Borgen aint never had a hand in any of the hard work of pulling off deals since them first two that he says was done by The Whisperers lone hand? Whoever has to work, it aint Borgen. He lies low and collects the double share he bargained for — and the three other shares, as Sam has just been saying. Sam, Im mighty glad that you called this here meeting, and come to think about it, Im mighty glad that Borgen is right here to hear us talk!

There was another pause while this suggestion was digested.

Then another speaker cleared his throat. It was Anson, big, lumbering, rawboned, and a practical worker in the field of crime with few rivals. He had spent, altogether, some ten years in penitentiaries, but his nerve had not been broken. It had turned a great, impulsive giant into a fox, and that was all.

Speaking of queer lays, he said, I aim to say that the one I got last night was a rare beauty! I was told to take the best hoss I could lay my hands on and stand him under the trees near the house of the new sheriff, that swine of a Kenworthy. That was all I was told. I was told by Borgen that when the time come for me to do something, Id know it without asking any questions. Well, the time comes! Theres a noise in the house, and then about fifty of em boils out like hornets. They see me, and they pretty near ride me to death down the valley when I run for it. Borgen, I know youve had a grudge agin me these three years. Was you trying to work it out on me that way? Was you trying to turn me over to em?

Borgen, put in Champion, we got a case agin you. You show us The Whisperer — or else

There was no need of filling in the threat. Borgen groaned, so great was his agony of mind.

Boys, he said, I leave it to you; I been pretty lucky in my way, but do you figure, any of you, that I got the brains to map out what The Whisperer has done? Another thing: Champion, youre hunting a bad trail when you try to locate The Whisperer. That was how Tirrit come to his end!

By heavens, cried Champion, did you have a hand in the killing of Tirrit? Was it you that finished my pal?

He gripped his gun and glared at the big man.


XI. CHAMPIONS FATE
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THERE WAS NO question of appealing to allies against Sam Champion now. It was only a matter of how the lieutenant to The Whisperer could avoid an open conflict, for such a battle, he knew, could end in only one way — his own death. He himself was no stupid marksman, but he lacked that explosive nerve force which is typical of the expert gun fighter; he might be only a twentieth part of a second slower than Sam Champion in getting out his Colt, but that small fraction was as good as all eternity, for Sam would not have to pull his trigger more than once.

The others in the band sat or stood about like lean-sided wolves, waiting, and eager only to see the fight, regardless of its outcome, favoring Sam Champion if they favored any one.

Come out with it! snarlingly exclaimed Champion. It was you that bumped off poor Tirrit. You plugged him from behind!

Sometimes a very great peril will actually shock all fear out of the breast of an endangered man. So it was now with Lew Borgen. His mind became perfectly clear as he prepared to fight for his life, with words, before he fell back upon his gun.

Tirrit was shot from the front. You must remember that, he said dryly.

Hes boasting of it, boys! Hes boasting that he shot down Tirrit!

Look here, Sam, said Borgen, more coolly than ever. If youre crowding me for a fight, youll get what youre after. Even if I aint got one chance in ten to throw a gun as fast as you, Ill take no water, Sam. But about Tirrit — good heavens, boys, you all know what Tirrit was — he was faster than anybody among us with a gun, excepting Sam Champion, and maybe Joe Montague, yonder.

Tirrit was a flash with a gun. I knowed it as well as the rest of you. He didnt like me, and I didnt like him. I admit that quick and easy, and there aint no argument. But thats only one part of the proof that I killed Tirrit. I might have stood Tirrit off with a rifle at long distance, but I would of been a fool to go hunting him with a Colt. No, sir, you all know, if you steady down and take a think about it, that it was a better shot than me that killed Tirrit!

He spoke this with such a quiet assurance that even the malignity of Sam Champion was shaken for an instant, and his hand dropped from his gun.

But maybe some of you dont know, went on Borgen, that Tirrit was hot on the trail of The Whisperer. Once, just before he finished, he come to me and says: Borgen, I used to think that you was The Whisperer. But now Ive changed my mind. Ive tracked you along through the mountains and seen you meet up with another hossman. Then Ive tried to ride down the back trail of that other gent, but doggone me if I have any luck.

I says to him: Tirrit, leave off that trail of The Whisperer. He sure hates to be followed. Follow me as much as you want to, but dont follow me to try to get at who and what The Whisperer is!

The devil! broke in Champion in sardonic disgust.

Thats what Tirrit said, remarked Borgen. Three days later, Tirrit lay dead.

If Id been there began Champion.

Youd of gone the same way, said Borgen.

You lie!

Champion, you cant talk like that to me.

I aint started to talk to you, Borgen. I aint started to tell you all the kinds of a skunk that I know you to be!

There was no avoiding a fight now. They were tense with it; and the savages who encircled them, looked on with lips grinning in wolfish satisfaction at the combat which was to follow. They did not shrink back from the probable line of fire. For a gun even in the dying hand of such an expert as either of these, could not fail to shoot straight. They stood close, and they waited, shifting their eyes greedily from one face to the other to read, if they might, the fierceness or the dread which was showing in either of the combatants.

They saw Champion shivering like a ferret with eagerness for the battle. They saw Borgen white, hopeless, but determined. Though he was no better than a dead man, they felt, they could not but admire him as they observed his bearing and his manner. Death, then, hung not a second away from someone in that little shack, and now Champion delivered his final blow.

Now that youve robbed the sheriffs house and gutted his safe, howll we know how much money there was in it? Howll we know whether or not youre cheating us on the split, eh?

It was the final insult. But before Borgen could act upon it and draw, a draught of air passed through the shack like a human sigh. The two combatants dared not take their eyes from each other, though they knew that the door of the house had swung open. But presently they heard someone murmur an exclamation, and they swung about of one accord, and they saw in the open doorway a man of middle height with extraordinarily broad shoulders, so that his build was wedge-like to the extreme. He wore a sombrero with a great limp brim that slid down half across his eyes, yet beneath this brim they caught sight of one or two rusty red curls of hair. His face and even the back of his head was obscured by a black mask. For the rest, his appearance was that of any cow-puncher in overalls and leather chaps. Altogether, in fact, his costume was most simple and workmanlike.

Champion, said this apparition in a whisper, or in a murmur even less piercing than a whisper, Champion, you rat, get out your gun!

Champion, with a groan of dread, his teeth showing like a cornered rat indeed, went for his Colt. But he suddenly spun around with a scream and pitched forward upon his face, for the masked stranger had beaten him on the draw.

The Ferret lay without stirring. The stranger tossed into the room a thick wallet, which struck upon the back of the fallen man, unfolded, and exposed, inside, two thick sheafs of greenbacks. While the glances of the gang turned to this, The Whisperer disappeared; for when they looked up again, he was gone from before the door.

Neither did any of them care to follow his trail or to make further inquiries into his existence.

Lew Borgen, who had seen him before, and now had been delivered from the extremest danger by his last appearance, seemed hardly less shocked than any of the others in the gang by what had happened. He took up the big wallet, and there was nothing said while they turned the body of Sam Champion upon his back and saw that he had been shot fairly between the eyes, as though the man, or devil in the form of a man, who had just been before them, had chosen to exhibit his skill.

Heres something from The Whisperer, said Lew Borgen, bringing a piece of paper out of the wallet, and he showed to them a white scrap upon which a brief message had been hastily printed.

Let the boys split up this loot in the regular way, he read to them. Except that Anson gets his own share and my three shares. I had my part out of the game. I think the sheriff will agree.

This was signed, the name being printed neatly like the rest of it.

It was an amazing letter to receive, and it could not have come more opportunely. The gang watched the lieutenant count out the spoils. There was the considerable sum of twenty-five thousand dollars, and every dollar was made ten-fold sweet by the understanding that it had come from the house and the safe of the sheriff, himself, on the very evening when he had been feasting his friends and boasting that The Whisperer and his gang were put down forever.

The division was made on the spur of the moment. With their hands full of money, the dead man upon the floor was almost forgotten. They carried him out at last and placed his body in a rift among the rocks. Then they climbed upon either side of the little gully above him and pried loose and rolled down upon him a monumental mass of tons of rock. This was his burial, and when it was completed, the cavalcade turned soberly away. They had their pockets full of money, to be sure, but they were very thoughtful. Two men fell back behind the others and entered into a most serious conversation.

They were Joe Montague and Jerry Monson. They drew their horses back to a slow walk and so let the rest drift farther ahead of them; neither did they talk to each other, but scowled at the road, as though even through the silence their grave thoughts were being communicated to each other.

Finally Joe Montague broke the quiet. How does it look to you, Jerry? he asked.

The same way it looks to you, old son — spooky as the devil, Id call it!

Joe shuddered, and they fell silent again, scowling more than ever.

At least, said Jerry, that ghost has treated the boys pretty square.

Has it?

What you mean by talking in that tone?

A few weeks back there was four of us — there was you and me and Tirrit and Sam Champion. Wed all swore to hang close together, and wed hung close together just the way we swore we would. Wed gone into all the same things together. Wed fought for each other. Wed pulled each other out of the hole many a time, eh, lad? And now, all in a few weeks, half of us are gone!

You mean that The Whisperer has it in for us?

I dont mean nothing, muttered the other, glancing nervously behind him as though he feared even then that the dreadful figure which had destroyed Champion a short time before might be hovering upon wings to overhear this conversation. I dont mean nothing, but Ill tell you plain and fair, speaking man to man, that I got a feeling in my bones that you and me, old son, are due to get bumped off next. You can lay to that!

Upon this cheerful disclosure they both meditated for a considerable space. When a landslide suddenly rumbled in the far distance they both started and then cursed.

Jerry, said Joe Montague at length, who could The Whisperer be — if you think hes got it in for us, the same as I think?

I dunno, answered Jerry. The four of us have stepped on a good many toes, in our day.

We have.

But aint there been a good reason for Tirrit and Champion to have been bumped off? They was each of em trying to get something on The Whisperer.

Thats something Ill never try.

Nor me.

Dyou think wed better make a run for it?

No, I say, stay by the guns and keep watching and waiting. If The Whisperer is after us, running away aint going to help none!

Thats a true thing.

They plodded on. Once Jerry thought he heard a crunching of gravel behind them as of an approaching horse, and he crowded close to Joe, cursing with fear. Once they both reined in their horses with one accord, as though they saw, at the same instant, a form in the night in front of them.


XII. KENWORTHYS MOVE
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KENWORTHY WAS A man whose level temper and genial good nature, even under trying conditions, were universally admired, but it must be admitted that he passed under a cloud after the invasion of his house and the blowing of his safe. He would not believe that there existed in the world a man at once so bold and so foolish as to recklessly defy him, Percival Kenworthy, formidable not only in himself, but now made doubly awful by his office of sheriff.

He spent a solid week melting horseflesh upon the mountain trails and contributing even a quantity of his own none too solid weight. Then he came back to his ranch house looking a little more tanned than usual, with his face a trifle thinner. But he was at least able to smile again, and, holding up his head, he could present a fair face to the world after what he considered his shame.

Considerable time was spent in planning what rC4le would be the best for him to assume, but finally he decided there was much to be said if only he could open his lips. He went into town, therefore, wearing a smile which did not come off even when the most eminent of the citizens saw him and went to make more special personal inquiry of what he had seen and done on the trail of the famous criminal. To their questions, Kenworthy replied with a smile and a wave of the hand. It was as much as to say that everything was getting on very well, and that before long he would have news for them that would be surprising. With this they had to be content, while the sheriff went on to his office, where he sat swearing at the blank wall before him and grinding his teeth and praying for an inspiration.

It was not the loss of the money which so greatly affected him. It was the loss of his prestige. He was known as the man who never failed; and he would have thrown another fifty thousand dollars after twenty-five which he had already lost if he could have lodged The Whisperer safely behind the bars of a prison or seen him lying dead at his feet.

He was not foolish enough to trust to his own unaided efforts, however. For Percival Kenworthy was one of those rare men who are convinced of their superiority to all others and who yet, in their heart of hearts well understand that they have only succeeded in the world because of favorable position, money, inherited influence, and the hired brains of others thrown into their affairs. Of his own weakness Kenworthy was not unaware, though he found an excuse for it, or at least a high attitude from which to regard it.

Many a king, he told himself, did everything through ministers and the generals, and yet the ministers and the generals were forgotten, and, in the annals of history, the name of the king alone was remembered. What he decided was that he would hereafter show his hand less and less. Instead, he would rely more and more upon experts and specialists. He now wanted to capture a man. He himself could not even capture a cow.

He had become a great and famous rancher without ever learning to swing a rope or shoot straight with a revolver, but he had hundreds in his employ who could do both things. He was a fool, then, to suddenly appear like a knight at the head of forces and ride out through the mountains. He could only make himself saddle weary and render himself less magnificent in the eyes of other and lesser men.

That very day two men arrived in response to telegrams which he had dispatched immediately after the robbery in his own house. He had hoped that when they arrived he would have finished the business, and could dismiss them with a grand gesture. But now it appeared that he was too sadly in need of them.

They called at his office the same day that he reached town after his return from the trail of The Whisperer. The first to come in was a tall man, built narrowly from head to foot. Only his feet and his hands were huge. The rest of him looked like a normal man who had been taken by the top and bottom and stretched out half a dozen inches longer than he was meant to be. He was about two inches over six feet, and he weighed less than a hundred and fifty pounds! He had a head like a parrots, being very small, very round, with a great red beak of a hooked nose, and two tiny and extraordinarily bright eyes set close in on either side of the nose. He had protruding teeth of great length from which his lips fell away in a continual smile. In short, he was exactly the sort of a gawky man at whom the little boys in the street love to point their fingers. Even Percival Kenworthy, though he knew the importance of his caller, had to blink twice or thrice before he could readjust his thoughts with what his eyes told him.

He had before him the celebrated Stew Morrison, more formally known as Oliver Wainwright Morrison, and hence also nicknamed Ow Morrison. He was a man of fifty who looked forty; he was a ridiculous mask of ugliness and femininity, and yet he had the heart of a hero; he looked like a simpleton who should have been sheltered carefully from the roughness of the world, and yet he had been for fifteen years one who earned his living by following the man trail.

Stew Morrison folded his immense brown hands around one knee and watched with lackluster eyes while his patron detailed the difficulties of the job. When Kenworthy ended he asked abruptly what Mr. Morrison would charge, and Mr. Morrison assured him that he never worried about charges until he felt himself really on the trail, and that on this occasion, if he captured The Whisperer, he felt that Mr. Kenworthy would probably give him more than he, himself, had the effrontery to ask.

With this assertion he withdrew, promising that he would begin work at once. He stepped out on the street, whistling to his heels at a little, yellow-hided cur which skulked along with its tail between its legs and its nose so close to its masters feet that it had to halt at each step as the heels of the man hunter rose. The sheriff had gone to the window to watch the tall and gawky form stride down the street, and now he flushed with shame and laughed with amusement as he followed this specter with his glance. He would rather lose ten thousand, he decided, than have the public at large know that he had hired such a creature as a confidential agent.

He had hardly reseated himself in front of his desk when his second caller arrived. This was a man as far opposed in appearance to Old Morrison as it was possible to imagine. He was a broad and burly chunk of a man with a businesslike eye, and an immense energy showing in all of his movements. When he sat down and clapped his hands upon his knees and looked at the sheriff, the glance from his eyes was like the thrust of anothers hands, and strong hands at that. He heard the details from beginning to end, and then he spoke.

Ive read up the whole thing, said Mr. Stephen Rankin. I think I know this case backward already. Ive already thought of a clue that nobody else has noticed. Ive already thought of a criminal though nobody else has even looked that way.

Mr. Kenworthy was delighted by such a bearing of brisk decisiveness, and he could hardly refrain from saying so, though it was his policy never to praise men with words; but to let his money speak for him in that respect after he had been served.

I have my own suspicion, he said, that there may be some rascal in my own house who has betrayed me, working in conjunction with someone on the outside, of course. Theres a great deal pointing in that direction. Who but a servant would have known where the safe was, or how to move so smoothly into and out from the house?

The second man hunter swallowed a smile and made himself look gravely into the face of the sheriff.

I see, he said, that you have had a great deal of experience in our profession

You might call me a novice; I have only begun, said the sheriff, as happy as a girl at the prospect of a compliment.

Well, said Mr. Rankin, its a hard life, but it might amuse you. In the meantime, Ill follow up your clue along with some of my own.

And your rate?

My rate, sir, is like a doctors. It goes up and down with the nature of the service and the size of the patients income. In your case — why, I think that ten thousand dollars might be

Ten thousand hell cats! shouted the rancher.

Dollars, said the detective, and smiled calmly upon him. Sometimes I mend reputations, and sometimes I make em!


XIII. MR. GLENHOLLEN
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THE WORTHY SHERIFF was himself amazed when, ten minutes later, Mr. Rankin walked out of the office with all of his terms agreed to; he was to have ten thousand dollars in cash, payable the instant the criminal was placed in the hands of the sheriff. Moreover, he agreed to disappear as soon as he had done his work, take no portion of the public eye or the public credit for his work, and let all the honor, if possible, rest upon the shoulders of Mr. Kenworthy.

This part of the contract was infinitely soothing to the sheriff, but even so, he found that the prospect of paying out ten thousand dollars, in addition to his other losses was a hornets sting indeed! He strove to be philosophical, however, and told himself that there was only one thing of true worth in life, and that this was reputation, as the poet proclaimed; his own repute had been damaged, and how lucky was he if the expenditure of money could restore his tarnishing fame!

For men everywhere were beginning to smile at a sheriff who could not protect his own house from the invasion of the criminal against whom he had arrayed all the forces of the law. He felt that he had this day added two strings to his bow. The one, Stew Morrison, might be of very small service, but the other was a man upon whom he felt he could reasonably build. Besides, the best things demand the best prices, and the hardest nuts have the sweetest kernels.

He had just fortified himself with that maxim when fate presented him with a more delightful consolation, one which quite wiped from his mind, by its importance, all thought of The Whisperer and his fellow malefactors. For there now appeared at the door of his office no other person than young Alexander Glenhollen, the son of the only rancher in the mountains who could lay a claim to greater acres and more coin in the bank than Mr. Kenworthy himself. His fortune was perhaps less widely known, because Mr. Alexander Glenhollen, senior, was a man who did not talk, even at his own board, and so the world remained in ignorance of his wealth, to some extent.

But the well-informed bankers, including Mr. Kenworthy, knew that Mr. Glenhollens fortune had mounted up into the millions, and that under his wise management it was increasing each year. Mr. Kenworthy himself knew that he could drop all of his estate within that of the Glenhollen fortune and that there would be still room enough left for his to rattle about from side to side.

His eyes, therefore, widened a little as he rose to greet young Mr. Glenhollen. On the whole, he sincerely disliked young men, because he held that the salt and the savor of life did not appear in a man until he was well past forty, at least; at fifty, say, they began to be truly mellow. Mr. Kenworthy was at this time exactly fifty. However, the voice and the handshake which Mr. Kenworthy now offered to Mr. Glenhollen were of that pattern which he ordinarily reserved for the widows of deceased directors in his bank.

Mr. Glenhollen sat down. He was a young man as erect as football and crew in a great university could make him. The muscles of his neck were so stiff and thick that he could not help carrying his head like a conquering hero. He had a tawny growth of hair which was often uncombable, which, when it stood on end, gave him the unmistakable look of a ruffian. He had a pair of blue eyes, pale, and full of fires which had long ago burned in a viking ancestor, who carved out his fortune upon the iron coast of Scotland. He had a jaw which seemed to invite buffets, but, above all, he had a smile which dawned suddenly and delightfully now and then and which proclaimed him a prince of good fellows.

He now placed his hands upon his knees in a way that reminded Mr. Kenworthy very much of the detective who had last sat in that same chair. But there were great differences between their manners. The detective had talked with the smoothest assurance. Mr. Glenhollen grew alternately crimson and white, and his voice disappeared in his stomach and then trembled in his nose. But at length he managed to tell the sheriff that he, Mr. Glenhollen, ventured to aspire toward the hand of his daughter, and that he wished to secure the permission of the father before he addressed his attentions to the child.

Mr. Kenworthy closed his eyes. He was almost fainting with bliss; he grew pale with it. When he thought of the tremendous significance of this alliance it occurred to him that the god of love was not blind after all, but was a most blessed little deity. His daughter married to young Glenhollen! He would not have ventured to have even hoped for such a thing; it was too perfect. But, in the meantime, his closed eyes and his pale face seemed to be misinterpreted by the prince. That wretched young man was stammering and fast being wrecked by confusion.

Does Rose know anything of this? asked the sheriff suddenly.

No, said Glenhollen. The fact is, sir, I have only seen her half a dozen times or so; of course she hadnt even noticed me. Thats why Im calling on you today, so that Ill have a chance either to make her notice me or else to find out that she doesnt care to be troubled — in fact, Mr. Kenworthy, Im confoundedly out in these things. Ive never looked at a girl twice before in my whole life. I have a sister, you know, and shes about all the women I knew. Sometimes she was a little too much, he added with his grin, and his forelock, which had been pasted into place, rose and flared in the draught from the open window.

Well, sir? he added, very pale and equally brusque. What do you say? Is she engaged somewhere else?

Mr. Kenworthy arose. He took one of the brawny brown hands of the young man between both of his pudgy ones.

My boy, my boy, he said with a quivering voice, this is one of the greatest days in my life. Go on and win her. There are no other engagements — certainly there are no others!

They drove out to the ranch that afternoon. Mr. Kenworthy had forgotten all about The Whisperer. He had forgotten all about every other trouble in this world. He was deep in the rosy contemplation of millions. With the financial hand of the giant Glenhollen behind him, all of his schemes could be put into being and made fruitful at once.

He gave himself five years for the erection of a giant corporation whose power should be felt across the continent — across the world. He saw himself summoned to Manhattan; he met the godlike powers of the Street; they shook him by the hand and called him by his first name; he sat down with them, enshrined in shimmering mahogany and soundless rugs; he squeezed between his fingers a hand-made cigar of choice-selected leaf; they were silent — they leaned forward in their chairs — he told them of the West and its possibilities, what it could do for them, and what they could do for it.

He looked still further into the heart of this golden cloud. He saw his services recognized by his home community, and that home community was now all the great realm between the Rockies and the Sierras; he found his name inserted in the histories which the school children must study.

Here the equipage rolled into the view of the ranch, and he was dragged from the heart of his dream into acute consciousness of his companion and his conversation, which had been maintained steadily during the entire trip from the town. It had been of a nature which required only a monosyllable now and again, for young Mr. Glenhollen was deep in the description of how he had first met Rose Kenworthy, and of a mysterious rose-colored dress which she was wearing at the time, and of how, when she turned her head toward him, she had smiled, not at him, but toward him, and he had told himself that to have this smile given to him for his own sake would be more delightful than to own all the riches of the world.

That was not all. There were other anecdotes which followed. The low voice and the dreamy air of her father led him on. He talked to himself rather than to a listener. Indeed, he was unheard, and the rancher only awakened enough, now and again, to murmur to himself: It is true; it is not a dream, the fish is still wriggling upon the hook! Oh, what a blessing is a daughter with a lovely face.

So they swung over the top of the hill and came in view of the ranch house. Northward, in a great semicircle, were the mountains, lifted to the region of eternal snows. From their knees the foothills rippled away toward the south, sliced with gorges, brilliant with silver streaks where the snow-fed streams raced away toward the southland. Kenworthy House was like a small town, so great was the surrounding and the supporting cluster of his barns, sheds, corrals, and outbuildings of half a dozen different kinds. His practiced eye could distinguish the roofs of the granaries, the blacksmith shop which was one of the prides of his heart, the big wagon sheds, one after the other, the barn set apart for the shelter of the milk cows — and on and on, like separate lines of an exquisite poem. His companion had stopped talking with a gasp.

The boy has sense, said the sheriff, with a sigh of satisfaction. He has sense enough to see that a silly girl is one thing, but that a ranch is another — its a — a creation!

He had never yet been able to find just the word for it. But he was sure that when God looked down upon the world, His eye lingered longest on one special spot.

But what young Glenhollen said was: My God, Mr. Kenworthy, do you think that Ill have a chance to win her?

The rancher breathed out his disappointment. After all, he decided that the boy was shallow, as all young fellows are shallow; he needed time to ripen him.

A chance? said he. There is no question about that; I have made up my mind; at this instant you are as good as married to her!

They encountered Rose in her best humor. She had been riding a new mount, a cow pony gifted by nature, or a reversion to ancient ancestry, with the slender, strong legs, and the noble head of a true Arab. That first ride had been like a first conversation with a new and delightful mind, and she came in from the stables with her color high in her brown cheeks and her eyes merry and kind. Young Glenhollen almost swooned with joy and with fear.

Courage, man! said the father kindly. Alec, you shall have her — a neat trick of a girl, eh, my boy? But why are you backing into the wall? Shell not bite you, lad!

Her manner to the prince royal was, in the eyes of her father, shockingly careless and full of a reckless bonhommie rather than a maidenly and blushing dignity. She came straight up to him, called him by his first name, shook him heartily by the hand, and then excused herself to go change for dinner, which came early on the ranch. The rancher looked after her with alarm and dismay; he was about to apologize for such tomboy carelessness when he observed that young Glenhollen had fallen into a foolish ecstasy; and that he was so moved that his unruly and stiff-standing forelock was trembling without the touch of any wind.

He conducted Glenhollen into the library to wait for dinner, but that young worthy was incapable of conversation.

If he is going to play the ass, said the rancher to himself, I shall have a time with Rose, confound him!

Play the ass he did, acting during dinner in such a fashion that Rose cast half a dozen wondering looks at him and then at her father; for when young Glenhollen made a conversational break, her father came nobly to his assistance and carried him through the crisis. There was only one good feature in the evening, and this was that Glenhollen insisted on leaving shortly after dinner, but with a promise to return the next day.


XIV. IN THE GARDEN
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WHAT ON EARTH! cried Rose when she was alone with her father again. What on earth have you done to poor Alec. Hes been transformed from a darling to a blockhead!

Can you guess whats happened? cried her father, trembling with joy as he spoke.

You and Alec are mixed up in some sort of a business deal.

Right, girl, right. Can you guess what sort of business? Its you, my dear. Youre to marry Alec — the Glenhollen and Kenworthy fortunes rolled together shall be the pedestal on which I-er-mount to great

She listened to him first in horror, then in amusement, then in consternation.

But, dad, she broke in at last, is this really not a joke?

Joke? he thundered. Joke? If theres a joke in this, Ill have the young puppy shot! No, theres no joke in it. I watched his face, and it was all there. He was delirious with love. He—

Poor Alec! cried the girl.

Poor? Hes not to be pitied. How could he do better than marry my daughter? After my death, he gets the estate with you!

Dad, is this serious? Am I to be married to — to — a football player who never had a thought in his life?

Hells fires! exclaimed the father, who fell back upon this oath whenever he was moved. Does a man who has ten millions at his disposal have to be able to think also?

I suppose, said Rose, that he does not have to be loved, either.

Certainly not, said her father. Will you tell me, silly girl, that you cannot be enough interested in such a fortune to marry the master of it? Besides, he continued, warned to be cautious by a certain familiar light in the eye of his daughter, you have never yet found a young fellow you could care for, my dear, and if you ever expect to marry, I imagine you had better marry out of friendship and let love take care of itself.

He saw that he had here struck a point that moved her; for she began to frown thoughtfully, and he could have rubbed his hands with satisfaction. She was twenty-two, but a girl at 22 is apt to consider herself well on in life; and with all the impulsiveness of Rose there was a touch of hard practical sense in her that made her ponder the words of her father the more deeply. It was true that she was beginning to think that she should never find love, and certainly more than one successful marriage had been founded upon nothing more than friendship.

Take a walk in the garden, said her father kindly, and think it over. Alec has come to a foolish age, Im afraid. When a man takes it into his head to marry, if hes foiled in one direction hell take the next easiest road, and if you let him slip or stand him off with a bit of hard treatment hes apt to throw his cap into another ring.

So it was that Rose went into the garden obediently. It was a bit of conventionalized wilderness. A brawling mountain stream, drove across the grounds of the ranch-house toward the corrals, where it was piped into various troughs and pools lined with stone flagging and furnished the horses and cattle with the purest of drinking water. It flowed past a corner of the house, and thence under a stone wall which enclosed the garden, dipping out beneath another arch on the farther side.

The garden was of some size, and the trees had been allowed to stand as they were originally found, but the undergrowth had been cleared away and stretches of lawn were planted here and there. A partial dam served to back the water in one place into a long and twisting pond whose banks were covered with flowers and flowering shrubs; and the walks with which the garden was interspersed were allowed to wander here and there where the contours led them.

She followed the first one she came to and finally sat down on a bench with her back to a tree and her face to the pool and the mountains beyond it. The surface of the water was bright with the alpenglow, and the snowy summits beyond were now all delicate rose on the western sides and translucent purples to the east. So that the girl in half a minute had forgotten the problem which she had come here to solve. That alpenglow was beginning to fade when she became aware of someone standing behind her. She turned and looked up into the face of the man of the forest.

He was leaning against the broad trunk of the tree, his arms folded across his breast, and his glance fixed on the same picture which she had been watching. She started, not only in wonder, but a little guiltily at the sight of him, for the memory of that first meeting by night had grown more and more into a dreamlike texture, and this day she had come close to disclosing the adventure to her father.

Ive come for the rest of the questions, he told her, still looking at the northern mountains and not at her. I suppose you have them all in order by this time.

You promised to come to me within a day, she reminded him.

I have been in great trouble, said the stranger soberly.

Im sorry for that.

I found the honey, he said.

He held out to her, what she had not hitherto noticed, a little cone of twisted bark, the inner bark of the birch, almost as supple and tough as leather and snowy in whiteness. A flap of the same substance covered the top of this improvised cup, and, lifting the flap, he allowed her to look down into a mine of amber honey, glistening as if lighted from within.

Is this for me? she asked.

He nodded, and when she looked up to him sharply, quizzically, to make out what could be the meaning behind this gift, she found his face as immobile as ever. He had remembered her in mere friendship; this was no woodland courtship, to be sure; and she felt herself a little baffled and confused on account of her first suspicion.

After I found the honey, he said, I came back, and crossed the trail of Madame Grizzly, headed in the same direction. But the same day a batch of dogs and hunters came after her and cornered her. I went along with her to help out. That was hard work, too. Dogs are a nuisance, you know; and while I was working for Bruin I had to keep out of sight of the hunters, which made it harder still.

She was on fire with excitement at this.

You saved the poor creature!

It was a narrow squeeze. They ran her from the early morning until the evening, straight-away over the mountains nearly fifty miles. She had three rifle bullets in her, so that she left a trail of crimson, and when the blood stopped running, she was a bit weakened and began to grow stiff. She was ugly as an old Tartar, too, and if I came too close to her, she was apt to make a pass at me with her paws. One pass will knock a man into eternity, you know! Ive seen a dead cow with her ribs torn out by one such pass!

The terrible old — fool! cried the girl. Hasnt she sense enough to know a friend?

Its a bit confusing to a brute mind, he explained. When some men shoot at one and one man is friendly — its rather hard for an eye which cannot recognize faces to make out the difference. If she had not been so excited, I suppose she would have been amiable enough. At any rate, in the evening they cornered her.

She had taken a path up a canyon — Donnelly Gulch, you know, planning to go up the side of the cliff where the horses could not follow her after she had worked her way to the top of the pass. But when she got there, she found that luck was against her. A landslide had whisked down the side of the cliff and rolled away all the boulders she had planned to climb by. There was nothing left for a clawhold except the smooth face of the rock, and it was very steep. She tried it a couple of times and slid back to the bottom almost at once. Then she looked around for another way out, but she was securely bottled. Behind her the hunt was coming; and in front of her there was the smooth rock on the one hand and a gulch thirty feet wide on the other.

She saw that she was done for unless a miracle happened, so she got up on her hind legs, gave a battle roar, and then started ambling down the pass to make her last stand, as a good bear ought to do. I looked around for something to do, and presently I found something which I thought might serve.

Thank heavens! cried the girl, clasping her hands together in her excitement.

I whistled to bruin. It was a call I used to use when I found that the fish were biting fast in a pool, and that there would be a good fat remnant left after I had all that I needed for myself. She could hear that call for miles, it seemed. You know their ears are wonderfully sensitive. Ive seen that old lady sit up and clap her paws over her ears when a landslide came thundering down into a valley where she happened to be.

But how did you get her safely across the gulch? That was the only way, I suppose?

He smiled at her impatience.

Yes. That was the only way. She came back to me, when she heard me whistle, and she sat up and looked me in the face as though she wondered what the devil I could possibly do to be of assistance.

Poor thing!

I got out my hatchet and tackled a tree. It was a big fellow, half ripped across at the base, and already leaning toward the gulch. The lightning had sawed it half in two; it had rotted part way. But there was still enough sound rind to keep it nearly erect. I couldnt cut through what remained in hours with such a light tool as a hatchet. But I hoped that I might weaken it enough to make it fall of its own landing weight.

In the meantime, that roar of the bears seemed to have huddled the hunters together for a time. They whistled in their dogs and seemed to get ready for her rush. But when they found she did not come, they started up the ravine again and sent the dogs ahead. I could hear those big brutes yelling like devils as they came. I was working in uncomfortable quarters, too. I didnt know when my friend the grizzly would make a pass at me with one of those dangling forepaws of hers, and she was near enough to reach me with the nearest flip.

He paused again to indulge in one of those silent laughs of his, and then his soft voice went on again. She was more fascinated than ever as she saw that he was not so much simply telling the narrative to her as he was rehearsing the tale for his own benefit, recalling the least incidents with delight like the joy of a child.

I blazed away with my hatchet like a madman. The old tree began to groan; and at the same time a host of dogs came out of the trees on the rush; they bayed for their kill like good fellows, and then began to yell in a different note when they saw a man actually standing there in company with a hundred-per-cent grizzly. They couldnt make this out, while Madame sat back on her haunches and prepared to bat them into a future life with either hand if they came within reach. I sank the blade of the hatchet with all my might into the central cord of the rind of sound wood; and it was like cutting the cable that holds a ship.

The whole top of the tree lurched down and made a sound like the rising of a great wind over our heads. It landed on a fir on the opposite edge of the gulch and smashed that tree into kindling wood as though it were a hollow match box. The stump had ripped in two, of course, and the big, rotten butt of the tree made a side jump at me. It missed me by an inch.

He paused to recall the shudder of that falling monster.

There was our bridge, of course, he went on, and Madame needed no explanation of why I had chopped the tree down. She ambled across the trunk of the tree and I ran along after her. But just as she got to the end of the trunk the old demon turned around, wrinkled her nose at me, and gave me a snarl that turned my blood to ice.

Oh, ingratitude!

You see, shes not a bear in a fairy tale; shes a grizzly playing up to form. At any rate, I got out of sight before the men came up. Their dogs had scampered across the fallen stump. But they couldnt follow their dogs on foot and leave their horses behind them. Besides, it looked as though the dogs could never bring the old grizzly to bay. So they called off the dogs and went back. But first they gathered around the stump and examined it. They couldnt make out what had happened.

There were the marks of my hatchet clearly enough to be seen, I imagine; and if they had looked very carefully at the ground, they could have made out places where I had stood, though I had taken a little care to step on stones. At any rate, they saw none of these things, and when they went home they carried with them the most wonderful bear story that was ever told — of how a grizzly actually bit and clawed in two the decaying stump of an old tree and so made a bridge for herself across to the other side of a gorge. Theyll all swear to that, I know!

I think Ive heard of some such thing, she told him. But of course, even a bear story is nothing in these days of The Whisperer.

What is that?

Do you mean, really, that youve never heard?

He assured her that he had not, for only now and again rumors and murmurs came to him from the world of daylight and of men. Sometimes he stole up on a camp fire and listened to the talk around it; once he had been shot at for a prowling beast of prey on such an excursion; sometimes parties passed him, or single hunters, while he was hiding and sleeping in the woods by day; and so, out of random words here and there, he made up a few hints of what was happening in the world. It was hard news for her to digest, but he told it so simply that she found herself drawn in spite of herself to believe him.

Here a gate clanged, and a cow-puncher ran up through the garden toward the house, breaking a strict law to the effect that no one saving the family must pass through the garden; but he probably had something of importance to report. The girl looked to her strange visitor in terror lest he should be seen, but he had vanished into the thinnest air.


XV. PAYING THE PENALTY
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THE OLD CHILLY feeling of the unearthly which had come so strongly upon her at the first meeting with the man of the night had been dispelled, somewhat, on their second meeting, by his most daylight cheerfulness, and that pleasant tale of the delivery of the old bear from her hunters. Rose Kenworthy thought the story remarkable enough, but certainly there was nothing ghostly about it. Besides, the daylight had made it possible for her to see the unkempt length of his hair and the tattered condition of the deerskin in which he was chiefly dressed, and these calmly noted facts were surely far removed from the realm of mystery.

He became more singular and less terrible with every instant; and though a shock passed through her when she found that he had vanished, she could not help but smile when, a moment later, she discovered that he had simply fallen noiselessly to the ground where, however, he made no effort to flatten himself, but trusting to the height of the shrubs and the thickness of the evening to shield him, he rested his head upon his hand and, lying at ease there, addressed her in a measured and cautious voice.

She did not hear what he said, but watched the cow-puncher out of sight toward the house, and then she sighed as she looked back to the stranger.

That was a narrow escape, she told him.

No, he answered, a man like that fellow sees nothing until it has been pointed out to him. A horse has been skinned up a bit in some barbed wire, and now hes running with his mouth open to tell the news to your father who will light another cigar and tell him that he never thinks about horses or any other part of the ranch after dinner.

She cried out beneath her breath; for it was exactly what her father would have said under such circumstances.

How can you know him so?

I spent an evening watching him through the window of his library a few days ago. It was easy to read his lips.

She knew that he meant a mind instead of lips, and she flushed a little; she wanted to say something in defense of her poor father, but then she controlled herself and wondered still more that this wild man should have made her feel apologetic for any member of her own family. Yet how clear it was that at a glance he had pierced to the fatuous heart of the rich rancher! How had he looked into herself, she wondered? She looked down to him with a new curiosity.

He had rolled upon his back, and, having plucked a small yellow flower from the lawn — in the dim evening she could only make out its color — he was touching it to his nostrils in order to perceive the delicate scent from the blossom; and this he enjoyed with his eyes closed and a smile of satisfaction on his lips. Plainly she was not within a thousand miles of his thoughts! A wretched sense of loneliness came upon Rose Kenworthy and in spite of the wide outlines of her fathers house spreading against the sky, she felt abandoned and friendless in the world. The sight of the ranch-house roof reminded her for what purpose she had come into the garden this evening; and suddenly the thought of marrying young Glenhollen was utterly abhorrent.

But the questions? asked the man of the forest, snapping the yellow head from the flower and tossing it away. This is the time to answer them all; I have promised you that.

She rested her elbows on her knees and brooded above him.

Talking would never do. Talking could never teach me what I want to know; for it seems to me that you hardly know yourself — youre simply wandering along, keeping your eyes wide open to some things and closing them fast to the rest.

Ah? said he, and sat up. To what do I close them?

To facts of all kinds — such as this: that you have to leave your fashion of life before long.

Why?

Before you grow old, for one thing. When the animals grow stiff and cant kill, they live on roots for a while, and then they starve to death. Isnt that true?

He shivered, and his eyes grew so large with melancholy that it seemed he had never thought of this before.

You are putting the poison in the cup, he told her gloomily. But women dont like to see men leave the beaten path. Its an alarming symptom when a man is able to live happily all by himself. Suppose that the fever were to spread!

She wondered why she was not offended by that frank speech; but now as he sprang to his feet and leaned against the tree, she saw that she had truly stung him to the quick with her suggestion.

I have kept my word and come back, he said shortly, but since you have no questions — adieu!

Wait! she commanded.

He paused, fairly on tiptoe with eagerness to be off. To the girl, it seemed that if he left her now, half the happiness of life would be torn from her. What she expected from him she herself could not say; she knew she was fascinated, but could not say why. It was as though this stranger possessed a key to a mystery worth all treasure to be known.

Instead of all the questions, she said at last, Ive decided on one thing: Let me see you work on a trail at night; let me inside your life from a midnight to a morning.

He frowned, and then he shook his head; but when she insisted, he pointed out to her gravely that it was a thing which could not be done far more for her own sake than for his. To let her hunt beside him for one night was nothing to him, but for her to come out from her home and remain away during so many secret hours might start an endless amount of gossip, if her absence were known. It was like trying to persuade the free wind not to blow; she brushed these petty objections away from her. No one would find out her absence, and if they did, she could tell that she had gone out for a walk on account of sleeplessness.

There is some other reason that makes you want me to stay away, she told him frankly. There is something that has to do with you. But if you think that I cannot keep on the trail or that Ill spoil your hunting

He came back to her, at that, and sat on a mossy boulder, looking far past her to where the twilight was still living on the snows of the peaks, though the hollow was long since dead and dark.

See what you are doing, he said gloomily. I had made a free life for myself, doing harm to no one. If I give nothing to the world, at least I take nothing from it. Every day has begun with the midafternoon and ended with the morning, and if each day brought me a sound sleep, I was contented. I have learned to be happy on one meal a day — on eating once in forty-eight hours, even; and yet the winning of that food has been enough to make a reward for two days of hunting. See how complete I have been, not because I had a great deal, but because I wanted nothing except what a beggar would sneer at.

Oh, I have known there are other things that other men live for and die for, but I have locked them all away; I have never been lonely because I have never allowed myself to have friends. I have shunned the very faces of men lest I should ever be hungry to see them. And theres no famine like the want of company, you know. It makes criminals come back to the place of the old home, where they know there is danger for them! And now, said the man of the wilderness, you push open the door of my privacy and look in on me; but how can you tell that, having looked in on me once, I shall not suddenly stop in the middle of a trail and wish to see you again; that I may come back from a camp fire yonder and he pointed to the snowy crags above them, and run down the slopes to find you, and find you gone?

He stood up before her.

If I see you again, he said, with the faintest of smiles, I may be cursed with a desire to have you for a friend. That is why I never wish to put eyes on you again.

She considered him gravely, with just a touch of warmth in her face as she understood the singular nature of this compliment. Then she shook her head.

You dont play fair, she assured him. When you started to play the wild man, you guaranteed never to let the world in to peek at you; but now that Ive found you its only right that you pay the penalty.

She stood up in turn. Im going down to that hollow in the woods where I first found you. Im leaving the house at midnight. Will you be waiting for me there?

He did not return any answer more than a small gesture of surrender; and she turned from him and went back up the path toward the house.


XVI. THE WHISPERERS TRAIL
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THERE IS ONLY one thing which can make two-handed poker exciting, and that is the presence of large stakes; but Jerry Monson and Montague were playing for matches. Not that they were short of money, but Monson, big, bland, and good-natured, had long ago discovered that his companions irascible temper always grew white hot when he lost at cards, and therefore he steadfastly refused to play for money with Joe Montague. Perhaps it was owing to this diplomatic procedure more than anything else that they had remained friends for so long a time. For Joe, though his brimming spirits made him friends everywhere, lost them even faster than he made them, owing to his devilish temper.

So they shuffled and dealt and won and lost; but it made little difference how much the store of matches on one side of the board were diminished, since there were other boxes from which the heaps could be replenished. He who remained in possession of the greater number would, when the game was finished, be condemned to cut the wood and cook the breakfast for the following morning.

Even this small penalty was sufficiently heavy to make Montague lose all patience, and he began to show a heightened color as the game proceeded, and hand after hand turned against him. He was beginning to make sarcastic remarks about the success of his friend, so that Monson, who knew the other like a book, suddenly declared that had had enough of the stupid game and preferred to toss a coin for the onerous task of wood-chopping on the next day.

The coin was tossed; and Monson, as he planned, lost. He pocketed that damage with a shrug of his broad shoulders and then, with a yawn, contemplated his blankets. In the long run, he would always win a more substantial stake from his impulsive and more generous friend; and what skill could not accomplish, persuasion would. Moreover, in case of need, the snaky skill of Montague in the wielding of weapons was a resource worth whole treasures.

Monson had hung up his gun belt; he had drawn off one boot and laid his hands on the other, and Montague was in a similar defenseless condition, when the door sagged suddenly wide and there appeared in the opening no other than Stew Morrison, with his great beak of a nose crimsoned from riding through the night wind, and his tiny eyes twinkling like the eyes of a bird. Moreover, in his immense hands, as reddened about the knuckles as his nose, he bore two big Colts, and directed one of each against the inhabitants of the shack.

They pushed their hands reluctantly above their heads, fighting against the temptation to make a sudden reach for their own guns or perhaps by a sudden motion overturn the stool upon which the smoky lantern was now resting. But they decided that to take a chance against such a known man as Morrison would be foolish in the extreme. So their hands went above their heads. Montague, more ready witted than his friend, gave the other the cue as to their line of talk.

Look here, Morrison, he said, to the tall man, aint you been playing in luck, lately? Getting low in funds and have to turn in for this trade?

Morrison bade them keep their hands above their heads and face the wall, standing side by side, and when they had obeyed he went over them carefully, took away their knives, and finding that they carried no other weapons, he allowed them to lower their hands and sit at ease.

I got low enough, he told them then, answering the first question. I turned in for a hard job, boys, but I didnt know that it would lead me to your way. You been raising a bit of hell, lately, aint you?

They carefully avoided looking into one anothers faces.

If theres any hell to be raised mucking in an old hole in the ground such as we got to call a gold mine, said Montague with a sigh, youre welcome to the name, Morrison.

He looked behind.

Morrison nodded. Been breaking ground hard, boys?

Pretty steady, they told him.

I visited around at the drift and lighted a match, a few minutes back, to see how things was getting on. Didnt seem to me like youd been walking very deep into the innards of the old mountain, boys.

Quartzite aint sandstone, Monson told him.

And your hands, Joe, continued Stew Morrison, dont look like youd been raising many blisters with a double jack, lately.

Whats up? asked Montague abruptly. What are you drifting toward with all this talk, Morrison?

I aim to guess that you gents know, well enough.

I aint a bit of use at puzzles.

Well, it looks to me like you boys aint been making a living out of the mine for the past year.

Its sure soaked up a lot of labor and gave us mighty little back, admitted Monson.

You all had bank accounts to live on, I spose, said Morrison with all soberness.

Not a penny, put in Montague eagerly, lest his companion should make a slip. But we had a run of luck at the cards. Eh?

He turned to his friend, and the latter nodded, brightening as he saw a way out of the difficulty.

Luck at cards is a new thing for you, Morrison said to the spokesman. Well, boys, Im mighty glad that I happened onto you here. He almost smiled upon them as he spoke.

What dyou mean? asked Monson, now tormented by anxiety and by the yawning mouth of the revolver which gaped toward him.

You couldnt guess, Morrison told them dryly. Youd be mighty surprised, for instance, if I was to tell you that I wanted to know what you boys had been doing on Mackerel Mountain, a little while ago.

When such a blow is dealt, it is more than mortal nerves can endure perfectly; Monson withstood the shock well enough, but Montague, high-strung as a hair trigger, allowed his eyes to shift for a fraction of a second to his gun upon the wall. Then, realizing that his glance might have betrayed him, he turned pale; and having turned pale he realized that this pallor was eloquent, and grew as flaming red in an instant. He set his jaw as he glared at his tormentor.

What in the devil is old Mackerel to Monsonor to me, leastwise? he demanded.

The man hunter juggled the guns softly in his hands, and his little birdlike eyes bored into them.

Theys a dead man on the mountain, he told them soberly.

Again the blow told, and he followed it quickly with a third.

Ive just jogged down here to ask you boys what you might know about The Whisperer, you see?

Montague was paralyzed, but the slow-thinking Monson now sprang to his feet.

In the name of Heaven, Morrison, what dyou mean?

In the name of the devil, remarked the tall man, I mean just what I say.

The Whisperer? How should I know anything about him?

Sit down, Jerry. They aint any hurry to say it at once. I just want a couple of parcels of news. I think that you boys can tell me He paused.

Nothing, said Montague. Theres nothing to say, if you want stuff on The Whisperer.

Feelings are running pretty high, right now, went on the man hunter, apparently breaking off at a tangent from his former course of conversation. But he came back to it at once. If the pair of you was to be stuck in jail and the news was to get around that you belonged to The Whisperers gang, I dunno what the boys in town would be apt to do.

Silence fell on the cabin.

But if I was to learn something worth hearing about The Whisperer that

He broke off again. The wave of silence returned.

Jerry, said Montague suddenly, I cant stand it! I got to talk. Besides, the chief is off on us. You know what I mean. Hes laying for us. I say — throw in with Morrison. By the heavens, we got to!

A tremor of eagerness passed through the body of Morrison; he subdued it at once.

Besides, agreed Monson, somebody else must have blowed already.

He looked inquiringly at Morrison, and the latter merely grinned. Im waiting, boys, he reminded them. I can take you down with me, or else I can leave you here, free as birds, and nobody to know that I ever come near you. All I ask is a chance to leave you boys alone and then to turn loose on the right trail for The Whisperer. Hes my meat!

Heaven help you, then, broke out Monson. Youre chasing a devil.

Thats what they all seem like till theyre caught. But they tame down pretty well, Id say! All that Ive seen, do!

Then came the flood of talk. It may be said to their credit that they were as close tongued as other men; but that dread of The Whisperer which had been inspired in them by the killing of Sam Champion whipped them on. It was at that point that they began their narrative, Monson carrying the burden, and Montague rushing in with bits of detail here and there. They told how with Champion and Tirrit the four had worked in unison for many years, and how finally they had joined the gang of The Whisperer in one unit. The deaths of the other two now left them in dread that The Whisperer had a deadly grudge against the old band of four; it was to protect themselves from slaughter that they talked now.

What they confessed then was the number of men in the gang, their addresses, the parts they had taken in different crimes, so far as the pair either knew or guessed, though they confessed that their information upon all the work except what they had undertaken with their own hands was extremely limited, on account of the adroit fashion in which The Whisperer handled his followers.

They were promised immunity by Morrison, now aglow with enthusiasm, as he saw himself fairly started, with exclusive information, upon the most important trail that he had ever undertaken.

But how did you tumble to us? asked Montague, tortured with curiosity.

This way, said Morrison. I picked up some trails running over the shoulder of old Mount Mackerel. I followed along without thinking anything about it. I came to a shack; there was nothing queer. I looked around at the mountains. Thered been a little landslide in one of the crevices that had brought down some tons of rock, but otherwise, there was nothing changed from what it had used to be. I looked around a bit more just out of habit, and then I caught a trail made by a hoss wearing a bar shoe.

By the heavens! cried Monson.

Yep, it was your hoss. But I didnt know that then. Mind you, that was an old trail and old sign that I was following. But I rode along, working up it, not because I had any hopes of finding anything worth while, but just because I had nothing else to do. I was working on The Whisperer case, but I didnt have any idea where to start in. I worked up this trail just for the fun of it. It took me two days, boys. Two hard days, but at the end of that time I came on the end of the trail. Id been following that trail mighty steady for a long time, working out where the bar had hit the rocks here and there, and so I came along, straining my eyes out till they ache right now.

But I came up to your diggings, finally. I went into your shed a minute ago, and there, dog-goned if I didnt find that hoss with the bar shoe on the near forefoot. So I came in here to talk to you.

But, broke in Monson, howd you know that wed hitched up with The Whisperer?

Boys, said the man hunter, grinning, I didnt know anything. I just had a hope that I might stumble onto the right thing. There wasnt anything else for me to beat up; I took a long chance. The bluff worked. Thats all there was to it.

There followed a few half-stilled oaths; then came a long silence.

Presently Morrison continued; Now, partners, youve started the music, and you got to keep playing for the dance. What I want to know is: how can I locate The Whisperer?

They eyed one another, sullen, half desperate. Finally Montague shrugged his shoulders in surrender.

Go find Lew Borgen and hound him a while, he said. Thatll land The Whisperer for you.

Borgen?

Hes in Cross City.

Whatll make Borgen talk?

Nothing. Hes more afraid of The Whisperer than he is of hanging. But hes the only one who meets the big boss. Keep close to him and sooner or later hell bring you to The Whisperer without knowing what hes doing.

This advice the man hunter meditated upon for a considerable time. Finally he rose, waved to them, and abruptly walked out into the night. The moment he was gone, Montague glided to Monson and whispered in his ear: We got to get Morrison, pal. In your stocking feet; therell be less noise. Now, out the back door!

They scooped up their guns and skulked out the rear door of the shack; but it was only to hear the rattle of gravel as a horse near the shed where they kept their own animals, started hastily into full gallop under the touch of the spurs. They ran forward as fast as they could, but by the time they reached the farther side of the shed, Morrison was far away in the night. He had known them, after all, and had lost no precious time, relying on their good faith.

Shall we send warning to Borgen? said Monson at last.

No, replied Montague. Weve stepped into the mud, Jerry. We got to fight on Morrisons side, now, and the sooner The Whisperer is bumped off the better for us.


XVII. THE UNWANTED ESCORT
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WHEN ROSE KENWORTHY reached her room, that night, she was in a wild turmoil indeed. She had told her father that she must have another day to consider the proposal of young Glenhollen, and not only that, but she had maintained a resolute silence in the face of his eloquent thunders. He pictured for her the glory of the united estates. But though his speech would have convinced any audience of voting citizens, it could not shake his daughter.

When she sat in her room, at last, she wondered what had made her so steadfast. It was not that she saw more faults in Glenhollen; he remained to her eye the same clean-minded, straight-thinking young fellow she had always known. But now she knew that a man could be something more, and it was the man of the forest who had taught her. She sat for a long time at her window, with her elbows on the sill and her eyes on the stars above the mountains, trying to call up not so much his face as the strange and new emotion which had filled her when he was close. It was a difficult feeling to analyze, but in part it was like the eery delight of a child in a new home surrounded with new toys.

Yet there was a melancholy sense of loss, too, as though in leaving her, he had carried away part of her very self with him in his wanderings. Her sadness was the loneliness of the solitary mountains among which he lived. If the thought of the wild and free life made her look up with a smile, the thought of a bleak death with no hand to tend him made her look down again with a sigh. For this would be his end — a broken leg from a fall, or the sweep of a snowslide as he ventured up some terrible steep — and he would perish unknown.

She sighed as the picture came up before her, and again that strong impulse to meet him once more and try the power of persuasion to bring him back to the ways of civilized men rose within her; for he admitted that she indeed had some influence upon him — an influence which he feared so much that he shrank from her. At this recollection, she smiled faintly to herself. The wind swooping across the garden blew a delicate commingling of perfumes to her, and the stars were blurred by tears that came suddenly into her eyes. She wondered dimly at their coming.

Of one thing at least she was convinced; she could not venture out into the night to meet him, as she had promised. What mad impulse could ever have induced her to suggest such a meeting? Thinking back to it, with a little shiver of wonder, she felt as though it had been a different person who sat there in the garden talking with the wild man. So, taking a firm hold upon herself, she closed the window — for the air was grown a little chilly — drew a chair beside the lamp, unfolded a book, and sat down to read until the impressions of that day should have grown dimmer than a dream.

She had read until her eyes grew heavy, and she only wondered how she could find the patience to undress before tumbling into bed, when the great old clock which stood on the first landing of the stairs began to strike, and she counted the peals slowly, one by one, yawning. They reached ten; she rose from her chair, thinking that this was about the hour, when the eleventh chime rang through the house, and she started with surprise, half waking from her drowsiness. Then came the twelfth! The night had slipped away so suddenly that it was midnight before she had known, and now it was too late to dress for the outdoors and meet the man of the forest, even if she wished it.

The instant she felt it was too late, it became absolutely essential for her to go. She kicked off her slippers and stepped into walking boots; she cast a heavy cloak over her shoulders, jammed a soft hat upon her hair, and gave one glance to the night beyond her window. There was no sleep in her now. She was trembling and joyously awake and alive. She left her room, stole down the hall, and down the stairs past the round white face of the great clock which had called her forth. It gave her a ghostly feeling of a face behind her as she went on to the hall and then to the front door. It was heavily barred and bolted, but dexterously she drew the bolts without making a sound, and now she stood under the wide arches of the heavens.

She threw up her arms to them with a sudden delight, for the wind brought the strong and pure smell of the evergreens about her and far away, blotting out the stars in the northern half of the heavens, rose the mountains. They looked far huger than by day, and nearer, also; just as waves seem greater by night.

The stars were fading in the east, as the false dawn of the moonrise approached. She noted that with pleasure. Then she swung away at a brisk pace, for she knew the art of walking, and was presently deep in the gloom of the forest. She did not have to wander on to the far-off clearing, for as she came to the verge of the first little snow stream which angled through the woods, something like a shade fell across her path, and she looked up to find the man of the forest on the other side. He came lightly across to her, picking his way upon the stones without even looking down to them, so it seemed; then he stood close to her, and his voice was deep with anger.

I came to meet you, he said, but not an escort with you. If you did not trust me, why did you come at all?

An escort? she murmured, astonished.

He shrugged his shoulders. A sneaking fool, he said contemptuously, is following your trail. Perhaps your father sent him — to take care of you!

He said it in such a way that she could not avoid feeling his suggestion that twenty such obstacles could not control him if he chose to work harm to her.

She told him on her honor that she was not followed to her knowledge, and at this he drew a deep breath of relief.

Walk straight on, then, he said, and Ill handle this fellow.

Not she began.

Therell be no harm to him — if his nerves are strong, said the man of the forest, and before she could speak again, he had disappeared, with his usual mysterious speed, among the trees.

For her part, she obeyed his orders, but listening with keen attention to sounds which might rise behind her. She heard nothing. The man of the forest had slipped back as noiselessly as a snake through the grass, until, reaching a great tree whose roots thrust out above the surface of the ground, he cowered close to the trunk, dropping into a formless shape in which even close study could hardly have revealed the form of a man. There he waited while a hurrying figure came out of the gloom, stealing rapidly ahead, drawn gun in hand, ready to kill at the first alarm. He stepped within six inches of the squatted form, strode on, and then halted in midstep and whirled. But the man of the forest was now in the air. The famous Stephen Rankin, for it was he, saw a flying shadow. Hard knuckles struck his right wrist, so that the revolver slipped from his numbed finger tips and dropped to the ground. Then the weight of the flying assailants body smote him, and he went down without a sound.

The back of his head struck a projecting knot of a root, and the light of consciousness left him. When he recovered, and the dim understanding began to dawn on him once more, he was firmly bound, though the bonds were not drawn cruelly tight. He lay softly among delicate ferns; he was not gagged; and his assailant was gone. He could cry out for help if he chose. But he did not choose. For he was new to forest ways. In short, he was more formidable in the city than in the open, and to Rankin the dark began to fill with green-glowing eyes of beasts of prey, stalking close to spring at him. No, he dared not cry out for fear of guiding still other enemies to him with his voice. So he lay still, thinking, wondering.

What was the dark figure which had stolen out from the house of the sheriff sharp on the stroke of midnight and had then turned and waylaid him as he traced it and trailed it? It had seemed to the detective like the outline of a woman hurrying through the night; and yet it was certainly the steel hand of a man that had struck him down. Full of these gloomy reflections, the detective waited for an inspiration to release him from his difficulty; perhaps it would not come until the light of day put an end to his nightmare.

In the meantime, the man of the forest went back to the girl with his long and gliding stride, like an Indian runner. Most like an Indian he seemed to her on this night, with his long hair flying above his shoulders.

What have you done? she asked him.

Tied him up, said he calmly. Hell rest quietly there. Do you know him? A stocky man with a thick neck and a broad, thick hand.

Thats Stephen Rankin. Hes working on the trail of The Whisperer.

The — Whisperer? gasped out the other. Then she knew that he was laughing by the way his head went back, though, as usual, his laughter made no sound.


XVIII. THE ENCHANTED SPOT
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THE MOON WENT up through the eastern trees on top of the mountain, and then it floated on into the heart of the sky, surrounding itself with a delicate mist of light and turning the sky from the deepest midnight blue to a colder darkness with a hint of steel in it. The stars went out one by one; first the smaller host of twinklers in one great brush of the moonshine, and then the huge yellow planets were drowned, until at last the moon was left without a rival. She was nearing the full, only one side of her broad circle being a little blunted, and she cast a light of wonderful brilliance down on the mountains. For the air was clear and thin and dry; there had been no rain for some time; and there was no trace of moisture for the sun to suck up during the day, saving in the snows themselves, and in the snow-fed streams which trickled down the mountainsides. The silver moon was hanging well up in the sky when the two came into a little meadow — a space as level as though made so by man with the greatest of care, while the trees came down around it and paused in even ranks, all planting their feet on the outskirts of the ellipse of the opening and then daring to step no farther.

It seemed to Rose Kenworthy an enchanted spot, and she paused, leaning one hand against the trunk of a tree and panting; for it had been a hard climb to come to this place. Her heart was thundering; her face was hot, and for the last half hour neither she nor her strange guide had spoken a word. She half suspected that she was the victim of a practical joke, and that having promised to show her a specimen of his night life and of his hunting in particular, he would simply walk her to the point of exhaustion, and then let her find the best of her way home. But the arrival at this charming spot awakened new expectations in her. She looked again to the man of the forest, waiting.

He had stepped into the knee-deep grasses of the meadow and turned his face to the moon. The strong labor of that climb which had almost worn her out, tough and long-hardened little mountaineer though she was, had been as nothing to him. He had gone smoothly along ahead of her, and the light and springing step with which he moved had been the more maddening to her in her own weakness. Now he was scarcely breathing from those exertions, and gave himself over to the profound enjoyment which he seemed to find in the place.

From here? she asked. Where does the trail go from here?

This is the end, said he.

But your hunting

I do it here, to-night.

She laughed, brokenly with her heavy breathing. You are joking now, I suppose.

If you want to see a slaughter, that may come later. I told you that Id show you one of the trails that I live by, and here Ive led you up to it.

She mused on him, ready to smile, still, and hardly knowing what to make of him.

What is it you hunt here? she asked at last.

All manner of things — enough to keep me busy for a month, at least. You only see part of them at night, but there is enough if you know where to look and what to find.

He leaned and plucked several flowers from among the tall and feathery grass. Here is wild carrot and goldenrod, he said, and he passed the flowers to her.

She took them in a wondering hand, still half ready to find a jest in it all; but as she looked at the flowers it seemed as if they were as truly enchanted as all of this pleasant meadow around which the loftier peaks went up into the heavens. Their colors, misted over with moonlight, were unlike any colors her eye had ever dwelt on before.

He began to walk on before her. Now and then he paused and added to the collection in her hands.

Blue gentian — and wild asters — and here — breathe of this!

He gave her a soft tuft of greenery which she pressed to her face and inhaled the rich fragrance of clover blossoms that the bees love. She had followed to the center of the little space, and here he dropped on one knee beside a rivulet which wandered through the center of the meadow.

Here is the spirit of the place, he told her gently. It has no voice for you, at first. But if you kneel here for a moment and listen — hardly breathing

She obeyed him. She kneeled by the edge of the water and listened, half closing her eyes, and presently she could hear it — a most delicate lacework of sound, rustling through the grasses where they advanced a step into the stream, and the easy coiling of the current as it turned the corners or swerved lazily toward the bank on either side; and now and again, when a breeze shivered across the grasses of the meadow, there was the faint lapping of small waves upon the shore.

She stayed there for a long moment, until the rivulet grew as a dream grows into a vast and winding sheet of water — a mighty river, going slow and solemn, toward the verge of the sea. The grasses became as tall and as dark as ancient forest along the banks, and the trees were hills.

Then he rose, the dream snapped, she stood beside him once more.

Night is the time, he told her, speaking as softly as though he feared to frighten something away from her. But there is quite another beauty in the day. There are a thousand insects quavering here and there over the blossoms, and great butterflies with wings as bright as aspen leaves in autumn. There are birds, too, and everything with some manner of a voice; it is a great chorus to think of, but in fact it is all so small and blended that one thought or lifting of the eyes will drown it all.

Besides that is a drowsy time; it is so brilliant and so stirring that one begins to yawn, but at night there is no life here except the things which are rooted in the soil, and that is the best of all. If you want more, you can call up the other things with a thought, and see the ghosts of them. The birds are shadows, with the songs you remember coming into your mind, and the butterflies are tilting over the tops of the grasses as pale as moths in the moonlight.

He turned abruptly upon her, frowning. These are some of the reasons I come here, he told her.

She nodded. I understand, or try to. Ive kept the mountains in mind just as things to climb, or look at against the sky; Ive never dreamed of making them intimates, as youve done.

He sighed with what might have been relief. I hoped youd see He did not go on to say what, but added with a sudden change of voice and an enthusiasm which charmed her: There are other things to watch and to know here, of course. Do you know how this meadow was made?

Made? she asked.

Of course. Theres a reason for everything in the mountains, every valley and hollow and head of a peak, just as much as there are reasons behind the wrinkles in a mans face. A glacier plowed a hollow out of the bedrock just here. When it melted away, the hollow became a lake with snow creeks running into it, rolling down pebbles and a little sand. That formed a margin of silt along the edges of the lake; grasses and sedges began to grow. More rock and silt were washed down. The trees sprang up around the lake, and finally the lake itself was filled to the brim with sediment; it became as level as you see it; the grasses rolled across it, and here you are with a natural lawn.

Have you learned all this since you came to the mountains? she asked him.

A person cant learn such things in a moment; I began when I was a youngster. You see, Im going to explain myself so thoroughly that when Im done youll know me from end to end; then you can close the book and put it away, and well bother each other no more. When I was a boy, I was a bit frail; it was a mile from our cottage to the village where the school was, but even that walk was too long for me. It used to seem an age from the first sight of the little white house and the blue shutters to the time when I stepped onto the brick walk and heard the gate creak behind me. The doctor took me out of school and told my mother to keep me in the open.

I had two years of it, and it was heaven. The place I hunted was a creek which ran through the hollow, west of the house. It had a young forest along its banks. There were a hundred kinds of birds nesting in the branches; there were a hundred kinds of lizards and water dogs, to say nothing of fish. Well, I learned that creek as well as I could. I was so interested that no weather could keep me indoors. Even in winter when the fogs blew in from the bay and rolled over the top of the hill and blotted out the walnut orchard, I still went out to the creek and found what I could find; and I was never disappointed. That was the time when I began to learn. So that when I was thrown into these mountains so many years later, I had starting points to go on from. Shall I tell you more about this meadow?

More about yourself. Much, much more!

Thats too long a trail. This is the hunting I promised you.

But I thought it would be

A killing?

Yes.

There can be that, too, if you wish. I expect to see an old enemy of mine here this very night.

Without a weapon?

I have this, he said, drawing out a revolver. Since the work is to be at close hand, it will do as well as a rifle.

He smiled down at her, though the shadows from the moonlight changed the smile into a sardonic mask.


XIX. A KILLING

[image: img107.jpg]

SHE WAS BEGINNING to understand, now. This was no case of a lonely wanderer leading a sad life in a wilderness, for that wilderness spake as steadily and as clearly to him as did the printed page of a book to her. He could not be alone. Even a desert of sands and rocks was constantly telling him its story, speaking in a slow voice of hundreds of centuries; and here in the forest life must be passing about him in a joyous quickstep. No, it was she who felt a lonely and a barren life from the contrast.

She asked him when the hunting began.

I am hunting now, he told her, by waiting for him to come.

Does he move by the clock?

Very regularly, I assure you.

Do you mean, she cried with a sudden horror, that it is a man?

He shrugged his shoulders. A man is not so very formidable, he told her. There are other things in the mountains just about as terrible. For instance, if Madame Bruin should take a spite against me, I should be very worried indeed; a man would be much less. But mankind is the hundred-headed Hydra. If you strike off one head, two new ones spring out in its place. That is why I fear them. If you should let a whisper fall about me, it would be the end of me.

For the sake of mere curiosity, men hunt through the polar ice to discover — what? The North Pole or the South? Oh, no! But simply to go where no one has ever gone before. Theyd hunt me down. Ten fools might fail to find me; but that would only start a hundred trailing. They would keep at it day and night. When they found me, I could not escape. Id be brought in for examination. Theyd arrest me for vagrancy, I suppose!

It was true enough, she knew. If she herself had merely heard of such a wanderer through the mountains, she could not have rested until she knew more about him. Indeed, here she was acting strangely enough to get at the heart of the wanderer, and yet the nearer she came to him, the more she found that was mysterious. After that he talked of other things. He pointed out the dimmer masses of the high peaks around them, which seemed to exercise a peculiar fascination over him. He told her how they were made — how the rocks had been folded up a mile higher than they now appeared to her; how the glacial age had sheeted the world with moving masses of snow, and snow compacted into ice, incredibly thick and terrible in power.

He told her how those glaciers had, at last, sculptured the peaks around them, and how the glacial age had passed; but still a few small ones at the very fountain heads of what had once been giants, continued to flow slowly forward, completing the more delicate chiseling of what the ancient glaciers had blocked out with great, rough strokes.

But where will it all end? she asked him.

At sea level, he told her, smiling again. Then another fold of rock will be pushed up in some other place, out of the bottom of the sea, perhaps, and the head of that mountain will begin to wear away just as this one has done.

It seemed that with the gesture of his hand, the mountains rose; with the gesture of his hand they sank again.

The time is very close, now, he said suddenly. My enemy is almost here.

So, with a quickening heart, she followed him behind a great rock.

Lie flat, he told her, picking away some of the small boulders which encumbered the ground. Lie flat; put your head in the hollow of your arm.

She obeyed him. Instantly he slipped to the ground beside her. Nothing was said for a time. She took careful heed of her surroundings. The rocks which gave them their immediate shelter must have tumbled down the side of the mountain; they were big enough to have crushed their way through the forest as though the trees were mere standing reeds, but they had rolled down here so long ago that the forest had sprung up again in the path of the flying ruin. They were on the very edge of the glacier meadow, with the trees standing tall and regular as raised lances behind them, and the moon, which shone against them, covered them with the shadows of the rocks like black paint. She could hardly make out the form of the hunter beside her.

Watch the hilltop to the west, he told her. But youll have to change your mind if you expect to see anything.

My mind? she queried.

Of course. Some thoughts are as loud as shouts. They tell people of danger thats coming; they tell animals even more, but even men catch some of the wireless messages.

I dont understand.

Havent you ever watched a hound hunting a hare. It has no sense of scent to speak of, and do you think it relies on its eyes alone? Not at all! What makes it leave one field and run for the next? Only that some frightened rabbit in that field has sighted the hound and is crouching there with its heart beating madly. Its very fear betrays it, you understand.

How horrible

Everything thats true isnt pretty. Still more — why does a horse halt and refuse for a time to go over a shaky bridge, even though he has never been that way before? What tells him that the bridge is weak? Why does a dog run out from under a tree in a thunderstorm just before the lightning strikes that very tree? Come still closer home — consider how much we live by guess and by taking chance. Its as though we know that our instinct can guide us very safely and surely by avenues of knowledge which our conscious selves remain quite ignorant of.

Have you never seen a gambler take his chance blindly? Sometimes he wins — sometimes when he is not concentrating too much on what he is trying to do! Why are the best gamblers the least excitable men? Because their carelessness enables that instinct to begin to work. I tell you, I have seen a man who now and then knew on what color the roulette wheel would stop! You will not believe at first, I suppose!

It bewilders me too much, she admitted. I know that Ive tried to rely on chance — never with any luck.

Because you tried too hard. I knew a great gambler who was full of nerves. But he crushed away his nerves into nothingness by a tremendous effort of the will. He made his face immobile, and then he could win or lose with a smile or frown which had nothing to do with the true state of his emotions. No one could read his face. He kept his mind as empty as the brain of an infant, and he bet or did not bet according to what an instinct told him. When that instinct stopped speaking, he stopped playing. He played and won steadily for ten years.

At forty he looked barely thirty. Then, in two years, he was smashed. His hair turned white; his face was filled with wrinkles, and the skin hung in pouches; and he died sitting in his chair after dinner, wrapped in a blanket for warmth, though it was a hot day. Of course it was simply the reaction of the nerves he had suppressed so long. The wave behind the boat became too great, overtook it, and swamped it.

Now, if you look at the top of that western hill and make your mind a perfect blank, you will presently see something. But if you allow yourself to be consumed with curiosity, you may depend upon it that you will warn my enemy away!

She obeyed him implicitly; for though she smiled at it at first, there was such an air of assured confidence about him that she could not help but do as he bade her. She made her mind a blank, thinking all thought away, making her very body limp.

That is right! she heard the faint murmur of her companion.

It struck her with sudden wonder; how, without turning his head, could he have known in what degree she had succeeded in obeying his instructions? Before she could resolve that question, a form appeared on the top of the western hill, just as the hunter had promised her, and paused there against the moonlit sky. It was no man, indeed, but a gigantic loafer wolf, with huge shoulders and sloping haunches — the head of a bear and the hind quarters of a jackal — a great, wise, cruel destroyer. He paused in this fashion for an instant.

Then he came down the hillside with his smooth trot, disappeared into the forest, and emerged with astonishing suddenness on the edge of the meadow. But now she could see him no more, for the rock blotted him from view. Neither could the hunter see, but suddenly he rose to his knees; there was a quick movement of feet through the grass of the meadow on the other side of the rock, and then the revolver barked, and the lone death cry of a wolf rang from mountain to mountain. Rose herself started up in time to see the monster leap high into the air. The wail and his life left him before he struck the earth, a limp weight.

I saw him kill a yearling colt in a pasture one early summer dawn, he told her, and Ive trailed him since. A beast that kills a horse is a mortal enemy of mine. Ive worked for two years to get him; and the wise old devil has known it all the time. Ive found his trail at the edge of my camp fire in the morning, where hes stood and peered into my sleeping face, hungry to sink his teeth into my throat, but held back by something — Heaven knows what. Finally I stopped chasing him; I studied him.

A mans mind is a lot more terrible than a gun to a beast. I learned his ways, the old fox. He killed on both sides of the range, you see, colts or calves, he hardly cared which. In crossing this part of the range I always found that his trail cut across this glacier meadow; perhaps he liked the taste of some of the grasses here. At any rate, theres one murderer less in the world!


XX. JEREMY SAYLOR
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HE BROUGHT HER back to the ranch house when the moon, in turn, was beginning to grow wan and fade to the dimness of a bit of silver cloud in the sky. In the shadow of the house he said goodby.

I shouldnt have seen you again, he told her. I knew it after that very first meeting; there was something fatal in you, and now Im afraid — Im very much afraid that all the forest and the mountains are dead things to me!

She did not understand until she reached her room and her bed; but then the truth stole upon her with one delicious stride. All sufficient though he seemed, there was a flaw in the armor of the man of the forest; he was beginning to fear her strength; and that was only a way of saying that he could not let her out of his thoughts — in one word, he was beginning to love her!

Rose Kenworthy sat up in her bed and clasped herself in her arms and laughed into the darkness as silently as the man of the forest himself. She did not even know his name; she could not tell how much of his story was a lie, or whether there was a grain of truth in it. That made her lie down again and draw the covers close about her, grown suddenly cold with the suggestion. She lay in the bed, turning quickly this way and that as she remembered bits of that strange night. She would never forget a word or a step which they had taken together. Then a shadow blotted her window. She looked up, and she saw that it was the man of the forest balanced there on the sill. But his face was pinched and haggard, and his eyes were deep behind a shadow.

Outside, the morning was brightening instantly. Suppose he should be seen? That thought drew her upright in the bed again, staring wildly at him.

The moment I left you, he said gloomily, I knew the truth. Ive come back to tell you my name. I am Jeremy Saylor. Ive come to tell you that Jeremy Saylor loves you. Why I should tell you, God knows! It isnt out of hope that you can care for a penniless vagabond of the mountains; but Ive made a clean breast of it, and now, if youll tell me plainly and bluntly that Ive made myself ridiculous, perhaps it will give me strength enough to stay away from you.

He waited. But Rose could not speak. There was such a lightness of fear and of happiness in her mind that it seemed to her that the yellow sun of the midmorning was already pouring through the window — that a garden fragrance of roses was blowing through the room, and that the rattle of bird talk from the trees was the sweetest music playing over still waters.

Or if you keep silent, Rose, Ill think that I may dare to take a great hope into my heart; and if I do that, I must have you or die for you.

Something stirred in the house; it struck a thrill of terror through her. Go, go! she cried to him. Theyll see you — theyll find you here and

I dont care what ten thousand find or see. I only care what you

Come back today

Today?

Yes, yes — my father

My God, Rose, does it mean

I dont know what it means

Before noon! he called softly to her, and vanished from the window as though the dizzy height from the ground was no more to him than a mere step. Yet it so frightened her that she slipped from the bed and ran to look. He was not on the ground beneath the window; but now she heard a faint, shrill whistle from the nearest of the encircling trees which swung around that side of the house, and there she saw him among the shadows, waving to her. She pressed both her hands against her lips and threw them out to him, and then, realizing what she had done, she sank into a chair and looked almost stupidly around her for help and comfort. She had a strange feeling that she was besieged with a hundred dangers, and yet that danger was a more delightful happiness than any she had ever dreamed of.

In the meantime, there was the interview with her father and the affair of young Glenhollen to be settled, and it made her shiver to think of the anger of the sheriff. So she dressed herself in the color she knew that he liked best, and sat down with him at the breakfast table in apparently the highest of spirits. That she was afraid of him was only one emotion, indeed; that Jeremy Saylor loved her, and that she loved him was the all-important thing.

Twice he tried to ask what she had decided about Alexander Glenhollen, and twice she avoided an answer, for she remembered her dead mothers wise saying, that a man should never be crossed until after his first smoke and his breakfast were completed. But when her father had finished his after-breakfast pipe and was walking in the garden, she came out to him and told him the truth. Her definite and calm refusal of Glenhollen left him staggered, and she sat down on a bench calmly, and watched, with a sort of scientific coolness, the rage gathering in his face.

The sheriff made a mighty effort and controlled himself so that he was even able to smile down on her and say in a choked voice: I suppose that youve found a better suitor, Rose?

One whom I love, she answered.

The devil! thundered the irate rancher. He took a turn up and down the path, however, and so was enabled to control himself.

Rose, I hear you say an impossible thing, but Im trying to believe you. You say that you love another man?

I do.

Where did you meet him?

In the forest yonder.

In the forest! When?

On the night we rode to catch The Whisperer.

Damnation, Rose, are you making a joke for me?

I am telling you the simple truth.

Good — good! You met this — this — whats his name?

Jeremy Saylor.

Ah? Who is he?

A young man.

The devil! I mean, where does he live?

In the mountains.

Confound it, Rose, dont provoke me too much. Im bursting as it is! I mean, where is his home?

He has none.

Eh?

He simply wanders through the forest.

The devil; a penniless vagabond — a rascal who dared to—

At this she stood up; for, measuring herself beside her fathers rage, she was beginning to realize the full extent of her love for the man of the forest. She told her father calmly enough all that was in her mind — that she loved Jeremy Saylor; that she was of age to pick and choose among men as she pleased; that she loved her father and would gladly have pleased him with her choice of a husband, but that Jeremy Saylor was one step from wedded to her, and if need be, it would cost her no more than a sigh to leave her fathers mansion and his fortune behind her.

And follow this fortune hunter like alike a squaw behind her man?

Like a squaw, she answered steadily, if you choose to use that word!

He might very well have fallen into a wild storm of abuse and driven her forever from his presence; but the effort at self-control had told so bitterly upon him that now these accumulated blows took his strength from him. Besides, he was meant by nature to stand up against bluster, not against quiet firmness, and now he met in his daughter the same soft-voiced and iron strength which made him quail before his wife during her life. His strength suddenly left him, and he sank down upon a bench, pale and shaking. The bold dream of greatness which had been filling his mind since his first interview with young Glenhollen faded like a rainbow when a cloud blows over the sun.

Rose got on her knees before him, with tears in her eyes, holding both his hands and told him over and over that she would do anything in the world for him except to give up the man she loved. He asked her, still dazed, to tell him everything, and she gave him the story word for word — all her meetings with this strange fellow of the forest, and every word he had spoken to her about himself.

Before she ended, he had fallen upon a new expedient. Rose, he said, Good knows that at my time of life there is one thing dearer to me than all the rest, and this is to secure your happiness. But Ive seen so many young girls throw away their lives and their happiness upon a chance love affair and a sudden passion, that Im going to ask only one thing of you. When Saylor comes to the house today, Ill treat him with as much kindness as I can, but I want you to tell him that you cannot marry him at once. Let him live with us for a month, at least. At the end of that time, if you still find that you care for him, Ill never stand in your way. Will you do that?

She gave him her promise with joy filling her throat and her eyes, and then the wily sheriff went to seek an ally. It was the detective, Stephen Rankin, who appeared that morning hollow-eyed as if from a vigil, and paler of face than usual. Also, he was strangely depressed and thoughtful, which the sheriff attributed to his lack of success, so far, in the chase of The Whisperer.

To Rankin he unburdened himself. To Rankin he repeated, word for word, the story which Rose had told him, and then he added: What do you make of it? What is Saylor?

A cheat, said the detective without hesitation. He recalled his night in the forest with a shudder. That any man could wander of choice through these mountains — it isnt possible, Mr. Kenworthy. Hes simply lying to your daughter!

The sheriff nodded and rubbed his hands together. Hes a fugitive; thats what he is, Rankin. I want you to find out what hes fled from. I want you to get on his trail, and if you can locate the place he came from — somewhere in the East, I suppose

There aint many walnut orchards in the East, Mr. Kenworthy.

What have they to do with the place he came from?

You say he talked to your daughter about the fog coming in from the bay and rolling over the walnut grove on the top of the hill — that sounds like California to me, sir!

Eh? Perhaps it is! You have a head for these things!

Besides, there is only one place in California which they refer to as the bay, and thats San Francisco Bay. I think Ill be hot on his trail in a week.

The rancher struck him confidently upon the shoulder. Good! Good! he said. If you can fasten enough on him to break off this ridiculous affair by sending him to jail — you can name your own price, Rankin — by heaven, the ten thousand you want for The Whisperer in nothing to what Im willing to pay. Youre a made man, in short!

Rankin rolled his eyes up to the blue of the sky and drew in a sharp breath. Already he was hungry to start.

As soon as Ive laid my eyes on this bird, he told the rancher with an oily malevolence, Ill know something about him. Maybe — who knows? I might be able to recognize him! Ive studied the rogues gallery like a Bible!


XXI. LAUGHED AT
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HE DID NOT recognize Jeremy Saylor, however; the girl herself felt that she hardly knew him. It was her father who received the first shock. He came to the room of Rose with a singular light in his eye and told her that her friend had come. There was an odd emphasis in this, and she went down to Jeremy with an apprehension of — she knew not what!

She found Jeremy in one of the big parlor chairs, wearing the same tattered deerskin garments which he had worn before. How great and gaping were the edges of those rents, now! His black hair was combed out carefully, so that it fell to such a length that it brushed against his shoulders, and the light of the morning glimmered smoothly along its silky waves. But the long hair was not enough. In the deerskin jacket he had pierced a hole at a place corresponding to where the lapels would have been. Here there was fastened a whole spray of yellow flowers.

No wonder there had been the singular light in the eyes of her father. Her face became fiery when she thought that the cow-punchers had already seen that freak approach the house, and that they were soon to know that she was engaged to him. Then, beating down her self-consciousness as an unworthy emotion, she greeted Jeremy with all her heart in her throat.

But it was fearfully hard to talk to him. The free-swinging and courageous independence which had marked his bearing in the forest was quite dwindled, now, and he sat rather stiffly erect in his chair, looking about him as though he feared that the pictures hanging upon the walls might turn into enemies. The ceiling above his head appeared an impending danger. The place he chose for his chair was a secluded corner with the wall shielding him on either side.

She asked him what made him nervous, and he confessed that the presence of so many walls, so many corners behind which enemies could hide, was almost more than he could endure; he had been accustomed to too many years of the open forest or the desert itself. In the meantime, she suggested his stay in the house, according as her father had desired; a room was prepared for him, and he would be furnished with clothes and all things necessary to make him ready to appear among civilized men again; she would even guarantee him a barber.

But that suggestion he did not take at all kindly. Running his fingers through the black locks, he suggested that he would feel like a different man if they were shortened. A sudden little thrill of disgust kept Rose from pressing the point. As she sat there for an instant with her eyes upon the floor, she was on the verge of telling him that she had made a great mistake — that it must not continue for another instant, and that he must go back into the forest from which he had come. She hardly dared to glance at him again; but just then a bird sang at the window beside him, and when she looked at Jeremy she found him smiling, with his head thrown high, a fine and handsome fellow, surely!

There was nothing to do but to go through with it, she decided, though certainly the man who had won her love by night was far, far from this shrinking, unkempt fellow whom she saw by day! Jeremy was escorted up the stairs by a grinning servant toward his room. Then Stephen Rankin went past her, going down the hall, and there was a certain consideration in his eyes which made her certain that he knew. She paused; for he was about to go outside and tell what he had learned to the cow-punchers. Ah, what game they would make of poor Jeremy, and the yellow spray of flowers at his breast! She was on the verge of calling out to the detective and telling him to keep to himself what he knew, but then pride prevented her, and she forced her head high.

Then her father encountered her. He had the same amused look in the corner of his eye which she had seen in the face of Rankin. He took one of her hands and patted it, and then be began to laugh in the highest good humor.

Honey, he said, you saw this scared rabbit of a man by night and not by the day, and thats why you found something in him. It wont be a month; before a weeks out, youll be tired of everything except his flowers!

He burst into a roar of laughter, which fairly shook the rafters above him. Oh, crowning humiliation! There was no answer which she could make. Only, she felt at that moment that if she had not despised Jeremy Saylor so much she might have come to hate him; he was not worthy even of hate!

Such was the feeling of Rose on the first day of Jeremys coming; but she covered her feelings from the others; most of all she covered them from the observance of Jeremy. Yet strange, strange that he who was so keen eyed in the forest should be so dull in a house! At the table she passed through the most terrible ordeals. He seemed quite oblivious of every other person at the table; he even forgot his food. What she wanted to do was to shake him by the shoulder as a teacher shakes a refractory pupil, but instead, she had to sit patiently and endure those eyes which crushed all conversation at the table, and made everyone sit through long moments of anguish and shame on her account. She hardly dared to meet the eyes of Jeremy on such occasions, but when she did so, she discovered that they were not black after all, but that there was a shade of blue in the darkness.

What was the business that you failed in, Jeremy? she asked him one evening.

I was a grocer, said Jeremy.

It was a crowning blow; somehow, it struck her to the very heart with shame. But other things were happening, in the meantime. The cow-punchers had received the news of the coming of the stranger who had won the heart of Rose Kenworthy with astonishment, with mirth, and then with horror. After all, this was not a thing for laughter. Upon it depended, in a measure, their own honor. For they felt that to allow a girl to throw herself away on such a fellow would shame them all, and forever.

Shorty was commissioned to examine the newcomer who had won the heart of the girl and then come back to report what he found out. When Shorty came into the bunk house he was as sick and pale and yellow as though he were ill indeed. He spat his tobacco into the stove and then addressed his silent and passionately interested companions.

He aint man, said Shorty, his upper lip lifting. Hes a rat. Darned if he aint! Hes got a soft, shifty eye. By the heavens, its true that his hair is clean down to his shoulders and that he wears flowers in his buttonhole right along!

The terrible news was digested in silence and with sick faces by the others. Then the foreman, Bill Matthews, arose and spoke from the bottom of his heart.

Boys, hes like one of these here hypnotists Ive seen that make fools out of people; hes hypnotized the girl. Looks like if we was fair-sized men with fair-sized brains wed ought to have sense enough among us to wake her up again!

It was a noble proposal, and it was warmly greeted. It was decided that, in want of a good plan for the nonce, they would wait until occasion or inspiration served them.

A new rumor floated out to them the next day. It was said that the girl was already sick of her bargain, but that, having taken up the wanderer in the forest and brought him home, pride would force her to go through with a bargain of which she was already tired and heartily ashamed.

There was some basis for the talk. It had flowed out of a noisy interview between the rancher and his daughter. Jeremy Saylor had been there three days when the sheriff took his child apart.

Rose, he said, for Heavens sake put an end to this foolish thing, wont you? Were all sick of Saylor; and so are you! Be brave enough to admit it and tell him to go back to the forests he started from!

To this ardent appeal she made no reply; yet though she flushed, it was plain that she was a little thoughtful. Her father rashly went on, not content with the success which he had already gained.

Between you and me, what Saylor is after is a little money. He knows that he cant marry you; but he wants to stay on until you and I are willing to buy him off, and I stand ready and willing at any time to give him whatever he asks. Ill even settle an income on him, so that he can live comfortably in any town in the land!

But here Rose exploded with anger. For she was remembering the glacier meadow in the moonlight; and then the killing of the loafer wolf.

I know that hes different from the rest of us, she told her father, but a time will come when youll see what sort of a man he is! When you find out, itll be like the striking of a thunderbolt! I know what he is!

The sheriff swallowed his retort, though he almost choked with the effort of it. He retired straightway to his room; but that day a rumor spread abroad and reached the bunk house in the form which already has been noted. Only the first part of the interview was reported. The latter half remained unknown. But had it been even whispered, it would have roused huge laughter from the rough men who listened.

But they were not finding a convenient time for a demonstration of what they wished to prove on the body of the man of the forest. For he kept himself well out of their hands. If he occasionally came near them, it was only to lean against the outside of a corral fence and watch, with wide, innocent eyes, while they roped a horse. Sometimes he walked for a short distance through the fields, but whenever he saw one of the cow-punchers coming toward him, he beat a hasty retreat.

Shes warned him of whats coming! groaned Shorty one evening in the bunk house. She already knows that hes a coward, and still she stays with him. There aint nothing that can be done to open her eyes, boys!

You talk like a fool, Shorty, said the foreman. When weve warmed up Saylor in a coat of tar, and feathered him down pretty well, I guess that shell see hes black — I guess that shell hear the rest of us laughing. No woman can stand having her man laughed at, boys!


XXII. INSTRUCTIONS

[image: img107.jpg]

THE WORK OF Stew Morrison was made easier by the town in which he found himself. As a rule it was hard for him to drop into any community where he was not known to one or more of the inhabitants; and these quickly enough made him known to all the others in the place, so that his face and his accomplishments became household talk.

Moreover, it was known that he was busy on a criminal case, and this at once scattered every crook to the four winds to escape from his presence. But in the town where Lew Borgen lived, he found that he could be unhampered by such a misfortune. He was unknown as a blessed angel, and it allowed Stew to go about his work with a blissful sense of ease.

He simply found out where the grocery store and general merchandise establishment of Lew Borgen was situated, and then he rented a room in the house next door — a rear room which he told the landlady he preferred so that the eastern light might not waken him in the morning. In reality that rear room overlooked the living quarters of Borgen, who was installed in the rear of his store.

He was most comfortably fixed. There was a large backyard of half an acre in which there were two or three fruit trees, an arched way covered with grapevines, and a patch of green lawn. When Stew Morrison looked off to the burning sheen of the desert, reflecting heat waves as a mirror reflects light, and then down to the green of that lawn, it seemed to him that his very soul grew more cool and comfortable in that fiery western room of his.

Sometimes he saw the proprietor sitting out on the lawn under the walnut tree when the white-hot afternoon began to turn to a yellow light. Sometimes he would have his supper brought out to him there by a negro servant, whose only duty in the world was to attend to the wants of this one man. Now and again a gentle wind would blow to the window of Morrison the delicious fragrance of Borgens cigar.

He was the only man in town who could afford a personal servant and Havana cigars; and he indulged in both as though he had been born in the lap of luxury. Morrison, who knew better, grinned until those protruding teeth of his showed to the full. What they knew of Borgen in the town, he had learned, was simply that he was a fellow who had struck it rich in the mines some time before. Just where the mines were, no one seemed quite sure. Some said Montana; some said Alaska.

At least it was clear that the newcomer had plenty of money. Neither was he afraid to spend it. He had invested heavily in the ruined business of the storekeeper, but his prices were not only equitable, they were even a shade below the prices of other stores in neighboring towns. The townspeople were so surprised by this that some of them even expressed their wonder to him.

Look here, said Lew Borgen, removing his cigar from between his teeth, I aint here for a minute to clean you out and move on. Im here for life, you see? I aint aiming to make a million in a minute. What I want is to make enough to live on. That suits me; and if it suits you, then were all happy.

He was learning to smile, too, which was an art he had almost forgotten in his days of lesser prosperity. He was a bit fatter, too, and he showed the increase of flesh chiefly in his face. All of these things the detective noticed daily from his western window, looking down over the garden of the store-keeper. For his own part, he was like a hundred other men who had worked in the interests of law and order — that is to say, he had a thousand suspicions concerning Lew Borgen, but he was unable to prove a single one of the thousand.

He knew, to his own satisfaction, that the fellow was a crook, the more dangerous because he was so smooth and so consistently secret. But, even with the vital assistance of the suggestion of Monson and Montague, he felt that he had no easy task in apprehending The Whisperer, to say nothing of taking Borgen himself in the midst of a criminal act.

All he could do was to watch the man next door, and he spent every moment of his time in surveying Borgen. In order to do this, he simply gave out that he was suffering with lung trouble and that he had come West in order to enjoy the dry air. His cadaverous appearance amply reinforced this statement with every appearance of the most perfect truth. Stew Morrison was pitied and resolutely shunned, which was exactly what he wanted. He moved day and night whither he would, and no man asked him a question.

Yet, though he maintained his vigil for a full ten days, he found not a single scrap of evidence to reassure him that Montague and companion had told him the truth. Lew Borgen was playing the part of the retired and prosperous man of business, now amusing himself with the affairs of this little store. Finally, to get nearer to him, Stew Morrison ventured forth one day and disposed himself in the bushes under the fruit trees in the backyard of Borgen. He lay there, sweltering, all of an afternoon. In the evening he had the pleasure of seeing Borgen come forth and sit down near by, and whistle through his fat, thick lips, and smoke. But there was nothing except a few words at supper time between Borgen and his negro. Yet Morrison persisted, because he felt that he was now taking his last chance, and he wished to try it out thoroughly.

He came back the second afternoon and lay among the brush and was baked and burned by the heat, for the bushes only afforded him a meager tracery of shadow. But in the evening of this day Borgen did not come out at all. On the third day, to be sure, he came forth onto the lawn, but again nothing happened, the evening wore away, and the night came thick and black upon the place until he could make out only the outline of Borgen, sitting among the stars, and the red, round glowing of his cigar.

Borgen had twice yawned as bedtime approached; and then it was that Morrison heard the whisper. It came, to his horror, from the shrubbery not two feet away. He dared not turn his head, and yet it seemed to Morrison impossible that a creature could be there in the flesh and blood. No living substance could have forced its way among those brittle twigs and dead leaves without making sufficient noise to attract his attention. So, shaking with horror, he listened and watched.

Borgen had sprung up at the first sound, with a little grunt, such as men utter when they have received a severe shock.

Good heavens! Morrison heard the store-keeper mutter.

Sit down, you fool! said the whisper. It was a most faintly guarded murmur, rather than an entirely sibilant speech. It was far fainter, indeed, than a whisper.

Borgen sat down as though he had been jammed into the chair with an invisible hand.

Someone may be watching, said the murmur. You act like a jackass, Borgen!

It — it took me by surprise, said Borgen.

Put your hand against your cheek, Borgen, when you talk; and not so loud. If you whisper loud enough for your own ear, you can lay to it that Ill make out what you say. Whos got that second-story room in that house?

A lunger.

Sure?

Yep.

Hes got a nice view from that there window; he can see your fat back every evening, eh?

Borgen shrugged his shoulders; but Morrison was prickling with horror. It was strange indeed that at a glance this fellow — and he could not doubt that it was the famous and terrible Whisperer himself — had pierced to the root of Borgens danger! What was there about that window to seem suspicious? It was open, but every window was surely kept open in weather such as this! No, it seemed to be the result of instinctive caution and insight. Morrison felt that he was trailing a lion indeed!

What is it? asked Borgen.

A job, Borgen, of course. Are you ready?

Of course! But

Well?

Chief, Ive got enough to quit on! Im ready and willing to stop when you say the word. You can get one of the other boys to take the lead, but I have enough money to live on, and Im losing my nerve!

The Whisperer did not retort to this singular confession. He waited for a time as though digesting its full purport, and then he said: Very well, Borgen; but once out of the gang, you never get back in, you understand? If you get out and then go broke, never expect to get back in to make some more coin. When youre through with me, Im through with you, and forever!

Borgen gasped out a faint protest. If its that way, chief, then Im with you to the end.

Well both think that over. In the meantime, Ive got a job for you.

Im ready, chief, for anything.

Youve got too fat and soft to do much but sit still, said the robber sternly. But I want you to take word from me to two of the boys.

Which ones? asked Borgen, leaning forward in eagerness to propitiate this angered patron.

Jerry and Montague.

I can reach em by the morning.

Thats right. Make it a night ride and then back again. They mustnt know, in this here town, that you do a little wandering around by night!

Right, chief.

Ride like the devil, then. Tell me first, are the two of em straight and square with us?

Yes. Straight as strings, both of em, so far as I know!

Darned strange, then, that theyve both bought tickets East. Looks as though that meant running out on us, dont it?

Borgen gasped with astonishment, and again that prickling of horror ran through the blood of the detective. He himself had just received word from the two that they were beginning to be afraid to stay in the country.

Tickets East — the skunks! breathed Borgen.

And you thinking of pulling out, too; I see that Ive been letting you all get too fat, said The Whisperer. But go on and take this word to the two of em. Tell em that theyre to start riding, tomorrow at noon, for Jessup. Theyre to go straight down the Richmond Road and through the Richmond Valley. Somewhere along the road theyll get their instructions about what theyre to do and where theyre to go. You understand?

Noon tomorrow — down the Richmond Road, through the valley, and instructions on the way. I understand, chief. Anything else?

Yes. There was a little and ominous pause, and then the bandit went on: Tell the others what you know about those tickets East, and tell em that Montague and Monson are riding through the Richmond Valley tomorrow afternoon.

There was a slight rustling among the brush. Chief! breathed Borgen.

But there was no answer; The Whisperer had withdrawn as silently and as swiftly as he had come.


XXIII. AT THE COTTAGE
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RANKIN WAS A combination of bloodhound and bulldog; for, while he had a most true and delicate scent on a trail, he had the pugnacious qualities of a bulldog when he closed on the foe. When he boarded the train for California he was determined to stay with this work until he ran down the trail to the ground, if it required the rest of his life to complete the task. He had the sanguine expectation of the dropping water, which only needs infinite time to wear away the stone upon which it falls. Furthermore, he was exceedingly glad to be away from the mountain desert, for he felt that he was out of place there. In a city, he assured himself, he could never have been set upon, surprised, and rendered foolish, as he had been in that forest scene of unpleasant memory. But, once in a more civilized land, he promised himself that all would be changed.

When the train reached Oakland, he left it and traveled straight north to the town of Richmond; from that point he began his investigations. He hired a flivver and in the little car he began to work his way south over the network of roads. He had two things to guide him: The one was that the house he wanted was near a creek, and there are not so many of them among the sun-browned hills near San Francisco Bay; the other was the description of the house as lying near a village.

It made hard work for Rankin. Whenever he reached a town, he went out about a mile from it and began to trace a loose, weaving circle, going in and outside of the prescribed limits; for when Saylor had told the girl that he lived a mile from the town, he might have been merely approximating the distance; and his boyish recollection might have lengthened a half mile or shortened a mile and a half to the distance he mentioned to her. The detective took no chances. He dared not do so.

He was helped in his work by the people he met. Your true Californian talks to everybody and everything, it might be said. It is the last relic remaining in his character of the frontier disposition; for in the earlier days people were so few and far between that conversational moments were like rare gems, to be enjoyed to the utmost. Rankin found that the farmers stopped their buggies and hung a foot over the side while they chatted with him; and when he toured along by-paths, on foot, school-boys returning home in the mid-afternoon trailed along beside him and chattered like the birds in the trees above them. If he had kept a gossip book, he could have filled it at the end of every day with the odds and ends of information which he received.

Within a week, he found ten families named Saylor and all living near villages, but not one corresponded in all the details of a white cottage with blue blinds and a red-brick walk near a creek.

He pushed on, a little daunted, but still determined. He reached the Berkeley hills, beautiful beyond dreams, but beauty of scenery was not wanted by Rankin; he wished results and results only.

On the fourth day of that pilgrimage through the hills, he stumbled across the bottom of a dry slough, toiled his way up the farther slope, and then cursed freely at what lay just before him across the road. For there sat a little cottage painted white, with blue shutters, and behind the front gate the red-brick walk was embrowned by long weathering, and worn into hallows by many a year of use. It was just the place as Saylor had described his mothers house, but the detective had encountered half a dozen other places which equally well answered the description. All the setting was wrong.

What lay down the road he could not tell, and there might well enough be a village where it curved out of sight down a hill, but all the rest was wrong. Here was no creek by a dead slough which would run with water only during the rainy season; and the western hill, which must be covered with a walnut orchard, was as bare as the palm of his hand.

He turned back toward the cottage with a weary eye. It was a restful place. Upon either side of it arose an immense walnut tree, so very huge that the house shrank into a pigmy size in comparison. While the fields near by burned and quivered with the white of the sunshine, the intertwining branches of the walnuts drenched the cottage with shadow. There was a seat built around the trunk of either tree, and a modest little garden made a patterning of color in the shade.

All was neatly ordered and well preserved. None of the heads of the pickets of the fence which surrounded the place had been broken off — a great rarity indeed among such fences, he had observed — and the whole had recently been painted white so that it shone in the sun, doubly bright against the dark green of the hedge which grew immediately behind it. A schoolboy came past, swinging his lunch pail, and he stopped when the stranger hailed him, making great round eyes at Rankin and digging the rubbed toes of his shoes into the dust. He was as brown as an African campaigner; only around his eyes there was a faint rimming of white.

Do you know who lives in that house, son?

Mrs. Richards, said the boy. Aint she home? Shes always at home!

His interest in such a strange possibility made him forget his shyness and with another question the detective drew him out.

Shes napping now, said the boy. If she aint sitting on the front porch sewing, or if she aint pottering around in the garden, shes napping inside. Mostly shes around where you can see her from the road.

Youve been walking quite a ways, said Rankin, apparently changing the subject. Far to school?

About a mile.

The heart of Rankin leaped.

Is that in the town?

Sure. The school is right on the edge of town.

So Rankin, his blood quickened with hope, raised his eyes toward the top of the western hill and the barren level seemed to mock him.

Tell me, he said desperately, was there ever an orchard on that hill?

You mean the walnuts? They were pulled out last year. They never done no good up there. Pa said it was because the fog from the bay could get at em too easy!

Rankin forgot the boy; he forgot the dryness of the slough behind him. For that matter, it might be referred to as a creek by one who did not care to be too exact. But here, beyond a shadow of a doubt, was his place; and coming upon it thus shocked him, as though it had been suddenly created here for his sole benefit. The boy went up the road, kicking through the dust, which followed him in lazy drifts, and now the screen door of the cottage, which opened on the front porch, jingled.

It was Mrs. Richards who stood in the shadow — a rather tall, stooped woman, with gloves upon her thin hands, a watering pot in one hand and a trowel in the other. Rankin advanced, and when he tipped his hat, she smiled down at him. It was such a kind and wistful old face that he felt rare impulse to wish to be of help to her. It was not hard to smile back at her.

Youre Mrs. Richards? he said.

Do you know me? she asked. It was just the pleasant, quiet voice which he had expected. Such a woman, it was very possible, could, by too much mothering, produce that mild-eyed and shrinking fellow who called himself Saylor, and who had wormed his way into the affections of the ranchers daughter. Why had he changed his name then? Rankin was drinking deep of expectation every instant.

Ive heard about you in town, said he to answer her question. Ive heard about you as the lady who had the finest Virginia Creeper in the world!

There it was, advertising its own existence well enough. The trunk was like the trunk of a tree, brown, and covered with rough bark. The arms stretched out with thick muscles on either side, and the smaller branches made a great network across the face of the porch, screening all within, and around the corners to an unknown distance, and up the roof to the very top. It was a magnificent vine, indeed, and now Mrs. Richards came down the steps and shaded her eyes while she peered up at it.

It is a big one, she said, but Ive seen better ones, I think. Are you interested in gardens?

Very! lied Rankin.

Here is some pretty cosmos, she suggested with a sort of timid pride, and she invited him in by pointing to the clumps of it.

Rankin was instantly in the yard, and his clumsy hunt for adjectives to describe the delicate and feathery flowers and their dainty tints of lavender and pink and white might have told her he was only a pretender, but she was now in her own world, and too deep in her subject to be critical. She led him about the little place, while he exclaimed and smiled and praised and then waited for a chance to ask leading questions. It was too bad, he finally ventured, that she had no strong-armed husband or sturdy boys to help her turn the soil around that row of loganberries in the backyard, he ventured at last.

My husband is dead, and my poor Charlie, but Jack is still alive — dear Jack! she told him. But hes in Canada, you know.

Canada? murmured the detective. His heart failed him.

He traps there, you see, in British Columbia.

A wild life, that!

Jack seemed to like it, she told him, and, besides, though she often yearned to have him back, he had been so delicate of health in California that it was better for him to stay away. Upon this the detective pondered. Here was another bit of truth from the lips of Saylor to his fiancie.

But Jack makes very good money, she told him. The conversation about the garden apparently had unlocked her heart. He keeps the place up. Heaven knows what he retains for himself — he sends me so much, dear boy!

Rankin seemed deeply touched by such an example of filial fidelity. He had an old mother himself, he told her, and it did his heart good to hear of such kindness from a son. Mrs. Richards was enchanted. Before another half hour had passed, he was sitting on her front porch sipping tea from a fragile china cup painted with flowers executed by the hands of the old lady herself in her youth! He tucked his heels under his chair and presented his best smile to her. He had himself been in the West recently. He had even been in Canada now and again. Then he had to answer many questions. Was the summer very hot? Was the winter bitterly cold? Were the people kind? Would a frail young man be mistreated by them?

He answered patiently. Most of his replies needed simply to be reassurances, and he lied liberally and with a loose hand when his information failed him. He made the winters in Canada fifteen degrees colder than mortal man ever endured; but he made up for this by telling her that such intense cold was nothing at all, so long as a man dressed for it! That was the solution. In short, he charmed Mrs. Richards with his omniscient touch. According to him, life even in the arctics was not very difficult. By this time, he vowed, her son was a stalwart from the life in the open.

Do you think so? she said, dwelling on his words plaintively. But if you could see poor Jack, oh, he was always as delicate as a girl! He was a trial to raise! The picture of him She broke off.

Have you a picture?

Oh, of course!

Youve told me so much about him — may I see it?

She was delighted to show it. She led the way into the parlor, where the half-drawn window shades admitted a soft light.

This is my Jack! she said, and took the picture from the top of the upright piano, which was opened and dusted every morning and closed and dusted every night, but the keys of which were never touched from year to year.

The detective took the picture and examined it carefully. Beyond a doubt this was his man! This was Jeremy Saylor! There was the same thin face, the same pair of large, dark eyes. There was the same air of half-poetic, half- maidenly languor about the two. The likeness was unmistakable, though the wilderness had indeed darkened the skin of the wanderer and to a degree filled up the hollows in his cheeks.

Now something new caught his eye. It was of such importance that it made him run to the window and there examine the photograph in the sunshine.

But, cried she, as much alarmed as though a bad symptom had been detected in her boy by the doctor himself, whats wrong with Jack?

His hair, cried the detective, too excited to try finesse. What color was his hair?


XXIV. THE TRAP
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THE SCRUPLES OF Stew Morrison were of a type easily pacified by reflection. His duty as a human being forced him to mount a fast horse and race with all speed to the assistance of Jerry and of Joe Montague. But his duty as a private detective to a client urged him to let Jerry and Joe take their fate as it might come to them. For they were the bait with which he hoped to catch The Whisperer himself.

Yet he conducted a silent debate with himself before he was finally and completely persuaded that it was indeed right to persist in his first inclination.

How, said his conscience to Stew Morrison, can you allow two men to ride to their execution, for there can be no doubt that The Whisperer means foul play!

If I can catch The Whisperer, said Stew Morrison to his conscience, Im doing a devil of a lot more for the world than if I save a couple of bums like them two, that are bound to come to a bad end sooner or later anyway!

You are arguing for the sake of the money you can make out of the rancher, said his conscience to Stew.

I am arguing for the sake of everybody — for the sake of law n order, said Stew to his conscience. This here Im doing for the sake of mankind!

That large idea finally convinced him that there was nothing right to be done except to go straight ahead and let the two miscreants pay, in the hope that in wreaking vengeance upon them their great chief might at last place himself within the danger of the law.

When the conscience of Stew was thus easily pacified, so that he could assure himself that it could never reproach him for whatever might happen to the pair who were acting as his associates in the cause of justice, he addressed himself with all possible vigor to the execution of the scheme.

His plan was, of course, to lie in wait some-where on the sides of Richmond Valley, through which the two miscreants who had betrayed their leader had been expressly directed to ride. When Jerry and Joe appeared, he would wait until they were attacked by their terrible master and enemy, who was now prepared to avenge himself for the treason which he had so adroitly guessed at. The instant The Whisperer showed himself, he would be the target of the attack of Stew Morrison.

Though Stew was himself both a cool and a heady fighter, though he was a marksman par excellence, and though in a score of fights he had carried away no other damage than a few grazing wounds, yet he was not rash enough to consider himself a match for The Whisperer. He looked upon himself as a trailer in particular, and upon The Whisperer as a destroyer, in particular. Therefore he was determined to get aid before he struck at so formidable an antagonist, bearing in mind that there would be plenty of reward and of glory for him as the leader of the expedition. His followers would be to the world, numbers rather than names.

But it was necessary to find those who could be found ready and willing to act in such subordinate and yet dangerous capacities. Stew Morrison knew just where to find them. He spent the rest of that night and the next morning in routing out a group of vagabonds, men who had long lived by breaking the law, who had finally been caught, and who had purchased their safety by selling more notorious and more wanted criminals, their companions, into the arms of the law. In short, what Stew Morrison wanted were men who had played just such detestable parts as those of Joe Montague and Jerry Monson.

By a yet greater crime, because cowardly, such fellows saved their own lives but made themselves abhorrent to the whole world, both law-abiding and criminal. From the moment that it was discovered what they had done, it was impossible for them to mix with their fellows. Here and there, wretched and alone, they dragged out their existences, made savage and morose by the knowledge that all the world hated and dreaded them, and justly so!

Such men, knowing that they had nothing worth living for, were most willing to partake in dangerous adventures for the mere sake of money, and clever Stew Morrison had jotted down the names of all such in his mental notebooks. He kept them there ready to be used with caution, only now and again. But when a dangerous quarry was to be pulled down, he called upon these terrible and wolfish men, and they rode with him to the work.

He rounded up four stalwart graduates from the school of crime who had gone States evidence and therefore lived in security until friends of the men they had betrayed should hunt them down and butcher them. They rejoiced in the names of Chris, Red, Lefty, and Porky. What other names belonged to them, they themselves had almost forgotten.

They looked very much alike. Their faces were lean, their hair long, their skins blackened with dirt and with sunburn, and their eyes too bright — too animally bright. Their horses were of a type, ugly of head, hunched of body, savage and treacherous of temper, but with the speed of deer and the endurance of wolves. With this body of light cavalry behind him, each man armed with a rifle and a revolver which alone of all the equipment was sure to be well cleaned and well oiled, Stew Morrison advanced toward Richmond Valley, and, before noon, they reached the post.

Richmond Valley was, in truth, no more than a cut between two great mountains. A glacier, perhaps, had pushed its plow of a million tons of ice through the defile, gouging out the valley narrow and deep — hundreds of feet deep. When the glacier melted, there remained a chasm of polished rock, smooth of side and of bottom. There the frosts of winter and the suns of summer began to work, cracking the faces of the rock until it was pried loose and fell away in boulders and great masses. By such means the walls ceased to be cliffs, in many places. The bottom of the defile was choked with fallen rock and boulders, among which the trail wound slowly back and forth. Speed seemed impossible through that pass.

The position which Morrison took up was about a hundred yards from the bottom of the western wall, at a point where a number of stone masses offered a perfect shelter for himself and his men, and, at the same time, enabled them to peer forth into every nook and corner of the pass. Also, from either side of the rock nest, it was possible to descend easily, down an almost smooth trail, to the bottom of the gorge. An ordinary horse, to be sure, would not be able to go down that descent without difficulty, but these hardy mustangs of Morrison and his followers were as sure-footed as goats.

Thus arranged, Morrison awaited the results with perfect confidence. The rifles of his men commanded the entire length of the pass. And what rifles they were! Not one of them but could bring down a hawk far above him, though shooting like lightning down the wind. Not one of them but would fire with as cool a deliberation at a human being as at a deer. To miss was not in their category of sins. It was highly improbable that The Whisperer would be able to do any harm to Joe and Jerry as the latter pair hurried down the gulch. The instant he appeared, he would be riddled with five rifle bullets.

In the meantime, he directed his men to keep a sharp lookout upon the upper walls and rocks of the ravine so that The Whisperer could not descend into it without being spied out. To be sure, it might be barely possible for a crafty man to work his way down the opposite side of the ravine to the bottom, shielding himself behind the rocks as he did so, unseen by the five pairs of eyes which were on the lookout. But it was highly improbable. For, coming there to lay an ambush, The Whisperer, and those with him, if there were any riding on this mission, would be apt to come boldly in and take his place. And before he took that place, he would fall dead.

Morrison described him exactly. Hes about middle height, but has very broad shoulders that make him look short. Hell probably be masked, with a black cloth. If his hair shows, itll be red!

There was no need to say more. Four pairs of eyes, each sharper than the eyes of an eagle, were now at work for him, and he could await the result. But the hot middle of the afternoon arrived, and still the great bandit had not been seen. Then the valley became an intolerable oven. But the shaggy creatures with Morrison sweltered in silence. They had the patience of beasts of prey; of a cat at the mouth of a gopher hole.

Then came a murmur. Morrison looked to the south and saw two horsemen slowly winding up the rise toward the mouth of the valley. Jerry and Joe had come at last into the trap. But where was the trap?


XXV. THE LAST KILLING
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FOR THERE WAS, in fact, not a sign of another human being in Richmond Valley, neither had that battery of five pairs of hawk-eyes been able to detect either possible trail or horse by which others might have entered the gorge. Lefty suddenly exclaimed: By the heavens, The Whisperer got wind that we was coming, and hell never show up!

Hes got to show up, said Stew Morrison, shaking his head. Hes made the boys in his gang think that he can do anything, and that there aint any fear in him. Hes got to show up. He told em to ride this way, and hes got to meet em. He cant have em ride into his camp some day and tell how he sent em out on a wild goose chase. He cant explain to em that there was five men waiting in the pass and that he didnt dare to show his face to em there. Because hes made em think that hes as strong as six hundred!

This he muttered more to himself than to the others, as though he were simply increasing his own conviction without trying to greatly affect the minds of his comrades.

This here Whisperer is a fake, said Porky. Besides, hed be a fool to try to play a lone hand with Jerry Monson and Montague. I know them two. Theyre hard, Ill tell a man. Theyre fast; they shoot straight, and they dont need no coaxing to get em into a fight. Nope, The Whisperer aint going to tackle them two boys without some help at his back. Take it by and large, Jerry and Joe are bettern any two of us right here — not leaving out Stew, either! No man in the world would stand up to em

He had reached this point in his exclamations when there was a stifled shout from Lefty. They all stared down to the hollow and straightway saw a strange sight. There had appeared in the trail — not shooting from behind a rock, but calmly walking into full view — a short, wide-shouldered man, whose face was covered with a mask.

He bore no weapon in his hands, which rested upon his hips, but upon either hip there was belted a revolver, ready at his finger tips. He must have called out, for the two miscreants now whirled their horses about, and so they sat confronting their master.

For Heavens sake! moaned Stew Morrison. Get him now — salt him away — before he starts something with the boys!

But the other four were already doing their best to get in a shot at the man in the pass. This was not so easy. For, instead of standing quietly, when they would have instantly marked him and dropped him with four perfect shots, The Whisperer was stepping lightly back and forth as he faced the two men on horseback just in front of him. He never appeared saving for just a glimpse as he turned, or as he passed between them. Had the group been a trifle nearer, even these glimpses would have been enough, but as all hunters know, snapshots are impossible at a considerable distance.

The result was that five rifles were handled with a burning impatience on the side of the gorge, and every second or so fingers would curl around triggers. But there was no shot fired. For at that distance the slightest error would mean a death for Joe or Jerry, whose backs were turned upon their secret and distant allies.

What was happening in the hollow of the pass it was not hard to guess. The Whisperer was talking as he shifted rapidly back and forth. The other two denied vehemently. They were being taxed home with something, and they were eagerly denying all guilt. Finally The Whisperer was seen to point, and the direction in which he pointed was toward that very group of rocks among which the five lay concealed. The two horsemen turned their heads in that direction. But apparently they saw nothing but the rocks, for all five were now lying low with the very greatest care.

Then The Whisperer for an instant stood still in his pacing back and forth and suddenly said something which caused the two to go for their guns. But The Whisperer was lightning on the draw; he fired twice, and the saddles of the horses before him became empty. In the same instant that his victims were plunging from their saddles, the bandit leaped sidewise among the rocks.

He escaped the salvo which now poured from the rocks above, as the five saw that they had no fear of injuring either of the men who rode in the hollow. But those rifles were aimed so quickly that every bullet missed him by inches only, and more than one of the marksmen above could have sworn that the outlaw wore armor which enabled him to escape such concentrated fire.

They now flung themselves upon their horses to rush to the bottom of the gorge and then press up the farther slope in pursuit. But they had hardly issued from their shelter when they returned to it pell-mell, for as the first rider darted forth, the air just in front of him was cut by a bullet. He recoiled and threw himself back upon his companions just in time to avoid a second shot which came even closer.

They now dismounted again, and hastily taking up position among the rocks which they had just prepared to abandon, they looked out upon the farther slope with malevolent eyes. Presently the fugitive was seen, a mere glimpse, as he turned the corner of a boulder. But three pairs of eyes caught sight of him at the same instant and three rifle bullets were instantly on the wing.

Ive got him! cried Porky. In the leg!

You lie! shouted Chris. I nailed him plumb through the head. Didnt you see him start to drop as he went around the rock?

It was me! said Lefty. I nailed him right in the middle of the back and after he dropped he didnt kick, you can lay on that!

The three lunged out from cover. They were greeted by the light, swift hissing of bullets past them which splashed the hard brows of the rock about them with lead, and as they recoiled, cursing and gasping their surprise, the hurried, staccato barking of the gun from the farther side of the gorge came to their ears, repeated faintly up and down the gorge by echoes.

Dead, is he? mocked Stew Morrison.

Hes wearing a charm, vowed Porky, and straightway threw down his rifle and resolutely refused to fire another shot. If I didnt nail him in the left leg right between the knee and the hip, Im a fool and never fired a gun before!

But broke in Stew Morrison, and then interrupted himself by pressing the trigger of his rifle. A clean miss again! he muttered to himself. No matter what you boys think, hes still living and moving, and hes halfway to the top of the gorge, now!

It aint nacheral or right, said Lefty. I never seen such a thing!

But Stew Morrison had a cooler head, and he was not surprised at what had happened. He had more than once heard a party of hunters vow that each had planted his bullet in the body of a running grizzly which nevertheless refused to fall. Stew himself had trailed down the bear the next day, killed it with a slug through the brain, and found its body quite unscathed by all the bullets of the hunters, men who could ring the bulls-eye nine times in ten in shooting at a most distant target, so long as it were stationary and lifeless. But to shoot at a bear was different; to shoot at a man was another story, and to shoot at a hero, famed like The Whisperer, was indeed another story yet. So he smiled to himself and said nothing.

That slippery devil is not more enchanted than any of us, he told his men calmly. Youre rattled, boys, and, he added diplomatically, the sames Im rattled. Ive hunted on the trail a good deal before this, as maybe you know, but I never had anything unsettle my trigger finger like The Whisperer! Thats how he killed Jerry and Joe, just now. All he had to do was to up and murder em — as easy as that!

They were brought to their senses by this calm talk of their chiefs. Each man now set his teeth and smoothed the wrinkles out of his brow and the excitement out of his brain. Each now prepared to shoot as though at a mere target. But the chances which were offered to them were from this moment poorer and poorer, for as the fugitive climbed higher on the slope, the rocks sheltered him more effectually. He was now level with his enemies, and they no longer had the great advantage of delivering a plunging fire against him.

Work down to the bottom of the gorge! cried Stew Morrison suddenly, his brow puckering with the realization that his man was about to slip through his fingers. Work down to the bottom. Leave the horses here. Lefty and Chris, you two start down on foot, and travel fast. There aint much danger of The Whisperer trying to shoot at you as you run. Hes too busy thinking how hes going to get over the edge of that cliff without being seen and dropped by us. The rest of you scatter back up higher among the rocks. Get right on the edge of the cliff. Thatll give you a longer shot, but a better target. Ill stay right here and keep making noise enough for five if I can.

He was as good as his word. He remained in the original shelter, blazing away whenever he had, or thought he had, a glimpse of The Whisperer. His two men above had hastily worked into position. They were barely on the edge of the cliff when they saw The Whisperer himself emerge from a nest of shrubbery and leap up against the face of the rock on the farther side of the gorge. There he caught a handhold upon a projecting bush and swung himself in a swift circle upward until his knee hooked over the jutting edge of a rock above him. From this precarious position he twisted himself up to the level of the top of the cliff and then rolled into safety upon the surface of the plateau.

In the meantime, of course, he had been the target for a steady discharge of guns from the two opposite, and from Stew Morrison. In all, nine or ten bullets were directed at him, but while his movements take long to describe, they were in reality executed with the greatest speed. Each movement was unexpected and therefore shook the trigger fingers of the marksmen. At any rate, The Whisperer rolled unharmed upon the surface of the plateau above, having accomplished a feat which made the whole country ring with his fame as it had never rung before.

It was to go far and wide, that tale of his adventure in the Richmond Valley, and how he had come into the valley in spite of the outlook of five grim men. How he had made his double killing and then gone back up through the rocks in safety. It was the sort of a tale which men, even big and strong men, told one another with frowning brows of bewilderment and cold in their hearts. It was not to be explained or understood. But that it had happened there was no doubt.

Most of the other deeds attributed to The Whisperer had been half mythical, half legendary. But it was known beyond a shadow of a doubt that he had robbed the sheriffs house in that wildly spectacular fashion, and it was also known that he had bearded the celebrated Morrison with four almost equally dangerous allies in Richmond Valley. After that, they were prepared to expect anything from the outlaw.

In the meantime, the two men who were sent into the bottom of the valley reached the bodies of Jerry and Joe first. Jerry had died instantly, and lay in a shapeless heap upon the rocks. But Joe had lived for a moment, and he had scrawled upon the rock with his own blood: The Whisperer is

There, like Tirrit, death struck him down.

That, however, was not the only message left for the world upon this day. When Stew and his men climbed wearily up to the edge of the opposite cliff, not in the real hope of being able to find the trail of The Whisperer, but because they knew it was their duty to make some effort to follow the terrible bandit, they found a broad slab of granite almost like a prepared tombstone upon which the bandit had whimsically written:



Here lies the last of The Whisperer,
who will never ride again on the trail.
he says good-by to his friends and his foes.
they will never see him again.



A joke, said Lefty.

But Stew Morrison took out his camera and made a careful photograph of the scratches upon the rock.


XXVI. RANKINS DISCOVERY
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NO MATTER WHATS happened to her, said Shorty, when he spoke in the council of punchers in the bunk house, shell be sick of him when she finds out that hes a coward! She wont be able to stand the sight of him after that!

Howll we show him up? was the next question.

Me, said Shorty. Ill handle him. If one of the rest of you was to take a hand with him, him being so darned delicate and made almost like a girl, they might say that you was just bullies. But me, I aint much biggern a minute, and if he wont stand up to me, shell have to admit that hes yaller! This suggestion was greeted with the heartiest applause. Shorty looked like a grotesque carving of the body of a Hindu god rather than like an ordinary man. His body was like a doubled fist. His legs were bowed out beyond imagining. His face was of a monkeylike hideousness. Such was Shorty, who now prepared to step upon the center of the stage of this drama.

Rumor, which has a thousand tongues, and leaps from the beggar to the king, and from the king to the beggar in a manner and with a speed which men cannot understand — rumor brought a whisper to the rancher which he regarded as the best of good news. He sent for Shorty and spoke with him apart.

Shorty, he said, I hear that you are getting ready for a fight.

Shorty could not talk saving from the side of his mouth. Wot you mean by that? he said. I dunno. I aint hunting a fight, Im hunting for a skunk.

The rancher was delighted. This passion of his daughters had seemed to him a terrible, a disgraceful thing; also, it was a business calamity, and in both aspects it blackened the future of Percival Kenworthy.

Ive always, he said, been very much interested in getting rid of pests of all kinds.

He looked upon Shorty and Shorty looked upon him.

I guess, we look at this here about the same way, said Shorty, growing a little red.

My boy, said the rancher, almost paternally, it is plain that you understand — er — what is for the best interests of — ah — the ranch. I can only say — that is to say, I hope—

He grew terribly confused. Finally Shorty extricated his employer by laughing.

I guess, said he, that if I was to take a day off for that skunk hunt, you wouldnt care none.

Care? Shorty, you get a months wages for that days work, if you can show us the skunk!

There aint no doubt of that, said Shorty, his far-away look fastened upon the gorgeous spree in which he would spend that kind donation of a months wages for one delightful days work. Ill turn it up, the varmint, and you can all have a laugh at it!

He turned away.

Wait, said the rancher, with a palpitating heart. When this is done, is it necessary that — that Rose should see it!

Sure, said the cow-puncher. Aint it her party?

The problem remained with this statement of it. But Shorty lost no time. He haunted the ranch house awaiting his opportunity. It was really rather hard to find. The solitary Jeremy wandered off into the woods both night and day, sometimes with Rose Kenworthy and sometimes alone, and he was rarely to be seen lingering about the house.

Then a whisper came to the ear of Rose. She went straight to her father.

Dad, she said, are the boys planning to make trouble with Jeremy?

Rose, he answered her calmly, and looking her full in the eye, wont he have to take care of himself with the boys the rest of his life — if hes to own and run the ranch?

That prospect seemed not to have occurred to her before. She remained on the verge of speech for some seconds, and then went thoughtfully away without having spoken another word. Furthermore, the rancher had reason to believe that Jeremy had not received any warning from his fiancie. It rejoiced Kenworthys heart to see this first stirring of sense, as he called it, in his daughter.

Then came the dinouement. It happened with a terrible suddenness. The whole family was out strolling in front of the house and Jeremy was among them. Then, around the corner from the corrals appeared Shorty, mounted upon a buckskin mustang which was tying itself into artistic knots, impelled thereto by the left spur of Shorty, which was digging it cruelly in the flank. It brought laughter from the party to see the antics of Shorty in the saddle. He bounced dangerously high, but still he was not unseated.

Then, throwing himself out of the saddle, he let the buckskin race away with flying reins, while he waddled up to Jeremy Saylor with a face as black as night.

Was you laughing at me? he demanded.

I? murmured poor Jeremy. Why, as a matter of fact

You skunk! snarled Shorty, and with his broad, open hand he struck Jeremy along the side of the face, a blow so heavy that the report of it was like a revolver exploding. And Jeremy reeled back a long stride.

Rose Kenworthy knew that the great test had come. The manliness of Jeremy in the forest she had seen with her own eyes. Indeed, there was something formidable and wild in him when the darkness had come over the mountains. But what would he do when confronted with the danger of another man? And such a man! Shortys head came hardly to the shoulder of Jeremy; and Shorty as a fighter was ridiculous.

From her own part, every muscle in her lithe body grew hard. She saw in her minds eye the flash of Jeremys hand as he knocked the cow-puncher bleeding to the ground and then dragged him up again.

But this was not what happened. Jeremy Saylor merely stood in the distance, with his hand pressed against the cheek on which the blow had fallen, and his eyes fastened upon the ground. Shorty, swaying with his passion from side to side, was growling: Only a yaller hound. Nothing but yaller! And laugh at me? Laugh at me? Ill take a quirt to you first!

So speaking, he turned upon his heel, and Rose, crimson with agony and shame, looked away, and saw, in front of the bunk house, the long semicircle of cow-punchers who had looked on and witnessed this whole drama of scorn. She almost fainted. But she managed to steady herself as she dragged herself away from the group and found a refuge in her room. But later in the evening she found Jeremy alone. A whole half hour had passed, but it seemed to her that she could still make out the faint outline of the horny hand of Shorty.

She wasted neither time nor words. She only tried to keep back her scorn.

Jeremy, she said, when Shorty struck you, why didnt you strike back?

He looked at her with a sort of amazement. He was much smaller than I, he said.

To hear that feeble excuse sickened her.

Jeremy! she cried.

Besides, I was afraid, to speak to you plainly. Rose, I was afraid to touch him, for fear that Id go too far and do him a serious injury!

Bah! cried the girl, starting back from him. You — you coward!

She hardly saw him wince from the lash of those words, she had fallen into such a passion of disgust and sorrow and shame and rage.

This is the end! I can never marry you. Good heavens, Im almost grateful to little Shorty for having shown me the truth about you! II never wish to see you again — never! Never!

She heard him crying out behind her. But she hurried away from him. Then, in the silence of her own room, she cowered beside the window with her face in her hands.

Ill never be able to face the world again! sobbed Rose. The detestable coward!

But what miracles can be performed by determination of the spirit and nerves of iron? She forced herself down the stairs. She went into the dining room for supper. She was nearly stunned with astonishment to see that Jeremy Saylor was among those present! Then a swirl of horror passed through her mind. She told herself that the rascal had determined to stay on at the house even after his repulse. Perhaps he had it in mind to force some financial settlement out of her fathers hand. She could not turn toward him; she could not meet his glance, and always she felt his appealing glance upon her.

Like the eyes of a whipped dog, she told herself.

It was in the very midst of this confusion of mind, while she was taking her chair, and there was a bustle of everyone sitting down, that there appeared in the doorway the familiar figure of Stephen Rankin, the detective.

Behind him there were three others.

By the heavens! cried Kenworthy, already flushed with happiness as he saw that his house was freed from the incubus of a disgraceful marriage. By the heavens, Rankin, I think that this is a great day in my life. I guess at good news before you open your lips!

Yes, exclaimed Rankin. Good news, sir! Very good news!

He rubbed his hands together. I can tell you that The Whisperer will soon be of no trouble in the world!

His three companions had sidled into the room and worked their way around the wall, unnoticed in the general excitement.

You mean that the message the rascal wrote on the top of the cliff was true?

Without his knowledge, said Rankin, it was true!

He broke off and exclaimed: Good work, lads!

For here a rope had been dropped over the shoulders and the arms of Jeremy Saylor, binding those arms against his sides. He made one desperate struggle. Then he sat still with his eyes fixed steadily upon the face of Rose Kenworthy. She did not know how to interpret that glance. She only knew that it made her heart cold with fear and with expectation.

Rankin stepped behind the prisoner who had been thus secured. He deliberately fastened his hands in the long and flowing black hair of the man of the forest. With a wrench he tore the wig away and exposed a head covered with closely curled, red hair.

Ladies and gentlemen, said Rankin, with all the calm which he could muster: I present to you The Whisperer!


XXVII. DOUBLY PROUD
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HOW STRANGE A difference the change in that one feature of his appearance made! Indeed, this very remarkably made wig had escaped detection from everyone, including Rose herself. The long and silken black hair had graced him with a sort of feeble effeminacy of character; but now these curling locks of red were like a waving fire upon his head. The slumberous black eyes, too, were now seen to be blue, and there was fire in them. All of this was the more shocking because, only the moment before, so to speak, they had been reviling and scorning this very man, this terrible and elusive destroyer, and they had been pointing the finger of scorn at the man slayer because he had seemed in their eyes to be a coward!

There was little time or desire to ponder over this mistake and smile at one another, however. They were too much taken up by the aspect and the demeanor of this man. He remained bolt erect in his chair, never stirring after the first falling of the rope about his arms had made him helpless, and, all the while, his glare never left the face of the girl.

So grim and so fixed was that stare that the others, also, now turned with an eager curiosity to Rose Kenworthy. And they saw there enough to make them wonder. For she looked around her with the manner of one who has had a triumph. The very light of love was in her eyes; her cheeks were blooming with color; and the discovery that her lover was a bandit seemed to her of far less importance than the proof that he was a man!

She stood up at her place. Dad, she said, do you mean to say that you are going to allow a hand to be laid on your guest?

Be quiet, Rose! said Kenworthy, doubly delighted in his character as a rancher and as a sheriff. Be quiet, child. Do you suppose that this is not all of my contriving?

He gave Rankin a glance which meant at least five thousand dollars to that worthy if he remained silent and allowed people to think that the whole work had been the plan of the sheriff. Rankin saw, and imperceptibly nodded, which was his method of telling the rancher that he knew and gave his sanction to the story, and at the same time he told the rest of the world that the cunning of the sheriff was indeed behind the capture. So the character of public benefactor was again bestowed upon Kenworthy, and he began to blossom in his part.

Only Rose Kenworthy seemed struck to the heart with indignation and shame by what she heard.

Dont tell them such a shameful thing! she cried. Oh, dad, dont tell them that you kept a man under your roof as your guest and at the same time were preparing to arrest him!

Why not? gasped out Kenworthy, and he flashed a glance around the circle of faces which reassured him. Dont talk to me about fine points of honor. When Im dealing with a man I treat him like a man, but when Im dealing with a wolf, I treat him like a wolf! You, sir — Whisperer — Saylor — whatever your name may be, have you any claim to lodge against me for dishonorable treatment?

This direct appeal seemed to make it possible for the glance of The Whisperer to leave the face of the woman he loved, and he turned his eyes slowly upon the rancher. From head to foot he surveyed Percival Kenworthy, and when he ended, he smiled, and looked back to the girl once more. Yet, had he opened all the thunders of sarcasm and wrath upon the head of the rancher, he could not have damped him as effectually as with this quiet and cold contempt. It made even the self-assurance of Kenworthy tremble. The color left his face. For an instant it became almost possible for him to doubt himself. But then the blood returned to his face.

The rascal admits by his silence, he cried, that there is nothing against me. He sneaked into my house under a false name. He lived here under a pretense — I only thank the dear God that he has been discovered before he worked any greater harm. Rose, what in heavens name are you doing?

She had run around the table and stood now behind the chair of The Whisperer, with both of her hands resting upon his shoulders.

Ive come to tell you, she said, that I think it is a dastardly betrayal. But it shall never change me. If I was proud to let the world know that I was to marry Jeremy before, I tell you that I am doubly proud now that I know he is The Whisperer.

Rose — go to your room — I forbid you

Ill not budge! Therell be an explanation of what hes done that will satisfy me. As for satisfying the others, I dont care what they think!

Here her fathers fat hand fell upon her arm; she resisted only an instant, and then she went quietly out of the room. Only, at the opposite door, she turned back and exchanged a look with The Whisperer, while for an instant the sardonic coldness of his eye softened and changed to a wonderful tenderness. Then she was gone, and all attention swung back and centered upon The Whisperer again. Something seemed to be struggling in him for expression.

Listen to me, said the sheriff. Whatever you say may be used against you; you are now under arrest; but if you have a confession to make, it will be easier for your conscience. Whatever is said or done, for or against you, Whisperer, it wont keep you from hanging in due course. But in the meantime, speak out and make a clean breast of it. It will get you better treatment in the prison, and perhaps it may even get you an extension of time!

This tender and insinuating speech, so filled with promises, brought a sneer of disgust upon the lips of the bandit. Again he regarded his captor with an expression of the most complete scorn. Yet he spoke.

It was odd that, when he spoke, though he used still the very gentle and quiet tones of Jeremy Saylor, yet his voice had for the others a different significance now. As the sheriff afterward expressed it, one could hear the purr of the tiger under the softness of the tones.

I have one thing to say, said The Whisperer, and that is to admit that Ive done a bad thing. Ive come into your house under a false name. Ive lived here like a friend. Ive — er — pretended to the hand of Rose knowing all the while that — Well, I cant go further into that. Ill only say this is my defense, that I thought that I was through with the life for which the governor will see me hanged; and I thought that it would be an honest man who would marry Rose Kenworthy. Thats my only defense. Since Ive told you this thing, Ill never open my lips to any living soul except Rose herself.

He uttered this statement with a perfect calm, neither threatening nor bragging, but conducting himself as though this were an event of no more than ordinary importance in his life. Having expressed himself in this fashion, he settled back in his chair, and from that moment refused to speak. They fixed the irons upon his hands, and next they searched his pockets and his person. The found to their inexpressible astonishment that the terrible outlaw carried not so much as a pocket-knife upon his person, to say nothing of revolvers. He was quite unarmed. Neither was there anything upon him to suggest his identity. They went up to his room and searched it with the most minute care. But they found nothing in this place either.

When they came down to say this, there was the slightest lifting of The Whisperers eyes, as though he was touched for a moment with surprise. But almost at once, he shrugged his shoulders again, and then was as silent as ever.

Nothing more was to be gained by question, but the little detective, Rankin, could not resist shouldering up to his prisoner and leaned above him.

The gent you smeared in the forest, he said. Im the guy, Mr. Jeremy Saylor, Whisperer, Jack Richards.

Here the bandit started, and the private detective drew back with a malevolent grin to enjoy an expression of dismay. But it was gone as quickly as it came, and the face of The Whisperer was once more bland and calm.

Thisll be sweet news for your mother, said Rankin sourly. Shell be all set up about the way her good boy works hard for her and catches so many furs every year that hell be able to keep her so comfortably out there in California. But Ill have to let her know the facts. I promised her that Id write to her if I should ever meet up with her son in the mountains!

He laughed with the keenest enjoyment of this clever little jest.

He might as well have been addressing a face of stone, however, for The Whisperer continued to brood upon the infinite heart of space, and he heard not a word of the other, at least so it seemed.

So Rankin gave over, but not before he had muttered at the ear of The Whisperer: Theres the third degree waiting for you, cull. Maybe youre silent now, but well find a way to make you open your mug, you rat!

Afterward, leaving The Whisperer under the guard of a dozen leveled guns, he had a conference with the rancher. The delight of Kenworthy, which had been kept within bounds while there were others around him, now broke forth in the most extravagant expressions of delight and satisfaction. He clapped Rankin upon the shoulder; he almost embraced the detective as he told the latter that the honor of his family, his dignity as sheriff, had all been saved by the ingenuity of Rankin.

He then demanded a narrative of what the detective had done and in what mysterious fashion he had been able to in the first place locate the identity of the bandit and even to find the home of Saylor at all. The answer of the detective was not too much in detail. He had come to find, in his professional life, that a mystery once explained away, can never be a mystery again, and that if the steps to the solution of a crime are given, every blockhead who hears the tale will think that he could have mounted the steps, or perhaps found an even shorter cut.

So the story which Rankin told was full of gaps. It seemed that by mysterious intuition he had floated west and west until he came to a place where instinct bade him hunt, and that there he had immediately found out what he wanted.

But finally it all came down to the looks of his hair in that picture that I took down off the piano. It sure enough wasnt straight black hair. It was red, curly hair. The old lady told me what the color was. Right quick I jumped my mind back to The Whisperer. He wore curly, red hair; he worked by night, mostly, just the way that Saylor lived. The minute I remembered that, I said to myself that I had everything smooth and easy before me. I turned around and I come back fast to the ranch, and on the way I pick up a couple of birds to help me snag the big boy — and you know the rest!

A marvelous story, commented the sheriff. A very remarkable tale in every way. In the meantime, do not think that you are to suffer for what you have done. You asked in the first place a sum of ten thousand dollars. I know that some people would consider such a sum a fortune. But I, Rankin, do not. I hope that my ideas have expanded beyond such a point. What I wish to tell you now is that you are a made man.

You shall never go hungry so long as you live. I give you ten thousand dollars this moment. Here he sat down and drew a long check book from his pocket. But that is not all. That is only a beginning. I tell you freely, my friend, that if you had not come I might have had the misery to find my daughter married to the infernal rascal, and my hands thereby tied unless I wished to undo the knot by making her a widow — and that is too much to expect, even of a sheriff, eh?

The detective allowed that it was. He heard the sweet music of the fountain pen as it crinkled across the surface of the check. He saw the check blotted; then it was extended toward him, quivering with the emotion of the rancher. Upon the narrow slip he saw the magic words — written with thick strokes of ink — which made ten thousand dollars be paid to Stephen Rankin or the bearer of this check.

The detective folded the check and placed it slowly in his pocket, and as he did so, while he looked down to the floor, there appeared between him and the carpet, a brilliant picture of a race course, of the noisy bookies, of Stephen Rankin, resplendent in a brilliant checkered suit of black and gray, strolling from bookie to bookie with a fat cigar in his mouth and fat rolls of money in his hand. He saw his ten thousand bet; he heard the dull roar, Theyre off! He saw his horse — it seemed to wear blue and white — dance away into the lead, float easily around the curve, and walk home by itself. He heard the dull murmur of concern. He found many haggard eyes fixed upon him. He heard voices whisper great music as he passed: There goes Steve Rankin, the great plunger!

Such was Rankins dream.


XXVIII. A HERO
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IT WAS NOT for nothing that in business Kenworthy had always been a boomer and in pleasure a politician. He did not miss the chance of arranging a pageant around the capture of the notorious Whisperer. In the first place, he arranged to keep the great man in the ranch house until the next morning, and for that purpose he prepared a room in which four men, armed to the teeth, kept guard for two hours over their prisoner, after which their places were taken by four new guards, and so on through the night.

There was no lack of men for the duty of guarding, for the neighbors had heard the great news, and every man who rode into the ranch that night to make personal inquiry esteemed it a great honor to be allowed to sit guard during one watch over the famous man slayer and robber. It gave them a chance to ask him questions face to face, and though, to be sure, he always remained as oblivious of these remarks as though they had not been made at all, or as though he had been deaf, yet they could at least watch his face and his singular dark-blue, open eyes.

It was noted with interest that, cool as his nerves seemed to be, he did not sleep that night at all, but remained with his eyes open, staring before him. There was no expression in those eyes, however, neither grief nor fear, though many a one among the guards looked carefully to make out what he could. When they went out one of them tried to explain that absence of expression.

The Whisperer, he said, is an animal. Thats why his expression doesnt tell you anything. Look at a dogs eye. Hard to tell whether a dog is going to bite you or lick your hand, if you judge by his eye only. It stays about the same. His tail does most of his talking for him, and his voice. Not like a man, where you keep listening to the words and reading in the eyes at the same time. Thats the way with The Whisperer. He looks like a man, but hes got the soul of a beast. Thats why he doesnt show anything that we can see. But down underneath you can lay to it that hes burning up, hes so scared about whats going to happen to him!

This, however, was certainly not the usual opinion of those who watched over The Whisperer upon this memorable occasion. On the whole, they considered him to be a man in whose being fear did not exist. So they guarded him carefully during the night, talked to him or about him, and so saw the morning dawn at last over the mountains and turn them all pale and make the light in the room rather haggard.

Then the sheriff rose from a sound and a sweet sleep and prepared for the work of that day. It might be that Stephen Rankin had captured the prisoner of state, and it might be that the whole credit was due to Rankin, but the sheriff would not allow any other man to say so or even to think so. He let it be noised abroad that the whole having been done by his management, Rankin was hardly any better than a tool in his masterly hands.

In fact, such were the reports which he sent into town before his coming. Before that day was over, if Rankin had attempted with a sworn statement to prove his right to some honors in this matter, he could not have received them, so filled was the public imagination and the public eye by the figure which the sheriff made.

For Kenworthy arranged matters so that his cavalcade arrived in the town just at the lunch hour, when the appetites of men are keenest, and their minds are apt to be most awake, before falling into the lethargy of the hot afternoon. He now made his entrance in the following fashion.

First rode two old and experienced cow-punchers from the ranch, traveling at a considerable distance ahead of the main body. They were mounted upon ponies as shaggy and as wild of eye as those horses which the wild Tartars ride, and on which they once plundered half the world. Behind these scouts, who were armed to the teeth like the rest of the party, with rifles balanced across the pommels of the saddles and with revolvers stuck into their holsters or hanging from their saddles, came half a dozen of the neighbors of the sheriff, who were eternally grateful to Kenworthy from that day forward because he allowed them to appear before the public eye in this fashion.

Be sure that the face of each one of these riders was grim and set, as though he had just returned from the most terrible danger. Be sure that they looked upon the bystanders with haggard eyes, as though to behold those people for whose safety and well-being they had recently undergone vast perils and taken their lives into the palms of their hands. Behind these men came more of the sheriffs own cow-punchers, all tried and hardy men.

Surrounded by these, mounted upon a magnificent black horse which Kenworthy had furnished with a fine eye for the effect, appeared the terrible bandit, The Whisperer. Lest he should appear too young and inoffensive, the sheriff had carefully contrived that he should not be allowed to be shaved that morning, under the pretext that if he allowed the desperate man to have a razor in his hands, The Whisperer might cut his throat to avoid meeting his death at the hands of the ministers of the law.

It must be admitted that The Whisperer bore himself in a manner which made the sheriff almost love him, so perfectly did he fit into the picture of which he was, indeed, the central and most striking figure, save one. For The Whisperer, though his hands were secured in heavy irons and though his feet were bound together beneath the belly of his horse with a light fifth chain, was so adroit in his horsemanship that he controlled the magnificent animal upon which he rode entirely by the swaying of his body and the pressure of his knees. He rode the black, which was indeed a beautifully schooled animal, as though he had reins in his hands and a curb at the end of them to control the horse.

This was not all, for while his magnificent horsemanship enabled him to appear like a very part and portion of the animal which he bestrode, his upright and undaunted carriage, his thin and handsome face, and above all the expressionless eye with which he stared straight before him struck the people of the town dumb with horror and excitement. It was far more terrible than if The Whisperer had appeared before them as the wide-shouldered, massive creature which report made him out.

All of this was now shown to be merely a part of his dexterous disguise, for a little padding under the shoulders of his coat would furnish him with one detail of his usual appearance in the rC4le of The Whisperer. By doffing his wig and allowing some of his natural hair to show, he effectually buried Jeremy Saylor behind him. Being so young he seemed more fiendish; and he seemed yet more unearthly because of the almost feminine delicacy of his features.

For, after all, who conceives of the devil as an old man? His wickedness is united to too restless a malice to be dressed in anything except the activity of a young body. So The Whisperer appeared to the townsfolk, like a very incarnation of the fiend. That was the way they regarded him.

Behind him came the rest of the sheriffs cow-punchers, for he had stripped his place in order to make the more formidable show. He had even forced his old blacksmith and his yet more ancient dairyman into service and had armed them to the teeth, like all the rest, though neither of them would have been able to hit the side of a mountain with a bullet.

Last of all, riding alone, mounted upon his finest horse, a gray thoroughbred, came the sheriff himself. He came last, as one might say, so that he might be removed from the public gaze. He came last, also, that he might act as the solemn and efficient rear guard which held off the assaults of the enemy. For, what gave point and reason to all this formidable equipment for the transport of the prisoner, was the rumor which Kenworthy carefully spread around that beyond question a terrible and immediate assault would be made by all the followers of The Whisperer to deliver their leader from the hands of the law.

There, then, came the rancher, with the cares of State manifest upon his grave countenance, now and then turning over his shoulder a wary eye, as though even now that they had entered the village, he half expected the dreadful foemen to rush in upon him — in which case his own experienced and fearless breast should receive the first brunt of the attack.

If there were murmurs of excitement and admiration and even of alarm from the spectators as the rest of the little procession defiled past them, when Percival Kenworthy appeared last of all, emotions were turned into a great enthusiasm, and the people could not refrain from opening their throats in a long and ringing cheer. More than this, the women shrilled at him and waved their handkerchiefs, or their aprons. They lifted their little children that they might behold the great and good man, the public benefactor.

Oh, what a good man! they cried to one another, after the noble Kenworthy had gone past them. Oh, what a blessing it is that there are a few such men in the world!

Percival Kenworthy, in the center of the little town, was stopped by a rush of admirers who pressed before him, heedless of the trampling of his high-spirited horse. There they compelled him to pause. There some of the best and leading citizens of the town pressed close to him and clasped his hand and told him that he was an honor to the whole range; that he was an honor to America!

He raised his hand in protest. He shook his noble gray head in protest at such devout compliments. He begged to assure them that he had done nothing beyond his duty.

At this, they thundered in his very face that he was no less than a hero. They then forced him to dismount. He was lifted again upon the shoulders of a banker on one side and an oil magnate upon the other. In this fashion he advanced down the street, and the yelling of the inhabitants made carnival in the air.

Stephen Rankin, smoking a cigar upon the sidewalk, watched all that passed with the greatest attention.

By jiminy, said Stephen when all had gone by, the old devil has squeezed pretty near ten thousand dollars worth out of this here. Hell be a hero; hell get his picture in the books.


XXIX. ROSE VISITS JAIL
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TAKEN ALL IN all, it was the greatest period in the life of Percival Kenworthy. He had always been surrounded by the admiration of others, but he was now surrounded by their worship. He had always imposed upon the women and the children, but now even the men followed in line.

The men of the cattle ranges and the mining districts had known and followed Kenworthy with interest for years in this fashion; when they read of him in the newspapers they nodded at the familiar name; sometimes his picture appeared. He knew the whole art of posing for newspaper pictures, with his face turned a little in profile, thrusting his jaw out to remedy its natural weakness, and gathering his brows in a frown, not of anger, but of resolute firmness. He looked, in that pose, exactly like a famous orator. Indeed, the sheriff looked so like a famous man in these clippings that he could not avoid keeping several of them with him at all times.

When he was alone in his office, or when taking a walk, he would take out half a dozen of the latest and favorite snapshots and thumb them over. In this way he was never without company; and he felt that the sight of his own face gave him an added strength; seeing himself at his best made him actually better; the man in the picture was so omniscient that the man in fact felt himself armed.

There was only one cloud upon his horizon at this time, which was the attitude of Rose. When he next saw his daughter he could not but expect that he would find her humbled and downcast, and that she would be forced to admit his provident care of her, which had torn the mask from her wooer. Instead, he found her merely silent and thoughtful. She had nothing to say, and she looked at her father as though she did not see him.

Then, the very next afternoon, she came to him and said that she wished to see the prisoner, the terrible Whisperer, in person, and alone. The sheriff asked her why, and she shrugged her shoulders. This made him consider, and he decided that, proud and self-composed as she was, she would not let him know what she thought, but that she wished to confront The Whisperer in person, and then denounce him face to face. Upon consideration of this, he allowed her to go, and sent note to the head jailer.

For there were many keepers of the little jail in the town, by this time. It was by no means the intention of these valiant people that The Whisperer, having been delivered into their hands, should escape. They surrounded him with something stronger than mere bars and bolts. They walled him in with the living might of armed men.

A little cordon waited constantly just outside the prison walls, lest he should dig his way through them; and in the jail itself, from which all lesser prisoners had been taken to another building, they kept a standing guard of half a dozen men who were constantly changed. They were not allowed to stand watch more than four hours at a time for fear that their vigilance should be dulled by sleepiness.

Rose Kenworthy arrived with the note from her father. You may let Rose be alone with the prisoner for a few minutes, said the note. To make sure, after she has left, you may search The Whisperer and see that she has left nothing with him by accident.

So Rose went into the jail and stood before her lover. He sat on his couch. His hands and his feet were secured by a vast weight of polished steel chains. He was calmly smoking a cigarette, lifting his hand clumsily every time he took a puff. But when he saw her, he sprang up, and the cigarette dropped to the floor.

She took hold upon the bars, and said not a word.

Rose, said he, whatever the others think of me, I have no care. But before I die, I want you to know that I fought against playing the villain with you. After the first time I saw you, I knew it would be dangerous to meet you again. I didnt wish to do it. But you know how it was. After the third meeting I was helpless. I loved you, Rose.

From that moment I wasnt thinking of consequences. I wasnt thinking how youd be damned if you should marry me.

Is that all you have to say? she asked, watching him curiously.

He sighed. Theres one more thing, he said. I knew that the cow- punchers on your fathers ranch were laying a plot against me. I knew that Shorty would try me out. I put away my guns for fear of being tempted to use them. I made up my mind that Id try to be honorable by letting Shorty back me down before everyone. If that made you despise me, I vowed that Id still stay on until you sent me away yourself and told me never to come back.

That was just what was happening. You saw Shorty insult me, and you saw me swallow it.

Then you told me that you were through with me. It wasnt easy to do, but I stomached it. I determined to sit through that dinner, with everyone around the table despising me, and I should have done it, and in that way I should have undone all the harm I had worked in letting you care for me.

Is that all you have to say? she asked him.

He flinched and grew crimson under her blunt questions.

One thing more, he said huskily. A lot of what theyve charged against me is true. But not the killings.

None? she said.

Four, he answered. My brother was murdered by four hounds. I killed them all. It was to handle them that I came West and arranged the whole thing. I killed the four, and havent harmed another man. As for the robbing, Ive given back to charity every cent that has come to my share. It was all a blind, Rose, a trap to catch the four, and after the four were caught — Montague and Jerry were the last of them — I was ready to stop. You know the message The Whisperer wrote on the rock?

Are you through? she said.

He made a gesture of despair and surrender.

Come closer to me, then, she said. I dont want another soul to hear what I have to say.

He stepped nearer, the chain clinking.

Nearer, she commanded.

He stood with his face against the bars, and suddenly her lips touched his.

I came to tell you that, Jeremy. I love you. If they take you away from me, I shall never have any other man!

Rose! Rose! he cried.

But she had turned away and hastened toward the door. Just before she reached it, she wavered so that she had to stretch out a hand and rest for an instant against the wall. Then she went on, and the door closed behind her.

She passed the men in the outer room, for this was the only way out of the jail unless the main door were opened. She made use of the tears in her eyes to smile at them, so that it would seem to them that her eyes were merely extraordinarily bright.

Shes through with that bird, said one of the cow-punchers who helped to stand guard that day. Shes sure through with The Whisperer. Doggoned if she didnt go out pretty near laughing.

Thats the way with a woman, said another. Theres only one good thing about it — they cant keep what they think out of their faces!

They went in to The Whisperer to search him, however. But they could tell by his very attitude and manner that nothing had been done for him. All of his carelessness had left him. He sat upon the edge of his bunk with his face between his hands and his head bowed.

Shes hit him pretty hard! said one of the punchers, who rejoiced in the appellation of Slippy Pete. She soaked him when he was down. Dog-gone a woman for not giving a damn about fair play!

The others agreed with solemn nods.

Whisperer, they told the prisoner, as they turned the key in the heavy wards of the lock which confined the famous criminal, Whisperer, we got to search you. It wont take long.

The wretched prisoner did not seem to hear. They had to touch his shoulder, at which he looked up wildly to them, and seemed to search their faces without seeing them.

They raised him kindly to his feet, for there was not one among them who was not touched by the agony of The Whisperer. It mattered little that they could not understand his emotion as it really was. Then they searched him hastily, and, of course, they found nothing.

Then they returned to their outer guard room and conferred together.

She put him on a fire and sure tortured him, they told one another gloomily. Damn a girl like her!

But what was she to do? asked Slippy Pete. She couldnt go ahead and try to marry a gent that was going to be hanged, could she?

Then he shuddered. Damned if it didnt give me a chill to see a gent like The Whisperer plumb broke down, he murmured. Think of him facing death and holding up the way hes been doing. Then along comes a girl and knocks him into a cocked hat! Seems like its sort of unnacheral. Makes me kind of sick!

Look here, said the oldest fellow there, you cant tell any man by what he does around a woman. Some of em are fools and some of em aint. Sometimes the fools are wise around the girls, and sometimes the wise men are fools. Take The Whisperer, there. If you was to stick a gun under his nose and tell him that you was going to blow his head off, hed laugh at you and tell you that hed always hated the idea of hanging. But when this girl comes along and knocks the props out from under him, he aint no ways fitted to buck up agin it!

They could not guess, one of them, that the agony of The Whisperer came from the sudden rebirth of longing for life after he had resigned himself for the end. He had said that his doom was written and sealed, and he had scorned to rebel against the inevitable, and here came a sweet vision of all that might have been, and made his heart shrink within him!

The word of what had happened was brought quickly to the sheriff, and he was told that his daughter had dealt The Whisperer a blow which had taken all the strength and apparently all of the courage out of the desperado.

He went with this tidings to Rankin.

H-m-m! said that clever worthy. Girl sick, is he? Well, they all got their weak sides, these crooks. You go to him now, and youll find hes soft. You go and sit down on his cot beside him and talk mighty brotherly. Hell tell you everything he knows. Hell confess all of his crimes. Thats worth knowing. Afterward, I get my whirl at him. He gets the third degree from nobody but me!


XXX. KENWORTHYS MISTAKE
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THE SHERIFF DID not pause to think over this advice, for he considered the opinion of Rankin upon such matters as little short of inspirational. He straightway repaired to the jail and entered to extract from the suffering prisoner the final confession.

At the first glance, he saw that the wise Rankin had been right, as usual. For The Whisperer was a mere wreck of that proud self who had defied the world and death so gayly upon the day before. He was wilted upon his bunk. The weight of the irons seemed more than he could endure. His head was fallen against his breast.

The sheriff put on the cheerful air of a doctor visiting at the bedside of a patient doomed by an inexorable disease to death. He banished from the cell room every other person. He unlocked the cell door. He entered and found himself alone, saving that the main door of the jail, through which he had rather pompously made his entrance, was standing a little ajar. He rather regretted that, but he did not wish to go clear back to close it. Outside there were half a dozen of the cow-punchers who stood on guard. One of them might be tempted to peek in and then would see the sheriff talking like a father to the poor prisoner, wheedling him out of his confession.

However, he sat him down as Rankin had advised, and began the conversation by laying his fat hand kindly upon the shoulder of the prisoner. That wretched man lifted his head and looked wildly about him. Then he made a feeble effort to rally, and even smiled at the sheriff.

Friend, said the sheriff, Ive come to tell you that Im very sorry for one thing: which is, that I had to allow you to be taken in my own house!

The Whisperer waved his hand. The chain jingled.

When I started the wheels of justice, they rolled on in their own way, said the pompous sheriff. They happened to overtake you in a place which was not of my own choosing. In the meantime, my boy, Ive come to ask you what I can do for you?

Hang me this afternoon, said The Whisperer without an instants hesitation. Hang me this afternoon and get it over with. Im — Im going to pieces.

He closed his eyes and shuddered violently, and the sheriff himself turned pale. For he thought what an awful thing it would be if this reckless and daring man should indeed lose his nerve before the end, oppressed by the prison walls and borne down, perhaps, most of all by the last cruel words of Rose Kenworthy, and so die like a coward and lose the value of the last of his virtues — his courage!

Yet, thought the sheriff, turning the thought in his mind, it might not be a bad idea to let the imprisonment have its effect upon him, and disintegrate his obstinacy as much as might be, so that in the end he would confess everything, according to the degree of pressure which was put upon him with questions. Justice was not a thing of mercy, the sheriff told himself.

He said aloud: Thats blasphemy, my lad. When your turn comes — well, it comes. But who can be sure? For all you know, the governor may pardon you!

At this The Whisperer actually recovered enough to smile.

Why not? continued the sheriff. As a matter of fact, the men who are pardoned are usually the hard — I mean, the men who have committed a good many crimes. Just why that is, I dont know. Except that the governor often feels that what has been a strong force in crime may become a strong force for the good of society. Then, if you choose to confess everything, that confession would rake in so many men who would otherwise never be caught, that most likely the governor would think it worth his while to consider a pardon for you.

So spoke the sheriff, not at all what he thought. But it seemed to strike the prisoner most forcibly.

Ah? he said, and stiffened a little.

The sheriff felt that he had made a great impression. And indeed, so he had. He followed it up.

Consider it from another angle, he said. When a man is as well known as you are, Whisperer, people begin to think that there must be something to you — that there must be some reason for your crimes. If you had one murder — I have to talk plain English — against you, everyone would be for having you strung up. But since you have twenty — suppose we make it only that many — I think that everyone might consider you worth a new trial!

The sheriff did not believe a word he had been speaking, at first, but he had talked on with such warmth that he had almost convinced himself. In the eyes of The Whisperer, he had planted a peculiarly thoughtful light. The prisoner began to hold up his head and look around him. For the first time, he began to see.

He looked down, and the first thing he saw was the fat handle of a Colt looking up from the holster at the hip of the sheriff, for, since the capture of The Whisperer, the worthy rancher had taken more and more to the cow- punchers costume.

With his ironed hands, the prisoner dipped the gun out of this scabbard. He did not seem in haste, and yet before the rancher could stir, the muzzle of the gun was nudged into the fat which covered his ribs.

Now, you fat-faced fool, said The Whisperer soothingly, stop thinking anything but what I tell you to think.

The brain of the rancher was more benumbed than his body could ever be. This was a thing which he would ponder over for many a day. He, Percival Kenworthy, had been called a fool!

Take out the key for these irons, said the bandit.

The sheriff had thrust his hands above his shoulders to the full length of his arms. Now he started to draw down his right hand, but he hesitated.

Go on, said the prisoner, with a broad smile. Ill trust you not to make any funny moves — but just remember, Kenworthy, that Im as good as dead now, and that if Ive killed twenty men before this, Id as soon as not make you the twenty-first!

This terrible confession of a crime-hardened nature made Kenworthy turn a pale green. At length his fear-stiffened fingers brought forth the bunch of keys. He was even allowed to use both hands to find the key, to insert it into the little lock, and to turn it. The manacles fell from the wrists of the fighter. How trebly terrible he became in that instant. In his left hand, carelessly, he now poised the weapon whose muzzle was digging into the aching ribs of Kenworthy. His terrible right hand was free, and it seemed to the rancher a separate agent of destruction, moved by an intelligence of his own.

Now the leg irons, said The Whisperer.

The sheriff leaned and unfastened them. As he straightened again, upon his own fat wrists the horrible manacles from which he had just freed the arms of the prisoner were snapped. Then his no less plump ankles were secured in the same fashion. Last of all, his handkerchief was jerked from the breast pocket of his shirt. All of these things were done with such great rapidity that Kenworthy had really not sufficient agility of brain to keep pace with them.

That handkerchief was now wadded into a lump. Forefinger and thumb of iron gripped his lower jaw and wrenched it open. Into the gap the balled handkerchief was thrust, and next a second handkerchief was tied around his head. He was thus securely bound and gagged within the space of half a minute. Next the lean and amazingly strong arms of The Whisperer lifted the soft bulk of the sheriff and laid him upon the floor. Squinting sidewise, Kenworthy saw the light-stepping bandit make for the door.

Here he paused and looked back.

If you yell out, he said, or start kicking to make a noise, Ill turn and kill you before I start on the rest of em!

Lifting the stolen revolver significantly, he scowled with murderous intent upon the poor sheriff. Then he was gone beyond the range of the sheriffs vision. He passed the door, behind which the six brave guards were waiting for the sheriff to finish his interview before they brought in the prisoners lunch. He went on to the main door of the jail and looked out.

At the hitching post outside stood the beautiful black horse on which he had ridden into his captivity. Idling upon the steps, were no less than half a dozen more men, rolling cigarettes, laughing and talking to one another.

Worst of all, in case he wished to make a sudden break, the beautiful black horse was tied fast by the reins.

Wed better go in and see how the sheriff is coming on, said someone from the guard room. He seems to be pretty quiet by his talk!

There were only half a dozen seconds left, perhaps. The Whisperer straightway used them. Upon his head he jammed the broad hat of the sheriff himself. Around his neck he jerked up the flaring bandanna which he wore. In this way the red of his hair was concealed. He now pulled the jail door wide open.

All right, sheriff, he called, and waved back into the interior.

At this, every eye was turned upward. Not at The Whisperer, but into the yawning void of the big jail door where they expected the famous figure of the sheriff to appear at once. And, being so close, it might be said that The Whisperer was made invisible by the blinding light which surrounded him. He, being The Whisperer, it was impossible that he should be walking out of the jail door, calling to the sheriff. It was impossible, and therefore their eyes would not see what was happening.

He walked calmly down, making his steps draggingly slow. Very deliberately he unknotted the reins of the sheriffs horse. Very calmly he put his foot into the stirrup. Oh, murderous, slow seconds! How many deaths his agonized nerves made him die!

Then he knew by the sudden silence on the steps that they had finally centered all their attention upon him.

There came a whisper. He swung into the saddle.

Hey, there! called a strong voice. Stop a minute!

He turned deliberately upon them, at the same time jogging the black toward the corner of the building.

So long, boys, he said genially. I hope that Ill see you all soon!

Just as he neared the corner, the blinding truth flashed upon every mind at once. There was a yell from half a dozen throats; half a dozen hands reached for guns. But at the sharp dig of the spurs the black had leaped past the corner of the jail, at the same time that the revolvers roared.


XXXI. SURMOUNTING OBSTACLES
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AT THE SAME time that this cry broke out from the men outside the jail, there was a similar frantic roar from within it. It was at exactly this moment that the guards, entering the main room of the cells to learn why the sheriffs talk with the prisoner was of such a silent nature, found, instead of two figures in The Whisperers cell, no one at all. They plunged down the aisle between the cells, and there they beheld an awful sight. For they saw the fat body of the sheriff lying prostrate upon the floor.

Half a dozen hands readily lifted him up. But how could they immediately free him from his irons? For the malicious criminal had carried the precious keys of the jail away with him, and with him, also, were the only keys within five hundred miles that could unlock those fetters.

But, in the meantime, while the guards realized what had happened, they raised a terrible whoop of fury. Their minds flashed far forward. They saw the entire town discredited forever on account of this jail break. They saw their pride dragged in the dust.

At this instant, even louder than their own, rang the yells of the startled cow-punchers outside the jail, and half a dozen Colts, barking as rapidly as agile fingers could press the triggers, poured currents of lead after the fugitive. Neither was the latter at once cut down, as could be inferred from the fact that the uproar at once turned the corner of the building and now wakened echoes up and down the entire length of the street. There began the hasty tattoo of horses getting underway, as riders flung themselves into saddles and began spurring, with one heel, before the other foot had reached its stirrup.

In the meantime, they had torn the gag from the mouth of the sheriff. He could only puff and gasp for a time, but then, regaining his breath, he roared: Twenty thousand dollars for him, dead or alive!

They did not wait to hear more. One and all, they turned and sprinted for the front door of the jail thinking only how much of a start the criminal and the lucky fellows outside the jail had upon them.

As for the sheriff, he had scoured the jail so effectually that there was not a soul to help him out. To increase his misery, the last man through the cell door had slammed it heavily behind him and left him doubly secured, both with bars and with fetters. The sheriff recalled that the miscreant outlaw had carried the keys away with him, and he considered the massive lock and wondered how long it would take to send to the nearest large town for a locksmith, and how long that locksmith would have to work before he could get the door open.

While all of this was going on, how many of the curious would assemble to stare through the bars at him? At this thought, the sheriff slumped down upon the cot with the cold perspiration running down his forehead. He felt that he was years and years older than he had been a brief five minutes before. He had lived longer in these briefly running seconds than in all his life before, multiplied many times. How completely was he shamed! He could remember only one thing, and that was the faint grin upon the face of Stephen Rankin as the latter stood upon the sidewalk and watched the triumph of the sheriff pass by him. Had Rankin guessed what was coming to pass so soon?

In the meantime, down the street whirled the cyclonic black horse with the rider flattened on his back, the reins gathered in one hand, a long Colt poised in the other, and the glitter of the sun upon the steel. Men said it was far less bright than the gleaming of his eyes, with the black mane of the horse sometimes blown across it.

Stephen Rankin had heard a noise in a distance. He had run out from his quiet little game of poker, and, by great good chance, he saw the fugitive speeding near, and he heard the thundered name from the crowd of mounted men who roared along in the rear of the black horse. He heard the name, too, shrilled by the tongues of women and children, sharper of ear than the men.

The Whisperer!

Rankin jerked out his gun. It was not a revolver. He had the highest contempt for such arms as a Colt. What he preferred was a burst of seven shots which followed one another in a thick stream at one pressure of the finger. He would probably kill both the man and the horse, but — why should such scruples make him hold his fire? He shrugged his thick, powerful shoulders. He remembered the evening in the forest, and the sudden, catlike speed of attack which had brought him down and made him foolishly helpless. So he picked up the automatic and drew a careful bead.

Then the muzzle of the Colt which The Whisperer carried jerked up, and vapor spurted from its mouth. A hammer-like blow struck Rankin on the right thigh, and caved in his leg. He went down with a roar of rage, and his automatic roared at the same time and pumped seven holes in the harmless surface of the earth.

Before so much as another thought could pass through his head, the gleaming body of the black horse had slipped away down the street past him. The Whisperer had passed another danger, but not his last. The whole town had been alarmed as by magic. The exploding guns; the beginning thunder of many racing horses; the yells of the chase, the shouts of commands — all of these had echoed far and wide along the single street of the village, and every man was up and roused and ready for action.

They turned, naturally, to the street. Had it been straight, the whole course of the action must have been clear to them, and The Whisperer would have been lost. But what they heard was a wild tumult of shouting and guns. Then a single figure upon a beautiful black horse appeared, riding at top speed. Whether he was the pursuer or the pursued was not quite plain. It was only certain that he rode like mad.

By the time each would-be aider of the law knew how to act and saw the streaming mob behind the fugitive, by the time, perhaps, he had recognized the celebrated features of the outlaw shooting past him, The Whisperer was gone and away, and the dust cloud was whipping up in his rear.

Such was the confusion of each man. But there was no confusion in the mind of Tony Caponi, the poor Italian who worked at his truck gardens in the early morning and half the night, so that he might have vegetables to peddle through the streets of the town during the day.

The instant he heard the noise he simply seized the bridle of his mule and wheeled the massive cart across the roadway. No matter what came, the ample dimensions and the Herculean woodwork of that cart guaranteed that it would give more damage than it received. So Tony Caponi stood to one side and folded his arms and waited. He was too weary to be excited. But he was at least mildly interested.

At once the flying black horse appeared. The rider straightened in the saddle when he saw the sudden obstacle before him. There was no way to get around it. For it was placed as though by the most dexterous design, just where the corner of the blacksmith shop jutted out on the one side, while the head of the mule reached to the front gate of Bill Sawyers place. The road, in fact, was completely blockaded, and the black horse threw up its head, as though to inquire what was next to be done.

The outlaw looked over his shoulder. Behind him came three distinctly seen riders, slender, jockey-like figures perched upon blooded horses. For there was much good horseflesh upon this range. Many and many a cattleman had crossed thoroughbred stock upon the mustang breed, and produced a longer-legged, fast racer; and these in turn had been crossed again upon the thoroughbred until at last there was hot blood indeed in the veins of the progeny. It was not hard to tell that the fore-runners of the mob were so mounted. So was The Whisperer, himself, upon the black. But his mount was at least equaled by those behind him, and the weight of the three leading riders was less than his own. Speed of foot could never save him, then. Speed of brain must serve his steed.

He made his estimate quickly. Then he aimed the black at the lowest and narrowest point in the obstacle before him. In a word, he aimed at the mule. The black had never jumped in its life; at least, it had never jumped with a man on its back, but there was no hesitation in his heart. It gathered speed again as the spurs went home. It shook its valiant head, then gathered for the effort, and shot into the air.

For all its courage, that untrained power would not have succeeded had not the mule, seeing the flying danger approach, suddenly crouched. So he gave the black a few vitally needed inches. Even as it was, the heels of the good horse tapped on the backbone of the mule. Then the fugitive was over and struck the dust of the street beyond, floundered, regained balance, and darted away.

So the obstacle was surmounted, and now the worthy Italian was blocking the course of justice instead of helping it with a net to catch the prisoner. He saw his error at once, but before he could begin to swing the mule straight down the road, the dammed-up pursuit was boiling on the leeward side of his cart. Out of that press of horses, no one dared to attempt to jump.

One or two, giving up the effort to overtake the fugitive, and saying aloud that the devilish luck of the fellow would save his skin for this hundredth time as it had saved him before, rode to the head and back of the cart and pitched their rifle butts into the hollows of their shoulders as in the hope of taking a snapshot at the rider of the black. But the street curved in and out like a snakes track, and they took their aim only at the end of the blacks tail, as horse and rider snapped out of view!

Now, however, the mule and the cart began to swing around. The instant there was room at head and foot, the cursing riders began to slip through, their spurs fastened in the quivering flanks of their steeds, and their resolution at the boiling point after this reverse at the hands of luck.

Instantly they straightened out on the street beyond. They rode like mad around the next curve, but alas, when they gained that commanding position, it was only to see that The Whisperer had indeed seized upon a most vital handicap. He was far ahead of them, riding the black smoothly and faultlessly, not needlessly exciting the strong runner with whip or spur, but talking to him cheerfully, and so lifting him gayly over the miles.

Their hearts failed them; but, just when they were despairing, they saw that The Whisperer was not omniscient, and that he had ridden into a most fatal error. For he had turned into that lane which ran through the orchard of Bob Meany; and half the men among the pursuers knew well enough that this orchard had been flooded only the day before, that the lane was deep with mud, that the orchard ground itself was simply an impassable bog, and that they could choose their own footing on a safe lane to the left of the orchard.


XXXII. THE HIDDEN MARKSMAN
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THESE WISE ONES veered to the left, accordingly, as they came opposite the mouth of the chosen lane, lay forward along the necks of their horses, and gave them both whip and spur to reinforce their spirits. Down the lane they fled, their horses grunting with the effort of every stride.

In the meantime, the rest of the posse shot ahead to the entrance of the orchard lane, unknowing of the muddy fate which awaited them there. But, around the first turn, they were in the midst of it. Of the first three horses, two skidded twice their own length, and then crashed to the ground and lay buried half the thickness of their bodies in the slush and the dobe. The others hastily reined in their mounts, and the hasty checking of speed proved even more fatal to balance and footing. In an instant the tangle of horses and men became terrific. It was here, in this famous pursuit of The Whisperer, of which all the range was to talk soon after, that Craig and Peters received broken legs each, and that a dozen others were put out of commission for active work by their injuries. This was a serious matter.

The remnant of the men who had taken this course picked themselves and their horses out of the muck as best they might, and pushed ahead without staying to succor the groaning men who lay around them. They gathered headway just in time to see The Whisperers black shake the last of the mud from his feet on the farther side of the orchard, and come onto the dry land at a gallop.

But alas, poor Whisperer! How vitally the spirits of the black were spent by that struggle through the mud, and here upon the left came the better mounted half of the posse, as far behind as ever, to be sure, but upon mounts which had not had their powers vitiated by that struggle through the dobe, far worse than a climb up the steepest of hills.

He himself saw the mischief which had been done as soon as the gallant black straightened away. For the stride of the gelding was neither as long nor as springy as before. Then he heard the roar of hoofs stamping up on his left, and, veering in the saddle, he thought they must be phantoms whom he saw coming so freshly, gaining at every stride. Then he understood; there had been another way through. There had been another and dry-footed way to come through the orchard, and the wiser half of the posse had taken that way!

From that moment he began to confess himself beaten. Not that he would surrender. Ah, no! He had resolved fully to die before surrender could be pressed upon him. He began to lighten his good horse. Behind the saddle there was a small pack strapped there for the sheriff. He cut it away. He went through the holsters.

There was an extra revolver in its heavy holster on the left side of the saddle as well as the one in his right hand. With a touch of his knife he cut that holster away. He slashed through the one on the right-hand side, for he carried that gun in his hand. He found the little hamper of cartridges for the sheriffs Colts. This he threw away without hesitation, for there remained five shots in the cylinder of his gun — four shots for defense and one shot to finish himself, he vowed. Then he went on through his own pockets. But there was nothing of weight there. Presently, however, he slipped out of his coat and threw that fluttering behind him.

Now, having lightened the burden of the black as much as he could, he took stock of the pursuit. They were coming hard and fast. The thick ranks were now thinned out. He would have been far happier to see a dense mob, crowding one another from the way, choking one another with the dust they raised, confusing each mind with their clamor and their disputes, wearing away nerves with their uproar and their excitement. But out of all the original mob, there remained only eight men.

These were chosen mettle, both man and beast; stupidity or faulty riding, or weaker horseflesh had been weeded out long before. They were all the more formidable by the smallness of their numbers, for there were not enough of them to hamper one another. Instead, each man looked upon his fellows, saw in them approved and distinguished men of action, and felt himself heartened for the work which lay ahead. That it would be stern work, and attended by some loss of life, not one of them doubted. Yet they hung resolutely to the trail, and danger would never throw them back.

These things The Whisperer judged perfectly, by swinging around in his saddle and surveying each rider in turn. He also saw that they were gaining steadily, not forcing their horses and burning them out in a sudden effort to run down the prey, but letting superior wind show itself over a course of time.

He began to jockey his own horse as well as he could, throwing his weight farther forward, so that it would fall more over the withers, and then swinging his body with the swing of the brave horse. But all would not serve, for behind him the pursuit still gained. They were riding as he was riding. Their horsemanship was fully as good, their horses were on a par with him, and in addition some of them were lighter weights and not one of them had put his mount through the mud of the orchard.

Considering these things, it was not strange that The Whisperer regarded himself as no better than lost, but he still fought his best. He turned into a narrow defile among the hills. Its upper head was the entrance to a sort of hole-in-the-wall country, full of trees and boulders, full of narrow passes and blank canyons. He knew all of that district as a student knows his book. If he could reach the head of that little valley he had a chance — say one chance in ten, of winning.

Having entered upon this final course, like the fox heading for its earth, he gave both whip and spurs to the black, and flattened himself to reduce the wind pressure against his body. The resulting increase in speed was sickeningly small. He had been riding far closer to the top speed of the horse than he had imagined. When he turned his head over his shoulder to look back, he saw that the others, indeed, were able to do what he could not succeed in performing. They were crushing out from their horses a spurt of racing speed, and they were closing in on him as swiftly and as surely as a hawk stoops to get at the bird which flutters beneath it.

He could not reach the head of the little valley. No, he could not even go half its distance! Then, to shut the last small door of his hope, a gun boomed up the valley, sounding from its very head, not the hoarse, sharp bark of a revolver, but the ringing report of a rifle, like two sledge hammers clanging face to face. He had not heard the bullet hiss past his head, however. Apparently the first shot had gone wide.

It will be better luck next time, said The Whisperer to himself. Better that it should end in this way. Theres no other hope!

So he sat up straight in his saddle, that he might present a fairer mark for the rifleman who lay among the rocks. But that marksman was wild indeed in his work! The bullet which The Whisperer would have welcomed to put an end to his career did not come near him. He groaned as the suspense increased.

But there arose, from the pursuit behind him, a sudden chorus of angry shouts. Then a volley of bullets whistled around him, not from the marksman up the valley, or any companions with him, but from the pursuit behind The Whisperer.

He turned his head and looked back, and he beheld a strange sight. A gray horse was running in the van, far in the van of the others. But its saddle was empty. And in the distance, well, well to the rear, was the late rider sitting upright on the ground, clasping his thigh with both hands. Beside him kneeled another — his bunkie, perhaps, or his brother, who let the chase go hang that he might attend to the injured man.

The eight were reduced, in this fashion, to six. Six men were more than enough to do the work which lay before them. But one of the six had dropped his reins and was clutching at one shoulder with the other hand, and the other five, with shortened speed, had brought out their own rifles from the cases beneath their knees and were opening a rapid fire upon The Whisperer.

Now, at last, he understood. That marksman who was firing from the head of the valley was not an enemy planted there by chance to cut off his flight. It was a friend, and the targets he had aimed his two long-distance shots at were the posse. How well he had succeeded with each shot The Whisperer had just seen for himself. And the rest of the posse, to avoid the deadly skill of this concealed enemy, had stopped trying to catch their man, and were content to risk their luck with a chance shot.

But chance is not very favorable to men who, having worked until their hands are shaking with excitement, their lungs panting, their eyes stinging with the speed of their riding, begin to shoot from the uncertain position of a saddle, on a dancing horses back!

Fine shots though they all were, their first volley went hopelessly astray. Then a third shot from the hidden rifleman at the head of the valley snapped the sombrero of one of them cleanly from his head. That was not to be borne, and, one and all, flinging themselves from their saddles, they dropped to the ground, lay prone there, and, resting their rifles upon rocks, they began to take cool and careful aim.

Small chance for The Whisperer now, with six deadly marksmen at work upon him! But he had placed some priceless yards between himself and the danger. Furthermore, he was now riding in a zig-zag course, swinging the black from side to side with as much agility as that weary beast could show.

One bullet sliced through his coat just under the pit of the arm. Two more sang at his ear. Then he saw that they had drawn their beads too closely upon him. He could not hope to escape from a second volley at such hands. He threw himself from the saddle just in time to have a slug nip his left ear at the rim.

But he was among the rocks, and he went forward at a rapid gait, running doubled over, to diminish the target in case the posse should see him as he fled, and dodging in and out and back and forth among the rocks and the boulders.

For a time the air fairly lived with bullets, singing about him. Then all firing ceased; they were waiting until they had an opening for a sure shot presented to them. That opening never came, for presently The Whisperer stood among the rocks at the head of the valley and saw, standing behind a great gray stone, no other than his old acquaintance, Lew Borgen, who had so effectually discharged his debt of his own life which he had once owed to The Whisperer.

It was Lew Borgen who was calling and waving to him, and, almost as welcome a sight as Borgen himself, there stood beside the big fellow two stalwart horses. It was as though The Whisperer had seen himself given wings to escape from the terrible danger which had been closing in upon him.

They said not a word to one another at that time. But they flung themselves into the saddle and rode like madmen until they had put ten rough miles behind them. Then they drew rein to breathe their horses and give them a swallow of water at a little rivulet.

Now Borgen stared wonderingly at his chief, whom he had followed vainly and blindly for so long.

In the name of Heaven, Borgen, said The Whisperer, what put you there to save my life and drive back the posse?

The mountains, said Borgen without hesitation. I knowed that if you made a break it would be straight for the mountains. By the lay of the land I thought that a hoss would travel faster coming along up the valley than any other ways. Besides, I knowed that I couldnt be no good to you in the town. But outside, this way Say, chief, now that were together and know that we can trust each other, well start the main clean-up, eh?

The other shook his head. The Whisperer is dead, Borgen, he told his lieutenant. Youll never see his face again. Go back to your store. Live quiet. Go straight. Youve got the makings in you of something a lot better than the greatest crook in the world — you can be an honest man, Borgen.


XXXIII. SURRENDER
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THE GOVERNOR, LIKE most politicians, had been a lawyer in the beginning of his career. Unlike most politicians, he remained a lawyer to the very close of it. He lived not to win cases, but to advance the cause of Equity, that most difficult and unapproachable goddess.

He had become such a famous lawyer that a stricken and often-beaten political party, unable to face the next election with any prospects of success, had determined as a sort of drunken boast in the face of ruin, to nominate not one of its own men, whose stained and well-known consciences would keep them party tools even while they were governors, but to nominate a man who would have not the slightest chance of winning. Thus they could say that they had failed in the support of a good and a notoriously honest man.

So they nominated Peter Clark, simple as his name, little, withered of face and body, his whole physical existence dominated and overbalanced by the great brow which rose towering above his pale-gray eyes. He could not make a speech. He could only string together statements of facts; he had no opinions about mysterious things such as government of the people by the people, et cetera, or about the damnable trusts, who throttle our commercial life. For, in fact, he was used to prying into testimony, and he was not a man who surrendered easily to pressure, or who made up his mind easily or quickly.

This good and simple man had accepted the nomination not because he wanted it, but because his wife wanted it. He had never given way to his wife in his life because, dear simple soul, she had never made a request of him since their marriage. Therefore, this single wish he considered holy. He shook his head, shrugged his shoulders, and accepted, and allowed his thin, cold fingers to be gripped by the pudgy fists of the politicians.

They made no attempt to support his campaign and fight him into office. They knew that such an attempt would be foolish. Their man was beaten before he ran. But the opposition, the political party which had been triumphant for five straight elections, knew only one way to conduct an election. That was to smash at the enemy with obloquy and fierce abuse and slander, and to praise their own man. So they fell upon poor little silent Peter Clark. They abused him viciously through their hired papers. They sent a reporter to him who asked him insolently face to face what he knew about politics.

Nothing, may God be praised! said the good lawyer.

That statement elected him. The middle classes, who are ordinarily too busy making money to pay any heed to elections, were attracted by that phrase. Here was a man who knew nothing about politics. Here was a man of integrity as formidable as Gibraltar. Here was a man whose triumphs in the law extended through thirty years of victory. Suddenly the middle classes wakened. They formed themselves into voting clubs. They called to their aid that tremendously potent power of school children and school-teachers. They showed them the face of the swollen political boss who had already governed the State to its shame for two terms, contrasted with the lean features of Peter Clark, kept lean of body by intellectual strife.

The political swine rooted at the foundations of his strength in vain. They found his honesty was far stronger than steel. Their blasphemies did not need to be answered. Those who slandered him were ruined by their lies, and the governor was elected, though by a small majority.

For six months he did nothing. Then he ejected the entire corps of bought-and-paid-for officials, smashed to a thousand bits the elaborate political machines of the great corporations by exposing one or two weak links in their chains, and then declared that the ground was being cleared for work.

What work it was! All was done with the same care. He never moved until he had examined a case to the bottom. But when he had made up his mind, he went before the legislature as he had formerly gone before juries, and men were ashamed not to agree with one who so patently burned with the fires of justice and the mighty and holy love of goodness. They voted, one and all, for the measures. Step by step the State was purged. A thousand little grafts and iniquities were rooted out and done away with. Taxes began to pay for something other than their collections; roads, courts, public buildings began to be completed. Peter Clark became a political giant. He was one who existed without a party!

He lived in the most simple fashion in the world. He rose at the chill hour of six each morning. He worked at his studies — for he was still studying at the age of sixty! — until a half after eight, and then breakfasted more simply than a poverty-stricken laborer. After this, he read and wrote until noon. It was not until noon that he was prepared to labor for the public. But, once started, he continued without abatement from that hour of noon until midnight — a long and mighty stretch of twelve hours. There was only one break in that period. Between eight and nine — for he partook of only two meals a day — he ate a repast as simple as his breakfast, and after it walked in his garden for a half hour.

There was only one thing he demanded during the entire day: he must not be disturbed during that walk after his dinner. For it was to the governor the one brief moment during all the day when his fancy escaped from his body, and his soul from the facts which surrounded it. Then, letting his thoughts fly away over the tops of the old trees, he sailed the Spanish Main of imagination.

It was more vitally necessary to the governor, in fact, than the brief six hours of sleep to which he limited himself each night.

It was during this very half hour that, upon this night of nights, he was broken in upon! Indeed, there were not six minutes of his time remaining when his old negro servant would come to the garden and call: Sir, it is now nine oclock. The dread of that voice was already falling upon the poor old man, when he turned a corner of the path down which he was walking and came upon the motionless figure of a man facing him. The governor halted. He had not the courage to speak, at first, so angry was he when he saw the shadowy form of the stranger, but eventually, when the passion left him at having his leisure broken — for he never uttered a word when he was out of temper — he said in his usual crisp and curt manner: Well, sir?

How do you do, said the voice of a young man. Are you Governor Clark?

The governor grunted. Then he said as mildly as he could: I am Clark. Who are you?

My name is Jack Richards.

Mr. Richards, you have come to me in a time which I reserve out of all the day for my privacy.

Sir, said the man in the dark, I know it; and I have come because this is the only time in which I could see you.

You are a very busy fellow, then? observed the governor with an irrepressible touch of irony.

I am, said the man in the dark.

Doing what, Mr. Richards?

Avoiding your men, sir.

Ah? What do you mean by that?

What I said, sir. Mr. Clark, I am generally called The Whisperer; and I suppose that name will explain to you why I have not come to you at another time.

The Whisperer? The Whisperer? the governor repeated growlingly. Who the deuce — I mean, I have not heard of that name, Mr. Richards!

There was a little silence.

You have not heard of me — really?

No.

But you have signed a blood warrant for me.

Eh?

The State offers ten thousand dollars for me, dead or alive.

Here the governor clucked softly to himself.

By the Eternal! said he. Then he added: You are the notorious outlaw!

I am.

What do you expect to do here?

Make a bargain with you.

Listen to me, Mr. Richards, said the governor, I am a man who has never touched a weapon in his life, but if you think that I may be intimidated

Sir, said the man in the darkness, I give you my honor that I am not a fool. Only a fool would try to threaten you.

Well, well! Come to the point, then. What does all this mean? What prevents me from stepping to that wall and pressing a certain bell which will surround that wall on the outside with secret-service men

Your honor prevents it. You could not take an advantage.

I see that you are unique. Come, sir. What is it?

A bargain, as I said before.

To what effect?

To the effect that you grant me a pardon for my offenses.

Ha?

I have said it.

Sir, you are a notorious murderer.

I have only killed four men.

Only four? Only four? In the name of all that is sacred, Mr. Richards, do you confess that you have parted four human souls from their bodies and their blood?

I have had cause

There are always causes. When a man denies my right to be governor, it irritates me; I may even wish him out of my way. I have had bad thoughts about a man who elbowed me on a street car. There are thousands of causes, but what cause can justify one for crushing in his hand that miracle of divine workmanship, a man? His voice thrilled with emotion.

Nothing.

You admit it? said the governor, stepping back a little, and seeming almost alarmed.

I do, sir.

Yet you say you have reasons?

When I was a fool, I thought I had reasons. I have repented.

Ha? said the governor again. What made you repent?

A woman.

The devil! I thought you were going to tell me a new story.

No really good story has a new plot, sir.

Mr. Richards, I fear your crime grows blacker. I might have some sympathy for an uneducated fellow, a man of wild brute passions, who knew no better. But you are a thinking man.

You talk to me like a lawyer, sir, and not like a judge — or the governor I came to talk to.

The governor used a moment to swallow his anger. It is true, he said a little huskily. I have been talking rather like a child. Let me hear your reasons, then, like a judge.

No, rather like the kind and wise man I know you to be. Here is my story. I was an invalid in a California village where I lived with my good mother and my wild young brother, Charles. He was as strong and as healthy as I was weak. He was my protector from the roughness of the world. That was why I loved him more than brothers are usually loved.

He fell into wild ways. He was killed at last, in a gambling room in San Francisco, but he saved enough strength to live until he had seen me. Then he took one of my hands, and I saw him spending the last bit of his strength to tell me that four men, four Western cheats and rogues who dressed and acted the parts of cow-punchers, had enticed him into a crooked game, and then killed him when he discovered that the cards they used were marked. He described them; he gave me the nicknames they called one another. He begged me not to let him die without being avenged.

I thought that the law would handle them. But when I had waited for a month and the law had no trace of the killers, I made my plan. I decided that I should make myself a man and a formidable man in the same sense that those expert gunmen and sneaks were formidable when they killed my brother. So I went to that part of the West where the criminals were who had killed Charles, and as I could not afford to have myself become known, I began to live by night, obscurely.

I taught myself to live as the beasts live. I learned to hunt, trap. I became an expert marksman. Then I conceived the scheme of drawing in these four men — for by this time I had been able to guess at their identity — to a mysterious gang of which I could be the chief, while still remaining unseen and almost unknown.

That was the origin of the gang you heard of when you signed the bill that put a price on my head. My plan worked. I drew in the four men I suspected of being the ones who had killed Charles. But I did not destroy them at once. I spied upon them all in turn until I was certain of their identity as the guilty men. I waited even longer than that. I waited until they were false to me and the gang. Then I killed them, one by one. When they were killed I resigned from my leadership, as you also should know. For my work was done. I went back to the girl of whom I told you. Then, while I was with her, I was arrested by a private detective. You know the rest.

Mr. Richards, you are accused of a hundred murders, well-nigh.

Every man who was hurt on the range, if the guilty man was not known, put the blame on The Whisperer. But I have told you the truth.

No court would believe you.

That is why I have told it to you.

Richards, you actually expect to win a pardon from me by telling me this story?

Not at all. I am here to show you that I am a human being who made a mistake; I am not a villain. Also, I want you to know that it is possible for me to become a good citizen — to settle down and raise a family. Will you believe that?

That may possibly be believed. But you told me that you would drive a bargain with me. What, Richards, can you possibly offer to the State as an inducement to give you a pardon?

The answer came promptly.

A cessation from crime!

You are mad!

Not at all. I have killed only four men. I have never yet profited to the extent of a penny, myself, from any crime which I have committed. But if you turn me back into the mountains again, who knows what will happen? What kept me from running amuck before was the hope that eventually, when my work was done, I could return to live as a peace-loving man. If that hope is taken away from me forever, Ill be apt to turn into a man destroyer.

Such destroyers are always taken in time.

But sometimes a long time. Sometimes ten, sometimes twenty years! With me, it might be even longer. I can live without companions to betray me. I have no vices, such as drink or gaming. Why should I not survive, just as I have done before? And, surviving, my gun would talk for me whenever my path had to cross that of other men!

Mr. Richards, you could never do that; you are not bloodthirsty enough for that.

Am I bloodthirsty enough, then, to be hanged?

Mr. Whisperer, you talk like a man. But there is only one way that I can be expected to consider your case — not, mind you, to promise you a pardon!

Well, sir?

Go to prison and await what justice has to say to you. When justice has finished talking, and when I have examined her verdict, if she condemns you, it may be that I shall find grounds to pardon you. It may be that I shall not. But remember — I make no promises, and if I think you guilty, of which there is more than a probability, I would have you killed as readily as I would have a mad dog killed in the streets.

I shall be content, said the outlaw.

Then render yourself my prisoner, sir!

I shall gladly do it.

Give me your guns.

They were surrendered.

Now, walk with me to that house!

So it was that the governor came in with the greatest prize of the criminal history of that decade. They came in walking shoulder to shoulder, and under the governors arm, as he walked, were tucked the two long, black guns of the man killer.


EPILOGUE — HAPPINESS
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THE WHISPERER WAS convicted. He was voted guilty by the jury without a dissentient voice. But that same jury also strongly recommended that the prisoner be shown mercy because of the strange story which the governor had made public of the outlaws confession to him. That story had been repeated at the trial. Though a fiery and cunning State attorney had hammered and banged away at the evidence, he could not beat it. From day to day, the people read in the papers the thrilling and strange testimony of this mans life in the wilderness.

There was no doubt about what would happen. The very judge who condemned The Whisperer to be hanged by the neck until he was dead, spoke with a smile. He said to The Whisperer that he was sorry he could not do what the governor would probably see fit to accomplish.

What the governor did, however, was a surprise to every one. For, instead of pardoning the criminal, he offered him a choice of a term of a years hard labor or death. The labor was accepted and the term was served out.

Because, said the governor, if the social State is generous enough to pardon an offender, he must be taught to respect the weight of her hand, just the same.

So The Whisperer served out his term. When he was through, he came out from the jail door, married Rose at the first ministers they could reach, and then went to call on the governor, as soon as he could dodge the multitude of photographers who thronged to try to snap their pictures.

For the crimes of Jack Richards, alias The Whisperer, alias Jeremy Saylor, were soon forgotten. The wild romance of his life was all that was remembered and loved by the people. For, after all, the people by the unit are stern and wise and clever, but the people by the million are simply so many gentle, passionate children, sometimes terrible in cruelty, to be sure, and sometimes just as foolishly sentimental. They chose to make a hero out of Jack Richards and a heroine out of his bride.

The governor, when he saw them, apologized to the new Mrs. Richards for keeping her husband away, and then he took Jack into his closet and talked with him long and earnestly. What the governor said to him during that conference could never be learned from jack, but he came out wearing a perpendicular wrinkle between his eyes; and through the rest of his life he never lost that wrinkle and a certain gravity and sense of care. Had he grown to be old, he would have carried a solemn air into his old age. But no man who had made for himself so many enemies and upon whose head the guilt of so many crimes were wrongly heaped could have expected to survive very long.

The rich rancher, in fact, outlived both his son and his daughter. And he used to tell his grandchildren, in the days that came after, about their wild and magnificent father, and the strange deeds of The Whisperer.

The only part of the story which he failed to repeat was that which concerned his own ridiculous episode in the jail when he had been forced to free his prisoner; an episode, it may be added, which showed the people of the range that their sheriff was not a lion after all, but only a lamb, and a very mild one. They had as much affection for Percival Kenworthy, after that, as they had ever had before. But now, when they thought of him, they were apt to smile a little.

As for Rose and Jack, they were gloriously happy for a few short years. But, after all, is it not true that sometimes one day is as long as a lifetime? For their parts, they were sure that every day together was richer than a life.

THE END


The Black Rider (1925)
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I. BEGINNING THE JOURNEY
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IF SEÑOR FRANCISCO Torreño had been a poor man, the bride of his son would have been put on a swift horse and carried the fifty miles to the ranch in a single day, a day of a little fatigue, perhaps, but of much merriment, much light-hearted joyousness. However, Señor Torreño was not poor. The beasts which he slaughtered every year for their hides and their tallow would have fed whole cities. Sometimes he sold those hides to English ships which had rounded the Horn and sailed far and far north up the western coast of the Americas. But he preferred to sell to the Spaniards. They did not come so often. They offered lower prices. But Torreño was a patriot. Moreover, he was above counting his pence, or even his pesos. He counted his cattle by the square league. He counted his sheep by the flocks.

To such a man it would have been impossible, it would have been ludicrous to mount the betrothed of his only son and gallop her heedlessly over the hills and through the valleys to the great house. Instead, there were preparations to be made.

The same ambassador who negotiated the marriage with the noble and rich dArquista family in Toledo had instructions. If the affair terminated favorably, to post to Paris out of Spain with all the speed of which horseflesh was capable, and from the same coach builder who supplied the equipages of Madame Pompadour to order a splendid carriage. About the carriage Señor Torreño mentioned every detail, except the price.

Chiefly he insisted that the exterior of the wagon should be gilded with plenty of gold leaf and that in particular the arms of the Torreño family — that is to say, an armored knight with sword in hand stamping upon a dying dragon — should appear on either side of the vehicle.

All of this was done. The sailing of the Señorita Lucia dArquista was postponed until the carriage was completed and had been shipped on a fleet-winged merchantman for the New World. And, when the lady herself arrived, she was ensconced in that enormous vehicle as in a portable house. For it was hardly less in size!

Twelve chosen horses from the estate of Torreño drew that carriage. They had been selected because they were all of a color and a size — that is to say, they were all glossy black without a single white hair to mar their coats, and their shining black hides set off the silvermounted harness with which they were decked. In the front seat, lofty as the lookout on a ship, was the driver, a functionary of importance, shouting his orders to the six postilions who, with difficulty, managed the dancing horses, for these were more accustomed to bearing saddles than pulling at collars.

In the van of the carriage rode a compact body of six men from the household of Torreño, mounted upon cream-colored steeds. Six more formed the immediate bodyguard around the coach itself. And, finally, there was a train in the rear. These were composed, last of all, of ten fierce warriors, well trained in Indian conflicts, skillful to follow trails or to take scalps, experts with musket and pistol and knife. In front of this rear guard, but still at a considerable distance from the coach, journeyed the domestics who were needed. For, at every halt, and on account of the wretched condition of the road, the carriage was sure to get into difficulties every three or four miles, and a tent was hastily pitched, and a folding cot placed in it so that the señorita might repose herself in it if she chose. There was a round dozen of these servants and, besides the animals they bestrode, there were fully twenty pack-mules which bore the necessities for the journey.

In this manner it will be seen how Torreño transformed a fifty-mile canter into a campaign. There were some three score and ten horses and mules; there were almost as many men. And the cavalcade stretched splendidly over many and many a rod of ground. There was a great jingling of little silver and golden bells. And the dust cloud flew into a great flag of flying cloud from beneath the many hoots as they mounted each hilltop, and settled in a heavy, stifling fog around them as they lurched down into every hollow. They marched eight hours a day, and their average was hardly more than two miles an hour, counting the halts, and weary, slow labor up the many slopes. Therefore it was a march of fully three days.

All of this had been foreseen by the omniscient Torreño. Accordingly, he had built three lodgings at the end of the three separate days riding. Some flimsy structure, you would say, some fabric of wood and canvas? No, no! Such tawdry stuff was not for Torreño! He sent his dobe brickmakers and his builders ahead to the sites months before. He sent them not by the dozen, but by the score. They erected three spreading, solid buildings. They cleared the ground around them. They constructed commodious sleeping apartments. And the foresters of Torreño brought down from the foothills of the snowtopped Sierras young pines and firs and planted them again around the various halting places, planted them in little groups, so that they made groves of shade, for the season of her arrival was a season of summer heat. And where in the world is the sun more burningly hot than in the great West of the Americas?

Shall it be said that these immense labors strained the powers of the rich Torreño? Not in the least! For the servants of the great man he numbered by whole villages and towns — Indians who had learned to live only to labor, and to labor only for their Spanish masters. He had almost forgotten the commands he had given until, riding down to the port, he had passed through the lodges one by one and, with the view of each, the heart of Torreño had swelled with pride. For the glory of his riches had never grown strange to Don Francisco. His father had been a moneylender in Barcelona who had raised his son in abject penury and left him, at his death, a more than modest competence. Don Francisco had loaned it forth again, at a huge interest, to a certain impoverished grandee, a descendant of one of those early conquistadores who considered the vast West of North America as their back yard. The grandee had been unable to pay interest. In short, in a year Don Francisco foreclosed and got for the larger half of his money — a whole kingdom of land. He sailed out to explore his possessions. For days he rode across it, league after league, winding up valleys with rich bottom lands, climbing well-faced mesas, struggling over endless successions of hills.

What will grow here? he asked in despair.

Grass, señor, you see!

They pointed out to him sun-cured grasses.

But what will eat this stuff?

It is the finest food in the world for either cattle or horses, he was told.

He did not believe, at first. It was a principle with him never to believe except under the compulsion of his own eyes; but, when he extended his rides through the neighboring estates, he indeed found cattle, hordes of them — little, lean-bodied, wild-eyed creatures as fleet as antelope, as savage as tigers. They, indeed, could drink water once in three days and pick a living on the plains. So Don Francisco, half in despair, bought a quantity of them — they could be had almost for the asking — and turned them loose on his lands. He gave other attention to the bottom grounds and farmed them with care and at the end of ten years his farm land was rich, to be sure, but the cattle had multiplied by miracle until they swarmed everywhere. Each one was not worth a great deal — nothing in comparison with the sleek, grass-fed beeves which he remembered in old Spain; but they were numbered, as has been said, by the square league. They needed no care. They grew fat where goats would have starved. They multiplied like rabbits. In short, it took ten years for Don Francisco to awaken to the truth; then he got up one morning and found himself richer than his richest dreams of wealth. He went back to Spain, bought a palace in Madrid, hired a small army of servants, dazzled the eyes of the city and, as a result, got him a wife of his own choosing, high-born, magnificent, loving his money, despising him. She bore him this one son, Don Carlos, and then died of a broken heart among the arid hills of America, yearning ever for the stir and the bustle and the whispers of Madrid. In the meantime, Don Francisco grew richer and richer. He began to buy his own ships and employ his own captains to transport the hides and the tallow back to Europe. He sent expeditions northward along the coast an incredible distance into the frozen regions, and they brought back furs by the sale of which alone he could have made himself the richest man in Barcelona. But he no longer thought of Barcelona. He thought of the world as his stage. When he thought of kingdoms and of kings, he thought of his own wide lands, and of himself in the next breath.

Such was Señor Don Francisco Torreño.

Now he had brought back from Spain another lovely girl, this time to become the wife of his son, Don Carlos. Men had told him that she was not only a dArquista, but that she was also the loveliest girl in all of Spain; and, although he had not believed the last, when he saw her now, swaying and tilting in the lumbering carriage like a very flower, he could not but agree that she was worthy to be a queen.

And was not that, in fact, the destiny for which he was shaping her? In the end he found that he could give her the highest compliment which it was in his power to bestow on any woman — she was worthy to be the wife of the son of Francisco Torreño!

As for Don Carlos, he was in a seventh heaven, an ecstasy of delight. He could not keep his eyes from touching on his bride to be and, every time they rested on her, he could not help smiling and twirling the ends of his little mustaches into dagger points. He went to his father.

Ah, sir, he said. Where can I find words in the world to tell you of my gratitude? In all the kingdoms you have found the one lady of my heart.

Torreño was pleased, but he would have scorned to show his pleasure.

Bah! he said. You are young; therefore you are a fool. Remember that she is a woman, and every woman is a confederacy of danger in your household. When the married man locks his door, he has not closed out from his house his deadliest foe!

I shall not believe that there is evil in her! said the youth. He clapped his hand upon the hilt of his rapier. He had been to Milan and to Paris to learn the proper use of that weapon and, though some parts of his education might be at fault, in sword play he had been admitted a master even by the Spaniards, who fight by rule of book like mathematicians, and even by the French who fight like dreadful angels of grace. And, said Don Carlos, if another man were to suggest such a thing, I should... cut his throat!

His father was pleased again. He loved violence in his boy, just as he loved his elegance. In all things, Don Carlos was his ideal of what a young man should be, just as he himself was what his ideal of what a man of sixty should be.

You throat-cutters, said Don Francisco sneeringly. Powder and lead are the only things!

So saying, he snatched a pistol from the holster beside his saddle and, jerking it up level with his eye, fired. he had intended to shave the long plume which fluttered from the hat of one of his postilions. as a matter-of- fact, the ball knocked the hat off the head of the poor fellow, and even grazed his skull, so that he screamed with terror and clapped both hands to the top of his head.

Indians! shouted the driver.

Indians! echoed the rear guard and the front.

Instantly they faced out and held their carbines at the ready. Don Francisco was convulsed with laughter. He rolled back and forth in his saddle and waved his pistol in the air, helpless with excess of mirth.

Ah, he groaned in his joy, did you see the face of the fool, Carlos? Did you see?

But Carlos was already at the side of the carriage, comforting his lady and assuring her that it was only a jest of his fathers. She had not uttered an outcry, but she sat stiff and straight in the carriage and looked at her fiancé with a very strange expression in her eyes — a strange, level glance that went through and through the soul of Don Carlos like the cold steel of a rapier — and out again at a twitch.

Ah, she said without a smile, was that a joke? What if the man had been killed?

Why, there are a thousand others to take his place, explained Don Carlos carefully.

I see, she said.

And that was all. But at that moment he would have given a very great deal if she had smiled even a very small smile.


II. THE FLUTE PLAYER
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IN THE CONFUSION that followed the explosion of the gun, the carriage, as a matter of course, had come to a halt. It had stopped in the center of a deep hollow where the road, pounded repeatedly by the great wheels of the carts which brought the hides down to the seaport town, had been scored with great ruts, and the surface cut away to the undercrop of rocks. Against one of these the rear wheels were wedged and, when the postilions tried to start the coach, they failed. They could not, at once, get the team to work together, partly, perhaps, because they were talking to one another — a rapid muttering running back and forth along the line of the drivers. In the meantime, Señorita Lucia stood up and beckoned to her cavalier. He was in the midst of a rapture which he was pouring forth to his father.

She is like a bird, sir, he was saying. She is full of music. There is nothing about her that is not delightful!

Bah! said the father, concealing his happiness as usual with a scowl. Take care that she does not prove a sparrow-hawk, and you the sparrow!

When I hear her voice, my heart stops. Her eyes take hold on my soul like a strong hand. I could wish for only one thing... that she would smile more often! Do you think that she is happy? That she will be happy?

His father turned short around in his saddle.

Is she a fool? he asked. Can she not see that this is my land? And that all that we are to journey through is my land? Are not the cattle mine, the trees mine, everything but the sky itself mine? Did she not eat from silver dishes yesterday? Does she not eat from golden dishes today? And yet you ask if she is happy? Carlos, that is the question of a madman!

But she seems thoughtful.

All women, said his father, think while they are young. There is a need for that. They use their brains until they have caught a husband. After that, their minds go to sleep. It is better so. Rather an unfaithful wife than a thinking wife! Such creatures give a man no rest. And in our homes we should have peace!

So said the great Torreño, and then nodded. Since he cared for the opinion of no one else in the world, he found a great delight in agreeing with himself.

It was at this moment that the son saw his lady beckoning to him. He drove in the spurs so deep, in his haste, that the tortured horse leaped straight up into the air. But as well to have striven to unseat a centaur as to dispossess this master of the saddle. Presently Don Carlos drew rein beside the coach, his horse sliding to a halt upon braced legs. But to the dismay of the gallant Don Carlos, he found that Señorita Lucia was not even looking at him. She was raising one hand as though for silence. Her head was lifted and there was an expression of perfect concentration on her face.

Will you tell them to be quiet? she asked him.

Idiots! cried he. Fools! Will you be still? Will you be barking like wild dogs?

He stormed up and down the line of the postilions. Each was transformed to stone, looking sullenly down upon the ground. He came back to Lucia smiling like a happy child. There was not a sound, now, except the heavy panting of the horses. The dust cloud rose and floated away on the slow wind. The sun beat steadily, burningly down upon them. It dried the sweat on the flanks of the horses as fast as it formed and left powderings of salt.

Now, said the girl, you can hear it quite clearly! I thought I heard before... now I am sure!

Don Carlos listened in turn, pointed the eye of his mind, so to speak, in the direction to which she pointed, and then he made out, very far and faint, very thin but very clear, like a star ray on a dark black night, the sound of a whistled music which floated to them through the air, now drowned by a stir of the wind, now coming again.

That is a great flute player... that is a true musician! said the lady.

He gaped at her for a moment. Something that his father had said was recurring to his not over-alert brain. Indeed, this was very like the hawk which knew what duller fowl could not. How had she been able to pick up that liquid, tiny sound through the jingling, stamping, creaking, shouting of the caravan?

It made her seem tall — though she was very small. It made her eye like the eye of an eagle, though it was only of the mildest blue.

He was filled with awe, and with astonishment. He had never felt such an emotion before, not even in the presence of his father, of whom he was terribly afraid.

Who is it? asked the girl. It must be a man famous in this part of the country.

He could not tell her. He shouted to his father. But Don Francisco could not say who it might be. Neither did any of the others in the train have a guess to venture.

I shall ride off to find him, said Don Carlos. I shall be back in a moment.

No, said the girl. I shall go myself.

Among the led horses, of which there were half a dozen or more, there were two always kept saddled and ready for her in case she should choose to change from the carriage. She had not shown the slightest inclination to leave that lumbering vehicle before. Now, therefore, everyone watched with the greatest attention, and the silent eagerness of born horsemen, while she dismounted from the coach and stood before the two horses. One was a bay, beautiful as a picture, but a useless creature except for a gift of soft gaits. The other was a roan, ugly in color, but chosen because of its rare and eager spirit, combined with perfect manners, and a mouth as sensitive as the mouth of a human being.

Let us see, said Don Francisco when those horses were selected for her special use, if she can tell a horse from a horse. If she can do that, she can be happy in this wild country even if she were the bride of a beggar!

Now he rode close up.

There is a right one and a wrong one, he said.

He took a ring from his finger. There was an emerald in it.

You shall have this, my child, if you prove yourself wise!

She gave him a steady glance, once again without a smile. Then she turned back to the others and regarded their heads.

Not their heads only, entreated Don Carlos, anxious that she might make a good impression upon his father. And of the two heads that of the bay was far the more beautiful. Look at the whole body... the legs... the bone... the hard muscle, Lucia!

She shrugged her shoulders. I shall ride this one, she said, and laid her hand on the nose of the roan.

There was a little shout from the whole cavalcade. For she had run the gantlet unscathed! But Don Francisco was almost scowling on her as he gave her the ring. And he muttered to his son: A hawk! A hawk! Poor Carlos!

Don Carlos did not quite follow the meaning that might be hidden away under this. He was too delighted by her victory. And, in another moment, she was galloping away at his side across the hills.

It was even farther than he had guessed, but the music led them across two ranges of the little rolling hills, and on the second range they saw their man seated cross-legged under a tree, with the flute at his lips and his agile fingers dancing over it.

He was a tall man with a white band of cloth around his long, black hair to keep it away from his face, and clean white trousers which extended to his heels. There was a sash around his waist. Altogether he was a romantic figure in such a setting among the olive-drab hills.

Look! said Don Carlos, as they drew rein.

At their approach, the musician had jumped up and whistled sharply. And at once the sheep which were feeding in that pasture land came running toward him, a rush of gray white which pooled around his feet, bleating and babbling.

The Indian, as he arose, was revealed as a tall man, slender waisted, broad shouldered — with the form of an athlete and the air of a gravely reserved thinker.

He looks, said the girl, like a hero.

He? said Don Carlos. He is only an Indian.

He is not like the others, she said, looking thoughtfully at her fiancé.

The others are mere root grubbers, ditch diggers, said the son of the lord of the land, shrugging his shoulders. This fellow is different... yes. You can tell that he is a Navajo by that band around his hair and his white trousers. The Navajos are different. Most of them are men. But no Navajo with an ounce of blood in his veins would be herding sheep for a white man. This man is probably an outcast, a coward, perhaps a fool, certainly a knave!

She gave Don Carlos one look, a long one; she gave the Indian another glance, a short one.

I dont agree with you, she said.

Why not, Lucia?

Because he is a musician. Thats one thing. And besides...

Besides what?

I dont know, she said, and added: Talk to him, Carlos!

This was pronounced so shortly that Don Carlos stared a little, for he had never in his life received commands except from his father who, after all, was a sort of deity of another order. However, when he looked to the girl, he found her smiling so frankly that he quite forgot he had received an order.

Now he reined his horse closer. The Indian had folded his hands and addressed his gaze to the distant mountains, lofty, naked rock faces, spotted richly with color all dim and blended behind a veiling mist.

Tell me, fellow, said Don Carlos, what is your name?

He had asked the question, of course, in Spanish, and the Indian returned to him a dull, unintelligent stare.

I shall ask him in Navajo, said Don Carlos to the girl. He has probably come here only newly. Otherwise he would have understood such a simple question. These Navajos, besides, are not such fools, you know. He said to the Indian, in a broad, quick guttural: What is your name? Quickly, because we cannot stay here. What is your name and what made you learn the flute?

Not a whit of intelligence glimmered in the steady black eyes of the other. Don Carlos flushed.

The oaf dares to keep silence! he said. I shall give him a lesson that will be written in his skin the rest of his life!

And he raised a riding whip. At the same instant, into the hand of the Indian came a long and heavy knife. He did not hold it by the hilt, but balanced it loosely in the palm of his hand, the knife blade extending over the fingers, so that it was plain he intended to throw it, and there was something in his unmoved air which gave assurance that his weapon would not miss the target. Don Carlos, with a gasp of rage and astonishment, whirled his horse away.

The scoundrel! he cried. Well silence that flute, by heaven! Turn your face, Lucia!

Carlos! she cried, riding straight between him and his intended target. Do you mean to pistol him in cold blood?

Cold blood? cried he. I tell you, Lucia, if we did not keep these desert rats down, they would eat through our walls and knife us in our sleep. Theyd swarm over the whole land. There is only one way to treat an Indian... like a mad dog!

Her expression, for the moment, reminded him of that of the Navajo — it was the blank of one who veils a thought.

Here comes your father, she said. Perhaps he will speak for Señor Torreño.

Torreño, in fact, had followed the two at a slow gait, not close enough to interfere with their privacy, but at a sufficient distance to keep his eye upon them, as though he dared not risk the safety of the two human beings who meant the most to him in the world.


III. TAKI
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HE HAD NO sooner come up when his son explained everything that had happened in the following way:

I asked this Indian dog for his name in Spanish and in Navajo. He dared to remain silent.

So? said Torreño. A Navajo, however, is not a dog, but a man... or half a man. He said gently to the tall Indian: Amigo, do you know me?

Instantly the other made answer in perfect Spanish, smooth, closeclipped, the truest Castilian: You are my master, señor! You are Señor Torreño.

Torreño turned to the girl with a broad grin on his face, as much as to say: This you see is another matter when the right man speaks!

He added to the Indian. And now your name?

I am Taki, the son of...

That is enough. So, Taki, you have drawn a knife upon my son?

A knife? said Taki blankly. I cannot remember that!

The girl broke into ringing laughter, a small, sweet voice in the vast silence of those hills. The music of it softened the hard heart of Torreño.

I should have had him flayed alive, said he. But since he has amused you, dear girl, I shall forgive him.

Flayed alive? murmured the girl. Are such things possible here?

In this country, said Torreño, one must be a king or a slave; and to be a king one must be a tyrant. I, señorita, am a tyrant, partly because it is necessary, partly because it pleases me to be one. Where I am, there is no other word, except for the sake of conversation.

He said this with a grave, sharp glance at her, which could not avoid giving the words a certain meaning. Whether she understood or not, however, could not be seen, for again her face wore an expression as grave and as unreadable as the Indians. Torreño turned back to the culprit.

You have drawn a knife upon my son... who is my flesh, who is me! Would you strike steel into my arm?

Heaven forbid, señor.

This Don Carlos is more than my arm. He is part of my heart. He is that part of me which will live after my death. To touch him is to touch me.

He added aside to the girl: That is rather neatly spoken, child, is it not?

A pretty speech, said she without emotion.

Señor, my master, said the Indian.

Well? queried Torreño.

I have a horse, señor.

You are rich, then? But what of the horse?

He is mine. He is my slave.

Ah?

When I whistle, he comes. When I speak, he lifts his ears. 1 need no bridle to control him.

This fellow, said Torreño, talks like a man of sense... if I could only understand what he is striking at!

This was spoken, like the rest of his asides, in French. And the Navajo instantly answered for himself, in the purest French of Paris, where alone French was pure.

I mean that the horse is my slave, señor.

By the heavens! broke out Torreño. The fellow speaks French, also. Better French than I use myself!

Wait, wait! said the girl in a hurried voice, raising her hand to stop interruptions, and staring fixedly at the Indian. He has something more to say.

Aye, said Torreño, nodding. The horse is your slave.

Because he will do these things, said the Indian, and because he is fleeter than the horses, even, which you ride, señor...

What! Thats a broad lie, Taki!

At this, the other stiffened a little.

Nevertheless, he said, it is true! It is a fleeter horse than any of those you ride. And it is also my slave. But, señor, though I value him more than gold, it is because his speed is all for me. His strength is all mine. No other man can sit on his back! To them, he is a devil.

You are right, Taki. That is something I can understand!

If he were a horse for any man to ride, I should not care. There would be a price upon him. But me he serves for love! Therefore he is priceless.

Very well... very well! And what has this to do with the knife you drew on my son, the Señor Don Carlos Torreño? By the heavens, Taki, tell me that!

If a man were to take a whip to that horse of mine, señor, should I not be happy if he used his heels?

Passion had been swelling in the face, in the throat of Torreño. Now it relaxed a little.

I begin to understand! I begin to understand! You, Taki, will have only one master?

Señor, you have spoken!

Not even if I assign you to another by express command?

Not even then, señor.

God! thundered the Spaniard. There is a hangman and a rope for disobedient slaves!

Señor, said Taki, death is half a second; but every day of slavery is a century of hell!

Ten thousand devils! said Torreño. He talks like a fool.

Or a philosopher, said the girl, and still more... like a brave man!

But are you not, said Torreño, at this moment in my service?

For another fortnight, only.

What?

It is true.

Taki, are you mad?

No, señor.

I employ no man except when he is bought or hired for life.

To me, however, you made an exception.

In what manner? Have I ever seen you before?

There was a crossing of a river, said the other. A dozen men were riding after one Indian. They shot his horse. He swam the river. They followed, swimming their horses. He killed the first man ashore with his knife, took his horse, and rode on. But the horse was tired. The others behind him gained. He was not ten minutes from death by fire, señor, when he saw you and your party and rode to you and...

I remember, I remember! cried Torreño, clapping his hands together. It is all as clear as the ringing of a bell! I remember it all! You came to us with Pedro Marva and his hired fighters raging and foaming behind you. I put in between. They were very hot, but not so hot that they did not know me. Ha?

They knew you, señor, said the Indian gravely.

Don Carlos was gaping at this story; but Señorita Lucia flushed and bit her lip.

They knew me, went on Torreño, and when I told them that they could not have the man... because his riding pleased me... they turned around and went off, cursing. However, I paid Marva for his dead man... and all was well!

Its true... it is very true, said the Indian.

You paid for the life of a man? A white man? asked the girl.

All things have a price... in this country, said the Spaniard. She did not answer, but she looked around her on the bald, vast sweep of plain and mountain. She looked up, and there were tiny, circling dots which ruled the sky — the buzzards. And she shuddered a very little.

But how, said the Spaniard, are you to be in my service only a fortnight longer? I remember it all. You were to serve me until you had paid for the price of the man. And twelve hundred pesos could not be worked out in ten lives of a shepherd. How have you made the money?

There are more than eleven hundred pesos, said the Navajo, already in the hands of your treasurer. He has kept the account. I have the rest to pay in soon.

Rascal! said the Spaniard. You have not been in my service for six months.

Señor, there are ways of making money, even for a poor shepherd.

Who leaves his sheep?

Only at night, when a friend will come to watch them.

Ah? Ah? You are a worker by night, Taki? And what do you find at night?

There was a great rider of the roads. There was a Captain Sandoval...

He was killed three months ago. What of him? I was away.

There was a reward on his head.

Of five hundred pesos. Yes.

The reward was paid to me, señor.

The devil fly off with me! The terrible Sandoval... and one Indian killed him? How in the name of heaven?

The Indian turned. His hand flashed back and forward. A line of light left it and went out in the trunk of a narrow sapling, which shivered with the shock. There stood the knife, buried to the hilt in the hard wood.

Name of heaven! whispered Don Carlos, and touched his heart, as though just there he felt the resistless death slide in.

Ah? said Torreño. It was in that way?

It was in that way.

And he did not touch you?

His pistol bullet just touched my hair, señor.

That accounts for five hundred pesos only.

There was another... a friend of Sandoval. Some said it was his younger brother, and he was a greater man; there were six hundred 18 pesos on his head. That money became mine.

Now I remember that it was said an Indian killed poor Juan Sandoval. But it was you, Taki? I am growing old... things happen on this place and I do not know of them! Still, Taki, that leaves a hundred pieces of silver. How have you saved them?

There are the dice, señor.

A head hunter, a gambler... began Don Carlos.

And a musician, said the girl. In what way did you learn to play the flute, Taki?

Señor Arreto, a great Spaniard, came to fight against my people. I was wounded and captured. But in the fighting he watched me and thought I was worth keeping... as a slave. He took me back to Europe with him. It was amusing, señorita, to see the poor Indian learn to dance, to play the flute, to bow and to talk like a real man. So I was taught. I went with him among fine people. When people talked of his journeys, he pointed to me. It proved that he was a great hunter. Imagine, señorita, a hunter come back from India with a tamed tiger in his company to follow at his heels like a dog!

This ironical speech was so delivered that neither Torreño nor his rather dull son quite caught the point of it, but the girl smiled faintly.

And so you learned to play the flute?

Yes, señorita. My day was divided in three parts. There was the fencing master, the dancing master, the music master. In the afternoons I was taken forth and shown to the people. Everyone wished to hear me play the flute. Now and then a brave lady who was not too proud, permitted me to dance with her. And twice bravos were hired to fight with me and prove what I had learned from the fencing masters.

And...?

I killed them both, señorita.

Then what followed?

When Señor Arreto died, he gave me my liberty. I took my little money and bought a certain fine horse which I had seen. The price was low, because the horse was a tiger and would not be tamed. But I, who had been tamed, understood how to manage him. With that horse I returned to this country.

One instant, Taki, broke in Don Carlos, raising his hand and delighted to make a point. If you are a master of the sword, why would you hunt your head... with a knife?

The teeth which God gives us, said the Indian, bowing, are better than false ones for eating, señor.

What do you think of him? asked Torreño of the girl.

He is enchanting! she whispered back.

An enchanting liar! he said. There never was an Indian in the world who could manage a weapon so formal as a sword. Shall I prove it?

If it can be done!

Ride back, said Torreño to his son, and bring two foils. Quickly.

There was no need for the last word. All commands of Torreño implied the necessity for speed, and Don Carlos was instantly rushing back at the full flight of his horse toward that waiting caravan.

The girl drew closer to Torreño.

For the little time that remains for him to serve you, she said, let me have this man for a servant!

He will not be alive in ten minutes, said Torreño. You will see that he handles the sword like a fool. And when that happens, I intend to shoot that liar down like the dog that he is. No Indian can kill a white, even a villainous white, and remain a good Indian!

She grew pale, started to speak; then changed her mind and said simply: But if he fences well?

That is impossible!

But?

Then he is yours, but give the dog a muzzle!


IV. A WAGER THAT TAKI WINS
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DON CARLOS CAME back at full speed, as he had gone, and he brought with him two foils in their scabbards, with leather covers over the hilts. Torreño took them, unbuckled the flaps which secured the hilts, and drew forth the blades. One by one, he whipped them through the air until they sang.

Most people, he said to the girl, use for their foils dull iron things, or poor steel that bends to nothing after a strong touch or two. But these are of the finest old Spanish steel, specially made for my boy in order that he might have exercise.

Her face lighted a little. You love to fence, then, señor?

I? Love it? The devil take it. One good broad sword is worth a dozen such great darning needles, I say, or a saber at least. I have seen a Pole use a saber that it would have done your eyes good to watch him, but this stamping and parading and retreating and advancing and sweating, and bowing and scraping... bah! It makes me laugh to see it! When one good pistol bullet would put an end to it all!

The light which had flickered into her eyes went out again.

Here, Carlos, he said to his son. Take one of these.

For what, sir? asked the son.

Taki says that hes a fencer. If he can touch you... well, he is! If he cannot... he is a dead Indian!

He drew out a huge horse pistol as he spoke and flourished it.

Do you hear me, Taki?

Yes.

Do you agree?

It is to see if I have lied about the fencing lessons, said the Navajo. It is very just!

Señor! cried the girl. You do not mean it!

Peace, Lucia, said Torreño, bending his brows upon her. Peace, child. Do not question the workings of my mind. You are a bright little thing, Lucia. But do not trot your wits over the same trail that I follow. For that is dangerous, and I would not abide it. I live alone, my girl. I live alone, I promise you. I open my purposes to whom I please. And to those who do not please me, I keep them closed. And so... for that!

The girl had turned white. But she kept her eyes on the ground, while poor Don Carlos looked upon her in an agony, aching to comfort her or to speak a word to her, but not daring to move or to speak. He merely accepted the foil from the hand of his father and automatically stood on guard.

Now, let me see, said Torreño, with a serene brow, as if he had already forgotten the manner in which he had trod roughshod over the girl, let me see you work for your life, Taki, for your life. Liars are usually interesting people... but not when theyre Indians. A truthful Indian or a dead one is my motto. Come! Engage!

The blades crossed as he spoke, and Don Carlos, impatient to have the dirty work over with, with a curl of fine disdain on his lip as he faced his humble opponent, put the others blade sharply aside and, continuing his point in the same motion, lunged full home. That is to say, he drove straight at the heart of the Indian, and the latter opposed no guard, yet managed to escape the button of the Spaniard by a supple bending of his body.

You see? said Torreño to the girl. The fool knows nothing of the sword. The knife is as far as his brute heart can aspire.

He is a musician, señor, said the girl. This ring you have given me against... his service to me... that he wins!

The other gaped at her. Win, Lucia? Win? Are you mad? No, he is as good as dead already!

Nevertheless, she said, though I ask your pardon for denying you, he is a fine fencer. See!

Don Carlos, angered by the first lack of fortune, pressed hotly in, following lunge with thrust and thrust with lunge. But the Indian, still parrying only a little, escaped the point still by constantly retreating and by the deftness of his footwork.

Any fool can run away from trouble, said Don Francisco. Taki, Taki, I wish to see fencing, not a foot race. Stand to him...

He had not finished off his oath at his leisure when Taki stopped, indeed seemed to flick aside the blade of Don Carlos, and instantly dipped his own blade at Don Carlos. Then he leaped back and lowered his foil.

A touch! cried the girl. He has won!

Seven thousand devils! groaned Torreño. Carlos... idiot... have you allowed him...?

I hardly felt it... I am sure it was not a touch, panted Don Carlos.

It could not have been a touch!

I saw his foil bend as the button touched you, Carlos, said the girl coldly.

He did not feel it... I did not see it! exclaimed the tyrant. It was not a touch! Engage!

Don Carlos made a strange gesture to the girl, as though disclaiming this lack of sportsmanship. Then he hurried to cross swords with Taki. The latter showed not the slightest disappointment or excitement. But he was a little more gravely watchful as he engaged. Neither was Don Carlos so impetuous. He had been foolishly hasty before. He summoned all of his care at this moment, and he was not only the product of the finest teaching in the world, but he was a credit to that teaching.

But to the amazement of them all, Taki now stood his ground without flinching, putting aside the lunges and the thrusts of Don Carlos with the most consummate ease and at the same time, so fluid were his own movements, that he was able to talk, slowly, but without panting.

I am forbidden to retreat, señor, he said to Don Carlos. Therefore you will forgive me if I stand my ground for an instant before you. As for the last touch, it was upon your belt, and it was for that reason that you did not feel it, I have no doubt. The next time, with ten thousand pardons, I shall try to lodge the button against your throat... against the hollow of your throat, señor, if I can be so fortunate, for the sake of making that touch an unmistakable one! You will forgive me for it, señor?

Why, curse you, said Don Carlos through his teeth as he worked, that time will never come!

Look! said the girl. Look!

It was, indeed, a strange sight to watch the Indian. A slight wind had come up and blew his long hair back from his head, showing that lean face to greater advantage. And there was still the same quiet, thoughtful expression in his eyes. His head canted a little to one side, as though his opponent were at a distance. His look was rather that of a gunner than a swordsman. Only, from time to time, his foil was a wall of the most solid steel against which the assaults of Don Carlos clashed noisily but could not break through.

Then: Señor, a thousand, ten thousand pardons, as they say in Paris. But... there is a necessity.

And he attacked. For an instant Don Carlos bore up against the attack like a swimmer against a turning tide. Then he was borne back while his father shouted in a rage.

Is this the result of the money I have spent on you? Oh, fool! Oh, dolt! I wish to heaven that the Indians point was unbated! I wish it were through your heart! I have a lump, a clod for a son! Oh, what a shame this is to me! It is an Indian, not a gentleman who stands before you, Carlos! Are you sleeping? And if...

His voice broke off short. The button of the Navajo at that instant lodged against the throat of Carlos with such force that the strong blade of the foil doubled up like a supple switch in his hand. Carlos dropped his sword, caught at his throat, and then sank gasping to the ground.

It was Taki who raised him first. But he received across the body a slashing stroke from the riding whip of Torreño, who instantly flung himself from his horse and caught his son in his arms.

Carlos! he cried. Is it well with you? You are not hurt? I shall kill him if your skin is so much as broken! If...

Carlos recovered speech with a groan.

He is the finest fencer in the world. Father, this is no Indian. Or else he is a devil disguised! He added: Let him alone. Dont harm him. I had rather know that last trick than have a million pesos!

You have had the finest blades in Milan and Paris to teach you. You come home to me to take lessons from a Navajo? You have my flesh and my blood in you. Otherwise, Carlos, I should call you a fool outright. Lucia, that man is yours!

He mounted his horse and rode furiously away.

He will never forgive me! said Don Carlos sadly, still fingering his throat. As for you, Taki, he said, turning a black scowl upon the Indian, Ill teach you to curse this day!

The Indian smiled. And there was more scorn in that smile than in a torrent of wordy abuse. Don Carlos stormed like a leashed dog.

You redskinned snake, he cried.

Señor, said the Indian, I belong now to the lady; and as her servant I dare not submit to such words. Our swords were bated, señor. But I have a second knife which is not.

Carlos, said the girl, dont speak with him again. Taki, you must leave the sheep where they are. You must follow us. You have a horse which you love too much to keep far away from you. Where is it now?

Waiting, señorita.

Bring, it then.

He whistled high and shrill as the scream of a hawk; and then, as they waited, they heard a rush of hoofs, and a shining bay stallion whipped into view. He came up with the wind and the sun rippling in his mane and in his tail. At the side of Taki he paused, tossing up his head and snorting at the strangers.

Saddle and bridle him, said the girl, if you can. He is a glorious thing, Taki. I have never seen such a beauty... not in the kings stables!

He is saddled, said Taki, throwing a blanket over the back of the stallion and securing it with a single cinch. And, fastening a light halter of thin rawhide over his head: He is bridled, he added.

Then come after us, said the girl. You have a fortnight of service remaining, Taki. That fortnight belongs to me!


V. BEGINNING A FORTNIGHT OF SERVICE
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THE APARTMENT OF Lucia in the rest house, which the cavalcade reached, was like that in which she had spent her first night after leaving the ship, except that it was, perhaps, a little more complete. She herself went about restlessly examining everything. But she said not a word. It was her aunt, the pale and patient lady who had chaperoned her niece to this far land, who broke forth into eulogy and into wonder.

It is like a scene from some biblical story, Lucia, she declared, illustrated in the concrete! What a wonderful and strange country this is!

A wonderful and strange Francisco Torreño, said the girl without emotion.

Her own chambers consisted of a large room at a corner of the house, with two small, deep windows cut through each wall; in those casement recesses were small climbing vines whose roots extended to the outside of the wall, where they were sunk in pots of rich, wet soil. There were chairs and couches, crudely made but cushioned to softness and everywhere — on chairs, on couches, on the floor beneath their feet — were fine sheepskins washed to a dazzling whiteness, and combed until they were light as a mist before the face of the moon. To the side of this chamber in one direction were two small bedchambers, each well-nigh filled with gigantic four-posters, one for Lucia and one for her aunt, Anna dArquista. On the other side of her reception room were two other apartments to correspond with the sleeping rooms. One was the bath; the other was a small chapel. In the making of the bath alone a very world of labor had been expended, for in digging the foundation for the house, the builders had struck a solid rock, dark green like sea water. This had been chiseled out to an appropriate depth and little steps cut in the side, so that the lady Lucia might walk down into her bath. The remainder of the floor of the bathroom was paved with great slabs of red limestone, soft and yet porous, delicate to the touch of a bared foot. And there was a red sandstone bench made of three large pieces of stone, roughly shaped but with a polished sitting surface. Into this room the servants were now bringing the heated water — an endless chain of dark- faced Indian women with earthen jars of water poised on their shoulders pacing gracefully in, each with a white flash of the eye as she passed the Señorita Lucia dArquista, seeing in her, indeed, the future empress who would control their destinies.

There are few who do not care to make their first impression an agreeable one, particularly to those who are socially their inferiors. But the señorita was one of the few. If there were kindness, gentleness in her heart, she carefully disguised it. If she looked at that passing line, it was in a detached, impersonal manner, as one might look at a painting.

And each of the serving women went on with downcast glance fixed upon the brown heels of the one who went before. And the bath was gradually filled, each earthen jar discharging a crystal stream of heated water into the bath where it was turned instantly into pale green.

Last of all came two young girls, olive-skinned, solemn-eyed, graceful as young trees in a wind as they walked, strong as panthers, beautiful as evening. They passed into the room of the bath. They took from small, wooden boxes handfuls of a powder which they dropped into the quivering surface of the water; instantly a delicate fragrance stole through the chambers, not to be identified, languorously sweet as the perfume which a warm and lazy spring wind gathers from a whole field of mingled wild flowers. Then they came back before Lucia. They were sent by the master, they said, and they were to prepare the señorita for the bath, if it was her pleasure.

She spoke not to them but to her aunt in quick French: You see, madame, that one does not live in this country; one is to be carried through life by slaves!

She turned her back and went to the door of the little chapel.

Hush, Lucia! said Anna dArquista in the same language. Hush, child. One cannot tell what ears will hear you.

Ah, yes, said the girl, without turning to answer, you feel it, also. Even the empty air has ears and is spying on us! But look, madame, how this man who does not know a prayer has fitted up a chapel for me!

It was complete. There was a jeweled crucifix. There was a little gilded Madonna holding a child whose tiny hand was raised to teach. There was a tall, pointed window filled with stained glass beyond price. On the floor before the Madonna was the skin of a great mountain lion. A strange prayer rug!

Anna dArquista came to look.

All this, she said, for a single nights resting place! What a miracle of wealth, what a king this Torreño is! And who knows, Lucia? There may be a religious reverence in his heart, also!

A religious fiddlesticks, said Lucia. If a man has jewels, he shows them, does he not? All that he cares for in this place is the cost of making it. Look in the bath! How many hand strokes to make it... for this one evening only, perhaps!

It is wonderful, Lucia.

Aye, said the girl, turning suddenly and throwing out her hands, and beautiful, too! If one may be a queen, even over barbarians, why not?

She went toward her bedroom and the two attendants followed, with stony faces. And poor Anna dArquista sank into a chair and laid her head in her hands, and wept. For she loved her niece with all her heart, having mothered her, or tried to, for ten years. But where was all this swelling discontent in the girl pointing? To disaster, she felt, but disaster of what sort she hardly knew. It was a wretched business, she felt, and had always felt since the moment Lucia had been sold to this stranger from a strange land, sold not because the head of the dArquista family lacked money or lacked power, but because he was avaricious of more.

A curtain had been drawn across the bedroom door. Behind it she could hear voices — that of Lucia, like a small crystal bell, and then the soft, husky tones of the half-breed girls. They came out. The masks of stone had fallen from the attendants. They were smiling. Their happy eyes watched over their mistress as she walked a little before them, wrapped in a robe of blue silk, delicately brocaded. They entered the bath, the curtain was drawn; and then out to Anna dArquista floated noises of splashing water, and laughter sweet as the singing of birds — laughter from three throats!

Oh, to be young, thought Anna dArquista. What a miracle! What a miracle of grace and gracious power!

And to be beautiful! What virtue of a saint could balance against that gift? Aye, what could be surer of heaven itself, in the end? She pressed her cold thin hands over her heart, because the ache in it made her faint.

Then, stealthily, she slipped into the chapel. She kneeled on the tawny lion skin. She rested her forehead against the altar of red limestone, and she prayed, or tried to pray. Afterward, she went back into the room, but time had hurried past her more quickly than she knew. That bath was ended; Lucia had been dressed; all the weariness of the day had been smoothed from her face; her eyes were filled with a reckless light.

Find Taki, she said. Send him to me.

They were gone instantly, hurrying to the door; then, as it closed behind them, the scurry of their running feet was faintly heard as they raced, to be first in filling this command of their new mistress.

They are sweet children, said Lucia.

Such a child to speak with love and with pity of children! And yet, to be sure, there was always something old in her niece. There was always a power of knowledge which made even Anna dArquista feel sometimes like a foolish infant.

Another step came to the door and a hand knocked once.

That is Taki, said the girl, her face brightening. You have heard me tell about him. You have not seen him yet. When he comes in, watch his steps. They are like a tigers! As swift, as strong, as noiseless. He is a dreadful creature, Aunt Anna!

She called: Come!

The door opened; Taki glided in before them. There he stood in front of the closed door, his arms folded across his breast, his eyes upon the floor submissively — but it was the submission of a trained lion which passes through attitudes that have no meaning in its heart.

Look! Lucia whispered. He is magnificent, is he not?

And terrible, breathed the other.

He seemed larger, indeed, than he had before. Among the open hills he fitted more easily into the picture. Here he seemed inches taller, stronger. Where his arms were folded, the muscles bulged beneath the sleeves of his shirt.

You have come quickly, Taki, she said.

I have been waiting, he said.

You knew that I would send?

Yes, mistress.

She paused a moment, thoughtfully.

That word, Taki, she said, comes awkwardly from you, I think.

I have been a free man... mistress, he said.

Do you think that my service will be very hard? she asked him.

Ah, he said, with a stern smile touching his lips, even to be the slave of a man is a knife in the heart of a slave!

She started at this.

I think, she said to Anna dArquista, that the rascal is impertinent!

Hush! Peace! gasped out Anna dArquista. If you rouse him, he will murder us both, crash through the wall, and escape!

Lucia dArquista laughed, but she shivered, also, and seemed to find that thrill of dread not unpleasant.

And to serve a woman, any woman, she said, is infinitely worse than to serve the worst of men?

He remained silent.

Did you hear me, Taki?

He said at last: Why should I speak when your answer is already in your own mind?

And his eyes, for the first time, flashed up from the floor and looked into her own, not with a fleeting glance, but steadily, quietly.


VI. LUCIAS SERVANT INTERVIEWED
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IT MADE THE lady frown; then it made her flush. As for Aunt Anna, she was covered with terror.

You are terribly unwise, my dear! she whispered to her niece.

But Lucia merely waved such fears aside with a graceful gesture.

You dont understand, she said. And I think that I do... a little.

This rather mysterious speech there was no time to explain.

How long, said Lucia, were you in Europe?

A year and two months, madame.

A year and two months? echoed Lucia.

Then she leaned back in her chair and began to smile like one who has solved a difficulty. She nodded at him again.

One can easily see, she said, how you could afford to spend so long a time on your studies.

He regarded her rather anxiously, but did not speak.

A year and two months, said Lucia, completed your liberal education. Well, well, it is delightful to hear of such natural talents! There are some men who labor all their lives to learn how to fence, and even then they succeed only poorly. I remember that my father, even when he was quite an old man, used to spend an hour every day with the professor. He still takes fencing lessons twice a week! And I have a brother who has dreamed of nothing since he was a boy except to manage a rapier. But you, Taki, in the course of a year and two months, have reached such a point of skill that neither my father nor my brother could compare with you. I have seen them; I am sure that Señor Don Carlos Torreño fences as well as they do. And indeed, Don Carlos has made it the greatest work of his life... his fencing, I mean! It shows a very real and a very rare talent, Taki, that you have been able to learn so much in a short year and two months. You must have practiced very hard constantly!

He was still watching her with a shade of anxiety; but he answered: I was constantly at work, señorita.

But I forget! I forget! In that time you had also your lessons in dancing, in which I suppose you progressed as well as you did in fencing? Perhaps... even better?

I became a very stupid and very poor dancer, señorita.

She laughed at him. Will you tell me that when you confess that the ladies would dance with you?

They were curious, señorita, to see the poor barbarian act like a civilized man.

Nonsense, she exclaimed, with the surety of absolute knowledge. No woman would make herself appear ridiculous for the sake of curiosity. Not in such circles.

His face was covered instantly with his habitual mask.

However, the dancing and the fencing is not all. By no means. There is the singular purity of your French, Taki. Most strange that one should pick up so perfect an accent in a single year. I, for instance, have worked half my life like a slave to learn that language. And still, any child could excel me! Indeed, Taki, you are very apt. You shame my father, my brother, Don Carlos, and me; you excel us so very far, Taki.

He answered neither word nor look but still stared past her with a sort of bland indifference.

But I have forgotten the most important thing of all! she exclaimed, and the surest proof that you are a genius, Taki. You were able to master the flute in a single year... master it to a perfect smoothness. In a single year... that difficult instrument. In a single year, Taki, to become a master flute player, a dangerous and polished fencer, a dancer of grace at least; in a single year you have equipped yourself also with the very French of Paris. What additional study was there required to add Spanish to that list, for I see that you speak it with great precision. And, she added with a sudden change of voice, and speaking in excellent English: What other languages are you a master of beside your own Navajo?

Of none, señorita he answered, and then caught himself and bit his lip.

You answer me in Spanish, she said, but you understand the question I put in English.

When I was a boy, said Taki, I knew a trader who was from the colony of Virginia. I learned English from him.

She merely smiled, her eyes bright and hard as she examined him.

Admirable, Taki, she said. In all things you are excellent, in all things! Perhaps when you were a boy you also knew a missionary who taught you French, a generous soldier who instructed you in fencing, a kind Spaniard who schooled you in Spanish grammar, and some dapper dancing master who went among the Navajos to teach them ballroom steps in their spare moments! So you had received the basis of your knowledge and the year in Paris was merely to add the perfect finish to what you already knew!

He did not reply, standing tall and stiff before her. There was no trace of emotion in him, except that the muscles of his folded arms swelled and rippled.

That is all, she said. You may go now!

He vanished instantly.

Lucia, Lucia! said her aunt. I would never have dreamed of it. But you seemed to have proved that he has told us a great series of lies! Of course in one year he never could have accomplished what he claims.

Lucia was walking up and down the room, a faint smile on her lips. She did not answer at once.

But the first thing is to tell Señor Torreño! said Anna dArquista.

Do you know what the señor would do? asked the girl.

Punish him, of course.

Punish him by stripping him naked, giving him a start of a hundred paces, and then loosing the hounds after him! I heard him tell how he occasionally disciplines unfaithful servants.

He is a stern man, indeed! said the elderly lady.

If he were not so rich, he would not be called merely stern!

Lucia, what are you saying?

What I think.

Oh, my dear, how dreadful!

To say what I think?

No, but I mean...

That I should not think? Yes, that is right. I should close my eyes. I should learn how to smile blindly. That would be the best, of course. It is sinful to see that he who is to be my father-in-law is brutal, savage, conceited, narrow.

Lucia!

And it is a greater sin to guess that the gallant Don Carlos is a mere fool!

Ah, Lucia, God forgive me for listening to you! Child, child, what are you saying?

Nothing, nothing, of course! Nothing that should be remembered. I am preparing myself to be blind and deaf the rest of my life.

She added sharply: Because of this marriage, how many new estates will my father be able to buy, Aunt Anna? Can you guess that?

Aunt Anna turned gray with horror and with dread. And her niece turned the subject.

No, she said, I shall give poor Taki a better start than Señor Torreño would give him. By this time the bay stallion has whipped him away toward the mountains faster than any wolf could run! Well, I trust that he rides well and fast and far. He is a strange man, Aunt Anna. Did you see the shadow over those black eyes of his when I showed him that I understood? Not a muscle of his face changed... except once!

Ah, Lucia, he may do some terrible thing if you do not warn the Señor Torreño. I fear that this Taki has come with us for some purpose that is not good... now that he is gone, I begin to be terribly afraid of him. When he was here, well, it was as though the skin of the mountain lion had come to life and the great beast lay crouched in the chapel, watching us with burning eyes. Chills and shudders went through me while Taki was in the room, here!

And through me, said the girl; but she smiled.

What will you do now?

Wait another five minutes.

And then? Tell the señor?

Lucia, instead of answering, dropped into a chair and began to study the changing light through the windows. The sky beyond was turning to a deeper blue as the sunset time came nearer. The minutes passed with Aunt Anna turning in her mind all that her niece had actually said and all that she had inferred. She dared not carry what she guessed to an actual conclusion. All that she knew was that her mind was full of confusion and dread of what would come of this unhappy marriage. Lucia rose presently.

It is time, she said. He should be two leagues away by this time. If he is not

There was a little bronze bell standing on a polished table in the corner of the room. She struck it with the padded mallet which lay beside it, and one of her two attendants appeared at once.

Find Taki, she commanded.

In two minutes the messenger appeared again.

He is here, she said. Shall I bring him in?

He is here? breathed the girl.

In the patio.

She slipped to the window and looked out. There stood Taki, the ruddy light from the west in his face, his expression as woodenly impassive as ever.

Tell him, she said, to wait there.

The servant bowed and left.

Oh, Lucia? breathed the other.

I have told him that I know he is a liar, said Lucia. And since he dares to stay... what Torreño does to him is on his own head. But what can his purpose be in remaining? What is in his barbarous mind, Aunt Anna?

God alone can read their thoughts... these solemn Indians! said Anna dArquista. Perhaps he intends to murder us all while were asleep and carry... our scalps... ah! You must send to Señor Torreño at once!

Yet, murmured the girl, what a dull place this would be with the wild man gone! What a dull place. Hush! What is that?

A thin thread of whistling, carrying a weird strain of music, floated into the room from the court. Anna dArquista hurried to the window and saw Taki, the Indian, sitting on a low stone bench with the flute at his lips.

Do you hear? Do you hear? asked Lucia in great excitement.

It is beautifully played... yes!

But the words... the words!

What are they?

It is an old Scotch ballad. Listen!

She began to sing:

#

Ye highlands and ye lowlands.

Oh, where hae ye been?

They hae slain the Earl of Murray

And they laid him on the green.

Now wae be to ye, Huntly,

And wharefore did ye sae?

I bade ye bring him wi you

And forbade ye him to slay!

There the music of the flute stopped.

It is his message! It is his message! breathed the girl.

Lucia, what under heaven do you mean? What message in the playing of a flute?

But the words of the old song, Aunt Anna! Dont you see? He puts himself in my hands!

Lucia, go instantly to Señor Torreño!

Not for a million pesos!

Then I...

Aunt Anna, if you betray him, I shall never forgive you. Never!


VII. GUADALMO
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IN THE MEANTIME, as the dusk settled, there began through the house a great bustle. Servants ran here and there. Beyond the court, men were seen putting up tents. Everywhere were voices of command, and scurrying feet. It would have been a simple thing for Lucia to call her maids and ask her question of them. But she preferred to go to the window and speak through it to the Indian. He rose and came before her instantly.

Someone has come, Taki. Run and learn who it is.

It is the Señor Hernandez Guadalmo. He has come to take shelter here with my master.

How could you know all of this, Taki, without leaving this little court?

No man other than Señor Guadalmo would travel with so great a train. Besides, I have heard them speak his name as they ran about.

He is some great man, then, traveling with such a train?

He is a friend of the governor. He has monopolies. He is very rich.

Does he not carry his own tents then?

Those are his tents they are putting up yonder. But Señor Guadalmo prefers to sleep behind strong walls, señorita.

Why is that? Is he afraid of the night air?

Taki smiled a little, a very little — more with his eyes than with his lips.

The night air is sometimes very bad. Men go to sleep strong and very well. They are dead when they waken.

Taki! Is there some frightful plague here in California?

Yes, señorita.

What are the symptoms of it?

The instant they are seen, the man is already dead.

You speak of the men. Does it never touch the women?

Rarely, señorita.

This is very strange. What are the symptoms, then?

They are different, said Taki. Sometimes the man who was strong and well goes to sleep and is found in the morning with a great cut across his throat. Sometimes there is no outward mark, but his body is swollen...

Do you mean throat-cutting and poison, Taki?

But the symptom that is usually found, said Taki, without answering her less obliquely, is the handle of a knife standing over the mans breast, with the blade fixed in his heart.

She frowned at him seriously. It is a murderous country, then? Why?

The law is far away.

And this Guadalmo is very much afraid?

Very, señorita

Is he a coward?

He is a famous fighter... a very brave man. In Spain his name was famous.

Guadalmo, the duelist! Is it he?

It is, señorita!

I have heard that he feared nothing... not even God, or the devil.

There was a time when he did not. He would ride alone a thousand miles.

What changed him?

There is one man who follows him. Five times he has tried to get the life of Señor Guadalmo. And five times he has nearly succeeded. Therefore, Señor Guadalmo has surrounded himself with great warriors. They would sooner get out their swords than take off their hats. They had rather fight than eat. These men protect him.

Who is this man who follows Guadalmo?

No one can tell. It is a mystery. Some people say that it is the devil himself who has come for Señor Guadalmo, because no man would dare to face him.

That is nonsense!

There are others who believe that it is merely the brother of a man Señor Guadalmo killed.

Tell me of that.

A hundred long marches to the East, señorita, there are many cities.

The English colonies. I know.

A trader came from them. He was called John Gidden. He had a ship which he commanded, and he traded here for hides. Señor Guadalmo and he dined together one day, and quarreled over some little thing. But when the wine had died in them, Señor Guadalmo sent for Gidden and told him he was sorry and asked him to come to his house. Señor Gidden came. In the night they quarreled again. They fought, and with swords. Señor Gidden was killed.

If it was fair fight, Taki...

It was fair fight, señorita. This Señor Gidden was one who lived by the sea. He had strong hands and a fearless heart. But the only weapons he knew were a cutlass and a pistol. A rapier was strange to him. However, he fought Señor Guadalmo, the great duelist, with a rapier. Therefore, being a fool, he was killed.

That has an ugly sound, Taki.

If he had not been a fool, he would have fought with a cutlass or with a saber.

Perhaps he was not allowed?

Taki made a gesture.

As for that, I cannot tell. But he was killed; and afterward a letter came to Señor Guadalmo from the brother of this Señor Gidden, saying that he was coming to find Guadalmo and to kill him. And, after that, five times a masked man has set on Señor Guadalmo, as I have said, and five times Señor Guadalmos life has been saved by a miracle. Therefore, he loves strong walls around him when he sleeps at night, and he has come this evening to beg a shelter from Señor Torreño.

This is a strange story, Taki. However, I wish also to tell you that it has given me a thought. You are a fighting man, Taki.

I, señorita? Among the Navajos I was a chief and a warrior. But the poor Indian is a child among the white men. His hand may be strong, but his wits are weak.

She chuckled. However, she said, since there is this plague in the land, I feel that I need a guard and, while you are with me, you must be my protector, Taki.

The señorita has commanded, said Taki, his eye as blank as ever.

I pray to the Great Spirit that my hand may be strong for her.

You speak sadly, Taki.

Ah, said Taki, how can the guard of fighting men help us when there are other dangers which fighting men cannot face?

That sounds like a riddle. What dangers, Taki?

I have spoken too much, said Taki. I am not the guard who can help the señorita.

What guard should I have, then?

A father confessor, said the Indian calmly.

A priest! And what would he do for me?

He would listen to the troubles which are in your heart, señorita!

She had almost invited the blow but, when it came, it shocked her. She stiffened a little and drew back from the window.

Your tongue, she said, runs faster than your horse!

At that he made her a ceremonious bow. Certainly the lessons of the dancing master had not been entirely thrown away upon Taki. As for the girl, she did not pause to wonder over his grace but she turned in anger to her Aunt Anna and saw, from her grave, sad face, that she had overheard everything.

I shall go instantly to Señor Torreño, said the girl, and tell him what I suspect of Taki.

Aunt Anna dArquista merely shook her head.

I think you will not, Lucia, she said. I pray God may rule us for the best!

She seemed so close to tears that Lucia dared not speak again, the moment. She stormed into her room and there she flung herself down on her bed. Her face was burning. And cold little pangs of shame shot through her heart.

She had thought that she controlled her tragedy so well that not a human being in the world could ever have guessed at it. But here was a wild Indian who had looked through her at a glance and, in a moment, had read all her secrets. She wanted to destroy him utterly. And yet, after a time, she found herself sitting up, musing, and almost smiling.

He is a clever rascal, said the girl to herself. And if I were in a great need, he could help me!

She was called for the night meal after this, and met the guest, Guadalmo. He was a tall, wide-shouldered man of about forty, with a grim face and a gray head that might have been ten years older; but his body was still young and supple — the body of the professional duelist. He bore traces of his encounters — a ragged scar in his right cheek and another which crossed one eye and kept it half closed so that he bore, continually, a quizzical, penetrating expression. He had donned his most magnificent clothes for this occasion. He wore, above all, old-fashioned lace cuffs and a great lace collar worth a fortune in skill and labor. It made an odd setting for his forbidding features.

He was a courtly man as well as a warrior, however. And he entertained the girl with talk of Paris and the French court, full of little cuts and thrusts of gossip. He was one of those who can speak with an easy familiarity of the great men of the world and seem to bring their presences into the room. Don Carlos listened to him, agape with delight.

Tomorrow, said Don Carlos, I shall beg five minutes of your time to teach me some clever thrust. I have been shamed by an Indian today, with the foils. I must have some revenge on him!

Guadalmo raised his brows. An Indian, he said, who fences?

The skill of a fiend incarnate, said Torreño, breaking in. I should give a great deal to see you cross blades with him, señor!

Señor Guadalmo smiled.

For Indians, he said, I keep a whip... and bullets. I advise you, my dear friends, to do the same.

Here a door behind Guadalmo swung silently open, but he knew it by the soft sighing of the draft, and leaped violently to his feet, setting all the dishes on the table in a great jangle. He had a pistol in his hand as he whirled, but he saw behind him only an empty threshold, dimly lighted.

Señor! Señor! cried the host. One would think that you feared the Black Rider even in the midst of my household!

Set a man to watch the door, asked Guadalmo, reseating himself, but still with a pale face. I have a profound respect for your household and your management of it, Señor Torreño. But when one has to do with the devil... one needs caution... caution... and again, caution!

The effect of that fright was still ghastly in his face, but with an inward struggle he forced a smile to his lips again.

He took up a glass of white wine in which the imaged light of a candle flame was trembling; and the tremor, the girl noted, was not in the flame of the candle, but in the hand of Guadalmo. She observed and she wondered. And when a breath of air through the open window set the draperies behind her shivering and whispering, she trembled in turn, as though the ghost of the Black Rider were behind her chair!


VIII. THE BLACK RIDER
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WHO IS THE Black Rider? It was the commanding question in the mind of the girl when she went out into the patio beneath the stars with the others. From the little white tent city around the main house, all the retainers of Don Francisco were waxing merry and raising songs from time to time and, at the end of each days work, the followers of the worthy don received due portions of that colorless brandy which the Mexican Indian loves and which burns the brain of the white man like a blue flame. But even their singing was subdued, for Don Francisco hated all loud noise except that of his own strong voice.

Obviously no questions about the Black Rider could be asked while Señor Guadalmo was himself present; but after an uneasy moment he bade the rest good night and withdrew to his appointed quarters for sleep; so he said. But during an interval which followed, they could hear the stir of men.

Guadalmo is filling the house with his guards, said Torreño. Look! Even under his window!

They saw two stalwarts, each with sword and carbine, take post beneath the windows of Guadalmos room. There they remained, huge black specters.

I have an idea! said the girl. The Black Rider is one of Señor Guadalmos men with a grudge against him!

Torreño chuckled in the bottom of his thick throat.

My dear, he said, that is childs talk. You do not know Guadalmo and his men! He has picked up the neatest set of murderers that ever wore sword and pistol since the beginning of time! There is not a one of them that does not owe his escape from the gallows to his master. They live by him; they would be hung except for him and his influence with the governor. They know it and they would fight for him as for themselves. He is their safety; he is their charm against death! Those two men yonder... I can tell the one by the feather in his hat, the other by the limp in his walk. The tall man used to cut throats in Naples; Guadalmo smuggled him aboard his ship and made off with him. The other was a soldier in the Low Countries, a gambler who made up for his losses on the highway. He fled to Guadalmo also. So they are here. They will watch over him more tenderly than they will watch over their own souls!

But this Black Rider, has he never appeared except to Señor Guadalmo?

Some dozen times, said Don Carlos. He knows, it appears, whenever some solitary traveler sets out with a large sum of money. Then the Black Rider appears. Usually he sweeps up from behind on a horse swifter than the wind, it is said. The animal is sheathed in a light caparison of black silk. There is a hood of thin black silk covering the Rider, too. That is how he gets his name. He stops his man, takes his purse, and is gone. Sometimes they were brave and resisted, at the first. A bullet in the leg or through the shoulder always ended the fight. The Black Rider does not kill. He does not have to. He can see in the dark, it seems, and he shoots with such a nice aim that he could kill a bat on the wing at midnight!

That was all the explanation she received concerning the Black Rider. After his first few captures, the mere terror of his presence had proved enough to paralyze all resistance. Men were benumbed with fear when he approached.

At last Lucia stood up to go to her room; and, as she turned, it seemed to her that there was a movement in the far corner of the patio.

In the name of heaven, Señor Torreño! she breathed.

The shadow stirred. A man stood upright.

Carlos... fool... your pistol! growled out Torreño.

It is I... Taki! said the shadow.

Tie the red-face to a post and have him whipped! commanded Torreño. Have you turned into a spy, Taki?

It is the command of the señorita, said the Indian. I am to stay close to her to protect her in case of harm.

Seven thousand devils! thundered the other. Am I not guard enough for her, and in my own house? Lucia, what madness is this?

Only Señor Torreño, she said, because he was given to me, and I did not know what other work to give him.

Well, said Torreño, you must not be afraid of the ghosts you make with your own hands. But for half of a second, I looked at him and thought... the Black Rider!

Is the Black Rider so large a man?

Larger, it is said. A very giant! A span taller than this Taki of yours. Good night!

Don Carlos went with her to the door of her room; Taki was three paces to the rear.

Dear Lucia, he said, as they paused there, now that you have seen my father and his country, do you think that you can be happy among us and our rude people?

She looked up to him with a little twisted smile. Ah, Carlos, she said, I should be afraid to say no to the son of Don Francisco!

And she hurried on into the room with Anna dArquista. Don Carlos turned to speak to Taki, but that man of the silent foot had already disappeared. There was no definite quarters assigned to the Indian. He was left to shift for himself, and the place he had chosen was in a nook behind a hedge. There, from a blanket roll, he provided himself with what he wanted, which was chiefly a mask of black silk, fitting closely over his face, a pistol, and a rapier. Provided with these, he made his way back toward the house, moving swiftly but with caution and going, wherever possible, in the gloom beneath the trees, for the moon was up, now, and the open places were silvered with faint light. He came to the wall of the big, squat house and moved around it until a form loomed in front of him.

A short-barreled musket was instantly thrust against his breast. Yet the voice of the guard was muffled, for fear lest he needlessly disturb the slumber of his master.

Who is this? he asked.

I am the new man.

I know of no new man.

The footfalls of the other sentinel, who kept guard around the corner of the wall, paused at the end of his beat. In a moment he would be back and in view of them. Taki drew in his breath and tensed his muscles.

I have ridden all afternoon up from the harbor.

Ah?

You are Giovanni?

Yes.

I have brought you a message.

From whom?

Naples.

Diablo! breathed the other. Are you from Naples?

And he lowered the muzzle of his gun a trifle. In that instant Taki struck the other with bone-crushing force on the base of the jaw, and he slumped gently forward on his face. Taki stepped over him.

Giovanni? he heard the other guard murmur as he approached the corner of the wall.

And then the second man turned the corner and came full against Taki. He had no time to cry out. The left hand of the Indian, like a steel-clawed panthers foot, was fixed instantly on his throat. And as his breath stopped, he snatched a knife from his belt. But Taki struck with the hilt of his rapier, and the guard turned limp in his grip.

After that, in a single minute of swift work, as one familiar with such things, he gagged them with their own garments and bound them back to back. Then he flattened himself against the wall and looked around him.

All was quiet in the house; only from the distance came an amiable, musical hum of voices from the tents; a reassuring sound of men at peace with one another and with the world. And Takis teeth glinted white as he smiled at the moon. Then he turned, adjusted the silken mask, laid a hand on the sill of the open window, and drew himself softly into the room.

Señor Don Hernandez Guadalmo slept but lightly; and even that silken smooth entrance of the Indians had roused him. Now, as Taki turned from the window, he faced Guadalmo, who was sitting bolt upright in his bed, but so paralyzed with nightmare horror that he could not move his hand. Before he recovered, he had clapped a pistol to his head.

Don Hernandez, son of a dog, he said, for the sixth time we have met.

God receive my soul! murmured the wretched man.

The devil will receive it, said the other. But not from this room. You must step out with me, señor!

If you have murder to do, do it here! But first, let me see your face!

Before you die, you shall see it, I promise. And if I fail, you may use your discretion upon me. Here, Señor Guadalmo, is your favorite sword. I make free to borrow it. Now, step before me through that window. If you cry out, if you attempt to run, I send a bullet through your back... or an ounce of lead to mingle with your brains, my friend!

What reward is there in the end?

A chance to fight with me fairly, point to point, sword to sword, and die like a murderer, as you deserve, but also like a gentleman.

Guadalmo fairly trembled with joy. Is it true?

On the honor of one whose faith has never been broken.

I go as to a feast! said the duelist. He paused only to draw on a few garments. Then he slipped through the window before Taki and was rejoined by him on the ground.

The guards? he queried in a whisper.

Taki pointed to a tangled heap of shadow at the corner of the wall.

They will not notice your going, señor.

You have confederates who have done this?

Confederates? Yes, my two hands. Walk straight ahead, señor. I shall remain just half a pace behind you.

My friend, the Black Rider, said Guadalmo, this promises to be a notable and happy night.

And he walked straight forward down the slope and into the hollow beneath.


IX. FLASHING BLADES
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HERE, SAID THE Indian, we will be very comfortable.

Guadalmo paused. He found himself in a little level-bottomed clearing surrounded by the squat forms of oak trees, each with a dim, black pattern printed beneath it on the brown grass.

The moon was bright. A cool sea wind stirred across the hollow and brought to it the indescribable freshness of salt water. And from the highlands came the additional scent of the evergreens.

Guadalmo cast off the light cloak from his shoulders.

I am ready, señor, he said.

Your sword, replied the other, and presented it to him by tossing it lightly through the air. Guadalmo caught it with considerable dexterity and made the blade whistle in the air.

Now God be praised. Señor, the Black Rider, he said, I see that I have to do with a gentleman and not with a cutthroat.

Be assured, friend, said the Indian dryly, that if I were a throat cutter, yours would have been slashed at our first meeting. This is to be a fair fight with equal weapons.

However, you still carry a pistol at your belt.

The Indian tossed that weapon behind him and into the shrubbery.

We are now even forces.

There was a ring of joy in the throat of Guadalmo.

Fool, he said, you are no better than a dead man! If you dare to stand up to me for ten breaths, I promise you a swift road to heaven. But as for equal forces... if I am hard-pressed, I have only to shout, and a dozen men will come for me.

Taki started, then shook his head as though to reassure himself.

I have thought of that, of course, he said calmly, but I think that I know you too well. For you had rather die, Guadalmo, than have men know that you cried out for help against a single man!

Come, come! exclaimed the Spaniard. The time flies. If the bound guards are found and I am missed, there will be a noise at once!

That is true. Señor, on guard!

Their blades whipped up in a formal salute; continuing the same motion, Guadalmo passed on into a murderous lunge. Only a backward stroke saved Taki from that treacherous move.

Ah, murderer! he breathed. This is your beginning!

Save your breath for your work. You shall have plenty of it! said Guadalmo, and attacked instantly.

He came in with the reckless abandon of one accustomed to looking upon his narrow rapier as a secure wall of steel against his enemys point. And the blade of Taki met his with a continual harsh clattering. Neither would give back. They pressed on to half sword length.

Ha! cried the Spaniard through his teeth, and delivered an upward thrust at the throat against which there seemed no possible ward.

But Taki found one. With his bare hand he knocked aside the darting weapon. He stepped in with the same movement and crushed Guadalmo against his breast. The hug of the bear could not have been more paralyzing.

I am a dead man! God receive me! gasped out Guadalmo as the point of the shortened sword appeared at his throat.

With that stroke, señor, said Taki, you killed Antonio Cadoral in Padua. Tonight it has failed you. What else have you left?

He cast the helpless man away.

Breathe again, Guadalmo, he said. Now, señor, your utmost skill.

Devil! groaned Guadalmo. You have only a minute to live!

And he attacked not recklessly, but with the utmost deadliness of finesse, working as though a picture were being drawn by the point of his weapon. It became a play of double lightning, the two blades flashing in the moonshine.

But the minute passed and Taki still lived, and without giving ground. He began to talk again as they worked, as one who held his task lightly.

Señor Guadalmo, there is a grove near Toledo where a gallant gentleman, Juan Jaratta, met you without seconds. You killed him with foul play... a sudden thrust when by mutual agreement you had lowered your swords to take a breath.

It is false! snarled out Guadalmo. Besides, there was no human eye near to take note of such a thing.

I, however, was nearby, and watched.

You are the devil, then!

As you please. But beware, Guadalmo! For the sake of Jaratta, I am about to touch you over the heart!

I defy you!

The rapier in the hand of Taki darted out as the hummingbird darts toward the deep mouth of a flower — and as the hummingbird stops dead in mid flight and then shoots forward again, a mere flash of rainbow color and sheen, so the blade of Taki paused and drove beneath the parry of Guadalmo and the keen point pricked him on the breast.

Damnation! gasped out Guadalmo, and quickly leaped backward with all his power.

He began to perspire with the weakness not of exhaustion, but of despair and fear.

We have only begun, said Taki. There was in Nice, on a time, a young gentleman from the American colonies of England. He had loaned you money, Guadalmo, and when your time came to repay it, you found a quarrel with him and met him outside the city on a broad green lawn. There were great flowers planted around the lawn. As the dawn grew clear, you could see their colors... golden-yellow, bronze, and deepest scarlet. Do you remember?

If I remember, you shall soon forget. So!

A good thrust, said Taki, putting the stroke aside with a flick of his own blade. And a favorite in Bologna. With it, in fact, you killed the poor gentleman. And, for his sake, another touch above the heart...

Who can escape the leap of the lightning? Señor Guadalmo was tense with dreadful anxiety, and yet he could not avoid the sudden flash of Takis sword. And again there was a bee sting in the flesh above his heart. He felt a little warm trickle of blood run down inside his shirt — warm blood over a body that had turned to ice.

He gave ground. He looked wildly up the slope above the trees, where the roofs of the house of Torreño were faintly visible. There was succor, in ample scope, so near, so near! He thought of turning and fleeing toward it, but as he watched the tigerish smoothness of the advance of Taki, he knew that he would be overtaken in a single leap. There was no escape that way. He thought of crying out — but before the sound had left his lips, the inescapable mischief which played so brightly in the hand of the tall man would be buried in his heart! And the cold perspiration streamed down the face of Guadalmo. His body was dank with it.

There are still others, said Taki. You have covered your way with killings, damnable murders made legal. You have picked quarrels with young men who had scarcely left their fencing masters after a month of practice. But above all, there was one man who had never held a straight sword in his life. He was an honest sailor, Guadalmo. An honest man, do you hear me? A breath of his was worth more than your eternal soul. He was a kind, bluff man. All who knew him, loved him. He had behind him a young wife and two small children. Ah, Guadalmo, my friend, what a devil it would have taken to murder that honorable man? And yet there was such a demon in the world. There was such a murder done. All honorable! He was challenged and met with rapiers. He was forced to fight, he thought, to defend his honor. His honor against a rat, a snake, a wolf! Think of it, Señor Guadalmo. Can you conceive it?

Are you done? snarled out Guadalmo, perceiving that the end was near. Are you done whining? Yes, I killed him. And you are his brother? Hear me, friend. When the steel went through him, he screamed like a woman!

Taki groaned. He screamed with agony of sorrow because he thought of his wife and his family... with bewilderment that such a tiny needle of a weapon should have taken his life... but never with pain or with fear. For he was a lion, Señor Guadalmo! And it is for his sake that I am about to touch you for the third time, and this time, you are to die! Think of him, and how he lay in your patio, panting and gasping. He had messages which he begged you to send to his wife. He would forgive you, pray for you, if you would send them. Did you send them, Guadalmo? Did you send them? A word, only, to his widow or his orphans?

Bah! gasped out the Spaniard, and lunged with all his force.

It was attacking a will-o-the-wisp. He closed again with a shout of despair. Then a limber hand of steel closed around his sword. He felt a wrench that twisted his wrist far to one side. Out of his wet fingers the sword was drawn, and flipped high into the air, spinning over and over, brilliant against the moon, in its fall. And Guadalmo followed it with eyes of horror and of bewilderment.

He looked down at the leveled blade of his opponent. And then, from the rear of the clearing, a pistol spoke, a bullet hummed past and thudded heavily against the body of an oak tree, and into the open ran three men. There was a wild cry of rage from Taki. He leaped at Guadalmo with a final lunge, but the latter fell groveling upon the ground and missed death by a fraction of a second. Over him leaped Taki — no time for a second stroke.

Another bound brought him among the shadows of the trees — and he was gone, with a final volley whirring about him.

And, in the meantime, it seemed that a hundred voices had suddenly begun to shout at the same time, before him and behind him.

There was no pursuit on the part of the valiants, however. They did not care to follow the tiger into his lair among the crowded trees; they preferred to make a close guard around Guadalmo and shout for help. So Taki paused to drop the rapier into a shallow bed of leaves. He snatched the black mask from his face.

Just before him a body of six men broke in among the trees.

Who is there? they shouted to him.

Taki, he said. And he joined in the hunt.


X. TRAPPED
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IT WAS A matter not to be mentioned in the presence of Señor Torreño. It was well enough if some rascally brigand dared to hold up passersby upon the great highway. But when they ventured into his very presence and there committed their villainies, it was high time that an end were put to these proceedings. Señor Torreño ordered his entire household to mount. He left at the house a mere guard of half a dozen men. With the rest, he scoured the country. And, conspicuous among the foremost riders was Taki, the Navajo, who distinguished himself by being the only man of the party who thought he saw a fugitive vanishing among the hills. However, they could not trace the vision of Taki, and therefore they eventually turned back to the house, gloomy and disgruntled. The lips of Torreño flowed curses faster than a well gives forth water. He damned the entire world in general and the Black Rider in particular. He began again with the Black Rider and went backward, damning the entire world. He would burn the entire region of California to a crisp, but in the end he would have this reckless manhunter who ventured upon his kill in the very lair of the Torreño himself!

The story of Guadalmo was simple and clear. He had been wakened from sleep by having a cord thrown around his body. Therefore, he awakened helpless. He was forced to dress in haste and climb down through the window, and so was taken to the hollow where he was eventually found. There he was about to be murdered, but he had managed to excite the pride of the Black Rider sufficiently to make the outlaw begin a single-handed duel in the course of which he was about to spit the Black Rider like a chicken, and so put an end to that sinister public plague, when they were broken in upon by fools who thought they were running to the rescue. It made no difference that the rescuers, according to what their eyes had told them, vowed that they did not notice any sword in the hand of Guadalmo. They were not believed to have seen what was before them. For, though it was conceivable that the great Guadalmo might be conquered in fight, it was notably ridiculous to conceive that he had been so overmastered that he was actually disarmed!

Señor Guadalmo, however, made light of the whole matter when they sat together to break their fast in the morning, after the futile manhunt had ended.

Now that I have seen this ghost face to face, and noted the color of his eyes, said Guadalmo, I assure you that there will soon be an end to him. Oh, fool, fool, fool that I was!

He struck his palm across his forehead and sighed.

What is wrong, Guadalmo? asked his host.

When I think that I might have put this monster out of the world with a mere touch... and that I allowed him to live! Alas, Torreño, I am covered with shame and with fury.

Tell us, Guadalmo.

No, no! It sickens me to think of it! Fool, fool that I was!

We must hear it, señor

It was in this manner. We had closed. We were at hardly more than half sword distance. I threw him off balance with a strong parry and at the same instant I closed on him and took him by the throat. The dog lost heart at once. He dropped his sword and fell on his knees and babbled out a prayer for mercy! Mercy has ever been my besetting sin. I could not kill that wild beast even when I had him in that position.

Lady Anna dArquista fairly trembled with admiration. To think that at the same table with her sat a man who had been able to crush the famous Black Rider to his knees was enough to make her shudder. She said to her niece: Did you ever see such a gallant and noble gentleman, Lucia?

Lucia wasnt always graceful in her manners. Now she grunted as a man might have done, and a very rough man at that.

He has a sick look, she said.

Guadalmo?

He has had troubles enough to last him out the month, said the girl, nodding her head sagely.

Of course, to be wakened by that fiend...

A poor weak devil! scoffed the girl. Our great Guadalmo takes him by the throat and makes the devil beg!

You do not believe?

Of course I believe, said Lucia, yawning a little. I believe anything that is amusing! There is little enough, at that!

She could not be moved from this position. Guadalmo finished his recital in the midst of a silence which was a greater tribute than applause. He promised, however, that when he had a little spare time on his hands, he would hunt down this wretched road-haunter, this Black Rider, and cut him to shreds the very next time they encountered.

Here Lucia spoke aloud: The next time, señor  she said, will surely be the last. It will be the seventh. And that number is surely fatal, is it not?

To the surprise of everyone, Señor Guadalmo turned white and his face was glistening with perspiration.

I pray heaven, señorita, he said in a shaken voice, that you are not a prophet.

Ah, ah! cried Lucia. I mean, of course, that the meeting will be fatal for him... for the Black Rider!

It was too late to give the thought that turn in the mind of Guadalmo. He seemed stricken. He sat bowed in his chair, his head in his hand.

He said over and over: There is a sort of fate in it, is there not? I meet him again and again... I alone. Six times he has encountered me... six times the breath of the devil has fanned my cheek. But all this is only a warning. The seventh time the devil will gather me in!

He removed from the table presently and went from the room. All remained in an uneasy silence for a moment behind him, and at length Torreño himself murmured: Who would have believed this of the great Guadalmo?

His steward came in at that moment. He was full of excitement. He reported that, in a shallow bed of leaves in the forest, not far from the very spot where Señor Guadalmo had been found in close fight with the marauder, one of the peons had stumbled into a hidden sword and got a shrewd cut in the leg for his discovery. It was given to the steward, who instantly gave it, of course, to the master of the house. Could it be, by any chance, the weapon of the Black Rider, which had fallen from his hand? Torreño took the rapier and held it at arms length.

That is a rapier worthy of a gentleman, not a brigand, he said.

Ill swear that the Black Rider would rather have parted with so much flesh nearest his heart than to have lost this weapon. At least, we have one of the feathers of the crow, which is more than all the other hunters for him can say. But what if he comes back for it?

Here there followed an impressive little silence, and into it ran the sound of a far-off flute:



Ye highlands and ye lowlands,
Oh, where hae ye been?
They hae slain the Earl of Murray
And hae laid him on the green.
Now wae be to thee, Huntly,
And wharefore did ye sae?
I bade ye bring him wi you
And forbade ye him to slay.



Then Señor Torreño stood up. He sent for Guadalmo. He sent for half a dozen other of his most trusted men — and then changed his mind and took with him the same number of Guadalmos practiced fighters.

This hand to hand fighting and this dueling, he said, is all very well. But I prefer a net which is sure of catching the bird.

The wounded servant limped along to show them the way; it was a perfect place. Low shrubbery enclosed a little hollow, and in that pool of leaves, stirred by only the strongest winds, the rapier had been found. Guadalmo and the rest instantly took cover among the shrubs. In the meantime orders were sent back for the rest of the train to be busy preparing the coach and packing up for the journey.

If the Black Rider were nearby, watching, he might venture down even now to secure his lost weapon!

But nothing came near them except the sound of the flute of Taki, the Navajo, as he wandered casually among the trees. He appeared, presently, from among them. He came to the pool of the dead leaves and scuffed through it. He turned, still with the flute at his lips, and went shuffling through the leaves again.

Then he stopped, lowered the flute, and frowned. Presently he leaned over and slipped his hand among the leaves. It seemed, indeed, as though he were searching for something. And what he wanted was not there! He dropped to his knees, then, and pocketing the flute, he was busy with both hands.

Suddenly the voice of Guadalmo rang loudly as he started up.

Take him, my friends! This is the man we want!

They started out of the shrubbery like six bloodhounds. Instantly they closed around the tall form of the Indian. He was still a head above the tallest man. He made no resistance. He merely looked about him in a bewildered fashion as they laid hands upon him. Torreño came storming from his place. The Black Rider was a man of wit and invention, a dashing, clever fellow. This was no more than a red Indian and could not be the man.

He has come here to hunt... for what? asked Guadalmo. For his lost sword, of course. Besides, I have heard his voice; I have seen his height and his form. It is the man, Torreño. My life on it! Another thing... give me hot water and a little scrubbing and you will see some of the red come from that skin! None but a white man could handle a sword as he handles his! Ill go a step farther, my friends. Ill give him a name... which is Gidden!

So much surety turned the scales at once.

Bring him instantly to the house, said Torreño. Well have a try with water at his hide.

There is no need, señor, said the prisoner calmly. I freely confess that I am Richard Gidden!

Señor Guadalmo began to laugh. The lines of trouble disappeared from his face. Years of age seemed to have been stripped from him.

Taki, he said, would have given the hounds a run, but Richard Gidden will be found worthy of hanging. Is it not so, Torreño?


XI. THE CHASE
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TO THIS QUESTION, the master of those lands did not immediately return an answer. He looked about him with a vacant eye of thought over the brown hills and the dark patches of oak groves here and there, studded with a scattering of cattle. Then he turned to Guadalmo.

This man is worthy of death, he said at length. That is clear. He confesses it himself. Now, my friend, when I see a white man I am ready to give him a white mans death. But when I see a redskin, an Indians death is a better thing for him. His skin is red. He calls himself Richard Gidden. It is an odd name. He is known to me only as Taki. And as Taki I swear he shall die!

And how? asked Guadalmo, falling in readily enough with the viewpoint of the other. For my part, I say, tie his hands behind his back and send a few ounce bullets through his head. That will make an end of him. However, there may be better ways. What way, Señor Torreño?

The dogs! said Torreño. I have traveled without them for this time only. But you have them with you constantly. The dogs, Guadalmo, and a fifty-pace start for him!

Señor Guadalmo, broke in Richard Gidden, your life has been in my hands, and I have spared it. Remember!

My life in your hands? snarled out the Spaniard. You lie, you rat! Besides, my pack need a blooding. They have grown dull on the trail! The dogs, Torreño, the dogs! An Indians death for a redskin.

And the first man to echo that cry among the followers of Señor Guadalmo was none other than Giovanni of Naples, with a bruised patch at the base of his jaw and a fury of rage in his heart. It was taken up; it swept to the house; it reached the ears even of the lady, Lucia. She could not understand, at first, but when she did, she went straight to Don Carlos. He was about to hurry to the manhunt, with gaiety in his face.

Carlos, she said with a sort of stern eagerness, if you wish my love and my respect, stop this hideous thing. He is a man, Carlos, not a beast. And they tell me he is a white man. God in heaven knows that I guessed that before I had heard him speak three words. For the sake of your soul... for my sake, Carlos, stop this hunt! And if...

Her voice was broken short by a loud clamor of deep-voiced hounds. She beckoned him away and turned to the house with her head bowed, her hands pressed over her ears. Don Carlos left her like a frightened boy who has seen a mystery. It had never occurred to him that it was wrong to hunt Indians with dogs. He had done it. His father had enjoyed that same wild sport. What there was in it of sin he could not see. And for the fact that the man was white, it was obvious that since he had chosen the disguise of a redskin, an Indians death was only ironically proper to him. And yet, seeing the horror in the face of the girl, he comprehended dimly that there was both a crime and a sin here. Most of all, he was afraid of her. He would have faced anything rather than incur her displeasure. He would have faced his very father. And, a moment later, he did so.

The hounds were out, and Torreño was discussing their merits rather than the merits of the work which was before them. The admirable Señor Guadalmo had in person brought this pack from Germany. The base of their blood was the boar hound. But having been trained by the skillful hand of Guadalmo, they were soon accustomed to course far nobler game. Huge of shoulder and quarter, with great, square, muzzled heads and brows wrinkled with lion-like sagacity and fierceness, they possessed, in addition, long limbs and the tucked-up bellies of greyhounds which were token of their speed. There were a dozen in the original pack. Seven remained, but they were like seven tigers in ferocity and cunning. Already they sensed work to their liking, and raged on the leashes. Two servants held each dog — and each dog was worth the price of two peons! The entire household was gathered to watch the chase. It was now that Don Carlos encountered his father.

Señor, he said, for the grace of heaven, do not hunt this man with the dogs!

His father turned slowly upon him. He had been touched to the very core of the heart with rage by the invasion of his house the night before. Now he saw some chance to let loose the gathering thunder of his anger.

The grace of heaven? The grace of heaven? he echoed. What do you know of the grace of heaven, boy?

Don Carlos was stricken. He retreated a pace. His voice trembled a little as he added: It is not I who ask, Father, he said. It is Lucia!

It is Lucia! mocked Torreño, putting a semi-awe into his own tones. It is the peerless lady, Lucia. Now, boy, hear me and understand me. I have paid a price for that girl. And may my soul roast if the price was not high! There is one way she may make me a return for my money... and that is to be an obedient daughter. But as for what she wishes... damnation, Carlos, am I to be ruled by the whims of a girl and a fool? Am I to be ruled? I?

His voice had raised at the end. Don Carlos was fairly quaking with fear.

Yet still he remembered the face of Lucia and so he persisted for a moment.

Alas, sir, he said. If you had seen her as I saw her, when she begged me to...

Begged? said Torreño, breaking strongly in. That is good! Teach her to beg. She is too apt to demand. As for this business, she knows nothing about it. A womans gentleness would fill this land with red devils in a month. It is one of my servants, Carlos, who dared to enter my house and raised a hand against a guest of Francisco Torreño! I will see him torn to shreds! Do you hear me?

I hear you, said Don Carlos submissively.

As for the girl, your wife to be, continued Torreño, a little appeased by the frightened face of his son, she may weep today, frown tomorrow, and sulk the next day. Then give her a ring... a horse... or some other trinket. And she will forget. Here is time to learn a great thing in the management of women, my lad. Let them feel the whip now and then... the whip, Carlos!

He rubbed his hands together and laughed loudly.

Now, friends! he called to the others. Is all prepared? Look to the cinches of my saddle, Juan. Mind his heels, fool! Señor Guadalmo, this will be sport!

Unless he runs away from the dogs, said Guadalmo with a discontented face. The surest way is a bullet through the head. Let the dogs have him afterward, if you choose!

He added in thunder: Bring out Taki! Bring him out! Place him here!

Fifty not over-long strides he advanced before the leashed pack and marked the spot by driving his heel into the ground. To that place they led out Richard Gidden, half naked. There was no doubt about the true color of his skin now. All his body had been dyed copper, but only about the face and hands had the stain been carefully renewed. The rest of him was many a shade lighter, and across his shoulders the white seemed fairly shining through.

He came forth with a firm step. He regarded the beasts who were to hunt him. He watched the mounting of the riders. Then he turned his glance before him, as though selecting the best course for his race. He was rather like an athlete contending for a great prize than one about to struggle hopelessly for life.

Cast him loose! commanded Torreño. Stand fast, Taki, until you hear the word. Stand fast, or we send a dozen bullets through you. Now, lads, with the dogs...

The guards, who had surrounded the prisoner, now gave back in haste to open a channel through which the dogs might run at their prey. But by this time they were in a frenzy of eagerness. They reared to a mans height as they strained at the leashes.

Unleash! cried Torreño. Halloo! Away!

A horn blew; the dogs leaped off, giving tongue; and Richard Gidden whirled to flee. But, as he whirled, he whistled once, a long, shrill note that cut through the air like the scream of a bagpipe. Then he fled down the slope toward the nearest hollow.

For fifty yards, with the fear of death winging his feet, he gained on the flying dogs, for the boar hound, after all, is a stout but clumsy runner.

For a hundred yards he held them even. Then they began to gain steadily and surely. They crossed the hollow. They sped up the slope beyond with the hillside giving back their deep voices in thunder. They topped the first hill and lunged down into the gentle valley beyond. And now they were straining forward closer and closer to his heels. The leaders began to slaver. The note of the baying rose sharper and shorter as toward the kill. And the horsemen who swept at an easy canter in the rear shouted encouragement. Torreño was strangled with laughter; Señor Guadalmo, like a madman in his joy, yelled to the hounds and brandished his fist above his head.

By the time they reached the next hollow they would pull down the fugitive, beyond doubt. The morning sun shone on his limbs, burnished with perspiration; his body swayed, now, with the agony of his labor, and his head was flagging back with exhaustion.

And then a red flash left the thicket to the left, and a red bay stallion flaunted across the open straight at the fugitive. It was Guadalmo who first understood the meaning of the thing.

Torreño! he screamed. Look! Look! His horse! Once on the back of that red devil, he is gone like the wind! Ride down the hounds. Get to him! Pistols and swords, my friends, if you love me! If he escapes today, we are but murdered men tomorrow!

They heard him with a shout of rage, gave their horses the spur, and instantly they were among the pack and rushing fast upon the runner. But though they rode hard and recklessly down that slope like true cavaliers, their speed was nothing compared with the unburdened stallion. He came like a loose lightning flash, down the slope and into the hollow. Straight beside Taki he rushed, and swerving there, with hardly abated gallop, they saw the fugitive fling himself at the bay, grapple the mane with one hand, take a long, winged leap as he was jerked forward by the running horse, and then rebound upward to his back.

But he was not yet free. The pursuit came hot behind him, and now their guns were out. But heavy horse pistols fired from the backs of running horses strike a target by chance rather than by skill. A dozen bullets combed the air about him as he lay flat on the back of the horse. But he guided the stallion by the touch of his hand to the left. Twenty paces before the pursuit he reached the next grove of oaks. And the voice of Guadalmo was a moan of desperation.

Through the open grove they pushed, bringing blood with every stroke of their spurs. The pack of boar hounds strained far, far to the rear now, setting up what seemed a foolish clamor. As well might they try to catch the wind as to overtake this fugitive. He was work for their masters. Too much work, indeed, even for them. For when they gained the open again, the red bay was racing over the next hilltop, and when they reached the next hilltop, he was entering a broken copse of oak in the hollow.

For another ten minutes they labored with curses and whip and spurs; but at the end of that time Richard Gidden had vanished from among the hills! The chase halted. All were silent. Torreños brow was black as a thundercloud. The lips of Guadalmo were twitching in a passion which he dared not release in words for fear lest words alone would not suffice him. But the eye which he turned upon Torreño was the very soul of eloquence.

So they came back toward the house. The dogs followed on through the hills unregarded. Later, servants would pursue them a weary distance and bring them in once more. But they would bring no consolation to Torreño or to Guadalmo. Those captains rode with faces averted from one another and so regained their quarters. And the view of them as they came in with failure printed on their brows brought joy to one person only — and that was the Señorita Lucia. Anna dArquista had come running to her and found her in prayer at the foot of the altar in her little private chapel — passionate prayer, with her face pressed against the cold stone. She rose and ran to the window, and looking out, she cried: God has heard me! God has heard me!


XII. LUCIA FACES THE MASTER
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THE SON, SEÑOR Don Carlos Torreño, had enjoyed the race after Taki — or Richard Gidden, to give him his true name — as much as any man. But when the red stallion appeared and swept the fugitive away to safety, he was the dreariest of all the party who turned back toward the house — with the single exception of Señor Guadalmo. The duelist was thinking of death; Don Carlos was thinking of his lady; it would have been hard to say which of the two had the colder heart.

But, in the meantime, there was the bustle of starting on that days journey, and during that time he was able to avoid the eye of Lucia. And when the carriage was lumbering along the road, at last, he was spared a face-to- face encounter with the girl again. For Hernandez Guadalmo had found it necessary to change direction in which he was traveling and had decided to accompany the cavalcade of Torrefio. There was no doubt in the minds of the others that he was moved by fear of Richard Gidden. But such an opinion could not, of course, be shown. The important thing was to make the celebrated Guadalmo welcome, and for that purpose both the elder and the younger Torrefio rode at his side

It was a gloomy days journey, and, at the close of it, when they reached the third rest house of Torreño, built for the comfort and for the honor of Lucia dArquista, Don Carlos realized by something in the glance which she cast upon him that the interview had been postponed — not dulled by the delay!

And she had hardly gone to her chambers when one of her serving maids came to him. She wished to see him, and at once. And poor Don Carlos girded up the loins of his resolution and prepared for trouble. It came almost the instant he was before her.

She sat beneath a window of her room with the dust of her journey still upon her clothes, tapping at the big stone flags upon the floor with a tapered riding whip. And while he talked, her glance went continually from the floor to his face to the floor; and every time she looked at him, he felt as though he had been struck by the lithe body of the whip itself!

Carlos, she said, this morning I begged a small favor of you, which was the life of a slave.

He sought his first refuge behind a quibble.

It was no slave, after all, he said, but a white man... Richard Gidden. I could have saved a hundred, a thousand Indians, Lucia. But this fellow, Gidden...

What had he done?

Don Carlos waxed warm with a simulated heat.

You must remember, Lucia! He invaded my fathers house, struck down his servants, took away a guest from his chamber...

Tush! said Lucia dArquista. He came for a professional fighter... a man who murders according to a legal form... Hernandez Guadalmo. He is notorious! He bound two of the servants of that cutthroat. He entered the room of Guadalmo. Did he stab the villain to the heart to revenge the death of his murdered brother? No, no, Carlos. Like a gallant fellow, he took Guadalmo out from the house to a little distance; no matter what Guadalmo says, I know the truth and you have guessed it, too, and so have all the others. He challenged Guadalmo to a fair fight. And before the fight was ended, in came your fathers men and saved Guadalmo. That is the only crime against Taki... I mean Richard Gidden. I asked that you save this man, Carlos!

He bit his lip. He was ashamed of his own fear of her.

Such a man does not need saving, he said with an attempt at lightness. He saved himself, you see.

He saved himself from the dogs, said the girl, her anger trembling in her voice now. Oh, God, that such a thing should be! An honest Christian man hunted with dogs! To be torn to pieces like a wild beast.

But he was not! protested Carlos. He was saved, Lucia. Surely you know that.

Saved by you? she asked bitterly.

Lucia, hear reason...

I wish to hear much reason. I wish to know, Carlos, why I needed to beg such a favor of you. Why were you not already working with all your might because you loathed such barbarism? Why were you not? Or was it because he had beaten you in a play of foils? Or in your heart, were you not hungering to see that manhunt?

When the truth is told about us, it carries with it a sting that pierces through our utmost complacency. Don Carlos had been shaken already. Now he was crimson, and panting as he spoke.

I could not stir my father. I talked until he was in a furious anger. I could not budge him from his purpose, Lucia!

Ah, she said, if I had been a man, I should have taken my stand at the side of poor Richard Gidden. If the hounds were loosed at him, they should have taken me also!

He threw out his hands in a gesture of wonder. After all, he is the Black Rider... he is a highway robber, Lucia. You forget!

I forget nothing. What justice could he have in this country except from his own strength? He came here to revenge his brother. He fell into trouble. He was saved by your father... by accident, I may say. He went into slavery and took to the highway to repay a debt. Was that not like an honest man? He has repaid the debt. Now he is free to turn his hand to Guadalmo. But you catch him and hunt him with dogs! Ah, it sickens me, Carlos! I only wondered if you would truly try to justify it. And I have heard you.

She turned her back on him and stared out the window. Don Carlos hesitated, turned two or three sentences in his mind, and then decided that the words would not do. He wanted, above all, to have the free blue sky above his head, and he fled at once. He had scarcely left the house when he encountered the last person he wished to meet — his father. Torreño stopped him.

You have the face of a sick man, Carlos, he said.

It is nothing, stammered Carlos.

You are white; you are dripping with perspiration. What is it?

Nothing, said Carlos.

Fool! thundered Torreño. Will you attempt to hide from me?

The son surrendered on the spot. That ringing voice went through him like a sword.

It is Lucia, he said faintly. She is in a fury because of Gidden and the dogs.

She is in a fury? repeated Torreño. She has complained to you?

Don Carlos sighed and shook his head.

I shall go to her myself, said Torreño.

Don Carlos caught his arm with an exclamation. She is not herself... she does not know what she says! he pleaded.

I shall bring her to herself, said the father roughly and, shaking himself loose, he went to the door of Lucias chamber. She herself opened it to him. He stalked in and threw himself unceremoniously into a chair. She remained standing, looking calmly down at him. Her very calmness enraged him the more. For he loved to inspire fear.

You have been talking with Carlos, he said sternly.

He has gone tattling, I see.

He has answered his fathers questions, as a respectful son should.

I have no doubt, señor, that he is a perfect son.

You are scornful, Lucia. Now you must understand that in this country all is not done as it is done in Spain. In a rough land rough ways are needed.

I think I understand. Men are hunted instead of boars. Why, señor? Because they are more helpless?

Torreño writhed in his chair. His voice doubled its volume.

What I order, he said, smiting his hands together, is never questioned.

Do you choose to be obeyed through fear only? she asked him.

Obedience is what I demand. The cause of it does not matter.

Señor, I am as yet a free person. If I marry, I shall swear obedience to your son. And she smiled. The smile maddened Torreño.

Have a care, girl! he cried to her. That marriage has not yet taken place. If you return to Spain unwed...

You threaten with a sword which has no point, Señor Torreño, she said. I, also, have been thinking of Spain.

That answer brought Torreño stiffly out of his chair. He stared at her, bewildered. It came suddenly home to him that this was not mere sham — that this girl could indeed contemplate a petty life in old Spain rather than become the queen of the Torreño estate. It staggered him. It shamed him.

Is that in your brain? he said. However, Lucia, you are not a free agent. The marriage has been contracted for. It shall be celebrated if I have to drag you to the altar with my own hands. And when the ceremony is ended, we shall see if you have not two masters instead of one. That is a thing which we shall see!

He strode to the door and then turned back to her.

To those who give me obedience, girl, he said, I am gentle as a lamb. To those who cross me, I am a lion. Lucia, beware!

With this, he left her, and she heard the beat of his heels and the jingling of his spurs as he went down the corridor. She went into the next room and found Anna dArquista crouched on a bench in the corner with a stricken face.

You have heard everything? asked Lucia.

He spoke so loudly...

Oh, I am glad that you have heard. That doesnt matter. You see, Aunt Anna, that I have fallen into the hands of hunters. If I cross this frog-faced devil, I suppose that he would set the dogs on me? She began to laugh, savagely, without mirth.

Lucia, poor child, moaned the spinster, I have had a foreboding of evil to come. Let us pray God to bring you happiness in spite of all!

It is time to think and to plan, said Lucia. It is time to remember that I am a dArquista. It is time to wish that I were a man!


XIII. THE SEVENTH ENCOUNTER!

[image: img107.jpg]

PRUDENCE HELD SOME sway in even Francisco Torreño, however, and after supper he walked with the girl in the outer garden where they could hear the steady roar of distant water through a ravine, a sullen noise which seemed to come from the quivering ground beneath their feet.

Now, Lucia, he said, while we are alone, and without anger, let us talk over everything and admit that we have made mistakes... both of us. I was wrong in treating you as if you were without a brain and a will of your own. You were wrong in saying that you did not wish to marry Carlos. Shall we begin by admitting these things?

Señor Torreño, said the girl, there is no need for sorrow. We have seen the truth about one another. You, señor, have no room on all of your lands for more than one person... and that is yourself, of course. I have the same need of room, señor. We could never be happy near one another.

Torreño felt the blind rage swell in his heart. But he controlled himself. He even managed to smile.

You are still angry, he said. Young people remain angry longer than old ones do. Because anger is a childish passion, do you see? But, Lucia, how could your wishes conflict with mine? What is there which we mutually could desire? Will you have rich clothes and many of them? Whatever is made in China or Flanders and all the lands between is yours! Are you fond of jewels? I already have caskets heaped with them... trays piled deep as your fingers can clutch! But if you wish more, you shall have more. Are you a lover of hunting! The finest English runners shall be brought half the distance around the world and put in your stables... your stables, Lucia. Do you hear me? Perhaps you love hawking. We have some falcons already. You shall have more! Do you love rich fittings in a house? You may plate your walls with solid gold if you choose! What more is there that a woman can wish? I have known of some bold hearts among your sex who loved the water. Lucia, there are many waterways where the sea is quiet between the islands and the coast. Aye, Lucia, and if you wish to be alone and reign like a queen and never feel any power, you shall have one of those islands... the largest... for your own. It shall be stocked with cattle and with servants. You shall build a house there according to your will. You shall build ships and trade with them on the seven seas, if you desire.

You see, child, that when you speak of finding room on my estate, you may have as much as any prince... and more! And still, I shall never know what you have taken!

To this lordly tale the girl listened with a faint smile.

There is one rock on which all of those plans would split, she said.

And that? asked Torreiio.

Don Carlos.

Ah? What of him?

Which of us would rule him?

Torreños face grew dark with angry blood.

He shall rule himself, señorita.

She waved her hand. That is folly, señor. I can twist him around my finger; and your very breath makes his whole strong body tremble like a dead leaf! Which would prove the stronger with him? Which of us would he dread the most? Which would he prefer... that I should laugh at him or that you should rage at him? I cannot tell. But I feel, señor, that after a time I should be too strong for you. Therefore I advise you for your own sake. Break off this unhappy marriage.

There was enough of the fox in Torreño to appreciate craft in others. He looked at Lucia with a glint of appreciation in his eyes.

If I were twenty years younger... yes, or ten... there would be no question of Carlos. I myself should marry you, Lucia!

There would be no peace in your house.

For a year, for two years, no! But after that, I would give you commands by mere glances and liftings of the finger! So! Your voice would never be heard except in answer to my questions. Ah, yes. It would be that way!

But since you are too old for this battle, do you think that Carlos has strength for it?

I shall teach him, said Torreño. In the meantime, our grip is on you. You are in our cage. We have thrown the net over your head. Beat your wings, sing your song, but escape if you can, my dear! But you cannot. You belong to me; you belong to Carlos. There is the end! In a few months, a few years... what is a little time?... you will learn to curl up in your nest! All will be well!

To this she made no answer, but she smiled at him in a way that made his heart fall.

Tell me, Lucia, he said, what manner of man could make you love him?

She answered instantly: One who could fill me with fear.

And have you seen such a man in all the world?

One.

And what was he?

She was silent again, and Torreño stared at her in real bewilderment. But here their interview ended. Filled with a whimsical impulse, he went to Carlos and told him everything, word for word.

Would you have her under these conditions?

I love her, said Carlos sadly. And if love can breed love, she will come to care for me before the end!

Bah! said the elder man. The mailed fist is the thing for her!

After that, the great Torreño gave little thought either to his son or to Lucia herself. He had before him what he felt to be more important matters, the details leading to the celebration of the marriage itself, which was to take place within three or four days after their arrival. And so, on the following day, they arrived at Casa Torreño itself.

It was like a childs dream of a castle. Through a shallow little valley a stream ran and pooled its waters in a spacious lake. Beside the lake was a village of white adobe houses; above the village the road wound to the flat top of a great hill, and on the plateau stood the house itself, built of hewn stone. And at one side, a great square tower arose against the sky.

Why will you have such a fortress and such a dungeon keep for a house? asked Lucia.

So that all the people in the plains may look up to this in clear weather and see the top of the tower... you see that it is painted white? And so they know that the eye of their master is on them while they work, while they sleep!

The instant they were in view over the top of the hills, a bell in the great house began to ring, and its larger voice was taken up by the jangle of other bells in the hollow where the village lay. People appeared, streaming from the Casa Torreño, and out of the village a gay-colored procession started up the road. Torreño looked triumphantly toward the girl, but her face was a blank. The next instant he had broken into curses. For the most inopportune interruption came to break up the solemnity of this occasion. At the last rest house there had been added to his train some couple of fleet greyhounds, and they had been brought along on the leash all day without finding anything to their liking in the way of game. But just at this instant their sharp voices were raised; Hernandez Guadalmo was heard loudly ordering them to be slipped, and in another instant half a dozen of the lean-bodied hunting dogs were straining across the hills after a flying hare. Behind them rushed Guadalmo and a few others of his immediate train; the followers of Torreño had far too much wit to leave the ranks at such a moment as this.

The diversion took much from the grandeur of the moment, but Hernandez Guadalmo gave no heed to that. He was as greedy a hunter of wild game as he was of man. It mattered not the size of the quarry. The hunt itself was the thing for which he lived. He followed the greyhounds over the first hills and through the next valley. He leaped his horse recklessly across the brook and plunged up the slope beyond, many a length ahead of his closest followers, for nothing they bestrode was comparable with his fine barb. Uphill, however, the hounds gained fast upon him. And the hare fled like a thing possessed of the fiend. It darted up the hill, gaining ground on the dogs at every enormous bound. It reached the more even country beyond, and here the dogs gained at each stride as the hare had gained uphill. And, with each second, the gap between Guadalmo and his men grew greater. He was at the heels of the flying dogs when he saw something stir among the next grove of oaks. A deer, he thought at first. It burst into full view — a bay horse of matchless beauty with flying black mane and tail as it swept toward him, and on its back a tall, familiar figure — Richard Gidden come for the seventh time against him.

The seventh time! If there were any special fate in numbers, one of them must surely fall on this day! And the courage of Guadalmo wavered. There even came into his mind the thought that back yonder among his followers there would be safety — if he turned and fled to them!

But at the thought of flight — and flight before so many witnesses — his soul was steeled to face the ordeal. He caught out a horse pistol from its holster beside the saddle. He brought down the pace of his horse to a hard gallop and, taking careful aim, he fired at the advancing rider.

But still Gidden closed. There was no gun in the hand of his foe. Only the naked blade of a rapier gleamed in the hand of Gidden as he rushed in. Plainly he had determined that Guadalmo should die in the same fashion that Giddens brother had received a death wound from the hand of the Spaniard. He drove straight on at Guadalmo. It seemed fate, not a mere mortal man, who bestrode that horse. Then Guadalmo threw the pistol away with an oath of fury and snatched out his own rapier. Holding it like a spear at arms length before him, he spurred the barb at Gidden. They met in half a dozen lightning strides. There was a double flash of light. Then, as Gidden hurtled past and swept off in a great arch away from the Spaniard, Guadalmo threw out his arm and the sword dropped from his hand.

Still he held the saddle for a moment with his head thrown back to the sky. He was like a man who sees an enraptured vision. Then he slumped sideways to the ground.


XIV. A RESCUER
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WITH SONG AND with dance, with shouting and with music, they brought the cavalcade to the Casa Torreño. In all the great house there was only one sad heart, and that was the heart of Lucia dArquista. And she, sitting behind her window, looked down across the moonlit valley and saw the bright winding of the creek and the broad silver surface of the lake, darkened at the margin by the shadows of the trees. The air was crisp in these highlands, and a cool breeze blew to her, filled with strange, pungent odors unlike the meadow perfumes of old Spain. All was huge and strong and new in this country at the other end of the world. She was oppressed by its newness; she was oppressed by its size; and for one familiar glimpse of the old land she would have given ten years of life. Even the singing and the merriment in the house oppressed her more. And her last ally was stolen from her. Anna dArquista had been sympathetic enough until she saw the Casa Torreño itself. But after she had walked through it, hall after hall, garden after garden; after she had seen the artificial pools, the statues brought at fearful cost, the stables large and costly as a palace in themselves, her mind was changed.

There are marriages for love, she had told her niece. There are also marriages of state. The sons and the daughters of kings submit to them happily enough. Why cannot you, Lucia?

And the girl made no answer; it was a thing not worth argument, she felt. And the willful blind cannot be made to see.

Torreño himself was quick to see the change in the girls chaperone. He was at this minute closeted with her. Perhaps he was suggesting certain methods by which she could change the mind of Lucia. As for that, the girl cared nothing. Steel cannot be changed to lead even by magic.

Here the wind increased suddenly almost to a gale — then fell away to its former strength. It was as though a door had been opened and shut behind her. So she turned her head, carelessly. She saw nothing, at first, but just as she was moving back again the tail of her eye caught on a tall black figure against the wall, half obscured by the curtain. She whipped around upon him. But even before she saw his face, she had no doubt.

Señor Gidden! she breathed.

It is I, said the Black Rider.

You escaped from Guadalmos men. I knew that you would! But how by magic did you ever reach this room? They have guards everywhere.

The same means by which I shall leave it. The hill is tunneled through from top to bottom and steps cut. It was done before the house was built... so long ago that even Torreño has forgotten them, I suppose. They brought me up to the cellar level. After that, I have been feeling my way until I reached you.

She was trembling with fear and with delight.

Where shall I hide you? Where shall I put you, Richard Gidden, madman! They spy on me every step I make. They have listeners at every door!

They know that the bird will be out of the cage if they are not wary. But they are cautious too late. She is already gone!

Señor! breathed the girl.

What would you give, señorita, to be free from this house, and away on the sea?

She paused.

I am paying for every second of this talk, said Gidden a little sternly. Speak to me as if I were your inner mind. Let there be nothing between us but honesty.

I would give all my life! said the girl suddenly. You knew that or you would never have come. But I am lost. Not even a miracle could save me.

Yankee hands and Yankee wits will accomplish that miracle, he said. If you will trust yourself to me. Come to the window!

He led her to the casement.

Do you see the trees under that hill above the river? I have two horses there... my own and a strong black mare which Señor Torreño will miss out of his stable in the morning. They are saddled and bridled. In a few short hours they will take us to the sea. And in the port there is a Yankee ship loaded and waiting for a fair wind and a word from me. The wind has come. Do you feel it? There is only one thing that keeps the anchor of that skipper down and that is tidings from Richard Gidden. Will you come with me... down those same steps that I climbed to get to you?

If we are caught, you are a dead man, señor. I shall not go!

As well die now as later. They have marked me down. They are ten thousand to one. Sooner or later they are sure to take me if I stay in this land. Guadalmos men have sworn to take me!

Then flee, Richard Gidden! Ride for the shore and the ship of your friend.

And leave you here? I cannot! If they were an army, I should stay near you in the hope of seeing you once in a year... a single glimpse.

Do you care so much, Richard?

I love you, Lucia.

And I you, Richard, even when your skin was red and you stood so tall and proud and disdainful before Torreño. I was afraid of you, afraid for you, and I knew that I could love you.

Like two shadows that the wind moved, they swayed together, whispering.

But I never dreamed that such a wild joy could come to me.

Now I fear nothing, Lucia. Nothing! I used to think when I sailed for this country that I had only one great purpose in my life, and that was to revenge the death of my poor brother. I was shipwrecked and lived among Indians. I felt that God kept me for that end alone. I was hunted for my life. And still I felt something predestined that would bring me on. But it was not to meet Guadalmo. It was to find you, my dear, and save you from the calf, Don Carlos, and the bull, his father. Save you and keep you and love you forever.

Richard, if...

A footfall in the hall; she started back from him.

It is my aunt!

It cannot be!

The footfall approached, paused at the door, and then went on.

Now, he said, that is a warning. Are you ready?

One instant. My jewels, Richard...

Let them be! Let them be! I am robbing Torreño of you. Let him keep the jewels. They will be a part repayment. I want you as you are, dear. Without a thing, without a penny. To be all mine!

If they see us as we go... if you are lost, Richard... I want to carry some weapon. They shall not have me back!

Hush, my dear. That is a sin. No harm shall come. Are you quite ready?

Yes.

Is there one regret?

None in all the world!


XV. ESCAPE
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THEY SLIPPED INTO the outer corridor. A door opened; a shaft — a soft yellow lamplight slipped down the wall. But the footsteps which sounded immediately went before them, almost as though leading the way. And the lovers looked at one another with suffused faces, with glistening eyes, thinking the same thought.

Now down the hall to the rear of the house. They reached a stairway at the back, narrow, swiftly turning, and down this Richard Gidden descended first, with the girl behind him, and as he climbed down he could feel the tremor of her breath behind him and sometimes catch a whispered word, so he knew that she was praying for their safety. But he needed no prayers to help him; he felt the strength of a lion in him.

They turned a sharp corner of the stairs — a servant, scampering up, crashed against Gidden and recoiled, staggering.

In the name of heaven, he gasped out.

Dog! said Gidden sternly. Are you a blind bat?

The magnificence of his manner struck the other full of awe. He cowered against the wall.

Alas, señor, on these steps... the servants only... I did not know...

Gidden brushed past him with the girl on his arm.

He has stopped and is staring after us. He begins to suspect something, said Gidden. The devil fly away with him. I should have stabbed him to the heart and gone on without a word!

No, no, Richard, only when your own life is in danger... swear that you will not harm a single human soul! If there is blood on this first day...

The devil is loose! murmured Gidden. He has given an alarm. Did you have the hood over your face?

There was a loud babbling of voices from the rear of the great house.

I had the hood over it. He could not have guessed.

He has guessed, nevertheless, Lucia. We can never reach the bottom of the hill by the hidden stairs before the whole household will be swarming like hornets.

We are lost, then, Richard? Shall I turn back? Shall I hide you?

You could not hide me here if I were no larger than a grain of sand. Old Torreño would smell me out. Keep heart, Lucia. We walk straight forward and trust to blind chance!

They entered the great hall. Yonder sat Don Carlos himself at a small table with a book in his hand, but with idle, sad eyes fixed straight before him.

We are lost! whispered the girl.

Not yet. He knows my red face, not my white one. And you are hooded. He will think it strange but he is in a dream. Perhaps he will not even see. We must walk straight toward the big door, yonder. If I have to delay, run straight forward, dear. There are horses in the courtyard tethered at the rack. Take one and ride with all speed down the hill. I shall be after you in a trice... or else I shall be a dead man. Do you hear?

Yes!

And are you afraid?

No!

Then...

Señor, señor! broke in the voice of Don Carlos from the side.

Señor Torreño! said Gidden in his perfect Spanish and with a courteous intonation. To the girl: Faster, my dear!

One moment!

On, on! whispered Gidden. I must stop here for an instant. Show no haste. Be slow and at ease. Sing a song softly. It will be better than a mask!

He turned to Carlos.

I have not your face in my mind, señor. Are you one of poor Don Hernandezs men?

I am, señor, said Gidden.

Your name, then?

Christobal Paraña.

Paraña? I have heard all the names of his men. I do not recall that one. Yet there is something familiar about your face. It is connected with some sinister recollection in my mind, sir.

I shall explain to you whatever you wish when I return. The girl...

He gestured.

Señor! said Carlos sternly. Stand where you are. I have the strangest thought in the world. You are Gidden!

He was drawing his pistol as he spoke. Half of its silver-chased length was in view when Gidden caught his wrist with fingers of hot steel that crushed the flesh against the bone and made him drop the weapon. He himself tore the pistol out and with the heavy barrel of it struck poor Don Carlos to the floor and that in the view of half a dozen mozos. The servants raised a shout. Someone fired a gun. But Gidden was already out of the hall and down the white stone steps into the courtyard. There he saw Lucia mounted on a tall gelding, with the reins of another in her hand. Before her stood a cavalier of Guadalmos troop, half frowning, half smiling. No doubt it was his very horse, by unlucky chance, that she had mounted.

He saw before him greater obstacles. There were a dozen armed men in that court. Two watched the gate steadfastly. Others were scattered here and there. It was plain that Torreño considered his house a garrisoned fort until that marriage was consummated.

Don Carlos! shouted Gidden as he raced out. They are murdering Don Carlos! Help!

That startling word brought a rush from the nearest men to the door, and there they crushed against the outcoming tide of those in pursuit of Gidden. Only one man had stayed by his place, and that was he who argued with Lucia. Gidden bounded on him like a tiger and struck him to the ground, then leaped into the saddle of the horse which Lucia held. He had one glimpse of her pale, set face, then they whirled and raced for the gateway.

Through that gateway they pressed at full speed and, out of the babble swelling confusedly behind them, they heard one great single voice — the voice of Don Carlos: It is Gidden and the Señorita Lucia! Kill the man.

A gun exploded; but it must have been fired wildly, for not even the sound of the bullet came to them. Then they were rushing down the looping road which led to the base of the hill. Halfway down they looked back to Casa Torreños stone face, pale in the moonlight, and a dark tangle of horsemen who spurred out from the gate. Then face forward, they goaded their horses and galloped for the stream. The stone bridge rang beneath the heavy hoofs. They tore up the valley toward that shadow of trees beneath the hills where the picked horses of Gidden waited for them.

Twenty riders stormed behind them, and the leaders were gaining when Gidden and the girl reached the covert. It seemed the ropes which tied the horses were strands of iron, refusing to be loosed. And the horses themselves were possessed of devils, dancing wildly, unwilling to be mounted. By sheer might of hand he raised the girl and put her into the saddle. Then into the saddle on the back of the bay. The brush was already crashing with the charge of Torreños men as they started away on their fresh mounts.

They issued on the farther side. Through the trees, shadows among shadows, the horsemen of Torreño cursed and spurred and shouted. Don Carlos, pressing toward the front, was offering thousands and fresh thousands for the capture.

But the fugitives had beneath them, now, speed like the gallop of the wind. A long level lay before them, twisting around the shoulders of hills which stepped down into the valley, and over it they raced, with the clamor growing fainter behind them.

It was a black sea under the cold light of dawn that they saw at last. But rocking on the waters of the little harbor they saw the long body of a ship. To them it was like a promised land. On the hilltop above the beach they loosed the two horses. The black mare raced off with high head and flaring tail, but the bay horse followed his master curiously and watched as the pair with numbed, weary hands, gathered driftwood and kindled two fires.

If they come... if Torreño comes before the boat? she breathed, as they stood shivering beside the growing fires.

Fate, said Gidden, is against them. Look!

From the side of the ship a boat had put off and was heading to the shore, swinging on with the rhythmic stroke of half a dozen men. It came closer. In the sheets stood a tall man, waving his hat, calling. And they hurried down to the edge of the water, where the wet sands yielded beneath their feet.

The bow cut the sand. The sailors leaped out, regardless of the icy water; but Gidden was already waist deep beside the gunwale, bearing the girl in his arms. And as she was lowered gently to a place, she heard a man in the bow saying in the unfamiliar English tongue: Dick Gidden, we have cheated the devil and got you safe! But here are two birds instead of one!

It is the spring of the year, said Gidden.

THE END
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CHAPTER I
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THIS WAS THE day of Ross Hale. The whole county knew it. When he got up that morning — and he had slept very little the night before. you may be sure — he looked at himself in the mirror and decided that he would now take ten years off his age and grow young once more.

He put on his best suit. scowling when he saw how shiny it was at the elbows. Then he went out and hitched his only team to the buckboard. It was a sorry pair, incurably thin, incurably down-headed, hardly fit to drag their feet along the road with the old buckboard trailing them, although Ross Hale forced them to carry him across the hills when he had to ride range.

Ross was desperately ashamed to go in for the great occasion in such a guise as this; nevertheless, he was mildly comforted by the knowledge that everyone understood. The whole county knew the wager that had been made between Ross and Andy Hale eleven years before, and the whole county was burning with excitement now that the decision was about to be made.

Eleven years before — to tell all briefly — the wives of Ross and Andy Hale were caught in a fire that broke out in the house of Andy. They were burned to death in spite of the great effort made to save them, The two brothers were left in exactly the same condition. They were of the same age, for they were twins, they were widowers, and they had each a boy of the same age.

In the winter that followed, when they talked over what the world might hold for each of them and for their boys, they laid their schemes, in their own ways, for the development of the young lives. To Andy Hale there was only one existence under the stars that was worthwhile. His argument ran something like this:

Nobody but a fool would want to live in the city, if he could get away from it. No, everybody with good sense prefers to live in the country. Why? Because he aint so crowded, in the country. Hes got elbow room and breathing space. And thats the reason that he goes out from the cities. Well, if he goes to the country for that reason, where in the world will he find more elbow room than right here in this county? Where will he find better mountains or more of them? Where will he find better grass for his horses and his cows? Tell me, partner?

Andy Hale, who was so exactly suited by this world that he found around him, decided that he would raise his son to follow in his footsteps and do exactly as he had done. He took pains that young Charlie Hale should attend the same tumble-down shack of a school where he himself had learned his letters. He also took care that Charlie did not remain in the school a minute longer than his father had remained before him.

What made a man of me is going to make a man of my boy, he announced to the world at large — and particularly to his brother, for there was a great contest on between them.

The views of Ross Hales differed materially from those of his twin brothers. Ross could not tell just what was wrong with the range. He did not mind riding range; he was a cowboy of sorts — so good with a gun that he could have made a living as a professional hunter, if nothing better had come to his hand. On the whole, although he thought that this life might be well enough, he dimly recognized the faint horizon of another universe, a sort of Milky Way that streaked thinly across his sky. And that other universe was the world of mind and soul.

In just what fashion the human brain might expand and flower, Ross Hale did not know. But he knew that he was extremely eager that his son should wander through the unknown spaces where his own feet had never trod. So he came to the great decision that young Peter Hale should he sent to a school where he could be prepared for a great Eastern university.

He consulted the rich rancher, Crowell, on the subject, and Crowell, in his usual positive manner, said: There is only one place in the world where an American boy may be properly prepared to enter a great American university. That place is Huntley School. Furthermore, there is only one great American university. But that I need not tell you, because, if your boy attends the Huntley School, he will be sure to know the name of the only real university before he gets out of the doors.

The matter was thus settled for the rancher, but when he began to look into the matter, he found that this was a staggering thing. Education was not a gift in the Eastern states; it was something that had to be paid for, and often paid for through the nose. However, Anthony Crowell had spoken. And upon such matters no man on the range would dare to question his opinion, however little Crowell apparently knew about cows, poor fellow. Thus, it never came into Rosss mind that he might be able to provide for his son more reasonably.

He had to clean up his savings in cash at the bank in order to provide for the very first year at Huntley School. But he made the provision, and, after that, he could not resist the desire to redeem the money he had already spent by completing the work that he had begun. And each succeeding year was more expensive than the one before.

Since he could not afford to spend $200 on a trip East to see his boy, he could not afford to spend the same amount of money in bringing his boy West to see him. Therefore the years slid along, one after the other, with more and more money departing from the packet of Ross Hale, and never a glimpse of his boy, Peter, in the flesh.

Peter himself, even when he was only fourteen, realized that he must be a heavy drain, and he wrote home to say that there were various ways of picking up quite a bit of pocket money and arranging matters so that, when he got to the college age, he would be able to provide his own board and lodging — if his father could only manage the tuition fee. This letter gave a ray of hope to the rancher. He carried it to his educational oracle, Mr. Anthony Crowell.

The latter said instantly: Education serves two purposes, Hale. In the first place, it gives a youngster mental discipline and it pours a certain quantity of facts into his mind, together with the knowledge of how to go about collecting new facts about new subjects, even after he has left school. But on the other hand, education gives a boy a prolonged childhood. It gives him a longer season during which the burden of the weary world is removed from his shoulders, Hale. He plays out in the sun without a bit of thought for the shadows that are to come. His body grows straight and his muscles grow strong. And his mind opens its gates and gathers in impressions. But if you make a poor lad work his way through school, the weight of the world is introduced, and it crushes flat that play existence that should fill the school from wall to wall. School is not for work only. It is primarily a social experience and a place where the boy can remain a child until he is actually forced to take on the duties of a man... until he yearns to take them on, Hale. Thats the great thing.

Ross Hale did not understand a great part of this speech, and what was clear to him was really hardly more than that Anthony Crowell did not advise allowing a boy to work his way through a school. This was enough. Of these matters, Ross Hale knew nothing, and he was such a frank and honest man that he never dreamed of pretending an opinion in matters where he was not learned by experience.

He went back home and wrote to his boy in the very spirit of the lecture that had just been read to him. He wrote, in effect:

Spread your elbows at the board, and do not regard any reasonable expense. The ranch is doing very well. I want you to have a good time, along with your studies!

Then he went down to see his brother Andy and sold him the southeast forty- acre field that Andy had been yearning for all these many, many years.

The resolution, which Andy and Ross had taken, of developing their boys according to their own views, had put Andy on his honor. He had changed his old way of living, ceased being a happy-go-lucky, free-swinging individual, without that understrain of seriousness that had always been a shadow in the life of his twin brother. But when he saw Ross settling down and making great sacrifices for his boy, Andy changed his own way of life, little by little. A certain number of years hence — so the agreement between Ross and Andy went — they were to produce their sons to Will Nast, the sheriff. And they would then accept the verdict that the sheriff might pronounce as to which was the finer man and the more valuable citizen.

This was a contest upon which a great deal depended. There was no doubt but that Peter Hale would come from his education a fine lad, and Charlie Hale would need a great deal to compete against him and keep from being disgraced. So Andy Hale did two things. In the first place, he seriously impressed on his boy the necessity of doing all things well that are expected from a cowpuncher and a range rider. In the second place, he set about building up a respectable property, for his dream was that, at the end of the probation period, Charlie might appear as the prospective proprietor of a fine bit of land and cows. That would give point and emphasis to all the qualifications that Charlie might possess as a cowpuncher.

So Andy, from being a free spender, became a most thrifty and saving soul, and, as the years went on, his place began to show all the effects that industry and care and forethought could present. He had good fortune, also, and what he turned his hand to prospered exceedingly. His cattle were free from sickness and plagues. When he tried his hand at crop raising, he got bumper returns of wheat and barley. And he always managed to sell at the top of the market and buy everything at the bottom.

I dunno how it is, said Andy Hale, marveling at himself.

Everything seems to turn out well.

There was one touch of learning in Ross Hale. He used it now: Youve sold yourself for the touch of Midas, he said.


CHAPTER II
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ANDY DID NOT know what the touch of Midas might be. But he gathered from the sneering tone of his brother that it was something rather disgraceful, and he returned a hot answer. Humility was not the chief virtue of Ross Hale, and so one word led to another until they parted from each other in passion and never again returned to the former kindly footing.

No doubt, Ross Hale should have been big enough of soul to look upon the waxing prosperity of Andrew without jealousy, but he could not control himself. About this time, too, Andrew took a second wife, and for some reason Ross felt that this was an indubitable token of the others prosperity, for, after all, wives cost money. Ross Hale felt that his brother was getting money to burn. Moreover, on his way to and from town, the road passed close to the house of Andrew, and Ross could see, with almost every trip, some new token of the comfort of his brother.

There was either a new bit of fencing, or else a new brand of cattle among those in the fields — for Andrew had taken to buying up the run — down and starveling stock of the neighborhood. Perhaps there was a new coat of paint on house or barn — fancy wasting paint on barns! — or the roof of some brand-new shed piercing the horizon. Andrews ranch was beginning to extend itself, too. Andrew needed more land, and yet more land. He was renting great acres of alfalfa among the irrigated little valleys among the foothills and he was carting the produce of alfalfa to his ranch. Then he bought up, in the dreary winter of the year, half-starved stock from far ranges, where the winter offered wretched pittance to the grazing cows. Yet these cattle, almost too thin to be driven to his ranch, soon grew plump. They were wretched poor strains, most of them, but they sold at so much a pound, once they were fattened, and Andrew always knew just when to take his stock to market to get the top prices.

His fields were expanding, therefore, to meet his requirements. He did not buy rashly, but a little here and a corner there, when one of his neighbors was in a desperate need of hard cash. Clever Andrew was so well established by now that the banks in town were fighting to get his business, and they were more than willing to lend him money, all the money that he could use, at six percent.

Someday itll be the ruin of him, said Ross Hale darkly and bitterly, usin money like this, because the money sharksll swaller him. It aint gonna be for the lack of my advice to keep him from it!

He dressed himself in his best clothes — that he might pass the inspection of the wife of Andrew — and rode over to offer that advice and, incidentally, to see if it were true that Andy was laying out the foundations for a barn that would hold 300 tons of hay. It was true; he found Andy assisting the workers to sink the foundations. Part of those foundations had been dug already and laid, and the building was to be built upon — concrete piles!

Ross Hale stared with wonder and sharp envy gnawing at his heart. Standing there, he spoke out his heart to his brother and gave his warning against the money sharks, as he had conceived it. Andrew listened with an intent frown, at first, then shaking his head and smiling. At last he laid his hand upon Rosss shoulder.

You mean me the best in the world, I hope, he said. I wouldnt think that it was just envy of me that brung you over here, Ross. You mean me good, and thats why you warn me. And lemme tell you that sometimes youre right, and theres more than one man thats working for a bank and not for himself. But not me, Ross. No, not me. Ive learned something, and I tell you that, so long as I got my wits about me, Im gonna keep right on borrowing from the banks. Why? Because I need capital that I aint got. I want to go out and buy when the season is right. When I hear that theres a bunch of a hundred worn-down, dying cows some place, I want to be able to ride right out and pay down the cash and snatch up that band. I cant do it with my own money. I could only bargain for a corner of that whole herd. Well, the bank lends me that money at six percent interest, but maybe I make hundreds of percent in the meantime. I give you an example... last November I heard of a batch of eighty dogies down in the Sawtrell Valley dying of hunger... no way to save them. Well, I borrowed money from the bank to buy them. Now look at what happened. Ten months later I sold off that batch. Eight of them had died. Too far gone for me to save them from starving to death. But seventy-two of them pulled through. The result was I cleaned up near twenty-five hundred dollars, old son! I paid back the bank a few days ago. Besides, I sank the twenty-five hundred in the vault, but not for long. Im going to have that coin out again. Itll rot in the bank at a miserable rate of interest. Ill soon want that money out and working in my hands.

This was all a little bit beyond the ken of Ross Hale. He knew, however, that transactions that looked simply gigantic to him were as nothing in the capable hands of his brother, and he felt that time had transformed Andrew into a new and formidable force. To dare to gamble on such a scale — to clear $2,500 in cash in a single, simple transaction, and clearly to regard that transaction as a mere nothing. This was like handing fire to Ross Hale. He stared at Andrew with awe, and the spite of malice could not be kept a little from his eyes.

Well, Andrew, he said, I dunno that I understand all of these ways of doing business. But I wish you all kinds of luck.

Thanks, said Andy, and lemme give you a mite of advice... which is that, if you want to make money out of Durhams, you had ought to...

Curse the Durhams! said Ross Hale. And well he might curse them, for disease was wasting his herd strangely and swiftly.

Well, Andy said kindly, you take care of your own business. Hows things with Peter, though?

A broad grin of triumph twisted the mouth of Ross Hale, and his eyes shone with triumph. He tried to make his voice casual and unimpressive. I just heard from him, sort of indirect. Someone that knows him sent me along this clipping, but Peter himself, he wouldnt say nothing about it.

He took out a newspaper clipping, already well worn in the creases and the seams, telling the tale of how Huntley School, in its great annual football contest with Winraven School, had triumphed gloriously with two touchdowns to one, through the heroic work of young sixteen-year-old Peter Hale. His burly shoulders had burst through the line from his place at tackle, blocked a punt, and carried the ball to a touchdown. Again he had broken through and tackled a back, so hard that the fumbled ball was picked up by a fellow Huntley man, and so the second touchdown was achieved. There was not so very much about the game, but there was a great deal about Peter Hale. His name was in the big, flaring headline. And there was a whole long paragraph, at the beginning of the story, telling about the manner in which stars are born and made.

This missive was read through twice, from beginning to end, by Andy Hale, and his lips pinched a little as he handed it back.

Curse it, Ross, he said frankly. I really dunno whether to be proud of having that boy for a nephew, or to envy you for having such a son. Still, I aint ashamed of my Charlie, only I dont think that hes any such headliner as all of this.

He turned his head to mark Charlie in person, big and bronzed, healthy and laughing and handsome, as he galloped his big, fast cow pony around the corner of the barn.

Hes sixteen, but he does a mans work, said Andy Hale. Maybe he dont speak trimmed-up garden English, like your boy most likely does, but he can tell which side his bread is buttered on, and he knows how to ask for more. I aint ashamed of my Charlie, even if he aint made any touchdowns.

However, Ross Hale felt, when he rode back home that night, that he had scored a great triumph. True he had sold the corner lot to Andrew. But he had been able to sit in the sun of Peters glory and lord it over the others. That was enough. In the meantime, if he had to ride back to a cheerless house and to a cold kitchen, he felt that it was worth the agony. And that night he entered his damp bedroom and went to sleep well acclimated to his fate.


CHAPTER III
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THE SCHOLASTIC REPORTS were not so flattering as the athletic ones. In the fall, Peter roamed across the gridirons and did great, flashing things. In the winter he was a member of the ice hockey team for the school. In the spring he was on the baseball nine, and in the hot summer days he was straining his back over an oar in the Huntley eight. All of these things he did surpassingly well, and now and then a flattering note came like air from heaven to the eye of Ross Hale, far off in the mountain desert.

In his studies, Peter was just a bit above average — below that, at first — but making slow, sure progress. He had his stumbling blocks. Terse and uncommunicative as his letters always were, they once contained a wail on account of Latin, the bane of his soul. Immediately afterward a greater curse entered — clad in strange garments — Greek! Between them, they were nearly the undoing of poor Peter, but he managed to struggle through.

When he came into his seventeenth year, everything seemed much better to Peter. Studies went more easily. On the athletic field he was triumphant, and in his eighteenth year he completed his course in a blaze of glory — football captain — crew stroke. He stood on a peak even in brilliant Huntley School.

Then came the fall, and the heart of Ross Hale swelled with anticipation. He could not help writing to Peter:

Look here, Pete. I know that college is a place where you go to get an education. But I tell you what — I like to hear about you doing good in athletics. I cant understand what tackling a Greek verb may be like. But I can understand what smashing up a football line may be. Im proud of your studies, Pete, my boy, but Im a lot prouder of what youre doing in athletics — and most particular on the football field. Folks are reading a lot about you here in the papers — maybe you understand what I mean.

How hard it would have been for Peter really to understand. He could not know that another vast chunk of the old ranch had been sold to Andrew Hale, and that the remainder had been heavily mortgaged. And still there were three mortal years during which this education affair must be carried on.

The first college year brought more glory to Ross Hale. It was only freshman football; the Crimson would not take a player on the college eleven until his second year. But in that freshman team, Peter Hale roved up and down fields, breaking the hearts of opposing teams. They had made him an end. Eighteen-years- old and 190 pounds of him, but so lightning fast that he was always first down the field under a punt. And he was forever smashing through the other line to get at the ball carrier — to say nothing of the moments when he looped far out and speared passes out of the air, then zigzagging down the field, ripping the enemy apart as lightning divides the startled sky.

Track and crew also held his attention. He carved a name for himself in each. The heart of Ross Hale swelled big with expectation of the next fall, when his boy would stand in the varsity eleven. Then real fame would come to him.

The fall came, and there were no press notices about Peter Hale — only this strange line in one paper:

The Crimson is not so strong in advancing the ball as it was expected. Simpson failed in his studies and cannot represent the Crimson on the gridiron this fall. Above all, the brilliant Hale, of whom so much was expected after his grand work on the freshman team, has been thrown out by a severe accident.

That was all.

It made Ross Hale ride half the night to get to town and send off a telegram:

Are you badly hurt, and when can you play again?

Father

He did not get a reply for two days. The answer read:

Out for a month or two. Nothing serious.

Pete

That somewhat allayed the anxiety of Ross Hale. Still, an accident that put a boy out for a month or two must be a rather bad one. He waited a week. Then he rode over to tell Crowell what was worrying him.

Why, said Crowell, dont you know what happened to your boy?

Good heavens, said the rancher, you talk like it was serious, Mister Crowell!

Serious? echoed Crowell, with a strange glance, Then he added hastily: Now, I suppose it might have been worse.

Yes, said the rancher, itll only keep him out for a month or two.

Is that all he wrote to you? Crowell asked.

Yes, said Hale.

Crowell murmured something and looked hastily away. He seemed a little moved.

But Ross Hale rode back to his ranch and went on waiting.

Late October came — November — and still there was no word of Peter in the line-up.

Well, it was a crushing blow, but there were still two years left of Peters varsity career, and perhaps it was all for the best. He would be bigger and stronger and better able, in every way, to make football history in the following fall. Therefore Ross Hale steeled himself with patience and endured for another year. Small consolations came to him along the way. Sweetest of all was the news in the early summer that Peter had done well — extremely well in his studies. The strangest part was that Peter had not appeared in the varsity crew — or in the varsity nine.

I am saving myself for football, wrote Peter.

But the junior year brought not a bit of better luck. October came, and still there was no word of Peter in the college line-up. So Ross Hale wrote to the coach — to the famous Crossley himself — asking: Why doesnt my boy make good, after the fine start which he had? Doesnt he measure up to your varsity standard?

In due time — but that was November and the big games were already played for the year — there came a bittersweet letter for Ross Hale. It was quite long and it was all written out in the hand of the great Crossley himself and signed with his very own name at the bottom of the last page.

It said in part:

Peter is good enough to play for the varsity. He is head and shoulders above any man on the team as it stands at present. It is a dreadful blow to us that we cant play him. But his leg was never properly treated, and it gave way during practice again.

However, even if Peter were never to play a game of college football, you have a right to know that we who really watched him in action in his freshman year understand that he was a great athlete, one of the very finest, I think, that I ever saw break up a football line. In addition, he has a heart of oak. But you are his father, and doubtless you know that for yourself.

For my part I should like to add only this: That sometimes great disappointments, even in little things, will ripen a man and make him truly worthwhile.

There was much more to this kind letter. But the major fact remained that Peter had not played football this fall again.

Andy Hale said with a smile and a shrug: Pete dont seem to be tearing them up quite so much this year, Ross.

Wait till next year and youll see him break all records, Ross said savagely.

Yet with the coming of the next fall there was still no word of Peter Hale in the line-up.

A poor team had taken the field for the great Crimson, and it was passing through a most disastrous season. The big fellows trampled it under foot, and the little fellows rose up and battled it on even terms. Surely, surely there was room on such an eleven for Peter Hale. His anxious father, reading Eastern sporting pages with an anxious heart, waited and waited, swearing to himself that life would be worthwhile if Peter could only stand in the Crimson line for a single period, for five minutes. But it was not to be. No college letter would come to Peter.

A dreadful winter followed. Twice Ross went to the banks, and twice the banks refused to talk to him. They had heard the old story before, and there was nothing in it to interest them. They did not care how great an amount of interest he was prepared to pay. He sold off almost all of his remaining stock. For his own part he lived on milk and bread and what rabbits he could reach with his rifle. He had furniture for two rooms — the kitchen, into which he had moved his own bed, and Peters room, kept exactly as it had been in the old days, when Peter left his home.

But the rest of the house had been denuded. It was true that it did not bring much when it was sold to the second-hand stores; yet it brought something. Even so, he could not get enough, it seemed.

I am afraid, from the size of your last check, Dad, said a letter from Peter, that you havent been having as much luck as usual on the farm. Now, if you will say the word, I can easily raise enough money to see me through commencement week.

But Ross Hale had begun this thing eleven years before and he would see it through. He took his last dollar into a poker game and came out with a couple of hundred. Every penny of it he sent East. This would see his boy through. It was the last stroke and it crowned his work. Now he had only to sit back and reap the fruits of his labors.


CHAPTER IV
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NOW YOU UNDERSTAND why it, was that the entire county knew that this was the day of Ross Hale. They knew, for one thing — for the papers had proclaimed it — that young Peter had graduated with honors, which seemed to mean a great deal more than football, at the Crimson, although not to sporting editors.

Here was a note from the great Crossley to Ross Hale.

Dear Mr. Hale: If we have missed your son mightily on the football field during the past three seasons, you now see for yourself that he has been doing a work that is a great deal finer for himself and for our college than anything that he could possibly have performed upon the football field!

I wish you joy of him. He is true blue — true-blue steel. There was never a finer fellow.

What a letter from the busy Crossley; how much heart in it; what an outpouring! It raised the head of Ross Hale into the clouds, and he almost forgave Peter for having failed in the football — owing to injuries of course. The great Crossley himself had pledged his word that was the reason. Did he not have that letter to show to the doubters?

The whole county was willing to believe — all except Andy Hale. He had reason to doubt — for it would not be long before he would have to let his boy stand at the side of big Peter Hale in front of the sheriff. And if Will Nasts eyes had not suddenly grown dull, were they not apt to see something in the great athlete, the man who spoke so many languages, who read, at least, in two dead ones. He wondered how Charlie would stand this comparison.

Big and strong Charlie undoubtedly was, and straight in the back, and broad in the shoulders. At bulldogging a yearling, where was there his superior in the county? He had a good business head, too, and one day he would have all of his fathers rapidly growing estate to handle. Yet, in the eyes of Will Nast, would he be as valuable to the community as this startling Peter Hale, into whose well-being half the life and all the prosperity of Ross Hale had been poured?

Such an effort was worth a great crop. And it seemed as though one had surely grown from it. There were thousands of students picked from all parts of the country — hand-picked. Yet this Peter Hale had distinguished himself among them all. He had been great in athletics; he had been great in his studies — or far, far above the average, at the least.

As for Andy Hale, what was it that he had invested? In preparing an inheritance for his son, he had simply discovered the means of occupying himself more fully and happily than he had ever been able to do before. Ross Hale had completed his active life; he shrank, a weak and exhausted soul, from the business of life. But Andy was ready to attack life with more fervor than ever. He had used everyone of the past eleven years to push out his boundaries. If he had begun the work in the interest of his boy, was it not true that in the end he had been completing the task for his own sake? But it was certain that he dreaded the day on which Peter Hale should reach his old home. Of all the people who streamed toward the station to await the incoming of the express, there was not one down-hearted spirit except that of Andy.

As for Charlie himself, his smile never varied on his brown face, and his eyes remained as bright and as clear as ever they had been. You would say that malice could not live in the heart of such a man. If the people looked with a pleasant expectancy down the track where the front of the express would soon show itself, they looked also with a very definite satisfaction at the son of Andy Hale.

Everyone knew the terms of the contest. And they felt a jealous interest in its outcome. They knew that Charlie Hale had had what every Western boy was apt to expect, except that he had a little more of it. He had been trained on a prosperous ranch under a clever father. He had a sharp head for business, a keen knowledge of cows, their ways, and how to make money out of them, and he knew how to use the range to the best advantage, summer and winter. In addition to this, he was big and handsome, rode well, shot straight, and feared no man. Peter Hale would have to be a fine fellow to take a mark above his Western rival.

Andy Hale, driving toward the station, found that the platform was already crowded, though it was well before train time. Still others were coming in haste to join the throng, but a way was made for him.

For instance, since there was a crowd of buggies and buckboards at the nearest hitching rack, Tom Ransom backed his rig out and gave the place to the father of the returning hero. When Ross Hale climbed up the steps to the station platform, way was made for him, so that he walked through to the front. He paused here and there — to take a cigar from one friend, to shake hands with another, and to exchange a word with a third.

He felt the admiration in the eyes that were fixed upon him. They were quite willing to overlook the shabbiness of his clothes, as if they felt that this were proof of the sacrifices and the efforts that he had made to complete his boys education.

Now and then they looked from him to Andy Hale, and their faces darkened perceptibly. It was not that anyone could have a word to speak against Andy Hale, but, compared with the sterling example of his brother, it was felt that Andy had almost sold his soul to the devil. He had preferred to make money; Ross Hale, on the other hand, had preferred the mental welfare of his boy.

To be sure, Charlie Hale was as fine a looking fellow as could be found on the range; his hand was as strong and his heart was as steady — but to compare him with his cousin from the Eastern school would be a very silly thing, indeed.

Weaker and smaller men than Andy Hale and his son would perhaps have felt all of the implied criticisms in these glances, and melted from the crowd, but they endured it all with smiles. However, it should be remembered that prosperity, when it passes the common point, cannot be tolerated with complacency by others. The commonest cowpuncher could see that in the past eleven years Andy Hale had lifted himself fairly out of their ranks, to a position in which the bankers smiled most cordially upon him, the officials of the county asked his opinion, and that opinion was liberally quoted by the county newspaper — where reputations were made and buried, also.

Here was old McNair with his keen blue eye and his bulldog jaw. He grinned at Ross Hale and wrung his hand with the paw of a giant.

Look here, Ross, he said. You got the finest boy in the range, and I got the prettiest girl. How about making a match between them, eh?

It was a sad thing to say in the very presence of his daughter. But Ross Hale noted that, although crimson flooded her throat and her face, it was rather with confusion than anger that she quickly turned to her father and shook her finger at him to keep him quiet.

Darn it, Ruth, said McNair, louder than before, you are the prettiest girl, and Ill see no man that dares to say that you aint. But they wont make such fools of themselves to say that. Eh, lads?

He looked about him with the eye of a bull but he met with smiles only. What would have been an intolerable speech from any other man could be endured, coming from the lips of McNair, because he was a known man. For that matter, Ruth McNair was a known girl, too, and it would be hard to bring from any man in that crowd a speech that would offend her in any way.

If she had to turn away to hide her color, Ross Hale passed on with a keen sense that the sun was warmer and more gently golden than he had ever known it to be. The very smell of tar from the tracks seemed to him more bitingly delicious than any fragrance of flowers.

Presently there was a faint humming of the rails. He looked east along the line above the hills, where the trees met with the pale blue of the sky, and he saw a streak of white smoke. It blended in with the glistening clouds in the sky. Then the whistle screeched twice, and here came the front of the engine, swaying around the long curve into view, and then straightening out, staggering with speed, as it sped on for the station.

Now the train was slowing. The brakes went on with a screech. Voices began to be raised around him, excited voices frankly and freely speaking, because they had the thunder of the engine and the roar of the grinding wheels to drown their noises. The more they talked, the more excitement grew. A buzz and a stir filled them, and all the Sumnertown people pressed a little forward on the station platform.

The great moment had come, and Ross Hale, as he saw the train slowing toward a halt, tried to see through the windows, but found that his eyes were misted over. The gasp and whisper of the crowd — which was all that was left of their rattling excitement of the moment before — sank still lower and went out. Silence swept through them, and it was as though a great searchlight had fallen upon Ross Hale and his boy.


CHAPTER V
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HERE WAS DOC Murray; the rich rancher, swung down from the steps of the train and looked about him with a joyful wave of the hand and a cheery word here and there to various faces that he recognized among the crowd as though he thought that this impromptu reception was being held in his honor. But there was no heed paid to rich Doc Murray. He suddenly recognized that he was not the center of the picture, but that he was obscuring it. He shrank suddenly to the side and away into the crowd, turning a bright scarlet.

Ross Hale smiled. He had waited a long time for this moment; he had invested eleven years of purgatory in the labor, wrecking his life and using up his farm. There was nothing left to him except a shell of his old existence. So if a few others had to suffer a little at the instant of his triumph — well, how could that be helped? And was it not really fitting, in a way?

Here was another and another dismounting from the train, blinking as the keen scrutiny of the public fell upon their faces. They glanced from side to side, as though frightened by this unexpected publicity. Then they scurried away. How lucky it was that his boy was to dismount last of all. How lucky it was.

He was not the first to see Peter. But he heard a little gasp from several people around him. Then, by a great effort, he controlled himself, clearing his eyes with a slight shake of the head. Above the crowd he saw the face for which he had yearned these many, many years. There was a set smile upon the lips. And he thought that he had never seen such a pale face in an athlete.

As he came closer, the people before him gave way. Was it possible that an expression of pity was in their eyes as they glanced at Ross Hale, on this most glorious day in the world?

They separated before him, and he had a clear view of Peter standing beside the train, while his baggage was handed down to him — standing beside the train with his wide, powerful shoulders bulging over the support of two crutches. Down to the waist he was a veritable giant of a man; below the waist he was distorted, grotesque — with an iron brace running along one leg. He moved and trailed the lower half of his body with a lurch.

Poor Ross Hale suddenly recalled the past three years. He remembered how the brilliant young athlete from Huntley School had mysteriously dropped from the football ranks. He remembered certain passages in the letter from the famous coach, Crossley. Well, that was enough.

Slowly he went toward Peter, and, as he walked, it seemed to him that he was making eleven steps, and each step meant a year of torture that he had undergone for the sake of this moment. And each year was now blazing with an incredible brilliance of torture in his soul.

He had failed — he had failed — he had failed! Here was his hero, his breaker of the ranks of men, his demigod, his Peter — a mere shattered wreckage crawling home from a ruined life!

Ross felt no pity for Peter; he felt no pity for himself. Muttering something — he hardly knew what — he calmly stooped and picked up the bags that Peter had brought with him. Then he strode away through the crowd, and that crowd melted away on either side.

The very first man to retreat was Sheriff Will Nast, who was soon to be called upon to make the decision upon the value of each of these two young men. Others went in haste. Voices were raised with a sham cheerfulness. People recalled a thousand-odd bits of business, anything that might furnish them with a decent pretext for turning and hurrying away.

Yet they did not go unnoticed. Here and there a deep, quiet voice spoke, as Peter Hale noticed and recognized one face and then another. He paused to speak with each and to shake hands with each. He had a clever way of shifting all his weight and his right crutch onto the left arm and the iron-braced left leg. Then, balanced a little precariously in this fashion, he had his whole right hand and arm free for shaking hands.

People thought that he looked very white and sick. His eyes were quite hollowed and shadowed. But his voice was perfectly cheerful. He had something to say to each one who he knew, and so he came with a surprising ease through their midst and out to the steps at the back of the platform. By this time, there were few people left. Everyone had started off at full speed. Consequently there were not so many eyes to see the little calamity that followed.

Peter, fumbling for the steps with his crutches, hardly noticed that one of the concrete steps had crumbled away. There was a grunt, the crutches plunged down through thin air, and the heavy body of Peter lurched to the ground and rolled in the dust.

Two or three ran to help him up. But he managed himself with a surprising adroitness. He had not lost the crutches, and now one had a chance to estimate the immense strength that must have belonged to him once. One could believe those old tales of how Peter had crushed through opposing football lines and come at the ball carriers with an incredible, cruel force, merely from seeing the lightness with which his long, powerful arms heaved him up out of the dust and the cinders and balanced him erect upon the crutches again.

His father, looking back, saw the commotion and its cause but did not hurry to the rescue. He felt an insane desire to throw back his head and burst into laughter, and he felt that if he ran to Peter, he would run with laughter that must not be heard.

Besides, there were plenty of others to brush the dirt from Peters clothes. He thanked them gravely and calmly. It seemed to Ross Hale that his son had no shame and accepted the ministrations of the others with a pleasant smile, like one accustomed to the pity of the world. Ah, well, after this day the world might just as well end.

Only one thing was amazing — that the blow could have fallen so suddenly. One instant, he was like a king, above the rest of the people of Sumnertown and of Sumner Country. The next instant, there was the cause of his elevation reduced to a horrible mockery of manhood.

When the hulk of a man reached the buckboard, his father stood by. He would not offer help until it was asked, although he wondered how Peter would go about getting into the vehicle. But the moment was not so clumsy as it might have been, for Peter, balancing himself on the iron-braced left leg, put his crutches away in the back of the buckboard. Then he grasped the upper rim of the front wheel tire with one hand and the side of the seat with the other. He gave himself a swing and a lurch, and there he was, sitting in the seat, breathing a little hard with quivering nostrils.

It did not seem like a very great thing, except to one who knew something about the limitations of human strength. But Ross Hale knew. He had been crippled once for nearly eighteen months by the kick of a refractory mule that he was harnessing by the semilight of a lantern, before dawn. And he knew what it means to take the drag of a heavy body upon the arms alone. As Ross gathered up the reins and climbed into the buckboard, he rebuilt for himself the picture of Peter Hale as he might have been — as he once had been.

Once strength of foot had matched the strength of hand. Then he had been a veritable giant, indeed. Oh, to have had him only once come back here that the people of Sumnertown might have seen him in his glory — merely that they might contrast this glory with the wreck that it had come to now. But even that small mercy had not been granted to him, and he had read the disgust in the faces of the people who turned away from that station platform — disgust and pity commingled — than which there are no lower passions.

They would not forget; they had heard the lies for three years by which they were promised stories of the giants prowess. This, they now felt, had been merely an artful deception practiced upon them by the father and the son — a stupid piece of artifice to keep from them the irrevocable fact — that the life and the body of Peter Hale were ruined things.

Ross put the whip to the ragged, down-headed team of mustangs and drove them out of the town in a whirl. But they passed over the first mile before he could look at Peter, and then it was only a side glance, which showed him his son sitting with a high head and a glance fixed calmly on the road before them.

Presently Peter said: This goes even harder with you than I had feared, Father.

Harder? repeated the rancher. Harder? And then he laughed, but the sound was choked off and died in the pit of his throat.

You see, said the level voice of Peter, when I saw that you were so dead set on having me do something on the football field... why, after the accident, I talked it over with the coach and the doctor. They agreed that it might be a good thing if I didnt give you the great disappointment. They agreed, at that time, that there was one chance in ten that my legs might be untangled from the knots that they were in. So I took that chance... like a coward. And having started with fear, in that manner, Ive never had the nerve to speak to you about it since. Ive written those misleading letters to you. Ive even let poor Crossley write lies to you. Bless him Tony for it, though. He meant the best in the world.

It was an echo from a far and glorified world — in which the son of Ross Hale called the great Crossley — whose picture had appeared in papers a thousand times — by his first name. Ross Hale sat quietly, without answering, and digested the bitter sweetness of this fact through the remainder of the miles that brought them to the ranch house.


CHAPTER VI
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AS THEY DROVE alone, with the wheels sagging now and again into a deeper rut and tossing up a whirl of gray dust and a film of white mist, it seemed to the rancher that something else might follow. Something else must follow. There were other explanations owing to him, and Peter would at once attempt to make them. It did not matter that they might be hard to make; Peter would surely make them.

But Peter did not speak. He seemed only to be waiting for his father to open up the conversation again. For his own part, Peter was merely contented to sit there and let the time streak idly on, and the miles jog away toward the home ranch.

The early burst of speed had left the broncos down-headed. Their feet trailed, for the toes of their hind hoofs had been chipped away by constant trailing through the dust of this same road. For how many years had Ross Hale seen them pause to walk up the rises and lurch wearily into a trot again, on the farther slope? How many times had he seen them reel at the same places, and stumble at the same places, and lift their heads with a sudden interest, when they smelled the black mud and freshness of water that always blew to the road from Murphys windmill and overflowing water tank.

Peter Hale sat like a young Indian, and his father decided, in bitterness, that perhaps he had not lost so very much, after all. For instance, his Peter was not the handsome youth that he had promised to become. Or was this, too, an after-effect of the sickness? It seemed to the broken heart of Ross Hale that the accident that had wrecked the powers of his son had marred his comeliness, also. His square, powerful jaw, for instance, might not look so brutally cruel and stern, if it had been fleshed over a little. And one would not have noticed the forbidding depth to which the eyes were sunk, if it had not been that beneath the brows they were blackened so tremendously by suffering and long years of gloom.

Yes, Peter had suffered. There was no doubt of that. But it did not lighten the load on the soul of Ross Hale to know this. Certainly it would have been a sad thing if his son had turned out too great a fool even to understand how much he had lost, how much had been taken away from him by the fatal accident.

Tell me how it happened? asked the father.

I was up in the mountains with young Bassiter... Dick Bassiter. That was the summer after my freshman year. Bassiter was in my class, and Id seen a good deal of him at Huntley School. We were what you might call chums.

I didnt know that.

No?

No, you never wasted much time writing to me, you know, while you was away all of those years at school.

He felt the glance of Peter twitch aside toward his face, but, knowing that the eyes of his son were upon him, he looked steadily down the sunwhitened road before him. And he knew that his jaw was iron, and the rim of his face was iron, also, as Peter looked at it.

Well, said Peter in his deep, quiet voice, Dick and I had always been great friends. He had taken me home with him a good many times, you see? I knew his family. They knew me. We were all pretty fond of each other. One day we were all swimming in the river... a little river that runs across the Bassiter estate, you know. Theres a huge lake... with the falls tumbling in above the farther end. Dicks little sister, Molly, was there. She said that she wanted to go in swimming above the falls, so we climbed up there with her. But we saw at once that it was no good. The current was smooth on top... smooth but very fast. It whipped things right in and under and it tore for the falls full speed. However, we hardly had time to warn Molly. She had fixed her mind on diving in and the smoothness of the surface deceived her. She plunged in and began swimming, but shed hardly started when the current took her spinning around and drove her down the stream. Dick leaped in after her with a yell. But the current mastered him, too. I saw that there wasnt much chance, because Dick was a better swimmer than I, by a long shot. However, I couldnt stand there on the bank and do nothing. Anything was better than that. So I dived in.

And the water, it got its grip on you, too? asked the father darkly.

I was helpless in it. I couldnt make any headway. I saw the girl shoot down toward the lip of the falls and then catch at a rock and hold herself there. I saw Dick reach for her and she managed to pull him in to her. They were safe... the two of them. I saw that I couldnt make it out to them. So I swung back for the shore that I had just left and tried to make the shallows. It was no good. I couldnt handle that current for an instant. It was as strong as a team of hard-pulling mules.

He paused, and Ross Hale found his son looking quietly, sternly at a cloud that floated low in the sky, burning with the fire of the sunshine.

And then? asked the father.

Why, the water snatched me down over the edge of the fall, and, when they managed to fish me out, my legs were badly done up, as you see for yourself.

That was all. Ross Hale, setting his teeth, waited for the harrowing details. It is an invalids privilege to take a bitter glory in the troubles that had stretched him in the sickbed. But to the astonishment of the rancher, his son seemed to have reached the end of his tale with this stroke. He had gone over the edge of the waterfall, and now he cared to talk about it no more.

Ross Hale, breathing a little more deeply, turned his horses in at the gate and handed the reins to his boy. He saw the eyes of Peter flick over the yard and toward the house and he steeled himself to hear the remark that must surely be forthcoming.

But it did not come. One would have said that Peter did not even see that the yard had been denuded of trees. They had all gone the winter before. There had been nothing else to sell, and they had brought in a good, fat price, together with a stiff winter task for him. That money had seen Peter through one crisis of the college career.

However, here was the team going on toward the barn. And there was Peter sitting in the front seat — his son, his treasure, the reward of all of his labors. Ross tipped back his big head, and his laughter was good neither to see nor to hear.

The horses were soon unharnessed, and he noticed that Peter, for his part, managed with a singular adroitness to handle his wrecked body, standing about and working so fast with his hands that he was able to do a full half of the unharnessing and of the tending to the horses afterward.

It gave the father a cruelly sad pleasure to see it. He had not thought to bring back his boy to such labors as these. But now he saw before him the complete wreckage of all his hopes. They came out from the barn. One would have thought that big Peters eyes had been ruined no less than his legs. One would have thought that he had seen nothing of the poverty that appeared in the mow of that barn, where not two hundredweight of moldy hay littered the floor; that he had been unable to discover the sagging state of the roof, or the loft door hanging from a single broken hinge.

What the barn was, the entire estate had become; it was a burned cinder of a ranch. All that had once been prosperous had gone to the nurturing of Peter. And what return would he make? Well, that was yet to be learned, for there were ways in which money could be made, and it was true that many a man had been able to pile up a fortune despite worse handicaps than the crippled body of Peter. Yet there was little hope in the soul of Peters father.

When they stood in the welcome brightness of the sun outside the shadowy interior of the barn, a crow lighted on the watering trough and cried at them. And the despair and the rage that had been growing greater and greater in the heart of Ross Hale now burst out in a childish spite. He snatched out his Colt and blazed away. Both shots went wide — one that startled the crow up into the air, and the other as he rose into the wind.

But as Hale lowered his weapon, the strong hand of Peter reached for it and took it. The crow had risen well into the wind and now was flying for the safety beyond the roof of the barn. Peter fired at that black streak.

The crow sagged sidewise and dropped half a dozen yards, shrieking a bitter protest. Then it drove onward once more, but before it reached the barn, the gun spoke again. The black fellow tumbled in silence out of the sky and bumped heavily upon the ground.

Ross Hale observed, and, although he said nothing as he took back his gun, he was keenly conscious of the matter-of-fact expression on the face of Peter.

That gat of mine bears to the right, said Ross Hale as they went toward the house, across the corral.

It bears to the right, said Peter. Thats why I winged him on the right side, I suppose.

Youve been trying your hand at shooting, then? asked the rancher.

A man has to do something for amusement, you know. And I had no chance at the other sports, said Peter. So I got me some medals in the rifle and revolver teams. And he smiled, without bitterness, and straight into the eyes of Ross Hale.


CHAPTER VII

[image: img107.jpg]

SOMETIMES IT REQUIRES only a small thing to make us revise our mental estimates of men and events. It seemed to the rancher, now, that there might be cause in this mere bit of target work to alter his first judgment. But he decided that he would make himself more cheerful. He would talk to his boy of all that he could. Since there were blank and dreadful days, he thought that nothing could be better than to talk of the great moments that Peter had enjoyed on the gridiron.

Of all the days that you ever had on the football field, Ross Hale said, what was the biggest and the best for you, Peter?

Every day at football was a pretty good day for me, said Peter. I was big. I was fast. I loved the game. And I had the instinct for it.

Ross Hale glanced askance. He felt a prickling sensation and he was glad that there had been no other person at hand to hear this remark. It would have passed for a reasonably immodest utterance in the village of Sumnertown or on the ranges around that village. But Peter did not seem to he boasting. He was stating a fact.

However, said Peter, there was one day which was bigger and better than all of the rest put together. That was the day that Huntley School played its alumni in a practice game... just before the big game of that fall. My last year in the school, you understand.

Go on, said Mr. Hale, sharpening his taste for the tale of the deeds of glory.

You see, said Peter, I had developed fast. I was eighteen. And I was my full height, nearly my full weight, very tough and hard, muscles very nearly as tough as they ever became. Id been in athletics all my life, as you might say. And so I was never more fit than I was for that game. I was the star of that Huntley School team. Thats not saying a great deal, because it wasnt a very good team. But I was their star. I was their one scoring threat. And I was able to take care of everything that went toward my end or tried to cut around me or inside of me. The teams we had played used to take good care not to bother me. It was the far half of the line that they used to tackle, and so I got into the habit of scooting back behind the line as soon as the other fellows snapped their ball.

Then came this practice game. The alumni had a queer team in the field. Some old veterans, with their heads beginning to grow shiny, and pretty slow on their feet. And some big fellows just out of college, strong and fast and hard as nails. But the whole lot of them worked like tigers, and they knew their game. The end who played opposite to me was named Christian. Did you ever hear of him?

No, said Ross Hale. But go on.

Peter was lost in a dream for a second, and he descended from it to say: Christian was an All-American end the year before that, and he was as big as I, with five years added age to harden him. All that extra experience and college coaching were behind him. Our coach said to me, before the game, that he knew the alumni would be too much for our team. But that he wanted to see what I could do individually against Christian. That would be the test in the eyes of the alumni... how many plays they could shoot around my end.

Go on! gasped Ross Hale. I hope that you slaughtered him. I hope that you made a fool of him. I hope that you laid him out in the first quarter, boy!

Peter looked with a mild eye of forgiveness upon his fathers passion. Well, when the game started, he said, I was keyed up to do my best and I did it. But you remember how I was helpless in the water floating toward the waterfall? It was nearly the same against Christian. He knew everything. And, heavens, but he was hard. They began to send the plays at my end. And when I tried to break through, Christian seemed to be six men, not one. I couldnt manage him, and they began to slash around my end for terribly big gains. I was ashamed. I fought like a wild man, but nothing was any good. In the first three quarters they made three touchdowns; and they made them all around my end. The coach was simply white when he looked at me between halves, and at the end of the third quarter he sent a substitute in, and the substitute... a halfback, I think he was... said to me... The coach wants to know if youre quitting, big boy?

Of course, that made me wild. We had a tied score for the beginning of the fourth quarter. Very lucky tie. We had picked up one of their fumbles, we had blocked a kick and recovered it, and we had intercepted a forward pass. Everyone of those breaks had meant a touchdown for us. And that was why we were in a tie. So we went into the fourth period, feeling that we would do or die, but that we had to keep that alumni team from squeezing over another score. A tie was all the glory that we wanted.

I noticed that the whole alumni crew was pretty thoroughly done up. Even Christian was pretty thoroughly tired out. He was everything that a good football player ought to be, but he was not in the best of condition, and I was. He had exhausted himself pounding at me and he had made a pretty thorough fool out of me. However, I told the quarterback to try my end, the first time that we got the ball. That was five minutes before the game was to finish. He took the chance. I went in to box the great Christian, and, for the first time in the game, I succeeded. By this time I was stronger than he was. Besides, he had shown me his whole bag of tricks, hed been so bent on making a monkey of me.

We got three yards on that play. And, of course, everybody took particular notice that we had made that yardage through the great Christian. There was a good deal of yelling from the crowd, and, when we hammered at Christian again, we got a little more. We made a first down over Christian or around him, and by that time he was groaning with helplessness. But he was too far spent to stop us. I had an idea that if the backs would charge straight at Christian, instead of trying to cut around him, we could run him into the mud and gain twice as fast. I told the quarterback what I thought and he told me to come back. We put a substitute in at end in my place, and I went back to carry the ball, which was a shift that they often used with me.

I called the signals, and my plan was to feint at the other side of the line, but continually to take the ball myself and whang away at Christian. It worked wonderfully well, too. Not big yardage, because I was simply line plunging. I went through the great Christian again and again, until he was reeling and staggering. We hammered him back toward the far end of the field. It was very pleasant for me. I was getting a fine revenge for the way Christian had handled me in the first part of the game. He began to look like a high-school substitute.

Well, we got down on the three-yard line, and I began to call the signals for the last play. I knew that I could take that ball and smash right through big Christian for the touchdown. And while I began to call the signals, I looked across at the stands and saw all the people on their feet. I looked to our side lines, and there was my coach, who had asked me if I was a quitter. He was doing a war dance, now the happiest man in the world. Of course, a good deal of the credit for the manner in which Christian was being used up would go to him and his coaching. Then I looked back at Christian and nodded to him, to let him know this was for him, also. He was white and shaking and resting one knee in the mud. But though he knew that this was the finish, he didnt flinch. He was ready to fight to the last gasp. I remembered, then, that in his four years at college no one had ever made a touchdown through him. But after that, I thought of something else. I saw the ball snapped back to me by the center. I caught it and started for Christian... and then let it dribble away out of my hands...  Peter made a dreamy pause.

His father groaned. What made you do that?

Christian came around to me after the game and asked me the same thing. They had recovered the ball, of course. And that game ended in a tie. Well, I told Christian that, when I stood there with the ball tucked under my arm and the touchdown in front of me, I suddenly remembered that this was only a game, after all, and not an infernal gladiatorial combat.

I dont understand what youre driving at! cried Ross Hale. There was a chance for you to make yourself famous, and you threw it away.

Christian didnt understand, either, Peter admitted. I believe he thought that I was nervous when I had the chance to do the big thing. When I said that I had remembered it was only a game, he looked a bit stunned and a bit disgusted. And then he walked away. However, that was my biggest day, though the team thought that it was my very worst one. People said that I was off form. Well, let it go at that.

Your biggest day? Your biggest day? cried Ross Hale. And what about the time when you scored three touchdowns in... ?

But Peter had forgot to listen, for he was looking back too far into the old days, and it seemed to his father that, for just an instant, a hint of despair showed in the eyes of his son. He was not sure of it. The darkness was gone in an instant. Then they were interrupted by the arrival of Andy Hale.

He came in briskly, with a sort of determined good humor and high cheer, as though he feared lest the condition in which he found Peter might throw a damper on him in spite of himself. He came to welcome Peter home, to invite them both to dinner whenever they would come. He came above all to excuse the absence of Charlie from this family call.

But Charlie is sort of celebrating this day himself, said Andy. Because Ruth McNair has promised to marry him.


CHAPTER VIII
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SO RUTH MCNAIR was to marry Charlie Hale.

When Andy Hale had gone, Ross Hale sat in a brown study for some time. Well, he said at last, Charlie was well off before, but hes a made man now. Hes a made man now... lucky young devil!

A made man? queried Peter in the same calm voice.

Oh, his father has him pretty well fixed. His dad aint blowed in all of his money the way that I have. Charlies father has made his ranch the finest place that you ever laid eyes on, nearly. Maybe I aint told you about the way that Andy had fixed up his ranch?

You havent written to me about it, said Peter, but I could guess a good deal from the appearance of Uncle Andy. I could see that he thinks better of himself than he used to.

He does, and he has a reason for it, I can tell you. He has a good reason for it. Hes made that place of his bloom, but what does it all matter... all that work of his... compared with what Ruth McNair will bring him?

Is she rich? asked Peter.

Oh, her dad has got more money than you could shake a stick at. A lot more money.

A million, eh?

Whats a million? asked Ross Hale, shrugging his shoulders. No, I dont suppose that he could sell out for a million. He aint got that much improved land or such a lot of cows as all of that, but hes got enough range to really be worth more than that, and he could run three times as many cows as hes got now. Besides, will you look at all of the trimmings that old McNair has got? Theres a company back in Denver that wants to buy the water rights to that big creek that goes busting through the McNair place. They dont mean the rights of watering their cows from that stream. That would be different. All that they mean is the right to dam up some of that water and turn it into electricity.

McNair looked into the thing and liked it so mighty well that he said he would let them build the dam, not for any cash price, but for a share in the company. They put up the dam and do all of the work, and he gets fifty percent of the holdings. They say that the company will accept the business even at that figure. That alone might make McNair a millionaire. But it goes to show you what sort of a position the man will be in that marries McNairs heir. He threw back his head and uttered a faint groan. Once there was a time, Peter...

Well? Peter urged.

Never mind. Never mind, replied Ross Hale. He broke out suddenly: Why, Peter, your cousin is gonna be, by all odds, the biggest and the most important man in the whole county. You hear me?

I hear you, said Peter.

Curse it! cried his father. It dont seem to bother you none!

Bother me? Of course not. Im glad for the sake of cousin Charlie... thats all.

Curse cousin Charlie! Dont the money end of things mean nothing to you?

Why should it? asked Peter. I could be very happy with a most moderate income.

His father wiped his perspiring forehead and finally muttered: Well, theres ways and ways that an educated man can do things, and Id be the last man in the world to deny it. You said that you had got a leaning for the law, Peter. I suppose that maybe youll start right in being a lawyer in Sumnertown?

Start in being a lawyer? Peter cried. Why, Father, the law course takes three whole years after the regular course is finished.

Mr. Hale reached for the back of a chair and steadied himself. Three years... more? he gasped.

Yes, at least three years.

Three years more... , Mr. Hale repeated, and began to laugh in a very odd fashion. But maybe youre ready for something else. You never told me much about yourself, son. You never said much about your work, and so how can I know what youre ready for?

Its true, said Peter. Im afraid that I havent kept you in touch with my work.

When I busted my legs, nine years ago, said Ross Hale, it cost me close onto a hundred and fifty dollars, first and last. Well, Peter, maybe youve fitted yourself for being a doctor, if you cant be a lawyer. Maybe youre ready to start out and make yourself a good living doctoring.

Peter shook his head. The medical course is twice as long as the law course, he said. A man has to spend four years on top of his collegiate work, and after that he has to work in a hospital as an intern for two years. Six years altogether, on top of his college diploma.

The rancher was almost speechless, but, when he had recovered some of his presence of mind, he muttered: Law and medicine takes pretty near forever, then. Peter, tell me if there aint no profession that this university does fit a man for?

There are technical branches of it, said Peter, where a man can learn to be an engineer and such things.

Mining and bridge building and such things. All fine work. I hope that you went in for such things, Peter! cried his father.

Never gave them a thought, Peter answered. Most of the boys I knew were taking a general course, and I took one, too.

What does a general course mean? asked the father. A little bit of everything and something of nothing?

You might call it that, Peter said, apparently unable to notice the agony and the biting disappointment in the tones of his father. I dont know what Im ready to work at, unless it were to be a teacher. I could teach in a high school... Greek or history... or Latin.

A teacher! shouted Ross Hale. A teacher! Teach in a school? My son? He broke into a wild laughter and lunged blindly from the room.

His son made no effort to follow him. He waited for a time, with his keen eyes fixed upon the uncurtained, shadeless window, through which the sun streamed. Peter finally gathered himself and set about examining the state of the larder and the provisions of meat in his fathers house. He found an empty sugar sack, the last fragment of a side of bacon, mostly fat, a quarter of a sack of moldy potatoes, five or six pounds of cornmeal, a little salt, and half a pound of a very cheap brand of coffee.

Peter examined all of these possessions in detail. When he had examined everything, he swung himself dexterously down the hall toward his room. He did not need his crutches for this, for he had a most extraordinary skill in supporting himself with his hands when there was anything for him to press against — as, for instance, the walls of a hall. Then he would swing the ironbraced leg beneath him and so progress with great, awkward, and unhuman strides.

In his own room, he went over everything with an equal care — not a detail was missing. All was as it had been when he left. All was in good order, too. There was no sense of sticky mold and damp about the chamber, as there usually is in a room which has not been lived in for a long time. Instead, there was a sweetness in the atmosphere that proved this room had been cleaned and aired with some regularity. It told Peter everything that he could have asked.

Still he made a slow round of the rest of the old ranch house. It was like moving through the bare ribs of a building that has been wrecked by fire. He could remember this house in the old days as a veritable bower of coolness in summer and of warmth in winter, but this was now all changed, for the trees that had once shaded and beautified the old house were all gone, and he did not need to be told where the bodies of them had gone.

They had been transmuted into textbooks and tuition fees and all the other items that he had piled up so freely. Other men sent their sons to college. He had almost forgotten that he was being supported from so small a ranch and by so untalented a money-maker as Ross Hale.

The first suspicion had entered his mind when he saw the tumble-down span of horses that waited for him at the station and the faded old coat that his father wore. The sight of the house and the falling barn had been eloquent additional touches. However, all that he saw in the house itself was needed to sink the thought to his heart of hearts.

An axe began to ring behind the house. He went out and found his father busily engaged in cutting up some wood. But it was tough and time-seasoned oak, and the axe was dull, and the arms of Ross Hale seemed strangely weak on this day. Peter took the axe from him without a word.


CHAPTER IX
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CAN YOU SWING an axe, too? asked Ross Hale.

Watch me!

It was a novel sight to see Peter support himself, driving the iron end of his brace into the ground to anchor him, and then wielding the axe in both hands. From that tough wood the tool had been rebounding impotently while Ross Hale swung it. But now that Peter stood to the work, all was changed. The very first blow fleshed the axe by half the depth of its blade; the second brought out a chip as big as the joined hands of a man. And the ringing of every stroke echoed far off, like the rhythmic explosions of a long rifle.

Ross Hale, watching with wonder, looked up and down, following the flash of the axe, thinking: If this giant had not been maimed...

Is that enough? asked Peter.

The butt of the big log had been chopped into stove-wood sizes, and here was Peter, resting lightly on the haft of the axe and smiling. He looked at his father, but there was too much pride and pain combined in the features of Ross Hale. His son was compelled to stare past him.

Through the soft light of the dusk, a twelve-mule team plodded up the road, their heads nodding in a beautifully regular rhythm. Behind them a great wagon lumbered and creaked.

The quarry wagon! Peter cried. Suddenly he began to laugh with pleasure. Dont tell me that thats the quarry wagon, Dad?

Its the same, said Ross Hale. What about it?

Why, its eleven years since I saw the last one. Id almost forgotten that there was such a thing in the world as the quarries.

Dont you forget it no more, said his father. Theyre busier than theyve ever been before. Only the difference now is that theyre getting something better than rock out of them. A lot better. Theyve struck silver down there. And its paying them pretty good.

Silver! cried Peter. Up at the old quarries?

Aye, silver there. And that scoundrel Jarvin...

Old Mike Jarvin?

Yes.

But Mike and his whiskey bottle...

Listen a minute! called Ross Hale.

Through the evening, above the rumble of big wheels and the creaking of axle- trees, he heard the floating voice of a husky-throated singer who bellowed forth an ancient ditty to the effect that a blue-eyed girl was waiting for him in Mayo, and the oceans and the mountains could not keep him from her.

Its Jarvin, murmured Peter, still smiling and shaking his head with delight. I thought that the old villain had drunk himself to death long ago, for sure. But there he is, and he sounds as strong as ever.

Stronger, because now he digs the money that he spends out of the ground. And he has the full charge of the quarry and the mine.

He has it all?

Every bit.

But what became of old Sam Debney?

Thats what a lot of folk would be curious to know. But all that was ever seen of Debney was his body, smashed up among the rocks where hed fallen. And a handy place up above from which he could of fallen... or been pushed.

Murder, Peter Hale said sternly. Murder, I say.

The whole county says the same thing, but there was no proof. We know that old Debney was murdered by Mike Jarvin. But what difference does that make so long as we cant prove anything? Jarvin has all the mine. Makes more money every month. Has a bank pretty near filled with it, I suppose, and, hes got forty men and boys working for him.

Forty!

Yes, sir, thats what I said. And he pays them off once a month. Hes carting the payroll up with him now.

A wonder that he isnt robbed.

Who would do that?

Why, the Buttrick brothers or some of the other handy murderers and thieves in this county. We used to have plenty of them.

We did — his father nodded— and none better than the ones that you named first. The Buttrick brothers are as mean and as shifty as any thugs that ever breathed, and the reason that old Mike Jarvin aint been robbed, and wont be robbed, is that hes got Lefty Buttricks Colts on the one side of him and Dan Buttricks rifle on the other side of him. And he keeps on paying them so well that they cant afford to cut his throat. He hates them because he has to pay them so much, and they hate him because he dont pay them more. But he cant get rid of them... hes afraid to. And, they wont kill the goose that lays the golden eggs. Yunderstand?

Its a very pretty picture, Peter Hale agreed.

Aint it, though? Once a month we hear the singing of that swine rolling up the road, carrying four or five thousand dollars in gold along with him, and the Buttricks, you can be sure, are right along with him, watching the pig sleep and keeping care of him.

Peter watched the tail light of the wagon wind out of view, although the rumbling of the wheels still echoed distinctly. Then he gathered up the wood that he had cut and swung himself with uncanny adroitness toward the kitchen steps. His father marveled, seeing him pass. It was plain to him that Peter, after the dreadful accident that had disabled him, must have bent his mind seriously and scientifically to repairing the damage that he had sustained by using the only substitutes that remained to him, namely, a good set of wits and his giant strength above the hips. He had used his athletic training to prepare himself, and he had used his trained brain to study the problems and the way to master them. Now he went with faultless accuracy up the kitchen steps, supporting a mountainous load of wood such as Ross Hale himself could never have managed.

Peter led the way into the darkening house and stood like a lame Colossus before the stove and cooked the dinner, while his father lurked in corners, trying to make cheerful conversation, only to discover, as other and more ingenious men have learned before him, that even to be able to lie well really requires a certain amount of genius.

Another thought came to Ross Hale, and the longer he observed his son, the more certain he was that Peter knew all the humiliation and disappointment that his homecoming had produced, and yet he refused to allow this knowledge to influence his actions. He remained as calmly aloof as ever — and as cheerful.

The tension increased every moment, until it seemed to Ross Hale that he could not endure it. Finally he decided to make his escape. The instant supper was ended — such as it was — he accepted Peters offer to do the dishes and went out to walk up and down in the darkness of the night.

Behind him, in the kitchen of the house, he could hear Peters voice raised in a song that boomed and echoed through the old house. But the father knew there was only a pretended cheer behind that singing. The soul of Peter, in reality, was burdened under a greater weight of sorrow than Ross Hale himself could feel.

The dishwashing and drying proceeded rapidly. When all was accomplished Peter took himself to his own consolation. He could hear the slight creaking as his fathers heels ground the pebbles in the front of the house. He himself loved walking, and many an hour, striding back and forth, had once brought peace and good will back to his troubled brain. That pleasure, simple as it was, was now gone from him. He sat back in the big corner armchair in the kitchen, remembering when his grandfather had spent his hours in that same chair, and he took out an ancient black pipe, caked and crusted with tobacco. This he packed with care.

It seemed to Peter that smoking helped him to realize more dearly what his father had done for his sake. It had been a sort of crucifixion. Not only the body of Ross Hale had paid the penalty, but his soul had shrunk and wasted under the weight of his great effort. That task being accomplished, what a reward was this for the crucified man. He awakened and found himself in no heaven — only the father of a man who might never be self-supporting.

Peter, in his agony of mind, took his pipe from his teeth and closed his eyes and his hands. There was a sharp, cracking sound, a sting on the palm of his hand and the ball of his thumb. He had broken his favorite and only pipe into a thousand pieces. He did not curse, but, looking at the fuming little ruin that had fallen on the floor, he wondered what other mans hand could have crushed the stout brier root in that pipe as he had done with thumb and forefinger. Feeling a sudden need for the open air, he went toward the kitchen door. As he did so, he saw the glint of his fathers revolvers, where Ross Hale had left them on the kitchen table. Peter stopped and picked them up. They were good guns. In the Hale family, the men had always been proud of their weapons. And these fitted neatly against the heel of Peters palm. He slipped them into his coat and went on.


CHAPTER X
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NOT EVEN A cat, no doubt, could have covered the distance to the side gate without making some noise among the cinders that lined the path, to keep down dust in summer and mud in winter. But Peter moved on crutches shod with broad, air cushioned feet of rubber. These made not so much as a whisper as he reached the gate. He passed through it with care. Then he swung himself off into the darkness of the corral. His mind was fairly clear as to the purpose before him. If only he could do the thing and be back again before his father got into the house and missed the guns.

In the barn, he took the better of the two horses — at least it was the one that appeared toughest and most able to bear Peters crushing weight. He saddled and bridled this cartoon of a horse. Since his accident he had spent many an hour in the saddle, and therefore he knew just how to manage everything. He knew the whole trick of mounting and he knew just how to manage himself, once he climbed into the saddle.

First, when he was settled, he strapped his legs into the stirrups. He arranged the braces on either side, and then he was ready, being able to ride in this fashion as well as another man, and with this danger only — that if the horse fell and rolled with him — well, that would be the end of Peter. He had grown accustomed to taking chances.

With unsteady canter he was carried up the road. As he pushed the tired mustang toward the goal, there was no sign of a campfire on either hand. Perhaps drunken Mike Jarvin had decided to push on all the night toward the quarries, for the impulses that moved Jarvin were ever sudden and wild.

For the greater part of an hour he drove the mustang steadily up the road, and then he checked the horse. Straight before him, he could hear the roaring of the heavy wheels of a wagon, moving slowly through the night. He jogged his horse forward again, and now he heard the harsh, impatient yelling of the driver who was pushing the long team of mules forward.

A thick cloud of alkali dust rolled up into Peters nostrils. The wagon itself was a looming form against the stars, for it was loaded high with boxes and barrels that swayed and creaked as the wheels dropped into chuck holes on either side of the worn road.

Then Peter Hale took out a big silken handkerchief and tied it so that the loose flap hung over his nose and mouth and chin. Under the broad brim of his hat, his eyes and forehead were well-nigh lost. He sent the mustang slowly up alongside the wagon until he found a broad, made-to-order seat, heavily cushioned. In the center of it lolled the fat form of Mike Jarvin. And on either side of him were the gaunt outlines of two men who sat with the glimmer of weapons in their hands.

Hello! Whos that? snapped the man who sat above the head of Peter on the great front seat of the wagon.

Message for Jarvin, said Peter.

The guard snarled. Look back, Dan, and see if theres anybody else in sight.

There aint nothing behind, Lefty, Dan replied.

What you got for Jarvin? Lefty asked as ungraciously as before.

News from the quarries.

What?

Written out in this letter.

Where?

Peter reached up his hand, and Lefty Buttrick dipped his fingers into it. At once the capacious palm closed over Leftys hand; at the same time he was wrenched from his seat, without even time to utter a cry. The higher the seat, the heavier the fall. Lefty disappeared into the dust with a heavy thump and lay still, as though asleep.

But as Peter put Lefty out of the way, he saw the flash of the long barrel of Dans rifle swinging toward him, and Peter fired beneath that faint gleam of steel. He heard a shriek of pain, and he saw Dan Buttrick pitch downward from the seat.

There remained the frightened shouting of the mule driver, near the end of the steadily nodding line of the mules, and the cursing of big Mike Jarvin, in the seat of the wagon.

Whats up? Whats happened? Whos there? cried the driver.

Tell him its nothing, Mike, Peter ordered. Tell him quickly, too.

Its a joke, you fool! cried back Jarvin. Skin those mules, will you? He added to Peter: Now, kid, this is a good play. What do you want? A job?

Peter chuckled. He had heard of the savage cunning and the coolness of Jarvin in a pinch, but this was a little more than he had reckoned on.

I dont want a job, just now, Peter said. At least, not the sort of a job that you can give me, I suppose.

How do you know that? asked Jarvin. If you can take care of the two Buttricks, you can do a better job than they did. And I tell you, old son, that you can have the same pay that they had and...

Keep both your hands in sight, please, Peter said.

Certainly, answered Jarvin. I aint trying to put nothing over on you, my son. Good, said Peter. You might start in shelling out, however.

You aint interested in that job, then?

Why should it interest me? said Peter. What did the Buttricks get from you?

They got two hundred a month... apiece!

And youd pay me the salary of both of them?

Id pay you three hundred a month, kid, of the easiest money that you ever laid your eyes on.

Thanks, Peter said. In the meantime, just unbuckle that belt and hand it to me.

There was a groan from Jarvin. Youll hang for this, he said.

Unless I go to work for you, corrected Peter.

Rob me and then work for me? No, by heaven! cried Jarvin.

Ive done my days work, Peter stated as he gestured over his shoulder in the starlight to indicate that that work lay behind them in the road. And now I collect the profits, if you please. Hello! There goes your driver, I think.

A scooting shadow against the pale stubble field, the driver darted to the side, leaving his precarious task behind him.

Cowards and sneaks, all of them, fat Jarvin sneered. And here I am left alone.

You didnt try to get out your gun, said Peter.

Because I dont wear one.

You dont wear one!

The surest way in the world to get yourself killed, if you live the sort of a life that I follow, is to wear a gun and know how to use it well, said Jarvin. No, son, I never carry a gun. My worst enemies... and I got plenty of those... know that I dont go heeled. Heres the belt. Count that money over and then ask your conscience if you can afford to keep it. Honest money like that.

Whats Debneys share of this honest money? asked Peter. And will you go to Hades to pay it to him?

Debney? Debney? repeated the fat man. Well, it looks like youre not just a plain hold-up artist. Youre a historian, too, and you know all about the way poor Sam fell down from the rocks.

Yes, there was no luck for poor Sam, as you say, Peter replied.

None in the world, lad. None in the world. Tell me, then, if youre through with me? Or do you want to go through my pockets?

Youre too fat to keep much in your trouser pockets, said Peter, reasoning aloud. Ill simply look through your coat, if youll hand that to me.

Jarvin stripped off the coat with another groan. Let me tell you something, young man... I would pay you the full double salary that the two Buttricks have been getting. Thats four hundred dollars a month, and all of your keep, besides a chance to make a neat little slice of coin in other ways. The Buttricks squeezed about five thousand apiece out of me.

Peter blinked, in spite of himself. Ten thousand dollars, he said. Thats a very great deal, Jarvin. As a matter of fact, I may come back to talk to you about this, at the quarry. Whats in this coat that you hate to give it up so badly?

Nothing but bad luck, said Jarvin. And he handed the coat across, but at the same time it seemed to Peter that something flashed dimly down from the seat and dropped into the road so lightly that it made no sound. Only a faint flash of dust in the star shine. Peter caught the coat and reined his horse back.

Ill call on you later, Jarvin, he said. Good night and better luck to you next time.

You young hound! wailed Jarvin.

The wagon rolled him on, and the great, clumsy bulk of its load rocked onward, outlined by the horizon stars.


CHAPTER XI
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THEN PETER RODE in and found the thing that he wanted, without so much as dismounting from his horse. It was a little streak in the dust; swinging to one side, he scooped up a wallet. He pinched it, and a crisp rustling came forth to greet his ears. Peter could not help smiling through the darkness.

He turned his mustang from the road, jogging across the fields and into a clump of trees. There he lighted a few handfuls of twigs, and by that flickering illumination he examined his treasure. The belt was loaded with fat $20 gold pieces, laid side by side, and it was almost heavy enough to make a load in itself. Forty or fifty pounds, he reckoned its weight, and, when he counted the coins, he found that there were exactly 250 of them. In this division of his capture he had scooped in an even $5,000!

But that was not all. Opening the wallet, he found it neatly and thickly stacked with bills. It was no wonder that fat Jarvin had surrendered the wallet even less willingly than he had surrendered the belt with its load of gold. That little sheaf of government promises to pay totaled a full $12,000!

Even Peter was a little impressed. He counted the money again. Then he went through the coat. There was a tangle of papers and notes and odds and ends. He emptied all of these into his saddlebags, to be examined at his leisure. As for the coat, he burned it in the last of his fire, after which he still delayed to stamp out the last embers, then kicked the ashes and the blackened remains of the fire beneath the bushes. He threw some quantities of pine needles over the spot, mounted his mustang, and started back.

He felt it was more or less his duty to look at the spot where he had left the Buttrick brothers lying in the road, but a little reflection convinced him that Lefty, who he had thrown down with his hand, might have been stunned, but he could not have been seriously injured. He would recover and give help to Dan. Even about Dan, Peter was not worried. For he had fired low; the slug must have passed through the legs.

So he swung back toward the ranch house. When he got to the barn, he was glad to see that his father was not there, pondering over the absence of the horse. Behind the barn, beneath the big, half-rotted foundation beams, he found a nook that served him perfectly for secreting the papers that he had taken from Jarvin. As for the money, he carried it with him as he journeyed toward the house.

He passed the side gate as softly as he could, and then he journeyed around toward the front of the house, guided by a pungency of tobacco that streaked the air. He saw the shadowy bulk of his father, the glowing spot that marked the bowl of the pipe, and then, pulsing out of darkness above it as the smoker puffed, the shadowy features of Ross Hale.

Hello! called the father.

Hello, Dad.

Have you finished up them dishes?

Yes.

Reckon that you mustve made a real polishing job of it, Pete. Took you quite a spell, didnt it?

The sink needed a scrubbing, said Peter. That was all. The night is turning out warm, eh?

Fairly warm, maybe, but I wasnt thinking about that.

About what, then?

Nothing.

Tell me, will you.

Its a thing that you cant help in, Pete.

Why not?

Because its a money matter.

Youve got money to pay, then? said Peter.

Ive got money to pay. Plenty of money to pay, old son.

How much and when?

What good would it do to tell you?

Because I have friends, Dad, who can make a quick turn and scrape up quite a lot of money without hurting themselves any. They would scrape it up for me, I think. Any sum in reason, I mean to say.

Mr. Hale considered this for a gloomy moment, and then a bit of life entered his voice. Ive still got near onto three weeks. Then the bank drops on me, Peter.

For how much?

Im pretty near ashamed to say. You know how many acres we got here?

Six hundred and some odd.

Six hundred! cried his father.

Thats what it is, I believe.

Six hundred! Id almost forgot that we ever had that much land, Peter. No, Ive had to give up a bite here and a mite there. We havent two hundred and fifty left.

Two hundred and fifty! Who got the rest of it?

Your Uncle Andy, mostly. The Swains got a couple of corners, but Andy come in for most of it.

By the way, how much land does Uncle Andy own, just now?

How much? Well, hes growed and growed. Got about three hundred acres out of me in the last ten years. But he got more than that in other directions. He knows how to make things count, Andy does. Let me see. He got eight hundred from the Cumberwells last year. And the biggest section that he ever took in was the whole Grant place, about six months ago.

There used to be two thousand acres in the Grant place.

There still were when Andy bought it in, Pete. Altogether, I suppose that Andy has got about ten thousand acres of prime range land. He could sell off the whole shebang for not a cent under twenty-five dollars an acre, they tell me.

And you have only two hundred and fifty left... and that with a mortgage. A heavy mortgage?

Dog-gone me, Peter, but Im ashamed to mention how big it is. Forty-eight hundred dollars, and the bank will have to scramble to sell the old place and bring in that much.

Theres only a shoe string left, then?

Only a shoe string.

Ill tell you what Ill do, said Peter. Ill go to town and wire in the morning. Ill guarantee to get you more than five thousand by night.

He heard a faint gasp through the darkness. You aint joking, Peter?

Im dead serious. Dead serious. I have some very good friends. Leave the whole business to me.

There was another breath of silence, and then Ross Hale murmured: Awe, Peter, dont I see how the thing is? Theyre the gents that have seen you in your prime, ragin and tearin on a football field and making the mud fly and raking in touchdowns quicker than most boys can wink. Theyve seen you swingin into action, and theyve never stopped being your friends, ever since that time, eh? Oh, Peter, what a lot of good it wouldve done me to see a thing like that. What a lot of good it wouldve done me. And he fell into another silence.

Peter could see that even this boon that was suddenly offered to his father could hardly do more than to make him grieve for the things that might have been. However, he felt that he had struck the first blow, and that, thereafter, the load of gloom would be somewhat lifted from the ranch house and the people in it.

Peter slept that night lightly — a broken sleep. And when the first gray of the dawn was beginning, he left the ranch, harnessed the team to the buckboard, and drove hastily down the main road and then a mile down the twisting lane that led to the Vincent place.

It was just the same. Old Tucker Vincent was dead, and now Tuckers son looked just as old and as white-haired and as dignified as the original Tucker had always appeared. The county would not have been the county, if it had not been for the Vincents, because they were a veritable pool, out of which good blooded cattle and horses were constantly drawn. They were always raising, and they were always buying. And they never produced and they never bought anything but the most perfect stock for the range.

In an hour Peter had done the thing for which he came. He had selected fifty head of stock, and, in the place of the two broken-down mustangs, there were two sound young horses before him; four more would be driven over with the stock. All these things were paid for in crisp, new banknotes, taken from a sheaf of a comfortable size. Then Peter turned the heads of his team toward town. He made his new steppers streak down the highway till they reached Sumnertown, where he made his brief rounds of the stores. Filling his buckboard with all that it would carry in the way of provisions, he turned back toward the ranch.

As he came up the road past his fathers house, he saw Ross Hale on the front porch, smoking his eternal pipe and looking forth at the world through eyes that were misted with weariness. He came running out and shouting when he saw Peter.

Pete! he cried. Go into the corral and tell them fools to drive the cows out, will you? They are tryin to tell me that you been over at Vincents and have ordered fifty whole head, to say nothing of four of the finest-looking hosses that ever...  He paused here, for his eyes lighted upon the new team in front of the buckboard and the heaped packages that piled the wagon.

A flash of real hope and desire to believe darted like lightning across the features of the rancher.


CHAPTER XII
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WHEN MATTERS MOVED for Peter, they moved very fast. It was not many days before the bank had received its money and the little, petty debts with tradesmen around Sumnertown had been cleared away. There then remained nothing between Mr. Ross Hale and a new life except the habit of sorrow that had fallen upon him.

However, he could not be long in being aware of a new existence. For, when he wakened in the morning, he could hear the hammers, big and little, chanting in chorus out beyond the corral, where the carpenters were whacking up a new barn as fast as their hands could raise and put together with spikes of a healthy size. Moreover, he could not fail to take note of the string of ten mules that had been brought into the pasture. Ten well-selected mules, well fitted for dragging the five-share plow through the soil of the farming land in the bottom, the surface of which had not been touched these seven years and more.

There were good tools of all kinds, which Peter had collected at the Leffingwell sale. They had cost nearly nothing, and they could be made to serve as well as new implements. For a true Western farmer will not pay 5¢ on the dollar for rusted implements. He feels that rust may cover up some mysteriously, hidden weakness. Yet, for all his dislike of rust, with the carelessness of the true exploiter of a new country, he scorns to take the small expense and trouble of housing his tools.

But Peter was not proud. He made his offers against the junkman, and he won out at ridiculously low figures. He heard his father itemizing his purchases for the benefit of Andy Hale, when the latter came to call and ask the meaning of the strange signs of life that were being shown on his brothers ranch. Included among the necessary implements, vehicles, cattle, and horses were the entire fittings of a blacksmith shop — complete, although second- hand — all the other contraptions necessary to make the heart of an ironworker swell with pride. He had even bought a whole young grove of fast-growing poplars and such shade makers to be set up in the yard around the old ranch house, so that it began to look as comfortable as ever. Sundry oaks and fig trees were set out where time would make them thrive and they would eventually displace the rank poplars. A load of second-hand furniture had been secured at the last great sale.

Peter, who had gone to the house on his noiseless crutches, sneaked hastily back into the old shed where he had been renovating the second-hand furniture. Therefore he could not hear the concluding speeches of his proud and bewildered father. But these had to do with the erection of the new barn.

He went over to the Cumberwell place, where all of those barns and sheds have been standing, half finished, since old man Cumberwell died and his kids went East. He bought the whole shebang. Said that that timber was well seasoned and would do him fine, and, besides, it cost next to nothing. He ripped those buildings down and carted the stuff over here. And you can see for yourself, Andy, whats happening!

Andrew had already seen from a distance, but he went out and examined with a hungry eye for detail. Its a sort of a second-hand ranch that youre turning out here, Ross, he said gravely.

It is, said Ross Hale. But Pete, he says that he aint too proud to use second-hand things, because, in a way of speaking, hes a second-hand man. But his brains aint second-hand, old-timer. You can lay to that.

They aint. Andy Hale nodded. He had grown more thoughtful than ever. Every ten dollars that hes spent on these old things would cost more than a hundred to replace with new. This here ranch of yours, Ross, was never fixed up like this before. Not that I ever seen it. But what will you use two eight-mule teams for? Expect to work them all on that little strip of bottom land?

Pete has rented the rest of the bottom land off of the Cumberwell place, and hes got an option to keep on with it for five years, if it pays him.

Andy Hale whistled. More and more, he said. But well see what this dry farming turns out.

Not dry. Pete has brought in a couple of pumps, and hes going to pump water up from the creek and get it onto that land.

At this Andy whistled more loudly than before. Wheres Ruth and Charlie? he asked. They came over with me. Where did they go gadding?

Theres Charlie out yonder, looking at the saddle stock.

Andy, my boy is gonna give your Charlie a run for his money when Will Nast comes to decide between them.

Only, said Andy, Im cursed if I see how Greek and Latin can help a boy to learn how to do these things.

Its the habit of learning that counts, and not the things that are learned, said Ross. Why, the Greek and Latin may be nothing useful out here in the mountains, but Pete, he knows how to study things. He listens to everything that everybody has got to say. Take advice from a greaser, Pete would. He sizes up what everybody has to say. Besides, hes got some books on cows and cow raising and on irrigation. He talks about rotation of crops and such things until you get black in the face, pretty near, listening to him. But come and see him and talk to him yourself. Hell be asking you questions as fast as you can answer em!

Andy stood for a long moment, lost in thought. Is this football? he asked at last.

I dunno, said Ross Hale, tamping the tobacco firmly into his pipe bowl. Pete says that it beats any football that he ever played, and he sure talks as though he meant what he said. Lets go find him.

I want to round up Ruth, said Andy. I want to find her and bring her along, because, ever since Peter came back home, shes been wanting to see him mighty bad. Shes pretty sorry for him, Ross. Thisll let her see that a Hale aint the sort of a man that other folks can afford to be sorry for, even when a Hale happens to be crippled a mite. Ross, I take off my hat to your boy... only, tell me where does he get all of his backing?

Back East. Hes got friends. Friends that have seen him rip down a football field and make his touchdowns. And they got the confidence that he can make other kinds of games pay. And theyre right. I couldnt stand a five-thousand- dollar mortgage when Pete come back. But yesterday I sashayed into the bank to see how our credit was standing, and I found out that they would advance us up to ten thousand without no questions asked, right now.

So the two brothers walked slowly across the corral from the new sheds, where the tools of Peter were now securely housed against the weather.

But can you run a place with junk? asked Andy. Ive never seen it tried before.

Paint and oil is the main things with Pete, said his brother. Some of them tools look pretty rusty. But they been cleaned off and oiled, and all of the working parts is sound. The stuff that aint any good is weeded out. And whats housed is all ready for use. It scares me when I think how much money has been sunk in this place. But I tell you that in these here few weeks the boy has spent as much money as Ive spent in getting him his whole education. And Ill tell you what... football pays. And so does Greek and Latin!

It does, maybe, Andy Hale admitted. And youre right that Will Nast will be mighty interested in hearing about all of these here improvements that your boy has been making. Wheres Pete now?

In that shed. There, you can see him now.

Aye, and theres Ruth McNair in the shadow.


CHAPTER XIII
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BOTH ROSS AND Andy Hale advanced a great deal more slowly than they might have done had they wished to avoid overhearing that conversation that was in progress in the shed. But as it was they went on almost on tiptoe. Certainly they heard, for a reward, the most harmless chatter.

The girl did most of the talking. Peter put in only a word now and then. He seemed to be asking her advice. It appeared to be a matter of the greatest moment to Peter to learn what she might be able to advise concerning the manner in which a table, which he was sandpapering, might be repainted. He wanted to know, also, what suggestions she could give him concerning color schemes.

The result was that Ruth McNair drew closer and closer until, in the end, the rasping of the sandpaper ceased, and Peter sat on his crippled legs, with Ruth McNair sitting before him, her knees clasped in her hands and her head thrown back with enthusiasm while she uttered her ideas. It was all extremely innocent, but it made Andy Hale grow black of face. He took his brother by the arm and led him hastily away.

Whats wrong? Ross Hale asked blandly.

You know well enough whats wrong, snapped his brother. You know well enough, Ross. Its the thing thats making you grin so broadly just now.

Got no idea in the world what you mean, said Ross.

Ross, said Andy, lemme tell you that you and me have had times when we aint been particularly friendly. But that aint been because of what I wished. Never wanted anything except to have you for a brother and a friend, Ross. But Ill tell you this... folks that interfere with my best plans is my enemies, no matter whether they wear the names of brothers... and nephews... or not.

He said this with such a solemn air of significance that Ross Hale looked sharply askance at him. Thats free talk and out-and-out talk, said Ross Hale. But still Im cursed if I know just what you mean.

Andy shook his head. You know as well as I know. Your boy is making a dead set at the girl thats engaged to marry my boy Charlie!

Ross Hale started violently. It aint true, Andy! he cried.

It is true. And you jumped when I said it.

What in the world could put such an idea into your head, Andy? Peter aint ever seen her before today.

How many times does a man have to see Ruth McNair before he would want her? snapped Andy. Aint she got looks enough? Aint her father got land and cows and cash enough? Answer me that!

Peter aint a fool, his father said rather weakly.

He aint a fool, answered Andy, and thats the main reason why I should like to ask you if he aint able to see that Ruth McNair would make a likely wife for any man?

He knows, Ross Hale answered, growing a little husky with excitement, that shes engaged to his cousin. Besides, what chance would a cripple like my Peter have against a fine, upstanding boy like your Charlie?

Andy Hale snarled with anger. You may talk your boy down, but all the time youre thinking him up. Now, Ross, Im the last man in the world to run down your boy. Hes got brains and nerve and plain grit and a head thats working all of the time. He dont miss any chances. Hes showed that already by the way that hes running this ranch for you. But hes showing another thing, too, that hell throw no tricks away. And one of the strongest tricks that he has to play with a girl like that is the fact that hes a cripple, Ross. You know that. You take a girl like that, and when she thinks what a grand athlete Peter used to be, and when she sees him so broken down now... but so hard-working and so clever and so cheerful... how could she hardly help from wanting to mother him?

Andy, you talk through your hat! You listened to one minutes talk between them, and you come to a lot of fool conclusions that aint got nothing to do with the truth at all. I heard nothing out of the way, and I heard everything that you heard.

You heard him asking her advice, didnt you?

What of that? About the colors to use on furniture. A woman knows more than a man does about things like that.

Does she? I tell you, Ross, you cant pull the wool over my eyes. There aint a thing in the world, including color schemes, that Peter Hale needs to learn from a snip of a girl like Ruth McNair. Shes got a pretty face and shes got money. But you know, and I know, that girls dont carry around so much brains with them that they can scatter knowledge around them like seed behind a plow. No, Ross, I tell you that Peter is making a dead set at Ruth McNair, and I dont take it kind of him. You understand me? I dont take it kind of him. That girl belongs to his cousin!

What Andy said was true enough, it seemed to Ross Hale. The very truth of it made him swell suddenly with anger, so that he snapped out: When I was down and miserable and done for, Andy, I never got no help from you!

What has that got to do with it? Andy cried. What has that got to do with this? And, besides, was there ever a time that you asked for help?

Is it for a brother to ask a brother for help? Ross Hale responded, fairly quivering with a bitter emotion. You knew that I was down and out. I didnt have a coat to my back, hardly. I was out of elbow with every shirt that I had. There was many and many a time when I come back from my days work and sat down in that kitchen, yonder, and chewed at a stale crust of bread. I tell you, Ive gone down to the bottom of the bread box and took out an old heel and cut away the moldy part of it and chewed up the rest. Ive done that. And you knew it. Tell me, didnt you know it?

How was I to guess what you was doing, Ross? asked Andy Hale. I knew that you had enough money to keep your boy back East in an expensive way and pay for his fine clothes and his tuition and all the rest that he was spending like water. Should I guess that any man would spend everything on a... ?

You seen me cut down my trees and sell them. You seen me cart my furniture away and sell it. You know that I whittled my land up and sold away more than half of it. You knew that I was covered up with mortgages. And you never offered me nothing.

I give you the best advice in the world.

Hell is paved with good advice. You wouldve seen me go down the whole way before you so much as offered me a penny.

I had my own business. How was I to stay awake at night wondering how you might be getting on?

Well, you didnt do it. And now, Andy, you come here whining to me, and you ask me to call off Peter and talk to him rough because he sees fit to talk sweet to Ruth McNair.

Shes engaged to his cousin. Its criminal for him to start flirting with a girl like that, him with his fine education and his soft way of yarning about things.

Curse it! shouted Ross Hale. You had your choice. You raised your son among the cattle, and I raised mine among the men. Now let your bull of a son try his own way with Ruth McNair. I tell you that I think youre right. I think that Peter is going to go after Ruth. I think that hes going to get her, too. I hope he does. And when he has the McNair millions, Im gonna ride up to your house, Andy, and laugh at you. Im gonna laugh so loud that it will start the dogs barking.

Ross Hale was a reasonably hot-tempered man, but he was much more gentle than Andy. Yet there was this difference between them — while Ross had to break out with every thought that entered his mind, Andy ruled himself with a hand of iron and kept his tongue strictly in order.

He ruled himself now, but his face turned white with passion as he listened to the outburst of his brother. Very well, Andy said. Ive heard what youve got to say today. Im going away and wait for what you may have to say tomorrow. And he was as good as his word.

He got his horse. Ruth McNair was brought from the shed and Charlie called in from the pasture. The party went away, leaving Ross Hale wildly excited, filled with vague regrets that he had talked so freely. But he said not a word to Peter. He felt, somehow, that the less he talked with Peter on this point, the better it would be for both of them.

Here was a point on which Andy Hale was hardly so discreet, for he felt that the very ground had been shaken beneath his feet. To be sure, he had accomplished some good things and some big things in his life. No one could say that his ranch was not a triumph. At the same time, all that he had ever done in the past was as nothing compared with this grand opportunity to strike gold by marrying his son to Ruth McNair. And if that chance were lost — it would be like death itself to Andy Hale.

As the girl, handsome, smiling Charlie, and he rode over the hills toward the McNair house, and saw the rolling acres of the rich rancher, all dotted over with little colored spots where the cattle were feeding, it seemed to him that this was a veritable kingdom. Surely there was no youth in the range more worthy of this inheritance.

Who should dare to take the kingdom away from him? Peter, the cripple? Let Peter guard his head well before he contemplated such an attempt.


CHAPTER XIV
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HE DETERMINED THAT he would try one expedient before anything else — to speak to old McNair himself. He left Charlie and Ruth on the back verandah and went out to find McNair sitting on the top rail of the corral, chewing tobacco and squinting at a group of newly purchased two-year-olds.

I want to talk to you, Mac.

Talk about cows then. Look at the backs on them heifers, Andy. Sweet, eh?

I got a word to say about Ruth.

What about Ruth? Them cowsll have calves thatll weigh a ton. What about Ruth?

Mac, I think that Peter is laying his eye on her.

Hes a sensible boy, then. Shes worth looking at, aint she?

Mac, shes engaged to my son.

Why do you bother me about it? Let her marry who she wants to. Ill never bother my head. My old man tried to bother his head about me and my affairs. But heck, Andy, what did I do? Run off with Ruths ma, not because I wasnt able to live without her, but just to show my old man that I had a mind of my own. He chuckled. My gal has got a mind of her own, too. Im not going to get her into a foolish way of thinking. I dont want her to marry above herself. Thats all. Lot rather have her marry beneath. Dont want some dude to marry her for her money and her pretty face and treat her like a dog so soon as she hadnt nothing left but wrinkles and foolishness the way that most women get after a time. No, sir. I like your boy Charlie as a husband for her. Hed do very fine. Not too smart... got enough head on his shoulders, though. He can take care of cows, and he could take care of a wife, too. Good cowman ought to make a good husband. Well, Id like Peter as a husband for her, too.

Mac, a cripple like that?

I say that Id like Peter for a husband for her, too. He had too much education and he was a lot too smart for her. But when he lost the use of his legs... that made him about even with her. Now it would be safe enough for him to marry her. She aint bright, but shes brave. She aint quick, but shes faithful. Like her ma before her. A sweet face and an empty head. Well, thats the kind of a woman that makes the best sort of a wife, and the best sort of a ma, too. I dont like em when they start in thinking too much.

Andy Hale had heard enough. There was nothing to be gained in this direction. Therefore he started talking about the heifers, and, in truth, they were a likely lot.

Presently a heavy step came down the path, and the voice of a stranger said: Hello, Dad. Its about time that we slid out for home, aint it?

He turned sharply about. This deep, stern, crisp voice came from his own boy, Charlie, but, nevertheless, it came from a stranger. The voice was altered, and the face of Charlie had turned grave and sober, and the eye of Charlie was filled with alternate fire and shadow.

McNair said: Whats wrong, Charlie? You had a fight with my girl?

Not exactly a fight, said Charlie. We just had a...

Shut up, Charlie, broke in his father. You let this rest till tomorrow and...

I only want to say...

You leave it unsaid, commanded Andy Hale. So long, Mac. Ill see you soon. And he quickly hurried away with Charlie.

You shouldve let me tell McNair, said Charlie. It was something that he had ought to know.

About what?

About Ruth.

Andy Hale turned very pale. Ah, son, he said, dont you tell me that youve been doing anything rash.

I didnt do a thing. It was her. And shes through with me, Dad. Would you guess what done it?

It was Peter, Mr. Hale declared.

You guessed that, eh? said his son with a sharp glance at him. You guessed that, Father? Well, it was Peter, right enough. She didnt waste no words. I asked her how could she make up her mind about a thing like this so sudden. She said that one minute with Peter had been about all that she had needed to tell her where she stood. She didnt need nothing more. She knew that she loved him, and wouldnt never love anybody else.

The impudent young...

Dont blame her, Charlie Hale warned. Dont you blame her. It was Peter. Look at what he knows. Look at the way that he can talk. Make himself as simple as a baby, one minute... and the next minute he can talk like a regular governor of a state. Its him thats done the trick to me. Hes turned me around his finger. And Im going to...

What? his father asked hastily. Youre going to do what, Charlie?

Get out on the range and ride herd... and... read sign... because thats about the only thing that you ever educated me to do... and...

He broke off with something that was close to a groan and close to a sob, also. For, after all, Charlie was very young. Then he spurred his horse into a racing gallop and fled away down the road.

His father watched the dust cloud lift and roll away across the willows that followed the creek and the road that wound beside it. Then he shook his head and sighed deeply. It had never seemed to him, in the past, that his son would ever be able to reproach him for the thing that he had received in the place of a college education. Yet he knew that there was nothing but rage and shame and grief in the heart of Charlie. What would Charlie do now — content himself, indeed, by riding out onto the range to forget his troubles? Andy Hale doubted that.

Peter was in the blacksmith shop. Indeed, he spent more time there than in any other portion of the ranch that he was revamping so swiftly and so successfully. He had always had a love for tools. On the ranch, in the early days, he had spent much time in rough carpentering and in watching at the blacksmith shops of Sumnertown. There was always something by way of information to be picked up by a hungry eye. There was always something to be learned by a few adroit questions, here and there. Above all, there was the love of experimentation that never left him.

Then, when he went away to beautiful Huntley School, he had found there a well- developed manual-training department, for the headmaster believed in such things as handicraft for boys. In that department of the school Peter had chiefly reveled. If he won happy moments on the athletic fields of the school, he won glorious hours of contentment at the turning lathe and, above all, at the forge.

Now everything was equipped on the ranch to suit his crippled condition. In the smithy he could lift himself easily to the swinging seat that stood high up and between the forge and the fire, with the handle of the bellows wheel near and all the clustering tools in reaching distance, while the tempering tub was where he could dip the blackening iron and pluck it out again with a long- handled pincers. He already had made himself more at home in the blacksmith shop, therefore, than in the rest of the ranch.

On the day following the historic visit of Charlie and Ruth McNair, Peter was propped up, swinging his own peculiar sledge. Although he used only one hand for its management, he had the hammer made with a full twelve-pound weight in its head, and with a shortened handle, thick enough to fill his ample grasp. Hammer strokes are not delivered by brute force alone, and those who looked in to see Peter at his work were always amazed by the ease with which he wielded this ponderous tool. The vast shoulders and the long, powerful arms were not a sufficient explanation. Something more was needed, and that was the rhythmic grace with which the work was done.

He was molding a great bar of iron, as thick as his wrist. His face was blackened with soot and reddened with the heat of the fire. The ringing hammer strokes echoed out of the little shop, passing in clangorous waves far over the corral and across the road, where people checked their horses as they rode or drove past, and they said to one another:

Theres Peter Hale in his blacksmith shop. Theres nobody like him in these parts. And look what hes done to the ranch, already.

You may be sure that Peter guessed at some of these hearty compliments. How could he help but do so? There was an atmosphere of pity and of respect and of admiration which surrounded him here on the ranch even more strongly than it had surrounded him in his university, where he had been a known man. Peter, for all the hardness that was in him, was tender enough to recognize and rejoice in these things.

In the midst of the shower of hammer blows, there was a faint alteration in the light to his left. He dropped the hammer and, jerking out a Colt, whirled around in the spinning seat in time to cover with his gun the portly form of Mr. Mike Jarvin, as that gentleman pushed open the little side door of the shop.


CHAPTER XV
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IT HAD BEEN arranged that — when the shop was too choked with smoke that would not blow up through the chimney or through the front door — the side door could be opened, and this would make a cleansing draft. Now the little door was used by Mr. Mike Jarvin to peek in at the big cripple; the instant that he saw the barrel of the Colt leveled upon him, Jarvin hastily dropped something into his coat pocket and hoisted his hands above his head.

Why, here you are, said Jarvin. Here you are, youngster, and it seems that a gent cant drop in on you without having a gun pointed at his head. Be reasonable, young man, and tell me why you take the drop on me like this?

Be reasonable, Jarvin, said Peter, and tell me why you come sneaking through my side door?

Because, Jarvin said instantly, I wanted to see you at your work without letting you know that I was here.

Did you? Peter smiled.

Yes. Were all hearing a lot about the neat way that you can sling a sledge around. Just point that Colt another way, son, will you?

Come closer, said Peter.

Closer?

Do what I say. And mind that you come slowly and keep your hands up. I would hate to harm you, but Ill have to sink a bullet in you, Jarvin, if you make any queer-looking moves.

By heaven, Jarvin said, I think that youd murder me.

Youre overdue, said Peter. Long overdue for a murder, Jarvin. How youve managed to escape so long, I cant make out. Nobody else could make out, either, Im sure. As a matter of fact, I think that Id collect a vote of thanks, with the sheriff the first one to congratulate me, if I were to kill you, Jarvin.

Well, well, said Mike Jarvin, beaming suddenly and broadly. I suppose that you would, at that. And now, what do you want with me?

He stepped obediently closer, and, as he did so, Peter reached into the side pocket of the big mans coat, bringing forth a handsome gun. He dangled it before the eyes of Mr. Jarvin, his thick forefinger thrust through the trigger guard.

There you are, Jarvin. Theres enough reason to keep you covered. You had this gat in your hand when you stood outside of the little door, yonder, and you hoped that you would be able to push that door open, send a slug of lead through me, and then walk away, though why the devil you should want to murder me, I cant guess.

Youre wrong, Peter, said the fat man.

Do you know me well enough to call me Peter?

Oh, yes, and you might as well call me Mike.

Are we old friends?

Were going to be the best of old friends before were through with each other. Thats what I hope, Peter.

Jarvin, youre a rare old scoundrel.

An old scoundrel is no worse than a young one, Peter. But leave this rough talk be and lets be friends.

Why, Peter said, narrowing his eyes a little, Ill do as you say, about that.

Thanks. Only, I wanted to tell you that I didnt come here to kill you, my son. I simply came here to have a little private talk with you.

With a gun pointed at my head?

Exactly! exclaimed the fat man, and he smiled with the greatest unction.

Humph, muttered Peter. You are very frank. But go on with this matter and tell me more. Im interested, Jarvin.

I came in to talk with you, feeling that it would be a good thing if I had a slight advantage of you, while we was changing words. And I thought that that advantage might as well be in the shape of a gun leveled at you.

Thanks, said Peter, but why come at all?

Ill tell you, said Jarvin, a good deal quicker than I had intended to. The fact is, Hale, that I know everything.

The eye of Peter neither darkened nor brightened. It remained calmly fixed upon the face of the other, You know everything? he said. Good. Very few people have said that before you. Theyve usually been put in padded cells. But you know everything, then?

Mr. Jarvin broke into the softest laughter. I knew it, he said. Cursed if I didnt guess that you would take it this way. I knew that youd be cool and that youd give nothing away. I knew that. But its no good, Pete. I admire you for your crust, but its too late. Ive got the lowdown on you.

You have?

I have.

You talk like a very confident man, said Peter.

Come, come. We aint a pair of kids. I got gray hairs, and you never was less than about forty years old... too old for the good of some folks.

Too old for the good of some?

Thats what I said.

You might give me an example, however.

Ill give you a couple of them.

Go ahead.

The Buttrick boys. You know a good deal too much for them, Pete. Eh? Well, I have you there, eh? And he broke into huge laughter, his enormous body quivering and quaking with his mirth like a mountainous jellyfish.

When he had ended his laughter he said: And what do you say to that, Pete? Come, come, you aint gonna play the dumb man any more, are you?

You can put your hands down, Peter said.

Thats right. Be sensible. And give me back that gun.

I like this gun very well. I may add it to my collection.

All right, son. You add it to your collection. I wont let a little thing like that stand between us. But now I tell you straight... I know everything and I can prove everything. You hear me?

Go on talking, said Peter. You have a pleasant voice.

Now, kid, I like you. In the first place, I got a fancy to any man that can handle the two Buttrick boys the way that you done. A cripple like you. When I got onto the trail and found out who it was that had done the trick, I wouldnt hardly believe it, all at once. Only, I knew that it must of been an amateur crook, in a way.

How did you know that?

No real professional wouldve floated all of that money onto the market as quick as you done, Pete.

Wouldnt they?

Never in the world. However, whats fifteen or sixteen thousand dollars to me? Im too rich to value it... wouldnt value it against the services of a man like you, if you was inclined to work for me, Peter.

Im not inclined, though.

Think it over, Peter. Think it over. Theres plenty of time. Ill come back tomorrow. Or, if you make up your mind tonight, just touch a match to one of the dead bushes on the hill behind your barn. Yunderstand? Ill be watching and Ill send right down for you. But in the meantime, Ive got the cold dope on you. I can prove that you got that money from me... the money that youve been spending on this here ranch. Well, this looks pretty good to me, this ranch work. Except that Ive got an idea that nothing good comes out of crookedness... and it wont with you, either. Look at me. Ive always been a crook. Im never happy except when Im drunk. Which is most of the time, I suppose. But I tell you this here sos you can think it over when you get a chance. You hear me?

I hear you.

Come up to work for me. Leave this here ranch, where youve sure fixed everything sos to keep your old man happy the rest of his life, and Ill fix you up with a salary fat enough to make you contented. Besides, I can teach you ways of making money faster than you ever thought about before. Come with me, kid, and your happy days are just beginning... thats all. But if you wont come with me, Ill put you in the penitentiary as sure as youre a foot high!

Unless I shoot you down, Mike.

Youre cold and youre hard. But you aint a murderer. No, Im safe with you... though scared. Safe, though damned afraid of you, big boy.

No other alternative for me, Mike?

Why, yes. Ill play fair with you. I wouldnt pin a good shifty man like you against the wall. You collect sixteen thousand dollars and pay it to me inside of a week or a month, and I wont charge you no interest. But where would you get that much cash... unless you stole it again?

There are other ways, Peter said, nodding.

Well, said the fat man, I dont know what the other ways might be, outside of stealing or inheriting it, or borrowing. So long, Pete. Im due in another place. Think it over. I look to see that fire start tonight. And Mike Jarvin walked out of the little shop.

Peter watched him go, whistling softly and thoughtfully to himself until a shadow slipped across the front doorway of the shop, and he looked up into the darkened face of his cousin, Charlie.

Your fat friend... whoever he may be... is a fool, after all, Charlie announced with a sneer. He might have known that the easiest way of all is to marry money. Am I right, Peter?

Peter drummed light fingertips upon his chin. Perhaps youre right, Charlie, he said. Perhaps youre right. Though I hate to poach on your preserves.
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THE HAMMER THAT Peter Hale had raised for the next stroke descended softly and then dropped into the muffling sawdust that covered the floor of the smithy.

A little eavesdropping for honest Charlie, he said.

A little eavesdropping, admitted Charlie frankly. And I only thank heaven that I had a chance to hear the truth about you, Peter. I came here pretty much determined to talk things out with you like a friend, but now I see that I can fight it out with a crook, and thats what I intend doing.

Fighting? Peter smiled.

Not with fists, Charlie said, flushing. I wouldnt take any advantage of you. But weve heard how you can shoot. How you fanned the feathers out of the crow and then dropped it on the wing. And if you can really shoot with a Colt like that, youve got it all over me.

Peter raised himself and stood awkwardly on his steel-braced legs. When he was sitting down, one could easily forget that there was anything wrong with him. But when he stood up in this fashion, he appeared the mere wreck of a man.

Shooting, Charlie? he asked. Do you mean that?

Why, curse you! broke out Charlie. Of course I mean it. Because I wont live without her. You dont want her, except for her money. Shes a fool, from your way of looking at things, and youd never think of marrying her, except that Mike Jarvin has your back against the wall. Oh, what a lot of fools weve all been not to connect the Jarvin robbery with the time when you started spending your money like water. He was your rich friends in the East.

Youre right, admitted Peter. Everything that you say is true. But I give you this warning, Charlie. I dont want trouble with you. Youre a fine fellow. A lot cleaner, and a darned sight more honest than I am. I dont want to spoil your life for you, but at the same time I have to tell you that I cant let you interfere in this. Ive put my father through eleven years of purgatory. Ive taken it into my mind to pay him back with a little comfort and happiness. Your father stacked up money and land for you. Well, there it is for you to take. My father invested money and pain in the attempt to make a fine man of me. And I know that he failed, but I want to keep him from seeing that he failed. To gain that point, Id kill ten men like you, Charlie. I warn you now. Youll have no chance against me. I have no nerves. My hand is as steady now as the hour hand of a clock. And I shoot fast and straight. Ive always loved guns. Charlie, if you force this thing through, youre a dead man. If youll get out of it and let me be, why, well fight things out in a different manner. The girl has a right to change her mind about you, if she pleases, hasnt she?

She has, I suppose, Charlie said gloomily. If I thought that shed be happy with you, I wouldnt step in. But you aint her kind. Youre too deep for her. Youre too mean and cool for her. Youve knocked her off balance, being so strange to her. But if you step out of the picture, shell forget you and remember me again. You hear me talk?

Peter sighed, and then a faintly cruel smile touched his lips. Ive stated my viewpoint from the beginning to the end, he said. Now you may do as you please. You have a gun at your hip, I think?

I have. Are you ready?

Oh, Im ready. Though I hate this business, Charlie.

Curse you and your snaky ways! Im gonna do a good thing for the world when I rid it of you. Heres at you, Pete. He reached for his gun, a quick and snapping movement, which any good cowpuncher on the range must have approved of highly. It was a vital fifth of a second slower than Peters answering gesture. That light-triggered gun exploded, and the bullet, flying straight for the heart of Charlie, encountered on its way the Colt that Charlie Hale was jerking up to fire.

The heavy chunk of lead, landing solidly on the weapon, tore it from the finger tips of Charlie and flung it against his face. So he staggered. The revolver landed heavily on the floor, and Charlie dropped upon one knee, his handsome face bathed in crimson, for the front sight had sliced through the skin to the bone. He was only down for an instant. There was plenty of the fighting blood of the Hales in him. He came to his feet like a leaping tiger and drove straight in at Peter.

The face of Peter turned cold with a cruel satisfaction as he balanced his gun for the finishing shot. He covered the heart; he covered the head. Then, suddenly changing his mind, he struck with the barrel of the gun and dropped Charlie, senseless, at his feet.

He leaned and scooped out a handful of water from the tempering tub and dashed it into the face of his cousin. Charlie, gasping and reeling, came unsteadily to his feet again.

How does it come that Im still living? Charlie gasped.

Because it occurred to me, Peter said in his deep, calm voice, that this girl and her affair is the business of life to you, Charlie. While to me, shes only a game... only a game. And why should you be crushed for the sake of another... touchdown?

Touchdown? said Charlie. I dont know what you mean. Peter did not answer. He had picked up the fallen sledge and he was balancing it deftly in his hand.

The anxiety with which Mike Jarvin awaited the result of the invitation that he had extended to Peter Hale was demonstrated that evening as he walked out in front of the shack in which he lived at the mine. Behind him and beside him were ever the two Buttrick boys, one of them limping, and both of them more saturnine and ferocious than ever, since their disgraceful defeat at the hands of a single robber. However, Mike Jarvin paid no heed to them. His attention was fixed on the black heart of the night in the valley below. It was more than half a days ride to follow the winding trail that wove among the mountains. But it was a scant span of miles, to go as the bird flies or the eye looks. And Mike Jarvin studied that strip of dark shadow until the two Buttrick boys stared, also.

Presently, as a yellow eye of fire formed suddenly in the hollow beneath them, they heard big Mike Jarvin murmur: By the eternal, the young fool is going to come to me... and throw the rest of his life away.

Who is coming? asked snarling Lefty Buttrick.

My lucky day, Mr. Jarvin said, and broke into a joyous laughter.
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WHEN BIG MIKE Jarvin saw the answering sign from the deep and distant darkness, he rubbed his fat hands together for a moment and laughed to himself. Then he went back to the shack and kicked at a door. There was no answer.

Soapy! he roared.

Still there was no response. So he entered the room and lighted a lantern that hung on the wall. By that light he saw a great mound of a man lying on the bunk beneath the window, as though fallen into a trance, or dead with liquor.

He gripped the sleeper by the shoulder. Soapy!

Even the thunder of that rough voice could not wake the other.

Soapy! Gin! he shouted again.

Suddenly the other groaned, wakened, and sat bolt upright on the edge of the bunk, gripping the sides of it with his hands, and swaying a little with utter exhaustion and the torpor of long sleep.

Gimme, he said, stretching out a hand.

How he had got his name it would have been hard to guess, and certainly it could hardly have been from the too-frequent use of soap. Or perhaps it was because his skin was the color of cheap yellow-brown laundry soap. He had a face almost perfectly rounded, above a broad, flat, outthrust chin. Slice the lower part off a globe and you would have a fairly accurate idea of the formation of the head of Soapy. The jaw seemed the widest portion. Everything above it pinched gradually in, and the vast ears thrust out at the angle where the skull began to diminish most rapidly.

Seen from the side view, the same curve was apparent. At the base, that head was still much larger than any other portion of it. The nose was a negligible feature, hardly prominent enough to interrupt the sweep of the contour, except when some emotion made the big, depressed nostrils flare out. The eyes were sunken inside a huge rim of bone, and above the eyes the forehead rounded swiftly back, unconcerned in making space for that region where the brain is usually lodged.

It was a marvelous defensive arrangement. A pugilist would have envied that magnificently built sconce. Where could a blow strike and find lodgment? Only on the jaw itself, and that jaw was so heavily fortified that to strike Soapy there was almost like striking him on the top of his dense skull. To set off these attractive features, there was a dense, close-curling cap of black hair fitting close to his head. It looked like a ridiculously diminutive wig, set on a brown, bald mans head.

The rest of Soapy was made after this same unusual pattern. The arm that he stretched forth in the hope of the expected gin was as bulky as a mans thigh. The hand, which was big enough to have served for two, was furnished with long, thick fingers, square clipped at the ends.

He was not tall; he was even some inches under six feet. But the number twelve shoe into which his foot had been crowded had not furnished enough room, and therefore it had been cut away at the toes, and the foot bulged through.

No gin, you blockhead, Mike Jarvin declared, eying the monster with quiet appreciation. Youve slept twenty-two hours, Soapy. Aint it time for you to wake up?

The devil, said Soapy. No gin? He fell back sidewise upon the bunk, his legs still trailing over the side of it, his body twisted out of shape, but his eyes instantly closed in slumber.

Jarvin raised his foot and ground the heel cruelIy into the ribs of the other. Soapy! Its a horse!

The eyes of Soapy opened again, and he sat up once more, wearily groaning. Well? he said.

A horse, Soapy.

Ah-h-h? growled the mulatto. Is that it? Dyou aim to get a horse that can pack me around?

I aim at that, you scoundrel.

Soapy stood up, seized a basin of water, and poured it over his head. A careless wipe with a towel removed some of the water, and he now stood up more erect, regardless of the numerous trickles that dripped down his back and chest.

Lemme know where, he said, and gimme the coin to get it. He added savagely: A hoss to pack me!

Itll do that, said Mike Jarvin. But aint you really slept out?

I went three days without dosing an eye, said Soapy. How could I be slept out now? Where do I get the horse?

Jarvin retreated toward the door. Theres a horse that can carry you, he said, but you aint the friend that I want it for.

I aint? Soapy said, and caught up a heavy chair as lightly as though it had been a straw.

Jarvin dodged into the doorway, but Soapy dropped the chair again with a sigh. All right, he said. Ill ride that horse back, though. Where is he to be got?

Hes a chestnut by name of Larribee, and Wisner has him. You can ride across to the Wisner place inside of two hours.

Well? said Soapy. Its a mean ride. What do I get out of it?

Heres two thousand, Soapy. You bring back the horse and you can keep the change. He laid a sheaf of bills on the table and stepped quickly back into the night. Then he called: Soapy!

Umph? grunted the other.

Is that enough to be worth running away with?

About five hundred short, said Soapy.

He came out rubbing the weariness from his eyes. There was a loosely arranged circle of shacks, one very much like the other. The miners lived in the inner ones, toward the mouth of the mine. Jarvins was hardly distinguishable from the rest, but it stood in the most favorable position on the edge of the valley. It was situated in this look-out position, so said the talk of the miners, so that Jarvin could see the devil on the way to catch him. They said this with a certain amount of good humor, for the enormities of Jarvin were too gross and terrible to admit of real anger. One had either to disbelieve or smile. And except for the occasions when they rose, singly or in groups, and tried to murder him, the miners preferred to smile.

Beyond the shacks, again, there were the stables — the mules and the burros for the mine work were kept here at a minimum of expense by Mike Jarvin. Here, also, were the horses. It was one of the mules that Soapy took. He had tried his 250 pounds with unlucky results upon the back of more than one horse, but this mouse-colored mule with the stout legs and the shortcoupled back could carry him along at a back-breaking trot for hours on end.

So Soapy rode away through the night. He was so intent that he did not turn back to resent the half-heard remark that drifted after him from a group of the idling miners:

There goes Jarvins pet gorilla.

Soapy heard. He even marked down the voice in his memory with all the care that he could manage. But for the time being he could not turn aside for any smaller pleasures such as thrashing the impertinent. He was bent on seeing a horse actually capable of carrying his own weight, even though the horse was destined to the use of another man.

He passed down a valley, where all that he had to guide him through the thick blackness was the glimmer of a little stream that ran down among the rocks. That was enough for the mule and Soapy. They descended into the plain beyond, and in far less than the two hours his hand was knocking at the door of Mr. Wisners house.

When Wisner came out to answer the inquiry, Soapy said: I hear that you got a five-hundred-dollar horse down here?

I got a five-thousand-dollar horse, said the rancher. What about it?

I might buy it, said Soapy.

You might? asked the other, eying the face and the form of the grotesque.

Sure, Soapy said. I got a kid thats fond of pretty horses. Lemme have a look at it, will you?

Mr. Wisner led the way to a little pasture, and in answer to his whistle a shadowy monster heaved against the stars. Now it stood on the inner side of the fence, reaching its curious head over the bars.

Theres close to eighteen hands of that horse, said Wisner. Wait till I get this lantern lighted.

In the flare of the light, Larribee tossed his head, but he did not retreat.

Hes a pet, eh? Soapy said.

Hes a pet. Five years old. Sound as iron. Now youve seen him. What about it?

Hes too big for the mountains, said Soapy, shaking his head.

Hes been running in the mountains every day, answered the rancher. Hes like a big cat in them. Better than a mule for sure feet. And thats why five thousand aint too much.

I got a thousand dollars in cash right here in my hand for you, said Soapy. What do you say? Take it or leave it?

I leave it, and you be...  But Wisner checked the oath.

Another glance at the grotesque face of the mulatto frightened him into a momentary silence, out of which his voice roared again: A thousand for that?

Is he fast enough to run races on a track? growled the mulatto. Or can he do tricks on a stage? Or is he handy enough and trained enough for a cutting horse? What is he good for?

Good to carry two hundred pounds all day long, uphill and down, like it was a feather. Good to never peg out on you. Gentle as a lamb. Afraid of nothing. And you talk a thousand dollars.

Its more, ventured Soapy, than anybody ever offered you for the horse before... more cash, I mean!

Thats a lie, replied the rancher hotly. The fat man... Jarvin... offered me twelve hundred the other day. I laughed at him. The same way that I laugh at you. Its five thousand or nothing for Larribee.

Its nothing, then, murmured Soapy. But I aint going to be cheap. If somebody else offered you twelve hundred, Ill offer you twelve hundred and fifty. But theres where I stick. You go into the house and talk it over with your old woman, will you? Youll never get more. Whod give it?

Mr. Wisner swore under his breath. But he went to the house and came back again at the close of a quarter of an hour.

Me and the wife have settled it, he said. We sell him for two thousand, and not a cent less.

Two thousand, Soapy said. Am I a millionaire?

You cant talk me down.

Ill give you one last boost, said the mulatto. Fifteen hundred. Thats my last.

It aint gonna do.

So long, then, Soapy announced, turning his mule abruptly away, toward the road.

He did not ride fast, however. So slowly did he go that a moment later, when a voice rang through the night behind him, he could turn and holler in answer. And he knew that Larribee was bought.
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FIVE HUNDRED DOLLARS was a very neat profit, all things considered, and Soapy was in a fairly blithe humor when he strapped the saddle upon the back of the big stallion. Well above his head rose the withers of, the monster. Certainly he was not an inch short of eighteen hands, and, as he tossed his head, he looked like a dreadful monster in the night.

But all that Wisner had said of the gentleness of the horse was true enough. It went away up the road at a long, stretching canter that made the mule pull back strenuously against the lead rope. Far behind, from the house of the rancher, Soapy heard the broken-hearted wailing of a child.

Well, the stallion might have been a pet in the farmers household, but he was going toward an unpetted life at this moment, Soapy could swear. For he knew Jarvin, and he knew the friends of the fat man. Only one thing puzzled him immensely, and that was to learn what person in the world was so dear to Jarvin as to be worth the gift of a $2,000 horse.

He reached the mine again not long after midnight, stabled the giant, and returned to his bunk where, without food or drink having passed through his throat in the last twenty-four hours, he was instantly asleep. For Soapy was so strangely gifted that he could take the necessities of Nature in great drafts, instead of from time to time. He could abandon himself to delicious idleness for days and weeks at a time. But during that interval he was simply building up in himself an electric store of power, to be drawn forth and used at will. Perhaps that immense force would be expended in one huge labor, and then he would be ready to rest again.

Soapy had been known to go for five days with no more sleep than he could get while nodding and swaying in the saddle in the hot middle of the day. That five days ride of the mulattos had not so much exhausted him, however, that he was unable to prove himself a man of many devices at the end of it. He had trailed two enemies through 300 miles of mountains, and at the close of the fifth day he killed them both, slept beside their bodies while the clock went around — turned to the mountains, and slept again.

It was known, too, that during the five-day ride he had had not enough really to nourish a single small man through a single day of such labor. But at the end of the great ride the mulatto was not weakened. He was merely made thinner. And the layers of fat that ordinarily coated his body were consumed away as in a fire. It was the fuel by which he lived through such a time of stress.

When the time came for eating, no three men could sit at the board and devour pound for pound with Soapy. He ate as a wolf eats and, like a wolf, he slept and was ready to eat again. The flesh seemed to appear sleekly upon his body, again, almost as swiftly as huge exertions had been able to whip the surplus away.

So Soapy slept until the dawn peered down upon the camp. Then he rose and went to the cook house. All others were forbidden such privileges. But Soapy was different. Of all the strange charms that this mining camp could hold forth to the mulatto, there was only one, Jarvin knew, that had potency enough to retain the yellow man there. That was his simple privilege of going to the cook house whenever he chose and eating until his raging hunger was satisfied.

It had worked havoc, at first. The despairing cook had seen two or three dinners thrown away down the gullet of the monster, and an outraged gang of miners threatening to strike for better chuck. But after that the cook learned wisdom. On the back of his stove, or simmering in the oven, there was always a vast iron pot filled with beans. A few rough lumps of fat pork — the fatter the better — were thrown into the pot. The mess was seasoned and sweetened with a quart of the cheapest molasses. This was fare that Soapy preferred to almost any other food.

On this morning, when Soapy entered the cook house, he reached for the first provisions that he happened to see before him. That, by unlucky chance, was a great apple pie, intended to make a dozen men rejoice at the noon of that day. But it was in the clutches of Soapy before the poor cook could snatch it from ,the path of danger.

By the time the pie was gone, however, the cook was prepared. He wasted no time in offering plate and knife and fork. He set out the huge iron pot itself and thrust into it a formidable iron spoon whose ponderous weight had ended more than one incipient kitchen brawl.

Before that yawning and cavernous pot Soapy sat down with a brief-drawn sigh of pleasure, and then the work of destruction began. Twice and again the belt of Soapy, first drawn as tight as the belt about a monkeys waist, was loosened. Still Soapy devoured and found room for more. The spoon had grated upon the bottom of the pot before he made the first pause, and the cook with a sigh of relief rubbed his hands together and smiled upon his guest.

More, Soapy? he asked.

Soapy looked about the kitchen with a wandering eye, but the light of interest had fled from it. Look here, he said, lolling back in his chair, the next time I tell you what you do... you throw in a handful of lard, will you? These here beans, theyre kind of edgy, you understand?

Lard was cheap. Far cheaper than apple pies in both cost and labor, and the cook grinned as he nodded assent.

Whats the news, Soapy? he asked.

The giant stretched forth his vast hand. Gimme smoke, he said.

The cook obediently produced a sack of the inevitable tobacco. It was accepted, a cigarette made from its contents, and then the sack was dropped into the pocket of Soapy. But the cook made no protest. There was apparently news forthcoming that would be worth a greater sacrifice than this.

In two or three whiffs the cigarette was consumed to a butt. The long, red- hot ash was dropped to the floor and ground under the heel of the yellow man. He made himself another smoke, and already the process of digestion was far enough advanced to permit speech.

The boss is bringing up a prize boob to trim, said Soapy.

A prize? echoed the cook politely, jotting down mental notes.

Something pretty sweet, said Soapy. Hes got somebody that can be squeezed for forty or fifty thousand, maybe.

Whatll be the gag this time? asked the cook.

How can I tell? asked the mulatto. Maybe a fake mine. Thats one of the deals that he likes best. Maybe just poker. Hes been practicing stacking the deck a good deal lately. Getting his hand in, you might say. Or maybe hell just tap the sucker on the head and let it go at that.

Aye, said the cook, thats pretty likely, too. Who might it be?

I dunno, Soapy said, but Ill tell you that hes due today. The boss rushed me out last night to get him a two-thousand-dollar horse for a present to this friend of his.

Two thousand bones, the cook groaned. All that blowed in on a horse?

You go out to the stable and youll see why. This here is a horse thats a horse. The rest, theyre only imitations of the real thing. He heaved himself to his feet. So long!

A large cake of gingerbread, freshly steaming from the oven, lay cooling on the windowsill. The great hand of the mulatto gathered it in as he rose to his feet, and half of it had disappeared into his maw before he crossed the threshold.

So it was that expectancy was raised to the fever point at the mine. All of his men were more or less familiar with the scoundrel activities of the boss. They knew that nothing was too small and that nothing was too great to interest his rapacity. They knew that the world was fairly paved with his enemies, but still they had never yet known him to use a $2,000 bait upon his hook. Great was the excitement to see what the nature of the fish might be for which this bait had been prepared.

Then, in the midmorning, a horseman labored up the steep. Soapy, stretched upon his back on his bunk, drawing sleepily at a blackened pipe, filled with soggy tobacco, liberally seasoned with perique, had this information brought to him in haste.

What sort of a looking gent? said Soapy.

I put the glasses on him. Looks a biggish sort. And heavy.

Thats him, said Soapy. He heaved himself onto his feet. The lethargy disappeared. And he, with a dozen others, watched the stranger ride into the circle of the shacks.

Whats he got on his legs? asked someone in a muttering whisper.

Hello, called the stranger, where is the house of Mike Jarvin?

Soapy, for an answer, hooked a thumb over his shoulder in the proper direction. They watched the stranger swing rather clumsily down from the saddle. His legs appeared of little use to him. Leaning against the horse, he unshipped a pair of long, strong crutches, then he swung himself across the ground with a wonderful dexterity.

A cripple by heaven, whispered Soapy. Damn me if the boss aint throwing away two thousand on a cripple. Boys, are we seeing straight? Or who might this here gent be?

Its something queer, said the cook. I got a sort of ticklish feeling in the stomach that were going to have some surprises sprung on us around here before long. Wheres the Buttricks?
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THE BUTTRICKS WERE found, of course, with much ease. They came forth the instant that the rumor began, but too late to see the stranger disappear into the house of Jarvin himself. But they made their inquiries, and it was observed that they changed color when they heard the size of the stranger and the breadth of his shoulders. And, most of all, the mention of his crutches seemed to have an odd effect upon them.

They retreated to their own shack, next to Mike Jarvins, and there they remained, although someone, who had a glimpse of them through the window, declared that they were busy furbishing their guns as though in a time of most desperate need.

They know him, declared the mulatto, logically enough. And then why aint nobody here ever heard of him? He aint the sort of a gent to be forgot, once heard of.

Said the cook: What do any of us know, except the mine, and the crooked work of old Jarvin? What do any of us know, I say? We keep tight by the mine. He keeps us too broke to do much traveling, and thats why we know him so much better than the rest of the folks in the world does. If they knowed what we know, wouldnt there be a law passed by Congress, or something, to put him in jail, and hang him by his thumbs and toes for an hour a day, as long as he lives the rest of his life? Sure there would.

It was felt that this remark had not wandered far from the point. But presently all occasion for thought was dismissed. It was a time for observation, pure and simple, for the big cripple was observed emerging from the house of Mike Jarvin.

Mike himself stood in the doorway, smiling upon the back of the newcomer. Then he glanced apprehensively aside to the house where the Buttricks had their quarters.

Its got something to do with the Buttricks, the coming of this gent, said the cook. And maybe now well find out.

The cripple was seen going toward the door of the next cottage. He managed himself, now, with only one crutch and yet he swung himself along with wonderful dexterity. Nothing could have been more painfully clumsy than the idea of such a movement, but, as a matter of fact the big fellow handled himself with such smoothness that he seemed to be covering the ground with perfect ease.

An acrobat, thats what he is, said the cook, who usually pronounced an opinion upon all difficult matters. You can see by the way that he handles himself that hes been trained all his life to the doing of stunts. Ill tell you what hes been... hes been one of those trapeze artists... you know, in a circus. And hes had a fall thats knocked out his legs. But you see how plumb easy that he handles himself.

They could see and they could wonder at what they saw. Then they observed that the big man had his right hand free from a crutch, free to swing at his side, near the hip, and at that hip there was a well-worn holster of a revolver.

He tapped at the door of the Buttricks.

Whos there? called Lefty Buttrick, after a pause.

Its Peter Hale, said the big stranger. Ive come to bring you word that Jarvin doesnt need you any longer. He expects you to leave at once and he says that youre paid ahead of time, already. Is that right?

There was a torrent of oaths from both the Buttricks. They heard what Jarvin had said. But they would not leave. There was an agreement that Mike would give them a months notice. Theyd had no time to look around, and finally they did not care what message he brought. It was from Mike alone that they would take their orders.

Sweet, aint it? asked the cook breathlessly. You might say that for a cripple hes got himself into a pot of boiling water. Howll he come out?

Said the deep, quiet voice of the cripple: From now on its to be understood here that what I say is the wish of Jarvin. Therell be no going behind my back and waiting for him to give his commands over again. And Im starting with you two, Lefty and Dan. Do you hear me?

A fresh current of lurid oaths was listened to in the utmost patience by the big fellow, but when it had ended he remarked: Ive heard you, and I think that youve nothing fresh to say. Also, if you wish to speak to me face to face, Im waiting here on the verandah of your house. I wont run away, my friends.

Hark at him sing, whispered the cook. Hes the representative of the boss around here, is he? And hes gonna begin by giving the Buttricks the run? Well, more power to him, I say... but is the world coming to an end?

Shut up, muttered the mulatto. I want to hear what Lefty Buttrick is gonna say to that.

It was amazingly apparent that Lefty had needed a moment of thought before replying to this latest sentence — Lefty, who had ever been as a roaring lion in the camp, Lefty, whose strong right hand and ready gun had flashed terror into so many eyes since the moment of his first coming into the employ of Jarvin. They expected to see him leap through the doorway and tear the cripple limb from limb. They expected to see Dan Buttrick come shooting from either hand beside or behind his brother.

Instead, they heard Lefty saying: Come through the door and get shot down one by one as we come? We aint fools, Hale!

It was the crown upon the climax!

No, there was another thing to come, for they heard the cripple say: I dont want to make any trouble with you fellows. Im going back to Jarvins house, and Im going to wait there for half an hour. That ought to give you a chance to move your things out of your place. At the end of the half hour Im coming back, and, if you havent started, Ill throw you out. This is Jarvins property. He orders you off. You stay after a half hour at your own risk.

He left the verandah and walked back to the house of Jarvin — not straight away, but with a peculiar side-long hitch, his face turned back toward the window that watched him from the Buttrick place, and his right hand swinging steadily beside the holster on his hip.

There was no burst of shots from that window. There was only silence. Then Jarvins door closed and the cripple was gone to safety.

Whatll happen? asked the cook in an agony of delighted anticipation.

Leftyll cut him to pieces, the mulatto declared through his teeth. Dont I know what Lefty is?

We got to wait, said the cook. We got to wait and see. I told you that queer things was gonna start happening around this here camp.
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OF ALL THOSE breathless watchers of this odd scene there was not one so interested as burly Soapy. He knew the Buttricks just a shade better than any other man in the camp. As a matter of fact, they had caused him to spend more than five months in bed. That enforced rest had been divided into two periods of almost equal length. Because after he had tackled them the first time and been literally shot to pieces, he was no sooner patched up and on his feet again than he tried his hand with the Buttricks for a second set-to. It was most strange that he was not killed in that second battle royal. The doctor who came to see him gave him an hour to live, at the most. But he lived out the day. The appalling vitality that was living in the deeps of his vast body kept him still alive at the end of forty-eight hours, and the doctor said, shaking his head: This fellow has used up a dozen lives already, but since he refuses to die, lets treat him as though he were going to get well. Give him some food. Give him what would be a comfortable meal for an ordinary mucker.

That food worked like magic upon the mulatto. No matter how many bullets had pierced his body, there was no wound in his stomach, and in a week he was out of all danger. In a month those dreadful furrows in his flesh had closed, leaving only purple scars to mark them. He was quickly back on his feet and robed in his full strength. The doctor stopped marveling. He declared that Soapy was simply a step back toward the primeval man.

But after his second encounter with the Buttricks, and his second long stay in bed, Soapy had learned discretion. He hated them both with an unabated rage. But still he knew that it would not do to presume upon his emotions. It would be infinitely safer to treat them with a distant toleration. They seemed to him like a two-faced god of war, watching in both directions at once, and so guarded from attack from the front or from the rear.

Either of them, alone, he would not have feared. He felt that he was just as quick in his use of a gun as either of them. He felt that he was just as straight in his shooting. If the fight ever came to closer quarters than bullets, he would willingly have taken a dozen men like the Buttricks and beaten their heads together, in perfect serenity as to the outcome of the battle. For the belief of Soapy in himself was an almost godlike confidence.

However, with all the faith that he had in himself, he regarded the Buttricks with a superstitious awe. They were not like the other men who he had encountered. He felt that they were invincible. It was a part of their pride that they rarely or never fought alone. They moved together; they thought together; they worked together. Whenever one scanned the horizon that lay in front, the other was sure to have his head turned in order to observe any dangers that might drift into ken from the rear.

Yet here was a man who had dared to walk up to the door of the Buttrick shack, from which, like threatening deities, they had so often rushed forth and worked havoc in the camp among the enemies of big Jarvin. Here was a man who dared to walk up to that door and challenge them to step out and face him — only his lone, crippled self. Yet they did not come.

Said Soapy: Killing with guns aint good enough for him. Thats the idea of the Buttricks.

The cook regarded him askance. Then he said: Now look here, Soapy, might it be that the two somehow is afraid of that gent?

Soapy turned his round head. It wheeled upon his thick neck like the head of a bird, turning with a strange absence of effort, until he seemed to be looking almost squarely behind him.

Tell me this, will you? Was they afraid of me? The cook was silent, but the remorseless Soapy continued: And aint I as good as any other one man in the world? Again the cook was silent. Is there anybody, Soapy asked with the slow earnestness of one who must be clearly understood, that has ever stood up to me for one minute?

No, said the cook. Not with the hands, anyway. I remember what happened to the big polack that come up here special to bust you into bits.

At this, Soapy allowed himself to smile. The grimace sliced his face veritably in two and exposed a double row of huge, pointed fangs. Hands is one thing, said Soapy, but did you ever know of a gent, either, that ever stood up to me with rifle or revolver or knife, or any other weapon that you can name down to a blacksmith hammer?

The cook frowned reflectively. Specially with the blacksmith hammer, he said in thought. No, Soapy, I dunno that anybody has ever had better than an even break with you, except the Buttricks.

No matter how they come, one, two, three, or four, said the mulatto, there was never enough gents together in one group to lick me. I was too much for anyone man. I was too much for any two. And why wouldnt the boss give me the job as his guard, I ask?

Because that you snored too loud, maybe?

No, but it was only because that he hates a Negro. And Im a Negro, cook. Know that?

Are you? replied the cook in polite surprise.

Yes, by heaven, Soapy said with great vehemence. Im a Negro, and Im proud of it. Im a Negro and I want the whole world to know that I am, in spite of this here white face of mine. And he pointed a thick forefinger at his yellow hide.

The cook did not smile. He would not have smiled at a ghost, or at a tiger, within the reach of whose paw he stood. He merely nodded with the utmost gravity.

Well, Soapy, he said, I would never have guessed it.

Only when Soapy had looked away to have another glance at the door of the shack of the Buttricks and make sure that it had not opened did the cook permit himself to wink broadly at a neighbor.

The wink was not returned by so much as a knowing glance, because that neighbor stood within the edge of the range of the mulattos vision, and it would have been rash to take even the slightest chance, because the temper of Soapy was just a trifle more uncertain than nitroglycerin in cold weather in a closely stoppered bottle.

No, said Soapy, turning back to the cook again, the fact is the boss hates all Negroes. Why? Because why, I ask you? Because theyre too good for him, thats why! Yes, sir, I tell you thats the reason. Too good for him. Why, when I think how he hates me, for instance, I wonder that you dont see me choke him one of these days.

Whats made you so sure that he hates you?

I can tell by the way he treats me. What does he want me here for? To do dirty work. He pays me big. Sure he pays me big. I take his money, and then hes got the fun of seeing me do this dirty work, and, while I do it, he says to himself... Ha, now Im making a Negro suffer.

What sort of dirty work do you mean? asked the cook.

If he wants something and he wants it cheap, who does he send out to get it? I buy it if I can, but, if I cant buy it, I got to steal it. Because I dont dare to come back and face him without it. His tongue would sure start working on oiled hinges if I was to do a thing like that.

Look here, Soapy, why dont you up and leave him, then?

Because Im waiting for my chance at him, and thats the only thing under the sky that keeps me here, honey, and you can lay to that.

All right, Soapy, I can understand you feeling that way, only, what is there that keeps you from doing what you want with him? Youre pretty near to him, most of the time.

The mulatto cast an ugly glance over his shoulder. You tell me, then, why dont some of the others take a chance at him... and theys plenty of others right here in the same camp that would sure like to take a fall out of him sos he would never get up again, I guess?

Sure, agreed the cook instantly. Im one, curse his heart!

And what keeps you back? Whats been keeping you back all of these here months?

The Buttricks, admitted the cook.

And me, Soapy said, rubbing his great hands together. But now it looks as though the old man had gone crazy, and hes trying to get rid of the Buttricks. For why? For to be chopped up by the rest of us? Would you tell me that?

The cook shook his head. Were all wondering, he said. But it dont look likely, does it, Soapy?

Likely? said Soapy. Son, the Buttricksll come out and youll see em eat that fool.

Will you? queried the cook. Then you tell me how youre gonna explain the thing that were seeing now, if you can.

For the door of the Buttrick house had opened, and yonder stood the terrible Lefty, but not girt for battle. Instead of that, his bag of dunnage was slung heavily over his shoulder, and under his other arm he carried a bristling canvas bag that contained Leftys gun. He stepped out onto the verandah.

Well? said the cook.

Its a fake, gasped the mulatto. Lefty comes out this way sos to draw the other sucker out of his house, and then Dan will whirl in and eat him... no, by heaven.

For directly behind Lefty appeared the form of the second brother, Dan, equipped much like Lefty with a burden of luggage.
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THERE WAS A moan from the mulatto, a moan of pain, as twin gods fell from their pedestal in his mind and crashed into nether limbo.

All the time, Soapy asked, straightening upon his feet, was the pair of them yaller hounds only lucky in getting the drop on me?

He received no answer, for the very good reason that among all those fairly hardy onlookers he was the only one really capable of speech at the moment.

They watched the Buttricks trail their luggage toward the stables, and then they watched the Buttricks appear again, riding their best saddle horses, and leading their spares. It was noted with an increasing wonder that the great Buttricks, the men of blood, did not take the straight way, which led past the face of the house of the boss. Instead, they chose to circle around the shacks, close to the mouth of the mine, and, in this fashion, they made their exit from the camp and started down into the valley.

What does it mean? asked the mulatto, sighing. Well, aint we all been kind of blind and stupid? I tell you, boys, that this here is nothin more or less than hypnotism. That cripple, he got the two Buttricks hypnotized. Can anybody else give a better way of explaining the things that we just been seeing?

No one could. That was apparent. They looked back from one to the other and shook their heads.

Wait a minute, said the cook in a whisper. Here he comes again. And now you take another look at him, hes pretty big. He looks kind of mean, even for a cripple.

Soapy shook his head. Vigor of no mere physical dimension was capable of explaining the miracle that he had just seen. He needed more than that.

They saw Jarvin and his companion move slowly across the clearing and toward the stables behind the shack. In the distance they saw the monster stallion led forth. The cripple raised himself to the saddle with a singular dexterity.

The cook exclaimed: What awful arms he must have! What awful arms, mates. Dont he sling himself around just as though he was stuffed out with feathers instead of flesh?

There was no doubt that was the case. They saw him fix his steel-braced feet in the stirrups, and then they watched him guide the stallion back and forth in front of the stables. There was a raking big fence, crowned with a heavy beam nearby, and suddenly the cripple put his mount at that fence. The big horse cleared it flying, and landed with a wonderful rolling stride in the inside of the corral. In the next moment he had been turned and had jumped out again.

Look, said the cook. Suppose that hoss had fallen. No help for that cripple. He couldntve moved himself. He wouldve been done. And thats what I call nerve, old sons.

Cook, broke in Soapy, you dont know nothing. You think that that horse could fail, even if it wanted to? No, sir, it couldnt, and the reason why is what Im gonna tell you plain and true, old-timer. There was something in the head of that gent that kept the hoss from falling. There was the power of something in his head.

What power? asked someone.

What power took the nerve away from the Buttricks? Soapy asked with a harsh violence. Ask me, will you, what power it was that sent the Buttricks away like beaten dogs. Well, it was the same thing, just.

Spooks? said the cook.

You talk, son, Soapy said darkly. Ive said enough. Im ready to listen to the rest of you giving good explanations of the things that we been seeing with our own eyes.

There was such a world of conviction in the voice and in the manner of Soapy that the others banished their smiles at once and grew sober. There were few of them of sufficient education to be above the grade of low superstitions, and, indeed, there had been something miraculous in the thing that they had seen, for they knew the Buttricks, and they had too often seen those hardy men in action in their midst. Many and many a one of them, indeed, had stood in front of the yawning revolvers held by the steady hands of the Buttrick brothers. That was an experience to be remembered with chills through all of a long life. And here was the pair of them, ushered forth like frightened children. Mere words could hardly explain such a thing as this.

After a time they could see the cripple dismount and go back with Jarvin toward the shack of the boss.

Thats it, whispered Soapy. Thats it, sons. There he goes along with old Jarvin. Didnt I tell you that Jarvin was playing for something higher and bigger than ordinary? Didnt I tell you that he was getting ready to pluck something that was bigger than anything that he had ever taken before? And theres the proof of it. He gets afraid of the Buttricks. He brings in this gent to fire them. Then he uses that big hoss to bribe the gent. Why, you ask me?

No one had asked, but Soapy had a way of conducting a dialogue in this fashion, filling in with his own mouth the little interstices in his talk.

Why, you ask me? went on Soapy, while the others watched him askance as they listened. Its because he knows that theres something in this here world thats a lot stronger than guns can ever be. A lot stronger. And this here stranger, hes got it. He showed it on the Buttricks, and hes gonna show it again. The cook, here, he was right. He knowed that some strange things was about to happen here, and we aint seen the end of them yet.

Undoubtedly the others agreed with this idea, and, although they made no comments, there was a good deal of frowning and biting of the lip among them as they strove to work out the puzzle. The pause that followed had a suspense of its own, as though they all expected that something more must happen immediately.

They did not have very long to wait. Mike Jarvin came to the door of his shack and shouted: Soapy!

Soapy obediently, but with a snarl, raised himself and went forward.

Soapy, you round up the boys. Everybody that aint working in the mine. I want em here.

Except the cook? asked Soapy, as though knowing that dignitary had special rights.

Curse the cook, said Mr. Jarvin. You do what I told you and bring em in.

So Soapy turned away, scratching his closely curled poll. He carried a terse message wherever he went through the camp. Show up at the bosss house, and show up pronto. Something queer is happening, boys.

He gathered in the men who tended the horses at the stables, the chore boys who idled near the mouth of the mine at this time of day, and the half dozen others who had odd jobs about the camp. A considerable crowd was presently arranged, when Soapy rapped at the door of Jarvin with enough force to make the door shudder from top to bottom.

The door opened. Inside, Soapy saw Jarvin and the cripple sitting on opposite sides of a table, as though in the midst of serious converse.

The gents is here, said Soapy. What you want me to do with em now?

Ill do the doing, said Jarvin. Go back with the rest of em.

So, presently, Jarvin stood at the door of the shack and turned his eyes back and forth over the group.

Come here, Hale, he said. I want you to look em over. Hand-picked, hard- boiled eggs is what you can see here for your own self. Nothing to come over this lot, old-timer. You could hunt a thousand miles north and south and east and west, and you would never rake in a worse lot than this here gang, I tell you.

He stepped aside. In the doorway appeared the big cripple. He had a mild but a steady eye as he turned it from face to face while Jarvin said:

Now, boys, my friend, Hale, is gonna stay here with us for a while. I want to make him comfortable and at home. The way that Im gonna do that is to have one of you to take care of him. You can see that he aint got all the control over himself that a man would like to have. Enough to herd gents like the Buttricks, you seen. But not enough to be without the need of somebody to fetch and carry and to run errands for him. Yunderstand?

There was a breathless pause. They had not objected to the beginning of the speech of Jarvin. They had not objected when he inferred that they were a choice lot of rascals, for most of them were so far advanced in rascality that they were proud of that bad eminence and were glad to be classed so generously.

Now, went on Jarvin, what I want you to do. Hale, is to look over this lot and see which one of the bunch you would like to have as your man, to help you and make you comfortable, as I was saying before, because I want things to be dead easy and smooth for you in this here camp.

The cripple thanked him with a nod and a smile. Does it make any difference who I choose? he asked.

Not a bit, said Jarvin. Theyre my men and they do what I tell them to do. And the pay that they get comes high. You pick.

Very well, said the cripple. I think that Ive made up my mind. Theres the man who will suit me exactly.

Soapy looked behind him. No one was there, but the cook was a little to one side.

Must be you, cook. He grinned maliciously.

No, said Peter Hale. Its you, my big friend.

Soapy whirled with a snarl. Me? he yelled. Me to be sort of a cursed valet?
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THE OTHERS IN the crew were thunderstruck. Such a thought had apparently never entered their heads — the mere idea that any man could wish to have around him such a wild bear of a creature as Soapy. Even Jarvin was staggered.

He caught the shoulder of Hale and murmured hastily: You dont mean that mulatto, Hale. Change your mind and change it fast. Id rather have a wild horse to wait on my table than Soapy around me. Change your mind, I say.

But Peter shook his head. He said calmly and aloud so that all could hear: Ill have you, Soapy, if thats your name. I need somebody strong enough to handle me, and you look fit for the job. Will you try it?

Ill see you cursed! shouted Soapy, reaching for his gun as though he expected that he would have instant need of it.

But Peter Hale made no gesture toward his own hip. He merely said in the same calm tones: Come inside with me, Soapy. I want to give you a few reasons. This isnt to be the sort of a job that would shame you. An easy bit of work and a respectable life, I hope, is what I can offer you. Will you come inside for a minute? He turned his back and swung himself into the house on his crutches.

Soapy remained glaring at the retreating back of the cripple. He can bulldoze the white folks, snarled Soapy, but he aint gonna manhandle this Negro. Go inside? Who says that I aint gonna go inside of the house with him? Who says that Im scared of him? He glared wildly around him. Fear of the unknown and wild rage made his face almost too terrible to be watched.

There was no answer from those around him, who saw that he was only looking for a chance to find trouble closer at his hand.

He went on in the same savage murmur: Im gonna go inside with him, and, if I dont like the way that he talks, Im gonna break him wide open, boys, and Im gonna see what it is that makes him tick. So saying, he advanced upon the house with his enormous stride. He passed the door, closed it with an echoing crash, and left Jarvin walking nervously up and down on the porch, always with his eyes fastened upon the crowd, but with his thoughts obviously busy with the two men who were inside the room.

All that could be heard was the loud tone of the mulatto declaring as he entered the room: Im here. An I want to know what in the devil you got to say to me that you cant say in the open, with other folks to watch?

The reply of the stranger was as smooth as the current of slow water by night. They could not distinguish his words.

But inside the house Soapy was finding himself confronting a peril that, he felt, was more vital and certainly stranger than anything that he had yet encountered in his roving life. The cripple sat on the farther side of the table, nearest the wall, and, with that table in front of him, his useless legs were screened from view. Soapy was aware only of the erect body and the squared shoulders of the other — the most supple and formidable torso, he felt, that he had ever seen in his life — aside from his own swelling bulk. It seemed to Soapy, also, as he faced this stranger, that he had been most foolish in his recent way of living. He should take more care of himself; he should make it a point to do a bit of sledge-hammer work every day and so strip the loose fat away from his body and harden himself for a test, as this stranger seemed to be hardened.

For the face of Peter Hale was as cleanly drawn as that of an athlete about to step into a prize ring. Perhaps the labor of swinging himself along on his clutches was enough to keep him fit. Yet Soapy felt rightly that was not all. To be sure, the legs were nothing. They were worse than useless. But now all that Soapy saw were the long, muscular arms, with the swelling cords of strength bulging against the sleeves; at the points of the shoulders were hard lumps. Above all this might of hand and shoulder there were thinking eyes buried beneath a deep brow.

From the shadow the eyes watched the mulatto, and Soapy felt more and more ill at ease. He wanted to bring this matter to a quick test, to have the battle over in one crucial struggle — and be out and away in the fresh, open air, because inside this house he felt that the breathing was not easy.

Said Peter Hale: Now, sit down, Soapy, and tell me why youre so angry, will you?

Aint it enough to make any self-respecting man mad? Soapy asked, making his teeth grit in fury. Me to be a sort of a body servant. What dyou take me for?

Said Peter: Sit down, Soapy.

Cursed if I will! roared Soapy. You hear me say it?

I hear you say it.

Then what are you gonna do about it?

Are you afraid to sit down? asked that quiet voice of Peter.

It was a new way of putting the matter. Soapy had only one religion, and that was that he was unafraid of anything that walked the earth — except the two Buttricks. His religion made him sink into the chair opposite to Peter. He regretted it the instant he was in that position — for he was much shorter than was Peter. The latter seemed to tower above him on the farther side of the table. No, Soapy wanted to be up and on his feet but he did not see, at once, how he could scramble out of the chair and still retain any of his dignity.

In the meantime, there was a constant pressure being exerted upon him. He could never have defined that strain upon his nerves. But he only knew that those restless, working eyes of Peter were constantly prying at his own. He forced himself to meet that gaze; yet he could only manage the thing with a savage stare — while the white man was at ease.

The calm eyes of Peter passed through the burly roughness of Soapy and made his very heart quake. Hypnotism — did it not begin in such a fashion, with the commanding pressure of eye upon eye? The thought brought cold perspiration out, beading the glistening forehead of Soapy.

Now here I am, said Soapy, and what is it that you want out of me, and will you snap it out quick? Because I aint one that can be worked upon the way that the Buttricks was. Im up to your tricks, stranger. I tell you that Im up to your tricks.

He said it with a savage leer of cunning, jabbing his rigid forefinger at Peter, as much as to say that he had discerned the fiend behind the human guise. He half expected that Peter, when he heard these words, would tremble and turn pale. To his amazement, Peter did nothing of the kind. There was and instant flash through his shadowed eyes, then a faint smile appeared and disappeared on the corners if his mouth. Soapy felt that he was being laughed at by the superior might of the spirit of evil that certainly resided in the heart of this white man.

Bitterly Soapy regretted that he had entered that house; terribly did he regret that he had settled himself at that table. For now it seemed to him that invisible hands encircled him, and his strength was running out of him. Where not his great hands already shaking so that he could hardly held a gun? Did not even the accusing finger that he had pointed at Peter quiver more uncertainly?

He turned still paler, and watched with fascination the smile of the big white man. He had quite forgotten that Peter was a cripple, now. The idea had melted from his brain. He was sitting in the presence of a giant of might and of cunning, also. And Soapy felt that he was lost — but not lost without a struggle. No, he was still prepared to fight for the honor of his manhood.

Listen to me, said Peter. I want you to understand that I mean you no harm. I offer you this work because I need someone with arms and shoulders like yours around me. In return for that, Soapy, I think that I can raise your position in the world a few degrees. I dont intend that you should have disagreeable or disgusting duties. Rather, like a friend on whom I can rely. Someone to watch my back, since in this camp it seems that a mans back needs watching. And on that understanding, I wonder if you wouldnt shake hands with me, Soapy?

The fear of Soapy increased. He stiffened in his chair. No, curse me if I will!

What? said the other, with that same flashing hint of a smile. Youre not afraid, Soapy?

Afraid? Im afraid of no man!

And Soapy thrust out his long arm and his great hand was closed upon by the smaller fingers of Peter Hale. They were so much smaller that a sudden feeling came to Soapy that in one instant, now, he would crush the pride and the strength of this weird monster. He closed the vise of his grip — a famous grip that had done prodigious things in the matter of crushing porous pine wood and other matters. He closed it now with all his might and he felt the grip of Peter relax slowly under the mighty pressure — relax and give and give, but always with an increasing slowness, until the point suddenly came when Soapy could crush no more. The thinner fingers of Peter bit into his very flesh like narrow rods of iron. Although the jaw of Soapy set and his monstrous arc quivered with effort, he could not make the other yield.

Magic, thought the mulatto. For no mere human hand, so much smaller than his, could have withstood that grip. Magic!

The instant that that idea came home to him the strength seemed to pass from his fingers. Or was it that the other with marvelous suddenness increased his own pressure?

The smaller, bony fingers bit hard into the flesh of the mulattos hand — and suddenly his grip gave way; his great hand straightened and folded under the power of Peter Hale.
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THAT INSTANT, THE hold of the cripple relaxed and he said: Now, Soapy, I think that you and I shall understand each other very well. We shall get on, Soapy, like old friends, eh?

These words were, only partially heard by the mulatto. He was staring down at his hand as though it were a diseased part of him or as though, like a traitor, it had refused its duty to its master. It lay upon the table, crushed and weakened and numbed, a fiery red except where four snowy-white bands crossed it — in symbol of the four fingers of Peter Hale that had done their work so well. Soapy had been beaten, although he would never have suspected it, not by a superior might, but simply by the fear of something supernatural.

The force that, it had seemed to him, had crushed his hand as though it were that of a child or a woman had not been the might of the cripple, but the crumbling weakness in Soapy himself. Now, as he dragged that hand from the table, he moistened his shapeless white lips and looked at Peter like a poor martyr being thrown to the lions.

Yet, Peter said again, I dont wish for an instant to force you into a service which may be unpleasant to you. The fact is, Soapy, that I need a strong and brave and clever man to help me in this work. And it seems to me that you are the fellow for me. Am I wrong?

Soapy pushed himself back in his chair and rose. You got any need of me right now, boss? he asked.

No, said Peter, no need of you at all.

Soapy slunk sidewise toward the door.

But Ill expect you back here before dark, say? called Peter.

Soapy marked that fact by rolling the yellow of his eye toward his new-found master, and then issued from the house. Those who still lingered on the outside looked with wonder as they saw him pass with staring eyes and drawn face. Soapy had aged by ten years, so it seemed. He skulked across the open part of the circle like one who glides away from a beating, inflicted by a superior force.

Hes killed Hale! cried Jarvin. Curse him, hes throttled Hale!

He tore the door open. But there was Peter in the act of swinging himself lightly to his feet.

Youre safe, Pete?

Im safe, Mike.

Curse it... then what did you do to Soapy? Its all right, boys!

It was something more than all right. The point of the matter was that, from the bearing of the mulatto, they had felt that some desperate deed had Just been done — if not by Soapy, then by the cripple. Those who wandered after Mike, filled with grinning, yet breathless curiosity, were just in time to see the great shining body of the stallion, Larribee, flash down the back trail from the camp, with the mulatto stooped low on his back, as though to avoid any random bullets that might be sent in pursuit.

That news was brought back to Jarvin at once, and it threw big Mike into a fury. He went storming to Peter Hale. Now what in the devil dyou mean by that? he shouted. Have you throwed a scare into Soapy thatll make him run and never stop? Have you throwed away with your cursed college-made, thick- headed... ?

There was a chair of formidable weight standing close to the wall. It suddenly lurched up and whirled over the shoulder of the cripple, darting straight at the head of Mike Jarvin, who leaped backward with a scream from the path of the flying danger. It would be death if that heavy weight struck his head, he knew, and Mike loved life most desperately. As he leaped, he hurled the door shut with a slam.

It mattered not to Jarvin that he tripped and fell backward down the short flight of steps. It mattered not to him that half a dozen of his startled and grinning men saw this sudden fall of his. All that was of importance was to find out whether or not the sudden devil that had transformed the face of the cripple was now sending him in grim pursuit.

So he scrambled to hands and knees and made sure that the door was still shut. It was. But so terrible was the violence and the true aim with which that chair had been flung, that one leg had splintered the solid panel, and another, in the center, had thrust itself bodily through the door. Mike shuddered to imagine that, instead of the tough and senseless wood, his own tender, mortal flesh had been opposed to that thunderbolt.

Mr. Jarvin sat down on a distant tree stump and fanned his hot face for some time, until the tremor departed from his limbs. He considered various ideas, in the beginning. What seemed to him, at first, the only sensible proceeding was to touch a match to the shack and let it go up in a mass of flames, bearing the soul of Peter Hale to heaven along with its smoke.

Later on, he felt that it could be an excellent thing if he called in some of his men to tackle this big fellow and give him a thorough disciplining. Jarvin decided that he would make an example of Peter Hale — an example that would be remembered through the rest of Jarvins life. However, even this had to be paused upon. He recalled that most of his own men were only waiting for a good opportunity to stick a knife in his back. And as soon as the shadows closed upon this day, would they not set about gratifying their wills on him?

The Buttricks were gone. Had not his own men welcomed the dissension that had begun between their boss and his new defender? Heartily did Mike Jarvin curse the day when he had had the Burtricks discharged. Most violently did he groan when he remembered the day on which it had come to him as an inspiration to replace the two hopeless scoundrels with one fairly honest man.

However, in the meantime, the sun was riding down the western sky. If he were to make his peace with the cripple, it must be soon. If he did not make his peace with big Peter Hale, what would happen? A murder before the sun of the next day rose over the cold eastern mountains? Jarvin had no doubt of that. He saw himself fallen, and none to lament him. Who would inherit his mine and all of its riches? Mr. Jarvin began to perspire. He decided that the thing for him to do was to saddle a horse and flee from the camp at once. Yet, if he went to the stable, would he not be placing himself in the hands of those fellows to whom he paid wages, and who hated him with such a cordial might?

Jarvin rose. He walked to the verandah of his house, cleared his throat, and then ventured a polite tap at the door. Well, Hale? he called gently.

A most cheerful voice responded: Come in, Mike!

He opened the door by inches until there was revealed to him the Herculean torso of Peter Hale reclining upon the Morris chair, the one luxurious article in the furnishing of that room.

Come in, Jarvin! Im glad that chair missed you, really.

Mike gasped as he looked down at the shapeless mass of wreckage that was all that remained of the chair upon the floor. Peter, apparently, did not intend to stir himself to clear up the mess.

Well, Hale, said Jarvin, the main thing is for us to see that we both been sort of foolish, eh?

Not a bit, said Peter. Little things like this will always be apt to happen, unless we know just how to treat each other, eh?

Jarvin stared. There was something about this speech that he did not like. He ventured cautiously: Matter of fact, Peter, that temper of mine, it sure does run away with me. I never know where its gonna take me. Youll get used to that, wont you?

I dont know, said Peter. The fact is, Mike, that when people talk roughly to me, my hands begin to do things without asking my permission. I really didnt know that I was going to throw that chair at you, however. And Im sure that I wont do such a thing again... unless your tongue runs away with you, once more.
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THAT SEEMED TO the mine owner a rather lopsided bargain — if he continued to talk with a flawless politeness to this young man, the young man would refrain from murdering him. However, he took a great breath, beginning to feel that there was in Peter even a greater value than he had at first attached to him. But it was most patent that the youth was an edged tool, to be handled with the utmost caution. Otherwise the master would himself be injured. Certainly it would be foolish to throw away the services of this terrible fellow, until it were first known whether or not he could be thoroughly controlled.

He said: Now, Peter, I aint aiming to bother you none. But I got to say that Soapy was about the best man that I had working for me. Matter of fact, Pete, it would be a bad blow to me to know that hes sneaked away. Besides that... hes taken along that hoss of yours with him.

Why, said Peter, thats nothing at all. I sent him away on a little errand, but hell be back by sunset, you can depend upon it.

Why in heavens name didnt you tell me that before? shouted Jarvin.

At that roar in his voice, the big hand of Peter stole out and wrapped itself around the back of a chair — but Jarvin leaped through the door with a grunt of fear and went off to sit in the sun, once more, and consider what was good and what was bad in life. What was of account as a good to Jarvin was that which gave him profit and pleasure; what was bad, in his world, was all that gave him personal danger or discomfort.

He felt that this universe was a place where sweets and sours were oddly commingled. For instance, yonder was the black and gaping maw of the mine, swallowing the labor of toiling scores of men. In return for the bitterness of that painful exertion, it rendered up rich are that was trundled down the long incline by the rails which he, Jarvin, had built, until it came to a low road from which it could be hauled to the nearest shipping point. From the mine, therefore, came the shining jewel of wealth that increased and increased with such a steadiness that Mike Jarvin began to think not in terms of his present hundreds of thousands but in the scope of future millions.

On the other hand, the toiling scores who tore the gold for him out of the bowels of the earth were, one and all, his enemies. Was it because he had occasionally beat them at a game of cards? It seemed hard to Mike that they should take it so bitterly. Anyone who sat down to a gaming table should have his wits about him. It was a deadly encounter, and if he were not trained for this sort of battle, he was a fool ever to undertake it, and he should be grateful for having his money taken away from him as painlessly and swiftly as Jarvin usually extracted it. But there was no reason in them; they hated him profoundly and ceaselessly. When a new man was brought up to the mine, it was not twenty-four hours before he had heard the stories of the others and loathed the big boss as cordially as any of the rest.

Mr. Jarvin, reflecting upon this, felt that the men who laid the treasure at his feet deposited gold with one hand, and with the other clutched a dagger behind his back. When would they have a chance to use it?

At this, fat Mike, in some tension, drew forth his revolver and blew a shining bit of quartz to bits. Then he saw the glimmer of a face at the dark door of the cook house. But no one moved suddenly at the sound of a gun near the mine. If a murderer, for instance, were to creep up and plant a bullet in the small of Jarvins back, who would hurry to see him fall?

Indeed, at this moment, might not that dark-faced rat of a fellow who worked in the stables — might not he be worming his way up the slope, from rock to rock, ready to polish off his boss?

Jarvin whirled about and balanced the gun in his fat palm. The slope was still. But a little gust of wind shook a bush suddenly. Jarvin fired that instant. If there were a man there, let the fool take the result.

A thin scream came back to the ears of Jarvin. He listened to it with a savage satisfaction. Hereafter he would never distrust his premonitions; he would lean upon them, as a woman upon her instinct.

But no mans inert body rolled down the slope from behind the bush — only the light form of a jack rabbit that had been cruelly mangled by his bullet.

Jarvin luck, said Mike. Thats Jarvin luck, by heaven.

He carried the rabbit to the cook. Nailed it with a snap shot at forty yards, cook.

Like the devil you did, said the cook with a broad grin.

He took the rabbit and turned his back upon his boss without another word. So much for human sympathy. Mike sighed as he turned away from the shack. Not that he turned his back upon it; he never actually turned his back upon any of his men, unless he had a guard along with him. But he moved in a circuitous route away from the cook house and back to his own shack.

The work of cleaning out the Buttrick shack and making it ready for the occupancy of the new tenant was already under way.

An ex-sailor and a polack miner were busily scrubbing down and sweeping out.

Hello, Pete! Mike called. That Soapy aint showed up yet!

Hell be here in time, said Peter Hale.

In time for what? asked Mr. Jarvin.

For all I need of him, Peter said, and I suppose thats enough, since hes working for me now.

Jarvin heaved a great sigh. Im giving up the most valuable rat of a man that I ever had, if I give up Soapy, he declared with much feeling. But if you want him, I suppose that youll have your own way about it and take him, eh?

Now all of this time, the machinelike stride of the big stallion had been sweeping Soapy away from the mining camp with wonderful speed, and, when a mile or two had intervened, the chills no longer chased themselves up and down his back. He felt sufficiently secure to ease the horse into a walk. But while he rolled a cigarette, he still paused and looked behind him from time to time. Why? There was nothing in the way of horseflesh, in those mountains, that could overtake the stallion, after the pace that Soapy had established; yet he felt that there was a pressing danger just behind him — just around the edge of the next curve.

He knew that he feared the power of the mysterious other world, which lies outside of the ken of most people. What hands might reach toward him from that unknown abyss? Poor Soapy strove to shake from his memory the recollection of all that had happened in the shack when he had sat at the table opposite to Peter Hale. Yet the more he tried to drive the thought into an obscure corner of his mind, the bigger proportions it assumed.

The fact that he had become a horse thief, on this day, and given up his old job at the Jarvin Mine was no matter. He was glad to be clear of the place. And he looked down with a shudder to the bruised and aching hand that trembled even now as it held a cigarette.

Twice he reined in the big stallion with a sudden resolve to turn back, compelled by a fear of he knew not what. The third time, seeing the sun roll softly through the trees on the edge of a western mountain, he remembered the time that Peter Hale had appointed for his return. The mulatto whirled the stallion around and sent him swiftly on the back trail, not pausing to reason, only knowing that he wanted most desperately to reach the camp at the correct hour.

Just as the sun, seen from this elevated plateau, dipped behind the lower hills, covering the sky with rich reds and purples, he came to the mine. Vastly relieved, he reached the stable and stripped the saddle from his big horse. The stableman growled at him: What were you sent for, Soapy?

Sent for? echoed the mulatto.

Sure, said the other. We thought that youd beat it, but this Hale, he said that hed just sent you off on an errand, that youd be sure to come back. And here you are.

Poor Soapy, standing with the bridle in one hand and the saddle in the other, gaped into the gathering dusk and wondered what was happening in this strange world. As to what had brought him back to the mine, he had no doubts now. It was the silent will of the white man, which covered the distance of miles and reached at his soul with an invisible hand. He felt that he had been helpless all the while, and, when Peter Hale had wished, he had brought the truant back.

Hypnotism! gasped Soapy. Im gone already. How did he do it?

There was no answer for this last question. He was only sure that he was utterly done for, and that no matter what Peter Hale willed to do with him, he would be helpless to resist.

He went into the shack. A bed stood in one corner of the room; there was a bunk in the other. The mulatto found that all his possessions, which he had left behind him in his hasty flight from the devil, had been distributed on pegs near the bunk. Around the bed were the belongings of the white man, and near the head of the bed a long rifle leaned against the wall of the house.

Soapy took it up with rather frightened hands, noting how well worn the stock was, and how the barrel showed the effect of frequent polishing. The mechanism slipped frictionlessly beneath his touch. All was clean and neat as a pin in the lock of the weapon. Soapy told himself that this was the gun of one who knew well how to manage it, although it seemed to him that guns were hardly needed by such a formidable person as this same Peter Hale.

A metallic clattering on the narrow verandah of the little house, and here was big Peter Hale at the doorway, with his crutches under his arms. He nodded most cheerfully to Soapy.

There is news already, Soapy, he said. We are going on a trip tomorrow, all three of us. You, Jarvin, and I. Will you be ready for that?

A trip where? asked Soapy, grown sullen.

A trip away from the mine, to gather any sort of deviltry that looks comfortable and pleasant to Mike Jarvin. Have you ever been out with him when he was harvesting that sort of grain, Soapy?

Soapy, in spite of himself, grinned broadly, showing two semicircles of flashing teeth. Those excursions were an old story to him. He began to wonder if the hypnotist might not, after all, prove a not altogether deadly burden to him.


CHAPTER XXV
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THE GREAT MIKE Jarvin did not often descend upon the world. In the days of his prime, when his waistline was slighter, and his gun hand faster, Jarvin frequently showed himself abroad in the company of strangers. There was this great advantage. In the first place, he would thus find himself among strange faces, and, above all, his reputation could be shielded behind an assumed name. In the second place, even when men resented him in those days, they were not so apt to express their resentment with guns.

Times had changed sadly. With profound melancholy great Mike Jarvin regarded the world upon which he looked down from his fastness of the mine. There, seated among a rebellious garrison, he kept his fort, as one might have said, against the constant assaults of fear. It was like sailing a rotten ship through a sea filled with reefs. Jarvin had seen the waters lapping upon the stones so often that he was almost grown accustomed to the pale face of peril. When he looked forth and wondered where he could go to seek diversion among strangers, and so escape from the more constant and almost more terrible dangers at the mine, he was in a quandary.

He had once been slim enough to pass almost anywhere and melt easily into a crowd. But there was now a certain dimension of his jowls and a certain fullness of his waist that called too much attention his way. No sooner did he show his face than men were apt to say: Theres Mike Jarvin.

After that, there was sure to be a reaching for guns, to make sure — each of them — that he was properly heeled for the approaching event. One would have thought that honest Mike was in the habit of taking money from others like a bandit, at the point of a Colt, whereas, as a matter of fact, he always used well-oiled, soundless, and painless methods at the gaming table. It made Mike sigh and shake his head, when he thought of the viciousness with which other men regarded him. He almost wished that he could open his heart to them and let them see how many virtues were harbored therein.

However, on this day he was filled with a new hope. To his buckboard there were attached two strong-shouldered, gauntbellied mustangs, capable of unrolling 100 miles behind them in the course of the day, and yet be fresh enough to kick the hat off a mans head at nightfall. With these powerful animals, he proposed to cruise farther afield than usual.

As a rule, he had never dared to get farther away from the home port than a single hot ride, at full speed, would carry him — unless he had the Buttricks along, like a company of soldiers. But even with the Buttricks, there was a distinct limit to the distance over which he could cruise. The mine was comparative safety for him. The rest of the world was filled, as one might say, with dangerous, cruising sharks and submarines, all aware of the past of Mike Jarvin, all ready to tear him to pieces or to swallow him whole.

But now he was filled with a new confidence. The Buttrick boys had been famous and gallant fighters, to be sure. But they were not like Soapy and the cripple. For many and many a month, he would really have preferred the single hand of Soapy to guard him, rather than the troublesome Buttricks. But he had not dared to approach the mulatto. He knew that Soapys hatred for him was of a well- ripened variety and that nothing in this wide world could be so thoroughly pleasing to Soapy as to have a chance to fasten silently his thick fingers in the throat of his master.

Now, however, there was found for Soapy a master whose influence possessed such a mysterious strength that Soapy could actually be kept in hand. It amazed Jarvin and delighted him to his hearts core. Here was he, Mike Jarvin, reasonably capable as a fighting man, but preferring that his enemies should come at him one by one. Behind him now stood the strange form of the cripple who was not a cripple — the wise, calm, terrible strength of Peter Hale. Behind Peter Hale there was a ravenous beast, a mad man, one who breathed terrible danger as another breathed the freshest and the purest mountain air. They made a powerful triangle. Was it any wonder, then, that he thought that he might safely venture down into the rich lowlands for another piratical cruise?

From those lumber camps, those distant mines, those swarming towns, those populous cattle ranges, and those teeming farms along the river bottoms — from each of these sources there was a steady current of wealth flowing forth. To be sure, in these days of much banking, the rivers of wealth were apt to flow invisibly. But, after all, wise men were usually able to detect the presence of the invisible streams and sink a well to tap them. Men no longer carried about with them a great amount of gold dust or large sheafs of treasury promises to pay. On the other hand, they could sign I.O.U.s for much fatter amounts, and their courage was the greater in the dealing with high sums, just as their resources were the greater behind them.

This was the way in which Mike Jarvin looked upon the fattening world beneath him, rubbed his hands together, and smiled, so that his eyes disappeared.

Ah, well, he said, who can tell? By night, we may be in a part of the country where theyve never seen me before.

Jarvin proposed to cut straight across the domain of his mine to the purple hills against the horizon. On the farther side of those hills, he would have a chance to drop down among new men. There, perhaps, he could perform enough interesting exploits to warm his heart for something to come — enough rascality to let him chew the cud of evil joys in the deadly quiet of the mine.

If danger should suddenly rear its head against him, he had gathered to his side the two most formidable men that he had ever encountered in all of his busy life — so much of which had been spent in rubbing elbows with expert fighters of one brand or another. The mustangs, he knew, would see them safely to the conclusion of their journey — in a single sweeping march. But they were not to be trusted alone. Besides the mustangs, there was Soapys long-striding, patient, untiring mule. And there was Jarvins own pet horse, of powerful build, yet fleet enough to stand off most challengers on the road. Besides these resources, they had the giant form of Larribee to carry their fighting ace, their Peter Hale, into the teeth of danger and out again.

On the whole, Mr. Jarvin was contented. He spent some moments carefully looking over the luggage that had been prepared. When that was all arranged to his complete satisfaction, he added one little item that happened to be an old traveling companion and favorite of his.

I may be queer, Jarvin said to Peter. I may be sort of old-fashioned and out of date, complete. I see some of the boys have even took to the wearing of these automatic pistols that you just pull the trigger of them, and they sluice out a half dozen bullets as slick and as neat as you please. Well, Pete, they may have all of their newfangled contraptions, but I tell you that Im exceeding partial to this here sort of an old gat. It aint fast, and it aint long distance, and it aint very accurate. But satisfying? Ill say its satisfying! With this here same gun, I got into the way of a bunch of cattle raiders that was heading back to Mexico. I didnt aim to interfere with them. I didnt know them. I didnt want to know them. But when I turned the corner of the trail, there I was, and there they was. They just had one thought... that Id been sent out to stop them. Before you could wink, there was a gun glittering in the sunshine, and there was a pair of bullets humming past my ears. Well, it was sort of an emergency, you might say. I fetched up this here old pal of mine. I didnt have no time for aiming. They was just getting the right and proper range of me, and they was about to erase my face. Pete, as you might say. I hitched this here old friend up above my knee, and I tipped the muzzles of her... and I pulled one trigger... and then, without looking, I just pulled the other. Son, it was a crime the way them slugs had spread. A minute before, there was all of them bold, bad cattle raiders heading for Mexico. And the next minute, here was the same bold, bad, cattle raiders all lying in the dust, some on their faces and some on their backs, and some praying wonderful fast, and some cussing wonderful loud, and all of them hound for a hotter place than Mexico. From that day to this, Ive always made a point of carrying the old gun along with me. Even if drunk, you aint helpless, if you got her handy.

Hop in, Soapy. Youre gonna drive. And Ill sit here beside you and watch your pretty face.


CHAPTER XXVI
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THE MUSTANGS JERKED the buckboard steadily along. Before they had dropped into a walk, they had spun out the long leagues that lay between them and the northern hills. When these hills rolled from blue haze into brown reality, and, when the road was winding up the steeper grades, Peter Hale was indescribably weary. He was tired of the racking in the springless seat of the buckboard, tired even of sitting on the smoothly gaited stallion. Most of all he was disgusted with life itself, which had tied him to two such companions.

For it had not been a dull trip to Mike Jarvin. He only made sure that Peter was not looking at him from behind, and then he produced a capacious whiskey bottle. It was filled with moonshine, colorless as water, and terrible as gunpowder. It passed from him to Soapy and back again all of that long, dusty day, and, although he knew well enough that the mulatto would have enjoyed nothing more than a chance to wring his neck, still, with Peter in the background, it was safe to make a boon companion of Soapy.

Mr. Jarvin reached a state of reeling hilarity when the hills were reached. He was bellowing forth noisy songs while the mustangs toiled upward, but, when they reached the crest of the rise, honest Mike pulled himself suddenly together with a great effort. Soapy, as sober as though alcohol had not passed his lips on that day, sent the horses onward at a smooth trot, while the buckboard jolted and rattled over the bumps on the downward way. Presently his hat off, and a tin cupful of water poured over his head, Mike allowed the cooling breeze of the sunset to blow through his hair until his wits cleared.

His singing ended, and his red eye brightened and cleared, as he stared down upon the valley beneath him. It was plain that he was laying his plans rapidly. The sunset reddened, darkened, and then through the evening shadows they could mark two groups of twinkling lights, one to the left and one to the right. To the town upon the right they steered their course.

It seemed that instinct had guided the fat man aright. Even before they reached the bridge across the little river, Jarvin knew that he was right. For there were other vehicles journeying toward the town. Carts and buggies whirled along past the tired mustangs, and gay voices floated back to the journeyers. When they crossed the bridge over the creek, they could hear the widespread bellowing of hundreds of cattle.

Lawson Creek was celebrating its fair. The streets were lighted; every window showed a lamp, and an unusual activity stirred up the dust of the winding lanes. At the hotel, one room was vacant. It was enough — a little corner room with a single cot in it, but some extra blankets could be rolled down on the floor for the second and the third members of the party. So Soapy shouldered the baggage and carried the entire mass of it up the narrow stairs at a single journey. Peter, negotiating the stairway dexterously, saw that all possible arrangements were made for their comfort, but fat Mike Jarvin was concerned a greater matter than this. His first act was to open the window, not for the sake of more fresh air, but to scan the slope the roof beneath them. It descended fairly close to the ground, and Mr. Jarvin asked the advice of Peter soberly.

Could a gent jump to the ground, yonder, without busting his leg?

Yes, answered Peter.

All right, said Jarvin. We want a place like that. A lot better than a front room with thirty feet between you and a hard street. I tell you what, Pete, when you get ready for fun, theres nothing like having the way clear for your retreat, eh? Thats generalship, Pete, aint it?

Peter said nothing, but it was not necessary to give an answer.

Jarvin continued: The hosses is fagged out, Soapy. Go spot a good tough span of mustangs somewhere. Trade in my pair and get the others. A hundred dollars ought to be boot enough. Then you get those new mustangs sized up and have the buckboard ready. And see that the saddles are on the three horses. Maybe well have to start away from here sudden and fast. If we got the time, well go in the buckboard, but, if we aint got the time, well travel in the saddle. Yunderstand? You be ready at that end with the life line. Pete and me is gonna be busy.

Afterward, while they ate dinner, the satisfaction of Mr. Jarvin increased by leaps and bounds. There was a swirl of noise and excitement and tobacco smoke around them. Somewhere in the distance, Soapy was finding a meal to his own satisfaction and seeing to the exchange of the horses. It left Peter and Jarvin alone, and the latter unburdened his heart freely.

When I hear folks talking like this and joking and scraping chairs and hollering and laughing, it makes me feel pretty good, Pete.

You like to see people happy, eh? asked Peter, raising his brows a little, for this was a touch of humanity such as he would never have guessed in the other before.

Happy? The devil, yes, replied honest Mike. Because when I hear that noise, it sounds to me just like the rattling of money. Their change is loose in their pockets, and theyre getting ready to get rid of it. Why, when that time comes, they dont have to ask anybody to hold out a sack to catch what drops. Old Mike Jarvin will be there to rake in the coin. Old Mike Jarvin will be there, ready to take what they got to spare. Thats the kind of a burden that I love to take off of the shoulders of other folks, Pete. He laughed and rolled a little from side to side, so complete was his joy. Theres something fat coming in now. Theres one of them chaps thats known as good boys, Pete. Handsome, quiet, discreet-looking. But you lay to it, that theres just as much of the devil tied up inside of him as there is inside of any man. Some of the neatest hauls that I ever made in my life was made from just such quiet boys as that. Sure, hes important, too. Hes the son of somebody. Look at the two old gents get up to shake hands with him. Look at the way that they slap him on the shoulder. Why, son, thats a sign that hes too big for them to trim, and thats why they admire him so much. Now, Pete, Id like to get that fish on my hook. Because the amount of coin that Id get out of him would surprise you a lot. A whole lot, old son. He grinned again.

Peter, not realizing why Mike had indulged in this elaborate description, ventured a glance over his shoulder. Then he knew — for he saw the fine, clear eye and the handsome face of none other than Charles Hale. He turned his head hastily back, and shuddered a little. Peeling that he had hardened himself against the opinion of the world, he had tried to tell himself that it all made no difference, and that he would go on his way, regardless of the manner in which others might look upon him. But now he shrank as from a whip at the thought of meeting Charlie and talking with him, hearing the hurrying questions and answering them with — what lies?

He would have to tell the truth, and a gloomy truth that would be. While he was brooding over this so deeply, he heard little of what his companion was saying in the interim. Finally he did hear Jarvin ask: Now, Pete, did you ever take a hand in a little game of poker?

In a crooked game, do you mean? asked Peter.

Its a lot better to call it an arranged game, Pete. But I aint the man to dodge facts. Crooked you can call it, if you want to.

Peter raised his fine head and smiled. I think that youre joking, Mike.

Jarvin regarded him an instant and blinked. Sure, Im joking. And he turned his talk to other channels.

The arrangement was not difficult, after all. Peter was not to be asked to offer protection, except against the most imminent destruction. In that case, he would come to the rescue — but not otherwise. He would not have to sit at the table. All that would be required would be that Peter take his place somewhere in the room where his patron started gambling. Then he could keep an eye upon the events as they passed. Only in case of a crisis would he be asked to give help.

It was a bitter pill, but Peter saw that he would have to swallow it. After all, it was rather a nice point as to whether protecting a thief was not as bad as thievery itself. Peter tried to tell himself that, in the final outcome of the business, he could say that the thing in which he was interested was not in the knavery of the fat man or in any of his acts of sharp practice, but merely in the preservation of Jarvin from danger. Consoling himself as well as he could with that thought, he prayed that there would be no need for his intervention.

There were a dozen places where games were running that night. The cattlemen and the miners, flushed with money, staked high. In the room where Jarvin selected a chair at a corner table — with a great, gaping window conveniently behind him — there was already a bustling crowd when they entered.

The chairs, presently, would not hold a third of the people who wanted to play. A shifting crowd began to pass back and forth, pausing to stare at the play, and then shift on. Behind that screen stood Peter, propped between his crutches and the wall, his steel-braced legs holding him up without effort on his part. Between the heads and over the shoulders of the others, he could look down and watch the progress of Jarvins campaign.


CHAPTER XXVII
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IT WAS A liberal education in roguery to watch the progress of Mike Jarvin. Having secured that chair near the open window through which a single backward leap would carry him, fat Mike entered the game with a softness that amazed Peter. In his innocence, Peter expected wild exploits to begin at once, expected looks of wonder, envy, and, presently, of rage to be cast at the stranger. He found to his astonishment that Mike seemed the very least important person at that table. His bets were certainly not a whit larger than those of the others. Indeed, he seemed to stake his money unwillingly. As for cleverness at the cards, Jarvin surprised him by losing time and again. Whatever he did was wrong. If he bet cautiously with a powerful hand, no one cared to stay. If he tried It gallant bluff, he was sure to be called after he had pushed a quantity of cash onto the table.

There was only one way in which Mike Jarvin began to be conspicuous at that table, and this was through his successive losses. Indeed, he began to be little better than a joke. They smiled faintly — poker smiles — as he lost round after round, They looked swiftly at one another as he attacked the dealing of the pack and, in the vigor of his shuffling, spilled the cards upon the floor. Then, as he dealt slowly and clumsily around the table, perspiring, someone could not help asking, in a mingled tone of contempt and amusement and pity: What might your business be... when you aint playing cards, stranger?

General smiles were suppressed with difficulty. Mike answered gently: Mining is my business, friends. Thats what I do for a living. Not card playing, as you might suspect.

The faces of the others at the gaming table turned purple with suppressed laughter at this remark. Another rancher said dryly: Matter of fact, sir, I was sort of thinking that maybe you made a regular thing of this.

Oh, no, said the innocent Mike, I just have a fling at it now and then.

Laughter could not be held in longer, at this point, and there was a universal shout of joy at this simplicity.

However, he was a miner. No one who digs his gold out of the ample wallet of the earth is to be given much pity, when he sits at the gamblers table. They looked upon Mr. Jarvin as sure prey, and, to the bewilderment of big Peter, they had what they wanted.

He did not keep a very accurate score of the game, but he was sure that by the time it had proceeded an hour, Jarvin was at least $200 or $300 out of pocket. There was an interruption here, as one of the players plunged foolishly on three aces and was neatly and briefly trimmed by the florid lumberman who sat to the left of Jarvin.

Thats me, boys, said the loser. Im done, if you dont object. And he left the game.

Whos next? asked the red-faced lumberman as he raked in the spoils of war. Whos next, gents? How about you, sir?

Why, said the familiar voice of Charlie Hale, Im not much at this sort of thing, but Ill take a hand. Being next to the vacant chair, he slipped into it.

Peter bit his lip in vexation. But, after all, the chair of Charlie had its back turned to him, and there was not a great chance that his cousin should turn about and see him. At least, he I profoundly hoped not.

His entrance made no great difference. It was plain by his very manner in holding his cards that he was not an expert at the game of poker, but it was equally plain that he intended to invest in the contest all his natural store of good sense and discretion. He lost his first two bets, but he recouped handsomely on the third round. Still Jarvin had not won a bet.

You was down buying some of those Herefords of the Giveney Ranch? asked a withered cowpuncher at the right of Charlie.

Yes.

They beat everything on the range... those Herefords, said the cowpuncher with conviction.

I believe that they do very well, on this part of the range, said Charles with a modesty that became his youth.

There was a general nodding of heads around the table. They respected this young man a very great deal. That was plain. They respected him just as much as they were inclined to laugh at poor Mike Jarvin who, however, suddenly won a small stake.

First win in the last hour, aint it? asked the lumberman with a broad grin.

Yes — Mike sighed— luck has been agin me, a little. But maybe itll set my way, pretty soon, eh?

He looked about the table with such an open and confident smile that even Peter found himself shaking his head and smiling in shame and amusement at such a foolish confidence in Dame Fortune. As for the rest, they had now reached the point where they were beginning to pass the wink openly to one another concerning Jarvin.

However, the game lapsed into its former drowsy quiet until Peter heard someone saying: Heres fifteen hundred to see that.

It was the voice of Charlie — and, behold, Charles had lost. $2,000 passed from his pocket at that one stroke. It was by some hundreds higher than any betting of the evening. There was a half-frightened look on the faces of most of the others at the table. Even the red-faced lumberman — who had won again — did not seem more pleased by his victory than he was awed by it. But Charles was sitting very erect in his chair, smiling cheerfully upon the others.

There was a world of battle behind that smile, and Peter could not help guessing that his cousin was in for a little elbow rubbing with misfortune that evening.

A moment later, Charlie was betting still more hugely. Three others remained in the pot with him. The bets climbed slowly out of the hundreds, into the small thousands — until one stopped — and only the red-faced lumberman and Mike remained with Charles. And Charles won.

He had recouped all of his losses without much waste of time. It occurred to Peter that a level head and a sound set of active wits might carry a novice even over worse reefs than this. But Mikes behavior amazed him even more than this. For he was saying: Thats the way! Sort of tickles me to see the money trickling out like this. Win big or lose big. Thats what I feel like this evening. What about it, boys?

He was as good as his word. He dropped $1,500 in the very next pot, and Charles won again.

Said someone near Peter: Now, I dont mind seeing a greenhorn plucked but darned if there aint a limit. Now that poor, old fat fool whatever his name might be... hes had enough. Theyd ought to get him out of the game.

Peter bit his lip. If only they could know the name of yonder simple old fellow.

But the game had entered upon a new phase. The red-faced lumberman was suddenly out of the match. He had lost to Charles, and then a crashing stake had gone to Jarvin, his first big winning of the evening. The lumberman ran for shelter. The others had gone there before him. There was only Mike Jarvin and Charles. And the stakes were nothing but thousands.

It occurred to Peter that this was a crime against his own blood. He should step up and whisper a word to Charles and warn him that he sat at the table with one of the biggest rogues in the world. But he restrained himself.

For one thing, his Uncle Andrew had piled up enough money to stand a very severe loss indeed, and if there was any such wildness as this in Charlies blood, it was far better that he should have it out before he came into all of his fathers lands.

There was no question as to how the game would run now Jarvin had begun to win. And he had managed it so that everyone looked upon him with a sort of wondering sympathy. It was, in fact, that run of luck for which Mike had been waiting all the evening.

Looks like I cant lose, honest Mike said. A while back it looked like I couldnt win. Now, stranger, Ill tell you what. If I was you, I wouldnt play any more tonight. It aint your lucky night for winning.

Never mind that, snapped Charles. Its your deal, I believe.

Oh, yes, it was the deal of Mr. Jarvin. His fat fingers seemed to have grown more clumsy than ever as they struggled with the recalcitrant pack of cards. Even so, it was a strangely lucky pack for him.

Here was Charles writing on a scrap of paper: I owe you ten thousand dollars. Signed — Charles Hale.

Is that good with you? he asked.

Why, man, I dunno your name, said Jarvin, but your face looks honest to me. Sure your signature is good. Only... I would just like to advise you that since you have begun to lose... maybe it would be better if we quit now. Youve lost pretty near twenty thousand dollars, Mister Hale.

It cast a hush over the crowd. This, indeed, was gambling upon a large scale. Charles, stiff and straight in his chair, played with perfect calm. Only his face was a little pale, and his back was rigid. He was doing the usual foolish thing. He was plunging to recoup, doubling his bets. The minutes were dizzy ones that saw poor Charlie betting $5,000 on two kings. Yet he had an excellent hand the next moment. The bets passed hastily back and forth — I.O.U.s from Charlie, money and more of the same slips for Jarvin.

Then came the call — three sevens and a pair of deuces in the hand of Charlie, a pair of deuces and three jacks in the hand of Mike Jarvin.

I congratulate you, said Charles as he pushed back his chair. Thats as far as I care to go this evening. Ive finished.


CHAPTER XXVIII
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SO CHARLES WALKED from the room with his head high and his eyes calm, glances of respect trailing after him, as much as to say: Theres a man.

But when they looked back to Mike Jarvin, they shook their heads and smiled. A lucky old fool, was the general comment.

I hope, Jarvin was saying, that boy can stand losin as much money as that. Who might he be? Name of Charles Hale. Can he stand it?

Is that Charlie Hale? said a bystander. Sure he can stand it. Or his old man can stand it for him. Got millions, I guess. Rich as the devil. It wont hurt them none.

Well, well! exclaimed Mr. Jarvin. Dog-gone me if I ever cleaned up like this before. I guess that Id ought to shut up shop, after that, eh?

They entreated him to stay. They knew that his pockets were loaded with a fortune, and not a small fortune, at that. If only he would sit in at a game where the stakes were not rushed over their heads — they were willing and confident enough that they could take away the last penny of his gold, by easy degrees.

But nothing could persuade him to remain. He had played out his lucky streak. Some other day, perhaps, if they still wanted to play. He waded through the crowd, and Peter found himself following behind the other with a half smile upon his lips. In the street, he came up with Jarvin and found the miner bursting with happiness.

I never done nothing so slick in my life, declared Mike. Now, sir, would you ask me what I got away from that game?

Over fifty thousand? asked Peter.

Over sixty-five thousand, or Im a sucker, Mike declared. I was too smart for them. Ive took away lots of money out of a game before this, but I never managed to do it and have the folks standing around just hankering to have a whirl at me. I never was able to manage that before. Why, Pete, this here town is a gold mine to me. They got no eyes. I could teach a dog to sit up and beg in the time that they give me for shuffling the cards and dealing them and patting them into shape. I could run up the pack every time. I was doing it with two crimps, toward the last. And that sucker sitting there like a soldier. I will not leave my post, says the soldier. Take this, then, says I, and saps him for another ten thousand.

Sweet? Oh, it was sweet, Pete. I never got into anything that was half so cheerful as that game. And now theyre all in there pitying me. Heaven keep em from recognizing me before I get another whirl at em. Theres still money in that gang. And now theyre itching and anxious to pluck me. Well, Ill lose enough thousands now to stall them along, and then Ill clean up. You cant tell whatll happen the next time that I get a lucky streak. He clasped the muscular shoulder of Peter with his fat hand and laughed like one half choked with joy.

Let me see the I.O.U.s, Peter said.

Here they are, said Jarvin. You count them over. They come to... hey, son, whats the main idea?

For Peter had slipped the bits of paper into his pocket.

Thats sixty-five thousand that youre rumpling up and smearing around! exclaimed Mike Jarvin.

Its too much, said Peter. Youll have to get along with the cash that you stole out of that game.

Mike groaned. It aint possible. Are you gonna double-cross me? You, an honest man? Is that the size of your price? Pete, are you gonna double-... ?

Stop whining, said Peter. Do you think that I can stand by and see you rob a cousin of mine with your dirty card tricks? No, Mike, this stuff goes back to him. Walk on... the game is up, so far as Im concerned.

Mike Jarvin uttered one long burst of curses; he even went so far as to reach significantly toward a hip pocket, but then he suddenly changed his mind, and, whirling on his heel, he strode off down the street.

Peter started out in search of his cousin. It was easy to find him. If Charlie had been a figure of some importance before the game, he was a celebrity after it. The clerk in the hotel took Peter instantly to the room of Charles, and in answer to his knock the door was instantly opened by that pale-faced gentleman himself.

When he saw Peter, he recoiled from him with a gasp of astonishment. Peter! What in the world brought you? Come in. He dragged Peter inside and closed the door in haste. Youve heard about it, Pete?

Yes.

Its the finish and the smashing of me, Peter, Charles said huskily. He began to walk hastily up and down the room. Ive put in a life of hard work... you know that. Ive played exactly the sort of a game that my father wanted me to. And now Im floored and done for.

Done for?

Done for with Dad. Hell have no use for me. I tell you, theres one thing that he hates worse than poison, and thats gambling. He says that a man who gambles deserves to take his medicine, because hes a hopeless fool. I could have committed a murder without breaking up Dad as much as the news of this will. Hell have no confidence in me. No more than if I were a dog. After the things that have happened between us, I suppose that youll be glad to see me down. But its a life work that Ive thrown away.

A third of a life, Peter corrected gravely. Thats all there is to it. Why, man, youre a child. Youve got plenty of years ahead of you.

To start at the bottom... and climb? his cousin said bitterly.

You have something worth climbing for, replied Peter.

You mean Ruth, by that. I know thats what you mean. But thats no good. Ive never been able to get her to talk about the future with me. I never can get her to say yes, since she got to know you. But I know that it would be very easy to have her say no. Ive had to handle her with gloves, Pete. And now that I havent a thing to offer her...

Why, Charlie, youre not disinherited yet.

Not yet, said the gloomy Charles, not until Father hears the news, but, five minutes after that, Ill be a gone goose. I tell you, hes iron. Absolute iron, and, when he knows what Ive done, hell wipe me off the slate. Hell adopt someone. Hell give his property away.

It seemed to Peter that there was only one side to this grief.

It was not for the broken and disappointed heart of his father that Charles had any thought, but only for the property loss that lay before Charles himself.

However, Peter could delay no longer in the business for which he had come. He drew the notes from his pocket and laid them on the table. As a matter of fact, Charlie, he said, that fellow was simply having his joke with you. He knew you all the time, and he didnt intend that he should rob you. The cash that you put in the game was enough for him. But he didnt want to steal your money.

Charles, taking the I.O.U.s, one by one, examined them, and turned with a stare to Peter. I try to make it out, he said, but its no go. I try to understand, but cursed if I can. Did you hold that poor, old, fat simpleton up and rob him?

Peter shook his head. Let me tell you the name of that fat old simpleton. Why you havent known his face, I dont quite make out. But the fact is that hes Mike Jarvin.

Jarvin? gasped Charles.

Jarvin, the crook.

My heavens, and I... what a fool Ive been!

It rather looks that way.

But what... ?

He didnt mean to rob you, Charlie. He simply wanted to give you a lesson, and thats why he took your notes.

But Jarvin never gave back a penny hed stolen. Not in his life!

Even Mike finds certain things that he cant do. Even he wants to play the game straight, in a way. Thats a peculiar thing. I cant explain it. But I suppose that taking that money from you was a little too easy.

Charles struck his hands together with an exclamation. I could have sworn that the fat man was hardly more than a simple old half-wit, whod drifted into a bit of luck in a mine, somewhere. And now it turns out to be Jarvin. Why, Pete, I only wonder that he didnt come to tell me about it himself. Why did he send you? And he fixed Peter with a cold and hostile eye.

The fact is, said Peter, that he had something else on his hands. He knew that youd be here. And he sent me along...

Sent you?

Im working for him, Charlie.

Youre... working... for... Jarvin?

Yes. Since...

Thats why you disappeared? And thats why your father is nearly going crazy?

Thats it, said Peter.

But why, man? In heavens name, why?

Ill tell you, said Peter. Ive always had a touch of wild blood in me, Charlie. And I grew a bit tired of the dull life on the ranch. I hated to trouble Father. But, after all, the ranch is pretty well on its feet now. So I broke away and went up to Jarvins mine, where theres a chance of seeing life rough and in the raw, you know.

A flash of contempt glinted in the eyes of Charles. Very raw, indeed, I suppose, he said.

Yes, said Peter, very raw indeed.


CHAPTER XXIX
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THE CARE THE Soapy gave to orders was never unreasonably great. For he felt that if something was due to his master, still more was due to himself. So, when he had put up the saddle horses, he did not wait long before making a selection of horses. He merely rubbed down the tired mustangs, and, having freshened them with a swallow of water and a mouthful of crushed barley, he started out to make the trade. It was easily done. The town was filled with men eager for buying or trading. In a few minutes he found a buckboard with a serviceable pair attached to it. He found the owner and offered Mike Jarvins span in exchange. There was not much delay. The stranger liked trim-cut nags, and those of Jarvin were far neater about the heads than his own. $100 in boot had been permitted by Jarvin; Soapy got the new pair for a $40 bonus, and he went back with fresh horses and $60 profit in his pocket.

But money to possess was only money to spend, to the mulatto. He harnessed the team to the buckboard and gave their heads to a youngster to hold. Straight across the street from the hotel stable, there was the lighted front of a lunch counter, newly erected and glowing with bunting for this grand occasion. The stools in front of the counter looked like so many thrones to Soapy. And although. the order had been specifically that he should remain in person at the heads of the team, his hunger spoke in a loud voice.

He crossed to the eating place and slipped onto the first vacant stool. Three cooks worked vigorously at a range of oil stoves. Clouds of steam from hot milk and fragrant, boiling coffee rolled out to bathe the soul of Soapy. There were columns of smoke, ascending from hissing griddles, where hamburger steaks were sizzling and turning black and brown. French-fried potatoes, too, bubbled in little tubs of fat and were drawn out, dripping hot grease and exuding a delicate aroma to the nostrils of the quivering Soapy.

And you? asked the waiter as he swept the dishes of the last customer from the oilcloth before Soapy.

Me? asked Soapy, half closing his eyes to consult his sense of smell.

At that moment a gruff voice said at his side: White folks before colored, man. Gimme a pie!

Soapy rolled his eyes. It was almost the first time in his life that he had failed to snatch up the opportunity to make trouble with his fists. But now his brain and his senses, all save one, were benumbed with delight. There was all of $60 in his pocket. What with the recent gain on the big horse, and now this second profit, he felt like a millionaire. So he let the insult pass.

The words merely brought a suggestion to his mind. Pie for me, too, said Soapy.

Apple, blackberry, peach... , began the waiter.

Apple, said the stranger.

Apple, echoed Soapy.

Two plates, with a generous wedge of pie upon each, were rattled upon the counter.

The deep voice of the man beside Soapy said: Aint there no hope of moren this? Is this what you call a piece of pie, waiter?

Leave it be! snapped another man with a sharply rising nasal twang. How can you expect to fight in the ring in another hour if you got a whole pie in your...

Leave me be, snarled the first, seizing the piece. Soapy was growling at the waiter. Thisll do to start. Now... a pie. A whole pie!

He had gobbled up the piece in a gulp or two and now he extended his great hand and gripped the big apple pie as it was brought toward him. As he ate, he rolled his little eyes upward and to the side. He saw a dark-browned giant sitting beside him, glowering down.

Now curse my heart, said the big man, but I think that Negro is eating that pie just to get a rise out of me, Bill.

Bill, flaming in a crimson necktie, set off with a sparkling diamond stick- pin, gripped the bulging shoulder of his charge.

Now, you come on, Bud, will you? You come on, will you? Theyll be hankering for asight of you before the fight. Then let em see you.

Oh, said Bud, I would like to take one pass at the Neg...

But he let himself be dragged from the stool, while Bill frantically growled: Would you be busting up your hands on that head? Like hitting a marble dome. You come on along with me.

So they disappeared, and Soapy, as the last of the pie flowed down his throat, cast yearning eyes after them. He wanted to take big Bud apart and examine his interior. Rarely in his life had his passion for fighting waxed so hot and high in him, but on the other hand the pie had merely awakened his appetite, and the leading aspiration of his life was consuming the mulatto. From the corner of his well-occupied mouth he had been bellowing for hamburger. A great portion of it was brought for him. He reached for the nearest loaf of bread, hurling the contents of a pitcher of water into the street, then extended the pitcher to be filled with coffee and hot milk for his use. And that was only the beginning.

At the end of some thirty or forty minutes, he wiped his pale-purple lips and sighed.

If this here was a restaurant, Soapy stated regretfully, I might be able to make sort of a meal out of it. Hand me that lemon pie.

It was handed. Cooks and waiters stood before him in an awed but grinning circle.

Wheres the folks gone? murmured Soapy around the disappearing pie.

The fight, said the waiter, mopping the counter with an anxious hand, in hopes of a tip.

Oh, Soapy said as his mind traveled back to an earlier incident in the evening. The fight, eh? His recollection surmounted fried potatoes, jam, two kinds of pie, hamburger steak, strings of luscious sausages, and other minor incidentals in this light lunch. His thoughts arrived at the departed form of big Bud. That sap... that one that they call Bud... he fights, I guess? asked Soapy.

Sure, he fights with Canuck Pete. And a darn good licking hell get.

From Canuck, eh?

Yep.

Well, said Soapy, maybe Ill go and see that fight.

I dunno that you got time to get to it. You hear em hollering now?

The noise of the shouting guided Soapy through the night. He arrived at a high board fence with a flare of light and a dense fragrance of tobacco smoke inside. Parting from $1 at the gate, he stepped inside the fence in time to see his recent acquaintance, Bud, climb through the ropes of the ring that had been arranged on a rough platform in the center of the field. And the crowd roared again.

It was easy to see that Bud was the county champion. When he stood up in the flare of the great gasoline lamps, he looked worthy of their betting. Thick muscles padded his hairy chest, and his dark arms swept down almost to his knees, rippling with ponderous strength from the shoulders down. His black hair bristled above that cramped forehead, and his mouth was stretched in a grin of confidence.

But still the hope of seeing him licked swelled high in the mulatto when he saw the other warrior rising and shaking off his bathrobe. Canuck possessed every whit as much bulk as Bud. In addition there was a taper finish to his limbs that promised speed as well as power. He stepped forth into the light, showing a lean, cadaverous face, shadowed with unshaven beard, and furnished with a great bony jaw, built to defy battering. What chiefly interested the mulatto was the eye of this man, thoughtful, deep-sunk, and filled with a keen fire. It reminded Soapy of another eye that he knew well — the eye of big Peter Hale, the worker of mysteries.

What mysteries, then, would this warrior enact in the ring? He was a man of some fame, was Canuck. He had already risen some distance up the ladder of ring fame, and perhaps he would rise still further. That natural fighting heart and fighting instinct that had made him celebrated through the hardy Canadian lumber camps had, for some months, been directed and polished by a clever manager. This manager was of the old school, letting his proteges fight their way into the acquisition of greater skill. What he taught five days a week, he liked to see his man show in the ring on the sixth evening. So the Canadian was taken touring through the countryside, taking on all comers, and winning usually with consummate ease. There would be plenty of time to take him East after the big purses and the famous fighters, when he had acquired a trifle more skill with that long left arm, and a bit more snap in his deadly right.

It was plain to every man in the field that the battle would not be long, as Bud, with all his brute strength and confidence, squared off before the fiery eye and the well-poised body of the other.

The cries were only: I bet on you to stay three rounds with him, Bud! You stick to him! Dont you let him spank you with that right, Bud! Hang on and get my money for me, kid!

But no one was prepared for what actually happened. Bud, scowling with a tense battle fury, rushed from his corner as the bell sounded. He swung with either hand. The other slipped beneath those flailing hands, and then dipped up and smote from beneath with his left hand.

Perhaps he had not intended to strike quite so hard. Perhaps he was not able to gauge the power of his own punching any too accurately. At any rate, the terrible Bud flung his hands high above his head, reeled blindly, and dropped, stunned, upon the floor of the ring.

The crash of his fall sent a wide echo over the field.


CHAPTER XXX
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THERE WAS NO question of counting, on the part of the referee. He took the head and shoulders of Bud, and the timekeeper took his feet. After he was dragged to his corner and a bucket of water poured over his head, the crowd realized that their dollars had been paid for no more of a show than this. And then a grumble began in the rearmost ranks — where crowd commotions always start — and it spread to a mumbling in front and then to a whisper of discontent toward the ring. Another wave of sound immediately recommenced from the rear of the host. It was a snarling that brought an ugly murmur toward the center of the field. Then, as at a universal signal, a great howl of rage and disgust went up.

The deputy sheriff left in haste — to try to find his chief, he said. The promoter of the match started to find the gate, but, before he had gone half a dozen steps, he was recognized, and violent hands were laid upon him. He was carried in a forward wave and deposited with a heave in the ring, while two or three sturdy cattlemen clambered in beside him.

Now you tell the boys what the main idea might be, they said to him.

The promoter was a shifty-eyed gentleman. He may have wanted to talk, but his mind was diverted by two distractions. One was the furious noise of the crowd, and the other was the heavy holsters adorning the hips of his new companions in the ring.

Why, gems, he whined, you all know that Bud is a husky sort. Hes never been licked, and heaven knows that hes had fights enough. He said that hed eat Canuck.

Leave off what he said, growled one. The boys want to know why they shouldnt get their money back. Thats all. Theyre plumb anxious to find out why Bud thought that this here was a swimming pool and why he tried to do a high dive so quick. You call that a fight?

The promoter perspired more profusely than ever, but convincing words failed him. At this moment, by the grace of good fortune, he was rescued by help from an unexpected quarter. The mighty form of Canuck stepped forward, waving a gloved hand. At once silence fell over the assemblage.

Say, fellows, Canuck said in a voice ridiculously high and thin, contrasted with his imposing bulk, Im sorry that the show ended so quick and that I happened to hit Bud so soon.

There was a wail of laughter and derision. It ended at once, and Canuck went on: I aint here to rob you. I see a lot of husky gents out yonder. Maybe some of them would like to come in here with me. Theres a pair of gloves handy for the first gent that wants to try them on. And, as far as Im concerned, Ill keep on fighting till you say that you got your moneys worth.

On the whole, this was a good sporting proposition. But who would be apt to select himself to stand within the circle of the ropes and confront this swarthy monster who carried poison in the tip of either glove?

There was a sudden backward movement through the crowd. Faces were turned, searching for a hero. There was a figure moving toward the ring, leaving a narrow wake of confusion behind him — a short, heavily built man, whose hat was brushed from his head as he struggled forward. His long, ponderous arms swept men from before him.

Lemme get in there at him, said the stranger.

The crowd parted before his voice and gave him a clear path to the ringside. In another moment he had laid his hold upon the ropes and hoisted himself with a swing of the body into the ring.

Gimme them gloves, he ordered. Ill take on this here fighting man.

It was Soapy.

A wild whoop followed. Every voice in that crowd was raised with joy as, with cunning eyes, they calculated the bulk of Soapys body and the length of his arms. He looked very much like business. Perhaps, after all, this would be a double show and very much worthwhile.

The promoter seized opportunity by the forelock. Theres fifty dollars in this for you, kid, if you stick out four rounds with him. Heres the togs and Buds shoes.

Soapy drew the shapeless boots from his feet and contrasted the unshod bulk of his foot with one of the tennis shoes that had been drawn from Bud — poor Bud, who was now beginning to sit up and take a sick sort of interest in the proceedings.

I dont want no togs, said Soapy. And howm I gonna get even my toes into them shoes? Stockings is good enough for me. I got clothes enough on my back right now.

He stripped himself of coat and shirt and was revealed in flaming red flannel. Two men on either side were now tugging onto his hands the largest gloves that could be produced. They had to be sliced open at the sides, and still they cramped the formidable knuckles of the mulatto.

In the meantime, there was a time of earnest and low-voiced conversation in the farther corner of the ring, where Canuck had lost some of his martial ardor. Who is this bloke? he asked his manager. He looks to me like Sam Langford, multiplied by two.

Its fat, kid, said the manager, peering anxiously at the mulattos vast bulk.

Fat nothing, said the Canuck. Thats muscle... all of it. A ton of it... inside of that red shirt. Whatve you led me up to here?

Aw, look at him, said the manager. He knows nothing. Look at that.

Soapy, equipped for the combat, tried a few practice swings that whistled in roundabout fashion through the air.

Canuck looked and then grinned suddenly. All right, he said. It aint old Sam, after all. You tell them that Im ready.

The ring was cleared. The groaning Bud was half led and half carried to the ground. Silence succeeded the excited murmurs of the spectators.

Are you ready, gentlemen? asked the referee, yanking his cap lower over his eyes.

Ready, said Canuck.

Start the music, said Soapy. Im ready for dancing.

Are you ready, Mister Timekeeper?

Ready, doc.

Then swat that bell.

The bell clanged, and Canuck slipped gracefully to the center of the ring. He extended his open gloves to shake hands. But Soapy saw the wide opening and swung mightily for the jaw. There was a roar of mingled laughter and hisses. Soapy had missed by a yard or more as Canuck danced back.

And now — how beautifully Canuck was working. His arms flashed forward — twice with either hand he smote and stepped back, to let the colossus have room to pitch forward on his yellow face, stunned.

The colossus did not pitch forward. Neither was he stunned. For Soapy did not even shake his head at these punches, but started blithely in at his enemy with both ponderous hands ready for action. The crowd shrieked again. Certainly the mulatto was not made of tender stuff, for the sharp, spatting sound of those blows had been heard throughout the gathering.

The general plan of Soapy was to crowd his foe into a corner of the ring and there hit him — only once. But how strike a floating feather with a sledge- hammer? He rushed with might and main, but suddenly the poised form of Canuck dissolved into a blur, and from the side a pile-driving glove landed upon Soapys ear.

This was different. That blow, which might have felled a bullock, did not daze him, but it split the rim of his ear and hurt like a hornets sting. He wheeled with a growl and smote with the full sweep of his right arm. Surely that blow drove straight through the glistening body of the phantom. Or had he, indeed, been able to slip deftly back and avoid the whistling ruin?

The solid crack of a heavy glove lodged against his jaw, at the point called the button, and a dim mist scattered not unpleasantly over the brain of Soapy. He smiled, and, reaching out with his great left arm, he gathered in his opponent. This was no phantom, after all. No, it consisted of 230-odd pounds of magnificent muscle, writhing and struggling and snapping short-arm punches against the body and head of Soapy.

Well, these love taps were no matter. He drew his foe closer to his breast. With half the power in his left arm he crushed the other to a suddenly gasping feebleness. And then he poised his terrible right hand to smite Canuck senseless.

But a voice, piercing as a sword of fire, stabbed at his ear. Leave go! Leave go of him, kid, or the mobll kill you! There aint any hitting in the clinches. I told you that!

Is this here a clinch? Soapy asked sadly. He flung the other from him. This aint a fight. Its only a dance, Soapy cried in disgust. And he started to rush, just as the bell clanged the end of the round. The heavens rang with the cheering of that joyous throng.

Kindly hands drew Soapy backward. Kid, aint you dazed from the way he soaked you? Thisll freshen you up. You hurt him when you hugged him. Man, man, you got a fortune waiting for you in the ring. Here...

They doused him with water.

Leave that water be, sputtered Soapy, or Ill break a couple of you in two, I say. Leave it be, and gimme a nip of gin... will you?
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IN THE OPPOSITE corner, a voice complained: Why didnt you hit him, kid? Whatre you doing in there?

You sap! gasped Canuck. I hit him enough. What do you call hitting?

Oh, you hit him. But you didnt set yourself. You got to soak him, Canuck. Youre losing a lot of prestige, letting a tramp like that stick out a whole round with you.

Hes busted a rib for me, I think, groaned Canuck. He aint a man. Hes a bear. He squashed me, I tell you. They ought to disqualify him for that.

Disqualify? You think that a disqualification would go down the throats of this gang? Theyd fill us all full of lead! No, Canuck... but the first thing you do in the next round... you tear his head off.

Ill kill him! snarled Canuck.

As the bell clanged, he was off of his stool and across the ring before Soapy had so much as straightened up from his place.

With the might of that long run behind him, with the impetuous sway of 230 pounds of trained and hardened muscle — with the snap and precision of the good boxer, Canuck smashed his fist straight against the point of Soapys jaw. The lunging force of the blow toppled the mulatto to the side against the ropes, snapping his head back across his shoulder.

Soapy was not down, however. He rolled heavily back from the ropes, and Canuck, his mind bewildered because he had failed to knock the other straight through the ropes and among the crowd, met the mulatto with hammer strokes with either hand. He smote his terrible straight-driving left into the pit of Soapys bulging midriff. It was as though he had struck an India-rubber cushion with springs beneath it. He hammered his right again to the jaw, but the blow glanced futilely away. He smashed once more with the right for the heart, and he felt as though he had sprained his wrist, beating against a stone wall. Before him there was a smooth globe of head and face, split asunder by the widely grinning lips.

My, aint you in a hurry, mister, remarked Soapy as he smote at the phantom in haste.

It was a descending punch. It missed the jaw for which it was intended — missed by a foot — but it grazed along the ribs of Canuck, and he felt as though he had been scraped along a sharp reef of stone. He drew back, gasping, dazzled by this miracle.

Kill him, now that you got him started, Canuck! shrieked the familiar voice of his manager.

But Canuck knew better than that.

The whole crowd was seething with a terrible joy in this carnage. It looked to them as though the mulatto were being torn to shreds. But, as the yellow face rolled toward Canuck, the champion chattered from the side of his mouth to the referee: You better stop this. I dont want to kill him. I cant afford to pay funeral expenses.

The withered face of the referee puckered with interest. But then he shook his head. You aint hurt him yet, Canuck.

I could cut him to ribbons. He aint got a guard. Look at this. He stepped in and struck twice suddenly across the flailing hands of Soapy. The blows landed on either side of Soapys head. But his forward progress was not halted. He rolled closer, and Canuck braced himself to block the driving punch.

It smashed through his erected guard, flinging away his right forearm. It dashed the back of his left glove glancing against his jaw. A thoroughly well- blocked blow, surely, and yet the head of Canuck rang, and he was shaken to his feet, while he heard the voice of the referee, drawling: I dunno that I can stop the fight while hes still coming after you, Canuck.

There was no more blocking of punches, after that. The thing to do, obviously, was to avoid the rushes of the mulatto by lightness of foot, and that was what Canuck intended to do. He sped about the ring with wonderful lightness, striking out when an opening offered.

But suddenly here was the mulatto standing still in the center of the ring. You stand up and fight, you sneaking, low-down skunk. This aint no foot race. Its a fight.

That, after the battering that Soapy had been taking, brought a roar of sympathetic delight from the crowd. They began to look closer and they saw, as the bell clanged and the men went to their corners, that the face of Soapy was apparently unmarked. In spite of the dreadful punishment he had taken, he was still without a vital injury. And he was actually grinning.

Now he sat on his stool, and, waving his eager handlers away, he leaned over the ropes to ask: Aint there none of you gentlemen that can make that sucker stand up and fight? Speaking personal, I sure want to give you your moneys worth.

It brought a shout of approval from them. And when they stared up into that shining, yellow face they saw that this was not meant for waggery.

A stern-faced gentleman raised a handful of banknotes. I got five hundred dollars, boys, against any mans hundred that the yellow boy lasts out the four rounds!

Soapy stood up with a roar. Look here, white man, dyou think that these folks is foolish? Dont they know that Im gonna kill Mister Canuck the minute that he stands still?

The bell clanged in an uproar of laughter and cheering. And Canuck rose with no undue haste from his stool.

My arms are numb to the shoulders, he told his manager. I soaked him with everything that I had when I first went after him that round. And it didnt matter. My fists just bounce off of him. Whatm I gonna do? Whatm I gonna do?

The manager growled through his set teeth: If only the newspapers dont get hold of this! Looks like your wrists are made of mush. Looks like you was only playing with him. Well, keep away from him. You keep away and pepper him from a distance.

It was all that Canuck could do. He went back into the third round and danced until his knees sagged with weariness. For, after all, there was hardly fifteen pounds less bulk for him to carry than Soapy trundled around the ring. And with the passage of every moment Soapy was growing more active. The meal that he had stowed away had settled now. He felt lighter and more at ease, and he was growing momently more accustomed to a setting with which the other had been familiar for so long. He was faster afoot, now, and twice as fast with his hands. He followed with half punches, making easy play, his head up, yellow fire in his eyes, as he skipped forward, waiting for a chance to strike. And the game was still sledge-hammer against feather, except that there was less wind to buoy the feather from moment to moment.

Luck, however, had something to do with the matter before the end. Canuck, ducking out of the way of an overarm swing, slipped a little, and the blow glanced from the top of his head. It was enough to make his knees spring beneath him. He staggered back until his shoulders struck the ropes and he recoiled. The recoil threw him out of the way of flying destruction.

He wheeled to strike again. The lurching, low-built body of the mulatto glided in under his punch, and a lifting blow struck Canuck on the breast. It lightened his feet and hurled him back. He strove to regain his balance, but it could not be managed. Canuck staggered, reeled, and fell headlong against the lower rope on the farther side of the ring. As he sat up, dizzy and sick, he heard the deafening roar of the crowd.

He knew what that sound meant. Always, before this, he had heard it as he was beating an opponent into submission, but now it was, for him, like an avenging roar of the sea, and the heart of Canuck sickened and grew weak within his breast.

Then came the mercy of the bell, clanging out like silver music to his ear.

He dragged himself to his feet. And here was his manager at his side, drawing his arm across his shoulders and helping him to his corner.

Kid, what happened?

Shut up. Dont ask me. He shot me with a cannon ball. It wasnt no fist. What a man he is!

Canuck sank with a gasp on his stool and heard a voice barking from the side and beneath him: Five hundred says that the Negro knocks out Canuck in the next round. Who takes that? Or a thousand, if you want it.

What odds do you offer, Jerry?

Two to one...

Canunk closed his eyes. Suddenly he seized with a great nostalgia for the deep glooms and the cool silences of the Northern woods. Let others climb the flaming ladder of ambition. But only to be freed from danger and from pain.

So thought Canuck, and then came the crisp voice of his manager: Kid, youre done if you dont duck out of this. You got to foul him. Understand?
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TO THE DESPERATE mind of Canuck, the clang of the bell seemed a solution. His wind was more than half exhausted. There was a telltale tremor in his knees. And along the ribs and in the back of his neck there was an ache and a numbness from the shock of the glancing blows that Soapy had dealt him. What would happen if one of those terrible strokes landed, full and fair, upon head or body? He thought of crushed bones and shrank with a shudder. Then he saw the yellow face of the mulatto coming toward him, grinning and eager.

You came along, white man. Were gonna have a good time, this here dance. Will you stand up and fight? Or do I have to keep right along playing tag with you?

And he launched a glistening, flashing, terrible length of arm at him. The torn edge of the glove flicked and cut the lip of Canuck as he flinched backward. Canuck struck with both hands at the wide-open target in front of him, but if his might had been useless when his strength was still fresh upon him and when his confidence was like strongest steel, what was it now — now that his self-belief was so dreadfully diminished?

Two hundred and fifty pounds of monstrous humanity shook with terrible laughter as Soapy mocked this effort and sprang at Canuck with a renewed energy.

There was no weariness in this inhuman creature. He thrived upon blows. They were like the breath of life to his nostrils. And Canuck was barely able to spring back out of the way of lunging danger.

Ten to one! a voice was bellowing above the tumult of the throng. Ten to one on the Negro!

And another voice: Ten to one on Soapy!

Who had learned that name?

Soapy himself heard, and his battle frenzy left him long enough to allow him to turn his head and scan the throng. Who knew his name in that crowd? That knowledge meant danger to himself and double danger to his master. If there was someone there who recognized him, that same man would be most apt to know Mike Jarvin. And recognition would probably spell disaster.

It flashed upon the mind of Soapy that, after all, it would have been far more discreet in him if he had obeyed the instructions of Mike and had remained in charge of the horses — waiting for a crisis in the evenings affairs. Now — who could tell what might happen?

These thoughts raced through his mind and then were gone. There remained before him only the knowledge that he had chosen pleasure first. So Soapy turned to the joyful duty, forgetting consequences and Mike Jarvin.

Already there was a babel of voices from curious questioners around the ring as Soapy chased his flying foe back and forth.

Who knows the Negro? Who is he?

Soapy. Old Mike Jarvins trained man-killer.

Jarvins?

Yes.

The devil!

Thats what he is.

Wheres Jarvin now?

I dunno.

Stop betting, boys. If this Negro belongs to Jarvin, it means that the fight will go the way that he wants it to go.

Stop betting? Ive stuck up a hundred and fifty already.

A hundred and fifty? You lucky dog, Ive backed the mulatto for twelve hundred. Well kill Jarvin and the coon, too, if he dont polish off Canuck.

To all of this chatter Soapy was deaf. He had fixed his mind too ardently upon the work that was before him. He starred a swing — and he saw Canuck, unhit, drop to one knee — it would be a foul to strike him now, and Soapy strove to check his blow. It landed only softly on the side of Canucks head — but instantly he collapsed along the floor of the ring.

Beside the ropes sprang up a frantic figure, and a clarion voice rang in the ears of the referee: Foul, Mister Referee! Foul! Foul!

Curse the foul! shouted a tall cattleman near the ring. Is Canuck quitting? Im gonna see fair play here! Get up, you skunk!

The eye of Canuck, rolling to the side, saw the flash of a long-barreled revolver. It brought him scrambling to his feet, and yet there he stood, staggering as though badly hurt by the last punch.

Look here, boy, the referee was saying, shaking his finger in the face of Soapy, one more trick like that, and youre done, you understand? Now you go in and finish this fight fair... and polish him off if you can. Dont you get foolish and excited... even if Mike Jarvin has told you which side hes bet on.

The referee knew that name, then? But Soapy, staring at him, hardly knew what had been said. His eyes were glaring over the shoulder of the official and at the unsteady figure of the other fighter.

When he was loosed, he charged like a maddened bull. He missed Canuck with a first punch. But the second, a roundabout left, grazed the forehead of Canuck and flung him flat on his back with a resounding smack of his shoulders against the canvas.

The screech of the crowd pronounced this the final stroke. But Soapy prayed that his foe might rise to be struck Once more — a little — only a little more solidly.

That prayer was to be answered. Canuck was drawing slowly together, bunching himself, raising his knees.

Five! counted the referee, and Canuck drew into a close bunch.

Poor Canuck rolled over and strove to push himself up on hands and knees. But his whole body trembled — not with pain or weakness, but with fear. He dreaded that waiting hand of destruction that the mulatto had poised in the air.

Seven!

And now the sharp voice of the manager yelled across the ring: Are you crazy, Canuck? Is this the end of you and your big money?

Eight!

He rose suddenly to his feet and, in a nervous frenzy, drove both hands rapidly into the face of Soapy. But he could not beat back that machinelike brute. And in despair he resolved upon the last and the lowest expedient of the prize fighter, he hit low and foul.

The mulatto, with a snarl, dropped into a deep crouch.

The referee cried: Are you hurt, Soapy? Dyou claim a foul?

Claim a foul? No... Ill kill him! cried Soapy, and he leaped at Canuck.

The hoarse screech of the crowd was like the very voice of Soapy himself as he flung himself at the other.

Canucks last cunning deserted him. He struck out blindly, his blows recoiling from the padded body of the mulatto.

Then two great hands seized big Canuck. Through the masking canvas of the gloves he could feel the bony fingers grip his flesh. He strove to struggle free, for there was a paralyzing power in the hands of the other. Where his clutch closed, it turned the body of Canuck numb.

Gathered into the grip of Soapy, Canuck found the breath crushed from his body. He thrust feebly back at the yeIlow face of Soapy.

And here was the referee, screeching: Ill disqualify you, Soapy! You hear me, you wild fool? Ill disqualify you... and the crowdll kill you if you foul him. Let him go, Soapy!

He might as well have spoken to a dumb beast. Soapy raised his dreadful right hand, poised it, and struck. The shining body of Canuck turned limp and senseless.

Then in both his giant hands Soapy lifted his enemy and hurled him, face downward, upon the floor. He saw the head of the senseless man rebound from that terrible shock. And he leaned to pick up Canuck and repeat the dose.

A meager shadow of danger stepped before him and his purpose. It was the referee, shouting: Youre done, Soapy! Youve lost this fight on a foul, you fool. Either a fool or a crook. Now keep back from him, or Ill shoot your head off! And in his hand, to back up the threat, there was a glittering Colt.

So Soapy drew back, panting with murderous desire, his great hands twitching. He heard a thunder of an angry sea of voices. And a hundred hands were brandished at him.

Kill the crooked Negro. He threw the fight for Jarvin!
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THE BRAIN OF Soapy cleared a little as he heard that murderous shout. When he looked down to the utterly flaccid form of the defeated boxer, he knew that there was some reason for the anger of the mob. He had been a little rough. And now he most sincerely hoped that he had not killed the man. However, he had wit enough to know that, for the moment, the chief concern was not the condition of Canuck, but the loss of the sundry bets that had been placed so liberally upon Soapy when once his fighting prowess was beginning to be revealed.

They had wagered much money, and now they saw the rich odds, which they had been about to collect, snatched from their hands by the reckless fury of this yellow fighting man. They wanted to make trouble; they were most sincerely bent upon making it.

Here and there a scattering of voices shouted something in the favor of the mulatto. A doctor near the ringside had leaped in and clapped his ear to the heart of the fallen boxer. Then he had leaped up, shouting that Canuck was not seriously injured — only stunned. And there were others — chiefly those who wanted to collect the bets that they had placed upon Canuck — who called to the crowd that Soapy must have a fair deal.

But the others were deaf. They proceeded from shouts and cursing and fist shaking to more vigorous efforts. Presently a dozen hands reached for Soapy. But he turned himself about, and their hands slipped from his perspiring body.

There was no handier person than the referee — and there was hardly anyone for whom Soapy had so great a grudge. He picked that touchy little gentleman up by the ankles and flung him in the face of that wave of angry cattlemen.

Half a dozen went crashing to the floor. A revolver exploded. Hes coming, shooting! yelled someone, and instantly the entire crowd was thrown into the greatest confusion.

But Soapy, his fighting temper roused, did the very best thing that he could have attempted. Instead of running away from this attack, he turned and ran straight through it. He had knocked a hole through the head of the attacking wave. Now he leaped into that hole found the ropes, and catapulted himself through the air at the heads of those beneath.

An ever-ready gun exploded, sending a bullet whistling near his body. But those in the distance foolishly attributed that bullet to a gun in the hand of the mulatto. And there was a fresh wail of fear, rage, and nervousness.

Soapy, like a hard-flung projectile, crashed through the crowd and found the ground. He recoiled from it and waded ahead. In the confusion before him, he was hardly seen before he was striking. Yonder in the ring he had been at a disadvantage. He had had to attend a dancing lesson, with a man close by to make sure that all his steps were according to law and custom. But this was far different. Here were men wedged so closely together that they could not escape. And Soapy smote with a tireless zeal. His very elbows, as he drew back those ponderous arms, brushed against bystanders and toppled them backward. He cut through that mass like red-hot iron through butter, followed and surrounded by a stream of oaths.

The confusion grew worse and worse. Here, there, and again, guns exploded in that overarmed mob, and with every explosion there was a fresh shout that the Negro was killing mad. That confusion caused a great horde to rush toward the gates and through them as fast as they could push away from the danger point. All could not escape at once. More backs than faces were turned toward Soapy, however, and perhaps he would have been quickly away to freedom, across the fence, had it not been for a most unlucky accident.

Yonder in that crowd were a dozen woodsmen who, in their time, had worked in Canadian lumber. Moreover, everyone of them had seen some of the earlier battles of Canuck, and all looked upon him with an immense pride, as a sort of shining glory brought forth out of the shadowy glooms of the Northern forest. He helped them to respect themselves a little more. He was like money in the pocket or a drink under the belt.

So they had come to this prize fight, not to see a battle, but to see big Canuck win again. They placed a few dollars apiece on the strength of what Canuck would do to that rough fellow, Bud. Afterward they watched Canuck step lightly forth and smite big Bud into nothingness, exactly as they had desired. They saw a fresh victim brought forth to the slaughter, and they settled back in their places, chuckling and nodding and talking with a good deal of unnecessary warmth about their days in the Northern woods with Canuck.

And then they were forced to grow silent. All was not going quite so well with Canuck. He was striking his blows at a creature of rubber from whom all punishment slipped away. They stood amazed, a mute and stricken row of beholders, while Canuck was felled. Finally, in the concluding round, they saw him taken as in the embrace of a bear. They saw the dreadful right hand of Soapy raised and they saw it fall. They saw their fellow woodsman raised like a helpless child and dashed violently against the floor.

While other people yelled and shrieked with excitement, they said not a word, merely drew instinctively together and stood shoulder to shoulder. They had come from the land where war is war, and they would not flinch from the consequences of it. Their favorite, their pride, and their chief had fallen. The luster was stolen away from the Canadian timberland, but, nevertheless, they were determined that they should stay and see what this thing would come to in the end.

Something should be done. They hardly knew what. In a deep silence they stood their ground while the crowd pushed for the narrow gate. They did not have to shoulder and fight that crowd away, either, but from before their stern faces and their wide and lofty shoulders the turmoil of men divided at once, washing about them like water around a strong rock.

In the meantime, it happened that, the progress of Soapy was taken in a line that led directly toward them, and the tallest of the Canadians noted this fact with a little flare of inspiration.

Boys, he said, you might notice that there seems to be a need for somebody to stop Soapy... if thats his name. Now, suppose that we hold him and see what hes wanted for.

Grim, glad faces looked back to him from either side and thanked him in silence for this suggestion.

The next moment a lurching, low, vast-shouldered form appeared before them, brushing through the last skirts of the crowd. He saw the group of lumbermen and lurched for them.

Two of them went down, one crushed by the hammer fist of Soapy, and the other involved in the fall of his friend. But Soapy, leaping into the breach, found hands like iron vises closing on him — and more hands were vindictively reaching.

He tore himself away, and half of his clothes came off in rags under their clutches. Attacking them again, left and right, he downed them, made a staggering path through them, and lurched away toward the fence once more.

Two of that stalwart company were down and would not rise again in a hurry, but the others had tasted vengeance, and they wheeled like a hunting pack and rushed after the fugitive.

It was well for Soapy that he possessed speed of foot along with his other virtues, but it takes a rare engine to give wings to 250 low-built pounds. Soapy began to fail in that race. They were drawing up on him fast when, luckily, he saw that the fence was just before him. He leaped for it, drawing his heels up just clear of their reaching hands. A gun flashed in the grip of one of the group, but a comrade struck it down.

Well tear him to bits, but well do it with our hands!

They swarmed across that fence and rushed into the mounting dust cloud that masked the roadway. They could see Soapy just ahead of them, jogging along, with the crowd giving ready way to him upon either hand. After him they went in a compact charge. It seemed to Soapy almost like the charge of horses. He turned around his head with an owlish ease and regarded them with a fierce eye.

He recognized that group. Anyone who had seen them together before was not likely to forget, and now he knew that a grave danger was come upon him. However, he was still confident. He had beaten a fine prize fighter on this night, and then he had cut his way through a whole hostile crowd. Why, then, should he fear this single group?

So argued Soapy. When he turned about to strike down the leader of that flying wedge, he beat that man down and out of sight, to be sure, but the others came rushing in like a moving wall of stone. He was battered before them and carried back to the side of the street. He fought like a lion. Again and again those mighty fists of his brought down a foe. But still they drove him. His foot slipped, and he was down in a cloud of dust.

The first who dropped upon him declared afterward that it was like dropping upon a crouched tiger. He was fairly twisted into a knot the instant that he came within the grip of the fallen mulatto. But there were still others in that formidable group. And they caught Soapy with many hands. Legs and body and head and terrible, twisting arms, like two great pythons, were grappled — and he was ground back into the dust.

Some fifteen hundredweight of brawny muscle had been cast upon Soapy, and therefore it was no wonder that he struggled more or less in vain. But fight he would and did until the last gasp, although there was dust in his eyes and a cloud of it stifling his lungs — and this vast burden of hands tearing at him.

Then across his blurred vision something like a great sword flashed. He heard howls and yells. Hands released their grips. He twisted to his knees.

Get up, Soapy, and come with me, said the voice of Peter Hale.
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SOAPY LOOKED UP, and above him he saw the cripple standing, braced upon his ruined legs and upon one crutch that was propped under his armpit. The other crutch, rimmed with strong steel as it was, had become a formidable flail in the ample grasp of Peter. With it he had beaten some of the grain of discretion from the chaff of the lumbermens fury. Still, as he flourished the long crutch about his head, the crowd drew farther back, like a ripple spreading from a stone cast into the pool. And like the running ripple, so the awe and the wonder rushed through the mind of Soapy.

He himself was a man of might and a man without fear, and yet this power of numbers had overcome him, at the last. How dreadful a fate might have been in store for him he dared not even guess, yet here was the crippled white man who had ventured forth and with a single stroke had scattered the assailants, releasing Soapy from the vast peril.

It was not mere power of heart and hand. Of course, it was much more. It was the touch of the magic hand, the enchanters way of solving a difficulty. The old belief in those occult powers of Peter rushed back upon the brain of Soapy. He feared those powers as much as ever, but now, in the place of naked dread alone, there was an added something of love.

In a heat of doglike devotion, he could have thrown himself in the dust and embraced the knees of his rescuer. For Peter had been exalted from hell to heaven. He was no longer an evil genius. He was both divine and good. So thought Soapy, but he found a more useful way of showing a bit of his devotion. Behind his idol a crouched monster of a man lurched out to take Peter from the rear, dodging under the dreadful sweep of the crutch.

Of course, he could have warned Peter, but words were ever slower than deeds to the mulatto. He leaped from his crouched position. The other man flung up his arms to guard the threatened blow, and vain was that guard. Home crashed the mighty fist of Soapy, and the other lay motionless in the dust.

From the upper regions of calm and mercy he heard the voice of Peter Hale: Turn the poor fellow over, Soapy. He might choke in the dust.

Soapy obeyed, trembling with wonder. How clear it was to him, now, that this man was a veritable god. Certainly he was the master preordained for Soapys guidance through this world. With wisdom, with gentleness and charity, with a dreadful might, also, he ruled and reigned. And the heart of the mulatto confessed his power in every way. He followed at the back of the cripple, to guard him from any attack from the rear.

But there was no danger of this — for there had been quite enough fighting to satisfy even the crowd this evening. There had been enough bloodshed and broken ribs and noses. And here and there one could hear a groaning or a snarling from the rear.

Peter and Soapy were left to go slowly on toward the hotel.

Walk beside me, Soapy. I want to talk to you.

Some son-of-a-gun might jump you from behind, Mister Hale.

Why would they jump me and not you, Soapy?

Why, what good would it do them to get me down, as long as you was left, sir?

Peter turned with a little laugh. Dont take that too seriously, Soapy. I simply took those fellows by surprise and clubbed them away from you. They werent expecting anything like that.

Soapy merely smiled, and a light glistened fitfully in his eyes, for he understood it all perfectly. When a god performed a deed of heroism or of might, he referred to it thereafter not at all, or else with easy modesty. So it was with Peter Hale. To have scattered those raging Canadians — that was a mere nothing.

A sort of dizzy joy flooded the childish heart and soul of the mulatto. For, having lunged about the world from the days of his childhood from one mischief to another, he now felt that he had found a haven and a refuge. Thereafter he need fear nothing. For he had met with a savior and with a guide. Indeed, when he looked back upon his first meeting with Peter, he could remember that there had been a singular gentleness in the manner of the white man, always.

Only he, Soapy, had forced on the contest. He fairly shuddered when he thought of it. How well it was for him that the mighty man of wisdom had not chosen to blast him and shame him forever. Poor Soapy, having entered into this trance mood, hardly knew where they were wandering, until they arrived at the flare of the big gasoline lamp in front of the hotel.

Now, said Peter, suppose that you go back to the horses... and get the buckboard ready... and get the saddle horses ready, too. Ill find the governor and bring him out as fast as I can. But be ready, Soapy.

Mister Hale, Im gonna be right on the spot, now and always.

Ill tell you this one reason to make you hurry... the thing that made me start down the street was just a breath of rumor that Mike Jarvins Soapy was in town and raising the devil. If they have coupled you and Jarvin together... and if some people are guessing that Jarvin is in town, this may be a very serious affair. Jarvin is not supposed to risk taking the air so far away from his home, He said this with another smile.

Soapy blinked and ran away toward the stable. He was beginning to see the other sides of this unlucky matter, and there were so many of those sides that it fairly made his head spin to contemplate them. They had linked him with Jarvin, then. They had recognized him. He recalled some of the ringside shouts. Yes, they had accused him of throwing the fight away on a foul, so that his master could win crooked bets.

It seemed that one could fall into other dangers than those which one actually deserved, and, for the first time in his life, a feeling of innocence went through the soul of the mulatto.

He found the boy he had paid to watch the horses soundly asleep at the edge of the fence, with the horses almost trampling upon him. Some of the new-found virtue melted from Soapy, and he raised the boy by the nape of the neck and kicked him into outer darkness. Then he secured the heads of the team, which had so luckily been kept from falling into some mischief or other, and he went to the saddle horses.

They were refreshed enough by their few hours of rest, to all appearance. Larribee was lying down — a sure sign that he would be practically as strong as ever when wanted. He prepared them hastily for immediate use and returned to the buckboard to find that the cripple was waiting for him there.

Have you seen Jarvin? he asked.

Not here, said Soapy.

Hes not at the hotel, Peter said in some trouble.

Let him go and be cursed, said Soapy. This here is a time for us to be saving our own hides, Mister Hale.

He saw the hand of Peter raised to check him, and therefore he pointed anxiously toward the street.

Whats that crowd of folks gathering out yonder for, Mister Hale?

I understand you, replied Peter. But I wont budge from the town without another search for Jarvin. Perhaps the old scoundrel has got into some new trouble and had to vanish suddenly.

He went back to the hotel, and the mulatto waited in great concern at the heads of the horses. For the crowd that he had pointed out in the street had now grown. And yonder was someone on a bench, making a speech to them. Only an occasional word reached the ears of Soapy, but he knew that, when a crowd stands patiently to be harangued by a leader, there is danger in the air. So it seemed to be gathering now, and he could hardly watch them without turning cold with bitter fear.

Meanwhile, Peter had found a clue as he was turning onto the verandah of the hotel again. Have you seen, he began, addressing a passing cowpuncher, a fat fellow, rather oldish, with big...

You mean Jarvin, dont you? asked the other, turning upon him with a cold eye. Youre one of Jarvins men, aint you?

Perhaps, Peter said, growing a little red. Do you know where he is?

The cattleman had already turned away, letting fall over his shoulder: No, I dunno that I know where he is.

The hand of Peter caught his shoulder, and he spun around — and did not draw his Colt. He was very near to the verge of drawing his gun, but he changed his mind, for certain wild rumors were now flying thick and fast about the manner in which the cripple had rescued the giant mulatto from the hands of numbers. One of those rumors had lodged in the ears of the cowpuncher. So, although he hated Jarvin with the clean mans loathing of the unclean, yet he looked upon Jarvins man with more respect.

Hes back yonder at the other hotel. Hes sitting in at a poker game... but maybe he wont be sitting long. As he spoke he pointed with a somewhat malicious grin in the direction of a cluster of men who were hurrying down the street.

Others trailed behind them and well to the rear came the less aggressive element in the crowd. Just what they were headed for Peter did not know for certain, but he very shrewdly guessed. He knew that this pack had been already fought and rebuffed. So he feared for the worst, if a crash came.
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NOW THAT THE grip of big Peter had relaxed, the cowpuncher withdrew his shoulder deftly and hurried on into the hotel. But Peter watched events maturing with a wonderful speed down the street, where the crowd was formed in a thick mass before the hotel. Some of its leaders were entering. If they were indeed bent on the capture of big Mike Jarvin, how sadly would events go for that worthy, captured by such a throng, in such a humor.

Peter was in no little danger. Behind him he overheard a murmur of voices:

Are they overlooking the big stiff on the crutches?

What about him?

Hes been wandering around the town, bashing gents over the head with that crutch of his. Besides, hes one of the Jarvin outfit.

The devil he is. Is Jarvin picking up his men from the hospitals, maybe?

Jarvin has him, and thats enough to make any man with good sense lay odds that hes a crook and a bad one. Id like to know how he got wrecked. Thats what Id like to know, old pal. Ill lay my bet that it would make a story that would interest some of us, including the sheriff.

If he belongs to Jarvin, why dont they round him up?

Yes, and it was him who pulled that Soapy out of the hands of the boys... when they was about to give him a lesson that his yellow hide would never forget.

These remarks were never intended to be heard by Peter, but his ears were supernaturally acute on this evening. He heard this, and he heard, moreover, that there was much talk of taking big Mike Jarvin and riding him on a rail, after his capture — and then trying him for various and sundry crimes that were laid against him, including even that old but unforgotten death of Sam Debney. Assuredly the air of this town was growing hot for Mike and for his prot‚g‚s.

Peter waited to hear no more. It was reasonably certain that that crowd meant the torment of Jarvin. And, richly as Mike might have deserved trouble, still he was the patron of Peter, and Peter had been hired to protect his skin. So he swung himself about on his crutches and he went back behind the hotel to the stable, where Soapy waited with the horses — a very nervous Soapy, whose teeth glinted in his wide mouth as he spoke.

Its the boss, aint it, Mister Hale?

Its Jarvin, right enough. Theyve gone down there to get Mike at the next hotel. What can we do, the pair of us, to help him?

It amazed Soapy to hear his master ask such a question — he who had shown such godlike powers. But apparently here was something beyond even the hands of big Peter Hale.

So Soapy said with much fervor: Mister Hale, it looks to me like the right and reasonable thing for us two to do is to get right out of this here town. As you say, what can we do for old Jarvin by staying here? Nothing but get throwed into the same jail that hes put into. Or get our necks stretched on the same rope alongside of his. Because these folks is fractious. I heard some cowpunchers going by a minute ago and talking big and bad about a lynching... laying down that it would do a power of good to the town to have a real, first-class lynching here, yunderstand?

I understand! Peter sighed. And thats exactly the atmosphere that Ive been guessing at in the place. And so, Soapy, of course, we cant desert him.

Jarvin?

No.

Curse him! Hed desert us quick enough.

We didnt hire him to take care of us, Peter reminded mildly. You must never forget that.

Humph! said the mulatto. I dunno that I follow your line of thinking, Mister Hale, but Id just as soon be throwed into the corral, yonder, with that flock of wild Nevada hosses, as to get laid hold of by that crowd again. They was only playing when they first met up with me. But, believe me, theyd be in earnest now.

They would, and theyd be in deadly earnest. However... something...

His voice died away. For, down the street, they could see where the crowd had surged with a sudden violence straight into the hotel. In another moment there was a distinct sound of crashing and splintering.

There goes a door down, Soapy said through his set teeth.

Instantly the crowd pressed back from the hotel into the street — and there was the form of a bulky man dangled high and light upon their shoulders, with many an angry hand reaching for him. It was Jarvin; the angry roar of the crowd testified to that. Jarvin! They would have the truth of his wickedness out of him, and they would tear him to rags and to tatters.

But who needed to wait for his confession? Did not every sensible man really sense the truth about this matter? Of course — and, therefore, let them live up to the standards that their ancestors set when they had brought law and order into a wild land. So thought the crowd, and Peter Hale, reading their minds, watched their numbers and their fury grow with every instant.

Now that Jarvin was in their hands, everyone wanted to join himself to the list of the men of justice. And yonder was a rail for the taking. It was of new, strong wood. And it was nailed into oaken posts with strong, new spikes, countersunk.

But so many hands laid hold upon the three-by-six beam that it was torn away as though it were nothing. Jarvin was mounted a little higher, perhaps, than any horse had ever carried him, certainly upon the most narrow saddle.

Twenty willing shoulders crowded under the stick. And Jarvin was brought along with a swelling voice of triumph that made even the wild Nevada horses tremble and quake in their corrals. They were a grim-looking lot of horses, having been brought down by some venturesome horse dealers for men who wanted tough saddle animals — tough in both spirit and flesh. But there was too much devil in these creatures to make much of a sale possible, and there still remained fifty of the brutes in the corral, rolling their eyes and flattening their ears as they heard the roaring voices of men. Peter, observing them, felt that here was a chance for him either to kill his employer outright or else to set him free.

He said to the mulatto: Soapy, stand by on this side of the road. Im going to let those horses out. When they come piling through the gate, start shooting and yelling... shooting with both hands and yelling as loudly as you can. Do you understand?

Mister Hale, you aint gonna fool with those wild horses, are you?

Will you do what I ask?

Yes, sir, I will!

Peter left him and reached the lofty corral fence, while the throng of horses shrank from him and then rushed closer along the fence with a perverse desire to catch him with their teeth. He shot back the bolt and let the gate swing wide with a screech of rusty hinges, as their breasts pressed it back. Instantly they had bulged out into the street.

There stood Soapy. From either hand issued a series of rapid explosions as he waved his flaming guns above his head, and from his throat was poured out a dreadful series of wails and yells. The mustangs recoiled from this fire- breathing monster. They swayed this way and then that, and finally they surged, with snorting and squealing, straight down the street toward the avenging crowd that was riding Jarvin on a rail to a just trial and a quick vengeance for his ill deeds. With their heads and tails tossing and the dust flying around them, the horses ran.

Peter saw Mike Jarvin disappear from the rail on which he was carried. No doubt he was dropped straight into the dust as the men who had carried him bolted for their lives.

Peter shouted: Back to the buckboard, Soapy! Back as fast as you can fly, man!

Soapy flew. He reached the buckboard fast and leaped into the seat. But he had hardly gained it before the cripple swung past him on the crutches. The saddle horses were tethered at the back of the buckboard. Two of these — Larribee and Jarvins own horse — were detached by Peter. He swung into the saddle on Larribee just as the wagon gathered headway. Soapy did not need to be told what to do. He knew that Peter intended to take a most desperate chance, and to take it right at the heels of that fighting, smashing herd of wild horses. Therefore he loosed the reins on that fresh mustang team and gave them the whip. They flew forward at a gallop into the thick dust cloud that the wild horses had raised.

Peter himself was not far behind, gaining with every sweep of the long legs of Larribee. Now, before him, he saw a thing that he had half expected but had not wholly dared to believe might happen. A solitary man was waddling toward them, up the street, as fast as he could leg it, with a swinging glimmer of steel shining from either hand.

That was none other than big Mike Jarvin, rushing for safety up the street, and ready, now, to be killed before he would let himself be taken.


CHAPTER XXXVI
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THERE WERE NO figures of men lying in the street; Peter Hale could thank the Providence which had whisked them out of danger as the herd of horses roared by. But that charge had accomplished its purpose admirably. The crowd, so solidly formed and so intent on its purpose, had been torn to shreds and scattered here and there in doorways, on verandahs, and behind picket fences.

And here was Jarvin, who had torn himself clear and was bolting for safety. He saw the familiar buckboard with Soapy at the helm and started for it with a shrill scream of satisfaction. But others had seen the coming rescue and had fixed their minds on the destruction of Mike. Even wild horses could not tear the idea away from them.

A big man ran out from a doorway — a tall, cleancut fellow, poising his gun. Peter spurred Larribee ahead, and the great horse took wings, leaving the buckboard behind. The big man ahead fired. Mike Jarvins gun flashed in response, and then Peter struck the tall fellow and rode him down — not under the hoofs of the great stallion, but striking him in straight-arm, football fashion. As his victim went down with a shout and rolled headlong in the dust, Peter saw that it was his own cousin, Charles, who he had felled in this summary fashion.

He had time for one mental commentary — which was that it was very odd that Charles should be so hot for the death of a man who, so far as Charles could know, had most generously returned to him a whole fortune won at the cards earlier in the evening. However, there seemed to be many qualities in Charles that were a matter for wonder.

People were pouring out into the street in increasing numbers, but Mike Jarvin had reached the buckboard and had pulled himself up into it. And now Soapy was whipping the mustangs into a frantic gallop.

Peter reined hastily back to the side of the flying wagon, for in the hands of Mike he saw the short, terrible, two-barreled shotgun. If that weapon were ever discharged into the faces of such a crowd as this, there was no telling how many men would go to the last accounting. It would be hanging for Mike, afterward. It would be hanging for Peter and Soapy, also.

So Peter shouted in stentorian tones: Mike, if you fire that gun, Ill drive a bullet through your head. Remember!

Mike, his face convulsed with fury, cast one dreadful glance at Peter and even waved the muzzles of his weapon toward the big rider. He returned no other response, but, standing braced in front of the seat, like a sailor who defies the lurching of his ship, Jarvin turned his shotgun first to this side and then to that.

This crowd that had regathered was not composed of fools. They knew what such a gun meant, and they scattered back toward their houses with yells of consternation. There were perhaps half a dozen shots fired, but they were wild. Only one weapon was being fired by a steady hand, and that was held by a man who was posted on the steps of the general merchandise store. His hat had been lost in the confusion, and the wind fanned back his silvery hair. Peter had only a glimpse of it through the same dust clouds that were doubtlessly saving the lives of all three from this marksman. Twice bullets whistled from the mans gun close by the head of Peter; three times leaden slugs tore through the body of the buckboard, luckily missing man and horse.

But that was the last danger, as they hurtled around the next bend of the street and headed out onto the road toward the creek. That was the last danger — for the moment. In a few seconds they would be mounting and riding hard behind them.

And here was old Jarvin, tilting the familiar black bottle at his lips and then passing it to Soapy. Yet Soapy, standing up to lash the horses to a great frenzy of speed, disregarded liquor for the first time in his life. He was literally garbed in flying tatters, rather than in clothes. And the bellow of his exultant voice came back like a dim thunder to Peter.

I smashed em! I made em take water! I backed em into the last ditch and made em holler when I jumped in their faces. I was ten wildcats. I was a roarin grizzly! Oh, Mike, you shouldve been there tove seen what I did to them.

The booming voice of Mike Jarvin roared in answer: Im glad you trimmed em, kid. But what was that compared to what I did to em? Made suckers of the lot of them! I wouldve quit after the first time. I had enough cash after that bout... but that sucker Hale sneaked it away from me. So I went back, Soapy, I sat in on another game. Why, it was taking candy away from babies. Except that these here babies wore whiskers and packed tons of Colts. I fished the coin out of their pockets and made them like it.

Dog-gone me if they didnt think that I was losing, for a time. And then they begun to tumble to the fact that my luck appeared in the losing of the small bets and the winning of the big ones. Im salted down with money, Soapy. I got forty thousand in my wallet, pretty near. A hundred thousand, by rights... but that sucker Hale...  He broke off to take another drink, and then, forgetting his anger at Peter, his voice pitched into thundering song.

For all their exultation, Soapy was still lashing the horses, and Peter rode half turned in the saddle, constantly watching the winding bit of road behind him.

Now that the dust of the town was gone, and they had clean countryside behind them, the moonlight flooded everything with its own brilliant silver. The town, in the distance, was a mean huddle of shadows, surprisingly small to have held all the excitement that had been foaming up and down its streets that night.

Out of the larger darkness of the village other, smaller shadows crept out and wound down the trail behind them. Peter knew what those creeping shadows were. They were raging, cursing, spurring horsemen, mounted on their best nags and determined to ride them into the ground, to capture the fugitive trio.

How vast would be the disgrace of the town if it were to be told, hereafter, how three men had dared to beat up their best citizens, and then had been able to rescue one of their members from the hands of countless odds and whisk away to safety.

They were spurring hard for matters of personal honor — and for the honor of their town and the range around it. Besides that, how many in that scurrying party had felt the weight of the mulattos fist or had lost money to the hated Jarvin? They had motives in plenty, and presently Peter could see that they were gaining fast. The mustangs ran well, rattling the buckboard over the rough road, It was not in the horses power, hampered as they were by harness and the dangling, banging weight behind them, to match the speed that their pursuers were showing. Watching the rate at which the townsmen gained, Peter sent Larribee swinging up beside the wagon.

You hear me, Jarvin?

I hear ye, Pete, me lad, answered Jarvin, and I drink to you, too. I thought, after you trimmed me of that money that Id earned by a lot of honest, hard work at the cards... I thought that you and me would never be friends again. But, curse you, Peter, you knock a man down one minute and you pick him up the next... pick him right away from a thousand pairs of hands, at that! Oh, lad, that trick of the wild horses... that was better than any that Ive ever worked at cards, and yet Ive trained and worked with the pasteboards all my life.

Will you be quiet, Jarvin? Look back down the road, if you think that youre out of this mess. Look back and see them coming. A hundred of them if theres one. A hundred lions, at that.

The fat man braced himself in front of the seat and stood up, the better to scan the scene behind him. Its true. Jarvin shuddered, and he shook his fist at them. Theyll get to know the insides of this pal of mine, before the night is over. Theyre hungry and hankering after it, and theyre bound to get it, I tell you.

Do you think that would do anything except hurry up your hanging by a few seconds? Look again and try to see the facts. Those fellows are coming too fast for us to get clear of them.

Then well take to the horses. What have we got saddles along with us for?

Fast horses for two of us... but what about Soapy on his nag?

Curse it, Hale, would you put my neck inside of a rope for the sake of a Negro? Keep your hands from me, Soapy, or Ill blow you to the devil!

As the great hand of Soapy darted to Mikes throat, Jarvin pitched the double muzzle of his terrible gun into the midriff of the mulatto — and Soapys hand gradually relaxed and recoiled.

There are three of us here, said Peter. Theres going to be three of us saved, or three of us who go down together. Thats flat and final. Do you hear me, Jarvin?

The other turned a desperate face toward Peter, and then leered down the road at the group of streaking shadows. They had grown rapidly in clearness. Now across the face of a little hill they streaked in a rapid procession — an endless string of clear-cut silhouettes against the moonlit sky.

All right, said Jarvin. Ill stick by you... if youll stick by me. But God knows what well do.

The hoofs of the horses beat hollow on the narrow little bridge, and beneath them they caught a glimpse of the river, like polished ebony, with the high light of the moon Striking across its surface.

Pull up, Soapy! shouted Peter.

Pull up, man, do you hear?

Soapy obediently drew rein.

Are you crazy, Pete? yelled Jarvin. But Peter was calmly dismounting from his horse. Listen to me, Soapy, gasped Jarvin. Hes lost his head. Ill sink a bullet through him. Then you and me on the two fast horses... for the sake of our necks, Soapy...

You fool! Soapy sneered. Dyou think that you and me... yes, or that whole crowd back there... could faze him?


CHAPTER XXXVII
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OF ONE THING in the world Mr. Jarvin was sure — that Soapy, the mulatto, was the incarnation of all that was wicked in the world, of all that was hard and self- centered. But this speech seemed to indicate an almost superstitious respect for the will and the opinion of big Peter Hale. It was most strange to Jarvin. He could not make it out. As the panting mustangs came to a halt, he could distinctly hear the flints in the roadway ringing under the volleying hoofs of that approaching mob of destroyers.

Get out of that buckboard! came the order of Peter.

Jarvin started — as though a gun had been pointed at him — and he obeyed. Soapy was already on the ground, and Peter herded them back to the edge of the bridge.

Hes going to hold us up, murmured Jarvin with a groan at the ear of Soapy. Hes going to hold us here under his guns and then turn us over to that lynching gang... to pay for his own sweet hide.

Shut up! snarled Soapy. Youre drunk. And he faced his master in silence, turning his massive shoulders upon Mr. Jarvin.

Now, Peter said with a maddening deliberation, its plain that we cant ride away from those fellows. Since we cant ride away from them, weve got to stop them. The only place where we can stop them and insure our escape is at this bridge.

Hold em at the bridge. Sure, the three of us could hold them all night! cried the cheerful Soapy.

And be shot to pieces when the morning came? put in Jarvin. Youre talking a fine brand of sense, Hale.

Said Peter: This is our only chance. We stop them at the bridge, or were dead men. Now lets see if the bridge wont do a little work for us.

What the devil are you talking about, Hale?

Even Soapy was staring at his master now, bewildered and rather frightened.

Come down under the bridge with me, Peter stated, and swung himself down in the lead.

They followed. By the slanting moonshine, they could see that the bridge rested, at this end, on two massive boulders.

Now, Peter explained, we roll away one of those boulders and let the bridge slide into the river... or else we hang before morning. Is that clear?

They looked at Peter, raising their heads, and looked back down the moon- whitened strip of road at the approaching shadows, and then they laid their hands upon the boulder. They were three mighty men, to be sure, but the time- lodged and rugged weight of that great stone merely shuddered under their effort.

There was a snarl from Soapy. Lemme get under there and get my back agin that stone, he said. He lay flat, his feet against the bank, his legs bunched slightly, his heavy shoulders against the stone.

Now! said Soapy.

As they tugged in unison, at the first strain he drove his great feet deep into the soft dirt. There they found firm grip. Then all the might of his body gradually came into play — not suddenly, for he was not one to bring all his forces to their highest development in a single effort — but little by little his power increased. The rugged face of the stone was grinding through his shoulder muscles and cutting against the bone, and they could hear him groaning with his agony, but still he heaved relentlessly. The other two, inspired by his patient might, redoubled their efforts.

The stone trembled; there was a slight sliding, and suddenly it bulged straight out from its socket, hurtling down the slope. It barely missed Peter; it brushed past Jarvin. And the bridge sloped and settled with a jar on this side, seemingly straight down upon the prostrate form of the mulatto, while the great rock leaped from the edge of the bank, crashed against the farther rock wall, and then fell with rebounding thunders, until it raised a mighty crashing in the water beneath, and they saw a white leaping of the foam where it had struck.

But Soapy?

Hes done! cried Jarvin. And good riddance. You and me, Pete, my lad.

But Peter held him to the work. Their united strength budged that edge of the fallen bridge a little. And forth from the darkness crawled Soapy, snarling and gasping: I think there was a spider that dropped down my throat. Gimme a drink, Jarvin.

We have something else to do besides drinking, Soapy, said Peter. We wanted your hand to start the bridge sliding. Look there. All the planks that fastened it have been torn loose by that fall... now heave together.

Together they heaved with a will. The bridge strained with a great groaning, then it slid forward, and Peter, losing his foothold, dropped fairly into its path. He had no chance to raise himself, and the sliding, ponderous mass of the bridge would have swept him straight into the dizzy void of the cafton. But there was a stronger hand than his own that reached for him and plucked him lightly out to safety.

Soapy chuckled. Bridges, they aint afraid even of you, Mister Hale.

So Peter, with his hand fixed in a kindly grip upon the bulging shoulder muscles of Soapy, watched the bridge stagger and then slide past the edge of the ravine. With a great tearing and rending sound, the farther side of the bridge tore loose from its anchorage and kicked high in the air. Then the whole ruin shot down toward the stream.

The three of them hurried back to their horses. But there was no hurry. Three jumps of the horses brought them into the screening shadows of some low-growing trees, and, as they jogged up the hillside, they could look back and see the dark mass of the riders raging up and down the brink of the ravine. There were no means of crossing. No horse could ever have lived, going down that rigid- faced cliff.

All the pursuers could do was to wheel away, with a yell of hate and rage, and speed toward the nearest bridge, many a long mile away — or perhaps to some closer crossing. They would never catch the fugitives on this night — that much was perfectly certain. By the time their racing horses had completed the circuit, the three would be far, far away — toward the mine and the safety that awaited them there.

It was a jovial journey for both, but not for Peter. All the way, with his head bowed, he listened vaguely to the stream of wild language and of thundering praises that issued in his honor from the lips of the pair. As Soapy diligently pointed out, both Jarvin and he had been more than once saved during this expedition by the might of their new ally.

Toward morning, Jarvin dozed on the seat. He wakened in the gray of the dawn with a start. Hey, Peter!

Peter Hale rode closer to the wagon.

Peter, I dreamed that I was fighting off snakes... and your hand reached down... a thousand miles out of nothing... and yanked me back to safety. Peter, bless you, what would have happened to me without you?

It needed no answer, and Peter did not attempt one. So they journeyed on. In the middle of the morning they made a halt to rest the staggering horses and to sleep themselves. It was late in the afternoon before they reached the mine.

Telegraph and telephone had done their work, in the meantime.

They found a tall, spare-bodied, man walking up and down in front of Jarvins shack. And they found a grinning, excited group of miners waiting and watching.

Its Will Nast! Jarvin gasped when he saw the stranger.

What does he want here?

But Will Nast was not in an ugly humor, apparently. He waved his hand to them most cheerfully, and then stood with his hand dropped on his hip, while the wind fanned his coat open and showed the sparkling face of his sheriffs badge beneath.

Well, boys, he said, it was a pretty good party, eh?

They nodded to him in silence and waited like pupils before a teacher.

As for you, Soapy, I spose that youll be heading for the regular prize ring before long. Matter of fact, Ive often wondered why you didnt land there before. Easier money than this in the ring, Soapy... and not so crooked, either.

Soapy grunted and stepped back — highly pleased to be dismissed in this fashion.

Jarvin, said the sheriff, you cardsharper and sneaking rat... you miserable low hulk and scoundrel, Ive been hoping that the time would come when I could get my hands on you, with any fair excuse. When the first reports of this mess came in, I thought that the time had surely come.

But it seems that I was wrong. All wrong. There are no dead men back there, after all. Youre only a shade more famous. And there are only a few more shadows connected with you... a few more suspicions that youve been cheating at cards, eh?

He turned his back on Mike Jarvin — a most daring thing was that, considering what he had just said. But Mike Jarvin was one who never struck in the day — when there were witnesses standing by. Although his face swelled and turned purple, he did not budge his hand.

Now, the sheriff said to Peter, I think that its time for you to go back home with me, Peter Hale. What do you think?

I have a working agreement with Mister Jarvin, said Peter. Are you willing to let me go, Jarvin?

Jarvin snapped his fingers high above his head with a brutal laugh. Let you go? Say, Nast, when did you ever hear of Mike Jarvin throwing a handful of diamonds into the sea? And whats diamonds to me, compared with Hale. Will you tell me that?

Said the sheriff: Ah, Pete, what the devil has come over you? Why did you do it?

Ill tell you in one word, said Peter. Its a thing that would land me behind the bars, Sheriff.

The keen eye of Will Nast sharpened and shone. Is it really as bad as that?

Yes.

Then Ive heard enough. But walk along here with me. Ive some things to tell you about your father.


CHAPTER XXXVIII
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THE SCREEN DOOR of the McNair house slammed loudly as Charles Hale stepped out onto the front verandah. There sat Mr. McNair, with his chair tilted back against the wall and his heels hooked over a lower rung. He did not turn his head, but he said: Well, Charlie, you had some luck, today?

Ah, sir, said Charlie, how did you guess that?

I see that youre full of talk, said McNair. So go ahead.

Why, sir, shes set the day.

Who?

Ruth, Mister McNair.

You dont tell me! said the father, and while he yawned, his eyes wandered carelessly over the face and form of his prospective son-in-law.

Yes, said Charles. If it meets with your approval... for next Friday.

Quick, aint she, once she sets her mind on a thing?

Charles coughed. Unless you have objections.

Me? Why should I have objections? I dont have to marry you.

Charles, very red, fell silent. He said at last: Ill be going along, then.

So long, Charlie.

But, Charles said, turning suddenly back, its wonderful that she should have changed her mind so suddenly when...  He paused.

When you thought she was setting herself to marry Peter, eh?

Why... , began Charles.

Ill tell you, said the rancher, your cousin has gone and got himself so famous that shes proud to marry into his family. I guess thats the reason for her change of mind. Eh?

As a matter of fact, Charles said, I presumed... I mean, I guessed...

That Peter had shut himself out of the picture by raising so much deviltry over at Lawson Creek? Is that what you thought?

You might know, sir.

I know a little about my girl, said McNair. But I dont know that shes so measly and mean as to turn down a he-man just because hes proved that he can fight better on wooden legs than most folks can on their own pins.

Charles, abashed, withdrew straightway, for he felt, somehow, that this was not his day to draw pleasant speeches from the father of Ruth. He mounted his horse, and, as he rode up the road, he encountered Ross Hale riding hard toward him. They drew rein with a jerk.

Is there any news with you, Charlie? his uncle asked wearily, his eyes turning impatiently forward to the McNair house.

Not much, said Charles, except that Im to marry Ruth on Friday.

He rode on, smiling at the white face of Ross Hale. The latter remained for a moment, stunned. Then he let his horse wander slowly on until it paused automatically at the McNair hitching rack.

You got a touch of sun, Ross? sang out McNair.

Ross dismounted and went to the verandah.

Now whats on your mind? asked McNair. I hear that you been thinking of buying the Weston forty acres next to your back land?

I was thinking about that, maybe. Ross Hale sighed. Matter of fact...  He fell again into his sad daydream.

Set down and rest yourself, said the rancher gently.

But Hale did not appear to understand.

Said McNair, still in the same, soothing tone: Have you been hearing any news, Ross?

No news. He stays up yonder. He turned his eyes toward the blue hills and squinted through the heat waves, while his hand slowly drew a letter from his pocket.

Thats from Peter, then?

Yes, its from my Peter.

Hes making out pretty well, then?

He says that hes feeling fit.

The heavy silence fell between them again. Mr. McNair stirred in his seat. Perhaps its Ruth that you want?

Hale started. Matter of fact, I do.

Ring the bell and send on of the Negroes for her.

So Ruth Hale rang the bell, and still, like a man standing in a dream, he gave his message to the servant. There was a little pause, and, after a minute, feet hurrying on the stairs inside — and then a drawling voice: Miss Ruth... she says that shes mighty sorry... shes got a terrible headache. Cant even stand up. Would you give me a message for her?

Hey! yelled McNair.

The servant jumped. Yes, Mister McNair?

Go up and fetch down that fool girl, will you? I want her, yunderstand?

Footsteps scurried away inside the house.

Why, said Hale, I aint wanting to drag down Ruth if shes sick, old man.

Dont you talk foolish, Ross. Set down and rest yourself. Have a chew? No? You still keep to them cigarettes, eh? I tell you what I got against cigarettes. So dirty. Always spilling tobacco dust all over a man while he smokes. A good, clean chew... thats what I take to. I been watching that hawk, over yonder, hanging over the Mitchell chicken yard. Aint it a pretty thing, Ross, the way that it sails up agin the wind?

There was no answer from Ross Hale. Still like a stricken man he turned his worn face toward the distant blueness of the hills and where their lower ranges turned brown as they advanced nearer. There his gaze fastened, and he sighed again.

Other footfalls sounded, and then the screen door creaked.

Did you send for me, Dad? Hello, Mister Hale. Hows things over your way?

Fair, Ross Hale, looking blankly at her.

A terrible headache... , began the girl faintly.

Shut up that fool clatter, Ruth, will you? broke in her father. Heres the dad of the mightiest heman and two-gun fighter thats been in the range for a long time. Here hes given you the honor of coming over to call on you, and you let a headache stand between you and a talk with him? You fetch him into the house and give him a cup of coffee, and set him down where its cool. Hes got something terrible important to say to you, and terrible private, too.

There was nothing left for the girl to do. She ushered Ross Hale into the dim coolness of the parlor and obediently brought him a cup of coffee. But he let it steam, unregarded, on the table beside his chair. The letter was still in his hand.

Is it something about that letter? Ruth asked a last.

Ah? murmured the other. Letter? Well, well...  His mind drifted away again and returned to him with: I been seeing Charles...  He paused and looked wistfully at her.

Yes, Ruth McNair said, coloring a little.

Why, said Ross Hale, Charlie is a right fine boy.

He was silent again, and suddenly Ruth stood up and slipped into a chair close beside his chair. She took his great, gnarled hand in both of her tender ones.

You didnt come all the way over here to talk about Charles, I think.

Why, honey, no, I didnt. But you see...  He stumbled again and paused to search the brightness of her eyes and to wonder at the tears in them. Now, the truth of it is that I once had hopes. No matter about what. Ive come over here, wondering if youd help me, Ruth?

Yes, she said, with all my heart!

Would you tell me, first... was it that affair over to the creek?

She nodded, and looked down. But then she forced herself to meet his gaze.

Oh, I understand, said Ross Hale. The things that he done there would be enough to scare any girl

If he would write to me, she broke out. If hed give me any explanation... but just to go away... and suddenly begin to go rushing around the country with that beast, that Jarvin. Oh, Uncle Ross, how could I stand it? Sitting here at home... and not knowing... and eating my heart out.

Ah, yes, said the rancher. Thats it. Eating the heart out. Good heavens, how lonesome a house can be. Worse than a grave, a lot. There was a time when I was sorry for the dead folks. But that was when I was young. But speaking about Peter, you know, theres no power that I got over him. Ive wrote and Ive wrote. And back comes the answers, always gentle and nice. He paused again.

Yes? whispered the girl.

Well, sir, murmured the father, its a funny thing, what a bad hand he writes... and him a college graduate. With honors, you know. You look here how bad he writes down this address. He showed the envelope.

Yes, gasped Ruth. Oh...  And she burst into a flood of tears.


CHAPTER XXXIX
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ROSS WENT BACK to the verandah and sat down, in more of a stupor than ever. For half an hour no word passed between his host and him. Finally McNair remarked: You didnt have a long talk with Ruth, old-timer.

Said Ross Hale: You cant ask a girl to cry and talk at the same time, can you?

Cry about what? said Mr. McNair.

I dont know, murmured Mr. Hale. I was showing her this letter, and just remarking on how bad my boy writes...

His voice trailed away, and Mr. McNair offered no further comment. But for another hour, his keen eyes rolled from time to time toward the face of his guest. Finally the other rose. And leaning a moment against the wooden pillar that supported the verandah roof, he remarked: This here is the first good, long talk that weve had in quite a spell, Mac. Ill have to be going.

So long, McNair said, and fell to whittling a stick. Come over and tell me all the news again, some time soon, he said as Ross Hale mounted his horse. But he did not look up from his whittling until his friend was a small dust cloud disappearing down the road. Watching a gent out of sight is bad luck, Mr. McNair muttered.

That night he sat at a silent dinner table.

When he came to pie — there was always pie for Mr. McNair at least twice a day — he remarked: You been going outside without no hat on, Ruth. Thats what I call throwing away money.

I dont know what you mean, said the faint voice of Ruth.

Your eyes is all red, McNair said, his voice muffled by his mouthful. Chop me off another wedge of that pie, will you?

She obeyed. Why do you say its throwing money away, Father?

Which? he snapped.

Dad, I mean... , she corrected herself.

Why, you send away for a fancy lot of cold creams and smear em all over your face and get good and greasy, and start in to turn white like bleached cloth. Getting complexion, is what you call turning sickly, like that. And then here you go out in the sun and get reddened up again... waste of time and money, I call it.

It wasnt the sun, really, said the girl.

Hey?

I was... I had a headache, she said.

Does a headache make red eyes?

Perhaps it was neuralgia, she suggested hopefully, looking down at her plate.

Not in this here weather... not neuralgia. Guess again.

The fact is, Dad, that I was a little upset.

By what?

She was silent, biting her lip in thought.

Her father smashed his great hand on the table and roared: Upset, how?

I... I think I may have cried a little.

Ho! Cried? About what?

Mister Hale upset me a little.

He did, hey? said the father, pushing back his chair. Dog-gone me if I aint gonna go to the telephone and ring him up and give him a piece of my mind.

No, no, Dad!

He rose and turned toward the door. Im gonna let Ross Hale know what I think of him.

There was a flurry of skirts; a hand caught his arm. No, Dad, please!

What the devil does Ross Hale mean? he cried.

It was only a letter, really.

What business has he writing letters to you?

Not from him... I mean... he showed me a letter.

About what, then?

From Peter, whispered the girl.

What did Peter have to say, Ruth?

Nothing. I dont know. I only saw the address.

Go back and sit down, said McNair. I understand all about it.

She returned willingly enough to her chair, and he to his second piece of pie.

I see just whats been bothering you, honey. Here you go and get yourself engaged to a fine, upstanding young gent like Charlie Hale, eh?

Her head bowed suddenly.

And then along comes somebody and reminds you of all the bad blood that there is in the Hale family...

Bad blood? interrupted the girl, lifting her head in surprise.

Oh, I know all about the way that you feel, McNair said gently. A girl, when she wants to marry, has got to begin to think about the sort of children that shell have. And now suppose that your children... they was to turn out like you and Charlie. Why, that would be fine and we wouldnt ask for no more than that. But whats the facts? That behind Charlie there is a lot of bad blood that might be inherited, and, the first thing that you know, you would be raising children so dog-gone mean. and wicked and bad that it would about bust your heart. I know thats what youre thinking about, Ruth.

No, no! she protested. That wasnt...

Dont you tell me, said her father, because I know. I can see right through that wise little head of yours. Thinking about nothing but the future. Thats what youre doing, old girl. And suppose that one of your sons was to turn out like Peter. He threw up his hands, rolled up his eyes, and shook his head in great consternation. But when he looked at her again, he found that she was sitting, stiff and straight, with a certain fire in her eye that he had often seen there before — in her — and in his own mirror.

She said: I dont see just what youre driving at. Because I dont really see whats wrong with Peter Hale.

What!

She sat stiffer than ever. Well? she snapped.

He relaxed into sneering irony. You dont see anything wrong with him? Well, honey, I do! In a gent that stands up and shoots down other gent...

Who has he ever killed? asked his daughter sharply.

Look here... would you deny, Ruth, that hes a gunfighter? She hesitated, and her eyes shifted. He is not the only man who wears guns in this range, and you know it, Dad.

Guns? Ornaments, thats all that they are, said her father with an airy wave of his hand. Friendly ornaments. Thats all. Look at the way Im peaceable and plumb...

Dad! Why, it was only three years ago...

You mean that Indian from Okla... ?

And before that, only two years, when you...

You mean that overbearing, cross-eyed, mean, troublemaking gent from New York? It was only because...

And every time that you went away when I was little... wasnt my mother frightened almost to death? And just for fear that you would get into a gunfight before you...

Now, your ma was a good woman, Ruth. But flighty and scary was no name for what she was. Just naturally she had more nerves than she could use.

Besides, said Ruth, what Peter did in Lawson Creek was just... just... brave!

Oh, it was, was it? Just brave to scare a whole town pretty nearly to death? Just brave, was it, to make hundreds of good, law-abidin citizens climb fences and dive for cellar doors? Is that what you call just brave?

He... he really... killed nobody, Ruth said, some of her color leaving her face.

Turnin the hair of folks white... I seen Jud McCruder. Plumb gray... effect of that terrible lot of inferno that Peter raised in Lawson Creek.

Nonsense! Hes been gray for three years.

And besides, herding up and down the streets of a town... and even knocking down his own cousin, real rough.

Charles is large enough to take care of himself.

And then seeing a whole crowd of two or three hundred gents that had hold of a crook and was going to lynch him... and save the law a lot of time and trouble and expense and snatching that crook away from them, and saving him and the ripping along and knocking down twenty or thirty other men, all good, strong, hard-fighting gents, and taking a worthless Negro away from them, just as they was about to wring his neck. You call them actions good, do you?

She was standing on her feet, her hands clenched at her sides. I defend everyone of those actions! cried Ruth McNair.

And then smashing along through the night and tearing up a bridge and pitching it down into a river just to keep back them same peaceable, lawabiding gents.

Who would have lynched poor Peter! You know it! You know it!

And dont he deserve lynching, I ask you?

Dad!

Dont you yap at me like that! I tell you that Im looking right inside of your heart and telling you whats really there!

Dad, you dont know one single thing about whats in my heart!

And raising all that deviltry in Lawson Creek for the sake of just amusing himself!

No, no, no! But to save the lives of two friends...

Thats it! Youre naming it now. For the sake of two friends. The worst, most sneaking crook in the range is one of them friends, and a manslaughtering, worthless Negro is the other.

Dad, you said yourself that Soapy must have fought like a hero to get through that wild crowd.

A crook and a murdering Negro. Those are his friends!

Dad, I wont listen.


CHAPTER XL
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LEANING FORWARD, MR. McNair beat upon the table with his fist so that the dishes jumped and clattered. What is the actual fact, honey? Birds of a feather, they hunt together. You cant get behind that.

Dad, will you listen?.

You cant get behind what Ive said.

Ah, theres no wonder that poor Peter is misjudged.

Misjudged, eh? I tell you what the womenfolks do over to Lawson Creek. When they want to throw a scare into a naughty kid, they just say... Peter Halell get you, if you dont watch out.

They dont! cried the girl. Its no such thing!

Aint it? It was told me first-hand by a gent that was in Lawson Creek.

I dont care, and I wont believe a word of it! Of all the gentle, quiet, thoughtful men in the world...

Hypocrisy, said her father. Thats the worst part of him. Hypocrite!

No!

Sure, soft, and smooth speaking. Must take in a lot of folks. But thank heaven, we know the facts about him.

You wont open your eyes to the facts... the real facts, Dad. You just wont. You know perfectly well that Peter came back from college... a cripple... a poor cripple.

Having his father think for three years that he was a regular athlete.

He had been, and a grand one, and you know it. And he didnt want to break his fathers heart, because poor, dear, silly, muddle-headed Ross Hale thought that football was more important than studies.

What studies? asked her father. What did he learn?

I dont know... except that it was something fine. Because he wouldnt learn cheap, low things.

Cheap, low things that would make his bread and butter, eh?

Can you really say that? You know that you and everybody else expected poor Peter to sit down on the ranch with his father and slowly starve to death. But he didnt. He went to work. He made things. He made everything. He got money. He started the ranch booming along. Until... youve said yourself that he made that ranch so perfect that nobody... not even Ross Hale... could run it without making fine money out of it. You said that yourself.

He worked to pull the wool over our eyes. All the time the wildness was inside of him, and busting to get out. And now its busted and we know what he really is.

I say that it will all be explained. You just wont wait for an explanation to...

And that man... didnt he dare to talk to you like he was sort of fond of you?

Yes!

By heaven, when he knowed that you was as good as engaged... yes, you was engaged to Charlie. The skunk!

I wont stay in this room to hear you speak like this.

You got to stay. A fine, clean, hard-working, industrious gent like Charles, that nobody has anything against.

Has he ever been tested? Has Charles ever been through the fire?

Mind you, nobody can speak a word agin Charlie. Except a mite of a word about him gambling high over in Lawson Creek

I tell you, cried the girl, thats the only really good thing that Ive ever heard about him!

Ruth, whatre you sayin to me?

I mean it! I mean it! I despise a man that wouldnt risk his life... or his money... just for nothing, sometimes. It shows that he has a heart. And thats the first flash that Ive ever heard of from Charlie!

Ruth, youre talkin about one of the most respected young gents in this here county. Nobody got a word...

She stamped with fury. I dont want to hear about the good things that they say of him. Nobody with any fire and flesh and blood in him was ever able to get along, really, without making enemies. Look at you yourself! Havent you got three enemies for every friend, and havent you always gloried in it? Havent I heard you say that you have friends that would follow you to... to...

To the devil and back, yes, and they would. And so would I for them.

His whole manner changed. He settled back in his chair, smiling faintly at her. Now, you set down, Ruthie. You and me is gonna have a talk.

She sat down on the edge of her chair, staring in a rather frightened manner. What... what do you mean, Father?

That I been stringin you along, honey, and now I know pretty much what I want to know. This here Peter, he told you that he let on to be fond of you.

He did more, said the girl. He told me I wish that the whole world knew it... that he loved me... that he loved me... that he loved me dearly. And thats the most beautiful thing that ever happened in the world.

I think, said Mr. McNair, that maybe I would agree with you, Ruthie.

Dad, do you mean that?

He said steadily: I think that maybe that I could agree with you about that, because, from one way of looking at things, you might say that this here boy, Peter, he come back from college with his head full of book knowledge, and nothing else. And he found the old ranch busted and done for, loaded with mortgages. And he found his father just a wreck of a man... run all down like his ranch... and what did he do? Why, it looked like he got together and lifted that ranch right up. First we smiled, and then we started in wondering. And pretty soon, we seen that this here boy had brains. And we seen that a man didnt live in his legs, but in his wits, eh? And more than that... in his heart!

Yes, said the girl faintly, but smiling through tears. Dear old Peter. How he did work. And how cheerfully. Do you remember... ?

The fool way that he looked at you that day out in the shed where he was pretending to be fixing up furniture? Yes, I remember all of that. But what I was working toward saying is that, by the looks of the thing, this here Peter was a fine, honest, brainy gent... and with the sort of a heart that made him friends and kept them.

Yes.

And by the look of things, you would say that he couldnt go up there into the mountains and throw himself away on a crook like old man Jarvin without having a pretty good reason that was stronger than Peter.

No, no, no! You couldnt! You couldnt!

Then, after he got with Jarvin, he showed that he would fight like a hero... not for himself or for a good friend, but just for the sake of a sneaking gambler and a yaller man.

He did. Oh, he showed it, Ruth said, and the tears of excitement and happiness began to stream down her cheeks.

Very well, said the voice of her father, raised from its gentleness and from its calm, then why in the devil aint you engaged to marry that man?

God help me, whispered Ruth. Do you mean that? Aint you my daughter? thundered McNair. Aint you mine? Aint it my honest, mean blood thats inside of you? Why, no, it aint. It cant be. Because here you sit, whining like a sick cat. Why? Because this here Peter... this heart of oak, this clean-eyed, two- handed fighting man, this modest, kind, gentle, straight-shooting gent... this here Peter that tumbled you all in a heap of excitement when you seen him first, in spite of his crippled legs... why, you turn your back on him just because he aint been writing to you!

Dad... he left and gave me no word.

Girl, if there was something so terrible strong in his life that it sent him to old man Jarvin, how could he come and explain himself to you?

But... do you mean that I could write to him?

Ruth, didnt you learn how to do that when you was in that fool school?

But if I wrote... what could I say?

That you love him, you ninny!

Dad!

Sure, tell him that. Tell him that you love him. That you cry when you see his handwriting. That you lie awake at nights thinking of him. That you worship the ground that he walks on... that he dont have to explain nothing about his devil-raising actions to you.

Dad, Dad. Im engaged this day to Charlie.

Charlie? Whos he? I dunno who you mean, unless its that stiff-backed son of that miserly Andy Hale.

Oh, and you let me become engaged to him.

You rattlehead! How was I to know that you was capable of loving a real man and not an imitation one?

Oh. I shall write. I think...

To who... ?

To Charles, first.

Curse Charles! Let him read of it in the papers. Thats the best way for him. But dont you start to fooling and wasting time. Because you got hold of the finest thing in the world. Love, honey. You got hold of that. And you take it quick and put your mark on it and make it yours for keeps. No, letters wont do. You got to go straight to Peter yourself.

To Peter? Dad, Id die

The devil you would. And if you wont go, Ill go myself.

You dont mean that.

Dont you fool yourself about what I mean. I say that Im dead in earnest. Now, you mind that if you dont go, Ill go in your place, and when I get there...

What would you do?

Get down on my knees and beg Peter to come marry my fool girl thats crying for him at home.


CHAPTER XLI
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ALTHOUGH WILL NAST had an eye for men, he had an eye for agriculture, also. As he passed through the lane, he looked on either side of him and admired the acres of greenery. He could remember, and so could every other man who traveled that road, a time when these had been dusty fields. He could remember, also, when these fine fences had been tumble-down, patched affairs, hardly strong enough to contain the few starving cattle in the fields. Now there was a veritable breath of wealth and contentment coming up from the soil. As he came closer to the house, he noticed the newly planted trees that surrounded it.

They had been brought in by Peter, at much cost of money, time, and toil because he could not wait until the front of the old ranch house was properly dignified with a veil of fine trees, as it had been when he first went away to college. The stumps of the others had been removed, all saving the butt of the largest of them all. This remained in the midst of that flourishing little plantation of trees, and the reason for it was plain to the mind of Sheriff Nast, because, in the first place, it was men that he knew; agriculture was second.

He understood that the single stump was left there as an undying sign of the heroic self-denial of a father, who had starved himself and ruined his land for the sake of a single son. Peter, when he looked at that stump, would remember, and never forget. Those in the world who were gifted with something more than half an eye could guess, also.

Mr. Nast gazed for some moments on that stump, and, after he had tied his horse at the hitching rack, he opened the gate. It was new and cleanly painted, like all the red fence that went around the Ross Hale place. He walked slowly up the path toward the house. Thinking of the ways and the methods of other men in his recollection, he was deeply amazed by all that had been done on this place, and in so short a time. There had been others who had raised themselves and their fortunes, and, notably, there had been the case of Andy Hale. Andy had gone on putting one to one until he had two, three, then, 100, 1,000 — and finally he had arrived at a notable state of wealth. He would keep on growing, also.

But, after all, Andy had used natural means. A little wit, much patience, a sharp eye, and a ruthless hand in a trade, a careful watching of the market — these had caused the growth of Andys fortune. Besides, he had had the steady industry of his son to help him. With Peter Hale, it was different. There had been no long and painful training in the ways of the range. He had stepped in from the outside, and by the force of a natural genius he had done this thing. Not so great as the achievement of Andy Hale, if bulk were considered — but greater by far, if the time and the circumstances were considered.

What would Peter go on toward? Or rather, what would he have gone on toward, if he had had a chance to develop in a natural manner toward all of his potentialities? This thought being on the tip of his tongue, the sheriff was on the verge of murmuring something aloud, when he saw the tall form of Ross Hale issuing from the house. Nast paused and waved his hand. The rancher started. And the sheriff hastened to say: I havent come for you, Ross.

Nor for Peter?

Would I be looking for him here?

No. And thats true. The head of Ross Hale fell.

I see that the beans are coming on big and fine and strong, Ross.

Yes, getting pretty thick.

Who would ever have thought of raising beans in this here county, Ross?

Aye, who would of thought of it? Never me.

But is there money in the fool things?

More than you could shake a stick at.

Old Sargent is putting in a hundred and sixty acres in them, I hear.

Yep. Peter rode over and looked at his work and tried to tell him how his system was all wrong. But Sargent is pig-headed. He said that he knew, and that was all that there was to it. Peter says that the first hot summer will burn Sargents crop right out.

Well, experience is the only thing thatll teach Sargent. But theres a few of us that dont need so much experience for learning, Ross.

Like who, now?

Like Peter, for an example.

Aye, said the father, there was brains for you. They worked out the reasons for things without no help. Was you... have you... ? He paused.

No, said the sheriff. Peter aint been pulling up any more bridges by the roots.

Then whats happening over Lawson way?

About Peter?

Yes. I heard that a lot of them was getting together to raid him.

They wont do it, said the sheriff. Folks will talk a lot about what theyll do when they get together and take the law into their hands, but they dont usually do it. Not unless they have a handy chance, like finding a crook right in the middle of their town, or some such thing. A mob is lazy. It dont like to ride a hundred miles for its honey. It likes to have the fun easy and quick. And take it by and large, a mob is a pretty cowardly thing, Ross. It does fine when it sees a helpless man with no guns on him. But it aint half so bold when it has to consider that same man with a pair of gats ready to kick in his hands. The same thing goes with those boys over to Lawson Creek. They talk a lot about how their town is disgraced and made a laughingstock. But itll be a long time before they turn in and hunt down three men that can tear up a bridge and chuck it in the river.

Ross Hale listened with large eyes of wonder. Then they aint going to shoot up Peter?

No danger in the world. I tell you, old son, that son of yours has made himself so feared over yonder that he could swing down the street of Lawson Creek on his crutches, and there wouldnt be nobody that would dare to raise a hand against him.

But the law, Sheriff, aint it got something against Peter and the rest?

Whatll the law do? The sheriff grinned. Accuse him of shooting? He didnt kill anybody. And he really didnt fire a shot. Disturbing the peace? He can say that he was being mobbed and that he had to fight back in self-defense. No, sir, Lawson Creek aint going to ask into a law court the three men that made such a fool of the town. They know that this thing has gone far enough. They dont want any more air given to the story of what happened over there the evening of the fight. He broke off with a chuckle.

Thats tolerable good news. Ross Hale sighed. I just been sort of waiting. The other day, Will, I had an idea of something that might bring him back. But it didnt pan out, you know.

An idea for bringing Peter back?

Yes.

Now, the sheriff said seriously, thats what I stopped in here to talk to you about. I wanted you to know, Ross, that the thing for you to do is to settle yourself down and get ready for a lot of time to pass before Peter comes back.

The rancher sighed and looked at the ground.

Its bleak, living alone, said the sheriff. But its what you got to do. Because, between you and me, Peter aint going to be here in any hurry.

Will you tell me what you mean by that, Will? And how could you know?

By the fact that I been up there talking to him.

Ah, you been there?

Yes. And the last thing that he said was for me to drop around and to cheer you up. But what I wanted to say first was that Peter aint changed. You might think that hes gone sort of wild.

But he aint?

No. Hes just the same. Even a mite more sober and silent, maybe. But just the same, steady as a clock and as strong as iron. You would laugh, Ross, if you could see the way that that big Negro waits on him.

I wouldnt laugh, said Ross Hale with a trembling voice. Only... in the name of heaven, tell me what I done that drove him away.

You? Why, man, you didnt do a thing! Not a thing. The whole point was that there is some sort of a pull that old man Jarvin has over him. Thats the fact, and Peter as good as told me so. He has to stay there with Jarvin for a while. I dont know how long. Of course, hes useful to Jarvin. But Jarvin is sure to let him go, sooner or later. What the hold is, I dunno.

Will, if Jarvin has a grip on him, Jarvin will be the death of him.

Why?

Because Jarvin is poison, as you know.

He hasnt poisoned Peter, and he wont. The only thing is patience.

Patience? Patience? The rancher groaned. Aint I had plenty of patience all of these years? But there comes a time when the patience is all burned out of a man, Sheriff. You understand that?

Yes, said the sheriff, I understand.

So well did he understand that he cut his visit shorter than he had intended, and, when he went away, he paused beside the bean fields and wondered again at the glistening acres of beans. A great work had been accomplished here.

He looked, back and could see the distant form of Ross Hale striding up and down in front of the house. Some great resolution was forming in the mind of the father, for the sake of his son. When the sheriff remembered what great things this same man had done in the past for that identical cause, he wondered now what strange deed would come from the hand of the rancher. But even his fondest imaginings were far short of the resolution that had formed in the brain of Hale.


CHAPTER XLII
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THE RESOLUTION THAT had formed in the mind of Ross Hale was simply that he must reclaim Peter from the hands of Mike Jarvin. Sheriff Nast was not apt to be wrong. If the sheriff said that Peter was with Jarvin — not from any wish of his own, but because of some power that Jarvin had over him — then, of course, Peter would return to the ranch and to his old way of living as soon as the influence of Jarvin was cut off.

How, then, could that influence be removed? There was one simple and effective means, of which Ross Hale thought at once. There was no sweetness in his life, he had discovered, except through Peter. He had spent so many years laboring for the sake of his son that he seemed to have lost all taste of enjoyment, except through Peter and Peters accomplishments.

Even the richness and the beauty of the farm was nothing to him, except that it exemplified the cleverness and the industry of Peter. To live in comfort again and in a growing wealth was nothing, but to hear strangers praise Peter was the delight of Hales life.

He had done all that he could, except one thing. And he determined on that one thing now. He would ride straight to the mine, ask to see Mike Jarvin, and then, no matter how the latter was surrounded by his hired braves, he would send a bullet through the head of that fat gentleman and bring his wretched life to a close.

That would free Peter. As for Ross Hale, of course, he would be blown to bits by Jarvins men. But what difference did that make? None at all. At least he had the grim satisfaction of knowing that Peter would never forget him and would never let others forget him. Perhaps it would be better, too, to close his life with one great effort such as this — better than to drag out long days to no real purpose. So thought Ross Hale.

The sheriff, riding slowly off down the road, heard the familiar sound of a revolver exploding. He turned and looked back to the house of Hale, but he could see nothing except the blurred outline of house and trees, at that distance. The gun sounded again.

Ross has seen a rabbit. The sheriff chuckled.

So, indeed, Ross Hale had. And that rabbit lay dead, first lamed, and then with its head nearly torn off by the slugs from the gun of the farmer. It was a mighty satisfaction to him. He stood over the little animal for a moment and smiled. For, after all, there might be some chance that he could penetrate the camp of Jarvin, kill his man, and even fight his way out again.

He started at once to reach his best horse and saddle it for the long trail. It was a fine brown gelding with one white-stockinged foreleg and a white blaze down its face — a very good horse. Indeed, it was sure to be of the best, for Peter himself had made a present of it to his father, and when was Peter contented with anything other than the best?

On that same day, the sun was blazing hot on the mine and the shacks, which were clustered around the mouth of the shaft. Ordinarily there was a little breeze moving across the valley, carrying at the least a current of warm air around the buildings. But on this day, all was as deadly still and hot as an oven.

Jarvin was in great distress. He had taken off his coat; he had taken a rather greasy towel to mop the perspiration from his forehead and from under his chin. But still there was a working conscience, as one might say, that kept Jarvin to his labors. He sat at the table and shuffled the cards over and over again, and then dealt them.

It was a most bewildering thing to mark the dexterity of those fat, white fingers as they handled the pasteboards. Steadily, anxiously, with a puckered forehead, Mr. Jarvin worked at his art. As he dealt, he would say: I win! Or again: You win! Or: Third man wins!

Having completed the deal, he would turn the cards face up, and it was wonderful to note that his prophecies were rarely wrong. Not more than once in ten times did he make a mistake. But the hand that he selected was always the most powerful one going into the draw. In the draw itself, he could do astonishing things. The top two or three cards remained in place, but dexterously, from the center of the pack or from the bottom of it, he drew out cards, and all at such a flying speed that the most careful eye could not have detected it.

He grumbled to himself, however. Half a lifetime spent in similar labors, it was plain, had not lifted the cunning of Mr. Jarvin to the point that he desired. Like all great men, he had established above himself a goal that he could never quite attain. Still he struggled patiently toward that end.

Said Jarvin: Hey, Peter... did you ever see such a cursed day?

Peter, lying in the hammock outside the window, turned his head and observed his employer calmly.

Very close, he said.

Its worse, said Mr. Jarvin with emphasis, than a katzenjammer. Soapy, gimme a drink, will you?

Soapy grunted: Im busy.

It brought a roar from Mr. Jarvin.

Say, Peter, aint you going to let that Negro of yours do what I tell him to do?

Why, said Peter, Soapy cant really work for two masters, you know.

A brilliant crimson suffused the face of Jarvin. Words swelled in his throat and made his fat lips tremble, but then they were suppressed again. He heaved himself from his chair and went to the side of the room, where he poured out a glass of tepid water and swallowed it, still looking askance at the pair beyond the windows.

They had not altered their position. Peter lay with his eyes closed, again, and beside him squatted Soapy, with a tattered remnant of a newspaper, yellow with time, made into a fan, with which he set up a steady current of air. Now and again, he stretched forth his enormous hand and brushed away a fly that threatened to settle upon the face of his master.

In the beginning, Jarvin had hardly been able to refrain from gigantic laughter when he saw Soapy adopting toward Peter the attitude of a mother to a child, or of a worshiper to a saint. However, the days had crept on, and still there was no change. Others, who looked on, ceased to smile, also. In the first place, it was always dangerous to smile when Soapy was near. Furthermore, it began to be apparent that this was no passing fancy in the mind of Soapy. He regarded the cripple with a strange species of veneration. Automatically he followed him about through all the day. He was like a dreadful shadow lurking behind Peter wherever the latter went. And his anxious eyes continually studied the face of his master, striving to discover the will of Peter before it could be spoken.

Some observing people thought that Soapy was going mad. But others contented themselves with observing that Peter was a very strange fellow and that he might accomplish queerer things than this, before the end.

Said Mr. Jarvin, as he scowled upon this peaceful picture: The damned cards wont behave.

Look here, said Peter, whats upset you so much?

A great oath ripped from the throat of Jarvin. Who said that I was upset?

Youve acted like a nervous child since last night, replied Peter.

At this, Mr. Jarvin actually reached for his gun. But then he hesitated. The bright round, unwinking eye of Soapy was fixed upon him. Jarvin changed his mind. Nothing could be quite so discouraging to rashness as that unwinking eye of Soapys.

Peter asked: Have you been sleeping badly? Or is it indigestion?

Jarvin groaned suddenly. Peter, its a ghost!

The broad nostrils of Soapy flared; his eyes opened wider and rounder than ever.

A ghost! Jarvin moaned. As I was riding along through the brush with you and Soapy, I looked back, and it sort of seemed to me that I could see a gent there behind the shadow of a bush... a gent with his hat off... and pale, silver- looking hair... that reminded me... of... somebody else.

His voice trailed away into a little gasp of emotion, Plainly Jarvin had been badly frightened.

And I remember, said Peter, that, when we were getting out of Lawson Creek in such a hurry, there was a fellow, such as you describe, standing on the steps of the general merchandise store. His hat had been blown off and his hair was long, and the wind was blowing through it. He was shooting after us a great deal straighter than the rest of them. More dangerous than the whole crowd put together. He was the one that crashed those bullets through the body of the buckboard, you know.

Soapy cried: Dog-gone it, Mister Hale, by the way that you and the boss talks, it would sound like old Sam Debney had come back to haunt...

Curse you, you fool, Soapy! screamed Mr. Jarvin, leaping to his feet. Ill smash your skull in for you, if you say that again. He relapsed into another groan. I almost thought that it was, whispered Jarvin. The same... sort of a... white face, too.

Yes, when Peter recalled the figure of the man who had stood on the steps of the store in Lawson Creek with such an accurate rifle, he could remember that the face of the stranger had seemed to him to be extraordinarily pale. But he had simply thought that this must be due to the manner in which the lamplight was streaming across his shoulder from the open door behind.

Hello, said Soapy in a whisper. Hes back on that idea. He always said that Debney would come back to haunt him.


CHAPTER XLIII
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THE EVENING OF another day came softly down from the shadows of the mountains. But there was still enough light to pour through the window and illuminate the table of Mike Jarvin, where he worked patiently at his card packs. As the dimness increased, he thrice begged Soapy to light a lamp for him, but Soapy was as indifferent as a piece of stone, and Peter refused to interfere.

Soapy works for me, said Peter, and that means he doesnt have to serve other people, unless he wants to. Thats final, Jarvin. Youve heard me say it before, for that matter.

Well, Soapy said, Ill light his darn lamp for him. Maybe itll help him to keep the ghosts away.

There was a half-angry and half-frightened snarl from Mr. Jarvin inside of the shack. But now as Soapy looked down the slope, he saw a rider approaching through the dusk — a rider who came out of the shadows and rapidly into his ken — and he knew that it was a stranger to the mine.

And theres two more coming behind. A woman and a man coming up the slope behind, Mister Hale. What might they be? Woman riding a mighty bright pinto boss.

A pinto horse! echoed Peter, rising suddenly in the hammock. He gave the couple, who were winding up the road, a single startled glance, and then heaved himself to his feet. But now he started again. For he saw the horseman who was drifting nearer. Father! cried Peter. What in the name of wonder has brought you up here?

Why, Peter, said the older man, waving his hand to him, Ive come up here to see how things was with you. There aint any harm in that, I guess?

No harm, Peter stated in a somewhat stifled voice. No harm at all.

But theres somebody else coming up the road that might surprise you, Peter.

Tell me, gasped the son. It cant be... it really cant be that... ?

Its McNair and his girl, Ross Hale said calmly. I passed them on the trail a while back. I recognised them, but they didnt recognize me. I guess I was cutting in from the side and looking back, with the light agin their faces. Youd best go meet them, Peter.

Said Peter in a shaken voice: Do you hear, Jarvin?

I hear, growled Jarvin.

Shall I go to meet them, or shall I stay here with you?

Let them be cursed. Well, I dont want to hear that McNair talk. Got no use for me... nor me for him. You go meet them, and let McNair know that he aint welcome here. The fool had ought to know. And you might take your old man along with you.

Ill wait right here, Ross Hale said as quietly as before. There aint any hurry about what I got to say to you.

Peter was already starting away with Soapy behind him.

Hey, leave Soapy here! shouted Jarvin.

Go back, Soapy, said Peter. Watch Jarvin for me.

Soapy obediently swung around and strode on to the verandah.

No matches here for this lamp! snarled Jarvin.

Soapy, got a match?

No, said Soapy.

Go fetch me one, then.

I aint sent here to fetch things. The boss sent me to watch you, you fat swine, replied amiable Soapy.

Here, said Ross Hale in genial tones. Heres a match, Jarvin.

Ah, Mike Jarvin said, come in, Hale. You can see what I got to put up with, he continued, from your son and his Negro. Thanks.

For Ross Hale had entered the shack and handed a package of sulphur matches to the miner. One of those matches spluttered with a blue light that steadied to yellow, and the lamp was lighted.

Now look here, Hale, went on Jarvin more gently. I suppose that youve come up here to get your boy. But that aint likely. Hes to stay with me, Hale. He gets pay enough for a major general. That ought to suit him. And hes able to pull me out of a good many scrapes. Youve heard about what happened at Lawson Creek, I suppose?

Yes, said Ross Hale.

So we aint gonna have no argument, eh?

What I want to ask you, Jarvin, is just this... how long will Peter be workin for you?

How long will I be livin? replied Jarvin. Thats a more sensible way of puttin that question. And Im tough, Hale, and Im gonna last.

There was a little pause, which lasted long enough to make Jarvin squint at his guest.

Id like to say, murmured Ross Hale at last, that, if you was to think things over careful, you might want to make a compromise with me, Jarvin.

Compromise? Jarvin snarled, growing ugly at once. Why should I? I got Peter and Im gonna keep him. I got him sos he cant get away. And thats the finish of it.

Are you set on that? Is that final? asked Hale.

Soapy, grunted the mine owner, this here looks like trouble. Are you watchin?

Im watchin, replied Soapy from the window.

Jarvin, said Hale, Ive come here to have it out with you. And...  His right hand went back tohis hip; that gesture brought a snarl of fear from Jarvin. His own right hand went back to his gun and clung there.

As for Soapy, his own weapon was already bared and resting on the sill of the window. All of this, Ross Hale saw. He knew that, when he drew his own gun, a bullet would be through him. But still his courage did not falter. Life, for him, was not so sweet that he cared to linger it out. And before he died, he would be able to draw down Jarvin also into the eternal shadow. But there was no chance for him to fire.

Suddenly Jarvin looked askance at the window facing Soapy. And Jarvin, with a shrill scream, threw up his arms before his face and cringed back against the side of the wall.

No, Sam! he shouted. For heavens sake... !

It seemed to Ross Hale, as he looked in the same direction, that he saw at the other window a very pale face, framed with long, silver hair, distinguishable dimly under the shadow of a hat. He had only the faintest glimpse. A gun spoke from the hand of the stranger, filling the little room with sudden thunder. Jarvin crashed forward on his face and moved no more. The face at the other window was gone as Soapy, his attention drawn from Ross Hale, fired a bullet vainly in that direction. When Soapy rushed around the side of the shack, there was no trace of any stranger. Perhaps he had run down among the big rocks that bordered the plateau.

Soapy hurried back into the little house and found Ross Hale on his knees beside Jarvin. He had turned the wounded man upon his back, but it was plain that nothing could be done. A crimson patch was growing in the very center of Jarvins breast — and his eyes were closed.

He opened them at last with a faint chuckle, and then his voice sounded with wonderful steadiness and a note of exultation. A full house beats three of a kind, stranger, Jarvin murmured cheerfully.

With the last word his eyes grew blank, and he was dead.

Jarvin was buried at the edge of the plateau. Some of the miners blasted a hole among the rocks, and he was laid away for the endless sleep. Aterward, he remained in the minds of men only as an ugly rumor, and no more. Perhaps he occupied less space in the thoughts of Peter Hale and his father than in any others — because there was too much, now, to fill the minds of the two.

There was only one point on which they differed — only one point of importance. Ross Hale was firmly convinced that it was actually the ghost of Sam Debney, Jarvins murdered man, that had returned to work vengeance upon his destroyer. But Peter was just as firmly convinced that it must have been a brother, say, of poor Debney, who had returned after these many years to give Jarvin requital for that foul murder.

However, they could not dwell on such ideas, and certainly there was never a trace of the destroyer. He vanished from the knowledge of men utterly.

As for Peter and Ruth — they were married before the week was out, and at their marriage every notable in the county was present, with one exception.

Andy Hale was there, stern, and with a forced smile that deceived no one. But Charles Hale, it appeared, had been called away to the East upon important business, and no one could say how long it would be before he returned. Indeed, he did not return for many long months. Not, in fact, until his father had gone for him.

There were ugly rumors afloat — that Charlie had fallen in bad habits while he was away; that the gaming table had a singular lure for him; that he had learned to squander money. No one could understand how this could be, for certainly he had been raised according to a rigid rule of economy.

Peter passed on to a broader and a fuller life. He had the growing concerns of his fathers ranch to occupy him. Beyond this, he had all the business of McNairs broad acres. McNair himself refused to lift a hand and left everything in the power of his son-in-law. As he said, he had been merely a worker on the old scale and scheme of things. He had merely sketched in the outlines of the picture, and now Peter could fill in the details. As for himself, he was fond of sitting at his ease with Ross Hale on the verandah of Peters new house.

He would say to his friend: Now which of us has the most claim to Peter, Ross? You made him, I know. But I discovered him. And thats just as important.

THE END
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I. THE NEW-COMER
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ALL DAY THE storm had been gathering behind Chimney Mountain and peering around the edges of that giant with a scowling brow, now and again; and all day there had been strainings of the wind and sounds of dim confusion in the upper air, but not until the evening did the storm break. A broad, yellow-cheeked moon was sailing up the eastern sky when ten thousand wild horses of darkness rushed out from behind Mount Chimney and covered the sky with darkness. Dashes and scatterings of rain and hail began to clang on the tin roofs in the valley, and the wind kept up a continual insane whining, now and then leaping against window or door and shaking them in an impatient frenzy.

On such a night as this, few men got as far as Yatess Saloon beyond the outskirts of the town of Royal, but nevertheless he was always glad to have this weather, for those who did come stayed long and opened their purses with as much freedom as though the morrow was to be doomsday, and as though their souls needed much warming with honest rye whiskey against that great event.

Mr. Yates had two rooms. The bar was in one, with a round iron stove at one end where the guests might warm themselves and a row of chairs against the walls, for one of the maxims of Yates had to do with the evils of drinking — while standing.

He was engaged in giving good advice at this moment to a youth who rested one elbow on the edge of the bar and poised the other fist upon his hip — a tall, strong, fierce young man who smiled down at the saloon keeper partly in contempt for the advice and partly in mild recognition of the privilege of white hairs.

You give me another slug of the red-eye, old boy, said the cowpuncher.

Mr. Yates filled the glass with an unwilling shake of the head. As he pushed it back across the bar and gathered in the fifty-cent piece he said gloomily: You cant hurry liquor, son. Whiskey is something that cant be rushed. You got to go slow and easy, let it mellow you, treat it with caution... and then whiskey will stand your friend.

All right, said the cowpuncher, tossing off the drink and shoving back the glass. Never mind the change. Gimme another, will you... and then you can talk some more.

Mr. Yates came to a pause.

I dunno that I ought to let you drink another so quick, he said.

You dunno? said the young man. I know, though. Fill up that glass!

There were five men in the barroom, their chairs tilted against the wall, and now five chairs swung softly forward, and five heads were raised.

I tell you, lad, explained the saloon keeper, that the whiskey which will be a friend to the wise man can turn into a devil if its treated carelessly. You cant crowd it into a corner. You cant treat it like a slave!

Whatll it do? asked the boy. And stretching out his arm with a movement of snaky speed, he wrenched the bottle from the hands of the saloon keeper, and filled his glass with such a careless violence that an extra quantity spilled upon the well-rubbed varnish of the bar.

Whats this stuff going to do to me?

Mr. Yates did not attempt to protest against the act of violence. But a dark flush spread over his face and he said solemnly: Itll take you by the throat and strangle you. Itll send a bullet into your back. Itll throw you under the feet of a mad horse. Or itll kill you with the horrors, if it feels like it!

The youngster tossed off his liquor again, coughed, and then shrugged his shoulders. I dont understand what youre driving at, he said, and I dont know that I give a damn! Is there any writing paper in that other room?

There was still more contention upon the tip of the tongue of Yates, but he controlled himself with an effort, for words flow more willingly from the lips of an old man than water from a rich spring. He merely said: Theres always paper there, and welcome!

There was no answer to this courtesy. The cowboy turned from the bar and kicked open the door. His chair screeched as he drew it up to a table, and after that there was silence from the second room, and silence at the bar, also. The five farmers and cow hands smoked their pipes or cigarettes and watched the thoughtful cloud upon the brow of their host.

And who is he? asked one at length.

Him? Didnt you have a fair look at him?

Its Cliff Main, said another. I knew him over in the Ridoso Valley a few years back, and Im sure its him.

Yes, nodded Yates, its the same man.

But one of the others said suddenly: Why, partner, thats the name of Harry Mains brother!

Again the saloon keeper nodded.

Its him, he confessed.

This was followed by a deeper and longer silence, and more than one apprehensive glance was cast at the door of the second room. A weather-beaten farm hand approached the bar and leaned against it.

Tell me, he murmured, is he like Harry? And he hooked a thumb over his shoulder.

You can see for yourself, said Yates solemnly. But he added, forced on by a keen sense of fairness: No, he aint a killer, you might say. Hes gone straight enough. But still he aint any lamb!

The farmer shuddered a little. Whats his game here? he asked.

Its that girl up the valley... her that young Royal is after.

Which Royal?

I mean Christopher.

Its the Lassiter girl that Chris Royal goes with, aint it?

Thats the one. They say that Main seen her at a dance down in Phoenix last year, and it addled his head a good deal. So I guess thats why hes here.

That would be a thing! said the farmer. A Lassiter to look at a Main, eh?

Well, Ive seen stranger things happen, said Yates. A pretty girl takes to a strong man, and a strong man takes to a pretty girl. Goodness and badness aint considered much, and neither is the poor old family tree. But that aint the point. Georgie Lassiter, shes got one strong man already, and that had ought to be enough! I guess that no woman can ask for more than a Royal, eh? He leaned on the edge of the bar. I guess that no woman could ask for more than that, he echoed himself, and he shook his head slowly from side to side and laughed softly.

The others nodded in understanding, as though they were all familiar with the qualities of the family which had given its name to the valley and to the town.

In the meantime the storm had been rising and quickening like the pulse of a sick mans heart, and now the wind broke with hysterical wailing around the saloon. The windows and the doors rattled furiously. The very roofs seemed about to be unsettled, and a contrary gust came down the chimney and knocked a puff of smoke through every crack of the stove.

What a night! breathed Yates.

Ill take another whiskey! said one.

And me! said another. Well set em up all around. I say that I dont mind a night like this when you can sit warm around a fire with something to keep your heart up. But I could tell you about a night that was a twin brother to this, except that it was in February with ice in the wind. I was back up in Montana, that winter, riding range for the...

The door quivered and then jerked open, and the wind, like an entering flood of water, made every man cringe in his place. With that burst of the storm came a big young man who thrust the door shut behind him with a strong hand and then leaned against the bar, stamping the water out of his soaked riding boots and shaking the rain out of his hat. He was neither beaten nor even embittered by the force of the wind and the rain. It had merely brought a rosy glow into his face and dimmed the brightness of his eyes a bit with moisture.

Well, Chris Royal, said the bar keeper. Whatre you having?

Nothing, he said. Im bound home, you see, and Mother doesnt like me to have liquor on my breath. I stopped and put my mare in your shed for a feed and a bit of rest. She was fagged by bucking this wind all the way up the valley.

He broke off to speak to the other men in the room and, as he completed that little ceremony and had asked after their welfare, you might have put him down as the son of a great landed proprietor on whose estates all of these men were living, so that their welfare in a way was his. However, that was not the case, even though the Royals had been so long in the valley, had given it its name, and had dominated all affairs in it that they were placed in a truly patriarchal position. There were no political parties in Royal County or in Royal Valley, for instance. There were only the Royal partisans and their opponents. And the opponents were sure to be merely a scattering and spiteful handful. In other ways, too, the family dominated the region.

Its a sort of queer name... Royal, someone had said to a man from the valley, and the answer had been instant: Thats because you aint seen them. Theyre all fit to be kings!

But look here, Christopher, said Yates. Dyou know that, if you dont drink, youre missing one of the best things in life?

I take a drink now and then, said Christopher. I like it as well as most, I suppose. But it bothers Mother to have me do it. So I dont when Im going toward her, you see.

Ah, well, said Mr. Yates, holding up a bottle toward the light, heres something twenty-five years old that I was going to offer you a sip of, but heaven knows that Id make trouble between no boy and his mother. Shes a grand lady, Christopher, and amazing how well she carries her years, aint it?

Years? said Christopher. Years?

Well, shes getting on, aint she?

Christopher Royal looked rather blankly at his host. I never thought of that, he said. She isnt really old, you know.

No, not old! Not old! said Yates, smiling. But when we have white hair...

Her silver hair, said Christopher, is beautiful. Its always been silver, you know. As far as I can remember.

I can remember farther back than that, though, smiled the saloon keeper. I can remember when she first came to Royal Valley. It was a dark, mean day, and she come in a covered carriage, all made snug. But I had a glimpse of her through the carriage window and saw her face all pink and white and her yellow hair like a pool of sunshine in the shadows of the carriage.

Christopher shook his head. I can hardly think that my mother was ever like that, he said, smiling in rather a bewildered way. But you mustnt call her old!

Why, Chris, at sixty you cant exactly call her young, can you?

Sixty? exclaimed Christopher. He began to think back. Im twenty-five. Duncan is twenty-eight. Peter is thirty. Edgerton is thirty-one. Samson is thirty-five. By heavens, youre right, and shes sixty years old. I should never have guessed that. One doesnt connect years and time with her. He added with a smile to Yates: And youre one of the unchangeables, too. Youve never been any different, have you? Not in my lifetime!

Well, lad, well! smiled Yates, I do well enough. I just shrink and shrivel a bit as time goes on. I get a little whiter and a little drier, and theres less hair for me to bother about combing, from year to year. But I dont change much. Neither does the old place.

Youve put a new wing on the shed, though.

You noticed that, eh?

Yes. Who did you have do the work?

I had the slaves of Adam, said Mr. Yates, and he held out his two hands with a chuckle.

You did it all yourself? Christopher whistled. Youre a rare old one. If there were more like you, thered be no room for the youngsters in the world. Youd take our work away from us.

A door crashed just behind him.

Are you Chris Royal? asked a voice, and he turned about and looked into the dark eyes of Cliff Main.

Im Christopher Royal, he admitted.

The other stepped up and faced him at the bar.

I started to find you today, he said. Then the rain dropped on me and I put in here. I want to have a talk with you, Royal.

A talk? Where?

Well, theres an empty room back here. We might go there.


II. THE LOCKED ROOM
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CHRISTOPHER REGARDED THE newcomer rather dubiously for a moment, but then he nodded and followed him into the other apartment. The door closed behind Main, and the lock grated as it was turned.

Hello! said the saloon keeper, starting around from behind the bar. I dont like that!

Whatre you going to do, Yates? asked one of the farm hands, catching his sleeve as he passed.

Im going to have that door open.

Now, dont you do it. You know Main. Dont take moren a little thing like that to send Harry Main crazy. And his brother looks like the same kind of gunpowder.

Yates paused, biting his lip with anxiety.

Besides, there aint gunna be no trouble, said one of the others. it aint as though Duncan or Edgerton or Samson Royal was in there. Christopher, hes softer than the rest. Hes easier and quieter. Hes more like a girl, youd say, compared to his older brothers. He can get on with anybody. I never heard of Chris having an enemy.

And thats all gospel, said Yates, going back behind the bar. But he paused, now and again, and shook his head. I dont like that locked door, he sighed. I remember once that me and my wife had a bad quarrel. And it started with me locking the door... He broke off with a laugh. And when I wanted to open that door, Id lost the key!

There was general mirth at this, until a sudden uproar of the wind and its loud whistling beneath the door caused the human voices to fall away. The wind itself dropped to a murmur shortly afterward, and everyone in the barroom could hear the voice of Christopher Royal, saying sharply: I tell you, man, that I dont want any trouble with you! I swear that Ive never done you any harm!

The wind began again, and all the six in the barroom looked mutely at one another, with great eyes.

Its the whiskey, said Yates suddenly. I might of knowed it. I told him when he was pouring it down that way. Ive seen it happen before. And I tell you that doorll never be unlocked until theres been hell to pay inside!

He rushed out from behind the bar and tore at the knob.

Open the door! he yelled.

There was a sudden sound of thunderous scuffling within, and then a heavy body crashed against the door. Yates, terribly frightened, shrank away.

Why dont you do something? he wailed. Aint they in there killing each other? Aint there five of you, big and strong and young, to stop em? Why do you stay here with your hands hangin?

They looked at one another, these five. Surely they were as strong and as brave as most men, but the sound and the thought of the battle which was raging beyond that door baffled and overawed them. They could not move to help. Perhaps in another instant they would have recovered their courage and been able to act, but the whole duration of the scuffle within the other room lasted only a single moment. It ended with the sound of a revolver shot. Then the key grated in the lock. May heaven forgive me, said old Yates, but Im gunna die with poor young Chris or revenge him! He picked up a shotgun from behind the bar and laid it level with the opening door, his old face white and tense with savage energy.

The door swung wide — and Christopher Royal stepped out, while a gasp of wonder and relief came from the others in the place. For their sense of suspense had been as great as if they had been forced to stand by while a man was caged with a tiger. And now the man came forth alive.

In the hand of Christopher there was hanging a big Colt with a thin wisp of smoke still clinging to its muzzle like a ghost.

Hes dead, I think, said Christopher, and he leaned against the bar. I wish that some of you would go and see.

They poured into the writing room. It was half a wreck. One could see that two very strong men had wrestled here, and whatever they touched had given way. Cliff Main lay in the corner on his back with a smudge of blood across his face. There was no reason for a second glance. He had been shot fairly through the brain.

When they came back into the barroom, Yates hastily filled a glass with whiskey and in silence placed it beside the youngster. He gripped it eagerly — and then pushed it away. She wouldnt like it, he explained. He raised his head and, seeming to discover the gun in his hand, or to remember it for the first time, he threw it on the bar and shuddered violently. He was very white, with a look of sickness in his face, but he was extremely steady and quiet. He said: Is your telephone working in spite of the storm, Yates?

Its working, Chris.

Then I want you to ring up the sheriff and tell him whats happened out here.

Ill do that.

Theres nothing to be done for... him, I suppose?

For Main? No, hes dead, Chris.

I thought so. But what did you say the name was?

Cliff Main... Harry Mains brother.

Harry Mains brother!

He took the glass of whiskey which was standing on the bar. He tossed it off, and then without another word he strode away into the night.

Look at him, said Yates, addressing the door through which his guest had just disappeared. Look at him. And you call him soft. I tell you, even Harry Main wouldnt get any better than his brother, if he should come along to even things up. Theres something in the Royal blood, and it cant be beat, and it cant be downed. Did you notice him when he came out from that room? Sick looking, because it had been a dirty job and a dirty sight at the finish. But like a rock, eh? He rubbed his hands together. As for the killing of Cliff Main, he added with a sudden sternness, you was all here to witness how Main carried on from first to last, wasnt you?

We seen it all, said one of the farmers. Theyll never lay a hand on Chris for this. Its only Harry Main that hes got to think about! And I thank heaven that I aint in Chriss boots!


III. DARK THOUGHTS
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THE WIND HAD changed so that, as Christopher Royal rode up the valley, the rain was volleyed at him from the side, stinging his face until he was forced to cant his head against it. It was an automatic movement. The howling of the wind and crashing of the rain which had seemed terrible enough to him before were now as nothing, for there was a war in his spirit which quite overwhelmed all mere disturbances of nature.

He had killed a man! To Christopher the miracle was that in the crisis, when his back was against the wall, his skill with a gun, built up by many a long year of practice, by many a strenuous hunting season, had not deserted him. When the need came, mechanically the weapon had glided into his hand, and he had shot swift and true, so swiftly and truly, indeed, that Cliff Main had not been able to complete his own draw before the pellet of lead had crashed through his brain.

But suppose that he had known that the name of the man was Main? Suppose that he had known that this was none other than a brother to the famous fighting man, Harry Main? What then?

It made convulsive shudders run through Christophers body, and in the blackness of the night with the rush of the storm about him he told himself again the secret that no one other than the Almighty and his own soul had ever been cognizant of before: he was a coward!

How, then, could he have come to the age of twenty-five years without having that weakness publicly exposed by the rough men of Royal Valley, where he had spent his life? The answer was simply that his family were all above the shadow of reproach. They had filled the mountains with their deeds for many a year, and this present brood seemed to have improved upon the old stock rather than fallen away from the good tradition. If there were a riding or a hunting or a shooting contest, one could be sure that one of the Royals would be the winner. And when it came to fighting — why, who was apt to forget that the scars on the face of Samson Royal had been received in hand-to-hand battle with a grizzly? And who could fail to know that Edgerton Royal had ridden single-handed into Pinkneyville, when he was deputy sheriff, and come out again herding two prisoners before him — prisoners he had taken away from beneath the eyes of a hundred of their friends? As for Peter Royal, he had proved that he was worthy of spurs on that dire night when the three Mexicans cornered him, and only a year before Duncan Royal had shot out an argument with two men on the Chimney Trail.

So they were all proven, and there had remained only the youngest of the brood, Christopher, to make his name. Yet it had hardly needed making. Men took it for granted that one Royal was about as good as another. There might be little differences, but the world generally agreed that all were lions — pick which you would!

For one thing they all looked alike. That is to say, the smallest of them all, Samson, was a full two inches above six feet, and the tallest of them, Duncan, towered a palms breadth above his older brother. They had all the same sort of shoulders, filling a door as they went through it. And concerning their might of hand, wonderful and beautiful fables filled the land. How Samson had twisted the iron bar in the blacksmith shop in Royal Town — behold, it still hangs against the wall as proof. And how Edgerton could take two packs of playing cards and tear them across. And how Christopher himself had lifted the entire bulk of a horse!

Such stories filled the mountains with echoes. Since not one of the band had ever been found weak in any manner of physical or nervous test, it was taken for granted that all were of the same true, pure steel. But one person in all the world knew the facts. He knew that Duncan and Edgerton and Samson and Peter were all undoubted heroes with hearts even stronger than their hands. But he knew also that there was one fatally weak link in the chain of brotherhood. That was himself. For Christopher during years and years had felt a weakness in his spirit, and he had waited for the dreaded moment when he should be tested. Or could it be that the family name and fame would shield him effectually all his life?

In his school days he had not so much as guessed it. No matter how mighty had been the tradition that his brothers had left behind them in the little white schoolhouse by the river, he had not been overawed. The height of Duncans jump, and the width of Peters leap, and the speed of Samson on foot, and the weight of Edgertons fist had all become proverbial in the school. But young Christopher bided his time and surpassed them, one by one. He was just as strong as they, and in addition he was a little more supple, a little more graceful, a little more brilliantly swift and sure of hand. And other graces had been lavished upon him, as though Nature, who had framed his brothers on so magnificent a scale, had been merely practicing for the moment when she was to create Christopher. So she had made the others big and glorious, but she gave to Christopher the gift of beauty, also. The others were dark. She made him fair. There was a touch of gloom about the others, as there is apt to be with big men, but Christopher she made joyous from the beginning. Altogether, if the citizens of Royal Valley had been asked to select one of the family as the representative of all that was best and finest in them, they would have picked Christopher with almost one voice. There were a few, of course, who were not impressed by his gentleness.

But in this lavishness of hers, Nature had forgotten the prime and essential gift. She had left out the vital spark of courage. And though no man knew it except Christopher himself, he had passed through many a dreadful moment when he stood face to face with his secret.

Now the very secrecy that enveloped the fault was threatened. For, as certainly as lightning strikes, Harry Main was sure to come to avenge the death of his brother. And when Harry Main came, what would Christopher do?

In his desperation he vowed that he would go out to meet the destroyer and in some hidden place, with no man to see, he would fight and die. Yet, in his heart of hearts he constantly knew that he would not be able to meet the great test. When Harry Main approached the valley, Christopher would slink away — and never again dare to show his face among his kin. Somewhere far off he would have to find a new place in the world, a new name, and there live out his wretched destiny.

And when he thought of these things, it was typical of Christopher that he did not think of the faces of his four strong brothers, hard with scorn and contempt, but the picture that rose before him was of two women. One was his mother, and the other was the lovely Georgia Lassiter whose head was always carried so jauntily high. He was sure that the reason she loved him so passionately was not so much for himself, his mind and his spirit, as because of an ideal of manhood which she had conceived and which she had grafted upon Christopher. She loved, not him, but her idea of him. If once she guessed at such a dreadful taint as cowardice, all her love would be replaced by a fiery disgust.

And his mother? When Christopher thought of her, his heart bowed almost to the mud of the road. What she would think and do and say was beyond him, for he knew the sternness which underlay her motherhood, and he knew the iron of her pride in her family.

He reached the turning from the main road and saw before him the avenue of poplars, their heads shaken and bent beneath the fierce hand of the wind. Down the gravel drive he galloped the tired mare and so wound into view of the Royal House itself, with its lofty front and its romantic wooden battlements. From the top of the neighboring hills the naked eye could see Royal House like a great natural landmark of the valley, and from directly beneath it looked rather like a great palace than the residence of a rich rancher.

Behind its wide-flung arms were the sheds, the barns, and the maze of the corrals where the weaker cattle were sheltered and fed through the severer winters. There were the quarters for the hired men, also. Day and night, for all these years, there had never been a moment when smoke did not rise from some chimney in that group of buildings.

Christopher, looking at it all, and thinking of what it meant, felt again what he had often felt in his childhood — that big and strong as all his brothers were, his father who had built these things must have been even to them as a giant to pygmies. And his mother had been the proper wife of such a man. Still she ruled the establishment with a power as firm as it was mild, and even her eldest son dreaded her quiet voice more than the booming of a cannon.

Christopher had been a little different. He had been the baby of the family. He had been the petted one. For having raised so many sons so well, even such a woman as Marcia Royal could afford to relax a little and favor her youngest child.

He thought of this bitterly now. For, if he had passed through the same stern school as the others, might he not have developed, like them, the same iron core to his spirit? Might he not have grown, like them, into a hero of heart and hand also?

He gave the mare to a stable boy. Then he turned to the house, and, as he walked, he wondered how he should tell the story. And what would the others say? He decided that he would say nothing for the time being. So he went into the living room and found them all, except Samson, gathered in easy chairs near the fire on the open hearth.

He changed his clothes, and, when he came down again, he found that his mother had a cup of hot coffee waiting for him. She stood behind his chair, with her hands on his shoulders, while he drank it.

She spoke quietly: Christopher, dear, you shouldnt have come out on such a night. You know that.

I tried to telephone from Wooleys, but the line was down in the wind, I think. I was afraid youd worry if you didnt hear from me. So I came on out.

And why not telephone from Yatess place? And stay there the rest of the night?

He did not have a chance to answer, for just then Samson came in and fixed his dark eyes instantly and firmly upon the face of his youngest brother, so that Christopher understood that Samson knew all that had happened.


IV. NO ASSISTANCE
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THERE WAS SOMETHING so unusual about Samsons air that the others noticed it instantly. For that matter, the oldest brother of the Royal family was always so direct, so fiercely sincere, that it was not usually difficult to understand what was going on in his mind.

He came across the room after a moment and stared down at Christopher, who stirred uneasily beneath that glance. Afterward, Samson went before the fire and stood with his back to it, until steam began to rise from his wet clothes.

Now what is it, Sammie? asked his mother.

Samson was the only member of the family that dared disregard for an instant a direct remark from his mother. In place of answering he suddenly put back his head and shook with silent laughter.

Samson! cried Mrs. Royal.

At this, he came to himself with a start.

What on earth is the matter with you?

Nothing, Mother.

My dear, you must tell me at once. You make me nervous.

Samson allowed a broad smile to spread over his face, while he stared straight across the room directly at Christopher. Look there! he commanded.

There is Christopher, of course, said the mother. You are really rude, Samson. Now, what about Christopher?

I dont know what you mean. What should there be about him?

Dont beat about the bush, Samson!

He sobered down at that, but still there was a suppressed exultation in his eyes and in his voice. You havent heard. He wouldnt say anything about it. He doesnt want to shock you! And the laughter broke out again, not mirthful, but savage. Ill tell you what, said Samson, this old Christopher of ours, whom weve always thought so gentle and all that, hes a lion under the fleece! Ive always guessed it. And tonight hes proven it!

Mrs. Royal turned on her youngest son. Christopher, what have you done?

Christopher stirred in his chair and tried to answer, but he could only shake his head and murmur, I cant talk about it!

It was too much, said Samson with a grim satisfaction. Nasty business. He doesnt want to talk about it. Doesnt want to at all! Well, Ill tell you what happened. I came up the road to Yatess Saloon and got there just after Chris left. I heard what had happened, and I saw!

What was it, Sammie, in the name of heaven!

Why, Ill tell you what it was! I found there the proof that Chris is your real son, Mother!

Have you doubted that? Did you think he was a foundling? asked Mrs. Royal, looking fondly at her youngest son.

Samson went over to her and dropped his big hands on her shoulders. You understand, Mother, that it was always easy to see that Chris was like you in one way... like the gentler side of you... but we didnt think that he had your iron.

Am I iron, Sammie dear?

You may smile at me, Mother, but you cant fool me. Yes, you are iron, in the time when iron is needed. And if you hadnt been a woman, you would have made as hard a man as ever stepped!

That needs some explaining, foolish boy.

Well, we all remember the time that the Crogan dog went mad, and tried to get at us, and how you stood it off with your walking stick!

That was a horrible day, she said.

No, you liked it! Ill never forget how your eyes shone as you stood up to that wild, foaming beast!

Tush, Sammie. But I want to hear about Christopher.

Well, about darling Christopher, murmured Samson, and he turned his powerful, homely face toward him. Ill tell you. But watch him squirm. Watch him wriggle while I talk.

Dont be too ridiculous, Samson. Just tell me the facts.

There were several facts. To begin with, Chris was at the Yates place this evening. And so were several others. And one of them was young Main.

There was a sudden stiffening in the attitudes of all of the family.

You mean Harry Mains younger brother? asked Duncan, the giant.

Yes.

A ruffian, like his brother Harry! exclaimed Mrs. Royal.

Look at Mothers eyes shine, nodded Samson. Shes gentle... no iron about her. He stopped to laugh with a savage satisfaction again.

Samson! cried Christopher hoarsely. I dont want to hear any more of this!

You cant help it, Chris. You simply cant help hearing it.

I can, though, and I shall!

And Christopher strode hurriedly from the room.

Now will you tell us before we all go mad? said Mrs. Royal.

It was like this... Cliff Main had come to Yatess place, poured down some stiff whiskies, and then gone into the next room to write a letter. Then Chris came in. He wouldnt drink, not when he was riding home to his mother.

He paused and grinned.

My darling Christopher, smiled Mrs. Royal.

Hes a darling, nodded Samson. A perfect lamb. Wait until you hear the end of this yarn, though.

I want to hear it, if youll only get on.

Main come out of the other room and found Christopher...

Here the door opened suddenly and caused everyone to start. It was Christopher coming back — a pale and shaken Christopher.

Samson, he said, I want you to stop making such nonsense over what happened.

Well?

Ill tell them myself exactly what happened, since they have to know the truth about the miserable affair.

Go on, old man. Of course, we have to know.

Cliff Main made me leave the barroom with him. We went into that other little room. The moment we were alone, he grew insulting. And after a time, when he saw that I wanted to be friendly and keep out of trouble, he grew overbearing... horribly so! And finally he said that he happened to be interested in Georgia Lassiter, and that that was reason enough for me to stop paying attention to her.

There was a stifled exclamation from Mrs. Royal. Christopher, his eyes closed, rested a hand against the wall. He said slowly: I couldnt quite stand for that, you know. And I had to tell him that the thing would not do.

And then?

Christopher did not speak for a moment. He was recalling that moment over again — the sinking of his heart and the sickness of his spirit, and the manner in which he had felt that he was slipping into a sea of darkness. Another instant and he would have begged for mercy. Another instant and he would have tried to flee from the room. But that instant was not given him by the brutal Main. There had been a flash of a hand toward a gun. And he instinctively had moved to make his own draw — and made it first!

And then, said Christopher faintly, he started for his gun. And I had to start for mine... He paused, breathing hard. The bullet passed through his brain. Christopher sank down in a chair. He was overcome by horror.

His mother was suddenly beside him, her arm around him. Chris, my dear boy. I know. No matter what a brute he was, he was a human being. But now that youve done this thing, therell never be any need for you to do another. You detest bloodshed, and having proved that youre a man who cannot be tampered with safely, the others will be sure to leave you alone! Dear boy, how my heart aches.

He did not answer. He could not look at her. She thought his horror was because he had had to take a life. But it was not. It was horror at the knowledge of how close he had been to a nervous collapse, to a complete hysteria of cowardice.

But youre wrong, Mother, said Edgerton Royal, the logician of the family. Youre quite wrong. Before the weeks out therell be another gun fight on Chriss hands.

What do you mean?

Think for yourself. Will Harry Main allow the man who killed his brother to get on without another fight?

Harry Main! That murderer! That gunfighter! No, you will all band together and prevent him. Youll all meet him and crush him! cried Mrs. Royal.

Wait! said Peter Royal, for he was the judge of the family. Wait, Mother, and tell me if you yourself would allow other people to fight your battles if you were a man?

She hesitated. Christopher, his face buried in his hands, waited breathlessly. Then he heard her saying slowly: No, I couldnt. And not a one of you will be different. Not a one of you will want to help poor Chris, though every one of you would die to avenge him! But oh... what a dreadful trial for my poor Chris. Such a man as Harry Main.

Samson was speaking, Samson the mighty, the ugly of face, the steely hearted. Chrisll beat him! Let these gentle fellows get the taste of blood and theyre worse than the worst of the gunfighters that are born hard and mean. Im a prophet. You wait and see what happens. For a million I wouldnt be in the boots of that fellow Harry Main!

Harry Main? To Christopher, it was as though he had been thinking about a great tiger rather than a man. Harry Main? He would as soon stand up to a thunderbolt as to that destroyer. What was Cliff Main compared to such a devil of a man?

He waited. A pause of solemnity had come in the talk of the room. And in that solemnity he knew that every one of the stem and strong brothers was resolving that the battle must be fought out man to man. So his last hope was thrown away.


V. WORDS FOR THE WEAK
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SLEEP CAME TO him that night as a most unexpected guest. And the morning dawned and found him twelve hours nearer, not to death, but to his humiliation. For all thought of standing for the trial of courage against Harry Main had left him. But, knowing that in the crisis he would not be present, he was able to put on a smile when he went down to breakfast. The others greeted him with a forced cheerfulness that made him feel they already thought him as good as dead. Only his mother did not smile but sat very sternly erect, her eyes looking far away. What schemes might be passing through that formidable brain of hers, equal to any mans?

After breakfast, Peter called him to one side. Heres that Winchester of mine that youve always liked, Chris, he said. I want you to have it.

Peter hurried away, leaving Christopher more thoughtful than ever. For his brother, Peter, was a great hunter, and this was his favorite rifle of which he had often said that the gun had a will and a way of its own in shooting straight to the mark. Such a gift meant a great deal. It was more than a rifle. It was as though Peter had parted from some of the strength of his very soul.

To be sure, Harry Main was as apt to fight with a rifle as with a revolver. Various stories of his prowess passed through the mind of Christopher. He remembered that old tale of how the four Brownell brothers had gone on the trail of Harry Main and shot him from behind, and how he had dragged himself from his fallen horse to a nest of rocks and bandaged his wound, and fought them off through all of a hot, windless day among the mountains. Three of the Brownell boys he killed outright. And Jack Brownell, with a bullet through his shoulder, rode fifteen miles to get to a doctor. As for Harry Main, he had needed no doctor but cured his own hurts.

That was one eloquent testimonial to the skill of Harry with a rifle. And Christophers face contorted a little in unwilling sympathy as he thought of the injured man dragging himself about among the rocks and firing at some momentarily exposed bit of an enemy among the adjacent rocks.

However, though rifles were a possibility, revolvers were far more likely. And as for the examples of the hardihood of Main with a Colt, there were a dozen to select from, each well-nigh as incredible as the other. Perhaps none was quite so startling as that tale of how, when he was little more than a boy, he had followed three Mexican cattle thieves who had raided his fathers little ranch — followed them over a thousand miles, until the trail crossed the Rio Grande, and on the other side of that famous river had encountered them in broad daylight, unexpectedly, at a bend of the road. All three had opened fire. But Harry escaped without so much as a wound, laid the three dead with three bullets, and then turned and began the long march back toward the ranch, driving the lean cattle ahead of him.

That had been revolver work, and upon a revolver it was most likely that Harry would depend now. So Christopher took a pair of Colts and a loaded ammunition belt. He went back behind the house to a quiet little dell where the poplars walked in their slender beauty along the banks of a winding stream. It was an unforgettable spot in the mind of Christopher, because at this place he had first told Georgia Lassiter that he loved her, and she had said so frankly and joyously that she had always loved him.

It gave him seclusion now. With his heavy knife he sliced a blaze on the faces of six posts and then, at twenty paces distance, he walked rapidly past those posts and put a shot in each.

He examined them afterward. A bullet had cut through the heart of each white spot except for one, where the pellet had torn through the margin of the blaze. But even so it would have touched the heart, had that post been a man.

He was infinitely pleased with this exhibition of skill. Not that it determined him any the more strongly to remain and wait for the coming of Harry Main into the valley, but, because he had worked for so many years to make himself expert with weapons, there was a meager satisfaction in seeing to what a point his skill had attained.

He went on to other little bits of marksmanship. He would select a tree, mark it with a blaze, and then turn his back upon it, close his eyes, and, whirling rapidly around, look and fire all in an instant. It was terribly trying work. He missed the blaze three times out of four, but still he always managed at least to strike the tree trunk.

Then he had another little exercise of skill which he often worked at. If you knock a man down with your first bullet, he may still shoot and kill you while he lies, bleeding and sprawling on the ground. So he marked trees with a double blaze, one head-high and one against the roots, and he began to fire his shots in pairs, and the sap oozed from the wounds that he made in the tender saplings.

He changed from that to picking up bits of wood, or stones, and tossing them high in the air — then whipping out a revolver and firing at the flying target. Once in three times he hit with his first shot. And half of the remainder he managed to smash with a second shot. But one in three fell to the ground untouched. However, such shooting could never be made perfect. It was just a wonderful test and training for speed and accuracy of hand and eye combined.

Three times in succession he tossed high into the air a stone no larger than his palm in size, and three times in succession he blew it into a puff of powder with a well-planted bullet. As the last bit of sandstone dissolved in the sunshine into a glimmering mist, there was a little burst of hand-clapping from the side of the meadow, and Georgia Lassiter rode out to him on the little white-stockinged chestnut that he had given to her the year before.

She was the last person in the world he wanted to see. All the rest he could give up and endure their loss — even his mother. But Georgia was different.

She swung down from the saddle and into his arms, and she stood there, holding him close and straining back her head a little from him to look up into his face.

Youll beat even Harry Main! she declared. You cant fail. It really isnt in a Royal to fail, Christopher.

Mother has told you, then? asked Christopher gloomily.

Your mother didnt need to tell me, because everyone in the valley is talking about nothing else, and last night the telephones were simply humming with the news. Everyone says the same thing, Chris... that youll beat him! Because an honest man is stronger than any scoundrel and thief.

Is Harry Main a thief? he asked rather blankly.

He is! He is! cried Georgia, who never failed to defend her opinions with vehemence. A man who picks pockets is a thief when he only takes away a watch or a wallet. Then what about a villain who uses his greater training and cleverness to steal the lives of other men? Isnt he a thief... a murdering thief?

He always uses fair fight, Georgia.

I know, and theres something grand and terrible about Harry Main. But still... when I stood there and watched you practicing, Christopher, I couldnt see how any man in the world could safely face you.

Theres a difference between target practice and practice at a living target, you know.

You seem so pale and gloomy, dear.

He looked vaguely at her, like a child, hardly seeing her, and yet keenly aware of details, such as the depth of tan in the hollow of her throat, and the trembling in the wind of the cornflower at her breast.

Im not very cheerful, he told her anxiously. And he waited, to see if that would make her guess anything. She was merely a little irritated.

Theres Lurcher, too, she said, looking as if youd just beaten him!

Lurcher was a melancholy crossbred hound, a very ugly beast that had strayed down the road to the Royal ranch and stayed there, adopting Christopher as his particular sovereign deity. But he would never follow Christopher farther than the limits of the ranch, which he seemed to know by a peculiar instinct. Even when there was a hunt, he would not follow a trail beyond the borders of the Royal estate. Lurcher had passed through many a dreadful trial, it seemed, in his earlier life, and he was fixed in his determination to remain as much as possible on the soil where he had found freedom from persecution. Now he skulked in from the edge of the meadow and lay down in the shadow of his master, raising his mournful eyes toward the girl.

I never beat Lurcher, explained Christopher, a little hurt by her tone.

I wish that you would, she said in one of her petulant moods. It might do him good. It would stop him from thinking so much about his troubles by giving him something to worry about.

Hes not a bad dog, said Christopher. He does things, you know.

He drew his hunting knife and threw it dexterously so that it stuck in a poplar trunk thirty feet away. Get it, Lurcher! And the hound trotted obediently over, worked the blade from the trunk, and came back, wagging his tail with joy to lay the knife at his masters feet and then raise his sorrowful eyes in worship toward the face of Christopher.

Without cutting himself! cried Georgia.

You see, Georgia, hes not such a bad dog.

But hes a coward, Chris. I never could understand how a Royal could endure any cowardly creature near.

This was pressing him very close, and he winced from the thought. Hes not cruel or treacherous or unkind or bullying or underhanded or disloyal, Georgia, he argued. You have to admit thats a good deal to say for any character.

Is it? She shrugged her shoulders and then burst out: Ill tell you, Chris, it really doesnt amount to anything. Whats the good of friendship that doesnt dare to fight for the sake of its friend? Whats the good of love that wont die for the thing thats loved? Can you answer me that?


VI. A WOMAN OF STEEL
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HE WENT BACK to the house with Georgia at his side, sitting lightly in her saddle.

All the rest seem to think that its the same as sure death to have Harry Main go on the trail of a man, but I dont feel that way, said Georgia Lassiter. I know that courage and the right have a force in the world. I thank heaven for that faith. And... I want to have our engagement announced tomorrow... before anything can happen to you.

He caught at the bridle of her horse, but she reined the chestnut dexterously out of his reach.

Georgia! Georgia! Do you mean that?

Why, of course I mean that, silly.

And then... suppose that something happens...?

Something may happen to you, but that wont kill my love for you, dear. You dont suppose that because a bit of a bullet might strike you down, Chris, it would strike down my love also? No, I laugh at such an idea. Ive no fear of myself! And once Ive let the world know that I love Christopher Royal and intend to marry him, Ill never change my mind. Nothing can change it. I tell you, Chris, that Id be as true to your ghost as to yourself

She said it with a fiery enthusiasm, her nostrils dilating a little. He thought that there was something rather more knightly than womanly in her bearing. It seemed odd to Christopher that his mother and this girl, both so deeply in his life, should have such a strength between them. And he such a weakness!

Georgia, he breathed, I wish... I wish...

What do you wish?

I wish that there didnt have to be any change, but that the two of us could just go on like this forever... no tomorrow... no yesterday...

Youd get hungry after a while, observed Georgia.

Thats the way that the gods live, said Christopher. Always in the present, with no sorrow for what has been and no dread of what is to come.

Chris, youre talking like a pagan priest.

To be like this, Georgia dear, with you on your horse, within the sweep of my arm, and I walking here beside you, and the good rich yellow sunshine pouring down on us both, and the face of that river always silver ahead of us... dont laugh, if you please!

I wont laugh. You frighten me when you talk like that.

Frighten you? You?

Do you think that I can never be frightened?

Yes, Ive always thought that.

Ill tell you what, Chris. If something happens... oh, why should I beat about the bush? I mean... suppose that Harry Main actually kills you, Ill have to go the rest of my life like this... I mean, with my back turned on whats around me and always looking away on the times when you and I were together and alone. There arent many of those times. I suppose that Ill begin to wonder why I didnt spend every moment with you while I had the chance, and why I didnt beg you to marry me quickly, and why I didnt have a baby to keep after you. And... Im getting so sorry for myself that Ill be crying in another minute!

Christopher could not answer, for such a coldness of dread and of sorrow had grown up in him that he felt the very nerves of his knees unstrung, and a horrible weakness of spirit passing over him. Georgia, youd better go on home.

No, I want to talk to your mother first.

Theres no good in that. You understand? I dont want to talk about Harry Main. I dont want to think about him... until I have to.

She swung the chestnut closer and dropped her arm over his shoulders. I know, she said. Thats the right way... not to worry about the game until it has to be played. But heaven wont dare to let Harry Main win.

He looked up to answer her. She kissed him, and then galloped the chestnut away. He watched her across the fields. Lurcher, who had followed the galloping pony to the first fence, stood up with a forefoot resting on the lower rail and looked after her with a low whining which was the nearest approach to a voice of any kind that people had ever heard him use.

There was something wonderfully touching, to Christopher, in the dumb excitement and grief of the dog. He called Lurcher back to him, and went on into the house where he found the letter that laid the last stone in the wall of his misfortune.

It came from Harry Main, and it said simply:



Theyve brought me news about how Cliff died. Im coming down into your valley as soon as I can. That ought to be by about Thursday. I suppose that youll want to meet me somewhere around Royal Town. Wherever you say will suit me fine. Im coming to Yatess Saloon to talk to old Yates. And you could leave a message with him for me.

Yours very truly,

Harry Main.

It was all so very quietly written, and so rather gentle in a way, that Christopher could hardly believe that the quiet words which he had been reading could have flowed from the pen of the man whose terrible guns had brought him such a crimson fame throughout the land. But, after all, Christopher knew perfectly well that the loud-mouthed and cursing heroes are of a very inferior breed compared with the silent and workmanlike gunfighters who build their fame by actions rather than by boasts.

He read and re-read that letter, and then he showed it to his mother. She read it with care, as though it were a much longer document.

Im sorry, said Mrs. Royal, because Id hoped that you would not be destroying such a thorough man as this letter seems to be from. Id hoped that you would simply be facing a vagabond and a bullying scoundrel. But it seems that Harry Main is not that sort. Its a very good letter, Chris. Dont you think so, dear?

He could nod in answer to this.

One feels so much assured strength and self-reliance in it, she went on. And no cursing, and no boasting, and no threatening. In fact, its just the sort of a letter that I would hope to see you write, Chris, if you were in a similar position!

He said, if one of my brothers were killed, would you want me to ride down to murder the murderer, Mother?

He was curious, and listened to her with a sort of detached interest, although he knew her answer beforehand.

No, said Mrs. Royal, I shouldnt expect you to do anything like that... not trail until your older brothers had ridden out first, l mean to say! She added this as a sort of afterthought.

But suppose that they all went down, one after the other...?

Oh, of course, you would go! Why do you ask such a foolish question?

Because in some parts of the country they think that the law should be left to handle such work as this.

In some parts of the land, she replied, the law is a grown-up force, but its not grown-up out here. Its simply a child. And one poor sheriff has less chance of keeping order among the wild men of these mountains than a single little boat would have of policing the seven seas. So thats why theres a different code. And there has to be. Manhood is the mainly important thing. Just sheer manhood. Thats what we have to worship out here.

He could see that there was no use trying to persuade her into another viewpoint, for she had lived so long in this land and had grown so inured to its strange ways that she could not feel or think in any fashion other than this. She believed in the lynch law for cow and horse thieves, for instance, and there was on record a case when she masked herself and rode with the mob to see justice done. And yet there was very little of the iron to be seen in her face. She was rather a small woman, delicately made, and her hand was smaller, indeed, than the hand of Georgia Lassiters. Her carriage was as daintily erect as Georgias, too, and her laughter had almost as young a ring in it. Youth might wear a different face in Mrs. Royal, but its heart was not greatly altered.

There are still forty or fifty years for growing old, she loved to say, and Ill never use them all.

What do you mean? someone would always ask her.

One of these bucking horses will finish me one of these days. Or else, one of our enemies will creep up and shoot me. I only hope that its not in the back. I only hope that I can see my death coming straight before me. I dont think that Ill flinch.

That was not an affectation but the actual state of her mind and of her desires. She had lived like a lady all her life. But she wanted to die with her boots on, like a man.

I dont know that my granddaughters will have much use for me, she also used to say, but I want all my grandsons to be able to look up to my memory.

Which was the reason why Christopher, hearing her speak in this fashion, could not help wishing that some of the manhood which she worshipped, and which she also possessed in such a degree, could be stolen away and placed in his own heart. But he saw that for the first time in his life he would be able to draw no comfort from her. For the way she saw the matter was far closer to the manner in which Harry Main was seeing it than it was to the viewpoint of her own son.

He went up to his room and sat there in a brooding silence. He could see that there was no cause for changing his earlier decision. If he could manage to slip away from the house that very night, he had better do so, because there were only two days left before the announced date of the arrival of Harry Main, and before that time he must be far, far away, leaving a small track to be followed, as followed he must be.


VII. FLIGHT
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HE MADE HIMSELF quite jolly through that evening, because he knew that he was making his last impression save one upon his family. And in the course of the evening Peter Royal could not help breaking out: I wish that I had your fine nerve, Chris! To stand up to the music like this while every minute is bringing that devil closer and closer.

Christopher, when he was alone in his room, brooded over this, sitting by the window and looking into the dark, deep face of night that lay outside. He was called down to the telephone, then, and Georgias voice came sweetly to him.

I had to speak to you again today, Chris. Ive had a dreadful feeling all the time, as though you were slipping away from me. No, its not prophetic. Its only fear. Its only fear, Chris! But, oh, l wish the thing were over with!

He said good night to her hastily, for the sound of her voice had sent a thrilling weakness through all of his veins, and he felt that he had hardly the strength to get back up the stairs to his room.

He turned out the lights and lay down to rest a little, if he could, but the blackness swirled above him and stifled him like the beating of wings of enormous moths. Time dragged on miserably until at length the house grew quieter, then silence, and he knew that he alone was awake — or should be awake. He made up his pack for the trip. He made it small, consisting of the barest essentials, so that it could be done into a tight roll inside his slicker. He had in mind the horse he would take. It was the flea-bitten roan which Samson had given him as a birthday present the year before. The gelding would never tire at his work, wherever it led.

When he had completed the preparations, he remembered that he had forgotten Peters rifle. That was just the last thing in the world that he wished to leave behind him, so he reached into the closet to find it. Pulling it out, the old bamboo fishing rod swayed out and tapped its slender stem against his forehead. He stood for a moment in the darkness, gripping it, and remembering with a sudden rush a thousand things out of his boyhood, when he had first learned to use that rod. He saw again the windings of the creeks, and the creaming surfaces of the little rapids, and the broad, brown faces of the pools, where the fish would be lurking beneath the fallen logs along the banks. He saw himself once more trudging home with the rod on his shoulder and the dangling fish snapping their lank tails at the dust, and he heard his voice raised with the voices of his companions, proclaiming lustily what manner of men they should be when they grew up. Ah, there would be no cowardice in them surely!

He remembered the day that a wave of scorn ran over the boys in the school when they heard how a forgotten outlaw had walked into a bank in broad daylight and had held up the cashier and three or four others, made them open the safe, and shovel the contents into a sack, which he then carried away with him, mounted his horse, and cantered cheerfully and unharmed away from the city. Ah, how the schoolboys had raged when they heard of it! Had only a few of them been in that town of cravens, they would have upheld the law in a more fitting manner! But they had not been there, and little Christopher Royal, lying awake in his excitement at night, had dreamed long and wildly of what things he should accomplish when he grew older.

He thought of this as his hand closed around the narrow shaft of the fishing rod, and then he turned sadly away and closed the door. For he felt gloomily that he had shut away one part of himself in that closet, and all his hopes of what he might be were confined with the old toys in the dark of the closet.

Then he hurried from the room, opening the door with care, lest some squeaking of the hinges might betray him. But, as he stepped out, he tripped and stumbled heavily over a form which lay in the hall just outside his door. It was Lurcher, who now came cringing to him and licked his hand by way of apology.

He cursed the dog in a whisper, for the noise he had made might have caught the attention of his mother, who was a very light sleeper. But, after listening a moment and finding all silent in the house, he went softly down the stairs to the lower floor. The side door creaked badly, so he did not attempt that, but spent a moment sliding the bolts of the front door gently back and then turned the big key slowly, without making the slightest whisper of sound.

After that, he slung his pack over his shoulder and turned for a last look at the old house. As he did so, he saw a glimmering form on the lowest landing of the stairs. And then he made out his mothers face as she watched him.

It was characteristic of her that she had not cried out to him, but there could be no doubt that she understood. The pack at his back, the rifle in his hand, and the hour of the night could mean only one thing. So he stood confounded before her, and she came finally down to him.

She said: Then we were all wrong, Christopher. After all, you couldnt stand it?

No, after all, I couldnt stand it.

She sat down and drew her white dressing gown closer around her, because the night air was chill, and, though she did not speak, her eyes never moved from his face, and he knew that her stern heart was breaking.

Will you say something, Mother? he begged.

What can I say, Christopher? I know that your own heart has said all of these things to you before me.

He nodded, dumb with shame and remorse.

What are your plans?

To go somewhere far off. I dont know where. And take a new name and try for a new life.

She shook her head. Someone from this part of the country would be sure to find you and tell what you had done.

I suppose that theres a chance of that.

And then?

Then Id have to move on again.

Oh, Christopher, a man can die only once!

He bowed his head.

And if you stayed, and if you fought, heaven wouldnt let you lose. It couldnt. And youve already won once!

He could not lift his head to answer. He began to tremble from head to foot.

And Georgia? she asked suddenly.

He did raise his head then. Ive thought of Georgia every minute!

Why, if that thought doesnt stop you, then I suppose that Ive no influence whatever. And still I cant help talking. I wish... oh, I wish that I could disguise myself and pass for you. How gladly Id take a gun and face him! Oh, how gladly, Christopher, if that would save you!

He felt the lash and winced.

Christopher, youve already met one of them and beaten him. Do you think of that?

I didnt know who he was, said Christopher, not till afterward. And even before a stranger that I didnt know, I was in a blue funk. And when Samson and the rest hear what Ive done... He struck his hand across his face with a groan. And then he looked out at her and found her watching him with a cold eye of agony.

Its the fear of death? she asked him. its not knowing what will happen after death?

No, its not death. I dont think thats what tears me in two. But theres a dread feeling in standing up to a man who actually wants your life, and seeing his eyes turn to fire, and a grin like a beast on his mouth. Its seeing a man turn into a beast, and then being filled with a horror of the thing that hes become. And... oh, whats the use of trying to explain? Because its cowardice, and I know it, but you dont. Youve never really felt such a thing, and you never will!

When I was a little child, she said, I was afraid of the dark.

I dont believe that, hardly. But at any rate, you beat it.

I went up to the top room in the tank house and locked the door just at dusk and threw the key out the window. And there I stayed till the morning. It was very hard. But before daylight came, I was no longer afraid of the dark.

How old were you when you did that, Mother?

I was seven, I think, or six.

He sighed and shook his head at her. I have to go now, he said nervously.

I wont try to persuade you, Christopher. I wont tell you what it means to me, or how big things are made to look small by facing them. Ill say good bye to you, if I have to.

He took her in his arms and kissed her forehead.

Ill tell you this... that every day Ill pray for more strength, and, when I find strength, Im going to come back to Royal Valley and find Harry Main... His voice trailed away. For she was nodding and trying pitifully to smile as though she believed the lie. He could not endure the strain for another moment and, whirling away from her, he caught up his pack and rifle and ran through the door.

Her voice stopped him.

What are your plans?

He turned, glad that he had the darkness of the night to cover his face.

Christopher, only tell me where youre going, so that Ill know how to pray for you, and where to turn my face toward you!

Im going up to the woods beyond Emmetts. You remember that little cabin where we camped one summer six years ago?

Ill think of you there, dear!

Aw, Mother, forgive me if you can!

And he turned and ran blindly through the night.


VIII. BITTER THOUGHTS
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THE GREATER EXCITEMENT began very early in the morning when Peter went into Christophers room and found matters in disorder there, and Christopher gone. He went hastily down. Everywhere he hunted for Christopher, and everywhere Christopher was not to be seen. And then it was found that the strong, flea-bitten roan was missing also. That explained matters clearly enough.

Christopher had fled! So Peter went bounding into the house and, as a matter of course, went straight to the head of the family... his eldest brother, Samson. To that dark and somber man he told the terrible news, and Samson listened with a look of agony in his eye.

Its the waiting, said Samson. There was never a son of our father that could be a coward. But it was the waiting that killed him! But, Peter... what will happen to Mother when she finds out?

She mustnt find out. It would be the death of her.

How can we keep it from her? Wont she miss Chris in five minutes? Doesnt she really love him more than she loves all the rest of us put together?

They stared at each other, unable to find a solution to this dreadful problem. And, in due course, the rest of the brothers were gathered in a solemn conclave, where each had a different opinion.

Duncan was for rushing off single-handed, meeting with the famous Harry Main, and destroying him in order that the shame of Christopher Royal should not be noised abroad.

Youd never have a chance against Main, said Samson bitterly. None of us would. And Chris would have simply died if hed met him, because the fellow is a devil. The only language he understands, really, is the chattering of a fanned Colt. But whats there in death compared with the shame? No, I wont let you throw yourself away, Duncan. But whats to be done with Mother?

Go straight to her, Samson, and tell her the truth. Thats the only way.

Go straight to her? Id a lot rather go tell her that Chris is dead!

Its your business to talk to her. Youre the oldest. And, besides, do you think we could pull the wool over her eyes for ten minutes? She sees through me as though I were made of plate glass, and I think that Im as politic as the rest of you.

That advice of Peters was considered, though bitter, a wise pill to swallow, and therefore Samson Royal went straight to his mother and found her already down in the garden, working with her own trowel with her usual energy. He helped her to her feet.

Mother, he said, forgetting the speech which he had tried to prepare on the way, Mother, Im sorry to say that Christopher seems to have left...

She waved the trowel at him. Of course, he has, said Mrs. Royal.

Samson stared. Of course? he echoed, completely at sea.

Dear Sammie, said his mother, cant you understand that Christopher wont fight with Harry Main right here in my home? But hes gone off to meet him!

Gone to meet him! exclaimed Samson. Without saying good bye to any of us?

Of course! Of course! Samson, you can see that he wouldnt want to trouble the rest of you and say good bye in a melancholy way when he goes out to die?

But it doesnt seem like Christophers way of doing things, said Samson.

Do you really believe that you understand him?

Samson frowned in thought. No, he said slowly at last, I suppose that I forgot that hes his mothers son, after all.

He went back to tell the new idea to his brothers. They accepted this interpretation without any hesitation, for they were accustomed to taking the word of Mrs. Royal as the truth. And they went out to their work without further question.

The morning mail brought further news to Mrs. Royal. It was a brief note from Harry Main, addressed to Christopher, and she opened it without hesitation.

Dear Royal, ran the note, Im going to be at Yatess place this evening. Will that do for you? Ill expect to hear from you there.

While she sat in a gloomy quandary over this note, there was a call from Georgia Lassiter on the telephone.

Missus Royal, weve heard very, very odd news... that Christopher has left the valley just as Harry Main came into it!

Ah, how cold was the voice of Georgia! What wonder? For she had been raised in a family which was full of legends of war, and three quarters of her uncles and cousins had died fighting for the lost cause of the Confederacy.

Hes simply made a meeting place with Harry Main outside the valley, said Mrs. Royal. You couldnt expect him to want to shed blood on my doorstep, Georgia dear.

There was a little silence, and then a voice broken with mingled grief and joy came ringing back: Ali, why didnt I think of that? But Ive been wondering and terribly worried. Because I was afraid... afraid... oh, well, thats all gone! Ill never doubt again.

Mrs. Royal, left to herself, turned the problem for the thousandth time in her mind. Something led her up the stairs, and into the attic to those old boxes where the worn clothes of the family had been stored for years — not that there was ever much chance that they would be needed, but because Mrs. Royal was a woman of system and thrift. And, moreover, whenever she thought of giving the clothes away, something always held her back.

She opened the box where Christophers things had been deposited. It seemed to her, as she lifted them out and looked them over, that it was not a mere collection of clothes, smelling of moth balls, but Christopher himself, resurrected and lying there, preserved in her memory. She could remember with an odd and unhappy distinctness how he looked in this blue sailor suit, that last day that his father saw him on this earth. What were the thoughts of that stern spirit now, as he looked down from the kingdom above and peered into the heart of the craven? Here was the first pair of long trousers that had made Christopher so inordinately proud. She could remember with what care he had always hitched them up at the knees before he sat down.

None of her other sons had been able to appreciate the graces of society as Christopher had done. Not one of them had ever been so close to her. There had always been a feminine delicacy in the instincts of this lad that enabled him to look into her mind and know what she felt before she could express herself in words. And, when she looked forward to old age, it was always with the thought of Christopher as a son and as a friend to lean upon. The rest of the world was a dim thing in prospect, but Christophers gentle and wise heart was a vision of sunshine.

Now he was gone. He was already worse than dead! She wished with a stern bitterness that she could have closed the book of her thoughts when he was in his second-and-twentieth year, say, the most admired and loved man that had ever ridden a horse down Royal Valley. Then there would have been in her heart, to the end of her days, a fixed worship of this gentle boy, a fixed belief in the great man that he might have become. But now he was gone, and her heart was filled with grief.

She closed the box and hurried from the dimness of the attic, with the ghosts of her sad thoughts about her. In the brighter sunshine of her own room, new courage and a new idea came to her. Death itself, for Christopher, seemed to her no tragedy now. It was only the desire to let him die bravely, or at least where no third person might see his cowardice.

She caught up a pen and paper and wrote hurriedly upon it:



Dear Main:

I am waiting for you at the little cabin in the hollow above Emmetts. Come when you can.

Christopher Royal

Then she doubted. For it might very well be that Main would question the genuineness of this handwriting.

She hunted through her desk until she found a letter from Christopher. Then, with a resolute hand, she rewrote her note, making the letters as bold and firm and sweeping as the hand of Christopher himself She addressed the note in the same manner.

Then she called Wong, the cook. He was the only person in the household so stupid that he would not think this a most suspicious affair. To him she entrusted the note with a word to drive down the valley as fast as he could and leave the letter at Yatess saloon.

Presently she heard the wheels of the buggy grinding down the gravel of the driveway. She knew that Wong was gone and that she had set in motion the wheels of death that must overtake her son before another twenty-four hours had spun away. In the meantime she was to wait, striving to close her eyes against the passing of time, and praying every moment, with all her heart, that Christopher would find in his soul enough courage to let him meet death as a man should meet it.

She went down to her garden. There she could leave behind her most surely the thoughts of her boy.

Where is Lurcher? she asked of Granger, the gardener. Hes always basking there on the terrace at this time of the morning.

Lurchers gone, said the gardener. I called him for his breakfast, and he didnt come in. I whistled and hollered for him. You know that he never leaves the ranch. And so Im afraid that something must of happened to him here.

But Mrs. Royals breath caught as she heard. For could it be that the strange dog had indeed left the place and followed her boy, with an animals strange instinct for an approaching death?


IX. THE PHANTOM
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WHEN CHRISTOPHER STUMBLED away from the house toward the corrals, you may be sure that half his mind was behind him in the house with his mother. But instinctively he found the saddle shed, his saddle, bridle and rope, and dragged them out into the corral. He had hardly emerged before a dozen sleek-coated horses started to their feet in a corner of the enclosure, ready to bolt from threatened danger, but they were already too late to flee. He could pick out the roan by the size and the ugliness of his head, and the snaky loop of rope darted through the air and settled true to its aim. The rest of the saddle band fled, and he went on methodically with the saddling of the roan, glad that this work had not caused enough disturbance to waken the cow-punchers in the bunk house.

When the horse was saddled at last, he swung into the saddle, and the big gelding, having his head, thrust it well out and down and proceeded to unlimber himself with a little artistic pitching. Christopher let him have his way, because he rather enjoyed anything in the way of excitement that would take his mind from his wretched self.

That struggle did not last long. The bone-breaking grip of his knees and the iron of his hand upon the reins soon assured the roan that fighting was no use. He stopped, and shook his head, as though partly bewildered. At that moment he received a cruel prick with the spurs, and his head was quickly straightened at the fence.

Ears flattened, eyes trailing fire, mouth agape under the pull of the bits, he bolted straight at the loftiest part of the fence, and Christopher let him go. As he rode, he wondered grimly to himself what other man in Royal Valley would have put an untried mount at such an obstacle? Aye, but courage across fences was not what was needed in his life. Courage to face a fighting man was the thing!

The fence rose sheer before him, then the roan pitched into the air. His two trailing hind hoofs clicked sharply against the upper bar, and then they were away across the field beyond.

He gave the big horse his head for two miles up the valley and by the time they had come to Fishers Well, where the road forked toward Emmetts on the right and toward Cluster Canon on the left, the roan had had enough of such high life. He came back to a moderate canter and then to a soft, sweeping trot that brushed the miles away behind him with a wolfish ease.

There was a miserable satisfaction in the heart of big Christopher as he considered the action and the breathing of his mount. A few days on the road and the roan would be in such condition that Harry Main, desperate rider and expert trailer as he was famed to be, would have much to do to keep up with such a pace as the fugitive could set.

But then, even Harry Main could not fathom, surely, the problem that now lay before him. And unless Christopher had a mind reader working against him, he was confident that he could lie in secure hiding among the tall, dark woods above Emmetts.

After that, he would wait a number of days until it was certain that Harry Main was away from the trail, and then he would ride down to a new country, and far off where the name of Royal had never been heard and his race of tall brothers had never been seen.

He headed the roan onto the right-hand road and turned to look back down the valley, perhaps for his last look at it. He could see the lofty roof of the Royal house looming above the distant trees, and nearer at hand a shadow slipped from one bush to another, across the road.

Coyote, murmured Christopher, and turned his face forward again.

When he was climbing the divide, leading toward the upper ranges of the hills, he glanced back down the winding trail again. There was not much light. There were clouds enough to kill the stars, and behind the high-blown mist the moon sailed in a pale-gray canoe. But still there was enough light to show him once more a shadow, skulking from bush to bush behind him.

He drew rein at that and instinctively reached for his rifle for since when had coyotes begun to trail lone riders? The creature behind him was not half large enough for a wolf!

After a moment, hearing nothing but the hiss of the wind through the willow by the creek, and seeing nothing but the hurried bobbing of the heads of the trees, he turned his face forward along the trail again.

Yet it worried him. For, though wolves and bears were apt to trail men, all other animals were either unable to keep up with the pace of a horse or else were too thoroughly afraid of the lords of creation to come near for any length of time. And so this small thing remained a mystery to him that troubled his mind as he toiled up the slopes, with the good horse bowing his head to the work.

He reached Emmetts in the gray of the coming dawn, and passed it, keeping well within the forest, so that only now and then could he see the lights of the little village, twinkling dim and cold through the mist which lay pooled in the hollow. Beyond Emmetts he rode up to the dell where that deserted cabin stood in which they had passed the vacation those years before. He could see to the right the hilltop from which he had sighted the big grizzly in the valley beyond — that grizzly which he had trailed for three days and nights before he caught up with it and finished its marauding life with a well-placed bullet.

Now it was his turn to be hunted! He dismounted, and, throwing the reins, he entered the cabin. It was far gone with mouldering time now. Those years before it had been small and simple enough, but now it was a complete wreck, and a board of the flooring crunched away to rotten pulp under the weight of his stride as he entered. It was so damp, so dark, so utterly dismal, that he was half inclined to spend the night beneath the dank and dripping trees rather than in this place, and yet, when he thought of the matter, he could see that the more hopelessly ruined the shack was, the more perfect would be his security in it.

So he entered with a shudder and, lighting a match, looked around him. He noted the table, leaning to the floor in a corner of the room, and the fallen branch of a great tree, blown down in a storm that had crunched its way through the rotten roof and showed its ragged butt as though even now ready to fall farther.

Yes, the cabin was a complete wreck. But now he felt that he was satisfied. It was safe — safe from all men, and, therefore, it was dearer to him than any palace of a king.

As he crossed the old, brush-grown clearing again, the wind slashed and tugged at his slicker, and the rain cuffed his face with cold fingers, but in the dripping forest he busied himself cutting a number of tender fir branches, till he had gathered a great armful.

These he carried back to the cabin, beat the water out of them thoroughly, and then built them into the foundation of a bed in the cabin. He laid down his meager blanket roll over them, and then he looked about to take care of the horse.

By this time the roan had cooled off so much that there was no danger of chilling him by removing the saddle, and now he remembered the little natural meadow higher up on the creek, surrounded by trees so tall and thick that it was amply fenced in against all manner of bitter weather.

To this place he led the gelding. The grass was tall and matted with the remains of old crops around its roots. The dense trees shut out the cutting edges of the wind, and yonder was the leaning rock, which stood out so far from the side of the mountain that it made a natural shelter against the rain, unless it was blowing from the east.

What better place could a hardy cow horse have asked — one that had fought its way through half a dozen of the range winters? He hobbled the roan here, and left it contentedly cropping the grass beneath the shelter of the hanging rock.

Then he turned back toward the cabin, and, passing through the trees, he was sure that in the freshening daylight a small animal darted from one tree to another. He could not be certain that he had actually seen any shape, however, and, since the light had not strengthened to such a point that he could effectually study a trail, he marched on to the cabin, kicked off his boots, and lay down with a grunt upon the damp bed.

He was very tired. Body and soul had been worn by the trials through which he had been passing and by the long ride he had made. And so sleep dropped in a sudden wave over him and had almost swallowed his senses when he awakened again with a start and sat up, a cold sweat on his forehead, for it seemed to him that something had been watching him from the entrance to the cabin.

Yet it could not be! He gritted his teeth as he clutched his rifle and started to his feet. If there were the dread of man in him, at least there was no dread of any other beast, and he would be able to prove that he dared as much in the hunt as any human in the world.

So he leaped to the door, but, when he glanced toward the clearing through the growing glow of the dawn light, it seemed to him that he saw a subtly moving form melt like a shadow among shadows into the margin of the wood. He jerked the rifle to his shoulder and fired point-blank. The range was very short; his hand was never steadier; and he was confident that he must have nailed the fugitive with the bullet.

He was so very confident, indeed, that he did not even go out to look for the dead, but turned back to the cabin and to his bed, where he stretched himself and allowed himself to drop securely toward slumber until... He sat up again, this time with a racing heart, and, as he sat up, he made sure from the corner of his eye that a fugitive form was leaping through the doorway into the day outside.

He had only a glimpse, but his hand moved lightning fast to snatch a revolver and fire. There was no sound to answer the shot. He rushed to the door, and once more all that he saw was the dark and ominous face of the forest, rising tall and deathly silent before him.

He sprinted around the shack, thinking that the creature must have dodged out of sight by that route, but still there was no sign of it high or low. As he leaned his broad shoulders against the wall of the shack, the dreadful thought came to Christopher that it was no animal of flesh and blood at all, but a phantom sent to cross his way with a foreboding of doom.


X. AN ANCIENT CREED
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HE HAD NO need of sleep after that. There was no trace of the white mist that had obscured the hollows and tangled among the forest trees as he was climbing the trail. All was bright sunshine — far brighter than the lowlands could ever know.

So he began to cut for sign through the woods. But though he thought that he found traces, here and there, so thick was the carpeting of pine needles that lay everywhere beneath the trees that he could not make sure of anything that he saw by way of foot impression upon the soil.

Where the pine needles did not lie, grew rank, tall grass, with the matted dead remains of other seasons entangled about the roots to such a degree that the tread of a horse upon it could hardly have been distinguished from the step of a bear, for it curled upward again the moment the pressure of the step was removed.

Then, as he came to a pause, he heard the sudden howl of a wolf not a hundred yards away — a cry that went thronging through the trees and seemed to well up to his ears from every side. He made no effort to trace the beast by the cry, for the grim surety came to him that tracing would do no good. Twice he had tried the nature of this phantom with good powder and lead, and twice the thing had escaped from him unscathed.

Perhaps it would have seemed a small affair to some, but to Christopher, whose nerves were already on edge and whose whole spiritual stamina had been broken down by shame and grief and self-disgust, this was enough to carry away the last of his resolution and to make him determined to leave the cabin behind Emmetts as soon as possible, hunting out another hiding place deeper in the mountains — some place, for instance, where the cheerless woods would not be standing so perilously close to him.

He went to the roan at once, saddled it, rolled his blankets, and started forging through the pass that opened above him. It was a cheerful canon, after the depression of the hollow, and he enjoyed the keen morning sun which smote between his shoulder blades. It was just such a day as leads to the dispelling of all foolish illusions.

So he followed the dim trail along the edge of a creek, until the way turned into a shallow ford. He was in no hurry, and, therefore, he dismounted and examined the bottom of the ford, to make sure that it was safe for the roan. The rocks at the bottom seemed firm and secure enough, and he led the gelding across. On the farther side he paused to mount once more, and, doing so, he scanned the valley up which he had just been riding.

It was very open and clear. There was hardly a stone big enough for a prairie dog to have hidden behind, and there was not the slightest sign of the ghost wolf that had haunted him before. He nodded to himself with satisfaction and had turned to put his foot in the stirrup when he found himself looking straight into a pair of eyes — human eyes that watched him from close by.

It was an Indian, so old that his wasted body could have illustrated the legend of Tithoonus, and clad in such tatters that his half-naked body and his clothes, and even the homely fishing rod which he held, melted into the patchwork of the valley side with its bronzed rocks and spotted shrubs. And yet Christopher was a little startled that he could have been so close without noticing the presence of the other. That was before he studied the eyes of this stranger and saw that they were vacant with age. There was no more life in this withered creature than in a dying tree, say, or some blind growth that floats in the depths of the sea, untouched by the sun.

Said Christopher: Do you have luck here, my father? Do the fish take the bait?

The ancient Indian looked at him without interest, and then, lifting his head, he glanced at the pale blue of the mountain sky. When he spoke, it was with a voice wonderfully deep and hoarse and with a humming indistinctness of sound, so that it passed away into the noise of the brook and was almost lost there.

The Great Spirit sends the fish and the fisher, he said. Sometimes the fish are taken, and sometimes the fisher!

Christopher, staring at him, was sure that he was in contact with something other than an ordinary Indian. Here was a man of such age that he must have ridden his ponies and taken scalps long before the repeating rifle had been dreamed of. Even the revolver was still an unheralded invention in the days of the youth of this chief. How much had been seen by the old man? Half the continent had first been explored, and then fought for, and conquered, and peopled during the span of his existence.

However, said Christopher, falling in with the old fellows own phraseology, the Great Spirit has favoured men a little more than He has favoured fish, you must admit.

How? asked the Indian gravely.

He has given us brains.

To walk on the dry land, but the fish lives in water. Can we follow him there?

He has only a thin stream or a little muddy pool for his life.

His rivers lead down to the ocean, my son.

Christopher stared. It was very odd to find so much mental agility in so dead a body as that which sat before him.

However, said Christopher, He has given us a soul, you know.

Look! said the chief, and he scooped up some sand in his claw-like hand. How many grains of sand are here? But, if all of them were the souls of men, only one of them all would come to the life of the Sky People and stand before the face of the Great Spirit, and ride His horses there and take scalps, and live in happiness.

Only one? asked Christopher, enchanted by this voice from the past and this prophet of a dead creed. But what of all the rest?

Some, said the chief, will die having done no great deed. For many men grow old, and they have done nothing greater than to skin a buffalo or to make an arrow. He let most of the sand sift away from his bony fingers. And there a few who have fought like men and been strong and true, but in the last moment they turned coward before their enemies, and the enemies have taken them and split their heads with axes, taken off their scalps and left their souls to blow up and down the earth forever like that leaf, never resting.

Christopher turned and regarded the little spinning, twisting, drifting leaf with curiosity. The thought sent a thrill of coldness through him. But suppose, he said, that these men have fought bravely and been overcome in battle by numbers but not with fear?

That cannot be, said the chief For the brave men cannot die in battle. It is only chance that kills them... and that is the Great Spirit, leaning from the sky, to take men because he has watched them too long and wished to have them close to Him!

Then only cowards die? asked Christopher, smiling a little.

Only the cowards, nodded the Indian. All these people have souls so that they may suffer. They see death always before them. It is curled up like a rattlesnake among the rocks. It stands in the darkness of the teepee and watches them like a hawk. It whistles for them in the wind. It beats on them in the hail and rain. It strikes for them in thunderstrokes. So that the cowards are always dying.

But some men are brave until they come to their death battle!

Yes, nodded the chief, some are brave in little dangers, but their souls turn to water when they see great odds before them. But it is always the thing we fear that kills us, otherwise nothing can take us from the earth except the hand of the Great Spirit!

Come, come, said Christopher, you will not treat all of your friends and family so harshly, because I can guess that a great many of them died in battle.

Ah, said the Indian gravely. All of my people and the families of my brothers have died in battle. They were all cowards.

Are you still sure of that?

Oh, yes.

Then I must say that the Great Spirit is a spendthrift, to throw away so many good people and let their souls blow up and down the world.

I shall tell you about the Great Spirit, said the old man, perfectly calm and speaking from a great height of dignity. He is like you and me. We have known many people. We have seen ten thousand faces, but we have only one friend. And so it is with the Great Spirit. He has seen ten million souls turn to powder and blow away in the wind, and only one is left, but that one is a bright soul and worth all the rest, and so the Great Spirit, when He has made sure that the one soul really shines, snatches it greedily up to Him in the sky, and there they live happily together.

As he spoke, he had shaken out the rest of the sand grains, and now he held up between his thumb and his forefinger only a single little fragment of quartz, transparent with a gleaming thread of gold in it, so that it poured forth a stream of sparkles in the keen morning light.

Christopher could not help being moved by such imagery. He said: But consider yourself, father. Certainly no enemy has ever taken your scalp...

The other nodded at once, unoffended. And yet the Great Spirit has allowed me to grow old and thin as a blade of dried grass? That is true. But it is because He could not be sure. Sometimes I seemed to shine, and then sometimes I seemed very dark and dull. He watched me in battle, and He saw me ride through the ranks of the Sioux as though they were the standing brush in the field. He saw me make their heads fall, as a little boy with a stick makes the heads of the tall cornflowers bend. He saw me take many scalps and count many coups, and often His heart grew hot with joy, and He stretched his hand down from heaven so close that I could feel his fingers in the wind, tugging at my hair. But always He drew his hands back again and waited, and watched, for He could not be sure.

But, murmured Christopher, how could He have doubted?

With men, He knew I was brave. But... listen!

He held up a cautionary finger, and up the valley floated the echoing, dismal call of a wolf.


XI. WATCHED
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CHRISTOPHER, REMEMBERING THE phantom in the hollow, shuddered a little. He could not help it.

It is always there, said the old man, leaning his head to listen as though to hear a terribly familiar music. It is always somewhere between me and the edge of the sky. Sometimes, it is so far away that I do not hear it. Sometimes, it holds its voice and crawls up to watch me, but it is always there.

He nodded his head with a religious conviction.

But what is it, father? asked Christopher, beginning to feel his flesh creep.

It is the werewolf, said the old Indian, that has kept me away from the Great Spirit for all these years.

A werewolf! exclaimed Christopher.

There are two kinds of werewolves, said the chief, holding up two fingers of his hand. The first are the ones which have been men and become wolves. They are only terrible for a short time, and then they become stupid. Then there are others. They are the wolves that cannot become men until they have killed the warrior who has been marked out for them. He closed his eyes and then added: When I was a little boy, I frightened the horse of Black Antelope, the medicine man, and he got a fall when the horse bucked. I was very happy. I danced and yelled with pleasure to see him in the dirt. But then I heard him shouting out of the dust cloud, `The werewolf is waiting to take you! May he take you soon!

I saw that he had known this for a long time, but the knowledge had been forced from his lips by his passion. Then I could remember, young as I was, that often I had seen wolves, skulking near me. Fear jumped in my throat. You are a young man and a big man. Have you ever been afraid? He leaned forward a little and a cruel flame appeared in his eyes as he scanned the face of Christopher. Then he leaned back, nodding. You will understand, he said, what I am saying.

A little chill passed through Christopher as he saw that his secret was plain before this terrible old wizard of the mountains.

When I knew that it was a werewolf that was waiting for me, said the Indian, I did not fear men. If the Great Spirit had meant a werewolf to inherit my soul, then I could not die until that one wolf reached me, if it were able. Therefore, I laughed at men. In battle I knew that their bullets could not touch me. I went into the fights, singing my songs, and the Sioux became women before me. They turned their backs upon me, and I shot my arrows between their shoulder blades. I became a great man in my tribe. But I never hunted at night, and after dark I stayed in my teepee, until one cold winter night a wolf put its head through the flap of my teepee and snarled at me.

The next day, I saddled my best pony and fled to the south and left my squaws and my children behind me, for I felt that the time had almost come, and that the wolf was about to take me. He was a brown wolf, young and strong. if I had stayed, the wolf would not have dared to face me. I should have rushed out into the night and fought with it, though I carried nothing but a knife. But I was afraid, and the moment that fear lays a whip on our backs, we cannot stop running. So I have been fleeing all the days of my life, and the wolf follows me. I saw him only so long ago as the waning of the old moon when it was like the paring of a fingernail in the sky. He is a gray wolf now. His back is arched, and his belly is tucked up with age. One of his fangs is broken. With the other he still hopes to cut my throat. But some day I shall hear him, leave my fire, go out in the darkness, and call to him, with my knife in my hand. I shall fight him and kill him and, when he is dead, the Great Spirit who has waited and watched so long for me will snatch me up in His fingers and make me happy forever.

The Indian ended his tale in a raised voice with a glitter in his eyes, but at that moment the wolf call boomed with a melancholy note up the pass, and the eyes of the chief were instantly struck blank. The fishing rod trembled in his hand.

When Christopher had given the old fellow half the tobacco in his pouch, he rode up the trail again, but he was a very thoughtful man. Of course, the whole matter was plain to him, and he could see how the momentary malice of the old medicine man, Black Antelope, had poisoned all the following years of this mans life. Yet he could not smile at the superstition. He had lost the calloused hardness of self-assurance, and into his opened soul strange thoughts dropped, like those falling stars which show the blackness of the heavens.

When he reached the ridge of the divide, he looked across a far prospect with the mountain crests tossed up as rough and crowded as storm waves on a sea. After all, why should he flee into this unknown region? For, if there were indeed anything supernatural following him, it was better to face it in a place he knew.

Suddenly he turned and rode down the trail up which he had just passed. Not that I would have you think that he took as true all that the Indian had told him, or any of it. But, no matter how sophisticated we may become, superstitions will leave a trace and a taint within our souls. So it was with Christopher, and he was like the man who sees the moon over his left shoulder, and scorns the superstition of bad luck, but cannot keep a chill from passing down his blood.

Whatever it was that had haunted him, he was sure that it had been a living creature of flesh and blood. He was sure, and yet a coldness was spreading through body and soul. And it happened that just now, halting the roan for breath, he looked back and saw, or thought he saw, a shadow behind the shadow of a bush. He took quick aim, fired, and then spurred the roan furiously back to the spot.

There was nothing there. He dismounted and examined the ground. It was a soft sand which would have registered the impression even of a falling leaf, and yet there was not a trace upon it. He stood up and mounted again with a prickling sense of dread coursing up and down his back.

Yet there had been, he felt, an infinite amount of truth in what the old Indian had told him. The fears that we flee from are those which will eventually master us. Those that we face shrink away from us in turn and become as nothing.

So he went straight back to the deserted and moldering cabin in the hollow, which he had left so gladly that morning. You will say that he should have carried his philosophy a stage further and gone back to his home to outface his first impelling terror — the dread of Harry Main and his guns. But to tell the truth, his mind did not dwell upon Harry Main. This other uncanny fear had overmastered him, and its problem, to be scorned and mocked by his consciousness, continually lurked in the back of his brain.

When he got to the cabin, it was mid-afternoon. A rabbit had lifted its head above a rock a quarter of a mile above the edge of the pines of the hollow, and he tried his Colt with a snap shot. When he rode to the rock, he found the rabbits body secure enough, the brains dashed out by the bullet. No, his hand had not lost its cunning or its surety.

He cleaned the rabbit on the spot and carried it on toward the cabin for his dinner. But, as he went, the darkness of his brain increased. He had fired at the rabbit with no more skill and surety than at the ghost thing that had been hunting him in a wolfish shape, and yet the other had twice escaped.

The moment he entered the dark circle of the pines, he regretted his return to the spot, for the stretching shadows that covered him darkened his spirit more than his eyes. He cooked the rabbit and ate it, but it was with a forced appetite, and he went about his preparations for the night mechanically. His heart was not in them. He had to urge himself forward continually with the remembered words of the old chief.

He decided, as the evening began, that he would try his nerves in the forest itself while the darkness gathered, and so he sat down beneath the trees and lighted his pipe. It suddenly occurred to him that the glowing light in the bowl of the pipe would be like a guiding lantern to direct any danger toward him and to blind his eyes against all drifting shadows — such as the form of an old gray wolf, its back arched with age, its belly gaunt, with one broken fang and the other capable of splitting open the throat of a man.

Now he wished mightily that he had continued on his way through the unknown mountains to the north and the east, but he would not saddle the roan for a night journey. It was not because he pitied the weariness of the horse, but because he dreaded the trip through the solemn woods worse than death.

He left the trees at last and went into the cabin. He found that he was crossing the clearing with a slinking gait and with his head down and, though he forced himself to walk erect, his heart he could not lift.

So he came to the cabin and laid down his blanket roll there. Outside the wind was rising and, across the moon, volleys of high-blown clouds swept and crossed the threshold of the cabin with waves of light and shadow.

The whole world had become an eerie place, indeed, and a setting in which all that was wild and strange might happen. And then he thought of the old Indian, and his lifetime passed in the midst of just such dread as this reinforced by a superstition that turned fear into a thing as concrete as a pointed gun.

What unbelievable force of nerve and courage had maintained the old man so long — living as he did, in the lonely middle of the mountains, waiting for death in a strange form? He pulled the pile of branches that supported his bedding to a corner of the cabin from which he could watch the door. There was a window also from which he could be spied upon, but a ragged fragment of a board was nailed across it — and no wolf could jump through.

He smiled at his own conceit, but you may be sure there was no mirth in his smile.


XII. ONLY A MAN
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IT SEEMS MOST strange that Christopher Royal should have been brought to such a nervous state because a lurking shadow had crossed his path a few times. But, undoubtedly, he was unstrung chiefly by his interview with the old Indian whom he had met that day fishing at the side of the brook.

However that may be, he had almost reached the point of hysteria, listening to imaginary sounds and watching the alternate dimming and brightening of the moonlight on the floor. And then came a thing that blinded him with fear.

Beyond the door, in the clearing, he heard the unmistakable though soft crackle of a twig beneath an approaching, stealthy foot! All of this time he had been telling himself with a breathless insistence that there was nothing at all in his dread beyond a sort of fear of the dark, and that, when the morning came, he would simply mount the roan and ride away from this wretched nightmare in spite of the advice of the crazed Indian. Now came the positive proof that there was a living creature in the clearing — a creature that guessed his presence in the cabin, for, otherwise, why should the cabin have been stalked with such care? Too paralyzed even to think of clutching the Colt at his hip, Christopher stood up against the wall opposite the door just in time to see a shadow cross the dim moonlight that passed the threshold of his door. It was not like the shadow of a wolf. Christopher suddenly glanced up and found himself peering into the face of Harry Main!

He had never seen that famous man in the flesh before, but he could have recognized him even by dimmer light than this as the brother of Cliff Main, whom he had killed by luck rather than by valor. In the hand of Harry Main the revolver was quickly steadied on its target.

Its all right, kid, said Harry Main. Im here to finish you off, but there aint any need for me to rush around about it. I understand everything. You lost your nerve, waiting for me, and you come up here in a blue funk. I understand all of that, and Im gunna wait till youve had a chance to get hold of yourself before I tackle you with a gun. You can depend on that, because I keep my promises.

He dropped his revolver back into the holster. An instant later he was startled with a thrill of cold fear, for he had seen Christopher standing against the wall, a very picture of abject, helpless, frozen terror only a moment before, and now he heard Christopher break out into a wild and ringing laughter while he cried: Are you the wolf? You?

Am I the wolf? I? asked Harry Main, retreating toward the doorway behind him. What in the name of heaven do you mean? Are you crazy, Royal?

Perhaps no man in the world ever looked closer to insanity than did Christopher at that moment. For his life, which had come to a stop, was beginning again, and, as it began, a flare of warmth and fiery self-confidence flamed in his eyes, dilated his nostrils, and made his breast heave.

Under the dreadful shadow of an unearthly fear, he had quite forgotten that it was the original dread of Harry Main that had forced him from his home and into the mountains. He had quite forgotten that, and there remained before him only the overpowering horror of a supernatural enemy.

To such an extent was this true that, as he had been standing against the wall, he had been saying to himself, quoting the Indian: A werewolf is one of two kinds — either a man turning into a wolf, or a wolf turning into a man.

To be sure, if one looked closely at the handsome dark features of Harry Main, one could not help finding something decidedly wolfish in his appearance. There was a smallness and a brightness in the eyes, which were moreover set abnormally close together, that gave his face a touch of animal cunning. The bulge of his jaw muscles added a rather brutal strength to the lower part of his face. He looked as brown, too, as a creature capable of living without any covering other than its own pelt.

But Christopher was not ready at that moment to mark small differences and peculiarities. What mattered to him was that he had been more than half expecting the dreadful apparition of a wolf or a wolf-man in the doorway. And instead, here was a man — a mere being of flesh and blood like himself. That was why Christopher laughed — laughed at the sight of that famous and dreadful Harry Main! He laughed out of pure relief and excess of thankfulness and joy that, after all, he was to be tested by something less than supernatural power.

Now, when this flood of relief had coursed through the veins of Christopher and when the laughter had burst from his lips, he could not help crying out: By eternal heaven, its only Harry Main!

Harry Main had been fairly certain that this fellow was insane the moment before. But he rather doubted it now after facing Christopher for a moment, and he began to wish that he had kept his Colt in his hand.

Only Harry Main! A very singular remark, surely, concerning the most terrible of all those practiced gunfighters who rode the mountain desert. It literally took the blood from the heart of the man of might and threw it all into his face. And what more do you want to have on your hands than Harry Main? he exclaimed.

What more? Why, cried Christopher, if there were half a dozen of you, I should still laugh at you, Main! I should still laugh at you!

Harry Main listened and positively gaped with childish wonder, and with horror also, for he could not feel that this was stage playing. There was a ring of such tremendous sincerity and honesty about the words of Christopher that a more skeptical man than Harry Main would have been convinced.

Main said: Im about to finish you off, Royal. I dunno that its any pleasure to me to have to kill you, but you took that out of my hands and left me no choice in it. You murdered poor Cliff...

That was a perfectly fair fight, declared Christopher.

Fair? cried Main, his hot temper rising. Why everybody knows that Cliff was only a kid!

He was two years older than I, answered Christopher.

The heat of Harry Main increased. For, having found no ready answer, he was naturally all the more enraged, and he exclaimed: You aint gunna be allowed to sneak out of that blood this way, Chris Royal!

Sneak out? Sneak out? said Christopher. Why, man, Ill tell you an honest fact... I was never so glad of anything as I am of the sight of you tonight!

The hell you are! growled the gunfighter, and he stared more closely at Christopher Royal.

But it was true. Yes, it was very true. He would have been the worst sort of a blind man not to see that Christopher meant all that he said and had not the slightest fear of his famous antagonist.

Oh, yes, said Christopher, but since you seem a decent fellow, Harry, I rather hate to have to send you after your brother.

Dyou hate to do that? snarled Main. Why, Im ready to tear your heart out, if you got the guts to stand up to me!

Another cross passed like a shadow over the face of Christopher. And then he shrugged his shoulders, as though to get rid of the idea.

Well? asked Main sharply.

Im thinking of the long stretch after Ive dropped you, Harry, as drop you I surely shall. And, besides, Im wondering if we wouldnt both be happier if we had sunlight instead of moonshine for our work.

Moonlight is good enough, declared Main.

Christopher nodded. Youre getting nervous, I see, he said very kindly. And if thats the case, why, well have it out now, man, of course. I suppose that you might become rather a nervous wreck if you had to wait until the morning.

To the devil with your coolness! cried Harry Main. Me turn into a nervous wreck? I aint got a nerve in my body, and, when it comes the time for the guns to work, Im gunna show you I mean what I say.

You shoot very well, I hear, said Christopher.

Thats best told, said Harry Main darkly, by them that aint no longer got a voice in this here world.

By the dead, you mean? interpreted Christopher, nodding. Youve killed a great many people. Ive heard that youve killed all of fourteen men, Main?

Up to tonight, and not counting the greasers, yes. And youll be the fifteenth white man.

I shall?

Christopher looked at Harry Main and then smiled brightly and carelessly, as though to announce that he did not care to argue such an absurd suggestion. And a little mist of perspiration — a cold sweat — came out upon the forehead of Harry Main.

All right, said Christopher, if youre not afraid to wait until the morning...

Do you think that you can bluff me out? Ill have your nerves all frazzled out if you wait that long in the same house with me.

Will you? murmured Christopher, stretching his arms out luxuriously. Well, you watch me.

And he threw himself down on the bed, took a turn in the blanket, and was almost instantly asleep, leaving Harry Main standing by the door, with the killing power still gathered in his face and a strangely empty and foolish feeling in his heart.


XIII. READY
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IT MUST BE admitted that it was a most peculiar situation for Harry Main. He had most certainly prophesied to himself that Christopher Royal, in spite of the shooting of Cliff, had turned yellow when he started up toward the higher mountains and, with that sense of surety supporting him, Harry Main had proceeded with a sort of contemptuous carelessness on the trail of revenge. He had never started out on a manhunt without feeling that he was superior in his skill with guns to any other man on the range.

And now this surety had been snatched out of his hands. He sat down and watched the pale, slow hand of the moonlight stretch across the floor and find the hand and then the face of Christopher. He stood up, leaned over the sleeper, and saw that he was smiling as in the midst of a happy dream.

No wonder that Main scratched his unshaven chin in great anger and perturbation. Such coolness was absolutely inexplicable to him, because it never occurred to him that Christopher had been existing in this cabin under the shadow of a fear so much more awful than that of any human being that it made even the hostile presence of Harry Main not a terror but an actual comfort. And having no key to the situation, Harry Main began to feel that, so far from having reached a craven fugitive, he had come up with the bravest man he had ever known.

But to have fallen asleep in the presence of the gunfighter the great and celebrated Harry Main — that surely was a thing not to be believed. And sleeping — yes, and snoring — that lad most certainly was. Why, then, had Christopher left the valley? Simply because he wished to take the ugliness of battle away from the vicinity of his home? It had seemed a most hollow sham and pretext to Harry Main, at the first, but now he began to believe that there must be something to it.

He began to regard Christopher Royal more closely, and there was much about him that deserved the narrowest scrutiny. He watched the heaving of the high-arched chest while the young fellow slept, and he regarded the wide and smooth slope of the shoulders, and the strength of the jaw, and, above all, the long-fingered hands. Men said that there was both infinite might and great speed in those hands, and Harry Main, who was an expert in such affairs, could well believe it. The weight of a Colt, for instance, would be no greater than that of a feather to the power of this man, and the round wrist and the tapering fingers promised the most flashing and dazzling speed of execution.

Now it seemed to Harry Main, at about this time, that the hours of the night were marching along with a very painfully slow step, and that the morning lingered with disgusting persistence beneath the edge of the eastern sky.

He himself tried to lie down and to rest, but, when he had stretched himself out in a resolute composure and closed his eyes, it always seemed to Harry Main that his terrible young companion was slowly opening his eyes, then peering sidewise, and then sitting up and reaching for a gun... At that point of his imaginings Harry Main would be snatched out of semi-slumber and sit up with a jerk, only to find Christopher Royal sleeping most peacefully.

Two or three times this was repeated, and at last Main abandoned all attempts at resting. He stood by the door, or he walked up and down outside it, watching a pale mist that had boiled across the face of the moon and that was now gathering under the heads of the great forest trees. Frequently, however, he had to drag himself away from his thoughts and peer through the open door at young Christopher.

Rage began to grow up in the breast of Harry Main. He felt that by a low trickery Christopher Royal was enjoying a heartening and strengthening rest, whereas he, Harry Main, who had entered that house with the drop on the man he wanted and who had surrendered that advantage willingly because he did not choose to murder but preferred to fight — he, Harry Main, walked up and down through the night fog and wondered what the devil had ever entangled poor Cliff with this cold-nerved devil of a boy!

Why not end the matter, now that there was no eye to watch? Main strode through the door with the Colt ready in his hand. But, when he leaned over the sleeper, his finger withdrew from the trigger. Once before, and long ago, just such a crime as this had attracted Harry Main, and on that occasion he had not resisted temptation. But he had long since vowed that he would never have another such stain upon his conscience.

So he went back to the door, stealthily, without making a sound, as he thought. Then, turning around, he found the eyes of the supposed sleeper fixed steadily upon him. It was far from a pleasant experience for Main.

Christopher sat up and yawned in his face.

It was better not to do that, he nodded. I see that youre all shot to pieces, Main. And look here... if you want to postpone this business until the nerves have had a chance to settle down again, of course Im agreeable to that. I dont want to hurry you ahead, you understand.

Hurry me ahead? Hurry me ahead? snarled Main. Why, if the daylight would only come, Id polish you off in half a second.

Polish me off? smiled Christopher, standing up and stretching forth his arms. Well, man, the day has begun.

What!

Its a thick mist. We often have em in this hollow. And thats what blankets the sun away. But... look here. Its seven oclock. And let me know, old fellow, if you want to fight now, or after breakfast?

There was such a world of good humor in his voice that Harry Main felt his heart shrink into a cold, small knot.

Now, said Main steadily. You can bring in the gun work now, and Ill be contented. But damn me if Ill wait for another five minutes to play the nurse to you!

Nurse? laughed Christopher Royal. Well, well, the odd thing about it all, from my viewpoint, is that when I left the valley I was actually afraid of you, old fellow. Frightened to death of you. And now, as a matter of fact, Im almost sorry that I shall have to turn loose a gun upon you.

Harry Main lowered his head a little for the purpose of scowling out beneath his gathered brows at the other, when he suddenly realized that no facial expressions were apt to daunt the very composed self-sufficiency of this young man. He could not help saying suddenly: Royal, when you left the valley, it wasnt to meet me up here. I dunno why you sent me the letter. But I know that you never intended to meet me here.

What letter? asked Christopher.

What letter? Why, the one where you told me that youd be waiting for me in this cabin... the one that the Chink brought down to Yatess place for me.

It took the breath of Christopher to hear this. Certainly he had dispatched no such letter, and there was no one in the world who knew where he intended to hide himself with the exception of his mother. But could she have done such a thing, and betrayed him to his enemy? Then, in a blinding flash, he understood everything, and the prayer which she must have breathed to have her son dead rather than shamed — her blind hope, too, that when the crisis came he might find a mysterious strength to meet the emergency. And he had done so. For, whether he could master Harry Main or not he could not tell, but master himself he certainly had.

So he looked up again to Main and said gently: Youve guessed the facts. I was afraid of you when l left.

Then what happened?

Something that you wouldnt understand. Theres no use in trying to talk about it or to explain.

Id like to judge that for myself.

Ill tell you this, said Christopher suddenly. After what has happened to me up here, I feel as though theres no real harm that can be done by a bullet.

All right, said Harry Main. I guess thats beyond me.

And there, said Christopher, is a bit of blue sky for you. Its broad enough day, and I suppose that we have to go through with this thing.

We do, said the gunfighter solemnly.

Notwithstanding that I wasnt at fault with your brother?

You?

I give you my word of honor, Main, that I tried to back out of the fight. I didnt want his blood on my hands. I didnt want to fight with anybody, as a matter of fact.

Harry Main listened with a thoughtful frown, and again he felt the transparent honesty of this youth and felt a shudder go through him. That aint what matters, he said at last. The only fact that counts is that you stood up to poor Cliff and killed him, and now everybody expects me to stand up to you and kill you... or to do my best. And thats what Im here for.,,

I understand, nodded Christopher. Your reputation for being invincible is worth more to you than your life. Youve got to risk that to protect your good fame. Well... theres nothing that I can say to that.

No, declared Harry Main, there aint anything you can say. But are you ready?

Ready, said Christopher, and they walked out of the little cabin side by side.

It aint much better than moonshine, though, said Main, regarding the fog which hung in dense clouds through the trees. Well have to stand close to each other with our guns, old-timer.

Yes, that seems logical.

But, by heaven, kid, youre the coolest hand that I ever had to shoot at. Well take ten paces.

All right. Which way?

Stand here. Ill measure off the distance.

He stalked ten strides away, halted, and spun about toward Christopher.

Are you ready, Royal?

Ready!


XIV. BEYOND FEAR
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NO MATTER WHAT doubts had been passing through the mind of Harry Main during the long hours of the night, they deemed to disappear, now that he faced his foe in the open, and it seemed to Christopher that the very body of the other man swelled with passion. A gathering battle fury glittered in the eyes of the gunfighter. He was like a bull terrier that seems to have a ten-fold power poured into it by the mere chance to bare his teeth at an enemy.

As for Christopher, he felt no passion, and certainly least of all did he feel fear. The fury that was rising in the other would have appalled him beyond words only the day before, as he well knew. But now he was possessed of a perfect calm, a cool indifference, and, though he stood on the ground at point-blank range from this proved man slayer, he had the attitude of one who looks on a strange scene from a great distance. Instead of fear, out of that calmness a great sense of superior might flowed through him. He looked at the terrible Harry Main and looked down on him. He remembered what the Indian had said, and of how as a young brave he had careened through the ranks of the enemy, laughing at their bullets, because he was conscious of a stranger and more deadly fate than mere bullets or arrows could deal out to him.

So it was with Christopher Royal. As he stared at Harry Main, he could not help wondering where that other and haunting shadow might be, and was it not ever present, watching the man who had been marked down for it? And the instant that Harry Main was gone, would not that devilish film of a creature be at his heels once more?

Harry, he called.

Go for your gun! said the other, trembling with a dreadful eagerness. Go for your gun, kid. I give you the first chance!

It was like a wrestler offering his hand openly to a weaker foe, but Christopher merely smiled.

Go for your gun! yelled the gunfighter again.

I want to ask you for the last time, said Christopher, to think the thing over, will you? I dont fear you, Main. But theres no reason I should try to kill you, and theres no reason why you should kill me. Do you think that you will ever be taunted for not having butchered me? No, people know you too well, and your record is too long.

My record is a fighting mans record, said the killer, growing momentarily more savage. Im no damn chattering jay... like you. Ive give you warning, Royal!

Ive heard your warning, and I take it, said Christopher, but I wont go for my gun first.

What?

I mean what I say. Make the first move, if you will. Ill never shoot except in self-defense, man!

By heaven! cried the other, your blood is on your own head, for being a fool. I offer you the free chance. There aint nobody here to report it on you.

Except ones conscience, said Christopher, and thats enough!

A wolf howled up the valley, and a sudden shudder went through the body of Christopher. It seemed that the other noted it, for he said instantly: That varmint is going to yell again in a minute. Hes got something cornered! Hell yell again, and, when he yells, thatll be the signal for us, Royal. You agree?

Yes, said Christopher, feeling that there was a sort of hidden fate in this arrangement, I agree to that. Hell howl a death yell for one of us!

Exactly. Afterwards, kid, Ill treat you fine. Ill see that you dont lie here and rot in the middle of the woods. Ill cart your body down into the valley where somebody can find you on the road and let your folks know.

Thank you, said Christopher.

He looked a trifle away. He raised his head boldly and looked up to the smoke-white mist, now riven away in the heart of the sky so that dim, delightful blue shone through.

Are you prayin, kid? asked the gunfighter savagely.

No, no, said Christopher. Im only pitying you, Main.

He said it so impulsively and so gently that Harry Main started convulsively. He had been in a hundred battles but never before had he seen a man in the presence of death conduct himself in such a manner as this. He was amazed, and the awe took possession of the very nerves of his fingers and made them half numb. He rubbed the knuckles of his right hand swiftly into the palm of his left — swiftly, for at any moment the fatal cry of the wolf might ring up the hollow.

And if the bad luck should come to you, Harry, said Christopher Royal, where shall I take you, and where shall I send your last message?

Cut out all this fools talk! snarled the other. I dont want to hear no more of it!

What, man? Is there no one to whom you want to send your last thoughts? Is there no kindness for any one?

Ive seen the world for what it is, said the other grimly, half sneaking, and half lying, and all hypocritical. There aint nobody that likes nobody else, except for what they can get out of him. Folks have knowed me, and theyve used me. Ive knowed them, and Ive used them. And when the finish comes, I thank heaven that there aint nobody that can say that hes trimmed me worse than Ive trimmed him. Because where the score was agin me, Ive used a gun and settled it that way.

Heaven forgive your unhappy soul, said Christopher.

You talk partly like a fool, and partly like a sky pilot! sneered Harry Main, gripping at the butt of his revolver. Im going to wipe out that smile of yours with a Forty-Five slug of lead in half a minute.

Christopher looked up once more to the blue heart of the heavens, where the fog was still rapidly thinning, and through that remaining film of cloud he could see the splendors of the sun flooding across the upper sky. At that moment, while his glance was still high, the booming note of the wolfs cry pounded up the valley, mixed with its own flying echoes.

Harry Main, the instant that he heard, bounded to the side and tore out his Colt as he sprang. It was an old trick of his in which he trusted implicitly, for it had won many a battle for him. But Christopher, seeing the move, had no doubts. His own weapon glided smoothly into his touch. At the hip he spun it up. From the hip he fired, and he saw Harry Main fire his own weapon into the ground, and then lunge downward, very much as though he had intentionally fired downward at an invisible enemy and then fallen down to grapple with it hand to hand.

Christopher did not need to go forward to investigate. He knew just where his own bullet had struck home, and he raised his head in an odd quiet of the soul and saw that the last wisps of the upper mist had been cleared away, and, in a deep well of blue, shot through with golden sun, the heavens opened above him as though for the free reception of a winged spirit.

Then he went to poor Harry Main and turned the body on its back. He had been shot straight through the heart. The top buttonhole of the open coat had been the target of Christopher, and right through that slim target the bullet had torn its way.

He closed the eyes of Harry Main. While he was on his knees, performing that last rite, a chilly sense of being watched from behind made him leap to his feet. He looked behind him into the underbrush beneath the woods, for from that direction he knew the eyes had been upon him. The thing was back once more to hound him!

There had been no joy in him for the victory. There had been no exultation. It was merely the assurance that came at the heels of his conscious superiority. There had been no chance for poor Main from the first instant that they faced one another in the cabin.

But Harry Main was forgotten. All that was remembered was the dreadful unseen thing that moved so noiselessly around him. What was it?

When he had gained control of himself once more, he went to the roan and found him down-headed, dull-eyed, with his lower lip hanging and a tremor in his legs. He had a wisp of green grass hanging from his lips, and, when he was led to the water, he refused to drink.

Christopher, with a terrible sinking of the heart, felt that he understood what had happened. The gelding, too, had seen more than the eye of a brute could understand and had felt more than an animal heart could stand.

He rubbed the strong animal down and swung into the saddle. And the gelding, taking more heart with his first steps along the trail, was soon going ahead at a good gait and lifting his head more as he warmed up.

Straight down the hollow rode Christopher, for the first thing to do was to take the word of what had just taken place to the people below. He must send for the dead body, and then he must carry word of what he had done to his mother. And how could he face her, or she him, since he knew that she had sent Harry Main to face him in this hiding place?

However, all of that was very far away and of little importance, and what really mattered was simply that he get out of these tall, dark woods as fast as he could. He rode with a terrible conviction that he would never pass through those woods alive. Now he was in the grip of whatever power it was that hounded him. The old Indian, it was true, had kept the foe at bay for three-quarters of a long lifetime, but that old Indian had a power of will such as Christopher felt that he could never aspire toward.

His head was never still as he went through the shadows. But he could see nothing except soft shiftings of shadows, which well might be the quiet passing of some pursuer. On the other hand, it might be the mere effect of the shifting lights that passed down through the wind-stirred trees. As for hearing anything, every slight murmur was lost in the continual patter of dropping water, for the fog had left the branches and the twigs covered with dim, silver drops.

So he crossed the little dark-hearted brook, and, turning the next winding of the narrow forest trail, he came on a sight that stopped his heart. In the middle of the way, flat on his back, his arms thrown crosswise, and his dead eyes fixed sightlessly upon the trees above him, lay the Indian.


XV. BACK TO THE VALLEY

[image: img107.jpg]

CHRISTOPHER DISMOUNTED INSTANTLY and ran to the spot. As he leaned over the dead man, he groaned with veritable horror. The throat of the Indian had been torn across — and not by any knife. It had been ripped open — just as by the fang of a wolf!

So the long trail of the old hero had come to an end. And how long before Christophers end should come, also? He felt that his knees were turned to lead. He staggered back to the roan and was coming toward him with outstretched hands when something in his way of approach startled that most patient of horses. He tossed his head and with a sudden, frightened snort he fled on down the trail.

Christopher, left alone, called after him until the wailing notes of his own voice frightened him. Then he went on in the same direction, but every step he took was one of agony. He gave up all control and dashed madly forward, blind with terror. And then, behind him, he was sure that he heard the breathing of a pursuer. So he whirled with a gasp of terror and flung his back against a tree. Just behind him the fleeting shadow darted out of view behind a tree. His pounding heart turned to ice!

He felt, now, that his death was to follow that of the Indian. Destiny was thick around him. To make all sure, presently he heard a faint whine, and it drew before his imagination the dreadful picture of an old wolf, gray with years, his back arched and his belly gaunt, and his grinning mouth showing only a single fang for murder.

Then it seemed to him that he saw something drift noiselessly into the midst of a small bush. Yet he was almost sure that the glitter of eyes shone out at him. Instinctively, without aiming, he jerked up the muzzle of his gun and fired.

There was a yelp of fear and pain and then out of the covert, straight toward him, wriggling on his belly with fear and with pain, came the familiar form of Lurcher!

Christopher, watching him and sick with wonder and relief and pity, suddenly understood all that had happened. Lurcher, the silent hunter who never left the Royal ranch, had indeed left it this time, because in his dogs heart he had known that some great trial lay before his master. He had trailed the big rider, but from a guilty distance, and, when he tried to come closer at last, he had been received with a bullet that must have missed him narrowly. Again as he strove to crawl in out of the cold of the night to his master — to his master and away from the wolfish voices in the woods — poor Lurcher had been fired at point-blank. It was most miraculous that he had not been killed.

This was the hunting ghost, then, which had filled Christopher Royal with such supernatural dread that even terrible Harry Main had meant nothing to him. He dropped on his knees and Lurcher, moaning with joy and terror and pain combined, stood up and staggered into his masters arms.

Tears poured into the eyes of Christopher. He dashed them away. But still his lips were trembling with pity as he worked over the hurt dog. Off went his coat. His shirt was ripped to shreds. He cleansed the wound of the bullet which had passed through the breast, close to one shoulder, and out the side of the hound through a gaping wound. Then he stopped the flow of the wound with dust — and with his prayers. He felt that this poor trembling, heartbroken, spiritless creature had been the strange instrument through which his own soul had been saved from much, much worse than death, and he worked for Lurcher with a passionate intensity.

He saw the great eyes grow dim. He took his pocket flask of whiskey and forced a bit down the throat of the weakening dog. And then — the bleeding stopped as if by a miracle. A sheer miracle, indeed, Christopher always considered it. After that, he made the bandage, tenderly but firmly; and last of all he took his coat, and, using it as a litter, he carried Lurcher out of the woods.

He had thought that he was deep in the heart of the forest, but now he found that the crisis had come upon him when he was on the verge of the trees. Clean, sweet sunshine beat upon him as he issued from the damp and the shadows, and he saw the familiar beauty of Royal Valley spread out beneath him. Just below there was the Kendrick house with a banner of smoke hanging white above it, and he thought that he had never before seen a picture of such beautiful quiet as this which was before him. Indeed, it appeared to Christopher as though he had never beheld it before — or as though he had always been living in a dream until this time.

Lurcher was rapidly dying in his arms. Twice he stopped, as he was hurrying down the hill, and laid the hound upon the ground for the sake of letting him recuperate. Twice, under his hand and his voice, the dog opened his eyes and smiled vaguely at him, as only the eyes of a dog can do. And then he hurried on once more, never daring to break into a run for fear lest the jarring would prove instantly fatal to Lurcher. He reached the front gate of the Kendrick yard and kicked it open with such a crash that pretty Mary Kendrick came running out onto the verandah.

She screamed loudly at the sight of him. Oh, Chris, Chris! she cried. Harry Main has killed you, and youve come here to die!

Dont talk foolishness, he said. Im not hurt. Its only blood from this dog... the finest dog in the world. Wheres there a bed for him?

Bed? Chris! For a dog!

Yes, yes, yes! I mean what I say. Wheres there a bed for him? Ill pay for it! Hes got to lie soft and be contented.

In the little side room off the verandah there was a fine old couch where Lurcher was laid down to bleed and die.

Now get Doctor Hutchison on the telephone and tell him to come over here as fast as he can gallop his horse, Mary!

But Chris! The dog is shot right through the body! He cant live! And do you know that Harry Main is looking for you and threatening...

Harry Main will never threaten anyone again. Get the doctor, I say! And tell him that theres a thousand-dollar case here for him... a thousand dollars if he saves the life of a dog!

She gave one more frightened glance at him to make sure that he was not mad, but her brains were still addled when she reached the telephone. Presently she was calling across the wire: Missus Hutchison! Missus Hutchison! This is Mary Kendrick. Christopher Royal isnt dead. Hes here. But maybe hes dying. I dont know. Harry Main shot his dog. Then Christopher fought with him with his bare hands and killed him. Isnt it terrible? I think Im going to faint. Christopher is quite mad. And he says that hell pay your husband a thousand dollars for saving the life of the dog...

At this point in the recital there was an interruption made by Mrs. Hutchisons smashing the receiver into the hook. There is a time for politeness. It is not, however, when there is an opportunity to win a thousand dollars.

She bounded to the back porch. Her voice, wire drawn and piercing as a knife, stabbed the air. Hank! Ha-a-a-n-nk! Hurry! Hurry! Hurry!

And Hank hurried. When he got to the Kendrick place, his horse was staggering and Hutchison himself was pale with expectancy and terrible hope. He had never seen a thousand dollars gathered together in all his life. Here was his great chance. The word of a Royal was a great deal better than a gold bond for any amount within thinking distance.

So old Dr. Hutchison reached the house of the Kendricks and rushed into it, not even as much as waiting to rap at the front door. He found himself in a house of terrible turmoil and confusion, in which the domestics and the family hurried here and there on urgent errands. Then he was shown into a small room where Christopher Royal, his big body half-naked to the waist and his clothes streaked and spotted with crimson, was on his knees beside a couch, and lying partly on the couch and partly on the arms of his master was an old hound, whose glazing eyes were fixed upon the eyes of Christopher as though in them he saw his only stars of hope.

The long arm of Christopher reached out and jerked the doctor also upon his knees. Forget its a dog, Hank, he said. Think it is a human being. And I can tell you that he has meant more than any human being in my life. No matter what you can do for him, you get five hundred. And if you save him... a thousand! You hear?

My heaven, yes, said the doctor. Dont I, though?

And that was the beginning of the strangest scene that had ever been witnessed in Royal Valley, for day and night the two men would not leave the side of the dying dog. Christopher because, whenever he moved, there was a moan from Lurcher; and the doctor because his skilled attention was bringing Lurcher alive through each succeeding hour when it seemed as though death must take him at the next moment.

The doctor had a growing reward dangling before his eyes, and, when Christopher saw that the old skilled veterinary was actually accomplishing some results, his delight knew no bounds, and he could not contain himself. On successive days he raised the proffered sum to fifteen hundred and then to two thousand dollars.

And so it was that Royal Valley came to hear of the Two-Thousand-Dollar Dog.


XVI. A QUEER DOG!
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ALL OF THIS time, it must be remembered, Royal Valley had other things to consider. When the party went up into the hollow, according to the directions of Christopher, to find the body of the famous Harry Main by the cabin near Emmetts, they also found on the way that there was a dead Indian, lying along the trail in the forest.

They buried him at the side of the trail and put up a little mound of stones to mark the spot. Then they went on and forgot all that they had seen of him when they saw Main, indeed, lying with a bullet through his heart. They carried Harry Main down into the valley and laid him out in state in the church, where he was viewed by literally thousands.

Cliff Main had lain there before, and now the more famous and more deadly brother lay there also. Men came who had felt his bullets in their body. And others came who had heard the hiss of them going by. And still others there were who had merely been witnesses.

All of these followed the body to the grave, almost with the air of mourners, and afterward they rehearsed again the wild and grand feats that they had seen this man perform. By hundreds and hundreds those who had never been sufficiently blessed to see the great Main in action drank in these words of the wise.

Royal Valley was particularly glad to hear all that magnified the greatness of Harry Main, just as the Jews of another day were glad to magnify the greatness of Goliath, they having their own David. That David was acting very oddly now but, given such a bit of freakishness as this frantic struggle to save the life of a mere cur, was forgiven.

You cant expect a gent like Christopher Royal to act like common folks. Everything about him is big... and different! they said affectionately.

He had explicitly denied the story that described him as rushing bare-handed upon terrible Harry Main and killing him by sheer might of hand and frightful heroism in the face of odds. For that matter, there was the unbruised body of Harry Main, with the bullet through his heart, to deny the tale most effectually. But that was not enough. For men will believe what they want to believe, and the most catching story is always the most lasting one. Christopher was made into a prodigious hero, and all the while he was by the bed of a sick dog too busy to pay attention to his fame.

Mrs. Royal started the instant that she heard where he was, but she was passed on the road by Georgia Lassiter on a flying horse and with a pale, lovely face. Poor Georgia! She got to the Kendricks house and entered only to find her lover too deeply engrossed in his labors as a nurse to pay the slightest attention to her. She turned crimson — and then she fell to work to help.

After her came Mrs. Royal, to whom her son merely extended a stained hand and said: I understand everything. And its all right, Lurcher and you saved me.

Mrs. Royal did not quite understand. But she was a patient woman, and she could wait for explanations. Just what Lurcher had done she could not dream.

And how could any mother be expected to understand how a common, spiritless hound could have been magnified into a danger so terrible that the mere encounter with a celebrated gunman was as nothing to her son?

On the fifth day the crisis came. The doctor, rising to shaking knees, motioned Christopher away from the bed. Unshaven, hollow and black about the eyes, with sunken cheeks and parched lips, they stared down at the sleeping dog and saw Lurcher quiver and jerk and whine in his sleep.

Hes gunna win through, said the doctor. Hes sleeping sound and fine now. Hell be a better dog when he wakes up. But always lame in that off shoulder. Mind you, hes sure to be lame in that shoulder.

Confound it, man, said Christopher Royal, youve done the greatest thing in the world. Ill never forget it!

They rested their arms on one anothers shoulders and wavered a little with weariness and gladness as they looked down upon their accomplished work.

Then Christopher could sleep in turn, and, when he awakened, he found Georgia sitting on the floor beside him. For he would lie on the floor in the same room with the dog.

Hush, she was saying. Hush. As he stared up into her face, she added: There are no such things as werewolves, dear Chris.

No such things, he breathed, and, gripping her hand, he fell asleep again.

You may say, if you will, that this is only a history of how a dog found a man, but as a matter of fact it is a narrative of how a man found himself. The Royal blood had been reclaimed for Christopher, and it was never to be lost again.

Only once did he try to tell the story of the facts to Georgia. He failed dismally, because, after he had finished, she merely looked with a smile at him and said: Oh, of course, Chris, you want to tell me that youre not a hero at all. But thats always the way with the really brave men. They always think that the things they do are accidents. And, of course, what you say about yourself is right, and what everyone else in the valley says about you is all wrong. You silly dear.

I think that even Georgia, though she was as large-hearted as the day, grew a little jealous of Lurcher before the end, but the old hound had secured a lasting place in the household and could not be removed to his deaths day.

It was a common sight, in Royal Town, to see an old, gray-tinged, lean-ribbed hound trailing along behind the tall, graceful figure that Christopher Royal remained throughout his life.

A queer dog for such a handsome man to own, strangers would say.

And the answer was as ready as a borrowers cap. Looks like a common dog, dont it? But everybody in these parts can tell you that two thousand dollars was spent on the same hound, sir.

Such a remark was sure to silence all objections because, as the saying has it, You have to pay for class.

Christopher had paid. And not in cash only. For to the end of his life, while all the rest of his hair was black, there was a decided sprinkling of gray about the temples, and one deep crease drawn down the very center of his forehead.

The werewolf had put its mark upon him.

THE END


Thunder Moon (1927)
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Chapter One
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FIRST OF ALL, before anything else is attempted, you must understand that December means Big Hard Face, just as November is called simply Hard Face by the Cheyennes.

As a rule such names have nothing to do with the appearance of an Indian. They have a moral, a sentimental, or most of all a purely incidental significance, and may be picked up in anything from a swimming match to a battle. And as a matter of fact, Big Hard Face was not called by that grim name because he was ugly. His naming was a matter which had to do with the untimely month in which he was born, the very last month of the year, when the vast prairies were covered with wind-furrowed snows.

Three or four other children were born into that group of the tribe in the same month, but they all died, because the winter mortality among the plains Indians used to be a fearful thing. But Big Hard Face, or December, as it may be better to call him, lived through the winter and grew fat and boisterous in the warm spring suns, to the delight of his parents and of the whole tribe. Because so many others had been taken during his infancy, it was felt that their lost good fortunes in war and in peace might accompany the new boy.

Big Hard Face did not disappoint the good prophets. There was only one serious mishap in all of his early life, and that was when he was six years old. The colt which he was riding bucked him off and then trampled across his face. They picked up December with his face an indistinguishable mass of blood and disarranged gristle and bone. Thereafter, above the eyes, he was as likely an Indian as you could ever wish to see, and if you watched him wrapped almost to the forehead in his buffalo robe, when he had gained manhood, you would have picked him as the handsomest of his entire tribe.

But when the robe was removed from the lower part of his face, you changed your mind, be sure, with much speed. For Big Hard Face wore a dismal mask that had very little relation to a human countenance. Here and there you could make out something that should be a human feature. That was the chin, surely, that lopsided thing. And the broad, misshapen slit was the mouth, of course. The nose was not in evidence, but he breathed through two smashed holes. And all the good copper of his skin was altered and slashed across with white hollows and sharp white ridges of scar tissue.

The Pawnees are a brawny and hard-minded race of fellows, but it is creditably reported that when they saw Big Hard Face charging, that ghastly slab of a face distorted with a war cry, a band of fifty of them had taken to their heels and fled for their lives, convinced that the devil in person was after them.

However, beauty is not everything.

Big Hard Face, or December, was strong, brave, and silent, as a youth. He listened when the old men talked. And so, in turn, men were willing to listen to him when he wished to make himself heard.

As he grew older, he counted no fewer than seven coups, and he was known to have slain with his own hand five enemies in full battle, and their scalps dried in his tepee. Such feats of arms were not unaccompanied by other manifestations of worth. He was generous, giving freely of those things which he had about him. His lodge was open to the poor and the sick. Among the braves of the tribe, he was not boastful except when it became a good Cheyenne, for the sake of his tribe, and to impress lessons of Indian virtue upon the younger tribesmen.

But with all of this, he had such goods wits, and he knew so eminently well how to use them, that he was able to amass a considerable fortune. He had a fine herd of horses, all selected ponies, and his clothes, and robes, and his household equipment in general, were such as even a chief would have been proud to own.

There was, however, a flaw in his life and in his fortune. It was to be noticed that whereas the other middle-aged braves among the Cheyennes frequently went out to watch the games of the children, or to see the boys racing, or swimming, or wrestling, Big Hard Face was never to be seen in such assemblies.

And often, when it was necessary for him to pass through a group of the boys, he would draw a fold of his buffalo robe across his face.

People wondered at this, but there were some of the oldest and the wisest men in the tribe who understood. For Big Hard Face, as he drew toward the end of middle age and his marriageable days, was without children to honor his declining years. And for children, and above all for a son, he yearned with a mighty passion.

Woe to the man who cannot keep a woman in his house, for he will go all his life with the fear of death staring in his face, and no comfort in his prospect.

So there were no children in the lodge of poor December. It was in vain that he had thrice married. Thrice he had paid a high price for a wife, and thrice, he had treated her with all the kindness of which he was capable, and he was above all a kind man. Yet in each case within a month or two, one day he came home and found his lodge empty.

His home was cared for by an aunt, an old woman with a crooked back but with hands as capable as the hands of a man, and wonderfully skilled in cookery.

She filled the lodge, but she did not fill the heart of poor December. And it was after the lodge had for the third time known the presence of a wife, and had for the third time been emptied, that Big Hard Face turned his head from his people and went off by himself in the wild ocean of the plains. Because he knew that if he remained among his people, the women would smile when they passed him.

After each of these un-marriages, he had gone forth and performed a deed worth relating. Now he was determined to perform a feat greater than any that he had ever attempted before, though what it might be, he hardly was able to determine.

However, when he left the village and started on his voyage with two traveling ponies and a running horse of the finest, he set his face toward that point of the compass where the greatest and the strangest dangers might be expected.

The Cheyennes were now encamped on the most southerly and easternmost extremity of their range, and Big Hard Face aimed his course still farther south and east.

He did not ask advice before he started on his journey. He made his own medicine, and the sign it gave him was good, and so he started upon the inland voyage leisurely, as one prepared to take his time over a great distance, and keep his horses in excellent condition for a swift retreat, pursued by the enemy.

What that enemy might be, he only realized dimly.

Now and then he had had to do with cunning, sharp-minded white traders for the buffalo robes which were dressed in his lodge. But there were tales of a vast country to the East where the white faces roamed as thick as the buffalo themselves, and he had heard tales of cities into which the whole Cheyenne nation might be poured. He knew that these stories were lies, because it was certain that the Cheyennes were the favorites of the Sky People, and the greatest and most powerful and warlike race on earth. Nevertheless, it would be well to see what the truth about the white man was.

And above all, it would be well to return with a white scalp.

He left the treeless plains; he journeyed across green lands. Rivers grew more frequent. Rain clouds hung heavy in the sky, the heat and the humidity grew oppressive. And the new moon which had watched him from the edge of the western sky when he departed had now passed through three phases.

And then he came to a region of cultivated fields. There were houses everywhere, and the barking of dogs surrounded him, day and night, and the crowing of roosters like thin trumpets prophesying danger. He gave up travel beneath the sun. He went forward only in the hours of darkness, feeling his way from point to point.

He saw strange sights in this land, as he crept forward out of the forest after sunset and came close to the verge of towns where the lodges of the warriors were built of stone and of wood, and where myriads of lights gleamed from the tepees. And a dozen times he had a deed presented to his hand, when he came in the woods upon single wanderers, or groups of two or three — all so high headed and unsuspecting of danger that he could have butchered them, and taken their scalps.

But still he held his hand, for he had not yet found a deed suited to his mind. Just what that deed should be, he had no idea, but he felt some great thing growing to fruition within his heart, and he was willing to wait until the voice of God told him what to do.

Now Big Hard Face traveled late one night, and the next morning when he wakened he was on the edge of a wood, and beyond the wood there was a green lawn, and beyond the lawn there was a great lodge, all built of brick and wood, and three columns of smoke came from its roof, and there was a sense of many people within. In the fields near by, there roamed such horses as he had never seen before — horses long of leg and gaunt of belly and mighty of heart and long of neck, horses which looked to have the speed of the wind.

They were fenced in, but the fence ran deep into the edge of the wood, and in the heat of the day the horses came there to rest. He went closer to watch. He went closer still. He had a vast desire to touch these glimmering creatures, and when he showed himself, they did not whirl away and flee. They merely raised their heads and watched him out of great, kind eyes.

So the soul of Big Hard Face grew hungrier and hungrier.

There were a score of these animals. With a faultless instinct, he chose a glorious stallion, a rich, dark chestnut. It submitted to his touch, and his lariat, merely sniffing curiously at the unfamiliar odors on his clothes. He took this treasure through the bars and away among the trees and there his hands went ceaselessly over the wonderful horse, until he had seen it with the tips of his fingers, like a blind man.

But one horse grows old and dies.

He went back. How should he choose, where all were flawless? But he picked at last three mares, beautiful as music, gentle past belief. He led them into the woods, also, and began to wait impatiently for night.

He did not know that the crowning feat of all was still to come.


Chapter Two
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THAT DAY GREW old slowly.

The horses moved from the tree shadows into the warm middle of the pasture, again, and began to crop the thick, short grass, or to play with one another like happy children. But their beauty did not tempt Big Hard Face very greatly. He only wanted the darkness to begin, so that he could flee west and north with his four godlike prizes.

He went from one to the other. If they could not understand his words of good Cheyenne, they could at least understand the rich softness of his voice, and they pricked their ears to it. They cropped the grass beneath the trees contentedly. All their lives they had learned that man may be trusted implicitly, and this, though he wore a skin of a different color, was a man. Even the stallion did not neigh!

Roaming restlessly to the verge of the woods, again, thinking of the four, to the backs of which he had already transferred his saddle and his packs, Big Hard Face saw a tall young white man come out from the house with a young white squaw walking beside him. How wonderful would her masses of long golden hair appear, hanging in his tepee! And the black locks of this young stalwart, they would make a worthy scalp, also.

Big Hard Face nursed the butt of his rifle with eager hands.

But still he hesitated. Courage is great in the heart of every worthy Indian, but caution is still more highly prized, and he that ventures neck for nothing is only a fool.

Now if the gun spoke in this peaceful clearing, would not many people begin to come at once, carrying guns? And before he could take the scalps or even count the coups, bullets would be flying about him. He would be lost, and his fine selected horses would be lost to his tribe.

He sighed, and watching the golden hair, he sighed again, and still more bitterly.

A nurse came from the house behind the pair. Big Hard Face saw her of the golden hair lift a baby from the arms of its nurse, then toss it and fondle it. And the laughter of the baby floated cheerfully across the air and fell like sad music on the heart of the Indian. In his tepee there were no such voices!

He watched the young pair pass on; he saw the nurse bring the child to the shadow of a great old apple tree and there she stripped it and laid it on its back on a blanket to kick its fat legs in the dapple of sun and shade and throw up its tiny fists and laugh and gurgle with a perfect freedom and a perfect delight.

It was a glorious specimen of man child. Even its white skin was hardly a blemish in the eyes of Big Hard Face. In his dreams, such a child had often come to him.

He found himself beyond the verge of the trees hardly knowing how he had been drawn there, until the nurse chanced to turn and see him.

Her scream went tingling through the air; she fled as fast as her heavy legs could carry her toward the house, and Big Hard Face, startled back to his senses, suddenly heard the voice of his God speaking to him. This was the great deed for which he had been drawn so far from his people!

He caught up the baby with a sweep of his hand, snatched the blanket around it, and bounded back into the shadow of the trees, and into the saddle on the stallion, and then softly rode north and west.

He heard shrill voices behind him, but they ceased, and the kind silence of the woods followed. The baby in his arm was striking at his face and laughing, and every blow of the soft little hands touched the heart of the Cheyenne. The son of his lodge was beating him. In the speech of the Cheyennes it would call him father.

So, in a gap of the woods, he halted the stallion and raised his face to the blue heavens above, darkening toward evening time, while he gave thanks to the Sky People for their gift to him.

After that, he rode on again, secure, but watchful.

He came to a road, laid straight and true through the woodland and across the dusky fields. While he waited there, a band of a dozen riders rushed past. Their strained faces and their foaming horses told their story — they were on his trail. But Big Hard Face laughed. Heaven does not recall its gifts from a good Indian!

As the twilight deepened, the baby began to cry, fretfully. It was hungry, then; and the Sky People told Big Hard Face what to do.

He slipped into a field and found a fat-sided cow waiting at the bars. One blow killed her; then with a dexterous knife he cut away the udder and brought it to the boy, and held the little one on his lap and offered a teat.

Oh-ho! murmured Big Hard Face. Do you understand me? This is my first gift, but not my last to you, my son. Drink deep. The warpath lies ahead for you and me. What scalps shall dry above your fire! When the days of Big Hard Face are dark, you shall rise like a second sun to warm his cold blood. Drink deep! I shall not fail you, boy, and you will not fail me hereafter!

That strange dinner was finished and the baby yawned and curled up for sleep, and Big Hard Face held him close, and breathed gently.

It was utter dark when he started on again, and in the distance there was the baying of dogs. He did not know but he had heard that the white men train dogs to follow both man and horse. Therefore he began to ride fast.

He held to his way as though he had a lodestone to guide him, but he shifted first to a ten-mile stretch of the highway and then cut across another ten miles of smooth meadow, and again, before the morning, he was winding through woodland. He swam his horses across a shallow, easy-flowing river, and made on again from the farther bank.

There was no noise of dogs behind him, now.

In the morning, the child cried again. It had cried before, during that long ride, from the misery of its hard position on the arm of its foster father. But now it was hungry, and another cow died that the boy might eat. While the Cheyenne rested his horses, he made a little contrivance of fence boards and bands of buffalo hide such as Indian mothers carried upon their backs, in his tribe, as a sort of portable cradle for their children.

Before he had finished, he could hear the wavering voices of a pack of hounds crying on the horizon, and he knew that the pursuit was creeping up on him again. So he placed the child in the new conveyance, strapped it across his back, and with saddle transferred to the strongest-looking of the three mares, and the other horses led by rawhide lariats, he began to follow the northern and western trail again.

Perhaps all would have gone well if he had had only to deal with such powers as men possessed on the prairies, but it was different in this region. The whole country had become alarmed, it seemed. He found excited little bands of hunters everywhere. Three times he was chased that second day, and three times a lucky shot from his rifle dropped a horse beneath a pursuer and made the others fall back. But it was a wretched day, for the child at his back wailed tirelessly all the while. And every cry was like death to Big Hard Face. Better for it to die, however, than for him to abandon the gift of the Sky People.

So he kept on his way, and as he rode, he saw the end of the cultivated fields, and before him began the broad edges of the prairie once more.

He gave thanks, like a sailor who enters upon familiar seas. No dogs ever bred could catch him now, and let the horses follow if they could! They would need more skill on the trail than white men were fabled to have!

For a week he rode cautiously, and twice a day he delayed his journey to lay elaborate trail problems, such as even the keen nose and fathomless wits of grizzly would have found it hard to unravel. But those who followed Big Hard Face must have worked at these things in vain, for he was troubled no longer. Yet he maintained a terrible pace for a week. And in that time he covered as much ground on these long-legged speedsters as he had covered in three times that number of days coming down the out trail.

For a terrible anxiety harassed him.

The child which had been so fat and rosy when he found it, was now thin and pale, and there was a crease between its eyes; its hands trembled and were almost transparent, and its lips quivered even in its sleep, and its voice wailed ceaselessly through every waking hour.

He killed what he could of mother antelope and deer and gave it to suckle. But the ardors of the long ride, perhaps, were what were killing the youngster.

A hundred times a day, Big Hard Face cast anguished eyes up to the sky, and the people who surely dwell there, asking them if they would take away the gift which they had so lately given to him? And then he would struggle on, riding the horses to the verge of death.

They had been sleek and gay when he found them; they were four stumbling skeletons when, on a day, he saw smoke rising out of the morning sky, and sent his animals at a staggering gallop over the hills and down toward his village. God had been good to him, and the tribe had not moved during all his absence.

A screaming crowd of boys, naked on their ponies, raced about him like sparrows before a swooping hawk. He heeded them not. He rushed on through the long street of the village to his own tepee and sprang to the ground.

There was his aunt, but she would not do.

Green Antelope stood gaping at the flap of her lodge, a baby at her breast. He strode to her, pushed her own child away, and gave her his gift from heaven.

I have five horses waiting for you in my herd, Green Antelope. Will you keep this son of mine until his teeth can bite meat?


Chapter Three
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IF BIG HARD Face had been considered an eminent warrior and a wholly desirable member of the community before, he was now raised to the rank of the leading heroes of the tribe. In the eyes of the Cheyenne, it would have been hard to choose which point of the feats of December had been most admirable — the length of his solitary journey; the strange sights which he had seen and the narratives he could make of them which held even the professional story-tellers in awe; or the quartet of magnificent horses which he had brought back; or, finally, the man-child which he had brought to raise in his lodge until he became a warrior to fight for the Cheyenne nation!

All of these items were sufficiently miraculous, and by the common voice of the nation, it was decided that Big Hard Face was a man unquestionably under the protection of the Sky People. They had devised his wifeless and childless existence, just so that they could give him with their own hands a son of their own creation.

For such the white boy was felt to be, and great things were prophesied for his future. There was only one sour face and one ugly voice, and that was raised by White Crow, the aunt of Big Hard Face himself.

She looked with no favor upon the newcomer in the lodge when the baby was brought there after it had been weaned.

A good name does not make a brave warrior, she declared, and though you name him Cheyenne, the color of his skin will always call you a liar.

Big Hard Face was not a man of violence, but now he seized a stick, and shook it vehemently.

She-coyote! he called her. You have snarled at me for many years. But if you snarl at him, the Sky People will tell me to break all your bones!

So she held her tongue when she was before her stalwart nephew, but among the other women of the tribe her tongue would never stop wagging.

After all, the boy had mighty faults. He grew taller than his compatriots of the same age, and somewhat bigger, especially about the shoulders, but what is the flesh when the spirit is lacking? And it was greatly to be feared that the spirit in this child was not all that could be wished.

He was a crying baby, and he grew up into a tearful child. If he stubbed his toe, or barked his shins, or bumped his head, he would sit down in the dust and rock his sun-browned body back and forth and wail until his voice was singing like an echo in the farthest corner of the camp.

The chief medicine man was one day speaking with Big Hard Face — that was in the sixth year of the white childs life — and he had been called in to help find a name for the adopted son of December.

Look! said Big Hard Face. There he stands, yonder, and he is taller than all the others except for the son of Three Buffalo. Find me a good name for him, to help him to be a good man!

The medicine man watched and said nothing until there was a sudden scuffle, and a lithe little Indian lad, gripping the son of Big Hard Face, rolled him head over heels in the dust.

The boy sat up and shook the dust out of his long black hair, howling enormously.

Did you not get him in the time when the horses grow fat and there is thunder in the sky? the medicine man asked.

Yes, admitted Big Hard Face.

Then, said the medicine man rather maliciously, I should advise you to call him Thunder Moon, because he makes a great noise!

This was an obvious stroke of satire, but nevertheless, though Big Hard Face was angered at the time, he was afterward delighted with the connotation of the name. It called up in his mind a picture of whole hosts of Pawnees fleeing before the dreadful hand of his white son.

Thunder Moon!

So would they flee before the thunder and the lightning of the Sky People!

Accordingly, he took the suggestion, though he denied its implications in the mind of the suggester. And Thunder Moon was the name ceremoniously bestowed upon the youngster.

Ordinarily, the names which parents choose for their children in an Indian tribe do not stick. But some witty nickname, or some piece of sarcasm will cling like tar in its place. For there is a considerable streak of sharpness in the nature of a red, and he likes the word which cuts. For that very reason the tribe was pleased to accept the name Thunder Moon — not because of what it meant to the celebrated brave, Big Hard Face, but because of what had been in the mind of the medicine man.

And now, as the years went by, it was very clear that Thunder Moon was no hero, in the ordinary acceptance of the word. Neither was he a very clever lad. Before long, it was well known throughout the tribe that Big Hard Face had been given by the Sky People a fool to raise in his empty lodge, and there were many sarcastic smiles devoted to that subject.

We may add up the trying defects of Thunder Moon as they revealed themselves to the critical minds of the elders of the Cheyenne tribe.

Granting, in the first place, that the boy was big and well made, and promised to be still better proportioned when he reached manhood, yet he was astonishingly awkward, and what is strength without grace, in a race of horsemen?

He learned all things slowly.

Boys of six rode far better than he could at eight, and swam farther and faster, and ran more lightly and swiftly and with more endurance. He could not strike the mark with a play bow, and his efforts with a knife were simply pitiful to behold. He could not throw an ax, and when he strove to leap and imitate the war dance, the Cheyenne elders bowed their heads to keep Big Hard Face from seeing their smiles.

But worst of all, when it came to the mimic combat of wrestling, where boys should first learn to struggle as with an enemy, Thunder Moon was simply ridiculous. The agile young Cheyennes were able to lay him on his back before the game had well begun.

Still worse than that, he always resented his fall.

And when the boys laughed to see him down, he took it as a personal insult and would draw apart, to brood by himself. Indeed, as time went on, he led a more and more lonely existence. He was much with his adopted father, and he was much with the horses of his fathers herd.

They had grown into a tidy little band, by this time, most of them with a broad blaze of white on the forehead, like the stallion which was their ancestor, and the hearts of the other Cheyennes were sore with envy when they saw this clumsy boy on the back of some peerless charger, careering across the plains.

They scorned him all the more for it. Because he did not conquer his horses by hardy strength and daring and cruelty; he wooed and won them, and petted them until they trusted him, and then he would venture his precious bones on their backs. How much nobler, then, to see any other Cheyenne boy spring upon the bare back of an unbroken pony and ride it while it struggled as though to buck its skin over its head!

There was no nobleness in Thunder Moon. As he grew taller and more awkward, he grew also more shamefaced. He drew more and more apart. Even Big Hard Face began to have a few doubts, though he would never really admit a suspicion into his heart of hearts.

Yet it was most strange that the thrust of a splinter into his hand brought a cry from Thunder Moon, whereas even a three-year-old Cheyenne child would have scorned to utter so much as a whisper. And whereas the other children were already peeling off strips of skin from their arms and breasts as an offering to the gods of war, Thunder Moon could never be induced to submit to the knife.

Let me show how easy it is, and how much it will please the Sky People! said Big Hard Face, one day, and he deliberately ripped a strip of skin from his already scarred right arm.

His foster son covered his face.

I shall help you! said Big Hard Face.

But Thunder Moon screamed at the sight of the knife and wriggled away to find safety.

Big Hard Face was deeply distressed. He felt that this must be wrong, and yet in his heart of hearts there was that abiding faith in the boy.

The elders came to him, one day, and deliberately threw the shadow upon his mind, at the last.

For they said:

We know, Big Hard Face, that the brave man sees all the world as brave. And the coward sees every man full of fear. And you, brother, cannot see well the thing that is nearest to you. You cannot look at your own chin. Neither can you look into your own heart. These things are hidden because of their nearness. So it is with your son. He is tall, and his shoulders are broad, and he rides horses worthy of the Sky People.

But we have come to ask you to make sure that he is brave, Big Hard Face. Let him be tested. He is twelve years old. The other boys of such an age shoot arrows into trees and in play scalp even the stones. But Thunder Moon sits by himself and will not play with them. He will not ride a wild horse. And when he is wrestled down to the ground, he sits and weeps like a girl. No, there are no Cheyenne girls who would weep so!

And they added: Brother, be warned!

How fatuous was Big Hard Face!

He pointed upward, and he merely said: Do you judge the Sky People as though they were Cheyennes? Wait, wait! The hard winter brings the warmest spring!


Chapter Four
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BIG TREES GROW slowly, said Big Hard Face.

Thunder Moon remembered that saying. He took it into his heart and pondered much on it, and it was a comfort to him beyond all knowing. Sometimes, when he thought of his shortcomings, and of the misery and the shame in which he spent his days, he wished that it might all end suddenly in death, but when he looked to the ugly face of his foster father and considered the deathless faith which the warrior had in him, it revived his own courage a little. And he hoped that one day he would turn a corner and find himself a man, and worthy to be a Cheyenne.

He was thirteen, now.

And one day he laid aside the bow with which he had wandered out to practice at marks, and went down to the edge of the river in the heat of the morning to swim. On the verge, he paused. For here the stream had lost its current in a broad pool, and on the glassy surface he saw himself as in a great mirror. He had seen himself before, but never so clearly. And, as usual, he set about casting up the sum of the differences which existed between him and the other lads of the tribe. That matter of color — his sun-brown against their dark copper — was a small thing, for he had been weathered almost to their own hue, but there were other points of great dissimilarity. He was a little taller than the other boys of his age, but the distinctions did not lie in mere size.

His playmates, on the whole, were cast in one mold. Whether from riding, running, or swimming, their legs were well developed, lithe, and rounded. They were particularly large as compared with their arms; thousands of years of travel afoot had stamped these characteristics into the race. But the white man works with his hands and his arms, standing still at the carpenters bench, or the blacksmiths forge, or bending in the furrow in the field.

Thunder Moon knew nothing about white men. No one had ever told him that he was of an alien race. But he could see that his legs were thinner, and his bones larger than those of the Cheyenne youngsters. His feet were smaller, his hips were narrower, his chest was deeper and his shoulders broader; there was a greater length and girth to his arms, and his hands were much bigger.

In the last year, he had begun to fill out; new blood was running in his veins, like spring sap in a young tree; new thoughts came to him. What had been very hard for him to understand the year before was now easy. He did not sleep so much, and waking was not such agony. His head was held straighter, there was more life in his step, and he could listen to the old men of the tribe without drowsing.

No other persons noticed the change, but Thunder Moon did. Because for many years, now, he had been acutely self-conscious. He was not like the others. He was slower and clumsier; he learned lessons with more difficulty; he forgot the command that was given to him the instant that he left the tepee, and in all things he could see that he was below the standard.

That he had other qualities of inward strength did not occur to him, and he would have been the first to agree with the others of the tribe, that the hours he spent in dreaming and thinking in solitude were worse than useless.

They had their use, but that usefulness would not appear at once. The metal that this boy was made of differed from that which composed the other youth of the Cheyennes. Through sundry millions of generations there had been gathered into him a different capacity. The great question was: Could such metal be shaped into the sort of tool which would cut according to the Cheyenne pattern?

Now, regarding himself with his usual critical mind — a mind which had creased his young forehead with wrinkles which appeared on the brow of no youthful redskin of the nation — he shook his head once more.

Oh, for more suppleness! Oh, for lighter bones and greater grace!

He stood on a stone, gripping it with his toes, and prepared to make the dive as smooth and silent as possible. Oh, he knew lads of the tribe who could fling themselves from the highest bank, and yet disappear into the water with hardly a sound, while a long ripple rose and closed over the spot where their feet had disappeared. Marvels of grace they were, and as they flew through the air on their way to the surface of the pool, they seemed to be masters of the lightest element, also, like veritable birds.

Before he made his effort, he knew that he would fail. He knew exactly how it should be done. With the keen scrutiny of the backward man, he had studied in detail just how the best divers managed themselves. But he felt that he would never be able to apply the lessons which he had pored over.

Then, gritting his teeth, he sprang out and forward and down.

It was not a bad dive, as dives go, but as he struck the water, the force of it against his head, his breast, and all his body, told him that he had indeed failed ignominiously again.

Why, even the five-year-old girls of the tribe could dive far better than this!

He forced himself forward and down, swimming with long strokes, forcing himself ahead with a blind grimness. For whatever his weaknesses might be in other directions, at least, there was a reservoir of wind capacity in that deep chest of his. And he punished himself in this manner, until his reaching hands touched the bottom, the slimy, deep, soft mud.

At that, something stabbed him in the arm. He caught at the wounded place with his left hand, and that hand closed over something cold as the water itself, and slimy as the mud, and wriggling.

A beat of the other hand and a thrust of his feet against the bottom carried him to the surface, and as he reached it, he saw his right hand had gripped a big water snake just below the head!

Its eyes glittered terribly at Thunder Moon, and its lithe body lashed the surface of the little lake into foam.

There were two kinds of those snakes, as Thunder Moon had heard. From the touch of one of them, strong men sickened and died. The bite of the other was less dangerous than the bite of a dog.

But which kind had stung him and was now held by him, he could not dream. His terror paralyzed him; actually greater than his dread of the snake was his fear lest terror itself should force him to release the viper and let it sting him again.

He struck out for the shore, swimming with all his might with the snake thrust out before him at the end of a stiffened arm. Across his face the horrible, whiplike body of the snake slashed. It curled around the arm which held it, but still Thunder Moon did not let go.

And if he could master the creature with the might of his hands, would he not master the poison which might be in it, also?

He stood dripping on the shore, at last. Then he was amazed at the prodigious length and thickness of the creature. If he had grasped it in any other place, he could not have spanned its body. Only here behind the head, the neck was shaped small and fitted his hand. But yes, how huge it was, and still he held it safely, thrust far from his body, and it yawned its vast, ugly mouth in vain, and it thrust its tongue in and out, and displayed the curved and ominous fangs with which it was armed.

Suddenly it came to Thunder Moon that this was an exploit of which even one of the braves might be proud; far more, one of the young men of the tribe. And he, a boy, had done it! He had heard his father say that there was a great grip in his hand, and now here was the proof of it!

He smashed the head of the serpent on a rock and then measured it, with the greatest care, in length and circumference. Better still to take home the skin as a proof.

He paused, for he felt that after all they would not believe what he said, even though he should be able to show them the punctures in his wrist — unless those punctures showed the poison soon!

He looked at them curiously. There was a little run of blood from each of them, but otherwise they were of no importance. There was very little pain. And he felt another pang of wonder.

How was it that he was not sitting cross-legged on the bank, rocking himself to and fro, and howling with fear?

Thunder Moon blushed more deeply than any true Indian could have done. He had been ashamed before, but never like this. For now it was as though he had been suddenly divided from himself. On the one hand was the weak creature which had stumbled through life, worsted by every circumstance. On the other hand there was a brand-new self which had been bitten in the depths of the lake and had grappled with a great snake and carried it safely to the shore and destroyed it.

His eye fell to the serpent and measured it again from the tip of the head to the slenderly fashioned tip of the tail. Truly, it was a comforting thought to him!

But, in the meantime, there was another peril before him. Had not someone told him, that where there was one snake there was sure to be a second? The male and the female lived in pairs, and if one were killed the second would come to seek revenge!

He even thought that he saw a slender shadow glance through the water, and the glimmer of a pair of eyes watching him and waiting for him, when he should swim back to regain the bank on which he had left his bow.

He stepped back suddenly to the edge of the water.

I have discovered a new self with no fear in me! said Thunder Moon. It is the gift of the Sky People!

He caught up the limp, dead body of the snake and raised it to the heavens.

I offer it to you in token of my thanks, Sky People, said Thunder Moon. My knife shall not touch it. I shall not boast of it to the men of the tribe. I shall not even tell my father. Because it is my gift to you, and you and I alone shall know about it!

Now when he had said that, the last shadow of fear left him. He looked with a calm eye upon the waters before him, and he knew that the Sky People had indeed looked down upon him and heard his voice!


Chapter Five
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AS A MATTER of fact, he was acting very much as an Indian boy might have acted under the same circumstances, except that there was in Thunder Moon a sensitiveness of soul such as few Indian boys ever possessed. He opened his heart at a stroke, and a vast confidence in his destiny flowed in upon him.

Then he dived from the shore, hardly thinking of what he did, but behold! The water curled around his toes with hardly a ripple, and he felt his body gliding smoothly through the lake. Joy flamed into the soul of Thunder Moon; this was no little thing to him; there was no one to tell him that we often do things better when we relax confidently; to him this was an open and manifest proof that the spirits which rule man had entered him and were giving him strength and skill.

He skimmed up to the surface again. The danger of a second snake in these waters was not even in his mind. He was occupied with his swimming, and certainly he had never swum so joyously and well. He reached the bank. He leaped up to his full height, brown body flashing in the sun, and his war whoop rang across the plain.

All things were suddenly possible.

He gripped the bow which he had left on the bank. He drew it back to his very ear with no effort. He sent the blunt-headed arrow at the trunk of a tree, and the arrow stood quivering and humming in the very center of that target!

Thunder Moon was only thirteen. That should be remembered. And at that age a boy can put on a new self like a new suit of clothes. That was exactly what he did. Not new in all respects, but new in certain ones.

For instance, he had always feared the company of his peers, but now he wanted to be seen and known by the other boys of the tribe. He wanted them to see what he could do. Above all, let Big Hard Face know that his faith had been justified!

He jogged down the bank of the stream, therefore, toward the place where he knew the other children were swimming and where, later, they would be running and wrestling on the bank. He stood upon a little hill, at last, and listened to the piping of their voices and saw the swirl of their games, and listened to the splashings of the water.

Then he walked lightly down to meet them.

They should have seen even from a distance that this was a different lad from the one they had always mocked and scorned, but the eyes of boyhood are blind, blind eyes. Now they regarded him with shrugged shoulders and with open laughter.

Thunder Moon!

It was a voice of command, and it came from Waiting Bear. He really should not have been playing among the boys, because, though he was only fifteen, he had already ridden in a war party, and he had counted coup upon the body of a dead Pawnee. He was a warrior, and a fit companion for the fighting men of the tribe. But he had come down here to the river bank to sun himself in the admiration of his former friends.

Thunder Moon! said Waiting Bear. Give me your bow. I am going to shoot that hawk. It thinks that there are only children here, but I am going to show it that there is a brave among them!

In fact, the hawk was floating very low in the air, with a lazy insolence. Sometimes it rested in the top of a small cottonwood on the bank of the stream, and sometimes it drifted out again in a low circle. It must have been an old and wise bird, knowing the difference between the powers of children and the powers of men. Never would it have ventured so close to the war bows of the Cheyennes.

Do you hear me, Thunder Moon?

I hear you, Waiting Bear. But my bow is too strong for you to draw. You could not use it!

In an instant, as though a danger signal had been given, all the noise of the playing ceased, and there was a broad silence lying upon the river and the banks of it. Every head turned toward the two — to Thunder Moon in amazement, and toward Waiting Bear in fearful expectation.

For when a brave has been defied by a child, he must punish the latter.

Waiting Bear, however, could hardly believe his ears. Not a week before, he had cuffed this Thunder Moon upon the ear and sent him howling home to his fathers tepee.

So he called again: Are you mad, Thunder Moon?

Take a little play bow, Waiting Bear, said this strange new foster son of Big Hard Face. Do not strain your arms uselessly with the big war bows. But I shall show you how this bow should be used!

He put an arrow on the string and watched the hawk sailing out from the cottonwood on broad pinions.

Sky People, said Thunder Moon in his heart of hearts, let them all know what strength you have given me!

There was a little cloud floating in the center of the heavens, filled with snowy brilliance beyond the brilliance of pearls. And somehow the sight of it gave a greater assurance to Thunder Moon. Just over his head the hawk swept, and raising his bow suddenly, he pulled the shaft far back and let drive.

He made sure that it would pass harmlessly, far in front of the bird above him. But the soft flight of the sailing hawk was incredibly fast. Straight into the line of the danger it sped, then saw the slender, flying shadow and veered with a great beat of the wings.

It was too late. The arrow drove home, a tuft of feathers fluttered down. They heard the angry, terrified scream of the bird of prey which strove to wing away. But those broad pinions were half nerveless already. It staggered in the air, it descended in a ragged circle, then lost balance and tumbled over and over in the air and landed on its back with an audible thud at the very feet of Thunder Moon.

Waiting Bear, who had begun to make an angry approach toward the other, halted in astonishment, and a tingling shout of wonder rang from all the boys. They instantly hushed themselves. He who had performed that great feat was about to speak, and suddenly he had become one worth listening to.

He said in a voice which he forced into matter-of-factness: You saw the hawk dodge, but my arrow turned also in the air and followed it. I had told it to go straight to the heart of that hawk, and you see that it was afraid to disobey me. This is something that you should learn also, Waiting Bear.

He stopped and drew the arrow out and raised its red tip silently to the blue heavens above him. He did not speak aloud, but in his heart of hearts he said fervently: For this, much thanks!

Then he turned his back on the fallen hawk and went and sat down a little apart from the rest on the fallen trunk of a tree. He was trembling with joy and with pride so that he could not trust himself to mix with his fellows at once. And they, drawing together in knots, whispered and nodded eagerly for a moment. Then some of them went and drew out the best feathers of the bird which Thunder Moon had treated with such contempt, and they cut off its wings.

He did not apparently regard them, and yet in his heart he was glad, because he knew that when those wings were carried back into the camp, men would ask questions, and the story would be told, and then they would know of the thing which he had done. But as for himself, he had vowed a second time that he would not boast.

People of the Sky, said Thunder Moon in his heart of hearts as he sat by the river, I am nothing. It is what you have poured into me that counts. This morning I was only a stupid and stumbling boy. I was an empty basket, but you chose to pour me full of treasures of strength and courage. Now I am strong, and I am not afraid!

He looked back across the assemblage of the other boys who were returning to their games, and above their heads he encountered the angry glance of Waiting Bear. However, he knew that the latter would not take any direct notice of the insult which had been so openly offered to him. Later on, as time offered, Waiting Bear would strive to take the chance which might humiliate his rival.

But there was something more than anger in the glance of Waiting Bear. There was wonder, and awe, also. The old bull looks with amazement at the half-grown steer which dares to offer him battle!

Thunder Moon! Thunder Moon! came a sharp cry of many voices. Enter the race. You run well!

And they shrieked with laughter. Thunder Moons heart sank in him. He looked up to the blue sky, but small comfort flowed back upon his soul. To run a half mile out and a half mile back, which was the usual distance for a trial of speed, was, he felt, perfectly hopeless. He could not match himself against the lithe, lightly poised bodies of the other Cheyennes.

And yet over another and a shorter course he might win, perhaps — if the Sky People would blow him forward with their helping breath.

The voice of Waiting Bear: Are you afraid to stand up and run? Are you afraid that I will beat you too badly, Thunder Moon?

This was a form of challenge which he could not very well refuse. He stood up, but his heart was filled with doubt. Too often he had matched himself against even the little youngsters on the sandy banks of the river, and though he might fly away ahead of all, at first, in the end his legs grew leaden, and his chest was filled with fire, and they all brushed past him before the finish. Much he feared for the result now!

However, he could not refuse the test. He walked very slowly down toward them, gathering his dignity about him like a robe.

Look yonder, Waiting Bear. He pointed to a lightning-blasted willow, white as a ghost, and naked as a pole. It was a hundred paces off. Look yonder. I shall run against you to that tree and back. Only to show you that it is easy for me to beat you. I do not care to waste my time running a long race.


Chapter Six
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THE TEETH OF Waiting Bear flashed in the intensity of his rage.

You talk in a very loud voice, said he. I hear you, and I laugh. Perhaps the people in the tepees will hear you, also. But they will only smile. They are tired of laughing at Thunder Moon. However, do you really mean that you will run against me — against Waiting Bear?

Do you think that is wonderful? said Thunder Moon, rejoicing inwardly. For he could see that his taunts had made the other tremble with rage and moisture had started out on his forehead. After all, it was easy to taunt, and if the Sky People chose to give him speed thereafter, it was well. But if they did not choose, at least he would have had the glory of making the new warrior, Waiting Bear, act like a peevish woman. All the eyes of the others were upon them. And the eyes of those boys would not fail to see everything. Their sympathy was already upon the side of Thunder Moon, for through many days, now, they had been suffering under the tyranny of their old playmate, Waiting Bear.

With all their hearts they wished that he might be beaten, but with all their hearts they disbelieved that he could be, for his flying feet had knocked up sand into all their faces, at one time or another.

I think it is not wonderful, but very foolish, said Waiting Bear. And I should not care to run against a fool for nothing.

Do you wish to bet? asked Thunder Moon seriously — for a contest on which there was betting was a serious matter indeed. It became almost as important as a feat in war.

He glanced upward. It seemed to him that the small white cloud had doubled in size and in brilliancy, and strength and assurance flowed in upon the heart of the boy suddenly.

I will bet you the price of one of those long-legged horses which your father has given to you.

Thunder Moon bit his lip. Of all things on earth, those horses were most dear to him. Of all things on earth, those chestnut steeds with the dashes of white on the forehead were most valued by his father, also.

If you were to search your tepee, said Thunder Moon calmly, what could you find worth the price of one of my horses?

Waiting Bear stamped in a rage. It was true that his father was not as wealthy as Thunder Moon. And he himself had not yet accumulated any riches except — He gasped and his eyes distended and his voice almost choked as he cried: I have two running horses, and—

Two running horses? Thunder Moon smiled. Why should I want them, when my own horses can carry me twice as fast as two of yours?

And I have a rifle in my tepee that never fails of its mark! shouted Waiting Bear.

The whole nation knew about that rifle. For the father of Waiting Bear, mad with joy because his boy had accomplished a coup on a Pawnee at this early age, had bought for him one of the finest and newest of rifles. It was long-barreled, and yet it was light as a plaything, and it shot harder and farther than any other gun among the Cheyennes. Even such a boy as Waiting Bear became formidable with such a weapon in his hands.

Thunder Moon listened, and his heart beat with such a violence that it seemed to be tearing through his breast.

Two horses and that gun — against one horse of mine?

Against only one, the tall one, with the white stockings on both forefeet.

He had put his finger exactly upon the sore spot. It was the prize of all the herd. It was a very eagle for speed and endurance, and Thunder Moon winced in spite of himself. However, he felt that he had committed himself too far to draw back, and as for bargaining, it was like an insult to the Sky People. Only through their strength could he win, he felt sure, and if their strength was loaned to him, why need he fear to wager all the horses against the value of a feather?

I shall accept that bet, said he.

Waiting Bear leaped into the air and struck his hands together above him, while his yell smote the face of the swimming pool and echoed sharply back to him.

It is mine! The great horse is mine! he screeched. You are all witnesses of what he has promised!

We are witnesses, the others admitted.

Then they looked with a sort of gloomy wonder at Thunder Moon, as though amazed that even such a stupid fellow as he should have risked such a dreadful loss! For to be mounted upon the back of that silver-footed marvel was to be on the back of a great bird. It was to be beyond pursuit, and it was to be able to overtake with ease every living thing that roamed upon the prairie. Even the winged antelope would have to surrender to such a hunter!

No wonder, therefore, that they stared in pity and in contempt, and in wonder at Thunder Moon.

But for his part, he had shut his mind resolutely against the possibility of loss.

He looked askance at the radiant face of his rival, as they stood on the mark.

However, Waiting Bear, I shall let you shoot the gun, once in a long time!

Waiting Bear started, and scowled bitterly at his companion.

You have very little sense, Thunder Moon, said he. However, I shall beat you so far that before I finish, I shall stop to pick up some sand and throw it in your face!

But Thunder Moon merely laughed. He had a feeling that the nervous rage of his rival might not lend any speed to his feet. And he said in addition:

Remember, Waiting Bear. The hawk also thought that I was only a boy. And the hawk is dead!

Waiting Bear stamped in impotent rage, and then with his teeth set and his lips strained back from them he waved to the starter to give the signal.

Now, People of the Sky, said Thunder Moon in his heart, looking upward, make my wits light and quick. Make my eyes see the best place to step. Give wings to my feet. You have killed the hawk and the snake with my hands. And all the honor that you give to me, I give back to you.

The starter had stretched out his arms, ready to strike his hands together, which was the starting signal. Waiting Bear leaned far forward, tense with preparedness.

Wait a moment, said Thunder Moon. I am not yet ready.

The starter relaxed.

Are we to stand here all day? exclaimed Waiting Bear.

He was in a fury, and Thunder Moon merely laughed. He could guess that all of this rage would blind his rival, and blind men do not run well.

For his own part, he was marking the course with a keen eye. The Sky People had made him calm in spite of the great wager for which he was running; and that meant that they intended him to use his wits. Use them he would, and he saw that the straight line to the tree was through soft sand, but a little to the right, the waters of the river had risen during the flood time of the spring, and there the ground surface was more compacted and firm. It would not slide back half so much beneath his gripping toes.

In the meantime, he rubbed off the bottom of his feet. He stretched his legs, one at a time, leisurely, and he smiled around him at the tense faces of the spectators, and at Waiting Bear.

You are all witnesses, said he, that Waiting Bear wanted to make the wager. I did not wish to steal the rifle from him!

There was a snort of fury from Waiting Bear.

Ready! called Thunder Moon sharply.

The starter smote his hands together, and off they leaped. But Waiting Bear, for all his tenseness, was last off the mark, and thus gave his enemy a vital stride of advantage.

There was a yell of wonder from the onlookers, for they saw the younger contestant swerve suddenly to the right, and thus abandon his advantage.

Waiting Bear, seeing this swerve, could not help giving a glance to the side, and an excited yelp of triumph, while he drove straightforward toward the mark. But, in the meantime, Thunder Moon had the firmer ground beneath his feet. There was no backward slipping. And as he ran, it seemed to him that his feet had turned wonderfully light, and that his stride was stretched out and lengthened miraculously.

He gained on his rival, he passed him, and well in the lead he touched the blasted tree and whirled about.

He saw an expression of frozen terror and incredulity on the face of Waiting Bear — the very look of the beaten man who cannot understand how his defeat has been accomplished. And back went Thunder Moon, veering sharply to the left, this time, to regain the best footing.

Behind him came the stretching shadow of his rival. The black head and shoulders of the young brave drifted across the sands beside Thunder Moon, gaining fast. But the race was short. Yonder was the line. The screaming voices of the spectators tore the ears of Thunder Moon. He set his teeth and sprang forward with a last effort at the same moment that he was conscious of Waiting Bear rushing up beside him on even terms.

And then they were past the line.

He turned back, dizzy and half blinded, and as he did so, he saw them all running toward him, and Waiting Bear, his head hanging, was walking slowly back toward the distant tepees, whose pointed tops showed against the sky line.

He had won!

The boys surrounded him with shrill clamor, slapping him, praising his speed, his courage, his cleverness, envying him the matchless rifle which was to be his.

But Thunder Moon, gasping for breath and smiling, looked up to the blue of the sky, and to the shining white cloud which drifted across its face.

As he looked, it dissolved swiftly. The Sky People had performed their work!


Chapter Seven
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IT WAS MORE or less a triumphal procession that Thunder Moon led back to the village to the lodge of the father of Waiting Bear. He stood before the tepee and saw Waiting Bear, with a face set like iron, bear forth the great prize, a shining rifle, light, trim, beautifully balanced. Not half the warriors in the tribe possessed firearms, and not a single man had anything to show that was comparable with this.

Thunder Moon carried that trophy back to the lodge of Big Hard Face and found he had just returned from hunting, with his horse loaded down with buffalo meat. He forgot the results of his hunting trip, however, when he saw his foster child with the rifle in his hands, surrounded by this little herd of admiring youngsters.

Big Hard Face took the boy and the gun together and lifted them triumphantly above his head toward the sky, and he gave thanks with all his heart.

And he cried aloud: You thought that his heart was dead. But it was only sleeping. And there has never before been such a man among the Cheyennes. You shall see hereafter!

And then he took the lad to the interior of the tepee and sat him down, shutting out all saving White Crow. She was busy with her evening cookery, and even her hard and withered face lighted with interest as she watched and listened.

Now, said Big Hard Face, taking the rifle with a covetous touch, tell me everything that has happened, and I shall see that this gun never lacks food, and you shall practice with it until your hand is steadier than a rock and the eagle falls out of the sky when you fire!

Thunder Moon smiled. His whole heart was loosened and dissolved and ready to pour itself out in talk, but he restrained himself with a mighty effort, for he remembered the compact that he had made with the Sky People. They had fulfilled their part of the bargain, and they had given him glory enough. For his part, he was not to boast.

He sighed. He had not dreamed that it would be so fearfully difficult to keep his self-esteem under control.

It was nothing, said Thunder Moon. It was only that Waiting Bear and I ran a race for a bet. The big stallion, against this gun and two of his horses. He will send the horses to your tepee later!

And suddenly he jumped up and bolted from the lodge, but as he went out he heard the voice of his foster father exclaiming, half stifled with pride:

Do you hear, White Crow? He is also modest! He will not boast!

Tush! said that evil-minded old dame. You will find that at bottom there is something of which he has to be ashamed!

In the meantime, Waiting Bear had poured out his story in a passion of grief to his father. The latter listened with a stony face, but his eyes were fire; the possession of that gun had been their greatest family treasure.

Big medicine has been working for young Thunder Moon, said he at the end. Tell me if there was nothing strange when you ran?

Yes, yes! answered Waiting Bear passionately. My feet were as heavy as two stones, and something breathed against me and pushed me back!

His father nodded.

We shall take the back trail of Thunder Moon, said he, and find out what medicine he made, if we can. I have seen you both run, and he can no more beat you in a fair race than a crow can beat a hawk!

Accordingly, they picked up the back trail of Thunder Moon on the bank of the river and followed it with scrupulous care until they came to the little lake across which he had swum, and on the farther side, they found the great dead snake, its head smashed in, and trains of ants already making procession toward it. There was no doubt about the identity of him who had killed it. The chief lifted the long, heavy body and held it at arms length.

Look! said he. What medicine gave him the power to beat you in the race, to shoot the hawk out of the sky, and the courage to taunt you to your face? It was the medicine of the snake, which he caught in the bottom of the river and carried to the land and killed. Could he have swum down and back with such a weight, except for his medicine that was helping him? Therefore, do not be ashamed. He has a big medicine; it is the medicine that beat you, and not Thunder Moon!

They went back to the village, and instantly the tale was repeated, and it was everywhere believed, because this awakening of Thunder Moon was almost the strangest thing that had ever happened in the Cheyenne tribe. Incidentally, affairs were magnified a good deal. It was only natural that the size of the snake should be multiplied by two or three, and that the height at which the hawk had been flying should be doubled, and that the ease with which Thunder Moon had beaten Waiting Bear in the race should be turned into a prodigious thing, so that it was accepted that a miracle had been wrought for Thunder Moon on this day.

Such was the manner in which the story was made known, and the more perfectly Thunder Moon kept his silence about the subject, the more it was romanced about, until it had become a thing of epic proportions.

Thunder Moon was himself more than a little frightened by the disturbance this had caused. Now that he looked back upon the day, he could hardly tell whether it had been a dream or not, and something told him that the Sky People, who had so manifestly befriended him, would never do so again.

However, he bent himself desperately to a great effort, in order that he might afterward be able to prove himself at least as good as the other boys of the tribe. He knew that he was slow and clumsy of foot, and that his running powers sufficed only for a short sprint, and that he was awkward with knife or bow and arrows, and that he could not scorn pain as the other youngsters did, and that he was far from being their equal in sharpness of eye. But at least a magnificent weapon had been confided to his hands. Should he not make the most of that? That, and the fleet horses which his father owned?

He had Big Hard Face show him all about the care of a rifle. And that delighted Indian gave an ample supply of precious ammunition into his hands. After that, from dawn to dark, the gun was never out of his hands.

It had become a religion to Thunder Moon. Having failed at all else, he dared not fail at this. He lay awake at night, pondering his faults of the day and the manner of correcting them. He awakened from his sleep with sudden twitchings and jerkings, and found himself in the middle of a great dream in which the rifle was achieving monstrous things. The crease between his eyes was sunk deeper than ever, but at the same time, those eyes grew brighter and steadier. The dullness of continual bafflement began to leave them, and a grim resolution took its place. Big Hard Face, all of these days, watched the progress of his son with an intense anxiety and joy. He could hardly believe that his hopes were in process of being fulfilled. And yet here were the indubitable signs of it.

There was only one poison in his life, and that was supplied by his withered aunt, White Crow, whose croaking voice never dwelt upon anything except the deficiencies of Thunder Moon.

You will see how it is in the end, she said. Now he lies and speaks like a man. But he is still a coward, and he will always be a coward! I saw him yesterday knock his shin against your bow, and his face wrinkled up like the face of a baby about to cry.

Look! said Big Hard Face sullenly and savagely. All the goodness and the kindness has been taken from you. There was once enough of it in you to make you smooth. Now it is gone and you are full of wrinkles and emptiness! I tell you, Thunder Moon will be a great chief!

You yourself are afraid to test him! she cried.

Afraid? White Crow, I do not wish to say that you lie, but I fear that I shall have to.

Do I lie? she answered. Then I shall tell you a way to know whether or not he is a coward.

What way? he asked. Would you have him fight a bear hand to hand?

Not that. But a little thing. Every good Cheyenne boy is not afraid to do it when he comes close to manhood.

Very well, tell me.

What do the boys do in honor of Tarawa, and to give themselves good luck on the warpath? They have their breasts pierced, and thongs passed through them, and they try to tear the thongs through the flesh.

Big Hard Face started to answer, and then, remembering the horror with which his son looked upon pain, he checked himself. He wished with all his heart that this subject had never been brought up.

Tomorrow, said White Crow, Waiting Bear will have his breasts slashed, and the thong will be passed through the cuts. Now, nephew, if you have faith in your son, place him on the hill by the side of Waiting Bear. Let us see your son bear pain!

Big Hard Face rubbed his knuckles across his forehead, and then he shouted hoarsely: I shall do it! I shall do it, White Crow! Go tell all the old women! They may go tomorrow and watch, and they will see what a man Thunder Moon has become!


Chapter Eight
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TARAWA, WHO RULES in the top of the sky and the bottom of the earth, and who made everything and watches over everything — Tarawa, said Big Hard Face, loves the Cheyennes more than all the other peoples of the earth; more than he loves the Dakotas, or the Pawnees, or the Osages, or the Comanches, or the whites.

Here he paused a little and looked fixedly at the boy; but the eyes of Thunder Moon did not waver. It was plain that, as yet, he did not suspect that his blood was really different from that of the tribe. There had been a sort of unvoiced understanding through the tribe that the real parentage of Thunder Moon should never be discussed in his hearing.

No, the eyes of the boy were fixed upon the face of his foster father merely with a deep interest. Of late, he had adopted this manner whenever his elders spoke about the Sky People; as though he weighed these matters in his mind. Therefore, all of the Cheyennes felt that this boy knew some big medicine. They were the more sure of it because he never spoke of the matter.

Tarawa, went on the father, loves the Cheyennes, but he wishes to make sure that the Cheyennes are worthy of him. And when he looks down at a party on the warpath, how is Tarawa to know the good Cheyennes from the bad ones?

He made another pause.

Thunder Moon frowned, but he could not penetrate to the hidden meaning.

I cant tell, said he.

And Big Hard Face, looking down again at the arrow which his hands were almost automatically shaping and smoothing, said in continuation:

He must have some sign. The eyes of Tarawa can see everything, but they must see a sign so that he can distinguish man from man. Look! There is Lame Eagle!

Both Big Hard Face and his son forgot all else for the moment and fixed their attention upon the great war leader of the tribe, who was at that moment passing in the company of the great medicine man, White Rain. The latter, as usual, had his head bowed, and his scowling glance fixed upon the earth, as though he were reading a trail; but Lame Eagles face was ever lifted; and the wind stirred the magnificent feathers that rose straight above his head and drooped down his back. He greeted them with a pleasant word.

May your days be long, and may buffalo meat be ever in your lodge, Big Hard Face!

Then he passed on, touching the ground lightly with his staff; and, as he went by, the sun made the bright bead work arabesques on his deerskin suit gleam.

Gentle in speech, slow in counsel, a thunderbolt in war, it had been long since that tribe of the Cheyennes had possessed such a leader; and the eyes of both the boy and his foster father glistened as they watched the great man out of sight.

But even the face of Lame Eagle, went on the older man, turning back to his theme, cannot always be known to Tarawa. For there is a hurrying and sweeping of men, in the battle. But first, he sees the feathers of the chief, then he looks more closely. He sees that the arms of Lame Eagle are covered with scars where he has torn away the skin in honor of the gods. And he looks more closely still; and he sees a great, ragged white scar over each breast. Then he knows that this is a brave man, who loves the Sky People; and Tarawa puts strength into the hand of Lame Eagle.

It may be so, said Thunder Moon slowly.

His foster fathers face darkened.

It is always thus! said he impatiently. When the other young men of the Cheyennes sit with their elders, they write down in their minds the words which they hear and strive only to remember them; but Thunder Moon first thinks and tries to judge for himself. Is he a man to judge and think? Has he killed so much as a buffalo calf in all his life?

Tears brimmed the eyes of the boy, and his foster father, more disturbed than ever, glanced hastily away. There was so much woman in this boy, that half the time his heart failed him; and he was filled with doubts about the future of the lad.

He looked back at the broad shoulders, and the arched chest, and the mighty muscles which were beginning to form along the arms. No other lad in the tribe could boast of such a torso. The confidence of Big Hard Face began to return.

However, hear what I have to say, and then you will see that I am right. When Tarawa looks down on the band which steals along the warpath, he first marks down the brave men, who carry the signs of their bravery with them. Then he gives them power and fortune.

But you, when you ride on the warpath — what signs do you bear? Have you the feathers of a chief in your hair? Are you marked with the scars of battle or of self-torture in which you have honored Tarawa?

The face of Thunder Moon grew blank.

Now, went on his father, this very day, on the eastern hill toward the sun, young Waiting Bear is to have his breasts opened with the knife and the thongs passed through them. You and I shall go up with him. I shall cut your breasts with the knife. I shall pass the thong through the cuts. There will be a little blood and a little pain. But afterward, when you come back to my tepee, the mark of your manhood will be upon your body for the whole tribe to know that you are worthy to be a brave, and Tarawa will be ready to welcome another warrior!

He stood up and extended his hand, and Thunder Moons eyes widened, and his face turned pale.

Come! said the foster father. We shall go at once!

He stood up and extended his hand, and Thunder Moon seemed to need its assistance as he got to his feet.

Side by side, they went out from the village; but as they went, the voice of Big Hard Face was continually raised.

Look! he would cry. Here walks Thunder Moon ready to climb up to the eastern hill and be tied, through his body, to the post of sacrifice. Here walks Thunder Moon, ready to be seen by the Sky People. Look well at him, oh, ye Cheyennes! This is a warrior! This is the true son of Big Hard Face.

The cry caused a continual commotion, and children and women and men poured out to see the pair pass.

Thunder Moon, seeing the wonder in their faces, as though this were the very last thing that they could have expected from him, felt his courage expand. He smiled. He put back his head. His step grew lighter. And he told himself that he would die sooner than fail in this great test.

And, as they left the village and began the ascent, they saw Waiting Bear and his grandfather already before them on the high place. Many people stood at a distance, to watch what was to happen.

Half of your life is spent with honor, when you do this thing, said Big Hard Face. All the tribe will honor you. Men, and even the children, used to smile at you before you took the rifle from Waiting Bear. But now you have a chance to do a greater thing by showing them all, that, while Waiting Bear may endure the torment with silence, you may endure it with a smile. But if Waiting Bear should fail in the trial, do you know what would happen to him?

The boy half closed his eyes and shuddered. He knew only too well.

Two years before, one of the youths of the tribe had shrunk from the knife and begged for mercy. Instantly, he had been released from the danger. He had been sent freely back to the village. But from that moment he began to live as one who had died while he still breathes, and walks, and speaks. The men of the tribe would not sit in the same lodge with him. When he entered a tepee, even some of the women and children scorned to breathe the atmosphere which his presence polluted. And, indeed, he had ceased to be a man. He had become a woman, with a single, shambling rackbones of a horse assigned to him; and instead of the glories of the warpath, he was given the womans work of fleshing the buffalo robes.

Of him, Thunder Moon thought; and his heart was sick in him. The very children of the village turned their backs upon the disgraced youth. Death, certainly, was preferable to such an existence. And, for his own part, he was determined to die rather than fail.

So he climbed up the hill, pale, but with his jaw resolutely set.

And at the top he saw Waiting Bear standing boldly. A leather thong was already knotted in his flesh. Now, the old Indian who had accompanied Waiting Bear slashed the other side twice and fastened the other thong in place.

Then, leaning back his weight against the two leather strips, which were attached to the post in the center, Waiting Bear walked slowly, his grandfather aiding in pushing against him, so as to throw a strain upon the tied flesh. It seemed that it must give and that the thongs would tear through and set him free. But the skin held. The sinews were tough, and the agony would have to continue until the night.

All the blood seemed to have left the brain of Thunder Moon and he leaned heavily against his foster father.

Do you hear me? said Big Hard Face roughly.

I hear you! whispered the boy.

What is one day of pain compared with a long life of glory? Thunder Moon, is your heart stronger?

Give me a little moment longer. The sun has made me dizzy!

There was a faint groan from the warrior.

They are watching. We cannot wait any longer! he cautioned, and at the same time he gripped the flesh over the right breast of Thunder Moon and drew it stiffly out from his body. The knife was raised and flashed. The brightness of it burned into the very soul of Thunder Moon. Then a pang of exquisite agony pierced his body — to the very heart, it seemed to him.

His strength melted from him. His throat muscles unlocked. And a scream of terror burst from his lips!


Chapter Nine
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FOR A THING so dreadful, there was only one answer, and that was terrible silence. A stifled moan from Big Hard Face, as he knelt beside the fallen body of the boy, was the only sound.

The grandfather of Waiting Bear had thrown his buffalo robe over his face, so that he might not see this shameful spectacle. And all the distant watchers were frozen in their places.

Then said Waiting Bear:

Is not this a holy hill, which Tarawa is watching? Who has brought a dog here, to howl at the sky?

And he laughed, savagely, and throwing his weight back more vigorously than ever, he seemed as though he would straightway tear the leather thongs through his flesh. So did he rejoice in his strength and in his scorn for pain.

But Thunder Moon crawled to his knees, and then to his feet, staggering. He reached out a hand toward Big Hard Face, but the latter was already striding on in advance, and his head, also, was veiled in his robe.

Then Thunder Moon grew aware of the brightness of the terrible sun above him. And he saw in the heart of the sky a little glistening cloud of white, already fast dissolving.

Why had he not known that the Sky People would not fail him; that they had come down to watch; that they would have given him succor if he had thought to call upon them, and would have poured him full of strength?

But he had forgotten, and now he was worse than a dead thing; he was a man-woman, the rest of his days! He could not ride a war horse. He could not take a war bow in his hands. The splendid rifle was no longer for him!

And now, worst of all, he must walk back into the village under the eyes of all these people.

He could not endure it. He turned and fled straight out across the sun-whitened prairies.

He ran until his head reeled and the ground waved beneath him. And when he looked back, the village had sunk from sight beneath the low swells of the prairie lands.

Then he sat down.

He took out his hunting knife. But the very sight of it was too much for him, and he knew, with a fresh and dreadful burst of shame, that he would not have the courage to strike himself to the heart.

So he flung himself downward and began to weep.

Perhaps in all the history of the Cheyenne tribe, no boy of thirteen had wept in such a fashion. He had been raised a Cheyenne, but what a hopeless distance lay between him and the fulfillment of the Indian ideal!

Afterward, with the heat of the sun scorching him, he sat up and looked toward the sky, and saw a crystal cloud of white, sailing up from the horizon.

He watched it in utter fascination, for it never entered his head that it had been sent other than a special sign from the Sky People to him.

He saw it drift higher and higher. It seemed to grow in size. It mounted to the very center of the sky, and there it hovered.

He could swear that it remained fixed in that place, and began to grow larger, and larger, and brighter and brighter, until the whole glory of the sun was bursting out from it, and covering the universe with a dazzling white radiance.

He threw his arms above his head, with the palms of his hands turned up.

Tarawa! Tarawa! Tarawa! he cried. I am worse than a dog; I am weaker than a woman; I am meaner than a dead coyote. Kill me now with your own thunder. I do not wish to live if I cannot be a good Cheyenne!

Yes; he could vow that the cloud sank lower toward him. He tensed himself, waiting for the leaping of the thunderbolt; but it did not come, the cloud did not divide. And then tears again burst from his eyes and blinded him.

They were tears of joy and relief; for it seemed to him that there could have been no surer token that Tarawa did indeed place some value upon his life, and that the Sky People still saw some value in him.

When he had recovered himself again, his melancholy was less frantic, more steady and subdued. He saw a little huddle of brush about a water hole; and there he went to drink, and to be in the shade, and to think.

What he should do, he could not guess until the dark of the evening came.

Then, with hunger beginning to torture him, he stood up and began to journey back toward the village.

In the near distance, he paused and listened to the voices which floated out from it. All was so near and dear to Thunder Moon that it seemed to him he could recognize the very voices of the dogs; and certainly he knew the hoarse howling of that gray beast which belonged to the lodge of the medicine man, White Rain.

I cannot tell you how it made the heart of the boy ache to recognize this sound, and to remember the dark, stern, mysterious face of the master of the dog, and all the friendly faces that thronged in upon his memory, and all of the well-known tepees, with their designs etched upon the buffalo skins. But when he thought of the horribly ugly face of poor Big Hard Face, then he burst into tears and wept his heart out.

Afterward, he stole forward. It was true that, in comparison to Indian boys, he was a clumsy craftsman upon the trail. Still, he knew things which probably no other white boy in the world was familiar with. He could read at a glance signs that would have been invisible to the eyes of most white men, and he knew how to slip through a field of the tall prairie grass in the summer without making a sound and hardly a ripple in the tops of the grasses. He could do all of these things, and you may be sure that now he seemed to melt into the darkness of the surface of the ground.

He passed the outpost which rode rounds and kept guard all the night through; for the great chief Lame Eagle maintained some semblance of military order among his people. He went on to the outermost circle of the lodges, and as he passed on hands and knees the very first of the lot, he heard talk on subjects near to his heart.

For there, by the tepee of Little Beaver, surrounded by that great warrior, his friends and his family, stood the tallest, the noblest, the swiftest of all that wonderful race of horses whose forbears had been brought back from the far land by Big Hard Face. They were discussing the points of the stallion, learnedly. They were passing their hands over his limbs, wonderfully slender, but strong as iron. They were telling what great deeds would be done by Little Beaver, now that he had in his possession a horse so marvelous.

And that turned the talk upon Thunder Moon, and upon his shame, and upon the dreadful sacrifice which Big Hard Face had made in giving away all of his horses, saving his own war horse, which he had slain with his own hands and left lying before his tepee as a sacrifice to the gods to avert their anger.

Would that sacrifice of all the horses suffice to win back to Thunder Moon the manhood which he had lost?

There were shaken heads. Thunder Moon was a born coward and a disgrace to the Cheyenne name and race. Nothing could be done for him. He would never catch the eye of Tarawa, though Big Hard Face had done a thing which would be famous forever!

Thunder Moon listened, and his heart shrank within him. Then he dragged himself on, and set his teeth to stifle his sobbing.

He had come down to the village with no plan in mind, but now he had a definite goal before him. He would steal, if he could, the fine rifle which was his, from the lodge of his foster father. He would steal, also, one of his foster fathers horses, which had been given away on this day on account of shame. Thus equipped he would ride forth. He would find the Pawnees. He would die doing some splendid thing.

He trembled with enthusiasm and went forward with a clearer mind and a more earnest purpose until he came to the tepee of his foster father.

It was dark and silent. He raised the flap with the greatest caution, and peering within, he saw a single dark-red eye watching him. It was the last coal in the dying fire, and by it, at last, he saw the bowed form of White Crow, hooded in a robe.

He was startled at the sight. How could he have guessed that that withered and malicious hag cared for him enough to mourn in this manner for his shame?

He saw, furthermore, Big Hard Face sitting by the fire, bare to the waist, covered with war paint, his arms folded, waiting.

Thunder Moon well knew that, after a time, the great warrior would rise and go forth; and on the warpath he would attempt to show that all honor was not lost to the tepee of Big Hard Face.

And here by the entrance to the tent lay the body of the strong chestnut stallion which was said to be the father of all the chestnut race with which Big Hard Face had blessed the Cheyennes. Here was that very stallion which, with incredible daring, the warrior had stolen from that far land. He was old, now, this doughty stallion, but almost as swift and as strong as ever, and he would follow his master like a dog. Now he lay dead before the lodge.

And Thunder Moon knew that the heart of his father was utterly broken.


Chapter Ten
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THE GREATNESS OF such a grief was overwhelming to young Thunder Moon. He had always known that his father loved him; now he saw that it was a love that counted all the joys in the world as nothing, compared with his joy in his son.

He took a bold step.

He felt that the fixed stare of the warrior was lost in infinite distance, and he, entering softly, would surely be unnoticed. So he glided inside the tepee, and like a shadow he reached the familiar place where his ammunition pouches and his rifle lay. The touch of them sent a thrill through him, in memory of that glad day when for the first time, he had brought back honor to the house of his father.

He raised the rifle. Strength as of steel entered his heart, and he stepped softly back to the entrance. Then he turned and glanced at Big Hard Face, and he found that the burning eyes of the Cheyenne were following him steadily. But not a word passed the lips of the veteran; not by a gesture, did he bid the boy to stay.

Outside, Thunder Moon paused and, with his eyes closed, drew down a few great breaths. Then he stepped across the fallen body of the horse and went back by the very way in which he had come. He felt that he had equipped himself with some manhood, but to make him man, complete, he needed to have that same glorious animal which was now in the possession of Little Beaver.

Sunset, they had called the horse when it was still a little colt, because in it the chestnut coat had turned to a deeper and a richer red. And he, Thunder Moon, had loved the colt from the beginning. It was a fiery young creature; but while it was still a yearling he had gentled it.

That was four years before. And ever since, Thunder Moon had worked and labored over the magnificent horse until the sight of its starred forehead meant more to him than the sight of a blazing diamond to a miser.

So he crept back to the lodge of Little Beaver and lay down to wait. Hours and hours, with a truly Indian patience he waited, until the excited family group retired to the lodge, having admired their new treasure sufficiently.

Another hour or more he delayed; then he stepped to the stallion and touched it. Sunset turned his magnificent head and sniffed joyously at his young master, but never a sound did he make. For hours and hours, and for months and months, Thunder Moon had labored to teach the great stallion the value of silence. Never had there been a lesson more richly repaid in the learning than this one.

He untied the lead rope. He strapped a saddle on the sleek back. Then he glided on in the lead, and the great horse followed him, stepping panther-soft through the night.

On the outer edge of the village, he paused with a shudder of dread, for an outcry had burst forth in the town. No, it was only a clamor of dogs which presently scattered and then died out.

Then he leaped up into the saddle. He settled the rifle and the ammunition pouches. Yonder passed the slowly drifting shadow of the outer patrol. He waited until the rider had gone well by and over the next dip of ground; then he jogged Sunset forth into the night and beneath the bright faces of the stars.

An owl hooted almost at his shoulder. He turned and regarded, silently and calmly, the dim shadow which sped on, close to the ground. He had no doubt that this was a message from the Sky People; and furthermore, he had no doubt as to what it meant. They had sent the dismal owl forth to tell him that their eyes were upon him, and that in this journey he would surely die.

He could have smiled. He was certain that death was before him; he only wondered that he could be so calm, and that there was no tremor of his nerves as he faced the world of darkness.

Always, before, he had dreaded to venture out beyond the limits of the village; but now it seemed to him that the darkness was a kindly thing because it would cover him from the prying eyes of men. The stars burned wonderfully close, so that he could look up to them and imagine the lighted tepees of the streets of heaven where the warriors feasted and boasted all night long, and prepared, unwearied, to ride forth the next day to the fields of the chase and to the battle.

In some manner, he had been brought close to those people who dwelt in the regions above him. Perhaps it was the greatness of his weakness which had made them pity him and take an interest in his welfare; and the passage of the owl, a little before, assured him that even now they had been speaking of him, and had sent down their mournful messenger to bid him prepare for death.

But he was prepared already; and as he looked up to the shining of those stars, he told himself that surely the bright ones in their happy city above had granted to him a brave mans death to redeem his shame.

He looked back, in his mind, to the silent, darkened tepee of Big Hard Face. He saw that lodge thrown open. He saw Big Hard Face striding joyously down the village street, and greeting his friends, and receiving their congratulations, because the news had just come that Thunder Moon had died gloriously in battle, as a good Cheyenne should do!

There were no tears of self-pity in the eyes of Thunder Moon as he thought these thoughts and brightened the blank field of the night with these paintings of his imagination. Rather, the calmness and the sense of strength increased in him, momentarily.

Then he was aware of a greater blackness on the earth, and a dimness in the heavens. Dawn was commencing.

He found a water hole, unsaddled the horse, and turned it out to graze, while he, himself, stretched out on the earth with one ear pressed against it, sure that if horses galloped that way, his senses would give him warning, and waken him in time to saddle Sunset and then be off. And, once started, let even the swiftest follow him! He would show them how Sunset could run, with a boys weight in the saddle! He laughed a little, and fell asleep.

When he wakened, the sun was barely up. He was wonderfully rested, and he looked about him on the prairie with a perfect content. It was no strange place to him. It was to be his deathbed, in a day or two, he felt, and therefore no sense of loneliness oppressed him.

I shall kill one man, at least, before I die, said Thunder Moon to himself. Surely, the Sky People will grant me that much glory!

The thought consoled him. Afterward, his scalp would dry in the lodge of some Pawnee, perhaps; but let that be. Tomorrow would take care of itself.

In the meantime, that he should be strong for his first and last battle, he must have food.

He walked out from the place where he had slept, rifle in hand, mind at peace, nerves quiet.

What would the Sky People give to their condemned warrior? They would not forget him, surely!

He had barely topped the next swell of land when something flashed in the hollow beside him — the tail-disk of an antelope. The next instant, there was nothing but a dun-colored streak, as the little speedster darted away to safety.

Thunder Moon jumped the rifle to his shoulder, swung the muzzle with deadly bead on the fugitive for an instant, and fired.

He lowered the rifle. The antelope was still running with gigantic bounds, but he had no doubt of the result. That bullet had cleft the heart. He knew it with a perfect surety. And at once, in answer to his expectations, the little animal bounded into the air, and fell back dead upon the ground.

He spent two hours in preparing the body, taking the best portions of the meat, and placing them over a slow fire to dry. Then the sun burned brighter and hotter and helped the fire.

By noon, he was equipped with dry meat for his journey. His horse was thoroughly fed and rested. He, himself, was at ease in body and soul and he felt a curious lifting of the heart as he faced forward, in the afternoon, to the completion of his adventure. It was almost as though his soul were detached from his body; and from a distance he looked down as a spectator and wondered what the death scene of this young Cheyenne should be.

But nothing happened that day, or the next, or the next; and traveling in a straight line all the while, even though he kept consistently within the strength of the stallion, he was putting many miles behind him. He was voyaging far off into unknown regions. And yet, his nerve did not fail him; for when a man has resigned himself perfectly to death, what else is there to frighten him?

On the fourth day, he looked down upon, what he felt certain, was his death scene. He had guessed it, indeed, the instant that he saw the dust cloud in the distant sky, traveling with a greater speed than even stampeding buffalo can attain. He knew it more certainly, when his straining eye dissolved the cloud and saw the two bands of riders. The smaller band raced in the lead. The larger followed close behind. They came still closer, and he knew the little knot in front to be Cheyennes; and those behind, Pawnees.

Yes, this was the day and the place where he was appointed to die!

He had dismounted from the stallion at the first sign of the dust cloud, and made the big horse lie down like a dog. Now, he prepared to mount and enter the battle.


Chapter Eleven
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BATTLE, PERHAPS, WAS a misnomer. Battle there might have been, but it could not have lasted long; for in the group of the flying Cheyennes there were only five braves, and behind them rushed at least a full score of the Pawnees. Their wild whooping echoed across the prairies and came to the ears of the boy.

He marked them calmly. Yonder man with the many feathers in his headdress — he should be the victim to fall by the rifle of Thunder Moon, if the Sky People were willing that so great a glory should fall to the hand of a maiden warrior!

And after that — what mattered?

He looked to the loading of his rifle. He found it prepared; and now, at a word from the boy in the saddle the great horse rose to its feet.

There had been a low growth of brush screening them. Now, as they rose above it, he saw that the plight of the Cheyennes was not as bad as he might have feared. They were holding back their horses, close to the Pawnees, and yet their mounts seemed fresher and fuller of running. Only, the rearmost member of the party rode upon a staggering pony. Its flank was crimsoned, and the boy knew that an arrow or bullet must have struck it.

To save that member from death, the other four in the band repeatedly reined back and presented their bows and sometimes even launched a few arrows; but in spite of this, the Pawnees were pressing closer and closer, and in a few hundred yards, at the most, they would be on the unlucky warrior.

He was no unworthy brave. Thunder Moon recognized him at once as Running Wolf, a hero who had counted coup upon his enemies no less than four times, and who had taken three scalps for the glory of his tepee and the Cheyenne nation. Such a hero was not to be abandoned lightly. Now, from time to time, he was seen to turn slowly in the saddle and look back, as though calculating the moment when he should swerve his failing horse around and charge back to a fighting death among his pursuers.

Both the fugitives and the pursuers were so intent upon their game that they were blind to the new horseman who had appeared upon the scene. The rifle of Thunder Moon was presently at his shoulder, and his bead followed that befeathered chief who seemed the principal figure among the Pawnees. He drew the trigger; the explosion kicked the gun butt back into the hollow of his muscular shoulder; and he of the feathers, without so much as a death cry, pitched from the saddle and rolled headlong on the ground.

At the same instant, Thunder Moon shrilled forth his war cry and sent Sunset forward with a bounding stride, loading his rifle with lightning rapidity as he went.

Where was fear now? He did not even think of it. To stand like a brute and receive the knife was one thing; but to rush down to battle, venturing death, was only a consummate joy to Thunder Moon. Or was it a new and heaven-given self which the Sky People had placed in his body for this great day? He only knew that he was winged with fierce strength and with happiness. He knew how the eagle feels as it stoops on its prey; and straight at the little horde of Pawnees he drove his course to strike one more blow among them and die.

Behold, they scattered like a dust cloud when a changing wind strikes it. Each man sought only to save himself. For the Indian loves to surprise, but he hates to be taken unawares; it destroys his morale at a blow.

Moreover, did it not seem utterly impossible that a single brave would dare to charge them? They heard the explosion of a rifle. They saw their leader in the dust, a dead man. They saw his galloping horse rush far ahead with lightened saddle. And then they saw a Cheyenne yelling the war cry of that nation, rushing down upon them with triumphant speed!

They did not stop to look again. Right and left they veered, preparing to escape the shock of a great war party led by this single bold chief; and Thunder Moon found that he was let straight through the center of the band.

Just before him, a huge man, last of the band to move to escape, was turning his little pony with frantic haste; but as he did so, he grasped what had happened, and his shout boomed heavily against the ears of Thunder Moon.

Pawnees, are you fools? This is only one child who attacks us! He shall die. His scalp shall dry in my tepee.

And swinging his pony straight around, he drove at Thunder Moon, drawing his war bow as he went.

A rifle exploded on either side of Thunder Moon, and then a second gun spoke on his right.

Well, let death come if it would; in the meantime, this was an easy shot before him. In his practice days, he would have scorned to select, as a target, a man-sized object not ten yards away.

He did not even raise his rifle to his shoulder, but fired it point-blank, at the Pawnee, from the hip.

The latter dropped his bow and clutched the mane of his horse; and Thunder Moon, passing, struck the naked shoulder of the brave with the barrel of his rifle.

He had counted coup! Most glorious of all, he had counted coup while charging single-handed through a solid body of the enemy!

Now there were no Pawnees before him, and Sunset was bearing him away from them with wonderful speed in the direction of the Cheyennes, to where Running Wolf, having captured the passing horse of the Pawnee leader, was swinging into the saddle.

What necessity was there of death, now?

Thunder Moon looked back in amazement. It could not be that this glory was to be given to him, unpaid for. Yes, for there were the Pawnees barely recovering now from their alarm and gathering again to make head in the pursuit, while Sunset bore swiftly and safely away from them; and the Cheyennes before him, their throats strained with yells of joy, set their horses at a gallop again.

Another moment, and Sunset was striding amid the fugitives, and the whole party was making excellent headway over the plains. The superior quality of their horses told in the race at once. In vain, the Pawnees screeched behind them. The following voices began to die away; then suddenly they stopped. Thunder Moon, looking back, saw that they had veered away and were trotting their beaten ponies back toward the distant spot where their two dead men lay.

At the same moment, following time-honored Indian tactics upon the plains, the pursued checked their mounts, jumped to the ground, and loosening the girths, led the ponies slowly along, to cool them off and allow them to recover their wind in preparation for any new emergency which might arise.

Running Wolf hastened to the side of the boy.

He caught the hand of his savior and cried, his ugly face contorted with joy and wonder:

Look on me, Thunder Moon! Tarawa sent you to help me. And the tepee of Running Wolf is your tepee. His guns are your guns. His horses he keeps only because he hopes Thunder Moon may ask for them. His squaws are your servants and his children are taught only one thing from dawn to dark — the name of Thunder Moon!

The boy raised his free hand to the blue of the heavens, and to a crystal-white cloud which was blowing across its face. With what wonder, and gratitude, and joy, he followed the passage of that cloud!

The Sky People told me what to do. They raised the rifle and fired it. They replaced the load and fired it again. Give your thanks to them, Running Wolf. But I — I am only a woman among the Cheyennes!

They had been long on the warpath, these braves; and therefore they could know nothing of his shame, and he said bitterly:

I stood on the eastern hill facing the sun and Big Hard Face gripped my flesh and raised his knife; but at the first touch of the blade I screamed like a girl and fell down. I am only a woman in the tribe all the days of my life.

His head fell on his chest which was heaving hard. And Running Wolf walked on beside Sunset with his hand still holding that of the boy, and his face averted, lest he should look upon the shame in the eyes of his rescuer.

There was such tact among these heroes of the plains as many a drawing-room could not boast. Not one of the other four needed to be told his duty; but each dropped his head and studied the ground upon which he walked rather than embarrass the boy with the weight of his glance.

Then Running Wolf began to talk from the fullness of his wisdom and from the stores of his knowledge; for wise he was, though he was young. North, and south, and east, and west, he had ranged on horse-stealing raids, and on the warpath. His herd of horses was among the largest that any single Cheyenne owned. In his tepee four squaws worked busily to bead his deerskin suits and to prepare his buffalo robes. All that the heart of an Indian could desire was possessed by the young brave, and in his excursions he had picked up enough information to fill the brain of any one man with Indian lore.

And now he said:

In the lodges of the Pawnees there was a strong brave. The war ponies bent at the loins under his weight. When he stood on the ground, he pitched a stone five strides beyond the strongest of the other Pawnees. Now this man is dead. Thunder Moon was stronger than he. Is Thunder Moon a woman?

He made a little pause, and his hand tightened a bit on the slender hand of the boy.

Then he continued:

In the lodges of the Pawnees where there are many clever horse thieves and a few brave men, the bravest and the wisest was Three Feathers. When he rode out on the warpath, he was followed by the strongest warriors of his nation.

His horses he numbered by twenties. He had five squaws in two lodges, and many children.

He was so wise that when he stood up in council, the medicine men bowed their heads and listened.

He was so strong that seven scalps hung in his tepee. His clothes were bordered with scalp locks.

Three Feathers is dead!

There was a sudden and fierce shout of exultation from the other four Cheyennes. Thunder Moon saw the glint of the battle fire in their eyes.

Three Feathers is dead. He was strong and wise, but he was not so strong and wise as Thunder Moon. Tell me, then, is Thunder Moon a woman?

There was another brief pause; and then in a stronger, wilder voice the brave chanted:

There is a man among the Cheyennes. He is not the poorest in the nation; neither is he the greatest fool. He has counted a coup. He has stood up in the council and told of the scalps he has taken, and no man has called him a liar.

He has led parties on the warpath. He has taken many hundred horses from the Pawnees and from others. The Crows and the Blackfeet know his name!

But this mans life was thrown away. It lay like a pebble on the ground.

Thunder Moon picked up his life and gave it back to him.

Tell me, then, if Running Wolf is a woman? And yet Thunder Moon is stronger than he!


Chapter Twelve
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THERE WERE WHAT might be called extra reasons for the extreme joy of Running Wolf over the events of this day. He had been off on a long voyage across the plains, into the regions of the distant Blackfeet; and there he had hunted well for horses, plunder, or scalps; and yet, despite all of his skill, he had been forced to come back, at the last, without any token of the time and labor which he and his companions had invested. Altogether, it had been a very bad business, and it would ruin, at a stroke, his fame as a leader and as a dashing warrior.

They would, even, have been run down by the hardy Pawnees, when a bolt from the blue had appeared in the form of a thirteen-year-old boy from the tribe who had been shamed among the Cheyennes as a woman. This boy had scattered the Pawnees, killed the famous Pawnee war chief, and one of the leading warriors, and had placed in the hands of Running Wolf a fine horse which carried at the saddlebow a good rule, the five scalps of which Three Feathers had boasted, and above all, the medicine bag of that great fighter!

This, at a single stroke, was enough fame and plunder for any expedition to win. From the dark of disgrace, from the depths of the most imminent danger, the band had been rescued and lifted to an eminence. Now, no matter how long the history of the tribe might endure, they would never forget how Running Wolf came into camp upon this day, riding the horse of Three Feathers, with the captured scalps and the medicine bag as a trophy. All of these things, by right, belonged to the boy, and he should have them. But the glory of taking them would rest with Running Wolfs war party.

When he thought of these things, was it any wonder, then, that his heart swelled with the most profound gratitude, and that he looked upon the advent of the youngster as a gift from Heaven?

He and his followers would have gibed at the weakness of this child under torture as much as any of the braves among the Cheyennes. But now, they were willing to sing words of a different tune.

He called one of his followers to him.

When we come into the city of our fathers, said he, and when the children and the young men see this boy with us, and honored by us, they are apt to laugh at us and at him before they hear what he has done. And the first man who laughs at him must become my enemy and yours. Therefore, you must ride on ahead. Do not spare the whip. Do not rest till you come to our city. Tell them what has happened. And when we arrive, they will know that Thunder Moon is a man indeed, though he may have failed like a woman when he saw the knife in the hand of his father.

And what if they ask me to explain? said the warrior.

Tell them how he scattered twenty Pawnees like twenty sick dogs, said the other. That is enough explaining. Only go, quickly.

So, with that word, the messenger took his horse and disappeared across the plains, while the rest of the party voyaged more slowly after him.

But when they came in sight of the city, the heart of Thunder Moon failed him, and he stopped Sunset.

I cannot face them, Running Wolf, he said. They have heard me scream like a child when I saw the knife. They saw me fall to the ground. How shall I be able to look into their eyes?

Do you not understand? said Running Wolf with some fervor. The Great Spirit knew that at this time I should be traveling across the land. He saw in the future how the Pawnees would hunt me, and how the arrow would wound my horse. He knew that there was only one Cheyenne who could save me. And if you, Thunder Moon, had been in your fathers tepee, caring for your wounded breast, I should have been lost! So he devised it all. He shamed you before the people, so that he could make you glorious, afterward. Tell me, Thunder Moon, is there any other way of explaining these things? Tell me, when you stood on the hill and faced the sun, did you not feel the hand of Tarawa making you weak as a woman?

Weak, indeed, Thunder Moon had felt, but he could not attribute it to Tarawa and the rest of the Sky People. He knew that if he faced the knife again the same weakness would come upon him, and that there was something lacking in him which all the rest of the tribe possessed. He could not despise pain as they did.

He had no chance to turn the matter over in his mind, however. For here was Running Wolf riding beside him, his hand on the shoulder of Thunder Moon, when a rout of men and boys and girls, riding their fastest ponies, swept out from the village and tore across the plains toward them.

Thunder Moon would gladly have turned rein and fled at full speed, but he could not leave that kindly hand of the warrior. And before he could think again, a screaming horde of excited people had broken around the war party like rapid waves rushing around a rock. The noise deafened and almost blinded Thunder Moon. He saw Running Wolf hold up the captured scalps and the medicine bag, and he heard a scream of joy from the multitude.

For in the medicine bag was something even more important than the scalp of the great Pawnee. There was literally his soul, which could never depart in happiness to the far Hunting Grounds, to ride across the pleasant blue fields and course after the phantoms of the buffalo which had died on earth. And if that medicine bag were destroyed, the soul of Three Feathers would be destroyed also, and wander, forever, without rest.

No wonder that the Cheyennes yelled with joy; for too many of their families had lost members when Three Feathers took the warpath.

The pandemonium grew. The whole rout pressed slowly on toward the town, and then the whirling mob divided a little, and before the eyes of Thunder Moon appeared the most dignified figure of the tribe — Lame Eagle in person, riding upon a magnificent black stallion, and dressed in his full regalia as a chief.

He has come to forbid me to enter the city except on foot, like the dog that I proved myself to be on the hill when I faced the sun! thought Thunder Moon.

He would have checked his horse, but he was suddenly too numb of brain and body to make a movement. And now Lame Eagle was just before him. He raised his hand. Silence swept over the multitude, except for the snorting and the trampling of the horses.

Running Wolf, cried the chief, you are welcome to me because you have come back with glory, after making fools of the Pawnees; but better than that, you have found us a new warrior. He shall be the greatest among his people. The Blackfeet and the Crows, the Comanches and the Pawnees, shall sleep lighter than wolves because they know, now, that we have with us Thunder Moon.

He said more than this, but a delicious mist of happiness pervaded the soul of Thunder Moon, and he could not hear the rest.

He hardly knew what was happening; but presently they all moved slowly forward toward the village, and the noise recommenced and reached a vast crescendo as they reached the outskirts of the village, where the dogs joined in with their barking and howling.

Let us go first to the lodge of Little Beaver, said Thunder Moon to Running Wolf.

Go wherever you will. Every lodge in the nation is open to a great warrior, said Running Wolf, who had been worked up into a frenzy of joy by this huge reception.

So they turned aside and reached the tall lodge of Little Beaver.

That chief, barely returned from the hunt, was in the act of springing into his saddle again, when he saw the procession come toward him.

Thunder Moon jumped hastily down, and taking Sunset by the bridle, he led the stallion hastily forward. It was impossible for his anxious eyes to read the face of Little Beaver. Time and ferocity had so marred the features of that warrior that no human expression could possibly work its way to the surface. But before him Thunder Moon stopped and extended the lead rope.

Tarawa told me to borrow this horse from you, Little Beaver, he said, to cover up his theft in the best possible manner. He needed to send me far away on a fast horse, and so he told me to borrow this one. Now I have brought him back to you. Look at him and make sure that he is not lame and his wind is still good. And there is your saddle, also, on his back!

Little Beaver jumped in turn to the ground. He seized the lead rope, and glanced hastily over the big horse.

It is true, said he, that the Sky People have given you this horse; and therefore what am I, to take him from you? Take him again, and the saddle on him, and only remember to pray that Tarawa may look on my son with favor and make him as brave and as successful as Thunder Moon!

He replaced the lead rope in the hand of Thunder Moon, and the latter climbed back into the saddle in a daze of joy. He had not dreamed that the thing could turn out in this manner. But here he was, restored to more than good standing in the tribe, and the stolen horse given to him freely!

He looked anxiously at Lame Eagle.

Is it right? he asked.

Lame Eagle smiled.

It is right, friend, said the war leader. The gods have given you that horse. You will have more and more glory riding him. And if Little Beaver tried to take him back, he would stumble and throw Little Beaver over his head. I have seen such things happen! Be sure that Little Beaver would rather point a gun at his own head than to ride that horse after you have made it yours!

And they turned, with the whole procession, into the heart of the village.


Chapter Thirteen
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THEY WENT FIRST of all, as though by mutual consent, straight toward the tepee of Big Hard Face; and that famous fighter they found standing in front of his lodge. It was no longer the lodge which Thunder Moon knew. That tepee had been a huge and handsome one, covered with fine paintings of buffalo, and hunting and battle scenes; but this new tepee was a ruinous old affair. At the very first glance at it, Thunder Moon knew what had happened. At the same time that Big Hard Face had given away all his splendid horses, which were the apple of his eye, he had also given away all of his other possessions. Even the lodge which sheltered him had been made a present to some friend; and now the house of Big Hard Face was simply a battered and patched and staggering old wreck of a leather tent, hardly large enough to shelter two dogs, let alone two people.

The buffalo robe in which the celebrated warrior was wrapped, was a mere flea-bitten rag of leather of which even a boy might have been ashamed. There was no rifle in his hand, but only an old war bow, greased up, and put into service.

At the very first glance, Thunder Moon understood that Big Hard Face felt that the disgrace of his son had been the result of the judgment of the gods, and that to propitiate those mighty powers he had straightway given away all that he possessed and reduced his wigwam to an empty shell. He had undone all of his lifework, and the lifework of White Crow, also. Such a vast sacrifice choked the throat of Thunder Moon, you may be sure.

All of the possessions of that warrior of the terrible face, were not worth the price of the rifle which Thunder Moon carried in his hand! For all of that, it seemed to him that Big Hard Face, in the midst of wealth and envied by all the other Cheyennes, had never been half so noble as he was now, in the midst of his poverty.

There was no need for Lame Eagle to say:

Behold your father, Thunder Moon! See what he has done! Out of the greatness of his grief for you, he has given away everything. He has given away such a wealth in horses as no Cheyenne ever possessed before. He has made himself poorer than the poorest Cheyenne, to see if such a sacrifice would change the minds of the Sky People and make them good to you. Tarawa did change his mind. He sent you glory and courage and strength such as no Cheyenne boy ever before showed in battle!

Lame Eagle went a little before. He led the great charger, Sunset, with one hand; with the other, he led Thunder Moon. Behind him came Running Wolf, leading the Pawnee horse; and the other warriors of the party followed, and all the other inhabitants of the village pressed up behind them.

Lame Eagle knew exactly what gracious words to say at a time like this, to make happiness more perfect. He said in his strong, and deep, and gentle voice, which penetrated into the soul of Thunder Moon and remained there forever:

Oh, men of the Cheyennes, look well and remember this! Here is a father who would lay down his life for his son, and who first laid down all his possessions. The Sky People saw, and relented. They saw the good that was in the heart of Big Hard Face, and they saw the sorrow that was in the heart of Thunder Moon. They made that young warrior suddenly great. They made his eye like the eye of an eagle. They made his hand like the hand of two men. He went from us, he took a swift horse, he journeyed all alone across the prairie.

There was no one to guide him! There was no old friend to advise him. Who was there to say to Thunder Moon: this is the best trail, or this way leads to the water hole? No, there was no one.

But he was not afraid. He went forth all alone, and he laughed at the prairies and called them his friend, because the prayers of Big Hard Face were working for him.

Then, because he had the eye of an eagle, he saw a great distance off, that many Pawnees followed five warriors of our people.

There were many, many Pawnees. They were like a herd of buffalo, thundering across the prairie. Their feathers sang in the wind. Their horses ran like running fire. Nothing could stand up before them.

But Thunder Moon was not afraid.

He stood up and made his great horse stand up. He took his rifle. He would not aim at the little men. He aimed at the greatest man in that band of Pawnees. That was a famous warrior. Twenty times we have heard his name, and it has always been at the head of a war party; twenty times Cheyenne women have wailed and children have wept because of Three Feathers; but the bullet of Thunder Moon went through the heart of the chief!

There was a wild yell of exultation from the tribesmen, and they leaned forward and followed the narrative of their chief as though they were hearing the story for the first time.

Yet that was not enough! cried Lame Eagle, losing his calm dignity in the excitement of his speech. There were many Pawnees like a herd of buffalo. They had lost only one man. They had only to run a little farther and they would trample down one of the greatest of our braves, a famous man, a man who has taken many scalps, a man who is a boast and a pride to the Cheyenne nation — that man was Running Wolf!

Running Wolf straightened and folded his arms — not in vainglorious pride, though to be so praised by the war chief was a thing to be recounted to generations of descendants — but, rather, to show that he was the man spoken of, to let all see his face and the resolution which was printed upon it.

The horse of Running Wolf died with every stride it made. And Thunder Moon saw.

He was a young warrior. Some would have said that he was still a boy.

He had done enough. He had done more than most of us accomplish in a long life, with that skillful shot. Still he was not satisfied. His heart was great. There was a god in him. He called to his horse, and the horse leaped forward. He yelled his battle cry, and the sound of it drove like a knife through the heart of every Pawnee. They saw him coming. They were filled with terror. They turned to the right hand and to the left — all except one man.

For there was one man who did not have fear. He was a famous man among his people. Spotted Antelope was his name. Where he rode, many Pawnees would always follow. He was rich with the plunder of his enemies. He did not know what fear was, even when he saw Thunder Moon rushing down upon the battle!

Thunder Moon had hardly heard the beginning of this narrative, so great had been his grief, and his joy, and his pity, at the sight of his foster father. He had studied the face of Big Hard Face, and he had seen not a trace of emotion upon that battered mask of humanity.

But now the story, which Lame Eagle told, stirred the heart of Big Hard Face and set his eyes to burning, and the heart of Thunder Moon was set on fire, also. Never had there been, since the beginning of the world, words of such sweetness as those which he spoke in praise of Thunder Moon.

The pick of the Cheyennes stood about to listen. The hearts of the young men were filled with wonder and envy, and the little children who had once scorned Thunder Moon, now wished only to be praised like this — and die!

No wonder that the spirit of Thunder Moon took wings and soared in his triumph, as Lame Eagle continued in a ringing voice:

So Spotted Antelope remembered all his greatness and his strength. And he saw that this Cheyenne who came upon him was young, though he advanced to the battle like flame running on the prairie.

Spotted Antelope turned his horse. He thought to gain for himself great glory, and to be remembered for avenging the death of his chief, Three Feathers; and he hoped that he would hear all the Pawnees praising him for this deed.

He rushed to meet Thunder Moon. He raised his rifle. But Thunder Moon shouted, and the noise of his voice smote the ears and the heart of Spotted Antelope. He sat like a dead man in the saddle. He could not move. Then the bullet tore through his heart and he fell down to the earth; and darkness closed over all his war trails, and his battles, and his fame, and his strength. At that moment, the grief of the Pawnees began to rise from the earth like a cloud of dust, blackening the face of the sun.

But Thunder Moon swept on. He took the finest horse among the Pawnees. He gave it to Running Wolf. Thus he saved the great chief from death, and brought him safely back from the battle, and gave him again to us — together with the soul of Three Feathers!

He pointed. Running Wolf raised the medicine bag. The screech of the Cheyennes smote the heart of the hollow sky.

Be glad, Big Hard Face! cried Lame Eagle. You gave away much; but now it is all sent back to you!

He pushed Thunder Moon forward, and the boy rushed into the arms of his father.

He could not help it. His heart was breaking with joy. He trembled. His face was convulsed and the tears would come.

Suddenly the ample folds of the old cloak were cast around him, and he was gathered against the breast of Big Hard Face, and he heard his foster father saying:

Peace, dear son. Do not let them hear. Let only your father hear. Because he understands. You are not as others. But you were made by Tarawa to gladden the heart of Tarawa.


Chapter Fourteen
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LAME EAGLE, THE instant he saw the buffalo robe folded about both of those figures, turned about to face the tribesmen and lifted both hands. He did not need to give an order. All understood, and like shadows they melted silently away.

There was something worth marking in the bearing of all of these people. The old men walked with smiles, nodding as though this scene had freshened in their minds memories of the glories of their youth and of their race. The strong warriors in the prime of life went off with eyes on fire, because they had never before heard such words from the lips of Lame Eagle. The young men were so many impatient tigers; some day they, too, would be praised like this. Was not such praise worth death, itself?

But the women wept, and embraced one another; and, as they went slowly away, they whispered:

Have there not been fools among the Cheyenne women, that none of us would marry Big Hard Face and be the mother of such a son as that?

The medicine man heard, and said:

No woman was the mother of that boy. Tarawa set him upon the earth. Go ask of Big Hard Face how he found him in the first place, lying naked on the ground!

So another link was forged in the chain of the legend of Thunder Moon.

In the meantime, Thunder Moon was led slowly into the tepee of his foster father. They walked like two blind men, until White Crow ran out, with tears flowing fast down her face, and seized upon them, and brought them into the lodge.

There she seated them, and they looked on each other with smiles of love and sympathy, each understanding, in this moment, things of which he had never dreamed before. In the meantime, White Crow, with trembling hands, served them with food from the pot of buffalo meat which simmered over the fire.

After a time, as the untasted food lay before them in horn bowls, a voice spoke before the tepee, and White Crow drew back the flap.

The men of the Cheyennes have gathered around the fire, said the deep-throated voice of a warrior. There are Running Wolf and all his followers. They wait to have the dance begin. The drum is already sounding. You may hear it!

In fact, the rapid, throbbing beat of the drum came like a hurrying pulse across the air, bearing with it vague excitement.

Tell Lame Eagle, said Big Hard Face, that we stay in our lodge and open our hearts to Tarawa. My son will not dance. He is tired with glory. He will rest, and give thanks to the Sky People!

This is well, said the voice of the warrior, but there was disappointment in it.

His step withdrew, and Big Hard Face said:

There will be many other days when the warriors will draw for sides and sit in the council tent, and the stick will be passed for deeds to be told and coups to be counted. Then, you may tell again what you have done! But let this day be mine. I have been a poor man; now I am counting my riches.

And he looked upward, where the thin smoke from the fire crept up through the hole in the top of the lodge, but could not obscure, in passing, the rich blue of the heavens beyond.

I have not spoken, said Thunder Moon softly, and I shall not speak of it. It does not please the Sky People for me to tell of what they have done for me. But now, father, open your mind and tell me the things which I do not know.

Ask me, my son, and I shall answer if I may.

In the battle, father, when I saw the Pawnees riding, I was not afraid. I saw them come, with their guns and with their bows, but I was not afraid; I was happy when I rode down on them. But when I stood up on the hill, and faced the sun, and saw the knife in your hand, I was afraid of the pain. I was not afraid to die. But I was afraid of pain. How could that be? How could it be that, though I wanted to be brave, I was a coward? How could it be that I loved you, and yet I disgraced you?

Big Hard Face lowered his glance and stared straight before him, thinking of the misery of the days which had been.

We are made, my son, said he, by a more skillful hand than the hands of women. He knows how to fashion us so that each of us has a strength. Some of us are brave by night and weak by day, and some are weak by night and brave by day. Some are fortunate in battle, but their lodges hold no peace for them. Some are rich and fortunate in their villages, but never count a coup in war. All our blessings come from the Sky People, and if they give them all to one man, will he not be like the Sky People, themselves? There will be nothing for him to envy in the sky. Therefore they are afraid to let any man be too happy!

That, father, seems very wise and true. But when I think of Lame Eagle, I wonder what sorrow could ever come to him. Surely, he has always been perfect, and wise, and great, and good!

The warrior smiled.

Do you think so? Lame Eagle is a great chief, said he. But he has had his sorrows. When he was a younger brave, and his fame was only beginning, he married a beautiful girl; and she died giving birth to a son. That son lived to be a handsome little boy, then he died also in a summer heat. Those are sorrows, are they not?

Ah, yes, said young Thunder Moon, and that tells me why it is that Lame Eagle is so often grave.

Yes, said Big Hard Face, and who can tell how often the heart of Lame Eagle turns after those whom he loved, and who slipped out of his hands, like water or sand.

Ah, said Thunder Moon, but what a pity that so great and good a man should have to suffer so!

Perhaps his suffering helps to make him great and good, said Big Hard Face. The things we know, we feel for. If you have never been frostbitten, you smile at the man with a swollen foot; but if you have once been pinched by the frost, you offer him remedies. Perhaps Lame Eagle is so popular because he has suffered even more than most men, and that has made him kinder to them.

There is old Two Bull Elk, though, said the boy. He has lost nearly all his brothers and sons in battle; but that sorrow has only made him cruel. He kicks every boy that comes near him, and he snarls at the men.

Men are like plants, child, said Big Hard Face. Some have roots that lie only on the surface of the ground, to drink the rain quickly; if you dig around them, you break the roots, and the plant will die. And some have roots that sink deeply down into the earth. Those plants can be cultivated, and it makes the root stronger and the plant richer and greater. So there are men whom troubles disturb and destroy; and there are men whom troubles waken and make stronger and better. Such shallow-rooted men are like Two Bull Elk; and such great and noble men are like Lame Eagle. He would rather see a friend win a victory than win one himself; and I have never heard him speak of his own deeds as he spoke of yours, today. But I have seen him break the battle line of the Blackfeet, like a wind breaking a scattered line of straws, or like you, my son, breaking the line of the Pawnees!

Ah, said Thunder Moon, That was only because I came on the Pawnees by surprise, and they were frightened. They must have thought that there were other men coming behind me, and that they had been trapped. Three Feathers, who might have told them what to do, was down.

But Big Hard Face lifted his head and smiled, and worshiped this handsome son of his with a long and joyous glance.

You know already, said he, that the hero has no wits when the leader is killed. Ho, Thunder Moon, if I were a young man again, would we not ride on the warpath together? Perhaps I still am not too old!

So they talked together in the tepee, until they began to hear the noise of the drum muffled by many chanting voices, and now and again a long-drawn war whoop thrilling through the air.

White Crow set open the flap of the lodge entrance, and they sat and listened.

It was the dusk of the day. Now, looking to the west, they could see the flames of the fire straining the air with crimson; and now and then, when fresh brush was thrown on the blaze, a great yellow head of flame leaped up and sailed, like a phantom of brightness, toward the sky, only to be snuffed out instantly.

Sometimes the chanting ceased, and there was only the light throbbing of the drum; and out of the distance they could catch the murmur of a single mans voice, shouting a chant. They could easily picture to themselves the eager faces in the massed circle and around the light of the fire, one half-naked brave dancing, with the firelight glittering on his copper body, while he chanted of his deeds, and the great things that had happened on the warpath.

White Crow had taken up a pair of moccasins. She did not need light to guide her skillful fingers; and as she beaded the moccasins, she began to sing. It was merely a murmur which passed like an undertone through the distant noise of the war dance around the fire. The man and boy listened. They were content. They raised their faces, now and then, to the brightness of the stars, and smiled.


Chapter Fifteen
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NOT MUCH SLEEP came to Thunder Moon that night; for now and then, when his eyes grew heavy, a fresh wave of joy would rush over him and leave him trembling, breathing short, and wide awake with happiness. Twice he got up, and went to Sunset, and talked to the great horse; and the stallion lowered his head and listened with shining eyes that reflected the starlight; and he seemed to understand.

But at last the gray dawn came. A chill settled in the air. Dogs began to bark here and there, in distant quarters of the camp. A child cried near by. The sharp scent of wood smoke drifted through the air as the noises of day commenced.

Big Hard Face and his son stood up from their beds and went down to the river. They plunged in and swam across to the far bank and back again; then they whipped the water from their hard bodies, with the edges of their palms, dressed, and went toward the village.

On the way, others met them with cheerful, respectful greetings. But one thing impressed young Thunder Moon more than all else.

He passed a youth of fourteen, going with his father and uncle toward the river. The boy pressed close to the older men, and stared at Thunder Moon, and pointed; in fact, he seemed half afraid, as though he were close to some terrible and wonderful phenomenon. Yet that same boy had often cuffed the ears of Thunder Moon, and downed him in wrestling bouts, and beaten him in swimming and foot racing, and mocked at his futile efforts with the war bow!

How their relationship was changed, now!

They reached their tepee. To their astonishment, White Crow was not there. Neither was the pot of buffalo meat steaming above the fire for their breakfast, but the place was empty and deserted, and even the few robes and the war bow, and the other possessions which had remained to Big Hard Face, and the rifle, and Sunset, which belonged to Thunder Moon, had vanished.

This is very strange, said Big Hard Face. Hush! Say nothing. We shall soon learn. That grinning woman knows something!

The squaw at the open flap of the next tepee watched them with a smile which stretched from ear to ear.

Where has White Crow gone? asked Big Hard Face.

The squaw laughed heartily, and shook with her mirth.

Perhaps she has run away with some handsome young Cheyenne. She did not wait to tell you about the marriage. She has eloped, perhaps.

Even the anxious Thunder Moon could not help smiling in turn at this idea as he thought of the ugly, time-withered face of White Crow. However, the loss was very serious, if loss it were. The rifle and Sunset at one blow — it almost offset all the glories which he had won on the trail the day before!

There is a joke. Act as if nothing were wrong, said Big Hard Face. All the Cheyennes want to laugh at us. When men praise you today they wish to laugh at you tomorrow!

That bit of wisdom entered the heart of Thunder Moon, and never left it, thereafter.

They passed a boy, playing with his dog, hitching a little travois on its impatient shoulders.

Have you seen White Crow?

The imp looked up with a broad grin.

She has gone home, said he.

He would say no more, but burst into peals of merriment as they watched and stared at him.

Tush! said Big Hard Face, gritting his teeth. They are making fools of us. If I had so much as a pony, I would ride out and hunt buffalo and forget about them until night. But I have not even a bow, not even a play bow!

They walked on, in search of their vanished possessions.

Presently, they came upon a greater stir and commotion. The sun was brightening the heavens to rose and pink, now, and all the life in the city was on foot and busy.

A familiar tepee rose before them, its top decorated with the image of a great crimson bear. Well did they know it, for it was the handsome home in which Big Hard Face had lived, up to the time of his disgrace.

Now, both he and the boy paused to look at it.

Thunder Moon sighed and looked quickly up into the face of his foster father.

Ah, said he, what a price I have cost you!

Do you think so? asked the Indian. I tell you, my son, there is no counted price for glory. You cannot buy it with ten horses or with ten thousand. The gods have taken what they wished from me, but it was my sorrow and my prayers that they wanted more than my goods. Do not think of that lodge, for I have already forgotten it!

But Thunder Moon knew that this was merely a kind lie; for that lodge had been a sort of tribal pride, and if a party of Sioux came to visit their allies, they were sure to be led slowly past the tepee of Big Hard Face, that they might be shown in what splendor a Cheyenne could reside.

They drew a little nearer to the old home, and as they did so, a cry burst involuntarily from the lips of young Thunder Moon; for he saw assembled around the tepee the whole herd of chestnuts, all of those glorious horses which had been the delight of Big Hard Face.

In a dozen years, the descendants of the original four horses, which Big Hard Face had brought from the far lands, had increased to a score and four. The least of them could make a mock of the swiftest and most enduring pony that any other tribe of the plain could boast. The breeding of that herd had been the joy of Big Hard Face — that, and the growth of his son. The growth of Thunder Moon had carried with it as many heartbreaks as joys; but the growth of the herd had been one ceaseless triumph.

He had parted with all of those beauties, and now, as he looked upon them again, a strange sound rose to his lips, and he trembled violently. Thunder Moon regarded him with terror. He had never seen Big Hard Face so nearly unmanned before.

If they had wings, they would all be eagles, and they would chase all the other eagles out of the round arch of the sky, said Big Hard Face in a broken voice. Yes, Tarawa would receive them with joy! But they have no wings, so they are only the lords of the earth! They are the chiefs. Other horses are not worthy to follow them!

As a matter of fact, he was about right. He had received a peerless strain of English thoroughbreds, and he had selected the finest of the stock with a sure instinct; and under his care, on the broad plains, they had grown not less swift, or beautiful, or docile, but infinitely hardier, more enduring, more courageous, with thews of iron and hearts that dreaded nothing. They would face a charging bull, or a maddened band of wolves. One might hunt ten thousand miles, and never come upon another band such as these.

Look! exclaimed Thunder Moon suddenly. There is Sunset among them! What can have happened? Who can have brought all of your horses together? And how did they dare to take Sunset? What can it all mean?

Do not ask, said the warrior. My heart is too full to make an answer. I already begin to suspect — and yet it would be too wonderful to be true. It cannot be!

They went on, with feet that stumbled in their haste.

They passed through the herd of horses; and as they did so, the beautiful creatures turned their heads and whinnied recognition of their masters. They had been under the care of strange hands; and many of their backs were marked by the pressure of cruel saddles; and they no longer knew the gentle treatment with which they had been reared.

On through the horses they passed, touching sleek flanks and polished necks, until they stood before the tepee and saw, within the flap, White Crow, who seemed to await their arrival.

You are very late, said White Crow.


Chapter Sixteen

[image: img107.jpg]

SAY NOT A word, Big Hard Face cautioned his foster child.

Then he added in a hoarse whisper: I suspected when I first saw. But I cannot be right. This is earth and not heaven. It is all a joke or a dream. Do we sleep, Thunder Moon?

They entered the tepee. There was the meat pot steaming over the fire. Thunder Moon spied a dear possession.

My rifle! he cried.

He leaped to it.

Stop! called Big Hard Face. Do not touch it. It is in the lodge of a stranger. It is not yours until he admits that you own it. This is all very strange. White Crow, will you gape and gasp like a starved bird in a nest? Or will you open your foolish throat and tell us what it all means?

What should it mean? asked White Crow with a shrug of her shoulders. Cannot your eyes tell you that you are at home, and that I have been waiting for you long enough?

Home? echoed Big Hard Face. Home?

Bah! The squaw was impatient with them. Will you never eat and have done talking? Are the horses to stand there all day and starve themselves?

The horses? echoed Big Hard Face.

Aye, the horses. Are they to starve?

What have we to do with the horses? cried the warrior, beginning to shake again like a man with the palsy. What are they to me?

Ho? grunted White Crow. Then I am growing blind. And I have let them tie the horses at the wrong tepee.

Certainly you have.

Then you are not the old warrior, Big Hard Face?

Big Hard Face threw up his hands to heaven.

Tarawa, give me patience. Do not let me strike this foolish woman because she lays on me words worse than whips! Foolish White Crow, tell me what it means!

All at once, the squaw began to weep. She reached for Thunder Moon; and though he could hardly remember in his entire life a single caress which she had given him, now she bent her head on his shoulder and began to shudder and sob.

Do you not see? she stammered. You paid too great a price. You offered the whole of your horses, and everything you owned. But only the life of the first red stallion was enough, the first horse, your own horse, that you carried back with you from the Far Land! The gods did not want them all. They took only that one dead horse. Now they give back to you all the living ones!

Not even then, could the warrior understand what had happened; but first he walked aimlessly around the tepee and picked up long-familiar things.

The wealth that he had spent his life collecting, and which he had distributed through the entire tribe to his friends, had now been collected again, and replaced in his tepee. There was not so much as a single knife missing — not so much as a single pipe, or horn spoon, or painted buffalo robe, or back rest.

Then, gradually, Big Hard Face knew. He rushed to the door of the tepee, to fling himself out among his horses, to embrace them, to pass his hands over their beautiful limbs and sleek bodies, to call them by their names, to pet them, and love them like a madman.

When he returned to the big lodge, he saw that there were other Cheyennes slyly watching from the entrance of other lodges. He controlled himself and turned back into the lodge.

Do you see, White Crow? said he. It is as I always said that it would be. You told me that the boy had ruined me. I told you that there was more richness in a son than in a herd of such horses. Look! On account of him, I lost them; on account of him, I gain them back again.

White Crow was drying her eyes.

They are all angels, said she. All the Cheyennes are angels!

In fact, it was an occurrence unprecedented in Cheyenne tribal history; for, of the rich gifts of the unhappy warrior, not one had been retained, but all had been returned to this man whose foster son had helped to make the tribe famous and dreaded on the plains. The deeds that men do, said Lame Eagle, have a great value; but the deeds that children do are far greater. Whereas a man may have only the strength of his muscle, a child has the help of Tarawa; and muscle is nothing, compared with the strength of the Sky People.

Go out and run to your friends. Tell them to give you plenty of buffalo meat, commanded Big Hard Face. Today we are going to make a feast. It will be a feast to the whole tribe. They shall all come to our lodge, and sit there, and eat, and smoke, in honor of my son, to show that my son and I honor them. We are one people; we are one blood; we are one kin; you and I and all of the Cheyennes! Do you doubt it, Thunder Moon?

I, father? asked the boy. Are you not my father? Therefore, of course, I am one of your people!

Big Hard Face started.

Now and again, a pang of doubt seized him, and he felt that perhaps it would have been better to raise this child with the knowledge that he was of a different blood, lest when the knowledge came to him it be too violent a shock and estrange the boy from him.

But now the thing was done and he felt that it could not be undone.



So it was all done, on that famous day, to the great expense of Big Hard Face, but to his lasting honor, and to that of his foster child.

As the feast drew to an end, Big Hard Face said to Lame Eagle:

Is there any man who would dare to say that Thunder Moon is not a true Cheyenne and worthy of his blood?

The great chief inhaled a breath of smoke from his pipe and then puffed it toward the sky.

Perhaps he is even more worthy! said he.


Chapter Seventeen
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WHITE CROW, THE old aunt of Big Hard Face, pointed to spots and streaks of white on the quilled robe which was gathered about the shoulders of Thunder Moon.

White is for life, she said. That is why I am glad of my name. White is for life; you see that I do not die. White is for life, not for a sleepy and dull life, but for a quick, busy, happy, active life.

And, she continued, do you see this light blue, bordered all around with many-pointed stars? That, my child, is the blue of the heavens, and these stars are so many suns. It is a wish that your life may be that many times brighter than the lives of other people. And that blueness means that they pray your life will be serene and peaceful as the heavens are, when the Sky People have brushed all the clouds out of it. Here is green, too, to show that they hope you will always grow stronger, and bigger, and taller, and greater, and never begin to stoop and to bend — like me!

There is much red, too. One can hardly tell what red means, until one has studied the whole robe. But usually it is a wish for warmth and a good home, with plenty of food, and rich blood always flowing richer in your body. These streaks of amber yellow hope that you may always grow more beautiful and perfect; and the black, of course, which you see here, shows that all the fighting will end, some day, and you will be at perfect peace!

Thunder Moon, nineteen years old now, was proud of his robe, and he spread out another fold that more of it might be admired; and, in fact, it was a thing of beauty. All its surface was painted and quilled, the designs worked in closely and yet harmoniously; and it represented more hundreds of hours of work, when one considered the numbers of little porcupine quills which had to be sewed on and flattened in place, than one could imagine.

I have worked on this robe myself, said White Crow. I have often sat with the women in the lodge of Little Beaver and whitened my hands to keep them from soiling the robe, and I have sewed with them. I am not the slowest woman among the Cheyennes in sewing quills, and neither am I the slowest in beading a moccasin. I do not need much light to work by, either. It is not for nothing that I have decorated thirty-seven robes!

There was a rumbling voice from across the lodge, and Big Hard Face turned on his heap of buffalo robes, where he had been resting, and said: Are you going to begin to tell about them all, like a warrior counting his coups?

Do not listen to him, if you wish to hear about this robe which you have, said the squaw to the boy. You see that there has been a great deal of work spent on it, and Little Beaver must have had some great idea in mind or he would not have made it a gift to you. I know that he wanted it for himself.

It was because no other young man among the Cheyennes has counted five coups, and killed eight men! said Big Hard Face, rearing himself to a sitting posture and looking with eyes that blazed with pride upon his foster son. He added with a melancholy afterthought: There are no scalps; but perhaps there will be a time for them!

No scalps, repeated Thunder Moon with equal gloom. I think that I shall never be able to take one.

My son, said Big Hard Face, growing excited, for the subject never failed to make him furious, do you not know that all the enemies who are not scalped may fight with you again in the Happy Hunting Grounds? And then you will have to kill them all again — if you can! But those who are scalped cannot go up among the Sky People. They would be laughed at, having no hair on their heads. After a while, their spirits rot away like their bodies. They are no more. The wolves pull their bones to pieces, and the spirits of those men fall apart and can never be put together again!

You have told me all that before, sighed Thunder Moon.

He leaned his chin upon one fist. With the other hand he drew out a hunting knife, long and brilliant of blade, and heavy of shaft. He began to toss it with a flick, so that the point stuck into the post that held his saddle, war accouterments, medicine bag, and headdress. It was only a short distance; he could reach out his hand again and pluck the knife forth. But the trick consisted in driving the knife every time into one thin seam in the bark of the post. And the steady hand never failed.

I have told you all of this before, said Big Hard Face, but a young man must listen fifty times to his father; and then, more. He must listen a hundred times, until he has learned the truth of the lesson. And you, Thunder Moon, have never learned! He grew more and more excited. Why should you kill them, then? It is only fighting with shadows, unless you take their scalps also.

Or their medicine bags, put in White Crow defensively. For he has taken three of those!

Thunder Moon looked up a little hopefully, but the face of his foster father was darker than ever. He said: What scalps hang in our tepee except those which I have taken? And when the stories and the stick pass around the circle, if it is asked what scalps have been taken, my son sits silent. He has never taken one. He has nothing to say, and no glory is brought to our home.

But when they count coups! exclaimed the squaw. Ah, that is a different matter, is it not?

Five coups are much, and eight dead men are much, also. But where are the scalps? Where are they?

I cannot tell why it is, said Thunder Moon, deeper in gloom than ever. But I have taken a dead man by the hair and caught my knife in my hand. But always my hand grows weak. I cannot use the knife. Suppose that there were life in him! Suppose that he were to groan under the cutting edge of the knife! He dropped his head, suddenly, and raised a mighty hand before his face to shut out the vision. Big Hard Face glowered at his ancient aunt, and White Crow bit her lip and turned her head away, so that she might not view this sign of womanish weakness in her nephew.

Listen to me! cried Thunder Moon.

He leaped to his feet. The robe fell from him and revealed six feet of such masculine beauty and might as could not be equalled in all the heroic race of the Cheyennes. The eye of Big Hard Face glittered with satisfaction as he noted the rippling of those muscles.

In only one fashion could the marvelous beauty and strength of this figure be improved, and that would be by changing the sun-browned darkness of the skin to a still darker hue, tinted with a red copper color. However, nothing can be perfect. We must take what goods the Sky People send to us and not grumble too much for what they have forgotten to give.

Listen to me, my father, cried Thunder Moon. I have sat in the circle and seen other men join in the scalp dance, while I was forced to be quiet, like a woman. This shall not be any longer. I am going to take out a band of young men. I am going to lead them on the warpath. I know what ones will follow me. I am not considered a woman among the young men of the tribe. They will follow me. I shall not take too many, so that there may be more prizes for the ones who ride with me. And when we come back, we shall all have scalps. We shall not return without them!

White Crow threw up both her hands.

See, Big Hard Face! You drive him out to be murdered by the horse-stealing Pawnees, or by the wild Comanches!

A single glance from the older warrior silenced her. He stood up in turn. There was nothing but the utmost satisfaction in his face.

What is the age of Thunder Moon? he asked.

He has been nineteen summers with us, said White Crow, eyeing the heroic form of the youngster with wonder and love.

I have not heard before, said Big Hard Face, of a brave taking the warpath as a leader at that age. Are you sure that men will follow you, Thunder Moon?

The young man smiled a little, not boastfully, but because his satisfaction could not be entirely concealed from the others.

He said: Yes, there are some who will follow me. Many of them, I shall not take. I shall not pass the pipe in a crowd, and accept whoever would ride with me to pick up glory as a dog picks up scraps of food which others have left. But there are a few men that I have marked down, and them I shall permit to ride with me.

Big Hard Face smiled in turn, with infinite content.

My son, said he gently, is it truly your purpose to find scalps, and to take them, and bring them back, that the souls of our enemies may dissolve like dust?

It is, said the boy.

And do you know how to begin?

I know, but I should like to be told again, so that everything may be done right.

Then go to some wise man. I could tell you. I have told other men how to lead a party. But you, go to some friend and ask him.

To what friend shall I go, father?

To the wisest and the best man that you know.

Thunder Moon picked up his robe and threw it carelessly over his shoulders. He drew upon his feet a pair of finely beaded moccasins. He took up his hunting knife, dropped it into the sheath, and with his long staff in his hand he stepped forth from the tepee.

He paused and looked about him; and from the lodges near by, since it was the evening of the day and most of the warriors had returned to their tepees, many a head was turned toward him.

Above all, half a dozen boys, who were wrestling and laughing near by, stopped their games, and turned to gape at the tall figure of the youthful warrior.

He made a sign. The whole group of youngsters sprang instantly to meet him.

Which of you will carry a message to a friend for me?

I! cried every pair of boyish lips.

He smiled down on them. Of all the stern young braves of the Cheyenne tribe, he was the only one who could spare time from the pursuit of honor, to romp and play with the children. He loved them, and they regarded him with a mixture of affection and awe such as men and children usually reserve for familiar gods.

There is something for each of you to do, said he. You go to Yellow Wolf, and you to Snake-that-talks, and you to Young Hawk, and you to Big River, and you to Standing Bear. Tell each of them the same message. I wish to see them all at moonrise, at the edge of the river. Tell each of them not to fail. It is very important. Now, which one of you will deliver a wrong message?

If I make a mistake, cried one of the youngsters, trembling with eagerness to serve this god, I shall tear off a strip of skin from my shoulder to my wrist, in honor of Tarawa.

That is enough, smiled Thunder Moon.

He waved to them, and they were away like so many dogs, each flying along a different course, each furious with zeal to please his patron. Thunder Moon watched them out of sight and laughed pleasantly to himself. Then he went on through the village.

He paused to admire the tepee of High Hawk. It was fast nearing completion now, and the bands of decoration had been brought almost to the edge of the ground. A whole group of men and women were gathered here, to wonder at the beautiful quillwork of stars and concentric circles, and all the fine colors with which it was furnished, and all the paintings, enough to make a legendary history of the family which was to occupy the lodge.

And as he went off, he heard the shrill voice of an old woman saying: When Thunder Moon takes a squaw, what manner of lodge he will build! That will be a thing to travel ten days to see!

Yes, plainly the tribe was well pleased with him, in spite of this matter of the absence of scalps, which irritated his father so bitterly. So he went on, more content, until he reached the lodge of Lame Eagle.


Chapter Eighteen
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THE TEPEE OF the war chief stood toward the center of the village, and Lame Eagle himself was at the entrance to his spacious lodge, examining, in detail, a horse which had been presented to him that same day. It was a beautiful, cream-colored mustang, perfect in every part. Thunder Moon stood by and admired it in his turn.

You have come to tell me if this is a good horse, Thunder Moon, said the chief, because you know all about horses.

My father knows, said the young man modestly. I only remember what I have heard him say. But if you wish me to speak of this horse, I should say that he would be good for hunting buffalo. But I would not ride him to battle where the race might be a long one and where there are not apt to be many other horses to change to.

Lame Eagle frowned a little at this unpleasant news.

Why do you tell me that? I was given fifty horses to choose among, and I chose this cream-colored horse.

He has a good color, and he will not sweat soon, said the boy, but his shoulders are not good. They should be more sloping. Do you see how upright they are? Note also, that he is too rangy, too long of back, too light in the loin to pack much weight. He would carry a boy or a small man very well. But he will be ruined if he runs very far under your weight.

The war chief turned, and the feathers in his headdress nodded at the youth. The frown presently vanished from his face.

You are a truth teller, Thunder Moon, said he. And some day you will grow so wise that you will know only old men. No others are able to put truth in the stomach and grow fat on it!

I dont understand what you mean by that, protested Thunder Moon.

You will remember it some other day, however, said the chief. There is White Rain. He looks sad today, does he not?

The medicine man went by with a long stride, muffled high about the face in his robe, so that only his hooked nose and his burning eyes showed above it.

To the war chief he raised a hand in salutation, and then he passed on.

He did not see me, said Thunder Moon grimly. I have brought him more presents than any ten of the other young men of the nation, and yet he does not see me, Lame Eagle. Can you tell me why?

He grows old, said the chief, and old men sometimes see only their own thoughts.

The young brave smiled, as grimly as before. That answer, said he, went around a corner before it came to me.

Lame Eagle shrugged his shoulders, as he saw that he would have to give a clearer explanation.

Then he said: Where shall we talk?

It is serious talk, remarked Thunder Moon.

Then come with me into the tepee.

They went in together. The chief sat opposite the entrance, his guns beside him, enjoying the comfort of the back rest, and let his eyes wander over the splendor of the furnishings, until his eyes raised to the exposed trophies — the scalps which had been taken by this Achilles of the plains.

They were fifteen in number, and the coups which the hero had counted had been over twenty. As for the dead men who had fallen before him, their number could only be guessed at. Then the glance of the youth reverted to the sinewy hands of Lame Eagle, and his heart swelled suddenly and sternly in his breast. For if it came to a matter of single combat, then he told himself that he would not fear Lame Eagle. No, he would not fear him by day or night, on foot or mounted, with knife, club, bare hands, or rifle; besides, what man in the nation would dare to confront Thunder Moon with the war bow, which he had been so long in mastering, but which at last he had made such a perfect servant? He squinted his eyes a little and thought of it in his fathers lodge, made of toughest horn, and half an arms stretch longer, and much thicker and stronger than this bow in the tent of the war leader.

Yes, when it came to battle, he would stride as far in the face of danger as this man, and he told his heart of hearts that long before he reached the age of Lame Eagle, he should have far passed the mark in trophies which that fighter had established. Not that Thunder Moon was entirely vainglorious. For he knew that sheer might and cunning of hand did not make a great chief.

Will you take the pipe? asked the chief, reaching for that instrument of solemnity.

Let it be as if we had smoked, said the boy. I do not wish for the pipe. Tell me first, Lame Eagle, why White Rain hates me so much?

You have not been able to guess that? smiled the leader.

No.

We shall eat, and then we shall talk.

Thunder Moon hastily swallowed a morsel of the food which was offered to him by a diligent and attentive squaw.

I am filled with my own thoughts, said he. Let us have talk. And tell me first about White Rain.

The chief first took the pipe; and having filled and lighted it, he blew a little puff of smoke to the ground, in manner of libation to the earth spirits, and another into the air above his head, in honor of the Sky People. After that, he began to smoke quietly, half closing his eyes in enjoyment.

But he was even more thoughtful than contented, and from time to time, as he talked, his glance flashed keenly to the side and studied the expression of his young guest.

Of all the young men of the Cheyennes, said the chief, there is one who is far the wisest, and who can think long thoughts beyond even the grip of the oldest men, and who can pass many bright pictures before the eyes with his words, and who always has an answer. But among the Cheyennes there is one who is also as blind as a newborn child. Some things he does not see at all, and what lies just before him is less known to him than what is over the hill!

And who are these two men? asked Thunder Moon, bright with curiosity.

They are both one man, said the chief. They are you, Thunder Moon!

The latter winced under the double thrust and caress of this speech. He was surely unlike the rest of the young men and the old ones of the tribe, in that he could only partially mask his emotions. They were usually written clearly enough — too dimly for a white man to have followed them, no doubt, but plainly enough for the keen glance of an Indian to see through at once, from a distance.

I am that man, then, said Thunder Moon. And White Rain hates me because I am blind? Is that, then, the reason?

Do you not fear that White Rain may have blinded you, my friend, being unfriendly to you?

Thunder Moon laughed shortly in contempt.

I think that White Rain may do very great things, said he. He may bring down the rain, of course, as we have all seen so many times. And sometimes he does other tricks which are curious to watch. But as for blinding me, or changing me in any way, he has not the strength, Lame Eagle. He simply has not the strength. Each mans mind is its own place, and is surrounded with a wall higher than the blue sky, and no other man may climb over that wall.

Now, then, said the chief, you have explained the matter for yourself.

I dont understand how.

But you know that all the other young men in the tribe dread White Rain worse than the guns and the arrows of the Pawnees or the Comanches.

Yes, that is true. I have laughed at the way they cringe before him, like beaten dogs.

And consider, Thunder Moon, that the medicine man has seen your laughter! Is not that enough to make him hate you?

But, exclaimed Thunder Moon, if he has such a power, he should prove it to me. He should convince me. I am ready to follow him and to think him a great man; but surely first I have a right to make him prove what he can do. I pick up this knife. I say: White Rain, I dare you to keep me from throwing this knife into that post! 

Hush! exclaimed the chief. He will hear!

Bah! sneered the boy. He will not hear. He cannot hear farther than you, or than I! White Rain, work magic and big medicine and make this knife miss the mark, if you can. Make it turn in the air and fly back at my own breast!

Do not throw! cried Lame Eagle, tense with excitement, the sweat standing out on his forehead. These are dangerous words, my friend!

Look! laughed the youthful brave.

His sinewy arm went back and flashed forward with incomparable grace and speed. The knife shot in a twinkle of light across the lodge and was buried inches deep in the stout tent post.

Look! laughed Thunder Moon, while the knife hummed like a savage snarl across the lodge. Look! Did he stop me, my friend?

Lame Eagle started up and crossed the lodge. He leaned and examined the knife.

Draw it forth, Lame Eagle!

No, no! said the war leader. I would not touch it for the price of ten horses. Who can tell if White Rain has not already worked a spell that will wither the next arm that touches this handle?

Let him work his spells to make rain — and wind, scoffed the boy. But he must learn a new sort of medicine before he can touch my weapons!

He crossed the lodge, drew out the great knife with a single wrench, and examined the blade. So truly had it been hurled that it had flown in a perfectly straight line, and the cutting edge had not been turned in the slightest degree.

He thrust the knife back into its scabbard, made of brilliant lizards skin, a trophy taken from a Comanche warrior the year before, when Thunder Moon rode south.

Then he saw Lame Eagle wiping the perspiration from his forehead and shaking his head back and forth in dismay.

Ah, my son, said he, you are placing yourself needlessly in danger!

It will not shorten my life a day! exclaimed Thunder Moon.

And yet you ask me why White Rain hates you, my friend? For this very reason! He knows that you despise his medicine. Is not that enough?


Chapter Nineteen
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THUNDER MOON STOOD, amazed.

I had not thought of that!

No, my son, for you are the blind man of our nation! Besides, did you not quarrel with White Rain once, very bitterly?

No, I think not. I am sure not.

Think again. You forget. There was some trouble between White Crow and White Rain.

Ah, I had almost forgotten. That was three years ago. He had threatened to put a spell on White Crow for some little thing she had done that displeased him. I only went to him and told him that men should not fight with women, and that if he worried White Crow with his foolishness, I would have him out of the lodge before the whole nation, and show them that his bag of tricks was not worth one dog whip, and a strong hand ready to use it. That may have angered him, but the next day he met White Crow and told her that there would be no spell.

The chief stared with bulging eyes.

Yet you wonder why he hates you, Thunder Moon?

Why, said the boy, I have given him three whole buffalo, since then, and a painted robe — because it pleased my father. And as for the other, I had forgotten that. I dont wish to keep my mind filled up with little things!

Ah, murmured the chief, behind a dim cloud of smoke. You do not know, my son, that the Cheyennes never forget! You have not remembered, but be sure that he has, and will, till the day of his death.

Well, that is explained, said Thunder Moon, and now I shall pay no more attention to him. I was only puzzled. But now I see that you are right, and that he will always hate me. It will not keep me awake at night, I promise you! But one thing you say sticks in my mind. You say all the other Cheyennes remember — but I forget. And then my skin is brown, and your skin and the skins of the others are darker and redder. Does it mean that I am different, really, from all my brothers?

The chief frowned and hastened to turn the subject.

What are differences of skin, when the heart is the same? said he. Do not think of that. But who has been putting such ideas in your mind?

Nothing. Nothing that I can remember. Except that there are many things from which I am shut out. No soldier societies, for instance, have asked me to join with them, though they are glad enough to have me ride with any of them on the warpath!

The chief answered diplomatically: You have honors enough, Thunder Moon. And all men respect you. But in the soldier societies men make sacrifices of themselves. They strip skin from their bodies in honor of the Sky People. They pierce and torture themselves to bring good luck on the warpath. And they know that you would never do that to yourself!

Why should I give myself pain? asked the young man. Let my enemies do that! Let them do that, if they can!

There is a certain amount of suffering allotted to each of us by Tarawa, said the chief. And if we give ourselves that pain, we escape taking it from the hands of others. Further, we please Tarawa and the others, because they see that we submit ourselves to their judgment and admit that they are greater than we.

Thunder Moon frowned dark as night and looked impatiently upward.

There is something above us, said he. But why the Sky People should be pleased by pain I cannot tell. They are happy people. They should be pleased only by happiness. Sorrow and agony darken their dwellings in the sky. However, he added with a sigh, you have told me a great many things that I wished to know. You have explained to me why it is that I live outside the lives of all the Cheyennes. And I am lonely, Lame Eagle. I wish to be one with my people. I wish to join in their dances, and to know all their secrets. And though I cannot see why a dead man is made more dead by losing his scalp, I am going on the warpath, and I am going for scalps, with my chosen friends. I have come to you, tonight, to ask what I must do. I wish to make my father happy. I wish to make all of the Cheyennes happy. I wish to obey all of their laws, this time, and not my own pleasure. So tell me everything, if you will!

Lame Eagle breathed forth a great cloud of the smoke, and, with a deeper note in his gentle, even voice said:

If I had ten men like you to follow me, Thunder Moon, I would beat the Comanches across the great southern river. I would drive the Crows and the Blackfeet into the snows of their mountains, and I would take the scalps of all the Pawnees and make their women and children our slaves. There would be no tribe that dared to face us. Therefore, Thunder Moon, I wish to see you greater and greater. You have a hand that strikes and you have a mind that thinks. And as for these little things of flayings and self-torment, we shall forget them. You will make yourself such a great glory that no man can question. I shall tell you what to do. You shall fulfill all of the customs of the people, and even White Rain will see, in time, that you are a good Cheyenne.

And he said after a moment: Have you selected your soldiers? Have you passed the pipe for men to say whether or not they wish to follow you?

I have sent a message to each of the men I wish. They will meet me tonight, at moonrise, on the edge of the river!

The chief smiled a little at this confidence.

Are they many?

There are enough to win much glory. They are not too many to divide it.

Twenty young men and a few seasoned warriors, then?

There are five young men.

And you will do some great thing with five young men?

You may smile, Lame Eagle, and it does not anger me, because I know that you are my friend. However, you shall see what I bring back!

Yes, I shall wait to see. Now, in the meantime, get ready to do these things: Prepare to make an offering to the medicine arrows — tail feathers of eagles are the best. Have you any of those?

I took a great quantity of them from the Pawnees last year.

That is true. Then take the tail feathers of the eagles. Your father will tell you how many make a good gift to the arrows. Put on a robe with the hair side turned out. Fill a pipe and leave your lodge, walking slowly, because a man who goes to face the gods must have time to think as he walks. Then you must begin to mourn in a loud voice — mourn for the troubles in which you stand, and, because you want more glory than you have, mourn so that the Sky People will understand that here is a warrior who wants help.

I dont like that, sighed Thunder Moon. However, I shall do everything as you say.

That is well, my son. When you reach the door of the arrow lodge stand there and wail. Then the keeper of the arrow lodge will come out and invite you to enter, seeing that you need the help of the medicine arrows. When you go in, place the pipe on the ground in front of the arrow keeper, and then step around to the side of the lodge, taking great care, always, that you never pass between the medicine arrows hanging at the head of the keepers bed, and the fire. The arrow keeper will then take the offerings in his left hand, put the palm of his right on the ground, and pass the right hand down on the offerings. Then he will change hands and repeat this thing, as the wise men of old days have directed, to call the attention of the medicine arrows.

After that, he will return the gifts to you, and tell you to tie them to the arrow bundle. While you are tying the thong, do not hurry, because before the knot is tied, you must finish praying aloud and telling the arrows all that you wish — horses, or scalps, or other plunder, for if these things have all been done as I direct, the arrows cannot help hearing every word that you speak while you are tying the knot, and if you have done well, the arrows will grant at least a part of your prayer and let you and your men come back from the warpath happily, with blackened faces. After that, you will smoke a pipe with the lodge keeper, and with any others who may happen to be there. That finishes the ceremony.

Or if you wish, instead of this, you may go away from the city and spend three or four days without food or water, under the hot sun, lying on a bed of sage and—

No, no! cried Thunder Moon. The first way is the best. Let the tortures be kept for the war.

Aye, said Lame Eagle gloomily, and if you fall into the hands of the Comanches or the Pawnees, you may be sure that the Sky People will not take pity on your pain and give you a quick death!


Chapter Twenty
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DOWN BY THE river, the face of the rising moon stretched a long silver image across the pool, and out of the darkness of the banks it lifted the silhouettes of six men. One was Thunder Moon, and the others were the men for whom he had sent; for not one of them had failed to come to him.

They were all much alike, as six tall and strong young saplings in a forest. Yellow Wolf and Snake-that-talks could sit in any assembly of men and talk with pride of the scalps they had taken and of the coups which they had counted. But they were furiously eager and zealous for more. As for the other three, each of them was as formidable as the first two, but fortune had not placed them in the path of great enterprises so often. They had shown their mettle, and now they were like dogs straining at the leash, wild to be off in the hunt for glory.

All of them were well known to Thunder Moon, as he was known to them, for his deeds, his coups, his wisdom to which even old men would listen, his rash courage which made him like a thunderbolt in time of war, and his wealth in guns and horses.

The five had assembled a little earlier than he who had sent for them; and now as he came down the bank to them across the broad face of the moon, the five shadows arose and gave him greeting.

Said Thunder Moon abruptly and earnestly: Is there any one of you who has a grudge against me?

There was no answer.

Is there any one of you, said Thunder Moon, who despises me or thinks me foolish?

There was no answer.

Is there any of you who is not willing to follow me to war?

At this there was eager murmur. Certainly all were as ready to ride behind this leader as a wasp is eager to find honey.

Very well, said Thunder Moon. There are men in our village who say that Thunder Moon is a fool, or else very young, because he has never taken a scalp. And I have made up my mind that I would go on the warpath, and that I would swear never to come back without a scalp to hang at my belt. Listen, and I shall swear!

He turned to the silver moon, now hanging close to the black margin of the prairie. To her he lifted his arms.

Bright moon, he said, you see all things on the earth by night, as the sun sees them by day. You see the owl sail and you see the nighthawk swoop. You see the grizzly bear stalking and the lion stealing through the forest. You see the Indian braves going to serenade. You see, through the smoke of the lodge fires, the faces even of the crying children. Therefore, be sure to see the face of Thunder Moon, and look on down through the smoke of his words and see his heart, and there you will find the words painted, just as they are spoken.

I have gathered five friends. There are no young men like them among the Cheyennes. There are no men who ride so well, who shoot so straight, or who fight so bravely. They are going to ride forth with me in the search for honor and for scalps. Let us have good fortune, oh, moon, because I intend to try such things as no Cheyenne ever attempted before. I intend to do a thing which will mark this year and set it apart from all the other years of the Cheyennes. And in token of the honor I have for you, moon, because I was named partly from you, I give you this gift as a sign of the great gifts which I will bring back to you from this war journey!

And he swung above his head a fine rifle, not two years old, and perfectly sound in all its parts — such a gun as many an Indian would gladly have purchased at the price of half a dozen horses. The weapon left his hand and flew, wheeling clumsily, with the moon gleaming alternately on the polished sides of the barrel. It fell with a loud splashing into the waters of the river and disappeared.

Not a man among the five young warriors who watched this sacrifice uttered a sound. But there was not a one among them who did not wince, and there was not a one among them upon whose forehead the sweat did not start out. For what one of them possessed such a gun as this which had been idly hurled away? And yet they marveled, rather at the greatness of spirit in the man who made this gift to the gods than they grieved because the rifle was lost to the tribe.

Look! cried Big River with a shout of wonder and of triumph. Look at the answer of the moon to her son!

All raised their heads, and saw the broad disk of the moon sail into a cloud, not thick enough to dim its light, but rather to catch and magnify it, so that the moon seemed to disappear; and in its place there was a little pyramid of crystal fire in the center of the heavens.

The wind blew the cloud away. Once more the face of the moon looked broad and bright and clear upon the earth.

I am answered! said Thunder Moon, in a voice deep with satisfaction. The rifle has already been carried away by the underwater people and given to the moon! We shall have fortune, my friends. Which of you can doubt that we shall have fortune on this warpath?

So it seemed to them all, and their eyes glistened with respect and with excitement as they watched their leader.

He continued to them: Yellow Wolf, of all of us, you have taken the most scalps. You know the ways of our people in war. Then tell me, how do we fight against the Pawnees?

By day or night, said the other, and with little parties or in great armies whose horses shake the prairies. To steal horses or scalps, we ride most often against the horse-stealing Pawnees.

And the Crows?

Against the long-haired Crows and the Blackfeet we make fewer expeditions. They are farther away.

And the Comanches?

Against the Kiowas and the Comanches we ride only in great armies with our best warriors and our best horses.

Good! And do we never take small parties against them? Do not the young men of the Cheyennes ride out in small numbers to take the warpath against the Comanches?

No, said Yellow Wolf, because the horses of the Comanches are the fastest horses in the world, and they are the best riders. And if a small number of warriors rode far off to the land of the Comanches, might they not quickly be overtaken by the thousands of fast-riding Comanches or the Kiowas, who are their allies? So we ride against the Comanches only in armies. And we would be willing to have those terrible fighters for our friends, if it could be managed.

Thunder Moon said finally: There would be honor for the young men who rode out against the Comanches — would there not? — rode out in a small number, and journeyed far off into the land of the Comanches, and came back with their scalps?

Honor? said Yellow Wolf, and he shuddered. Yes, and death also! Because the Comanches have horses which would overtake our best ponies in a days running.

Listen to me, said Thunder Moon. I have chosen the five bravest men among the Cheyennes, and I am going to lead them south and west against the Comanches. Which of you will be afraid to go?

There was a deathly silence, and each youth looked straight before him.

Tomorrow, went on Thunder Moon, I make sacrifice to the medicine arrows; and after that, at the rising of the moon, I shall wait for you here by the river. For each of the five who has a heart for this warpath there will be two fine running horses. Now let us go home and speak to no man. Let us tell no one where we go, except that we are riding south, and hope to find Pawnees first.

All of these latter speeches were made to a silent audience; and when the six walked back across the moon-whitened prairie, not a word was spoken, except a murmured adieu when they reached the circle of the outer lodges.

Thunder Moon went on to his own tepee with a cloud over his mind. He had had no doubt of these men, before this time. He had not dreamed that they could possibly fail him. But the reputation of the Comanches stood very, very high, at this time. Small parties of the Cheyennes which had in recent years ventured against the wild riders of the southwestern deserts, had all been wiped out to a man, and only a desert-born rumor had swept back to tell their kinsfolk what had come to them. For that very reason, it had seemed to Thunder Moon that the one great feat which was worth performing would be an expedition against these same famous Comanches, with only a few companions, as he had expressed it, to share the glory.

But the silence in which his final proposal had been received was a severe check to him. He went back toward the lodge feeling that he would have to make the expedition alone. Make it he must, for he had announced his intention of sacrificing to the medicine arrows. But to voyage forth alone on the prairies on a journey of such a length seemed to him madness. For such work he needed the keenest of eyes for the trail, the keenest of wits to read every sign of the changing weather, the keenest of trail sense to know in what direction to ride, and always to keep in mind the clearest picture of the way. Such wits, he knew, were possessed by Yellow Wolf and by Young Hawk, at least, and perhaps by others of these selected men. Them he might trust to bring him into the vicinity of the enemy, and once there, he would be capable of leading them to the attack with credit. Only, for the crossing of the great inland sea, he knew that he was most inefficient. For in that direction his talents did not lie.

So the gloom in which he reached his foster fathers tepee was very deep, and it was increased by the scene that met him on his arrival there. For he found Big Hard Face and White Crow waiting for him, with darkened, unhappy faces; and the cause of their gloom stood with folded arms near the fire. It was White Rain, the great medicine man!


Chapter Twenty-one
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IT WAS PLAIN that the medicine man had been in the midst of a long harangue. His nostrils still were expanded, and his headdress, which was the mask of a great grinning wolf, quivered with the fury of his last utterances. Yes, it seemed to the youthful warrior whose entrance had stopped the speech, that the very echo of the voice of the man of mystery still hung thick in the air.

White Rain concluded tersely: Here is the man. Let him know what I have said. For all shall be fulfilled as I have spoken!

He swept his robe about him and prepared to leave, but as he strode out, Thunder Moon said to his foster father: I shall accompany White Rain to his lodge and return at once.

Do so, muttered Big Hard Face, and with all respect. For he sees that the anger of the Sky People already hangs heavily above you, my son! Speak to him gently. Here — there is our newest rifle — give it to him from your own hand.

But Thunder Moon, as though he had not heard this last speech, turned and hastened from the tepee and his light step instantly carried him to the side of the striding man of mystery. He plucked the robe of White Rain, but the latter continued on his way, unheeding. He plucked again, and White Rain answered in a sepulchral tone: Let no man speak to me! A vision from the Sky People is even now walking across my eyes!

They were between two lodges, so that they had entered a deep shadow, and sheltered from observation by that darkness, the iron hand of Thunder Moon gripped the shoulder of the medicine man and whirled him about.

The latter was a man of professional dignity and of professional craft. He ruled by wisdom and trickery rather than outright force, but still he had ridden many a time on the warpath, and his hand on the war bow was as much to be dreaded as any mans. Now, as he was whirled about, he lunged straight at the throat of the younger man with the dull glint of a knife in his hand.

For all the speed of that darting arm, it was seized at the wrist. Fingers with the contracting force of shrinking steel sank into the cords. A twisting pressure ground the flesh of the arm against the bones, and the knife dropped from the nerveless hand of White Rain.

But though disarmed, the medicine man did not wince; for he knew that, except for an offense which the eyes of half the nation had witnessed, no man would dare to strike the official wizard of the tribe with a deadly weapon. And the darkness had covered his thrust at the throat of the sneering youth.

You have seen a vision from the Sky People, have you not? said Thunder Moon. A dark vision, then, my friend!

And he pointed to the sky, where the dark clouds had suddenly been rolled across the heavens by a changing wind. Behind them, the moon sailed up the long arch of the sky like a ship through a troubled sea.

Go home, young man, said the wizard. Go home, and listen to the words which are waiting for you there. As for me, I only know that the gods are waiting in thirst for the blood of Thunder Moon to cover the earth!

Liar! said the youth. When you speak to me, speak as to your elder, White Rain. For I know the truth of many things which you only pretend to know. This very night I have raised my hands and turned the moon into a white fire. Its roundness was lost, because I spoke to it and it wished to give me a sign. Moreover, the Sky People are my friends. Even now, they have stopped the hand of White Rain on its way to my throat!

The medicine man, rather unnerved by this speech, snarled like a baffled dog, but he could not help casting a covert glance over his shoulder at the sailing moon in the sky.

The Sky People, said White Rain, keep you for a worse death. In the southland Comanches have sharpened their knives for your scalp. They have asked the Yellow Man to give them your life, and he has promised. This I know. For this reason I have spoken in your fathers lodge today. For the Yellow Man is the greatest of all spirits, next to those of the Cheyennes. He has made the Comanches great. Cannot he easily give them your scalp, also?

You have crossed me many times, said Thunder Moon. But I am a tall wolf, and I pay no heed when a sneaking coyote flies across my way. However, my patience is ending. Once before, when you carried your lies to White Crow, I told you what I would do if you bothered me again. As for your magic, it is good to make rain, but for nothing else. It raises a little wind in summer, but never a storm. I despise you, White Rain, because I understand the ways of the Sky People. To me they speak, and to you they never will! He paused, because at that instant there was a long roll of thunder out of the east. Listen! said Thunder Moon, it is the echo of my voice in the sky!

White Rain, utterly overwhelmed by this minor miracle, could not help shrinking before the tall form of the young man, and, as he shrank, the other said sternly: This time again I shall have mercy on you, but see that you go tomorrow and tell them that you have asked the Sky People again, and that they have had only good messages this time. This is to help you to remember!

And with the full strength of an ample hand, he laid his staff twice and again on the shoulders of the medicine man.

White Rain moaned with rage and with pain, but he fled from the shower without attempting to strike back, while Thunder Moon turned and walked lightly back to the lodge of his father. On the way, the first of a thunder shower began to fall, and before entering the tepee, he stood a moment and raised his face to the sky, and laughed as the little stinging drops hit his face.

That is the magic of White Rain! he laughed.

He went into the lodge. He found that the two were waiting there in unabated gloom, and Big Hard Face at once broke into excited speech. It seemed that the medicine man had told them with much emotion that he had news from the Sky People that their son was about to ride away on a distant expedition, and that all would be lost to him, unless he postponed his departure for a fortnight and paid ample sacrifices to the gods.

Thunder Moon listened with a nodding head.

He knows that I am going on a distant expedition. But does he know against what tribe?

That he did not say.

He has heard only a rumor in the camp, then. This day I went to see Lame Eagle, as you know. However, I walked with White Rain to his tepee. He said that he felt the Sky People were changing their minds, and that their answer would be favorable in the morning when he consulted them again. Have no fear. All is well, and he smiled as I left him! And Thunder Moon, thinking of the grimace which he had last seen on the face of the wizard, could not help laughing aloud.

And as Big Hard Face studied him, that grim old warrior finally remarked: The ways of the young are not as the ways of the old. This would have cost any young Cheyenne his scalp in the next battle, when I was first hunting coups. But now all is different. Perhaps you are right to laugh at White Rain.

Ha! gasped White Crow. What do you say?

Sit with me by the door of the lodge, said Thunder Moon to his father, turning his back upon the squaw. I wish to have quiet words with you. And silence the woman, and let her sleep while we talk!

Big Hard Face merely grunted to his ancient aunt: You have heard a man speak! And he also turned his back on her.

They sat at the entrance to the lodge, deaf to the mumblings of the old squaw, while Thunder Moon said: Father, I am about to ride where war parties of the Cheyennes have never ridden before and returned with scalps and safety! I shall need twelve horses so swift that no other horses on the prairie can compare with them!

It is done! cried the warrior instantly. They stand waiting for you in my herd with the boy watching them as they graze apart from the short-legged ponies of the tribe. Choose twelve of them.

Sunset! said the youngster with satisfaction, and eleven others. The worst of the herd will be better than the best of the other horses on the plains!

Yes, said his foster father with quiet satisfaction. The worst will be better than the best that the other tribes can find!

That is finished, then.

With no words of thanks for the generosity of his father, he hurried on to the next detail:

How many good rifles have we?

Three, said the father.

I need two for each warrior. I need twelve rifles; for the path is long to the scalps which I intend to take, and the way back is longer still, perhaps. Where shall I find nine new rifles and plenty of ammunition?

The father pondered. There are not that many rifles in the tribe — of the kind that you want! Take older guns. I will give you robes to exchange for them!

I know! I know! said Thunder Moon. I have seen the other guns. The insides of them are red with rust. They kill the man that shoots them more often than the man they are aimed at. The bullets they fire fly wide of the mark. Arrows are quicker and better. No, I shall have to have new guns! New guns! I must have them!

He struck his hands together and glanced at Big Hard Face in a fury of impatience; but the latter smiled and half closed his eyes.

Good! said he. I have told you my mind. Do now as your wits tell you. I cannot say any more. Besides, I am sleepy!

And he went back into the lodge to his bed.

But his son remained with his knees hugged in his mighty arms and his head bent far back, watching the stars, as they swirled in and out of view through the rifts in the clouds. Where should he find guns? Where should he find guns?


Chapter Twenty-two
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YES, AS HE had said to his father, he did not want the old guns such as could be found in the village. He and his father knew that the rifle must be fed oil or grease, as a horse must be fed grass. But the rest did not seem to understand. They were more apt to worship their firearms than to take care of them. A rifle was medicine in every Cheyenne lodge except that of Big Hard Face.

Thunder Moon had thrown away one peerless rifle as a mighty sacrifice to the moon. On account of that sacrifice, he was reasonably sure of some success on this expedition, but he believed in helping himself. And good new rifles he would and must have. Where should he get them?

If one wanted good furs, one traded with the Blackfeet from the mountains, and they in turn brought them down from the distant Ojibways, who lived in the frozen north, or from the Blood Indians, or the Crees. And if one wanted colored pottery, or beautiful blankets, one traded with the Kiowas or Comanches, who had them in turn from the stately Navajos. So it was with all things. One went to the source where they were provided, and took what one wished.

But guns came from the palefaces. And there were no traders expected for many a moon. Even then, the guns which they carried were often very poor ones. This year there had been none which caught the fancy of Big Hard Face or his discriminating foster son.

However, the traders themselves brought in the guns from more distant Eastern cities where the white men lived in numbers which some people said were as great as the herds of buffalo which blackened the prairies for miles at a time. Not that Thunder Moon believed the wild tales he heard about the palefaces. He knew, as any wise Indian knew, that the Cheyennes were the greatest people in the world. However, the palefaces were clever in the production of weapons. They knew how to make heads for arrows, knives, lance points, and above all, guns big and little!

Straightway Thunder Moon determined that he would direct his course eastward, first of all. He and his men would take the rifles that they needed, either by trading in buffalo robes which Thunder Moon would carry with him, or else by theft, or, best of all, by superior force of craft and of hand.

With that determination, which was eventually to have so much influence upon the course of his life, he went to his bed, turned on his side, and was instantly asleep.

The next day he rose, bathed in the river, and straightway started to perform the sacrifice to the medicine arrows which would assure still better fortune to this expedition. As he went slowly to the arrow lodge, he saw the people looking strangely upon him; and he knew that the rumor was abroad that he was about to attempt some great thing. The little boys, particularly, followed at his heels, half delighted, half sorrowful. For they worshiped him with a constant affection.

Thunder Moon, as he tied the gift of eagles tail feathers to the sacred bundle of arrows, spoke as follows:

Oh, arrows, he said, grant me one thing: Let me have good rifles for myself and for my friends. This is the only thing that I ask of you. Consider the eagle feathers. Each of them is stiff and new. They are not frayed, and the edges of the feathers are not turned up, and they would steer you straight through the air even at a distant target, without failing. Therefore, give me the guns which I yearn for — good, straight-shooting guns, with a gleam of oil inside the belly of the rifle, to show that they have been well kept, and that the red devil, rust, has not eaten them! Such was the prayer of Thunder Moon.

Then he went back to his fathers lodge, ate a huge meal, and went to sleep. He slept soundly until the evening of the day, in spite of all of the noises of the camp; and when at last he stood up, he felt that his nerves were calm, and that his heart was eager.

In the dark of the late evening, he bade Big Hard Face and White Crow farewell. He went past the tepee of Lame Eagle, and bade him farewell, also. Then he turned out of the camp and went among the horses.

The boy who served Big Hard Face had already segregated the twelve chosen horses, with Sunset at their head. The saddles were ready for two of them, two more were loaded down with robes, to be used for trade, if necessary, and two more were burdened with dried meat.

It was dark when he reached the appointed spot. For a whole hour he waited and watched the stars printing their images in the uncertain surface of the pool. At length the rim of the moon appeared. But still there were no signs of the five whom he had selected for the expedition.

Half the broad shield of the moon stood above the surface of the earth, and then across it passed a file of five stately forms, walking rapidly. The heart of Thunder Moon leaped in his bosom. Here were his men, true to him in spite of the dangers which he had promised them! Yellow Wolf, Snake-that-talks, Big River, Young Hawk, Standing Bear, clustered silently before him.

Then Yellow Wolf, as the most celebrated figure in war, said quietly:

We have thought much of your words, Thunder Moon. We fear the long marches across the plains. But we have brought out our war gear. Our war bows, and our arrows, and our robes, and our shields, and spears, and knives are with us. We have trusted to you to find us ponies. But why should we not ride our own horses?

Brothers, said Thunder Moon, quivering with emotion, I do not see you as you stand here. I see you with thinner faces, and with older eyes that have looked on many strange things. I see you with scalps hanging from the points of your spears, and the dust of captured horses rolls back into your nostrils! The Sky People promise us good fortune. Your good luck begins tonight, for these are the horses you are to ride!

He led them past the next coppice, and there they saw before them the tall forms of the chestnut horses of Big Hard Face. Thunder Moon stood aside and watched their delight. It was well controlled by all saving Big River. He was a poor man. He was known to be strong and to be brave, but his father had not five horses to his name, and Big River had always to ride on pot-bellied, scraggy, worthless beasts. Now he leaped on the back of a mare and went careering with her across the plain, managing her with heel and gripping knee, while he brandished shield and spear and thrust his weapon through imaginary foes.

He came back, with a war whoop shrilling from his lips. Tell me — how could you persuade Big Hard Face to give up so many to you?

The Sky People, said Thunder Moon seriously, have talked to him for me and opened his heart. I had only to ask, and he gave them to me. Take the horses. Go back to the city. Take your saddles and your bridles. Only mind you in riding these horses that their sides are as tender as the ribs of newborn babies. A touch is enough to make them gallop. A word is enough to make them race. Leave only one thing behind you — your whips, for you will never need them. Treat them as your brothers!

Five gleaming arrows beneath the moon, they raced across the plain and toward the city, half lost in the dusk; and then five sweeping shadows came back to Thunder Moon. He called them together in brief consultation — a brief one, for they were so wild with joy over the chargers which they were to back on this expedition, that they were incapable of long thought on any subject, even of life and death.

Snake-that-talks, said he, you have ridden south, though never so far as the way we must go. But have you talked with the old and wise men of our nation? Is the trail a picture in your mind?

Snake-that-talks, though young, was already famous for his skill on the trail. There were some Indians who could keep in mind the whole story of a trail, like a memorized book. And each hill, each river, each stretch of sand or loam, each change in vegetation was known to them over vast distances. For that reason they were always at home in the prairies.

Snake-that-talks smiled in satisfaction on Thunder Moon.

Trust all of this to me, said he. I shall take you to the great river, if you wish, beyond which the Mexicans live. All the way is known to me and the rivers that we cross and the ways of crossing them! Have no fear!

And you, Big River, went east last year with your father to the fort of the palefaces. Can you take us there again?

Yes, said Big River. But do some of us ride south and others east?

We ride together to the east, and when we start for the south, each of us will have two new rifles. The medicine arrows have promised them to us.

A yell broke from the lips of the irrepressible Standing Bear.

Look, brothers! cried he. I have six Comanche scalps already at my girdle. Hurry, Big River. Lead us to the east!


Chapter Twenty-three
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WHEN THUNDER MOON saw before him the looming outlines of Fort Humphrey Brown, he halted his party and examined the place with care; for, even from this distance, there seemed more solid strength in that place than in all the Indian cities he had ever looked on. And he knew, instinctively, that greater things than White Rain had even dreamed of could be found in that fortress and in the town around it. He prepared to go in alone, because, as he told the others, it takes two men twice as long to accomplish what one man can do with ease.

He would not go in on one of the best horses, because he felt that if curious eyes fell upon one of those splendid creatures, the horse might be taken away from him by the force of numbers. But he had with him, as his own second mount, the worst appearing of all of the chestnuts. It had been born a dwarf, and it had grown to a maturity which was comparatively stunted. Not an inch over fifteen hands, with a belly which was incurably potted, and with a long, scrawny neck and a heavy, ugly head, and with high-standing, bony withers, it looked the very caricature of a horse. And yet it had its fine points. If one could look past the first features and get down to the running mechanism itself, then The Minnow, as she was called, was a truly admirable running machine. Her legs were perfection; and there was much power in her quarters and such beautiful strength in her sloping shoulders, that Thunder Moon had particularly let his choice fall upon her, feeling that she would best be able to support his crushing weight on the long journeys, leaving Sunset free for the brilliant work of battle, flight, or pursuit. She had won her name, in fact, by the fashion in which, as a yearling, she had been able to dart out and away from the rest of the colts, when they raced together across the grazing lands and that ability to dart, as well as to jog quietly over vast distances, she still retained.

But when her master had heaped the buffalo robes for barter over her, and when he got into the saddle himself, with his knees thrust up awkwardly high by the short Indian stirrups, she looked like the very sittings of a very poor herd of ponies.

His shield, his spear, and even his war bow, he left behind him, and he went on into the camp with only one rifle, and his knife. Once or twice, as he drew nearer to the fort, he turned and cast anxious glances behind him, but his party had already vanished on the face of the broad prairie, and he stood alone before the gates of a new civilization.

The nearer he drew, the more massive and wonderful the buildings seemed to be. There was a cluster of wooden structures about the knees of the fortress itself, and above them were reared the heavy walls of Fort Humphrey Brown, with a cannon glistening here and there. He recognized them from afar, by the size and the brightness of the metal, and he knew that these were the thunder voices of which even the most gallant Indian tribes were mortally afraid. Then he came before the gate, and found there a little cluster of men, with rifles in their hands, talking with very loud voices. They called out sharply to him, in the white mans strange tongue, which he could not understand, but presently an Indian appeared. It was a Pawnee; and his very eyes turned fire when he saw a Cheyenne. However, since he was a paid interpreter, he went through the usual formula. He asked what Thunder Moon wished to do in the fort, and when the latter said that he had come to barter buffalo robes for the rifles of the white man, he made him swear that Thunder Moon did not enter the fort with the purpose of seeking out any enemy.

When this colloquy ended, he beckoned to the Cheyenne to advance through the gate; and as he did so, he said: What is your name, Cheyenne?

Thunder Moon turned and looked the Pawnee full in the face.

If you knew it, said he, you would hide your head in a hole the rest of the day, like a prairie dog when the hawk sails over him.

Well pleased because he had come out best in the encounter of words, he passed on through the gates and found himself in the town itself.

He drew The Minnow to a halt before he had gone a hundred yards; for so many new things were rushing upon his senses that he could not very well grasp them all at once. There was the voice of the place, above all. It was not as noisy as an average Indian village, he thought, and there was a great difference in the quality of the sounds which he heard. In an Indian town, all was helter-skelter, and careless, and pointless. There were the wailing of children, and the howling and barking of dogs, and the ring of laughter, and the snorting and neighing of horses — all in a wild hubbub; but in this place, the noises, on the whole, came not from human throats. There was rather a deep, humming sound, blended with a few shrill notes, though even these were not uttered by lips. He passed a darkened house of which the big doors were opened; and, inside, he saw the fierce light of fire, and a man standing with a piece of white-hot iron on which he beat with a hammer, shaping the metal rapidly to his will. A bellows squeaked and moaned under the hand of a boy who helped the blacksmith.

He passed on to where many smaller hammers were tapping at the sides of a house, fastening on strips of wood and building it a thousand times stronger than any Indian tepee.

Then he passed a sawmill on the edge of the river, and he looked in and beheld the great circular saws sinking through the logs which were fed to them, with deep, nasal whines. But these were only samples; and everywhere such sights and sounds flowed in upon him, that it seemed to Thunder Moon that every person in the town was working.

He had heard that among the palefaces even the chiefs were not ashamed to labor more than women; and he had also heard the Indians despise that custom, and he himself had often curled his lip when he heard of it. But it seemed to Thunder Moon that there were differences between this sort of work and that of a squaw. Here was a labor of swift creation which was thrilling to watch and thrilling to think of. Five years before, Fort Humphrey Brown had not been so much as dreamed of; but now it seemed to be rooted in the soil, so that it was impossible to conceive of time or misfortune destroying it.

A horn sounded just down the street.

He reined The Minnow to one side of the street just in time to avoid a column of riders that swept around the elbow turn.

There were fifty cavalry troopers, with jingling sabers at their sides, and well-kept carbines thrust deep into the leather holsters; and, in addition, each of them carried two of the newly invented revolvers.

Their horses were not like the matchless chestnuts of his father, but, still, they were all big, strong, and well-groomed. The men were all dressed in uniforms and everything about them seemed perfectly kept, and perfectly efficient. At their head rode a splendid figure upon a beautiful horse; and each of the troopers behind him kept his eyes straight forward.

Each was part of a machine, it seemed to Thunder Moon. Each had submitted himself to the loss of his free will, had made himself into a cog or a lever, or a tooth of a great destructive mechanism. Suddenly the boy understood why it was that often a thousand Indian braves, no matter how gallant, were not able to break the ranks of even a small group of fighters such as these.

He watched them out of sight, until the dust cloud which they had raised had melted away and left the air pure once more.

Then he turned around with a sigh, and his eyes met those of a tall man who leaned upon a rifle at the side of the street — a man in deerskin clothes, richly fringed. He was smiling half in amusement and half in contempt at Thunder Moon. But something made the latter draw himself stiffly up in the saddle, and he rode past the white man with his head turned, looking boldly and steadily into the eyes of the latter, and giving him glance for glance.

The smile of the trapper went out. He scowled and gripped the barrel of his rifle with a significant force. Yet it pleased Thunder Moon that he had been able to extinguish that half-contemptuous and half-hostile smile.

He went on down the street until he saw something which made him stop The Minnow with a word which was almost a shout. Then he turned in the saddle, and resting his left hand upon his knee, he stared, with mouth agape, at the greatest treasure that it had ever been his good fortune to see, upon a greater treasure than he had even so much as dreamed about.

There was a long awning before a store, the open interior of which was heaped up with all manner of goods, and from which a strange mingling of smells came forth to the nostrils of the boy. Yonder, he could spy the colors of bright clothes, and the glint of many sorts of metal.

But all of this was as nothing compared with what he saw directly before him in the front of the store; for there were exposed, under the care of a guard who constantly marched up and down with the most vigilant demeanor, all manner of arms from rifles to revolvers, and from axes and hatchets to knives of every conceivable size.

A blur of madness swept across the brain of Thunder Moon. With these things in his possession, he felt that he could master the entire world of the plains. Pawnees, Comanches, all the world of red men would go down before him.

Yet what a prodigious fortune would be required to pay for such weapons! Or, if not fortune, what a tremendous exertion of power, to burst into this fort, and reach this store, and carry away these most desired treasures!

However, this was the place to see whether or not he had with him enough buffalo robes to buy nine rifles and ammunition, and he dismounted to make inquiries.


Chapter Twenty-four
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WHEN THUNDER MOON went up the steps to the store, The Minnow would have followed him, but he stopped the mare with a word, and went on until he was opposite the racks of rifles.

What will you have, my friend? inquired a voice in the tongue of the Sioux.

He looked up sharply, glad to hear one speak in the language of that nation allied to the Cheyennes, and, as he did so, he saw a fat, wide-shouldered man approaching. No, the fellow was not fat; that was all muscle which bulged beneath his coat. His long arms dangled far down, and he walked with a springing step. He had the air, too, and the sharp, steady eyes, of a man who is sure of himself.

Rifles, said Thunder Moon, and held up his fingers to indicate the number.

The storekeeper looked at the tall youth, and then at the ugly-headed, pot-bellied mare which the latter was riding.

Here! said he.

He led the way inside the store, past the racks of shining new weapons, and to a corner where there was a group of perhaps a hundred guns standing against the wall.

Choose among these! said he.

Thunder Moon picked up one, glanced down the barrel, and handed it back. He looked at the others.

These are not the ones, said he.

It seemed to him that the face of the white man fell a little.

All these guns shoot strongly, said the trader. All of these guns have already been handled by famous warriors!

Yes, said Thunder Moon, and all of those famous warriors are now dead! And perhaps these guns were buried with their masters for a while?

The trader stared at him, amazed. Then, with a broad grin, but in silence, he conducted his client to the front of the store, and pointed to the new stock.

And what about these? said he.

Thunder Moon picked up one and then another. He could not help a grunt of delight. One by one, he selected nine rifles. When he had laid them aside, he went to the mare and lifted from her back the load of robes under which she was staggering. He spread them out on the floor of the store porch. Every one of them was of the finest manufacture of which the Cheyenne women were capable. And every one of them was a painted robe, which might have served as a museum piece.

The trader, who knew that he could take in a fat sum for each of the pieces from Eastern patrons, ran his eye over the list of them and again glanced at Thunder Moon.

So much wealth had never before been brought to him by such a young man, and yet he could see that this was not a chief, nor even the son of a chief; and certainly this was a man who had never taken a scalp.

As for the rifles, they were good ones; and though they had cost the trader a scant third of their usual wholesale price, owing to certain clandestine relations which he had established with an army commissioner, still he wanted to get something like ten times their actual value.

He pushed to one side four of the rifles.

The robes will buy these four guns, said he.

Only four? said Thunder Moon.

The trader scowled.

Are not each of these guns big medicine? he demanded harshly. Are they not guaranteed to take a life every time they are fired in a battle? Do they not shoot straight and never fail? Yes, they are a gift, for such a price!

Thunder Moon looked at him; and then returned to the mare and brought in his last articles of trade.

These were two new suits of deerskin. They, also, were of the finest manufacture, and they were covered with beads. How many hundreds of hours had been spent upon the decoration of these garments it would have been hard to guess, but certainly the trader had never seen finer costumes in his life. He laid aside three more rifles.

Here is the price, said he. What else have you?

And he scanned the saddlebags of the mare with a hungry eye.

Is not this enough? asked Thunder Moon.

The trader scowled again.

I have offered to treat you, he said, as a father would treat his son. Here are seven such rifles as you have never had in your tribe before — all new, all strong, all in good condition, and then you would ask me for more!

Thunder Moon sighed bitterly. He had ten rifles, now, counting the three he had brought from home; but his heart was set on having, not the rifles only, but also plenty of ammunition, as well. For of what use were the guns, unless he had enough powder and ball for his men to practice with on their long march to the south and the west? He was familiar with such marksmanship as was to be found among the Cheyennes, and he knew that practice is the only thing that makes perfect with firearms.

I have nothing more, he said.

Once more the trader measured the lines of the mare.

Is she fast? he asked.

Yes, said Thunder Moon, but she is not to be traded.

Not even his dire need could make him part with any of the priceless chestnut blood.

Not to be traded, said the keeper of the store. But would you bet on her speed?

Bet on her speed? smiled Thunder Moon. Yes, of course!

For betting was a thing with which he was familiar. He could remember the day when Little Beaver had betted away all of his possessions, even down to his Squaws. That day, Little Beaver had gone to sleep, a penniless man. The next morning, he borrowed a horse, and with that for a beginning, he had such fortune, that by the night he had won back all that he had lost and more besides. Any Indian would bet up to his last penny with a cheerful countenance.

You have now seven rifles, said the trader, hastily gathering in the robes and the beaded suits.

Yes, sighed Thunder Moon again.

I will bet you those against seven more rifles, and run a horse against your mare. Will you do that?

Gladly, said Thunder Moon. And he would have laughed, except that he remembered that at such times it is best not to appear too sure.

How long is the race? he asked.

The trader glanced once more to the mare. He wanted to make assurance doubly sure; and as he noted the high withers, and the scrawny neck, he made sure that though she might possibly possess the endurance of the Indian pony, she could never possess sprinting speed.

From here, he said, to the edge of the gates, and back again. Are you contented?

Thunder Moon measured the distance, likewise. Over a short stretch, he knew that only Sunset, among the chestnuts, could vie with the sprinting powers of the mare, and therefore he nodded.

I am content, said he.

Good! cried the trader. Then he called in English: Sammy! Sammy! Get out Jester for me, will you?

There was a bustle of many voices. The rumor spread instantly far and wide that a stupid Indian was about to be trimmed by the clever storekeeper, and in less time than it takes to tell, a hundred men and boys were gathered to watch the race, while Jester was brought out.

He looked fit enough to make a joke of the mare. He was of good Kentucky saddle stock, with a generous portion of the blood of the thoroughbred in his veins. High-headed, dancing, fiery-eyed, he fretted against the strong curb. The storekeeper swung his bulk into the saddle with a grunt.

Are you ready? he asked.

Thunder Moon had stripped off the saddle, and left the mare with only a lead rope around her neck. She needed nothing more for guidance, because she would answer the pressure of heel and knee as readily as a man will answer a spoken command.

She has legs! cried one of the spectators.

Shell need eight legs like that to keep up with Jester! answered one of the others, and there was a roar of laughter in response.

Then a tall Indian, robed to the eyes — a Crow — said maliciously to Thunder Moon:

Young man, you will go home naked today. You are matched against the fastest horse that the palefaces can bring against you!

Said Thunder Moon:

Let the horses run the race. Afterwards, the men can do the talking.

It was an old saying among the Cheyennes, and it silenced the Crow and made him set his teeth with a sudden click.

Very well! called the starter, who had taken his post with a red handkerchief in his hand, ready to let it fall. Get out of the way, all of you. Somebody get up there by the gates, and warn every one against coming through. We dont want this race upset. Let Sawbones have her chance to run, if she dont fall down when she tries to turn!

Thunder Moon could not understand any of these words, but he could understand the gestures, well enough, and, above all, he could understand the jeering laughter. And his heart grew harder and harder with the passing of every moment. They were very wise, these palefaces, or they would never have been able to, make such very big medicine as these rifles, which killed from afar. But also, they were cunning, cruel, and hard of heart. He did not like their faces. He did not like their leering, jeering glances. And most of all, he detested in them their lack of dignity.

A sudden prayer went up from his heart that the mare might humble these brutal fellows in the very dust!


Chapter Twenty-five
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I AM READY, said Thunder Moon to his opponent, and with a sidewise sweep of his eyes he studied the features of Jester. He knew horses as well as any man could know them. He had been raised with them. He had learned to judge the differences which existed between the Indian ponies and the tall chestnuts which had been brought from the Far Land by Big Hard Face; and he knew at the first glance that this Jester was indeed an admirable creature and capable of great speed. At the same time, he had seen The Minnow beat the others of her own race, those tall cousins of hers descended from the heroic horses of Big Hard Face; and he trusted implicitly in her lightness of foot. Even if she could not vie with Sunset in a five-minute gallop, still she was better than most of the others.

Let Jester do his best, then, for Thunder Moon would be prepared for him.

But, in the first place, he would throw away not a single chance.

For that reason, he threw off the buffalo robe and jerked off over his head the fine deerskin tunic. Now he sat upon the back of the mare, naked to the waist, his trousers belted tightly around him. One could see, for the first time, the little medicine bag which he wore suspended from a braided bit of horsehair that ran around his neck. It was the skin of a chipmunk, brought from a far section of the prairie, and it was stuffed with various things known only to Thunder Moon. In that medicine bag, he was convinced, his immortal soul was lodged.

Now that he was stripped to the waist, and ready to cut as little wind as possible, one might have thought that the men of the fort would have been amazed by the wonderful muscular strength which that back, and shoulders, and arched breast, and sinewy arms presented. But those frontiersmen were accustomed to seeing fellows of heroic proportions; and there was simply a grunt of admiration, and some surprise, that an Indian should be seen, with the muscular development which, generally speaking, belonged to the white man alone.

It was not, then, the heroic proportions of Thunder Moon that caught their eyes, nor the odd little medicine bag that swung from his neck; it was rather the color of the skin of this Cheyenne. It was a deep, glistening nut brown, every bit of it; but there was not the faintest tint of the copperish glow which distinguished the Indians from the white men. Any frontier lad, used to spending many an hour in the swimming pools, and well baked by the sun, could have showed you a body well-nigh as tanned as this.

A funny looking Cheyenne, that one! said someone.

Half-breed, said another. Thats what he is.

Not more than a quarter, said a third. His face aint made like a redskins!

It was not, as a matter of fact. The features were cleanly chiseled, a little too powerful and decided to be called handsome, but certainly cast after a most Caucasian mold. However, no one there even dreamed of the real truth — that there was not a drop of any but white mans blood in these veins. For, aside from little differences of features and color, in dress, in manner, in language, in headdress, and in the long black hair which flowed back over the shoulders and almost to the waist of Thunder Moon, he was typical Cheyenne. And when he heard English spoken, he turned upon the speakers an eye most convincingly blank.

You watch yourself, Jeff Larned! called one of his friends. This here Cheyenne knows how to ride, and he aint got such a bad horse. Cut the belly off of her, and shed be a real speed machine.

You leave her to Jester, said the storekeeper scornfully. Hes never been beat yet, you got to remember!

This truth was enough to silence the doubter. The next moment the handkerchief fluttered down from the hand of the starter; and Thunder Moon, watching for the moment, tense, and quivering with an excitement which he had silently imparted to the good mare, shot away from the mark like an arrow from the vibrating string of a strong war bow.

She was a half jump ahead of Jester, though that horse had answered the signal like the uncoiling of a watch spring; and now, as they settled into full stride, Thunder Moon, glancing down, saw the shadow of the racing Jester diminishing rapidly beside him.

The Minnow, as she had often done before, was simply leaving her rival behind! Thunder Moon leaning down, whispered a word which she well knew. Gradually she abated her speed. Still her ears were flattened as though with the greatness of her effort, and still her head was stretched straight forth before her; but, nevertheless, her stride was less, and Jester began to pick up rapidly on his rival.

You got the early speed! shouted Jeff Larned, as he drew up even. But now watch what happens to your clown of a horse!

Thunder Moon did not understand these words, which had been spoken in English, but he could interpret the gesture and the tone, well enough.

However, he said nothing, and he brought the mare gently to the side of the gate and, touching the wall, turned her. Jester had already whipped about and was digging up a cloud of dust to get under full way, once more.

But what was a cloud of dust to a horse and a rider accustomed to riding into a mass of buffalo? Thunder Moon allowed himself one fierce, short laugh behind that cloud of dust, and then he flattened himself close to the neck of the mare and swung her forward into her full stride. Every swing of her stride was accompanied by a forward sway of his body.

Jester came smoothly, rhythmically back to them; and before them, Thunder Moon saw a wild confusion, of waving arms and excited faces, and he heard a frenzy of noise. For it seemed as though the famous Jester was at last to be beaten. It was more than a seeming; for now, Thunder Moon sent the mare quickly past her rival and she went over the finish half a length to the good.

He jumped to the ground and strode through the excited mob to the front of the store. There he picked up the booty, sorted it, and laid aside five of the rifles which he did not want.

How much powder and lead, he said, for these guns?

The storekeeper was in a frenzy of rage. It was true that he had been paid three times over for all the rifles of the first sale and those wagered in the bet; but he was in a black humor.

Confound the rifles! he roared. Here — Ill change em for that much powder and that much of bullets all molded for you. Thats fair enough!

It was hardly a third of the value of the five extra rifles, in powder and in lead, but Thunder Moon thought it a handsome quantity. It was his first experience in conducting transactions with the whites. He was yet to learn of what trickery they were capable. And his eyes flashed with joy as he gathered in the bags of powder and lead. Surely his companions who waited in the prairie would be well pleased with all of this.

But there was a murmur through the crowd. They were used to seeing people cheated. They rather admired a clever tradesman; and they had no love, certainly, for the redskins. But, after all, those methods of Jeff Larned were a little too raw; and if the whole Cheyenne tribe were to learn how one of their members had been grossly cheated, might not the whole of that body of matchless warriors go on the war trail?

So the murmur swept through the mass, and Jeff Larned heard it, and grew more furious still. For he saw that he was losing not only a small portion of his dishonest profits, but a great deal of reputation as well.

He could not stand that.

Friend, I shall let the same horse race against your mare, because I still think that he can beat her; and Ill double the stakes! he cried.

No, said Thunder Moon, for he was anxious to make off with his loot. No, I have what I wish, and now I must go!

He would have made off, but a great hand of steel gripped his shoulder and halted him.

He turned swiftly around, and there was a glint of danger in his eyes.

Dont manhandle a redskin, Jeff, unless youre watching his knife hand! warned a voice.

Mind your business! barked Jeff. Cheyenne, he went on, Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill wager you, two against one. Youve got nine rifles, now, and youve got a tidy lot of powder and lead. Ill match Jester against the lot, and Ill match him against the mare, too! What do you say? Do you hear me, young man? You go back to your people rich and famous, or else you walk back with nothing. You go back with your mare and with a picture horse like Jester, or else you go back bare!

Thunder Moon listened; and his soul was sorely tempted. For surely the mare had beaten the fast horse with greater ease than this fellow could even guess. Yet somewhere there must be a trick, or the man would never wager so confidently. He swiftly scanned all the possibilities of which he could think.

What do you wager? asked Thunder Moon reluctantly. I have what I wish, and I am ready to go back, friend.

Jeff Larned was now in a white-hot passion. His judgment no longer cautioned him or even suggested some sharper way of cheating the Indian again, as he had before. He knew simply that the mare had been able to beat Jester by a scant half length; and he was positive that he had up his sleeve a manner of defeating the mare by an even greater distance. Therefore, what difference did it make if he increased the offer?

He translated those rifles, and the powder and lead, which he had lost, into their real values, and hastily he piled together more guns.

No more rifles, said Thunder Moon. I have enough!

How about this, then!

Knives, and bags of powder, and quantities of bullets were produced — enough ammunition for a regiment. The heart of Thunder Moon ached with desire as he saw it all heaped together. And still the storekeeper was putting more on the heap. He brought out bright beads and colored cloths, until Thunder Moon with impassive face stopped him again.

For, though beads and colored cloths might please the Cheyennes, there was something in his soul which they failed altogether to touch. Besides, of what use would all of these trinkets be on the long march against the Comanches of the Southland? So thought Thunder Moon, and denied the things with an impassive face.

But there was still a store from which he could be tempted. Revolvers were already worn freely, here and there, though old-fashioned men preferred pistols with one or two barrels. And now Jeff Larned jerked out a half dozen of the new weapons and scattered them on the porch, with a quantity of ammunition for them.

There, Cheyenne! said the storekeeper. Put your eye on those!

Thunder Moon picked up one of the guns. He had not the slightest idea that he had come to one of the important crossways of his life. He examined it and the oiled and easy mechanism with wonder.

Is it a small rifle? he asked.

Rifle? scoffed the excited Larned. Its six rifles boiled down small — at short range!

Is it really not a toy? asked Thunder Moon, still more rapt.

Toy, eh? Look at this! And Larned snatched one of the weapons from his hip pocket and opened fire.

It was beyond credence.

Across the street there was a gaudy sign which proclaimed that the blacksmith shop of Hal Green was the best one west of the Mississippi. Six times, as fast as one could count, the little gun spoke from the hip of Larned; and six neat round holes were punched at the center of the sign across the street.

The cloud of smoke blew away. Even the rough men of Fort Humphrey Brown had been impressed. Thunder Moon was plainly awed.

Will these others make the same medicine? he asked breathlessly.

Aye, aye! exclaimed Mr. Larned. With the triggers out you can shoot em all with the thumb. Fan is the word for it.

It is enough! said Thunder Moon, and he half closed his eyes. For he saw a startling vision of a battle charge of the Cheyenne tribe, with himself in the lead. He saw the lines close on Pawnee enemies. He saw the rifles discharged, and the warriors sweeping on through, while from his hands, two little weapons were spitting forth a fiery rain of death!

Better than rifle, bow, or knife were these treasures!

Make them so that they are all like that one, said Thunder Moon, pointing to the still smoking weapon in the hand of Jeff Larned, and we run the race again!


Chapter Twenty-six
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THE TIME WAS to come when red men and white would curse the name of Jeff Larned, who placed these new and dreadful weapons in the hands of Thunder Moon; but that time was still in the future.

As the spectators saw the storekeeper feverishly preparing the revolvers to meet the demand of the Cheyenne, they murmured, one to the other, that Larned for the first time in history was actually offering moneys worth. But what was the trick up the sleeve of this shrewd trader? What made him so sure that he would win the race, after being fairly beaten once? Certainly it could not be that he thought the mare was exhausted by her first effort. Not a hair of her coat had turned, and her eye was as bright as ever, as she stood back of her master.

Jeff Larneds two hired men were working rapidly, now, taking down the Colts, filing out the trigger mechanism inside, and assembling them again; but this time, and while the pause endured, the word went out, and more and more men gathered — soldiers and citizens, children and women, to stare at the sweating shopkeeper, long famous for his strength of hand and quickness of wit, and to stare, too, at the Indians mare, and at the tall Indian himself, wrapped again in his buffalo robe, and impassive of face.

A smooth-faced young sprig of a lieutenant with a soft Southern drawl remarked: No wonder that she beat Larneds horse. Shell beat him again, most likely. Shes a queer-looking one — but thoroughbred, every inch of her! Id like to know whose scalp was lifted before she passed into Cheyenne hands! Whats the record of this buck?

No one knew. They had never seen this brave before. But they could be sure, though they knew it not, that they would see him again.

Its finished, said Jeff Larned, bringing the guns out again. Heres a loaded revolver for you, Cheyenne. Itll speak with six tongues for you, just the same as it did for me. You raise the hammer with the thumb of your hand; you aim by pointing; and you fire.

The gun was taken. The crowd scattered back. The Colt exploded, and by the grace of purest accident, another round hole appeared in the sign of the blacksmith across the street. Thunder Moon could not help a grave exclamation. He saw himself raised at a stroke to the eminent rank of the most feared and famous brave among the Cheyennes.

Are you ready again? asked Thunder Moon.

One minute, said the storekeeper. The horse is ready. Hey, Sammy! Come here!

A withered youngster of fifteen came hastily forward, grinning with a guilty self-consciousness of the part which he was about to play. He was thrown up into the saddle by Larned, and the latter stepped back with a broader grin than had yet appeared on his face, that day.

Now, Cheyenne, said he, were ready for the second race!

Hello, Larned! Thats a raw trick! exclaimed the young lieutenant from the South, who was new on the border and still new to its ways and its men.

Leave me and my tricks be! exclaimed Larned. I told him that Id race Jester against his mare, again. I didnt say that Id be in the saddle once more! Cheyenne, you ride, or you give up your loot, and the mare that goes with it!

And as he spoke, he was fortified by a grim chuckle from the crowd. Certainly this was sharp practice, but it was sharp practice at the expense of an Indian, and among the frontiersmen, the red man was looked upon as a sort of hybrid species — a little above the snake and a good deal below the wolf.

An ounce of lead through the brain was the best medicine for any redskin was the universal belief along the border. Thunder Moon, looking helplessly around the circle, felt that there would be no champions for his cause. And if he attempted to resist the wiles of this brutal white man — he already saw the strong hand of the latter gripping the little revolver in his hip pocket! That would settle all arguments with one swift word. The rifle of Thunder Moon was far away with his saddle, on the ground; so, gloomily, he swung onto the back of the mare. He had little hope of winning. Even The Minnow, strong and swift as she was, could hardly give a hundred pounds to such a horse as Jester and win from him!

But he turned her head toward the gates, and in his heart, there swelled the first wave of profound, black hatred of the white man, and all of his ways. Scalps? Yes, he would take them willingly, if they could come from the heads of white men!

Itll teach the Cheyennes that here in Fort Brown weve got brains, chuckled Jeff Larned. Hey, clear the path! Get the race started!

In an instant all was ready; the handkerchief dropped and away went the mare as before. Once more she gained the advantage at the start, but even more decisively, this time. She was a full length away, before the weak hands of the boy rider could urge Jester to full speed; and she increased that advantage, whipping instantly into full stride. With every trick of the riders trade, Thunder Moon urged her forward toward the gates.

But now it was a different story; for there on the ground beside him, the shadow of Jesters head was creeping evenly and smoothly up with him. That handsome head gained, reached his side, the shoulder of the mare — and here were the gates!

Swinging the mare with a touch of his knee, Thunder Moon hurled his whole weight to the inside of the half circle in which she turned — threw himself with a jerk, and catching the ridge of her back with an expert heel; and the clever trick snapped her around like the lash of a whip. She was away toward the goal once more, with Thunder Moon slipping back into his place and driving her forward with rapid, eager words at her ear, for he had actual hope of winning, now. The turn had cost Jester two lengths. He was laboring hard as he straightened for the finish. But could he make up the distance in this short stretch?

There at the finish, men were frozen to silence by the greatness of their excitement; and Thunder Moon saw Jeff Larned standing half crouched, with arms held forward, like one about to leap into a death grapple.

Behind Thunder Moon came the shadow of the Jester. At every stride the beautiful gelding gained with a terrible certainty. But the line drew nearer. Past Thunder Moon went Jesters head, past the shoulder of The Minnow, and then along her neck. As they came head and head, the line was crossed!

Who had won? One clearly ringing voice proclaimed the truth:

The Indian collects on this race!

It was the young lieutenant from the South.


Chapter Twenty-seven
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IN THE WILD confusion of voices that followed Thunder Moon as he went across the line, he distinguished the tall Indian who had been looking on before. Now, as Thunder Moon drew up The Minnow, while Jester flashed on ahead, this Indian said calmly but sharply:

You have won, Cheyenne. But you will never take the prize home with you! Here are too many little guns and big ones!

Thunder Moon turned anxiously back toward the start, and there he came upon the burly form of Jeff Larned heaping together all of the loot for which the race had been run.

Take it back! he was saying to his assistants. This here was a dead heat. It was a draw. Nobody won the race, and its got to be run over again!

He turned to Thunder Moon and repeated those words harshly in Sioux, but the latter shook his head. By trickery and the most clever riding, and by taking advantage of every chance of the race, he had managed to bring The Minnow home a winner, the first time, but he knew perfectly well that he would not be able to succeed a second time. He had won. Therefore there was no need of a second running.

So he said, gravely and slowly, remembering the manner of Lame Eagle in a crisis. For that great chieftain always floated before the eyes of Thunder Moon as an ideal, often unattainable but always to be imitated as closely as possible. So now, while the hot blood surged up and set his temples aching with the violence of its pulsation, he controlled himself with a severe effort. The voice of Lame Eagle had never been known to grow sharp or high or overloud except when he cheered on wavering warriors to the battle charge.

I have won, said Thunder Moon. It was said by the men who stood at the finish. I have won. Why should I race again?

Who says that you won? roared Jeff Larned, glaring around him, and with his right hand gripping the revolver in his hip pocket again.

His glance roved over many a brave face and many a stern one, passing across that crowd, but there was not one who cared to stand up for his convictions against this known man-killer and expert duelist. Only one slender youth, quietly, almost carelessly, answered:

I was standing exactly at the finish line. I know that the mare had her nose, and more, in front as she went across!

You know! yelled Lamed, lashing himself easily into a fury. You know! And who might you be? And who made you a judge? And if you made yourself the boss here, Ill unmake you!

Thunder Moon looked in bewilderment at the young, dark-faced fellow. The words he could not understand, but the manner was unmistakable. Here was a man who was maintaining the right of The Minnow in this hostile atmosphere — a man he had never seen before and might never see again.

It was very strange. Perhaps even among the palefaces there were a few equipped with the indomitable nobility of Lame Eagle. For now the slip of a lieutenant was saying:

Larned, you must not speak to me or any other man in this fashion. It wont do!

You say it wont do! raged Larned. I say that it will do. Its got to do. Im here to make it do! You and your family behind you are a bunch of swine and hounds. Im telling you that!

Ill give you while I count to ten, said the youth, to unsay that, Larned!

Ten? Not while you count a hundred!

Thunder Moon needed no explanation. There was to be a fight. The form of the soldier had become stiff and straight. His face was gray. But he did not falter. Plainly, he knew that he had no chance against the trained gun of the storekeeper, but still he would not flinch from his duty.

However, even a white man must not fight the quarrels of Thunder Moon.

One long, gliding step placed him between the two.

Speak to me, said he.

He had folded his arms, and perhaps that was what tempted Larned to use his hands instead of his gun. Besides, his hands were his favorite weapons. Guns and knives were delightful, to be sure; but there was infinitely more satisfaction in laying a man low with a pile-driver punch, and then grappling him, and breaking him.

He smote from the hip up, leaving the gun behind. But his punch clove the air. Thunder Moon had wavered back just the proper distance to escape a blow attempted without warning, and before the other fist of the storekeeper could be whipped across to the head, Thunder Moon was in close and fixing his grip.

He had wrestled all his life, with the sturdy Indian lads of the Cheyenne village. He had learned lightning speed from them, but he had a natural power of hand and arm which no Cheyenne could ever have possessed.

Now, under his fingers, he felt such swelling, surging muscles as he never touched before. However, a wrench, a twist — and the storekeeper fell with a crash. He gasped, more stunned in fallen dignity than hurt in body. Then he writhed for a new hold, but a cold bit of steel was pressed beneath his chin. His own revolver had been snatched from his hip pocket, and it was with this that Thunder Moon threatened him, holding the hammer back with his thumb.

Help! yelled Jeff Larned, seeing Providence unwelcomely close to him. Hes goin to murder me!

But no one stirred. Revolvers are not to be tampered with. Besides, this was the bully of the fort, and it was time that he had his lesson, no matter how he had to pay for it. And the Indian was saying gravely:

You wear the first scalp that I have ever wanted to take. Thank your good fortune that you are not alone with me on the prairie. Now lie here like the dog that you are. Move a hand, and I kill you!

He rose and stepped back, and the trader lay deathly still. He still had his knife, but in the hand of his enemy was the revolver, and he had seen that the instinct for revolver play was in this strange Indian youth.

Thunder Moon, stepping back, shoved the revolver inside the belt which held up his trousers. And with half an eye upon the prostrate form of Jeff Larned, he loaded all his winnings upon the backs of Jester and of The Minnow. All the heavy bags of powder and of leaden bullets, and all the strong rifles, and above all those beautiful little new weapons, he packed together.

Last of all, he leaped upon the back of The Minnow.

Lie still, dog of a white man, said he. I have not seen you for the last time. I go on a long journey, but I shall return. Your scalp is loose on your head. I shall take it. The Sky People hear me promise. It shall dry in the tepee of Big Hard Face.

He swept his eye over the crowd. He picked out the face of the lieutenant, and extending his muscular arm, he grasped the lads hand. He knew only one word of the white mans tongue, but he said it now with his heart in his voice: Friend!

Friend! repeated the lieutenant, much moved. Then Thunder Moon sent the mare ahead, and, still turned back, covered the traders body with his rifle.

At length, he was at a safe distance, and turning about in the saddle, he jerked the lead rope to bring Jester into a gallop, and so swept through the gate and out onto the level ground beyond.

Behind him, he heard one frantic yell of rage and despair from Jeff Larned as that worthy leaped to his feet at last. But the victory remained with Thunder Moon. He had the horse and the loot of the storekeeper. There was nothing on four feet within the fort fast enough to attempt a pursuit of him. So, utterly secure, as though an ocean lay between him and his recent enemy, he gave The Minnow her head, knowing that she would steer straight back to the spot where she had last parted from the rest of the horses. And The Minnow went, straight as an arrow.

In the meantime, his thoughts were dwelling on the strength of Fort Humphrey Brown. And vague plans formed in his brain. War was a great vocation. He loved it with all of his heart. Twice and again, he had burst through the lines of Pawnees. Twice, also, in the open battlefield, he had charged the Blackfeet home. There was a small spot under his right shoulder, silver-white, where a Blackfoot lance had sunk deep in his body. And there were other minor cuts and bruises to remember. Nevertheless, war was inexpressibly sweet.

But war against the might and the cunning of the white man? War against his thunder guns and his many new devices? That would be a thing to test nerves of steel, and on the spot, he vowed that one day he would grow great enough to gather the Cheyennes behind him, and with the warriors armed with fine rifles, and trained in the use of them, he would storm Fort Humphrey Brown. He would pass through those brutal, savage, sneering, cynical white men. He would leave them lying in their own blood. Their scalps should be tied to the spearheads of the noble Cheyennes. And that victory would give the tribe the looting of the lordly place!

What loot! What incalculable riches to be taken home! And with the might thus added, to turn from side to side, and send the Pawnees and the Blackfeet reeling back from their established ranges, and afterward, to crush even the lordly Sioux, and in their desert fastnesses, to teach the Comanches that they had masters.

The beautiful dream of conquest, unfolded like a flower in the brain of Thunder Moon. He had seen hostile Indian powers, before this. But none had so irritated and thrilled him as had this visit to the whites. He raised his hands palms up to the heavens, and there he saw his familiar cloud of shining white floating in the heart of the sky. It was like a supernatural promise, to Thunder Moon, that the Sky People would help him to the great things for which he hoped!


Chapter Twenty-eight
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THESE GREAT ASPIRATIONS, which now first entered the brain of Thunder Moon, and which were afterward to involve him and others in so much trouble, so completely occupied him that when he returned to his companions, their wonder and joy at seeing the rifles and the loads of ammunition, and the fine new horse, Jester, and even their ecstasy when he demonstrated the possibilities of the little revolvers to them, hardly moved him. They were like things that pass in a dream; for in his imagination he was still taking scalps and plundering cities, and he felt himself lifted above the world which he had known before. He had found an enemy truly worthy of his steel, and he rejoiced in the discovery. He had taken the one great step which passes a youth into full manhood.

His companions felt the difference and thought that it was because they were now viewing him with a newer and intenser vision because of his great feat. Their eyes had been opened by this achievement of his in entering the fort and returning with such unhoped-for treasures. Now and again, hardy and daring youngsters as they were, their minds were sometimes overawed by the tremendous venture to which they had committed themselves so carelessly; and as the days and weeks found them farther and farther west and south, they took thought and often wished themselves back with their fellow tribesmen; but on such occasions, the unshaken calmness and gravity of their leader reassured them. He had, in fact achieved a greater victory over his fellows than over Jeff Larned. For this stroke of business gave them the utmost confidence in their leader; knowing him brave and successful in battle, they now felt that he was the complete man, incapable of serious mistakes. He had hypnotized them perfectly by his stroke in the fort. It made no difference that Snake-that-talks or some of the others had to point out the way across the prairies. It made no difference that Big River, or one of the other keen hunters, was always the first to solve the trail problems when they were in the pursuit of difficult game. The deficiencies of Thunder Moon were not noted by his followers. They served him with a blind devotion, always feeling that he was the brain and they the mere hands of this enterprise. And the time came when a word of praise from Thunder Moon was as much to one of the others as a scalp taken or a coup counted.

Perhaps it would be best to think of these voyagers of the prairie as of people embarked in a ship, crossing a vast ocean under slow and uncertain sail, compelled to digress from the course from time to time, by the necessity of hunting food, and delayed by mishaps to the craft which must be repaired.

In the meantime, like a good ships captain, Thunder Moon constantly exercised his crew at their arms. They were going against desperate warriors, and therefore he had them work with lance and shield every day, and the war hatchets were flung, and the war bows were aimed constantly at targets until his heroes were perfected in the art of war. Thunder Moons heart swelled with pride at their skill.

But most of all, he kept them working with the rifles. He knew that there were two great faults with Indian marksmen: that they were more apt to worship a gun than to practice with it, and that they were not likely to keep the weapon in good condition. In the old days of his clumsy and backward boyhood, when he despaired of ever equaling the other youngsters with bow, or knife, or club, or ax, he had devoted himself with all his mind to the rifle, where skill counted more than strength, and he had mastered all of its arts with the patience of an Indian, and the craft of a white man. And now he taught his braves every detail of their weapons, how to take them apart and reassemble them, and how to oil, and grease, and clean them. More than this, they had a constant drill in pointing the long guns, and a certain amount of powder was burned and lead spent each day in actual shooting. And, at length, he felt that every one of the five far surpassed the most practiced warriors left behind in the tribe. But there was another result; for as they felt their skill increasing, their confidence in their teacher-leader and in their own prowess grew limitless. They would have followed him into a whole host of enemies!

There were troubles, of course. The greatest of all occurred early in the trip, when three of the revolvers which he had intrusted to his friends were hopelessly ruined, and Young Hawk was badly burned and his hand lamed for a week on account of a misfire and explosion.

After that Thunder Moon realized that these instruments were too delicate and precise for the uneducated hands of his friends. He kept them for himself, and made three holsters, after the fashion in which he had seen the men at the fort wear the guns. Two, he tied to the saddle, one he wore at his hip; and they were rarely out of his hands. He worked with a ceaseless patience to acquire the skill that Jeff Larned had exhibited in snatching the heavy Colt from his pocket faster than the very thought of another man could work. And he learned, like Jeff Larned, to shoot from the hip, firing with the hammer of the gun, and dispensing altogether with the trigger.

He showed what his skill amounted to more than once on that inland voyage, but particularly on a day when the party, with Yellow Wolf in the lead, came up a dry canyon against a severe wind and, turning an elbow of the cliff, ran onto a big grizzly which reared from the carcass of a dead buffalo which it had been devouring.

Yellow Wolf made his horse leap to the side, and he shrieked with surprise and terror as the monster lurched down on all fours and charged. Thunder Moon came next in line and he did not move Sunset from his place. There was not time to draw the long rifle from its case beneath his right leg, but he caught the little Colt in his hand, and six explosions followed faster than a rapid tongue could count.

The grizzly whirled and dropped dead, and when they examined it, they found that the whole front of its face had been destroyed by the deadly shower of lead, while one slug had passed through the eye, and so into the brain. It made a great difference to Thunder Moon to learn exactly what the Colt could accomplish, but it was not a matter of skill in the eyes of his companions. The thing had been done so swiftly and perfectly that it seemed to them a case of very big Medicine; it was as though this leader of theirs had snatched a six-forked thunderbolt from heaven and cast it at the lumbering brute.

From the claws, a necklace was made, and Thunder Moon, you may be sure, was mightily pleased to wear it; for the trophies of a grizzly, killed in single fight, were as honorable as a scalp taken in war.

Hundreds of leagues now lay behind them. Thunder Moon was now sun-darkened almost to the shade of his companions. All the party was lean and fit from much riding and constant exercise with their arms, from many a terrific, but friendly, wrestling bout in the cool of the evening, and from many a foot race over the prairies. Thunder Moon himself, to set the example and keep them all in perfect fitness, would often drop from the saddle and jog mile after mile across the prairie with the horse following him; for he was trying to live up to all of the good traditions of the warpath which he had heard from his father and Lame Eagle.

So they crossed the very edge of the territory of the gigantic Osages, at last, and crossed the waters of the mighty Arkansas, and found themselves in the land of the Comanches! From that moment, what had been caution before became scrupulous care. They lived on water and dried meat; or, when cooking must be done, it was accomplished at night, when the smoke would not show, and over a hooded fire, so that not so much as a single red eye of light might look forth across the desert and warn the enemy.

It was a new land, moreover. Even the cunning of Snake-that-talks was severely tested by the ceaseless deserts. There were long marches without water, and the water they found often consisted merely of half-dried, filthy pools, with scum around the edges. There were no buffalo. Game was dreadfully scarce. And the most expert marksmanship was required to knock over the lightning-footed jack rabbits, or the sand-colored antelope which darted across the sky line like low-winging birds. If they needed a razor edge put on their marksmanship it was accomplished now.

They went on slowly, feeling their way, always with one of the party far ahead to the right and another in a similar position to the left, like the antennae of a creeping insect, ready to report trouble ahead. But the chief reason for their slowness was that Thunder Moon refused to work his horses to skin and bone. He saw that they worked themselves as hard as the men, but when leanness became exaggerated, there was a resolute halt in some favorable spot until they had recuperated their strength. For the time might be, he knew, when all their strength and speed of foot might be needed if this war party was to return without loss to the home lodges. And the day was to come when all would bless him for the caution which irked them so often on the march.

It was the constant hope of Thunder Moon that his vigilance would bring him up to a Comanche village by surprise in the middle of night, and then they could work such exploits as would cover them with fame and steal back undiscovered, but fortune checked him rudely. Yellow Wolf, scouting in the bright heat of a morning, waved from a distance the sign of Enemies and Comanches. They were hardly under way, when they saw behind them a dozen riders streaking across the prairie after them; and as they rode, the sun glinted in long rays along the barrels of their rifles. A dozen Comanches, then, and all well-armed! But such was the spirit in the band which followed Thunder Moon that they would have turned at once and charged the enemy home!

Listen to me, brothers, said he. We have heard much about the winged horses of the Comanches. Let us test their speed, first. And afterward, I promise you shall see fighting enough!


Chapter Twenty-nine
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THEY SWUNG AWAY, five swift riders on perfect horses, and gathering in their left-hand scout, Big River, as they went, they loosed their mounts to full speed.

There was no need to do so for long. In ten minutes, the Comanches were dwindling fast behind them, and Thunder Moon sat back in his saddle and brought Sunset to a hand gallop. But the others were openly exultant.

Are these the terrible Comanches and their matchless horses? shouted Standing Bear. I tell you, they are the blackbirds, and we are hawks. We can fly around them and kill them one by one and laugh at them. We could fly away from a hundred thousand of such riders!

Slowly! Slowly! said Thunder Moon. No man is dead till his scalp is tied to the lance head. Now ride carefully, but not too carefully. Let it seem that our horses are merely tiring from the race!

So it was done, and the Comanches swept rapidly up from the rear and drew out of the cloud of their dust. Twelve half-naked braves, they loomed up, each riding with a desperate abandon, and each brandishing his rifle as though he were already counting on the scalps which he would take.

They have us in their hands, they think, said Thunder Moon to Yellow Wolf. Look, brother! And listen, also. They scream like hungry wolves! Well, one of them, at least, will be no longer hungry before the sun sets! And he shook his rifle as he spoke. Now listen to what I say, all of you. Ride as if in fear of your lives. Bend low, pretend to flog your horses, but all the time hold them in. Look back, often, as if you feared the death which was coming to you. But when I shout, then each man turn his horse, top him, and take quick aim and fire. Then charge them, as I shall show you how to do! Do you hear?

They heard. And instantly, delighted in the stratagem, as though the grim odds of two to one were nothing to them, they bent over the necks of their steeds, and pretended to urge them forward, still glancing over their shoulders as though in terror.

In the meantime, Thunder Moon was carefully calculating the distance. He saw the Comanches hurl up behind them, growing larger, and coming into point-blank range, but still, like men sure of their game, they would not fire at the fugitives, reserving their shots for still closer execution. They swept nearer and nearer, riding like demigods rather than men, and their screeching war yells tore the ears of Thunder Moon. He was, in fact, more than half afraid. But all the while he measured distances, and then a shout of savage delight ripped from his throat. That instant, each of the flying chestnuts planted its feet, halted in a sliding shower of sand and dirt, and whirled about; and the fugitive Cheyennes, sitting calm and erect in the saddle, leveled their rifles, aimed, and fired.

The Comanches, conscious at last that there had been some trickery, wavered for an instant, but conscious of their superior strength in numbers, they bore straight in. Two or three of their own guns exploded, but they were random shots fired from galloping horses; and then the blast of musketry was driven into their faces.

Thunder Moon saw his chosen target drop from the saddle. Another horse galloped riderless over the plains, and a third scoured off with a half-helpless rider sagging on his back.

Still those were dauntless Comanches, and their numbers were fifty per cent greater than those of their enemies in spite of this loss. They rushed on, yelling wildly, firing first with their rifles as they came, and then with arrows strung upon their war bows. Thunder Moon had given the word, and he himself was the cutting edge of the wedge of Cheyennes that darted to meet the enemy. His men behind him rode fast and well, their arrows hissing through the air, but they could not keep pace with the gigantic strides of Sunset.

It seemed that Thunder Moon had thrown himself into the very hands of the foes and a groan went up from his brothers-in-arms. But as for him, never had such a surge of confident joy beat in any human breast. With heel and knee he held Sunset steady beneath him, and in either hand he carried a shining little weapon, each loaded with flashing death.

He saw before him the dusty, seated forms of the Comanches. He saw the flashing of their teeth as they yelled in furious exultation; and, then, as an arrow hummed past his head and as the flash of a gun was just before him, he opened fire!

That ended the battle, as surely as though the heavens had opened and poured down lightning. A feathered chief before him threw wide his arms and sailed sidewise from the saddle, dead. To right and left the guns spat ruin among the wild riders.

A wail of terror and woe rose from the stricken warriors. It was not battle. It was mystery — it was the hand of the gods — it was the working of a dreadfully great Medicine!

Thunder Moon swung Sunset around with a desperate eagerness, as soon as he could check the impetus of that forward charge; for he had still bullets in each revolver, and a third gun in reserve, but he saw that the work was done.

Of the nine Comanches who had met the charge, five were actually down, and the remaining four fled as though from certain death, clinging to their horses, too terrified to so much as turn and launch arrows at their pursuers. And Sunset was instantly away in the van of pursuit bound on the traces of the most splendid rider of the fugitives.

But if flight with the intention of turning to battle had been pleasant, how pleasant, how wonderfully sweet was pursuit now. Now, Comanches, let the boasted speed of the desert horses be proved! And proved they were; for long-striding, dauntless in courage, fleeter than antelope though they were, behind them came horses of a greater race, longer-legged, longer-striding, swifter of foot. And they ran up on the Comanches like greyhounds upon mastiffs.

The war yell parted the lips of Thunder Moon. He saw the warrior before him wheel in the saddle with desperately contorted face to launch a shaft; straight into that contorted face the bullet sped, and the brave fell back over the tail of his horse and rolled in a shapeless heap upon the prairie. But still the bloodthirst was not satisfied, and Thunder Moon swung the stallion about to seek another prey.

Behold, there was not one left!

Of the remaining three, two were already down, and he was just in time to see the lance of Big River thrust through the body of the last survivor. Now, only the savage and joyous yells of the Cheyennes rang across the plain! So he himself turned back, hotly, furiously. Let him work while the madness was still upon him, and rip the scalp from the head of his last victim. Had he not promised scalps to Big Hard Face?

He leaped from Sunset, knife in hand, in time to see a fallen Comanche, in the distance, rise again, and try to pick up a rifle — in time, also, to see Yellow Wolf drag back the foeman by the hair, and plunge a knife in his throat.

Thunder Moon grew dizzy and half sick. But he knelt quickly upon the shoulders of his fallen Indian, gripped the scalp lock, and set the knife against the taut skin.

There was a faint groan, and the knife dropped from the hand of Thunder Moon. He whipped it up again, furious at his own womanish weakness, but his fingers that had been iron in battle were nerveless, now. And turning the victim upon his back, he saw that the bullet had glanced along the cheek bone and up the side of the head of the Comanche. It was a long and bleeding wound, but not really serious.

That moment, the brave recovered complete consciousness. He started up, writhing to get free, and Thunder Moon suddenly sprang back, rejoicing. Draw your knife, Comanche! he challenged. I throw my gun away. I stand to meet you, man to man.

Good! said the other. His rolling eyes took in the slaughter of his companions; and then he charged to avenge their deaths. But his step was staggering, his knife stroke wild, and Thunder Moon, dropping his weapon, caught the other in his naked hands and mastered him swiftly and easily, for the bullet had stolen the strength of the big Indian.

A twist of leather thong around his wrists, and the capture was made, and the coup had been counted. Another around his feet, and Thunder Moon could leave his prisoner and go back to the main scene of the battle, where his companions were now holding mad carnival. Two scalps hung from the lance of Yellow Wolf, and Big River, streaked with blood, carried two also. Each of the rest had taken a single trophy, but three dead men lay on the plain, untouched, and Thunder Moon marveled. Never before had he seen or heard of red men holding back from snatching scalps with a jealous hand; but the three braves who had fallen before his rifle and his revolver shots had not been disturbed as they lay. Their scalps were left for him and he grew sick and giddy again at the thought!

One by one he went to the prostrate forms. Each of them he touched. And with each touch he pronounced the formula: I, Thunder Moon, count this coup on the Comanches!

But then he turned slowly toward the others, and the words came of their own accord: Snake-that-talks, Standing Bear, and Young Hawk, each of you has only one scalp. Why is that? There are three waiting for you!

Look, brother, said Snake-that-talks, moved by this unheard-of generosity, there is not yet one scalp in your tepee of your taking. Will you let this harvest go?

The Comanches are a standing field of grain, said Thunder Moon faintly. They wait for me to come to them, and there are other days when I shall find them. And look yonder, brothers! One of the dogs has escaped from us! He will go to spread the word that we are among his people, like wolves among calves. Yellow Wolf and Big River, take your horses, and ride, ride to take him! Or he will open the eyes of all his nation about us!

And he pointed far off where, through the crystal-clear air of the plain, the form of the Comanche who had been stunned in the first discharge of firearms was now scarcely visible, wavering against the far horizon.


Chapter Thirty

[image: img107.jpg]

A VERY STIRRING debate arose at once as to the best manner of torturing the prisoner to death, with the hope that he might reveal to them something valuable concerning his people — something by which they could profit to attack the Comanches with a greater advantage.

Thunder Moon, in the meantime, had washed the wound along the head of his victim, and tied it with a bit of cotton cloth.

Is all well with you, brother? he asked, stepping back from his work.

He would never forget the strange look in the eyes of the Comanche as he looked up to the boyish face of his captor. It was a look of curiosity and surprise mingled with a stern certainty and a resolve like iron. It meant that he expected death, and death with all the devilish cruelties which Indian skill could make attend upon it.

We have considered, O Thunder Moon, said Snake-that-talks, coming up with his eyes fixed steadily upon the Comanche. And if you approve of it, we intend to tie him to that dead horse, and then shoot arrows into him — not through the head or heart, but little by little, sticking him full of iron, so that he will taste his death slowly. He is a man who has given death to many. Of those five scalps of which he can boast, how many were taken from the heads of the Cheyennes he met in battle and turned their souls into breaths of wind, dissolved forever!

Thunder Moon regarded his captive again. He was ashamed of the inattentiveness which had kept him from seeing the outward signs that this was a man of mark among his people. But, indeed, Thunder Moon had long been famous among the Cheyennes for his blindness. Though he could look into the eyes of a man and read his soul better than all saving Lame Eagle, yet the exterior features were often completely missed by him.

And, glancing into the face of the warrior again, he said suddenly: Who wore the scalps you have taken, my friend? And what is your name?

My name, said the captive readily enough, is Walking Crow. There are Cheyennes who have heard it in battle! And of the scalps which I have taken, four are the souls of Cheyenne warriors.

A harsh exclamation of rage leaped from the mouth of Snake-that-talks, and he seemed about to leap at the throat of the Comanche; but a single glance from Thunder Moon checked him, and the prisoner vaunted savagely:

Thunder Moon is a great chief. The Sky People listen to his voice. We have heard his name and know him. We have met him this day, and never before have the Cheyennes done such a deed as this. But I, Walking Crow, have been a great warrior, also. Now my soul is to blow away into dust. But I laugh. I cannot be sad. Tarawa has given me many glories, and though I perish forever and my scalp dries in the tepee of the great chief, Thunder Moon, still my people will never forget my name. It will live in the hearts of the Comanches, long after the Comanche spears have found your hearts!

So said Walking Crow, like a brave Indian defying his enemies. But Thunder Moon was not enraged like his companions. This man shall die tomorrow, said he. There is no time to kill him now, slowly, as he deserves. Because, see! Our two brothers are returning to us!

In fact, the two scouts were hurrying back toward them, and arrived with their chestnuts darkened with sweat and shining in the sun. They reported briefly that as they hurried after the wounded fugitive, they had seen, from a low knoll, the peaked tops of Comanche lodges in the far distance, but too close for them to get to the wounded man before he reached the town. So they hurried back with the word, and it was plain that these twelve warriors had but newly started on the warpath. They had barely left the sight of their city, when they encountered a more dreadful enemy than they had expected.

There was no more talk of torturing Walking Crow to death on the spot. But they gathered their spoil of beaded deerskin suits, and robes, and saddles, and horses, and spears, and shields, and above all the medicine bags and the scalps of the horsemen. Then they turned back, with Thunder Moon leading, and Snake-that-talks beside him. They turned back slowly, riding fresh horses, so that the ones they had raced to and fro in the battle could rest from their exertions. And as they rode, with the prisoner lashed on the back of Jester, Thunder Moon listened to the murmurs of talk behind him.

All that he heard was very sweet to him. For his followers were literally overwhelmed with awe at the work which they had accomplished under his leadership.

They had received not so much as a single scratch, so swiftly and completely had the chattering revolvers of Thunder Moon turned the Comanche charge into a hopeless rout. Under the broad shield of his wisdom and his courage, they had gained ten scalps, and a prisoner, too; and one wounded, wretched fugitive had barely managed to escape from the field and carry the alarm to the city of their enemies.

It was such a deed as might make even the heart of Lame Eagle swell with envy and wonder, and among the murmurs behind Thunder Moon were those which spoke of the days to come, when he should be the war chief of his people! He smiled faintly as he listened. When that day came, he would show them such wars as they had never dreamed of before; and, above all, his first blow would level the brutal men of Fort Humphrey Brown to the earth! But at one thing he wondered. While he was revolving in his mind the next stroke which he might strike for glory at the Comanches, his companions were eager for one thing only, and that was a return along the distant trail which led to their homes. They had done enough. They had bearded the lion in his den. They were anxious to go back and reap the harvest of praise!

But he himself was not content, and when the dusk gathered, and they could not see any sign of pursuit along the plain behind them, he turned his party to the side and led them toward the purple sunset hills to the north. There was no question as to his purpose; but when, as the evening darkened, he turned straight back under the shadow of the hills toward the encampment of the Comanches, the faces of his men were gloomy indeed!

However, it seemed to him that his course was as clear as day. Had he not proved that the Sky People were watching and helping him on this day? Therefore he would take advantage of good fortune, and profit by it while the tide of his luck was in.

So thought Thunder Moon, and he held steadily back on his course, keeping his horse to a smart pace, until, from the shoulder of a low eminence, he could look across the desert and see the scattered lights of the distant Comanche city. Through it ran the bright arc of a little river that extended from the hills through which they had been riding.

Then he gathered his men about him. He told them to cast lots to determine which of them should remain behind to guard the prisoner and to guard the plunder and most of the horses, while he and the rest slipped forward toward the town, to see what feat of arms could be accomplished. The lots were cast in silence. The choice fell upon Standing Bear; the others changed horses again, tightened their belts, and prepared to ride behind their leader. Only Yellow Wolf, more tried than all the others in former wars, ventured to say:

It is a great city, brother. Their ways are strange to us. They could swallow us as a bear swallows a mouse!

Trust me, said Thunder Moon. Have I not told you that I shall not go back to my people without a scalp? Therefore I know that something great still remains to be done. Perhaps the battle we have already won is nothing compared to the battle which we are now to fight!

After that, they did not attempt to oppose him. His deeds had surrounded him with a mantle of such brightness that they dared not question him. They looked upon him not as a mere man, now, but as something godlike.

They went straight down the bank of the stream, and as they went, the city grew in size and brightness before them. Certainly it was one of the chief assemblies of the Comanches, and all that mighty place must be stirring like a nest of hornets with the news of the terribly disgraceful reverse which had overtaken their comrades on this day. And Thunder Moon, riding first, found that his nearest companion was always lagging a little farther behind him than mere respect demanded. Plainly this terrible attempt was not to the taste of the braves. They had done enough. They did not wish to tempt Providence.

And then another thought grew up in the mind of Thunder Moon. Their numbers, indeed, were too small to give them security in the face of such numbers as were yonder; but their numbers were large enough to make it almost impossible for them to enter the place without being perceived at once. But suppose that one bold man were to get into the Comanche city?

A moment later, the great thought was clear in his mind as a shining light, and he had made up his mind. He dismounted straightway.

He said to them:

Tarawa, who leans from the sky and watches over his people, the Cheyennes, by day and night, now has whispered to me that you are not needed any further in this work. Remain here. Keep the horses here in the shadow of these trees beside the river. I, Thunder Moon, am going on alone.

There was a breath of silence, and then the voice of Big River exclaimed: Consider, brother! Sometimes a man is made blind by great fortune!

Have no fear for me, smiled Thunder Moon. Tarawa leads me!

And he turned his back upon them and started away.

He left his rifle with them. If he needed a gun, then the two revolvers which he carried would be defense enough, for all his fighting was apt to be at close range. There was a short hatchet and a knife, furthermore, at his belt, and he was prepared to take his chance in this fashion.


Chapter Thirty-one
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AN INDENTATION OF the river shore which he was following enabled him to look back and see the four companions sitting their horses immovably beneath the shadow of the trees. They had not stirred, as they watched him out of sight, and no doubt they felt that he was advancing to certain death. He could not help wondering with a grim smile whether they would be more interested in his return, or in his death which would give them so much the more spoil to divide among themselves. Which would it be?

His own heart was beating wildly, when the first streaks of light from the town began to stain the waters of the river, showing its yellow face. He crouched to examine what was before him; for when traveling toward a light, it is better to look from beneath upward, always. He could see nothing except startlingly lifelike forms of shrubs, before him. At any moment, Comanches might start up from behind these shrubs. And yet he trusted that their last thought would be of so small a band daring to steal in upon the city! They would be searching in the distance for the thing that had stung them, and while they looked far off, perhaps he could blind them with a greater pain!

As these thoughts crossed his mind, he was aware of a sliding shadow passing him on the river surface, and he whirled, gun at hip, in time to see a long, heavy log — the trunk of a tree from which the branches had been chafed away float on downstream. Thunder Moon did not wait. He waded into the water until it was chest high, and then holding the holsters of his guns with his teeth, his head raised high, he swam out to the trunk and gripped the stub of one of the smaller, broken branches. On the trunk itself he placed his two guns, and now he floated down toward the lights of the town, far more swiftly than he had imagined the current was running.

All along the right bank, the lodges of the Comanches were pitched, and now the shafts of red light from their fires stained the surface of the water before him. He had a vague desire to abandon the trunk and swim hastily for the shore, but he conquered that impulse, and looking to the clear, starry face of the heavens, his heart was quieted. Whether he were to die, presently, or to achieve some great deed this night, was all in the hands of Tarawa!

In the meantime, he began to draw off his soaked clothes. When he was stripped to his loin cloth, he let the clothes sink in a knot in the river. But now he was free, except for the belt around his hips, and let the Comanches beware of this naked snake that was slipping down through the night to poison their lives!

The water was warm, his heart was momentarily lighter, and a strange, rich confidence flooded through his soul. Voices began to sound before him, and then a chorus of strong wailing.

Thunder Moon laughed cruelly. He knew for what cause the women of the Comanches were cutting off their hair, and gashing their bodies, and making this lament! Eleven lodges were desolate already!

And now straight past the edge of the camp he floated. Over him poured a flood of light from a great fire, and watching the shore, he saw the leaping flames, and around it an endless procession of warriors in the war dance.

He passed on. The whole community was in an uproar. And certainly among the ten who were dead, there must be the bodies of some famous men! That thought gave him the greater strength for the work which lay before him.

Presently, the log grounded with a jar, and the upstream end swayed slowly inward. Along it he worked his way. To his right, the flames from the fire were staining the sky, and throwing huge, uncertain waves of illumination among the tepees, but near him, he could not see a soul. All seemed deserted, and the inhabitants had been drawn away to the war dance which promised revenge, and to the lament for the dead Comanches.

He crept up the bank and peered into the door of the first lodge. Within, he could see the weapons of warriors, and the posts where the headdresses and the medicine bags were hung. But there was no deed for him, here.

He looked into another, and another. In the third, a child lay crowing beside the fire, deserted by its mother. Some Cheyennes would instantly have buried their knives in its heart, and Thunder Moon wondered why there was nothing but horror in his own, at such a thought. Somewhere in him there was a vital weakness. It kept him from taking scalps. It made torture and cruelty horrible to him. And he was bitterly ashamed of these failings. He could only pray to Tarawa to reward him with some chance for a truly great service on this night to make up for the things which he could never be.

But here, on the outskirts of the city of tepees, how could he hope to find a chance for great deeds? No, the inner circle where the big lodges were must be his place.

And he turned with a beating heart to worm his way nearer to the heart of the Comanche town.

Near enough, at last, with the roar of voices from the dance beating in waves against his ears and confusing his brain, he selected the very largest of the lodges, and made toward it. He glanced through the open flap, and instantly he saw that his deed lay before him.

For just before him, on the opposite side of the tepee, with the light of the fire playing over him, was the Yellow Man. Thunder Moon felt that he should have known by the size and the elaborately painted surface of this lodge that it was the house of the god. All that Comanche art could do to make it an honorable dwelling had been performed, and now Thunder Moon was looking at the little idol made of a richly glimmering yellow metal such as he could not recall having seen before. The figure sat cross-legged, and its fat, puckered face stared out toward Thunder Moon with a sort of malevolent calmness.

But he knew that this was the Yellow Man, that chief god to whom the Comanches had prayed for generations. He wondered why there were only two figures in the tent, and he understood, a moment later. For by his first glance at the two, he knew them to be men of importance, and before he had listened to a dozen words, he was aware that the chief medicine man and the war chief of this section of the Comanche nation sat here in consultation before the face of the Yellow Man. The wizard was dressed in full regalia, and presently he rose, and with shaking rattles, passed back and forth before the idol. He was masked with the skull of a mountain lion, and his body was hideously stained with red and black. But whatever were the words he murmured as he danced, he was not satisfied with the answer which the god put in his heart. Suddenly he stopped and said:

I go out to see what the stars say, O Antelope Tail. When I come back, perhaps the Yellow Man will speak.

And he strode through the flap of the lodge, straight upon the waiting knife of Thunder Moon. The latter drove the blow home with a true aim, and caught the body in his left arm as it collapsed, but a last sighing gasp broke from the lips of the medicine man and that gasp, perhaps, might reach the ears of the chief above the distant chanting of the dancers around the fire.

Thunder Moon waited, knife bare, tensed for another stroke, but Antelope Tail did not appear; so he carried the dead man to the side of the lodge and laid him down there. A fine mustang, standing saddled near by, with a war club at the saddlebow, snorted.

Thunder Moon went back, and peering through the flap, he saw the war leader standing with hands raised toward the god; then he, too, his head bowed and his arms crossed on his breast, backed slowly out of the lodge.

Thunder Moon had shrunk down to the earth. The knife was poised in his hand to fly instantly at the heart of the chief, but the latter, wrapped in his thoughts, strode slowly away toward the fire, around which the black figures of men were leaping up and down. For the Yellow Man had not yet spoken, and the dance must continue until his word was known, even if three days passed in his silence!

There would be no better chance than this:

Into the tepee leaped the son of Big Hard Face, and there he paused for a moment, overwhelmed. For it seemed to him that red fire had entered the fixed eyes of the god. Superstitious dread paralyzed the youth, but he shook it off and drew a deep breath.

Yonder hung the medicine arrows, sacred to the tribe, and here was their chief god. If he were stronger than the Sky People who had helped Thunder Moon on this day, let him stretch forth his hand and strike!

He gripped the image and lifted it.

He thought, at first, that it was taking on life and wriggling from his hands; but it was only the smoothness of the metal and its singular weight. Tiny as it was, it made a fifty or sixty-pound burden in the fingers of Thunder Moon.

Under one arm he held it. The sacred arrows were slung across his back, and catching up a robe, to wrap around the glimmering metal of the idol, lest the shining of it betray him, he stepped hastily outside.

Straight before him, and not fifty steps away, came the tall and solemn form of Antelope Tail, striding toward the house of the god again, to beg for an answer which would free him to take the warpath at once.

His head was bowed, his step was solemn.

But the racing heart of Thunder Moon had not beat five times, before he was in the saddle on the pony behind the medicine lodge, and the image in a saddle pouch, while he cast the buffalo robe over his shoulders, and gave the pony its head to race away through the tepees.

Why did they not know what had happened the instant that he started? Why did not the god tell these blind Comanches?

Then, behind Thunder Moon, a terrible cry went up through the night.

Now let all the Cheyenne gods defend you, Thunder Moon!


Chapter Thirty-two
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HE HAD HEADED the pony upstream, through the city; and now, as he broke from the last circle of the lodges, he saw its swift current, streaked red by the lights from the fires. He galloped like mad up the bank of the stream.

Every second before the pursuit should start was worth lifeblood! And now they came! An Indians knife is hardly more ready to his hand than his horse, and the Comanches lived by their ponies.

Not half a dozen words had been needed to tell them what had happened, and they flooded out, maddened, bewildered, savage for blood!

Thunder Moon looked back. He could see five hundred forms in a dense mass racing behind him, and their screaming voices shot dread through his body. He felt weak with the greatness of the terrible thing that he had done. He felt the hand of the yellow god on his shoulder, drawing him back.

In the meantime, the narrow river lay between him and his friends and his fleet chestnuts on the farther bank. The god would slay him if he ventured to keep the sacred image any longer. He veered the pony straight into the water, and from the bank made it leap far out. They fell with a crash, rose to the surface, and Thunder Moon caught the Yellow Man in the saddlebag. One arm of the little figure was broken off short by his grip. He reached again, took the idol by the head, and dropped it into the swift river, then forced the lightened horse on toward the white face of a rock on the opposite bank.

There was only a moment of swimming before the feet of the war pony touched bottom, but in that moment, the horde of swift riders had poured far up the bank of the river, and as Thunder Moon rode up the bank of the stream on the side of his companions, fifty guns spoke, and fifty war bows clanged behind him. Something like the edge of a knife slid across the left side of his face. A bullet grazed the top of his head. From both wounds, the blood flowed freely, and still, he was not seriously injured.

He turned in the saddle, to see the front ranks of the Comanches rush their horses at the water.

There was no use wasting time firing. For every man he might kill, there were a hundred braves maddened by religious fury and bloodlust ready to take his place, and Thunder Moon leaned forward in the saddle and devoted all his efforts to bettering the pace of the little horse.

It was a staunch pony, and yet the weight of its rider was great in the saddle, and as soon as the Comanches had crossed the stream, they began to gain rapidly on him. Looking back, he could see the pursuit drawing into a head, like the point of a lance, as the fastest horses gained the lead, and the rest of the Comanches followed as fast as they could. And as he looked ahead, marking the distance to the trees under which he had left his friends, he knew that he could never gain them in time. Moreover, was it to be expected that they would even wait for him when they saw this great horde of enemies thundering toward them?

His despair turned to acute agony. For around a bend of the river before him came several charging horsemen. And now all retreat was cut off!

However, his revolvers were ready and perhaps, even in the dimness of the starlight, he could blast his way through the riders just before him.

He poised a gun in either hand. With a thrust of his heel, he sent the pony forward with racing speed. And then a familiar shout before him struck him to the heart with wonder and with joy.

It was the voice of Yellow Wolf, calling. Aye, and the horses had legs too long to be Indian ponies. Those were his men. They had not shrunk from the danger. For his sake, they had rushed forward to meet it, and out of the soul of Thunder Moon there arose a great silent hymn of thanksgiving that Tarawa could have placed such warriors upon earth and given them to him for companions and for brothers!

He shouted his answer with a ringing voice, and like so many birds wheeling in the wind, the troop of Cheyennes turned and fled up the river again. He was among them, already loose in the saddle.

Young Hawk, leaned from the back of his own horse, threw the lead rope of Sunset to their chief. And Thunder Moon leaped tigerlike to the back of his great horse, while the Comanche pony, lightened of its burdensome load sprang lightly ahead of the other riders.

One backward glance showed Thunder Moon the nearness of the flying Comanche peril. He saw it, and he set his teeth. For now, if they had magic horses, let their speed be shown for the sake of their dead medicine man, their captured arrows, and their lost god. Let them match strides against the long-legged chestnuts and the gods of Thunder Moon!

Aye, the medicine of the Comanches was weak indeed. Not a minute passed before a despairing wail arose from the following host as they saw their quarry disappearing in the night before them. And every stride carried Thunder Moon and his men closer to safety, while he shouted to them:

There is nothing to fear. Their god is choked in the mud of the river-bottom! Their medicine arrows rattle on my shoulders. Their medicine man himself lies dead in their city. They are now like blind dogs, and their throats are offered to Cheyenne knives!

And a screech of exultation rose from the throats of his companions. Such things were to be dreamed of, hardly to be believed!



There was nothing, after that, that really mattered, though there is much that could be told, and when the lodges of the Cheyennes were reached, at last, the companions of Thunder Moon did not dwell least upon the flight from the land of their enemies. For they were glad to tell how the first pursuit failed, and how, in the morning, they saw the white signals smoking in the sky behind them, and how a second band of Comanches rode across their way and were eluded in a stirring chase. And then, when the chestnuts were tired and gaunt, still a third great war party came full upon them. But the care which Thunder Moon had taken of his horses proved its worth, and even the third challenge was beaten off.

Weary — very weary — but yet light-hearted with joy, the Cheyennes saw the peaked tops of their lodges rising before them, at last, and the great war trail was ended.

And who could shake his head at Thunder Moon from that time forth because no scalps dried in his lodge? Not even Big Hard Face, hard as he was to please. For when he had such thoughts, he raised his head, and he looked at the medicine arrows of the Comanches hanging in his tepee, blackening in the smoke, growing brittle with misuse, as the fortunes of the Comanche nation would surely grow brittle also!


The Mountain Fugitive (1927)
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I. LEON, MISCHIEF-MAKER
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I WAS NOT born upon Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, nor upon Thursday, or Saturday, I presume, because the blessings of those days are mixed; but I came into this world upon a Sunday. I was the only child of a butcher in the town of Mendez, in Arizona. His name was Leon Porfilo, and I was given the same appellation. My mother was Irish, of County Clare. I got my red hair from her and my olive skin from my father. He was not a Mexican. There had not been a cross into a Latin race for generations.

My father was a cunning businessman. He had begun life as a common cowpuncher, and he had saved enough out of his monthly wages to finally buy out a butchers business in the town of Mendez. You have never heard of Mendez; for my part, I hope that I shall never lay eyes upon it again. It lies on a great flat of burned desert with a cool puff of mountains on the northern horizon, to which I turned my heart from my infancy.

Whether in rare summer or bitter winter, heat or ice, sun or shade, give me mountains. I would not have any pleasantly rolling hills. I would have mountains that shoot the eye up to heaven one instant and drop it to hell the next. I would take my rides where the wild goats pasture, and roll down my blankets at night, where the sun will find me first in the whole world the next morning.

But as for the desert, I cannot write the word without seeing the sun-scalded town of Mendez once more, and breathing the acrid clouds of alkali dust which were forever whirling through its streets. I cannot hear the word without an ache behind my eyes as I think of stretching a glance toward that million-mile horizon.

It was a dull huddle of houses in which there lived a handful or two of men and women with sallow, withered faces — old at thirty and bowed at fifty. Even the dogs looked unhappy.

I said that I was an only child, which implies that, although I was born on Sunday, I was cursed. An only child is either too good to be true, or a spoiled, pampered devil. I may admit that I was never too good to be true.

My father had just sufficient means to make me wish that he had more. When I asked for a horse, he could give me a pony — and there you are! The more favors he showered on me, the more I hated him, because he did not give me what I craved. He, in the meantime, toiled like a slave.

I rather despised him because he was such a slave.

My mother was true Irish. She loved her religion, and she loved her son with an equally devout enthusiasm. She would have died for the one as readily as for the other. I soon learned her character as well as that of my father. I learned that I could coax anything from her and whine until I got what I wanted from him.

They continued to consider me a blessing sent to them directly from heaven, until I grew big enough to convince the world that I was something else; and I convinced the world long before I convinced my parents.

I was big-boned, square-jawed, and blunt-nosed; the very type to take punishment without feeling it and deal it out heavily in return. School meant to me nothing but a chance to battle, and the school yard was my tournament field. When the teachers complained about me, my lies at home more than offset their bad reports of me. I posed as a statue of injured virtue in my house.

I went on in this way for a good many years, learning nothing but idle habits and loving nothing but my own way. I was fifteen when a turn came in my life.

Young Wilkins, the son of a well-to-do rancher, came into town riding a fine young horse which his father had given him. Half an hour later I had picked a fight with him, thrashed him soundly, and taken the horse as a natural prize of victory. I did not intend to steal the brute, of course. But I intended to give it the ride of its life — and I did. I brought it back to Mendez a couple of hours later, staggering, foaming, and nearly dead. I found it a fine young colt; I left it a wrecked and heart-broken beast which was not worthy of its keep.

Mr. Wilkins looked at the battered face of his son when he came home and said nothing; he felt in common with most Westerners that if their children could not take care of themselves they must accept the penalty. But when he saw the condition of the colt, he had another thought.

He rode to the home of the sheriff and spoke his mind; and the sheriff rode to the home of my father and found him, in the late evening, just returned from his rounds and wearily unharnessing his fagged team.

The upshot of it was that I did not go to jail, but my father had to buy the colt at a handsome price. That outlay of money was a severe tax, and the sight of the useless new horse in the corral every day was a continual goad to both of my parents. They began to inquire among their neighbors, and the moment these good people found that the doors were opened at last, and that Leon Porfilo, the elder, was willing to hear the truth about his offspring, they unburdened themselves of a thousand truths about me. I was described as a lazy neer-do-well, a consummate idler, a stupid bully, a foolish student, and a professional mischief-maker in the town.

The hangman usually gets youngsters that start out like this! said the most outspoken of all.

My father came home to my mother and told her everything. There was a storm of tears and of protests; and then my mother sent for the priest. He listened to her patiently. He did not offer to advise her; he did not corroborate the reports of the loose-tongued neighbors; but he said, when she asked him what she could do with me:

Give young Leon to me for six months. I shall guarantee to teach him his lessons, reform his manners in part, and give him a certain measure of industry.

My mother was enraptured.

But, continued Father McGuire, I shall expect a return for these services.

My mother told him that he could ask whatever he wanted, and that Leon Porfilo would be glad to pay.

I do not want a penny, said Father McGuire. If I cannot make that young man pay for his lessons and his keep and the trouble I am forced to expend on him, my name is not McGuire! Only, I insist that I shall have absolute and unquestioned charge of him from the first day to the end of six months. During that time you are not to lay eyes upon him.

At the end of that time, you may see him, and if you like his progress and what he will have to tell you about me and my methods of teaching, you may leave him in my hands for a longer time. If you do not like my way with him, you may have him back, and I shall wash my hands of the matter.

This was a great thing to ask of my mother. I am certain that she could not have consented had it not been that she could not understand the priests reasons for wishing to take me on such unusual terms. Because what he demanded was a mystery, it overcame any possible objections on the part of either of my parents. Finally, they asked me if I were willing to go to the priests house and to live with him.

I considered my picture of the priests life, his comfortable little house, his neat garden filled with well-watered, well-tended flowers, his sheds, always freshly painted, his larder always well-filled with good cookery, and above all the thin, patient, weary face of little Father McGuire himself. A sense of my own bulk overwhelmed me. Any change would have been delightful to me.

I consented at once, and the next day my clothes and books, my whole list of possessions down to my latest fishing rod, were bundled together, and I was sent away to the house of Father McGuire.

I was let into the house by the old servant, a half blind woman who had worked for so many years in that house that she found her way about more by the sense of touch than anything else, I am sure. The sight of her was satisfactory to me. I decided that it would be a simple matter for me to hoodwink her at every turn. She told me that Father McGuire half expected me and that, since he was away making the rounds of his parish — for he was an indefatigable worker for his church — I was to make myself at home and spend the day becoming accustomed to the place and all that was in it.

In the meantime she showed me my room.

I was delighted with it. It was not half so large as my chamber at home. It was in the second story of the little building, and it had a tiny dormer window which looked to the north, but all was as neat as a pin, the floor was freshly painted, the bed was newly made and covered with a crisp white spread, and past the window ran the delicate tendrils of the only successfully raised climbing vine that had ever graced the town of Mendez.

There was a small cupboard where I could put away my gear and my books — the books which I intended to keep as much strangers to me as they had ever been in the past. There was a closet where I hung out my clothes, and then I made a survey of the house and the grounds.

The house itself lay on the edge of the town, near the church. Its grounds were as small, comparatively, as the house in which the good priest lived. In a land where acres could be had almost for the asking, the priest had contented himself with a tiny plot which included room for a flower garden around the house and a vegetable patch behind it, then a wood and cattle shed, and finally a pasture just large enough to maintain the one musty-looking old pony and the cow, which was a comfortable brindle.

My first amusement was to whistle to a passing dog and set it on the cow, and I laughed until my sides ached at the manner in which she went hurtling around the lot, tossing her horns, helpless, with her great udder swinging from side to side.

Then, when I was satisfied with this amusement, I strolled back to the house and, passing the open kitchen window, purloined a delicate blackberry tart which was cooling on the sill.


II. THE FIRST LESSON
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ALL THE REST of that day went as pleasantly as the commencement of it, and in the evening, almost at as late an hour as my father returned from his rounds, the priest came wearily home to the house. He greeted me with a smile and a firm handshake with such strength in it that I wondered at him. For he seemed to have a most athletic hand!

We sat down to supper together, and while we ate he talked with me and asked me little questions about myself and what I intended to do with my life.

I believe, said the good priest, that after a boy has reached a certain age, he should be allowed to do as he pleases with his life. In the meantime, I should like to find out what you now please to do with yourself.

I told him, glad to talk of myself, that I intended to grow larger and stronger, and that I then intended to look about me and find a place where one did not have to work too much in the hot sun. Indoor work would suit me.

You wish to become a student, then? suggested Father McGuire.

I admitted that books were extremely distasteful to me, and that I did not desire to have any intimate knowledge of them, whatsoever.

There was no more talk on these subjects. Father McGuire turned his attention to other things. He declared that he had heard a great deal about my fights with other boys, and he particularly mentioned a few recent instances. I admitted sullenly that I had fought occasionally, and that I hoped that I would soon get over that bad habit.

By no means, said Father McGuire, who seemed to have recovered from his languor of weariness. By no means! Those men whom I most admire in this world are the saints who bless it with their gentleness. But they are very few. Here he sighed.

I have seen only two or three in all my life. But next to the saints, I love the warriors, of which there are always a fair number — I mean the true hearts of oak who will fight until the ship sinks! Perhaps you are to be one of those, Leon!

It was a thrilling possibility — when I heard him speak of it in this manner. I began to regard myself as a great man, and when that pleasant evening ended, I went to bed and to sleep without the slightest regret that I was not in the house of my parents. I decided that Father McGuire would never thwart a single one of my wishes.

In the morning, a full three hours before my ordinary time of waking — which was eight — I heard a brisk rap at the door, and the cheerful voice of Father McGuire in the hall, telling me that it was time to get up.

Get up? said I, sitting up in the bed and blinking at the dull gray of the sky outside my window, why, its the middle of night.

He told me that he had some good news for me; and that brought me out of bed in a twinkling. In an instant I had leaped into my clothes, and I was standing before him in the hall.

You are to learn to milk, said Father McGuire, who had remained there waiting for me all of this time. I intend to teach you this morning.

I made a wry face, not too covertly, and went along with him to find the cow. For ten or fifteen minutes, I pretended to attempt to do as he told me. As a matter of fact, I had done a little milking before, and could perform fairly well at it. For the priest, however, I pretended that it was a hopeless task for me; I wished to discourage, in the beginning of our acquaintance — which was bound to last for at least six months — this foolish habit of rousing me before daybreak to do chores about the house.

Suddenly the hand of Father McGuire was laid upon my shoulder. Will you tell me the truth? he asked.

Yes, said I.

Are you doing your best?

I declared that I was, and made an apparently savage effort to get the milk from the udder of the cow. But there was not a trickle in answer. I told Father McGuire that it was no good; and that I could not master the knack of the thing. He smiled upon me in the gentlest manner.

There is no hurry, said he. In these things, one must use the most infinite patience. It is very true that one often needs time, but time, after all, is often a cheap matter in this world of ours. It may require an hour, or two hours — but it is a long time, as I said — before breakfast. Sit there and do your best. I cannot ask any more.

He folded his arms and leaned against the fence, watching me. I began to perspire with impatience and anger. My back was aching from that infernally cramped position, and in another moment, as by magic, all the difficulties disappeared, and the streams of milk began to descend with a rhythmic chiming into the pail — then with increasing force as I set aside all pretense, and hurried to finish the task.

Father McGuire stood by and admired. He had never seen such an apt pupil, he declared.

Which teaches one, said he, that a slow beginning often makes a good ending!

The cow was milked; I carried the pail sullenly to the house and dropped it on the floor, but Father McGuire was not yet done with me. I was shown how I must strain it into three pans; and how I must take down the pans of yesterday from the little creamery and skim them, and throw the cream into the cream jar, and then empty the skimmed milk into another pail.

After that, I was led forth to the pasture again and told to catch the horse. The horse became exceedingly difficult to capture. It seemed impossible for me to manage the brute, and I told Father McGuire as much.

His answer made me begin to hate him.

More gently, then, said he. But always with patience, my dear Leon. The time will come when she will come straight up to your hand. She is a gentle creature, although a very stupid one. See what time accomplished in the matter of learning how to milk! It may do even more in this affair of the catching of the horse.

I saw that I was fairly trapped, and that he intended to let me learn in my own way. So I caught the stupid beast at once and led her into the barn. I was told to curry and brush her, and Father McGuire showed me how to proceed. I snatched the brush and comb when he offered them to me, and began to work in a blind passion.

Wait! Wait! Wait! said the gentle voice of the priest. More haste and less speed! You must not curry against the grain — but so—

I flung brush and comb upon the floor with a loud clatter. Im not a slave! cried I. I wont do any more.

He raised his pale hand. Not that word, my dear Leon, said he. Wont is the one word of all others which I detest in a boy. The point is that I have told you to brush and curry the horse. For stupidity I trust that I have an infinite patience; but for willful obstinacy I desire a sword of fire. Do not provoke me, Leon. Do not let anger take the upper hand with me. Let anger be far from me, always, in my treatment of you!

He actually raised his eyes as he was saying this, as though it were a manner of prayer. At this, my rage broke through.

You little runt! I yelled at him. Im gonna leave, and Im gonna leave right now!

I started for the door.

Will you come back, Leon? said the gentle voice.

Ill see you go to the devil first, said I.

A light step followed me; a hand of iron gripped my arm and flung me around.

Go back to your work, said Father McGuire through his teeth. He pointed toward the long-suffering horse.

I was enraged by that grip upon my arm from which my muscles still ached. Though I have never been the type of bully that picks upon younger boys, I now forgot myself. I struck heavily at the head of Father McGuire.

My father or my mother would have fainted with horror to see such a blow leveled at the man of God, but there was no fainting in Father McGuire. His small arms darted out, my wrist landed against a sharp elbow so that I howled with the stabbing pain of it, and the next moment a bony little fist darted up and nestled against the very point of my jaw.

There was an astonishing weight behind that hand. It lifted me from my feet, toppled me backward, and landed me against the wall of the barn with a crash.

There I lay in a stupor, gazing at this man who had worked a miracle.

I should have said that at fifteen, like many others who grow large, I had my full height of an inch above six feet, and I had a hundred and sixty pounds of weight to dress my inches. I had not done hard labor, at that time, and my strength had not been seasoned and hardened upon my shoulders, but still I was a stout youngster.

But here was I, full of consciousness of my hundred and sixty pounds of victorious brawn, laid flat on my back by a blow delivered by the fist of a little withered priest who had not three quarters of my bulk.

I say that I lay flat on my back and glared at him with a chill of dread working in my blood. He, in the meantime, was standing before me with a great emotion in his face. He was flushed, his teeth were set, his feet were braced well apart beneath his robe, and there was a strange glitter in his eyes.

Let me not lose myself, Lord, said Father McGuire. Let me not sin in passion. Let me be tender, and turn my other cheek to the smiter! Fill me with humility, Our Father

Here I leaped to my feet with a roar and rushed at him, and Father McGuire, with a little indrawn breath of pleasure, as of one drinking deep of happiness, met me with what any instructor in boxing would have termed a beautiful straight left.


III. ONE FORTNIGHT
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THE STRAIGHT LEFT, as all men know, is to boxing what rhythm is to poetry. It is the foundation upon which all the other beauties are based and erected; it is the chief substance which the true artist will use. Now, I had fought my way up through the ranks of valorous boys, each the making of a future tough-handed cow-puncher and bull-dogger. But in all that time I had never encountered, and I certainly had never mastered, the fine art of the straight left which starts with a forward drive of the body, and lands with a stiffened arm, the hand twisting over and landing with the fingers down, the line of wrist, shoulder, hip, and right heel being as nearly as possible in one line.

I, leaping in with eagerly flailing arms, found that straight left darting through my guard. It landed on my chin, and I felt as though I had raced in the darkness against a brick wall. My feet skidded from beneath me, and I sat down with a sickening jar.

Through rather glassy eyes I stared up to Father McGuire. He was in a strange condition. He was dancing back and forth with a little jerky, uneasy step that is never learned except on the floor of a gymnasium, with a skillful teacher guiding. His hands were raised to the correct position for renewing the encounter; his face was more flushed than ever, and a queer smile played around the corners of his mouth, while his eyes were literally filled with fire.

My second fall did not convince me any more than my first. It merely bewildered and infuriated me. It was a juggling trick that had put me down by chance, and in my strong young body I felt the existence of an infinite treasure of might. I bounded to my feet again and prepared to smash the priest to bits, no matter if I should have to hang for it.

So I closed with him, took a stinging blow that cut my cheek and knocked my head far back, and got my arms well around him. Now let sheer might tell its own story! Alas, it was like embracing a greased pig — to use an ancient and unsavory simile. The good priest slid or twisted from my embrace, and with a sudden grip, a sudden twist, he flung me over his hip and landed me on my head.

Through a partial daze I heard him shouting:

Are you well named, boy? Are you a young lion? Are you a lion in heart? Then I am Daniel! I fear you not! But avoid me, if you wish to keep

I whirled to my feet, a complete bulldog, now, savage for blood. I ran in through a rain of blows which stunned and cut and bruised me, but once more I came to grips with him. Once more I felt that sudden twisting of his body, which seemed to turn to iron under my touch; and suddenly I was down again. This time, in falling, the back of my head collided with the floor with a loud crash, and I was dropped into a deep well of blackness.

I recovered to find my face and breast and throat dripping with water, while out of the dim distance I heard a voice crooning:

So, lad, and are you better now?

The sense of where I was, what had happened, and how I had been beaten, rushed suddenly over me. I started up to my feet.

Ill break your head, your trickster! I yelled through swollen lips. Ill

Ah, Leon,! said the priest to me. If you strike me now, Leon, you strike a lamb. Here am I!

He opened his arms and presented himself patiently for the blow.

But I, struck dumb by this sudden change, and overwhelmed more than ever with the bitterest shame, broke into tears and hid my face in my hands. I found the arm of Father McGuire hooked beneath mine. He led me gently toward the house; I was too blinded by my tight-swollen eyes and my tears to see the way! I was too oppressed in spirit to resist him. The old woman met us at the back door.

She gasped at the sight of me, and I heard the priest say in his gentle voice:

Our poor Leon, Mimsy. It is a shocking thing! We must take the very best care of him! Get a piece of raw beefsteak, Mimsy, and bring it at once to his room!

So he took me up and made me lie down on the bed, whose covers he smoothed for me with a quick hand. Then he stretched a blanket over me and sat down by the bed.

Ah, Leon, he said, patting my hand in his, do not be ashamed. It is a science, lad, and nothing else. It is the science that makes the little man the equal of the big man — science of hands, science of brains. Work and patience and application will move mountains — even the mountains of a great heart and a warlike spirit, such as yours, my dear boy. Let us be friends!

Let us be kind to one another! I did not know what was in you. But now I have seen it. There is a great lump of steel. It is not yet modeled; it is not a tool with a cutting edge or a striking face. It has neither been edged nor tempered; it has not been whetted; it has not been fitted to the hand. Give me your time and your trust and we shall do great things together. Give me your faith, Leon, and I shall make you a lion indeed!

I heard him vaguely. My heart was too great and too thoroughly broken with shame, to heed all the meaning of his words at that moment; for I hated him then all the more, because he had beaten me down and then remained to soothe me.

Presently the good Mimsy hobbled up to the door, and the priest took from her what she brought. I was soon bandaged and padded; and the priest was sucking in his breath and making a clucking noise of commiseration and regret, as he saw how my bruises swelled and my cuts bled.

After he had finished, he begged me to rest easily and try to forgive him. Then he left me.

What I first thought of was waiting until the next midnight and then setting fire to the house in a dozen places to insure the destruction of the priest and Mimsy both — those witnesses to my humiliation. Then I determined to flee at once to my home. But I remembered how terribly my face was battered, and knew that I could not offer any suitable explanation. If it were known that the small hands of the little priest had brought me down and pommeled me, I felt that my reputation was lost forever. Last of all, I desired to die, and quit this vale of sorrows at once and forever.

The result of it all was that I saw myself condemned to remain at the priests house — and remain very closely there — until my marks of battle had disappeared. And that might take two weeks! I decided to endure patiently and await my chance.

I saw little of Father McGuire on that day, but the next morning he roused me a little before five, as he had done before, and took me out to the chores. I submitted silently and went through with them one by one, he, all the while, giving directions in the most cheerful manner, as though there had never been anything but the best of good feeling between us.

After breakfast, for which I had acquired a good appetite, I was ushered into the library in my turn, and my books were placed before me.

It was not difficult work, at first; it required nothing but the expenditure of time and pains. I began again at the beginning, with first-grade work, which I scorned. I had to learn to write again. I had to learn to spell, again. I had to skim through simple arithmetic, in which my errors were caught up with a skillful eye. From half past eight until twelve oclock I kept at this work.

Then we had lunch together, after which I washed and wiped the dishes, and was allowed a nap until two oclock. After two oclock, I had two hours and a half additional study. After that, Father McGuire sometimes came home and instructed me in certain branches of knowledge which I preferred very much to books. In other words, he unburdened himself of all the secrets which he had learned in his own youth from excellent boxing instructors.

He taught me the secrets of wrestling. For the first time I heard such terms as half-nelson, and hip lock. He fitted part of one of the sheds with athletic appliances and a padded floor where he and I struggled several days a week with the gloves or on the mat. There I battered the punching bag to gain speed; there I tussled with the sand bag to gain strength.

So the fortnight ended and my wounds from the first battle were healed.

I was equipped, by this time, with the beginning of a little furrow between my eyes — a mark of increased seriousness and an interest in life. I had stripped off five or six pounds of fat by my arduous labors. I had within me the pulse and the rioting spirit of a man in perfect physical condition.

I was now prepared to leave the priest forever. That day, accordingly, instead of going into the library to study, after breakfast, I went up to my room and gathered my belongings together. But when I had them bundled up, I paused and sat down to think things over.

The prospect of leaving Father McGuire was no longer so attractive. I spent an hour turning the thought back and forth through my mind, and I ended by going slowly down to the library. There I could not study. Noon came before I was aware, and the slender form of the priest appeared in the doorway. He came, as usual, to look at my mornings work, and when he saw that I had not touched pen to paper, I waited with a frown for an outburst.

Instead, he laid a friendly hand upon my shoulder. When I looked up hastily to him, I found that he was smiling upon me.

I think that the time of storm and struggle is over, Leon, said he. I think that you are prepared to like me almost half as well as I like you. Are you not?

I have heard a great deal said of the sensitiveness of girls; but my observation leads me to conclude that boys are far more highly strung. At any rate, on this occasion, I had to look down suddenly to the paper before me, which I found obscured by a thick mist. But Father McGuire walked softly from the room without another word to me.


IV. A CHANCE MEETING
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FROM THAT MOMENT I began to worship the little man. I began to work with a feverish interest at the things which he put before me. At noon and at night he corrected my studies and read aloud to me, and encouraged me through the difficult knots which I had found in various problems. But what I have often wondered at, was that he never forced religion upon me.

He sometimes selected pleasant tales out of the Bible and read these to me and clothed the figures in real flesh for my boys mind. Sometimes he invited me to the church to listen to the organ music. But further than this he did not go, though I have no doubt that he intended to do much for me in this direction, before the end came to my happy life with him.

Time, as the saying has it, took wings. I had been three months with him in a trice. A certain stock of his lessons I had picked up so successfully that one day, as we boxed, he was forced to cry out to me: Not so hard, Leon. Well, confound you, take that!

The rapier-like left darted toward me. I blocked it perfectly and returned a sharp counter to his face with the thick gloves. Thick gloves, but Father McGuire was shaken to the toes. He dragged off the gloves and sat down to rub his cheek.

Goliath, said he, grinning at me with twinkling eyes, you must remember that I am a very elderly David!

So I had my triumph. So I had my revenge for that heavy beating which he had given me. The revenge was so complete that my heart overflowed with it; I found myself apologizing gravely, and without smugness!

Nonsense! said Father McGuire. I am not hurt. But neither do you know your strength. Oh, lad, lad, when you grow into your strength

He took one of my boyish arms and ran his own hard finger tips down the courses of the muscles.

My six months ended, and I went home for the first time to my father and my mother; and, for the first time, I saw them as they were. I think it was the saddest and the happiest moment of my life. For I realized as I sat before them that there was a great gap between them and me, and I realized, also, that they were two mines of kindness and whole-heartedness.

They were delighted with the transformation which Father McGuire had worked in me. They were delighted to see some of the loutishness gone. When we sat at the table together, they still were exclaiming and looking at me with fond eyes.

But I was glad to go back to the priests house on the next day.

So soon, my dear Leon? said he.

Is it too soon? said I.

No, said he, for you may see them whenever you choose from this time on.

In this fashion I became a regular member of the household of Father McGuire. From my fifteenth to my eighteenth year, that long time of study and work continued. Then the blow fell.

It was not the deaths of my father and my mother. Those occurred in my sixteenth year. My fathers team — which was a new pair of half-broken mustangs — ran away and overturned the wagon. He was crushed beneath it and was found dead the next day. And only two weeks later my mother died of a weak heart.

These were two heavy blows to me, but still they did not bring on the crisis which had an element of tragedy in it.

Father McGuire, as my guardian, sold the butchers business, which my father had built up, for a good round price, and then sold the house and the horses and the few cattle. The resulting sum was a little over eight thousand dollars, and I felt myself rich, indeed.

But, a month from the day of my fathers death, these transactions being completed, I begged Father McGuire to accept the whole mass of wealth.

Use this money however you wish, said I to him. I want to pay it to you to hire you as my teacher. Will you do that? Will you take it and let me come back to live with you as I have lived before?

He looked at me with such a smile of happiness as I think few men have ever seen. But he would not take a penny of the money. By him it was banked in my name where the savings could accumulate. In the meantime, I was welcomed back to him.

Because, said he, I should have to keep a hired man, if it were not for you, Leon!

So I resumed my life with Father McGuire and Mimsy, who seemed to grow no older — she had reached that point in life where a year or two more or less made no difference. She was unchanging.

But in the meantime, the crisis had been gathering slowly about me.

It began after I had been with Father McGuire something over eight months. I was hurrying down the crooked, ugly little street of the town when I came on some youngsters of my own age playing an improvised form of football, in which the chief fun was seeing how hard the other fellow could be tackled and how many men could jump on him at the same instant as he went down.

Sitting on a fine horse at the side of the street was a handsome, strong- shouldered boy a year or so older than myself. I had grown serious, too serious, perhaps, in my time with Father McGuire. So I took no share in the fun. I stood by, as the stranger did, and laughed at the tumbles and falls.

Suddenly the shadow of horse and rider loomed across me. I looked up into his fine, sneering face.

Are you afraid of the rest of em? he asked me.

I merely smiled. I was too well known in Mendez to fear the imputation which lay behind this speech.

What about yourself? I said to him.

Not in these clothes, said he. Theyre a lot too good to be spoiled roughing it like that.

He indicated with a sweep of the hand all his finery — which was enough to have filled the eye of a Mexican cow-puncher and delighted the heart of his ladylove.

Things that are too good to play in are a lot too good to wear at all! said I, for in spite of all the teachings of Father McGuire, I was full of impatience and hotness under the skin.

The tall fellow on the horse pressed himself a little closer to me, so that I had to give ground for his horse. I have said that he was handsome — yes, with a blond sort of beauty such as one finds very rarely, and eyes of as richly deep a blue as might have been wished for in a girl. So, sitting magnificently above me, he smiled on me. He was seventeen. I was sixteen. I was big for my age; he was still larger. As he came closer and felt the superiority of his size and his spirit, he smiled at me again, in his sneering way.

Ill tell you this, young fellow, said this splendid rider, no matter what sort of clothes I have on, Ive never had any that were too good for a fight!

Is that so? said I, glaring at him. Come down, then, and give me a square crack at you, and Ill show you how to muss up good clothes sos theyre not fit to wear again.

He came like a flash of light from the sky. His feet had hardly struck the ground before he was at me, and I heard a wild yell of excitement from the boys playing in the street:

Hey! Everybody come look! Its Lee Porfilo and Harry Chase! Thisll be the best ever!

He did not strike me fairly as he came leaping in; I had not been practicing every day with Father McGuire and at the bag and the sand sack for nothing. If one can block the back-flick of a darting punching bag, one has at least a fair chance to block the swing of a fist. I put aside a quick thrusting of punches, and then he closed with me.

The weight of his attack sent a thrill of fear through me. I have never felt the contact of any one which was so overwhelming as that of Harry Chase; except for his brother after him. But they had one thing in common that was above mere considerations of paltry poundage and physical might. They had an immense confidence and a swelling of the spirit that made them fairly override other men as a horse might trample down a boy. So the lunge and pressure of Harry Chase baffled and awed me.

I grew weak, and I staggered back before the shock of his charging weight, so that the chorus of my friends in the street, most of whom had felt the weight of my fists at one time or another, wailed: Leon is beat! Lee is beat at last!

Harry Chase, with a swinging cuff of his left fist, clipped me on the chin and sent me reeling still farther away, to verify that first cry. You will not think that the boys of Mendez were very fond of me — seeing that I had always been the town bully and the town ruffian until I went to live with the priest; but I was their champion, and the home champion, no matter what his character may be, is usually favored to win. They watched with held breath or with groans, while Harry Chase drove me before him.

I think that I should have gone down at once before this berserk rush, had it not been for the training of Father McGuire. Such training at last becomes an instinct and takes even the place of courage. By very force of habit I warded off most of the blows which were leveled at me. Then, as I saw that I was keeping my own against this lion-like rush, and as I listened to the groans of shame which my companions of the town raised, I shook off my coldness of heart, and prodded at Harry Chase with that straight left which was almost a religious article in the athletic creed of good Father McGuire.

It landed. There is nothing so difficult to avoid as a jabbing, long-range left hand. It is always held out so far that it is very near the mark, in the first place. It is sent home without a preliminary drawing back of the hand to give warning.

I spoiled the next rush of Harry Chase by spatting my stiff left against his mouth, and then, as he gave back and rushed again, he caught the identical punch in the same place twice more. The third time brought a little trickle of blood and a yell of triumph from the little crowd of spectators. In fact, that crowd had been increased by others and older people crowding to doors and windows. Others, still, came running. When boys are sixteen and seventeen, the fun of their fighting is enough to draw even a crowd of mature men.

The sting of his lips, and the surprise of my counterattack, took the last of Harrys sense of caution. He was maddened, just as much as I was warmed by self-confidence. I saw his nostrils flare and his eyes widen to the glare of a bull. He came in with his hands down, and I braced myself and took my time. I did not even have to time and check him with my left. I let him come wildly in and then clipped him with a beautiful right. It went as straight as the left, but it had just three times as much power, because it traveled just three times as far and as fast.

This punch nailed him high on the cheek. Had it been an inch lower and nailed him on the jaw bone, the fight would have ended right there, and I know that if it had ended there, the troubles of the rest of my life would probably have been avoided, also. But after all, I begin to think that there was fate behind it — not my own will.

At any rate, that blow was enough to knock him flat on his back with a force that drove the dust spurting out like water under the impact of his big body. But if he were dazed, he was not badly hurt. He scrambled to his feet at once, while I stood back and dropped my hands on my hips. I knew, now, that the game was in my hands.

This fellow was big and very powerful, with just as much or more natural strength than I had; but he lacked the training and he lacked the seasoning of hard work which I had been doing in Father McGuires gymnasium.

So I stood back as he came rather uncertainly to his feet, and I sang out to the boys: If any of you fellows are friends of this gent, call him off, before I do him a harm!

There was no interference. He who attempted to take the fight off my hands would simply have been transferring it to his own responsibility. My speech affected Harry Chase as a sort of stinging challenge, or a mockery. He came at me with the snarl of a wild cat.

Ill about kill you for that! said Harry uncharitably.

I hit him easily away from me with the left again.

I dont want to do this, said I to the little crowd. You see that hes got me cornered, and that he wont quit.

But they were delighted. They only yelled: Give him the devil, Leon!

He was only a stranger, you see, and much too big a stranger for any of the other boys to handle. Now I am ashamed to confess that I did not mean what I had said. I had not the slightest desire to stop fighting. It was a full eight months since these fellows had seen me at work with my hands, and during those eight months I had been accumulating scientific fighting knowledge hand over hand.

It was the secret desire which swelled in my heart to use this big chap as a chopping block and carve out of him a perfect demonstration of my ability. I wanted to dazzle them, and I set about doing it. At any time I could have put a merciful end to the sufferings of gallant Harry Chase by snapping across a long right-hander to the jaw. But I wouldnt do it. I started out to use him for my object lesson.

He made a perfect subject. He was thrashing away with his hands in a manner that would have taken the heart out of every other boy in town. In fact, my audience stood aghast at the coolness with which I circled this madman as he raged, and, dipping in and out, picked at him with blows that shook him like hammer strokes. They thought that it was very gallant upon my part; they thought that I was the bravest boy in Arizona, by all odds.

Of course I was simply taking advantage of the things which Father McGuire had taught me. I knew that those tremendous round-arm swings, after the style of the very blows which I myself had formerly used, were quite of no avail against a straight hitter who kept his wits about his head and his feet active beneath him.

I danced about Harry Chase, slithering in and out through his thrashing arms, putting by his savage blows with cool parries, stepping back to let thundering sweeps whir past my face the split part of an inch away, and ducking under honestly intentioned knockout blows so that they skimmed my very hair and ruffled it but did no further harm.

Look at Leon! my friends yelled. He aint got a mark on him!

In contrast — there was poor Harry Chase! I did not drive at the body, for fear of slowing him down. Punishment about the face stings more and saps the strength less. I had cut and dazed him, but he was as strong as ever. I had kept my promise of spoiling his clothes.

Still he swabbed off his face with a quick hand, squinted at me out of his half-shut left eye — the right was a tight-closed mass of purple — and charged again, only to be knocked, spinning, away.

Then I heard the voice of the sheriff, cutting through the noisy exultation of the boys in the street. I heard the sheriff calling: Stop that massacre!

In another moment he would be on us and end the fight while Harry was still on his feet, and that I could not allow. He was rushing again, his mouth open, his face hideous but determined, and I stepped in and caught him with a full shot with the right hand, which lodged just beside the point of the chin, with all my weight, and all my lunging power, and all the whip of my strong arm behind it.

Harry was tossed to the side like a feather before a puff of wind, and he lunged face down into the dust, where he lay without a quiver.

The next instant the sheriff reached him with a bound. He scooped one arm under him as he raised the boy, he pointed his other hand grimly at me: You, Porfilo — you stay here. Im gonna have a talk with you!

I remained. The glory of victory was still a sweet taste in my mouth.

The face of poor Harry Chase had looked bad enough before his last fall. But now, as the sheriff lifted the inert mass, the dust-clotted crimson on Harrys skin, his closed eyes, his thick, bleeding lips, made him look like a frightful caricature of humanity rather than the very handsome fellow he really was.

The sheriff, tough fellow though he was, was shocked.

Who the devil is it? he asked.

Harry Chase, said some one.

Chases kid! cried the sheriff with an oath, and he turned a baleful eye upon me.

I should explain that Mr. Chase had moved into the community only a scant week before, and had spent part of his huge fortune to buy a great tract of range land. There is a difference between beating to a pulp the town boys, and attacking the son of a millionaire, a pillar of the church and of law and order in general. The sheriffs eye boded ill for me, but he said not a word until he had swabbed off the face of the boy and forced a sip of brandy between his lips.

Harry was completely knocked out. It was several minutes before he could stand on his feet, and another minute or two before his head was sufficiently cleared to thrust him on the back of his dancing horse, which seemed to understand the indignity and the shame through which his master had just passed.

Now tell me the rights of this, Harry Chase, said the sheriff. How did it begin?

The talking Ill do about this, said Harry through his thickly mumbling lips, will be with my fists — another day.

He gave me a look as dark as he could make it through his narrowed slits of eyes. Then he climbed into the saddle and was off as fast as he could ride.

The sheriff turned to the rest of us. Youre not through yet, Porfilo, said he. Boys, what sort of a club has he been usin on the face of poor young Chase? Tell me the truth!

Only his fists! they chirped.

The sheriff gave me a gloomy look and, coming to me, he took my hands and examined my knuckles. They were badly skinned from the battering-ram service which had been exacted from them.

Was this a fair fight? asked the sheriff, staring at me, but obviously asking of the others.

Why, Chase began it! piped a chorus. Leon, he begged Chase to keep off of him, and Chase wouldnt!

The sheriff paused. Then he said to me: All right, kid. But this here sort of fightin aint boy stuff no more. Youve growed too big. Watch yourself, Porfilo, or youll be in trouble — bad — one of these days!

I suppose that I might call it my entrance into manhood, that speech of the sheriffs. Also, it was a prophecy.


V. FATHER MGUIRE QUESTIONS
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THAT BATTLE CROWNED me with a very new sort of glory. The other youngsters of Mendez had seen me rush into fights and absorb perhaps more punishment than I gave out until I battered the other fellow down by simply bulldogging my way through to the end. But this was very different. Style once seen, cannot be mistaken, and the clean-cut hitting and blocking and footwork which they had watched in me was a thrilling thing to my compatriots of Mendez. That day was a continual triumph to me, until I came back to the house of Father McGuire.

There was something in his mind; I could tell that by the way he looked at me, but it seemed at first to be entirely jovial.

I hear, said the good priest, that you have had a fight with big Harry Chase.

Where did you hear that? said I, as any vain boy would have asked.

The whole town is talking of very little else, said Father McGuire. You gave him a fine thumping, Leon?

He smiled at me. It seemed to me that I could feel his pride in me, and I expanded and swelled under the warmth of it.

He had enough before the finish, said I, and I was eager to tell him more. I wanted to dig into the details of that battle. There was no one else on the whole cattle range, I felt, who could understand the fine points of the work which I had done; there was no one else with whom it was really worth while to talk.

Father McGuire took out his pipe and stuffed it carefully.

Well, he said at last, you had a big job on your hands, I see!

Why? said I.

Why? Because he was older. Isnt he nineteen or twenty years old?

Hes seventeen — or maybe eighteen, said I.

But then hes much larger. I suppose hes fifteen or twenty pounds heavier than you are?

Not ten, said I.

Father McGuire shook his head. Nevertheless it was a risky business, said he. Here was a fellow older, heavier, and stronger than you are

Who said that he is stronger than I? I exclaimed.

Ah, but he must be, Lee. He has such a reputation!

I dunno what gave him the reputation, said I aggressively, for I hated the imputation that any boy of my own age or thereabout might be greater in sheer might of hand than I.

Well, said Father McGuire, we know that hes the younger brother of the famous Andrew Chase

I was hugely impressed by this. As a matter of fact, I had not heard anything about the Chase family in particular since they had come into our section of the range. But of a certain Andrew Chase I had heard vague reports from time to time.

But Andrew Chase is a middle-aged man, isnt he? said I.

Father McGuire smiled. Will you call twenty-one, middle-age? said he.

Ah? Is he only that age? How have we happened to hear so much of him? Has he been a killer? Is he still?

I was swelling with enthusiasm. Father McGuire looked a little sadly, a little sternly, upon me.

I hope that you never have to know Andrew Chase any better than you know him now, said he. As a matter of fact, he has not been a killer. Andrew is a hero, my boy.

What has he done? said I.

I hardly know, smiled Father McGuire. There are some people who impress the world in that way. They really dont have to do things. It is simply known that, when the time comes, they can do great things. I suppose that it is that way with Andrew Chase.

Id like to see how much of a hero he is! said I, bristling at the thought. For were not my knuckles still sore from the thumping which I had given to his brother?

Perhaps you will have a chance to find out what sort of a man he is, said Father McGuire, looking fixedly at me. But I hope not, my boy. I sincerely hope not!

Do you think that I would be afraid of him? said I, on fire.

He waved a hand as though banishing a question which was not to the point. However, said he, I am glad that you were able to handle Harry.

I did that! said I, with a great grin of satisfaction. I wish that you had been there to watch!

I wish that I had! said he, with an apparent warmth of gratification.

He came off his horse and rushed at me like a mad bull! said I.

Werent you a little afraid?

Just for a minute — I was. Id never stood up to any one who came smashing in like that — as though I were nothing, you see. But even if I was rattled, you had put enough sense into my hands and my arms. They took care of me until I woke up and saw that I could manage this big plunging chap well enough.

You werent long in getting your confidence!

Not long. I tried him with a few straight lefts — your own brand. Well, father, they went through his guard as if he didnt have one! All I had to do after that was to stand away and keep bobbing his head with my left. You would have thought that his face was tied to my fist by a rubber string, they connected so often!

I laughed with the brutal joy of that recollection, and Father McGuire was seized with a violent fit of coughing which forced him to cover his face with one hand. When he spoke again, he was looking down at the floor, and not at me.

But didnt he try to close with you, Lee?

He did. But — he wasnt even as strong as I am! Oh, yes, he was strong, and he was pretty hot to kill me, you might say. That made him enough to scare the strength out of most people. But I found after a grip or two that he didnt have much weight on me and that I was really a lot stronger than he. Besides, he didnt know the first thing about wrestling. He didnt know a single grip!

I laughed again, dropping my head far back and letting the chuckle shake me to my very toes.

When you saw that, he was pretty much at your mercy? said Father McGuire.

I begged him not to come in after me, said I. I knew that I could do anything I wanted with him.

When did you find that out? asked Father McGuire.

Oh, before wed swung our fists more than two or three times.

But he wouldnt stop?

No. He kept coming in. So I gave him a lesson he wont forget! I tried everything you ever taught me, Father McGuire. I tried jabs in close, and straight punches, and half-arm rips and smashes, and overhand dropping punches that went smashing all the way down his face, and uppercuts short and full arm. I hooked and even swung; and then I hit straight. Oh, it was great!

I did everything but play for his body; I wanted to leave some strength in him to stand up till the finish — but when I heard the sheriff coming, I knew that I couldnt play with Chase any more. So I tried a full-arm smash at him. You know that driving right that youve taught me, with just a bit of hook at the end of it? I gave him that. Youd of thought that Id hit him on the back of the head with a mallet, the way he dived into the dust! Youd of laughed, Father McGuire!

Father McGuire jumped suddenly out of his chair and began to walk up and down the room. It was a great thing to see his nervous, quick steps. I felt that he was fighting the battle through again from beginning to end and rejoicing in having such a fine pupil as I.

Suddenly he said to me: Go harness the horse to the buggy, Leon.

Is there anything wrong? said I.

Im too much moved to talk to you about it now, said Father McGuire. But I want you to go and harness that horse at once. Then bring it around to the front of the house. Hurry, Leon!

I could see that he was very excited; and what he was excited about had to do with my description of the fight, I had no doubt. However, I knew that it would not be wise to speak to him about it now. I had formed the habit of obedience while I was under his rule.

So I went out to the pasture and called the horse and harnessed it when the good-natured old beast came to my call. In a few minutes I had the buggy and the horse in front of the house. I found that Father McGuire was already waiting at the gate. He climbed into the rig and took the reins.

Run inside for your hat and your coat, said he.

Do I go with you? said I.

You do, said he. But now, hurry as fast as you can! This thing that we have to do must be done together.

I did as he directed, and presently we whirled away down the street, and out of the dingy blackness of Mendez to the open plains, where the stars burned twice as low and twice as bright, with a thousand miles of stillness lying on either hand. We jogged on for five miles, and then Father McGuire turned the horse into the lane that led for the new Chase house!

I could not believe it, at first. I turned in the seat and stared down at the erect, square-shouldered outline of the little priest. How familiar that silhouette was, with the head thrusting a little forward, eagerly!

I began to grow afraid. I could never tell what was passing in that brain of his. I really knew him less at the end of eight months living with him than I had known him at the beginning. What was his purpose now?

He was sufficiently mysterious to me to make me realize that I must make no question of him; and I also realized that whatever he intended must be right. I could not imagine him doing a wrong thing. However, no boy is entirely interested in right for its own sake. The end is the thing that the boy has his attention fastened upon, and he does not particularly care about the means to that end.

We stopped at the hitching rack before the house and I, getting down and taking the hitching rope from the back of the buggy, was lost in wonder at the dimensions of the big building.

I had seen it before, when the Carey family lived here. I had even delivered meat at the door. But Mr. Chase had ordered the remodeling of the place on an extensive scale before he came to take up his residence in it. It was three stories, instead of two, and it soared above me like a mountain. It rambled away on either side in wings, either one of which was larger than the biggest house in little Mendez town. Here and there was a lighted window, dotting the great outline of the big place rather than illuminating it.


VI. LEONS APOLOGY
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WE WENT UP to the front door, with Father McGuire walking briskly in the lead; I lagged to the rear, more unwilling with every step that we took. In answer to the bell, a servant opened the door.

Father McGuire wishes to see Mr. Chase on an important matter, said the little priest.

We were ushered into a lofty hall. It ran to the uppermost roof of the house, and I lifted my eyes with awe up the shadowy walls of that spacious chamber. Then we were led into a little room at the side. I remained standing, and so did Father McGuire, with his eyes bent upon the floor.

Then a brisk, heavy step sounded through the hall, and I saw a florid man with a vivacious eye and a well-trimmed, blond mustache standing before us. He went up to the priest and offered his hand.

You are Father McGuire? said he.

I am, said my friend. I have come to introduce you to young Leon Porfilo.

He nodded to me.

This is Mr. Chase, Leon.

Ah? said the rancher, and he looked at me with a sudden stiffening of his upper lip, which reminded me of his sons expression as he rushed into battle. How do you do, Leon Porfilo, said he, without shaking hands.

What I have to say, said Father McGuire, I wish to say before all your family, Mr. Chase. I want Mrs. Chase to hear it. I wish to have your elder son present. I particularly wish to have Harry Chase in the room.

The rancher flushed a little and looked not at the priest but straight at me, until I wished myself a thousand miles from that spot. I idled restlessly from foot to foot on the thick rug.

Harry, said Mr. Chase, as you probably know, is not presentable this evening.

Nevertheless, said Father McGuire, it is very important that he should be one of those to hear what we have to say!

I was disturbed by the plural. What did I have to say? I had not the slightest idea!

Do you consider it important? said Mr. Chase, with a cold little sneering smile, which again was familiar to me from my meeting with his son.

I consider it important — very, said Father McGuire, and his intent eyes drew back the glance of Mr. Chase until the sneer disappeared from his face.

This is very odd, said the rich man.

It is very necessary, corrected Father McGuire.

Mr. Chase suddenly snapped his fingers. You interest me, said he. You shall have it your own way.

He took us down the hall and into a big living room where a little lady was tinkling the keys of a big piano.

She was Mrs. Chase, very slender, with a girlish figure and a face still beautiful — as dark in complexion and eyes and hair, as her husband was fair. She shook hands most cordially with Father McGuire, but when she heard my name, she started and gave me a look of horror as though a snake had crawled across her path. Poor lady, if she could have looked a little more deeply into the future, she would have loathed me in very fact!

Then I was presented, with the priest, to the elder son, Andrew. He was like his father in bulk. He was like his mother in the graceful finish of his face and his body, and in his black hair and his dark, bright eyes.

He had a cool, calm way with him that sent a shiver through me.

He said to Father McGuire: I dont understand why your young friend should be here tonight.

I suppose no one could have thought of a more insulting speech; I wanted to kill him — or to flee from the house! Then I heard Mr. Chase exclaiming: Andrew! No more of that! We are to have Harry with us, also.

Harry? said Andrew, giving me a flashing glance that went through me like a sword blade. An infernal outrage! Do you want to humiliate the poor boy again?

However, Mr. Chase sent for Harry; and he talked easily enough through the following heavy pause until Harry appeared with his face criss-crossed with bandages. Only one eye was exposed, and that looked forth through a discolored slit. When he saw me, he stopped short, and then he whirled on his father in a rage.

Why do you want me here, sir? said he.

Mr. Chase waved to Father McGuire. You see, said he, that this makes quite a commotion in my house. I suppose that you have something to say to us, father?

I have come, said Father McGuire, in the first place to apologize for the outrageous thing which my young protigi has done to-day!

Come, come, broke in Andrew Chase. Theres no need of apologies! Apologies dont make the thing any better. Harry has simply been thrashed. Words dont help matters!

Young man, said the fiery priest, you speak too quickly about important matters. You lack a quarter of a century of life; when you reach that age you will know better than to speak without forethought. I have come to tell you that there is no cause for Harry Chase to feel any shame.

Thats a rare one, said Andrew.

If you please, Andrew! said his father with much dignity.

Father McGuire wheeled on Andrew, saying: Would you be ashamed of your brother if he had been beaten by a professional pugilist?

Of course not.

What I wish to tell you in the first place is that Leon Porfilo has been practicing boxing under my instruction for the greater part of a year. A match between him and an untrained boy is as bad as a match between a man armed with a rapier and another armed with a paper knife.

The thing which he has done today, in taking advantage of his skill and his training to batter a boy who probably has never had a moment of scientific training — is simply a frightful outrage. I have come to tell you that I feel this thing. I am covered with shame because of it. I believe that Leon himself realizes that he has done a shameful thing!

It was quite a staggering position for me, as you may imagine. I felt the very floor shaking beneath my feet, but I felt, also, the burning eyes of Father McGuire upon me. What he had said was a revelation to me. The sudden frankness and the bitter truth of his words rushed in on me. I saw that the thing of which I had been so proud was, in reality, worthy of nothing but a great, black shame.

I managed to make myself take a step or two out in front of Father McGuire. I was trembling and about as sick as any boy has ever been in this world, because a boys pride is almost his whole soul, his whole existence!

I said in a gasping voice: I didnt see it that way when we were fighting, Harry. But I see it now. II acted like a dog, because I knew more than you did. I want to — beg your pardon.

I wonder if I have felt such a consummate agony as I did at that moment, dragging that apology up from the most exquisitely sensitive roots of my soul.

I think every one was a little astonished and shocked; there was too much shame and pride and suffering in my voice and my face to go as a light thing; and there was a bit of a hush until Andrew Chase said carelessly:

Well, Harry, there you are. I suppose that makes up for the good beating you got.

No! cried Harry. Ill never stop until Ive beaten him worse than he beat me! Ill never stop until hes

Harry! cried his mother. What are you saying?

Ill never stop, cried Harry, until Ive had him on his knees, begging for mercy — with other people to hear him beg!

There were exclamations from his father and his mother that half covered these words. But when he was ended, I heard Andrew Chase say with a contented smile:

Thats a very good way to put it, Harry. I love you for that!

It is one thing to humiliate oneself in order to make an apology. It is another thing to tender the apology and have it refused. I felt a hot burst of emotion against Father McGuire for having brought me into this predicament; what the others had to say I hardly marked, but I heard Father McGuire saying:

This is an extremely unreasonable attitude, Mr. Chase. I trust that you realize it!

In matters of common sense, the proud man answered, I interfere with the affairs of my sons. In matters of honor, I trust them to find the right way. After all, your young friend admits that he has brought this trouble upon his own head!

Father McGuire was angered, and he showed it. He said: My hope now is that no harm will come out of this matter. My meaning by that is: No greater harm than has been done already.

What may you mean by that? asked Mr. Chase, frowning.

If you do not understand now, said Father McGuire, I trust that the meaning of what I say will never be made clear to you later on.

He bade them good night and took me with him from the house. I was never so glad to leave any place.

On the way home, he gave me the reins.

She steps out for you better, he explained. Besides, Im too angry to trust myself to the handling of a horse.

We had flown down the road at a fast clip for a mile or more and turned onto the main highway before he touched my arm.

I am proud of you, Leon, said he. I could not tell you beforehand how you should act at the house of Mr. Chase. I wanted to see if you had enough pride and sense to see what was the right way. I think that you have done enough! More than any other young man of this community would have done. It was a handsome apology, all things considered. It was a handsome apology, after I put you so brutally in the wrong. I think you have done quite enough!

He repeated these things in this manner for several moments, and I could see that he was highly excited. During the rest of the ride, he broke out from time to time in the same fashion. He would ask me questions which were already answered in his own mind and which therefore required no comment from me.

If there is evil, now, let it be upon their own heads! We have done enough. We have gone more than halfway!

Or again he cried suddenly: Did you notice that handsome rascal, Andrew Chase? Do you understand now why it is that a man does not have to do great things before he is considered a great man?

I could understand very readily. Little as Andrew had said, I knew him. I felt his steady nerve, his cruel pride, his dauntless courage. When one sees a great locomotive panting and trembling on the rails, ones sense of power is almost as great as though it is seen dragging a great train up a sharp grade.

We reached home, and Father McGuire said no more to me on the subject for a full three weeks. Then he came home one night with a darkened forehead and said:

Young Harry Chase is taking boxing lessons. Have you heard of that?

I admitted that I had not.

He went on to tell me that Andrew had cast about for some time looking for a proper instructor. He himself was a fine boxer, as he did all things well. But he wanted a still more expert man to give Harry his tuition. Finally one had been found. He was an ex-pugilist who had made something of a stir in the middleweight ranks until a broken jaw, which refused to knit properly, had made him retire from the ranks of the professional pugilists.

You understand, Leon, what this means, said Father McGuire, and there he dropped the subject.

But I understood very well, of course. I had a too vivid picture of those two big men struggling together, while the pugilist stood by and corrected their errors — or, rather, the errors of Harry, for it was hard to imagine Andrew Chase doing anything wrong. If he hit, he would by nature strike, and strike hard. If he blocked, he could not fail to pick off the flying hand that shot toward him. How vastly Harry would stride forward in this manner, with a marvelous sparring partner and an excellent teacher every day!

Moreover, the entire district heard of what was happening, and the entire district waited in suspense.

It was considered the height of sporting correctness, among those Westerners. Since I had learned to box, it was thought very fit and proper that Harry Chase should perfect himself as much as possible and then challenge me to a fight fairly and in the open. Had the Chase family been other than upright and fair, it was pointed out that they could have used their enormous influence in many ways to make my life miserable.

I suppose, for my part, that Mr. Chase looked upon this proceeding on the part of his son with as much approval as any one else. He could not see, any more than the others could see, the dreadful results which would eventually roll out of this small beginning. It seemed no more than play, boyish rivalry! But I, in fact, understood vaguely what was coming. Not fully or directly, or I should have fled from the country and taken a new name and gone to hide myself from the tragedy which was coming. But it was only a dim premonition.

Father McGuire had brought home that thought to me by the dark suggestions which were in the speech he had made to the Chase family on the unforgettable night. He called the same forebodings into my mind one day when he said to me:

Are you still working in the gymnasium, Leon?

I told him that I was going through my paces every day for a full two hours. He looked at my drawn face and pink cheeks and nodded.

Yet, Leon, said he, I think that the wisest thing would be for you to leave this district and go some place else!

Run away from Harry Chase! cried I.

Not from Harry Chase — but from his brother and from yourself! said Father McGuire.

I could only gape at him. I could understand that Andrew, in time, might become a menace to me. But what danger lay in my own nature, I could not for the moment see. I was to learn in good time.

But Father McGuire did not stop at good advice. When he saw that my pride was sure to keep me at my task and sure to keep me ready for Harry Chase whenever that strong young man was prepared to tackle me, the priest gave over all talk. He simply made it a point to go out to our little gymnasium with me every day and spar.

Marksmanship in boxing becomes of vital importance, and Father McGuire encouraged my practice by devising a novel idea which, I think, was unique with him. He plastered a bit of tape just in front of the second big knuckle on either hand. Then he marked four targets on the big sand bag, one to correspond with either side of a mans chin, one for the pit of the stomach, one for the spot beneath the heart.

None of those targets — which were merely bits of white tape — were larger than half an inch in diameter. Then the tapes on my hands were blackened and the sand bag was started swinging back and forth rapidly. When I attacked that shifting bag, I was supposed to strike at those targets and land on them and on no other spots.

It would astonish you to hear how often I missed and how seldom I landed accurately. There is a temptation, as every boxer knows, to squint the eyes under the physical strain of striking a blow. I learned to keep my eyes open all the time and watch the work of my hands to the instant they landed. I had to learn, not only to hit to the vital target, but also to hit with all my force. For accuracy is useless without the full punching power behind it.

In the meantime, the weeks turned into months, and still there was no appearance of young Harry Chase in the streets of the little town of Mendez. I understood this, also. He was a headlong fellow, but his brother, Andrew, the controlling genius of the family, had seen the effects of my work upon Harry, and knew that there would have to be great work before Harry was able to face me upon even terms.

The winter passed. The spring came. I was seventeen, and I had filled out to something of my full stature. I weighed, at that time, a little more than a hundred and seventy-five pounds; and though it was all hard, effective weight, my efforts to follow the gyrations of Father McGuire when he boxed with me had kept my footwork light and easy, and my boxing fast and sure.

In the meantime, there was a good deal of talk in Mendez, and most of it was not complimentary to the courage of Harry Chase. He would never be ready for the fight, they said. But I had no doubts on that score. I had seen Andrew Chase, and I knew his power of will. So, on a fine, clear day in the first week of May, I was not surprised when young Sam Harrison came running to Father McGuires house to tell me that Harry Chase was in the town and asking for me.


VII. A BIT OF STRATEGY
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I CANNOT HELP wondering, often, why they had not arranged to fight this battle in some secluded barn. I suppose it was because Andrew insisted on having the affair fought under conditions of ground and scene which would duplicate the first event. Men and women and boys of Mendez had seen his brother frightfully and shamefully beaten in the first place. He proposed that Harry should beat me with equal violence, in the same place — and with the same number of witnesses.

The same number? The street was alive with people as I walked down its length. Work was stopped. Women crowded the upper windows, and there was a flying cloud of boys, big and small, come out to be on the site of the encounter.

I saw the three of them, finally, as I turned the corner into the old Mexican plaza which was the center of the village. They were coming across the open plot, and I went slowly toward them, very white of face, I am afraid, and very stiff of body. In my stomach there was a feeling of waterish weakness.

There was Andrew Chase, first of all, no taller than his younger brother, and scarcely as bulky, but lifted out from the others as a tiger is distinguishable among mere cattle. At his side was his younger brother, looking drawn and fit for action, and rosy-faced with self-confidence. On the farther side of Harry was a thick-shouldered man with a broad, twisted face. That was Dan Rowley, the prize fighter. I had no need to be told that. I felt, somehow, that although I had to fight one of the trio only, the weight of the brains of the entire three would overwhelm me.

Andrew stepped out before the others. He came up to me and said simply enough: I suppose you know why Harry is in town?

I had to gulp down a cold lump in my throat, before I could admit that I did surmise why he had come.

Andrew lingered an instant, with contempt in his eyes as he noted my pallor. Then he turned on his heel and went back to his brother.

He said, loud enough for every member of that densely gathering crowd to hear him: I dont think youll have enough work to warm you up, Harry. Hes in a blue funk!

That, if you like, was a cruel speech. It brought upon me an instant focusing of many eyes. Then anxious voices began to mutter behind me:

Dont lay down to him, kid! Hes bigger, but youll beat him. He cant lick you, Lee!

He was, in fact, a vital matter of ten or fifteen pounds heavier; and he had that great additional advantage of an extra year. Every year at that young season of life helps to harden and toughen a boys muscle.

I gave my supporters a wan smile and replied by silently stripping off my coat and then my shirt. I tightened my belt and stood out, naked to the waist. It caused a little murmur of enthusiastic applause. In fact, I was well trained. My chest was already arching as manhood increased upon me; my arms were alive with long, sinewy muscles, and my neck was growing heavier.

That murmur died away entirely when Harry Chase followed my example and showed across the breast and shoulders, beneath a stretched filament of transparent skin, thick, rubbery cushions of muscle, and deep currents of power playing up and down his arms like currents of shifting quicksilver, at every movement of his hands.

I suppose that each of us looked three years older as we squared off. I was grave, thoughtful, and — frankly — very weak with fear. Harry Chase was fairly bursting with a confident sense of his power and of the great new art of self-defense into which he had been initiated so thoroughly.

How thoroughly, I could tell by his manner of looking eagerly into my eyes as he put up his hands, and by the easy, graceful manner in which he came into his guard — nothing rigid in an inch of his big body.

I knew it would be a fight and a real one, this time. But I did not think any too well of my chances. How much I should have given for the kindly, shrewd face of Father McGuire behind me!

The crowd thought no better of me than I did of myself. I looked big and strong, but Harry seemed still larger and still more powerful. Besides, he overmatched me quite with his bubbling confidence and his handsome, smiling face.

Ill put down fifty bones on Harry Chase! bellowed a cow-puncher.

Ill lay you three to one on Chase!

Aw, pikers, take a breath! A hundred to twenty on Harry Chase.

It was a veritable roar, and the more they talked the smaller was the chance of their finding a backer for me until a sharp voice cut across them: Ill take every bet on Chase. Ill take you at your own odds. Here, you, wheres that hundred to twenty? Heres my twenty. Heres some more — plenty more for anybody who wants to bet!

I turned and saw a gray-headed, thin-faced man with a very solemn face, and both hands filled with money. He saw me turn and he said: I think you can lick that big sucker, kid. Do you think so?

I dont know, said I, with a little warming of my blood.

If you dont know, its a bad sign, said he in his crisp way. But remember one thing — the first blood isnt the last blood!

He was quite right about one part of his speech, at least. First blood went to Harry Chase, and he drew it with his first blow — which was a long-sliding straight left that would have made Father McGuire shout with admiration. It darted over my tardy, feeble guard as we squared off, and it landed fairly on the end of my nose, with a tingling force that snapped my head back and brought the warm blood. My nose had turned numb, but I could taste my own blood on my lips.

Follow up! cried Andrew Chase. In at him, Harry! The body!

That was a very neat bit of strategy — to drive at my body while I was a bit off balance. But the sound of Andrews voice roused me to desperation. The hands of big Harry were enough against me. The wits of Andrew Chase were a frightful handicap. Like a cornered rat, I opened my eyes and began to fight as if for my life.

I caught two smashing blows by jerking out my elbows, and I saw the face of Harry wither with pain as his hands landed on the sharp bones.

Then I went in with my first attack. But my fighting spirit still was not up, and his skill was immensely improved. I merely found myself hammering at forearms on which my punches landed; then a darting right caught me at the base of the jaw and knocked me staggering.

There was no pause. Harry Chase would not wait for new and easy chances. He followed up every advantage with a lunge like a bull. Plainly that wise brother of his had not attempted to remake the nature of Harry, but had simply added skill to his natural disposition to attack, and still attack, savagely, relentlessly. Harry came swarming after me, and I tried my first trick, which was to lean forward and wrap my arms around my head.

Hes quitting! screamed a dozen disgusted voices. Hes got enough.

Harry Chase, gasping with a savage joy, hammered at my well-protected head, unheeding the wise shouts of his brother to straighten me up with an uppercut. When both of Harrys hands were flung wide in the eager fury of his assault, I uncovered suddenly and took Andrews advice myself by snapping my right fist up under the chin of Harry.

Oh, wise Father McGuire! That sharp-shooting practice stood me in good stead now. It was not a tremendously powerful blow, but it landed so neatly on the button that Harry Chase reeled away. I slid in after him, brought his guard down with a long blow to the body, and then dropped him in his tracks with a neat right cross that hummed over to the point of the chin.

I stood back in the midst of a wild turmoil; but all I saw was not the fallen fellow on the ground, but the face of Andrew Chase, cold with anger as he fixed his black eyes upon me.

Take your time, Harry, said Andrew, still with his eyes fixed grimly upon me. This is a finish fight, and theres no referee to count you out. Take your time and get up when your head has cleared.

The answer of Harry was a roar of fury, and he bounded to his feet to charge again.

Not the blind charges of our first fight. He fought with a wicked skill, in spite of his passion. But still, anger is a cloudy emotion. It dimmed the eyes of Chase, and my own were wide open. I caught him with two long, raking punches as he came in and then, ducking his swings, I opened on his body.

Brave and strong as he was, that fire weakened him and sent him back, gasping. My work was written upon his ribs in crimson splotches, and all around me was an uproar as the backers of Harry strove to hedge their bets.

He charged again, and for the first time I met him with all my might. It was only a left-hander, but that hook spatted against his mouth and laid him flat on his back.

I knew, with a feeling of a strange relief, rather than a great leap of the spirit, that this fight was in my hands, as the first one had been.

Before he was up, I said to Andrew Chase: He cant hurt me, and I can hurt him. Will you take him off?

Hell tear you in two, in a moment, said Andrew, and he was white with a torment of shame and crushed pride. This was his own brother, his own flesh, that was going down before me. He could not forget it; in fact, he never did.

But Harry did not tear me in two.

As he came up: Stand off and box! commanded Andrew.

Harry obeyed and stood off to box at long range. It was no use. That was not his natural style. If I could get my gloves past the skillful guard of Father McGuire, I could certainly flash my bare fists past the arms of Harry Chase. I did. His hair leaped on his head as my blows thudded home.

I turned him halfway round with an overhand right that made his knees sag, and the dazed look in his eyes was reflected sharply by a look of anguish and almost terror in the eyes of Andrew.

Clinch! shouted Andrew, and poor Harry swung about and lurched in to obey orders.

The habit of obedience to that voice, built of a life of custom, reached even his punch-dazed brain. I let him come in, and then tied up his arms in a clinch — which is a neat little art in itself.

I said over his shoulder: You fellows see that Harry Chase isnt good enough to lick me. Will you stop this fight before I have to hurt him?

Andrew stepped forward.

Have you had enough of this, Porfilo? said he.

I? No, hes hardly touched me.

The yellow comes out on a greaser sooner or later, said Andrew, sneering. I thought it might be coming out in you!

It was about as nasty a speech as anyone could have devised, and it was greeted with a heavy silence from the circle around me. I let Harry Chase tear himself away from me. There was a devil in me then. I caught poor Harry with two cutting blows to the face that brought a gush of crimson each time.

Has he had enough? I shouted to Andrew Chase.

You cur! breathed Andrew Chase. Youll be ripe for me, one of these days!

Again his speech was greeted with silence. As for me, I was beginning to see red in my rage. I slashed Harry across the face again, and as he staggered, I plunged my right hand into the pit of his stomach. He doubled up and fell with a grunt. There he lay, kicking and squirming in the dust, quite winded. I stepped across his fallen body and said to Andrew Chase:

You called me a greaser, Chase. Do you mean that?

Are you ashamed of your race? sneered he.

Youre older and stronger than I am, said I, but I wont stand for that.

What will you do about it, then, Porfilo? said he.

Ill have your apology, said I, beginning to tremble.

My apology? said he, and smiled.

I struck out that smile by flicking my open hand across his face, and the next instant a thunderbolt struck me to the ground.

It was the fist of Andrew Chase. I had heard of blinding speed before, but this was as inescapable as the lightning flash to which I have compared it. The blow landed fairly on my chin; I felt a concussion at the base of my head; and I dropped into deep darkness.

When I recovered, there was still a spinning blackness before my eyes. In the swirl I detected many faces, and I struggled to my feet, when I staggered dizzily.

Wheres Andrew Chase? I asked.

But Andrew Chase was gone. He had left and taken his brother with him long before I recovered from the trance into which his fist had knocked me.

Now, as my head cleared, and as I realized what had happened, I found strained, stern faces around me and many eyes that looked upon me with a sort of intense hatred. But that hatred was not for me. It was for the thing which I had been forced to suffer. I saw the lean, gray-headed man come through the rest, and he took my hand.

It was a low thing, said he. How old are you, my friend?

Seventeen, said I.

He turned and spat in the dust. Hes seventeen! said he to the others.

They nodded their confirmation.

How old is Andrew Chase? he asked.

Twenty-two, said several voices.

A grown man and a boy, said the little stranger. Do you allow this thing to pass like this? Is that the Arizona way?

I dont want help, said I. Ill handle my own affairs. Andrew Chase is too much for me now, but Im not at my full strength, yet.

The little man turned his gray head to me again. If Im not mistaken, said he, therell be a little nest of hell raised around this town as a memento of today. The rest of you can write down what I say. Keep it in mind. Keep it in red. Some day a bomb will break. Then I should not like to be in the boots of the Chase family!

That black day was not relieved by the homecoming of Father McGuire, who found me with my books spread out before me on the library table and my head buried in my hands. He sat down opposite me. I was too sick at heart to look up at him.

Of course, said he, I have heard everything.

I did not answer.

He went on: I made a point of asking from several eye-witnesses. Each of them gave me a picture that was a little blacker that the one before. Personally, I cannot understand it! Andrew Chase is not the sort of a man who could do such a thing. It isnt possible. It isnt in his eyes or his speech. I cant imagine it in his heart.

Still I did not speak.

Have you made up your mind about what you will do, Leon? said he at the last.

Ill wait, said I bitterly. Its all that I can do, isnt it?

He sighed.

Is it too much to ask you to forget? said he.

At this, I looked up indeed! I smiled at him. Its too much! said I. A hundred people saw him do it, and theyll never forget. How can you ask me to?

Father McGuire rose and walked restlessly around the room, striking his hands together and then dragging them apart.

The thing grows, said he. It grows every moment! I had a foreboding of it before, but now I feel the certainty of it. The pride of Andrew Chase — thats the keystone of the arch! It will never stop working until he has ruined everything! How many lives will be involved?


VIII. A PROPOSITION
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I HAVE NO doubt that, had it been any person other than Andrew Chase, the community would have taken action, and very stern action, against him. But he was the son of the richest and most respected man in the whole range; and he was also Andrew Chase! To see him, to conceive of him, was to conceive and see a person incapable of a small or knavish action. He might be capable of some crime, but it would have to be upon a grand scale. But Andrew Chase in the role of a bully? Surely not!

I myself, thinking of the matter, could hardly see him again doing the very thing which the purple lump on my chin was evidence that he had done. He might be a thousand things — but surely never a bully!

I do not believe that it was the pressure of any public opinion, which made him do what he next attempted. The thing came out of his own mind and his own heart, and I suppose that I have to admit that it was worthy of him. The hatred which I feel now for Andrew was built up in after years. He had changed from his youth before he accomplished the things which make me loathe him now!

At any rate, that same evening, as we were finishing our coffee after supper, old Mimsy answered the doorbell and came scurrying back in a fright to tell us that Mr. Andrew Chase had just arrived to call upon us.

Father McGuire gave me a look which was eloquent enough. But I told him that I would do nothing foolish, and that I hoped I would not say a foolish thing, either. Then we went in together to Andrew Chase. Mimsy had ushered him into the library. He stood up to greet us as we entered.

First he shook the hand of Father McGuire. Then he turned to me and said: I wont offer you my hand at present, Porfilo. Not until we have had a chance to talk and you have had a chance to consider my apology. Then we will shake hands, I hope.

Father McGuire fairly groaned with relief.

He said: I knew that you would do something like this. It was unlike you to take advantage of him, Andrew Chase. I am grateful to Heaven for it.

It was the most detestable thing I have done in my life, said Andrew. I am grateful to you because you knew I could not let things stand as they were without another word. Of course I have to do something. I am just now turning over in my mind some sort of an apology which may please Leon Porfilo. Do you know exactly what I did to him?

This was really exceedingly adroit. He turned to Father McGuire and discussed his own sins as though it were a detached wickedness with which he really had no vital connection. Even at that age I was able to understand and admire his policy.

I think that I have heard all the details of the affair, said Father McGuire, but not from Leon.

Exactly, said Andrew, flashing a quick glance at me. A man of spirit doesnt talk about such things, of course. Well, sir, to put the whole thing in a word, Leon Porfilo, who is a gentleman, was used by me as though he were a rat. Thats putting it mildly. In the first place, I called him a greaser.

In the second place, I stood to what I said. In the third place, when he very promptly and properly resented what I had said, I took advantage of my superior age and strength to knock him senseless. I tell you, sir, that when I review those things, I cannot see myself in the role. There must have been a devil in me!

He had grown red and then pale, and there was a look of disgust in his handsome face.

Ive done such a thing, said he, as a man cannot forget. It will be a detestable stain in my mind so long as I live. There is only one extenuating remark which I can make. I dont claim it as an excuse, but to help to show you how I could have acted as I did act: I was maddened at the sight of my brother battered and helpless in the hands of a younger and smaller man than himself after all the work which we had put upon him to make him capable of a better fight! I was in a frenzy, and the thing got the best of me. It was worse than drunkenness; it was a thing that makes me writhe now as I think of it!

You are very severe with yourself, said Father McGuire gravely. But I admit that I feel you are not too severe.

Not a whit! declared Andrew Chase.

Here he turned sharply round upon me. Porfilo, said he, I have several direct apologies to make to you.

In the first place, I reflected upon an ancestry which is just as cleanly Anglo-Saxon as my own.

In the second place, I badgered you while you were in the midst of the fight with another man who should have given you hard work enough without my help.

In the third place, like a brutal bully, I took advantage of my own size and my strength to strike you down.

He concluded this list of facts, which made my face burn, by saying simply: If a man had done such things to me, I think I could never forget it. I tell you that frankly. But that is because my family has always been cursed with a species of false pride which is one of the worst vices in the world.

I would nourish a sulky resentment until I had a chance to fight it out. But I think there may be finer stuff than that in you, Porfilo. If you accept my apology in the first place, dont dream that anyone will ever accuse you of cowardice. Not at all! The manner in which you have disposed of my brother on two successive occasions

Here he was forced to pause, for he was breathing hard, and his breath came in gasps. The color changed in his face, and for a moment he was livid. He mastered himself as quickly as he could, but I had had a sufficient glimpse of emotions which were almost beyond my conception. Proud I might be; but I could never rival such pride as this, which became a veritable physical thing!

In a word, went on Andrew Chase, I am offering you my hand. If you take it, I shall feel that you have helped to clean away a very soiled place in my honor. Will you be generous enough to forgive me for the things I have done, Porfilo?

He said it in an indescribable manner, so filled with grace and with directness, so filled with humility and with pride that my heart melted at once. Truly, this fellow was full of magic! I had been raging with resentment an instant before. Now I found myself surging with the very kindest emotions concerning Andrew Chase.

Why, I said, I can understand. You wanted Harry to win. Then you got mad — and you did a lot of things that anybody might be apt to do. I wont keep any resentment. If you knocked me down, you did it fairly enough. Some day I might want to take another shot at you, though.

When you do, said he, very grave, come to me day or night and well go off by ourselves or back to the same town plaza, and you can have your satisfaction. A large satisfaction its apt to be, if you grow into your promise for manhood, Leon!

Was not this enough? Yes, sufficient to make me seize his hand and to wring it with all my might.

Ive forgotten everything! I — I thank you for being so square and coming to me like this. Tomorrow Im going to let people know that I have no grudge against you!

Will you do that? he asked a little eagerly.

I will.

Then we can talk about the next thing thats in my mind, and in my fathers mind, also. Its really more difficult than the first proposition. I may need your help in it, Father McGuire!

Youve done one good thing to-night, said Father McGuire. His heart was in his voice. Itll be odd if I dont help you to do another.

This has to do with poor Harry. I told you before that the Chase family is cursed with a devilish pride, and Harry, poor fellow, has as big a share as any of us. Well, Father McGuire, he has tried twice to match his fists against Leons and twice he has been beaten fairly and squarely by a youngster smaller and younger than himself. Both times a whole town has been able to look on at the affair! Thats rather irksome, youll admit.

I admit it, said Father McGuire, as grave as ever.

Harry knows, now, that he hasnt the hand craft to stand up to Leon Porfilo. Very few men of any age could. But most men would accept that fact, no matter how they had to grit their teeth about it. My great fear is that Harry is apt to go a step farther. I am afraid, in a word, that he may take to some other weapon than his hands!

Neither Father McGuire nor I spoke a word in answer to this.

Andrew Chase went on: We cant control Harry. Hes half insane with shame and rage. If we send him away, hell slip back and come at you. Then Heaven knows what the consequences may be. Hes a handy fellow with a gun; far handier than he is with his fists! But I dont think fear of him would ever budge you, Leon.

What we want to do — my father and I — is to ask you to slip out to a different section of the country. For instance, if you had in mind something such as starting in partnership with some older man — say the cattle business, or a long apprenticeship, or some such matter — why, if five or six thousand in spot cash would influence you — it would be a delight to supply you!

Father McGuire looked at me, and I at him. I was bewildered. Then the priest put his hand on my shoulder.

I have had only one son in my house, Mr. Chase, said he.

I believe I understand, said Andrew gently, and therefore I know that you will not stand between him and a bright future. Besides, you would be helping my family out of a frightful danger.

I think that is true, said Father McGuire. He made a little pause before he turned to me. Their eyes bore heavily upon me.

My dear Leon, said that good man, it goes much against my heart, but I feel that for your own sake and also for the sake of that headstrong young man, Harry Chase, you should accept what Mr. Chase has suggested. Take time, then, before you give me an answer!

I did take time. I turned that matter back and forth as deliberately as I could, but, strive as I would, I could not reconcile myself to the idea. It was one thing to accept the apology of Andrew Chase and continue to live on as I had been living before in the house of good Father McGuire. It was still another matter to advance against the public voice by leaving Mendez and skulking away so secretly that Harry Chase might never find me.

No matter how many times a man proves himself a hero, if he has ever shown the white feather, even for a fraction of a second, it is neither forgotten nor forgiven. So it would be with my name and my fame.

I looked up from all of these reflections straight into the eye of Andrew Chase.

I respect you too much, I told him, to think that youd advise me to do this, if youd looked at it from my angle. I cant back out. Ive got to stay here and see this through.

Andrew Chase turned with a gesture of despair to Father McGuire.

But I stopped all argument and killed it at the root by simply saying: Twenty years from now, suppose somebody from Mendez met me and said to himself: There goes the fellow that was scared out of Mendez by young Harry Chase! Well, that would be enough to make me wish that Id died.

Of course, being sensible men, they knew that they could not argue against pride and prejudice like this. They simply glanced at one another, Andrew with his question and Father McGuire with a shake of the head. Then Andrew changed his tone at once. He told me he was sorry that he could not move me to do what he and his father wanted me to, but at the same time that did not alter his respect and liking for me.

He shook my hand again, asked me again to forgive him, and was assured by my simple self that I was glad to have met him, even at a price such as I had paid.

When Andrew had left, Father McGuire said: Did you mean that?

I meant it! said I. Of course, some day Im going to try to thrash him, because of the way he knocked me down. But

Dont you suppose that he knows that? said Father McGuire. Havent you told him that?

Of course! I admitted.

Do you think that hell stand by and let you have that chance?

A man like Andrew Chase will, said I.

I dont know, said Father McGuire. But, between you and me, I think this young man talks just a little too smoothly. Hes only twenty-two, and though that may seem a very mature age to you, it makes me wonder! He controls himself too well. There is a great deal of the diplomat about young Mr. Chase, or else I am very mistaken.

I gave no credit to Father McGuires insinuations of double dealing on the part of Andrew. I was only seventeen!

A new phase of my life began to develop now. By the warning of Andrew Chase himself, we knew that Harry was more or less of an expert with a revolver, and since he was such an expert, I expected him daily to ride down upon me and attempt to gain his satisfaction at my expense by putting a bullet through my head.

For my part, I suppose that I had handled weapons more than most youngsters. I had done more than my share of hunting, and I was a good hand with a rifle. With a revolver I had done my share, too, of blazing away at snakes or rabbits that crossed my path, and wasted my ten or twenty bullets for every target I struck.

But now I began to work feverishly in preparation for the struggle which must lie ahead — according to the warning from Andrew himself. I bought a brand-new Colt and a large stock of ammunition. Every day, I took a new horse, which I had bought — a strong-limbed mustang well able to support my weight — and galloped off to a secluded spot between two hills on the desert. There I hammered away at some difficult target in all manner of difficult positions on horseback and on foot.

Every morning I went out for at least an hour; every afternoon I was away again. Sometimes I went out in the gray of the evening. For who could tell under what light conditions I might have to meet Harry Chase?

Three months, four months, and there was no sign of Harry Chase. He had gone from the vicinity of Mendez. His family had sent him, it appeared at last, not to an Eastern school, but far across the water to England. Not for English culture, but for English safety.

I felt that I was rescued from the most vital pressure of danger, but still, all through the winter and into the dawn of my eighteenth year the next spring, I was working hard and faithfully with my revolver, and with the gloves of Father McGuire.

My lessons did not greatly suffer. When a young man is keyed up for one piece of work, he is apt to be able to do all of his work much more effectively. So it was with me. All the progress I had made in my first two years of study was not half of what I advanced through in my third year under Father McGuire.

You will wonder what his attitude may have been toward my constant practice with guns. It was rather amusing, but very characteristic.

You used to fight all the time, before you learned how to box, Lee. Since you learned to box, youve fought only three times — twice with Harry Chase and once with Andrew.

I turned a dark red, at this. The mention of my fight with Andrew always touched a tender spot in my nature.

When a man knows what a blow is and how it should be struck, went on Father McGuire, he is not so apt to be a quarrelsome chap. You must not think that most of the battles on the frontier were the work of real gunmen, either. There are a few men who fight because they do love bloodshed. There are a few unfortunate souls who have that blood lust. But they are very few.

Most of the men who understand what they can accomplish with a gun in the hand, usually prefer to keep that gun in a holster — until their backs are against the wall. Do you understand me? But the great using up of ammunition, the smashing of windows and mirrors, the ripping up of floors and ceilings — and the occasional slaughter of one another — all of that was the work of the tenderfoot, my boy.

You wonder why the Westerner doesnt like the tenderfoot? Because he is the chap who makes the trouble! He doesnt know one end of a gun from another. But because he has bought a Colt, he thinks that he will have to use it.

As for you, Leon, I think that you will not be a fool. I think that this practice will give you better common sense than you ever had before. It will make you respect the possibilities of weapons — in the other fellows hand as well as in your own!

This was the philosophy of Father McGuire. I think that the event would have justified the thought of that good man. But I ask you to remember that I was only eighteen; and I think I can show you that the temptation was very great indeed!

At any rate, I take you with me to a certain evening when we sat sleepily over our books in the library of Father McGuire, and I heard a tap at the front door.

I got up to answer it. I remember stumbling over the little rug in front of the library door, and how Father McGuire said testily:

Your feet, Leon! Your feet! Will you watch your way, my boy?

I closed the door behind me, went down the hall, and opened the front door. It let in a rush of warm spring wind, and there was Harry Chase standing before me!


IX. STIGMA
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PORFILO, SAID HE, Im very late, but Im here at last.

I dont know what you mean, said I, nevertheless, understanding very well.

Think it over a moment, said Harry Chase. You have disgraced me and beaten me twice. Ive come back to fight you in another way.

It seemed incredible. In spite of all that Andrew Chase had told me, still I could not believe the thing!

I said: Chase, I never struck you unfairly except that in the first fight I took advantage of what I had learned about boxing. But thats not really so very unfair. I apologized for that; I would apologize for it again, if that would make you feel any better!

He merely sneered at me. Do you wear a gun? said he.

Good heavens, I cried, do you mean it?

Not so loud, said he, glancing sharply over his shoulder. Not so loud, Porfilo. The priest might hear. I dont want his noise and his chatter. Have you a gun, I asked you?

Are you drunk? I groaned.

Drunk? said he, with that same sneering smile which he and his brother understood so well how to use. Ive slipped away from my school on a good excuse and come five thousand miles to see you. Im supposed to be in Scotland shooting. Instead, Im here in Arizona — but I intend to have my shooting, all the same. If youre not armed, I have a gun for you. Come outside!

Ill have nothing to do with you! said I, in a real panic, and I started to close the door.

He put his foot against it and caught my arm at the same time.

Now listen to me, said he. If you wont fight, Ill make the entire range laugh at you for a coward. Ill publish it everywhere. Ill make the children point their fingers at you! Do you believe me?

I stepped through the door and stood with him in the night. I was half minded to try the weight of my fists on him now. It would have been an excellent thing if I had. But he had stirred up my pride, and pride in a young man is a tiger.

Very well, said he. Im glad to see that you are reasonable. Have you a gun?

No.

Here is a new Colt. Its loaded in all six chambers. Does it satisfy you?

I broke it open. I even extracted a shell to see that they were honest stuff. Then I looked up to Chase.

He was smiling his contempt at my open suspicions.

Very well, said I. Im ready.

Good! said he.

How do you want to go about it?

Ive thought of a way. Come back with me so that we cant be seen from the street.

He led the way to the rear of the house. He took his place at one side of the vegetable patch and I at the other side. I think there were about twenty paces between us, though the distance seemed greater, because we had only starlight.

He said: It is nearly nine oclock, and when the first bell strikes, we fire.

Very well, said I, and freshened my grip on the gun butt.

I can hardly believe this, as I write it down. It seems entirely too blunt and matter of fact to have been the truth. But I am putting down exactly what Harry said and what I answered. If you wish to know what I felt, as I faced him in the dimness, I can only say that I had pushed fear behind me and kept a tight grip on my courage.

I felt, every instant, that terror was about to leap on me and make a trembling woman of me; but still I kept around the corner from such a disaster.

He went on, after a moment: I am going to kill you, Porfilo, I think. If you have any messages to leave behind you, tell me what they are.

I said: If I die, there is only one message: Tell Father McGuire that it was a fair fight. Tell him that Im sorry he didnt guess better. Hell understand what I mean.

Thats fair enough, said Harry Chase.

Ill offer you the same thing, said I.

He laughed softly. Theres no danger that Ill need a messenger. Ill do my own talking after this affair, Porfilo. When my character has been cleaned up by putting you away, Ill do my own talking. I think its nearly nine oclock, Porfilo. Are you ready?

Im ready, said I.

At that instant I heard the old town clock beginning to buzz; a moment later the first note of the bell struck sharply against our ears, and Harry twitched up his gun and fired from the hip. The bullet was well intended. It shaved past my head and clipped away a bit of my red hair at the temple.

My own shot was delayed until I had stretched out my arm, for I knew nothing of these snap shots from the hip. His second shot and my first one rang out at the same instant. His whisked under the pit of my arm, barely grazing my coat on the left side of my body. Mine dropped him in his tracks.

I ran to him while the scream of old Mimsy came shrilling out from her open window. The poor woman had been sitting there in the dark of her room looking out on the night, and she had seen the whole thing, but what our standing opposite one another meant, she had not been able to guess. I suppose her dim eyes did not see the guns in our hands.

I found Harry Chase swearing fluently.

Ive spoiled everything, said he. That infernal bullet of yours went right through my left thigh. Theres nothing to it except a long stay in bed; and a lot of talk at home and in the town. Youve won again, Porfilo. But how in Heavens name I could have missed you — when Ive smashed a target an inch square at the same distance — I cant tell! It looks like fate!

Harry Chase had told the exact truth about his wound. When Father McGuire came running out to us and we had carried Harry into the house, we found by cutting away the trousers that the bullet had pierced the thigh and clipped cleanly through it, leaving a small puncture in front and not an over-large one in the rear of the leg. It was bleeding freely.

Harry Chase caught my arm and said to me in a tensed expression: Did you shoot low on purpose, Leon?

I shot to kill! I admitted, because I knew you were shooting to kill me!

I was, said he. You can be the witness, Father McGuire, that I started all this trouble! Leon is not to blame!

Father McGuire said nothing. He had sent Mimsy away for the doctor. In the meantime, he stopped the flow of blood.

Andrew Chase came in response to our message to him. He came in a matter- of-fact way, shook hands with Father McGuire and with me, and made a remark on the weather. Then something to the effect that Harry would learn, sooner or later, that Porfilo was not meant by Providence to be his meat! It was a very cool speech, and Father McGuire was thoroughly angered. But he said nothing.

After all, said Andrew calmly to me, I see that you were wise in not clearing out of the town on account of Harry. It seems that he isnt able to accomplish a great deal — even with a gun!

I saw that beneath the surface, Andrew was fairly writhing with shame and with contempt for Harry; I saw, too, that he was hating me with all his heart. It was not so much that he wished Harry to win as that he wished him not to lose. A stigma was thrown upon the entire Chase family, it seemed. Or at least, that was his way of looking at it.

They took Harry away in a stretcher and put him in a buckboard because he insisted on being moved. He said cheerfully to Father McGuire:

I know youd take care of me, but your food would choke me, after Ive tried to punch a bullet through Leon Porfilo like this!

In this very casual manner, the whole thing ended, for the moment. There were other moments to come. But what astonishes me as I look back on that evening, is the almost humdrum manner in which everything passed off. Even Father McGuire had nothing to say in the way of reproof or advice for the future.

He merely said in his gentle way: This is the third time with Harry Chase. I think he may have his lesson, now!

I thought so, too. By this time I was pretty thoroughly convinced that Harry Chase could never put me down, by hand, knife, or gun.

Most naturally, from that moment, I kept my eye upon the house of Chase, because I expected, and Father McGuire expected, that the next move must come from them. They had played all the leading cards so far, and though I had managed to take all the tricks, it was reasonable to suppose that the next disturbance would have a member of the Chase family in it.

I was wrong. The next trouble arose, apparently, from the entrance into Mendez of the most distinguished liar and rascal who ever rode a horse or wore a gun.

I refer to none other than Turk Niginski.

No one had so much as heard of Turk Niginski until the day of his arrival. He looked like a Turk, I must confess. He had a pair of bristling mustaches — not many hairs, but long stiff ones that curved down around the corners of his mouth like so many dark scimitars. He had rather slant eyes, very black, with yellow-stained whites. He had a sallow, greasy, shiny skin. His appearance was finished and set off, at once, by a line of ragged-edged, yellow teeth which showed when he grinned. He was always grinning.

This undecorative devil appeared in Mendez and in my life on the same day. I was working in the vegetable garden, preparing a bed for new soil, but excavating it a foot and a half deep, to make room for fresh dirt and dressing.

A voice sang out: Thats him!

I looked up into the face of the sheriff, who sat his horse beside the fence. With him was Turk Niginski.

I said: Whats wrong?

The sheriff replied: Something a good deal worse than anything Ive ever had against you before, Lee!

That alarmed me. Because I knew that I was not liked by the sheriff. He had an inborn, natural suspicion of fighting men, and I had fought and fought and fought through my entire life, as far back as he could remember me. Only with my fists, to be sure, until very lately. But the sheriff had always expected me to really run amuck some day, and the affair with Harry Chase had simply convinced him that his forebodings about me were bound to be accomplished.

He who fights must eventually do a murder! Such was the reasoning of the sheriff. But he was such a wonderfully fair man, such an able and careful sifter of evidence, that I never had a doubt of good treatment at his hands.

Ill tell you what Ive heard, said the sheriff, looking me grimly in the eye. Ive heard that Niginski tried to bum a dollar from you an hour ago. I hear that you kicked him off the place, and when he tried to fight back, you shoved a gun in his face and told him to get off the place.

I was so amazed that I suppose I turned color. Let no one believe the old gag that innocence has a voice of its own. The mere suspicion of guilt, the mere accusation, is enough to throw most men off their feed, as the saying goes. I was thoroughly thrown off by what the sheriff had to say, you may be sure! Consider that I had never so much as seen this Turk before that moment.

The sheriff went on: He says that you went on and told him that you didnt like the look of him. That the best thing for him to do was to keep right on moving until he was clear out of the town. Because if you seen him again, you was apt to salt him away with a morsel or two of lead. Well, kid, what about it?

Sheriff, said I, I dunno what to say!

There was innocence for you; but it made such an impression on the sheriff, this innocence of mine, that he scowled blackly upon me.

Now look me in the eye, kid, and get me right, said he. I aint takin nothin for granted. It may be that Niginski faked all of this, and that there aint a word of truth in what he says, though it would be a considerable bit of brain work for a bird with a mug like his.

Truly the face of Niginski seemed one to which a real thought could never come.

Thats exactly whats happened! I declared with much heat.

All right, drawled the sheriff. It may be that you aint puffed up because you knocked over the Chase kid a few weeks back. It may be that you aint always been a trouble hunter ever since you was a little kid. It may be that youre all right, and Turk Niginski is all wrong. But Ill tell you pronto, and Ill tell you plain that it looks bad to me. In case you get any wrong ideas to start with, I want you to know that Im runnin this here town. When it comes to orderin gents to move along, Im gonna do all the talkin thats talked!

I broke in: Sheriff, youre not fair!

He raised his hand and shut me off. All right, all right! said he. Youre a saint, maybe. You never done nothin wrong in all your life. But I tell you that I aint gonna have this poor saphead scared of his life while hes in Mendez, and if anything happens to him while hes here, Im gonna come right to you and ask you how come! Thats all I got to say!

He rode away at the side of Turk Niginski, who was grinning in perfect content. I went on blindly with my work, wishing the mysterious liar, Niginski, in the lowest part of the nether regions, to say nothing of the unhappy future which I desired for the sheriff.

But, after a time, I could think of nothing except what might be behind the lie of Niginski. I had never seen this man before. I could never have wronged him. What could be his ultimate intention? My brain came into such a tangle with the idea, that at last I decided to saddle my horse and take a ride in the hope that the wind of a good gallop would blow away the cobwebs.

So I saddled and mounted and whirled out of Mendez on the road north in the direction of the great, cool, cloudy blue mountains which tumbled above the horizon there. My great wish at that moment was that I could break away from Mendez and all of the people in it, and keep straight on with a tireless horse until I was in the upper slopes of those piled summits.

In the midst of these reflections, I looked over my shoulder at the sound of hoofs and saw none other than Turk Niginski rushing up behind me with the ragged mane of his horse wagging high in the wind of his gallop.

I knew there was trouble coming now, in very fact. Turk Niginski had out a gun as he spurred along, and now he raised it and knocked my hat from my head with his first shot — a very capable performance for a man riding at high speed. He was much closer when I put in my bullet in answer. It passed directly through his head, and Niginski lunging from the saddle a limp hulk, struck the knees of my horse and then, rebounding, rolled limp in the dust of the road.

I did not waste time. I knew that the man was dead, and I spurred back to town as hard as I could ride. I went straight to the sheriff, and he seemed to read my story in my excited face.

Has bad luck come the way of Niginski? he asked.

I was riding down the road, harming no one, God be my witness — when I heard the sound of a horse

The sheriff finished for me, in a dry voice: It was Niginski, riding you down with a drawn gun, I suppose. And you had to turn and drop him?

Exactly, said I, rather weakly.

A fine story, said the sheriff, more crisp than ever.

I can show you my proof. Here is my hat, said I, having scooped it up as I started back for town.

I showed him the bullet hole through it, from front to back.

Let me see your gun, said the sheriff.

I showed it to him. Two empty chambers, said he. Did you have to shoot at him twice?

I was covered with a very convincing pallor, I have no doubt, for I can remember the cold feel of my face. I could remember now, that after my target practice of the day before, having cleaned my gun thoroughly and reloaded, I had tried a flying shot at a darting jack rabbit that crossed my trail — and missed, of course. Nothing but luck can hit a jack rabbit when it is making its first burst of speed.

I fired that shot yesterday, said I.

At what? snapped out the sheriff.

A rabbit, said I, more faintly than ever.

The sheriff spat in his disgust. You come with me, said he, and led me straight to a cell.

There I stayed unheeded for three hours. My first visitor was Father McGuire, who came with a weary face. His voice trembled as he said: What could have made you do it, Leon? How could that poor man have wronged you in any way?

That showed me more clearly than anything else could have done how black my situation was. I did not try to explain to Father McGuire. I knew that I would only be able to stumble and halt through my story. So I kept my silence. Thereby I damned myself in the eyes of my only friend.

Everything turned out worse than I could have suspected. Niginski had been found by the road; but his gun, with the emptied chamber, had not been found.

The gun was gone, and thereby the case against me was automatically made perfect. As for my motive in the crime, the townsmen were willing to consider that killing as the natural outcome of a life of violence. It was a natural following-up of the shooting of Harry Chase, no matter how much Harry might have been to blame. The general opinion of everyone was that I should be put away for a good long term.


X. JAILED
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THINGS WOULD HAVE gone better for me in many Western communities, I very well knew. But the reign of law and order which our good sheriff had established in Mendez was such an iron-clad thing that shooting affairs were a novelty. People had been horrified by my affair with Harry Chase; and though Harry was more blamed, still I was blamed, also.

I would not have accepted his invitation to a gun fight, it was felt, unless I had been a lover of gun play. Also, as I have said before, my past record and all my fist work were against me.

Father McGuire believed my tale even less than others might have believed it. He came to see me twice every day. On the second occasion he begged me for a long time to confess and meet my sentence like a man. But I would not make an answer except to say, doggedly, that I was not guilty of any crime. At this, he pressed his lips together and returned no reply. It was plain that his mind was entirely made up!

I shall not linger on the details of the trial. It was swift and to the point. I stood up before a crowd of hostile eyes and told my simple narrative. It was too absurd to be given credence for an instant. I was considered not even a good liar. That a man I had never seen should have gone to the sheriff with an appeal for protection against me, and that he afterward should have attempted to murder me on the open highway, was too absurd.

As for the decision of the jury, they did not have to remain out for five minutes. Five minutes more saw me standing before the judge, condemned to twenty-five years of imprisonment in the State penitentiary.

I, a boy of eighteen — and twenty-five years!

I would be forty-three when I came out! At my age, forty-three seemed almost the end of life.

I shall not ask you to sit in my cell with me in the first wild hours of my anguish. I shall leap ahead to the evening of that day when the sheriff brought in to see me a gray-haired, lean-faced man with an eye wonderfully blue and bright.

I remembered him instantly. It was he who had chosen to back me against Harry Chase on the day of our second fight.

He said, cheerfully: Youngster, you seem to have dropped into a bit of hard luck!

I could not help breaking out: Im done for now. Ive got life in prison, or practically that. Im not saying it because I hope anyone will believe me, but now I want to say for the last time Ill ever say it, and to a stranger like you: That I swear to Heaven Niginski carried a gun and fired the first bullet, and that everything Ive said about him has been the truth and the whole truth!

Why, the devil, lad, said the blue-eyed man, I know that perfectly well!

What? cried the sheriff, who had been just a little impressed by the solemnity of what I had said.

I wont say what my reasons are, said the blue-eyed stranger. You wouldnt believe them, sheriff, any more than you would believe this unlucky youngster. But I know that he told the truth.

Id like to see how you know! exclaimed the sheriff.

Ill give you one reason, said the other, with a snap of his fingers.

Let me have it, then.

Is this kid supposed, around your town, to be a fool?

No. Hes had a name for a good deal of sense — since he went to live with Father McGuire.

Very well. Would anyone but a fool have told the sort of a story he gave the judge and jury — unless it had been the truth? As a lie, can you imagine anything worse and weaker than the yarn he composed?

The sheriff was a bit struck, and bit his lip in thought.

All kids are complicated liars, said the stranger.

Darned if it dont sound pretty reasonable, said the sheriff. But there was too much evidence!

Oh, I know a good deal about evidence! said the other airily. Youngster, he added to me, Ive not stopped trying to do something for you. But I didnt know what shape you were in until the other day. I was busy at some work which I suppose your friend, the sheriff, would not have liked.

Here he gave a calm, smiling side glance to the sheriff. But the sheriff said nothing at all.

Id like to know, said I, what reason you had for wanting to help me.

Dont put it in the past tense, said he. I saw you knock big Harry Chase kicking. I saw you stand up to that multiplied fiend incarnate — Andrew Chase. Ill never forget it. The rest of the dubs and blockheads in this town wouldnt forget it, if they had the wits of a child!

I expected the sheriff to explode with rage; but there was something about the cool manner of this man which discouraged explosions very decidedly.

He went on: My name is Tex Cummins. Will you remember that?

I shall, said I.

Before I go

Before you go, said I, tell me what could have been in the brain of that Niginski to attack me the way he did! Was he crazy?

Not a bit. He had taken good money for that job. The game was to incriminate you, of course, if Niginski was killed. But the real hope was that Niginski would dispose of you, instead of vice versa.

Niginski did not even carry a gun! cried the sheriff.

Bah! said Tex Cummins. Look up his record and see if he was the kind to go without a gun even to a dance!

But no one would have done a rotten thing like that! cried I, more bewildered than ever, as he offered this solution. Who in the world would hire a man to kill me? Who have I done a real wrong to?

He merely smiled at me. Youngsters are always like that, said he. They either think that everybody in the world is a crook — outside of themselves — or else they think that the world has no villains in it. Look here, Leon Porfilo, can you tell me that you have no real enemies around this town?

Only I stopped short and blushed. It seemed madness to attempt to connect the proud and wealthy family of Chase with such a brutal affair.

Only what? said Cummins. Im not the sheriff. Im not the judge and the jury. But Im the man who knows all about this. Let me hear you guess!

Harry Chase! exclaimed I.

Nonsense! shouted the sheriff.

Is it? said Cummins coldly, and he looked our sheriff deliberately up and down. I think that the time may come when Mendez will sweat, because, like a crowd of blind fools, you people have turned this honest youngster, here, into a criminal. But hes right.

Harry Chase is well again and practicing with his guns. His whole family knew that. Do you think that they wanted him to go out and stand up to you once more? Do you think that Harry himself wanted to do that, if there was any way of avoiding it and keeping his honor intact?

It was the true explosion of a bomb. The sheriff simply gripped at the bars and gaped at Tex Cummins. I could not say a word.

Well, said Tex Cummins, Id like to shake hands with your prisoner, sheriff!

He did not wait for a permission which the astonished sheriff did not have the voice to give, but he reached his hands through the bars to me and I, as I closed my fingers heartily over his, blinked violently. I had felt a sharp edge cutting into the palm of my hand. I had received, also, a small vial.

The rankest sort of an amateur detective could have told that I had received something from the hand of the stranger; but our good sheriff was at that moment the most green of all keepers of the law. He was still tasting the strange news which Tex Cummins had brought. I think that in the sheriffs mind, from that moment, there was an innate conviction that this blue-eyed, insolent man was right.

At least, the sheriff lingered after Cummins had left, and he said to me:

I dunno, kid. All I wish is for the right man to get it in the neck. Dog- gone me if its possible that the Chase bunch could be mixed up in dirty work like this.

Ive never accused them, I pointed out.

Are you a fool, an innocent, or are you a smart crook? roared the sheriff suddenly.

I said nothing, of course, and he strode away filled with emotion, leaving me alone in that nest of cells. For there was no other prisoner in the place.

I did not wait for night and darkness. In a trice I was examining that gift of Tex Cummins, and I found that I had in my hand the neatest of all small steel saws — a saw with an edge as brilliant, as keen, and as hard as though set with diamonds. The vial was full of the best oil.

I tried that saw dubiously — it was so tiny — on one of the stout bars of my cage. Behold! The keen edge sank into the strong steel of the bars with an exquisite ease!

As a matter of fact, that was not tool-proof steel — that cell of mine — or I should not have had such an easy time of it. But as it was, I was able to make the saw glide deep into the heart of the bar in a few moments. When it grew hot in my fingers and deep in the steel rut it had made, I used the oil, and once more it glided into the metal.

I had to make two cuttings, after which there would be room enough for me to press my body sidewise through the gap made by removing the one bar. I started the two cuttings, therefore, and cut each bar almost through. Then I sat down to wait.

When supper was brought in to me — rice and syrup and tea with a big lump of stale bread — I chatted good-naturedly to the jailer to keep his attention from the bars. And I fell to work on my food.

I finished and gave him back the tray. In another ten minutes the jail was closed, the great locks turned, and the lights were off. That jailer had other business on hand for the evening, and he was anxious to be away.

I did not wait for the town to grow quiet with the night. I should have stifled, I am sure, if I had had to keep inactive another moment. Instead, I fell to work on my cutting, and in a few moments the bar was sawed through and placed with a joyous care upon the floor.

That was a scant third of my labor done. I had to run down the hall to the big window which filled one end of it. I had to cut through two of the bars which covered its face. I worked with a furious energy, thrilled with terrible pangs of fear when the saw squeaked; with blisters growing on the tips of my fingers and with my wrists aching from the incessant play back and forth.

But those two bars were divided, each in two places, and lifted gently to the floor. My way was clear.

I cast one savage glance over my shoulder as I heard, I thought, a sound at the front of the jail.

Then I was instantly through the aperture which I had made through the window. I slipped to the ground outside, and it seemed to me that the taste of the free air which I breathed was the most dainty food, the most exquisite perfume which I had ever enjoyed. Then, around the corner of the jail, walked a man with a light, long stride. He came straight on, toward me. I was half of a mind to throw myself on him, but there was something about his jovial air and the manner in which he whistled lightly as he walked that made me hope that he might pass me without observing me.

He did pass!

But after he had made a single stride more, he paused sharply, and I heard him say: There is a bay gelding on the far side of the plaza, tied in the shadow of the trees. No one will say you are a horse thief if you take him.

And he was gone! It was Tex Cummins again!

I gaped after him until he turned the farther corner of the jail. But here was no time to wonder at him. I was turning my back upon my old life. I was preparing to start north for the cloudy blue of the mountains and the safety they might give me. I was preparing to leave Mendez forever, I hoped, and I would leave behind me only one stinging regret — that the faith in my guilt was so strong in the heart of Father McGuire.

Yet, as the first chapter of my life ended, as I stood there an outlaw and an escaped convict, with the dread of the law to hang over me forever, I had much to be thankful for. No one could ever take from me those pleasant memories of the blessed years that I had spent with Father McGuire.


XI. MIKE OROURKE
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WHEN I WENT across the plaza from the jail I was glad of two things in this world, and no more: Tex Cummins and the night — Tex because he had made my escape possible, and the night because it shut me away from the view of the townsmen. I found at once the horse which he had named, but it seemed to me that the undoing of the knot required an age. Two men, half seen through the darkness, paused on the sidewalk and muttered to one another. I was sure that it was about me, and I was in a fever to be off. Yet I had the good sense to get into the saddle in a leisurely manner and start off into the saddle in a mild-mannered gallop.

I had to keep a stiff pull on the reins for that purpose, because the horse which my mysterious friend Cummins had provided was fairly rearing to go. But at least the two fellows on the sidewalk made no attempt to follow me. I considered that my first triumph.

But, no matter how eager I was to be out of the town — for at any moment my escape might be noticed — I drew the rein for an instant in front of the house of good Father McGuire. When I thought of my three happy years with him, I was on the verge of calling him out to me.

I recollected that it would not have been fair to him; it might have put him in the light of one who failed in his duty to the law by having cognizance of the escape of a prisoner, and yet it made my heart ache to leave the town without saying farewell to him. All that he had done for me ran like wildfire through my mind. I think, indeed, that the entire fifteen years of my life before I came to him could not have weighed against a single six months of my stay with the priest. I loved him more than I had loved my father; and he loved me as a son.

I loosed the rein and let the gelding have more of its head. So we darted out of Mendez and onto the northern road. I had not the slightest doubt of what my destination should be. All my life I had looked toward the piled blue mountains on the northern horizon as toward a promised land. Now I knew that they should be my land indeed.

So I choked the gait of the gelding to a long, rolling canter which ate up the miles with an effortless ease. Three times I stopped my good nag and loosened the cinches and walked a mile or so beside him to let him take his breath and cool off, for the night was hot. Then we struck briskly on again.

When the dawn came, I knew how much Tex Cummins had done for me by selecting such a horse. There must have been some of the bone and heart of a thoroughbred in him, for in spite of the keen work of the night, his head was still high, and his ears were pricking now and again.

It had been a mighty march, but now I had my reward, for we were already in the foothills, and the great dawn-blackened mountains went storming up through the gray of the sky above me. They had seemed gentle marvels of cool blue, in the distance — they were bleak monsters with ragged heads, viewed at close hand.

I kept straight ahead, however, in spite of the fatigue of my horse, until the rolling lands tossed me into the heart of the more rugged country. I chose for my halting place the flat shoulder of a mountain fenced about by a scattering of young firs and pines. In the central clearing there was ample good pasturage for my horse. As for myself, I was hungry enough, but I was far more weary. In a snug roll of blankets which the kindness of Tex Cummins had provided behind my saddle, I rolled up and in the thickest spot of shade which I could find, I was soon soundly asleep.

It was early morning! I suppose that the sun had not been above the eastern mountains more than an hour on its way when I first closed my eyes, and it was in just the opposite place when I opened them again. I had slept through a full twelve hours!

What I first felt was a stab of hunger. It was something over thirty hours since I had eaten, and at eighteen, with six feet and some odd inches of strong body maturing, and after a huge ride and after all the weary, lean hours of fasting during my jail days of trial and imprisonment, I was in the mood of a python which has a winters fast behind it.

But I forgot food an instant later. Something stirred stealthily in the trees and brought flashing back upon my mind the realization that I was a fugitive from justice, condemned to a dreary long term of imprisonment by the due course of the law, and in as much vital danger as though I had really murdered that queer beast, Turk Niginski, and not downed him in the fairest of fair fights.

The realization of what I was, combined with that sound among the trees, brought me whirling to my feet with a gun in my hand. In three bounds, there was the cry of a girl, half squeal and half scream, in front of me, while she went scurrying out into the open.

I stopped at the edge of the trees and considered her, running with the sun sparkling in the red hair which the wind of her speed had blown out behind her. She was such a pretty sight that I almost forgot to be afraid of the danger which this glimpse she had had of me asleep might bring on my trail.

I called: Well, kid, whats behind you?

It stopped her as though I had tossed a rope over her head and borne back on it. She halted and turned around on me. I saw that I should not have called her kid. She was a bit too old and too pretty for that. She seemed about fifteen or sixteen; but she was not tall for her age, and that was why I thought she was just a youngster when she ran away from me. Perhaps fifteen or sixteen may seem young enough to you, but you must remember that I was only eighteen myself.

What do you mean by calling me a kid? said she, still gasping a little.

But the shock of that first fright was leaving her every moment.

I sat down on a flat-topped stump. There was no one to see. There was only an old shack of a farmhouse down in the cup of the valley with a stick of white smoke stuck on top of it and broken squarely across by the wind after it rose a little way.

I didnt think, said I, that a grown-up woman like you would be running away every time a man said good morning to you.

Humph! said she, and put her hands on her hips with a very fine air. Do you say good morning to most folks with a gun in your hand?

That was just for luck, said I, to cheer things along a little.

Youre a nervy kind, said she, and she chuckled a little. She even walked back up the slope and stood in front of me so close that I could watch the green of her eyes. For lack of something else to do, she took the thick length of silken red hair over her shoulder and began to braid it; watching me all the time the way one man watches another man — with suspicion, you know, and a sort of hostile interest.

Maybe you expected someone else, said she, and she gave me a crooked little smile that sank a dimple in one cheek.

Maybe I did, said I, grinning at her.

Maybe a gun wouldve been in order for him, said she.

Maybe it would, said I.

But I didnt like this thread of conversation at all. She was trailing too close to the truth. While I thought it over I took another tuck in my belt. It was already drawn up fairly tight, and this reef bit pretty deep into my waistline. She nodded at me as though she understood.

Hungry, eh? said she.

Yes, said I. Excuse me!

For just then I saw a pair of long ears flicked behind a stone. I glided out my Colt just in time to sink a bullet through the head of a big jack. It rolled ten feet down the hill before it lay still, with the echoes still barking back at us from the upper hills. I got the rabbit and brought it back. I cleaned it while she talked to me. It was breakfast, lunch, and dinner to me, and I worked fast.

You might bring up a bit of a fire for me, said I, if you need something to do.

You are crusty, says she. But she chuckled again and built the fire in the center of the clearing. I had rabbit meat roasting in two snaps of your fingers. It was a sweet smell to me.

What are you doing so far away from home? said I.

Riding herd, said she quick as a wink, and she waved to a score or two of cows browsing two miles away.

I saw that she was not going to talk any more than she felt was healthy.

Whats your name? said I.

Margaret ORourke, said she.

What does that make for short? said I.

A man with a good education, says she, can pronounce the whole thing.

I was always too lazy to study, says I. I hate making a speech. Suppose I call you Mike?

She blinked at me for a minute.

Do you think Im in disguise? says she.

She was a sassy young thing, but there was never anything more feminine in the world, from the turn of her ankles to the tilt of her nose.

You ran like a boy, said I. I didnt know, Mike, but what you might be one.

Well, said she, youre cool! I think Ill step along.

But I knew by the way she gathered herself together and stood up, that she didnt intend to go.

As a matter of fact, I had never before talked to a girl as I was talking to her. I think that I had even been a bit backward with them, particularly after my years with Father McGuire took me away from the company of them so much. But when a man has his mind full of the danger of the law, and squints twice at every bush on the hillside to see if there isnt a shadow of a man behind it; and when the flash of every leaf in the forest may be a glint of a gun with an eye squinted at you behind it — one forgets a good deal of self-consciousness even at eighteen.

I merely grinned at Margaret ORourke again and said: Im sorry that you cant stay for the rabbit.

It was nearer the eating point every second. Now she wrinkled her nose to smell the fragrance of it.

I might stay, after all, said she.

I began to whistle a tune and stirred the fire, while she turned the sharp stick on which the meat was spitted.

I suppose you wont urge me, said she.

A girl named Mike, said I, is pretty apt to do what she pleases. Ive invited you once!

She kicked at a pebble and sent it spinning off. It darted under the nose of my gray gelding as he was reaching for a tuft of bunch grass, and he tossed up his head and danced back, snorting. Then she stared down at me for a minute, but I could see her fighting against a smile.

Ive never met up with any one just like you, said she.

Thanks, said I.

I didnt say that I meant it that way, murmured Mike. What might your name be?

Smithers, I told her. Larry Smithers.

Where do you hang out?

The only town I knew of in the mountains was called Camden. I told her that I came from that direction.

Been long on the trail? said she.

Just a spell, said I indefinitely, for I had not the slightest idea how many leagues Camden might be away.

Which trail did you come? said she. The short one or the long one?

The short one, said I.

Thats why your horse looks so spent, I suppose, said she.

Of course that made me open my eyes at her.

She explained: Because if you hit north through these mountains without knowing the trails, itll be rougher and leaner work than you ever did before, I suppose.

Mike, said I, didnt you hear me say that Im drifting south?

Drifting, said she, with a neat little emphasis, is a pretty good word for it. You wouldnt call it really riding, I guess.

She jerked a thumb over her shoulder toward the gelding. Of course, the good horse was a bit tucked up from his work of the night before, and he was pretty heavily marked with the salt of the sweat that had worked out on him.

I was worried. Not so much by what she said as by her manner of saying it. Those green eyes had a twinkle in them as they watched me, and I knew that she was seeing my trouble and preparing to make the most of it.

That horse is soft, said I.

I could tell that, she answered, throwing the ball straight back to me so that my fingers stung. I could tell that by the look of his shoulders — and his quarters, too.

I couldnt help taking a look at the gray. He was in the very pink of the best condition, and there was not the least doubt of it. It stood out all over his body. On the quarters of the shoulders the long, ropy muscles slid into tangles and out again every time he took a step.

But how could I expect a girl of fifteen or sixteen to know so much?

How old are you, Mike? said I.

Sixteen, Joe, said she.

I didnt say my name was Joe.

I know it isnt Larry, said she.

How do you know that?

By the black of your eyes, said she. You never got that very far north of the Rio Grande.

My family have always been travelers, said I.

Theres no clay between here and Camden, said she, and jerked her thumb at the gelding again.

It was braided and tangled in his fetlocks. I saw that she knew a very great deal too much. Half an hour after she left me, she might have the sheriff on my trail.

I took a detour, said I.

I hoped that might serve to put her off, but she was back at me in a flash with: Were they following you as close as all that? said she.

I blinked at her again. Then I laughed and chucked all the cards on the table face up; not all at once, however. I was willing to let her know that I was in the wrong, but I didnt want her to guess in what way.

As a matter of fact, said I, I got into a fracas with the son of the sheriff down yonder. Here I waved to the south. I took a punch at him. He hit his head on the floor as he went down, and it opened up the claret. The sheriff swore Id used a club and started hunting for me. So I thought I might as well slide out for the tall timber. Sheriffs have a nasty way of soaking a fellow when they feel like it.

I said it very confidentially, and she nodded in a most friendly way.

I suppose, murmured Mike, that you used the same sort of a punch that dropped the rabbit?

In boxing parlance — and that comes naturally to me after three years with Father McGuire — it was as though she countered with a nice right just as I led with a straight left. She caught me flat-footed and put me back on my heels, pretty groggy. I could only stare at her for a moment.

She was too clever not to follow up her opening. She hit me again before I could put my hands up.

I suppose you hit him from the hip, just the way you did the rabbit? said she.

From the time I began to live in fear of my life from the gun of Harry Chase and started practicing every day with a Colt, I had worked at a quick draw, and I suppose that shot had seemed rather neat to Mike. At any rate, it was plain that I couldnt bamboozle her. I simply blurted out:

Do all the girls up here grow this fast above the eyes?

I have two brothers, said Mike.

She said it in a way that was as much as though she had explained that they had put her through a pretty stiff course of sprouts.

Theyve stayed up nights studying with you, I guess, said I.

Theyve been a pretty liberal education, admitted Mike. Did you kill him, or just wing the sheriffs son?

She asked it as any other girl might have asked if I had killed or winged a wild goose.

It wasnt the sheriffs son, said I.

Youve got me all tangled up, said she. Which is the right story, after all?

The one you havent heard, said I. Do you want it?

She knew by the straightness of my eye that I meant business this time, and she flushed with excitement. But then she set her teeth and shook her head, almost as though she were angry.

Look here, said she, of course I want to know. But you dont have to tell me. Im not a sneaking quitter. Whether youre in the right or the wrong, I dont know. But I like — the way you roast rabbit!

She gave me that twisted smile again with the dimple drilled right in the center of one cheek. I loved that smile this time, you can be sure.

Whether you talk or keep still, said she, I wont go blabbing. The sheriff doesnt have me on his payroll.

I reached her in one jump. I took hold of her two hands and looked her in the eye.

Green eyes, said I, youre a square shooter! Id back you for a good scout against the best man that ever stepped!

She was a little pleased, I think, but she only said: Youve dropped your rabbit in the dirt!

It took a bit of the gimp out of me. But I went back and found that the meat had only dropped in a clean bunch of grass. I picked it up and sat down.

All right, said I, Im going to tell you the whole yarn.

Wait till youre outside of that rabbit, said she. And then you can talk.

A starved dog doesnt wait to be asked twice when it sees a bone. I was picking the small bones of that rabbit about a minute later, and I only had to let the belt out one notch. That rabbit simply evaporated inside me.

How is it? said Mike, licking her lips. I had offered her a section of the meat two or three times, but she wouldnt take it.

Its a good beginning, said I.

I know, said Mike. It simply fills up the holes and gets the ground all leveled out for a real meal.

Darn! said I. Here Ive wandered away without the makings.

A moment later she got a sack of Bull Durham and brown papers from somewhere and chucked them to me.

Dyou smoke? said I, chucking about half that sack into a paper. I squinted at her. According to the sayings of Father McGuire, ladies dont smoke outside of big cities. Leastwise, they shouldnt.

No, said Mike. But I have two brothers.

I lay back and gave her a look from head to foot.

I like you, said I.


XII. A STOCKHOLDER
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IT ISNT HARD to have to talk about oneself, when youre eighteen. As far as that goes, its never so very difficult. But I took a slant at the sun, and by the hang of it in the sky, I knew that it was about time for Mike to trot back home. So I had to boil down my story into a nutshell.

My name is Leon Porfilo, said I. My mother was Irish. My father came within a split second of being all white, too, but the last fraction of him was Mexican Indian. Thats where I get my black eyes and my dark skin. Some people have called me a greaser!

I stopped here for a minute and looked at her.

I admire them for that, said Mike. They were brave men.

It was a neat way of making a compliment; it tickled me in just the right place, and I was a little red when I went on. I told her of my training with Father McGuire, and my three encounters with Harry Chase. And I told her what had led me to the mountains.

She sat and thought it over for a moment with her square chin resting on her brown fist.

It was that rich man named Chase, I suppose, said she. I suppose he bribed Niginski to get you into trouble so that Harry wouldnt break his neck falling off a cliff named Leon Porfilo.

It staggered me again. It was a conclusion that I myself had not had wits enough to reach. It was Tex Cummins who had given me the first hint of that idea. Here was a little kid in her teens who popped right onto the truth at the first jump. At least, I had a pretty good idea that it was close to the truth.

You ought to be a weather prophet, I told her. You could read the mind of a northeaster, if it has a mind.

Ive got two brothers, said this queer girl. So now youre all set to blow north?

Thats it. With the horse Tex Cummins gave me.

Who is this here Tex Cummins? said she, pointing a finger at me.

But by this time I was beginning to be afraid of her. She knew too much for me. She was so much smarter and quicker than I, that, beside her, I felt like a fat steer beside a cow pony.

I dont know, I admitted.

Is he an old friend?

Ive only seen him a couple of times.

Humph, said the girl, and began to prod at the gravel with a stick.

Its about time for you to be drifting home, Mike, said I.

Look here, said Mike, how did Cummins get to know you?

He saw me fighting Harry Chase the second time, and he bet on me when the rest were backing Harry.

Well, said Mike, I dont like the sound of him.

I gasped at her: Why, hes taken me out of jail, fixed me with a horse and blankets, and

And turned you loose without a cent in your pockets. You havent a penny!

Darn it! said I. How do you guess that?

Instead of answering, she twisted away from me, and a minute later she turned around and tossed me a little rolled-up greenback. I unfurled it and read twenty dollars. It was the prettiest little poem I had ever read in my life, but of course I held it out to her.

I cant take charity, said I.

Jiminy, said Mike, laughing at me, you are silly. Why shouldnt you?

Why should I? said I.

Oh, I have two brothers, said she.

That doesnt answer everything in the world.

It nearly does, said she. If you knew them, youd understand.

You pack around a bit of spare change for them when theyre in a tight corner? said I.

She paid no attention to me. Her eyes were shadowy with more thinking, and although I felt pretty small about it, I tucked that money into a trouser pocket and wished that God could show me how any angel could be finer than this girl.

Im wondering about this Chase family, said she. How many are they?

Three, said I.

Youve licked one of them three times, said she. What about the other two?

Harry is about enough for me, said I. Ive licked him, but its always been a tight squeeze. Hes bigger than I am. His father is rich and seems a pretty straight shooter. Then he has an older brother called Andrew.

Andrew Chase! cried Mike.

I was not surprised that she had heard of him. Not very surprised. I knew that everyone in the desert stretches of the range was familiar with his reputation, and it would have been strange if the stories about him had not wandered a little way into the mountains.

Thats the one, said I.

Poor Leon Porfilo said she. If Andrew Chase starts after you, I suppose thats the end? Now that the law is against you, I suppose he wouldnt mind a little hunting trip?

It didnt stir up my pride. I knew that I was a pretty good fighter, gun or knife or fist — but I knew that Andrew Chase was just a thousand times better. I simply shook my head.

If he comes after me, I admitted, I suppose that Im done!

Its hard luck, said Mike. Tell me one thing more.

Blaze away.

Are you going to go straight, Leon? I had not thought particularly about that. To save my hide was my chief concern.

I suppose that I am, said I. I want to.

I want you to, said she. I want my part of you to go straight as a die! Ive bought twenty dollars worth of you, Leon!

It was an odd way of looking at the affair, but then, everything about Mike was odd.

All right, said I. You have twenty dollars in me. Ill try to keep that much straight.

Oh, Leon, said Mike, and she came a little closer to me, keep all of yourself straight! The mountains have enough crooks scattered around through them already. I see them now and then. They fry in the sun all summer; and they freeze all winter. They ride a hundred miles to get drunk on moonshine whisky; and then when theyre full of it, they ride another hundred miles to murder an old friend. They start out just sort of naturally sliding downhill. They mean to be honest, at first, but once theyre outside of the law — what can they do?

I dont know, Mike, said I. What can they do?

Then if they cant do any better, said Mike, tucking her chin up into the air, why dont they put a bullet through their own heads rather than to come to live like sneaking, stealing rats? Oh, I hate a man that would live that way! I hate a man. Id hate you, Leon Porfilo — even if you do have such a funny way of telling lies!

She ended on a smile, but there was so much seriousness in her that I found myself blinking and winking at her. You have no idea how she had grown in the last few minutes. I began to feel as though she were actually my elder; she had gathered me up into the palm of her hand, you might say, and was giving me a lesson, shaking her finger at me.

To tell you the truth, it threw the matter before me in a new way. Since society had driven me out, it seemed to me that the only thing to do was to live just as I could. I knew that society had been wrong in turning me outdoors. Then let society take the consequences! But Mike put a new face on matters. I told her frankly that I would hate to have her despise me, and that I would make a hard try to go straight.

If youre broke again, ride up that ravine across the valley, said Mike, until you come to an old house over the creek. If you were to stand outside in the dark and whistle like this

She whistled twice, made a pause, and whistled again. Id know that you were there, and Id come out with another twenty dollars — if I had that much!

How could I answer her? I could merely stare. Then she added with her strange little smile: If I had forty dollars worth of you, I might nearly control the stock. Dont you think so?

Why, Mike, said I, in a rather wobbly voice, why, Mike, if I can go straight, Ill

She changed her own voice at once and made it very crisp and sharp. Youd better saddle your horse, said she. Its about time for you to run along!

I knew she understood that I had been on the verge of growing sentimental. I bit my lip and did as she bade me, like a very dumb, down-headed, foolish boy.

When I had rubbed the saddle marks off the gray and brushed him and rubbed him all over with a hard twist of dry grass, I cinched the saddle on him and dug my knee into his ribs to make the rascal let the wind out of his lungs. Then I came back to her, leading the gelding.

Im going to blow north, said I. But may I walk a way home with you, Mike?

You may not, said she. I dont like the silly look in your eye!

It angered me, and then I twitched my brains back into good working order and saw that she was quite right. I had been growing pretty foolishly soft about her, and she had a right to jerk me back to my better senses.

I shook hands with her. I hope that youll never hear that your twenty dollars has gone wrong, said I.

I hope that I wont, said Mike, with her green eyes very serious.

I climbed into the saddle. So long, Mike.

So long, Leon. Wait a minute. How old are you?

A little spirit came back to me. Ive forgotten that, said I, and so I rode off on the northern trail.


XIII. SEEKING SHELTER
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I FELT VERY triumphant because I had, in a way, had the pleasure of the last smile at the expense of Mike. But it was rather a flat pleasure. By the time I had topped the next ridge of the mountains, though there was still a warm glow in the mountain sky, the valley was beginning to take thick pools of shadow, and the lights winked on in the windows of the ranch house far below me. At the same time a cutting wind began to comb across the mountains.

Ah, that wind! There are sailors who will swear to you that a storm at sea is a wicked thing, but I have always felt that it is the reeling, staggering, unsure ship that makes a sea storm dreadful. In the mountains, it is another matter, and the wind itself is the devil turned loose. I had my first taste of a mountain storm that night.

I had to lean far forward in the saddle against the sheer poundage of the gale that shot across the ridge, while my poor horse, desert bred, tried to stop every now and then and bunch its back and drop its head between its forelegs — and great shudders of cold went through the chilled gelding. However, I had to bear it, and my horse had to bear it, too.

I have been in worse storms than that one during my life in the mountains. But considering that this was the first, and that I was on a desert horse, and in the dark of unknown trails, I think that the combination was terrible enough.

Pressed up against the sky, I felt all that any poor man can feel who has climbed into a chair of power greater than he can use. I felt naked — naked of my cold body, and naked of my colder soul.

When I saw a thin, yellow, winking light before me, I did not pause to reconnoiter. I headed straight for it! Had I known that behind that single ray of light there waited for me a whole group of the bitterest enemies — a whole posse with a sheriff at the head of it — had there been a fifty-thousand-dollar reward upon my head, dead or alive — I should nevertheless have done as I did — ride straight to the barn behind the house and put up my horse in the first vacant stall, and then, carrying my saddle and bridle, proceed to the door of the house itself.

I battered at it. Before there was an answer from within, a great handful of wind, scooped from the black heart of the gorge behind me, struck me in the back and set the whole house staggering and chattering.

Somewhere from within there was a sound of crashing pottery, and then the windy bang of a closing door. I cast one glance behind me at the rough edges of the ravine, towering high above me. The cloud masses which had shut across the face of the heavens earlier in the night were scattered now. Through the gaping rifts bright shafts of starlight struck down and showed dizzy glimpses of the black sky itself which swam behind the flocking thunder clouds.

I waited for no more. Like a scared boy, with all my hundred and ninety pounds of athletic bone and muscle quivering, I wrenched the door open and jumped inside. It took the full strength of my arm to press the door shut behind me, and the blast which the momentary opening of the door loosed across the room raised a great flapping and a tearing of papers, and a violent rush of oaths.

Now, with my shoulders leaning back against the door, I shrugged the chill out of the small of my back and blinked at the unfamiliar brightness of the light from a big, round-burner lamp on the central table.

I did not see clearly. I only made out three men, but just what manner of men, I could not very well tell, for the wind had stung the tears into my eyes in a thick mist.

I was very conscious, however, that after the storm of oaths, there was a black moment of silence. Then a heavy voice said without cordiality: Make yourself at home. Theres a chair yonder by the stove.

I hung up my saddle and bridle, and went to the chair beside the stove. While the heat waves washed legs and head and throat and belly, and sent the cold shuddering out of me, a gruff voice asked:

Chow?

Yep, said I, and stretched my arms closer around the stove.

At my answer, one of the men had lurched with a groan of involuntary protest out of his chair and strode into a kitchen from which he came back with a tin plate, which he cast clattering down on the table. He spooned a great heap of brown beans into it, a chunk of white fat of pork, and tossed down a liberal square of bread. Then he poured a tin cup of coffee — the greater part of a pint.

I did not wait for my invitation. It seemed as though the last relics of the rabbit had disappeared into my vitals a long age since. Wind and weather and the labor of the ride and the vital strain upon my courage and my attention through so many hours among the mountains, had made me a more famished man than ever. I marched across that plate with a huge iron spoon in less time than any heroic charge was ever sent home in history. The host, without a word, strode again into the kitchen and returned with an iron pot which, still without speech, he settled with a thump before me.

It was half filled with beans and pork. I ate like a wolf, or an Indian, until I was through. Then, with a great sigh, with the bottom of the kettle almost stripped of its provisions, I loosed my belt to the last notch and settled back in my chair. As I did so, I raised my head to the level of a small mirror set against the wall.

It showed me my own face, my broad mouth, my blunt nose, and that square, heavily timbered jaw which, as Father McGuire was wont to say, was designed by a special Providence for the careless receipt of all the buffets which life was likely to send my way. I saw that, and the gleaming black of my eyes, and the glossy black of my Indian hair, and the high cheek bones which are the sign of that outcross of blood which has marked me so deep, and the swarthy skin now flushed with rushing blood in the newly welcomed heat of the room.

I saw all of these things, and then I saw, in the outer corner of the mirror, the dim picture of a man standing with his feet spread wide apart, leaning against the opposite wall of the room. I saw thick cowhide boots on his legs, and heavy corduroy trousers, stained on the thighs with a crust of dirt and grease — perhaps from an untidy habit of wiping his hands there. I saw a burly body and a woolen shirt opened at the hairy throat. I saw a bull neck and a seamed, stern face decorated with a lean fighting jaw and a pair of all-seeing eyes.

He seemed to guess that I was watching and considering him. For now he said: Well, Porfilo, have you had enough?

The name went through my heart like a jag of lightning through a summer sky. I leaned heavily forward in the chair and then, swinging around, I saw a last detail of his costume which I had not marked before — the well- polished steel shield of a sheriff pinned on the breast of his shirt!

I flipped a hand back for my gun. But the sheriff did not make a move for his. Neither did either of the other two. They merely leaned forward in their chairs with their elbows on their knees and regarded me with a sort of sad concern and bewilderment.

It was the telegraph, of course, which had given them a description. No doubt the wires had been working as they sent out the word of me from Mendez, and, with my height and bulk and complexion, it was not difficult to spot me from the most casual description. They could practically wire my photograph over the entire range.

I dunno, said the sheriff, but I hope that you come in here to give yourself up, Porfilo?

You have me, said I. Will you tell me your name?

Richard Lawton, said the sheriff.

Well, sheriff, heres my gun, said I, and I handed over the revolver which Tex Cummins had provided in the saddle holster of the outfit with which he had equipped me.

The sheriff looked down to it like a man in a dream. He folded his hands behind his back.

Well, boys? said he. What am I gonna do?

It may be a stall, said one.

I pushed the revolver back into its leather.

It may be a stall, replied the sheriff in the same tone. I dunno. I dunno what to guess. But he wasnt so tuckered out that he had to come in here!

Its up to you, said one of his companions.

Damnation! growled the sheriff.

I could not imagine what they were talking about, except that it was me. Why the cold steel of handcuffs was not already securing my wrists, I could not dream.

The sheriff began to pace the floor. He was a huge man. He was as massively built as Harry Chase himself. My hundred and ninety pounds felt fairly elfish in contrast with him.

Then he stopped with his back turned to all of us. He didnt know me, said he. I guess thats straight, eh?

I guess thats straight, answered the pair in the same tone, staring earnestly at me.

He come in and hung up his saddle and his bridle. You seen that yourself!

I seen it! they replied.

Darn his boots! groaned the sheriff. Aint this a devil of a hole for a man to be in?

The law is the law, by my way of looking at it, said one of Lawtons friends.

Darn the law! said the sheriff. Im thinkin about something thats more important.

What can that be?

My honor, you squarehead!

He was working himself into a greater and greater passion. For my part, the talk was so much beyond me that I began to be a bit worried. It was like sitting in the presence of three serious madmen.

A clock began to strike rapidly and rang out eleven oclock.

Bedtime, said the sheriff. And what about him?

There was no answer. The two scratched their chins and looked at me and then at one another.

Aw, the devil! said Mr. Lawton. Im gonna do this the way I want to do it. The pair of you can talk all you want, and you can let everybody in the mountains hear about it!

Not a word from me, said one. Only Im considerable glad that I aint in your boots. Im downright sorry for you, Lawton!

All this time, while he fought out some inward battle, the sheriff had kept his back to us and his face to the wall, and his big voice had been quivering and booming through the room. Now he turned sharply and beckoned to me. I followed him without a word through a door that opened into a little side room with a snug bunk built against the wall. There was a tick stuffed with straw on it, looking deliciously soft and comfortable.

You got your own blankets, said the sheriff. You can turn in!

I waited, without saying a word. I waited for the irons which would surely be used to secure me for the night. The sheriff seemed to understand my perplexity, for, as he went out, he leaned a moment at the door.

Ill put you on parole, kid, said he.

It made me jerk up my head like a horse that sights the home barn.

Do you mean that? said I.

I mean it, said the somber man.

Then Ill take you on it! You can have my word of honor, Lawton!

Thanks, murmured the sheriff, and he gave me a queer, uncomfortable little smile. I suppose Ill see you in the morning, then?

You will.

The sheriff tilted back his head and laughter flooded his thick throat.

All right, kid, said he. I got to admit that youre a rare one!

I sat down on the edge of the bunk after I had spread out my blankets, and I tried to puzzle the thing out. What the whole disturbance was about, I could not understand at all, except that it was clear that there was a weight upon the mind of the sheriff just as there was a weight upon the minds of the others.

Perhaps I should have remained awake to think the thing out, and then I might have seen through the mystery, but after my exposure, the warmth from the food and the meal I had eaten served to put me into a drowsy humor; my brain was working like the stiff cogs of an unoiled machine. I curled the blanket around me, and I was asleep in another moment.

When I wakened at last, the storm was no longer rumbling, but the wind was whistling a keen song around the edges of the house. The sun was shining through the little window, and the noise of tins was in the big room, and a stir of voices. The sheriff and his friends were wakening.

I tumbled out as quickly as I could, and when I stepped into the living room, the first man that saw me was one of Lawtons companions. He gave out a wild sort of yell, as though he had seen a ghost.

Name of Heaven! cried the man. Hey, Lawton!

Whats the matter?

Lawton, come here!

The sheriff came into the doorway with his sleeves rolled up and a strip of raw bacon on the end of his fork, just as it had been when he prepared to drop it into the frying pan. He threw up both his hands. The strip of bacon fluttered away and flopped in the middle of the floor.

It aint him! cried Lawton. Its his ghost!

I thought of that — but theres his saddle!

The sheriff strode up to me in a black passion. You stayed over! he snarled at me.

Why not? said I.

Why, darn your heart, said he, how long dyou think I want you here?

It was an odd question.

I suppose you dont have to feed the boys in jail out of your own pocket, I suggested stiffly.

Jail? Jail, the devil, said the sheriff. Who said anything about jail?

A weird little hope went through me; it was too fantastic to be put into words, I felt.

I understood I began.

You understood nothin! he broke in. Or else you wouldnt be here!

Lawton, said I, it may sound foolish, but as a matter of fact, this sounds very much to me as though you wanted to make an end of keeping me in any place. It almost sounds as though you figured on turning me loose!

Does it look that way? sneered Lawton. Why, you got eyes, then, aint you?

His sarcasm, however, did not affect me. Very well, said I. I have done talking. You may say what you please.

He glowered again. His passion seemed to be rising every minute. Look here, kid, said Lawton, I dont aim to be hard on kids like you. But, worse that that — I cant be hard on you!

Sheriff, said I, I dont follow this. Will you say it in words of one syllable?

The sheriff raised his big voice to its top note — and he had a voice which would have swamped the bellow of a mad bull.

You young jackass! yelled he. Aint this my house? Can I jail a fool kid that walks in and eats my chuck?


XIV. A RUNNING START
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WHEN I TOLD that story to Tex Cummins, a little later, he said: How did you feel?

I simply blurted out: I felt like the devil!

That was the truth. The sharpest emotion that I felt was simply a great shame, that I should have put a man of that caliber into such a position that he had to violate the law in order to maintain his sense of chivalry. It fairly knocked the ground out from under me. There was something so clean and direct and sort of childish about that attitude of mind, that it reminded me of Mike ORourke.

My Lord, said I to the sheriff, what sort of men do these mountains breed?

That took him back even more than what he said had taken me back. He stood there scratching his chin. Both of his friends had come in. I call them his friends. I might just as well have called them his trained man hunters, for that was what they were.

Look at this fool kid, said the sheriff. He took me at my word. I give him a parole and he takes it, and he lives up to it! Now what in the devil am I gonna do about it?

Look here, kid, said he, what do I make out of you? You murdered a gent called Turk Niginski. Thats what you go to the pen for!

If I live to be a hundred, said I, theyll never have a murder against me. That man tried to send a bullet through me. He hit my hat instead of my head. That was my luck. His luck was to get my slug fair and square. But when they picked him up to take him to town, they couldnt locate his gun; and when they looked at my gun, there were two empty chambers. Yunderstand? Id taken a flier at a rabbit and missed it. That was what beat me. They said that Id shot the hole in my own hat.

Well, boys? said the sheriff to his companions.

They merely shrugged their shoulders.

Speaking professional, I dont believe a word youve said, remarked the sheriff in his rough way. You been found guilty, and them that are found guilty are guilty. What twelve men decide on is Bible for every sheriff in this here country. But speaking man to man, I got to say that I believe everything youve said and a lot more. I think youre innocent.

I cannot tell you how it thrilled me to hear him say it. A vast faith in human nature was brought back in a wave of joy upon my heart.

He went on: Im gonna turn you loose. I wish that it had been at night sos nobody could see you leave my house. But its got to be by day. So, vamose.

I was happier still. I went up to the sheriff and held out my hand.

Lawton, said I, when I thank you, I mean to

Shut up! said he. I dont want to shake hands with you. Im gonna give you a running start — for a whole hour. Then Im going to start on your trail and my two bunkies with me. Were going to get you, too! Weve got horses that are fast and fresh, and we know this country — which you dont, I suppose. Were going to get you, kid, and were going to send you back to Mendez on the way to the State prison, with a little extra added onto your term for breaking prison. Im a sheriff. Ive swore to uphold the law. Im going to do it. Ill run you down if it takes my last hoss and my last man!

There was no doubt that he meant business. It scared me; but it made me respect him, too.

Very well, I answered him. If youre coming after me, Ive got to tell you one thing in exchange for the white way youve treated me. If Im caught, I go up to the pen for enough years to wreck my life. Im not going up!

Youre going to beat all the officers of the law? said the sheriff with a sneer. Youre going to outsmart us?

I looked at him without any anger. I suppose that the little stretch of time since I left the house of Father McGuire to go to jail had aged me more than all my life before. I was beginning to understand — oh, not very much, but a few of the corners of the world.

I dont think that I can, said I. I dont think that I can outsmart you, and I dont think that I can beat you. But when you corner me, you wont take me alive.

He was serious enough, at that, and scowled at me. Youll fight it out, then? said he.

They took me up on a crooked charge, said I. Ive got a right to be free and to fight to keep free!

Have you? said the sheriff. Look here, my son, twelve pretty honest men looked over your case and figgered that youre guilty. Well, sir, because of that you aint got a right to fight back. What the twelve say has to go for the law. Sometimes they make mistakes. From what Ive seen, they make more mistakes turning guilty devils loose than they do sending up innocent men. But when they do make a mistake, we got to stick by it. Its hard on you, I admit. But its better for the rest of us.

Thats one way of looking at it, said I. I dont see it your way. Ive got a gun, and I intend to use it. If you corner me, Ill shoot five times to kill. Ill keep the sixth shot for myself.

There was just a faint wrinkling of a smile at the corners of his mouth.

When I was a kid, it was easy for me to talk hard, too, said he.

It made me so proudly angry that I almost wished he would start the fight on the spot. But I went out from the house and sobered down when I found my horse. The gray had stood up to the first and second stages of the ride very well. But there was a good deal of fire missing from his eye, and I knew that if I pushed him too hard on this day, it would be the last real bit of work that I could get out of him.

But in the meantime, I had exactly one hour to take advantage of my head start!

I clapped a saddle on the gray, bridled him, and jogged out into the valley. The country was rough, but just about one per cent as terrible as it had looked to me in the storm of the night before. As I looked at the crevices, the tumbled stones as big as houses, the thickets and tangles of trees, the twisting ravines, and the big mountains, I decided that it would not be so hard to hide a whole regiment here, let alone one man.

I timed myself by the watch. I rode straight for half an hour without trying to make any trail problems for the sheriff to solve. Then I intended to devote the rest of the hour to getting into a good hiding place.

I reached a stretch of hard rocks, then, and turned the gray onto them. What marks he made with his shoes would be hard reading on fresh-faced granite, I thought. At least, it was a trail which I should not have cared to try to decipher.

Still on those rocks, I turned into the mouth of a ravine and then worked my way to a natural covert among the rocks. There I tethered the gelding and sat down to wait. I waited a full hour. Then I found myself blinking my eyes and glaring in astonishment, for there came the sheriff riding, with his men behind him — three big men on three big horses, stepping lightly among the rocks, with the sheriff swung far down from his saddle to read the trail!

They had solved my little trail problem almost as swiftly as I had made it. I cursed them in my heart for men with eagle eyes. I looked around me for a way to get out, but there was none. I was backed up against the wall of the cliff, and to escape I had to ride out full in their view.

I threw myself on the back of the gelding and charged down at them desperately. They were in easy revolver distance — which means very point-blank range. They saw me the instant I shot into view, and three guns chimed like one. The poor gelding tossed its head and pitched to the ground.

I had only time to touch my feet from the stirrups, and then I opened fire. They had not remained in the saddle. They had taken to their heels after their very first discharge brought me down, and now they were running for cover, firing toward me at random as they ran.

It would be a very pleasant thing if I could tell you how I shuddered and shrank from the thing which lay before me. As a matter of fact, I didnt shudder or shrink at all. I simply said to myself: There are three men trying to kill me, or capture me and give me what is worse than death. Im going to nail them all or die trying!

I thought that while I was rushing my horse out of my rocky covert. My first bullet was on the wing before the body of the brave gray was more than settled on the ground. It caught one of the sheriffs friends in the leg and dropped him on his face. My second shot was better aimed. It struck the big man who was just dropping into cover behind a rock, so that he threw out his arms and rolled out into full view of me. There he lay writhing.

I steadied my gun for a third shot.

I thank the Lord that I couldnt shoot, however; even with the cracking of the sheriffs revolver to urge me on. He was shooting very straight, but I was in such a position that he could not see me clearly. I tied a white handkerchief on the end of a stick and held it up — a bullet chopped that handkerchief in two and left only a ragged tuft of cloth wagging at the end of the stick.

Then I heard the sheriff yelling: Dyou give up? You yaller-bellied young swine!

That was enough to make any man fight, and I shouted back at him: They havent the sort of men in these mountains that can make me give up. But both your men are down in plain sight of me. Do you want them murdered?

There was a moment of silence, during which I suppose the sheriff maneuvered behind his rock until he could catch a glimpse of his two companions. What he saw made him yell back:

Youll hang for this! But is there a truce?

Sure, said I, If I go clean free.

Go free and be darned, said the sheriff, and then he was rash enough, or humane enough, to jump from behind his shelter and rush for his fallen friends.

I should have gone to help him care for them if I had been a true hero of romance. But I was not a true hero. I was simply a badly scared eighteen-year-old. I took the saddle and bridle and pack from my dead horse. Then I carried them over to the sheriff. He was paying no attention to the fellow who had been wounded in the thigh. But he was kneeling beside the other man, ripping his shirt off.

I did not offer to help. Neither did I feel any horror when I saw the blood. I looked into the drawn, pain-stricken face of that unlucky fellow and rolled a cigarette! It was callous, of course, but I had just come off with my own life by the grace of good fortune.

However, there was something about the look of him that told me he would not die.

Do you want me to help? I asked Lawton.

You get the devil out of here, said the sheriff. Ive seen too much of you, already.

Im shy a horse, said I.

He jerked his head around and glared very angrily at me. Youve got the crust of a brass monkey, said Lawton. Lemme hear what you want me to do about it?

Give me a horse in exchange for the one that you killed.

Lawton gave one more glance at the wounded man and then back at me.

Thats sweet! snarled he. I fix up a crook sos he can get away?

What else is there to do? I asked him.

He twitched his big body around so that he could turn his back on me.

Ill loan you any one of the three, if youll ride back to town for a doctor, said he. No, he added, as I started in, dont take the black.

The black was his own horse. I was to know more about the qualities of that black later on. But in the meantime, I concentrated on the other pair. I have already said that they were strong horses, quite up to carrying my weight even in the mountains. I selected a pale chestnut mare with a rather Roman nose and an ugly look in her eye, but with four sound-looking legs and room enough where the front cinch ran to promise plenty of bottom. I dragged off the saddle and bridle which were on her and put on my own instead.

Then I mounted, and with her first step I knew that I had not changed my gray for a worse mount. The step of the mare was as light as drifting smoke. I have always thought that you can read a horses enduring qualities and courage better by its walk than at any other gait. I like the rhythm of this nags tread. I rode back to the sheriff.

He wont die, I said.

But he did not return a word to me.

So I turned the head of the mare out of the ravine, and when I got into the valley I tried her gallop. It carried me along like a song until I came to a little huddle of houses at a crossroads — a wretched, cold-looking little village. I dared to ride straight into it. First I went on my own account into the store.

Aint that Jacksons hoss you got? asked the fat old storekeeper.

He loaned him to me to come in for some chuck, said I.

I bought some bacon and flour, some salt and sugar, some dried apples — and some ammunition for a Colt .45. Then I started out.

Kind of young to be workin for Lawton, aint you? said the storekeeper, coming to the door to watch me mount.

Oh, I aint so young, said I. Besides, the sheriff will take a flier now and then.

Has there been no track of that young Porfilo thats said to of hit for the mountains up this way? he broke off sharply, and, staring as though he saw my face for the first time: Why exclaimed the storekeeper, and then paused again.

I knew that he had recognized me, but I also knew that he was not the sort of a man to pull a gun even at as young a criminal as myself. I merely waved to him and asked him where the doctor lived. He told me that the doctors house was at the eastern end of the street, set back behind a row of firs. I found it as he described it. It looked like a funeral, to be sure!

I put my mare at the fence, and she took it flying. Then I went winging up the path to the front door and fetched a kick at it that sent a crashing echo through the house. In a moment the door was whipped open and the doctor jumped out under the nose of my horse.

Whos dying? he asked.

The sheriff and Jackson are in trouble. Jackson has been shot through the body, I told him, and then I described where I had left the pair of them. He wanted me to wait and ride to the spot with him, but I told him that he couldnt miss it — which was true — and that I would hurry back ahead of him. I hurried the mare over the fence again, put her down the street at a canter, and was beginning to gather headway when I heard a yelling behind me, and then I saw two fellers coming up the street like madmen, with the hat blown off the head of one and the brain blown out of the head of them both, I suppose.

It was red-eye, perhaps. Or perhaps they had simply heard the excited storekeeper speak of me and the calm manner in which I had dared to ride into their town. Such effrontery was an insult to every man in the village, of course. This pair decided that they would have to go after me. Perhaps neither of them would have had the courage, taken by himself. But a companion egged him on.

They had their guns out already, and as they came around the corner, reeling far off and shooting a cloud of dust out to the side, they opened fire. They worked from the backs of running horses. Their bullets went wide — yes, very wide!

I put my first bullet through the shoulder of the unlucky rascal who rode on the right. It must have been a frightfully painful wound. He twisted around in his saddle with a great scream of agony and pitched onto his face in the dust.

That was enough for his friend, too. He had a good excuse to stop his charge at me — he had to go back and take care of his unlucky bunkie. So he twitched his cow pony around and went back to the fellow who was kicking and cursing in the thick dust.

I went on up the valley.

I remember feeling that I was lucky to have only wounded them. But I did not feel it had been any great deliverance. Sooner or later, I decided, they would corner me, and my promise to the sheriff would have to be lived up to. In the meantime, one might as well be hunted for the killing of twenty men as of one!


XV. IN HIDING
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BY THIS TIME, I despaired of getting any headway toward a safe flight until I was better acquainted with that country. It was far too bewildering. I never could tell from what direction men might be riding toward me. I did not know which were blind trails and which were well-traveled ones. I did not know the difficulties of short cuts or the advantages of them. In fact, I knew nothing except that I was tossed down in a ragged ocean of mountains. In the meantime, I would have to get my bearings and establish some sort of a mental chart of my surroundings.

There was sure to be a frightful stir. Such a man as Lawton, impatient and bold and strong and sure of himself, would go almost mad with the reflection that a youngster such as I had stopped him, shot down two of his men, and then bearded the villagers in his town a scant mile or two away!

He would make enough trouble to occupy the attention of an army, to say nothing of the fuss that the men of the town might make, because I had had the impudence to go into their town in broad daylight.

The fact was that I had had no intention of doing a dare-devil thing. Even after the sheriff had recognized me, I did not feel that every other man would be able to do so. I had felt quite secure during that adventure. But now I saw that I would be known instantly wherever I appeared.

All of this was enough to make me decide to lie as low as possible for a time until, by quiet excursions here and there, I had mapped the country for myself. But where was I to hide?

I had never forgotten how my father had hidden a book from me when he did not wish me to read it. He simply put it on a shelf in plain sight — except that the back was to the wall. I combed the house from top to bottom and hunted in every closet, through every old trunk in the attic, through every nook of the cellar. But it was six months before I found that volume — by purest accident.

I decided that I should do the same thing with the sheriff. Wits I could not match against him. I felt that the coolest place for me would be on the very edge of the danger itself! So I went right back up the creek until I saw the peaked roof of his house to my left. Then I rode up a trail where the path came down to a ford, so that the prints of my horse would be lost in a tangle of other signs.

In a hundred yards I dipped to the right into a thick wooded place. When I came to the first clearing I decided that this would have to be my home. There was forage here for my mare. I had my blankets and food. There was very little chance that they would comb the country so close to the house of the sheriff!

The two dangers which I had to keep in mind were first, that the fire which was essential for cookery might be seen; second, that the mare might neigh if she heard another horse going down the trail. As for the mare, she was a sensitive, intelligent creature, and when she was startled by any sound in the woods, I could soothe her by speaking softly. She got so that she would come right up to me and nuzzle my hand like a dog.

As for the fire, I did my cooking at night because by day the smoke was sure to be seen. At night, I built my fire among a nest of rocks which screened the light very effectually, and I worked with a small, low flame, always. It used to take me two hours to do my cookery every other day. For ten whole days I remained in this spot.

In the afternoons I would venture up the face of the mountain which jumped at the sky right behind my covert. It looked over the rest of the lower mountains and the tangle of ravines and the little hollows and valleys which cut the face of the landscape. These I mapped in my mind as well as I could. Through the clear mountain air, I could look for limitless miles, and see far off the trails which twisted here and there.

When I had studied until my mind was full, I would steal back to the clearing and draw a map as accurately as I could remember each detail, even down to the trails. The next day, I carried my map with me and corrected it. Each day I studied more, until I began to have a deep familiarity with the items of that wide spread of mountains.

Only where peaks as lofty as my own went up from the general mass of roughness, there had to be blind spots in my knowledge. But I had a great mass of directions and localities and landmarks listed in due order.

On the tenth afternoon, when I came back through the mist and color of the sunset time, I smelled cigarette smoke from my clearing, and I knew that my hiding place had been discovered.

Of course I decided first to sneak away. But a second thought made me go on. I wanted to have a glance at the peculiar spy who, having found my rendezvous, had the folly to sit down and smoke at leisure in it! I wanted to see how many were in his party!

I came along with the care of a hunting snake and not much more noise, I think. Finally, when I reached the edge of the clearing, I saw only one man. He had his back to a tree; the side of his face was turned toward me; his hat was in his lap, and I saw the most welcome sight I could have wished for — the gray hair and the alert features of my benefactor — Tex Cummins!

Tex! said I, and stepped into the clearing.

He jumped up and shook hands with me.

Youre fixed up quite snug here, said he.

It was wonderfully good to hear a human voice after ten days of silence. The first thing I wanted to know was: How had he found me?

Nothing mysterious about that, said Cummins. When I heard that the sheriff had been working like a madman and had called out twenty of the best trail followers and sign readers in the mountains to help him, and when I found that he had worked for a whole week and hadnt come across a shadow or a trace of you, I decided that one of two things had happened.

Either you and your horse had dropped off a trail into one of the rivers, or else you were tucked away and lying close under cover. I couldnt figure on the first thing. I could figure on the second. The more I thought of you and remembered that you are a pretty crafty youngster and not simply a gun puller, I decided that you had probably put yourself away right under the nose of the sheriff himself.

I made his house the center, and I started cutting for signs from that spot. It has taken me two days. But here we are!

It made me like him better than ever. In my first meetings with this odd man, there had been an air of reserve about him, a touch of mystery, something cryptic and smart in his speech. But now he was as simple and familiar as the most unpretentious man in the world. I could not help smiling upon him. At that moment, I had a real affection for him.

This gives me a chance, said I, to thank you for what youve done for me, Tex. I want to say

He waved my thanks into limbo. Look here, kid, said he, I got as much fun out of helping you as you got out of being helped. Maybe more! So the score is quit on that side of it.

Let the gratitude go, then, said I. I owe you quite a bit of hard cash.

Very well, said he. I dont mind having a few bits of money owing to me. It makes me feel that I have an anchor to windward.

He did not pause here, but went right on: In the meantime, what are your schemes, youngster?

I remembered Mike ORourke.

I have only one scheme, said I. I want to go straight.

Tex nodded at me. I can tell you the one way to do it, said he.

Fire away! cried I, feeling that the mystery was about to be solved for me by his wits.

Take your gun up and look it in the eye and pull the trigger, said my friend Tex Cummins. Because the nearest place where you can go straight is heaven, my son!

It seemed very foolish for a youngster of my age to contradict a man as clever and as filled with experience as Tex Cummins. I simply said, after a moment when the shock had passed off a bit: Well, I may look around and find a way.

Look around — sure, said Tex. I wish you luck. I hope they dont fill you full of lead while youre looking. Thats all. But tell me what you might have in your mind to do?

Why, I dont know, said I, feeling that my brain was spinning under the contact of this direct argument. There ought to be a way.

A man has to eat, said Tex, getting down to facts. You admit that?

Of course.

A man has to have company. You admit that?

I had a hasty impulse to say that I thought a man might get on very well in some sort of a way, living by himself. But I felt that a lonely honesty would be rather dull with nothing but an occasional mountain goat for an audience to ones integrity.

I admit that, said I at last.

Well, howll you get it? asked Tex. Howll you get food and companionship without being nabbed by the other honest men who are living straight, too?

The very fact that he himself gave up the idea as an impractical one was about enough for me. Mike ORourke began to loom in my mind as a dear girl — but an excessively impractical one.

It has me beat, said I.

It has me beat, too, said Tex. I tried to go straight. I tried it for years. I got jailed for something that I did in boyish ignorance, and I couldnt get my freedom although I broke away from jail because I was always recognized, as you will be.

But with you, its a different case. I had broken jail accused of fighting. You have broken jail accused of murder! Theres a difference. I didnt pull a gun during the whole course of my wanderings. Youve shot down three men and reduced a sheriff to the edge of a nervous breakdown. You have a build and a face that can be snapshot in a few words:

Eighteen years old, looks like a Mexican prize fighter, six feet two, weighs a hundred and ninety.

That would hit you off. They have hit you off. Theyve plastered telegrams all over the mountains about you, and this little affair of Lawton and his trained man hunters has made everyone keen to get you; because the man that lands you now will make his reputation. Theyre going out in batches of three and four and trying their hands at amateur work. Theyve stacked up a twenty-five-hundred-dollar reward on your head!

Now, my boy, Im not a fool, and you know it. When I was a kid, I was a sharp youngster. But with everything in my favor, I couldnt beat the game.

With everything against you, how can you expect to?

He was so direct and crisp that there was no avoiding the conclusions that he reached. I felt that he was right. I did have to live, and when my money gave out, I either had to work for money or steal money, so far as I could see. How could I work honestly for it?

I told Tex that he was right, though it went against the grain to do it, and I was glad that Mike ORourke couldnt hear me say that. Tex nodded at me, and told me that I showed a bit of sense to agree with him.

What I came up here for, said he, is to tell you that I think I can show you how to make money fast and easy. Its risky business, but youre the sort of a fellow who enjoys a risk.

I told him that wasnt true. But he merely shrugged his shoulders.

Ive seen you fight with your fists, said he, and Ive heard how you fight with guns. How many kids at eighteen have killed their man and shot down four other men — each one a fighter?

He went on quietly. He was all the more persuasive because his voice was so quiet.

I saw it in you when I watched you fight Harry Chase. I saw that you were afraid of him, but I also saw that you were able to stand up and fight fast and hit hard in spite of your fear. In ten seconds, you were enjoying that fight. It was about the best fun you had ever had in your life. Isnt that true?

I had to nod at Tex Cummins.

Of course, said Tex, it would be very pleasant if I could tell you that the only reason I have tried to help you is because I liked you and wanted you to get out of trouble. That was partly the reason. The other truth is that I thought I might be able to use you, one of these days. Now I think that the time has come!

It was rather shocking, such frankness. But still I cant say that I didnt like him all the better for it, instead of hearing some sneaking, hypocritical excuses such as the way was well paved for.

He said: Im what you might call an employment manager of crooks, Leon. I dont do the actual work myself. I leave that to my men who are scattered here and there through the mountains and the desert. My job is to plan big things. I find the bank that can be robbed and I find the watchman or the clerk that will take the bribe to start things going. I locate the express shipment of hard cash and find out what train it is coming on.

I get a whole lot of details that makes a whole lot of things possible, and then I make a split in the profits. The commission I take is a big split. I get half. But out of my half comes all the hush money that has been scattered along the line. You understand? Sometimes it costs a lot. Ive actually pulled through a fifty-thousand-dollar job and found at the completion of it that I had lost a few hundred dollars after my twenty-five thousand was paid to me.

Still, it was profitable because it gave a couple of my men a handsome profit. Other times, I clear up thirty or forty per cent of my share as clear velvet. But I have to pay out big money all the time. I have to take trips through the mountains. I find some rancher on a small place who is barely making both ends meet. I size him up, and if he looks all right to me I say: Suppose that a fellow should come along some day or night and say: Partner, I need a fresh horse — or I need a meal — or I need a little cash — or I need some ammunition and a gun — what would you do if he were to say: Tex Cummins sent me?

As a rule, they simply stare at me. Then I reach into my wallet and take out something. It all depends upon what I think of the man and the strategic importance of his house. Sometimes I give him fifty dollars. Sometimes I give him twenty — and sometimes I give him a hundred. I have the mountains and the desert dotted with such houses, son.

I could not help breaking in to ask him if he really wished to tell me so much about his private affairs. But he only smiled at me. He said that he hoped that this would be only the beginning of long business relations between us; and, in short, he told me that he was sure that I would make a successful life out of my career beyond the law.

I give you his reasons exactly as he gave them to me. He told me that most criminals are of course unsuccessful, but that is because they are stupid and uneducated, as a rule, and because they often have vital moral weaknesses — they cannot resist liquor, drugs, and a thousand other vices.

Above all, they have not the sense to associate themselves with other men who are trustworthy in their crimes, and the result is that the police are able to do most of their detective work by simply talking to the associates of suspected criminals. He went on from this to tell me that because I had been forced into a career of crime rather than made a deliberate choice of it, I had a thousand times greater chance of winning out.

When I offer this opening to you, I have gone into detail so that you will have nothing to reproach me with hereafter. If you dont like my proposition, or my share of the loot, or any other feature which you see in it, you may back out now. There will be no hard feelings on my part. Every man who works for me hears just what you are hearing, and those men rarely break with me, because they know that they have to depend on me in the first place for the locating of good plants, and in the second place for the measures which make crime safe.

I tried to tell him that it was not the safety or danger of crime to which I objected so much as crime itself; but he silenced me completely enough by telling me that I could take or leave his proposal exactly as I chose. He would not force me. After all, what was there for me to do? I felt that there was only one avenue open to me unless I wished to surrender myself to the police.

So, in another five minutes, I was sitting in the dusk of the day listening to Tex Cummins as he outlined what my next steps were to be. He had selected the thing for me to do and the man with whom I was to do it. Before the dark was firmly settled over the mountains I was in the saddle. Into the empty saddle holster he thrust his own rifle. He gave me fifty dollarsin case anything went wrongand he shook hands and wished me luck.

I started away for my first deliberate violation of the law.


XVI. THE SIGNAL
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MY WAY HELD south, and at last was to pass down the valley near the house of ORourke. But the trip which had required five hours through rough going and in the teeth of a storm — five hours of agony — needed only two, now that I understood the lay of the land and had a mountain horse beneath me.

I whistled the signal which we had agreed upon — two short blasts, a pause, and then a long trill. After that, I sat down cross-legged, with my back to a tree, and waited. For it was a warm night, with a south wind straggling up the ravine and touching me with a friendly hand. There is nothing so human as the touch of a soft wind in the dark of the night.

Presently I saw a silhouette between me and the house. It was only for an instant, crossing the outline of one of the bright windows, but I thought that it was about the size of Mike. I repeated the signal softly. In another moment, she was standing before me.

I said: Sit down, Mike, and rest your feet; Im tired, and I suppose youre tired, too.

There was a flattened stump top just beside me, just a few inches above the top of the ground. Mike sat down on that.

Im not tired out shooting up posses, though, said she.

Youve heard about that? I asked, with rather a thrill of gratification.

But she only snorted, and remained silent for a time.

Thats the way youre going straight? said she.

I tried to explain: I rode till I was half dead with the cold that night, and I blundered into the first house where I saw a light

Oh, I know, said she impatiently. The whole range knows all about it. Jackson did the talking. I suppose that Lawton wouldnt have said a word. Some of the thick heads want to fire Lawton, now, because he didnt capture a criminal — a murderer — when he had the man in his house!

She was so savage about it, that I was really afraid of her.

Hes a fine fellow, I admitted. I hope that he doesnt come to any trouble, because he treated me like a white man.

She grunted again. I began to grow angry in turn.

Ive come to pay back your twenty dollars, said I. I held out a bill toward her. She merely lighted a match and examined it. Then she blew the match out.

I dont take stolen money, said she.

It was enough to make any one excited. I, being just eighteen years old, was boiling in an instant. I sat bolt upright and glared at her.

Who said that I stole it? I cried to her.

Well, did you work for it?

It was given to me, said I.

I hadnt thought of that, said Mike. I hadnt thought that you might beg for what you needed!

Confound it! I shouted at her. I didnt beg for it! It was given to me!

For nothing? said she.

An advance payment on — some — some work that Im going to do.

I could not help a slight faltering of my voice as I said this, and she leaped at my weakness instantly.

What sort of work? snapped Mike.

Well, work is work. And its none of your business, said I.

Crooked money is just as bad before youve worked for it as after youve worked for it, said Mike.

I had one hearty wish, and I told her so. I wish you were a man, said I through my teeth.

No you dont, said Mike with the most infernal assurance. If I were a man, youd be afraid of me.

This impertinence made me see red. I could only gasp, and she immediately followed up her remark by asserting: Youre afraid of me even when Im only a girl!

Well, said I recovering a little, I have brought back your twenty dollars to you, Miss ORourke. Now Ill be getting on.

I held out the money, but she paid no attention to it. I folded it up and threw it into her lap. She brushed it away, and the breeze turned it slowly over and over on the ground like a dead leaf.

Take it or leave it, said I. Ive returned the money to you. It was good enough for me, and its good enough for you. Good night!

I stepped to the mare, and I drew up the cinches with a wicked force that made the poor animal stagger and grunt. Then I jumped back at Mike and stood ominously over her.

What the devil is the matter with you! I cried. Why do you treat me like a dog?

I expected a stinging return that would crumple me up. But instead, she replied in the gentlest voice you can imagine: Leon Porfilo, youre so big, and so silly, and so funny, and so young — I could cry over you!

Good heavens, said I, drawing myself up higher than before, I hope that the time hasnt come when a little sawed-off sixteen-year-old kid can begin pitying me.

I saw her start in the darkness. Am I sawed-off? gasped she.

The smallest I ever saw for your age, said I, rejoicing wickedly that I had found her weak spot.

Thats not true, said she, in a voice that trembled with emotion.

Seventeen, said I, and not even five feet tall!

Leon Porfilo, youre telling a lie and you know it! Im one inch more than five feet, and Im only sixteen!

Five feet tall with high heels

I never wore high heels in my life!

A sawed-off little runt, said I, taking on airs! Talking big!

She jumped up in front of me. Then — I suppose because my bigness so near to her did make her seem small, she stepped back from me.

Im growing every day, said Mike. Whats more, do you think that I ever want to grow up to be a great hulking lummox like you?

I felt that I had gained the upper hand, and so unexpectedly, so delightfully, by such small means, that I was able to laugh, loudly and long.

All at once she flung away from me and started running toward the house as I had seen her run once before — as swiftly, as gracefully as any boy. It sent a tingle of excitement up my back and into my throat. Three bounds of my long legs put me up with her, and then I scooped her off the ground.

She began to kick and struggle. It was perfectly useless. She struck at my face. I laughed louder than ever. I had formed such a huge respect for the youngster that it was astonishing to find her so small, so light.

Then an odd choking sound turned into a burst of noisy weeping, like the crying of a child. It was such a wild paroxysm that she lay helpless against my breast, moaning when she could take half a breath:

If I could of — got to — the house — youd never — never — have known! Let me go!

I carried her back under the trees. I felt immensely pleased with myself and not at all inclined to pity her because she was crying. I felt, in fact, absurdly as though I had snapped my fingers under the beard of a lion and frightened the great beast into a corner of his cage! I sat down on the stump and held Mike on my knee.

It was really an astonishing thing to see the passion of her grief and anger. She cried with a stifled wailing — exactly like a child that is broken-hearted but afraid that it will be overheard. All the time she leaned against my shoulder and clung to me.

At last the sobbing began to stop. Eventually it ended altogether. What did she say, as she slipped away from me?

I suppose Ive made a perfect puddle on your shoulder, Leon?

She had, in fact. The tears had soaked through my coat.

How the devil was I to know that it would upset you like this? I asked her rather mildly.

But she could still see through me. Youre mightily pleased with yourself because youve made me cry, Leon Porfilo!

I declared that I was not, but it was perfectly useless to perjure myself about the matter. She merely sniffed and wiped away the last of her tears.

Well, said she, in a voice of great relief, its a long time since Ive made such a fool of myself as this. But it makes me feel a tremendous lot better. Youve no idea!

She sighed, and then she added: Ever bump your crazy bone?

Yes, said I.

Well, its like that, said she. When people mention my size, its just like hitting your crazy bone. It makes me feel queer, and I cry like an idiot. But its the last time youll ever see a tear in my eye, Leon Porfilo — even if Im not a great hippopotamus like you!

I declared that I was grieved to the heart because I had hurt her feelings.

Youre not, said she. Youre tickled to death. Youre disgusting the way you act, Leon Porfilo.

As a matter of fact, said I, I didnt suppose that you had any feelings, by the way you talked.

How have I talked to you? I dare you to show me one thing!

As if I were a ruffian.

Leon, said she, with a sigh, Ive been lying awake at night — swearing at myself because I cared enough about you to lie awake and worry. Theyve told us frightful things. Theyve told us that you must have been lost in trying to ford one of the rivers — because no green mountaineer could ever get away from a man like Lawton and his man hunters. I believed it, half. Now you come back to me with stolen money!

Not stolen, said I.

Well, said she, where did the man who gave it to you get it?

How should I know? I said feebly.

I looked toward her miserably; and she looked toward me.


XVII. STEVE LUCAS
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FROM MIKE OROURKE I traveled back to the main valley and rode on a good eight miles, until I had twisted out among the foothills beyond and saw in a hollow the scattered lights of a town. There was the end of my journey if I could find my man. However, the directions of my friend Tex Cummins seemed infallible.

I located on the outskirts of the town, staggeringly supported between two trees, an old shack with a rusty length of stovepipe cocked over its roof. It was utterly dark, but I did as Cummins directed me to do. I went to the door and rapped in a particular manner which he had prescribed.

I heard no approaching step, but presently a voice spoke close behind me:

Well, where did you drop from?

I turned and saw an armed man leaning against the trunk of a young aspen.

A friend of mine thought that I could be put up here, said I.

Whats his name?

Tex Cummins, said I.

At that, he came closer to me and scratched a match. He held it dexterously in the cup of his hands, so that the light flickered across my hands, leaving him in darkness blacker than before.

The devil, said he. I didnt know that Tex knew anybody as young as this! Whats your name?

I was not angered. There was too much fear in me — of the work that lay ahead — to allow much room for personal pride.

My name is Porfilo, said I. Whats yours?

Youre Porfilo, are you? Well, that sounds better. Youre the one that passed up Lawton and his boys the other day, eh?

He shouldered past me and invited me to follow him into the house. There he lighted a lantern which he put on the floor and further screened with a heavy fold of newspaper. Not a great deal of light escaped, and what light there was filtered vaguely toward the ceiling. I had to guess at the face and the expression of my companion rather than see it clearly. He sat down on a broken box in the doorway, and most of the time his eyes were working restlessly down the slope toward the heart of the town; or sometimes he would rise abruptly and step to the back of the shack for a searching glance among the trees on that side of the shack. A caged tiger could not have been more alert.

You dropped a pair of Lawtons pets, I hear, said this man.

That was all that saved me, said I.

From what? said he.

From Lawton. Lawton couldnt keep after me while I had two of his men helpless — able to bump them off at any time.

Do you think that Lawton could have got you — when there was just the two of you left? asked the stranger.

The chances would have been five to one against me, I admitted. Hes a much better shot, and hes a lot smarter.

By the heavens, said the other, youre queer! Maybe it was just luck that you dropped the other pair? Maybe it was just luck that you put a slug through the shoulder of Dan Tucker?

Here he reached out his hand.

Im Steve Lucas, said he. Maybe Tex didnt tell you my name?

No.

Im glad to know you. Im glad that Tex has picked up a bird like you thatll be a help to all of us. The only trouble is, theyve plastered descriptions of you everywhere, and it aint so hard to recognize you by the description. You wont be able to show your face by day. Youll have to be living by night!

There was not a great deal of doubt of that.

However, I suggested, I suppose most of the work is done at night?

Not at all! said he. All the preparing, mostly, is done by the day. Speaking personal, I wouldnt follow no line of work that kept me up the night all the time. I aint a sleeper. Its hard for me to get my rest even in the night. I cant bat an eye in the day after sunup!

It was not hard to believe him. He could not remain quiet for an instant, but was continually fidgeting from one side to the other and glancing first at me, then at the lantern, then swinging about to shoot a glance at the rear window, then whirling again to scan the slope which led down through the town. There was nothing peculiar about his appearance — only the occasional glint of a golden tooth as he talked.

I think that I can stand the night work, said I, because I can sleep anywhere.

Can you? Can you? sighed Steve Lucas. Well, youre lucky. Theyve slapped a price on your head.

He had changed the subject with a jarring suddenness, but I answered:

Twenty-five hundred.

Three thousand, said Mr. Lucas. Three thousand even. Old man Castro brought in the coin this evening and put it in the bank to add to the reward. Three thousand dollars if they can nab you, Porfilo. Dead or alive! All that a gent has to do is to come up and sink a slug through the small of your back. Thats the end.

He drags you to town and gets the reward. Three thousand aint so bad — considering that all a gent would invest would be the price of a lead slug! Even Wall Street couldnt beat that game for profit!

Thanks! said I. That makes me pretty comfortable.

Aw, the devil, said he. They got worse than that stuck on me. Six thousand iron men — six thousand juicy berries is all the luck bird collects that sinks me! Six thousand spondulics to the sucker that plants a bit of poison in my soup!

What did you do? I asked.

They hung the Walton job on me. After I bumped off Rickets, they gave me a rise and put up a twenty-five-hundred-dollar reward for me. But then I went along for a long time with just that reward on me and nothing more. Folks had sort of forgot about me. Then Whitey Nichols the cur, he talked when they caught him. He laid the whole of the killing of Walton onto me. They believed his yarn, and so that got them excited. Yes, sir, six thousand bones is all they value this baby at!

He seemed quite pleased with this dangerous honor. I told him that if he liked it, I wished they would transfer the three thousand from me to him, too.

Aw, said he, cut out the kidding. You know as well as I do that youre tickled to death because you made a fool out of Sheriff Lawton. How many of us wouldnt take a chance of having our heads blowed off for the sake of a reward offered, if we could have the name of havin made a fool out of Lawton?

I didnt make a fool out of him, I insisted.

He shrugged his shoulders. Have it your own way! Have it your own way! I dont give a tinkers darn what you think!

He remained silent for a time, smoking a cigarette in a jerky way and flashing uneasy side glances at me from time to time. I didnt like Mr. Lucas. There was nothing about him that I cared for.

Well, said he at last, in a better tone, when they stacked the six thousand on my head, they made me!

How?

That was what brought me to the notice of Tex. Maybe that was what brought you to his eye.

I shrank from that unsavory suggestion.

Since I went with Tex Ive been making big money, for the first time.

I thought he got a pretty big cut, said I.

Sure. He gets his fifty. Which is pretty high. But then, he keeps you busy. And when youre broke, Tex will always float you through the shallows. Hes white about that! What do you come in for on this job, kid?

I dont know.

You dont know! cried Lucas.

His ordinary voice was a sort of snarling whisper from the side of his mouth, and even when he exclaimed in this fashion there was more breath than sound. A sort of gasp.

I didnt talk terms with him, said I. Hell treat me well enough.

All I know, said Lucas, is that I get fifty. He can fix you up to suit himself, I suppose.

I said nothing. I liked Mr. Lucas less and less with the passing of every moment.

He fell into a dream.

Maybe well make quite a haul. Theys been some big deposits lately, I guess. Otherwise Tex wouldnt be going after the bank right now.

A bank? said I.

Didnt you even know that?

I know nothing. Im to learn from you.

He chuckled. Ill show you plenty, said he. Then he added: I guess that he wanted to break you in easy. This aint much more than a one-man job. You know what I think?

Well?

This here may be a twenty-thousand-dollar job, kid!

His voice trembled a little as he said it. He was as keen for money as a fox is for the blood of the goose.

Presently he jumped up.

Are you ready, kid?

Im ready.

Then well start along. By the way the lights are going out, it looks as though most of those birds are roosting.

The town was as quiet as we could have wished when we went down toward it. Like most small Western places, it was strung out long and narrow, grouped chiefly along the one main street. We rode around behind it and tethered our horses under the shadow of some cottonwoods near the bank of a creek.

Lucas said: This is straight behind the bank. When weve got the stuff, we can beat it straight back here and then ride across the creek. Its fordable here. Ive looked over the whole place. Ive spent a week fixing up everything. We can ford here — ride down between those two willows, and straight across. Theres a deep place on each side, so be sure to ride straight. Then when we get across, theres clear sailing to the Custer house up yonder in the hills. Do you know Custer?

I said that I didnt. He told me that the only thing I would have to think about was to keep close to him.

That might be a good idea, said I, but Tex Cummins told me that as soon as the job was done I had better take half of the stuff and leave you and ride straight back for him.

He had started walking away from the horses. Now he stopped short and seemed about to speak, but he apparently changed his mind, and we went on together. Again a wave of dislike for Mr. Lucas swelled through me.

We went through the back yard of a house, and a big dog came sneaking out and growled at us. Lucas threw it something which it gobbled at once, and then began to gag and moan.

What was that? I whispered.

I had that dog in mind, chuckled Lucas. Itll never growl at anybody else!

I knew that he had poisoned the poor beast.

We crossed that yard and came out behind a low-built, thick-walled building of stone. I knew that it must be the bank. Lucas went up to the back entrance and took a key from his pocket which he fitted into the lock.

How the devil did you get the key? I asked him.

Cummins attends to little things like this, whispered Lucas.

The lock turned with a well-oiled click, and the door opened. Inside, there was a whisper and stir of paper like a whisper and stir of human beings waiting for us in the black of the dark. But Lucas stepped boldly on and flashed an electric torch along the floor.

So he guided me to the front of the building. He posted me at the big plate-glass window. The broad shade was drawn, but I could look out through a crevice and see the watchman pacing up and down.

I sneaked back to Lucas and found that he had opened the door to the safe room and was kneeling in front of the safe. I touched his shoulder, and he turned with a frightened gasp.

Theres a fellow walking up and down in front of the building, said I. Make no noise or hell be in at us!

The devil, kid, said Lucas. The watchman is fixed, if thats what you mean!

I went back to my place of lookout. Perhaps it was from the watchman, also, that the necessary keys had been secured. Altogether, this was reducing the dangers of robbery to the minimum, and I wondered how few hundreds had been needed to corrupt this man who paced up and down the walk in front.

Once he stopped short just in front of me. Then he tapped on the window, and I tapped back. He made a reassuring gesture and went off to resume his beat.

I cannot tell you what a wave of disgust and contempt for that man went through me. It was as though a watchdog should lick the hand of a stealthy murderer. My wave of disgust embraced Lucas, Tex Cummins, and myself.

Robbery, on the face of it, had always seemed to me such a frightfully dangerous matter that I had always rather admired the talented and courageous criminals. But now that I could observe at first hand the treachery and the sneaking meanness which underlay this crime and, I had no doubt, most others of the same sort, it fairly turned my stomach.

I had a savage desire to jump up and tell my companion, as he worked away on the safe, that I would have nothing more to do with this affair. But I controlled myself. I had committed myself too far to turn back at this point in the game.

I heard the stealthy motions of Lucas — then there was the scratch of a match and a sudden fizzing sound. Lucas was suddenly at my side.

Flat on the floor, kid! he said.

I had barely time to obey when we heard a thick, stifled sound of thunder. No, it was rather like the exhalation of a gigantic breath that shook the building, rattled the glass, and seemed to make the very earth tremble.

By the time I had risen to my feet, I could see Lucas by the light of his own torch yanking open the drawers of the interior of the safe — and outside, the street seemed to be sleeping as peaceful as before.

No, yonder a light winked on in a window. Yonder, too, was the sound of a slammed door. Had some one come out to listen? Or were they coming to investigate?

I slipped back to Lucas with this information. He did not hear me. He was throwing bundle after bundle of greenbacks into the yawning mouth of a sack.

He talked in a chattering voice like a man with chills. Its big! Oh, kid, its big! Were made! Were fixed for life, I tell you!

Suddenly a hand began to beat on the front door of the bank. But Lucas was already prepared to leave, or nearly so. In another instant he had scooped up the last of the bundles and thrown it into his bulging sack. Then he sped back through the building as we had come.

We darted through the rear door and flew across the open toward our horses at the same time that a chorus of voices began to rise. Then a crash told us that the door to the bank had been beaten in.

We were already nearing the cottonwoods when half a dozen men, spilling around the back of the bank, sang out, There they go! and a gun cracked.

Send a couple of slugs that way and scatter the fools! called Lucas.

I whirled around obediently and fired three times into the air. I saw the pursuers scatter right and left. At the same time, I heard the crashing of a horse through shrubbery, and, turning my head, I saw two strange things. The first was that Mr. Lucas had rushed his horse out of sight through the undergrowth and trees toward the ford. The second was that my own chestnut mare was running loose with dangling reins!

One does not need a translator to tell one what has happened in the mind of another man at such a time as this. I saw that the haul had been of such huge proportions that the slender honor of Lucas had buckled under the weight of it. I was to get nothing but the jail for my small share of this adventure. Truly it had been, as he had said, a one-man job.

In the meantime, the scoundrel had slashed the reins of my mare and chased her away with a wave of his hand. Yonder she galloped! Behind came the men of the town with a rush. Aye, there was the roar of the hoofs of half a dozen galloping horses turning out of the street of the village and swinging toward me across the fields.

Nothing could have saved me, then, except the ten days which I had spent with that fine creature in the solitude of the clearing near the house of Lawton. For now, when she heard my voice, in spite of the uproar behind me, and in spite of the hornetlike singing of the bullets which a dozen guns were spitting at us, she wheeled around and literally swung back toward me with her beautiful long mane flying like smoke about her head.

I went into that saddle like a leaping wild cat. I struck somehow, and I stuck somehow. I had her switched around and flying for the creek before I was in the saddle. As I gained the saddle and jammed my feet into the stirrups, I saw that I had rushed upon more trouble.

Lucas had been right in one thing, at least. The creek was not fordable except at the spot between the two willows. It was not even approachable on either side of that spot. There the banks gave down easily on either side. But beyond that favored point, the banks were sheer walls. I had sent the mare forward, however, at such a sprinting gait that I could not check her now. Before me there was what seemed to me a frightful chasm of darkness. But I had no alternative. I drove the spurs in and raised her at that terrible chasm. She, like the great heart that she was, answered with a snort of effort and flung herself high and far.

As we hung in the mid-leap, I was sure that we would crash down in the middle of the glinting water far beneath us, but she had a wonderful carry in her effort. We shot on, and her forefeet struck the solid level beyond. Only her back quarters crushed suddenly in behind me as the crumbling edge of the bank gave way beneath the shock of her weight.

I threw myself out of the saddle and cast back my weight on the reins.

It was enough. With that anchoring weight tugging at her head, scrambling like a cat, she came to her feet. I had the ends of the broken reins in my hand in an instant, and off we went.

I did not flee straightway, because the pursuit was coming up on wings. Instead, I bore to the right, and effectually put a screen of shadowy trees between me and the rifles.

But this maneuver had given me an immense gain in time. The horsemen rushed first at the point where I had attempted to leap across — convinced, no doubt, that they would find my horse and me struggling in the waters.

When they found that they were wrong and that I had escaped by a miracle, they had to ride up to the ford, go down to the stream, walk their horses slowly among the stretch of rapid current and dangerous rocks, climb up the steep, slippery slope beyond, and all this before they could begin to ride at speed.

By that time, when I turned my head as I galloped and looked back, I saw a barely perceptible line of shadows break away from the low wall of trees over the creek. I had a pretty thorough conviction that no horse in the world could catch up with the chestnut once she had such a flying start.

I let her fly. Just as dim before me as the pursuit was behind, I saw the form of Lucas. The rascal was well mounted, but there was such a vast rage in me that I think I could have made my horse overtake a veritable eagle. Let no man tell me that the rider cannot transform his mount! The mare that night was inspired, and it was my transcending passion which lifted her to the heights.


XVIII. CORNERING THE RAT

[image: img107.jpg]

AT LAST I ranged beside Lucas.

All right, kid, said he. When I saw the mare rear back and break the reins, I thought you were done for. There wasnt no good in me staying to get caught, too. So I came along.

I said nothing. I could not have spoken. Something in the ratlike furtiveness with which he jerked his head toward me made me see that he meditated something more than pleasant words.

I ran my thumb over the ends of the reins and made sure, by the glossy smoothness of the leather, that a knife had done the work. No break can possibly take place, of course, without leaving ragged edges.

I decided that it might not be a bad idea to give him a bit of warning.

I said: Im keeping an eye on you, Lucas. If you make a queer move, Ill shoot you through the head.

Mr. Lucas said not a word in reply. He merely busied himself with the work of getting his horse along as fast as possible. I reined the chestnut half a stride behind him — with my gun always ready — my nerves steady as iron, and my heart as cold as ice with fury.

That sprint across the level seemed to take the heart out of the pursuit. They had lost the sight of me, and when Lucas swung his horse to the right and galloped away to the north behind the screening hills, there was not one chance in a thousand that they would be able to pick up the trail.

Lucas seemed to realize it fully as well as I did. He did not maintain that killing pace for another mile, but checked his gelding to an easy jog trot.

Through all the hours that remained of that night we never stopped our journeying. Sometimes the horses walked. Sometimes they trotted. Now and again we let them roll forward in a canter.

In the meantime, I was thinking hard and fast. Back in my mind the hatred of Lucas was as fixed as ever. But I could suppress it enough to make other conclusions for myself.

A bank was no impersonal thing which could afford to give up a huge sum of cash. My own small fortune was in a bank. Suppose that a pair of rascals like Lucas and myself were to gut the vault of that bank in Mendez? Then if the bank failed — as it unquestionably would — where would my fortune be? But that was not all. I was a single man. I could bear the loss. What of the sick and the poor whose small savings were pooled in banks? What of the small ranchers by the score who doubtless depended on their loans from that same bank to carry them through the lean winter season?

We were drifting toward the region of Lawtons home, and it was the nearness to that place that put the first idea into my head.

Now Lucas stopped, dismounted, and kindled a small fire.

Sit down with me, kid, said he.

I slipped from the saddle. The good mare followed me and stood over me. On one side of the fire was Lucas. On the other was I, and between us the wind-harried flames leaped and were flattened, and tossed into struggling waves. Lucas dumped the contents of the sack upon the ground and counted the bills in each package one by one — each package secured by a wrapper of stiff brown paper.

The first two packets were one-dollar bills, and he cursed heavily as he counted thema hundred dollars in each. Then came a wad of hundreds. Twenty-five hundred in that little batch! Some fifties were next — and then a hoarse cry from Lucas. He had struck a pack of thousand-dollar bills!

I listened to his chanting, drunken voice in a daze while the sum mounted to twenty thousand, to thirty.

Fifty thousand dollars! screamed Lucas. And we aint a third of the way through!

No, we were hardly a quarter of the way through the pile. For when that count ended, Mr. Steve Lucas had cried out: A hundred and eighty-nine thousand dollars! Oh, kid, were made! Do we take this to Tex? What right has he got to it? Didnt we turn the trick? Didnt we? We split this half and half — and then we beat it! Am I right?

He licked his thin lips, and then looked at me with a gaping grin.

Then the hate in me turned into words. I stood up and said: Ive thought it all over and decided where were going with that coin. Were going to go to the house of Lawton. You understand? Were going to go there, and when we get there, Im going to leave you and the coin in his hands!

The eyes of Lucas widened as though he had seen a nightmare.

Dyou mean that? he gasped.

I mean it. You tried to double cross me a while back — outside the bank.

Youre off your nut. What would Cummins do? Hed never stop till he snagged you!

To the devil with Cummins and you and the rest of the slimy crooks! I said to Lucas. Get up and get on your horse. Or else grab your gun.

I wanted him to take his gun. There was nothing in the world that I wanted so much, for I had an inborn surety that I would kill this rat of a man if it came to a fight. He seemed to know it, too. He looked at me through another white-faced moment. Then he stood up without a word and went to his gelding.

He had his left hand raised to the pommel of his saddle and his left foot in the stirrup — certainly a seemingly helpless situation — when he made his play. He flung himself back against the neck and shoulder of his horse and, snatching out his revolver as he whirled, he fired point-blank at me.

His own swinging weight beat him. The shock of his body against the gelding made the horse stagger a little, and that stagger threw the bullet wide. I had snapped out my own gun and fired a split part of a second after him, and Lucas dropped to the ground with a scream. There he lay writhing and twisting and sobbing and shrieking with agony.

I could hardly uncurl his body to see what damage my bullet had done, and then I saw that he was frightfully wounded indeed! The slug had torn through both forearms. It had ripped through his right arm and then, flying up, it had smashed the wrist bones on his left hand against the steel pommel of his saddle.

While he lay there damning me, inviting my soul to the most furious deeps of hell, I made as good a bandage as I could and took a hard twist around each arm halfway between elbow and wrist. That turned his arms numb and stopped the bleeding. Then I took him in my arms and slung him into his saddle.

He sat there crying like a child with the unspeakable agony of those wounds. Then I took the reins of his horse, mounted my chestnut mare, and led him on.

We were half a mile from the house of the sheriff when he began to beg, and the rest of that ride was the most grueling experience in my life. I had to listen to that poor devil tell me that I was taking him to his death — that they would be sure to hang him — that I had ruined him already with my bullet, and that that was punishment enough.

Perhaps it was, but there was a cruel devil in my heart that night. The shock of seeing my mare running loose with dangling reins while the townsmen rushed at me across the field had not left me. It had not left me to this moment. I cannot honestly say that I have the slightest regard for the manner in which I treated the yegg.

Just before the house of Lawton he threw himself out of the saddle. He swore that he would lie there, but I merely paused to tie the horse to a tree. Then I threw him over my shoulder like a sack of wheat and walked on, carrying the bag of money in my other hand.

When I came to the front door of Lawtons house, I found it unlocked. I suppose it never had come into the brain of that brave and famous fighter that any criminal would dare to invade his very premises! I walked through the big living room and past the dining table and kicked open the door to his room. That noise and the groaning of my prisoner, which began again at that moment, brought the form of Lawton leaping out of his bed.

Its Leon Porfilo, I called to him, and Ive brought you a prisoner.

I added: Ive got my gun ready, Lawton, and Ive got you covered. If youll promise to listen to me talk and let me go safe out of your house, well do business.

He answered me with a torrent of curses; then a bit of silence.

Ill talk to you, the devil take your hide! said Lawton. Wait till I light that lamp.

He came out half dressed and lighted the lamp in the living room while I lowered my man into a chair. Lawton gave him one glance and then grinned like a bull terrier seeing trouble ahead.

My old friend Lucas! chuckled the sheriff. Welcome home, son!

Lucas, seeing the gallows before him, shrank into his chair and forgot the pain of his wounds.

First of all we washed and dressed his arms. Then Lawton locked him in the next room at my request. There was no danger of him attempting to escape. Those shattered arms and hands could not have so much as turned the knob of a door.

After that we sat down in the living room, and the sheriff regarded me with a calm wonder, if I can use such a word.

Ive seen queer ones, kid, said he, but Im darned if I ever seen the equal of you. What dyou mean by bringing in that rat? You and him joined company and then had a fight?

Are you glad to have him? I asked.

Hes bettern a Christmas cake to me, grinned the sheriff. Whats in that sack?

A hundred and eighty-nine thousand dollars, said I.

I could not help smiling as the sheriff slumped into a chair and gaped at me.

Well, said Lawton at last, lemme see the inside of it.

I tossed the sack toward him. The bottom of it struck the floor and spilled about the feet of Lawton a tide of wealth. He fairly turned white at the thought of so much money.

Where did you get it? he gasped.

From the Crockett National Bank, said I.

Im gonna go nutty in another minute, said the sheriff. What does it mean, kid?

It means that I started to go wrong, said I, and that I dont like the inside lining of that sort of a life. We got this loot, and we started away. Now here it is back again. Thats clear, I guess?

The sheriff pushed the money reverently back into the sack. Kid, said he, I got nothin to say. Except — what are you?

A gent thats trying to go straight, said I. Heres my first payment. Will it go?

I dunno, sighed the sheriff. Ive worked for twenty years grabbing crooks and talking to em after they was grabbed. But I never met none of them like you! Tell me what you want me to do, and tell me in words of one syllable, because I cant understand nothing special hard right now.

I did as he had asked. I told him that I had brought in Lucas because I had seen, during my ride, exactly what a bank robbery might mean to a thousand poor people.

Besides, I did not like the dirty ways in which crooked money was made. I told him, also, of the way in which Lucas had tried to double cross me in my time of greatest peril, and how I had managed to overtake him.

To all of this the sheriff listened with the greatest attention. The shock of surprise was diminishing, and he was able to follow all that I had to say with a shrewd attention.

The main point that I see right now, said Lawton, as I finished, is that you are square, kid! Besides, I aint forgot that after you dropped my two pals the other day, you risked your neck to ride into town and send out the doctor. It saved the life of Jackson. There aint any doubt that another ten minutes without a doctors help would have been the end of him. But, son, even if I know youre square, what can be done about it?

I dont know, said I wretchedly.

The point is, said he, that no matter what you and I know, other folks dont see nothing except that you been condemned to prison for a murder, that youve broke jail, and that youve shot three men since — to say nothin of this here rat, Lucas. We throw him in for velvet, you might say! What can be done for you?

Ive got to have money if Im going to live, said I.

In a small way, I could give you a hand — when I aint hunting you down! He sighed and shook his head, very much perplexed.

I have an idea of a manner in which I can make plenty of money from time to time, said I.

Well, said he, lemme hear you tell the way.

He defied me with his eyes to solve such an impossible situation.

I can tell you simply enough. There is a great deal of money in these mountains that is not in the pockets of honest men.

You mean its in the pockets of the crooks? Yes, I know that. Id need a thousand deputies — and real men, every one of em — to keep these here mountains combed clean. A man can hide ten times in every quarter mile. Where did you hide, kid?

A quarter of a mile from your house, said I.

He threw up his hands with a groan of despair.

I might of knowed that, moaned Sheriff Lawton. Well, go and tell me how you can make an honest living while youre an outlawed man with a face thats as well known as if it was the map of the United States?

Theres no good reason why I shouldnt hunt down a few of the crooks, from time to time, said I. They have money. Heres my first job, which isnt so bad. Theres six thousand dollars reward for the capture of Lucas. That money comes to me.

How are you gonna be able to claim it without steppin yourself into a jail?

Youll claim it for me, and Ill claim it from you.

Cool, said the sheriff. Always cool. Enough brass to fit up a stamp mill. Im gonna claim that reward and then pay it over to you?

You are, said I.

Ah, Lord, sighed the sheriff, I suppose that I shall. How come Im always your handy tool, Porfilo?

Because we need one another, said I.

Its the first rim of the day stickin over the hills yonder, said my friend Lawton. If youre seen sneakin around my house, Im a ruined man and youre a lost man. Get out of here. Come back in a week. Tap at my window, and Ill pass your money out of the window to you. But after that, kid, Im after you on your trail again. You understand?

I understood clearly enough, and I left the house at once. I gathered from the sheriff that during the next week he would allow me a truce. So I spent the next day and the next night resting in my old clearing near his house.

After that, I dropped across the mountains on the chestnut and reached a little crossroads town at the junction of two big ravines. I got hold of a newspaper.

According to the paper, there was no doubt about Lucas guilt. Perhaps it was the effect of the wounds which he bore from that fatal snapshot which I took at him with my revolver. At any rate, a little grilling from the sheriff had brought out a full confession from the poor sinner. In that confession, he admitted a career of crime which sickened me to read, and which I cannot repeat without loathing.

I was rather astonished to see that Sheriff Lawton had put down the facts in black and white. He began with a peroration which was typical of him, though I suppose that the reporter or editor had altered the grammar quite a little to the better.

What he began with was a naked statement of how he had first met me, how he had turned me loose from his house on account of his feeling that the spirit of Western hospitality is a sacred thing, and how he had pursued and failed to capture me.

He went on to tell how I had gone to town and sent the doctor back to the wounded men at sufficient risk to bring a fight on my shoulders before I was clear of the village. Then he told how I had come to him and brought the person of Steve Lucas, whose confession to many black and startling crimes was added in another part of the paper.

After that he shocked me by repeating exactly what I had said to him — that I expected the six thousand dollars reward; for which I was repaying to the right owners the fifth part of a million dollars which had been taken from the bank at Crockett. Furthermore, I expected the sheriff to claim that money and to receive it from him. Beyond all this, he intended to give me that money before he started on my trail again, and he ended with a frank appeal to any voter in the country to impeach his conduct and his intentions and to criticize him if it was felt that he deserved criticism.

As for the criticism, I felt that perhaps the newspaper editorial summed up the possibilities fairly well. That editor was a born Westerner, and he declared in unhesitating language that the duty of hospitality impinged upon the officer of the law as much as upon any other human being. The sheriff, declared the editor, had done no more than right, and in promising me the six thousand dollars, he had made at least a fair exchange for a hundred and eighty-nine thousand.


XIX. TWO ENEMIES

[image: img107.jpg]

I WAS AT the sheriffs window at the appointed time, and in answer to my knock, the sheriff thrust out his head almost at once.

He seemed in the highest of good humor.

Porfilo, said he, this here thing has come off in fine shape. Folks feel so dog-gone good toward you that Im afraid Id be lynched if I got you by shooting. They seem to figger that youve been partly unlucky and partly young — but that you mean right. Maybe you got more friends out of this fracas than youd ever imagine. Ive heard from the bank at Crockett. That bank went bust, my son, as maybe you heard?

I told him that I had not heard.

He began to laugh. I have never heard a man so pleased with himself as the sheriff was on this night.

Oh, yes. Ill say that that bank was sort of mildly pleased with the world when it heard that you was returning all that money. Ive had the president of the bank up here. All he could say was that he wanted to have a chance to meet you and shake hands with you. When I told him that I couldnt manage that, he said that he would send along a little messenger to talk to you in his place. Heres the messenger. Open it, kid, and read it aloud.

He handed me the letter and held up a lantern at the same time. I opened that letter and took out five one-thousand-dollar bills. The letter read:



My Dear Mr. Porfilo:

We have received, in a complete accounting, all of the money to the last penny that was stolen from the Crockett Bank. I have called a meeting of the directors, and it is their opinion that something should be done to reward the extraordinary conduct which has returned such a vast sum of money to our vault. The more extraordinary, I may say, because we realize that this money is sent in by a man whose life is already endangered by a criminal judgment against him, so that it might be taken for granted that he would have ventured any crime in addition to that which is charged against him.

We have felt that your action is inspired by a real feeling both for the bank and for the numbers of unlucky depositors who would have been bankrupted by this great loss.

Accordingly, we have decided to send you a small token of our regard in the form of the contents which are enclosed with this letter. We beg you to accept them, and assure you that we wish our finances were at the present moment in such a state that we could make a larger reward.

In conclusion, after conversation with Mr. Lawton, it is our opinion that you cannot really be guilty of all the charges which are brought against you, and we beg to express to you our sympathy in your unlucky condition and ask you to call upon us still further should a time of need come upon you.

With many good wishes to you, we remain,

Cordially yours, Samuel J. Crockett,
for the Directors of the Crockett Bank.



I read this dignified epistle several times through before all the meaning of it was digested by my befogged brain. Then I handed back the money to the sheriff.

Lawton, I said to him, I helped to take that money out of their vault and I dont deserve a reward for giving it back to them. But with their permission Id like to take one thousand of the money theyve offered me.

I want to pay Jackson five hundred dollars for his horse, which Im still riding. I want the other five hundred to go to pay his doctor bills and pay him, too, for all the time that hes laid up.

Lawton took the money with a grunt. This is all queer, said he. I think Im gonna wake up and find that Ive been readin a fairy story. Now, kid, will you lemme give you some good advice? While all the folks are bustin themselves with good things to say about you, I suggest that you give yourself up. Ill lay a dollar to a doughnut that inside of a week the governor will come through with a pardon for you. Hed be a fool if he didnt. It would bring him in twenty thousand extra votes at the next election!

It was a tempting offer, of course. But when I reflected that the sheriff might be wrong, and what the alternative was for me in case he was in error, I could only shudder and shake my head.

I cant do it, Lawton, I told him.

He sighed with a great relief. Thank heavens for that, said he. Then Im gonna still get my chance at you in the open.

Youre going to get your chance at me.

Ill nail you, son! said he through his teeth. Youve made a fool of me once. Youll never make a fool of me again!

I went away from Lawtons house with a strange feeling about him and about the world in general. There was no doubt that I had been wrong in my first conclusion. The world was not filled with selfish villains. There was plenty of good feeling and kindness and mercy everywhere. But could I trust to the clemency of the cold mind of a judge or of a governor to stand between me and half a lifetime of prison? I decided that I could not. No doubt I was foolish, but I ask you to remember, again, that I was only eighteen.

I went back to my Roman-nosed chestnut mare and rode her away to the south and the east down a trail with which I was familiar now. It carried me over a ridge and into a broad, pleasant valley, and down that valley until I turned into a narrow ravine, filled with shadows so thick that the light of the stars hardly could enter.

There I gave my signal according to the old agreement, and presently, at that place, I saw the shadowy form run out from the house toward me.

It was Mike, of course.

Leon Porfilo! called she from the distance.

I answered her with a cautious halloo. Then she was up with me and wringing my hand in both of hers.

You are going straight? cried Mike.

I am, said I. You bought twenty dollars worth of stock in me, and that twenty dollars sort of outweighs the rest of me. I want to be crooked, Mike, but your share in me wont let me go wrong.

How she laughed, with her head thrown back.

No one in the world guessed it, said she. But what a lot of talk youve made! What a lot of things youve done — and all fine, Leon, since I saw you last!

And made a great enemy, said I.

Bah, said she. What enemy matters to a man like you?

I had one already. Two are too much, said I.

Who are they? said she.

One is Andrew Chase, said I.

Of course Ive heard about him, said Mike. But whats he? Hes only a man. Whos the other one?

Tex Cummins, said I.

At this, she shrank suddenly away from me, and she looked up at me with a gasp of horror.

Oh, Leon, moaned Mike. Do you mean that hes against you?

I do, said I. Does that make such a difference to you?

For she was backing away from me. Such a difference, said Mike, that the best I can hope for you is that Ill never see you again!

She turned back toward the house of her father.

I stood petrified and tried to make it out, but it defied analysis. I could only know two things. The first was that I could never follow the life of a law-breaker again. The second was that my first act of resolute honesty had alienated Mr. Texas Cummins, and with him I realized that I had lost the girl I loved.

Yet, no matter what mysteriously strong influence he might have over her, I knew that the victory was mine and that it was far better, at all costs, to go straight.


XX. ANDREW STARTS OUT
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IT WAS FATHER McGuire who started Andrew on his search for me. They met on the road, and it was Andrew Chase who stopped to speak to the priest.

You have not been particularly cordial to me since there was that unlucky affair of poor Leon Porfilo, said Andrew.

I suppose that the priest jerked back his head, and his eyes fired, as they always did when any one who was dear to him was mentioned. I think that he loved me more than he loved any other thing in the world. Had he not poured out upon me years of teaching and patient labor?

I have avoided you lately, admitted Father McGuire with that warlike frankness of his.

But why? said Andrew Chase.

Not that he valued Father McGuire, but he was so used to admiration that it was rather a shock to him to be talked to in this manner.

Because, said Father McGuire, I have thought over the matter from A to Z. At first I thought that Leon might be in the wrong. I knew that he was headstrong. I knew that he was found of violence. But in time I have come to see that it would have been impossible for him to murder Niginski in cold blood. He was falsely accused.

I trust that you are right, said Andrew Chase.

Niginski was set upon him by some other person. There could have been no other reason behind the fight.

Isnt that an odd conclusion? said the big man.

Examine your own heart, young man, said Father McGuire.

He would have passed on, but Chase, with a thrust of his spurs, planted the great black squarely in his path.

Now tell me what you mean by that, said he.

There was never a very thick crust over the fires that burned in the priest. Now he broke out:

It was you, Andrew Chase, or some other person in your family, who bribed the ruffian, Niginski, to attack the boy!

With that he went on up the street and left Chase behind him. I have all the details of this scene which meant so much to my life. I had them from Father McGuire himself when I saw him again on a sad day.

Now I can dare to step into the mind of Andrew Chase to a certain extent and tell you what went on there. When he went back to his home, he turned this matter over and over in his mind. Whether he were guilty or not of the crime which Father McGuire charged to him, he knew that if the priest felt so strongly about the matter, other less kindly men and less judicious men must be thinking the thing, also.

Such a condition of life was intolerable to him. He could not exist except in that atmosphere of unqualified admiration with which he had been surrounded from his infancy. Two things he chiefly prized. The one was praise; the other was fear. If he could not be praised, he would be feared. But the praise was that for which he chiefly hungered.

He had never been without it. He had never attended a school where he was not the first scholar. He had never competed in a game where he was not the leading athlete, and I have no doubt that he told himself this suspicion was intolerable. He must remove it. How could that be done?

Where I was concerned, the way was cleared before him. I was an outlawed man. There was a price on my head which had mounted to three thousand dollars a very few weeks after my escape from the Mendez jail; and in the two years which followed that price had been raised, gradually, until now he who captured me was assured of the very substantial sum of seven thousand dollars!

The reward could not tempt him, but it pointed out to him that he could do a brilliant thing. He could remove this growing scandal which was spreading through the range about him.

He could remove it by removing the man whom he was said to have wronged. When he had disposed of me, instead of taking the handsome reward which was offered for my apprehension, alive or dead, he could make a fine gesture and crown himself with new laurels by turning over the entire sum to some popular charity.

I know from several events that followed later that this was lurking in his mind.

But, perhaps more than all else, I am sure that the sheer adventure for its own sake was a great impelling factor in the mind of Andrew. He had lived a soft life too long. The thought of danger was an inviting thing to him, and he prepared at once to make his journey.

I have no doubt that, no matter what his other motives, he would not have undertaken that ride to the north, through the mountains, if his goal had been any common man. But, by this time, rumor and gossip had piled up quite a heap of talk around me and made me a figure of some size in the eye of the Western world. The man who conquered me was sure to gain a great reputation. Andrew Chase decided that the time had come for him to put a bullet through my head and clap my little fame into his pocket.

It was when I was making an excellent bargain, that I first heard the grim news that Andrew was on my trail.

My horse was still Jacksons chestnut mare, which I had taken in the first place, and paid for in the second, so that no charge of horse theft could be lodged against me. On Jacksons mare, I started for the barren highlands above the timber line, and spent a day of laborious moiling and toiling before I got to the high places, in which I felt fairly safe. For it was not the first time I had gone among the cliffs and the heads of the great ravine for a refuge. I knew that high country better than anyone except an unshaven naturalist who tramped those dreary regions to study birds and flowers and insects.

It was not the fear of the sheriff and the hunting posses which had driven me to the heights, but the efforts of no less a person than Tex Cummins himself to destroy me!

I was well up in the rocks, when a disaster of the first magnitude overtook me — the chestnut mare went lame! I could do nothing but find a sheltered place in a great nest of rocks on the flat shoulder of a windy height and wait for her leg to become sound again.

I waited for two days, and she was progressing toward recovery. But they were two such days as I hope never to pass through again. Every moment of them I expected the sound of horses, and then the sound of guns.

When I heard a human voice from the ridge above me on the morning of the third day, I felt sure that I had been cornered at last.

I looked up quickly from my shelter, and there I saw, on the edge of the cliff, five hundred feet above my head, a rider on a big mule outlined against the sky.

No matter who it was, I felt that I was safe for the moment, at least. The cliff was almost sheer, and from that distance rifle fire could not harm me behind my broken wall of rocks. Then a yell of amazement and alarm tore its way out of my throat, for the mule pitched head-first over the edge of the height!

I could not help blinking my eyes shut. But when I looked out again, toward the base of the cliff, expecting to see a confused, shapeless heap of beast and man, I found that the base of the rocks was still clean. Far up above me was mule and man, and still pitching down through thinnest air — yet not falling!

No, as a great mountain sheep pitches from a ridge and bounces down a frightful wall of rock, striking its feet here and there on almost imperceptible ridges to check the impetus of its descent, so that weird mule dropped out of the sky above me and zig-zagged to the table-land immediately before me.

I watched the face of the rider during the latter part of that wild descent. He was a Negro; but he was not showing the whites of his eyes. He had leaned himself far back in the saddle, of course, to keep from overbalancing his mount, but otherwise he showed no more concern than I would have shown in taking my chestnut for a gallop across prairie land!

When they were safe below, however, trouble began. The mule — it was a big, mouse-colored animal close to sixteen hands in height — seemed to be in a sort of happy frenzy, and having swooped like a bird through the air. it seemed to disdain its rider. It began to dance and side jump with pricking ears, while the Negro clung to the saddle with both hands, yelling: Hey, you, Roanoke, you fool mule! Hey, Roanoke! Aint you got no sense? Howm I botherin you now? Hey, Roanoke! Quit it-or-

Here Roanoke performed a maneuver something like the snapping of a whip. The Negro shot from the saddle, turned a somersault in the air, and landed unharmed — by good luck — on his hands and feet. As for the mule, since it had shaken off its rider, it started for the nearest outcropping of bunch grass, with which the little plateau was dotted, and began to feed.

Its master stood up and licked his scratched hands. Then he burst into a torrent of cursing. Finally he took Roanoke by the reins and drew a gun.

Roanoke, said he, Ive knowed you, boy and man, for five years, and I aint seen nor heard tell no good about you. If they was ever a dog-gone man- killin, wuthless mule, its you. Roanoke, you is coming to your last day!

He raised the gun.

I stopped him with a shout which startled him, so that he jumped away and whirled around on me with the gun leveled. When he saw my face he uttered a wild yell and dropped the gun to the rocks.

Oh, Mr. Porfilo! cried he. I aint meanin you no harm! For de Lawds sake, dont shoot, sir!

All this time he had his two long arms stretched high above his head, and he was fairly dancing with terror.

Roanoke was already back at his cropping of the bunch grass. As for me, I had not made so much as a motion toward my gun.

Im not going to harm you, friend, said I. Have you ever heard of me doing an unprovoked murder?

I aint heard no harm about you, Mr. Porfilo, said the Negro, and he quaked more than ever.

Put your hands down and take up your gun, said I. Will you tell me if Roanoke makes a habit of coming down cliffs like that one?

When he saw that I really meant him no harm, he recovered his spirits a little, but he refused to touch his gun, and merely kicked it to a greater distance, as if he feared that while it was near him I might misunderstand some chance gesture of his hands. I offered him the makings, and he accepted them with a grin. His spirits began to rise at once.

This here is something that I didnt never expect, said he. I never thought that old Pete Garvey would be sittin on a cloud smokin with Leon Porfilo. I never thought of that!

Below us there was a thin mist blown on the wind, so that there was some semblance of reason for this metaphor.

Why do you want to kill your mule, Garvey? said I.

Because, said he, I never know whether Im gonna be sittin in the saddle or standin on my head on a rock, the next minute, while Im ridin that fool Roanoke.

I looked at the mule again. Even its head was smaller and better formed than I had ever seen in another of its kind, and it had the strong, sinewy neck of a stallion, with the body and legs of a thoroughbred. I pointed out those qualities to Pete, and he grinned again.

That mule is what you might call a mistake, Mr. Porfilo, said he. I was workin for Mr. Morris Carney, takin care of some of his fine hosses, and one of the mares went roamin too far afield, you might say. Well, sir, when the time come, Roanoke come out in the world, and hes got all the brains and the meanness of a blood hoss and a jackass rolled into one! Hes mean because he knows too much, not because hes a fool!

I smiled at this idea, and then I asked him if the mule often made such a cliff as this one which he had just descended as an ordinary trail.

He seen a mountain goat dancin in the air one day, said Peter Garvey, and he didnt never rest till he tried the same thing. First time it happened, I was huntin along the edge of a cliff, and this dog-gone son of an eagle, he jest dipped over the side. I give one look to the sky, because that was where I hoped Id be goin when that mule got through drivin a hole in the rocks of the valley that was half a mile under us.

But he didnt drive no hole; he just went bouncin and slidin and glidin down like he was half on wings and half on rubber. We come down, and when I looked back behind me from below, I says to myself that the good Lord, he sure done hitched a rope onto Roanoke and me. But about the next day he done the same thing. Dog-gone me if the nerve strain aint plumb wore out this nigger!

Does he ever make a misstep? asked I.

Misstep? Hes got some sort of glue in his feet, Mr. Porfilo, said Pete. They aint no way for him to slip. Now he could turn right around and run up that cliff with me on his back and think nothin of it. It aint what he does goin up or down that I mind — its what he does after he gets to the flat. He gets so riled up and proud of himself playin buzzard and eagle that when he gets a chance, he does a dance like an Indian and lands me mostly on my head!

He rubbed that powerfully constructed dome with great sympathy, and I cut short his sorrow by interrupting him and offering him a perfectly manageable — but lame — mare for the mule as it stood.

By the way of Pete Garvey in approaching that mare, I knew that he understood horseflesh. She was not a real beauty. Her head was spoiled with a Roman nose, and at that time she was thin enough to show every rib, which is apt to spoil the looks of a veritable Eclipse. But Pete Garvey was not bothered by superficials. First he examined the lame leg and then looked at me with an irrepressible grin which told me that he very well understood that it was only a minor ailment which could be cured by another days rest. Then he went over the rest of the chestnut inch by inch. Before he finished, his grin clove his face squarely in two.

Mr. Porfilo, said he, I been always a mighty good friend, unbeknownst to you, and I dunno but that I might take this here mare off your hands to please you — and give you my Roanoke mule for nothin!

Pete, you scoundrel! said I, thats a five-hundred-dollar mare, and you know it. Did you ever see a mule that was worth that much?

Did you ever see a wall-climbin mule? said Pete.

He was very much at his ease now. His life had been spared, and money had been put into his pocket. No wonder, then, that his chest enlarged, but his very next speech made me glad that I had brought him to a talkative mood, for he said:

You bein up here aint because Mr. Andrew Chase is callin on you, Mr. Porfilo?

I presume that I changed color, for I felt the eyes of the Negro fixed curiously upon me.

Tell me what you know about Chase, said I.

He told me what he knew, which was brief enough. Andrew Chase had entered the mountains freely proclaiming upon all sides that he intended to hunt me down and meet me single-handed. I felt, with a gripping chill about the heart, that Andrew would accomplish his purpose. The mere thought of failure could not be connected with his name.

I left Pete Garvey with thanks for his tidings, and I mounted the mule after I had transferred saddle and bridle to it. Pete assured me that that mule knew far more than any human being he had ever met, and before another hour was out I was inclined to agree with the Negro. Roanoke knew exactly what slope he could climb and what slope was too steep for him. He knew what cliff he could descend like a bouncing mountain goat, and he knew what one did not supply a sufficient number of footholds to check the downward rush.

How my spirits soared! By the cut of Roanokes body, I knew that he had speed over the flat enough to keep off the rush of any cow pony; but I knew, also, that no mule ever bred could face the rush of a thoroughbred sprinter such as some of the outlaws and the men of the law kept in the mountains. However, unless one intended to fly straight down one of the long valleys, there were not very many opportunities to use a horse over easy terrain, and when it came to mountain work, those who pursued me had better try to catch a mountain sheep!

All the rest of that day I was gayly employed remapping, in my mind, all the trails that I knew in the region round about. Many and many a dizzy short cut was marked out for future use.

Not until the dark came did the thought of Andrew Chase return gloomily upon me.

For Andrew, in the meantime, had advanced into the heart of my country, and that very afternoon he had his first historic interview with Mike ORourke. It was not odd that he should have known that she was probably aware of my whereabouts; it was only rare that he should have had enough self-assurance to think that she would be apt to betray to him anything that she knew about me.

For the whole reach of the mountains understood very well that Mike and I were friends. They had known it well for more than a year, when I betrayed my hand by making a foolish present to her.

She had lost a pet horse — a beautiful little pinto with the eyes and the legs of a deer. It had broken a leg in a hole in the ground and had been destroyed. I, full of her sorrow, swore to myself that I would find something to take her trouble away, and I had in mind the very horse.

Old Cam Tucker, who had a small ranch near Buffalo Bend, in the river bottom, knew horses better than most men know themselves, and the prize of his whole outfit was a dainty little cream-colored mare, not a shade over fifteen hands high, but made like a watch for compact strength and beauty. When I saw her silver mane and tail shining in the sun, I had thought of Mike on her back; when I heard that the pinto was dead, I struck straight back for Buffalo Bend and got at night to the place of Cam Tucker.

I bought a beautiful little mare off him which I presented to Mike. I had not thought that he would talk, but he did, and the tale of my purchase spread like wildfire.

So it was not remarkable that Andrew should have heard of the affair, but how could he have had the effrontery to go to her for information?

There is another way of explaining it. He may have gone, not in the hope of getting immediate information, but simply to find out how true the report of her beauty might be. If he satisfied himself that she was worth a little trouble

Ah, well, that thought came to me afterward, when the damage had been done!


XXI. APPEALING TO MIKE
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HOW MUCH I would have given to be near when handsome Andrew Chase stood over little Mike ORourke, bowing to her as if she were a great lady, while the black charger, Tennessee, tossed its head in the background!

Ah, what a horse was Tennessee, and what a man was Andrew! How they were intended by Providence to set off one another! I suppose that Mike had never seen such a horse. Certainly she had never seen such a man, for though the best young men of the range dropped in to pay their respects to her, they were fellows who could not help polishing themselves up before they went to call.

They made themselves as gaudy as Mexicans, almost, but when Mike looked up to Andrew she looked up to a gentleman, and there is something in a woman which responds to that mysterious quality in a man. Not that she is always won by courtesy and the other qualities which go with gentility, so subtle, most of them, that they lack a name; indeed, she may prefer some rough-and-ready fellow.

She may like a good-natured clown; but she will know the real gentleman when she sees him, unless her eyes are already blinded by love. Then a tinsel imitation may do for her.

However, when Mike saw him I know that she knew him. I suppose that, under all the dust of riding, and in spite of the sweat and the grime, he seemed cleaner to her, in a nameless way, than all the other men she had known.

He introduced himself in the following way: I am Andrew Chase, an old acquaintance of Leon Porfilo. But I see that you have heard of me, Miss ORourke.

For she had stiffened like a dog that finds bear written most legibly in the bodiless wind.

Ive heard of you, said Mike coldly. Ive heard of you from — him!

No doubt she said it in a tone that implied a great deal. But it took even more to shake the calm of Andrew Chase. He merely smiled at her.

I suppose that he has given me a rather black name, said he.

Hes a queer fellow, said Mike, as I suppose you know — if youve had much to do with him.

Ive always thought him very queer, said Andrew.

And square! said Mike.

Oh, very, said Andrew lightly.

She grew so angry that her eyes were dim. Do you know what he has told me about you?

I have an idea, said he.

Your idea, answered Mike, is that hes said you are an underhand sneak who hired that Niginski to try a gun at his head; a rich mans son who used your fathers money to beat him and run him out of the county so that he wouldnt get your brother into trouble; a bully who used your age and your strength to knock him senseless, once, after hed fairly beaten that same brother!

Even Andrew could not quite keep his face under such an attack, but he said:

I havent guessed that he would say all of that. I didnt know that Porfilo had such — an educated and lively imagination!

Oh, lets be frank, said Mike; the same way that Leon is frank. He could have said those things about you, but he didnt. He simply told me that you are the best-looking man he knows, and the man with the best mind, and the strongest and bravest man he knows, and the man hes most afraid of in the world!

She had a way, of course, of knowing how to startle people, and theres no doubt that she startled Andrew Chase with this talk. He only blinked at her and rubbed his chin.

I know that youre joking, said he very feebly.

But Im not, said she. Im telling you the very honest truth!

To this he replied gravely: Then I have to revise what Ive thought of him. Hes just what you say — an unusual man!

Will you tell me why you came to see me? said she.

Because I expect to spend a good deal of time in this part of the mountains.

Trailing poor Leon!

Exactly!

This was her own frankness sent back to her, and she squinted at the handsome face of Andrew to make out what might lie in his mind.

Youve picked an odd person to tell it to, said Mike, beginning to glow again.

I suppose some might think so, said he. But since Im to be around this part of the mountains so long, I wondered if you and I might not be friends — in a way — not real friends, perhaps — but friendly enough to say How do you do? when we—

She held up a finger at him. You expect Leon to come down here to see me, and then youll be waiting! But Ill warn him, Mr. Andrew Chase!

If you warn him, will that keep him away? said Andrew.

She drew in her breath and then checked the words that were about to come out. She saw tragedy very near, and it frightened her.

I dont know what to say, said Mike.

Why, he suggested, just say that, no matter what a war there may be between Leon and myself, so long as I fight fairly, man to man, single-handed, against him, there is no real reason why I shouldnt sit on your front porch once in a while or help you water the garden.

From almost any other person such talk would have made her suspicious, I have no doubt. But one couldnt very well accuse such a man as Andrew Chase of making foolish proposals to a girl he had met only a minute before — and under such conditions! If Mike was shocked at first, she was interested afterward.

Well, said she in her open way, you rather beat me, Mr. Chase.

Im sorry for that, said he. But perhaps youll let me explain why I have to go after Leon Porfilo?

I will, said she, of course!

There is a great deal of ugly talk afloat, said he. Some of it is absurd. Such as the rumor that I bribed Niginski to go after Porfilo. That rumor has so much body to it that even a clear-headed person like yourself has taken it to heart a little, Im afraid. Although I hope to convince you that Im not the sort of a person who hires others to do his fighting for him!

I think no one could have looked squarely into his calm, courageous eyes, as Mike was doing at that moment, and then accuse him of being a sneak and traitor. She shrugged her shoulders.

Im beginning to feel that I dont know what to think, said Mike.

Thats something for me to build on, said Andrew. In the meantime, those rumors have grown and grown, until I had to end them one way or another. The only way I can find is to come single-handed into the valley and try to find Mr. Porfilo. Then, to be blunt and brutal, I intend to fight it out with him, man to man. In the opinion of the world, the survivor will be right. No, I think after such a fight, no matter what they have said of me before, they will agree that I wouldnt have undertaken such a thing if I were a sneak or a coward.

This was a reasonably fair statement, one must admit. Mike was just the person to see the reasonableness of it.

Every one knows, said she, that Im proud to be the friend of Leon Porfilo. How can you ask me to be friendly with you, too?

Oh, I dont ask that, said Andrew Chase. Ive simply come to introduce myself and ask you to look at me not as a beast, but as a man — guilty of a great many faults, I know, but not of murder. Ive come to see you because I intend to haunt this section around your house for a long time to come. I am not going to hunt Leon Porfilo. I am going to let him come down here to hunt me!

It must have chilled the big heart of Mike to hear such a calm statement of facts.

Knowing that Ill warn him? she said.

Taking that for granted, of course.

It seems a terrible thing!

But isnt it fair?

I cant help saying that it looks fair. A man has to fight when his honor is attacked as theyve attacked yours, I know.

That was the mountain way of looking at the matter. I cant help thinking that it was the right way of looking at it, too. But, oh, what a tragedy it put in store for me!

I cant very well ask you into the house for a cup of coffee, said Mike, puzzling over him. I cant — and be true to poor Leon. Yet Id like to!

Im as greatly obliged to you, said Andrew. But, you see, Id hardly be comfortable there. It would be like taking charity from Leon himself. I couldnt do that, you know!

How could he have put it more neatly? And with that matchless smile of his to crown it all!

He said good-bye and stepped back to the side of the big, black Tennessee, and the stallion pricked his ears and nibbled gently at the shoulder of his master. They always made a grand picture, standing side by side.

Then, suddenly, from Mike: I am going to ask you in!

No, no!

Youre hot and tired.

Wed both be embarrassed.

I wouldnt!

But people have a nasty way of talking

What do I care about people? Theyve wagged their tongues almost out about me, already.

Then it would have to be explained to Porfilo. I cant put that on you.

Nothing I do has to be explained to anyone — now that Im eighteen! said she.

You observe, Mike was always a little lioness. He, wise fox, from the very first appealed to her love of something startling — appealed, above all, to her courage itself.

That afternoon he drank the coffee and ate a fat sandwich which she prepared!


XXII. HOT WORDS
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IT WAS NO rumor of the meeting between Mike and Andrew Chase that brought me down the valley, but, making a swing down the western canyon, from Buffalo Bend, I dropped in on Cam Tucker. Whenever I was in that vicinity I used to drop in on him, and he was usually glad to see me.

He had made a very fair profit on me in our one horse deal, and after that the noise went abroad so far about the outlaw who had spent twelve hundred dollars upon one of the Tucker horses, that other people became interested in his breeding. His prices soared. He was able to double them within a month. Naturally, he was very grateful to me.

So that queer, rigid, fearless little man used to prop himself against the back of his chair and tell me all the news that he thought would interest me. He told me on this day of the bank robbery at Timber Creek. It had been a bad affair. When all was nearly said and done, and the robbers about to ride away, a one-legged cow-puncher had looked out of the window of his room across the street — because his recently amputated leg gave him too much pain to let him sleep — and he opened fire upon the suspicious forms coming from the bank.

There were four of them, and that lucky cow-puncher, with his plunging fire from above out of the mouth of a repeating Winchester, dropped two of them and killed a third. Only one man remained, and he got away with a small quantity of loot. Seven or eight thousand dollars was all that the bank missed. The bank, out of gratitude, had given the one-legged cow-puncher a job as inside watchman in the bank for the rest of his days.

I asked what description they had of the man who had escaped, and I was told that the men who had ridden for some distance in hot pursuit of him, blazing away with their rifles all the time, had made out a rather short-bodied man with extraordinarily broad shoulders.

It meant a good deal to me. I called up the figure of Sam Moyer at once. It was true that he had not been seen in these parts for more than a year, but that made it all the more likely that he would come back and try another fling in his old camping grounds. Sam had fled north of Timber Creek, but I knew fairly clearly that he would eventually turn and ride south, for he was one of Tex Cummins men, and the houses of the friends of Tex were scattered south from Timber Creek, which was almost the northernmost boundary of the district in which he operated.

I found his trail and followed it until it brought me, just at the first thickening of the dark, into the valley and opposite the ravine which held the house of ORourke. Of course I could not give over seeing her now that I was so close.

I headed across the valley at Roanokes shambling trot. His natural gait was not the usual mustang canter which rocks one across the miles without effort, but his swinging trot was almost as fast as the average canter — faster than some — and he was as unwearying at that pace as a wolf.

So he slid me across the night and up the darker ravine beyond, until I came under the trees opposite the house. There I dismounted and whistled the usual signal, my throat so closed with a joyous expectation that I could hardly make a sound.

She came at once, out the side door, and then running through the darkness to me. But when she came near there was no joyous greeting. She simply caught at my hands and shook them with her fear for me.

Leon, you have not come down to fight him?

To fight whom?

You have not heard?

Nothing.

He is here! Andrew Chase is here!

It made me throw a startled glance over my shoulder, but then I tried to reassure her with a confidence which I by no means felt. For I was perfectly well aware, then and at all times, that Andrew Chase was a better man than I. By nothing but luck could I beat him.

Hes been here every day, waiting and watching for you, Leon. You must not meet him!

How have you seen him? I asked. Has he shown himself as openly as that?

Oh, hes as brave as a lion, said Mike.

Humph! said I. Have you been talking to him?

Will you believe, said Mike, with a little drawn breath of wonder, that he came to me and told me everything, very frankly? There is no deceit in him. Hes as open as the day, Leon!

What could I do except marvel at her; and the first dread came over me. I knew the smooth tongue and the easy manner of Andrew Chase too well, and I knew that there was danger in it. But now she was rushing ahead with the story. She was telling me how he came and how he met her; she was telling me how tall and how handsome he had stood before her.

As big and as tall as you are, Leon, but

She stopped hastily here and went on with something else, but I had sense enough to fill out the uncompleted sentence. As tall and as heavy as I, but not with the ugly face of a prize fighter, not with beetling brows and swarthy skin and cold black eyes, and big, heavy-boned jaw; not with monstrous feet and huge hands; not with the bone of a horse and something of the clumsiness of a steer. I could fill in all that sentence for myself, and fear grew greater in me every moment — not the fear of Andrews gun!

She had finished the story of how he sat in her house drinking coffee; then I broke in on her. That fear, and that grief, made me rude.

Youve been doing a fool thing, Mike, said I.

Whats that? snapped out Mike.

I tell you, its dangerous, said I.

What is dangerous? said Mike, very cool.

Andrew Chase. Do you think that you know enough about men to handle him?

I should not have said that. She was eighteen, and at eighteen she was a great deal wiser than I at twenty, I have no doubt.

I dont understand you, said Mike, unless you are suggesting that Andrew Chase is not a gentleman.

I dont mean that, said I. Not at all! At least, he can talk like a gentleman. But what has talk to do with the real thing? Politeness is only one part, I suppose.

You seem to know all about it, said Mike, more cold than ever.

Mike, said I, I suppose that Im not to talk frankly to you?

She stamped. I wish you could have heard what he had to say about you! cried Mike. He didnt speak one thing against you. He didnt try to slander you behind your back!

You mean that Im slandering him? I can see how it is. He has you charmed already.

Leon Porfilo, how do you dare say that?

Oh, I dont mean that hes turned your head. But the way a snake charms a bird!

Im a silly little fool like a bird in a nest, I suppose?

Mike, will you listen to reason?

Im listening — but I dont hear the reason. Ive never heard you talk like this before!

I hope to Heaven that I never have to talk like this again! I exclaimed. But I tell you what I know — that Andrew Chase is no good!

I dont believe it! she answered tartly.

Can a man be really good after hes hired a crook to shoot

Oh, that! she exclaimed. He told me all about it. He told me how that foolish story started.

Is it a foolish story?

Then tell me what real proofs you have against him?

If I had real proofs, Id have him in jail, if I wanted to. One doesnt get real proofs of such dirty work. Hes too smart to let such proofs float around.

Youve only guessed bad things about him. Isnt that true? Then you come to me and slander him. Leon, it isnt manly!

I was desperate. It has to stop! I shouted at her.

What has to stop?

You must stop seeing him.

I must? said she, full of danger.

Dont you understand that hell begin to wind you around his little finger?

Bah! said Mike. Im — Im ashamed to stand here and let you talk like this!

Mike, I forbid you to see him, and thats flat!

Looking back upon it, I think that I must have been half mad to speak to her in such a manner — to Mike, of all the women in the world. I was not long left in the dark.

You forbid me?

I do!

What right have you over me, Leon Porfilo?

It brought me back to my sense with a jerk. No right, only

You owe an apology to him — and to me! said she.

Mike, I shall apologize to you, if you want me to. But I dont make any bones about it. I love you, Mike. It makes me sick inside to think of you in the hands of that fix

Leon, cried she, with a voice that fairly trembled with anger, I dont want to hear any more. Ive heard a lot too much already. Good-bye!

I took one step after her and dropped my heavy hand on her shoulder. Are you going to go like this, Mike?

Will you take your hand away?

Very well! Ill never bother you again, if you wish to be left to Andrew Chase and his grand ways!

You coward! exclaimed Mike.

It was like a whip struck across my face, and as I recoiled from her, she ran on toward the house. I did not follow again. I felt that in five minutes I had blasted away the greatest happiness in my life, and that I could never repair the damage which had been done. I knew, no matter how she might have felt toward him before, that this scene with me was almost enough to throw her headlong into his arms.

I went back to Roanoke and rode him slowly through the trees. We climbed the ragged wall of the ravine, and I was preparing to camp for the night, when I saw a light blinking four or five miles to the south. I remembered, then, the shack which the Ricks brothers, Willie and Joe, had built on the edge of the highlands above the valley. I remembered, too, that I had heard they were friendly to Tex Cummins. What was more likely than that Sam Moyer, whose trail had led toward the valley the night before, might be lying up and resting at the Ricks house?

It was enough to start me. After my interview with Mike I wanted action and lots of it. I wanted blood, and with the smell of blood in my nostrils, I started for the Ricks house.

However, I made no attempt to reconnoiter. I simply left Roanoke nearby and strode to the door. The jumble of voices inside stopped instantly as I stirred the latch.

Whos there? asked the voice of Willie Ricks.

The blind devil which makes men kill and gets them killed was certainly on me. Porfilo! I shouted, and gave the door my shoulder.

Porfilo! rumbled several voices within.

For my career in the past two years, preying on the thieves themselves and making myself fat with the spoils which their cunning had gathered, had made me as dreaded among them as a man-eating tiger is dreaded in a Hindu village.

That instant the light was blown out, and at the same time I struck the door with my shoulder.

It was a good, strong bolt, well secured in stout, new wood, but the demon in me had no regard for wood or iron this night. I ground that bolt through the wood as though it were secured in hollowed paper, and flung the door wide as a voice barked — pitched high with half-hysterical rage and fear:

Keep back, Porfilo! Keep out, or Ill shoot!

That was my wide-shouldered friend, Sam Moyer, I knew, and as the door darted open before me, a pistol blazed out of the pitchy blackness within.


XXIII. THE BIG SCRAP
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I HAD PITCHED forward on my belly as I tossed the door wide. The slug from the gun of Moyer combed the air breast high above me — a well-intentioned shot, but fired just a trick too late.

Someone was yelling — I think it was Joe Ricks:

Lord, boys! Are you gonna do a murder? Will you put up your guns? Porfilo, are you drunk? No, darn you, take it, then!

I saw a shadow to the left of me, and I leaped at it like a dog off my hands and feet and knees. I struck that body and it went down with a yell before me.

Help! screamed the voice beneath me.

I reached for his windpipe, found it, and crushed my hands deep. The shout went out in a bubbling cry.

Dont shoot! yelled another. Dont shoot, Sam. Hes got Joe down. Knives, Sam!

I knew what that meant. I surged to my knees and heaved up the senseless form of Joe with me. He was a heavy man. I presume he weighed not ten pounds short of two hundred, but there was enough strength of passion in me to let me throw him straight into the face of a shadow which was lunging at me — lunging with a pale glint of steel in front.

A muffled cry — a crashing fall — and that danger was blotted out as Joe and the other tumbled in an inextricably jumbled mass in a corner of the cabin, with a force that seemed to threaten to tear out the side of the cabin.

I whirled back from that ruinous fall with my left fist swinging as I turned, for I knew that the third man would be leaping at me from behind.

It was in the last nick of time. His knife flicked a bit of skin and flesh from the rim of my right ear; then the side of my arm struck him and flattened him against the wall. Before he could straighten up, I let him have it with a straight right that bit into his face, through the flesh, against the bone, and flattened him against the wall. He hung there for an instant as though glued. Then he crumpled gently forward and slumped upon his face.

He was ended — whichever he was — and so was Joe. There was only the second man to handle and when I gripped him as he disentangled himself from Joes body, I knew that I had Sam Moyer, for his body was a writhing mass of the hardest muscle.

The knife had been knocked from his hand, and now he was reaching for his gun. I got his wrist in time, and with a twist burned the flesh and rolled the sinews against the bone. That hand was numb and useless.

He dashed his other fist, with a groan, against my jaw. It was like the playful slap of a child to me. I struck with deliberation, up and across, with a toss of my whole weight. The knuckles lodged fairly under his chin and snapped the head back as though a sledge had struck him on the forehead. He fell backward and rolled upon his face.

Then I lighted the lamp.

I paid no attention to the men, but sought for the loot at once. It was simply padded into an old pigskin wallet, blackened by usage and much time. I took out the money and deliberately counted it. Either he had gotten rid of part of it already, or else there had been an overstatement on the part of the bank.

There was only forty-eight hundred and a few odd dollars in that wallet. I picked up the cash, crammed it into my pocket, and backed out from the cabin. I had filled my hands with pleasant action for a few sweet instants, and now I was willing to retire. It was not the money that mattered, though my stock of cash was at that moment rather low — it was the delight of the battle which I left behind me. Even the scene with Mike, and all the gloomy consequences which it foreboded, was forgotten for the time.

That sense of exaltation lasted long enough for me to find a new camping ground not four hundred yards from the cabin itself, on a grassy knoll with a sound of running water at the side of the open space. There, facing the east so that the first light would most surely rouse me, I stretched out within hearing distance of the cabin which I had wrecked, and in five minutes, wrapped snugly in my blankets, I was sound asleep.

I have skipped over this brutal scene as quickly as I could. In all my life it is the thing of which I am least proud, but I must confess that even the next morning when I wakened I was not greatly repentant at once. Fighting, to a young man, is its own justification, in many ways. I had given them, as I saw it, fair play. They had the odds of three against one. For a time, I felt that it was a very considerable exploit.

So did the whole valley, which came to know of it when the doctor was brought in haste, before morning, to pay attention to Joes badly injured throat that I had gripped. The news slipped out while he was there, and he went away filled with the story, and made the very most of it.

After that, there was a shadow over me. I had acted like a wild beast, and people declared that I would continue to act like one and, on some unhappy day, commit a wholesale murder that would go down in black for many a year. There had been a good deal of sympathy for me up to this time, but after that, for a long period, people had little use for me.

I fled from the posses which I knew would come to the mountains, and in those five days, living like an animal rather than a man, I had enough time to think over my affairs and think over Mike ORourke particularly. What I decided was that as soon as possible I must get down to her again and speak to her as humbly as she wished. Because I realized now that I could not live happily without her.

It was eleven days after my last interview with her, that I stood again under the trees before the ORourke house and gave the whistled signal — gave it again and again, and heard not a sound in response. Then a door opened, but it was the form of a man which was silhouetted against the light within, and not the slender figure of Mike herself.

A mans voice called: Porfilo! Oh, Porfilo!

It was ORourke himself. I had never seen his face in all the two years that I had known Mike. But I had heard his voice in the distance, and I knew it well enough now. I did not hesitate. I hurried across the open space and stood before that square-shouldered little man.

He looked up to me with his hands on his hips.

Son, said he, will you come inside and have a talk?

Youve got bad news, said I. I can listen to it just as well here in the dark.

Youve got sense, said he. Ive been listenin every night for that whistle of yours. I figgered youd be back again, no matter what Mike said.

What did she say? said I.

It would worry you a bit, Porfilo, if I was to tell you. Because I figger that youre kind of fond of her.

I love Mike! said I.

The devil! said ORourke. I knew it! But there aint no way of riggerin a girl. I never gave her mother no twelve-hundred-dollar boss. But Mike, shes got a sort of a change of heart — for a while, at least.

What did she say? I asked him.

That she dont expect to never see you no more, Porfilo.

I accepted this blow in silence simply because I was unable to speak.

She told me, went on ORourke, that if the worst come to the worst, and you come back here again and give her a signal — which she told me what it was — I was to come out and tell you that she didnt aim to see you again. Thats why I answered you tonight!

Shes inside and knows youre out here? I asked him bitterly.

No. Shes gone up the valley to the schoolhouse. Theres a dance there. Porfilo, I got to say that Im sorry about this mess.

It makes no difference, said I gloomily. She could never have married an outlawed man!

Oh, said ORourke, youll come out on top in the end. The law aint framed to get a gent with an honest heart. It wont get you, Porfilo!

I left good-natured Pat ORourke with this kind assurance from him and headed up the valley at the best speed of my mule — that swinging, rhythmic gait, half amble and half trot, done with a sway of the body that gave the shambling creature almost the stride of a hard-galloping horse.

I knew the schoolhouse. It lay between two little villages eight miles away, with a steeple like a churchs pricking against the side of the mountain behind it. All was in the full blast of a dance when I arrived. The orchestra was rasping out a two-step, and I heard the whispering sound of many feet sliding on the waxed floor.

I left Roanoke in a position with regard to the best means of escape if it came to a pinch — and that was through one of the big, open windows rather than the door, for it was my fixed determination to enter that room, see Mike with my own eyes, if she were there, and then get out of the place as best I could. If there were trouble, they were more apt to try to cut me off at the doors than at the windows.

So I chose a window on the side of the building. Beneath the trees, a short distance away, I left Roanoke. Then I used a handkerchief to whip the dust away from my clothes and my boots and started toward the door.

The jingling of my spurs attracted attention first. Men do not attend dances in spurs; not even in the West. As I passed through a shaft of light from the very window which I had chosen as my probable one for exit, the giggling of a girl in the shadows ceased, and I heard her subdued voice: Why, that almost looks like Porfilo!

Youre seein things, said her witty escort.

I rounded the front of the building and pressed in among the men at the door.

I had not taken a step among that crowd at the door, before they gave way on either side of me with a little whisper of awe and fear, and somewhere at the side I heard a frightened murmur: Porfilo!

The two-step had ended, the people had scattered to the edges of the room, and now the orchestra was tuning up for the next waltz, and there was a grand bustle as the men left their last partners and searched for their next ones. But my glance went, like the needle to the north, straight to the shining red head of Mike ORourke and, beside her, the lofty form of Andrew Chase.

I saw that and I saw, moreover, that there were no other men clustering about her — Mike, who drew men as honey draws bees! I knew what that meant. She was too happy with her present partner to invite attention from other men.

A mist of black hate flushed across my eyes. I looked away and found the blue eyes of a golden-haired girl close by fixed wide upon me. The orchestra had begun the strains of the dance. Yonder girls and men were stepping onto the floor and beginning to spin away, but all this end of the big room was filled with standing, gaping couples, staring at me as though I had been a ghost.

In fact, with my rough clothes, none too clean, the great spurs on my heels, the cartridge belt strapped about me, and a heavy holstered gun hanging at either hip, the sombrero clapped upon my head to make me still taller, and my long, black hair projecting from beneath it — for it had not been cut for a month — I must have looked the part of a pirate.

Besides, to make me all the more vivid in their eyes, there was the tale of how I had smashed my way into the cabin of the Ricks brothers and beaten three men to insensibility; that story was hardly more than a week old. They stared at me as though the crimson stains were still visible.

I stepped past the gaping youngster who stood with the blue-eyed girl.

I simply said: I dont have many chances to dance. Will you give up this turn with your partner, friend?

He shrank from me with a sick grin, as though I had stuck a loaded gun under his nose. I shied my hat across the room and shook back my hair. I said to the girl:

Ill promise to keep my spurs out of the way if youll let me have this dance.

She had been a little pale when I stepped up to her, but Western girls are bred and raised to the understanding that, no matter how terrible men may be in their own element, with women they must be lambs or else pay the consequence; and now she suddenly laughed up at me.

Theres nothing in the world Id rather do! said she.

We stepped off into the dance. Something like a groan of wonder started behind us and circled the room. A hundred heads began to turn toward us.

Youre out of step! Youre out of step! cried my partner under her breath. Seeing Margaret ORourke threw you out, I suppose!

I took a firmer grip on myself and stepped into time with the music.

Youre a fine fellow, said I. I dont care a rap what Margaret ORourke is doing.

Ah, but I know! said she.

Whats your name?

Jessie Calloway.

Jessie, this is my first dance in two years, and probably my last dance in twenty more. I dont want to think about anything but the music and you.

After that, she made it easy enough to forget the rest of the world. I shut out all thought of Mike ORourke, even if my heart of hearts were aching for her. I concentrated on that laughing, good-natured, freckle-nosed girl, and she repaid me. If I were not happy, she made me seem so. That was what I wantedto make Mike understand that I could live very pleasantly without her.

It was a boys thought, but I was only twenty. In another moment I was really having the time of my life.

There were not half a dozen other couples on the floor; and most of these were dancing automatically, while the rest of the crowd was banked along the edges of the hall and thick around the door, staring at this strange picture of the outlaw as he spun with the dance and his long, black hair floated out behind him.

It was more than mere watching, too. I saw some of the older and graver men drawing together in the doorway and then pushing their way through the crowd in front of them, and they carried drawn guns in their hands.

But that was not all. Most of all, I was conscious of Mike ORourke, dancing in the arms of Andrew Chase. Neither of them paid the slightest attention to me. It was all the more delightful because I knew that they were thinking of nothing but me. Mike was acting admirably, chatting and laughing as well as she could, but the face of Chase was a face of stone. Only his eyes held any emotion. He was fighting mad, I knew. For he had let the whole range of the mountains understand that he intended to blow my head off my body. Here I was dancing in the same room with him!

Of course, there was very little that he could do.

He could hardly stride up to me with level gun in the midst of the dance. Besides, the whole crowd was falling into the spirit of the thing. The old violinist, who had played for dances during half a lifetime, had climbed down from the teachers platform — which was the musicians pedestal — and now he advanced a little on the floor and began to play very pointedly for me, nodding and smiling to me with the end of his violin tucked under his old chin and turning toward me every time I swung into a different section of the hall.

Look! cried Jessie Calloway.

By the ill luck of the very devil, someone had managed to get word to Sheriff Lawton, who happened to be close by; and now here he was, coming with half a dozen men behind him. I swung Jessie toward the window and pretended not to see.

Keep close to me — and they wont shoot! said the brave youngster, and, though she was trembling, she never lost the beat.

Out of a circling spin of the waltz I stepped back suddenly under the very window itself. I caught up Jessie Calloway in my arms and kissed her in the sight of all of them — and then I leaped through the open window into the dark of the night.

I landed safely and sprinted straight down the side of the building and gained the shadows of the trees as two men leaned from that same window and opened fire.

They lost sight of me, and in ten strides I had reached Roanoke. Then off and away down the road to freedom; I flashed into view of the light in the opened doors of the building, now raging with excitement, and a score of people, catching sight of me, waved and raised a great cheer. It was sweet in the ears of Leon Porfilo, I swear!


XXIV. IN CROTHERS CANYON
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THERE WAS NO real enmity between Sheriff Lawton and me. In fact, if it had not been that the law forced him to be against me, I know that we would have been the best of friends. But on this night, with all that crowd looking on, he would have done his best to get me, even if I had been his blood brother. If it had been merely brains against brains, no doubt he would have succeeded; but it was horse against Roanoke.

In the open the horses would have won, but there was no open. I saw to that. I put Roanoke straight at the hills, and he went up the first one at a gallop that killed off the sheriffs horse when he attempted to follow. Roanoke himself was breathing hoarsely when he gained the crest, but the sheriffs mount was fairly staggering, and before I had put another steep hill between me and Lawton, the pursuit was distanced. I let Roanoke drop to his wolf trot, and we glided smoothly through the night and away from trouble.

Altogether, it had been a foolishly spectacular adventure, but I was rather glad of the whole affair. It had given me another glimpse of Mike; it had show me Andrew Chase, and, somehow, I felt that after this night Chase would not appear such a perfect hero in her eyes.

I headed back for the high places, making a three-day detour to accomplish what I could have managed by a single half day of air-line riding. I dropped in at the house of Lefty Curtis who had at one time or another helped me in the way of picking trails, but was nevertheless a friend of Tex Cummins also.

He gave me a gloomy look which boded trouble, and Mrs. Lefty had no other greeting than a nod for me.

Look here, Lefty, said I, you mustnt treat me as if I were a thug come to hold you up. Whats the matter?

He avoided the question for a time, but afterward he said: Tex Cummins has been to see me. He swears that you picked up the trail of Sam Moyer from my house.

I picked it up above your house, said I. If I meet Tex, Ill tell him so!

If you meet Tex, said Lefty with a sour grin, you wont meet him alone. He means business this time, and hes going to give you a mite of trouble, Porfilo — mule or no mule! They tell me that the thing hops up the face of a cliff like a dog-gone kangaroo!

Never mind the mule. You ought to be glad that I found Sam. Because, when I left him, he told me to be sure to remember him to you.

As far as Tex goes, said Lefty, I aint no slave of his. Besides, hell know that I played square with him, if he thinks things over. Have you seen Chet ORourke yet?

I knew that Chet ORourke was one of Mikes brothers, but I had no more seen him than I had seen her father, up to four nights before, and I told Lefty as much.

He came up here two days ago, said Lefty, and hes been buzzing around that he expects to meet you in the Crothers Canyon any time before noon any day. Hes waitin there for you. Maybe the fool wants to get famous! Maybe he wants the blood money thats hangin on you, old son!

I spent that night with Lefty, gathering in the news, and there was plenty of it. Poor Lawton was half mad, it seemed. The governor had heard this last story about my appearance at the dance right under his nose.

Of course, I hadnt the least idea that Lawton was within miles of the dance. Who would have expected him to be? Indeed, it was only chance that had brought him there. The governor of the State had sent a telegram to Lawton:

Get Porfilo. Use every possible endeavor. Will give you military assistance if you need it. You are allowing Porfilo to make law and the State government ridiculous.

Lawton, in an ecstasy of shame and rage, wired back his resignation from his office, because some enterprising newspaper had managed to lay its hands upon that telegram, and the result was that every newspaper in the State caught up this juicy morsel and spilled it in liberal capitals across the front pages. The governor had replied that he knew of no better man than Lawton for the post, and would consider it a shirking of duty if the latter left his post.

And, said Lefty, all that Lawton and his gang are doin now is sittin and prayin that Godll be good enough to give em a crack at you. Lawton has wore out three hosses in three days. But hes just ridin around in circles and gettin nowhere!

There were still echoes of the Sam Moyer affair, too. People on the whole seemed rather glad that the bank robber had been stripped of his plunder, but the law could not see it in that way. The only legal cognizance that was taken of the affair was that I had broken into the house of a citizen whose door was locked and who had insisted that I remain outside. Once inside, I had attacked with intent to kill.

That was the whole thing done up in a nutshell! How could I make any answer to it? Sam Moyer disappeared from the adventure. There only remained the wrong that I had done to the Ricks brothers, and nothing at all was said of their guilt in having offered refuge knowingly to a violator of the law like Moyer.

No matter what I do, I sighed to Lefty, I get more and more in wrong.

Not a bit, kid, said Lefty. We know, and the rest of the bunch know, that youre square. If the governor is a flathead, does that really make any difference? Look here, Porfilo; if the whole bunch in the towns and the range really wanted to get you, dont you think that theyd do it pretty slick and easy? Sure they would! But its only the sheriffs and a few head hunters that go after you. The rest of the boys sit back and wish you luck. They know that you aint out to bother no honest man that is mindin his own business. You think they aint took note that you make your money off the crooks and the thugs?

I had never thought of that before. But, as a matter of fact, I had always been received in a very friendly manner. I had the instance of my adventure in the schoolhouse dance, when half a hundred armed men had let me remain in a room for three minutes without raising a hand to get me. If they really felt that I was an enemy to society, I could not have lasted three seconds. They were afraid of me, naturally, because there had been so much talk, and because they never knew what I was going to do next, but they did not actually hate me.

The next morning I started at once for the Crothers Canyon. I had no expectation of trouble from Chet. I knew that he was a high-spirited youngster — a great deal too high-spirited to please his family, in fact. But, nevertheless, there was little chance that he would be waiting in the canyon to fight me hand to hand — even though the mountaineers had an idea that that was his purpose.

I rode to the edge of the canyon, however, and looked over it. Half a mile to the right, I saw a man sitting in the shade of a tree with his horse beside him, and I guessed that to be ORourke. I looked up and down the valley, but there was no sign of an ambuscade.

Sheriff Lawton considered me a good deal of a fool in many ways, but even Lawton did not think that I would be so foolhardy as to accept such an open invitation as young ORourke had extended to me.

I sent Roanoke down the bluff like an avalanche, and trotted down to chat with Mikes brother, if it were he.

Even from a distance it was easy to see that this was the right man. For his hat was off and a patch of sun, dropping through the branches of the oak tree, shone upon a flaming red head — not the auburn hair of Mike, but purest flame. Certainly this was an ORourke.

He climbed into his saddle and came to meet me, and when he drew nearer I was a little shocked by the look of him. He was as ugly as Mike was pretty. A typical mug was the face of Chet ORourke. He came to me with a vast grin, and his hand stretched out.

Some of these birds in the mountains around here, said he, figger that Im layin out to get a crack at you, Porfilo. But I aint a fool. I hope you figgered that none of that talk started with me?

I didnt think that, said I. But I wondered what I could do for you?

For me, you could give me a chance to have a slant at you. Its worth while! Lemme see the backs of your hands!

I wondered at him a little and held them out to him, one by one — big, shapeless paws they are to this day.

Dog-gone my heart! said Chet ORourke. I wouldnt believe it if I hadnt seen it for myself! I seen the faces that you put on Joe and Willie Ricks. I figgered that you must have slammed em with a club, but they swore that it was only your fists.

But here I can see for myself that your knuckles aint even skinned. Thats something worth seeing, Porfilo. What are your hands made of? Iron?

I felt that he was chaffing me a little, but then I saw that his foolish grin was caused only by his very real pleasure at being with me.

I came out, he continued, because Mike wants to see you, and wants to see you bad. What shall I tell her? That youll come back?

It was the pleasantest news that I had heard in many a day since my last parting with Mike. It went like a song through me.

Ill ride back with you right now! said I.

Chet ORourke laughed and shook his head.

This plug of mine aint no bird, said he. I seen you come wingin down into the valley a couple of minutes ago, and I know the way you travel on that Roanoke mule. Lawton says that the Negro that give it to you ought to be hanged for bein a public nuisance!

Im starting now, then, said I.

So long, old-timer. I hear that Cummins is swarmin through these parts, tryin to get even with you for what you done to his man, Moyer.

Thanks, said I. Ill try to dodge Tex.

He laughed joyously, as though I were having my little joke — as though it were most absurd to think of me trying to avoid any man or group of men in the world.

Although I was a happy fellow to be bound for another meeting with Mike, yet I was thoughtful and pretty blue, riding across the hills on that day. For I could not help telling myself that if other people felt about me as young ORourke did, I was not a great distance away from a calamity.

They had put me up on too high a pedestal, and I knew that a man cannot stay on the heights very long without having an excellent chance to tumble down and break his neck. Chance and a great deal of gossip had made me into a giant in the imaginings of most of the mountain folk, and the knowledge of how they felt made me realize more bitterly just what an ordinary fellow I was.

I suppose that some people would have been elated; and, from time to time, I had been pleased myself with the respect which strong men felt for me. But now it was becoming a great burden. Before long, every man would regard me as ORourke did. Every other word I spoke, if it were not perfectly courteous, would be considered as a bit of high-handedness; and I would be surrounded by men who felt it was their duty to fight me to save their self-respect!

It was rather an odd thing. At the very time when men were saying that I was invincible and heaping up instances to prove it, I felt that I had my back to the wall. At the very time when it was said that I feared no living man or group of men, I lived in constant terror of the next five minutes.

Because I was in that terror, I had to practice every day. This very afternoon, riding hard to come to the woman I loved, I had to pause and for an hour and a half work until both my guns were hot, and I had fired away many pounds of powder and lead. I had to work from horseback at the stand, at the trot, and at the gallop, snapping shots at a rock fifty yards away — then making a trip to inspect it.

I would say to myself, if I had struck it five times and missed once: I have killed five men, and I have been killed once.

That was the attitude that was forced upon me, and every time I gripped the delicately set trigger with my forefinger I told myself that I was shooting to kill or to be killed! When one has that attitude, ones marksmanship improves by leaps and bounds; but how frightful is the nervous strain!
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BUT, BY THE time I reached the valley, in the cool dusk of the day, my spirits rose. I think it is impossible to look on the stars and the deep night sky without a lifting heart. Moreover, I had Mike waiting for me at the end of the trail!

I kept Roanoke in the trees among the foothills, gnawing my lip with impatience while the day faded from the mountains. The upper peaks were still rosy, but the valley was thick with shadow when I decided to cross it. So I shot Roanoke away at his driving trot which swayed us over the miles like the sliding of water down a steep flume, effortless and soundless, for those hard, shuffling hoofs never flipped down against the ground like the hoofs of a trotting horse of hot blood.

We shot up the mouth of the ravine, and I reached the accustomed trysting place under the trees opposite the ORourke house. I whistled the signal — and in an instant she was out of the house, and hurrying toward me. Half my happiness went out when I heard her calm voice:

Will you come inside, Leon? Of course, the family knows all about how youve been coming to see me. I had to tell dad a little while ago, you know. Only I want to thank you, first, for coming to me at all!

I could not answer. Such coldness was worse to me than no reception at all! However, I swallowed hard and set my teeth.

She took me into the parlor. It was a little, square room, all full of bright-colored window curtains, and a little rug with huge flowers on the floor, and a piano in the corner, dipping down with the dip of the crooked floor level, and photographs of the ORourke ancestors framed under glass on the wall — men with great, flaring mustaches and girls watching the camera with a scared look, and two or three vases with narrow throats, crowded with flowers. It was all so feminine and delicate and looked so beautiful to me, that I hardly knew where to stand or where to sit or how to hold my hands.

Hes here! called Mike.

A little, gray-haired woman hobbled into the doorway and smiled in a frightened way at me, and behind her there was a tall, blond-headed boy — Mikes brother, as I could tell by his face. For he had her look; he was not a funny cartoon of a man like Chet.

This is my mother, Leon, said Mike.

She gave her hand a rub on her apron — she was ruddy from the heat of the kitchen — and she came to me, nodding and smiling.

Margaret has told me such a heap about you — Mr. Porfilo. Im sure Im mighty glad to see you.

I loved that little, bent woman. I held her hand for a moment and wished that I could lift every burden from her tired shoulders. I dont know why it was, but I thought suddenly of the worn face and the steady eyes of Father McGuire. Perhaps it was because there was so much goodness in both of them.

And heres my brother, Tom!

The handsome blond youngster came up and gave me his hand, and all the while his excited eyes went over me, and up and down, measuring me, weighing me, noting my big hands and my bull neck and my blunt, fighting face.

Why should I call him a youngster, when he was a full two or three years older than I? But he was a youngster, after all, in comparison. He was a manly chap, to be sure, but he had a smooth, well-kept look; he had that air about him which only a womans care gives to a young man. His eyes were softer and wider than the eyes of a man who has been through the sort of hell that I had seen for more than two long years.

Ten minutes of the sort of target practice which I gave myself every day — life-and-death stuff — had more actual soul friction in it than he had known in his twenty-two years of existence, I suppose. I looked at him as I would have looked at a child, but in spite of his good looks, I liked him less than I had liked his ugly brother, Chet. A handsome face is something which I cant help suspecting in a man. The sort of flattery which it is apt to bring him is not good for the soul.

He had plenty of strength in his grip, and he used all of it, as though he wanted to show me how much of a man he was.

I said: Hold on, Tom! Youre breaking my hand!

They all laughed at that, and Tom looked as flushed and pleased as a girl with a new dress or a boy with a new pair of shoes. That silly little compliment set him up on end. Old ORourke merely glanced in from the other room and waved his stubby pipe at me.

Hello, Porfilo, he called. Dont let that girl of mine make you too dog-gone serious!

What a thing to say! said Mike.

But, though she smiled, I could see that she didnt like that remark. She shooed the rest of her family out of the room, then, and closed the door behind them. Then she perched herself on the piano bench and frowned thoughtfully at me.

Arent you going to sit down, Leon? said she.

I remembered myself suddenly and sat down so hard that the chair groaned under me. Then I grew red and hot; I was conscious, all at once, of the dust on me — the dust even in my long, black hair and the unwashed look I had. I was conscious of the heavy cartridge belt around my hips by the way the holsters jammed against the seat of the chair. Mike looked wonderfully clean and fresh and dainty — like a new-laundered frock with a bit of scent sprinkled on it.

Then I saw that she was smiling at me with her level eyes — that crooked smile that drilled a dimple deep in the center of one cheek.

Youre not comfortable, Leon, said she.

Not a bit! said I.

Well, said she, youre a baby.

I suppose I am, said I gloomily.

But a nice baby, said Mike.

I roused myself a little. You got a mean way of talking down to me, Mike, said I. Will you quit it?

She stopped smiling — in order to laugh.

How did you like Chet? said she.

Hes a fine chap, said I.

Youre saying that to flatter me.

It angered me a little, so much assurance in her. I could not help breaking out: No, not a bit! What hes got is his own — and all his own!

Are you very cross, Leon? said she.

I am very cross, Margaret, said I, mimicking her as savagely as I could.

Why?

Ive ridden all day like the devil to get to you, and Ive been feeling like a man just half a step away from a hangmans rope — but hoping for a reprieve, you see! Now I get to you, and you treat me like a side show for a while and then like a little boy for the rest of the time. I want you to pretend that Im grown up, if you dont mind.

Ill try to do whatever you want, Leon, said she. In the first place, I want to ask you if you would do anything reasonable to avoid meeting Andrew Chase?

Honestly?

Tell me honestly.

Id do nearly anything in the world, Mike. I dont mind saying that Im afraid of that man.

I know that youre not really afraid, said Mike. But I also know that, sooner or later, you two are sure to meet, and when you do therell probably be a double killing. I cant imagine anything in the world beating either of you! Well, Ive made Andrew promise that hell leave your trail and go back to Mendez for six months, if youll promise not to see me during that time. I sent for you today to ask you if youd give me that promise.

It was rather a startler. I blinked at Mike like a child at a school- teacher.

For whose sake are you doing it? I blurted out very untactfully, and she grew crimson.

Because I like you both, of course, said Mike.

Look here, said I. You want frank talk, dont you, and, talking frankly, Ive got to ask you to see that I havent much of a chance to live another six months. Theyre pretty hot after me.

They havent cornered you for two years, and you know it! said Mike.

Thats all very true. But it simply means that Ive used up most of my good luck. By the time the six months are over, the chances are about ten to one that Ill be under the sod or behind the bars waiting for a hanging day. Thats talking from the shoulder. Then all that Andrew is doing is putting off his lucky day. Doesnt it look that way to you?

You speak, said Mike huskily, as if you thought I were doing a favor to Andrew!

The torture in me came leaping out into words.

You are! I groaned. You cant look me in the eye and tell me that you dont love him!

Its not true! breathed Mike. I dont love him, Leon! I swear I dont!

What are you so white about, then? I snarled down at her. What scares you so much? Its his safety that youre worrying over. Its Andrew that youre thinking about!

She was shaking like a dead leaf and clinging to my big hands.

Leon, dear, she said, once you said that you loved me!

I said it once, and I said the truth. Ill always love you!

Then you wont want to kill me with grief. Youre too big and too strong for that, and big, strong men are generous!

Tell me what you want, I asked heavily, for I saw that the worst was coming. I want you to swear that youll not hunt him down.

Tell me the truth first.

What truth?

That you love him!

Her eyes closed, and on her white face came a smile that made it beautiful in spite of her fear and her grief.

I do love him with all my heart! said she.

I brushed her away from me. Oh, if I could leave this thing unwritten!

Curse him! said I. Hes broken my life once and hounded me away from my home. Now hes sneaked into your heart and taken you away from me like a dirty thief. Hunt him down? Ill have him in my hands and kill him before the world is two days older!

I started for the door. She threw herself in front of me with a scream and tried to hold me back, and a wild babbling of words stumbled from her lips. I brushed her aside again and rushed into the darkness.

Something told me that Andrew Chase must know that I was to interview Mike on this night, and that he would come before long to hear the result of the talk. Perhaps that movement of the lamp behind the parlor window even now was a signal to him. I waited in the shadow of a hedge, for I was frozen with anger.

I was not wrong. I knew the step of Andrew Chase long before I had a sight of him. The moon rode high behind a thin masking of wind-driven clouds, and now and again she dipped down through a crevice between clouds and gave the earth a flash of silver light. By such a flash as this I saw Andrew as he stepped through the gate. He was not a yard away as I rose beside him with my gun leveled.

He did not so much as start; neither was he foolish enough to attempt to master that weapon or touch his own. For if he had made such a foolish move he would have died, surely. There was no more mercy in me than in a stone.

He said simply: You want to take it out on me, I see.

Turn around and walk across the street and through the trees, I commanded him.

Is it to be a more private murder? said Andrew.

But he turned and walked as I bade him across the soft, thick dust of the street and into the shade of the trees. Roanoke snorted in recognition of me and fell in behind my heels. I directed Andrew through the dark of the forest for a full half mile, climbing up most of the time until we came to a place which I had seen before.

It was as perfectly arranged as though it had been planned for a battle. For thirty yards square the ground was covered with short, even grass. The sheep from the village knew that place and kept it eaten down as trimly as though a lawn mower worked regularly across the surface.

The heavens were with me. The wind, increasing in the upper sky and swinging to a different direction, I suppose, though there was only a soft breeze among the trees, scoured away the clouds, and now the clearing was awash with a brilliant moonlight almost as keen as day. Men who have not lived in the high mountains have no thought how clear moonlight can be!

Now, said I, as I halted Chase, how shall we fight?

My dear fellow, said he, though I think he started a little in relief as he discovered that it was to be a fair fight, after all, my dear fellow, it makes not the slightest difference to me. Choose your own favorites. Whatever you choose, you are a dead man, Porfilo, if you dare to stand up to me!

I more than half believed him. It was only the thought of what I was losing in Mike that nerved me. I had been half mad on the night that sent me lurching into the cabin of Ricks. I was half mad now, I suppose, with a cold ecstasy of battle fury working in me.

I think you are lying, said I. You have never handled a knife in your life. Would you stand up to me with knives, Andrew?

He hesitated the split part of a second. With the greatest pleasure, said he.

I laughed — a sound that jarred even on my own ears. A bigger lie than before? said I. I throw a straight knife, Andrew. Will you admit that you are not ready for that sort of work?

Well, curse you, said he, with a touch of heat, I admit it, then. The knife is not a fit weapon for a gentleman.

But scoundrelly blackmail and bribery is, said I. To buy a gunman to hunt down another man I could not continue.

You really seem to believe that fable, said Andrew, without apparent concern.

I do believe it, said I, but seeing him standing so straight and tall, and hearing his calm voice, a great deal of my surety in that matter left me. But what else shall it be? You wear a gun, and I wear a gun. Do you wish to have it a matter of revolver play, Andrew?

Certainly, said he. That will be perfect!

We would have to stand within thirty yards, I warned him, and at that distance I could not miss.

I am glad to take my chances, said he, as quietly as ever.

Have you done your hours of practice every day? I asked him.

Hours? said he, with a little start. However, I am perfectly prepared for you, my friend. You cannot talk me out of it!

Ah, well, Andrew, said I, there was a day when you knocked me senseless.

You would never dare to stand to me, hand to hand, said he with a thrill of hunger in his voice.

Dare? said I. You shall see!

I warned him to stand quiet, and with my gun in the small of his back I searched his clothes and found two revolvers stowed neatly away, besides a small derringer that hung around his throat. Certainly he had been prepared for me!

I took them from him and threw them into the brush. Then I stripped off my own guns and my cartridge belt; I jerked off my boots and tossed all in a heap. I found Andrew shedding his coat, and now we faced one another, and I saw that he was laughing by the pale moonshine. He had never seemed so handsome or so tall.

Porfilo! Porfilo! laughed he. What a jackass you are to give yourself into my hands like this! Mike will be delighted when she finds that I am not only her lover, but a hero able to kill the great Porfilo with my bare hands!

Save your breath, said I, because youll need it. Only, Andrew, I wish that you would tell me the truth of one thing. It will do no harm to speak it, because only one of us will quit this place alive. Did you or did you not bribe Turk Niginski to murder me?

Why should I not tell you? said he. Of course I bribed him. If I had not, my foolish brother would have jumped into his grave trying to get even with you for the beatings you had given him.

There was some other reason, Andrew, said I, with a bit of emotion in my throat. I tell you no man in the world is such a complete devil that he would ruin the life of a boy of eighteen like that and drive him into danger of his life as you did!

How could I tell, said Andrew, frowning, that Niginski would not only be beaten, but that his gun would disappear so that you could be charged with murder instead of self-defense?

But when that did happen, you let me go before the jury. You would have let them hang me, Chase, and never have lifted a hand to save me?

Why should I have accused myself and ruined my own life for the sake of a mongrel greaser? said Andrew scornfully. You have no sense of proportion, my lad. A gentleman has a certain debt of self-respect owing to himself!

He had maddened me so that I leaped in at him with my hands open and my arms extended like any fool confident in his brute strength, but the fist of Andrew, like a straight-aimed rifle bullet, shot against my face.

It was a sledge-hammer stroke with all his weight behind it, and it rocked me back on my heels and sent me staggering. The whole side of my face turned numb and a wave of black mist rushed across my brain. Nausea seized the pit of my stomach. Never before had I felt such a blow!

Yet Andrew seemed more amazed than I. I suppose he had used that terrible right hand of his enough to feel that it was a sword of fire before which everything must go down; and now he saw me standing, though sadly staggered, to be sure.

He hesitated and lowered his arms for a single instant.

My Lord, said he, youre not down!

Then he leaped at me like a tiger. I say that he leaped, because of the speed with which he came, but there was no blindness in his rush. He moved rather like a stalking cat than a springing one — as smooth as a dancer, incredibly light and quick, he darted in, always poised, his left arm well extended, jabbing me back and breaking down his guard, his grim right hand poised for the finishing stroke.

It would have been the end of me, I have no doubt, had he followed up his first advantage sooner, but his moment of pause had allowed my head to clear. I was in perfect trim. My life in the raw, clear mountain air, my days of hard riding and climbing, had turned me to flexible iron. When he loosed his right hand for the flooring punch, I had my wits about me enough to block it.

It was like raising ones arm against a flying battering-ram. The weight of that blow bruised the flesh of my forearm and raised a great swollen place on it, and the force of even that partially blocked stroke was sufficient to turn me half around. Then I fell in on him, ducked low, and got my two arms around his middle.

I locked them, and turned loose all the strength of nerve and body. I felt belly and ribs sink in under that pressure. The hands of Andrew Chase began to beat and tear blindly at my head.

Ah — Lord! I heard him gasp. Fair fight — fists — Porfilo!

I loosed him at once, and cast him away. I had had him on the verge of helplessness, and with the taste of that power in my heart — the wild, sweet taste of it — I thought that I should go mad with joy. The blood was running down my face from his first blow, and that side of my face was swelling rapidly and painfully, but I laughed like a drunkard.

Youre beaten, Andrew! said I. Get down on your knees and beg for mercy, and Ill let you live if you swear to leave the mountains and Mike forever!


XXVI. THE FIGHT ENDS
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HE STOOD ON the verge of the clearing, one hand resting against a sapling, his head fallen, dragging in breaths with a painful sound, and I let him get his wind again. It came back to him suddenly. His body swelled again to its full heroic size.

Who would have thought it? gasped out Chase. Like an infernal bear! But youve had your last fling at me, my dear fellow. Youll never come within grip of me again!

I had no intention of making it a wrestling match. For, since I had closed with him, the last fear of Andrew left me, and there remained only a vast confidence in my strength. If he wished straight fighting, stand up and fist to fist, he could have his desire. But now I went at him more coolly, with all the skill that Father McGuire had taught me in the old days in my mind.

He struck and danced away, and I waded in, taking heavy punishment. I was not slow, but he was a will-o-the-wisp. You have seen a dragon fly darting back and forth in the air of the garden, stopping in mid-drive and shooting back again without pause? Imagine two hundred and twenty pounds of dragon fly and you will have an idea of the uncanny grace and speed of Andrew Chase as he fought for his life.

Twenty times I smashed at him with all my power, and twenty times my huge fists plowed through the air while he side-stepped like a dancer and cuffed me with long-ranging punches. They cut my face as though he wore a knife edge across his knuckles, but he could not stun me or put me down; I was watching him too closely for that and playing for one opening — one opening.

I found it at last. He had flung up his guard a little in jumping back, and I brought a long right fairly under his heart. It dropped him upon his knees and jammed the breath out of his lungs with a great, loud gasp. There he hung, swaying, propped on one muscular arm, the other clasped about the hurt place.

Have you had enough, Andrew? I panted.

For answer he forced himself slowly to his feet and squared away, his face contorted with pain, but his guard still stiff and high. I rushed him, and the body blow had sapped the strength of his knees. I broke through that long guard and thudded a short blow against his chin. It snapped back his head as though his neck were broken and sent him reeling to the edge of the clearing.

Yet I backed away. I did not want to finish a half-stunned, weakened man.

Take your time out, I advised him. Take your time out and be easy with it! I dont want to beat a cripple!

He had come up with a jar against a tree, and there he leaned with his head fallen back, his knees turned to water, his arms sagging at his side. I could have killed him with a blow, but, instead, I stood back and tasted the sweet relish of his helplessness with a brutal joy.

He must have remained there a full minute, and I could see the life begin to return to him; watch his knees hardening; see his chest swell with breath and power; note the lifting of his head. Then he leaped suddenly back at me and, before I was prepared, had clipped me across the jaw with a swinging blow. A little nearer the point of the chin and I should certainly have gone down immediately.

There was something treacherous about this tigerish attack, after the excellent fair play which I had given him, that maddened me. I damned him for a yellow dog and ran at him again. Twice I missed him with blows that would have stretched him senseless, I know. But as I drove at him a third time he stepped neatly and courageously inside my arm and whipped up his right hand of flame to my chin.

Like flame, indeed! A shower of sparks exploded before my eyes and I reeled backward, striking blindly to protect myself from him. His cry of joy was like the yelp of the wolf as it sees the bull totter. He came in lunging, desperately eager. Right and left he clipped me. I felt as though hammers were thudding against the base of my brain. My knees suddenly unsnapped and went loose. I was sinking toward the ground. My outstretched hands clutched at his body, but there was no strength in them. The numbed fingertips slid away, and I dropped upon my face.

I suppose that it was only an instant of unconsciousness. Then a ripping pain across my face forced me back to life. Andrew, who had pleaded for fair play; Andrew, who had begged for a stand-up fight, had gripped the back of my neck in both hands and was beating my face against a rock.

This was for life, indeed!

I twisted my body with all my force, and the suddenness of the move broke his grip. I reached for his arm and caught it with the power of a hard-screwed vise; with so much power that he cried out in fear and tore himself away. His own effort half lifted me to my feet, and I flung myself at his throat.

He retreated desperately before me, and there was terror in his face because of the silence of my fury and because by this time I suppose that my torn and bleeding face was a frightful thing to see in that white moonshine.

Twice, as he sprang back before my lunges and struck out, I saw him cast jerking glances over his shoulder, and I knew that he was prepared to take to his heels in another moment. I leaned in against a rain of blows that had all his power behind them, but there was no feeling in my body now. I walked through those flying fists as though they had been lightly stinging drops of water, and set my grip on his shoulder.

He could not break it. I felt the corded and writhing strength of that shoulder play beneath my hands as he strove to fling himself clear, and then I managed to clutch his other arm just above the wrist.

There was death in his face then, and just before I stepped in close and took him in both arms, he screamed with terror, as a man might scream when he feels the long tentacles of an octopus thrown about him.

So I laughed, close to the white face of Andrew, and then took him in my grip. I shook him as a cat shakes a rat, and all his body became loose.

It came dimly across my battered, reeling brain that he no longer fought back. I slumped to the ground and sat beside him, thinking it over with a sort of drunken solemnity, fumbling at obvious things. This was not the joy of which I had told myself. There should have been the strain of hand against hand and muscle against muscle to the last moment. But here was a man turned into a worthless mass of pulp!

And this was Andrew Chase, the handsome, the magnificent!

I laid a hand upon his heart, at first, and felt in an instant a feeble, fluttering pulse. He was still alive. It did not please me. I wished him dead with all my soul, and I knew now that I could not finish him while he was helpless. But something told me, as I looked into his white face, with the flesh loose and fallen upon it, that he would not be able to fight, not be able to stand, for some days to come.

I had not struck him often, but those few times had told a story. Where my fist had landed under his heart, withering his strength for the rest of the battle, no doubt the flesh was bruised and swollen. That was when the devil was raging hottest in me.

In the meantime, here was Andrew Chase, a very sick man. What should I do with him?

I thought of him then not as himself, but as Mike ORourkes man, and that thought started me into action. I picked up Andrew and slung him across the back of Roanoke. Then, steadying him with one hand, I guided the big mule down the hill, through the thick timber, and back to the village, and through the ORourke gate and up to their veranda itself. There I took him off and put him across my shoulder.

As I did that I squeezed a faint groan from his lungs. The door was before me. I struck it with my foot, tore the lock loose, and knocked it violently open. Inside, Mike and her mother, with blond-headed Tom ORourke behind them, came running. Three pairs of eyes widened at me.

I think that Mrs. ORourke fainted. At any rate, her face suddenly disappeared from before my dulled sight. I threw the loose body of Andrew on the bed.

Theres your man, said I to Mike, who could neither speak nor move. Take care of him. Hes not dead, but he ought to be!

When she heard that he was living, it brought the life back to her. I saw her throw herself on her knees beside the couch. I heard her cry out to him and beg him to speak to her.

That, in some manner, affected my knees oddly and seemed to turn them as lifeless as cork. I went out of that house with dragging feet. At the door, a strong hand took me beneath the arm. I heard the crisp voice of Chet ORourke saying:

Partner, you aint fit to go on riding by yourself. You got to let me lend you a hand — come in here with me!

I could not resist. He took me to the side door of the house and dumped me into a chair in the kitchen, and there I lay, a very sick man in body, and a sicker man in soul.


XXVII. GIVING HIMSELF UP
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TOM OROURKE WENT from the front of the house to the back, not of a great deal of use to anyone. It was Mrs. ORourke who did the most. I think she divided her time between us. She herself washed my wounds and then swabbed them with iodine that jerked me straight up in my chair and made me sweat with agony. It was as though I had been bathed in living fire. After that, she bandaged the larger cuts and plastered the smaller ones. Then she stood back and looked at me.

Hell do pretty well now, said Pat ORourke, puffing contentedly at his pipe. That time the Geary boys got me down and beat me up, I was smashed worsen this, I think. I went back to work the next day! But then they didnt hit with the weight of Andrew Chase behind their punches. He sure give you a dressin down, my son!

I asked him for whisky. He brought out a bottle, and I emptied a generous portion of it down my throat.

This stuff is watered. Its no good! said I.

Thats a lie and a loud lie, cried the Irishman. I know, because I made it myself. Itll put some life and power under your belt!

In fact, I found that I could stand up lightly enough, and that my wits were clearing fast. I asked for paper, pen, and ink, and when they were brought I wrote to Andrew Chase:



You were down and out, Andrew, when I brought you in, as the ORourkes will tell you if you dont know anything about it yourself. We went out to kill each other if we could, and you did your best, as you know. I gave you your own choice of the way you cared to fight — and that when I had a pistol and the drop on you. We fought your own way, and as long as you wanted it fists, and nothing but fists, I fought that way, as you have to admit. You tried to trick me and to finish me by dirty work the first time you got me down. I wish to Heaven that Id finished you when the luck turned my way. But thats ended and over. Youre alive and you have Mike to make you well. But as soon as you can ride a horse, I expect you to get into a saddle and leave this part of the country — by yourself! I expect that youll never come back.

Leon Porfilo.



I sealed the envelope in which I put that letter and asked Chet ORourke to see that it got to the right place. Then I thanked the family for their care of me, and left the house with a silence behind me.

Why I was not taken within the next five minutes, I dont know, because I mounted Roanoke and trotted him slowly straight down the valley and then up the valley, and through two villages. The luck was with me simply because I did not care what happened to me, I suppose.

I was in the high country before the next dawn, and there I spent four long weeks, never going out farther than to find game. Roanoke grew fat and lazy. My wounds healed. Only a scar was left, red and angry, beside my right eye, and another over the left cheek, where I had felt the full force of one of Andrews terrible blows, splitting the flesh away to the bone.

It was the lowest ebb of my entire life. Sharp summer storms were combing those heights, and with the howling of the wind around me I used to sit hour by hour and ponder my life as it had been and as it was apt to be.

I could see no joy before me. There seemed no purpose in an existence like mine, with my hand against all men and the hands of all other men against me.

So, at the end of those two dreary fortnights, I saddled tough Roanoke again and rode him north toward the house of Sheriff Lawton. It was such a storm as on that first night, two years and more before, when I had first reached his place and had entered it blindly to seek shelter. The cold of the wind made the newly closed scars on my face ache. Pain of the body was nothing to me then, however.

What made me cache Roanoke among the trees near the house I dont know, when I fully expected that I should never have a use for him again. But there, at any rate, I left him.

I went up to the front door of the sheriffs house. There was a sharp burst of laughter just as I came, and I felt, somehow, that society was having its mirth at my expense. Well, I was worth laughter, in my own eyes, as well as those of any other man.

I knocked heavily at the door and waited. It was opened by the sheriff himself. I heard him draw his breath through his teeth with a hissing sound, as he reached for his gun.

Theres no need of that, Lawton, said I. Ive come to give myself up. Im tired of the game!

He hung over me for a moment, studying me and saying never a word. Then he stepped outside into the night with me and closed the door behind him.

You foller me, said Lawton, and led the way around the house to a side door, and through that door into his own room.

Wait here, said he, and went out to speak to the others.

I could hear their voices raised in good-natured protest. These neighbors of his had ridden too far to relish a sudden end to the evenings entertainment. However, presently they were cleared out. Lawton appeared at the door of his room and beckoned me out into the living room, where I found the wreaths of tobacco smoke still hanging in the air.

The sheriff pointed to a chair by the stove. But I preferred to walk up and down the room, talking as I went.

Im through, Lawton, said I. Im finished. Ive come in to

Wait a minute, said the sheriff. Take your time. There aint anything gained by rarin around like this! Take your time. Lemme know what doctor sewed you all up? They said that Chase cut you up like hed used a knife!

In place of answering I asked, with a faint flare of interest: Where is Chase?

In bed at the ORourke house, said the sheriff. He grinned in spite of himself.

In bed! cried I. Still? What was wrong with him?

What was wrong with him? murmured Lawton. Aw, nothin in particular. Any full-growed, man-sized man ought to of throwed off what was botherin him. Except that the broken jawbone, it didnt knit any too quick. I guess because he was tryin to talk too much.

Broken jawbone?

I aim to guess that youre sort of surprised, said the sheriff with a deep sarcasm. You figgered that you was just playin around and sort of shadow boxin, I suppose — not really hittin in earnest. But maybe Andrews bones is sort of brittle. Because hes been troubled a mite with a pair of busted ribs, too.

I dont believe it! cried I.

Most likely you dont, said he, seein as all you was doin was sort of huggin him a little by way of brotherly love. What? But thats what happened, just the same. Besides, his innards was shook pretty general, and the doctor figgers that another month in bed aint gonna be any too much for him. Thats the latest report that come up this way. His fever is gone, though.

It would have stretched any credulity to have felt that the results of the few solid blows I landed upon Andrew could have been so terrible. But I think that grief and rage worked together in me that night and turned me into more of a devil than a man.

The sheriff went on, as I mused:

He was shook up so bad, as a matter of fact, that he talked a pile while he was delirious. Seems that he talked too much, in fact. When he gets onto his feet I dunno but that he may have to do a little talkin in front of a judge and a jury!

I gaped in earnest this time. A jury? Andrew Chase? What the devil has he done?

Him? murmured Lawton. Why, hardly anything. He just played a quiet little sort of a joke one day. It didnt amount to nothin. He just opened up and told about how he bought up the services of a gent named Niginski to go gunning for a thick-headed kid down in Mendez by the name of — lemme see — Porfilo was the name — maybe a greaser, by the sound of that name!

His glance twinkled at me. I was too happy to take fire at the greaser implication.

Lawton, I said, then Im clear! Theyve taken the whole thing off my head, and Im a free man! Now I thank the Lord that

Free? said he.

Why not?

Theres the killing of Crane and Rudy Brown.

Professional gun fighters, as every one in the mountains knows — with more murders on their records

What does that matter? They werent in jail — they werent accused of nothing! They were hunting an outlaw by the name of Leon Porfilo, who resisted arrest and shot em down!

I merely groaned. Then: No jury would ever convict me for such things! said I.

Dyou think so? Dont bank on it, though. Some juries are hard-boiled, I tell you! Particularly theyre sort of set against burglary and the busting into of honest folks houses.

You mean the Ricks brothers? They were sheltering a bank robber, sheriff. You know that!

Were they? Did that give you — a dog-gone outlaw — the right to smash in on em? Did you have a warrant for an arrest, maybe? Did you have a warrant for assaultin and batterin three kindhearted gents sittin peaceful around their fire?

Lawton, youre joking.

I hope I am, said Lawton with a wonderful kindness. I hope I am, son. Theres nothing Id rather have than to see you clear. But youve raised a pretty high smoke in your day. Youve made a name thats been hot as hell in these parts. Youve made enough trouble to get the governor worried and made him burn up the wires talkin to his sheriffs and tellin them what he thinks of the way they get crooks in the mountains. For two years youve lived and lived high off of stolen money!

Money that other crooks stole and, that I took out of their pockets. Ive never taken a penny from an honest man. I can prove that, too!

No matter who took it first, you did the spending of money that didnt belong to you.

Will they look at it like that? said I faintly. Well, Ill go down and face the music.

I dont know how theyll look at it, said the sheriff as kindly as ever. Youd be surprised at what a lot of fool talk there is goin around about you since it was found out that that yaller cur, Chase, double-crossed you and put the blame of the murder of Niginski on your head. Theres some that dont do nothin but hike around the country makin speeches to the boys about you.

Theres old Cam Tucker. Hes makin himself plum ridiculous the way he carries on. Accordin to him, he never knowed but one real honest man in his life, and that man goes by the name of the outlaw, Leon Porfilo. Theres others near as bad, includin a sheriff that I could name, he concluded, thats spent a lot of hossflesh and cussin, in his day, tryin to nab you.

God bless you, Lawton, said I.

But now, said the sheriff, what youre gonna do is to lie low and wait for advice. Were gonna see what the governor might do in the way of a pardon. Yes, sir, were gonna try to clear you up pretty fine. In the meantime I refuse to make this here arrest, partly because you aint of age, and partly because you aint showed good sense in comin down to tempt an old, broken-down man like Sheriff Lawton. Now get the devil out of here and wait till I send for you!

I went, dizzy, but happy.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. THE DECISION
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SOMEONE WHO KNEW what he was talking about said that no man should go into the West, the real frontier West, that is, unless he was capable of inspiring some measure of awe. Perhaps by his personal dignity, which is, after all, the best way of keeping a man out of trouble. Or through physical strength or mere size, or by dauntless power of eye, or through fighting skill — any or all of these attributes would be most serviceable. But Sammy Gregg did not have any of them.

He wasnt a whit more than eight inches above five feet, and he did not even stand straight enough to take advantage of all of those meager inches. He walked with a slight stoop, as a rule, leaning over like a man about to start from a walk to a run. He looked as though he were always in a hurry, and as a matter of fact, he usually was. His weight was about a hundred and thirty pounds, or a trifle more in winter, and a little less when the hot weather of the summer began to set in. It was not tough, well-seasoned muscle, either. It was quite flabby. And he had small bones, and little, narrow, nervous hands.

His eyes were pale, and rather near-sighted, so that he had a half- frightened look, when it wasnt simply wistfully inquiring. His pale forehead was constantly contorted with a frown, which was not a frown of bad temper, but of eagerness.

The only truly remarkable thing about Sammy, indeed, was that same eagerness. Like the eagerness of a hunting ferret, if you can imagine a ferret without teeth! But one felt about Sammy a vast earnestness, rooted as deep as the roots of his soul, a singular intentness in which he was absorbed.

That was the secret of the bigness that was in Sammy; for some bigness there was. The trouble was, the West and the people of the West were not fitted for understanding this small man.

I suppose, for that matter, that he was a rarity in almost any climate. He had the simplicity of a child mixed oddly with some of the guile of a serpent, I am afraid. It was always very hard to understand Sammy. I, for one, never could pretend to hold the key to his complex nature. I can only describe him as he was.

In the first place, he did not come West to raise cattle nor horses, nor to ride herd on the cow range, nor to dig gold for himself nor any other, nor to start up as a storekeeper in one of the new towns.

He came West with five thousand dollars in his pockets and a desire to invest it! Choice he had none. He was ready for anything out of which he might make money.

You will think that he would have been wiser to sink that sum of money in a bank rather than expose it naked to the air of that climate where gold turned so quickly to bloody rust! But I must add one more thing to my characterization of Sammy Gregg. He was not afraid. There was no fear in him. Fear did not interest Sammy, but dollars did!

Not from a blind love of coin, either. The impelling motive was love for a girl who kept house for an uncle in a Brooklyn flat and waited for word from Sammy from the wilderness. Sammy had found the lady of his heart long before he ever got on the train which brought him to Munson.

Oh, unromantic Sammy! He had fallen in love with her not suddenly, and not from any exciting meeting, but simply because this fair-haired girl had been known to him during his entire life. She had grown up in the backyard next to his. He had made faces at her when he was five years old, peering at her through a hole in the board fence; and that day she ran crying into her house for fear of him. Afterward, he walked to school with her at his side, regardless of the other boys who pointed their fingers at him.

Sammy had no time for the opinions of outsiders. If you consider it from the most logical point of view, you will see that we indulge ourselves in a luxury when we spend energy to conciliate the good will of our neighbors. And Sammy never had any extra strength to spend. He was not, in short, interested in public opinion; and that was why he was such an oddity as I, for one, have never seen the like of.

I should not say that Sammy loved Susie with a devouring passion as he grew up. But she was a part of his life. He cared for her as he cared for himself, I might say. He had admitted her into his life, and she had grown into it like a graft into the trunk of a tree. He thought of her as often as he thought of himself. And if he were not passionately unhappy when he was away from her, he was certainly worried and irritated and confused and ill at ease. When he was at her side, he did not want to kiss her or fondle her or say foolish things to her, or even hold her hand. But he was satisfied, as a cow is satisfied when it is in its own pasture, near its own red barn.

So he saved and scraped and lived cheaply and labored earnestly at his jobs. He was out of school at fifteen, and he was constantly contributing to the savings bank on the first of every month until one day in his twenty-fifth year when he had a little talk with Susie Mitchell.

When are we to be married? asked Susie.

Oh, some day, said Sammy. When I get enough money to live on right.

Im twenty-five, the same as you, said Susie. Thats not so young!

He looked askance at her in wonder. But her pretty face was very grave and her blue eyes — as pale and gentle as his own — were fixed firmly upon his face.

Besides, said Susie, I dont go in for style. You know that. I dont mind working. I dont mind a small house to live in. I dont aim much higher than what my mother got when she married. But I think that its time we married, and had some children, and things like that. Jiminy, Sammy, youve got a lot more than most young fellows have! And look what a swell salary you get, fifteen a week. A regular position, I call it, down there at the paper mill, where youll be raised, too, after four or five years more. The manager certainly told you about that himself.

Mind you, this was long before the day when carpenters got as much a day as Sammy worked for in a week. In the time of which I write, sixty dollars a month was enough for an office man, with many other men under him, assistants, and all that. Those were the days when the boys pointed out the man who lived in the big corner house, because it was said that he got a hundred and a quarter a month!

So sixty dollars was quite a bit, but it was not enough for Sammy. He said, Let me have a chance to think this over. Then he went away and reviewed his position.

In the first place, he had to marry Susie, there was no doubt about that. And he had to marry her quick. He would as soon dream of going on through life without her as he would dream of going on through life without a leg or without two legs! Susie was simply a part of his spirit and of his flesh, too. But he was afraid of marriage. He had seen other youths attempt marriage, and he had seen children and accompanying doctor bills and ill health break down their savings, ruin their nerves, keep them awake with worry, and fill their lives with gloom.

Sammy would not stand the chance of such a disaster, because he knew his own strength, and he knew that it could not endure through sleepless nights. He felt that he could never marry unless he could marry comfortably. And he had established as a goal a sum of fifteen thousand dollars. With that amount working for him at interest, he would be safe. Even if he lost his health, he could support his family on that same interest until he was well again. Fifteen thousand dollars, a goal still ten thousand dollars away, and Susie wanted to get married.

He came back to Susie. He said, I am going away for six months. Will you wait that long?

Going away! cried Susie.

To make ten thousand dollars!

Susie laughed, at first. But when she saw that he was in earnest, she was filled with a sort of religious awe. It seemed hardly moral and decent for a young fellow to speak of hoping to make ten thousand dollars in a mere half year! It had never been done in her family. It made her almost think of enchantment, certainly it made her think very strongly of crime!

She could almost see her little Sammy Gregg with a black mask tied across the bridge of his nose and a stub-nosed revolver clutched in his hand stealing up behind the back of some florid banker! She could almost see it, and the thing gave her a shock of horror.

Dont go, Sammy! she breathed to him. Dont go, Sammy!

He did not listen to her. He hardly heard her voice. He was filled with his own thoughts, which were already in a faraway country where dollars grew more readily than they grew in Brooklyn. He was thinking of the accounts which flooded newspapers and magazines from time to time of great fortunes scooped up by a single gesture of the wise men.

In crises we are apt to stop thinking and fall back upon superstitions, religion, fairy tales. So did young Sammy Gregg. He decided to follow his new vision. It was a hunch, and for the first time in his life he was about to do a risky thing. I had to explain all of this because without understanding a little of the background of Sammy, it would be quite impossible to make head or tail of him as he was when he appeared before the grinning populace of Munson, that rude little city in the Western hills.

But if Sammy performed at times feats which seemed well beyond his strength, you must remember that there was a spur driven constantly into his soul — the loss of Susie.

He was in a constant misery. For he was away from her!


CHAPTER II. IN MUNSON
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THE TRAIN STOPPED, and Sammy swung down from the steps and reached for a platform, but unfortunately he found none. The sight of that swinging, pawing foot of his, and his skinny leg, was enough to catch half a dozen wicked eyes. He was already being laughed at before he dropped down to the ground and presented all of himself for the first time to the eye of Munson.

Before he had well landed, Lawson himself was in charge. The first thing he did was to let out a yell which so startled young Sammy that he almost leaped backward under the wheels of the slowly moving train.

Sammy, however, was perfectly lacking in the very thing of which Munson was full — self-consciousness. He did not dream, after a moment of reflection, that that yell had been meant for him. So he simply picked up his heavy grip and stepped forward toward the crooked little dusty street where the sign said hotel. He stepped forward, and as he walked he settled his hat more firmly on his head.

Alas it was a derby hat!

I cannot tell what made an iron hat a mortal offense in the West, but it was. It required an almost presidential reputation to enable a man to keep one on his head. And what reputation had poor Sammy Gregg?

Before he knew it, Lawson had loosed off a couple of bullets that struck the ground in front of Sammy and covered him with a stinging shower of dust and flying gravel. He jumped, of course, straight up into the air.

It brought a shout of willing laughter from everyone, because Lawson never appeared without his gang. I wish I could give a thorough picture of Lawson, but I cant. Words become weak, speaking of the poisonous evil of such natures as his. He was that most gruesome combination — weakness and wickedness combined. He was a coward, a bully, a tyrant, a sneak, a moral wreck of a man; but he was a hero, in Munson, because he could shoot straight. And the consciousness that he could shoot straight always made him brave.

Cowards always make the most horrible tyrants simply because they are so familiar with the emotion which they wish to inspire — fear.

Now the weak mouth of Lawson stretched in a grin. And his little, close-set eyes gleamed under the shadow of his sombrero. He put another bullet neatly in the ground just where the feet of Sammy were about to land, and when they did land, Sammy naturally bounded into the air again.

Dance, confound you! yelled Lawson.

But Sammy stood still. He said nothing for a moment, but when another bullet struck the ground at his feet, he said calmly, I dont think Ill dance.

Lawson was staggered, for suddenly he saw that this little man was not afraid. Then he broke out in a savage roar, When you speak to a man, take off your hat, tenderfoot!

He did not wait for Sammy to obey. His gun spoke, and the bullet tore the hat from the head of Sammy. It was very close shooting, no one could deny that. It brought another roar of applause and laughter when the crowd saw Sammy instinctively duck. But then he leaned and picked up his hat and settled it, dusty as it was, upon his head once more.

Youll come and liquor with me, kid, said Lawson. Im going to see how your insides act when you get some of Mortimers poison inside of you. And bring the other dude along with you, boys!

Sammy could not keep the center of the stage very long. Not with such a counter attraction as had dismounted from the same train. It was a tall man, a tall, wide-shouldered, handsome man of thirty, perhaps, dressed in a fashion which Munson could not tolerate for an instant, in those days. He wore riding boots, to be sure, but the boots were not under his trousers, and that was a sin, of course. And above the boots rose neat whipcord riding breeches. There was a well-fitted gray coat, and a gray shirt with a shining white stiff collar and a natty bow tie, and this gentleman was finished off with a small gray felt hat on his head. He carried a suitcase of large dimensions with C.O.F. stamped in big letters on the side of it.

He made the counter attraction. He looked just as much of a tenderfoot as Sammy did, and there was more of him. The crowd surrounded him in an instant, and he and Sammy were huddled off toward Mortimers saloon in a trice.

Huddled off with this difference, that whereas many hands were laid upon Sammy, urging him along, beating his derby hat down over his eyes, cuffing and pawing him, there was not so much as the tip of a finger laid upon the tall man. I cannot tell why. Perhaps it was the calmness of his face and eye. Perhaps it was the wrinkle of his coat between the shoulder blades, telling of ample muscles there. At any rate, though they milled about him, yelling and cursing and laughing, no one touched him, and so the procession burst into Mortimers.

He was the headquarters for such affairs, was Mortimer. He was also the gambling partner and the partner in secret murders who worked with my friend Lawson. And he was only just a trifle less savory than Mr. Lawson. He greeted the new victims with a veritable yell of delight and instantly the glasses were set chiming upon the bar. And the big black bottles were spun out.

Lawson stood at one end of the bar and gave directions.

To the top, kid. To the top, both of you. Fill up them glasses to the top, I tell you!

Sammy set his teeth and obeyed. He didnt like it, but neither did he throw away his life for such a small affair as this. So he filled as he was ordered.

But, after that, a deadly hush fell over the bar-room, for it was seen that the tall man, in spite of the order from Lawson, had not touched the waiting bottle to pour his drink.

He spoke before the wrath of Lawson could descend upon him.

Gentlemen, said he, I shall be charmed to drink with you, but first Id like to give you my name, if you dont mind.

He spoke so mildly that they could hardly help but misunderstand him, and the snarl of mockery awoke instantly. However, Lawson appeared to scent an opportunity for further mischief than usual, and he raised his voice to control the murmur.

All right, said he. Lets hear your name, and darned if I dont think that it ought to begin with Percy!

A poor jest, but Lawson did not have to invent very witty remarks in order to win the applause of his fellows. While the laughter was still ringing, however, the big stranger sauntered to the stove. It was a raw spring day with a whistling wind from the snow-tipped mountains of the north, prying through the cracks and sending long, chill fingers of draft waving through the rickety saloon.

The stove was packed with wood; the stove itself was red hot, and the door was open to throw out a greater draft. And in that open door the poker lay, just as it had been dropped when the wood was last stirred and replenished. To this stepped the tall man and drew forth the poker, and with it in his hand he approached the bar.

He raised it, and with the white point he began to write upon the wood. He had half completed the first word of his writing before Mortimer intervened, for this audacity had paralyzed our saloon keeper with rage and wonder. When his voice returned to him, it was like the challenging bellow of a bull. He clapped the muzzle of his revolver on the edge of the bar. Then from the ample throat of Mortimer throbbed a stream of cursing that filled the room with storming echoes.

The tall man calmly laid down the poker, where it burned a deep gouge in the wood. His left hand glided out unhurrying, but swift as the flick of a whiplash. It laid hold upon the barrel of Mortimers gun, so that the bullet of that gentleman hummed idly under the arm of the tenderfoot. And, at the same time, with his right hand he drew forth a hidden Colt revolver, long and heavy and black, placed the muzzle against the breast of Mortimer, and fired.

Mortimer, dead before he struck the floor, collapsed in a pool of crimson behind the bar.

The silence which followed was so intense that the crowd could hear the ticking of a clock in the back room and the hissing of the wood beneath the hot end of the poker as the tall man wrote the rest of his name upon the bar.

Chester Ormonde Furness, he wrote, and stood back and dropped the poker to the floor while his name still smoked upon the bar.

That is my name, gentlemen, said he. I trust that you are glad to see me. Gladder, at least, than I am to see you. Because I have been over a considerable section of this little world, and not even in Singapore, where the scum of the world is dropped after it has been skimmed from the pot — not even in Singapore, or in Shanghai, nor in the New York slums, from which I think a good many of you have come, have I seen such a worthless lot of cowardly, sneaking riffraff, fakers, sham giants, cur dogs wearing lion skins. And about the worst in this very bad lot seems to be Mr. Lawson. Will you step out, Mr. Lawson?

Mr. Lawson had not turned white. His complexion did not permit that color. But he turned a very pale greenish-yellow. He did not step forward. He whirled, instead, toward the door, and tried to spring through it. But, just at that moment, a gun cracked behind him, and a .45-caliber Colts bullet cracked the door from top to bottom.

Mr. Lawson did not make the mistake of imagining that it was a missed shot. He stopped in his tracks and turned slowly back to face Chester Ormonde Furness.

Do you know my name? said the stranger.

Yes, Mr. Furness, said Lawson.

Why I dont finish you, said Furness, I hardly know. I suppose its because there is a sporting instinct in me, and I like to have a little fun with my shooting. I like to give the game a start, so I am going to give you a start, Lawson. Go through that door and start up the street. Ill follow you with my gun!

Lawson did not wait for a second invitation. He sprang back through the door and Furness glided after him. And then the rest of awestricken Munson had sight of the terrible Lawson sprinting with all his might down the street while a tall dude stood in the road behind him and emptied a Colt, missing him by neatly calculated distances which the crowd could appreciate. For every time Furness fired, Lawson leaped to one side or the other with a wild howl until he found a corner to dodge around into safety.

When Mr. Furness finished his shooting he put away his gun, swiftly and neatly, so that no lump showed where it rested. Then he turned upon the gaping crowd — a tamed, humbled crowd, now grinning sheepishly in anticipation at him.

I detest trouble, said Mr. Furness. I always strive to avoid it. And I want you to remember what I say. I want you to remember it and repeat it to your cronies wherever you may meet them. Tell them that I expect to stay for a considerable time in this town. I expect to become well acquainted with Munson and the neighborhood around it. But I expect to live here in peace. When I say peace, I mean it.

I intend to rent a house and to live quietly in it on the edge of town. I do not wish to have my sleep disturbed at night. And, if there is a noisy riot, I shall come out and put an end to the good time if I can. If a stray bullet from a brawl happens to find its way through my window, you may trust that I shall find the man who fired it.

Beyond this I wish to say that I desire to have my name handled gently. If there is any vicious talk, I want you to know that I possess an exceedingly sensitive nature, and I shall find the vicious talkers, gentlemen, and I shall kill those vicious talkers if I am able. I am well aware that there is no law in Munson, at the present moment. And I hereby give notice that my own laws I shall enforce with a gun. And now, gentlemen, I want you to understand, finally, that I quite sympathize with the error into which you have fallen concerning me. To you I looked rather soft. If you have found that I am not soft, and if you desire to be my friends, come back with me into the saloon and have a drink at my expense.

Not a man held back. They were afraid to, perhaps. Or perhaps there were so many of them that they were not ashamed. Because crowds are usually devoid of all noble feeling, even of shame. They went back with the tall man, and he himself went behind the bar and served them, stepping over the body of the dead man that lay on the floor, while he passed out glasses and bottles.

He drank with them most cheerfully, and they noted that he put down the red-eye without blinking an eye and without a chaser. They noticed, too, that he paid punctually for the drinks, leaving a bright new gold piece shining upon the bar as he passed out.

The crowd remained behind to chat about this new wonder, to lift the body of Mortimer and give him a dogs burial just as he had died a dogs death.

In the street the tall man met the little tenderfoot. He smiled down at little Sammy Gregg, and he found the steady, unshaken, pale-blue eye of Sammy Gregg surveying him gravely.

Does a man have to be like you to get on in this part of the country? asked Sammy.

Not a bit, said Furness, but its a good thing to be able to take care of yourself. Have you a gun?

I never fired a gun in my life.

Theres a store. Youd better go buy one, the first thing you do.

Sammy Gregg shook his head. Im no good at a bluff, he said. If I wear a gun, its a sign that I pretend that I can use it. But I cant. And I never could afford the time to learn. Im pressed for time, you see.

The tall man did not smile. He began to regard the little man more seriously.

May I ask what your business is? he said.

I have no business, said Sammy, except to make ten thousand dollars in six months out here. Do you think it can be done?

That depends, said Furness.

Honestly, I mean.

Ah, said Furness, that is another story! No, frankly, Im afraid that you cant.

The ferret gleam of eagerness came into the eyes of little Sammy Gregg. I think that I will, though, said he.

Finding a gold mine, then?

No, I dont know what Ill find. All I want is an opportunity, not a gold mine. And fellows like those, and he gestured toward the bullet-cracked door of the saloon, are liable to leave a whole lot of opportunities lying around loose without anybody really claiming them.

He added: I ought to thank you, though, for getting me out of that mess.

Dont say a word about it, said the big man genially. I was fighting my own battle, and not yours. Affairs have come to such a horrible point around here that a man has to take a killing on his hands whenever he enters a new town, or very nearly that!

He said this in rather a jesting tone, but still there was something in his manner that made little Sammy open his eyes, and he thought he knew now what he had only guessed in the bar-room, that Mr. Furness was the veteran of a hundred hand-to-hand encounters. And awe and dread filled Sammy, and with it, a certain instinctive dislike.

Others were to feel that same dislike for Furness later on, but Sammy was the first man to sense the danger and the evil in the big fellow. He said goodby rather briskly and swung away down the street.

Opportunity! To really and truly turn five thousand dollars into fifteen in six months!

But one could not examine such country as this on foot. And there must be horse and saddle procured at once. He went to the store for the saddle and got a secondhand one, a badly worn and tattered one.

It wont give you none too comfortable a seat, the storekeeper advised him frankly.

Im not looking for comfort, said Sammy Gregg. Now, where can I get a horse and what do I have to pay for it? I hear they have ten-dollar horses out West?

Texas is what you mean, said the storekeeper. But around here they gobble up everything in the shape of a hoss for fifty dollars. And, up at the Crumbock Mines theyll pay seventy-five!


CHAPTER III. SAMMYS BIG IDEA

[image: img107.jpg]

THAT WAS ENOUGH for young Sammy Gregg. He was looking for an opportunity, and here, it seemed, was one shoved under his very nose.

Horses cost ten dollars in Texas, in Crumbock they cost seventy-five. Ten from seventy-five left sixty-five dollars for clear profit. Allow fifteen dollars a head for transportation, and the profit was still fifty dollars a head. Very well. For the sake of caution, suppose that he invested only half of his available capital and turned twenty-five hundred dollars into horses. That would give him two hundred and fifty head at ten dollars a head. But fifty times two hundred and fifty was twelve thousand five hundred dollars!

Twenty-five hundred more than the profit he needed and already at hand! Fire began to burn in Sammy Gregg, but he masked it carefully from his face.

I should think, said he, that a lot of people would be in the business of buying Texas horses and selling them in the Crumbock mining region.

You would think that, nodded the storekeeper, unless you knowed.

Knew what?

Knew what Texas mustangs is like, for one thing.

Well?

The storekeeper closed his eyes in strained thought, as he reached for a superlative. Keeping hold of a herd of mustangs, he said at last, is like trying to keep hold of a handful of quicksilver. The harder you try to hold it, the farther it spurts away.

Theyre wild, I suppose.

You suppose, son, but I know. Ive rode em, Ive broke em; and then they broke me!

Really?

I got a hip smashed as flat as a pancake. Thats one thing. My ribs is mixed up worsen a mess of eggs scrambled in a frying pan. And my head is set on crooked. All from mixing too long with them mustangs.

But if one just herded them along?

Herded the devil! said the storekeeper with a weary sigh. I herded six of them twenty miles, once. It took me a month!

A month!

And then I only delivered seven of the twenty.

Good heavens! cried Sammy Gregg. Did you lose the way?

The storekeeper stared at him. Lose my way traveling twenty miles? Son, I aint that kind of a gazoop. Not me! I pack a sort of a compass in the back of my head. But lemme tell you about a mustang, that everything that you want to do is just what the mustang aint got any idea of doing.

Sammy was amazed.

They stampede, said the storekeeper, from hell to breakfast and back agin. Thats their nature. Promiscuous and free and easy. Where they want to be is always just over the edge of the sky away from where you want em to be. You can write that down. Besides, even if a herd was drove up here by good hoss hands like some of them Mexicans are, still what chance would there be of it getting safe to Crumbock.

I cant see why not?

Youre young, son, but Ill make you a little older in a minute. Lemme tell you that this aint no open level plain around here.

I can see that, said Sammy seriously.

Its all gouged up and crisscrossed by gullies and canyons every which way, aint it?

It is.

And them gullies and ravines is all slithering with hoss thieves, old son!

You dont mean it! cried Sammy.

Dont I, though?

But why doesnt the law—

The law is a thousand miles away, son! Didnt I lose eight head of good hosses six weeks back?

And never could get a trace of em?

Trace of em? Sure I did! I brought four of em back!

Good heavens! cried Sammy. You knew the men who stole them and didnt—

Didnt what? Try to chase them?

Perhaps, with help.

Where would you get the help? Besides, you chase these crooks away into the hills, and theyre plumb gone. You could hide twenty thousand head in any square mile of them bad lands. And then after youve got back home, somebody all unbeknownst sneaks up to your window and puts a bullet into the small of your back.

Murder by men or man unknown, says the jury.

Poor old Bill! says my friends. He wouldnt let well enough alone!

No, sir, the best way is to keep hands off of them thieves. Theys too many of them, and they got this advantage, they hang together and work together, and the honest folks dont!

But suppose that one hired a strong guard to herd the mustangs across the hill country?

Herd it across a hundred miles of mountains? A guard for a few hundred mustangs? Son, youre talkin mad! Youd need a whole company of soldiers to watch every mustang, and even then youd come in with only the tail of your hoss in your hands. Them thieves are that slick that they would steal your hoss right from under your saddle and leave you ridin along on a one-eyed maverick that you never seen before!

By this time Sammy began to wonder not that the price of horses in Crumbock was seventy-five dollars a head, but that it was not a hundred and seventy-five. He went off by himself and sat down for a cigarette and a think.

The first idea is as good as the last! said Sammy to himself. As good as the last, most of the time! So lemme see what I can make out of the horse idea!

He turned it back and forth. In the first place, it was plain that Mr. Storekeeper had exaggerated somewhat. According to him, a man was a fool who tried to drive horses to Crumbock, and yet horses were certainly there, great numbers of them. Some people, then, were making money by sending live stock there. How did they manage it? Simply by doing what his friend the storekeeper swore could not be done — guarding their horses through the mountains, and herding them successfully across the great Texas plains.

What others could do, Sammy could do, if he only knew where to hire the right men, the right Mexicans, if they were the best!

The thought of large profits will lead on like the thought of a promised land. And so it was that they led Sammy. For two long hours, with the map in his hands, he made his calculations.

Before that day ended, he was on board a train away from Munson, and the next morning he had changed trains and was shooting in a roundabout way toward the southland of cheap horses.

Six months to go when he left New York City. Five months and three weeks when he left Munson. Could he make it? Yes, confidence arose in Sammy as he computed the distance. A month, say, to gather the herd. That left four months and a half. Then an eight-hundred-mile drive. Suppose they journeyed only twenty miles a day. Still, at the end of forty days they would be at their destination.

It seemed simple. Allow a month for mistakes. Allow another month for unknown bad luck. Still he would have time to get back in Brooklyn under the wire of the six months with some twenty thousand dollars weighing down his pocket!

He was in San Antone now. He spent five desperate days trying to interview Mexican cow-punchers and getting no further than:

Si, señor. Mañana!

Always, they would meet him tomorrow, but tomorrow, they did not appear. What was wrong with him?

Finally, in a San Antone hotel, he confided his troubles to a sharp-eyed man with a fighting face. A man too stern to be trivial.

He said to Sammy: Youre bound for a losing game if youre bound to drive horses to Crumbock. But if you want a man to handle your herd, theres one now! He pointed to a dark-faced man in a corner of the room.

He! gasped Sammy. He looks like the king of Mexico more than like a cowpuncher.

You go talk to him, said the stern-faced man. And tell him that I sent you. Hes a crook and a scoundrel. Hell either rob you or else hell see that you dont get robbed. Its six of one and a half a dozen of the other. If you can trust Manuel, you can put your life in his hands with perfect safety. But if he decides to trick you, well, as good be done by him as by a dozen others.

So thought Sammy and, sitting beside the handsome young Mexican, he poured forth his plans and his desires, while Manuel, stiff with gold-laced jacket and collar, listened smiling, and dreamed over the idea, through a thin blue-brown cloud of smoke.

He said at last in good English, I hire the right men — men who can ride and who know horses. I buy the right horses for you. I drive those horses to Crumbock. You pay me five hundred dollars. But if I cant drive those horses to Crumbock, you dont pay me a cent. Do you like this idea, señor?

The thought of five hundred dollars in wages to a single man was a staggering thought to Sammy Gregg. And yet, the more he pondered, the more it seemed to him that this was his only solution for the problem.

So he closed with Manuel on the moment, and went up to his room and wrote out a careful contract and offered it to Manuel.

Ah, no, said Manuel, still smiling through a mist of smoke. I do not wish it in written words. If I fail, so! But if I succeed then I shall trust myself to get the money — not a piece of paper!


CHAPTER IV. THE HERD
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THERE WAS ONLY one fault which Sammy was inclined to find with Manuel. He was everything but swift in his motions and in his appearance, but nevertheless he accomplished a great deal. He spent three days sorting over his acquaintances until he picked out a pair of villainous-looking rascals — in the eye of Sammy Gregg — of the roughest peon class.

However, they could ride anything and anywhere. They could shoot well and they were willing to obey orders from the mouth of Manuel. Also, they knew horses.

After the assistants had been chosen, a central corral was picked out and toward this, presently, Manuel and his men began to drift horses by the score and by the fifty. It was all Manuel. Very soon Sammy Gregg found that he might as well stop worrying and simply submit to the thorough management of Manuel, who went straight ahead doing what he wanted to do, and if Sammy made suggestions, Manuel received them, always, with a beautiful smile that showed his flashing white teeth. That smile might have meant anything, but before Sammy was through with his Mexican, he knew that it meant: You are a fool and all of your ideas are worthy of a child only!

This did not trouble Sammy. He was not interested in the scorn of Manuel. He was only interested in the speed with which he gathered horses.

What horses they were! At first, when he saw a section of the brutes driven in, Sammy threw up his hands in despair and asked Manuel if it were not a joke. Manuel assured him that these were selected animals. Selected from what?

Lump-headed, roach-backed, thick-legged, pot-bellied creatures were these, with Roman noses and little wicked eyes that glared tigerishly out from beneath a shag of forelock. One could believe nothing about them, at first glance, except tales of evil temper. But when Manuel saw that his boss had no opinion at all of the purchase, he simply had the most tractable of the lot saddled and gave it to his boss to ride. Although Sammy had already learned to ride, he spent three days struggling with this well broken animal; but after that his eyes were opened.

He discovered that the ugly little monster could rock along all day at an easy canter which ate up mileage as swiftly as the gallop of a wolf. The bronco could stop in his own length while going at full speed, turn his body faster than a man could turn his head, and be off in a new direction. He found that the body of the mustang was like his temperas tough as rawhide, than which there is nothing tougher.

He discovered, too, that there was no gentling these creatures. They remained to the end enslaved barbarians always hungering for the moment when they could plant their heels in the stomach of the master and then knead his body soft and small with their sharp hooves while he lay on the ground.

These were the animals which Manuel and his two assistants collected, but not at ten dollars a head. The price had risen. It was almost a twelve-dollar average which Sammy had to pay, so he contented himself with a herd of two hundred, and with these he started out with the three cow-punchers on the long trek north toward the mountains.

They had luck enough across the great Texas plains. For mishaps they had half a dozen stampedes which lost thirty horses and cost them altogether a good additional three hundred miles of going. But by the time they got to the hills, the herd was in fairly good shape for traveling. The running edge had been taken out of their temper, and they had learned to troop along obediently enough. Manuel had turned out to be the king of the herdsmen, and his two assistants were masters of the same work — delicate, delicate work indeed.

Whoever has ridden herd on a bunch of wild mustangs knows that above the mind of the brute there is the mind of the whole mass of animals, blind and deaf and enormous, and sensitive. Ready to stampede straight over the face of a cliff at a moments notice; or just as ready to trample down a town.

Sammy had come to be of a little use before the trail was ended. And he was even trusted with the dangerous work of riding night herd on the horses, which is that portion of the work that requires the most skill.

By this time they were looking forward to the end of their trail. Munson was a scant march of thirty miles away. Beyond Munson was another hundred miles of mountains, and then the end of their labors! So that Sammy, from time to time during the day, could not help letting his thoughts run ahead of him. A hundred and seventy horses at seventy-five dollars a head made twelve thousand, seven hundred and fifty dollars.

Just enough, just enough. And so to return to his Susie Mitchell not in six months, but in two. He would appear before her startled eyes like a hero indeed. He would be invested with a veil of glory; yes, even in his own eyes!

They had bedded down the herd in a sort of natural corral. It was as though some great hand had scooped a basin among the hills. There was a broad, flat-bottomed meadow in the midst, and around the sides, half a dozen throats of canyons yawned black upon the little amphitheater.

They could not have found a more ideal location, and to make perfection a gilded wonder, there was a little shallow stream of water, glimmering in the starlight as it trickled musically along over a bed of hard gravel. No danger of broken legs on steep banks, no danger of horses bogged down in quicksands here!

We wont even need to ride herd tonight, suggested Sammy Gregg. This place is so made to order!

Ah, señor, murmured Manuel, you are full of trust. Perhaps it is well in some places, but not here. Here, even the mountains are watching you and hating you, señor!

That was a sentence which young Sammy Gregg did not forget. And, that night, he himself prepared for riding herd as a token that he was willing to take advice. But Manuel was also in the saddle.

Why? asked Sammy Gregg. Surely at the worst, one man is enough here!

If they should shoot off toward one of those canyons they—

They are not as restless now as they used to be.

They are always restless in their hearts, no matter how tired and how quiet their bodies may be!

Before that night was over, Sammy had to agree with his hired man. A nervous devil seemed to have possessed the herd. Once, at the hoot of an owl, every one of the beasts started to its feet. There they stood poised, as you might say, and ready for everything. But the voices of the men soothed them.

They rode clockwise and counter-clockwise around the edges of the herd, and their voices were never still, talking, talking, or singing softly all night long — a weary work. And, at length, the herd sank down again on the ground, as though at another signal.

When Sammy reached Manuel at the next circle of the herd, he paused to ask: What could have made them jump up at the same minute?

There is something in the air, tonight, said Manuel. You and I cannot tell, but the broncos certainly can tell.

For his part, Sammy was willing to believe. He had seen enough of these wild little animals to begin to have an uncanny respect for them. In a way, they seemed to be as full of wisdom as they were filled with meanness. So he rode on in his work, still singing — it did not matter what, so long as the song was soft. As he passed, the pricked ears of the prone horses would flatten in recognition of the human voice which they hated, but which nevertheless reassured them.

Give a horse something to occupy his mind and you can do anything with him. If it is only a bit to chew on and chomp and worry while you are giving a colt his lesson. But dont try to occupy the whole attention of a dumb beast with your teaching. Sammy was beginning to understand this, too.

After all, there was something charming about this scene. He had a vague wish that Susie Mitchell might be riding by his side, here, looking at the black, gaunt, treeless hills; or watching the faint shine of the running water, with the lumpy forms of prone horses dimly silhouetted against it here and there, and always the broad, bright beauty of the stars overhead. The alkali scents and sharpness was taken from the air, now that it was night. The wind was cool, almost cold. It touched the hands and flowed across the face like running water. It brought peace to the heart of Sammy Gregg.

Day was not far off, now. There was no coming of light, but there was a change in the air, which Sammy was beginning to know as the forerunner of the sunrise. Just when he told himself, with relief, that there would be only another hour of darkness to watch through, the two hundred leaped suddenly to their feet again.

There had not been a sound this time, not even the hoot of an owl, and yet here were the horses bolt upright, heads raised, and all turned toward the west where the black mouth of one of the canyons yawned wide upon the meadowland. Out of that canyon, at last, Sammy heard a noise like a far-off clapping of hands. Then he heard a thin sound of a horse neighing, and after that, five horses shot out of the blackness into the light of the stars, five horses with a man on every back, and the crashing of the flying hoofbeats rang and echoed in the ears of Sammy.

The thieves, the horse thieves of whom Manuel had spoken so often, of whom the storekeeper had warned him!

There was a shrill, universal squealing that broke from the herd. Then they whirled and fled at lightning speed from this sudden horror which had leaped out of the heart of the dark night. They ran with heads stretched forward, ears flattened, tails streaming straight out behind them — they ran blind with speed. And, in an instant the meadow was swept as bare as the palm of Sammys hand. And, on the heels of his disappearing herd, five riders were spurring along, not mounted on broncos, but upon tall, long-legged blood horses which sprang across the ground with a tigerish grace and swiftness.

Sammy himself spurred wildly in pursuit. Up to his lips rose a harsh cry, such a sound as he had never uttered before. Here was Manuel close beside him, his teeth glinting, but not in a smile. Sammy reached across and tore a Colt from the saddle halter nearest to him. Another weapon gleamed and spoke from the hand of Manuel.

For answer, there was a blasting volley from the scurrying shadows far up in the ravine, first the brief, wicked humming of bullets, wasplike, in the air about the ears of Sammy, and, after that, a rattling of long echo above the thunder of the flying herd.

But what was that to Sammy?

They had missed him. He felt that he had a charmed life, that it would be given him to ride through a steady rain of bullets until he came up with these villains, these robbers. He raised his Colt and with the heavy weapon wabbling in his weak, untrained hand, he fired, and again and again.

There was no more shooting from the riders before him. No, they were drawing farther away at every moment, and now they rushed around a corner of the ravine and were beyond his sight. But what was this beside him? A riderless horse — the horse of Manuel!

The madness was brushed from the mind of Sammy Gregg, and suddenly he saw himself as he was, a foolish child riding down on a band of five practiced warriors of the frontier, warriors as cunning and as merciless as Indians, if indeed they were not Indians. Here in this fight in which poor Manuel had fallen already, how could he, a tenderfoot, hope to succeed? He drew rein.

And Manuel?

He galloped back as fast as he could and he found that Manuels two Mexican friends were already at the spot. It occurred to the bitter heart of poor Sammy that these fellows might have been riding on the trail of the thieves rather than waste their time here. But no, they squatted beside Manuel, not in any agony of grief, but calmly smoking their cigarettes. Manuel himself had his head pillowed upon a rock, and he was trying to smoke, but his fingers were thick with numbness, and the cigarette kept falling from his hand.

He greeted his employer with a flash of his eyes.

Why do they try to do nothing for you, Manuel? gasped Sammy. Where is the wound?

There was so little breath in Manuel that he had to collect it through a long and deadly pause before he could answer: I am shot through beneath the heart. I have not long to live, señor.

A bandage.

There was a slight motion of the hand of Manuel. It denied all aid. It mocked at the possibility of assistance.

Nothing can be done, señor. Only, to make me sleep more easily, if one of them can be found, and sent where I am going, it would be a great comfort to me, señor. It is a place where one needs company, eh?

He began to laugh, but the laughter died off into a weirdly bubbling noise, and Manuel stiffened himself, and died.


CHAPTER V. STOLEN HORSES
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WHEN SAMMY GREGG had seen to the burial of poor Manuel and then suggested to the two remaining Mexicans to begin a pursuit of the thieves, the latter merely shrugged their shoulders and held out their hands for their pay. They declared that one dead man was enough and that the two of them were not prepared to fight with five who were as well armed and shot as straight as did these thieves.

After all, they had a good deal of reason on their side, particularly since Sammy himself would not be of much use in a battle. So he paid them in haste and then mounted and rode as hard as he could pelt for the town of Munson.

He was glad of one thing, and that was that the flight of the thieves with their stolen horses had been in the same direction. They had driven on toward the very spot from which he would receive his succor!

Indeed, they kept on that straight way until they were a scant ten miles from the town, and then the track of the herd diverged and turned to the left up a branching canyon. And Sammy Gregg pushed on and on. And by the mid-morning his foaming, staggering horse came into Munson town, with Sammy shouting from the saddle the news of his loss.

When they heard him, people ran out of shops and houses and listened, but when they understood the news that he brought, they shrugged their shoulders and turned back. Sammy began to see more backs than faces, and those who did turn toward him were, most of them, plainly laughing at him in his distress.

Suddenly Sammy understood. They smiled at him because they simply did not care, these hard-hearted fellows. They did not care for the hundred and seventy mustangs which he had bought at such an expense, and which he had driven with labor and money both, into the mountains so near to his market place. What was it to them that the savings of ten years were represented in this holocaust? They merely shrugged their shoulders and were glad that the loss had not fallen upon them.

He went into Rendells store and sat down on top of a barrel of dried apples and dropped his chin on his fist and stared at the dust cloud that trailed down the street behind a passing horseman, and wondered at the brilliancy of the sun as it flashed and burned and turned that fine dust into powdered diamonds. Rendell, even, did not offer sympathy. However, neither did he say: I told you so!

He merely said: Are you downhearted, kid?

No, said Sammy truthfully. But Im surprised. Thats all. They dont seem to care, you see, these people dont seem to care!

Not their horses that were stole, Rendell pointed out.

Yes, explained Sammy, but if they let these things happen, their horses will be stolen next, you see. And theyll suffer because Ive suffered. Dont they see that the only thing is to stand together and fight the thieves off?

Rendell shook his head. Maybe about half of them would sort of like to be thieves themselves, he said.

That afforded a ray of dazzling light to Sammy, and he gaped at the genial storekeeper.

Sure, expanded Rendell, you cant trust nobody. Nobody that likes a quiet life is up here, and you can depend upon that! Everybody you meet might be a crook. I might be a crook. You never can tell!

He added: Some is made to understand these here things and prosper pretty good around here in the West. And some aint made to understand these things, and then theyd better go back to where they got a cop on every corner to watch out that the law is obeyed.

The hint was very pointed. But Sammy was really not frightened. He simply said: I know what you mean. But they havent taken the heart out of me yet. I got something left. Only I didnt know how they played the game. Thats all! Now Im beginning to understand, and maybe Ill find a way to fit in with this sort of thing.

He went out into the street, and the first thing he heard was the sharp whistling of a flute around the corner. He turned that corner and found a slender youth sitting on a broken apple box, with his back against the wall of the saloon that had once been run by Mortimer. He had the flute at his lips, and with eyes half closed either from laziness or from love of the music which he was making, he blew forth sweet showers of sound.

He was dressed in what might have been called splendid rags. For his shirt was silk and so was his bandanna, and his boots were adorned with beautifully long-arched spurs, and the boots themselves, battered and tattered as they were, had evidently once been shopmade goods. The sombrero itself, which lay upon the ground to receive any random coins which the passers-by chose to drop into it, was now merely a relic of a former glory, for around the crown young Sammy Gregg could see a shadowy network which had once, no doubt, been left as an impression there by interlacing metal-work — silver or gold.

He was a brown-eyed boy, this player of the flute, a handsome, lazy-looking, sleek-looking fellow; and the more Sammy looked upon him, the more he seemed worth beholding. For it seemed to Sammy, as he stared, that for the first time in his life he was looking upon a man who had never felt the sting of the universal curse of Adam. He had never worked!

Aye, that accounted for the girlish smoothness of that cheek, the brow as clear and as placid as standing water, the eye so calmly open that one could look a thousand fathoms deep into it, as into the eye of a very young and simple child.

Yet he was not simple, either, this player of the flute. And indeed, the more Sammy looked upon him, the more he felt that he was beholding a unique character.

Not so the others in Munson. They were too filled with their own affairs. Besides, the music was not to their taste. It consisted chiefly of wild improvisations, swift and light and eerie playings of the fancy; and there were none of the downright jigging tunes which the rough fellows of the mountains were apt to like, swelling the beat of the rhythm by the heavy beating of their heels.

They shook their heads at the more refined music which the young stranger made. It annoyed them, more than anything else. And the only money which the labors of the stranger had gained were a few coppers and a few small silver coins. It seemed to Sammy that there was enough to this young man to be worth a more liberal reward, and so he stepped closer and dropped the broad bright face of a ten-dollar gold piece into the hat.

The flute player picked the coin from his hat, rose to his feet, bowed slowly and with much grace to Sammy, placed the hat on his head, the flute under his arm, and sauntered deliberately off down the street with the laziest step that Sammy had ever remarked in a human being, a stride in which he rested with every step!

And that was all that Sammys ten dollars had bought him, in place of the interesting conversation which, he was sure, might be made to flow from the lips of the boy as readily as the music had come.

Sammy had lunch at the hotel, and he was wandering back down the street to the door of Rendells store, in fact, when he saw a thing which made his heart leap. Straight down the street toward him came half a dozen tired mustangs driven along by a tall, wild-appearing fellow with long, sandy mustaches.

He, however, was not the chief object of interest to Sammy. His horses were what held Sammys attention; the instant he glanced at them he knew them. They were a fragment of his newly stolen herd!

He could not be mistaken. At first, each of the hundred and seventy had looked very much like one another. But afterward he had begun to see the distinctions as he rode with them day and night. And now he knew them all. He knew that Roman-nosed roan. He knew very well that blaze-faced brown and the chestnut with the broken ear. He knew all six of them, he could swear to them! And the papers of sale were in his pocket!

He started into the store and called to Rendell: Here come six of them with one of the thieves behind!

Rendell ran to the door.

No, said he, thats not one of the thieves, any more than I am. Thats one of the oldest ranchmen around these parts. Its Cumnor, son; and hes no thief. Look yonder — they got new brands burned into their shoulders. No, sir, you can depend upon it that Cumnor bought those bosses honest.

What bills of sale did he get with them? asked Sammy.

Bills of sale? asked the storekeeper, opening his eyes as though at some strange new star that had swum into the heavens. Bills of sale? Then he added with a rather wicked grin: Maybe youll ask him what bills of sale hes got, and hell show em to you!

The troop of horses was already opposite the doors of the store. And Cumnor was waving a buckskin-shod hand in greeting to Rendell, when Sammy ran down the steps. And, in another moment, Sammy was standing at the head of Cumnors pony.

Mr. Cumnor, he said abruptly, these six horses were stolen from me this morning!

Son, said Mr. Cumnor, doggone me if that aint interesting to me!

There seemed to be a touch of dry humor about this, but Sammy Gregg was not in a humor to enjoy such wit. He said: I have the bills of sale, with the register of the brands, and all!

You have?echoed Mr. Cumnor, frowning a little.

Im sorry, said Sammy, but the thief must have taken you in!

Youre sorry? echoed Cumnor.

Sorry that youve lost your money!

Look here, said Cumnor. I paid fifty dollars spot cash for each of them six, and I had all the trouble, too, of picking em out of a big herd. Now what do you think Im gonna do about it?

Sammy shrugged his shoulders as he had seen others do that day. Im sorry, he repeated, but if you want to see my documents, here!

He reached for an inside pocket, but before his hand got to it, a long Colt was in the hand of Mr. Cumnor and the muzzle yawned terribly just before the face of Sammy Gregg. It seemed, indeed, that Mr. Cumnor had gravely mistaken the gesture of Sammy Gregg!

Now, look here, said Cumnor, I aint aiming to have any more trouble with you than I can help. But I aint got any care to see your papers. The papers that Im interested in is the gold coins that I paid for the six horses that stand here. And, outside of that, I bought them six horses from a gentleman that I would trust pretty complete.

Will you tell me his name? asked Sammy.

His name is one thats pretty well known around here in the past few months. Maybe even you have heard of Chester O. Furness, young stranger?

Sammy gasped and then he shouted: But I tell you, if thats his name and he sold you those horses, then Chester Ormonde Furness is one of the five thieves who ran off my horses this morning!

Mr. Cumnor lowered his revolver just a trifle. Im sort of busy today, said he.

Ride on, said Sammy. Ill herd the horses away!

Youll what? said Cumnor. Keep off of them six, son!

Cumnor, said Sammy Gregg, facing the big man without fear, though he saw that danger was before him, I offer to prove my right to them, one by one!

I aint got time to listen. You find Furness and talk to him, first of all! Now stand out of my way.

Oaths were rare upon the lips of Sammy, but now he cried out: Ill see you damned before I stand away!

Then take it, you fool! snapped Cumnor, and fired his pistol full in the face of Sammy Gregg.


CHAPTER VI. NO LAW
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RENDELL HEARD THE shot fired and saw Sammy fall; and the big storekeeper came hobbling down the steps in haste, moving himself sidewise on account of his stiffened, ruined hip. And yet he had agility and strength enough left in his body to lean and lift poor Sammy in his arms. He carried him to the porch of the store and laid him out in the shade. All one side of Sammys head was running blood, and big Rendell made no effort to bind the wound or examine it. Death seemed only too certain.

But he busied himself fumbling through the pockets of Gregg, and at length he stood up with an oath and turned upon Cumnor, who sat his saddle sullenly nearby, keeping one gloomy eye upon the disappearing mustangs down the street as though he wanted very much to ride after them, and yet not daring for shame to ride away from his victim so soon.

Such a hasty flight might well turn self-defense into murder, even in the lenient eye of the public opinion of Munson. Dyou know that he didnt carry no gun, dyou know that, Cumnor? asked Rendell.

How should I know that? growled Cumnor.

By the look of him, for one thing, I should say, said the storekeeper. The devil, man, you aint blind!

I aint no mind reader, though, said Cumnor.

Dyou need to read minds to see that he aint a wild fighting type?

He was talking pretty big, rumbled Cumnor.

He was talking for his rights, said Rendell. And nothing moren his rights.

Look here, said Cumnor. Who made you the judge and the sheriff in this here county?

Why, cried Rendell, if it comes right down to that, Im due to prove that I can handle myself as well as though I was a judge and a jury. I may of busted up my ribs and my hip, Cumnor, but darned if my gun fingers and my gun wrist aint about as supple as they ever was.

But Mr. Rendell had built up a not inconsiderable reputation in the days before he retired to the quiet of his store, and Cumnor was in no haste to see the storekeeper make his threat good. So the rancher was extremely pleased to see an opportunity to make a change of conversation, and pointing past the other he said: Whats all the shoutin for, Rendell? Are you talkin about a dead man or one thats only been scratched a mite and taught a lesson?

Rendell whirled about and saw Sammy Gregg, with a hand laid against the side of his head, propping himself up on the other arm.

Instantly the big fellow was at work examining and dressing the head wound, and Cumnor, glad to be away from this place, spurred off to look after his mustangs so recently purchased. He had barely veered around the corner at the farther end of the street when who should he see before him but the tall form and the handsome face of Chester Ormonde Furness, mounted upon a magnificent, dappled-gray horse, a gelding with a stallions wild eye and crested neck.

The heat of the recent scene was still in Cumnor, or perhaps he would not have ventured as much as he did, for the men of that region had not forgotten and were not likely ever to forget how Mr. Furness had burned his name in the bar at Mortimers saloon. Cumnor, however, was in the humor for a hasty action at this instant, and he reined his horse abruptly in front of Furness.

Furness, he sang out, when you sold me those six horses an hour ago, did you know that I was buying trouble with them, too?

My dear fellow, said Furness, I have no idea what youre talking about, Im sure. Except that I know you got the pick of the herd. You paid fifty dollars a head for horses that might have brought sixty-five in any market about here.

Aye, and suppose that I was to ask you for a bill of sale — and the records of the transfers of those horses, Furness.

Records? echoed Furness, frowning like one in pain. Why, Cumnor, the word of the man from whom I bought those animals wholesale was enough for me, Im sure.

What man? snapped Cumnor. What man did you buy them from, Id like to know?

Mr. Furness grew exceedingly cold. And he straightened himself in the saddle. Upon his hip he rested his ungloved right hand. A very odd thing about Mr. Furness was that though he never rode forth without his gloves, yet he was rarely or never seen to wear leather upon that supple right hand. Indeed, constant exposure had covered it with a very handsome bronze that made his well-kept finger nails look almost snowy white in contrast.

And he said to the rancher: I trust that I dont understand you, Cumnor.

The devil, said Cumnor. Im talking English, aint I?

Then Cumnor saw that the deadly right hand of Furness was resting on his right hip — resting there lightly, as though poised for further movement.

Mr. Cumnor regretted with all his heart that he had been so extremely hasty in making remarks upon the financial principles of Furness. The latter was saying, coldly: Really, Cumnor, this is extraordinary. I dont know that I can tolerate this even from you, my dear Cumnor!

Mr. Cumnor saw that he had come to a point in which it was far better to walk backward than to continue straight ahead, and he remarked gravely: I think that if you ride down the street, youll find a man at the store of Rendell with a bullet wound in his head. I wish that youd ride down there and hear that fellow talk!

He said no more about sale records and deeds of transfer, but he reined his horse to the side again, and spurred away in the pursuit of the six mustangs. Mr. Furness cantered his big gray gelding down the street to the store of Rendell and dismounted there and looked into the store.

What he saw was young Sammy Gregg leaning against the counter with a very white face, a face almost as white as the bandage which was tied around his head. And the color of face and bandage was set off by a spreading spot of crimson that was soaking through the cloth.

How are you now, kid? Rendell was asking.

Ill do fine, said Sammy Gregg. Ah, theres a man that I want to talk to. He started up and confronted big Furness.

Furness, he said, I had nearly two hundred head of horses stolen from me this morning. Five men did the trick. They killed my chief helper, and they scared two more of them nearly to death. Ive seen six of those horses that were stolen. No doubt about them. I know them as well as I know my own hand. On account of those horses Ive just been shot down. Well, Cumnor did the shooting, and Cumnor says that he bought those horses from you!

Mr. Furness bit his lip and then drew in his breath with a sound which was very much like the moan of wind through thin branches. He sat down upon a stool and he removed his hat and mopped his forehead.

Stolen horses! Good Lord! said Mr. Furness. No wonder the scoundrels were willing to sell those horses to me for twenty-five dollars apiece!

Was that what they asked?

Thats it. Twenty-five dollars. And of course I knew that almost anything decent in the line of a horse will sell for fifty dollars a head! I saw a quick profit. Heavens, youngster, it never came into my head that the horses might be stolen. You see, Im almost as much of a greenhorn around here as you are! I paid cash for the horses and landed the whole lot of them.

I suppose that I ought to be sorry for you, then, said Sammy. Because Im afraid that Ill have to claim the entire lot of them!

I wish you luck, said Furness. I wish you luck, upon my soul of honor. But Im afraid that youll have to do a tall bit of scrambling for them! Not thirty minutes ago three horse traders who were bound north came up with me and looked the lot over and they offered me forty dollars a head spot cash. The profit was too good to be true. A quick turnover better than a long deal, you know. I took that money and they split the herd into three chunks and rattled them off through the canyons to the north.

Mr. Gregg clutched his hands together. North! Aye, north! he said. Theyre bound for Crumbock and seventy-five dollars a head!

Eighty dollars, my friend, put in the gentle voice of Mr. Furness. The price is going up at Crumbock.

Mr. Gregg groaned. Will you tell me what the five thieves looked like?

There were only two that I saw anything of.

Well?

They were very well mounted, for one thing.

Not on mustangs?

No, there was a lot of hot blood in the horses they were riding. Long- legged steppers, they were!

I saw them and I watched them move, sighed Sammy. Yes, theyre fast! But what of the two men?

I could pick them out from any crowd for you, Gregg, said the big fellow, and I should be delighted to do so. Delighted! One was rather young; the other middle-aged. Both Mexicans. The older fellow has a pair of scars that look like knife-work on his right cheek. He must have had a passage with some left-handed man!

The younger chap is distinguished for a very long chin and an overshot lower jaw. Unmistakable, both of them! Well get up some posters to spot them, you might offer a reward. Yes, by Jove, Ill put myself down for a hundred on that same reward! I want to help you out, Gregg. I sympathize with you, my friend!

And he stood up and clapped a kindly hand upon the shoulder of the smaller man and then turned to leave the store. He had reached the door before Sammy had the courage to cry out: Just one minute, Mr. Furness.

The big man turned with a pleasant smile.

You see, said Sammy, a man cant keep the proceeds from the sale of stolen goods.

I dont understand, said Furness.

I mean, Furness, insisted Sammy, that the money that was paid to you for those horses really belongs in my pocket!

Mr. Furness laughed, but without much conviction. I see that youre a wit, said he. But after all, thats rather a queer joke!

He stepped away from the door of the store, and his whistle came blithely back to them. Sammy, with an exclamation, started to run in pursuit, but the quick hand of the storekeeper caught him and held him back.


CHAPTER VII. RENDELLS ADVICE
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IT SEEMED TO Sammy, for a blinding instant of wrath, that even big, good-natured Rendell had joined in the conspiracy to drive him mad with persecution. But one glance at the frowning, unhappy face of the cripple convinced him.

Dont you see, kid? said Rendell. Its no good! No good at all! Its Furness — thats all there is to it.

Furness? But Furness simply doesnt understand the law on that point, and he doesnt see that the law will really restore to me

Furness understands everything, said Mr. Rendell. I always knew that from the minute I laid eyes on him. I knew that he understood everything. But I never quite got onto his dodge. I didnt see what side of the fence he was on. But today I see, and I see it mighty plain!

What, Rendell?

Look here, kid. If you run after Furness and stop him with your talk, dyou know that youll only collect another chunk of lead? Except that Cumnor missed, but Furness aint the kind that misses!

You mean hes crooked?

He is. But smooth. Crooked as a snake and softer and smoother than a snake. Thats all the difference there is between em.

Furness? Why, Rendell, Ive seen him—

Kill Mortimer and run that cur Lawson out of town. Yes, but a crook can be a brave man, you know! I say, Gregg, that youll never get a penny out of Mr. Furness.

I remember, now, said Sammy gloomily, that when he tried to laugh, there was no ring to it at all. No ring at all! But it dont seem possible that hes a crook! Nobody could suspect it!

Not until I begin to let the news of this drift around the country. Then therell be a little change in the feeling about Mr. Furness. But you, kid, what are you gonna do?

Im going back, said Sammy gravely.

Back to Brooklyn? Youre wise, at that. This sort of a country aint made for your kind!

Back to Brooklyn? No, sir, Im going south and buy me another herd.

Not again!

Ive got a shade more than two thousand left. And thats enough to get what I need. I got within a hundred miles of Crumbock last time, nearly. This time I may win all the way through!

Mr. Rendell was more than impressed. He was frankly amazed and admiring, and he said so at once. Because it was no more his nature to disguise admiration than it was to disguise disapproval.

Why, said he, youre a bulldog, son! With twenty more pounds of beef on you, youd be at the throat of this here Furness, I got an idea! Going south for more hosses! Why, doggone me, kid, youll be taking them wet, I suppose, this trip!

What does that mean? asked the innocent Sammy.

Taking them with no papers at all. Taking them just the way theyre drove up out of the Rio Grande. Wet! Thats all!

Sammy was interested. He wanted more information and he got it.

Im the fountainhead for all the talk you want about the border crooks, said Rendell. I used to work and run hosses in them ranges. And thats where I was used up. Up here, maybe you think that some of the boys is a mite rough. But they aint rough enough to be called men, even, down in my home country. Theyd use these here bloomin heroes for roustabouts, and dont you forget it. Why, when I come up here I found that they figured on me for a man, even when I was only no more than a cripple. Well, down yonder on the border they didnt think shucks of me. Not a bit! They used me up so bad that I had to move out.

Well, sir, down yonder theyre all fire-eaters. But right along the river itself is the worst land of all. Thats the place where the boys go that aint got any home. The boys that need more freedom than they can get in this here, free country. Theres districts down there where they draw a dead line that no sheriff is allowed to pass. And the minute a deputy or a sheriff shows up, anybody is free to pull guns and start blazing away.

Down in them parts they go in for the hoss business pretty frequent. Mostly it aint Texas mustangs that theyre after, but Mexican devils dressed up in the hides of hosses. Them boys just ride out in a party twenty strong and they spot a place thats famous in North Mexico for having a good set of ponies, and they kill the greasers that are riding herd, and round up the hossflesh and slide it off toward the river.

Them that want to buy hosses, and good hosses and buy em cheap, goes down to the bad lands, there, and buys em up mighty reasonable. Ive knowed three-dollar hosses from them parts that looked a pile better than any of them fifty-dollar hosses that Cumnor got today.

But when you buy them hosses, you buy em pretty cheap, but you dont get no papers, I dont have to tell you. You take your chances. And the first gent that comes along and takes a fancy to your herd, he can cotton onto them hosses of yours, if hes able to lick you. And you cant complain to no sheriff because you cant prove that them hosses really belonged to you by rights.

Besides, after youve drove them hosses five hundred miles into the country, theyre liable to stampede and run all the way back to their own pasture lands on the south side of the river, and then you got a thousand miles extra to ride and considerable hunting to do after you arrive.

Such was the story of wet horses and cheap ones which Rendell told to Sammy Gregg, but Gregg listened with the fire in his eyes once more. The morals of the matter did not trouble him. If it were wrong to buy stolen horses, Sammy did not pause to so much as consider the subject. He had had a herd of horses stolen from him. Therefore the world owed him another supply. It made very little difference where he got them so long as he was not the actual thief.

Five-dollar horses!

He went to sleep to dream of them that night, and the next morning he was on the train once more and headed for the southland. Poor Sammy Gregg, bound for the land where men were really bad! But perhaps you begin to feel that Sammy deserved something more than pity. And I think he did. The storekeeper was right. There was a great deal of the bulldog in Gregg; and there was fire, too, fire that would not burn out!

After he arrived, he spent a week or more learning what he could of the best district which he could head toward on the river. He learned that. He found a bank to which he could intrust his money, and then he set out to see the sights of that frontier town. He saw enough, too, but the thing that filled him with the greatest marvel was the second glimpse he had of his flute player of Munson.

But oh, how changed! The difference between a dying, tattered moth and a young, brilliant butterfly. He fairly shimmered with goldwork and with silks. He sat at a table gambling with chips stacked high before him, and with every gesture he seemed to sweep fresh oceans of money toward himself.

There was little else that stirred in that room, filled with drifting smoke oceans from cigars and cigarettes. No other game was in progress. Men stood about in banks and shoals watching the progress of the campaign of the flute player, studying his calmly smiling face and the desperate eyes of the other four who sat at the table with him. There was a mortal silence while the game was in active progress.

It was only during the shuffling and the dealing that any talk was allowed, and in the first of these intervals Sammy spoke to his nearest neighbor: Who are they?

The other did not turn his head. He answered softly: Look at em hard, tenderfoot! The chap with the long white face is Boston Charlie. And him with the pair of blond-looking eyes is Don McGillicuddie. The big gent with the cigar stuck in the side of his face is Holcum. I guess youve heard of him, all right. And theres Billy Champion, him that made the gold strike in the Creek last year. And the one with the chips in front of him is the king of em all, poor kid. Hes Jeremy Major!

Why do you call him poor kid, then, asked Sammy.

You see him now. Hes got them eating out of his hand. Theyre all crooks, and he knows it. Theyre rich, and he knows that. And hell trim them out of every cent they got. Because hes a slicker and a cooler gambler than the best of em.

Is that why you pity him?

No, but after he has a million in his poke, hell let it drift out again like water running through his fingers. Theys a curse ort poor Jeremy Major. Hes the only man in the world who cant say: No! And when hes flush, he hands out the stuff with both mitts! Listen to me, kid! Ive seen a gent step up and touch him for ten thousand in cold cash — and get it! And him one that Major never knew before that day! Aye, them same four skunks that are getting busted now, they know that they can go around to him tomorrow morning and beg back most of what theyve lost!

But if hes so sure of what he does with the cards, why do they play with him?

Because they are gamblers, even if theyre crooked. And they figger, every time, that they sure got some new tricks thatll beat Jeremy Major. And so they come and try their luck with him — why, look at Holcum, there! Hes been away in the East, and they say that he cleaned up moren a quarter of a million there. Besides, he got some new ideas, and he come all the way back West to see if he couldnt be the first man that could say that he had busted Jeremy Major at a card table. And now look! Look at the chips in front of Major. And Holcum has got one pile left. Thats all!

Another new and dazzling side light had been thrown upon the men of the West for Sammy. He could not tell how deeply this gay young beggar-gambler-musician was to enter into his life. But he took one more long look at the youth, and then he turned out into the night to find his bed and go to sleep.


CHAPTER VIII. THE SECOND HERD
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ALL WAS ARRANGED almost without the volition of Sammy, and certainly without any effort on his part. How the news was spread he could not, of course, guess. But a whisper seemed to have passed around, for the next morning a smiling fellow appeared before him — a brown-faced, good-natured looking chap who said: I hear that youre trying to find cheap horses, Mr. Gregg?

Im looking for them. Cheap good ones, said Sammy Gregg.

Which is exactly the kind that me and my friends handle, said the stranger. But theres only one peculiarity about em.

Whats that? asked Sammy.

They got sort of sensitive natures. You see, they dont like to have questions asked about em.

Even so green a tenderfoot as Sammy could understand this innuendo. And he grinned with perfect comprehension and raised his hand to adjust the bandage which encircled his head.

All right, said Sammy. I dont intend to talk them to death. Their family affairs are their own business.

The other nodded. How many, and whats your price? he asked.

I want about three or four hundred, said Sammy. What sort of a price can you make me on that lot?

Three or four hundred! said the other, and whistled. Why, thats quite a handful! Suppose we say two thousand for four hundred head, all warranted sound?

Sammy, who saw nearly his entire block of remaining capital involved, and who knew that he needed leeway for herding expenses, fought for a margin.

Sixteen hundred dollars, said he. And Ill take my chance on the sort of horses you give me.

The other frowned, but only for a moment. Is that your top price? he asked.

Partner, said Sammy, Ive just lost two hundred head. And Ive got to pay heavy for good hands to drive this lot.

Ill send you three Mexicans, born in the saddle. Theyll drive em north for you at thirty dollars a month. How does that sound?

It sounded very loud to the ear of Sammy Gregg, and he closed with the proposition at once. The rest was arranged in a trice. He was simply to head for the river at once, and a week from that night, at a named point, a herd of horses would be driven across the Rio Grande with three Mexican punchers in their rear. After that, the rest was in the hands of fate and Sammy Gregg. He need not pay a cent until the horseflesh was every bit of it north of the river.

So Sammy made his preparations and on the appointed night he sat in the saddle on a long, lean, bay mare as ugly as a caricature and as fleet as the wind, under a little hill of sand beside the river, with a sack of gold tied to his saddle bow and a pair of heavy Colts weighting down the two saddle holsters.

It was well past midnight before anything stirred on the south side of the little stream, so muddy that it would not take the glitter of the stars on its face to show them back to the sky. But when there was a stir it was a sudden upheaval out of the dark and then a noise like a great rushing wind, and after that a volley of shadowy forms that plunged into the water and dashed it to clouds of milky foam.

Out of the river, squealing, snorting, neighing like a small pandemonium, the charge continued onto the northern bank and then past the amazed Sammy Gregg and thundering away into the darkness of the northern night. Behind them rode three cursing cavaliers, and without a word to him, spurred past on the trail of the mustangs.

But that was not all. For now out of the river arose half a dozen riders and swept around him.

He recognized the voice of the good-natured man, not quite so good-natured now!

Lets have a little look at your wallet, Gregg!

There was no mistaking the summons. He tossed it across to the speaker and thanked the caution which had made him bring not a penny more than the stipulated price. He saw that money counted out by match light. Then, with a grunt of disgusted disappointment, the case was tossed back to him.

Sixteen hundred even! Its plain that you aint paying us for all the fun were giving you, Gregg!

I didnt know, grinned Sammy, that it would be such a show!

Well, old son, spoke up another, all I got to say is: Ride them ponies north as hard as their legs will fetch em along, because there is folks on their trail thats mighty curious about where theyre galloping to.

Sammy, glad to be gone on this hint, turned the head of his mare in the direction of the disappearing thunder across the plain.

And keep them greasers on a tight rein, Gregg. Dont let em hold you up for more than thirty a month.

We all believe in good beginnings, no matter how philosophical we may be. And Sammy, when he contrasted this smooth opening of his campaign with the knotty work which Manuel had had to do the time before, was sure enough that his scheme was due to pan out, at last.

It took an hour of brisk riding before he caught up with the rear guard of the herd. And, when he came up to them, he found the broncos pretty thoroughly subdued. They had had enough running to content them, and it would take a whole thunderstorm to rout them on a new stampede.

Here, there, and beyond, in the rear of the trailing herd, he could spot the Mexican punchers by little sparks of light. That meant that they considered that the worst of this nights labor was completed. They were smoking in content. And Sammy sighed with relief. Next day he would slip into town to get the few remaining dollars which belonged to him, pack up their grubstake for the trip, and swing out again to rejoin the herd.

In the meantime, he watched hungrily, joyously, as they drifted through the nighttime. Four hundred mustangs, and by the manner in which they kept bunched without trailing laggards, he judged that there were no cripples in the lot. Four hundred! He counted them roughly and found that the number was actually exceeded by five!

What noble thieves were these frontiersmen, more than living up to their contracts!

Four hundred ponies. Even suppose that a whole hundred of them were stampeded away on the trip, three hundred at fifty dollars a head, even, meant fifteen thousand in his pocket.

I am going to be lucky! said Sammy aloud, and fervently. The bad luck cant hit me twice in the same place!

He went on in a dream about Susie Mitchell and the home which was to be theirs. I think that Sammy had begun to idealize her at last. Perhaps she was ceasing to be so much of a habit with him, and becoming rather a passion. Distance and time is apt to work like that on the mind of a lover.

He reached the town by the dawn. He was back again at the herd by the falling of the night, and he found that all had gone well with them during the day. There had been no mishaps. There had been not so much as a single beginning of a stampede. Not a single horse had gone lame and fallen behind. In a word, the record of that glorious first day was not marred by a single scar. And to see those horses in the daylight!

They were not like his other herd, those ugly little rascals from the sunburned deserts of Texas. These creatures had come off good grass and a lazy life. They were sleek and round. And they carried their heads and their shining eyes after the way of free, wild things.

These hosses got sense pretty good! said one of the Mexicans in tolerable English. If we get a few good quiet days, theyll herd like sheep, just like sheep!

They had good days, three handsome ones, hard-running. The work was easy. They reached water often enough to keep up the heart of the herd. There was enough grazing grass along the way. And now the herd had become deftly organized. There were certain known leaders which trotted in the van. The whole procession moved in a great, scattered wedge.

They covered a huge amount of ground. Not during the marching hours, when they were urged along by the riders behind, but in the morning and in the evening when they scattered to feed.

Sammy, staring with delight, would see the rising and the setting sun flash over a whole landscape which was flooded with horseflesh that belonged to him.

Then, on the evening when Sammy estimated a hundred and fifty miles lying behind them, just after they had made camp by a water hole and while the herd was ranging freely to find the best of the bunch-grass, just at that quiet time trouble struck them again!

It reminded Sammy horribly of that other night in the mountains thirty miles from Munson, when Manuel had died. But this time the thieves came out of the rolling hills, waving their arms, screaming wildly, and gathering the herd in instant flight before them. Oh, cunning devils! For they turned the rushing mass of horseflesh straight upon the camp. With Sammys own property they would destroy him and then make off in safety!

He made for the tall mare in a mad haste. No time for saddling. He had a revolver in one hand. And he wound his other hand into her mane and swung himself up with all his might. He just managed to hook a heel over the sharp ridge of the mares back. Then he slumped into place, and, with a side glance, he saw where one of the herders, who had foolishly tried to saddle, was caught and overwhelmed by the sweeping wave of horses. Even the death shriek of the poor fellow was stifled and lost in the roar of the hooves which beat him to a shapeless mass.

The forefront of that racing world of horses involved Sammy and then, in another moment, the mustangs were shooting ahead and he was in the rear — in the rear with the three thieves!

Where were the Mexicans? The last two of them sat their horses at a little distance and tucked their rifles into the hollows of their shoulders. A whirl of bullets began. One struck a mustang in the herd just before Sammy and made the poor creature leap with a squeal high into the air.

Aye, and there was another target. For the robber who was nearest to Sammy suddenly tossed up his arms and lunged from the saddle. Then the first fighting madness of his life came to Sammy. There were two thieves left, whirling in their saddles and dumping hasty bullets toward the two cool Mexicans. Aye, and they were fast rushing out of range, and four hundred stolen mustangs streaming before them!

All of this whirled through the brain of Sammy. And then he found himself belaboring the ribs of the mare with his heels and rushing her after the herd. He had no means of guiding her. But, in her panic, she naturally took the direction which the rest of her kin were fleeing; and it so happened that the particular route she selected carried her straight at a red-headed ruffian who bestrode a tall roan. One instant he was shouting and waving at the frightened herd. The next, he was wheeling in the saddle and shooting marvelously close at the Mexicans.

Then he saw Sammy and yelled at his companion: Hey, Jerry, whats this comin?

A joke, Tom! shouted the other. Throw a chunk of lead in the fool.

Ill do that for us!

Turning in his seat, he snapped his Winchester to his shoulder again and fired point blank at Sammy, not thirty yards behind.

He was a good shot, was Tom, and moreover, he fired this time in perfect surety and contempt of his enemy. But, when he looked back again, Sammy was still coming, coming with a wild yell of rage, of fearless battle lust.

For Sammy was a man transformed. It is not the pleasure of the gods that the big men alone can go berserk. Little men can do it also. And Sammy was literally running amuck.

Ordinarily he could never have stayed on the back of that long-bounding mare for a single moment without saddle and stirrups to help him and steady him. But he was thinking of something more than a fall to the ground, at this moment. And, riding without self-consciousness, he rode very well, balancing himself adroitly and gripping with his weak knees, and waving above his head one clenched fist and in his other hand the Colt.

He who had never shot off a firearm in his life!

He made a weird enough picture, with that white bandage clasping his head, and his hair flowing above the bandage, and his hat blown off, and his unbuttoned sleeves flying up around his shoulders and showing his skinny arms.

Have you seen a little spindling, nervous weakling of a boy fly into a passion in the schoolyard and make the bigger boys run in sheer terror at the devil which is in him? So it was with Sammy. And big Tom, the horse thief, who had been in many and many a fight, running and standing, before this day, looked back again to see if his odd enemy had not fallen to the ground. And behold, there he was, and now not more than fifteen yards away, and gaining at every leap of his horse! For the mare was a born sprinter.

Fear leaped into the strong heart of Tom.

Help, Jerry! he screamed, and jerked up the muzzle of his rifle again.

He saw Jerry fire; and he saw the little madman behind him merely laugh, and urge his mare on more swiftly. Even Jerry had missed! Something jammed in the rifle. Tom dropped it with a wild shout of pain and snatched out a revolver.

Time for speed, now. For here was Sammy Gregg rushing along not two lengths of a horse behind him. As big Tom wheeled in the saddle again, Sammy shoved forth his own gun, and set his teeth, and closed his eyes, and fired.

His eyes were still closed when the mare stumbled upon something soft, and went on. He looked forth before him, and there he saw that the big roan horse galloped riderless before him. He glanced behind and there lay a figure sprawled on the ground.

Sammy Gregg, the mild and the weak, had killed a man with his own hand and in his own right!


CHAPTER IX. MORE HARD LUCK
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IT WOULD HAVE been too much to expect any qualms of conscience from Sammy. Indeed, he was half mad with the joy of the fight. And he could see that his deed had worked an effect upon the two Mexicans, also. They had left off their useless, long-distance firing, which had only served, after the first death, to bring down two mustangs. Now they were running their ponies as fast as they could to get up to the scene of action.

There would be no time for that, Sammy vowed. He himself would settle the remaining thief. For, if a man can be shot with ones eyes closed, cannot another be disposed of still more effectually with eyes open? So thought Sammy. And he wanted blood!

He struck the mare a resounding thump on the side of the neck and caused her to swerve violently to the side and head, indeed, straight for the last of the trio.

He had not waited for the charge! He had seen two of his companions fall upon this luckless evening, and he was not the stuff which wishes to fight out stubborn campaigns along one line, even if it takes all summer. In fact, he had had enough, for his part, of firing at a lucky, gun-proofed fool of a man like this wild fellow who rode without saddle or bridle and who waited to come within arms reach before he fired his weapon.

The third thief, in short, wheeled abruptly away and now was flying for his life.

Sammy would have followed, willingly. But when he hammered at the ribs of the mare, it just so happened that one of his heels struck a spot which had already been thumped very sore in that wild evenings ride. And the mare, at that instant, decided that she had done enough for one day. She set about unseating her rider, therefore, and though she was a clumsy and most ineffective bucker, the first humping of her back and the very first stiff-legged jump snapped Sammy from her back and deposited him in the dust.

To Sammy it was like a drop into deep sleep from which he was awakened by the voice of a Mexican, a changed voice, no longer snarling and sullen, but filled with respect and gentlest solicitude. So Sammy sat up and blinked fearfully around him. What he saw was the herd, which had been headed by his two hired men, trooping back toward the spot which had been originally selected for that evening. Behind them rode one of the men; the other had come to assist the fallen boss.

He had been a silent man before this. But now Pedro was transformed. Words ran like water from his lips. He himself had guessed it, and he himself had told his companion, Gonzalez, he vowed, that Señor Gregg was probably a great fighting man. But to rush on bareback in this fashion straight upon a desperado — this was a thing which even he, Pedro, had not expected!

For his own part, he would have been on the heels of the villains long before, had it not been that his scoundrel of a horse, which he hoped to see die in torments, balked at the last instant and refused to carry his master toward the scene of danger!

All of this while he assisted the dizzy boss into the saddle on that same balky horse and led him back toward the site of the camp. On the way, they paused to examine the three dead men. Their poor comrade they buried where he lay, but in a shallow grave. As for the other two, coyotes and buzzards could attend to their remains.

What was of importance to the Mexicans was that they collected no less than a hundred and twenty-two dollars from the pockets of the two thieves who had died. They took, also, excellent revolvers, and long rifles of the very latest and best model. They brought this considerable heap of plunder obediently to the chief.

It turned the blood of Sammy cold to see the gold and silver coins from which the body heat of the dead men had hardly yet departed.

Keep the stuff! said he to Pedro and Gonzalez. Keep the stuff and take the two new horses to ride, theyre better and bigger and faster than the ponies you have now.

If his feats of war that evening had made him seem a new man in the eyes of those savage followers, this stroke of generosity raised him almost above the level of mere humanity. The wages of two months apiece, two precious horses and revolvers and rifles fit for a king of the plains.

Tears stood in their eyes. They could not thank Sammy Gregg. They could only withdraw to a little distance and worship him mutely.

Gonzalez whispered softly to his companion: Did I not guess it from the first? Did I not say, Pedro, that no man would do business with the river horses unless he were a fighting man with nerves of steel? Did I not say it? How he rode in on them! Like a devil with no fear! As if he were riding a colt in my fathers pasture!

The trail from that day was a changed thing for Sammy Gregg. He was no longer allowed to rise and catch his mare and saddle her in the morning. It was done by swift, skillful, willing brown hands. Neither must he soil his fine hands with cookery or with cleaning of pans in the evening. No, for here were abler and happier cooks, in the persons of his devoted servants, amigo Pedro and amigo Gonzalez. They would have rolled his cigarettes and sung him to sleep if he had wanted them to.

In a few brief minutes of one day he had revealed to them the two qualities which, alone, they esteemed — dauntless courage and almost boundless generosity!

Out across leagues and leagues of burning desert, now. Day by day, wearily, steadily. They had had weather of only one kind since the start. But on the afternoon of the very day in which the brown of the foothills began to be visible before them, they were treated to a change.

Gonzalez saw it first — a haze in the northwest, looking like a distant dust cloud. But, as it drew nearer, they could see that the faint mist extended from the earth to the heavens.

Its going to storm! said Gonzalez. Let us get these horses down into that draw. Hurry, Pedro. Señor Gregg, with your help, it may be done. Ride, ride, Pedro, and head them into the draw. The storm will keep them there. But if they have no shelter, they may scatter like feathers in the wind. Spurs, Pedro!

Pedro was already off like the wind itself.

The sharp eye of Gonzalez had noted a shadow across the surface of the desert to the right, and he knew that here was one of those hollows which might well serve almost like a barn to keep the herd from the edge of the storm.

But unluckily they had come into a region of good grass, and the result was that the younger and more eager among the mustangs had pressed far forward, trotting from bunch to bunch, nibbling here, and then rushing on, while the older geldings and mares lingered in the rear.

The result was that Pedro and Gonzalez had far to ride to get to the head of the column. And, in the meantime, the mist out of the horizon was growing and changing apace. It reached, indeed, to the very roof of the sky and now it was thickening and blackening. The rim of the storm reached the sun. Instantly the sun was reduced to a dim red ball which seemed to be falling swiftly and silently down the arch of the sky.

No, it was only the rush of the storm clouds as they shot across the heavens. They neared the herd.

A close race, surely, for here was Gonzalez ahead of Pedro and almost at the top of the column of horses at the very same moment that the manes and tails of the leaders of the procession began to fan out to the sides, blown by the first breath of the storm wind.

But right behind that wind came the rain itself. Already the suns light had been curtained away to sunset colors. Now it was reduced to nothing more than a grisly green twilight. And the storm came head down, reaching level, white, blinding arms of rain before it.

Flying hands of stinging mist cuffed against the eyes of the mustangs and made them whirl as though they had been struck with whips. They bunched their backs and cowered for a moment, head down.

Sammy Gregg, paralyzed by the violence of the stroke, and stunned by the uproar which crowded against his ears, could only grip the edge of his hat and lean his weight against the wind, and shade his eyes with his other hand to see what was happening with the other men and the horses.

He heard Gonzalez ride by a mere six feet away from him, yelling at the top of his lungs, but in the dreadful screaming of the wind the voice of the big Mexican sounded no louder than a far-off whisper.

Señor — and Pedro! Now is the time! Ride into them, for the love of Heaven, and start them across the wind a little. Start them across the wind only a little, and they will reach the draw. Courage and help! Holla! Away with you!

He rode at the huddled horses, firing his revolver, lashing at them with his loaded quirt. The animals blinked and shrank away, and then, one by one, they began to edge off across the wind, staggering as blasts of renewed and freshened violence cuffed at them broadside. Here was Sammy, understanding, now, what was to be done, and fighting desperately to save fifteen or twenty thousand dollars worth of horseflesh which he could still call his own! And Pedro, too, had aroused himself and was laboring valiantly.

But here fortune struck directly against them. At the very moment when the whole herd was in a sort of blind, staggering motion across the wind, heads low down to the ground ears flattened, spirits dejected, at that very moment, the heavens opened and a yellow torrent of lightning flowed down the gash. Then came thunder like the beating of giant horses on a wooden bridge just above their heads. Roaring, rolling, crashing thunder, as though the whole sky was crumbling and showering to earth in vast fragments about their ears.

The heads of the mustangs snapped up, and they stood alert with terror. What were the whips and the shouts of the men compared with this tremendous artillery?

The sky yawned again; again the quivering tongues of lightning licked the heart of the heavens and edges of the earth at the same instant. It was more than enough. The horse herd leaped wildly away. The scourges of the wind whipped them along the path. And they rushed back south and east, south and east, toward the land from which they had come.


CHAPTER X. FOR HELP
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THERE ARE TWO ways to follow a stampeded herd of horses. One is to ride like mad and strive to head them. One is to let them run out of sight and follow at a walk, on the simple principle that a horse will stop running more quickly if he sees there is no living thing behind him.

But when an eighty-mile-an-hour wind is cutting the hind quarters of a mustang, he is apt to try to run as fast as the wind blows and keep right on as long as the storm and his strength last. So the three riders simply lashed their helms, to speak in naval parlance, and let their craft drift before the wind at its own free will.

They scudded along at a brisk enough rate all the rest of that day, and, when the early darkness came, the rain was no longer with them, but the wind was, and as far as they could peer across the storm-darkened desert there was not a sign of a horse to be seen ahead of them.

They made a silent and desolate camp that night, wringing the wet out of their clothes before they lay down to try to sleep, without a fire to warm them.

When the sun rose, there was not a cloud in the sky. The wind had fallen away. Before the sun was an hour high, the day was burning hot.

The rain had left the earth in a condition to hold sign deep and well. And after a time they found traces enough of the herd. But what traces! Some had run here and some had run there. Like a fleet of merchantmen cruising here and there and everywhere at the sight of an enemy man-of-war, the broncos each had followed its own will, and now, in flying clusters, they were breaking for the southland, all in that direction, but doubtless on a seventy-mile front!

There was not the slightest doubt as to what they should do. They bore off to the right hand as far as they could go, and finally reached the outermost sign of the mustangs. Along that trail they followed. And for two days they rode before they found a wretched score of animals in a clump of cottonwoods.

Twenty out of four hundred!

But they were not done trying. They swung to the east, now, and, still bearing south, they drove the mustangs ahead of them as hard as they could.

In this fashion they began to pick up some of the rest. In clusters and flying knots here and there they found the remnants of that fine herd which had been so well in hand only a few short days before. But some were lost. And some had broken their legs by stepping in the holes of prairie dogs in the blind rush of the stampede, and some had ruined themselves on murderous barbed wire, and some had run into other men who wanted them almost as badly as Sammy Gregg did.

Still, day after day, getting closer and closer to the point at which they had begun their weary trek, they kept gathering in the mustangs. Until, in due time, they counted noses, considered their position, and decided that they had collected as many as they possibly could. Three long weeks had elapsed since the stampede. Three terribly vital weeks to Sammy, whose eye was on the six months limit, now. And they had raked together, finally, two hundred and ninety-odd mustangs. More than a quarter of the herd had returned to the desert out of which it had come.

But Sammy was not downhearted. He was daunted, but not beaten. And he said to the Mexicans: Listen to me! My bad luck is used up this time. The pan has been turned upside down and the last bit of that scrambled bad luck has been dumped over my head and shoulders. So the thing for me to do, now, is to push straight ahead. Because well have no more trouble with the horses!

He spoke confidently, but Gonzalez sighed and shook his head in a covert despair. He knew horses, did Gonzalez. Not a book knowledge, and not because he loved them, but because he had lived with them more intimately than he had ever lived with men. He had been with them in the desert and in the corral. He had roped and thrown and branded and ridden herd and cared for orphaned colts and dragged foundering broncos out of the mud of water holes.

He had been with them for many years, day and night, and he knew horses! Therefore he knew that the trouble with this lot was not over. It was hardly begun!

High-headed and meant for trouble that herd had been when it came across the river, but still good herdsmanship had kept them in hand. But this was a different matter, now. They were transformed. They were as filled with quivering and dancing, as full of shying and snorting and prancing as any unbroken two-year-old thoroughbred. Terror was behind their eyes, and willfulness. They had run through the hands of these men before, and why might they not do it again?

A horse is the hardest animal in the world to lead, next to a stubborn dog. And, like a dog, he pursues one system. He runs straight at you, head stretched out, tail whipped away in a line. He paralyzes you by driving straight at you, and then, when he is close, he swerves far out to one side and flaunts smoothly away.

Try to catch even one horse, even a tame old veteran of fifteen years service under the saddle. Try to catch him when he doesnt want to be caught some morning. Try to catch him in a half-acre lot and see how long it takes you, until he suddenly remembers some of the lessons of fifteen years and stands still, rigid, stiff, hating you out of the corner of an eye of fire.

Remember that, and then think of three hundred unbroken mustangs which have recently been frightened almost to death, and who have a hundred thousand square miles to play their tricks in. Then you will have an idea of the problems which lay before Sammy and his two men. Not that the Mexicans were unwilling to work. By the law of their race, having given their hearts to this gringo, they would not be in a hurry to recall their faith again. They would work until the flesh was worn from their hands. But mere work will not serve in the handling of three hundred horses shod with the wind and whipped by hysteria.

However, by pains, by slow herding, giving the wild creatures time to find themselves, toying with them, never pressing them, the first three days of the return trip went off smoothly enough. And then, by the ill fortune of war, they came within the sight of a railroad track running glimmering across the desert. For an hour or so they rolled slowly toward that double line of living light. And then something else happened.

From the direction of a patch of shadow on the edge of the horizon that was a town, no doubt, a streak of thunder began to roll out toward them. Thunder, but coming more swiftly then even the thunder of the storm had come! Here it flew, a long black body running without feet. No, for its feet were that thunder to which they listened. Aye, and it cast before it a murmur of dread down the living lines of light which marked the way that it would fly! And above its reeling, swaying, furious front, there was a great black plume, a mile in length, a glorious plume, forever vanishing at the end and forever renewed just above the head of the monster.

What nerves could stand such a sight. Not those nerves, surely, which had seen the heavens turned to fire so short a time before! The herd tossed up its universal head, and stood and stamped. Then eye flashed to eye. There was a shudder of dread. A sweat of horror started out, glistening upon their drawn flanks.

Heaven help us, here they go! sighed Gonzalez.

As he spoke, everybody in that herd whirled about and with flaring manes and burning eyes they stormed away through the hands of Sammy and his men.

They did not pursue. They sat their horses, drawing quietly together. They did not speak to one another for so long that their saddle horses forgot the thrill of excitement which had run tingling through their very souls the moment before. They were quiet again, stretching out their heads toward the blades of sun-cured grass which were near.

Then said Sammy: Its a queer thing, Pedro. But why dont the devils ever take it into their heads to run north?

Ah, señor, because they know that the spur and the quirt and the saddle are waiting for them in the north! However, thank heaven that the heart of the señor is so brave that he can laugh!

I cannot laugh. Gonzalez, you know horses. Tell me — can we drive those horses north — the three of us?

Tears of grief stood in the eyes of Gonzalez. Ah, señor, we cannot take them! They are all like children, now. They are afraid! What can we do with them? They do not understand our language. And to explain one little thing to one horse, does it not take a week or months, señor?

Well go for help, then, said Sammy sadly. And he thought of the few dollars in his pocket. You cut south after them. Follow them up slowly, and Ill ride to the town and hire two more men. Ive got to get them north. Im facing a time limit, and that limit is almost up!

He turned toward the little shadow out of which the train had rushed. Aye, he must get them north, and when he had them there he must sell them and collect the money. And then even a fast train East would require some priceless days in addition.

For the first time he thought of wiring to Susie to give him a little extension of time. But he couldnt do it. His strength failed him at that point. Because it was a matter of pride with him.


CHAPTER XI. A TRAMPS JUNGLE
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A SHARP-SIDED CANYON ran past the town, a canyon filled with trees and a thin sound of running water from the creek which had cut out this little gorge. There was a gaunt skeleton of an iron railroad bridge spanning that gully, and there was an old wooden bridge, too. A buckboard rattled across it as Sammy approached, the planks flopping up and down, unnailed, under the rolling of the wheels. And a thin cloud of dust floated up.

For the first time in his life, great, cruel doubts began to fill Sammys mind. It came to him as a part of his thoughts, rather than as a shocking surprise, when a voice from the brush beside the road said: Hands up, you bum, or Ill drill you!

Through the shallow screen of greenery, he could see the steady glimmer of the steel barrel of the rifle. Aye, and another rifle beside it.

All right! said Sammy wearily, and raised his hands shoulder high.

One of them stepped to the edge of the brush, his rifle at the ready, his guilty eyes glancing up and down the road. After all, they were perilously near the town.

Ride your hoss in here, kid, and ride it in quick, or well lead the hoss in and drag you!

Sammy did not need threats to make him obedient. He was not afraid, either, but he had a foolish desire to laugh, greatly, and idly; he was only afraid to give way to the laughter for fear that tears would follow on the heels of it.

The brush switched together behind him. He found his arm clutched on either side; but as a strong pair of fingers gripped him he heard the fellow snort:

Why, Steve, he aint got no arm at all. Like a girl, darned if it aint. Go easy with him!

They guided Sammy and his horse down a steep slope to the bottom of the ravine. There they made him dismount. They stripped off his coat, first, and then, when they had mastered his wallet, they counted out the contents.

Two hundred and eighty-five dollars! Kid, maybe we aint in luck.

And a suit of clothes, too.

The devil! What good would that do us? Am I a blackbird, maybe, that I could step into his togs? Not if I shrunk down to what I was at twelve years old! Look at the gats he packs, too. A regular soldier, this bo is! A regular hero, maybe! Hey, kid, did you ever shoot one of them guns?

He handled one of the Colts familiarly under the nose of Sammy. But Sammy replied nothing. He felt that he could see to the bottom of his future, now.

To return not with fifteen thousand, but with nothing! To go back there empty-handed. To say to Susie: Ive got to start all over again!

Then she would say: How long did it take you to make the last five thousand, Sammy?

Ten years! It had taken him ten years to make the money the last of which was now to be divided between these ruffians. They were conferring a little apart, only fixing him with grim side glances. But, as they talked, so great was their contempt for him that they allowed him to overhear them.

Suppose we tie him up and leave him here?

Aw, even if we let him go, he wont have the nerve to come back and make no trouble. Not him! Hes scared stiff.

Take no chances, I say, bring him in and let the chief have a look at him.

Why should the chief know about it at all? Why not skin out with this stuff? If the chief hears about it, hell have to come in for his share.

Why, you blockhead, do you think that not telling him would keep him from knowing?

Well, maybe not. Hes got ways of finding out. But if we was stowed on the rods and bound East we—

You are batty, Steve! Would you try to get away from him?

Aw, I dunno. He aint a god!

Hes his nephew, then. No. We take the swag in and show it to him. Come along. We take in the boob, too, and ask the chief what to do with him.

They led Sammy Gregg, accordingly, through a screen of shrubbery into a clearing and there he saw a thing which he had read of in books before, but never seen — a tramps jungle.

There are few of such jungles in the West now. There were still fewer, then. Even for scoundrels, there were easier ways of making a living than to skulk from town to town, robbing hen roosts and pilfering small articles. It was precarious, too, that life of petty thievery. Because one never could tell when one would be hunted down by swift horsemen and queried abruptly at the point of a revolver.

But there were always a few to whom exertion of any lawful kind was so mortally uncomfortable that they would risk death itself rather than do an hours labor for a dollar. There will always be such men. They are the spice of the underworld. Men who would invite death by exhaustion and the tortures of hunger and thirst rather than work comfortably a few hours a day, for three meals, sound clothes, and extra money to spend at their leisure. But they, the floating scum of the world, who exist only because they love freedom, are the only people in the world who do not know what leisure means.

For the first time, Sammy looked upon a collection of tramps not large, but rare. A scant seven or eight were lolling about the clearing with their hands occupied in odd jobs of mending or laundry. They started up when Sammy entered.

Steve stopped their grinning queries at once. Wheres the chief? he said. Has he left, already?

No, hes asleep.

Well, wake him up and tell him that we got a haul!

One or two hurried into the shade of a tall, wide-spreading tree through which the sun fell and reached the ground in scattered spots and irregular patches of gold. Stretched there, half in sun and half in shadow, with a green heaven of branches above his head, and scatterings of the sweet blue beyond, the chief slept like a happy child, with his arms thrown out crosswise, on either side of him.

He was gradually dragged to a sitting posture, reluctant to yield to their hands.

But Steve and Lew have brung in a bird and some coin on him, chief! they argued. And youve been wanting some money!

Stolen money? Who the devil told you that I want stolen money? responded a voice which was oddly familiar in the ear of Sammy Gregg. Take that man away. I dont want to see him, and I dont want to see his money.

Good! grunted Steve. You come with us, kid.

But the other tramps now stood about in a close circle. They did not like the idea of two of their compatriots getting away with such a haul, undivided.

Look here, Lew, said one of them, dyou think that were simps enough to let you two get away with murder like this? Shell out, you tightwad. Lemme see the color of the coin that you got off him.

He had twenty dollars, said Lew. Ill give you ten and Steve and mell take the other ten.

Hark at him sing! scoffed another. Twenty dollars was all they got, and thats all that theyre excited about! Twenty dollars! Look here, Steve, it aint gonna do.

Maybe youll search us? asked Steve harshly.

Maybe we will.

Maybe youll be—

Lew, drop that gun!

Why, darn your heart!

Hello! called the sleepy voice from beneath the tree. Bring him back here. You cant whack up square. You have to snarl like a lot of starved dogs over one bone. Bring him back here!

Sullenly, but submitting to an authority too great for them to resist, Lew and Steve led Sammy Gregg back before the chief, and Sammy saw stepping forth from the shadows of the tree a person no other than his quondam beggar and minstrel of Munson; his gambler par excellence, Jeremy Major.

Jeremy Major recognized him! Aye, at the moment, that was the thing of importance. He did not hesitate an instant, but stepping forward he caught the hand of Sammy and shook it heartily.

Were you hunting for me? he asked. And so you ran into this crowd?

The devil! muttered Steve. Hes a pal of the chief!

The chief had not waited for any explanation. His voice had an edge like a rasp as he turned to the two captors.

Everything! he commanded sharply. Tumble it all out and lay it in that coat of mine. And if he misses anything, Ill come after you and let you know about it!

So, to the utter amazement of Sammy, nearly three hundred dollars in coin was scrupulously counted out before this odd leader, and on top of the other pile of loot, finally the two long Colts were laid, one across the other.

Is that all? asked the chief.

Thats everything, said Sammy.

Nothing else that you want?

A chance to go on my way for help, thats all, said Sammy.

Sit down, then, pleaded Jeremy Major. Sit down and let me hear about it. Because, old-timer, I owe you money, and just now Im broke.

Broke!

Sammy remembered the heaps and heaps of chips which had been stacked before the place of Jeremy Major not so many weeks before, and every chip had meant gold in that million-dollar game! Where had it gone? Suddenly it seemed to Sammy that his own affairs and his own losses were too small for even a pygmy to consider with interest.


CHAPTER XII. CLANCY
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COME, SAID JEREMY Major. Sit down here with me, if you please, and let me hear the story. You were throwing away ten-dollar gold pieces when I last saw you, and now you seem rather down on your luck. Whats happened?

He had waved away the others. And the knaves retired grumbling and mumbling to sit in corners of the glade and glower savagely at their chief and his friend. Only the horse of Sammy was left standing near them, and the tall mare, glad of the good forage here, began to crop the shade-nourished grasses.

There Sammy told his story. He put in everything, because his companion seemed bent upon hearing every scruple of the tale. He told of the first adventure, and the loss of the horses at Munson, and the encounter with Mr. Cumnor, and what the tall and handsome Mr. Furness had had to say.

He went on with the tale of the second disastrous expedition, the storm, and the regathering of the scattered herd, and the new stampede which had broken the spirit of himself and his two staunch allies.

Jeremy Major listened to this tale with a wandering eye which often roved above the head of his friend and rested on the branches of the great pine above them, as though he were more interested, by far, in the squirrel which scampered there than in the words of Sammy Gregg.

So, said Sammy, I have told you the whole story, because you asked for it. And now Ill ride on into the town to get another pair of punchers to help us out, if I can.

He stood up, and Jeremy shook his head.

But look here, said Jeremy, I dont see that five men will have a better chance to head that wild herd than three would have. It seems to me that what you need is a fast horse that can carry a rider around the herd faster than they can run away from him.

Sammy Gregg smiled a wan smile. That mare, said he, is about as fast as any horse you could get. But she cant head the mustangs unless shes within a few yards of the head of them at the start of their run. And even when she does get in front of them, they simply try to run her down.

Well, murmured Jeremy sympathetically, Ill show you a horse that they wont run down. Hello, Clancy! Come here, you fat, worthless loafer, and let the gentleman see you. Hey, Clancy!

In answer to this somewhat peevish call a glimmering black form slid out from the shadows and stood before Sammy Gregg with an inquisitive eye upon his master. And the sunlight scattering through the branches of the tree tossed a random pattern of brightest, deepest gold over the black satin of the stallions coat.

Sammy Gregg, who was only beginning to know enough about horses to form a picture in his mind of an ideal — Sammy Gregg, staring at this black monster with a new vision, understood why the stallion as he stood could be worth more than the value of all the four hundred wild mustangs which had been driven to him across the Rio Grande, worth more than the four hundred could ever fetch if they were delivered even in far-off Crumbock, where the labor of the mines used up horseflesh hungrily every day.

Im going to ride back with you, said Jeremy Major, and try to help you to drive those mustangs north. Not that Im much of a fellow when it comes to handling mustangs. But Clancy, here, is. He has a way of handling them that would surprise you.

Partner, said Sammy, filled with awe, I cant afford to pay you what youre worth!

Thirty a month, said Jeremy Major, will do for me. You start on out of the ravine, and Ill catch up with you. I have to say a few words to the boys before I leave them!

Sammy obeyed gladly enough, and with every step that the tall mare struggled up the side of the ravine, it seemed to Sammy that his heart was raised that much higher in hope. So he came to the level going above and let the mare canter briskly away. Back there toward the south, Gonzalez and Pedro were doing their best to come on traces of the herd. How long would it be before the rider of the black horse arrived?

A scant half hour, and here he was, swinging across the plain beside him. And how lazily the big black went! Now there is a peculiar vanity in every man which makes him think that the horse he is riding can run a little faster than any other horse in the world, at least for a little distance. And Sammy, who had felt the tall mare take wings under him more than once, could not help slackening the reins a little. She stretched away at close to full speed instantly.

We might as well travel while we have a good surface without prairie-dog holes, you know! said Sammy by way of explanation, and he turned to look back at the rider of the stallion. No, here was the black horse at his side. Galloping how easily — no, simply floating along, windblown, above the ground. For each of those tremendous bounds advanced the big animal the length of a long room, and yet he seemed merely to flick the ground with his toes in passing.

There was no lurch of straining shoulders. There was no pounding of hooves. But like a racing shadow the monster flew across the plain. Not freely, either, but with the hand of the master fixed on the reins, and keeping a stiff grip upon the stallions head, lest he might rocket away toward the horizon and leave the poor mare hopelessly and foolishly behind him.

Sammy was in deep chagrin. But joy took the place of shame at once. How would this black giant round up the herd of the flying mustangs when they attempted to scatter away across the plains? Aye, there was not long to wait for that!

They reached Pedro and Gonzalez in another hour or so, the mare foaming with her effort, the black untouched by his gallop. And Sammy saw the cunning eyes of the Mexicans flash wide in a stare of wonder as they surveyed Clancy.

They had a hot trail by this time, and by mid-afternoon, they sighted the herd, or at least a wing of it. Clancy was off at once. No fencing about to slip past them. He ran straight up on them, and while the three other riders pounded along far, far to the rear, vainly striving to keep up, they saw Jeremy Major go crashing through the herd.

But now that he is in front of them, what will he do, one man! suggested Gonzalez darkly. For Gonzalez knew horses, and particularly Gonzalez knew that herd.

He was answered quickly enough. They saw the mustangs bunch rapidly together, while the shining stallion glimmered back and forth before them like a waved sword.

That whole section of the herd abruptly turned and headed north again, and it had been managed in a trice, all in a trice! And only one sound had come to the ears of the rearward three as, in wonder, they spurred to the side to clear the path for the truant ponies, and that sound was the high-pitched neigh of an angry stallion!

Do you hear? gasped Gonzalez. He makes his horse talk to them! Who is this man?

That was not all. Through the rest of the afternoon the black horse and his rider ranged freely toward the south and east, and while Sammy and Pedro strove to steady the redeemed portion of the herd toward the north, Gonzalez dropped to the rear to pick up the sections of tired ponies as Jeremy Major sent them flying in with the stormy neighing of the black horse ringing in their rear. The whole assembly was completed by the dusk. They counted heads, then, and found that the last stampede had cost them forty mustangs. Still there were two hundred and fifty ponies to take north, and at a good price all might still be well with Sammy Gregg.

Except that the time was pressing, and the end of six months drew daily closer and closer!

But the daily drive became a different thing, after this. A thunderstorm caught them on the very next morning, but when the herd strove to race westward away from the flying rain, away from the ripping lightning, the black stallion was before them, ranging swiftly back and forth. And much as the herd might dread the wrath of the elements, they seemed to dread the wrath of Clancy even more. For presently their flight was checked, and they turned cringingly back to face the wind-driven rain.

This thing, said Gonzalez somberly, was never seen before! And I think that we shall never see it again. See how the black devil goes for them — hello! He had taken the head off that one!

This as a fine, cream-colored horse showed a nasty pair of heels at the head of Clancy. But only to have the black bound up with him, and take him by the arched crest of the neck in his teeth, and shake him as a cat shakes a rat. The frightened pony screamed with pain and terror, and his cry made the last of the rebels turn shuddering into the rain. They knew their master and his handiwork now!

And yet, said Gonzalez, I have seen the same thing. Now that I remember, I have seen a stallion turn his herd straight back into a sandstorm to get them away from the danger of men that lay in front. But those were wild horses. And this, it is very strange!

But beautiful! said Pedro. He has saved us two hundred miles of riding, this morning with his work!

Aye, and the next day they saw the black stallion drive two hundred and fifty terrified mustangs straight at the railroad track, even while a train of cars was thundering across the desert.

What time they made across the rest of the desert, and then over the foothills, while the mountains turned from blue to brown before them!

If we pass Munson with no trouble, suggested Sammy. But I think that that is the chief place of the horse thieves.

Well do our best, said Jeremy Major. But theyre not human if they herd away. A quarter of a thousand mustangs, and prime good ones, too!

They did attempt it. But Sammy and the two Mexicans saw little of the effort. They only knew that it was made in full daylight by half a dozen masked men. They saw, from the rear, how the riders came storming down a ravine which they filled with their shouting. Only the black stallion was near enough to check them, and to the bewilderment of Sammy and his two Mexicans, Jeremy Major charged straight at the enemy, gun in hand, a bullet for every stride of the black horse. Then one of the strangers ducked sharply over his saddle horn. They saw another slide sidewise to the ground. And then the rest whirled and rushed away for safety toward the head of the mountains.


CHAPTER XIII. SAMMY RETURNS
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THE FALLEN MAN was not dead. But he had a broken shoulder from the fall and a bullet through the base of his neck, breaking the collar bone. Altogether, it was a nasty mess. They could not take him forty-five miles to Munson. They could not remain with him until the wounds were healed.

Well give you your choice, said Sammy Gregg to him sternly. Tell me who was leading that gang and you go free, old son. And we leave you enough chuck, besides, to keep you going here until your pals come back for you. But if you wont tell, you can stay here and starve!

The fellow had the assurance to laugh in their faces, as though he knew well enough that they could not be as good as their promises.

Ill tell you what, though, said he. The gent that leads the gang is man enough to make the lot of you sweat for what youve done today.

And Sammy Gregg snapped at him: Is his name Chester O. Furness?

The eyes of the wounded man widened. Are you crazy? he gasped. But Ive talked enough, and you get no more out of me!

They left him enough provisions to see him through, of course, but they did it grudgingly, and then they started on for the last and most arduous part of the trail, the final hundred miles to the Crumbock Mines.

They had two hundred and forty-five mustangs when they began that climb. They reached the mines with two hundred and twenty-eight.

But though they were gaunt of belly now, oh how they were needed at the mines!

The very news of the coming of the herd was enough to cause a welcome to pour out in advance.

Half a dozen eager buyers found Sammy on the way down the hillside, and when they heard that the price was seventy-five dollars a head, he found his sales so swift that by the time he got to the bottom of the gulch, he was minus a hundred head of live stock and seventy-five hundred dollars in pocket.

Buck up that price to eight-five dollars a throw, advised Jeremy Major. And the thing was done.

But it made no difference. Teamsters were clearing enough in a single round trip to pay for horses and wagons and all, and leave a neat little wad of money over and above. What difference did ten dollars a head make to them?

There was counted into the hungry hand of Sammy, eighteen thousand two hundred and eighty dollars. It was a golden dream to Sammy, a golden dream edged with a crimson joy. He took sixteen thousand dollars. One thousand for expenses and fifteen thousand to redeem his promise to Susie Mitchell. He gave the remaining two thousand and the odd hundreds to Jeremy Major, to be divided as he saw fit, to himself and the two Mexicans. And he did not remain long enough to see Jeremy Major split the pot in two equal parts and present it to wonder-stricken Gonzalez and the awed Pedro. He did not wait to see these things, for south, south, south was the railroad which would carry him to the house of his bride!

He crossed the terrible mountains to Munson in three short days, but in doing so he well-nigh ruined the tall mare. She was a staggering wreck when he rode her to the station. And when the station agent barked on the leanness of the poor creature, he was astonished to receive the mare and saddle and bridle and two good Colts which occupied the holsters, as a present from Sammy. For, with a ticket in his pocket, what more could Sammy wish? There were twelve days to the end of his contract time. And in only ten days the train was due in New York. Only ten days!

There was one letter at the post office from Susie — a very brief and unhappy letter that said: I havent had a letter from you in a month. What has happened? Write at once!

If she could only know what had happened to him! He was no artist to tell her how the gun in the hand of big Cumnor had looked him in the eye. In fact, the best that he could do would be to hint at a few things and let Susie guess the rest, and, after all, she was usually a pretty good hand at guessing close to the truth.

Trains of those days were not the trains of the twentieth century. But when Sammy walked the streets of New York again, there was still thirty-six hours between him and his time limit. He had not wired nor written from the West, because he felt that he might as well give himself the small extra reward of surprising Susie.

Horse and cab could not rattle him over the streets fast enough. And so he saw the cab turn down the familiar street. He dismissed it two blocks away. He wanted to walk to steady his nerves a little. He wanted to drink in the familiar sights. Who but a returned wanderer could have guessed with what joy he would notice that the Murphy house on the corner had been recently painted. With what a sense of pain he observed that the tall elm trees in front of Mr. Holdens place had been cut down. They had long been ailing!

There, poised on the top of the back fence of Mr. Jones, was the same brindled cat which, two years before, had made itself famous by biting and scratching a fat bulldog until the poor dog ran for help! It looked as lean and as formidable as ever as it turned its big yellow eyes upon Sammy.

All of these little details were mysteriously comforting, because each of them added a touch which helped to assure him that he was indeed home at last! How far, far away the West was, and how barren, and how bold, and how filled with wicked, brazen men!

He turned up the steps of the Mitchell house. He was almost loath to arrive there so soon, for there had been such happiness in the stroll down the old street that he would willingly have extended it another mile in length.

However, here he was. The meal, prosaically speaking, was finished, and only the dessert remained to be eaten. Only Susie to take in his arms! And it filled him with wonder, now, when he recalled that he had never taken Susie in his arms before this day! Not in both arms, strongly, as he meant to do today.

The door opened, and Mrs. Mitchell loomed broad and low in the doorway, like an overloaded barge in a narrow canal.

Heaven save us! cried Mrs. Mitchell. You aint little Sammy Gregg!

Oh, said Sammy, have I changed as much as that? But I am Sammy, just the same. I hope Sue is home?

Mrs. Mitchell seemed totally overwhelmed. She merely backed down the hall, gaping at him.

Ill send Mr. Mitchell to you! said she, and whirled and fled.

So Sammy walked into the front room and looked at himself with a grin in the gold-gilt mirror between the two front windows. Many a time, in his boyhood, he had seen his frightened face in that mirror when he had ventured into that sanctum of sanctums with Susie Mitchell. And now he could sit here at ease, and admire his new, ruddy complexion. Ah, could this quiet household see the scenes in which that tan had been acquired!

The heavy step of Mr. Mitchell himself approached, and now he entered in the act of settling his spectacles upon the bridge of his nose and smiling with professional courtesy upon his visitor. For Mr. Mitchell was a grocer by trade, and his smile was a noted asset.

Little Sammy Gregg! murmured Mr. Mitchell. Turned into a wanderer, and then come home again! After such a steady life, too!

Sammy was a little taken aback. He had hardly expected such a reception from his future father-in-law.

However, went on Mr. Mitchell mildly, I suppose that even the quietest of us have a small patch of wild oats that need sowing. Isnt that so? But I never thought it of you, Sammy! However, I was sorry to hear from the mill people that they have no place for you now.

No place for me now? cried Sammy turning pale. You mean to say that in spite of their promises when I left—

Its a shame how people will make promises and never intend to live up to them, isnt it? said Mitchell sympathetically. But it seems that the manager had thought it all over. Good, conservative, close-headed business man, I have to call him! He says that when a young man takes six months in which to turn five thousand dollars into fifteen thousand, why, it shows what the manager calls a little streak of foolishness, besides a desire to take a gamblers chance!

Mr. Mitchells own opinion was so apparently tucked into this same speech that Sammy was more amazed than ever. He was glad, at least, that Susie remained for him to give him comfort.

The paper mill, however, had closed him out! After ten years of faithful, most faithful service. Oh, all the nights when he had remained after hours, hoping against hope that his bulldog devotion to work would take the eye of one of the upper members of the firm! And now this ambition wiped away!

Its a very hard blow to me, he confessed to Mitchell. I didnt expect that of my employers. They know how Ive slaved for them.

Its always this way, said Mr. Mitchell. Unfortunately the world is so made that one stroke of folly will erase a hundred strokes of good sense and industry. Only one match need be lighted, my boy, to ignite the greatest building in the world!

In the far West, from which he had just come, Sammy was well aware that such talk would cause men to say: Aw, cut out the Sunday-school stuff, partner! And he had an almost irresistible temptation to say the same thing on his own behalf. However, he checked himself and remarked:

Its a hard thing, Mr. Mitchell, if a young man is not to be allowed to step out and take a chance for himself now and then! Otherwise, how is he to get on? Mr. Mitchell leaned forward in his chair and pressed his fat hands upon his fat knees, until the palms squeezed out on the sides, white as the belly of a fish.

Young man, said he, slow and steady is the word, slow and steady is the word that builds life in the way it ought to be built. Now tell me, frankly, out of the five thousand dollars in honest money that you took West, how much did you lose?

Sammy closed his eyes to calculate. Nearly three thousand, he said. For, up to the day of his arrival at the Crumbock Lode he had, indeed, been that much cash out of pocket.

Mr. Mitchell writhed in his chair. Three thousand, he groaned. Three thousand honest dollars thrown away! Why, with that kind of money I could have built a new wing, oh, Sammy, this is a thing for which you will grieve in years to come! Three thousand dollars at six percent is a hundred and eighty dollars a year! Many a poor man in Europe is toiling fifteen hours a day for smaller pay than that!

He closed his eyes and fairly groaned aloud in the pain which the thought of such waste gave him.

Ah, well, said he, it is a fortunate thing for Susie that I warned her and opened her eyes.

Warned her? murmured Sammy.

That this would be the probable outcome of wild adventures in the West! Fifteen thousand out of five thousand! Stuff and nonsense! Why, young man, even I, at my time of life and with my experience in the business world, would not attempt to accomplish a thing of such a magnitude. It argues a wild brain on those young shoulders of yours, Sammy, my boy. A very wild brain, but I thank Heaven that poor Susie will never bear any of the painful results of such folly.

A terrible thought blasted its way into the mind of Sammy. Where is Susie?

Not here, said Mr. Mitchell gravely.

Not here! echoed Sammy in a whisper. But shes out shopping, out calling, shes over at the Johnson house, maybe

Oh, Sammy, said Mr. Mitchell, shaking a fat, white finger at him, how I hope that this will be a lesson to you never again to venture all and lose all!

My Lord, breathed Sammy, you mean that she has left home?

Yes, but not alone!

Sammy, perfectly white by this time, stood up from his chair. Mr. Mitchell! he gasped.

Sammy, said the grocer, I grieve for you. Upon my soul, I grieve for you bitterly. But I trust that the lesson will not be wasted upon you.

A bright spot of color came back in either of Sammys cheeks. There was in his eyes such a fire as Brooklyn had never seen there before. And when he spoke, his voice was suddenly rough and harsh.

I hate to think it, said Sammy, but its forced on me that you, you fat sneak, may have advised your daughter to many another man.

The grocer rose also, and stood big and towering and fat as butter above little Sammy. Samuel Gregg, said he, can I trust my ears?

Those astonished ears drank in the following unholy words: You can trust your ears, you blockhead! But tell me if I have guessed right? Have you really told Susie to marry another man?

Yes! shouted Mr. Mitchell in a voice which Mrs. Mitchell, in the backyard, heard and knew and quailed beneath. Yes! I have told her to marry another man.

And the little fool! said Sammy. The little fool has taken your advice!

Mr. Mitchell raised both fat hands. No, rage and bewilderment had paralyzed him. His thick arms fell with a wheeze to his sides again and left Sammy intact.

My guess is a good guess, I think, said Sammy.

He stepped to the mantelpiece and lifted the picture which stood where his picture had once reposed. And out of the frame he saw the chinless face of young Tom Hooker, the dentists son, a pleasant, smiling, useless face.

My Lord, said Sammy, is this my substitute?

Young man, shouted Mr. Mitchell, leave these premises! You are a worthless young reprobate. Never return to this place again, or with my own hands—

Stuff! said Sammy. And he dropped his brown fists upon his hip. Stuff, you fool! said he. Ive killed men twice your size, Mitchell. And men twice as good as you. Why, in the country where Ive been, we use fellows like you for grease! Sit down before I wring your stuffy neck for you. Sit down, while I talk to you.

Mr. Mitchell turned flabby, like a punctured balloon, and sank, almost lifeless, into a chair. His pale, fishy eyes beheld Sammy Gregg in the act of taking a wallet from his pocket. From that wallet Sammy counted forth, one by one, fifteen new, crisp, bank notes of one thousand dollars — oh, magic word — to the note.

Fifteen thousand dollars — a treasure.

And then a handful of smaller currency.

And another thousand, just for luckan, other thousand to paint the house, maybe, said Sammy Gregg, thrusting out his jaw. Luck was with me. And tomorrow Im going back to the free country. Im through with you people back here. Why, you choke me. I cant talk, and I dont seem to be able to think.

Im glad that Susie has that pinhead. Shed look up to a wooden image, I suppose, and call it a man. And you can pay the bills for the party. I wish you luck!

As for me, Im going back to the West, and roll this fifteen thousand into a couple of million, maybe. And when I get that, Ill have just about enough to marry one of those Western girls. And theyre worth it. Mr. Mitchell, I hope you have luck!

He settled his hat upon his head, he turned his back; and he swaggered deliberately out the front door, and only one sound pursued him, the faint whisper of the grocer, moaning: Six-teen thousand dol-lars!

Then Sammy found himself in the familiar street once more. But the joy had gone out of it. Only, in the first place, he felt a burning fierceness in his soul. And in the second place, he began to discover that what he had said to the grocer had not been altogether a bluff.

How small, after all, had been his hold upon the life in this street when one conversation of five minutes could suffice to root up all his interests here!

But out West, aye, that was different! Gamblers, hobos, thieves, horse rustlers, miners, teamsters, villains — he felt suddenly that they were his brothers. And that night the westbound train took Sammy with it from Manhattan!


CHAPTER XIV. ANOTHER IDEA
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MUNSON HAD GROWN even since Sammy last saw it. Here, there, and again he saw the white faces of new buildings, all of raw, unpainted pine boards, with cracks between them so wide that they could be distinguished a block away. For no nails in the world could keep the half-seasoned timbers from warping, once this hot sun got in its work on them.

Munson was growing, but that thought brought no cheer to Sammy. He slumped gloomily down the street, ankle deep in dust. And the dirt which his footfall loosened was combed up instantly and curled like a plume over his head by the wind. He was white with a thick layer of the dust before he got to the store which carried above the door the name of Rendell.

He stepped into the door of the store, and there he encountered almost the last person in the range that he wanted to meet — none other than Cumnor, whose revolver had fired the bullet that had caused a furrow to be made down the side of his head. The hair was growing out now, along the scar, and that hair was a white slash in a brown head.

The meeting seemed no more pleasant to Cumnor than it was to little Sammy Gregg. But Sammy looked him coldly in the eye and stepped to one side. Yet Cumnor did not pass. He stood there ill at ease, combing his long, drooping, sandy mustaches.

Gregg, he began.

Sammy scowled, but said nothing, and a crimson tide washed across the heavy features of the rancher.

Gregg, he repeated resolutely, I got to tell you that I want to apologize for the downright low trick I done to you here a while back. Only, at that time, when you stepped up and claimed them hosses that I had just bought from Furness, well, it went sort of agin the grain to pay out three hundred dollars twice for the same stock. Yunderstand?

Sammy, watching him in wonder, nodded.

But here, said Cumnor, Ive had a chance to think things over. Ive had a chance to see that youre a man of your word and a square shooter. And Ive got to say that Im sorry about the shooting, and heres three hundred dollars now, for those ponies! Gregg, I want to be friends with you!

It would have been a considerable speech in any part of the world, between man and man. But this speech was overheard by an audience, consisting of Rendell and a gaunt cowpuncher who was buying a yard or so of plug chewing tobacco. And in the far West apologies come hard. It is apt to be considered unmanly not to persist, even in error. For that, after all, is the frontiers unwritten law.

Now, Sammy was not a man who forgot or forgave lightly. And during many a month he had taken home the thought of Cumnor to his heart and sworn that some day he would find a means of righting the wrong that had been done him. However, he had seen enough of the frontier and its ways to know that this apology from such a man as Cumnor meant almost as much as bullets themselves could write. And he stretched out his hand.

Cumnor, he said, I believe you mean it.

Mean it? said Cumnor. Ill tell you that I do! And he clutched the hand of Sammy. And heres three hundred just to say for certain that I dont lie!

Keep it for me, said Sammy, until I need it. Be my banker to that extent, old-timer.

The big man regarded him for a moment in wonder, and then his glance passed over the head of Sammy and toward the rear of the store.

You were right, Rendell, was all he said, and he hurried out from the store.

The cowpuncher, staring at the little man, followed. And Sammy was left alone to shake hands with Rendell. That crippled hulk of a man heaved himself partly up on his counter and sat there grinning down at Sammy.

Wheres the wife? said he. Back in the hotel?

I dont know what hotel shes in, said Sammy. She married, all right, but she married another man!

Mr. Rendell gaped, started to speak, and then busied himself biting off a great corner from a wedge of chewing tobacco. When he had stowed that great quid safely in a corner of his mouth, he said solemnly:

Questions is always foolish things to ask. Im sorry, Gregg.

But Sammy was able to grin.

What the boys will want to know, went on Rendell, is what queer new dodge youre gunna try on the town this time? After driving a few hundred hosses clean up from the river to Crumbock!

I could never have done it. It was a man named Major.

Oh, hes getting to be pretty well known, now, that same gent. But who would have figured that you would know a gent like him to help you out? Well, Gregg, what are you going to do this time?

I dont know, said Sammy. Something big enough and hard enough to keep me busy hand and foot and brain until I get over feeling the way I do.

Something real hard?

Yes.

Start over Crumbock way and try to find the mother lode. That ought to be a job for you!

Its hard enough to get to the mines, let alone the lode, said Sammy.

Aye, if you want a real man-sized job, start a stage to the Crumbock Mines, old son.

A stage? said Sammy doubtfully. Is there money in it?

Oh, I aint serious, said Rendell. Nobodyll start a stage line in this part of the world while theres so many gents like The Duke, hanging around.

The Duke? asked Sammy.

Thats Furness.

How did he get a title. Does he own one?

No, its only a way hes got, they say, when he shoves a gun under your nose and tells you to stand and hand over. Kind of high and lofty, like a duke would be if he was a road agent, maybe!

Sammy whistled.

Have they got the goods on him? he asked. Is he living out?

If there was a sheriff and a decent judge in the county, said Rendell, theyd find that they had enough goods to nail him, right enough, but the law aint moren a baby around here, and any way that you look at him, The Duke is sure a growed-up man. Young Blythe and Harper was the last pair that started out to get him. We aint heard from them, yet. But there is three other gents in the last three months that has gone out and started to get famous by bringing in the scalp of The Duke, and them three has all failed.

Leastwise, they aint showed up lately, and I dont look, personal, for Harper and Blythe to show up neither. But nobodyll start a stage and run men and money between Munson and Crumbock while birds like The Duke has got their wing feathers unclipped! Look at the Chadwick City bunch! Theyve closed down and offered their stages and their whole string of hosses for sale! The hosses has gone. But who the devil wants a stagecoach?

I dont know, said Sammy, but maybe Im the man.

Hey, Sammy Gregg! You aint takin me seriously about starting that stage line?

No, said Sammy. Im only thinking.

Chadwick City was only seventy miles away. And it was forty miles farther away from Crumbock than was Munson. So Sammy rode over to find out what he could find out. He found four magnificently built coaches standing out in the open for the wind and the weather to wreck, though so far wind and weather had not accomplished much harm. For these were masterpieces of Yankee craftsmanship in the good old days when there still were Yankee mechanics who were proud of the things that they could shape by hand and hammer and lathe, instead of by machine. Those coaches were built of the very finest hickory, with a generation of seasoning to make it tough. Tough it was, light as dry wood should be, tough as leather, strong as iron.

Sammy knew little about wood, but when he heard that those coaches had actually been used over the rough roads, he was amazed. Certainly there was little sign.

What might you want with them coaches? asked the representative of the defunct stage company.

Nothing, said Sammy. Nothing, perhaps, and yet the running gear might be useful for something.

For Sammy himself was enough of a Yankee to know how to cheapen a price.

A hundred and fifty dollars will buy the lot, said the other sadly. And when I think of what it cost to build ary a one of them wagons, it makes me powerful sick, old-timer!

A hundred and fifty dollars for all four! Sammy blinked and then drew a long breath.

Hold out your hand, said he. And he closed the money in the others palm. Now, said Sammy, tell me if you have had any experience in the staging business?

Ive had enough, said the other, to keep me from ever wanting any more. How come you to ask?

What broke up this line?

There was a sort of a lack of things, said the salesman. There was a lack of cooks to work in the three eatin houses that we had to build along the road. And there was a lack of drivers, too, for the driving of the stages. Drivers that a man could trust, I mean.

Why, said Sammy, the country is filled with good teamsters.

Just so, said the tall man. But they found that stage driving was sort of unhealthy, by reason that now and then somebody would want the stage to stop where there wasnt no regular station, and the most usual way he took of stoppin the stage was to shoot the driver and then one of the lead team of hosses. Mostly that would stop up the stage pretty quick. But it got the drivers to feelin sort of restless. We lost two in one week, and after that the boys got sort of sick of the work.

Then there was a lack of passengers. They kept coming pretty good for a time, but then they sort of got tired of having their pockets looked into. I knowed one gent that made four trips on our stage and three times the stage was stuck up and he lost his wad each time. He was a gambler, so he took it pretty calm. But he says: I never sticks in a game where the chances is three to one in favor of the dealer. And the crooks is the dealers in this game of ridin on the stage!

Which it sort of looked like he was right!

But outside of them things, and the lack of a few more, such like as the lack of any kind of a road, and the lack of hay to store in the sheds for the hosses at the stage stops, and the lack of hosses that was busted for the harness work, and the lack of harness to take the place of the leather that the broncos jumped through their first few times out — outside of them few lacks, there wasnt much to keep the stage line from running, except that them that was putting up for it got sort of tired and pretty soon they lacked the money to keep on payin the losses.

To this original relation, Sammy Gregg listened with a smile, to be sure, but also with a falling heart.

Between you and me, said he, what do you think of the chances of running a stage from Munson to the mines?

I dont think nothin about it. I know it couldnt pan out. Itd break the heart of the gent that tried it. Break him inside of a month.

All right, confessed Sammy. Im thinking of it.

Then Im sorry for you!

Will you tell me why?

Your business is your own. But just the same, I got to ask you why a stage would have a chance from Munson when its failed from Chadwick city?

Were forty miles closer, for one thing; and most of the people bound for Crumbock come through Munson.

Youre forty miles closer, but you got a road thats twice as rough. If the freighters can hardly make it at a walk, how are you gonna keep passengers comfortable at a trot?

I dont intend to keep em comfortable, said Sammy. I just intend to get em there if they hang on tight!

For the first time a light came in the eye of the other.

Thats a new idea, said he. But youre gunna get em there with a lot of stops. Theres a good holdup place every quarter of a mile along the whole road from Munson to Crumbock!

There is nothing more stimulating than opposition. The man who is winning at cards is the man who is able to stop play when he chooses. But he who is losing cannot let go. He has to keep on bucking fate. And the more the stage man of Chadwick City blasted the hopes of Sammy Gregg, the more the courage of Sammy rose. We will not believe a picture which is painted too black. Better to throw in some relieving touches. And Sammy, when he heard that there were no chances of winning through, began to feel that his companion was purposely making matters worse than they really and truly were.

He hired four men and four spans of horses to drag the stagecoaches across the hills to the town of Munson, and when he arrived, riding proudly at the head of the procession, he had the satisfaction of having the town turn out to watch him pass.

Neither did Munson laugh as loud as he had expected. The idea of a tenderfoot putting through the stage line was so very novel, considering that the experienced old hands at Chadwick City had failed, that Munsons citizens shook their heads and postponed their decisions.

He drove the hosses up from the river, said Rendell, and he got them safe to Crumbock, and one failure didnt turn him back. How dyou know but that hell get the stage line through to Crumbock, too?

But the buying of the stages was only the first step in a long undertaking. He needed relay stations every eight miles, twelve stations between the towns, and a bigger station and stables at either end of the line. That meant twelve shacks, and two men in each shack, one to handle the work by day and the other to handle it by night. For, day and night, the stages must toil on.

The start was to be at four in the morning. The halt at night took place not before nine, with an hours halt at noon for the battered passengers to eat a meal and stretch their cramped limbs. Then, with a new driver, they scurried on again. At night they halted at nine if they were near one of the two sleeping houses which had to be built. And so four stages should be constantly in use, each stage traveling sixteen hours a day.

Nor was this all, for allowances would have to be made for the wastage in horseflesh which would be occurring constantly as the mustangs struggled forward among the rocks and up the terrible slopes of the mountains. Ruined shoulders and spoiled feet must be a common occurrence, besides those which wasted under the daily strain. He must have a reserve of stock to meet these contingencies, a reserve of sixty head, at the least. And, the instant that he started operations, he must have a payroll of at least thirty or thirty-five men.

Now, with an overhead of this size looming above him, young Sammy Gregg could understand very well how the Chadwick City line had failed so quickly and so ignominiously. But it also occurred to him that he might be able to buy for a song the timber which they had used in the construction of their own way stations through the mountains. And other thoughts formed rapidly in the brain of Sammy.

He sat him down and in the room of the hotel at Munson that afternoon he wrote the following letter to his old henchman, Gonzalez, at El Paso:



Dear Gonzalez:

I am back in Munson, and I want horses again. But this time I want horses which are broke, and which we can take to Munson on ropes. I want three hundred horses. Ten dollars a head for the purchase, and ten dollars more a head for the breaking, and five dollars extra for bringing them to Munson. Does that sound to you? That will give you a chance to make a little profit on every horse. If everything goes through in good shape, I may be able to increase that price.

As it stands, seven thousand five hundred for the herd of three hundred. Write to me that you want the contract, and Ill forward five thousand dollars to you. Get Pedro, if you can, to help with the work, and write back to me at once.

Sammy Gregg.



Here Sammy shuddered a little. Five thousand dollars in the hands of a reckless Mexican! But upon second thought, he decided that all life here in the West was a gamble, and he would have to go ahead taking chances.

He sealed the letter when a strangely subdued murmur of noises rose from the street. He glanced out the window of his room and saw the tall form and the handsome face of him whom Munson now called The Duke, in other words: Chester Ormonde Furness, seated in a buckboard driving a fine pair of horses, one of which was a great dappled gray which carried, in addition to harness, a saddle cinched around its belly.

There was something covered in the body of the buckboard, and now the wind stirred that covering and revealed two pairs of boots with the legs of men in them!


CHAPTER XV. A THREAT
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TWO MEN, LYING side by side in the bottom of a buckboard, with only a thin throw of blue calico between their upturned faces and the sun, that terrible, broiling, baking Western sun? No, it did not seem possible.

Now Furness had stopped his team and the buckboard stood stationary with the sun still baking and broiling upon the calico and the bodies which lay beneath it. And the horrible conviction entered the mind of Sammy Gregg that living they could not be, since nothing human could have endured that heat without stirring!

Sammy was in the street in ten seconds, and he found himself a member of a crowd which was rapidly being recruited from every corner of the town. There was even old Rendell, who hated activity of any kind, now hurrying out of his store and swinging toward them as fast as he could move his crippled leg. Old and young, the town drew swiftly together to stare at big Chester Furness as he took the harness off the near horse, the gray, and led it forth in the saddle.

Then he climbed into the saddle and sat there with a hand upon his thigh and his calm eyes and his sneering smile fixed upon the crowd.

What might have seemed wonderful to many was that fifty guns did not leap out of the holsters there in Munson which knew Furness so well and which had so many reasons for hating him, that fifty guns did not fly forth to shower lead upon him.

But to Sammy and to the others who were gathered there, you may be sure that it did not seem strange, while the cold eye of Furness was wandering over their faces, dwelling a little on each one, as though he wished to remember.

So, in a breathless silence, they watched him. If there had been a dozen sheriffs there, they could not have arrested him, because there were no proved crimes to charge to the account of Mr. Chester Ormonde Furness. He was not fool enough to sin recklessly in daylight without a mask drawn over his handsome features. He had a way of roughening and sharpening that smooth voice of his so that no one could be sure that the ruffian behind the mask was really this dapper Furness. No one could be sure, but they could guess near enough. The whole county could not have delivered testimony enough to have hanged this man, but the whole county did assuredly know one thing, which was that Mr. Furness deserved to die with a rope around his neck!

Gentlemen, neighbors, said Furness, and I had almost said friends! A pity, too, that I cannot say it. For I am sure that I have done my best to win your respect!

He paused and laughed softly in their faces. And a stir of anger worked through the crowd; and terror with the anger.

Oh, what a man was this, to play with these fifty human tigers as Chester Furness was playing!

But though I trust, went on the mocker, that I may have won your respect, still it seems that you cannot be persuaded to keep at anything but a formal distance. However, you still remain, if not my friends, at least, my neighbors and gentlemen!

He laughed again, filled, certainly, with an exquisite devil. And Sammy heard an iron-faced man beside him murmuring: I wish to heaven I had the nerve to try him, but hes got his eye fixed special right on me — he knows!

So it seemed to them all, no doubt, as though that omnipresent eye were fixed steadily upon them, each face singled out particularly by The Duke.

But lately, said Furness, it seems that there has been a growing habit among you of sending out people to call upon me, to come unannounced and give me a pleasant surprise!

He paused, and there was just a little less amusement and a little more cruel edge in his smiling.

The young men of Munson and of Chadwick City, went on The Duke, have made it a point to drift about through the hills and through the forest hunting for me, to pay their respects. Very kind of them. But it keeps me rather nervous. It keeps me, in short, feeling that I must always have my house in order, seeing that I never know when to expect callers. The result is that I rarely rest, and I really have to keep watchful.

All of those innuendoes were patent enough, and they might have brought a snarl from the crowd, but it was too fascinated with his narrative, now, to pay much attention even to his insults. Something was coming, something of dreadful moment. They could guess it, and they wondered from what direction the trouble would strike Munson.

Finally, said The Duke, when others had failed to find me at hometwo young gentlemen of Munson decided that they must try their hands and come up to have a look at me. So they came up and, in the middle of last night, they dropped in upon me, oh, most unexpectedly! I could only sit up in my blankets and stare at them. And they stood there and stared back at me.

He paused to light a cigarette, while the crowd held its breath. But Sammy, who already guessed the point of the tale, was turning sick with sorrow and with disgust.

Of course, said The Duke, I wanted to make them at home, but they insisted upon doing the honors for me. They made me sit quietly there by my fire with one of them on each side of me. We were all very quiet, for a time!

He laughed again. And when he stopped laughing, his nostrils were quivering, and his eyes flashed like whips across the faces of the crowd.

They could not think of very much to say, so it seemed, and so they filled in the interval toying with their Colts. And as for me, I was so pleased and surprised to have them with me, that you can imagine that I was quite dumb! However, they presently fell into a discussion as to which of them could rightly claim the honor of having found my campfire. And, after that, they grew quite hot over the point of which of them had the pleasure of first confronting me in my camp.

You will not believe me when I tell you how irritated they became. Suddenly they had jumped to their feet. They declared that they had had enough of one another. I, sitting on the ground between them, begged them to lower their voices, because the buzzards might be listening!

The Duke tilted back his head and laughed, with a sound like the snarl of a wolf buried deep in his throat.

But all I could say was as nothing to them. I have told you already that they had their guns out. Now they jerked them up to the hip. I think young Harper fired twice; and young Blythe fired only once. But, unfortunately, both of them shot too straight!

He paused and looked with mock sorrow around him.

To my most stinging grief, I found myself suddenly sitting with a dead man upon either side of me, each shot cleverly through the head.

Imagine my confusion and my sorrow!

But as I sat there through the night with the dead men, it occurred to me that I really owed it to the town of Munson, and my acquaintances there to let them know just how these poor young men had stumbled into the arms of death, so to speak, in spite of my protests against it!

It seemed to me that I should try to find some way in which I could discourage those fine young men of the towns from wandering through the hills trying to catch me unawares. Because I was afraid lest they might, also, quarrel with one another, just as poor young Harper quarreled with poor young Blythe about which of them should take precedence in my camp.

Finally, it seemed to me that the very best way I could manage the thing would be to carry Harper and Blythe into the town and let their friends see just what they did to themselves. And so, gentlemen, here they are.

He snatched the blue calico sheet away from them and let the staring, horror-stricken people look on the dead faces of the two boys. Their guns were still in their hands, placed there by the devilish forethought of Mr. Furness.

It is my modest trust, went on Furness, that the other young men from the towns in this neighborhood will be deterred from following the same example, because I really should not like to waste many more days carting the poor young men back to Munson or to Chadwick City. Gentlemen, I make a present of the buckboard and the bay horse to the town of Munson. Until old Mr. Graham happens along, as no doubt he will before long, to remark that I was forced to borrow it from him. Tell him, then, that the roan horse broke its legs, and so I put it out of its pain and harnessed my own galloper in its place. However, he need not thank me for that!

Gentlemen, good day. May we continue to be just as neighborly as ever. But let my next callers announce themselves to save confusion!

Here he was reining his great gray horse backward down the street. No, he dropped the reins, and so perfectly trained was that magnificent stallion, that it continued to back gradually down the street, leaving the left hand of Mr. Furness free to take off his hat and salute with it the staring crowd, while his right hand still rested jauntily on his thigh, near to the butt of a Colt revolver. He reached the next corner. A sway of his body caused the well-trained stallion to leap sidewise, like a cat, throwing the master behind cover. And so he was away.

Of course there was a reaching for guns the instant his terrible eye was removed from them, but by the time they reached the corner, the stallion was already out of view behind a hill.

There was no pursuit of The Duke, for, as Rendell remarked, though every one knew that Mr. Furness had lied rankly and that the bullets which killed the two adventurous youths had come from his own revolver, yet what way had they of proving what they felt to be the truth? They could only think their thoughts, but so far as a legal case against Furness was concerned — they had not the shadow of a ghost of one!


CHAPTER XVI. THE STAGE LINE
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SAMMY HAD TO employ teamsters, in the first place to bring the lumber of the station houses of the Chadwick City Company, which he had bought for a song. And when the timber arrived in Munson, he had to send it out to each of the stations which he had selected for his own route. He had picked those stations with much care, sometimes making a long distance between points of relay, but always striving, if possible, to give each station plenty of wood and water and grazing land, which must next be fenced in for the horses.

He had heard from Gonzalez. By the grace of good fortune, that able cavalier had come to Juarez in time to get the letter. Now he was busy gathering mustangs and breaking them, using a hardy crew of men for the work. But it was difficult. To break a horse to the saddle was one thing. To break it to pull a wagon was quite another, most fabulously considered to be an easier task!

In the meantime, the work went forward in spite of all difficulties. The stations of relay were located and built, and the pasture lands fenced in near them, and hardy men were gathered. A ticket agent at either end of the line, and eight skillful, daring men who were willing to risk their lives driving the stages, and twenty men to man the relay stations. And, in addition to all of these matters, a thousand little details which no one but Sammy himself could supervise. He was flying back and forward between Munson and the Crumbock Mines nearly every day. He had to keep a string of horses in both towns, and all those nags were worn almost to a shadow.

One pleasant discovery was made almost at the beginning of the affair. The men of Crumbock were disposed to smile at the slender little thin-faced man who declared that he was going to put a stage line through from Crumbock to the outer world, but when word came up from Munson that this same little man was already known there and that he had been as good as his word in at least one other large transaction, Crumbock came instantly out of its smiling humor and began to pat Sammy on the back.

For Crumbock was being stifled, fairly stifled, for the lack of proper transportation between its mines and the town beyond the rough, inner core of the highest mountains.

The lode needed man power for its development, for one thing, and whoever wanted to cross the mountains had to pack up three days provisions, bought at famine prices in Chadwick City or in Munson, and thence plod wearily on a five or a seven-day trip to the mines. And men bound for mines do not like to have a weeks walk put in at some point on the journey.

But man power was the least of the troubles at the Crumbock mines. All that was needed for the mines, from ironwork to powder, had to be delayed to the speed of the wagons which crawled wearily across the mountains. A small thing could delay a teamster for a week. A broken axle might stall him indefinitely, and broken axles were common commodities on the road from Munson to Crumbock.

So that the mines were throttled for the lack of rapid and certain delivery of supplies which were so vitally needed. The slow freight could be handled, after their manner, by the wagons, but when a man needed, say, a set of new drills and needed them in a rush, could he sit twiddling his thumbs while the wagons slowly moiled away to Munson, and there waited for the goods, and then slowly, slowly struggled back to the upper peaks where the lode was? No, for by that time that necessary bit of drilling might be a month out of date!

In short, Crumbock was a place where the necessities of existence were growing more numerous every instant, as the ground was broken deeper and deeper and the mining problem became more abstruse. And there was no artery of supply. There was even no sure way of getting letters through to Munson or Chadwick City! And a dozen of the larger concerns were each maintaining their own mail service, at enormous expense and uncertainty, dispatching riders into the wilderness.

What wonder then, that a dozen hearts were broken when the Chadwick City line failed them? And what wonder that a great pulse of joy ran through the big camp when it was learned that another line would try the shorter but more difficult passage from Munson to the lode?

Little Sammy Gregg found himself received like a most important personage at the camp. And everyone had time enough to talk business with him.

Then Mexican Gonzalez arrived at Munson with the first half of the horse herd, a hundred and fifty head of fire-eyed mustangs with a faraway look in their eyes, and ears that quivered backward and forward to betoken danger. However, they were all broken, after a fashion.

Sammy might have his doubt of that. Whatever lessons might have been taught, they seemed to have lapsed back into their native wildness quickly enough on the northward drive to Munson. But at any rate, he accepted the mustangs — he could do nothing else — scattered them in groups along the route at the relay stations, and prepared to make the first trip across the mountains in his stage line, while Gonzalez returned to hurry up the second installment of the horses which were already on the way.

It was an anxious time for Sammy Gregg. He had invested his seventy-five hundred dollars in horses alone. He had paid out fifteen hundred dollars in wages for the building of his relay shacks and sleeping houses. He had spent another twenty-five hundred for harness alone! It was strong harness, but the price was lifeblood from Sammy Gregg! And beyond all that, he had invested a thousand in the odds and ends of the necessities, such as coaches themselves!

Before the first coach ran, he had spent close to thirteen thousand dollars, and he had not yet received a single penny in return. Oh, well for Sammy Gregg that he had already been through that Western school of investment!

He had a scant three thousand dollars in his pocket when he saw the team picked for the first run from Munson into the wilds. And he saw the first return on his labor and his capital, too. Ten men, he estimated, would be in each load, and men were willing to pay twenty-five dollars a throw to be whirled across those mountains in a single day and a half. Two hundred and fifty dollars for each trip for human passengers alone, to say nothing of what would be paid for the other freight, perhaps another two hundred and fifty! Five hundred dollars, then, for every journey.

As a matter of fact, six hundred and fifty dollars was paid into the hands of Sammys Munson ticket agent for the first loaded coach.

So, with the four stages all in operation, Sammy saw himself clearing seven or eight hundred dollars at least. Perhaps much, much more. And those were days, be it remembered, when money meant from three to five times what it means to the giddy twentieth century!

Oh, Sammy Gregg, those were moments of golden anticipation more thrilling than any reality. Those were the days to build dreams in the millions! Granted that the high prices could not be maintained indefinitely and that he must reduce his rates before a competing line entered, now that he had shown that the trick could be turned, granted all of that, still he would have a sweet harvest. In a fortnight, all his capital would be returned to his pocket and he would have a handsome profit besides.

Such were the stakes for which men gambled in those days.

However, this was the prospect. Now he was to make the trial of the fact. He had ten passengers, and all the luggage and freight that his coach could groan under. And the day for the trial came. Nine men and one woman advanced to enter the coach. And upon the drivers seat sat the gray-headed driver and Sammy, the Great!

Nine men and one woman, by whom there hung a story told in a letter which Sammy at that moment had in his pocket. It read thus:



Dear Mr. Gregg:

I am making reservations in your coach, which leaves Munson on Tuesday, for my daughter, Miss Anne Cosden, who arrives from the East on that day.

She is a headstrong young person who refuses to wait until I can come to Munson to escort her over the mountains in person. She has formed a mad scheme for riding ,alone, the trail from Munson to the lode.

I have managed to dissuade her from that by suggesting a compromise. That compromise is your stage line. Forgive me for saying that I look forward to her ride over those backbreaking mountains in an unproved stage line with hardly less apprehension than if she were really riding a pony alone through that wilderness.

Nothing but the pressure of the most vastly important business and the interests of my stockholders prevents me from coming to Munson to act as her escort. As it is, I must leave her in your hands, knowing that she will receive the best of treatment from you.



That was the important part of the letter. And Sammy, seeing himself with an only child, a headstrong but nonetheless precious darling of a millionaire miners heart put into his hands, had even done his best to select the remaining nine passengers from among the least rough of the applicants.

Then he besought his driver, a bewhiskered buccaneer named Alec, to select from the herd at Munson the gentlest of the lot for the first trip. Alec gave him his oath that he would do so.

But, said Alec, when it comes to goin over a pack of powder and pickin out the grains that are not gunna explode, its a sort of a hard job, even with a microscope, Mr. Gregg. But Im gunna go over that lot of broncos with a microscope and see which I can pick out.

So Alec had done his best. For a whole day he had mingled with the Munson herd to pick out the gentlest horses of the lot, and now he was prepared to venture them in the harness where the lives of ten persons or more would be dangled at their flying heels.

In the meantime, the day before the starting time, the only child of Hubert Cosden, miner and millionaire extraordinary, arrived in Munson. And Sammy, introducing himself to this perishable creature for whom her father worried, was struck with dismay.

Into his hands, the charge had been given. And what a charge!

She stood not half an inch shorter than Sammy. Her pompadoured hair and a womans carriage made her look a great deal larger than he. She had, besides, a certain manner which made Sammy shrink in self-esteem and importance.

But generalizations about Anne Cosden could never give more than the vaguest idea about her. She had lived nineteen years and a few months as the daughter of one of the rich and important men in the country. She weighed a hundred and forty-five solid pounds. Her foot took a womans size number eight, made large in every dimension. Her hand took a glove equally ample.

The hair of Anne Cosden was not of the kind which could be softened with any pretty name. It was red — plain, unadulterated red. It was flaring, flaming red. Brick red! And it could not be disguised. There were silken tides and misty oceans of it.

Beneath a low, broad brow, the brow of philosophers and prize fighters, was set a pair of eyes to match the hair. Blue eyes, that is to say. For all who have seen Irish red hair will know that Irish blue eyes are needed. No, not Irish blue, for that is dark and rich. But the blue of the eyes of Anne Cosden was pale, and liable to take fire, just as her hair would take fire in the sunlight.

She had a good square chin that would have taken a considerable pounding without complaint. And there was a faint cleft in the center of it. I do not know what a cleft in the chin is supposed to mean. But the cleft in the chin of Anne Cosden meant something ominous.

She was as straight as an arrow. And that is always a little disconcerting in a woman, especially for a small man, like Sammy. When he met her he tried to make the most of his inches. But he felt that he was just about half a foot short of making any sort of an impression on her.

She had an uncertain voice. That is to say, it was a voice with one of those large, large ranges. And one never knew just what section of her range she would choose to use. She had a gruff tone, for instance, that was almost as deep as the voice of a man. And she had a mellow midway tone in which she could talk and laugh and sing, when she felt so inclined. And she had a higher register as snarling and thin and edgy as the blast of a bugle. And she had, also, a roar, a lions roar. Or a lioness, if you please!

Yet she remained a girl. She was as distinctly feminine as she was distinctly a person. On the side of that leonine head there was set an ear made of the most exquisite pale shell-pink and ivory. Her hand had size enough and there were calluses on the inside from driving and riding lunging thoroughbreds, but still it was a long hand, made with consummate grace. And though she wore a flat-heeled, blunt-nosed shoe, not even a blind man would have taken that for a mans shoe.

The first thing that Anne Cosden did when she got to Munson was to ask for a horse, because she wanted to have a look at the country round, having been, as she said, entombed in a train longer than she had ever been shut off from fresh air before. But when she asked the hotel proprietor where she could get a horse, he rubbed the stubble on his chin and announced that there were no ladies horses in that section of the country.

Heavens, man, said Anne Cosden. Ive never ridden a ladys horse in my life. Get me a mans horse. A man-sized horse, too!

The proprietor was a fellow with a mean disposition, and though it is most generally understood that no Westerner will take advantage of a lady, you cant count hotel proprietors as typical of the land. He had a big rangy black, wild-caught, at four years of age on the range. And as everybody knows, a horse which has run wild on a Western range for four years is the devils twin brother, if not the devil himself!

However, the proprietor introduced her to the horse, and she liked the looks of it so well that she bought it on the spot. And the hotel man charged her a hundred dollars which, considering that it had to be broken over again every day of its life, was robbery. Five minutes later Anne Cosden was on the back of the black horse, Charlie.

I dont care what kind of saddle, she had said.

Five seconds later, Anne lay on her back in the dust of the corral. And Charlie would have prepared her for her grave then and there had she not recovered her wits soon enough to roll under the lowest bar of the fence.

She picked herself up in sections, so to speak, and shook some of the dust out of her hair, her hat was reposing in the corral, and Charlie was busy doing to the hat the things he would have liked to do to the mistress thereof.

But, a little later, Anne was in the saddle again. Three times she mounted with some pain. Three times she was deposited in the thick dust, but each time Charlie found the task of shedding her a little harder. And, the fourth time, while half a dozen men stood by in gaping wonder, Anne Cosden fairly rode the black out of his bad graces and into his good ones.

Then she brought him up standing on the curb. She parted her lips and the lions voice roared forth: Yank open that gate. Im going to give this little lamb some air!

Five hours later she returned to Munson. When she dismounted it was noticed that she walked with a limp; but so did Charlie.

I had a bully ride, and its a great country, said Anne Cosden. Did you know that Charlie could jump? Yes, a regular fencer. Im going to take him home and hunt him this fall. I dont think hell buck any more!

And he didnt — never again!

Such was the Anne Cosden whom Sammy Gregg handed to a place in the stage on this historic day, while the horses were being harnessed in their places.

I hope, said Anne Cosden, that there are enough level places for the horses to take a gallop now and then. This hot air needs to be churned up a little!

And a little dried-up man with far-away eyes murmured: I dont know that theyll wait for the level going, exactly!


CHAPTER XVII. THE FIRST TRIP
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IN FACT, THOSE horses did not look to be the waiting type as they were produced from the corral.

Produced is the word. They were not led forth, neither were they driven. But, since men were plentiful in Munson, the wise old driver distributed three or four men to every horse. And three or four more or less expert wranglers can usually make the worst of horses behave. Also, a half hitch taken in the long upper lip of a mustang is apt to make him mind his manners for the time being. So, pushed, dragged, and beaten into place, the horses were lined up — the six safest horses in the possession of Sammy Gregg.

The traces were hooked to the chains, and the chains to the singletrees. The horses were straightened out. The leaders took up the slack of the fifth chain. The swing pair leaned into the collar to straighten the tongue of the wagon.

Alec gathered the six stout reins in his hands. He loosened the long brake with his foot. He shook out the deadly length of his whip, with which he could cut a horsefly off the hip of a leader without touching the skin of the animal. All right, said Alec. Yank off them blinds! And the blindfolds were removed.

Steady, boys! said Alec gently. Lean into them collars, pets. Hey, you, Blackie! Git back onto your own feet. Now!

The rest of Alecs language soared from the earth and took wings to fiery regions. For the off leader saw something about the make-up of the near leader which he did not like and at once he proceeded, literally, to climb his frame. He gathered himself and tried to leap on top of his harness mate and bite the top of his neck off at the same time.

The near leader, objecting, backed up to get out of the way and jammed his rump into the nose of the near swing horse. And the near swing horse, being a cannon that shot in one direction only, resented this freedom by kicking the near wheeler in the nose.

Whereat the near wheeler jumped over the tongue and bit the shoulder of the off wheeler, who planted his heels in the body of the coach and then tried to jump through his collar. Which disturbed the off swing, which, like a jack rabbit, turned end for end in his harness to find out what the trouble was all about.

That was only the beginning of the affair! Little Sammy Gregg, seeing six horses and his hopes of a fortune going to wrack, uttered a shout which was almost a scream. And a stern voice behind him rumbled:

Keep quiet, little man. Youll scare the horses!

He turned his head and had a vague glimpse of Anne Cosden. The face of the millionaires daughter was a study in contempt! But Sammy, at that instant, did not care. He was merely thinking that he had paid thirteen thousand dollars for the privilege of seeing six mustangs kick a daydream into atoms and make a frontier town dissolve in laughter.

However, they did not laugh themselves to helplessness. Before the six mustangs had smashed each other to a pulp, a crowd of staggering, shouting wranglers leaped at their heads. There was a wild uproar. Presently six horses lay on the ground with their heads pinned down under the weight of men.

In the tremulous silence which followed, Sammy announced in a voice that fitted in with the pause: Im afraid we cant make the start today, gentlemen.

Nonsense! said the strong voice of Anne Cosden. The fun is barely starting, and none of us would miss the ride for a thousand dollars!

Two young men, who were about to slide over the back of the coach and drop to safe terra firma, heard that calm announcement and sneaked back into their places, where they sat quivering, hoping that no one had seen them. And the rest of the passengers began to lift their heads from their bristling coat collars and look about as though wondering how they could still be intact.

Sammy was silenced, but his dismay was not the less. It was Alec who spoke.

The lady wants to go on with the party, said Alec. Lemme get down and see how many patches well have to make!

There were not so very many, after all. One singletree, tough hickory though it was, had been twisted neatly in two. And there were some broken straps about the harness, here and there. However, the omnipresent baling wire repaired those breakages, and presently the horses were dragged to their feet. The broken singletree was replaced.

Hold hard, cautioned Alec. Im going to see if I cant scare these boys into a little run.

So, when the blindfolds were removed, he whirled his whip, cracked the long lash, scourged each of the six, apparently, with one and the same movement of the lash, and uttered a ferocious scream.

The six mustangs swung of one accord, curled like a snake, caught the coach with an abrupt cross pull, and yanked it flat upon its side.

Sammy Gregg, being the lightest missile, sailed the farthest. He found himself pausing for an instant astraddle of the back of the off leader. But from that point of vantage he was presently bucked into space again and landed once more, this time in a group of bystanders.

When his senses came back to him, he saw the fat man in whose stomach his head had been buried, sitting with a stricken look where he had fallen. The rest of the crowd was busy righting the team and the coach. And the leader in the good work was Anne Cosden.

Munson had wrecked the second hat which she had ventured to wear there. It sat now, or a fragment of it sat, atilt on one side of her head, and half of her bright red hair had slipped out and tumbled down her back. But she held the refractory off leader securely by the nose, twisting his upper lip until the agony made him tame.

The third go will bring us luck, boys! sang out Anne Cosden. Drag out the baggage and heave the old wagon up on her legs once more. Theres enough of you to do it!

There was not a member of the party, not even Alec, who would not have relinquished all thoughts of the trip for that day, at the least. But men cannot let women see the white feather in their hats.

Sammy Gregg, shaken from his fall and weak-kneed with terror, set doggedly about doing his share. And as he struggled with the head of the near leader he heard her singing out encouragingly: Get him by the nose and twist!

The near leader was pacified at last.

That was a bad fall you got, said Anne Cosden good-naturedly. I thought youd never stop sailing.

Where were you to watch?

Sailing, too, replied Anne, grinning. But I happened to land in a thick spot of dust, so Im all right; seems to have shaken you up a bit, though.

Im not hurt, said Sammy, who believed in the truth. But Im scared almost to death! And so are the rest of em except that youve shamed them out of it!

She looked at him in amazement. It was the first time in her life that she had heard a man admit fear. And for that reason, I suppose, she suddenly liked Sammy.

Youre the owner of this mess, arent you? said she.

Yes, I put up for it.

Cheer up, said Anne sympathetically. A rainy morning makes a good fox hunt. And well be in at the kill in Crumbock, after all. There, theyve got the coach up.

Thirty pairs of willing, heaving, struggling arms had managed that trick, and the stage, stripped of baggage, was bolstered up, then rocked suddenly into an erect position.

Once more, the baggage was piled in. The wan and silent passengers, each with a covert eye upon this slave-driving girl, climbed to their places. The blindfolds were snapped from the six heads, and once more Alec rose to his task. A little streak of crimson was dashed like war paint upon one cheek. He was covered with dust, but covered with courage, also. And the terrible lash of his whip cut a thin, deep gash in the hip of the boisterous off leader.

That told the tale. With a wild snort, half grunt and half neigh, that was a true stampede signal, the off leader hit his collar with a weight that made the fifth chain groan, and the rest of the clan, true to their breed, answered the stampede signal by stretching their heads forth and striving to squeeze through their collars.

In another instant the coach was shooting down the street of Munson. The dust cloud rose high behind it. It swung out of sight, cutting the first corner on two wheels, and the dust cloud, still rising, spread broad, mothlike wings behind and still soared dimmer and dimmer above the roofs of Munson.

Therell be eleven dead men and one dead woman before that trip is finished! said Rendell.

No, said another. Shell get to Crumbock if she has to make it riding bareback on that devil of an off leader. Which was the general opinion in Munson.

But, in the meantime, the first mile of that journey was enough to turn hair white, even on the head of a hero!

Six flying, straining wild horses whirled the stage over what was called a road in that part of the country. There were lifting rocks like great teeth ready to spike the stage as it passed. And there were ruts eager to break wheels, and hummocks guaranteed to overturn the wagon. But still Alec managed to shave the edge of these dangers one after another until the first steep grade was reached.

Then there was a different story. For behind the heels of the wild horses there were two tons of weight, living and dead. A trifle on the level, but a very great deal to whip up a sharp gradient.

So the six slowed abruptly from a gallop to a trot, and from a trot to a walk. And then they would willingly have stopped altogether, but the whip in the hands of Alec was a sword of fire, and when they tried to jump out of the way, their collars were hands of steel. So the stage lurched heavily on its way.


CHAPTER XVIII. THE HOLDUP
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BUT THE SIX wild horses which were harnessed to the stage at Munson were only the pick of the whole lot! There were other sets to be hitched to the stage before it was rolled into the dirty streets of Crumbock. And the other sets were a sketchy lot, the first that came to hand at any of the stations of relay along the way.

Needless to say, the stage on its first run was not on time. They averaged exactly one hour of time to make each change of horses. And, when the change was made there was a fearful rushing through the hills! But still, the stage rolled on its way, and no matter what else happened, it was not again overturned.

At two relay points from Munson they came to the rougher region of mountains, and there, at the second relay from Munson, Sammy Gregg had arranged an escort of honor, so to speak. Because the progress of this first stage through the mountains was apt to be a dangerous affair.

The outlaw who first stuck up the new stage was apt to be remembered long, and for that very reason, there was apt to be a good deal of crowding for the post. In the stage itself there were means of defense. In the first place, there was hardly a passenger, outside of Sammy, who did not carry a gun, and most of them were supposed to know how to use their weapons, while old Alec on the drivers seat had a sawed-off shotgun hanging in a leather noose by his leg. It was a monstrous old brute of a weapon, fit to have served as an elephant gun, and in its two enormous barrels there was poured a fair double handful of slugs of various sizes.

From toothpicks to marbles, Alec was fond of saying, this here old gun dont much care what it shoots!

That was not all. There were many valuables in the cargo aboard that stage, and the temptation to stop it was apt to prove too much for the gentlemen of the road. So, at the second relay, Sammy had hired two men of wide repute for their skill with shooting irons of all kinds.

Lester and Andrew Gunn were men who had stayed within the limits of the law for only one good reason, which was that the law had never happened to be looking very hard their way during certain interesting moments in their lives. Ten years before, they were in the way to making quite a reputation for themselves and decorating the noose of a lynching partys rope some day, when a certain famous sheriff took the trouble to read them a lecture on the law, its ways and means. They took that lecture so much to heart, that they had decided upon the spot to follow his good advice, and from that time forth, they became strict adherents to the party of peace.

But they could shoot just as straight as ever, and at various times, always side by side in every pinch, they had demonstrated their willingness to support the nearest sheriff as deputies. Such men were sure to be known and dreaded. And so, by reputation, they had become known to Sammy Gregg.

You may be sure that he did not hire them because he liked them. There was not a man in the mountains, for that matter, who would have owned himself a friend to the Gunn brothers. Their narrow, swarthy faces and little animal-like black eyes warned all beholders that they were brutes of the lowest type, without nerves or conscience to trouble them. They looked, in short, exactly what they were: hired gunfighters.

Even the steady composure of Anne Cosden was shaken not a little when she was told that this dismal couple was to act as guards to the stage. But they jogged on ahead of the coach and most of the time they did not spoil the view with their presence. They were always just around the next curve of the trail which the freighters had carved deep, even in the rocks. A very efficient couple, no doubt, and their services for this single day had cost Sammy Gregg fifty heart-felt dollars.

For one day? he had cried at them in surprise.

You never can tell, said Lester Gunn. It might be our last day. And a gents last day is worth something extra for funeral expenses, you might say.

That grim joke settled the question.

If some one tackles them, we hear the trouble and can get ready, Sammy explained to Miss Cosden, and if they tackle us first, the Gunn brothers will hear the racket and they can come back to us. You see, it works both ways.

Miss Cosden looked him fairly in the eye. Yes, said she, if all the men on the stage are willing to fight!

Sammy turned a bright crimson. But his eye did not flinch from hers. Im no hero, he said. And I dont know anything about guns. But the other men on the stage have weapons and they can use them well enough.

She shrugged her shoulders. I dont know, said Anne Cosden, but Ive heard that a rifle has a very quieting effect if the man behind it has the drop. However, we wont have any trouble. The old days of road agents are done with. This is modern life!

It is usually that way. All evil belongs to the dark days of the past. The present lies in a white sunlight of innocence and freedom from wrong.

The afternoon wore out. The sun was no longer an intolerable lump of white fire. It was a dazzling golden ball dropping little by little toward the blue tops of the western peaks. A little more, and the evening was coming on them.

Have you seen the evening come over the mountains, ever? It is a thing to see and never to forget. For in the mountains, the evening seems to come in two ways. First, it is cropping out of the sky. Secondly, it is rising out of the deep valleys like a dark, cool mist.

Every time the stage dipped into a hollow the world seemed already more than half lost to the night; and every time it rocked up onto a high point, the world seemed saved to a beautiful part of the day, still. So they wavered up and down the trail, between darkness and light.

It was as the stage mounted to the top of one of these many knolls that Andrew Gunn was heard to cry out in a sharp, snarling voice, and then there was a loud, rapid blur of shots. Just an instant of gunfire, you understand, a single second packed with the crackle of musketry.

And then a dizzying silence.

Jiminy! grinned old Alec, as his hand relaxed from the reins which he had begun to draw taut, and as he lowered again the terrible muzzle of the sawed-off shotgun which he had jerked up at the first alarm. I thought for just a minute that it wasbut I suppose the boys just seen a rabbit or something like—

Just then Sammy, looking half-worried ahead of the nodding ears of the leaders of the stage, saw a beautiful big gray horse covered with a mottling of large dapples step into view around that corner of the road where the Gunn brothers had disappeared. And next he saw big Chester Ormonde Furness.

There was no mask upon Furness this time. Perhaps he had decided that he and his horse and his ways were becoming so well known that it was useless to try the masking game anymore. Perhaps he was tired of it. Perhaps, and this indeed the most likely of all, he simply wanted a new thrill and therefore he was letting himself be identified with that sort of a crime which hangs the criminal when he is caught. The old way was so safe, so dull, that it would not serve any longer.

But, most significant detail of all, and the first detail for everyone on that stagecoach to see, there was a beautiful, long-barreled repeating rifle cuddled into the hollow of the shoulder of Mr. Furness and his head was leaned a little to one side, as though he were whispering loving words to the breech of his gun. He was steady as a veritable rock. There was not a glimmer of waving light as the barrel of that gun steadied upon the top of the stagecoach.

Those practiced eyes which beheld this tableau understood the meaning of that steadiness. Instantly there was a forest of arms upon the top of the vehicle, a stiff-standing forest raised just as high as possible above the heads of the travelers, and the arms of Sammy Gregg were almost the first up.

Even old Alec knew that he had been beaten at last, and he did not more than half raise the shotgun which was his pride. Instead, he let the muzzle sink by degrees while he moaned: Oh, my Lord, if Id only taken the first think more seriousif Id only played that first hunch, the first hunch always bein the only good one when it comes to guns.

The last part of this remark was torn from his lips, so to speak, by the explosion of a revolver just behind his head. For there was one person in the stage who had not thrust up hands at the summons. And now there was one revolver leveled at big, handsome Chester Furness. Not a big black Colt .45. This was a more refined pistol with a pearl pair of handles, and a beautifully burnished octagonal-barrel .32-caliber gun.

One of them kind that pricks you pretty bad, but mostly never does no killin as a Westerner would have expressed it.

Now, however, this little .32 was thrust out and twice it exploded. And the broad-brimmed hat leaped from the head of Furness and exposed his fine features to the fight of the late day. She had shot the sombrero fairly from its place!

Then one of Greggs hands descended, brutally hard, and the thin, hard edge of his palm struck her wrist and turned all the nerves in her hand dead, and made the six-shooter and its four unfired bullets drop into the dust.

You idiot! cried the girl to him. How did you dare?

She did not complete the sentence. For just then big Furness spoke, and the sound of his voice made all other things seem unimportant.

Madame, said he, I thought you were about to do a murder, but Im glad that it is not to be on your conscience. Thank you, Sammy!

Cool? Yes, it was very cool, and he looked fully as calm as his words, and about ten times handsomer and bigger and stronger and more deadly than anything that had ever come across the path of anyone in that stage, including Miss Anne Cosden among the rest.

His gun, you see, had not wavered for an instant. And yet neither of her bullets had missed him. Her second shot, obviously, had torn the hat from his head. And now it was seen that her first slug had touched his cheek. Which, when you come down to it, is not half-bad practice for a girl doing snapshooting from the wavering top of a big, lumbering stage!

One could not tell how badly he was hurt. Just scratched, perhaps. But there was a visible stream of crimson working its way down the side of his face. It was a staggering thing to her. It was even more staggering to the rest of the men on the coach, for they all had heard of this man and most of them had seen him. There had been talk about him, rather naturally, during this very journey toward the hills.

Yes, it took the breath from every man on the stage, and it took the breath of Anne Cosdens own fierce self, the moment she heard him speak. I suppose it made it a little more poignant to her, the fact that he spoke in a pure grammar with the voice of a cultivated man. He was one of her own class. A villain, beyond the slightest shadow of a doubt, he was nevertheless a gentleman and a hero as well. He had just demonstrated that fact twice over!

Anne Cosden sunk into her place, and she was trembling. Almost for the first time in her life she was trembling. And it was fear, too, that made her tremble, not the thought that she had almost taken this mans life. Indeed, I think there was a hot wish in her heart that she had killed him. Because now he had filled her with a chilly dread unlike anything she had ever dreamed of before. She leaned a little forward, gaping at him in a most unromantic and ungraceful way, and the beauty of that fine face and head of his sank upon her eyes and upon her heart, and his smile and the dark shining of his eyes as he looked up to her and the quiet music of his voice.

Yes, she wished that one of those bullets had gone a little lower, or a little more to one side. Poor Anne Cosden!

Then, from beyond the curve of the road, for the first time, she and the rest heard a low-pitched, stifled groaning. Not one voice, but twothe sick, weak, bubbling groaning of a very badly wounded man.

Have you ever heard that sound? It will make a hospital ward turn pea-green in an instant; it makes even a doctor need a drink. And it drained the very last thought of resistance, if they had any in the first place, out of the systems of the men in that stage.

They obeyed in the most perfectly regular fashion, doing as he directed them to do. They climbed down to the road and stood there in the gathering chill of the evening, listening!

He said to the girl, as she got to the ground, Will you run to take a look at those two poor fellows? I dont think theyre as badly hit as they sound!

She gave him a nod. And as she went by he trailed his glance quietly over her and her eyes went wide under the touch of his, and how far he looked into her heart she dared not guess. But she ran down the road, and there she found her hands filled with work — gruesome work enough, at that!

Mr. Furness carried his rifle carelessly tucked under one arm. And yet it was held as lightly and as firmly and as surely, it seemed, as though he had gripped it in both strong hands. Also, his right forefinger was curled constantly about the trigger, and everyone in the group knew perfectly well that that finger was not there for nothing.

He lined them up with their faces to the side of the road. Then he went behind them and frisked their pockets. A neat little haul even for a Furness. Not so much as he would have taken, you would think, from a crowd coming back from the mines. But, as a matter of fact, there were no fewer than three professional gamblers in that shipment, and from them alone, on their way to work the rich gold diggings in their own peculiar fashion, he took more than fourteen thousand dollars in cash. There was that much more taken from the rest of the group. And now he paused behind Sammy Gregg.

I suppose, said he, that you have a pretty considerable wad of money in your pocket, for a payroll, and what not. But I really dont see how I can take from a man who brings me so many excellent customers. It would hardly be considered good etiquette on the road, do you think?

He laughed, did Mr. Furness, and swung onto his gray horse with a movement so swift that even if they had had eyes in the backs of their heads, they would hardly have been able to seize the right moment to whirl and shoot. Also, their guns had been thrown in the middle of the road by his foresight!

Then he backed his gray stallion up the road. How beautiful and proudly disdainful that glorious creature seemed as he pranced in that fashion, backward, obeying the will of his master, but not his hand.

After I am around the corner, it will be safe for you to move, but not before, if you please. And remember, my friends, that this is a rifle which I carry under my arm, not a revolver, you know. So if you want to hunt me up, dont tread too close upon my heels, because you might have your toes barked!

Then, there he was at the corner, and around it in a flash with the big horse.

He paused beside the girl. And she was a changed sight. She was dabbled with crimson from head to foot, and she was quite white with the sight of so much of it. But she stuck to her work. Good work, too. It pays those who hunt and ride to understand first aid, and Anne Cosden had learned her lesson well. She was making every touch count, and every touch was dragging those two wretches farther and farther from the shadow of death.

Yes, there was Andrew already bandaged. The deadly running of the crimson had been stopped. But still his eyes were closed and his pale forehead as it had been when he felt the strength of his life leaking swiftly out from him, ebbing away in great pulses. And now Lester Gunn was being saved.

Furness stooped from the saddle above her. And he saw her shrink and shudder beneath the sense of his nearness. He undid with the deft tips of his fingers a clasp that secured a delicate little gold chain around her neck. There was only a little ornamental locket at the end of it. And she, with both her hands employed, merely said without raising her head:

Its worth nothing in money. Ill pay you to leave that with me, Mr. Furness.

I have to have it, said he. I dont know just what it may mean to you, but Im certain that it cant mean so much to you as it does to me.

Only that, and then the stinging dust spurned into a cloud before her face as the stallions hooves bit strongly at the road and shot him away at full speed from that standing start, away down the road, swiftly, swiftly. And, from the corner, a crackling of guns to pursue him.

She paid no heed to those guns. She did not even look up to see the result, for she knew he was safe. No man such as those in that stage could touch the life of this hero of the mountains, for she felt that he controlled his own destiny as surely as though it lay in the palm of his hand.

They left the Gunn brothers there by the roadside. Two men volunteered to stay with them as nurses. Bedding was placed for them, and provisions, and the promise given that more help would be rushed back from the next relay station, only three miles away. And so the stage rolled on.

But Anne Cosden, sitting with bowed head, paid no heed even now to the terrible red stains on her clothes. But she rubbed slowly, patiently, a red mark upon her wrist. It was where the edge of the palm of little Sammy Gregg had struck her.

He, sitting beside her, could not help noticing. And he said softly, at last: Im sorry. I neednt have hit you so hard, I suppose.

She raised blank eyes to him. It was as though he were miles away and she were staring to find a trace of him and his meaning.

Oh, said Anne Cosden, I wasnt thinking of that!

What was she thinking of? Sammy Gregg was not a fool, and now he had something unusual working in his heart and head to stimulate him, so that he guessed well enough what it was. For there was everything about big Furness to make him a womans hero, thought Sammy. Size, courage, and that wonderful beauty of face, and above all the strangeness of soul in which he was wrapped.

What, in contrast, was there in such a man as Sammy himself, and his wretched inches, and his starved body, and his unheroic soul?

She need not have said any more, for Sammy was already perfectly convinced. But how was she, being what she was, apt to guess that this small creature was following the windings of her soul? So she said aloud, but more to herself than to him:

No, Im glad that you thought quickly enough to strike my hand down. Otherwise I might have killed him. Think of it!

Was not Sammy thinking?


CHAPTER XIX. DOWN ON HIS LUCK

[image: img107.jpg]

IF ANYONE COULD have said to Sammy Gregg that there could have come into his life, on that day, a thing greater than the stage line, he would have laughed them to scorn. But before they reached Crumbock on the next day, close to midnight, Sammy had been forced to confess to his heart of hearts that he loved that big, noisy, stalwart Anne Cosden more than he loved any other thing in the world. More, even, than he cared for the stage line and its success!

Of course, it was a wretched confession to make, because he knew he had never a chance of winning her. He was ashamed of himself for being so absurd as to desire her, and he hoped, in his shrinking heart of hearts, that no one would ever guess at his secret. He had a miserable sense of guilt, when he saw big Hubert Cosden meet his daughter when the stage arrived under the big lanterns which illumined Sammys Crumbock terminal.

What if she should tell her father something of the things that had happened during the ride — no, not the ridiculous maneuvers at the start, but what had gone on inside her spirit when she sat on the top of the coach and looked down to the handsome face of big Chester Ormonde Furness?

However, there was some spark of joy for him. And that was the furor which Crumbock raised over him and his stage. To be sure, it was just half a day late, and it had been robbed on the way. But those, they assured him, were unlucky incidents which might happen to anyone!

Sammy stayed in Crumbock for a while. He told himself, miserably, that it was because he wanted to work up the business at that most important end of the line, as though business needed any working up! But, in reality, he knew that it was because he wanted to be close to Anne Cosden.

In a week, the four coaches were working steadily, and all the three hundred horses were being worked in turn. Aye, and a hurry call was sent to Gonzalez for more. And the dollars began to flow steadily into the pockets of Sammy, where they were needed so much.

In the first seven days, he cleared six thousand dollars, which gave some idea of how badly that stage line was needed at Crumbock. And during that first week nothing went wrong. There was not a single holdup. There was not so much as a broken axle. Even the terrible mustangs from the southland, once they had had a single turn at the work, became a smaller nuisance. Their deviltry was exhausted by their work, just as it should have been.

On the eighth day there was the first sign of impending trouble. The northbound stage rolled into Crumbock bearing two extra passengers, in the form of the bodies of two would-be stage robbers.

It was old Alec and his sawed-off shotgun, again. The old fellow was so proud of himself and his gun that he couldnt help telling over and over again how it happened.

And on the very next day he insisted on driving the stage back again instead of taking his layoff.

You got to have one man, said Uncle Alec, thats able to bring these here stages through all safe. And I reckon that Im just about that man!

Poor Uncle Alec!

He got just three miles outside of Crumbock, hardly over the first rising range to the south, when a familiar form on a glorious dappled stallion rode out before the coach, a rifle at the ready. Uncle Alec reached for the mighty cannon, but as his hand fell on it, a bullet tore through his shoulder.

Mr. Furness lined up the passengers beside the road once more. He himself paused to give kind words to Alec.

But, after all, said Furness in conclusion, youre a little too old to be playing a hand in this game.

But the loss of Uncle Alec was only one thing.

In that stage there was the first shipment of gold that had been entrusted to the new line. Fifty pounds of dust, or more than sixteen thousand dollars in value. And it was lost with the rest of the plunder. How much was taken from the belts of the men no one could more than guess, for each one put a pretty high estimate on his losses.

However, it was a pretty bad loss to the miners, and it hit the reputation of the stage line pretty hard. One robbery was to be expected. It gave expectation and spice to a ride over the line, one might say, but two robberies, and a third attempted, all within the space of eight days, was a little too much! There was a lot of disagreeable talk in Crumbock, and Sammy knew from afar that the same sort of talk was going the rounds in Munson.

Yet the patronage of the line did not fall off. Men still bought tickets, but they bought them with doubtful frowns, and the doubtful frowns were still worn all the way to the end of the trail.

On the tenth day three worthies attempted to stop the southbound coach. They were armed with rifles, and they got the drop. But it happened that that stage was crammed with a dozen young men who had not filled their pockets with gold at Crumbock. They had lost their money, but they had not lost their desire for adventure.

When they saw the morning sun turning the barrels of those three rifles to diamonds, and when they heard the three youths in the road singing out, the men in the stage simply reached for their own guns.

Four of them were badly wounded, but the three in the road were shot down, also. Two were killed. Another was taken to the next relay station, where he recuperated, and then escaped. But it was felt that this adventure might discourage further attempts upon the line.

No, for the next day, the eleventh since the line was put in operation, the rider on the gray stallion appeared in the road and took the southbound coach almost exactly at the spot where the three desperadoes had appeared before.

It was plain that he was saying to the world: What three cannot do when they dont know how is ridiculously simple, if one simply understands how to go about the thing.

For his part, he understood, and since the shooting of the two Gunn brothers and the bullet through the shoulder of famous Uncle Alec, resistance to the marauder was unpopular. He had taken three stages, now, and the men in Crumbock said: Hes got enough to retire on, unless hes in this game for fun!

However that might be, they were not willing to take the chance anymore. Could they be blamed? There had been five attempts at robbery within eleven days. Three of them had succeeded, and in one of the failures, four of the passengers in the coach had been wounded as they had fought off the robbers.

The Western mind was made up with Western suddenness and Western thoroughness. The stage line to Munson was unsafe, and instantly no one would take a passage on it, except men who had not a penny to their names. They went gladly enough.

Sammy, in despair, waited for three days and then announced the excursion rates, cutting the fare fairly in two. But still no one was willing to ride, and the receipts had fallen away to zero.

There aint nothin wrong with the fare, Gregg, said one old-timer. Its the weather that you furnish along the road that makes us hold back. You give us too much scenery!

Sammy grew hollow-eyed, nervous. The days were long nightmares to him. And so dull had grown the wits of Sammy that when he encountered a certain young man on the long, winding street of Crumbock, he did not recognize that face, though it had played a most important part in the life of Sammy, you may be sure, and the stranger had to walk up to him and slap him twice upon the shoulder before Sammy rubbed his eyes and looked up from his daydream of misery.

He saw a handsome youth before him, a slender, willowy figure of a man with soft, lazy brown eyes, and a cigarette, rolled Mexican style, dangling from his finger.

Jeremy Major! said Sammy.

You look sick, said Jeremy. Im coming to see you tonight. Start thinking for me. Im terribly bored!

Jeremy Major walked on down the street — for he seemed to be busy following a tall man in a white sombrero — and Sammy turned to stare hungrily after him.

Sammy was walking on, when a boy brought him a message from Hubert Cosden. Sammy found him sitting on his buckboard in front of a powder store. Mr. Cosden began with Sammy by apologizing for sending for him. However, there was on the mind of the millionaire a weight so heavy that he had to get it off at once.

What do you know about this man Furness? asked Cosden.

I know about as much as most people do, said Sammy. I arrived from the East on the same train that brought him. I saw him bullied by the first and last crowd that will ever try that trick on him. I saw him shoot the first man he killed in Munson. And I had a herd of two hundred broncos swiped by him, and I had him sass me to my face about the mustangs. Ive seen him right from the start, so far as this part of the country knows him. What do you want to know about him?

Youre an intelligent man, Gregg. You wouldnt let personal injuries prejudice you too much. Now, personally I know nothing about this fellow at all. I want to ask your opinion: Do you think that theres a shadow of a reason to hope that he might ever go straight?

There was something about the urgent tone in which this was asked that made Sammy suspect that Mr. Cosden wished him to say Yes. And so he answered:

Hes not a boy, and he wasnt a boy when he started in at Munson.

Nobody likes a man without some spirit, said Mr. Cosden. And nobody likes a man who wont fight.

Sammy smiled.

Well? asked Cosden sharply.

Nothing. Except that I think youre answering your own questions, Mr. Cosden. Nobody wants a coward; but nobody really wants a thief and a murderer!

Murderer? Murderer? cried Mr. Cosden. Isnt that a very strong word to use? Has it ever been proved that Mr. Furness has ever taken a human life unless in self-defense?

I dont suppose it has, said Sammy. But, you see, the trouble is that hes had to defend himself so often!

Mr. Cosden was gloomily silent and Sammy drove home the point. Youd think, said Sammy Gregg, that once a man got the reputation that this Furness has, hed have no trouble. People would dodge him like fire or poison. But that doesnt seem to be the way of it. Poor Furness is being hounded all the time by bullies and gun-fighters, and he has to keep on killing people in self-defense — guards of stages, for instance, that hes about to hold up.

Mr. Cosden, turning very red, raised his hand. Thats enough, said he. I suppose I understand the rest of what you have to say, and I suppose I have to agree with it! And yet, confound it, one cannot help hoping that these strong young men — theres a lack of strong men in this world of ours, Gregg!

Sammy Gregg blinked and nodded.

Although, qualified burly Mr. Cosden in haste, there are several kinds of strength — physical, mental, and all that, I am very well aware.

But Sammy smiled, as one who would say: I am not proud, even when you step on my corns!

Well, said Cosden, the idea just hopped into my head. But youre right, I suppose. Yes, of course youre right. The fellow is a rascal! A mild name for the deeds of Mr. Furness, to be sure.

Thats all right, said Sammy good-naturedly, as he turned away. I dont blame you for wanting to know about him.

He could have bitten out his tongue, the instant he had said that, and so he turned away hastily, hoping that what he had said in parting would not be noticed.

He got two strides away and then a ringing voice blasted after him: Gregg!

He whirled around as though he had been shot. His face was burning, and so was the face of Mr. Cosden. Mutually they read the thoughts of one another and grew redder still.

Gregg, said Cosden more gently, Ive got to know what you mean by that!

Why, lied Sammy gallantly, nothing, of course. But everybody in the town is interested in the man whos held up three stages.

Mr. Cosden shook his head. Well done, Sammy, said he, but it wont do! No, you had a particular thought in mind when you said that. Confess what it was!

Why, said Sammy, theres no law against guessing, is there?

I suppose not. But, what is your guess?

Miss Cosden.

Good Lord!

Only a guess, and its legal to take a guess, Mr. Cosden.

Does the whole town know? gasped Cosden miserably.

Nobody dreams of it! said Sammy.

But you—

I was sitting in the seat beside her, when the stage was stopped by—

Well, I suppose you did your guessing then!

Yes.

You are a good guesser, Gregg, said the older man gloomily. And at that rate, you ought to make a success on the Street. You could read the minds of the stocks. You guessed, but you said nothing to me!

Mr. Cosden, you wouldnt have believed me. And it was none of my business to guess out loud!

The other nodded.

The first I knew of it was last night. The scoundrel sneaked down to the town, and I actually found him as big as life in my house talking to my girl. I came in and took them unawares. He was as cool as the devil. I half think that he is the devil! And of course theres no nerves in Anne. I had a fine talk with them, you may be sure. And for all I know, Anne may be riding away over the edge of the world with him at this moment — curse me for a talking idiot — why am I telling you all of this?

I could guess, said Sammy, very white and sick of face.

Theres nothing to be done, said Mr. Cosden gravely. All I can do is to wait and pray that she will have good sense and do nothing rash. But if I oppose her — ah, Gregg, if only we could find a way of killing him off to save her!

He has a habit of defending himself, said Sammy.

I know that. But surely there must be in the world some man or men able to fight fire with fire.

Then the great thought struck Sammy.


CHAPTER XX. A TALK WITH JEREMY
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ONE HUNTS FOR opposites as antidotes — the fat to counteract the acid, the boxer to beat the slugger, the bird to kill the serpent. And so Sammy, thinking of the big shoulders and the heavy body of handsome Chester Furness, naturally and instinctively turned in his mind toward the opposite of so much brute force and what he thought of was the slender, supple body of young Jeremy Major.

Not that one thought of Jeremy Major as being young, any more than one thinks of a statue of a youth as being young. It may date from the fifth century, B. C.! And so with Jeremy, he simply was, he existed as fire exists, without an age.

Thinking of him, it seemed to Sammy that he had the solution. And suddenly he began to chuckle.

Has it turned into a laughing matter? asked Mr. Cosden bitterly. Is it worth no more serious thought than this?

I was only wondering what would happen when they meet! said Sammy.

Who? asked Cosden.

Did you ever see an old cat tackle a dog in earnest? asked Sammy rather dreamily.

Mr. Cosden gaped; he felt that the youth was possibly taking leave of his good wits.

Well, went on Sammy, hes like that. Only bigger. And not a house cat. No, because hes wild from the heart out!

Who? Who under heaven? cried Mr. Cosden. Who is wild, and what difference does it make to me?

The man who will beat big Mr. Furness for you, I think, said Sammy.

Mr. Cosden showed signs of interest at once.

Tell me about him! said he. Is he another one of these men who have to defend themselves often?

Oh, no, said Sammy. It doesnt happen very often. Hell duck out of the way of trouble, you see, the way a jack rabbit will double away from a dog. Trouble doesnt get him into a corner very often, but when it does— He paused significantly.

Some honest, honorable fellow? asked Cosden.

A crooked gambler, said Sammy, when he meets other crooked ones. A loafer who never did a lick of work in his life. A good-for-nothing tramp, king and spendthrift. Thats all you can say for him, logically.

Very well, said Cosden. If its matching one of that kind against the big fellow, I suppose I may call it fighting fire with fire. It doesnt make much difference which of them goes down. The world will be benefited by it.

Oh, said Sammy, theres no doubt about wholl go down. No doubt about that at all!

Is this friend of yours such a terrible fighter?

Hes terrible enough. I never saw him fight. But I know about him! The only trouble will be about getting him to take the job.

If that is all, said Mr. Cosden, then we can stop worrying. Money is no object to me in a matter like this. If it will bring my girl over the rocks safely, Ill spend it like water. You yourself, Gregg, hire him and promise him anything you like. If he wants an advance — that sort of a man usually does — tell him to name his own figure.

Sammy shook his head. Money will never turn the trick, said he. Never in the world. Money isnt what you want. Hes had as much money in his hands as youve had, I suppose. Millions must have drifted through him at the gaming tables. But its dirt to him. Its water to him. Hes thrown it away. Given it away. No, money will never tempt him.

The devil take him! This fellow seems to be a freak! What will bring him, then?

Partly because hes getting bored.

He wont do a killing for money, but he might do it for pleasure?

Exactly.

A pleasant man! shuddered Cosden.

But I think, said Sammy, that the only way to go about it is for you to hunt him out and tell him the truth.

The truth — Gregg, are you quite mad? The truth to such a fellow?

It would be safer with him than with me or you! said Sammy.

Mr. Cosden threw up his hands. I give it up, said he. Everything that you say about this fellow is at outs with everything else you say. He seems to be made up of nothing but opposites.

That, said Sammy, is exactly what he is!

So it was that Mr. Cosden, the millionaire, went down the street with Sammy and found the goal of his search in a gaming room, sitting idly on a bench at the side of the room. And a big, bearded fellow beside him was pouring forth a tale of hard luck.

Look here, Cosden heard the youth break in upon the miner, what would it cost you to tackle that job again, with the right sort of help?

Heres millions lyin idle, goin to waste, because there aint nothin legitimate to put em into. But fifteen hundred would stake me. But can I get anybody to give my idea a try?

Here, said slender Mr. Major, is the fifteen hundred and a little extra. So long. Run along. I dont want your thanks. Never mind the contract. Your word suits me. I dont want a witness — goodby! And so he fairly pushed the man away and the prospector ran, red-eyed and joyous, into the street.

And hes not a fool? asked Cosden.

It looks that way, but hes not. Here, Ill introduce you.

Men did not take long to get down to even the most important business in those days in the West. Mr. Cosden found himself taking a hand no larger and just as soft as the hand of his daughter, Anne. He found himself looking down into dark, melancholy brown eyes. Then he was walking forth in the street with Mr. Jeremy Major at his side. Gregg had gone off and left them to their own devices.

It was a very hard story to tell, but then the need behind it was very great, and Mr. Cosden brought out the tale haltingly, stiffly. When he finished, Jeremy Major made a brief sum.

This fellow Furness you think needs killing, and Im to do the job. Partly for any sum I want to name and partly as a soil of a public benefaction.

That summed it up neatly enough, and Mr. Cosden smiled and nodded.

Well, said Jeremy, Im not a public benefactor. And I never was. And, in the next place, I am not so sure that your daughter is worth all this fuss. I dont want to hurt your feelings. But I might as well tell you right now, to begin with, that the only person Id tackle big Furness for is the lady herself.

It was rather bold talk — much bolder, at least, than Mr. Cosden was accustomed to hearing. But there was really nothing for him to do except to bear it as best he might.

I suppose, said he patiently, that the thing for me to do is to take you home and introduce you to my daughter?

It wont do at all, replied this calmly self-assured Mr. Major. Shes a rough sort, and hard to know. Of course Ive seen her. Everybody has seen her riding that black horse that she brought on from Munson. But one doesnt feel like tackling Furness for the sake of a girl that seems to care about nothing in the world except the highest fence that she can jump her horse over. Suppose you get short of help in your house and suppose you give me a job, something sort of easy, if you dont mind. Because it kills me to work!

Mr. Cosden smiled grimly at the thought of the gunfighter trembling over the prospect of work. And yet, in spite of himself, he could not help wondering if Sammy Gregg had not been covertly amusing himself in presenting this fellow to him as a destroyer of men.

You can do what you like, said he. Pick out any kind of job around the house that you want to. My cook quit this morning, and my daughter is doing the cooking and the rest of the work. Which is plenty, because we have to feed eight men!

Mr. Major writhed at the thought. Eight men! sighed he. And this sort of weather! He glanced deprecatingly up at the blazing sun. Well, said he, Ill tell you how it is — work doesnt agree with me, somehow. I have bad nerves, dyou see? And work interferes with them a surprising lot!

Name what you please, said Cosden. Or, if you want, Ill bring you up there as a visitor or a driller waiting for a—

Could you do that? said Jeremy, brightening. But, no, I should be working. Working, so that Ill have a chance to talk to her. Ill tell you, washing dishes is about my speed, if you have a good airy kitchen with plenty of windows and doors to it. Or chopping the kindling wood, maybe. I wouldnt mind that sort of work.

Young man, returned Cosden, will you tell me how you ever managed to get along as a boy, or were there no chores around your house?

There were chores, said Jeremy, with a pained sigh of recollection. And there was a stepmother who had a special talent for getting those chores done by her stepsons. But somehow, after she had tried me out on the jobs for a long time, somehow she came to decide that maybe it was better for someone else to do the work, because I was so clumsy that I was always breaking something and after a while, there wasnt much work for me to do, and I was raised easy. But it took a lot of thinking, always, to get out of that work!

Cosden took Jeremy Major up the hill to introduce him to Anne Cosden.


CHAPTER XXI. THE FIGHT
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THE BEST THAT could be said about that combination was, briefly, that it did not work. When Mr. Cosden came wearily home from the mine that night, and eight weary, dirty, hungry men with him, and when he slumped through the door of the shack, he found his daughter with a face white and pinched with anger.

Whats wrong with you, Anne? said her father.

I thought I had seen men of all kinds, said Anne in a wild explosion. I thought I had seen the most worthless types in the world. But this precious good-for-nothing that you found for me is the worst yet! A helper? Hes not even a shadow of an excuse for a man! Why, dad, he cant even chop kindling wood straight or without going to sleep over it. Im sure he hasnt slept a wink for a month! She groaned through set teeth to express the greatness of her disgust.

Im not going to quit on the job, dad, she added hastily. I dont mind cooking for hungry men. But I hate having that creature around. And impertinent, too! When I told him that Id pay him off and he could quit, he told me that he would take orders from nobody but the man who hired him, when it came to stopping his job!

There was a growl of rage from one of the men, a big, two-handed fighting man, with a shock of hair as red as Anne Cosdens and a chin of wood and a nose which was obviously a pliable button of India rubber.

Let me go out and handle him, said the big fellow. Youre a tired man, Cosden. Let me go and take care of him.

Cosden weakly gave way to temptation, because, be it understood, he did not really believe that Sammy Gregg had told him the truth about this strangely lazy lad. And though there was that about the youth that gave him an odd, eerie feeling, still, he was not quite sure. And he was rather glad to have his warrior from the mine try out Mr. Jeremy Major.

So tall Dick Harrison paused in the door of the kitchen and scowled into the interior.

A bum, said he, speaking his thoughts with unnecessary loudness. A plain, good-for-nothing tramp!

The others crowded as close to the door as they could, and they saw the slender, shiftless-looking fellow at the sink glance hastily around over a hunched shoulder as in fear. And then the work of washing the pans was resumed with a sudden flurry of noise and a splashing of greasy dish water. Yet the work did not seem to get forward any faster.

Dick Harrison strode into the kitchen. Look here, bo, he roared, I hear youve been talking back to the lady?

Mister, said the shrinking form of Jeremy Major, Im doin no harm.

You rat! said Dick Harrison, nodding with the conviction of his emotion. Just plain worthless rat.

Dick! Dick! cried Anne Cosden. You wont be too rough with him! Hes not very big, after all. And he really didnt say much back to me!

Oh, Ill be gentle, I will! snarled Dick. And he reached out a brawny hand and fixed it upon the shoulder of the new kitchen helper.

You get out where I can have a look at you, he said. And he dragged Jeremy lightly forth from the kitchen and out into the light of the dying day. Oh, how fresh and how bright and how gay was the evening, and from up and down the street of the town there was a subdued rattling of contented voices of hungry men, back from their labor on the lode above them, and ready to eat as only laborers know how.

Dick Harrison! cried the girl in a fresh alarm. You wont hurt him, really?

Dont you worry about him, said Dick over his shoulder. I know how to handle this kind, if I dont know anything else. You leave him be to me!

Leave Dick to look after him, said others among those who stood about. He wont give him any more than is good for his troubles, you can bet. Thats just an ordinary, greasy, low-down hobo!

Now, said Dick Harrison, I hear that you wouldnt be fired today!

I was hired by a man, said the shrinking Jeremy, giving the effect of dangling bodily from the thick, suspended arm of Harrison. And I thought I ought to be fired by a man, too.

Well, said Harrison, you were hired by a man, and now it is a man who fires you! He added: Get out! and he swung his heavy hand through the air.

It just missed the head of Jeremy as that young worthy ducked toward safety. The hand of Harrison carved the air only, while Jeremy, having slipped oddly from the grip of the other, stood at little distance saying humbly: Im sure I dont wish any trouble, you know. But I have to wait to be fired by Mr. Cosden.

You have to wait? shouted Dick Harrison, more than a little flustered because that swinging, open hand of his had not cuffed the cheek of the tramp. Then wait and take this!

He ought not to have done it, considering the superiority of his size and the thickness of his athletic shoulders, and the length of his heavy, muscular arms. Certainly he should not have struck with all his might at an opponent so much smaller.

But Harrison was a hot-tempered man, and now his anger quite got the best of him. Besides, he was of the school which strikes first and thinks afterward.

He struck with the precision, too, of a trained boxer. No lumbering, round-about, clublike blow, but a snapping punch from the shoulder with half the back muscles rippling into it.

One looked to see that terrible plunging fist dash tight through the meager body of little Jeremy Major. But, no, by some lucky chance he seemed to have blundered out of the way of the blow. Or was it entirely by chance?

Wont somebody please take him away before theres any trouble? cried Jeremy Major.

Dick Harrison! cried Anne Cosden, who saw that the matter had gone too far, and that Dicks wild temper was apt to do the smaller man an injury. Dick Harrison, thats enough. Dont you dare to touch him again.

As well have called to the stormy wind. Dick Harrison, with a snarl of growing fury, rushed wildly in!

There was something terribly brutal in the charge of that big body upon the smaller man, when the mere weight of his hand seemed so amply sufficient to put an end to the fight, if fight it could be called.

And then the oddest thing happened. For it seemed that Jeremy Major, as he huddled away from the other, with his hands raised timidly before his face in a most unmilitary posture, it seemed that Jeremy Major, as Harrison rushed in, stumbled, and stumbled forward, and he seemed to reach out his left hand to stop himself, clutching at the empty air, as a man will do.

Except that this time, by the veriest accident, of course, the knuckles of that flying left fist clicked just upon the ridge of Harrisons jaw bone. And his rush stopped!

Indeed, he was brought up standing, as the saying is, and rocked back upon his heels. And from the spectators, who indeed were seeing stranger sights than they had ever dreamed of seeing, there broke a groan of wonder. From Harrison came a roar of bewildered fury.

Jeremy Major had leaped back an astonishing distance. He seemed to have grown, suddenly, two or three inches in height. He filled his clothes more sleekly. And he was poised on his toes with the lightness, well, with the lightness of nothing human, you may be sure!

Will you take that clumsy fool away from me before I do him any harm? said Jeremy Major in a peculiar voice. Will you take him away before I have to—

It was Mr. Cosden, whose brain was a vital second or two faster than the brains of the men, who heard and understood at once. And he uttered a yell to Harrison and tried to break out to get at the fighters.

It was too late. He could only paw and strain to break away through the jam at the doorway, while, before his eyes, happened one of the oddest things he had ever witnessed in the length of a very full and active life. For as Harrison leaped in again — warily, now, as a trained fighter who realizes that he has an enemy worthy of his steel — Jeremy Major went to meet him.

You could not say that Jeremy exactly leaped as Harrison did. But he slithered low over the ground. One was simply conscious that he had left one place and had appeared again at another.

Somehow, he managed to straighten up just under and inside the arms of big Harrison, and the result was worth traveling long miles to see. For truly it was as though a shell had exploded in front of big Harrison. He made a clumsy effort to strike at his smaller foeman with both hands, but in the meantime the fists of Jeremy Major had sunk into the mid-section of Harrisons anatomy. He tried to stagger in and close with this elusive fellow. But his efforts were only too successful. Jeremy Major met him in mid-air. They swirled into a tangle of twisting, writhing bodies, and then Harrison collapsed.

It was all so quick that no one could see exactly what had happened. Only the result was visible. And the most important result was the picture of Harrison lying prostrate upon the ground with his eyes wide and staring, as the eyes of a dead man, and his face swollen either with effort or from being nearly throttled.

It wasnt a pleasant thing to see. They went to pick him up, and it was odd to see them go in to him, like children advancing toward the edge of a fire, so carefully did they keep their eyes fixed upon the form of Jeremy Major in the background.

He made no effort to persecute his fallen enemy, however. He seemed to be shrinking away into the distance, as though ashamed of what he had done.

They raised Harrison. He himself half-recovered from his swoon at the same instant and put out a hand to help himself up, but the arm which he extended crumpled under the strain and he uttered a wild scream of pain. And everyone nearby could hear the gritting of the broken ends of the arm bone. At some time in that brief and terrible struggle, Jeremy Major had snapped the arm of his enemy like a pipestem.

I suppose everyone there had seen a good deal of rough-and-tumble fighting. Even the girl had seen her share, for Anne Cosden loved boxing almost well enough to try her own turn at the gloves. However, there was no jubilant shout from the spectators, no shout such as usually goes up when the smaller man of a pair wins a fight. And the reason was that this was different from ordinary fighting.

There was not many outward signs of a fist fight on the body of big Harrison. His face, as has been said, was swollen and discolored a little and his jaw was marked with a purple patch near the point. But, on the whole, he looked rather like one who has collapsed from a great shock than one who has been beaten with fists to insensibility.

And the same touch of horror that was in his eyes was in the eyes of the others as they raised him to his feet. He saw Jeremy Major, then, and uttered a groan. Then he was led, staggering, into the house.

The men were busy with him. Only Anne Cosden remained behind in the yard of the house with Jeremy Major, and now she turned and looked at him with a frown.

Well, said she at last, I see that youve been playing a part all day long. I suppose you have simply been hungry for the trouble to start so that you could show us what you could do!

And he replied quietly: Do you think I really wanted that fight?

When she looked back on the affair, she had to admit that he certainly had not pushed himself forward in the fray. Yet she could not help a feeling that his lazy, shrinking indolence had been all an assumed mask. No one, with this devilish, compacted energy within, could have been utterly nonchalant at a moment when battle was in the offing. And then, too, there had been a destructiveness about his fight. It was not like a mere encounter of fists.

Usually in those struggles there is a vast deal of swinging and smashing and puffing and heaving. But here there had been hardly more than a brush, one tangle, one thrust and there lay Harrison, swollen of face, crushed, perhaps broken in spirit forever, and here was this slender youth untouched!

In the older days, no doubt, this matter would have been put down to a little use of black magic, and though there were few girls more levelheaded than Anne Cosden, yet even Anne had a slight sense of weird awe.

Well, said Anne, and what do you want to do now?

Stay here, maam, and go right on working, said Jeremy.

Working? echoed Anne. Well keep you, though. Out of curiosity, if nothing else. But will you please tell me where you learned to fight like that?

Why, yes, said Jeremy. I used a lot of patience, you know. I had to admit, when I was younger, that I was a good deal weaker than most boys of my age. And so I had to make a good deal of myself if I were going to hold up my end with the other boys. I had to do everything in the best way, or else I couldnt do it at all.

Humph! said Miss Cosden. All very probable, Im sure! And the same sort of patience, I presume, taught you how to work so fast, with so little effort! Young man, are you trying to make a fool out of me?

No, said Jeremy Major blandly. Oh, no!

And he and the young lady stared at each other, she with a bright-eyed challenge in her eyes, and he calmly defying her and smiling inwardly, so it seemed.

In the meantime, Mr. Cosden had busied himself with Dick Harrison and that stout young man gradually came back toward consciousness with a brain still reeling. He wanted to know where he was, and if the fight was over. And when he was assured that it was, he shamelessly thanked the Lord for it. After they had poured a dram or two of hot brandy down his throat, he recovered a bit more and gave them his own impressions of the battle.

It was like hitting a bunch of feathers and finding that they were carved out of rock! said he. I thought my fist could hardly be kept from going clean through him. But when he got his hands on me I thought Id fallen under the feet of a thousand buffaloes stampeding!

So young Harrison talked on, without shame, not as one who details a defeat, but as one interested in the portrayal of some unhuman phenomenon.

Mr. Hubert Cosden felt that there was a heavy moral responsibility on his hands for what young Major had done. And he gave his men a little talk in which he told them that it was possible that Jeremy Major would be on hand for some time, and in that case, he hoped that they would make it a point not to indulge in any more quarrels with Jeremy. Mr. Cosden discovered that he need not have troubled himself about this matter. His young men were not at all inclined to experiment after Harrison had opened their eyes.


CHAPTER XXII. MAJORS PLAN
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EARLY THE NEXT morning in the canvas-walled, floorless place which was known as The Hotel, young Sammy Gregg was wakened by the capable hand of Hubert Cosden upon his shoulder.

Gregg, said the miner, tell me at once just what you know about this fellow Major, this Jeremy Major.

It took Sammy Gregg hardly ten minutes to tell how he had first seen an unsuccessful young beggar blowing improvised music with a flute in Munson, and how he had dropped ten dollars into the hat of the stranger; of how he had seen the same figure grown brilliant and playing with huge sums in a gambling den in Texas not very many days later; of how he had encountered him later in a tramp Jungle, and how Jeremy Major and his horse had driven a herd of wild mustangs through the mountains to Crumbock.

Mr. Cosden listened to these details with a hungry interest, but still he continued to shake his head, as though he did not find in what he heard the sort of answers which were satisfying to him.

Its a dangerous business, using fire to fight fire, or poison to fight poison. My one hope is that the business will be over soon, and if they dont mutually brain one another, I shall be disappointed. Jeremy Major is coming to see you. He has told me that he is willing to do whatever he can to handle Furness for me. And he thinks that he needs you and me both to arrange the matter.

His idea is an odd one. And yet there is something a little attractive about it, too. What he wants to do is to throw out a sort of general challenge to big Furness. He says that Furness is not holding up stages merely to get the money out of them, but also because he is rather amused by the exciting work. Confound his heart!

Now, then, what this fellow Major wants to do is to have me entrust a good fat shipment of gold to the stage. You yourself, Gregg, will go along to deliver the shipment and to check up on all that happens. There will be a driver, and there will be young Major. Or, if a driver doesnt want to handle the risky job, Major himself says he will drive the coach and fight it, also.

You understand the scheme? Everything is to be published far and wide. Jeremy Major is going to attempt to push a stage carrying a good many thousands in gold straight through the mountains to Munson. And the hope is that Mr. Furness will take it into his head to meet Mr. Major and dispute the way with himpartly for the sake of the money and partly for the sake of maintaining himself as ruler of the roost!

This was the origin of that odd plan which Jeremy Major had conceived, and which he also desired to execute. And Sammy Gregg, listening to the scheme, found a good deal that he could object to. But he also saw two great advantages for himself for which he would willingly have sacrificed himself a thousand times over. One advantage was that he would, in this fashion, be rid of Furness. Another was that if Jeremy Major traveled in that stage line to defend it, it would discourage not only Furness, but perhaps all other prospective thieves who had sundry villainous intents in mind.

He announced on the spot his willingness to direct the whole affair and travel in the danger stage himself for that purpose. Also, he would provide, if he could, a driver and a good team to make the first relay run.

There would be no trouble about the provision of horses. For the Texas mustangs, which had lost so much flesh during the first few days of the operation of the line, were now waxing fat again. And their spirits were rising with their flesh. For poor Sammy Gregg had been forced to reduce the number of stages until now only one was making the trip. It came from Munson to Crumbock. And at Crumbock it was relieved by another vehicle which started back under the same driver.

But, in the meantime, the patronage of the line had fallen off so hugely that even the running of one coach was not worthwhile. It was never a third filled. And they were penniless adventurers. For the coach from Munson to Crumbock and back had become known throughout the range as the danger line, or the danger stage, a name to which it had lived up to only too well.

But now, with the mines booming more strongly than ever with the presence of business coming closer and closer to the boiling point, the one rapid and effective means of communication between Munson and Crumbock was practically abandoned by miners and travelers.

Sammy Gregg had to admit that they were right. All he objected to was that they made a joke of his line. Yes, even the men who were on his payroll were inclined to smile at the prospects of the stage. All of them were looking forward to a necessary change of work before long, and all of them were loafing on a job which no longer required their industry. And Sammy, remarking the fact that the rats were leaving the sinking ship, felt every day more convinced that his doom was surely creeping upon him.

Furness, of course, was the main rock upon which he was splitting. All the other ruffians who had infested the highway across the mountains had not been as dangerous to life and property as that single man. And now there was a last hope, that Jeremy Major might meet and crush the famous rider of the gray horse.

Sammy himself saw the stage looked to, and every nut in her tightened and the wheels greased.

He saw the six best horses he had prepared for the work. Then he set about finding a driver for the team.

This, however, was a different matter. The news had purposely been sent far abroad that the stage, on the fourteenth of the month, was to start out for Munson with fifteen thousand dollars in raw gold aboard her. And it was perfectly well understood why that information had been cast out. It was that a hook might be baited for Mr. Chester Ormonde Furness. And there was a very generally expressed opinion that Mr. Furness would not only be snagged by the hook, but that he would straightway swim off with hook, line, sinker, and fishers also!

Nobody, in short, wished to take the job. Old Alec, with his crippled arm, wrote in to sympathize with his old boss upon the cowardice of his successors on the drivers scat. But Alec himself had been rendered not available by the very enemy whom now they had specially singled out.

If there were any doubt as to what might become of the news which had been sent out in the general direction of the mountains which sheltered Mr. Furness, it was removed when a neatly written and quite surprising letter was received by Sammy in the following language:



Dear Mr. Gregg:

It is so long since I have seen anything but frightened tramps in your stages that I am delighted to hear that you have changed your policy, and that you have now made yourself responsible for a shipment of gold.

I am so interested that I must convey to you my intention of taking special charge of the gold at the earliest opportunity.

Believe me to be most faithfully yours, and in gratitude for many favors conferred by you in the past,

Chester Ormonde Furness.



Over this letter young Sammy Gregg pondered with a gray face. He was fairly well convinced that, no matter how formidable slender Mr. Major might be, Furness was unbeatable. And therefore he carried the letter to Cosden with a gloomy silence. However, Cosden was indomitable.

I have seen this man handle his hands. If he can use a gun half as well, he will be fairly invincible! Dont talk to me about failure. He cannot fail! The gold goes by that stage, and if you cannot persuade another man or young Major himself to drive, Ill drive the infernal wagon myself!

There was no need of that. Jeremy Major willingly took upon himself to manage the team, and upon the appointed morning, with the June sun just turning the sky to rose and gold, Jeremy Major stepped into the street and passed through the dense crowd which had gathered to see the danger coach start. Six men held the dancing, furious horses, all high strung from their long stay in the pasture. But when Jeremy mounted the seat where Sammy Gregg was already waiting for him and picked up the reins, it was noted that under his hand and voice the team became suddenly quiet. A moment more and the brake was eased with a screech and the big wagon lurched away down the street.

There was a final thrill for the crowd of spectators after the coach had rolled down the street and while they were still standing shoulder to shoulder, watching the pair on the high-pitched seat rock with every inequality of the road.

Someone called out: Look here! Look at this stray! Hey, boys, who owns that hoss?

There was such a note of wild excitement in this call that every head jerked around and presently they were aware of a tall, black stallion footing it down the street in strange guise.

For he was fully saddled, most beautifully saddled, in fact. And upon the horn of the saddle there was tied a bridle which was one mass of burnished metal work. But the head itself of the horse was free, and as he trotted along he tossed his crest high and glanced disdainfully from side to side upon the people in the street. For he was of a royal dignity, this king of kings among horses.

There was not a white hair on him. He was as black as tar from head to foot. Yes, and the hooves themselves were as black as though they had been newly stained. And he shone, too, as though he had been newly burnished, so that one could speak of the brightness of his glimmering flanks, but hardly of their color. Yes, the very hooves flashed as though they had just been waxed and polished. Yet one knew, after an instant of attention, that nature was the groom in this case.

There is a gait which exceeds in beauty either the racing step or the swinging canter or the high or daisy-cutting trot; and that is the walking pace of a truly fine horse. For, as he walks, his actions are not too swift for the human eye to follow the play of light upon his shoulders and the exquisite cushioning flexibility of the supple fetlock joints. And what these knowers of horseflesh saw as the big black walked past stirred their hearts. One did not need to know horses. A child would have understood that here was the speed of the wind.

Presently he broke into a gallop, swept out from the town, and away after the stage and up the hill, following his master.

The black did not alter his stride until he had put himself ahead of the swinging trot of the stagecoach that Jeremy Major was driving over the mountain way. And, still in the lead, he idled along, keeping himself just beyond the leaders, pausing now and again to crop a tempting bunch of grass, and then brushing on.

If Furness should get away, said Jeremy Major, and finished by pointing to the stallion.

Out from Crumbock there was a three-mile slope to climb, and after that for a distance the trail wound along the crest of a ridge. They had covered a good mile of this easier going when Major called softly and suddenly to the horses and at the same time shot the long handle of the brake forward. There was a screech of the brake pads against the heavy iron tires. The coach slowed to a walking pace, with the traces of the team slack, and then for the first time Sammy Gregg saw a reason for the halt.

Through the trees at the next bend appeared the body of a great dappled gray horse with a tall rider in the saddle — Furness, with his rifle at the ready — Furness with the rifle butt against his shoulder.

It cracked; a sound as of a whirring hornet darted into the ears of Sammy Gregg; and Jeremy Major was out of the seat and lunging down with a bullet through body or head!

No, for he had landed astride of the near wheeler and then flicked off again onto the ground, and while he was still in the air a bit of steel gleamed in his hand. It spoke as the feet of the owner touched the deep dust. And Sammy Gregg saw the rifle slip from the grip of Furness, saw it hang from the fingers of one hand, and then the Winchester dropped while Furness clutched at one arm with his other hand.

At the same time, he swung the gray about with a sway of his body and a twist of his knees, and the forest closed instantly behind him. Through the silence which fell with a sudden weight as the jangling noise of the coach stopped, Sammy Gregg could hear the horse of the fugitive crashing through the underbrush.

Was this the end of the battle toward which he and the other people of the mountains had looked forward with so much eagerness and dread? No, for here was Jeremy Major catching the black stallion, Clancy, and leaping with a catlike lightness into the saddle. Another instant and the black was sweeping down the road, his head a little turned and his mouth opened to receive the bit of the bridle which his master leaned forward along his neck to fit between his teeth. In an instant the bridle was in place, and Major had twitched the stallion from the road into the brush.

There was one more glimpse for Sammy Gregg. He could look from his high seat far down the hillside to a clearing among the trees and an instant later he saw the gray horse dart across the opening, dodge through a thick hedge of bushes, and pass on out of sight.

An instant later the black flashed into view, with Jeremy Major pitched forward like a jockey on the neck of the stallion. There was no dodging for Clancy. He rose like a steeplechaser at the hedge and cleared it with an arrowy leap. Then he, too, was lost in the forest beyond.

There was no doubt in his mind about which horse would win the race. The gray was a grand runner and a good mountain horse, used to this work. But he might as well have been matched against a hawk as against the black! But as for the battle which would ensue when the two met, that was a different matter. For it was the left arm of big Chester Furness which had been wounded and his right, his revolver hand, would be as accurate as ever. It seemed to Sammy Gregg that the power of Furness and the terrible speed of Jeremy Major would make a resistless force and an immovable object meeting somewhere yonder in the wilds.

In the meantime he had many thousands of dollars worth of gold in the stage. There was no guard to help him. A gun was useless in his hands. And the management of the coach team was a very sufficient mystery to him. At the first open space he turned the stage and its six horses laboriously around and started back for Crumbock.

What difference did it make whether or not the stage was pushed through to its destination? He and everyone else understood perfectly that what was of importance was not the traveling of the stage, but the defeat of Chester Furness, if that could be arranged.

But when his team was seen cresting the slope above Crumbock, that busy town suspended all work and flocked in a noisy mass to learn the news.

Was the gold gone?

Had they seen Furness?

Where was Jeremy Major? Dead on the road and his horse stolen by the outlaw?

All they got for an answer was that the great pair had clashed, and that the first round of the battle had been a victory for Jeremy Major, and that the last seen of the outlaw, he was riding away for life, with the black stallion in swift pursuit.

That was the story he told over again to Mr. Cosden, when the miner came to ask hasty questions and receive back the gold which had been for the baiting of the trap.

And Miss Cosden? asked Sammy timidly.

She has set her teeth and will not show a thing, said Cosden. But come up to the house tonight. I want to talk to you and get all the details over again. Now Im busy. But I want to hear everything, and you can wager that Anne wants to hear it, too!

So that eventful morning ended, and the roar of the mining town began again, and the mere thought of what had happened seemed to be lost.

Not lost to Sammy Gregg, however, as he sat in his office, which had once been so thronged with business, and which was now so empty of all interest.


CHAPTER XXIII. ANNE GOES EAST
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AT LEAST HE had the night to wait for, the talk with Cosden, and perhaps a glimpse of Anne. But, oh, how slowly the day waned, and how many hundreds of times he looked wistfully and vainly toward the dark forests of the southern hills, hoping against hope, still, that the rider of the black horse might emerge, unscathed, and triumphant. Or perhaps was Cosden right? Would it be better for everyone if both of those warriors fought until the two lay dead in the woods, with only the owls to watch them fight and die?

The evening came at last. Sammy saw the men from the mine come for supper to the Cosden house. He waited nervously until they left, and then he climbed the slope and presented himself at the door. Cosden took him in. The rattle of pans in the kitchen died away, and big Anne Cosden came swinging in and sat down on the arm of a chair improvised from a packing case and some supple, bent boughs.

Im mostly interested in just one thing, said Anne Cosden. When they fought, is the story true that Chester Furness turned and rode away?

With a bullet through his left arm, said Sammy honestly. I saw the red stain.

Then, said Anne Cosden with a firm conviction, they are both dead!

There was a sharp exclamation from her father. What makes you think that, Anne?

If Furness couldnt beat him in the first fight, he could never beat him after once turning his back. And he could never escape. Nothing that lives could escape from that black horse, with a cat like Jeremy Major in the saddle. And Im going back to work. I dont want to hear any more about it!

She was as good as her word. She returned to the kitchen and left her father staring gloomily back at the door.

I dont know, said he to Sammy Gregg. I cant tell. Sometimes I think that she doesnt care a whack about either of them. But Im not sure. She beats me!

The last was whispered, and his eyes fixed upon the outer door of the cabin and grew wide with staring. Sammy Gregg turned with a start, and he saw over his shoulder the slender form of Jeremy Major standing in the doorway. Beyond, there was the stamp of an impatient horse, Clancy, standing dimly in the night!

Then Jeremy came in and slumped into a chair.

It was mighty hot this afternoon, wasnt it? said Jeremy. I lay up on the edge of the woods for a long time waiting for it to cool off. There was a pair of gray squirrels that couldnt agree which owned the tree I was lying under.

They kept paying visits to each other. And finally they clinched. They made the fur fly, I can tell you. Finally they tumbled off their branch. I thought theyd drop eighty feet to the ground and break themselves to a pulp. But they didnt! Did you ever see a squirrel dive for the ground?

The fellows hadnt fallen twenty feet when they shook themselves apart, and spread out their tails and flattened their bodies, and fluffed out their tails behind them. Those big tails were like balloons, holding them back when they fell. Oh, they dropped with a chunk, of course, but they werent hurt. They scampered up the trunk of the same—

Wait a minute! broke in Mr. Cosden.

Well? said Jeremy blandly.

Do you think we give a continental damn about the pair of gray squirrels in their infernal pine tree?

Ah, said Jeremy a little sadly, I suppose you dont!

Then tell us what we want to know, in the name of Heaven. What happened between you and big Furness?

Why, said Jeremy, we met each other, after a while, and we had quite a talk. We came to a sort of an agreement.

Go on, Major!

And he gave me a note to take back to you here. Let me see. I hope I havent got it all rumpled up. Here you are.

It was a single sheet of paper, folded twice and pinned with a sliver of wood. And it was addressed to Anne Cosden. Her father took it with a scowl and carried it silently out to the kitchen. And by the sudden whitening of her face, he knew that she recognized the handwriting.

She opened it eagerly, swept through it with a glance, and then ripped it across and threw it on the floor.

What in the world, asked Cosden, has Furness got to say to you?

The man is a coward! she cried in bitterest scorn. What do I care what he has to say? Read it, if you wish!

He picked up the pieces of torn paper humbly enough and read it over slowly to himself.

Does he call you by your first name, girl?

The letter read:



Dear Anne:

I have just finished a long talk with Jeremy Major. I have to admit to you that he is a most convincing talker. And, after listening to him, I have decided that I must give up this foolish amusement of keeping the stage from running.

Also, I think it is rather dangerous for me to linger near Crumbock. So I suppose this little letter must serve to say good-by to you.

A thousand regrets that we have not had an opportunity to come to know each other better.

Chester Ormonde Furness.



And there we are! murmured Mr. Cosden. The end of that chapter. What the devil will the next chapter turn up? But I think you understand, Mr. Major, that I am eternally grateful to you, because it was Greggs stage, but it was my money!

But that was not the end of the stage.

The next morning there was a change at the Crumbock office of the Crumbock-Munson stage line. Men were waiting. And the gold shipment of Mr. Cosden, doubled in size, was joined by two other shipments, hardly smaller. It was a jammed, packed stage that finally crawled up the slope, and dipped into the woods beyond.

Three days later word came whirling back to Crumbock that the trip had been made in perfect safety and in excellent time. Business thrived, and rates climbed. And Sammy Gregg saw the swift hundreds pouring into his hands every day and mounting to thousands each week.

If youll stay on as regular guard, he cried to Jeremy Major, Ill pay you a hundred a week with nothing to do except to trail the crooks, if they ever try to hold up the stages again.

Its sort of a hard life, sighed Jeremy, cooking chuck for oneself.

Ill hire you a cook, said Sammy, above your wages! And a servant, if you want, to take care of your horse and your guns for you.

Jeremy Major sighed and stared up at the pale blue sky, where the sun was burning.

Matter of fact, said Jeremy, Ive made up my mind that Id better be traveling south. You see, I have a touch of rheumatism up in these northern countries.

So Sammy attempted no longer to persuade. Jeremy was gone. After his departure, Anne Cosden suddenly took the stage for Munson, bound East. And suddenly all that was left for Sammy was to sit quietly wherever he pleased and watch the gold flood flow steadily into his coffers. He had won, but the glory was small in his eyes. For Sammy had been growing since he first left Brooklyn, and now he had reached a certain pitch of mind where money alone could not satisfy him.

The one thing he wanted was Anne Cosden; and were she East or West he felt that she was beyond his dreams. There was only one bitter satisfaction, that through his engineering he had put her beyond the dreams of handsome Chester Furness as well.


CHAPTER XXIV. TORTURE BY FIRE
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TO UNDERSTAND THE extent to which the mountains were shocked, one must consider what Hobo Durfee was, before the tragedy happened to him.

His nickname of Hobo had been honestly earned. He had been nothing but a tramp, a lazy, good-for-nothing scamp who wandered about the country inventing new methods for avoiding labor in any form.

This continued more than halfway through his life, but when he was forty years old, Hobo Durfee suddenly contracted what might be called the industry fever. Some said it was due to the fact that he had loaned a friend a dollar and that the man paid him back two dollars the next month. At any rate, Hobo Durfee never forgot. He laid the thought of that dollar of interest away in his memory, embalmed in myrrh and spikenard. And that even started his interest in accumulating money.

He began to put away every bit of it that he could lay his hands on. But he did not really have the courage to be a stirring thief. So presently he learned that his love of money was greater than hatred of work, and he began to work, steadily, earnestly.

He accumulated more and more money. In five years he had a shade over a thousand dollars in a bank, and then the bank failed! Durfee got his money out, because he was one of the first to call with a check when an evil rumor got abroad. But he never forgot how close he came to losing his money on that day, and thereafter, nothing in the world could persuade him to trust his money in hands other than his own. It was known that all his wages were turned into gold, and that all of that gold was hidden away in some secluded place on his own land.

For he had a little shack of his own and a patch of ground down in the river bottom. It was just as much as he was able to cultivate by himself. On it he raised, during a part of the year, vegetables for the market in Munson, which was fairly near his place. No one else, in that region of timber and mines, had even so much as thought of raising vegetables, and therefore his labor brought him quite a rich reward.

Besides, he was working on his land only a part of the year, and the rest of the time, even now that he was fifty-five years old, he proved himself a good cowhand in every sense of the term by his work on the cattle ranches. So that it was estimated that Hobo Durfee, in the last years of his life, must have laid up between five and ten thousand dollars in gold, all hidden some place on his little estate.

Of course that brought the crooks in a swarm, and for years they almost literally plowed the ground of the Durfee ranch to get at his treasure every time he left his house. They never found it. Old Durfee was too foxy to leave his precious money without having it so securely tucked away that not even an eagles eye could have located it. And so, after a time, the crooks left off trying and Durfee was in peace. A pretty well-deserved peace, too, as everyone agreed.

The old man liked to talk to people about the money he had saved and about the good old foolish, happy, sunny days in trampdom. He liked to talk so well that he kept open house and would entertain anyone who came by with food and chatter.

Well, in the West they appreciate hospitality. In a country where men know desert travel and the heart-stopping joy of coming in sight of a human habitation with smoke curling out of it, they put a high rating upon sincerely hospitable folks. And such a value was placed upon Hobo Durfee.

He grew a lot of strawberries in the spring of the year, and as they came ripe, he used to gather them and stew them into a delicious jam. That Durfee jam became famous for more than a hundred miles around. Literally hundreds and hundreds had taken a trip scores of miles out of their way in order to come at Hobo Durfee, sit by his stove, eat his pone and delicious strawberry jam, drink his coffee, and then go their way.

He was very happy when he was talking about the good old days when he never used to turn a hand at work. He had never stopped hating work. He had simply come to love money more! And when he began to turn to the subject of how he learned to labor and to save, the boys used to sit around and laugh at him a good deal. But he was willing to be laughed at. It was part of the game, and he liked company so well, and liked an audience so well, that he was very willing to have them laugh at him.

It would have done you good to see the red-brown face of that old chap with a grizzled fringe of whiskers more or less long, for he was not like most misers. The point was, some said, that the knowledge that he had a quantity of gold hidden away kept him bubbling over with so much happiness that he just wanted others to hear about it. So the door of his shack was never closed.

You must know all this to understand how old Hobo Durfee jumped up, one night, and laughed and nodded to some horsemen who had stopped outside of his shack and then had crowded into the doorway. There had been no other callers there on this day, and Hobo Durfee was warmed clear down to his boots when he saw so many forms of men outside his door.

He called out: Come on in, boys! Ive just finished making up some of the most sizzling good jam that you ever seen. And Im just after finishing mixing up some pone and shoving the pans in the oven. And outside of that, Ive got about five minutes to start the coffee. Which there aint never been no better coffee than I make, and there aint gunna never be none better never made.

Then a voice outside the door said, Tell the old fool that we aint come to eat his chuck tonight. And tell him its something else we want.

Then the leading two men crowded in through the doorway and old Hobo Durfee saw that there was a mask on the face of each. A real hundred percent mask made of black coat lining turned into a sack and pulled down over the head with just a couple of big holes left for the eyes to look through and for air to come in. I suppose it was right then that Hobo guessed what was coming.

He saw that he didnt have a chance. His gun was clear across on the far side of the room. And I suppose there was no particular desire in Hobo to get the gun, at that. All he wanted to do was to make people happy. And besides, what could they get in his house except jam and pone and coffee, which he offered them just as freely without any sign of a mask or a gun?

Well, boys, said he, youre mighty welcome to anything that you can see around here. Just look around and help yourselves. But I guess that you aint gonna see nothing much worth carrying away, unless its some of my cans of jam or maybe the new saddle blanket.

Leave off the guff, will you, Hobo, you old fool? said one of the men. We aint gunna do any of the looking tonight. You can do the looking for us!

You can wager that poor old Hobo Durfee was hard hit by that. But he blinked at them for a time and tried to smile around the well-chewed stem of his corncob pipe.

All right, boys, said he. I guess I know how to take a joke!

Joke? said another fellow, squeezing his way into the house, you chuck out the coin, old bo, or youre gunna find that this here is the hottest joke that you ever laid hold of in your life. And dont you forget it!

It took the smile from the lips of Hobo Durfee and he stood rather weakly, looking from one black mask to another.

Show him what we mean, said some one tersely.

It was done in an instant. They seized upon Durfee, who made no resistance to such numbers, and they stripped off his boots. They then opened the fire box of the stove and carried him up to it until the heat burned his socks and he uttered a yell of pain and terror.

They took him away from the fire at once.

All right, Durfee, they told him. You show us where the money is or you see what you get!

When poor old Durfee saw that they actually meant what they said, he was silent and stared at them. He simply could not believe. No matter what the first part of his life had been, the past fifteen years had been so flooded by kindliness that I suppose it was impossible for the ex-hobo to understand that this brutality was really intended or that there were creatures in the world capable of it.

At any rate, he maintained that silence until they caught hold of him and actually thrust him up to the fire box so close that his socks caught fire.

He screamed in earnest this time and they brought him away and demanded with a snarl if he were ready to give them what they wanted. But he was not ready! And they pushed him up to the blazing wood until his feet — 

But Munson saw those feet afterward, and it is better to leave that part until later.

According to the approved story, Durfee fainted after one of the applications of the torture. But they threw a half-bucket of cold water in his face and waited for him to come to. Then they began again, and he stood the fiendish cruelty until the fire had actually — 

But this is unspeakable!

All that one can say is that when he finally surrendered he was too far gone to walk. He was too far gone to creep. He had to be stimulated with whisky, and after he had half a pint of that under his belt he was able to whisper to them and they carried him with them out of the house and they brought him to the old shed where he kept his horse.

It had once been a house. The shed was built up around the last standing parts of the chimney and a portion of the north wall. Inside that chimney, which no one knew about, by reaching down half an arms length and removing a few loose bricks, they found an aperture, and inside that aperture they found the treasure of Durfee.

There were nothing but twenty-dollar gold pieces. And there were three hundred and eight-seven of these. Which made exactly seven thousand, seven hundred and forty dollars that they looted from him.

There were six of them altogether.

No, just at the end a big man came galloping up and when he found what they had been doing, he cursed them and said that he was through with them forever. But they pointed out that the business was done and that he might as well share in the profits and forget about it.

Which he did.

So that the total was only just a shade above eleven hundred dollars per thief, and for that small sum they sold their souls, certainly, into the deepest part of purgatory.


CHAPTER XXV. ANNE TAKES CHARGE
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ANNE LEFT OLD Durfee lying in the horse shed, and that was what saved his life and brought danger to the gang. Because he managed to drag himself onto the bare back of his horse and he rode on into Munson. Or, rather, the horse took him there, for when Jack Lorrain found him in the night, Durfee had slid unconscious from the back of the old gelding and lay in the street, and the horse stood above his master with his head dropped wearily, looking uncannily as though he were grieving for the thing that had been done.

Jack Lorrain, as he said afterward, thought that it was some drunk who had taken too much liquor and he was about to go on past, when something about the patience of the old horse standing there over its master and waiting for him to rise touched the heart of Jack. And he decided that a man who was worth the trouble of a horse, in this fashion, must be worth the trouble of another man also.

So he went to the quiet form that lay in the dust and seized him by the shoulder, and the body was just as limp as drunkenness to his touch.

Jack Lorrain was again on the verge of pacing on, but he decided to take a look at the drunk so that the boys could laugh about the thing the next day. He scratched a match, accordingly, but what the light of that match showed him kept him speechless until the flame pricked the tips of his fingers sharply. And then a roar broke from the lips of Jack, a roar that rang and reechoed through Munson and brought men tumbling out of houses all around. And when Lorrain had gathered quite a crowd, he lighted another match and showed them what he had found.

They picked up Hobo Durfee with a womanish tenderness and they carried him into what had once been Mortimers saloon, famous for iniquity until big Chester Furness, the first day he came to town, shot Mortimer and treated the boys over the bar, leaving gold on the bar to pay for the drinks! Gold for a dead man!

The saloon was somewhat less celebrated now, but truly it was hardly less wicked, and what transpired inside of its walls would have filled many a chapter in a wild history every day. It was filled with carousal even at that moment, but the procession silenced them suddenly and completely.

They gathered with drawn faces and looked at the frightful thing before them. And all at once everyone became as busy as they were silent. Some dozen mounted horses and rushed away in varying directions to find Doctor Stanley Morgan. And some heated water and brought it. And one youngster newly in from the East offered a flask of fine old brandy, such as had not been seen in rough Munson town for many a day.

Others cut the clothes from the body of Hobo Durfee. Others washed him. Others prepared his bed in the back room of the saloon, piling it thick and soft with blankets, and clearing all the rubbish from the chamber and all the dirt from the floor.

Here the doctor arrived, just as Durfee began to groan his way back to consciousness, and by the doctors care the feet were thoroughly dressed before consciousness fully returned to Hobo. And all agreed that it was a mercy that his sleep had lasted until that dressing was completed.

In the meantime, the boys of Munson wanted to know what would become of Durfee, and they were assured that he would never walk again without the aid of a pair of crutches.

To the men of Munson it was a sentence almost worse than death, and they quietly interchanged glances. Morgan was not much of a doctor. He would hardly have dared to set up for anything more than a veterinary in any other part of the world. But his opinion about such a matter as those feet was not to be doubted.

In the meantime, Durfee had regained consciousness completely. But the doctor had put enough opiates on his feet to keep him from torment. He was merely weakly drowsy, and kept turning his head slowly from side to side and staring at the faces around him in terror and in horror which would gradually melt away as Jack Lorrain or some other, sitting by his bed, patted his hand and would say: Buck up, old-timer. Youre all right now. Were gunna take care of you. Steady along, old buck. There aint nothin to be skeered of, Hobo. Nobody but your friends here!

So Durfee would manage a faint, incredulous smile and then shake his head and frown while he closed his eyes and seemed to be trying to think back to the confusion of troubles which had closed around him.

After a time they tried to press him for a little information. But he could only say: Seems like I had a sort of fallin out with some of the boys, I dunno about what. I disremember exactly what the argument was all about. They was het up considerable, though.

That was all he could say, and the doctor decided that it would be wise not to press him too much that evening.

Half a dozen volunteers decided to sit up, turn and turn about, with Durfee through the night and another half dozen mounted horses and dashed furiously out to the little Durfee shack in the bottom land.

They descended into the damp, cool air of the riverside. They came to the cabin and found all neat and orderly there, with the lamp burning steadily on the table.

Only there was a faint cloud of bluish smoke hanging in the corners of the room, and when they opened the doors of the oven, they found four big pans of pone burned to a crisp.

Then, with lanterns, they went over the ground outside and very quickly they decided that someone had been there before them. A party totally indifferent to the condition of Hobos garden. For his choicest patches of ground had been trodden and torn by random tramplings of hooves. Being experts at this business, they very readily decided that seven horses had been there.

What were seven riders doing here, they asked one another, interrupting old Durfee while he was bakin his pone?

Jack Lorrain, who was one of the party, said solemnly: Boys, I hate to think it — I aint gonna really think it till Im cornered, but I got a hateful sort of lingerin suspicion that them burned feet of poor old Hobos aint no accident. It was done to him on purpose by them gents that rode in here over his garden!

No one answered Jack. Because it was a little too horrible for them to speak about. For though there has always been plenty of brutality in the West, following the frontier, yet it has been brutality of the man-to-man type. The Indians were never able to establish any precedents with all of their efforts!

However, the searchers did not discover the plundered cavity in the chimney in the horseshed. They returned to spread a vague rumor of horror through the town of Munson.

In the morning, people had come from a distance to learn the facts as soon as old Durfee was able to relate them, and among others, there were some celebrities recently come down from Crumbock. They came with the others to the saloon and with whispers in the front room they were told about the condition of the sufferer in the back room.

They were Hubert Cosden, millionaire even before he struck it rich on the Crumbock Lode, and little Sammy Gregg, who had pushed through the celebrated stage line from Munson to Crumbock, nearly a year before. People said that Sammy was himself worth more than a quarter of a million, now, what with the stage line and little investments here and there among the mines, made at the advice of his friend, Cosden.

With them came big Anne Cosden riding a strapping black horse on which she had kept pace from Crumbock with the stage, doing the hundred miles in a day and a half, a hundred miles of terrible ups and downs in thirty-six hours! One might have thought that she was tired out after such a performance, but she was not! Or at least, she seemed to forget about it when she saw the sick man.

In ten seconds she was in charge of the room and Hobo Durfee in it. And before the first minute had elapsed, she had a bucket of hot soapsuds and was giving that floor the first scrubbing of its short but eventful life. She washed it until it dried white. And then she washed the walls. And when she was ended with that, she sent little Sammy Gregg forth to get wild flowers, and these she distributed around the room in any receptacles which she could get out of the saloon.

About half an hour after these changes had been made, with the windows of the room opened, and the doors opened also, so that a refreshing wind could pass through, old Durfee opened his eyes and said in a tremulous voice: Doggone me if spring aint come agin.

And then he saw the girl and flushed. He was not used to be tended upon by ladies.

Of course its spring, said Anne Cosden, sitting down beside his bed. It was just about a year ago in the spring, too, that I came by your house and you asked me in to have pone and strawberry jam.

Ah, said Hobo Durfee, abashed. I disremembered for a minute. But I guess that youre Miss Cosden, and—

A wave of pain struck him. He stiffened and fought out the battle.

Lord, man, said Anne Cosden, groan and thatll let some of the corked-up pain out of you. When I was a youngster, I used to take pride in not making any noise when I was hurt. I was always spilling off a horse, you know, and breaking a collar bone, or something like that. But after a while I found that it did a lot of good just to lie back and shout when something hurt me!

Old Durfee chuckled. He had forgotten his pain. And little Sammy Gregg, noiseless as a shadow in a corner of the room, really worshiped big Anne Cosden.

She flashed a glance at him and moved her lips in a whisper which the sick man could not hear, but which said plainly to Sammy Gregg: Will you please get rid of that goose look?

Then suddenly old Durfee was saying: Im beginning to remember! It sort of begins to work back into my mind. I see em standin there outside the door of my cabin. And, oh, my Lord, they got all my money! They got fifteen years that I cant never live no more and they put them years of my life in their pockets.

Anne Cosden, with a consolatory murmur, put her hand on the hot forehead of Durfee, and at the same time a slight nod brought Sammy Gregg instantly to her side.

You know shorthand, Sammy. Now hes about to talk, and you get every word down.

Paper, said Sammy helplessly.

Darn it, said Anne Cosden, write on the floor, if you cant do any better!

This was the fashion in which old Durfee told his story, slowly, stretching his tale over more than an hour, for often the horror of the thing that had happened would rush back upon his mind and stop his speech. But always Anne Cosden, sitting beside him, soothing him, letting him groan when he would, letting him speak when he would, sympathetic, gentle, filled with intuitions of the right manner of persuading him to talk, drew the story forth in every detail. While, in the corner, unheeded by the sick man, little Sammy Gregg writhed and listened and writhed again and, while his teeth were set, his rapid pencil took down the words of the sufferer.

He had a little memorandum book which served him. Presently the memorandum book was filled with the questions of the girl, and the responses of the sick man. And then he took out old letters and scrawled upon the backs of the sheets and on the outside and on the inside of envelopes, the utterances of Hobo Durfee which were to bring death to so many men!

One might not have realized, looking in upon this scene, that Justice was no longer a blind goddess but was opening her eyes and beginning to prepare to strike, while that rapid, cunning pencil made the swift signs which could be reinterpreted as speech.

The thing was ended. Old Durfee lay exhausted, but happy at last now that the tale had been told. For, just as the girl had told him, some of the pain seemed to pass into the groans and the words with which he had expressed himself.

Then Anne Cosden, stifled with anger and grief, with tears in her eyes and with her square chin thrust forward, nodded jerkily to little Sammy Gregg, saying as clearly as words: Now go out and let the world hear what we have heard!

So Sammy went softly out and faced the dense crowd which waited, in a deadly silence, in the outer room of the saloon. Not a word had been spoken out there. Not a drink had been tasted. But every man had a pair of revolvers belted around his hips and most of them leaned upon rifles, and in the street each man had left his fastest and strongest horse.

At the nod of Sammy, and seeing the paper in his hand, they followed him forth from the saloon. They gathered again in the street around him. But he was not tall enough to let all their eyes find his face, and therefore stalwart Hubert Cosden caught him up and perched the little man upon one of his broad shoulders.

From this position, Sammy read forth his account, giving each of the questions of the girl, and each of the answers of poor Durfee. And there was not a whisper from that crowd. But every crook in it, and there were many of them there, felt like an honest man when he thought of the horror of it all.

They came to the end of the document. Sammy Gregg was reading out of an envelope, crowded with characters:

Miss Cosden: Did you recognize any of their voices?

Durfee: One of them I thought I did. I aint quite sure.

Miss Cosden: Who was that?

Durfee: It was him that come the last. It was the seventh man.

Miss Cosden: And who did he seem to you to be?

Durfee: I disremember. A name come into my mind at the time, but its slipped out again.

Miss Cosden: Dont try too hard to remember. It may pop back into your mind again. What sort of a man was he? Tall or short?

Durfee: Oh, he was considerable of a tallish sort of a gent.

Miss Cosden: Young or old?

Durfee: Sort of betwixt and between.

Miss Cosden: And what did he say?

Durfee: First I thought that he was gunna take my money away from them.

Miss Cosden: Did you think that one man could take the money away from six?

Durfee: I dunno. He was sort of a leader with them.

Miss Cosden: What did he say to them?

Durfee: He cussed them out considerable and said that what they had done was an outrage. You see, that was when I begun hoping.

Miss Cosden: And then?

Durfee: One of them up and said that now that they had turned the trick and got the money that so many others had tried to get and failed, that the chief might as well take his share.

Miss Cosden: But did he take it?

Durfee: Yes. I heard them countin the money out and I heard it go crashin and jinglin into his wallet, I guess! I turned my head, and I seen him take it and I squinted hard to make out his face.

Miss Cosden: Didnt he have on a mask?

Durfee: No, there was no mask on him. But there was a sort of blackness runnin around in front of his eyes and I couldnt make him out clear!

Miss Cosden: Was there anything else about him that struck you?

Durfee: Nothin but his hoss.

Miss Cosden: What sort of a horse was it? Or could you see it in the night?

Durfee: I couldnt of seen it if it had been any other color. But it was a gray hoss and mighty big and upstanding, sort of. It looked like a fine hoss. I could tell that much! A hoss that could carry a big man, too!

Miss Cosden: I think youre tired, now.

Durfee: Im sort of hankerin for a little sleep.

Sammy Gregg lowered the envelope. Thats the end of it, boys, said he. There wasnt any more, after that. He quieted down and I came out to you. But I wonder if any of you think the same thing about the gray horse that Im thinking?

There was an instant of scowling silence which showed that a good many had a thought, but that they were unwilling to speak it. Then Jack Lorrain broke out: Ill tell you what I thought about a gent that used to play a lone hand, but they say that hes been mixing up with some of the other crooks, lately, and letting them do part of his work for him. The rest of you know who I mean. Hes a big man; and hed be the leader of the gang; and he rides a gray hoss thats about as well knowed in these parts as the rider is knowed. I mean, Chester Furness!

There was a sullen roar of assent. Then another in the rear of the crowd shouted: Then lets go and hunt him up!

There was another shout; a movement toward horses was stopped by the thunder of Hubert Cosden: Youll never get him, that way!

They paused, itching for action.

Cosden went on. Ive seen gatherings like this before. A hundred well-armed and well-mounted men all set on getting some scoundrel. Though weve never had scoundrels quite as black as these seven! But it always ends up the same way. We get hot under the collar. We jump onto our horses. We ride like sixty through the mountains with no particular end in mind. And, the next day, about half the boys have tired their horses; theres no real clue before them; and most of them troop off back to town and to work.

The rest stay on a few days longer, perhaps. They hear a couple of rumors, ride to hunt them down, find nothing, and then they go home and say that its the business of the law to handle these affairs, after all. But there is no law here. If we had a sheriff, we wouldnt have affairs like this one of Durfee. There is no law except such law as we make with our own hands. And I say that the time has come for us to adopt new tactics. Do any of you agree with me?

They agreed. A good deal of their flare of enthusiasm vanished as he mentioned so many hard-faced facts.

But what do you suggest, Mr. Cosden?

I suggest that we have one man to direct all of us. Better to have one head, even if its a poor one, than to have fifty heads all wanting to do different things!

Anne Cosden came out to tell them to make less noise, for her charge was now asleep. But she remained to listen to the most exciting part of the scene that followed. Big Rendell, the storekeeper, walking with a frightful limp because of his battered hip, uttered his advice in a roar that had to be heard:

Gents, said he, I know the man to plan the work for you. He aint a fighting man. But hes a man with brains. He cant throw a rope, or handle a knife, or shoot with a gun. But hes got a head on his shoulders. I mean him that brung the first big herd of ponies from Texas, which was something we all said couldnt be done. I mean him that pushed through the Munson-Crumbock stage, after everybody else had tried it and failed. I mean my friend, Sam Gregg! Hes the man for you!

Anne Cosden could not help smiling as she looked at the five feet and eight inches of which Sammy Gregg was composed, and the thin face, which the sun could never entirely turn brown, and the nervous, eager body with which he had been furnished by nature and never improved by exercise. Sammy Gregg seemed immensely embarrassed and shook his head, and Anne Cosden waited for this crowd of proved menkillers, many of them, rough frontiersmen nearly all of them, to burst into a roar of laughter at the jest.

But to her bewilderment, they did not laugh. They did not seem to take it as a joke, at all. And she was more amazed than ever when she saw them nodding to themselves, gravely, and muttering. Until Jack Lorrain said:

Thats what I call good sense, Rendell. Theres enough of us to shoot the guns and ride the hosses. We need a gent to sit back with a good head on his shoulders and tell us what is the next best trick for us to take. Heres Sam Gregg that has done what nobody else could do. I say, lets have Gregg to tell us what is what. Hes our general, I guess. And well keep him off of the firing line, if we can. Hell be headquarters for us. What you say, Sam? Will you take the job of doing our thinking for us?

Sammy Gregg was most reluctant. There were twenty better men than he among them, he declared. And then he saw the astonished, almost thunderstruck face of big Anne Cosden, and his own color grew hotter still.

But, said Sammy Gregg, Ive sat in the shack of old Hobo Durfee. And Ive had his pone and strawberry jam, the same as most of the rest of you. And if you want me to take charge, Ill do it. Ill do my best to bring in the whole seven of em, dead or alive, but mostly big Chester Furness with a rope around his neck.

There was no doubt about the heartiness of the response. It was a true, old-fashioned, Anglo-Saxon throated cheer.

Anne Cosden fairly staggered back into the room where her patient was stirring fretfully in his sleep. For to Anne, little Sammy had never seemed more than an imitation man before this day.


CHAPTER XXVI. SAMMYS SOLUTION
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THEY GAVE SAMMY Gregg time to think out a plan, and he went off by himself and sat down on a stump behind the hotel and embraced his skinny knees with his thin hands and pondered his problem, and watched a pair of busy hens foraging among the seeds which the grass had dropped, under the surveillance of a lordly rooster with a red-helmeted head and a cuirass of curious greens and crimsons and rich purples.

It was only for a moment that he contemplated the strangeness of his work and his place in that work. Then he lost all thought of self, and his mind was rapt in the contemplation of the problem. It was more than an hour before he called together the leaders among the men, the well-known figures who were familiar to cowpunchers and miners alike.

More than one of them, no doubt, envied him his eminent position on this day and would be willing to scoff at his schemes. He must win their trust and confidence first of all. So he stood with them at the corner of the street and laid his plan bare.

It was more complicated than they liked, he could see that, but the longer he talked the more willing they seemed to agree with him. In the first place, he decided that the seven, having drawn together, would never content themselves with one such act as the robbery of poor old Durfee.

Big Furness was not the sort of a man to assemble forces merely because there was a handful of money like this in the offing. His own gains in the trade of highway robbery must now be mounting to scores and scores of thousands. And if he called together seven men, it was never for the sake of robbing a helpless old fellow like Durfee.

For, as Sammy pointed out to them, Furness was a fellow who lived as a road agent partly for the money but mostly, he had no doubt, as a means of amusing himself. No, it was plain that he had appointed to his followers some rendezvous near the house of Durfee. He himself had been late and while they waited for him, they had started out to make a little money on the side. And the horrible torture of Durfee had followed.

But originally they must have been summoned to effect a raid of a major importance. No such blow had been struck within the last few days; therefore it was plain that the work for the band had not yet been accomplished. It was still to do, and they could trust to big Furness that the blow would most surely fall! If the countryside were roused against him, so much the greater reason would there seem to him to push his scheme through, no matter what it might be.

With this in mind, what Sammy Gregg proposed was that they learn, as soon as possible, how many of the men who were assembled in Munson on this day could be relied upon to campaign for a matter of a week, at the least. There were now more than a hundred under arms. But perhaps more than two thirds of these could not leave their work for a long manhunt. Better find out the permanent men for the posse at once.

In the meantime, Mr. Cosden would enter the stage and make the journey back to Crumbock as fast as possible. There he would spread the alarm in the same fashion and gather as many permanent men as he could.

Now, said Sammy to his new henchmen, theres half a dozen places where Furness riders are apt to strike. They might tackle Munson. They might try Crumbock. They might land at Chadwick City, or Little Orleans, or Buxton Crossing. Or they might even ride as far as Old Shawnee. Now look at the map.

He sketched in the dust with his forefinger as he talked.

Here are the mountains in a lump, an armful, a hundred and fifty miles across. Crumbock is fairly close to the center of it. Munson is off here to the edge. The other towns are out on the plains beyond.

Very well. No matter where they rob, Furness and his men always head for the heart of the mountains. That is their hole-in-the-wall country. They hide there as soon as they can after theyve made a raid.

Now, what I plan to do is not to try to herd them away from all the towns, but cut off the line of their retreat. We ought to get thirty or forty men out of Munson, and the same number out of Crumbock. Then split those men into two sections each. Thatll give you four posses of between fifteen to twenty men each. Then post each of the four in the mountains, in a square.

Every side of that square will be about seventy or eighty miles long. Well put men here and here and here!

He jabbed out the places on his rudely sketched map.

Now well make no more noise about this thing than we have to, but well at once send riders from Munson to go to each of the towns where big Furness is most apt to strike. In the towns theyll not speak a word or give any warning that we think that Furness is going to raid. Because, so far as we know for sure, he may not raid. But well have our men there, as messengers. Now, the instant a raid is carried out, the messenger in the town that is raided will ride, not on the trail of the raiders, but straight into the mountains until he comes to that section of the posse which is located nearest to his own town.

When the word is brought in, in that fashion, the party that is warned will give the messenger a fresh horse and send him on to warn the other nearest sections of our posse. In the meantime, it will have fixed in its own mind the most likely routes along which the seven are apt to hit into the mountains from the nearest town.

And, in a way, you can say that well have Furness and his men running right into our hands. Fifteen or twenty men, who know what to expect, ought to be able to handle at least the seven men of that gang. The advantage of surprise will be all on our side.

Perhaps it was a little complicated. Perhaps, also, it was a little more selfish than a real sheriffs posse would have dared to be. But the need was urgent. And the scheme appealed most strongly to the imaginations of the men to whom Gregg talked.

There was one chief danger. They needed three full days in order to set their trap. And if the raid occurred before the trap was set, most of their preparations would be wasted. So the first thing was speed in those preparations.

All was arranged with perfect harmony. In another hour, Cosden was whirling away toward Crumbock to gather what good men he could in the mining camp, and Jack Lorrain and others were weeding out the volunteers of Munson. They got thirty-four men who declared their willingness to remain at least a week on the job. Besides, they were furnished with five messengers who were to scatter to the points of danger exposed to the attack of Furness, namely, to the five towns.

When that was arranged, the Munson volunteers were split into two sections and marched at once out of the town. They only delayed long enough to load up with plenty of bacon and flour and salt at Rendells store. And then they were off.

Anne Cosden waved farewell to them from the front door of the saloon, as cheerfully as though they were off on a picnic and she herself left behind among old friends. She had her own work, which was to care for old Durfee in his pain, with the meager assistance of Doctor Stanley Morgan.

But the rearmost rider of the second party that started for the upper mountains was beckoned to by her. It was Sammy Gregg, who rode over before her and removed his hat respectfully.

Sammy, said she, I hope that youre only riding out of town with the boys to see them off. Youre not going with them!

Why, said Sammy, after starting a thing like this, I couldnt stay behind!

Will you tell me, said Anne Cosden impatiently, why you should put yourself in the way of bullets when you dont know the first thing about how to shoot back?

Oh, no, said Sammy, I dont expect that Ill be of any real use when the bullets begin to fly. But you see, I thought that I could be handy around the camp.

Are you a camp cook? asked Anne Cosden sternly.

I can wash the pans, at least, said Sammy Gregg, and he rode on with a grin.

Young man, said Anne Cosden, dont be silly and try to be a hero.

At the head of that party from Munson of which young Sammy Gregg was himself a member, there rode that tall and long-mustached viking, Cumnor. It was he who had abandoned all such industries as mining and lumbering and even cowherding for the reason, as he said, that they were the sign of a new country, and what he wanted to be in was a country which was permanent in its occupations and in the returns which it yielded to good law-abiding citizens.

Therefore, he had established himself, after a time as a rancher, in the smaller field as farmer. It was said that he and poor old Hobo Durfee were the only real farmers in that part of the world, and now that Durfee was unlikely ever again to till a field, or afford to have one tilled for him, Mr. Cumnor stood alone in that branch of work.

He was proud of this lonely eminence, and he was fond of saying that the rest of the members of the community were no better than mere temporary interlopers, whereas he was the forerunner of the men who would make the country rich and great. The time would come, as Cumnor was fond of saying, when those mountains would be terraced high up their sides and thriving farms would throng in every valley.

It was a beautiful sight to see Cumnor lay his course through the mountains to the spot which had been designated as his location. He had been given the post of honor at the angle which was nearest to the two towns of Chadwick City and Little Orleans. The warning messengers from either of those towns would find the party of big Cumnor first. And now the farmer guided his band swiftly among the growing peaks.

He did not need a compass to tell him the way. That was a trail which he had never traveled before, but any old plainsman has learned to stock his brain with all manner of landmarks and signs; and when he comes out of the plains, where it is difficult enough to find any sort of a mark, it is simple enough when he finds himself among the mountains. For they are not to him what they are to the uninitiated, simply great forms monotonous as waves in the sea. Rather, they are so many faces, each with individual features.

The general landmarks were so well fixed in the mind of big Cumnor that now he led the party on with a perfect surety, never pausing to make his reckoning at any point along the journey. They crossed the first range of heights before noon of the starting day. Then they swung down into a rough, narrow valley which extended between that range and the next just off to the north.

The next day they labored slowly along through the mountains with the yellow flannel shirt and the rigidly squared shoulders of Cumnor in the lead. That evening they camped on the spot which had been chosen for them by Sammy Gregg before the start. They were now at one of the four corners of the square which the scattered posse sketched across the surface of the mountains. And from that time forth they need do nothing except wait from day to day for news of the raiders.

So two lazy days in the camp passed away, comfortable days of rest for the men with Cumnor, days of torture for Sammy. For he was not one of those who are plentifully entertained by the sights and the sounds of the great outdoors. If someone cared to sit down and talk to him about the nature of the stones or about the trees and their peculiarities, their ages and their uses, he was glad enough. And there were many men who could make a most fascinating tale out of the sign on the trails which crossed the mountains. However, if left to his own devices, Sammy could only sit and twiddle his thumbs.

Left to himself in the dreary silences of the camp, he could only wonder if any success would ever attend this complicated scheme of his, or would it be another of the failures which had always attended every effort to bring back Chester Ormonde Furness to the hands of the law?

It was on the fourth evening that the news came. They had started the campfire to cook the evening meal. Cumnor himself, left free from camp duties as the leader of the expedition, was walking across a hill to the east of the fire, when they saw him pause and then wave his hand and shout. A moment more and they heard the rapid drumming of hooves. And after that, a horseman loomed suddenly beside Cumnor, a man who talked with many violent gestures.

It seemed that Cumnor refused to listen. He turned and led the way to the fire, the rider still rattling forth news as he went. But when they came in to the scene of cookery, Cumnor said:

Thar aint gunna be anything gained by savin five minutes here and now for the sake of confusin everybody. A gent always fights better and rides better on a full stomach, and without no hunger or curiosity eatin away in him. Now what I claim is best is for you to set down here and roll yourself a smoke and tell us what news you bring in from Chadwick City. Take it easy. We got lots of time to listen and you got lots of time to talk.

The other dismounted obediently and stretched. All right, said he. Youre the boss. I cant turn around and catch the whole seven of em with my bare hands. But sure as fate, theyre comin right at you now, boys, makin a bee line straight for where your camp is!

All right, said Cumnor. The straighter they come, the easier its gunna be for us to get our hands on em. Now you talk and tell your yarn. Aint any of you boys got any coffee ready? Are you gonna make a gent talk with his throat all caked up with dust?

Coffee was brought in a great tin cup that held more than half a pint. The cigarette was rolled.

All right, Cumnor, said the messenger. If it comes to takin time and sippin coffee and smokin, I reckon that I can do about as good as any of you. Ill yarn it for you as much as you want.

He proceeded to tell them how Furness and his six men had calmly robbed the Chadwick City bank of more than two hundred thousand dollars. No one had been killed, but the cashier had been wounded when he tried to resist, and the whole town was in a furore.

The outlaws had taken the trail to the mountains, and he was just ahead of them.


CHAPTER XXVII. ON THE TRAIL
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WHEN THE MESSENGER had finished his tale, action reigned. Counting the messenger, there were now nineteen men in the party. And though Sammy Gregg was considered hardly of much force as a fighting man, his counsel on the way might be worth as much as any of them.

Cumnor, however, gave all of the directions for the hunt. He decided to start moving at once, and he selected from his party seven men on the best horses who were to ride well ahead of the main group. They were to scatter out, each man a full hundred yards from his nearest neighbor on either hand. In this fashion they would sweep with their eyes an expanse of about half a mile, searching that ground thoroughly.

The moment any one of these advance men found any traces of the quarry, he was to turn about and ride at full speed to carry the tidings to those who were in the rear.

There was only one difficulty with the plan, and that was that if they searched at night and covered only a half-mile swath across the mountains, they might miss the outlaws altogether if these had turned aside ever so little from the main trail. Whereas, if they waited for the daylight, they would have ten times greater chances of spotting the outlaws.

But against that chance there was to be posted the great probability that Furness would keep his men riding in short stages all through that night so as to reach the inaccessible fastnesses of the upper mountains in the first long and quite tiresome march from Chadwick City.

There was at least one aid to the searchers. There was a clear half moon which had arisen while the sun was still filling the west with crimson. Now, as the day died, there followed a short time when neither sun nor moon seemed strong enough to do more than confuse the eyes. It was at this time that the search began. But with every moment, as the west darkened and the moon rose higher, it was more and more possible to see to advantage wherever the mountainside was at all clear. Where the forest hung in clouds along the slope, to be sure, nothing could be made out that stirred inside of its shadow.

But they pushed west at a brisk pace, with the advance riders as a rule just beyond sight of the main body, or only occasionally seen as moving blurs in the distance. But still the moon brightened and brightened, or their eyes began to grow more accustomed to the light and to their work. Confidence increased, and the very manner in which they held their guns had altered.

They had not continued a single hour, however, and there was still a faint, faint rim of light to the west, when a rider slid out to them from the front with hurriedly gasped tidings.

I seen the whole gang of em, all ridin in single file. I could of drilled Furness clean as a whistle! Boys, were gonna snag the whole lot of em — come on with me!

Sammy Gregg felt his blood turn cold and rush back upon his heart, which was like ice in turn. And it seemed as though Cumnor must have known what was passing through the mind of the tenderfoot, for his first word was for him: Youve shown sand enough in sticking with us this far. The gun work aint your work, Gregg. You keep back, will you, and tend the hosses? Because were gonna go ahead, here, on foot.

Let someone else mind the horses, or else turn them loose. Ive come too far to miss the fun, Cumnor, said Gregg. I have that much coming to me!

Then keep along with me, kid. And try to do what I do. Whichll be only common sense, and nothin rash, I can promise you. Git off your hosses, boys, and throw them reins. And if theys any of you thats got hosses so poor trained that they wont stand when the reins is throwed, let em stay behind with their hosses. Because we got to have men with free hands!

Now strike away, partner, and well trail you. Mind you, boys, not a word spoke on the trail. Not even in a whisper. If theys any talkin that must be done, Ill leave it to myself to do it. Yunderstand? I dont have to tell you to remember to shoot low when you see em. Remember that everybody that gets excited shoots too high. There was never nothin ever killed by a shot that was too high, but theres been plenty hurt by bullets that come ricocheting off the ground.

Thats all I got to say. But run silent on the trail!

Then they started off, striking at once in a long-swinging trot that began to cut into Sammy Greggs wind in bad fashion. However, he stuck manfully to his work, keeping his place just behind big Cumnor. They traveled not more than a half mile in this fashion when the leader threw his arm up to stop the others and dropped instantly upon his face.

The rest followed that example and they learned the reason for it instantly. Out of the moon haze before them they heard the steady jingling of horsemen, the clicking of hooves upon the rocks, the rattle of bits and curbs and chains and spurs; and then the occasional grunting of a laboring, weary horse.

The posse began to crawl softly forward toward the crest of the hummock which separated them from the view of the riders in the hollow beyond.

Then: Whats that moving over yonder? called a clear voice.

To Sammy Gregg, it sounded very like the voice of big Furness, and the chill returned upon his blood, even though it had been so heated by the run up the slope.

Nothing moving.

Use your eyes, you fool, and back there to the right, theyre on top of us! Cut for the trees, boys! A gun rang from the hollow. And there was a hoarse, distant shout. Plainly, one of the unlucky forward scouts of the posse had been sighted by chance and dropped by a long-range shot. But there was vengeance coming behind the men of Furness at last. To the top of the hill lunged the followers of Cumnor, and they had before them a clear, short-range view of seven riders plunging toward the trees which were just beside them.

The dozen rifles steadied for a brief instant on their targets. They crashed. And three of the seven horses that reached the woods were riderless.

Four were gone, however. Aye, and as the line of riflemen surged forward, they were encountered by a spiteful crackling of guns among the rocks on this side of the wood. One of the fallen men was either stunned or had gone to his long account. But two of them were determined to make the power of the law pay more dearly for their capture.

Sammy Gregg felt a cut, as of a hot-bladed knife, across his cheek, and a shower of crimson covered his shoulder at once. Someone else in the posse spun around and took a staggering step or two, and then went down. The rest dropped upon their bellies and began to worm their way forward.

Whos up there on the left? called out Cumnor, as calm as you please, while he sheltered himself behind an outthrust of rock.

Its Jem Partridge.

Partridge, darn it, whats the matter with you? Cant you angle some bullets down at them from where you are and roll them over for us?

The side of the hill sloped sharply up, in this place, and with such an angle of fire it was most probable that Jem Partridge could send a few slugs of lead into the foes.

Presently a spark of fire glowed where Jem, without a word of reply, had opened fire.

And then: Oh, darn it! Boys, I got enough — lend a hand here, before I bleed to death, will you?

Tell your pal to stop firing, then, called one of the posse.

Ill see you damned first! called another.

Good Lord, whined the injured fellow, you aint gonna leave poor Thompson to lie here and bleed to death, be you?

You yaller-livered rat, Thompson. You was never no good. You was always a quitter. I dunno how the chief ever happened to bring you along for a job like this! No, you die there and be darned but I aint gonna—

The voice was cut short by the crash of the terrible rifle in the hand of Jem Partridge higher up the slope. And then they heard Jem say: I guess that finished that sucker. You boys dont have to be afraid to go in and keep that there Thompson from bleedin to death!

But ah, how dark and how open was that hillside! And who could tell if two of the three were really dead, or merely holding their fire in reserve to make it count the more effectively as soon as someone of the posse showed?

Then little Sammy Gregg said to himself: What good could I ever be with a gun in my hand for the shooting? But I can serve as well as the next fellow to stand out here and pull their fire — they cant know that its only me!

So said Sammy Gregg, with his knees turned very weak beneath him; and he had barely strength enough to force himself to his feet and stand up in the brightness of the moonshine. But he made his way forward. He came safely through the perilous land between to the rock behind which Thompson lay twisting.

God bless you, partner, gasped Thompson, half gasp and half whine. Youre a brave man. Youll have your share of heaven for doin this. Its right here — look how Im bleedin!

His voice had raised to an hysteria of terror. But here were other men now coming hastily after Sammy Gregg, ashamed of themselves that they had let the little tenderfoot take the brunt of this danger. Cumnor and another were quickly at work bandaging the bleeding wound. And three of the men were sent back in haste to bring up the horses. The others bandaged their own badly hurt man, or examined the dead bodies of the other two, whom they had brought down out of the outlaw party.

The division of the spoils had already been made among the seven. And from each of the three captives, thirty-two thousand dollars was taken in fresh, well-crisped paper money. Thirty-two thousand dollars in cash for a single raid, a single half-days work!


CHAPTER XXVIII. FACING FURNESS
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THEY HAD LEARNED from Thompson, in the meantime, what the probable plans of the leader of the bandits would be. He had intended to push straight in among the mountains, but if there were any danger on the road and he were diverted from that purpose he would turn straight about and take his men down toward the south, and past Munson, and so on until they were lost in the burning flats of the desert. This Thompson was sure of, because he had heard the chief speak of the thing several times.

South is the trail, then! said Cumnor. Hes had his check here. Well ride south.

But Sammy Gregg, remembering something of the big, confident nature of Furness, broke in on this decision.

Go on toward the higher mountains, Cumnor, he begged. Youll find him there. Hell never turn back from his way after a little defeat like this. He has himself and three good men with him. Besides, he probably knows that one of the three men he left behind may give away the news of the intended southern trail.

No doubt there was excellent good sense in this. Cumnor decided that it must be acted upon. The horses were by this time brought up. And the sound of the firing had brought in the vanguard. They carried with them the man who had been wounded by the first fire from the outlaws.

So the wounded and the guard left behind were four members out of the party. Fifteen in all pushed on along the trail in the pursuit of the four fugitives. The odds were greatly altered. And on behalf of the pursuit the freshness of their horses spoke eloquently. Those of big Furness and his men had received a hard pounding during the course of this day and it would be very odd if they would be able to creep out of the range of the posse.

Indeed, they could not. With the silver clarity of the moon covering the mountains and showing them the way, Cumnors party came momentarily upon fresher sign until they reached a point at which the trail turned off into four points, each followed by a single rider!

It was the last desperate remedy, to try to elude the pursuers by simply scattering, the usual vain attempt which children make when the constable takes after them in the orchard where they are enjoying stolen fruit. Cumnor instantly split his band into four sections. Three were of four each. With himself he kept only Sammy Gregg and another named Sid Lannister. And then each party hurried on its way.

Sammy Gregg, however, was none too content. So far all had been well enough. The rush of many horses, the creaking of much saddle leather, the oaths and the murmurs had kept up his courage to a fairly comfortable pitch. But this was now a very different matter, three riders on a trail which might be the trail of the lion, big Furness!

When he considered that one of those riders, namely himself, was to his own knowledge perfectly incapable of handling weapons in a pinch, why, what would happen to them should it indeed prove that they were on the trail of the terrible Furness, and if he, Furness, his tired horse being pressed too hard, should turn back and strike at them?

That thought had barely formed in his mind when the wind blew faintly down the gorge through which they were riding the rattle of musketry, followed, at once, by the sound of exultant voices.

Thats Gavvigan and his boys. He started up that way, said Cumnor. By the racket theyre makin theyve got their man, yes, and he may almost be big Furness himself. Would they holler like that for runnin down any common man? I dunno. Anyways, theres four of em gone and theys only three left. Push on, lads. We got to do our duty like the rest of em. Theres where the rascal has turned to the right. We got him dodgin, now, and thats a pretty good sign that hes about played out and that hes not far away from us! Faster, boys! Wring the last stuff out of the ponies. The last that they got in them. We dont want to be the last of all to finish up our shares of the job!

So they spurred recklessly through the dark woods just before them, little Sammy Gregg with a terrible choked feeling of fear that made it hard for him to breathe. But he dared not give a warning, for the simple reason that it would make the others see his fear so vividly. And if they saw it, what report would go down toward the town and reach, at last, to the ears of Anne Cosden?

She would not be surprised. No, for he realized bitterly that this was merely what she would expect of him, cowardice, weakness, no manhood in body or in soul! So he said nothing but watched the mad onward rush of the two riders. They had forced their way ahead of him down the narrow trail, partly by their eagerness and partly by the superiority of their horsemanship.

They were, in fact, a full five or six lengths ahead of Sammy when they swerved for an instant out of his sight around a dense clump of saplings, and in that moment the thunder burst upon them.

Sammy heard a double report, as of two guns exploding in voice and answer.

Then he whirled around the corner, plucking his six-shooter out nervously. He was in time to see big Cumnor grappling with the towering form of handsome Chester Ormonde Furness, while Sid Lannister was, even now, toppling from his saddle; and in a trice, under the grip of Furness, Cumnor seemed to break in two in the back, then he was flung to the ground in turn.

Which left Sammy Gregg about five feet from the conqueror, with a loaded revolver in his hand, which was thrust out straight at the big fellow. Moreover, his horse was rushing him straight at his enemy.

He saw the glint of steel whipped into the hand of Furness. No bullet through the body would do the business, Sammy told himself. There was too much of this man. A cannonball through the midst might not dispose of him, it seemed to Sammy Gregg. So he chose the head as his target. And, with the pistol thrust out, he strove to keep open his eyes as he pulled the trigger.

The roar of the gun and the sting of the gunpowder smoke in his nostrils and in his eyes as he rushed past gave him a stunned feeling, almost as though he had received a bullet through his own body.

Then one pull was sufficient to bring up his weary horse, and turning about quickly, Sammy Gregg blinked in wonder at the sight of three riderless horses behind him.

Three horses without masters, and one of them the mighty and famous gray whose long-reaching gallop had kept his master for so long beyond the reach of the law.

But was big Furness down? Could it be that his puny hand — hisGreggs — had dropped that famous chief? He got down off his horse at once. There was big Furness rising, swaying to his knees — Furness in all his hugeness of stature.

What happened in Sammy Gregg then he could not say. Propping himself upon a weak arm, big Cumnor was groaning: Your gun, kid! Use your gun on him!

But Sammy heard the voice and not the words or their meaning. A wild, hoarse cry burst forth from his throat. Such a sound he had never made in his life before, never dreamed of. He leaped in at the giant and behold! The giant crumbled before him with a groan and lay helpless at his feet!

There was an explanation of the miracle. All miracles can be explained, and this explanation was that the bullet from Sammys lucky gun had clipped along the skull of big Furness and dropped him stunned to the ground. And, still weak from the shock, he had been unable to brace himself against even the light fury of Sammys attack.

Furness was down, and now Sammy was on top of him, busily knotting the cord which was to secure the wrists of this famous robber and destroyer of men. Two had gone down before him. Then here came this wisp of a man and struck him to the ground.

Oh, great was that monk who wisely invented the black powder that put the prince at the mercy of the commoner!

There beneath the trees he bound big Furness hand and foot, and then tied feet and hands together, so that he could hardly stir. After that he looked to his friends.

There was no use looking to Sid Lannister. He was dying before Sammy got to his side. He merely opened his eyes and stared vacantly into the face of Sammy Gregg, in answer to the anxious question of the latter. Then, with a stupid smile, he died.

With Cumnor it was a different matter. Two broken ribs and a badly bruised jaw were the effect of his grapple with big Furness, and now he was rallying fast.

He even succeeded in struggling to his feet, and gaining the side of Sammy he rested a long, heavy arm across the shoulders of that little warrior.

Think of it, Sammy! said he. Once I was wantin to shoot lead into you. How was I to guess that youd ever be out here saving my fool life and Sids.

Poor Sid is gone. Just see if that big devil is tied securely.

Oh, say, you could hold a ship with less. How are you, Furness?

Well enough, said Furness. And now, lads, this is a lucky strike for you. Theres more than sixty thousand dollars in my wallet there. Take it and welcome. Divide it as you please. Only let me get at that gray horse and away. I dont mind the wound, its only a scratch. Quick, friends, before the others guess that—

He was interrupted by the savagely crooning laughter of Cumnor.

Do but listen to him, Sammy Gregg. He thinks that we have been out to hunt for buried treasure, the dog! Oh, hes a grand man, Sammy. But a wee bit addled in the head!


CHAPTER XXIX. SAMMY A HERO
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CUMNOR WAS TOO badly battered to assist, but he could at least tell Sam Gregg what to do. The little man, by his instructions, heaped up dried brush and then a fire was lighted which he was kept busy feeding as furiously as possible.

They ought to see that signal, if any of them are still in the mountains above us there, said Cumnor. And they ought to file in down here to see the game we got in the bag. Well have some of them here before morning.

Two of the parties were in before the night was three hours older. They had buried the men they had hunted down. And they carried with them, from each, the regular division of the spoil which the robbers must have made shortly after leaving Chadwick City. All had now been saved with the exception of one share of the loot. Of two hundred and fifty-odd thousand dollars stolen from the Chadwick bank that morning and divided among seven pockets, a little over two hundred thousand had been retaken. And the eighth share might still be reclaimed if the party of four riders had any fortune whatever as they struggled somewhere through the mountains after their prey.

Of the seven bold men who had ridden into Chadwick City so bravely and so nonchalantly that morning, four were already dead, one was hounded across the mountains on a weary horse by four active pursuers; one was a wounded prisoner; and the leader of the whole crew was in the hands of the messengers of the law. Altogether a most discouraging day for crime and for criminals!

But Sammy Gregg was the hero. They turned to him with a respect that made him want to break into laughter, and when for the tenth time someone murmured that the thing he had done had been very fine, he could stand it no longer.

Friends, said Sammy Gregg, I cant let you go on talking like this here, because it wont do! The fact is that I was scared to death while we were chasing down the trail, just the three of us. I would as soon have gone hunting lions as I would have ridden down the trail of big Furness. Then I heard a crash. And the first thing I knew, there I was riding right straight at Cumnor and big Furness grabbing one another. I saw Cumnor broken. Then I couldnt do anything but pull the trigger of my own gun. My horse was carrying me right in at him.

If I hadnt fired like that, I simply knew that Id get a bullet in my back as I rode away. I was simply lucky in having my bullet land. And theres the end of the story. But I hope that Im not going to hear any more of this talk about how fine the job was. It was poor Lannister that rode in and took a bullet through the body that deserved most of the credit. Next to him, there was big Cumnor, who grappled with Furness and then lived to tell about it afterward. They get the credit, and I had the luck!

He finished this speech with a deprecatory smile and a flush, as one by no means glad of his lack of greatness, but very eager that people should know him honestly for what he was, and not a scruple more. And he was answered by a grave silence and by curious, bright eyes fixed calmly upon him.

Well, said Cumnor finally, Ill be darned!

Me, too, said another. It seems that it was only luck, after all.

And a third said dryly: Seems like all anybody needed was to be there!

But, said still a fourth member of the party in the same sarcastic manner, that dont explain how you happened to run in at big Furness when he was on his feet.

He was stunned, said Sammy, frowning as he tried to remember.

Cumnor didnt know that Furness was stunned. How did you know when you yelled and run in at him?

I was excited, said Sammy Cregg, desperately. I didnt know what I was doing.

The same solemn silence greeted him. Sammy withdrew a little from his place in the circle of the firelight. The same grave, gloomy eyes followed him.

You see what the little fool is worrying about? said big Furness, speaking up at the same time. Hes afraid that youre going to make a hero out of him and that then he wont be able to live up to that mark.

But that explanation did not make Sammy any less wretched. He only dreaded the manner in which Anne Cosden would laugh when she heard this thing!

They left a small party in the mountains to bring the wounded Cumnor to the other wounded, friends and enemies. There they made a depot of all the provisions that they did not need and those who had been selected by lot started back on the pleasant journey to Munson.

Sammy did not wish to go. He protested that he knew a good deal about wounds and the dressing of them and that he should be detailed with the hurt men in the mountains, but they would not listen to him.

I got to send in somebody who knows everything about what has happened, said Cumnor, and youre the only man, Gregg. You got to go in and telegraph to the authorities. And I suppose that the bank over there in Chadwick City would be pretty glad if you was to wire to them, too. I think that maybe you could find out if they intend to offer any reward for the catching of the gents that walked away with their money. You run along, Sammy, and do the best you can!

So Sammy was forced to head the party that started on for Munson. No one talked about the work of the expedition to him on the way down, and no one asked him what sort of a report he was going to make. But now and again he knew that their eyes were upon him and that they were smiling.

So, when they arrived at Munson, he went straight to the telegraph office at the railroad station and there he sent off to Chadwick the following wire:

Party under Cumnor, of Munson, overtook and fought the raiders of Furness. Four raiders killed. Thompson and Furness wounded and captured. Two hundred and twenty-four thousand dollars recaptured. One bandit escaped so far as is known at present.

This was the legal truth, boiled down as small as possible. And Sammy, glad when that bit of duty was off his hands, started for the back room of the saloon to find out what had happened to the ruined, scorched feet of poor old Durfee in the meantime. He went around the back of the saloon to escape the notice of the men whose voices he heard in the front, and just as he got to the open back door, he heard the happy voice of Anne Cosden crying: Who really captured big Furness?

Sam Gregg.

Nonsense! And her laughter ran like a thrill of poison through the tormented soul of poor Sammy.

I dont mean that. I know that little Sammy planned the trip, and I suppose that he planned it very well, indeed! But when Furness was captured, surely there was some sort of a fight, and I want to know who were in it!

Well, there was Lannister. He was killed by Furness.

Poor Sid Lannister. He was a brave fellow.

Then there was Cumnor. But he was smashed up in the hands of that Furness.

Good heavens! What then?

Maam, there was only one left in the party that was trailin Furness. Only three in that party to begin with, you see, and two of em had gone down before big Furness before the fight really got good and started.

Yes? Yes? Why are you stopping? It was hand to hand, then, between Furness and the third man?

Yes. And the third man was Sam Gregg.

Are you ridiculing poor Sammy?

Him, I would be scared to ridicule him, maam, after what hes been seen to do on this here trip. He was the brains that started things going. And he was the hand that finished off the whole job that he had planned. He shot big Furness off of his hoss. And when Furness got up, he ran in and grabbed him by the throat and knocked him down again and tied him up.

Good heavens! cried Anne Cosden. Why, I have more strength than that little—

Maybe you have right now, maam, but when he gets excited hes apt to go sort of wild, I suppose.

Stuff! cried Anne.

But here he is himself.

And Sammy stood at the door with a crimson face that showed that he had overheard too much of what had been said.

Sammy, cried the girl, dont think that Ive been running you down, only theyre trying to tell me that you actually had the courage to fight hand to hand with Chester Furness. And of course I couldnt help laughing at that!

Sammy looked at her through a haze. His face was so hot that he felt that his hair must be scorching.

Sammy! cried Anne Cosden. Do you mean to tell me that it is true, what theyve been telling me?

It was all an accident, Anne, said Sammy Gregg huskily. You see, my horse was carrying me right in. I couldnt do anything to defend myself except shoot, and luckily it chipped him beside the head.

Oh, said Anne Cosden. But no matter what you say, it was you who shot him off his horse? And then they said that you fought with him hand to hand.

He — he got up off the ground. I was a little excited. However, he was badly stunned, and so there was no danger from him at all. And thats all there is to it, Anne. For heavens sake, lets talk about something else.

We talk about nothin else, shouted a strong voice, the voice of old Durfee from the bed. It was Sammy Gregg that bottled up them seven spiders that chewed me all up. God bless you, Sammy, says I!

Anne Cosden, however, stood as one entranced, staring at little Sammy until he ducked suddenly away through the door and was gone.

But, murmured Anne in a troubled voice, then it means that he really, after all, is not just — it means that he really is a good deal of a hero!

Maam, said a gruff voice in answer, when Cumnor comes in youll get the details. But this here Gregg is ashamed of what hes done. Hes afraid that somebody is gunna find out about it and laugh at him. And I wonder if hes got you in mind!

Sammy Gregg took his troubles off to the dark of the night, to commune with them in silence.

When he returned, he made no rejoinder to the hails which he received beyond a single terse word, and so he passed on down the street, a lonely form. He entered the hotel and passed wearily by a big hulk of a man — Rendell.

Son, said Rendell, did you ever hear of the old proverb: Nothing ventured,nothing get?

Little Sammy Gregg turned around upon his heel. Now what do you mean by that? he barked out.

I mean what I say, said Rendell.

But why should you say it to me?

Think it over, son, and youll see! You aint so darned mysterious as maybe you would like to think you are!

With this, he hobbled out of the hotel and left Gregg standing blinking behind him, with his thin hands hanging helplessly at his sides.

Then, turning a bright crimson, he hastened out of the hotel and rushed to the back of the saloon and tapped softly at the door which opened upon the room where the injured Durfee was still kept.

In answer to his tap, the door was opened at once, and tall Anne Cosden towered above him. The red in his face became more fiery still.

Anne, he whispered, I just came to see how — how — Hobo Durfee might be this evening.

And Anne, who had seemed to stand there quite expectant a moment before, now sagged wearily against the side of the door.

Oh, hes all right, I suppose, she said. I wish that somebody would ask how I felt once in a while.

But Anne, how do you feel?

Tired! groaned Anne.

I expect you are, said Sammy.

Tired of all the men in the world! groaned Anne Cosden. Theyre all such fools!

Sammy Gregg groaned. Then he blurted out: Anne, I love you! Will you marry me?

Ive been an idiot, said Anne.

Then there was nothing more said just then. Sammy looked foolishly happy, and Anne was radiant.

THE END
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CHAPTER ONE
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AT TIMBERLINE, JOHN Signal paused. Before him, the pass narrowed to a gorge, dark and silent as a throat of iron; behind him, the slope dipped and folded like a sea heaped up by some prodigious wind until it descended to the green of the valley, far off and quiet as standing water. By shading his eyes and peering, he could discern that glimmer of green clearly in spite of the blue mist of distance; and clear as a streak of quicksilver he made out the face of the river. Where the bright mark divided, there was the village which had been home to him. He never would see it again!

At that thought, John Signal made his face as stern and as hard as the black cliffs before him; young Westerners refuse to melt with emotion, and Signal was only twenty-two! But he wondered, now, why he never before had appreciated the beauty of the white streets of the town, smoking with dust at every touch of the wind, or the narrow gardens on either side; and in his memory all the houses looked like the faces of dear friends, and all the hours of his life seemed to cling about those buildings, like plants rooted in rich mold. Suppose that he went back to face them, and rode to the sheriffs office and gave himself up?

He turned his horse about with a sudden twitch of the reins, but, so doing, he noticed how much thinner the gelding was across the shoulders, how much sharper the ridge of the neck. All the sleekness of the pasture fat had evaporated in the labor of lifting his rider from that far-off gleam of water to this upland. Should all that labor be wasted? Besides, if he returned, his friends would look at one another and smile, and say that John Signals nerve had failed in the great pinch. They would point out that it had often happened before; the hero of the school yard and the vacant lot and the bunkhouse grew soft of heart when real danger came.

Thinking of the town itself, John Signal was about to rush back in surrender. Thinking of the people in it, he became grimly resolute and turned the gelding back toward the throat of the pass.

He was on the verge of timberline, which ran along the deeply incised profile of the mountains like a water mark — a stain left, as it were, by the lower atmosphere, with its fogs and vapors and climbing mists. He, like some amphibious creature, for the first time was lifting his head and shoulders from the deep and breathing the pure air of the upper region. This thought pleased John Signal, and he turned and re-turned it in his mind, like a toy. Sometimes a metaphor is like a pack, bending the back; sometimes it is like a sword in the hand. The boy, much heartened, looked about him with a smile.

The outermost line of the trees, in their unending battle against mountain wind and mountain cold, were flung forward, groveling to the ground, clinging desperately; limber pine and alpine fir, the quaking aspen, black birch and arctic willow still marched against the height and lived on where they had fallen. The air was as still as the waters of a standing pool, but the trees seemed to be still fighting against the wind which had dwarfed and broken and distorted them; and yet it could not drive them back.

It seemed to John Signal that he could understand this battle in another way. Where the forest could climb, man could climb also, and the laws of man, and all beneath this water mark upon the mountains was the dominion of sheriff and judge; but now his horse was carrying him out of the lower region to a place above the law.

He looked up to the dark portals of the pass as if to a gate on which he expected to read some inscription. Once he was inside the rocky throat, darkness fell over him.

The echoes raised by the shod hoofs of his horse came faintly, hollowly upon his ear, floating upon air so thin that it hardly would bear up the sound; and the snorting and breathing of the gelding was like the puffing of another animal, pursuing him at a distance. John Signal felt as though he had ridden into a dream, and he was more than ever startled when he came to the end of the narrow pass and saw before him the treeless gardens of the upper mountains.

He could see, now, that, although he had gone over one ridge of the world, he was not yet at the summit, but in a sort of half land, between the bottom and the top. To his left he looked up the face of a thousand-foot cliff and at the top saw a mountain sheep — very like a tuft of cloud lodged on the rough edge of the rock; and beyond that lofty mass there were other peaks, but all before him and to the right was a comparatively level plateau without a tree, without a bush, but so thickly stippled by ten million million flowers that it appeared not painted but streaked with bits of tinted atmosphere. And for the first time, having passed the dark gate to this land above the law, John Signal understood that it was not only cold and mighty, but also that it possessed a radiant and a lonely beauty of its own.

The winter was not ended here, and never would be, even in August heats; all the northern slopes were agleam with ice or dazzling white with snow, but the flowers that covered the upland meadows — spring beauties, the daisy, the forget-me-not, purple asters, and the goldenrod, and many more — advanced to the edge of the ice and of the icy rocks. Yes, they even blossomed on the backs of the boulders, and through the very ice itself the avalanche lily pushed up to the sun, drilling its way by miracle to the air and to the light.

He rode on past a whole slope of paintbrushes, white-pointed by wild buckwheat, and now he observed that these gardens had their own peculiar music, as well. Here rose a cloud of buzzing sounds and drifted down the wind — bees, filling the air with a sound of sleep; and yonder a flock of ptarmigans, startled from a feast on the buds of arctic willows, rose on noisy wings, whirled in a circle, flashed in the sun, and settled again to their banquet. Butterflies, too, were everywhere adrift, like unbalanced leaves, trying to settle to the ground and rarely succeeding, and then only to be tossed up again to waver in the air.

This was all a very pretty scene, but the boy was hungry, and three or four hundred pounds of mutton was looking blandly down upon him from the height. He uncased the rifle which he carried in a long holster beneath his right knee, the muzzle down. His hands were a little cold. This was not an atmosphere or a light in which he had been accustomed to shooting, but he told himself grimly that he must not waste ammunition. Suppose, then, that yonder puff of white wool upon the rock lip were a man with a rifle leveled in return?

At this, with narrowed eye like a fighting man, he jumped the butt of his rifle into the hollow of his shoulder and fired. The sheep stood unmoved, but he lowered the gun without a second shot. One bullet a day would have to keep him in meat; otherwise, he simply would starve himself by way of punishment.

Providence, one might have said, had heard this resolution as it was registered in the heart of Signal, and now it tipped the mountain sheep from the ledge. It went down a four-hundred-foot slide, cannoned out into empty air, and fell with a crunch not fifty yards away. Signal went to it curiously, rather than with an outburst of savage appetite. He turned the heavy body. He had aimed at the right shoulder, a little back; and in that spot, exactly, he found the bullet wound!

When he saw this, he looked up and stared at the dark mouth of the pass by which he had been admitted, and he smiled in content and in something more than content. Then he set about butchering the sheep with care, for if he could preserve this meat in part by jerking it, he would not have to go hungry for weeks — it was a three hundred and fifty pound ram.

For fuel, he had to go back through the pass and use his short-hafted ax on the tough timberline trees. Returning with a load of this firewood, he set about his cookery. Even then, he dared not unsaddle his horse, and many a glance he cast at the shadowy mouth of the pass; for if they were following close upon his heels, they would have to come at him through this doorway. No matter how many, he was grimly confident that he could close that door and bolt it with bullets from the rifle.

By noon, he began his cookery; he did not finish it until evening, which came on early and cold when the sun got behind the western heights and all the valley was flooded with chill shadow. It had not been a very neat job. His fingers were scorched, and half of the meat was rather burned than cooked, besides which, a great deal of it would have to be seasoned yet more with heat before he could hope to preserve it. However, he felt that a day or two of the fierce white sun of these uplands would finish the cure, and so he rolled up the rest of his supply in the big sheepskin and prepared to find a shelter for the night.

He was drawing up the cinches of his saddle when a shadow of danger crossed his mind, and, whirling about, he saw a horseman coming toward him, not from the mouth of the stone pass, but in the opposite direction. Even at that distance, he could see that it was a big man, on a big horse, and through the shadows he made out a horizontal gleam balanced across the pommel of the saddle; a mountaineer with a rifle in readiness, then!

He made no secret of his own precautions, but threw his gun across the hollow of his left arm and placed a finger on the trigger. Then he watched the other come up as a lookout watched the approach of a strange ship at sea — a ship at sea in the days of pirates and the buccaneers.

Looming first as a tall, imposing form, the stranger now appeared at close range rather a gaunt figure, his face overshadowed with a beard of many days growth, and his clothes loose and ragged to a surprising degree. With a keen eye he looked upon John Signal, a keen and sunken eye, and then made a little gesture of greeting, half a wave of the hand, half a military salute.

Signal merely nodded, and kept the gun in readiness.

You raised quite a smoke, young feller, said the man of the mountains. I see that you got a bighorn. Your first?

And his lips twitched a little in a very faint smile beneath his beard. Signal suddenly felt very keenly his youth and his inexperience. He freshened his grip upon the rifle, as the thing which made him equal to any man! And then his sense of good manners returned to him.

If youre hungry, he said, get down and eat!


CHAPTER TWO

[image: img107.jpg]

THE UNSHAVEN MOUNTAINEER did not hesitate.

I could use a bit of mutton, he said, and swung his leg over the cantle of his saddle.

He moved slowly, very like a man who is numbed by cold, and then sat down cross-legged on a stone beside the cooked meat which was pointed out by Signal.

Its coming on cold, aint it? said the stranger.

Its pretty cold, admitted Signal, and kicked together the last embers of the fire, so that a blaze jumped up. Doing this, he kept his face constantly, watchfully, toward the stranger. He had laid aside his rifle, but he had a Colt loose in the holster at his right thigh, and his right hand was never far from the projecting handle.

He felt that he had some reason for this caution. There was something wolfish about the manner of the stranger in eating — something wolfish, also, in his way of turning his eye upon Signal. Part by part, the boy felt himself surveyed — his boots, even, his revolver — the rifle he had put aside — the heavy belt of ammunition which loosely sagged about his hips.

With amazing speed, the mountaineer had devoured a quantity of the mutton. Now he leaned back against the rock.

Got the makings? he inquired.

With his left hand, Signal extracted brown papers and Bull Durham from his pocket and passed them over, watching critically while the other made his smoke with stumbling fingers, lighted it, and drew in great drafts so deep that very little of the smoke appeared again when he blew it forth.

You hunt, maybe? asked Signal, allowing his curiosity the satisfaction of a single question.

I hunt now and then, said the other.

He nodded after he had answered; his eyes had grown strangely sleepy and a vague smile appeared beneath his beard. Then he jerked up his head, suddenly awake.

You dont pack a knife, I see.

I have a knife here.

Thatd never pass for a knife — not if you have to live up here for a spell. Look at this one. Its the best German steel.

He displayed it, accordingly — a hunting knife with a long and a heavy blade.

Im a little short, said he. Im a little short of bullets. Id trade that for a handful out of your belt, youngster.

Its worth a good deal more, answered Signal.

I know it is. But I cant expect to make a good trade at this end of the world. You throw in as many bullets as you want.

And where shall I get more up here? asked Signal.

Why, youll have enough to see yourself through, I suppose. Youre not going to camp up here for ever, young feller?

No. But ammunition may be worth more than gold, said Signal.

Why, then, replied the other, Ive got another knife. I can get along without this one. Suppose that we say only half a dozen cartridges?

And I take the knife?

Ive got another as good, explained the stranger. A few cartridges would be saving me from a long trip.

He looked with such earnestness at young Signal that the latter hesitated and, for a fraction of an instant, turned his eyes upward in thought. Charity is highly commendable. He could live very well without another knife, but this ragged man of the mountains seemed desperately cornered. So thinking, with the scales turning to the side of kindness, John Signal saw a floating bird high above him, and knew the flight of a golden eagle — drifting across the range, perhaps, to drop on some prey in the richer lowlands.

Then his glance flickered down, and he was in time to observe the last of a lightning movement which brought a Colt from somewhere about the person of a stranger and leveled it at the head of his host. There was hardly more chance to outspeed that gesture than there would have been, say, to beat the flick of a cats paw when it has started toward the mouse. And young John Signal was too bewildered to even attempt resistance.

I tried to treat you white, said the other, but you wouldnt have that. Now youre gunna get hell, instead. Ill take that whole gunbelt, kid. Just unbuckle that belt and let her drop, will you? Bein special careful about what your fingers do at the time of unbuckling.

Totally outraged, the boy exclaimed: Youve been fed when you were starving, stranger. Is this your comeback to me?

Son, said the other, pushing himself up to his feet with the same clumsy movement which Signal had noticed when he dismounted, Ill tell you how it is. Theres some thats able to do the way theyre done by; and theres some that aint got a chance unless they do a mite more.

He rendered justice to his own wit with a broad, slow grin, and this was the thing which unbalanced the scales for Signal. If he had been one of those cautious and thoughtful beings to whom probabilities mattered in a pinch, he never would have done the thing which, in the first place, drove him away from his home; but now he was in loftier regions — above the law. And he felt a pain in his temples, which was the beating of his blood there. Then he went for his Colt.

He was well-covered at the instant. There was no chance that he would escape being shot through and through. But he merely gambled savagely against fate that the bullet would not strike him in a fatal spot, or would, at least, leave him enough life to enable him to send home his own shot. So he twisted himself sidewise as he snatched out the revolver.

And the gun of the stranger remained silent! Instead of firing, he raised his own weapon like a club and lurched in at the boy. Far better for him if he had run at an upreared grizzly! A young grizzly, say, unhampered by fat, unwieldy bulk, sickness, or wounds.

The gun of Signal was ready for work while still the stranger was plunging in, and a rash or careless workman would certainly have pulled the trigger; but Signal was one of those rare creatures who can drop an old thought and find a new one in the course of a single second, or a split part thereof. So he noted that the game of bullets had been thrown aside and another sport put in its place.

It was not for nothing that he had grown up in the streets of his town where the tough jaws of hard-fisted young Mexicans had to be cracked, and where the boys from the range came in for a fight or a frolic like troops of young lions. In that town, he had been the acknowledged master. If there was a hard look about his stern young features, it was because, perhaps, they had been beaten to that texture by the knuckles of his peers in many a grand battle.

So he abandoned the thought of using his trigger finger, and, instead, he shot a well-timed uppercut just under the chin of the other. It lifted the hat from the head of this stranger and tossed all his long, unkempt hair upward as though in a puff of wind; it stopped his rush; it caused the revolver to drop from his nerveless hand; it made him waver in a balance from toe to heel. Then his knees buckled and he sank slowly down.

Signal picked up the fallen revolver and stepped back, with both hands armed, but the instant his left hand took the burden of the others gun, he knew what had happened. The Colt was totally empty. It had been merest bluff that caused the bearded fellow to draw the revolver!

Half stunned, as yet, the stranger supported himself upon one hand and knee while his eyes slowly cleared. He shook his head, like a dog trying to get the water out of its pelt; then he staggered to his feet again.

Whats wrong with you? asked Signal sharply.

Kid, said the other, facing the pair of guns undauntedly, I tried a crooked move on you, and you called me. Well, you hold the cards. I never had a play in the game, anyway. My gun was as empty as the belly of a starved wolf.

You hadnt a shot left. I could tell that by the heft of your Colt. But whats paralyzed you? I never saw a man go down so dead from such a tap!

Tap? grinned the other with surprising good nature. You may call it that; it felt like the tap of a sledge hammer, to me. But I havent had a mouthful of chuck for five days, son. Thats what softened my joints, if thats what you mean!

Instantly Signal believed. It explained the slowness of the others movements — except that lightning flash when the gun had been drawn. It explained the wolfing of the mutton, and the sunken eyes, and the gauntness of the form which made the coat fit so loosely.

Im sorry, said he. If youd come cleaner, this wouldnt have happened. Are you feeling better now?

My jawll be loose on its hinges for a couple of weeks, replied the other with a perfect good nature, but otherwise, Ill soon be all right.

Will you tell me why you had to starve?

Im up here waiting for pals, said the stranger.

Signal stared.

Up to starving time?

My pals would never go back on me, replied the other. They may be slow in coming, but theyre sure to arrive.

Then why not live on horse, for a while? asked Signal.

The other turned and regarded his horse. It was a tall, clean-limbed bay, sleek and trim from living in the mountain pastures.

That horse and me, said he, have played tag with hell together too often for me to tap him on the head because of my belly. Ive sure envied him that there talent for living on grass, the last week. But outside of that, Ive never given him a hard thought. Live on Shanks, there? Itd be like cannibalism, partner!

Signal hesitated no longer. From his cartridge belt he took out a dozen cartridges — more precious than gold, perhaps, they might prove to him! And he presented them together with the empty gun to the other.

For the price of the knife? asked the stranger eagerly.

For the sake of your horse, smiled John Signal, and for your sake too, partner!


CHAPTER THREE

[image: img107.jpg]

FRIENDSHIP IS NOT sold by the yard; neither is it traded for merchandise; but it is rather like gold, and sometimes the hardest rocks give the richest strike. These two, who had stood on the verge of a life and death battle, now looked upon each other with kindly eyes. Unhesitatingly, Signal turned his back upon the stranger and finished the cinching of his horse, conscious that his back was guarded from danger by more than leveled guns! And he said, as he turned:

Youd better help yourself to some more of that meat, old man. You may need it before you get in your next shot.

Where are you bound? asked the other with curiosity.

Yonder, said Signal.

Over the range?

Most likely.

To Monument, I suppose?

Monument? Whats that?

You aint heard of that?

You mean the mining town? The silver mines?

What else?

Ive heard of that. Whereabouts does it lie?

At this, the stranger stared at him in some wonder.

You beat me, said he. As sure as my name is Henry— He paused, cutting himself very short, and went on: You dont know Monument? It was as if he had said: You dont know the sun?

I dont know the place. Ive never been there.

Youre from the hind side of the range, are you?

Yes, from over there.

You dont have to cover up with me, said the other, smiling most disarmingly again. Youre on the run, kid, I suppose. Well, thats your business. Im on the run, too. That is to say, more or less. Ive had to hop a dozen times in my life. I still hop, now and then. If you want to tell me who you are — it goes. If you dont I shut up. But my name is Henry Colter.

There was enough force in that name to make Signal, who had just buckled the last cinch, wheel about, his shoulders flattened against the ribs of his horse.

Youre Colter! he exclaimed.

Thats me.

Well, Im damned!

To think you had me down, eh? grinned the other. I suppose it does seem a little funny; but, as youve seen for yourself, Im not as hard as theyve made me out, all these years!

His words came dimly to the ears of John Signal, who was seeing many strong images that rushed up into his mind. There was a picture of a big, rugged fellow, riding a mustang through the streets of the town, burdened with revolvers and a long rifle. That was Dan Garrison, bound outward, men said, to ride until he found death or the life of Henry Colter. Dan Garrison never had come again. He had found the end of his trail, and Colters superior gun had won. And there was Ned Levis, famous for his dapperness and his savage fighting, who had been brought down the Bender Creek to the town, five long years before, and had lain for three days in bed before he died, more of exhaustion from the loss of blood than because of the terrible wounds which the bullets of his conqueror had driven through his body. Henry Colter was that conqueror.

Those were two overt pictures, so to speak. But there was much else, such as the wild tales of robbery and murder which, from time to time, drifted upon the tongues of men, not quite enough substantiated to appear in the public press, which rather referred to Colter as celebrated than notorious. He was one of those men really wanted for a hundred crimes, but not yet outlawed because he had not actually been tried and found guilty for any important action. For he had lived not on the hind side of the range, but on the western front of it, where the law had not yet established itself. He had kept ahead of the sheriff, so to speak. And, though all the world knew that he was a criminal, there was probably not a warrant in existence for his arrest.

So famous was this Henry Colter that young Signal looked upon him agape.

My God, said he, but Ive heard a lot and a lot about you, Colter!

Have you? said the other, not unpleased. And pretty near all bad, I take it?

They say that you shoot straight — and youre square with your pals, said the boy, who had much to learn of diplomacy in this strangely tangled world of ours. However, he was talking with one who was quite indifferent to most criticism.

If they say that, they say enough, said Colter. I dont ask for any more. I shoot straight, and I stand for my pals — all them that stand for me! Now, kid, where dyou aim to ride that hoss tonight — or are you still upstage with me?

The boy canted his ear a little, at this unfamiliar slang. It was a less sophisticated world than that of today, when all the side-talk of a dozen professions is spilled abroad through the newspapers and shop-talk finds its way into the conversation of the most uninitiated.

However, he could understand the meaning of Colter, and he hesitated a little, not only because of what he would have to say, if he answered at all, but because there was a weight upon his heart when he even thought of the thing which sent him from Bender City to the highlands. He sighed, and instantly the words came.

They want me for murder at my home town. Thats my story. My name is John Signal.

The other nodded.

I knew it was a killing, he said, unshocked.

Will you tell me how you happened to guess that? asked Signal anxiously.

You havent got the story branded into your forehead, smiled the other. That neednt bother you, if thats what you mean. But folks have to have a reason for coming up to this section of the world. And, after I saw the way you tickled that revolver and danced it out under my nose, why, I didnt have to ask any more questions. It was guns that made you leave your home town; and youd shoot too straight not to kill your man!

This simple analysis left Signal a little bewildered. The other went on genially: They ran you out, then?

I didnt stay to be run out, said he. I knew that theyd be after me.

Self-defense, son, said the experienced Colter. Thats the gag to use on them — so long as the shooting is done from in front!

The boy shrugged his shoulders.

It was done from in front, but it was the son of the judge who dropped. He exploded angrily: Damn him, hed been trading on his fathers name all his life. He tried to walk on me!

The other grinned broadly.

And you couldnt reach him with your fists?

It was poker, said John Signal. He began to talk and tap the table with his Colt. A man cant stand for that!

He had his gun out?

He did.

Did other people see it?

Two sneaking cronies of young Bill Hampton.

Theyd testify against you?

Of course they would. Theyre both employed by the judge. I didnt have a chance.

Colter held his peace for a serious instant. Then:

What do you aim at?

A new start in life, said the boy gloomily. Thats the only thing that I can do.

And why not a start in Monument?

Ive got to avoid towns — and the law!

Colter laughed.

You think that theyll pepper the whole countryside with men looking for you, and a thousand-dollar reward. They wont! On the hind side of the mountains, the laws a growed-up man. But over yonder it goes on bare feet and aint as big as a baby. In Monument there aint any law to speak of. Not for a man that wears two guns and can use em! Monument, my boy. Thats the home thats waiting for you!

What would I do? sighed Signal. Im not a miner.

Colter laughed again.

Who goes to a mining town to mine? Only the suckers — and five or six lucky devils. The rest go there to get their honey without working!

I dont know what you mean by that.

You know me, kid!

Yes.

What sort of work do I do? Then, as the boy was silent, he went on: Your best plan is as plain as the nose on your face. The thing for you to do is to stay here with me until my chums come along. Then throw in with me. Thats the absolute ticket! Why, kid, Ill roll you in money.

He explained, during the next pause: That sounds a lot — from a starved man that didnt have even a bullet for his guns, eh? But wait and see. Today or tomorrow, the boys Im waiting for will be up here. We head straight down for Monument. Ill show you whos king there, old-timer.

Signal shook himself like a man rousing from a profound sleep. He said rapidly:

Thats a kind offer. I take it that way. But the fact is that I want to go straight. You see how it is — Im willing to work. I dont mind work. Ive worked before!

The other chuckled, unabashed.

Is that it? said he. Well, they all start like that, and feeling that way. The books say that the crooks have got to go down. Sure, because the books only know about the ones that have been caught. Well, Im forty, and never saw the inside of a jail. You try working. But on Saturday night, you come around and talk to me!


CHAPTER FOUR
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LIKE A HOT toddy, the sense of his own virtue warmed the heart of John Signal through three bleak, beautiful days among the highlands, during which he shuddered at night beneath his blankets in the cold, and during the day drove gradually across the range until he came on the third afternoon to a lofty platform, held up as upon stilts, to view the lower regions around him. He saw almost as far as the human eye can reach, for the mountain air was pure and still — distance made objects dwindle in size but hardly obscured their features, except to the south where a reddish haze, like smoke, continually poured upward from the earth to the upper air. That was the desert, as he knew, over whose face the wind is never still, picking up sands and sifting them eternally through the sieve of the air.

Out of that desert mist, while he watched, he saw a streak of black moving, making a pencil line which broadened and evaporated toward the rear as it ran straight on in front toward a range of hills — ran very slowly, but never stopping. He marveled only for a moment, for then he knew that it was a train heading north. The patience of the mountains was upon Signal, and he watched, amused, while the pencil stroke ran on to the foot of the hills where a gap opened among them. There it stopped at a number of houses, clustered close.

Where was the railroad pointed? Not, surely, at this insignificant village which, nevertheless, seemed to be the terminal of the line. But beyond the broad heaps of the hills there was a small valley with a curving gleam of water down its center; and where the river flowed from the western hills, a town appeared, stretched out along the river edges. Still further west, the hills ran against the knees of great mountains which suddenly stood up against the sky, one of them loftier than all the rest with sides more rigidly straight and a great white hat upon its head. By many a description he knew that mountain. It was Monument, and therefore the town beside the river had likewise the same name. That was Monument, to which Colter had commended him.

He frowned at the thought. In making that recommendation, Colter had clearly pointed out that there was little likelihood of proper work being found in the town, except for a gun-fighter or a hanger-on.

But the rigid sense of his own virtue which had supported the boy so stoutly during these past days now faltered a little. What, otherwise, was he to do? To ride on into the unknown, and, at last, find obscure work on a ranch, riding herd? All the miseries of that labor came up in his mind — the blinding hot August days, and the winter blizzards — the weaklings of March which had to be tailed up endlessly — the continual labor, the dirty, ignorant companions, the poor food.

Suddenly the boy put his conscience asleep by saying to himself that he would venture down to the lowlands and find Monument and then — see what might happen to him. Not that he deliberately chose a lawless life, but, having once ridden to the highlands above the law, it seemed a dreary descent to go back to the common ways of common men!

So he rode down for Monument.

It was no easy ride. That which his eye had seen, striking straight across the valley, as a bird might fly, was in reality many a long mile. He came down to the level, however, in the dusk of the day, and there he camped. In the gray morning he rode on up the valley, keeping close to the bank of the river when he had reached that water. It flowed with a hurrying murmur and he smiled a little as he watched it, wondering how much he could have learned from that continual whispering.

The valley narrowed to a pass between two hills, the river cutting a gorge, and, following a trail over the first hill, he came to the top and had his first near view of Monument, laid out like a little map at his feet.

He was amazed by it! For the stories he had heard of mining camps usually figured forth scanty shacks of thin wood, collected largely from packing cases, and patched with canvas — jumbles of dugouts, lean-tos, dog-tents thrown confusedly together. But Monument was different. There appeared before the startled eye of the boy a city of broad streets and structures up to three stories, built of adobe, frame, or brick. Even while he watched, he saw a long procession of wagons, loaded with lumber, come trundling down the main street on the right bank of the river, drawn by great teams of mules. At the chuckholes the teams paused, shocked to an instants halt, and then lurched ahead again, all hitting their collars with one rhythm while the loud voices of the drivers and the crackling of the big wheels came up to John Signal clearly and yet at such a distance that he was reminded of the music of the bees and the whirring wings of birds in the tableland of the mountains through which he had just passed.

It was no scraggling frontier town, but seemed built for permanence and pleasure as well as utility. Each bank of the river had been made into a park, the tall trees which originally stood there in imposing files having been miraculously preserved from the hungry axes of the miners. And Signal at last shook his head in doubt, for it seemed impossible that such a place should be free from the influence of the law.

He jogged his gelding down the slope, still scanning the town and the country all about it. It was a mining town set in the heart of a cow country. All the hills, at a little distance, were freckled with live stock, and as he came down again toward the river, he saw a pair of punchers bringing in a hundred beeves toward the town — for the butchers, no doubt. And even those scores of fat steers would not last long among the thronging crowds of the city of Monument.

When he joined the trail, he fell in with the rearward puncher and helped him round into the crowd a runaway.

Are you an old hand here at Monument? asked Signal.

Im about as old as any, said the puncher, who was a man of thirty-five. Ive worked cows around these parts for eleven year.

And worked silver too, I suppose?

I never took nothing out of the ground, answered the other. What I say is: If you want to stay above ground, you better work there. Them that take the cash out of the rocks give their lives in exchange, before very long. Thats a bang up hoss you got there.

Hes not bad, admitted the boy, pleased.

A cuttin hoss, Id say, by the way that he pointed that hunk of beef back into the herd.

It was an ugly roan that Signal bestrode, with jutting hip bones and a ewe neck and a great Roman nose and ears that perpetually sagged back.

Its a cutting hoss, too, said Signal.

Looks a pile more like a camel than it does like a hoss, went on the puncher, but by the looks of its legs, I could tell. Give a hoss a middle piece and four real legs, and hes worth something.

He stands over some ground, pointed out the boy, well pleased by this appreciation of a favorite.

And you gotta use plenty of canvas to make cinches for him.

He can last, agreed Signal. He can run all day. Cant you, Grundy?

Grundy tossed his head and snorted, and flicked his ears back and forth, annoyed.

Hes got the temper of an old woman, commented Signal. Hed as soon eat you as a bale of hay. His idea of a good game is to get a man down and walk up and down his frame. But hes all horse, and he has a head on his shoulders. Thats what counts, I suppose.

Of course it is, agreed the other. I wouldnt mind owning a hoss like that, myself. Hes got a turn of speed, Id hope?

Yep. Hed surprise you.

What kind of a price would you put on him?

More than youd want to pay, partner, said the boy amicably. Hes worth more to me in my line of work than he would be to you in yours.

Is that so? And what might your line of work be?

Signal hesitated. What, after all, was his line of work? To keep his hide and head intact, first and foremost, and for that purpose, of course the horse was invaluable to him.

Im drifting on a long march, he said in indirect answer. Im piling off on a mighty long march, and of course I wouldnt be selling the best thing I got before I start.

Are you gunna make a richer strike than Monument? asked the puncher, with a grin. And he looked Signal up and down with a flick of his eyes which might have meant nothing, and which might have meant a great deal.

The second puncher came up.

Heres a kid, said the first one, whos about to make a long march. A mighty long march. I dunno that he knows where!

The heart of Signal began to beat fast and his color altered a little, for he saw that they were beginning to suspect something about him. The second puncher laughed.

Maybe it aint whats before but whats behind that makes him ride, was the latters comment.

Signal reined up his horse.

What are you fellows driving at? he asked in resentment.

They made no answer, but worked slowly on after the herd, talking to one another, and not to him.

He looked after them in some dismay, and, making a grim resolution that he would never again allow himself to be tricked into conversation about his own goals and destinies, he cantered up the road again, passed the herd without giving the drovers a glance, and rode on toward the town.

In a few moments, he was within the verge of the city of Monument, and the sounds of the place gathered about him like the ripple of waters about the ears of a swimmer.

So, determined to keep rigidly upon his guard, and to set a special watch over his tongue, he moved on, glancing to the left and right, and feeling extraordinarily like an escaped prisoner, returning to his jail.

Who would attempt to lock the door upon him?


CHAPTER FIVE

[image: img107.jpg]

HE FOUND THE streets of Monument broad and fairly clean, though deeply rutted by the wheels of the great wagons which constantly were jolting and jarring through them, in all weathers of the years. The scheme of the town was pleasant enough, the upper stories of the buildings projecting out well above the lower, and being supported on strong pillars of adobe or brick or wood which rose from the outer edge of the sidewalks. In the shade of the arcades thus made, the citizens of Monument walked to and fro, sometimes almost lost in the shadow, but at the street corners emerging suddenly into the brightness of the sunlight, so that the boy was amazed by such types of clothes and people as he never had seen. Looking down from the height of his saddle, he stared at the headgear in particular and observed derbies, high silk hats most absurdly out of place, common felts of gray and brown, and the sloppy, wide-brimmed black felt which was so common all through the West, turning green with age and much sunshine; there were caps, and the peaked straw hats of Mexicans, and the flatter straw hats of others; there were sun helmets, and there were the towering, massive sombreros, sometimes flecked with metal work of varying kinds.

He had many glimpses of the faces which flowed along, making those hats bob up and down, and he saw peons and high-blooded Mexicans, and half breeds, and full-blooded Indians from both the north and the south of the Rio Grande; and he saw Negroes, and all the shades of the black man up to the octoroon whose blood was betrayed only by the smoke in the whites of his eyes, and perhaps by a certain frightened look. For the rest, there were all the nationalities of white man, and all the grades, and all the classes, from the laborer to the affected gentility of the professional gambler; from the dour-faced gunman to the youngster from England, in riding boots and breeches, unconcerned by the glances of amusement cast after him.

John Signal was so amazed and delighted by this stream of life that he felt that he could have gazed at it during the rest of his days. But here he came to a great sign:

Jenkins Employment Agency!

And suddenly he remembered that he had to work in order to live. He had exactly eight dollars in his pocket, and he gathered that eight dollars would not lead him far in such a community as this. He halted the roan horse with a sigh and tethered it at the hitching rack, where already there were half a dozen other horses tied, all of them lump-headed mustangs. Then, resigning himself to the curse of Adam, he passed into the employment agency.

It was one small room, and there was not a soul in it except a single fat fellow, with one arm, who leaned at the center table upon his single hand and seemed to sleep. Young Signal touched his shoulder and was rewarded by a grunt, a start, a whirl of the little man, and a big Colt jabbed into his stomach.

But the other instantly realized that he had made a mistake, and he backed away, grinning shamefacedly.

I was havin a dream! he said.

Im sorry I woke you up, said Signal, good-natured. You almost put me to sleep for good and all.

Not me! Not me! said the other. But what dyou want with me, son?

His hand gestured toward his bosom, and the big Colt disappeared.

I want to talk to the employment agent.

Thats me.

Are you Jenkins?

Thank God I aint. The dirty crook beat me out of my money. All I got is his business. And you see how thick that is!

Are there a lot of other agencies in the town?

There aint another one.

It was again time for the boy to gape in bewilderment.

How can you keep everybody in jobs? he asked.

How cant I? Who wants to work in Monument? Do you?

He looked in open wonder at the boy.

I do.

What can you handle? A drill and a single-jack? Know how to break ground long? Theres a place for practiced hands at that, but they collect more blisters than dollars, and bust their backs, besides!

I can ride a little and use a rope.

Are you handy with a rope?

I can daub it on a cow, now and then.

Youll find plenty of bulls in this here town, but not so many cows, chuckled the fat man. But now and then I get a call for a puncher on one of the places near here. Shall I write you down?

Yes — no, hesitated Signal.

He had not yet decided upon a name which he could assume.

John is my name, said he.

John what? asked the fat man, leaning over a large book which he had opened.

John what? John nothing.

You only got one name?

Thats all.

Theres a million Johns, protested the owner of the business. Why, if you want something short and snappy, dont you call yourself Red-eye, or Whisky John, or something like that? People could remember you, then.

It appeared to the boy that he had made a ridiculous mistake. He should, of course, have thought of something else to go with his own real name. But all that could pop into his mind at the moment was Jones or Smith, and it seemed to him that the combination would smack too much of an obvious alias.

Red-eye John, alias Whisky John. I like the name of that, old son, went on the employment agent.

There was a rushing of hoofs, a confused bawling as a herd of cattle poured down the street, casting up clouds of dust which boiled against the door of the agency, and sifted in through the screen.

I can do without the alias, said Signal shortly.

Hold on! cried the fat man. I gotta name for you. I gotta beaut. And it stands by itself. There aint any other like it. John Alias! Hows that!

He rejoiced in the name with a loud laughter, smiting his paunch with his open hand, until it resounded.

Its all right, answered Signal, casting his dignity aside, and chuckling in turn. Call me John Alias, if you want to.

Alias what? roared the agent. Theyll always say that. Itll start conversation. Youll never have a dull time — not around this part of the world!

He laughed again, and there was something other than good nature blended with his mirth, which the boy could hear in the laughter but could not exactly analyze.

John Alias, said the employment agent, wants a job punching cows. Got his own hoss?

Yes.

A good one? That counts.

A cutting horse.

Got a cutting hoss, too. Thatll land you a job inside of a week. So long, John Alias!

And, still laughing, he followed Signal to the door of the place.

Inside of a week! And how to lodge and board on eight dollars for a week? That was the problem.

He leaned against a pillar outside the agency and rolled a cigarette, frowning in thought, but as he lighted the smoke, he noticed with amazement that the roan horse was gone!

He looked wildly about him, certain that he must have mistaken the hitching rack, but stare as he would, he could not spot Grundy.

This, indeed, was the rack. He could not be mistaken. Yonder with the mustang which had neighbored Grundy on the right, with a tuft of dirty white forelock thrusting out under the brow band.

He turned to a pair of idlers standing near by. One was a short, broad man; the other tall, pale, handsome dressed in a frock coat and a tall hat.

I had a roan horse here! exclaimed the boy. Did you see anyone take him — by mistake?

They looked at him with a curious intentness. Then they looked at one another.

Have you got any friends here in Monument? asked the broad fellow.

No. No one. Ive just ridden into town.

Its a bad town to ride into, said the tall man, and turned deliberately away.

The blood of John Signal was just a little slower to take fire than a train of oil and powder commingled; he wondered if this attitude on the part of the stranger were not enough to justify him in taking offense. As he paused, he noticed a Negro in a leathern apron, sitting cross-legged at the entrance to a small shop with a First Class Boot Repairing sign above the door, and in the eye of the Negro, who was looking straight at him, there was a certain message, though the black man looked down again in haste.

So he stepped to the door of the shop.

Morning, Uncle George.

Mawnin, son, mawnin! And a broad grin, lined with shining white!

I had a roan horse hitched out here. Did you see anybody take it?

Theres two kinds of takin, son. Theres takin, and theres stealin.

I have no friends here. Nobody was authorized to take that roan!

That remembers me of a story about a kid from Denver that rode in last week. Sullivan was borrowin his hoss and gettin into the saddle when the kid runs out of a saloon.

Git off that hoss, says he. You thief!

Sullivan shot him through the head.

Borrowin aint robbery, says Sullivan, and the sheriff seemed to agree.


CHAPTER SIX
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IF THIS STORY made it clear that accusations of theft were dangerous to scatter abroad in Monument, it did not help the boy to find the person of the robber, if robber he were and not borrower.

You leave me in the dark, he commented.

Theys a good many mighty smaht men in this heah town, said the black man, who doan think nothin of losin a hoss. Hosses is cheap heah, son.

Not horses like my Grundy.

A good one, was he?

The best I ever sat on, and we have good horses, the part of the country that I come from.

What paht is that, son?

Yonder, said the boy hastily, and waved in a gesture that embraced half the points on the horizon.

Come to think, said the other, you gunna find a lot of neighbors right heah in Monument. Mos of the gemmen has come from jes that place. And he laughed, a Negros strange, throaty, high-pitched laughter.

He had a lump of a head and a ewe neck and plenty of hip bones, went on Signal, but he was all horse, and a yard wide, at that.

It would of took a hossman to tell his points, ahm thinkin, said the black man.

Just that, it would!

Well, said the Negro, slowly, Sim Langley has the name of being a judge of hossflesh!

Whos Sim Langley? Is that the man who took him? Where shall I find him? stammered the boy in haste.

Langley? Ah dunno nothin about him! said the other, and bent over his work with a scowl.

Plainly he had already said more than he wished, and would not add a word to his statement. Therefore, Signal waited no longer.

He went slowly down the street. To his left was a gunshop, and into this he stepped. A very lean little man with a rat-like face furnished with a long nose met him in the middle of the floor.

Whatll you have?

Im looking for a man by name of Sim Langley, said John Signal. Can you—

Dyou think that I got him in here? snapped the other. Have I got him in one of those bins, maybe? Do I keep him here and feed him lead and gunpowder, maybe?

Signal retreated a step before the condensed fury of the other. He began to feel that the people of Monument were one half mad and the other half purely insulting. The long striking muscles along his arms twitched and hardened. But then he controlled himself.

People may get guns in your place, but they dont get manners, said he.

And what in hell might you mean by that? asked the little man. The ferret-like fury seized upon him. Actually, his hand jerked back to his hip, and he glared with red-stained eyes at the youngster.

It would have frightened most men. Size makes no difference in a gun-fight, except that a smaller man is apt to have quicker nerves and a bigger target. But John Signal had the temper of a bull terrier, which leaves the stranger unregarded until the stranger picks up a rock. Now the boy said with simplicity and directness: You poison little rat!

And he waited for that speech to take effect. For an instant he felt that the convulsed face of the gun salesman would twist itself to bits with rage; but then the beady eyes grew dimmer. They wavered to the side.

And with that, Signal turned upon his heel and left the place. He accosted the first man who passed, a free-swinging cowpuncher, by the look of him, with his sombrero pushed back from a round, red, sweating, cheerful face.

Stranger, can you tell me if you know a man named Sim Langley?

The other halted, suddenly serious.

Who dont? he asked. And he passed straight on.

Signal leaned a hand against the nearest pillar and gritted his teeth. He was fast losing his temper completely, and he felt that the next rebuff would bring a gun jumping out of his holster to start talking the only language which this mad town, apparently, could understand. But still he fought hard, and controlled himself.

He sauntered on down the street, his face a little pinched and white with the relics of his passion, and so he came to a door beside which, inscribed on a brass plate, were the words: Sheriffs Office. And beneath: First floor up.

Signal went one floor up and turned to the left down a narrow hallway, the floor giving in noisy squeaks beneath his feet. He reached a door the upper half of which was of frosted glass, with the black letters painted upon it:

Sheriff Peter Ogden. Walk in!

Signal walked in. He saw a dingy room, a roll-top desk in one corner, a round table in the center, and around the table a shirt-sleeve party playing poker. The chips were stacked in small piles. Evidently it was only a friendly game.

Five men sat at that table. Five cigars tilted as the men turned their heads toward the stranger.

A narrow counter enclosed the door, as though to keep the press of business from overflowing into the room itself. Upon that counter the boy leaned his left hand. Already he had been in the town long enough to realize the necessity of keeping the right hand free.

I want to see Sheriff Peter Ogden.

A large and rosy man removed his cigar.

Youre seeing him, my boy.

Then I want to talk to you about a stolen horse.

A stolen horse?

Thats it.

The sheriff rose with a sigh and approached the counter.

Ill take down the particulars, said he. First time that a stolen horse is picked up, Ill let you know.

This touch of irony brought the teeth of young John Signal together with a click. But the sheriff did not appear to notice. He had taken out a sheet of note paper.

Kind of horse?

Roan gelding.

That the only description?

Roman-nosed. Fifteen three. Ewe-necked. Prominent hip bones. Good legs. Keeps his ears back.

Thats a lot to write, said the sheriff, about a ewe-necked horse. But, looking up, he encountered a blaze of dangerous light in the eyes of the boy. At that, he pushed the paper to one side.

How long you been in Monument?

About two hours.

Ah-h-h! murmured the sheriff. Then he added: Whered you leave this horse?

At a rack outside of the employment agency.

Youre looking for work?

I am.

The sheriff tapped upon the counter with his soft, fat fingers.

What sort of work?

Horses and cows. Thats my line.

You can ride?

Yes.

Pretty well?

Im not a bronc peeler. But I can ride em!

You come out of the agency and your horse is gone?

Yes. Hes gone.

Anybody standing around?

Yes.

What did they say?

That I ought to keep my horses in my pocket when I come in to Monument!

Again the teeth of the boy clicked, and the sheriff banished his smile.

Ill tell you what, he said, there are about twenty horses a week stolen in one way or another around Monument.

The retort of Signal was hardly courteous.

Are you the sheriff? he asked.

The latter tipped up his head, and so doing, he showed a bull neck with the lines of great power beneath its fat. A cold light appeared in his eyes.

Im the sheriff, he said, what about it?

Twenty stolen horses a week are what about it, said John Signal.

There was a little stir at the table. He paid no heed, but his bright, angry eyes glared at the fat man. The latters mouth twitched.

Youre young, said he. You have no line on the thief?

A man said it might be Sim Langley. Whos he?

The sheriff started erect.

You dont know that?

I dont know that. Why should I?

Young fellow, said the sheriff, take the chip off your shoulder, or are you here to try to make a reputation out of me?

I want nothing out of you or the rest of Monument, said the boy, except my horse back and a job if I can get it.

Who told you about Langley taking the roan?

A man who doesnt want his name used.

Do you want me to arrest Langley without anything on which to make out a warrant?

I want my horse.

My boy, said the sheriff, its not hard to find Langley. If hes got your horse, take him back. And when you bring him in — Ill give you a job — as deputy sheriff — at a hundred and fifty a month!


CHAPTER SEVEN
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THIS REMARK OF the sheriff was not made to the boy alone. Rather, it was delivered to the entire room, for he turned half way from the counter in order to let all the men hear what he had to say. From the four who lolled in their chairs at the table, came appreciative laughter. They had been enjoying this scene with the dull eyes of content, putting by their impatience for the game in the superior pleasure of listening to the follies and the conceits of a very young man. It was not difficult to hear everything that young Signal said. He spoke crisply, biting off his words, like a man who controlled his passion better than his voice.

But now that the sheriff had delivered this rather amused ultimatum, Signal brought all attention back to himself by tapping upon the counter with the stiffened fingers of his left hand.

Suppose that I take you up on that proposition, sheriff? Suppose that I just take you up on that?

The sheriff looked back at him, round eyed, and the youngster discerned, in the corners of the eyes, a faint stain of yellow; caused, perhaps, by too much smoking of cigars, or on the other hand, by a dash of Mexican blood. Who could tell in this border land? At any rate, those eyes now blinked at the boy in amazement; there was chiefly astonishment and a sort of persistent disbelief in that expression, but also there was a goodly measure of amusement. Yonder at the table, however, the four smiles had settled down a good deal. A big, handsome man got up and came to the counter. The very fact that the sheriff played cards with such a fellow as this raised Signals respect for the former.

My boy, said this newcomer, whats your name?

John Alias, said Signal defiantly.

Alias what?

Alias nothing.

John — alias Nothing, murmured the new speaker. Why, weve got a firecracker in town again, sheriff!

It aint the first, said the sheriff rather wearily. You go and explode yourself under the nose of Sim Langley, will you, and bring back your horse that you lost?

Will you tell me the way to his place?

He has all sorts of places, said the sheriff.

Hes spending a good deal of time on the Esmeralda, replied his tall companion.

Is he going that way to hell? commented the sheriff. Well, if you want to find him, young fellow, go straight across the first bridge over the river and head straight on. You cant get off the main road. Two or three mile out, youll come to a ranch house, Mexican style, spread out long and low, whitewashed adobe with a lot of vine climbing all over it. Thats maybe the place around which you might find Sim Langley.

John Signal stepped to the door.

Hey, Alias!

Signal turned.

The kid answers to the name, all right, said the sheriffs companion. Alias, dyou know the sort of game youre apt to get from Langley?

Guns?

And shotguns. Good-by and good luck!

He waved his hand with a graceful gesture, and John Signal went down to the street. He got to the first bridge across the river as the leaders of a fourteen mule team began to clamber up the arch of the farther side, and he stood aside to watch them tugging all in rhythm, while the mule skinner, with his long whip, strode beside them, cursing magnificently. The wheels of the two wagons that trailed behind this laboring team ground and rumbled on the upgrade. Then, as the crest of the bridge was mounted, they began to gain impetus. The wheelers were forced to hasten, then to trot. The yell of the driver forced the pointers to take up the swifter pace, then the swing — then the leaders themselves were jogging while the wagons rolled with thunder down to the level road, struck a bump with a crash, rocked perilously from side to side, and then settled again to a monotonous progress up the street.

This small affair held Signal enchanted, for he was an imaginative youngster, and he thought he saw in this tiny interlude something which cast a light upon the whole course of human affairs. That is to say: All deeds have an upgrade which takes labor, and when the crest of the labor is reached, then caution and skill are needed to keep from going too far. Yes, at the very shore of success, we often find the bumps which wreck us.

And he turned out on to the road which led away from the town of Monument to the southern hills with a feeling that perhaps this task would be exactly the same. Sim Langley was a gun-fighter, it appeared, a thoroughly dangerous man; and yet a brisk, determined approach could do wonders with the most dangerous of fighters.

He had fully three miles, then, of dusty road to cover before he had sight of the ranch house. It made a pretty picture, set well back from the road, with an avenue of poplars pointing toward it. In fact, the white walls showed very little, and even the red roof was nearly lost under the shade of the trees and the host of green climbing things which swarmed across it. Behind it were the barns and the corrals, and, circling a little around the house, he approached the latter.

He did not have far to look. The ugly head of Grundy was thrust over the fence toward him, and at the sight of his master, he whinnied softly in recognition.

Signal went into the barn. The first thing he saw was a pair of Mexicans, working on the braiding of rawhide whips; and the second thing he saw was a rack of guns to the side; and the third thing he saw was his own saddle, hanging from a convenient peg.

He did not hesitate, but, nodding to the pair, he went to his saddle and picked it off its peg. With the saddle comfortably propped against his left hip, he stepped to the gun rack, and he knew his own Winchester in a flash. He drew it forth.

He had come back to the door of the barn before one of the Mexicans said in broken English:

Chief send you here?

He replied in perfectly good Spanish: Langley has a little job on his hands.

The other stepped back at once, and Signal went on with a faint smile, for it was perfectly true that he expected Langley would soon have a job on his hands, though not exactly of the sort that the pair of Mexicans might suspect.

Inside the corral, there was no difficulty in catching the roan. Grundy came gladly to the bridle and even abandoned his usual complaining grunting and swelling of the stomach when the cinches were tightened on him. And so, with the rifle in the long holster and the saddle in place, young John Signal passed out through the corral gate with the feeling that a cheap triumph was in his hands and that the crest of the bridge already had been passed, when, as he turned from shoving home the bolt of the gate, he saw one of the Mexicans hurrying toward him from the house, and beside him was that same tall, lean, hard-faced fellow whom he had met earlier in that day, bringing in the five score beeves to the market.

He remembered, instantly, the rush of cattle and the bellowing down the street, as he had been inside the employment agency. He remembered, also, how highly he had commended his roan to the same cowpuncher during the course of their conversation. That made the links of understanding complete!

Over his bended left arm the cowpuncher supported a rifle. Young Signal went straight toward him. Then, as though changing his mind — or his tactics — the other passed the Winchester to the Mexican at his side and advanced with empty hands. But it could be noticed that he wore two Colts, each slung low down on his leg so that the handles were most convenient to the touch. Signal understood perfectly. His own gun was carried in exactly the same position.

Hello, young feller, said the other. Youve got a quick eye for a trail, I see.

Im glad you see that, said Signal.

But about that horse, went on the other, halting at a significant ten paces, while Signal stopped the horse, Ive gotta say that you cant get away with it.

Cant I?

How do I know that you own it? went on the puncher with extraordinary brazenness.

How do I know that you own the guns you wear? answered Signal.

Kid, said the other, that dont need any proving. If you want it proved, lemme ask you, do you know my name?

Its Langley, I suppose.

You know my name. Dyou know me?

He asked this with a great deal of satisfaction.

I dont know you, answered Signal. But I gather that youre whats called a bad hombre.

Do you? asked Langley. Now, lemme say this. Gents have seen me ride this hoss in here; what would they think if they saw you ride that hoss out — and me not raise a voice?

I dont give a damn what other people would think, declared Signal.

Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill pay you a fair price for that hoss and that outfit. Not that I care about the outfit — or very much about the hoss. But folks have seen me take it, and its gotta be mine!

Signal took note that the Mexican was drifting to the side, the rifle at the ready. And he, in turn, slipped around the head of Grundy, putting the horse between him and danger. He still could confront Langley.

Langley, he said, you never had a better chance for fighting than this. Are you going to take it?

Why, you damn young fool! cried Langley, in the tone of one bewildered.

There was a little trick which Signal had learned on his fathers ranch from an old half-breed. It was to mount a horses side and cling like an Indian, with nothing showing in the saddle. His right arm remained free to manage a revolver under the neck of the horse, if need be.

So, having delivered his challenge fairly and getting no immediate response, Signal leaped at the side of Grundy, who lurched instantly into a run.

Mr. Langley leaped backward to avoid being trodden under foot, and, springing back, most unluckily, his right spur caught in a tiny hummock, and he landed flat on his back with enough force to jar most of the wind out of his body. Signal, seeing that, turned the head of Grundy a little, and as he did so a rifle clanged and a bullet hissed past.

Under the neck of Grundy he saw the Mexican upon one knee, the rifle drawn level and steady for another shot, and Signal fired without taking aim. He saw a spurt of dust spring up just in the riflemans face; that weapon exploded wildly in the air, and the Mexican leaped up and bolted shrieking for the barn.

In five more seconds, young John Signal found himself galloping into the avenue of poplars, tearing up the sod of the garden on the way. He heard a muffled, faint cry, and on his left he shot past a very pretty girl with a pale face, and dark, fine eyes.

That was the Esmeralda, perhaps, of whom the sheriff and his companion had spoken, and even while he galloped, Signal wondered why it should be that those who chose to call upon Esmeralda were said to have chosen a particular way to hell? For so it had been inferred in the sheriffs office.

However, there was no need for further speculation. The next moment he was clattering down the highroad, and now Monument held out its arms to him again.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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TO HIS MIND, there was no better way of expressing the difference between his first entrance and this one; for when he first rode into the place, he had been surrounded by sneers and short answers, but now he knew beforehand that all of this was altered.

He had proof positive as he clattered across the bridge, for as he reached the arch of it, he passed a small boy who cried out to a companion:

Look! Hes got it again.

Their voices followed in Signals ear as he rode on.

He must of bought it back!

Bought nothin. Would Langley sell?

And after this, Signal reduced the pace of his horse to a jog trot, because he was anxious to hear any further comments that might be made.

The town of Monument was large enough to use two newspapers which mutually abused one another, but the papers were not needed to spread about the local news, it appeared. They could comment, but they could hardly spread any tales. Before Signal had ridden three blocks, he was aware that the entire city knew about the stealing of his horse. Men and women stopped short upon the street and stared at the roan, and at him. And when he came back to the sheriffs office and dismounted to tether his horse at the rack, a little crowd gathered — across the street, as though they did not wish to come closer for fear of committing themselves.

Now, stepping onto the sidewalk, he made reasonably sure that the roan would not be stolen a second time. He could tell that, as it were, by the signs of the times, and those signs he read in the little murmur that ran before him and behind. Upon the sidewalk he passed the same tall, pale man in the frock coat who had treated him with such rudeness before. He now gave Signal a cheerful smile and a nod which said, as clearly as though words had been used:

Well done!

Signal went up the stairs to the sheriffs office and walked in upon a moment so tense that no head turned toward him. He waited. He could afford to wait! And so he saw the sheriffs big friend rake in the stakes with a smile and turning — 

By the long arm of Aaron! said he. The kid is back already.

The sheriff turned to the boy with a grin.

You lost your — way, kid, I suppose?

Said Signal: Ive come to be sworn in as deputy sheriff.

He had been turning over that sentence in his mind on the way back to town, and the spectacular quality in it pleased him enormously. As for the sheriff, he seemed thoroughly staggered. He got up from his chair and came to the counter with a frown.

You went out there and found your horse at the Pineta house?

I dont know the name of the house.

Langley wasnt there, then. But what about the greasers?

Langley was there; there were only a couple of greasers.

But you slipped the horse away without anybody seeing? Thats smart work, my boy!

They saw, well enough, but Langley tripped and fell down at just the right time for me. There wasnt much shooting; I dont think anyone was hurt.

Langley was there — also the greasers; and still you got that horse away!

The sheriff summed up in a puzzled voice, as one to whom a conundrum had been proposed, incapable of solution. Then he said quietly:

My boy, if youre what you seem to be, youre what I want as a deputy. I dont know exactly what happened at the Pineta place, but if youve brought back your horse, thats enough for me. Well swear you in right now, if you want. And you can take down two weeks advance, if that will please you!

In five minutes, Monument received a new deputy sheriff, named John Alias.

You stick by that name?

Its as good as another.

As good as any other to start trouble, but thats your business. What do you know about Monument?

Nothing.

You have to know everything. You know the Eagans and the rest of em?

I never heard of any Eagans of Monument. Ive only heard of a Fitzgerald Eagan.

The sheriff turned to his companions.

The kid has heard a lot, he said. Hes heard of Fitzgerald Eagan.

And a white whiskered elderly fellow remarked:

He must of been plumb diving into the old books of lore, Id say. Hes been hunting the newspapers pretty close, if hes heard of Fitz.

By which, Signal was wise enough to understand that he had mentioned a great celebrity, for one cause or another.

You boys clear out, said the sheriff. Ive gotta talk to this lad. Run along. We gotta be alone in here!

Teach him how to shoot and how to pray, said he of the white whiskers. I got an idea that hell need to do both before hes many days older!

They trooped away. Signal sat down at the center table in a shaft of sunshine; the sheriff sat down in the shadow out of which the fume of his cigar ascended and made a strange, blue-brown writing, like the scrawl of a child, across the pathway of the sun.

Now, John Alias, well talk shop.

I suppose wed better.

Youve lodged yourself here, said the sheriff, in a house where trouble is served up boiled for breakfast and fried for lunch and hashed for supper. You know that?

I guessed that, observed the boy. Nobody glad-handed me when I came in.

You didnt look worth a tumble, or youd have had plenty of lying, sneaking crooks around trying to pick your pockets or to lead you into one of the gambling houses, or to dope you in a saloon and roll you afterward. You understand what sort of place Monument is, now?

I begin to read a few of the headlines. I dont know the whole article, as yet.

You wont, either, my boy! Not for years. Not even then. Ive been here for three years, studying everything like a book, and still I dont know much. Hardly anything at all, as a matter of fact. Do you follow that?

Yes, of course.

Where were you raised? Back East?

No. Just on the other side of the mountains.

He hesitated to say this much; but, after all, the other side of the mountains included a large sweep of country. The sheriff, noting this hesitation, smiled in turn. He grew more amiable with every moment.

You didnt come here for fun, my boy, he suggested.

Signal shrugged his shoulders.

Dont talk, then, said the sheriff. Dont say a word, if it hangs on your tongue a little. What people were before they came to Monument hardly matters at all. Its what they turn out to be here that bothers me. Ive seen the hardest boiled crooks in the world tame down and turn white inside of two days in Monument. And Ive seen the straightest lads that ever came out of good homes come out here to have a little fun and to take a whack at silver — and theyve gone bad quicker than meat in hot weather. So I say that you never can tell. Only, I want you to open up your ears and listen to one piece of advice from me.

Im listening, said the youth.

Youve been raised to shoot and ride. I can see that. Ride straight and shoot straight. Theres nothing better than that. But remember this. If you never crossed those mountains before, this is your first trip to the West. This is your first trip to Montana days, to California in Forty-nine, to hell-and-fire. Theyve got the railroad and the telegraph spilled all over the country, now. Theyve got newspapers in Monument, and theyve got a doggone opera house, and everything else that a man would like to see. But Ill tell you, under that flossy front, this Monument city is as wild as ever any camp in California or Montana; its as crazy and as hot as Abilene or Dodge City ever was in their palmiest days — which aint so long ago, at that! Discard all your first ideas, while I take you by the hand and lead you up to meet Miss Monument!


CHAPTER NINE
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WITH THIS PERORATION, the sheriff rose from the table and sauntered to the door. There, standing to one side, he jerked the door suddenly open, and into the room stumbled a startled, blinking youngster.

Hey! said he. Whats the idea?

He rallied himself, as the sheriff looked down sternly upon him, and in silence.

Mr. Ogden, I come up here to tell you that I been rolled in Mortimers Saloon. They fixed me up and trimmed me proper, and—

Whats your name?

Hovey.

Hovey, what did they roll you for?

My whole wad! Two hundred and twenty-five dollars.

Who rolled you?

I dunno. I was a little woozy with booze yesterday and I—

Ill keep you in mind. If anybody comes around here with two hundred and twenty-five dollars that needs an owner, Ill take it for granted that it belongs to you. So long, Hovey.

Mr. Hovey slunk from the room, and the sheriff, turning the key in the lock, came slowly back to the table and sat down. He had his back to the wall, and his face toward the door.

I never know when that glass will be smashed through and the nose of a rifle poked in at me, he declared. Theyll get me some day, of course. You saw how that young cur was spying on me?

Why didnt you collar him? asked the boy hotly. Why didnt you collar him and find out what he meant by trying to eavesdrop?

What good would it do? answered the sheriff wearily. I know who sent him, I think.

Who, then?

Fitz Eagan, probably. No, Fitz is above that sort of thing. But some of the other Eagans are not. One of them sent him.

And what was he to learn?

What I said to you, of course. Do you suppose that every man and woman and child in Monument doesnt know at this instant that theres a new deputy come here to file his claim on a grave?

The youngster pricked his ears at this cheerful speech.

You have to know the truth, said the sheriff. Ive had three deputies inside of the past year. Theyve all been hard-fighting, straight-shooting men. Theyve all gone down. Theyve all been salted away. Youd better know that before you go any further.

Ive sworn myself in, said the boy, sourly.

Ill swear you out again, my lad. Dont let that stand in your way. Dont let any false pride stop you.

Four other men heard you swear me in, protested Signal gloomily. I didnt know that Monument was as poison as all this — but now that Im in the job, Ill stay with it!

The sheriff chewed off the end of his cigar and blew it accurately at the spittoon. Then he puffed again for a moment of silence.

You saw how I had to turn that kid away? said he. Rough, wasnt it?

Not if he was a spy.

How can I tell that?

Sneaking at your door!

He might be an honest fellow who came up here and I simply happened to jerk the door open under his nose. The chances are, in any other town, that that would be the right explanation of him. But here in Monument its a great deal different.

Signal nodded.

The law says that every man is innocent and must be so treated and so regarded until its proven that hes guilty. Thats what the law says, and I try to obey and respect the law. But in Monument you have to look at things from another viewpoint: Every man in Monument is guilty, or else he wouldnt be here — and in any sort of trouble.

That explains! murmured the boy.

Explains what?

The way people treated me when I asked questions on the street when I first rode in.

Ask nothing! Thats the first rule in Monument. Everybody knows what youre after. If they want to tell you what they know, they will. If they dont want to tell you, they wont.

Signal nodded.

Now, then, said the sheriff, youve been introduced a little to Monument ways. Ill give you the map of the land as it lies today, seven years since Billy Shane found his mine and called it Monument.

Because it was on a ledge where an Indian monument had been piled up?

You know that much? Well, Billy Shanes strike started loose into the world a lot of money, and a lot of hell. This is the way that things are lined up here. Monument is marshaled on two sides; Im the weight that tries to keep things balanced in the center of the scales!

On one side theres the Bones and their crew. Youve heard of the Bones?

Never.

You have had a mountain range between you and Monument, son. Old Bone has a long white beard. Its fifteen inches long. Hes killed a man for every inch of it, they say. And he has a pair of sons who are growing up to follow in papas footsteps. Jud and Billy. Jud is a liar, a bully, and sometimes a coward. Other times, hes a fighting devil. And thats one thing to learn. The man you can bluff with a wooden gun one day will charge a gatling and its whole crew the next. Usually whisky makes the difference. These fellows are usually drunk and foolish; or weak with getting over the liquor; or normal in the times between sprees. You never know how youll catch them. Some men fight sober. Most men fight drunk. You have to know your man. Then theres Charlie Bone. Hes dead game by nature. He laughs when he fights. A wicked sort of a scrapper that makes, as you may be able to guess for yourself.

Along with the Bone tribe, we count in Doc Mentor and Joe Klaus, whom most people call Santa Claus. Theyre a pair of crooks who have done everything from stage robbery to Mexican raiding. Theyre great pals of the Bone family. But the biggest card that the Bone outfit has in its pack is Colter, of course. Youve heard of Henry Colter, at least?

Young Signal said not a word, but his eyes grew a little brighter, and he nodded.

Colter is a great man in this part of the world. He can snap his fingers and call twenty hard-riding, straight-shooting fellows to follow him. Some of them are worthy of hanging. Others are young fools who simply like adventure. Theyre apt to be the most dangerous of all. Others are honest men who follow Colter because he has the whip hand over them. But what makes Colter feared and worth fearing is that he has the ability to win the confidence of the men behind him. Theyll steal or kill exactly as he bids them. In short, Colter is the Napoleon of this town of Monument.

A fellow like that, said the boy, is surely an outlaw. How can he live in Monument?

Id need five regiments of United States regulars, said the sheriff, to arrest every recognized outlaw in this town. We run on different rules. We arrest the men who commit crimes in Monument, if we can find them. As for what happens outside, we have to blink our eyes at it.

Now I want to tell you the other side of the story. Theres the Eagan faction. Fitzgerald Eagan is a famous man. He tamed down Dodge City when it was boiling hot. Hes the town marshal in Monument at this minute, and he wants my job as sheriff!

He paused to allow this information to sink in. Then he went on:

Behind Fitz Eagan is Major Paul Harkness. Hes a consumptive gambler and all around crook. Theres only one good spot in his whole rotten heart, and thats his love for Fitz Eagan. Those fellows have saved each other a dozen times. Behind Harkness and Fitz are the four other Eagan boys. They are Dick, and Jimmy, and Harry, and Oliver, whos older than the rest. Every one of the Eagan tribe has accounted for at least two men during the course of his life.

The Eagans, led by Fitzgerald Eagan, hate the Bone tribe. The Bone tribe hate the Eagans.

It seems to me, suggested Signal, that the Eagans are the better crew. But why shouldnt the whole crowd of both sides be run out of town?

I couldnt do it, answered the sheriff. Neither could you. Neither could any man. Theres hardly a man in Monument who isnt lined up on one side or the other. Take your friend Sim Langley, for instance. Hes a devoted Bone advocate, and one of the most dangerous. That will probably throw you on the other side.

Ill be on no side at all, said the boy fiercely. Ill be on the side of law, against everyone.

In that case, you wont live two days.

Signal was silent, breathing heavily, and all the fight in him mounted to his head and made his face a burning red. Yet there was no answer that he could make to the sheriff. Plainly he could not fight every gunman in Monument single handed.

On one side or the other, said the sheriff, you will certainly find yourself. Pick your party as you please. For my part, Im inclined toward the Bone party, and most people know it!

At this strange statement, Signal fairly gasped.

You think the Eagans are a cleaner lot, said the sheriff, and in many ways they are. But one cant tell. Men say that Fitz Eagan is responsible for most of the stage robberies around here, that Dick Eagan is the expert yegg who has been cracking safes. And we know that the whole tribe are killers. In the meantime, through the Bone-Colter faction Im able to lay my hands on the new crooks who drift into the town. Everybody has to take a party here. So do the papers. The Ledger writes always for the Eagan party. The Recall works for the Bone group. And there you are! Walk out and take the air, young man, and try to pick your side of the fence!


CHAPTER TEN
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SO JOHN SIGNAL went out into the air to pick a side. He had no more idea of how to go about it than an eagle would have a thought about the best way to dig a mine. Of one thing, however, he was perfectly sure, and that was that the roan horse would be waiting for him at the hitching rack. And there, in fact, he found him. Sim Langley had not rushed into town to take vengeance.

But no, he was wrong. A hand touched him on the shoulder. A voice whispered in his ear:

Sim Langley is in Mortimers Saloon swearin that hes gunna shoot the eyes right out of your head!

He half turned and saw a lean, yellow, weak face, now half drawn with fear and half ecstatic at the thought of the mischief which was in the air.

Where is Mortimers Saloon? asked Signal. Ill go there and talk to my friend Langley. Ive been wanting to see him, in fact.

Youll — go — there! ejaculated the newsbearer. And he turned and dipped into the crowd, doubtless intent on carrying back this fine tidings to the saloon.

A little pool of people had collected to overhear as many of these words as possible. Not that they halted, but they slowed their steps so that they could listen in passing; and by so doing, they built up a small swirl of humanity, and all the eyes flashed cornerwise glances at the youngster.

John Signal is our hero. We frankly avow it. In many ways, such a man is a less desirable citizen than a Royal Bengal tiger; such a man is like a roaring fire among lofty trees. Sooner or later the wind is apt to blow that fire into the great pines, and then there will be a conflagration that will waste millions in dollars, and the work of ages in noble beauty. But still John Signal is our hero in spite of his faults, or perhaps to a certain extent on account of them. Too many of us are little, twinkling points of half discernible light; only now and again one finds a beacon.

But it is with shame that one must admit that Signal was pleased by this attention from all around him. It pleased him so much that he stiffened his neck and looked straight before him, trying to appear unconscious of all the questioning, half admiring and half frightened glances. Hard faces and fighting men, as they passed, gazed at him with the same expression as the mildest boys. Definitely, he had stepped upon the stage of Monument and was somewhere near the center of public attention!

And John Signal was only twenty-two!

If you go to Mortimers Saloon youre a fool, said a quiet voice. The tall, thin, consumptive form of Major Paul Harkness stood before him. Upon the thin lips of the sick man there was a slight, ever-present sneer. He wore it now, as he stood before Signal.

Whats wrong with Mortimers Saloon? asked Signal, very surprised and depressed.

You want to go there and break into a couple of columns of print by killing Langley.

I havent said that.

You dont have to say it. Why else would you be going there?

That silenced the boy.

Mortimers place is the hang-out for Langley and all the rest of the crooked tribe of Bone! declared the major.

And, saying this, he turned his head a little, and raised his voice, so that the words could be heard plainly through all the slowly drifting mass of bystanders.

I said that Id go there. I sort of have to keep my promise, said Signal.

Go and be damned! said Paul Harkness, contemptuously. At least, I dont have to buy your coffin!

He regarded Signal from head to foot, with the coldest pale gray eyes that ever fell upon a human countenance, and the boy was chilled to the marrow of his bones. Then Harkness turned away and moved through the crowd, turning neither to the right nor to the left, but although he was heading through the thickest mob of the lingerers, yet in some manner a way was opened before him, deftly and mysteriously. He walked on with a slow dignity, and presently disappeared.

The boy, rousing as from a dream, asked of a bystander:

Do you know the way to Mortimers Saloon?

Mortimers Saloon? asked the other, startled. Of course — right down that next street, about three blocks, I suppose!

John Signal went out to his horse and mounted, while he heard a secret little murmur behind him:

Hes going to go! Hes going down to find Langley. In Mortimers Saloon!

He heard those whispers and knew, now, that nothing could prevent him from going down there; and therefore that nothing could possibly keep him from dying in Mortimers Saloon. For it never occurred to him to doubt the truth of what the cold-faced major had said. The very essence of deadly truth was breathed forth by that chilly presence.

So, hating the foolish pride that drove him on, John Signal untethered the roan and swung into the saddle. He hardly had dropped into it, when the roan gave him something else to think about.

There had been a day when that roan was considered a most promising young outlaw, with a broken fibula, half a dozen cracked ribs, and as many cracked collar bones to his credit. At the cost of a dozen hard tumbles and with infinite patience, Signal had been able to master that vicious spirit, but it left Grundy with a brain packed full of subtle invention, and with a lasting contempt for all mankind tucked somewhere in a corner of his soul.

All those inventions of the devil, all that hearty contempt, now suddenly exploded. Grundy lurched into the air as though a gigantic springboard had been released beneath him. He came down in true sun-fishing style upon one stiffened foreleg and thereby snapped the startled and unprepared John Signal half out of his saddle.

This flourish thoroughly awakened him, but he had no good chance to get back into the saddle. The yell of delight from the onlookers stabbed into his ears. He told himself with a grim humor that it hardly mattered whether Grundy killed him here in the open street, or the Bone murderers disposed of him in Mortimers Saloon. And then he strove to wriggle back into the saddle.

Grundy, however, was not waiting for developments. He bucked for two blocks as fast as another horse could have run; and then he began to spin like a top flung from a boys hand. Presently the feet of the rider were disentangled. His body began to stream out to the side. And then a convulsive pitch settled the business.

The world, comprised of blue sky, a shining white cloud, a hitching rack, faces of houses, faces of humans, and the devilish fighting head of Grundy — all this world was shuffled before the eyes and in the brain of young John Signal like a pack of cards.

He struck the ground heavily — heavily enough to have broken his back, had not the blow been glancing, so that he was merely rolled over and over at tremendous speed, beating up the dust into a great cloud about him.

He lay still, then, his wits spinning; and heard the boom of a revolver; and dust spat against his face. He rose swaying, upon one arm, and promptly his hat rose from his head, jerked off by a bullet, and sailed some feet distant.

He managed to bring out his revolver, but he dared not shoot into that spinning sea of faces, although he marked the would-be assassin with perfect clarity. It was a man whose face was puckered up on one side with a great red scar, a never to be forgotten vision of perfect ugliness.

Then a tall fellow, a mighty man, stepped from the crowd to the gunman and struck up his Colt, so that the third bullet whistled harmlessly, high above the head of Signal. A brief scuffle — and then the scar-faced warrior had disappeared, and the deliverer was alone.

This — and then a crowd washed out into the street and surrounded him. He got to his feet, pushing away the hands which offered to assist him, and went with a weaving course and a staggering gait.

Grundy, snorting with excitement, actually pranced up to the master he had just discarded, and while the onlookers shouted with delight, allowed Signal to take the dangling reins and support some of his weight on them. So they came up together to the big fellow who had routed the killer.

I dont know you, stranger, said Signal.

You dont? smiled the big man.

By God, he dont know even Fitz Eagan! said the whisper of the crowd.

Im Fitzgerald Eagan. I seen this rat of a Doc Mentor about to clean you. Thats all! I dont like to see a good man go with a crooked shuffle of the cards!

I want to shake your hand, said the boy.

He found the hand of Fitzgerald Eagan and gripped it hard, and as he did so, as by magic his brain cleared from the hard fall he had received, and his eyes saw before him the most real picture of manhood that ever he had encountered, that ever he had dreamed. Fitz Eagan was not a giant, but it was easy to see that he possessed a giants strength, and he had the lordly manner of one who is master of himself and all of his passions. A perfect sword in the hand of a perfect swordsman — so appeared Fitz Eagan to the astonished and delighted eyes of young John Signal.

Ordinarily, he was not a particularly demonstrative boy, but now, unsettled by his fall, filled with bursting gratitude for what this stranger had done for him, he broke out with a great cry:

Are you Fitz Eagan? By God, you are a man!

The crowd laughed, joyously, sympathetically.

Aw, hes a man, all right!

This is where Eagan picks up a right good man with guns!

But Fitzgerald Eagan himself smiled on Signal, and nodded his acknowledgments, not in the least upset or crimsoned by this flattery.

What happened to your hoss? he asked, and approached the roan.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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HE USED TO be a bad actor, said the boy. Hes got a brain filled by the devil with all sorts of tricks. He was just trotting out a few of them this morning!

Does he trot em out every day?

No. Not for months, in fact.

Been working him hard?

Most of the time, hes loafed around. Lately hes been worked down a little. You can see for yourself.

He was rather surprised by these questions, but it did not occur to him to doubt the wisdom of anything that this lordly man might say. He took note that the other was admiring the legs of Grundy.

He stands pretty well, said Fitzgerald Eagan.

Hed never fall down under you, declared the boy with warmth.

But what made him bust loose? Whats happened to him? A hoss dont go mad in two minutes after being straight for months!

He felt under the blanket. Grundy snorted and winced — and then Eagan drew forth a great burr, deeply stained with blood. His face was dark as he handed it to Signal.

Thats your first token from the Bone tribe, said he. The damned murderers! They fix your horse. Then they put gunmen along the street to get you when youre helpless. Theyre organizers, are the Bones. Organizers of murders, the yeller, yappin coyotes!

He, delivering these words with a separate dignity of emphasis, impressed John Signal that the Bone family and all of their adherents were the lowest of the low.

You were going to the Mortimer Saloon? asked Eagan.

Yes.

Of course they heard that. They decided that it would be better to get you in the open air. It would have made a bit too much talk if theyd murdered you within doors. But let me tell you something, John Alias—

Very strange that name sounded upon the lips of Fitzgerald Eagan; from that moment, as though he had received a word from a king, John Signal felt that his new name was real, and that a new personality, almost, went with its bestowal.

 — youre not going to the Mortimer Saloon. Youre coming along with me.

You know a lot more about this town than I do, consented Signal gladly.

Someone among the ever-present bystanders was chuckling.

He knows a lot more about it than anybody. God-Amighty would have to ask the opinion of Fitz about this here town, Im thinking!

But Signal went off down the street, walking at the side of Fitz Eagan, and leading Grundy. He went proudly. He did not have to be told that he was at the side of the lion of Monument. Something the sheriff had told him; something he had gathered from the awe and the admiration of the crowd; but a thousand times more than this he had seen and felt for himself.

They twisted out of the business section down some side alleys and came to a house which fronted on the river. It was a pleasant little cottage, drenched with vines. A shower of honeysuckle poured its spray of white blossoms above the porch, and the bees were laboring patiently among the blossoms. Upon the front steps a cat slept, curled into a pool of black. And before the door, there was a mat into which the letters had been woven: W E L C O M E.

Suddenly it seemed impossible that this little house could be no more than seven years old. It had about it the atmosphere which usually comes only from generations of habitation; and young Signal wondered at the house no less than he had wondered at the master of the place.

He was invited to take a chair on the porch. Fitz Eagan sat in another beside him and the cat leaped into his lap and then stretched out along his thigh. They lighted two of Fitz Eagans cigars, and smoked in silence.

Signal fell into greater and greater suspense. He felt that a revelation was about to be made to him. Then the other said:

Honeysuckle is fast growing, aint it? Look how its been working there, and putting on a head!

Signal nodded. He was keeping himself well in hand. He did not want to say anything boyish and enthusiastic. He wanted to be a grave and serious man, and so accepted by this hero.

It was a naked little shack when we got it, said the other. But some things do pretty well in Monument. Some things will put down root and blossom a lot, like this here honeysuckle. Some men are that way, too. They flourish a lot in Monument. But others just dry up quick. A baby pretty soon could take them and pull them up by the roots!

Still John Signal was silent.

Of course, went on Eagan, it depends mostly on the sort of soil that you plant a bush in — or a man. You can see that! You cant make oak trees grow in the desert, and cactus doesnt do well in heavy rains.

Gradually, Signal was beginning to see some point in this conversation, but he did not put himself forward.

Ive seen, continued Eagan, a good deal of Monument. Ive been here for six years, about. Thats about six generations. I mean to say, the way that I live. Other men have come here and six years to them mean no more — well, not a pile moren six years, plain and simple. But other folks get speeded up. They live fast. Ive growed pretty old in Monument!

He turned his head toward the boy and the black cat turned its head, also, and looked at John Signal with yellow, glowing eyes. Yellow were the eyes of Fitzgerald Eagan, also; or hazel, flecked thickly with yellow spots. Those eyes never could be dull; but at the least effort of the will, they began to glow and gleam. Very hard eyes to face, Signal thought them.

And, continued the big man, Ive seen a good many of the boys come into this town and dry up fast. Ive seen big fellers with plenty of the juice of life in em dried up and blown away inside of a few days. You never can tell. Sometimes iron cracks at the first whack of the hammer, and sometimes its the hundredth blow that crystallizes it and breaks it; and sometimes all the hammering of a long life aint going to moren temper that metal and make it closer and closer to steel, and tougher, and more true. Men are like that. Like iron, all kinds!

Heres young John Alias, went on the speaker. Alias what? John Alias — alias a clean kid, a straight liver, a straight shooter, that rides straight up, and that wants a straight chance. Is that right?

I dont know, said the boy. I dont suppose that I know very much about myself. But Ill tell you that Ive—

The other raised a hasty hand.

I dont want to know about your past, said he. I dont want to know a word about it. The minute that a man comes over those mountains and drops down below timberline again, hes walked out of one section of his life, and hes walked into another one. One part of him is dead; and the new part is all that Monument cares about. And Im part of Monument!

Having said this, he paused again, thoughtfully. He looked back at the river, and the cat looked back, also, and, unsheathing her claws — ten narrow sickles of silver brightness — she buried them in the cloth which covered the leg of her master.

Youve taken on with the sheriff? said Eagan.

Im a deputy, now.

The other nodded.

Youre a deputy sheriff. That usually means a pretty short life. Youve heard that.

Ive heard that.

But you think that you can beat the game?

I dont know, said Signal. Look here, Eagan — I dont think that Im better than anybody else. But I think that I gotta have a chance to work at something. I want action. I want heaps of action. Im tired of sitting still. Ive sat still almost all of my life!

I understand, nodded the older man. Youre how old?

Im twenty-two.

Im twenty-eight, myself.

Signal could have gasped; he controlled himself with an effort. The stern, lined face of the other had seemed to him at least ten years older than this announcement. And then he understood in a flash; the extra ten years — the extra hundred years, perhaps — all had been crowded into the life of this man of twenty-eight. He looked as if he had conquered worlds; or, at least, as though he had beheld the contest for them!

There are two sides in Monument.

I know that.

Well, then, Ive brought you here to ask you what soil youd grow best in. Bone or Eagan? Then he explained: Dont think that I put this question to every man who comes to Monument. I wouldnt look at most of them, and there are four hangers-on of the Bone tribe to one who stands by me and my friends. Very well. I dont want the thugs and the cheap gunmen. I want the real article. Youre the real article, John Alias. Ive brought you here to tell you that Id mighty well like to have you with us!

It sent the blood in a crimson surge into the face of the boy.

Thats the greatest compliment that I ever had — Ill never have a finer! he exclaimed.

Well, then? Its settled?

You were talking about soils and — bushes, a while ago.

Yes. I was.

Ive done one bad thing, said Signal. I never want to do another. I want to go straight. I want to be a good man.

The black cat turned its yellow eyes upon him, but Fitzgerald Eagan continued to look out toward the river. He did not smile at this simple confession from his companion, but a slight frown gathered on his brows.

If I side with you — what about it? Would I have to do any crooked work? Would I even have to know about any crooked work?

Fitz Eagan began to hum softly to himself. And, still looking out upon the river, he nodded in his thought.

Yes, said he, you would!


CHAPTER TWELVE
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IT HAD BEEN far from the mind of the boy that his question would receive any answer of this nature. He had been on the verge of softening the question, explaining it, so that it should not appear in the light of an insult. Now, the perspiration sprang out on his forehead. He tried to find words; there were no words to find. Miserably he sat and suffered.

Then the other turned a calm face toward him.

It makes you sweat a little, John! he commented. Well, of course. It would have made me sweat even as little as two or three years ago. But you see Im iron, now!

He smiled at John Signal, and the boy said in a shaken voice:

Its a blow to me. But no matter what — what—

No matter what dirt Ive dipped my hands into? Well?

Dirt? I dont mean that! Youve done — I dont know what. Whatever you please! I know that its never been really low! I want to say that I liked you the first time ever I laid my eyes on you. Ill like you to the finish. I only want to say that.

Why, thats fine an liberal, said Fitz Eagan. Thank you a lot, John. But I could laugh when I think of the fine, large hopes that I had when I invited you here!

And laugh he did, cheerfully, his bass voice booming into the quiet air beside the river. The cat shuddered, and the hair along its back bristled.

No, I didnt think that it would turn out like this — Hello! Whats that?

Far off, wind-borne, uncertain, they heard the high-pitched voices of men yelling in angry dispute. Those voices were cut short by the sudden chatter of revolvers. This ended; and then, wonderfully near it seemed, a shriek of mortal agony.

Every nerve in the body of John Signal leaped. He turned pale, but the big man beside him said:

Monument is going to have a man for breakfast, as usual.

Great God! cried the boy. Is it as bad as that? Is there a murder here every day?

A murder every day? More than that! More than that! It used to be a great deal worse. Three times as bad before our sheriff got the job. He cut things down. Only the privileged classes can murder, today! And Eagan laughed again.

Therell be even fewer, when you get on the job, John Alias!

It makes me a little dizzy — and sick! admitted the boy frankly.

Of course it does. Blood is hell. Enough has run out in this front yard to paint the whole house crimson. Sometimes I dream about that. I come back in my dream and the little shack is all red, and even the honeysuckle is dripping—

He stopped, frowning. And then the boy asked:

Is the sheriff a — a right sort of a man, Mr. Eagan?

Id rather that you call me Fitz, said the big fellow.

Thank you.

The sheriff? Hes an enemy of mine, preluded Eagan.

Then forget that I asked that question, of course.

No, I can do him justice, I think. The sheriff is a fellow that likes to hold down a big job. That likes to hold down a dangerous job. He likes to have guns and men wearing guns around him. But — he aint a real fighting man, John!

He shook his head decisively.

Thats why I dont like him. I like to see real gamblers play cards. I like to see bull terriers at work, if its a scrap between dogs. But the sheriff aint that kind. He likes his job and he tries to work it by politics, pretty largely.

He laughed again.

Whatll his paper have to say when it speaks about you? You that have become deputy sheriff — by taking back your horse from Langley — because Langleys a Bone man, and therefore hes behind the sheriff!

If the sheriff is straight, asked the boy, why should he deal with people like the Bone tribe?

Can he work with nothing? He has to have tools. He would have worked with me, when he first came in. He offered to, but I didnt like his style. And there you are! He did the next best thing and threw in with the Bone outfit. I dont hate the sheriff, mind you. Only, Im not a pal of his. But we both work off and on at the same job of cleaning up Monument.

Young Signal threw up his hands.

I dont understand! he exclaimed. It beats me!

That I should make an income out of crookedness and still try to clean up Monument?

Yes. Exactly that!

Mind you, Alias. Youre the first man Ive made a confession to. Other people suspect. Nobody knows!

Its dead and buried with me. Its as if I hadnt heard a word! Signal assured him.

Of course I trust you perfectly, answered Fitz Eagan. I had to tell you the straight of things before I got you in with me. But let me tell you what both the sheriff and I are trying to do. Were trying to keep the straight men from trouble. Colter and the Bone outfit who make their money mostly out of Mexican raids — they hardly matter. And as for the gun-fights, mostly they take place between crooks, and either way the fights turn out, the law is the gainer, and Monument that much better off. But when I first came here, there were a lot of sneaking murderers and bullies who would stick up people at night and blow their brains out if they didnt like the sum of coin that they got out of the other fellows wallet. Well, we changed all that. Weve strung em up thick!

He stood up. The black cat scrambled up his coat and stood on his wide shoulder.

Itll do you no good to spend much more time with me, said he. Youd better get back into town. The Bone outfit will be wanting to make a proposal to you!

Signal rose and held out his hand.

Youll find me a friend to the finish! he declared.

And the quiet answer was: Dont make promises. Get the taste of Monument under your tongue before you order up a full meal of friends and enemies!

Signal went back to his horse and mounted. The sun was sloping westward, the full brilliance of it striking against his eyes. And it seemed to him that he had passed through an equal confusion of mental light, in his talk with Fitz Eagan.

He never in his life had met a man he was more drawn toward. And for the frank confession he had heard, he admired the big man all the more. And yet it had established a gulf between them. What was the illegal work of which Fitz Eagan was guilty? To what did it lead? Was it the robbing of trains? The smashing of the vaults in well-guarded banks? Something on that scale was all that he could conceive of as worthy of the attention of such a man as Fitz Eagan.

And again he shook his head in wonder. To him, a deputy sheriff, that confession had been made!

The road wound down by the river, following a gentle incline until it was only a few feet above the level of the water, and at this point a brilliant figure rode out from the trees and fell in beside him. He was dressed like the beau ideal of the Mexican dandy, in a short and closely fitted jacket, blazing with metal lace, with a decorated sombrero, and huge silver conchos down the outer seams of his trousers. He bestrode a beautiful black horse which jingled with twenty little silver bells, attached to the saddle and the bridle, and tied to the woven mane.

Youre John Alias? he said cheerfully.

Yes.

Alias, I see that you didnt take on with big Eagan?

Signal narrowed his eyes.

What makes you think that?

The other said with astonishing openness:

I was watching you through a glass. The way you shook hands was no see you later and well arrange things farewell. You said good-by in earnest. Respect on both sides. Everybody happy. Good friends for ever. But not partners!

He laughed in appreciation of his own cleverness, and even Signal could not help smiling at the accuracy with which these deductions had been drawn.

Well? he asked shortly.

My name is Charlie Bone. Youve heard of me?

Ive heard of your family, said Signal most sourly.

And you havent heard anything very sweet, eh? As a matter of fact, went on Charlie Bone, when we thought that you were going to make trouble, we would just as soon have put you out of the way.

You fellows arranged to have me dropped, then? You had the burr stuck under the blanket of my horse?

I dont know a thing about that, said Charlie Bone. But now that youve had a chance to talk things over with big Fitz Eagan — grand man, isnt he? — and since you havent come to terms with him, we want you on our side!

Signal merely stared.

You dont understand what it would mean to you! A hundred hands and a hundred guns ready to work for you any minute. Nothing demanded from you except to be kind to your friends who are kind to you! Thats all! Everyone buries the hatchet. You see what it would mean? Besides, wed show you all of the ropes immediately, and theres nothing more worth knowing while youre holding your present job.

Signal cut short this glibness.

I dont want to insult you, he said, but I think that the Bone party stole my horse, and I think that since that, theyve tried to murder me. I want nothing to do with your tribe.

Thats short. Thats sweet. Thats final! said Charlie Bone. Im glad it turned out this way. I have to do something to make a bigger and a better reputation!

Heres a grand opportunity for you! offered Signal fiercely.

Tut, tut! smiled the other. Here on a lonely street? With no witnesses? I want a crowd, old fellow, when Im to die — or when Im to kill the killer!

He waved his hand and rode straight back toward the trees which had been sheltering him.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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A TRAINED EYE is an almost omniscient tool. And, walking to the office the next morning, John Signal read the papers as he went down the street. His eyes were continually lifting from the print — returning, fumbling at the place they had left off, and continuing for a flash — then another glance which printed upon his mind all that was near him, and all that was far.

In part he wanted to know what was in the papers, and in part he was practicing, for he knew that he walked in the midst of the most constant danger and he strove even to print upon his mind the faces that appeared behind windows, blurred and streaked by the unevenly rolled glass. The very footprints in the dust before him might have a vital meaning!

So, in the midst of this danger which strove to wear the face of an ordinary morning in an ordinary city, Signal, being what he was and very young, rejoiced in the city, in the danger, and in the stern work that lay before him. How much, said he to himself, people of Monument would be amused when they learned that their new deputy sheriff was, in fact, a man with a death already credited to his gun! That would be the time for him to flee away to fresh pastures!

So said the boy to his heart as he stepped into the business section of Monument. He had a copy of the Ledger under his arm; he was reading the Recall. The account of the Ledger was friendly from the first line. That of the Recall was astonishingly hostile.

Said the Ledger:

UNEXPECTED BOOST FOR LAW AND ORDER

And as a sub-head it declared: Sheriff Ogden gets the right man by mistake.

These pleasant sentiments the Ledger reporter expanded all down a column on the first page of the newspaper, so that young John Signal rivaled in the morning papers the tidings of a new and rich strike in the mining hills, and the suicide (?) of Monuments most influential banker.

Said the paper, in part: He came, he saw, and he made himself wanted. He called himself John Alias, with a straight face.

On the other hand, notorious Sim Langley came, and saw and mounted the roan horse of John Alias. The latter pursued. He took his horse back again, ran Langley, bellowing with fear, into the Pineta house, and scattered half a dozen of Mr. Langleys ruffian Mexicans. Mr. Alias, as he chooses to be called for the present, then rode back to town and called the sheriffs bluff.

Ogden had sworn to give the young stranger a place as deputy sheriff — though at a beggarly small salary — in case he should bring in his horse from Langley. The sheriff thought it would be impossible. For him it would have been. But back came John Alias.

The sheriff was sick at heart. The last thing he wanted in his office was an honest man. But he had to have this one. At times there is a grim look in the eye of young John Alias. The sheriff saw it yesterday, and was bluffed into keeping his word — an extraordinary state of affairs!

Going to print at a late hour last night, we rejoice to know that our brave young deputy is still alive, and that the knives and the guns of the Bone faction have not yet reached his heart.

Long life and happiness to you, John Alias, and may you give us at last a taste of honesty in the execution of the law!

So spoke the Ledger, and though he was familiar with the efforts of small town journalism, and all its petty spites and wrangles, still it appeared to Signal that this was carrying the liberty of the press to a singularly advanced point. It could be seen that the Ledger, supporting the Eagans, wished to be friendly without complimenting the sheriff; and it had succeeded so well that Signal could be reasonably sure of finding trouble not far before him.

But the Recall made the effort of the Ledger seem puny. It roared and thundered for the opposing faction.

MYSTERY MAN GETS MYSTERIOUS JOB

In this manner it began.

Hastily it shielded the sheriff while preparing to attack his new assistant.

The heart of our sheriff is as big as a house. Yesterday it moved him to take into his office a nameless wanderer who chooses to call himself John Alias!

Remember, Peter Ogden, that kindness is sometimes out of place in the sheriffs office!

We want to know something about this stranger who is now given power over life and limb in this fair city.

Where does he come from?

What has he done before?

What doctor operated on his name and removed the last part of it?

We humbly propose these questions to Mr. John Alias. Not that we expect a reply!

The first thing the new deputy did was to fall into a brawl with our well-known fellow citizen, Simeon Langley. The excuse which John Alias trumped up was that Langley had stolen his horse!

At this, the Recall is forced to smile.

We interviewed Simeon Langley. Mr. Langley was quiet and dignified. He merely said: I have heard that the so-called John Alias has spread a scandal about me. All I have to say is that the next time I meet the low hound, I am going to run him out of town.

We compliment Sheriff Ogden on the excellent work he has done for Monument, but we are forced to say: Put your house in order, Peter Ogden! And remember the man who brought the snake back to life!

It was very hard for the boy to realize that these words had been written about him. He had been raised with a great deal of reverence for the printed word. What appeared in a newspaper had, to him, a peculiar dignity and truth, and he flushed and grew cold in turn as he read the tirade. This was his proper introduction to the life of Monument!

He turned a corner and stepped aside to avoid a crisply pretty girl walking beside a middle aged man of fine, soldierly bearing.

Thats the new ruffian whos been made deputy sheriff, he heard the man say. And the face of the boy burned hotly.

He was glad that few people were in the streets. Monument remained awake very late at night and rose correspondingly tardily to begin the day. In the entire office building where the sheriff had his rooms, there was only a yawning janitor at work when he arrived. But the yawn disappeared in a broad grin when Signal came in. With a pass key the sheriffs door was opened. Then, in the open doorway, the janitor lingered for a single instant.

Keep em backing up! said he, and suddenly closed the door and was gone.

It heartened Signal enormously to have this kind word, but he settled down straightway at the roll-topped desk. There was much to be learned and, most valuable to him, there was a complete picture gallery of snapshots of all the most prominent men in Monument. In this gallery there were many gaps, several pages of the big book being empty because of death or removal, but enough remained to give him a busy morning printing in his mind the features of all the Bone crew and their adherents, as far as he had heard the names; and all the Eagan tribe, much fewer in numbers.

The sheriff arrived a little before noon, bustling in with the morning papers under his arm and his usual fat black cigar in a corner of his mouth. He seemed highly pleased with the two reports. The abuse which the Ledger had heaped upon him did not move him at all.

You have to keep your name before the people, he assured Signal. Give them a chance to forget you, and youre dead in a day. Keep them stirred up. Keep fire under the pot. Thats the way to get on in this little old world of ours. If I could get this much space, Id hire a new John Alias every day!

He was much amused, also, by the manner in which the Recall had handled, or rather juggled, the case of Langley and the stolen horse.

Sim isnt such a bad fellow, said the sheriff. Ive had him twice in my posse rounding up rustlers, and I never saw a man fight harder or ride better. By the way, Charlie Bone tells me that youve refused to talk friendship with him, or to bury the hatchet. Is that right?

How could I? asked Signal. Im not here to make trouble for anyone, but Im not going to be gathered into either side of this affair. Youve made me a deputy sheriff; well, Im going to stand for the law. Thats all!

The sheriff listened with attention, and amusement.

Youre going to clean up Monument? he asked.

I cant do that, admitted Signal. But I can do the jobs that come my way. I can do them straight. Thats all!

The sheriff answered obliquely: Youve only been here a day, and thats not a long time in any town. Have you learned those faces?

Ive learned them! I mean, Ive an idea of them, mostly. Ive studied the Eagans and the Bones.

Here feet clattered noisily down the hallway and the door to the office was flung open. The same meager fellow who had apparently been spying at the door the preceding day now appeared again, exclaiming: Theyre bringing in a wounded man here, sheriff.

Whatre they bringing him in here, for? asked the sheriff with irritation. Aint there a hospital in this town?

He wants right bad to see you. Hes been shot up!

Were going to have a dying confession, I suppose, said the sheriff. Theres the weak point of all these crooks. They fade away and lose all their resolution when it comes to rubbing elbows with death. They have to talk! They have to talk!

Stumbling, burdened steps approached. Two men, carrying a third between them, squeezed through the doorway.

He whom they bore was a boy of no more than sixteen, his face streaked with blood, blood dripping from one leg, also.

Lay me flat, he gasped in Spanish. If you keep me tipped up all the blood will run out of me — and all the words I have to speak!


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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THE INDIFFERENCE OF the sheriff disappeared instantly.

Its young Pancho Pineta, said he. You — Bill — run for Doc Hotchkiss, will you?

Its only a greaser, Pete, said Bill to the sheriff. And hes leakin his life away as fast as water through a sieve. Whats the good of bothering the doc? He hates to get up before noon.

The poor old doc is bucking faro, lately, commented the second of the pair who had borne the wounded boy into the office.

The sheriff, busily cutting away the clothes of the boy, merely shouted: For Gods sake, one of you two move, will you? Call Doc Hotchkiss and say that I want him on the run. Maybe we can stop up this flow of blood—

Young Pineta had fainted. He lay on the center table. Blood ran from him over the edge of the table and dripped upon the floor. It splattered the boots of the sheriff with a fine red spray. But the sheriff, in the meantime, was working like a Trojan.

Only a greaser! he muttered. Aint a greaser a man, the same as you and me? Aint he been born of a woman, and cant he die like a man? Look at this here kid! Drilled through and through. But he had the guts to keep from laying down to die, the way that most white men would of done!

John Signal said not a word, for the sight of so much blood made his brain spin and he was in deadly fear lest he should faint. A fine article that would make for the Recall — the fainting of the new deputy sheriff at the mere sight of blood! He had to grit his teeth and hold himself hard, and a sort of a tune began to beat with his failing pulse through his mind, saying like a voice with words, that he was too young for Monument; he was far too young for the horrors of this city!

They stripped the Mexican boy. Through the left shoulder and through the right thigh he had been cleanly shot. The sheriff worked those limbs anxiously and muttered that no bones had been broken. There was only the loss of blood to fear; and at this point the doctor arrived.

He was very old, very withered, but straight as a string and with an eye as bright as the eye of a bird.

Iodine poured in the wounds brought a groan from the unconscious boy. Then bandages were swiftly applied, and the doctor leaned with a stethoscope over the heart of young Pineta.

Tush! said he. Hell live without any doubt at all. Men dont die out here from flesh wounds. Theyre like grizzlies. The heart and the brain, yes. But nothing else matters, very much. Yesterday I cut out of the back of a man a bullet hed been carrying about with him for five years. Good-by, sheriff. Im going back to sleep. Faro needs a fresh eye! Give this lad a shot of whisky!

Whisky, accordingly, was poured down the throat of Pancho Pineta, and it revived him almost at once. He asked to have his head supported; a rolled coat was placed beneath it. Then he rallied himself, his eyes half closed.

The sheriff said gently:

You take your time, son. Youre not going to die. Youve got lots of time to say whats on your mind!

Every moment they are riding farther away; every moment they are closer to safety! said young Pineta. He opened his eyes. It was the San Real Ca¤on, said he.

What hell broke loose there? asked the sheriff. Ive been waiting for years for something to bust loose there!

All the mules were coming up the San Real with their aparejos filled. It was our greatest expedition, se¤or! We came well up into the ca¤on. It was time to think about the next camping ground and we hoped to be up to the plateau. So we came to a place where the ca¤on grows very narrow, and it begins to twist like a snake.

I know the spot as though Id built it, said the sheriff.

In this place the trail was very narrow, also. As narrow, se¤or, as the trail where you and your men surprised us, two years ago!

He chuckled a little as he said this, and the chuckling turned him suddenly black in the face. He choked, and it was only after a moment that his breathing became natural, as he lay back in a dead faint.

This boy is walking a tight rope, said the sheriff. He aint got moren a quarter of an inch of rope beneath him and hes walking over a whole doggone gulf. Hes a game little devil.

Is he related to the Pinetas who—

Who live near town? Langleys friends? Hes a cousin. He and his two brothers have been smuggling from Mexico and back for years. The older two are Manuelo and Gregorio. Tough nuts. But I cracked em all, one day. I laid for em and scooped up eighteen thousand dollars worth of stuff in cash and goods. I thought that that would of broke the boys, but inside of a year they were back at work agin! Oh, a smart greaser is the smartest thing in the world!

The boy suddenly opened his eyes again.

Down the trail toward us came a tall man on a mule. He was a gringo — I beg your pardon, se¤or!

Go on, kid. You aint stepping on my toes. Go right ahead and tell your yarn.

He was very good-natured. He saw that the trail was narrow and that the sides of our mules bulged with the packs. He moved aside among the rocks and watched us go by. To every man he had something to say. Every word that he spoke was cheerful. We all laughed. We talked back to him and were glad to see him. We thought that perhaps he would follow on to our camp, that night, and buy some of our goods.

I understand, said the sheriff.

I asked Gregorio if that was it, and if he knew the man. Gregorio, se¤or, was always a suspicious man—

Was? asked the sheriff.

Alas, that is what I am about to explain. Gregorio said to me that he had seen that tall man somewhere, but he did not know where; and that he would not trust him. You know, se¤or, that Gregorio always had a very dark mind!

He wouldnt trust the Americanos. Well, I dont blame him. Hes had enough rocky deals from them.

The boy smiled on the man of the law.

It is easy to speak to you, Se¤or the Sheriff, said he. It is as easy as to speak to my father!

And Signal, standing by, curious and watchful, could not help agreeing. He wondered, indeed, if he had not found the key to Ogdens character in the universal kindness which he appeared to feel for everyone, a kindness, therefore, that was a little too catholic, in that it embraced both sides, more or less, of every faction.

My brother Gregorio, said the boy, was so solemn that I told him that it was no good to have doubt about everything, and that there were many good men in the world — and that he was one of them! At that, he only shook his head.

For travelers and merchants, said he, there is only one friend in the world, and that you should learn at once.

What friend is that? I asked him.

This one! said he, and he touched on the band of his sombrero, in front, the golden image of St. Christopher which he always wore there.

Ive seen it myself, said the sheriff. St. Christopher with a staff, carrying the child on his shoulder.

Yes, said the boy, carrying Our Lord upon his shoulder. He is in the middle of the stream. It is not big, but it is beautiful work, and all in gold. This my brother touched, telling me that St. Christopher was our only friend, and then he commanded me to go back to the rear of the mule train and see that the stranger did no harm as the tail of the herd went by.

Of course I did as he told me to do. I came to the rear of the train, but I paid no attention to the stranger. Why should I? There were eleven of us, altogether. There was only one man. How could he dare to do any harm to us? I hardly looked at him after I had waved as the last mule passed him. I was looking across the valley at a rabbit running up among the rocks and wondering if I could take a shot at it. But my brother Gregorio never liked to have shots fired along the way. A silent road was the best road, he would always say, and the most pleasing to travelers under the care of St. Christopher. Therefore I did not touch my gun, and the next instant a revolver spoke behind us. I saw the man just ahead of me throw up his arms and heard him scream, and then he began to topple to the side, still with his arms thrown over his head, and still screaming. It was as though he had frozen in that position, and died so.

I looked about, snatching at a revolver, but I was only in time to receive this bullet wound through the shoulder, and the shock of the bullet tipped me out of the saddle to the ground. There I lay still. I was half stunned by striking my head against a rock, but still I could see what had happened. From among the rocks rose many men with masks upon their faces. They fired rapidly from repeating rifles, and everywhere my friends were falling. The devil who had shot down us two at the rear of the procession now rode up and leaned from his horse above me and fired into my body!

By the eternal God! said the sheriff hotly.

By grace, he only shot me through the thigh. I did not stir. It was as though he had passed fire through my leg, but I dared not stir. And he went on, shooting at others who had fallen. I heard them shouting. They were murdering every one of the wounded. When I saw that, I got to my feet. There were several pack mules between me and the murderers. They screened me so that I was able to get into the saddle. I rode into the rocks. I tied myself into the saddle. I made a great prayer to God and St. Christopher that through me some sort of vengeance might come upon the murderers. And then I gave the horse the spur.

I began to grow faint. After a time, I was riding between sleep and a dream. At last, daylight rolled back across my eyes once more, and I saw that my horse was cantering wearily into a great city. I saw that it was Monument. I remembered then the great and good sheriff who keeps one law for Americans and Mexicans, both. See, se¤or, I am here. God and St. Christopher lead you to find the murderers!


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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THEY CARRIED YOUNG Pineta to the hospital, half a dozen volunteers for that work of mercy, and he was taken off, raving violently, and beginning to shout:

Todo es perdos! Todo es perdos!

Peter Ogden, in the meantime, was left behind with his deputy. The sheriff was in a great trouble and confusion of mind, apparently. He said, with bitterness:

They drive me to the wall, John Alias. They drive me to the wall. Hell, havent I showed them that Ill put up with smaller things, but I wont stand for murder?

And Signal could not help asking tersely:

Is it a lie that men are killed nearly every day in the streets of Monument?

The sheriff turned a clouded eye upon him.

And why not? said he. Isnt it better that they should die every day — crooks killing crooks — poison fighting poison! But the honest men — and here are ten of em butchered, by heaven!

How do you class smugglers? asked Signal quietly. Are they among the honest men?

You cant be too damn absolute, answered the sheriff, sighing. Of course theyre doin crooked work. But not so very crooked. I bust them up when I can, but I dont hunt em too hard. They bring in goods that we need. They take out goods that they need south across the border. What harm did these Pinetas do? By their way of thinking, it was as honest work as any man could want, with just enough danger splashed in to make it fun! And ten of em murdered! Ten!

He raised his fist above his head.

Im going to smash somebody for this! vowed Peter Ogden. Im gunna smash somebody! Then he turned to the boy. Scatter down into the town. Keep your ears open. Find out what you can. Pick up some sort of a trail. Ride to San Real Ca¤on, if you have to. Its only five mile out. Look over the ground!

Nothing was more to the mind of young Signal. He took the roan horse and rode out to the place, quickly directed by the first passers-by.

He found it all that the boy had claimed. A narrow trail, worn deep into the rock, descended into the ca¤on, which wound back and forth uncertainly. It was a naked, sun-blasted place, with not a tree in sight, only shrubs which had taken a precarious finger hold here and there among the boulders. And along the trail the dead lay. Ten men, as the boy had declared, lay in their blood, all Mexicans, eight of them ragged peons, and two others — the brothers of Pancho, no doubt, dressed with more care. Every item of value had been stripped from them.

On the trail was also a dead mule, and four others lay in the hollow of the ca¤on, where they had fallen, toppling from the trail above. All was silent. And overhead the buzzards were circling in narrow loops, ready to settle to the feast.

But as for clues, they were hard to come at. There was a jumble of signs of men and horses. It was only by dint of careful trailing that he was able to find the place back among the big rocks where the horses of the killers had been held while the butchery went on.

Anger such as had possessed the sheriff now was rising in the heart of the boy as well. With all his heart he searched the signs that remained between the rocks for some token worthy of following, but there was nothing to be discovered except, where the trail thinned out at the point where the victors had ridden off in single file, a small bit of iron — the caulk and end of one side of a horseshoe.

It was recently broken. There was no doubt of that. The crystallized metal shone sparkling in the sun. So he sat down to think over the thing. It was a shoe for a right forehoof, snapped at this point by being planted with force on the face of a hard rock, and there was no doubt that very skillful trailing might enable Signal to run back this clue to some important source.

He could hear men coming down into the ca¤on, now, men sent out by the sheriff from Monument, and the sheriff himself among them, but the boy did not waste time talking with them. He hoped that this great clue might lead him on to some deed of importance; that he might prove to Monument that he stood definitely upon the side of law and order, and so choke off such further articles upon him as the Recall, in its venom, might be apt to print.

For a quarter of a mile, he had no difficulty at all. Again and again, where the animals stepped on impressionable ground, he discovered the incomplete mark of the broken horseshoe. And his heart was beginning to rise high when the whole procession entered a region of well compacted gravel — hardly gravel, indeed, but rather a strewing of small rocks such as are rounded and milled by the action of running water. There he lost the trail forever.

He rode in circles, beginning at the center, but though he found several of the trails again, issuing from the rocks, he could not find the sign of the broken shoe.

Might it not be, indeed, that the rider had dismounted here and pulled off the telltale shoe?

For two long hours he labored; and then, with deep disgust, he gave over his work and turned the roan back toward Monument. If that eagle-eyed man, his father, had been with him — ah, that might have meant a different result!

Back to Monument, then, hungry, hot, and tired. For it was a blazing day, with no wind leaning across the hills. Where the big teams were hauling up and down the grade to Monument, the dust they raised mounted slowly straight up. Every wagon was lost in an unpleasant mist, with the leaders of the team walking continually out of it, powdered white. Monument itself glistened in the sun and the windows flashed blindingly where the rays struck them. And there appeared to the boy something so monotonous, so humdrum about this picture, that he felt despair of ever accomplishing any feat worth recording. Other men, wiser and stronger than himself, filled that city. Men wise and strong enough to murder ten men, and wound another, and come clean off. And this within an hours ride of the town!

A downhearted man was John Signal as he entered the streets of the town, keeping to the shady side and using a bandana to mop his streaming forehead. And as the horse went on, he was aware of other riders coming behind him. He turned a little and saw that one was Charlie Bone, dressed as brilliantly as ever, snapping a quirt with his left hand and controlling his beautiful black horse by means of his knees alone. He seemed quite uninterested in Signal. For that matter, so did the man across the street from Charlie Bone. Never before had Signal seen the fellow, but he could recognize him well enough from the photographs which he had studied in the office of the sheriff in the morning of this day. It was Doc Mentor, famous among the adherents of the Bone tribe for relentless ferocity.

What kept the two riders in this fashion just behind the deputy sheriff? He turned down a side street, and instantly there was a sharp whistle, twice repeated, behind him. He did not look back. He was tempted either to put the spurs to his horse or to back against the wall and draw his guns to settle the matter then and there. Instead, he took the more moderate course of bearing straight forward, not letting the roan hasten a step.

He was half way down the block when he saw a rider jog on a piebald, ugly horse into the middle of the street at the next corner, where the anvil of a blacksmith shop was clanging. And this rider dismounted quickly, threw the reins of his horse, and stood at the head of the animal, resting on a rifle.

It could not be said that in this town such a maneuver was suspicious. The man might simply have dismounted to enjoy the shade here, while waiting the turn of his horse to be shod. But then again, it was very doubtful if he had not some connection with that sharp and repeated whistle which Signal had heard from the rear.

He turned his head enough to glance back down the street again; and there behind him, still riding as far apart as the width of the street permitted, he could see Charlie Bone and Doc Mentor.

It was good tactics which separated them as much as the street allowed, of course. For in case the man they stalked should turn, he could not cover them both with one gesture. He would have to swing his gun in a wide arc, if he attacked one and then the other. Bitterly he wished, then, that he had mastered two-gun play. His father had spoken scornfully against it.

Two guns are like two tongues. If you had em, what would you do with em? Speed is mostly bunk, too. Accuracy, my boy. Accuracy is the thing. Hit a dime at twenty yards; punch a button through the chest of a man at the same distance. Thats what wins a fight!

He was plainly cornered. No matter what explanation might be made of the man who stood in the shade of the tree at the next junction, it was very odd that he should need to sling his rifle across the crook of his left arm, which was exactly what he was doing now!

Signal grew cold. If a fight started against such odds, so skillfully placed, he would have to go down, and he knew it. And now he saw to his right a narrow, open gate which led into the rear yard of the blacksmith shop. He did not hesitate, but turned the roan straight into it. A convulsive shudder went coldly up his back as he approached the gate. From the tail of his eye, he saw Charlie Bone bringing his horse to a trot. But no bullet was fired, and he rode safely through the entrance.

Once inside, however, he well understood why he had been allowed freely to pass into this cover, for the yard behind the shop was entirely closed around with a smooth wall of wood, six feet high.

The roan could jump, but he could not jump that.

He might, of course, abandon the horse, and go on alone over the fence, but he felt that this would wreck his reputation as a fearless man in this city of devils. So he dismounted, and walked straight into the shop itself, leading the horse behind him.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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IT WAS BY far the largest shop in Monument. Two thirds of the mule teams passed through the hands of the smiths here who stripped off the tattered shoes and trimmed the hoofs and hammered and banged the new shoes into place. When Signal stepped inside, he was caught on a wave of crashing sound that never died. Shouting voices — for ordinary speech would never be heard — and the screeching of bellows, and the trampling and snorting of horses, and above all the ceaseless shower of blows which fell, with eight or twelve pound hammers, upon six echoing anvils.

In the bright sunshine of Monument, this shop was a sort of little Hebrides, perpetually dim with clouds of smoke that rose from the six forges as the flames bit through fresh feeds of coal. Blue-white, thick and stifling, the mist curled outside the chimney hoods which vainly strove to draw up the smoke, and the great rafters above were seen by glimpses, clotted with soot. The great double doors at front and in the rear were always open, and through them wisps and puffs of smoke continually rolled, so that the only sunshine which entered was sifted through that veil. It left the interior a place of shadow in which men and horses were confused silhouettes and through which the red pulse of the fires gleamed wildly.

This babel of voices and action and hopeless confusion made Signal feel as though there had just been an explosion — the smoke of it was aloft, the ruin of it was scattered upon the floor.

Along the walls appeared a tangled frieze of horses, ever shifting as they swung from side to side to avoid the blacksmiths, kicking, stamping, whinnying with terror. The smiths, hot iron shoes glowing upon their drill points, advanced upon their victims with one hand extended soothingly, and terrible curses upon their lips; and in the center of the floor were impatient cowboys and teamsters waiting for the completion of their individual jobs, bribing, entreating, threatening to have the thing pushed through more briskly.

Signal, passing down the center of the place without haste, glanced back, and he saw behind him the outlines of Charlie Bone and of Mentor, with the gleam of their rifles still in their hands as they entered. They were following up to the finish, whatever that finish might be. And, staring forward, he saw the third rifleman standing with gun ready at the other mouth of this inferno.

Panic jumped up in the throat of Signal. He set his teeth and quieted himself with an iron effort of the will. If the thing had to be fought out, what better time than now? He halted the roan, and put his shoulders against the ribs of the gelding. Then he dropped a hand on his hip, conveniently near the handle of his weapon, and waited.

One would have thought that a blacksmith shop would halt its business for the sake of looking on at a first rate murder; but not this place! The hammers clanged and the voices roared as loudly as ever.

Hey, goddam you brindle-faced fool! — Heres half a dollar, old-timer, if youll — Jerry! Oh, Jerry — You said eleven. Look what time it is now — I told you calks! — You poison bronc! You damn jerrybuilt man-eater, stand STILL!

Roaring near by, or wildly shouted in the dim distance, so these voices rushed through the mind of Signal like the sound of the ocean among hollow rocks. He felt as one feels wakening from a delirium, or sinking into the fever again.

And still the three advanced straight toward him, and still he waited. He could see their guns more plainly, now, and then he could make out their faces.

He ought to begin! He made up his mind that he would take a snap shot at the single rifleman, first of all. Then, pitching forward upon his face along the floor, he would open upon the other two — and God send him luck!

With danger walking so close upon him, finally some hint of what was coming dawned upon the other men who were grouped and clustered about him. For they gave suddenly back, with oaths and exclamations.

What sort of a place is this for a fight? Give em room! Theyll be some good hosses shot up before this is over! Its the kid deputy! Its that John Alias, the fool!

He heard such phrases as these, and they seemed to him detached sounds, without a human meaning — voices, let us say, out of the sea. For all that was in his brain, burning bright, was the advancing picture of those three warriors. Should he open fire now?

Someone had said, somewhere: Dont fire till you see the whites of their eyes! He remembered that, now. He would wait until they came as close as that. Then he would get one of them, first. Of course, two bullets would plunge through and through his body, but as he fell, he would be deliberate, certain, if there were any life in his body, and try to bring down all three before his death. That would be a fall worth while!

A greater space had opened, now, when from the side, straight toward him, walked another man. Four, then, to finish him off? He could have laughed. It was too perfect and too complete a trap, and with what ease they were prepared to swallow him! Let him kill but one man before he fell!

Upon either side the three killers were terribly close, when the newcomer stepped up to Signal and turned toward the pair who advanced cautiously from the rear.

Hello, boys, said he. What you come for in here? Me?

It was Colter! But how different from the ragged, tattered, hunger-pinched man of the mountains! He was like a cavalier; he needed only plumes in his lofty sombrero. Even young Charlie Bone was not more splendid. Yet, within this casing of glory, there was the same lean, hard, handsome face.

He stood now with his feet spread a little apart, and his hands dropped upon either hip, which was girdled with the most brilliant of silken scarfs. And, strapped to his hips, there were two guns, just under the tips of his fingers.

Henry, what the devil do you mean?

I mean what I say. Have you come here for me?

Its the deputy! Its that damned new one! Im gunna get him now!

So said Charlie Bone, and Henry Colter nodded.

All right, boys, he remarked. You can have him any minute, when youre through with me. But not until Im down — and Ill go down smoking, I warn you that!

They had halted.

Signal, dizzy with relief, turned toward the third man and saw a hideously scarred face which was known to him before. Those features contracted and worked with malice, now. But the fellow had halted. Suddenly Signal cried over his shoulder, softly:

Colter, if youll stand with me, lets clean them up! The damned, sneaking murderers! They laid the trap for me. Three to one!

Come, come! said Colter. These aint bad boys at all. I know em all. Theyre all friends of mine, I tell you! Dont you go worrying and bothering about them. Theyre all right. Look here, Ill introduce you!

Henry, said Mentor, who accompanied Charlie Bone, are you really going to gum up this here deal? We got him spread out for a wind up!

Colter replied genially: The man that takes a shot at John Alias is taking a shot at me. And the man that takes a shot at me is gunna live in an atmosphere thats blowin lead for a considerable spell. Now I tell you boys the straight of this, and I mean it! Step up here and shake hands with my friend, John Alias.

They had come to a pause. They formed a tight little circle of five, glowering at one another. In the distance the spectators no longer crowded back against the horses along the walls but moved nearer, to hear what they could, now that it appeared there would be no shooting.

You all ought to know each other, said Henry Colter. Heres Doc Mentor. You can tell him by the scar on his face. And heres Santa Claus. Hes got a kind face, aint he? All he needs is the whiskers! And of course youve met Charlie Bone before. Shake hands, boys!

If youre right with Henry, said Charlie Bone, youre right with me. If youre good enough for Colter, youre good enough for Charlie Bone. And heres my hand, John Alias!

Good for you— began Colter.

But Signal struck the proffered hand away and stepped closer to the handsome face of the boy. In the smiling youth of Charlie Bone he felt, now, more danger than he ever had felt before in any man — unless it were Henry Colter himself, and great Fitz Eagan. But he welcomed that danger with a whole-hearted hatred.

Id rather, said Signal, shake hands with a damned sneak of a coyote just in from killing chickens. Id rather shake hands with the fangs of a rattlesnake than touch you — except with my fist, Bone!

Charlie Bone looked him up and down, contented, still smiling.

You take it hard, he commented.

They would have murdered me! said Deputy Sheriff John Alias. Do you hear me, Colter? They trailed me through the town. Three against one is their idea of a fair sporting chance and an even fight!

The point is, said Colter, soothingly, that you aint been touched. Dont you let your imagination start running away with you. These here boys, Ill swear, was only playing a little sort of a game of tag with you. They was trying out your nerves.

Of course, agreed Santa Claus, smiling in turn. And we found that the kid was made of the real stuff. He didnt run. He stood to deliver the goods!

Said John Signal: Ive heard your say. Ive seen all of your lying faces. Mind you this: The next time that I see two of you together, I start shooting, and I shoot to kill. You, Bone, Ive written down specially big and clear. And you, Mentor! This is the second time that youve tried to get me. And the third time, one or the other of us will have to leave home!

An angry answer came upon the lips of Mentor, but Henry Colter waved him away.

Get off, the three of you, said he. Ill handle this colt, if I can!

And the three drifted off in one ominous group.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

[image: img107.jpg]

NOW, RELEASED FROM the presence of the others, it appeared to Signal that the crowd would soon flow back toward their old place in the center of the room, but there seemed to be no desire on the part of anyone to come too close to them. Colter was saying quietly to his companion:

Youve made a big mistake today, son. Those boys would have been your friends. They would have stuck to you through thick and thin!

I dont want such friends for a gift, replied Signal. Every one of the three is capable of damned mob-murder. You saw them all come at me! Thank God I had you here, Colter. And thats one thing that Ill never forget. Mind you, Im going to show you what Ill do to all of em, before the finish; and Ill try to show you that I never forget a friend, Colter. It was a fine thing to see you stand them off!

He was on fire with enthusiasm, but Colter said quietly:

I wasnt in the least danger. Those boys are all old friends of mine. And whatever Ive done, it doesnt more than balance against what you did for me in the mountains. You took me in, kid, I tried to double-cross you, and then you gave me another chance. Any way you figure up this account, Im still in debt!

Signal protested.

Youre in the sheriff game for what you can get out of it? asked Colter suddenly. Or are you in it for glory?

The boy laughed lightly. So great a burden had been lifted from him in the past few minutes that he could have afforded to laugh into the face of a dragon.

Im here for the glory, said he.

Well, then, said Colter, I dont know how you and me are going to get along together.

Because I work for the sheriff?

No. Ogden is a good friend of mine. I never bother Monument, and Monument never bothers me. There you are! How are you going to stand toward me?

Ive taken an oath, answered the youngster. God knows how close Ill come to living up to it!

And friendship, John?

Ay, thats the other thing. But after whats happened between us, how could I ever want to lay a hand on you, Colter?

Said Henry Colter gravely:

You know my line, partly. Im not a saint. Ive raised a good deal of hell. I expect to raise a good deal more. I wont ask you in to cut the melons with me because I see that you aint that kind, but if its agreeable to you, suppose that we say: Friend! and shake permanent on that?

I never was gladder to do anything! replied the boy, and their hands closed strongly.

Colter nodded, highly pleased.

Thats that, said he. Well have to solder that handshake with a drink; but first I want to see how that bone-headed blacksmith is gunna fit my hoss with shoes. Will you come over and take a look?

It was a splendid bay, wedged sideways against the wall, head thrown high and strained back, ears flattened, nostrils dilated with fear.

Thats a horse! commented the boy with much enthusiasm.

Thats a horse, agreed the other. I cant afford to ride cheap horseflesh. I have to cover too much ground, now and then. This brute is a little too nervous.

The blacksmith, approaching at that moment, laid a quieting hand upon the flank of the bay, and then picked up a forefoot to take off the old shoe.

Its the other foot that needs a shoe, pointed out Colter.

The blacksmith shifted to the other side of the horse, and after working a moment with his tool, he pried off the shoe and cast it on the floor — a freshly made shoe, at that, but the tip of one side had been broken off.

Theres a sign of the damned shoddy work that they do now, explained Colter, picking up the shoe. They dont temper the iron with any care. Look at this one! Chilled it too quick, and took the life out of the metal, the fools!

But the boy stared, in a maze of wonder, for he recognized that shoe. In his pocket, at that moment, was the fragment which had been broken from it! He knew, therefore, who had organized that murderous attack upon the Mexicans in the ca¤on of San Real; who had shot them down, and gone back and forth, murdering the wounded who lay on the trail. It was Colter and his crew. Colter, with whom he had barely finished shaking hands, with such a warmth and swelling of his heart!

Colter, in the meantime, was examining the shoes out of which the smith intended to pick a new one, and when the selection had been made to his taste, he carried Signal away to the nearest saloon.

At the door, he paused with a broad grin.

You know what this saloon is?

Well?

Its Mortimers.

I cant go in here, then. This is the Bone hang-out!

Of course it is. But youre drinking with me, and while youre with me, there aint a Bone in the world that would raise a gun at you. Come on in. Itll give the boys a little shock. Theyll kind of half figure that Im throwin them down!

They passed inside. Mortimers Saloon was as fine an emporium of liquor as stood in the town of Monument. Ninety feet of varnished bar ran down one side of the room, with four bartenders working busily behind it, their images rising and bowing rapidly in the big mirrors at the rear of the bar; but what Signal saw, first of all, was a white-bearded old man, with a benevolent aspect and a gentle eye. He smiled upon them and waved them forward for a drink.

This is Daddy Bone, said Colter. Dad, this is John Alias that youve heard about. This drink is on me. Alias and me are turning bottoms up to a long friendship and a smooth one!

Old Bone nodded again in his amiable manner.

Its a kind of a drink that I dunno that I could swaller, said he. I jest finished drinkin with Mentor and Charlie to the quick scalpin of this same young feller. But Ill drink mine afterward!

This singular remark made Signal chuckle. He observed that he had become a bright center of interest all along the bar. There was a shifting away from the end at which he stood with Colter.

They dont know whether Im going to pull a gun on you and try to blow your spinal column apart, or what Im after! smiled Colter. This here bothers them a lot. Heres to you, Johnny Alias — a long life and a straight one to you; a short life and a damned bright one for me. Will you drink to that?

And down went the whisky.

Old Bone, in the meantime, waited until the liquor of the first pair of glasses was exhausted. Then he raised his own brimmer.

Here, said he, is to the hand that holds the gun that shoots the slug that finishes the fight in Monument. He tossed off the glass and coughed. And I dunno that I could of drunk nothin more grand and impartial. Boys, will you have another on me?

But Colter answered: Ive got something else to do with the kid. He pointed about the room. There were at least two score of men of all sizes and ages standing before the bar or sitting in the leather upholstered chairs, for Mortimer had spent a small fortune to equip his place with the utmost comfort.

You look around you, John, said he. Write down their faces in your mind. These fellers are all friends of mine and friends of old Dad Bone, here. You take a long think. Maybe youll make up your mind that youll want to pick more than me for your friend out of the lot.

He took the boy back to the street and there found his horse waiting. They mounted.

You better come along with me, said Colter.

And where?

Out to old Pinetas house. I gotta see Esmeralda. Shes cut up a good deal, right now.

And why?

Because for two reasons. One is that its pretty near six weeks since I asked Esmeralda to marry me, and shell be kind of peeved if I dont pay her that little attention now and then. The other is that she needs cheering up. Shes had a couple of cousins killed in that gun-fight in the San Real Ca¤on. You heard about that from Pancho Pineta, I guess.

Gun-fight! echoed the boy. From what I heard of the thing, it wasnt a fight at all. It was a massacre, Colter!

Massacre? Massacre? echoed Colter amiably, as though he hardly placed the word. Ill tell you what, I dont get your drift, there.

Murder, then. Thats better, Id say, said Signal, and looked keenly from the corner of his eye at his companion.

The face of Henry Colter was totally unmoved.

I dunno, said he, but I never quite been able to call the killing of a greaser or two murder.

Undoubtedly he spoke, to a certain extent, from the heart, and great wonder came upon Signal. Half the disgust and the horror left him until he remembered the scene as he had come upon it, and the dead men lying in their blood where they had fallen in the hopeless slaughter.

Ten men! said the boy. Ten human beings! Great God! And all for the sake of a few mule loads!

Few mule loads your head! answered his companion. I know one of the boys who worked in that job. They split up sixty-four thousand Mexican silver dollars among the lot of em. Was that worth while? It was, Id say! What right had a lot of greasers to that much money? Come along. Im overdue at the Pineta house!

So young John Signal allowed himself to drift on at the side of his companion, the roan swinging out freely, reaching hard at the bit.

Never, he felt, did an officer of the law ride more strangely fitted with a companion who was a murderer, wholesale, but against whose arrest his hands were so securely tied by the bonds of mutual service, and by a deeply pledged word of honor.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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IT WAS A moment in the life of the boy when he felt that he could add up the list of the forces which were working upon him, though he could not tell the direction in which they would eventually cast him; for though he could enumerate so many, yet he could not tell how each would be applied to him, and how one might reinforce or nullify another.

Yonder was the shooting scrape which had driven him across the mountains, above and beyond the law as he had known it all his life. And here in Monument, he was living in the service of the very law which he had offended.

To Fitz Eagan he was a friend, or wished to be one. But Fitz Eagan was an enemy of the law and therefore his own professional enemy!

To all the Bone tribe, and particularly to Charlie Bone, and to Mentor, of the scarred face, and to Joe Klaus (otherwise Santa Claus) and to Sim Langley, he had devoted his particular hatred. But, chief of all that faction, Henry Colter was his boon companion and sworn friend. Colter, murderer in chief, with the blood of San Real Ca¤on still fresh upon his hands and upon whatever conscience he might possess!

It bewildered him to think of these complications. And there was the sheriff himself, vaguely fumbling ahead, striving to bring law and order to Monument, while he sustained one faction of these villains consciously, and set his face against the rest!

In this wild confusion of impulses and impacts, what, therefore, would be the ultimate conclusion? Where was he bound, and how long would he be able to sail with the whirlwind before he was struck by a reef?

He began to surrender all hope of solving the problems, but he told himself that he would follow what compass he could, pointing due north toward his duty. For young men continually struggle toward the absolute; only middle age accepts the world as it finds it and is more or less content to drift with life, asking no perfection, no sky-towering standards.

So the deputy sheriff rode out with Monuments greatest criminal and came to the house of Pineta, cool and retired in a cloud of trees. They found Esmeralda Pineta all in black, which made her face seem pale and her eyes and her hair more shadowy dark than when Signal, fleeing from Langleys Mexicans, had had his first glimpse of her.

She greeted them cheerfully enough but turned her attention to Signal at once. She had been waiting eagerly, she said, to see him. Their first meeting had been only an exchange of glances. However, Mr. Langley had had a great deal to say about him. So she laughed with Signal, and softened her eyes at him, and told him, as plainly as a musical voice and a beautiful face could, that she liked him very well indeed and that there was really no other man with whom she would more willingly spend these minutes of this particular day.

And out of the cold darkness of his doubts and perplexities and his fears, Signal stepped as it were into a pleasant sunshine, and unfolded, and laughed back at her, and years disappeared from his stern young face.

Colter bore this with a degree of good-humored impatience. At length he said:

He aint the only hoss in the corral, Esmeralda. You might look around a little.

Dont bother me, Henry, said the girl. Im trying to get acquainted. Havent I known you long enough?

Esmeralda is like poker, said Colter. Everybody has beginners luck with her, but after a while she wraps em up and puts em on a shelf; and the dust begins to filter down on em, and the spiders, they come along and spin webs all over em, and it takes a doggone good man to get dusted off and brought to light again, once Esmeralda has got tired of him!

Youre rude, Henry, said the girl. Youd better go out and try to find Langley. Hes somewhere about. Keep him from blundering in while Se¤or Alias is here!

She chuckled at the name, but Colter refused to budge.

If Langley sees that roan hoss he aint gunna come near, said he. You take a dog thats been stung on the nose, and he never takes kindly to bees. Look here, Esmeralda. You gotta take me off the shelf right pronto. I brought these out to get your eye, says the fly to the spider!

And he took from his inner coat pocket a string of pearls that glimmered from his hand and then fell into his palm and made a pool of rich light.

The girl looked at them critically, from the distance.

Theyre fine old pearls, she said.

Fine they are, and old, said Colter. They oughta be old, I guess.

Family heirloom, Henry, I suppose?

It sure is, he answered.

And what family? she asked.

I disremember, answered Colter. I wasnt properly introduced at the time that the lady give them to me. Afterwards, I seen the name in the paper, but I forgot.

He leaned back in his chair, chuckling.

You take a popular gent like me, said Colter, he cant remember the names and the addresses of all the ladies that gives him presents!

She, chin on fist, regarded him half soberly, and half in a sort of critical amusement.

And Im to wear these, Henry?

The minute that I seen them, I knew they belonged around your throat, Esmeralda. And here you are.

He dropped them into her hand and then turned with a broad grin to the boy.

Come over that in the line of conversation, if you can, he invited. Trot out all of your smart talk, young feller, but I aim to say that Ive made the hit of the day with Esmeralda. Am I right, he concluded, swinging back toward her.

You almost always do, said she. She held out the pearls toward him. Theyre as pretty as can be, said she.

Of course they are. But it aint a joke, Esmeralda. Those belong to you!

She shook her head, still smiling.

I cant wear pearls — that have been given to you by admirers, Henry.

Do you mean that?

Suppose that she saw me wearing them? It would hurt her feelings, I suppose.

He made a gesture of the utmost earnestness.

You dont understand, honey. The lady that gave me those was on a train. She just got off for a few minutes and gave them to me, and then she went on again. She wouldnt of been stopping this side of Frisco.

But the girl shook her head still.

You have to understand, Henry. Its the way such things are given that counts, you know. Theres so much associated with them — so much feeling, Henry. I couldnt wear them, really!

And she forced him to take them back, while young John Signal, entranced by her beauty before, was still more delighted by the mingled good-natured humor and cleverness with which she had finally refused the gift.

Colter groaned as he received them.

Id counted on this for a fine welcome, a smile or two, and a walk under the trees in the evening, he said with his peculiar frankness, me holding your hand and wanting to know when wed take the same turning on the long trail, Esmeralda.

In that oddly effective way which Signal had noticed before, she made her eyes gentle as she looked toward Colter, and that worthy stirred uneasily in his chair and flushed with pleasure.

Of course were always glad to have an old friend like you here, Henry.

We! said Colter. Oh, damn it. Dont talk to me like a doggone editor, Esmeralda! Save that for my pal John Alias, will you?

At this, she straightened a little in her chair and looked straight at Signal, all softness gone, her glance wonderfully bright, and as direct as the stare of a strong man.

You two are partners, then? she asked.

Were friends, corrected Signal.

He was uneasy. Colter, however, explained:

Hes a deputy sheriff, Esmeralda. Hes nothing else. On no side, particular. Refused to hook up with me. Refused to hook up with Fitz Eagan, even. He wants to walk his own doggone straight path to glory, and I suppose itll take him all of three months to get planted where the other suckers have been buried before him. I only hope that dont make you romantic and interested in him, honey.

The girl listened to this mingling of banter and truth with her head canted a bit to one side and her eyes half veiled with thought as she watched the boy.

I think I understand, she said at last.

What do you understand about him, Esmeralda?

That hes an honest man.

Colter sank back in his chair.

You can always find a settler for me! he admitted. But this here honest man hasnt got background thats strictly Sunday school, yunderstand?

I understood that from Langley, said the girl, smiling again. Henry! she said sharply.

Ay, maam!

You can give me something a thousand times more valuable than pearls!

Whether its in a safe or a wallet, said he, its yours, Esmeralda.

Its in neither place. Theyre in Monument, no doubt, drinking with stolen money.

Colter sat rigid, saying not a word, but his face was wonderfully calm, though he must have guessed what was coming.

Gregorio and his brother were raised with me, Henry! I loved them! Theyve been horribly murdered! You have men and cleverness to help you. Find the men who did the thing. That will be a present worth more than pearls!


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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HOOFBEATS PAUSED BEFORE the house; steps came up onto the porch.

Thats Fitzgerald, said Esmeralda Pineta. Thats Fitzgerald Eagan.

If you know him by his walk, suggested Colter with some sourness, you know him pretty well all around!

She answered with her usual calm:

A dog can learn that much about a man.

Sure, said Colter, if the mans his master!

Here followed the tap at the door and then the entrance of the mighty form of Fitzgerald Eagan. He paused there for an instant, blocking away the light except for what entered about his head, and it seemed to Signal that just as his shadow now was filling the room, so his personality pervaded the place and made other people seem pointless and weak. Even Henry Colter, famous for cunning, famous for crime, seemed no more important than a boy as the big man stood before him.

He looked deliberately at Colter and at young Signal, smiling and nodding at the boy. Signal, in the meantime, was sitting forward on the edge of his chair, very ill at ease. It was generally conceded that Colter was the leader of the Bone faction. Certainly he was their most outstanding figure, and the general talk in Monument was to the effect that all the warfare between the two factions would culminate and die when Colter and Fitz Eagan fought it out together. But there was no token of such a battle at hand now. Colter said:

Hello, Fitz. Hows things?

And the great Fitz Eagan waved his hand almost cordially toward Colter. He said to Esmeralda:

I brought out the kid. Hes been wanting to meet you for a long time. Be kind to him, Esmeralda.

He stepped into the room as he spoke, and behind him came a boy of twenty, much shorter than Fitz Eagan, rather of a stocky build, but with the look of a brave man and an athlete. The stamp of the lion was upon him; it was no surprise to hear Fitz Eagan introduce the youngster as his brother, Dick. The boy flushed very red, bowing before Esmeralda, and she, with a light in her eye like the flicker of the sun on a sword blade, looked young Dick Eagan through and through. Very glad was John Signal that he had this opportunity to see her when, for a fraction of an instant, her guard was down. It made a great deal of his own enthusiasm about her evaporate.

Plainly she was a queen to all these rough fellows. Colter paid homage here, Sim Langley, and even that man of men, Fitz Eagan! The deputy sheriff, keen in observance, watched the girl and Fitz Eagan with all his powers of discernment, and it seemed plain to him that, though Esmeralda took the big man seriously, she regarded him with far less intense interest than he regarded her.

Youre getting news from Colter, too? he asked.

Henry hasnt a word of news for me, said the girl. Or perhaps he is holding something back. Perhaps hes heard that you know something about San Real Ca¤on, Fitz?

Fitz Eagan looked across the room at Colter, who said with some irritation:

Ive hinted at nothing like that, Esmeralda!

One of the two of you must know, she insisted. Theres nothing that happens in the whole range that one of you doesnt know all about it. If I draw a blank with you, Henry, then surely Fitz can help me out!

She leaned forward a little, her eyes keen and expectant; but Eagan replied:

I dont know a syllable. I know nothing whatever about it. But I came out here to tell you, Esmeralda, that Ive had nothing to do with that butchery. My methods aint shaped that way, and if you can tell me what trail to follow, Ill ride it! Im the marshal of Monument, you know!

He ended with a faint smile, as though ready to join in any mirth that might be aroused by his legal position. But no one laughed.

Youd ride for me? asked the girl.

I would!

And, Henry, youd help me?

I? Sure!

And you, John Alias?

Its my business, the boy assured her.

Dick Eagan said nothing. He did not have to. With his eyes he was drinking up the beauty of the girl; plainly he would be the first tool for any of her purposes.

Then with all of this help, said she, I cant fail. I simply cant fail! And if any of you can find even one man who had anything to do with that — murder — Ill never forget! Ill be his friend to the death of me! Poor Pancho would take the trail, but hes shot to bits. And because of Gregorio and Manuelo, someone has to die!

She said this with a fiery enthusiasm that shook all her body, and again something in John Signal shrank from her. He thought that she was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen; he felt she was also the most dangerous, like some wild mustang, hunted by every puncher of the range, but useless when caught, except to put a bullet through its wicked brain. Now she was gathering all her forces to send vengeance down the trail of the murderers of her cousins, and these fighters of Monument were all willing to ride in her behalf.

He looked again at Henry Colter. That gentleman was as cool as could be, as though he had not the slightest thought that any danger might be gathering upon his path. He now stood up.

Theres no place for us here now, Alias, said he. When Fitz Eagan walks in, sensible gents walk out. Lemme know your dates with Esmeralda and Ill call in the off seasons, he added to Fitz Eagan.

Signal took the hint and rose in turn, but the girl would have stopped him. They had not had a chance to talk together. Or, if he went now, would he come again? There was no more danger of Sim Langley about the place, she assured him. Besides, Langley was not such a bad fellow — just a little overbearing, at times!

Listen to her purring, observed Colter. Do you hear that, Fitz? She wants to have Alias on her staff, and I suppose that shell land him. But hes fighting for his head, now. Hed even swallow the hook, if he can break the line afterwards. Youre right, kid. Its better to have indigestion than Esmeralda!

At this very pointed banter, she laughed, but her glance dwelt wickedly upon Colter as the two left the room. They stood on the porch for a moment, Colter mopping his forehead. He had maintained his poise perfectly, but there was no doubt from his compressed lips and his uneasy eye that he realized that the cloud of trouble which this girl was raising might very well soon blow in his direction. However, he merely said to his young companion:

Youve seen her, now. Bettern a view of the mountains at sunset time, eh? Theres only one Esmeralda; and theres plenty of mountains, even of volcanoes!

He waved his hand before him.

Up here on this here veranda, there aint a man that would take a pot shot at us. Once down the steps, thered be a plenty! There by that rosebush is the spot where young Sam Channing dropped and kicked up the dirt until he died. And where the walk turns a little, thats where Push Aiken flopped when Langley shot him through the brain. Langley had been waiting out yonder where that brush stands. A grand killer is Langley. Hes got an Indian streak in him, and he takes no chances! Far as thats concerned, hes apt to be lyin out there now, with his rifle butt cuddled under his chin, waiting to raise a little hell for us! But so long as were in or on the house of Esmeralda, were safe!

Will you tell me why that is?

Why, the blood begun to flow too fast. There was four gents shot up and laid away in the hospital from gun-fights here, to say nothing of Channing and Aiken that was killed. After Aiken died, the boys all got together and agreed that, so long as Esmeralda was pulling the boys in like moths around a candle flame, wed better make it a rule that her house was peaceful ground. That rule has held ever since. And a damn good thing. Some of the worst enemies in the world, that wouldnt of spoke a first word outside of with a gun, have met up here at the Pineta place and have made up. Shes a great hand at getting the hatchet buried!

As he spoke, he had been scanning every feature of the landscape before him, from the ground to the tips of the trees, as though he suspected that fighting men might be hidden away up there, waiting to kill him the instant his foot descended from the front steps of the veranda. However, he seemed assured, at last, and went down to the garden level. There he and his companion took their horses and rode down the driveway to the outer road. There, Colter shrugged his shoulders with a shuddering force.

I always feel a pile better, said he, when Ive sashayed down that avenue of trees and got into the clear again, where my rifle would have a chance to keep things at a distance! Now, tell me what you think of Esmeralda, kid.

Shes beautiful, agreed the boy.

Go on. Thats only a starting point.

I dont know, said Signal. Ive said that shes beautiful. I dont think that I could say anything more about her. I was a little afraid of her!

Afraid?

Yes.

Why, kid, shes like velvet. Expensive, sure. Expensive kind of a wife, but for three years everybody around Monument has been trying to get her. Maybe — maybe youll be the lucky man.

John Signal smiled and said nothing. In fact, he was unwilling to let his mind dwell upon the thought of this lovely, strange woman, as a man who loves wine too well dreads the tasting of the first glass.

But youre right, said the other in a sterner voice. Youre dead right! Shes dangerous. Velvet. So is a tigers paw. And as for the price of her — why, I think that shed throw herself at the head of the gent that managed to kill a couple of the boys that shot up her cousins. I never seen her worked up so much. Who would of thought it? moralized he in wonder. Who would ever of guessed that she was so dead keen on them greaser cousins of hers?

And he looked up at the sky and shook his head, a little mournful at the strangeness of this world.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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THE HEART AND the brain of young John Signal still were heavy with his problem when he parted from Colter at the edge of town. He said to the outlaw seriously:

They would have shot me to bits, today, except for you.

I dunno. Maybe they would, replied Colter. Take it another way. Maybe that was your chance to get famous. You might of tipped over all three of em, and after that, youd of lived in books.

The boy shook his head.

Anyway, said Colter, dont worry about gratitude. The most that Ive done dont balance what you did for me. I keep a pretty straight set of books about things like this, and I know that things still lean your way. Its tit for tat.

And so were square? asked young Signal.

Of course we are. So long, and take care of yourself. Mind you, I can oar in and keep back the Bone tribe when Im around, but not when Im away. They want your scalp. Theyre afraid of you, son! And theres nothing more dangerous than a gunman thats scared!

With this, he rode off, and Signal found himself, in another few moments, at his boarding house. It was a plain wooden building, shingled on the outside, with one turret rising from a series of bow windows. Those were the select and most expensive rooms in the house. He had been surprised by the grandeur of one he had glimpsed in passing; but on the whole, he was well satisfied with his own chamber, in the third story and at the back of the house. It looked upon the laundry lines, the sun-faded, unpainted high board fences to the rear of the houses, the garbage cans, the wood and horse sheds, the dogs that wandered and the cats that stalked through this wilderness of wood. Above all, from his window, he could watch the door of the shed in which the roan horse was quartered.

As he went up the stairs, today, he passed at the first hall that same crisply pretty girl whom he had seen on the street in the morning. She shrank back from him with a little exclamation, and he hesitated.

It was not her prettiness that held him. It was sheerest irritation. He took off his hat and turned toward her.

Are you afraid of me, maam? said John Signal.

She retreated yet another step. Her eyes glanced toward the head of the stairs with a hunted look, as though she were estimating the probable chances of escape by bolting. Then she gave up and, turning, she fled into one of those large corner rooms which have been mentioned.

He, angered more than ever, strode on to his own cubby-hole and sat down to take his head in his hand and ponder. He could see no solution for his problem, and he had not long to dream over it, for a heavy hand struck his door. He sang out, and immediately there stood before him the alert, strongly built man of middle age whom he had seen with the girl that morning.

My daughter! began the other.

John Signal looked at him with expressive eyes.

And who are you? asked Signal.

My name is Morley Shand. Did you ever hear it?

I never did.

Mr. Shand seemed gravely taken aback.

Mr. Alias, he said, since you choose to pass by that name, I wish to tell you that no matter how you may behave among the ruffians of Monument, with me it will be necessary for you to take a different line. And when it comes to bullying my daughter in this very house where—

Is that she waiting outside the door? asked Signal.

Mr. Shand turned and snatched the door open. He revealed the chambermaid. She was a brown-faced girl from the range, obviously pressed into this work on the spur of the moment. She had not yet had a chance to turn pale.

What will you have? Why are you here? asked Mr. Shand in increasing anger.

She leaned her hand against the door jamb.

I heard him speak to Miss Shand, said she.

Ah! cried Mr. Morley Shand. If I have a witness of this affair, I think that I can make life fairly hot for you in Monument! No matter what else Westerners may be, they dont allow insults to—

Hold on, said the chambermaid. You start drifting like that with your head down, and youll hang up on wire, before long. I heard everything that was said, and I seen it all. I was cleaning the next flight of steps up. Miss Shand shied when Mr. Alias come upstairs to the landing. He only asked her if she was afraid of him.

And that was enough to make my girl run for her life? shouted Mr. Shand in increasing fury.

When a pony aint bridle wise, you cant blame it for bolting, said the girl.

Mr. Shand, thus balked, turned his anger upon the newcomer.

Ive never heard of such infernal rudeness! he declared. Ill let your mistress know about this, my fine girl!

He burst from the room. From the door the calm voice of Signal pursued him.

You better think that over twice, before you start yapping about her, said Signal.

Mr. Shand whirled about. He was fairly explosive with his fury, but suddenly he turned pale and retreated.

He thought about guns, said the chambermaid, nodding confidentially at Signal.

Who are you? asked the latter.

Im Polly. I do this floor and help wash up after meals, and keep the vegetable garden.

Is that all you do?

Thats all.

And what do you get?

I get forty.

A week?

What dyou mean? A month, of course.

Come in and sit down, said he.

Is it right? said Polly.

And why not?

She grinned at him. Freckles spotted the nose and the upper cheeks of Polly. She had hair redder than her freckles. Her nose had never grown up.

It might get you talked about, said Polly. Having a girl into your room, I mean.

She walked straight in as she spoke. Before the window there was a plain wooden kitchen table. Against this she leaned.

Besides, said she, I might get fired.

For what?

Aw — sassing his lordship, you see.

I dont think that hell talk.

He will, though. You take a law-and-order gent like him, he cant help talking, no more than a calf can help bawling, or a burro braying.

If he says a word— said the boy darkly.

What could you do? she asked calmly. Hes too tenderfoot to pack a gun, except in a bag. And hes too old for you to hit him. If you whacked him in the stomach hed have indigestion the rest of his life.

Sit down, he invited, smiling at her.

She perched herself on the edge of the table.

This is breaking all the rules, said she, confabbing with men guests and — sitting on tables!

Youre fine, said the boy, admiring her heartily.

Get out! said she. Im all full of freckles!

What are they? said he, gallantly.

Theyre a lot. Sulphuric acid and lye wont take em out.

Did you try?

Both ways, and it wouldnt work!

Suppose, said he, that you lose your job here?

Well, what of it? Its a pretty big country!

Look here. Are you alone?

Me? I should say not! Im with the celebrated gun-fighter, John Alias. Is that being alone? It is not! she answered herself.

Im not celebrated, he told her, and Im not a gun-fighter. You remember that.

Ill try to, said she, but other people wont let me! Not since theyve got you into the papers!

The papers are fools! said he.

Sure they are, she agreed, but theyre giving you a lot of free space. I could use some of it, I can tell you!

For what?

Me? For getting on the stage.

And what would you do on the stage?

I gotta swell voice, said she. Let me sashay out onto the stage of that opera house and Ill tell you what, theyll put me on the pay roll.

Have you tried them?

Who, the manager?

Yes.

I tried the manager. Hed been down at Mortimers Saloon drinking gin fizzes. He remembered right away that hed known me since I was a little girl. He started to hold my hand.

The coyote! said the boy with earnest anger.

I told him that I wasnt a two-year-old and that I didnt need gentling, but that didnt stop him. So I slapped his face and beat it!

A man like that ought to be run out of town, declared the deputy sheriff.

Aw, leave him alone, said she. Hes all right. Only he was a little sappy, that day. He was not seeing his best, and didnt spot my freckles! she concluded with her smile. Then she added: But if they run me out of this job, Ill call on him again.

If you do, Ill take you there, said he.

Would you do that?

Of course I would.

Well, she said, that would put me in the papers. Our distinguished young deputy sheriff took a day off from man-eating and sashayed up to the opera house with Polly Noonan, the well-known chambermaid— Say, John Alias, could you stand for that?

I dunno, said he, thoughtful. I dont think that theyd drag any woman into print through me. I dont think that even these newspapers would dare to do that!

Wouldnt they? I hope they would.

Well, said he, Id have to take my chance on that.

She regarded him with a thoughtful frown, her chin propped on one palm. It was not a graceful position in which she sat, but there are some so gifted in creation that they cannot be awkward. And the eyes of young John Signal having been opened toward the beauty of woman upon this day, he had regard to the hand, like that of a child, and the roundness of the wrist. Her smile, moreover, was a flash of good cheer, and her eyes were blue beyond belief. Neither could one say that her hair was sheer red, but it was golden where the sun touched, dark copper in the shadow. For the first time in his life, John Signal thoroughly enjoyed a color scheme.

Youre all right, said the girl. Youre a straight shooter and a good fellow. Id like to have some way of paying you back, if you would take me down there to the opera house.

You could pay me back, said he.

She looked down at the floor, and then straight back at him.

And how? said she.

I need advice, said John Signal.

She shrugged her shoulders.

Advice? said she. Im fuller of it than Monument is full of dust. Youre in trouble?

Yes.

Ive seen all the kinds of trouble there are. Go on, Johnny Alias. Maybe I can show you the way out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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HE LOOKED AT her with such appreciation of her cocksureness and poise and with such a growing sense of her charm that she shook her head at him and gave him a dark look.

Dont do that! she said.

Dont do what?

Think about yourself, not me. What sort of trouble are you in? With the Bone outfit, I hear.

They dont bother me much — just now. Im in trouble with myself.

Thats the worst kind, she agreed. Take a horse that interferes, hes always liable to give himself a bad fall, isnt he?

All right, said he. Ill put this straight. Suppose that you did a man a good turn.

How good?

Well, had him under your gun — and didnt shoot. And having a reason to shoot, say?

I follow that. Go on! Who was it?

This is all supposing.

All right.

And afterward, you fix him up a little.

Well?

Then suppose that you get into a corner, afterward. A mighty bad corner. Life or death for you. And this same fellow drifts in and helps you out of the pinch?

I can see that! It squares you both up.

Then suppose that you got a lot of bad information about that fellow, and its sort of your duty to arrest him—

You being deputy sheriff?

Thats it.

She took this gravely under consideration. Then she said:

Ill tell you what: Theres a lot of different kind of people floating around in the world.

He nodded.

Theyre like money.

He nodded again.

Some of em are just copper. They got a face printed on em, and theyre round as a gold piece, and got the same kind of milling, and all. But theyre cheap stuff. They dont amount to much, except just to fill in and make change.

He smiled.

Then theres paper money. Some of its worth a dollar. Some of its worth a thousand, according to the print thats put on it, and who put the print. You pass one ten dollar bill and get change for it. You pass another and get jailed, because the moneys crooked. And theres a lot of men that way. According to the way that you read em, they may be worth something, but at bottom, theyre just made up of paper junk; touch a match to em, and a lot of million dollar people would go up in a couple of whiffs of smoke.

Thats right.

Then theres some coin thats silver. Its all right. It means what it says. Its worth something. But youd have to have a whole train of mules to carry away a fortune in it. And a lot of people are that way, that Ive met. They look pretty enough and bright enough, but youd have to have a thousand of em to get anywhere with such friends.

Thats true as a book. Ive known that kind, too. Thats the common or garden sort of a man. Every place is full of em.

But on the other hand, heres gold, said the girl. There aint a lot of it, but theres some. Its real money. You can rub it thin, and it still passes. With a pocket full of it, you can go around the world. You can take a golden coin and batter it out of shape. You can stamp on it and twist it crooked — but still its worth just the same. You cant light it with a match, and you cant show it up with acids and what not. And some people are that way. And when youve tried em, and stamped on em, and picked em up crooked, even, if they got the real stuff in them, theyre worth something! Thats the way, it seems to me, with this fellow that you stood by. That must of been pretty fine, and I wish that Id seen it. But along comes his chance, and he stands behind you, just when you need him. Well, it seems to me, sort of, that if I was a deputy sheriff, or deputy God Almighty, I wouldnt harm that man. Id just let him alone. Id keep him for a friend. Id put him in my pocket and hope that maybe, some time, I could pick up one more friend just like him, because that would make the real music!

He waited for a moment, turning the idea in his mind, and at last he said to her:

I think youre right. This thing was spinning around in my brain. You see, Id taken an oath to do certain sorts of things.

I know that. But an oath is words; guns can say a lot more; you and your friend have talked with guns, eh?

Youve helped me a lot, he assured her. Ill go down there to the opera house with you, whenever you say the word. Is that a go?

It is! Tomorrow morning?

Right!

She slipped down from the table.

Theyll be calling for me pretty soon. Ive got to get along. Im glad that I met you.

And me the same.

So long, Johnny.

How old are you?

Me? Im nineteen.

Nineteen! he cried.

Is that so bad?

Floating around in the world all by yourself.

Well, she said, a young horse can stand a terrible lot of bad weather.

You were raised on the range?

The range raised me, she answered. And by the way, how old are you, John Alias?

Oh, said he, Im twenty-two, you see!

She paused by the door and made a face of pretended gravity.

Oh, said she, youre all of that, are you? Why, she added, youre a real growed-up man, aint you?

She slipped through the door and into the hall.

Hey, Polly! he called, and followed her in much haste.

At the door he saw her scurrying. But she paused at a little distance.

What did you mean by that? he asked her.

By what? said she.

By laughing, said he.

Aint that allowed in the game?

Wait a minute, Polly, will you?

Ill see you tomorrow, said she, and slipped from view around the corner of the hallway.

He hesitated, and then he went back into his room and began to pace up and down. He felt the oddest change in his mind and in his whole being. He had been, before, vastly depressed, confused, bewildered. He had been walking through a room of darkness. Now the door suddenly had been opened and he stood in sunshine and the song of birds.

In his walking, he found himself snapping his fingers softly, smiling to himself. The problems were solved. The difficulties were ended, and that complicated Gordian knot had been cut. All of this change had been effected he hardly knew how.

It appeared now perfectly patent that he could not betray his friendship with Colter by arresting him for the murder of the Mexicans in San Real Ca¤on. There was no necessary plan for his action except to drift with the current of events. Perhaps he would have the fortune to stumble upon others of those who had waylaid the Pinetas. At any rate, he would keep his eyes wide open and hope. Furthermore, there was plenty of crime and criminals about Monument, outside of Colter and his crew!

Then he stopped. He opened his eyes, as it were, and saw that he had been walking in a happy trance. Who had done this thing to him and touched him with such magic? Why, who else but the red-headed, freckle-faced, blue-eyed girl called Polly?

He sat down on the window sill and rolled a cigarette, whistling to himself, and as he lighted the smoke, he saw an arm, a shoulder, and part of a head appear around the corner of a barn; also, the sun gleamed on a long, steel barrel. He flung himself backward to the floor of the room as the rifle clanged. The bullet clipped the sill and a splinter of wood struck him in the face.

Springing up, he flattened himself against the wall and peered cautiously out, but he had only a glimpse of a man darting around the corner of the horse shed.

It did not pay to fall into dreams in Monument!


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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WELL HEALED OF all dreaming, then, he went down from his room to the rear yard as a cat goes down after a mouse. Around the house he flashed, found the rear gate of the yard locked, and, still catlike, over it he went and came to a horse shed, where a weary-faced man, with a prodigious yawn, was saddling a pinto mustang in the stall next to Grundy, the roan.

Grundy, at least, was safe!

Stranger, said Signal, you heard a rifle fired around the corner, here?

Yes, sure, said the other. Somebody potting a rabbit, I guess.

You guess?

Yep. And must of hit it. I heard him run off afterward as though he aimed to pick up what hed plugged.

And who was it?

I never seen his face.

The tired man turned slowly to Signal and added:

Whats the matter? Was it your rabbit that he was shootin at?

As he said this, an odd light glimmered into his eyes and instantly passed out again. It made Signal consider him through a silent moment, staring steadily, and the longer he stared the more uneasy the other became. His weariness left him. He grew tense, and seemed poised on tiptoe, either for flight or for attack. Remorselessly Signal stared at him, and the pressure of that young and brilliant eye began to rob the other of his color. His face grew white and hard. His nostrils quivered. He seemed about to make some desperate start when Signal said:

You know who that was!

Hown hell should I know? gasped the other.

Who are you?

Me? What difference does that make?

I ask you who you are! shouted John Signal.

The other leaped back as though a bullet had torn through him.

Name of Pete Graham! he said. Whats the matter?

Is that your rifle thats leaning against the wall?

Maybe it is.

Is that your rifle? roared John Signal.

Yes, yes, stammered Pete Graham.

Signal picked it up. He had little fear that the other would attempt a sudden attack upon him. Pete Graham was almost demoralized. His glance could not hold still for an instant but wavered from side to side, and his color was most sickly.

So John Signal opened the rifle and made sure that no bullet had been fired from it. He dropped the gun back against the wall and stared again at Pete Graham, curiously and savagely pleased to mark the disintegration of the man. It was almost like seeing a figure of sand dissolve in water.

You didnt shoot, said John Signal. But who did?

How should I know? I aint got eyes everywhere!

No. You only have eyes in your head. Who shot at me?

He advanced a half step. Pete Graham, with a faint groan, drew himself back against the manger and set his teeth.

Ill see you damned before I tell! said he.

I guessed that you knew! said Signal.

Pete Graham started to answer, but only achieved a writhing of his lips. He had begun to tremble violently. With all the bitterness of fear, he was tasting death.

Signal dropped a hand upon his gun.

Ill wait till I count three on you, said he. Then I want that name out of you.

Pete Graham closed his eyes. He hung by his elbows on the manger, looking ready to faint.

It was Langley! he breathed. God help me! It was Langley!

Signal turned on his heel and went out from the horse shed. He was filled with cold rage at Langley, and a peculiar mixture of cruel satisfaction and pity as he thought of Pete Graham. Perhaps that had been a brave fellow, or brave enough to pass; but now he was dissolved, and he could never be much of a man again.

It reminded Signal of a young giant who had gone forth from Bender Creek to conquer the pugilistic world and who had risen with a dizzy suddenness, until he met the champion. The result of that fight was a crushing defeat, and when the giant came home, he had altered to a weak pulp of a man; he could hardly look a child in the face.

So it seemed to have happened with Pete Graham, all of whose strength had disappeared. And he, John Signal, had been the burning glass which had focused on poor Graham!

So, if pity was in him, that same cruel pride was in him, too. It had been a terrible experiment; it had been a wonderful thing, as well.

He walked around the house to enter it again, and so doing, he encountered a gasping, hurrying little man whose eyes seemed popping out of his head.

Hey, John Alias!

Well? said Signal with disdain, for he recognized the same little fellow who had been apparently spying on the sheriff, outside the sheriffs door.

Sheriff Ogden sent me up to find you. He says for you to look out. He says that Charlie and Jud Bone are both in Mortimers Saloon swearin that theyre gunna get you, and get you good, and get you today. He says, you better lie low for a while!

Signal compressed his lips to keep back the first retort, which was:

Why did the sheriff send such a warning, instead of putting under arrest the men who were threatening the life of a peaceful citizen in good standing — so far as Monument was concerned?

He merely said: You know Charlie and Jud?

Sure I know em! The pair of em could bust hell open, working together!

You hear me?

I hear you, Alias.

Go to Mortimers Saloon.

It aint hardly safe!

Isnt it safe for you?

The other moistened his lips. He looked with rat-like eyes upon Signal.

Maybe Id chance it, said he.

From his pocket, Signal drew five dollars and dropped it into the ready palm of the other.

You go to Mortimers Saloon. Is there a crowd there, besides Charlie and Jud?

Its packed to the doors! They got about a hundred men in there, and Charlie and Jud are tellin what theyre gunna do! Theyre all heated up, and ready for a kill!

Youve seen em?

Ive seen em!

Go back to Mortimers Saloon and make a little speech to the whole crowd, or else talk to Charlie and Jud so that everybody can hear. Say that Im sending them word that I hear that theyre after me. That they want to run me out of town. Is that it?

They wanta run you into your grave, Alias. Thats the short of it!

Tell them that, in a half hour, Im going to leave this house and Im going to walk straight down to the sheriffs office. Im going to be armed and ready for trouble, and if theyre men and want trouble, they can stop me on the way. Ill have nobody behind me. Ill be tackling this game alone. If the pair of them have any nerve, if theyre men, tell them that I expect to be met!

The messenger leaned against the picket fence very much as Pete Graham had leaned against the manger in the barn. Then he rallied.

Ill go as fast as I can, said he. Ill go down there and tell the boys in Mortimers Saloon about everything thats been told to me. Aw, my Gawd, theres never been nothing like this, even in Monument!

He looked at the boy for a single instant, with a grin of horrible joy; and then he turned and fled. Signal looked after him with a peculiar interest. In all his life he never had seen such a repulsive creature. There was no manliness in him; he was nothing but a negation, except that he loved trouble and lived upon it — the trouble of others! He was the pandar who brought fighting men together and watched them destroy one another. Like the most detestable jackal, he lived upon the scraps of danger thrown into his path when the giants clashed. Now, watching him running down the street, his feet shambling, his rounded shoulders working, Signal knew that the most dreadful greed was driving this pariah.

He stared after him in interest. Pete Graham recently had dropped a long distance. Would he ever drop as far as this? And if he dropped, what would have forced him down? The impact of more fierce and savage personalities — like his own — like John Signals!

What passed through the soul of John Signal then, as he reflected keenly on what he was and what he had done? There should have been Christian shame that there was in him such a power over his brother man; there should have been remorse and regret, of gigantic proportions. But in truth, since the truth we must have about him, although there were some faint shadowings of these more humble emotions, all was overridden by a great pride that rose in him like a pillar of white fire — pride, utter self-confidence, and a willingness to lay down his life struggling to maintain his czardom over the wills of lesser men.

It is not pleasant to tell such naked truth, but this must be the true narrative of all that happened in the flesh of John Signal, and of all that happened in his soul.

He went up to his room and there he took up his rifle and began to unload it, preparatory to cleaning and oiling it, so that all would be in perfect readiness for his march into the throat of danger. He could have burst into song; in fact, he was humming softly to himself and regardless of the fact that his door was open, when the voice of Polly spoke from it, saying:

Ive always heard that a cat purrs before it pounces. But I never heard the cat before now!


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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HE LOOKED UP at the girl with a keen interest. She had shown before that she could look deeply through the ideas of men. How deeply would she look through him?

Cat? said he.

She nodded. She half closed her eyes and scanned him from head to foot.

Big, sleek, soft, happy pussy, said she, about to jump on a mouse. Or a pair of mice! she added.

Hello! said he. Whats all this about?

Oh, she answered, Crawlin was here.

Whos Crawlin?

The rat that was looking for you.

What did he say to you?

The same he said to you. That the pair of em were looking for you. He was so scared about it that he was happy. Maybe theyll all be killed, says he — the rat!

He is a rat!

When they took a shot at you, they didnt scratch you?

What shot?

She pointed at the chip taken from the window sill.

It kept on traveling up, said she. It went through the floor of my room upstairs and nearly took the heel off my shoe. I came down to find out — and youd sashayed out to ask questions, I suppose?

Langley shot at me, he said.

He had been working on at the rifle while he talked. Now he paused and looked at her with luminous eyes.

The murderer! said he, softly.

Ay, said she. Langleys a murderer. Everybody always has known that. Indian kind of murder. Thats his long suit. But theres other cards in the deck than the aces, such as you play. A straight flush beats four of a kind, Johnny.

Meaning what?

Why should you be so hard on the murderers? she asked him.

Dyou want me to praise em?

Id sort of expect you to.

Would you? he asked icily. What sort of a man dyou take me to be, Polly?

A doggone dangerous one, said she.

His swift, well accustomed hands already had finished with the rifle. He began to slip the bullets into the magazine.

Thats fine and friendly, said he. Dangerous to who?

Why, to pretty near anybody. Man or girl, old man or old woman. Dangerous to everybody, down to the babies in the cradle. Thats what you are, Johnny.

You dont say that seriously, Polly.

Dont I just!

How dyou mean dangerous to even babies?

A baby has to have a father, dont it, to keep earning money, and what not?

And Id kill the papa, eh? He laughed, angrily. Why, Polly, youre talking crazy!

Perhaps I seem to be. Im not. Youre going to run amok right now.

What dyou mean?

Instead of lying low, like the sheriff wants you to, youre gunna prance down the street and soak the two of em full of lead.

That Crawlin told you everything, did he?

Sure. He tells everything, and then some more.

Ill give him something else to think about, the next time I see him! said he.

Sure, said Polly. Youll get down even as low as taking a crack at a worm like Crawlin.

Say, cried he, are you trying to get me all heated up, Polly? Whats the matter with you? What have I done to you?

Made me like you, said Polly, and thats the worst thing thats happened to me in a long time.

Humph! said he. Like you! And you come in here and call me — why, you call me a murderer! Like me!

He repeated it, very bitterly.

Oh, I mean it all, said she. But you fellows who live by the gun are so single track you cant carry two loads at once. Youve given me a bigger thrill than a roller coaster.

I wish youd stop kidding and talk straight to me, he complained.

Im talking nothing but, she assured him. Never anything like it since an actor I seen on the stage, once. He was mighty cool and slick. He had long white hands. He never raised his voice. He had a slow sort of a smile, and all the girls in the play were always falling in love with him. He made my heart jump right up in high C. But the next day — I hadnt slept all night — I seen the wind blow off his hat when he was going down the street, and it took off his wig, too. He was about fifty-five, the old liar!

She laughed at the memory.

Im a faker like him, am I?

Youre a lot worse. He never would make any widows, except through divorce courts. But youll make a plenty before youre done.

You think that Im a low gun-fighter! he declaimed.

No, I think youre an ace-high gun-fighter. Id put you right up there with the classy ones — with Colter and Fitz Eagan, even! And now that youve got me all in a fuss about you, youre gunna—

Look here, cried the boy, I wont listen to you, the way youre carrying on to make a fool of me!

Bah! answered Polly. You make me tired. Ive practically fallen in love, I think; and here youre walking out to get yourself all shot to bits.

I wont be shot to bits! said he. I think the shoe will be on the other foot. Im not going to miss, I can tell you!

Thats pretty, she nodded. You aint gunna miss. You bet you aint!

But look here, Polly. The other thing, what I mean to say is — you know — speaking about you and me — jiminy, Polly, of course youre just making a fool out of me!

Polly regarded him with a bland blue eye.

I got an idea, said she, that youre tryin to say something kind to me. Is that right?

Young John Signal turned the brightest of bright reds.

Youre pretty hard, said he.

To say nice things to? she echoed. Not a bit. You try me!

He gnawed his lip. The more he looked at her, the more delightful she appeared. After all, noses are the last feature to stop growing.

Polly, he said with a sigh, youre just badgering me.

If you want help, said Polly, Ill help you out if I can. Do you want to say that youre fond of me, Johnny?

He jerked back his shoulders.

How could I? he demanded of her. You start right in by calling me a cat; and then you say that Im a murderer! And then—

You take things pretty hard, she said. Youre mighty nice, Johnny, but I dont think youll ever be much use!

Youre just a nineteen-year-old girl, said he. What right have you to talk so grown up? Youre only nineteen. Youre just a baby, really!

Am I? she said, smiling. I wish I was! Oh, how I wish that I was!

I dont pretend to be anything very much, he went on, furiously hot with wounded dignity and spoiled vanity, but you dont think that Ill ever be any use!

Not once that youve really gone wild. You was raised tame, eating out of the hand and getting used to the halter and the bridle right from the beginning. But once that you bust loose — well, the hardest outlaw hoss is the one thats come out of a corral, not the one thats always run wild!

I wish that youd get away from horses and get down to men! he said.

All at once, she threw out her hands toward him, and the softest of music was in her voice.

Oh, Johnny, said she, youre such a good boy, in spots. You could be so grand! Youre so terrible goodlooking, too! Why wont you be nice?

He hesitated. There had been so much banter that he dared not take all for granted, but he was irresistibly drawn closer to her. He took her hands. They were ridiculously soft, and they quivered, and her fingers squirmed, but really she made hardly an effort to get away. She tipped back her head a little.

Youre laughing at me all the time, he stammered.

Im not! Im not! she whispered. Johnny, say that you like me a little, because I know that you do! Dyou think that I would have dared to talk this way to you if I hadnt guessed?

He held her with one arm; she laid her hands upon his shoulders with her face still raised to his, without the slightest trifle of defense.

And still he hesitated. His poor young brain was whirling wildly. Music rang in his ears, red joy floated before his eyes. But he was held back by a silken string of criticism, his mind still acting, no matter how imperfectly.

Polly, he said, I know that youd never come in here like this except that you had some bigger reason than just caring for me. You wouldnt tell me so quickly. Youd hold off. You could see me going to pieces about you. What made you walk in and let me hold you like this?

Will you kiss me, Johnny, and be talkin about it afterward? she said.

Ay, Polly, if youll tell me what it is that you want!

Only a small thing — that youll stay here and not go prancin off down the street like a fool for them to shoot at you! Only for the promise of that! she said.

He began to straighten a little, so drawing away from her.

Wouldnt you see, Polly, that I got all my honor pledged to walk down to the sheriffs office in the middle of the street, sos to give the pair of them a chance to meet me?

What is honor worth? Whats that kind of honor worth, honey? Look at me, Johnny. Dont go starin at yourself in the street! Monument can see you other days, but you be stayin home here with me today, will you? Ill make you happy! Ill make you forget the rest of them — the gun-fightin, murderin devils! Oh, Johnny, it aint only that you might be killed — its that you might kill one of them! And thatd be the finish of you, once you had the red taste of the blood in your mouth! Oh, honey, will you listen to me?

He stepped back from her, white of face, his forehead beaded.

Theyve hired you to try me out this way, too! said he. God Almighty, theyd do anything to shame me!


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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ONCE HE HAD seen a man strike a woman. That was in Bender Creek, and the man was very drunk, and the woman was his wife. But he never had forgotten; there was a sort of sick helplessness about the manner of her fall, such a convincing brutality about the attitude of the man as he leaned above her.

Now he saw Polly drop into the nearest chair, with one arm fallen over the back of it, and he felt that he had struck her down, and that he was standing like a brute above her.

Was he wrong, and had grief unnerved her, and horror?

Was he right, and had fear and shame struck her?

But he said to himself that the time had come — that he was overdue — that Monument waited for him to make good his boast. And so he snatched up the rifle and went out from the room with long, swift strides, like a hunter on a trail.

All the way down the hall he was desperately drawn to whirl about and run back to her and take her hands and beg her to tell him the truth. But when he had passed the first turning of the stairs, it was easier to go ahead, and when he stumbled out into the heat of the sun she danced back into the rear of his mind, until he could hold her at arms length and remember that her nose was ridiculously short, and that she wore freckles.

So, with every step up the street, he grew more certain. They would do anything to break his spirit and shame him before Monuments eyes. And what more natural than for them to use this clever girl, this perfect little actress!

He gritted his teeth, now, seeing that she never could have been drawn to him so suddenly. True enough that he had been swept half way toward love the first minute he was with her. But that was a miracle. She was hard, quick, sharp, bright; she could not have been involved in the same manner!

So said he to his heart of hearts, and in striding up the street, the action of walking, the heat of the day, the burning brightness of the sun all acted upon him and enabled him to become his old self.

There was nothing important except the rifle which he carried over the crook of his left arm, his right hand grasping the trigger guard and the trigger. Revolvers were quicker, it was true, but surety was the grand thing. And he wanted to be sure!

He shortened his step. He was coming into the center of Monument, he was turning into the main street itself, and now he saw that all the doorways and the windows were jammed with people, and that the street before him was as naked as the palm of his hand. No, yonder a runabout drawn by a trotting horse came in, but someone ran out from the pavement and headed the driver away.

It was as though the street were being kept open by tacit consent for the passage of a procession. And suddenly he realized that his own approach was that which was so expected!

Crawlin must have advertised the coming event with a town crier, for everyone understood, and all were present for the show. Constantly new faces were crowding into the doorways beneath the arcade, and into the windows. Somewhere Charlie Bone and his brother would have to be there, waiting.

And he smiled with a cold and savage content.

They were not out in plain sight, walking toward him. They were waiting with rapidly beating hearts, wondering how this affair would turn out — no doubt cursing the stage which had been set for them. For in this battle there was no glory for them, whether they won or lost, only the shame of possible defeat, the even greater shame of victory, two against one. But he, whether he won or lost, was glorious. He had faced great danger with equanimity.

Only one shadow troubled his brain. When the bullets tore through his body would he be able to keep on fighting to the end, or would he weaken, at the last, and would pain bring from his lips some involuntary cry of agony?

He set his teeth hard. No sound should come from him, except words of scorn and insult!

Thus he thought, as he walked in the middle of the street, slowly, his eye running to the right, and to the left, under the lines of pillars of the endless arcades on either hand. But still the two armed men did not appear. He had covered two blocks of this long gantlet.

And then he heard occasional voices which called out to him words of encouragement.

Youll be our next sheriff, John Alias.

That boy has the right stuff.

Were with you, kid!

They were with him — in their doorways and their windows, but who was with him in the flesh, walking with arms in their hands, to face the criminals who waited somewhere for him?

Cool contempt for the speakers and their words possessed him. And his scorn grew, and he went on with a heart of iron, and an eye of fire.

Perhaps each of them would appear upon a different side of the street and, in that case, he would put in his first shot to the left — God send it straight home. Afterward, whirling to the right to bring his gun in line, he would drop upon one knee and shoot again.

So he planned it.

He slowed his pace yet more. He must give plenty of time for them to appear. Perhaps they were weakening. Perhaps the strain was telling on them, as it had told upon Pete Graham. Perhaps, even, they would not come out to face him at all! And then he saw two men bearing rifles step out from a doorway and pass from the shadow beneath the arcade into the sunlight.

They were seventy yards away — pointblank range. One was Charlie Bone and the other was Jud, his tall, massive brother. There were more crimes laid to the name of Jud Bone than could have been contained in a column account in a newspaper, giving each crime its mere naming space.

And now he thought of two things. One was that the two had come out side by side because they needed the reinforcement of their mutual presence. The other was that the first moral victory was upon the side which forced the other to begin the shooting.

There they stood, side by side, rifles ready — fine-looking men they appeared, Charlie like a brilliant picture, and Jud with his long hair flowing, trapper fashion, over his shoulders. But their fineness was apparently not appreciated by the crowd, and voices called out heavily, loudly:

Two to one! Is that Western fighting fashion? Two to one! Wheres the sheriff? Stop this damn butchery! Give the kid a fighting chance!

Sweet music to the ears of the boy. Bitterest poison to the ears of the brothers as they stood before him. He paused and allowed those voices to grow in volume. He saw Jud jerk his rifle to his shoulder — then lower it again. Shame must have compelled that change of mind!

And John Signal smiled again. He began to understand. It was as though a voice were speaking into his ear exactly the thoughts in the minds of the two. To Charlie it was a horrible affair; Charlie was naturally the sort of fellow to want to fight fairly, without odds on his side, but he had been dragged in by Jud, no doubt. And there was Jud, crushed by the scorn and the hatred of the crowd, only to be justified — and thoroughly damned — by dropping the enemy.

John Signal smiled, and slowly, deliberately, he stepped forward, narrowing the space which intervened — with every step bringing death closer to himself, to yonder pair!

Keep back, kid! You chuck away your chances by getting closer! Keep back!

He heard the voices clearly, but they meant nothing. He knew his business! So he advanced, half a dozen, a dozen strides, all slowly taken. And then the rifle butt again leaped to the hollow of big Juds shoulder.

That instant, Signal dived forward for the ground. He heard the clang of the rifle as he lurched. It must have looked, as he intended it to look, as though the bullet had dropped him upon his face.

But, in fact, he heard it whistle, harmless, just above his head, and that escape made him feel armored with invincibility.

The thick white dust cushioned his fall and sent up a puffing cloud; some of it entered his eyes, which stung sharply. And, all in a moment, he had time to think several things — such moments as these allow the brain to work swift as light. He wondered if the dust in his eyes would spoil his shooting — if the mist in the air would spoil the aim of the enemy — and he marveled at the heat which the sun had poured into the street. He lay as in an oven.

In falling, he had thrown the gun forward, and now he lay with it trained steadily on the shooting pair, peering at them out of his natural entrenchment, as two more bullets hummed wickedly above his body; and again there was the satisfaction of escape, the sense of security unfathomable!

He was taking Jud Bone into the sights, taking him firmly, without haste, using all of a half second to get the rifle securely trained upon him. The body was sure, but a man shot through the body may be shooting as he falls, and shoot again as he lies full length. He used another half second to change his aim to the head. Then he pulled the trigger.

Jud Bone stood with a column behind him, and at first he did not seem to have been struck. He merely lowered his rifle, as though to observe what damage his fire had wrought upon the enemy who lay yonder in the street. But, after that, he leaned softly forward. He seemed to be bowing in acquiescence, and so fell dead beneath the arcade.

Already the aim of Signal had been taken on the second and more dangerous enemy. He fired. He saw the rifle flung up from the hands of Charlie Bone and saw the latter go back a staggering step. Then, instead of falling, leaving his gun behind him, Charlie Bone leaped sidewise into the shelter of the columns and was gone from sight.

John Signal rose, the dust streaming away from him, and the wind catching it and hanging it behind him like a blowing mantle as he walked calmly forward.

There were thirteen more bullets in his rifle, and he carried that weapon at the ready, for Charlie Bone was very apt to open fire again, from shelter.

As Signal arose, the whole street came to life with a shouting and humming of voices, and hundreds poured out to gather around the victor, and the vanquished.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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WITH ALL THAT outward swirl of people, no one got into the path of John Signal as he walked up to the fallen body of Jud Bone. He turned the dead man upon his back and stared down at him with wonder. He had killed once before, but that had been in the heat of a sudden fury. This was a premeditated battle, and the enemy had gone down. He kneeled and closed the eyes of Jud Bone, but he did it without a sense of pity. No gentle remorse disturbed him, but he was keen upon the blood-trail which he had started. So, springing up again, he said quietly to an authoritative man near by: I suppose that the family of this fellow will take care of his body?

They will, said the other.

Did anyone see what way Charlie Bone went? went on Signal.

A panting, eager little man worked through the crowd, fighting his way. It was Crawlin, his face pale with eagerness; his eyes more bloodshot and ferret-like than ever.

I seen Charlie Bone! He run down the street. He went into Mortimers Saloon. You wouldnt dare to go there, would you?

Signal already was on the way with long strides, and the other trotted beside him, gasping interjections. But Signal, grimly in part, and in part joyously, went forward, dimly aware of the faces about him, men stumbling and crowding to get from his path, shrinking a little as he went by, staring at him as though at a strange being dropped from another world. And he knew that his name had been written into the slender list of Monuments immortals. As for what else this days work meant — why, he was only twenty-two, and that was enough excuse for a little short sightedness.

Crawlin was still beside him.

You aint gunna go in? demanded Crawlin, his voice shaking with joyous anticipation. Theyd — theyd shoot you to bits! Mortimers is the Bone hang-out! Its full of their men!

Young Signal went on, unhesitant, turned the corner, struck open the swinging doors, and entered Mortimers Saloon. It was almost empty. Everyone had gone out to join the crowd of spectators in the street except half a dozen grim looking fellows and the bartenders; and all of these turned blank, astonished faces toward the deputy sheriff.

He could tell at once what they were. They were solid adherents, fighting men in the Bone cause. But he feared them not. In his hands was still the weapon, warm with the death of one man, and the routing of another.

I want Charlie Bone. He came in here, said he.

He went on through, said the nearest bartender. He went on through the house, I suppose.

Which way?

Back that way!

He knew that it was a lie; he knew that he could not find Charlie Bone. But what he wanted was the glory of having bearded the lion in his den, of having entered after the wounded beast and challenged him in the darkness of his own den. So he went on into the back rooms, and walked rapidly through them, opening many doors. There was nothing to be found, except a pair of resolute gamblers, weary of eye; perhaps they had been playing since the night before, and certainly now they were blank to the outer world.

He came back into the barroom, looked up and down the line of threatening, dark faces, and then turned his back upon them and, without undue haste, stepped out into the street.

It had been simple enough in the execution, but he felt as though that pilgrimage into Mortimers place had been far more dangerous than the actual fight against Charlie and Jud. But the second victory was dependent upon the first. Other things still would flow naturally out of this days work. And the sun was not yet down!

So thought John Signal, walking back up the street toward the spot where the dead man had been left lying. And, as he went, he saw Crawlin darting here and there before him, anxious, eager, ever hungered for dangerous news, ever feverishly spreading what he knew, and pausing here and there to discharge a few volleys of the facts which he had learned of the invasion of Mortimers. He disappeared in the crowd, far up the street, and Signal came back to Jud Bone in time to find that unhappy man being raised and carried into the nearest hardware store. They laid Jud Bone upon a counter and brushed the dust from him. Signal himself composed the hands of the dead man upon his breast.

Then he heard a furtive voice beside him:

Im from the Ledger. Wed like a statement, Sheriff Alias.

Ill make this statement, said the boy. Those fellows let the whole town know that they were looking for me. So I came to look for them and warned them of it. I stand for law and order. Ive taken an oath. And Im going to live up to that oath. Thats all I have to say!

He looked about him as he spoke and noted that all eyes shifted away from his glance. They did not believe him. They could not believe him. He spoke of law and order, but they wrote him down as a mere gun-fighter, who killed for the joy of seeing the other men fall.

He went back into the street. This pot had begun to boil, and the cookery was not yet finished, he could guess as he saw the congested knots of people, here and there. And then he saw a familiar shuffling figure that squirmed through one knot and came hastily toward him — Crawlin, his face fairly purple with excitement. He looked like a glutton, faced in time of starvation with a table groaning under an Olympian weight of delicacies. He clutched the arm of the boy and hung there a moment, gasping in his wind again.

The whole bunch! he finally managed to ejaculate. Theyre coming for you. About a dozen of the Bone outfit. Theyre all coming. Theyre gunna get your scalp. Theyve sworn to get it. Old man Bone — and Charlie Bone is back with them with blood on his face — and — God Amighty, I never thought that Id see such a day. Theres gunna be hell, hell, hell in Monument!

But it was not horror that made his eyes flash. It was hideous, consuming joy.

Then a dry voice said near by:

If youre standing for law and order, youd better go and arrest that bunch of murderers, John Alias! It was an old, withered man who spoke, fixing his keen blue eye upon the boy.

And do you think that Ill run away from them? asked Signal.

He never had dreamed of standing against such odds as Crawlin reported, but, now that he was challenged, his heart leaped into his throat and forced the answer.

Youll run your own business, said the old man. But dont be a young fool! The heroes of Monument wont be remembered many days after they drop!

He said this with a sarcastic smile, as though he had read the very heart of Signal, but the boy answered hotly:

If they come for me, theyll find me, not sneaking in the crowd, but out where I can be seen!

And he went straight out into the center of the street, and stood there, leaning upon his rifle, and watching the sudden streaking of all the rest to cover; while, far down the street, a dust cloud burst upward and rolled away across the tops of the northern houses.

Those were the enemy. By the first glance of that cloud of white rising, he knew that he could not stand against any such onrush as that. Fortune, a little nerve, and a clever maneuver in the battle had won for him against Charlie Bone and Jud. But fortune could not favor him twice so overwhelmingly. And yet he could not budge from his place.

Excited voices called to him. They bade him not be a fool. They told him that he had done enough for one day. They even cursed him for his rashness. And then a pair of miners lumbered out toward him. They caught him by the arms and made as if to carry him away, but he twisted free from them.

You fellows mean well, he told them, but this is my place, and here Im going to stay.

Well stand by you, then! said one, with a liberal enriching of Irish brogue. I wouldnt be after runnin away from a man like you, Alias, when the pinch comes.

But Signal smiled upon him and shook his head.

You fellows have one pistol between you. This isnt your business. Ive started it and Ill finish it, and I dont want help. You go back where youll be safe!

They hesitated. Then the Irishman was seized by his friend and dragged away, protesting. And out of the dust cloud down the street men were riding, not any dozen, as Crawlin had declared, but seven bold horsemen, armed to the teeth, their rifles flashing, balanced across the pommels of their saddles. In the van and the center rode the father of the family, his white beard divided by the wind of the gallop, and blowing back over either shoulder. He came to avenge the death of a son, and he came fast.

John Signal raised his rifle, braced his feet, and waited. Prone upon the ground again would have been a better position, but seeing that his case was hopeless, it seemed to him, somehow, a better thing that he should meet death standing, rather than trampled under foot by charging horses.

He took his place firmly, therefore, and then he saw the charging cavalcade draw down to a trot, to a walk. They would not unsteady their aim by the motions of their horses! They were not thirty yards away — and still no bullet fired! — when from the corner of his eye, Signal saw a form move out upon the sidewalk.

He looked again. It was the tall, slender form of Major Paul Harkness, as dapper and calm as ever, but carrying now in his hand a double barreled shotgun, sawed off short. He came out from the arcade and waved his hand cheerfully toward Signal; then he faced toward the oncoming brigade.

Signal, confused by the shouts which began to pour out on either side of the street, turned in the other direction, and there he beheld the mighty form of Fitzgerald Eagan, with a naked revolver in either hand. One of those guns he waved toward Signal, and nodded.

And suddenly the heart of the boy leaped higher than ever. It would be no useless stand against numbers. He could not have found, by combing the world, two better fighting men than these who now flanked him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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AS HE LISTENED more closely to the uproar about him, he understood that it was the apparition of the added pair which the crowd commented upon. They had been watching to see the death of a very rash and very young deputy sheriff. Now they changed their minds. It was simply a battle of the first magnitude to which they would be the witnesses. Among the columns of the arcade lingered Crawlin, half-way between the two forces, so that he could not be suspected of favoring either, in an agony of terror because so much danger was about him, but while he wrung his hands in that chilly ecstasy, the attraction proved irresistible, and he could not go back from his place of peril.

The forces of the Bone faction, in the meantime, saw their purpose necessarily checked for the moment. It was one thing to beat down one rash youth. It was another to march in under the converging fire of three warriors, all of whom had proved themselves to be desperate fighters. The horsemen halted. They flung themselves from their horses, but still they tarried at about twenty-five paces.

Suddenly old Bone walked forward, a hand raised in signal above his head. He went straight up to the city marshal, Fitz Eagan, and exploded in the following manner:

Eagan, I take it goddam low and mean of you to step in here like this! The kid deserves killin; hes been askin for trouble, and now hes gunna get it.

Whats he done? asked the marshal.

He killed a man; he gets killed in turn. Aint that fair?

This naive argument did not disturb big Eagan, who replied:

He killed one of a pair; and the pair was out lookin for him. How does that sound to you?

It was my boy Jud that he killed, and you doggone well know it.

Wasnt Jud looking for him with a gun, and wasnt Charlie along with him?

What do I care about that? Aint I Juds pa?

I suppose that you are.

What kind of a skunk would you write me down if I didnt try to scalp the gent that murdered Jud?

I dont deny you got a right to be heated up for losing your boy. But Jud wasnt shot from behind.

It was the damn low trick of fightin out of a cloud of dust. How dyou get around that?

Youre mad and youre sore, Dad. You see this thing all crooked.

I dont see it crooked at all. This kid is our meat, and you know it, and still you come hornin in! Is this here gunna be the end of the truce between us all that the sheriff has been workin so hard to keep up?

This has nothin to do with the sheriff, insisted Fitz Eagan. The kid played a good, square game. Hes got too much guts to run away even when seven of you come for him. He dont shoot from behind walls, either!

What dyou mean by that? shouted the other, apparently touched in a sore spot by this reference.

You know pretty well what I mean. Now, Dad, you better let this job drop. The kids all right, and you ought to know that he is. Hes never looked for trouble from you and your gang. You know that, too!

He never looked for trouble? How did all of the trouble start, then?

Who stole the kids horse?

Who says that I did?

I dont. But dont Langley belong to you? Aint that Sim Langley over there right now?

Thats Sim, and Im glad and proud to have him, said Dad Bone, deftly shifting the point of view. What I say is: Are you gunna undo all of the work of the sheriff and chuck Monument back into a doggone civil war the way that it was before he come in and took sides?

Im not here because Im against you, said Fitz Eagan, with a good deal of conciliation in his voice and his manner. Im here because Im the city marshal.

Aw, damn that kind of fool talk, groaned the old man. Dont speak like that to me, Fitz. Youre too young. And Im too old and know too much about you! Thats the fact of the matter!

Its not the fact. Im telling you the truth, and youre aching to dodge it. The kids a sworn officer of the law. So am I.

And sos Major Harkness, yonder? sneered Dad Bone.

Every good citizen ought to stand in behind the officers of the law.

Then theys a lot of yaller hounds that I can see from down here! exclaimed the old man, glaring around at the crowded windows which overlooked the streets.

Leave the rest of them out of it, answered Fitz Eagan. Am I town marshal, or am I not?

I suppose that you are, said the other. What has that got to do with me?

Youve come here with six more to get John Alias, and youve admitted it in them words. Well, as town marshal, I aint going to let you commit that murder under my eyes, and I order you to disperse and go home!

Old Bone fairly sputtered with rage, for a moment. Then he roared, so that the husky voice bellowed with echoes from wall to wall:

This here is the end of the peace in Monument, young feller! This here is the undoin of all of the sheriffs good work, and this old town is gunna be painted red before many more days! Part of your blood is gunna be used in the painting, too! You hear me talk!

I hear you talk, said Fitz Eagan earnestly. Now you hear me. There are six more with you. Thats seven, by any mans counting. Theres only three on this side. Why dont you lead on in and start something? Were here to be finished. Finish me and the Major off, and therell be no danger of that there civil war that you talk about so much. I make you my offer, Dad. You take it now, or show the world that you and the rest of the Bone tribe are a pack of sneaking cowards, and odds of two to one aint enough for you!

Dad Bone recoiled a little, burying both his hands in his magnificent, snowy beard. It did not seem a sign of age in the old man, but a sort of token of reverend iniquity and hardy, seasoned vice of all descriptions.

Three of you out here in plain sight! he shouted, and thirty more of you lyin away behind the windows! You call this a fair fight, do you? Its a goddam trap!

Its no trap, answered Fitz Eagan. Its no trap at all. There aint a man laid away in hiding. Theres three of us alone, and if anybody else joins in on this here scrap, Ill call him a skunk, and go for him myself, afterward. Lemme hear you talk to that!

I dont want to talk to it! shouted Dad Bone. And Ive done my last talkin to you, young Eagan. Youve been livin pretty high. Youve been lordin it over Monument. I aint cared. I wanted nothing but the peace. Fitz Eagan is just a young fool, says I to myself, and let you have your day. But that time is finished up and Im gunna tear you to rags, Fitz Eagan. You hear me talk!

I hear you talk, and I know when Ill be torn, said Fitz Eagan. Ill be shot full of holes the first time that you and your ratty crew can shoot at me from behind a wall, the same as youve shot down better men than yourselves before me!

Dad Bone waved both his clenched fists above his head in furious indignation, but, no words coming, he turned and half ran, half stumbled back toward the remainder of his party. Half way there, he wheeled about and delivered a few tremendous oaths at the head of the marshal. Then he went on, and the ranks of his men instantly closed around him.

Fitz Eagan called across to John Signal:

Dont you let up, youngster. Stand tight and keep your gun ready. Those rats are liable to turn and start biting, if they see that youre off your guard!

But Signal had not the slightest idea of abandoning his attitude of care and watchfulness. He keenly eyed the milling group of the Bone adherents and waited to see if the scorn of the crowd would urge them on to battle, for frequent bits of comment were hurled at them from the windows and doors:

Now you got the Eagans where you want em!

Put three each on Alias and Fitz; that leaves one for the Major. Aint three to one good enough for you?

Youve showed your bluff. Now call it!

These and much more insulting cries were poured in upon the seven who, suddenly, mounted their horses and turned their heads down the street. But, at this, there was a great wave of derisive and mocking laughter and hate.

And Crawlin, overmastered by exquisite disappointment, in that no more blood seemed about to be shed upon this day, fell back against one of the pillars and beat his clawlike hands against his face. But he rallied himself immediately, for fear lest any sight or sound of trouble should escape from him, and stood against his pillar, turning his wicked head in birdlike activity up and down the street.

So the Bone tribe retreated in inglorious derision, with all Monument left laughing and scorning at them. And a host of congratulations were poured in upon Fitz Eagan and young Signal. Now the brutes of the town had been faced and had been shamed. Was it not the proper moment to strike hard in the interests of law and order? Was it not the moment to rally all forces and clean up Monument for good and all?

Fitz Eagan looked around the crowd and answered them to their faces — lion that he was!

You talk law and order. You know that you aint ready for law and order, yet. You aint shot yourself out, yet, and your favorite judge is old Judge Colt. If you wanted law and order so bad, why did five hundred of you stand around and watch while one kid stood out there and faced seven murderin devils?

To this the crowd did not attempt the slightest answer, and the marshal turned away, wading through the tangle of people slowly, with Major Harkness on one hand, and young John Signal on the other.

And behind them the cricketlike voice of Crawlin sang out:

Watch em! Use your eyes! Three finer fighting men never stepped together before. Will they all be alive in the mornin?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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MAJOR HARKNESS PROPOSED a drink, but young Signal merely wrung the hand of each of his newly proved friends.

Id better see the sheriff! he said. I hope to God that no trouble comes to either of you fellows for standing by me, this way. And night or day, Im ready to ride with you. Is that understood?

Thats understood.

God forgive me if I ever forget, said the boy with fervor.

Even the cold eye of the Major brightened and warmed a little as he stared at Signal. The Major was dying of consumption, slowly and surely; and that, men said, was why he advanced into the teeth of danger with such a calm unconcern. He clapped John Signal lightly on the shoulder.

Dont burn yourself up with too much gratitude, said he. Fact is, Fitz was playing his own game as much as yours. He wants to put down the Bone tribe as much as you do!

Of course, said Fitz Eagan frankly. You go and talk to the sheriff, if you can find him. Hes due back in town in a short time.

So John Signal went straight to the sheriffs office, and found it empty. Peter Ogden was not yet returned after an expedition into the country. So Signal sat at the window and watched the sunset colors beginning, and wondered if ever before a man had lived through such a thronged day as this.

Across the street stood Grundy the roan, tethered beside the watering troughs in front of the Metropolis Hotel. It tickled the very cockles of Signals young heart to see the people stop around that horse and point it out and nod to themselves as they discussed its merits, and turn away still in deep talk. Not of Grundy were their words, he knew, but of Grundys owner.

And then, darkening in his mind with the day, he remembered the words of Polly. What had she said of guns and gun-fighters? And what had she declared about him before he started for the fray?

Shes only a girl! he said to himself, and then he heard footfalls in the hall. The door opened, and the sheriff in person appeared before him against the blackness of the hall behind; for the room was a sea of twilight; in the deeps of it pulsed the cinder at the end of the sheriffs eternal cigar.

He paused in the doorway, and then strode into the room, the flimsy floor quaking beneath his weight.

You have been having quite a party, I hear, said Peter Ogden.

To this, Signal returned no answer, for he could see that the way would not be easy before him.

You been rousin up the town, I hear, went on the sheriff in a voice more bland than before. But I see how it is. You take back in your own home town, you found things more lively than we go em out here. Things are pretty sleepy for you, and you had to stir up a little fun. Was that it?

Young John Signal said not a word, but he shrank a little in his chair. He had no very profound respect for the sheriff, but superior years have a certain weight of authority, and before it, Signal bowed.

The sheriff leaned on the back of a chair and puffed at his cigar.

Monument has a new hero, he went on at last, and Monument has a new grave. Always gotta be that way, I suppose. One man cant go up without another goin down! He added, heavily: Me, for instance. Young John Alias, he goes up. And Jud Bone dies. Dies young!

He paused. There was such an obvious injustice in this remark that anger wiped from Signals mind half of his contrition and depression.

And Monument has to go down, too, said the sheriff in continuation. Monument that was beginnin to float on an even keel, its struck the rough waters, again!

I dont know, murmured Signal. I dont see what Ive done to put Monument on the rocks.

You dont know! You dont see! No, you wouldnt! You aint got the eyes to see that far or that deep into things. Youre young!

I did nothing, said the deputy sheriff, except what seemed to me to be my plain duty!

You done nothing except what seemed to you your plain duty, echoed the ironic sheriff. He laughed, a great, harsh laughter. Your duty! he said again.

Look here! protested the boy. You know what happened? Sitting in my window at the boarding house, they took a shot at me. The Bone people did.

You saw the man take the shot, did you?

No.

Then how do you know?

I found a man in the stable and made him tell.

You found a man in the stable — you made him tell, sneered the sheriff. He knew, didnt he? He was able to look through the wall of the barn and see?

He knew! said the boy quietly, sure of himself.

Who was he?

His name is Pete Graham.

What!

The sheriff was quiet for a moment.

Who did he say did it?

Langley.

The sheriff exclaimed — and then growled:

The fool! The yellow livered fool!

The boy continued:

When I got back into the house after running outside, I met word that Jud and Charlie were in town saying that they were going to get me. I simply sent down word that I was coming to give them a chance. And they took their chance. And there you are! Wasnt that my duty?

Oh, damn your duty! cried the sheriff. You wanted to make a grandstand play! You wanted to get onto the center of the stage where all the boys and the girls could see you and get to know you! Tell me the truth! Wasnt that it?

And John Signal answered meekly:

Yes, theres some truth in that, no doubt. Im ashamed of it!

This confession seemed to take a good deal of the wind out of the sails of the sheriff, but he gathered strength again as he continued:

Then you smash everything that Ive done! You throw in with the Eagans!

I didnt. They stood by me to keep me from being mobbed! You werent there to help!

No, said the sheriff, and thank God that I wasnt! You know what Ive been doing in this here town?

I know that youve been the sheriff for a while, of course.

When I come here, what do I find? The Eagans and the Bones running everything. Every other stage that run out of town was stuck up. The silver couldnt be shipped out, the half of it. Everything was going to hell! Business was stopped. Two of the biggest mines was shut down, the owners waiting. There was three men killed — in self-defense! — the first day that I arrived here. Monument ate three men a day. Everybody packed guns — the honest men included. Well, what did I do? Kill and hang all of the Bones and the Eagans? No, I couldnt do that. But I balanced em one agin the other. I made em run the other crooks out of town. I got Fitz Eagan, the grandest fighting man in this world, made the city marshal. I cleaned up the gambling dumps. There aint a crooked roulette wheel in this town! I made the saloons chuck the rotten bartenders that would feed booze to a man till he was crazy drunk. I had Monument started on the way to being a decent town. But — I didnt keep it fast enough and entertainin enough to suit Mr. John Alias! I couldnt do that. And when he come along, he seen his duty plain, and he done it — with a gun in each hand. Hell, kid, dyou think that I couldnt use guns, too? Dyou think that Im afraid of guns? I got my record. Look it up! But there never was a decent job done with gunpowder and lead, and there never will be, and its good for nothing but murder, and murder is what youve raised up in these here streets again!

The boy was thunderstruck. He never had taken this attitude towards the sheriff. He never had heard people speak of him with any vast respect. It seemed generally admitted that, under his régime, Monument was a better and a quieter town than it had been ever before, but that was all. But now he could look a bit beneath the surface and see that everything that had been said by the older man probably was the gospel truth. He was shamed and he was startled. He could see, now, that there might have been a half-way. The sheriff was right. The girl had been right, too; and the higher courage worked without guns! So he sat dumbfounded, while the sheriff exclaimed:

I want no more of you! Youve smashed all my work. Youve put the Eagans and the Bones at each others throats. Youve killed one. Youve thrown the law in on the side of the other party. I wish to God that Id never seen you. Ill pay you a months salary, and you can get out, and the farther that you get, the better for you — and for me!

John Signal stood up in the thickening gloom of the office.

Look here, he said quietly, Ive done wrong, perhaps. But I meant to do right.

He lighted the lamp. He wanted to see the sheriffs face, and he was rather relieved to find nothing but honest indignation on it.

Hell, quoted the sheriff, is full of gents that wanted to do right.

Its not true, said the boy, and you know it. And how can you tell that your way is the best? You make the law a joke. People laugh at it. All they respect in this town are Henry Colter and Fitz Eagan. And you ought to drive them both out — and you know it.

You want to run the office for me, eh?

You swore me into this job. Ill stay.

Youll stay? I fire you now — on the spot!

Do you? Then Ill walk down to the street and call every man in town together, and Ill tell them that Ive been fired. And Ill tell them why. For killing Jud Bone, instead of lying low, like a scared coyote. Ill tell them that. Where will you stand then?

The sheriff turned purple with fury. He could only glare for a moment, utterly baffled. Then he muttered:

You want to stay? You want to be kept busy, eh? Ill keep you busy. Tomorrow you start out and collect the taxes outside of Monument. Ill tell you where!

And he laughed, brutally, heavily, with triumph in his eye.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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THE MINDS OF some men cannot be at ease unless their hands are occupied. The sheriff, having delivered this ultimatum, smiled with a grim triumph at the boy; then he took out of his pocket a little golden trinket and began to spin it into the air — not a coin but something the size of a double eagle.

Youll go to Hanford and collect the taxes there, he said. Ive got the list here of all the payments due!

He went to his desk and from a drawer he took out an envelope. Youll find everything that you want to know about Hanford taxes in here! said he. And he smiled again at the youngster and spun the golden trinket a second time in sheer excess of spirits. However, he missed catching it in its descent. It slipped from his hand and rolled across the table, tumbling to a stop in front of John Signal.

The latter stared at it hopelessly, as a man will stare when his mind is troubled with problems to which he finds no solution. It was, he saw, no coin at all, but a group of two figures in gold, a man walking with a staff and carrying a small child upon his shoulder, the whole group embraced with a circling band. In another instant, he recognized the figure — that of St. Christopher carrying the Christ child; and suddenly his heart stopped.

From the dead brother of Pancho Pineta in San Real Ca¤on just such a trinket had been taken — the patron deity to which the smugglers had prayed in their journeyings. It was most unlikely that a second figure such as this should exist in one community, and the thought that came home with stunning weight upon the mind of the boy was that Sheriff Peter Ogden himself might have been a figure in the robbery and the slaughter of the smugglers! He closed his eyes. Monument, he felt, was growing a little too complicated for his understanding.

He picked up the ornament and pretended to admire it.

This is a good bit of work, said he. I never saw anything better.

You dont know the Mexicans, said the sheriff. He added with a careless gesture: Take it along. Maybe itll give you luck at Hanford! Im going home. You lock up the office after you!

He left the place, and the boy, as bidden, locked the office as he departed. He did not go straight back to the boarding house, however, but went first to the hospital by the side of the river, where he found young Pancho Pineta lying pale and still, but well beyond danger and promising a quick recovery, as the nurse assured him. Yes, he could speak with the Mexican for two or three minutes.

Pineta, he said, standing by the bed. Do you know me?

The youngster looked quietly up at him. No, I dont know you.

My name is John Alias. Im the deputy sheriff—

The other smiled in instant appreciation.

Ive been hearing nothing else all day, se¤or, except about what you have done. Jud Bone was a dog. A cruel dog! I am glad to see your face, se¤or, to remember a man!

Thank you. Ive come to speak about San Real.

So does the sheriff. Everyone is willing to talk about San Real, but nothing is done, nothing is done until I can ride and shoot again!

His face flushed with angry determination.

Ive come to ask you a particular thing. You remember the figure of St. Christopher that your brother wore in his hat?

How could I forget it? My poor brother used to say a prayer to it, night and morning.

Was there anything about it that could make you identify it? There might be other figures just like it!

There are, of course. But that one was marked. Once a bullet grazed the hat of my brother. St. Christopher saved him, of course, but there was a furrow left across the breast of the saint.

Signal took out the small image. Plainly across the form of the giant was a notch cut by the bullet.

Is this the one?

Madre de Dios! breathed the wounded man, and lay still, with eyes of fire.

Listen to me, said Signal. If you want that trail run down and the murderers caught, forget what Ive showed you. Rub it out of your mind. Dont let yourself whisper even in your sleep, because, if its known that Ive identified it, there will be an end to that trail. You understand?

The Mexican held out his hand and gripped that of Signal with a surprising strength.

I understand, said he. My soul rides with you. Good fortune, Se¤or Alias!

Signal left the hospital and stood in the cool of the evening by the river. In Mortimers dance hall, behind his saloon, the orchestra was running over a new piece for the evening, and the music sounded wonderfully sweet in the ear of the boy. From the gardens along the river front there was a fragrance of many flowers. The honeysuckle was blooming, and its breath walked out strongly upon the quiet air, for nothing stirred except sound and scent. All men were home at dinner; no horses clattered over the bridges; the wagons for once were still, with their far-heard creakings silenced. Neither did the tall trees stir a leaf, and the golden faces of the lights along the shore fell with never a wrinkle upon the broad black water.

In the tumult of Monument, there was this pause, not for thought and reflection, but for bacon and eggs! And then it seemed to John Signal that a new sense of life poured suddenly in upon him. It was as though he had turned a corner, not long before, hardly knowing what he did; now he found himself in a new street, and far from home, a beautiful street, let us say, of splendid houses, but none of them was his!

And then he knew that he had in fact turned out of the old way of his life and come to a new; he was no longer a boy. Somewhere between Polly and the slaying of Jud Bone, he had left that lesser self behind him, and it was not a new world in which he stood; it was simply a new self that stood there breathing the odors of the flowers, watching the golden barred river.

It sobered John Signal. He had galloped into Monument with little care. But suddenly he was crushed under a load of apprehension and of care; for it seemed that, whatever hand he tried to play, all men were against him — even the sheriff, now, must be hunted down!

He, being of such stuff as should compose men, did not even contemplate giving up the battle, but he was daunted, and hurt, and mystified. It is harder to charge the enemy at a walk than at a gallop!

He went back to the boarding house, walking, the roan, Grundy, following him at his heels, like a dog. Grundy, too, had changed since the arrival in Monument. He was no longer so apt to use his teeth or his heels. The devil in Grundy, by the devil in the town, seemed to have been shamed into flight.

He encountered not a soul in the streets on the return journey, put up the horse in the shed, and went into the house for supper. It was already in progress. A dozen men sat around the table, and two waitresses served them as rapidly as possible with thin-cut steaks and fried potatoes and corn bread and great cups of black coffee.

When he came in, all heads jerked up or around and stared at him. When he said good-evening, there was a deep-voiced rumble of response. When he sat down, all men looked fixedly at their plates and went on feverishly with their business of eating.

Polly brought him his plate — Polly with a face of the utmost indifference, as though bored at waiting upon him.

He ate mechanically, slowly, his thoughts on other things — on the great tangle which made up this days adventures, perhaps not yet ended! The others broke up quickly. Their last cup of coffee and piece of apple pie consumed, they scraped back their chairs and went out without saying a word. Their voices then sounded in the distance of the hallway. He was left alone with two rows of scattered, emptied plates and coffee-stained cups before him. Polly was clearing them away, taking out great armfuls. At last he said to her:

Polly!

She paused at the kitchen door, glanced over her shoulder, and then disappeared without an answer. Polly, too, had disowned him! And this, somehow, cut much deeper than all the danger in which he was living and all the hostilities which were grouped around him. She came back and paused, close to him.

Well, said Polly.

These fellows, said he — he would not speak to her about her own attitude— these fellows — they all stopped talking when I came in. They wouldnt talk to me. Why?

Polly canted her head a little to one side, as though thought unbalanced it.

Suppose that a dozen house dogs are eating in the back yard, and a big loafer wolf comes along and stands in among them?

I dont follow that!

No, you wouldnt. But just supposin. Well, the first dog that started barking might have his head snapped off. Aint that a fact?

I suppose so. Am I a wolf, Polly? Do I snap at people?

Youre John Alias. Youre the man from Nowhere. Youre the gun-fighter — the new one. What dyou think? Do people get chummy with dynamite?

Im dangerous, am I?

Ask yourself. Be honest, said the girl.

Ill be honest, then. All I see is that Ive fought when I had to fight.

You went out hunting trouble. You got it. But, oh, said Polly, Im not gunna be your conscience! You can handle that for yourself! I — I gotta clear the table!

And she fell to work noisily and went out with another staggering burden. When she came back, he asked her impersonally:

Dyou ever hear of a place called Hanford?

Of course Ive heard of it.

What is it?

Hanford, said she, is the headquarters of the crooks; Monument is just their playground!


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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IT BEGAN TO give some point to the remarks of the sheriff in sending him out upon this mission.

Do they pay taxes? asked he.

Taxes? Why should they? Whod make them — except the United States army!

No one man could do it?

Except Colter. He could, of course.

He stood up, burdened with this fresh information.

Polly, he said softly, I want to explain about today. I had to go, I couldnt of called myself a man, if I hadnt. It didnt mean that I thought any the less of you.

What did you think of me in the first place? she asked.

I liked you — a lot. I still do! I mean to take you down to the opera house for that singing, Polly. I mean to take you down tomorrow morning!

She merely answered sharply:

You better take yourself out of Monument. Thats the best thing that you can do!

She started to turn away, but he touched her shoulder.

Youre tired of the thought of me, Polly, I suppose?

Aw, said Polly, frowning, cant a poor girl spend five minutes a day flirting without having to go to jail for it afterward?

He drew himself up, taking the blow in quiet.

Well, said he, I didnt understand. Thats all. Im sorry that Ive been a fool.

She turned and laughed carelessly in his very face.

Say, look here, said she. Dyou suppose that me or any other girl would go nutty about you two minutes after seein you for the first time? What sort of a guy are you, anyway?

A fool, said he, standing motionless and pale before her. Im a fool. It took you to show me how much of one I am. Good-night, Polly.

So long, said Polly. Sweet dreams.

She went off toward the kitchen, and he saw her shoulders still quivering with inward laughter as she went. He, going up to his room, fell at full length upon his bed and lay sweating and hot with shame. He felt that he had revealed his soul to a stranger, and the stranger had laughed. But even this agony could not keep him awake. For John Signal was only twenty-two, and he was a very tired boy, and all the events of that day — from San Real Ca¤on and the broken horseshoe through the blacksmith shop and the gathering enemies, and the trip to Esmeralda Pinetas house, and the arrival of big Fitz Eagan, and the cowardly shot which Langley had fired, and Pete Graham, and Polly, and the fall of Jud Bone, and the manner in which he had fronted the hosts of Bone, and the fury of the sheriff, and the cold cruelty of Polly in the end — thoughts about all these drove through his mind like a herd of wild horses, all with trampling hoofs, and a sort of reverberation filled his mind like a hollow cave — and suddenly he slept.

When he wakened, he was not refreshed. It was the cool of the morning, the rose of the morning, but he got up with a heavy head, as though he had been drinking. His hands hung heavily at his sides; his eyes were dim. And all night long, though he could not recall a single dream, he knew that he had been fumbling with trouble and had found no solution to it.

He went down to breakfast before anyone else in the house, and there he found Polly, laying out the long table. She looked at him with a smile and a nod, as though all were perfectly well between them, and he, staring at her with hollow eyes, wondered at her, and at all womankind.

Yes, he could have an early breakfast. The cook had the coffee ready. It would take only a minute to fry bacon and eggs.

And where does Hanford lie?

Straight west, in the hills. Ten trails in, and one trail out, they say. You know what that means! Are you going there?

I may.

She nodded at him cheerfully.

Thats the way with a lot of fellows, said Polly. They make a break at staying on the side of the law, but when they get into a pinch, they see that they belong on the other side of the fence. Of course, you can make a lot more easy money working with Colter than you ever could working for the county!

That was her understanding of him, then!

Im to go out and join em, eh? said he.

Well, why else would you be going? she asked.

He put that question aside with another.

Which is Colters hang-out in Hanford?

He changes from one place to another. You never can tell, they say. But the big white barn — its barn on one side and house on the other — is where youd most likely find him.

He finished his breakfast.

Are you paying your bill before you leave?

Im coming back, said he.

She frowned, unable to understand.

Youre coming back!

Yes.

He went to the door, then her voice stopped him:

Johnny Alias, why are you goin to Hanford?

Im collecting the county taxes, said he, and passed out through the door.

Footfalls pattered after him; the door was snatched open behind him.

Johnny!

So long, said he, and went resolutely out from the house where he had left Grundy the roan tethered at the hitching rack. He had half hoped that she would follow, but she did not. He was gathering the reins before mounting, when a panting, shambling figure came up the street. It was Crawlin, worn out with effort.

Ride hard and ride fast and dont you come back, kid! he urged.

And why not come back?

Aint you heard? Aint you heard?

The lips of Crawlin parted in a grin that showed his broken, yellow teeth, and his little rat eyes blazed with joy. He studied the face of the deputy.

Ive heard nothing. About what?

They got the news from Bender Creek! They got all the news! They know all about you!

They know all about me, eh?

About the gent that you killed there. Clifton was his name, wasnt it?

Clifton was his name, said the other quietly.

They know it all. I guess that theyll have a warrant out for your arrest pretty pronto.

And wholl serve it?

The sheriff, of course. Would you resist it, kid? Would you resist the servin of it, Signal?

They know my name, eh?

Aw, they know all about you!

I dont know, said John Signal. I might resist arrest, I might not. If I make up my mind in time, he added, Ill let you know, Crawlin, so that you can be there to see the fight!

He swung into the saddle. Crawlin clung to a stirrup leather. He was wheezing and gasping with excitement.

All right. You let me know. I tell you what, Signal, I always been your friend. I never seen any man that give the town so much good shows in such a short time! Im your friend. You remember that, will you?

Ill never forget, said the boy. And he rode out from Monument and took the western road.

There were ten long miles, up and down, between Monument and Hanford village; but the roan covered them in less than an hour, and the sun was hardly above the horizon when he went over the brow of the last hill and looked down into the hollow.

There could not have been a more peaceful place, in seeming, in the world. It was a pleasant pasture land, coming down smoothly from the hills all around and cut in two by a small stream that flowed with arrowy straightness across it. Willows and poplars edged the stream. Bigger and more permanent trees grew in groups, here and there, almost screening the houses from view. And of those houses he made out a small cluster of half a dozen which was evidently Hanford proper, while half a dozen more sat here and there, deeply embowered in covert.

He took the first road to the left, and at the second bending he found himself looking up a gentle slope toward what seemed to be a great white barn, surrounded by lofty trees. From one side of the barn a chimney arose, and from the chimney poured thick puffs of white smoke. That, according to the description of Polly, must be the residence of the great Colter.

He went straight up to the place. There was no real thought in his mind, except to go forward mechanically with the duty which had been placed in his hands. He would go in among the men and read out the list of names of the defaulting tax payers. Henry Colter himself was one. Mentor was another. He would know those two faces, at least! And if he could collect from a single man in Hanford, he would have done far more than actually was expected from him.

He thought back bitterly to the sheriff — he who stood so strongly for law and order — and had in his own pocket some of the spoils of San Real Ca¤on!

But how to turn back, he knew not. Retreat was closed in the rear by the word which Crawlin had brought him. To go forward into the unknown he had no heart. It seemed better to enter that barn, that sprawling white barn where the outlaws nested like pigeons together, and there to come briefly to an end, in the name of the law.

In fact, the brain of young John Signal, confused and weary, could not find any solution except sheer action. So he bore straight up to the side of the barn from which the chimney arose, dismounted, and, without announcing his arrival with a knock, he pulled open the door and stepped inside.

He had left his rifle in the saddle holster. He had with him only the long Colt which weighted down his right leg, and in his left hand he carried the envelope which was filled with information, about delinquents in taxes.

So he stepped into the interior of the barn, and there paused, slowly pushing the door shut behind him, for he saw that he had dropped headlong, as it were, into a nest of hornets. The very first picture that rose before his eyes was the long white, divided beard of Dad Bone.


CHAPTER THIRTY
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THEY WERE ALL there, all the heads of the Bone power, which so long had ruled the land. Besides the father of the family, he saw Joe Klaus, and the scarred face of Mentor, and Charlie Bone, with a bandage around his head, where the rifle had struck when it was shot out of his hands by Signals bullet the day before. There was Langley, too, with his long, hard face, and others of whom he knew nothing. All together, there were nine men seated in the long, low room which served as bunkhouse, dining room, living room, kitchen. On a table by the stove the soiled tinware of the breakfast was piled in confusion, and around another table the crowd sat as in conference. They turned their heads toward the deputy as he entered and closed the door behind him. Old Bone said in a matter-of-fact voice:

You name the devil; up he jumps! Heres our gent now come askin for trouble. Have you got any to spare for him, boys?

This remark brought no verbal answer, but Langley stood up from his chair with a drawn Colt in his hand, ready. And Joe Klaus picked a sawed-off shotgun from the floor.

What you want? barked old man Bone in another tone.

Im out here to collect the county taxes, said the deputy sheriff, or else to serve notice on a good many of you. You, Bone, and you, Mentor, and you Klaus, I have all your names down here and the sums you owe.

This remark caused them to open their eyes at him.

Its a trap, said Langley hastily. Hes probably got Ogden and twenty rifles hiding around outside the place in a circle!

Ogden wouldnt be such a fool, said Joe Klaus. Hes got better sense. But Ill go and look!

He stepped through a side door which opened from the barn, and went out, rifle in hand.

Charlie Bone approached the enemy of his family with the most cheerful of smiles. He said genially:

Twice yesterday I thought that Id be in at the death of you, Alias, but it didnt pan out that way. I was figuring things a day too early, it seems. And nobody can force the cards. Is that right?

Signal smiled in turn.

Of course thats right, said he. But perhaps Ill squeeze through today, too.

I like an optimist, by God, said Charlie. But tell me, old-timer, how come you to walk out here and step inside, same as a pig walking into a cask of salt pork?

The sheriff ordered me; Ive got to march the way he says, replied the boy.

And Charlie Bone nodded with a frown.

You heard that? he asked of the others. Ogden sent him out here to collect the taxes!

Sure, said Langley. Ogden has a head on his shoulders. If he dont expect to find the taxes, he expects to find the receipt, anyway, on this kid. Signed with guns, too! I aim to write my name in full!

This grim banter had hardly ended when Joe Klaus returned with a grin of pleasure.

There aint a man near, he said. The fool has come out here on his own. Hell go back by a shorter way, Im thinking.

Wheres Colter? asked Charlie Bone.

Leave Henry out of it, said Dad Bone. Hes better out. Theys something between him and this young rat. There aint a better way of finishing off this job, Id say, than finishing it off now.

You mean fair murder, out and out? asked Signal, watching the face of the old man. And he saw that face wrinkle with utter hatred and savage meaning.

I mean the stampin on the head of a snake thats been in my house, said Dad Bone. I only wish to God that Jud could be here to see the finish of you. But maybe his ghostll know, and grin! Charlie — Doc — Joe — are you ready?

They did not answer. There was no need to answer. They faced the deputy sheriff like a small semicircle of wolves. And Signal, glancing into those hard, bright eyes, knew that he stood one gesture from death. He stood back against the manger, bracing himself for the shock, his hand tingling with readiness to jump to his gun, but up to the last moment he kept his voice calm and fairly steady. Colter was near, it seemed, and if that was the case, then Colter must be waited for.

This looks, said he, like a hand which you fellows can play through to a win.

We can, and we will, said old Bone. Talk up fair and square, kid. If you had us cornered, wouldnt you blast the hell out of us?

I would, said Signal, but not in one lump. Id spread the thing out. Whats the good of blowing ten fighting men to hell in one blast? Theres more fun in tackling them one by one.

Youd take us one by one? You lie! said Doc Mentor, his ugly face writhing.

A good many of you have had a shot at me, said Signal. Theres Langley, for instance, who took a crack at me from around the corner of the shed, when I was sitting in my room. Theres Mentor, who tried to murder me while my horse was bucking. Theres Charlie, who opened up face to face, I must say! Now, then, I dont grudge you those chances, and if I had you cornered, Id bring you out one by one and polish you off with my own gun.

You young jackass, said old Bone. These here is the best lot of fightin men in the whole West.

It was plain that these men were all greatly irritated by the calm assumption of superiority on the part of Signal; but, since he could not win time by appealing to them in any other way, he determined to entertain them by sheer baiting.

Fighting men! Fighting men! sneered John Signal. What sort of fighting men want seven to one? Fighting men! One real man like Fitz Eagan would make the pack of you run like curs!

The gun of Doc Mentor jumped to fire — and then sank again.

You! went on Signal, nodding at Mentor. Youre a fighting man, are you? Why, let the others stand aside. You and I will have it out together, peaceable and pleasant. And after Ive dropped you, then the rest of them can finish me off! If theres any fight or any man in you, step out and answer me to that!

In spite of themselves, all heads turned toward Doc Mentor for a flash, and his color faded.

I fight when fighting pays, he growled. And whats the use of fighting for a sure thing?

The pleasure of seeing a man you hate curl up in front of your gun, said Signal. But I dont need to use a gun. I can look you in the eye and see you curl up like a pack of cheap town dogs.

Are you going to stan here and listen to him? yelled Dad Bone, waxing more savage than before. Why waste time? There he is, and here we are! If nobody else will start, I will.

He jerked his gun to the ready as the side door opened and Colter stepped in among them.

Hold on, said Charlie Bone, grasping the gun hand of his father. Hold on. Heres Colter. He has to have his say.

Henry Colter, squinting so as to accustom himself to the rather dim light inside the barn, flashed one glance over this tableau and then stepped in front of his companions, facing them, and backing toward the boy, so that he covered Signal with his own body.

This play has gone far enough, said Colter. You know where I stand with him. Youve tried to snag him behind my back before. Now if you want him, take me with him!

He was in a high passion, and he proceeded to oaths, concluding:

Why, damn you, Ive been your bread and butter for years, and yet youre willing to chuck me like this! Whats the kid done to you that you should be after him like so many devils? He made you back up in front of the whole town of Monument. You want to slaughter him now because youre afraid of him. Is that it?

Old Bone said in a conciliatory fashion:

Henry, youre sayin more things than you realize, but we know you, old son, and wed put up with worse than that, from you. You know why we gotta get this kid. Hes the murderer of my Jud. Aint that as plain as the nose on your face?

It was fair fighting, said Colter. You know it was fair. You, he continued, turning angrily on Signal, what in hell brought you out here? Tired of living?

Taxes! croaked Doc Mentor. He come out here to collect the taxes from us!

Taxes? shouted Colter. Is that right?

Ogden sent me.

Ogden? Thats damn hard to believe.

Dyou think that I came for fun?

No, answered Colter, scowling. But what did Ogden want?

The taxes, of course.

Either he wanted the taxes collected or you finished! How much are those taxes?

Seven hundred and eighteen dollars; and the names that have to pay em are—

Never mind the names. You hear, boys? Seven hundred and eighteen dollars Ogdens in need of. Are we gunna quit on him when he sends in a holler for help, like this? Aint Ogden worth moren ten times that much to us?

There was a muttering of agreement.

Would he of sent out this fightin fool just to collect money?

Who else would have the nerve to ride inside of ten miles of Hanford?

Then Colter added briskly:

Well have that money out, boys. Were all flush enough just now, I guess. Wait a minute. Heres three hundred for my share.

All right, said Charlie Bone. I never liked the idea of snagging him by a crooked game. Let him have his fair chance to fight it out, one of these days. Ill pony up a hundred and fifty.

Joe Klaus followed suit. Only old Bone himself refused to contribute, but he argued no more for the head of Signal, but stood in the background and waited, his face terrible in its hatred and in its pain.

But seven hundred and eighteen dollars was counted into the hand of the deputy, who was immediately dragged outside the barn by Colter, and taken down the hillside toward Grundy.

Kid, said the other, you aint a little touched in the head, today?

Things were closing in on me, explained Signal, and I couldnt think of any better way out. Thats all!


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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THEY STOOD AT the side of Grundy, and a wind shook and fluttered the leaves of the trees above them.

Dont use up your luck, Alias, said the outlaw.

I was blue and I was down, answered John Signal, ashamed. I acted like a fool. But I didnt know how to dodge, when the sheriff sent me out here. I want to ask you one thing: Is Ogden an honest man?

Colter stared at him.

How long you been here?

In Monument?

Yes.

Just two or three days.

And you dont know about the sheriff?

No. I cant make him out.

Well, son, said Colter, I wish you all kinds of luck, but thats one thing you better find out for yourself!

Signal mounted the saddle. He said in farewell:

Ive used up my luck, maybe, said he, but Im afraid that Ive used up a big chunk of your friendship, too, Colter!

It seemed to him, as he said this, that the face of the other hardened a little, though he replied lightly enough:

Dont be a fool; I can always run those fellows to suit myself. You havent used up my friendship. Its worth more than seven hundred and eighteen dollars. But — you really dont figure out the sheriff?

No. Is he as bad as all that?

Bad? You go and make your own mind up about him!

With that, he waved his hand, and the boy rode off down the valley. He went with his courage returning, his heart stronger, his spirit more high. What lay before him in Monument he could not guess, but he knew that a swirl of difficulties of all kinds was before him. All things were against him, it had seemed when he rode out from the town. Perhaps all things were against him still, but a great confidence in his fate, his fortune, now possessed him.

He made the journey back to Monument faster than he had come out from it, and jogged Grundy down the main street toward the sheriffs office, conscious, as always, of the faces turned toward him, and that murmur of voices which had become to him the most enchanting of all music.

He was tethering the horse to the rack outside the office building when the ubiquitous Crawlin appeared before him, always in haste, always with color coming and going, always with cruel, hungry eyes.

What you gunna do, Alias? What you gunna do?

I dont know. Why?

You aint gunna go upstairs, are you?

To the sheriffs office?

You aint gunna go there?

And why not?

They got a man there from Bender Creek. He knows all about you! I told you that before!

There loomed in the mind of the boy a picture of the big gray sheriff of Bender County, stern, silent, impassive as a craggy mountain.

What sort of a looking man?

Youngish — smart looking—

I dont care about that!

He was only glad that it was not the sheriff in person, no matter what deputy might have been sent upon this mission.

You are gunna go up?

Yes.

Well, God help you. Youre gunna walk straight into a jail, because I figger that the Bender man is still there!

But past this croaking raven of ill omen, John Signal walked up the stairs until he came to the office, and marched in, prepared, if necessary, to face drawn weapons. But there was only Sheriff Peter Ogden, bent over his desk, shuffling papers and chewing his cigar. He looked with a frown askance at his deputy.

You made a quick trip, he said sourly.

I made a quick trip.

You saw Hanford?

Yes.

But you didnt see no money, I suppose?

I found the tax money, if thats what you mean!

He placed the sum on the desk in front of the other, and the sheriff tilted back in his swivel chair, amazed and speechless.

You got that out of your own pocket! he charged bluntly.

Signal flushed.

You better think that over again, said he.

Sheriff Ogden, strangely without pleasure, counted the money.

Its straight, said he. The whole wad is here!

Seems to worry you, commented the boy.

Im worried, admitted the sheriff. You got it out of em! How, in the name of God?

Colter, of course.

Ah, Colter. You got him in your pocket. Id forgotten that Colter — the devil!

John Signal was growing more and more angry as he considered the words and the attitude of the sheriff. Then he said:

You dont like Colter — you dont like the money — then why in hell did you send me out there to collect the taxes? I want to know the truth about it!

The sheriff turned abruptly in his swivel chair, his head a trifle down, his eyes glaring upward. He looked a picture of dangerous strength.

Are you going to force something from me, young man? he asked.

I am! Im going to make you admit that you sent me out there for the sake of letting the Bone tribe murder me. That was all that you had in your mind!

The sheriff did not budge or change his expression.

And, went on the boy, you came within an inch of having your wish! You wanted to get rid of me, and you failed. Well, you cant drive me out of the county. I see through you, Ogden. Youre a crook and a damned black one! But I wont budge. You swore me in as a deputy. You cant swear me out again. If you fire me, Ill raise this town to a yell. You may be damn tired of me; but they want me. If you doubt that, go out and ask them!

At this, the sheriff slowly raised his head, slowly stood up from his chair, and then with equal lack of haste raised a balled fist toward the ceiling. He spoke not a word, but there seemed an infinite suppressed rage in his face.

I cant drive you out, eh? said he at last.

You cannot!

Alert and watchful — for now he was ready to suspect anything — young John Signal waited, and saw the burly sheriff stride to the window and stand there looking out. But his hands were behind his back, and those hands were clasped and unclasped rapidly and with great muscular force. The most convulsed face could not have showed more clearly the emotion which was inside him, the baffled straining of his spirit.

It seemed to John Signal that the meaning of Henry Colter was now plain enough. Sheriff Peter Ogden was a scoundrel and, to all of the crooked fraternity, well-known as such. The fact was apparently so patent that Colter could not believe that anyone had failed to see the thing clearly.

Peter Ogden whirled suddenly about.

Young man, he said, my duty to the law is to put you under arrest immediately — and for murder. Do you know that, John Alias — Signal?

But Crawlin had prepared him for the blow, and the boy merely smiled.

And why dont you do it, Ogden?

Because, said the sheriff, youre only a kid. I sort of like you. I want to give you another chance. And I shall give you another chance. Alias, youre free to get out of this here town, but you gotta get quick. Ill give you an hour from this minute. If I catch you inside of Monument after that, God help you. You understand?

I understand as though Id read the words out of a book, said Signal. You stand for law and order, dont you?

With all my might!

You lie! said the boy quietly. Youre a crook, and you stand for crookedness, and you play the Eagans and the Bones off against each other sos to line your own pockets!

The flexible, heavy brows of the sheriff were drawn far down over his eyes. He waited, however, and did not reply, while John Signal continued:

You want me out of town. Not that you give a damn about me. Youd soonest of all see me strung up — or knifed in the back. Any way sos to get rid of me — because Im interfering with your ideas too much. Im spoiling your crooked game. Is that right?

Still the sheriff did not speak, and the boy continued:

Besides, I can prove what I say!

Good God! exclaimed the sheriff, beneath his breath.

I can prove it, said Signal with a cruel exultation. And heres the proof!

He held forth in the palm of his hand the golden medal of St. Christopher.

And what does that prove? asked the sheriff, a little huskily.

It proves that you were with the gang that did the murdering in San Real Ca¤on! You were there! This came off the hat of Pineta!

He shook the little golden circle in the air, and the sheriff stared, agape. There was no doubt that his color had altered. He was dumbfounded.

By God, cried Signal, filled with horror and disgust, Im going down now to let the rest of the town know what I know. No matter what they do to me, theyll clean you out of office! And after that, Im willing to let the law stretch my neck with a rope!

He backed toward the door.

Good-by — sheriff! he snarled.

The sheriff started like a man from the deepest sleep.

Hold on! Alias — Signal, I mean! Hold on, for Gods sake. Dont go!


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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JOHN SIGNAL HESITATED. It was no respect for Ogden that detained him, but an inborn respect for the office which the man held. For through all the wildness and the crimes of the Far West, the sheriff is a figure which moves with a singular directness and purity upon the paths of duty. Bad sheriffs there have been, but they can be counted upon the fingers of one hand, and so the office, in the days of guns, took on a sort of halo of dignity.

Because of that sense of the place of the man, John Signal now paused and waited. He expected to see Ogden, thus endangered, beg pitifully. But the sheriff maintained a certain dignity throughout. Perhaps it was a political manner which sustained him.

My boy, he said, you havent lived a very long time in this here world. Theres a good many things about the law and the ways of the law that you dont know. I want to tell you, in the first place, that I wasnt in San Real Ca¤on the day of the murders of the Mexicans.

Youd swear that, I suppose?

Id swear that, if it would make you believe me.

It wouldnt, answered John Signal, more brutally than before. Because I know in my heart that youre as guilty as hell!

You know that?

What have you done from the first? Youve tried to block me every time that I moved to enforce the law I was sworn to enforce. Youve deviled me from the first! You hated me because I shot down a scoundrel like Jud Bone. You wanted to drive me out, after that. When you couldnt budge me, then you tried to send me out to my death in Hanford. And when I came back alive from that, you tried the law on me. The law! Why, damn you, and all of the law that you can get behind you! It doesnt have any meaning for me. I despise you and the rest of your kind. And thats straight. You can smoke that, if you got a match thatll light it!

So, fiercely, he laid down his denunciation of the sheriff, and the latter listened with a singular patience, and his big head canted a little to one side, thoughtfully. Finally he said:

Ill tell you this: That medal was given to me by another man.

Bah! sneered the boy.

I give you my word.

Your word!

The sheriff exclaimed impatiently, but then controlling himself he went on:

Its the truth.

Gimme the name of the man.

I cant do that, John.

You cant do that? Then you can give the name to the crowd thats going to have a chance to see this St. Christopher and hear the name of the man from whose hat it was taken. You can explain better to the crowd, maybe. You can make one of your speeches to them, maybe — unless they rush you before you get well oiled up and started.

At this, the sheriff was so spurred that he actually dropped a hand upon the butt of his Colt. But the gun was not drawn.

Are you going to drag that name out of me? he demanded bitterly.

I am. Or let the crowd drag it. I dont care much which!

Ill tell you the name, then, if youre willing to swear that youll keep your hands off the man.

A low, sneaking dodge, exclaimed the boy. I keep my hands off him — that means that I keep him from proving that he didnt give it to you.

Ah, damn you! gasped the sheriff in a sudden barking voice, as though he had been tortured past his ability to withstand pain.

Damn me if you can. But who was the man, if there was such?

Ill tell you, then. His name is Sim Langley.

Your friend Sim Langley. I can believe that! He gave it to you for a memento, eh?

No matter why he gave it to me. Ive told you his name, and now Ive got to beg you not to bother him for a few days. Do you hear me, John Signal? I beg you to leave him alone!

Because of the law, maybe? Because of some doggone great scheme that you got up your sleeve, maybe?

The sheriff threw both arms toward the ceiling and stamped. John Signal drew back into the doorway.

Im going to find Langley as fast as I can, said he, and when I find him, Ill have the truth out of him.

You will have the truth out of him! exclaimed the sheriff. You young fool, dont you understand that Langley is more iron than he is flesh? What could you do with him?

I could cross him off your visiting list, if nothing more! said Signal. And thats what Ill probably have to do!

Signal! shouted the sheriff. I tell you that the plans that Ive been making for months would—

Oh, damn your plans, and you with them! said the boy, and turned out through the door.

He went rapidly down the stairs. At the first landing, the voice of the sheriff roared after him:

Hey! Hello! John Alias! John A-li-as!

He answered the wailing call:

Stop the noise; Im not coming back to you till I have news!

Then he went down to the street. He leaned against a pillar with the sun burning upon the backs of his hands, which were beaded with sweat. There had been more tension than he had supposed in his interview with the sheriff.

So, making a cigarette, he thought the thing over and decided that there was much to this Peter Ogden. A bad man he most undoubtedly was, as all the rest of the people in the know — in that county — probably understood perfectly. But there was strength in him, too. Considered as a sheriff, perhaps he was only a political trimmer. Considered as a criminal, no doubt he was very little short of a master mind.

But this day he had made a slip. It had been only when he was driven into a corner that he had named Langley to take the blame for the stealing of the St. Christopher. He had put down as formidable a fellow as he could think of, but that would not stop John Signal. And, by the grace of God, he would this day force the celebrated Langley into a corner and then extract from him that truth which, Signal felt, was all that was needed for the unmasking of the sheriff.

He could not but wonder at himself and at the intensity of emotion which he felt. Was it mere pique, because he was himself outlawed by the crime in Bender Creek? Or was it, unknown to himself, the working of a passion for order and law? Or was it, most likely of all, the mere uprising of cruelty and lionlike will to rule and to crush others — even the tallest figures?

He, honestly enough struggling with these ideas, was inclined toward the last and basest of all. His self-respect was not advanced, but his determination was not blunted.

Crawlin, the sneaking shadow of a man, appeared at his side, rubbing his pale palms together, and then expanding them in the fierce heat of the sun. He looked up to the youth with an ingratiating smile.

And here you are, back again, all safe and sound, and no harm done! said he. Well, well, youre a man in a thousand — no, youre a man in a million, Mr. Alias (Signal!) he whispered confidentially, and winked with meaning at the boy.

The latter looked down at his companion with an odd mixture of contempt and disgust and interest.

You must have telephones hitched to your ears, said he. How is it that you know everything that happens in town?

Crawlin cackled with great pleasure.

Now, you never could tell that, he said. Oh, but theres ways — all kinds of ways, if youre wise. There aint a wall, hardly, that a small enough thing cant crawl through, and there aint a wall that a tall enough thing cant look over. You take it that way — you see how a gent can look over things, and around the corners of things, and so see the truth about everything?

I see, smiled the boy. I follow you, pretty well. You could almost wriggle through a keyhole, I think, if you wanted to see what was happening inside a room!

I suppose that I could, said Crawlin, with a nod of satisfaction. Take when I was a kid growin up, before I got my talents all worked up and developed, as you might say. I always knew everything.

I could tell in the morning if the old man and the old woman was to have a fight before night. I could tell by one squint at the old mans face whether he was gunna lick me or not!

He laughed again, and again rubbed his pale, cold hands and extended them to the sun.

It aint nothin to my credit, said he. Its God that makes a man, I guess!

John Signal, peering at this monstrosity of distortion of the soul, merely nodded. The man was beneath advice, just as he was beneath correction. Even amid the booming guns and the hatreds of Monument, this contemptible little serpent was able to writhe through the streets and into the lives of other and stronger men, unharmed. Then Signal said:

I want to see Sim Langley. Can you tell me where he is?

The little man cocked his head to the side with a jerk, and looked at Signal with his birdlike eyes.

You want to find Langley! he said. Whats Langley to you?

Whats Langley to me? Why, maybe, he is a friend!

Maybe he is — and maybe he aint! said Crawlin. But— he hesitated, agape for more news.

Ive got a message for him from the sheriff, said the boy.

From the sheriff! exclaimed the other.

Yes.

He gave the message to you, to give to Langley?

Yes.

Well, said Crawlin, Langley is a pretty hard man to talk to. Hes a dangerous gent!

Heres a dollar, said Signal. Go find him for me!

And Crawlin took the coin with a cringing grin, and instantly disappeared.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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A LONG HALF hour passed, and Signal began to think that Langley had not, perhaps, come back to Monument from Hanford, when Crawlin appeared again, snaking his way through the crowd. As always when he carried important news, his face was pale and his eyes glistened like the red-stained eyes of a ferret. He clutched the lapel of Signals coat, as though partly to sustain himself and partly to make sure of his auditor.

Ive seen a thing, said Crawlin, that there was never anything like in Monument!

Whos dead now? asked the boy, weary of this ceaseless passive savagery on the part of the little man.

Lemme finish! It was in front of Olivers hardware store. Fitz Eagan and Champ Mooney, the gambler, was both standing there. Up comes Joe Klaus and walks straight to Fitz Eagan. He pulls out his handkerchief and throws an end of it to Fitz. To Fitz Eagan, mind you.

I suppose that Fitz shot him to bits?

Here comes the wonder! Eagan didnt catch hold of the end of the handkerchief that was snapped out to him. He just let it go by. He says to Joe Klaus: Joe, youre a fool to think that Ill fight with you for fun. Ill wait till I have a warrant for you, and then Ill go get you! Klaus says to him: Im damned if I thought that Fitz Eagan ever would take water! And he walked on, just like that. And I was by, and saw it all!

Signal was stunned.

But after all, he said, that was his right. Hes the city marshal. He would be a fool to fight for no good reason at all.

He took water, said Crawlin, drawing his breath in with a drinking sound. I was by, and I seen it!

Let Fitz Eagan be! said Signal sternly. I know that hes a man and never would take water from twenty like Joe Klaus.

Nobody knows that! declared the little man. Ive seen the bravest in the world, and they all have their weak times, the same as Fitz Eagan, even, has had his bad time today. There aint going to be nothing else talked about in town for a few days, I reckon.

He laughed soundlessly to himself, filled with a malicious joy, as though he fed himself upon the contemplation of evil in his fellows.

And what about Langley? You didnt find him?

Didnt I? I found Langley in the back room of Steevens Saloon, playing poker with Sam Tucker and a couple of miners, just down to town for the day. Langley and Tucker is cleaning them up!

Wheres Steevens Saloon?

Not four blocks away.

Did you give Langley my message that I wanted to see him for the sheriff?

I didnt. He wouldnt leave as fat a game as that, even for the sake of the sheriff!

Take me over to Steevens place, then.

Little Crawlin assented with a nod and scurried away to show the deputy sheriff to the spot, and as they came near the door, he tipped his evil face sidewise and up and stared up at John Signal.

Youre all by yourself! he declared. The rest of em will enjoy a fight, now and agin, if theyre drunk. But you cotton to it when youre sober. And thats different. Gimme a chance to get around to the window, will you, sos I can look in and see you tackle him?

Take your time, said Signal, and began to saunter slowly back through Steevens array of little card rooms, where the games ran day and night. There were few people in them at this hour of the day. The all-nighters were hardly up; and the players by day rarely got seriously to work before the afternoon.

But when he came into the last room of all, there he saw at the corner table the layout of four, just as Crawlin had stated — and Langley in the farthest corner, facing the room.

He came out of his chair with a bound when he saw the deputy sheriff, but time was sadly against poor Langley. He was looking into the ominous face of a Colt before he had half risen; he was helpless before he could make a draw.

The other three at the table departed from their places at high speed. One slid down to the floor as though he suddenly had been turned to a wet rag. The other pair dived for the corners of the room — dived as though the hard flooring were water to receive them. So they rolled out of the probable path of bullets.

They left Langley alone, white, stammering, but unyielding.

Its a damned low trick, Alias, said he. Give me a half chance and Ill fight you to a finish. You come in here and take the jump on me!

John Signal said with calm:

Push your hands over your head. Walk out from behind that table. Turn your face to the wall!

The eyes of the other flashed wildly from side to side.

Boys, he said, his voice shaking, are you gunna let me be murdered like this?

There was no answer. One of the recent gamblers was squeezing through a window too small for him. Another was scrambling through the doorway.

So Signal went up to his victim and fanned him for no fewer than three Colts, and a long and heavy-bladed knife. There was even a sling shot attached to the wrist of Langley by a flexible elastic, so that it could be jerked down to the finger tips of the wearer and used to slap a man into unconsciousness with a single gesture.

This array of weapons being transferred, the deputy sheriff walked his man out of the saloon, his hands still in the air above his head. It would have been safer, and easier, to take him in irons by side streets to the jail, but Signal had a very definite thought in mind, and he persisted in driving Langley straight through the center of Monuments traffic, his hands still above his head, and sagging down with weariness. Behind him came the captor, a Colt in either hand, while the crowd gathered thickly before, and split away in a constantly receding furrow to make way for their advance.

There was a shower of questions, but Signal moved through them, unheeding. They reached the jail. It was newly built, of red brick, with heavily barred windows, and a door of special strength, so that it might defy a great battering.

Into the jail he conducted Langley, who was now raging and raving against such treatment. Signal took him into the sheriffs own sanctum, a little room which was lighted by a single window, set high in the wall and thronged with iron bars. It was a dim room. Even in midday, as it was now, there was use for a lamp, which Signal now lighted. He looked up from that operation and found Langley biting his lips with nervousness, and Signal smiled again with a cruel pleasure in his heart. As he had done with Graham, so would he now do with this man, he thought.

Its moren you can get away with, said Langley. Its a damn sight more!

Sit down, said Signal gently.

Theres a law of habeas corpus, or some such thing. I appeal to that! cried Langley.

Sit down! commanded the deputy.

Langley shouted in a louder voice than ever:

I have friends wholl see that I get the law. Friends who could crack open this jail like a rotten nut! You — you fool!

He was crimson with anger, and his confidence would have grown great very shortly, had it not been for the calm and satisfied manner in which John Signal watched him. The latter repeated, now:

Youd better sit down. Youll be waiting a while, I think.

The sheriff dont know about this! exclaimed Langley. He wouldnt stand for it. You hear me? He wouldnt stand for it. Hes my friend!

And the boy smiled coldly.

I have no doubt that the sheriffs your friend!

He himself could not have said what he meant this to infer, but the mysterious manner of the speech told shrewdly upon the other.

I dont know what youre at, he said in protest. You sashay in and shove a gun under my nose! I dunno what you mean by that, Alias!

I ought to kill you! said the deputy. I ought to have killed you when I first saw you in Steevens place. But Im not going to kill you. I want to hear you talk.

You want to hear me talk? My God, said Langley, there aint a thing for me to tell, but if there was, wild horses wouldnt make me double-cross any partner of mine. Thats the kind of a man that I am, Alias!

Im not wild horses, said the boy, but youll talk for me!

Ill see you damned first!

Theres ways and ways of making people talk, Langley!

The other suddenly blenched.

What ways dyou mean?

I mean the ways of the Indians, Langley. Youve been with the tribes. You know something about Apache ways!

Its a lie, gasped Langley. Its a lie that I ever lived with them or was a squaw man, or that I ever rode in their raids! Its a lie, Alias!

This involuntary self-accusation was stored away in the memory of the boy.

You rode with em, said Signal. Im telling you that I know the facts about you. All that I want is to get you to write down a full confession and sign it. Thats all that I want.

Why, said the other, laughing in a forced fashion, you must think that Im crazy if you figure that Id make out a warrant for my own hanging! He added suddenly:

I suppose that you want me to turn states evidence?

No, said the boy, Ive got enough to hang you now. I just want the pleasure of having the whole story out of you.

Perspiration suddenly drenched the face of Langley.

You know nothing! he said.

Dont I? answered John Signal, and he took from his pocket the medal of St. Christopher.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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UPON THIS, THE prisoner stared, fascinated. But Signal, having given him a glimpse, absent-mindedly restored the trinket to a vest pocket.

It was you, Langley, who tried to shoot me when I was sitting in the window of my boarding house.

Thats a lie and a loud lie! said Langley.

Signal smiled again. He was gathering in this man with a secure ease, he felt.

I have the word of an eye-witness, said he.

It aint possible. Who?

Graham.

The sneak! groaned Langley. The — the liar!

Liar?

Yes, yes! Great God, man, would I be sneaking around and trying to murder you? I dont like you. I never pretended that I liked you! But murder? That aint my style!

You dont lie well, criticized Signal. But take your time. Afterward youll remember the truth.

Ive finished talking, said the other, and Im damned if Ill ever say another word!

Signal took from his pocket a stout length of cord and knotted the ends together as he answered.

Youre a broad-minded man, Langley, and youll change your mind about answering. I could almost swear that youll change your mind!

He held up the cord. Langley watched him with a scowl.

When you rode south into Mexico with the Apaches, said Signal, did you ever raid a town and catch a few of the men and women and ask em where they kept their money? And did you ever urge em to talk by twisting a cord like this around their heads and then turning it tighter and tighter?

Langleys mouth sagged open, and over his white lips he passed the tip of his tongue. The words which he had sworn he would not speak came out with a groan.

Youre a white man, Signal. You wouldnt do a thing like that to a gent that aint got a chance to help himself!

You lie! said Signal, with sudden anger. You could have pulled your gun and died fighting in Steevens place. You knew that Id said that Id get you the first time I met you on the street!

Langley swallowed. His color was a peculiar pale yellow-green.

I dunno what you want to get out of me! said he.

I want the whole story, said the boy.

About what?

About you!

I could tell you the story of my life, said Langley, with a flash of cunning in his face.

With everything in?

Yes. Everything. I wouldnt try to fool you, Alias. Youre too smart for me!

He looked keenly at the boy, as he spoke, trying desperately to read around the corner, as it were.

Youll put in San Real Ca¤on in full? asked Signal.

The other blinked his eyes hard.

What should I know about that? he asked.

Again Signal took out the figure of St. Christopher. He held it up to the other.

Youve seen this before?

There might be twenty like that in the world! said Langley miserably.

Theres this one, replied Signal. Theres no more in this part of the world. You gave it to the sheriff.

And he turned me over to you. Is that it? shouted Langley in a new fury.

No matter what he did. Here I am. Im asking to have the facts out of you. Will you put em down in black and white?

Not a word!

Youre going to stick it out?

Im going to stick it out.

Well, said Signal, standing up, the cord ready in his hand. I didnt want to go this far, but I see that Ill have to.

Youd try torture! gasped Langley. It aint possible. Alias, youre a white man. You aint a—

Will you talk?

The mark of itll be on me! exclaimed Langley. If you twist that damned thing around my head, itll leave the mark on me, and Monumentll lynch you!

Monument will do no more lynching, said the boy. Monument is going to quiet down and be a model town. I give you your last chance, Langley. Will you write the little story for me?

Theyd kill me! said the prisoner hoarsely. What good would it do me to win my life from em? Theyd bust in here and tear me to bits!

I give you my word that nobody is going to be able to tear in here. Im going to stay.

To guard me?

To guard you.

A hell of a lot I could trust to you!

Look here, said the boy quietly, Ill show you what I mean. Out of what you write down, I can bust Monument wide open. Youll be like a nutcracker. Youll make the inside of the nut easy to eat. Protect you? Id keep you safer than a watch in cotton batting. Ill keep you safer than Id keep myself!

Langley flung himself back in his chair. His hands worked at his throat, opening the shirt so that he could breathe more easily, and his eyes were closed. For a moment he suffered silently. Then he said in a croaking voice:

How would I ever get out of the country alive?

Id take you out.

Into the next county. Whats that to me? Theyd reach clean to Canada after me!

Ill see you to Canada, then. Ill see you safely out!

Langley opened his eyes and slowly pushed himself up in the chair.

It started with a damned roan hoss, said he, and look where I am now! I been square, but Ive gone to hell. Ill have to change my name. After this, everybody thats ever heard of me will damn me for a yellow skunk!

Its better to be damned than to be dead, said the boy. Besides, theres places as far off as Australia.

There are! said the other, with a flash of better hope in his face. And Ill have to head out that way. Alias, what you want me to do first?

Start writing. Theres a desk. Theres ink. Theres paper.

All right. Where shall I begin?

You better begin with San Real Ca¤on.

Well?

You killed one of the Pinetas. Say that.

How in the name of God dyou know that I killed him?

The wonder of the prisoner almost overcame his extreme fear and trouble of mind.

You shot him through the head, guessed the deputy sheriff, while he was lying on the ground.

Langley rose slowly to his feet and as slowly sat down again.

By God, you were hidin somewhere near! said he. Or, he added, guessing wildly, you were one of us!

The boy smiled. And Langley, seeing that he had implied everything in this remark, groaned deeply.

You killed Pineta. Write that down and sign it, said the deputy sheriff. Thatll make a beginning for us!

The other nodded. He set his teeth, took up the pen, and scratched rapidly, fiercely, at the paper. When he had ended, he thrust the paper toward Signal and then rested his forehead on his hand. Shame had not prevented him from joining the murderers in the ca¤on or from taking a flying shot at Signal; but shame overcame him now, as he thought of betraying his associates. Shame and fear, no doubt, in equal portions. His whole body was trembling. And the deputy read on the paper, in uneven letters that stumbled and shook across the page:

In the fight in San Real Ca¤on, I took my bead on the older Pineta and dropped him. Afterward, because he wasnt quite finished, I put a bullet through his head while he was lying in the trail.

SIMEON LANGLEY.

Thats all for the minute, said the deputy.

I get protection? demanded the other suddenly. You swear that?

Yes.

Will you shake on it?

Id rather touch a snake than touch your hand! said the boy.

Well, let that go. But I got your oath?

Yes.

What happens to me now?

You go to a cell. Thats the safest place in Monument for you just now!

Ay, agreed the other, with a shiver. Thats the best place for me now, and the safest.

He went without a murmur from the little office to the cell room. There were no other prisoners in the jail and Signal locked his captive in a corner cell.

Nobody can come at your back, now, explained the boy.

Langley nodded at him and even managed a smile.

I dunno how you can steer me through the hell thats going to start popping now, he said, but I gotta trust to you, old-timer.

Trust to me, answered the boy, and line up your story ready for writing in full.

So he left him and went to the sheriff, and found Ogden still in his office, furiously chewing a cigar and lost in thought.

You got Langley! said he. But howll you hold him? Wheres the warrant?

Heres a confession of murder, said the boy. Will that do?

And he held the damning paper before the eyes of the sheriff!


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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THE SHERIFF APPEARED as one appalled with wonder rather than one shocked with horror. He stared at the paper and then at the youth.

How in the name of God, said he, did you manage to make him put his head inside the noose in this fashion?

He turns states evidence, said the boy.

And who authorized you to offer him that chance of saving his skin?

I knew, said young Signal, that youd agree with me that it was the easiest way to get one of them to confess and through him rope the rest of em.

And who may the rest of em be?

Im going to pump him later for all of the details.

Did you warn him not to start talking on his own?

About what?

About the thing hes arrested for.

No. I didnt think of that.

The sheriff did not seem greatly annoyed. Neither did he seem greatly shocked. Indeed his attitude was not that of a man who is violently guilty or violently innocent. For one thing, the boy had proved that the sheriff was not, indeed, the slayer of Pineta, though as a matter of fact he might well have been present in San Real Ca¤on. His attitude was rather a noncommittal air.

You didnt think of that! repeated the sheriff gently.

And why is it important?

The sheriff put away his ruined, battered cigar and took out a fresh one, which he lighted. And all during the process of selecting the new cigar, and cutting off the end of it, and lighting and rolling it, he gave his work not so much as a glance, but kept his gaze constantly fixed upon the face of the boy.

You wouldnt see that, he said. But suppose that I try to show you. I dunno that youd agree, but I could show you my side of the idea!

It occurred to Signal that there was a deep, hidden irony in the air and in the words of the sheriff. He flushed a little and then he said:

Maybe you think that Im a fathead. I dont think that I am. If Ive been playing out of a high hand, its because, as far as I can see, youve been wanting to give me the run out of this county, and I still think that nothing would please you better than to see a chunk of lead go through my head!

Nothing would please me much more, admitted the strange sheriff, than to see you out of this here county. But nothing would please me much less than to see you dead. Now if youll let me point out something to you, Id like to say that its probably all over Monument already that youve jailed this gent, and the reason why you jailed him, and the confession that youve made him sign!

How could it? asked the boy. Langley would be a fool to get himself into such trouble!

What trouble?

Why, the minute the gang knows that hes apt to confess, wont they try to kill him, to stop his mouth?

Youve thought of that? asked the sheriff genially.

Youre trying to make a fool out of me, said the boy.

No, said the sheriff in the same gentle manner. I couldnt try my hand at that. God has done too good a job for you, without retouching from me!

This plain insult was made easier, in a way, by the smile with which the sheriff spoke. It might have been called a sad smile, or an indulgent one, had there not been a bright light of rather foxy inquiry in the eyes of the sheriff as he spoke. It was enough, however, to rouse the boy, who was always listening for the call to war, as it were. He said angrily:

I wont take such talk from you, sir. I dont have to, and I wont!

The sheriff sighed.

This here love of duty that you got, said he, will make you murder me before youre out of the town. I can see that. Ah, God, and how many murders will there be, before the finish of this here? He did not allow the boy to answer or comment, but continued hastily: This is gunna be the final crash, of course!

The final crash of what?

Monument, Im afraid.

I dont know, replied the boy, how youre going to link up the finish of Monument with the jailing of one self-confessed crook like Langley!

You dont know, said the sheriff, and I dont suppose that you could learn.

Look here! cried the tormented youth, if youre gunna keep on talking down to me, Ill leave your office and do things my own way!

Will you?

I will!

Go on! said the sheriff. Every river has gotta run down to the sea. Go ahead and do your work the way that you see that it should be done!

Id like to know—

Something from me?

Id like to know what you mean when you say that Monument is about to go bust because Ive put one crook called Langley in the jail?

Ill try to explain, said the ironical sheriff. Suppose you look at it this way. Men was killed in San Real Ca¤on.

Yes.

Langley was one of the murderers.

Yes.

He wasnt the only murderer.

No. Of course not.

He belonged to a gang, then?

Naturally. Everybody has always known that.

He belonged to a gang that was so slick and so strong that they could eat up that whole mule train with its load of Mexican silver and of Mexican goods and never show no signs of indigestion.

What do you mean by that?

Why, the most ornery sort of an ordinary robbery, when the goods are shared, leads to some fights on the distribution, as you ought to know. And after the split has been made, some fool is always sure to get drunk, and talk about what easy money it is that hes spending, and where that easy money came from.

I suppose that thats likely. Matter of fact, I never would want a crooked life, sheriff!

Itd sort of scare you, maybe? asked the sheriff, with a curious question and amusement in his eyes.

Itd scare me to death, sir!

Well, youll never be scared to death in that way. I was pointing out that the whole Mexican mule train was eat up and no sign of it ever showed. Well, that shows that the organization is pretty big, wouldnt you say? And that the doggone gang has numbers, and brains to run it, and experience, and nerve, eh?

I suppose that it shows all of that.

Now, look here, one of that gang is caught, and he begins to get ready to confess.

Thats right. Ive said that. The gang are apt to try to get him set free — or to kill him.

Or kill you, said the sheriff.

Why me? Out of spite, you mean?

If they could have you out of the way, theyre pretty sure that they could handle me.

They are?

Yep. Theyre sure of that.

And so?

Theyll be trying a couple of things quick — to bump you off, to kill Langley by raiding the jail.

I can see that theres sense in what you say there.

And so the battles sure to come on — I mean, the battle that Ive been trying to stave off all of these months.

What battle do you mean?

Youve heard about the Eagans and the Bones, lad?

Im not deaf!

You aint? I sometimes wonder. Now, it aint hard to find out that Langley is a member of the Bone gang.

With Colter at the head of it?

Yes.

Colter is a friend of mine.

Colter aint the friend of anybody who is going to get a confession out of Langley.

He might try to kill Langley. Hed never put a hand on me.

Youre sure?

Im sure.

Youre a fool! said the sheriff, heat breaking through his talk again.

Maybe I am. I trust Colter.

Now Ill tell you what youll be inside of one day.

And what is that?

Dead and smashed between two parties.

Which two? Bone and Eagan?

Yes.

How do the Eagans come in?

They hate the Bones, dont they?

Yes.

And Fitz is the city marshal besides?

Thats right.

Very well, then. Fitz is sure to come and offer us his help for the defense of the jail. And there you are! The battle is on! That means that every out and out crook in the town will throw in his hand with the Bones. And that means that there will be hell boiling on all the street corners in no time. Am I wrong?

I dont know!

The sheriff laid his hand suddenly on the shoulder of the boy. His voice was rich with kindness.

Here in Monument you can do nothing but get yourself killed. Take this advice from me. Out of my heart! Leave Monument. Get out and get quick, and stay out.

And leave the work to you?

Naturally.

The boy laughed.

Ive got to go, said he, but not out of Monument!

Very well, said the sheriff. I aint a prophet, but Ill predict that youll be dead before tomorrow morning!


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

[image: img107.jpg]

WHEN HE LEFT the sheriff again, his sense of the importance of his achievement was reinforced, but he had two new impressions — one that the sheriff might very possibly be an honest or partially honest man, after all, and the other that Monument might soon be devastated by the most terrible strife because of the imprisonment of the robber and killer. But, first of all, it required that the city marshal should actually volunteer his aid on the side of the law for the defense of the jail. For this he could wait. But without some such assistance as the Eagans could give, he despaired of ever keeping the prisoner against the uprising in the town.

One thing at least was assured — that he must remain in the jail from this moment forward, until the fate of the prisoner was assured one way or the other.

So he turned straight toward the boarding house, prepared to take up his pack and go with all his possessions to the jail and camp there.

He met the inevitable Crawlin again in the street, as he came out. That little spirit of evil grinned and smirked at him in the most detestable manner.

Things are buzzin! Things are buzzin! he declared to the deputy sheriff.

In what way?

You wouldnt be knowing that, would you? he asked with detestable cheerfulness, giving his hands a brisk rub. You wouldnt know whats happening. You wouldnt suspect it, even. Not you!

He laughed again. He could not keep still, but had to twist himself this way and that in the excess of his joy. He looked like a dope fiend, after too great an excess of a drug, and the deputy sheriff, with that idea in his mind, looked upon the other with a more tolerant and pitying eye, prepared to excuse the base devil in this man by some such pathetic and contemptible reason. But the closer he looked the less the fellow seemed afflicted by any such trouble. It was sheer evil of mind which influenced him, and, unable to stop any longer to find out what Crawlin might mean, filled with uncontrollable disgust, such as the lion would feel for the jackal, Signal mounted the roan gelding and rode off.

At least, he could use his imagination. What Crawlin meant was that certain elements in Monument were in a ferment because of the arrest of Langley.

He had not gone two blocks before, passing the door of the saloon of Mortimer, he had a sufficient proof, for out of the door of the saloon half a dozen men poured at that instant, recognized him, and halted. They had showed their dislike of him before this, but now they glared at him with a grim frankness. Someone called out something, sharply, and a gun actually flashed.

The deputy sheriff made ready to drop over the side of his horse, gun in hand, and open fire, Indian fashion, from under the throat of the gelding. But here Henry Colter appeared, like a guardian angel, and pushed through the crowd, barking at the men, thrusting them and their weapons aside. He jumped into the saddle of a very fine black mare which stood before the saloon and rode on to the side of the boy. Signal was now moving down the street, keeping a most watchful eye behind him.

Colter, coming up to him, showed a stern and excited face. He said:

Youngster, what sort of hell are you stirring up in Monument?

Do you mean Langley? asked the boy.

I mean that, of course!

I have my job and my duty, said Signal.

Oh, damn that sort of talk! answered the other angrily. The fact is that your scalp is sitting damned loose, just now. Youre good for a damn short life, young feller!

Youre worried, are you? asked Signal point blank.

Worried about you. Yes!

And not about yourself?

What do you mean? What is there for me to worry about?

Suppose that Langley confesses everything.

Hed never mention me, said Henry Colter with an expression of a peculiar grimness. The cur wouldnt dare to mention me, even if he knew something against me!

Hed mention anybody, replied Signal. Besides, I dont have to have his story in order to get you into the affair. I know that you were at the Ca¤on when the murders were done!

Colter narrowed his eyes.

Kid, said he, weve been friends. Ive tried to steer you straight in Monument. Ive tried to help you out. But this is pretty large talk for me to take from any man.

Im not trying to badger you, Signal assured him. I knew the other morning, when I saw the old shoe that was taken off your horse.

What?

I had the broken piece from the old shoe in my pocket at that minute. I knew all about it, Colter.

Well? snapped Colter.

I let the thing drop. Do you think that after whats happened between us I ever could raise a hand against you? Youve always been above the law, for me!

Colter suddenly smiled with relief and with a shade of surprise also.

I believe you, kid, said he. But I want to beg you to turn Langley loose. Hes a dead man, anyway. But if he dies right now, pronto, then maybe I can save your hide as well!

Ill have to take my chances with my hide, said the boy. And as for Langley, they can kill him when they can get him.

Youll chuck yourself away for that proven rat? The same that tried to murder you?

Ive an idea that Langley may be the tool that will clean up Monument.

At this, Colter laughed with an ugly abandon.

All right, said he. I like you, kid. But God pity you if you try to work out this dodge in Monument. Nobody wants it; Monument wants to stay itself!

He waved his hand and abruptly left Signal, leaving that young man extremely disturbed. He never before had seen Colter so thoroughly worked up in excitement, and yet he had seen that notable outlaw in many circumstances before this. The mere words of warning which the sheriff and Crawlin had given to him were doubly confirmed by Colter.

He swung down the next street, taking a short cut for the lodging house, when he heard the rapid spatting of hoofs behind him, and turned to see a dashing, flashing form whirled around the next corner, the brim of the sombrero furled with speed — a slender rider, swaying with the speed of the gallop. And so Esmeralda Pineta loomed suddenly behind him, distancing the escort of two vacqueros who spurred behind her.

She had no sooner seen the deputy sheriff than she threw up a hand and flung her mustang upon its quarters. So she slid it to a halt beside Signal, and a great cloud of dust went belching down the street, like smoke from the mouth of a gigantic cannon. She swayed out to Signal and took his hands. Her face shone with deepest delight.

The moment I heard, said Esmeralda, I came at once. Oh, but I knew the first moment that I saw you! I knew that you would make the curs run! I knew that youd hunt them down! They never would dare to face you! And now — now youve got one of them! Oh, keep him safe! Keep him safe! Never let him get away! Never let the crowd break in at him. Theyll want to kill him! Theyll want to do away with him, of course. They know that what he says will hang twenty of their best rascals! But I trust in you, Se¤or Sheriff, oh, brave, brave Juan Alias!

She was in an ecstasy. She began to laugh with the extremity of her joy, and Signal thought that he never had seen a thing so beautiful or so sinister. She was all in black — black habit, black boots, black sombrero. The very riding whip was ebony handled and black of lash. But at her breast, where the white blouse showed, she had planted a red rose. And this she now took and kissed it and leaned forward, and pinned it on the coat of young Signal.

Now, with the nearness of her beauty, and the radiance of her eyes, so close, and the breath of sweetness that went up from her as if from the body of a flower, John Signal was more than a little dazed, and bewildered. And he felt as though a great procession and flashing bursts of music had poured past him, and as though, somehow, he had been a part of that procession, and had been cheered by great throngs.

So he was stunned by the beauty and by the nearness of Esmeralda when a glance over her shoulder cleared his mind. For into the mouth of the next street, he saw Henry Colter ride, drawing rein as he saw the close group of the boy and Esmeralda. Only for an instant did Henry Colter remain there, and then he jerked his horse about and was off. But, in that instant, even in the distance Signal had seen the outlaws face contracted with all the pain of jealousy.

And that sight pricked the bubble of romance and left him clear-headed and himself, as Esmeralda reined her horse suddenly back, laughing at him, and nodding.

I wish that it were one great ruby! cried she. And set in diamonds, too! But those two poor dead boys will have a proper vengeance now! Theyll have a proper vengeance now, Juan Alias!

Im going to do my best, said he.

There was a perceptible shadow on her face. She had not succeeded half as well as she had hoped in bewitching the youngster. But she went on to more practical measures. She said:

Youll do your best, but you need men to work for you. Here are two men, Juan Alias. You see? Eduardo and Ricardo are both brave men. They can shoot straight. Oh, Ive seen them do it! And I want you to take them along to jail! Ill pay them double wages for it!

He looked keenly at the pair. They were, in fact, seasoned punchers in appearance, hardy enough to tackle any sort of dangerous work, but when they were directly hailed, they looked blankly at one another.

No, se¤or! they finally said in one voice. We ride night herd on cattle, not on men!

Listen! cried the girl. Ill give you three times your regular pay. I — Ill pay you a weeks wages for every day that you guard the jail!

One of them shook his head. The other spread out his hands with a shrug of the shoulders.

And how shall one spend even a weeks wages in heaven? he asked.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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IT TOOK SOME of the blood out of the cheeks of the deputy sheriff, this apparently common opinion of the town of Monument about the security of the jail which held his prisoner. But though he was daunted, he set his teeth, and that the girl saw, and cried to him:

Youll never lose heart because a pair of cowards flinch like this! And — Ill find you other men — somewhere, she said rather desperately.

Plainly she had counted greatly upon this pair, and her lip curled with her scorn and her anger as she stared at them.

Ill find you other men, no matter what I have to pay for them!

Thats no use, Signal told her. Thats no use at all. The reason is, that some fellows who are really on the other side might be willing to take your money and work at the jail — but theyd be there only to shoot me in the back when the pinch comes!

And the sheriff! The sheriff! she cried. Wont shame make him do something?

I dont know.

Dont leave the jail! she pleaded. Go back to it now; and stay there, stay there! Oh, Se¤or Alias, if you bring up to justice only three of the scoundrels who did the murders in San Real Ca¤on, what would I not do for you?

And she made a gesture, a small gesture, with both hands, as though literally she placed her soul in his keeping.

He waved good-bye to her, and thanked her, and went on hastily toward the lodging house, rather upset because he had met her in this fashion. And, arriving in front of the house, he threw the reins and ran up the stairs.

The door swung suddenly open before him — and his Colt almost jumped from the holster in response, before he saw that it was that same gentleman of the testy manner and the haughty air — he whose daughter had fled from Signal in the hallway of the house.

He hesitated now, for an instant, and then lurched forward with a crimson face but a determined smile. He caught the hand of Signal and wrung it. He said earnestly:

The other day I was a jackass. I didnt understand you or what you represented, young man. My — er — my daughter is also waiting to apologize to you at the first opportunity. I thought — er — in short I was a fool. But now that I recognize the magnificent work you are trying to perform for law and order in Monument, I tell you I feel honored to have even laid eyes on you, Mr. Alias — since you choose to wear that name! I have been at a business meeting. Ive heard twenty men just speaking. I tell you, young man, that because of you, we begin to see our way through the storm, and law and order not so very far off through the crowd.

This speech was delivered with a good deal of mingled embarrassment and dignity and real admiration, so that John Signal blushed in turn. He said to the other:

If you and other honest men in Monument want to help, its at the jail that you could be used!

To keep the man with whom youve baited the trap? By all means! Well see what we can do!

But most of his ardor had vanished, and hastily he went away from the boy. Signal, glancing after him, understood. The honest men of Monument were at the present time quite willing to applaud the efforts toward law and order. But they were not yet willing to risk their necks for that fine project.

He turned again toward the door and saw Polly there, her arms folded, leaning her shoulder against the jamb of the door.

Nice feller, aint he? said Polly. If words was bucks, he could pay his way, all right. Youll see him at the jail, all right — when you arrest him and snake him there at the end of a lariat! No quicker, old son.

He looked at her with a sudden, strange relief.

Polly, he said, Im tired as a fool. Can you get me a cup of coffee?

Youd better have some lunch, she advised him.

I dont want any. I want to stay awake and think. Im fagged.

Go into the dining room. Ill fix you.

By the time he had washed his hands, she had a steaming cup of coffee before him.

Thats the way with brain work, said she. It tires out some people. Thinking about going onto the stage has worried me a pile more than just the singing ever would do.

I havent forgotten, he told her. Im going to take you down to the opera house tomorrow.

She smiled faintly at him.

I mean it.

You look kinda vague, though.

I feel a little vague, too, he explained, surprised at himself. But it does seem a long ways off — tomorrow, I mean.

It is, said the girl. Its a long ways off, all right. God knows if youll ever see the crack of the day beginnin.

You know all about everything, said he.

I know about you and your job pretty good, said she.

And how, please?

Nobody can keep anything from Crawlin. He spreads everything around.

He ought to be in jail.

He has been. It dont make no difference. He can start in the jail a whisper thatll bust through the walls and circulate all around the town! She added. You better go up and lie down for half an hour.

Ive got to go to the jail.

You gotta sleep first. A half hour now in the middle of the day, and youll be fit as a fiddle for the rest of the time.

Sleep? he smiled.

Go on, said she. Ill go up and pack your duds for you.

Who told you I was moving?

She winked.

Aw, I could guess that!

It was true that he was very sleepy. Much had rushed through his brain and over his head since he rose that morning. He went up the stairs with a stumbling step. When he entered his room, the heat of it rolled into his brain like a wave of liquid, but he fell on the bed and stretched himself out. A cool towel was laid over his forehead. From the opened window a breath of air touched him kindly.

He looked at Polly. She was moving quietly and dexterously about the room, getting his belongings together. And suddenly peace dropped upon the wearied, confused brain of the boy.

This is great! he murmured, and dropped instantly into heavy, dreamless sleep. Almost instantly, a hand dropped upon his shoulder. He opened startled eyes and found her smiling down at him.

Youve had your half hour, she said, and he, propping himself up on the bed, saw his pack made up and laid upon the chair. His head was clear, his brain was quietly ordered, again, and the tangled mystery of all the actions and the motives which lay behind the sheriff and the Eagans and the Bones and the Pinetas and the Crawlins of Monument now appeared less confused, and less important. He stood up, stretched himself, and heaved the pack over his shoulder. She opened the doors for him all the way down to the street, and there he paused again, towering above her.

She nodded and smiled at him.

Good luck to you, said Polly.

In the whole town, said he, youre the only person that seems to want me to go to the jail and fight this thing out.

She smiled, a twisted smile.

The only one?

Yes.

Who put that red rose on your coat, Johnny?

He clutched it, surprised. He had quite forgotten about it.

Why dyou blush? she asked him.

Why, it dont mean anything.

Theres a considerable hedge of roses just that kind beside the Pineta house, said she.

Is there? he muttered.

And he plucked the rose from its fastening and slowly crushed it in his hand.

Dyou mean to do that? she asked him, frowning.

He answered her indirectly.

If ever I get through to tomorrow, said he, Im going to come back here and see you, Polly.

You better, said she. We got the best coffee in town in this house.

He hesitated. There were other and more serious things that he wanted to say.

Well, so long! said Polly.

So long, he murmured.

And she closed the door behind him, and shut him out into the bright desert of the open day.

At that, he turned again and laid his hand on the knob of the door, but the catch had caught. He could not turn it.

Polly! he called softly.

There was no answer, but suddenly he knew that Polly was inside that door, leaning heavily, limply against it, and hearing his voice, but held back from answering it.

He turned again and went down the steps and into the blast and burden of the sun which burned through his coat and scorched his shoulders. The pack he fastened behind the saddle upon the roan. A pair of cowpunchers, jogging down the street, brought their horses down to a walk and began to mutter to one another with side glances, as they went past.

He was known to them. He was known to everyone, apparently. But that was not worth his notice, at this moment. Other and more important things filled up his mind.

So he climbed into the saddle, slowly and stiffly, like an old man, and rode down the street.

But, at the next corner, he turned and glanced back at the house, and at an upper window he had a glimpse of Polly, her face looking oddly white and old, as he thought. Then he went on toward the jail.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
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THE JAIL, RATHER oddly, was the last building of public utility of which Monument had thought, and when they came to build it, all the center of the town was closely occupied with frame and brick and dobe buildings, and Monument could not afford to waste money in the purchase of these, together with the land on which they stood. Prices, it must be understood, were soaring, and there was not too big a fund set aside for the jail. So they had to go to the outer edge of the town, where it stretched away toward the northern hills.

Here they bought a plot between a rambling old dobe house and an abandoned barn which even the careless, reckless population of Monument did not care to use as a habitation, for its back was broken and sagged sharply down, and at all the four corners its knees were giving way and breaking in.

This space between the two structures was completely filled by the jail, which was run up of red bricks. A fly could not have walked between the wall of the jail and the wall of the house and there was only a small alley between it and the side of the barn. Toward the town, there was a pair of empty lots, filled with tall brush; toward the hills, the trees began, here and there cut down and thinned away by seekers after fuel, but still a dense enough screen rolled away like smoke to the north.

And young John Signal, riding toward the jail on this fatal day, noted all of these things with a new interest.

Never before had he been so aware of the vulnerability of the jail. The stoutness of its walls and the yardage of its bars of iron always had given him an impression of strength; but it is an old maxim in a fighting country that a man must keep his back to the wall and his eye upon the door; and this was impossible for the jail. The house leaned perilously against it; the barn was in jumping distance of the roof; and the trees to the rear and the brush in front rolled dangerously close. Five hundred rifles could have been packed away in such a covert!

At the first view, rounding the corner, John Signal had reined in his horse a little, and now he noticed a small figure slouched against a telephone pole on the right hand side of the street.

Crawlin, of course!

Suddenly he wondered what news that scavenger of trouble could have gathered within the last hour; so he rode close to the little man, and, though he hardly glanced down from the saddle, he heard a gasping voice say:

You wanta die, kid? Keep right on down this here street if you do!

John Signal rode on — straight down that street toward the front of the jail, but he rode now with his eyes alert, probing at the windows of the house, at the yawning black entrance of the door of the mow, high on the side of the barn, and, most of all, at the tangle of brush to his right.

And he saw two things all in one instant — the movement of a human shadow behind a bush, and the glint of steel, deep behind a second story window of the house.

Signal twitched the reins of the roan. Not for nothing had he called it a cutting horse. Now it spun around like a top and darted back the way it had come while two hornet sounds darted with sinister humming past the ears of the boy, followed instantly by the reports of two rifles, like two hammer strokes.

He swerved the roan to the side, and swerved him back again; well and valiantly that practiced worker dodged, and this time half a dozen hornets were on wings about the head of John Signal.

With a twitch, his sombrero was lifted from his head and sailed off into the air, and a loud Indian yell of triumph rang behind him.

But he was unhurt as he jerked Grundy around the next corner out of the path of the fire. He leaned from the saddle upon either side to examine the roan. Grundy showed a long rip across his right shoulder, and the blood was streaking down from it, but his spirit was not hurt, and his long ears were pointed forward.

It made the heart of Signal boil with anger; it was more to him than the sight of a dead man lying in his way — a dead friend. And now, gritting his teeth, he wondered what he could attempt next!

There was the way by the trees at the rear of the jail, of course, and though the Bone tribe must have planted some lookouts here, perhaps he could break through them.

He cursed the delay he had made in going from the sheriffs office to the jail again! For the tactics of the enemy were perfectly apparent. They would strive to keep him away from the jail during the day. In the night, they would rush the building, and, without Signal in it, it could not make any strong defense.

He rounded the group of sheds just before him and saw an old Mexican woman squatted at the door of one, patting out tortillas on a flat-topped stone.

She grinned at him, toothless and cheerful.

Death is the friend of no man, se¤or; that is true, is it not?

That is true, mother, said he. How does your house open to the rear?

Only the barn for the horses and the mules, se¤or.

And beyond that?

The back of the barn is against an old house, se¤or.

And the old house?

It rests against the jail, Se¤or Alias.

He marveled a little, at this. Even this ancient bit of wrinkled humanity knew him! And yet he could not take pleasure in this, for the moment. The better he was known, the more surely could rifles be aimed at him by knowing hands.

He dismounted on the spot. He stripped off the pack and the saddle and carried them into the house and laid them in a heap in a corner.

Mother, said he, here are my belongings. Tell your man that I have left them here. If I am alive tomorrow, I shall come for them. If I die, they are all yours and your mans.

Her old eyes flashed at him, like lights through a mist.

St. Christopher carry you back to us, my child!

And he knew that she meant it, with all her heart.

He took his rifle under his arm. Two heavy Colts burdened his thighs, and so, bare headed, he made his way back through the house and into the narrow open yard behind. Then through the barn, where a moldy looking mule stood with flopped ears and pendent lower lip.

At the rear door of the barn he crouched for a moment. It hung a little ajar, and through the crack he could look out at the side of the house which leaned against the jail, as the old woman had so aptly put it. Earnestly he peered up at all the windows within view, and suddenly one on a level with his eyes was thrust up. The head and shoulders of a man appeared — a bandaged head — and Charlie Bone climbed out and reached back his hand. He drew up an unknown man to join him.

Hell never try again today, said the second comer, pulling his tipped hat straight over his eyes.

Hes a devil. Hell try anything. Thats how he wins — by doing the wrong thing, said Charlie Bone. Cut down there behind that tree. Be careful that they dont get a bead on you from the jail. Kid, if we can snag Alias yonder among the trees well never be forgotten!

And they worked off from the house to the north.

Signal, listening with a beating heart, smiled fiercely to himself. It was a vast temptation to step out of the barn and hold them up as they hurried off, but it was more important to get himself into the jail than to get this precious pair into an early grave. Besides, his heart was softened a little toward them by the praise which he had received — the sweetest of all tributes, coming from enemy lips. And he felt, more than ever, that he never could be shuffled aside in the memoirs of Monument now, as a mere lawless, reckless boy. He was a man, and doing an honest mans work. Let the world balance this against the killing in Bender Creek, and make up its mind. With mercy, he thought!

He had not, really, a thought that he could live through this mortal danger. He had received too many warnings. It was merely hope for the next blind moment that sustained him forward, step by step, like a blind man walking against a storm.

He pushed the rear door of the barn a little more ajar, and creeping out, he cast another glance up at the windows of the abandoned house. To him, it was as a cage filled with lions, hungry for his life.

All those windows appeared glimmering, black, empty; and glancing to the left, he saw that Charlie Bone and his companion had disappeared among the trees.

So he left the barn and leaped across the distance which separated him from the wall of the house of his enemies. Down this he stole, and, turning the corner, looked toward the jail.

If he got there, would he have to stand outside the door, calling for the door to be opened to him? Five seconds of such a pause would bring fifty bullets into his flesh, as he very well knew!

The house blocked away most of the view of the jail, as a matter of course, but he could see two windows, one on the ground floor and the next on the floor above. And, as he watched, the dim outline of a man appeared at the second. Frantically he waved his hand, but the image disappeared at the window.

No, in another moment he reappeared, closer to the glass, and then went out of sight again. Surely the man had been able to see him, and no matter which of the prison guards it might be, he could be reasonably sure that they would be glad to see him.

He would wait thirty seconds to allow the man time to run down and open the rear door and thus receive him on his dash. He counted, found that his tongue was racing — and counted the thirty twice over, faster than the ticking of a second hand.

Then he rose to bolt for the rear door of the jail — surely it must be opened by this time! And, as he rose, a rifle spurted fire from the trees, and he received a heavy blow across the forehead that staggered him.

Charlie Bone and his companion had spotted him, at last, from among the trees!


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
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THE IMPACT OF the slug from the rifle had knocked the greater part of the wits of young Signal out of his head, and yet as he slumped against the wall of the house he knew certain things with a dreadful distinctness. He knew, for instance, that it was only a glancing wound, though perhaps the bullet had furrowed the bone of the head.

He knew that he must flee with all the speed that he could manage. And, turning his head, he had a clear view of Charlie Bone who, rising from behind a log, excited at the success of his first shot, stood with rifle at shoulder, about to fire again. But, for the least part of a second, stunned and helpless, the boy could not stir. Only his brain was active to this degree. Then a second shot plunged through the wall just beside his head, and suddenly he was himself again! Just as a boxer, stunned and helpless from one blow, suddenly is shocked into his right senses, as it were, by the impact of a second stroke!

So John Signal came to himself and lurched away. If he really had been in his best senses, he would have shrunk back around the corner of the house, and from this position tried to get in a shot at Charlie Bone and his wicked companion. But he did not think of that. He was sufficiently recovered to be able to move, but he was only sensible enough to plunge straight forward toward the rear door of the jail.

The next shot went past him on hornet wings. They had opened upon him with their two repeating Winchesters, and they were fairly pumping the lead at him. And, as he went past the rear of the vacant house, he stumbled on a hummock of soft ground and fell headlong. He heard the wild, exultant yelling, as he fell, not of the two among the trees, but of many more as well, and as he lurched to his feet again, he knew that the entire rear of the house was covered by the tribesmen of Bone, looking out on the fall of this young enemy.

Anger gave him strength and speed. He dodged forward with hardly another shot fired, so greatly did his sudden rise from the ground surprise the others. And so he reached the rear door of the jail and plunged through it to safety, past a chalky-faced jailor who instantly wrenched the heavy door shut behind him.

It closed with a heavy iron clanking, and here was safety for the moment! But for how long? Of the two guards, if this white fellow was a sample, the pair would not be worth the assistance of a single armed child, when the attack was delivered at nightfall. But there was Simeon Langley in the cell, white also, but resolutely erect, and gripping at the bars of his cell as though he were anxious to get out and share in the defense. That instant the young deputy made up his mind. With the first falling of the night, in case no other succor were at hand, he would free Sim Langley, and so increase his force.

But even that would hardly improve matters. The first glance around him showed how desperately difficult it would be to defend the place. There were many windows, well secured with bars of the best tool-proof steel, but, for all that, windows to which anyone could climb from the outside, and through which anyone could fire. There were shutters for these windows, but every one of the shutters was now open and hooked back — for who had use for shutters here, in summer weather? Into the big cell-room looked no fewer than eight windows. During the day they were simply convenient portholes through which the garrison could keep their watch. But, during the night, they were sure to provide loopholes for the enemy to fire through. Ordinary rascals might not have had the resolution for such feats, but the Bone tribe would furnish many volunteers for this work.

All of this the boy thought in the first glance that he threw around him. And, in the meantime, the trembling guard was saying:

Aw, Gawd, but Im glad to see you, Sheriff Alias! I never was so glad to see nobody! I thought that I was gunna be left here to die an rot! I thought that they was gunna leave me here to be murdered!

John Signal said to him briefly:

Murdered you will be, unless you buck up and take a part, and work with your own hands. I never can defend this place by myself!

There was a noise at the front door, and the guard clutched at the wall, half fainting.

Theyre sneakin in through the front way, now! Gawd help us! Were done! Were done! Stop em, Mr. Alias! Stop em, sir!

In fact, there was enough danger in that sound to make the boy quake. Fear, catching like disease of the most deadly nature, breathed coldly in his face. Then he rallied himself and forced himself forward.

He heard Langley calling softly:

Name of God, Alias, lemme loose to help you! Lemme loose to fight for myself!

But he had not a key; moreover, he had no time, if the enemy actually were breaking in through the front door. And, at this moment, he heard a sudden crashing of shots, and a roar of voices from the front of the jail, instantly answered by the rush of heavy feet, and then a great shout inside the front door.

Into that front hallway, the boy himself sprang, for he felt that he was cornered; and, if the enemy were indeed inside the door, his one fighting chance was to drive them out before they were solidly entrenched. For that purpose, he delivered a quick attack, leaping through the doorway with a revolver in either hand.

He saw before him Fitz Eagan and with him the tall, pale Major! Two forms more welcome he could not have seen among all the hosts of the fighting men in Monument. If he had had to choose two from the multitude, he would instantly have named these very men. The guard, who evidently had been able to catch the signal of the pair in some manner when they were able to dash for the jail, was now bolting the door behind them, and laughing hysterically.

My God! cried young John Signal, but Im glad to see you!

Not half so glad, said Fitz Eagan, as we are to see you. I thought youd be done and down, young game chicken.

How did you manage? How did you manage? stammered the deputy sheriff.

We managed when we heard the roaring of the rifles behind the jail. If that many of the Bone outfit were shooting back there, it stood to reason that not many of them could be watching from the front of the house. So we made the dash. Skinny, here, had been spotting us through the window; we passed him the signal, and here we are.

So, carelessly, Fitz Eagan commented on their arrival, but Signal did not need to be told what danger had been endured. He had heard the crash of the guns only a few seconds before.

This will go down as one of the great battles of the West, sneered Major Paul Harkness. Fifty fighting men, all outlaws, all desperadoes, all dead shots. And out of the first hundred bullets fired, theres one small wound! Thats the West! Thats the wild and woolly West!

He laughed, and his laughter turned abruptly into a racking cough. The spasm brought a flush into his face.

Fitz Eagan, in the meantime, was asking after the boys wound more seriously; and then he tended to it with his own hands, washing it at the sink in the corner of the cell room, and then dressing it. He had brought over ample materials for the dressing of all kinds of wounds. He had with him, moreover, a quantity of bread, meat and salt, and two large flasks of whisky.

The spirits of the deputy sheriff rose high. He danced and swore softly as the stinging medicaments entered his wound, but still he chuckled.

When they open this box, said John Signal, Ive an idea that theyll get pepper into their eyes.

Of course they will, said Fitz Eagan genially, but when they sneeze it may be the finish of us.

What do you think? asked the boy of Major Harkness.

The latter smiled. It was not really a smile, but his nearest sneering approach to one.

Its the first time in years, said the Major, that Ive been asked for a thought. Usually its for money or a gun. Dyou really mean it, Mr. Sheriff?

Paul, dont be a jackass! said Fitz Eagan angrily. Open up and talk like a white man if you can. The kid is serious.

Why, said the Major, taking no notice of this rebuke, Ill do my best. My idea is that therell be no more trouble. Were here, and the Bones wont bother us.

How do you work that out? asked Fitz Eagan.

Its simple, aint it?

I dont follow it at all!

The Bone gang is a pack of Indians. Theyll never give away three lives to get three — or three to get four. And its pretty plain that theyre apt to pay that high for the inside of this package. Or dyou think that well be cheaper meat than that, partner?

He asked it with a drawling viciousness. But Fitz Eagan turned to the deputy sheriff.

What do you think? he asked.

I dont know what to think, said young John Signal. Im pretty badly scared, I guess. Im not thinking very fast or very straight, as a matter of fact. I only know that were on the inside and a lot of trouble is on the outside. But theres the whole city of Monument that can hear the guns. Surely some of the fighting men will come to help us!

Harkness stepped closer and laid a hand on the shoulder of the deputy.

Youre a good kid, said he. I thought you might have a little case of swelled head after what youve done in Monument, but I can see that youve eaten your raw meat with salt on it. But about these fighting heroes in Monument — hell, lad, they wont come near us! Why should they?

Except the sheriff, said Fitz Eagan. Hes sure to turn up.

Then why isnt he here now? asked the Major.

I dont know. It rather beats me, I confess. I looked to find the old fat boy here!

Hes changed his mind. Hes one of the heroes that would rather be alive to read in the books than to be dead and put inside the covers of one.

So said the Major, and John Signal heartily agreed.


CHAPTER FORTY
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BEFORE THEY ATTEMPTED any definite conclusion, they went over the state of the jail with the greatest care, passing together from the top to the bottom, and from one end of it to the other. The further they went, the more complicated the task appeared.

In the first place, above the first floor there was a large attic with a barred window at either end, one pressing against the wall of the vacant house which the Bone tribe had seized and the other looking upon the barn. This attic was littered in part with broken furniture and old odds and ends. In part, it was cluttered with big packing cases.

A pretty neat place for twenty thugs to hide out, as Fitz Eagan commented.

But how could they get in? asked John Signal.

Both the Major and Eagan turned curious eyes upon their companion. Then the Major said quietly:

The wall of that next house is just thin boards. Whats wrong with peeling off those boards and going to work on this brick wall with a crowbar? Six licks would break a hole through it!

It would, agreed Fitz Eagan, and Signal was silent, for he saw the truth in what had been said.

They went down to the main floor of the building, and there they took note of the eight windows which yawned upon the cell room. Peering out through one of these, Fitz Eagan called the attention of his friends to the houses which were nearest to them upon the town side of the building. Every window was crowded, particularly the upper ones. And sheltering themselves from the sun under umbrellas, whole families were picnicking in the open air and ready to enjoy the show when the attack upon the jail should commence in earnest.

Theres your honest citizens who ought to be falling in and right shouldering arms to come and help us, said Major Harkness to Signal. There they are!

Signal stared, amazed.

I dont make it out, said he. I dont understand it at all!

You wouldnt, kid, answered Fitz Eagan. But the fact is that you dont understand the lay of this land any too well.

Are there no honest men in Monument with a little nerve? asked Signal desperately.

Tons of em, said Fitz Eagan. Tons and tons of em. But why should they mix in on this? They shouldnt and they wont. They dont know which side is straight. Thats the mistake that Sheriff Ogden has made. Hes had to play both sides against the middle, I admit that. But he ought to have let the crowd see where he stood!

How could he let the crowd see and not let both sides see? asked Major Harkness.

Fitz Eagan appeared to agree. It was a tight hole and a bad fix for the sheriff, he admitted. This defense of Ogden seemed very wonderful to Signal. Finally he exclaimed:

If the sheriff really is honest, why isnt he here now to help us fight?

I dunno, answered Fitz Eagan. But I do know this — that you cant judge of a man until youve seen him finish the race. This one is barely started! Give Ogden another chance to come through!

They continued their investigation of the main floor. There were three small rooms across the front of the building. One of these was the room of the sheriff himself, where Signal already had sat. Of the other two, one was devoted to supplies and guns of all necessary kinds, together with fetters of various sorts; the other served as a cooking and living room for the jail guards. Each of these rooms contained a window. Eleven windows, therefore, looked in upon the main floor of the jail.

Were like water in a sieve, commented Fitz Eagan. How can we keep from leaking out, I ask you?

They went down into the cellar. It was practically as large as the floor above it, and that floor was supported by a small forest of timber pillars.

They could fire this! said Fitz Eagan at once. And once they fired it, they could burn us out like so many rats! Isnt that right?

Thats right enough. But how would they get fire into this? asked Signal curiously.

By bashing a hole through the cellar wall, the same as they could do through any of the floors above, said Fitz Eagan. This jail is a fine fort. Id as soon be in a glass house! They can do everything but look through at us! And well have to have a man on every floor, every minute of the time!

This seemed obvious.

They posted the two regular jail guards one in the attic and one in the cellar. Their fear, which they plainly showed even after the arrival of such reinforcements, should be enough to keep their senses upon the alert.

The fighting corps, as they might refer to Eagan, Harkness, and John Signal, was to take charge of the main floor, since if there was an attempt to rush the jail, or to get possession of the windows from the outside, of course the attack would have to be met at that level.

There remained the moot question of Sim Langley. The moment he saw Fitz Eagan and Harkness, he ceased his clamoring for freedom from his cell. Harkness walked up to the cell and rolled a cigarette while he eyed the prisoner.

Sim Langley, he said, you always have known that I look on you as a rat?

Langley made no answer but, with an equal coolness, he rolled a smoke of his own, and regarded the other placidly through the bars of the cell.

A poison rat! repeated Harkness.

Harkness, said Langley, youve got a great name for yourself around Monument by bumping off a few tenderfeet. I never laid no stock by you. And I aint ready to change my mind now. I figure you for a low four-flusher, and if you want to call my turn, let me out of this cell and gimme a six shooter. When Ive finished with you, your partners can finish with me. But finish you I can and I will, if I get the smallest half of a chance!

This is something pretty good, declared Harkness. Do you hear this boys? Langley is getting a heart inside of him. The yellow doesnt show such a broad streak today! Will you let him walk out and talk to me, Alias?

Therell be no fighting here, answered Signal. Not a damn bit of it! Langley, youve chucked your chance to come out and help fight for your own hide.

To this Fitz Eagan replied that the fault was Harkness and not the prisoners. Still Signal would not permit Langley to leave the cell until he had finished writing out his confession. And that, most unwillingly, he did.

It was not a long story. It simply told how Henry Colter had called together his clan of fighting men and informed them of the scheme which he had on foot. He was to ride down into Mexico in order to get sure details of the start and the progress of the caravan of mules. After that, he was to retire into the upper mountains, east of Monument. There he was to wait, peering down into the lowlands and the hills to spy certain far-off fire-signals which the smugglers, he was led to believe, usually used in order to communicate with their friends.

All went as he had planned, and, among those wild uplands where Signal first met Colter, he had been keeping his watch and had spied out the train. In answer to his own call, his men then went up to meet him, and they descended into the lower lands, paralleling the course of the mule train. They did not come upon a perfect spot for ambuscade until the train was in San Real Ca¤on, where the blow was delivered with sweeping effect. Only one man had escaped, and that man was badly wounded. Colter, Dad Bone, Charlie Bone, Joe Klaus, Langley himself, and several more had worked in the raid. They had planned to leave no living men, when they saw the pocket into which the Mexicans had ridden. But luck defeated them.

This confession Langley signed.

Im signing my life away, he explained gloomily. Theyll never leave me alone, now, until theyve snagged me for this! Never!

He added with more bitterness:

It never would of happened — wed of got away with everything, if it hadnt been for the kid, here!

And he paid John Signal with a glance of uttermost hatred. But however much he might hate the boy, his interest was now plain; his own skin was more endangered than that of any other man. It was his life that the others chiefly wanted. As for his confession, that might well be discredited in a court of law; but his personal testimony would be utterly damning to too many lives. So Simeon Langley was loosed from the cell and furnished with a rifle and revolvers — his own!

The plan for the defense was now thoroughly established. To the two regular guards of the jail, the outlook from the top floor and from the cellar was to be entrusted. Langley, Signal, and Major Harkness were to go the rounds of the various rooms on the main floor continually, and Fitz Eagan, whose fame and whose fighting experience caused him to be entrusted with the command, would move from one part of the building to the other, wherever he saw fit to go.

Dusk was now coming on, and through the windows they looked gloomily forth upon a world of yellow and pale blue, constantly deepening to purple and gold. Every moment brought their danger nearer. Then Fitz Eagan made a little speech to his assembled garrison. He said:

You been brought up around here to believe in speed. Forget that tonight. Never fire until you got a perfect bead. Always make sure. Nothin encourages the other gent so much as to be missed. Nothin discourages him so much as to be shot — even if you dont nip off no more than a finger. Besides, we dont want the air in the jail to get all smoked up. Keep your eyes open. And the best way to keep them open is to keep moving. Once every round, stop short and listen hard. Then walk again. Take a slant out of every window as you go past it, and dont forget to look down because theyll have to come up to get us through the windows. Now, boys, were in a hell of a hole. The worst I ever was in in my life. Theres about one chance in ten of seein sun-up. Lets forget about that. Lets aim to die well!


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
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NOW JOHN SIGNAL well could remember similar instructions often received from his poor mother, from the school teacher, from the minister — that the greatest thing in life was to die well. But they had meant death met with a composed mind, with good will and forgiveness to our enemies, with prayers upon the lips, and upward intentions in the soul. The meaning of Fitz Eagan, however, was plainly different. He wanted them to die well — each man fighting to the last gasp, each man shooting straight.

I take it, said Fitz Eagan, that were uncommon fighters, all four of us. The only shame is that the other pair of rats has to be classed with us, sos folks can say afterward that the jail was kept with six men. But if weve got any luck, the four of us should be able to down three apiece, and that would make a pretty fair total. If we can do that, there wont be enough left to the Bone gang to steal a hoss, tomorrow! And, at this thought, he laughed.

Major Harkness said suddenly:

What about your brothers? Why didnt they come in on this with you?

Said Big Fitz Eagan sourly:

I dont know what brothers you mean.

You dont? Well, everybody else does! I say, where are they? Why arent they here, fighting beside you?

Fitz Eagan answered again, heavily:

Ive got no brothers. Theyre worsen dead to me!

And this caused even the hardy Major to blink a little. It shocked and appalled John Signal, for he understood that, for their failure to follow their brother into this nest of danger, he disavowed them forever.

The dusk gathered, deepened. Now they could see the lights of the town; and finally, the long yellow rays began to pass through the barred windows, casting faint, tangled shadows upon the northern wall of the jail.

The time of danger truly had arrived, and the guards began their watchful procession from room to room. Passing the southern windows, John Signal paused at each to make sure that no enemy crouched beneath it, and he also glanced out to see the crowds who still patiently waited at windows and on roofs to see the commencement of the long expected battle. He was grimly amused by this worthy patience, and by the thought that one per cent of those worthy citizens would be enough to swamp the Bones, and set free the defenders of the jail from all danger. But such a step did not occur to them. The newspaper reporters, with thick pads of paper and with plenty of sharpened pencils, would be waiting feverishly, too. This was their opportunity to make national copy!

He was passing the big front door for the third time after utter darkness fell, when Signal heard a faint knock, rapidly repeated from the outside. He stepped close and called in a guarded voice:

Whos there?

Its me! gasped an unmistakable voice.

No hesitation made Signal pause. He was thrilled by a vast wonder, and then he unlocked, unbolted the door, and dragged it open. A prostrate form lay before it. He reached out, collared the man, and jerked him inside. The door was already closed again when a rifle pumped two bullets from across the street, but the lead splashed like water from the iron bindings of the door, and John Signal leaned over the senseless body of Crawlin! He exclaimed:

Are you hurt, man? Have they winged you?

Crawlin recovered a little.

I dunno! he gasped. I think they just shot me twice!

Where?

Through the heart! moaned the wretched man.

Signal smiled.

Youre scared half to death, Crawlin, he said. Stand up and shake yourself. Youre out of the water, now.

Crawlin, supporting himself on one elbow, fumbled at his body. He groaned with relief as it began to dawn upon him that he had not actually been struck by anything more real than terror.

But how did you manage to take the chance and get across to the jail?

I dunno, mumbled Crawlin. My God, my God, Id rather die quick and here than to face it again! Id rather die! It makes me sick at the stomach to think of what I done!

Well, and how did you do it?

I just walked down the street. They knew it was me. Nobody never pays no attention to me. When I come to the jail, I turned in toward the door. Then I rapped and you answered. I got faint with excitement and fell down — then they begun to shoot. I heard the bullets go thumping — into my own body, I thought. And then I woke up in here!

He clutched his face with his hands to shut out the terror of the picture.

Look here, said John Signal, between contempt and wonder. Youve done a brave thing, Crawlin. Youve done a damn brave thing thats going to be remembered. Why, the newspaper will be full of what youve done, tomorrow.

This suggestion acted as a tremendous tonic upon the coward. He got up from the floor and began to laugh, a little shakily.

You think theyll notice me, do you? Nobodys ever noticed me. I never had a fair chance to get on! I never been in a newspaper in my life. You think that theyll notice me?

Of course I think so. I know so. Youve been a hero!

Crawlin clutched the arm of the boy.

My God, he gasped, will people say that about me? Signal swallowed a smile.

Why, look at the thing for yourself, will you? said he. What do you make of it? Dont you suppose that theres hundreds of people in Monument that would like to see us out of this scrape? But of the whole lot, there was only one man that dared to come and break through and help us!

Yes, yes! gasped Crawlin. Im gunna fight for you, too. Gimme a gun, Alias, and you show me how to shoot, will you? Im gunna stay and show everybody that Im a man!

Ill give a gun to you. Dont you worry about that! But still I dont understand why you came!

Aint you answered that yourself? I come to help you fight! Besides, the sheriff gave me a message for you.

The sheriff?

Yes.

For me?

For you or Fitz Eagan. But youre more important in Monument right now than even Fitz Eagan!

He slipped off a shoe, and beneath the false sole he found and drew out a thin fold of paper. This the boy opened and lighted a match to read.

It said:

FITZ EAGAN, or ALIAS,

Theyve shut me off from you, they think. Perhaps they have. Ive tried to get through, and they have every inch of ground well-covered with their rifles. First of all, I want to give you warning that if you try to make a rush in any direction from the jail, youre probably done for. Theyve arranged light-bombs which theyll throw at the first sign of a break, and if you try to rush out, the light of the bombs will show you up almost as clearly as the daylight.

I think they have more than forty men scattered around the jail. Ive tried to drum up a posse in Monument, but the boys cant see the worth of risking their necks to kill a Bone and save an Eagan. You see that Im talking straight!

They think that Im mixed up on one side or the other, as well. I see that Ive been playing my cards like a fool!

At any rate, I want you to know that I havent stopped trying. If I cant do anything else, Ill try my single hand to get into the jail, and if I cant get in, Ill die trying.

This isnt mere guff!

Get Langleys written confession and try to hide it where not even fire could find it. But give poor Langley a fighting chance for his life.

I have in mind a desperate last chance — which is to try to get at the jail by getting into the house next door! From the cellar of that, I might be able to break through to you.

At any rate, I want you to know that Im working hard to get to you.

The Bone tribe has some grand scheme under way. Theyve brought several barrels of oil into the house, and perhaps theyll try to drench the outer wall of the jail with oil. But I dont think that the fire from the oil could spread through the brick wall to the woodwork inside. At any rate, keep on the watch for that!

Yours to the last, OGDEN.

With this letter, the boy hastened to Fitz Eagan, who read it over with much care. He declared that the light-bombs worried him more than anything else, for, as he said, their one real chance of safety had been to depend upon a break from the jail. Neither had he thought of the possibility of an attack with oil. And, as he pointed out to Signal, oil could be flung in quantities through the windows, and then fire thrown after it. In this way, the jail would instantly be rendered untenable, and, when the garrison attempted to flee, the burning jail, vomiting flame from the windows, would provide the light by which the fugitives would be shot down.

John Signal agreed, for the thing was only too palpable. They decided that Harkness and Langley should not see the letter, and Fitz Eagan tore it to shreds.

But, said Signal aggressively, after theyve thrown in the oil, what will become of the men who have thrown it? Will we be standing doing nothing?

Theyll show the wits of devils, answered Eagan calmly. I know the tribe, and I know what they can do. We can only stand tight and watch.

They returned to their posts to watch, but as John Signal went his rounds, little Crawlin shrank along beside him, a pitiable figure, wincing and shrinking from every sound and from every stir of the shadows.

But not ten minutes later, he clutched the arm of Signal with a feverish grip.

Listen! said he. And as Signal paused, he heard at first a light tapping against the wall which adjoined the vacant house, and that tapping rapidly increased to a violent pounding. They were trying to burst through the brick wall!


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
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NO SOONER DID that pounding develop than the whole garrison of the jail gathered to watch in fear and foreboding.

Whats up? gasped Crawlin. What can they do? Here — heres seven guns to shoot em down fastern they could enter. Are they crazy? Would they try to rush us through a hole in the wall?

Youre a fool! answered Fitz Eagan. They aint going to rush us. But—

At that moment there was a noisy fall of bricks into the cell room, and Signal, with leveled and ready rifle, sent a bullet through the hole. Plainly they could hear the exclamation of fear or pain beyond the wall, the noise of the voice almost drowned in the noisy echoes which rang through the jail.

Will that hold em?

So asked Crawlin, but instantly they distinguished the voice of Colter, crying loudly:

Give me the crowbar! The yellow livered skunks!

And the attack upon the wall began again.

With converging fire, six bullets crashed into the widening hole in one volley, but still Colter labored on, mysteriously shielded from the effects of the fire. And the hole was now a gap a foot in diameter.

At this point, the smashing of the crowbar ceased. The garrison of the jail ceased fire. Crawlin was coughing heavily, his throat stung by the gunpowder.

But still he clung to Signal, as a man in fear of shipwreck clings to a life preserver.

They havent the nerve to keep on, guessed Fitz Eagan, and Colter probably has been badly wounded. Nothing but wounds would keep that devil back now! Look here, Alias. Colter is your friend. You might try to talk to him and get us terms. This job looks worse than ever, to me!

Hed get no terms from Colter, broke in little Crawlin. He hates Alias now worse than he hates even you, Fitz!

Why, in the name of God?

Because of Esmeralda Pineta. She smiled a little too much on Alias to please Colter. He wants to cut out the heart of Alias, now. Hed cut it out with his own hand, if he could!

Whats that?

Look!

Glimmering in the dim light which flickered through the windows of the jail, they saw a stream of liquid pouring through the hole in the brick wall, and washing in a broad ripple across the floor. The next instant, the rank odor of oil was in their nostrils.

Its the oil, the oil! groaned Fitz Eagan. The devil taught Colter that trick.

They rushed back to the rear of the room. Crawlin, half collapsing in panic, had to be supported by John Signal. Skinny, the guard, started up the steps to the attic, but Fitz Eagan caught him and pulled him back.

You fool! he said. Dont you know that fire climbs faster than a squirrel?

Signal, desperate and swearing beneath his breath, sent five rifle bullets through the gap in the wall from which the oil was pouring. It ceased. But instantly it began again, as though another barrel were emptying. And now the wash of the oil had carried clear across the floor of the jail, and as they hurried down the steps into the cellar, the liquid filtered after them.

But dyou hear? screamed Crawlin, fighting against Signal as the latter dragged him on. Well be roasted in here — the oilll drop through — the burnin oil. The floorll collapse. Well be fried like pigeons! Oh God, oh God!

This shriek of despair was hardly ended before a half stilled, heavy explosion shook the building, and a rain of mortar and bricks showered down into the cellar. The oil had been ignited, and now a pungent odor of the burning stole down into the cellar.

The roar of the flames went up, now; and far off, they heard the distant outcries of the watchers; and nearer at hand there were savage voices of triumph that sounded in the ear of John Signal like the voices of wolves, howling.

That danger which Crawlin had prophesied was almost instantly on the way to fulfillment. The explosion of the first ignition of the oil had knocked many small holes in the floor, and through these holes the flaming oil streamed down, widening in fiercely burning pools upon the floor. Skinny, trying to beat out one of those fires, himself was caught by the flames, and rolled screeching on the floor until Fitz Eagan wrapped him in his coat and thus stifled the flames.

But everywhere the danger was streaming down upon them, and the floor was puddled with blue, squirming fires, and the air heavy with the oil smoke.

Look! shrieked Crawlin. Theyre comin at us with fire through this wall, too!

A considerable section of wall was seen to crumble inward at that instant, but in the dusty mouth which opened there appeared an unsteady figure, whitened with dust of mortar, and a hoarse voice called to them:

This way, boys, and quick, for Gods sake!

The voice of Sheriff Ogden!

They lurched toward him wildly. From the safety of that chamber beyond, they looked back to an increasing inferno, for the whole cellar of the jail now was bursting with flames, as fresh currents of the oil dropped through the crumbling floor.

Crawlin, nearly insensible with terror, was dragged on by John Signal while Fitz Eagan laid his hand on the shoulder of the sheriff.

That one touch was all the thanks that Ogden received at that moment, though he had appeared, indeed, like an angel of grace! He led the way back through the moldy cellar of the house, merely saying: I was here a whole hour before. I didnt dare to tackle the wall until they began to make enough noise upstairs to cover the sound. I thought Id never get through. Damn the mason who put up that foundation wall. He made it as strong as iron!

They gathered at the foot of a narrow stairs, the sheriff and Eagan in the lead, Signal and Langley just behind, and the major in the rear.

Theyre up there, somewhere, said the sheriff. Go soft, boys. Hear em dancing their jig and whooping it up! God, God, to think that Ive let them reptiles live safe here in Monument!

And he pushed up at the side of Eagan.

At the head of the stairs they found a door, through which they suddenly charged, and before them was a sudden flaring of guns. Signal saw the sheriff plunge forward on his face, while Fitz Eagan leaped powerfully to the side.

That left the way clear for John Signal, and he saw before him first of all Charlie Bone, a gun flaming in his right hand, his face convulsed with a wild laughter. Beside him stood Henry Colter, with two six shooters booming.

He looked like a tiger. His dark hair was on end, his face grimly set. Straight at that face the boy fired, and saw his man go down.

He swung on Charlie Bone and fired again, and Charlie Bone dropped his gun and clutched his breast, staggered, and went down on his face under Signals third bullet.

Clear of the doorway, now, Signal could see the whole scene. Old Dad Bone, his white hair flying, his beard divided, was heaving a sawed-off shotgun to his shoulder. That maneuver must be stopped! Joe Klaus was running into the hall from an adjoining room, which appeared to be filled with oil smoke. He came like a giant out of a cloud, with the white mist clinging to his shoulders. There were other fighting men right and left. The cream of the whole Bone faction was gathered here.

To meet them, Langley came shouting through the doorway, ready to die; and Major Harkness, fighting with a rifle for surety, even at this close range, followed.

In the first half second, as Charlie Bone pitched forward, Signal saw these things; and then a heavy impact struck his left shoulder and jammed him against the wall.

He sank to his knees, and, looking across the room, now rapidly darkening with smoke, he could see Henry Colter, already on his knees and driving another bullet after the first. That second shot skimmed past the cheek of Signal and he fired in return as a burning pain leaped through his right side. The revolver began to wobble in his fingers. He tried to take it with his left hand, but his left arm hung helpless, useless, and still Colter, like a demoniac, was firing through the mist.

Then a giant charged through the smoke-fog — Fitz Eagan, who had found his man. And the boy saw Henry Colter swaying to his feet to fight out the battle.

After this, John Signal saw little more. It was not merely the smoke which clouded his vision, but a dimness of his eyes, and the last thing which lived in his senses was the lions roar of Fitz Eagan, grappling with his foe.

Then bursts and red jets, as it were, of consciousness, returned to Signal, and he was aware of little flashes of the things that passed around him.

He saw a narrow, fear-strained face close to his, and vaguely he recognized Crawlin and heard the shrieking of the little man:

Alias, Alias, are you dead? Are you dead?

Afterward, frightful agony seized upon him. He looked up; he saw through a fiery mist of agony that Crawlin, with labor, was dragging him off!

Again consciousness snapped back to him. Through wildest chaos he heard the voice of Major Harkness vowing that he would get one more before he died.

But that was the end for John Signal.

He heard and he saw no more until a sense of cool dampness crept up his spine; and then bitterly stabbing pains through his right side, and through his left shoulder. There was a sting in his cheek, also.

He wakened.

Strong bandages gripped his body. He could look out from one eye, only, for the other was shrouded by a tightly fitted strip of cloth.

But through that one eye, he saw the leonine face of Fitz Eagan, and nearer, leaning above him, the freckled bridge of Pollys nose, and Polly herself, looking a singular greenish-white.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
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THEY MADE A peaceful party on the veranda of Fitz Eagans house by the river.

John Signal had been carried out for the first time to enjoy the evening coolness. His face was thin and covered with long, scraggling, pale beard; but his eyes were bright again. Fitz Eagan and the sheriff had carried out his cot, each damning the other for carelessness and stumbling, while Polly moved beside him, giving crisp orders.

Major Harkness, his left arm in a sling, stood near by, smoking a cigarette which Crawlin, perched at the top of the veranda steps, had rolled for him.

The papers are still playing it up, said Major Harkness. Theyve lighted on Crawlin, now. Theyve made Crawlin the real hero.

And so he was, said the sheriff. Without Crawlin, how would we have won through? You boys would have tried to break loose, and then you would have been fairly peppered! Who but Crawlin would have dared to even try to get through into the jail?

Crawlin stood up and cleared his throat.

Aw, said he, a man has to take a chance, dont he?

They did not smile. They looked gravely at Crawlin and then at one another.

A lot of rot, said the sour major. This talk about the Wild West makes me sick.

Well, admitted the sheriff comfortably, Monument is getting tolerable quiet, now.

I always knew that Ogden would spoil our fun if he got half a chance, said the major. And hes gone and done it. But it never was really wild.

No, nice and quiet youd call it, said the sheriff.

Look here at the little old fracas in the jail, said the major. Youd think, to hear the talk, that everything was dripping with blood. Hell, no! Charlie Bone and Colter dead on one side, and Langley on the other, if you can say that Langley was on the other side!

He laughed.

Is that a pitched battle, as they called it? said the major in conclusion.

It was pitched enough, said Polly. They nearly did enough harm!

She glanced at the wounded boy, and he smiled frankly up at her.

Are you better, honey?

Im fit as a fiddle, said John Signal.

But Monument is only a monument now of the good old days, said the major, pursuing his tone of bitterness. It aint a wheel of what it used to be. You did it, sheriff! You and Signal, of course! Confound him!

He scowled at the boy, and John Signal smiled at the ceiling.

I didnt want to use him, said the sheriff. Ill let you ask him if I did.

You tried to run me out of town, said Signal. I never quite understood it.

Youre tolerably young, Johnny, said the sheriff. You gotta admit that youre tolerably young, I guess!

Ill admit that! But when you sent me out to collect those taxes — that looked as though you wanted to get rid of me!

Dyou think that I ever dreamed that youd do it? I never thought that any man in the world was young enough and fool enough to risk his life like that! I was only giving you a good mans chance of resigning.

And what made you so hot to have me resign?

Because I saw from the way youd started that youd soon have everything in a mess around here! Of course, I saw that, and that youd be at the throats of the Bone outfit before long. I didnt want that. I wanted more time. I was crowding them — and the Eagans! — into a corner.

He paused to chuckle, and Fitz Eagan freely joined in.

Besides, said the sheriff, I knew all about you before youd been in Monument a day.

You did?

Yes.

About the shooting in Bender Creek?

Yes, I knew that, but not the truth about it. I knew that youd been forced into that fight. I didnt know that your man hadnt died, though. But I knew that you were a straight kid. When you came, I was glad to have you for a new deputy. In about one day, I thought you were going to burn up Monument.

He didnt, though, commented Fitz Eagan. He only burned up a house, a barn and the jail!

They laughed, all of them, with much good nature.

Wheres the flowers? asked the major suddenly.

What flowers? asked Polly.

Didnt Esmeralda send any today?

Theyre doing perfectly well inside the house, said Polly sharply.

Look here, Polly, aint she got a right to send flowers, even, to Johnny?

Stuff! said Polly.

Poor Johnny, said Fitz Eagan. Hes got a claim filed on him, and hell never be a free man again!

But John Signal merely smiled at the ceiling.

Hey, said Crawlin, aint that one of those reporters coming down the street?

It is, sure enough.

Ill do the talking, said Fitz Eagan.

The reporter, young, straw-hatted, paused at the gate and raised his hat.

May I come in?

You may not, son.

I see the major is much better.

Who told you so? asked Harkness sharply.

I would like a few words with Mr. Crawlin, if possible.

Not possible, said Harkness, as Crawlin eagerly started up.

Crawlin sat down, greatly disappointed.

About Mr. Signal, continued the reporter, we would like to know if it is true that the Se¤orita Pineta and Mr. Signal have become betrothed.

About that, said Fitz Eagan, I dunno what to say, but I could introduce you here to the next Mrs. Signal.

And he waved to Polly.

But it isnt true! cried Polly.

She cried out so faintly, however, that the reporter did not hear.

And now you better run along, me son, said Fitz Eagan.

That lions voice did not need to repeat itself. The reporter went off, with a halting step as he scribbled notes frantically. He had his dearly prized scoop at last.

Why did you say that? stammered Polly to Fitz Eagan. There — there isnt a word of truth in it!

Aint there? grinned Fitz Eagan. You mean because Johnny is too much down to talk to the papers for himself? But Ill do his thinking for him, Polly! Or, if you got any sense, look at the fool expression that Johnny is wearin now!

There was no doubt about it. John Signal was pink with pleasure, and Polly turned and ran suddenly into the house. Said John Signal:

Dyou mind, one of you, going in and telling Polly that Fitz spoke for me?

I — Ill do it! cried Crawlin, and was gone through the door before a more dignified messenger could be selected.

There was only a brief silence on the porch, and then Crawlin came sauntering out again with an absent-minded expression.

What happened? asked Fitz Eagan.

About what? asked Crawlin.

Why, what did she say?

Aw, shes all right, said Crawlin carelessly.

What dyou mean, then?

I was just wondering.

About what?

Why, you know this newspaper talk about me?

We know it, well enough.

About me and me fearless work in the jail?

Yeh. We read all of that.

I wanted to say, bein frank and open, that while the fightin was goin on, I was scared. Not much, yunderstand, but a little bit!
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CHAPTER I
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UNDOUBTEDLY COLONEL CLISSON was angry. All through the first day of the rodeo his anger grew, and on the second day it waxed mightily. He represented the whole of Texas and all of Texas ways, and it cut him to the very heart when he saw dally men from California and Nevada come into his territory and at his own pet rodeo, where he himself offered most of the prizes, carry away the glory and the hard cash.

The invaders had won at the shooting contest on the morning of the first day, distinguishing themselves with both rifle and revolver; on foot, kneeling, prone, or in the saddle on a moving horse, they had excelled the tie men in every respect.

Some said that this half dozen of center-fire riders were professionals, and not real cowpunchers at all. That is to say, they were a group who went from rodeo to rodeo throughout the country, splitting between them the prizes that they won. Such men, with none of the full and aimless hours on the range to burden them, were able to devote all their attention to the points that were most likely to count in a contest. They could bulldog, for instance, for a month at a time, and work up their skill close to perfection. Some of these men went into circuses, in the end, and travelled East and amazed the thousands.

But, professionals or not, Colonel Clisson was enraged by the successes of the invaders. After their victory in the shooting, they had been victorious in bulldogging, in riding wild steers, in roping, fancy and for time, in all the contests, and, when it came to the riding of the horses, which was the concluding portion of the entertainment, they stood well together at the top.

They are professionals, said the colonels foreman. In that there grama country, they dont learn to scratch their hosses none when theyre pitchin around. But look at that buckaroo now... look how tight hes settin and swingin his spurs mighty fine. I wouldnt hate to lay my bet that he aint drawed a paycheck off a ranch inside of five year. Look at the color of him. Hes as pale as a dude gambler.

The colonel snorted. There was a time, he said, when this country of mine was filled with punchers who would climb up the side of anything that called itself a hoss. But that time is gone, and Im glad, sir, yes, Im glad to see strangers come in and put our people in their place. Not one man, Pete, has dared to so much as ask to have a look at my mare, here.

Pete Logan, the foreman, felt that there was a cut intended in this speech, and he scratched his chin for an instant and with thoughtful eyes watched the contest progressing between the center-fire buckaroo and the wrong-headed roan. It was a prize bucking horse, that roan. It fought like a pair of wildcats thrown over the shoulder of Old Nick. But, nevertheless, the stranger was flapping his hat and working his cruel, scraping spurs and taking the heart out of the roan rapidly and surely.

Pete turned his head and looked at the mare in the pen. The walls of that pen were nine feet high, because it was said that over a smaller barrier she would either leap or scramble, and up and down behind the bars she swung back and forth, like a panther walking at its cage screen. She was a fury, a thorough and educated bad one. When she felt the eye of the foreman resting upon her, she paused in her pacing to and fro and looked back at him, flattening her ears.

Pete Logan was upset and turned his head hastily away from her. He knew horses from beginning to end, but this was a very different matter. To enter a contest with her would be like entering the cage of a tiger. Even her beauty made her more terrible. For she was clad in chestnut silk, dappled over with leopard-like markings of shadow, and the gloss of her flank was as bright as burnished metal. She had had five years of glorious freedom on the range. Three times she had been stolen by roving horse thieves whose eyes were taken by her glory.

The first one had left a small scar on her back and a confirmed hatred of the human race in Excuse Mes proud heart. The second had been pitched into a dreadful nest of Spanish bayonet, where even Excuse Me would not follow, and where he would have died like a tortured wildcat, with the mare prowling on guard about him, had not a range rider found him the next day and cut him free, and carried him off to the ranch house to wait for a doctor, and jail. The third would-be horse thief must have been a magnificent rider, for he had stuck to Excuse Me until his spurs had deeply scored her sides. But his fate had been the worst of all, for they had found him where he fell and where the demoniac mare had pounced on him. He was battered to a rag, literally beyond recognition.

When the colonel heard of that, he went out with a rifle to shoot her. But when he looked down the sights, and the round of them held the perfect beauty of her head, he relented. Instead, he ordered her to be caught up and gentled with the utmost care.

She was accordingly brought in. They said that she fought like a beast of prey, rather than a horse, rushing at the punchers instead of away from them, and biting at the ropes that restrained her. Then, for six months, the colonel himself supervised her training. There was nothing in the shape of a horse that could not be gentled and trained, he said, and he knew how to do it. But at the end of six months he was wearing a plaster on his right temple, and he walked with a limp. She was like fluid fire, said the colonel, and no precautions could make the handling of her safe. So he brought her to his rodeo to be given to the man who rode her.

That man never would come over the horizon, he was sure, but, nevertheless, it would be a beautiful and terrible thing to see Excuse Me perform.

However, he had brought her in vain. The punchers, when they asked for horses in the contest, paused only for one glance through the bars at lovely Excuse Me. Then they went hastily on, some with a visible shudder. For, in fact, as has been said, her beauty made her only grimmer to behold.

Not even asked to try a saddle on her? exclaimed the colonel with increasing savagery. They aint a man of em that wouldnt rather get on top of a tank of nitroglycerine.

Why, sir, said Pete, with a rather lopsided grin, I feel the same way about it.

You do? And aint you got no shame, Pete, to stand here, a strappin young feller like you, and confess that to my face?

The fact is, said Pete, that the nitroglycerine might not go off, but Excuse Me you damn well know would bust every time.

The colonel snorted, which was his habit when he was cornered past the rescue of words. Young man, young man, he said, Ive seen the day that no hoss in this country would go unchallenged. Ive seen men that have walked fifty mile, for the sake of tryin their hands at a man-killin hoss. What you got that fool smile on your face for?

I was recollectin of the day, said Pete Logan, when we ties the sack of crushed barley onto the back of Excuse Me and turns her loose. Maybe you disremember that day, sir?

Bah! said the colonel.

I was smilin, said Pete Logan, to think that she bucked so hard that she split open the side of that sack and sent the barley squirtin out like water.

I remember, said the colonel dreamily, that on that day she then spent a long time smashin that good barley into the mud of her corral.

Yeah, drawled Pete, shes a lamb, I reckon. He raised his hat. How dye, Miss Furneaux?

The colonel hastily followed the example of his foreman and removed his hat to a woman of middle age who now rode up to them. She had a handsome, sun-browned face, lean and clean-looking, and the most honest gray eyes in the world. She smiled at them both.

Our boys are not having much luck, she said.

I would rather have us represented by the women, Elizabeth, said the colonel. I would rather have the girls of this country represent us than the spineless, weak-hearted, chicken-livered rascals who are out there now, lettin themselves be bucked off like so many sacks of wheat... half-filled sacks, at that. He ended by pointing with a stiff arm. Look! he said.

At that moment, aptly to illustrate what the colonel had been saying, one of the Texas contenders was seen to leave the bowed back of his pony and fly upward without wings from his saddle, then drop like a plummet to the ground. The impact was audible.

I hope hes broken his neck, said the colonel.

Miss Furneaux looked at Clisson without a smile, but also without malice, for she understood thoroughly the bigness of his heart.

Why, thats Archie Hunter, she said.

Archie Hunter? repeated the colonel. Why, then, I must say that he sticks in my mind, in some way connected with your name, Elizabeth. What is it?

He was the dearest friend of Rod, she answered.

Ah? said the colonel. He began to add other words, but checked himself, seemed half choking, and turned a violent crimson.

Elizabeth Furneaux looked at him with the same faint smile of understanding. You meant to ask me what the latest news is about Rod, I suppose? she said.

Why, Elizabeth, my dear child, said the colonel, putting out a hand toward her, I never want you to speak a word that will hurt you. I never want that.

I dont mind telling you, she said. I had a letter from him not long ago, but, as usual, he says nothing about what hes really doing. Except that hes found a girl in the mountains. Something too exquisite to be human, I gather. Also... you probably know that theyve attributed another shooting scrape to Rod?

The man near Denver, do you mean?

Yes. The man is dead. Ive just heard. Thats all the recent news. Good-bye, Colonel. Ill see you again before the rodeo breaks up.

She rode off, and the colonel looked at his foreman with bared teeth, and Pete Logan looked back at him in the same fashion.

I wish, said the colonel, after a moment of sustaining this vicious grimace, I wish that Rodman Furneaux were thrown in the pen with Excuse Me. Confound him, I wish no better than that.

They might get on fine, said Pete Logan. Theyd be birds of a feather, after all.


CHAPTER II
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THE COLONEL SAID: Everything lost... everything ruined... everything gone to a lot of single-cinch...

The rest of his language defied reproduction.

Heres Sam Parker, said Logan. I been wonderin where Sam was. Theres a he-man when it comes to ridin a hoss.

Bah! snorted the colonel. That Parker is drunk. He cant keep in the saddle hardly. You, Sam Parker, come here, sir.

Sam Parker came. He was a brown-faced youth with not much forehead and a vast smile over a lantern jaw. He looked at the colonel with the indistinctness of crossed eyes and a clouded brain.

Sam, said the colonel, are you gonna ride?

I reckon I am, sir.

Are you gonna stick on like a man?

I reckon I aint, sir.

Sam, youre drunk.

Yes, sir, said Sam. I been collectin and collectin and collectin this here bun for three days, and now I guess Im pretty well ripe. This here is about the best I ever been... I had an ol master to help to put on the finishin touches.

Some of those center-fire sneaks have got Sam drunk, suggested the colonel. Otherwise...

Who you been with? asked Pete Logan.

I jus lef ol Carrie Dunmore over to Chaffeys crossroads place. We been lettin the red-eye percolate until its got into our bones and made em jus so sof that fallin off a hoss wouldnt hurt.

Hold on! exclaimed the colonel. Did you say Carrie Dunmore? The Carrie Dunmore?

Yes, sir, ol single-shot Carrie. Hes over there. Hes jus warmin up strong.

Why didnt the underbred coyote come on to the rodeo? asked the colonel savagely.

Because he said that the sun was shinin warmer and the sittin was softer and easier there in Chaffeys place.

The lazy scoundrel! cried the colonel.

Yes, sir, answered Sam with a vaster smile than ever. Ive heard of the gent that was so lazy he starved to death because he wouldnt go to the smokehouse to get him a side of bacon. But I reckon that Carrie Dunmore is the most outlazyingest gent in the whole world.

Thats an honorable distinction, said the colonel. Is the fellow as drunk as you are, Sam?

Him, sir? asked Sam Parker. Is you referrin by any chance to my frien Carrie Dunmore? I gotta tell you, sir, that they aint enough liquor and time in the world to percolate into the insides of Carrie. He jus gets the outside a little pickled, but inside... hes fine as could be.

The colonel grew absent of eye and mind. Suddenly he said: Pete, take Charlie and Joe. Take an extra set of hosses along, too. Ride like fury. Its only two mile to Chaffeys place, and, if you cant get there in five minutes, you lose your jobs with me. Get that worthless, no-account, set-in-the-sun Carrie Dunmore, and bring him here.

The foreman looked anxious. Thats only three of us, sir, he said.

Suppose there are only three? roared the colonel. Is he a grizzly bear or a mountain lion? Besides, aint he drunk, by the report of that wothless Sam Parker? Go get that man. Rope him, tie him up, and bring him here. Ill make him ride, confound him!

Pete Logan departed at once. Along the fence, he picked up Charlie and Joe — seasoned cowhands — and told them what was wanted. They listened with long faces.

Why dont you ask me to go on an pull the teeth of a live buzz saw? asked Charlie plaintively.

It aint a question of wantin or askin, said the foreman. Its a question of gettin and doin. The old man is nutty, hes so mad. He wants Carrie Dunmore.

For a watch charm, maybe, Joe said with delicate sarcasm.

But they rounded up an extra horse and started at once on a dead run. In the specified five minutes their puffing, dripping horses halted at the roadside place of Chaffey.

Sounds of mirth issued from within, and the foreman risked a spy glance through the window before entering. He returned, cursing: Theres four of the best damn cowpunchers in Texas in there, and theyre all hangin around watchin Carrie juggle knives. It depends on how lubricated those gents are, what luck we have. Joe, youre a neat hand with a rope. Ill go in and get his attention... if I can. When I get in, you daub a rope onto him. Charlie, you stand by to help in any direction you might be needed.

So, determined, grim-faced, they advanced through the door into the place, and there they found five cowboys stamping on the floor and singing a thundering herd song, while Chaffey himself, behind the bar, smote the varnished surface with the flat of his pudgy white hand in time with the music.

All this accompaniment was for the benefit of a large young man who was dancing a jig with uncertain and fumbling feet, laughing at his own clumsiness, but while he danced his hands were seriously occupied. On the bar were laid nine or ten knives — hunting knives and big Bowie knives. Of these he had taken three and was juggling them into the air as he danced. As the newcomers entered, he greeted them with an Indian yell and added a fourth knife to the three that were in the air. This complicated his performance. What with the stumbling feet and the flight of four knives, it seemed that at any moment he might blunder under the heavy, descending point of one of the weapons. Indeed, he seemed to be drawing his head from side to side to escape their fall.

Wed better stop this, said Charlie. Hell be carving with one of these Bowies, before long.

Theyre gonna stop you, Carrie! yelled one of the audience.

Carrie answered with wild laughter, and actually turned his handsome head for a fraction of an instant toward the trio. Yet he managed to keep the knives flowing upward without an interruption, yelling: You there, Pete Logan... you line up agin the wall, ol hoss, line up there with your hands over your head, or Ill split you right in two!

Pete Logan hesitated, but he did not hesitate long. The wild light in the jugglers eye convinced him that there was a real danger, and back he went to the wall and stretched his arms above his head, only growling as he did so: I knew that wed land in the mud, Joe.

The chorus of five liquor-ridden cowpunchers grew louder, until it thundered, while Carrick Dunmore, still laughing, still reeling, flung a knife that stuck, humming, in the wood half an inch from Logans right ear.

Hey! yelled Logan. Look out, youll murder me!

If you budge agin, old hoss, I will! shouted Carrick Dunmore, and suddenly the knives flowed brightly from the flat of his hands — the four he had in the air and the others from the edge of the bar behind him. With them, he outlined the head of the foreman, who remained rigid with horror as, with shock after shock, the murderous steel flew home into the wall and hedged his head about in a close circle.

All the time the song of the cowpunchers thundered, and the knives flowed in beat with the song. When the last knife was thrown, however, enormous laughter swallowed all other sound.

Then: Step out, Pete, and look at your picture drawed on the wall, there, ordered Dunmore.

Pete stepped out and nodded to Charlie, and that worthy instantly had his rope over the shoulders of Carrick Dunmore. It happened with wonderful speed and unison of effort. While the five inebriated punchers were still helpless with excess of mirth, three pairs of hands were applied to the neck of the lariat, and Carrick Dunmore was yanked from his feet, dragged over the floor, and out the door, which was slammed and locked behind them.

Hey! shouted Dunmore. You poor, pudding-headed... Then laughter seized him again and shook him helpless.

Similar roars still bellowed from the saloon to tell of the hysterically weak men within. The trio, still grim enough and frightened enough, grappled Dunmore. His body was utterly relaxed, but it was not soft. It was loose, with the looseness of supple steel cables as they heaved him into a saddle, and then lashed his feet together beneath the belly of the horse.

Still he laughed as they started down the road. He reeled heavily from side to side. Only the lashings that gripped his feet seemed able to keep him in place, but still with inexhaustible laughter he roared and wept for joy at his own jest, as they thundered along, four men now, and three of them as proud of this exploit as though they had seized a robber chief from the midst of his band and carried him off to the power of the law.

So it was that they galloped onto the field of the rodeo, where the bucking contest still was in progress, although drawing toward a close, for the sun was sloping far to the west, and the dust that whirled up from the riding field floated, golden in the air. As they came, they could hear the bawling of an angry cow pony, and the whooping of an exultant and equally fierce rider.

One of them center-fire Californians agin, said the foreman, but maybe we can do something agin em now. Wheres something to sober up this here Carrie Dunmore?

They found a bucket of water and dashed it over him, and, as he emerged from it, spluttering, but still laughing with inextinguishable good nature, they led him to the judges and demanded his right to ride.

The judges regarded the unsteady newcomer with interest. Theys only two horses left to ride, they said. One of them is for Tom Bizbee. The other is the colonels mare. Would you like to try her, Dunmore?

I alays loved the ladies, said Carrick Dunmore. Lemme see this pretty girl?

They led him eagerly across the field to visit Excuse Me for the first time.


CHAPTER III
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MISS FURNEAUX WENT straight to the judges. There she looked them calmly in the eye and said: That big young man is going to try to ride the colonels pet roan, and shell kill him. Do you realize that?

Hes a mighty good rider, maam, was the first answer.

Good? Hes a drunken rider, just now.

Miss Furneaux, a man with too much liquor in him is rarely hurt, except with a bullet! Let him alone. Carrie will come out all right. There goes Bizbee, by the way, and hes caught a hummer!

Tom Bizbee was a serious young man who would not have been afraid of climbing the side of a thunderbolt and sitting on its back, stirrups or no stirrups. He rode the gray mustang that had fallen to his lot bravely and well to the very center of the bucking grounds, but there the gray rose, as it were, and dissolved like a skyrocket into a tangle of head, tail, legs, and Tom Bizbee.

From this explosion the mustang dropped lightly down, and Tom Bizbee fell in another place, and fell not to rise again. He stretched flat on his back, with his arms thrown wide. Spinning like a top, the gray horse whirled to savage him!

It was too sudden for thought, too horrible for expectation. The time for succor was some fifth part of a second before those steel-clad hoofs would smash in the breastbone, or shatter the face and skull of poor Bizbee. But with the yell of distress that arose mingled the sharp, hoarse bark of a revolver.

The gray mustang lurched up on his hind legs, wavered in the air, as though about to drop on the fallen man, and then crashed backward, dead.

What a wonderful shot! said Elizabeth Furneaux.

Him that fired it was the same drunk cowpuncher! said a judge.

She stared. The crowd was flooding onto the field and examining the wound — a bullet hole through the head of the gray! But Carrick Dunmore was gripping the bars and looking through them at the mare within.

Who is he? Whats his name? asked Elizabeth.

Him? Thats Carrick Dunmore, that...

Carrick Dunmore? Great heavens! she exclaimed, and changed color. Her horse moved off, and she seemed too stunned to handle the reins and check him in place.

Whats the matter with her? Whats Carrick Dunmore in her life? muttered one of the judges.

Why, I never thought of it before now. But wasnt her mas name Dunmore?

Hey! Then maybe theyre related in some way?

Why, maybe! Whatll Carrie do? Ride the dappled chestnut?

Oh, he might try. But no mans sons gonna ride that mare, my boy.

Carrick Dunmore was still at the bars, considering Excuse Me. Whats the breeding of this here mare, Colonel? he asked.

Well, whatd you guess, Carrie?

Id guess she was sired by a streak of lightnin out of a black norwest blizzard, Colonel.

The colonel laughed.

Dont look like a man would be none at home with her, remarked the thoughtful Carrick Dunmore.

Whod you expect to be easy with her, Carrie? went on the colonel, enjoying this conversation.

Why, a couple of well-growed grizzly bears might handle her... or a pack of mountain lions might have some chance, if she didnt kick out their hind sights.

Dunmore, said one of the judges, coming up, shes the last horse that hasnt been ridden, or tried. Do you want her, or do you stay out of this?

If they was fifty hosses here in these here pens, said Carrick Dunmore, and, if I was to have the first choice, I wouldnt pick nothin but her. Wheres all these cowboys? Aint they got an eye in their heads? Payin all that attention to common mutts when theys a thoroughbred queen of Spain standin here to take em in one jump all the way to glory? Lead out beautiful. I wanna be interduced.

Six men, busily, cautiously laboring, snubbed her head short against a post, then worked the blanket and saddle onto her velvet back. She did not struggle greatly. Now and again there would be a ripple through the shoulder muscles, or a bending of the back upward. But like one that knows that the time has not yet come to strike, she waited.

Shes pretty quiet, aint she? said the colonel.

Aw, shes quiet, said Dunmore. Shes about as quiet, it seems to me, as a blast of powder before the fire gets to it. I bet that shes got wings.

They led her out, blindfolded, and Carrick Dunmore mounted. He was still far from recovered from the fumes of drink. His foot twice missed the stirrup, and he seemed to need the help of many hands to heave into the saddle. But once he was fitted into it, he squeezed the mare with his knees, and she grunted at the enormous pressure.

Elizabeth Furneaux, lingering near, watched this performance with a pale face and with eyes that burned with a peculiar interest. Then she turned her horse and deliberately rode away from the grounds, only stopping to speak for a moment to the colonel. Behind her arose a wild whoop from the crowd, and, looking back, she could see Excuse Me black against the sun, with the hat of her rider batting her ears, and the swinging legs of him scratching her fore and aft. She waited to see no more, but with a shudder put her horse into a canter and hastened home.

In the meantime, Excuse Me showed her worth. Her exhibitions had been limited affairs in every sense before this. It was like putting a heavyweight champion against an amateur feather, to see her entertaining the best of cowpunchers who had come her way, but now she had met a master of the craft, and she did all that a horse could do. She fished for the sun and, landing, strove to jam her forehoofs to the heart of the earth. But the earth was furnished with springs, as it were, and cast her up again into the air. She was like a hawk that, missing its prey as it stoops, leaps with the bracing of its wings almost to the same vantage point and so shoots down again and again as rook or dove hurries for the shelter of the woods.

So Excuse Me went across the field. Her rider lost his right stirrup at the second jump — got it at the third — lost both stirrups at the fourth — found them again at the next. He circled the field, sometimes with the sun showing between him and the saddle, but still in his place. It was dreadful work. For Excuse Me threw in sudden variations, here and there, sometimes spinning in a circle with wonderful speed, the most deadly of all the tricks of a bucking horse. Sometimes she fenced-rowed for a bit, her hoofs flickering in a jigsaw frame upon the ground.

As that first slow circle was completed, men saw that blood was streaming from the nose of Carrick Dunmore.

But hes got her licked, they told one another.

Fiercely they said it, whispering, gripping the rails of the barrier, while they set their teeth hard, and hoped.

The six strangers, who had done so well, were gathered in one group, watching very thoughtfully, not with malicious eyes, but with a profound appreciation, such as one consummate artist yields to the work of another, even when its entered in competition with his own.

Twice around the pair worked. Then, as the mare was covered with flecks and streaks of foam and markings of blood where the cruel spurs had rasped her skin, men could see, also, that the face of Dunmore was deadly pale, his mouth opened, his eyes empty.

By gravy, cried the colonel, has she got him?

Nobody ever rode better, said Pete Logan, at his side. Good ol Carrie. Ride her, boy! Bust her! Hey, there...

Excuse Me had flicked over backward to the earth, her rider swerving sideways from the saddle. She rolled and pitched her hoofs, reaching her head about violently to tear the leg of Dunmore. But a fist of leaden weight smote Excuse Me upon the muzzle, and, as Dunmore settled into the saddle, she skyrocketed, twisting over in mid-air, and so went crashing down upon her back.

Dunmore, cast from the saddle, slowly crawled to his knees, and the mare lay for an instant still, also, then twisted over and pawed her way up to stand. Dunmore would have risen, but he could not. His legs seemed paralyzed, but he was seen to draw himself upon his strong hands toward the mare, and, as she lurched up, he reached for a stirrup leather and raised himself by a grappled saddle horn, and so, as she lurched to stand, she swayed him up with her. Men saw him reach back with his right hand and drag his right leg over the cantle. It flopped down helplessly and dangled, regardless of the stirrup, and a groan of sympathy and disappointment came from the watching crowd.

The very next fling of the mare would surely throw him. But Excuse Me flung no more. She stood for a while, with hanging head and with legs spread far apart. The reins hung idly down.

Beat, said all that crowd in a single voice. Although so many sounds were in it, it was not a loud voice, but as though each man and woman were announcing to himself a miracle.

Then Dunmore slipped still farther forward. His arms hung over the neck of the mare, and, with him in that position, loosely sagging toward the ground, Excuse Me walked quietly back to her pen and entered it veritably like one returned after an arduous and trying journey.

They took Dunmore from her and stretched him along the ground. A doctor kneeled by him, and listened to his heart, to his breathing. Then he touched him here and there with a needle and watched the reactions of the nerves and the muscles. Then he stood up.

Im very glad to say that theres nothing serious, he said. Only a temporary paralysis of the legs after the fall. And one other remarkable fact, my friends. This man is unconscious now from the fall. And... he must have been unconscious when he crawled back to the mare and mounted her with his hands alone.

The doctor went away. He said to his wife as they climbed into their buggy: Rather a pity that he wasnt killed. It would have been a fine ending for a perfectly worthless life.


CHAPTER IV
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FROM HIS LONG trance Carrick Dunmore wakened in a large, sunny room. His stunned brain had slipped into a deep sleep, and so he had spent a round of the clock and more. It was the prime of the day, and the sun flowed brilliantly through the lofty windows. It was an old-fashioned house. By the big, square room and the time-thinned carpet on the floor, he could guess the face of the house on the outside. It would be of wood, with a romantic wooden lantern built up from the center, and a good deal of gingerbread work about the eaves. It was one of those places made to look like a castle on the outside and a little like a palace within.

Nevertheless, Carrick was impressed and wondered how he had gotten here. But his brain refused to work hard on any subject. He lay back on his pillow and contentedly, lazily, watched the quiver of the shadows of the lace curtain falling upon the opposite wall. He noticed that the wallpaper was ragged, and there were water stains that proved that the roof had not been kept in very good repair. But chiefly he occupied himself with a painting that was on the wall facing his bed. It showed a town of twisted streets and red-tiled roofs swarming up the side of a hill; terraced olive orchards lay on either side like puffs of dissolving smoke, and in the sky was eternal sunshine and eternal peace.

Hello! said a voice at the window. It was a handsome woman of middle age, with a brown look of the outdoors. She was leading Excuse Me, and the window sill came so close to the ground that the mare was easily able to put her head in. She snorted in the direction of her master, and then looked half fiercely and half curiously about the room.

She knows you, said the woman, the beautiful rascal.

And I know her, said Carrick Dunmore, but Im afraid that I never met you, maam.

No, you havent, she said. But Im Elizabeth Furneaux. When you were hurt, of course, you were brought to my house. He looked puzzled, and she went on: Partly because Im close, and partly, of course, because I had to do what I could for the head of my family. Well, I wanted you to see Excuse Me, and now Ill go bring you some breakfast.

She disappeared, and Carrick Dunmore pondered with a startled brain a phrase she had used. He — the head of her family? However, he grew drowsy almost at once, and very nearly had to waken from deep sleep when the door opened and Miss Furneaux came in, carrying a tray of food. She put it on a bed tray that straddled him, and uncovered to him the fume of oatmeal porridge, with a yellow jug of cream beside it, two broad slabs of ham fried to a crinkle at the edges, and four eggs mounted richly on the field of that ham. Then there was another covered dish that contained wedges of hot cornbread, three inches thick, and a dish of butter. She stood without smiling at the foot of the bed and surveyed him with a mild and direct gaze such as he never had received before except from a man — and very few men, indeed, looked at Carrick Dunmore so straight.

He, looking back at her, decided that she not only had brought in the tray, but that she had cooked the food that was on it. By her hands, somehow, he could tell it, and the flush of heat about the lower part of her face. In one stroke he wrote her down as a woman who was a lady by birth and a man by necessity. Her work ranged from the kitchen to the herd, and he was sure of it.

Ill go out, if youll eat more comfortably when youre not watched, she said.

Dunmore smiled at her. He had one of those surprisingly bright smiles that light up a face as though a veil had been brushed aside before it.

Crowds never bothered me, Miss Furneaux, he replied. I could sleep through all the noise of a boiler factory, and I could sit down and eat with a thousand ladies and gents walkin by and lettin fall their monocles at the looks of me. With this, he poured the contents of the cream jug upon the oatmeal and heaped a white island of sugar in the center of the cream. This he then stirred vigorously with a tablespoon.

It makes me hungry to watch you, said Elizabeth Furneaux, laughing a little in a very pleasant voice.

You, he said, are what Id call a good provider. This would be somethin to dream about, if hotels could frame up such chuck.

My dear Cousin Carrick, she said, of course, Im delighted to have you... as long as youll stay.

He paused, halfway through the ham and eggs. Am I your cousin?

Not a shadow of a doubt of it. My mother was a Dunmore of Virginia, you know.

Dunmore... Virginia, he repeated. Why, thats a funny thing, isnt it? And thats what you meant by callin me the head of the house, I suppose?

Exactly.

No more men left in Virginia?

No. Except Alf Dunmores pair of twins. Their picture came last week, and theyre cute little fellows. But only five years old.

Thats old enough to make a steer mean, said Dunmore, but Ive gotta say that, if the house has me for a head, its not goin to use its brain much. Itll be more apt to crawl along on hands and feet.

She nodded and smiled a little. Life hasnt bothered you a great deal, Carrick, I suppose.

Not a rip, he said. Never bothered me a bit. As soon as I was big enough to know the difference between sunshine and shade, I liked the sunshine and loved to be in it. The sun is never dangerous except to them that work in it, Cousin Elizabeth. You sure that I got a right to call you that?

Of course, Im sure. You have the look of the whole family, besides.

Have I?

Certainly you have.

Look here, he said, suppose there might be other branches of Dunmores back there in Virginia?

Its not a common name, and the blood isnt common, either, thank heaven, she answered with a frank pride. Which makes me all the happier to have the king out here. Let me bring you some hot cornbread, Cousin Carrick?

No, thanks. King? he echoed.

She laughed. Of course, you remember the story about the first Carrick Dunmore? she asked.

Never heard of him before.

Dear me! Never?

Not a word before.

But that doesnt seem possible. Never heard any of the jolly old tales about Carrick Dunmore?

I mustve missed something, he said smilingly.

You bet you did, she said heartily. That about the king, for instance. One of the Dunmores had been arrested... not one of the people in the castle, but some poor relation on the outskirts of the village had had too much ale and had cracked a mans head with his staff. He was arrested. Carrick Dunmore came ramping to the jail and took the man out. He threatened to tear down the jail if such a thing happened again.

But the kings law? they said to him.

Robert Bruce is King of Scotland, he said, but I am king of the Dunmores.

She laughed at the end, and he joined her.

Well, well, he said, a fellow like that would have had a pretty excitin life in the days of Robert Bruce, I suppose, what with whangin each other around in armor and all that sort of thing. But I reckon that it would be kind of apt to rust a gents constitution, wouldnt it? I dont suppose he lasted long?

For those days, he did. He lived to be almost fifty, which was a ripe old age in the thirteenth century, you know.

I didnt know, said Carrick, but I wouldve guessed that they was scared of fresh air... and iron-clad shoes mustve raised pretty good crops of chilblains and rheumatism. What did the King of Scotland do when he heard what Carrick Dunmore had said?

That was a story, too, she said. The king was cross, of course, and he asked who Carrick Dunmore was, because he never had heard of him before. They told him that the Earl of Carrick lived in Carrick Castle in the town of the same name, and among his serfs were a number of people called Dunmore. One day as the earl was out riding, he found a crowd in the village street watching a ragged fellow juggling. The earl was pleased by the juggling, and, when he found out that the man was one of his own Dunmores, he ordered him to come to the castle to entertain the guests at supper.

This ragged man looked the earl in the face and told him that he had made a vow never to enter the castle except as its master. Naturally the earl was very angry. When he got back to his castle, he ordered one of his knights to arrest the serf. The knight tried it, but came back minus his horse and armor, and, with this as a starting point, young Dunmore gathered a gang of border riders and became a raider. A year or so later, he came back and popped into the castle of the earl one night... and in the morning, he was the master of the place. He gave the earl and his wife and son a horse apiece, and sent them away... but he took the name of Carrick to put in front of Dunmore. Thats how the name came into the family, you see.

What did the king think of that story?

He was amused. Then he sent word that he wanted to have Carrick Dunmore come to his court in order to be made a knight. Dunmore sent answer that no man would ever lay a sword on his shoulders without getting paid back with an axe... besides, he never knelt except in prayer, and that only on Whitsuntide and Christmas morning, because it was a family habit.

Dunmore laughed heartily. I wouldve liked to meet him, he announced.

He wouldve liked to meet you, Cousin Carrick.

And what did the king do then?

It makes another story, said Elizabeth. And I have to make bread this morning. Is there anything you need?

Not a thing. Except a new pair of legs.

For those, youll have to wait for time and the doctor, she said, and left the room.


CHAPTER V
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ALL THE EXCITEMENT that ordinarily will come to an idle and a drifting life had come to Carrick Dunmore, but he felt that this was his strangest adventure, in a way. This calm acceptance of him into a family of which he never had heard the day before seemed to Dunmore a dream-like thing. Above all, there was about Elizabeth Furneaux an air almost of reverence, of covert reverence, as she waited upon him.

It made Carrick Dunmore smile a little, as he considered it — and then he went to sleep again, deeply to sleep, and into a profoundly vivid dream of himself, axe in hand, battering down the wall of the jail and taking from it an unlucky fellow of his own name.

Robert Bruce is King of Scotland, but I am the king of the Dunmores, he was saying when he wakened, and found that it was late afternoon, the room filled with soft blue shadow, and at the foot of his bed was Elizabeth Furneaux.

Youre a grand sleeper, she said. The doctor has been here and thumbed you over like a schoolboys textbook, and you didnt open an eye.

What does he say?

He says that you can get up in the morning.

Thats a good thing, said Dunmore. Sit down, Cousin Elizabeth. Im mighty glad to see you agin.

Youre hungry, she said. I can see that youre ravenous. She smiled, as though the idea pleased her.

He pointed toward the picture on the wall. Ive been walkin up the streets of that town, he explained, ever since I fell asleep. I was so far inside of that picture that it seems queer to lie here clean outside of it agin.

Do you like it? she asked.

I like it pretty fine, said Dunmore.

Thank you, she said, because I painted it. Thats a little town between Monte Carlo and Nice. It looks as though it will slip off the shoulder of the mountain every minute. The castle is up there. A mighty good castle that a whole army could bump its head against. From the walls all these roofs go winding and tangling down beneath you. One of the old owners of that castle used to heave a rock from the battlements whenever he was angry with one of the families, and the rock would go smashing through the house from attic to basement.

Dunmore grinned. Those were the good old days, he said.

Oh, yes, she replied, the good days for people like Carrick Dunmore. She interrupted herself with a laugh. I mean the Carrick who was the friend of Robert Bruce.

Did those two get to be friends? asked Dunmore.

Yes, they did. Robert Bruce was very angry, of course, when he had such a saucy answer made to him by a man who was simply a partisan leader... not a noble, not even a knight. So the king summoned his army and went rushing across to pull down Carrick Castle. The Earl of Carrick went along to enjoy the fun. But when the earls own men tried their hands at the outworks, they got such an unlucky reception that they ran away without stopping for their dead and wounded.

The king considered the castle as a hungry dog considers a bone, but finally he felt that the bone was too thick and also that there were more wasps than marrow inside. So he sent for Carrick Dunmore under a flag of truce, and the Dunmore went down to see him. He sat at meat with the king, and Robert Bruce gave the great Carrick a good many compliments. Among other things, he said he was sure that such a man must have great ancestors, and Carrick said that he had.

This is the reason that I have attained to some honor, said Carrick Dunmore. This is my great-great-grandfather, he said, and laid hold on a heavy lance, and this is my great-grandfather, my grandfather and my father.

As he said this, he took hold successively of his shield, his sword, and his heavy battle-axe.

The king would have liked that, I guess, suggested Carrick Dunmore.

Of course he did, but he said... All these ancestors will be of no avail to you unless you also carry with you the blessing of heaven.

I have that, too, said Carrick Dunmore, and he took out a poniard as sharp and thin as an icicle that had almost been worn away in the sun.

So he and the king were friends after that? asked the young man.

They were friends ever after, but Carrick Dunmore never would take a title. The king used to ask him why he would not become a noble, and Carrick would answer... You have in your country a good handful of dukes, a bushel of earls, and more lords, baronets, barons, and knights than would make ten acres of standing wheat, if every helmet were turned into an ear of corn. But in all Scotland, there is only one Dunmore. That was a good answer, dont you think? finished Elizabeth.

A mighty good answer, said her guest, and they laughed together. I suppose he died rich and happy?

He was rich enough, I suppose, though he never had broad lands, as the word went in those days. He was a lazy fellow, you see, and it took a rude earl, or a king with an army, or some such thing, to stir him up.

Ah, said Carrick Dunmore, raising himself on his elbows, was he really lazy?

They say that he would sit all day with the sun in his face and never stir a hand.

The youth was greatly impressed and listened with an inward look in his eye. Well, well, he murmured, how did he get rich, if he didnt work a great deal?

Thats what the king asked him. He wanted to know where were the estates that enabled him to live so richly because there was hardly a patch of land beyond the castle and the village that he could call his own. Carrick took Bruce up to the top of his keep and pointed at the horizon.

Look all around, he said. There to the south, my cattle are grazing.

On what lands? asked the king.

On the lands of the horizon, said Carrick, and theyre getting fat on the blue of the sky.

How far south do you pasture your cattle? asked the king, who still did not understand. As far south as Oxenford, said Carrick. That was as much as to say, as far south as Oxford. You see this rascal of a Carrick Dunmore actually had raided as far south as Oxford in England.

Then he pointed to the west. There are some of my richest meadowlands and my best crops, growing, he said.

Man, said the king, I see there nothing but the naked blue ocean.

You are right, said Carrick Dunmore, and on it graze the fattest cattle in the world. I have there round-sided galleys from Ireland, and now and again I go out there and catch a good rich bull from Spain, fat with the sweet Spanish wines... I find bluff-browned English bulls there, too, and the joy of my blue meadows is that my cattle are so wild that they give me beef and hunting at the same time.

The king understood and laughed. Your cattle, he said, always graze on the blue?

Yes, said Carrick. Always.

That was how he came to be called Dunmore of the Blue.

Blue being a polite way of saying... Dunmore of the Highway? asked young Carrick.

Well, highways run into the blue edge of the sky somewhere, she answered. Ill go off and get your dinner ready.

So Carrick Dunmore dined mightily, and he slept again until the room was warm with the sun of the next morning. Then he rose and tried himself. He stretched each limb. He flexed and unflexed the muscles of his arms and legs, and he found that he was fit again. So he shaved and dressed and went out of the house. He found Elizabeth Furneaux raking up some alfalfa hay that grew among the fig trees of the front yard and was irrigated by water from the windmill.

From the outside, the house was exactly as he had imagined it. It was a big, white, square-shouldered place, with the paint peeled off, here and there, leaving a dull bluish look to the walls. It had a baronial air as it lifted its head above the old surrounding trees, but plainly the house had come to its dotage. Everything looked pleasant, and homelike, and poverty-stricken.

Elizabeth Furneaux seemed very surprised to see him.

You shouldnt be up, she said, until the doctor permits you to. Youd better go back to bed.

I wouldnt have any use for doctors, said Carrick Dunmore, if they was gold set with diamonds and small enough to be wore on a watch chain. Gimme the rake, Elizabeth, and Ill finish this bit of alfalfa.

She held him off with an air of horror. Let an invalid come out to work in a hayfield? I should say not! You go back and rest, Carrick.

He went back, willingly enough, and sat in the sun under the fig trees until she had finished the raking and hurried into the house to get his breakfast ready.

The last of the dew was evaporating, although the dust of the backyard was still darkened by it, and a sweet smell of hay floated to Carrick Dunmore. Out of the distance he heard the lowing of cattle. Somewhere, too, on the edge of the sky, a dog or a wolf was baying loudly. He smiled to himself, as if it were a voice speaking to him from the country of Dunmore of the Blue. He liked the idea of this man. It was doubly soothing to him to know of an ancestor so important, wearing his name, and also, above all, lazy like him. For he detested every physical effort except play. He reclined dreamily beneath the fig tree, until Cousin Elizabeth came out bearing to him a huge breakfast tray with twice as much on it as on the preceding morning.

Convalescents are always mighty hungry, she said, and stood by with an encouraging smile to see him eat.

But a touch of shadowy thought came into the eyes of Carrick. Tell me, he said suddenly, how many men you keep to run your place?

I cant afford hired men, she responded.

What! None at all?

There isnt much to do. I only run a few head of cows... then I have a few more for milk... a few chickens. I can sell milk and eggs in town for a very good price... and its only now and then that I have to get in hired help for plowing and harvesting the river bottomland.


CHAPTER VI
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NOW CARRICK DUNMORE looked at her in bewilderment. Across his mind flashed the picture of himself, at an early time of boyhood, idling about his fathers ranch, refusing to work, drifting off into the wild fields in the morning with his horse, hunting birds, or coyotes, or deer, and returning in the evening to meet the bitter words of his tired father, and the silent, worn face of his mother. He had hated himself, at times, for the pain that he allowed them to endure without effort on his part — but always his indolence was greater than his shame.

Now he felt a great impulse to do something for this woman. But what could he do, except physical labor spread over weary months and months of monotony? No sooner did the impulse soar in him than it faded dimly again. These were not the days when a man could pasture his cattle on the horizon blue, or hunt the fat-sided ships on the blue of the ocean. These were not the days of the first Carrick Dunmore.

So he sighed as he looked at Elizabeth Furneaux. Have you always carried on like this? he asked.

Oh, no, she said. Things were a lot easier when my nephew was here with me.

What became of him?

She hesitated. Youve never heard of Rodman Furneaux? she asked him.

No. I guess not.

Well, Rod had a dash of the true Dunmore blood in him, of course. He wants happiness, but he expects to get it by short cuts.

What do you mean by that?

I mean this, in short. He worked here, well enough, but work was not really what he wanted. Work brings in dollars, but I dont suppose any true Dunmore ever cared a lot for a bank account. And... at last he went off into the blue.

On the highway, you mean? asked Carrick bluntly.

Well, to be frank, Im afraid thats it. Hes joined Tankerton and his gang, they say.

Hes joined The Bull? said Carrick Dunmore.

I suppose he has.

That sort of beats me, he said. You take a brute of a man like Tankerton, why, what would keep your nephew up there with him?

The fun of the thing, Carrick. Just the fun of it.

It aint so much fun to get your neck stretched.

She shivered. Boys dont think that far ahead, she commented.

He fell to musing, and, when he looked up again, she had gone back with the emptied tray.

Carrick Dunmore stood up suddenly and rolled himself a cigarette. Id better drift, he thought. He went out to the corral and found the mare there. She was now his, for had not Colonel Clisson vowed that the man who rode her should have her? She lifted her fine head and watched him curiously, but without fear. He wanted to see her in action, and to study the flowing lines of her gallop, so he waved his hands, but Excuse Me stood fast and merely backed into a corner.

When he went up to her, that tigerish beauty did not so much as flatten her ears, but she cringed a bit when he extended his hand, and the very heart of Carrick Dunmore winced within him. He could see on her velvet skin the marks of his quirt and the long lines of the scratching spurs that had raked her fore and aft. He knew that she had been injured in more than flesh. He gentled her with his hand and spoke softly, and Excuse Me turned dreamy and wondering eyes upon him. So swiftly had she been tamed — if only her spirit were not utterly broken. He thought of various mysteries as he stood beside her, stroking her, and of how women and men, also, may be made or broken by the right or the wrong touch.

Carrick Dunmore, for instance — suppose the earl had not blundered upon him as he juggled in the street of the village and made a rudely overbearing demand — why, then, in that case the boy would have remained a clod, a cowherd, or some such thing, to the end of his days. From the depths of his heart, Carrick Dunmore the First must have thanked his lordship in after days for the whip stroke of discourtesy that had roused his heart. Such a stroke, mused the new Carrick Dunmore, might fall upon him, also, one of these days.

He looked back to the big, looming shoulders of the house above the trees, and then scowled as he thought of his cousin washing dishes inside. His impulse was to go and help her; his second thought was that it was no use to make one pleasant gesture.

He spent two hours with the mare. From the grain bin, he fed her crushed barley out of the palm of his hand. With shining eyes she would nibble at it, and then toss her head wildly, and back away, but she would come again, until at last she seemed to lose her fear that the flattened hand might be a steel trap about to spring shut on her tender muzzle.

The moment she began to trust Dunmore, his heart suddenly enlarged and embraced her with love. He wondered how it could be that in one day she had been subdued, in one day she had learned to forget her tigerish manners, but then it occurred to him that she never had failed of her own way since the day she was foaled. That made the great difference.

He strolled back to the house to see his cousin for the last time and to thank her for what she had done for him. He found her already through the dishes and hanging out a few scraps of laundry on the wire line that ran from the edge of the creamery to the corner post of the rear porch.

I suppose Ill have to start on, he said.

Before the doctor gives you marching orders?

Yes. Id better drift.

Well, wait a moment, then.

Somehow he had thought that she would make it difficult for him to leave. It rather surprised him and hurt him that she let him go so readily. But now she came out again with a thick envelope.

Thats the prize for the riding contest, she told him. Colonel Clisson raised the prize to two hundred dollars. Wasnt that fine of him?

He reached for the envelope, and then checked his hand. He looked at her face and colored a little. Cousin Elizabeth, he said at last, Ive been wondering how I could pay you back for the way youve taken me in. Now, look here. You keep that envelope, will you?

She lowered her hand. He saw that she was smiling gently at him, and his heart bounded.

Why should I take your money, Carrick? she asked. Do you want to pay me because Ive had the pleasure of taking care of the head of our house for a day or two?

Her smile persisted; she seemed waiting for him to argue. But Carrick felt oddly out of place and ill at ease. It was not the first time that she had called him the head of the house, and the idea troubled him. It was a position of importance. It dragged in its train certain responsibilities that he did not at all wish to shoulder, and Carrick Dunmore blundered out: All that fencin around the corral aint so strong, and maybe youd use this to put up a new fence, Elizabeth. I want to do something.

Of course, you do. I know that youve got a heart of gold, Carrick. But you see that I cant take it. Oh, if I were desperate, of course, I wouldnt hesitate an instant. I knew that youd feel a bit of responsibility about us all... but that time hasnt come, Carrick. I still get along very well. Do take your money.

He took it, beginning to feel hot and wishing that this farewell ceremony were over. But now she suggested that he might want to see the rest of the house, and he had to consent. She took him up to the very top, where there was a sort of captains walk that her father used to walk up and down on and from it overlook the country. She led him through the bedrooms, and named the big, faded, enlarged photographs that hung upon the walls. Carrick Dunmore began to feel that he was walking through a house of death until, in a rear bedroom, she showed him a new photograph of a handsome youngster.

Thats poor Rod, she said. Such a dear boy, Carrick. But I suppose Ill never see his face again.

And why not?

Ah, well, hes the kind to take great chances, and perhaps hes grown callous. Heaven knows what his end will be, but I think it will surely come inside the next six months. And then Ill...

She led the way hastily out of the room, and Carrick Dunmore followed with a gloomy face. And then? — then she would be left utterly alone in the world, with the failing house and the failing farm upon her hands. He sighed, and followed her down the stairs to the first floor, over the hushed carpet of the parlor, with its pattern of roses bright at the edges and fading toward the center, and so to the library, a room of real dignity.

There, also, were several portraits, and, pointing to a corner, Elizabeth remarked: Thats said to be a picture of the first Carrick Dunmore.

He looked at it in amazement. He had heard so much about this first of his line that now he walked closer to the portrait, curiously. He saw at first only a blur of brown and of black shadows, with the paint peeled off to wood in spots. It had been painted, apparently, in imitation of the effigies that appear of the good knights in parish churches. The mail-shod feet pointed down, with tapering toes, and the long hands were pressed together. A cowl of mail covered the head, but the face itself was quite distinct, and, when he had seen it, Carrick Dunmore suddenly shaded his eyes and stared again. Then he looked wildly around at Elizabeth Furneaux.

Can you make it out? she said. Its a dim old thing, isnt it? I dont suppose it looks a whit like him.

Great guns! he exclaimed. Look at it again, and then look at me, will you, Elizabeth?

She looked a bit askance at him, and then obediently came nearer. But when she was quite close, she cried out in her turn and caught at his arm.

Carrick! she cried. Its your face over again!


CHAPTER VII
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IT SEEMED TO Carrick Dunmore like the appearance of a ghost — as though it were not paint but spirit that looked out at him from the old warped wood of the image. For, beyond a doubt, there was his face reproduced. It was not an exact thing. One could not have expected that, but it was very clear that there was a great resemblance. Some of the paint was peeled or crumbled off, the left eye was streaked across by a great crack, and the right cheek was falling to bits, but it was as though he looked at his own image in muddy, rippling water. The features were dim, but all that could be seen were his own. It was a similarity that overrode all chance, or possibility, of doubt — it was not likeness, or kinship — it was the actual reproduction of the same man, the same flesh, the same spirit. As he stared, vague and vast thoughts arose in the mind of Carrick Dunmore and flooded dimly forward upon his consciousness. He had heard of such things as reincarnation.

But his mind was set against the acceptance of any such nonsense. Of all men, none was more earthly minded, more concerned with the affairs of the moment only, than Carrick Dunmore. For that reason, he was shocked and upset to the core of his being. Indeed, he had to grip the back of a chair and look at the portrait again and again.

He turned toward Elizabeth Furneaux, at last, and saw that she was looking first at the picture, and then at him, in fully as much amazement as he suffered.

Its the same. Its the very same, she said. She rubbed her knuckles across her eyes. Good heavens, Carrick, she exclaimed, I must be losing my wits! Such things cant be! She went hastily to the window and threw it open, and he followed her, very glad of that air.

Well have a look at it in the sun, he said firmly. He brought the picture, therefore, straight to the window and held it where the sun flooded across it.

There was, at first, an effect of making the whole thing vanish in confusion, which was perhaps caused by the gleam of the broken surface of the paint, and of the varnish that someone had applied some century or so before the original, apparently. But, when Carrick Dunmores eyes grew accustomed to the thing, he could see all that he had seen before, and even more. There was the effect of standing before a mirror with a very poor backing or rust instead of quicksilver, but as much as could be seen was perfect in his eyes.

Elizabeth Furneaux, her eyes staring rather wildly, held the picture beside him and looked at him, and then at it, studying with a frown that grew more dark and lips that were more and more compressed. At length she went silently to the wall and hung the picture in its place. When she turned to Carrick Dunmore, she looked plainly frightened.

Carrick, she said. I dont know... What are you? A ghost?

Ghosts dont eat four pounds of beefsteak, he said.

She smiled faintly. This is something like algebra and advanced chemistry, she said. I cant get my hand upon it. I cant begin to understand it. But the things there. You are Carrick Dunmore.

At this, Carrick answered grimly: He slapped the face of the King of Scotland, took an earls castle, and put a whole herd of cattle in each vest pocket when he went out for a walk. Will you say that Im Carrick Dunmore?

Her glance steadied him. You speak perfectly well, Carrick, she said, when you forget yourself. Youre only ungrammatical because youre careless. Well, about the similarity between you and the picture... it isnt just the features that matter to me. Its the expression. Thats the amazing thing. The expression is the same.

It is, he admitted finally, and he drew in a quick breath; he still had need of air.

She concluded briefly: People dont have the same expression without having the same sort of mind and nature... I... but I dont want to talk about it. Its too spooky.

He agreed with her. It fairly made his flesh crawl, and he was glad to go outdoors with her a moment later. She pulled on a pair of old gloves, and tied a leather apron around her.

What are you going to do, Elizabeth? he asked.

Im going out to the blacksmith shop. Theres a broken brake rod that I have to weld.

He stared as he answered: You? Weld it?

I can do all sorts of odd jobs, she replied, and smiled at him.

He went with her without a word and found the blacksmith shop quite a spacious shed on the edge of the corral. Around it was the usual junk heap that accumulates on an old ranch — broken wheels, ribs of iron, a rake with a sagging back, a decrepit mowing machine, tangles of wire and barrel hoops of iron, and some fifty more items. Inside, the place seemed thoroughly gone to pieces. The roof was partly gone, and a sheathing of tin insufficiently replaced the shingles in two places. There were a few tools and much junk; everything was very old; the iron curled back from the much-battered faces of the hammers.

However, she went to work at once on the brake rod. It was a clumsy job because of its length, but Dunmore helped her by handling the weight of the rod while she worked the bellows and attended to the fire. She, too, did the hammering when the glowing iron was brought from the fire — he saw her set her teeth and apply the strokes quickly and with skill. The sparks showered. It seemed to him that he never before had been so little a man as he was now.

The welding was finished in an amazingly short time, the tempering and cooling accomplished, and then he carried out the rod and helped her refasten it beneath the wagon. It was an old, two-ton, wooden affair, with the wheels sagging in and out in perilous attitudes.

Is that your best? he asked her.

Thats our best, she assured him. Carrick, I know you want to be riding on. Dont you bother about these odd jobs now. I know youd like to stay and help, but you have your own life to lead.

He took a long breath, then he said: Elizabeth, theres not a shadow of doubt that Im a Dunmore of the old line. That picture was enough to wipe out any such idea. Ive got to stay here and do my share.

Its no use, Carrick, she assured him without bitterness. The family fortunes have been skidding for so long that it would take ten men digging their heels in to stop them going downhill. Tie yourself to something thats going up, not down. Theres no use in that, you know.

He looked vaguely around him. Everything he saw was sagging. The fence posts stood at odd angles, showing plainly that they were rotted away at the bottom; the barbed wire drooped or hung in festoons; the back of the barn had fallen in, and the eastern end of it, on the nearest side, was quite broken through.

Elizabeth, is that pile of shakes intended for the roof? he asked.

Yes, for the roof of the barn. When I have a chance to put in a couple of days, before the rains...

Youd climb up there and fix the thing?

Yes. Ive done harder things than that, since Rodman left.

Rodman... what sort of a fellow? he asked tersely.

Rodman... is twenty-one, she said, after a moment of hesitation. Hes a good boy, too. But you cant blame a youngster for growing tired of such a life as this, can you?

He shrugged his shoulders. Im goin to fix that roof, he said, and he marched straight to the task. As he went, his heart swelled. When he looked about him at the signs of wreck and ruinous age, it no longer made him hopeless, but, instead, it filled him with determination. When he sat on the roof looking over the task to be accomplished, he already, in his minds eye, had repaired every flaw, had covered the land of the ranch with cattle, had enlarged its boundaries, and placed a hired man in the garden, a cook in the kitchen, and put Elizabeth at a tea table in the living room in a pleasant summer frock.

He roused himself from this reverie and took more careful note of the condition of the roof. It was very bad. The shakes had in part worked loose, rotting away around the nails that held them, and in part they had been clean stripped away by strong winter winds. So he went down the ladder and began carrying up bunches of shakes.

It was stiff work. The big bundles weighed a hundred pounds and more apiece, and, as he toiled up the ladder, the hot sun made the moisture pour down his face, down his breast and back. Wood dust, too, fell down his neck and began to set up an itching, and, before he had brought up two burdens, his fingers were filled with splinters. However, he set his teeth, paused only to swear at the extraordinary heat of the roof, which had been well baked in the sun, and then set about laying the shakes.

He put on half a dozen. It was not a simple task, no matter how it looked. He knew that Elizabeth Furneaux would have done the thing ten times as quickly and ten times as well as he. The craft that enabled him to juggle five knives at once seemed utterly useless for the purpose of handling a hammer. He barked his own fingers twice, and the nails bent under his strokes as though they were made of wax. He began to swear slowly, softly, but with intense viciousness.

He went down the ladder, after a time, for a drink, and walked to get it fresh and cold from the windmill. The water was like ice, with a delicious taste, and he drank deeply of it. Then he sat down on an old bench, and took off his hat. It was very pleasant here. The coolness soaked into him. Water was dripping, and the wheel high above him whirred and hummed, while the pump rod heaved busily up and down. The water it raised poured with hollow-sounding bursts into the almost emptied tank, and to this music he listened with wonderful content, thinking how delightful it was for the very wind that blows to be harnessed to the works of man. There might even be machines invented, one day, for the covering of roofs with shakes and shingles. He busied his mind for a moment with a rather formless conceiving of such an affair. His idea grew gradually dimmer — and presently he wakened to find Elizabeth Furneaux standing before him, saying: Its lunchtime, Carrick.


CHAPTER VIII
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CARRICK STARTED UP with a spinning brain. Why... I just sort of dropped off... he began.

You shouldnt have tried work today, said Elizabeth. Youre not fit yet. Its much too soon after your accident. She turned toward the house. Come along, she said.

Wait a minute, Elizabeth, he begged. Turn about and look at me, will you?

She obeyed, and he looked searchingly into her face to try to discover scorn, and contempt, and disappointment in it. There was no shadow, however. She was as bright and as cheerful as ever.

Elizabeth, he said, is it possible that you really arent disgusted with me?

For what? she asked.

For starting to do so much. I was going to cover the roof of the barn... all sorts of things... and Ive sat down here and gone to sleep.

Youre tired.

Im mighty near always tired, he answered, when theres any work to do. Nothing like the idea of work to keep me in bed of a morning, for instance.

She smiled at him and nodded, then she shook a warning finger. Dont try to grow a conscience, she said, because its the one crop that a Carrick Dunmore never could raise, Im sure.

No, he admitted, Ive got on without being bothered much by it until now... He paused.

Have you forgotten what I told you about Carrick Dunmore the First? asked Elizabeth.

Im remembering. He was a man.

Who never worked. Do you remember, Carrick? When the earl first saw him, he was juggling in the street of the village...

He started.

Dont tell me that youre a juggler, too! Elizabeth exclaimed.

He wiped his forehead. Dont matter, he said. But... Elizabeth, tell me one thing. Is there anything I can do to help you... thats not work? It makes me pretty sick to have to admit that, but Im not a worker. Ive got no strength for it... no strength in the brain, I mean. He was taken by an impulse that made him stand close to her and catch both her hands. Dyou think Im talkin like a fool? he asked. Or...?

She was serious at once. Youve no obligation to this house, Carrick, she said.

Then whys my picture hanging inside it?

Her eyes wandered, and then they came back to his face with a snap. The fact is that you might walk into a lions den for me, Carrick, she said, without smiling in the least.

Give me the street and number of the lions, he stated, and tell me what was in the purse you dropped there?

Ill tell you, she said. Theres a twenty-one-year-old boy now herding with Jim Tankertons gang. Go get him and bring him safe home before he has a chance to commit more crimes... hanging crimes, Carrick. Suddenly she was trembling. Dont answer quickly, Carrick. But think... think a moment.

Tankerton? he repeated slowly.

Yes, Tankerton. Jim Tankerton. You couldnt find a harder man to deal with.

Instinctively he turned toward the mountains. The brown foothills rolled away into smoky blue, which was spotted here and there with streaks of white that might be the gleam of a cloud or of the snow on a distant peak.

Carrick Dunmore laughed softly. Thats my road, Elizabeth, he said. Thats Tankertons hang-out, isnt it?

She looked white and sick, and her mouth twisted a little to one side as she watched him. Yes, she said faintly. Heaven forgive me for letting the idea come into your mind. Oh, you know of Tankerton, but you cant know all that we do in this part of the world. There is no other evil, no other supreme, overmastering, and exquisitely complete evil except Tankerton.

Ive heard a bit about him, here and there, he admitted, but you see how it is? What right has he got over there on my ground?

What ground, Carrick? What do you mean?

Why, Elizabeth, I mean the blue, yonder, and all the roads that climb out of sight into the horizon blue. Thats the land of the first Carrick Dunmore, and Id say that I ought to have the same right, eh? Dont you think no more about it. Im off.

Not before lunch, Carrick.

I wouldnt trust myself, he said bitterly. I might start to thinking about the long, hot trail thats lyin ahead of me, and the first thing you know, youd have to wake me up for supper. No, no, Elizabeth, Im startin now. As quick as I can make up my pack and slap it onto the back of Excuse Me.

She did not speak another word in dissuasion but went meekly about working on the pack. She put up a quantity of food for him, since, as she pointed out, he would be following a road that rarely touched houses, and he would probably have to sleep out in the open that night. So the pack was made up, wrapped securely in a tarpaulin, and lashed behind the saddle upon the back of Excuse Me. She accepted this new burden with an angry stamping and rattling of her bridle, but she did not attempt to buck it off. Then Elizabeth Furneaux opened the corral gate for her champion to get out onto the road. She stood beside the open panel with the same troubled look and white face that he had seen before, so he checked the mare close beside her, as he came out, and leaned above her.

Look here, Elizabeth, he said, Im going to tell you something that you can write down as all true. Its about me. Ive never done a square days work in my life... nor a half days work... Ive been a loafer, a hard drinker, a deadbeat, borrowin money and never payin it back... Ive been a tramp, thats all. So no matter what happens to me on this trail, theres no difference. You aint takin the bread out of no childs mouth, and theys no girl thats gonna break her heart because I never come back.

She listened to him with an attempt at a smile that failed.

Then he added: But I will come back, after all. Thats my country... if I cant get on in the horizon blue, Ill never get on anywhere.

Dear Carrick. Bless you, she said.

He went past her into the road, then the mare stretched into a gallop as long and as easily rhythmical as the swing of a wave. He looked back only once and waved his hat to the figure that was dwindling at the gate. His glance could embrace all the place — the barn, the sheds, the land, the trees, the house white above them. Then a hilltop swelled behind him, and all was lost to him.

He fell into an odd dream, and, rousing himself from that, it seemed to him as though he actually had passed into a new world. This sense, perhaps, came to him because already his mind was casting forward into mountains through which he never had ridden before. And it might also have been that he was now really feeling the impact of the shock that he had received that day, when he found that his face was the face of the first of the Dunmores.

It took his breath, it gave him an odd sense of disaster impending, but it also gave him a prodigious feeling of liberty as though, in very fact, he were now the possessor of some feudal castle and of a hard-riding band of retainers who would follow him wherever adventure and loot seemed in sight. To that blue land of the mountains he turned his face with a strange assurance and rode the mare eagerly on, even leaning a bit in the saddle, as a child might do, hurrying home.

Hoofs rang on the road beside him. Two hard-galloping riders pulled up beside the mare.

Hey, Carrie! Is that Excuse Me? Did she turn out a square one, after all? asked one of the riders.

Shes turned out pretty square, he told them.

Id pay five hundred just for the looks of her!

She aint for sale.

Thats what you always say. I remember when you had the gray hoss that jumped so well. But when youre broke and tight, youll sell, right enough, and not for five hundred.

The second man broke in: Look here, Carrie. They want you over to the crossroads. Youll have free drinks there. They still got the knives sticking in the wall just where you left em after drawin the silhouette of Pete Logan with em. Hey, Carrie, come on along. It wont be no pikers party. Itll be just the kind that you want to sit in on.

I cant go, said Dunmore. Cant even think of goin. But whos there?

Whos there? Why, everybody, I tell you. Theres Bill Clay, and the Guerneys, and Oliver Pike, and the Jensens, and Captain Patrick...

Is the captain there?

Why, sure, it was him that sent us over to get you, and Miss Furneaux, she said that youd gone up the road this way for a little outing on Excuse Me.

Captain Patrick? How is he getting on?

Hes flush, was the eager assurance. And he says that hed rather have you across the table from him than any other gent that ever tipped a glass in the world. Hes got a belt of gold dust that you could wrap around you twice, and its loaded, every inch of it. Hes so heavy with gold that his heels hit hard when he walks. He goes upstairs like he was carryin a hod. Come on along, Carrie. You might as well get in on some of it as the next gent, eh?

A whirl of wind raised the dust on the road before them and whirled it into the face of Carrick Dunmore. It was very hot, and the way dipped up and down interminably, and, after all, a man about to undertake such an important enterprise ought to relax a little...

Theres snow on old Digger Mountain, aint there? asked one of the pair who had overhauled him.

He looked in that direction and saw the gleam of the snow strike through the horizon blue of his new-found land, his own country. Suddenly he touched the mare with his heels, and she bounded away like a deer. That was his answer. A very rude one, and one that allowed no answer, for the pair could not match strides for one minute with the gallop of Excuse Me.


CHAPTER IX
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IT HAD JUST rained in Harpersville, and Chuck Harper, builder, proprietor, and manager of the town hotel, author, also, of its name and principal reason for its existence, came out from his hostelry and sat in a chair that he gripped with his knees, as though it were a horse. In this position, with his hat on the back of his head, he set to work whittling a stick of sugar pine, and to this he gave his utmost attention. He was not trying to reduce the stick to any definite design; he was working with such pains merely to see how thin a slice he could remove with the knife, which was sharp as a razor. The long, translucent whittlings were so light that they almost floated in the wind, and they fell one by one about his feet.

Every ten minutes, punctually, he raised his head and showed a massive, sullen face. He cast a gloomy look up and down the roads that here wound about the mountainside and entered the village, and, bending his thick neck, he returned to his whittling.

There was a rattling of rain among the trees every time the wind slapped them, but the clouds had long ago melted, and the sun was raising steam from the pools and the silver streaks of water that lay in the ruts along the road. Chuck Harper gave no heed to the face and form of nature. He watched the road and communed with his own dark mind.

Presently the door of the hotel banged. His wife, a raw-boned half-breed of his own age — which was less than forty — sang out in a nasal voice: Hey, Paw!

He did not answer.

Paw! she shouted.

A touch of contentment appeared upon the savage face of Chuck Harper.

Paw! she screamed. Are you gonna hear me?

I hear you, said the giant, without turning.

You hear me, do you? Then I wanna know, are you gonna cut that wood for me?

He squinted down the stick and removed a shaving as thin as a feather.

Paw, Im askin ye, are you gonna cut that wood for me?

He raised his head but did not answer.

Paw, confound you, are you gonna cut that wood? she shrieked.

Naw, he said, and resumed his whittling.

This brief answer brought the woman to the verge of a veritable insanity of rage. For a time she lingered at the door, her clenched hands raised above her head, speechless with the imprecations that crowded up into her throat. Then the door crashed heavily as she went inside.

Her husband raised his head again, and there was almost a smile of contentment upon his face.

At this moment, a rider came about the bend of the road on a dark, dappled chestnut mare, a thing of such deer-like beauty that even the brutal eyes of Chuck Harper glimmered a little as he watched the animal come closer. She trotted with a movement so sweeping and soft that the rider hardly stirred in the saddle, and Chuck Harper turned his attention to the face of that rider for a single moment and saw a man who smiled as he came.

Down dropped the head of Chuck again, and once more he whittled.

Whoa, girl, said the stranger, drawing rein. Is this Harpersville?

Chuck did not hear.

Id like to know, said the other, if this is Harpersville?

Chuck did not speak. But his heart was eased by this new opportunity to annoy another. The daily torture of his wife was monotonous and would have been hopelessly so if it had not been that he knew that, sooner or later, she would try to slip a knife between his ribs while he slept. But strangers were a fair game, sweet to the tooth of Chuck.

His silence, however, was presently matched by the silence of the newcomer. Chuck, interested, saw the man dismount at the watering trough and watch his mare drink. Then he turned, and stretched himself.

He was not a giant like Chuck, but he was big, and there was a peculiar sleekness about his neck and shoulders that suggested useless bulk and softness. This in turn was more or less denied by the extraordinary lightness of his step. Chuck observed these details not because he was greatly intrigued, but because he could not help noting every physical detail, any more than a hungry wolf can help being alert. There was one deathless craving in the soul of the hotel-keeper, and that was for trouble.

Steady, Excuse Me, said the stranger to his horse. He turned from her, and, at that, she followed him like a dog at the heel.

Chuck regarded the pair with disgust, because he looked upon horses as stupid means of travel and had no more affection for them than he would have had for a machine.

The stranger, however, spoke gently to the mare as he went toward the end of the water trough where there was a massive stone, one that had rolled down the mountainside the year before and luckily lodged here. It was of enormous weight and, if it had come faster, would have plunged straight through the hotel, from front to back. The stranger, going to it, leaned, patted it, and bent over. Then Chuck was aware that the man was straightening, there was a sound of suction, and the burden came free. Next, the fellow was bearing it, straight toward him, walking slowly, but without bulging eyes, or a convulsed face, or any sign that this was a crushing burden. He advanced. Wonder and awe leaped into the soul of Chuck, and he started up from his chair. The other came straight on and dropped the rock beside the chair.

Sit down, he said. Now were fixed comfortable for a chat.

Chuck Harper sat down.

Amazement still flooded his soul, but he was enraged because he had been so startled by this exhibition of uncanny power that he had not been able to control his emotion. It was the first time since he could remember that he had been so unmanned, and fury gathered in his heart. So as he sat down, he resumed his whittling, and said nothing.

This is a pretty good sort of a hang-out, said the other. Ill introduce myself. Im Carrick Dunmore.

He waited. Chuck said no word.

Side by side, they sat silently.

Im Carrick Dunmore, repeated the newcomer.

Still Chuck was silent. He felt that this would be the beginning of a fight, and that was what he yearned for. The lust of battle was as hot as fire in his brutal heart, and already his lips were twitching at the corners, like the lips of a bulldog when it sees an enemy.

The stranger did not persist in his introduction. Instead, he took from his belt a knife. It was a long, rather straight-bladed affair, looking quite unlike any hunting knife that Chuck ever had seen before. This weapon Dunmore flicked into the air. It sailed up fully thirty feet, hung for an instant in a sparkling whirl, then dropped rapidly down. Such a knife, with so sharp and narrow a point, could drop through the skull of a man as though it were pricking an eggshell, and Chuck Harper instinctively ducked to the side.

The knife fell, but, landing in the hand of the stranger, it was flicked up again, and at its heels another followed.

Chuck Harper, disgusted because he had allowed himself to exhibit concern again, ground his teeth, and turned a violent red, but, nevertheless, he could not help feeling an interest in the work of those knives. A knife was, indeed, a weapon that he favored even over a gun. It might produce less harm at long range, but at close quarters or in a crowd it was the very delight of his heart.

This stranger was a master worker. The knives flew up as a pair and descended together, and then flicked upward again, crossed in the air, and dropped almost simultaneously into the right hand — almost simultaneously, but not quite, for that cunning hand was able to give each an upward impulse again. Then the two big knives were snatched from the bright sun and disappeared. Big Chuck Harper gasped audibly. Then, looking down at the belt of the stranger, he saw that the knives were actually in the leather sheath that fitted there, one beneath the other, yet he could have sworn that no human hand had placed them where they belonged.

You were saying about your name? said Dunmore.

Im Chuck Harper.

Chuck, Im glad to know you. When a gent has been sashaying around through these mountains and not meeting anything but a squirrel or a rabbit... just enough company to keep him from starving... its pretty good to run into a man again. Mighty good to hear some conversation, and all that.

Chuck, brooding darkly, said nothing. He was contemplating two conceptions, both of which were painfully bright in his mind — one was the power that had lifted that bulk of stone. The other was the speed and craft of hand that had made the heavy pair of knives float and dance like bubbles in the air.

If youre Harper, ran on the other with the same good-natured smoothness, then I suppose that this is Harpersville? He hardly waited to appreciate Chucks silence, but went on: Of course, it is, and that means its where Jim Tankerton comes for his vacation, as one might say. Is that right?

Chuck Harper pressed his lips together and gathered anger in his heart.

That bein so, heres where I hang up my hat, but I might as well put up the mare, first. Ill just take her around to the stable. He stood up, and went to the mare.

The stables full, said Harper.

But now it was Dunmore who did not seem to hear. He broke into a whistle and started around the corner of the hotel, the mare following.

There aint no room for her! called Harper.

Why, any little cornerll do for her, said Dunmore, and went on his way, the corner of the hotel quickly shutting him out of view.


CHAPTER X
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CHUCK HARPER FIDGETED in his chair. Above all things, he hated to take note of any stranger. Indeed, there was only one human being in the world whom he feared and respected, but now he felt that he had been pressed into a corner, and that he would have to respond. He first slid a heavy Colt from an armpit holster and saw that it was in good working order. Then he rose, shrugged his shoulders more comfortably into the loose raincoat that covered them, and tugged his hat lower over his eyes. Then he went with long strides in pursuit of the newcomer.

When he came to the door of the barn, he could hear the rustle of hay being forked down in the loft. When he stalked down the aisle of the stable, he found cause to stop with a jolt, for in the one box stall of which he boasted there now stood not the tall and powerful bay gelding that had been there in the morning, but the sleek and lovely mare on which Dunmore had just arrived. He rubbed his eyes, hardly believing what he saw, and now the stranger came down the ladder from the mow and dropped lightly on the floor.

Chuck Harper laid a heavy hand upon his shoulder. You changed them hosses, you... began Chuck. He stopped himself there. For his gripping fingers were working upon a mass of rubbery muscle. Suddenly he understood that this young man was not sleek with fat, but with sheer might, and it discouraged Harpers rage at once.

Dunmore shrugged his shoulders, and the hand of his host fell away.

Sure I changed em, he said. You take this here part of the world, partner, and, of course, you know that a gent always gives room to a lady. When I seen that big hoss standin in there all by himself, I took a look in his eye, and plain as day he was sayin ladies first. Thanks, old boy, says I. I put him in that next stall and tied Excuse Me in here. She just seemed to fit, as you can see for yourself. Wheres the grain bin?

Mr. Harper had grown a dark and swollen purple, but somehow it seemed impossible for him to find the proper word with which to answer.

Here we are, went on Dunmore. Thanks! He lifted the lid of the big oat bin in the corner and dipped out a large measure, which he carried into the box stall, and dumped into the feed box there.

Look here... began Harper.

Yes, look at her, said Dunmore, sleeking the neck of the mare with a fond hand. Look at her try to stand on her head in that feed box. Greedy pig, aint she? But I never seen a hoss worth his oats that didnt want to swaller them alive. He came out from the stall. Id better go and see about rooms now, he announced.

They aint no room for you in that house, said Harper grimly.

Why, said Dunmore cheerfully, where I roll down my blankets is no worry to me. He shouldered his pack and stepped lightly past his big host, and through the door of the barn toward the hotel.

Chuck Harper could hardly believe his eyes or his ears. He thought first of rushing after this youth and falling upon him with naked hands. Those mighty maulers of his had beaten many a strong man to a pulp, but something checked him now. It was the thought of the lifting of the great rock in front of the house. For that matter, the thing might not be as difficult as he imagined.

His next impulse was to snatch out his revolver and send a bullet through the back of this calm-mannered interloper. But he remembered what the judge had said about self-defense the last time he was in court, and the memory made Chuck snarl like a savage but half-cowed dog. Finally he hurried from the barn in pursuit, but already the stranger was at the back door, speaking to Mrs. Harper.

Keep that gent out! roared Harper.

But at that moment Dunmore had stepped through into the interior.

Whats your name and what you want? Harper heard his wife shrilling. You git out of here! Chuck dont want you!

Harper could hear a polite murmur in response. Then a door banged, and he came up into the kitchen with a leap, to find his wife was raging at the dining room door, and shaking the knob of it furiously.

Chuck, he walked through here and locked the door after him. I never seen anything like it. Its drivin me crazy! Whats he mean? Who is he? Is he drunk? Id like to scratch his eyes out!

Chuck Harper laughed. In the pure excess of passion he laughed, and that laughter died into a whining snarl. He tried the knob of the door, assuring himself that the impossible was, indeed, possible. Then he flung out of the kitchen. His wife clutched at him and was dragged a little way with the rushing bulk of him.

She stammered: Dont you do no murder, Chuck. Mind you, Chuck, dont you pull no knife on him...

Im gonna bust him wide open! gasped Chuck Harper, and raced around the corner of the house.

At the front door, he slipped, such was the recklessness of his abandon, and fell heavily to the ground, skinning the palm of one hand. It was like giving the spur to a runaway horse. He bounded to his feet again with a groan of intolerable anguish. It seemed to Chuck that he was entering a dark mist, a fog of sooty smoke, so did his emotion master him. With a bound, he came to the front door and wrenched at it. The heavy bolt answered him with a jangle and crash. That was all.

He recoiled for a step. My own house, too, said Chuck.

It was one of his favorite diversions to work himself into a towering rage about trifles, about nothing at all. It was the one constant cup of joy for him to see others cringe and cower, not knowing why he was so maddened. But now he found an excuse for every violence. For the first time in his life, murder itself would be justifiable, nay, praiseworthy. For what court can reprove a citizen for defending his hearth and home from the aggression of a stranger? He would be applauded, men would shake him by the hand, his own wife would smile upon the deed of valor... Chuck Harper threw his arms above his head and cried out in a stifled voice of joy.

Then he rushed for the first window. He jerked it up a few inches, but there it stuck, for the sash was warped and would not run in the groove. By grab, said Harper, the whole worlds gone crazy.

He, at that moment, heard the stranger pass with a light step and a whistle into the front room, the big room, the room that the great Tankerton himself honored with his presence when he deigned to come here for the night, and, at this, the brain of Chuck Harper was somewhat befogged again. He leaped for the next window, jerked it wide, and sprang in. His Colt was in his hand as he crashed up the stairs. He was so drunk with fury that, at the landing, he lurched into the wall and careened back against the railing, but he paid no heed to this. He felt in himself power enough to rip the house apart like a matchbox to get at the insulting man who called himself Dunmore.

So he came to the upper hall, and the boarding groaned and creaked beneath his weight as he plunged down the corridor to the corner room, the chosen room, the room from which he and his wife so gladly had removed themselves and their belongings in order to make way for the great James Tankerton. The door was wide open. He drove in, gun in hand, with a bellow like the roar of a bull as it closes in battle with a peer.

But suddenly he saw that the room was empty. He whirled about. There beside the door stood the stranger, still whistling softly, and carelessly, hip-high, he held a revolver that pointed straight at his host.

Gosh! ejaculated Chuck Harper, and remembered suddenly that life was sweet. The gun slipped from his unnerved fingers and dropped upon the very pack that Dunmore had flung upon the floor.

Youre pretty modest about your place, said Dunmore gently. I guess I figger out how it is. Youd like to have a bang-up, fashionable hotel, with hot and cold runnin water in every room, and all that, but for an ordinary cowpuncher like me I dont see anything wrong with this little old room. It just about fits me, take it all in all.

He made a gesture, and Chuck Harper saw that the gesturing hand was empty of any gun. He thought for an instant that he had imagined the sight of the leveled weapon of the moment before, but then he knew that he could not have dreamed the thing. But by some mysterious sleight of hand the other had conjured the gun out of view. Perhaps it was merely shaken up his sleeve, and ready instantly to drop again into his fingers.

This here room, panted Harper in a hoarse and shaken voice, is already took. Suddenly he realized that what he said would make no difference. This genial, pleasant-mannered fellow would simply help himself to what he chose, and smile in answer to every argument.

Youve got other rooms for him, said Dunmore. But Ill tell you how it is... I need sun. And this here room has a south window. I need a view, too, and its got another window that looks over the mountains, yonder. Deliberately he turned his back and walked to the nearest window and looked out.

Chuck Harper could not believe his eyes. Here was a man who turned his back upon him, and stood at a window without a gun in his hands, and on the floor at Harpers feet rested his own gun, the handle invitingly toward him. It would be an instants work to scoop up that weapon and use it. Yet, Harper hesitated, and gradually his blood turned cold. What could an ordinary man do against a magician? He only bawled out impotently: You know whos got this room, young feller?

Oh, said Dunmore, Tankerton wont want to have any trouble with me.


CHAPTER XI
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IT WAS A week later that Chuck Harper walked in the woods behind the hotel with a little dark-skinned man, a handsome little fellow, if it had not been that his eyes were like the eyes of a ferret, so brightly twinkling and so ill at ease. He wore a continual smile and had a habit of keeping his eyes fixed on the ground, as though he were hunting for something there, then lifting them suddenly as though he had found it in his companions face. Despite his smallness, Chuck Harper treated him with the greatest respect, for this was Lynn Tucker, who, in any other part of the world, might have been considered a very proper head for the most formidable gang of desperadoes. But this was the domain of Jim Tankerton, and, therefore, Tucker was not in command; men rated him as a sort of second lieutenant, beneath Tankerton himself and that wily old snake of wisdom and poison, Dr. Legges.

Chuck Harper knew all that others knew about Lynn Tucker, and, therefore, he talked chiefly when questions were asked of him. Already he had told of the coming of Dunmore, and Tucker had surveyed the great rock and even tried to budge it with his own lean hands.

Hes quite a man, Lynn Tucker said calmly.

So they went back into the woods and continued their talk.

What does he want? asked Tucker.

That I dunno. Sometimes I think that all he wants is to live here free. I asked him for his week today, and he says that hes hurt and plumb surprised that he should be asked for his money before hes been here a month.

Did he say that?

He did. Says that he wasnt used to being treated that way, and that he would hate to begin now to have his credit doubted, but, seein as I was livin away up here in the mountains, where they didnt understand the latest way of doin things, hed be glad to forgive me and overlook it.

Does he talk that way?

He dont talk no other way, at all. If you was to go up and swear at him, hed admire the fine flow of words that you had and ask where youd studied it out, and was it all original, and did nobody help you with some of the big ones.

Tucker nodded and smiled at the ground, as usual.

Dyou think he has money?

I wished I thought so, but I figger that Im keepin him free of charge.

What makes you do it? You got the law to help you.

The landlord hesitated, and then scratched the stubble on his chin. The law and me aint chums, he confessed. Weve never been pals, and the farther off that I keep from it, the better it suits me, Ill tell a man.

Its a pretty hard case, said Tucker.

He eats me out of house and home. Hes a hog! You could feed four men and a boy on what he pours down his throat every day. The wife, she sets up a feed for him, and he eats it, and then he says he knows that shes holdin back a little surprise on him. And he walks over and unlocks the pantry door...

Why dont you keep the key out of the lock?

Hes gone and made himself a master key that fits every door in the house! He opens the pantry door and goes in and comes out with a saddle of venison. Leave that be! sings out the wife. He shakes his finger at her. Youre gonna surprise me with this beautiful venison on Sunday, Missus Harper, says he, but right here its a pleasant enough surprise. What with walkin over the hills and all, Ive worked up a pretty fair appetite. And then he slices off some steaks a couple of inches thick and fries them himself, or broils em over the stove.

And while hes got both hands full, you wear a gun, old son.

Ive seen him keep five things in the air.

Juggler, eh?

He is. Knives, and such, is his specialty. Knives sharp as a razor and...

A gun barked in the distance, and the long echoes rebounded dimly along the forested slopes. Lynn Tucker lifted his head.

Whos that? he said.

Thats him, of course. Goes out every day and comes back with a batch of squirrels. Says that hes fond of squirrel meat, and he orders up a stew of rabbit and squirrel. Eats about ten pounds of it at every set down.

Lynn Tucker looked through a gap in the trees across the depth of the gorge, soft with blues in the hollow, and at the white mountains in the distance, gently veiled with blue, also. He nodded. I begin to get a sort of an idea of this here gent, he said in his quiet way.

Maybe itd give you a mite clearer idea, said the landlord, if you was to know that the way that he kills those squirrels is with a Colt.

A forty-five?

A forty-five is what he uses, son.

The other clucked, as though to encourage a tired horse. Well have to see to this here, he said. Id better keep out of sight till evenin, maybe.

That, accordingly, was what he did, and remained hidden, in fact, in the cellar of the hotel until the dark came, and then until a tap came at the door at the head of the stairs. He stole up, soundlessly as a shadow, and Chuck Harper opened the door for him. Chuck carried a lantern, and, above it, his face was pale and his little eyes staring.

Are you ready? asked Chuck excitedly.

Im ready. How long ago did he go to bed?

About an hour.

Is he asleep?

Asleep, and snorin like a pig.

I like a man that sleeps as hard as that. Its sort of honest, said Lynn Tucker, and he smiled in such a way that his host smiled in answer.

They went into the kitchen, and there Mrs. Harper, looking grim and hard as an image of stone, poured out a cup of black coffee for the gunman. He thanked her pleasantly, and sipped it, warming his hands alternately above the stove in order to get the chill of the cellar from his bones.

Presently he said: Id better be steppin on. So long for a minute or two, folks.

The others looked fixedly at him, but said not a word in reply as little Lynn Tucker slipped through the doorway and went very softly up the stairs.

He moved very slowly, but with infinite care, walking always close to the wall where there is less chance of a footfall making the boarding creak. So he came to the door of the sleeper. Here he paused, and listened contentedly to deep, regular snoring. After that he tried the door and was delighted when he found that it had not been locked. This reduced everything to the utmost simplicity. Already he knew every detail of the room. He had paced it off, also, and his accurate brain knew how many steps and a half to the foot or the head of the bed from the door, and the exact direction, and how many steps to the window opposite, and where the chairs generally stood. A blind man hardly could have been more at home in the darkness than he was when he pushed the door open and stepped into the room, with the snoring resounding, soft and deep, about him.

He paused, once beside the door. There was only one thing that bothered him, and that was an odd feeling about the floor on which he stood, as though it were covered with something softer than carpet. So he shifted his gun to his left hand and with the right hand he touched the floor. To his amazement, it was very sticky. And at this moment he was aware that the snoring had ceased. Something fanned him with a gust of wind, and the door crashed behind his back, while a broad flood of light snapped into his face. Lynn Tucker, thoroughly trapped, did not give up. He lurched to the floor, and, as he fell, he transferred the revolver to his shooting hand.

Falling, too, he noted several other things with the rapidity of a wild animal. One was that there was a quantity of gleaming liquid on the floor about his feet — another was that every article of furniture had been altered in position to exactly the opposite of where it had been before — and the third was that a shadowy form was rising from a bed in the rear corner of the room. At that form he fired, but his sticky fingers could not work easily on the gun, and the next moment a hulky shadow sailed through the air and fell upon him.

He fought out from beneath the featherbed, and, as he did so, the cold muzzle of a revolver pressed upon the nape of his neck. He knew that he was lost; he knew that he was dead.

A very pleasant voice said above him: Well, well, partner, you mustve been walkin in your sleep, eh, what? You might lay aside that gun, because it looks like it had a habit of explodin sort of careless.

Stand up, stranger, came the next gentle invitation, as Tucker tossed the Colt away.

He rose with some difficulty. By the feel and the smell, he now knew what he had fallen into. It smudged his hands and knees, and for the gripping of any weapons, those hands of his were now altogether useless. So he stood dismayed, bewildered even in his rat-like, active mind, and looked at the mildly smiling face of Carrick Dunmore.

Thats a pity, said Dunmore. That glue spilled on me, and I was gonna clean it up tonight, but I got plumb sleepy. A mighty pity. Itll take you a lot of cleanin to fix those clothes.

Lynn Tucker said nothing, but took note of a string that ran from the bed to the door. By that string it had been jerked shut and he had been securely trapped. It was something like the snaring of a wild beast. He waited for his doom, but Dunmore went on: Mustve scared you, sort of, when you found yourself in the wrong room, and I sure dont blame you for pullin a gun when you stepped into that and tripped. I wont keep you from gettin cleaned up. But Id like to know your name, stranger?

The other did not hesitate. There was a slight ring of meaning in that last question, and he said instantly: Im Lynn Tucker.

Well, well, said Dunmore, Im mighty glad to meet you. Tell your boss that Im still hopin to see him down this way some time soon, will you?


CHAPTER XII
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IT WAS NEARLY another week before another emissary came to Harpersville from Jim Tankerton. This time it was a man with a reverends white beard and a serene face, as white and pink as the face of a baby. He was tall and heavy, but he was mounted upon a small mountain pony with a potbelly and a powerful set of limbs that carried him along actively.

As he entered the street of the village, two women saw him first. He took off his hat, and, as he bowed to them, the wind of his gallop blew out the white hair across his shoulders. They made their faces bright as they saw him, and bowed and waved in answer to his greeting, but the instant he was gone by, they scowled darkly to one another.

Heaven help us, said one of them, if Doctor Legges has come down here to take one of our men.

Itll be that lout of a Morgan, that went to the band and would not stay in it. Legges has come for him, and mark my word on it.

But it was not the lout, Morgan, that had brought Legges down to Harpersville. Instead, he went straight to the hotel, and there he found Harper himself wielding a great axe and chopping up wood for the stove. He swung an axe of double the usual size, and his strokes were so great that they rang through the thin mountain air like the explosions of a rifle in the near distance.

Legges dismounted, and the pony, like one familiar with the place, trotted off at once to the stable.

Harper himself, at sight of the visitor, cast off all his usual sluggish discourtesy, and hastened up, tipping his hat.

Man, man, said Legges to him, in mild disapproval, do not raise your hat to me. That is a salutation which the devout leave for their Creator, and the fond for women as they meet. Give me your hand, Brother Harper, and I praise heaven that I see your honest face again.

This greeting he spoke in an unctuous tone and a still more impressive manner. He talked like a revivalist in a less fiery moment. His voice had the ring and the resonance of a public speaker, and it was said that Legges had, in fact, saved more than one erring soul before his practices were found out and he was hunted out of society by a sheriffs posse.

The good Legges wrung the hand of Harper in a powerful grip as he gave him this greeting, and so much was Harper impressed by the coming of this famous evildoer that his eyes actually sought the ground. He begged Legges to come inside for a cup of coffee or a bite of food, but he refused.

Instead, he whistled, and a lean-sided hound came running up to him and played about his feet. The hound had run down from the higher mountains at the heels of Legges, and now the old man leaned and patted his head.

Dannys feet are all muddied, said Legges, and I wouldnt be putting your good wife out of temper by letting such a muddy dog into the house.

As you please, Doctor Legges, said Harper. Would youve come down here to talk to me about young Dunmore, sir?

Dunmore? Dunmore? said Legges, in affected absentness of mind. Ah, is that the name of the youth? But first of all I want to ask you about our dear friend and good brother, Lynn Tucker. We havent heard from him since he came down here.

No, grunted Harper. You wont hear from him for a while, because hell be off in the woods, waitin until his shame has settled down in his boots a little out of his heart.

Shame is a good Christian feeling, brother, said Legges. But how was Lynn Tucker shamed? By this same young Dunmore?

Aye, by him, said Chuck. And may trouble overtake him. Because when Lynn went up to his room with a gun that night, Dunmore was ready for him. He caught him with glue on the floor, the way that you might catch a bird with a limed twig.

How did he know that Tucker was here? asked Legges with a touch of sharpness.

How can I tell? Unless he read the minds of my wife and me as we sat at the supper table. Who knows how he finds out what he knows? But know it he did, and got ready a trap.

What did he do with Tucker?

Talked soft to him, the way that he always talks, and said nothing at all to him.

Where is he now?

Layin up in his room, sayin that hes tired, and that hes gonna rest there, and wants his supper carried up to him... Givin orders like he was a lord.

He wants his supper carried up to him, does he? said Legges, again leaning and patting the head of the dog. And do you wait on him like that?

I would see him starve first, said Harper, but the wife has come into a strange sort of fear of that man. She says that hes no man at all, but a rank demon, and Im half thinking that she might be right. So we work for him and we wait on him hand and foot, and we never get a penny for it.

He doesnt pay?

Never a penny.

Ah, ah, ah, said Legges, Im greatly afraid that hes a bold and bad young man. But this night let everything be done as he wishes it to be done. Give way to the wicked, my friend. When a man bids you walk with him a mile or two, walk with him two, and pray for his soul. Let your good wife cook him an excellent dinner, but before it is carried up to him, let me see it. I may wish that it should carry a peculiar blessing. Hark, man... can he see me from his window now?

He may not see you now, said Chuck Harper, but hes apt to know that you or someones here. He can see through walls, my wife says, and Im kinda thinkin the same way with her.

They finally went for a walk into the woods, and it was dusk when they returned. Harper went in first and learned from his wife that the stranger was in his room still, and had not come out. After this, Legges was brought in, and the cooking of the supper was quickly concluded. There were two thick venison steaks, and fried potatoes, bread, syrup, and a pot of coffee for the guest of the hotel. Mrs. Harper glowered as she set out the food.

But Legges smiled on the big tray. What will he relish most? he asked.

The meat, the meat! said Mrs. Harper. He can eat half a cow a day. Hes got a winter famine in his stomach all the day long. Hes a pig, and not a man.

Gluttony is one of the deadly sins, said Legges. Now heaven forgive him for it, but, after all, the sinful must have their lessons and their privations... spare the whip and spoil the soul of the wrongful man. He spread his hands above the meat, and, as he did so, a little shower of white powder descended upon it.

What is it? asked Mrs. Harper. Whatve ye done to the meat, Legges? Chuck, Chuck, I wont carry the tray up. Now that this is done to it.

Ill carry it to him myself, said Chuck. What do I care? Thisll stop him hungerin, maybe.

So, with a set face, he started to leave the kitchen, but Legges cautioned him: Smile, smile, smile! Theres more to be done with a smile in this world than with a cocked gun or a sharp knife.

So big Chuck Harper went up the stairs, with the hound, Danny, scampering behind him after the smell of the meat. Presently Chuck came down again, grinning in very fact with a true malice in his face.

He rubbed his hands when he seen that venison, he said, and I last seen him dabbin the salt onto it, and slicin off a hunk... Doctor, whatll we hear? Whatll he do?

Youll hear nothing but the sound of a fall. The wicked are up, but they must be put down, said Legges. Thats a lesson to be learned from this, Chuck, my young friend. The wicked are up, but they must descend again, and heaven have mercy on their souls. He turned to Mrs. Harper. Now, my dear, he said, let us have a little more of that same steak, but this time well let salt be the single blessing on it. Wheres the dog, Chuck?

I dunno, said Chuck. I didnt see. He went up with me. I had something moren dogs to think about, he added significantly. Tell me, Doctor, will it kill a man quick... like a bullet?

Quick... like a bullet! As much of it as the head of a pin on the tongue of a horse would kill him instantly.

New venison steaks were now hissing and steaming in the pan as Legges went on cheerfully: What did this foolish young man want? How was he trying to establish himself? Ah, well, that will be a thing to be determined later on, when...

The door opened from the dining room side, and Carrick Dunmore came in and struck a white silence upon every face. Go on talking, folks, he said, while Legges noted that the footfall of this man made no sound upon the floor as he crossed to the stove. Go right on talking and dont let me upset you any.

From the nerveless hand of Mrs. Harper, he took the big fork and with it turned the venison steaks; and Legges, as the mans back was turned, glanced sharply, inquiringly, at Harper, as much as to say: This is the time to strike.

However, he did not have to look twice at Harper to understand that Chuck was sick with awe and fear, and incapable of raising a hand. The good Legges even slid a hand covertly inside his coat, for although he was old, he was not much slower than an aged cat.

But just as the burning thought entered his mind, and his hand had crept into the breast of his coat, Carrick Dunmore turned about from the stove and waved the big fork toward them. Nothing in the world like fryin meat for a hungry man, he said. The smell of this here, it came up to me sweeter than incense. You wont mind if a hungry man takes this turn, will you, Missus Harper?

Even in her fear, her hatred mastered her and wrinkled her face as she answered: You got your steak already... a three-man piece of meat, too!

Ah, and beautifully cooked, and it sure was seasoned to the queens taste, said Carrick Dunmore with continued good cheer. Only, he went on, it wasnt me that ate it.

Not you? cried Mrs. Harper indignantly.

You see, there was that little Chilton boy that had got into the house, and he come runnin down the hall...

Ah... heaven! exclaimed Mrs. Harper with a sick face.

Carrick Dunmore paused, and for one instant his eyes centered upon the womans face and burned her to the soul. And when I went to speak to the little boy, he concluded slowly, the dog, Danny, got at the meat. It killed him... like a bullet through the brain.


CHAPTER XIII
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THE HAND OF Legges froze upon the butt of the revolver within his coat, and there it remained, for the glance of Carrick Dunmore had now turned upon him and rested brightly, but steadily, on his face.

Youre a newcomer, I guess?

Yes, said Legges.

When I heard someone calling for the dog by the name of Danny, was that you?

No.

You didnt own him, then?

Yes, I owned him.

Well, sir, said Dunmore, Im mighty sorry that he died that way. Itll cut you up a good deal. Thats why youre so silent right now, I suppose. He continued looking with a softened eye upon Legges. I guess if one comes right down to it, theys a lot of men that youd rather see dead than that dog, eh?

Although he said it in ever so casual and sympathetic a manner, the eyes of Legges gleamed with fear, and then were blank again. But he merely nodded, and did not speak. He could not help noticing that, in spite of his very careless manner, this young man had the big fork always in his left hand, the right remaining free for emergencies.

I dont know what could have happened to him. Choked on too big a bite, maybe? But choking takes a little time, eh? What would you say couldve killed him?

Heart disease, no doubt, said Legges calmly.

Heart disease? said the other. Why, sure! That mustve been it. Got himself all weakened from running around in this here thin mountain air. Maybe he run up the stairs too fast, just now, and then he had the excitement of pitchin into that meat... He paused. Having made the picture as ridiculous as possible, he kept a mildly pleased eye upon Legges and added: You must be a doctor, tove thought of that. And theys only one doctor around here, I understand, and thats Doctor Legges. He crossed the room and held out his hand — his right hand. Im mighty glad to meet you, Doctor, he said.

Legges, glancing over the shoulder of Dunmore, looked straight into the eyes of Harper, for the mans back was once more turned upon his host, and this surely was the time to strike. But, as he looked, he saw Harpers jaw sag down and he drew the back of his hand across the loose lips. Suddenly Legges knew that Harper, against this curious guest of his, would be of no more help than a figure of wood. The woman, too, was frightened. Therefore, the doctor held out his hand and took that of the younger man.

Glad to know you. Youre Carrick Dunmore, that Harper has been telling me about.

Harpers been mighty good to me, said Dunmore. Sos Missus Harper. He went toward the stove again — once more turning his back upon Legges, and again the latter gripped his gun, but somehow could not use it. It was as though an icy breath struck him, and the fear that possessed the Harpers also seemed to be stealing into his veins.

Nothing that they wont do for me, said Dunmore, turning the steaks in the frying pan again. They aint happy unless theyre doing some little thing. Missus Harper, here, she sews on my buttons, and brushes up my clothes, and keeps my boots a-shinin. And Chuck Harper, hes always searchin for something to do for me. The boss hotelkeepers of the world, Id call em. Look at Missus Harper, here, insistin on me taking these steaks that she was cookin for all of you. Thats kindness, aint it? Shes got a big heart for a hungry man, has Missus Harper.

He smiled on her, and she, attempting to smile back, made a horrible grimace.

A great cook, too, went on Dunmore smoothly. And fine at seasoning. Look at the way shed fixed that steak... sos it broke Dannys heart with joy when he tasted it. Thats what I call a cook, Doctor Legges.

The doctor drew a long breath. He began to wish that he were far away from that kitchen. And yet he was held here by a great curiosity, also.

If youre Doctor Legges, went on Dunmore, youre the best friend of Tankerton. Is that right?

The doctor was silent, for it was a forbidden name.

And that bein the case, said Dunmore, Id be mighty happy to have you take a message to him for me.

What message? asked Legges.

Why, you tell Tankerton that Im mighty surprised that he aint come to see me. You tell him that it was a real pleasure to see his friend, Lynn Tucker, down here. And it was a sure great pleasure to meet Doctor Legges, too. But Id like to talk to Tankerton himself. Will you go and tell him that, partner?

Malice suddenly mastered the doctor. Young man, he said, are you sure that you want to see James Tankerton?

Nothin that I want to see so bad, said Dunmore.

Very well, said Legges. I think that can be arranged. Tankerton himself will call on you, Carrick Dunmore.

Thanks, said Dunmore. He raised the frying pan from the stove and carried it, contents and all, toward the door. There he turned. You wont forget that the dead dog is still in my room, Doctor Legges, eh?

Then he passed out and left three silent people staring at one another. But all had been differently affected. Mrs. Harper was convulsed with the most savage anger, so that she trembled with it. Her husband was loose and white, like a man about to faint. The eminent doctor was mopping his forehead with an automatic motion.

Then Mrs. Harper spoke. And heres what we get, she said, after the years that weve slaved and fought and starved, and gone through suffering for Jim Tankerton! Heres what we get in the way of help when we need to get out of a...

Her husband grasped her by the shoulder and shook her most violently. Shut up, you! he gasped at her. Aint he apt to be behind that door now listenin?

Listenin and laughin, said the wife, undaunted, because now fury completely mastered her. Listenin and laughin is what hes doin. Laughin at a great, fat-faced noodle that aint man enough to be the master in his own home, but that lets a low, sneakin deadbeat come in and trim him to the bone, and take the food off of his table...

Will you quit it? asked the gentle Chuck, lifting up his massive fist.

Be quiet, both of you, said Legges, with an air of authority and impatience. I can console you both by giving you my personal assurance that young Carrick Dunmore will be dead before the weeks out.


CHAPTER XIV
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JAMES HAMBLE TANKERTON came over the mountains to Harpersville. He had his saddle on Gunfire, on this day, and, therefore, he came fast, for that was the only way that Gunfire knew how to travel. He had his name from the sound of his flying hoofs upon the road — like rolling gunfire, a certain sheriff had said, as he and his posse spurred hopelessly up the dark of a road in pursuit of the brigand.

Now, on Gunfire, he flashed down the slope, and trotted up the rises, and swung away in a long gallop down the easier going that brought him to Harpersville. On the hill that stood above it, he halted his stallion and surveyed the surrounding country, with hand on hip, like a king looking over his kingdom. And this, in fact, was what that countryside was to James Tankerton. In this wilderness of heaped mountain ranges, split across with great cañons and darkened with trees of the most enormous size, he was the undisputed prince.

It was not a rich domain. Those who lived here were as a rule the poorest trappers and hunters, or else they worked patches of farmland in the bottoms. But this was all the better for Tankerton. For the poorer his people the more easily he could exercise his power over them. In fact, he drew no revenue from his kingdom, but rather it was a source of expense to him continually. What it returned to him was constant support and protection. All who did not love him, feared him, and both the one class and the other needed him. What little money many of these families received from their farms, their few cattle, the sale of pelts, was in many cases almost doubled by the handsome gifts that Tankerton made right and left. He gave with apparent recklessness but with real care, and, although he adopted a magnificent and paternal manner, yet his hand could fall heavily when he chose. More than one mountaineer received a sudden message advising him to flee to the plains beyond, and always that warning was heeded. If not, the body of the obdurate would be found before many days lying in the woods with a bullet through brain or heart.

Accident while hunting, the coroner would give as verdict. But everyone understood and took the lesson darkly home. Those who were true to Tankerton had his support and money at their command in a strong measure. For a friend in need, he was known to have organized a band of raiders and ridden two hundred miles to break open a jail in the secure heart of a town. With that rescued man he returned, and the mountains rang with the deed.

Such acts gave him the right to rule as a king; the people accepted him, and if he was a robber by profession, none of his plunderings occurred in the mountains where he lived. Now and again, a band gathered somewhere in the valleys, and a dozen or a score of beautifully mounted men rode out into the foothills or the level, rich lands beyond. There they struck at a bank, a jewelers stock, a train, a stagecoach richly laden, and whirled back into the mountains to squander their loot. That squandering poured out more money into the laps of the mountaineers. So it worked for them in an eternal circle.

The rule was by this time established. No sheriff or marshal, riding on the trail of Tankerton, could penetrate into the mountains with any success. The lips of all men were sealed, the ears of all men were deaf, there was no hospitality, no help, for the men of the law, but a screen of scouts and spies rose up before the posse and continually spread around them like waves from a dropped pebble in a pond. In a few days, the whole region of the mountains understood the nature of the posse, knew descriptions of the individuals, and well comprehended that, if any of these men should suddenly be missed from the ranks and found dead among the rocks or the trees, Tankerton would not be offended. In fact, the people of the mountains were his militia, and they had served him so extraordinarily well that the arm of the law no longer reached after him. It meant long and hard riding, bitter weather, hard trails, and in the end nothing but broken-down men and horses and an emptied pocketbook.

These thoughts drifted through the mind of Tankerton as he rested his horse upon the summit of the hill and looked over his domain. He felt assured and fixed upon his throne, and he would not have traded his place for any scepter in the world. This was his own realm, the place he knew, the air with which he was familiar, where every road was traced in his memory and where hardly a sapling could fall without his knowledge. He had all that a sovereign could wish for in the fear, the obedience, and the love of his subjects. He had the additional joy of the gambler who plays a winning game against great odds.

It was wearing toward the latter half of the afternoon, and, therefore, the light already was growing stained with blue in the bottoms of the valley — the cañon seemed deeper — the snow upon the mountains in the distance looked through the mist with a gleam like the glitter of swords. All was slowly being overcast with blue. The vapors ascended from the gorges, from the forests, and blew down with the melting of the snows, and, wherever the mountain mist appeared, it was blue of the sky, faintly breathed among the trees, or deeply pooled in the hollows, and the kingdom of Tankerton was the kingdom of the blue horizon.

He filled his eye with the noble picture, and then he gave Gunfire his head again, and the black stallion swept down from the slope.

Tankerton came to the rear of the hotel and saw a small boy coming up the trail beneath him. There he paused, with Gunfire turned into a black statue among the bushes and the poplars, until the youngster had come close enough to him to see the childs face. It was a brown little mountaineer of twelve or fourteen years, wearing his fathers trousers, worn to shreds that hung halfway down the scratched calf of his leg, and with a single strap passing over his shoulder by way of suspenders. He lugged a heavy shotgun of ancient make, and his face was dark with disappointment.

However, as he came closer, it seemed to Tankerton that he could recognize the features. He could not be expected to know every man, woman, and child in his dominions, but he followed the example of Caesar as nearly as he could. He did not think he had seen this boy before, but he ventured that he knew his father. So he waited until the lad, coming within five or six steps, suddenly halted and looked with bright, suspicious eyes about him. He had not seen anything, but, like a wild young animal, he seemed to suspect that eyes were fixed upon him from the covert. Tankerton rejoiced in the sight of him. He was as ragged, as rough, as unkempt as a bear cub, but he had a bears keen senses, a bears courage, and one day he would have almost equal strength. Such boys as this would grow into the men who would assure him a long reign, for Tankerton knew very well that the permanence of his power did not depend upon the crew of lock breakers, yeggs, thieves, confidence men, and plain gunfighters and murderers who brought him in his immediate revenue. It was the mountain militia that enabled him to keep his standing army from being broken up by the arm of the law.

Im here, he said suddenly.

The boy whirled and jumped the butt of his shotgun into the hollow of his shoulder, before he saw who it was that sat the horse half shrouded among the brush. Hey! he said then, and the gun almost dropped from his hands. Jiminy! Look what I nearly done.

Tankerton rode out into the trail. Do you know me? he asked.

Sure I do, said the boy.

Who am I, then?

Youre Jack Timberline, said the boy.

Im Jack Timberline?

Yep.

And what else do you know beside my name?

You got a bad pair of lungs, said the boy. Thats one of the things I know about you.

What makes you think that I have a bad pair of lungs?

If you wasnt a lunger, argued the boy, why would you be hangin around here in the mountains, except it was for your health. Maybe youre one of these here scientists that studies bugs, though, or flowers. I dunno. But Id say that Jack Timberline was something special.

Tankerton could not help smiling. I know your father, he said.

No, you dont, said the boy.

Are you sure?

Hes been dead for ten years. You might know Cousin Bill, though.

Do you look like him?

Do I look like a dog thats run wild? said the boy. He sneered with disgust. Id tell a man that I hope I dont look like him, he said.

How old are you, sonny?

Im old enough to shoot a buck, said the boy.

And skin him? asked Tankerton.

Aye, and skin him, and cut him up. No butcher could do it better!

Are you sure?

Aint Bill the butcher at Harpersville?

Suddenly Tankerton remembered the humped shoulders and the long, bestial face of Bill, the butcher at Harpersville.

Thats Bill Ogden. He taught me how to cut meat. He always sets in the sun and swaps lies with Chuck Harper.

Your name is Ogden, then?

Me? I hope it aint! My name is James McVey Alderwood Larren.

Its a good long name.

My pop was a good man, and he figgered it that the Larrens oughta have at least one name for every couple of foot of em!

And Bill Ogden was related and took you in...

He took me in proper, he did! He aint hardly done a stroke since I arrived.

A big mountain partridge, hiding beneath a bush, thought that it had crawled far enough from the sound of the voices and now rose on whirring wings. Instantly James McVey Alderwood Larren wheeled and discharged his shotgun. It was a quick shot, but it went home, for the partridge staggered in its flight, thumped against a tree trunk, and then fell to the ground.

The boy marked the spot and then let the bird lie. He turned back to Tankerton again, and assumed a careless air.

That was a bully good shot, said Tankerton. Youd better pick it up.

I guess Id better, said the boy. A good thing for me that I slammed that feller on the nose, he resumed, as he came back with his burden. Idve got a whanging from Cousin Bill, otherwise.

Does he whang you when you come in without any game?

Sure he does. He knows how, too. Hes been a tanner. The boy laughed carelessly. It dont do me no harm, he said. Along about last year I learned not to holler, and that takes a lot of the pleasure away from Bill, when he dont hear me yap.

It toughens you up, I suppose, said Tankerton, rather wonder-stricken by the philosophy of this lad.

Dont it, though? said James Larren brightly. When I get into a fight with some of the other kids, dont seem like I can feel it when they punch me. They can wear emselves out punchin me, but I knock their teeth down their throats in the finish, darn em. He grinned, and his white teeth flashed.

Bill isnt your uncle, then? said Tankerton.

Him? He aint much more related to me than a swaller is to a bald eagle, though both of them is birds. There was never but one Ogden that went out and got himself famous by bustin in and marryin with a Larren. And there aint never gonna be another. But girls is funny, Mister Tan... Timberline, as maybe youve noticed once or twice yourself. They go a lot more by faces than by fun.

Ah, but Ill wager that you have your share of em, Jimmy? They know a man, even in the making.

Thanks, said Jimmy, flushing with pleasure. But I dont have nothin to do with em. A lot o gabbin, gabberin, squealin, wothless things that keep a boy mindin that his shoes is wore out at the toes, and keep a man from readin his paper peaceful of an evenin. He looked down and wiggled his toes thoughtfully as he said this. They were visible through great ragged gaps at the end of each shoe.

Tankerton laughed again. You dont have much fun in Harpersville, I take it, he said.

Aw, things is all right, because you can get shut of the town so quick and have this for your main street, said the boy. He waved to the great chasm of the cañon, and smiled at it with an air of possession. But lately, he said, things has been lookin up, since the new man come.

Who is that?

Carrick Dunmore. He is a man, said the boy, his voice softening with awed admiration. Youd oughta see the stone he lifted. Hes got Chuck Harper lookin like hed just been licked. And by Missus Harpers face, youd think that she was just from seein a ghost.

A hard sort of a fellow, is he? asked Tankerton with interest.

Him? He aint hard at all. Hes soft. Hes so soft you cant break him with a hammer, and hes so hard you cant cut him with a knife. Thats him.

Tankerton drew out a dollar, and tossed it. It winged high in the air, but was caught by the unerring hand of the boy. Will you do something for me?

Ill do a dollars worth, and thatd be about five years pay, according to the lights of what Bill Ogden pays me.

Go to Harper. Tell him that Ill meet him on this trail. No one else needs to hear what you have to say.

The keen eyes of the boy flashed. He nodded, and was instantly off up the path at a run. Tankerton watched the sturdy legs flying, and thanked the providence that had furnished his kingdom with such man material as this.


CHAPTER XV
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TANKERTON DISMOUNTED NOW, but, even so, he did not relax his precautions, but rather redoubled them. He left the horse in the center of the thicket, where the perfectly trained animal stood without attempting to crop grass, or the succulent ends of the twigs about him; he hardly so much as swung his tail at the flies, or shook his bridled head. Tankerton, for his part, went two trees back from the trail and sat down to smoke. At this distance from the path, the smoke would not be seen, and yet he could view the way through gaps between the trunks. He did not need to use these precautions. He was able to ride where he pleased among the mountains, and he knew it. On occasion he enjoyed showing himself boldly, but his instinct was that of a hunted man, and in time of peace he constantly prepared for war.

The noises of the forest closed around him — the drip and murmur of a small stream nearby, and the whisper or rush of wind that carried with it bird noises, the squeak of squirrels, the deep voice of the waterfall in the cañon, and these sounds delicately intermingled with the fragrance of wildflowers, and the pure, sweet smell of the pines. In the distance, all the mountains had turned blue.

Presently he saw big Chuck Harper coming down the trail in huge lumbering strides, and he stepped out under the shadow of the first tree. Harper halted at sight of him, and then came on, half eagerly and half diffidently.

All the nature of Tankerton revolted at this man. He was himself fastidiously, beautifully made, lightly and slenderly, and the gross and shapeless bulk of Chuck Harper repulsed him. However, he was not one to allow such qualms to affect his attitude toward one of his most valuable tools. The hotel of Chuck Harper was of peculiar value. There were few like it, and no other hostelries within a full days ride. Therefore, it was sure to be used by people of every kind who traveled light, and for that reason he had to have Chuck Harper heartily in his service.

He went straight to the big fellow, and gripped his hand. Im glad to see you, Chuck, he said. Im sorry that Lynn and the doctor were not able to take care of this business for you... so you see Ive come myself. Hes a remarkable fellow, from all that I hear... too soft to break and too hard to cut, eh?

Chuck balled his huge fist, and then the fingers loosely relaxed. I dunno. Hes one of these here hypnotists, I guess, he said.

Do you think hell be able under any circumstances to hypnotize my gun, Chuck?

Harper looked earnestly at his chief, and he seemed to be making a comparison that could not be decided in one glance, but rather he had to sum up many details in order to get at the crux of the matter. Finally he said: You know your own business, chief. Nobody ever has downed you, but if I was you, Id never tackle this here gent alone.

Is he as dangerous as all that? asked Tankerton lightly. Although there was lightness in his tone, there was sinister care in his heart. The rumor of the greatness and the power of this stranger bulked larger in his mind for the very reason that the man was unknown to him.

Ive seen him do things, said Chuck, unwilling to admit that his chief could be surpassed by any human creature. He stared at the lean, handsome face of Tankerton. That of Carrick Dunmore was handsome likewise, but much fuller, with rather a sleek look. Both of them were smiling faces, but the smile of Tankerton was that of superior intelligence, or assured mastery of men, whereas that of Dunmore was the smile of one engaged in a pleasant game, who knows some secret that may presently make all that an enemy does appear absurd. Each had a wonderfully steady eye, but the steadiness of Tankerton was the steadiness of a vast and self-conscious will, whereas the strength of Dunmores glance was that of one who reads a very entertaining page. Finally the regard of the hotelkeeper rested upon the towering, swelling forehead of his master, and that convinced him.

Somehow youll be able to handle him, he said doggedly. I guess youll be able to do that. But Ive seen Tucker and Legges turned into pulp by him. He aint no common man... thats sure.

That bitter conclusion the chief was willing to agree with. Doctor Legges, said Tankerton, also advised me to bring down some of my best men and attack our friend Dunmore.

Doctor Legges is a gent with good sense, said Chuck.

But, said Tankerton, I want you to understand, Chuck, that I never have avoided single men who cross my way, and I dont want to form the habit of an old man, while I still can walk without the aid of a crutch.

Chuck blinked and nodded.

This fellow is a lazy sort of a chap, as I understand it, who can lie in the sun and be perfectly happy.

He can. For a whole half day, said Chuck.

Also, he can go out and walk fifty miles across this sort of country? inquired Tankerton.

He started out the other morning and come back by evenin light, and he brung with him some twigs of red willow, and, if that there grows any nearer than Center Creek, Im a liar, chief. Thats all I know about it.

He carries his guns with him, too, and shoots small game with a revolver?

Aye, he do.

What else has he been doing lately thats of interest? asked Tankerton.

Why, nothin. I dont think theys anything in his head, except he wants to sit yonder in my hotel and get you, when you come for him. Hes too lazy to start a regular hunt for you, but he wants the blood money thats on you. Thats my way of writin this here story.

Ah, well, said Tankerton, a good many men might be tempted by ten thousand dollars, and a great reputation along with it. You must admit that, Chuck.

The little pig eyes of Chuck gleamed. But then he looked into the face of his master again, and his glance was abased.

Now, then, said Tankerton, I want to know the details of the last few days. Tucker has come in at last, and he and Legges together have told me the first part of the tale.

Hes been as usual. Lie around one day. Go off trampin the next. Then fiddle around a good deal. Go and set and yap with some of the folks up and down the street. Went to the blacksmith shop and got an old plowshare, for instance, and brung it home.

What did he want with that?

Thats what I asked him.

What did he say?

He says that it makes the boss mud scraper of the world. Thats what he says. What does he want with a mud scraper?

Did he put it up?

No. No sign of him doin that.

Thats rather strange, then.

I dunno that it is, said Chuck. Ma thinks its strange, too. I dunno why. Hes jus one of them lazy, shiftless kind. Gets an idea, and then goes to sleep and forgets about it. But what for would he want to make a mud scraper for my hotel? He aint showed any signs of doin anything else for me. He sure aint paid his bill yet. But when the first of the month comes, Im gonna have it, if I gotta take it out of his hide by burnin down the hotel to scorch him till he melts... the skunk! He roared with his anger, and then caught his breath as he saw the slight frown upon the face of his leader.

A dangerous man, Chuck, but you dont think that theres any great mystery about him? asked Tankerton.

Chuck hesitated, his lips twitching as he controlled the angry words that came. Finally he said: Its like this, chief. You take that kind of a gent... I dunno how to put it. But theys been two men in the world that have give me a kind of a chill... hes one of em.

Thats interesting, Chuck, said Tankerton. And who may the other have been?

You! blurted out Chuck.

Tankerton smiled again. No chills, Chuck. No chills. Im your friend, I trust.

I hope so, said Chuck with devout emotion. But if youd tie up with a couple more of your best... if you and Lynn Tucker and maybe that new young feller that you got... Furneaux... was to join up together...

And add you to the party, Chuck?

Chuck rubbed his knuckles across his fleshy forehead. Then he said, while he turned a dull red: I wouldnt be no good, I guess. He... hes got me hypnotized, all right. Then he broke out: And if I was you, I wouldnt waste no time. Id go and break right in on him and not give his eyes no chance to work on you. Thats the best way.

Of course, it is, said the other. And Ill do it alone.

Are you dead set, chief?

Tankerton waved his hand toward the mountains, as though on their hard faces could be seen the answer to that question. Then he said simply: A fellow like that will be a pleasure to meet. And if I have to die, its best not to be dropped by the chance bullet that some fool in a posse fires.

Chuck blinked again, for this was a spirit to which he could listen, but which he could not very well comprehend. He knew that it was above and beyond him, and a new thrill jumped from his heart to his brain as he realized that his master was, indeed, utterly fearless. Sometimes, men were apt to say that he was a wily fox who put the burden of his labors upon the shoulders of others, and then collected the money and the fame at their expense, but Chuck could see now that this question was answered once and for all. For his own part, he would rather have faced a fiery dragon than that pair of smiling eyes and that faintly smiling mouth of Carrick Dunmore.

Actually he fell back a pace and took a short breath. All right, chief, he said.

Where is he now?

Up in his room. Hes just made the wife bring him up tea and mlasses and hot cakes. This time of day, will you think?

How can he make her, Chuck?

Its better to fetch him what he wants than to have him come and take it, said Harper.

Very well, said Tankerton, then Ill go to his room, rather than let him come to fetch me.


CHAPTER XVI
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BEFORE HE LEFT the screen of trees behind it, Tankerton paused and examined the hotel with care, for there was plenty of danger in crossing the clearing if some accurate shot waited behind the windows, rifle in hand. The face of the building depressed him, as the sight of a new school does a boy on the first day of a term. However, he shrugged away this weakness and immediately stepped out from the trees to the open, crossing it with never an apparent look at the windows before him.

As he went, he was deeply realizing what he had almost forgotten in the last few years — that his kingdom was built upon his own strength and courage alone. He had his little army of scouts and of fighters to deal with the heavy posses who rode up from the plains, but it had never occurred to him that a single man might quietly step through his outer defenses and sit down here in the heart of his power.

From the street beyond the hotel he could hear someone whistling The Campbells Are Coming, and he wondered if this might be a signal that concerned his own approach.

The rear door of the hotel opened, and Chuck Harper was there holding it ajar and greeting him with a twisted grin and a white face. The big fellow was badly frightened, but viciously hopeful, and, as for his wife, she looked at Tankerton as one who already smells a feast.

If you take off your boots here, said Harper, Ill show you how to get up the stairs to his room without makin no noise.

Ill walk up in my boots, said Tankerton calmly. I may be dying in a few moments.

Dont talk about it! Chuck Harper said in horror. But the main thing is for you to get there easy. Now I could show you a way across the roof. He might be watchin the door. He aint so likely to look for a gent to pop in at his window.

Tankerton smiled. Do you think that I want to do a murder, Chuck? he asked. This is the way up, isnt it?

Straightway he marched across the dining room and through the hall, and up the darkened staircase, his feet heavy with the knowledge that this day would make history in his life, and his heart strengthening itself for the battle. For the tenth time he loosened his revolver as he walked.

From the top of the stairs, Chuck Harper, who had stolen noiselessly up behind his master, pointed and whispered: Last door on the left... your room.

My room, said Tankerton beneath his breath. Then he went forward with anger. There was enough anger, at least, to warm him thoroughly and to make him grateful for the last remark made by Harper.

So he came to the door at a brisk walk, jerked it open, and stepped inside with gun in hand and a bounding joy that he had not found the door locked. He was taking advantage, but such advantages were permissible, according to his code. As he snatched the door wide, he heard from the street the shrilling whistle of The Campbells Are Coming still in progress, and with the lift of that music in his ears he saw a man turning toward him from the window, and stepping out to him at the same time. He saw every detail of this man in the burning concentration of the first glance. He saw the shoulders sleeked over with strength, the fine head, and, above all, a faint smile in lips and eyes — the stern joy of one who really loves battle.

The gun of Tankerton was poised as he entered — he needed only to let the muzzle drop down upon the mark, and into the breast of the other he sent a .45-caliber bullet. It was as though an invisible finger pushed through the shirt of the other from left to right, but he did not fall. And then the wink of steel that had appeared in the hand of Dunmore — plucked out of the air, as it were — exploded. A stifling breath struck the face of Tankerton, like the breath of a great beast of prey, with hot prickles of fire stinging his eyes blind.

Into the red-speckled darkness he fired blindly. The gun was wrenched from his hand and he himself embraced with such a might as he never had dreamed of. He reached for his second gun — it already was gone — and a cold muzzle was clapped under his chin.

At the same time the voice of Dunmore said loudly: Well, Tankerton, its a draw. Are we going to murder each other, or do we stop here?

The brain of Tankerton spun.

Answer, you fool, said Dunmore in a whisper. Theyre listening. You see no sense in murder...

Theres no sense in stupid murder, Dunmore, said Tankerton.

Sit down, then, said Dunmore, and well talk the thing over.

Tankerton found himself lightly lifted, and then deposited into a chair. In the hall, dimly, he heard retreating footfalls, rapid steps that ran away with such reckless haste that the floor pulsed with the impacts.

A fiery torment still blinded him, so that he saw only red-speckled blackness streaked across with dazzling white lights. A wet cloth now pressed across his face gave almost instant relief. There was some soothing medicament upon it. His eyes cleared, and once more he could look about him, although somewhat dimly for the moment. At least, he could see that Dunmore was on the opposite side of the room, rolling a cigarette, which he now lighted.

Have the makings? he politely proffered.

No, said Tankerton. He was anxious enough to smoke, but he was afraid lest there might be a visible tremor in his hand. He was still shaken from head to foot by the shock of what had happened, and his very vitals ached from the grip of Dunmores arm.

Reckon that they wont be listening at the door, said Dunmore. But theys quite a little ol crowd gatherin below. Hear em?

There was a confusion of many voices that lifted to the ears of Tankerton, but all these voices were suppressed and kept down, as though by fear. Then his eyes cleared altogether; his mind at the same time could function again, and he realized that he had been beaten for the first time.

Dunmore, watching him critically, understood. Sort of a low-down trick that I played you, Tanker-ton, he said. He undid his shirt at the neck, and, drawing over his head a loop of leather thong, he pulled out the broad, heavy blade of a plowshare. I couldntve taken the chance with a less straight shot than you, Tankerton, said Dunmore, but I knew that youd hit the heart, and you done it. He laughed a little as he indicated a bright streak across the rusted face of the iron. You hit it with a whang. That time, you mustve heard the bell ring, Tankerton?

The outlaw sat with head erect, leaning a little forward in his chair, and studying the other with a calm brightness of eye. Never before had Dunmore seen such a man, or felt in another such nerve of dauntless steel.

The stuff I used on you, said Dunmore, was not fair, of course. But it was better than knocking you over with a slug, wasnt it?

What are you after, Dunmore? he said.

A talk with you, said Dunmore.

Did you have to run this mystery game at Harpers place in order to talk with me? You must have known that Im always ready to talk with any man.

This takes a little explaining, said Dunmore. The fact is that I knew I could talk to you when I felt like it, but, from my way of lookin at it, it was a lot better to have you come to my office than for me to go to yours. Saved me from sendin in my card, you might say.

Tankerton made another brief gesture. You have all the cards in the pack, he said, so you can say how the game is to be played.

Why, well each take half, said Dunmore.

Half of what?

Well make a merger, Tankerton.

A merger? I want to try to understand you, Dunmore.

Ill put it straight as I can. We each of us have something to give... weve each got something to get. For instance, youve got the mountains, here, under your thumb. I want half of that power. Youve got a gang of hard-handed fightin men. I want half of that bunch. Youre the king, Tankerton. You can keep right on bein the king, but Im gonna be the grand vizier, or something like that. Instead of one whip, theys gonna be two.

Tankerton waited a moment, flushing a little. I understand you now, I think, he said. The point is that you will buy half the stock in my company.

Thats a way of putting it.

Nearly everything in the world is for sale, said Tankerton. I might point out that Ive worked a good many years to build up this company. What price are you paying to let yourself into it on an equal basis?

What price did you pay to get it? asked Dunmore.

Careful planning, patience, and dangers faced and outfaced.

Ive paid in the same coin, said Dunmore. Ive come in and stepped into the teepee of a big chief with a lot of scalps already at his belt. Ive hung out here while a gunman came down and tried to murder me in the night. I sat around until murder with poison was tried. And, after that, the king got off his throne and come sashayin down here to polish me off. But he tripped. He didnt have the luck. So hes settin here thinkin things over and decidin that, after all, Im talkin business the right way.

Tankerton shook his head. Do you think that my men would follow you?

I got an idea that theyd learn to.

I dont see the possibility, Tankerton contradicted.

The face of Dunmore grew hard. Think it over, old-timer, he said. Youll see that Im right when I say that wed better shake hands, and then go to the window and let the boys outside see us together.

Still, Tankerton waited for a moment, his teeth clenched hard, but suddenly he rose and held out his hand. Ill agree on the start, said he, but youll have to take care of your own finish.

Dunmore met the proffered grip willingly. I never asked for loaded dice, he said.


CHAPTER XVII

[image: img107.jpg]

STANDING SHOULDER TO shoulder, as though for mutual support, Chuck Harper and his wife saw Carrick Dunmore and Tankerton come down the stairs side-by-side — Dunmore with his pack across his shoulder. The two were talking in the most amiable fashion.

Whatever Chuck had heard from the hall outside the door of Dunmores room, he could not be prepared for this, and his jaw sagged loosely as he watched.

Tankerton went up to him with a smile. Why, Chuck, he said, you might have known that you were mistaken about Dunmore. Hes one of my oldest friends, and one of my best, come out here at my invitation to be my partner. But the scoundrel wanted to introduce himself in his own way... so long since weve seen each other that I hardly recognized him, at that. Eh, Carrie?

Well, said Dunmore, its the first time that Judge Colt has made old friends recognize one another. Whats my bill, Harper?

Seventy-four dollars and fifty cents this morning, said Chuck, and...

Pay him for me, old fellow, will you? Dunmore said to the outlaw. Dont generally carry such small change as that around with me.

Tankerton flashed a grim side glance at his companion, but he immediately took out a roll of bills and peeled off two of them. Heres a hundred, Chuck, he said. You keep the change for luck, will you?

Chuck, trembling with emotion in all his great bulk, drew the other aside. He was breathing so hard that it was almost impossible for him to speak. Finally he could say: Him? A friend of yours, chief?

We played together when we were youngsters, Tankerton explained easily. Hes all right, Chuck... only a little eccentric, you know, and that doesnt matter among old friends. You see that youve been paid for what hes eaten.

Paid? echoed Chuck hollowly. I couldnt be paid with a million dollars, unless the money was printed on his hide. He jerked about, presenting his back to his master, and strode away.

This was an act of open rebellion that would have called for quick disciplining at any other time, but Tankerton had now many important details to occupy his mind and let the trifles slip. He heard Dunmore saying good-bye to Mrs. Harper, and watched her face turn yellow with disappointed malice. In their own way, Tankerton felt that there were no two more evil characters in the mountains than this precious pair, and it seemed that Dunmore had been at pains to bring out every ugly phase of them.

He was saying now: This here is a sad time for both of us, Missus Harper. But thats the way of things. Smooth goin for a little while, and then we get the bumps. Dont you take on though, little woman. Because all the time that Im away, Im gonna be thinkin of you. Every time I see a wildflower, like a flowerin cactus, say, or a prickly pear, Im gonna be reminded of you constant, and thatll help me to bear up. Shake hands, little woman.

She jerked her hands behind her back. Id... Id rather touch a toad! she gasped at him, and fled from the room.

They hate you, Dunmore, Tankerton commented, looking after her.

Look here, remarked Dunmore. Would you take it for a compliment to have that sort of a crowd like you or want you in the middle of the family?

Tankerton shrugged his shoulders, and he went with Dunmore out the front door of the hotel.

The light of the sun, sloping through the great trees from the west, sent long splotches of shadow across a crowd of fifty or sixty people who were gathered there; Harpersville hardly could have collected a greater number. When they saw Dunmore and the outlaw as friends, side-by-side, they gave back with an awed and bewildered murmur. Tankerton stood up on the steps of the hotel and made a little speech.

He said briefly: Friends, Im mighty glad to see you all here, because I want to introduce you to an old companion of mine who has come up here to be my partner. We didnt recognize each other at first, and it came close to being a bad meeting... but good luck made us both miss, and were glad of it. If you see Dunmore after this, look on him as much a friend of yours as I could be.

He said this quietly, cheerfully, but Dunmore could see the pallor of the mans face and recognize the forced quality in his smile. By those tokens he could guess at the shame and rage and hatred that were gathered in the breast of the outlaw, and he could prophesy the danger that must lie before him. Yet he was amazed by the honesty with which the man fulfilled his pledge.

In all his life he had not seen a more savage-looking crowd. They looked like rough hunting dogs leaning on the leash, and one word from Tankerton, one gesture, even, would have launched them in a wave at Dunmore. Yet Tankerton refrained. It was pride, no doubt, that held him back. He would not admit that he needed the assistance of any man in single fight.

The manner in which the assemblage took the speech of their patron was typical of their rude, half-savage natures. A sort of growl ran through them, then they swayed into groups, facing the two main objects of interest, but muttering and mumbling among themselves. It was plain that, when they heard of the arrival of Tankerton, they expected that swift destruction would overtake the impertinent stranger, and they could not accommodate themselves to the disappointment. Yet they eyed Dunmore with some admiration and a great deal of wholesome respect.

As the horses for two were brought around to the front of the hotel, such a space had formed in front of them that Tankerton turned to Dunmore and said with a smile that was for the benefit of the crowd, and a bitterness of voice that was for the man beside him: Ive lost this day as much as Ive won in the last three years. I owe that to you, Dunmore.

Take me as you find me, answered Dunmore. A month from today you may be glad that Ive joined you.

Tankerton allowed his smile to slip into a sneer for an instant, and then looked down the street toward the form of a rider who was coming up at a furious speed. It came closer and grew from a blur of dust and haste into the figure of a flying bay horse, dust-coated and flecked with foam. In the saddle was no man, in spite of this furious speed, but a girl. As she came up, the speed of her gallop furled the brim of her hat, and so it was that Carrick had his first view of Beatrice Kirk, dark-skinned, dark-eyed, and beautiful.

Straight into the crowd she rushed her horse, so that they scattered with yells to each side. A man would have been dragged from his horse and flogged for such conduct, but they laughed at her recklessness. For her part, she paid not the slightest attention to them, but drew in hard on a wicked Spanish curb that threw the bay on his haunches. So he skidded to a halt in splendid style, and a gush of dust spurted over those who were standing nearby.

Its Beatrice Kirk, Dunmore heard a voice say. He thought it a lovely name, and, although the horse no longer stirred, it seemed to him as though the beauty of her face were sweeping on strongly into his mind. All was delicately feminine in her fashioning, all was lightness and grace, but in her expression he could see neither humility nor patience, or kindness, or friendship, or timidity, or any of those domestic and shrinking virtues with which most men fit out their ideal. She was all fire, passion, contempt, pride, courage, and a sinister dash of cruelty lurked about her mouth and eyes, Dunmore thought.

She flung out of the saddle and stood panting before them. Is it all over and Im too late, Jimmy? she said to Tankerton. I rode like the mischief to get here, because I wanted to see that fight. But now youve finished it, and Ill only see the Dunmore corpse. She panted out the words, making a savage little gesture of disappointment.

Dunmore? said Tankerton. Does he look like a corpse?

He pointed at his companion, and the girl, turning with a start, stared fully at Dunmore. He felt as though he never had been looked at before those hard, bright, and searching eyes were fixed on his. It was as though she did not see his body, his clothes, his face, but only demanded: What is in the soul of this man?

Suddenly he felt empty, and a little frightened.

She turned back to Tankerton, as suddenly as she looked on Dunmore. Bah! she said. He won. A world of ringing disappointment and contempt was now in that voice of hers.

Dunmore said hastily: Nobody won. We were introduced with a couple of shots, and we found out that we were old friends.

Old friends, Tankerton said, repeating the idea, and it seemed to Dunmore that he spoke with a touch of desperation in his voice. Why, Beatrice, we played together when we were kids.

She looked at him, then flashed her bright eyes at Dunmore and never had he seen such disbelief and such contempt commingled. Well, she said, your guns have scared the two of you into a mighty good story. Jim, is he going back with us?

Yes, he answered with an unwilling drag in his voice.

He is? she snapped. Well... give me a hand up. Im going to ride on ahead.

Well all be going back the same road, Beatrice, he said, well nigh pleading.

Are we? Not unless you can go faster than the bay will take me.

Whats the matter with you? Tankerton demanded.

I want to be alone, she answered bitterly. I want to be alone, so that I can have a daydream and think about one real man. There arent any wearing boots in these mountains.


CHAPTER XVIII

[image: img107.jpg]

AT SEVERAL THINGS Dunmore wondered. He had seen proud girls and pretty girls before. He had seen them treat men with all the contempt of that tyrannical power that beauty gives into their hands, but never before had he witnessed such a thing as this. Most marvelous of all, the proud Tankerton submitted to this abuse in the face of the crowd and actually was offering his hand to help her mount. More wonderful still, the crowd did not seem offended, or to find anything ridiculous in this submission, but they merely looked upon Beatrice Kirk with wondering and admiring eyes.

There was an interruption just as she was about to put her foot into the hand that Tankerton was offering. Out across the street from the butcher shop lurched a big man, Bill Ogden. He had humped shoulders and a long, brutal face; he looked, in fact, very much like Jimmy Larrens description of him — a swine that had run wild in the woods. He carried a stout stick in his hand, and, singling out Jimmy in the crowd, he brought the cudgel down on his shoulders.

You little brat! yowled Ogden, even louder than Jimmys yell of surprise and of pain. Ill teach you to go gaddin! Ill learn you manners! Ill...

Jimmy dodged away like a flying bird into the open and took to his heels, but the club reached him again as he darted off, and this time it grazed his head with sufficient force to make him stagger.

Dulled though his wits were by that stroke, still he had intelligence enough to know that he could not get away in the open after receiving such a blow, so he wheeled and staggered back into the crowd.

They seemed used to this brutality and gave back, roaring with laughter, while the youngster fled on with a contracted, desperate face, and the monster gained rapidly behind him, one hand outstretched, his mouth grinning with expectant joy.

At the first shout, the girl had turned from her horse. Now she leaped in between Jimmy and his persecutor, with her quirt flashing through the air like a sword. It fell straight across the leering face of Bill Ogden.

You wildcat! yelled the butcher, staggering back. Ill... Ill teach you! Ill...

She leaped straight in at him.

Dunmore could see her face and it was on fire with a savage joy, a sort of animal ferocity.

You brute! she said through her teeth. Ill teach you to grunt and howl among human beings. With almost every word the rapid quirt slashed and lashed over the head, the face, the guarding hands of Bill Ogden.

Once he actually lurched forward at her, but at the same moment he saw the leveled revolver in the hand of Tankerton and received a blow that drew blood from forehead to chin. Howling like a beast with pain and with rage, Bill Ogden turned at last and fled with a bleeding face to the shelter of his shop.

Beatrice Kirk, watching him out of sight, went back toward her horse, saying: Bah, bah! The filthy pig. Why do you let such creatures stay here, James? Why do you do it?

I dont think that hell stay long, after this, answered Tankerton.

Wheres the boy? she demanded. I want to have a look at him.

Out of the crowd, someone found young Larren as he was skulking away, and brought him back to her. He was rubbing his injured head, but the expression on his face was calm enough.

Are you hurt, sonny? she asked.

Dunmore, listening for some feminine touch of pity and gentleness, thought that he recognized none whatever in the voice of the girl.

Well, whatcha think, maam? said Jimmy.

She laughed, seeming much pleased by this sharp answer.

Not hurt bad, though, he said philosophically. He didnt bust anything. Otherwise, I dont care a rap.

You dont? You dont get many of these beatings?

Enough to keep me toughened up pretty good, he responded.

Again she laughed. She drew nearer to the ragged lad and laid a hand on his shoulder. Look me in the eye, she said.

Aw, I can look at you, all right, said Larren. He tilted his head a little, for he lacked a good deal of her height, and the pair confronted each other. Dunmore surveyed them with a peculiar interest. It was this same lad who had whistled The Campbells Are Coming under his window and roused him from the bed where he was drowsing — roused him just in time and cleared his brain to meet the sudden attack of Tankerton.

Steadily she eyed the boy, while the crowd watched curiously. Well, she said, whats your name?

Jimmy Larren.

Was that your father?

Does he look it? He dont, and he aint, said Larren.

Youre not very grateful to me, she suggested.

Aw, he said, Ill get everything that you saved me from. Id rather you had let me alone. Because then he would have finished in one bust. This way, hell spread it on thick for a month. Hell whack me every time the cuts on his face hurt him. Then he added, with a boys sense of justice: You meant pretty good, though. I thank you for that, maam.

James, she said suddenly.

Thats me, said the boy.

No, it isnt, she retorted, as Tankerton came up. Why dont you take this boy along with you? Hes not living with his family.

You dont mean it, Beatrice, said Tankerton.

Why dont I? Ill take care of him. Besides, he looks like something real to me. Not a fake. She looked insultingly into the face of Tankerton, and then straight across at Dunmore.

At that, his heart rose hotly in him, but shame and yearning immediately followed.

Tankerton had stepped back.

Youngster, do you want to come with us?

Me? Why not? said Jimmy.

You know that we move about a good deal?

Well, youve had a good look at my speed just now, said Jimmy, grinning.

At that, the crowd laughed, except the girl and Dunmore. She was too busy watching the boys face. Dunmore was watching the keen, almost grim, expression of Beatrice Kirk.

When the laugher died down, Tankerton nodded: You understand me, Jimmy? Youll hardly have a steady home with us?

Say, said Jimmy, I aint used to a home. I been raised in a butcher shop.

Dont make any more objections, commanded the girl. I want him. Hes a good boy. Maybe he will be a man. Give him a horse, James, and well start together.

This high-handed command Tankerton mildly obeyed, and at once. A mustang and a saddle were on hand in five minutes, and Jimmy Larren was mounted; his clothes, in obedience to a message from the outlaw leader, had been tied in a bundle and flung through the window of the butcher shop into the dust of the street. These were tied on behind the saddle, and the four were ready to start.

As they mounted, Dunmore heard Tankerton say to the girl: Wheres the kid?

What kid? she asked.

Young Furneaux. Dyou mean to say that he let you ride out of camp without tagging along?

Oh, Furneauxs all right, she said, but Im tired of him. He started to come along, but I chucked him in the woods, and itll take the greenhorn a whole day to find his way back.

To that, Dunmore listened with sharpened ears, but now they began to move out from the crowd, and presently they were jogging down the road, raising the dust in lazy drifts behind them. The sun was very low now, and crimson was appearing in the eastern sky, down between the blue mountains. Up from the gorges, more blue was welling, the very trees were entangled in it, and it seemed to Dunmore that he was riding, truly, into the blue kingdom of the horizon to where Carrick Dunmore had ruled so many hundred years before him.

The girl and Larren went in front, and Tankerton and Dunmore kept to the rear — Tankerton deep in thought, and now and then biting his lip.

Is she one of you? asked Dunmore at last, tormented into speech by his curiosity.

She? Beatrice? Tankerton said absently. Then he explained: Her father was Judge Kirks son. The great Judge Kirk, I mean. The one who was run out of Tennessee by the Hodgkin-Kirk feud. His son took that to heart. Theyd lost everything, you see. And Phil Kirk... that was the girls father... after his fathers death went back to Tennessee to settle a lot of overdue accounts. He killed three men, or four, I think.

Fair fight?

Why, I suppose so. That doesnt matter so much in a feud, I guess. At any rate, he killed em, and they didnt leave it to the feud law. They called in the police.

And ran him out?

Ran him straight into these mountains. He was working a patch of land, taking a few pelts every winter, and living like a beggar, he and his girl, until I come along eight years ago and showed him how to find an easier life for himself, and an education for Beatrice.

Shes been educated?

About everything that money can do for her has been done, said Tankerton almost drearily, but...

But what?

Tankerton did not answer, but looked down the road before him as though he were seeing some new and strange sight approach.

Dunmore did not press his last question, for he had seen and heard enough partially to understand what a problem the girl could be. He soon found himself staring ahead into the richness of the eastern sky, and at the noble, blue mountains that rolled to either side in rank on rank.


CHAPTER XIX
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WHERE THE ROAD took a sharp turn around the shoulder of the mountain, with the big pines walking up from the lower slope and the jumbled stumps left by a forest fire standing like black-hooded figures of misery, two men started out from the woods on active little mountain ponies and swung into the trail with raised hands.

Tankerton spurred instantly to the lead. Whos there? he called.

Hank and Lew Deacon, came the answer, and the riders drew slowly closer, as though to prove that they were not dangerous but came in peace.

Dunmore saw two bulky figures of young men, looking in the dull glow of the sunset as large as the horses they sat on. Both stepped to the ground from the saddle, rather than leaped down, and they stood before Tankerton.

What do you want with me? he asked.

We want half a minute of your time, Mister Tankerton.

What is it?

We been wranglin two years about a piece of ground down there in the river bottom. Our uncle died and he left no will. He owned the ground, and hed promised it to Lew, because he always favored Lew over me. But Im the older. And there wasnt no written will. So I claim one half the place.

Why shouldnt you let him have it? asked Tanker-ton of Lew.

Ill see him hanged first, said Lew. Hes a sneak, and a fool, and too yaller to be willin to fight it out, man to man.

Its a lie, said Hank. Ill fight you now! He said it quickly enough, but his voice was a shade unsteady.

Therell be no fighting, said Tankerton. You two split the land in two parts and each keep to his own share.

And the house? said Lew. Is that to be carved in two? Besides, itd make me sick to see the face of him every day.

How many acres are there?

Forty.

What are they worth?

Moren two thousand dollars, and the house and the barn and the rest of the stuff, like hosses, and whatnot, would bring in pretty nigh onto three thousand more.

Tankerton said quietly: Lew, go back to the house and pack up your things. You leave that farm, and Hank will pay you twenty-five hundred dollars for your share.

Why, said Lew, Id let him have it for two thousand, but he aint got that many cents.

Hell pay to you a fifth part with interest every year. Dyou hear, Hank?

I could manage that pretty good, said Hank.

Id take anything to get shut of him, Lew stated.

Then, said Tankerton, you can go down to the Erickson Lumber Company and tell the boss that I sent you along. Or else I could get you a place on the plains working at...

Ill take the lumber, thanks.

Im going on. Mind you that Im the witness that this agreement has been made, and Ill hold you both to it. Theres one last thing that I have to say to you. How long since youve shaken hands?

Us? Why, I dunno that we ever started.

Youll start now, Tankerton announced. The pair of you, shake hands in front of me.

Hank reluctantly held out his hand, but Lew started back.

Id rather touch mildew! he spit savagely. Id rather take a dead mans hand!

What? exclaimed Tankerton with sudden force. Do you think that those big shoulders of yours and the strength in your hands make you able to despise other people? I tell you, Lew, that no man has any power, except that which his friends are willing to give him. And where are you to pick up friends if you cant get them out of your own family? A man full of hate is like a house with the shutters closed. He cant see out, and no one else can see in. Shake hands with Hank, and no more words about it.

Lew did not answer, but, making a slow step toward his cousin, he reluctantly held out his hand and gripped that of Hank.

Good night, said Tankerton. And remember that, if youre proud of your own blood, you ought to be proud of each other.

He rode on, but the two cousins made no answer to him. They stood silently, facing each other in the dark of the increasing dusk. Then Dunmore found that Tankerton was no longer at his side, but went in the lead with Beatrice Kirk, while Jimmy Larren was now knee to knee with him.

Jimmy was chuckling softly.

Whats the joke? asked Dunmore.

Why, Tankertons the joke, he answered.

I thought he did that job mighty well, sonny.

Aw, sure he did. Them two, theyll be cryin on each others shoulders the whole of the way home. But that aint what I mean. I mean Tankerton, there, the way he treats her. Look at em now!

With a sudden whoop, the two leaders darted away down the road and disappeared around the next bend.

Aw, he let her beat him, too, said Jimmy Larren. Even let her beat Gunfire, he would.

Why not, if it makes her happy? Shes only a girl, Jimmy.

Say, Jimmy said, if you was to raise a dog like a wolf, would you call it a dog because it looked like one, or a wolf because it killed calves and was like to cut your own throat?

What do you mean by that? Dunmore asked, gradually guessing what the youngster had in mind.

Well, said Larren, heres you and the chief that meet up and make friends, and along comes that girl and gives you both a dirty look, and horsewhips Cousin Bill, and takes me off to the camp.

You aint grateful, Jimmy, for that?

Aw, sure I am. But no man couldve acted more rougher nor more prouder than her. You take the way that she hands lip to the chief, what would he do if she was wearin trousers instead of skirts? Hed give her a whackin. Does he give her a whackin? Naw, he treats her like she was a cross between an angel right down from the sky and his own grandmother.

You gotta learn to be polite to ladies, Jimmy.

Everybody oughta get whats comin to em, Jimmy replied. And if a mule plays hoss, hes gonna be rode with spurs. But when this here girl comes along and kicks you and the chief in your face, you both get on a kind of sick, moony look, like youd swallowed a spoonful of honey and it turned out to taste like castor oil. Nope, I dunno what happens to a gent when he gets about eighteen. Seems to lose all holts when he sees a girl with a pretty face or fine figger. And when along comes one like Beatrice Kirk, as slick and as fine as a blood filly two-year-old, stampin on the ground, and runnin in the wind, it plumb paralyzes the brains of all kinds of important gents. Theres the chief looking like a lost calf every time she comes around, and theres that Furneaux, that would like to go straight agin and climb back onto a high chair and be a bank clerk, or something, but he cant get himself away from her.

Dunmore started in the saddle. He began to bless the moment that had put him in touch with young Jimmy. Where do you learn all this stuff? he asked. Or where do you think you learn it?

Aw, you take somebody as young as me, explained Jimmy Larren, and it dont make no difference what you say right in front of me. A kid like me, he aint got no brain. And if you want to dodge me, all you gotta do is to use big words and give each other a funny look.

He chuckled at the thought, and Dunmore laughed aloud.

Who is this Furneaux? he asked.

Hes one of the men that always rides straight up and never pulls no leather, said the boy. Hes got an idea about how hed oughta act. If he was to ride five miles without gettin blood on his spurs, hed be plumb ashamed of himself. Hes gotta wear a sash, like a greaser, and his hat cocked on one side, and pearl-handled guns, and, if he was to tip lessn a dollar, itd keep him awake all night for ten nights runnin.

Hes a fake, then? asked Dunmore.

Him? Aw, he wakes up every morning, and tells himself that hes a desperado ten times before he puts on his boots. And when he goes to bed at night, he says... I aint shot nobody down, or faced nobody down... this here is a wasted day.

I sort of get your drift, said Dunmore. What started him?

He got sight of Beatrice Kirk, and he says to himself that the only thing to do is to turn wild. Finer than ice cream. Well, wild he turns, and hes had so much cream that hes hankerin after steak and fried potatoes. The boy snorted with disgust. Hey, he continued, whats the matter with growed-up men that they can see something in her so doggone fine and rare?

She did something for you today, said Dunmore, that no other woman wouldve done.

Well, said the boy, that proves that shes a pretty good sort of a man, then, dont it?

Dunmore did not answer, but he took the words of the boy home to his heart and considered them. Ever since he had seen Beatrice, there had been a hopeless ache in his heart, and he had found himself sighing deeply. It was like nothing so much as homesickness, to his way of thinking, and it gradually dawned upon Dunmore that he was at last thoroughly, wretchedly, miserably in love.

Now it seemed to Dunmore that the dusky road was changed, and the great woods around him began to be loftier and more majestic, brushing their tops against the stars, which were just appearing, and what he had heard from this ragged urchin seemed to Dunmore the profoundest wisdom.

She had been something beyond touching, beyond comparison; she had been like a blade that is all edge — something to dazzle but not to be grasped. Perhaps this lad had fitted a handle to the problem.

So Dunmore raised his head and drifted on with the smooth and sliding trot of the mare, while Larren bumped beside him on the back of his mustang.

Hey, said the boy at last, are you gonna jolt the lungs out of me, Dunmore? Or are you jus ridin in your sleep?


CHAPTER XX
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THEY CAME UP with Beatrice Kirk and Tankerton after a time, and, from the first words they overheard, it was plain that the boy had been right. The two had raced, and Beatrice had won with her bay.

She said with perfect assuredness: You dont jockey your horse enough, James. You ride him too straight up.

Youre a lightweight, he told her.

What does weight count in a short sprint like that? she demanded. Look at the light theyre winking on the shoulder of Mount Tom!

Dunmore, looking to the right as she waved, saw a rapidly blinking light, obviously spelling out some message. The leader was sufficiently interested to draw rein.

I hope Legges is in camp taking that down, he said.

They wouldnt go on chattering if they hadnt had a signal back, she stated.

More business! More business! sang out Tankerton quite cheerfully. Therell be something for us to do before long.

Then Im going to ride with the boys, she said.

You? cried Tankerton.

You promised me.

That Id let you ride on the next trip? Are you wild, Beatrice? You teased it out of me, but you know that I didnt mean what I said.

If I dont go, she raged, Ill never have a thing to do with you again. Ill...

Look here, broke in Tankerton, at last annoyed sufficiently to protest against this tyrant, youre not fair. You want me to let you put on trousers and be a man.

Id make a better man than half of you, she said. I can ride as hard and as far... I can shoot as straight... Im not afraid, and... I dont knock myself silly with redeye. Why cant I go with the party?

Dont talk any more about it, said Tankerton.

Instead of answering, she twitched her horse off the road and dashed noisily through the underbrush, disappearing at once among the big trees beyond.

Tankerton turned his horse as though to follow, but, thinking better of this, he reined back onto the road with a curse, and then spurred up the trail rapidly.

It aint all turkey for Tankerton. Jimmy Larren laughed. I bet many a time he wishes that he was runnin a little farm, even if he had to get chilblains all winter and sunstroke in the summer.

Hes the king, however, said Dunmore.

Sure hes the king, said the boy, but hes settin on tacks all the time. Mostly when shes around.

They jogged on after the dwindling figure of Tankerton until the trees parted before them and they came into a clearing with a big fire in the center. By the light of the fire, they could see four log shacks built around the verge of the open space, and, at the doors or lounging around the fire itself, were fifteen or more men.

Dunmore instinctively drew a tighter rein on Excuse Me. He had known beforehand into what company he was riding, but no amount of mental preparation could altogether brace him for this scene. Nearly a score of men were there — all were armed, all were experts professionally with their weapons, and all obeyed Tanker-ton with an absolute faith. A gesture from him would be the end of Carrick Dunmore.

Dunmore could see reasons why the bandit would delay the business until the camp was reached. The mob of Harpersville was one thing, but here, in the camp, his killing could be executed far more privately and cause less talk. But of one thing at least Dunmore was assured. Tankerton would not admit a partner to his greatness without making some much more desperate and prolonged struggle than that in the hotel at Harpersville.

So he checked the mare and she pranced uneasily, while the boy sheered close to him and gasped: You aint gonna go in, Mister Dunmore?

Carrick threw a grim glance at the youngster, for the exclamation came as a sudden and unexpected reinforcement of his own feelings. The boy went on: I thought... that you was just gonna be... the first gent that ever had a firsthand sight of Tankertons gang, but... are you gonna go on in?

Dunmore looked aside, and there he saw, leaning against a big stump, a tall fellow with a rifle in his hands, watching him attentively. If he whirled Excuse Me and strove to bolt, that rifle would bring him down. His coolness deserted him then. He had to grit his teeth to make himself go on, and, coming within the circle of the firelight, he swung lightly down to the ground.

Out of the darker shadows in the background, Tankertons voice came harsh and grating upon his ear. Boys, the doctor and Lynn Tucker were all wrong. Dunmore is an old friend of mine... Ive brought him back to be one of us.

That was all. There was no talk about division of authority, partnership, or even any lieutenancy placed in the hands of Dunmore. But the latter wisely decided that this was not the time to press the point. As he was introduced in this casual fashion, he saw every face around the fire lifted, while all eyes examined him for a single blazing second with the utmost fervor; men stepped out from the cabin doors, as well. After the first scanning, they regarded him more covertly, as though not wishing to offend him with a stare.

He waved his hand to them, and then started off to find the horse shed and put up the mare. It had been made plain to him that his name was familiar to the gang. Whatever other consolation he was to get out of the situation, this was a grim one — that they must have talked over his affairs more than once, and perhaps the three expeditions that had been made against him had every one been the subject of many surmises. Each day they had expected to see the champion come back victorious. Twice their men had been foiled. The third time, the chief brought him in. In what manner would they take this? As a victory on the part of the leader, or as something that Dunmore had forced Tankerton to do? No doubt, the former would be the way of it.

He found little Jimmy Larren at the stable before him. The stable was a long lean-to, built beneath the shelter of the trees and anchored against them, and inside there was a single row of horses.

Jimmy carried the lantern before him down the list, and he found himself looking over animals of two types. There were little sharp-backed mustangs for mountain work, and there were long-legged blood horses for expeditions farther afield. Toward the center, he found a vacant stall and put the mare into it. The boy scrambled up into the hay and forked down a feed, while Dunmore found the grain bin and brought a measure of clean oats.

Tankerton was waiting for him near the entrance to the stable.

Ill show you where you sleep, he said, and marched Dunmore off to the largest of the four cabins. Inside, there were ten wide bunks fixed against the wall, a stove in the center of the room glowing with a fire, for the mountain night was always chilly, and a table at either end piled with tattered books and magazines whose covers had disappeared, and whose leaves were frayed, curled up with much reading, and yellowed with exposure to the sun. Between the head and foot of each bunk were a number of pegs, making a sort of clothes closet. He noted that every closet was well-filled, several hats of different kinds topped off the display, and on the whole there was a sense of much well-being, for men leading such lives. The cabin walls, too, seemed solidly built, without unstopped chinks through which the winds could pry, and, although in the winter it might be difficult enough to be comfortable here, at this season of the year it was better than most ranches.

Here you are, said Tankerton. That bunk there in the center is empty. Thats yours. Im busy now. So make yourself at home.

Of course, it was unsatisfactory. After the promise of divided sovereignty that Tankerton had made in Harpersville, there should have been more ceremony, more opportunity to choose. But Dunmore had made up his mind to accept the present for what it would bring. He said nothing, but nodded and carried his pack into the room, while Jimmy Larren followed, dragging his own bundle of rags, and took an apparently free bunk at the foot of Dunmores.

There appeared to be no other person present, at first, but by the light of a lantern that burned at the foot of the room, Dunmore presently saw in the farther corner a slender youth who lay in his bunk reading a magazine. This he now lowered, as though feeling Dunmores eyes, and looked fixedly at the newcomer.

So Dunmore crossed to him and, coming nearer, saw that the left arm and shoulder of the reader were swathed in bandages. My name is Dunmore, he said.

The other extended his right hand. Im Bud Arthur, he said in a curiously soft voice.

He waited without another word, his calm, cold eyes fixed steadily on Dunmores face, but the latter, with a nod, turned away. For the name shot many pictures across his minds eye.

Bud Arthur never had appeared off his fathers ranch or in the public prints a year before. Since then, he had stood in a mask before a stagecoach and plundered the boot — he had walked into a bank at midday and nearly got off with a fortune — he had then returned to his hometown to shoot down a marshal who had made certain poisonous remarks about him, and had escaped from the town, hotly pursued.

Since, he had passed into oblivion, so far as the public was concerned, and the reason now was clear. The omniscient Tankerton could not afford to overlook a lad who had killed four men in the space of six months, and, therefore, he had stretched out his hand and taken in the wounded youngster. Another week or so and the hawk would once more be on the wing, flying at the whistle of Tankerton. For such were the ideal citizens of the blue kingdom of the horizon where Dunmore now must sow and reap, and once more his mind grew dark with the way that lay before him.

As he went back to his bunk, young Larren grinned.

Whats eating you, Jimmy? he asked.

The latter clucked as though calling to a hen yard. Chick, chick, chick! he said. You got some raw wolf meat to feed to these here chickens, big boy? Theyre plumb tired of raw dog, the way they look.


CHAPTER XXI
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A GONG SOUNDED loudly and rapidly across the clearing, and a high, singsong voice intoned: Come an get it, come an get it, boys!

So Jimmy Larren and Dunmore went out of the bunkhouse and headed in the direction of the clamor. From the other houses, other streams were heading in the same direction, and presently Dunmore entered a low cabin that had a log table stretched down its center, the men taking their places on either hand.

There was plenty of light. Two lamps were hung by iron chains from the roof, and they threw an illumination that enabled him to see all the faces around the table clearly. The men were filing in with cheerful words to one another, until Dunmore appeared — after which came a moment of silence until the cook, a broad-faced fellow with a face as scarred as that of a pirate or a German student, called out: There you are, new man! Theres your place down by the foot of the table. Set down!

All cooks are tyrants, but Dunmore overlooked the order entirely. Tankerton was taking a place at one end of the long board, and Dr. Legges was about to take the other end, when Dunmore tapped the doctor on the shoulder.

Did you aim to set down here, Doctor? he asked genially.

This is my place, my young friend, Legges answered. Its good to see you among us at last, Dunmore. Idleness, idleness is the greatest sin, Dunmore... and it pleases me that youre about to set to work.

Thanks, said Dunmore, feeling that all eyes were on him and the doctor — men even refrained from dragging back their chairs, as though they would not risk shutting out a word of the conversation by their noise. Thanks, Doctor. There aint a thing in the world thats better than good advice. Its a better present than money, because money can be swiped, eh? But now Id like to do something in return. Look here, you were going to sit down where the draft is blowing straight in on you through the window cracks. Its no place for a man of your age.

Legges blinked, as though not understanding what was meant. Theres no draft here, he said at last. Not a stir of air.

Listen to you, said Dunmore in gentle reproval. Youd set right down here and sacrifice yourself for the sake of keepin a younger man out of this here chair. Youd set here and take rheumatism and lumbago and a chill, and all for the sake of sparin a mighty lot younger and stronger man from the same troubles. But I wouldnt let you, Doctor. Softly he pushed the doctor away. Down there by the stove is the place for you, he insisted. Thats where you...

This, said Legges, turning red and then white with anger, has always been my chair.

There you are, said Dunmore. I got no doubt thats whats aged you... settin in a draft, givin up your health for the rest of the boys. But Im gonna save you from that after this. Im gonna take the chair... and keep it.

With that he sat down, but no other man in the room stirred. All looked fixedly at Legges, thus ousted from the second place of honor at the table. The doctor himself seemed to waver for a moment between a desire of battle and fear of the new enemy. But at length the genially smiling face of the younger man overcame his own power of will. He turned with a nod and an assumed smile.

As a matter of fact, Legges said, there is a chilly draft of air blowin at that end of the room. We gotta get hold of some weather-strippin to shut out some of the wind from this room.

With a murmur and a scraping of chairs, the rest sat down. Tankerton seemed to be busying himself talking with Lynn Tucker, who sat at his right, studiously avoiding the eyes of Dunmore at the farther end of the room. As a matter of fact, all the others avoided the attention of Dunmore, but there was a good excuse for this, since huge platters of beefsteaks, of potatoes roasted in ashes, of corn pone, and of ham were borne in and carried about to various positions of advantage, where the long arms of the hungry men could reach to the food.

Dunmore was liberal to his own plate, but he could not claim any instant procedure in such an assemblage of eaters.

While the first clatter of plates, and of steel forks grating on tin, was still at its height, Tankerton said suddenly: We have bad news. Our friend and bunkie, Chelton, has been nabbed.

It was a new name to Dunmore, but the announcement made a sensation among the others. They stared at one another and at their leader. Eating paused for an instant.

How was he got? someone asked.

He wanted hotel food in a big town, and he went all the way to Clifford Springs to get it.

Ive had that hankerin, said a ruffian close to Dunmore, although he was not addressing his words to the latter. I seen a time when Idve paid its price in gold for a table set out with a white cloth, and a waitress in a white apron and a clean pair of hands to bring on the chuck and ask how many lumps of sugar would I have in the...

Who got him? interrupted another.

Why, nobody but that Ban Petersen, Lynn Tucker stated with fury in his voice. Hes gonna be got, is Ban Petersen, and hes gonna be got good.

Hes ridin us, said another.

They say he keeps a special picture gallery in his hometown jail, all filled with our pictures.

Id like to make a fire of them pictures and toast Ban on the top of the pile.

Whats gonna be done? demanded another.

Tankerton raised his head a little, and, although he kept his voice quiet, every other sound and movement instantly ceased throughout the room.

Whats going to be done? he asked acidly. Why, no doubt you have an idea, Jeff. You want something to be done, of course. I expect all of you to have brilliant ideas. When you go out and get yourselves tangled in barbed wire, you are always able to get out. You dont clamor for me then and expect me to come. You dont blame me and your own luck if I cant get you free without tearing your clothes and pricking the skin. No, by heaven! said Tankerton, his lips growing stiff with passion. When youre well and flush, theres no thought of Tankerton, the slave driver. You go off as Oscar Chelton did. You throw yourselves over a cliff, and you expect me to be standing by beneath, ready to catch you. He snapped his fingers in careless fashion. Im tired of being nursemaid to a crew of halfwits, he said, and sternly ended his speech.

The others did not rebel against this sweeping condemnation, but they looked studiously down at their plates, avoiding the eyes of their leader, even avoiding the eyes of their table companions.

When this had gone on for a few moments, there still remained a silence over the table, which was broken by the sound of angrily disputing voices.

Theres our Beatrice at it with young Furneaux again, said Dr. Legges. If they keep it up, it will have to be a case either of marriage or of murder.

Dunmore could hear the voices clearly as they disputed. Young Furneaux was making no effort to keep his temper or his voice within bounds, but he exclaimed bitterly: Youve made a fool of me again, Beatrice! This is the last time. Youve tricked me and dodged me because youre tired of having me around. Well, Ill never bother you again that way. Im through with this absurd business, I tell you.

You wont listen to me, said the girl. Youre simply trying to make something out of nothing.

Is it nothing to ramble half a day through the woods, shouting for you?

Dear Rod, said the girl, how I wish I could have heard you.

I suppose you do, but this is the last time that Ill be such an ass as to think that you can treat any man as a serious friend.

Hush! Theyll hear you inside the chuck house.

What if they do? Theyve known for weeks that Ive been raving mad about you. Its one of their great jokes.

The girl appeared in the doorway, and, as all heads turned toward her, Dunmore saw her wink broadly upon the crew, as though to invite them into her confidence.

Uncle Jim, she appealed to Tankerton, heres Rodman saying that Im a liar, and I dont know what else. Are you going to sit by and listen to such things?

Of course, I am, answered Tankerton. Because hes right, and you know hes right.

Harder for you to tell the truth, Beatrice, said one of the men, than it is for a snake to make a straight trail on the ground.

There you are, said the girl, taking her place at the right hand of Tankerton. Every one of you hates me, and every one of you slanders me. Im going away. I simply wont stay here.

Why, honey, broke in a Southern drawl, the heat you raise would melt yosef right out of any other place but this.

Furneaux went gloomily to a chair and jerked it back, looking to right and to left as though he would have welcomed trouble on either hand. Then he sat down.

He looked somewhat like his Aunt Elizabeth. There was the same lean, aristocratic face, the same pride, the same bright, clear eyes. No other at that table seemed worthy of being placed beside young Furneaux, and Dunmore could not regret that he had come to win such a fellow back to an honest life. But though the task seemed worthwhile, it also appeared trebly difficult the instant that he laid eyes on the boy. It would be like guiding a hawk in the middle air to attempt to handle this lad.

The girl, in the meantime, by no means had given up her attack upon Furneaux, but Dunmore, carefully watching, saw her eyes rest more than once half sadly, half dreamily upon the face of Rod. The instant the latter became aware of her gaze, she pretended confusion, dropped her glance, and talked busily with Tankerton. Presently Furneaux was neglecting his food and looking straight before him into vacancy. Dunmore smiled. It was plain that she had won him back again.

And now for Chelton, boys, Tankerton stated suddenly. How are we to help him? Lets have ideas.

Legges said instantly: Why, Jim, theres your man. Hes so careful to keep us out of drafts that hell be sure to nearly break his heart to keep any of us out of prison. Let Dunmore handle the job.


CHAPTER XXII
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SHERIFF BAN PETERSEN had two qualities that were invaluable in his profession. In the first place, he knew how to shoot straight. In the second place, he had no sense of humor. In all men who laugh, there is a strain of the easy-going, and those who go easily, gently through life are not always prepared for the worst that they may find in the human nature of others. It was very different with Sheriff Ban Petersen. He was always ready to look to the bottom of any problem of crime, and no motive was too small or too mean to escape the keen eye of the sheriff.

In the same manner, he never thought that any jail was safe enough. He trusted in this world nothing but himself, and the result was a career that grew more and more brilliant. But of all that he had done, nothing promised so much for him as the bit of luck that made him the captor of that famous member of a famous band — Oscar Chelton. Good fortune had thrown Chelton into his hands, and the sheriff was determined that nothing on earth should get him away. Having got his man, it only needed that the sheriff should deliver him at the right place. Thereafter, his name would be among the immortals. He could be sheriff forever, and no man would dare to run against him. But that was only true if he kept Chelton from slipping through his hands.

In this case, he did not depend upon himself alone, but he occupied the rear of the smoking car on the train with his prisoner and a hand-picked posse of six men. They were mountain men, these, and they were armed, therefore, not with revolvers but with rifles. For his own part, the sheriff had not much faith in revolvers when they were used by anyone less expert than himself, or a Tankerton, say. Rifles were the safe bet.

A slow shot but a sure shot is what we want, he was fond of saying.

But even with the prisoner manacled to his own left arm, and with six hardy riflemen about him, the sheriff was not perfectly at ease, but examined every platform of every station that the local passed through, searching for suspicious faces in the groups that were often standing there.

The curious, from time to time, came back into the smoking car, and the sheriff regarded all these intruders with an intense interest. He would have been very glad to have the smoking car entirely to himself, but, since this could not be, he had to content himself with warning the passengers to keep three seats away from him and his armed escort. Even so, he sometimes unfastened Chelton from his arm, clamped the manacle to the side of the seat, and went forward to assess any man who appeared to him a possible danger.

It was at one of the smallest flag stations that the blind man got on board. Even this fellow the sheriff insisted upon examining, while the posse smiled covertly. For it would have been hard to imagine a more decrepit case of invalidism than this. The old fellow came well bent over, with a grizzly stubble of beard an inch or so long on his face, looking as though it had been trimmed with sheep shears. Dark glasses covered his eyes; his trousers were a sort of rusty green-black, and the frayed seat had been literally patched with sacking, stitched in with sack-sewers yarn. His boots were very old, and, because one foot was troubled with rheumatism, perhaps, the toe of that boot had been cut away and the foot protruded, wrapped in a dusty rag. He carried a stout stick, as well to feel his way as to support him in stepping, but even with it, his sight seemed so completely gone that he could not have made progress except for the boy who led him along. He was as ragged as his elder, but he was as blithe and chipper as a sparrow and seemed to be winking at the world to invite it to join him in laughter at the poor old derelict.

However, no sooner had these two steered to a seat than the sheriff disengaged himself from his prisoner, and, going to these two, he said: Who are you, partner?

The blind man cupped a hand at his ear and barked in a screeching voice that rang through the entire car: Hey?

The sheriff started. The posse and the other passengers laughed loudly, and perhaps it was this, or perhaps because he really had detected something in the appearance of the old man that made him suspicious, but at any rate the sheriff at once plucked the glasses from the face of the other.

The old fellow raised a hand to shade his eyes, as though whatever bits of life remained in them were dazzled by the sudden radiance in which he found himself, and the sheriff leaned over and squinted sharply at him.

Sonny, sonny, what might it be? quavered the old man.

The sheriff replaced the glasses he had just removed.

Maybe youre right, he said, but you got a mighty young-lookin pair of eyes to go with the rest of your make-up. How old are you?

Hey? screamed the old man again, leaning closer with his hand cupped behind his ear.

The sheriff started back a step, thrust away by that horribly raucous voice. You, kid, he said to the grinning boy, whats his name?

Pop Cumberland is his name.

What does Pop stand for?

Grandpop.

Whats his first name?

I dunno. His old friends they all call him Squinty, and Gramma, she called him Josh.

Joshua Cumberland, translated the sheriff. Where you come from, kid?

Up the Kilrainie, in the hills, where Cousin Jack has a place with...

Whatcha doin away down here?

When Pop started for Tulma, Cousin Jack, he said its be better to break the trip by stoppin off at Cousin Maggies down here at...

You drove down?

Cousin Jack, he was sending down the wagon to cart back some two-by-fours for the buildin of a new corral, because Jack, hes gonna catch mustangs for the market next year and he wanted to yard em up where they wouldnt...

So youre goin to Tulma?

Yep. Cousin Joe, hes willin to take on the old man for a couple or two years, he said, and then...

You got cousins all over the face of the map?

You just oughta see, said the boy with enthusiasm. You take an old gent like Pop, here, and hes got em right down to great-grandchildren, and all of em has married, and all has got children, and them children has married, and what with cousins by birth and cousins by marriage, its a regular clan, Pop says, that he started all by himself.

Ive heard of the Cumberlands, agreed the sheriff, but I never knew there was such a herd of em.

Aint there, though? If you could see em come and pool together along about Christmas...

What are you gonna do at this Cousin Joes when you get the old man there?

They say that Im gonna go to school. But they got another guess comin!

The sheriff laughed. I guess youre all right, the two of you, he said, and went back to his seat, while the passengers and the posse covered their smiles again.

However, Sheriff Petersen was able to detect the amusement in some of the faces, and he explained sternly: A lot of you think this is queer... I wanna tell you that they wouldnt be so many trails run to the ground if it wasnt that folks looked under stones, now and then, instead of just on top of em. That old gent, Cumberland, I guess hes all right, but when he stumbled comin down the aisle, it looked to me like he recovered himself right smart and easy.

Hes a mountain man, said one of the posse.

Sure he is, agreed the sheriff, and, take it from me, a mountain man loses his brains a long time before he loses his legs.

With this, he leaned and looked out the window. The train was approaching a small station beyond which the track led on in a broad bend into rough hills. His eyes narrowed as he looked ahead, and then, pulling back his head from the window, he turned to the prisoner, whose arm once more was manacled to his captors.

How you makin it, Chelton? he asked.

Aw, Im fair, said Chelton.

Aint hungry, or nothin?

I could use some food.

Whatd they give you last night an this mornin at the jail?

Rice n molasses.

Hey! Rice an molasses? Well, I wouldnt feed a Chinaman on that kind of chuck. But were gonna stop at this here station of Last Chance, and I reckon that we can pick up some sandwiches or something.

Thatd do me fine, said the prisoner, who maintained a quiet but not a broken attitude.

The sheriff looked him over with approval. You aint made no trouble for me, Chelton, he said, and youve acted like a man right straight through. Im gonna see that counts for you in the wind-up.

Nothin is gonna count for me much, said young Chelton. The windin-up is gonna stretch nothin but my neck and a rope.

I wouldnt be too sure, suggested the sheriff amiably. Theys a lot of ways of dodgin that, and the judge might give you a spell in jail...

Jail? said Chelton. Look here, Petersen, would you want to live on if you had to change into a hog?

Why, I dunno what that has to do with it.

Its got a lot. Id rather be a dead man than a swine barred up in a pen! I been in the pen before. Even the smell of it is worsen death to me, I tell you.

He said it contemptuously, sternly, and the sheriff looked askance at him and nodded, with rather a dreamy look in his eyes, like one who perceives something far off and cannot tell whether it be horizon cloud or lofty mountain.

Then the brakes began to grind for the stop.


CHAPTER XXIII
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THEY WERE PULLING into the station at the small town before them, and it appeared that most of the other passengers in the smoking car dismounted at this place, for they were thronging forward toward the platform, the laborers carrying their blanket rolls. The sheriff took note of a number of buckboards and riding ponies gathered near the station, and in front of the station building were half a dozen men waiting. No doubt they had come to meet the cargo of laborers and take them off to ranches and farms.

Well assured of this, Petersen looked to the other side of the track through the opposite windows and saw that the railroad gate had closed there in the face of another pair of buckboards and a rider or two. When he had seen these things, the sheriff stood up from his seat, dragging his prisoner with him. With a motion of his arm, he gathered the posse about him.

Now, boys, he said, Im gonna tell you something thatll explain why I wanted so many of you along to help me guard Chelton here. I aint in the habit of needin so damn many to watch one man, but this here case was different. It wasnt Chelton that bothered me none, it was Tankerton and his gang.

This announcement caused the posse to look solemnly at one another.

Weve got the news accurate and full, said the sheriff. Weve got it from a inside man. Theyre gonna put one man aboard this here train at this here town, right in front of us. And it aint gonna do us no good to search for him. Likely hell be put aboard on the brake rods and climb up from them, or else hell be blind baggage as we pull up into Running Hoss Gulch. There hell stop the train, and, when he stops it, theys gonna be a swarm of crooks charge us out of the brush on each side of the road. He paused. Then, having examined the faces of his hearers carefully, noting the degrees of resolution or of fear that they showed, he went on: Some of em will probably split for the baggage car. The rest of em will come pilin straight for us. They want money out of this job, but more than that they want Chelton. Theyll come fast, and theyll come shootin, and maybe I dont have to tell you that Tankertons men can shoot straight?

He stopped again to examine the grim faces of his men before he continued: They got a new man up there among the Tankertons, and hes gonna have the charge of this job. That new man is gonna try to win his spurs, as they say, and hell fight like a wildcat, for one. Now, boys, I couldve taken twenty men instead of six. But if I took twenty, probably the Tankertons wouldve heard about us, and they wouldnt make the charge. As it is, well have a chance to warm up our rifles. Keep cool, and shoot to kill. Youll have the sides of the car to cover you. Youll have the windowsills to rest your rifles on. Were gonna give the Tankertons such a pepperin that theyll wish theyd never been born to see this day. And when the smoke clears off, maybe well have a new cargo of dead men and men that are sick of bullets to take along with us. I aint talkin to you about the glory only, but theys a price on pretty near every head among the Tankertons.

What about them that go for the baggage car? asked a voice.

A deep snore was heard at this moment. It came from the aged Pop, whose head was sunk upon his breast in the most profound slumber.

The old reptile, growled the sheriff, at this interruption. Well, boys, them that goes for the baggage car aint gonna feel so pert, neither. Inside of that car, theys a safe and a money shipment. But theys also locked up there a federal marshal and four of his men, loaded all down with repeatin rifles, and such. If the Tankertons bust open that door, theyre gonna feel like a dog thats stuck his nose down a rabbits hole and has a wildcat come bustin out at him, all teeth and claws.

There was a grim chuckle in response.

It looks like a pretty good plant! said one.

Dont it? answered Petersen. I tell you, its a plant that cant help but work, if you boys will do your share. Weve come in with one Tankerton. Give us a mite of luck, and well have a whole bag full of em, and your namesll all be remembered, besides the solid hard cash that youll get out of it. He waved his hand toward the exit platform.

The brakes were grinding as the train shuddered to a stop.

Leave your guns here, the sheriff added. Go out there on the platform and take a turn up and down and steady yourselves with a good deep breath of fresh air, and then hook on when we pull out.

One said: You gonna stay here alone with Chelton?

The sheriff grinned. I reckon that Ill be all right, unless the old man and the kid come back and take him away from me.

There was laughter at this, and the posse swarmed out of the train as it halted.

Voices sounded from the platform, then, as the laborers found their employers here and there, and, as soon as the train was halted, all currents of air roused by its motion ceased, and the still, blasting heat of the western sun poured through the windows and choked the passengers. Its hot, admitted the sheriff.

Chelton did not answer.

He sat rigidly, his eyes fixed before him, his lips set, and plainly his mind was far forward in Running Horse Gulch, among the shadowy forms of his fellows who would be waiting there. Of this the sheriff took note, but not with pity. Not that he was a hard-hearted man, but he lacked imagination and could not get out of his own skin and into the lives of others.

Here Pop Cumberland wakened with a start and rose.

The boy clawed after him. This aint our station, he said.

Hey? answered Pop, in his peculiar screeching voice, and he continued down the aisle toward the sheriff and the prisoner, fumbling his way along from one seat to another.

The boy rose and went in pursuit.

Old man, said the sheriff, this aint the way out of the car, if you want to get out.

Hey? said Pop, and he leaned above the sheriff for an answer.

I say, began the sheriff, that this aint the...

He got no further. Pop Cumberland darted a ponderous right hand to the jaw of the worthy sheriff, and Petersen lurched senseless against the shoulder of the prisoner.

Keep your hat on, said the quiet voice of Dunmore to Chelton. Well soon have you out of this. With accurate fingers he dipped into the vest pocket of the sheriff and took out a key, and with a turn of that key he made Chelton, for at least that moment, a free man. The manacle that fell from the arm of Chelton he next clasped over the iron side arm of the seat, and tossed the key out the window.

Then they started.

As for Chelton, he had not said a word, but a great tremor ran over him, and he made a single gasping sound, like a man who has risen to the surface after being underwater for a long dive. Then he grasped one of the rifles that had been put aside by the posse. Young Jimmy Larren, escort of the aged Pop, had taken another, and Dunmore a third. They bolted for the platform, but Dunmore, going last, paused long enough to see the sheriff open his eyes and look around without comprehension — then close them again.

From the platform, they descended on the side opposite to the station, and then hurried down the track toward the railroad gate beyond which the two buckboards and the riders waited. Dunmore gave quiet directions, as Chelton suggested that they bolt for it as fast as possible.

The minute you start running, youll start trouble, said Dunmore. Take it easy, Chelton. When we get past the gate, cover that right hand gent on the cream-colored hoss. That hoss looked as if it could step. Ill take the bay on the left, if I can. It dont look so fast, but its pretty sure to have enough power to carry my pounds. Well slice the near hoss out of that team of buckskins and dump Jimmy on it. He can ride anything that steps.

A wild yell arose from the smoking car behind them. A gun clanged like the closing of a metal door, and a shower of cinders kicked against the calf of Cheltons leg.

Times up, said Dunmore, as they reached the gate. Charge em, boys! And he dived over the bar of the gate with a yell.

That yell began and ended the battle for the possession of the horses. Here were half a dozen peaceable citizens who suddenly found a pair of ruffians, to say nothing of a savage-looking boy with a rifle, rushing at them without provocation, while other armed men rushed out of the smoking car of the train and plunged toward them.

The good citizens tumbled out of their saddles as the rifles covered them. Ground never had felt so good as it did now beneath their feet. They bolted for the fences, hopped over them, and kept on running.

Drop a few shots around that posse... you dont have to shoot to kill! called Dunmore to Chelton, as for his own part he slashed the chosen horse out of the buckboard team.

The posse, bewildered by the sudden alarm that had called them to this side of the train, their ears stunned by the yells, the orders, and the imprecations of the manacled sheriff, had nevertheless tried to acquit themselves as brave men should do and had lunged straight for the railroad gate behind which the fugitives were securing mounts. They were a few steps away when Chelton opened fire.

He had been told not to shoot to kill, but the nearness of the men of the law drove him mad. The nearness of his own death was still a taste in his mouth as of ashes and lye. Therefore, he put a .38-caliber bullet through the thigh of the leading posse man, and, as the fellow tumbled with a cry, he slashed the shoulder of a second with another shot. Standing before the gate, his rifle resting upon the top bar of it, he made himself at ease, and his deadly work took the heart out of the posse with wonderful suddenness.

They split to either side and rushed back for the shelter of the train, while Chelton, his cruel heart eased, kicked up the cinders behind them with accurate malice.

One man, he who had been wounded in the thigh, lay groaning and cursing, waiting for his finish. But all of the rest of the armed men who were on the train, along with those in the baggage car, never got out of the car, bewildered by what they had heard, but convinced that it was their duty to wait for trouble to come to them. The cowpunchers and farmers stood by in disinterested fashion while the three fugitives swung onto their stolen horses and galloped down the road.

There was no pursuit. The dust rose behind the three. When that dust dissolved, they were out of sight among the hills.


CHAPTER XXIV
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THERE WAS ONLY one place in the camp of Tankerton where privacy was fully assured and that was the little cabin where Beatrice Kirk lived alone. As for the bunkhouses, someone or other was sure to be loitering about in them, and for that reason the councils of Tankerton usually took place in the cabin of the girl.

On this night there were assembled here Tankerton himself, Legges, and Tucker, while Beatrice Kirk poured coffee for them from the pot that simmered on a crane over her open fire. Otherwise, she loitered in the room, listened to the talk, interrupted it when she chose, or lounged on the couch that Tankerton, at huge expense, had brought up from the lowlands for her comfort. She was in all respects like a spoiled child, and like a petted favorite she was treated by the others.

They were discussing, on this occasion, the plight of Chelton, Dunmore, and little Jimmy Larren, who had escaped from the train, but apparently had been cut off from their flight to the upper mountains and the refuge there.

Theyll never break through, said Legges. The last word is that between Griswold and Channing Station there are five hundred men strung out.

Any man of brains can break a string, Beatrice said.

A string of Winchesters, my dear? asked the doctor.

A man like Dunmore? she countered.

Shes lost her heart to Dunmore, Legges commented softly. I thought that would happen.

Sure, said Lynn Tucker, grinning sourly. Hes the newest man, and she aint had a chance to get tired of his line.

He doesnt waste his time chattering, said Beatrice. Have some more coffee, Lynn, and thaw that mean look out of your face, will you?

He held out his tin cup with a grimmer expression than ever. Of all who had succumbed to the beauty of Beatrice, none had been more thoroughly overcome than Lynn Tucker.

You sure make the whole camp at home, he said.

How is that? Legges asked.

Because she gives the womans touch to the whole bunch, said Lynn Tucker, glad to explain. Shes got claws enough to go all around.

I keep you healthy, though, she retorted.

Are you a tonic, dear? asked Legges.

I keep the fat off your brains, Beatrice answered, and, turning her back on them, she threw herself on the couch and picked up a magazine, which she pretended to read, but every now and then her head raised, and her dark eyes fixed upon them.

Dunmores a resourceful fellow, said Tankerton, and by himself he might break through. But he has the other two with him. Chelton will still be half sick with the prison shakes. And little Jimmys only a boy.

Theres more man in Jimmy than in the whole rest of the camp, threw in Beatrice.

Lynn Tucker flung an ugly glance at her. For my part, he declared, I dont give a hoot what happens to Dunmore...

If you want to be disagreeable, said the girl, go out where the horses are. I wont have you talking like that in here.

It doesnt matter about the rest of us, put in Legges with his smile, but she doesnt like to have you talk like that of Dunmore.

Dunmore! Dunmore! shouted Lynn Tucker furiously. If hes such a man, why didnt he live up to the plan and keep goin on until the train was in Runnin Hoss Gulch? Then wedve bagged something more than Chelton. Wedve had some money for our troubles. But he had to make his break before... he had to play his lone hand and act up all by himself...

A galloping horse drew up at the door, and a hand beat upon it.

Beatrice herself ran and opened it, and a panting voice said: Is the chief here?

Yes.

She turned to Tankerton. Its Biff Laurie, she said in introduction. Hes boiling over with something.

A hot-faced boy of twenty stood in the doorway and waved his hat at them.

Dunmores through! he called.

He aint! exclaimed Lynn Tucker. Its a lie. He couldnt do it with Petersen and all the rest in line.

He went straight through the line. I got it straight.

How?

Why, a damn simple way. The three of em held up a load of hay and got into it. Dunmore laid there behind the driver with a rifle lyin in the holler of his back, and that driver come right on through the lines...

The blockheads, broke out Tucker. That tricks the oldest in the world and...

Sos four aces, Lynn, Beatrice interjected, but it still wins a lot of money.

He glared at her. Of course, Im mighty glad theyre through, he muttered.

You look it, she sneered. You better have some more coffee, and make it half sugar this time. You need sweetening, beautiful.

Where did you hear this? asked Tankerton.

The word just passed up to Chuck Harpers place. He was bettin three to one that Dunmore never would reach the mountains this trip. In come Chris Lane with the news, on a deadbeat hoss.

Wheres Dunmore now?

Comin up from down Rusty Gulch way.

Hell be here before the morning, then, said Tankerton, if hes mounted. There are plenty of people to mount them in that part of the mountain. Go find yourself a bunk, Biff. Thanks for the news. Its mighty welcome to all of us.

The door closed on Biff, and, as it did so, Beatrice, on her couch, broke into a subdued chuckling.

Whats so funny? snapped Lynn Tucker.

This yarn in the magazine, said the girl.

Let us in on it, will you?

Sure. It tells about three pikers who were grouchy because they couldnt set up the cards on a tenderfoot.

Meaning us, I suppose? demanded Tucker.

She threw the magazine into a far corner and sat up with gleaming eyes. Ah, dont try to make a baby of me! she exclaimed. I see through the set of you. Youd all like to take his heart out and peel it like an orange to see whats inside. You want to see what makes it go.

You tell us, Beatrice, Legges said. You know a great deal about anatomy.

Ill tell you what makes it go, sure, she answered. Nerve!

At this, there was a chorus of shouting from the men in the clearing, and immediately afterward the door was jerked open without ceremony by an excited member of the band who shouted: Hes here! Hes just come in! Dunmore, and the other pair with him, and...

Beatrice Kirk leaned for her magazine, and, having reached it, she threw it accurately at the head of the messenger.

What the...? gasped the man, barely ducking in time, as the magazine flew like the flutter of a birds whip past his head.

You knock before you enter here, you long-legged half-pint of moonshine, she said amiably.

The door was jerked shut by the angry man, and the doctor, smoothing his beard, remarked: Thats to make us think she doesnt care about him. Oh, Beatrice, youre a clever child. Id be proud to have you for a daughter.

Hes here, then, said Tucker, and I can ask him why he didnt carry out his promise to stop the train in the gulch and...

Youd better come along and find him, then, said the girl. Because he wont come in here. Hes not the kind to go around blowing trumpets.

Hell be here in two minutes, Legges said with assuredness. He just wants to brush his hair and dust his boots for you, honey.

Whats the bay horse that I ride worth? she snapped.

I paid eight hundred for him, said Tankerton.

How long have you had him? asked the doctor.

Not two weeks.

Then hes probably half broken down. Not worth a penny more than four hundred now. What about it?

You mossy old deadbeat, said Beatrice. The bay against a hundred that Im right about Dunmore not coming in here, and that youre wrong.

A hundred dollars? My dear, Ill have my saddle on that horse in the morning.

You take me?

I do.

The bets made, she said. You witness it, James. Youll see Father Time, there, crying into his beard and paying me the money before the nights over.

Suddenly they were silent, waiting. The fire crackled. The smoke fumed slowly up from Leggess pipe.

Look at the doctor, breathing hard, Beatrice said at last. This strain is going to tell on him.

Its ten minutes, said Tankerton. Shes right, Legges.

Shes not right. Give him time.

Again they were silent. The girl picked up her magazine and lay back among the cushions, humming to herself, and that soft sound of music made the three men look scowlingly askance at her.

At last Tankerton murmured unwillingly: It appears that shes right, Doc.

She knows men, growled Lynn Tucker.

Why shouldnt she? barked Legges in sudden passion. Shes held enough hands and...

Beatrice did not look up, but, with her eyes on the magazine, she lifted one forefinger. Steady, Doctor, she said, Im just reading about a fellow who had to eat red-hot coals. And... he had dyspepsia the rest of his life.

Legges rose with a groan of impatience. Well, lets go find him, he said, and let Lynn Tucker ask him his question.


CHAPTER XXV
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THEY COULD NOT find Dunmore. He had vanished, and no man knew where he had gone from the camp, but they could and did find Chelton in the middle of the bunkhouse with a circle of excited listeners about him. He himself talked in a husky voice, roughened by a cold, and this gave him a peculiar monotony and lifelessness of speech. Besides, now and again he interrupted himself, coughing, so that what he had to say was spoken in a tone of almost mathematical abstraction. Immediately everyone felt that there were no imaginings in this story; they felt that it was rather an understatement than an exaggeration, as the recovered member of the band went on with his narrative.

Sometimes they broke in upon him with feeling questions and remarks.

Settin there on the seat, ironed up to Petersen, that mustve been rough.

Mighty nigh as rough as a rope fitted around your neck, said Chelton.

You done some thinkin about that same rope, old son.

I went through the whole job, over and over. Id start at the time I faced the judge for sentence, and then sashay into the death cell, and then eat my last meal, and smoke my last cigar, and then waltz out onto the platform and make my last statement...

What would you say in your last statement, kid? asked one of the older men, who himself actually had once been in the death cell for a week before a prison break.

I always told em all to go shoot themselves, Chelton responded, and paused to cough again.

Go on, kid, and tell us what happened after some of em left the car.

Well, said Chelton, theyd all gone out except the sheriff that was buckled to me like a spur to a boot, and three or four others. Was it three or four? Chelton turned toward Jimmy Larren. How many was it, Jimmy? he asked.

Jimmy looked at the ceiling. Four, said Jimmy.

The sheriff and four more. That makes five altogether, said one of the men. Thats what Id call a crowd.

It was a crowd, all right, said Chelton. And us with the iron on me.

I bet you felt as cold as sweatin iron inside, kid.

I didnt feel no other way, assented Chelton. Now, as I was sayin, there was the five of em, and right down the aisle was the kid and the blind man. I told you how Petersen mighty nigh smelled out the truth about that blind man.

That was a squeeze.

But I gotta admit, went on Chelton, that I hadnt guessed anything. I thought that Petersen was a fool, and so did the rest of the posse. They was clean thrown off their guards. And then up gets the old blind man, and comes fumblin aft, with the kid clawin at him and tryin to tell him that wasnt their station. But he wouldnt stop and listen. The sheriff bawled out to him, but, just then, he got to the posse and let out at em...

With two guns?

He dont need guns, when hes got two iron dukes like his. He slammed a red-headed sucker in the mouth so hard that you could hear the teeth go rattlin down his throat, and then he made a half turn and poked a fat yap from Montana under the chin and lifted him through the windowpane and halfway out of the window... He paused and coughed again.

Go on, kid! What was the others doin?

Why, what time did they have to do nothin? Dunmore was dealing punches faster than Mississippi Slim ever dealt a poker hand. The third gent was just on the rise with his gun, when Dunmore shoved a bunch of fives into his face and spread his nose across both cheeks. Then he reached for the sheriff, and the sheriff had his gun out, but he was too late. He turned as soggy as a half-filled sack of bran.

Aint you leaving something out? Jimmy Larren inserted.

Chelton looked with blank and fixed eyes upon the boy. Then he said slowly: Sure, Im leavin something out. Im leavin it out on purpose, to put it at the end. The fourth gent was about to send a slug through Dunmores back that wouldve busted him in two, when Jimmy Larren, here, dived between his legs and put him down. His head... it clipped on the iron bindin of a seat, and he was out for good.

That mustve made enough noise, that fight, to let everybody know what was happenin? asked a voice.

Sure it did. Made as much noise as a brass band all made up of nothing but slide trombones, and for the cymbal crashes there was gents knocked through windows of the car, and that kind of thing. The rest of the posse and about a hundred other gents piled into the car. He stopped again to cough.

Go on, Chelton. You can cough all night, after youre finished.

Hes gotta have a chance to think a little, someone suggested dryly.

But this suggestion was not received with favor. There was no man more feared and hated by the long riders than Sheriff Petersen, and they rejoiced in this tale of his downfall.

Go on, Chelton. Dont mind that leatherhead, Borrow. He dont know nothin. They was pilin into the car, you said...

Well, there was the three of us, then, said the undaunted Chelton in the same monotonous voice. With Dunmore first, we cut through em like nothin at all. The thuddin of Dunmores fists sounded like the beatin of a drum. We got out and sprinted for the other side of the track where there was the hosses an the buckboard that I told you about seein. Dunmore got the hosses while I popped three or four of the hombres that was follerin and made em duck.

Didnt kill none?

There was one that wont kick no more, said the indomitable Chelton. Id say there was one, wouldnt you, kid?

Jimmy Larren shook his head gloomily. There was one theyll have to bury, he agreed, and rolled up his eyes as though appalled at the thought.

To this much of the story, Beatrice and her three companions had listened, but now Lynn Tucker broke in with: It was kind of a pity that Dunmore didnt wait until the train got into the pass before he made his bust. Dyou think so, Chelton?

At this, Chelton turned gradually red; his eyes bulged a little in the extremity of his wrath. Finally he said: Tucker, you done the plannin of that job, I guess?

I done it, and what was wrong with it? asked Lynn Tucker.

He said it aggressively. There were only two men in the world from whom he accepted checks, and their names were Tankerton and Legges. Perhaps Dunmore was now to be added, and it made his heart sore to think that he now stood fourth on the list. But as for the rest, even such a fellow as Chelton, he regarded them not at all.

I done it, he said to Chelton. Could youve fixed it up any better, young feller?

Chelton stiffened. You planned it for Running Hoss Gulch? he inquired.

I did. Would youve picked an open plain, if you had been me?

If I had done the pickin and the choosin, Chelton said, I wouldve talked to myself and not shot my face off all over the world, old-timer.

Who did I talk to, except the chief? Tucker asked, more savagely than before.

Chelton turned a bit and faced Tucker. Then maybe it was you... or maybe it was Tankerton himself... that sent word to Petersen to double-cross the boys that was layin in wait in Running Hoss Gulch... and to get Dunmore caught in a trap, and hanged alongside of me, in the finish? Which of the two of you was it?

As for Tucker, his lean face turned gray, but not with fear. It was wildest anger that worked at him and made his mouth tremble and twitch. Tankerton merely took out a pipe and filled it carelessly, looking from Tucker to Chelton as though the affair were entirely theirs.

I aint gonna say that this here is a lie, declared Lynn Tucker, after a moment. Im gonna wait to hear what else you gotta say, before I tell you the hat size of the champeen liar of the world, and the worst fool. Go right along, Chelton, and, when you get to the end, lemme know.

Chelton said calmly, with the calmness of truth: I heard the sheriff make a speech to his gang, and in that speech he told the boys that the Tankertons was ready and waitin for them in the Running Hoss Gulch, and how they would tackle the baggage car and the smokin car to get money and me. How he had a federal marshal up there in the baggage car, and how they was all to get their rifles hot, as soon as the Tankertons rushed the train. He talked about head money, and the rest. But he sure knew all about the plan that Lynn Tucker made. Now, I say, how did he find it out?

The rage of Tucker disappeared and left him so blank of eye that, first of all, he stared toward his chief, from whom he usually received the decisive tip in case of need. But Tankerton merely was lighting his pipe and seemed rather like a visitor than an active member of the gang. It was a role that he was fond of assuming, so that he really appeared to be looking on at affairs from the outside.

This was not a matter that could be dropped. It was something even more vital to all the members than the actual deliverance of Chelton, for that which had kept the Tankertons together successfully had been their mutual good faith, and, if there were a leak in the society, a single treacherous member of the gang, they were near the rocks.

So every man darted a sudden glance of suspicion at his neighbor; his own bunkie, for all he knew, might be the traitor.

Chelton went on: Whoever it was that spilled the news, he knew all the inside plans. And I ask you how Dunmore mustve felt when he sat there in that car and heard the yarn? What would anybody elseve done? Why, he wouldve quit cold on the job. But not Dunmore. He changed his plans and tackled them right there.

After this, there was a moment of thoughtful silence, and then a deep voice exclaimed: Aye, hes a man!

So they accepted Dunmore and stamped him with their approval.


CHAPTER XXVI
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING Tankerton stopped at Beatrices cabin, and tapped at the door.

Halloo! she called.

Are you up, Beatrice?

She opened the door. Why should I stay late in bed when theres a real man come to camp? she asked him.

Tankerton half frowned and half smiled. For, in part, he understood her, although in part she was Greek to him. Are you going to throw your cap at that fellow? he asked.

If hell notice me, she said. But he wont. Hes too important. She raised a hand to pat her hair into shape.

Tankerton nodded at her. Every good fisherman likes practice, he stated.

You dont think Im serious?

If you were, you wouldnt tell me. I want to talk to you about something that means more to me than anything that has to do with young Dunmore.

Oh, hes old enough, she said.

Is he? Tankerton smiled. Im here to talk Furneaux to you.

What do you want me to do about him now? she asked, scowling. Havent I done enough already with him? Havent I kept him here tied hand and foot?

What have you done for him?

Let him hold my hand, once. And picked him out to smile at, now and then.

Is that a lot?

Its enough.

Dont you like him?

Hes moody, not so bad.

Youve got to do more with him, Beatrice. Hes slipping away from us.

Look here, James, she asked him, tell me straight... what does this moony fellow mean to you?

He means a lot, said Tankerton. Hes what we need in the crew. We have to have tone, my dear girl. Thats a reason that youre priceless here. Another reason used to be Gentleman Charlie Bender. When they shot Charlie, they shot half of the respectability out of my boys. Weed out the boys of good family, breeding, the natural gentlemen, and you make us into a gang of ruffians, thugs, and jailbirds. But keep a few Benders, or Furneaux, and the mountains respect us and liken us to Robin Hood. I have to have Furneaux. Besides, hes everything that he should be... a straight shot, a good rider, brave as a lion, and perfectly true to his friends. He never could have treacherous thoughts...

Like Legges?

I said nothing about Legges. Will you do it?

She sulked. Im tired of doing the dishes for you, she said. Im tired of the dirty work. Rod is a good boy. Id rather see him go home.

Will you do it, nevertheless, Beatrice?

What does it mean to me? she snapped at him.

All that it means to me, I hope, he said. We work together, my dear. Whatever I have is yours, and you know it. And if youll let me, one day well... He stopped.

You nearly slipped then, she said, nodding.

Ive promised to keep off that subject, he answered. But I dont stop hoping.

Someday youll marry me, Beatrice Kirk observed thoughtfully. In the meantime, Im the fishermans fly. I catch the fish and you handle the line. Im a sort of recruiting agent for you, James.

You like the sport, yourself, he said.

Suppose I have to go off and get engaged to that boy to keep him with us... besides, you havent said why he wants to leave?

Because hes learned that he has a chance to go back to respectable society and...

In spite of all the killings that have been chalked up against him? asked Beatrice incredulously.

Newspaper killings, my dear, and apparently the governor knows the truth about them, at last.

Well... she drawled.

Will you do it?

No, she flared at him. Im sick of this job, and sick of you and your ways! She slammed the door.

Tankerton reached for the knob, but, changing his mind, he shrugged his shoulders and walked away, whistling softly.

She, from a chink near the window, watched him go. Hes sure of me, she whispered. She gripped both hands and burst into a silent tantrum that left her, at last, sitting tense and bowed upon the couch. However, her passions rarely lasted long, and now through her mind drifted the words of Tankerton. It was quite true in a sense, that whatever he gained, she gained, also. For in the district over which he was a king, she was a queen, through all the valleys and its hamlets, its logging camps, and its solitary ranches. Her word was law. Guns would be drawn at her bidding as quickly as ever they might be at that of Tankerton.

Whatever made firm his hold, made hers firm, also. Moreover, she admired and respected Tankerton. On some days, she told herself that she almost loved him. For being a creature of action herself, nothing was so dear to her as the man of indomitable courage, of wits and strong hands. And in all the blue kingdom of the mountains, there was no one to compare with Tanker-ton for power. He, an unsceptered king, was absolute in his mastery. To serve such a man was no shame, and particularly since her logic and his told her that she would be serving herself as well. It seemed to her, to a degree, a crime to flirt with Furneaux, but flirtation never can be a serious crime to a young girl.

However, she went slowly to the window, still filled with her doubts, and Providence, at that moment, brought the tall and dignified form of Furneaux stalking across the clearing. She did not hesitate another instant. But with a gamblers love of a hunch, she was instantly out the door, and waving to him.

He turned and came to her at once.

You look like thunder and lightning, she told him. Where are you going to strike?

Somewhere on a high stool behind a counter, keeping books, probably, said Furneaux. Im leaving all of this and going back to twenty dollars a week.

She dropped her head, as though the blow had bowed her, and she was unwilling that he should see her emotion, but she did let him see a tightly balled fist. Well, its better for you to go, she said.

The shadow of Furneaux fell over her as he stepped closer. Are you playing cat and mouse with me? he asked her. Do you care a whit, Beatrice?

She dared not let him see her face. She merely put out a hand that fumbled blindly and finally came to rest upon his arm. That was her answer, while the corner of the eye trailed about the clearing and saw no one except little Jimmy Larren, who was busily grooming the mare of Dunmore. She was very glad that she was not observed.

I cant talk to you here, she told him. I... Im a little dizzy, Rodman.

He was on fire with excitement at once. Well walk back into the trees, he said. Beatrice, if youre acting a part now... heaven forgive you.

She merely pressed his arm closer with her hand, as they went on. Her heart was racing with a sort of gamblers pleasure; there was a great fear in her, as well, for she felt in this man a grim and relentless earnestness. The first dappled shadows of the trees brushed across them, and in another moment he had halted and, taking her face between both his hands, turned it up and stared down at her with a scrutiny half stern and half anguished with hope. Her very soul quaked in her, then, and she wished with all her might that she had not stepped so far in this affair, but now she could not withdraw, and she softened her glance so that all he could see of her soul of souls was a film of mist.

Beatrice, he said, do you really care about me? Do you love me?

I dont know, she answered. I care about you more than the others that Ive ever seen. I dont know that its love, but it made me dizzy to think that you were about to leave us. If you...

At this, a clear voice rang from the camp, calling: Furneaux! Furneaux!

It was Tankerton, and Beatrice could guess that he had watched her departure with Furneaux, and wished to give her a welcome interruption.

Its the chief, said Furneaux gloomily. Will you try to see me again in a moment, unless Tankerton is sending me off on a trip?

Ill wait for you here, she said.

He made a step away from her, then turned back.

Furneaux! Furneaux! called the chief.

If you care a whit for me... if I am anything to you, said the boy, wear this for me until I come back. He slipped a ring into her hand, and then remained for a moment hanging tensely over her. She saw that he was about to sweep her into his arms, but, bracing herself to endure that, she kept her eyes melancholy and wistful as they met his.

He left her as Tankerton called again, hurrying away through the spotted shadows, and turning once on the verge of the sunlight to look back at her. She was expecting that, and, therefore, she was ready with a smile and a wave, then Furneaux disappeared.

A moment later, from the verge of the clearing, she saw him mount and gallop off. She had known it would be so, for Tankerton would send him on some small commission to get him out of the way for the day. She remained holding in her hand his ring. The gem was a little ruby, like a drop of blood.


CHAPTER XXVII
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TANKERTON, AS SHE came from the verge of the trees, met her with a smile. Did I give you long enough? he asked her.

For answer, she held out the ring, loosely fitted upon her finger.

Hello! he said. Did you get yourself engaged to him? I never meant you to go that far.

Im not engaged, she said, but Im on the dizzy edge of it. You called just in time to save me from a tangle. Ive more than let him guess that Im in love with him... and I hate your politics, James! Lets not see each other again today.

She left him, aware that he was smiling and nodding after her, and hating him for his coolness. But yonder she saw Jimmy Larren, who was now combing the mane of the dapple chestnut mare, and she went toward him, hoping to forget in talk the disagreeable scene through which she had just passed, for she felt as though she had been smudged and stained by the artifice which she had used.

Hello, Jimmy, she said. Have you turned yourself into a stable boy?

He shifted his keen twinkling eyes on her. I aint a stable boy, he said. Im just getting acquainted with Excuse Me.

Riding her would be a better way, wouldnt it? she asked.

I tried it this mornin early, said Jimmy. Mister Dunmore, he gave me leave. But Excuse Me is like gunpowder. She hoisted me so far in the air that I thought Id never come down. I hung up there like a bubble for a while, and then I come down with a whang. I hit the ground so hard that sounded hollow. He laughed. So Ive taken up conversation with Excuse Me, till she gets more used to me.

How did she get her name? asked the girl.

Why, she got it from excusin herself when any gent tried to ride her. She slammed everybody on the ground, and then she used to try to eat em. She had the same kind of manners as a mountain lion, dyou see?

But Dunmore rides her.

Him? Aw, sure. He fixed her. He can fix anything, if you come down to that.

Is he a great friend of yours, Jimmy?

Him? I wouldnt go around saying that. But Im working to make a friend out of him.

Well, I dont know that youll get much out of him, if he gets you to do the grooming of his horses for him.

Hes gotta get his rest, said the boy seriously. Thats a mighty pretty ring that you got on.

She doubled her hand, instinctively, to hide it. Is he still asleep this beautiful morning?

He says that one hours sleep is worth ten hours of anybodys scenery, answered Larren.

I dont see how he can sleep so long, though.

He puts on sleep the way that a camel puts on a hump. Then, when hes slept up, he can go a month without hardly closin an eye.

You havent really known him for a full month, Jimmy.

Why, Jimmy said, you dont have to read him for a month to tell what hes like. Nobody else could teach me nothin like Dunmore.

About horses?

Hosses, and trails, and guns. But knives is his main holt.

Ive heard hes very clever with them.

He could easily draw your picture, heavin knives into that tree, said the boy.

She looked around her at the waving of the trees in the wind, at the royal blue of the sky, and one cloud blowing west, like a ship across a sea. Still in bed? she asked.

If you wanna talk to him, Ill go see if hes awake, said the boy.

Talk to him? Oh, I dont want to talk to him. Yes, I do. I want to know whats his price for Excuse Me. Go and ask him, Jimmy.

Jimmy trotted to the bunkhouse, and, entering, he found it empty except for Dunmore, who was not asleep but even now was pulling on his boots. Jimmy announced: Shes out yonder askin the price of Excuse Me.

Who is she? Beatrice Kirk?

Thats her.

Jimmy sat down on the edge of the bunk and began to talk confidentially. Shall I say that you aint awake?

But Im awake, all right.

It aint the mare shes after. Shes after you. Shes gone and got her one scalp already this mornin, and the takin of it makes her hungry for more.

What dyou mean, Jimmy?

I mean that ruby ring that Furneaux was wearin the other day. Shes got that on her now.

She has! Are they engaged?

Not by the look of him as he rode off on his hoss, a while back. But theyre within throwin distance of it, I guess.

Ill go out and talk to her, said Dunmore. Jimmy, you know why Im here. If she becomes engaged to Furneaux, Ive wasted my time. Ill never get him away from the camp.

Aw, answered the boy, nothin that she does is honest Injun.

Whats that?

I used to make play houses out of chips and mud. Well, half the fun was breakin down what Id built up the day before. Thats the way with her. Shed get engaged one day sos to have the fun of gettin unengaged tomorrow.

Jimmy, youre a hard one on the girls. Wait till you get a little older, then youll feel different about them.

Aw, sure, answered little Jimmy Larren. Ill get to the meltin point someday and thaw out as soft as mush, but my brains... they still belong to myself. I can see her like she was made out of glass and sky blue.

Go on, chuckled Dunmore. What comes next?

How would she get herself engaged to one like Furneaux when shes got a couple of real men around the camp?

Furneaux is a gentleman, in a way of putting it, said Dunmore.

Sure, said the boy, but what difference does that make to her? She goes by money in the bank. I mean its him that shoots the straightest and hits the hardest and has got the most fox inside his brain. That pleases her.

Shes not as hard as you think, Jimmy.

Well, shes cracked a good many already. I dunno that you would like to see it this way, but Id bet you a dollar to your busted knife that they aint no man in this camp that she can see between here and the skyline except Tankerton and you.

Hold on, Jimmy!

You wait and see. Besides, she likes new men... all them pretty girls do. You go out there, and shell melt in your mouth.

Dunmore finished his dressing. Ill go out and have a chat with her.

Hold on! Hold on! pleaded Jimmy. Waitll I go out first and talk a mite to her. I gotta break the trail. He started for the door, and then turned about and came a few steps back. Chief, he said, suppose you really wanted to get Furneaux out of this, dead easy? You take the girl away from the camp... and hell foller wherever you lay the scent.

Jimmy, youre crazy. You want me to kidnap her?

Aw, whatcha think? Larren asked in disgust. I didnt say nothin about kidnappin. And he left the cabin in apparent disgust.

Dunmore, remaining behind, rubbed his knuckles across his chin. The suggestion of the boy seemed ridiculous enough, but the taking of Furneaux from the gang seemed otherwise impossible. If it were true that Furneaux was engaged to Beatrice, he was bound to Tankerton with bonds of steel.

So, meditating upon the problem, Dunmore drew closer to the cabin door, and at last he could hear the faint tinkle of the voices of the girl and Jimmy on the farther side of the clearing, without looking out at them.

He heard the girl say: Still sleeping?

Hes kind of half awake, and lookin at the mornin with one eye, answered Jimmy.

Did you speak to him?

Yep.

Jimmy, dont be obstinate. What did he say?

About what?

About selling the mare, of course!

He said that you might make a meal for Excuse Me, but that oats was better for her.

He didnt say that! she exclaimed.

Didnt he?

Is he coming out?

He says that hell think it over, but in the mornin he dont do his thinkin none too fast.

Dunmore leaned against the wall of the cabin, laughing silently. When he could control himself, he straightened again and was about to step out when he heard Jimmy Larren say carelessly: Theys only one reason that the boss might sell Excuse Me.

Whats that, Jimmy?

Ill tell you why. Shes a mare. And he dont like nothin female.

Thats a strange idea, Jimmy.

Is it? Its the way with him. Hosses, dogs, or birds, he dont like nothin female. You take when it comes to women, hes got no use for em at all.

Thats because hes young, Beatrice said carelessly.

Nope, said the boy cheerfully. Its because hes growed really up. He says them that stop halfway is the ones that the women get.


CHAPTER XXVIII
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IT WAS A strange mixture of handicap and advantage under which Dunmore labored when he left the bunkhouse and advanced toward Beatrice and Jimmy Larren. He had been established in an unusual position by the boy, but it was a position that he hardly knew how to maintain. He felt just like a gambler who throws in the dark.

Ive been admiring Excuse Me, said the girl, and I wondered if youd like to sell her.

Id sell anything, said Dunmore.

Well, then, whats the price for her?

I suppose, said Dunmore, that shed be worth as she stands eight hundred or a thousand of any mans money.

Id pay that, Beatrice Kirk said eagerly.

But, besides, he said, theres a lot of other things that she means to me.

You mean that youre fond of her?

Im fond of her, and that would boost the price a good deal. Several hundreds, I suppose.

Well, lets hear the price.

Theres other things to think about. The work Im doing, a fast hoss might be the price of a mans neck. Theres nothing in the mountains that can touch her, I suppose.

What? she cried. Not Gunfire?

You beat Gunfire with your bay.

Thats because James rode Gunfire with one hand. Even with his weight up, Gunfire would have won if Tankerton had ridden him with both hands, as you might say.

Dunmore shook his head. I dont think that Gunfire could live with her, no matter who was up on him.

Not with a lightweight like me?

Not even with you.

Ill make you a wager on that! she cried eagerly.

Anything you like.

Anything I like? Then, what about making the mare the stake? She against Gunfire?

What would you do with her if you had her? he asked, and stepped to Excuse Me, stroking her neck.

She turned her lovely head and touched his shoulder fondly. The girl smiled and nodded. Jimmy tells me that shes a bad one, but Id handle her.

Thats what a lot of people have said. When she gets you down, she tries to eat you.

Ill take time. Time and kindness will beat any horse that I ever saw.

At this, Dunmore looked more closely at the girl. There was an element of truth in what she said, and she shone with courage and with confidence, more than any man he ever had known. It seemed to Dunmore that she was, in fact, a greater force than all the people he had met. She was filled with an indomitable spirit. However, he shook his head. Cant do it, he said.

Ill lay you fifteen hundred cash, she said hotly, against Excuse Me. And Ill throw in some boot, too, if you want it.

Shes worth more than fifteen hundred to me, he answered. What boot would you throw in?

Anything you like. If Gunfire doesnt beat her, I dont know horses. She waved her hand as she said it, and the ruby on her finger made a red streak in the air.

Throw in that ring, said Dunmore. Ill take on the bet for that.

What ring? This ruby one? She clasped a protecting hand over it, almost as though she expected him to snatch it.

All right, said Dunmore, I aint so keen on making this race, after all. You keep the ring, and Ill keep the hoss.

She glanced down at the little red jewel, and then, biting her lip, she stared at the mare.

It happened that at this moment Excuse Me tossed her head, so that a ripple of light ran over her sleeked neck and across the rippling muscles of her shoulder, making her seem a thing made all of beauty and of light. Whatever her speed, her loveliness was a thing to wonder at, and Beatrice thought of herself perched on the back of the mare — fitted to Excuse Me by divine right, as it were, and stopping the hearts of all men by a double authority.

Then she said: Fifteen hundred... and this ring? Why should you want this ring, Carrick Dunmore?

He laughed. I dont want it so much, but it hit my eye. Thats all. I dont worry much about reasons and prices. But I see that you aint so fond of taking the chance. Its all right. I dont blame you, because shes a runner.

At this, he could hear her teeth click.

How far will you run? she asked.

Why, as far as you like... distance is all on your side, because Gunfire wont be carrying much weight.

She looked narrowly at Dunmore. Theres a pair of big pine stumps down the road to Harpersville. Will you run to that place, if you know it? she asked.

Thats a couple of miles, he answered. Thats fair enough.

But, instead of the ring, Ill add another hundred to the bet. Sixteen hundred against Excuse Me.

He shrugged his shoulders. Ive already hitched my fancy to that ring, he said.

Are you trying to dodge the race? she asked him tauntingly. Ill make it two hundred more... three hundred, if you like.

Why, its all right, said Dunmore, watching her with hidden anxiety. If youre fond of the ring, you hang onto it, and Ill hang onto the mare. Thatll make it even. He turned to Jimmy Larren and saw the eye of that youngster wink in secret delight. Turn her out, Jimmy, he said. You wont have to hobble her, because she wont stray far from me.

There was anger in the face of the girl now. He could feel it without looking at her, and he was not surprised at the tremor of rage in her voice as she broke in: All right. If you want to have it that way, Ill race you for the fifteen hundred... and the ring. She hesitated. Her minds eye seemed to conjure up the consequences if she lost, but then she shrugged her shoulders. Ill have Gunfire on the road in five minutes, she said, and, turning abruptly, she hurried from them and went toward the stable.

Shes pretty mad, commented Jimmy Larren. Shell pretty near kill herself to win this race. But if you get the ring, whatll you do with it?

Wear it, I suppose.

Thatll make Furneaux wanna kill you.

He might chase me for the sake of that ring, then?

I dunno. I guess not. But if he spoke to her, shed about die for having given it away again.

Dunmore laughed. Im beginning to see a good many things, Jimmy. Get me the saddle and bridle, will you?

Jimmy brought them both, and Dunmore himself saddled and bridled the mare, looking to the cinches with care.

When he was on the back of Excuse Me, he saw the stallion, Gunfire, come on his hind legs out of the stable, filled with nervous fire, and the girl atilt in the saddle, wonderfully brave and cool. On the out trail he met her, while Larren on his mustang scampered past them to get to the finish in time for that end of the spectacle.

Then Dunmore took note of the difference between the two animals. The stallion was more imposing, more grand. The mare was more beautiful. But it seemed to Dunmore that she had greater strength as well. She had not the proudly arched neck, to be sure, but her square quarters, and her long, powerful shoulders, and the shortness of her back told both of carrying power and speed. Gunfire stormed into the mind and royally demanded admiration, whereas the mare slipped quietly into ones appreciation. But, yet, as he surveyed the stallion and contrasted him with his own mental picture of the mare, he was more and more confident.

They came to the point where the various trails from the camp and its vicinity met and joined to make one established road that twisted here and there among the trees and led on toward distant Harpersville.

The girl ranged beside him at once. She was as light in the saddle as a jockey, and the strong pull of the black horse seemed to lift her from her seat, straining at her arms. But that was mere semblance. He could tell in another glance that she was in perfect balance, controlling the stallion with a steady pull.

At the same time she flashed at Dunmore a glance that ran from head to feet, appraising him, criticizing him, taking note of formidable qualities, at length leaving the mare and settling upon Dunmore alone.

He thought that he saw her nod a little, as much as to say to herself that, no matter how fine the mare might be, the bulk of the rider would make the difference in a four-mile race. The same thought was in Dunmores own mind.

Besides, he had a feeling that this day was the turning point that was to test the success or the failure of this strange embassy to the bandits. He knew that he had gained enormously by the rescue of Chelton, but he was still unsure of his place among the outlaws. At least, whatever he did would have to be done quickly, before the malice and the cleverness of Tankerton finished him off one day. In the race he saw his opening, if only he could win.

Beatrice leaned and patted the neck of Gunfire, and he tossed his head in recognition.

Straight away to the two stumps! she called to Dunmore. And the shortest line is the best line?

All right, he said, but... He was beginning to make a protest, for he knew nothing of any short cuts with which she might be familiar. However, she did not wait for him to make his protest, but seized on his first words as an agreement. He saw her eyes flash with triumph.

Were off, then! she cried, and gave Gunfire the rein.


CHAPTER XXIX
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IF HE HAD been unprepared for the running of the race in a birds line, still more was he unready for a sudden start such as this. He had expected that some signal would be arranged between them, but she was half a dozen strides away on the stallion and going like the wind before he got the mare together in pursuit. He was very angry, as they swept down the road. He had lost, now, an advantage that might prove fatal to the chances of Excuse Me. Moreover, not knowing the ways of the short cut, he would have to follow the stallion at any rate, and so he would put the mare to a greater and greater chance of losing.

He should have shouted that the start would have to be made over again, but a stubborn rage burned up in him, and he determined to continue as they had begun.

Gunfire leaped out of view into the trees, and he put Excuse Me after him. It was only to see the tail of the stallion switch out of sight to the left, and he followed back onto the road again.

So the girl had feinted for the first time, and with an Indian cunning she had gained another precious rod of distance. Furiously the stallion ran, the clotted turf that he flung up dancing in the air and hanging there while the mare rushed on her way beneath. But she moved as smoothly as flowing water, and, while the roadway slid away beneath her for the first half mile, gradually and surely she overtook the black. Yet Dunmore was not pushing her. There was no need, since she ran eagerly, with pricking ears, and he must needs keep a steadying pull to rate her along. But it seemed to him that her stride was a shade longer and a shade easier than that of the black. Any moment he was sure that a single hard burst of sprinting would carry them into the lead.

No sooner had he come to that conviction than Beatrice glanced over her shoulder, and then she swung Gunfire once more into the woods. The dappled shadows flowed over her, and she was gone from view. Dunmore did not hesitate. It might be another trick on her part, but he dared not risk the chance that she would be cutting away on a shorter course, and so he swung the mare in pursuit.

He found himself driving at once through very thick woods. The way, such as it was, twisted and turned in serpentine suddenness, here and there, and the branches reached so low that he had to keep a constant look-out. The girl and the stallion she rode were apparently perfectly used to this course, and they rushed through it with the ease of long habit, so that when Dunmore, flattened along the mares back, came out into the more open forest, the stallion was twenty yards away.

She rode hard, still, as though confident that Gunfire had a limitless strength, and a red scarf she was wearing, coming loose at one end, streamed and snapped over her left shoulder. Once more she glanced back, and he saw her shake her head as though in incredulous annoyance to find him so close.

That was a comfort to Dunmore, and, as they plunged into thicker woods again, he was feeling secure of the race once more, when the ground began to dip, and they came to a narrow way where it seemed as though a tornado had fallen, for the trees lay tumbled, here and there, splintered stumps thrusting up, and the long trunks extending in a vast tangle upon the ground. Gunfire flew through this dangerous ruin with perfect ease. Perhaps this was a familiar sport of the outlaws, to ride their horses through all the difficult ways on the mountainside. In case of pursuit by a strong posse, such places as these would prove an ideal trap for the men of the law to be led into.

For his own part, Dunmore studied the course of the stallion with care, and sent the mare exactly after him. She could jump, he knew, but he had not guessed that she was such a steeplechaser, for she flew the obstacles lightly, and, instead of losing ground, she cleared the last big barrier of a rugged trunk not a length from Gunfires tail.

Beatrice Kirk looked back with a startled face, and Dunmore laughed and waved to her. He saw her lips tighten with angry resolve, and then she straightened the stallion away through the woods again.

A roar of water began to roll out before them, and presently he saw the white flash of the falls through the trees, while the noise grew into a deep thundering and crashing, and he swept out behind Gunfire toward the brink of a deep and narrow chasm, filled with the flying spume of the cataract. Gunfire did not hesitate, but with courageous head stretched out, he flew the long gap.

There was no chance to hesitate. Dunmore felt the hoofs of the mare slip on the brink of the wet rocks. Then she rose. He saw beneath him the white-faced cauldron of the stream as he hung in the middle air, and then they landed on the farther side not a half length behind the leader.

Beatrice looked about again, and he could see the white of terror in her face. Then the forest received them once more. A moment later the dust of the road flashed silver bright, and they stormed out onto it.

She had given up the last of her maneuvering apparently. Dunmore grimly set his teeth and pursued. She had tried to outdistance him, to dodge him, finally to lose horse and man in the gap of the gorge, but now this murderous girl could do nothing but ride hard and trust to the strength of her horse.

There could not be half a mile remaining to the race. Yes, now in the near distance, he saw the pair of stumps that marked the finish line, and he loosed the mare at it with a shout. He had felt her going with undiminished strength beneath him, but he had not been prepared for this! Like a loosed bird she flew, and was instantly at the saddle girth of the stallion. Still she rushed onward strongly, and her nose was at his shoulder when Beatrice Kirk, with a wild cry, swung her quirt, as though for the flank of the stallion, and slashed Excuse Me across the face.

The mare swerved, reared, and, when Dunmore had settled her to the running again, she was three or more lengths away to the rear. But it was as though she had been strongly spurred. If she had winced at the first pain, now she hurled herself valiantly into the contest. The road flowed beneath her like a silken white ribbon as she stretched to her work The stallion came back. He had run valiantly, he had dodged and jumped well, indeed, but in spite of the smaller weight that he was carrying, he was spent. A hundred yards from the end, Dunmore saw the head of the black begin to bob, and in another stride he went easily, smoothly past.

The stumps jerked away on either hand, and then he spoke to the mare and brought her to a halt.

Beatrice Kirk already had pulled up and sat her horse as one stunned and sick.

So he went back to her with a cheerful word — no mention of her fox-like and desperate tricks during the race, but perfectly easy compliment. Hes a grand horse, said Dunmore. Hes a cuttin hoss, by the way he handles himself runnin through the trees, and a mighty fine jockey you made, all right!

This she did not answer but looked at him as though she heard his voice less than a voice that at that moment was sounding in her own mind.

Perhaps you lacked the weight to steady him, Dunmore said soothingly. You might have done better if youd been heavier in the saddle.

She gave him a look filled with fear and anger, and then turned the head of the stallion back toward the camp. Ill have the money ready for you this evening, she said.

Thanks a lot, answered Dunmore. Youve got the ring ready now, though, I see?

The ring? she said, starting a little in the saddle, as though from a blow that she was expecting and therefore dreaded the more.

I see that its on your finger now, he said.

Why... the ring... yes, she stammered, and lost all voice.

I could take that now, he said pointedly.

Ill tell you what, she said, striving at heartiness and carelessness. Of course, this ring is a sort of a personal thing that means something to me. But Id give you its worth in hard cash.

Would you? Dunmore asked, smiling so that his teeth flashed in the sun.

Oh, yes, she said. I dont think its worth a hundred dollars. But you can have two hundred... if youll take it. So saying, she smiled a little, with her head raised and a touch of contempt in her eyes, as though she wondered if there were a man in the world base enough to accept her offer.

Dunmore weakened under the strain of that steady regard. His eyes half closed, he looked beyond her, wondering what he should say next, and it happened that at the moment he saw young Jimmy Larren, leaning against a tree close by. Still as the very trunk by which he stood was the boy, but, as the eye of Dunmore fell upon him, Jimmy winked prodigiously, and then grinned from ear to ear.

The indecision of Dunmore vanished at once.

Two hundred more? he said. Well, thats a price, but I dont know much about the value of jewels, dyou see?

Make it more, then, she said, sneering openly. Make it three hundred even, if you like. I have that much money, besides what I lost on the race, I think.

He looked calmly upon her. After all, she was carrying off the thing very well. In her bearing there was no touch of shame for the trickery and the craft that she had used during the race, but, when the mare tossed her head, Dunmore could see the long welt that streaked across her face, and his smile grew colder.

Let me see, he said, and stretched out his hand.

She laid the hand with the ring lightly upon his own. Its only a small stone.

I like the color, though, he observed. And it looks sort of lucky to me, dyou see? Dexterously his thumb and forefinger closed over the ring. It fitted loosely, and away it came without tug or friction. So Ill keep it, and you dont have to worry about the price, he said.

She reached impulsively for the jewel. For the image of Furneaux, his pride and his love, had flashed across her mind at that moment. Pale and shaken she faced Dunmore. It doesnt mean a thing to you! she cried imperiously. But... Ive got to have it. I want it... I have to have it!


CHAPTER XXX
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INCREDULITY THAT HE could refuse her was in Beatrices voice — amazement was in her eyes. Other words formed on her lips and remained unspoken. She stared at Dunmore as though he were more monster than man.

Why, you could have it for nothing, said Dunmore gently. I aint the man to hang onto small things. But the fact is that Im a superstitious sort of a gent. And I reckon that this here is luck for me. He held the ring gravely in the palm of his hand, and she looked as though she actually were on the point of snatching it.

Youre making a joke of it, Carrick Dunmore, she said. But its not a joke. It was given to me by a very dear friend, and I never would dare to face that friend again without it on my hand.

Is this here friend a Westerner? he asked.

Yes. What of that?

Ill tell you, said Dunmore, more soothingly than ever. Every Westerner knows about luck. Your friend wouldnt mind, at all, if he knew that a man had got the ring that felt it was his luck. I could tell you a story about a gent that had an old Mackinaw that he felt his luck was all wrapped up in and...

I dont want to hear it! she cried at him. Oh, Carrick Dunmore, she added, softening her voice with a wonderful suddenness, youre only playing with me, but you wont really be cruel as this, I know. Dexterously she had swung the stallion closer, and, touching the arm of Dunmore, with parted lips and appealing eyes, she looked upon him like a child to its elder.

Well, well, said Dunmore. I can see how it is. This friend of yours is some old woman with a nacherally mean disposition. Some old aunt, likely, thatd clean go wild if she was to see that you wasnt wearin the ring, eh?

Its worse even than that, she said eagerly, feeling that he was softening a bit.

Dont you worry none, though. You can tell her that you left it behind you at the camp, and there aint any danger of her seein it on my hand. I never bother that sort of folk much. Why, Id hate to think of grievin you any, Beatrice.

I know you would, she agreed heartily. Such a fellow as you are, Carrick, couldnt be half a hero.

Why, thanks, he said.

I thought for a moment that you were angry because my quirt happened to strike poor Excuse Me on the face. I was dreadfully sorry about that. I wouldnt have claimed the race after that, even if I had won. You dont doubt that, Carrick, Im sure?

Why, said Dunmore, I wouldnt doubt you for anything in the world. Of course, you wouldntve claimed it.

So youre not cross with me, Carrick?

Me? Not a mite.

Then youll listen to reason, I know. You wont let me down in this way. You... Ill... well have a fair man, one that knows stones, put a value on it. Well double that value. Ill pay you every penny, but, for heavens sake, dont keep the ring.

Now, there you are, all excited, said Dunmore gently. All excited and worked up, and about nothin at all. Why, Id give you this here in a minute, if it wouldnt be that would keep you from learnin that mountains can be made out of molehills. But thats the fact. Dog-gone me if it dont cut me up to hear the way that you carry on over this, Beatrice. Thats the only reason in the world that Id keep it from you. Just for your own good.

She struck her hands desperately together and her eyes wandered as though in search of another thought. Then she stared back at Dunmore. Are you serious? she asked him. Do you think that its only a joke? I tell you, if you take that ring back to the camp, and, if you show it on your hand, therell be a murder.

Tush! Really? said Dunmore.

Oh, for pitys sake, believe me, said the girl. If you wont give it back to me, keep it safe in your wallet. Never tell a soul that you have it. Swear that youll do that?

Would it comfort you? he asked her.

Yes, yes! Will you promise that?

Reminds me, he said, of that story about the gent that had the Mackinaw with his luck all wrapped up in it. This here gent was by name of Jim Loyd. Likely youve heard of him?

No... I never heard of him... I dont care, but I dont want to be rude... only, will you promise?

Youll see that this is right to the point. This here fellow Loyd, he was bein chased for a matter of liftin a couple hundred cows, now and then, and finally for borrowing a hoss. He got chased all the way across eleven hundred miles of mountain-desert. Well, sir, all that way he wore an old plaid Mackinaw. It was winter, and it served him pretty good to turn the edge of the wind. Got to feelin that his luck was all wrapped up in it. Never left it off, day or night, and, while he had it on, nobody ever could put a bullet into him. Well, sir, he was ridin south and south, and pretty soon he come to a warm night, and the stars all out, and a south wind a-fannin at him. So he peeled off his coat and rolled it into a blanket with the Mackinaw bunched under his head for a pillow. You listen, now, to what happened.

She bit her lip, but instantly forced herself to nod and smile.

Right there that same night, a voice hollered to him... Jim Loyd, stand up an fill your hand! He jumped up, with a pair of guns, and missed his mark, and got shot right through the heart. And all because he left off his luck.

Thats a wonderful story, she said. I dont know how you could have heard it, but...

Why, I was the gent that had follered him the eleven hundred miles, because of him liftin an old hoss of mine. A cuttin hoss, at that. He lived about three seconds after Id shot him. And he spoke to say it was the Mackinaw that had killed him, for leavin it off.

Carrick, said the girl, its a very strange story, but... I dont see what it has to do with this case.

Dont you, now? said his smooth and genial voice. Now, Ill show you. Heres this ring that just fits right into my eye. I can see that its my luck. Yes, sir, if that ring wasnt meant for me, I never wouldve chanced to win the race, with Gunfire goin so strong, and such a handy rider on his back. Now, suppose that after gettin that ring, I was to just drop it into my pocket. Suppose I wasnt to wear it where a rings supposed to be worn, why, thered be a mess of trouble, wouldnt there? The ring would go back on me and change all of my luck. Which I guess you wouldnt wish on me, Beatrice, would you?

Her eyes flared at him as though she would have wished him reduced to a heap of ashes at that moment, but again she controlled herself. I dont want to think that youre joking with me, she said. You arent, Carrick, are you? You wont refuse me when I beg you, with all my heart, to please give it back to me? Dont you see that Im not being foolish? Oh, as sure as theres a heaven over us, there will be bloodshed if you wear that ring into the camp.

It plumb cuts me up to see you all so excited, he told her.

Im not being foolish and hysterical, she vowed to him. I... I... Self-pity choked her suddenly, and the tears rushed into her eyes.

There, there, said Dunmore. Poor girl, I can see the way it is. You been prizin this here ring for a long time. Now you look it here. Heres my quirt that I got down in Mexico City...

Yes? she said, making a desperate effort to control herself and to show further interest in this rambling talker.

Got it from a fine and high gentleman down there that was mighty rich and went in for fine fixins on his hoss, and self. Except that his way of usin his guns was a mite old-fashioned... he was a mighty bright gent, I can tell you. From him I got this quirt. You see that its got a fine big sapphire in the handle of it? Now, Ill tell you. You can have this quirt to make up for the ring. If you were to wallop a hoss with this, itd cut him right to the bone, supposing that the cut came across his face, say, in the middle of a race.

Suddenly she understood. She jerked back Gunfire so strongly that he reared with a snort, and landed prancing. You... you contemptible... you bully! she panted at Dunmore, and she whirled her horse onto the back trail for the camp.

So it happened that for the first time she caught sight of young Jimmy Larren upon whose face the smile was still lingering. She rushed Gunfire to him as though she would trample him to the ground — Jimmy dodged behind the tree. You mischief-making rascal! cried the girl. Youre behind all this, in some way. If you ever dare to show your face in the camp again, Ill have you stripped and whipped! Do you hear? Off she shot down the road on the stallion, cutting him again and again with the quirt, until he bounded high in the air with the pain of the whip strokes.

Jimmy, issuing from behind the tree, rubbed his chin as he looked after her. The mustang, coming out behind him, took his hat by the crown and playfully lifted it, but the boy paid no heed to this. His mind was intent on the vanishing form down the road.

Look what kind of luck that Ive got, he said to Dunmore. Ive lost my friend that got me into the camp, and now Im kicked back into Cousin Bills butcher shop. I can sure feel the ache of the bones that Ill have after he gets through whangin me for the first month.

Youd have to go back to him, eh?

I dunno where else. Billll be glad to see me. Why, his mouthll fair water as I come prancin through the door. I can fair see the tears in his eyes as he kicks the door shut and reaches for my neck. Cousin Bill, he must be kind of fat and all out of exercise, since I left him in the lurch, chief.

Dunmore nodded. Youll stay here, he assured.

The boy looked wistfully at him. No, he said. Shes gonna make you trouble enough, account of the ring, without her having to have another excuse like me.

Youll stay with me, said Dunmore quietly. Why, Jimmy, I wouldnt know how to get on without you. He dropped his hand on the lads shoulder as he spoke, and the eyes of Jimmy, as he looked up, suddenly widened, grew bright.

Jiminy, he said. Jiminy Christmas!


CHAPTER XXXI
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STRAIGHT AND SLENDER, desperate of eye, Beatrice stood before Tankerton in her own cabin, her back against the door, her hand grasping the knob of it, as though to make sure that he would not leave until she had spoken her mind to him.

And I hate him! she ended her story.

Well, Beatrice, I dont love him particularly, for my part, said Tankerton.

The smiling, sneaking, oily, smooth, detestable hypocrite and liar! she cried. I loathe him! If he stays in this camp, I leave it! I wont stay another minute if hes here!

Tut, tut, he said. Youre being desperate about things that are not so very important.

Not important! she cried. But poor young Furneaux. Suppose he sees the ring on Carrick Dunmores finger? He...

Well?

Hell fight, of course.

Its unlucky, said Tankerton. Ive explained to you that Furneaux is a man I want to have with me. But... in that case hell simply die young.

He wont! said the girl fiercely. Hell... hell... hell kill that smiling villain, that soft-voiced sneak. Hell kill him, James! Hell kill him, I know. Fate wouldnt let such a scoundrel kill a fine fellow like Rod.

He did not answer, but remained gravely watching her and her excitement.

The effect of that steady gaze was enough in itself, without the use of words, for suddenly she threw out both her hands. What will you do, James? Youre not going to stand by and let Rodman Furneaux be murdered?

His eyebrows lifted curiously. Do you care a great deal for that boy? he asked.

Care for him? Of course, I care for him. Hes so clean and straight as a whistle, and there never was such a boy in the camp before. Are you going to let him be wiped out by that juggler, that worthless, useless Dunmore?

Tankertons lips pinched. What he had feared long before was that someone in the camp, this sharp-eyed girl above all the rest, would be able to guess, before the end, that Dunmore was not there on Tankertons invitation, but had forced himself into the band. If that were known, Tankertons own authority would be shattered to the ground. There was only one reply that he could make. He said: Beatrice, you know that I like to please you.

Ah, I know what youre going to say! she cried. Youll give me good clothes, youll be gay and cheerful, and all that, youll give me nice horses, too... but when it comes to anything important, Im not to be counted. What I want makes no difference.

Tankerton drew a quick breath. Dunmore, he said, is the most valuable man who ever came to these mountains. Hes the straightest shot, the steadiest nerve, and the strongest hand. Do you think I can drive him away for the sake of a youngster like Furneaux? If Furneaux is going to make a scene, then Furneaux will die.

She wrung her hands in excess of despair and grief. Jim, Jim, you dont see. I dont want to think that youre cold-blooded, but if Furneaux is killed, his blood is on my hands... and on yours, on yours! You told me to do what I did.

Tankerton paused before answering. He could see the perfect logic of what she had said, and finally he nodded. Im going to do something, he said. I dont yet know quite what. But Ill do something...

His hand slipped inside his coat in his moment of absent-mindedness. She knew that it had touched the handle of a gun before it appeared again. A blur of misery crossed her mind. She saw, as it were, the flashing of revolvers and the roar of the guns.

I cant stand it, said the girl. Im going to choke... I cant breathe. And she fled from the house suddenly into the open air. There, straight across the clearing before her eyes, she saw Jimmy Larren sauntering, carrying a bucket and whistling as he went along. That sight kindled her rage. She had been speaking of men, strong and dangerous men, but that a snip of a boy should have dared to disobey her in this camp was too much for endurance.

Harry! she called to one of the three men who sat beneath an adjoining tree, playing stud poker. Harry, will you catch that little demon for me? Im going to give him a lesson.

Harry, young, lithe, graceful as a panther, leaped to his feet, and dashed at Larren with a laugh, glad to please Tankertons princess.

But Jimmy did not run. He merely turned with his usual complacent swagger and held out the bucket. All right, Harry, he said. You runnin to help carry this here bran mash to Dunmores hoss?

Harry, hand outstretched for the boys collar, checked himself in mid-rush. Dunmores hoss? he asked rather breathlessly. You his errand-boy, Jimmy?

Thats the job that hes give me, said Jimmy carelessly. But maybe he could use two, if you wanna help?

Run along, kid, said Harry. I didnt know you was workin for Dunmore. He turned, scowling at the ground, refusing to look into the white and scornful face of the girl. Kid blongs to Dunmore, he said slowly. You better get Dunmore to take charge of him, then.

She did not answer. She did not even appeal to any of the others beneath that tree, because she could see by the intentness with which they looked at their cards and refused to glance at her that they would have answered in the same manner. Every man in that camp, she could guess, dreaded Carrick Dunmore little less than he feared the actual cold of death. She felt stripped of power, empty of hand, for the first time since she had stepped into a sort of mountain throne with these young desperadoes for subjects. She was baffled. She could not understand. Yet, as she looked into her mind, she could see that there was an actual difference between Dunmore and all the others who made up the membership of Tankertons men. Because she recognized that difference, she hated him the more.

At the side, as she moved slowly away, conscious of the grim and guilty looks of the men behind her, she saw Tankerton come out of the shack and start walking across the clearing. She glanced in the direction he was taking, and there she saw Carrick Dunmore in a group of laughing and admiring men. He was juggling half a dozen brilliant red apples that had just been brought to the camp that day, and they flowed up from his hands and hung winking and spinning in the sun. They seemed to form different designs in the air; they seemed to drop of their own volition into the hands of the magician. Dunmore began to whistle, and, as he whistled, he danced.

She stopped short and watched him with wonder. She knew that he was a heavy man, solid as lead, otherwise that mighty strength that amazed and disheartened other men could not have been lodged in his limbs. But when he danced, he seemed to float lightly, easily. It was almost as though the unseen beat of wings supported him. His dancing kept the time of his whistle, and the apples flowed up and down in rhythm with both.

The cowpunchers around the performer began to laugh and cheer. They picked up the tune. They shouted and whistled it in unison. They beat their hands together to give a stronger pulse to the rhythm. They swirled here and there... Like moths around a flame, Beatrice could not help thinking, a flame that might singe and shrivel them to the heart, if it ever so much as touched them.

Then something moved nearby. It was Tankerton, who had remained rooted to the spot for a moment, watching the juggling and its effect upon his band. Now he went forward with a set jaw, and she knew what it meant. He was going to try conclusions with his new gang man upon the spot.

She called to him softly: James!

He wavered, then stopped, and came back to her. What is it, Beatrice? he asked, his eyes absently wandering beyond her.

I know what youve got in mind, she said.

Well?

Youre going to start for Dunmore now. Youre going to fight him, James.

He drew his glance down from the distance and centered it upon her. She saw that he was pale, although his eyes were as chilled steel.

I cant have any man bullying you, he said. Youve practically asked me to get rid of him.

With a gun?

Well, how else?

She went closer to him. Id like to know what happened in Harpers hotel? What happened when you met him there.

I got in the first shot, if thats what you mean, he said.

And then what happened?

No matter, Beatrice. We became fast friends. At any rate, we shook hands. Nobody had received a scratch.

You missed? At close range like that?

Its a thing that I cant tell you about. Ive said that before. Youll have to believe me, and, besides, that has nothing to do with this.

Oh, but it has, she insisted. If it werent for that, Id be glad to see you go at him.

Do you think hes my master? he asked her.

I think that hes not a man at all but a fiend, she said, answering him indirectly. Then she added: Look me straight in the eye, Jim. You know that youd rather meet any three others at once than that single man. Come back with me. Well take a walk. Dont jump over a cliff... dont run against a strong wall. Theres no use in that.

He hesitated, but then he turned obediently back with her. His head had fallen a little and he walked with short steps, like one who carries a burden.


CHAPTER XXXII
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A DEEP AND mellow baying of dogs swelled out from the woods, immediately after, and Dunmore checked his whistle and his dance. The apples flowing down into his hands dropped gently into the pockets of his coat, except one, which he kept to munch, while he laughed and panted in acknowledgment of the congratulations of the men. They watched him with shining eyes. Such a fellow was a treasure, a guarantee that winter nights would not be dull, that long marches would have their lively moments, that the camp would not have to depend upon twice-told tales and poker to get through the idle hours.

Whats the hollering in the woods? he asked of one.

Its Furneaux. Hes got the dogs, said the other.

What dogs?

Why, didnt the chief tell you? Ban Petersens spent about a couple o thousand bucks to get together a pack of bloodhounds. Listen to em comin.

Out of the trees they broke — three big, full-bodied bloodhounds, with trailing ears and noses that brushed close to the ground. Coming into the presence of the men in the clearing, they halted as of one accord, and, while Furneaux unwound the leashes that were fastened to his saddlebow, the dogs stood close together and, with raised heads, began to howl. Their loose lips almost covered their mouths, and perhaps that was the reason that the sound seemed to be floating mellowly from a distance, from one direction and then from another, but not at all associated with the drawn-up bellies of the dogs. It was a doleful and yet a musical sound that made one of the men cry out suddenly: For Petes sake, stop them hounds!

Joe dont like em, interpreted another. You had em after you down Louisiana way, didnt you?

I had, said Joe with a shudder. Three days and nights I was out there in a swamp, and the yelling of the dogs was never out of my ears. Three dreary days, and three dreary nights. Id rutherve died than go through it, if Id known how long itd take.

Furneaux gave the leashes into the hands of Legges, and went off to put up his horse. Watch that big fellow with the brindled mustache, he told the doctor. He wants to take off the leg of the young dog on the left, there.

Well, well, my pets, said Legges. Here you are at last, just where the sheriff wanted you to be. What a pity that Ban Petersen cant see them here, eh?

The gangsters laughed. They surrounded the dogs and patted their heads. They got enough jaw and jaw muscles, said one of them. They could choke you quick enough.

Thats what good ol Ban wanted em to do, all right. How did we get em, Doctor?

Why, when Petersen had collected these dogs, he came in on a trail that he knew... Dunmores trail, I mean — here he paused and waved a hand courteously at Dunmore— and he started working through the hills with a big party. Forty men, some say. The men got along pretty well, but the dogs didnt seem to have any luck. Theyd find bits of raw meat lying in their way in the grass, and theyd gobble up the meat and be taken sick almost immediately. There were eleven dogs in that high-priced pack... but before one day was over, there were only three.

Who handled the game? asked one man curiously.

Oh, some of Tankertons good friends. I sent them down a little recipe last year for just such a case as this, and our friends remembered how to use it. When we heard how affairs were going, it occurred to Jim that we might some time need those dogs ourselves, so we sent down a message on the heliograph, and, as a result, some of the boys down there slipped in and pinched the last three of the dogs. They brought them up, and its said that poor Ban is a little discouraged and thinks he may as well give up this latest expedition of his. Can you blame the poor man?

The others whooped with laughter.

Thats organization, remarked one scar-faced puncher. Thats what I call efficiency.

It is, admitted the doctor modestly. We try to take care of you boys. We try to block the punches that are started for you before they get close to your heads. Im glad to see that you can appreciate it when you have the proofs under your eyes, now and then.

A hand twitched at the sleeve of Dunmore, and he looked down into the eyes of Jimmy Larren. Those eyes were dancing with excitement.

Chief, said the boy, she wants to see you. Shes mighty worked up, and she wants to see you.

Hello, said Dunmore. Whos this that wants to see me? You kind of surprise me, Jimmy.

Sure, said the boy. I reckoned that you wouldnt be able to guess her name.

Is she young or old? asked Dunmore.

Tolerable young, said the boy, but she knows the north side of a tree.

Whatcha mean by that, Jimmy?

I mean that she can find her way in the dark.

Like a cat, Jimmy?

Well, Id say that shes got claws, anyway.

Im wearing high boots, said Dunmore.

But you aint got on glasses.

Well, he said, Ill try to take care of my eyes, too. Where am I to find her?

Back yonder near the spring.

Is the woods empty around her, Jimmy?

Why, tolerable empty, Id say.

No Tankertons floatin around?

Jimmy grinned, and his eyes snapped. I seen Tankerton go into his cabin, lookin sort of serious and chewing one corner of his mouth like it was the butt of a cigar.

Dunmore nodded. I dont know why he should be so thoughtful, Jimmy, he said. Maybe the same thing thats making her think, too?

Maybe the same thing, agreed the boy.

Shall I go back and see her?

I dunno, said Jimmy. If you can stand it, maybe youd better go.

Stand what? said Dunmore. I can usually stand anything that a girl has to say, Jimmy.

Aw, sure. Who couldnt? asked Jimmy Larren. What I mean to say is... can you stand it when they turn loose and cry?

Cry? said Dunmore.

Yep, answered Jimmy. Her eyes is lookin sort of starry. What I mean is, shes got a tremblin lip, too. And shes got a handkerchief in her hand. And she takes a pass at her lips with it, now and then, like shed just swallered something that was burning all the way down.

Well, said Dunmore, maybe she has.

Yep, said the boy, shes on fire, all right, and shes ready to go zip, like a skyrocket. Shell bust up, and then shell begin to cry. Its gonna be a pretty wet conversation, chief.

Im wearin a thick coat, if she wants to cry on my shoulder.

Humph, said Jimmy Larren. I guess you know your own business, but I wouldnt be takin chances as close as that.

What do you mean by close chances, Jimmy?

Why, its like this. It aint so hard to thumb your nose at the other kid when you got a fence between you an him. But it makes a lot of difference when they aint no fence at all between. Makes you feel kind of weak in the stummick.

I understand, said Dunmore, but I aint going to thumb my nose at her.

What I mean to say is, Jimmy said, that Ive mostly noticed a gent can be pretty strong and straight-standin and sashay along and pay no attention to the women, but when they come close enough for him to get a whiff of the perfumes that they dab onto their hair, the man, he aint got a chance. Its like hes been hit on the button. He gets on a fool look and leans his elbow on the air and starts staggerin, and sometimes, I guess, he dont never fetch up agin nothin solid to steady himself, until he finds himself all married and guaranteed to give her oats and stable room for as long as she wants to wear a feedbag. It seems sort of like that to me.

Dunmore smiled appreciatively at the youngster. Dyou think that Im going to get giddy around her, Jimmy? he asked.

Aw, you can handle yourself fine, chief, said the boy. But Ive noticed you look pretty dizzy a couple of times when she went sailin by, handin out a smile to the clouds in the sky and turnin up her nose at all the dogs and the men that she seen litterin the ground around her feet.

Tell me, Jimmy. Dont you like her at all? He strolled away with Larren, listening eagerly, anxiously, in spite of the careless smile that he maintained.

She brought me up here, said Jimmy. I wouldnt neverve knowed you, if it hadnt been for her.

That aint a whole answer, Jimmy.

Sure, I know that it aint. But Id like to ask you, what good was Excuse Me, before she was broke and rode? What good was that there mare, chief?

Not much. She only busted necks. You mean that Beatrice is like Excuse Me?

Well, said Jimmy Larren, I dunno. All I gotta say is that you dont have to have a lantern to see her by. But all the same, she sort of scares me, like when the snow begins to slip, and you wanderin along a thousand feet above nothin at all.

Well, said Dunmore, you tell her that Ill come an see her when I can, but Im pretty busy, just now.

Jimmy nodded with satisfaction. Busy at what? he asked.

Why... eatin apples, maybe, said Dunmore.

At this, the boy burst into rippling laughter, and went off at a run, his shoulders still shaking. But Dunmore looked after him with a grave face.


CHAPTER XXXIII
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HE FOUND HER on the bank of the brook, just below the point where it bubbled up from the ground — where the music of its rising continually hung in the air. A pair of big pines dappled the place with shadow; great banks of ferns grew near to the waters edge. A little brown water-dog lay on a stone in midstream, and enjoyed a patch of yellow sunlight.

When the girl saw him, she threw up her head a little and waved to him joyfully.

Dunmore crossed the shallow water, stepping from stone to stone, wondering in what spot crafty Jimmy Larren was hidden to see and to hear everything.

She sat down on the top of a broad boulder and indicated that there was room beside her. Dunmore gravely took his place.

I wanted to talk, she said. And I thought that there wasnt apt to be any better place for quiet than this.

Nope, answered Dunmore. Its a mighty quiet place, all right.

Ive always liked to watch the water here, she suggested, and she turned and smiled at him sympathetically.

A dizzy sweetness mounted to the brain of Dunmore, and the words of Jimmy Larren rang suddenly like a bell in his brain. He forced himself to look away at the water. Aye, he said at last, this here water looks pretty peaceful. You wouldnt think that it ever got to ragin and roarin the way it does down yonder in the gorge. I mean, the one that we jumped this mornin. He did not look at her, but he could feel her start beside him.

Im afraid that youre going to hold that race against me, she said finally. Of course, you are. I was wrong ever to start it. I was wrong to risk so much on it. I dont mind the money... here it is.

She held it out, and Dunmore looked at it with a sudden distaste.

Why, miss, he said, the fact is that I aint so much interested in the hard cash.

She insisted with warmth: I tried every trick. I tried to lose you in the woods, get you brushed off under the trees, tangle you up in the fallen logs, and... perhaps see you slip and drop at the gorge... She paused. Her breath caught.

Dunmore, suspecting a trick and clever acting, ventured a side glance but saw her hand gripped hard, and her eyes fixed straight before her.

Then... I slashed Excuse Me across the face. I lied when I said that it was a chance. It was meant. It was planned. I... I couldnt dare to lose.

Dunmore said genially: Why, that was nothin. A gentll get carried away. In the middle of a race the best thing to think about is winnin... no matter how short a cut you gotta take. Dont let that bother you none.

She made a brief gesture. I didnt dream that there was a horse in the world that could be faster than Gunfire. I didnt dream that I could lose. I knew the way. I knew the tricks of it. But she won... you won with her.

Shes all made of steel and strung with piano wire and piled full of works like an eight-day clock, he said. It aint any disgrace for any horse to be beat by Excuse Me.

She nodded. I see that now. But you see how I started the race, and, therefore, I want you to take this money. I want you to take it. She said it almost desperately.

He knew with certainty that she was not shamming now. All was utterly sincere in her voice, in her eyes, in the tenseness of her body. He began to remember that she was very young, indeed, very spoiled, proud with the pride of one to whom all men have given way. That might explain her faults, and he wondered to what end she was carrying this confession of hers.

She had held out the sheaf of bills before him, once more. He actually reached for it, and then his hand recoiled.

I couldnt take it, said Dunmore. Id a lot rather take poison than to take that.

Do you mean it? she said.

Why should that cut you up so much? he asked.

Because I know that, if you wont take this, youll never pay any attention to what else I have to say.

Hold on, murmured Dunmore. I dunno about that.

You never will listen. But Im trying to confess the whole truth. I didnt realize, at first, how serious it all was. I mean when I bet the ring, besides the money, I didnt realize that you might want the ring for any deep reason... that I never could redeem it from you.

Well, miss, said Dunmore, the way that a gent sticks to what he figgers is his luck is sure a mighty surprisin thing to...

Dont, she said, and held up a hand.

Dont what?

Dont laugh at me... dont make a joke of me. Luck? You know that your luck is in your right hand.

Now, theres an idea, said Dunmore. In my own right hand. Matter of fact, thats where Ive got the ring, just now, so youre right about it.

She drew a quick breath. In passion, she seemed about to burst out at him, but then controlled herself strongly. I want to be steady, she said, in hardly more than a whisper, and I dont want to be put off as you put everyone off. Carrick Dunmore, Carrick Dunmore, will you try to listen seriously to me?

She laid a hand on his, a light-brown hand, exquisitely slender and small, made with a tapering delicacy that surpassed all he had seen in his days. From that hand he looked hurriedly away, and saw the tall ranks of the mountains swelling beyond the trees, and the blue gorges that crossed them, the bluish clouds beyond. This was his kingdom, and in it he must act as a strong king. But, king or not, he was very glad that the talk of Jimmy Larren had somewhat prepared him for this encounter.

Ill sure be serious if I can, he said.

Did I tell you that Rodman Furneaux gave me that ring? she said.

Why, hes a fine, upstandin boy, said Dunmore.

He is, he is. And when he sees it on your hand, do you know what hell do?

You figger he might make trouble?

Oh, let me tell you everything. We were afraid that hed... that hed go away. I was to try to hold him... I talked to him. He seemed very excited... he said that he wanted to marry me... somehow, I let him give me this ring...

And a promise? said Dunmore.

She pressed her hands against her breast, and he could see it rise and fall.

Now, how much do you despise me?

Why, said Dunmore, the way that things is pretty nigh always lined up, it appears to me that a gent has gotta cut a lot of corners to get anywhere, as maybe Ive said before. He added: But you had no idea that maybe he would leave you?

He said that he was going away and...

Him? Away? Dunmore laughed. There was in this a peculiar irony that struck something in him and made a sudden vibration through his heart.

What do you mean? she asked.

They aint a dog in the world, said Dunmore, that dont howl and holler when it hears the wolves bayin. But mostly they stay home. They got the smell and the savor of the bacon in their throats, and they cant leave it. And youre home to Furneaux. Leave you? He could leave his own skin a lot quicker. The thought of you would pull him across the ocean fastern a flyin bird. Yep, hed fly to you like a bird flies south when the autumn gets cold. You had to take his ring to keep him here with you?

He laughed, and, at that laughter, she began to tremble.

You mean that it wasnt necessary? she asked.

To do that? To keep him? My dear child, said Carrick Dunmore, there was no more need of it than there would be to ask the tides to follow the moon, or the blow sand to rise in the wind, or the birds wing to beat in the air, or the stone to roll down the mountainside. He paused.

She was looking rather wildly at him. Thats all a farce, too? she asked. The rough talk and the bad grammar?

Hello! said Dunmore. Why, I never thought of that. But the fact is that the school days, they come back over me when Im least thinkin of it.

She looked away. I never can do anything with you, she said in a dead voice. I know that youre beyond me. Youre up here for some purpose that I cant fathom. Why should I try? It would be like trying to reach my hand to the bottom of a well. I could talk... I could spread out my heart in my hand, and you wouldnt care to even look at it. I... I... and yet... to whom can I talk now except to you? Oh, I wish I were never born.

Dunmore stood up.

She rose before him. She was crying, as Jimmy Larren had said she would cry, but there was no hysteria. Only, out of sheer anguish, the tears forced themselves into her eyes, and then down her cheeks. She spoke softly, as though she were sufficiently ashamed of the tears, and did not wish to allow her voice to shake. I think youre right, she said. He would have stayed. He never would have left. It all was useless. And now hes no better than dead.

Oh, come, come, said Dunmore. Youre makin a lot of fuss about this young chap. Are you cryin because you got engaged to him, or why?

She shrank away from him. You are cruel, she said. Cold and iron-hearted, and cruel, and youll murder him without a second thought.

Not a bit, said Dunmore. Im a businessman, Beatrice. Im for sale. What can you offer by way of a good price?
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SO GREATLY WAS she surprised, that she almost forgot the emotion that had been tormenting her just the moment before, and with parted lips she stared at him. What have I...? she asked him. What do you mean?

He looked suddenly away from her. Edging between two slender tree trunks, he saw the mischievous face of Jimmy Larren, but he almost forgot the child the next instant. For he was glancing into the very heart of his problem, and it seemed to him clearer than ever that he never could take young Furneaux away without using Beatrice as the lure.

Why, I mean what I say, he said. Im a merchant. I go where I can get what I want.

And so youve come to me for what? For compliments? she asked him suspiciously.

What else wouldve brought me up here into the mountains? asked Dunmore in turn.

Again she looked fully at him, and again she winced. Of course, this is another way of laughing at me, she suggested.

Dunmore picked a leaf from a shrub and puffed it off the palm of his hand. It spun and floated in the air, then winked down into the water. I cant be too serious, he said. Youre free to laugh, and Im free to laugh, if I can. But what else could have brought me up here, except you?

She said instantly: The hope of getting into power here... of becoming the king up in the edge of the sky.

This was so close to the truth and so fitted in with what the other Carrick Dunmore, that first of the race, had said, that he could not help starting.

I knew it was the truth, said the girl. Youd really try to shoulder Tankerton off his throne.

I wouldnt mind the job, perhaps, agreed Dunmore. But there comes along a time when a man gets to the marrying age, eh? So that age came along and found me.

She laughed outright. So you went up into the mountains to find a girl, and there you found her. Lucky, lucky Carrick! She added: You never had seen her. But that didnt make any difference.

You ever hear of the Red Pacer?

You mean the mustang?

Yes.

He was captured by somebody, I think.

Yep. He wore a halter for five years. That was a friend of mine that caught him, and he had never seen the Red Pacer, either. But he went out and worked for eight months to get him, and get him he did. Spent thousands of dollars on hired men, used up hosses like water, to capture the Pacer.

And thats the way with you and me? said Beatrice ironically. You hear about me, and you just cant keep away, eh?

Well? said Dunmore.

Stuff! she said. Ive heard men say such things before, and every one of them said it a lot better than youve done. Why, Carrick, theres no more love in you than there is blood in a carrot. Dyou think Im only about five years old?

No, no, answered Dunmore, Id say that youre as old... as the blue in the bottom of that canon, over yonder. Do you want me to rant like a fool, Beatrice? Because I can, if youd rather have it. He turned closer to her as he spoke. He could see in her face doubt, bewilderment, and amusement. At this moment a breath of wind furled the collar of her blouse about her brown throat and gathered her whole body into gentle arms. Something leaped in Dunmore and rushed out strongly toward her.

Ah! she said, and caught her breath. Then she struck her hands together and laughed again. Youre simply the grandest actor in the whole world, she said. I see that you could even do a love scene.

He smiled at her. It was plain that she would recoil from a display of emotion, and that only an intellectual interest, as it were, would keep her amused by him. So he thrust back the tumult of feeling that had been in him and kept his smile impersonal.

You wont believe that Im wildly in love with you, Beatrice?

Oh, tush, she mocked. Well let it go at that. But what under the heavens do you want of me?

Are you interested?

Interested? Would you be interested if a mountain lion came and stretched himself up the trunk of a tree in which you were sitting?

Hello, answered Dunmore. Thats pretty hard on me.

I dont know whether youre more ghost than panther, she said, but Ill bet that you know how to ride on the wind and how to walk through walls, all right. And now youre coming after me, dyou wonder that Im all chills and fever?

Its good to be noticed, said Dunmore. Its the first step to any business deal.

This is to be a business deal, is it?

Certainly!

Very well, then. What do you offer me?

Furneauxs life, he said shortly.

She shrank, then faced him again. Youll not kill Furneaux... I wish to heaven that I knew what makes you hate him so.

Because, said Dunmore, Im jealous of him. Youve shown so much interest in Furneaux that Id like him a lot better with his head off... or a hole in it. He smiled at her again with a white flash of teeth, and she actually turned pale.

You make me dizzy, she said more than half seriously. You can stand and smile and laugh, here, but all the while youre as ready to murder as a cat is for mice.

Not murder, Beatrice. I never take an advantage.

Because other men have no chance against you. No, no, I suppose youd go hunting trouble for the sake of the danger in it? I think you would.

You look as if you were in a haunted house, he said. Am I as bad as all that?

Thats how I feel, she said. As though the house were haunted and... ghosts were behind me. She tried to smile as she said this, but her eyes remained very round and still.

Youll not hurt Rodman, she summed up, who you say you hate because youre envious... jealous, I mean to say.

Of course, thats it, he said.

It isnt at all, she retorted. But lets go ahead. Youll let Furneaux alone if Ill give you what?

Your company for ten days, said Dunmore.

My company... for ten days? she cried.

Thats it.

To do what? she demanded.

To ride down out of the mountains with me.

Where?

Thats my business.

You wont say?

No, I wont say.

Youre not serious.

Im as serious as I ever was in my life.

To go with you... out of the mountains... for ten days. To travel alone with you all that time, do you mean?

Aye. Thats what I mean.

Then, said the girl, youre absolutely a madman.

He shrugged his shoulders.

Will you tell me, she said, what you could gain by having me with you for ten days? Except for the pleasure of making me talked about?

He frowned. Ive thought of all that. We can get married on the plains, if you want...

I wont want! she said, and her lips curled with distaste.

He could not continue smoothly, but for a moment he had to look away from her disdain, across the bright surface of the pool, and at the glittering white pebbles with translucent shadows rippling over them. Then he could face her again with his customary half smile that so puzzled and intrigued her.

Otherwise, he said, I dont think that most folks will talk very much about a friend of mine, woman or man. He hesitated. If somebody started scandal floatin, he said at last, Id promise to pay him a call, if that would make you feel any better.

She stared straight through him. I travel with you for ten days... through the woods?

Aye. Thats the plan.

Suppose I tell that plan to Jim Tankerton?

Hed get his gang together to kill me, I suppose. That would make him fight. If the gang would follow him.

Do you think they wouldnt?

I dunno, he answered. Its a mighty good gang, but then theys some things that you cant always expect a gang to like to do.

Such as fighting a Dunmore?

They hate to make trouble for a good-natured man like me, he stated.

What could you gain by such a trick, asked Beatrice, except to cover me with scandal, and to make the whole gang chase you? What else?

Dunmore shrugged his shoulders again. Ive talked it out as simple as a childs sayin a lesson, he assured her. Will you let it go at that?

Do you think that Ill do such a crazy thing?

You dont like to think of Furneaux dying, he told her.

Whatever you have in mind, its something deep as the roots of the world. Whatever youre aiming at, Im to be taken along and see the shot fired. But did any woman ever do such a thing? She came a little closer, curious and trembling with excitement. Will you give me one hint of why you want me to make that ride?

Love, Beatrice, he said. Im wild in love of you, dyou see?

And you smile in my face as you talk? What shall I do? What shall I do?

Make up your mind by dinner time, said Dunmore, or Furneaux will be dead before the meals over.
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SHE WENT FROM him at once, stepping lightly over the rocks that cropped from the surface of the water. On the farther side, she paused and half turned, as though there was still some word she wished to speak, but she went on again at once, with lowered head, and the brush closed about her.

She kinda thought that you were jokin, said a voice at the shoulder of Dunmore.

He turned and looked down into the face of Larren. Was she wrong? asked Dunmore.

Aw, Ill tell a man that she was wrong, said Jimmy, and, if shed had half an eye, shed a seen it.

Her eyes werent closed, Jimmy.

She was thinkin too much, and thinkin is always hard on the eyes, said Jimmy. When Chuck Barnard come to town, I was pretty bad scared. His dad had been in the ring and knew all the slick ways of sneakin a punch home. Well, I had to fight him...

Why did you have to?

Why, what else would I do? asked Jimmy, amazed. Was I gonna back up and give up the game of bein boss before Id had my chance at him? We had it out behind the Schuyler barn. He began boxing high and fine. He kept stickin a straight left in my face and clubbin me over my shoulder with his right. But pretty soon I noticed that he always was lookin thoughtful, like he was tryin to remember something. So I begun tryin fancy stuff myself. I begun to feint for the stomach, and then hit for the stomach. He could tell there was a feint, but hed think that the next punch would be for the face. After hed made a couple of mistakes like that he was no good, and pretty soon he was all upset and remembered that he had to go home and chop the kindlin up. Jimmy paused, with happy eyes, and ran the tip of his red tongue over his lips. Chuck was thinkin too much to really watch where my hands was goin. And Beatrice, here, she was thinkin too much about what you said to keep watchin your face.

Well, Jimmy, what will she do?

Go and get set and think, of course, said Jimmy.

And whatll come of that?

Why, what always happens when a woman goes and sets and thinks?

You tell me, Jimmy.

Sure, I can tell, and so can you. I seen my aunt once set and have a long think about would she go buy a new hat that day... she set so long that the bread burned in the oven. And, that afternoon, she did get the hat.

Dunmore chuckled. Are all women like that, Jimmy?

Sure. When a man sets and thinks, mostly it means that he aint made up his mind, yet... but you take with a woman, its just the opposite. She dont really set and think... shes just makin up excuses.

Then you think that Beatrice has made up her mind already?

Jimmy thrust his bare toes into the verge of the stream, and wriggled them thoughtfully in the cool mud. I dunno, just, he said. I dunno. She aint like common folks. You take a fast hoss and you see more of his speed than you do of his points. I reckon that shes that way. She could change, too. But just now, I guess that shes aimin to go away with you.

I think she is, agreed Dunmore.

Jimmy sighed. Id be missin you a good deal up around here, chief.

Youre coming down with us, said Dunmore.

Coming down where, chief?

Wherever I take you.

You and me and her?

Yes, the three of us.

Id like that, said Jimmy, Id like that moren a mountain of gold.

All right, Jim. Well probably start tonight. Youd better get your mustang in order.

Tonight?

I hope so.

You aint rushin things, chief?

No, Jimmy. If I stay here more than another day, Ill never leave the camp alive.

It was Jimmys turn to express greatest wonder. Anybody been sneakin around you, chief?

Nobody. You can smell wood smoke before you see it.

A mighty lot, agreed the boy. Well, are we comin back up here?

Except on a stretcher, no, I guess.

Then I wont need the mustang.

What will you do?

Theys a piebald hoss in the barn that I been talkin to considerable. He dont mind me, and I dont mind him. So maybe we could get along together, pretty well.

Dunmore grinned. Who owns him? he asked.

That Lynn Tucker, and nobody else.

Take him if you can. Get the horses out of the stable while the rest of us are finishing supper. Get em out and saddled. It wont be long after that before were movin, three of us, or only two.

They crossed the creek, the boy skipping across first, and Dunmore following more slowly, but, as he reached the farther bank, Jimmy Larren turned with a squeal: Duck!

He flung himself straight at Dunmores knees. That hard impact, so totally unexpected, dropped Dunmore flat.

Harper! the boy had ejaculated, as he struck home against the knees of his friend.

As Dunmore fell, he actually felt the wind of a bullet beside his head. Falling, he drew his Colt, and fired at a vague outline behind the brush. Distinctly, like the thud of a fist against a soft body, he heard that bullet strike home. Then the head and shoulders of Chuck Harper appeared above the brush, with both his arms flung high. It looked as though he were striving to leap out at the man he hated, for there was both malice and agony in his squinting eyes and grinning lips. Instead, he crashed face downward through the brush, and rolled over on his back in the open. He was in his shirt sleeves, and red already stained the breast of his shirt. He began to bite at the air, like a dog in a fit.

Chuck, said Dunmore, tell me if this was your own idea, or if somebody put it into your head. Tell me that, and Ill help you. Otherwise, you can lie here and bleed to death, you murderin scoundrel.

Harper beckoned twice with his right hand, so that Dunmore leaned over him. For that opportunity, Chuck had saved the last of his strength. He snatched from his belt a knife that jerked upward at the breast of Dunmore. But the barrel of the ready Colt dropped across the clutching fingers, battering the weapon from their grip. One final oath bubbled red upon the lips of Chuck Harper — his death agony rolled him upon his face — the pebbles rattled under his clawing feet and hands — then he lay still.

Dunmore looked across at the white, strained face of his companion.

Thanks, Jim, he said. That was close.

Jimmy laughed to cover a shudder. Did you have your gun up your sleeve? he asked.

Inside my coat. Ill show you the trick of it, one of these days. Id like to know his secret, Jimmy.

What secret?

Whether he was sent by someone else, or came by himself.

Maybe hes got the answer in his pocket.

Aye. Look and see.

So Jimmy knelt by the big man. Presently he rose, a wallet in his hand, which when opened showed a thin, clean sheaf of bills.

Five... hundred... iron... men, said Jimmy with awe, as he counted. Think of havin that much. Thats about half the price that hired him, I bet on that, chief.

Dunmore nodded. A thousand dollars was high pay for Harper, he brooded.

Sure. He hated you already a million dollars worth, suggested Jimmy Larren. But maybe he didnt hate you just enough to make him take this here chance. Besides, if the money was showed him, fresh and clean, he couldnt keep his paws off of it.

You look a little sick, Jim.

Do I? Its kind of a new game with me, chief.

A shade passed over the face of Dunmore. This here gent was more hog than man, Jimmy, he said. But death takes away something, and adds something. He sighed, and then he added: I never seen a man dead that I didnt wish alive again.

It scares me, sort of, whispered Jimmy. Him lyin on his face... seein what?

Seein all the good of his life, and all the bad... and likely none of the things that he dreamed and wished. Go back to the clearin, Jim, and tell Tanker-ton that Harper went crazy and tried to kill me. Ill wait here.

Jimmy looked around at the tall, darkening trees in awe. Alone? he asked. You gonna wait here alone, chief?

Aye, said Dunmore, alone. Wait a minute, Jim. That five hundred is yours, if you want!

The face of Jimmy brightened, then his lips curled with disgust. From his opening hand the bright new money fluttered down to the earth. Its not the kind of money that I like, he said. Its a hoss, and a Winchester, and a saddle, and shop boots, and spurs, and a knife, and a beaver hat, and silver conchas, and everything. But Id sort of itch under anything that money bought for me, I reckon. He hesitated for one last glance at the fallen greenbacks. Then he fled away through the trees as though to escape violently from temptation.

Dunmore listened to the last crackling of the twigs underfoot, then he began to pace up and down the bank like a sentinel.
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DOWN TO HARPERSVILLE, the heliograph winked in the golden light of the late afternoon sun: Harper is dead... killed by Dunmore... tell Mrs. Harper.

In ten minutes back came the answer: Bury him. Mrs. Harper too busy smoking bacon to come.

This message caused grim laughter in the camp. However, they prepared at once for the burial.

He sure liked to sit in the sun, said Lynn Tucker.

So they dug his grave on the south front of the mountain where the shadows of the trees never could fall. All was rose and blue and gold when the company stood about the hole into which the bulk of Harper had just been lowered. Tankerton then asked if anyone wished to say anything before the grave was filled in, and this caused rather an awkward and depressing silence, as each man looked to his fellow, and all faces remained blank. There never had been in the band a more unpopular member than Chuck Harper.

At last, Dr. Legges stepped forward. I can see how it is, he said. Every heart is too full for utterance... because Chuck Harper was big enough to fill any heart. Therefore, Ill say a few words about this remarkable man.

He was the biggest man in the mountain, and the strongest man, until our new brother, Dunmore, came to join us. Now all that strength of his only serves to fill his grave more fully from side to side and thereby reminds us of the vanity of all human possessions, brothers, even thick necks and big biceps. But if the great body of Chuck Harper is now gone from us, we have many causes to remember him, and, when I come to consider his moral excellences, I hardly know where I am to begin. However, you all remember how Chuck loved the sun. He could not have enough of it and, as we all know, could sit happily in it from morning to night. He loved his land, also, so much that he forgot that it came to him from his wife... he loved his house, as well. I have heard him say that it was the finest house in the mountains, and that he would knock down any man who dared to doubt it. However, Chuck was not a man to paint a thing in order to give it a prettier face. He let his house go unpainted for that reason, beyond a doubt.

Hypocrites we despise, and Chuck was no hypocrite. He loved saying what was in his mind, and rather than flatter a man he was almost sure to go in the opposite direction. We also despise and scorn spendthrifts, and Chuck was none of these. Whatever money came into his hands, he held with an iron grasp. Money was safer with Chuck Harper than in a steel safe. I must end by pointing out that Chuck was no destroyer of morals, and I defy any of you to say that Chuck ever stood treat in all his days. Finally, let us remember that Chucks death was in perfect harmony with all his acts. As he lived, so he died. For myself, I am glad that I have known the biggest man who ever strained the back of a mountain horse. I wish him the best luck that can come his way, wherever he now may be.

Legges ended and stepped back. At a signal from Tankerton, the earth began to be shoveled back into the grave, but it was not yet half filled, when a long halloo came wavering up the hillside, and then the familiar wail of the cook was distinguished: Hey! Come and get it! Come and get it!

Shovels were dropped at once, and the whole crew streamed back toward the camp.

Dunmore went with the rest. He had told clearly and simply how the shooting took place, and Jimmy Larren was a vivid witness for the defense. Afterward, he furnished a new blanket in which the body of the dead man was wrapped, in lieu of a coffin, before it was lowered into the ground. In this manner, it was considered that he had fulfilled his duties, and that the review of the case had ended when Tankerton had said: We know how Chuck Harper was killed. If any man questions the story, now is the time to speak up.

No voices were raised.

Then, Tankerton said, this is forgotten. Well bury every grievance in the same grave that holds Harper.

However, that was not accurately the case.

Chelton stepped beside Dunmore on the way down the hill from the interrupted burial. He said softly: Partner, are you satisfied with the lay-out around these parts?

Why not? asked Dunmore.

The boys dont look happy, said Chelton. Theyre agin you, Dunmore.

Why?

Because theys been talk passed around. I think that Legges and Tucker have had their share of it. Dont talk to me, because, of course, they know that Im for you. But the other boys seem to figger that youre different from the rest of em. Thats the way that trouble starts, Dunmore, as I reckon that you know.

I know, he agreed.

All right, remarked Chelton. If you got the cards to play this game, go ahead. You can count me in as part of your hand, of course.

As they approached the cook house, another form stepped beside Dunmore. It was Beatrice Kirk, saying swiftly: Will you give me more time, Carrick? He hasnt heard about the ring yet, I think, but if you wear it at the table, hell be sure to see.

Dunmore hesitated. How long will you take? he asked.

Only till after dinner is over. Ill tell you then, I promise, if no harm has happened to Furneaux.

Very well, said Dunmore. He slipped the ring from his finger and dropped it into a vest pocket. Its the last chance, Beatrice, he said.

He could see her make a gesture of despair, as she turned away from him, but he, staring after her, could not help wondering. She had seemed callous enough about other matters. She did not love Furneaux, he was sure. Still, he was amazed that she would face such sacrifices for the youngster. It showed her with new depths, and a new gentleness.

He went thoughtfully on to the noise and the confusion of the washing basins, where the men were lathering hands and faces with a great spluttering, then dashing water about liberally, and brandishing towels that left them with hair wet about the edges. Into the dining room they stamped, laughing and chatting, and not a sign on any face to indicate that an old member of the band had been killed and buried that same evening.

Dunmore, with that reflection, entered. As he looked about the wild crew, he realized that, although the first Carrick Dunmore might have established a kingdom of the blue horizon, a kingdom above and outside of the laws, such a realm was not for him. They were Tankertons liegemen, his pledged vassals. And he, no matter what he had done to thwart the three leaders, or how he had distinguished himself in rescuing Chelton, was not really one of the gang. He felt it still more as he sat down.

There were only two pairs of eyes that ever really met his and rested upon his steadily. Those were the eyes of Chelton, whose life he had saved, and of Jimmy Larren, to whom he was a god. But the others, in talking, spoke to one another, laughed and chatted across the table, but never gave to their new leader more than a flashing side glance, as though they included him more by force of circumstance than by wish.

The main business of eating took up the first few moments of every meal, with anxious reaching after the great platters, lest the choicest bits should be taken by a neighbor, but Dunmore paid little heed to this. He kept his attention fixed upon three people — Tankerton, young Furneaux, and Beatrice.

Furneaux had no power to keep his glances from the girl, and, although she disregarded him frequently, once, at least, Dunmore saw her smile deliberately, tenderly on the youngster, and saw Furneaux color to the eyes with a sudden joy.

But all was going well for a peaceful termination of that meal, when suddenly the genial voice of Dr. Legges broke in: Well, Dunmore, you got Furneauxs ruby out of him, I see?


CHAPTER XXXVII
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WITH THE SHOCK of that speech, it seemed to Dunmore that the lights were a great dazzle above his head, and through the dazzle he strained his eyes at the grinning malice of Legges, and then toward the girl and Furneaux.

Beatrice had been struck white. All her assurance, all her poise, were not enough, now. And she looked humbly before her.

Tankerton was as alert as a cat instantly. It seemed as though he had known beforehand of this plan. Only Furneaux did not understand the speech, as it appeared.

My ruby, Doctor? he asked. Beatrice is keeping it safe for me. I was tired of chipping it. He laughed, rather foolishly, as though he expected every man to guess, at once, the heart of his mystery.

Wheres she keeping it for you, Rodman? asked Legges. Not on her finger, I see?

Furneaux glanced at the girls hand and frowned a little. Then he looked up at her face. She was making a desperate effort to keep control of herself, but that effort was a failure, totally.

Jimmy Larren slipped unnoticed from his place, and left the house at once. Even Dunmore hardly noted what the boy had done. Dunmore would have liked to take Legges by the throat, but that worthy now laughed and rubbed his hands.

Ah, these girls, he said. We never know when we have them. The rascal wheedles a pretty ring out of you, Furneaux, and hands it on to this famous fellow, Dunmore. He laughed again, and still rubbed his hands, while Furneaux looked actually agape at Beatrice.

To Dunmore? he asked huskily.

Not a word came from Beatrice.

Then Furneaux, convinced, whiter than the girl herself, leaned back in his chair a little. Well, he said, some men have a way of getting what they can... out of girls. He sneered at Dunmore, and a red haze passed over the eyes of the latter. He saw every man at the table grow tense; he saw hands ready to thrust back out of harms course, when the guns were drawn; he saw the eyes of Beatrice like staring wells of darkness, and Tankerton faintly smiling, an acid smile.

Then Dunmore understood. It was all arranged beforehand between Tankerton and Legges. They were to make Furneaux badger him into a fight. Furneaux was a quick hand with a gun and a straight shot. Who could tell but that he might drop even a more formidable fighter than Dunmore? Besides, in the confusion of the shots, might not someone fire from the side — Legges, say, or Lynn Tucker, pale with malice?

But he, for his own part, was for the first time in his life digesting an insult without striking back. He bent his attention to his plate, and went on with his eating. He heard a little murmur, made by the indrawn breath of many men. They were struck with wonder to see him take water — he who had stood up to Harper, to Legges, to Lynn Tucker, to Tankerton himself.

Furneaux raised his voice. Did you hear me, Dunmore? he said.

Dunmore shrugged his shoulders, and still he did not look up. Both hands trembled with eagerness to get at his guns, yet he restrained himself.

I said, went on Furneaux, that there are some men in the world who are curs enough to hunt for what they can get... from women.

Slowly Dunmore looked up. He saw, in his agony, the blood-red heap of apples that graced the center of the table. He saw, beyond them, the desperate and appealing face of the girl, and that sight gave him a sudden courage.

Furneaux was still and tensely alert in his chair. His left hand was on the edge of the table. His right hand was out of sight — gripping the handle of a Colt, no doubt.

Doctor, said Dunmore, youre handy to the apples, there. Will you throw me one?

Legges hesitated, frowning a little. He could not understand this request, at such a time, but eventually he reached out and picked up an apple. Its bigger, said the doctor, but it aint a ruby to set in a ring. He tossed the apple toward Dunmore.

There had to be some outlet for the pent-up fury that was working in the heart of Dunmore, and now he snatched a revolver out of the empty air, as it seemed to those astonished eyes that watched him. It flashed and exploded at the same instant, and the apple, torn in two, fell back on the table. One half struck a tin cup and raised a great rattling. The other half rolled off upon the floor.

Furneaux, at the same instant, had made a move with his own weapon, but only the muzzle of it had appeared above the edge of the table before Dunmore drew and fired.

The inference was clear enough. The face of Rodman Furneaux grew patched with purple, he bit his lower lip, and slowly put up the revolver.

That apple was no good, Doctor, said Dunmore cheerfully. You can see by the inside of it that the worms were already in it. Pass me another, will you?

Again Legges threw an apple, but this time Dunmore caught it with his left hand and started eating it. Try one, Furneaux, he urged. You know what they say... an apple a day keeps the doctor away. He glanced at Legges, as he spoke, and the worthy doctor lost control of himself so completely that he scowled broadly, for all to see.

Tankerton, too, sat with pinched lips, and Lynn Tucker was breathing hard.

One would have said that the least matter in the world — the mere falling of a leaf — would have made all three leap into immediate action. But the leaf did not fall.

Furneaux, brave as a lion and willing to fight, still hesitated a little, for he had seen his own death, as it were, rehearsed before his eyes, and the picture was something to remember. Besides, there still was the acrid taint of powder smoke in the air.

The atmosphere was still charged with danger, when Beatrice Kirk pushed back her chair and rose. No one spoke to her. She did not utter a word, but looked at Dunmore as though at the end of the world. Then she left the room, hesitating for an instant at the door, with one hand against the jamb of it, as though she were dizzy.

The long silence at the table continued. It began to grow breathless; Dunmore could see the brow of Furneaux shining with moisture beneath the lamp. He had turned paler than before, and his eyes looked hollow, but he was brave as any hero could be. Finally he thrust back his chair. The scrape of it on the floor was like the scream of a human being in that tense stillness, and every man at the table started.

Dunmore, said Furneaux, Im going to be waiting for you outside the door of the bunkhouse where I sleep. Ill have some things to say to you... you can talk to me. And it wont be an apple that answers you back.

He turned on his heel and strode out into the darkness. However, Dunmore could see that he did not turn in the direction that the girl had taken, and that eased his heart.

Tankerton spoke for first time. Dunmore, he said, that was a fine thing to do. You kept Furneaux from joining Harper, and that would have been a crowded berth for him. Besides, he wasnt ready to make the trip, I think.

Thank Legges, too, said Dunmore. Theres a fellow thats got my good at heart, and Furneauxs, too. However, I got an idea that he wouldntve been standin by doin nothing. Not him. Doctor, I drink to you! He raised a cup of coffee and drained off the steaming contents. Never had he wanted a stimulant more. When I finish with Furneaux, he said then, Ill come back and have a little chat with you. Wherell I find you?

The doctor turned gray-green around the eyes. The greater part of his face was covered by his beard. Yet he answered stoutly: I sit on the steps of the bunkhouse after dinner, always. You can come and talk to me there, Dunmore.

All right, said the latter. Were going to be a chummy lot of friends, I can see. He stood up, stretching himself, and, as he did so, he felt all eyes dwell upon him critically. Dunmore smiled upon them, and then walked slowly out of the room.

At the door, as Beatrice had done, so did he do, pausing with his back turned full upon them, and waiting, as it were, in defiance of them all, but no hand was raised, and no voice spoke against him. Then he descended quietly to the ground, and went out into the dark. There he paused for a moment, took note of the glimmering lights that showed through the windows and through the open doors of the bunkhouses, took heed of the gentle and irregular circle of shadows, which embraced the clearing, and of the big bonfire in the center, now burning down, but with the great embers of the logs glowing rich and red. There were fragrances, too, in this place — the scent of the fresh wood smoke, beyond all things appealing to lovers of the open, and there were the perfumes of the pines, and of flowers, mysteriously mingled with the other odors.

Dunmore, looking upon these things, inhaling the breath of the wilderness, watching the red-hot glow of the great logs rotting away in their own heat, sighed a little. He looked back, above all, to the brightest light, which was the illumination that streamed out of the door of the dining room. Looking at that maze of golden light, he could see in his fancy the faces of the men around the table. He could hear, also, the excited murmur of their voices, every moment growing louder. He knew of what they talked, and he smiled grimly within himself as he thought of it. They were counting the ways and the manner in which he could be disposed of.

It seemed as though a shadow rose out of the ground beside him.

Everythings ready, chief, said the voice of Jimmy Larren.

He reached out and grabbed the skinny shoulders of Jimmy within his arm. Jim, old partner, he said, the fact is that were going on Old Nicks own ride, tonight. Weve got about one chance in twenty of pulling clear, and on the way to it theyll shoot down every man of us as if we were no better than dogs. Theyd shoot you down, Jimmy, and forget that youre only a boy.

Why, said Jimmy, thats about all that I could ask, aint it? I mean, to be mistook for a man, sos I could die a mans death. I wouldnt aim to die no better than alongside of you, chief, and it seems to me that a gent has gotta die sometime. Aint that right?

Dunmore grew thoughtful. We have a few minutes, I suppose, he said. Theyll be talkin for a while in the dining room.

Moren a while, said Jimmy. Theyll be talkin till the cows come home, if you wanna ask my idea of it. They never run up agin anything like you before, and theyll never run up agin such a thing agin. So they got reason to talk, darn em all.

You dont like them, Jim?

I thought that they was free, said Jimmy Larren, and that was the only reason that I ever liked their kind of a life.

Well, Jimmy, theyre free enough.

Free to make fools of themselves, Jimmy said bitterly. Is that bein really free? I should say not. They aint no freer than a hoss in a pasture... sooner or later, hes gonna feel the rope around his neck, I reckon.

Dunmore chuckled softly. Jimmy, wheres the girl?

She aint come out of her house.

Ill go try to get her, then. Everythings lost unless I take her along.


CHAPTER XXXVIII
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AT THE DOOR of Beatrices cabin, he paused for a moment, listening, and he heard a throb of dull, soft sound within, almost like the pulse of his own heart. He tapped at the door and heard a frightened gasp in response. He pushed the door open, and he saw Beatrice lying on the couch, in the very act of raising herself from it. She, at the sight of him, sprang erect.

Im ready, she stammered. Ill go, Carrick.

He took heed of her carefully, as one who had no time to spare, because he could see that his ship was ready to sink, and yet he said to her: Have you thought it out, Beatrice? If you go with me now, you never will come back. You leave this. Youve been a sort of a queen, up here, but you never will be a queen again. Have you figured on that?

She nodded to him, dumb with sorrow.

Only if you could say what Im to be, she said. Where Im to go, what Im to do.

Go where I go, said Carrick Dunmore. Ride as I ride, and ask no questions. I could say one thing more... but theres hardly any use of it.

I want to know.

He looked at her tear-stained face and took a half step toward her. I mean you no harm, Beatrice. I hope itll be for you as much as for myself.

It seemed to Dunmore that he never had seen her so beautiful, for the only light that was in the room, at that time, was the flame on the open hearth, which rose and fell and flickered wildly and gave to her body and to her face a strange life. Her weeping had not disfigured her, but it seemed only to have made her more feminine, with a helpless softness that went to his heart.

Im ready, said Dunmore.

She looked wildly around the room. Im ready, too.

Mind you, repeated Dunmore, once you leave, its forever.

She drew a quick breath, and then nodded. What am I to do? she asked.

Jimmy has the horses ready. Shall we start?

Suddenly she threw her hands to him. Dont you see? said Beatrice. Its all hopeless. You want to take me away from them, but you cant. Theyre sure to follow. Theyre sure to catch us. Everyone in the mountains is devoted to them. Everyone is ready to fight and to die for them. They have signals that would cut us off. They know how to work every corner of the country. Well be running into a net every step that we take. Have you thought of all that, Carrick?

Aye, he answered, Ive thought of all that.

But still youll try?

Still Ill try.

She gave one glance more around her, as though she were taking into her mind all that she never would see again — the two big grizzly bear rugs on the floor, the skins of the mountain sheep that covered the couch, and on the floor the heads of elk and of deer that had fallen to her own rifle. Then, with a little gesture, she went to Dunmore and gently laid a hand on his arm.

Ill go, she said. She looked up suddenly to his face. It was a grand thing, tonight. I never saw a man do such a thing. I never hoped to see it. And she went out before him into the dark of the night.

Dunmore, following, quickly joined her and led the way around the house and back into the trees. There, among the shadows, they saw the outlines of horses.

Jimmy Larrens voice greeted them. Ive got Gunfire and Excuse Me, he said, and the piebald for myself. Start quick. Heres been that fox, Lynn Tucker, walkin along through the trees, and I was sure hed see us.

Dunmore gave the girl a hand into the saddle. Then he swung up on Excuse Me, and headed away through the woods, with the girl behind him, and Jimmy Larren last of the lot. As he went, an odd joy and surety filled the breast of Dunmore that the girl would not leave them. She seemed as much a member of the party as Jimmys loyal soul itself, so he did not look behind him, but went straight forward and heard the cautious crackling of the twigs beneath the hoofs of the horses that followed.

After a time, they had passed sufficiently far to warrant his going fast and with a glance behind him, he swung Excuse Me into a gallop. Steadily he rode, following the road to Harpersville, which he had such good reason to know. The trees flowed steadily past them. The road rang like metal beneath the hoofs of the horses, and the wind cut at his face.

So they descended two-thirds of the way to Harpersville and were cutting along at a good clip when Jimmy Larren cried out. At that, Dunmore looked back, and he saw a light flaring on the forehead of the mountain behind them. It winked rapidly, and Dunmore drew Excuse Me to a halt.

Do you know how to read that signaling? he asked of the girl.

She already was spelling it out aloud. Ten thousand dollars for Dunmore, alive or dead, she said, putting the letters together. I knew that theyd send out some message like that. But... ten thousand dollars!

It aint possible, said Jimmy Larren. Why, every man in the mountains will be oilin up his rifle and startin for us. I pretty nigh wish that I was on the other side, chief. You aint going straight on through Harpersville, are you?

Were going to skirt around it. Jimmy, youll be able to show us a way where were not apt to run into anyone?

But the whole town is turned out by this time, blockin the trails. I dunno that I can do the job, but Ill try. Youll get scratched up a mite, though.

How fast are Tankertons messages relayed through the mountains?

Fast as you can think. There it goes ahead of us. He pointed, and from the tallest hill before them, they saw a light begin to blink, repeating the message. Theys hardly a house but whats got somebody in it that can read the signaling. And every house in a high place is fixed with a strong light for the signal makin.

Dunmore nodded. Then, tersely: Lead on, Jimmy. Beatrice, go next. Ill wind up the procession.

They started on obediently, winding off into a thick growth of trees and shrubs that constantly whipped them with projecting branches. Now and then, they could jog their horses at a slow trot, but most of the time they had to go at a walk, and even at a walk they had to pause occasionally.

Dunmore found himself straining his eyes into the thick darkness on either hand, although all was so black beneath the big trees that the most he could do was to make out the dim forms of the brush and the stalwart trunks when he was an arms length from them. They were constantly choked by the dust that had settled on the foliage and that now was brushed off into the air in clouds. Thorns tore at their clothes with many a sound of ripping, and now and then a horse would clear its nostrils with a snort that sounded to their frightened ears like the blowing of an alarm trumpet.

However, they sifted in this manner down the hillside, and across it, until finally they were able to see through a gap in the trees the scattered lights of Harpersville above them, and finally the tall, blocky outline of the hotel itself.

Jimmy suddenly halted; the girl paused behind him. Dunmore, bringing up his horse in turn, heard her gasp with fear. Straight before them came murmuring voices.

After a moment Dunmore heard a gruff mans voice exclaim: I tore off half my face on that brier! I aint gonna go no farther along here. The kids crazy.

I aint crazy, answered a boys voice. When we was playin Injun, Jimmy always used to fool us by gettin onto this old trail.

Trail? It aint no more trail than a cactus patch!

It got choked up a good deal, but you see that you can get through. Jimmys with them, and he might show em this way. We better go along, Dad.

Its a fool business, said another man. Were wastin our time down here, with a kid to lead us, and somebody else is gonna rake in that ten thousand. My stars... ten thousand dollars. He said it reverently and with an almost religious emotion.

And something more for the girl and the kid! exclaimed another voice.

Hey, I wouldnt mind plugging that Dunmore, but Id hate to try to handle that wildcat of a girl without thick gloves on, Im gonna tell you.

Go on, boys. Well keep along the trail, now that were started on it. Keep your guns ready.

I aint gonna go another step. My face is all tore already. Besides, how could even Dunmore get the girl to ride along this here trail?

Shes in love with him, aint she? And a girlll do anything for a man shes in love with. Love thickens up the hide of a girl till its like the skin of a mule.

All right. Keep ahead. Im gonna go back. So long, boys!

Dont you leave us, Jack. We need you, if we should run onto him.

Brave, aint you? Three of you, at that.

If Jack goes back, Im goin back, too.

Then well all have to go. Dash the luck!

With much swearing, they turned back, crashing through the thorny brush.

The last thing that Dunmore heard was: This here Dunmore, they say that he didnt come to the mountains for nothin but the girl.

Him? Nobody knows what he wants. Most likely he dont know himself. Ask a bull terrier why it loves to fight. As much sense in that as to ask whats in Dunmores brain. Trouble raisin is all that hes interested in.

A lazy loafer, they say.

Sure, and a drunk.

And a crooked gambler.

Well, he held a hand that Tankerton couldnt beat.

The voices faded away.
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THEY WAITED WITHOUT a whisper until all noise had died away. A few minutes had passed, and Dunmore said that they might go on. Therefore, they started again, with Jimmy again in the lead, and the very horses, as it seemed, stepping more lightly after their fright of the moment before.

Presently the trail widened a little. That scene was printed forever upon the memory of Dunmore. On the left there was a run of water, beginning to sparkle under the pale silver light of the moon, which was just floating up like a cloud above the branches of the eastern trees. Second-growth forest and shrubbery banked the hill to the right, and there was a nest of glistening rocks in the center of this little natural clearing. No sooner had they come well within the range of it than half a dozen rifles suddenly clanged in their faces. Voices yelled, but of them all, he could remember only one childish screech: I told you! I told you theyd come this way!

He put spurs to Excuse Me and rushed straight at the rock nest.

Its Dunmore! someone yelled.

A figure rose from among the stones. Guns blared in his face. As he fired his revolver, he saw the lanky form of the first man topple forward. Behind him, he sensed the sweep of the boy and of Beatrice riding for cover, and he swung off from the natural fort to get into refuge in his turn.

It seemed to be by miracle alone that he escaped being hit. He felt the check and tug of bullets as they whistled through his clothes. His sombrero was knocked from his head. But he went on, unscathed, and the blessed darkness of the forest once more closed behind him. He heard the yells of the marksmen — frantic yells of disappointment as ten thousand dollars in hard cash melted away from their grasp, but now the trail widened, and he was galloping over easy ground, with the girl and the boy a scant distance in front of him. Joy rose in the heart of Dunmore. Let her ride with whom she would, how long would it be before she went with a man who dared what he had ventured on this day?

Then he saw her turn in the saddle. That was a glorious thing to do! she cried at him.

Nothin at all, said Dunmore with a chuckle, and brought Excuse Me up beside them.

He wondered at Jimmy Larren, who did not speak a word, but rode with his head turned straight forward. His wonder turned to anxiety when he saw Jimmy grip the pommel of the saddle.

Jim! Jim! he cried, swinging Excuse Me beside the lad.

The boy did not answer, did not so much as nod.

Are you hurt, Jimmy?

Larren shook his head.

Jim! Jim! Theyve nicked you, damn em!

Beatrice was cantering ahead, and Jimmy suddenly threw the head of his mustang over and galloped knee to knee with Dunmore.

Get her out of it. Ill drop back. They got me, chief, but dont you let her know. Shes got a funny, womans way, and shed be apt to want to stay behind with me. Go on, chief. Ill pull through fine.

Dunmore groaned. Where is it? he asked.

Why, nothin. Im only nicked. I aint hurt. But the lad rode bowed over the pommel.

They got you through the body! exclaimed Dunmore. Oh, the skunks! Theyve killed you, Jimmy.

Jimmy gasped: Dont make so much noise, or shell hear you. Ride on, chief. Dont pay no attention. I had... to die, sometime. He sagged heavily from the saddle as he spoke, and Dunmore gathered him into his arms, and lifted him out of the saddle. Limp as a half-filled sack lay the child against his breast, a lean, bony frame, the head falling back and bobbing over the arm of Dunmore. He had fainted completely away, and the pinto ran wildly on ahead, bolting with the reins flying high above his head.

Beatrice reined sharply in to them. Not Jimmy! she cried. They havent hurt him.

I think hes done for, said Dunmore bitterly. A better sort than you and me would ever be. Why should heve been hit? Wherell we take him?

Its Jim. It had to be the boy, said Beatrice. Theres a light yonder. Take him there, for heavens sake.

Dunmore asked no questions. If they were followed, even on foot, they might be located in this house. The house itself might be a fortress and stronghold of their enemies. But he was more assured when he saw it close at hand. It stood in a wide clearing. All around, in a great circle, the trees had been cut away from a low mound on the top of which stood a small shack, such as a hunter might use. Here in this lower valley the air was warm, the door of the shack was opened to it, and from the open door shone the lantern light dimly. Whatever this house might be, it was here that they must try to leave the boy. So he rode straight to it, and dismounted, holding the senseless lad in the strong cup of one arm.

It was a trappers cabin, and the trapper rose from the work of making a stretcher on which to dry pelts. He was an old man with a very long white beard that flowed down from just beneath his eyes. Great overhanging brows, likewise heavily fringed with white, helped to give him a prophetic look.

Why, hullo, said this veteran. Whats matter? Accident?

Dunmore walked straight in, and laid the boy on the bunk. He waved a hand at the proprietor, and then, with Beatrice hanging breathlessly at his shoulder, he bared the breast of poor Jim Larren. There was a great crimson slash over the heart. Beatrice moaned at the sight of it, but Dunmore, teeth gripping hard, put his finger into the wound. Straightway the tip of the forger struck the bone of a rib. That bone gave a little under pressure, with a grating sound, and Jimmy groaned in his sleep. But the bone was merely cracked, it had not been cut through by the bullet that had glanced on around the side of the lad, leaving a dreadful furrow from which the blood streamed.

Hell be ridin buckin hosses inside of three weeks, said Dunmore, and the girl gasped with relief.

Dunmore ran out to his horse and brought in the saddlebag that contained materials for bandaging, and with lightning skill, Beatrice and the trapper helping, he soon had cleansed the wound and strapped a hard bandage around the body of the boy.

Skinny little sparrow, aint he? remarked the trapper.

At that, Jimmy opened his eyes wide and looked straight up into the face of his impromptu host. Hullo, said Jimmy, whose grandpa are you, mister?

The trapper grinned. Youre gonna pull through, son, he assured. You been about as bad scared as you been hurt, I reckon.

The face of Jimmy puckered with anger. Chief, he said, did I show the white feather?

Never a touch of it, Jim, said Dunmore.

Go on, chief, urged the boy. Youve gotta hurry. How much time youve wasted here on me might...

We have to ride on, said Dunmore. If youll take care of him for us, partner, Ill pay you.

The trapper raised his hand in protest. If I was a doctor or a hotel or some such, he said, Id sure be glad to get your money, but the way it is, I cant use it. The kids gonna be all right with me. You run along and forget about him. Ill be glad to have him for company. Go on, chief, go on! pleaded the lad.

Dunmore gripped both the hard, skinny hands in one of his and stared into Larrens eyes. Youve been as straight as a gun barrel and as good as gold, kid, he said. Im comin back for you later on. You and me belong together.

Tears that his pain could not have brought to the eyes of Jimmy Larren now misted his sight. He tried to speak, but there was only a twisting of his mouth. Beatrice kissed him, then she turned behind Dunmore toward the door. He sprang out of it for the mare, but his hand did not get to her. Three rifles flashed from the brush on that side of the clearing as Dunmore appeared. One bullet nicked the hip of the mare and sent her off at a wild gallop. Another slashed the cheek of Dunmore as he leaped back into the hut again.

He slammed the door, and looked savagely about him. There was a small window at the back of the shack, but yet it was perhaps not too small for him to wedge his shoulders through and draw the girl after him. He leaped to it, and jerked up the sash. Instantly half a dozen shots barked from the bottom of the hill, and he heard the pellets of lead strike the logs with a soggy impact.

He whirled back again toward the door. Blind fighting instinct urged him to break out through that door again and charge the enemy, and he actually had taken a step toward it, scooping up his rifle as he went, when the thin, piping voice of Jimmy called out: Dont do it, chief! Dont do it, for Petes sake! They got you cornered, but they aint got you in hand yet. Chief, take your time, will you?

Beatrice ran to the door, shot home the bolt, and then put her shoulders against it. He, lurching forward still full of his first impulse, stopped to brush her aside. But she struck at his hand and shook her head.

Theyre lying down, with beads all drawn, she said. They cant miss you. Dont go, Carrick. Dont go. She was white. Her lips trembled with earnestness.

Dunmore stepped slowly back from her. Youre right, he said. Ill have to stay here. Its better that way, a lot. For though it might be that she had interfered as she would have done to keep any man from running out to death, still he felt that there was something more in the emotion with which she had spoken.

Good for you! called the boy. Good for you, Beatrice. If that maverick had busted loose, theydve turned him into beef in about two steps.

Halloo! called a voice on the outside. Hey! Whitey Dodd!

The old trapper went to the door and set it ajar a crack. Halloo! he thundered back. Is that you, Neighbor Parson, thats come here murderin my guests in the middle of the night?


CHAPTER XL
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GUESTS, YOU OLD loon? yelled Parson in answer. Its Dunmore and Tankertons girl!

Whitey Dodd fairly reeled from the shock of this announcement, but he rallied instantly. Nobody in this here house is for sale, Parson! he yelled. And they cant raise the price high enough to get em!

Youre cracked in the head, the other assured him.

There was a nest of rocks halfway between the house and the beginning of the woods, and from this vantage point the speaker called on behalf of the besiegers.

Id rather be a cracked bell than a sold one, retorted Dodd hotly. If you-all start for this house, Im gonna be ready for you, and I tell you that I dont miss my shots!

The old rattle-head, commented a voice from the rocks, perfectly audible in the breathless stillness of the night, is gonna get romantic and big-hearted. And hell hold us up till the Tankertons get here and grab most of the reward for themselves. And here we are, ten of us, that had oughta be able to divide the profit among us. Whiteys beatin us out of moren a thousand dollars apiece.

Id like to have his scalp, said a companion. Look sharp, old son. That Dunmore might bust loose any minute.

Im watching, all right. I got that reward right inside the hook of my trigger finger, in case he tries to bust out in this direction. Is that horses?

It was the wind, rattling with a sudden violence in the leaves of the trees, and then making the big boughs groan dismally. A film of cloud was instantly tarnishing the moonlight, and Dunmore, watching from the door that was still ajar, could thank his fortune that was sending a light less brilliant. Even so, he could not see a possible solution of his problem. The house was solidly surrounded, and even the horses were gone. So that it must be a case of breaking out on foot, in which event there was hardly a chance in a million that they would be able to get clear. Besides, the Tankertons would soon be here.

Even as he thought of it, he heard a noise louder than the rattling of the leaves in the wind, and in a moment it had grown into the distinct beating of hoofs. They poured up to the verge of the clearing. Voices called. There was a triumphant Indian yell from many throats, the wild sound shrilling and thrilling the blood. Then all doubt ended, and all hope with it. The Tankertons were here.

Theyve come, said Dunmore over his shoulder, without looking back.

Let em stay till they rot! said the trapper savagely. Theyll get no man out of my house.

Wont they everlastinly lambaste us? asked Jimmy Larren, laughing feebly. Aint they just gonna drill this here house from one end to the other, though?

These here logs will soak up lead like a blotter soaks up water, said Whitey Dodd. Besides, will the Tankertons fire into the house as long as their woman is here? He turned toward Beatrice. She stood against the farthest wall of the cabin, staring steadfastly at Dunmore.

In this here game of tag, he said, it looks as though Ive been caught. Youre free to go whenever you feel like it. Just unbolt the door again for her, will you, Dodd?

Beatrice shook her head. Ive made my bargain. Ill stick to it, she said. Im not going to leave.

A loud voice called from the clearing at this moment: Dunmore! Dunmore!

He paused for another inquiring glance at the girl, but she looked back at him as steadily as a soldier on parade. Then he went back to the door.

Dunmore! came the voice of Furneaux.

I hear you, Furneaux.

Dunmore, youre trapped and done for, he said. But Ill give you a last chance to die like a man. Come out here and Ill stand up to you, man to man.

Dunmore laughed. Rage and despair were in that laughter, but afterward he answered: I know the way we would fight. You in the open, and twenty rifles among the trees. As Tucker and Legges and Tankerton fought, theyd fight again. One honest man dont make a square show.

Is that final? said Furneaux. You wont come out?

There was sufficient anger in Dunmore, considering his helpless position, to have made him leap at such a chance, but it seemed to him, as he leaned against the door and talked, that he could see again the dark old panel in the Furneaux house that showed his own features out of the old time dimly, like a face reflected in muddy water. But he was The Dunmore, and this was a member of his clan. That old pride of race that had sent him into the mountains to do the impossible now boiled up in him again, steadied him, and enabled him to answer almost gently: I wont come out against you, Furneaux.

If you were any other man, he responded, Id call you a coward and a sneak. Heaven knows what you are, Dunmore. But youve done a thing worse than murder. Youre going to die, Dunmore, and heaven have pity on your soul. Where is she now?

Shes with me in this cabin.

Are you going to keep her there until the bullets have killed her? shouted Furneaux.

Im going to send her out, answered Dunmore. The rest of them go with her... Dodd and Jimmy Larren, I mean. Larren is wounded. What sort of care will he get with you?

Ill give you my word for that. Ill take care of the kid. Do you mean that youll send them out freely?

Man, exclaimed Dunmore, what sort of a low hound do you think I am?

Its finished, then, said Furneaux. Tankerton has left this job to me. Ill promise you one thing, and that is that therell be no burning you out. Youll have as fair a chance as I can give you.

Why, said the prisoner, thats more than any man could really ask for. Ill send them out at once. He turned to the other three.

I dunno, said Whitey Dodd, that Ive ever been turned out of my house before by any gent that wanted to use it for a coffin. I claim its big enough to hold two, and Ill stay.

Thats your idea of it, Whitey, said Dunmore good-humoredly. But step into my boots and youll see the other side of it. Can I let you stay here and be butchered? Go out, Dodd, or Ill have to push you through the door myself.

Dodd was silent, but he nodded a little, looking off into the distance as though he were seeing and recognizing the truth there.

Youll be able to carry Jimmy. Hes light.

Me? shrilled Jimmy Larren. Whos gonna carry me out? He worked himself up on one elbow. Whatcha mean, chief?

What good will it be to me to have you here? asked Dunmore sternly.

Cant I clean and load guns as good as the next one? You wouldnt turn me off, chief. Whats the good of anything, if I cant make the last march with you? Whats the good of belongin to a friend, if you cant make the last stand with him, eh?

Dunmore leaned over him. If the two of us are gone, Jimmy, wholl be alive to really look after her?

Jimmy Larren opened great eyes. You mean Im to watch after her?

Aye, whispered Dunmore. Even whether she knows it or not. Ive tried to bring her down out of the mountains, Jimmy, and Ive failed. Youll tackle it, one day, and win.

Jimmy Larren looked at the ceiling with anguished eyes. Have I gotta leave you, chief?

There aint any other way, Jimmy. You can see for yourself. So long, old-timer.

They shook hands, and Dunmore, lifting him, placed him in the lean, strong arms of Whitey Dodd. One last glance Jimmy cast at his hero. He tried to make a last speech, but his manhood, at that moment, deserted him. He buried his face on the shoulder of the old man and wept, fighting hard against the noise so that it sounded only like a soft moaning.

Whitey Dodd said in farewell: Possession is nine points in the law, young feller. You got your own life in your hand. Keep a-hopin, and you may learn how to keep it there. Nobodys dead till hes closed his eyes.

He went out, bearing the boy, and Beatrice lingered an instant behind.

Is there one big thing that you want done in the world? she asked. If there is, Id try to do it for you.

You would? Then send Furneaux back to his own people.

Send him back?

Its what I came up here to do, Beatrice. I thought that I could beat Tankerton and all his men. But I was foolish to think so.

Furneaux! she gasped again. But you taunted him, and worked up trouble with him.

One of the best ways of sending a man home is on a stretcher.

Then... Ill send him if I can. Is there anything else?

Theres nothing else, he said, except for yourself. Get out of Tankertons hands, Beatrice.

I shall. I shall, she said. I thought he was a lion, but after I saw... She checked herself, although the very heart of Dunmore yearned to hear more. Furneaux and myself... and nothing that is for you, Carrick?

Aye, one thing thats for me. Take Jimmy under your wing. Hell be worth the trouble, goodness knows, because I never seen the makings of a better man.

Ill do it, said the girl. Oh, Carrick, why did you make me hate you those other days? But I was blind. I should have known you were playing some deep game unselfishly. I should have guessed from little Jimmy Larren, when he picked you out of all the band.

Its time to go, he announced. Furneaux and the rest will be wonderin at you if...

Dunmore! Dunmore! shouted Furneaux loudly. Are you holding the girl back?

He led her to the door. Shes comin at once, he answered, and added softly to her: Theres one last thing you could do. Remember me on Sundays and on holidays, now and then, and think of me as a fellow who lived a lazy and a useless and a pretty crooked life, but, before the end, he thanked heaven that he tried to do one decent thing... and failed tryin it. And he found one woman and loved her, and lost her... but died mighty glad of the findin.

He saw that she would have spoken again. But, like Jimmy, she seemed choked.

Good-bye, said Dunmore, and helped her through the doorway, and closed the door after her.


CHAPTER XLI
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WHEN DUNMORE WAS alone, he looked around him and prepared to die. From the edges of the clearing, he heard a sudden shouting and whooping, by which he knew that the girl had come to the hands of the Tanker-tons again. The next moment, it seemed that a hundred rifles blazed. He distinctly heard the thudding of the bullets into the wood, and then a clang and a crashing from the pans that hung on the wall behind the stove. That answered what Dodd had said of the impregnable walls of his house. In certain spots, at least, the lead would fly through like water through a sieve.

He tried the flooring. The boards were loose and came away easily in his hand. He ripped up three of them. From a corner he took a shovel and started scooping up the earth beneath the flooring. Clang! rang a bullet that glanced from the iron blade of the shovel. Another clipped close past his head. But every swing of his arms drove the shovel deeply into the soil, and quickly he had entrenched himself.

As for the wound on his cheek, it was a trifle. Already the blood had stopped flowing. He laid himself down behind his barricade and waited.

Wasp sounds darted above his head. Again and again the pans crashed against the wall; a steady tattoo drummed upon the stove; they were searching the cabin through and through with rapid fire from repeating rifles, and no doubt they would continue steadily.

No, the firing died off. Only a single shot came now and again, as though, having vented their spleen in a first outburst, they were content to keep him disturbed with an occasional shot.

He chose that moment to slip across the floor to one of Dodds loopholes, and, when he looked out, he was glad that he had come in time. For he saw a pair of shadows work out from the trees and slide rapidly along the ground toward the nest of rocks. He drew up his rifle and fired. The leading shadow twisted into a knot, like a worm that has been stepped upon. The second bounded to its feet and fled. Dunmore fired low, aiming between hip and thigh, and saw the fellow topple. The speed of his running carried him along, and with a cry he rolled back into the shelter of the trees.

There was a wild burst of rifle fire, a chorus of fierce shouting that reminded him of the baying of a pack of hounds, and something stung the calf of his leg.

At the same instant the door of the cabin swung open with a loud creaking. He whirled, rifle at the ready, but no one appeared. There was only the deadly whistling of the bullets as they cut through the opening and lodged with sullen thuds against the rear wall of the house. Then he knew what had happened. The rusty bolt had been cracked in two by the impact of bullets, and the weight of flying lead had driven the door wide open. He was not really sorry. The door itself was too thin for a shield, and with it open he had a wider view of what was happening outside. He could see, for instance, the wounded man rolling on the ground in agony.

At the first let-down in the fire, he raised his head above his trench and thundered: Go get your sick man, Tankerton. I wont shoot you down.

A bullet, as though in answer, struck the dirt before him and filled his mouth with a loose shower of soil.

He spat it out with a curse, and heard the clear, rising voice of Tankerton calling: Ill take that offer, Dunmore! Two of you fellows go out and get Mike.

There was a pause. Dunmore could hear the muttering of the distant voices, almost immediately drowned by a roar of the wind, which was rising rapidly. Then, out of the shadows, appeared two men without guns in their hands. They skulked along uncertainly, as though they expected bullets at any moment, but Dunmore held his fire. He saw them reach Mike, and pick up the hurt man between them. Mike groaned loudly, then was carried forward in a run, like children fleeing from the dark, but still Dunmore did not fire. As a result, he got a rousing cheer from the Tankertons. Yet he would not trust them as much as they had trusted him. He went instantly to the back of the cabin, as the firing recommenced, and from a loophole there he scanned that side of the battle.

The ground was empty, as well as he could see, but sight now was difficult. Rapid clouds had swept across the face of the moon and the woods were blurred masses of shadow. A moment later, the rain rattled against the thatched roof. The wind whistled it into the cabin, and the face of Dunmore was wet with water and with blood.

The firing instantly increased in volume. Across the threshold of the door and against the window, a steady succession of bullets plunged. That was to keep him from trying to break away in the dimness caused by the rainstorm. He had other troubles within the shack, for with a sudden crashing, the stove, battered by many bullets, lurched to the floor. The room filled with smoke and steam. Scattered embers rolled everywhere, and he had to become a firefighter.

With a blanket, he thrashed right and left, and stamped out the bigger fragments. He won, but a stifling mist had filled the room. He could hardly breathe in it, and through that the wasp sounds of the bullets still were darting everywhere. A knife thrust, it seemed, raked his left side — such a wound as Jimmy had received.

Dunmore sat down with a sudden sense that he was lost, indeed, that moment.

The cabins on fire! he heard a voice yelling — the voice of Tankerton. Charge him, boys!

Charge him yourself! answered a bass roar. Let the fire take care of him.

Dunmore tore off his coat. He did not wait to draw his shirt and underwear over his head, but the tough cloth parted like paper under his mighty fingertips. He was naked to the waist, and, fumbling through the confusion of the cabin, he found on the bunk the remnants of his roll of bandages. Around his body he passed a thick, binding arm of cloth and tied it tight. He could have laughed as he performed that operation, but the strong grip of the cloth numbed the pain and left him more at ease. It would make him more fit for the final moment of his life, for he intended, when the weakness from his wounds increased upon him, to fling out the door and rush the enemy. If he could get to them and die fighting hand to hand, that would be the vital comfort for his end. The fierce thought of it warmed all his blood.

The darkness increased. It was one of those mountain storms during which the clouds seem to be built like the ranges over which they were floating — a league-thick belt of densest moisture. All starlight, all moonshine had disappeared. The night became blacker and blacker.

But still the rifle fire continued. They had spotted the window and the door, and such a steady flow of bullets swept at those vital points that it was impossible for any creature to pass through the stream unmaimed.

There was another possibility, however. With the shovel, he enlarged the hole of his trench, found foundation logs, and in a few minutes, had mined beneath them. Once the hole was open, he thrust his head up into the open air, and ducked again as a rifle spat fire not ten strides away from the cover of a fallen log. He heard the bullet hum over his head and felt sure that he was seen. But when he raised a broken section of board, it did not draw the enemys fire. No, the man had been blazing away blindly at the house.

Dunmore crawled back into the house to consider for a moment. He went for a last tour of the loopholes, peering anxiously into the mist on every side, until it seemed to him that something stirred to the south of the building. Aye, three forms suddenly loomed, running hard toward him, not twenty feet away, as it seemed.

He fired point-blank. It was death, he knew, as he curled his finger on the trigger. The middle man of the trio bounded into the air with arms and legs spread-eagled. His yell stabbed the brain of Dunmore like a blinding flash of light. That cry was cut off in the middle, and the body dropped heavily to the earth, while the two companions, shouting with terror, turned and bolted. In half a second, the gray penciling of the rain had entirely covered them from view.

He went back to the trench and lay curled there, while the outburst of revengeful fire that he had expected beat upon the shack. During this, his hands were not idle. He was lashing a revolver to a piece of wood. To the trigger of the gun, he attached one end of a big ball of string. This ball he next passed through the mouth of a large loophole and let it fall on the outside. The gun itself he then fixed with the muzzle protruding from the loophole, securing it safely there by means of the board that already had been tied to the handles. After that, he was ready for his great experiment.

He returned to his mine beneath the wall of the house and crawled out, secured the fallen ball of string, and began to wriggle forward toward the log nearby. He had hardly started when the rifleman fired again. Dunmore lay flat, then tugged the string. Behind him, the revolver banged. His plan had worked almost too well, for the bullet actually skimmed the hair of his head.

He went on. He pressed himself into the mud and worked as a snake would work, but holding now in his right hand a heavy Colt. Not for firing. It must serve him as a club now. Then, when he was hardly a half arms distance from the log, the pale gleam of the rifle and the dark outline of the sharpshooters head appeared again. Were there two men behind the log? If so, his plan was totally spoiled, but he had to take that chance, and, as the riflemans head raised, Dunmore struck with the butt of the revolver.

It barely reached not the head but the face of the other. He pitched back, with a cry, but the blow had so stunned him that even his cry was faint. The next instant Dunmore was across the log like a wildcat and had the fellow by the throat.


CHAPTER XLII
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THERE WAS MURDEROUS force in the hands of Dunmore, for his own life depended on his ability to dispose of the man without allowing him to make a sound, but, as he grappled with him, he recognized, as he thought, something in the face of the other in spite of the dimness of the light. He jerked the man closer till his face was a scant inch away. It was Chelton.

Already the outlaw had forgotten all gratitude to the man who had saved him from a death by hanging. He struggled furiously, tearing at the hands of Dunmore, and beating at his wounded face. But in a moment that throttling grasp had done its work. Chelton lay still. He was not dead. He breathed with a faint, harsh rattle in his throat, and Dunmore poised a revolver like a club to strike a final blow, but he could not. At least for some moments Chelton would lie here in the rain incapable of speech or motion, and Dunmore decided to leave him where he lay, unharmed.

The hardest portion of his work lay before him. Once more he found the twine, tugged at it, and instantly the gun at the loophole spat fire behind him. He took note of that and crawled on. Soon the rim of the trees was not far away. Then twice he pulled on the twine, and twice the gun far behind him barked. He actually heard the bullets cut their way through the branches above him.

Then came an oath, and half a dozen shots in rapid succession from a rifleman who fired from the cover of a tree just before him. Dunmore stood up and ran forward.

The muzzle of a rifle struck his breast.

Whos that?

Chelton, you simpleton, said Dunmore. Its too close work, out there. Tankerton can have that place behind the log for himself, it he wants it.

The rifle was removed, and the outlaw muttered: Looks like that Dunmore can see in the dark. But whys he usin a revolver at that distance?

If you wanna find out, go up and ask him, growled Dunmore, and strode away.

He saw other shadowy forms crouched behind the trees, peering through the blindness of the rain, but he himself was behind the lines. If only Chelton did not give the alarm at once. Now that he was through the greatest peril, he paused to slick off with his hands some of the mud that covered him. As he paused, he thought again of the work that he had attempted and that apparently had failed in his hands. By a miracle, he was safe for a moment. What if he could strike one more blow?

A light flared farther back among the trees, and toward it he went. The rays were broken, passing through the rain; they dazzled the eyes of Dunmore as he came closer, cautiously stealing from tree to tree, but, at last, he saw the sleek, glistening forms of horses. Next he heard voices, and finally he was in secure covert between a bush and a tree, looking out upon the main council of his enemies.

Legges and Tankerton were there. At one side was Jimmy Larren, with Beatrice Kirk and old Dodd taking care of him. Gunfire was stamping impatiently, but Excuse Me, as though she cared not for the fate of her master, plucked at the green tips of some shrubbery contentedly. Furneaux was cinching a saddle upon the back of a fine bay gelding.

Whatll you do? Legges was asking.

Rush the cabin, said Furneaux curtly.

Youll use up half a dozen men, if you do, said the doctor. Tuckers dead already... and Dunmore apparently can see clearly enough even in this light.

If hes in there another half hour, the fox will find some way to get out, snapped Furneaux. He cant escape! Hes got to die. You hear, Beatrice?

He turned on the girl, brutally. But Dunmore could see that his face was pinched and wrung with anguish.

She was on her knees at that moment beside Jimmy. At Furneauxs words, she started up and turned on the speaker. She said nothing. No words were needed to reinforce the white contempt and scorn that shone in her face, and Furneaux turned away with a twisted mouth of pain.

Im on the rounds again. Will you walk em with me, Legges?

Glad to, said the doctor, and the two went off together.

You see how it is, Beatrice, said Tankerton calmly.

I know that hes as good as dead, she answered steadily. But I hope that he makes some of you know him still better before he dies.

My dear, said Tankerton, this interest youre taking in him doesnt worry me. Its a childs romantic interest, and youll be laughing at the memory of it yourself inside of another month.

She did not answer. For out from the shadow of a tree she saw a dreadful form appear. It was Dunmore, naked to the hips, except for the red-stained bandages that girded his body, plastered with mud, and with the blood slowly rolling down from the wound on his face, which had been broken open again during his struggle with Chelton. He came from behind Tankerton, and in the full light of the fire he paused, gun in hand.

Tankerton, he said quietly.

The outlaw gasped, and spun like a frightened cat, stooping low and bringing out his gun as he swung about. No man beneath the sky could have moved faster. His side leap made the first bullet fly wide of the mark, but Dunmores second shot roared as Tanker-tons own weapon spoke for the first time.

A whiplash mark of crimson sprang out on the naked side of Dunmore, but he saw Tankerton stagger, and held his fire.

The gun dropped from the chiefs hand. He made a few staggering steps forward with an oddly blank face, then sank to one knee. He coughed, and red bubbled on his lips.

Beatrice instantly was beside him. It was into her arms that he tipped sidewise and then — fell prostrate. He lived for a single second, muttering: Marry him, Beatrice. He has the only hand thats strong enough to hold you. One convulsive shudder jerked his body, and then he lay still, smiling at the rain that streaked into his face.

Hello! called the voice of Furneaux from the distance. Dunmore caught Beatrice from the ground, where she kneeled, weeping like a child. With a sway of his strong arms, he lifted her into the saddle on Gunfire.

Hello! called Furneaux, coming closer. Do you hear me, Tankerton?

Go it, go it, chief. I knowed theyd never beat you, said Jimmy Larren.

On Excuse Me, Dunmore was already away through the trees, with the volleying rain crashing into his face, washing the mud from his body. They dipped into a narrow gully, and they were in the midst of it when a ringing clamor of voices broke out behind them. It seemed to Dunmore that he could hear the shouting and the cursing of Furneaux above the rest. Then they lost all the sound of the Tankertons in a fresh roaring of the wind that ripped away the clouds from before the moon and let its light through. Dunmore glanced at it with a wild emotion, for it seemed as though that bright moon had been covered merely to screen him in his escape and that now it shone again to illumine his way.

The horses broke into a gallop on a level stretch. Through the trees they wound. Gusts of rain still rattled out of the sky, from time to time, and cut and hammered at Dunmore. But he knew that the miles were flowing rapidly behind him. He saw Beatrice rocked easily in the saddle on the stallion, always half a length before him, and the confidence of victory grew great in his heart.

His blood no sooner had warmed with that sensation than a shuddering chill of weakness passed through him. It was as though all the vital power had drained out of his heart. He could understand it. He had lost enough blood to have been the death of a normal man. Even his own frame could not endure it. But he locked his teeth, and endured.

The forest spilled away behind them. They rode out onto lower ground in the open with a sense of rushing into the brilliant heart of the moonlit sky. Then, beneath them, he saw the rolling of the foothills, and he saw the country of the range beyond like a mist.

A warmth fell over his shoulders. It was a blanket thrown into place by Beatrice, and now she tied it securely. He blinked to see her more plainly, for a mist troubled him, like the breath upon a windowpane.

Are you very bad, Carrick? she asked.

Im well enough, he told her.

She said no more. They went on, knee to knee, down the trail that sloped and flowed among the hills. Sometimes he raised his head and turned it, hearkening for the sound of hoofs behind them, but never once was there alarm of that sort.

His head began to spin; moments of utter mental lapse came. He roused from one of them to find that his knees had been lashed up with the saddle straps, and that Beatrice was riding close beside him. His weight had slumped heavily on her shoulder. Shame thrilled him back to life.

Seem to be mighty sleepy, he whispered to her, and his lips were numb. He had to peer with effort to make out her face. The moon was gone. There was warmth in the air, a dazzle in the sky. It was the sun, and they had ridden out of the night into the full of day.

The shock of this discovery made him take a brighter note of the things around them, and he saw with joy that they were actually on the road to the house of Elizabeth Furneaux. He had had enough of his wits during that dim night to enable him to keep to the trail.

But here the landscape began to act in a strange fashion. The level ground heaved itself into soft swells, and these waves traveled around and around the horizon with increasing speed. He could no longer find Beatrice Kirk. She had disappeared! But her voice came sharp and strained with fear, out of the distance.

Old house on the right... above the trees... white... said Dunmore, and then he bowed his head in the darkness and gripped the pommel with both hands.


CHAPTER XLIII
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DUNMORE DREAMED THAT he was a bubble, floating high in the sky, with the sun shining through him. He roused a little from the dream, drifted slowly back to consciousness, and realized that it was not the warmth of the sun that he felt but the comfort of a soft bed. He heard the voices of two people in the distance — a man and a woman. They seemed to be walking toward him, but suddenly the voices were just beside his bed — Elizabeth Furneaux, and her nephew, Rodman.

He would have opened his eyes, but they seemed weighted down with lead. Only his brain was awake, the rest of his body still heavy with slumber.

Aunt Elizabeth, said the boy, I dont doubt what youve told me. But what could have made him tackle such a job as that? Certainly he didnt give a rap about me... and you hardly had enough money to hire him for such a job.

I had no money. I hired him with a shameful trick, Rod. I would have loathed myself, if the thing hadnt worked out so well.

A trick?

You know the old panel in the library?

Yes, of course. The old effigy, you mean?

Well, Rod, I planned this thing with a good deal of care. I want you to take a look at the face of that effigy, and youll find that it looks like...

A donkey with a dead smile on its lips? said the boy.

Not a whit! The fact is that I painted out the face of the effigy and painted in a pretty fair likeness of Carrick Dunmore. Then I made up a little story for him, about that wild ancestor of ours, the one who went to Scotland from France in the days of the Bruce. I simply switched the names around and put in ones that fitted the new case. Before I got through, Carrick, here, was reasonably sure that he was the head of the family.

Great Scott! said Rodman Furneaux. What...?

What will he do when he wakes up and finds out about the sham? I dont know. Perhaps we can keep him from learning, ever. Ill tell you what, Rodman, he wouldnt be a bad head for this family, I should say.

There was a little pause, and then the youth replied: Hes more man than I ever saw packed into one skin before. But hell be furious when he learns how hes been tricked.

Well, he has his reward, you know, said Elizabeth Furneaux. Do you really feel as sick as you look, when I say that?

A little sick. But Im learning to give up pretty fast. Of course, she couldnt think much of me with such a man as that inside the horizon. How is she now?

Shes sleeping. Worn out, poor child. What a beautiful girl, Rodman!

Dont rub it in, he grumbled.

Youll forget her in a month, said his aunt.

Aye, he said. A month of hard work ought to rub out something. Im going to pitch in.

I think you will, Rodman.

I swear I will. Aunt Elizabeth, you cant imagine what shame I feel when I look at that fellow there on the bed and think what hes been through for you, and all for nothing except your benefit and mine. I feel as though Im only a half man.

Do you think thats a permanent change, Rod? Wont the lure of the old, free life come back over you?

How could it? The Tankertons are split to pieces. Legges tried to hold them. They killed him an hour after the old rascal tried to handle the reins. The rest of em are scattering fast, and the sheriff has gone up there. For the first time hes got inside the stamping grounds of the Tankertons, and theyll soon be pacified, I can tell you. Well have Jimmy Larren down here in a few hours, and hell be able to give us the latest news.

The voices passed slowly from the room, and Dunmore lay still and digested the news that he had heard. At last, he laughed and opened his eyes. He was lying on his side, and his glance passed straight through the window and far off to the mountains. He saw their white caps, their dark robes of trees, and above all the piled blue of the valleys and the canons that checked them. There was his kingdom of the horizon, his blue kingdom which he had inherited, as he had thought, from Carrick Dunmore of the other century. He smiled a little bitterly. All this had been rubbed away to nothing. He had ridden up into that kingdom to follow a lie, and now nothing remained.

A sound of trotting horses on the road ended in the screech of a brake against iron tires.

Then, up the front path, he heard a familiar voice saying: Aw, I can walk, all right. I dont have to be carried. Hullo, Furneaux! Hullo, maam. Aw, Im feelin fine. Only... Id like to know hows the chief? The voice of Jimmy rose sharp and high. Hows Dunmore? Why... why dont somebody say?

A reassuring murmur answered this demand. They passed indoors. Other voices spoke distantly in the house.

Then: Hey, Beatrice! I am mighty glad. Hows the chief? Kin I see him?

Hush, hush, was the response. Walk softly, Jimmy. Hes sleeping sound. Hes been delirious for days. Youll hardly know him. But now hes better. Hes sleeping. Walk softly, Jimmy. I dont want to waken him.

Dunmore closed his eyes. He felt them come closer, and a sense of guilty joy rose in his heart. Yet there was also an odd weakness in him, so that he felt as though he hardly could endure looking upon them, face-to-face.

They stood beside his bed.

Oh, my stars! he heard Jimmy gasp presently.

He looks thin... and wild, Jimmy. But hes much, much better. Hes going to get well. Do you hear, dear? Hes going to get well.

Why, said Jimmy, with a choking gasp, I kind of thought... he looked like... like he was dead, Beatrice.

Look at the pulse in his temple, Jimmy.

Yeah. I see it now. Well, it wasnt much fun to stand there and see.

Oh, Jimmy, the hours that Ive been through, hoping and praying. And Miss Furneaux and Rod. Weve all worked. And now weve won.

Aye, said Jimmy Larren, you look like youd been workin for about the first time in your life. Is he gonna marry you, Beatrice?

I really dont know, Jimmy, she said.

Do you hope he will? asked Jimmy roughly.

What do you think, Jim?

Why, I think you aint a fool, said the boy.

I hope Im not, Beatrice said, and she laughed a little, in the softest of voices. You might try to put in a word for me, Jimmy, she added.

Me? said the boy. Why, sure I will, Beatrice. Ill get the talk around to you, some way. Now you go along and have a rest. You look sort of tuckered out.

Wholl take care of Carrick?

Why, who but me? said the boy.

Are you all right, yourself, Jimmy, dear?

Me? Why, sure I am. Im gonna set here and rest, and take it easy, Beatrice. You go along.

Very well, then. Good-bye for a little while, Jimmy.

Her footfall whispered from the room. The door suddenly closed with a light click.

There was utter silence, then Dunmore felt that a face and breathing were close to him.

You faker! said the sudden voice of Jimmy.

Dunmore breathed deeply.

You faker! Jimmy pronounced more loudly. Open your eyes. Youve been listenin the whole time.

Dunmore looked up. He saw Jimmy, looking pale and thin, close beside him, scowling. The scowl disappeared in a vast grin.

Its sure good to see you agin, chief, he said.

Its good to have you here, kid. Hows things?

Pretty good. The Tanks are busted to bits. You took the heart out of em, and then they fell to pieces.

Im not sorry, Jim.

Naw, what should you be sorry about, chief?

They paused and regarded each other thoughtfully, fondly, as brothers long tested might do.

You figgered where you and me head for, from here? asked Jimmy at last.

No, I aint. But, Jim...

Well?

Suppose there was three in the party, Jim? What would you think?

Her? Aw, I dont mind. Ive got used to her, said Jimmy Larren.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. THE FIRST THREE ROUNDS

[image: img107.jpg]

THERE ARE TWO ways of telling a thing. You start at the beginning and go straight ahead or else you begin in the middle. Id rather begin in the middle. That means cutting out everything before my fight with Digger Murphy, beginning with the fourth round of that fight, when he pasted me and knocked me cold.

The events preceding that dont count.

I mean, of course, it would be pleasant and a lot of fun to commence at the very beginning and tell about how I started out and loved using my fists when I was just a kid; how I grew up and kept using them; how Dutch Keller saw me using my fists, one day, on a couple of the boys and decided that he could use me in his string of fighters; how he kept me in his gymnasium and made me like it while he put me through the ropes for three years, worked my head off, and never gave me a chance at money; how he finally uncorked me and how I started to make good; how I fought my way up until there was nothing between me and the champ except Digger Murphy and Digger was only a set-up for me.

I would like to tell all of those things, because the taste of them is still mighty sweet in my mind. But you know how it is. I have to explain how I came to be out here in the West, wearing chaps, packing a gun, daubing ropes on cows, and all that sort of thing. And the explanation of that is the fourth round of my fight with Digger Murphy.

That fight was as easy as any of the set-ups that Dutch had found for me when he started me in and gave me the soft ones to break my teeth on. He used to say that fighters have to find their teeth, and that gymnasium is important, but its only gymnasium. The ring is the ring, and thats a lot different. He was right. He used to say that many a man was great for a show and no good for the money, and he wanted me to bring in the cash. He made me do it, too.

He got me when I was seventeen. He kept me till I was twenty-one. He gave me three years of hell in the gym. Then he gave me one year of glory in the ring, and, believe me, I would have worn the middleweight crown if only the crash hadnt stopped me. It wasnt the fists of another man that did it, but a thing that nobody can figure on. It was fate.

When I was a kid, just coming on, Dutch used to throw all kinds against me. One day it would be a big, hard-boiled heavyweight who only hit me once a round but, when he connected, what a song and dance there was in my brain!

Thats what it feels like when youre socked, Dutch used to say. You gotta get used to it. Thats nothing to the way youll be socked when you get up against the fast ones.

The next day hed throw in a fast, snappy little lightweight, all feathers and fluff, who would bang me from the belt to the part of my hair, fists going so fast that you couldnt see them.

Thats a real boxer, Dutch would say to me. Until you can box like that, youll never be fit to go up against a classy middleweight.

The next day it would be someone of my own weight, some old, cagey guy, who was going downhill, but was still full of tricks, who knew how to seem out while he was on his feet and then would drop a ton of bricks on your chin just as you were stepping in to finish him.

Well, everything went fine. I climbed right up in the profession. And in those days it was a profession. But I pass over those days. I pass over the headlines they began to carry about me in the papers after I knocked out Jeff Thomas in three rounds. That made me.

For the rest of the year, I kept on growing. Thomas was the first hot one that Dutch fed to me. He made me study him hard. He told me that he was a tough nut. But after the first round I saw that he was easy, unless he was faking and keeping something back. In the second round I got to him and plastered him black and blue. Then I knew that I had read that book from cover to cover. It gave me confidence. But still I waited. I waited till I could walk in behind a perfect fence in the third round and then I poisoned him.

Brutal? Sure it was brutal when I saw his hands go down. But I didnt feel like a brute. I just felt pretty good when I stepped in and rose on my toes and dropped on my heels and cracked him on the button. He fell forward on his face. Theyre done when they do that. And I felt pretty sweet, what I mean to say.

Dutch told me a lot of bad things I had done in the fight, but I looked him in the eye and grinned, because for the first time I knew that I was good, and how!

After that I had confidence, and confidence is worth a horseshoe in your boxing glove. It adds fifty pounds to every punch. And it makes the other fellow know that youre going to get him. I smiled when I was stung. It was that way with Soldier Baker. He was fast. He was tough. He nearly turned out the lights for me in the fifth round, but I only laughed, and so he held off a little, thinking that I hadnt been really hurt. Finally, when he made up his mind to step in, I did the stepping first and dropped him off the map. That was sweet, too.

That was the fight, in fact, that cinched me to go up against the champion. He didnt want me. Hed seen me and he knew that I was poison. So he just threw in the name of Digger Murphy. If I beat Murphy, he would take me on.

Well, Murphy was nothing. Id seen him and I knew that he was my meat. I knew all his tricks. He had a hanging guard and he liked to step in with his head and body weaving and sock for the body. Well, I knew all about that.

When the first round came and he tried that, I let him weave until he was right close in and then I took the cork off the bottle and let it hit him under the chin.

He stopped weaving after that. When he tried it, the old uppercut always stood him up as straight as starch. He tried to box, but he couldnt. I kept getting him with a straight left and a right cross that traveled high and dropped with a jerk on the side of the face. Once it connected with the chin, he was gone, and Digger knew it. He began to open his eyes; he was seeing his finish. I saw it, too.

Then I started feinting with the left. When he jerked his guard up, I stepped in and socked him with a swinging right to the body. I could feel the fist sink in. I could feel it jar on his backbone. That was sweet, too!

In the third round, he was going fast. I knew that I could finish him any minute, but I was in no hurry. All of the big sporting writers were there at the ringside watching what I did, and so I gave them a show. I mean, I showed them perfect straight lefts, heels and hip, shoulder and fist all in line. I lunged like a fencer, because I knew that I wouldnt have to recover too fast. I pulled uppercuts from my hips. I looped hooks and crosses over his shoulders, and with each punch poor old Digger Murphy sagged.

Still I kept walking in behind the perfect fence that Dutch Keller had taught me to build. Every time Digger Murphy socked, he hit my elbows, shoulders, and nothing else. I began to catch his punches. I caught them at the elbow and laughed at Digger, then jerked a short jab into his middle section and saw his face convulsed as though hed had an electric shock.

Yes, it was a good show.

Things were going along like this when the end of the third round came. At the finish of that round, Ill bet that every man in the house was putting the middleweight crown of the world on my head. I was, for one.

Then, as they fanned me, one of my seconds threw half a bucket of cold water over me and changed my life.


CHAPTER II. THE FINISH

[image: img107.jpg]

I SHALL NEVER forget that moment, of course. I remember that Dutch — good old fellow — was calling up from under my corner. He was like a happy boy, laughing as he looked up at me.

Ive had em fast, and Ive had em with the kick of a mule, and Ive had em foxy, he said. But you got all three together.

I leaned back on the chair and felt the rubbers working on the inside muscles of my legs, and said nothing. I didnt need that massage. My legs were as strong as iron posts. They could stand anything. Road work accounted for that.

But I was luxuriating in things and taking everything that came my way. Then that half bucket of cold water splashed over me.

I dont know what happened. It seemed to freeze me all the way through. Afterward I couldnt catch my breath. I felt as though I had been running a mile uphill, and I still felt that way when the bell rang.

Well, I stepped out, confident, easy, in spite of that trouble with my wind. That would pass, I was sure. It was only like a catch in the side. There before me was Digger Murphy, serious, his face set and pasty white. He knew that I was going to knock him out. And wasnt he ripe for it?

His eyes were uneasy in his head, shifting a bit from side to side. His legs were so far apart that I knew that he was bracing himself for the shock that he expected me to give him.

Well, I stepped in and gave him the left jab, an easy, light one, to feel him out. That jab found its mark, as though he were a man made of putty. He saw what I was going to try and blinked, but he couldnt make his hands move fast enough to block the punch. I hit him, but what I noticed, most of all, was that there was no lead in the wallop. I had expected to daze him a bit, so that I could shoot across the right, which I was holding my hand high for. That right was to end the battle. To show them the real wallop that I carried up my sleeve, you see. To show them that I could take a man fresh out of his corner, after a whole minute of resting, and sock him cold, for keeps. That was what that right was poised and ready to do.

But the left didnt work. There seemed not to be a fist, but just cold mush inside of my glove.

That punch made no opening for me. I could see the surprised look in Diggers face. He was waiting for the sock, and it hadnt arrived. I grinned at him, as much as to say that I was only playing. But it wasnt playing. There was something wrong with me. You see, my breath was still gone. I was sick. I wanted to sit down on that stool again. I wanted to lie down — lie flat. I couldnt breathe. I was out of wind. Yet at the end of the third round I had been ready to do a toe dance!

I would have liked to cut that round short, but I couldnt. Every move of it hangs in my mind. I was the winner. Digger Murphy was finished. I had only to hit him once, yet I couldnt hit.

He was a game one. When that left of mine didnt faze him, I hauled off and socked at him. No, he wasnt ready to lie down. He socked at me, and I put up my right to block the swing. I had the arm there in plenty of time. I should have stopped that punch. I should have been ready to step in and poke him with my left. But the arm I put up seemed to be made of feathers. His sock went straight through it, and he hammered me on the side of the jaw.

I back-stepped, a little groggy, grinned and nodded, as though to invite him to step in and try the thing again. Only I wasnt inviting. I knew that something was wrong. I tried a glance at my corner and could see Dutch looking puzzled and shaking his head. Still he was smiling. He was so sure of that fight!

So was I. I was only waiting for the change, waiting for the wind to come back, waiting for the thing that wouldnt happen.

My legs were bad. My knees had turned to dough. There, where the mainspring of a boxers action is centered, I had nothing but pulp! In boxing, you do your feinting, your hitting, all with the legs. The arms dont count so much. The feet are what get you out of danger and bring you back into position to hit, throwing the vital weight behind the punch. But my feet were dead under me!

Digger was coming in.

I flashed a left at him. It hit his forehead and bounced! There was nothing to it. He came right on through that feeble barrage and socked me. My perfect fence was full of holes!

His blows went home now and how they came! My body, mind you, was ringed with cushions of hard fighting muscles that were guaranteed to soak up all sorts of shocks and punishment. But the cushions were gone. He seemed to be hitting right into the core of my being. I felt the blows sink through to the backbone. I was jarred; I was sick.

Then I backed away and I saw on Diggers face a look of dull astonishment, almost as though he had received the blows. In the preceding rounds I had been sliding away from or shedding those punches like water.

He was amazed one moment, the next, he was at me, hammer and tongs. He knew the taste of that pleasure of old. He knew how it felt to sink your fists into a pulpy, weak, fading body. I was learning for the first time.

He came at me and he hit hard and with growing confidence — that confidence I was speaking about, which puts a lump of lead in each boxing glove. The lead hit me. It hit me in the sick body and made me sicker. I was thinking yards ahead of anything that my hands could do. They were helpless. And there was no strength in my elbows, where a man needs it for blocking. They were like my knees, just pulpy.

I knew that I was going. I knew that I was sliding. Ill never forget the roar of the house, when I backed away from Digger and the people could see that the smile on my face was frozen. Ill never forget Diggers manager — hed been silent up to now — jumping up and down and screeching to him to stop me — to knock me for a row of loops! And I knew that he could do it!

I still tried to smile — the foolish lesson that I had learned. And the words of Dutch came drilling into my mind. He was telling me to back away and cover up; that I was all right; that nothing would happen; that Digger was pie for me!

Well, Digger was pie, all right, such pie that I had cut the slice already, so to speak, and could have eaten it at any time during the three rounds before.

But now the case was different. He picked me up and carried me before him like dead leaves before the wind. He hit me in my perishing body. He slammed me on the head.

The I went down. I felt a blow between my shoulders. It was my own head, jerked back before his smashing fist!

And I went down, sinking, crumpling. I seemed to be made of sand. There were no legs under me, to hold me up. I just went on falling, and telling myself that this was ridiculous, and that such a punch never could hurt me in the world. Ten thousand harder ones had glanced from me like water when I was stepping on the sweat and blood-spattered canvas of the gym.

But down I went.

I got up again, but I had to fight to get up. I laughed at myself. I was maddened, because there was no breath in me. But I got up somehow. I put my will power under my knees and pushed myself up, rose and met the shrieking of that crowd. I was the favorite, five to one. They had bet that way on me. I heard them calling me a dirty dog, a yellow traitor, and a lot of names that look even worse in print.

I could still feel my face stretching in the same foolish, idiotic grin, the pretense of not being hurt.

I knew that the sham was no good. I knew that I was a fool to keep on wasting effort on that smile. But it wasnt really effort. It was only the effect of the old gymnasium habit — to sneer at the other fellow when he has hurt you the most!

I saw Digger, with his head cocked wisely to one side, thinking, preparing himself, ready for a great effort. Still, there was an air of amazement about him. He was still feeling the work of my hands. He still felt me right into the core of him. But now he came, side-stepping, sliding, glimmering before my eyes.

I knew what he was doing. I read his mind, miles away. A feint of a low, swinging left to the body, and then a smashing right-hander to the head. I tried to forestall the blows, but it was no use. I was made of paper, wet pulpy paper.

I saw the feint start and end, hanging in the air.

I saw the right begin and the high, sudden arching of the arm to get over my sagging shoulder, then the sudden drop of the clenched fist. But the guard that I put up was no good. The sock came home. I felt it like a hammer stroke in the back of my brain. All the yelling in the house became nothing. I dropped into nothingness.


CHAPTER III. RECOVERY
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WHEN I CAME to, a voice was saying dryly, with only a slight sneer: I had half a grand on this bird. I stood to win a hundred. That was all!

Then I opened my eyes and saw a doctor leaning over me, with what looked like a trumpet pressed against my breast.

He stood up, straightened, looked down at me hard.

Auricular fibrillation, said he. Why did you ever let this fellow step into a ring?

The last part of his speech was addressed to Dutch.

Poor Dutch! He was standing by with a set smile, like a fighters when hes gone, waiting for the knock-out, as I had waited for it in that last, fourth round.

Auricular — what you say? asked Dutch, wrinkling his fleshy forehead.

His hearts no good. It never couldve been much good. Never for years, said the doctor. You knew that. Dont lie to me!

His hearts got something wrong with it, eh? said Dutch quietly.

Of course it has. Listen to it yourself, jumping like a rabbit with the hounds at its heels!

I felt it myself then, the flutter and the failing of it.

The pulsation seemed to be in the center of my lungs, thrusting out all of the life-giving air.

His hearts gone! said Dutch, whispering to himself.

I pushed myself up on my elbow. There was an ache under my right eye. I could see the swelling, the discoloration of it. But the pain didnt bother me any.

Dutch, said I, Ive been knocked out!

He came over, hurrying. He put his arms under my shoulders.

Aw, thats nothing, said he. You slipped. That was all. You give your head a rap on the canvas. Just an accident. Youre going to be better than ever. All you needed was a lesson. Now you got it. I always told you that only fools took chances.

I started square up into his face and saw the frown of reproval fade away. An empty, bewildered look came into his eyes.

All right, Dutch, said I. I didnt take any chances. You know that. I played the game, but the game beat me. I dont know what happened.

He looked away from me suddenly, like a scared child. He looked at the doctor, as though asking for an explanation. And the doctor was biting his lip and glowering thoughtfully at me.

The hearts like the mainspring of a watch, he said sourly. Sometimes it just gives way. The watch begins to tick out of tune. Thats all! You understand that? Just begins to flutter.

What cures this? asked Dutch, grabbing at me and holding hard.

Nothing, said the doctor. This boy will never wear the gloves again.

You lie! screamed Dutch, while that had heart of mine froze and was still.

The doctor took a step and put the gloved forefinger of his hand on the chest of Dutch. Listen to me, he said. Ive seen every fight hes fought. Ive backed him every time — after the first. Im not taking you for a ride. Im telling you. Thats all. Quinidine might bump his heart over the hill and put the rhythm straight again. Nothing else will turn the trick. The poor kid!

He looked at me, as he said that, then frowned suddenly and left the room.

All right, Dutch said. Thats easy. Quinidine. Thats the thing that fixes you, kid.

It didnt though.

No, it only made me sicker, for a while. I spent six days lying flat, and for six days, they shot the pills into me. Then the doctor gave it up, when the heartbeat had been shoved to a hundred and sixty.

I tried it a second time, and a third time. Three times, they say, quinidine is worth trying. Each time I was beaten!

You know what it meant. I was only a kid of twenty-one. I had been on tiptoe. I was going to be a champion. Suddenly they told me that I was an old man. I had to go slowly upstairs. Id better eat only one meal of meat a day. Better lie down an hour after every meal. A sedentary life, that was preferable, so they told me.

Me! Id never pushed a pen across ten pages of paper in all my days! Well, I thought it over for months. I saw doctors all the time. I got so that I was willing to trade the rest of my existence for one year of real life, the sort of life that I had known, the life of a champion, knocking them out.

Digger Murphy came to see me. He was straight. He gave my hand a squeeze. That old has-been had met the champion, on the strength of his win over me, and hed landed a lucky punch in the second round and now he wore the crown himself!

Digger Murphy!

You were taking me, kid, he said. I never got such a slamming. I thought you were all dynamite. What happened anyway? Were you doped? Did the stuff quit on you cold?

I told him. I told him word by word, no word more than one syllable. He kept listening and he kept nodding. He couldnt look me in the face. It made me sick to see how he took it, like a slam in the chin.

Then he said: Look here. Ive made fifty grand through that scrap. Im going to make more, too. Any part or all of that is yours.

That was pretty good, Id say. He meant what he said. He was white.

Finally I said: Digger, you take and salt the coin away. Im going to be all right. Dont you think about me.

Digger grinned. You mean that I wont be champ long?

I shook my head. You never can tell, Digger. Youre a good old sport and a grand fighter, but you take care of your coin so it can take care of you, one of these days.

He kept on grinning and looking at me askance.

I know, said he. Im not much good. Ive only happened on some luck. You couldve beaten me in the third. I know that. Im only a ham, when it comes to the real class. Only Ive just had some luck. Kid, let me give you a hand.

I said no. He got up and left. For three months, I got a hundred dollars in cash mailed to me every week. The senders name was not given, but I mailed all of that money back to Digger, and finally the coin stopped coming. He was a good fellow, as Irish as they make em. Then up came that fellow Tug Whaley and knocked Digger for a row of loops, took the crown, and wore it fair and square for five years.

Anyway I got no more money sent to me from old Digger!

By that time I was ready to look around at the new life and the rotten world that I found to live it in.

What a world! An hour in bed after every meal; one feed of meat every day; no running upstairs — I couldnt do anything fast and hard; no running uphill, or running upstairs. Everything must be slow and easy; no emotion. Keep your heart locked up. Smile at everything. Play poker all your life.

That was what I had to learn to do. And that was just how I happened to go wrong. Rather, you cant say that it happened. It was inevitable. What else was there for me to do? I couldnt be a clerk, somehow. That wasnt in me. I couldnt join a profession because I didnt know enough. And I couldnt sponge on my old pals, because I wasnt that cheap.

It wasnt fun. The doctors told me to live like a snail inside a shell. But then along came a physician with a new hunch. He said that the heart was a muscle and, even though it was a damaged muscle, it ought to be worked regularly. He gave me graded exercises, and I was thankful that I had met him when I began to build up — a step at a time. Pretty soon I could ride a horse all day. I could climb a mountain. I could dance, if I didnt speed up, for half an hour at a time. I could even go into the gym and lug around a little at the fixings there.

I had to get rid of nerves; that was all. Every time I got a nerve shock, my heart went smash. But at the end of three months, you could let off a blast of dynamite in my room while I was sound asleep, and I wouldnt be shocked. You could snap your fingers under my nose, curse me, threaten me, pull a gun on me. It made no difference. I kept those nerves as steady as a ticking clock. I had to. It was that, or die.

And this leads me on to my changed way of living.

I had to be a fighting man. I knew that the instinct was in me. Since I couldnt use my fists any more, except for one sock at a time, I began to pack a gun. Not that I was looking for trouble, but with my fighting stamina gone out of me, I felt scared and helpless. Packing the Colt made me feel better. And I used to ride out into the country districts and use that old cannon; I practiced pulling and pointing, when I was in my room. That revolver began to be a part of me.

In the meantime, the doctors had taken out the last of my dollars, and how was I to make any more? Well, with my hands and my face, not in the ring, but at a poker table. That face of mine was made of ice. It told nothing. If it was crooked work that the other fellows tried, my fingers not limber and educated enough to hold their own with most of the card mixers.

I began to rake in about a thousand a week. I was almost able to forget my sorrows, and then came the bust that kicked me off the face of Manhattan and landed me out in the cow country.


CHAPTER IV. END OF A POKER GAME
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IT STARTED IN with a low-life rich mans son, by name of Steven Cole. He was the son of Parker Cole who had yachts in the East and mines and ranches in the West. Steve was the brother of that Betty Cole who was beginning to break into the society headlines. She was all right, too. Youll hear more about her, before Im through.

This Steven Cole was sitting in at a poker game with me and Charley Newman, that red-headed crook, and Dick Stephani, and Lew Waddell. The Cole kid hands me the deck to cut on his deal, and I find a double crimp in it. I saw that the hound had run up the pack of us and I handed the boys the high sign.

Up to that, everything was easy and straight in that game, but when the kid tried to frame us, we trimmed him down to the oil. We just about put him out. At three oclock that morning, he owed the game twenty-five thousand and a few extra hundreds. He looked a little sick, but he signed I.O.U.s. My share was nine thousand; Stephani got twelve; Lew Waddell was only in for a few grand.

Stephani went to the door with Steve Cole and tapped him on the shoulder.

You know, Steve, said he, well take our money inside of a week. We give you that much grace.

Steve Cole looked over his shoulder at Stephanis dark features. Dick was the handsomest man that ever lived, bar none. And the blond kid got sicker and sicker in the face.

He came back inside the room and leaned against the wall; said that he didnt know how he could pay; wanted to pay, but hed already overdrawn his allowance, and only the month before hed got into a scrape and his father had come to his assistance for the last time, as he said. We stood around and listened to this line of talk, and Waddell pointed out that Cole would have been ready to win; therefore, he had to be ready to lose and pay. Then Newman stepped up with his jaw sticking out and said that a week was too long to wait.

Theres a safe in the cellar of your fathers house, he went on. You can get the combination to that safe. And well call on you in two days and clean the safe out.

Mind you, I heard the robbery proposed and I wasnt even shocked. It looked all right to me. The kid owed us the money, and he had to come through. Cole wrinkled up his face so that I thought he was going to burst into tears. But he finally said:

I see where I am. I think maybe this job will turn me straight, from to- night on. You crooks!

He looked bitterly at us out of his brown eyes. He was a sleepy, good- natured young fellow, a little sleek and soft. He was about my age — twenty-two, at that moment.

I said to him: You started running up the cards. Dont call me a crook.

He was game enough. He lost his temper and came savagely over toward me.

Ive a mind to break your neck, Poker-face! he said to me. You can bluff some, but you cant bluff me.

I had my nerves in hand. I was thinking about that kangaroo heart of mine that I had to keep in order. There wasnt even a quiver in me, but when I saw him double up his fist, I said:

If you lift your hand, Ill kill you!

He started to sneer, changed his mind, and turned as white as a piece of cloth. He backed out of that room, watching me as though I were a ghost. At the door he turned and said:

All right. Night after next. Ill be ready!

He cleared out.

Waddell said to me: Its all right, Jerry. Hes gone, aint he? What you looking like that for, now that youre bluff has worked?

Shut up, says Newman. It wasnt a bluff. He meant it.

Dick Stephani was lighting a cigarette. He looked up at me through the smoke.

You didnt really mean it, kid? said he to me.

Ive lost my fists. You know that, said I. Ill kill the first man that tries to beat me up. What else could I do?

Stephani began to look thoughtful. So did the others. We all said good night, and arranged when and where we would meet to go after the Cole money the night after next.

Then I turned in. I felt pretty good about life at that time. And why not? I had been making, as I said, about a thousand a week and saving half of that, and here was a good tidy haul — ten weeks work in one, very nearly. So I decided that Id take a rest — go to Europe and see what the doctors there could do for me. Id heard a lot about a great man in Vienna who could take a heart to pieces and put it together again.

I went to sleep on that idea, and I was happy as could be until the time came for us to go to the Cole house.

Newman was to be outside man, across the street. Stephani took the next corner. Waddell went in with me. I remember how loudly he breathed as we stood in the thick black of the hall. There was a smell of flowers in the air, and the hall was warm. I uncorked a lantern and spilled a few drops of light across the polished floors, that looked like water. The rays blinked across a mirror or two, slid and shimmered across a table top, before I saw Steve Cole.

He met us and told us that the safe door was open. It was an easy cinch to go straight down into the cellar and help ourselves, only he hoped that we wouldnt take more than we needed to make up for the gambling debt. The kid was feeling bad. There seemed a moan in his voice even though it got no deeper in his throat than a whisper.

We told him, whispering, too, that we would have to clean out the whole thing, or else the job would look phony. I told him, for my part, that I would see that everything was returned except enough to cover the cash he owed us. He thanked me for that.

Just then a door closed with a faint booming sound, and slippers came padding down the stairs. Waddell and I backed up into a corner. Cole was left standing near the foot of the stairs, and someone fair banged into him, then called out.

I heard Cole gasp.

Its you, Steve? said a girls voice.

Yes, its I, he answered.

What are you doing down here in the dark? she said. What have you been whispering about? Whos here with you?

She didnt whisper. She talked right out, not loudly, either. Her voice was soft and almost drawling. It was warm and deep the way a Negros voice is, very often.

Betty, said the youth, quit it. You shut up and go back to bed.

My goodness, Steve, said she, youve grown up, all at once, havent you? Ordering me about like this!

Betty, go back to bed, said he.

Im going back, said she. Ive no desire to spy on you. Only I had to come down and let you know that I guessed something was wrong. Now you go your own way, and get your hands and your heart just as dirty as you please. You know, Steve, the thing that makes me sick about you is that youre such a fool! Such a plain fool!

She went running up the stairs again, and Steve came back to me.

Will you quit this job for to-night, boys? he asked. You see my sister will suspect me.

Were going to go through with it right now, growled Waddell.

He led the way. I followed. We got down into the cellar and found the safe. Its bright steel face was as easy to find as the moon in a clear, dark sky.

It was open, too, just as Cole had promised, and after we had pushed the door farther back, Waddell began to empty the contents of the drawers into a big felt bag that he had brought out from under his arm. He looked aside at me with an ugly expression.

Do something! said he. Why just stand around and let somebody else do the dangerous work?

Show me what to do, said I. Shall I hold your hat, you stiff?

He looked at me again, with a twist and a lift of his upper lip. Just then, a little chamois bag that he was handling gaped open and a shower of diamonds fell on the floor.

The devil! breathed Waddell with delight.

Just as he spoke, I saw a shadow swing across the ceiling and I ducked my head. The weight of that blow whirred past my ear. I heard a man grunt right behind me. Two more were running from nowhere toward Waddell, and I heard him cry out like a bull terrier whining as he turned to face them and went down under their weight.

We had been trapped, dyou see? Instantly I suspected not the kid, not young Cole, so much, as Charley Newman and handsome Stephani, the black and the red of our gang!

I had my gun out as I turned. I fired and saw one of the three men whirl about and go down. I told myself that he was not killed; the bullet must have hit him high — in a shoulder, say. That was why the plunging weight of it whirled him about.

As he dropped, I stepped back through the door.

Two bullets split it from head to heel. There were the stairs in front of me, and I told myself that I didnt dare to run up them. Months and months of practice with sinking spells and collapses had taught me that the only way through a crisis was to go easily, smoothly, a step at a time. Still I feared the crash of my heart more than I did the bullets and the police. You see, the state of my heart was my professional preoccupation, so to speak.

Well, I got halfway up the steep flight of stairs before the door opened behind me. One man came charging through. One was flat with my bullet. The other was minding Waddell, you see. I turned around, but at the gleam of my gun, the detective gave a yelp, as though he had been kicked, and jumped for cover. I went on up the stairs and through the top door just as he opened fire.

But I didnt mind him so much; it was what might lie before me that troubled me.

When I came into the hallway, I could hear the hum and the roar of a big household waking up. In a corner of the hall I saw where Steve Cole had dropped into a chair. The girl was there beside him, shaking a finger at him and talking fast and hard. There was one light on. It made the hallways seem as big as a barn and as dreary. The high lights were like trembling ghosts on the watery floors and in the sheen of the mirrors.

Theres one now! said the girl, spotting me. If youve got the tenth part of a man in you, go for him, Steven Cole. Heres a gun. Id rather see you dead than shamed!


CHAPTER V. HIS SISTER
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ZINGO, BUT IT was something to hear her talk! It would have taken a pretty confirmed coward to face that Cole girl, I tell you. Her brother, at least, didnt dare to stand up to her for a moment. He took the gun that she shoved into his hand and whirled about toward me.

I kept my own gun in my side pocket and my hand on top of it. I could feel my heart beginning to race. In another minute I would be sick with the strain. So, once again, the total call on me was to keep calm. Great Scott! Keep calm when every nerve in my legs was tingling to be off at full speed! But I had to keep that crazy pulsation in hand, and I did. I just walked on, while Steven Cole made a few running steps toward me.

I looked past him and saw his sister standing straight as a post. She looked like an Indian, her hair was so black, her skin so coppery, but there was more flame in her cheeks than there would be in the skin of an Indian. She was all lighted up now and if she feared for her brother, she didnt show it.

That fellow Cole charged at me, pulling the trigger twice. That didnt worry me so much, either, because I could see the crazy shaking of his hand as he shot. Then his gun clogged; he came straight on at me, swung up the Colt, and heaved it at my head. It barely missed, and as he rushed in, I heard the girl calling to him to fight like a man.

It was the effect of her voice on me that made me think twice. The first thought was that the Colt, of course, was what I had to use on the fool. The second thought was that there had been something rather fine, after all, in the way he had charged across that big hall at me. It made the killing of him murder. Murder of a real man, too, or of what might grow into a man!

Anyway, I used the second thought. I decided that for once I would do what the doctors said I never must — use my strength again. I brought out my hand with no gun in it and, as Steve Cole came in, I plugged him on the button with everything that I had. He went right on running by me, hit a wall, and flopped back on the floor, clean out.

That left the girl. And now I heard doors slamming and mens voices very loud in the front of the house. They had reserves coming in to swamp me, of course! But the girl hadnt moved from her place. I looked at her, a little bitterly.

That one wallop had seemed to tear me in two; the heart was pattering like rain, and noises roared in my ears. So I pulled out the gun and showed it to her. By thunder, she straightened, as though she expected me to shoot and didnt intend to run away. She would take the fire in front, like a man!

I only said: I should have used this on him, but you saw that I didnt. Show me a back way, or a side way out of this place, will you?

Watch the weight of the wind tip a bird on a branch — thats the way she hesitated for half an instant, and then she came up to me and said, This way!

She steered me through about twenty doors. That house was ten in one. And always we were hearing voices and footsteps, roaring and rushing. We came to a narrow, dark hallway. The light from a street lamp glimmered through a little pane of heavy glass, and beyond I could see the green of a garden.

Just there, I had to stop. My head was spinning, and my breath wouldnt come. It was like the fourth round of the fight, and I felt myself going down — forever, this time!

So I put my hand against the wall and paused, and the girl came running back to me.

Have you got a bullet in you? Did they shoot you, man?

She shook my arm impatiently.

Is it just a dead funk? she exclaimed, stamping. I grinned at her like an idiot. I could feel the stretch of that grin as far back as my ears almost.

Rotten heart, said I.

She shoved her hand inside my coat, then she shuddered.

Will it pass? she asked.

Sure, said I.

Lean on me, said the girl. It isnt far to the garden. They wont search there. Put your weight on me. Im strong.

She was, too. She braced herself and took the soggy, sagging bulk of me along with her down the corridor.

She began to pant. She said: A fine one you, to be a robber! And you use your fists, too! You should have taken the gun to him. Shooting low, I mean!

All right, said I. But I didnt.

We got to the door. She opened it and pushed me through. I staggered and nearly flopped.

But she had me under the armpits at once and supported me again to a bench in an arbor. I lay down flat. I was so far gone that she had to pick up my legs at the ankles and stretch me out. Then things got exceedingly dim, until cold water fell on my face.

I looked up and saw the girl, just an outline of blackness against the black pattern of the leaves behind and above her. She was kneeling beside me.

Hows it coming? she asked.

Im all right, said I.

Dont be a fool, she replied. Youre not all right.

She was taking my pulse.

Its getting better, she said. Try not to think about yourself. Give your rotten heart a chance.

Im not thinking about myself, I whispered.

Thats right; think about something else, will you? Youre all right now. Youre getting better. Ill see you out of this tangle. What mixed you up with a lot of crooks? No, dont tell me that, either. Dont excite yourself. I wont even ask for your name.

My names Jerry Ash, said I. They call me Poker-face.

Whats the matter? Too sick to work for an honest living?

I thought.

No, I could have gone straight, said I. But I took the easiest way out. Help me to sit up.

She did that. I was still pretty dizzy, but I could breathe a lot better, and my head was clearing at an astonishing rate. I slid my right arm over her strong shoulders, and she lifted most of the burden as I got to my feet.

Steer me out, said I.

Youre not fit to go, said she.

Steer me out. Dont argue.

She did as I told her to do, leading me to a little back gate of the garden. The lock screeched a little when she turned the key.

Then I turned my head so that my face was close to hers.

Are you going to be a silly fool? she asked me, though she didnt shrink away.

Im going straight, said I. Will you try to believe that?

Never mind the future, said the girl. To-day is enough for you to think about. How are you to get away from here?

On my feet, said I. Whats your front name?

Betty, said she.

Well, Betty, I answered, youre all out by yourself in front, and the rest are nowhere. Good-by.

Good-by, said she, and good luck.

I stepped back into the opening of the narrow gate and paused there a moment to look her over and to let her soak in. Feature by feature, the shape of her head, the shoulders, her height and bulk, I worked them well back into my mind because I felt that I would be needing to remember what she looked like one of these days.

Good-by again, said I, and went out into the street.

When I heard the creak of the gate being closed behind me, it made me feel pretty much alone, and in need of a doctor.

But I got on, stepping slowly.

I had my hands in my pockets as I came up to the next corner, and there a couple of flatties jumped out at me. I looked at them with a dull eye, and they split away to each side of me.

Just a drunk, said one of them, but as I went on across the street, I couldnt help thinking how well the trap had been set around the house of Parker Cole. Young Steven must have been at the bottom of it, I decided, and that was enough for me.

Well, strange to say, the walking didnt knock me out, but straightened me up. The ripple and stagger of the heartbeats grew better. And then a cab came along, and I hailed it and went home.

I had the cab wait in the street, because I suspected that everything might not be right. If the others wanted to double-cross me, they had had plenty of time, and police might be waiting for me in the house at that moment.

When I unlocked the door of the rooming house, therefore, and pushed it open, I wasnt very much surprised to see two men waiting inside. They got up, pale faces under the light, and came for me. So I slammed the door and got back to the cab in time. They yelled and fired a couple of shots, but we got away.

I had not gotten very far, however, before trouble slugged me again. They wanted my hide and they wanted me badly. I was hunted from New York to Pittsburgh, down the Mississippi, on boats, on railroads, and they got wind of me in New Orleans and stuck a two-thousand-dollar reward on my head. However, on that entire trip I never went faster than a walk and I put in eight hours sleep each night. Because I knew that I had nearly died in the Cole house, from excitement and physical effort.

Things were getting pretty hot on my trail all over the East and the South, and that was why I slipped out West. I didnt have much idea what I could do, but I knew I had told the girl that I would go straight, and that was my goal. The job that I had in doing that is what comes next to relate. That brings me to Barney Peel, and Sid Maker, and Makerville; to Colonel Riggs and Piegan. In fact, this opens up everything — so many things that I hardly know where to start.


CHAPTER VI. THE HOLDUP
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THE REASON THAT I headed for the town of Piegan was that it was young on the map and was also four days of hard staging from the nearest railroad. Those things appealed to me, because I knew that wherever I went easily, by boat or railroad, the police could go, also, and that they were not likely to let me alone for a long time to come. I needed to get back into the woods and the rough country, where I could get myself out of the first page of the police mind of the country, so to speak.

Its a funny thing how accidents get multiplied and enlarged, and trifles become important. There were still references in the newspapers to the Cole robbery, the Cole outrage, and the great Cole burglary. But Ive told you exactly how everything happened. Waddell was captured. One policeman was slightly wounded. Young Cole was knocked on the chin. That was all that had happened. But the police were furious because their perfect trap had failed to insnare the second thug. They could not guess how accident and the calm wits of Betty Cole had saved my neck.

However, since the price on my head had been boosted to three thousand dollars, I was glad to get onto the stage that started for the town of Piegan. Four days of staging, and in those four days I drove four decades, four lifetimes into the heart of the West. It seemed to me as though I had sped down a long chute into the very heart of a mystery.

It was a mystery to me — the look of the men who had gathered for the stage, the stage itself, like a finely modeled ship of the ancient days, and the six wild-eyed horses hitched in front of the craft that was to navigate that inland sea. I looked inside and saw a woman and three small children that had the look of tears. So I handed the driver an extra ten dollars, and he arranged that I should sit beside him. That was my post all through the journey, and on account of being in that seat, I met with a good deal of excitement and trouble, as youll soon see.

My idea was to keep my mouth shut and watch other people, and so try to pick up the ways and customs of the community. But it wasnt a community or members of a community that I found on the stage. There was a Pittsburgher, and an Alabaman with a hat a yard across and a self-conscious air of gentility, a Chicagoan who was always gritting his teeth and looking at the future, and the woman with the three children who came from Maine.

She was going out to join a brother. We all used to pity that poor brother. But people from the State of Maine are like that. They follow duty to the bottom of the sea or clear up above timber line. There were a couple of others in the complement of that company, but I forget who they were. None of them was really out of the West, but all of us would become good Westerners in the course of a few years, or else get our fingers burned and depart for the less strenuous East.

The most typical Westerner I ever knew was a Texan from Philadelphia. Westerners are made, they are not born. Ive seen a man fit into the wildest West in three days, if he was the right sort. Or, again, he might not do it in thirty.

At this time railroads were pushing through the mountains rather blindly, thrusting out side lines and spur branches. Towns sprang up, disappeared into dust, or else became enduring cities. But for every one that succeeded, I think, there were two or three that failed. It was a period of wildcatting in town building. You picked out a patch of desert and paid ten dollars a square mile for it, and you tried to cut up that square mile and sell it in batches of building lots. The profits were practically limitless, if the deal went through and enough curious home makers and fortune seekers drifted that way.

Piegan, the goal of my journey, had just been put on the map and was the brain child of one Colonel Riggs, celebrated as a promoter of new cities. On the trip I heard a great deal of speculation as to the richness of the soil, the possibility of irrigation, the presence of valuable minerals in the hills around Piegan. But I was not much interested. What continued to occupy my mind was simply the fact that the place was four days from the railroad.

The first two days were hard ones on me. The road we traveled over was called a highway only by courtesy. It was a cattle trail, most of the distance, marked out with skeletons in gruesome style, a dotted chalk mark through the mountains. Only the matchless poise and spring of a Concord coach could have supported us over the rough spots with less than broken backs. The woman and all three of her children were seasick, those first two days, which didnt help the rest of us. And the pitching motion of the vehicle exhausted me so much that when we reached the sleeping quarters at night, I dropped in my tracks, without waiting for food.

However, by watching the way the driver handled himself, I learned the easiest ways of accommodating myself to the heavy laboring of the stage, and the third day I was feeling much better, when we changed drivers for a wild man, a regular fiend who loved to throw a chill into every one of his passengers.

He was a good hand with the reins. He knew how to use his brakes, too, which was an art in itself, and he understood every inch of that rough road. However, he was always forcing the team. Every time he came to a long up grade, he settled back with a growl of resignation; every time he saw the beginning of a down pitch, his eye gleamed, and he sent the team down in a mad rush while the people in the body of the coach hung on for dear life and the children screamed with fright.

I wondered why some of our rough-looking passengers didnt take a hand in the business and tell the driver what was what, but though the men grew more and more stark of expression, more and more grim of face, not a syllable was spoken directly to the driver. When he was overlooking the change of horses, I heard some pretty dire threats, but when he returned, nothing was said.

They all held back, I suppose, for the same reason that I myself said nothing. I was frankly afraid of that man. He was six feet and something, rawboned, but with a neck like a bulls. He carried a revolver with the air of one who knows how to use it, and his eye was as wild and as red as a heat- maddened steers. He always looked as if he were about to break into a stampede, and like a stampede he drove the relays of horses.

He was to take the stage in the final two days of the trip. I knew that, so I locked my teeth and prepared to endure.

That third day my heart jumped up into my throat more than once, but still I managed to steady my nerves and got through with it fairly well. The fourth day was the worst of all.

We were climbing most of the time, and then the suffering horses were allowed to go along at a walk. When the down stretches came, however, they were frightfully steep, and that madman of a driver, with a yell and a slashing of the long whip, sent the horses racing at full speed. We whacked over rocks that threatened to smash our wheels. We skidded far out on curves and, heeling over, we could look dizzily down into great gorges.

I began to think that the driver was actually insane; perhaps he was, as a matter of fact.

I was almost glad when, as we reached the bottom of a hollow, lurched up the farther slope, and then came down to a walk, a rifle clanged from the brush ahead of us, and a masked man stepped out, the rifle still at his shoulder.

Two more voices, over on our left, yelled at the same moment for the stage to halt and the passengers to shove up their hands.

I did some split-second thinking. If we were robbed, a complete description of each of us would get into the papers. And that was what I did not want to have happen. I saw the driver throw on his brakes with a thrust of his foot and at the same time jerk up a sawed-off shotgun that leaned against the seat.

He never fired that gun. A rifle bullet cut through his arm as he raised the weapon and the riot gun dropped down to the road and went off with a roar.

In the meantime, the woman and the three youngsters were screeching like fiends, and it seemed to me that the noise was like a smoke screen that might cover me. As the driver dropped his shotgun, I got out my Colt and tried a snap shot at the fellow who was holding the horses.

He dropped in the road with a shout and started crawling for the brush, while the driver released the brakes and yelled to the horses. We swayed forward, the woman screaming that we must stop or we would all be murdered. But there was no stopping that big brute of a driver. He was standing up in the seat, letting the reins hang, his wounded arm dangling, the blood running down his side, but he had his Colt out, and held it poised, shoulder-high, cursing, swaying as the coach pitched, but always probing the bushes for the other bandits.

It seemed certain to me that they would open fire on us. But perhaps the heart went out of them when they realized that we were moving off and that, though they might murder some of us, they could hardly stop the rest.

We got to the pitch of the grade and went down the farther side. At the next hollow we stopped, and there the shirt of the driver was cut away and his wound was bathed and bandaged by two of the men. It was not a deep wound. But it stiffened his arm, and after that he went on more slowly, with such a blessed calm, in fact, that I wished the robbers had appeared the day before!

There was a good deal of talk, as a matter of course. The lot of us who had detested the driver before were now ready to call him a hero. In addition, we made up a purse among the lot of us, to reward him for his courage and to pay him for the time he would have to lay off from work. We gave him the purse, which amounted to two hundred dollars, just before we sighted Piegan from the top of the hills.

He made a speech, saying if it hadnt been for the dropping of the rifleman, we would all have been robbed of everything that we stood up in and he remarked that the pistol work I had done was worthy of an expert. He said quite a lot on that subject, and the rest of the passengers began to look on me with a great respect.

I was the only one who knew how lucky that snap shot had been!


CHAPTER VII. THE TOWN OF PIEGAN
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PIEGAN LAY OUT on a wide flat; that is to say, the upper surface was all about of a height, but the plateau was cut up with a lot of dry-bottomed draws and a few gorges cut by creeks. That bit of the flat was spotted with sagebrush. As I looked down on it for the first time that day, I saw a whirlwind pick up a cloud of dust and go swaying off with it to invisibility.

It wasnt the most cheerful prospect in the world. We could see the houses, the false fronts of the stores along the main street, and the shining raw wood which was being used for the frames and the boardings of the houses which were under construction.

I remember that the man from Chicago said, quietly, but with a grimness that made me listen: Well, I might have guessed! Its just another

He didnt complete the sentence. He didnt have to. It was clear enough that he considered Piegan no good!

The rest of us seemed to feel the same way, but the driver, who had adopted a rather fatherly attitude to us since he became a hero, told us that the place was a lot better than it looked, that water could be put on that flat and make it bloom, and that some day a fortune would be ripped out of the mountains in the shape of gold and silver. He said that he had three lots in Piegan and that he intended to buy more.

This made us all feel a lot better, and we rolled on down into Piegan with more cheerful looks.

From the inside, the town looked bigger than from the hills. There were a few good stores and an ambitious hotel, which was all that Colonel Riggs had contributed to the town and all that he ever would contribute. There were some fairish houses, a lot of shacks and tents.

Riggs had put the place on the map for the moment but, of course, everything was very rough. The streets were staked out but they were not made. The wheels ripped and pounded them, and the wind cleaned out the ruts here and filled them in there. The stage went into that town like a small boat riding on big waves.

The last stop was the hotel. You could depend on Riggs to arrange that. His hotels were always the stage stations, as well.

He came out and turned himself into a reception committee. He was a tall man with shoulders so humped that his coat was pulled up above the seat of his trousers. He had a hollow chest, a large stomach, and long legs, a little bent in at the knees, like the legs of a stork. They gave him a look of possible agility, in spite of his size above the hips. He had a sallow face with the wrinkles that fit a smile well developed, and he had a sandy mustache, pretty well yellowed up with cigar stains and with a part nearly half an inch wide in the middle of his lip.

He looked kindly and simple, like somebodys grandpa, but the way he managed to shake hands with everybody at the same time and was particularly glad to see everybody told me something.

I got myself a fairish sort of room that looked out over the post office and the future location for the city hall, as the sign on the vacant lot informed me. The same sign declared that all of that land had been donated to the community free of charge by the liberality of Colonel Riggs. I had no doubt that the sign had been painted by order of Colonel Riggs, too. I stood in front of my window, reading the sign, listening to the wind hiss at me through the cracks in the wall, and wondering a good deal about my future.

It wasnt the police that crowded my mind, just then. The bigness of those mountains in the distance and the darkness of the forests that covered them told me that I had bored my way into the heart of the wilderness, where the law would not penetrate for a long time. I forgot that a single detective might have picked up my trail.

What bothered me most was that I was flat. My wanderings had cost me a good deal. A crook on the fly cant bargain or ask questions. He has to eat and pay on the run, and those prices are always the highest. I had dribbled a little streak of gold and silver right across the map, and all that was left to me of the stuff was sixty-two dollars.

Well, I had to do a good deal of thinking, when I considered how little that was. Just down the street I could see a restaurant with a menu in front of it. The names of the foods were written big, and the prices were written small, but I made out that steak cost a dollar and a half!

There was nothing for me but to locate work. Yet what work could I do?

Well, I could handle a pack of cards with the next one, but honest cards only pay when you carry a big bank roll, and my promise to Betty Cole barred crooked cards.

Dice, gambling of all kinds, in fact, had been ruled out in the same manner. And I wanted to curse myself for a fool. Besides, I had a sick feeling that I would break my promise before very long. I wanted to go straight, but in this part of the world men made money digging in mines, or with other kinds of manual labor. Outside of that — well, I might be a clerk in a store, or a cook in a restaurant, or wash dishes.

Why should I have turned up my nose?

I dont know. But I never had worked really, except in the gymnasium, training for a fight, and thats harder than other work, but different. Every time you poke the bag, you figure that youre soaking the other pug in the stomach, and it makes the day pass pretty quick.

Logically I saw that it was crooked work, manual labor, clerking, or starvation.

Crooked work I wouldnt do.

Manual labor I couldnt do.

Clerking I despised from the bottom of my soul, but it would have to be that or starving.

I should have gone searching for a job at once, but I decided that I would wait a while and see how fast the forelock of Opportunity grew in this neck of the woods.

Then I went down to the dining room of the hotel and laid in a good feed.

I had fried venison, corn bread, hominy, boiled cabbage, apple pie — dried apples — and coffee, for two dollars and a half, including the tip. That meal made my stock of coin seem much smaller.

I went out to the sidewalk. A blinding, stifling gust of wind and dust hit me and smothered me. I was ready to damn Piegan, all its ways and days.

Theres nothing like a high wind to fray the nerves of a man, and mine were pretty badly worn, I can tell you. I was wiping the grit out of my eyes, my back turned to the wind, when a boy came out and tagged me on the arm and said that the colonel wanted to see me. He hooked a thumb toward the hotel.

I was in no mood to see the colonel, but I went in. At the door I stopped a minute and got myself in hand. A burst of bad temper was almost as bad, for my rickety heart, as a run uphill, I smoothed myself down and then followed the boy to the office of Colonel Riggs.

The door opened on him as if on a stage set. He was behind the biggest desk that I ever saw. There were stacks of papers on it. Some of the drawers were open and they were filled, too. He had maps on his walls of Piegan and of what it was going to be. He had filing cabinets in that office, too, and he looked to me like the busiest man in the world. He was writing in a rapid, flowing hand, and his head was cocked to one side, as he looked fondly down at the words he was making. I imagine that a poet must look very much like that when hes scribbling down some windy idea.

When he saw me, Colonel Riggs looked up, nodded, finished his sentence, then pulled the spectacles from his nose and came around from behind his desk to shake hands. His smile was perfect. It was stamped as in steel. It couldnt change.

Your name is Gann, is it? said he.

That was the moniker I had chosen, so I told him that he was right.

Im glad to know it, says the colonel. But I wanted to tell you that theres another man in town who would be mighty interested in you if your name were Poker-face Jerry Ash.

I looked at the colonel and smiled. You know, I didnt feel like smiling, but I had had to practice control of emotions so long and so hard that it was difficult to give me a shock. What Riggs said went through me like a stiletto, a small flick of the wound almost deep enough to kill, but I managed to keep my smile steady enough.

Glad to know anybody would be interested in Jerry Ash, said I. I looked at him, and he looked straight back at me. The grin faded from his face. He looked tired, old, and mighty serious.

Step to the window there and look across the street to the opposite corner, just in front of the city hall sign, said Colonel Riggs.

I did what he suggested, and there I saw a bulldog of a man with a cigar clamped between his teeth and his hands locked behind his back.

Is that the fellow who wants to see Poker-face Jerry Ash? said I.

I thought that you might recognize him, said the colonel.

I turned around sharp on him.

Why did you tip his hand to me? I asked.

Tip his hand? said the colonel blandly. I didnt tip his hand. He simply asked a question of me, and I asked the same question of you. Thats all.

Its more than that, I assured him. Did he tell you why he wanted me?

Colonel Riggs put on his glasses, studied me, and took them off again, nodding as though the lenses had shown him something of importance. He began to smile again on me.

He told me, said the colonel, that some of the finest detectives in the world had been on your trail, and that you had given them nothing but six thousand miles of trouble. They hadnt even laid a hand or a bullet on you. Is that right? No, dont answer. I can see in your face its correct. And Ill tell you another thing. If that stage had been loaded with gold, it wouldnt have been so welcome to me and to Piegan!

Well, thats fine, said I. But what am I to do for Piegan? Pave the streets?

Sit down, said the colonel.

Id rather stand over here, said I. I can keep my eye on that flatty on the corner, from this place. Whos he got with him?

Ah, said the colonel, you knew that no one man would ever be sent out after you. You knew that, my lad, of course!

Stuff, said I. There are plenty who could handle me, easily enough. But they usually play safe. What does the side kicker of this dick look like?

Hes a sad-appearing fellow, said the colonel. He is a trifle bent and he has a thin blond mustache.

Yeah, Ive seen that ferret before, said I. But that fellow on the corner, hes a new one. They must have picked him up along the way. He looks like business.

He says that there is four thousand dollars worth of business in you, Mr.Gann, said the colonel.

Well drop the Gann business, I answered. If Im known at all, I might as well wear the correct moniker. Now, colonel, suppose you cut the corners and come right across and tell me what Im to do for you, and you for me?

You could see at once that I liked you, said the colonel. Of course you could see that and that I was not able to believe the cock-and-bull story that the detectives told me. I knew what police persecution can be!

What did they tell you?

They told me — oh, a great many things — about a retired prize fighter, a gunman, a gambler, and a safe cracker.

He paused and laughed.

In the first place, you havent the look, he said. In the second place, youre too young to have done all of those things.

The safe cracking — thats out, said I. I might have the will, but I havent the way. Now you tell me — what do we do for each other? You havent called me in here just to pass the time of day, I suppose?

He nodded. His smile went out. He looked older and grayer than ever, and his eye caught mine, held on it, and fixed it still and steady.

You came to Piegan to stay here for a while? he said.

Yes. A while.

And the first thing you want is to have that pair of dicks slipped off your trail?

That would be a help, I admitted.

Ill have them out of town before three hours are over, declared the colonel.

I looked at him with new eyes.

Howll you manage that? I asked him.

Life is full of struggles, Jerry, said that old crook, and one cannot fight ones way through it without learning to use diplomacy, and diplomacy, and more diplomacy. You understand how it may be?

Yeah, I understand how it may be, said I.

A touch of strategy, said he, may be more powerful than the stroke of a sledge hammer, and there are certain ways and devices I may be able to use to persuade our two detective friends to leave the town for the time being — perhaps never to return to it again!

All right, said I, you strategize as much as you want to. The idea pleases me pretty well.

And now for the other side of the question, said he.

Lets have the other side, I answered.

You can make a good living in this town, Jerry, remarked the colonel. I can open up certain safe avenues — I can show you where to play cards; you might even open up a saloon in a small way

I broke in: Yes, and you might tell me which fellows have the safes that are worth cracking, and where the fattest rolls of bills are carried, but it wouldnt do me any good, Colonel Riggs.

Why not? he barked at me.

Why not? Because Ive turned straight.

Ah! murmured Riggs. Is that so? Good lad! Good lad! Im delighted to hear this. Youve turned straight. I dont know, of course, that youve ever been very crooked, but one honest man is worth more to me than twenty crooks.

I shrugged my shoulders. I wondered what the old hypocrite was driving at. At any rate, he would be worth his weight in gold to me, if he could slip that pair of bulls off my trail.

Go on, Colonel Riggs, I begged him. Let me know how the deal might stand.

Certainly, said he.

He was sitting on the edge of his desk and now he leaned forward and began to slap his right hand into his left palm, making point after point in little, short sentences. It was a sort of selling speech. He might have been out to collect votes with it.

As sure as my name is Alfred Riggs, Ive made this town.

I found it a prairie and Ive made it a town.

Ill make it a city, if theyll leave me alone.

But they wont leave me alone.

Ive invested capital, time, imagination, effort.

Ive advertised this place. Ive written hundreds and even thousands of columns of copy that have appeared in the Eastern newspapers, and nearly every day I get letters which I answer — my bill for postage and correspondence paper alone is — but let that go! After what Ive done, youd think that the people might be generous enough to offer me gratitude, not to say congratulations?

I nodded. There was no point in asking questions. He would say everything that was on his mind.

But not they, he went on bitterly. No gratitude.

But envy!

Suspicion!

Malice!

Actual hate — actual hate for one of the best-tempered men — if I say it myself! — that ever stepped upon the face of this earth!

And further than that, what do you think?

I told him that I could not guess; it seemed that he had said about all that a man could.

I havent mentioned the real danger to my life! said he, lowering his voice and looking around cautiously at the window and then at the door. But I live in such a danger, Jerry!

Thats too bad, said I.

I sat down on the arm of a chair, guessing that this little yarn would not end right away.

Men acquire a certain character, do they not? said he.

Yes, I answered.

So do towns, he went on. And the character of Makerville, our rival for county seat in this county, is that of a villain. As the town, so are the people in it. There are scores of Makerites who would pay thousands of dollars to see me dead! They would raid our honest town at any time of the night or the day. Their daily paper abuses us. The foulest language is piled upon my head, and I walk in daily danger of my life!

He paused and drew a long breath. Then he looked rather wistfully at me.

Go on, I remarked. Say it, colonel.

He literally writhed in his chair, staring at me. He did not know how far he could go, and I was in no hurry to tell him, of course. I began to guess that the colonel was as thorough a rascal as one could find in a days walk, outside of a jail. But there was something about him that amused me, too.

Son, he said to me at last, when he had made up his mind to talk to the bottom of things, I would pay a thousand dollars to see Sidney Maker of Makerville in this office — right in this office!

I nodded.

Hes your big rival, is he? said I.

The scoundrel! exclaimed Alfred Riggs. He would murder me in a minute. And now that the election draws on, and the voting for the selection of a town for county seat is about to begin — why, Mr. Ash, there are no limits to which he wouldnt go. Bribery, corruption, every method of cramming the ballot boxes — nothing is beneath that — that— The colonel had a large vocabulary, packed with just what he wanted, but for a moment, he hunted through the list vainly, trying to find the word proper to hitch to the name of Sidney Maker, of Makerville.

You want me to do him in, said I, but I wont. Im not going crooked, colonel.

He drew in a great breath.

Look! said he.

He snatched open a drawer of his desk and threw a paper before me. There was a big scrawling handwriting that covered it. It ran:

DEAR COLONEL RIGGS: I have just been offered twenty-five hundred dollars by Sidney Maker for putting you out of the way — or clear off the map. What are your terms?

Yours as ever, J.J.

Why not hire J. J., colonel? I asked, giving him back the paper.

For three or four thousand, the villain? exclaimed Riggs. No, never! But to a man who is decently reliable, I would pay something like a thousand

For Maker delivered into this office? I asked him.

Well, thats it. He nodded.

What makes you think that I could turn such a trick? I queried, looking curiously at him. Im no great hand. And Im new to this country.

He shook his head.

The driver told me all about the way you put the slug through that outlaw. He said that he never saw a cooler piece of business. Besides, theres something unmoved and calm about you that suggests that you can do what you wish to do!

I could have laughed in his face, when I remember that it was my practice in schooling my nerves for the sake of my rotten, crumbling, shattered heart that had given me this calm exterior. But I merely said:

Well, I wouldnt be any cheaper than J. J. Ill try the thing for twenty- five hundred.

What? he shouted. Twenty-five hundred dollars? And after Ive driven the bulls off your trail and

Otherwise Id want five thousand, said I.

He turned gray, literally, at the thought of spending so much money. He sprang up and stamped down his foot. Then he uttered a sigh that was almost a groan, and I knew that he was in my pocket.


CHAPTER VIII. The Road to Makerville
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THAT EVENING, I sat up in my room and wrote a letter to Betty Cole in New York. It was the third I had sent to her since I left her there at the garden gate.

I told her everything that had happened, and I put my conscience to her like this:



What would you call it?

Im going out to get a man, kidnap him, and bring him into this town of Piegan, if I can. Its illegal. But the same fellow is trying to have my boss murdered. Ill be jailed, or worse, if Im caught. But I dont feel that Im going crooked. I dont think you would, either, if you knew the state this town is in. The people expect the Makerites to rush their place at any time and set fire to it, sweep it out of existence, and butcher the inhabitants. Theyre red-hot to become the county seat, which means that the county would spend a lot of money here putting up buildings. Theyre so hot to get the buildings erected that murder is in the air.

Well, Im going to try to get Mr. Maker here until the county election is over. That will give my side the main and upper hand in stuffing the election boxes with ballots all over the county. When the thing is over, Im going to try to get Maker safely away again. That I havent told to Colonel Riggs.

Perhaps youll say that Im a black sheep. Perhaps I am. Anyway, I was tired of running. I dont know what other work I could do. So Im tackling this.

This is a country you would like. It has a lot of raw edges, but it has size, and I gather that youd like size. Im not strong enough to do this country justice, but maybe you would!



When I finished writing that letter, I went downstairs to post it and asked the colonel if the coast was clear. He said that he had cleared it for me and that the detectives were both out of town traveling as hard as they could along a false scent with which he had provided them. Riggs seemed cheerful, but nervous, and he asked me when I wanted to make my move, and how many men and what equipment I would want to have. I asked the distance to Makerville, and when he said that it was only twenty miles, with a fairish sort of a road in between, I said that I would go that same night.

As for equipment, I wanted a good, fast team of horses, and another team to lead behind — they could draw the buggy on the trip back. I wanted a man to drive, and a man to look after the led horses. Both of them ought to be armed with rifles and revolvers. Otherwise, I wanted nothing.

Riggs seemed taken aback by the readiness with which I proposed to start and he asked me with a great deal of eagerness what plans I had made. I told him that I had made no plans at all, as yet, but that I wanted to see a plan of Makerville.

I mailed the letter, and then he took me back into his office and raked out a map of the rival city. It was a huge roll of paper that he hung on the wall. Most of the space was covered with red outlines. They were to represent the dreams of what the city ought to be. The actual facts about the buildings that already had been put up were delineated in black, and there was not more than a handful of black in the midst of that acre of red.

Why, colonel, I said, it seems to be a city on the same scale as Piegan, eh?

He turned his head rather slowly from regarding the map and he eyed me steadily, with just a suspicion of a twinkle coming into his eyes.

I dont know what you mean by that, Jerry, said he.

I didnt think that you would, said I.

We both grinned openly. It made us feel a lot more at ease with one another.

Then we studied the map out with a lot of care. He showed me where Maker Creek cut through the center of town, and where the bridge spanned it, and the main stem of the place, and the house which Sid Maker himself lived in, a little out from the rest of the village.

Thats better, I said. Not so many people in earshot — if there should be a fuss.

Not so many people? He lives surrounded with people! said Colonel Riggs. Confound him, if it hadnt been for that

He stopped himself short and cleared his throat in a good deal of confusion. I could only infer that if Maker had not surrounded himself with a bodyguard of friends, Colonel Riggs would have cut him off long before this.

The game they played in that part of the world in those days was as hard as you please to think it.

Now that I had the town of Makerville firmly in mind, I sat down and drew off a sketch of it from memory, compared it with the original, saw the mistakes that I had made, drew it again, and then again. At last I was very nearly letter-perfect. I needed to be, because I would not only be working in a strange place, but also in the dark.

Before I finished, the colonel came back, looking very pleased with himself. He said that he had two men who were made to order for work like this. They would be at my disposal the moment I wanted them. He also had a good, strong buckboard; one of the two hired hands was greasing the wheels. And there would be four horses as tough as shoe leather. They would gallop all the way to Makerville and back, if need were.

In finishing, he pointed out that it was already after sundown!

Yes, he was as keen as a ferret that I should start the work at once, and I could hardly keep from laughing as I saw him striding about the office on his long, cranelike legs. However, there was plenty to crowd the laughter back in my throat, when I thought forward to the job that lay ahead.

Then the colonel took me out the back door of the hotel and across a vacant lot. There, waiting in a lane inches deep with dust, was the outfit — a two-seated buckboard, a span hitched to it, and another pair on a lead behind. The men who waited with the rig were humped over, looking no more human than shapeless sacks in that dim light.

Riggs made me acquainted with Slim Jim Earl, on the drivers seat, and Dan Loftus, handling the led horses. We shook hands all around. The colonel wanted to put in a big bottle of whisky, but I made him take it back with him. We said good-by, I stepped into the rig, and off we went, swishing through the dust. It was exactly nine oclock.

Daylight had ended long ago, but every star was out in a pure sky, and the loom of the trail was distinct enough before us. One could always tell the difference in color between the dust of its surface and the darker ground around us. But we could not see well enough to dodge ruts and bumps.

I never had such a rough ride in my life. It fairly jolted and hammered the life out of me, especially during the first miles. For Slim Jim Earl wanted to distinguish himself immediately and show how careless he was and what a breakneck driver. Finally I had to tell him to pull up, and that he was the bravest driver in the world, but that I was not the bravest passenger.

He grunted when I said that, but he managed to control his disgust.

After that, we went along at a more moderate gait, but that road was the work of the devil. Rather, it was not work at all — it was simply an accident that happened to connect the two towns of Makerville and Piegan. It dipped into hollows, climbed to rises, staggered along bumpy levels, and swayed down again into abysmal depths which often had a cold, ominous glint of starlit water in them. Once we crossed running water so deep that it almost touched the body of the wagon.

No matter with what caution we navigated that road, the straining and the bumping began to tire me terribly. We went along, I should say, at about seven miles an hour; it would be after midnight before we arrived, even maintaining a steady pace. But I had to stop the buckboard twice and walk ahead of it. A pinch was coming in my side, threatening to double me up.

When we came in sight of the glimmer of lights in Makerville, I pulled up the buckboard again, wrapped up in a blanket, and lay down on the bottom of the wagon. They wanted to know what was the matter, and I said that we were too early for the execution of my plan. That was not true. I simply had to get the kinks out of me and stop the pattering downfall of my heartbeats. So I lay there and looked at the stars, and went to sleep.

When I wakened, it was more than an hour later — just one-thirty, to be exact — and I was cold and stiff. But the heart was behaving now, for the first time in hours, and I cared little about anything else.

My two companions were disgusted. They would hardly answer when I spoke to them. They had sat up, shivering, all the time that I lay snug in the blanket. And it was a cold night. The wind was not strong, but it was nicely iced by the mountain snows over which it had blown.

They asked me what share they were to take in what was about to happen, and I told them that they were simply to wait where I wanted them. Where I wanted them was a good deal closer in. It was across the bridge, and bang up close to the house of the creator of Makerville.

They may be watching that bridge, said Slim Jim, as we came closer to it.

But there was no light showing, and I thought that we might be able to chance it. So we drove straight onto it. The sound grew more and more hollow beneath the hoofs of the horses; the heavy planks that made the bridge surface began to rattle like castanets at the sides.

When we got to the top of the arch, I could see the glimmer of the water up and downstream, and two or three lights gleaming on it. A moment later, three men stepped out and covered us with double-barreled shotguns.

Yes, we put up our hands.

A man can take a chance with a revolver, and half a chance with a rifle. But shotguns are poison, at close range, and these were close. One fellow stood at the heads of the horses. The others were on each side of us.

Wheres Doc, with the lantern? one of the trio asked, and another said that Doc was coming at once.

We could see him running toward us, his shadow swinging crazily between heaven and earth, with the lantern flashing beside him.

This is an outrage, Slim Jim Earl was saying.

Maybe it is, boys, said one of the three. We aint here to please ourselves, but to please Mr. Maker. It may be an outrage, but we aint taking any chances. After all, it aint a very long cry from here to Makerville, is it?

The lantern bearer came up and flashed the light in our faces.

By thunder! he cried out. These are Piegan men! I recognize that one! Hes Slim Jim Earl, one of Riggss crooks!


CHAPTER IX. MEN OF MAKERVILLE
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AS YOU CAN tell electricity by the shock and the thrust of it, so you could tell by the sound of those fellows growling that they meant trouble and big trouble for the three of us. I sat numbed and sick in my place, and my heart began to race like a stone bounding downhill, rattling and crashing. That was the thing that I had to think of first.

The four guards of the bridge had their guns under our noses. And Slim Jim Earl seemed to give up the fight, for he said:

Well, Im from Piegan, and thats a fact. What of it?

One of the Makerites fairly shouted with rough laughter.

He says what about it, but well show him what about it! he declared. Well show him pronto. If they aint ropes in Piegan, they maybe think that we aint got em in Makerville. Who is these other two?

The lantern was thrust in the face of Dan Loftus.

I know that fellow, too, said one. Thats Loftus, and hes from Piegan, too. The whole three of em are from Piegan. Get them out of that rig. I dunno that well find a tree handier than the arch of this here bridge.

Dyou mean that youll hang us for doing nothing but drive into your town? roared Dan Loftus.

Doing nothing? said the lantern bearer, a big man, who seemed to be the chief spirit among them all. Living in Piegan is doing something. Id rather see a man from the pen than from Piegan. A lot of worthless crooks you all are. And whos this one?

He flashed the lantern on me, his face all viciously set to jeer. It wasnt an easy moment. I was walking on tiptoe, as you might say, along the edge of a cliff high enough to put the life out of all three of us. They meant murder, right enough.

Well, when I had the glare of the lantern in my face, I had to think fast and reach far for my words, and the only name or word or idea that came to me was what I blurted out:

Maker! Thats who I want to see.

The lantern bearer turned, like the brute and fool that he was, to one of his companions, with that same loud, bawling laugh.

He wants to see Maker, he says. Hell see Maker, all right!

Yeah, well show him to Maker, and Maker to him, said another of the guards, and they laughed again, as though they were great wits.

I saw Slim Jim turn his head and look at me. His eyes rolled, and the whites of them were glistening. I never saw a man in greater fear.

Look what youve brought us into! he snapped at me, with a whine of high terror in his voice.

You done the bringing, did you? said the man of the lantern, jeering at me again. Well do the taking, though!

Is there any one here with half his wits about him? I asked, looking around past their leader.

Hey! he shouted at me. I dont suit you, eh?

I still had my hands in the air and knew that I dared not lower them. But I was thinking of all sorts of chances — I might crash my fists down into his face and jump for the rail of the bridge and so dive over for the water beneath. Though probably the water was shallow enough to let me break my head on the bottom.

You dont suit me, I said to him. Or has Maker nothing but fools working for him? He talked sensibly enough when he told me to bring these two boys over from Piegan.

The man of the lantern was hot as a coal, when he heard me talk like this. He swung back his fist and seemed about to slam me with it, when something stopped him and kept him wavering for an instant, poised on the blow.

He told you to bring them here?

Yes, said I.

Sid Maker told you?

I pretended to lose my temper.

Ive told you that before, you jackass, said I. How many times do I have to repeat it? Why else should I be here with the pair of them if Maker hadnt promised me a good fat split, and pay for both the boys, if I brought them in?

The man of the lantern lowered his fist. And at the same time I lowered my hands — but slowly. The guards hardly seemed to notice what I had done with my hands, they were so troubled by what I had just said to them.

Jim Earl looked at me again, but this time there was a wild hope mingled with the fear in his rolling eye. I was beginning to do a little hoping myself.

What would he want you to bring them in for? asked the leader of the guards, scowling at me.

Go and ask him, I snapped back, sharp and quick. You know most of his business, it seems, and so you might as well know that, too. Take us along to Sid Maker. Hes the man that I have to see to-night — unless Im hanged by fools on the way. Take us on to Sid Maker.

What would Maker want men from Piegan for? said the lantern bearer, growling out the words to one of the others.

I dunno, said his companion. I dunno what he would want with anybody out of Piegan.

You know everything about Piegan, do you? I broke in.

I know enough about Piegan. I dont wanta know any more, said the fellow.

Well, said I, Sid Maker doesnt feel that way. He finds it hard to learn too much about Piegan. He wants to learn and to keep right on learning. Thats his way. Thats what he willing to pay hard cash for. Take us on to Maker, will you?

I dunno, said the lantern bearer. I never thought of that. I never thought that they might be deserters, coming over to our side. I wouldnt blame anybody for leaving Piegan and coming over to our side.

Scotch Malmsby came over last week, just this way, said another of the men.

That recollection seemed to make up their minds for them all.

The lantern bearer turned back on me and shrugged his shoulders.

I dunno, said he, but I guess that youre all right. Id like to knock the loose jaw off of your face, and I guess that Ill do in for you, the next time that we meet — but you can go through, to-night.

Come along with us, said I. I want you to come along.

Why do you want me to come along? he asked.

I want Sid Maker to see the sort of fools he has working for him, said I.

The man swelled like a pouter pigeon.

Im going to slam you right now. I aint going to wait! he snarled and made a step at me.

I let him come right up close and laughed in his face. I knew that he didnt have the nerve to hit what he thought was one of his bosss men. And I was right.

Go on and slam me, said I. Sid Maker wont believe what Ive got to tell him, unless Ive got your signature on me. But if I can show him that, hell have your hide instead of pigskin and cover saddles with it. Its thick enough for that, I guess.

He went into another convulsion, but, stepping back, he ordered us to drive on. He said that he would fill us full of buckshot if we remained there another moment.

Well, I badgered him a little longer, and invited any of them to come with us, but they declined the job, with thanks. They had enough of our company, it seemed, and finally Slim Jim Earl started the mustangs up, and we went walking, and then jogging across the bridge.

When there was enough night and rumbling behind us to shut us completely away from the guards, Earl gave a little yell of triumph, and Dan Loftus joined him in cheering.

They seemed pretty pleased with the way that I had handled the thing, and I thought, myself, that I had been fairly smart about it. However, the truth was simply that a chance bluff had worked. Slim Jim wouldnt have it so. I couldnt tell him that his own words had popped into my mind the proper answer to the guards.

Slim Jim said that he was ready to follow on any trail in the world, no matter where it led. He said that he had been close to trouble before, but this night he had been so close to hanging that he could feel a kink in his neck.

And Dan Loftus said that he could agree to all that and that he had felt the scratching of the rope and the pressure of the knot under his ear.

I laughed a little as I heard them talking. It made me feel prouder, and I was warm all through to think of the way we had driven straight through that bridge guard.

But I didnt laugh very long. There were too many things before us and behind us now. For one thing, there was the necessity of getting back across that creek, if we were to return. And across the bridge we could not go. That was settled!

I thought the thing over and wished that I had made inquiries about the state of the creeks bank. We drove the buckboard down the side of the water until we found a place where the two shores were shelving and the water spread out so wide that it was almost sure to be a sound ford.

We would have to unhitch the horses from the rig and have them in readiness to use as riding mounts, on that return trip.

Both Slim Jim and Loftus groaned at the thought of this. Those mustangs were meant for driving, anyway. They were not intended to be riding horses, both of my companions said. So I had them unhitched, and bareback they rode the four.

I thanked my luck that only one of the four bucked, and even that mustang seemed to do it rather from excess of spirit than any real intention of getting its rider off.

Then I turned my mind straight toward the business of the evening.


CHAPTER X. SIDNEY MAKER
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SO I LEFT the two Piegan men there with the horses and started off for the house of Sidney Maker. Now that I look back on it, I wonder at the folly of the thing — I mean, hitting off there through the dark like that, with no real plan, but just aiming blindly to get near to my man and then trust to luck. However, that was what I did.

Earl and Loftus, I remember, asked me what I had in my mind, and I told them, with a lofty air, that it would turn out all right and that talk would do no good.

That was true, because there were no ideas in my mind. Not a one. Well, I went on, and found the main road, and it wasnt hard, in the clearness of that starlight, to locate the lane that turned off to the Maker house. One could see it from a distance, bulking big and black against the glow of the white stars. Maker had picked out a large hill and crowned it with his house.

When I got up close to it, I found a large gate — two big stone pillars, rather, with the gates to be fitted in later on, I suppose. Inside of that there was a graveled drive, and I avoided that. Theres nothing that makes such noises underfoot as gravel. So I skirted that, and when I came up under the house, I saw that it was a big two-story affair, with not a light in the front. The windows were as dark as the eyes in the skull of a deaths-head.

That was not so very cheerful.

I went around to the side of the place. That was all black, too. I had brought along a dark lantern, and now I saw that I would have to get into the place and hunt from room to room, with a ray of light of pick out the sleeping face of Sid Maker.

Nothing to make one jolly, that idea!

However, I didnt shudder. You see, whatever I was doing, I had to keep telling myself that the most important thing was to keep my heart steady and quiet. Once it began rioting, I was done for, and might have to lie on the ground for an hour until it grew quiet once more. So I kept myself calm, and turned the corner to the back of the house.

There I saw a broad funnel of light striking out of a window and showing up a couple of patches of sagebrush and the dark of some trees beyond it. Sid Maker was apparently making a garden. I saw the winding of a couple of paths. The garden was chiefly blow sand and hope, but you could tell that it was a garden that he had in mind.

I tried to remember all the details that I had heard of him, but I stopped with the one sentence that everybody had repeated to me, without fail. He was like a bulldog. That was the main thing. A man who looked like a bulldog and was a bulldog. That was all. I couldnt fail to know him!

I tried to conjure up in my mind a picture of a bulldogs face, but I couldnt find anything essentially human in that. I had asked for a picture, but nobody had any photos of Sidney Maker.

I paused at the corner of the house, thinking this over, and I was about to step toward the window from which the light came, when a smudge fell over my eyes. It was the dull shade cast by a great hulk of a man with a rifle in his hands. He had stepped out of some shrubs right into my path.

Well? he said.

The old heart gave a jump like a frightened antelope. I muzzled it down and choked it into submission. I told myself that this would be all right.

Well? said the big fellow sharply, his voice rising.

Aw, shut up, said I. Who dyou think I am? Riggs?

You might be, said he. Just shove up your hands, will you, and let me have a look at you.

Im the other man that Sid hired, said I. Dont be a fool.

Yeah, maybe Im a fool, said he, but Im going to have a look at you. I never heard nothing about another man, except Pete. And you aint Pete. Shove up your hands, you!

I shoved them up, with a Colt in my right hand, the barrel down, slipping into the cuff of my right arm. Its a simple trick. I had practiced it before, but never had used it. Dick Stephani taught me how to do it. A great old sleight-of-hand artist was Dick.

I held up my arms rigidly, as far as I could stick them.

Thats better, said the giant gruffly.

He was a giant, all right. He measured about seven feet six to my eyes, just then.

Now turn in there and walk right into that shaft of light, said he.

As he spoke, he made a gesture with the rifle, and as he made the gesture, I socked him. Right alongside of the head I caught him with the heel of the gun. It seemed to sink in, and he wobbled and went down slowly, as though his will were fighting against the weakness in his legs.

By the way he fell, I knew that I hadnt really cracked his skull and I was mighty glad of that. He lay in a heap, all piled up, a mountain of a man. But I had some tie rope in my pockets, of course, and I lashed his hands and feet. He began to groan, so I shoved some cloth torn off his coat into his mouth and made a gag. Still he groaned, deep down in his throat — a sure proof that he could still breathe. After that, I got him under the armpits, and pulled him over into the brush, and when I had him there, I lashed his ankles to one trunk, and his wrists to another.

Then I leaned over and whispered in his ear.

Listen, partner, said I, Im going to be busy around here for a while. If you make a noise, struggling, Ill come back and bash in your head.

He said nothing, of course, but I thought that I could see him try to nod his head in a convincing way. So I judged that he had understood.

I went off from him toward the light from the window, but the hammering of my heart told me that I would have to stop. I dropped to one knee and pressed one hand against the ground. It had taken something out of me, that brief struggle with the guard in the darkness. I could feel my lips grinning back hard, and the stretch of my nostrils as I breathed.

But I told myself that that was nothing and that I would be all right in another moment.

Well, it was true. The longer I lived with my disease, the more I came to know how the will power can control the body. And in a minute I was straight enough. I stood up, leaning on the rifle I had taken from the guard. I fumbled at the lock of it and saw that it was ready to use. Then I went on again.

When I came to the window, I saw that it was open, and voices rumbled out of it, as if out of a cave.

One fellow was saying: Ill see that and raise you fifty.

Not enough, said another. Heres a hundred to fatten your winnings, Willie.

And a hundred more, and another hundred on top of that, said another voice.

Hey, who heard from you before, in this hand? said one of the first speakers.

Oh, I been in all the time, said the last fellow. Only I aint been talking so much. Im going to win this little old show.

I got up to the window. I could stand on tiptoe, I found, and look over the whole room, because the sill was low down to the ground. A bad idea, Ive always thought, to have windows as low as all of that.

What I saw was the conventional layout — five men at a table, and one fellow off in a corner, pretending to read a paper, but really listening to the game. Hed been busted long before, I judged.

He was one of those long, dark, slim, sallow-faced men, who always look as though they have consumption. Of the five at the table, four hardly counted. One had huge ears that fanned out from his head, and bristling, whitish hair. Swede, they called him. Willie was a fat fellow, with a lot of stomach in front of him, and a cheerful smile. But just opposite to the window sat the man I wanted. I mean, there was Sidney Maker.

Yes, I knew him at once. They had described him enough when they said that he was a bulldog, because the name fitted him all the way from head to foot. He had the thick shoulders, the width of neck, the muscular jowls, the disappearing nose, and the frowning forehead. He frowned, and yet he looked good-natured, too, if you know what I mean.

I judged him to be quite a man. Right then I wished that my luck had thrown me in with Sid Maker, instead of that knock-kneed crane of a man, Riggs.

Maker was the fellow who had just said that he had been staying all the time.

Yeah, youll win it, all right, said Willie. You always win, when the pot gets big enough. Teach me how you talk to the cards, and you can keep the other things that you know.

No, Ive got no luck to-night, said Maker.

And he frowned harder, and tossed his head over his shoulder, like a dog biting at a fly.

You got something on your mind, said one of the set.

Heres a five-hundred raise on top of that, said one.

He was little, thin, sandy-haired, quiet. But I knew that he was a man. At the first glance I couldnt tell which was more of a man — Maker or this small chap.

Hey, Chuck, said one of them, youre shooting the sky.

And right away they threw down their hands, all except Maker.

He hesitated. Then he said:

Well, I wont let you hold a hand like that for nothing. Ill see you.

He shoved in his money. The table seemed to be covered with stacks of it.

Thanks, Sid, said Chuck quietly. This is what youre seeing.

He laid down a full house, queens high. I could see the starched faces of the ladies even from the window and at the angle from which I had to look. I could see the flash of them, if you like.

Well, with that betting, a full house, even queens up, was not so much, and I half expected Maker to put down four of a kind, but he only slipped his hand into the discard and muttered:

Yeah, I knew it would be something like that.

Youve got your mind on something else, said Chuck. Youre not in the game, Sid.

He raked in the money as he spoke.

Thats all right, Chuck, said Maker. I dont mind paying. But youre right. Youre always right, Chuck. Ive got something on my mind.

What is it? asked Chuck, gathering his cards as the next hand was dealt.

That ringboned son of trouble, that McGinnis, said Maker. I been waiting to hear from him.

What about? asked Swede.

Oh, a job. A big job. I been waiting to hear from him. If I dont hear pretty soon, I gotta go downtown. And I dont want to pull out on you boys.

Dont you do it, said Chuck. Your luck will turn.

I liked the way Chuck said it. I could guess, somehow, that the winning or the losing of money did not mean a great deal to that fellow. He was all right. He was a man, as Ive said before. He sat sidewise to me, and he wore no suggestion of a gun, but I was sure that he was well heeled. Yes, he was a fighter; he was the real thing. I wouldnt have liked to get into trouble with that little man, I tell you. I knew it the first flash that I had of him, and everything that I had to do with him later proved that the first flash was right.

McGinnis, hes got a head, said Swede.

Yeah, hes got a head, admitted that bulldog, that Maker.

His tone admitted less than his words.

McGinnis got a big job on hand? asked the man in the corner, putting down his paper.

Pretty big job, answered Maker, without turning his head.

You know something, Sid, said Swede.

Well?

I think about the way that you sit here, facing the window, and anybody could step up to that window and shoot you through the head.

Have you tried the height of that sill above the ground? asked Maker.

Yeah, Ive tried it, said the Swede, and he grinned, and had the grace to blush a little.

Everybody laughed, but it was rather hard laughter. I gathered that Swede was not the softest person in the world.

McGinnis got a Riggs job on hand? asked the man over in the corner.

Always asking questions! Whatcha ask so many questions for, Bert? demanded Sid Maker.

Well, a man wants to know, dont he? said Bert.

Yeah, maybe.

They played that hand. I dont remember what happened in it. When they were dealing the next one, Chuck said:

If youre worried about McGinnis, Ill go down and look him over. Only I dont like to pull out when Im such a winner. Ive picked a couple of thousand out of this little game already.

Maker laughed. His laughter sounded like a growl.

Dont worry about money. None of you boys worry about money. Were going to roll in it, if we want to. Ive got everything fixed.

If you got the election fixed, its all right, said Swede, jerking up his head.

Ill have that fixed, too, by to-morrow, said Maker.

Sure? asked every voice in the room.

The chorus boomed on my ear.

Yeah, by to-morrow.

Then Riggs is licked, said Swede with a grin.

I had him licked from the start, announced Maker. I always had him licked. Hes got nothing behind him!

Hes got a pretty good pot of money, said Chuck, shaking his head in doubt.

Money isnt men, always, said Maker. Ive got men. Ive got you boys. Ive got more in this room than Riggs has, with all of his brains and his planning. The trouble with Riggs is that hes got nobody that he can trust things to. Thats the trouble with him.

He said this not with the air of boaster, but calmly, thoughtfully, cocking one eye up to the ceiling.

Then he added: Blast that McGinnis. I ought to hear from him. I never should have trusted this job to him. He looked scared when I told him about it. I never should have trusted it to him. I should have given it to one of you boys. Chuck, maybe. Chuck never has fallen down.

Chucks so small that he cant fall very far, said Swede.

Chuck lifted his head and looked.

I aint so small as all that, he said softly.

Oh, wait a minute, Chuck; you aint so big, either, said Swede.

He grinned again. I hated his grin and the pale bristling of his hair. He looked like a bad one.

Maybe Im big enough, though — for the jobs that may be on hand, said Chuck, continuing to look straight at Swede.

Are you? said Swede, suddenly thrusting out his jaw.

I think — maybe, said Chuck.

Everything aint cards, suggested Swede, glaring.

No. Theres guns, too, said Chuck.

He leaned forward, just an inch or two.

I dunno that Ill take that, Chuck, said Swede.

I dont care what you take, said Chuck, his voice gentler than ever.

I say — I wont take it, said Swede, turning red and white in spots.

Hey, shut up, all of you, broke in Maker angrily.

He banged his hand on the table. Slowly Swede shifted his eyes toward his boss, but Chuck never moved his glance from the face of the big man. There was no ferocity in his stare, but a calm, cold consideration. It scared me, somehow, just to stand there and look at this little fellow. There was poison in him, I knew.

I dont want any more of this talk, said Maker. You know me, all of you boys. Im for everybody, until the gang begins to split, and then Im against the ones that start the break. Im against them with everything that Ive got. Dont forget it. Swede, dont say a word, and you, Chuck, shut your face, will you?

I wasnt taking anything, thats all, said Swede. And he scowled down at his cards.

Little Chuck said nothing. He kept looking hungrily, thoughtfully, at Swede. I knew that one day that look of his would develop into something bad.

However, I had heard enough for the moment. I went around to the front of the house, thinking on the way. It was a hard lay, a hard deal. I didnt see how I could crack this layout. There was Maker, and he was a handful. There were five other men, and every one of them, by the look, was a hand-picked fighter. I never had done much work with guns, but I had had some experience with my fists, and I knew something about the look of men. These all had the right slant.

When I got to the front of the house, I banged a couple of times on the door.

I waited while the echo ran back through the house. After a time, I heard footfalls. The door was opened, and a flash of light smeared across my face so fast that I jerked up my hands.

Whatcha want? said the voice of Bert.

I want Maker, said I.

What for? Starch? said he.

Yeah, starch, said I.

Well, he said, Maker is busy. Good night!

He started to close the door. I wedged my foot in it.

Take your foot out of that! said Bert, his voice cold and small.

I snarled at him: You thickhead, I said that I wanta see Maker. I mean it. Take me in to him.

Who told you that hes here? said Bert.

McGinnis told me.

Oh, McGinnis?

Yeah.

He paused for a moment.

Well, come in then, said he.

I heard him step back, and I walked in through the door. Suddenly the cold muzzle of a revolver was tucked into the hollow of my throat.

You lying skunk! said Bert.

There was always that heart of mine to consider first. I told myself that I had to keep cool. No matter what happened, my heart had to be considered. No nerves. One touch of nerves and I was the worst kind of a failure, and a dead failure, at that.

Oh, shut up, said I. What sort of a play is this? Are you taking me to Maker, Bert?

He grunted. Who told you my name? he asked.

You think that nobody knows you, eh? said I.

Well, who told you?

Aw, Bert, said I, take a tumble. Youre not in the papers, but youre known. Take me in. Or better still, bring Maker out here. I want to talk to him. Ive got to talk to him.

McGinnis sent you, eh? said Bert, considering.

Yeah, McGinnis. Who else? Why else would I be here when Id rather be in bed?

He muttered something and then he said that perhaps I was all right.

Oh, I dont care what you think about me, said I. Not any of you. When I get rid of my message from McGinnis, Ill be glad to be shut of the whole works.

Has something gone wrong? asked Bert anxiously.

Yeah, and damned wrong.

McGinnis, I never put any faith in him, growled Bert. Here, come along, you. No, you go first. Mind you, Im watching you. Theres no chances taken in this house.

Ill take no chances when I get out of it, said I. The farther from this town, the better Ill be pleased!

How come McGinnis to send you? said Bert.

I dont please you, eh? I asked him.

Oh, shut up, he answered.

But his voice had relief in it. This touch of heat on my part seemed to convince him more than anything that I had said before. So he steered me down a big hall and when we came to the door at the end of it, he called out:

Hey, Sid!

Well? growled a voice inside.

Heres somebody that says he comes from McGinnis.

Bring him in then, said Maker.

Open the door, you, said Bert.

I opened the door, and walked into the lions den.


CHAPTER XI. BLUFF
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NOW THAT I was in the room, I felt a good deal better.

It was like taking a dive — I might never come up, but at the least I was in the water.

The five of them looked calmly at me, like people who had seen a man before, even after midnight, if you understand my drift.

You — McGinnis, he sent you? said Maker.

He sent me, said I. He told me to get to you, Maker, if I had to tear the house down.

Thats a good way to tear a house down, said Maker, banging on a front door in the middle of the morning.

He was mad and he showed it.

Youve got no neighbors, said I, and it wont start any gossip, anyway.

Because it made me a little mad, too, to hear him talk like this. He flushed, turning a purplish red right up his forehead to the roots of his hair. He had a bulls temper all right.

What does McGinnis want? asked Maker.

Something Ill tell you in private, said I.

This is private. These are my partners, said he.

Theyre not mine, I answered.

Who the devil are you, anyway? asked Maker.

Well, there was no use faking up a name. I told him straight.

My name is Jerry Ash.

Anything for short?

Poker-face. Is that short enough to suit you?

Youre one of these chesty fellows, are you? asked Maker.

It seemed time to get some action out of him. I couldnt afford to wait too long. I felt that I could manage my nerves for a short patch of time, but over a long rub, theyd wear thin.

Are you going to come out and listen to me, or kick these fellows out and let me talk to you in here? said I.

You talk here in front of them. Theres nothing between me and McGinnis, said Maker.

Isnt there? said I.

But I was stumped by that. Of course, I didnt know what had been going on between McGinnis and the boss. But I did know that there was trouble in the air. I was simply playing a bluff, and it seemed to be called.

Maker did not wait me out. He went on: How do you know me, anyway? I never saw you before, Poker-face.

I never saw you, either, said I, but I heard you described.

Can you recognize a man from a description, my bright boy? said Maker.

I could see him leaning a little toward me and I knew that he was beginning to be more and more suspicious.

I can recognize you, said I.

You repeat the description that they gave you, said Maker. Theres something behind you, son!

They told me to pick out a fellow who looked like a bulldog.

Suddenly Maker laughed. And at that signal, the other five roared. They kept on roaring, when he had recovered a good deal from his own amusement, and I saw him pick them off with side glances.

Still he insisted that I should speak in front of them all.

Ill whisper in your ear then, said I.

Youll whisper what in my ear? said Maker, half sneering.

Bluff again, for me! I hated it, but I had to go ahead. I slipped across the room and bent over him. Two men pulled guns and covered me. But I whispered at the ear of Maker:

Everythings a bust! McGinnis has his back against the wall.

What do you mean that everythings a Has he

He turned on the other five and bellowed:

Get out of the room! Whats keeping you in here, anyway? Get out and keep out!

They went.

The last to go through the door was little Chuck, stepping as soft as a cat, and as he closed the door, he was still watching me in a way that sent prickles up and down my spine. There was trouble in Chuck; there was poison in him.

When the door closed, Maker jumped at me and grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me.

Take your hands off me, or Ill crack your jaw for you! said I.

He dropped his hands, cursing.

What dyou mean, that McGinnis said everything was a bust? demanded Maker. How could be possibly

I laid the muzzle of my Colt right against his stomach.

Whisper it, Sid, said I. Somebody may be listening in from the hall.

He looked down at the gun and then looked back at me.

You fool, he murmured. You think that you can get away with it, Poker- face?

Turn around, Sid, said I. Lift your arms carefully and see if you can touch the ceiling. Then lower those hands behind your shoulders. Steady does the trick — slow and steady.

He began to move as I ordered, but all the while he was arguing.

You cant get away with murder like this, said he. You know that Ive got man-eaters all around me. Theyll chaw up your bones, kid.

I dont want to murder you, Sid, said I. I dont think that Ill have to, either, because you have too much sense to make a quick move. I hate quick moves, Sid. I hate em like the devil! Move slow, and everything will be right.

Kid, said Maker, gradually lowering his hands behind his back, as I had ordered, youre making a great mistake. I could fix you for life. I dont care who youre working for, you could make more money working for me. That dirty snake, that wall-eyed imitation, that Colonel Riggs, hes nobody. Hes no man, I tell you. You believe me, or not?

Perhaps youre right, Sid, said I, prodding the muzzle of the gun into his ribs, and with my free hand catching his left wrist in the running noose of a cord I had drawn from my pocket. Perhaps youre absolutely right. But Ive thrown in with Riggs, for the time being, and I suppose that Ill have to stay in with him. I hate to do this. I really hate to. But Im going to keep on.

Then I threw a couple of hitches over the other wrist and had his hands good and fast. Theres a lot of talk about people who can wriggle out of real rope ties, but Id like to see one really manage it. Usually, somebody with a knife turns the trick for a friend.

When I had his hands secured, I went through his pockets. I got a plain little knife, a penknife, and then a pair of short-nosed revolvers. I might have guessed that Maker would prefer that kind of a gun. I got his wallet, too, and it was a good thick, hard-packed one. His upper lip twisted when he saw me take it out of his pocket, and he swore.

I had a balled-up handkerchief ready in my hand and, as he cursed, I shoved it between his teeth.

I thought that he would choke with his rage. He turned purple. His eyes started out of his face. His nostrils flared to twice their ordinary size. But there was no way he could work that gag out of his mouth except with hand power. There wasnt enough strength even in his tongue to push it past his teeth, because it was balled up into a knot, the way that Dick Stephani had showed me how to turn the trick. A handy partner was Stephani, I can tell you. He was full of tricks.

After I had Sid lightened, and tied and gagged, I asked him to step through the window and be easy about it, because something told me that that little tiger of a man, that Chuck, was out there in the hall, listening as close to the door as he dared. I hadnt liked his parting glance a whit.

Maker hesitated one instant. I half thought that he would throw himself at me, tied as his hands were, and with the crash of the struggle that he made, bring in attention from the outside.

However, he thought better of it in the long run and made no foolish play like this.

I was more than half sorry for him, when he squirmed out over the sill of the window and slipped down to the ground, with me behind him. Of course, it meant a tremendous sacrifice of pride on his part, and pride in a fighting man like Maker is as great as pride in any emperor.

When he hit the ground, he stood up and looked hastily, eagerly around him.

Too bad, Sid, I whispered at his ear, but the big boy is asleep for a while. Youll have to come along with me.

He turned his head and gave me such a look as I never want to take again from any human. It was the exquisite perfection of boiled-down hatred and malice. Two looks like that would kill a man on the spot, I think.

But, after that single, silent glance, he went on obediently enough around the side of the house. I heard some one knocking inside the house.

Theyre at the door of your room, Sid, said I. But theyll be a little too late. You can break into a dogtrot, Sid. Head straight through those trees, if you dont mind.

He went on at a dogtrot, the way I had commanded him to do. And then, behind us, I heard the crash of a door flung suddenly open and after that the shouting of a fierce voice that was instantly answered by a chorus.

Such rage Id never heard. It went through me even in the distance. There was a vibration in it, like the vibration of light. It made a red glow in my brain.

I could have guessed before what would happen if they caught me. Now it was no matter of guessing. I knew. I knew that they were with Maker as a boss and as a friend. They were ready to die for him, like children for a father.

You can imagine that I felt as though I were stepping in a fire. We got to a fence, and I made Maker sidle between the bars of it, and then there was the roadway just beyond.

How I wanted to bolt down that road at full speed, but the curse was on me, and with my staggering, leaping heart, I could manage no more than a dogtrot again! So I forced Sid to go down the road at that gait.

It was a cruel thing to do, because he could not breathe through his mouth at all. But I didnt dare to risk him with the gag out, for a little while.

And, behind me, I began to hear the rattling of hoofs. Makers trained man-eaters were beginning to scatter to hunt for their chief.


CHAPTER XII. THE PURSUIT
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WE WERE ABOUT two hundred yards from the place where my two men and the horses were waiting, when I heard the beating of hoofs sweeping up fast behind. I dived with Maker for some tall grass and pitched myself into it, dragging him down.

Through the tops of the grasses I could see the riders come up and halt. The first was Chuck. I knew him by the smallness with which he loomed in the saddle, and even in the starlight. I could see how he had turned his head toward the spot where I was lying with my man.

Theres something in that grass, said Chuck.

Chuck, said the voice of Bert, are you crazy? I hear a horse running through the sand up there. Are you going to wait here and

I hear something breathing, said Chuck, leaning a little from the saddle.

It was the whistling breath of my friend Maker, half-strangled, and pumping like a steam engine. But of course I didnt dare to take the gag out, as yet.

Its a toad. Never hear em make that noise before? Its a toad, of course, said Bert furiously. Come on, Chuck, or else stay here and go toad sticking by yourself. Im hunting men, not vermin!

He dashed off down the lane, and Chuck, shaking his head, finally lit out in pursuit.

After that happened, I sat up in the grass, took the gag from Makers mouth, and stood up with him.

He was cursing, not loudly, but steadily.

One fool can sink the biggest ship in the world! said he. That idiot of a Bert

Look here, said I, Id hate to start shooting, but I love my own neck, and if theyd come this way, wouldnt both Bert and Chuck have gone out on the long trail?

Bert, maybe — and a small loss! said Maker. But you dont know that boy Chuck. No, you havent even got an idea about him. No one man will ever kill that devil! Hes a nine-footed wild cat, is what he is.

I was almost touched by this devotion of Maker to his chief lieutenant. But we had other things to think about now. I asked him to promise that he would not make a sound if I let him go without the gag, and I promised him a bullet through the head if he broke his word. He said that hed as soon die by a bullet as to gag to death, and he declared that he would keep as still as a mouse.

So we jogged on, my heart fairly well in order again, until we came to the horses. My two men gave one look at Maker, and all at once they gasped:

Its Maker! Its him! Its the big chief himself!

Boys, said Maker, youve made a fine, brave play. But let me tell you that if you start to take me to your town, youre making the mistake of your lives, and youll all be dead men before you get me there. Besides, I can offer you more than Riggs would ever

Sid, said I, youve talked a good deal already. Another stream of lingo like that and youve talked yourself out of court!

He grunted something back at me, but he shut up.

Loftus and Earl had not been sitting still all of the time that I had been away. There were four strips of blankets cinched around the four horses, and with rope nooses they had even built stirrups.

I was mighty glad to see those stirrups, I can tell you!

We got Maker onto a horse, and the lead rope of that horse was tied to the cinch of Slim Jim Earls mustang. Then we started out.

The devil was loose behind us, of course. I could hear horses racing through the darkness. I could hear men shouting, and then, out of the distance, came a fusillade of shots, and all of the beating of hoofs and the shouting swept away toward a far point of the horizon. They had started off on the trail of the wrong fox!

That was a tons weight off me.

By thunder, said Maker at this point, I wouldnt have believed that it was possible. I still dont believe it. I dont think that it happened. I aint here. Im asleep back there at my house, in my chair. Ill wake up in a minute and find out that the whole business is a dream!

Maybe you will, I answered. But here we have you with us. How about that ford of the river? Can we get across there?

Try it and see, said he.

By his violence in speaking, I guessed that we had blundered onto the right spot. Also, if it were the wrong one, he was pretty sure to let us know. A man whose hands are tied behind him is not likely to keep mum at a time like that.

How did you manage it, Poker-face? asked Slim Jim Earl. I cant believe what Im seeing and hearing; thats all.

I had some luck, said I.

As a matter of fact, I was feeling pretty high and happy, as though the work were all over and ended. But I talked small. Its easy, I notice, to talk small, when youre holding all the aces in the pack.

You had some luck! repeated Slim Jim Earl. Yeah, and then something else, too! I never heard of such a play! You take him right out of his house?

I didnt even answer, of course, and Maker breaks in:

Poker-face, you tell me. Was there anything in that McGinnis business, at all?

Not a thing, said I honestly. I never heard of him before to-night.

Who talked about him to-night?

You did.

I did? Not when you were there.

I was behind you, Sid. I was outside the window, listening in.

He groaned and cursed, softly, steadily, for some minutes.

It was a good play, he said. Ill bet you play cards, Poker-face. Ill bet thats your special game!

Ive given up cards, said I.

Too hard on your nerves? he asked.

Yes, said I, and thought of Betty Cole, and the black, dropping shadows of that garden.

Maker was laughing ironically.

And the big sap out there in the garden, said he. What about him? Will you tell me that?

You know, said I, I simply said that I was the other man youd hired.

Did that take the thickhead in?

No, he was suspicious, and had his gun on me, and stuck my hands up in the air.

Did you use your feet on him? asked Maker, with a hungry, almost a childish curiosity.

No, I just socked him alongside the head with the heel of a Colt. I thought Id killed him, at first.

I wish you had! said Maker. I wish that youd killed the whole bunch of four-flushing

He stopped himself.

Im talking like a fool, said he. Ive got the finest lot of boys in the world, barring one only. And youre the man that I mean, Poker-face. I want you! Chuck this yellow dog, this Colonel Riggs, and throw in with a real man and

Quit it, will you? I warned him.

We might as well listen to what he has to say, chief, said Dan Loftus to me.

Why not? said Slim Jim Earl. Hes a man of his word, too!

You see, boys, said I to the pair of em, you dont understand what this is all about. I dont want to see you losing your heads, but you, Maker, keep your face shut. I warned you before. Now if you begin to yap again, itll be the last talking youll ever do.

He grunted and growled, but he shut up, while my brain spun to think how close he had come to swinging that pair of lads over to his side of the business. A mighty smooth fellow was that Maker, as I could tell for myself.

At the same time, I was beginning to wonder if he were not worth a whole gross of Colonel Riggses? These two fellows ought to know what they were talking about, and both of them declared that he was a man of his word.

Thats about as high a compliment as you can pay to a man on the verge of the frontier. If Maker was worth that praise, he was worth still more. Then, I had liked his way of playing cards. The manners of the loser mean something, and a great something, too.

Now we came down to the edge of the river, and I remember how the smooth water of the shallows darkened before us, as though the stars were throwing our shadows in front. Then Slim Jim Earl spurred is mustang in and towed Maker after him, and after Maker came Dan Loftus, and I, last of all.

Halfway out, I saw the leaders drop out of sight under water. They had blundered into a hole. Then Dan Loftus shouted, and pointed out something like a log, sliding rapidly downstream. But it was not a log. For a log doesnt have motion in itself.

We floundered and smashed through the water till we came up with it, and the log turned out to be Maker himself!

That fellow had simply slipped out of the saddle and, his hands tied as they were, he was floating on his back and trusting to leg work alone to get him out of the tug of the mid-channel, and out of the shallows where he could stand up and walk.

A pretty desperate adventure, when you come to think of it. Desperate even to talk about in midday, before a cosy fire, but in the dark of the night, and with icy snow water to reinforce all of the terrors — why, it made the thing almost unimaginable to me!

We got Maker back to his horse and out of the river. By that time, every man jack of us was soaked to the skin, and half-frozen, but we did not dare to make a halt. Neither did we dare to push on straight for our home town, because we could guess that parties from Makerville would be rushing along that road, by this time, ready to do murder at a minutes notice.

To give ourselves distance from the danger point, we got behind the trees, and trekked four or five miles down the creek. Then we camped and built a fire, and I tell you what, the greatest relief that I ever had in my life was when that flame rose broad and high and the warmth of it soaked into me.

I was done for. I knew that if I made another stroke of effort, I would be fit to collapse. I had reached my uttermost limit of endurance, and so I ordered that we should camp there.

A glint of satisfaction appeared in the eyes of Maker when I said that. Well, I wouldnt trust him to the watchfulness of my two companions. So I got a length of young sapling and tied him to it with my own hands, and then I lay down and slept like a dead man.


CHAPTER XIII. THE TEAMSTER
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ALTOGETHER, WE SLEPT for only about two hours. But that was enough to bring the dawn, and dawn was a sad thing for us, you can imagine! By this time, Makerites were scattered all the way between us and the town of Piegan, and they would mean business. They would be scattered across country, too. The longer I thought about it, the more hopeless it appeared to me.

I went out to the edge of the wood and looked across at the Piegan- Makerville road. I saw a couple of horsemen jogging down it, going past a wagon loaded with hay, that had six horses hitched on in front. A peaceful job, that farmer had. I wished that I were in his boots.

And the moment I thought of that, I decided that that was the best place for all of us.

The Makerites would probably expect me and my valuable captive anywhere rather than on the main trail. And they would be looking for horsemen, not portions of a load of hay.

So I got my fellows together, and we rode straight across the fields until we came up to the road at a bend, a good distance ahead of the hay wagon. Slim Jim Earl began to get excited, and he wanted to know if I had lost my head, and couldnt I understand that I was taking them straight up to the jumping-off place?

I didnt explain my plan. I was tired, groggy, and ready for bed. I just stuck out my jaw — as Maker was doing and led the party up to the roadside. We dismounted, stripped the fixings from our horses, and turned them out to graze where they chose. Then we sat down by the road and watched the wagon coming up. The driver was a slouching lump of a man with a head that jutted out before him. This characteristic gave him something of the profile of Colonel Riggs — a caricature of the colonel, so to speak.

He stopped his team — six rugged mustangs — when he saw us.

Hello, strangers, said he.

He gave us a grin and a wave of the hand. We all waved back, except Maker. His hands were still tied.

I asked the teamster where he was hauling his hay, and he said that he was hauling it seven miles down the road toward Piegan, and that he intended to put it in a barn he was building.

What would you want, said I, for hauling it all of the way into Piegan?

Sixteen miles? said he. What would I want to haul it there for?

For money, said I.

You mean you know somebody that wants it?

I want it.

He looked at me and took off his hat and scratched his head for a time, with the most loutish look that I ever saw. However, he wound up by shrugging his shoulders. I gathered that it was not the first time that he had given up a problem before he came to the solution.

Well, what would you pay? he asked.

How much is on that wagon?

Three tons.

What did you pay for it?

Twelve dollars a ton. Its good hay, too.

Ill pay you fifteen, and cartage. How much for that?

Well, lemme see. A dollar a day for each hoss is six dollars, and a dollar for me is seven. Then theres the return trip. Thats fourteen dollars.

You rate yourself for as much as a horse, but you wont pull as much, said I.

He seemed stumped by this.

Its this way, said he. Ive got a pair of hands. Theyve only got hoofs.

He was only about two cuts above a half-wit. I began to be sorry for him.

Fourteen dollars, and forty-five for the hay, that makes fifty-nine for the whole job, said I.

I aint added it up yet, said he.

He paused, cocked an eye at the sky, and began to work on his fingers. In five minutes or so he told me the right answer.

How much for four passengers? said I.

You wanta ride? said he.

Yes, we want to ride on the load.

He hesitated.

I wouldnt charge a man for a lift, said he.

I want to pay, though, said I. I want to pay for everything. And besides that, I want you to forget that youve seen the four of us. I want to pay you for forgetting. You understand?

It took him a while to gather the meaning of this, but finally he nodded. Out of the wallet of Sid Maker, I had taken a hundred dollars in gold, and I passed that sum on to the teamster at once.

He weighted it in his hand, with his eyes staring. He lived in a country where money came easily enough, but it seemed as though he never had seen those familiar coins before.

Why, thats a whole lot, said he, looking up in my face like a child, from his examination of the money.

It saddened me a good deal, to see his expression. I began to feel like a lucky fellow, heart or no heart, when I watched him.

Thats a hundred dollars, said I. Fifty-nine for the hay and the hauling and your return trip, empty. And forty-one even for what you forget. Were going to climb up on that load of hay and disappear into it. Is that clear to you?

After he had stared at me for a full minute, he began to nod, and then I waved the others on. They understood my plan, by listening to my bargaining, and they agreed that it was a good thing. We climbed into the load of hay and burrowed down into it. I put Maker in front of me a little, well buried. And I eased him by tying his hands in front of his face, so that he could rest with his head on his arms, if he had to. The other two were behind me. And then I saw the teamster looking up at the hay, and when he saw how we had disappeared, he began to laugh heartily.

I was glad of that laughter. It told me that the heart of the man was as right as his mind was simple.

He whooped to the mustangs, and off we went. I felt so secure that I prayed for one thing only — that we could get across the rocky draws on the way without a broken wheel or axle.

It was a rattling, crashing, hard ride, that journey to the town of Piegan.

We had just sixteen miles to go, and it took us twelve hours. We started not much more than an hour after sunrise. And the west was red when we pulled into the town.

Not once were we stopped!

That leaves out of the count five separate occasions when horsemen came up beside our driver and questioned him about what he had seen on the road, but he always said that he had seen nothing. Several times his ignorance and stupidity were cursed, but in every instance the riders went off. No one thought of that load of hay. It was too simple a place for such a valuable cargo as Sid Maker to be hidden, I suppose!

I was amused by Slim Jim Earls talk, after we had gone through several of these close calls. He seemed to forget all about the success of this expedition, and he began to regret the good buckboard, and the four good mustangs that we had left behind us. I pointed out to him that the price of the horses and the buckboard would hardly matter to Colonel Riggs, so long as he had Maker in his hands. But still Earl kept on, speaking particularly of a chestnut gelding with all dark points, the best upstanding horse, he swore, that he had ever held the reins over.

It grew tiresome, but still I had to endure that chatter. I hated the English language, before the end of the journey. There were other things to make the trip unpleasant, such as the way the dust and the chaff from the hay began to work down the back of my neck and fly into my eyes and ears. And the sun was very strong, until well past the middle of the afternoon. It was true that the hay gave us shelter against the direct rays, but it also shut out the wind, and we fairly baked and steamed.

Twelve hours of almost constant going took us out of the last of the draws, and in the dying time of the day we pulled across the final stretch of soft sand that led on the widening of the trail to Piegan. At last we could afford to sit up on our load of hay, and I must say that the sight of the little scattering town was a blessing to my eyes. As for Slim and Dan Loftus, they yelled like Indians!

I begged them to keep still and finally managed to persuade them. So we drove up the main street, turned into an alley, and finally halted behind the hotel barn.

I got Maker out of the hay load and made the two guard him in a shed while I went into the hotel to make my report.

I was pretty well covered with dust and chaff. I paused to clean myself of this, and to roll a cigarette, and pull up my belt a couple of notches, for in over twenty-four hours, I had not tasted food of any kind, of course.

When I felt that I had made myself fairly presentable, and with the fumes of the cigarette comforting me, I went on into the hotel and asked for the proprietor.

The colonel was in his office, I was told, and must not be disturbed. He was in his office, discussing important business.

It was important, right enough. One could tell that by the stream of cursing that suddenly broke out into the air and was shut off again by the slamming of a door.

A man came hurrying out, ran down the steps, and flung himself into his saddle.

This town can go to the devil, for all of me, he shouted, shaking his fist at us, as representatives of the whole place. Riggs has come to the end of his rope. I hope he rots!

He dashed off down the street, and I rather wondered that two or three of the rough-looking bystanders did not unlimber their guns and take a shot at him. But they all seemed depressed. What they heard was as though they had heard it before, and more than half agreed with it.

Trouble was black as a cloud over the whole mind of Piegan!

I turned back to the clerk and saw him shaking his head.

Ive got to see the colonel, said I.

You cant, he insisted. Besides, its too late for him to pay, to-night. The safes locked, and everything.

Go tell him that Ash has come back, said I. See if that makes him open the door!

He looked doubtful, but off he went at last, hesitating in his stride, from time to time, as though he knew that he was going on a fools errand.


CHAPTER XIV. THE TRUMP CARD

[image: img107.jpg]

THE CLERK CAME back in a minute to say that I was wanted, and he looked at me with a queer interest as he said it. On the way down the hall he confided to me:

I guess things are going smash, all right?

I made no answer. It would not be surprising if things went smash, but I had no particular knowledge. I simply felt in my bones that the colonel was a rascal.

As we came closer to the office, the voices of the people inside it cut through the wall as a knife pokes through paper. I heard a man shouting that he had waited long enough and that he would wait no longer.

The colonel put in with a harassed, soothing murmur, which was cut short by the outright swearing of a second voice. I gathered that Riggs was getting it from two sides, and I cannot say that I was sorry for the oily old rascal. It amused me, and yet it was exciting to think that perhaps I was bringing the highest trump in the pack to this game.

When we got to the door, the dispute was at its loudest, and the clerk, after having his knock shouted down, so to speak, simply opened the door, and let out the full, flowing tide of the dispute.

I stepped inside and saw the colonel backed against his desk, a fellow in rough cow-punchers garb planted before him, actually shaking his fist in the face of poor Riggs. But his voice was not as loud as that of a big black-browed man who stood with his arms folded, looking like a picture of murder in repose. He was bellowing:

Talk is the cheapest way of striking coin, but it wont work all the time. Not when people get used to the loose-lipped gibbering of a—

It made me pretty hot to see the poor colonel backed into a corner like this. It was plain that he was a man of language rather than a man of action, and I took pity on his sallow face and the frightened rolling of his eyes.

Colonel, said I, do you want these fellows thrown out?

The clerk had been waiting behind me, to see how I was received, I suppose, or to spy for an instant on the scene inside, but when he heard this, he jerked away and slammed the door behind him with a noise like the report of a gun.

The attention of the three men inside the room was focused on me by that crash, and by what I had just said. I dont know why I made such a remark. Either of that pair looked able to eat me alive, but I was driven to say something by the look of Riggs. I suppose that one of the two would have started a gun play on the spot, but each of them seemed a little flabbergasted, and now Riggs called out to me:

Not at all, Ash. Not at all. Just two friends of mine who have lost their tempers for the moment. Were all childish, now and again!

That was rather a good remark, when you come to think of it. It had them backing up, at once.

Before they got their vocabularies unlimbered, the colonel asked me what I had to report.

At this the big man of the black brows bawled out: Maybe hes got the election report!

No, I said, Ive only brought back a man.

A man from where? asked Riggs.

From Makerville, said I.

Who did you get? asked the colonel, snapping his fingers nervously. And why bring anybody but

Its Maker, said I.

That seemed to split them apart. They all fell in different directions, so to speak, the colonel bringing up short against his desk and glaring at me. But he recovered himself a long time before the other two. The bigger of the pair had flopped heavily into a chair. The smaller man had spread out his legs as though bracing himself against another shock.

Youve got Maker, have you? And how many men has Maker with him? he asked.

Two, said I, to see that he keeps his hands tied.

The second shock seemed almost greater than the first one. The colonel turned and looked out the window.

Where — where is he? he asked huskily.

In the shed behind the barn, said I.

Ill go get him, said the big man.

I stepped to the door.

Youll stay here, friend, said I, for I had no mind to let my nights work be undone by the touch of a knife upon the rope that held Maker safe.

Now who are you? asked the tall fellow, striding slowly up to me so that he could look down on me.

Shut up and back up, Hooker, said his friend. If he has Maker out there, he is the devil.

Hooker took this hint as a chance to laugh. Then he spun around on Riggs and slapped him on the shoulder.

Ive talked too much, colonel, said he. But how was I to know that you had cards like this up your sleeve?

Riggs brushed the apology — if you could call it that — away.

He simply said: I dont bear any hard feelings, boys. Only, remember that Ive done something more than talk. You said that Piegan was not worth the blasting powder needed to blow it to pieces unless we won this election. And with Maker out of the way for two days, will you tell me how were going to fail to win?

He turned to the other man.

Hookers dumb with joy, said Riggs. You tell me, Fernie.

Fernie was ready enough with an answer. He said:

If we have Maker, we certainly have the county in our pockets, already.

And town lots are good as gold payments to you boys? asked the colonel, with a bit of a sneer.

Hooker used his loud laugh again. I didnt like that man from the first. I liked him less with the passage of every second. He said that town lots in Piegan would be kiting sky-high, as soon as the place was the official county seat. But first he wanted to have a look at Maker.

I saw the colonel parting his lips with a smile and about to say a thing that I couldnt stand for.

Thats too bad, Hooker, said I. But you cant see him. The colonel and I can see him, and thats all.

Hey! shouted Hooker furiously, bridling at me like a hen, or a fool. Were not to see him, eh? This little trick is just wind and words, too, eh?

I wanted to kill him. I never wanted to kill a man more badly. So I looked hard and straight at Riggs, sort of asking his permission. The colonel looked baffled, blinking back at me, but he decided instantly on the line that he would take. He adopted the highest hand, at once.

Look here, Hooker, and you, Fernie, he said, Ive taken more from the pair of you to-day than Ive ever taken from human beings before. I took it because I know that youve been friends, and because I didnt want to let you talk yourselves out into the cold and the dark. I wanted to keep you on the inside, as from the first. But now Im not going to take any more of this. You know that Maker is here. If you dont believe it, its nothing to me. Jerry, well leave them here to try to find the light.

As he said this, he crossed the room, hooked his arm familiarly through mine, and went out into the hall with me.

He had carried off his exit in the finest possible shape. No actor could have done the thing better, but when I got him into the hall, I felt him stagger a little. He had been hard-pressed, and he was feeling his knees sag, I suppose.

He panted, like a man who had been running for his life uphill! What do you mean, boy? Was it a bluff? Was it just a bluff to get me out? Of course it was just a bluff, but it was the best one that I ever heard used. It will get me out of this town with my neck whole, I suppose. You and I against the world, Jerry. Youre a man after my heart. Im glad I pulled the detectives off your trail. I knew that we could use one another!

In a way, that was as bad a confession as you could ask a man to make. It showed that he was ready and willing to run for his life to get from Piegan before a crowd of angry investors lynched him. For I saw, now, that lynching was the very thing that was in the air.

However, I helped him out of the bottomless pit at once.

I meant what I said, I answered. I have Maker out there in the shed, unless those two fellows have let him slip away.

Only two to guard him? gasped the colonel. Great heavens, man, that was rash. Only two! Maker is a snake. He could get through a solid stone wall! Only two to guard him. Lets hurry! Lets get there!

He couldnt hurry very well, at first. He had to get his breath back, and we stumbled together through the dark across the empty yard and out to the shed behind the barn. When we came up to the barn, we could hear voices inside of it, and one of them was Slim Jim asking a question and the other was the deep rumble of Maker.

When he heard that, the colonel almost fell to the ground. He had to clutch my shoulder and support himself for a moment. His head was hanging down. He acted as though a bullet had ripped through his body.

Hes there! Hes there! he kept repeating, over and over again.

I heard him drawing deeper breaths, and then he raised his head and whispered: Saved!

I dont think that any one ever breathed out the word with more feeling than there was in Riggss voice.

How did you do it? How did you do it? he murmured, but he wasnt wanting an answer. He was wanting to feast his eyes on the face of Maker.

We went into the thick shadows inside the shed, and Riggs straightened and found the trio with his eyes. Then he walked slowly up to Maker and said to him quietly:

Maker, Im sorry that weve had to be guilty of this outrage. Well try to make you as comfortable as possible during your little stay with us!

Maker merely snorted. He was no actor, like Riggs, and he merely blurted out:

You big four-flusher!

The colonel laughed gently, as though he had heard the most courteous rejoinder in the world.

Dont take it too hard, Sidney, said he. The fact is that some of your friends will believe that you were kidnaped by force, though I suppose that most of them will have to think that you ran away from your post!


CHAPTER XV. THE WALLET
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WHEN IT CAME to the rank and file of words, as you see, Maker was no match at all for the colonel. That last speech was my idea of a good, hard sock to the chin, but Maker only grunted something unintelligible.

Then the colonel wanted to know exactly what had happened, and I told him, putting in all the facts, and nothing else. It doesnt take long, when one is boiling everything down to the facts. I finished my story in about three minutes. Then I asked Slim Jim and Dan Loftus if I had left anything out or said anything wrong, and they both vowed that it was gospel, but that something had been left out. I felt the same way about it. I mean to say, it didnt seem possible that I had been able to produce the events of that entire night within the compass of two or three minutes of talk.

Even Maker said, with his usual grunt:

The kids modest, you know. Who handed you this one, Riggs? He aint your kind of a man!

Riggs said good night to Slim Jim and Dan Loftus. He praised them to the skies, and he told them that they were going to learn that gratitude can take a more practical form than mere words. In the meantime, he wanted to look around and see just what he could do for them. They thanked him. Jim wanted to know about the price of the four horses and the buckboard, and the colonel airily told him to come back in the morning, when they could talk everything over in more detail.

So we got rid of the pair of them. They shook hands specially with me, each in turn, and each in silence. That was a thrill for me. It made me feel that somehow I had passed the stage of initiation and had become a full-fledged Westerner.

Then with the colonel and Maker, I went into the hotel. I went first, to clear the way. Then Maker walked, and behind him was Riggs. According to his direction, we went up to the second story of the hotel, to a corner room with furnishings such as one doesnt expect to find in a hotel. I mean to say, the bed was bolted heavily to the wall, and the wall was reinforced with big six-by-six stanchions to accommodate the bolts. There was a chair, screwed to the floor, also; and there was an iron rod running across one side of the room, with a chain and a double pair of shackles hitched to it.

Well try to make you comfortable here, Sidney, said the colonel. Its the best that I can do for you, at the moment.

He said this as he turned from lighting a lantern that was bracketed onto the wall of the room, and the falling glow of light etched his smile in white and black, and made him look like a very contented old devil.

Maker said: This is all right, Riggs. When one end of the plank goes up, the other one has to go down. Thats a law, I suppose.

He sat himself down in the chair and folded his hands. Ive said before that I had tied his hands in front of him. The colonel noticed this and called it rash. However, after he had fitted the shackles on his guest and locked them, he seemed much more contented. In the meantime, he pointed out that he had hated to have a place like this in his hotel, but that there had to be something in lieu of a jail in a town like Piegan.

Maker only nodded, and yawned. He was as cool a fellow as I ever saw.

Now, Sidney, said Riggs, what can I do to make you comfortable?

Feed me, said Maker.

The colonel nodded, and pulled a bell rope that made a faint tingling in the distance.

By the way, said I, you owe Maker a hundred dollars.

I do? murmured the colonel, waiting for the point of the joke.

I had to borrow a hundred dollars from him, said I. I had to take it out of his wallet.

I pulled out the leather case as a sort of proof.

By the jumping thunder! said the colonel. Is that Makers wallet? Let me have it!

I stared at him.

Im not a robber, colonel, said I. I keep this until Maker goes free, and then he gets it back. I only want you to pass over the hundred to fill it up the way I found it.

Thats a good one, too. Maker sneered.

The colonel laughed. He was in the highest good humor, as a matter of course.

Look here, he said, I see a whole sheaf of papers in that wallet. I dont give a whack about the gold thats in it, but Id like to look into the secret workings of Mr. Makers mind. Let me have the wallet, Jerry. Dont you fear that Ill steal a penny from an old friend like Sid Maker.

He laughed again, holding out his hand, but I shoved the wallet back inside my coat.

You dont understand, said I. This belongs to Maker. Its not mine to give you.

By this time, Riggs was ready to gape.

Say that again! he commanded.

I said, I repeated, that Im not a thief.

Just a kidnaper, eh? said Riggs, with his sneer, which was as ready as his smile.

I had to groan a little, when he called me a kidnaper, and I answered: Well, colonel, you may call me that, I suppose. But this is a strange part of the world. Youre all breaking the law, out here. When we got to the bridge over Maker Creek, we were almost lynched, all three of us. Heads are fitted on pretty loosely, it seems, in this neck of the world. And stealing Maker himself, why, thats in the game, as I see it. But stealing a penny out of Makers pocket, that doesnt go.

In fact, that was the way that I saw the thing then, and to tell you the truth, thats the way I see it now. The whole set of them, on both sides, were ready to stuff ballot boxes, fight to the death, cut throats right and left. Grabbing Maker was simply in that game, it seemed to me. But Makers wallet — well, that was different, and I had made a certain promise to Betty Cole.

No matter how clear the affair was to me, and my point of view, Riggs was staggered as if I had shot him through the head, and even Maker was agape as he stared at me.

I know what you mean, said Riggs dryly. Of course theres a value on that wallet. I know that, youre not fool enough to give away your fortune, though I cant help telling you that if you resign your future into my hands, it will be all the better for you, my lad!

The oily old hypocrite!

I looked in his face and smiled.

Good for you, colonel, said I. I know that youll be generous. But the wallet stays with me till we turn Maker loose. It has to be that way because its the only way that I can see. First I want something to eat. Then I want to sleep. And Im going to do both inside of this room. Otherwise, well find that Maker has slipped out and taken to wings.

The colonel swayed back on his heels, as though he needed a little extra distance from which to look me over. And after a long moment of silence he muttered:

Well, well let it go like that, just now! Only dont try to play both ends against the middle, my son!

With that, he went stalking out of the room, in a cold fury!

I saw him go with no great concern. This was a pretty confused business, all right.

Presently they brought in a pair of heavy trays, and I set the hands of Maker free and shoved the table over where he could sit on the chair and eat in some comfort.

He said nothing to me, during all of that time, but just ate, and drank his coffee, and every now and then he lifted a scowling glance at me, and held it steadily on my face for a moment.

Finally he finished. I gave him the makings of a cigarette, and we smoked together, while I filled up the cups with the last of the coffee.

Then he said:

Youve got me beat. Youve got me stopped, kid.

I shrugged my shoulders. There was really nothing that I could say to that, of course.

Whats the matter, Jerry — if thats your name, said he. Why do you throw in with that long-legged frog eater, that crook of a Riggs?

I bumped into him first, and hes done me a good turn, said I.

He began to nod.

Youre right, said he. It pays to remember a good friend. But Im sorry for you. The pay will be slow, in your case, Im afraid. But about that wallet. You meant what you said?

Yes. I meant it.

Well, youve got me beat, said Maker.

He went on smoking, his scowl deepening, his eyes almost disappearing under his brows.

Look here! said he.

Well? said I.

You know that Riggs will never stop till he has that wallet out of you? You know that hell cut your throat to get at it? You know that whats in that wallet means more to him than I do?

I listened, and could guess that he was right. When the colonel left the room, it was with the look of one who is coming back, before long.

Thats all right, said I. A man has to take his chances.

Well, muttered Maker, I wish you luck. But youre going up against a tough one. Riggs, he looks good-natured. He is, too. Hes free and easy, with the lives and the money of other men. He never has used a gun in his life, but hes caused more killings than any ten men in the West!

That I could more than half believe, too. And the more I thought about this picture into which I was fitting myself, the crazier and more dangerous it seemed. I finished my cigarette, stamped out the coal of it, and carried the trays outside the door, into the hall. Down the hall there were two shadows, leaning on things that were not walking sticks. I saw that my friend the colonel had blocked the hall with a pair of riflemen.

So I went back and locked the door behind me.

Your chain is long enough to let you go to bed, said I to Maker. Ill borrow one blanket off the bed and turn in on the floor. It wont make my bones ache. I could sleep through a hurricane, just now. But if you stir on the bed, or so much as lift your head, it will waken me. And the minute that you hear a noise, let me know, will you? If they try to break through that door or climb through that window, Ill stop them if I can.


CHAPTER XVI. THE CELEBRATION
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I COULDNT GO to sleep at once, for all of that. Because suddenly Piegan woke up. The whole of that little town got up on its highest horse and came with tin pans and horns and lighted lanterns and flaming torches, and pranced and danced and raised the devil in front of the Riggs Hotel.

I said that the town seemed under a shadow when I rode into it that afternoon. But the shadow had lifted now. That was the sunniest little spot in the world, in spite of the dark of the night. A word and a rumor had gone around, and I could guess what that word and that rumor was, because when the crowd came yelling, they were singing the praises of Colonel Riggs, and cheering for Piegan, the county seat!

You can bet that they wanted to win that election. The winning meant that every mans investment was returned to him, multiplied by ten; the losing mean that the investment was wiped right off the books just the way that Piegan would be wiped off the map.

They yelled for the colonel; they demanded a speech.

I went to the window and saw a fellow get on the seat of a buckboard with a bottle of whisky in one hand and a revolver in the other. He would let off a sentence in praise of Riggs, and then fire a couple of shots out of his gun. And when he fired, the horses hitched to the buckboard would make a lurch and he would sway over and balance on one foot, like a performer on a tight wire.

When he rocked back to the level again, he would take a swig out of the bottle and resume his speech in the favor of Riggs, the maker, the creator, the savior of Piegan.

The crowd was greatly amused by this performance, and in the interims of the speech, they yelled and howled, and they called for the colonel over and over again.

Finally he came out and stood on the front of the porch, where I could just see him. How they yipped when they saw him. Some of them wanted to give him a ride on their shoulders. But he waved them away, and said it would be a shame to leave that spot, because he had just ordered a barrel of whisky to be tapped in the middle of the street.

After that, the crowd was pretty willing to linger right there!

Then everybody grew silent, and the colonel started in his speech.

He began it quietly, making a few jokes, and picking out men here and there for a word or two, or a pleasant remark, and all heads turned, with a white flash, toward the people he was singling out. A neat way he had of making friends from the platform, that fellow Riggs. And one could see that he was a good fellow — in public!

Then he changed his topic a trifle, and he said that he feared it could not be a perfect evening for everybody in Piegan. He feared that there was one exception. He was afraid that there was a man in Piegan, that night, who was famous as a builder of towns. And he couldnt be sure that that man was really happy.

Of course the crowd appreciated this a lot. They howled and laughed, and then a couple who were already more than half drunk, began to yell that it was time to lynch Sid Maker, and that he had lived long enough, and that he was a treacherous snake, and not a man at all.

The colonel held up both his hands to command silence. It was quite grand and made a fine picture to see him stand there, with his long arms lifted, and the wind fanning the long tails of his coat — he had put on a claw hammer — and the torch light dancing and flaming against the silver of his flowing hair.

I admired him, and despised him, and laughed at him, and admired him again, all in a moment.

Then he told the crowd that it was far from him to wish to see any mob violence staining the pure record of Piegan. Some one burst out into a guffaw, at this, because it was known that at least half a dozen men had been murdered up to date in the young pure record of that city. The man who laughed was hit by about ten fists from ten different angles, and his laughter went out like a candle.

Yes, a nice, gentle crowd that was!

The colonel went on talking, after the interruption, and he said that he wouldnt countenance any harm done to Maker. He realized that he was only one voice in the growing city of Piegan, but that that one voice must always be raised against violence, and upon the side of right and law.

I thought that every one would break into a roar of laughter, at this nonsense, but the people simply nodded, and murmured agreement. They had been ready to take off the colonels hide, at sunset. They were ready to make him a hero, now, and a prophet, too.

He went on with some more balderdash, and finally he referred to three brave young men who had endangered their lives for the sake of Piegan.

There was a long, loud howl, a cowboy yell, at that. And every hat went spinning up into the air, as though the thing had been rehearsed.

Then the colonel stretched out a long, skinny arm, and singled out a face.

Theres one of them now, said he, as brave a lad as ever forked a horse!

It was Slim Jim Earl, and the men near him had him on their shoulders, at once. He stood up in their arms and began to saw the air and make a speech. He had had too much of that free whisky, of course, and it had loosened his tongue clear to the roots. He declared that there had not been three. There had been only one, and two of them were just present, and that was all. He and Dan Loftus had worked on marching orders, and he wanted to tell them what Poker-face had done.

Believe me when I say that he told them. I never heard such a strong imagination at work. He knew a good deal of what had happened, and even that he embroidered with a margin of red and gold. And when he came to the missing chapter, my excursion to the house of Maker, he let his imagination run riot. He simply gave the boys red-hot shots, one after another. According to him, I seemed able to walk through walls, make myself invisible, out-shot five or six practiced gun fighters, and he wound up by having me run half a mile, carrying Sid Maker like a sack of potatoes on my shoulders, and turning, now and then, to shoot it out with the mounted Makerites.

I never had heard such rot. I heard the crowd grow silent. I waited, holding my breath, for the explosion of derisive laughter. But they didnt laugh! They exploded, right enough, but it was with cheers. They fairly split the sky with their noise, and made a flame jump in the center of my brain.

I turned back into the room.

Slim Jim is the biggest natural liar that I ever listened to, I said to Maker.

He only laughed.

We breed em the biggest of all kinds, in everything, out this far West, said he. Dont be surprised, son! And he laughed again. Listen to em now! said he.

They were cheering once more, organized cheering, and the person that they were cheering was Poker-face!

I have to be honest. It made me feel small. Something shrank inside me, but there was a core of burning joy that made me tremble. Then the speech of the colonel went on, but I had heard enough. I got my blanket, rolled up in it, and lay down in the exact center of the room.

Maker, I said, if anything happens, give me a call.

Then I went to sleep like falling off a log.

However, I wasnt due to sleep out the whole of that night. The colonel, confound him, had started that crowd to madness with his greasy, hypocritical talk. And it appeared that after I went to sleep, he talked right on, and gradually built for the people a pretty frightful picture of Sidney Maker, the man-killer, the destroyer who wanted to burn Piegan to the ground. And he particularly drew a bright picture of the guard posted on the Maker Creek bridge, with orders to hang any man from Piegan who attempted to cross it.

This thing went on for some time.

At last, through my sleep, I seemed to hear a sound of thunder. And next, a voice called:

Jerry! Hey!

I started up, with my heart hammering.

Theyre coming for me, boy, said Maker.

That was it. The sound of thunder had been the roar of footfalls on the stairs. The noise was flowing down the upper hall now. It seemed to be right in the same room with me.

Outside, in the street, I could hear voices yelling: We want Maker! We want Maker!

Yes, that smooth devil of a Riggs had done his business thoroughly and started the bloodhounds after a helpless prisoner. I saw the thing in a flash, and it made me sick at heart, I can tell you!

Maker was saying, as I ran to the window and looked out: Its no use, son. They want me, and theyre going to have me. I knew it would be this way, the moment I saw Riggss face, when you refused him the wallet. He meant murder then. Hes doing murder now. Keep out of the way and see that you dont get mixed in. Ill tell you this — youve been a white man. The only white man in the whole town of Piegan!

Outside the door, the footfalls stopped. A hand beat heavily upon the door.

Hey, Poker-face!

Yes? I answered.

Are you there, Poker-face?

Yes, Im here.

Is Maker in there with you?

No, said I. Hes in another room.

He says that Maker is in another room, called the questioner.

There was a loud answer from the back of the crowd.

Then the hand beat on my door again.

It wont do, Poker-face, said the speaker. Youre a good kid, a grand kid, and the pride of Piegan. But we want Maker, and were goin to have him. If you knew what he was, you wouldnt want to save him. Open the door, because were goin to come in.

I waited a moment. Then I sat down in the chair. I was sick. Icy sweat came out all over my body. It came out so thick that it began to run.

Dyou hear? called the man at the door, beating on it again, and anger coming hotter in his voice.

His enunciation was a little thick. I guessed that he and two thirds of the rest were partly drunk. Just drunk enough for blind murder.

But something forced me ahead. I wont call it conscience, but a voice came up in me that found its own way through my lips, a thin, small, croaking voice that I didnt recognize.

Ill shoot the first man through the door! said that voice.


CHAPTER XVII. GUN PLAY
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THERE WAS AN uproar, in answer. I heard some of them saying that they would break my neck, and others yelling to the leaders to go on and break down the door.

Then some one put a big bullet through the lock of the door and smashed it open with a kick.

I was sitting in the chair telling myself that I must not faint. I knew that I was about as good as dead. For I had to interfere, and if I did, that mob would break me into pieces too small to find.

Well, as I sat there with the revolver hanging loosely out of my fingers, through the door charged the figure of a man I recognized, for it was that same Hooker who had been bullying Riggs in the office during the evening of that day. I tell you, I was positively glad to see that it was Hooker. If I had to shoot somebody, he was just the man for me.

When he saw me with the gun in my hand, he yelled out: Murder! Come on, boys!

Jerking up a short-barreled, heavy carbine that he was carrying, he let drive at me. The thing was a regular blunderbuss. The kick of it turned him half around, and as he turned, I fired.

I knew that my shot had gone home. Hooker sagged sidewise toward the door, for a step or two.

It seemed to me that there were ten people jammed in that doorway, but not a one of them made an attempt to break in on me after the shot I fired.

Hooker turned around toward them, with one hand held over the wound, and the other hand stretched out before him, as though he were groping for a light.

That big, roaring voice of his had become as quiet as the voice of a sick child, as he said:

Boys, he shot me! Boys, hes killed me!

He stumbled out into the hallway, and there I saw him collapsing, and hands grasping at him, and supporting him, and carrying him away.

Well, the whole crowd turned its attention to Hooker, and not a soul was left to charge me through that open door. I could hardly believe that the danger had come and gone like this. But there I sat, still master of the situation.

I was thankful that my heart was not rioting. I told myself that I would be hanged for this, in due course of time. But there was hardly any way for me to get out of the hotel, and in the meantime, I seemed dying of fatigue. So I gave my revolver to my prisoner, and told him to use it to stop any advance through the door, and to wake me up in the pinch.

Boy, he said, set me free from these irons, and you and I will break through ten walls of hellfire. Together, nothing in the world could stop me!

I answered what I thought, for some reason. Perhaps I was too sick and tired to do any real thinking.

Ive started on this line, and Im going to fight it out this way. Ill try to see that they dont double-cross you again, Maker.

He was too much of a man to argue. I wrapped myself in the blanket and lay down. For a time, I watched Maker, interested in the tireless way in which he sat up there on the bed, gun in hand, rigid, always ready for a fight. Then I began to wonder about the silence that had fallen over Piegan. It had been as noisy as a great battlefield, a short time before. Now it was as still as a graveyard. Only, from time to time, I thought that I heard whispering voices. In the midst of that wonder I fell asleep.

When I wakened, it was well past dawn, and along in the rose of the early morning. I got up and washed, and wished for a shave. I took some soap and water to Maker, and he looked me over with a grin.

Not as neat as Ive seen you, Poker-face, said he. Give me the makings, will you?

He made his smoke with his manacled hands, and I lighted it for him. He drew in a great breath of the smoke, and talked with the cloud issuing in a rush from mouth and nose, torn into fragments by his enunciation.

That didnt mean anything to you, kid, I guess, said he.

What? Last night? said I.

Yes, last night. You snored in your sleep. Youve got enough brass in you to line all the boilers in the world.

I was tired, Sid, said I, but I was scared, too. I was terribly scared.

Yeah, Ill bet you were scared, he drawled in unbelief.

I was. I was scared to death.

Quit it, Poker-face, said he. I never saw a cooler thing in my life than the way you let that brute of a Hooker take a shot at you before you plastered him. Thats drawing it pretty fine, boy, to let a man drive at you from that distance. Youre cutting it pretty fine, Poker-face, and one of these days you may miss a trick. But I suppose that youve kidded with death so long and so often that you think shes a sweetheart, eh?

Listen to me, Sid, said I seriously. Youre getting an entirely wrong notion. My nerves are just as weak as the next fellows. I didnt expect that Hooker would be brute enough to shoot at me before Id lifted a hand against him. Thats the only reason that I waited. Not because I wanted to give him the first chance. It makes me sick to have you wander around with the wrong impression of me, Sid. Im just as common and ordinary in every way as any other man. There was once a time, but thats gone — thats gone!

I stopped off short, for I was thinking about my palmy days, when I lived in the pink of condition, and ten hours slogging in the gymnasium were not too much for me. Those were the days when I was all India rubber and tool-proof steel. Those were the days when I could let the hefty socks bounce off my jaw, while I waded in with both hands, hunting for the knock-out.

But those days were all dead for me. And they wouldnt come back, either. I was a dead man. Half of me was dead, that is to say. The other half dragged on a miserable existence.

I recovered to hear Maker saying: Once you were an artist, eh? Was that it? Now youre only the pet man-killer of Piegan. But youre doing pretty well in your line, kid. Dont you complain. Youre making yourself a real headliner.

I saw, all at once, that it was no use to argue. Maker was a level-headed fellow, but he had seen me under such circumstances that he insisted on making me out a prodigy.

I sat silently by the window and looked up and down the street. It was fairly empty. A man walked across toward the hotel with his coat collar turned up around his neck, and a derby hat on the back of his head, and his hands shoved down into his coat pockets. He looked dirty, unshaven, and whisky-sick.

I felt somewhat the same way, though I hadnt a drink in me.

How I yearned for a drink then! How I begged in my soul for one, but I knew that I didnt dare touch the stuff. Not with a crazy, shaking heart like mine.

You better go to sleep, Maker, said I.

I slept four or five hours last night, said Sid Maker. Im all right. Ive had all the sleep that I can use. I want food, right now.

Maybe theyll try to starve me out, I suggested.

Just then, down the hallway, came a light, long step, drawing rapidly near us.

Hello, boys! Hello, Jerry, sang out the voice of that scoundrel, Colonel Riggs.

I took the revolver from Maker, shoved it into my coat, and went to the door. There I met the colonel.

Well? said I.

He tried to meet my eyes, but he couldnt.

Then he wanted to carry the thing off with a flow of words. He always had plenty of words, confound him.

Things are swimming, positively swimming along, said he. Ive sent my agents all over the county. Makerville — youll be sorry to hear this, Sidney — is buzzing like a hive of wasps, but the town has just learned that youre visiting over here, and they hardly know what to do. In fact, theyre doing nothing, but letting Piegan step out and collect the honey!

He laughed and rubbed his hands.

I let him come in and stood back against the wall, bracing my shoulders against it, studying him.

The whole county will be swept, he said. Theres no doubt about the way that things are going. I wont deny, Sidney, that you had a great following, but you must understand how it is. People in this part of the world believe that a man is either on top of his luck or under it. They like to follow the man whos on top, and since they find me sitting in the saddle just now, theyre following me. Several of your best men from Makerville have ridden over and offered to enlist with my forces, to-day.

Have they? snapped Maker, touched at last. Bert?

No.

Swede?

No, not that one.

Chuck?

I havent denied that a few of your men are faithful, Maker. I wouldnt expect them all to come away.

If I have those three, I dont care about the rest, said Maker. Youre welcome to the lot. You hear?

I hear you, of course, said the colonel. But, in addition, you must remember that the election is to-morrow. Forgotten that?

Maker said nothing. He made his face a rather sullen blank and comforted himself with silence.

Now then, boys, said the colonel, carrying on smoothly, I suppose that you have an appetite for breakfast. Ive got some of the best ham you ever laid an eye on, and fresh eggs, too. And coffee — you can smell it from here! Theres only a little trifle to ask of you first, my son. He turned to me.

What is it, colonel? said I.

There are a lot of angry men in this town, boy. They want your life, but Ill stand between you and them, never fear. However, I think that you better intrust that wallet to me, in the first place. It would be safer, I should say.

I merely stared at him, my shoulders comfortably against the wall.

Well? he asked, somewhat impatiently. What are you thinking of?

Im thinking its a strange thing, said I, that nobodys killed you. Because Im half of a mind to do that job myself, right now!


CHAPTER XVIII. THE COLONEL PAYS
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IT WAS ALWAYS amusing to see the line that the old rascal took when he was in a corner. He pretended to be very surprised now.

Why, my dear boy, my dear boy! Im offering you my personal guarantee of safety against mob violence in this rough young community. And in exchange, Im merely suggesting that you should let

Colonel, said I, will you quit it?

He dropped his manner at once.

Quit what, Jerry? said he.

Quit this nonsense. Dont you suppose that I understand perfectly that you built up that crowd last night for the sake of seeing Sid Maker, here, smashed and torn to pieces?

I? cried the colonel, lifting both hands in protest toward the ceiling.

Suddenly I began to laugh. I couldnt help it. The old boy was too perfect in his part and in his lines. I saw that he was a perfect rascal, and while I was laughing, I saw him looking toward me with a twinkle in his eyes.

When I could sober up, I said that I wanted a shave and breakfast for two.

Come down with me, said Riggs, unless you think that Maker may not be safe in your absence. Safe from the crowd, I mean.

Ive made him safe from the crowd, said I. And I nodded at Sid.

He lifted in his manacled hands the big, blue-barreled Colt that I had passed to him.

I thought that Riggs would faint. He actually made a step to get behind me.

Its no use, colonel, said I. That gun is a beauty. It would think nothing of shooting through a span of men at this distance.

Youve given Sid Maker a gun! said Riggs.

He was pretty lonely without it, said I.

I never thought to see the day when Sid Maker would be in my hotel with a gun in his hand! Get out of this, boy. I want to talk with you. Come along with me! ordered the colonel.

I tailed along behind him, and stopped at the door to say:

Id leave that wallet with you, Sid but it would only get you murdered while Im gone. Ill see that some breakfast is sent up to you, though.

He thanked me, and I went down the hall behind Riggs.

The rascal took me to his own room, which was furnished very comfortably, and he offered me a drink of whisky out of his own silver-mounted flask. Well, I stared at that drink which he had poured for nearly a minute, with my whole soul turning over from a desire for the shot, but finally I shook my head. I knew that even a single slug might put me in bed for twenty-four hours, if it happened to hit me in the wrong way.

But I took a bath and a shave, and left my clothes to be cleaned and brushed and pressed, while I wrapped up in one of the colonels dressing gowns and had breakfast in his room — and what a breakfast it was. He was tormented by the sight of me eating, and as I put away steaks and eggs and ham and hot corn bread, and a lot of hot milk and coffee, Riggs walked up and down the room and made faces that looked like indigestion pains.

I ate and ate, and ate again. I stocked up for everything that I had missed. Supper of the night before had been merely a whet, so to speak.

In the meantime, while he stalked about the room, Riggs was telling me about his plans for sweeping the county. And I must say that he had thought up some good things.

He had a dozen men and women working in various places, quietly spreading rumors that boosted Piegan and dropped the stock of Makerville as a possibility for the county seat.

He had it out that Makerville was lying on loose gravel inclining toward the bed of Maker Creek, and that the first serious earthquake would spill the whole town down into the creek bed. Then, again, he had other people telling that the gravel on which Makerville stood would not uphold securely the foundations necessary for public buildings.

He had it rumored that Makerville was a fever hole, and that the place had always been avoided by the Indians, natural connoisseurs of healthful spots.

In a word, he was undermining Makerville from beneath and blasting it from above. And where these methods did not seem likely to succeed, he was rounding up all the floating vote of tramps and hoodlums and buying them for election day.

That was the way of it with Colonel Riggs, maker of cities.

He got very enthusiastic, as he detailed his plans, and enlarged upon his schemes. And as he talked, he caught fire from fire, and new ideas came to him that made him jump for pencil and notebook. He said that I was a stimulating companion, and that it was easy to see that I got the best out of people by inspiring them. As a matter of fact, I had hardly said three words.

Finally, my clothes came back in neat order at the end of the meal, and I dressed. Then I suggested to Riggs that he might pay me for the work I had done.

Come, come, my boy, says he, you cant expect to keep the thing and make me pay for it?

Keep what? I asked.

Youre keeping Maker in your hands, said Riggs.

Im keeping him from dirty murder, thats all, said I.

Hes no use to me, said Riggs.

Ill turn him loose then, said I, and youll see how long it takes him to knock all of your fine election schemes into a cocked hat.

I started for the door.

Hold on, Jerry, bawled the colonel, you dont seem to understand that a man will talk in a heat, now and then, and exceed caution, a little. You must allow for a trifle of exaggeration. Of course Im glad to have that rascal of a Marker here in quiet. Though it

All right, said I. You admit that hes worth a lot to you. But all I want is the twenty-five hundred that I bargained for. I want that and I want it now. Im collecting, Riggs.

But the bargain he protested.

The bargain was that I should deliver him in Piegan. Here he is.

Riggs sighed. I half expected, said he, that you would take this line with me. But Im too old a man to expect real justice from a young man. Well, well, my friend, here is the money agreed upon. Take it, and good luck to you.

He held out to me a heavy little canvas bag. I took it.

Now the hundred dollars to fill up Makers wallet? said I.

Yes, I havent forgotten that, either, said Riggs.

He smiled at me in the most genial fashion, and of course I knew at once that he was lying as fast as a clock can tick. However, I chose to grin at him.

He was in a good deal of a hurry now, and looked at his watch, and exclaimed that he had an appointment, and that he would have to run, as a matter of fact!

Well, I simply stood between him and the door and laughed some more.

Its no good, Riggs, said I.

Whats no good? said he, frowning.

Im going to count my money — so that I can give you a receipt in full.

He lost some of the pink in his hanging jowls.

Tut, tut, Jerry, said he. Between gentlemen — a receipt, indeed! Wouldnt dream of asking such a thing. I know that your word is as good as another mans bond. I have the most perfect trust in your integrity, my boy. The most perfect faith in the world.

He tried to push past me, saying that he would see me later but that now

I caught him by the arm.

Sit down, colonel! said I.

He looked back at me, saw poison, I suppose, and submitted. He went over to the window and sat down in a chair, where a broad stream of sunshine poured in upon him. And his long, active fingers were drumming rapidly against the arm of the chair.

Then I opened the canvas bag and poured the money out on the table. The stack was big enough to contain twenty-five hundred dollars in gold, but as a matter of fact, a good part of it consisted of fine, fat, silver dollars!

I counted the sum over, calling to the colonel to watch me, and make sure that I didnt palm any of the coins.

He muttered something about perfect faith and trust between gentlemen, but I paid no attention to that. I was stacking the coins in heaps of ten which made the counting easier, and that blackguard, I found, had put into the canvas sack, exactly one half of the sum he had promised. There were twelve hundred and fifty dollars!

What did you put in here, Riggs? I asked him.

I? The sum agreed upon, of course, said he.

That was twenty-five hundred?

Yes, certainly, and with the deductions

What deductions?

Four horses and a buckboard — thrown quite away, my lad. You understand

They were simply tools in the job. You knew that. What value did you put on them, though?

For the horses, I called it five hundred

Five hundred? I broke in. You could buy a gross of ponies like that for forty dollars apiece, and you know it. But let it go. The rig?

For the rig, two hundred

That second-hand affair is not worth a hundred.

Come, come, my boy, said he, business is business, you know.

And robbery is robbery, said I. But even checking it off at your rate, you take seven hundred from twenty-five hundred. No, from twenty-six hundred, and that leaves me with nineteen hundred coming.

My dear lad, why should I pay for the hay load and hire? You receive a flat rate and you contract to deliver certain goods — Maker, in this case. Naturally, you may have certain incidental expenses along the way. Now you come to me and ask for repayment!

Granting you all that, said I, you would owe me eighteen hundred. Now, youre exactly five hundred and fifty shy of that sum.

My dear lad, said he, you deliver Maker, but you keep a string on him. Turn him and his wallet freely over to me and

I sat back with a sigh.

Colonel, said I, think it over. Im with you, if you want. I know that you can be crooked. You think the whole world is crooked. But Im suggesting that you try to play straight with me. Think it over, and then tell me.

When I said that, he began to lean forward in his chair, and he kept on leaning as he stared at me, until I almost thought that he would fall. All the smiling was gone from his wicked old face. He was simply drilling away at me and trying to get at the secret that he seemed to think was hidden somewhere in my soul.

I looked back. And, as I looked, I wondered how many miles of muck he had waded through in his journey through the world. I felt suddenly clean, in comparison, even with my burglary charge, and all of that stacked up against me.

You dont forget, my lad, said he, that youre wanted by the police! He slowly grated out the words at me.

Havent you forgotten it? said I.

He hesitated through another long moment. He was working his brain so hard that I could see his forehead glistening with the heat of thought. At length he pushed himself out of his chair and got to his feet.

There was a heavy safe against the wall, in a corner of the room. He went to it, worked on the combination, opened the door, and reached inside.

Then he straightened and came back to me, with another sack in his hands.

Heres the other half of what I owe you, boy, said he, and clinked it down upon the table. And heres an extra thousand out of which you can take the hundred you borrowed from Makers wallet.

I didnt count that new money. I knew that he had told me the truth, and I was so astonished I almost fell out of my chair. But I was doing some fast thinking on my own behalf, just then. I took up two piles of twenties.

This will do me for the time, said I. You keep the rest safe in your strong box for me, will you, colonel?

And I went straight out of the room, leaving things that way.


CHAPTER XIX. A YOUTHS PRIDE
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WHEN I WALKED downstairs, that day, I stepped into a new world that I had never seen before. It had changed, for me, overnight. I met no one till I got down to the office in the lobby. In the lobby there were three or four men sitting about, hard-looking cowpunchers, brown with wind and weather, and looking fit for anything. They were smoking, and when I came down the stairs, I saw that their hands stopped moving back and forth from their mouths. Every right hand was stationary, and from it the fumes of the smoke rose steadily upward. I knew I had stopped their talk, for the moment, at least.

I went over to the desk, and there I found the same clerk who had been on such a high horse a couple of evenings before. He had changed his tune now. He spoke to me and gave me a good morning, and he nodded so profoundly that it was almost a bow. Well, I listened to him chattering about weather, and saw him rubbing his hands together, and watched his foolish eyes go past me toward the others in the lobby. It occurred to me that the idiot thought he was talking to a really important person.

All I wanted to know was how Hooker was getting on, and the clerk said that the doctor thought he might live through the thing, though it was a bad wound, straight through the body. The clerk said that Hooker was a tough fellow, and that a lot of people had been able to guess that before, but that now they knew it!

I was glad to know that Hooker might recover. Tough as he was said to be, if he had lasted through the first night, I felt that it was better than an even break that he would entirely get well.

With that off my mind, I hunted for the writing room, which was one of the luxuries of the hotel of which Riggs was most proud. I found it empty, almost as a matter of course, and I sat down there and wrote my full report to Betty Cole. I put down all the facts in order, and I found that there were so many of them that I had filled six pages with the list, before the finish.

Then, after I had sealed and addressed the envelope, I sat and dreamed for a while, wondering how many days it would be before I could have an answer from her, and as I sat there, I seemed to be urging the trains faster and faster across the continent. A miserable long time seemed to lie ahead of me!

After a time I got up and went out on the front porch of the hotel, with the veranda stretching off to the left of it, the veranda which was a regular fixture with hotels in the West, and in towns of such a size as Piegan.

A dozen men were seated there, canting their chairs back against the wall of the building, and one of them was talking in a way that interested me so that I paused a minute, before stepping onto the porch. He was saying:

Hes one of those Eastern crooks. Hes done a lot of time. Thats why he doesnt show any emotion in his face. You take a man whos been most of his life behind the bars, he learns how to think one thing and to look another. Thats the truth about Poker-face.

Well, hes not so old, said another man.

Hes around thirty-two, said the first speaker.

That was adding ten years or so to my age, and it was quite a jolt to think that I really seemed that old to people. Yes, the last year must have put a lot in my face, for another man added:

Hes about that age.

The first fellow went on: Probably been in the pen, off and on, ever since he was about eighteen, or so.

Maybe, says another.

A nice picture they were making of me!

He sits on that chair, said the first one, and just lets the gun hang from his fingers, and then he lets drive at poor Hooker.

I wouldnt pity Hooker so much, said another. Hooker had a gun in his hands. They say that he fired first.

Thats a lie, said the first speaker loudly. If hed shot at Poker-face, he couldnt have missed, at that distance and

I pushed the door open softly and stepped out. I saw that the first and principal speaker was a youngster of nineteen or twenty. I felt pretty old, in comparison, as I looked at that smooth, brown face.

I say, he went on, that its a pretty sad thing when the colonel has to call in Eastern crooks to help him run a town like Piegan, that oughta go straight, and I say

Just then he noticed that heads were turning away from him, and glancing down the line, he saw me. He gasped, and jumped to his feet.

I waited for a minute, staring at him. I had no desire for trouble. It seemed to me that I had been through so much in the last few weeks that a matter of personal opinion was nothing at all, even when that opinion turned on me.

So I walked over to the pillar at the side of the steps and leaned against it, and rolled a cigarette. Behind me, there was one brief murmur, and then a dead silence. I used that silence to tell my fool of a heart to behave, and it did, very fairly enough. For I was beginning to have it under my thumb, so to speak, and it dared not jump while its boss was watching.

I had lighted my cigarette, when I heard a quick step come down the veranda toward me, and then, close behind my shoulder, a harsh, high, strained voice barked:

Hey, you!

I turned around. It was the young fellow. He was twitching all over; his face was white, and his eyes were crazy.

I heard somebody muttering: Dont you go and be a fool, Harry!

But Harry didnt look like a fool; he looked like a crazy man. Behind him, I could see men shifting rapidly out of the line that projected past me and the youngster. It was plain that they expected bullets to start flying. It was plain that Harry expected the same thing. For he had one hand behind him, clutching something at his hip.

I did not need to be a prophet to know that what he clutched was the handle of a Colt.

And I was wearing no gun! Upstairs sat Sid Maker, with my Colt!

I hoped it was a warm comfort to him, because it left me pretty chilly.

What was the matter with Harry, anyway?

I saw, a moment later, as he broke out: I been saying some things about you, Ash. You heard em?

His voice was higher and more cracked than ever.

I heard some of them, said I.

I only wanta tell you this, said he. What Ive said, I stick by it!

Then I understood. He was half mad with fear, but his pride was stronger than his terror, by far. He had talked before a crowd, and he was not going to take water before a crowd. He would rather die. He was expecting to die, and at once.

Why?

Well, I could understand that, too. After the accidents and adventures of the last couple of days, the people of Piegan were beginning to think that I was one of those lightning artists with a gun. One of those dead-shot marvels who have appeared now and again, man-killers, apparently invincible, with a movement of the hand as fast as thought. Of course, that was rot. I never was a very good shot. And I never was above the average on the draw. There was no need of being above average, in a case like this. If I had had a gun, I could have pulled it out at my leisure and killed this fool of a kid.

However, I had no gun, and it was plain that he intended to fight the thing right through. He looked like a frenzied horse, thats ready to dash over a precipice.

What could I do? To say that I had no weapon would make me out a coward, in turn. No one would believe that. My hands were empty. All that I could do with them was to make them into fists.

Its all right, Harry, I said. Words dont hurt me. Theyre not bullets, and I dont carry grudges.

He blinked.

You think that you can laugh at me? he screamed. Fill your hand, you

He began to curse me. He was shaking more than ever. His eyes were horrible to see. They were green, and rolling.

There was nothing for it. I had to lean once more on the old game and trust once more that there was something left in my right arm.

So I jerked the hand from below my hip and rose on my toes, and snapped the punch fairly home on the end of his chin.

He swayed back. A Colt swung out in his right hand, and I thought it was the end of me, but instead of shooting, he slumped to both knees and one hand. I leaned over and picked the gun from his nerveless fingers.


CHAPTER XX. A FRIEND
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NOTHING THAT I know of was ever such a great comfort to me as that moment. I mean to say, to know that the old right arm still had some dynamite in it was more than a blessing. That Harry was a good, solid chunk of a fellow; I had been surprised by the weight of him against my fist. But there he was kneeling on the veranda ready to be counted out if ever a man was.

When I had his gun, I asked a couple of the bystanders to help him into a chair. Then I changed my mind and asked them to take him into the corner saloon which was also the property of the great Colonel Riggs.

In there, they put him into a chair. Everybody on the veranda had sidled in to see what might happen. As Harry was coming to, I gave him a slug of redeye, and he put it down, his eyes still rolling. The shock of it straightened him, all at once. He jumped up, saw me, and reached for his gun.

So I handed it to him, butt first, and he gaped as he took it. Then he felt the sore spot on his jaw. It was so childish and naïve, this action of his as he recovered his wits, that one of the fools looking on broke out into a guffaw. I turned and paid that fellow off with a glare that silenced him.

I felt no animosity towards Harry. In fact, I was simply glad that I had had a target to shoot at with my fist, so to speak. I asked him if he were willing to shake hands and call everything quits, but he stared emptily at me, and so I turned around and went out of the place.

He worried me a good deal, so much, in fact, that I went down the street to the general-merchandise store. There I found a good gun counter and bought myself a pair of Colts. The storekeeper insisted that I should take the guns for nothing. He tried to compliment me by saying that as long as I was in town I saved him the cost of an insurance policy. But I made him take the money, and so I got out of the place and away down the street.

All this time I was thinking pretty hard and fast.

What had happened so far had made me, in the eyes of Piegan, a great man. That was all very well. It was pleasant to be a great man in the eyes of any community, large or small. But the better known I became, the more apt the law was to get on my traces.

Besides, it appeared from the actions of Harry that I was now celebrated as a gun-fighter. If not, he would not have made such a desperate scene with me. An ordinary fellow he would have allowed to pass. But if he let me go by, he would be said to have taken water.

That was bad for me, of course.

Beyond a doubt, there would be occasions when I would have to face armed men again, and on those occasions, every man would feel it his point of duty and of pride to take a fair crack at me with guns. All that was in my favor was this false reputation I had built up. I knew that there were fifty men in that one county who could shoot the eyes out of my head, who were far faster and surer in every way with a weapon of any kind. But the nerves of a good many of them would be upset by merely the reputation which was behind me, just as the nerves of young Harry had been broken for the moment, or strung to wire tension as he faced me.

You can see that matters were becoming rather complicated for me in Piegan, and I decided that as soon as the next few days had passed and the election was over, and Maker given his freedom, I would get out of that town and leave it my blessing and a long back trail. For that purpose, I determined on studying the adjacent country thoroughly. In case I had to make a start, I must know where to travel, and how.

I had come, in my thoughts as I went back towards the hotel, to the conclusion that I would have to inure myself to horse and saddle, and build up endurance for the crisis which was almost sure to arrive, and just at this time I saw a form looming in my way and looked up to see Harry.

I could hardly recognize him. His face was no longer pinched and white. His eyes were no longer insane with determination and terror. Instead, he was just a big, heavy-shouldered kid, with the brownest, most handsome face you ever saw. I stopped short, but he stuck out a big hand towards me.

I hope youll take it, Mr. Ash, says he.

Of course I took it, and no one with a readier will. He almost smashed the metacarpal bones in my right hand. I have never met with such a terrible grip as he had!

I endured this for the long moment that it lasted, and then managed to keep on smiling back at him.

He said: That was a hefty sock that you handed me, Mr. Ash. My heads still got an open roof on it. But thats all right. Im glad you hit me with a fist instead of with a bullet. Im glad to be still on earth. That was the first time that I ever pulled a gun on another man, said he, and I wouldnt have done it to-day, only

He paused, and I finished off for him:

Thats all right. I understand about that. You thought it was a question of taking water or not taking it. I dont blame you a bit. Forget about it, Harry. Were friends, now.

Forget about it? says he, in a ringing voice. Ill never forget about it! The boys tell me that what you did was the gamest thing ever — that I had my gun out before you moved. You ought to a killed me, for a fool. But you didnt. You simply trusted to your fist. Well, I owe you my life, Mr. Ash, and Ill never forget that!

You see how he took it! Somehow, I couldnt explain to him that I had not had a gun on me. I knew that he would not have believed me.

Drop that Mister, Harry, said I. My name is Jerry Ash. Or Poker-face, if you please. About the other thing, Im going to forget it, even if you wont.

It was like this — Jerry, said he, hesitating a little over the name. Some of the boys had been talking you up, and I had heard you talked down, here and there, and I was saying what I had heard. Besides, I had had a few drinks under my belt, and I knew that that always makes a fool of me. I aint asking your pardon. Its too deep for that. Only, the next time that theres trouble and youre near it, you see which side Im on!

A tremor came into his voice. So I shook hands with him again, and said that I believed him, and off he went, stalking.

He hurried across the street, and I went back to the hotel more thoughtfully than ever. It was occurring to me that that youngster had been blooded, on this day, and the next time that he pulled a gun, there might be a shake in his voice, but there would be none in his hand! Perhaps I had looked in on the making of a man!

When I got back to the hotel, Colonel Riggs was there sitting on the veranda, and he stood up and spread his legs in his manner when he was about to make a speech. Instead of making the speech, however, he took me by the arm and went slowly inside the hotel with me. He said, in a quiet voice, a voice that sounded new to me:

Im not surprised, Jerry. Theyve told me all about it. But Im not surprised. Nobody else would have done it. But there arent many like you, in this world. Dont forget it. There are not many like you in this world!

This was too thick for me. I said: Oh, rot. Hows Hooker?

Hooker is going to pull through, said Riggs. Never give him a thought. After this morning, nobody will ever hold last night against you. Nobody but me!

He looked down at me with a whimsical smile and added: You know why, Jerry? I stared back at him, and saw the trouble and the shadow behind his smile.

I can guess, colonel, said I. Its Maker.

Ay, its Maker, he admitted. Hell never forgive me, as long as theres life in his body. And hell never be satisfied until hes drawn out the last blood thats in my withered old veins. Well, well, he went on, with a sigh, Ill have to stand for that danger, too. Its not the first time that Ive been in danger, Jerry.

And I hope, said I, that it wont be the last time that you coin money out of it.

His grin was as sudden and bright as the grin of a boy.

Youre right, said he. Im going to com money, now. And so are you. So are you!

I left him on that note. It wasnt money that I cared about. It was only safety for my neck, and a chance to keep my infernal heart quiet. Upstairs I went and found Maker, still heavily manacled, but perfectly cheerful, with a heavy growth of beard darkening his face, and making him look like a pirate. I set his hands free, and brought him hot water to shave with.

He whistled while he was lathering himself. He hummed while he was actually shaving.

Your hearts up, Sid, said I.

My hearts up, said he, because my fortunes down, just now. But it wont stay down. It cant stay down. I know about that sort of thing. Life is a seesaw, my lad. Now down, and now up. Turn and turn about. Riggs is now in the air. Pretty soon he may touch bottom again!

And he went on chattering, as cheerful as could be. He had had a good breakfast, he said, and every one treated him with courtesy. He needed no gun to guard him.

I asked him why not, and he said:

Because theyre too afraid of you, my lad. Theyd a lot rather jump off a cliff than start you on their trail. And that goes from Riggs down the whole list of the blackguards! But one of these days Im going to be out of this, Poker-face. And then Ill raise so much hell as theyve never dreamed of in this country!

I could believe that. He was cheerful because he was seeing the future. I almost felt that it would be better for me to let the murderers into that room and finish Maker then and there. But I knew that I could never do that. I was pledged to him, without words spoken. He knew it, and I knew it. And we never spoke of the thing, for that reason; but his life was in my hands.

They tell me, said Maker, that youve done another pretty little trick this morning, and tapped one of the strong boys on the chin.

I shrugged my shoulders. The tale was too complicated for repetition.

Tell me this, Jerry, said Maker. Did you have a gun with you?

I shook my head, and suddenly he scowled blackly, and began to nod.

I understand, says he. You left the gun with me!

I jumped up and stamped both heels down hard on the floor.

If you start making a hero out of me, said I, Ill walk out of here and tell the boys to come in and cut your throat for you!


CHAPTER XXI. THE ELECTION
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THE DAYS DRIFTED on towards election. There was a grand whirl of excitement in the town, of course. The colonel was always away, riding or driving, with relays of horses that tore him across the length and the breadth of the county. Was it to be called Maker County, or Piegan County. Was it to be Makerville for the county seat, or Piegan? Well, the colonel was writing pamphlets, news articles, making speeches, talking to individuals, persuading this man and bribing the next. All means were good means, in the eyes of the colonel, so long as they helped him towards the accomplishment of his object.

They were not days of excitement for me, however. I spent most of the time playing two-handed poker with Sidney Maker, in his jail room. I asked him if he would give me his parole to stay put until election day, and he flatly refused. So I kept his ankles shackled, and was jailer to him. The people left him strictly alone, except that the colonel, whenever he was in town, was sure to look in, and say ten words. And Maker would look at him with bright, thoughtful eyes and never say a word in return.

If ever he met Riggs with free hands!

Then came the election day. The town was wild with excitement from the morning on. Rumors came sweeping up all the time. In the middle of the afternoon election returns began to come in, and the numbers from the voting districts were chalked up on a big blackboard in front of the hotel.

The first district to be counted and registered, of course, was Piegan itself, and it was pleasant to see the large zero that had voted for Makerville as county seat, and the scores who had voted unanimously for Piegan. That gave the colonel a good, fat lead, and he kept it until evening, though it diminished with every return. Finally, in came the Makerville report, and everybody held breath, expecting to see the colonel wiped out. But we were amazed when fifty-odd votes were cast for Piegan in Makerville, itself!

We were amazed, I say, all of us except the colonel.

I paid highest of all, for those, he told me. But theyre worth it. They cost me hard cash, but they make the election a sort of a moral victory for me over Maker, no matter how the whole thing turns out.

The colonels idea of a moral victory bought with hard cash amused me a good deal, but I said nothing. There was no good in arguing with him. I was always afraid to unloose the large torrent of his vocabulary, you see.

As the evening wore on, there were only two precincts to be heard from, places which voted a good number at their mines, and where the voting had undoubtedly been done in the early morning, but fast riders, with relays of horses, could not get the news home to us any faster than this!

That was the sort of a county it was — spilled out all over the map, with Piegan about in the center.

It was ten in the morning when the first of the two missing returns came in, and the groans that went up from the town of Piegan fairly made the heart ache. Sid Maker, listening in his room, grinned like a child, with his pleasure.

Hes lost, the infernal old grafter! said he.

I nodded.

Aint you glad of it, Poker-face? asked Maker.

No, Im not.

Why not? he argued. You know that hes a crook and a cheat, dont you?

Well, I said, Im not logical about it: Im fond of him, in spite of everything. I dont want to see him with a broken heart! You, Sid, you have the kind of heart that wont break. Not hard, just tough.

You have me beat, kid, said Maker. Youre a cross of everything that I dont expect to find in a man. I cant make you out.

I left him to puzzle out my character as well as he could, and down I went to find out how things had actually gone. All of the inhabitants of Piegan were gathered in the street or around the veranda, watching the blackboard. But they were as silent as a funeral. A good deal of free whisky was passing on the rounds, but it couldnt lighten the gloom.

Up to this point, there had been a lot of shooting off of rifles and revolvers, a lot of yelling and whooping, and impromptu speeches telling the world what a fine place Piegan was.

Now all of that was gone and ended. All that remained was a sickening depression. There was a single ray of light in Piegan, and the colonel furnished it.

He stirred about through the crowd and talked to every man and woman in it, and to the children, too. He remembered them by name. He said flattering things to them.

I drifted about in his wake and listened, and his talk ran like a brook, downhill.

The election returns, plainly posted in large chalkings, showed that Makerville was running exactly twenty-eight votes ahead of Piegan. Not a great deal, but enough to win the election, with hardly a doubt. For there was only one distant mining camp remaining to be heard from, a little place called Wayne Hollow. It seemed that the poor colonel had been to every other spot in the county, but not to Wayne Hollow, and therefore he could only reasonably see that the day had gone definitely against him. Maker would probably win by something like fifty or a hundred votes. Not much, but enough.

In the face of the certainty of defeat, the colonel kept up his cheer. I heard him say: Mrs. Thompson, this is the fortune of war. We have the consolation of knowing that we fought to the last ditch, however.

That was not all.

He said to one of the men: You know, partner, that a good fight is the best thing in life. Weve made the fight together. Ive lost, but it has made me rich. Rich in friendships!

I admired him, I tell you, when I heard the old rascal going about like that. He might be rich in friendships, but it did not require a prophet to foretell that he would be broke in everything else. He had begged, borrowed, and stolen, in order to keep cash in his safe, and he had spent that cash like water in order to make the prospects of Piegan grow.

He had failed. Well, still he kept his head up, and did not let the crowd down. Finally he saw me at the edge of the crowd, and came over to me, nodding, smiling, weaving his way through the crowd.

No one made any response to him. They did not seem to feel as he did about the virtues that lie in a good hard fight, fought to a finish.

When he got to me, he said in passing: Come in with me!

I went into the office with him, and there he slumped into a chair and lay with his head far back, his eyes closed, his face looking like soap.

Give me some whisky, Jerry, he whispered.

I got him some, and held his head while he sipped it. My heart ached with pity and with sorrow for him.

He swallowed the whisky and thanked me, in the same whisper.

Dont leave me, Jerry! he murmured.

He made a slight gesture with his hand, and I caught it and gave it a grip.

I wont leave you, chief, said I.

Chief? said he, as faintly as ever. Not your chief, Jerry. But never tell about this. Never tell a soul. Promise!

He opened his sick eyes to watch me promising, and I swore that I wouldnt, and I havent, until this moment that I write it down. Hes where such writings as mine wont bother him a great deal, I dare say.

After a time, he could lift his head from the back of the chair, but it only slumped far forward, as though the spinal column were broken. Nevertheless, he could speak now, and his voice was perfectly steady, though small.

You see how a small hole may sink a large ship, Jerry? Wayne Hollow! I was too confident. I shook my head when they told me that it was thirty rough miles farther up that trial. I turned back. If I had ridden on, that day, I might still be out there with the crowd, hoping. But now Im lost, and so is poor Piegan!

You have a thousand better schemes than this in your pocket.

This is my last deal, he replied calmly. Im too old. Ive used up my enthusiasm, and enthusiasm is the chief stock of a booster like me, Jerry. Its gone, now. And my moneys gone. Jerry, the money you gave me to keep for you, thats gone, too. In my safe theres a stack of papers, and nothing else. And that paper with worth nothing. Piegan will be blotted off the map.

Its all right, colonel, said I.

I spent your money, he said, meeting my eye with a strange, whimsical look, but I gave you, in exchange, six of the best lots in the town. They would have made you a fairly wealthy man, Jerry. I gambled for you. I had no right, I know. But I did. Can you forgive me?

Of course I can, said I. Ive forgotten about it already. Dont have that on your mind.

Ah, Jerry Ash, said he, if I had taken the right road when I was your age, perhaps He paused.

I must not be sentimental, said he, to himself. Tut, tut, one must be a man. Jerry, help yourself to that whisky and pass it to me again.

I was pouring his second drink when there was a sudden yell from the crowd outside.

The colonel stood up, the whisky glass steady in his hand.

I suppose the fools want to loot my place, now? he suggested calmly.

I gloried in the calm of the desperate old rascal.

But then that yell from the crowd turned into a plain screech of whooping joy, a cowboy yell of triumph. You can bet that the colonel and I got out to that porch in a hurry, and there we found that the crowd was all milling around a rider on a sweating horse. His report was being chalked up in huge letters on the blackboard, and those letters announced that Wayne Hollow voted thirty-three for Piegan, and zero for Makerville.

By five votes Piegan was to remain upon the map; the colonel would be a millionaire; the whole camp was made. No wonder that the crowd went mad and tried to drown that messenger with whisky.

Why, what would you expect? said he, rather bewildered. Wayne Hollow wouldnt vote for an earthquake trap like Makerville!

The colonel leaned lightly on my shoulder, saying at my ear:

You see, Jerry, that a good lie in the bush is better than a bird in the hand!


CHAPTER XXII. MEN WITH SHOTGUNS
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I LEFT THE crowd yelling. Rather, I left them just beginning to yell, knowing that they would keep it up all the rest of the night, and I eased straight through that mob towards a little fellow on horseback, whom I had just spotted. He wore a good, long black beard, such as some of the old-timers away back in the mountains raise, just getting careless, at first, and afterwards sort of liking the grandfatherly look that it gives them.

But this rider with the black beard was not old. When he turned from one, the look of his shoulders was young, and there was something very trim about those shoulders, and the way the head was canted thoughtfully to one side that reminded me of a man who had sunk deep on my mind and my imagination.

I got to the side of this fellow and looked up into his face.

Chuck, said I, just slide off your horse and come in with me.

He sat motionless, wordless. I saw his right hand poised in the air near his hip, like a humming bird near a flower.

Its all right, Chuck, said I. Your chief needs you, and Ill show you a back way in.

Suddenly he nodded, and turned his horse away. I went through the crowd again, and on the way, I saw young Harry.

Harry, said I, will you do me a favor?

Ill give you my head — take it! said Harry, with his grin that always made me feel old.

Where can I get a pair of fast horses that are tough and will go?

I have em, said he.

How much?

Nothing, to you.

Theyre for a friend.

A friend of yours?

Yes.

Two hundred for the pair, said he.

I knew that a hundred dollars bought a very fair pony in that part of the world, but I could guess that this pair was outstanding, or Harry would not have asked so much. That was what I wanted — a pair of horses that could really travel.

— 

Get them, said I. Heres the coin. Bring them around in back of the hotel, and tie them into that patch of poplars. Tie them right in the center of the thicket.

All right, said he. Whats up?

I took a long chance, but I did not want that youngster to think that I was working behind his back, and he might have strange thoughts when he learned what people had used his horseflesh.

Im getting Maker out of town to-night, said I.

I saw Harry start, but he was as game and steady as I ever have seen.

Maker! he said. Then he added hastily, as though he were being caught out: All right. Ill have the horses there.

He looked grave and sober as a judge, in a moment.

And I went into the hotel just as a tide of celebration caught up the colonel, shoulder-high, and swept him into the saloon.

I was glad of that, for it began to look as though I could get Maker out of the hotel without real trouble. I wanted to manage the thing before the whisky turned sour in some of those wild brains and started them thinking of revenge in the midst of the triumph.

So I went to my room, got a pair of good files that I had ready for the emergency, and a can of oil. Then I stepped out the back way and spotted Chuck, at once.

He said: Im covering you from this pocket, Poker-face, if thats any comfort to you.

All right, Chuck, said I. But I happen to be playing this one straight.

So I walked in first, and he behind me, through the hall, up the back stairs, and so to Makers room. When he saw us come in, he gave me a look and said:

There was a whip snap at the finish, eh, Jerry?

About Makerville being an earthquake trap — the mountain boys didnt like that, I reported.

He grinned and nodded.

All right, he said. Ill have Makerville growing and going in spite of the colonel. But Ive got to say that I never thought he could win this deal, even with me in a trap. I thought I had men who would handle my end of the job. By the way, whos your undertaker friend?

We were on the job, chief, said Chuck. We worked day and night. We would have split this cheese of a town wide open to get you out, too, except that we agreed that theyd murder you the minute we attacked. I dunno how the luck happened to turn against us. We all five worked like the devil for you — and ourselves!

I should have known you would, Chuck, said Maker. How do you happen to be here with that brush on your face?

It was all right, but Poker-face spotted me. Hes a hawk. Whats he to you, chief?

Hes the reason that Im not packed in clay and sealed for delivery, said Maker. Whats the game now, Jerry?

But I was already at work with the files. I knew such things fairly well, having had some experience and the priceless advice of Stephani. But though the files worked very well, that steel was as tough as could be, and I began to think over the possibility of picking the colonels pocket for the key to the lock as the shortest way out.

We discussed that a little, but we finally decided that it was best to stick it out this way. We used plenty of oil, and after an hour and a half we could break the shackles off Makers ankles.

He stood up and stretched himself. He looked to the gun which I had given him and which he had kept all of this time, and then he said, with a grin, that he was ready to start.

Theres just one thing, says Chuck, in that quiet, thoughtful voice of his, and thats this: Suppose that Jerry, here, is walking you out into a trap that will swallow both you and me?

Maker clapped him on the shoulder.

You dont know Jerry as I do, said he.

Hes made a fool of me once, said Chuck. I dont think that hell make a fool of me twice.

You see how Chuck is? said Maker, half joking, half serious. If you live to be a hundred, both of you, hell never forgive you for that slick job of kidnaping. But youre wrong here, Chuck. Put the cold poison out of your mind. Jerrys all thats stood between me and murder every day that Ive been here!

Chuck turned to me again, and his eyes looked straight through to the root of my mind.

What are you, anyway? said he. Are you in the air, the water, or walkin on the dry land?

Wherever he is, hes right, said Maker. Now lets start.

I went first out of the room, and down the hall. And when I came to the back stairs, I saw a group of four men huddled at the bottom of them. Every man was carrying a shotgun.

I stepped back and told in a whisper what I had seen.

We all have guns, whispered Chuck.

But I shook my head. It froze my blood to see, in the dim light of the hall, the eagerness that was in Chucks face. The man had no gentleness in his heart, when it came to a time of action. Bloodshed meant nothing at all to him.

We went to the front stairs, and at the bottom of those stairs I saw not four, but five or six people gathered together. A horrible thought came to me that perhaps young Harry had given away the game!

Those fellows were all armed. They looked as though they were only waiting for a signal to climb the stairs and start business operations, and I had seen a whisky flask going around. If theres hell on earth, whisky is the stuff that makes it burn with the hottest flame.

I said: Boys, theyve blocked us here, too. But Ill tell you the best way for us. Chuck and I will go down first. You come behind us, and come close, Sid. Youre short, and they wont see you very well. Keep your hat pulled down low. Theyll probably think its all right, if we walk down slowly. When we get to the foot of the stairs, well break through of a sudden when I give a yip as the signal. Then you two hoof it around the far corner of the building, and drive straight back for the poplars that stand off there. In the middle of the trees youll find two strong, fast horses, saddled and ready. Hop them, and ride like the devil!

Maker nodded at once. But Chuck gave me a long, careful look, and said not a word.

What I had suggested seemed the only way. Chuck and I walked deliberately and slowly down the stairs, and Chuck whistled a little song as we went. Ive never forgotten the tune of it to this day.

Halfway down the stairs, I told myself that it wouldnt do.

That shotgun brigade was staring up at me.

Whats the matter, boys? I asked.

One of them said: Oh, its Jerry Ash. Whats on our minds wouldnt interest you a pile, Jerry. Were just doin a little thinkin.

He laughed. The others joined in with him, and while they were still laughing, we got to the bottom of the steps and walked straight through to the front door of the hotel.

Behind us, I heard the laughter die out, and then a man said: By thunder, boys, I almost thought that that last man looked like

Another shouted suddenly: Its Sid Maker!

Run! I gasped to my two companions.

I didnt need to advise them to do that. They were already through that front door like exploding shells.

I ran out and turned sharply to the right, and as I did so, about four shotguns roared at once, and the loads of buckshot screamed out into the night air.

Just across the street was the post-office sign. It was badly plastered. So badly that it was replaced the next day.

Those fellows followed their volley with a charge. They floundered out, and were lost in a moments confusion. Then they rushed straight past me — they didnt seem to see my face — down the veranda.

Their yelling and the noise of the guns had the men in the saloon pouring out, by this time. Some of them hopped into saddles, and at the same time, they got their directions for the pursuit from the rear of the hotel.

For out of the darkness, from that direction, came two voices in a prolonged, wild, whooping, Indian yell of mockery and triumph.

So I knew, by that, that Chuck and Maker were on the wing.

I half wished that I were with them, because I could guess that times might become pretty hot for me, after this, in Piegan.


CHAPTER XXIII. MAKERS FORTUNE
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MURDER, SURELY, WAS in the mind of that shotgun brigade. But though the colonel, I have no doubt, had inspired the thoughts in them, directly or indirectly, the result of the affair was quite different from what I expected.

I thought that I would be the black sheep, the hated of the town for having thwarted that bloody plan, but instead, people instantly forgot about their first malice toward Maker, and Piegan as a whole seemed to take it for granted that the freeing of Sid Maker had been the act of the entire citizen body! I had been appointed, it seemed, to see that the man got off safely; and Piegan, the next morning, congratulated me as the agent, and itself as the employer of the agent!

I never saw such a town. I never saw such a lot of optimists. I dont know what other term to use for them.

The days went spinning by at a great rate, from this time forward.

The county was now Piegan County, and Piegan was the accepted county seat. The same election had voted funds for a courthouse, and other funds for the salaries of county officers. And suddenly we had a sheriff, and a lot of other people, put in at a special election.

That hardly mattered. For they were all Piegan men. They would do what Colonel Riggs told them to do, and that was that!

The colonel had his hands full, of course.

One moment he was overlooking the digging for the foundation of the courthouse or the post office. The next he was hurrying off to receive a new batch of settlers in the place. Or else he was settling disputes of all sort — she acted as an ex-officio judge and did it very well — or he was sitting in his office transacting business of a thousand kinds, writing articles for Eastern newspapers and magazines, or ordering supplies of one sort or another.

The cream of the week for him was Thursday afternoon, when he held an auction, and sold lots in the town. And the eloquence which he had been spilling during the rest of the week never prevented him from having an extra supply on tap when Thursday turned up. I loved to sit by and hear him spin his yarns, and paint the bright picture of what Piegan was going to be, and raise factories out of dust, and widen the streets, and fill up the outskirts with palatial residences.

A great liar — or poet — was the colonel!

My six lots, I hung on to. I could have sold them any Thursday, because the colonel, in a streak of strange generosity, had really given me some beauties. I had all four corners of a street crossing in the very center of things, and two more adjoining. As a matter of fact, I think Riggs had given them to me when he was in despair of really winning the election and pulling through. And now he used to advise me, seriously, at least once or twice a week to get rid of the things and take my profit. It was tempting, too, because the price of that stuff had gone up to fifteen hundred dollars a lot. I dont think that Riggs paid that much for the entire townsite, in the beginning.

Most of these prices were the result of sheer speculating, of course. Every inch the walls of the courthouse rose, the speculators had a new spasm of joy. And the prices leaped again.

It was while the first batches of new settlers, speculators, gamblers, et cetera, were coming into the town, and the stage service to the railroad had been trebled, that the colonel stopped me in the street, one day, and I saw that his face was very troubled.

He linked his arm through mine and walked along with me, pulling me in his direction.

Whats the matter, colonel? said I. You act as though Makerville had won the election — as though that election hadnt put thousands and thousands in your pocket — as though you were ready for the road, once more.

The election has put a little money in my safe, I admit, Jerry, said he. But the money I have is really, as you must know, held in trust for the entire community. Just now we are growing and prosperous, and if times should change, of course I will be here with my profits in readiness to throw into the breach.

Yes, of course you will, said I. He looked askance at me, after a quick, shifty way he had.

Youre a pessimist, Jerry, he said, shaking his head sadly. It darkens my mind and bothers me a great deal to see the tone you take, the attitude that you are assuming towards life. Nothing is built upon doubt except the castle of despair, my lad.

I only grinned.

Save that for Thursday afternoon, colonel, I advised him. Now tell me whats wrong. Whats happened?

Makerville is permanently on the map, it seems, he said, bitterly.

Has Makerville had another election on her own account? I asked him.

He sighed.

Copper! said he.

Copper what? I asked him.

Who would have suspected it? he exclaimed, very irritated. Silver or gold — yes, somewhere around. But copper! Who would have suspected copper!

Theyve struck copper near by, have they? I asked.

Near by? he growled. Its right in the town. Confound the luck. And all my fault, too!

How was it your fault? said I, amazed at this.

It shows you, Jerry, said Riggs, that even the enemies of a thinking man may profit by his thoughts. I never wish Sidney Maker well.

I know that, said I.

Hes a ruffian, said the colonel. The sort of fellow that we dont want in the West. A brutal type — a very brutal type!

I like him a lot, said I truthfully. But go right on.

You have the gullible and easy nature of youth, Jerry, said the colonel. There is something charming in your naïve approach to life, Jerry — so open-hearted and believing in—

You had me a pessimist, a moment back, I broke in.

Dont interrupt me, Jerry, said he. You break straight into the center of my train of thought. You mustnt do that, I was about to say that I had warned the county about the loose gravels underlying the town of Makerville, rendering it an earthquake trap.

Well, was there anything in what you made up about that? I asked.

The point is, said he, that what I said troubled some of the citizens. They began dipping down to find out what manner of foundations were really under the town and now — the devil take the luck — theyve found that Makerville is really sitting on top of a copper mine! Maker is a millionaire overnight, all of his cronies are rich, too, and a rush is starting that is likely to sweep my town right off the map.

The rush cant sweep your town off the map, said I. Not while youve got the courthouse here.

He writhed and groaned.

Think of that ruffian Maker, he said, sitting pretty with a fortune pouring into his lap like a fountain of diamonds, and here am I, working hard, a public servant, in fact, and only getting

Just a few hundred thousand, said I.

Dont interrupt me, Jerry, said he.

All right, colonel. Go right on.

The news is spreading through Piegan now. I tried to keep it back, but no use. The people are beginning to pack up and streak for the other place. Theyll leave us as rats leave a sinking ship!

He groaned aloud. The colonel was in a real agony, and I thought, for a moment, that he actually had an affection for his latest town aside from the money he hoped to make out of the town site.

Then he said: Yesterday, I was planning the municipal park, and laying out the avenues of the better residential section. This morning, a thunderbolt comes from Makerville. Oh, Jerry, how I wish for a newspaper so that I could pour out some of my thoughts about that place!

Youll have a newspaper before long! said I. As for Makerville, Im not sorry. Im glad. We strong-armed Sid Maker, and in spite of that, hes winning his game.

Then Colonel Riggs gripped my arm harder and said a thing which Ive never forgotten to this day. The words come again, striking home deep in my mind, for he said:

The point is, Jerry, that this West is bigger than any man or men in it. None of us can measure its possibilities. It surpasses and overlies everything that we say about it. The harder I strain my imagination to strike at the truth, the more I fail. The reality is going to be greater than any mans dream of it, believe me! Where blow-sand is drifting to-day, orchards will be green to-morrow.

No wonder that I remember the words, because Ive seen them come true. And they will be truer still, in the future which is coming. Where there is healthy space, there will one day be healthy men. And the finest fruits of the West are not gold, silver, oranges, cattle, wheat, none of these, but men, and men of a type.

But this is getting ahead of myself, by a good space. I must go back to the dusty street of Piegan, on this day, with Colonel Riggs gripping my arm, and his words vibrating in my ears.

And, just as he finished talking, the stage driver came hurrying up and called to me:

Hey, Poker-face!

I turned around, feeling rather black. I never liked that name. But all the people of Piegan were fond of calling me by that and by none other. They felt that it showed their familiarity with me. Having first erected me into a sort of man-devouring monster, they got a lot of comfort out of calling me by an insulting nickname. Every fool in the town felt at liberty to use that name on me, though I would rather have been struck with the lash of a black-snake.

Ive got a telegram for you, said he. It come in at the other end of the line. It aint so often that I have to carry telegrams, Poker-face. I hope that it brings you a lot of luck.

I ripped it open and read:

DELIGHTED TO HEAR OF YOUR ADVENTURES STOP HAVE URGED STEVEN TO GO OUT WEST AND JOIN YOU STOP HE WILL ARRIVE THERE SHORTLY AFTER THIS STOP DO TAKE CARE OF HIM. BETTY


CHAPTER XXIV. THE DETECTIVE
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THERE WAS ONLY one good thing in that wire — that was the signature. She might have used both her names for that, and I was mighty glad that she had signed with only one.

But the rest of the telegram was poison. Steven Cole! Why should I have that blighter on my hands? I wanted to bite through an inch plate of steel, and I felt I could.

Then I looked up, and saw by the far-away look in the colonels eyes that he had read that telegram over my shoulder. That was almost too much for me. If he had been twenty years younger, I would have plastered him on the spot. As it was, I swallowed hard and put the telegram back into my pocket.

Nothing wrong, Poker-face? said the stage driver.

I wanted to knock him down, too. But he didnt mean to be curious, or prying. He was simply showing a friendly, neighborly interest! They are like that in the West.

I told him that it was the best sort of news, and he looked relieved, and went off.

But the colonel said: You cant deceive me, Jerry. And if the news is really bad, you always know that you can count on me.

How did you know it was bad news? I asked him point-blank. Do you read minds, or just telegrams?

That was a little too poisonous for him. He sheered off from me and gave me a parting bit of advice. He was full of advice, was the colonel, particularly on selling points!

A fellow with your capabilities, Jerry, said he, ought to mind his temper more strictly. However, Im the most forgiving man in the world. Drop in and see me, one of these days, will you?

He sauntered off down the street in the opposite direction, and I went on, very gloomy, very down on my luck. Steven Cole was a waster, a spender, and too wild for the length of his wings. I didnt want him. I had my hands full with my rickety heart, and my giddy, foolish position in that town.

So I went along in a brown study, and I had just passed the entrance of the general-merchandise store when a voice barked behind me:

Hands up, Ash!

I didnt put up my hands, but I turned around. And there I saw a bull in the middle of the sidewalk, his feet a good bit spread, his jaw set, his eyes narrowed for the kill. He had a pale face. He wore a derby hat. I knew in a flash that he didnt belong to this part of the world and that he had traveled a long distance for the pleasure of introducing himself to me.

Stick up those hands, Ash! he commanded. Stick em up fast, or Ill drill you!

He meant it. I never heard more honest meaning in any mans voice, and I gathered from it that the reward on me would be paid whether I were turned in dead or alive!

But still I failed to put up my hands. I just smiled at him, and kept my staggering heart in order and straightened it out again. I could afford to be calm, for in the doorway of the store, just behind the detective, appeared the big, capable body of Harry, with a pair of leveled Colts in his hands. I never saw a more handsome fellow, as it seemed to me, than Harry as he appeared at that moment.

He said: Shall I blow his head off, Poker-face?

Dont hurt him, Harry, said I. He doesnt know where he is.

That bull was game.

You — behind me! he snapped. Im Detective Charles Richardson, of New York City. I have a warrant for this mans arrest.

Said Harry: Im Harry Blossom, of Piegan, and youll have to go to hell and back before you serve that warrant on Poker-face.

Richardson lifted his head a little, when he heard this. And, at the same time, three or four men slipped out from the store and stood close around him.

Im an officer of the law, said poor Richardson. Ive got a warrant for that mans arrest. What sort of a plant is this?

You may be an officer of the law, said a fellow I failed to recognize, but youre a fool, too.

Dont hurt him, boys, I begged them. Just take his gun away.

There was not much of a struggle. Those fellows understood how to conduct the sort of an operation that I had asked for. They grabbed the arms of Charles Richardson in three or four places and took the short-nosed revolver out of his hand.

He spoke quietly. I saw by his quiet that he was a quiet man.

Is there a sheriff in this town? I understand that theres a sheriff in the place, boys?

He wants to see the sheriff, Poker-face, said Harry to me. What about it?

Well, why not? said I.

They all laughed, tickled with the idea.

Thats good, said they. He wants to see the sheriff. All right, well take him to the sheriff!

And straight off they led him to the man he had asked for. I went along with him, and on the way I thanked Harry for what he had done.

He ought to do the thanking, said Harry. If the fool had pulled trigger, he would a been burned alive.

What sort of a town is this? asked Richardson of me.

This is Piegan, said I. Its a town thats worth knowing.

He gave me a keen look, and said no more. And just then we arrived at the sheriffs place. It was simply a shack thrown up on a vacant lot. In due time, the sheriff would have his office in the courthouse, of course. This was an impromptu affair.

When we walked in, we found the sheriff tilted back in his chair with his spurred boots crossed on top of a table that was composed of a pair of planks set across a couple of sawbucks. He had his five-gallon hat on. The peak of it was all that we could see above the top of the newspaper that he was reading.

As he heard us coming in, he lowered the newspaper, and looked us over, and shifted the toothpick from one side of his face to the other. A better hand with horse, gun, or rope never forked a saddle than Sheriff Lew Dennis. He was an honest man, too. He never had cheated at cards, never had changed a brand, and his word was better than another mans bond. The whole range knew the truth of this.

Why did the colonel want him as sheriff of Piegan? Partly because Dennis would enforce law and order, and partly because his knowledge of law was strictly limited by his friendships and his enmities. The code of Dennis was the simplest in the world. It consisted of a profound conviction that his enemies could do no good, and his friends could do no harm.

Now, then, Piegan as a town was the sheriffs friend. Piegan had elevated him to a warm and easy job — a lazy hero was Dennis — Piegan had given him a brace of building lots, and Piegan did not work him overtime. As for the duty of picking up a few crooks, now and then, running a gambler out of town, or quelling a drunken gunman, Dennis hardly looked upon such things as work. They seasoned the day with pleasure and diversity.

In appearance, he was one of those leathery fellows whose necks are seamed and cross-seamed with crimson wrinkles, sharp-edged and deep, and about the eyes and the mouth there was a pattern of smaller wrinkles. He was big in the body and lean in the face, with a great nose, and the largest pair of ears I ever saw, except for those worn by Makers lieutenant, Swede.

This was the fellow who lowered the newspaper and looked us over.

Hello, everybody. Hello, Poker-face, said he. Whos your friend?

Im Detective Charles Richardson of New York City, said the bull. If youre sheriff of this county, I appeal to you to arrest Jeremiah Ash, here present, on a warrant which I have in my possession.

Some of the boys looked a trifle worried, as they listened to this formal language. But the sheriff merely thrust out his lower jaw a little, so that the toothpick slowly rose to a sharp angle, while his expressionless eyes remained fastened upon the face of Richardson.

Thats all mighty interestin, said he. Lemme have a look at what you got. Leave go of him boys.

When Richardson was released, he drew out a wallet, and while he was taking the thing from his pocket, he looked narrowly into the faces of the men around him. He bore malice, did Richardson, and thats a bad thing to hold against a crowd.

Then the sheriff handled the warrant, and opened it, and looked it over.

Looks mighty legal and right, he declared. How does it look to you boys?

He handed the paper to Harry. And Harry handed it to another. I could guess what would come of that warrant.

Heres a photograph that lets on to be a picture of Jeremiah Ash, said the sheriff. But I dunno that I recognize the face.

Its a perfect likeness, said Richardson. A blind man could feel the resemblance!

His color was rising. Perhaps he began to guess what he was in for.

Well, boys, said the sheriff, what you think of this? Does it look like Poker-face, or dont it? Id say dont, speakin personal.

It was wonderful to see the way the boys kept their faces straight as they turned over from one to another that photograph and squinted at it, and raised it to the light, and shook their heads. It was a perfect likeness, as Richardson had said, but that made no difference to the crowd.

What you got him charged with in that warrant? said the sheriff, in a gentle drawl, putting his elbows on his plank table, and laying his red chin on one fist.

Why, man, exclaimed the detective, this is the Jerry Ash who committed the famous Cole robbery in New York City. Weve combed the country for him. Theres five thousand dollars on his head, right now! And Id split the sum with you, sheriff, he added suddenly, as though feeling that the time had come for him to make some concessions.

The sheriff said nothing, for a moment, but looked calmly, blankly at Richardson.

Theres a chance of picking up twenty-five hundred dollars for ten minutes work, Lew, said Harry, soberly.

Yeah, said one of the other fellows, twenty-five hundred would give you a pretty good start for that ranch youve always wanted.

And another added: The money bein a mite speckled with blood, that wouldnt matter. It would wash off, I reckon.

Why, right you are, boys, said Lew Dennis, very soberly, nodding at them one by one. I wouldnt mind twenty-five hundred dollars, either. But lemme see that photograph, again.

No one had it. Of course I had expected that. A dull red rose over the cheeks of poor Richardson. But he said nothing.

Somebody dropped it? asked Dennis plaintively.

Maybe the wind blew it out a crack, said Harry.

A man went through the door, just now, and you know it! snapped Richardson.

Who was it? asked the sheriff.

I didnt see nobody, said one of the fellows.

Neither did I, said another.

Its a dirty frame on me, said Richardson, snarling. Gimme back the warrant, and Ill

Whos got that warrant? asked the sheriff.

No one answered.

Richardson began: If that warrant has been destroyed, therell be

Therell be hell to pay! declared the sheriff severely. Ill be dog- goned if Ill stand for having a warrant destroyed around my office. You boys search one another and try to find it, will you?

They went through the mockery under the eyes of Richardson, who was boiling with rage.

This is a penitentiary offense, and if you dont know it, Im telling you, he said to the sheriff. Youve allowed that warrant to fall into the hands of the man who left this room a minute ago — a man with a red and white bandanna and the look of a man about

Id hate to go to jail for losing a warrant, mister, said the sheriff. But the fact is that I didnt lose it. Somebody else done this. Boys, aint I right?

Ill have you behind bars for this outrage, Dennis! shouted Richardson, beginning to tremble like a fighting bull terrier.

Hell have me behind the bars, said the sheriff, shaking his head with a pretense of sorrow. I guess Id better go out and try to find that fellow.

He stood up to his full height — some four or five inches over six feet.

Mighty sorry about this, Richardson, he said. Say, some of you boys try to entertain Richardson till I get back, will you?

Sure! said the chorus.

Ill go with you, said Richardson.

No, said the sheriff. Its mighty windy and dusty, outside. And the suns pretty strong, too. So long, Richardson. Hope Ill be seein you in a little while.

Richardson tried to go after him, but he was caught by a dozen strong hands and numbed by the grip of them. At the door, the sheriff turned, apparently oblivious of the curses of the prisoner.

Say, Poker-face, said Dennis. Might be that you could be a lot of help to me, searchin for that warrant. You got a good pair of eyes, and you certainly oughta be able to recognize your own name on the paper!

A hearty roar of laughter greeted this remark, and I waited on the threshold of the place until the noise had died down. Then I said:

Boys, if Richardson should want to take a little ride out of town and see the country

Hes just been saying that thats what he wants to do, said Harry, grinning.

You lie! shouted Richardson.

If you take him out, said I, easy does the trick, partners. Remember that. Easy does the trick!


CHAPTER XXV. COLES ARRIVAL
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WHEN WE WERE outside the sheriffs office, he said to me: I reckon that you owe me a drink, Poker-face.

I forgot about that, said I.

We marched across to Riggss bar, where Dennis had whisky, and I sipped ginger ale and tried to like it.

I remember that he watched me with curious eyes.

Its too bad, kid, he said at last.

Whats too bad? I asked him.

Too bad that youve got in so deep, at your age, too, he declared.

You mean that Cole business? said I. Ill tell you about it. The fact is that

Oh, not the Cole business, said he. But all the rest.

He waved his hand.

I mean that youre in so deep that you dont dare to have a drink, even with a friend, not even in a town where a hundred guns would be out the minute trouble came your way. But still you cant trust to luck. You cant risk getting fog in your brain. Youve got to have that shooting hand of yours always ready to do its best. Ive seen em before, like you, but I never seen anybody get there so young.

And he shook his head, and sighed, and looked at me with an eye of sympathy, and a trace of awe.

Just then there was a great whooping and shouting, and we went to the swinging doors and peered over them in time to see Detective Richardson escorted at a gallop down the middle of the street by a screeching band of riders.

I grinned a little, I admit. And yet I was sorry for that fellow, too. I had an idea that he was made of the proper iron and that I would see him again, before very long. And I was right!

I have put in this incident in a good deal of detail because I wanted to give a picture of the peculiar conditions under which I lived in Piegan. To a degree, I was a marked man, but I was not marked in the way that the town thought. Between my odd adventures, and the care I had to take of my heart, and the coming of Richardson for my scalp, my reputation was built up like a tower which I expected to see crash, any moment.

I would have been rather glad if it had, no matter how high the dust flew. For it seemed that no matter what I did, it redounded to make me seem more and more of a desperado, a man-killer. The coming of Richardson was a sufficient proof, in the eyes of the town. It seemed to Piegan, after that, that the whole country wanted me, to put me in jail, and Piegan set its teeth and told the rest of the country where to go. That town felt that I was its pet gunman, and the bright, particular jewel of its crown.

Well, a couple of days after this, it developed that there was no fear of the population of Piegan slipping away to the copper claims at Makerville, because the townsmen of that place had staked out every inch of the territory around them, and the boys who had ridden over to take pot luck, came back without a thing to show for their journey.

Makerville settled down to being a copper-mining center; Piegan contented itself with being the county seat. Real estate was its treasure trove.

The colonel, however, was not one to allow a neighboring town to down him on any score without a protest. So he began to advertise Piegan, too, as a mining center. It was true that there were two gold mines in the mountains west of the town, and the old rascal had a little work done on the trails leading in those directions and he swore that he intended to build a road to each and so make Piegan one of the great mining centers in the country.

Well, that was the way that he talked, and the way that he worked. To the end he was always the same!

He came back this day from overseeing the work of a gang on one of those two roads, and when he got to the hotel he sent for me in a hurry. I came down and found him in the office, strutting up and down, on fire with excitement. His hair was rumpled. Still, as he talked, he was always thrusting his fingers into its long, flowing silver.

As I came into the office, he got hold of me and sort of dragged me into a chair.

Then he leaned over me and said in a hoarse whisper:

Jerry — Jerry, listen. Theres a railroad coming through!

Great Scott, said I. Through Piegan?

No, no! Through Makerville. That is, they think that theyre going to run the line through Makerville, but were going to stop them. Were going to stop them, Jerry, do you hear me? You and I — somehow!

I stared at him.

Why dyou turn to me, colonel? I asked him. I havent any influence with railroads, have I?

He stretched out his long arm and glared down it towards me as though down a rifle barrel.

Jerry, he said, youre my luck. You saved me — and Piegan. Somehow or other, you and I — together — well break Sid Makers heart for him again, and run that railroad through Piegan!

He talked on some more. He was in a fury of heat and excitement, and he was desperate because, so far, he had not been able to think of a plan.

It amazed me, in a way, to see the furious jealousy of that man. He had brooded so long over the towns, and Maker, that he had come to hate Makerville as though it were a person. He said that he would see himself dead before he would let the railroad go through Makerville. They would have to build right across his dead body!

I listened to this rot for a few minutes, wondering when he would come back to his senses, and finally he struck an attitude by his desk, and stiffened there, and seemed to grow taller, the crook coming out of his back. I saw that he was getting an idea of some sort, and I slipped out of the office just in time to meet the clerk.

He had a puzzled look, and said to me in a quiet way: Theres a man here who says that he wants to see you, Poker-face. I dunno. You wanta take a look at him before you meet him?

What does he call himself? I asked.

He says his name is Steven Cole, said the clerk.

That threw the spur into me. I went straight past the hotel man and in the lobby I saw Steven.

No wonder the clerk was in doubt about him. Steve looked as though he had just stepped out of a bandbox. He had pale-yellow gloves on his hands, and they were folded on top of a glistening walking stick, as thin as a whiplash. He wore sideburns, quite thick and long, and looked like a regular Apollo, but what the devil was the place for an Apollo? Not Piegan, I could lay my bet.

Well, I went up to him and shook hands. He was as cold as a stone.

He merely said: Ash, I hate to trouble you. Im here because I promised to come. Ill take myself off your hands almost at once.


CHAPTER XXVI. A DRIVE WITH RIGGS
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SEEING STEVE COLE was no pleasure to me, and his speech was not a very good start towards better relations. I didnt like him, and it was hard to control myself, except when I remembered that he was the brother of Betty Cole.

Its no burden to have you here, I told him. Betty wired to me that you were coming, so Ive been expecting you.

Betty wired to you, did she? he said, with a lift of his eyebrows.

It was plain that he thought she had demeaned herself by getting in touch with such a fellow as I. I swallowed that remark, also, and got him to sit down at a table in a corner of the lobby. Over across the room I saw Calkins and Bud Wentworth, and some of the other hardy lads of Piegan, and they were laughing with one another, and now and then sneaking glances at Cole. However, I stuck by my guns.

She wired to me, I repeated. And now that youre here, I want to do anything that I can for you. This hotel is the only place in Piegan. You can be pretty comfortable here, and Ill teach you the ropes.

The ropes? he said, with a sneering laugh. Are there ropes to learn in Piegan? Ropes of a rig, maybe you mean?

And he laughed again. The sound of that laughter was enough to turn heads toward him, there was such covert insolence in the tone of it.

I had to look down to the floor and tell myself, thrice over, that he was the brother of Betty Cole. Even that hardly enabled me to keep control of myself.

What brought you out this far West? I asked.

Its about the jumping-off place, he answered. But I was wanting a change of air, and Betty asked me to look you up. So here I am, as you see. She seems to take a sort of interest in you.

Thats mighty kind of her, said I. All that Ive heard from her has been a telegram. But Ive written to her.

So I understand, says he, sticking his chin up in the air, his eyes getting hard.

Plainly he thought she was disgraced by receiving letters from me. But I swallowed even this, the hardest of all, and explained:

That seems like effrontery — an ex-pug and gambler like me I began.

Is that all? said he. What about safe cracker, too, Ash?

That was too much. I looked him straight in the eye.

You know what made me become a robber, Cole, said I.

He shrugged his shoulders, and I wanted to slam him with the butt of my revolver. However, I gritted my teeth and managed to control myself.

I would have been landed in the jail for that nights work, said I, but Betty saved me.

Yes, I know she did, said Cole. I dont

At least, he had the grace to leave that sentence unfinished.

But now I opened up on him a little: Ive always wondered who got to you that night, Cole? What made you sell us out, after youd asked us in?

Sell? said he. Sell you out? I dont know what you mean. Are you trying to insult me, my friend?

Great Scott, what an arrogant rascal he was!

Let that go, said I. I want to forget about that night.

It nearly did me in. But Ive been curious. Wasnt Stephani with you in the deal? Hadnt he planned it with you?

He stared at me.

I dont know what youre talking about, said he.

That made me more furious than ever. So I snarled out: The fact is that the safe was robbed. You and Stephani planned the job. You would open the safe, split the profits between you, and then turn the blame on the fools of the party who were caught inside of the house! Isnt that the straight of it?

Ive heard enough from you, Ash, said he, rising. I knew you were a ruffian before. Ive heard and seen enough of you here to prove that youre still a ruffian. Bettyll be interested when I let her know!

I was on my feet, too, and the mention of her name made me insane. I laid a finger on his arm, lightly, I am sure, and I looked into his eyes and tried to find his soul there and destroy it with lightning. Because there was lightning in me, just then.

If you try to corrupt her idea of me with lies, or your own ideas of what I am, Ill kill you, Steve. Remember it. Write it down inside your mind. Look at the writing every day, because its true.

He made no answer. He just looked me up and down for a moment with a curling lip, and the greatest calm in the world, then he turned on his heel and went sauntering away from me.

I saw little Sam Harlow, the editor of the newspaper that the colonel was starting up, come into the lobby and stop the stranger, and ask questions, and I saw Steve Cole giving careless answers.

I leaned against the wall with one hand braced on it, very sick, trembling all over, afraid to leave before the tremor was gone. I saw that I had cooked the goose. That fellow had been sent out to Piegan by the express will of his sister. He was there because she wanted him to be there. And now I had cut off all relations with him.

No matter how he had tried me, I should have resisted and kept our talk smooth. Words should not have been able to irritate me. But they had been.

One of the fellows in the lobby — I think it was Jem Craig — came over and stood by me.

Whats the matter, Poker-face? said he. You look as though you wanted to tear him to pieces. Who is the dude, anyway?

Hes a fool from the East, said I, shortly, because I was out of breath with the racing of my heart.

I could see he was a fool, said Craig. Maybe well be able to educate him a little, though!

I hardly heard that; only afterwards I realized what he had said to me. If I had thought twice, I never would have gone off from Craig without making him promise to leave Steve Cole alone.

However, just then the colonel came rushing into the lobby, saw me, and hurried up and hooked his arm through mine.

I was glad to have him interrupt my thoughts. So I went along with him and listened to his chatter. He had a habit of getting me with him when he was thinking out loud. I rarely answered back. I gave him a placid audience that didnt make trouble, and he was fond of outlining his plans to me and the empty air, so to speak.

He hustled me into his buggy, this day, and drove at a spanking clip out of the town and up a road — trail, rather — to the top of some hills that rose to the south of Piegan. There he pulled up and stood on the seat and swept the plain with a pair of glasses. He drew the picture of the scene as it would be when the railroad went through. He showed me where it would come through the gap in the mountains, and how it would cut across the rolling ground, and then follow the easy plain straight to Piegan.

He said that it wasnt logical, wasnt possible for sane engineers to desire to run their line out of the way, and to Makerville.

Theyll get some heavy shipments of copper ore, I suggested.

At this he groaned.

The confounded copper! said he. Thats the root of all the trouble. I tell you, man, that Piegan cannot grow, cannot really flourish unless there is a railroad along which the blood of life can flow into her!

After a while, said I, they might be persuaded to run a branch line — narrow gauge, or something like that — down here from Makerville.

Piegan on a branch line from Makerville? exploded the colonel.

I argued no longer, because it was pretty plain that argument was not what he wanted. Agreement was what he was looking for, like a man in love.

He took out some paper and a pencil, and sketched in the imaginary map of what the valley of Piegan would be like after the railroad came through. He put down some towns, on that mental map — some tributary towns, as he called them. And he expanded Piegan itself a good deal.

He worked for a long time, in this way. And he had the shining face of a bunco artist — or an empire builder!

After a while, he transferred some of his attention to the ground around us. He said that he had been a fool not to see the possibility lying in those hills. He could buy the land for a song, and then he would develop it as a sort of summer residential sector of the town.

I pointed out that this was only a couple of miles from the town and not near enough to be part of the place and not far enough and high enough to give a real change from the climate of Piegan. But he had his heart set on the picture, already, and he began to talk about mansions shining on the height.

When he started on that line, I recognized the symptoms and the figures of speech and shut up.

But he went on ad lib. Then, driving back to survey the rest of the possibilities of the hills for their own sake, he ran into a ragged old fellow steering a burro down out of the hills, a gray and moldy prospector coming back to town with grubstake exhausted, but still with a fire of great hopes in his mind, and glimmering out at his eyes.

The colonel had a long talk with him about the back regions of the mountains — I must say that Riggs was as interested in the country as though he had made it — and when we finally straightened out for Piegan, the afternoon was nearly ended. A cold wind, I remember, was whipping across the hills and had us uncomfortably silent before we got back to Piegan.

And there the sky fell on my head.

I mean to say, it was there that I heard a newsboy crowing for the evening edition of that wretched sheet, in a tone as professional as any of his kind on the streets of New York. I heard two words of his song, and then bought a paper and read on the front page:

NEW YORKER JAILED FOR ATTEMPTED MURDER

It was Steve Cole!


CHAPTER XXVII. THE PALMED ACE
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THE COLONEL ASKED me who Cole was, and if he was a friend of mine, but I just sat there and stared helplessly at the account of how that fool of a man had walked into a gambling place and raised a question about the turn of a card, and then pulled a gun to back up his opinion. His bullet had been high and to the right, however, and a chair had crackled over his head and shoulders the next moment. The sheriff had picked up the limp body and carried it to the jail, which at present was the little room in back of Lew Denniss office. I jumped out of the buggy now, and the colonel called to me to stop, and wanted to know how he could help me. He said that Piegan would do anything I wanted. But I went on, without answering. I headed for the newspaper. It was operating in a tent — the press, the editorial chambers, and the reporting room. Sam Harlow was editor, advertising agent, reporter, and business manager. He always had ink on his fingers and a sleepless look in his red-rimmed eyes. Afterwards Sam went on to big things in the world of journalism. This was his bed-rock beginning.

I found Sam taking a moment off to eat and read over his latest edition. He was in his shirt sleeves, and the shirt was covered with inky finger marks. He was eating thick ham sandwiches, and had a pint tin cup of coffee standing on top of a cracker box beside him.

He looked up and gave me his professional smile.

Any little bits of news, Poker-face? said he. Youre a great mine of news for me, old son, but you dont give it out freely. Other imaginations have to work on you.

You wont have to work hard to get news out of me to-day, said I.

What is it? he asked, forgetting his sandwiches, forgetting even his coffee.

Its this, said I. That youre a four-legged screech owl, and a wall- eyed liar, and your paper is a disgrace.

That was a beginning that I worked up pretty well, and Sam Harlow was staggered and gasping, before I got through.

What have I done to you, Poker-face? said he. I wouldnt harm you for the world!

Cork up this whole edition, said I. Call it in. And if you print another word in your rotten sheet about young Steven Cole, Ill come down here and wreck your joint for you!

If I dreamed that he was a friend of yours, says Harlow, not a single word

If you knew any of the news in the town, you might have known that! said I. Sam, get in those papers youve sold, will you?

I will, he said.

Then he groaned and struck his forehead.

I cant! I cant! he said. They threw a scare into Cole and told him hed never get out of jail for ten years, and hes sent a messenger all the way to the railroad to wire to New York for money. He wants to have enough to hire the best lawyer in town. Nobody told him that there isnt any best lawyer here!

He laughed as he said this, but seeing me glowering, he added:

When I saw that messenger mounting — hes shooting through the hills day and night, using the stage relays — I just poked half a dozen copies of this edition into his saddle bag. I thought that the people on the outside might as well know, by now, that Piegan has a newspaper and can lift up a voice for itself in the world.

You lift up your voice, and you knock the sky down, said I. Youre a poor excuse for an editor, Harlow. Youre a poor excuse for a man, too!

There was no help for it. I saw that in a few days the word of what young Cole had done would go across the continent, and it would be ice cream and cake for the big New York dailies when they had a chance to copy something like Harlows headline on a member of the Cole family. The Coles were too exclusive. Those are the fellows that the reporters are trained to go after and pull down. The higher the family, the harder the fall, the more the dust and blood; and the Coles were due for a real blood-letting, this time. I could imagine Betty taking the blow with a white, set face, but never flinching. But what of her mother?

Well, I cursed Steven Cole as I went down the street. And I cursed the haste of Harlow who had sent out the news with such a rush.

I cursed the colonel, too, because except for him I would have been in town and could have stopped the whole affair.

I went down to the gambling place and found it crowding up, with the proprietor, Lefty Tom Gregg, at the faro table. I went over and talked to him.

Socking this boy Cole, said I, wont buy you a house and lot. Suppose you dont prosecute the case, Lefty?

He looked me up and down, cool and steady.

Is Cole a friend of yours? he asked.

Id be best pleased to see him out of the trouble, I said.

Well, I wouldnt, answered Lefty.

Look here, man, said I, dont talk so loud. Why not be friendly?

He stared up at me, scowling. He had a jaw which shot out so far beyond the upper one that when he spoke he always seemed to be pouting, or eating dry crackers with small bites.

This boy Cole, he comes in here and takes a slam at me, said Lefty. Thats not so good. That doesnt give me the kind of a happy, homey feeling the way that it used to do when I was a kid. Not when I hear the lead hissing and taste the burned powder in the air. Id rather listen to bacon in the pan or taste it on the plate. Maybe you dunno what I mean?

I know, Lefty, said I, sympathetically. But I wish that you would loosen up on this fellow. Hes pretty young.

Hes older than you are, said Lefty, and thats old enough to run most of Piegan. Only, you dont run me, boy!

I saw that he was sour, and I was sorry that I hadnt taken a slower line with him. However, now I was in the hot water.

Im not trying to run you, Lefty, said I. Why, not a bit of it.

I know what you mean, he answered. Youre not trying to run me. Youre just telling me what to do, eh? No, Poker-face, Im sorry to hurt you, but Im going to put that young fool behind the bars — Ill put him in the pen, if I can!

Well, Im only asking you to think it over.

Why should I try to please you, Ash? he asked me, point-blank. You never come down here. You never hang around and chuck a few dollars away on faro. You never liven things up, and give the boys a steer.

I dont gamble, said I. Thats why I keep away.

Then I keep away from you, too, said he. And were both happy. Is that right?

That called my hand, of course. I had to look him in the eye and wonder what was next.

Ill cut you for the first ace on this deal, said I.

Will you? he asked me.

Yes.

What for? said he.

You mean, what do I put up?

Thats it. Money talks here, Poker-face!

He was as hard as steel. I saw that I had to put him down, or he would put me, one of these days. Besides, his voice had been large enough to draw a lot of attention. Some of the boys were edging near, pretending to notice nothing, really drinking up the trouble in the air.

I remember wondering if Lefty were a dope. He acted as unaccountably mean and nervous as though he were.

I got some lots here, said I. Ill put up one of those. Do you want it in writing?

He met my eye coldly, but he shook his head.

Your word is all right with me, he said.

Picking up a pack, he began to mix them, still looking at me, and saying something about the fracas of that day. It was very neat and smooth, but Stephani had taught me the trick, and when he shoved the pack across to me, I knew that he had an ace palmed, all ready for me.

We pulled two cards apiece, and then when I was afraid that he would flash his ace, I pulled my gun and laid the muzzle on the edge of the table.

Turn your right hand palm up, Gregg! I commanded.

He stared at me, not really afraid, but thoughtfully, and I knew what his thoughts were.

It wasnt the matter of prosecuting the case against Cole, but it was his own life in Piegan that mattered. He had spent quite a lot of money getting started and building up his crooked trade in the town, and if he were discovered cheating as openly as this, it would ruin his business at a stroke. Piegan would be too hot to hold him.

What dyou think I am, Ash? said he, and tried to jump the card up his coat sleeve.

But he missed, and the card slid over the edge of the table and fluttered down through the air.

An ace of hearts lay face up on the floor for every one to see.

That was the end of Mr. Gregg in Piegan. The growl of the spectators was like the rumble of thunder. It meant trouble, bad trouble, and lots of it — right away! The men came steadily in around Lefty, and he didnt move. He just stood there, staring at me, and seeing the black of the future rather than my face.

I knew that I had lined up another heartfelt enemy to fit in with Richardson, and the gunmen of Sid Maker.

However, the business was done, so I put up the old gun, and left the place.

When I got out onto the pavement, I stopped short suddenly, with an exclamation.

For in spite of the tenseness of that scene I had just gone through, my heart was bumping along as calmly and steadily as though it had never skipped a beat in the course of its existence. I didnt know what to make of that, But I had a wild hope that perhaps I was around the corner, and that the illness might leave me as it had come, suddenly, and make me a free man once more!

Well, the very happiness of that thought was enough to start it racing, hopping, jumping as badly as ever. So I shook my head and went sorrowfully up the street to the sheriffs office.


CHAPTER XXVIII. A TALK WITH STEVE
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DENNIS WAS IN front, tightening the cinches of his horse and with a look of business in his eye. He said, grunting as he gave the straps a tug:

Whats up, Jerry?

I want a loan from you, said I.

Ive got three dollars and eighty-five cents, said he. You can have that.

He reached for his pocket. He was serious about the offer.

I want the man in your back room, said I.

Which one?

Young Cole — if you have more than one.

You cant have Cole, said the sheriff. Hes in for attempted murder, or something like that. He tried to plaster Lefty Gregg. Didnt you hear about that?

Yes, I heard. But Gregg is leaving town. He wont prosecute.

How do you know?

I just saw him palm an ace. And a lot of the rest of the boys saw him, too.

The sheriff nodded a bit thoughtfully.

Thats bad, he said. It gets the boys pretty irritated, when they see a thing like that. I dunno why. There aint one gambler in twenty thats straight. But the punchers flock in and seem to think that the place theyve selected is always straight. I do the same thing. Thats what cleaned me out, last night. But what you want with this boy?

Give him to me on parole. Any way you say. Turn him out. No charge will be brought, youll see.

You can have him, and welcome, said the sheriff. I dont want him. Come along in.

We went into his office. He disappeared into the back room with a bunch of keys and came back steering Cole in front of him, the irons still on the hands of Steven.

Big Lew Dennis sat down on the edge of his plank table and gave Steve a talk. Steve looked at me as though I had arranged the lecture. Said the sheriff:

Youve come out here, and tried to bust things loose. Is that right?

Lefty is a crooked gambler, said Steve.

You tried to kill him, said the sheriff.

He tried to cheat me, said Steve.

If a man cheats you, do you try to kill him? asked Dennis. If you do, lemme tell you something. You wont last long. Not out here. If I was you, Id cut out and run for the parts where youll be at home. We dont want your kind of a man around out here. We got a lot of space, but we aint got the room to put you up. You get out and you stay out.

Youve been telling him something about me, I suppose, said Steve, showing his teeth as he looked at me.

Im turning you loose because he asked for you, you puppy! roared the sheriff, suddenly enraged. Doggone if I know what he wants you for. I wouldnt have you for anything. But Poker-face wants you, and most generally he gets what he asks for, in this town. Because hes a white man. Thats why he can have what he wants here. Were all solid behind a decent man. And if you can get up the hill and stand at the top, where Poker-face is, youll find out what I mean. Now get out of here and dont let me see your face again. Im tired of you!

With that, he unlocked the handcuffs and turned Steve loose. I took him back to the hotel with me.

As we went down the street, he said, in a hard, constrained voice:

Where are we driving, Jerry?

For the hotel, said I.

I dont know that I want to be seen there, he said.

Youll have to stay in town until theres no sign of a charge against you. Youre out on parole with me.

Suppose that I broke that parole? said he, stopping short and staring at me.

The meanness of that idea almost sunk me.

Yes, you could do that, I admitted.

He shrugged his shoulders suddenly, and walked on rapidly down the street, like a man with a new thought. He carried his head high, and it remained in the air when we walked up the steps of the hotel together.

As we did that, the loungers on the veranda were all silent. They sat up and stared at us, openly, and the looks they gave to Steve were not pleasant; they were darker than storm clouds. They looked at me, too, and shook their heads, because they could not make me out.

I stopped in the lobby and had the clerk give Steve a room next to mine. The face of that clerk was as cold as stone. He studied Steve with a sneer while he was signing his name, and then silently gave him the key to his room. I would show the way up.

When we got to the room, he went to the window and looked out, his arms folded high across his breast, his legs braced.

Youre not Napoleon on board the Bellerophon, I told him, pretty cruelly. Youre with a friend, Steve, though you dont know it.

He turned slowly around on me. He was looking at the floor, and his face was white. But it was a hard white. He was suffering, but not shrinking, and I saw that there was a lot more man in him than I had suspected.

You can say what you want, I suppose, said he. Youve earned the right. Only, dont talk to me about friendship.

Why not, Steve? said I.

You know what Ive done to you. Or youve guessed. What you guessed is right. I double-crossed you there in New York.

I nodded. It was sickening.

Thats something to forget, Steve, said I. Thank God, were not finally committed to every fool thing that weve done in the world. That was yesterday, and this is to-day.

When Betty found out all the facts about what Id done, said he, she made me promise that Id come out here and square myself with you, if I could. She drove me to it. Thats why I came.

Quit it, Steve, said I. Take the whip off your back, will you?

My skins gone already, he said. I dont mind the flogging that Ive got to take.

Then he said: She would have gone to father and told him the whole deal. Everything that Id done. You dont know my father, Jerry.

No, said I.

Well, if father thought that I had done a thing like that, he would jail me and hire the best lawyers in the country to get me a long sentence. Thats the way he feels about justice — and clean hands. Hes never liked me very much, anyway. Bettys the one. And she held him over my head until I finally swore that Id come out here and put things right with you.

He paused, he was breathing hard.

Well talk it out another time, said I. Ive had enough now. So have you. Lets save something for another day. Youre square with me. You dont have to worry about me. Ive forgotten everything.

He looked up at me suddenly, and his glance was as straight as a ray of light, and as unwavering.

Youre sweating with shame for me, Jerry, arent you?

Not a bit, I lied.

Because of Betty, youve put up with a lot from me. You put up with a lot, and took it, and then came back and got me out of trouble! Out of jail, I mean, because I suppose that Ill be in trouble as long as Im near this town!

Not a soul will hold a grudge against you, Steve, said I, the minute that you begin to feel that the name of Cole is not a title, and that every man in town has as good a right to a place in the world as you have. Thats putting it to you straight, but I have to say it.

He flushed a little, the first color that had been in his face for a long time.

I want to murder you, when I hear you say that! he told me, with a lot of quiet meaning in his voice. But Ill take it. I know that theres no fool like a proud fool, and Ive got to learn to take it.

All right, said I. I wont hit you again. Ive said enough. The boys may hold off for one day. The second, theyll be with you.

There wont be any second day, said he. Ill be gone, by then.

I wish youd stay on and face down the music, said I.

He stared at me.

You mean that you really wish it?

Yes, said I.

His eyes widened and yet they darkened with significant meaning, too.

He said slowly: Betty made me swear that I would take marching orders from you. His voice went husky with shame and effort. And Im to do what you tell me — to make a man of myself!

That was pretty hard on him. I could hear him breathing like the breathing of a tired horse. His nostrils were quivering. His whole soul was being burned up with shame.

Youll get no orders from me, Steve, I told him, as gently as I could. But Ill be glad if youll stay on here and face the thing through with me. Will you do it for me?

He groaned, suddenly.

Ah, man, said he. I know you hate and despise me. Its only for the sake of Betty

No, no, I told him, and I was amazed to find that I meant what I said.

I hurried across the room and stood close to him.

Youve got the real stuff in you, I told him. Youre as good a man as Betty is a woman. I know it. I gamble on it.

He closed his eyes.

Then he opened them again and drew himself up.

Theres one other thing that Ive got to tell you, said he. Betty gave me a letter which I was to deliver to you. I opened it and read it. I thought you were not good enough to get a letter from a daughter of the Cole family. I read the letter and I tore it up

I was silent. This hit me hard.

He went on, forcing out every word with terrible pain:

In the letter, she said that she — was fond of you. She said — that — she never had met more of a man — than you!


CHAPTER XXIX.— THE LUCK OF PIEGAN
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THE HARDEST SHOCK in my life had been the fourth round of my last fight in the ring. The greatest joy was that moment when young Steve Cole admitted to me what his sister had said in the letter. I couldnt speak. I was number by pleasure.

He went on to say that she believed in me, and that she knew that I would go straight from then on. And he told me a good many other things that I drank in like a man dying of thirst. I wanted to hear him talk on forever. But a knock came at the door, and then the voice of the clerk saying that the colonel wanted to see me at once. I told the clerk that the colonel could wait, but the fellow said that Riggs wanted desperately to see me now, just for a moment.

So down I went to the office of the old fraud, and found him in a heat of excitement. He had a letter in his hand, and when he talked to me he flourished the sheets in the air so that they rattled loudly.

Now, my lad, said he, our backs are against the wall. Piegan has the gun held under her nose. Shall she throw up her hands, or shall she fight back?

Ask Piegan, said I. I cant read her mind for you.

Oh, Poker-face, said he, coming over and dropping a hand on my shoulder in the most affectionate way, the truth is that you and I compose the majority of Piegan. The head and the hands of it, so to speak.

You can be the head, colonel, said I, but Im not the hands. My skin is not thick enough to handle the jobs.

He laughed a little.

Then, growing serious and dramatic, he pointed a finger at my head like a gun.

Do you know what is about to happen? he asked.

No idea, I answered.

To-morrow morning, Sidney Maker, of Makerville, Piegan County, is sending a special stage to meet a train on the Q. & O. line. On that train will be two important engineers, and President Tracy Dixon! Think of that! Dixon himself!

President of what? I asked.

President of what? Why, every man and child in the country knows that hes the president and almost the majority stockholder of the Q. & O. Hes a captain of industry, my lad. Hes made of money. Thats the man that Im talking about.

Does he want a stage ride to Makerville? said I.

The colonel paused, breathing hard, and looking out at me from beneath lowering brows.

Jerry, he said gloomily, there are times when I think that youll never live up to your promise. But I—

He paused again and cleared his throat.

I have faith in you, Jerry, he went on. You will understand in due season, Sid Maker, of course, wants to take the president of the road to Makerville, and there bulldoze him into building the branch line on toward that starved, worthless town!

If Tracy Dixon is such a big man, said I, hell see through Makerville if its really such a bad bet.

See through? cried the colonel. Great heavens, my lad, how can I explain to you that all any of us see is words, even a Tracy Dixon? Sometimes, when I think of the folly of human nature, I have tears in my eyes, my lad. Actually, I have tears in my eyes! Its a sad thing. We dont see rivers or mountains, even. We only see the words that have been spoken to us about them. I have seen a forest turned into a desert, and a desert into an alfalfa field by the power of words. I have done it myself! And when Sidney Maker gets Dixon into his hands, hell never stop until he has convinced him!

Whats wrong with that? said I.

Whats wrong with it? shouted the colonel. Are we to sit here with our hands in our pockets and see the chance of a lifetime, the lifetime of a growing city, thrown away to the dogs? Thats what it means if the railroad goes to Makerville. Well be dwarfed and done for in the eyes of the world. Ill be a laughing-stock — so will all of Piegan.

He steamed up a good deal while he was talking like this, and I felt a stir of excitement, I must say.

I was about to say something about the ease with which a branch line could be run down to us from Makerville, but then I remembered how the colonel had greeted that remark earlier in the day. So I said nothing at all, but shrugged my shoulders.

Something must be done! Something must be done! Riggs kept repeating as he stalked up and down the room.

Theres nothing to do, though, said I. Thats obvious.

The world would stand still if everybody felt as you do! he shouted at me. Its people who attempt the impossible that make for progress in this world, and you ought to know it! You do know it, if you stop to think.

I shrugged my shoulders again. After all, there was nothing much to answer to such an attitude of mind.

Push on, push on, said the colonel, getting poetic. Excelsior! Thats the idea, and thats the word for it. Push on, hew to the line as far as the line runs, and then keep on striking in the dark. Illumine your way with the sparks you knock out of existence.

He would have gone on like this almost endlessly, but another thought struck him, and he paused with a groan.

One day of grace! he said. If only I had a chance to think, to devise — but theres only one day of grace!

He flung himself into a chair and buried his face in his hands. I almost expected to hear him sobbing. But at length he looked up with a corrugated face.

Say something! he commanded.

What? said I like a fool.

Anything! he roared.

Makers a tough one, said I, speaking the thought in my heart.

Tough. Too tough to break. But Ill bend him. Ive bent him before, and Ill bend him again! declared the colonel. If only I had a little more time! But no, he went on, arguing aloud with himself. Thats the attitude of a dastard and a dolt. My back is against the wall. Vast odds to face. But still there may be some Napoleonic stroke. Tracy Dixon is coming. Coming where? To Makerville. Thats the curse! He must not go to Makerville! He must come here instead! It must be arranged!

You show me what chance there is, said I, unless you make him think that youre Sid Maker, and go in his place!

He began to make a hasty answer, but then checked himself, and remained for a moment with parted lips, staring at me, his eyes blank with distant thoughts.

He murmured at last: Have I struck out and raised a spark that will show me my way through the darkness? Has it happened? Do I see the light?

He got slowly out of his chair, pushing himself gingerly up with his hands, and then tiptoed across the room with a hand stretched out before him, like a boy trying to catch a butterfly.

If I could stop Maker and get there myself! he whispered hoarsely.

Then he whirled about on me.

You will stop Maker. I will go on and meet the train at the end of the line!

I laughed in his face.

Listen to me, colonel, said I. Youre talking through your hat. Ive tackled Sid Maker once, and Ill tackle him no more. Thats flat. Hes too hot for my fingers to hold him. Thats all there is to it.

The colonel struck his hands together. Where shall I find lieutenants, daring men, fearless, devoted men, men after my own heart? he cried.

He stalked up and down the room, shaking his head, and getting no apparent answer to his question. Certainly I would not be fool enough to volunteer!

No, I understood my luck when I found it, and, having managed to come off fairly well in my first encounter with Maker, I wanted no more trouble with that bulldog. I still shuddered with relief to think that I had given his wallet back to him, just as I found it, before I turned him loose.

Part of my thoughts seemed to react upon the colonel, for he broke out: If only Id had my hands on that wallet of his, I would have found letters, plans, correspondence. I could have pushed something through. But your infernal stubbornness, Jerry Ash, is now endangering the whole future of my city!

This complaint was so childish that I merely smiled at it, and my smile infuriated him. He glared at me, started to speak, changed his mind, and, planting himself in front of me, he said solemnly:

Jerry, youre my luck, and the luck of Piegan. Outside of you, where is our good fortune? Nowhere! You are our man, the man of the hour. And now, Jerry, you turn your back on us. Im surprised. It saddens me to think of this. Im not prepared for it. Any other man, yes — but not you!

I could see perfectly, of course, that the old deceiver was flattering me; but, still, what he said was mildly amusing and pleasant to hear. It lulled me in an odd way. It put me at ease. It made me feel stronger. Sidney Maker, for one thing, no longer seemed such a whale of a man.

Colonel, said I, Im not going to have a thing to do with it. Thats flat. And you can see for yourself that theres no way short of murder of stopping Maker. And even murder wouldnt stop the rest of the people of his town from showing Tracy their city and its prospects. Copper ore is something that he probably knows a bit about.

Who talks of murder? said the colonel angrily. I talk of delay, not of murder. I talk of delay — putting brakes on that stage which goes to meet the train — waylaying the vehicle in the pass, and there — I dont know what — running off with the horses, perhaps, and — 

Look, my lad, and try to see, he continued, suddenly running at me and clutching me. They could get through the journey in one day, but they wont try to. Theyll take their time, because theyll want to have their animals fresh in order to give Dixon a decent journey back the day after. Isnt it clear to you? That night, when they camp in the hills, you slip in on them, sweep away their horses, leave them stranded — and the next morning it is Colonel Riggs, sir, who meets Tracy Dixon and conducts him to Piegan, the queen of this valley, and convinces him—

I hardly heard what else he was saying. A vicious excitement had hold of me, and I began to conceive of that scene as he had painted it. I wanted nothing to do with it, but still I felt with a sinking heart that I was entrapped.


CHAPTER XXX. THE FINAL PLANS
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WELL, OF COURSE, the colonel had his way with me. The moment he saw that I was giving in to his idea somewhat, he renewed the pressure, and in no time I was beginning to enter into the spirit of his plan.

It was not so impossible, either. That is to say, my part of the plan was not so impossible. It looked as though it might be very humanly feasible to stop the cortege from Makerville and tie it up long enough to make it late in arriving to meet Tracy Dixon, the great.

After that, how the colonel was to succeed in persuading Mr. Dixon, no matter how smooth and oily his tongue, I could not see. That was his share of the affair.

But you know that the greater the difficulty, the more intriguing is the problem, always, and so it was on this day. In a few moments I was poring with the colonel over maps of the trail — our trail toward the advancing railroad, and the trail from Makerville toward it.

It was not the line from which I had staged in. As a matter of fact, that line was never likely to push up through the mountain passes as far as our valley. But the Q. & O. line had been working for some time to the north. It was driving for new territory, and Tracy Dixon was laying down hundreds of miles of track at a venture. The time was to come when his name was no longer one to conjure with, and when he was to be tottering in his high, imperial position as a railroad magnate. But before the end of his career he saw himself vindicated. The West vindicated him. It made the desert blossom where he had dared to lay down his tracks. It ripped open the mountains and found rich ores to ship on his lines. And along the course of his roads it turned crossroads into villages, villages into towns, towns into bright, flourishing cities.

However, all of this was in the future, and what mattered now was that the Q.&O. was king where Piegan and Makerville stood. We wanted the Q.&O. And the colonel had his idiotic plan for getting it.

Colonel, I said finally, it may be that Ill have the luck to stop Maker and his men, because I dare say that they wont be expecting us on their trail this time. But I dont want to be present when you tell your flock of lies to Tracy Dixon and try to persuade him that youre Sid Maker from Makerville, and then that Piegan is better than Makerville, anyway!

The colonel laughed.

It would make you sweat and blush a good deal to be around while I was talking to him like that, wouldnt it? said he.

It would, said I.

Ah, Jerry, said he, youre one of the men of action. You dont understand that conversation, also, has its Waterloos, and its Austerlitzes, too. But one of these days youll learn — youll learn, if you watch me closely enough, and listen to me.

He grinned at me in a peculiar way, and then he added quietly: Its just about half of this battle to have persuaded you to come into this with me.

Let that go, said I. Lets make the final plans. I dont suppose that you want me to tackle this scheme alone, do you?

You can take all the men you want, said he.

And what about the cost of horses, and such? said I, smiling at him.

Come, come, snorted Riggs. Why go back so far into our early history? I know you now, my lad, and everything that you want is yours long before you ask for it. You know that!

Well, I didnt entirely believe him — but almost.

He tried to throw a spur into me again.

If that railroad comes through the town, you know what you get, Jerry?

Make it good, colonel, said I.

Tut, tut, said he. I understand perfectly well what a risk youre taking in this business, bearding the man-eaters of Makerville. But it will be worth your while. It will make an independent man of you, I say! You have six lots, among the best in town. Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill make it sixteen lots. Ten more for you. And right clustering around your first holdings. Those lots are going to skyrocket in value when people guess that the railroad intends to tap our city. Youre going to be able to get rid of those big, wide, deep, central lots for anywhere from five to twenty-five thousand dollars apiece!

Twenty-five thousand apiece? said I. Come, come, colonel. You dont ask me to believe that sort of talk, do you?

I tell you seriously that I mean it, said he. Youve never seen town fever at work, but I tell you that it drives men just as mad as the gold fever. Ive seen thousands of dollars bid into tens and twenties of thousands for a patch of land where not a stick of timber had yet been put up — a dream city, pure and simple!

I made a quick calculation. The price would not have to be twenty-five thousand apiece. Six or seven apiece would do for me.

As I thought about that possibility of picking up a fortune — with clean hands — my mind went back to Betty Cole. What would she think of such a deal? Would she consider that my hands were clean?

Only the danger of the thing had stopped me before this, but now I said to the colonel: What about it, Colonel Riggs? What will be thought of me if I stop Maker and his men? Wont I be put down as the worst sort of a border ruffian?

Ha! cried the colonel. You? Put down as a border ruffian? I should like to hear that term applied to you in Piegan! I should only like to hear it dreamed of by any fool in this town. He would be torn to bits!

Thats not the point, said I. Ive been rough enough in my day, but

Ah, lad, said the colonel, dont dwell on your past. Forget it. Youre not asked about your past out here. Youre only asked about your future! I know that youve had your ups and downs in earlier times. But well wash you clean of any stains

Oh, quit it, colonel, will you? said I.

Whats the matter, my boy? said he.

Drop that salvation manner, please, I answered. Im only wondering what law-abiding people will think of such a job — even if I manage to work it through. If Im killed — that will serve me right. If I win through, then Im simply a successful ruffian.

Whatever happens, said the colonel, to Piegan youre a flawless hero.

It may seem strange to you, said I, but just for the moment Im not thinking of Piegan.

He actually smiled. His sense of humor was generally fairly near the surface, I must admit.

Look here, Jerry, he said. Ill tell you the straight of it. If you win, youll be Piegans idol. Youre that already. If you lose, youll still be the idol here. To the world outside, for the young men, youll be a hero, too — a fellow they envy and admire. For the older men and women youll be a plain nuisance, worthy of a penitentiary sentence — or worse! But the point that counts is the girls, I take it. Am I right, my lad?

I said nothing, but stared at him. Perhaps my color mounted a little, for I remember that the width of his grin increased.

He said: As for the girls, theyll shake their heads and gasp over you, Jerry. Theyll smell fire and brimstone, and see sparks around you. But American girls dont marry haloes, my boy. Never forget that. They like to have their hands full. Remember that!

Suddenly what he said lifted a weight from my mind.

I shrugged my shoulders and asked him what was next. What men could I have?

Anything you want, said he.

I thought it over.

Slim Jim Earl and Dan Loftus rode with me before. Theyre good lads, and they have a certain amount of faith in me. Then I want a good trailer and a practiced horse thief. Theres only one people in the world who are perfect horse thieves, and theyre the Indians, I understand. Well, Ive seen a long, lean half-breed around the town. Can I put any trust in him?

You can trust a half-breed just half as far as you can a full breed, said the colonel sententiously. I know the man you mean. Its Charlie Butcher. Charlie the Butcher, they call him. He has a pretty black reputation, son.

I dont particularly want a white reputation for horse stealing, said I.

Thats true, said the colonel. Although I generally feel that I want good men even for bad jobs! Well, well, well! We are moving on. Thats three men for you. Who else?

I had a sudden thought.

Poor young Steven Cole had to stay near me for a time in Piegan. He had to redeem himself in the eyes of the town if he could, and therefore he would never have a much better opportunity than this of riding in the company which was advancing for the forlorn hope of the town.

I named him.

That young man from the East — the dude? snapped the colonel.

Hes more than a dude, said I. I have hopes of him.

Youre wrong, thundered the colonel, smashing his hand down on the table. I make a prophecy right here. I swear that if you include that young puppy you will ruin the expedition — you will ruin everything.

Well, I simply pulled myself up and stared.

Im going to take him. Ive made up my mind, said I.

Then I wash my hands of the job! shouted the colonel.

All right, said I, weve just wasted a lot of time and imagination for nothing.

As I got to the door he overtook me.

Tell me, he said. Do you really mean it? You really want to take that worthless fellow along?

Ive got to take him, I said.

Take him, then, and confound you! said the colonel furiously. Go and round up your party. Better make it seven or eight in all. There may be fighting. Theres almost sure to be fighting. So get yourself some men who know how to use a rifle!


CHAPTER XXXI. THE HALF-BREED
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WHEN I FOUND myself squarely embarked upon one of the colonels missions again I swore a good deal, and wondered how in the world he had managed to turn the trick with me. However, the thing had been done, and there I was in the trap. So I went out to make all the preparations I could.

I found Slim Jim Earl and Dan Loftus together. Since their Makerville exploit, they had always been together, and Im sure that they never had been able to spend a cent in the town. For them, drinks were free at every bar, and food and room cost them nothing in the hotel. Besides, they were pointed out and admired a good deal. When I found them, I thought they looked pretty seedy.

Look here, boys, said I. Do we ride together again on a little job?

What kind of a job? asked Dan.

Any job is better than Piegan, said Slim Jim, making a face.

Youre whisky-soaked, said Dan. But Im not. I could use another week of the stuff.

However, they both agreed that they would go with me. They asked no questions, either. Only, when I said that there would be a hundred dollars apiece for their time for two days, Dan pulled up his belt a couple of notches.

Theres going to be hell popping again, is there? said he.

But that question answered itself. Who gets fifty dollars a day for anything inside the law? At least, what puncher on the range gets it?

Then I looked up Harry. That young fellow was as clean as a whistle. The town was treating him pretty well, too, since he had pulled down on the detective, Richardson, in such handsome style. The youngster was considered one of our rising citizens, you might say. But he let that all go, and paid no attention to it. He simply laughed at Piegan and at its drinks. A good, steady job was what he wanted, with a dash of fun thrown in. That was what he told me on this day.

Well, I told him that I could offer the fun and a hundred dollars for two days.

How many men do I have to kill? said he.

Nobody, said I. Then I added: Nobody, I hope.

He nodded at me.

You know, old son, said he, I told you before, and I meant it: You can have everything that Ive got, because except for you being a white man, Id be pushing daisies by now.

I dont want you to look at it that way, I told him. Thats all forgotten. Were friends, and thats enough for that other. Make up your mind all fresh.

Do you need me? said he.

Id like to have you, yes.

Then Im with you, said he.

Well, he was old enough to make up his own mind, even if he wasnt old enough to vote. And I was mighty glad to have a kid like that along, all wool and a yard wide with a horse or a gun or working out a trail. He was born to the business.

That left the breed for me to tackle. And he was a different proposition.

I found him, after a good deal of inquiry, in a corner of the Thomson Brothers Saloon. He was sitting on a bench, sagging, his hat pulled down over his long, cadaverous face.

Is he drunk? said I to Jud Thomson.

No. Hes only waiting for a drink, said Jud.

I went over to him and asked him to have a drink with me. He got up, pushed back his hat until his hair came in a black shower over his greasy forehead, looked at me out of his popping, red-rimmed, puckering eyes, and came over to the bar with me.

He took about four fingers and jumped it down his throat, and held out his glass for more. Jud looked at me, I nodded, and the breed got his second shot.

You dont want to drink with me, he said. You drink ginger ale. You want me, but you dont want me to drink with you.

I want to drink with you, said I. But I cant go the whisky.

Neither can I, said he. But the whisky can go me. What dirty work have you got for me to do?

I frowned at him. And he saw me frowning and didnt care. I had a good deal of a reputation — entirely a sham, as youve been able to see — as a fighting man. But the breed didnt care. I saw suddenly that he didnt care about anything. And I understood why.

Its not dirty, but its dangerous, said I.

How much? said he.

Fifty dollars a day for two days.

A hundred a day, said he.

Youre crazy, Charlie.

A hundred a day, said he.

I dont want you, then.

All right, said he, and slouched to his corner again.

I realized then how badly I wanted him. And I looked at Jud Thomson.

Jud merely shook his head and said: Ill tell you what, youll never be able to do anything with him now. Hes got his mean streak on.

I called after him: You dont even know what the job is, Charlie. Youre acting like a fool.

He was already in his slouching position, and now he lifted his head slowly.

Dont call me a fool, Poker-face, said he. Some of the boys around here are afraid of you. But Im not like that.

Quit that, Charlie! shouted Jud Thomson. I told you that you could sit in here if you kept your mean tongue still. You know that I told you that!

Yes, you told me that, admitted the breed. Well, Im not hunting trouble. Only, I wont be called a fool.

He got up and came back and stood before me, very tall, sick to death, drooping, but never surrendering.

Ive taken your whisky, he said. I ought to listen to you — for a hundred a day.

Ill pay you fifty, said I. You never made so much in your life.

Yes, I made more than that, said he, and I served eight years in the pen for it. However, Ive made more than fifty a day. But whats your idea, Poker-face?

You ride with me for two days. You do what I tell you on the way. Thats all.

You tell me to jump off a cliff, and I do it, eh?

Yes — if thats the sort of a boss you think that Ill make. Look here, Charlie. You have more sense than this. You know that Im offering you a good thing, so why dont you take it?

Maybe we shoot a lot? said he.

Maybe. And maybe we get shot a lot. I dont know. We take our chances. How does it sound to you?

How many men? he asked sourly.

Four besides the pair of us.

Two days? said he.

Come on, Charlie, said I. You need something to take your mind off yourself.

You want me a lot, eh? said he.

I want you, said I. Yes, thats true. Otherwise I wouldnt be arguing with you.

I know why you want me, said Charlie Butcher. Its dangerous work. Somebodys apt to drop. Why not the half-breed? Who would care if the breed tumbled? Why, not a soul. Tell me — would you care?

I looked back into his sneering eyes.

No more than you would care, Charlie, said I.

He appeared startled. He even forgot his settled sneer.

What do you mean by that? said he.

Youre only around the corner from it, Charlie, said I. And you wont care much when that corner is turned. I dont know whats the matter with you, but I guess that theres not much more time left for you.

That was a brutal speech, but he had fairly pulled it out of me. Now I saw, with horror, that I had been talking to a sensitive man. He straightened a little; his face grew pale and glistening as he watched me.

Very well, he said. Ive deserved that. And Ill ride along with you, Poker-face, whenever you say!

I told him to get his best pair of horses. I told him where to meet us, and then I went for the hotel once more and found poor Steve Cole sitting in the dusk by the window, with his head fallen back against the top of the chair he was sitting in. At first the moveless, solid outline of him shocked me, but then I saw the stir of his breast, and knew that he was breathing.

Steve, said I, can you ride?

Ive ridden all my life, said he, cross country and that sort of thing. But Im no champion.

Can you shoot?

Yes. Ive done a lot of hunting.

I dont mean shotguns.

Rifles? Yes. Revolvers, too, rather recently. Ive practiced a lot.

Did Stephani teach you?

As a matter of fact, he did. How did you guess that?

I dont know. But hes a great teacher. I know that much. Listen to me.

Im listening like a convert, Jerry.

Get up, jump into old clothes and riding boots, and then jam a hat on your head and get ready for two days of rough riding.

He got up without a word and began to peel off his clothes.

Whats up? he asked finally.

Horses, guns, and all that sort of thing, I told him.

Thats all right, said he softly.

I knew that he meant it: On that little ride which I was planning there would be one beside Charlie who cared not a whit whether he lived or died.

But I had my hands full now. I wanted to get out of the town shortly after sunset — as soon as the countryside was good and black. Then my plan was to ride briskly along that night, and get up in the Cash Hills by the dawn at the latest. That would give our horses and ourselves a whole day of rest — or nearly an entire day — before the Makerville party came through. We could scatter, watch the three possible trails that the stage might be following, and then, when it was seen, we could signal to one another.

That was the plan to commence with. And with that part we went straight through.


CHAPTER XXXII. THE MAKERVILLE PARTY
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THIS GROWS A little complicated, so I have to explain the tactics and the strategy. The strategy was this: I marched for the Cash Hills — so called by an early prospector who did not find gold in them — and hunted till I found Maker. After stopping him if I could, I was to push on and try to get to the end of the Q. & O. branch line in time to join the colonel as a guard of honor, so to speak, on his return trip. Also, if Maker and his men got under way and suspected our plans, they might cut across our line of retreat and give us a hot reception.

The colonel, in the meantime, was to get the reserve stage which was always kept at Piegan in case the regular one was broken up. He was to get six fast horses on it, and a good driver, and with a few of the most respectable citizens, he was to go across to the end of the branch line, leaving Piegan about dawn.

That was the plan of campaign. The main battle would be, probably, between my gang and the Makerites. Everything depended on that, for a beginning. And in the ending, it would be the persuasive tongue of the colonel that would tell the story with Tracy Dixon.

I saw the colonel for farewell instructions, and he had little to say. He was nervous, of course, but cheerful. He swore that he would make me a rich man if this deal went through, and he vowed eternal friendship and confidence whether it went through or not. So I pulled out of Piegan on time, and we jogged our horses steadily through the night.

If I doubted the value of the half-breed on such a trip as this, the doubt disappeared before we were an hour out of the town. That fellow took the lead at once, and he had eyes like a cat in the dark of the night. He got us across two bad places where freshets had washed out the trail, and throughout the night he kept the lead.

I kept to my place at the tail end of the party most of the time, because in that position I could favor myself as much as possible, and the others could not see so well my various odd positions in the saddle. For I had to do everything I knew in order to make the ride less fatiguing. Even so, I could not make the ride without a long halt, and after we had gone, according to the breed, about two thirds of the way, I had the party pull up, and we made a fire and rested for at least an hour.

I wrapped myself in a blanket and lay flat. After a moment, while the other boys were chattering together and seemed in high spirits, along came a shadow and sat down beside me, and the husky voice of the breed said:

You, also, Poker-face.

Also what? said I, working to keep the weariness out of my voice.

You will not last long, either, said he. I saw it in your face when you saw it in mine. And that is why I came for this little ride. But you are very tired. You had better stay here, and Ill go on with the rest and do the work. Tell me what the work is to be.

No, said I. Thats fine of you, Charlie. But Ill have to stay along with the others. Im better than you think. But I have to take things by easy stages. Thats all.

He grunted. I could not make out the words.

Tell me, Charlie, said I, so softly that the others could not hear, where you were educated.

In college. No good telling you where. Im no credit to it, said he.

Youre credit enough, said I. I wouldnt have any man in the world in your place in this party.

Thats only because I dont care what happens, he suggested.

No, its because youve got a head on your shoulders.

What good does it do to have a brain? said he. For an Indian, yes. For a white man, yes. But Im only a breed.

He went on trying to persuade me that I should stay behind and let him take over the direction of the party. I was amazed. I would never have dreamed that there was so much generous kindness in the make-up of that fellow. I dont think that another soul in the world ever guessed it at the time.

When he saw that he could not move me, he grunted again, and went off by himself.

I waited there until the thumping of my weary heart was smoothed out and flowing along on a fairly steady level. Then I propped myself up, and we took to the saddles again.

I must say that the halt seemed to work out well for the horses, and we kept up a good, steady pace right through the night, and reached the Cash Hills just when the dawn was beginning to stretch a pink band around the sky line.

There we hobbled the horses and turned them out to graze, cooked a good breakfast, and then I had everybody turn in for a sleep. Perhaps it would have been wiser to post a guard, but I was confident that we were too far off any beaten track to be taken by surprise.

For my part, I had the shadow of a big boulder to shield my face, and I slept straight through until noon. I might have slept still longer, but the noise of voices wakened me, and I got up to find that I was the last of the party to be stirring.

We still had plenty of time; the Makerites could hardly be expected before the middle of the afternoon. So we cooked another meal, finished it off with coffee, and then I posted my lookouts. Before I sent them out, I explained the whole plan in detail — that is, I explained the part about stopping the Makerites. As for the scheme of the colonel, or what this deal might mean to Piegan, I said nothing. I was afraid that the thing would seem to the rest of them as foolish as it now seemed to me. For, after sleeping on it, I confess that it looked the most ridiculous thing in the world. The only reason that I kept on was because I had put my hand to the job and thoroughly committed myself.

As for my gang, they listened carefully to what I had to say. The business of stopping a party of Makerites seemed perfectly logical to all of the boys except young Steve Cole. And, of course, he was not asking questions!

As for the rest, they were willing, if I said the word, to open on any body of Makerites and shoot to kill! That I didnt want, and I insisted over and over that not a bullet should be fired until I gave the word. And that word I fully intended never to give.

However, to get on to the event of the day.

I had three lookouts on three ridges, each of them able to signal to the others. The moment the stage was sighted, we could draw to a head and focus on it. As a matter of fact, we had to wait all through the afternoon, and it was almost too dark to see the signal before Slim Jim called us to him on the double.

The whole gang of us slipped over to his ridge, riding hard, and when we pulled up and sneaked over the crest among the boulders, we lay down flat and peered, and saw the picture for which we had been waiting.

Only, it was more of a picture than we had gambled on.

Youve seen that Colonel Riggs and the Piegan men were willing to take a lot of chances, and do things in a big way, and spend money liberally. But the Makerites were just as ready, or even more so. I saw a specially big stage, all bright with gilding, and drawn by eight horses. And those horses had white and red plumes on their harness, and bells that jingled and tinkled and made a very sweet and far-away music, coming up through the still air of that ravine.

That was not all.

No, it was hardly more than a beginning, because before that stage, and behind it, and riding on both sides, were twenty men from Makerville, and I did not need to have second sight in order to guess that they were the keenest and bravest and hardiest men in that keen and hardy town. Through the rosy haze of the sunset light I could see that the lot of them were armed to the teeth — all the more to impress Tracy Dixon, I suppose, but, incidentally, very tough for us!

Dan Loftus was lying on his elbows close beside me, and he turned and made a long, sour face at me, muttering:

Theres our pie. Ill cut it, Mr. Ash, if youll eat a piece.

Yeah. Ill eat a piece, I guess, said I.

But I hardly meant it!

Suddenly and mightily I hoped that they would not camp in the hills, as the colonel imagined that they would.

It was only a matter of a dozen miles to the end of the branch line, according to our calculations, and they might push through.

However, when I saw the gilding on that resplendent coach, I could not help shaking my head and thinking that the colonels guess would be the right one. They would not take rough chances with such a land ship as that!

We went along our side of the ridge, keeping pace with the caravan in the darkening ravine, and presently, as they came over the divide of the Cash Hills, they stopped. They had completed the long pull up the grade, and now there was before them an almost equally long grade swerving in gradual curves down to the end of the Q.&O. line.

There they halted. The grade was not much, but they blocked the wheels of the stage thoroughly with stones, and stripped off the splendid harness of the horses, and piled it inside the vehicle. Then that gang of men pitched camp, and they did it fast and in good style. They built up a ripping fire, and cooked on the edges of it, and it seemed to me that I could smell the coffee steaming.

We, six cold, miserably depressed fellows, waited on the backbone of the ridge and looked gloomily down at the numbers of those men, and at the extent of their preparations.

They ate their meal. We could hear the stir of their voices, sounding even farther away than the fact, and then we saw them settling down for the night. They hobbled their horses and turned them out as I had done with ours the preceding evening. But they posted an armed man to guard the great stage. The rest lay down in the brush on both sides of the road, and near to the stage.

My heart began to rise. I called Charlie aside, and I said to him: Charlie, Im not an expert horse thief, but it seems to me that some of us can easily drift our horses down one of these side gullies and walk along beside them among the horses of Makerville and cut those hobbles. And when thats done, is anything easier than to send the whole herd whooping down the valley toward the end of the line?

Nothing is easier, said Charlie Butcher. But the others can attend to that. You and I, partner, have something better to fill our hands.

I looked at him with amazement.

What else is there to do, Charlie? I asked.

I have an idea, said he. Come with me.

You may take me to the devil, Charlie, said I.

What do you care, Poker-face? said he. You are a man without fear.

Suddenly I said: No, Charlie. The boys are entirely wrong about me. Theyve given me a great reputation that I dont deserve. My nerves are in a worse state right now than those of any man in the party.

I heard him laughing.

Theyll be in a lot worse state before youre through following me, said he.

I wont follow you, Charlie, said I.

You will, though, said he, because you wont be able to fight off your curiosity. You wont be able to help that!

What do you plan to do? I asked.

Ill show you as we go along, said he.

Ill not budge a step with you, said I.

You will, though, he insisted with an odd surety.

It angered me a little, it excited me a good deal more, to think that he had some secret plan of importance on hand. Finally he said:

Well, you give your orders. Those boys down there are having their first sleep and their hardest one. Tell the men to start working toward the horses.

I got the men around me, and I told them how to drift their horses down the gully, and, walking beside their horses, work in among the horses of the Makerites, cut their hobbles, and be prepared to rush the entire herd down the valley.

Its a cinch, said Harry. This here is goin to be one of those easy things that folks talk about afterward. Theyll make us out a lot of big heroes. And it aint nothing at all. When shall we start the rush?

Well fire a gun to let you know, said the breed, suddenly speaking up.

Aint you goin to be with us? snapped Slim Jim.

The chief and I, said the breed, will be down there in the middle of the camp.

Youll be what? shouted Dan Loftus.

What? groaned Steve Cole.

The chief hates to get this close to Sid Maker without leaving his card for him, said Charlie.

The whole gang of boys looked at us. I could have cursed the breed, but somehow shame kept me from speaking. If he really had conceived such a crazy plan — but no, I felt sure that not even a dying man, careless of his life, would dare so far as to go among the armed men of that camp.

But there I was, hand-tied as it were, and placed in the hands of a man who, I rather felt, was more than half insane.

Shame kept me still.

Steve Cole came up to me and said:

Its not true, Jerry. You wont go down there like a madman. What on earth for? Do these barbarians take scalps?

But that was the way the thing was managed. We even left our horses behind us, at the dictates of that rascal of a Charlie. And the other men were to bring the nags along with them.

Charlie, I said as we started down into the gully, and the others of my gang slipped on beside their walking horses, how can we possibly get away without horses?

Ill show you an idea, said Charlie, thats worth ten of the best horses.

If you mean to run, said I, you may be able to manage it. But I couldnt sprint a hundred yards without falling dead. Thats a fact.

I dont mean to run a step, said Charlie.

What do you mean to do? asked I.

You will see, said he, and began to chuckle.

I stopped short. This sounded more and more like madness.

I wont go, said I.

Good-bye, then, said he.

He walked straight on.

Then I hurried after him and caught his arm.

Charlie, said I, have you got your wits about you?

Never clearer in my life, such as they are, said he.

I went on beside him, muttering, cursing.

Thats right, said Charlie. Keep on swearing, but keep on coming. Thats the best way for it!

He laughed again.

The more a man swears, the lighter his heart will be, went on Charlie.

Somehow I felt, suddenly, that there was no madness, except that of extreme daring, about my companion. I looked back, however, toward the dark outlines of my gang and their horses coming down the gully well behind us. Every one of those men, beyond a doubt, thought that I was the leader in this foolhardy excursion. Every man of them was holding his breath. Most of them, no doubt, were wondering where I could get such colossal nerve. Not a single man would dream how weak and shaking were my knees!

Well, I decided that it was foolish to look back, or to think of anything except the way of putting my feet forward upon the ground in the most silent fashion. So we went steadily down that gully and then turned out among the boulders and the brush of the floor of the big ravine.

It was a comfort to me to see the size of the obstacles.

For, when I had looked down on them from the ridge above, the rocks and the bushes had seemed very tiny indeed, but now I found that they gave the most excellent cover. With the advantage of this we forged on until, as we neared the trail, I saw the stage looming before us on the crest of the rise.

Thats what we want, said Charlie, touching my arm and pointing.

What? said I, unable to believe my ears.

The stage, said he.

The stage? I exclaimed. What are you talking about, man?

Im talking sense.

Whatll we do? Pull it along by hand?

Well manage to take it, said Charlie, nodding his long head.

Man, man, I exclaimed, weve no horses along with us.

We wont need horses, either, said Charlie, and began to laugh softly.

Will you explain? said I.

Seeing will be quicker than hearing, said the breed, and walked on.

I wanted to stop and protest, argue, ask questions — anything to kill time. But he was as relentless in his forward movement as a boulder rolling downhill. I went after him. I never felt so like the useless tail to a kite.

When I caught up with him, I whispered: Theres a guard posted in that stage!

Of course there is, said he. But only one!

The significance of that gave me a distinct and vital chill. However, I was almost out of breath with excitement, fear, and the effort of keeping up with his long steps. I could not talk any more. My heart was thundering in the hollow of my throat.

In the meantime, the breed began to stalk, no longer walking erect, but bending well over, and moving like a cat from one bit of cover to the next. Smooth and fast work it was, and soundless. For my part, I shamelessly walked behind him and tried to put my feet exactly down where he had stepped. Even so, it was impossible for me to avoid making a few noises as pebbles rolled under my tread.

However, that devil of a Charlie would not stop, but went weaving on until the stage was like a house almost beside us, and I dared not look to the side, where I knew that many men were lying in their blankets. I could hear the snoring of them beside me, behind me. We were now well inside the trap.

And was it not a trap?

Suppose that Charlie the breed had decided that he would make more than fifty dollars a day — he could make several thousand, no doubt, by betraying me in the midst of the camp of the Makerites!

You can believe that this thought did not soothe my nerves particularly!

Then I saw the breed make a gesture and sink to the ground. I did the same.

We were in an almost open space close beside the stage. There were only a few small stones, some little bushes, between us and it. An eye, looking in our direction, was sure to spot us, even in the dimness of the starlight.

But would we pass for sleeping forms, the fellows of the rest? That seemed the only hope if any one were up and stirring, or if the guard looked out from the stage.

And some one was up and stirring.

I saw a dark form rise and move toward the stage. I heard him say:

All right, Ed.

Is that you, Will? growled the voice from the stage.

Yeah. Its me.

A man opened the door of the vehicle and stepped to the ground.

Its cold in there, he said.

Shut up. Dont wake up the boys.

Im not waking anybody up. Listen to Doc snorin. Hes got a special tune that he plays, and he always winds it up with a whistle. I recollect once I was up in Carson with him, and

Sid is pretty happy, aint he? broke in the other.

Yeah, and why not? This puts Makerville on the map.

The copper put it on the map, said Will.

The lies of Riggs, they put us on the map. His lies about Makerville standin on gravel, ready to slide into the gulch!

Yeah. Thats true, too. Ill bet hes gnawin his thumbs when he thinks of that.

Him and that Poker-face, too.

It was odd the thrill I had when I heard them refer to me.

Poker-face, he dont care none. Hes in the game for the cash and the excitement. I like his nerve, that devil!

Theyre goin to put up a statue to him in Piegan, Ive heard.

Well, Im goin to turn in. I wish that Poker-face could see our layout.

Maybe hes seeing it now!

Oh, shut up.

And Ed went off to find his blankets.


CHAPTER XXXIII. STEALING THE STAGE
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WILL WALKED UP and down for a time beside the coach. I saw him yawn, and the shadow of his arms against the stars. I saw him push back his big-brimmed hat and scratch his head. Then he worried at something — a plug of tobacco, I dare say, for presently I heard him spit.

He began to hum as he walked back and forth, and, pausing very near me, he put back his head and stared long and hard at the stars. As he did so, another shadow arose to the side a little and behind him. It was the breed, moving with such dreadful caution that to this day I see the breathless and hanging deliberation of his attitudes. But at length he was straightened, and moved softly forward.

At the last moment, something troubled Will, the guard, and he whirled rapidly around, a gun gleaming in his hand.

The sight of that got me to my feet. Distinctly I heard the clank of the blow of the long barrel of the revolver as it glanced off the hardy skull of my friend, the breed. He had been in the very act of springing in, one arm outstretched to hook the fork of it about the throat of Will. In that moment the latter had wheeled and struck, moving all in an instant, with a wonderful adroitness and readiness.

He did not fire, did not shout, but stood for a moment with poised revolver, watching Charlie Butcher go through all of the steps of a drunken reel. Any other man in the world surely would have fallen, brained by that stroke, but Charlies head was apparently of gun metal itself.

Then I heard Will muttering: What drunken fool are you, anyway?

I understood, as I came up behind in my turn. Will took it for granted that the other was a member of the Maker party. He could not conceive of an enemy having walked in upon them; such a conception was too much like madness, to be sure.

But just then I laid the muzzle of my own Colt against the small of Wills back.

He did not turn, but I felt the shuddering of his body from my hand to my shoulder. I whispered in his ear:

Its all right. Be a mouse. Dont even mutter; dont even step hard, or Ill have to part this backbone of yours.

He nodded. I reached a hand in front of him, and he silently put his revolver into the fingers I presented. So with two guns touching his body, I held him until Charlie came up. He had recovered as by magic from the terrible effects of that blow.

Charlie said, in the most hushed of voices: Now were all comfortable again. Slog him on the head and put him away, or sink a knife between his ribs, Poker-face.

Its Poker-face! I heard Will murmur.

His knees sagged as he said the word. What a lot of nonsense was believed about me, at that time, in Makerville!

Ill not murder him or slug him, either, said I in an answering whisper.

The devil you wont, said Charlie Butcher. Then herd him inside of that stage and sit there with him with a gun at his head.

Inside the stage? I repeated.

He already had turned his back and was stepping to the vehicle.

Certainly this was no place to pause for argument. I was still as blank as ever as to the intentions of Charlie.

So I pushed little by little ahead with Will, the prisoner, and got him into the stage, on top of the piles of harness, which almost filled the interior. For that harness was harness, so to speak. There were pads and silver-gilt back pieces, and the leather was so rich and heavy and strong that it bent hardly more easily than wood.

In the meantime, I heard things grating under the wheels of the stage, but I could not make out, still, what was in the mind of Charlie. Yet I submitted blindly to whatever might be in his mind. It shows how the ready and quick- witted man will take charge of a situation. No private in an army could obey a major general more humbly than I obeyed that iron-nerved breed.

Then a voice spoke up, not very far away, and said: What are all you boys doing there?

I recognized the voice of Maker himself, and it nearly paralyzed my brain. I nudged Will in the ribs with the muzzle of my gun and told him to speak up, and he drawled:

Nothin, Sid.

Whatcha mean, nothin? said Maker angrily. Theres three of you scrapin around and makin enough noise to rouse an army. We aint an army, but Im going to show you — Hold on there, and tell me what the—

He stopped. My own heart almost stopped at the same instant, for suddenly the stage had begun to move, and now in a stroke I half understood what had been in the mind of Charlie. He wanted to steal the stage itself right out of the midst of the camp, and for that purpose, he would try to run it down the grade away from the Makerites. Without horses, how would he steer the big, lumbering vehicle?

Well, that was another problem for Charlie, and I would not attempt to solve it.

What he had been doing was simply to pull the stones from under the wheels, and now we were getting under way down the slope, which continued for I could not tell how many miles!

At the same instant, the explanation seemed to come to the mind of Maker, for his voice rose into a yell that brought every man in his party up from the ground. They stood like so many prairie dogs which had suddenly popped up out of as many different holes, and just as prairie dogs bark, that crowd started to make a racket.

I looked over the edge of the coach and saw Maker leveling a rifle, and ahead, I could see the breed pulling at the tongue of the stage, giving it needed momentum.

Then the rifle spoke from the hands of Maker, but the breed did not go down. Instead, he leaped back and got on the cross-trees at the base of the wagon pole. That tongue, you must understand, was propped up high into the air, held by a natural stiffness in the joint that crossed the double-tree. Otherwise, I dont know what kept it there in the air.

And now we were going forward at a walk, at a dogtrot, at a run.

I heard Maker yelling to his men to stop us, capture us, murder us, and suddenly twenty guns unlimbered. Or so it seemed to me. The roar of those guns will never be quite out of my mind, and I heard a number of the bullets crash through the woodwork of the coach.

Dont spoil the wagon. Stop it! screeched Maker.

And he set the example of sprinting toward us.

Others started with him, and gained upon him, because he was a short-legged man. It seemed to me that the infernal rolling coach was simply crawling over the surface of the road, but by the slowness with which the runners overtook us, we must have been traveling already at a good clip when the runner in the lead leaped up on the side of the coach, on my right. He had to catch on with both hands to keep from falling. In one hand he had a revolver clutched, but for the instant in his struggle to maintain his place, he was helpless. I used that instant to jerk a sharp elbow into his face. He threw up his hands, dropped his revolver, and fell with a loud shout into the road.

Another fellow landed on the opposite side of the coach, just then, with a gun ready leveled at me, and perhaps I would have been a goner, but the stage happened to hit a good-sized rock, just then, and heeled sharply over. The Makerite fired into the air blindly, and then fell back, reaching at thin air to hold himself up.

By that time we were roaring along down the hillside, and at the same moment, I heard loud yelling up the left-hand slope of the valley. I hardly needed to look there, for I knew. And now I saw that the boys had done their work, for the whole herd of Makerite horses was being stampeded in our direction. I could hear the lads yelling, whooping at the top of their lungs. Above all, I heard them laughing with half-hysterical joy.

And after them some of the robbed people were running foolishly, shooting as they ran. But whoever heard of targets being struck by excited men who were on the run?

These fellows, at the least, hit nothing. We learned that later, and now our coach was leaping like a bronco down the rough mountain trail, bounding from hummock and rock.

It was the roughest ride. There was no question about keeping a gun ready for my prisoner. He had his hands full, hanging on, and so did I. It needed a good grip or we would both have been flung out onto the road. If I fell, and the Makerites found me, there was no question in my mind about what would happen to me. No matter under what obligation I had put Maker himself, his whole party would be maddened, and it was lynching or nothing, for me!

Then I forgot all about Maker and the bullets which still whined through the air around us, for our whole attention was given to the mad course of that stage.

It veered and wheeled like a crazy thing. I heard Charlie calling, and in answer to his yells, I climbed over the front of the jumping, bouncing wagon and got down beside the breed.

He was steering that coach by the pole, pitching his weight first to one side and then to the other, and I helped him, imitating as exactly as I could every move of his. I dared not look ahead, because my nerve was completely gone. We were rushing into blackness. Whole mountains loomed before us. We were going like a train, and there were no smooth tracks ahead of us. The stars blurred above my head. I was waiting for the last shock, and then mercifully brief death. I only prayed for that, not to have to linger too long.

Then I heard a screeching. I saw Charlie reaching up and pulling down the long lever of the brake. The grip of it seemed to affect our progress not at all, for a long moment, but gradually we came under control. We hit a small stream, dashing the water with stinging force up where it drove against our faces. And on the farther slope of the stream, we came to a halt, the brake groaning loudly.

Well behind us, far outdistanced by our headlong speed, we saw the dim forms of the horsemen driving the stampede toward us. Up the valley to the rear there was no sight of man, no sound of gun, and suddenly I knew that we had won, and far more than I had ever dreamed of winning!


CHAPTER XXXIV. THE WORDS OF THE BREED
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WHEN WE CLIMBED down from the double-trees, we could hardly stand. I looked back into the body of the stage and saw that our captured Makerite, Will, was lying extended in a complete faint, and I blamed him not at all. My own head was so dizzy that the bright stars turned into circular lines and haze spinning through the central portions of the sky.

The boys came up with the horses. Two of them went ahead to keep the captured herd in hand. The other two rounded in a few of the horses and onto these we huddled harness.

I say we, but I mean that they did all the work. For my own part, my heart was hammering so that I could barely speak a word. I wanted to kill the men who came up and hammered me on the back, and said it was the greatest thing that had ever been done on the range, but I told them that Charlie had thought of everything, and managed everything.

They would have smitten Charlie on the shoulder, too, but he was too known a man; they would sooner have taken liberties with a rattlesnake!

Well, we got eight mustangs hitched into that splendid harness, so gilded that it shone even under the starlight, and I, still exhausted, tremulous, thankful that the night might cover the whiteness of my cold face, climbed into the coach, and we drove off up the valley, heading toward our goal.

I told Slim Jim, who had an eye for horse, to try to keep the stampeded herd as quiet as possible, so that when the dawn commenced, we could try to pick out the best of the lot to serve for harness work, for already it was dawning on me that Piegan never could furnish a team equal to the splendid turnout which the Makerites had sent for Tracy Dixon, the Great!

At first, I was too sick, too suffering from shock, to fix my mind upon anything. But gradually the effect of much straight living, in that magic air of the West, exerted its effect upon me, and I recovered. It always amazed me, in those days, to see how my strength was gaining, how much more I could do one week than I had been able to do the week before. A vague hope was rising in me that perhaps, before many years, I could lead almost a normal life.

Then, as my brain cleared, I could look further into the future and see that the colonel, after all, might be able to erect this wild night adventure into a great thing for Piegan. By such idiotic and piratic freaks of the fancy he was always building up his own fortune and that of the town!

We had enough time before us now.

Those fellows behind us were all on foot. Their splendor of costume would have to be dragged on weary foot over the rough mountain miles until they came to the end of the branch road, and long before they got there, I hoped that the train would have arrived and we would be carting the deluded Tracy Dixon not toward his right destination, but on the trail toward Piegan.

And Sid Maker?

I really shuddered when I tried to conceive the fury that would be in the soul of that fellow. And all his companions, too, would be madmen. It seemed to me that I had recognized through the dimness of the night the second man to leap at the stage and fire in the air, unbalanced by the heeling of the vehicle. I thought that it was Chuck, the gunman. And if that were the case, and he learned of my presence there in the coach, I knew that the man would never rest until he had murdered me.

Well, that hardly mattered. I curled up in that coach, begged mad Charlie Butcher to drive on slowly, and slept soundly all the rest of the night, in spite of the infernal slamming and banging of the coach over that rough trail. But I needed more sleep, and I got it, and wakened with the coach standing still, and the boys rounding up the entire horse herd quietly around me.

Slim Jim had found the best of the lot to make carriage horses of them. We spanned in eight, and away we went again, slowly and steadily.

Dan Loftus I sent back with a good pair of field glasses to scan the country behind us, and he declared that there was no sign for many miles of the Makerites coming along on foot. For that matter, we all agreed that since those fellows had lived most of their lives in the saddle, they would be apt to sit about for a long time and commiserate, before they started hobbling in any direction in their narrow-soled, pinching riding boots.

No, we had plenty of time before us.

Well on in the morning, we came in sight of the distant gleam of the railroad tracks, and when we got down to them, we turned out and polished up the stage, rubbed the scratches, whipped off the dust, and made all shipshape. From the harness we worked away the salty incrustations of the sweat, and we dressed down the horses, to their great surprise. Mustangs are not used to such attentions.

It was something after the prime of the day when the colonel pulled in.

He had the regular relief stage that was kept in the barn at Piegan, just as he had planned, and he had picked out six good horses to draw it. When he took off his duster, he revealed his most genteel costume, and he had made a concession to the West by buckling great golden spurs on the heels of riding boots. He looked a cross between a pirate and a college professor, more professor than pirate, perhaps.

And when he saw our splendid equipage, the boys who were with him told me afterward that he almost fainted.

Poor Jerry Ash has failed at last! he said to them. I gave him more than a man could perform.

Then he realized, at the last, that the Makerites actually were not in possession, and he came running over with the tails of his duster streaming out behind him, his hands held out, his face a study of childish joy. He shook hands with us all around, and called us the saviors of Piegan and such rot. When he got through with his first transports, he started centering his attack on me, but I tried to shut him up by telling him in detail just what Charlie Butcher had done.

Charlie cut in on me with these words, which I shall never forget:

Brother, if you had not been with me, I would be lying dead up yonder among the Makerites!

Its very well to be modest, Jerry, said the colonel, but you see that the truth will out.

I had to let it go for the moment, but I shook my head at Charlie.

Afterward, when we were alone for a moment, he put his big bony hand on my arm and said: — 

Tell them whatever you want to. Men only believe what they wish to believe. Between you and me, there is nothing owing. You saved my life, for which I have no value. I gave you a little reputation, which youll die before you enjoy.

There was a sour conviction behind his words that quite took out from me any thrill that I might have been feeling at the moment. It gave me no pleasure to feel the glance of Harry resting on me, a moment later, with a profound and silent worship.

Young Steve Cole had a different attitude. He looked at me with bewilderment. He could not feel that I was such a conjurer, but he was puzzled. For his own part, he had done his share with the rest, and suddenly he was accepted by the entire lot of those fellows, both the ones who had ridden with him from Piegan, and those who came over afterward with the colonel.

His mistakes were forgotten, more or less. Its that way with people in the West. In the East, if you slip once, you neck is broken forever, but in the West, we have a feeling that every man has a right to make a fool of himself now and again. Its the best quality to be found in the entire country. So now the lad was taken wholeheartedly into the respect of all the community that was represented by the men from Piegan. I could even from a distance tell how he was blossoming under the new atmosphere.

While the colonel was making his final arrangements, I had a chance to chat for a moment with Steve, and I told him point-blank how well he had impressed every one, and how he would stand shoulder to shoulder, in public estimation, with every man in Piegan, from this time forth. He was so pleased that he turned red, but like a good fellow he tried to dodge the praise and turned back the talk to me, the last subject that I wanted.

He said that the lot of them, as they slipped in among the horses, and began to cut the hobbles, had been able to look down onto the road and to make out, dimly, the form of the stage, but they could not see what Charlie and I were doing, and only were aware that the devil was loose when the stage began to rush and roar, careening down the valley. And then he asked me if I really took pleasure in that sort of work, and if I really were trying to throw my life away as soon as possible, because he said that that was what the rest of the men from Piegan said about me, and that they all declared that there must be some terrible mystery connected with my early life which had soured me, and made me indifferent to anything that might come into my life.

I said: Steve, listen to me. I like life as well as the next fellow. To- night, it was Charlie Butcher who dragged me into this affair. I didnt even know what he intended to do with the coach. Otherwise I wouldnt have gone. But Piegan has determined to turn me into a hero. Itll be a sick town when it finds out how far its pet gunman and wild man falls short of the mark.

Steve surprised me by smiling only a little, and remarking: Jerry, some people never know themselves even when their pictures are in the newspapers every day!

Then the colonel came over, and I was glad to be able to talk of something else.


CHAPTER XXXV. A REAL HERO
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WHAT CUT ME up was the continual expectation of the day when I should be cornered and show the white feather in front of the entire town. That was what I prayed against; that was why I kept swearing to myself that I would leave Piegan soon and stay away forever. Every day that I remained, I was apt to be rounded up for some such affair as this!

Well, Colonel Riggs came up, his arrangements all made for the return journey, and the arrangements were showy, but amusing. Ahead and behind the coach were to ride a special bodyguard of the Piegan fighters. The driver was to be Charlie Butcher, who it appeared had an old reputation for handling horses on reins. And since the visiting party consisted of three, the colonel wanted to have three Piegan men in the coach with them. He would be one, he insisted that I should be the second, and when I wanted to get out of it, he said that I was the only man in Piegan, outside of himself, who could speak good English. I said then that he ought to include Steve Cole, who spoke better English than either of us.

The colonel balked at the thought of Cole. He said that I was too young, as a matter of fact, and the only reason he really could afford to have me in the coach was because even Tracy Dixon might have heard about me and my exploits. But I insisted that Cole would be a good member of the reception committee, youth or not, and that he would make the visitors think that we had a few gentlemen in Piegan. At last Riggs agreed and went off to speak to Steve.

You should have seen the pleased and astonished face of Steve Cole! He came over to me, a little later, and grabbed my arm, and said that Colonel Riggs had asked him to be one of the three on the reception committee.

Of course, said I. Youre a marked man in Piegan, Steve!

He laughed happily.

Jerry, he added, a minute later, Ill tell you what! Im going to show Piegan that Im worth while, after all. Youve shoved me into this job.

Not at all.

You have, though. I know that you are behind it, but Ill try to manage things so that Piegan will be glad Im in the party!

There were other and bigger resolves shining in his eyes, and I began to see more clearly than ever that my friend Steve Cole was going to be a fellow to be proud of!

A little later, the train came slowly down to the end of the branch track, and the colonel had us all grouped about. The boys waved their hats and yelled and whooped and cheered, while the visiting party of three men got off the train. I saw right away that there was nothing pompous about them. They simply looked like ordinary farmers, or cattlemen. Two of them were biggish fellows, one middle-aged, one not more than thirty. The third was Tracy Dixon. One could pick him out from a distance in spite of his size by the silver shine of his hair, and something resolute and grim in his face. He had cut throats in business. He looked ready to cut some more.

Well, when I had watched that gang of three arrive, and saw the boys gathering up their bags, and watched the old rascal of a colonel greeting the men and shaking their hands, and with his hat off waving them toward the waiting stage, my heart went sliding and slipping down to my boots, for I suddenly was sure that all the wiles of a thousand such as Riggs would never impose upon one weather-beaten old fox like Tracy Dixon.

I was introduced in turn, along with Steve, and then we got into the stage. The young engineer, whose name was Bridges, I think, called Dixons attention to the stage, saying that he never had seen a finer turnout. The great man climbed down from the stage again, and looked it over, and got down on his knees to examine the underpinning, and came in again all dusty and soiled, with a splotch of axle grease on one hand. But he said not one word in praise of the big stage!

I saw the colonel bite his lip, and guessed that he would have occasion to bite it again, before that day was over. Events proved that I was perfectly right, too.

We got away from the railroad in good time, for as we went winding up over the brow of the first hill, on the way toward Piegan, off to the left we could see a mass of men come streaking through the dust up the Makerville trail. They saw us, and halted, and some guns were fired in the air. I got a glass from the colonel, and through the glass I could see those Makerites doing a war dance of sheerest fury! It gave me cold chills of pleasure and terror to watch them. I felt like a small boy who is bound to get his thrashing sooner or later.

But then we rolled along our way, and presently the colonel got up and from the head of a mountain, where the stage had halted at his command, he started a long speech, whooping up the glories of the valley, and peopling it with farmers, and filling up the cities with thousands, and splitting the mountains apart and making rivers of gold and silver flow out from them.

He shot along for five minutes without drawing his breath, and when he paused, Tracy Dixon said coldly:

What we see will mean a good deal more than what we hear!

The colonel sat down with a jolt. He had barely breath left in him to tell the driver to go, and I never in my life saw a man that I pitied more than I did the colonel at that moment. His wind and gilt had done a great deal for him, during his career, but now he was up against a man to whom facts counted, and nothing but facts. Riggs recognized it in a flash, and he was gray with pain and fear. His eyes shifted. He looked like a caught fox.

Those three, for an instant, looked on him like so many judges, and before they had finished their glance at him, I knew that the entire project was looked into and damned. Then they exchanged glances, and Tracy Dixon shrugged his shoulders, as much as to say that since they had embarked so far on the job, they might as well go through with it.

Well, Ive never seen atmosphere change so suddenly. A moment before, all had been radiant hope, and the three of the committee had been up on their toes to take in everything. Now the colonel was a wet rag, and the three sat back with dull, tired eyes, and looked straight ahead of them at the front end of the coach instead of sparing an eye for the glories of Riggss paradise. I was sad, ashamed, and a little amused, too. I rather despised Riggs, but I was surprised to find that there was a good deal of affection for the old rascal tucked away in my heart.

I dont like to think about most of that day, and how we sat there stewing in the infernal heat of the sun, and how the wind would not blow, and how the dust poured in on us like a sea fog, and how Cole and I were like mute stumps, and how the poor colonel gradually trotted out his best stories, and how he could not win even a semblance of a smile from the wooden faces of the three railroad men.

But one thing must be put in.

We had come to the last long down grade on the way to the town, and as we turned at the top of the slope, something went wrong. There was a squeal from one of the leading horses, a hearty curse from Charlie Butcher, and then that stage went down the grade a mile a minute.

The brake was slammed on. The rear wheels were skidding at every turn. But brakes couldnt hold us. The surface of that road was like ice, and I jumped up and looked to see what was wrong.

It was easily seen.

Sid Maker had picked out the finest animals in Makerville for that team, and the most beautiful of the lot was the off leader, eleven hundred pounds of lightning, a cream-colored beautiful devil with never more than one ear forward at a time. He had been dancing and prancing all the time, and now, in some way, his rein had jerked out of the hold of the driver, though what Charlie meant by not securing the ends of all the reins to the seat, I cant tell to this day. However, there the mischief was done. There was no control at all of that demon, and there was only a one-sided pull on the near leader; which had gone mad, in turn. The whole team had caught the frenzy in an instant — none of the lot were more than half broken to the work — and I had a pretty sight of eight crazed horses bolting down a sharp slope where there was only a semblance of a road, with a deep ravine ravening for us on one side, and sharp-toothed rocks reaching for us from the other.

We skidded and slithered around a terrible bend; the coach seemed to leap out into thin air, and I knew we would have been gone had not Charlie, with superhuman skill, managed to turn the wheelers sharply in.

So the front wheels hit the road again, the stage gave a crazy, groaning wrench and heave, and away we went bowling, once more. It was only a question of time, however, before we went to smash. I knew it. In fact, we all knew it. I heard Tracy Dixon call out loudly to Bridges:

Bridges, Im too old and brittle to live through it, but you may. If you do, make those directors buy the Cresswell-Hampton line. Weve got to have it. Tell em its my dying request!

About this time, I saw that Steve Cole had climbed onto the drivers seat. He helped haul upon the reins for a time. Then suddenly he pitched forward in a wild leap. Charlie Butcher cursed again. I looked back, fearing to see Steve lying on the road, smashed by the heavy wheels. But he hadnt hit the road. No, there he was on the back of the off wheeler. The horse began to buck, but Steve hung on by the back strap, and bending away over inside, he reached, straightened, and he had the lost rein in his hand again!

I let out a yell of joy, then closed my eyes as we shuddered at full speed around a hairpin turn, the leaders out of sight. However, we didnt quite go over the cliff, and now I could see the mouths of the leaders being pulled wide open by the strength that was leaning back on the reins. Pretty soon their traces were hanging limp. Then the swingers and the wheelers came under control. The stage no longer rolled on freely, like an avalanche, but the brakes were taking hold. And now the stage was in the hands of Charlie, where it should have been.

I sat down, very sick, with a chill of sweat running on my face, and I heard Tracy Dixon saying:

We owe our lives to that young man, I believe!

It was true. At one stroke, Steve Cole had showed more real heroism, more natural courage, than I ever would show in my life.


CHAPTER XXXVI. A BOMBSHELL
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WE PULLED UP, now, and took stock of things. Nothing was damaged. The tough running gear of the stage was as good as ever, and yet we needed that pause to take breath.

When we started on again, the ice seemed to be broken. The committee had thanked Steve one by one, and he had blushed and waved their gratitude aside. He was so embarrassed by it that he climbed back onto the drivers seat and remained there all the rest of the way into Piegan.

But now the colonel had an entrance wedge, and he drove it in with talk about other close staging escapes, and proved how many lives a year the railroad would save — to Makerville!

It had been Makerville, of course, all the way from the railroad to Piegan. Makerville was the town of which the colonel talked, and Maker was the name he gave himself. How he was going to make the switch to Piegan I could not tell. That was something for him to shudder over. However, we were in a much better atmosphere all around when we pulled into the town. And young Bridges stood up, just before we came in, and heartened us by exclaiming:

A glorious valley, Dixon. Simply glorious!

I was amazed. I looked in my turn. A veil fell from before my eyes. In spite of all the smoke of words that the colonel had sent up, in spite of all of his lies and camouflage, suddenly I saw that Bridges was right. It was a glorious valley. Those broad acres one day might be green with crops; those mountains might send down their hidden treasures; and perhaps the colonel was more prophet than scoundrel!

That was a most amazing idea for me, and I suddenly half expected that everything would go all right. We reached the hotel, which was done up in bunting like the Fourth of July, and our three distinguished guests were taken to their rooms. Then the colonel embraced and practically wept over me and Steve. He said we between us had saved Piegan. He didnt care, he said, about his own life, but he knew that the fate of Piegan still depended upon his schemes and the courage, et cetera, of the gallant young men who, et cetera. It was a lot of bunk, but it hit Steve hard, and he was in the clouds.

Then a bombshell dropped. Just as we were celebrating, and as I was beginning to get ready for a dive into bed, with the intention of staying there for about a week, down came the three railroaders, Tracy Dixon walking first and stepping high. He sailed straight up to the colonel and said:

Your name is not Sidney Maker. Your name is Riggs. And youre a rascal. This town is Piegan. Youve committed a crime, besides wasting invaluable time for me, and Ill have you behind bars, you second-rate fraud!

You can judge a blow by the sound it makes, and the way the other fellow drops. The colonel slumped against a wall, otherwise Im sure that he would have fallen to the ground.

Where had the visitors picked up their information?

To this very day it remains a mystery. Some rascal of a servant in the hotel may have planted the news in the wrong spot. We never were able to tell.

Tracy Dixon turned on me:

Ive heard of your record, too, young man, said he, and it appears that this excellent town of Piegan is filled with thieves and blackguards and gunmen.

He gave me the cold shoulder and whirled toward Steve Cole, grasping his hand.

My boy, said he, I thanked you before for your glorious conduct to-day. I thank you again, and forever. I want you to come away with me. Ill show you doors of life that may be opened; Ill show you a future, my friend. But to begin with, Ive never heard your name, I believe.

My name is Steven Cole, said Steve, dazed and uncertain.

Whats that? Whats that? snapped Tracy Dixon. Parker Cole has a son named Steven!

Hes my father, said Steve.

Ha? cried Dixon. Youre the son of Parker Cole! Oh, blood will tell, blood will tell! Give me your hand again. Parker Coles son? You are, too. Youre the image of him when he went to college with me. Did he ever tell you about the day I gave him fifteen pounds and a licking? Ill wager he never did. He was always a proud young devil; a proud old one, too. Steven, what are you doing in this nest of brigands?

Steve was pretty badly stunned by this reception, but suddenly I saw that blood did tell. He reached out his hand and touched my arm.

Im here with my best friend, sir, says he. This is Jeremiah Ash, Mr. Dixon.

It was a very neat stroke. Old Dixon blinked a couple of times and turned red, but he swallowed the insults he had just fired at my head and held out his hand.

Mr. Ash, said he, I dont know your father, but I take Stevens word that Ive made a mistake. Forgive me. Im a hothead. And thats a great handicap to a railroad man. Forget what I said before, like a good fellow. Steven, do you mean to tell me that your father is actually interested in this part of the world? Are we going to have the Cole money slipping in here? Well, he always had a long arm in boxing, and a long arm in business, too. If hes found something in Piegan thats worth while, Im going to stay here long enough to see what it is!

You can see how he rushed along, making his own conclusions, and most of them wrong. Here he had stumbled onto the belief that Parker Cole was ready to do financing in Piegan, and instantly that unheard of little town was on the Tracy Dixon map with a vengeance.

He got young Steve by the arm and said: You come up to my room and talk to me. Tell me about things. I want to talk about a great many things. Bridges — Davison — were going to stop over here, after all. That is, if Colonel Riggs is willing to let us. Eh, colonel? Words are air. They dont scalp a man, Riggs. Well have a new look at everything.

A new look?

Yes, everything was newly made, in that instant. Away went Tracy Dixon, and his two men with him, and young Steve Cole still beside him, up the stairs.

I got the colonel into his office and poured a shot of brandy down his throat. He lay back in his chair with his eyes fixed on the ceiling for a long time, and his face was a bad, splotchy purple.

The day was dying. The sunset rose flushed across the ceiling, and a cool evening wind came through the window and revived the old boy a little.

Parker Cole! he murmured. Parker Cole! Oh, that was a narrow shave, a narrow shave! Jerry, you rascal, why didnt you tell me that Parker Cole is interested in this town?

He isnt, said I. He hardly knows that it exists.

Hey? said the colonel, sitting up. Then what will young Cole be saying to Tracy Dixon by this time? Well be sunk again!

I dont think so, said I. Steve doesnt yet know how to play with the cards very close to his chest, but I gave him a sign as he went off with Dixon, and I think that he understood. He wont let Piegan down if he can help it.

The colonel leaned back with a groan of relief. He closed his eyes, and said in a tone of fervent prayer:

Ill build a statue in bronze to him. And to you. Clasping hands. Jerry Ash and Steve Cole, the saviors of Piegan! And now, my boy, said he, sitting suddenly upright and rubbing his hands together, Ill give you a more solid testimonial of my gratitude. You have several square blocks of ground here in Piegan. Worthless, naked ground. But I have hopes in the future of the community. Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill write you out a check for fifty thousand dollars. Dyou hear me? Ill pay you fifty thousand for that patch of land, my son! Ill give you your start in life.

I looked calmly on the colonel. I was so tired that nothing mattered a great deal, and his foxlike meanness of nature did not revolt me. I merely said:

Colonel, I may be wrong, but I have a queer idea that in spite of the trick weve played on Tracy Dixon, hes going to build his line into Piegan. And then my land will be worth — well, fifty thousand a block, I take it. At least that much. Youre working on the same idea. Why try to cut my throat?

He had showed me the shady side of his nature so many times before that now he was not ashamed. He merely laughed.

Did you think that I meant it, Jerry, my son? said he. Not for an instant! I simply wanted to see if you have the makings of a business man in you. Thats all. And you have. I see that youre not a fool, by any means. Youre going to go far. Very far! And Ill be beside you every step of the way, helping you, advising you, giving you all the strength that I have on the upward

I smiled at him a little and got out of the office. He meant well enough, but he was simply — well, a shyster.

Up in my room, I lay flat on my back and stared at the darkening ceiling, and felt a pulse thudding in my temple, with a steady pounding.

I was tired, very tired. It seemed to me that I could still feel the electric shock go through my heart when Tracy Dixon came down the hall and raged at us. Yes, I was tired, but the dreadful sense of falling, floating, sinking through space toward death was not in me. Instead, it was the sort of fatigue that any man might have felt, after the last few days of rough riding that I had been through.

So I counted the throb of the pulse in my temple, and suddenly an idea came to me that almost lifted the roof off my brain. It made me leap into the center of my room.

There came a knock at my door, and the voice of Steve.

Come in! I managed to gasp.

He came in.

Whats the matter? Are you sick? he exclaimed. The old heart staggering again?

He ran to me, with an exclamation.

Listen to my heart! I ordered him huskily.

He bent his head and pressed it against my breast.

Its going mighty fast, but steady and regular as a clock, said he.

I lifted up my head. I knew that the miracle had happened. Or was it a miracle, after all? Through a shock the disease had come upon me; through a shock might it not have been brushed away? So I stood there with my face turned up. I wanted to give thanks. But my throat was bound with a band of iron. I dared not try to speak! But I knew that once more I was a real man, not a frail shadow, a mere pretense!


CHAPTER XXXVII. THE BOOM
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THE DAYS THAT followed were about the happiest in my life, in many ways. I could not tell that the great blow was coming, and I only knew that my body was sound again, and that things were booming in Piegan.

And how they were booming!

Of course it was nine tenths dependent upon the coming of the great Tracy Dixon and his long stay. Because he remained for more than a week in the place, and every minute of the time he was busy. He rode ten hours a day through the valley and into the mountains. He estimated timber, mineral wealth, all the possibilities of the district, and then he sat up half the night doing figures, making plans with his two engineers. That man was a tiger for work. Piegan was a busy place, just then, but compared with Dixon, every one was standing still.

You can lay your money that we didnt allow the news to die on our hands. We sent fast riders relaying over to the two railroads, north and south, and they carried batches of written matter for Eastern newspapers, and Western, too. Piegan had been barely a scratch on the map. Now it was to be a complete picture.

After two days, Dixon told the colonel that he had made up his mind; the line would run straight through to Piegan. And the colonel almost died with joy. I found him looking bowed and white, his face all tense, and I asked him what was the matter.

Im carrying a terrible burden, Jerry, said he.

A burden of what? I asked him.

Money, said he, with a sudden grin. Tracy Dixon has just dumped a million dollars into my pockets! Boy, the line is coming through our town!

He said it faintly, staring at a dream, and then he added hastily: Not that Ill forget you, Jerry. No, no, I understand exactly what youve done for me. Youll have your fair share, all right. Not of money, only, but of glory, too. The statue

I got away from him as soon as I could, because he was disgusting to me in that humor. I knew that he hated to part with money to men, though he would water his schemes with all the gold he could beg or borrow after he had spent his own.

The lots which I possessed — two whole blocks in the middle of things! — were a constant weight upon the mind of the colonel. He tried every day or so to get them away from me. He offered me seventy-five thousand in spot cash for them, the day after the railroad was definitely given to Piegan. But I refused. For people were beginning to pour into Piegan from all sides. The mountaineers came down, the prospectors, the outlying cattlemen, the miners, the lumbermen. We were crowded. The stage line quadrupled its service and battered the road to pieces, and still could not fetch in the passengers from the growing pool of them at the railroad.

This was only the beginning of the rush. The word had gone far and wide. I think that there was something in the very name Piegan that hung in the imaginations of men, and the colonels lying reports, plus the knowledge that the railroad was coming, did the rest. Lots that had been worth twenty dollars sold for a hundred, a thousand! And the prices were still going up. It was crazy, and I knew that it was crazy, but I hung on until the regular Thursday auction, which commenced just before the first stage of the day came in from the railroad. Then I offered not a scattering of my lots, but a whole block, and the auctioneer could turn and point to the ground.

The speculators got excited, at that. They began to fight one another in their bidding, and in half an hour that block was sold for sixty-two thousand, five hundred dollars!

I felt I was rich. I stood transfixed in my place, and could not realize what had happened, but the crowd understood, and it yelled and cheered in a wild way. It knew that with prices going up like that, fortunes were hanging in the air, so to speak, and any man might grab them off. Then I remembered that I had another block just like this one — and my head swam!

In the midst of this, a young man crushed his way to me, a big fellow, and slapped my shoulder. It was my friend Harry, and he hooked a thumb over his shoulder.

She said that she wanted to see you, he said.

Looking over his shoulder, I saw Betty Cole, her face brown and rose, her eyes flashing at me. I got hold of her hand and asked her how she managed to get there.

I dropped out of the sky to see you get rich, Jerry, she said. Im glad for you. Not so much the money, but the way the crowd cheered you. That was sweet to my ears!

Ill get you out of this jam, said I.

Before I move, said she, tell me where theyve locked up poor, foolish, crazy Steve!

Locked him up? said I, not remembering for a moment what must be in her mind. If anybody tried to lock Steve up, this town would split the earth in two to get him out again!

She stared at me.

Then hes not in jail? said she.

I laughed a little, the whole thing coming back over me, but it seemed as though seven years had passed since Steve arrived in Piegan and started out to make a fool of himself. His first day in town was forgotten, now. I was still laughing a bit when the auctioneer helped me out with an odd coincidence, for just then he announced a lot which was being offered for sale by Steve himself.

The auctioneer was pretty flowery about it. He pointed out that the lot was on the corner of C and Fifth Streets, and he said: It is offered by one of our youngest but most distinguished townsmen, a man whom Piegan will never forget, a man who helped to make Piegan possible — Steven Cole! Let me have a cheer for him first, boys, and then well hear the bidding on his lot!

Oh, they gave him the cheer, well enough. There wasnt a rascally speculator in the bunch who didnt know quite well that Steves heroism in the stagecoach runaway was the real source of Piegans present prosperity. So they strained their throats for Steve Cole, and then they whooped up the bidding on that lot, and I heard it knocked down for twenty-five hundred dollars.

Yes, the colonel had given Steve half a dozen lots; he hadnt realized how the prices would soar!

While that cheering and bidding was going on, I worked the girl to the back of the crowd, and then we walked down the street together. Charlie Butcher, his face horribly yellow and white, his eyes red with whisky, came by, and I sang out to him to find Steven Cole and send him to the hotel, pronto. Charlie saluted, and went on.

Are you running this town, Jerry? she asked me, tilting up her face.

No, but Im a charter member, I told her, fairly enough. I want to tell you about Steve, though.

You dont have to, she said. It was all told to me when I heard them cheer. Hes found himself. Thats what you wanted to say, isnt it? Hes on his feet, and able to make his own way.

And way for another, too, said I. Hes the gamest and the straightest fellow in town. He had a bad start, but hes making a great finish.

Its you, Jerry, that I want to find out about, said she. Youve lost that gray look you used to have.

My hearts gone right, said I.

She stopped short.

Do you mean it? she asked me.

I mean it. Its true.

She gasped with pleasure. It nearly sent my heart bad again to see the shine of her eyes.

And are you going back into the ring again, Jerry? she asked me.

The question was a shock. I dont know why, exactly, but the shock was there. I had to look for a moment far away into my own mind before I could answer her. Once nothing in the world had mattered except that I wanted to be middleweight champion of the world. And that championship had been fairly near, I thought. The hope of it had filled my days with electricity and fire. But now that was changed.

Somehow all of those old triumphs inside the ropes were dim and childish. They were a lifetime away. Perhaps I could get back into training, but that was not in my mind, at all.

No, I told her. Ill never go back to that. Ive graduated from that business.

And whats the business to be, then? she asked.

I looked around me — not particularly at the shacks and the dusty streets of Piegan, but beyond, at the blue ranges of mountains.

This! said I, with a wave of my hand.

She gave me a good, hard look, and then she said, in a matter-of-fact way, I understand!

That made me like her better than ever. I stepped into a seventh heaven. I hardly know how we reached the hotel, but when we walked into the lobby, we were just in time to see Steve Cole run up and grab a tall, dignified fellow of sixty. And the dignity melted out of that man, and he caught Steve and hugged him before all the people.

No one had to tell me that I was watching a family reunion. I started to fade out of the picture, but Betty Cole caught my hand and held me there. She even dragged me up to the pair of them, and she introduced me to Parker Cole, himself!

They said that Parker Cole was a hard business man, and I could believe it. He had an eye that went through me with one glance, like the flicker of a rapier. Then he shook hands with me. I felt a good deal like a fool, for Steve was blurting out things he might have saved until I was out of hearing.

However, it was a pretty proud moment for me, and off yonder in the corner, Colonel Riggs and Tracy Dixon, and the two engineers were on tiptoe with eagerness to meet the great Cole. But just then a bomb dropped into the lobby of the Riggs Hotel. A bomb in human flesh and blood.

It still takes my breath when I think of it, the consummate nerve and coolness of the fellow in coming singly into our town, but nerve and coolness were overplus in him. For into the lobby walked the bulldog form of Sidney Maker himself!


CHAPTER XXXVIII. VENGEANCE
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EVERYTHING ELSE WAS forgotten, of course. Twenty men rose silently around the lobby, and twenty hands were gripping the same number of guns, not too covertly.

Riggs showed a good deal of courage, I must say. He stalked up to his rival and said:

Im glad to see you here, Maker, under pleasanter auspices than during your last little visit!

He stretched out his hand. Maker did not hesitate. He took the hand and gave it a grip that brought a howl from the colonels mouth.

I ought to wreck your little village for you, said Maker, in his heavy, bawling voice, but its not worth while. If youve kept the thing on the map, remember that its not your credit. That goes to Jerry Ash. Hes a man! As for the railroad, when you see that idiot, Dixon, tell him that Makerville doesnt care anything about him. Well buy his line, if we want it, or else well build one of our own and put him out of business. Weve struck hundred-and-twenty-dollar silver in the hills three miles from town. Tell that to Dixon, too. Itll make him feel pretty good when he tries to load his freight trains with the sort of hot air that feeds a town like Piegan!

It was all true. They had struck the great Cavendish lode. People know how many fortunes came out of that.

After he had blasted the others, Maker came across the lobby straight to me. I almost thought that he was going to use his fists on me, his look was so threatening. But when he came up, he stuck out his hand. I gave him mine, and met the pressure of his hold. He stood there holding my hand and staring into my face earnestly.

Kid, he said, it was a grand trick. It ought to win the game for you. But remember that out here a lot of games are lost and winnings wiped out in the last play. I dont mind. My town is on the map. We dont have to come to the railroad; the railroad has to come to us. I say that I dont mind, but some of my boys do. They mind badly. They want your scalp and they mean to have it. Im trying to hold them back, but they want blood. Kid, beat it out of Piegan and get some distance between you and this part of the country, will you? Whether you will or not, Im giving you the best advice. You know why I give it, too!

When he had said that, he turned on his heel and walked out of the lobby, and I was plenty ready to sit down and think things over!

I faded right out of that cheerful family group and got off into my own room, and stayed there until night. I had dinner brought up on a tray, and then I lay down to decide what I should do.

There was no doubt that this was a serious business. Maker was taking his life in his hands when he rode into Piegan, and he knew it perfectly well. He had come because he felt under a serious obligation to me. He would not have come unless he felt that it were a matter of life or death.

And it was my life and death that were concerned!

You can imagine that my nerves were not exactly smooth, at that time. Still, it was the worst moment in the world, for me. If I left, I would be leaving Betty Cole, at the very moment when she had arrived!

In the midst of these thoughts, there was a rap at my door, and when I sang out, Steve and Betty came in. He stood back, looking worried and dark with trouble. She did the talking. And what she said was begging me to get out of Piegan, get fast, and get far.

I looked straight back at her and said:

Its pretty hard for me to go.

It ought not to be, she said.

It is, though, said I.

I kept on looking straight at her, and suddenly she flushed to the forehead.

If you go now, you can always come back, Jerry, said she.

Look, said Steve Cole, if you two are going to be — Well, let me get out of this.

Were not going to be any way at all, said she, redder than before. Jerry, I want you to say that youll leave Piegan! The man meant what he said, when he told you that your life was in danger.

If you want me to go, Betty, said I, putting all the emphasis I could on the words, Ill do as you say.

And all this while, I was not budging my eyes from her, of course. She could have pretended to misunderstand, but she was not small enough for that. She met my eye like a soldier, and she went on:

I want you to go, Jerry. I want you to go at once.

Good-bye, then, said I.

She shook hands with me, and enough was in our eyes to settle our future as clearly as words could have managed the trick.

When she and Steve went from the room, I only half saw them go. I was in a haze, and a trance, and couldnt see straight.

It was partly that haze which caused what happened immediately afterwards.

I went over and dragged out my war bag, when something creaked behind me. I turned, carelessly both hands full, and there I saw a small man standing between me and the window, a small man with his head thrusting forward and canted a bit to one side as he looked down a pair of big Colts at my head and heart.

It was Chuck.

That was a thunderclap. But habit is a strange thing.

Even then, while I felt the awful shock of the thing, I was listening to my heart, waiting for it to begin to stagger and go crazy. I sighed with relief when it raced, to be sure, but with a firm and rhythmic beat.

I was my old self!

I said: What is it, Chuck? Murder?

Not murder, said he. But were taking our turn with you, Poker-face. Youve had plenty of turns before this.

Thats true, I answered. In fact, you seem to be dealing yourself a hand out of my own pack!

He did not smile. There was a horrible hunger in his eyes. They shifted just a little, as they traveled over me. He seemed to be hunting for the best places to send his bullets home.

I heard the door swish softly behind me, and a sudden hope jumped — and died as I heard Chuck say:

Its all right, boys. He hasnt got a gun on him. I almost wish that he had! Bert, do up his hands. You might as well do them up behind him.

Ill do em up, said the snarling voice of Bert, which I remembered so well.

They were all there.

Swede stood in front of me, grinning till his scalp twitched. Three more were back in the shadow by the door. The six mighty men of Sid Maker had come for me and have me they would.

I thought of everything. Of trying to grab a gun and make a fight of it. Of yelling out. Of doing anything to attract attention.

Then they would fill me full of lead, and they would die for it afterwards, every one of them, horribly, at the hands of the Piegan mob.

Perhaps Chuck read what was in my mind.

Not murder, Poker-face, said he. Thats not our idea. You havent gone that low, and we wont cut lower than youve done. But youll face us one at a time. Well draw lots. All we want is a quiet place, to have the thing out.

Then they marched me out of the hotel.

Yes, just as easily as I write the words, they took me out of that place and not a soul saw us, not a word was spoken to us. We simply went down the back stairs and out through the yard, and in the grove where I had hidden horses for Maker and Chuck, on that other night, they had their own mounts waiting.

I climbed into a saddle, helped by Chuck and Swede. Then we rode at a walk away from Piegan and into the hills.

I remember that clouds were blowing across the stars, and gusts of rain whipped us, now and again. But though I felt the sting of the drops, they did not seem either cold or wet to me.

I supposed that was because part of my nervous system had gone to sleep.

Swede rode beside me, my horses lead rope over the pommel of his saddle.

You and the gal, kind of sweet on each other, aint you? he said, chuckling, sneering at the same time.

Chuck snarled in his bull-terriers voice from the head of the line: Cut that out, Swede! Leave him be!

I was grateful to Chuck for that. I was grateful, but all the while, I was knowing that Chucks gun would be the one to down me. I felt it. I mean, I almost could feel the crash and the rending of the bullet as it tore through flesh and bone.

We got up to a hollow where trees were growing dense all around the edge, and as we worked through them, Swede said:

This is far enough. Bert, you got the lanterns?

Its not far enough, insisted Chuck. You know that the chief will be on our trail, before very long.

Makerll never find us here, said Bert.

We wont stop here. Its too close. I know a better place farther on, declared Chuck. Maker would rather lose an arm than have anything serious happen to Poker-face. He owes the kid his life, and he dont forget that, as you all know. Didnt he come into Piegan to-day to warn him? Wasnt he taking his own life in his hands when he did that? Hell work out our trail as soon as he misses us from his camp, this evening!

I began to have a small hope. If it were true — if Maker really were apt to come on our trail — well, he was the one person in the world who could handle these gunmen with a word.

In spite of what Chuck said, the others were firm.

Youve had your own way too much, Chuck, said Bert. Lets get the dirty work over with. This is where we stop.

Chuck gave in, and as a signal of his giving way, he dropped from his stirrups to the ground.

But he said: Theres to be no dirty work. Mind that, Bert. The first fellow who tries to murder the kid will have to murder me afterwards. I mean what I say!

This did not go without another argument.

look at here, said Bert. Hes made us the laughing-stock of the whole range. Hes made fools of us. I had a kind of a reputation. Its gone, since Poker-face come along. I say: Sock him, and finish the job.

Thats what I say, too, said Swede.

And the others agreed, heartily. The work might be too dangerous, they said. Why should they spill their own blood, when they had me entirely helpless?

He never dealt cards off the bottom of the pack, Chuck said. You cant do it to him. If you do, my guns are on his side.

That was final. They wanted my scalp, but they feared those deadly guns of Chuck about as much as I did.

Bert gave up the dispute with a groan, and lighted the lanterns. They were hung on the low side branches of a tree, and gave a very fair light, except when a guest of wind set them swinging. Then the plan of the fight was explained to me by Chuck, who had thought the whole thing out in detail.

With free hands, and a gun in my thigh holster, I was to take a position under the tree, and ten paces away my opponent would stand. We would have our backs to one another, and at the word of command, we would whirl and commence shooting until one of us fell or begged for mercy.

When he used that word, I had a sudden picture of myself groveling, begging for my life! It made me half sick. I started to pray, not for life, but for the courage to meet my death like a man.

Because there was no real hope for me, unless it lay in the hardly to be hoped for arrival of Maker himself. There was hardly a man of the six, I well knew, who was not a faster and a surer hand with a revolver than I. One, even two, I might down by luck. But six such warriors I could never dream of flattening, one after the other.

Perhaps there was one grisly ghost of a hope left to me — a terrible wound that might lay me out, and yet leave a spark of life that could be nursed back into a flame.

You can see how far my hopes had sunk, when I thought of that!

They were to draw lots for their turns.

In the meantime, my hands were set free. Then they proceeded to draw the lots. I looked them over, with a vague wonder, while I kneaded my wrists to get the blood and life and strength back into them.

Perhaps it would be Chuck — and then my troubles would soon be over, of course.

But it was Bert.

Well, I was almost glad of that. I had no liking for that man. He was as bitter and vengeful as a wolf, and as he stood there before me, his thin lips twisting with a hatred, and his eyes bright and small as the eyes of a beast, I had no hesitation in wanting to put an end to him.

I had a gun, now. It was a Colt with the usual good balance. It had a hair trigger, and would shoot, Chuck assured me, for it was his gun, as easily as breathing.

Chuck stood off to one side, to give the signal. Before we turned our back on one another, he said:

Is there anything you want to say, Poker-face?

I said: No, not a thing. Only, get on with this business, because Im scared cold, already.

Swede laughed, a loud, horrible, bawling sound.

Hes got the cold nerve, aint he? said Swede.

But it wasnt nerve. It was telling them the truth. Yet that laughter, that bit of praise, went like wine through my blood, and steadied me.

How about you, Bert? asked Chuck. You want to say anything we could remember for you?

Not a single thing, said Bert. Lemme at him. Thats all. Im goin to eat him. I can feel it in my bones.

Turn your backs, then, said Chuck.

I turned about.

When I say, Start, said Chuck, you turn and begin shooting.

And, almost instantly, he added: Start!

I spun and drew in the same instant. I had in mind not to turn too far, for fear the impetus of the swing about would throw my gun out of line with its mark. So I only made a quarter turn with my feet, and twisted my shoulders around. This presented the side line of my body to the bullets of the other fellow. I didnt try to aim, either. I just threw the gun out of half-arm distance, and fired at the blur of Bert as the form of him jumped into line with my vision.

He was around, too, and fully facing me. Perhaps he had lost a part of a second in making so full a turn. At any rate, he only fired his weapon into the ground, a spasmodic, natural contraction of the hand. For my bullet had gone home. I heard the spat of it against his face like the clapping of hands together. He threw a forearm across his forehead, covering the wound, and dropped straight forward. His body hit with a loose, jostling sound, then he lay still.

Didnt I go and tell you? said Swede. Poker-face was too good for Bert. Hell be too good for anybody else, excepting me! Im the one thatll finish him. You wait and see, if any of you are left to look!

And he laughed, his bawling, brutal laughter again!

They took the body of Bert away. Their lips were tight, all of them except that beast, Swede.

In the meantime, I was thinking of various device. I might run for the horses, for instance, and try to break away. I might step behind the trunk of the tree and use it as a fort.

No, I saw that both of those ideas were worthless. There were too many of them, and the rest could not all have the bad luck of the first to fall.

Bad luck was what it was, too. I knew that. My turn, I thought, had been figured out perfectly. But I knew that the head was not what I had aimed for. I had intended that shot to fly for the center of the body, the only sure target in snap shooting. Instead of that, the slug had gone home almost three feet higher. They thought it was wonderful marksmanship, wonderful steadiness of nerve. It wasnt, though. And I knew it, and was cold with the knowledge.

I had to try something else. I wondered what it would be, as I saw them drawing the lots again. I was a little sick, too, thinking of the way that Bert had fallen — the sound of it, I mean. My mind was confused. And I remembered looking with a scowl at the lanterns and wishing that they would burn brighter.

Then I saw Chuck take his place opposite me!

Well, of course I would have to face him, sooner or later. But somehow it was a shock to see him there, cool, steady, purposeful. There was a look on his face not savage, but deeply and quietly contented. He meant business; his business was my death.

Swede stood by to give the signal. The other two were shadows. They hardly mattered.

Bill, said Chuck, very calmly, if he drops me, dont forget to send my watch to the girl. You know her address. Write her a note along with it. Tell her I was thinking about her at the finish. Are you ready, Poker-face?

I was not ready, I never would be ready to face that calmly determined gunman. But I nodded.

I had made a new plan, this time. Somehow, I told myself that in shooting for the head lay my luck. I would shoot for it this time, but not a chance shot. No, this time I would take my time and draw a bead. I would be prepared to have one, two, even three bullets tear through my body, while I drew my bead, and then finished off my man. I set my jaw and told myself that this was the only way. I must banish all feeling from my body. Whatever agony I felt, I must not let it shake my gun hand.

Now I stood with back turned to Chuck. People say that all their past flowed before them, at such a time. None of my past flowed before me. I saw nothing but the dark of the night, the loom of a mountain, the glistening of wet leaves in the lantern light.

Then— Start! roared Swede.

I turned to the right, just as I had turned before, but swinging my arm straight out, shoulder-high, to sight down the barrel, and by the grace of fortune, I got the head of Chuck right in line!

At the same instant, I saw the muzzle of his gun jerk upwards. In fact, he was standing there as though he had not had to turn at all. He seemed to be taking his deliberate time.

The gun jerked in his hand, which was held hardly more than hip-high, and at the same time a bullet struck me a violent blow on the hip and then glanced up through my entire body.

Some lucky devils are numbed all over by a bullet wound. So they say, at least. But I felt, or thought I felt, the terrible crunching of bones. My flesh was one compact of nerves, ripping before the lead. The agony threw a red sheet of flame across my brain. But through that red I saw my mark, and fired.

I knew that I was falling as I pulled the trigger, but still I watched, and saw my bullet knock Chuck flat!

Then I was lying gasping. I remember feeling that the thing was unfair, that the pain alone was enough, but that I ought to be able to catch my breath. No, I could not breathe. Then I was sure that I would never again draw that breath I prayed for.

This was death! This was the end!

My legs were drawing up and kicking out slowly. One foot struck against the trunk of the tree, and the pressure that resulted sent a twisting, tearing spasm of agony through me. I screamed in the throes of it!

Well, I hate to think of that yell of pain that was torn from my lips. But the truth has to come out. I screeched like a hurt boy.

Then I heard a roaring, furious, and yet exultant voice that was bellowing at me, in the familiar accents of Swede:

Fill your hand, Poker-face! Fill your hand, you sneaking varmint, because now youre goin to fight your last fight!

I looked across at him. He was standing erect, a gun in either hand, poised, his feet spread, a look of fiendish, animal joy on his wide face. Chuck was gone; fair play had ended; murder remained.


CHAPTER XXXIX. A PAIR OF RIDERS
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THE GUN LAY close to my hand. I grasped it, but I felt that there was hardly strength in my shaking hand to raise it.

I looked down. The ground was red; my left hand, as I tried to push myself up, slipped in mud.

Hurry up! roared Swede. You got your gun. Hurry up, and fight like a man, will you? Count him out, Bill! Count to ten on him!

I heard the voice begin.

It flung me back into the old ring days. That fourth round, and I down, and the voice booming distantly in my ears.

So it boomed now: One, two, three, four, five, six—

My wits leaped off to the garden of the Parker Cole house, and Betty Cole, in the garden, under the dappling of the shadows.

Eight, the voice was saying, nine, and—

Drop that gun! yelled a voice behind Swede.

He leaped into the air, and whirled.

I, still half prone, my weight in my hands, could look across and see beyond Swede a figure rising out of the ground, as it were. It was Chuck, and the lantern light showed his face bathed in crimson, and glinted upon the gun he had recovered.

Was it only a glancing blow of the bullet that had knocked him prone?

Drop that gun! shouted Chuck again, now coming from his knees toward his feet. You hound, you murdering swine!

Murder? snarled Swede. Ill finish him first, and you second! You been comin pretty big, over me, Chuck. Its the last time. You got your hand filled, and now

There was a crashing through the brush at the side of the hollow, the beating of hoofs.

Theyre here! Piegan! screeched Bill, and bolted toward the horses.

Swede did not wait. He let out a similar howl of fear, and bounded after his confederates.

Onto their horses they bounded, and away they went into the night.

But it was not a group of Piegan men that poured onto us. It was only a pair of riders. One was Sidney Maker, and the other was none other than Richardson, the detective, whom I never expected to see again. Glad enough to see him this night, you may be sure!

Your work, Chuck, and youll pay me for it! I heard Maker saying.

Then he was on his knees beside me. I looked up at him through darkening eyes.

Im going to die, Sid, said I, but Chuck was fair and square. Fair stand-up fight. But Swede — murder

I got out no more. I wanted to speak more words. But the breath went out of me; a spasm choked my throat. I saw the lanterns spin, and the cold of death seemed to be freezing my brain. Then that horror was shut away.

When I got back my wits, I thought that somebody was driving a red-hot knife through my body, with a monotonously regular rhythm. It was only the throb of the pulse against my wound.

I put my hand down to it, and found that my body was gripped hard by an immense bandage. I put my hand out farther, and touched blankets, then the cold of a sheet. I opened my eyes, and I was looking up through the branches of the lantern-lighted tree.

They had brought a mattress and springs, and fixed me a bed under that tree. If they had moved me, I should not be scratching these words on paper, now. It was a close enough shave as the thing finally worked out.

But now, when I turned my head a little, I saw the circle, and counted them over, one by one — Sid Maker, and his bulldog face, first of all; and Richardson, the detective, looking sullen and bored; Chuck, with a white bandage around his head, making his face seem unusually dark; Colonel Riggs; Tracy Dixon, drawing lines on the ground; big-shouldered Harry; Charlie Butcher, just then drinking from a flask; Parker Cole, patting the hand of Betty; Steve standing in the background, his arms folded, his face twisted; the auctioneer; the hotel clerk; the stage driver biting off a chew of tobacco.

This is quite a show, boys, said I, and regretted speaking, such a pang stabbed me.

Shut your mouth! said a rough voice.

A man whom I had not seen before stood over me. His sleeves were rolled up. His hands were stained with red. Suddenly I knew that this fellow who looked like a butcher was the doctor who might save my life.

I gazed at him with mild surrender.

You got a breath and a half left in you, said he. You ought to die. You probably wont. A man whos lucky enough to have as many friends as you have, is too lucky to be killed by one bullet.

He was right.

For two weeks, it was nip and tuck. Two weeks of consummate hell, I tell you. Every time I breathed, it was agony. All that saved me was the purity of that cold, clear, mountain air, I know. I did not have to get much of that into my lungs in order to sustain life.

Then, at the end of two weeks, I was carried down to Piegan. They made a ceremony of the thing. That was the colonels fault, of course, and confound him for it.

He had the litter prepared, and he picked out two relays of men, who carried me down bit by bit, as gently as though they were carrying nitroglycerine. And finally they bore me up the main street, because that was really the shortest way to the hotel. And the people lined he street and took off their hats. The colonel had arranged that, too! He was a showman to the finish. That silence ate in on me. I began to pity myself, and the only way I could possibly keep the tears from flowing down my face was to start cursing.

That was the only sound that broke the silence, my steady cursing, as they went on toward the hotel.

Charlie Butcher swore to me afterwards that I said things that made him blush, even him, as he walked beside me, carrying a portion of my weight.

But I dare say that Charlie was stretching things a little. However, that litter ride is one of the things that I least care to remember out of my life.

It ended in the hotel, at last. Going up the stairs was a torment, because the litter tipped down a good deal, but finally I was in a room, and being slipped between a pair of cold sheets.

I was only about half conscious, by that time, but I could hear the rough voice of the doctor saying:

Hes pulling through. I told you he would. If the mean streak in a man is wide enough and deep enough, one bullet simply cant kill him. I remember a fellow who put the muzzle of a gun against his temple and

I did not hear the rest of it, because I was sinking into a profound sleep.

When I wakened, all was right. There was still a considerable distance for me to go, but that day I cared nothing about distances because Parker Cole stood at my bedside and said:

I have to return to my business. But Steve and Betty are staying on, Steve for a month or so, and Betty, it appears, is going to remain almost indefinitely, if that meets with your wishes, young man!

I said faintly: A man with a criminal record, Mr. Cole, is—

He raised a hand and stopped me.

There is no criminal record, he declared. That has been expunged from the books. And I dare say that it will never be written in again on the blank pages. Theres no law court in the world that wants to pass on you just now, Jerry.

So he went away, and left me climbing, climbing, climbing toward a blue zenith of joy. Even when Betty came in, I hardly looked at her, but upwards and wondered how God could give so much happiness to one poor human.

Well, there have been ups and downs in the years between, but as I write this, I can look from my window across the rolling acres of my land, dotted with cattle, red, white-splashed, their fat sides gleaming in the sun. And I can look far down into the valley, where the windows of Piegan blink in the glittering light of the day. It is only a small town. Even the railroad could not bring to it enough of the vital blood to turn it into a city, Makerville has grown big. It flourishes. It throws a black cloud from the stacks of its furnaces. But I would not trade Piegan for ten such rich cities. For Betty agrees with me that Piegan is just big enough to fit into my heart.

THE END


Sixteen in Nome (1930)

[image: img108.jpg]

CONTENTS

I. NOME

II. TROUBLE COMES ON FOURS

III. MASSEY, MASTER OF ALEC

IV. FOR A STAKE

V. BETWEEN DOG AND MASTER

VI. ELEVEN THOUSAND BID

VII. A CHANGE OF MIND

VIII. TO SOLVE THE PROBLEM

IX. MASSEY TAKES A HAND

X. ADVENTURE STARTS

XI. BATTLE OF THE DOGS

XII. BAD LUCK ON THE JOB

XIII. BLIND LEADERS

XIV. UP AND STIRRING

XV. MARJORIES STORY

XVI. ALEC GONE!

XVII. WHAT THE DOCTOR THINKS

XVIII. HOW REPAY?

XIX. WELCOME TO DAWSON

XX. SAM BURR

XXI. ON THE TRAIL

XXII. WHEN TWO MEN MEET

XIII. A BARGAIN IS MADE

XXIV. HONORS ARE EVEN

XXV. THE MOOSE

XXVI. ALEC, THE FIGHTER

XXVII. WILD BLOOD

XXVIII. MORE OF ALECS WORK

XXIX. WITH TEETH BARED

XXX. FOR LIFE AND DEATH

XXXI. ONWARD, AND FAST!

XXXII. KING OF THE ROAD




I. NOME
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ONCE A HARDY old-timer in a mangy parka said to me: Id rather be barefoot in the desert than sixteen in Nome. The point was that I was sixteen, and in Nome at that moment, and without needing the slightest time for consideration, I agreed with him.

Sixteen is a bad age for a boy. It is too full of growing and not full enough of strength. I looked big enough but I was pretty soft. My hands and feet would not do what I wanted them to. My body, my mind, my spirits had not settled down enough.

Take a lad whos been raised in a fishing smack or ridden the Montana range in winter as a regular thing, and he would have done pretty well, even in Nome. But I had done none of those things. I had worked with cows a little in Arizona. I could daub on a rope, and even use a branding iron, but I did not excel in anything. With a rifle, for instance, I was a pretty good hand — every boy on the Arizona range is. With a revolver I was no good at all. The mere feel of a horse arching its back frightened me numb and, as for wrestling, boxing, and such things, I knew very little about them. I was simply an overgrown youth with a skinny neck and a large Adams apple and, in Nome, a perpetual shudder at the cold.

Nome would have been a depressing place for older and stronger people than I. The ugly beach, spotted with the holes of the mines, the rocks, the high tundra edge, the sod houses, the unwashed crowds of men, the snarling, howling dogs by day and night, the cold, the wind, the storms, the brawlers in the streets, the bitter hardness of the work, and the scant amount of it that I found to do used to make me sit down and beat my knuckles against my face sometimes, and wonder how I could have been so foolish. There was that good, comfortable, little Arizona shack, and the good hot sun, and the sounds of cattle lowing and coyotes yipping on the edge of the sky — a medley that seemed to me like heaven on this morning when I crawled out of my bunk in the Tucker Lodging House. There were half a dozen people getting up at the same time in the same room. The air was foul and close; men were groaning as they got into their shoes. Their eyes were swollen with sleep and the aftereffects of cheap whisky which they had had the night before. And everyone in that wretched room seemed almost as miserable as I.

But I knew that they were not what they seemed. In a few minutes their strong bodies would be warmed by speeding blood, their heads would be high, and their shoulders back; and they would be heartened, also, by the knowledge that they had money in their pockets, or, at least, jobs to go to. I had neither.

In the last three days, I had eaten once, and it was thirty-six hours since I had tasted a morsel. Thirty-six hours is not much to a man, but to a growing boy it is thirty-six hours of anguish. I had suffered, and suffered badly. I expected to suffer still more, but pride kept me from going in the evening to The Joint, where Doctor Borg never failed to hand out at least a dollar to every mendicant.

As I dressed, my depression grew. The fingers with which I buttoned my shirt were grimy. I told myself that I had sunk so low that even personal cleanliness no longer was attractive or necessary to me. I said to myself that I was slipping into the out tide and would soon be lost.

The lodging house of Mr. Tucker seemed more disagreeable than ever this morning. It was built by him according to a plan of his own, of which he was so proud that he was never done talking of it. It seemed a very good plan, too, and neat. He got a number of ten-by-twelve tents and put them side by side. Over each tent he nailed boards, so that it turned into a sort of box. Over the outside of the boards he stacked up thick walls of sod. The result was a house with a number of rooms, and enough weight of walls to make it seem secure against the cold. But the sods had been put on when they were frozen. They never had a good chance to thaw and compact, and the result was that the arctic cold was able to work its skinny fingers through and get at every living thing in the Tucker House.

Tucker himself would not admit that he felt the cold. He was so proud of the new scheme of building he had invented, and he was so delighted with himself for having had such a grand idea that Ive actually seen him going around in his shirt sleeves, with only a light sweater, through these rooms. The couple inches of fat which he wore under his hide could not insulate him against the cold of the Far North; his skin used to turn blue and his eyes bulged, but he insisted that his was the warmest house in Nome.

By the time I had dressed, this morning, my spirits were at zero. My fingers were numb. My stomach was as empty as that of any soaring vulture. As I started for the door, I heard one of the men say: That kid is broke and about starved.

This made me walk more slowly, and my mouth fairly watered with hope; but the mans partner said to him: Dont be a fool. The kids a bum, and we aint any too flush.

Yeah. Youve said it right, said the first man, and I walked on into the hallway.

I went by a doorway inside which a pair of men were cursing each other in voices that reached up the scale and told that blows were coming, but I had seen so much fighting in Nome that I was not interested enough to stop and inquire about it or wait to hear the scrap begin. Fist fights were a drug on the market in the Nome streets, where five thousand wastrels and unemployed tumbled and fought like sea gulls for the scraps that fell from the fat tables of the land.

A few steps farther, I heard a woman crying on a deep, moaning note and, through the flimsy door, distinctly, I could hear the sound of blows against flesh. Either some brute of a man was beating her, or else she was striking her own breast.

Now, weakened as I was, and in that horrible atmosphere, it made me a little sick. I stopped and leaned against the wall, with my head spinning. A couple of men pressed by me, heard the sounds inside the room, and went by, grinning to one another.

This beastliness in human nature then took me by the throat and gave me a shake, as it were. My circulation picked up, and I got so strong that I tapped on that door, and then pushed it open. If there were a man inside, I would be beaten to a pulp, but I had a curious, starved desire to tell him what I thought of his brutality.

There was no man inside.

There was only a red-headed girl sitting on the side of her bunk and swaying backward and forward, with her head thrown back, and her hands whacking against her chest, now and then. From a husky, deep pitch of her voice, I had taken her to be a woman of middle age. But she was only a girl of twenty or nineteen.

This made a tremendous difference. The horror went a pair of octaves up the scale. I closed the door behind me, and the squeak of the hinges, this time, made her start up.

She asked me what I wanted, while I stared at her, for a moment, through the wretched gloom of that half light. This red-headed girl was not a beauty, but she was good looking. Even through that twilight I was struck by the deep blue of her eyes. She had a bit too much mouth and not quite enough chin, but she was decidedly what one would call a pretty girl.

I told her that I wanted nothing, except to stop her crying, if I could.

Youre going to stop it, are you? asked the girl in a dry way — but with a sob or two bubbling up.

I will if Im able to be any good for you, I told her.

She came up to me and took me by the shoulders — she was just my height — and backed me around until what light there was came bang into my face.

Youre going to help me! she said.

The sneer in her voice did not bother me. I had had too many of the same sort of sneers thrown my way since I came North, and now I took them for granted.

Ill do what I can, I said. I know that Im no Calmont or Massey.

Calmont, do you see, was the strongest man in Nome, people said. And Massey was a bouncer down at The Joint, and said to be the slickest gunman around those parts, where everybody packed a Colt.

Sonny, said the redhead, if you were Calmont and Massey rolled into one, you wouldnt be able to help me. Run along now and forget me. It looks as though youve something of your own to think about.

She said that and put her hand right on my stomach. I mean, where my stomach should have been, but it was gone, and the sharp edges of my ribs stood out like the tops of a corral fence all around that cave in the middle of me.

That ought to be full, she observed to me. Who stole your insides, mister?

I felt like a fool. Id been talking rather big, the moment before, and now she was asking me why I was starved.

Aw, Im all right, I told her. If youre dead sure that I cant do you any good—

I got back to the door.

Wait a minute, Sammy—

My names not Sammy, I said.

What is it, then? Joe?

Yes, I said, surprised. Its Joe. How did you guess that? Do you know that Im Joe May?

She laughed a little at me. She seemed to forget a part of her troubles.

I know it now, anyway, Joe May, she said. Look. Heres something that will round you out a little—

She held out ten dollars in gold to me. And my hand jumped for it like a hungry dog for a bone. I had the tips of my fingers on it before I got hold of myself and snatched my hand back. I had been worn down to such a point that I would have taken charity from a man, I think, but to take it from a girl whose eyes were still red with crying was too much for me.

She came after me, offering the money again.

You take it, Joe, she said. Itll be between the two of us. You can depend on me not to talk about it, and youre as welcome to it as the flowers in — May!

She laughed again, but there was a choked note in her laughter that about finished me. I did not dare to stay there before her. The two five-dollar pieces looked to me like two glorious suns. Twenty meals lay in the hollow of her hand, and I felt as though I could eat them at one sitting. So I did the only thing that occurred to me. I jerked the door open and got into the hall away from temptation.


II. TROUBLE COMES ON FOURS
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WHEN I GOT outside of the lodging house, I found that a wind was blowing. It came off the tundra. That is to say, it was full of teeth and fingers of ice, and those fingers were poked between my ribs and into my vitals in a way that made me blink and bite my lip.

I dodged back into the doorway to catch my breath, but I knew that if I remained there for long, I would slink off to my bunk once more and lie in a stupor of misery all day long, as I had done most of the day before. So I got myself together, what there was of me, and turned the corner into the full stroke of the wind.

It was early in the day, there was little light, and what there was of it was smudged away to dusk by a thick sheeting of clouds that lay solidly across the sky. There were few people on that street and, when I turned down into the next one — hardly knowing where I went and hardly caring — I saw not a human soul, only half a dozen big huskies which were roaming to find any scraps of food or trouble that would come their way.

They had that big-shouldered, wolfish look which told me they were inside dogs, the kind that dog-punchers like to have in a team and, by the way they packed together, I could see that they were all from one team. It meant something, if six fine fellows like these were loose in a town where dogs were worth a good deal of money. I wondered how they had come adrift, but there were a good many possible explanations for that. A knife stroke or a bullet might have tipped their master on his face in the snow. Such things happened every day in Nome, at that happy time in its history.

There was a reward in the offing, no matter what had happened, if I could get hold of that half dozen and keep them until called for, which was sure to be before long. However, they were as wolfish in nature as in looks. They showed me their teeth as they went by, and hardly turned out of their tracks to give me room.

I saw that I was helpless, and groaned. More meals were walking away from me. I began to feel that bad luck was represented in everything that was around me, and that I had been led to Nome to enjoy a first installment of it.

Another dog, just then, climbed over a fence and jumped down into the snow. He was a beautiful fellow, very tall and with promising points, though he had not yet quite filled out. He was completely white except that the tip of his tail, his ears, and his muzzle had been rubbed with soot, as it were. He was dazzling bright, otherwise, but the odd markings gave him a rather queer look. Of course, I knew him at a glance. Everybody in Nome knew him. That was Alexander the Great, Masseys dog, on account of which Massey and Calmont, every one said, had dissolved their old partnership and now hated each other with a flaming and inextinguishable rage. That was one of the talking points in Nome, that season, and particularly how Doctor Borg had sworn the two men to a truce at the very time when Massey managed to get the dog for him.

The reason that my heart jumped so high was because I knew that that trick dog had been rated as high as five or even seven thousand dollars in value. He performed to a crowd every day in The Joint, like a high-grade vaudevillian, and men used to throw him money and cheer him and fight to get close and pat his clever head.

Well — if I could manage to get a hold of Alec the Great without having my hand bitten off, Massey would give me anything that I asked. Yes, or more than I had the nerve to ask! I looked up and down the street again, shuddering for fear any one else might be in sight to rob me of that golden opportunity, but I could see no one.

The next moment there was a terrific yowling and snarling.

I jumped around and, with a start I saw that I was very unlikely to get my hands on Alexander the Great. Neither was Massey, for that matter. And the crowd at The Joint would look for Alec the Great in vain, unless something strange happened.

For the six huskies of that errant dog team just then had come up with the dog and decided, apparently, that they were hungry, and that this was a good meal for them all. There was no hanging back among them. They got into a flying wedge faster than any football team, and then made for Alec in a single lump. They ran low. They ran hard. They were only worried about one thing, and that was how they were going to get all their teeth into him at once.

My blood stopped running and I forgot the cold as I saw Alec look back at that fence and decide that it was too high to be jumped.

What could he do?

He was fairly cornered, and he knew it, but he made a little jump to one side and then to the other. I saw that wave of dog flesh close on him — no, not quite! It was at the very last moment that he tried a most surprising thing. I dont suppose that anything but a man-educated trick dog would have dreamed of such a thing, but Alec thought of it. At the final instant, when the eyes of the huskies were probably blind with the foretaste of a good dinner, Alec left the snow like a bird and sailed high into the air.

He left the leaders so fast that they did not even lift their heads, but a couple of old stagers in the rear reached for him. He was too high and traveling too fast. His jump fairly carried him over the dogs.

His momentum was gone as he landed. He scratched to get footing, and found, that treacherous instant, that he was standing on smoothest ice! A partial thaw, there in the middle of the street, had turned the surface to glass, and Alec floundered like a fish out of water.

The huskies had not stopped against the fence. They did not stop to shake their heads and call themselves fools, as men would have done. They simply hit that fence with all four feet and rebounded halfway across the street, and almost on top of Alec.

I thought that he would do some other clever trick, but it jumped smack into my mind then that there were no more tricks up his sleeve. He had nothing but his four legs under him to save him now, and he tried to use them; but the treacherous surface was much harder on him than it was on the dog team, practiced as they constantly were in going over even worse stuff than this.

I thought that he might get across the street and jump the board fence behind me. But no. That was too high for him, even higher than the opposite one!

As I looked at that fence, I saw that one of the boards was a little broken, and wrenched at it. The major portion of it did not give at all, but I pulled away a sizable club! That gave me an idea and a tenth part of a hope.

Alec seemed to know what was in my mind. He came straight in for me and got behind my legs, while I whirled up that club and gave the leader of the pack a good slam with it across the head. He was coming in so hard that his weight shot ahead after the blow, and he crashed me back against the fence. I thought I was going down. Prickles of ice shot all through me. Once down before a gang like these half-wolves, and they would have an easier throat than Alecs to cut.

However, the swing of that stick and the splintering sound of the blow split the charge in two sections that sheered off from me to either side, and Alec woke up the stunned leader at my feet with a slash that opened the whole side of his shoulder. No mustang ever jumped faster and further than that dog did under the spur of Alecs stroke.

I looked down and saw Alec grinning back to me, a red-stained smile. I swung the club, and shouted, but when the other dogs jumped away, the injured leader simply snarled and came in a slinking pace toward me.

There is a good deal of evil in most huskies. The wolf strain is strong in them and, though on the whole they are willing to admit that a man with a club or a whip in his hands is the master, still theyre liable to play mean tricks. I did not know their language, either, or the proper way to curse them out with a choice sprinkling of Eskimo words, say.

That big warrior seemed to guess at once that I was not the sort of iron he had found in men before me. I think about the worst thing I ever saw in my life was the long, gliding step that he made at me as I swung that club and shouted.

The rest of the team needed no better hint than this. In one jump they were back on each flank of him, eyeing me, pressing in close to the fence. One of them was snarling softly. The rest of them were silent, however, and that hungry silence meant a good deal more than growls at me.

I forgot about reclaiming dogs, rewards, and all that sort of thing. I began to yell at the top of my lungs for help. Not far away — in the next street, perhaps, I heard a number of men begin to laugh. Suddenly I realized that people did not turn out of their way in Nome to pay attention to the first yelping they heard, whether it came from dogs or men. The social instincts of a pack of wolves were almost kind compared to the instincts of that crowd, taking it by and large.

A frightful feeling of helplessness came over me. I got faint, and my breath would not come. I waved the club and whirled it in the air again.

The big leader slid forward on his belly like a stalking cat, and curled his lips away from his teeth. I decided it would have to be then or never. The whole of that horrible semicircle had drawn suddenly in around me and I knew, that unless I made some move, it would most likely be the end of me. So I feinted. He dodged his head a little, and then I let him have it alongside the head.

The club broke off short in my hand. The crackling and the stroke itself made the younger dogs of the team wince away a trifle; but, as for that leader, it was as though I had hit him with a feather duster. He simply showed me his teeth and the darkness inside his throat as he came excitedly off the ground at me.

Now, as that big brute began to rise, I told myself that it was the end. The horror and the fear weakened my arms to nothing at all. I could not have dodged and I could not have struck a single worthwhile blow with the truncheon of the stick.

It was young Alec the Great who saved me. He went past my legs in a flash. The leader had been thinking only of the human enemy and, as a result, just as he came off the ground Alecs shoulder hit him and tumbled him head over heels with a rip down the side that spurted red.

There was a clear field for Alec, through that gap, and he could have bolted, but that did not seem to occur to him. Instead, he flashed back to my side instantly.

There was one bad moment when I thought that the team would rush me from either side but, like well-trained workers, they waited for orders from that ugly gray brute; and he had something new to think about.

The second blow, the second ripping stroke, apparently had brought him to his senses. Perhaps the battle had only started as a frolic. Perhaps he had gone blindly on from chasing a mere dog to attacking a man, and now he suddenly realized that he had been trying to pull down a human, and that mans medicine is usually strong. At any rate, he gave us one wicked side glance, and then went off down the street. The rest of his crew tailed along after him like privates after a corporal. I never was so glad to see dogs going the other way.


III. MASSEY, MASTER OF ALEC
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LOOKING AFTER THEM, with my eyes fairly popping, and the reeling dizziness only gradually working out of my head, I kept reaching down and patting Alec the Great, for as the huskies jogged away, I could think again about Alec.

Rewards were not in my mind, however. You dont think of rewards from any creature that has been through the fear of death with you. It was reasonably true that I had saved him from being mobbed — as I thought then — but it seemed equally true that he had saved me from a pretty pickle.

I made another pat for the head of Alec and found that he was not there. He had run off a little way down the street and was fawning around a man who was in the act of putting away a revolver inside his coat.

You can imagine that I stared at him. For suddenly I realized that I had not been alone and helpless during this fracas. That fellow must have been there a good part of it. He had pulled out a revolver to intervene if necessary. But he had not fired.

The cold-bloodedness of this staggered me. I had been a twentieth part of a second from having my throat ripped wide open, when the leader started to spring; and still the man had not fired, or rushed in with so much as a shout, but in a calm silence he had stood off there and watched the wrangle.

There was still a smile on his face, so that I knew he had been enjoying the little battle as if it had been staged for fun.

His face was pretty well muffled in fur cheek flaps, but I could see that he was young, and that he had a pair of eyes as hard and cold as the light that gleams on a steadied rifle barrel. He was not the sort of a man that one would reproach about anything, not unless one wanted either a fight or chilly contempt. I have seen that look in the faces of a few other men, and always they are the fellows who have been at dangers door and had a good chance to admire the interior.

He came up to me while I was still agape. Who are you? he said.

I started to answer, but the cold, the relief from terrible danger, and the sense of uncanny awe that was in me made my lips too stiff for words.

It was only after a second effort that I managed to say: Im Joe May.

Youd better go home and put on something warm! said this fellow. Got no more sense than to come out in that sort of rig?

There was so grimly commanding an air about him that I muttered something and turned on my heel and did as he had told me to do. I was too numbed in the brain not to do as he commanded, for I realized that this was no other than the great Massey himself. That being so, it explained why he ventured to stand by and reserve his fire until the last split part of a second, for they said that he was one of those men who cannot miss.

It no longer seemed strange to me that he had not offered any reward for the care I had taken of Alec. As a matter of fact, Alec had taken just about as much care of me! However, Massey had the reputation of being a fellow who cared for only two things in the world — Alec the Great and fighting. He was not the one, I supposed, to bother about sentimental payments such as charity to a ragged kid he had run into on the street.

I went back to the lodging house, therefore, simply because I saw that there was nothing else for me to do. I was paid up until that night, and at least I could keep the gnawing, painful, bitter spark of life alive in my breast until that time, lying crouched under my blankets.

So I went down the dark, cold dampness of the hallway and came again to the room where I had spent the night. Despair came over me as I entered that room, and the rank foulness of the air struck me in the face. Let them tell of the good, brave days of Alaska, but ah, the horrible pain I have known there.

I got to the bunk, but did not lie down at once. Instead, I sat on the edge of it with my face in my hands and my closed eyes looking at death, which I hoped would not be far away. Out of the naked earth of the floor, I felt the cold pass up into my feet, and higher, until my ankles ached. And I calmly wondered if it would not be better, really, to get to the outer margin of the town and simply lie down in the snow.

Of all deaths, it is the sweetest. I had heard it described. The pangs of the cold soon pass. There comes a delicious, an enormous wave of drowsiness. Pleasant thoughts move warmly through the soul. And that is the end. It is exactly like dropping off to sleep in a warm bed.

At this moment, a stone was dropped into the stagnant pool of my life. The harsh voice of a man spoke to me from the doorway.

Going to lie down and die like a sick puppy? asked that voice.

I looked vaguely, without resentment, toward the form in the doorway. There was no pride in me to bruise. I was only sixteen, and I had been pretty well rubbed down to the core.

A wet nose touched my hand. It was Alec the Great, and I saw that Massey had followed me home.

Have you paid your room rent? he asked me.

Yes, I said.

Are those your blankets?

No.

Get up, then, and follow me out of this pig-sty.

I got up without a word and walked at his heels down the hallway and, when we came out into the street, I still floundered at his heels, blindly, like a dog behind a master. In some manner, the question of the future had been slipped onto his shoulders. He would have to solve it, and numbly I rejoiced at getting rid of the weight. This is not a heroic admission, but it is the truth. An empty stomach, I have found, is a famous corrupter of both pride and virtue.

We went down the street through the snow for a way, then he stopped, took me by the shoulder, and gave me a hard shake. I was loose in his grasp, which was like iron.

Stand up beside me and walk out like a man! said he. Dont trail at my heels like a beaten cur!

That was a little too much. The words, you might say, tilted back my head and threw up my chin like a straight left to the button.

Im not asking your advice about how I walk! I said.

His gleaming, steady eyes looked through me like a glancing knife blade. A sneer formed on his lips, and disappeared slowly.

Then hold up your head and walk beside me, he said.

I did as I was told. But anger was beginning to warm me inwardly. I set my teeth hard and strode along. I wondered if I should challenge him to a fight. At least, my pride was now not quite dead.

A little farther along, we were met by a man who was running at full speed, head down. When he saw Massey, he halted with a jerk.

Massey! he said. Did you see my string of dogs?

Massey answered not a word. He walked straight on and, when I would have blundered out an answer, Massey took me by the arm and dragged me forward.

I saw that the other fellow was gaping angrily after us, on the verge of shouting an insult which he controlled. Men did not shout insults at Massey. Not in Nome, where they had cause to know him. Half a dozen gunmen had started to make a reputation at his expense at one time or another, and they had all become mere footnotes in the story of his life.

But this little incident started me wondering what was wrong with the master of Alec. I could see that he was wearing a grim little smile, as though he actually had had a touch of enjoyment out of keeping back information from that dog-puncher.

I wonder if it were mere justice — punishment for a man who had allowed his team to get loose and thereby had endangered the life of the great Alec, who was more valuable than five times the entire lot? But it seemed to me that it was no mere matter of justice. Something more was involved. There was the question of that cruel, cold little smile.

I had heard, as every one in Nome had, the terrible tale of how Massey and Calmont had lived together until they hated one another because of Alec. They had been old, tried, proven friends. They had gone through everything together. Life and honor and everything they had owed to one another repeatedly. I could not help wondering, as I slipped and skidded on the icy snow crust beside Massey, if something had gone out of this mans life because of that breach between him and his old friend. Stranger things than that have happened. However, certainly I never met a man who, at first glance, appeared to be so entirely devoid of the ordinary gentler human emotions.

I was to know him much better and, the longer I knew him, the stranger the picture of him became. There was enough here to look at from a thousand angles, but never enough to show me the entire man. You would have said that he possessed some great secret on which he had locked his lips and which the world could never get at. For my own part, I am convinced that it was the wound made when he found his old partner and bunkie untrue to him. Enough to make even a saint put on a bit of a shell, I should say.

All these thoughts were struggling through my brain as I marched up the street beside him.

We turned a corner. A gust of icy wind struck strongly at me. I staggered. My feet went out from under me, and I fell flat. There was a solid whack about that fall, and I lay limp for a moment until I heard the harsh voice of Massey calling out:

Pick yourself up! If youre not able to do that, youre not able to live, anyway, and Ill be hanged if youre worth wasting time over!

I got to my feet, somehow, though now between cold and hunger and utter weakness I was pretty far spent. But the anger swallowed my other sensations. That fellow Massey had deliberately walked on ahead of me after his last remark, and I hated him with a power that gave me strength.

I ran after him. I shouted.

He pretended not to hear, or else the whistling of the wind may have drowned my words.

At last I stumbled up to him at the door of a sod house and touched his shoulder.

I want to tell you, I shouted at him, that I dont want your help! You and your help can both be hanged! I yelled at him and shook a blue hand in his face.

He kicked open the door. He took me by the shoulder, and I still can see the sneer on his face as he hurled me before him into the room.


IV. FOR A STAKE
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WHEN I HAD stumbled into that one-room house, Massey entered and locked the door behind him. I was still hot and angry. I turned around and began to demand that the door should be opened, but he paid no attention to me whatever. The smell of food, too, was making my mouth water, and inside that house it was quite snug, for a fire had been banked down in the stove in the center of the room.

No palace ever looked to me as comfortable as the inside of that place. There were two bunks, though only one had blankets on it, but such a heap as might have served for three beds instead of one, it seemed to me. From pegs on the wall hung enough clothes to keep half a regiment warm. Good, strong boots were lined up underneath, and soft slippers for tired feet to take their ease in. Over in a corner provisions were heaped. I smelled ham, bacon, the perfume of dried fruits, and I could see the delicious labels of canned jams and jellies. These were tremendous luxuries. But all I could think of, just then, was a fine, fat slice of bacon and a chunk of bread, washed down with tea. The mere mental picture of such a feast made me fairly dizzy.

I slumped into a chair and waited there, watching Massey with haunted eyes. I got almost exactly what I wanted, but in the meantime some interesting things happened.

Massey pulled off his heavy coat and furred cap and the long boots. The dog took those things one by one and carried them across to a bench beside the wall pegs. The way he handled that big, ponderous coat was a caution. He gave it a flip and threw it across his shoulder, the way a fox will carry a heavy goose, and he unloaded it carefully on the bench. The unloading was harder than the carrying. A sleeve or a flap of it kept sliding off. The thing seemed to be made of sand, the way it kept running down toward the floor.

But Alec kept after it. He got so impatient and excited that he bounced up and down and whined, but finally he had that coat duly tucked away in place.

Back he raced for the cap and snatched that away to the bench, then took the boots both at once — a tag in either side of his mouth — and dragged them off to the line. He took something with him on each return journey — a sort of pull-over knitted cap for the head, a light jacket, and that pair of loose, soft slippers which Ive spoken of before.

I suppose that a thousand dogs have been trained by patience and some skill to do much harder tricks than these, and afterward I saw Alec do infinitely more difficult things, but nothing in the animal world ever impressed me more than this housekeeping by a dog, and the joy and shining eyes and wagging tail with which he went about it. I found that I had forgotten all about my grievances against Massey, and that I was looking across to him with a smile and an overflowing warmth of heart. His own face, however, showed not the slightest relaxation. It was like ice.

Pull off those shoes, he directed. I obeyed dumbly. Are your feet frozen? Get that brown coat and put it on. Heres a pair of socks. Pull off those wet things and put on these. And heres a pair of slippers.

I still obeyed. My pride was in my pocket. Besides, I was telling myself that Alec the Great had never been trained by cruelty, and that a man who had done so much with a dog by patient gentleness could not be the cold-hearted brute he wanted to appear to men.

I had enough strength, now, to get up and stamp my feet to help the circulation along, and I began to feel a lot better, though just a bit shaky in the knees.

Massey had the fire built up by this time. The crackling of it, the fuming of the smoke through the crack, the tremor and the roar of the draft up the chimney, sounded a great deal sweeter to me than any chorus of Christmas hymns. He put on the kettle of water to boil, and sliced some great pieces of bacon into a frying pan. Then he made a flapjack by pouring water into the top of a flour sack after he had mixed in some salt and baking powder. In this way he composed a great ball of dough, which was fried out in the bacon fat and turned brown there. So I had exactly what I wanted — bacon, fried bread, and a quantity of tea.

It did not occur to me at the time, but now I can remember that Massey hardly touched the food. He pretended that he had been cooking for us both, but really he had been cooking for me only.

When I was warm and full inside, then I began to pay more attention to my host. I cared less about his harsh words and gestures, now. To a boy, actions mean a great deal more than words, and all Masseys actions had been kind. Besides, he was famous, and he was a mystery. Every moment I grew more deeply and affectionately interested in him.

What brought you to Alaska? he asked me.

I considered. And then I felt like a fool as I answered:

Well, I wanted to make some money.

Have you? he asked in the same unrelenting tone.

That certainly was an unnecessary question. Tears stung my eyes suddenly, so that I had to scowl as I answered: You can see for yourself.

Whered you come from? he asked me.

Arizona.

Where you going?

I dont know what you mean.

On to Russia, or back to Arizona?

I set my teeth. Not back to Arizona. Not yet.

When?

When I can show something more than my face.

When you can come back rich, eh?

Well, as I watched his sneer it occurred to me that he was not sneering at me alone, but at all humanity, including himself. There was a sort of general disbelief in him concerning every one and everything. This made it less of a personal insult. I could talk straight out at him seriously, with a vague belief that under the surface this man was good and kind.

Goodness and kindness matter most to hungry young boys and wise old men, it appears to me. In the stage in between, were more interested in smartness and strength.

Maybe I wont be rich. I just want a stake, I said.

For what? he snapped.

To get a piece of ground and a few cows.

That your ambition?

It doesnt sound much, I admitted, but its the life that I want to have ahead of me.

A shack to live in, and a couple of mustangs to ride, and a couple of dozen mangy cows to herd around? he suggested.

A herd thatll grow, and time to grow it in, I said, and to be my own boss. Thats what I want. And to see my own land, and to ride on it. Put up my own fences. Break my own horses. Brand my own cattle. Have some good shooting, now and then. Get some bounties on coyote scalps. Trap a wolf or two. I know it doesnt sound much, but theres more fun on the range than you can shake a stick at.

He turned his back on me and rattled at the stove. Suddenly he astonished me by saying: Aye, thats what Id like to do, also. And here I am in Nome.

What for? I asked.

For a stake, he said.

He turned and surprised me more than ever with a broad grin. But he made no further comment on me or on himself. He simply said: You better turn in and sleep till youve digested that meal. Have you got a mother and a father alive?

Yes, I said.

Do they know where you are?

Theyve an idea.

Well, you turn in and sleep, he repeated.

And he fixed some blankets on the second bunk for me.

I did as he said, and by the time I had stretched myself out, I was dead to the world. I had done my share of sleeping in the days that went just before, but starvation sleep means miserable nightmares. This time, I dropped away into a happy land.

I dreamed that I had gone into a country where the dogs talked English, and where the king of the dogs was all white except for a smutty tip to his tail and ears and muzzle. I woke up finally, and found that Alec the Great was sitting beside my bunk with his bright eyes only inches from my face. He grinned at me as only a dog can, and then I sat up and looked around me.

The world looked pretty good, I can tell you.

I had lain down as gorged as a snake, but now I was hungry again. The strength was back in my knees. There was contentment in my mind. I looked upon Massey as my savior, and that is what he was. It never occurred to me that in meeting him I was meeting the wildest adventures of my life.

I got up and walked around the cabin. I picked up a rifle in the corner and admired the make of it. I stopped to admire the little stove, too, and then put more wood in it. It was one of the traveling variety, which will fold up small enough to put in your pocket, almost, but which shed enough heat to warm up a barn.

Massey, I decided, was a man who knew his business. If a fellow like him could not make a stake in Nome, nobody could, except some fool with beginners luck, perhaps. While I was in the midst of these wanderings, I came to the place where his clothes were hanging and touched a jacket.

A deep snarl from Alec the Great warned me that I had stepped across my bounds. That young dog was crouched and showing his teeth at me in the true husky style. But I did not argue. He was watching his masters things, and I admired him for it. Such a dog I never had seen, and such a dog I never will see again!

After a little while, Massey came back. He said to me: How are things with you now?

Im fine, I said.

Ive got to go to work, he told me. My job is at The Joint, and Alec goes with me. Do you play cards?

Not for money.

Do you drink?

Not yet.

Then youd better come along with me, he said. Mind you, in The Joint, keep your ears open and your mouth shut. Therell be plenty to see and hear, but nothing worth answering back or repeating. You understand?

Yes, I said, my eyes beginning to open.

And that was how I went with him to The Joint, which was the great beginning, for me.


V. BETWEEN DOG AND MASTER
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SO MANY PEOPLE have heard of The Joint that theres no use in describing its three great rooms or the crowd in them. It averaged, I suppose, the toughest lot of men ever gathered together evening by evening, in any part of the world, at any time in the worlds history.

My own first impression was a tangled one of wild eyes and wild faces seen through swirls of cigarette and cigar and pipe smoke. Music screeched and throbbed and groaned in the dance hall adjoining, but Massey had sent me to a corner table of the main barroom, and there I kept my place, and my eyes grew so big that they ached as I watched the movements in the throng.

The place was pretty well packed. At every second or third table there was a card game with raw gold piled up for stakes, and raw whisky at every table to encourage a liberal spirit among the gamesters. After I had been in my chair for a time, a waiter came by and asked what I would have, and I said that I was only waiting.

He seemed amazed. He put his fists on his hip bones and glared at me.

Youre only waitin, are you? he said. There aint any waitin in The Joint, you loony. Theres only comin and goin.

He hooked his finger over his shoulder, and I stood up to go. But go where?

Massey had told me to sit at that table and not to budge, and much as I dreaded that long, lanky, formidable waiter, I dreaded Massey a good deal more.

Hump along, kid, hump along, he said, with another jerk of his thumb.

But Massey told me to wait here, I explained timidly.

The waiter was amazed.

Massey? Hugh Massey? he said.

Yes, I said.

Im gunna find out dang pronto, declared the waiter, and if its a lie, youll go through that door on your head!

He retired. Two men at the next table laughed jeeringly at me, and I shrank smaller and smaller in my chair.

Presently, as I looked about the room, I saw Massey himself walking toward me, and I heaved a great sigh of relief. But he seemed to be paying no attention to me. He was following Alec the Great, who wandered along between the tables looking with an almost human intelligence into the faces of the men.

I could hear them muttering to one another as he went by, and some of the words reached me.

Thats that dang mind-readin dog, said one of them.

Mind-readin, and man-killin, said another.

Then Alec spotted me.

I noticed that every one of those people — even the gamblers in the midst of their hands — looked up and spoke to the dog, but no hand was stretched out to pat him, and he went up to no one. It gave me a little chill of excitement, therefore, when he saw me and came straight to my chair. He put his chin on my knee and I stroked his head, as proud of that sign of acquaintanceship and friendliness as though a great man had talked to me.

Massey went on without a word of greeting, and the dog went with him, as a matter of course. But that hardly mattered now. For Alecs little call had been enough to identify me as a person of importance, as it were, and the men at the neighboring tables looked at me with a good deal of respect.

One of them with a ten days beard and an old slouch hat on his head turned in his chair and said: Youre a friend of Massey, kid?

I nodded. I supposed that I was a friend of Masseys, if a one-day acquaintance could be counted that far.

Come over here and have a drink, he said, with a smile of invitation.

I told him that I didnt drink, and he remained turned about, staring at me. Finally he began to nod.

Thats right, he said. Wait till your whiskers begin to thicken up a little. This stuff would dissolve tundra moss at fifty below. You keep to dogs and Massey s, and leave the liquor alone!

This remark of his apparently went as a good joke among the others, and they laughed heartily at it. I wondered if they would have been so free if Massey had been around.

There was plenty to keep my eyes and ears busy, just as Massey had said there would be and, aside from that remark, I did not speak to a soul in the room. The waiter, who evidently had been to Massey and heard enough to put his mind at ease, favored me with a nod and a smile now, as he went by my table. When several men wanted to sit down with me, he warned them off briefly.

Thats Masseys table, he said.

Why, theres a kid here already, said one of them.

He belongs to Massey, said the waiter, and there was no further argument.

It did not surprise me, however, that Massey had such power. Every one in Nome had heard more or less about his exploits. And everybody in Nome knew that he was working as a bouncer in The Joint, not so much because of the money he could make there, as because he loved trouble in all its forms.

Later on in the evening, an announcer came through, bawling out that Alexander the Great was going to do a brand-new trick that night. This caused a great commotion, and every one stood up on tables or crowded around the narrow open space which made an aisle down the center of the room.

Half a dozen little stools were put there at a wide distance apart from one another, and then Massey came in with Alec. He announced that Alec would make the trip down the aisle by jumping from one of those stools to the other.

That did not sound very hard until one looked at the tops of the stools and saw that they were hardly six inches in diameter — not room enough for the dog to get all four of his paws on them without crowding his big feet close together.

Alec, when the word was given, had to make three efforts before he managed to get on top of the first stool. There he balanced for a moment, wavering, and half a dozen voices called out, offering bets that he would never complete the trip. The bets were taken, and they ran high. I think one of those silly miners offered five hundred dollars, and was snapped up before the words were out of his mouth.

No stakes were posted. There was not time for that and, besides, even in Nome, there was what one might call Far Northern honesty. A mans word was as good as his bond — for a time, at least.

After Alec had regained his balance, he jumped high in the air and came down on the next stool. But though he landed fair and true on the top of it, with his four feet bunched together, the shock of a hundred and twenty pounds of dog skidded that stool across the floor.

Alec staggered on this unstable footing.

He stuck out his head, wavered from side to side, and lost his grip with two feet at once. Luckily, they were on opposite sides. He regained his steady balance and there went up an Indian whoop of triumph from that assembly of miners, thugs, thieves, yeggs, and gamblers.

I noticed that the man who had bet five hundred against the dog yelled more loudly than any one else in praise of Alecs skill. He was certainly a good sport.

Alec went on to the third stool, which did not skid at all, and he immediately leaped again to the fourth, which made a heavy sheer to the left and ahead.

He toppled. I felt sure that he was a goner, but in some manner he managed to right himself.

I heard Massey shout something to him, I couldnt make out what, and Alec gave one small waggle of his tail to show that he had heard. It was like a smile, you might say, from a busy acrobat to a friend in the audience. You could see by the gleaming eyes of Alec that he loved this business.

Off he popped onto the fifth stool, but then a wail of anxiety went up from every one. My own throat ached, and I realized that I had been yelling for Alec all the while. The noise in that place was past belief.

The reason was that the fifth stool skidded not at all, but the solid impact of the dogs weight was too much for it, and one leg crashed.

It knocked Alec completely off balance, of course, but without trying to rebalance himself, like a wise-footed dog on breaking ice, he leaped again, firmly kicking the stool headlong behind him.

His trajectory was low. He hit that sixth stool with a whang and knocked it spinning into the wall.

But by good luck, the turn of the stool allowed him to whang against the wall sideways, and though the shock made him grunt as though he had been kicked by a heavy foot, there he stuck on top of his foothold until the voice of Massey called him down.

He had had such a severe bang that he wobbled a little as he trotted back to Massey.

Every one was shouting and yelling and clapping hands, and in general raising a ruction on account of that dog, and Alec certainly deserved some notice, but what I fastened my attention to was the face of Massey as the dog came up to him.

He looked like cold iron but, just as Alec got to him, I saw for a quarter of a second a single touch of a smile. There was love in that smile. And it reassured me about Massey more than a hundred praises from a hundred men. For I saw that he really loved Alec, and a man who can love a dog cannot really be all bad, or all hard.

When we settled back into our chairs again, there was a great uproar of voices still going on, and everything was in praise of the greatness of Alec. I myself was hoarse from shouting. And I never heard so many fine things said in a short time about any animal — or any man, for that matter! People said that Alec could learn as fast as a human, and it seemed almost true, for he was a very young dog to have such a pocketful of tricks.

That was not the only excitement this evening, however. Not by a jugful!

We had hardly got well quieted down again, and the betting debts paid, when the announcer came in and climbed up on the bar.

He made a speech to us. The speech ran something like this: Gentlemen, were pretty far north. Some of you may say that were too far north for comfort. But what is the major part of a mans comfort? Why, a warm house and a good wife, I suppose.

A few cynical remarks were shouted in answer to this, but the speech was allowed to go on, because the theme promised to be unique.

Gentlemen, said the announcer, were so far north that prices have changed.

So has the whisky! some one bawled out.

The announcer was not perturbed. He went on:

Prices have changed, and a lot of other things have changed, too. There are places down in Gods country where wives come cheap. There are places where they can be had for the asking. And theres many a girl that cant even be given away!

The crowd laughed amiably. They began to feel expectant. Something was coming that was out of the ordinary, or they could be sure that so much preparation would not have preceded it. Effects were not carelessly thrown away in The Joint, or over the varnished surface of the bar so recklessly marred with heel marks.

But up here in the Far North, said the speaker, a woman has a good deal of value. Outside of cooking and sewing for a man, she can talk back to him with something more than a bark, and thats all the conversation that a good many of us have six months of the year. Now, boys, even if you were to no more than pay the freight on the shipment of a girl, it would total up to a tidy lot. Even if you got a hundred and forty pounds of statue, it would be worth something. So what is a hundred and forty pounds of lady worth, auctioned off here in The Joint?

He made a pause. A yell of excitement followed the announcement. I listened, but I was not able to believe my ears.

He continued in the same manner as before:

Right up here on this bar were gunna put a girl whos willing to be auctioned off to the highest bidder to marry him and be his rightful wife. Shes gunna reserve the right to call the deal off if she dont like the looks of the fellow who bids. That throws him off and the next highest is in line. But as for the price, she aint gunna say a word. She leaves that to you! Cliff, hand the lady up, will you?


VI. ELEVEN THOUSAND BID
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I WAS SO amazed that I hunched lower in my chair and gaped like a fish while Cliff Anson, the red-headed chief bartender of The Joint, assisted a girl to climb to the top of the bar.

I was so dazzled by the lights, and by the idea of this transaction, that I could hardly make her out, except that she was dressed in ordinary clothes, without any touch of color to set her off, and her hat was a little toward the back of her head. But I heard a gasp of excitement from the men in that big room, and by this I knew that there was something extraordinary about her.

I rubbed my eyes, looked again, and, by Heaven, it was the red-headed girl whom I had seen crying that same morning in my lodging house! That fairly knocked the breath out of me. It seemed to me that I saw her lighted by the golden glow of the money which she had offered me in her hand not so many hours before. Now she was here, reduced to this. I stared at her with all my heart and soul.

She was trying to smile, but the smile hardly came, and then went again. There was not a speck of rouge on her face, and the result was that she was burning red one minute and white as a ghost the next. I thought she was going to faint, and I was close to it myself, there was something so horrible in this idea. For she was mighty pretty. Even with the tears and all that morning, and the dirty, dusky light of the room against her, she had seemed pretty. But here she shone through the smoke of The Joint by her own light, as it were. She had one hand against her breast, drawing her coat together, and that hand was white enough to have touched the heart of a savage. But the heart of Nome was more savage than a wilderness.

A voice was shouting in me, straining at my throat. I wanted to leap onto my chair and yell at them that this was no girl to treat roughly, that if they had half an eye they could see for themselves that only some terrible need had forced her to do a thing like this.

Well, just then a Canuck shouted out — he was as lean as a greyhound and as soiled as a wolverine: Ill start it off. Ill offer fifty dollars!

There was a little, bald-headed man right in front of the Canuck. He turned, flashed his hand into the Canucks face, and, in a moment, down went that fellow — whack! — against the floor.

A good thing, said somebody near me. Even if the girls a rattlehead and foolish, she dont need to be insulted like that!

The whole crowd seemed to agree with that remark, and the Canuck was helped toward the door at the end of fifty heavy boots, at least. He went out with a crash, and the door swung shut, letting in a good gulp of sweet cold air into the room.

Then I saw the ugly face, and the tall hat, and the bedraggled long hair of the Doctor — who owned The Joint — rising near the bar.

He said: There aint gunna be no ruction about this auctioning, boys. The first low crack that I hear, the gent that makes it gets the run, and the auction is off. Theys gunna be order. You can make as much noise as you like, but its gotta be decent noise. The lady 11 be respected in The Joint, I say. Massey, are you back there?

Every head flashed around. I did not see Massey, but the mention of that name was enough to insure law and order in any Nome crowd, no matter how big or how wild.

Now, gents, said the announcer, well listen to a real offer. How much am I bid?

There was a general movement closer to the bar but, when the people came to a certain distance from it, they paused abruptly. Massey was in there, leaning on the back of a chair, and facing them, showing no disposition to budge. And near him was Doctor Borg, himself. They kept the people at a respectful distance.

And that poor girl, her eyes getting bigger and bluer every moment, looked desperately across the sea of rough faces, and gripped her hands suddenly together. But she did not climb down from the bar. Whatever was driving her, it kept her in her place there, on show before them all.

Someone I could not see offered fifteen hundred dollars. That was really the opening bid, and in two minutes the price was up to five thousand! It kept right on, but at this price the bidding settled down suddenly to two bidders.

One was a huge man — one of the biggest I ever saw. He must have been seven or eight inches over six feet, and he was built in proportion. He had a huge head, and a great, dark, inexpressive block of a face to crown the pile. His voice was like the rest of him, a deep, husky bass that boomed and echoed through that room in an amazing way.

He was the first man to go above five thousand.

The other bidder, who went to six at once, was an opposite type. He was young, clean-shaven, with a blond head of hair and a really handsome face.

The first glance at him made me pray that he would win out in the contest. He stood near the central stove, with his fine head thrown back a little, and his eyes never for an instant, until the end, wavered from the face of the girl.

I watched her, too, begin to look back at him. It was pretty plain to see where her preference lay, but that towering big man kept right on. The way he bid made me think that I could see the fashion he would have of marching through the snow, with long, regular, stride, never faltering, holding on like grim death.

They went up to eight thousand dollars in a very short time.

The bidding went like this:

Eight thousand! from Blondy.

And fifty, says the big man in his deep, sullen, bell-like voice.

Eight thousand five hundred!

And fifty!

Nine thousand! said the blond lad.

And fifty, said the big man.

Blondy dropped his head and struck his hand across his face.

It was not a great deal. But it was plenty, in such a crowd as that, to show that he had completely forgotten himself, and that his heart was all wrapped up in the girl who stood on the bar there.

Going at nine thousand and fifty! says the announcer. Going at nine thousand and fifty!

Blondy looked up again, and even through the smoke, and in the distance, I could see the desperation in his face.

As for the girl, actually she smiled at him, and such a wistful smile that it drew tears into my eyes.

Nine thousand five hundred! sings out Blondy, choking on the words a little.

You could see that it was about all he could afford, or beg, borrow, or steal, in this world.

And the crowd, which had been standing as still as so many mice when the cat is by, let go of themselves and their emotions in one wild whoop that must have budged the solid rafters overhead. I would have mortgaged ten years of my life, just then, to help Blondy win that contest.

Redhead, forgetting the crowd and the eyes on her, made the smallest little gesture toward Blondy and smiled at him.

Yes, it is strange how that gesture and that smile strike back at me across the years, vividly, and sadly.

Nine thousand five hundred offered, said the announcer. Only nine thousand five hundred for the finest bit of auburn hair that I ever—

Massey turned his head and said quietly: Stop that.

The room was so still that I could hear him perfectly.

The announcer, staggered in his speech, gulped as though he had seen a leveled gun, and then went on rather shakily: Going at nine thousand five hundred dollars—

And fifty! said the giant.

There was a groan from the crowd. I groaned with them, as a matter of course.

The girl stood up straight and looked at Blondy as though the light of salvation were shining from him.

Ten thousand dollars! shouted Blondy wildly.

There was another yell that shook the walls of The Joint!

And fifty! said the imperturbable giant.

Blondy suddenly turned on his heel and waded through the crowd, head down, toward the door. He was finished, and I could see men slap him on the back and shoulders.

Going at ten thousand and fifty, said the announcer. Two times going at ten thousand and fifty. Going three times, and—

He took it for granted that the bidding was over. So did we all, when a voice cut in quietly — though with a growl in the tone: Eleven thousand.

The giants imperturbability was gone. He jerked around. So did every one, and we saw in the corner of the room a big man with an almost inhuman look of strength about his jaw and throat and his thick, smooth shoulders. He had a face like a wolf, heavy at the base of the jaws and rather sharp in front.

The giant, after one look, followed the example of Blondy, and waded for the door.

By gravy! said a man near me. Its Calmont! He gets her!


VII. A CHANGE OF MIND
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AS SURELY AS one bell stroke answers another, so that name of Calmont brought into my mind the thought of Massey. It was the same with every one in Nome, their suspended feud was so famous. I, jumping up on my chair, looked across the heads of the crowd and made out Massey again, near the bar. But he showed no interest in anything around him, except in keeping the place in order.

Calmont got the major part of the attention of the crowd. He had come well heeled for the thing that was to be done, and he plumped down a heavy canvas sack on the bar. It was plain that he either had known beforehand what was going to take place, or else at the beginning of proceedings he had slipped away home and come back with his treasure.

I think that gold went at something like seventeen dollars an ounce, and around thirty-three pounds were weighed out. Plenty was still left in the canvas sack to begin housekeeping, for that matter. Yes, I heard men say that Calmont had struck it quite rich and that, if he wanted to, he could have paid down ten times as much as this for the girl.

These things I heard close up, for I had made use of my small size and lack of thickness to slide through the jam like a snake, and so get to the bar, where the weighing out took place. Calmont stood by with an immobile face, the most formidable-looking man I ever have seen. If Massey seemed cold and hard, Calmont was plain mean, by the look of him, and my heart ached when I thought of the future that stretched ahead of that girl.

This may sound as though I were a bit dizzy about her, and, as a matter of fact, I was. Sixteen is the most sentimental age in the life of man, and the redhead was pretty enough to soften harder metal than my heart. The more hopeless I was about her, of course the more I mourned, like a great calf.

The girl had disappeared, and Calmont did not ask for her, but Doctor Borg was heard to say that she would be in his office the next morning before noon, and that a minister would be on hand to perform the wedding ceremony.

After this the majority of the crowd seeped away to the chairs and tables, but my excitement did not fade out so readily. I could not find Massey, in order to ask questions of him, so I began to do a little scouting on my own account.

When Borg took up the paid-in sack of gold, I saw that he went back to his office, and I waited below the horizon, so to speak, until I saw the door open a minute later, and the girl came out.

She went out through the deserted restaurant, casting guilty, secret looks about her.

The moment I spotted the way she was walking and acting, I knew that something was mighty wrong. It flashed into my mind that she might be a clever crook, who had played up the part of the innocent girl so as to raise a higher price. She was lugging a sack that was slung across her shoulder; but I would not have been surprised if that sack contained only a half of the money she had taken in. The rest was as likely as not to be resting in the cash drawer of Doctor Borg. He had not hesitated to take into camp men almost as formidable as Calmont, before this.

Yes, it looked to me very much like a put-up job, and in an instant I was after her down the aisle of the shadowy tables, for there was only a single lantern burning in the restaurant at that time of the evening.

She went out the side door onto the street. A blast of wind whistled past her and started me shuddering, but I hardly waited for her to get to any distance before I opened the door in my turn. I wanted desperately to follow her fortunes, on this night.

When I stepped outside, in my turn, there was nothing to be seen in that street except a whirl of snow dust that strode across the roofs like a phantom giant. But an instant later I had a sight of the girl as she hurried along straight into the eye of the wind, keeping close to the face of the buildings. I knew that it was she from her size and the weakness with which she kept her own against the gale. No man would have gone so slowly in such cold weather.

Out from a doorway stepped a man who looked to me about middle height, and nothing strange about him except, perhaps, the great swathing of furs that he wore. She gave him the sack from her shoulder, and I said to myself that this was the trick made clear — the money was for this fellow, and the two of them would get away together.

I halted. I despised her a good deal for the trick she had played, and myself for having been taken in by her good acting. But I did not have in mind to go back and tell that wolf-faced Calmont what I had seen.

Instead, I was about to turn and go on back to Masseys house, when I saw the fellow walk straight across the street and disappear down a lane. And the girl went on without him, alone!

When she turned at the next corner, I was close behind her, and behind her I kept as she turned and twisted. I could not make out the direction in which she was going, at first, but eventually I saw that she seemed to be drifting toward the edge of the town.

A little later, she was past the last house, and leaning well forward against the sweep of the wind.

That gale was strong enough even inside of the city, but where the flat plain let it go, it ran whooping and stamped in my face with both heels.

It was hard for me to keep my footing; the girl was fairly staggering, and as I peered through the storm until my eyes threatened to freeze in place, I wondered where on earth that girl could be headed for. Another explanation jumped into my mind, then. She had a confederate, out there in the storm who was to take her away from Nome, and Calmont, and her wretched bargain.

I was quite right. There was something waiting for her out there that she was very anxious to find, but it was not a man, though you might call it a confederate.

Pretty soon I lost sight of her, and this amazed me, because the surface of the snow was pretty flat, except for a low wind hummock here and there. I stumbled on, getting colder and colder with every step until it seemed that my vitals were being covered with frost. But I had food inside me now, and thats the fuel to turn the edge of a zero wind.

A moment later I had the solution of the mystery in my hands — literally. I nearly fell over the girl as she lay huddled in the snow. For half a second I thought that she had stumbled and knocked herself silly. Then the truth went home like a knife blade. She had lain down to die; death was the friend who was to take her away from Nome and Arnold Calmont.

It sickened me and it scared me, this knowledge. I had been pretty close to the same thing, that very day.

Now I caught her by the shoulder, but I did not have to pull her up. She leaped to her feet with a shriek and tried to tear herself away from me, but I kept a good grip on her.

She was wonderfully strong for a girl, but I managed to pull close to her, and all at once she cried out: Its only the boy!

And she stopped trying to tear herself away.

I shouted in her ear: Youve got to come back!

Ill never come a step, she said, and youre not strong enough to carry me!

It was true enough. If I tried to drag her back, she would be dead of the cold long before I got her there. Any way I looked at it, she had the game in her hands.

Then, cuffing my brain for a thought, I shouted again: Come back with me and Ill promise that you wont have to go with Calmont!

She caught hold of my coat and pulled at the lapels frantically.

Do you mean it? You cant mean it! Theres nothing that you could do! What could you do with Calmont?

As she stammered and gasped these words at me, I saw that some small hope had jumped into her mind, even though she was arguing against me. I combed my mind. There was nothing in it. I simply shouted back that I would swear she would not have to go to Calmont if she would come back to Nome with me.

Well, it did not need much hope in a girl of that age to make her cling desperately to life again. In another instant, I had her started back toward the lights of the town, sparkling through frost, and the wind drove us along at a good clip, like small boats in a smooth sea.

We left the tundra edge and climbed down among the houses, and now with the edge of the gale turned by the high bank, we were able to talk more easily.

She had hold of my arm now, though I had been amazed by the speed with which she had walked. It had been plain that she was not one of those hothouse weaklings, but a free stepper, made with bone and muscle worthy of an athlete. Now, however, she seemed to lose her strength, and I could understand why. It was because she saw the houses of Nome closing around her, and to her they must have seemed like armed enemies.

She asked me again and again what my plan was. I had no plan. I could only mutter that everything would be all right and that she would soon see what I intended to do. Finally she stopped short.

She would not go another step, she said. She had been a fool to trust to the word of a mere boy. She felt that I meant well, but she knew that I could do nothing. She had been wrong to take the money from Calmont. But she had seen no other way! All that she knew now was that she would a thousand times rather die than fulfill her bargain.

Youve got to trust me, I said to her.

I looked wildly around me, but I could see nothing to help, nothing that I knew, except the face of Masseys familiar house across the way. I pointed to it.

If youll go in there, I said, Til explain what were going to do.

Til not go in, she said. Heaven knows, I want to live, but I wont be trapped into living as Calmonts wife!

Dyou think, I asked her, that I followed you to bring you back to him?

She hesitated. No, she said at last, I dont think you did.

Come with me, then, I said. Well talk the thing out. Theres no one in the shack. Come inside with me, and well have a chance to consider whether my plans worth a cent. If it isnt, youll be free to leave and do as you please.

Still she paused, staring at me as though she were trying to read the future in my face. Then she nodded.

If its only a shadow of a chance — , she said.

And she went across the street with me to the house of Massey. I knew where the key was kept, and unlocking the door, we both stepped inside.

It was pitch-black, of course, and the darkness made her gasp, at which I freshened my grip on her arm.

Its a trap — a trap! she said, and pulled violently back.

Be quiet! I snarled at her, but I was too cold and tired to be polite, just then. Theres going to be no harm come to you here. Be quiet, and let me get a light going.

She got control of her nerves, after that. I closed the door and lighted the lantern in the corner, and put some wood into the stove and opened the dampers.

In a moment, the fire was hissing. The damp wood crowded some smoke out through the cracks in the stove, and then heat began to come out to us. I kept myself busy at the stove. I dared not, for some reason, look at the girl.


VIII. TO SOLVE THE PROBLEM
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AFTER A TIME the room began to warm up. That is to say, it got warm above the level of the top of the stove, but it was still icy toward the floor. It takes a long, long time and a red-hot stove to get a shack of any size warm down to the ground. However, when things were more comfortable, and I could no longer find an excuse for busying myself putting in more wood, or fooling about with the drafts, I had to turn about and face the girl at last.

She was looking straight at me. She had thrown back her heavy coat. Her hair hung down about her face, windblown and bedraggled. She was still as close to despair as a human being can come, but yet she was a long distance from being homely — or even plain looking. In fact, she was a lot prettier to my eye now than she had seemed in the barroom, and a thousand times more so than she had appeared this morning.

It was rather staggering to think that that morning I had seen her for the first time.

Will you tell me your name? I asked her.

My names Marjorie, she said.

Its a nice name, I said.

Thanks, she said, smiling a little at the absurdity of my compliment. But then, what were compliments to her?

After a moment, she said: Joe, you might as well confess.

What? I said.

I was half-hearing her voice, and chiefly concerned with wondering why she had only given me one name. Of course, there were plenty of reasons. People who are ready to take their own lives are not apt to worry about names. She gave me one as a convenient handle in conversation; the second name might be Jones or Shakespeare. It made no difference, this far north, to a girl betrothed to that wolf of a Calmont.

What? I said, again.

Youve been bluffing, she said.

I? Bluffing?

You have no more plan that a snowshoe rabbit.

If we were a pair of snowshoe rabbits, we could hop back to Gods country, I said.

She tipped back her head in a spasm of pain. She said not a word, but I knew that her very soul was melting and burning at the thought of the joy of being South, there in the land where we belonged.

What part do you come from? I asked her.

Texas, she said.

Texas! I shouted. Why, were neighbors!

Are we?

Yes. I live in Arizona!

She smiled faintly, but there was a wonderful lot of sweetness in that girls smile. Yet it made her seem a good deal older than I. I looked at her again, and felt that I had been pushed off to a distance. Then it occurred to me that Arizona, after all, is a fairish distance even from the butt of the panhandle of Texas.

Well, she said, Id trade all the Northland for one acre of Arizonas most barren desert. But whats the good of talking about that? I want to know what plan you have, if you have any plan at all. Joe, dont try to beat about the bush and deceive me and waste time. You have a mighty good heart. I know that. But tell me quickly whats in your mind.

I stared at the walls to get an idea. The clothes of Massey and his rifle in the corner were the only answer that I saw.

So I said: T think I know what will help you. Im not dead sure. But its a fairish chance, I guess. Youre willing to wait here on a chance?

Yes. Tell me what it is.

Dyou know who this shack belongs to?

No. But somebody whos not a beggar, at least — and he keeps house neatly.

Well, Ill go at it another way, I said, willing to use up a good many words for the simple reason that I was arguing myself into a certain frame of mind as I talked and listened to her, and answered back.

Go any way you want about answering me, so long as you do that, Joe, said the girl.

Her voice was patient. Her eyes were literally burning with fear. Whenever the wind cuffed the door and rattled it on its hinges, her glance flashed away to it. Once, when it was violently shaken, she actually reached for the rifle in the corner nearest to her. That poor girl was already haunted, I could see.

Well, youll have to go back to Calmont for a minute, I told her. Did he ever see you before tonight?

Yes.

Here in Nome?

In Texas.

He knew you there?

Yes.

This let in a flood of light of a different kind.

He was a friend of yours there, Marjorie?

Friend? she exclaimed, with a look and a voice of disgust. Calmont, a friend?

I thought I could see it. The pretty girl and the rough-looking man; he following, and she turning her head.

Well, I said, its some of my business, too, because we ought to know just how set hell be on having you back.

Four years ago — oh, I was as tall as I am now, but I was a baby. Why, he would have married me then, if I had let him. Calmont! Dyou know that Ive seen him shoot down a man not ten feet from where I was standing?

Her lips curled at the horror of the memory. It was plain that she hated this fellow as much as she feared him.

It was a fair fight, I reckon? I said.

Its never a fair fight, she said, when a gunfighter picks on a poor, ordinary puncher!

That was true enough.

I said: Look here, Marjorie, he really was pretty keen to marry you, and all that, and you wouldnt look at him.

Of course I wouldnt. Id rather — Id rather look at a wolf.

And then he happened to see you up here?

Yes. If Id seen him there in the corner, at first, I never would have stood through the whole thing, because I might have known how it would turn out. He told me that day four years ago that hed have me some time. And — and hes the kind who gets what he wants.

She seemed to crumple, all at once, the strength going out of her, and her head dropped on her breast so far that I could see the round, tender nape of her neck.

Poor girl! I pitied her with all my heart.

Well, I said, fumbling along the line which gradually had been straightening out before my minds eye. Well, Marjorie, do you know any man in Nome who could stand up to Calmont?

She raised her head, shook it instantly, and then added with a hasty afterthought: Massey, you mean?

Their names were always so coupled together in story and legend and gossip, that nobody could mention one without the other popping into mind.

Yes, I said, Massey is the man I mean.

Massey to help me? Is that your plan? she cried at me, half scornfully and half outraged.

Why not?

Why not? Because Masseys a worse brute than Calmont. Because theres no heart in him at all. He looked at me there, tonight, as if Id been an animal in a cage. Massey? He cares for nothing in the world — no woman, at least. He cares for nothing except the dog, and a chance to murder Calmont, one day!

Well, I said, perhaps thats it!

What! she exclaimed.

Suppose Massey took your part and—

He never would!

I say, just supposing he took your part, what would happen to Calmont? Why, Calmont would go pretty near crazy, wouldnt he?

Calmont? It would kill him, hed be so mad.

And isnt that what Masseys waiting for?

Tell me what you mean, Joe!

Why, you know the story about them.

Yes, that Doctor Borg made them swear never to attack one another again.

And Massey will hang onto a promise. Theres no doubt of that. So will Calmont — onto that promise. At least he will until something big and strong comes along to break it. But it would be easier to get Calmont to attack Massey than it would be to make Massey attack Calmont. Thats what Massey is praying for, of course. Thats why hes living here in Nome — not that he wants to be bouncer in a low dive, you see.

Hes living here to be near Calmont, you mean, said the girl, in the hope that some day he can taunt Calmont into attacking him? Is that what you mean?

Yes, I said. Thats exactly what I mean!

Well, up to that minute the thing had not been very clear in my mind. I had been fumbling along at it. First, I wanted to get her off the tundra and back to town. Then I took her into Masseys house because there was no other place where I could safely take her. And finally, out of our talk there, and the sight of Masseys clothes and guns, the whole idea grew up in my head.

It was a thing grim enough to chill my heart, I can tell you!

It chilled Marjorie, too. She stood up from the stool she had been sitting on and stared at me.

Joe May, she said, what sort of a young demon are you, after all?

I managed to smile back at her, a little. A friendly demon, I hope, I said.

And Im to try to get Massey to protect me, so that Calmont will attack Massey — and so — so that will be my way of paying back eleven thousand dollars to Calmont?

Did you give it all away? I said.

She started. She came hastily over to me.

What do you mean? she said.

I saw you give the sack to that fellow, I said.

She put up her hand like a child, to cover her face from my eyes. Then she moaned softly.

Yes, she said. Its all given away.

I stared hard at her, trying to make out what was what, and it seemed to me that it was not shame that I saw in her face, but sheer misery.

Just then the door opened, and Massey stepped in.


IX. MASSEY TAKES A HAND
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WITH HIM, OF course, was Alec, because Alec never was far away. The dog gave the girl a look, that was all. Then he came and licked my hand and sat down near the stove, wagging his tail across the floor and smiling at us in a way that only Alec could smile, as though he were asking what the next romp, or trick, or meal was going to be. That dog really seemed to enjoy a game more than he enjoyed food. If he had been a man, he would have been a poker player, sure enough.

Massey was as disagreeable as any man could be. Like Alec, he hardly noticed the girl, but he walked over and stood in front of me.

Whats this? he said, and jerked his head toward Marjorie.

It was about the rudest action I ever saw on the part of any man. I could believe what the girl had said — that Massey cared for nothing but Alec, and a chance to kill Calmont, one day, if he had luck.

It appalled me to see the coldness of his eyes, and the anger in them, as well. Before I could answer, Marjorie was up and at the door. I darted after her, and Massey caught at my shoulder to hold me back.

I really think that he understood everything at a glance, even down to the suicide idea, and he was willing to let that girl go out and put an end to herself. But he missed his grasp at me, and I got to the door just in time.

Let me through! she muttered to me. Its no use. I wont have it tried, anyway.

I held onto the door and shook my head.

Massey, I said, will you let me talk for half a minute?

He glared at me. A vein stood out purple as an ink stain across his forehead, and for a moment I thought that he would throw me out that door and the girl after me.

I knew that youd spell trouble, was all he said, however; and he turned toward the stove, and started preparing to cook.

The girl motioned me away from the door. He had said enough to rouse up her pride, of course. It never needed so much rousing anyway. Not more than a wild horse needs a spur.

But I stuck to my place. With Massey turned away from me, closing his ears and hardening his heart against anything that I could say, my job was a hard one, but I would not give up.

I said: Massey, she offered me money this morning, there at Tuckers place. She offered it because she saw that I was down and out.

Thats your business, not mine, said Massey, without turning his head.

And he began to scrape charred grease out of the bottom of a frying pan. Theres hardly anything that makes so much and such a disagreeable noise as scraping a frying pan, as anyone can tell you, and I had to talk on over that accompaniment.

I tried again:

When she left The Joint, tonight, I followed her.

Because youre a simpleton, and a young simpleton, and thats the worst kind in the world! he said.

Even this could not stop me.

I saw her meet a man and give him what Calmont had given her.

Yeah? said Massey, and yawned.

She went out from the town, and I followed her.

A worse simpleton than before! said Massey.

Out on the tundra beyond town, she dropped in the snow and lay still!

It was a high point. I expected that even Massey would be staggered by this, but I was wrong.

He merely said: She knew you were close behind her, Joe!

Imagine this, with the girl standing by to listen to it! Her head tipped back and her lips curled.

Stand away from the door! she ordered me, as proud as you please. I want to get out!

Of course she wanted to get out, and of course Massey wanted her to go; and I had to stand there, miserable and embarrassed, while I argued out that case and knew that I was losing it, every step of the way.

1 I managed to get her to come back to town with me, because I said that I knew a way she could dodge Calmont, I said.

If Calmont hears of that, hell skin you alive, said Massey, and I wont try to stop him.

Calmont saw her four years ago in Texas and swore that hed have her, some day, I said. And hes tried to buy her tonight, and its not right, Massey, and for Heavens sake do something about it! Youre able to. If youre not afraid of Calmont.

I stormed through that last speech, and got to the final phrase before I really knew the meaning of the words that I was speaking. But this final touch made Massey turn around to me. A great shudder went through his body. He smiled at me in a way that Ive never seen any other man smile, before or since.

Calmonts wanted you for four years, has he? said Massey.

The first touch of hope leaped up in me, leaped through me. I could have shouted with excitement — but I held my breath, waiting for the girl to answer.

But she did not answer.

Of course she would not answer, after what he had said before. Her pride, and his pride, and I a foolish weakling between two strong souls, matured minds — well, I was ready to throw up my hands when Alec, as curious as a small child, came over and stood beside me and watched my face, and then as though sensing that all this trouble had to do with the girl, he went to her next and pulled at her sleeve to ask, Why?

It was not a very great thing, considering what Alec was. But also keeping in mind that no one existed for him, really, except his master, it was a mystery, particularly at that moment.

Now, the girl had borne up very well through all that went before, but at this touch of dog sympathy, if one might call it that, she melted, and great sobs rose up and burst with a strange choked sound in her throat. She fairly ran to the door and tried to tear my hands away, so that she could go through and away into the night to hide herself and her emotion.

But I stood my ground and would not be budged by any strength that was in her. She gasped something at me — a sort of prayer to let her go. Still I would not stir, and at last she collapsed against the wall and buried her face in the crook of her arm.

There she leaned, sobbing bitterly, while I, with my eyes dim with tears also, looked across at Massey. For this was my proof that she was real, and no silly, trifling sham. Such tearing, throat-filling sobs could not have come from any but a great heart, and of course he must see that!

See it? Why, he was looking at her with the coldest of sneers, the bitterest of smiles, as though he despised everything about her, and particularly this breakdown. I could not believe what my eyes saw. There was nothing but contempt in him for that girl, and her breaking heart.

Finally he came to the door and took Marjorie by the arm. Come over here, he said.

No! she moaned back at him. I want to get away. I dont want to stay.

He stepped back a little and I thought from his disgusted sneer that he would open the door and let her have her way about it, but he changed his mind, precariously, at the last moment. He freshened his hold on her and led her back to the stool near the fire. There he made her sit down, and a great burden, at the same moment, dropped from my shoulders.

Look at me, said Massey.

She was so far gone with grief and shame and despair that she obeyed without thinking. Her head rolled back on her shoulders, and her miserable, tear-stained face, and the swollen eyes and trembling lips looked up at him.

You would have thought that even Massey would melt then. But not at all. He studied her like a jeweler looking for a flaw, and by the look of him I guessed that he saw plenty of these. Hard? Cast steel, tool steel, diamond points, were all extremely soft compared with this sneering fellow of a Massey!

Then I looked down to Alec, who stood at one side, wagging his tail and watching first the girl, then his master, as though he wanted to be told what he should do. Some hope came back to me as I looked at the dog.

Can you talk? said Massey.

She swabbed at her face with a handkerchief. Yes, she said. I can talk.

If Im to help you — , said Massey.

I dont want your help! she said.

You do! I shouted at her, at the end of my patience, desperate at seeing her throw away this chance. Of course you do. Masseys the only man in the world who can help you!

Massey had stepped back, completely done, I thought. But the stuff in him was sterner than this. He came again, closer. He stood over her.

Will you stop being foolish and childish? said Massey. Will you talk to me?

She hesitated, trembling between her pride and her need, but finally she answered in a voice which she made suddenly calm: Yes, Ill talk to you.

Then tell me: Was that man to whom you gave the money — was that your husband?

No! she said.

I could hardly tell whether she burst out with that in disgust or astonishment.

He wasnt your husband, said Massey, beginning to pace up and down the floor. He wasnt your husband. Your lover, then?

She did not answer.

Ah? said Massey. Fellow you were engaged to, eh?

Still she did not speak, but set her teeth.

And Massey laughed. Or, rather, the brute that was in him laughed with his throat and mouth at that moment, a most ugly thing to hear, and still uglier to see.

Massey, hanging in mid-step to get the answer, took the silence as a sufficient response. He continued to laugh in that snarling way, and through the laughter he said: Exactly like the simpletons! Let a good man rot, and sell themselves for the sake of some low sneak, some utter cur of a man! He paused and then went on. Whatever he was, he has your money. Calmonts, I ought to say. Now, what way do you see out of this? Death in the snow, apparently, was the only way. Touching, tragic idea! But hardly the thing to do. It answers nothing. It only beats Calmont out of money!

He stretched out an arm at her, saying: Calmont wanted you four years before?

She managed to nod. She hated Massey, but he hypnotized her, as it were, into making answers.

He wanted you four years ago. He bought you today, and paid high! That means that for four years youve never been out of his mind. By Heaven, its for you that hes been saving his money like a miser, and working like a slave! You! You!


X. ADVENTURE STARTS
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THIS THOUGHT, OR discovery, made him laugh louder than ever, until he was fairly whooping, but always with that ugly, wolfish snarl underlying the sound of his mirth. It was the most insulting thing that I ever saw or heard. You would have thought that he could not talk even to a brute beast as he was talking to this pretty youngster by the stove.

She watched him, all this time, with a strange fascination in her face. I think I understand what it was. This man was so extremely hard, so cruel, so biting, that he suddenly had ceased to be, in her eyes, a real human being. He was simply a freak. She listened to him and to his insults, as she might have listened to the raving of a lunatic. She had hardly more than a scientific interest, now, in the opinions of Hugh Massey.

Massey, resuming his talk, still was laughing to himself, but in a more subdued tone.

Its for you that he starved himself, wore his hands to the bone, treasured pennies, cheated friends, robbed enemies, turned night into day. Always slaving away for the beauty off there in the Southland. And youre the one! You, selling yourself to him!

He struck his hands together. He tipped back his head and drew in his breath with a hiss.

You that came up here, tagging on the trail of a lover who didnt want you! Youre the one that ruined Calmont! Ive seen the day when he was the best friend, the most honest man, the bravest standby, the straightest bunkie in the world. Hed never fail you on a march. Me — hes nursed me on the rim of gunfire and brought me back to life. Hes carried me on his back when I was too weak to walk — carried and dragged me through the snow. Hes been my dog, and pulled me on a sled. Hes chewed willow slips, in order to give me the last fish and flour. Hes drunk hot water so that I could drink tea. Hes worked all day and sat up all night to take care of me. You could search the world from the east to the west and never find another like him. And then he turned wrong! Well, Ive always wondered why. It wasnt because of the dog. Its because woman is a disease that sticks in the mind of a man and stays there, day and night. He wasnt himself. It was woman that changed him—

This began to frighten me. Ive never heard anything like the rapid, quiet, convinced way in which he talked — to himself rather than to the girl. I began to understand another thing, too — which was that he really had loved Calmont, wolf though Calmont looked today.

Whatever he was, snapped out Massey suddenly, I know what he is today. If you turned him crazy, well turn him crazier still. To have you — to lose you — to know that youre in my hands! Why, if he doesnt drop dead with spite, like a snake thats bitten himself, hell come rushing out on our trail as fast as he can go! Let him come! Let him come even with slow dogs, for hell find that were not traveling too fast for him. Oh, hell be able to catch up with us!

I watched the girl, and saw that she was straining her ears to hear these last words, but that she had failed.

Then Massey came out of his frenzy and mastered himself, as he was able to do, in a moment.

He hurried across to the girl and dropped a hand on her shoulder. He said: Ive been carrying on a strange way. I want you to try to overlook that. From now on, if youll put yourself in my hands, youll find that Im straight with you, kind to you, and that Ive taken the edge off my tongue. Will you try me?

This put me in a strange mental mood.

The reason for this quick change in his attitude toward her was sufficiently clear. He simply saw with clarity that she would be the perfect bait with which he might capture Calmont. The whole thing spread before me with a wonderful simplicity. He would probably leave enough clues for Calmont to follow, and then take to the road and draw Calmont after him.

Certainly, Calmont would attack, if he got close enough for the purpose, and such an attack was exactly what Massey wanted.

That would free him from his oath and leave his hands unburdened to defend himself. And of all that he wanted between earth and sky, there was nothing so dear to him as a chance to finish off with Calmont.

This was pretty much the way of the course his mind was taking, as I guessed then, and as I saw proved later on. I wondered if the girl would guess any of this. She was watching Masseys changed face intently. Then she said: I dont know whats going on in your mind. I dont even know what sort of a plan you could have to help me.

He said: Its a big job and a long one. We want to get out of the country where you made this bargain, and before so many witnesses. You want to get into Canada, say, as fast as possible. Now, there are several hundred miles of frozen sea, and rough overland, and the river ice of the Yukon to trek over before we could get to Forty Mile. But thats where I propose taking you. Will you go?

She sat up as straight as a rod. Her eyes were so big that she looked as though she were trying to read in the dark. She was trying to read — the soul of Massey.

She looked across at me blankly, as the Herculean dimensions of this suggestion came home to her.

Clear across Alaska to the Canadian border!

The boy 11 go with us, put in Massey. Hell be our escort, as one might say. Our chaperon!

He spoke very quietly. He laughed, and the laughter was like the subdued purring of a cat, as if he wanted his words to glide without a jar into her mind and become a part of her own thinking. Yes, he was almost tremulously eager, now, that she should accept his offer. She was straining to fathom its possibilities, but at last she broke out: Theres no one else who could help me. I dont know whats in your mind. I dont know why youre willing to do such a thing for me. But Ill go! Several hundred miles? Oh, Id go thousands and thousands!

Good! cried Massey.

He snapped his fingers. His face turned to ice again, and he began to pace up and down the room once more, with his eyes deep in thought. Finally he paused by the stove, and the dog, pausing with him, sat down to watch the wise human face above.

Are you very strong? he asked the girl.

Im mustang tough, she said, without a smile.

Youll need all your toughness. What about clothes? Have you got an outfit for a march? Do you even know what such an outfit should be?

I know everything about it, she said. Ive every scrap that I need.

One could tell, by the way she said it, that she must have been turning the idea of a flight over in her mind, before this. Whatever were the strange circumstances connected with her stay in Nome, and whatever had made her sacrifice herself for the sake of eleven thousand dollars — I would have paid with pain to know the secret — she declared that she had every item ready for the longest sort of a trip. She had snowshoes and skis, both, and simply wanted to know which she should take along.

She said these things with a touch of eagerness, so that it was plain that she wanted to be in the fight of that long march as quickly as possible.

You can get to your house, said Massey, and make up your pack. It wont be too heavy for you to carry back here, I take it?

She shook her head. She watched him almost like Alec, waiting for orders.

Bring both the skis and the snowshoes. We can afford that much extra weight, and well save time on a long march if we have both. If you have a medicine chest, leave it behind you. Well do enough hard work to keep us healthy on a long march. Now, hurry along.

She walked out of that house without a word and, as the door closed behind her, I turned and gaped like a fish at Massey. He went on in the same brisk way to me:

Go down to the Penley store and get an outfit. Pick out everything you need and get fitted. Do you know whats needed for a long trip?

I said I did, but that I supposed the store would not be open at this time of the night. But he assured me that the place never closed now that the spring was coming on and the midnight was still bright. He said that Penley himself owed him an account, and that I was to get the best. He gave me a note, instructing the store to charge what I wanted against him.

Massey, I said, are you really going to do what you say? Are you really going to try to make the trip all the way to Forty Mile from Nome?

He looked at me for a moment with an ugly lifting of his lip.

Im going to try to do it, and Im going to succeed, he said. Were going through to Forty Mile, and youll be with us if you have the nerve to stick out the marching.

Ill stick! I said.

Stick with him? Why Nome to me was simply a cold cell, and any change had to be for the better.

I went trudging off to the store, and there I fitted myself out. I knew pretty much what I wanted and needed, and Penley himself made a good many suggestions. He asked if Massey himself were leaving Nome on a long trip, and was as keen as a ferret to find out. But I had sense enough to keep my mouth shut. I got well suited, though the boots were a little too big for me, and then I turned and slogged back to Masseys house on my brand new snowshoes, with the skis under my arm.

This trying and buying had taken a good deal of time and, when I got back to the house of Massey, I found there in the street a string of eight dogs in front of three sleds. I knew at once that this was the outfit for the long march, and I liked every angle of it. The Yukon hitch is the only one, and the little seven-foot sleds have every advantage on the trail when it comes to going over obstacles or winding among thick woods. Theyll crawl along like a caterpillar and, if anything goes wrong with one of the three sleds, or it is overturned, it can be righted easily, whereas the bigger sleds have to be half unloaded before they can be handled.

I was surprised to find that there was quite a crowd turned out to watch the last of the loading of those sleds. Two men were busied at this job, the bystanders offering suggestions and admiring the dogs.

They were, in fact, as fine a lot as ever pulled in a harness in Alaska, I think. They were Mackenzie huskies, bred for size, and hand-picked, I suppose, out of thousands. The sled dog was the most powerful-looking brute I ever saw. Massey told me that he weighed exactly a hundred and seventy pounds, not when he was fat, but when he was in working flesh. In addition, there was a leader hardly five pounds lighter, and the average of that whole string of eight must have been over a hundred and fifty pounds.

One of the men tapped me on the shoulder.

Youre the kid Massey spoke about, are you? he said. Come along with me!

I helped break out the runners, the steel having frozen into the snow during even the short halt and, as the word was given, the team leaned into the harness and we marched off down the street.

The long adventure had begun.


XI. BATTLE OF THE DOGS
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I WENT ON with those two strangers until we were outside of Nome, and then they turned around without a word and marched back to the town, while I trailed along after the moving sled, wondering what was to become of me and feeling mighty lonely in the bigness and the whiteness of the world around me.

Inside a hundred yards, however, two forms came around the edge of a snow hummock, with Alec the Great behind them. They swung in beside me, then Massey moved out in front on his snowshoes, and went ahead of the lead dog, to break trail. The girl and I came along behind, and we were fairly launched on our long, long journey.

For the first ten days, I think that I turned my head and looked at the horizon behind us at least a thousand times every twenty-four hours, but there was never a sign of pursuers. After that I almost forgot Calmont, and I began to have a feeling that Massey had undertaken this huge job merely for the sake of saving the girl. Yet I doubted that. I doubted it with all my might, and kept a certain suspicion always in mind.

Dreary, heart-breaking weeks of labor opened before us and dragged away behind. A more uneventful trip no one could possibly imagine in the beginning; but what kept my nerves taut was a certain forward look in the eyes of Massey, as though he were leaning his shoulders against a high wind of chance that was sure to promise trouble before the end. In the meantime, the breaking into that labor was enough to occupy our attention, you can be sure.

One had to grow used to the muscle strain of snowshoes and skis — each requiring a different set. And before we had been going a week, we all could bless the wisdom of Massey in making us take along both kinds of footgear.

The load was almost entirely food for man and dog, and it was very heavy. I think there was close to three quarters of a ton for the eight dogs to pull, and they snaked it along slowly. I imagine that we hardly covered more than twenty miles a day at the beginning, and those twenty miles were enough for me and for the girl. She was what she had called herself, however — mustang tough. And she worked into marching condition very quickly. My own misery in Nome had burned the fat off me. It was simply a question of working up the necessary muscle, and muscles grow nowhere so fast as they do on a snow trail.

As the dogs grew hardened to their work, as the girl and I became more tough and proficient with the snowshoes and skis, we made better and better time. Besides, the load of food was, of course, slowly diminishing.

Several times we ran into storms that stopped us for long hours. But on the whole, we marched along very steadily, clicking off a good average. At night we camped, put up the two little tents, got the traveling stove going, and cooked bacon, flapjacks, and tea. We had some pemmican, too, put up Indian style. At first I thought that that was the worst food I ever tasted, but it seemed to get better from day to day, and within a fortnight, it was a delicacy. Pound for pound, I doubt if a finer article of food existed — such nourishment and taste in such compass.

The picking of the trail was entirely in the hands of Massey. He had three charts, done roughly in ink on thick pieces of paper, and over these charts he used to brood almost every night, sitting for a time by the fire. Then he and I went to the cold tent and left the warm one for the girl.

We were a silent trio.

Massey never was a chatterer, and the girl had too great an anxiety on her shoulders to do a great deal of talking. After a while we had our jaws locked and our teeth set against speech, as though the escape of a word would be the wastage of a vital spark.

I can remember almost every word that was said during the first part of the trip. Almost all of these were spoken by Massey to Alec the Great. For Alec was being taught how to answer the words of command and all the art of leading a string of dogs, which was something he already knew pretty well. He simply had to have the fine points at the tips of his toes, so to speak. So, each day, he was put in on extra traces ahead of the big gray leader.

That dog went almost mad with indignation. He had to be muzzled to keep him from jumping on Alec and breaking his back for him; and he struggled so frantically to get at Alec that the young dog could be left in harness for only an hour or so at a stretch. He picked up the sledding art with wonderful speed, however.

One day, during a halt, Massey stood with his feet spread, snapping the long lash of the dog whip at Alec, who was free from harness at that time. The big, limber fellow enjoyed that game enormously. According as the lash flicked out at him with a down cut, or a slash to either side, he winced back, dropped flat so that the whip sang over him, or popped into the air so that it slid beneath him. He loved the dodging game, and there was enough wolf blood in him to give him a special talent for it. Considering his size, I never saw a dog who compared with Alec the Great for speed of foot. He not only had a natural talent, but he had been trained since puppyhood by Massey in the art of balance. I could believe what I had heard, that he could even walk a tightrope.

Said Massey, as he vainly cut and slashed at that big shadow: I dont think theres a dog in Alaska that could put a tooth in Alec.

Well, I said, you wouldnt risk a ten-thousand-dollar brain on a fight with a two-hundred-dollar husky, would you?

He shrugged his shoulders.

No team follows well a leader that it doesnt fear, he said. That gray brute, yonder, that Misty — he can have it out with Alec when we camp, tonight.

I thought that he could not mean it, but when the end of the march came that day, he took Misty out of the traces, allowed him a couple of hours for resting, and then got Alec out of the tent, where he was sleeping at our feet.

Those sled dogs all hated Alec with a fury, because he was the manhandled pet of the party. But they had learned, by dint of whip strokes and club whacks as well, that it paid to leave the favorite alone. However, this evening Massey said something to Misty, and pushed Alec at the great leader.

That was enough of an invitation. Misty rushed like an arrow off the string. Alec dodged with such ease that he had to turn his head toward his master and ask, with his eyes, what this proceeding might mean, and why protection had been withdrawn from him. But Massey simply turned his back.

It must have been a frightful moment for Alec. Every young dog is keenly aware that it has not yet come to its eventual, hardened strength, and it willingly shows the white feather. As Misty charged, Alec, his tail between his legs, yipped for help, and tried to get between Masseys legs. He was promptly kicked away, and from that instant he seemed to guess that he was fighting for his life.

It was a grand fight, too, while it lasted. Misty was pretty well tired out by his long labors of the day, but at the same time there was enough energy left in him to beat and eat two or three ordinary dogs. There were no two dogs in the outfit, including the huge wheeler, who dared to take on Misty in battle. However, poor young Alec had to fight as well as he could, or else die. So it must have seemed to him.

He could not even take refuge in flight. He knew that if he turned tail and ran for it, the seven brutes who stood around in hostility with the fur rising along their backs would cut loose and be after him in no time at all. He had to stand his ground, or else be eaten by the pack. So he stood his ground.

For the first couple of minutes, I held my breath, expecting that Alec would go down under those charges in no time, and perhaps have his throat torn by the knife stroke of Mistys teeth. Then I began to breathe more easily, for I saw that Alec was dodging those battle strokes as easily as a dead leaf in the air whirls from a beating hand.

His own courage rose. His tail came out from between his legs. In another instant, he gave Misty a nip as the big fellow went by like an express train; and on the next charge he followed the nip with a slash that split hide over Mistys left shoulder.

Misty, furious, panting, half blind, I suppose, with rage and astonishment, stopped charging for a moment, and on braced legs waited for further developments. Young Alec, it appeared, was not only an adept at battle, but, above all, he knew how to deliver an insult in dog gesture. He turned a little away from Misty and licked up a bit of snow, with his side presented to the leader.

It was too much for the latter. He went in with a silent fury, and hit the air again. He whirled, skidding in the soft surface snow which already had been reduced to powder by the trampling. As he straggled, young Alec got him. He had saved his stroke until he saw an opening as wide as a barn door. Now he flashed in, and with a good solid thump of his shoulder he knocked Misty sprawling on his back. Alec did not stand back and let the other fellow get up. There was no standing on rule about Alec. He simply hopped on Misty and clamped the safest of holds on him. I mean, he caught him under the jaws and began to work his grip in toward the life.

Misty could lie and kick, but that was all. The fight was over, and Massey, with a single word, made Alec jump back from his enemy.

Misty lay a moment on his side, with lolling tongue, while Alec stood stiff and high above him, daring him so much as to whisper a discourtesy. Misty did not dare. He had had enough. The rest of the dogs had had enough to fill their eyes, also. They lay down in the snow and licked their forefeet thoughtfully, and poor Misty finally got up and staggered away to get distance between him and this young terror of a man-trained fencer.

Well, it was on the whole a very neat exhibition.

I never saw anything like it, I gasped to Marjorie.

Then I saw that her eyes were fixed on Masseys face, and with such a deep attention that I knew, suddenly, that all during the dog fight she had been watching the master, not Alec. I stared at Massey in turn, to discover what had fascinated her; and it seemed to me that I saw nothing in his eyes and faintly smiling mouth but the remnants of what had been, a few seconds before, a brutal delight. If Marjorie had a pale look and failed to answer my remark, I did not wonder. Its all very well to take pleasure in a good fight but, after all, theres a certain point past which one should not go, and Massey had gone past that point.

It was the very morning following this that I said suddenly to him: Massey, I dont think that Calmont is going to show up after all.

He turned sharply about on me, but I had not surprised him into making an answer. He simply smiled, but his eyes brightened and narrowed in the same brutal satisfaction which I had seen in his face during the dogfight of the evening before.

No matter how long delayed it might be, I knew now that he was confident that he would meet Calmont before Forty Mile.


XII. BAD LUCK ON THE JOB
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WE TRAVELED OUT of the skirts of winter into the warmth of spring, for it was spring when we hit the Yukon, and a strange, wonderful sight it was to me, with its banks streaked and darkened by brush and little trees, and the frozen surface of a macadam road. What made this bulge I dont know, unless it were the pressure of water rising in the bed of the stream. The sides of the ice sheet were frozen fast to the banks, and the big strong sheet of ice gave in the center a surprising lot without breaking. You would not think that there could be so much elasticity in such hard, brittle stuff. To increase the likeness to a road, there was water running down the shore on either side. This water was from the melting of the surface ice itself, and the thawing along the banks, and little rivulets unlocked by the sun long before the great main stream was free from the ice. The swift stream on each side of the ice sheet made this long, winding, shining white street like a part of a great municipality which floods the gutters for the sake of cleanliness. In what sort of a city would the great Yukon be a street!

Well, it seemed like a street to us, after the rough going we had had — the up-hill and down-dale struggling. We had dropped the third sled the day before, and with only two to pull, and with the team in very good fettle, we went fairly humming up the face of the ice. Massey said that the river might break up at almost any time, and that we had better make good time while we could, so we stretched out those days long and fast. Once again he gave me the impression not of a man who wanted to linger so that he might be overtaken, but of a fellow in desperate haste to meet someone ahead of him. But I was wrong.

At any rate, we went along at a smart clip, getting foot wise on the ice, with Alec spending most of his time in the lead traces. He was not very good at pulling — he was too intelligent to do much work when it was not a crying necessity — but he knew exactly where to find the best going; sometimes on the crest, and sometimes down the side of the easy curve of the river face, and sometimes weaving cunningly back and forth to avoid the roughnesses and the riffles in the surface ice. Other leaders were apt to put their heads down for pulling, but Alec kept his head high. He let the others do the hard slogging. He did the seeing and the thinking for the rest. And by this time they were taking much more kindly to him. It is my conviction that a dog team knows and respects the brains of its leader even more than his superiority in tooth work. Those eight big, strong, experienced huskies learned to look up to young Alec like children to a schoolmaster, and a very odd sight it was to see him wander about among them when we camped, lording it over them to the queens taste.

Of course, we went ashore to camp every halting stage. It was wet work getting to land across the deep, swift currents in the gutters; but we hardly minded that wetting because, once on shore, there was sure to be an ample supply of wood, and we could dry out in front of roaring fires, with the dogs lying about outside and the firelight reflecting copper green in their steady eyes.

One day, we began to feel a strange sense of life in the ice and, beyond the feeling, there were the oddest sounds that I ever heard. Massey said that it was a sign the ice would break at almost any time. There was no real danger, I suppose, because the roar of the breaking above or below us was reasonably sure to give us plenty of warning, yet I could not help a definite sense of fear, as though the great ice sheet over which we traveled might explode beneath our feet. We passed another dog team, that day, three dogs and two men, with two sleds. They were slogging along head down, so desperately bent on making mileage before the break-up of the ice that they paid little attention to us, and we went by them like something in a dream. I shall never forget, however, the strained, set expression in their faces. Ten miles out there on the ice could be covered without much more difficulty than one mile in the soft snow along the banks of the stream. They were trying to stretch out their easy mileage, and I didnt blame them. We were doing the same thing, but we traveled like a flock of birds compared with the slogging of those poor freighters.

One or two mornings after that we sighted Calmonts outfit behind us.

We had broken camp and repacked the sleds when I ran back to the top bank to hunt for a sheath knife which I had left behind. I got it on the tent site and came back through the brush to the verge of the bluff. Then I saw, far to the right and around a great arc of the curving river, an outfit of dogs and three men. There were eight dogs, just as we had in our regular outfit of workers, and there were three humans, just as in our string.

The minute I saw it, a sense of danger jumped up in my throat and half choked me. That was not exactly strange. We were making a good, early start, and something special must have been in the minds of those three travelers back there on the ice. Of course, it might be that they were simply trying to make good mileage before the break-up came. I said to myself that that must be it, but I called down to Massey what I had spotted.

He had a small pair of field glasses, an extra weight which I always wondered at his carrying. Now he pulled these glasses out and tossed them up to me. Imagine such a thing! He would risk throwing them about in this way after he had carried them so many hundreds of miles. Suppose they had fallen and the lens had been broken; he simply would have shrugged his shoulders, I know. He was that way. He had a strange belief that fate was directly concerned in everything that happened to a man.

Well, I got those glasses to my eyes and focused them on the outfit. I could not make out faces, at that great distance, but I thought I could tell that, compared with the size of the sleds, the dogs and men were big.

Whats the leader like? asked Massey.

Just then I got the glasses to a perfect focus, and into the round, steady field walked the dog team in the distance. I could make them out with extraordinary clarity.

A black dog with white on him — a white vest, I said.

I lowered the glasses, blinking from the eye strain, and I saw on the face of Massey a look of wild joy. I did not need to ask questions, and neither did the girl. She took one look at that frightful, leering smile and knew that it meant murder.

Yes, actual murder in the eyes of the law. If Calmont had come up with us, and had brought men along to help, we could be sure that one of them would be wearing a deputys badge. Massey would be resisting arrest. On what charge? Hardly on that of abducting a woman who had been bought like a horse or a dog by another man. No, not on that charge would they have their warrant made out, but on any one of a hundred little minor charges. I thought that I could see the story and the end of it in a blinding flash and roar of guns — and if Calmont and both his men went down, then Massey would be a hunted, hounded manslayer the rest of his days.

What did Massey care for that? His hatred of Calmont was such a perfect and compelling thing, that death itself was not too high a price to pay, if only he could send Calmont to eternity before him. He paid no attention to us. He simply pulled out his rifle and set about loading it. Marjorie, at this, ran up to him and grabbed the gun by the stock and the barrel. She had no words to say, but the desperation and the horror got up to such a high pressure that she cried out in a stifled little screech. She looked as a dumb person might. I never saw such a dreadful expression as she wore, standing there before Massey and realizing that nothing she could say would have the least effect in altering that brute of a man.

She did not persist. She did not try to argue but, realizing at once that she was helpless, she loosed her grip on the gun and turned to run down the face of the river ice. I could see her idea, of course. She was desperate enough to go back and throw herself into the hands of Calmont if, in that manner, she could stop the fight between the two men.

She got hardly six steps away when Massey overtook her, and picked her up like a baby in his strong arms. At that, she gave up. He sat her down on the rear sled and she took her head between her hands and began to sob in the same awful way that I had overheard that morning so long ago in Nome.

In the meantime, Massey looked up to the bank and was, I suppose, planning the way in which he would begin this action. He kept nursing the rifle in his hands in an odd way. I remember that it was very bright sunshine, that morning, with hardly any mist in the air, and the reflection from the ice threw a bright glow on the under part of his face. He was still smiling, and horribly at ease, and even more horribly sure of himself. This, as I write it down, does not seem very exciting, but to stand elbow to elbow with murder is a frightful thing.

However, there was no doubt in my mind as to what I should do in this business. Massey was my partner, and I had to stand by him no matter what crime he was committing. At least, that was my reasoning at the age of sixteen. Besides the rifle, we had a good new Colt revolver. I got this out, loaded it and, when Massey started down the river edge, I went along with him.

He jerked his head over his shoulder and told me to go back. I felt as though there were no breath left in my lungs, and my knees were weak as old springs, but I kept along after him. He stopped, turned a little, and gave me a long, hard, calculating look. Then he showed me his back without another word and marched on.

A rabbit jumped in the brush above us, and he whirled to shoot. We were so close to the bank, and the bluff itself was so high, that there was no danger of the report echoing across the ice and down the river to Calmont and his men. So Massey decided to give himself a little practice, I suppose, and tried a snapshot at that rabbit. It made the old snowshoe jump as high as a mans head. As it landed, Massey had thrown out the old shell and was ready to fire again. He pulled the trigger. There was not the true rifle report — like a hammer face clanging against a wall of steel — but a puffing, dull sound. I saw fire and black smoke leap from the breech of the rifle into Masseys face and, dropping the gun into the running water of the gutter, he staggered back, his hands pressed against his face.

I followed him. There was such an overmastering horror in my mind that I lost my fear of this man and, catching him by the wrists, I jerked his arms down so that I could see what had happened.

There was a black smudge straight across his eyes, almost like a mask. This meant apparent ruin to us all, but I could not think of Marjorie and myself, just then. All I could do was to stare at the downfall of my friend, and the only words that came out of my mouth were a groaning: Oh, Massey, Massey! two or three times over.

Massey was as calm as a drill sergeant on parade. The burning of the powder, which must have been an exquisite agony, made the tears run down his cheeks; but his voice was perfectly steady when he said to me: Aye, sonny. Bad luck is on the job today. I thought we might catch it off its beat. Give me the revolver, will you?

I stretched it out. He reached, fumbling in the darkness of his sight, and this glimpse of his helplessness choked me with pity. It did not occur to me to question what use he could make of a revolver, now that his vision was lost, and I was about to put it into his wandering hands when Marjorie came up like a tiger and tore the gun away from me.

She had understood!


XIII. BLIND LEADERS
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IF THE GIRL and I were confounded and upset, that was only natural. The strange thing was to see the way Alec carried on. You would have said that he knew what had happened. He ran whining to his master and stood up with his big paws against the breast of Massey and his head almost as high as the mans.

Massey took the big pup in a hug, then made him drop down.

Take Alec, Joe, he commanded me, as steady as ever. Hell obey you. Youre the one person that he gives a rap about, outside of me. You saved his hide for him once, and the dayll come when hell do as much for you. Treat him as if he were your child. Reason with him. But always be firm. Make a game out of him and hell repay you with an ocean of fun. Now, take Alec and tie him behind the rear sled. He may cut up for a time, but hell soon follow along. Tie him with that length of chain. And send the sled straight up the river. Keep the dogs working. Theyll stay ahead of Calmonts gang, I think. Besides, I may decide to check them here for a time.

How will you check them? asked Marjorie.

By getting up the bank here after theyre in sight. They ought to be in view now.

They were. It was not a bad idea, if he wished to throw himself away. If they saw a man climb from the river to the bank and go into the brush, of course they would know that it was Massey, for they would be able to identify our outfit by the appearance of white-bodied Alec. And they would not dare to pass the place where Massey was hidden without scouting with painful care for him. That would give us hours of a vital advantage. I could see the value of this plan, but I could not make up my mind to throwing Massey away. I looked at the girl, and she at Massey.

Were not leaving you, Hugh, she said.

What! he roared out, as if he were furious. Youre crazy! What could you do with a blind bat like me? Get on up the river. Alec, come here and say goodbye to me—

If youre staying here, Im staying, said the girl. If you stay, Ill be here and stop the murder!

If you go to Calmont, youre not worth the saving! he cried.

But he turned a little from side to side, apparently pretty much disturbed by this threat.

Get her away from here! he said to me. Joe, take the girl and tie her on the rear sled, if you cant do it any other way—

Im staying here with her, too, I said, if youre waiting, Hugh. Theyre coming up pretty fast, and itll soon be over for us. Itll be a good day for Calmont when he gets Marjorie and Alec, and takes your life. Itll be about the best day in his life!

When Massey heard all those things piled up on his attention, he threw his arms over his head with a groan, and the look of him was like some one strangling in flames.

All right, he said. Til go on with you if I can. Youre throwing yourselves away for my sake. Danged little I care for that, except that youd fall to Calmont after me!

We hardly cared what reasons influenced him. All that mattered was that we finally had him up there with the sleds, and his hand leaning on the gee pole. Then we strung out the dogs and started up the face of the ice.

But this time, the Calmont outfit or what we took to be his gang, had come up to within about a half mile of us, and immediately after we ran into a land mist that blotted out everything within two or three hundred yards, so that we could not tell whether we were gaining or losing.

Perhaps I should have called that a river mist, because I suppose that it was raised from the thawing ice and the melting of the frozen banks. At any rate, it was as white as smoke, with the sun path as a streak of blinding yellow across the frozen face of the river. This is the sort of traveling — as one strains the sight through the fog — that gives snow blindness. Both Marjorie and I were shaking our heads and rubbing our eyes, from time to time.

If we wanted to make proper time, we saw quickly that it could not do to have poor Massey on the gee pole. The reason was that he could not see his footing, of course, and he was continually stumbling over irregularities, which inevitably threw his weight against the pole and made the sled swerve. Marjorie and I talked about him with mere glances at one another, while we studied the situation. She got a strip of bandage and a bit of salve from her pack and, without halting the march for a second, she tied this about his wounds. One moment it made him look to me like a grown man playing blind-mans bluff. The next moment, I was again realizing that the goal in this peculiar game was life or death.

From the first, it looked a perfectly helpless job that we had undertaken. Even supposing that Marjorie and I had an excellent string of dogs — as good as cleverness and money could collect — still it would have been practically impossible for us to get away from the expert and hardened dog-punchers who were following up that river trail. But burdened with the practically helpless bulk of Massey, the little hope that we might have had was taken away from us.

Eventually, Marjorie had a good idea, and we acted on it. We tied a lead to Alecs harness, and gave the end of the strap to Massey. After that, he went along much more comfortably. Alec pulled like a Trojan, until his master made him slack up. Then they went along very easily, because the dog, going over rough or smooth, or turning from one side to the other to avoid rough patches, was sure to give some signal of the change in direction to his master at the end of the lead line. Besides, Massey was an old-timer on ice, and knew almost instinctively how to handle himself. He had eyes in his feet, and he grew rapidly better and better at the marching game.

With occasional pauses, we slogged on through that day until the late afternoon, when the fog lifted by magic and we could see for miles up and down the bare face of the river.

There was no sign of Calmonts train.

All that day we had been going on with the blind dread tapping us between the shoulder blades and making me, at least, feel pretty sick. And when that blanket of white was peeled off from the face of the Yukon, I could have cried, I could have sung, I could have danced, even on my weary legs.

I ran up and clapped Massey on his shoulder — padded with rubbery muscle like a panthers arm — and told him that we had distanced Calmont.

He listened to me and nodded. You wont distance Calmont, he said. You may drop him below the skyline, now and then, but you havent distanced Calmont as long as he is on the same planet with you.

You cannot imagine the calmness and the surety with which he said this. Marjorie and I knew that he understood Calmont perfectly, having been such friends with him long ago. We had to take what Massey said for gospel, or just about, and the ecstasy faded out of us instantly.

We kept slogging on, therefore, getting more valuable miles behind us, until Massey advised that we halt and make camp, which he said was what Calmont was probably doing. He pointed out that one very punishing march was likely to dry up our marching power for the next day — dog and man. There was sense in this. My own legs were numb to the hips, and how Marjorie managed to keep up, I never could tell. Her face was pinched with effort, but she had not said a word, and she never asked for a single halt.

We had reached a point where the ice along the bank had broken loose from the ground, so that the deep and swiftly running gutter water did not have to be crossed. It was easy to get up the bank into good camping ground and there, sure enough, we saw the smoke of a fire down the river behind us, a couple of miles away, the thin film rising through the sunshine, for the sun was above the horizon. At midnight, in this season, the sky is bright.

The sight of the camp fire was only a partial consolation. For all that we knew, it might be a bluff under the cover of which they would sneak up behind us; but Massey, always calm, pointed out that this was a game in which we all would have to take a gamesters chances.

We built our own fire as small and of as dry wood as possible. In this way, little or no smoke rose, except for a puff or two at the beginning, and we cooked the usual meal for ourselves and for the dogs.

Marjorie did her share of the work, her lips still locked over her fatigue. When she had eaten, forcing down the food, she dropped into her sleeping bag and was instantly gone from us.

I was dead enough to want to do the same thing. But I stared across at the bandaged face of Massey and wondered what thoughts were going the rounds in his brain.

I got out his sleeping bag, and he slid into it. Still I waited for a moment beside him, patting Alecs head and looking down at the set mouth and the iron-hard jaw of my friend.

Hugh, I said, it might be that during the night youd be tempted to get up and walk away from us. I want you to promise me that you wont.

Go to sleep, he said, and dont bother me.

If you wont promise, I said, Ill have to tie myself to you and then, in case of a surprise, well most certainly be goners.

His lips twitched a bit. Then he groaned: All right. Have it your own way.

I took his hand. Will you shake on that, Hugh? I said.

He gritted his teeth, then gave my hand a convulsive grip and turned on his side. It was a great victory for me and a great load off my mind, for I knew that his word of honor was as strong as his punch. He was famous for it.

Then, like a stone dropped from a height, I sank into such a sleep as very few men ever have. No dream could come near me through the thick wall of my utter weariness.

Yet I waked suddenly several hours later and sat up with my heart beating to a wild tune. I thought at first that one of the dogs must have moved, but there was nothing to be seen or heard around us in the ragged woods. Alec got up like a ghost from beside his master and came over to look into my face with his bright, wise eyes.

Outside the tent, the night air was cold, for although the days were bright and warm, the night temperature was always below freezing. The dogs were breathing white as they slept. Rimings of frost appeared on all the twigs and branches around us; the steam of our cookery, I suppose, having condensed there.

I squinted through the brush toward the point at which we had seen the campfire smoke at the end of the days march, but of course there was no trace of it now. I wondered what they were doing. Still sleeping soundly, or just turning out and getting ready for the days struggle. Alec, walking beside me, turned his head and looked up into my face. He seemed to me to be asking something, and perhaps it was this questioning attitude of his that made me feel that I must do something for my party — and the next instant the perilous idea of what it should be was in my mind.


XIV. UP AND STIRRING
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I DETERMINED THAT I would make a solitary march to the camp of the enemies and do what I could to embarrass them in their progress for that day. The idea frightened me cold, but there is a peculiar logic in despair, and I knew that if something were not done, they would most certainly capture us.

Then what?

Massey would probably be butchered before our eyes. My remembrance of the wolfish face of Calmont was enough to assure me of that. And then the girl would go to Calmont, and Alec as well — and as for me? Well, dead boys as well as dead men tell no tales.

However, I was set on going down there and trying my chances.

I did so, though it is hard for me to believe that I could have found the courage for such an effort. I had been a boy up to that moment, but standing there in the arctic night among the frozen willows I became a man in a brief and burning moment of torment. For the definition of manhood, I take it, is that quality which enables people to strike out for themselves, and for those who are near and dear to them.

Well, Marjorie and Hugh Massey were near and dear to me. For her I had an oddly combined feeling of tenderness, pity, and respect. She was so brave and quiet, so gentle and strong, that I loved her with something more than the usual flabby sentimentality of a boy. As for Massey, now that he was blinded and his strength useless to him or to us, I seemed to see him more clearly than ever before. I could not deny that there was a wide strain of brutality in him and that he was capable of great cruelty; but I began to feel that all these bad traits were due to the long-continued hatred which existed between him and Calmont. Hatred is a definite poison in the blood and in the brain. It may sharpen the wits; it may give one the strength of ten; but the wit and the strength of hatred is more than half madness. I was able to see Massey now as one who had long been sick in the brain.

He appeared to me, also, with a new and special dignity, for it did actually seem to me that it was an act of Providence that had blinded him when he was on the verge of a triple killing — into which I would have been dragged almost as a matter of course, and in the course of which he might have gone down himself.

Well, that was behind us. The power was gone from poor Massey, and I saw a ruined life stretching ahead of him.

This, with a curious power, was what drove me on this still, bright night.

I had a good hunting knife, sharp as a razor. That was to be my tool. I thought of taking the revolver with me, but I remembered that I was not much good with that weapon and that, if it came to a shooting scrape, I would have no chance against such a fellow as Calmont, even if there were not two others to support him.

So I started off down the ice of the river, with Alec alongside. Now and then he halted, as though tempted to go back to his master. But, after all, his master was safely sleeping, and adventure lay in the white world of the outdoors. So Alec faithfully went along with me, and I was wonderfully glad to have him.

I could have gone through the woods, but there was a cutting wind that began to blow out of the east, and the bluff of the river gave me a good shelter against it.

It was fully two miles that I traveled before I found the place where the sleds had turned in to the bank. I went up the trail which they had left slanting up the bank, and I was grateful to the rising force and the whistle of that wind because it made enough of a noise to drown any sounds that I made in approaching.

I stuck my head up over the top of the bluff as carefully as any soldier looking out of a trench with the enemy twenty yards away. Of course there would be a guard, with such an enemy as Massey within twenty miles, to say nothing of two.

And I was right. There sat the guard outside the tent, mending some dog harness with clumsy, mittened hands. I watched him with a sinking heart.

It was not Calmont, but it was a fellow who looked almost as formidable, with a great pair of shoulders and a foolish-looking little head stuck down in the middle of them. I saw the frost on his whiskers and heard him snort a little at the cold, now and then. He seemed a patient sort of a fellow, sitting there at his awl work, pulling the leather lacings through with infinite pains. My heart sank, I say, when I saw him, but I hoped that I would have a chance to give him infinitely more repair work before the morning came.

I think I lay there shuddering with excitement and cold for half an hour. Every minute frightened me more, because it was drawing closer to the time when they would get up and stir about in preparation for their days march.

Circle City, according to the calculations of Massey, lay about two days march away. We never could get there ahead of the pursuit unless I put a spoke in their wheel, so to speak. So I gritted my teeth and prayed for my chance.

It was there in my sight, but beyond my power, for a moment, to reach. The guard had been reviewing all the dog harness, it seemed, for a big pile of it was beside him.

After a time, the cold got too much for him, and he got up and stuck his head inside the flap of the tent. He withdrew again and, cursing softly beneath his breath, he walked through the willows straight toward the spot where I lay.

This I had not expected. Why, I cannot say. Of course, it was a logical thing for him to go to the edge of the bluff and look up the white face of the river ice, now and again, but that had not occurred to me, and now I dared not move. I had to lie there like a wretched log while this fellow strode up to within five feet of the spot where I lay on the edge of the bluff, with Alec cuddled beside me.

For the first and last time in my life I hated Alec, positively, for his brilliant white coat should have attracted any eye, let alone a sentinels.

A moment went by, and then the fellow withdrew from the lookout position at the edge of the bank. Why he did not see us, I cannot tell. I cannot even dream. It was about the worst five seconds of my life, and I can only explain his blindness by the fact that he did not expect to find us there. He paid no more attention to us than a man would to a real emerald in a string of green glass. He marched back to the tent, hesitated, and then, after a glance all about him, he went inside.

I waited for two or three seconds only. Then I cautioned Alec to lie still, and I got up and began to creep forward.

The wind was icing my face, but that was not the coldest part of me. My heart was the thing that turned to stone. The guard might, as I hoped, have gone into the tent to lie down, feeling that further watching was not much good. Or, on the other hand, he might have gone in to waken another man who was to stand the last watch. Or he might be rousing the others to commence the days work. Only in the first case would I be fairly safe. In either of the other instances, I would be advancing into a trap.

Well, I was straight in front of that tent and leaning over the pile of the dog harness, when a hand thrust back the flap of the tent. I saw the big, fuzzy mitten that covered the hand, and the sight struck my brain numb. I actually expected the guard to leap out at me.

Instead, the hand disappeared and the flap was allowed to fall again.

Then I understood. He had gone inside to fetch something and, having got it, he now remembered something else. That touch of remembering might be the salvation of Joe May!

I scooped up that harness in one sweep. It was hard with ice, stiff, and actually crackled like fire under my hands; but I slid back through the willows with that trailing armful, with a wild hope in my heart, and a shudder of cold dread in the small of my back, as though eyes were already fixed on me.

I slipped over the edge of the bank a half second before the watcher came out the second time from the tent.

Crouching in my shelter, breathing with a deal of difficulty and biting my lips, I saw him stretch his big arms once or twice. Then I went on down the bank.

It would only be a moment before he noticed the disappearance of the harness, and probably two seconds later before he found my trail.

So I slid down that bank like an otter heading into a pool, and then I streaked up in the shadow of the bluff. Every step that I made was making a bigger margin of safety for me. Guns miss ten times as often at fifty yards as they do at twenty.

I got my fifty yards behind me before I dared to turn and look back.

Still, nothing showed over the edge of the bluff.

On I went. I ran with not quite all my might, because I had two miles before me — and that dreadful weight of trailing, tangling harness in my arms.

Still there was no sound from behind me!

At last, I turned and climbed to the top of the bank again. There I threw down my prize and I began to work with my knife. I sliced and slashed those harnesses to smithereens. I cut them vertically and then across the grain of the straps. Then I threw them away among the bushes. Only one harness I saved, for a use which Ill tell you about at once.

When I had finished this destruction, I went back to the edge of the bluff, expecting to find three dark forms streaking across the bright face of the ice, but again I was wrong.

I could not understand. If that watcher had sat down where he had been sitting before, of course he would instantly notice what was lacking. But perhaps he began to walk aimlessly up and down.

At any rate, my job was done, and done well, I thought. I got down that bank again to the ice, and there I slipped that harness onto Alec and took hold of the long pull strap myself.

He knew perfectly what I meant. Running home like that, with Alec pulling at a gallop, was a good deal like being blown along by a strong wind. And all the way, turning to look over my shoulder from time to time, I was more and more amazed, more and more delighted to see that no one had come out behind us.

Alec took me home, as Ive been saying, helped me to climb the bank, and then went into the tent and stuck his cold nose into the neck of Massey.

We had that camp up and stirring in half a minute.

Working furiously, we struck camp. We bundled things loosely onto the sleds. We strung out the dogs, and hustled them out onto the ice.

Great Scott, how my heart jumped and my head grew dizzy when I saw three gigantic silhouettes coming up the river toward us, and not more than a quarter of a mile away.


XV. MARJORIES STORY
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THEY HAD COME up close in under the bluff, so that we did not see them till the last minute. Then, with yells, we started the dogs. The sleds were very lightly loaded by this time. The dogs could pull them and yank us along, too, at a good clip. But for a few minutes I thought that my legs would give way and that Id have to fall flat on my face on the ice. Marjories head was back and wobbling from side to side as she raced along, and every breath that she drew was a groan. But finally the pace told on the three men running after us. The first I knew of it was the singing of a bullet past my ear, and then the sharp, thin echo flung after it across the ice.

Other bullets followed. One of the three carried a rifle, and he was kneeling on the ice behind us, taking careful shots.

However, mittens are bad things to shoot in and, besides, every one gets out of practice with guns during the long winter, when theres little or nothing to shoot at. These bullets went wild. A month later, at the same distance and the same targets, I suppose that very man would have dropped us, all three; but he missed, and we went around a bend to safety.

We could afford to settle down to a walk, then, and all that day we continued to slog along slowly. We had an enormous start on Calmont, now. Having failed in his spurt to catch us, he would have to go back to the camp, give up a large part of the load that remained, devise some sort of a harness for a few of the dogs, and then strike out after us once more. It was probable that he had some extra leather along but, if he had enough to hitch up more than three or four dogs, he was lucky.

Take it all in all, we had good reason to feel that the danger was over and that we were safe from Calmont from this time forward. We did not talk much about it, but words were not needed to express our relief and our happiness. To make everything perfect, the day was bright and clear and almost hot. We were tired, of course, and traveled very slowly, but that made no difference to us, because we were confident that Calmont was out of the picture. Another trouble, and about the only one we had, was the fact that the ice had been cut pretty thin in places by the action of the water from underneath. Sometimes we could feel the whole surface give under our weight, and a very sickening sensation it was. Sometimes, too, we could see open bits of water under cracks, and everything pointed to the breaking up of the Yukon at once. Well, we hardly cared, for in any case Calmont was lost behind us.

We found a good camping place in the evening and had a hearty meal. Even Massey seemed more cheerful than usual, and actually smiled once or twice. And Alec the Great, always in perfect sympathy with the humans around him, acted like a foolish, great puppy, rolling, pawing, nipping, begging, playing possum, walking on hind legs and front legs, and going through the hundred clowning tricks which Massey had taught him.

After dinner, I helped Marjorie wash and rebandage Masseys eyes. A frightful sight they were, the balls as red as fire, and all the skin around the eyes badly swollen and inflamed. The burning powder had been enough to scald the outer tough epidermis. Think what it must have done to the exquisite tenderness of the eyeball!

Massey was a hero. He never referred to his blindness in any way, never cursed his luck, never complained about the future; but I knew with absolute surety that as soon as he was away from us he would take his own life. He could endure the constant torment of those injured eyes — every flicker of an eyelid, no doubt, was an agony — and without a groan he could get through day after day; but now and again I was able to spot a stiffening of his lips and a hardening of his jaw muscles, and at those times I knew very well what was coming. He would stick out the journey with us, simply because he felt that it was his sporting duty to do so; but life held nothing ahead for him.

When we had bathed his eyes and made a poultice of tea leaves to put over them, Marjorie began to talk. She talked about me, at first. She said a good deal about what I had done that morning in spoiling Calmonts outfit. She talked about my courage, and such stuff; and Massey amazed me and made me feel like a king by announcing that it was a nervy job, and that Id make a man, one day.

Once Marjories tongue was loosened, she went on. She said that she had intended keeping the secret to herself forever, but that we had come to mean so much to her that she had to put herself in a little better light than that of a thief and a sneak.

She sat up by the stove with her hands gripped hard together and her eyes flicking back and forth from me to Massey as she talked. It wasnt easy for her, but I knew that we were hearing truth. What she had to say was a pretty common story, all except her part of it. She had a sister by name of Joan who married the towns bright boy, a fellow called Lindley.

Lindley worked in the bank, got quick advancement, and was so valuable that it was said that he personally was responsible for getting half of the accounts which the bank carried. He built himself a good house and had the best of everything, and they appeared to be the happiest young couple in the state. They had two children. Everything was going along fine, to all appearances, when one evening Joan came to Marjorie, hysterical, and told her that there was a crash for fair.

Lindley had cleared out.

Well, of course, he had been spending too much, ran behind, gambled in stocks to make up losses, lost still more, swiped money from the bank for a final plunge, and woke up owing the bank over eight thousand dollars. Then he cleared out, leaving a letter in which he said that he would never come home until he could pay what he owed and clear his name.

They had no trace of him for a long time, and then a letter came to Marjorie from Alaska, from Lindley. It begged for news about Joan and the babies, and asked her not to mention the fact that he had gone to Nome.

She did what he asked. She said nothing, but she got her things together and went to Nome to try to persuade that brother-in-law of hers to go back to the States. He could change his name, if necessary, and start life over again, and save up money until he could pay off his debts, but to leave his wife and youngsters was bad business for them all.

Up to Nome she went, sure of her powers to persuade, but when she found Lindley, he was adamant and would not be budged. He was going to tear gold out of the frozen tundra if he had to do it with his teeth, he said.

It was after that interview that I found her crying at Tuckers house. She had made up her mind to do something desperate. If Lindley stayed there in Alaska, she was sure that he never would get what he needed; and in the meantime Joans heart was breaking. It was a wild scheme that came to the girls mind. But she had the stuff in her that martyrs are made of.

She saw Lindley again and told him that she had worked out a gambling system, that it paid big, and that she was going to make a killing with it. If he would meet her that night at a certain place, she would hand him the coin that he needed.

Poor Lindley! I suppose he was too desperate to ask questions or doubt. A miracle was promised to him, and he simply held out his hand and took the pot of gold that fell into it, while Marjorie walked on to throw her life away and, instead, stepped into my hands and into as odd a series of incidents as Ive ever heard of.

Now, she told this yarn with a quick, quiet voice, and wound up with an apology for Lindley, saying that he was really a good sort, and all that kind of thing; but, while I listened to her, I thought that I was hearing from about as big a spirit as a boy or man could find in this world. There was a solemn sort of accompaniment for this talk, for outside, on the river, we could hear murmurings and boomings, and distant thunders, so that we knew the time had almost come when the Yukon would break up.

It might make hard work for us over the rough going inland if we had to give up the ice road, but it would be a picture to see and remember. For Marjorie and me to see, I should say. There would be no picture on the darkened eyes of Massey, again.

When the story came to an end, Massey dropped his face in his hands. That amazed me, but a moment later light was shown to my blind eyes. For Marjorie waved me toward the tent flap.

Her face was white; her eyes were big; her lips were trembling. And I got out of that tent as fast as a hunted wolf out of a lamb fold.

On the outside, walking up and down with Alec, I turned the thing over in my mind. She was going to get out of Massey the confession that he cared for her and, once he spoke, I could guess that she was going to say that she loved him with her whole soul. I knew it suddenly and fully, as well as if I had heard her speaking the words.

Why this thing should be, I could not tell. He had been nothing but rude, brutally rude. The girl had been nothing to him, at least in the beginning, other than a bait to catch Calmont.

But I could guess that she had been able to look under the surface and see a finer picture of him than I had known. Even I had grown very fond of him; but Marjorie was wise enough and big enough to see into the heart of him.

It was like her to fall in love with a lost cause, of course. I could see that it was exactly the sort of thing to expect of her, and pity for her, and sorrow for Massey, choked me. I tried to look into their future, but all I could see was the darkness that lay in Masseys wounded eyes.

Perhaps the eyes would recover? Well, that would be almost too good to be true.

While I walked up and down, I heard nothing except once when Massey cried out in a terrible, great voice: No, no, no!

It sent shudders through me, for I could guess that he was trying to keep her from throwing herself away on a ruined life. Poor Massey!

When I was called back in by the girl, I found that Massey had slipped into his sleeping bag. And when I stared at Marjorie to read what I could, I saw that she was somewhere between tears and happiness. She must have persuaded a confession out of him; but I could imagine that she had not been able to break down his manhood enough to induce him to accept her self-sacrifice. He was not the sort to ruin the life of the woman he loved by becoming a burden to her.

This sight of the two of them, Massey with his face turned to the wall, was about as sad a thing as Ive ever known.


XVI. ALEC GONE!
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I HAD A good sleep but not a very long one. Presently new, deeper, and nearer thunders roared out from the river, and I hurried out to the edge of the bluff. Marjorie was already there, and together we watched the thing.

The thawing had weakened the ice long enough so that the swelling force of the river was ripping it to pieces. Great slices, squares, and humps of ice went down the stream and, since we were on the point of a fairly sharp curve, sometimes a spin of the water shot a raft of ice against the bank with enough force to make the soil tremble beneath our feet.

Just in the middle of the bend, where the current was swiftest, stood a little island, and down on this came the ice sections in such number, size, and force that it looked as though the island would be crushed away to nothing.

The glistening floes, when they hit the rocks under water, leaped up as though they had life of their own, and with such a splintering, crashing, shattering and roaring that it sounded like the fall of cities.

It was not the ice alone that was impressive, however. The Yukon is a whopping big river, and now its muddy yellow water was boiling and frothing. It ran like children turned loose. Or, rather like herds of buffalo stampeding.

The winter is the great force, the long-enduring force, in that land, but here was the spring having its moment and shouting with delight over it. Such a singing and dancing was a tremendous thing to watch. It made one grin, and stare until the eyes popped out. Marjorie and I looked at one another from time to time, and smiled, and felt that life somehow was a pretty good thing.

I had just stretched out my arm to point at the approach of an extra big cake, when I was grabbed from behind, jerked about, and shown the business end of a Colt revolver. It looked as big as a cannon, and on the other end of that gun was Calmont!

I would not have been surprised if he had taken me by the legs and flung me into the river, but I was nothing in his mind. He passed me to one of the other men; a third was already taking charge of Marjorie, and holding a handkerchief over her mouth to keep her from making any sound.

Calmont, when his hands were free, stepped over to her.

Now, says he, youll have a chance to see the wind-up of this dance youve started!

And he marched off toward the tent.

I understood. He was going to fight it out with Massey. That was his plan. He could not know that there was a blind man inside that tent.

About ten yards from the entrance he stopped and shouted: Massey!

I made a sudden struggle, and the fellow who had hold of me clipped me alongside the head with the barrel of his gun and promised to brain me if I tried to make a sound or give any warning. I looked across and saw Marjorie helplessly struggling, too. And the men who held us were grinning with expectancy. They apparently had perfect faith in Calmonts ability to win any fight.

Through my horror at what was to happen there was another emotion shot like a grand red color, and that was the magnificence of Calmont as he stood yonder in front of the tent with his revolver in his hand, waiting for his enemy to come out, confident that he would not be shot from ambush, but met face to face like a man. The concentrated essence of a perfect hate was the light in the face of Calmont, of course, but there was also something more.

Or perhaps even hatred may be sublime after it once passes a certain point.

What would that blind man do when he heard the voice of his enemy? Well, I knew that something terrible was about to happen, but I was not prepared for the actuality. In another instant, out rushed Massey with a revolver in his hand — and without the bandage across his eyes!

I thought, for a staggering instant, that he really had recovered his sight, but then I realized the truth. He wanted death, and the cheapest way to get it was at the hands of Calmont.

The man who was holding me had gripped me across the mouth to keep me still; but as Massey appeared, lunging out into the open and turning toward the voice of Calmont, I bit the hand that stifled me. The hand jumped away, and I yelled at the top of my lungs: Hes blind! Calmont, hes blind!

I fairly shrieked it, but I thought that I was too late, for I saw the gun flashing up in Calmonts hand. Massey had raised his own weapon. There was a heavy explosion, but it was from Masseys revolver. He had fired, you see, toward the sound of Calmonts voice.

Perhaps that bullet flew very wide. Perhaps Calmont had heard my voice and believed me. At any rate, he held his fire, and then by slow degrees the weapon in his hand dropped back to his side. One thing was clear: that Calmont either wanted fair play, or that he loathed Massey so completely that the crushing of a blind man meant nothing to him.

Alec, springing out of the tent, behind his master, saw Calmont and winced to the side with a frightful snarl of hate and suspicion; but Massey, turning slowly about, fumbled his way back inside. I had a good glimpse of his face, and it certainly was blank with despair.

Calmont came over to the girl, and she and I were turned loose.

Youve got what you want, he said. Youve got your man — a fine kind of a man thatll make money out of a woman. But you got him, and may he do you a lot of good! Youll likely get sick of your blind beggar. But if you stick with him, you can pray that he never gets sight back into his eyes, for if he does, Im gunna come and throttle him, with you standin by to watch it! You—

He could not find the words he wanted. He turned around in a strangling fury and saw me. I thought that he would make a lunge at me, but his second glance measured me better and showed that I was not meat for him. He looked wildly about, and then uttered a deep-throated cry as he saw Alec.

There was his one reward. His long journey went for nothing. A blind man he could not attack, and as for the blind mans woman — for of course thats what he took Marjorie to be — he disdained her, or tried to. But he caught up Alec and dragged the poor dog after him into the brush. He had to muzzle that husky in order to lead him along safely, for Alec was frantic. His yells and clamorings came back to us out of the brush after they were out of sight, and I felt as sick and miserable as though I were hearing a child crying out for help.

But I could do nothing against the three of them. They had come and gone all in a moment. They had not touched a thing of ours. Im sure that the two brutes who marched with Calmont would have been glad to help themselves to our outfit, but they did not dare to act without orders. He had them perfectly in hand, and the whole trio disappeared, and the crying of poor Alec died off in the distance.

They had, in fact, found enough material to patch up four dog harnesses, and a long, forced march told the rest of the story.

We listened to them going, Marjorie and I, as we stood there on the bank of the Yukon, staring at the great shoals of ice which had piled up on the island. But we were not thinking of the river. We were thinking of the blinded man in the tent. He was broken, even as the river was breaking.

Then a great wall of ice sailed around the curve, one of those barriers that form in the fall. This mass crashed against the ice jam with a roar like a thousand great guns. The whole obstruction was swept away, and the very bank under us quivered like a jelly.

As the uproar died out a little, and I watched the fragments shooting past, Marjorie said to me: You go in to him first, Joe. Then Ill come a little later.

I knew what she meant. She was prepared to face a life of torment, of quiet martyrdom; but she loved the man well enough to undertake it. Only she wanted one quiet moment to prepare and nerve herself.

So I, with head down, went miserably and slowly toward the tent. Like the girl, I knew what was inside it, and I dreaded and loathed worse than death to look into the face of that broken man.


XVII. WHAT THE DOCTOR THINKS
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THREADING A NEEDLE with gloves on is a hard job. But I would rather try to thread a needle than handle a rifle with the sort of mittens that one wears in the arctic. In the first place, it is hard to crowd the forefinger inside of the trigger guard, and I worked and worked at my own pair until I managed to construct a finger cover that was smaller without being thin enough to allow a finger to grow cold. Furthermore, I got Jerry Payson, who used to be a blacksmith, to make a much larger guard. It looked like nothing much, that guard, when it was finished, but it was roomy and comfortable, and exactly what I wanted for the occasion. I had Jerry make two pairs, because I wanted one for my own rifle and an extra one for Masseys, in case he should regain his eyesight.

After Jerry finished the guards and put them on the rifles, I took mine outside of Circle City to do some practicing. I had just finished a hard freighting trip to Forty Mile, and now I had some time out while we waited to get a new job. Even with the bigger guard, I found the rifle wonderfully clumsy. It seemed to slip and give, and it would not fit snugly against the shoulder, because of the thickness of the coat that I had on. Well, no matter for inconveniences, a fellow will put up with them when he feels that his life is going to depend upon the makeshift, one day.

I had drilled away six times at a willow at fifty yards before I hit the trunk fairly, and the shock of the bullet whizzing through dislodged a chunk of snow frozen into an upper fork of the little tree. When that lump fell, what do you think? A snowshoe rabbit jumped up and skidded for safer country. That rabbit had been lying low there all the time I put the whiz of five bullets over his head! But as Massey used to say, a rabbit is such a fool that it is almost a genius.

I swung the gun around and tried for that rabbit, but he did a spry hop just as I pulled the trigger. I tried again, and though he swerved as I fired, the bullet was going faster than his tricky legs, and he rolled over heels — a good fresh meal for Massey and me, I hoped.

I was about to start for that jack, when a voice said behind me: Wasting ammunition this far north, Joe May?

I turned around short and saw Doctor Hector Forman right behind me. He must have sneaked up while I was shooting but, for that matter, he was so small and light that it was no wonder he could get across the snow without making much noise.

I looked at him with an odd feeling, as I always had since he began to take care of Massey. Partly, I respected and liked him for the time he was spending on Massey — probably for nothing. Partly, I was afraid and suspicious of him. For he looked like a red fox, all sharp nose and bright eyes. He never could keep from smiling as he talked, as though he knew all about what went on inside ones mind and found it ridiculous. He was the most unpleasant fellow I ever knew, in lots of ways, but he was a bang-up doctor. Charitable, too, and the good he had done in Circle City you hardly would believe.

For that matter, most doctors are apt to be a little hard boiled. They have to see men and women in their worst moments, and theyre likely to grow cynical.

I was just having a little fun, I said.

He nodded at me. He was always nodding, no matter what any one said, as though he understood what you said and what you had in the back of your mind.

Pretty far north for that kind of fun, he said.

I kicked at the snow and said nothing. What was there to say?

Ammunition makes heavy luggage, he said, and at a dollar a pound for freight, I dont see how you can afford to bring in so much of it.

Aw, I dont bring in much, I said.

Ive seen you out here a dozen times if Ive seen you once, he said, and every time youve shot off enough powder and lead to keep a whole tribe in caribou meat for the winter.

Well, I gotta have my fun, I said.

He nodded at me again. A man ought to live near water, he said, if he expects his house to catch on fire.

He waited for me to say something. I could only scowl and wish that Id never met him. He went on, asking questions, mostly. That was his way. He made every one who talked to him feel like a patient.

Youve just come in from a trip? he said.

Yes, I said.

Good pay?

Pretty good.

And all the profits to be spent on Massey again, I suppose?

I shrugged my shoulders and was silent.

What did Massey ever do for you? said the doctor.

Aw, he just took me in when I was starving. Thats all, I said. For it made me mad, this hard, critical, probing way of Formans.

How old are you? he said.

Twenty, I said, and looked him in the eye.

But it was no good. He knew that I was lying, and he merely grinned at me.

Twenty, he said, and nodded once more. But pretty soon youll hear from the girl, and shell send up enough money to get Massey out of Alaska.

What girl? I said.

Why Masseys girl, he said.

I scowled at him, blacker than ever. I dont know nothing about that, I answered.

No, you wouldnt, said Forman, dry as a chip. He shrugged his shoulders to settle the furs closer to his skinny, shivering body.

You come out here to see me about something? I asked.

Me? No, I just wanted to see the shooting, he said.

He smiled, to let me see openly that he did not mean what he said. But I knew that already.

This all started about a dog, I believe? he said.

A dog? I asked him, dodging as well as I could.

You dont know anything about that either, do you? he said.

I stared at him.

Isnt it a fact, he said, that Calmont and Massey were once great friends?

I said nothing. Of course, all Alaska knew that.

And that they spent a winter out from Nome, and that one of Calmonts dogs in the team had a litter, and that Alec the Great was one of the puppies.

I dont know nothing about that, I said.

The rest of the country does, though, he said.

Thats none of my business, I said.

Murder is every mans business, my boy, he barked at me suddenly.

I winced. It was an ugly word, but it fitted the case.

That dog grew attached to Massey, not to Calmont, went on the doctor, hard and sharp as ever. They fought about Alec, finally, and Calmont laid him out, and tied him on the floor of the igloo, and went off to leave him to starve or die of cold. Is that wrong? No, its not wrong! And then the dog broke away from Calmont and got back to Massey, and somehow, Massey managed to get free of the cords, though I dont believe what people say when they tell that Alec chewed the cords away to set the man free. Do you?

I stared at him again. Well, I said, you dont know Alec as well as I do.

All right, went on the doctor. The fact is that Massey got back to Nome with the dog, which Calmont claimed, but the jury in Nome awarded the dog to the man it loved, eh? Touching idea, that!

He gave a cackling laugh and clapped his hands together.

Now, whats the rest of the story, my lad? he said.

Well, I dont know, I said.

Ill tell you, then, he said. A girl shows up in Nome in a desperate need of money, and sells herself to the highest bidder. To be the wife of the man able to bid her in, eh? Now, then, Calmont is the man who gets her, for eleven thousand dollars. A high-priced wife, even this far north! Cant eat wives — or diamonds either, for that matter. And after the girls sold, you and Massey steal her away and cart her south, and Masseys hope is that Calmont will overtake them and the two of them can fight it out. But, on the way, he takes a few practice shots, and with one of them he burns his eyes with a back fire. Is that right?

Massey can tell you better than I can, I said.

Then Calmont does overtake you. He finds Massey blinded. He wont take the girl in spite of the way shes double-crossed him. He wont take a woman who loves another man, eh?

I only shrugged again. It was pretty clear that he knew nearly everything. I suppose that he had ways of finding out part of it, and the rest he guessed. He had a brain in his head, no matter what I felt about him.

But he does take that dog, Alec the Great, and you and Massey and the girl come on here. She goes south the first chance she gets, to rake together money and send it to you two for the trip out. You stay here to take care of Massey. And Massey sits still and eats his heart out because of Alec the Great. Am I still correct?

I got nothing to say, I said.

Now, then, went on Forman, if I succeed in my work, and if Massey sees again, the first thing that he will do will be to take the trail of Calmont. Therell be a fight. And most likely the pair of them will be killed. Theyre too tough to die easily. Very well, thats the reason that youre out here practicing with your rifle. You have an idea that youll be traveling on the trail with Massey, before long.

I sighed at this. It was perfectly true.

Well, I said, is he going to be able to see?

Forman puckered up his face, and swayed his head from side to side.

If I let him see, Ill practically be responsible for the lives of two men — to say nothing of a boy or two thrown in for full measure. I imagine that there wouldnt be much left of you, if you were tangled up in a battle between that couple, eh?

I shuddered. It was exactly my own idea.

Well, said Forman, I dont think theres much wrong with his eyes, after all. It was a shallow burn. At any rate, Im taking the bandages off in about five minutes, if you care to come along and see the result.

Care to come along? I ran at Forman and caught him by the arm.

Dyou mean that Hugh Massey has a good chance? I shouted at him.

He grinned sourly down at me. Considering whats likely to follow, do you think that youd be glad of it? he said.

That stopped me. He was right. I hardly knew whether to be glad or sorry.


XVIII. HOW REPAY?
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WE WENT BACK into that silent town, the doctor slipping clumsily on his snowshoes. I wonder whatever could have brought him up here into the bitter, long winter of Alaska, he was so unfit for the life.

He had only one quality of the frontiersman, a bitter, hard temper that never gave way. But as for strength, vitality of body, youth — he had none of these things at all. Nevertheless, he was an exceptional man, as he had just proved by recounting to me almost the entire strange story of Calmont and Massey. Of course, some of the headlines, as one might say, of that story, had been known to every one for a long time — that is, such features as that they had once been great friends and that they had afterward become great enemies and that only the blinding of Massey had prevented the final battle between them.

There were some people who swore that the only reason Massey remained in Alaska was not that he couldnt get out, but because he wanted to be close to Calmont and his chance for revenge. Well, I suppose I knew Massey about as well as any one in the world did — outside of Calmont himself — but Massey was not a talking man, and he never had made a confidant of me. I dont think that he ever would have paid much attention to me, if it had not been for the fact that I once helped Alec the Great from a mob of hungry huskies.

So, as we went along, I kept giving this doctor side glances, for I half felt that he was more fiend than human.

As we passed Don Lurchers house, we heard them shouting and singing inside. They had their own supply of alcohol in that place, and the amount of noise that they squeezed out of themselves through the entire winter was a thing to hear, but not to believe. Everything else was cold, white, and still, for the soft snow ate up the sound of the footfall, except for the little metallic squeaks and crunchings, now and again.

We got to our shack.

It was a fairly comfortable one, with very thick walls of logs that had been rafted down the Yukon. On the outside of the logs, there was a thick layer of sod, which helped to turn the edge of the wind.

Inside, everything was fixed up pretty well. There were two comfortable bunks, and a stove that was not big, but that heated that little place as well as the sun ever heated the earth on a spring morning, say. Yes, we were pretty comfortable — for Circle City.

But there was one figure in the shack that was not at all comfortable to see. I had looked at him every day for months — except when I was making a freighting trip — and I never could get used to the sight.

I mean Massey.

The grim, enduring look that pinched the corners of his mouth never had altered since the first day of his blindness. Of course, he could not read, so I often read aloud to him. And he had only one occupation all the day long. That was to keep himself fit, and how he did it!

Once he had been more tiger than man. He was not very big, but I never saw more concentrated essence of sheer power than he showed. Calmont, perhaps, was stronger in his hands, but then Calmont was a good deal bigger. When the pair of them were together as friends in the old days, there was a saying in Skagway — when Skagway was toughest — that the two of them were equal to any four in the world in a rough and tumble. And I believe the legend.

Now, Massey spent long hours every day doing calisthenics, and we had rigged a bar across one corner of the room on which he performed all the antics of a monkey on the branch of a tree.

That was to keep himself right and in trim, and why? Well, he never spoke about it, but I knew. Massey felt that he had one chance in ten of getting back his eyesight. And if ever that returned, he did not want to find himself soft. He wanted to start immediately on the trail of Calmont.

He was fit as a fiddle, therefore, physically, and Ive always thought that this good training kept him from going despondent as he sat there through his long night.

This day the doctor said as we went in: Well, Massey, how are things going?

Massey lifted his head and nodded. T cant complain, he said.

Complaints never cured a wound, though tears may have washed a few, said the doctor in his harsh voice. Im moving to take the bandage off you, now. Boy, close that door, and put a blanket over the window. Too much light might be a torment to him — if hes going to see!

Massey said not a word. I went to do as I was told, trembling with excitement, and that confounded Forman was whistling idly as he laid out his things on the deal table in the center of the room. He had no more soul than a snake, I thought at the time.

With the door closed, and the window veiled, there was no more light in that room than the red streaks that showed around the stove, and one glowing spot where the handle of the damper fitted into the thin chimney.

Then I stood by, waiting, while the doctor worked at the bandages. He said: Keep your eyes closed while I take the bandage off. Then open your eyes very slowly.

I saw a movement of the dull shadows, as the doctor did something with his hands and then stepped back. And suddenly Massey stood up.

Neither of them spoke for a long moment. My heart got so big that I thought it would break.

Huh! I screamed out suddenly. Can you see? Can you see anything?

Now, imagine that man having sat there through the dull, endless hours of every day, looking at the empty thought of his young, ruined life, with no more hope for the future than a drowning man where help is not in sight — imagine that, and then conceive of the iron grip that he kept on himself.

He answered in the calmest voice in the world: I can see perfectly, Forman. Thank you.

Take the blanket off the window, boy, said Forman.

I did it.

And now I could see the unveiled eyes of Hugh Massey for the first time, with recognition in them as he looked at me. Even this dim twilight through the window, however, was almost too much for him, and he shaded his eyes as he looked at me.

I have never seen anything so exciting. The Yukon breaking up in the summer was nothing compared to the making of this man whole again. I ran to him and shook his hand. I threw my arms around him and hugged him. I laughed. I shouted. Tears of pure joy ran down my face, and in general I played the fool.

But Massey was as calm as steel.

When he talked, it was to the doctor. He said that he realized he owed a great deal to the doctor, and that it would not be forgotten.

Massey, said the doctor, with such a changed voice that I should not have recognized the sound of it, up there in Nome, one evening, old Doctor Borg, as they called him, made you and Calmont swear that you never would attack one another. What about it now?

Attack him, Forman? said Massey, very gently. Why, I never would think of breaking my word — unless he attacks me. Of course, a man is allowed to defend himself. Am I right?

Do you think Calmont will come hunting you?

Do I think? Oh, I know! Besides, Ill probably not be hard to find.

You mean what?

Why, man, I simply mean that Calmont has a dog of mine! Keeping it for me, as you might say. Of course, Ill have to go to get the dog back. Calmonts over on Birch Creek, I believe?

The doctor said nothing. He got on his coat and went to the door, which he jerked open. As he stood there in the entrance, he half turned, and he snapped over his shoulder:

If theres murder in this business, I, for one, wash my hands. Theyre clean of it!

A staggering thing, in a way, to hear from him. I mean to say, all at once I realized that under his hard exterior the doctor was a law-abiding man, and that he actually was interested in something higher and stronger than human law, at that.

Massey, when the door closed, went over to the stove and took off the lid. Shading his eyes and squinting, he looked down into the red heart of the fire. Then, as though this satisfied him in a way that I could not understand, he replaced the lid and returned to his bunk, where he sat down.

I said nothing, this while. I was somewhere between joy in the moment and fear for what was to come.

At last he said to me: Well, old son, were together again, at last!

As though we had been apart all these weeks and months! But I knew what he meant. Whole mountain ranges of misery had grown up between him and the rest of the world, even including me.

I cant really wish, he said, for you to get into the state that Ive been in but, otherwise, I dont think that I can ever repay you, Joe.

It was the first time that he ever had said so much as thank you. I had almost thought, at times, that he was taking everything for granted. But that hardly mattered, because I had owed my life to him, that horrible day, long ago, in Nome.

But this gratitude, from a man of iron, affected me a good deal more than I can explain. I merely said: Its all right, Hugh. There doesnt have to be any talk about repaying — not between you and me.

He considered this for a moment in his deliberate way. Then he answered: No, I never could repay. Ive been helpless in your hands. Youve had to nurse me, feed me by hand, shave me, dress me, partly. There never can be any repaying. Except with bloodshed! he added in an off inflection. Except with bloodshed, Joe, old fellow!

The tears were in my eyes, listening to him. I knew exactly what he meant. And I knew that he was a man to be believed. And its not a light thing to hear such a man as Massey say that hes ready to die for you — almost anxious to.

Were only even, I said. I dont forget that day in Tuckers boarding house in Nome. Ill never forget that!

At this, he laughed a little. All right, he said. Well talk no more about it.

And from that day, we never did.


XIX. WELCOME TO DAWSON
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OF COURSE, CIRCLE City knew all about the affairs of Massey and Calmont or enough, at least, to expect the sparks to fly so soon as ever the pair of them met, and the expectation got high and drawn. But, in the meantime, Massey was as calm and deliberate as you please.

There were several things that he wanted to do. He used to talk matters over with me, and I would sit listening, with my eyes popping.

In the first place, he wanted to get his eyes accustomed to light, and his hands accustomed to a gun.

In the second place, he wished to wait until the Yukon was frozen, which would make distance traveling a lot easier. Already the ice was forming and floating in blocks and jams down the river, like white logs. Hardly an hour went by without giving us the vibration and the thunder of a shoal of ice, grounding against an island. The cold got greater and greater, and Massey went into the pinch of it regularly, giving himself larger and larger doses, so that he would become inured.

In the third place, he said to me: Even a rattlesnake gives you a warning, and so Ill give one to poor Arnie.

He had a fiendish way of giving pet names and speaking gently about Calmont. He used to smile with a very peculiar sweetness when he talked about Calmont, and I hated to face him or to hear him, at such times. This warning he sent in due time.

He wrote out a letter and spent a lot of time composing it, and making the copy neat. He showed it to me with anxiety, hoping that I would point out anything that might be wrong about it.

This is the way it ran:

DEAR ARNIE:

Its a long time since Ive seen you, and I havent had a chance to thank you for the good care that youve been giving to Alec all this time. He must have grown, but I hope that hell remember me.

However, now I can see again, and I may be of use to Alec, and he to me. If you are coming in to Circle City, let me know. Otherwise, Ill come out there to call on you and to get my dog.

Please figure out your bill. I have an idea as to how much I owe you, but I would like to know exactly what you think on the same point.

Always thinking of you,

HUGH MASSEY.

This letter gave me a chill. It sounded so friendly, I mean, and there was such a purring malice between the lines. Why, that letter would have fooled any outsider, I suppose, but of course it would not fool Calmont. He knew that the one comfort Massey could have had in his blindness would have been the dog. And he knew that all Massey owed him was a perfect and gigantic hatred. However, this note was sent off to Birch Creek by a man who was just starting out in that direction.

We waited for word to come back. Calmont probably would not overlook this warning. He would come in or else he would ask Massey to go out.

Gun practice went on every day outside of the town with Massey using a revolver or a rifle like a master. I was a clumsy hand with any gun, compared with him. He had a natural talent for weapons, and he had cultivated his gifts.

Even when he was back in the shack, he used to do knife tricks, throwing a heavy hunting knife across the width of the room into the trunk of a sapling not two inches thick. I almost began to think that the knife would be his best weapon at close quarters.

His spirits were rising, all this while. The prospect of the fight that was coming was like a secret joy constantly being whispered into his ears.

He told me that I was to leave him. I could have half of the dog team and wait there in Circle City, in case he had to go out and find Calmont. That was what I wanted to do; but I pointed out that Calmont had a new partner up on Birch Creek, and that the odds would be two to two, no matter how the fight came off. He admitted this, but he swore that he would never let me get into action on his behalf.

This problem haunted me.

To go on the trail of Calmont was a nightmare to me in prospect, but I did not see how I could let Massey go out there by himself to fight two men. Two pairs of eyes are a lot better than one, and so are two guns, even though young hands are gripping one of them. It was my duty, according to the code, to go with Massey when the pinch came.

The code I mean is the law of the frontier, where the fellow who leaves his bunkie in the lurch is branded for all his life. A year before this, I would still have been young enough to escape from too much blame. But now I was seventeen, and pretty well hardened and bronzed by that last year of Northern life, so that I looked older than the fact. I was treated like a man. I had been doing a mans work in the freighting, and I would be expected to act like a man in the extreme pinch.

Well, duty is as cold a judge as Judge Colt. It held me up, but it made me mighty queer in the pit of the stomach.

Finally, I said to him, one evening: Look here, Hugh. Suppose you were standing in my boots. What would you do? Would you let yourself be left behind? What would people think of me? They know that Calmont has a partner.

Oh, dang what people think! said Massey.

But he said this without conviction and, after that, he talked very little on the subject.

I found a couple of men in Circle City who knew Calmonts partner, however, and from them I got a good description of the man who was to be my half of the fight. A tough bit of meat for any mans eating was what he sounded to me.

Sam Burr was his name. Down around the Big Bend country they still remember him. He had a reputation there so bad that there was a time when any decent man could have taken a shot at Sam Burr without being so much as arrested for a killing that everybody thought was needed. The truth is that Sam was not quite right in the head, to my way of thinking. He was a mental defective. The only thing that gave him any real pleasure was fighting. And his idea about fighting was that of an Indian of the true old school. A bullet through the back was better than a bullet through the forehead. To stalk a man like a beast gave him the joy of a beast. As a matter of fact, there was Indian blood in him, and, like some half-breeds, he had the bad qualities of both bloods.

I asked why Calmont had ever hitched himself up to a man of that caliber.

I guess, said the fellow who was telling me, that Calmont needed some excitement, when there was no Massey on his trail. He picked up Sam Burr, and Sam will sure be a hypodermic for him!

They said that he was a thin, stringy man, a great runner and packer, and a natural-born gunfighter.

So, from that moment, I had nightmares, and day horrors, with a thin-faced, dark-eyed fellow always playing the part of the fiend to toast me on the coals of my imagination.

The Yukon was well frozen over, when surprising word came in from Birch Creek that Calmont was no longer there. It made a sensation in Circle City. Calmont had pulled out some time before, and rumor said that he had trekked for the Klondike, and that he and Sam Bun had staked out a claim not on Bonanza Creek, but on another run of water not far away.

I was the one who brought news of this rumor to Massey, and I saw his features contract and a perfectly fiendish hate and malice come into his eyes.

I knew his thought. He was wondering whether or not Calmont had heard of his cure, and had purposely cleared out of our neck of the woods; but a moment of reflection was enough to clear away that doubt. Calmont would not run a mere couple of hundred miles, or so. He would go two thousand, at least, if he wanted to get rid of Massey permanently.

Massey said nothing at the time. He only took a couple of turns through the shack, and went to bed early that evening. I did the same, after getting my pack together, because I guessed that we would be making an early start.

We were, as a matter of fact. We got out after about five hours sleep, and I started catching up the dogs. Massey wanted to stop me.

He said: Old son, what kind of a man would I be if I let you go along on this little job and get your head shot off?

What sort of a man would I be, I said, if I let you go, with both Calmont and Sam Burr ahead of you?

Oh, Sam is no job at all, Joe, he said. He wont trouble me at all.

Then hell be easy for me, I said. If you stop me, Hugh, Ill follow along after you without dogs.

Well, he said, Dawson will be a better place to argue this.

Afterward, I found out what he meant by that. At the time, I really thought he spoke only words.

We hit the river ice. It was new and slick and smooth, but pretty dangerous in spots. But we had six dogs in our team, two having died, and those six were as fast and strong a lot as I ever saw. Then we had a leader who was a marvel, and could read the mind of the ice, not like Alec the Great, but about as well as any other dog I ever saw.

Day by day, as the trip progressed, the ice got stronger and safer. We marched ourselves into high spirits, too.

The weather was good; the dogs were well and strong; we had good camps. Plenty of tea and flour and bacon, and under circumstances like those, conditions were about as good as a man could ask for. It doesnt take much to make a man happy, when hes been used to the arctic. Its the absence of misery rather than the presence of comforts that counts.

As we got along up the river, on excellent going and with the ice growing thicker every moment, Massey was so happy that I found him with a contented smile on his face, more than once. Besides, he was often humming. And its rare that you catch an Alaska dog-puncher in such a frame of mind, or ready to waste any energy on music making. For my part, I just closed my eyes to tomorrow and took every moment as it came.

At last we got up to sight of Dawson itself, a glad thing to Massey, and a horrible one to me. That huddle of houses dwindled in my eyes and I half expected that a gigantic form would stride out from it, wearing the wolfish face of that fellow Calmont.

We passed the mouth of the Klondike. It was fully a hundred yards from bank to bank, and its currents rushed along so fast that there was only a thin sheathing of ice across the top, though the Yukon was well crusted over. But the Klondike was only beginning to freeze, the black ice covering it with a sort of white dust. There were distinct sled marks up this creek, and the tracks went out at a big, irregular break. There was no need to ask what had happened to some poor puncher, sled, dogs, and all.

That, you might say, was our welcome to Dawson.


XX. SAM BURR
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AT THIS TIME, Dawson was running pretty wild. It was not as bad as Nome, because Dawson lies in Canada, and the Mounted Police had their eye on the place. There are police and police, but the Northwest Mounted were always all by themselves. Three of them were worth thirty of any other kind, unless it were the Texas Rangers, in their palmy days. Still, Dawson was so full of pep, and people, and money, that it was hard even for the Mounted to keep the town in order.

Imagine what had happened.

Men who had starved and toiled on Birch Creek and thanked Heaven for twenty-five-cent pans were now up there on the Klondike washing five and six hundred dollars to a pan. They had their smudgy fires going to thaw out the soil down to bed pan, and there they literally scooped out the treasure. Money came in so fast that the men did not know what to do with it.

We got into Dawson when everything was in full blast. The strange thing was that there was so little talk about claims and gold. Gold was everywhere. It was like dirt under the feet. But imagine dirt that is dynamite, and that men will sell their souls for.

People talked about outside, and the news they had got out of papers two months old, and which was the prettiest girl in such and such a dance hall, and whose dog would pull the heaviest load, and which dog was the smartest leader, but there was not so much talk about gold. If you heard a man talking at the bar about the richness of such and such a claim, you could put it down that he was trying to sell that claim, and that it was probably a blank.

Not always.

Right after we got to Dawson, we went into the Imperial bar and got some food and bought a drink. Not that Massey was a drinking man, but because that was the only way to enter into talk, and it was gossip about big Calmont that he wanted to hear.

Just after we had lined up at the bar, a fellow came in whom the bartender knew.

Their talk went something like this:

Hello, Jack, said the bartender.

Hullo, Monte, said the miner.

His face was covered with six inches of hair. His furs were worn through at the elbows and patched with sackcloth. He was the toughest, most miserable-looking man that I ever saw.

Hows things? said the bartender.

Fair to middling, said Jack. Hows things?

Busy, said Monte. Down for a rest?

Down to quit, said Jack.

Got through the gold dirt?

Naw, its panning fastern ever. But Im tired.

Of what?

Gold, said Jack.

I gaped at him. But nobody else seemed to notice. Imagine a man being tired of gold! And such a man — looking like a second-hand clothes dealer.

What you taken out? said Monte.

About fifty thousand dollars, said Jack. Gimme another and have one with me.

I aint drinking. But heres yours. Is fifty thousand your pile?

Yeah, thats about right.

Couldnt use no more?

No more than that. Twenty thousand for the ranch that I want down there in Colorado, and thirty thousand to blow thawing out the ice thats been froze into me up here in Bonanza Creek.

Gunna sell the claim?

Yeah, I reckon.

Whats your price?

I dunno. Whatever I can get for it.

Well, I heard afterward that Jack sold his claim for fifteen thousand dollars, but he did not leave Dawson with his money. He was not robbed, either. But he got too much whisky aboard and gambled his whole sixty-five thousand dollars away in a week. The people that bought the claim for fifteen thousand dollars on straight hearsay cleaned up another fifty thousand in a few weeks out of it, while Jack went up the creek and located again. This time he stayed for three months, and came out with a hundred thousand flat. He was lucky, of course. But there were a good many stories like this floating around when I was in the Klondike. People got so that gold, as I said before, was not really interesting. You have to translate the metal into houses, acres, clothes, jewels, and such things, before it grows exciting, and it was hard to visualize home comforts when in Dawson.

This yarn of Jacks about his profits made my eyes pop, but my interest did not last, for I knew that there was something else that meant a lot more to me.

It was the news about big Calmont. Out of that same bartender we got it.

Partner, said Massey in his gentle, persuasive voice, know anybody around here by the name of Calmont?

The bartender was spinning out a row of eight glasses down the bar, and the way he gave those glasses a flip and made them walk into place was a caution. Then he fished out two glasses and rocked them down the bar the same way. He was proud of his art and too busy to pay much attention to Massey.

Partner, said Massey again, I just asked you a question about Arnie Calmont. Dyou know him?

Busy! barked Monte.

Massey reached a hand across the bar and taps the other on the shoulder.

The fellow jumped as though a gun had been nudged against his tender flesh.

Hey, whats the matter? he said.

I was asking for a little conversation, said Massey.

Monte gave him a look, and gave me a look, too. What he saw in me did not matter. There was a certain air about Massey that was enough for him.

Calmonts up the creek, he said.

Where?

Not on Bonanza. Off in the back country. I dunno where. Sam Burr could tell you that.

Wheres Sam Burr? With Calmont?

No, hes over to Parsons boarding house.

Massey did not stop to thank Monte or to finish the whisky. He turned on his heel and strode from the room, with me at his heels.

We found Parsons boarding house, a low, dingy dive, and asked for Burr. He was there, all right.

Are you doctors? asked the fellow who met us at the door.

We said that we were not, but that we wanted a friendly word with Burr.

Calmont aint sent you?

No, we sent ourselves.

With that, he took us into a small room where I had my first sight of Sam Burr. He was all that I had expected to find him. He was simply a lean, greasy, good-for-nothing half-breed, with poison in his eye. When I had a look at the yellow whites of his eyes, I was glad that I was not apt to have to stand up against him with a gun, a knife, or even empty hands. He looked tricky enough to lick Jim Jeffries, just then, and that was when Jeff was knocking them cold. However, he was not apt to be doing any fighting, for a time. He lay in his bunk with some dingy blankets wrapped around him. There was a bandage around his head and a settled look about him that told he had been badly hurt.

This fellow lay back in his bunk, as Ive said, and looked us over at his leisure. He had been reading a dog-eared old magazine, which he lowered and stared at us curiously. He was like a savage dog that stands in its own front yard and wonders whether youll come close enough to have your throat cut. That was the calm, grim way that he drifted his glance over us.

Hullo, said Massey.

Sam Burr made a slight movement with his hand that could have been taken to mean anything — and it was clear that he didnt care how we interpreted it.

Youre not with Calmont, said Massey.

Unless hes under the bunk, said Burr.

He was one of those cool, sneering fellows. I hated him at the first glance, and hated him twice over the moment that he spoke.

Massey went closer to him.

Do you know me, Burr? he said.

No, said Burr. I aint got that — pleasure.

Why, he had to sneer and scowl at everything. Whatever he touched had to be made sticky with his tarry innuendoes.

My name is Massey, said Hugh.

This jolted Burr in the right place. He let out a grunt and blinked up at us.

Youre Massey? Youre the fellow! he said.

You busted with Calmont? asked Massey.

Im gunna finish him, declared Sam Burr. Im gunna get even with him. He jumped me!

Is he here in Dawson?

Ah, said Burr, staring at Massey thoughtfully, you want him all right, but I dunno that youll get him. Hes a hard case, that fellow Calmont.

Massey dismissed the idea of difficulty. His nerves were as tight as strings on a drum. He showed it. Have you ever seen a hound trembling against the leash?

Well, he aint here, said Burr at last.

Where is he, then?

Up the creek.

Can you tell me where?

Yeah. I can tell you where. I reckon that I will, too.

Good, said Massey, and sat down.

He seemed more at ease, now, and spared time to ask: What was the trouble?

Why, you wouldnt believe! answered Sam Burr. There we was getting along pretty good. Hes a grouch, but so am I. We done fine together. But he exploded all account of a dang dog that he has along with him, or that he used to have. Alec the Great, is what I mean.

Massey rose up from the chair as though some hand were pulling him by the hair of the head.

Used to have? he said.

Yeah, said Burr, not noticing the excitement. He set a fool lot on that dog, and it was the meanest, sulkiest brute that I ever seen. Had to be muzzled. Wouldve took Calmonts heart out as quick as a wink. I took him out on the lead, one day, and the beast whirled and tried for my throat. Nacherally, I let the lead strap loose, and off he went. When Calmont heard of that, he near went crazy. He jumped me when I wasnt looking—

Then he saw Masseys face and paused.


XXI. ON THE TRAIL
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WELL, HE HAD the best sort of a reason for stopping. I had seen Massey excited and angry before, but never so white and still, with his eyes burning in his face. Of course, Burr would not understand, but I did. There were three purposes in Masseys mind.

One was to marry Marjorie, when he got out of the country to the south.

One was to kill Calmont.

And the third was to get back Alec the Great.

Of the three, there was no doubt as to which stood at the head of the list. It was Alec the Great.

That doesnt talk down about his hatred of Calmont, either, or his love for Marjorie. Both those things were real, but Alec was something unique. He loved that dog like a friend, like a child, and like a dog, all in one. They had been through trouble together, of course. Not so many men can say honestly that they owe their lives to the brains and the teeth of a dog, but Massey could say that. Besides, he had a natural talent for animals, and Ive seen him hold a long conversation with Alec, and Alec understanding most of the words.

Much as he wanted the life of Calmont, he wanted Alec the Great still more. Now he stood there white and still, looking down at Sam Burr, until the half-breed gaped up at him.

Where is Calmont now? asked Massey through his teeth.

Why, up on the claim, I guess — unless hes gone off through the woods trying to find that dang murdering dog!

Wheres the claim?

Up on Pension Creek.

Where on the creek?

Its the only one on Pension Creek, and you cant miss it.

Thanks, said Massey, and started for the door.

Mind you, sang out Sam Burr, I been saving that gent for myself! But if youre gunna try to help yourself first to him, leave a little for me. And be careful. Hes kept in good gun practice!

Massey gave no reply to this, but went off through the doorway, with me fairly treading on his heels. He led the way back to the sleds, and there he said: Well not go on together, son. Well make an even split right here, and you wait for me here with your half. Wait for ten days and, if Im not back by that time, Ill never be back, I reckon.

I argued that I would have to stay with him, but he was like a stone, at first, and went on dividing up everything, until we had two equal loads and two dog teams, instead of the one. It gave me a mighty feeling of loneliness, I can tell you, to see him doing these things. Finally, I said: I cant stay behind, Hugh.

He answered: What sort of a man would I be, if I went in with a helper to fight against one man?

I saw that I could not answer this with words, so I did not argue any more. We went off to get a meal, and then rented a small, damp, cold room, where we turned in.

I remember that Massey sat for a time on the edge of his bed with his chin in his hand.

How far would Alec go? he said over and over to himself. How far would Alec go?

Clear back to nature, I said. There was always about sixty percent wolf in him.

At this suggestion, he jerked back his head and groaned, but a moment later he wrapped himself in his blankets and went to sleep.

I was still dead tired from the trail when something waked me. I had heard nothing, but I had a definite feeling that I was alone in the room. A ghastly feeling in the arctic, and a thing that haunts many men on the trail — the dread that companions may leave them during the night.

I sat up with a jerk and, looking across the room, I could see by the dingy twilight that seeped through the little window that Massey had actually gone. He had gone for Pension Creek, of course, to get there and do his work before I arrived.

I jumped into my boots, and rolled my pack, and lighted out after him. I already had my sled in good order, after the division of the load. And the three dogs Massey had left for me were the better half of the pack. He was not the sort ever to give a friend the worst of anything.

In the cold bleakness of that morning, I got underway and headed out onto the Klondike. A low mist was hanging over the ice, over the town, over the trees. Breathing was difficult. I hated and dreaded the work before me and the goal to which I was driving, but I went on. I had been so long with Massey, thinking of his problems, and studying his welfare, and taking care of him, that I had no ability to attach myself to a lonely life and a goal of my own.

So I headed out there onto the ice.

It was very thin. Two or three times in the first mile I could feel it bending under me, and I increased the speed of the dogs for the sake of putting a less steady pressure upon any spot of the surface.

In this way I went over that first mile taking a zigzag course until I picked up the sign of a sled and dogs.

I studied the marks of the dogs feet, where the surface was soft enough to keep a clear print of them, and presently I came to the wide-spreading, three-toed impression of Bosh, the big sled dog. I knew that print well, and there was no doubt in my mind that it was Bosh, all right.

Then I noted the very marks that the sled left, and a certain slight tendency it had to side slip toward the right. By this I was confirmed in all that I had felt before. It was without mistake the lead sled of our outfit, and that was the team of Hugh Massey.

After this, I settled down to a rapid pace, pressing the dogs a little. They went extremely well, for they were not overloaded, and they seemed to know that they were heading after an old human friend and many dog companions.

The mist finally lifted and the way became brighter and easier. Finally, I could see Massey going along ahead of me, his dogs strung out and pulling hard. I smiled to myself as I watched the rhythm of his marching shoulders, for this was a place where a light weight was better than a strong body. He had to go with consummate care over the frozen stream which had eaten up one life so recently and, as he wove from side to side, picking the secure going, and as his leader studied the ice as a good dog should, he was losing ground and time. I could march straight ahead without danger, and well my wise leader knew it.

I could afford to slow up our pace. The steel runners cut and gritted away at the cold road. The ice began to glow with brilliant reflections, and sometimes we went over places where the surface water had been frozen so suddenly and strongly that it seemed to have been arrested in mid- leap — for it was still clear and translucent, and every moment I expected to fall through the crust.

I stuck there in place behind my friend for several hours, and still, to my amazement, he never turned his head. Usually, he was as wary as a wild Indian, and he could not go a mile without sweeping everything round him with a glance.

But now it was a different matter. There was only one point in the compass that had any meaning for him, and this was the point toward which lay the claim of his enemy, Calmont. As a matter of fact, I kept there behind him, unnoticed, until he turned off the river to camp for the night, and then I pulled up beside him.

You never could tell what Massey would do in such a pinch as this. If he had ordered me furiously back to Dawson, or berated me coldly for being a fool, or turned a cold shoulder on me and said nothing at all, I should not have been surprised.

Instead, he acted as though we had been marching together all the day long and merely told me, quietly, what I was to do in the work of preparing the camp.

We had about as cheerful a camp, that night, as we ever had made. Of course, there was plenty of fuel, and a whipping hail storm, followed by a fall of snow and then a gale of wind, was nothing to us. We ate a good big dinner, turned in, and slept just like rocks. At least, I can answer for my part.

In the morning, we resumed our march under a gray sky.

The wind had died before the snow stopped falling; the result was that the trees were streaked and piled with white along every branch, and now and then some unperceived touch of breeze would shake down a little shower, and make whispers of surprise in the forest. This snowfall dusted over the ice and gave a better grip for the dogs and, besides, it made the runners go more sweetly. For steel does not love ice, but bites hard upon it like a dog on a bone.

Our mileage was exceptionally good, this day, and we plugged along with a will. That night, Massey spoke for the first and last time about this new business I had taken in hand.

Ive tried to keep you out of this, he said, and it seemed that I couldnt do it. Well, every man has to run his own business and, if you think that you belong here with me, perhaps youre right. You know, of course, that youre not to pull a gun on Calmont. I dont think that there d be any need of it, anyway.

Hugh, I said, tell me how you feel about Calmont, really. Dont you sometimes remember that he was your old partner and bunkie?

He looked thoughtfully aside at me, nodding his head at his own thought, and not at me.

Sometimes at night, said Massey, I dream of the old days. Yes, sometimes at night I remember him the way he used to be before he went mad. Why dyou ask?

Well, of course, I havent been through what you were through with him. Only, seeing that he was your old partner, I cant help wondering how—

How I could want to kill him?

Yes, thats it.

Its horrible to you, I suppose? he said.

Yes, its pretty horrible to me.

He nodded again, and even whistled a little, until I thought that his mind had wandered far away and left me. But at length he merely remarked: Yes, I suppose it would seem that way to you.

This invitation of mine to have him talk a bit was not rewarded at all. But that good-natured calm of his reply, and the emotionless manner in which he received my suggestion of a conscience at work, meant more to me than if he had raved and gnashed his teeth and fallen into a stamping fury.

Have you any doubt, Hugh? I could not help going on.

Doubt about what? he said.

About what will happen when you meet him? Are you sure that you can handle Calmont?

He looked me straight in the eye and smiled.

Just enough doubt, Joe, he said, to make the business a lark.


XXII. WHEN TWO MEN MEET
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WHEN WE REACHED Pension Creek, all the country was frozen as still as ice. The trees were like leaden clouds chained to the sides of the hills and frosted cold to the touch. It seemed that fire could never thaw and heat the iron hardness of that frozen wood. The axe edge I used bound back from it in my numb, weak fingers. The wind was iced into stillness, also, and for that we thanked our stars, because it was bitter weather even without a breeze to drive the invisible knife blades into us.

Never have I seen such evidences of cold, though I have no doubt that I have been in places where the thermometer sank lower. But here it was perhaps the dampness of the air which made every breath lodge, as it were, near the heart. The water seemed to have been checked in mid-flow, for instead of finding a solid, glassy surface, there were partial strata extending from the banks, turned to stone as they poured out on the main face of the water. This made very bumpy going. Besides, the stream was narrow, crooked, and had many cascades where we had to put all the dogs on one sled and heave with our shoulders to get it up.

It was a strange thing, that Pension Creek. Perhaps it was because we were drawing close to the claim where the battle was to be fought out, but it seemed to me that I never had seen a stream that wound in such a dark and secret snake trail through the woods.

We crawled with difficulty and pain up to the place where Pension Creek dwindled to a runlet.

We should have taken the left fork, said Massey. Weve left the main stream.

I thought the same thing, but as we were about to check the dogs, we turned around a bend of the ice road and saw the shack before us. It was the usual thing — just a low log wall, with the look of crouching to avoid the cold. Close to the edge of the creek we saw the smudge of the thawing fire, and smoke was climbing out of the chimney at the end of the roof and walking up into the still air in a solid spiral. We stopped the team, then, swinging them close under the bank so that we could not be seen from the house.

Massey motioned to me to remain behind.

I wanted to. I had not the heart to see that battle but, on the other hand, I could not remain there shivering with the dogs, looking down at their heaving sides, when my friend was in that house fighting for his life. I wondered what it would be — a single crash and echo of an exploding gun, or a prolonged turmoil, a floundering struggle, perhaps someone yelling out, finally, as a knife or a bullet went home — perhaps only that awful noise which a choking man makes. I had heard that, once, during a rough-and-tumble fight in a Nome barroom.

Well, as Massey climbed up the bank, I climbed after him.

He was halfway toward the house when he knew I was coming. He paused and, glancing over his shoulder, shook his head and waved his hand to warn me back. But I would not be warned. He could not delay to argue the point. He went straight on, soft as a shadow, and I moved as silently as I could behind him.

This was as dreadful as anything that I ever have seen or heard of. I mean to say that stealthy, gliding motion with which Massey went toward the house, stalking a man.

He turned around the shoulder of the house just as the door squeaked in opening, and big Calmont walked out and fairly put his breast against the muzzle of Massey s revolver.

Massey was still crouching like a beast of prey. I looked to hear the shot and see Calmont fall dead but the calm of that big fellow was wonderful to see. He merely looked down at the gun and then leisurely turned his gaze upon Massey.

Well, you got me, he said.

Yes, said Massey. I got you — boy!

No cursing or berating, you see. It was worse than cursing, however; the deep satisfaction in Masseys voice. I can still hear it.

Come in and sit down, said Calmont.

Dont mind if I do, said Massey.

Calmont went in before us. He had fixed that door so that it closed with a spring, and it was an odd sight to watch him enter and hold the door open — as if he feared that the back-swing of the door might unsettle Masseys aim.

I pressed in behind them, and we sat down on three homemade stools, near the stove.

It was the sort of interior you would expect to find. Just naked usefulness and damp and misery. But this was made up for by the sight of some leather sacks in the corner of the room, lying unguarded on the floor. Two were plump. One was about half full.

Youve had luck, said Massey, and turned his head and nodded toward the pile of little sacks.

No doubt, in his mind was a hope that Calmont would be tempted by this turning of the head to pull a gun, if he wore one. And he did wear one. We learned afterward that even when he was sure that Massey would be blind forever, he could not live without a Colt constantly in his clothes or under his hand. No surety was enough to put Massey out of his mind and his fear.

However, this temptation was a little too patent and open. Calmont made no move toward drawing a weapon, but he answered: Yes, Ive struck it rich.

Thats good, answered Massey.

Yeah. About thirty thousand dollars, if the stuff is seventeen an ounce.

Youve taken out near two thousand ounces?

Yeah. You see Sam Burr?

We saw him.

Hows Sam?

Hes getting better. Hes still a mite nervous.

Yeah, said Calmont, I reckon he might be. Never had nerves that were any good, Sam didnt.

He said to me: Theres some coffee in that pot, kid. Go fetch it and fill some cups. Honest coffee is what is there! Theres some bacon yonder, too, and—

I got up.

Sit still, ordered Massey. We dont eat and we dont drink with Arnie Calmont.

The glance of Calmont a second time flickered from the gun up to the face of his old companion, and I knew what was in his mind. It was a clever move, too. The smell of that simmering coffee filled the room. My very heart ached for a long, hot draft of it; but; of course, when you eat and drink with a man in the North, youre bound to him as a guest, as he is to you as a host. This, among certain classes of men, is a sacred obligation. I could see at a glance where Calmont and Massey belonged in the category.

Sam told you the way up? said Calmont, not pressing his hospitality on us.

No, he didnt, lied Massey.

Naturally, he did not want to draw the blame onto the head of any other man, or involve another in his quarrel.

Nobody but Burr knew, said Calmont. If they did, theyd be up here in a crowd — but Burr still hopes that hell get out and manage to come up here and clean me out — and the rich surface deposits, too.

Youve gone and lost Alec, said Massey.

Burr lost him, said Calmont.

After you stole him, replied Massey.

Hes my dog, stated Calmont.

He was judged to me.

By that old fool, Borg.

You swallowed his judgment.

I swallowed nothing. A man has gotta back down when theres a dozen hired guns ready for him. But what Borg decided didnt make no difference to me.

You agreed to it, said Massey.

And what if I did? I never meant agreeing in my heart.

No, thats your way, admitted Massey.

There was a good deal of sting in their words, but so far they had kept their voices gentle. This did not greatly surprise me in Massey. I knew him and the iron grip he kept on his nerves at all times. But it did surprise me in Calmont; there was so much brute in him.

He looked more the wolf than ever, now. His beard and whiskers had been unshaved for a long time, and so his face was covered almost to the eyes with a dense growth, clipped off roughly and fairly short. Through this tangle his lips were a red line, and his eyes glittered.

This hair of Calmonts did not grow straight and orderly, as the hair of ordinary men grows, but it snarled and twisted a good deal like the coat of an Airedale, and increased his beast look a thousandfold. That, and the bright animal look in his little eyes.

I had only had, before, two good looks at him in all my life, but they had been on such occasions that the face of this man had been burned into my mind — a thing to dream of.

Now I looked at him partly as a human, and partly as a nightmare come true.

He did not pay much attention to me. Only now and then his glance wandered aside and touched on me. And I would rather have had vitriol trickled across my face. It was almost like having his big hands jump at my throat.

Thats my way, said Calmont, and its the right way. If ever there was a court of real law, what chance would you have agin me, to claim Alec the Great?

The Alaska way is a good enough way for me, said Massey.

Yeah? Well, well see.

Very quick well see, too. This is gunna be decided forever, and right now!

All right, said Calmont, itll have to be decided, then.

To my amazement, he smiled a little, and this shocked me so much that I glanced quickly over my shoulder toward the door. It was closed, however. No silent partner of Calmont was standing there, to give him an unsuspected advantage. But, from the look on the mans face, you would have said that he had the upper hand, and that we were helpless before him.

Are you wearing a gun? said Massey.

No, said Calmont.

You lie, retorted Massey.

Do I?

Yes. But were going to see how long your lie will last. First of all, I want to chat with you for a few minutes.

About sore eyes? asked Calmont curiously.

At that temptation, I suspected that Massey would lose his self-control and murder the man straight off, but his shoulders merely twitched a little.

About Alec, he said.

The lip of Calmont lifted like the disdainful lip of a wolf.

Ill tell you nothin about him! he said.


XIII. A BARGAIN IS MADE
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AFTER THIS, MASSEY waited for a moment. Just how this odd duel between them was going to turn out, I could not guess.

Put some wood into the stove, said Massey to me.

I did as he directed me, stepping around carefully so that I should not come between them. I put some wood into the stove and moved the damper so that the draft began to pull and hum up the chimney. Then I moved back where I could watch them both from the side. They were as different as could be, Calmont still with his snarling look, and Massey fixed and intent and staring. Wolf and bull terrier, one might say.

Youve lost Alec and you want him to stay lost? queried Massey.

Thats my business, answered Calmont. Ill gather him in when I want him. Hes out to pasture.

You know where he is, eh?

I know where he is, nodded Calmont.

Massey drew in a quick little gasping breath.

Arnie, he said, Ive got you here in the hollow of my hand. But Ill give you another chance. Ill give you a free break for your gun. Ill put up this Colt and give you an equal break to get out yours.

And how do I pay for the chance? asked Calmont.

Its free as can be. Tell me where to find Alec. Where hes running, I mean, answered Massey.

Calmont looked deliberately up to the ceiling, and then back at Massey. He was wearing the most disagreeable of sneers, as usual.

I dunno that Ill do that, he said.

What good would Alec be to you? asked Massey calmly. No matter if you know where he is. If hes running wild, youll never catch him. Hes too wise to be trapped. Hes too fast to be caught by huskies; and hes too strong to be stopped by hounds. Hes gone, as far as youre concerned.

Ill take my chances, said Calmont sullenly.

Even when you had him with you, what good was he to you, Arnie?

A dog dont have to do parlor tricks for me, answered Calmont in anger.

You had to keep him muzzled. He hates you. What good is he to you, man?

The good of keepin him away from you, answered Calmont. You thief!

Im a thief, am I?

Aye, and a rotten low one!

Ive stolen what?

Alec, first. Then the girl. Then you sneaked away your own life through my hands, when I shouldve had you, and found you blind!

His voice rose. He roared out the last words.

I understand you, said Massey. Youre complaining of the way Ive treated you. Did I ever try to murder you? Did I ever strike foul in a fight, as you did? Did I ever tie you hand and foot and leave you to starve or freeze to death without so much as a match near by to make a fire?

Dyou think that I regret that? answered Calmont. No, I only wish that Id been able to do what I wanted with you and leave you there to turn to ice.

You were a fool, said Massey. When the spring brought in the prospectors they would have been sure to find my body, and that would have meant hanging for you!

Would it? Id be glad to hang, Massey, if I could send you out of life half a step ahead of me!

I think that he meant what he said, there was such a brutal loathing in his face as he stared at Massey. Evil always seems more formidable than good, and I wondered that Massey dared to sit there and offer to fight Calmont on even terms.

Lets get away from ourselves, said Massey, and talk about the dog. Alec — what earthly purpose have you in wanting that dog, man? He hates you. He has hated you nearly from the first.

You tricked him into it! declared Calmont.

I? You had a fair chance at him, out there in that igloo. You know that you had a fair shot at him, Calmont!

You lie! said Calmont with the uttermost bitterness. Youd put your hands and your words onto him. Howd I have a chance? I couldnt talk dog talk, the way that you can! You tricked me out of my right in him!

Youve had time since. What have you managed to do with him?

You think Ive done nothin, eh?

Not a thing, Id put my bet.

Then youre a fool! said Calmont. It takes time. Time is all that I need with him. Hes my dog, and down in his heart he knows that hes mine. Hes like a sulky kid, thats all. But I can see through him. I know that hes mine at bottom and will be all mine, in a little time.

He never so much as licked your hand! said Massey.

You lie! shouted Calmont, in one of his furious rages. He did when he was a pup, even.

Before he was old enough to know better!

I tell you, shouted Calmont that if it hadnt been for that fool Sam Burr, I would have had that dog talking my talk. I had to wait to let the rot youd talked to him get out of his mind. But he was comin my way. He was gunna be my dog agin. I tell you he ate out of my hand, the very mornin of the last day that he was here!

He cried this last out in a triumph. He was greatly excited. His eyes shone and his smile was like the smile of a child. All at a stroke, half of my fear and loathing of this man turned to pity. He had induced the dog actually to eat out of his hand, and this triumph still put a fire in his eyes! Yes, poor Calmont. He was simply not like other men.

Tell me where he is, said Massey, and youll have an even break to polish me off. Ill put my gun on the ground. Then you can tell me!

I saw Calmont measure the distance from the ground to Masseys hanging hand.

Then he shook his head.

Youre a trickster. Youre a sleight-of-hander! Bah, Massey! Dyou think that Ive lived with you so long and dont know your ways?

Massey waited, and watched him. Then, slowly and deliberately, he raised his revolver and covered the forehead of Calmont.

I should have done it long ago, he said. Its not a crime. Its a good thing to put a cur like you out of the world. Youre a fiend. Youre a cold-blooded snake, Calmont. You tried to murder me. Now Im going to do justice on you.

Hugh! Hugh! I shouted. Its murder!

Shut up and keep away from me! said Massey, as cold as steel.

Calmont, in the meantime, did not beg for his life, did not flinch. I never hope to see such a thing again. He merely leaned a bit forward and looked with his usual sneering smile into the eye of the revolver, exactly like a man staring at a camera when his picture is about to be taken. His color did not alter. There was no fear in Arnold Calmont when he looked death in the face, and that is a thing worth remembering.

I saw the forefinger of Massey tighten on the trigger. He was actually beginning to squeeze it, with the slowness of a man who wants to prolong a pleasure as much as possible, and this time I ran in front of the gun.

It was a wild thing for me to do, but I was so excited that I forgot the gun might go off any second. I simply could not stand by and see such a frightful thing done. Yet I dont remember that there was a look of evil in the face of Massey. His attitude was that of an executioner. He detested Calmont so much that I think it was something like a holy rite — the slaughter of that wolf-faced man.

At any rate, I got in there between them on the jump and yelled out: Youll never find Alec, if you shoot him! Alec will be gone for good, Hugh! Will you listen?

I saw him wince. He snarled at me to get out of the way. But a moment later he stood up — it had been one of the chief horrors that these fellows were seated all through that talk, making the affair so utterly casual. Then he said: Youre right! Why should I throw away my chances at Alec for the sake of butchering this animal? Step away, son. I wont pull the trigger.

He dropped the gun to his side as he spoke, and I side-stepped gladly from between them.

What immediately followed, I only vaguely know, because the instant the excitement was over, my knees fairly sagged under me. I had a violent sense of nausea, and dropping down on a stool, I held my head in both hands. There is shock from a punch or a fall; there is a worse shock from mere horror, and every nerve in me felt this one.

I remember that Massey finally said: Calmont, theres no good throwing away a great thing because we hate each other. We both want that dog. If you wont tell me where he is, come along with me and well hunt him together. The man who gets him, turns him in to the fund, so to speak, and then well fight it out for that. You dont think youre quite my size with a gun. Then well have it out with bare hands, if you want. How does that sound to you?

I groaned a little as I thought of this possibility. The two of them, I mean, turned into beasts and tearing and beating at one another.

We hunt for Alec first and, when weve got him, we fight for him? Is that it? asked Calmont, with a new ring in his voice.

Aye, thats it.

Massey, said the wolf man, theres something in you, after all. You got brains. Ill shake with you on that!

Id rather handle a rattler, said Massey.

Dang you! burst out Calmont. Ill choke better words than that out of you, before the end!

They glared at each other like wild animals for a moment, but there were bars between them now — that is to say, they were kept from murder on the spot by the knowledge that they needed one another. There was such a gigantic will in each of them that I felt thin and light as an autumn leaf, helped up in the air by the pressure of adverse winds.

Cut some bacon, said Massey to me.

I went to do it. My knees were still sagging under me, and my hand shook when it grasped the knife, but I was eager to have this accomplished. I got that bacon sliced into the pan in short order, and when it was cooked and the flapjacks frying afterward, then I laid it on tin plates and served coffee.

They each picked up some bacon and a cup of the coffee at the same time, and at the same instant they were about to drink, when I saw their eyes meet and their hands lower. Each had the same thought, I suppose, that if they ate and drank together in this manner, then it would be necessary for them religiously to respect the truce until Alec was taken.

Then they drank at the same instant, watching each other fiercely above the rims of the cups.

For my part, I made a prayer that Alec should never be caught.


XXIV. HONORS ARE EVEN
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IT IS BY no means an unusual thing for men to fall out in the North and still to continue in a form of partnership, for the mere good reason that man power is worth something up there in the frozen land. You will see partners together who really hate one another for everything except muscle worth. But that was very different from the way of Calmont and Massey, now that they were together.

Their hatred was so uniquely perfect that sometimes I had to rub my eyes and stare at them. I could not realize that they were there before me, one of them making trail, and one of them driving the dogs and working the gee pole. But one thing I found out at once — that they traveled like the wind.

Calmont had no dogs at all. They had been either run off or killed by wolves, he said; and, when he admitted this, Massey had grown suddenly thoughtful.

Your dogs were all run off before Alec left? he asked.

No. After, said Calmont.

And what about the wolves?

I know what you mean, said Calmont gloomily.

Well, dyou think that its right?

Hes gone wild, said Calmont. There aint any doubt of that. I know that hes gone wild and that itll be the dickens to get him back. Theres a lot of wolf blood in him, Hugh. You know that. His ma was mighty treacherous before him.

You think that hes gone back to some wolf tribe, Arnie?

I reckon he has. Or else hes leadin those four huskies of mine and getting them back to the wild. Any way you figger it, hes gone.

What makes you think you know where to find him?

There come in an Injun here one day, and he talks to me a little while he eats my chow. Hes seen a white wolf, he tells me.

Alec?

Alec sure!

Where did he see him?

A good long march over the ridge.

And how did he see him?

He was out with a pair of dogs, and goin along pretty good one day when he come to dark woods and while he was in the thick of the shadow of em, out comes a rush of wolves, with a big white one in the front, and those murderin brutes they killed and half ate his dogs right under his eyes.

That doesnt sound like Alec!

He aint the same! said the other. When Alec was with you, he was only a pup. But now hes grown up, and hes growed bad — in spots. The wolf in him has come out a good deal lately!

He suddenly saw that this, in a very definite sense, was a criticism of himself, and he bit his lip. Wherever Alec was concerned he was as thin-skinned as a girl, though in all other matters he was armored like a rhinoceros.

Did this white wolf have Alecs marking?

He had black ears.

No black on his muzzle and tail tip?

His muzzle was red by the time that Injun got a fair look at it, and I reckon that Alec was moving so fast that his tail tip couldnt be seen very clearly.

Thereve been white wolves before, and even white wolves with black ears. What makes you think that this was Alec?

Well, Ill tell you that, too. The Injun said that one of the wolves behind the white leader had a long strip of gray down its right shoulder, and a squarish head for a wolf, and by the rest of that description I made out a pretty good picture of Bluff, my sled dog. So I figgered that the band of wolves that jumped that outfit was simply Alec and my team behind him, runnin wild.

Massey, at this, considered for a moment.

And youre heading now for the place where those wolves were seen?

No, I sent that Injun back on good, fat pay, to trail that pack and find out what he could about it. He went off with his one-dog sled, and he came back without it. He said that after he got over that ridge, he had been tackled in the middle of the night by the same pack, and that he himself had seen the white leader cut the throat of his one dog as if with a knife. He was pretty excited, that Injun, when he came back here. He wanted most of the world, to pay him back for that sled and the dog that he had lost.

You gave him some cash, I suppose, said Massey.

Yeah, I give him some cash to square himself, for one thing.

Suddenly, Massey grinned.

And you gave him a licking for the rest of what he wanted?

Calmont grinned in turn.

You know me pretty good, Hugh, he said.

I saw them smiling at one another with a perfect though mute understanding, and for the first time since I had met Massey, and heard of Calmont, I saw how these two men might have been companions and bunkies for years together, as every one knew they had been.

Massey turned off this familiar and friendly strain to say: Look here, Calmont. Maybe theyre five hundred miles from where you saw them.

You know wolves, do you? asked Calmont, in his usual snarling voice.

Pretty well.

You dont know a dang thing about em! A wolf dont usually run on more than a forty-mile range. And likely even the winter starving time wont make him wander more than a hundred, or so. They gotta have the knowledge of the country that they run in, or theyre pretty nigh afraid even to hunt. Like Eskimo, you might say.

Why like Eskimo?

Well, I recollect bein up north on the borders of the Smith Bay, I think it was, and I had some Eskimos along with me, and we was winterin there, and I told em to put out their fish nets and try to catch something. But they said that there wasnt no fish in them waters, and that there wasnt any use in wastin time on them. And then along comes a bunch of the native tribe that knows that shore, and they put out their nets and catch a ton of fish, and we all ate them. After that, my Eskimos wanted to stay there forever, but I had to move. Well, wild animals are the same way. They hunt in the country that they know.

But Alec never knew any wild country.

Hell learn to, then. And within a coupla days marches of where that Injun found him and the dog team that he swiped, well have a pretty fair shot to find him, too.

Massey, after a time, admitted that this was true, and that was the reason that we kept on toward the place.

Of course, it would seem madness to most people, but not to me. I had seen Alec. This amount of trouble, no dog was really worth; but Alec was not a dog. A wolf, then, you ask? No, not a wolf, either. But he had learned so much from Massey that, when I saw him, he was almost half human.

To see that dog bringing his master matches, or gun, or slippers, or parka, well, it was worth a good deal. To see him walk a tightrope was a caution, and to see a thousand other ways that he had of acting up was a caution too. The only way that Massey punished him was, when he had been really bad, to leave him outside of the tent at night. And there Alec would sit and cry like a baby and mourn like a wolf, until finally he was let in.

Outside of that, I never had seen Massey so much as speak rough to him, far less strike him with hand or whip. They were partners, as surely as ever man and man were partners. Why, for my own part, I never had much influence with Alec. I was not what you would call an intimate acquaintance, but still it gripped my heart like a strong hand when I thought of him being lost to us and condemned to the wilderness, where no man would ever again see the bright, fierce, wise, affectionate eyes.

Yes, in my own way I loved Alec, though it is hard for a boy to give his heart as freely as a man does. Boys are more selfish, more impulsive, more womanish than grown men. They make a fuss about an animal, or a person. But here were two grown men — the hardest I have ever known — who were willing to die for the sake of getting that dog back in traces!

This taught me a good deal. I used to watch the pair of them, day after day. The wonder of this situation never left me, but all the while I was saying to myself that they were laboring together like brothers for a goal which, when they reached it, would make them kill one another.

It was the strangest thing that I ever saw. It was the strangest thing that ever was imagined. But they needed one another. Calmont could not catch the dog without the help of Massey, and Massey could not find the region where Alec was ranging without the help of Calmont. There they were, loathing one another, but tied to each other by a common need.

I can tell you two strange things that happened on that out-trail.

The third day we came to a place where the surface ice suddenly thinned — I dont know why, on that little mangy stream — but Massey, who was making trail, suddenly broke through and disappeared before our eyes.

I say that he disappeared. I mean that he almost did but, while one of his hands was still reaching for the edge of the ice and breaking it away, Calmont with a yell threw himself forward and skidded along on hands and legs, like a seal — to keep the weight over a bigger surface — until he got to the edge of the hole in a moment, and caught the hand of Massey just as it was taking its last hold.

When he tried to pull Massey out, the ice gave way in great sections, and I think they would have gone down together, if I hadnt swerved the team away from the place and thrown Calmont a line.

By the aid of that, and the dogs and I pulling like sixty, we got them both out on the ice, and I started a huge fire, and they were soon thawing out.

But the wonderful part was not so much the speed with which Calmont had gone to the rescue, as it was his bulldog persistence in sticking to the rescue work in spite of the fact that every instant it looked as though the powerful current would pull down both the drowning man and the would-be rescuer.

This amazed them both, also, I have no doubt. But the point of the matter was that no thanks were given or expected. They growled at each other more than ever, and seemed ashamed.

The very next day, we were going up a steep, icy slope. When Calmont, ahead of us, slipped and fell like a stone, I got out of the way with a yell of fear, but Massey stood there on the ledge of frozen, slippery rock, with a fifty-foot drop just behind him. To see the last of Calmont, he only needed to step out of the way, but he wouldnt. He tackled that spinning, falling body. The shock of it dragged them both to the trembling brink of the drop, but there they luckily lodged, two inches from death for them both.

They simply got up and shook themselves like dogs, and went on with the days march.


XXV. THE MOOSE
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THAT SAME NIGHT, when we camped, I watched the pair of them carefully, for I had high hopes that murder might no longer be in the air. There is no greater thing a man may do than lay down his life for a friend. And if that is true, what is to be said of him who has offered to lay down his life?

Well, each of these man had done exactly that for the other. But instead of a thawing of that cold ice of hatred which encased them both, they looked at one another, so far as I could tell, with an increased aversion. It was perfectly clear to me that what they had done was simply for the sake of forwarding the march; for the sake of Alec the Great, you might say. And that seemed more and more true as I stared at them.

They never spoke to one another, if they could avoid it. Often when something had to be said, one of them would speak to me, so that he could make his mind clear on a subject. This may seem childish, but it did not strike me that way. There was too much danger in the air.

The night settled down on us damp and thick with cold. A really deadly mist poured into the hollows and rose among the trees until we could see only the ones near at hand. And even those looked like ghosts waiting around us. So we built up a whacking big fire to drive away the cold, and in this way we made ourselves fairly comfortable, though comfort is only a comparative thing that far north. Sometimes I found myself wishing for the fireless camps of the open tundra in preference to this choking mist which lay heavy on the lungs with every breath that we drew.

I tried to make a little talk as we sat around the fire, getting the ache of the march out of our legs, but they stared at the flames, or at one another, and they would not answer me except with grunts. They were thinking about the future, and Alec, and the fight that was to come, no doubt, and they could not be bothered by the chatter of a youngster like me.

We all turned in, with a fire built up on each side, and a tunnel of warmth in between. That is an extravagant way of camping, because it takes so much wood chopping, but we had three pairs of hands for all work and we could afford to waste wood and a little labor.

In the middle of the night, I sat up straight, with my heart beating and terror gripping me, for I had just had a dream in which Calmont had leaned over me with his wolfish face and, opening his mouth, showed me a set of real wolfs fangs to tear at my throat.

Naturally I stared across at him, and there I saw him, sitting up as I was, and his face more wolfish than ever in that reddish half light. For the fire had died down, throwing up a good deal of heat, but only enough light to stain the deathly mist that had crept in close about the camp. Through this fog I saw Calmont watching me, and the shock was even worse than the nightmare.

He lifted his head as though listening to something. Then, far away, I heard the cry of wolves upon a blood trail. At least, so it sounded to me, for I always feel that I can recognize the wolfs hunting cry. And certainly the sound was traveling rapidly across the hills, dipping dimly into valleys and rising loud on the ridges. Massey jumped up at that moment. The sight of him was as good as a warm sunrise to me. He made my blood run smoothly again.

That may be the pack were after, said Massey.

We threw on the fire enough wood to scare away wild animals, and then we struck out on a line that promised to cut the path of the wolves, if they held a straight course.

A few paces from the fire, the mist closed thickly over us; but when we got to the first ridge, a wind struck the fog away, or sent it in tangles through the trees. We had been stumbling blindly, before, but now we had a much better light.

Calmont held up a hand to order a halt, and listened. In such moments he was the natural master, for he was a good woodsman. Massey looked to him and mutely accepted his leadership.

The hill! said Calmont, and started down the slope at a great speed, nursing his rifle under the pit of his arm.

We crossed the hollow, slipping on the ice that crusted the frozen stream there, and toiled up the farther slope to the next crest. There Calmont put us in hiding in the brush, at a point where we could look down on a considerable prospect.

Ice encased the naked branches and the slender stems of the brush. The cold of it brushed through my clothes and set me shivering, while we listened to the pack as it swung over a height, dropped into a vagueness in a hollow, and again boomed loudly just before us.

We were about to see something worth seeing, and perhaps it was the ghostliness of the night, the strange arctic light, the still stranger mist in the trees, that made me feel very hollow and homesick, so that with a great pang I wished myself back among the Arizona sands, and the smoky herbage of the desert. This scene was too unearthly for my taste.

Theyre running fast, said Massey, canting his ear to the noise.

Shut up! answered Calmont in his usual growl

And Massey was still. In the woods, he always acknowledged Calmonts leadership.

Over the ridge before us now broke the silhouette of a great bull moose, and he came down the slope with enormous strides. He looked like a mountain of meat, loftier than the stunted trees, and streaking behind him, gaining at his heels, was a white wolf.

All snow-white he looked in that light, a beautiful thing to watch as he galloped.

Alec! said Massey under his breath.

And suddenly I knew that he was right. Yes, and now I could see, I thought, the black ears and tail tip, and the dark of Alecs muzzle. But he looked twice as big as when I last had seen him.

How my heart leaped then! Not only to see him, but to realize that this was the goal toward which we had traveled so far, and that for the sake of Alec even such enemies as Calmont and Massey had sworn a truce. To avoid the battle that would surely come after his capture, suddenly I wished that the big hoofs of the moose would split the skull of Alec to the brain. I mean that I almost wished this, but not quite; for to wish for Alecs death was almost like wishing for the death of a man, he had such brains and spirit, and a sort of human resolute courage.

Behind Alec, over the rim of the ridge, pitched four more running, and Calmont immediately exclaimed: My team! Mine and maybe the Injuns dog!

Well, they looked wolfish enough, except that one had a white breast plate that no wolf was apt to show. They seemed half dead from running, but they kept on, with Alec showing them the way to hold on to a trail.

In the flat of the hollow the moose hit a streak of ice, floundered, and almost fell. He recovered himself, but the effort seemed to take the last of his wind and strength, for instead of bolting straightway, he whirled about and struck at Alec with a forehoof. It was like the reach of a long straight left, and it would have punched Alec into kingdom come if it should have landed.

Well, it did not land. I suppose that at such a time the training Alec had had in dodging whip strokes stood him in good stead. Even the lightning stroke of a bull moose is not so fast as the flick of a whiplash.

The moose was well at bay, now, as Alec swerved from the blow. The other huskies came up with a rush, but they did not charge home. They knew perfectly well that there was death in any stroke from that towering brute. So they sat down in the snow and hung out their tongues. They moved, however, to different points of the compass. No one could have taught them much about moose hunting. But here was where the wolf blood, in which they were rich, came to their help. They maneuvered so that they could threaten the moose from any side; and he, with constant turnings of his head, marked them down with his little, bright eyes.

While the four sat down at the four points of the compass, as it were, Alec stalked around as chief inspector and director of attack.

Calmont pulled his rifle to his shoulder. But Massey jerked it down

Hell train Alec! protested Calmont.

Never in the world! declared Massey. That dog can take care of himself against anything but a thunderbolt, and even a lightning flash would have to be a real bulls-eye to hit that dodging youngster. No, no, Arnie! Weve got to use this chance to work down close to him. Move softly. Theyve got something on their hands now thatll make their ears slow to hear, but anything is likely to put them on the run. Theyve gone wild, Arnie. Theyve gone wild, and Heaven knows whether or not Alec is too wild ever to be tamed again! Lets sneak down on them, men. I want to get close enough so that he can hear my voice well enough to know it. Thats our one chance, I take it!

Calmont did not protest. What Massey said seemed too thoroughly right to be argued against, and therefore we all began to work down the slope through the verge of the brush.

Mind you, this was a frightfully slow business. The frozen twigs of the bushes were as brittle as glass and as likely to snap. And, as Massey had said, the least alarm might send these wild ones scampering. We had to mind every step, everything against which we brushed, putting back the little branches as cautiously as though they were made of diamonds.

What I saw of the scene in the hollow was somewhat veiled, naturally, by the branches that came between me and the moving figures, but nothing of importance escaped me, because I was breathlessly hanging on the scene.

That moose looked as big as an elephant, and the wolves shrank into insignificance in comparison. However, the man-trained dog, Alec, went calmly about, prospecting. It looked exactly as though he were laying out a plan of attack, and a moment later we could see what was in his mind. I suppose that animals can only communicate with one another in a vague way, but it appeared exactly as though Alec had done some talking.

The next moment the attack was neatly made. All the wolves rose to their feet at the same moment — wolves, I say, for wolves they were now! — and as the moose jumped a bit with excitement, Alec made straight for his head.

It was only a feint. He merely made a pretense of driving in for the throat, though he came so close in this daring work that he had to squat, as the moose hit like a flash over his head. Then, as he leaped back, the second half of the attack went home. For a big husky sprang at the moose from behind and tried for the hamstring with gaping mouth.

He had delayed too long. He had not quite timed his attack with the feint of the boss. The result was that the moose had time to meet the second half of the battle with a hard-driven kick.

The wolf sailed far off through the air with a death shriek that rang terribly through the hollow and so ended the first phase of the contest.


XXVI. ALEC, THE FIGHTER
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WE WERE DOWN a bit nearer, when the second half of the battle actually began. After the death of the first husky, the others showed a strong mind to go on their way; this mountain of meat suddenly smelled rank in their nostrils, for they had made a clever attack, and they had gained nothing but a dead companion.

Calmont was very angry. They had looked on while one of his dogs was killed, and the thing rubbed him the wrong way.

However, Massey convinced him that we would have to be more patient, and we were. We went on working our way closer and closer down the slope, keeping well into our screen of brush. For the dogs, after all, did not draw off. They had only four, altogether, by this time, and four looked like a small number to beat that wise and dangerous old fighter, the moose.

Alec, however, continued to walk around his circle, and he seemed to force his friends to get in closer — up to the firing line, as you might say, from which a quick rush and leap would get them to the enemy.

I suppose the moose felt that the game was in his hands, by this time, but he maintained a perfect watch and ward.

I noticed everything that followed very closely, for I was in an excellent position, and the detailed maneuvering was as follows:

One of the huskies worked around until he was exactly in front of the head of the big quarry. Two others took positions on the sides. Alec, in the meantime, in one of his slow circles, came just behind the heels of the moose.

This was the time agreed upon. You would have thought that, having failed in these tactics the first time, Alec would not try them again. There are other ways of bothering a moose, but perhaps Alec felt that there was none so good as this. On this occasion, the husky in front made the feint at the head. He was not so sure of himself as Alec had been. Or, perhaps, he was discouraged by the poor success of the first venture. At any rate, he only made a feeble feint, which caused the moose to lift a forefoot, without striking.

However, the rear attack was in better hands — or perhaps I should say feet and teeth. At the precise moment when the husky made his clumsy and half-hearted feint, Alec sprang in like a white flash. I saw the gleam of his big fangs, and I could almost hear the shock of the stroke as his teeth struck the hamstring full and fair, as it seemed to me.

Then he dropped flat to the ground, and the moose, with the uninjured leg, kicked twice, like lightning, above the head of Alec. After that, the dog jumped back like a good boxer who has made his point and lets the judges note it.

The stroke had gone home, but it had not cut the cord in two. The big beast still was standing without a sign of failing on any leg, and though he shook his head, he seemed as formidable and unhurt as ever.

That touch of the spur at least made him restless. While Alec licked his red-stained lips, and the other dogs stood up, trembling with fresh hope and fresh hunger, the quarry wheeled and fled with his long-striding trot. After him went the pack, but not far. For though the stroke of Alec had not quite severed the cord, it must have been hanging together by a mere thread. I could almost swear that I heard a distinct sound of something parting under high tension, and the moose slipped down on his haunches, sliding on the icy crust of the snow and knocking up a shower of it before him.

That slip was the last of him, and again Alec was the operator — or swordsman. He whipped around under the head of that big fighter and cut his throat for him as well as any butcher could have done. Then back he jumped.

The moose tried to rise. He floundered and fell again with a dog hanging to either flank, tearing, and Alecs teeth again slashed his throat. That was almost the finishing stroke.

My hair stood up on my head. There was something unbelievably horrible about this. It was like seeing three or four kindergarten children pull down a gigantic athlete and pommel him to death! All in a moment the moose was down, and dead, and the pack was eating.

But then I saw the explanation, and the horror left me. It was brains that had won. Alec, like a general overlooking a battlefield, stood up with his forefeet on the head of the moose and looked over his friends and their feasting with a red laugh of triumph — a silent laugh, of course, but one whose meaning you could not mistake.

He was the fellow with the brains. He was steel against stone; powder against bow and arrows; science against brute power. The very fact that he restrained his appetite now was the proof that he had a will and a power of forethought.

I had seen him before a great deal. He had shown me more favor than to any one outside of his master, Massey. But, nevertheless, I never before had guessed what a great animal he was, and why two men were willing to risk their lives to get him. I knew now, fully, as I watched him standing over the head of his kill.

He had broadened and strengthened in appearance. I had last seen him as half a puppy; but now he was the finished product, and this life in the open, I could guess, and the starvation periods, and the interminable trails, and the hard battles, were the things which had tempered and hardened his fine metal to just the cutting edge.

I heard Calmont muttering softly to himself. His eyes blazed; his face was working. I suppose he would have given almost anything in the world to possess Alec, just then. Massey, however, to whom the dog meant still more, said not a word to anyone, but continued to work softly, delicately, through the brush.

We were not the only creatures who were stealing up on the feasting huskies, however. Alec the Great had not yet tasted the first reward of his victory, when out of the brush on the farther side of the hollow streamed five timber wolves.

You could tell the difference instantly between them and the huskies. They were tall, but slighter. Their tails were more bushy. There was more spring in their stride, and by the flat look in their sides and the movement of the loose robe over their shoulders, it was fairly certain that they were burned out with starvation. A dog, as thin as that, would hardly have been able to walk. It would have lain down to let the cold finish what starvation had almost ended. But a wolf keeps its strength and endurance almost as long as it can stand.

These five came on with a rush, forming a flying wedge, with the big gray leader in front. Calmont would have unhesitatingly used his gun at once, and I was of the same mind, but again Massey protested.

Youll see something, he said, if those dogs have rubbed off the man smell in the woods and the snow.

Afterward, I understood what he meant.

At the first sound behind him, Alec gave the snarl that was the danger signal and, at the sound of it, as he whirled about, the three who followed his orders leaped up beside him and presented a solid front to the foe.

They looked big enough and strong enough to do the trick, but I knew that they could not. Theres only about one dog in a thousand that can fight a wolf singlehanded. Even a half-bred husky, bigger, stronger in every other way, lacks the jaw power which is the wolfs distinguishing virtue. The house dog has no chance at all. Back in Arizona, I had seen a single lobo, and not a big one at that, fight three powerful dogs. He killed one of them with a single stroke. And he was slashing the others to bits when I managed to get a lump of lead into his wise and savage brain.

Alec was a different matter. He was man-trained before he ever began to learn the lessons of the wilderness and, after seeing what he had done to the moose, I should not have been surprised if he could take care of himself with a single wolf of average powers. However, I did not think that his company would last long against that savage assault. It would be soon over, and the wild wolves would sweep on to the moose meat that waited before them.

That was why I stared at Massey, who was dragging down Calmonts rifle for the second time.

Then I saw Alec do a strange thing that took my breath.

He left the moose; he left his three companions, and walked a few stiff-legged steps straight out to meet the enemy.

I thought at first that he meant to take the whole first brunt on himself, which would have meant a quick death.

That was not the meaning of it, however. The finesse of arctic etiquette, at least among wolves, was not yet familiar to me.

As soon as Alec went out there by himself, the rush of the wolf pack was stayed. Four of them finally stopped short and stood in a loose semicircle, their red tongues hanging out, and their little eyes fiery bright. Their whole charge from the brush had had a queer effect which I am not able to describe. It was as though some of the mist tangles in the trees had taken on solid weight and life, and had come out there with feet and teeth.

This was a serious matter. I wondered how far those dogs and wolves would have to travel to find another meat mountain like that moose? It was as though a small crew of buccaneers had captured a towering galleon laden with gold and spices, and had been surprised while plundering by a greater crew of pirates.

Now that the wolves had halted in their charge, I began to see how the thing might work out.

The leader, after giving a glance to right and left at his rank and file, stalked out by himself toward Alec. They came straight on toward one another until they were no more than six steps apart. There they paused, in different attitudes.

The wolf dropped his head; his hair bristled along his back; his hanging brush almost touched the ground; and his face had the most wicked expression. Alec, on the other hand, kept his head up, and there was no sign of bristling fur. He was on watch, I would have said; and he needed to be, for that timber wolf went at him in a moment like the jump of an unfastened spring.

Watch! said Massey.

It was worth watching. Since then, Ive seen a burly prize fighter rush wildly at a smaller foe and be knocked kicking at the first blow. Alec was not so tall, but he was heavier than his wild brute, and he had man-trained brains. Wolf fighting is leap, stroke, shoulder blow or shoulder parry, and always a play to knock the other off his feet.

Well, Alec stood up there like a foolish statue while that gray wolf bolt flew at him across the snow, silent and terrible. At the very moment of impact, Alexander the Great dropped flat to the ground and reached for the others throat with his long jaws. They spun over and over, but at the end of the last gyration, the wolf leader lay on his back, and Alec stood over him, slowly and comfortably crushing the life out at his throat!


XXVII. WILD BLOOD
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NO FIGHT TO the death is a pretty thing to watch. The way Alec set his teeth, like a bulldog, while the gray leader kicked and choked and lolled his red tongue, made me more than a bit sick. However, the other wolves and the rest of the dogs did nothing about it. They had not moved from their places, which made a rough circle, except for an old wolf bitch who ran up while the struggle was going on and trotted around and around the two warriors, sometimes whining, once sitting down on her haunches, and howling at the sky.

I wondered whether she were the wife or the mother of the big gray wolf. Certainly he seemed to mean something to her, but she did not bare a tooth to help him in this pinch. A mysterious law of the wilderness made her keep hands off religiously during the battle.

It was over in just a minute. Alec stood back from the dead body of his enemy and, crouched a bit, with his back fur rising, he sent up a howl that filled me full of cold pins and needles. Even Massey groaned faintly as we heard this yell.

This ghoulish howl of triumph ended before any of the huskies or the wolves stirred; but when it was over the whole gang threw themselves on the moose and made a red riot of that good flesh. Alec went in to get his share now, also, and in less time than one could imagine, those powerful brutes were gorging in the vitals of the big carcass.

Hes run amok, said Massey through his teeth, very softly. But he was so close to me that I heard every word. Hes gone back to his wild blood! Ill never get him, now!

That was exactly how I felt about it, too. It looked as though big Alec were the purest wolf in the world, and one of the biggest. He had seemed to loom among the huskies, but he looked still bigger compared to the wild beasts. He was in magnificent condition. Even in that dim light, there was a sheen in his long, silky coat, and that is a sure sign of health in a dog.

Well, I watched Alec in there getting his meal and told myself that there was mighty little similarity between him and the dog I had known. The color and marking were the same, and that was all. The whole air of him was different. This wild, grim Alexander the Great looked up to his name, more than ever, but I was sure that I wanted nothing to do with him, until I had been properly introduced to him all over again by Massey.

Massey himself had led the way down to the edge of the brush which was closest to the kill and the feasters. Then he turned his head to us and warned us with a gesture to keep back out of sight and to make no noise. The look with which he accompanied that silent warning was something to remember for a long time, it was so frightened, and so tense. A man might look just like that before he asked the lady of his heart to marry him.

Then out into the open stepped Massey.

At the sight of him, the old female who had made the fuss about the fight leaped right straight up into the air with a warning yip. Her back had been turned fairly on us, but she was apparently one of those vixens who have eyes wherever they have nerves. This warning of hers whipped the rest of the lot away from the moose. They scattered like dead leaves in a wind, for a short distance, and then they swirled about and faced us.

Only Alec stood his ground in the grandest style, facing Massey, with his forepaws on the shoulder of the moose, and his muzzle and breast crimsoned. There he waited, wrinkling his lips in rage and hatred as he saw the man step out from the brush. A good picture he made just then — a good picture to scare a tiger with.

Massey walked out slowly, but not stealthily. He held out one hand and said in a perfectly natural voice — or perhaps there was just a shade of quiver in it— Hello, Alec, old boy!

Alec went up in the air as the old wolf had done before him. You would have thought that there was dynamite in the words of his master. He landed a bit back from the head of the moose while the other huskies and the wolves took this for a signal, and scattered into the shadows and mists of the opposite line of brush.

Alec! called Massey again, walking straight on with his hand extended.

Alexander the Great spun around and bolted for the brush, with his ears flattened and his tail tucked between his legs.

Great Scott, how my heart beat! There was the end, I thought, of Alec the Great, the thinking dog, the king of his kind. He would be a king of the woods, now, in exchange for his former position. I dont suppose that the change could be called a step down, from his own viewpoint.

Alec, Alec! called Massey, in a sort of agony.

But Alec went out of sight among the brush with a rush of speed.

Massey ran forward, stumbling, so that it was pretty certain he was more than half blind. Poor Massey! He called again and again.

But I heard big Calmont gritting his teeth, and I felt, also, that it was a lost cause, when, out of the shadows popped that white beauty in the black mask and stood not twenty steps from Massey.

Thank God! I distinctly heard Massey say.

Then he went toward Alec carefully, hand out in the usual, time-honored gesture. And finally Alec made a defiant response.

He did not bolt this time. Instead, he dropped to his belly, and looked for all the world as though he were on the verge of charging straight at the man. He had all the aspects of a dog enraged and ready for battle, not for flight.

He looked more evil than he had when he was at the torn body of the moose, warning the man away.

However, when he rose it was not to charge.

He got up slowly, and I saw that the ruff of stiffened mane no longer stood out around his neck and shoulders. He stopped the snarling which had been rumbling in the hollow of his body like a furious and distant thunder. A sort of intimate thunder, one might say. And strung out straight and still, like a setter on a point, he poked his nose out at Massey and seemed to be studying the man.

It was as though he were half statue and half enchanted.

Hes gunna win, said Calmont thorough his teeth.

Hes got him charmed like a snake charms a bird!

He was glad to see Massey show such a power over the dog, of course; but just the same, he could not help hating the man for the very strength which he showed. I believe that Calmont, in his heart, was profoundly convinced that Massey possessed the evil eye which masters beast and man.

In the meantime, Massey stopped advancing, and continued to talk gently and steadily to the dog. Alec lost his frozen pose and came up to his master, one halting step after another, exactly as though he were being pulled on a rope. Calmont began to swear softly under his breath.

Alec was about a stride away from the outstretched hand of his man, and I looked to see him ours in another instant, but then a very odd trick of fate turned up. In the woods, close at hand, a wolf howled sharp and thin. I dont know why, but I was instantly convinced that it was the old female wolf.

At her call, Alec twitched around and was gone in a gleaming streak across the clearing and into the wood toward the voice.

So the victory was snatched out of the very fingertips of Massey! And that wolf cry out of the mist of the forest was the most uncanny part of a very uncanny night.

Massey did not wait there any longer. He turned about and called us out, for he said that Alec would not come back again, that night.

Or any other night! said Calmont. Hes gone for good!

Massey did not answer, except with a look that cut as deep as a knife stroke.

We set about cutting up the moose, slashing away the parts which the wolves and dogs had mangled, and finding, of course, a vast plenty that had not been spoiled. Everything would be good, either for us or for our team! It was a mountain of meat, for sure.

I was sent back to the camp to hitch up the team to an empty sled and bring it back, so that the meat could be loaded on board, since there was far more than three back loads in the heap, naturally. So I went off, with the howling of the wolves, as it seemed to me, floating out at me everywhere, from the horizon of the circling hills.

When I got near the site of our camp, I rubbed my eyes, amazed. For there was no sign of the tent. It had vanished!

Yet it was certainly our site. For presently I recognized the cutting in the adjacent grove, and then, hurrying on closer, I saw the explanation. The tent was there, but it had been knocked flat to the ground, while the snow all about was trampled and scuffed a lot.

Just before the tent lay the body of Muley, one of the poorer dogs in the team of Massey. He had had his throat cut for him neatly, after the wolf style, and somehow I could not but suspect that Alec the Great had done the job. It looked his style of things.

The other five dogs were gone, and I knew where. It was pretty plain to me that Alec was an organizing genius. The way he had mastered both half-wild huskies and all the wild timber wolves was a caution, and I could swear that he had stormed along on our back trail until he found our camp; and then, after corrupting the minds of the dog team with a few insidious whispers about the pleasures of the jolly green woods, he had led them away, except for poor Muley. Muley must have resisted. Perhaps he was the opposition speaker, and got the knife for his brave stand.

The camp was a frightful wreck. Not only were the dogs gone, but everything had been messed up. Every package that could be slashed open with teeth was spilled. The very tent cloth was badly ripped and chewed. So were sleeping bags.

I took stock of the extent of the disaster and then listed details of it. Then I turned about and ran as fast as I could back to the place of the moose.

I found that Massey and Calmont had finished their butchering. Massey sat resting, puffing away at a pipe, while Calmont had his chin propped on his clenched fist, in dark thought. When I told them what I had discovered, Calmont cursed loudly.

The whole thing is a bust! he shouted. Im sick of it.

Go home, then, said Massey, after taking a few more puffs on his pipe. For my part, Im going to stay here until I get him or until he dies!


XXVIII. MORE OF ALECS WORK
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MOST MEN, WHEN they talk about doing or dying, are bluffing, of course. Well, Massey was not. There was no bluff in his whole system. He was simply steel, inside and out.

He had had a number of checks in this business. He had lost the best dog team that I ever saw in the Northland. He had spent a vast amount of invaluable time. He had risked his life over and over again. But now he was settled to the work. Partly, I suppose, the very opposition of hard luck served to make him all the more determined to push through the business. Partly it must have been that he loved Alec the Great in a way that we could not quite understand.

I wondered what Calmont would do, and expected to see him trudge back across country to his shack and resume mining operations. But that was not Calmonts kind. He could stick to disagreeable or hopeless work as long as the next one; and besides, I think he was biding his time and licking his lips for the moment when the dog might be taken by some lucky trick, and the long-postponed fight could take place.

At any rate, though he made no declaration of policy, he stayed on. The first thing we did was to build ourselves a fairly comfortable shelter with the sewed-up remnants of the tent and a lot of logs which we felled in a choice bit of woods. In the clearing that we made before the shack, we put up a meat platform, which was so high that not even a lynx or a fisher could jump to the edge of it. On this we stacked up the frozen moose meat, which made prime eating, I can tell you.

My special job was the light but mean one of stopping the chinks and holes among the log walls of our house with moss, and I was at work for days, doing my clumsy caulking. However, we got the place in fairly good shape, and prepared for a long stay.

Even Massey seemed to have no good plans. When Calmont asked him, he simply replied: Im trusting to luck and patience, and thats all. Goodness knows how to go about this. Starvation is the only rope I know of that may be long enough to catch Alec!

This needed explaining, but Massey pointed out, with a good deal of sense, that wolves and dogs will nearly always establish a regular beat through the woods or over the hills and stick to the particular field which they have outlined. Probably in hard times the range extended a good deal, but it is nearly always run inside of quite distinct limits.

Well, these were hard times for the wolves. We ourselves found little game, but enough to keep our larder well stocked, chiefly because Massey marched for many hours and many miles every day, studying the range of Alecs band, and also shooting everything that he could find. Everything, he said, that he added to our cache on the meat platform was a possibility removed from the teeth and the starved stomachs of Alec and his forces. In fact, he hoped that by sharpening Alecs hunger, he could eventually draw him close to the shack. As a last resort, he was willing to try traps to catch him, at the risk of taking him with a broken leg. But he wanted to wait until the last moment before he did this.

The position we had selected was, according to Masseys explorations, about the center of the wolf range, and, therefore, we were in fairly close striking distance of all their operations.

In the meantime, poor Alec, by his Napoleonic stroke of running off his old companions, the dog team of Massey, had simply loaded himself down with doubled responsibilities. There were now twelve hungry mouths following him and, though we constantly heard the voices of the pack on the blood trail, we guessed that they got little for their trouble, and Ive no doubt that rabbits and such lean fare made up most of their meals, such as they were.

Several times we saw them in the distance, and in the glasses of Massey they began to look very tucked-up and gaunted. If there was anything to be hoped for from a partnership with starvation, it looked as though we had it working already.

In the meantime, we sat back at ease and ate our moose meat and simply guarded against wolverines, those expert thieves being the only robbers we had to fear in that part of the woods. The attitude of Massey and Calmont toward one another had not altered. They were simply coldly polite and reserved; and each had an icy look of hatred with which he contemplated the other in unobserved moments. However, I was willing to stack my money on Alecs remaining a free dog. And so long as he ran at large, I saw no chance of the battle taking place. Instinctively, silently, I was praying all day and every day that the fight would not become a fact.

For the more I knew of this pair, the more closely they seemed matched. Massey had the speed of hand, the dauntless spirit, the high courage, and the coldly settled heart of a fighting man. But Calmont balanced these qualities with his enormous strength and a certain brutal savagery which was liable to show him a way to win simply because it would never have occurred to a fair mind like Masseys.

If they fought, I was reasonably sure that Calmont would bring it about that the battle should be hand to hand, and there all his natural advantages of weight and superior height would be sure to tell. That nightmare of expectancy never left me for a moment, night or day.

We had been out there in the woods for about two weeks, eating well and keeping ourselves snug by burning a vast quantity of fuel; and then Alec the Great struck a counter blow, most unexpectedly.

One night I was wakened from sound sleep by muffled noises from the front of the house, though there was enough of a wind whistling to cover any ordinary disturbance. Whatever made those noises, it was not the wind, so I got up and went to the door. This I pushed open and looked onto one of the queerest pictures that any man ever can have seen.

Up there on top of our meat platform was the fine white figure of Alec the Great, and he was dragging great chunks of meat to the edge of the platform and letting them fall into the throats of his followers. This was almost literally true, for the instant that a bit of meat fell, it seemed to be devoured before it had a chance to touch the ground.

It was not so amazing that he had got to the top of the platform. Calmont carelessly had left the ladder standing against it the evening before, forgetful of Alecs ability to climb such things. What startled me was that he should be pulling that meat off the platform and letting it fall to his mates. I dare say that any other animal would have filled his own belly and disregarded its companions. At least, not many outside of the mothers of litters would have had the wit or the impulse to give away fine provisions.

Well, there was Alec up there doing the very thing I have described. It took my breath so that I stared for a moment, incapable of movement. Then I slipped back to Massey and shook him by the shoulder. He waked with a start and grabbed me so hard that he almost broke me in two.

Its only Joe, I told him. Alecs outside with his gang. Up on the meat platform. Maybe you can do something about—

He was at the door before I had finished saying this. On the way, he caught down from the wall a leather rope which he had been making during the past few days, and using as a lariat in practice. And if he could get there close enough to the platform, I was reasonably sure that he would be able to pop the rope onto Alec, and then perhaps have that white treasure for good!

Calmont was up now. The three of us looked out on the destruction of our provisions with no care about them, but only the hope that we could evolve out of this loss a way of recapturing the great dog.

Massey decided that he would go out through the back wall, and that is what he did, pulling up some of the flooring boughs which we used to keep us off the frozen ground, and then burrowing out through the drifted snow beyond.

The other pair of us, still waiting breathlessly inside the doorway, presently made out Masseys stalking through the gloom of the woods at the side of the meat cache.

It looked to me like the end of the chase, and perhaps it might have been, except for a strange thing.

Alec was still pulling the supplies to the edge and letting them topple to the ground, and the rest of the pack were gathered below, snarling softly, now and then, but enjoying that rain of food with burning eyes. One, however, had withdrawn with a prize to the edge of the shrubbery, and this one now started up with a loud, frightened yell.

Once more I could have sworn that it was the old female of whom Ive spoken before.

She had spotted Massey in spite of his Indian-like care. And, at that alarm, that wolf-dog pack hit the grit for the shadows as fast as they could scamper.

Alexander the Great, however, delayed a fraction of a second. He picked up a chunk of frozen meat, jumped into the snow with it, and ran after the rest of his boys, carrying his lunch basket with him.

That was an exhibition of good, cool nerve. It was like seeing a man come out of a burning building reading a newspaper on the way, and stopping on the front porch to admire a headline.

Calmont laughed aloud, and I could not help grinning, but poor Massey came in with a desperate face. He actually sat by the fire with his head in his hands, after this, and he said to me that the job was hopeless. They never would capture Alec.

I dared not say that I hoped they wouldnt!

This adventure made me feel that he would have to resort to traps, after all. We had some along with us, carted in from Calmonts shack, and these we oiled up and Calmont himself set them, because he knew the ways of wild animals very well, and had done a good deal of trapping here and there in his day.

Several days after the affair of the meat platform, when we judged that the pack would have empty bellies and eager teeth once more, the traps were placed in well-selected spots, and baited.

The next morning we followed along from trap to trap and found that every one of them had been exposed by scratching in the snow around them.

After this, the wolves had apparently gone on, leaving the traps exposed to ridicule and the open light of the day. Calmont scratched his head and swore that he would try again, and again and again we made the experiment. But it was nearly always with the same result.

Then we saw that the footprints around the traps were always the well-known sign of Alec. The scoundrel was doing all of this detective work which made us feel so helpless and foolish! Presently we began to feel as though Alec were quietly laughing at us, and heartily scorning our foolish efforts to capture him in his own domain. For my part, I had given up the idea entirely.

Then came the great blizzard.

For ten days the wind hardly stopped blowing for a moment. At times f we had a sixty mile wind, and zero weather, which is the coldest thing in the world, so far as I know. There was a great deal of snow that fell during this storm, and at the end of the time, when the gale stopped, we went out into a white world in which Alec was to write a new chapter.


XXIX. WITH TEETH BARED
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WE WERE A little low in wood for burning, and I went out that morning to get a bit of exercise and also chop down some trees and work them into the right lengths. I picked out some of about the suitable diameter, and soon the axe strokes were going home, while the air filled with the white smoke of the dislodged snow that puffed up from the branches. There was enough wind, now and then, to pick up light whirls of the snow from the ground also, or from the tips of branches, and the air was constantly filled with a dazzling, bright mist. Such an atmospheric condition often brings on snow blindness, I believe. And after working for a time, I was fairly dizzy with the shifting lights and with the surge of blood into my head from the swinging of the axe.

I stepped back, finally, when I had got together a good pile of fuel; and it was then that I saw the rabbit which was eventually to lead on to that adventure.

It looked like a mere puff of snow at first. Then I saw the dull gleam of its eyes and threw the axe at it.

It hopped a few short bounds away and crouched again. It acted as though it were altogether too weak to move very far.

So I ran suddenly after it, picking up the axe, and the rabbit bobbed up and down, keeping just a little ahead of me, and going with a stagger. It was certainly either sick or exhausted from hunger. Hunger I guessed, because one of the prolonged arctic storms is apt to starve even rabbits.

I went over the top of the next hill and down into the hollow, when, out of the whirling snow mist, leaped a white fox and caught up that rabbit at my very feet.

He carried it off to a very short distance and there actually stopped and began to eat, in full view of me. This amazed me more than ever. They say that animals can tell, sometimes, when men have guns with them and when their hands are empty. I had the light axe, but the fox seemed to know perfectly well that it was a rather silly weapon for distance work.

He went on eating, while I walked slowly toward him.

Two or three times he retreated with the remains of his dinner. But he was reluctant, and he gave me a snaky look and a couple of silent snarls when I walked up on him.

He was about gone with exhaustion and hunger, I could guess. His belly cleaved to his backbone. He was bent like a bow with emptiness and with cold and looked brittle and stiff.

The way he put himself outside that rabbit was worth seeing and, when he had finished it, he did not skulk off, but licked his red chops and began to eye me!

I tried to laugh at the impudence of him, but I found that I was getting the creeps. A fox is not a very big creature and, minus its beautiful coat, it is usually a poor little starveling. But that fox seemed to grow bigger and bigger.

Finally, I again threw my axe at it.

The beast let the axe fly over its head without so much as budging and, staring at me, it licked its red lips again. I was to it what a moose would be to a man — a mountain of meat, and somehow I knew that that beast was coveting the lord of creation as represented by me.

I stepped back. I turned on it. The little brute snarled at me with the utmost hate, and would not budge.

This angered me so much that I shouted, and ran forward, after which my fox shrank a little to the side, and remained there, snarling, its snaky bright eyes on my throat. I was almost afraid to pick up my axe, for fear I would be rushed as I bent forward; but when I had the axe in my hand, I decided that I would waste no more time out here getting myself frozen, and instead go back toward the house, in the hope of luring this vengeful fox after me.

But the matter of the fox was taken off my hands exactly as the matter of the rabbit had been. Out of the snow mist, shining and thick, a stream of gaunt, gray forms came streaking, with a shining white body in the forefront. The fox whirled about and started to scamper, but he had waited too long in his interest in me.

Before he could get into his running stride, Alec the Great struck him down before my eyes, and the poor fox screamed for one half second as the gray flood closed over him.

I dare say that between the time the meat was stolen from the platform and the time this fox was pulled down that pack had not touched food of any kind. At least, they looked it, with their hollowed stomachs and arched backs, and their eyes were stains of red, glaring frightfully.

Alec! I loudly shouted. Alec, Alec!

At my voice, that wave of gray parted from above the bones of the fox and then closed together once more over it. They, also, seemed to know pretty well that even if I were a man, yet I had no gun with me. I whirled the axe and shouted again, without getting any more response than if I had shouted at the arctic trees in their winter silence.

This frightened me suddenly.

There are stories about hungry wolves and overly confident men. You will hear those stories occasionally, in camp, when the beasts are howling far away on a blood trail. They make bad yarns and haunt one at night.

Well, I backed away from that gang and then turned and started for the house. I had barely got started, when I heard a rushing sound behind me, something like that of a gust of wind through trees. I looked back over my shoulder. It was no wind. It was the noise of the loose, dry snow, whipped up by the running legs of thirteen dogs and wolves, for that whole pack was coming for me, and Alec the Great was in the lead, with the ugly wolf bitch at his side.

Fear did not numb me, luckily. There was a patch of trees standing in a huddle to one side of me, and I got to those trees as fast as a greyhound could have jumped the distance. They would guard my back, if only I could fight off the enemy from the front! I shouted with all my might, but — perhaps it was the sight of the snow fog in the air — I was sure that my voice would never reach to the ears of my friends in the house. If only the wolves would howl.

But they did not. They sat down in a semicircle before me, while Alec the Great, according to his usual tactics, marched up and down the line, marshaling his forces, planning his wicked devices.

I say wolves, though most of them were merely huskies, but they looked all wolf, now, and they certainly acted all wolf, as well. Their red eyes had evil in them, and there was more evil in Alec, our former pet, than in any of the rest of the lot.

Suddenly I said: Alec, old boy, you ought to remember me. Yonder in Nome I got you out of as bad a mess as this, when the dog team was about to mob you!

Now, when I said this, I give you my word that that beautiful white brute stopped in his slinking walk and turned his head toward me, with ears so pricked and with eyes so bright that I could have sworn that he understood every syllable that I was speaking.

He waited there, with a forepaw raised, and smiling a red, wolfish smile. I was understood by him, he seemed to be saying; but he was not at all convinced that he intended to return good for good.

While I was talking to Alec, the real mischief started. The old bitch had worked herself close to me through the snow, wriggling like a seal and unnoticed by me until she rose from the ground at my very feet and tried for my throat. She would have got it, too, except that I jerked down on the axe from my shoulder with an instinctive, not an aimed, blow that went straight home between her eyes. It split her skull. She struck me heavily on the chest, knocking me back against the trees, and then fell dead at my feet, while I, gasping, and shouting louder than ever for help, swung the axe again and prepared to meet the rush.

It came.

One of the wolves, a big, strong male, rushed in on me, as though trying to take advantage of any confusion I might be in after repulsing the attack of the bitch. I made a half turn and gave it to him alongside the head.

It did not kill him. It merely slashed him badly, and made him spring for my throat.

Then they settled down in their semicircle again, and once more they waited.

Alec set the example of patience by lying prone on his belly in the snow and commencing to bite out the ice from between his toes. Only the wolf which had been wounded stood stiffly in place, his eyes red and green by turns, like lights on a railroad, except that green was the danger signal, here.

All that scene is burned into my mind, though I thought at the time that I would never remember anything except the wolfish eyes. Fear and horror came over me in waves. Sometimes I thought that I might faint. The dread of this kept me strung taut. And I remember how a puff of wind opened the snow mist before me and gave me a sight of the whole hollow, and the dark forest beyond, while a hope leaped up for an instant in my breast, and was gone again as the mist closed in once more.

I saved up my voice, as it were, and shouted from time to time, pitching the notes very high, and then lower, wondering if any sound might come to the cabin where two strong men and rifles were ready to scatter ten times as many wolves as these like nothing at all.

As I shouted, I remembered that the wolves and dogs would cant their heads a little and listen like connoisseurs of music. If it came to making a noise, I was an amateur compared to these musicians of the wilderness. This comparison struck me at the time and almost made me smile, which shows how oddly we can detach ourselves from ourselves.

Well, Alec was the one who brought me down.

The treacherous dog must have been planning it carefully in his almost human brain. He was lying there licking his forelegs one instant and the next moment he was in at me like a flash. I suppose he had gathered his hind legs carefully beneath him for the spring, while he maintained that sham in front to deceive me. And deceive me he did, and most perfectly.

The first thing I knew that white slash was on me.

He did not go for the throat. Instead, he used the trick that Massey had taught him with such care in the days of his puppyhood. He simply gave me his shoulder at the knees, and the force of that blow laid me flat with a jolt that almost winded me.

I jerked my arms across my face and throat, instead of striking out. I heard a deep, moaning growl which I supposed was the joy note from those hungry vandals,

Well, it makes me blush to relate that I closed my eyes and simply waited that frightful split second for my murder to commence, knowing that something was standing over me, snarling frightfully. Teeth clashed. Something tugged at my clothes.

And then I opened my cowardly eyes and saw that Alec the Great was standing over me, not trying for my throat, but keeping back the wolf pack with his bared teeth!


XXX. FOR LIFE AND DEATH
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PEOPLE HAVE TRIED to explain all this to me. They have said that, of course, scent is the keenest sense in a dog or a wolf, and that it was not until he was close on me, this cold, blowing day, that Alec the Great was able to note my scent and record me in his memory as an old friend. Some people have even said that it was all a game on his part. But then, they were not there to see the look in his eyes before he jumped in at me. However, I never have been convinced by any of these attempted explanations. They may all be correct, but I suppose I prefer to keep the thing a miracle.

When I looked up and saw how the battle was going, you can imagine that I got to my feet in double-quick time. I scooped up the axe which had fallen from my hand into the deep snow, only the end of the haft sticking out above the surface.

My troubles were not over. The pack had yielded ground for a moment at the strange spectacle of its leader going over to the enemy, but hunger was more eloquent than their respect for the teeth of Alec the Great.

They came bundling in toward us in a tumult. And Alec?

Why he fought them off like a master, with my help. I kept my axe swinging as hard and as fast as I could and, as the wolves swerved this way and that from the blade — a tooth which they learned quickly to respect — Alec flashed out at them like a sword from its scabbard, and cutting right and left was back again in the shallow shelter which I made for him.

That dog moved as quickly as a striking snake. Even the real wild wolves were slow compared with him. And this again, of course, was the result of man-training, plus native ability and brains. He seemed to think out things in a human manner. In parrying those attacks, for instance, he gave almost all of his attention to the big gray wolf which already had been slashed by the axe blade. That fellow was the champion of the old brigade, one might say, and he led the way for the rest, feinting in very cleverly, and always trying to get to me, as though he understood perfectly well that what made the strength of Alec and me was our partnership, and that I was the weaker of the two. Half a dozen times his long fangs were not an inch from my face, for he was always trying for my throat.

And Alec, making this his chief enemy, finally found a chance to rip that timber wolf right across the belly as he was jumping up and in.

The wounded beast hit the ground and went off to a little distance before it lay down on the snow.

Then it got up, leaving a pool of red where it had lain, and went off with small, slow steps. I guessed that it was bleeding to death rapidly and wanted to get into the dark of the forest before its fellows found out its bad condition.

Well, it had no luck. It was leaving a broad trail behind it, and famine and the bad luck they were having with Alec and me made the rest of the pack swerve away from us and head after their wounded companion.

When he saw them coming, he quickened his pace into a wretched, short-striding gallop. He got to the shadow of the woods a bit before the others, but I knew that they must have been on him in a swarming crowd, a moment later. Yet there was no sound to tell of it. Hunger shut their throats. Just as they had swarmed silently around me, so they must have swarmed silently around that wounded comrade, tearing him to bits.

For my part, I cared not a whit what became of them and all the rest of the wolves and huskies in the world, for I was down on my knees in the snow with my arms around Alec the Great hugging him against my breast like a long-lost brother.

His reaction to this was very odd.

First, he shuddered and snarled, and I could feel and see his hair bristling along his back. But, after a moment, Alec became a different creature.

He had had a long contact with the wilderness, of course, and I suppose his long association with Calmont had given humanity a black eye with him for the time being. But as I talked to Alec and caressed him, finally his tail began to wag. He kissed my face and, sitting down in the snow before me, he laughed in my face, with his wise head canted a little to one side, exactly as he used to carry it in the old days, when he was asking what he should do next.

This delighted me wonderfully, and I began to laugh until the tears stung my face.

However, I had to get home quickly.

Half a dozen times, the cutting fangs of those desperadoes had touched my clothes, and with the next grip huge rents and tears appeared. These let in the cold on me, like water through a sieve, and I was shuddering from head to foot.

So I headed up the hill, my heart very high, you may be sure, and my head turned to watch Alec.

Well, he came right up after me until we reached the ridge of the hill, with the cabin in full view on its side. There Alec the Great sat down and would not budge for a long moment.

He stared at the house, then he turned his head and looked toward the woods and, if ever a strong brain turned two ideas back and forth visibly, it was Alec there on the hill, looking down, as I felt, at all humanity, all civilization, and calmly asking himself if the penalties were worth the pleasures compared with the wild, free life of a king of the woods.

I called him. I coaxed him.

Finally, he jumped up as though he had known what to do all the time, but had merely been resting. And with Alec at my heels, I went on to the cabin and thrust open the clumsy door which we had made to seal the entrance.

It seemed dim inside, and the air was rank with great swirls of pipe smoke, and the reeking fumes of frying bacon. It was very close, and the air was bad, but it was warm. However, no conqueror ever walked into a castle in a conquered city with a greater feeling of pride than I had as I stalked in with Alec at my heels.

Calmont saw us first, and groaned out an oath which held all his amazement in it. He stood back against the wall, still gasping and muttering, while Alec crouched on the threshold and snarled in reply. Those green eyes of his plainly told what he thought of Calmont and all of Calmonts kind!

Massey, when he saw what I had with me, made no remark at all. But he looked at me like a fellow seeing a ghost. It was a moment before Alec spotted him, and then he crawled across the floor, dragging himself almost on his belly, until he was close. Once in range, he fairly leaped at Massey, and in another moment they were wrestling all over the floor of that cabin, and threatening to wreck the place.

It was just one of their little games but, since they last played it together, Alec had almost doubled his strength. He was a handful, I can tell you!

At this game I looked on with a wide grin, but Calmont saw nothing jolly about it at all. It meant that the dog was back, and that he was still as much of an outcast as ever. It was again Calmont against the world of Massey, Alec the Great, and me.

Poor Calmont! Looking back at him as he was then, I can look a little deeper into his nature than I thought I could at that time. That reunion of Massey with the dog was a grand thing to watch, I thought, and I laughed rather drunkenly — with a mug of coffee steaming in one hand, and a chunk of meat in the other — while Calmont turned his back on the dog and the man and paid his attention to me.

He found some cuts and tied them for me. I wished, then, that there had been twice as many cuts, for Calmont put his great hand on my shoulder and said: Kid, youre a good game one! A right good game one!

It was the very first kind word that he had ever spoken to me. It was almost the first time that he had so much as taken notice of my existence, and I was puffed up so big that I would have floated at a touch.

I felt that I was a man, now, and a mighty important man, too, having done myself what the pair of them had been unable to accomplish. It didnt occur to me that the whole affair had been accident. Boys never think out the discreditable and chance parts of an adventure. In a way I think that the young are apt to live on the impressions which they give older people. I had made a great impression this day, and it brimmed my cup with happiness.

When things settled down, Massey, sitting on the floor with big Alec laughing silently beside him, asked me for the whole story. I pretended to be reluctant to speak, but I let them drag the yarn out of me, speaking short and carelessly, but all the while almost bursting with my pride; and so I went from the rabbit to the fox, and from the fox to the wolves. And Massey listened and nodded with shining eyes.

He did not commend me openly. But then he was not the man to do that before a comparative stranger like Calmont. Whatever I did that was worth doing, I knew that Massey took as much joy in it as I did myself. He was that kind of a man, but he spoke his praise in one or two short words, quietly, when I was alone with him. It was one of the qualities that made me love him.

When I got on to the end of the story, and how Alec had hesitated on the top of the hill, Massey simply said: Well, hell never hesitate again. Afterward he added: I make out that you left one wolf dead there on the snow, old son?

Yes, I said that the bitch had been stretched dead there.

But lad, said Massey, that means that you just walked off and left a perfectly good wolf skin behind you?

I said that was it. I was not interested in skinning wolves, just then.

Trot off there and get it, then, said Massey. Youll want to keep that skin, with the slit in the skull, and all. Itll give a point to the telling of this story, one day, for your friends and your children, and all such. Trot off and get that, and start in hoping right now that the pack hasnt returned to dine off that dead body!

The idea seemed perfectly clear to me. I jumped up without a word, and without another thought, and tore out of that shack like mad, to get to the place before the wolves came back.

I got across the hill, and breathed more easily when I saw the body stretched there, dark against the snow, and the wind riffling in the long fur.

I had my knife out as I got up to the body, but when I turned the wolf on her back and was about to make the first cut I remembered, suddenly, the other half of what was to come.

Calmont and Massey, and the agreement they had made!

Then I saw, with blinding clearness that it was simply a trick of that clever Massey to get me out of the way. I was to be shunted to one side and, while I collected my foolish wolf skin, they were back there fighting for life and death — and the ownership of Alec.


XXXI. ONWARD, AND FAST!
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AS FAST AS I could leg it, I hurried back toward the cabin. The wind had dropped to nothing, but the snow was falling very fast, filling the air with a white, thick dust. There was one comfort — that I heard not a sound from the direction of the cabin, and this I took to be a great and sure sign, because when two such giants met, I could not help feeling that there would be an uproar which could be heard for tens of miles away.

Quite winded, I reached the upper rim of the hill and saw the dull outlines of the cabin looming before me through the shimmer of the mist of snowfall. All seemed peaceful to me, and I stopped for an instant to draw breath; and all at once I wished that I had not left the wolf, but that I had done my work before I came back to the cabin, carrying the wolf skin for which I had been sent.

I was embarrassed, ill at ease, and shifting from one foot to the other. As people do in such a state of mind, I shifted my glance to the side, and there I saw in the bottom of the hollow what looked to me like two giants breathing and tossing about a white vapor.

I looked again, and then all the dream-like quality of this scene vanished, for I knew that it was Calmont and Massey fighting for their lives — and Alec!

Where was Alexander the Great?

I saw him then, on a short chain fastened outside the cabin, and at the same time I heard him bark twice or thrice in a mournful, inquiring tone. As if he asked what those two men were doing at the lower end of the hollow.

It struck me at the time as rather a ghastly thing that the two of them should have decided to fight it out with the dog there to look on. But while I thought of this, I began to run toward the pair of them, not really hoping that I could stop their battle, but because I could not remain at a distance. For it suddenly came home to me that though I loved Massey, I could not look on the death of Calmont with equanimity. I remembered, then, and never was to forget, how he had put his heavy hand on my shoulder and said: Youre game!

Other men in my life have occasionally said pleasant things to me, but not even from Massey did I ever receive such an accolade.

So I lunged down the hollow with my heart in my mouth.

I could distinguish them at once, partly by the superior size of Calmont and partly by the superior speed of Massey. He was like a cat on his feet, and even the thickness of the snow could not altogether mask his celerity. The snow, too, was kicked up in light, fluffy clouds around the site of the struggle, and yet through this glimmering, white mist I followed every act of the two battlers.

I saw Calmont run in, like a bull, head down, terrible in his force and weight; and I saw Massey leap aside like a light-footed wolf. Oh, that gave me hope for Massey! Like a wolf in speed, like a wolf in action, and like a wolf, also, in the ability to hurt terribly when the opportunity came.

It came at that very moment.

I could not see the strokes that he delivered, but distinctly through the mist I saw Calmont turn and strive to come in again, and saw him checked and wavering before what he met.

Of course, his plan was clear. He was a great wrestler, equipped for the game by his gigantic muscles, and what he wanted was to close with his old bunkie and, gripping him close, get a strangle hold.

It seemed to me that I could tell the whole argument — how Massey had held out for knife or gun, and how Calmont had insisted grimly that it should be hand to hand, where his weight and superior strength would tell.

Well, I knew the fiery disposition of Massey too well to doubt what the outcome of such an argument would be even before I saw the actual result of it. He could not decline a dare. He had to fight, if a fight were offered, no matter what the odds.

So there they were, meeting each other according to Calmonts desire. Yet it was not going, apparently, as Calmont would have wished. He was baffled before those educated fists of Massey.

I saw him rush again, and again I saw him go back from Massey, and knew that blows were propelling him.

At this I tried to cry out, and either my excitement or my breathlessness stopped my voice before it could issue from my lips.

Running down at full speed, I was much closer when I saw Massey, in turn, take the aggressive.

It was a beautiful thing to see him dart in, wavering like a wind-blown leaf, but hitting, I have no doubt, like the stroke of sledge-hammers, for that monstrous Calmont reeled before him again, and suddenly there was no Calmont any longer!

He was down, I saw next. He was more than half-buried in the loose snow which they had kicked up into a dense cloud about them.

And now would Massey leap in to take advantage of a fallen enemy?

No, there was something knightly about Massey. Such a thing was simply out of his mind, and he kept his distance while Calmont struggled clumsily to his feet.

I should say that he was not actually on his feet, but only on his knees as I came hurtling down the hill toward them. I ran right straight between them and, as I did so, I saw that Calmont had pulled out from beneath his clothes that revolver whose possession he had denied. He pulled it out, and through the snow mist I saw him leveling it at Massey, and I saw the red-stained face of Calmont there behind the gun.

I shouted at him: Calmont! Calmont! Fight fair!

I shouted at him, I say, just as I came between him and his enemy, and made it so that at that moment he pulled the trigger.

At this time I dont remember hearing the gun at all. I only saw the flash of the powder and a heavy impact struck me in the body.

That I remember, and with sickening distinctness the knowledge that I had been shot. The force of the blow whirled me half around. I staggered and was about to fall when I saw Calmont, through a haze of terror and of snow mist, leap upward from the ground and throw the revolver he had used far away, and come rushing in to me with his arms thrown out.

He caught me up. It was like being seized in the noose of steel cables. That man was a gorilla and did not know his strength compared with the frailty of ordinary human flesh and bone.

He caught me up, and I looked to his face and saw it through the swirling darkness that comes at fainting.

When I next saw with any distinctness, there was a frightful, burning pain in my side, and I remember that my throat was hard and aching, as if I had been screaming. And I suppose that was exactly what I was doing.

I looked up and saw Calmonts face above me, contorted like a fiends. I thought, in my agony, that Calmont was a demon, appointed by Fate to torment me.

At that moment, I heard him cry out: Ill hold him, Hugh, and you do the thing. I cant bear it!

Then I saw that Hugh Massey was holding me, and that he was transferring me to Calmonts arms.

I remember feeling that everything would have to turn out all right, in spite of pain and torment, so long as Massey was there. He was not the sort to deny an old friend and companion. He would rather die than do such a thing, but there was a profound wonder that the pair of them could have been working over one cause, and that cause myself!

This blackness into which I had dropped thinned again, later on, and I found myself looking up toward the ceiling of the room of the cabin. There was a vast weakness which, like a tangible thing, was floating back and forth inside me.

And then I heard the voice of Calmont, low, and hard, and strained, as he said: Massey, I want you to hear something.

To this Massey said: Ive heard enough from you. I most certainly wish that I could even forget the thought of you!

Aye, said Calmont, and so do I. I wish that I could forget, but I cant. Ive been a mean one and a low one. I was being fair-licked, today, and I took an underhand way of pulling myself even with you. Youve been licking me twice, Massey, when Ive tried an extra trick, outside of the game. And if we fought again, I couldnt promise that Id still be fair. But I want to say this to you—

Ive heard enough of your sayings, said Hugh Massey.

Youve heard enough, and Im tired of my own voice, said Calmont, but what I want to say is this: Everything is yours. Youve beaten me in everything, I dunno how. But its because youre the better man, I reckon. Strong hands is one thing but goodness is another, too.

Ive missed that out of my figgering! said Calmont, continuing. Ive figgered that I could take as much as I could grab — and carry. But Ive been wrong. Youre a smaller man, but youve got Marjorie, and you have got Alec, and the kid there loves you like a brother. A good, game kid, said Calmont.

I half closed my eyes, for it was a sweet thing to hear. I hardly cared whether I lived or died. I was too sick to care, much. And that is the consolation of sickness, to be sure! The fellow who is about to die is generally more than half numb and he does not suffer as much as he seems to.

Shut up, said Massey. Youll be waking the kid.

Aye, said Calmont softly, Ill shut up. Only — I wanted to say something—

Im not interested in your sayings, said Massey.

A little strength came back to me at this. I managed to call out: Hugh!

There was simply a swish of wind, he came so fast.

He stood above me and looked down at me with the sort of a smile that a man generally is ashamed to show a man. He keeps it for children and women.

Aye, partner, says he.

I closed my eyes and let the echo of that go kindly through me. Partner he had called me, and no other man in the world, I knew, ever had been called that by Massey, except Arnie Calmont himself, in the old days. Old days that never would come again.

Hugh, I said, will you give me your hand?

He grabbed my hand. His grip was terrible to feel.

Are you feeling bad? he says to me. Oh, Calmont, youll pay for this!

Suddenly there was the terrible wolfish face of Calmont on the other side of me, leaning above. Except that he didnt look wolfish then, only mightily strained and sick.

Ill pay on earth and hereafter! said Calmont.

I stared up at them. I felt that I was dying, but I wanted only the strength to say to them what was in my mind.

They both leaned close. Massey suddenly slumped to his knees, with a loud bang, and gently slid an arm under my head.

Hold hard, old boy, he said to me.

Im holding — hard, I said. Will you listen?

Aye, he said, Ill listen.

Yes, said Calmont, and more than that!

Calmont had hold of one of my hands. Hugh had hold of the other. I pulled my two hands together. For I saw, then, that nothing in the world could stop them from killing one another. Most of the bitterness had been on Calmonts part, before this. But afterward, it would be Massey who would never rest until he had squared accounts.

Alec, who always knew when something important was being said, came and laid his head on my shoulder in a strange way.

Calmont — Massey, I panted. Dont let me go black again before Ive told you—

Dont tell us anything, said Calmont. Close your eyes. Rest up. Youre going to be fine. You hear me? Youre right as can be, kid!

I closed my eyes, as he said, because it seemed to rest me and to save my strength.

Partners, I said, it looks to me as though you two would have to team together. You started together. You stayed fast together, till Alec budged you apart. Together, you could beat a hundred, but apart youll only serve to kill each other. Im sort of fading out. But before I finish, Id like to see you shake hands and see that youre friends again.

Ill see him hanged, said Massey in a terrible voice. Ill see him hanged before Ill take his hand. Ill sooner take his throat!

Well, he meant it. He was that kind of man.

I looked up at them, but I was dumb, and black was floating and then whirling before my eyes.

Calmont held out his hand.

Aye, Hugh, he said, whatever you please, afterward. But this is for the kid.

At that, I saw Massey grip the hand of Calmont in both of his. They stared at each other. Never were there two such men in the world as that pair who stood over me there in the cabin, with Alec whining pitifully at my ear.

Maybe the kids right, and weve both been wrong, said Massey suddenly. Maybe weve always needed each other! Heres my hand for good and all, Arnie, and hang me if I ever go back on my word!

Your word, said Calmont, is a pile better than gold, to me. And this is the best minute Ive ever seen. Mind the kid — mind—

The last of this, however, came dimly to me. I felt a vast happiness coming over me, but the darkness increased, and a sudden pain in the side stabbed inward until it reached my heart, and then the rest of the world was completely lost.

But I think that if I had died then I would have died happily, so far as happy deaths are possible, with a feeling that I had managed a great thing before the end of me.

At any rate, the world vanished from before my senses, and did not come back to me until I saw, over my head, the cold, bright faces of the stars, and heard Hugh Massey giving brief, low-voiced orders to dogs.

How is he? asked Massey from a distance.

His heart is going still — but dead slow, said the voice of Calmont just above me. Go on, and go fast, and Heaven help us!


XXXII. KING OF THE ROAD
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SOMETIMES I THINK when I remember that ride through the winter cold and through the ice of the wind, that it could not be, and that no man — or boy — could have lived through what flowed through me, at that time; but the facts are there for men to know, in spite of the way the doctor cursed and opened his eyes when he looked at me in Dawson.

What had happened, I learned afterward from Massey, was that Alec, being left free to run as he would while Calmont and Hugh struggled to keep a spark of life in me during those first days, had gradually hunted through the woods until he called back to him with his hunting song the lost members of the team of Calmont, and the fragments of Masseys own string. They came back, and they settled in around the house as if they had never been away. That was the influence of Alec, who had driven them wild and who was able, in this manner, to tame them again.

I never could say whether he was more man than dog, or more dog than man, or more wizard than either.

At any rate, the time came when Calmont and Massey decided that they could not keep the failing life in me with their meager resources, and so they took the great chance, and the only chance, of taking me off to Dawson.

I wish that I had had consciousness enough to have seen and appreciated that ride down to Dawson. It passed to me like a frightfully bad dream, for I was tormented with pain, and I know that I must have cried out in delirium many a time, and wakened, setting my teeth over another yell.

But how much I should have liked to see Calmont herding that team forward, and Massey breaking the trail, or Calmont driving, and Massey beside me.

They were men. They were hard men. They were the very hardest men that I ever saw in all that cold, hard country. But they treated me as if each of them were my blood brother.

When they got me down to Dawson and took me into the doctors office, I came to for fair, and I wish that I hadnt, for I had to endure the probing of the wound, with both Calmont and Massey looking on.

If they had not been there, I could have yelled my head off, which would have been a relief; but both of them were standing by, and I had to grip my jaws hard together and endure the misery, and a mighty sick business that was.

I remember that Calmont assured the doctor that, if I died, there would be one doctor fewer in Dawson; and I remember that Massey told him that if I got well there would be a certain number of pounds of gold — 

But the doctor cursed them both — which is a way that doctors have, and assured them that he cared not a rap for the pair of them, multiplied by ten.

Well, I was put away in a bed, and gradually life began to come back to me, though the doctor himself assured me that there was not the slightest good reason for me coming back to the land of the living, and that according to all the books I should have died. He even made a chart to show me all the vital parts that the bullet had gone through.

However, here I am to write the end to this story.

I write it, however, not in Alaskas blues and whites, but among Arizonas own twilit purples, with the voice of Marjorie Massey singing in the kitchen, and the voice of Hugh sounding in the corral, where hes breaking a three-year-old, and I can hear the yipping of Alexander the Great.

I get up to look out the window, and see Alec perched on top of the fence, laughing a red laugh at the world, of which he knows that he is the master, the undisputed king of the road, boss of the ranch dogs for fifty miles around, slayer of coyotes, foxes, and even the tall timber wolves. He goes where he pleases. He opens doors to go and come. He thinks nothing of waking the entire household in the middle of the night. He knows that for him there is not in the world a stick, a stone, a whip, or a harsh word.

I think of this as I see the big rascal standing on the fence and then go back to my chair and take from my pocket a yellow paper. It is fraying at the creases as I unfold it and read in a heavy scrawl what Calmont left behind him when he departed one night from among us, after coming all the way from the white North to stand behind Hugh at his wedding as best man:

God be good to all of you, but youll be better off without me.

THE END


The Hair-Trigger Kid (1931)
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1. PLAIN POISON
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TWO THINGS WAITED for John Milman when he got West. One was his family, and the other was the spring. When he got to the end of the railroad, he could see spring eating its way up the mountains, taking the white from their shoulders and streaking the desert itself with green. But his family was not on hand with means to take him out to the ranch, and therefore he had to wait restlessly in the hotel, pacing up and down his room, and damning all delays. Sheriff Lew Walters was in that room, trying to help his friend kill time and uselessly pointing out that in an hour or two, at the most, the wife and daughter of Milman were sure to arrive. He might as well have read a ter out of the Bible. Or better, perhaps.

I havent seen them for six months! said Milman.

This was a proof that he was still, to a degree, an outlander. Real Westerners will not give way to their emotions so readily. They have picked up some of the manners of the wild Indians. But the sheriff, who knew the worth of this man, merely smiled and nodded.

A lot of things can happen in an hour, said Milman. I wonder whats kept them hack? Elinores as punctual as a chronometer, always. And Georgia would never be late for me! A lot of things can happen in an hour around this part of the world. How is Mr. Law, and old lady Order, his wife, Lew? Theyre still in your charge, I suppose?

Theyre recuperatin, said the sheriff gravely. They got a sort of shock and a setback a while ago, but theyre recuperatin.

What gave them the shock?

Well, typhoid fever, smallpox, diphtheria, delirium tremens and muscular rheumatism all hit this town together, one day, when Billy Shay turned up and opened his gambling house. I had old Law and Order out, taking the sun and the air every day, but now they dont dare to leave their beds till the suns at nine oclock, and they creep back in around about sundown.

Who is Billy Shay? asked Milman, willing to forget his trouble for a moment.

Shay is poison, said the sheriff.

What kind?

Skunk poison, said the sheriff inelegantly. Hes just one of those mean, low-down, sneakin curs that has teeth and knows how to use em.

Then why dont you run im out?

I cant hang anything on him. I know that everything crooked in the town depends on Shay, but still I cant get any information against him. Hes slick as a snake, and he could hide in a snakes hole, if he wanted to.

How does the town take to him?

How does any town this far West take to a chance to spoil its health, throw away its bank account, wreck its eyes, and quit work? Why, this town of Dry Creek is crazy about Billy Shay.

Does everyone know that hes a crook?

Of course, everybody does. That wont hold your real hundred-per-cent Westerner from going to that gaming house and tossing his money away. Shay has such a good thing that he only has to use the brakes now and then to stop somebody on a big run. As long as a fool wins once in three times, hes sure to come back for more. And one player out of ten always makes something worth while. They do the advertising for Billy Shay.

He extended his hand, pointing across the street.

Theres Billys house. Hes gone and got himself the finest place in town.

Thats Judge Mahons place, I thought.

The judge has sold out and moved up Denver way. Didnt you know that?

News is six months dead to me, admitted the rancher. Theres somebody piling down the street in a hurry.

The horseman came with a rush and a sweep.

Maybe news from the ranch — maybe bad news! muttered Milman under his breath.

Why, its Billy Shay! said the sheriff. I never saw him ride in like that before!

Billy Shay appeared to Milman as rather a hump-shouldered man with a long, lean, white face. As he got to the front of his house, he sprang from the saddle, without pausing to throw the reins, and as the horse dashed off down the street, Billy cleared his front gate with a fine hurdle and fled to the door of the house.

Then, as he fitted the key into the lock, he cast a frantic glance over his shoulder up and down the street and flattened his body against the door like one who feels the eyes of danger in the center of his spine.

A moment later he had disappeared into the house.

Yes, thats a mighty hurried fellow, said Milman. He doesnt act as though hes so dangerous as youve been saying.

No, he dont, replied the sheriff. He dont look bad enough to eat a raw egg, right now. But Ive seen him— He paused and sighed. Id like to know whats after Billy! he continued, shaking his head. Whatever is in his mind, Id like to find out the nature of it. Id like to discover the kind of mongoose that makes that cobra run!

Then, distinctly, across the road, they could hear the noise of furniture being dragged — heavy articles which screeched against the floor. They even saw the door tremble as these things were piled against it.

Dog-gone me if he aint barricadin himself in that house of his! said the sheriff with a growing awe.

He laid his brown hand with withered, wrinkled fingers upon the shoulder of his friend.

I got an idea that maybe were going to see something, old-timer.

See what? said Milman.

I dunno. A mob, maybe, thats after him. Once we can crack the shell and get at the news thats in that hounds life record, wed have enough to raise the whole of Dry Creek, I suppose.

You think theres a mob rising? I dont hear a sound.

Mobs that mean real business dont make no noise at all, said the sheriff. Ive seen a hundred and fifty men wearin guns and masks, and as quiet as a funeral. Funerals was what they was providin, as a matter of fact. Cheap funerals and a quick way out of the world to them that didnt understand the ways of the West, as you might say. How that Shay slicked off of his horse, eh? I never seen nothin like it!

Hes a badly scared man, all right, said Milman. If the crowd should come to mob him, will you have to intervene? At this the face of Lew Walters turned grim.

Id have to, he declared. The old days is gone, and Law and Order is supposed to be strong enough to walk right up and down the main street of this town night or day. Im the escort. Ive swore to do that job, and I intend to do it!

He looked anxiously up and down the street as he spoke.

But there was nothing in sight that agreed with his grave imaginings of danger.

Look at that dormer window in the roof! exclaimed Milman.

The house of the judge, having been built as pretentiously as possible, had a roof like the crown of a Mexican hat, and on one side of it was a dormer window. The window was open, and inside it a mirror flashed a blinding ray of light, winking rapidly.

Theres a signal — thats heliograph work as sure as Im a foot high, Lew. Can you make out the dots and dashes?

I cant make out a thing. Im not a telegrapher. But I could guess the name of the fellow whos handling that mirror!

You mean Shay?

Thats who I mean. Hes sending out a message to pals of his somewhere, and Id put my money that its a howl for help.

If we could get at the meaning of that message, we might be at the heart of Shays private affairs — information enough to enable you to make your arrest, eh?

Aye, we might. Heres somebody coming. The mob, Id say. And a mighty small mob to crack a nut with a shell as hard as Shays. Hes probably got half a dozen armed men in that house.

The dust cloud down the street dissolved, presently, to show two women and two men riding abreast, with led horses directly behind them.

Thats no mob, Milman, said the sheriff after a moment. Thats your wife on the left, there, if I aint lost my eyes.

Milman, with an exclamation, made for the door, but the sheriff remained fixed at his post at the window, watching with curiosity-squinted eyes the flickering light from the heliograph that played in the dormer window. He quite agreed with Milman that this message might be useful to him in his work of ridding the town of the gambling nuisance. But he knew that by the time he had secured a telegragher the signaling would probably have stopped. He could only sigh and watch, uncomprehending.

Still his mind struggled to guess at a solution of the mystery of Shays fear. For the man, whatever his other faults of greed, low cunning, and knavery, was brave, and had demonstrated his courage over and over again. Yet here he had fled into his house, barricaded the door, locked the lower windows, and now was signaling — no doubt frantically — in an appeal for help!

The possible mob was the only solution that appeared to the mind of the sheriff. He loosened his Colt in its holster and set his mind sternly on the work that might be preparing for him. No matter what he thought of Shay, mob violence was something which he had put down in Dry Creek, and he was prepared to put it down again at whatever risk.

In order to get closer to the scene of action, as soon as the mirror at the dormer window stopped signaling and the window itself was closed with a violent bang, he went downstairs, and in the lobby found his friend, the rancher, with his wife and daughter beside him, looking as happy as any child.

Even with the trouble that was now in his mind, the sheriff could not help letting his eye linger pleasantly on the trio for a moment.

Clean-bred ones, said the sheriff to himself, and being a man his glance lingered longest on the face of Georgia Milman. She was as brown as an Indian; she had the rounded, supple body of an Indian maiden, also, and Indian black was her hair, but her eyes were the blue which one sees in Ireland. She swung her quirt and greeted the sheriff noisily and heartily. They had shot elk together the season before.

Father says that theres some sort of trouble brewing in the Shay house, said she.

I dunno, answered Lew Walters, but theys trouble bud-din and bloomin over there. Come out on the veranda and have a look at the fireworks. Hello, Mrs. Milman. This here man of yours, he sure needed tyin before he seen you down the street. Are you-all comin out on the observation platform?

They were. And the rest of the town seemed to be heading in the same direction, so swiftly had the rumor of excitement spread.


2. THE KID ARRIVES
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IT WAS NOT malicious curiosity that brought the crowd. It was the same impulse which draws men together to see a prize fight. There were perhaps fifty people already on the long covered veranda that ran in front of the hotel, supported by narrow wooden pillars, with a row of watering troughs on each side of the steps where a twelve-horse team could be watered at one time without unharnessing them.

Youre gettin a new brand of trouble here in Dry Creek, sheriff, said an acquaintance.

Ive seen a lot of brands, said the sheriff. Whats the new one gunna be like?

The Kid is comin to town, Ive heard. Charlie Payson, he passed the word along.

Which is this Kid? asked Milman. Denver, Mississippi, Chicago, Boston or—

This aint any of them. Its the Kid, replied the sheriff. You mean to tell me that Charlie Payson is handin out that story? What would the Kid be comin to Dry Creek for?

Yeah, said the other, youd say that Dry Creek wouldnt give him no elbow room, hardly. But thats what Payson is sayin. I dunno how he knows. Unlessn maybe he got a letter. Some say that he was with the Kid down in Yucatan once.

Ive heard that story, said the sheriff. How they went up the river and found the old temple and got the emerald eye, and all that. Is they anything in that yarn?

Theys likely to be something in any yarn about the Kid.

Who is the Kid? said Elinore Milman.

You never heard of him? asked the sheriff.

No. Never. Not of a man who went by just that nickname. Whats his real name?

Why, that I dunno. But betwixt Yucatan and about twenty-five hundred miles north they is only one Kid, so far as I know.

What sort of a creature is he? Young?

The sort of creature he is, said the sheriff, is a hard creature to describe. Yes, mostly hes young.

What do you mean by mostly?

Well, some ways they aint nobody no older in the world. Maybe I can give you an idea of the Kid by what a feller told me he seen in a Mexican town in Chihuahua. When the word came in that the Kid had been sighted around those parts, they fetched in a section of the toughest rurales they could find, and they swore in a flock of extra deputies, and them gents that had extra-fine hosses. They led em out of town and sneaked for the tall timber, and the women that had pretty daughters, they got em indoors and turned the lock over em, and sat down in front of the doors with the biggest butcher knives that they could sharpen upon the grindstone. And the gamblin house, it closed up and cached all of its workin money by buryin it real secret in the ground, and the big store, it closed and locked up all of its windows. It looked like that there town had gone to sleep. But it was lyin wide awake behind its shutters, like a cat. Well, down there in Mexico, they know the Kid a lot better than we do, and thats the way they treat him there.

But here in Dry Creek, Elinore Milman questioned, you dont take all those precautions when this philandering horse thief, gunman and yegg comes to town?

Maam, said the sheriff, youve heard that hes comin. And aint you standing out here with Georgia right beside you?

She flushed a little, but the girl merely laughed.

I imagine that I can venture Georgia, said the ranchers wife.

Yeah, said the sheriff, I see that you do. But if she was mine, Id blindfold her and put her in a cyclone cellar when they was a chance of that Kid comin by. Up here, on this side of the Rio Grande, were all too dog-gone proud to be careful and thats the cause of a terrible lot of broken safes and necks and hearts!

There was a distinct strain of seriousness in this speech, but Mrs. Milman, turning toward her daughter, smiled a little, and Georgia smiled in turn. They were old and understanding companions.

Murmurs, in the meantime, passed up and down the veranda. Whats it all about, sheriff? asked several men from time to time.

He merely shrugged his shoulders and continued to stare at the house opposite him, as though he were striving to read a human mind.

The curtain aint up, said the sheriff, but I reckon that the stage is set and that theys gunna be an entrance pretty pronto.

Heres somebody coming, said Georgia, gesturing toward the farther end of the street.

Yeah, said the sheriff, but hes comin too slow to mean anything.

Slow and earnest wins the race, said another.

They were growing impatient; like a crowd at a bullfight, when the entrance of the matador is delayed too long.

Were wasting the day, said Milman to his family. Thats a long ride ahead of us.

Dont go now, said Georgia. Ive got a tingle in my finger tips that says something is going to happen.

Other voices were rising, jesting, laughing, when some one called out something at the farther end of the veranda, and instantly there was a wave of silence that spread upon them all.

What is it? whispered Milman to the sheriff.

Shut up! said the sheriff. They say that its the Kid!

He came suddenly into view, as a puff of wind cuffed the dust aside. His back was so straight and his stirrup so long that he seemed to be standing in his saddle. His bead was high, and his glance was on the distance, like one who knows that his horse will pay heed to the footwork. But there was nothing unusual in his get-up except for the tinkling of a pair of little golden bells which he wore in his spurs.

Such a silence had come over the crowd on the veranda that this sound, small as the chiming of a distant brook, grew distinctly audible. The sheriff suddenly nudged Georgia.

Theres a horse for you, said he. Thats the Duck Hawk, as they call it. Thats the mustang mare that he caught in Sonora. Aint she the tiptoe beauty for you?

She came like a dancer, daintily but smoothly, with a pride about her head, as though she felt she were carrying some one of vast distinction. A king would have liked to ride on such a horse; or a general, or any mayor in the world, to lead a procession.

She gets her name from her markings, explained the sheriff. You see the black of her all over, except the breast and the belly is white. I never seen such queer markings on a hoss before. But thats the Duck Hawk. I seen her out of Phoenix once. Id dig potatoes for ten years for a hoss like that, honey. How long, he added, would you dig em for such a man?

He turned with a grin as he spoke, and the girl smiled back at him.

He looks all wool, she said most frankly.

So he did. The sort of wool that wears in the West, or on any frontier. Now, as he came up to the hotel and jumped out of the saddle, they could see that he had the strong mans shoulders, smoothly made and thick; and the legs of a runner such as one finds among the straight-built Navajoes. He had the deep desert tan, but his eyes were of that same Irish blue which made men look at Georgia Milman with a leap of the heart.

Their hearts did not leap when they stared at the Kid, however. Instead, glances were apt to sink to the ground.

The Kid took a bit of clean linen from his saddle bag and wiped the muzzle of the mare before he permitted her to drink, which she did freely but daintily, for Georgia Milman could see, now, that there was no bit between her teeth.

Hello, folks, said the Kid. Waiting here for a procession to come along, or is somebody going to make a speech?

He picked out faces, here and there, and waved to them, but when he saw the sheriff he jumped lightly to the edge of the veranda between two of the troughs. The intervening people slipped hastily back, like dogs, Georgia thought, when the wolf steps near.

The Kid took the sheriffs hand in a warm grip.

Im glad to see you, Walters, said he. I thought Id drop in here at Dry Creek to see you. Youve made my old friend Shay so much at home that I thought you might want me up here too.

Im glad to see you, too, said the sheriff instantly. Ive got a right good little of jail over yonder, Kid, and youll find it mighty cheap here in Dry Creek to get a ticket to it.

Never buy anything but round trips, said the Kid, and I hear that yours is only a one-way line. Youre not introducing me to your daughter, Walters?

This is the yegg I was telling you about, Georgia, said the sheriff. This is the same sashayin young trouble raiser. The ladys name is Milman, Kid.

The Kid took off his hat and bowed to her with an almost Latin grace.

I nearly borrowed a pair of your fathers horses one evening, said the Kid. But there were too many barbed-wire fences. Mighty bad thing to use so much barbed wire around horses. You tell your dad that for me, will you?

He stepped back, replacing his hat upon the tangled, curly hair of his head. Georgia had nodded and smiled faintly, without embarrassment.

He admits what he is, she said. Dont your hands simply itch to jam him into that jail, Lew?

Yeah, said the sheriff, and theyd itch a lot more if I had a bigger life insurance.

The Kid, in the meantime, had stepped down from the veranda again, and, breaking two matches, slipped them into his spurs so that the golden bells were wedged and silenced.

He talked to this curious and rather breathless crowd as he did this.

Anybody know if my friend Shay is at home?

Yeah. Hes at home, said one.

He likes a quiet step, said the Kid, because he says its a sign of culture. A cultured fellow, is Billy Shay, you know. So I mustnt play bellwether when I go to call on him. Ill see you-all later on.

He walked across the street and through the front gate of Shays house before the spectators realized, suddenly, what it was apt to mean.

Georgia phrased it in one gasping sentence.

Its the fear of the Kid thats cornered Shay!


3. BATTLE ROYAL
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THE SAME IDEA came suddenly home to all of the watchers, and there was a stir and a bustle on the hotel veranda. Newcomers were running from either side to get to this natural grand stand.

What about it, Lew? asked Milman.

I only got one thing to say, answered the sheriff dryly. They both got only one life to give to their country, and they might as well do the giving today. Why, Milman, if you was to see a wasp and a hornet start a fight, which would you want to see win?

This seemed the attitude of nearly all the watchers. They looked on with a smiling content.

He dont know that theys half a dozen thugs in the house there with Shay, said one.

Georgia Milman grew excited

Lew, that ought to be stopped! she declared to the sheriff

Because of the Kids blue eyes, honey? asked the grim sheriff. No, maam. I aint gunna stop it. If they was to blow the tar out of each other, it would simply save the State from lodgin and boardin em a good many years, or else usin up a good rope to break their necks with.

Every one grew silent now. For the Kid had come to the porch of Shays house, and was going swiftly up the steps. He went, not to the door, but to a window at one side.

There he worked for an instant.

It seemed to Georgia Milman that the windows of that house were so many eyes, peering out at the stranger with serpentlike content.

Hes read the mind of that latch already, said the sheriff, for at that moment the Kid pushed the window up so softly that certainly no sound floated across to the people who waited and watched from the hotel.

What are they doin inside? said some one.

When you got a trap set, dont you wait for the critter to get inside before you spring it? said another.

The Kid did not hesitate. The moment that the window was open he slipped inside — and then closed the window behind him.

They could see the glimmer of his raised hand and ann.

Hes latched it behind him! gasped Georgia. What possesses that madman?

Why, honey, said the sheriff, hes as happy right now as you would be when you stepped into a dance hall and all the boys popped their eyes at you, and the music started up and you figgered that you had all of the other girls in that hall stopped four ways for Sunday. The Kid is just spreadin his elbows at the board!

There was not a sound from the house. The Kid had disappeared. The sun poured strongly and steadily down upon the roofs and raised from them a thin stream — the last moisture of the winter. Down the street rushed a whirlwind, white with circling dust. It passed rapidly, but the crowd on the veranda stirred and shifted uneasily and peered through the passing veil, as though they dreaded lest it might shut them off from some sight of importance.

But there was nothing to be seen. The house stood there, bald and open of face, with its windows black or bright in shadow or sun. The silence continued.

Said a voice: Aw, its a joke. Nothin aint gunna happen! And a whisper answered: Shut up, you fool!

For every one felt like whispering. The stillness in a church was noise, compared with this. Suspense drew every nerve taut. Georgia gripped the arm of her father; her face was cold, and by that she knew how pale she must be. Covertly she rubbed her cheeks and looked guiltily askance at the sheriff. He had prophesied that she would be interested in the Kid. She was ashamed even then of the depth of that interest.

She kept saying to herself over and over again: Hes just a bad one. Hes no good. Everybody knows that hes no good!

But the words had little meaning. They seemed to be brushed away by the bright beauty of the Duck Hawk, as the lovely mare lifted her head and listened to some far-off sound. She, it seemed, loved and trusted her master. Therefore he could not be all bad.

Then the silence of the Shay house was broken, and broken in no uncertain manner. Guns boomed hollowly and heavily within the walls, and a voice was heard screaming in pain, or fear, or both.

Thunderation! said the sheriff.

He burst through the crowd and started across the street, but Milman and two or three others grabbed him and pulled him back.

You said the right thing before, said Milman. It doesnt matter what happens to the rats in that den. Were not going to let you chuck a useful life away, Lew, old fellow.

Theres murder being done in there! shouted the sheriff. You fools, leave go of me, Im gunna—

Youre gunna stay here and stand quiet, said one of the men who held him. If theys a murder in yonder, itll be only a murderer thats killed! And whats the difference, as you was sayin before?

In spite of himself, the sheriff could not budge. He had to submit to the strong hands which restrained him.

The uproar in the house of Shay continued. Vaguely they could follow it. It seemed to dip from the first floor to the cellar. Then it climbed again.

Through the window by which the Kid had entered a man burst. Literally, he dived through.

He struck the porch, rolled headlong across it, and picked himself up from the ground. His face was a red mask, as he had been badly cut by the glass through which he had burst. Apparently he was half-blinded, for he stretched his hands out before him as he started running, and when he carne to the side fence he collided heavily with it.

The blow knocked him down. He got up, climbed the fence, and ran on, out of sight.

Hes had enough, said the sheriff grimly. Thats Lefty Bud Gray. Hes the one that killed Tucker and Langton on the Pecos. Governor Chalmers pardoned him — the fool!

A frightful crashing and dashing now came from the second floor of the house as though furniture were being hurled about. Georgia Milman suddenly regained her breath and her color.

Mother! she whispered. Its like seeing the rabbits come out when a weasel has gone down into the warren!

Like rabbits, indeed!

And they came in a frantic haste! For now a door crashed at the back of the house, and an unseen man rushed out, screeching at the top of his voice.

The yells diminished as he turned a corner, but still they sounded, far off, floating like a wailing spirit in the air.

I never seen nothin like it! said a puncher. Whats he done? Dynamited that old shack?

Again the door at the back of the house slammed, and this time a double footfall could be heard rattling down the board walk at the rear.

The sounds of these fugitives diminished more quickly. Thats four gone, said some one.

Silence came in the house of Shay.

And then, low at first, but more distinctly as their ears grew attuned to it, they could hear the groaning of a badly hurt man.

Mrs. Milman sagged suddenly on her daughters arm, but Georgia caught her close.

Steady, mother! Steady, dear! said she. Its not the Kid — I think!

That boy? gasped Mrs. Milman. Of course its not he, but whats happening to the poor creatures in that house? That tiger — and those wretches who—

At the very top of the house there was another wild outburst of gunshots, a continuous peal of them. Then the distinct sound of a door being slammed, and the dormer window from which the signal had flashed not long before was cast open.

Out at that opening slid the long, gaunt person of Billy Shay himself, and at this sight a whoop went up from the spectators across the street.

Billy was in a frightful haste. He acted as though he would die if he did not reach the ground.

He slid down the sharply shelving roof. There, at the eaves, he hung by his hands, swinging back and forth like a pendulum of a clock.

Lemme go! shouted the sheriff. I gotta get there and—

But still they held him helpless, for it seemed to all of those men a most foolish thing to risk such a life as the sheriffs in order to enforce the law among the lawless.

Billy Shay, twisting his legs in, got hold on a ledge below the eaves and climbed down like a great cat, reached the window beneath, and so down until he slid the length of one of the porch pillars.

He did not wait to look about him.

He fled across his barren garden with such speed that his long hair streamed out behind his head, and, reaching the fence at which the first man had had his fall, Billy Shay took it in his stride like a good hurdler, and twisted out of sight down the path beyond.

Once more silence fell upon the house of Shay, except for the dreadful groaning of the man on the first floor, as it seemed. A groan for every breath!

Then some one began to whistle, there in the attic of the place. The whistling grew dim, but still was distinguishable. It passed from the attic down to the second floor, and so down to the first.

There it stopped, and the groaning stopped, also.

Hes killed that poor devil some one said between clenched teeth.

Georgia felt herself growing faint.

But now the front door of the house was opened, and out upon the porch stepped the Kid!

He stood there, teetering idly back and forth from heel to toe, while he made and lighted a cigarette, and then, smoking, he sauntered leisurely up the path.

At the gate he paused to remove the wedges from the bells at his heels, and as he crossed the street they clinked merrily in tune with every step he took making his way to the mare.

He gathered the reins.

Billy had to go out, and couldnt wait for me, boys, said he. Matter of fact, there was nobody home.

He swung into the saddle and added: Except Three-card Alec. He was so glad to see me that he slipped coming down the stairs, and Im mighty afraid that hes broken his leg. Any friend of his here to give poor Alec a hand?


4. DAVEY RIDES
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OUT OF THE town, as he had come into it, the Kid rode most leisurely. No one halted him; and only Tommy Malone asked him to have a drink.

He refused the drink, with apologies for the demands upon his time which made it impossible for him to linger, no matter how he wished to. But when he got farther down the street, a little freckle-faced boy of nine ran out into the street and shouted at him in a voice as thin and squeaking as the sound of a finger nail on a pane of glass. It was little Dave Trainor, Chuck Trainors boy. Some of the neighboring women heard and saw what followed.

They watched, breathless. It was known that Trainor had made a lot of money in the mines recently, and it was more than possible that the terrible wild man, the Kid, might kidnap this child and hold him for ransom.

Old Betty Worth, who had fought Indians in her day, went so far as to get the old-fashioned Kentucky rifle, loaded with a bullet which contained an ounce of lead. This she rested on the corner of a window sill, and looking out through the branches of the honey-suckle vine, drew her bead and looked at the very heart of the Kid. At the first move he made, Betty was determined to shoot him dead. And she probably could have done it, for, even without a rest, she was known to have shot a squirrel out of a treetop only the year before.

The scene between the Kid and freckled young Dave Trainor progressed somewhat as follows:

Hey! yelled Davey.

Hey! yelled the Kid in return.

Hello! shouted Davey, waving.

Hello! shouted the Kid.

Hey, wait a minute, will you? said Davey.

Sure I will, said the Kid.

He turned in the saddle. The mare, unguided, as it seemed, walked straight up to Davey and paused before him.

Say, how did you make her do that? asked Davey. Why, she reads my mind, most of the time, said the Kid. Golly! said Davey; then added briskly: Not that I believe you a dog-gone bit!

Thats a mighty big word that youre saying, said the Kid. Yeah? said dangerous Davey. Its what I say, though. Are you the Kid?

Thats what my friends call me, said the Kid.

Whats your real name? demanded Davey.

How many a sheriff, deputy, editor, and hungry reporter in that wide and fair land would have been glad of an answer to that question.

My real name depends on where I am, said the Kid. You take one single, solitary name, its hardly enough to spread over a lot of country the way that I live and travel.

Why aint it? asked Davey, doubtful, but willing to be convinced.

Well, south of the river the Mexicans like to hear a man called by a Spanish-sounding name.

Like what?

Well, like Pedro Gonzales, say.

Golly, said Davey, anybody what called you a greaser name like that, youd about eat them, I reckon!

Oh, no, said the Kid. I hate trouble. Thats why I change my name so much.

Say why agin?

Why, to be a Spaniard with the Spanish, and a Mexican with the Mexicans. They used to call me Louis, up in Canada, when I was among the French Canadians.

Didnt you punch them in the nose? asked Davey candidly. Of course not. I was glad to have them take me in like that.

What else are you called? asked Davey.

Oh, Ive been called Johnson in Minnesota, and Taliaferro in Virginia, and a lot of other things. These States in our country are so big, old son, that a fellow has to have a lot of different names. What are you called, son?

Well, Im like you, said Davey. It depends on where I am. Over to the south side of town they just call me Red. I licked two of em last week for callin me that, but still they call me Red. I dont care. I can stand it, I guess.

I guess you can, said the Kid. Whats a name or two, anyway?

Thats just the way that I look at it, said Davey. I dont mind, and I get a chance to punch their heads once in a while. Down on the creek, all of the Banks boys — they got a great big place there, with the whanginest swing that you ever see — they call me Freckles. When I aint got a spot on my face compared to Turkey-egg Banks.

Freckles is a good outstanding name, said the Kid.

Dyou think so? Well, they call me that, anyway, and theyre all too big for me to lick.

Are they? Maybe youll grow to that, though.

Yeah, maybe I will, but a Banks, he takes a pile of licking.

Any other names?

Well, around here, they call me Slippy, account of me being hard to catch at tag. Theys a lot that can run faster, but I get through their fingers, somehow.

Slippy is a good name, too. I never heard a better flock of names than you carry, partner. Any more?

They call me Davey, during the school term, a lot of em.

Yeah. Thats a good name, too. Any others?

Pa calls me Snoops — I dunno why. There dont seem to be much meaning to it. Ma calls me David when shes feelin good, and David Trainor when I aint brought in the wood, or wore my rubbers on rainy days, or things like that.

Well, Davey Trainor, said the Kid, Im mighty glad to meet you, sir.

The same goes by me, said Davey.

He reached up and shook hands.

Is it straight talk, said Davey, that you can do all of them things?

What things? asked the Kid.

I mean, that you can shoot a sparrow right out of the air? Theres one now up there on that telephone wire! And I suppose that you got a gun with you?

The Kid looked at the sparrow, shook his head, and then snatched out the revolver. As it exploded, the sparrow flirted off the wire and dipped into the air, leaving a few little, translucent feathers which fluttered slowly down to the earth — slowly, since they were not much heavier than the air through which they fell.

The Kid put up the heavy Colt revolver with a single flashing movement.

You see, thats one thing that I cant do, said he.

Golly, but you knocked feathers out of it, and you didnt take no sight nor nothin.

That was only a lucky shot, said the Kid. Dont you pay any attention to people who talk about shooting sparrows at any sort of a good distance, Davey.

What happened to the gun?

Why it went back home, where it lives.

Davey laughed.

Youre mighty slick, all right, said he. Can the mare do everything, too?

Like what?

Come when shes called?

Yes.

Walk on her hind legs?

Yes.

Open a barn door?

Yes, if its only to lift the latch and give a pull.

Lie down when you tell her to?

Yes.

Sit down, too?

Yes.

Kneel for you to get on?

Yes.

Golly, said the boy, thats an awful lot. I cant hardly think of no more things for a hoss to do. What else can she do?

Oh, she can do a lot of things besides. She has brains, son. She thinks for herself right along, and she does a lot of thinking for me, too.

Like what, Kid?

Why, like telling me if were crossing a bad bridge.

Can she tell that?

Yes, she can smell that. Shes got a nose like a wolf. And I can sleep out, with her for company as safely as though I had the sense of a wolf myself. She reads everything that crosses her wind.

My golly, my golly, said Davey Trainor, almost bitterly, it must make you pretty tired to have to spend time with most folks, whan you got a hoss like that to be with.

Yes, said the Kid soberly, most people make me pretty tired, unless they have plenty of names.

You wouldnt want to do something for me?

Why not? Youve got about as many names as I have.

Well, would you let me see her do something?

Of course I will. You tell me what.

Well, make her stand up on her hind legs.

Davey could not hear or see a command or a sign, but the mare presently heaved up, her forehoofs flipping close to Daveys face.

Down rocked the mare again.

Golly! said Davey. What else can she do? Shes wonderful, aint she? Could I touch her?

Ill ask her, said the Kid with gravity.

He leaned and murmured, or appeared to murmur, in the ear of the Duck Hawk, at which she reached out with a sudden snaky movement and plucked Davey by the ragged forelock, sun-faded to the color of burned grass.

Hold on! said the rider, keeping his eye fast on the boys face. And Davey had not altered a trifle in color. He merely set his teeth and then grinned.

Would you like to ride her? asked the Kid suddenly.

Why? But nobody but you has ever been on her back! cried out Davey.

Youre there now, said the Kid.

He whispered something in the ear of the mare and rubbed her muzzle. And then young Davey rode the terrible fleet mare of the Kid across the road. She slid over the fence, unexpectedly, but as smooth as running water, and turning in the field beyond, she floated back across the fence again and halted beside her master.

Now you know what shes like, said the Kid.

Golly, said the boy, now I know what heavens like.


5. THREE-CARD STUMBLES

[image: img107.jpg]

THE WATCHING POPULATION of Dry Creek had moved across the street to the house of Billy Shay.

It was not merely an interest in the welfare of the wounded man who had been groaning inside the place, but rather an inescapable curiosity to be on the site of the Kids latest exploits. They were anxious to pick up first-hand details with which to furnish the stories which each and all of them would one day find an opportunity of telling to strangers.

In the Far West there is one thing which is more fabulously valuable then gold, even. And that is a story, whether it be truth or good, true-sounding fiction. Stories in the West are of two varieties. The first is the openly and the humorously exaggerated. These are not greatly considered except when they are really funny. But the staple Western story is one which clings so closely to the truth throughout most of its telling, that the embroidering of the main truth with fancy in the vital point of the tale will be overlooked by the listener. If only one shot is fired, there is no good reason why two Indians, Mexicans, or thugs should not be in line with its flight; but the narrator is sure to express astonishment before he tries to arouse yours, and he will carefully explain, with a false science, just how the odd position came about. There is the story-teller who never speaks in his own person, too. All of his stories begin, end, and are supported in the middle by they say. They of they say is a strange creature. It has the flight of a falcon and the silent wings of a bat; it speaks the language of the birds and bees; it can follow the snake down the deepest hole, and then glide like a magic ray through a thousand feet of solid rock; it can penetrate invisibly into houses through the thickest walls, in order to see strange crimes; it can step through the walls of the most secretive mind in order to read strange thoughts. They has the speed of lightning, and leaps here and there to pick up grains of information, like a chicken picking up worms in a newly turned garden; they throws a girdle around the world in a fortieth of Pucks boasted time. Those who quote they, who quote and follow and mystically adore and believe in they, sometimes do so with awe-stricken whispers, but there are some who sneer at their authority, and shrug their shoulders at the very stories they relate. Such people, when questioned, yawn and shake their heads.

I dunno. Thats what they say.

You can take your choice. Believe it or not. Most people choose to believe, and therefore the rare information of they, thrice, yes, and thirty times watered and removed, is repeated over and over until it becomes a mist as tall as the moon and as thin as star dust.

There were gossips of every school in the crowd that poured into Shays house. The moment that they drew open the front door, they found a scene which was interesting enough to charm them all.

The furniture which first had been piled against the door to secure this point against the entrance of the Kid, was now cast helter-skelter back against the walls. Much of it was broken. The legs of chairs seemed knocking together, or else they bowed perilously out. And one chair, as if it had taken wings, had become entangled in the good, strong chains which suspended the hall lamp near the door. For this was a very pretentious house.

Some strong hand had flung that chair!

No wonder that chars had been thrown, though. For the ceiling, the floor, the walls, were ripped and plowed by many bullets. It looked as though half a dozen cartridge belts had been emptied here alone.

And at the foot of the stairs lay Three-card Alec, who no longer groaned, but had braced himself with his shoulders on the lower stair. His right leg extended before him with a painful crookedness, but he had a cigarette between his fingers, and he was smoking with deep, almost luxurious breaths, his eyes half closed. For the makins is a greater thing in the West than whisky, chewing tobacco, and chloroform all rolled into one.

The crowd, entering, looked about with awe at that wrecked and ruined hallway. Turning, they could stare straight through the front wall of the house and see the little, white, round patches of daylight that streamed through the bullet holes. A long strip of plaster, loosened by raking shots from the ceiling of the hall, fell now with a noisy crash.

Some people grew afraid, and would not enter the place, even with such a crowd. There was a baneful influence still in the air, and the odor of gunpowder was severe in every room and hall from the cellar to the attic.

Is there anybody else in the house? asked the sheriff of the gambler.

Say, whadya think? replied Three-card Alec sneeringly. The sheriff went on by him.

So did every one else, waiting for the other fellow to take charge of the hurt man. The other fellow is well nigh as ubiquitous and certainly of far better character than they.

No one went near poor Three-card Alec to help him, until Georgia Milman squatted beside him and looked into his narrow, beady, winking, uncertain eyes.

Three-card looked like a bird — and a very bad bird, at that. His nose was long enough to make a handle for his whole face. Behind it his face receded toward the hair and toward the chin. The latter feature hardly mattered, and the face flowed smoothly, with hardly a ripple, into the throat. Three-card had two big buckteeth. Like all buckteeth, they were kept scrupulously white, but they looked, somehow, like the upper part of a parrots beak. His mouth was generally half open, and he had the look of being about to give something a good hard peck. Three-card had little, overbright, shifty eyes; and he had a yellowish skin, and on his receding brow there were a maze of lines of trouble, pain, greed and envy. His body was as bad as his face, for it was starved, crooked, hollow-chested, weak-backed, humped, skinny, and generally half deformed. His only redeeming feature was his hands, and these were beautiful objects for even a casual eye to rest upon. They were graceful, long, slender and white — which proved that they were kept scrupulously gloved except when there was a need of them in action. Those delicate and nervous hands of Three-card were in fact his fortune, whether they were employed with cards, dice, the handle of a knife, or on the grip of a revolver. Three-card was only a wicked caricature of a man. There was hardly any good about him, but he had been brave as he was wicked, and therefore he was respected in a certain way.

Georgia merely said: Is it pretty bad?

For reply he stared at her and puffed on his cigarette again. There was no decent courtesy in Three-card.

Do you want any special doctor? Doctor Dunn has his office just across the street, you know, said Georgia.

Three-card deigned to speak.

I wouldnt let that crook mend a sick canary for me, leave alone put a hand on my leg. That leg is bust. Ill have Doc Wilton or nobody.

Georgia pulled out of the passing file of the curious a sunburned young cow-puncher. His nose was toasted raw, which always makes young men appear cross but honest.

Sammy, you go and get Doc Wilton like a good fellow, said Georgia.

The face of Sammy fell at least a block. He was enjoying this battle site. But Georgia was not a girl to be refused. With a sigh, Sammy departed for the doctor, and Georgia impressed four more men to carry Three-card into the little adjoining room, while she gingerly, with a white face and compressed lips, supported the broken lee. She had him put on a table, and placed a cushion under his head. She borrowed a whisky flask from another puncher and gave Three-card a good swig of it. She wiped the sweat of pain from his face. She unloosed the shirt at his throat. With unexpected skill, she rolled another cigarette for him and lighted it.

Youre a bit of all right, said Three-card, his bird eyes glittering at her suddenly in an unwinking stare, like that of a hawk.

Are you comfortable? More comfortable, I mean. Three-card closed his eyes. He did not answer, but began to chuckle softly.

You wouldnt a believed, said he. I guess that he never pulled the trigger.

Georgia looked at the smashed window glass at the end of the room.

You dont mean the Kid? she said.

Dont I? snarled Three-card.

Then he seemed to remember that she had been kind.

Yeah, thats who I mean, said he.

She tried to understand, but her mind whirled. With her own eyes she had seen the results of the explosion which occurred when the Kid had entered this house. She had seen men hurled out from it through windows and doors as if dynamite were bursting within.

What did he use, if not a gun? she asked.

He used his bean, said Three-card.

This answer he seemed to think sufficient, and he nodded in satisfaction.

Aces will always take tricks, said Three-card. He was all full of aces.

He chuckled again. He seemed to forget his own predicament.

He was always in the next room, said Three-card. I wasnt proud. I went down into the cellar, but the cellar window was too narrow to squeeze out.

Did the Kid follow you down there? asked the girl.

She tried to make the picture bright in her mind, of the terrified men in the cellar, and the fear of the Kid upon them.

All he done was to open the door at the head of the stairs and wait! said Three-card, still chuckling in admiration of his enemys maneuvers. Somebody said that he was gunna throw a can of oil down and a lighted match after it. Then we charged up those stairs and crushed out through the doorway — and found that he wasnt in the upper hall at all! Then we bolted for the upstairs, because it seemed like the Kid was always just about gunna step through an open door and start shooting.

She caught her breath. She understood that nightmare fear which had possessed all in the house.

On the way up I heard a sound. I looked back. I was the last of the hunch going up, and there was the Kid in the hall right at the foot of the stairs, with his gun ready. I pulled mine and turned to shoot, and just fell down the stairs and busted my leg. The Kid goes on up. Hell busts wide open all over the house. Pretty soon theres quiet. Down comes somebody walking, whistling. Its the Kid. He stops and makes me a cigarette.

Hard luck, Three-card, says he.

Three-card paused. He looked into the face of the girl.

Youd v liked to see, said Three-card.

Yes, said Georgia beneath her breath. I would!


6. WATCHING
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THE KID HAD stopped with red-headed Davey Trainor long enough to give him a ride on the Duck Hawk. Then he brought from one of his pockets a small knife. It had three blades of the finest steel, which he displayed and illustrated their uses. Then he mounted.

Davey stood by him, bending back his head and looking up at the picture of the hero against the blue sky.

You wouldnt be comin back here one of these days? he asked.

Sure I would, said the Kid. Dont you be forgetting me.

Me? said Davey. Golly, I should say not. So long, Kid.

So long, said the Kid.

Then he took off his hat and waved it toward the window of a neighboring house, over which honeysuckle vines descended in a thick shower.

Maam, said he, youve been aiming too low.

With this he rode off down the street whistling.

Old John Dale saw him go by, with the Duck Hawk cakewalking in time and rhythm with the whistled tune. They seemed to be having a gay time of it, these two.

They crossed the bridge over the creek, and there they were seen by the Warner boys, Paul and Ned, who were fishing off the old ruined landing which had been built there in the placer days. They both got up and shouted — regardless of spoiling their fishing prospects for the rest of the morning. And the Kid turned in his saddle and waved down to them. He seemed in the highest and most childishly gay spirits, for he made the Duck Hawk rear so that she stood with her forehoofs resting on the edge rail which guarded the bridge.

That rail was made of old and time-rotted wood, and the boys held their breath at this madness of the Kids.

Then he whirled the Duck Hawk away, and with a wave of his hand he disappeared, taking the Langton Trail through the hills.

That trail the Kid followed until after noon. By this time he had climbed the trail to a height above Dry Creek. He paused at a point where the trail looped out around the shoulder of a hill, so that he had a clean view of the path for a distance, going and coming. Moreover, this was a spot from which he could survey all the country lying back toward Dry Creek.

He watered the mare at a small creek, which had been one of his reasons for pausing there, and then he took out a pair of field glasses and first picked out the northerly hills, the mountains behind them, finally moving his view down again to Dry Creek, and its shining windows.

He smiled a little when he saw this town, as though of itself it were something of a joke; then he shifted his view out into the desert, lingering his eye along the smoky foliage of the draws, and particularly studying certain dust clouds which, by careful observation, he discovered were not wind pools, but clouds in slow motion toward Dry Creek.

There were three of these dust clouds. They might be riders, freighters, almost anything. Carefully estimating distances from point to point, away out there on the plain, he then timed each of the three dust clouds across certain stretches.

This had to be inaccurate work, for he could not estimate with any surety the distances over which the clouds were passing. Yet he knew that those draws were of about such and such dimensions. He could see, also, that two of the dust clouds slanted back, and one rose straight up like smoke from a chimney on a windless day.

He decided that the two slanting clouds were made of horsemen traveling either at a fast trot or at a gallop. The other dust cloud might be either quite a large party with their horses at a walk, or, more probably, it was the sweating team and the rumbling wagon of a freighter.

He put up his glasses and looked more intimately around him. This was the sort of country that he loved. It was neither the eye-hurting sweep of the dusty desert, nor the damp gloom of the great forests. It was a broken sweep of hills, pouring away in a pleasant variety of shapes, and dressed with patches of high shrubbery and low, while the forest proper was chiefly confined to the gulleys and the ravines between the hills. In such a region as this there were a thousand cattle trails weaving through the maze of hills; there were ten thousand modes of being lost in every ten miles of travel. It was a place where one needed to know the lay of the land, and have under one a good horse, with sure footing and a wise way of taking the ups and downs of a hill journey. The Kid knew this region well, and he had a wise horse beneath him, that knew how to take the constantly recurring slopes easily, but at a brisk walk, with a trot on the summit, and a break into a rolling lope on the downward slope, moving all the time so softly that there was no danger of battering shoulders to pieces. Such a horse can cover not twice, but three times as much ground as an animal not accustomed to the hill country.

But though the Kid knew this country well, he did not know it well enough to suit him. He never knew any stretch of land well enough. Nothing could exhaust the patient, the almost passionate interest with which he studied a landscape in detail. The position of every tree might be worth knowing, if he had time to get down to the most minor details.

This was almost his profession. The thick roll of his memory could unfold a scroll which was an endless map of desert, rolling plain, hills, mountains, wilderness of trees, the courses of rivers, the sites and the street maps of towns, dottings of ranches and ranch houses, intimate details of confused trails.

Like a hawk, when he flew into a new region, he first flew high, and from the summits of the high places he charted the lower regions with an exquisite precision. The result was that hardly any district could be strange to him for more than a day, and he had amazed certain ardent pursuers, over and over again, by his ability to disappear from under their very noses in a region where they knew, or thought they knew, every gopher hole.

So the Kid, as the mare grazed eagerly on the fine grass of that hillside, with the saddle and the bridle both removed, looked carefully and lovingly over this landscape. There were many creeks where one could find water, and by those creeks were many dense thickets where man and horse could hide — particularly a horse taught to lie down in time of need.

There were high points for spying in this landscape, and there were crooked and straight ways across the country. That is, there were safe and leisurely ways, and there were short trails which condensed many miles of distances into a certain amount of eerie twisting through ravines and flirting with precipices.

All in all, he felt that this district was made for him. It was home to the Kid.

He had other homes, of course, but they were not quite so satisfactory for many reasons.

He took out his lunch. It consisted of a ration which an Arab would have known and appreciated. That is to say, his food was simply dates and old, stale, tough bread. A morsel of bread, a morsel of date, he chewed them slowly, with the enjoyment of a hungry man, for already he had ridden far on this day.

When he had finished his lunch, which was a meager one even for such simple fare, he drank from the cold water of the creek, and then sat beside it for a time watching the rippling shadows which flickered over the sandy bottom, or the flash and paling of the sun upon a quartz pebble.

It did not take a great deal to interest the Kid. He never had found a desert so thoroughly devoid of life that it was dull to him. Now, when he turned from the gazing at the creek, it was to watch the arduous way of an ant through the grass, lugging with it the head of a beetle twice its own size and four times its own weight. Ten times the head fell as the Kid watched. Ten times the ant picked up the burden and pushed ahead, forcing between narrow blades and climbing then up and then down, like a monkey struggling with a vast weight through an endless forest.

Eight feet away lay the nest which was the goal! To the ant it was eight miles of fearful labor.

A light, quick stamp of a hoof made the Kid look up to the Duck Hawk, to find her standing alert, with tail arching into the wind, and ears pricked.

The Kid did not delay. He slid bridle and saddle onto her with practiced speed, and, running hastily down the trail, he came to a rocky stretch, turned up among the rocks until he came to a thick place of shrubbery and trees which perfectly concealed him and the mare.

Here he waited, and after a time, sure enough, from down the trail, traveling south, he heard first the distant ring of an iron-shod hoof, striking against hard rock, and then the faint snort of a horse. Such sounds grew nearer and nearer, and around the corner of the mountain rode a man on a fine gelding of the mustang type, with two lead horses behind him.

This man carried a short-barreled repeating rifle, or carbine, which he balanced across the pommel of his saddle. He had two saddle holsters, from which the butts of revolvers appeared, and a capacious cartridge belt girded him.

On each of the two led horses there were small packs, but these were so light that it was obvious that he was using them as extra mounts rather than as pack animals.

The man himself was what one might call the true Western type; that is to say, he was tall, rather bony and thin from much exercise, and little fat from leisure. He had one of those thin, dark faces which one often sees, with a truly grand forehead, wide and high, and a little puckering at the corners of his mouth which made him appear to be smiling a great part of the time. But smiling he was not, as one could guess by a second glance.

This fellow was forty years old, with a back straight as an arrow, a head carried like a king, and a glance as bright as the Kids own.

The latter smiled a little and watched with careful attention until the other reached that point along the trail where the Kid had lunched and where the mare had grazed.

The instant he came to these signs the rider slumped lower in the saddle, and tightening the reins, he slipped the carbine under his arm and whirled his horse about, scanned the rocks and the trees near him with the eagerness of a hawk and something of a hawks hungry and fierce manner.

He seemed to content himself a little with this first survey, and then jumped from his saddle to the ground and carefully examined the grass that had been trampled down by his predecessor. By the movement of it, as it gradually was rising, he seemed able to tell that his forerunner had been there a very short time ago indeed. Therefore he straightened again, and scanned all that was around him suspiciously. Finally he leaped into the saddle again, and went on a tour of inspection.


7. TREED
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WHAT WIND WAS blowing carried straight from the man hunter to the man.

Therefore the Kid carried out an experiment in which he could use the intelligence and the obedience of the Duck Hawk. He turned the head of the mare toward a gap in the brush to the rear, and through this, as he waved his hand, she went at once.

The noise she made was very slight. She walked like a cat, picking out her way. For horses who have lived a wild life where there is any amount of shrubbery and trees either learn the ways of silence or die young. Mountain lions are excellent schoolmasters in all such lessons. So the Duck Hawk went off with very little noise, and the wind which stirred was sufficiently strong to cover these slight noises of retreat.

Getting well beyond the patch of trees in which her master remained, she looked back to him, pausing, but he waved her on until she had walked over the brow of the hill, and disappeared.

Now that the mare was out of view, the Kid set about his own maneuvers. He could see that the stranger was skirting rapidly along the back trail which the Kid had made; and, in the course of the next minute, he was certain to arrive on the spot where they had made covert in the brush.

He decided this, and then slipped ahead for a few paces along the trail of the mare until he came to a good-sized tree. He swung into the branches and a dozen feet above the ground he stretched himself along a big limb.

It was so narrowed that it could not pretend to cover the width of his body. Without an instants hesitation, he twisted himself around it like a snake. By the very strangeness of its posture, this body of his suddenly seemed unrelated to humankind. By heel and arm and knee he clung in this difficult position. It would have exhausted another man in a few seconds; but the Kid had the strength and suppleness of a monkey. So he clung there, until he saw the fine, reaching head of the mustang come through the brush, and above it appeared the stranger, bent well forward, to study the fresh sign of the Duck Hawk.

At the place of covert, he remained only for an instant, then headed on. He had the look of something indescribably wild and wise as he bent above the hoof marks, reading them. The puckering at the corners of the mouth had increased into a greater resemblance of a smile, and the eyes of the Kid narrowed a little as he watched. It was an odd thing to see a man who acted so like a beast of prey. It gave him a fierce satisfaction to know that he was hunting the hunter.

The head of the stranger was down, but the keen mustang, when it was almost under the tree, noted something strange about the twisting branch overhead and looked up. That instant the Kid dropped.

Had the horseman been directly underneath, the matter would have been simple. As it was, he had to swing himself forward with his hands just as the horse shied. The rider jerked up his head at the same moment in time to meet the flying danger, but though his hand licked down for a revolver as fast as the dart of a snakes tongue, he was knocked headlong from the saddle.

Falling, he twisted in mid-air, to land on his hands and feet. But hands as strong as they were scientific gripped him and jerked him over on his back with a half nelson. Flattened out by superior weight and might, he stared at the young face above him.

Hullo, Champ, said the Kid.

Hullo, Kid, said Champ.

His eyes burned green, but he kept his voice as steady as the regular flowing of a river.

I didnt reckon that the trees are shakin down this kind of nuts this time of the year, said Champ.

Lucky that I landed in good hands, said the Kid. You havent been hurt much by the tumble, Champ?

No, said the other. Not a bit.

Dont feel nervous?

No, I feel pretty calm, said Champ.

All right, said the Kid. Ill get up, then.

Sure, said Champ. Whenever you say.

The Kid, therefore, arose, moving cautiously and keeping a close eye upon the older man, who then got up in the same manner. They watched one another with an intense devotion and application. In spite of the quiet manner of his speech, those burning eyes of Champ and the strange puckering smile on his lips showed that he was close to violent action of some sort.

Yet he restrained himself. Sometimes there was a decided flutter and trembling in his right hand as it hung near the handle of his Colt, but the weapon remained undrawn.

I didnt know that you were looking for me, said the Kid. He whistled sharply, repeating the note twice. The mare, from a distance, whinnied.

At this the other nodded.

Shes moren a hoss. Shes a partner, that Duck Hawk, he declared.

Aye, shes a partner.

I wasnt looking for you. I was looking to see who had took to the tall timber when I hove in sight down the trail.

Was that it?

Yeah.

The Kid nodded, smiling pleasantly.

In a way these frontiersmen were like excellent and long-trained actors, so perfect were their simulations. It began to be obvious that Champ had put away ideas of violent action for the moment, at the least.

I just got off the trail to let a stranger pass, said he. Yeah? queried Champ.

Ill tell you how it is, said the Kid. Im a mighty shy sort of a fellow, Champ. I dont know that Im very interested in having a flock of people move by and look me over. Besides, it takes a lot of time to exchange gossip on the trail. It makes the Hawk restless, tool

He smiled a little as he said this, removing thereby all air of naïveté that might have adhered to his words.

I understand, said Champ, and suddenly he smiled in turn. I dont like to rub elbows with all the common bums on the trail either. Suppose that we go back and pick up my two hosses that I dropped there?

All right, said the Kid. Youve got a good outfit of horseflesh with you, Dixon.

Aye, said Champ Dixon, theyre good enough to raise a mite of dust along the way. You need three when youre making Iong marches.

He looked up at the tree from which the Kid had fallen upon him.

There aint a branch there that would hide a squirrel, said he.

I didnt hide, said the Kid. I just sort of twisted myself out of shape around that branch there.

He pointed over his shoulder without turning his head, and Champ Dixon smiled and nodded again.

You been among trees before, he announced. Theres a good many that are desert-wise and mountain foolish, but I reckon that you been around a while. There comes the Hawk, and a beauty she is, old son.

The Duck Hawk came up the trail with her lovely head carried high and her eyes shining toward her master, as though she inquired about the nature of this odd game in which he had been using her.

Ive got to eat, said Dixon. Youve had chuck already?

Yes.

Come back and pass the time of day with me, then.

I dont mind if I do.

They went back to the same spot which had been used by the Kid beside the stream. The horses grazed in a cluster on the good grass, and now a sleepy, dreamy content seemed to come over the Kid. He stretched himself out with his back against a rock.

Champ Dixon was eating parched corn and jerked beef with powerful and patient jaws,

Youve a fondness for climbin game, I reckon? asked Champ.

Well, said the Kid, after a moment of lazy thought, Ill tell you how it is. Theres a fellow I met who said that one night he heard you talking about me, and talking sort of carelessly and free and easy. Well, thats all right.

Who was the man that said I talked about you? demanded Champ with a decisive click of his teeth.

Who was it? Well, I dunno that I remember. I dunno that Id ought to remember.

Fools that repeat, they make a lot of trouble, because they always repeat wrong, and dead wrong, too!

They do, said the Kid seriously.

They cause a lot of killings.

They do, said the Kid in the same manner.

And if youll tell me the name of the seven-mile liar that said that I—

Well, answered the Kid, I dunno that Ill tell you even now. Even if what he said was true, it dont make so much matter. I know how it is when a fellow comes in off a long trail and puts a few slugs of redeye between wind and water. It makes him feel strong. He thinks that he can carry half the world on his upper deck — and all the time the poor fool is simply sinking—

At this comparison, Champ Dixon broadly grinned.

I wouldnt mind telling you, said he, that a fellow come to me and said that hed heard you say that Dixon was a worn-out old man and that it was about time that somebody had ought to brush him off the trail, and that you wouldnt much mind the job.

Did I say that? asked the Kid of himself.

He stared at a white, translucent cloud in the zenith, but got no answer whatsoever from it.

Ill tell you how it is, Champ, said he. A man says a lot of foolish things that he doesnt remember. But if I were sober and in my right head, Id never say such a thing I know that Ive never felt such a way about you.

You havent? barked Champ Dixon.

No.

There was a pause, during which the pair of them stared earnestly at one another.

Look here, said Dixon. They say that you dont lie.

Yes, said the Kid. Its true that I dont lie.

Then Im to believe that you never were out after me, Kid?

Thats right. I never was.

Champ Dixon suddenly sprang to his feet.

Then Im gunna let light into a couple of grand liars! he said. Kid, Ive thought that you been after me for a year. Heres my hand, and a weight off of my mind, too!


8. A GREAT BUSINESS
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WHEN THEY HAD shaken hands, Dixon acted like a man who is breathing a different air. The dirty dog that told me— he began.

Dont tell me his name, said the Kid. He raised his hand and shook his head firmly. Ill tell you, Champ, that a man has enough trouble in the world without asking for it.

But what about a man that goes around telling lies about you?

Suppose that I started out to kill every man who is telling lies about me, old-timer?

Aye, thats true. But the sneaking—

Of course. Well, Ill tell you, Dixon, a fellow who hasnt any permanent home address is pretty likely to have stories told about him, a good deal. You cant expect to steal eggs and pass the plate, Dixon.

Champ Dixon chuckled.

Morrison was telling me that you was this way, he observed. I couldnt hardly believe it, until I set right here and hear you talk! You act, Kid, as though the people that set fast inside of towns was all good and that the fellows on the road was all bad.

The Kid shrugged his shoulders.

Why, theyre a flock of throat-cutting hypocrites, and you oughta know it! exclaimed Champ. Out here on the open road — look how it is! You and me have put a years trouble straight in a coupla seconds.

That may be true, said the Kid.

Besides, most of the fellows that are ridin long and sleepin short, they have been drove out of society by the meanness of other men, and not because they wanted to go wrong.

Ive heard a lot about that, said the Kid. I dont believe much in it.

Ill tell you my own case, said the other. I was doin fine. I had as slick a little ranch as you ever seen. I was follerin the letter of the law. It was down on the Pecos — it was away off down there. It was a good little old ranch, Im telling you.

His hard, bright, overwise eyes softened. He dreamed about the happier past for an instant.

I get me a wife, and the cows are running fine and fat, and everything is what I want it to be, and then along comes Pi Jefford and wants my land, and I wont sell it, and so he gets hold of that long-drawn-out skunk, that Dick Origen, and paid him a reward too for rustling every head of stock that I had on my place. I go bust, the bank gets my ground. Pi Jefford gets the place from the bank, and my wife, she figures that its a dead waste of time for her to stick with a fellow as down and out as me. All inside of a week I was flat on my face. Why? Because Id done something wrong? No, but because there was a great crook that pretended to go straight, and that lived inside of the law, and he wanted me out of the way. Well, the world owed me something after that, by my way of figuring, so Ive gone and taken it.

The Kid nodded.

He made himself a cigarette, and smoked it with thoughtful care.

Look here, Champ, he said.

Aye? What is it?

Well, its this way, the Kid continued. You liked your life back there on the ranch?

That was life, Kid. Making things grow, and—

And round-up was a great time?

The best times that I ever saw!

Champ, I dont think that you mean it. Id like to make you remember the time that you blew the safe of the First National in Carnedas, according to the story that Bill Jackson told me of that night.

I remember that night.

Soft laughter brooded upon the lips and the throat of Dixon.

That was a night, old son!

Did you ever have such a good night on the old ranch? Champ started to speak, changed his mind, and stared fixedly in front of him.

Did you ever have so much fun in any twenty days and nights on your ranch, persisted the Kid.

Still Champ did not answer, and the Kid, apparently taking this silence as a confession, went on:

There was no cruel sheriff that drove me out on the road, Champ. Nobody ever cheated or gypped or short-changed, robbed or beat me in any way.

Hard times can rub through mens patience, declared poor Champ.

Hard times didnt bother me, either, said the Kid. I had enough money. My family is a good family. I could walk on Persian rugs and drink tea at four thirty every afternoon and sun myself with the pearls and paste of the opera boxes at night. But that stuff didnt appeal to me. Theres too much dressing up and not enough places to go.

Champ regarded his friend with tightened lips and tightened eyes.

Where can you go out here except from sunstroke into chilblains? What have you got here except a raw neck and an aching back, and dirt, dirt and more dirt? By heck, sometimes I almost think, Kid, that Id chuck it all for the sake of living next door to a tin bathtub and a good supply of hot water all the time. This is a hard life.

Yeah, said the Kid. Its a hard life for those who dont like it. But let them have their soft rugs and deep beds and smart talk. I prefer to shoot my meat, cook it, and eat it. They get the pleasure of being together. I get the pleasure of being alone. They learn how other people live and imitate them. I learn how horses and wild cats live, and imitate them. Theyre inside the laws. Im outside the laws. Im above the laws, Champ. I kick the law in the face, because it doesnt walk on my level.

He yawned and stretched his arms.

That sounds pretty fat-headed, said he. Well, I dont mean it that way. I only mean to tell you that Ive never gone home since the day I left, and Ill never go home if I live to be a thousand. Ive cut myself away from em. Ive buried my old name. And Im free as a lark, old son!

He laughed as he said that, the purest joy in life welling and bubbling in his throat, so that Champ grinned and nodded in return.

Youre all out by yourself, Kid, he remarked. Ive heard it before, and I believe it, now. You havent even thrown in the sunsets, and the mountain air, and such stuff. I was afraid that you were going to be poetic.

I knew you were, said the Kid, and so I went soft on that pedal.

Whereve you been?

Ive been down south with Juan Gil, the Portuguese in Yucatan. Very hot. Even gold melts down there.

He yawned again.

You got some, I hope?

Yeah, I got some. I loaded a pack mule with what I got.

Of gold?

Yeah. It was everything that Juan Gil had taken out of an old mine down there. Good, patient sort of boy, Juan is!

You caught him out?

One night he tried to knife me. You see, he thought I wouldnt be needed any more.

What did you do to him?

Well, I pulled down the heads of two saplings and tied him to them. When they jumped up into the air again, they didnt pull him in two but they stretched him a good deal. I left him up there close to the sky, and took away his mules and the gold. Juan cried a good deal to see me go. But he was taken down that day with nothing worse than a few bones broken.

You dont seem to be traveling very heavy now.

Its a long way from Yucatan, said the Kid. You wouldnt have me go all the way without stopping?

No. I bet you even threw roses on the desert, eh?

I threw a few, said the Kid, complacently. Even Old Mexico City blushed a couple of times on account of me. And thats a habit that I thought the old town had forgotten a couple of hundred years ago. What have you been doing?

Ive been selling some mining stock, said Champ Dixon. It goes pretty well, too, if I can get far enough east. But lately the blamed sheriffs and their deputies have been pretty thick. So Ive started in on a new game.

Whats that?

Jumping water rights.

Thats nothing new.

Not new. All the better for that. Its a game thats been tried out and practiced until a fellow can learn all of its dodges.

Like it?

Why not? Its exciting.

What do you do?

Look around through the ranches, and find out the ones that have shaky titles. Why, most of them have, for that matter. Theyve got their land from the Indians, first of all, or from some old Spanish grant, perhaps, or a Mexican under a law that never was a law, or from some old-timer who never had any claim to the ground in the first place. We look around, Shay and me, and we pick out the likely ranches, and then jump in and claim and start to homestead on the best water on the ranch. Take most of those places hack there where the big Milman ranch is, theres not more than one good stream to the ranch. You grab that creek, and theyve gotta buy water rights from neighbors, if they can, and drive the cows a darn long march to get a drink; or else they cannot wait to go to the law, but they can shoot it out with you. Maybe they drop you, and then they have a chance to be hung for murder. Maybe theyre dropped. And then its a case of the poor homesteader defending his rights.

As the beauty of this business came home to Champ Dixon, he chuckled through his teeth again, and drew in a long breath.

If they go to the law. Shay has got one of the slickest lawyers that you ever seen, and a lot of crooks that knows how to make evidence. Shay has got men that could remember the length of Noahs whiskers. Theyll swear to anything. So if the trial comes off one chance in two, we win anyway. And the poor sucker of a rancher has to pay through the nose, and we live on the fat. Why, old son, its the very kind of a life for you!

Suddenly he stopped, and grew red. For he saw that the Kid was watching him intently, and without a smile.


9. A SUGGESTION
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A GOOD KIND of a life, said the Kid, if a fellow takes to it.

Why, said the other, more enthusiastically than ever, its the best kind of a life that I know about.

And Shay is your boss?

Yeah, Shay is my boss.

What sort of a fellow dyou find Shay?

The best kind. Hes been around in the world, and knows something that you dont learn out of books.

Square?

He pays up.

The right sort, eh?

The right sort for me. Hes no time waster. But he keeps you busy and he pays you for your time.

The Kid nodded.

You like him pretty well for a boss, then?

I like him? Ill tell a man that I like him. Ive drawn down thousands from Shay, Kid.

Well, said the Kid, theres only one thing I ever had against him.

Whats that?

Once he pulled out of Los Angeles bound for Arizona — packing out with a pair of horses, a pair of mules and an old-timer by name of Pete Coleman along with him. They had a bad time of it, I suppose. Anyway, on the other side of the desert, there was no more than one mule and your friend Shay. Old Coleman, two horses, and a mule, had disappeared on the trip. Well, I want to know what happened to Coleman, and I want to hear it from Shays own lip.

Come in to Dry Creek with me and ask him. They probably met up with a stack of trouble on the way. Theres nothing that Shay wouldnt do to get you with him, Kid. He knows a man, and a mans worth!

Does he? said the Kid. Well, Ive already stopped off at Dry Creek, and Shay wasnt interested in seeing me. He left his house. In fact, he climbed out of a top-story window and turned himself into a cat to get to the ground.

The other stared fixedly. His eyes gradually turned from surprise to a hard understanding.

Did you go gunning for Shay? he asked suddenly.

Gunning? said the Kid. I never go gunning for anybody. But I wanted to ask Shay that question. He had business outside the house, though, it appeared.

You hate Shay?

Not a bit. I only want to ask him a question.

Why didnt you stay in Dry Creek?

Would you like to go to sleep inside the den of a wild cat?

The other nodded.

Well, he said, youve missed a fine chance, Kid. If I was you, Id go back to Dry Creek and see Shay under a white flag and make friends. Nobody is gunna get on in this part of the world unless hes a friend of Shays.

Theres only that question, said the Kid. When you see him, you ask him, will you? Id give a lot to find out.

You think that Shay double-crossed him?

Double-crossed him? said the Kid, gently. Why, man, Coleman was sixty years old. Who would double-cross a man that old?

The other watched his face cautiously, and seemed to perceive a tone of iron in that last remark.

I dunno anything about it, he said shortly. Was Coleman a great friend of yours?

Coleman? Oh, not particularly. I just barely knew him. He took me in when I was hungry, once, and again he showed me the way out when I was in a tight hole, and another time he saved my life when I was cornered by a gang. Outside of that, he didnt have any claim on me.

Dixon frowned, and then stood up.

I guess I know what you mean, said he. If I should find out about Coleman — Ill let you know.

Thanks, said the Kid, showing his teeth as he smiled. I take that kindly from you, Champ.

Ill tell you one other thing, Kid, burst out Dixon. If you want to wear your scalp long, dont stay in this country unless youve made it up with Shay.

He has everything under his thumb, has he?

He has everything under his thumb, and thats a fact

Im glad to know that, said the Kid, and I hope that well be friendly. You tell him something from me, will you?

Of course I will, when I see him.

The Kid looked up at him with the same smile.

Tell him that unless I hear from him soon Im going to have to drop in on him in a hurry and open him up to learn the truth about Coleman.

Open him up? asked Dixon, starting.

Yes, said the Kid. If I cant hear it from his mouth, I might find it in his heart, or his liver. And if I fail — hell make good dog food, anyway. Thats all Id like to have you tell him from me, old-timer.

Dixon, during the last part of this speech, had been backing away from the Kid, frowning. Now, without a word, he turned to his horses, saddled one, and was about to climb into the saddle, when he paused, fumbling at the saddle straps.

The Kid was watching closely, though from the corner of his eye, while he saddled the mare. Then, glancing in the direction in which his companion was looking, he saw from the top of a distant hill the flicker of a light, as though the sun were glittering upon the face of a moving glass. Suddenly he found that Dixon was staring at him closely, critically.

Yes, said the Kid, still smiling, it looks as though your friend Shay had the country by the throat. There he is, winking at you across all those miles, old-timer. Wink back, when you get a chance, and tell him that Im waiting for my answer.

Dixon, without answering, flung himself on the back of his horse. He seemed about to ride straight off, but changing his mind at the last moment, he returned to the Kid and leaned a little from the saddle.

Ill tell you something, said he, and it dont cost you nothin to hear it. Youre gunna be marked down in a pretty short while. Get out of this neck of the woods. I aint got nothin agin you. I like you fine. But — I tell you to start movin, Kid!

The latter watched him carefully.

I believe you, old son, said he. Id better get moving, before you have to start on my trail. Is that it?

Put it any way you want to. You think that you know a lot, Kid. You dont know nothin. You give Shay the run today and think youre the top dog. Why, that dont mean nothin. He dont fight because hes proud. He fights because he wants your blood. And hed sooner use hired hands than his own. Kid, watch yourself. So long. Ive said a pile too much, already!

He jerked his horse around and made off at once along the trail toward Dry Creek, while the Kid looked after him with a certain combination of pity, contempt and kindness. Then he mounted and went in the opposite direction, riding slowly, with a thoughtful cant to his head.


10. HANDMADE SHOE
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FOR NOT MORE than a half mile did the Kid keep along the trail, and then, so seriously did he take the friendly warning of Champ Dixon, that he turned aside and cut through the open country, winding up and down through the ravines and over the hills patiently. There was a great deal to occupy his mind during this ride, and chiefly the figure of Champ Dixon.

That man had been famous in story and legend and fact for many a day. But now, like many another legend of the Far West, the Kid had met it, mastered it, put it behind him. It did not seem to him a thing entirely of rags and tatters. It was merely the boiling down of a great, great giant into a quite ordinary man.

And yet he could see the other side of the chance, as well.

As, for instance, if the mare had not spotted the approach of Dixon in the distance, and that red Indian of a man had found the Kid before the Kid found him. Then, there was a little doubt. Dixon would have increased his fame endlessly by a good, well-aimed bulls-eye, the center of the target being the forehead of the Kid. That was the sort of a man Dixon was. He lived for glory. And, beyond question, he had needed nothing but an audience, this day, to force him to take the most hopeless chances and fight out the battle against the Kid and all the odds of circumstance.

A comfortable warmth was in the heart of the Kid, as he thought of this.

The next instant the mare limped, and he dropped down from the saddle instantly to see what was wrong.

He found the trouble in a moment. She had cast a shoe.

This made him shake his head. For the terrain over which they were traveling was very bad, constant outcroppings of rock making the way dangerous for a shoeless horse. Even the regular trail was bad enough, but the cross- country work much worse.

From his saddlebag, with a buckskin string and a flat, thick piece of leather, he improvised rapidly, a sort of moccasin, and mounting again, he rode on through the broken sea of hills.

He went more carefully now, however, and studying the landmarks before him, he presently turned down a ravine that pointed to the left of his way. He wound the bend of this in the dusk of the day, while the sun was still rosy on the upper mountains, but here in the heart of the narrow valley the twilight was already so deep that he could see the faint shining of a light before him, dull as the evening star just after the sun is down.

Toward this he went, the mare picking her way adroitly. She seemed to realize as well as her master that that naked foot might be a cause of trouble in the future.

As he came near the house, he heard a clattering of hoofbeats, and looking up the hill, he saw a couple of riders coming over the crest, horses and men outlined like black, strangely moving cardboard figures against the red of the western sky.

This made him rein up, but, as he studied the horsemen, he made out that only one was a man. The other form was certainly no more than a small boy.

The Kid went on, more at ease, and now he could see the flat shine of the pool beside the cabin, the dim image of the tree at its verge, the straggling march of the shrubbery up the slope, and the little squat cabin itself, looking too small for human habitation.

It grew a little on nearer approach. He saw the woodshed, and the little corral. But the whole place had an air not of habitation so much as an accidental touch of human life in the midst of the wilderness. Men who lived here remained not for what they won from the soil, but for the freedom which they breathed in from the ground. They might be either thoroughly fine fellows, beyond price, or rascals not worth their salt.

When the Kid was close he called out: Trainor! Trainor!

A loud voice whooped instantly in answer: Whos there?

A friend!

Come on in, friend!

The swinging light of a lantern appeared outside of the door of the shack, and into the uncertain circle of this light rode the Kid.

He found that the lantern was held by a big bearded fellow with shoulders wide enough to have lifted the whole house behind him, it seemed. He was not more than thirty, but he looked older. Frost in winter and burning sun in summer put their mark on the skin of a man, and all the beards in the world cannot mask the pain of labor which appears in the eyes.

I nearly forgot where your place was, Bud, said the Kid.

At his voice, Trainor lifted the lantern high — and then almost dropped it.

Its the Kid! he exclaimed.

Shut up! cautioned the latter, swinging down from the saddle, nevertheless, and grasping the hand of the other.

Its all right, said Trainor. There aint nobody here but pa and ma and my kid cousin, that Ive just fetched out from Dry Creek. Daveys been talkin about nothin but you. Hes the kid that you give the ride to in Dry Creek. Here, Davey. Heres a surprise for you!

Davey came, hurrying. And as he rushed into the lantern light, and blinked at the face and form of the Kid, his eyes opened and his mouth also.

By golly, said Davey. Its the Kid. Hello, Kid. You aint forgot me, have you?

I havent forgotten you, said the Kid. I dont forget your kind, old- timer, to the end of my days. Bud, Ive lost a shoe off this mare somewhere on the way across.

On the trail?

No. I would have gone back for it, if I had. Have you anything in the way of shoes around here?

Ive got some that the rust has been gnawin at for a long time. You take a look. Hey, Davey. You fetch out that bunch of shoes thats hangin agin the wall of the shed. I got a kind of a forge, Kid, besides. You come to the right place.

Aye, said the Kid. I remembered that forge when I was five or six miles away. Its a forewitted fellow who has a forge on his place, Bud.

The latter accepted the compliment with a grunt.

The old man done the thinkin about that. He got it in the days when he had an idea that he was gunna be a cattle king. He started with more tools than cattle. He drawed the plans for his ranch house before he staked out his claim, and he wanted to start buildin a mill before he put up a cabin!

A mill for what? asked the Kid.

For what? Why, to grind all of the wheat into flour.

What wheat, Bud?

Why, aint you rode up through the fields of it. Thousands of acres, over in yonder. Irrigated, too, from the dam up there in the middle of the ravine. And the mill runnin with the overflow water. You must of seen all of them things! Or maybe theyre just an idea that the old man had. Forewitted is what the old man is, and was. Me, personal, Id rather have the cows and the wheat than the wits. Id do my thinkin behindhapd, if I had something to think about. Cmon in, Kid, and rest yourself.

No, said the Kid, Im making a long march. Heres Davey with the shoes.

The dozen or so shoes were cast down in the dust in the circle of the lantern light, and from the lot, the Kid instantly picked out two. At his word, the mare lifted her foot, the moccasin was removed, and the old, rusty shoes were measured against it. One of them came near fitting.

There you are, said Bud. That shoes made for her.

Thats a rough cast for her, answered the Kid. Shes a tailor-made lady, the Hawk. She wont have any of these quick-fits, old son. Wheres that forge?

There were chickens roosting on the forge, but they were scattered, squawking loudly, the dust was puffed from the old, tattered bellows, and the charcoal raked together, while they lighted the shavings above the draft.

The family came out to see the famous wanderer at work as a blacksmith. Old Mr. Trainor stood by, offering advice. Young Davey worked the bellows. Bud held the lantern in the right place, and his mother came out with dough on her hands and flour on her nose to give the Kid a withered smile and the promise of a hearty meal.

Old Mr. Trainor could not keep his hands away from the work. As he saw the fire glow and heard the light cracking of it at work, with the upward curling of the fumes, he began to spit on his hands and shake his head. And as he did so, he picked up an eight-pound hammer. He looked like a sheep, a shaggy, long-haired, tangled, unclean sheep of the west coast of Scotland. For he was bearded almost to the forehead, and from the tangle, as through a mist, his eyes looked out with an uncanny brightness.

Ill hold and strike. You can tap if you will, man, said he.

He took charge of the business completely, while his big son snarled at him viciously: Leave it be, will ya? The Kid knows his own mind about the makin of that shoe!

A fitted shoe is a right good shoe, said the old man, enthusiastically. Ill fit that shoe to the breadth of a hair.

And youll be all the night about it, declared the son.

Better a late start than a never ending, said the father.

There he goes with his blamed proverbs, said the other. Therell be no stoppin him now, Kid, unless you take the hammer out of his hand!

The Kid, however, said nothing at all, but looked at the old man with a singular fascination, as though he saw a story in his bushy face.

In the meantime, old Trainor fell to shaping the shoe. He worked fairly slowly, to be sure, but with the utmost nicety. And even-when the critical Kid declared that all was well and that the shoe would do perfectly, still the old fellow labored, with sweat running brightly down his nose and his eyes agleam.

A thing half done is a game not won, said he. If theres only one window in the house unlocked the devil may fly through it as easy as if the whole place was open.

Hark at him, said the son. Now hes well started, and therell be no stopping of him, as I told you before. Thats why weve gone to pot out here. He never could finish the first thing to his own content, and so he never got through to the end of anything.

The old man, shaping the shoe with many light, delicate blows, and drawing out a small nose calk in the front of the bend, on either side, regarded his work with a most judicious eye. Now and then, holding the shoe on a cold chisel, he stooped above the foot of the mare and she, nervously aware of every movement, would raise her leg to show the hoof. Over it, making the shoe hover closely, he strained his eyes.

Oh, said old Trainor, Ill tell you what, Kid, it takes a wise man to learn from a fool, and thats what my son would never do. I been a failure and a great failure. Ive kept his ma and him cooped up in a shed all their lives. Well, I aint proud of it. Im ashamed. But Ive ate honest bread, and—

Shut up, will you? shouted the son, savagely, so that Davey winced with fear at the bellows, where he watched all with great eyes.

The Kid waved his hand, for he saw that this last interpolation was to save his own feelings.

Its all right, said he. The whole world knows that Ive been a thief. You dont hurt my feelings, Dad.

At this, old Trainor stepped from the anvil a short pace and dropped a hand upon the shoulder of the other.

Good lad! said he. As if I would ever harm you, even with talk. But then, theres a thing thats harder to watch than a sword or nitroglycerin. It cuts and it tears — a tongue does!

He struck himself lightly across the mouth with the back of his hand, and then shook his head as he turned back to the fitting of the shoe.

Polite, you are, said Trainor to his father. Always thinkin about the right thing to make folks comfortable.

Ive spoke of the wrong that Ive done him, said the other patiently. What more can I do, son?

Keep your face shut, is what you can do! thundered the other.

At this, the Kid lifted his brows, and suddenly looked down again, as though he saw that the business of his were done.

And old Trainor, bending over the hoof of the mare for the last time, began to trim it to a smooth, fiat surface, using the knife gingerly, as though he were afraid that blood would follow the least touch that went too deep.

Aye, said he. Shut my mouth and be still. Listen to them that have made money, that ride fine hosses and wear fine clothes. Listen to them that have a big purse and something in it. They can talk, but old Trainor is not a long step ahead of a beggar. And therefore, he has no right. Let him talk to the prairie dogs and the squirrels, and the hens in the yard, but not man talk to men — not man talk to men!

His mutterings did not force him to neglect his work, however, and finally he nailed on the shoe, cutting and clinching the nails with as much care as he had shown through all the rest of the work.

A good handy blacksmith would of shod a boss all around in the time youve took to fix one foot, said the son, growling as usual.

Then the Kid interrupted.

He wouldnt have done a job to suit me, said he. Not if hed gone a bit faster. Shes worthy of good shoes to stand in, is the Hawk. Im thanking you, Dad.

Dad Trainor smiled suddenly on him, like a light shining through a fog.

Aye, said he, for them that has diamonds wont set them in brass. You understand, son! It aint every hand that can move as fast as the eye can jump, and faster. But patience climbs the highest hill and—

And finds it bare at the top! broke in the angry son. Im tired of hearin such rot!

He left the shed suddenly and strode off into the night in the direction of the house.


11. CALLERS
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YOUNG DAVEY, LEAVING the bellows, remarked: It sure fits her to a turn. Thats what Im gunna be when I grow up. Im gunna make things. Im gunna be a blacksmith.

Dont go makin no mistake, said Dad Trainor. Hands that are strong enough to work in iron aint strong enough to work with people. Dont you aim to work with iron. Aim to work with men. Theyre what need the bendin. Theyre what it pays to shape. Heat em and temper em. Hammer em and form em. If you break one of em, here and there, it dont make no difference. Throw the pieces outside the shop. Leave em there to be tramped in the dirt by everybody that goes by. Go on with your hammerin and shapin. If you break two for every one that you shape for yourself, youre a mighty successful man. Youll have money in the bank. Pretty soon, folks that hated you for meanness will be glorifyin you for strength. Theyll take their hats off and when they shake hands, their palms will be turned up. Be a man-handler, not a blacksmith, Davey!

The cold irony of this speech caused the Kid to look attentively and somewhat sadly on the old man, but before any of them could speak again, a horse neighed loudly somewhere near by.

The Kid sprang from the shed to listen.

But the sound had died down instantly. It was full night, now, and the stars thickly stippled the sky, setting out the black, heavy forms of the hills and more dimly, of the mountains beyond. He turned his head a little from side to side, trying to locate the sound, but it was not clear enough in his mind.

Here, girl! he called softly.

The mare instantly stepped from the shed to his side, and there he watched her as she lifted her head high and stared straight across the ravine.

It was over there, said the Kid thoughtfully, nodding in the direction at which the mare was still looking. What would you say, Dad, he added to the old man. Was that neigh in the ravine or up on the bluff, there?

It was up there, said Dad Trainor.

Nope, it was down in the ravine, broke in Davey instantly. I heard the echo break.

I think I did, too, said the Kid.

It was off of the bluff, said Dad insistently. Sure youd hear some echo, but not loud, and bangin back and forth from side to side of the ravine, like it would a, if the critter had been down on the floor. A noise like that, its like a whangin in a dish pan, I tell you.

Any stray horses around here? asked the Kid, his ear canted a little, his eyes still struggling with the darkness.

Yeah. Pretty often some of the Milman stock, it straggles here across the badlands. Most likely was one of them out there on the rim of the valley.

Yeah. Ive seen em there a lot, said Davey.

Milman lands run this far?

Pretty nigh, said Dad Trainor. Hes been buyin up and buyin up all the time. Them that have enough money is like stones rollin downhill. The longer they live, the faster they go. Hes gunna own most of the countryside around here, before long. Theys trouble ahead for him!

Because he is so rich?

A rich man with a pretty daughter is like a gent smeared with honey, when theys wasps flyin in the air, on a hot August afternoon. Pretty soon hes gunna get stung bad, I can tell you! Stung right to the bone, sos hell ache good and plenty.

Ive seen her, said the Kid, looking aimlessly across the night.

He seemed to begin to forget the alarm which he had been feeling the moment before.

Scout out there and see if theres anything moving, he said to Davey. Get close to the ground, and look at the sky line, will you?

Sure! said Davey, delighted, and he bounded away.

What are you suspicionin about? asked Dad Trainor suddenly.

Oh, I dont know, answered the Kid. You never know. In a way, Im the honey that attracts a kind of wasp, too. The humming of them, Dad, is a thing that has waked me up in the night, a good many times.

If you got any doubts, said Dad Trainor, you wouldnt be sendin out a wee kid like that one, would you? Kind of half town raised, too! If I could have him out here all the time, his eyes and ears would sharpen up, maybe.

Theyre sharp enough, said the Kid, easily. If so much as a partridge whirs within a mile of him, hell hear it and hell see ft. Ill trust Davey. He knows how to look at a man in the clay, and hell know how to look for a man in the night. My bet is on Davey.

Well, hes a good lad, said Dad Trainor. Bright and quick, and I gotta say that town livin aint made his fists soft. The tannin that he give to little Harry Michaels one-two year back, it was a beauty. He handed Harry a ten- pound handicap and a lickin that was worth watchin. But still, if theys any doubt about whats out there in the dark of the valley—

Theres always doubt, Dad, said the younger man. But if a fellow has nightmares by day as well as by night, whats the use of living at all, I say.

Aye, and a true thing that is, said Dad. Them that takes chances and changes horses is them that makes the round trip through life, and the rest of us, we just travel along one road and never see nothin — but dust!

He shook his head violently, and led the way on toward the house. They only stopped outside to give the mare a nose bag of barley, and then they went into the little shack where Ma Trainor greeted them with a smile and a face shining with the steam of cookery. She declared that she had some sour-milk biscuits in that oven that would warm the heart of any man in the world. In the meantime the stove enriched the air with a multitude of vapors, while the Kid went over to lift lids, sniff contents, and discuss the properest ways of seasoning and baking in a Dutch oven. In these matters, Mrs. Trainor was a mint of information.

Where you been keepin yourself, Kid? she said.

A little bit of all around, said he. But mostly south. What What have you been thinking since I last saw you?

She accepted the question with a smile.

Mostly tasting the first part of my life over again, said she. Thats what you do when you get my age, Kid. Them biscuits oughta be ready now. Kick that dog off that chair and sit down. Wheres them other two?

There was only one small lamp, the chimney slightly yellowed with smoke, and when this was placed on the table and the glass still further obscured with the steam of the food, it gave the room new dimensions, and a sort of gloomy dignity. In the corner, the ladder which led to the garret now climbed quite out of sight. As the food was piled on the table, which sagged a little to one side even under this light weight, the missing two now came in.

I met Bud, said Davey, and he told me that hed already scouted around.

Yeah, said Bud, rather gloomily. When I heard that hoss nicker, I just took a look around, but it aint nothin but one of the Milman cayuses up there on the bluff. Them Milmans, it aint no wonder that they lose a lot of stock by rustlers. They go and shove their hosses and cows right down your throat, sort of.

A loose horse, eh? asked the Kid.

Yeah, a loose horse.

Im glad to know that. I thought that one hadnt whinnied himself out at the finish.

Can you tell when a hoss has had his fill up of neighin? demanded Bud, somewhat sulkily.

Pretty close, replied the Kid. Theres something about the way that he tunes up at the start that can tell you whether hes going to wheeze, snort, cough, or squeal at the finish.

Well, I never could read the mind of a hoss that close, said Bud. Throw me a coupla them biscuits, will ya?

The Kid, silently, passed the plate, and while Bud helped himself, the eye of the Kid lingered for a moment, thoughtfully, upon the gloomy face. He shifted his glance, then, over his shoulder toward the door and seemed for an instant uneasy, but in a moment shrugged his shoulders and settled himself to his meal.

He had begun a little story of Yucatan in which the very steam of the jungle of that southland appeared, when, into the doorway behind him, stepped two men, silent as shadows. The Kid had his back fairly turned, but something made him stiffen as though he actually had seen the naked guns in their hands, leveled upon him.

But, little Davey, who hardly had been able to shift his eyes from his hero, up to this moment, now slowly rose like a ghost from his stool.

Jimmy! he breathed.

Jus take it quiet, said a voice from the doorway.

Aye, take it slow and easy, Kid, said the second man. And give a jury a chance at you!


12. NOTCHED GUN
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THE KID RESTED his elbows upon the edge of the table.

You wouldnt object if I was to stretch my arms — so long as I stretched em up? he asked.

Leave em be. Leave em still. We know you, Kid. It aint where your hands are that counts. Its the way that you can move em. Watch him now!

Heck! Aint I watchin till my eyes ache? said the other. Go up and fan him for his armory. Ill keep him covered.

Old Dad Trainor had recovered from his stupor and had risen again.

Whats the meanin of this, boys? he demanded.

Why, said the Kid, its just two old friends of mine dropped in for a little call. Its Sam Deacon and Lefty Morgan. Hows everything, Deacon?

Right now, said Deacon, its pretty good. I reckon I can tell how good things is with you, though.

You, Morgan and Deacon, said Dad Trainor. What kind of jamboree dyou reckon that this here is, anyway? You aint gunna do nothin to the Kid, in my house!

Aint we? asked Morgan.

He had come well into the dull circle of the light, showing a deaths- head, all bones, scantly covered with a tight-drawn parchment skin. His teeth were so prominent that the pale lips constantly grinned back from them, and they flashed brightly in even that dull illumination.

Watch that old fool, said Morgan.

You handle the Kid, then, said Deacon.

He had cone up to his partners shoulder, a great contrast to the other. He was one of those little, heavy-shouldered men with legs so bowed that they waddled like ducks in walking. He looked like a sailor. There was something free-swinging, frank, and easy about his hearing, and about his face.

Here, Bud, said the other, aint you gunna keep the old man in hand?

Yeah, said Bud, rising in turn, Im gunna keep him in hand, all right.

He turned a grim face upon his father.

You set down and dont make no fool or yourself, no more, said he.

Old Dad looked as though be had been struck with a heavy fist.

You aint with em, Bud, said he. You cant be with em, ain the Kid — ain any guest right in our own house. There aint no Trainor so dog- gone low as all of that! Bud, Bud, look me in the eye and tell me that I got the wrong steer about you, just now!

Aw, shut up and set down, commanded the big son. Use your eyes. You aint a hoss thats gotta keep neighin till youve lost your wind — the way the Kid was sayin!

Was it your horse that neighed, Deacon? asked the Kid.

What made you guess that? said the Deacon, curiously.

The last time I saw you, you were riding a piebald speed-burner, with the nerves of a sick woman and the look of a fool. Thats the sort of a horse that doesnt know the right time for making a noise. You had to pinch his nose, didnt you?

I about pulled the nose off of him, agreed Deacon. Hes a fool, that gelding, but he sure can hump himself along. Fan him, Lefty. And fan him good!

Lefty, nothing backward in this work, went carefully through the clothes of the Kid, searching his pockets and patting him all over to discover weapons.

Old Dad Trainor, in the meantime, had slumped down into his chair and remained with a leaden, hanging head.

To him, the Kid now addressed himself.

Why, Dad, he declared, these are hard times. You cant expect a man to turn down a chance to pick up a few thousand as easily as this. How much is your split, Bud?

None of your damn business, answered Bud.

Oh, Bud, Bud! said his mother.

Suddenly he shouted, white and crimson: Leave me be, will ya? The two of ya leave me be! You kep me out here all these years takin care of you, didnt you? You never give me no chance to make anything decently, did ya? Now shut your faces and leave me be, while I make some money on my own account. I wanted a start, and Ive got it.

His mother, looking like one who sees a ghost, stared straight before her, pressing her folded hands first against her mouth, and then against her breast.

Take it easy, urged the Kid. Ill be out of this mess, perhaps, before long. And Ill never come after Bud, if thats what you worry about. Buds human, thats all, and hes been hungry for a long time!

Dad Trainor lifted his head and looked with hollow eyes at the Kid, but he said nothing; and Ma Trainor, also, was mute.

In the meantime, as the weapons were produced from the person of the Kid, various comments were made upon them.

First of all, out came a sleek Colt of the old single-action model from a spring holster beneath his left armpit.

I never could see no reason for packin a gun there, declared Morgan. It aint gonna fool nobody nor make them think that you aint loaded for bear. Whats the good of buryin your gat under your coat, that way?

Because its the fastest place, said the Kid. A gun comes up slower than it falls down. I jump an empty hand for that gun, and the weight of the gun itself helps the gun down and out.

I dont see it, persisted Lefty Morgan.

All right. Ill show you. Just hand me the old gat—

Easy, sonny, easy! said Lefty Morgan, continuing the search. Im mighty young, and Im mighty tender, but you cant see through me that quick. Ive heard about the way you move, and Ive seen it too.

Look at it, said Sam Deacon, his voice lowered to a profound admiration. Will you look at it now? Aint it a bird? Them sights slicked off so smooth and polished up. There aint no friction about that there Colt, sonny.

How long. demanded Lefty, did it take you to learn to fan a gat with one hand and hit something?

I used to work every Sunday in our back yard, said the Kid gently. After I came home from Sunday school, I used to take off my little jacket and turn up the starched cuffs of my shirt, and I used to take a gun in my little hand and amuse myself, boys.

Yeah, said Lefty, and every week day, too, and twice on Christmas. Say, Kid, what was you? A juggler in a circus, once? Whered you get them hands of yours?

The Kid spread the taper fingers upon the edge of the table.

Every night, said he, I used to wash them with violet soap, boys, and then give them a good massaging with a pure cold cream, and then I put on kid gloves when I went to bed. Youve no idea how that sort of treatment helps them.

Morgan, now facing the Kid from the far side of the table, with a ready gun balanced on the tables edge, grinned widely.

Yeah, said he. I reckon that youve used cold cream. Well, you dont have to confess to us. The juryll be what will want to hear you talk.

Always wanted to make a speech to a jury, said the Kid.

Lookit! broke out Deacon, examining the handles of the weapon they had taken from the Kid. Theys eleven notches in this gat, boys! Eleven dead men wrote their names here, eh?

They looked at the Kid almost with terror, and yet with triumph, also. The discovery made their triumph all the sweeter.

Not notches that I filed, said the Kid. No, no, dont you attribute those marks to me, old fellows. That gun belonged to poor Jig Yates.

Hey, you dont mean that this was the Jiggers own gun?

Yes, his own gun. Youre looking at history, my lads!

Jigger Yates own gun! Howd you get it from him?

He left it to me when he died, said the Kid sadly. A great, game was Jigger.

Game? As a bantam! exclaimed Lefty Morgan eagerly. There was a man. And I didnt know that he died. Who bumped him off? I mean, what crowd bumped him off?

Aye, said Deacon, no one man was likely to take his checks all in a heap. Who done it?

Young that had a turn of luck, said the Kid smoothly. Yes, the Jigger is dead. He loved that gun, though!

Where did he die? What was the young fellers name? asked Lefty Morgan, his mouth wide open.

Away down in Yucatan he came to his last day, said the Kid sadly. He had a gun smoking in each hand, too. But thats a great mistake. If hed trusted all of his attention to this one gat, he would have been better off. Too many irons in the fire, you might say, and so he slipped and went down.

Shot in front?

Just between the eyes, said the Kid, nodding. Just exactly between the eyes.

Bud Trainor had been silent. Now he slowly lifted an arm and pointed at the Kid.

You done it yourself! said he.

I? said the Kid, apparently surprised. You amaze me, Bud. I dont hunt the land sharks that swim as fast as Jigger Yates did. Not I!

But here the three exchanged glances. And they nodded to one another.

Well, said Deacon, I sure hope that you live out the year after you dropped Jig Yates. Thats all that I hope.

Im not likely to, said the Kid.

Aint you? Why do you say that?

I see things in the future, said the Kid, and yawned a little.

Whatcha see? asked Deacon.

I see Deacon and Morgan riding across the hills with a third man between them, his feet tied into his stirrups, and his hands tied behind his back. His face is dark to me. No, he comes closer. Yes, its myself, as I suspected, and the horse is the Hawk.

The devil you say, said Deacon. Then what happens in this foresight of yours.

Why, a thing that makes me very sorry for myself, old boy. A desperate idea comes to that prisoner. He makes a sudden move to escape. His two guards are forced much against their will to shoot him full of holes!

Why, they wouldnt dare! shouted Davey, in a shrill, and tremulous voice.

We wouldnt have to, said Deacon darkly. We wouldnt have to because you wouldnt be such a fool, and the judge and the jury will take care of you, old son!

Theres not a court in the world that has a claim against me — north of the Rio Grande, said the Kid, gently. No, not one.

You mean to say that you aint wanted anywhere in the country?

Not in a single place, declared the Kid. Oh, there might be one or two old charges of disturbing the peace. But everything is self-defense and sweetness and light, as far as Im concerned, boys!

Its a lie! said Deacon, and we know its a lie, and were takin you because youre wanted, and were gunna get the reward for you. Were actin for the law, not for ourselves!

Of course, youre not acting for yourselves, answered the Kid. A pair of big, clean-hearted American boys like you two — you wouldnt act for yourselves. Its just to mop up the criminal element and make the country safe for the poor shots. I understand you perfectly. Even if theres no charge against me.

Weve heard enough of this gabble, said Morgan. Lets get him on the way.

Drop me where there are a lot of big stones, said the Kid lightly. Youve no idea how I hate the thought of wolves playing sexton to me!

You think that were gonna murder you, do you? asked Deacon.

Aye, aye, aye! cried out old Dad Trainor suddenly. Theres nothin but murder in your face, right now. Murder, and my guest, and as good as in my house. Heaven forgive me!

He wrapped his arms around his old head, tortured by his impotence.


13. BRANDING IRON
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WELL BE STARTING along, said Deacon. Are you ready, Kid?

Of course I am, said the Kid, cheerfully.

Go on with cm, exclaimed old Mrs. Trainor suddenly, to her son. Roll up your blankets, and get along with em, and never come back here!

Ma, ma! muttered her husband. What are you sayin to our own boy?

Im sayin the truth as I sees it. I never want to see his face agin. Ive throwed him out of my heart and life. Im throwin away the misery and the care and the love that Ive given him. Im throwin away the one thing that weve given to the world, Dad. But we aint gonna have him set at our table with blood on him!

The nerves of the Kid were of the nature of chilled steel, but even he was startled by this unexpected outbreak from the old woman. Her husband gaped at her as a spirit from another world. And both Deacon and Morgan almost forgot to watch their captive as they stared at Ma Trainor.

Bud, turning pale and purple in patches, growled out: What kinda fool talk is all this? Dad, are you gunny set there and listen to ma talkin like this?

All my life, said Dad Trainor, Ive done nothin but listen to your ma, when it come to a pinch, and Im pretty old to change my habits. Shes told you to go, and if I was you, Id git!

Heres mother love for you! said Bud Trainor, desperate with anger and disgrace.

I aint no mother of yours! cried the poor old woman. There aint no Trainor blood in you. Even a sneakin copper-faced Injun wouldnt do such a thing. Him that has had his feet under our table, youve sold him. Heaven forgive you, for I aint never gonna!

Aye, said old Dad Trainor, grimly. Itll be you and me, alone, ma, like it was in the beginning. Bud, you roll your blankets, and git along with you.

Ill go the way that I stand, said Bud Trainor. I dont want nothin from you. If you throw me over, I throw you—

He paused, at the end of that sentence, and his wild eye rolled about over the faces in the room.

He saw little Davey, his face utterly white with horror and with loathing. He saw his companions in crime, Deacon and Morgan, watching him with a certain pity, perhaps, but with a more profound contempt and disgust. Finally, he saw the Kid, the betrayed man, regarding him not with hatred, but as if from a height looking down on lesser souls.

And the last words died out of the lips of Bud Trainor. His great shoulders — they were even more massive than those of the Kid — twitched convulsively.

What was I gonna do? he said huskily. What was I gonna do when I was ground down and beat and never had no chance? Is two thousand bucks something that I could afford to throw away like it was a paper of pins? I ask you that. Ma, dyou hear me?

If they was two thousand pounds of diamonds, Id feel the way that I do now. Yore gonna be a thing thatll be talked of for years. You aint gonna be called Bud Trainor. Youre gonna be called a sneak and a dog that sold his friends lives from under his own roof. And me—

Here her strength, which had sustained her marvelously for a moment, gave way utterly, and she dropped into a chair and began to sob in a stifled way.

Her husband stepped to her side, and put his arm around her bowed shoulders.

Like the beginning, he said, we got each other, and well get through, somehow, to the end of things!

It was too much for Deacon and Morgan.

Were movin out of here, said Lefty. Here, boys. Gimme a start. Kid, you hold out your hands behind the small of your back, will you? Hold em out and put the wrists close together—

Sure, said the Kid.

Now little Davey, startled out of his horrified stare at Bud Trainor, turned toward the other actors, sweeping his glance across the convulsed face of the traitor.

What Davey saw was the cord, ready in the hands of Morgan to tie the wrists of the captive. An inspiration came to Davey. He was standing with the lamp just before him, and rather close to his side of the table. That table was low, and Davey, leaning over, blew out the lamp with a single puff.

There were stars outside, burning brightly. And there was even a scattering of reddish streaks of light from the stove itself, where the fire shone through certain gaping cracks. However, the extinguishing of the smoky lamp acted like double darkness in which surprise was the chiefest element.

Two guns instantly spoke like two thunderstrokes on the heels of one another. Pungent scent of burned gun-powder stung the nostrils of all in the cabin.

There was a tumbling of wrestling bodies, curses, and then a wild scream of pain and terror.

Through the doorway, dimly silhouetted against the stars, leaped a man who was throwing out his arms before him, and still yelling as he fled.

Then Davey, who had put out the lamp, lighted it again. It revealed an odd scene.

In the doorway stood the Kid, with a rifle all ready in his capable hands. He was looking after the fugitive, who now departed with a rapid pattering of hoofs, putting his horse at a dead gallop. But the Kid did not open fire. Instead, he lowered the weapon and turned back into the room, as though he cared too little about the matter to shoot down the fleeing rider.

In the room itself, old Ma Trainor was cowering into a corner. Her husband stood in front of her, with a short-handled axe gripped in both hands, and a wild light in his eyes. There was a faint hint of red on the edge of the heavy blade. An explanation, perhaps, of the shriek of terror which had filled the cabin the moment or two before this.

But, most interesting of all, in the corner of the room where two men had been struggling, one of them was now rendered helpless. That was Sam Deacon, and he who had pinned him down was none other than Bud Trainor!

Thanks, Bud, said the Kid. Its all right, now. Let him get up after youve taken his guns away.

The guns were promptly taken away, and the two got to their feet.

The thin, white face of Deacon was covered with a ghastly smile, his habitual expression, which he deepened now in order to show that he was not at all afraid.

But afraid he was, most ghastly afraid, and this smile of his only accented his terror.

He looked at Bud and snarled from the side of his mouth: You double- crossin, sneakin, dirty, hound!

And Bud winced, and made no reply. He hung his head, doggedly, until his small mother ran to him out of the corner of the room and cast her meager arms around him.

Oh, Buddy, Buddy darlin! she sobbed against his breast. My own boy, my brave boy. Oh, thank Heaven, thank Heaven!

He cradled her in his arms, and he turned to the wall for fear that the others might see what was happening upon that grim face of his. His father gripped his arm with a brown old hand and said not a word, but it was plain that the ties which held that family together had been riveted with something stronger than steel, in the last moment.

The Kid, in the meantime, sat down in the chair and drew a breath.

Well, he said frankly, I thought that I was a goner, that time.

Then he nodded toward Davey.

Youre a cool kid, said he. I can thank you first, Davey. And, Bud, something more than cancels out, too. He lost two thousand and put up a fight, besides. And this Deacon is a wild cat. I know all about him. Arent you, Deacon?

The smile with which he asked this last question turned the pallor of Deacon from yellow-white to green-white. He blinked. But resolutely he maintained his smile.

Well, whats the game? said Deacon, lightly.

Sit down and make yourself a cigarette, said the Kid. Theres no hurry. Well just have a friendly little chat. Thats all.

About what? asked Deacon.

Oh, about old times. And new ones, too. I want to know who hired the pair of you for this job, Deacon.

Yeah? You wanta know? said Deacon. You aint expecting me to talk, Kid, are you?

Yes, drawled the Kid. Youll talk, all right.

Sam Deacon shrugged his lean shoulders. His eyes flickered aside toward the door. Then they returned to the face of the Kid, who was lighting a cigarette. Almost desperately, Deacon followed that example.

Youll talk, said the Kid. Youll tell me everything.

Ill not say a word, declared Deacon, and pinched his lips together with an effort.

Deacon, said the Kid, dont you think that you ought to pay something for your life?

Im no double-crossing curl said Deacon, looking bitterly at Bud Trainor.

All right, said the Kid. You dont double-cross. You simply murder, eh? Well, Davey, take a lid off of that stove and freshen the fire and put the poker in under the lid, will you?

Davey, without a word, did as he was told.

And Deacon watched him, curiously. Sweat began to gather on his forehead.

But the silence continued, through which the Kid was smoking quietly.

At length he said: Bud, will you take your mother and father outside of the house? Davey, youd better go along, too. Whats going, to happen now wont be pretty to watch. Youd better get out of earshot. There may be a little noise in here.

Kid, said Deacon huskily, whatcha got on your mind?

When that pokers hot, said the Kid, it ought to make a good running iron. Thats all I mean.

Deacon got up slowly from his chair.

You aint serious, Kid, he gasped.

No, only joking, said the Kid, if you intend to talk. Deacon rubbed a hand violently across his face.

Aye, said he. Youll do what you say! There aint nothin but a devil inside you. Kid, whatcha wanta know?


14. A COMPACT
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THE KID, AT this, smiled in the most amiable manner.

I want to find out about the whole idea, he said. Who sent you, why you were sent, and how much money was promised.

Send out this crowd, said Deacon glumly. If I gotta tell, there aint any reason why I should tell anybody besides you.

Theyll go out, admitted the Kid. That is, Davey and the old folks will. But not Bud.

Not Bud? almost shouted the other. What has that sneak got in the way of a right to hear?

Why, said the Kid, Bud and I are partners, old son. You ought to know that, by now.

Partners? A fine partner he promised to be to you, said Deacon.

Already the others were leaving the cabin, though reluctantly, but Bud lingered near the door.

You mean that you want me to stay here? he asked incredulously of the Kid.

Of course I do, said the latter.

And why? Why? shouted Deacon, infuriated until he trembled. Heres the gent that sold you, and then changed his mind and double-crossed me and Morgan. Why should he stay?

You thought that hed sold me, said the Kid. No, no, Deacon. Bud Trainors not the sort of a fellow to ever do that. Hes not the type for it, at all. Bud is in partnership with me, and when you tried to buy him, he simply led you into the middle of the trap.

By heck! cried Deacon. Is that it? Is that why you were so cool, all the time? You knew that you had something up your sleeve?

Of course I did, answered the Kid, genially. You never had a chance against Bud and me, because all the while Bud was waiting for my signal before he jumped you from behind.

Bud Trainor, listening near the door, dropped his head a little, so that the bewilderment in his face might not be too openly apparent to Deacon.

The latter twisted from side to side, in the agony of his humiliation — not humiliation because he had attempted to take advantage of the Kid and failed, but shame, because he seemed to have been tricked and trapped.

Have I gone and been a fool? he asked bitterly.

Youve been a fool, Deacon, said the Kid gently. You might have known that Bud Trainor isnt the double-crossing kind.

Deacon turned aside and glared at Trainor.

The latter, lifting his head, gave to the Kid an odd look and a faintly twisted smile, as though there were some deep consideration between them. But he said nothing.

I see it! said Deacon. Bud was simply drawing us on!

How about the news that you have for us, Deacon?

Say it over again, what you want to know?

Who sent you?

Why, Jack Harbridge up in the Mogollons is the feller. He wants to get even with you for the game you trimmed him in, two-three year back.

Harbridge?

Yes.

That poker game still sticks in his crop, eh?

It sure does.

He tried to crook me, that game, and I only stacked the deck with two crimps in it. He found the first crimp, but he banged into the second one. Well, its Harbridge, is it?

Aye, its Harbridge.

Im glad to know that. What was the price?

Ten thousand flat.

Thats worth while. Im glad that Jack puts that high a price on me. Where did you see Jack last?

Up there in the hills. About two weeks back.

You been drawing a long bow at me, eh?

It was worth time.

It wouldnt take that long to get down here.

We didnt know where you were, for a while. And then we wanted a little practice with our guns. We expected a hard job ahead of us. And if Id plugged you when I came through that door—

He paused, his teeth showing, but not in a smile.

You wouldnt do that, Deacon, said the Kid. Bud, see if that pokers hot enough now, will you? I want it white hot. Bud went toward the stove.

Whats the idea? asked Deacon, growing whiter than he had been.

I have to burn the truth out of you, said the Kid. I dont want lies from you, Deacon.

Im telling you the honest truth.

Then Ill have to burn honester truth out of you. How about the poker?

Its pretty nigh ready to melt, said Bud, lifting the lid from the roaring, glowing stove.

It ought to be ready for the work, then, said the Kid. Bring it here, will you?

Bud, accordingly, first wrapped a rag around his hand and then withdrew the poker from the fire. The end of it was white hot, and snapped out little bright sparkles. It seemed, indeed, as though the tough iron had been melting, and was forming a liquid drop at the point.

You wouldnt dare, said Deacon, in a gasp. Ive told you—

The Kid smiled.

Youre a rat, Deacon, said he. Youre a low rat and you always were a rat. Ill have the truth out of you or Ill mark you sos the boys will be able to read your face like a book, a block away!

Put back that thing! groaned Deacon.

Put it back, Bud, said the Kid.

Bud, almost unwillingly, obeyed.

Now, who sent you, man?

Shay, said Deacon.

He dropped into a chair.

He was almost fainting, and his head fell back, his body shook convulsively.

I thought so, said the Kid. Shay has a sort of reason for wanting me. Shay offered ten thousand, did he?

Aye, he did.

Im glad to know it. Im glad to know that he has that much spare cash. Why didnt you bring Dixon along?

This startled Deacon erect in the chair again.

Who told you that? he cried.

About Dixon, you mean?

Yes, about Dixon. What sneaking crook has been spilling news on us all?

I can guess, Deacon, said the Kid. I know that hes with Shay, and that this sort of a job is just about his size.

He wouldnt horn in, said Deacon, bewildered by the answer. He said that his luck was bad, today, so far as you went. I dunno why he said that, but hes a superstitious kind — . and by Heaven, theys something in his superstition, too. Ive seen what luck a man can have with you today, Kid!

He glowered as he spoke.

Thats about all, said the Kid. I dont need you any longer.

Deacon stood up.

Its to be a bullet in the back, I reckon? said he.

Did I ever shoot a man through the back? asked the Kid. Youre one to learn, though. You mean that Im free to go?

I told you that Id turn you loose, for the sake of the news that you could give me.

You mean it, Kid?

I mean it. Get out, Deacon.

Deacon went slowly to the door. There he paused and turned, at last. I dunno that I make you out, Kid, said he. You must have underground wires all over the world. What made you know that Harbridge wasnt behind this? He hates you enough, and hes got the money to hire men.

Harbridge generally does his own killing, said the Kid. And after all, it was only a guess, Deacon. Just a bluff, but it seems to have worked.

The face of Deacon wrinkled with hatred and with anger.

I aint fit to wear long trousers, said he. I been bluffed all the way through. You got anything else to say?

Yes, said the Kid, I have a little message for Shay. Will you take it to him, word for word?

Aye.

Tell him that one of these days Ill call when I can find him at home and not in a hurry to leave. Tell him another thing. If any of his rats come here to make trouble for the Trainors, Dad and Ma, I mean, Ill never sleep on the trail until it takes me to them. And Ill never rest till Ive got Shay. Tell him if he so much as breathes on their windowpane, Ill burn him alive with — a song and dance. Ill hire Indians to do a good job on him. That goes for the old folks. As for Bud, of course, he takes his chance with me. The open season is on for Bud and me, as far as Shay is concerned. That goes without saying. Now get out of here, Deacon, and the next time you see me, dont stop to ask questions. Fill your hand, even if its in church!

Deacon gave him one backward, glowering look, then glided through the door, and a moment afterward, they heard the sound of his horse, as it departed at a dogtrot across the valley.

It left the two inside free to face one another.

Kid, said Bud Trainor huskily, I dunno that I got much to say to you.

You can thank me for putting a lot of bad men on your trail, Bud, said the other.

Them? said Bud. He smiled, and waved his hand. Ill take my chances with them! But you, Kid — what made you do it?

Do what?

Talk as though — as though I was your partner?

Well, Bud, are you happy here at home?

Here? Id rather be in prison.

The open trail is not a prison. Why not come along — as my partner?

Id rather than anything on — . But hold on. You know what I am, Kid. I aint worthy of—

Hush up, said the Kid, smiling. Ill take my chances. Shall we shake on it?

Bud Trainor suddenly bowed his head. He fumbled vaguely before him, but the strong right hand of the Kid found his, and closed like gentle iron upon it. The compact was sealed.


15. LAND SHARKS
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TWO DAYS AFTER this, Spot Gregory of the Milman ranch daubed his rope on a tough Roman-nosed broncho in the corral, and started out to teach the brute manners. That big-headed mustang bounced up and down between the sky and the hard ground until Spots teeth were loose in his head. After ten minutes the gelding decided that its luck was out, and settled down to a good, steady lope going along with pricking ears, quite good-naturedly.

This sign did not altogether deceive Spot Gregory. He knew all about horses, and pricking ears are apt to mean forethought as much as good nature; so when a mustang thinks ahead, it is likely to think of trouble.

Therefore, the foreman of the Milman ranch was not at all surprised when, on climbing over the hills toward Hurry Creek, on the first down slope, the Roman-nose began to pitch once more.

It is ten times as hard for a horse to pitch on a down slope as on the level — but if it manages the feat, it is a hundred times harder for the rider to stick in the saddle. Spot Gregory, nearly flipped out of place in the first ten seconds, settled down to give that broncho a busting that would last him the rest of his days, but in the midst of accomplishing the good work, scratching the pony fore-and-aft and flogging it thoroughly with the cruel quirt, he became aware of an odd condition in the valley before him.

For the edges of Hurry Creek were rimmed and lined with cattle which were not going down to drink, but remained up on the hills, red-eyed with thirst.

Spot Gregory rubbed his eyes and looked again.

Hurry Creek was to the Milman ranch what the hearts blood is to the human body. In the whole length and breadth of the big place, there was not a drop of water except for the creek. Sometimes during periods of heavy rain, little rivulets formed in the hollows, but they were not worth thinking about. There was any quantity of the finest grass on the ranch. The woodlands were a small fortune, also. But of water, there was only this one vein.

It was enough!

When Milmans old father came here, long years before, he had had wit enough to pick out the place with forethought and locate with care.

All through its upper course, Hurry Creek went shouting and raving through a high-walled canyon. On still days the noise of its anger drifted far away to the ranch house, like a faint prophecy of trouble. At a certain point, leaving the canyon, it spread out suddenly through an almost level tract of rolling land, and then dropped into the opposite hills through another high- sided trench. Cows could not get up or down the walls of either the higher or the lower ravine, but they did not need to. The Milman ranch was in outline like a huge dumb-bell. The narrow grip was where the waters of Hurry Creek ran from canyon to canyon across the rolling ground. The huge knobs were the wide- spreading acres, thousands upon thousands, which formed what they called the western and the eastern ranches. And, from the farthest corners of the two districts, the cattle would march into the creek for water.

The younger ones usually went in every day. The older stock often remained away two or three days in the best grazing at the edges of the far hill and then would come at a trot or a lope the long distance to the stream. There, standing belly-deep, they drank and drank to repletion. They waded back to shore and browsed a little on the short grasses which were always eaten close. Then they would drink again, and begin a leisurely trip back to the chosen eating places.

But on this morning the thirsty legions did not go down to drink. Some were lying down on the upper edges of the valley. Some wandered back and forth uneasily. A few milled and lowed frantically close by the waters edge. Sometimes, singly or in groups, they made dashes for the bright promise of the water, but they were always turned away by certain riders who careened up and down either bank of the stream, whirling lariats, shouting, running the cows off to a distance, where the animals turned in despair and looked hopelessly back toward the creek.

There were enough men to ride herd in this arduous manner both east and west of the creek. On the eastern side, moreover, farthest from Spot at this moment, appeared several wagons. Smoke rose from a camp fire, here, and one of the wagons, being partially unloaded, showed on the ground a heap of what looked like thick coils of newly burnished silver.

Spot could guess its true nature; it was barbed wire!

In the brush beside the water, other men were cutting stakes of a sufficient length, and beginning at the mouth of the northern canyon, on each side of it, two small groups were setting up the posts and stringing the wires upon them. Anger darkened the eyes of Spot Gregory until the whole scene disappeared before him in a swirl of black. He blinked and looked again, half hoping that the vision would disappear like a bad dream.

It did not disappear. It grew more and more vivid.

The early sun, now breaking through its veil of morning mist, made the whole view clearer to him. The men, little with distance, toiled on unceasingly. Behind them, on the new-made fences, the barbed wire gleamed like spider threads, bright with dew, and up and down the open bank of the creek, the watchful riders wheeled and flashed upon their active horses.

He tried to count all heads, and numbered sixteen, besides those who might be out of sight around the wagons, or who perhaps were otherwise concealed from him.

How they had come in was plainly to be seen. The tracks of the wagons stretched away toward the south, on the eastern side of the creek. No doubt they had worked the heavily laden wagons, up through the high hills to a place of advantage, and when they were ready, they had simply driven down in the middle of the night. Now they were busy in pushing ahead their lines of battle, for a battle certainly would be fought for the possession of those streaks of barbed wire.

Grinding his teeth, he calculated chances.

He had under him a number of good men on that ranch. They could ride like fiends, and when it came to shooting, they were more than average. He could rake together as many fighting men as were present in the hollow, there, beneath him. He could recruit still other hands in the neighborhood.

But even if he had forty of fifty men to throw against the strangers, what would that accomplish?

Men who were willing to jump claims knew beforehand the resistance they were likely to encounter, and they were sure to come well prepared. If they were not great in numbers, they would be great in ability. Not a soul among the crowd down there, as Spot Gregory shrewdly guessed, but was a thorough ruffian, a man-killer, or ambitious to kill men. Every one of them had proved his desperate character, or he would not now be present. They were hand-picked villains who probably had lived by the guns for years, hunting down their fellow men as more respectable hunters might chase bears or wolves.

So Gregory felt a rising sense of helplessness.

He was on the verge of swinging his horse about and rushing for the ranch house, to let his employer know the disaster which had befallen them. The water claim of the Milman ranch had been jumped, and that would be tidings to make Milman turn green with passion.

However, Milman was too much the honorable man to meet murder with murder. Bare-handed aggression he had plenty of courage to meet, but if there was the ghost of a legal form lined up against him, he would be certain to wait for the law to show him the way.

The law!

How could the law act in time to save the thousands of the Milman cattle from death by water famine?

In the meantime, it was better to go down and look this trouble in the face. So he cantered the nervous mustang down the easy slope toward the men who, on this side of the river, were toiling to run the fence line. There were four of them so employed, two cutting post holes, stamping out the earth with cutters, or drilling it with augers. The second pair set up the posts and tamped them in place, or stretched the wire.

The posts were poor, twisted ones, and the wire was but loosely strung — two meager strands of it. Plainly the boundary was not to be strong, unless gunpowder could strengthen it enough!

In the background, there was a fifth man, who rode slowly back and forth, keeping an eye on the fence builders, and again on those hands who warded back the thirsting cows as they descended from the hills. To this fellow of apparent authority, Spot Gregory advanced, with a wave of his hand, which the other came forward willingly to meet.

They met one another close to the fence makers, and the latter stopped work gladly to watch the interview.

As for the rider, Gregory found him to be the true Western type, spare in flesh, but looking tough as whip leather. A magnificent forehead rose above the lean, brown face.

Hello! said Spot Gregory. Youre Champ Dixon, aint you?

Thats me, said Dixon, pleasantly. Ive met you, somewheres. Gregory. Is that your name?

Yeah. Thats my name. What in hell-fire are you up to here, Dixon?

Oh, just picking up a right smart little piece of ground for me and my partner.

Whos your partner?

Billy Shay.

Shay! exclaimed Spot angrily. That—

The other raised his gloved hand.

Easy, Gregory! he warned.

And Spot Gregory set his teeth with a stifled groan.

He had expected the worst, and yet this was a little too bad even for his expectations. The snakelike cunning of Shay and the deadly hand of Dixon to back him up made the combination hard to defeat.

For his own part, he was a mere child before such a practiced assassin as Champ Dixon.

Dixon, said he. Howre you gonna hack this up in the law courts? Or is it only a way to blackmail poor Milman out of money to water his cattle, for a few days?

Money for watering his cows? said the other genially. Well, old son, the fact is that we wouldnt plunge like this except for a big thing. Weve looked into Milmans title to his whole ranch, and it aint worth a whoop! So weve took over the piece that we want!


16. STORM CLOUDS
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WHEN DISCRETION AND judgment were considered; Spot Gregory seemed to possess both. He looked Dixon in the eye. He even allowed himself time to glance to the side, and to observe the broad grins upon the faces of the four men who were looking on, leaning on the posts of the fence.

Well, said he, if you was to hunt around to pick out a piece of ground that would do you less good, and more harm to Milman. I dunno that you could of picked better than this.

No, sir, said Champ Dixon, I dunno that we could I looked over this here layout personal, a while back, and thats what I figgered myself.

Tell me, Dixon, said the foreman of the ranch, what made you boys have it in for Milman? Whats he ever done agin you, or any of you?

Champ Dixon, at this unimpassioned appeal, was forced to scratch his head with such earnestness that he pushed his hat far back.

Whats he done agin us? he echoed, while he gathered his thoughts.

Yeah. Thats what Im askin.

Well, said Champ, with a twinkle in his eye, Ill tell you about that. Out here in the Far West, where theys still a frontier, as the hooks put it, and out here where the hair grows long, they aint much law nor not much respect for the other fellers rights, is they?

Well, in a way I reckon that there aint, said Spot Gregory.

And I reckon that worryin about how the law goes through pretty nigh bites you folks to the bone!

Champ Dixon permitted himself a broad grin.

Well, said he, maybe thats a way of puttin it. The way that it seems to me, a whole lot of gents, they step into this here country, out here, and they says to themselves that the countrys so big that they got a right to pick out the parts of it that they want for themselves. So they sashays in and they picks out what they want and they dont pay nothin much for it, and they settles down onto it, and they says that because theyre here, there aint any reason why they should ever have to budge. Now, sir, some of us, we take a look around and we say that the pigs that is the fattest might be the pigs that is the most profitable to drive to market, if you foller what I mean?

Yeah, I sort of foller your drift, answered Spot Gregory. And so you want to budge the old landholders?

You might say that! remarked Champ Dixon. What I mean is that here is the Milmans set down on the land and gettin hog-fat, and how? What title they got to this land, I ask you?

Why, I dunno that anybody has asked that question for a long time, said Gregory. Everybody that I know has took it for granted that the Milmans own the Milman land.

Yeah, said Dixon. Theys a lot of incurious folks in this neck of the woods. But supposin that I ask you, how did the Milmans get this here land. Dyou know?

Why, they bought it from the Injuns.

And who sold it to them?

I dunno that I know that.

Ill tell you. It was Little Crow, was his name. He was a tolerable sizeable man, in his day, and a big war chief. And he had a pile of scalps to his credit. Hes got a war suit all trimmed up with scalp locks. Hes got more than one suit. If he goes on a Comanche trail, he can put on a suit dressed up with Comanche hair. And if he tackles a white war party, hes got a suit tricked up with white folks hair. Some tolerable long and golden hair, in the lot. And hes a great fighter, this here Little Crow. When it comes to the finish, it takes booze and three whites to take the scalp of that infant, what I mean to tell you.

Well, sir, along comes old Daddy Milman, before this here boy of his ever see the light, and he reckons that hell take up land here. And he picks up the spot thatll suit him the best.

And then he finds out that its Injun land. And he says, what Injun shall he buy it from, him wantin to be all straight and honorable. And so he picks on the big war chief and grand scalp-getter, Little Crow, that had counted so many coups that he gets the arm ache every time that there come along a grand feast and lyin party among the tribe.

So he goes to Little Crow and he says, what do you want? And whatcha think that Little Crow wants?

I dunno, said Spot Gregory, that I ever heard.

Most folks aint. But its been our business to find out. What he wants is six rifles, all in prime shape, and a hundred rounds of ammunition for each of em, and two dozen hosses — because thats about as high as he can count — and one whole keg of thirty-six gallons of fire water.

Thats what he wanted for this ranch?

Aye, said Champ Dixon, and he thought that he was gettin a whale of a big bargain, and that he could step in and run out the whites with the guns that he had got from them whenever he had a mind. So he makes the bargain, and old Milman, he counts out the goods, and he goes better than his bargain, and he makes that set of rifles the finest that can be got, and he chucks in an extra lot of ammunition, and he makes them hosses an even thirty, and the best that money can get or ropes steal off the range. And that fire water he makes, its the pure stuff, because he dont make it alcohol, prune juice, and water, but he makes it straight alcohol, and on the night of that sale, and payment, they is three braves that plumb die of joy, and a couple of squaws they change husbands, and they is five sets of hair lifted inside of the next week or so, because the whole bunch goes on the warpath. But anyway, the Injuns is happy, and Milman is happy. Hes got a coupla million dollars worth of land, and the Injuns, they has got one grand jag.

After a while, they start in tryin to get paid over again.

Blackmail? said Spot Gregory.

You can call it that, admitted the other. Anyway, they try to collect some more of that thousand proof fire water, but they find that in behind old Milman there has sneaked another man, by name of Uncle Sam, and when the Injuns climb onto their war ponies, old Uncle Sam, he hits out of the dark, and pops em in the nose and knocks em off again. You foller that?

I foller all of that, said Spot Gregory, looking with the corner of his eye at a tangle of fifty thirsting cows who were trying to rush to the water, but in vain.

Now along comes Billy Shay and me, continued the narrator, and we get to lookin over the lay of the land, and we get to seein how much law and order they is around here, and how good a claim a lot of these cattle kings has got to their land, and the first thing that we find out is that most of them aint got none at all. And that old Milman, he sure made a grand mistake, and Ill tell you why.

Little Crow, he was a great chief, and all that, and he had cut off enough hair to plant a forty-acre field, but the trouble was that he wasnt the main chief of that tribe, and that he had no more right to sell off a part of the land than I have to sell Broadway and Beekman Street. No, sir, he didnt have no right at all. And before there was a sale, there should of been a grand palaver, and all the chiefs there, and specially New Monday, which was really the head of the tribe, though he hadnt taken a scalp for thirty years he was that old.

When we heard that, we went around and we found out that the Injuns still had a right to this land, if the sale by Little Crow was wrong and we find out that the real head of the tribe today is Happy Monday — hes a descendant of New Monday. So we go to see Happy Monday, and hes sick in one eye and cant see very good out of the other, and we get Happy Monday to sell us this here bit of land for three hosses and three hogsheads of alcohol, which is dirt cheap. But its hard to educate redskins up to high prices. And we get that sale made, and we come down here and move onto the land thats rightfully ours. And if Milman, he dont believe that we got the right, he can go to the law and get licked — or he can try gunpowder — and get licked.

Spot Gregory bit his lip.

Thats a mighty movin story, said he. Maybe youll tell me what youd sell out this bit of land for?

Champ Dixon looked around him with an obvious complacency.

Theys a thing that you might of noted, said he. That we got the water rights of this here ranch in our pants pockets.

Ive noted that the cows is stickin out their tongues and bawlin for somethin more than air, said he.

Well, sir, said Champ Dixon, licking his lips, it occurs to me and Billy Shay that it would be a dog-gone outright shame to sell this here crop of water, that never needs to be planted and that comes to hundreds of millions of tons a year — it would be a dog-gone shame to sell it for lessn a coupla hundred dollars

Spot Gregory. looked blandly around him at the flowing thousand stream and at the running water.

You want two hundred thousand? said he.

Thats the price, old son.

And how much you charge for all of the fine sunshine and the air that the cows will be breathin?

Billy and me is downright generous, said the other, and we throw that in as a kind of bounty to sweeten the deal.

Yeah, it sweetens it, all right, said Spot Gregory. Now, just supposin that we wanted a time to think this deal over — that Milman wanted time, I mean?

Take all the time that you want, said the other. Only I hope that your cows wont be dyin like flies in the meantime.

And suppose that we wanted to water em while we was thinkin?

I never heard of a cow needin water to think on, said Dixon grimly. And you can tell Milman that for me, too.

Ill tell him, agreed the other. Now, then, suppose that we wanted to water them cows, how much would you charge a head?

Were reasonable, said Champ Dixon. It sure does grieve us a lot to think of cows goin thirsty. So were willin to let you water them cows for two dollars a head.

Two dollars? shouted the foreman. We might as well haul beer up here and water em with that!

Well, said the other thoughtfully, I never figgered on that. But maybe it would do as good!

Gregory hastily pulled out his plug of tobacco and bit off a liberal corner.

Is that a go? said he.

Yeah, thats a go.

No changin?

No.

Tell me, Champ — aint that Two-gun Porter, and Missouri Slim, and the Haley brothers, over yonder?

Yeah, youre right.

And the rest of your bunch match up? Well, said Gregory, I got an idea that moren money is gonna be paid for this land. And the color of it is gonna be red.

He did not pause to say adieu, but turned the head of his horse and rode away.


17. BAD NEWS
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WHEN THE FOREMAN was over the ridge, he turned loose that stubborn broncho, and made him run for his life, with a jab of the spurs or a cut of the quirt every fifty yards or so.

He made that poor mustang hold to the one gait until it had reached the ranch house, and then Spot Gregory threw the reins and jumped from a horse that did not need to be tied. It stood like a lamb, while Spot ran on into the house.

It was just such a house as a thousand other ranchers in the West had built before Milman, and would build after him. It was a long strung-out place in the midst of what had once been a flourishing grove, but the nearest trees had been cut away for firewood, regardless of shady comfort in the middle of the summer. All the ground around the house was stamped bare by the horses which were often tied up in great lines to the hitching racks. Through the naked dust, a dozen or so of chickens scratched and went about thrusting their heads before them at every step.

A heavy wind of a few years before had threatened to knock down the kitchen wing like a stack of cards, and this had been secured with a great pair of plough chains, taken up taut with a tourniquet. This chain was the only ornament that appeared on that unpainted barn of a house. It leaned all askew. It was plainly no more than a shelter, with little pretension of being a comfortable house. Yet the Milman hospitality was famous for two hundred miles.

Into this house ran Spot, entering through the kitchen door, which he kicked open in the face of the Chinese cook. The latter sat down violently upon the floor and the armful of baking tins which he was carrying went clattering to the farthest corners. He looked surprised, but not offended. He was prepared for anything up to murder from these wild white men.

Wheres the boss? shouted Spot.

No savvy, said the cook, blinking.

Im in here, Spot, said Milman from the dining room.

Gregory strode to the door. He was too excited and angry to remember to take off his hat. He stood there towering in the doorway, scowling as though it was Milman whom he hated.

It was still fairly early in the morning, though late for a ranch breakfast, but Milman had adopted easier ways of living, since his fortune had become so secure in the past few years. The ranch was a gold mine, and the vein of it promised to last forever.

Opposite the rancher sat his daughter, and Mrs. Milman who looked small and frail at the end of the table. She was one of those delicate and thin-faced women who seem to be half with the angels all the time; as a matter of fact, she always knew the price of beef on the hoof to an eighth of a cent.

Whats loose, Spot? asked Milman.

Hells loose, said Gregory shortly. Plumb hell, is what is loose!

Then he remembered the ladies and by way of apology, he took off his hat.

Go on, said Milman.

Gregory pointed with a long arm.

Champ Dixon, hes jumped the water rights. Hes camped with about twenty men and hes runnin a fence on both sides of Hurry Creek.

Georgia Milman jumped to her feet.

The scoundrel! said she.

Her father pushed back his chair with an exclamation at the same moment, but Mrs. Milman looked up to the ceiling with narrowed eyes, and did not stir.

Theyre keeping the cows away from the water? demanded Milman.

Thats what theyre doin.

Ill get — Ill send to Dry Creek, and well have the law out here to take their scalps. That murdering Dixon, is it?

Champ Dixon.

Did you see him?

I talked to him.

Does he know that we can have the sheriff—

He says that its all legal. That your title from Little Crow aint worth a scrap and that hes got the real title, now, from another buck in the tribe.

Theyre going to use the law. Is that what you mean? asked Milman shortly.

Thats what they say. Billy Shay is behind the deal. Him and his crooked lawyers, I suppose.

Shay, too! exclaimed Milman. Ill — Ill—

He stopped.

Perspiration began to pour down his face, though the morning was cold enough.

Oh, Dad, said Georgia, what can we do?

We gotta pay two dollars a head for water rights, said the foreman, writhing in mighty rage at the mere thought.

Milman turned purple, but still his expression was that of a dazed man.

Said Mrs. Milman suddenly: Theres only one thing to do, my dear.

What can we do? said her husband.

We can drive them from the water by force.

Not that crowd, declared the foreman. I know em too dog-gone well. I saw the face of a lot of em, and I knew em out of the old days. Theyre a hand-picked bunch of yeggs. Every one of them is a gunman with a record. And theres Champ Dixon at the head of em! You know Dixon.

I know all about Dixon, said Mrs. Milman. But — weve got to get the cows to the water. We have neighbors. Well have to send to them all. The Wagners and the Peters and the Birch families will never in the world say no to us.

Theyll never budge agin a fellow like Dixon, prohpesied the foreman. They all know his record. We need State troops. Besides, Dixon is claimin the law. The Peters and the rest would ride with us agin plain rustlers, or such. But not agin Dixon and the chance of the law, besides.

Hes right, said Milman, dropping his head a little.

He looked like a beaten man. Silence came into the room like a fifth person and laid a cold hand on every heart.

Then Mrs. Milman went on in her gentle voice: The cows will soon be dying, my dear.

Her husband looked wildly up at her and then away through the window. At that very moment a calf began to bawl from the feeding corral where the weaklings were kept.

We can run the pump night and day— he began.

That well runs dry with very little pumping at this time of year, said his wife.

We could dig—

You know how deep we have to dig in order to get water, and through what rock. The cows will be dead, my dear. Every animal on the place, except the few that we can water from the mill — and precious few that will be.

Youve heard Spot Gregory talk, said her husband. He knows these people and what they can do. God help me! He was suddenly in a blank despair.

Said Mrs. Milman: Georgia!

Yes, mother.

Take a horse and ride to the Chet Wagner house. Tell Chet what has happened. Ask him if hell come over here and help us fight. Remind him, if you have to, how we helped him through that bad winter, two years ago.

I hate to go begging to Chet, said the girl. He—

Are you going to let your pride stand between you and bankruptcy? asked her mother coldly. Chet is a good lad. Hell never say no to you.

Georgia looked desperately at her father for help.

No, no, Georgia, said he. I wont allow you to use your influence when you—

Georgia might fetch in the Wagners, admitted Spot, thoughtfully. And I might be able to raise the Birch outfit. Tom Birch always was a pretty good friend of mine I dunno about the Peters. Theyre a pretty hard lot. We can try em, though. But I tell you what, we aint got the kind of men ridin, this range that can stand up to such a bunch as Dixons crew. However, its better to make a try and slip than not to try at all. Its the ghost of the law that he has behind him thats gonna hold back everybody. Its just robbery, I know. But youd have to pay him two hundred thousand dollars for a quit claim!

There was a faint cry from Milman.

Then he exclaimed: Well, if the worst has come to the worst, two hundred thousand will have to be paid — and then well fight him in the courts and get the money back!

Get back water from the desert! said Mrs. Milman, her voice much gentler than her words. Are you going to quit and surrender, my dear?

Look the thing in the face! exclaimed her husband. What else can I do? The cows—

Id rather, said Elinore Milman, see every cow and horse on the ranch dead of thirst than to allow crooks to beat you in this manner. Get the money back from them in the courts? Why, ten minutes after you paid the cash down, theyd have scattered to the four winds. Get the money back, indeed!

This grave speech had such weight that Milman suddenly threw his hands above his head.

Ill get our boys together and lead em down! he cried. Spot, send out a call to—

No, said the foreman with unexpected firmness,

Are you going to quit on me, too, Spot? asked Milman sadly.

Ill do my share of range ridin, said Spot, and Ill keep care of the herd, and Ill do my share of fightin, too. But Ill never go against the mob that I saw down there by the river until weve got the odds on our side. Ive only got the ordinary share of sand. I aint got enough to want to throw myself away. Why, Milman, theres single men down there that would eat any three men weve got, and eat em before breakfast.

You see, Elinore? said the rancher to his wife, in despair.

Well, she said in her usual gentle calm, go ahead and see what neighbors we can get to join us. If they havent turned up by five or six this evening, Ill take a gun and see what I myself can do with the desperadoes.


18. A VOLUNTEER
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THEY LOOKED AT her in amazement.

Her cheek had not reddened, her voice had not altered or her eye brightened. She was as gently calm as ever, but suddenly they knew that she was steel. All three stood like children before her.

She explained to her husband: Ive put a good deal of my life into this ranch and its affairs, my dear. If I have to die for the sake of it, Ill die without a whimper. But in the meantime, lets find out what our friends will do. Georgia, ride to see Chet Wagner. You try the Birch family. Ill go to the Peters myself.

Youll do nothing of the kind, broke in Milman. You ride about begging? Ill go myself. And you stay here!

She nodded at once.

Of course, Ill do what you wish, my dear, said she.

But when the other three left the room, they all realized something they had never guessed before — that little Elinore Milman was the real controlling force in that ranch. Her own husband had not dreamed how true it was, but looking dizzily back through the years, he could now realize that a hundred times her voice, like a hand upon his shoulder, like a hand at his back, had pushed him along the way she chose, and given him courage for great attempts.

There was something mysterious — this utter manliness of resolution in a woman — and to the mystery they trusted a good deal. If her body were small, her soul was so great that it seemed to all three of them an overwhelming thing.

They took horses at once and cut across country in varying directions.

There were a few squatters here and there who might have been picked up more quickly, but Milmans outfit, for many good reasons, was not on speaking terms with the squatters. The nearest big ranches were the only ones likely to be able to send forth men in sufficient numbers. Chet Wagner, in particular, was as brave as a lion, though Georgia blushed when she thought of appealing to him for help.

However, she set her teeth and went grimly on her way. She had a good fast half-bred gelding under her, and the horse worked well this morning. Her spirits rose. The keen morning wind of that gallop cut into her face and blew away her doubts and sense of shame. After all, what was shameful in asking the help of a man who once had asked her to marry him?

She thought back to her mother, rather bewildered by that quiet exhibition of strength, and yet she could tell herself that many a time before she had found the steel under that silken glove.

Her heart rose higher. Every rock was flashing with dew, and the grass sparkled. Midsummer would have been thrice as trying, but at this season the dew alone would enable those hardy range cattle to last quite a time. In the meanwhile, they could find some way. If the neighbors could not or would not help with guns, they might help with wise counsel. The familiar face of the big blue mountains was a comfort to her, also. They had looked down on her through so many happy days that it seemed impossible that they now should see her in despair.

All would come out well, she told herself. There was too great a crop of chivalry and manhood in the West for the Milmans to be abandoned in their time of need.

Then, as the horse trotted to the top of a low hill which looked down upon a wide, pleasant hollow, she reined it in suddenly with a leap of the heart. For over the opposite knoll swept a big mule deer with its long ears laid back with the speed of its running It floated down the hillside with the peculiar, bounding gait of its species, and the girl, watching and wondering, listened for the cry of dogs behind it, or the howl of the wolf running on the trail.

There was no such outcry, but an instant later over the same hilltop darted a rider on a black horse which had a strange vest of shining white over the breast and the lower part of the throat.

Instantly she recognized the markings which had given the Duck Hawk its name. And she saw the rider skillfully jockeying the fleet mare down the slope.

It lost ground. Nothing that lives and runs on four feet can keep up with a mule deer over sharp ups and downs. As though it had wings, the deer smote the ground and rose, and settled, and floated forward again with apparent lack of effort.

But in the flat of the hollow it was a different matter. The Hawk, stretched out in a straight line, came like the wind, and the frightened deer, with the shadow of a swinging rope whipping across it, vainly strove to dodge.

That instant the rope started out and the deer, snagged around both forefeet, tumbled head over heels.

It was fast to rise, but not fast enough.

Out of the saddle whipped the rider, and the hunting knife flashed across the tender throat of the deer as it threw up its head to rise. Then, stepping in, the Kid gave the poor beast the coup de grâce.

It was over in an instant.

But Georgia Milman found herself laughing with excitement. Here was a man who ran down his venison on horseback! And suddenly she thought of the wild Indians of the old days. Such feats must have been accomplished by their most famous riders, now and then, a thing for the hunter to boast of to the end of his days!

But there would be no boasting from the Kid.

Before she started her horse down the slope, she saw his knife expertly at work in cutting up the quarry — speed and business were combined with a rare efficiency.

And it seemed to the girl that it was as though she had seen a hawk drop out of the sky. Now it tore the prey which it had struck down, and presently it would be winging away across the hills.

She jogged the gelding down the hill, but had not gone far before the Hawk jerked up her head and whinnied softly. The Kid, at this, stood up from his butchering and watched the newcomer. He raised his hat and waved it to her while she was still at a little distance.

Therell be venison steaks around here in another half hour, Miss Milman, said he. Hop off and wangle the fire, while I get the cuts off.

She shook her head, still smiling down at the red-handed killer and his kill.

Do you do that often? she asked him. Do you run down your meat like that very often?

It keeps the Hawk on edge, said he. Nothing like a good brush through rough country to tune up a horse.

And nothing like a run after a mule deer to get you a broken neck, she observed.

He nodded, but there was no seriousness in his face.

Well, rifles make a lot of noise, said he, and ammunition costs a lot and weighs a lot. This is the Hawks fourteenth deer, if youll believe it.

The girl looked critically at the mare. She was breathing hard, but her head was up, her eye was bright, and it was patent that she was still full of running.

Id believe almost anything about her.

Her face darkened suddenly.

Are you with those people back at Hurry Creek? she asked him. Are you out here hunting for that crew?

What crew? said the Kid. Whos at Hurry Creek? I thought that ran out on your land?

Youre not one of them, she nodded, with a sigh of relief. No, if you were with them, of course, youd be the top man, and not Champ Dixon.

Oh Dixons there, is he? Whats his game?

Jumping my fathers water rights.

The Kid squinted at the skyline, as if he hunted for a thought.

Thats the only water on your place, isnt it?

Thats the only water, nodded the girl. Theyre herding the cows back from the creek and putting up a line fence on each side.

Dixon and Shay, nodded the Kid.

How do you guess at Shay, too?

Ive heard that theyre working together. Dixon turns the rabbit, and Shay eats it. They make a pretty neat pair, working together.

Theres another man coming, she said, pointing to a horseman who had just bobbed into sight in the far distance, in the same direction from which the Kid had come on his hunt.

Thats my partner, said the Kid, without looking. But you never have partners, said the girl.

Ive changed my ways, he declared briefly. Are you going to dynamite Dixon and his men? How many has he?

Something more than fifteen. About twenty, I think.

Thatll take some blasting. I know the kind of fellow hed pick for company on a job like that.

Hes got em, said the girl. Well, Ill drift along. Ive still got a stretch ahead of me.

If I can be any help, said the Kid suddenly, give me a call.

She jerked in the reins so quickly and so hard that the gelding reared, and then landed prancing.

She paid no attention to this. She sat the saddle like a man, conscious of strength, and unafraid.

What do you mean by that? she asked. Help us against Dixon and his lot?

If theres to be a game, said the Kid lightly, I might as well sit in for a hand or two.

She stared at him.

Would you do that just for the fun of it? she asked him. You see how it is, said the Kid. That would give us an excuse to camp in one spot until wed cleaned up this venison. Otherwise, a lot of it will go to waste.

She, watching him curiously, could not help asking: Is there anything in the world that could make you take care of your neck?

I carry a thousand dollars insurance, said the Kid. You cant expect a man to do more than that.

She laughed heartily, and said:

Dyou seriously mean that youll help us?

Ill shake on it, said the Kid, extending his hand.

She moved her own, then jerked it away.

No, she said, shaking her head. I dont think I have a right to tie you down to a promise. But if youll go back there to the ranch house and tell Mother that youre a little interested, shell think youre an angel newly out of heaven!


19. TWO REASONS
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WHEN MRS. MILMAN had finished her second promenade between the house and the woods, walking with a quick, eager step, she was no closer to a solution of the problem than before. She knew that the ranch was confronted by the most imminent danger of destruction. And the place meant something more than dollars to her. Sometimes her mind turned quickly toward her husband, now far off trying to bring guns to help them, but her confidence in her spouse was not great. He was made of too mild a metal to cut through to the heart of such a problem as this.

And for her own part?

She measured out her way with the same brisk steps, her head high, using a long stick for a cane like one of those dainty great ladies of the old century who had played at dairy maids in the woods of the Trianon.

She had completed her second round when, pausing by the verge of the woods, she watched two horsemen coming up the slope, one on a sorrel and one on a black with a white breast. Men and horses were about of a size, she decided, but the black had a way of going that made his rider appear small and light. He danced up that hill as though a mere form of paper were in the saddle on his back. Somewhere before she felt that she had seen that horse.

She was an expert in horses, but she was a still greater expert in men, and that rider of the black horse had a way of holding up his head that pleased her. It was, in short, like her own, though this did not come into her mind.

The pair of strangers were well up to the top of the rise, and coming in between the wood shed and the feeding corral before she recognized the Kid, and her heart leaped. For she was, as has been said, a connoisseur of men. Besides. she could remember how that single man had entered the house of Billy Shay, and how fugitives had begun to appear at its doors and windows, as though thrust out by an explosion.

Suppose such a man were applied to the affair down there at the creek.

But no! He was far more apt to be in the employ of Champ Dixon, that wily cutthroat.

She waved her stick as they came closer and the Kid, seeing her, turned instantly in her direction. Lightly as a dancer, the Duck Hawk came on, flicking the dust behind her. Then the Kid swung down to the ground and took off his hat. Bud Trainor, behind him, and a little to the side, did the same thing.

Are you Mrs. Milman? said the Kid.

Yes, said she. Have you seen me before?

I simply guessed, said he. I was looking for the lady of the house. This is my friend, Bud Trainor.

Here Bud mumbled something, downfaced, for Elinore Milman was several cuts above the people of his familiar world. And Im called the Kid, by most people.

I saw you calling on Mr. Shay in Dry Creek, said she. Oh, yes. An old friend of mine, said the Kid.

Youll let me call you something beside Kid, I hope, said she.

My real name, he answered, is Reginald Beckwith-Hollis, with a hyphen. Thats why people call me the Kid. The real name takes up so much time.

She permitted her eyes to smile, and the Kid grinned gayly back at her.

Are you just passing through, Mr. Beckwith-Hollis? she asked him.

I was just passing through, said the Kid. But something stopped me.

Champ Dixon and his boys at Hurry Creek? she asked.

No, said the Kid. Im not playing this hand with them. She sighed with relief.

I met your daughter, said he.

Mrs. Milman gripped her stick a little harder and looked more closely at that handsome, boyish, careless face.

Ah, you met Georgia? said she.

Yes. She was signing up recruits, and we joined. She sent us here to report to you.

Georgia is a good recruiting agent, then, said she. What terms did she offer?

We didnt talk of that, said the Kid. What dyou suggest?

She looked away from him across the hills, and noted the steady drift of cattle heading toward Hurry Creek. Before long, all the cattle on the place would be gathered in vast, milling throngs which would stamp the turf to dust near the water, and that dust would quicken the pangs of thirst. She could visualize hundreds, thousands lying down to die under the hot sun. And how hot it was. It burned through the shoulders of her dress. It scorched her hand through the thin glove which she was wearing.

Then she made up her mind.

The minute that the Dixon gang is driven off — to stay, said she, youll get a check for ten thousand dollars. You can split that with Mr. Trainor any way you see fit.

Bud Trainor glanced up as though the heavens had opened. But the Kid, still smiling a little, shook his head.

Were only here for a short job, said he. Well work for two dollars a day — and keep, if thats agreeable to you? She stared at him.

You dont want money Mr. — Beckwith-Hollis?

Certain kinds, I can get along without.

She turned suddenly upon Bud Trainor.

And what about you? she asked.

Bud started eagerly to reply. He had heard a fortune named. He had seen his start in life presented as on a golden salver. But then he remembered in what company he was traveling. He cast a sidelong look at the Kid and muttered: The Kid does my thinking for me on this trip.

Mrs. Milman confronted the Kid again.

I dont understand you, she said bluntly. Of course, its generous. But to drive out the Dixon outfit will mean risking your life! Is there something else that you want?

The Kid smiled upon her with his utmost geniality.

Ill tell you how it is, said he. A man doesnt like to make money outside of his regular trade. Thats the way with me, I suppose.

And what is your regular trade? said she.

It has several branches, he answered her. You might call me a miner. I use a pack of cards for powder when Im breaking ground.

You mean that youre a gambler?

Yes. Thats my main line.

And that leaves you — scruples — she hesitated for words— about making money in this way?

Yes, said he. I have scruples. Behind Dixon is Billy Shay. And Billy Shay took a friend of mine into camp, one day. He started on a trip with my partner. He finished the trip alone, and the other fellow never was heard of. You see, this job of yours is my job, as well, because Shays on the other side of fence from you.

Does that go for your friend, too?

She nodded toward Trainor.

Were thrown in together, said the Kid. All for one and one for all. Is that all clear, now?

She paused again.

Its not clear at all, said she, but if you want to have it this way, heaven knows how glad I am to have you helping us. Have you any plans?

Not a plan in the world.

You dont know how youre going to begin?

Why, I suppose that we ought to wait to see how the recruits turn in from the ranches around here.

Do you think that theyll come in? she asked.

What do you think?

I believe they wont.

I agree with you.

Why do you?

Because Dixon seems to have a bit of law behind him. And the only way to save your cows is going to be to forget that such a thing as law exists.

The smile died from his eyes. He looked at her as straight as a ruled line; and she looked hack, her color gradually ebbing from her face.

Bud, said the Kid, suppose that you take the hoses and give em a swallow of water over there at the trough.

Bud nodded, and taking the horses by the bridles, he led them away.

Thank you, said Mrs. Milman. I wanted to talk to you alone.

The Kid nodded. I thought so, said he.

He was as grave as before, waiting.

Dont you think, said she, that well get on a lot better if we talk frankly to one another.

Dont you think, said the Kid, that theres nobody in the world that any one in it can talk frankly to?

Husbands and wives, even, and parents and children? she suggested.

Well, said the Kid, his old smile glimmering at her, dont you have to be polite to your husband?

I suppose so. What of that?

Thats not frankness. And with children — you have to be hard on em when you want to be soft; and you have to shake your head when you want to smile. Is that frankness?

She looked at him with a new interest.

You seem to know about such things, said she.

Oh, I know what everybody knows. Ive had bunkies who were willing to die for me, but never one that I could talk frankly to.

She nodded.

This matter about the law—

The law would probably save you, said the Kid. But your cows would be dead before that.

Then we have to be law breakers in order to save the cows?

Thats it. Are you willing?

She looked again across the hills. Steadily the cattle were marching across them toward the distant water. And the color flared suddenly back into her face.

I know that were right, she said, even if were outside the law.

She waited. Then she broke out: You cant be frank, but Id like to know if youre doing this only because you hate Dixon and Shay.

He also hesitated a moment, and then he looked her straight in the eyes again, an intolerable brightness in his glance. No, said he, Im not!


20. A CHALLENGE
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THE FIRST THOUGHT of a mother is for her child. And though she knew that Georgia had hardly more than laid eyes upon this man, suddenly Mrs. Milman was thinking of the girl. So strongly, so vividly the thought struck home in her that the name bubbled to her lips. And she had to make an effort to keep from speaking it.

For, above all, there was in this straight look of the Kid a confession of a dangerous purpose that shook her to the ground.

It frankly told her that what he wanted was something more than she would give, and the bright face of Georgia rose smiling across her mind like a sweet vision.

You wont tell me the other reason, I suppose? she said.

Mrs. Milman, said the Kid, you see how it is. Im a gambler, and you cant expect me to play with my cards face up on the table.

She sighed a little, and then nodded.

Id better ride down to the creek, said the Kid, and look over these fellows and the lay of the land. Ill be back in a couple of hours. By that time, well have the recruits in camp, I suppose?

She could not speak, and merely made a little gesture, but she was worried to the heart. She watched him striding off toward the horses with a darkened brow. She had met strong men before this, but she never had met men who were both strong and free, and the Kid seemed to her as free as a bird. Studying him, she thought that she could understand why he was called the Kid, and simply that. In his step, in the carriage of his head, there was something inexplicably and eternally young. He was the very spirit of youth. And, adding up his qualities as they occurred to her, she thought of youth as a thing swift, cruel, careless, and without precedent or law to bind it. So much the more natural that upon youth, this youth, she should be depending in the great time of stress. Through the Kid they might be able to drive the transgressors from their land and save the cattle. What other danger would they be taking in exchange for it?

She sighed.

But, after all, there seemed nothing else to do about the matter. It might be that her shrewd suspicion was right, and that the Kid was here primarily to distinguish himself in such a manner that he would be forced most favorably upon the attention of Georgia. It might be that she was entirely wrong, and that he had no such hope in his mind. In any case, she would have to be a gambler, and with her cards also hidden, she would have to play out this game against the professional, which he confessed himself to be.

When she had come to this conclusion, she started back toward the house, her head a little bowed, and the shadow of it made large by the wide brim of her hat, falling always before her, so that she was stepping continually into the edge of it.

The Kid, in the meantime, had joined Bud Trainor at the watering trough, and found him tracing designs in the dust, while the horses drank. He noted carefully that the cinches had not been loosened, and this he did himself, letting them sag down.

Whats that for? asked Bud Trainor.

Well, said the Kid, how would you like to come in dry and have to drink with your belt sunk into the middle of you?

Why, a hoss can stand that, said Bud, curiously.

A horse can stand it, all right, said the Kid. But Ill tell you what, Bud, these horses are more than horses to us: theyre to us what wings are to birds. Theyre life and death to us. Weve got to keep them fit.

Bud regarded him strangely.

I see, said he. Theyve finished drinking now, I guess.

Dont hurry em, said the Kid. Theyll take a sip or two later on. Have a cigarette and well watch em digest their drinks.

Youd think it was whisky, to hear you, grinned Bud. Better than whisky, to them, said the Kid. Are you sorry about that play I made, over there?

You mean about the ten thousand?

Yes.

No, Im not sorry.

Youre sure?

Im sure. But what about this job with Dixon and his hired thugs? You aint bit off moren you can chew?

I dunno, said the Kid, carelessly. We can have a try at it. Trainor swallowed hard, and then nodded.

All right, said he.

Does it seem like a crazy thing to you, Bud?

Im not thinking, said Bud hastily. Youre the boss and the lead hand in what we do. Ill follow on.

The glance of the Kid dwelt upon him, gravely.

Tell me, broke out Bud Trainor. Whatever made you wanta have me along with you? What made you finally decide to take me along from my house?

Ill tell you. By my way of thinking, murders not the worst crime in the world.

I know, said Trainor. I tried a worse one, back there. I tried a lot worse one. What of that? Did that make you think that I could turn straight, and stay straight?

I think you can, said the Kid. You needed more rein than youd been having. Im going to give you the rein. You may break your neck — or you may have a good time out of it. I dont know.

The other sighed, faintly.

Which way now? said he.

Down to Hurry Creek.

Bud, without a word, stepped forward to pull up the cinches.

Let em hang for a while, said the Kid. Give em a chance after drinking, and theyll run ten times as well for you later. And likely we may have to come back from the creek a lot faster than we went down to it.

Bud, without a word, stepped forward a little as though these marching instructions irritated him, but he went on at the side of his companion, as they led the horses forward across the grass.

The Kid, finishing his cigarette, seemed in high spirits. And. as they went over the top of a hill, he even made a dancing catch step or two. Bud watched these maneuvers askance. But it seemed that his friend had nothing better to do, as he sauntered along, than dance like this, and to look cheerfully up the stream of little white clouds which the wind was hurrying across the sky, sometimes compacting them into solid puffs, very like the smoke blown circling from the mouths of cannon, and sometimes stretching them out to translucent fleece.

They walked for a good half hour through the heat of the sun, Bud stumbling now and then in his high-heeled boots. At last, the Kid gave the signal, and pulling up their cinches again, they mounted. Buds gelding came up strong and hard against the bit, and he grinned aside to the Kid.

You know hosses! he confessed.

The Kid said nothing. He merely smiled. And suddenly Trainor felt that he had been let into the intimacy of the wisest and strongest man in the world. He himself was older; but he felt that all the knowledge he had was as nothing compared with the information lodged in the brain of his confederate.

So they jogged easily along, swinging into a mild canter over the level, but always walking the horses up and down the grades.

Shoulders! the Kid explained. You have to watch their shoulders more than diamonds!

At last they drew toward Hurry Creek, and on a hill before them, they saw a horseman waiting, on guard, with a rifle balanced across the pommel of his saddle. Moveless he watched them as they came up the last slope.

The Kid, from a short distance, waved his gloved hand. You know that gent? asked Trainor.

Its Tom Slocum.

Is that the Slocum that killed the Lester boys?

Thats the one. Hes done other things, too. Oh, this must be a hand- picked crew that Champ Dixon has with him!

As they came closer, Tom Slocum was revealed as a mild-appearing man with pale, sad blue eyes and a pair of old-fashioned saber-shaped mustaches, which drooped past the corners of his mouth as far as his chin. The wind was blowing the long tips of them.

Why, hello, Tom, said the Kid.

Hello, Kid, said Tom Slocum, starting in his saddle. You come up to the right place, Kid, he went on as they came closer. We got a need for you here, old son. Is that Bud Trainor? We can use you too, Bud.

Whats the wages on this job? asked the Kid.

Twenty bucks a day, and found, and good found, said Slocum. Look yonder!

They were at the top of the rise, now, and could see Hurry Creek, and the working men, and the glistening strands of the wire fence stretching almost to the end of either side of the gap between the canyon mouths. The gesture of Slocum indicated the camp wagons in the center of the farther shore, with horses tethered around them. In the midst was a tent, above which smoke curled lazily into the sunny air.

Nothin but the fat, in there, said Slocum, licking his lips at the thought. Anything from fresh bread to marmalade. And no questions asked. Steaks three times a day, smothered in onions. You live like in a restaurant and nothin to pay. Nothin to do but to bluff out the shorthorns on this here ranch, Kid. And twenty bucks a day for sittin pretty. Come along down, and Ill show you to Champ Dixon, because hes the boss. He might sweeten your pay, Kid, if hes got any sense. Hes sweetened mine!

Who else have you got down there?

Boone Tucker, and Hollis, and Dolly Smith, and Graham, and Three-finger Murphy, and Canuck Joe, and Silvertip Oliver, and Doc Cannon, and—

Do they all stand up to that level? asked the Kid, thoughtfully.

Sure they do. Come down and meet em, will you?

Im on the other side of the fence, said the Kid, running his eyes casually over the prospect. Im on the other side, and Ill stay there.

Slocum, instinctively, reined back his horse with a jerk. What kind of a game is this? he demanded.

A straight game, said the Kid. You might slide down the hill and ask if any of those boys are feeling restless. If they are, come back with any of em, and we might have a little party up here, the four of us. Judge Colt, and plenty of ground to fall on. What say, Tom?


21. WATCHING
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THE REPUTATION OF Tom Slocum was very high among those who knew. It was increased now by his bearing toward the Kid. For he seemed interested in only one thing, and that was the hard, square angle of the end of the Kids chin.

Tell me, Kid, said Slocum. Youre anxious for a pair of us to come up here and have it out with you — with guns?

Im not anxious, Tom, the Kid hastened to inform him. But you boys are on one side of the fence, and Im on the other. If you want a little action to stir up the game, come along and have it. Thats all that I mean.

Come on down with me, suggested Tom Slocum, and pick out the fellow you want to make number two with me.

I wont come down, Tom, replied the Kid. Youve given me enough names. Plenty enough to suit me. Any one of them will do. I wouldnt cramp your style, Tom, by telling you who was to play partners with you.

Slocum turned burning eyes from the Kid to Bud Trainor.

Youre number two in this party, are you? asked Slocum.

And Bud, with a nod, waved his hand toward the Kid, as much as to say that he had been elected by that formidable youth for whatever work lay ahead.

Ill go down and find out what the boys say, declared Slocum. Just wait up here, will you?

Well be here, said the Kid, and Slocum, turning his horse, jogged quietly off down the slope.

But Trainor kept an anxious eye fixed on his companion. Nervously Bud passed his hand under his coat to the new spring holster which was attached under the pit of his left arm. He had adopted this contrivance at the suggestion of the Kid, but still it seemed strange to him. He had practiced until the Kid declared that his time on a draw was less than it had been when pulling from the hip. Still, he was uncertain. Next, he slipped his hand down along the stock of the Winchester which, in its long holster, ran down between his right leg and the saddle. But the Kid did not seem to see these uneasy movements of his companion.

He was too busy, it appeared, in watching the motions of the crowd of cattle which milled on the slope. Some of them lay down, their heads sinking low as though they were already far spent. These, doubtless, were the ones which had come in from a great distance, half dead with thirst and on fire with eagerness for water. Every hour they spent was bringing them closer to death. Others, again, were mixing in swirls and tangles. Some of them ran with their heads high. Others swung their horns right and left, red-eyed with the burning famine, eager to fight. And brigades of these, from time to time, surged ahead toward the fence line, where they crowded close, lifting their heads above the top strand and pressing their throats and breasts against the cruel barbs. There they hung, until the riders swept down the line and flogged them away with whips. Even whips were not enough, now and again. They had to fire blank cartridges into the faces of the poor beasts, which then milled slowly away to a short distance. The same scene was duplicated on the farther side of Hurry Creek by equal numbers of the animals.

Over the fence, a little away from the spot where Dolly

Smith had jumped his horse across, another rider now sprinted his mount toward Dolly.

The latter turned in his saddle, reining in to meet this danger from behind.

Now watch Champ Dixon work, said the Kid, laughing softly. Itll be worth while. He is a champ, when it comes to a job like this.

Smith oughta break him in two, said Bud Trainor, if Dixon means fighting. Smith has got twenty pounds on him!

Twenty pounds of man, and Champ is all wild cat. You see?

Champ Dixon leaped out of his saddle like a panther, and plunging through the air, he tackled Smith and hurled him to the ground like a stone. They rolled over and over, raising a dust, but then Dixon stood up, and Dolly Smith remained in a heap on the ground.

Hes broken his neck! said Bud Trainor, in horror. I saw his head bend back as he hit — hes busted his neck—

That wont bother Champ Dixon any, said the Kid. Hes broken necks before this. Look at the strength in his hands.

For Champ Dixon, leaning, picked up the fallen man like a child and literally threw him across the empty saddle of Dollys horse, which had come back to sniff at its fallen master.

A shout went up from the Dixon men. It roared dimly up the slope, mingled with the continual voices of Hurry Creek.

Gents like to see a thing like that, said Bud Trainor. Theyll eat out of the hollow of Dixons hand, after this, but how could you of knowed how all of this would happen, Kid?

Oh, I know Dixon. Hes a fox, as well as a panther. Do you think that hed let any pair of the boys come up here to fight it out? Not at all! If they were dropped, you and I could grab one of them and ride him back to the ranch house in a rush. Then we could claim that he and his partner had come out and attacked us. Malice prepense!

Whats that? asked Trainor.

Trouble thats been planned ahead. On the strength of that, we probably could get the sheriff out here from Dry Creek to slap an injunction on Dixon and Shay, and spoil their whole show. Thats what I wanted — to get that crook Dixon to offer to take a first hold. Then we could have thrown him hard enough to snap his back. No, no, Bud. Hes taking Dolly back to camp, but Dolly wont ever forgive him, and a lot of other boys will feel the same way. Weve split that crowd into two sections. Weve cracked the solid formation, anyway! If Dixon could only gather us in and make sure of our scalps, hed strike soon enough. But hell take no chances!

Dixon, with his reclaimed puncher, now entered the fenced enclosure along the creek through the narrow gate which had been left there, and another shout went up from the mob.

Those are the ones who are willing to lick his boots, said the Kid. The others will hate them for it. Slow poison will work as sure as a quick one, sometimes. Im going to start hoping!

A group of twenty or thirty cows, which had begun to mill aimlessly, suddenly broke and headed straight for the two of them. The Kid shouted a warning, and the Duck Hawk, as if with a sudden stroke of wings, floated well to the side of the charge. But Bud Trainors less electric animal barely got aside, switching its tail across the savage horns of the flanking cow.

This mad charge went thundering on over the hill and wasted itself on nothingness. But all the animals on the slope began to toss their heads, and their eyes were red with anger.

Theyll settle down, pretty soon, said the Kid. Theyll settle down and get groggy. Before long, theyll be too weak to stand. Oh, thirst kills em almost like bullets.

Aye, said Bud Trainor. I remember once when I was making a drive with Ned Powell and Pete Lawlor, up the old Santa Fe, we found two water holes dry, one after another, and there were nine hundred head beginning to sag at the knees—

Let it go! groaned the Kid. I dont want to hear about it. It makes me sick, Bud. It makes my heart grip and turn over. Child murder — thats what it is!

Its a low business, agreed Bud.

But he looked at his companion with wonder.

After all, Kid, he could not help saying, they aint your cows!

What difference does that make? asked the Kid, turning on him almost fiercely. Theyre helpless, arent they? And the curs wholl take advantage of a helpless cow, or a helpless woman, or a helpless man, for that matter—

He stopped in the midst of his tirade, and seemed ashamed of himself. But he was so worked up by his emotion that the Duck Hawk partook of the excitement, and began to prance lightly up and down, her fetlock joints almost touching the ground, so supple was their play.

Hold on, Kid, said Bud Trainor. Whats the meaning of the three of em, over yonder?

He pointed out three riders who had left the gate and headed to the right, northward, pointing toward the rim of the hills.

The Kid took keen note of them. Then he turned sharply about in the saddle.

I thought so — the old fox! said he. And he chuckled. What is it? asked Bud.

See those four who are sneaking off through that gap where the fence isnt finished? Theyre heading south, but they aim to swing around and join hands with that bunch which is moving north, and then theyll have us in a net!

He laughed, and calling to Bud not to press his horse too much, they cantered back across the hills toward the ranch house. They had barely topped the second rise of the hills, when they could see the two groups of riders, both to the right and the left, spurring their horses wildly forward, jockeying them and leaning into the wind of the gallop like so many Indians.


22. THE CHASE

[image: img107.jpg]

BEAR RIGHT! BEAR right! called the Kid at that instant.

And Bud Trainor, his heart in his mouth, but his confidence in his wise young leader unshaken, did as he was told.

Then a new pulse of fear came to him.

It was plain that the Duck Hawk could drift away from this pursuit as easily as her namesake leaves a flight of sparrows behind, or shoots across the sky to overtake the lowlier fishhawk, as it rises laden from a stream or a lake. For the mare ran with her head turned a little, taking stock of the galloping horsemen to her right, and then to her left. She could dart away to safety at any moment.

But that was not true of the gelding which Bud Trainor himself bestrode. Already they made a good long march on that day, and although the careful watering seemed to have put vigor back into the body of the horse, still the edge was taken from its early foot. It could not sprint with some of the enemy mounts.

Above all, there to the right and north of them, a tall gray, flashing like silver and marked with darkness on the head and all four legs, was leading the others. Now it stretched away further and further, eating up the ground. Bud Trainor, watching this magnificent animal at work, groaned deeply. He could see that there was no escape for him from such a speedster.

Why were they bearing north? Toward the south, surely, and away from that silver racer was their only chance of any escape! Seven men and seven guns would soon be opening against them!

Then, amazed, he heard the Kids voice, calling: Easy, Bud, easy does it!

He looked across.

Aye, the Kid was smiling, almost laughing. Not at Trainor, not at the enemy, but for the sheer joy of the excitement.

Trainor blinked. No matter what the Kid said about maneuvers to get the law on their side, he simply had gone out and put their heads in the lions mouth, and now the jaws of the lion were closing! Well enough for him, on his lightning-fast mare — but what of his companion!

The next instant, Trainor was ashamed of the thought. Whatever else might be true about the Kid, he was not one to abandon a comrade in a pinch. But still, what was the meaning of his present laughter? And why tell him to ride more slowly?

Yes, the Duck Hawk herself was being drawn in.

Whats the matter with you? shouted Trainor, in a sudden frenzy. Dont you see that theyre takin us in the holler of their hands?

They wont take us in the hollow of their hands, answered the Kid, calmly. You think theyre riding the finest stuff in the world, but theyre not. That tired gelding of yours could give a beating to most of em, for that matter! Believe me, old son, when I say that easy does it. Theyve started behind us, and theyve made up ground too fast. Look there!

Trainor, staring toward the northern trio, saw the rearmost of them suddenly stumble and almost go down.

Thats the pace that tells and the pace that kills, said the Kid. Only, that silver devil in the lead. What horse is that? What man is that? I ought to know the name of anybody who can ride like that — and keep such a horse for the riding!

Bud Trainor, only dimly encouraged by the stumbling of one horse — which now seemed to be running again as strongly as ever, though half a dozen lengths farther to the rear — stared ahead at that silver beauty, and then a picture flashed suddenly across his mind of a thing he had seen the year before. A rodeo, a wild crew of hard-riding punchers, of leather- handed bulldoggers, of straight shots and hard drinkers. And in the midst of all the splendid riding, one brilliant figure standing out — a silver horse which flicked the cleverest riders out of the saddle as a child snaps wet watermelon seeds from between forefinger and thumb. Such a horse — a silver beauty! And defying them, making a game of the contest, laughing at all those skilled buckaroos!

Then, out of nowhere, a slender young man appeared, with a dark and handsome face. A very quietly dressed youth was this, who spoke very politely, and used good grammar. He wanted to ride that silver tiger, and people half laughed at him and half pitied him. But ride it he did. Rode it to a stagger, and bought it afterwards, and departed quietly, as he had come. Then, afterwards, a murmur had gone around. That murmur was ringing in his ears, now, and he shouted.

Kid, Kid! Dyou know who that is? I tell you, its as bad a one as ever was made! Its Chip Graham! Its Chip Graham! I seen him win that hoss at the Bunting Rodeo a year back—

Oh, thats Chip Graham, is it? said the Kid, nodding, the brightness never failing in his face. Thats Chip, is it?

Ill swear thats Chip. Bear south, Kid. We better bear south. We never can get away from that devil of a Chip Graham. And that hoss of his — you see — its fastern the Duck Hawk, I guess!

Keep your hat on, replied the Kid.

He began to measure distances.

Listen to me, partner. Im going to leave you for a minute. You hear me?

Bud Trainor blanched, but be did not answer.

Im going to leave you, persisted the Kid, but not for good. This is a fine lot of hard-riding boys that weve met up with today. And Im a fool! he added with a sudden bitterness. I never should have brought you this close to them on a tired horse. Im a fool! Im too used to Duck Hawk. And she never says no!

He scanned the group of pursuers to the south, and those to the north. Those to the left were riding still like so many jockeys, and so were the men in the north. But the latter had, already, one mount which was being hopelessly distanced. The horse which had stumbled had been steadily losing ground. Now it stumbled again, and again, and at last it pulled up, apparently dead lame.

The second of the trio to the right had lost a great distance, also, but still he was almost abreast of the fugitive. The rider of the silver charger was now far in front — so far that he was beginning to swing a little to the south, and so the holding net would soon be completed! Very fine horsemanship, indeed, but Bud Trainor could not admire it any more than he admired the death which it was spelling for him and the Kid.

And a great, generous impulse suddenly swelled his throat, and he found himself shouting furiously:

Go on, Kid! You go on and save yourself. Dont you mind me. Cut loose with the Duck Hawk and — lemme see if she can outrun that silver devil, yonder!

For answer, the Kid looked straight at him, a single second. And yet that look almost paid Bud for death itself.

Keep your gelding at this pace, said the Kid critically. He has a pair of lungs and a set of legs that wont let him down. Dont get rattled and attempt to sprint. Go straight on — and keep edging north! Im going out ahead to do what I can. But I wont leave you, Bud. Not unless gunpowder sends me on the way.

And he was gone.

Bud Trainor, staring after his comrade, saw the mare for the first time settle to her work, and he could hardly believe his eyes. She seemed to lower toward the ground as her stride lengthened. There was no appreciable increase of effort, so far as he could see, no bobbing of the head, no bumping at the hips. But straight and smooth she blew away from him, two feet for every one his own mount was traveling.

Almost immediately the pursuers were aware of this new maneuver. Bud could see them frantically flogging their horses. He saw the rider of the silver beauty turn and look back, and then go to the whip in turn. But it was of no avail. Either the mare was the much faster animal, or else the silver flash had been burned up too fast by an early sprint. For now the Hawk gained with wonderful ease.

Chip Graham, if it were he, now turned, metal winked at his head. And the sound of the gun shot came dimly flying back to the ears of Bud Trainor.

He looked, holding his breath, but the Kid had not fallen, had not winced. He rode on, flattened close to the neck of the mare, weaving a little in his course. Was that to baffle the marksmanship of the leader, or was it to take advantage of the best going?

To right and left, then, Bud Trainor measured the positions of the pursuers. For all of their whipping, they did not seem to be gaining perceptibly. Yes, they were crawling ahead a little, but not much. They were crawling ahead so far that his own gelding, to be sure, could hardly be expected to escape from their speed, unless the Kid performed some miracle.

But might he not?

Miracles, to those strong young hands, seemed everyday matters!

Still the long, rating gallop of the Hawk continued, devouring distance, and then the inevitable happened.

Chip Graham, if it were he, suddenly wheeled his silver horse around. A man cannot shoot straight from a galloping horse. Above all, he cannot shoot to the rear. And now the Kid was in close range. So around came the silver horse, and as it turned, the rider opened fire again.

This time there was an answer. Bud Trainor saw the flash of the weapon in the hand of his comrade, saw the muzzle of it jerk suddenly upward. And the other, spreading out his hands before him, leaned slowly from the saddle, and then slid to the ground!

Dead?

He lay still where he had fallen, while the Kid, sweeping on, caught the silver stallion by the reins and, completing a small circle, headed straight back for Trainor in the rear!

Then, at last, Bud understood, and his heart leaped in him. He looked again to the right, to the left, and now he saw still more frantic efforts on the part of the pursuers.

Let them try!

He asked the gelding for its last speed, now, and he gave it with a strong heart. A moment more, and the Kid had turned before him, holding the silver stallion on his left side, and well out.

A circus trick to change mounts at full gallop, but Bud Trainor had spent all his life among saddles, and stirrups, and bare backs, for that matter. Shifting his left foot to his right stirrup, he waited for the proper moment, and then swung out. His left hand missed the pommel and caught the flashing mane. But his right hand gripped true, and in another moment, he was on such an animal as he never had backed before.


23. COMPLIMENTS
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ALL THE RUNNING which it had put behind its long legs had not in the least broken the spirit of the silver stallion. As it felt the weight of a new rider mount its back, it swerved and pitched so that Bud Trainor nearly fell on his face on the ground which was spinning past beneath him. But he found both stirrups in a moment, and the grip of his strong knees established him in place He had the reins thrown to him by his friend, next, and with a new animal beneath him, Trainor was riding for his life.

And yet not that, either!

For a sudden change had come over the tactics of the Kid. Instead of spurring wildly ahead, he glanced around him and surveyed his antagonists with a new eye.

He had ridden out to get a horse of safer speed for his comrade, but now that that was done, the need for flight somehow or another did not seem so pressing.

Four men were swinging up toward them from the southeast. One rider was hard-galloping out of the northeast. And the two, the Kid and Bud Trainor, were the focal point at which the five men were aiming.

Suddenly he pulled his horse to a trot, to a walk, and Bud Trainor, wondering, followed that example, while his discarded gelding badly spent, but still gallant, came lumbering past at a winded gallop.

Well have a look at those fellows if they want to press us, said the Kid, as he stared toward the group of four to the south.

Give it to two, Kid! Thats no safe gamble! said Bud.

Not safe. Theres no fun in a safe gamble, declared the Kid. Whod want to tackle a dead-sure thing, and an odds-on bet? A hundred bucks to win one, say? No, no, Bud. Heres a chance to take some of the starch out of these fellows. They came out seven strong, these hand-picked beauties of Champ Dixon, these hothouse flowers, these orchids, you might say. Well, one of them is out of it with a broken-down horse. And theres another who wont be dangerous for a while. And as for the other five — why, lets play tag with ern!

As he spoke, he snatched the Winchester from its saddle scabbard, and, whipping it to his shoulder so fast that the barrel flashed in the brilliant sunshine like a sword blade, he took a shot at the last remnant of the northward-riding contingent of the enemy.

This man, who had ridden very well on a strong little piebald mustang which simply could not match strides with the longer legs of the silver stallion and the mare, was coming in gallantly now, bent far forward.

But as the rifle exploded suddenly in the hand of the Kid, this champions hat blew off, as though a gust of wind had snatched it.

The Kid, looking after him, laughed loudly for, indeed, it was a funny sight.

For the other, jerking the piebald mustang about as fast as he could, was spurring to the rear at full speed. He had not dreamed, apparently, that he had come into such good shooting range.

Kid, gasped Bud Trainor, I knew that you was good with a Colt, but I didnt know that you could do it with a rifle, too! Why, all you gotta do is to wish a bullet on its way!

But the Kid merely laughed.

That was luck, Bud, said he. Im no giant with a rifle, take it from me. Im a tramp, compared to some of these old hunters. But now and then good luck comes to the fellow who wants it most. Now watch those fellows give us leeway!

Plenty of room, in fact, all the five pursuers now appeared willing to give to the two fugitives.

Those who were coming up hand over hand out of the southeast now jerked their horses about and scattered to either side, frantic to spread out so that they might not offer one large, united target to such a rifleman as the Kid appeared to be.

Then, from a distance, they resumed a cautious approach once more. They began to open fire.

Every now and then one would halt his horse and fire. Several times the rider on the piebald actually dismounted, threw himself on the ground, and fired from a rest.

It was plain that he had been angered by the bullet hole in his best sombrero!

But these shots were falling wild. The distance was great. And now the two who were withdrawing came to the place where Chip Graham sat up, clutching at a red spot over his left breast.

He was dusty. He had received a scratch across the forehead in falling to the ground, but in spite of his wounds, his fall, he looked up at them with such an eye that Bud Trainor shuddered profoundly.

Youre Chip Graham, are you? asked the Kid.

Chip, in place of answering, turned a solemn eye upon the silver stallion, and then he raised his glance to the face of Bud.

Youre Trainor, are you? said Chip. And youre the Kid, of course?

His fine, dark eyes dwelt malevolently upon the pair of them. How badly are you cut up? asked the Kid.

Im shot just inside of the shoulder, said Chip, with utmost calm. Its nothing bad. Three weeks. Unless the shoulders stiffened up for good.

Well take you on where youll get medical treatment, said the Kid. Well take you on to the ranch house, Chip. Bud, get down and give him a hand up on your old gelding, while I take a look at the rest of these fellows.

He began to ride in a little circle, while the five who had been following gradually rode at high speed around a great circumference Plainly they were planning to thrust themselves between the fugitives and the ranch house, and hoping to find such good cover that they would be able to get fairly close to the deadly marksman, the Kid.

Bud Trainor saw this, and he called out: Listen to me, Kid! If we take Chip along, theyll fight like devils to get him away from us. Hes one of their best men, and they wont give him up without making a scrap of it. It would disgrace them! Leave Chip lie here, and well go on safely, I reckon.

Get him up into the saddle, returned the Kid shortly. I know what Im about in this game, Bud. Get him up. Chip, stand up!

Ill not move! said Chip sullenly. If you really want me, you can carry me!

At this. Bud looked blankly toward his companion, and he was in time to see a startling change in the face of the Kid. It seemed as though his brow swelled with black blood, and his eyes glared like the eyes of a beast. His nostrils were expanded, and his lip, pinched in.

Carry you? Carry you? cried the Kid. Ill carry you!

He swerved the mare back and, leaning a little from the saddle, he cut young Chip Graham across the body once and again with the lash of his quirt.

Get up and into that saddle, commanded the Kid.

Chip Graham uttered no sound, but looked up at the Kid with the incredible malice of a ferret. His lips parted. His teeth showed. He seemed to be smiling at some exquisitely secret jest. And Bud Trainor, in spite of himself, rubbed a hand across his eyes to shut out the ugly vision.

The Kid having already delivered the whip strokes, whirled away again on the mare to resume his survey of the enemy, but Chip did not wait for a second flogging.

He rose, unassisted, and, while his left arm dangled, and the blood flowed down from within his wristband and trickled across the back of his hand, he gripped the pommel with the right hand, and swung himself lightly into place on the gelding.

Ill tie up your shoulder, suggested Bud Trainor.

Ask him if hell let you, answered Chip through his teeth.

There was an odd dryness in the throat of Bud Trainor. He had felt, in his day, that he was as rough and as tough as most. He had been proud of the way in which he had flung himself at the raw-handed mankillers in his fathers house, the evening when he had saved the Kid. But now, compared with the nature of the kid himself and Chip Graham, Bud felt like a child in a savage wilderness on a wild night. He seemed to be pressed upon from two sides.

However, he did not ask permission from the Kid. In his saddlebag he had bandages and an antiseptic. He cut away the sleeve, and cleaned and tied up the wound as well as he could. Lightly as Chip Graham had spoken of it, it was a grisly thing to see. It explained a part of the singular green pallor which was on the face of that proud young man, now. But the chief part of that color was, no doubt, owing to the infernal passion which was consuming him.

Somewhere in the future — perhaps before the end of this very day — he would have his chance at the Kid again, and that second time one of them would surely die.

Like a grim prophet, Bud Trainor was aware of these things. But, the wound being dressed, he now found the Kid impatiently waiting, as he called out:

Are you going to put him into a cradle, Bud? Get him along here. And if he holds back, give him another taste of the same sort of quirting. Its all that he understands. Some dogs come to heel when you speak, but some of them have to be flogged into shape! And as far as Im concerned this baby-murdering cur, he is in the second category!

By baby-murdering, Bud knew that the Kid was referring to the starving of the dumb cattle. But this explanation probably was not so clear to Chip Graham. However, he said nothing at all, and they rode on, side by side, approaching they knew not what danger might await them.

For Champ Dixons men had already disappeared behind a rather high rise of ground in the direction of the ranch house.

By gosh! broke out Bud Trainor. Suppose that theyve gone off to rush the ranch house, now that the fightins begun?

Theyre not likely to, said the Kid. Theyve no orders to that, and Dixons a man who keeps people strictly to his orders. Is that right, Chip?

Chip sneered, and said nothing.

Hes proud, Bud, said the Kid. Look at his proud, handsome, enduring face. He wont speak. He scorns speaking. And all he wants is a slice of my heart and another off my liver to toast and feed to the dogs. But I tell you, Chip, when the time comes that you can pull a gun and manage it again, free and easy, Ill come across the continent to get at you, and Ill finish the job that I started today, you hell-cat, you sneaking rat of a baby murderer!

His face was convulsed as before, and Bud Trainor, who had endured enough already, cried out:

Kid, hes a guest, you might say. Watcha mean by talkin to him like that?

The Kid whirled in the saddle. He seemed as if he would leap at his friend. But he mastered himself at once, and loosening the rein, made the mare bound forward and away from the other two.


24. THE LAW
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WHETHER DIXONS MEN found no proper cover, or perhaps changed their minds about pressing matters with the mysteriously good marksmanship of the Kid against them, at any rate, they did not appear again to trouble Trainor and the captive beside him But they went on comfortably, with sometimes a glimpse of the Kid on a ridge before them.

Whatever bad temper he might have been in when he left them, he was ahead, now, scouting out the lay of the land. Only when they were in sight of the ranch house did he appear once more, riding suddenly out at them from a thick copse of poplars.

He waved his hand toward the house.

Take this boy in with you, Bud, said he. If everything is all right over there. Ill come on in when you give me a signal.

What could be wrong? asked Bud Trainor, amazed.

Well, Ive told you before. The Dixon men might be lying there. I dont think they will, though, or I wouldnt ask you to go in alone. But I dont like fixed quarters, where people can look for me. See if everything is all right. Ill have my glass turned on the house. If youll come out and wave a hand in a big circle. Ill come in.

So Bud Trainor rode on in with his companion.

It was the full heat of the middle day, now. The effect of the waves of reflection was to make the ground tremble like water before them, and the very shape of the old ranch house was distorted the roof sometimes dissolving, so that it seemed quivering with blue flames.

This heat was hard enough even on a sound man like Trainor, but it turned the wounded captive white with suffering and distress. When they reached the house, Bud had to help him down from the saddle, and through the door into the dining room, where he slumped down on a couch.

Mrs. Milman and Georgia came hurriedly to help.

Im all right, said the white-faced Chip. I dunno whats the matter with me, cracking like this. Gimme a drink of water, and Ill be fine as silk in a few minutes.

Georgia took charge. She made him stretch out on the couch, and arranged a pillow under his head. At her command, Bud Trainor pulled off the boots. The shirt was opened at Chips throat, and his head raised so that he could take a swallow of water.

His face, however, began to assume a more and more set expression of suffering, and, avoiding their faces, he stared fixedly up to the ceiling.

Mrs. Milman dressed the wound with care, putting on a pad of the softest lint, and she declared, after manipulating the arm a little, that there was no danger at all. No bones had been crushed by the bullet in its passage. There had not been enough loss of blood to make serious trouble.

Are you still in great pain? asked Georgia, leaning above him.

He drew his eyes from the ceiling to her face, and flicked them hastily back again.

Poor fellow! said Georgia. Poor ! Wont you tell me whats the trouble — where the pain is the worst? We might try a cold pack, Mother. Hes in a fever!

Aw, Im all right! declared Chip in a husky murmur.

Here Bud Trainor touched the arms of the two women and drew them to the farther side of the room.

Leave him be, he suggested. You dunno whats the matter with him, but I do.

What is it?

Hes one of Dixons crowd thats been trying to throttle your ranch.

Well, I guessed that.

But to see you treatin him so like a white man, its sort of hard on his nerves.

What do you mean?

It cuts him up a good deal. He dont deserve to be treated no better than a dog, and he knows it.

The women exchanged glances.

How was he hurt? asked Mrs. Milman.

And where is the Kid? broke in Georgia. Oh, good heavens, Mother. Hes got to be warned away if hes coming back here!

Hes not coming back in a hurry, answered Bud Trainor. Hes taking his time and waiting for a signal to call him.

They went into the next room.

Whats happened? they asked of Bud.

Why, the Kid went out explorin. He wanted to lead Dixon into makin an attack on us, and then he thought that the law could be pretty useful to you all. You could put an injunction on em — kick em off the land by process of law, or something like that. Anyway, you could switch the law on em and get it around to our side of the fence.

And so? You mean that he went out there, and dared the lot of them? demanded Georgia.

Aye, thats what he sure enough done.

But thats—

Aye, thats crazy. But he done it. They tried to sneak some men out on both sides of the fence and slip around us. Oh, they wanted the Kids scalp pretty bad, all right. We come back flying. The Hawk, she could wing away from em any time, but my gelding didnt have enough foot for that sort of work. They gained on us—

And the Kid wouldnt leave you? cried Georgia, with a shining face.

Her mother looked sharply across at her, but said nothing.

The Kid. said Bud Trainor, speaking slowly, and rather softly to keep the emotion out of his voice, is the kind thats always better than anybody else, in a pinch. No, he wouldnt leave me, even when I told him to go.

Thats grand! said Georgia.

There were tears of pleasure and excitement in her eyes. And again her mother saw them.

It was grand, all right. And dangerous, too. This here Chip Graham. he was on that hoss of his, the Silver King. And the King stepped out pretty fast. He got ahead of us. He aimed to turn us or to hold us till the rest of the crowd came up. There was seven of them, all told. But then the Kid went out and dropped Graham, and got the King for me to ride. And when the rest of em came too close, he just up with his rifle and shot the hat off one of their heads!

He laughed with a fierce pleasure.

He didnt kill that man? gasped Mrs. Milman.

Him? Of course not, said Bud Trainor with an almost religious and devoted belief. He could snuff a candle at about a thousand yards; I guess. But when we came back near to the house, he wouldnt come in with us. He thought there might be trouble waiting for him here.

Hes right! Hes right, said Mrs. Milman. Nothing but trouble for him here. My husband and Chet Wagner are in the front room with the sheriff and a deputy, right now. Theyve come out for the Kid; or Mr. Beckwith-Hollis, as he calls himself.

Stuff! said Georgia. He was only joking.

Mrs. Milman shrugged her shoulders.

I wouldnt try to read the mind of that young man, said her mother. But what are we to do? The sheriff is here with a warrant for the arrest of the Kid, alias I dont know how many other names and nicknames, for breaking the peace, forcibly entering a house, attempted murder, and a good many other things. All because he drove Billy Shay — the scoundrell — into the street!

Is that Sheriff Lew Walters? What kind of a man is he, then? demanded Bud Trainor angrily.

He doesnt like the business, but as he points out, hes a servant of the law, said Mrs. Milman.

She leaned a hand suddenly against the wall and supported herself there.

It looks like a lost cause, said she. The neighbors wont help us. Not till the law is clearly on our side. Georgia brought back poor Chet Wagner with her, and thats the only man who would come. The rest — oh, theyre playing safe!

We can go in and try the sheriff, said Bud Trainor. That was the idea of the Kid. Hes safe enough out there. Theyll never catch the Duck Hawk and the Kid, together. The Kids idea was that if we could bring in one of em, it would be a proof that Dixon had started a fight on your ground. And that would be pretty hard for him and Shay to get out of. Lets go tell the sheriff whats happened!

Mrs. Milman shook her head.

Well try, however, she said grimly.

And, as they started for the next room, Georgia murmured to Bud Trainor. I wish Id been there to see it!

Aye, sad Trainor. Its all right to look back on. But it wasnt so slick going through it. I aint the same sort of steel that the Kid is made of. I was scared sick!

She merely laughed.

I know, said she. Its a point of pride with you fellows to understate things. Well see what the sheriff says.

In the front room, accordingly, they found Lew Walters and his deputy, who was a timid-looking young man, with a frightened eye and an apparent desire to squeeze himself through the wall and away from the presence of the two women. But they could guess that the sheriff would not have selected this youngster for dangerous business like this without a good cause. His big wrists and long fingers were suggestive of more strength than he showed otherwise.

Lew Walters met Trainor with a nod and a smile.

Hows your ma and pa? he asked. And hows yourself?

Everybody fair to middling, admitted Bud. Im out here tryin to give a hand agin the Dixon crew, sheriff. Now, how come that the law is agin an honest man like Milman, and behind a crook like Dixon?

The sheriff shrugged both shoulders and made a weary gesture with his hands.

The law, said he, is somethin that I never been able to understand at all. No, sir, I cant foller the workins of the law, young feller. All that I can do is to ride when the law tells me to ride, and to arrest what the law tells me to arrest. Heaven knows that I aint willin to side agin my old friend Milman, but the law tells me to arrest the Kid, and thats why Im here. Where is he, Bud?


25. MIXED ANSWERS
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AT THIS DIRECT appeal, Bud looked around him. On the wall, by way of decoration, there were some elk heads, badly mounted, and therefore coming to pieces before their time. And, on the floor, there was the enormous pelt of a grizzly bear which Indians had cured, and which was therefore in an excellent state of preservation. From these adornments, or from the old-fashioned Kentucky rifle and powderhorn across the door, Bud received no ideas.

At last he grinned and waved his hand all around the horizon.

Oh, hes out yonder, said Bud.

The sheriff grinned in turn.

And in there, said Bud, is one of Dixons men that jumped us and tried to run us down when we went up to see the creek and what was happening there.

The sheriff got up from his chair.

One of Dixons men? How come hes here?

The Kid nudged him off of his hoss with a bullet. Chip Graham is his name.

Hah! exclaimed the sheriff. That wothless Chip Graham? Ive had room in my jail waitin for him since—

He clapped a hand over his mouth.

Im gettin old, John, he said to Milman. My tongue, it takes charge, and is always runnin me downhill. Well, the Kid knocked Chip off of his boss, did he? Off of the Silver King, dyou mean?

Aye.

And then you took the hoss, I reckon?

Aye, to get away from the crowd that was follerin us.

Humph! said the sheriff. Now, to be honest, Bud, wasnt that crowd follerin you because you had grabbed the hoss first?

Hey, exclaimed Bud Trainor. Are you tryin to make me into a hoss thief?

Im not tryin to make you into nothin. All I know is that if the Kid was to see the Silver King, itd wring his heart plumb to the backbone to let it get away from him before hed give it a try under the saddle.

I tell you— exclaimed Bud Trainor.

Never you mind your telling, Bud. Dont you go and talk yourself into jail, which is something that a lot of folks is fond of doin. You say that the Dixon bunch tackled you and the Kid. You, maybe; but folks around these parts dont go tacklin the Kid offhand, just for fun. Not by a long shot, they dont.

Wed gone down and told them what side we were on, said Bud, growing hot and angry. They just wanted to bag us and—

Here, here, Bud, answered the sheriff. I want to be fair to everybody, but this here sounds kind of fishy. Whos your witnesses?

Why, the Kid, of course! said Bud.

The sheriff grinned.

All right, said he. You bring the Kid in and Ill hear what hes got to say!

Mrs. Milman exclaimed: Arent you taking sides unfairly, now, Sheriff Walters? Youre willing to believe the Shay and Dixon crowd when they ask you to make an arrest; but you wont listen to our side of it?

The sheriff smiled upon her almost tenderly.

Mrs. Milman, maam, said he, I wanta tell you that there aint a man in the world that I respect no more than I respect John, here. And there aint a lady that Id rather please than you. But here Ive got a warrant swore out all straight and proper for the arrest of the Kid, alias a lot of other names — but who the Kid is I know. I aint sayin that Shay and Dixon is my friends, or that I think much of em. But I know that the Kid busted into Shays house. It may be that he didnt fire no shots. He was just havin a little picnic of his own. It was his idea of a good time and a sort of a joke! On the other hand, you want me to believe the Kid. Well, the Kid for what I know of him is the slipperiest, hell-raisinest youngster in the West. Heres Bud Trainor talkin, you say. But after a look at Bud, I know whats happened. Hes found him a hero, and the Kid is that man. Hed go and jump off a cliff, if the Kid told him to. Wouldnt you, Bud?

You dont want to believe me, said Bud, and I suppose that you dont have to! Maybe you could get the truth out of Chip, if you was to half try!

All right, said the sheriff. Thats another young gent that I know about, and youll see how much hell say!

They all went into the room where poor Graham lay, patiently studying the ax work which had shaped the rafters that held up the ceiling of the room.

Hello, Chip, said the sheriff.

Why, hello, Walters, said the boy.

Sorry to see you laid out like this, said the sheriff.

Aw, I been needin a rest, said Chip.

I hear as how the Kid got the drop on you, said the sheriff. The Kid?

Aye. Wasnt it him?

You mean that give me this in the shoulder?

Thats what I mean.

Ill tell you what, sheriff, said the boy calmly, I dunno whos been tellin you that kind of bunk. But the way it happened was that I was cleanin an old gun of mine—

Oh, I see, said the sheriff. Just cleanin an old gun, and it went off in your hands, eh?

Yes, said Chip, looking him in the eye.

Why, I saw the Kid shoot you off your hoss! exclaimed Trainor.

Graham stared calmly at him.

Its been a tolerable hot day, said he. Maybe you got your brain touched up with the sun, eh?

That gun exploded as close as that, and didnt leave no powder burns? went on the sheriff, smiling faintly.

Nary a one, said Chip, unmoved.

Well, said Lew Walters, I hope that you get well right quick — and then I reckon that youll kick the handles right off of that old gun, Chip?

I reckon I will, said Chip.

They went back into the front room.

You see how it is, said the sheriff. Hes not going to give the law a grip on the Kid. He wants the Kid free, so that he can handle him, when he gets back on his feet. Georgia, did you hear — wheres Georgia?

But Georgia was not there.

Mrs. Milman, with a faint exclamation, ran out of the room and called as she went, but no Georgia answered.

She went on, and hurrying out the kitchen door, she looked toward the hitching rack, where the Silver King had been standing.

He was no longer there, and Mrs. Milman suddenly clutched her breast with both hands. She looked, at that moment, as though she had lost something far more precious than all of the big Milman ranch and all of the cattle that grazed upon its grasses.


26. PAST HISTORY
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GEORGIA, IN FACT, had not waited to hear the end of the conversation.

Very shortly after Trainor attempted to argue with the sheriff, she could tell how matters were apt to drift, and the moment she was sure of that, she had left the house. The Silver King, standing high-headed at the rack, was too much of a temptation to be resisted. So she quickly shortened the stirrups and mounted.

After that, she scanned the rolling ground around the house.

Here and there were clumps of trees, bunches of high shrubbery, and even nests of rocks which would hide a man and a horse without any trouble. But she judged that the most likely place would be the larger growth of the woods to the north of the house, and toward them she rode.

In a moment she was passing under the drift of the brown shadows, sometimes in the blinding brightness of a patch of sunshine, and again in the thicker shadows where the trees grew high and dense.

Crossing a small opening in the forest, a blue jay screeched suddenly overhead in such a discordant note that she reined in the King sharply and Iooked up.

A good day for lazying in the shade, said a voice behind her.

She jerked about in the saddle, and there was the Kid, sitting on a fallen log and whittling at a stick with a long, bright-bladed knife.

How had he come there?

It could not be that she had ridden straight past him! And yet he was so thoroughly covered by the shadows that the thing seemed possible. The beautiful head of the Hawk appeared dimly behind some small branches near her master.

How did you get here? she asked.

For was it not possible that he had been trailing her, the mare moving with catlike softness, and he had dismounted, even now, for the mere sake of surprising her?

Ah, I just dropped in, said the Kid, rising to greet her. Hows things?

She turned the King and faced him.

He was smiling a little, and he had raised his hat high, and then settled it slowly back on his head He had the air of one who knows how to talk easily to women. That air, and his smile, troubled her a little; yet she felt that it was a foolish emotion.

Things are pretty bad, said the girl. Ive heard a little about what you did with the Dixon crowd, though. And over at the house is the sheriff and a deputy, waiting for you.

Let them wait and rest, answered the Kid. Its a sort of a sad thing. when you come to think of it, that a man at the sheriffs age should have to be riding, riding, riding all the time. Let him rest in the cool of the house for a while — and Ill rest out here Why does he want me?

He canted his head just a trifle to the side, and waited.

He wants you for breaking into the Shay house, and for attempted murder—

In the Shay house?

Yes.

I didnt fire a shot in there. It was the crowd already there that made the noise like a Fourth of July.

What made you go in there? asked the girl.

Oh, I wanted to see Shay.

You wanted to scare him, you mean.

You think so? Well, if his nerves got a little jumpy, I wouldnt be sorry, as a matter of fact.

He added: Is it only about the Shay business that he wants me?

Thats all. What else would there be?

You never can tell, said the Kid, smiling again in that odd way which troubled her. People sometimes rig up all sorts of foolish grudges, you understand.

They persecute you, Kid, do they?

A lot, said he.

She laughed, and the Kid laughed with her.

Sit down and rest your horse, said the Kid.

She hesitated, then slipped suddenly out of the saddle. But she did not sit down. With the reins over her arms, and the riding quirt tapping against her boots, she confronted him. She felt much smaller, now, as she stood upon the ground, facing him.

You act a little nervous yourself, said the Kid.

I am nervous, she answered.

And why?

Look here, said she, are you pretending that I ought to take you as if you were just — anybody?

No. Take me as if I were just the Kid.

I dont want to call you that. What other name can I give you?

Reginald Beckwith-Holman is my real name, said he. Beckwith-Hollis you told my mother.

Did I? Matter of fact, I have a hard time remembering names.

It must be hard — having so many, she observed. They waited through a pause.

I wanted to ask you a question, she said.

Go ahead.

About what you will do now.

I dont know. Dixon and his crew have dug themselves in. They have a regular fort down there at Hurry Creek.

I know that they have. And theres nothing that can be done about them. They have the law on their side — until the case is tried!

Does the sheriff admit that?

Yes, he admits that. Poor Lew Walters! He wants to help us, but his hands are tied!

Of course they are, said the Kid.

And youre in danger from the sheriff, if you stay near here.

Ill stay, I think, said the Kid. Walters is only joking. Weve known each other such a long time, I dont think that hed do me any harm.

Hed shoot you down in a second! she exclaimed. You know it, too!

Good old Walters, said the Kid gently, and shifted the subject by saying: Did you come out to send me away?

What right have Ito send you away? asked the girl. Whatever hope we have is in you!

You do have a hope, eh? said the Kid. Thanks. That makes me feel a little better.

I wish that youd come out in the open, said the girl. What really makes you take such wild chances as you took today? Its as if you despised life!

Not a bit, said he, but I like life with a little seasoning in it. You can understand how that might be?

She nodded.

Suddenly she had to pinch her lips together to keep from smiling.

Whats the real reason? she asked him. Only the adventure? Or mostly because you hate Dixon and all his crowd?

Its the cattle, said the Kid with a sudden gravity. She shook her head.

You dont believe that? he asked her. Hardly!

Well, Ill tell you. When I was a little youngster, my father and mother started to move. We were poor people. Dirt poor. We had a few head of horses, and some cows, and a few head of beef. The land where we were living—

Was it out here in the West?

Well, it was not East, he answered evasively, frowning a little.

The girl flushed and bit her lip. Do go on, said she.

We moved off the old land — there was nothing but a small shack on it — and then we started across the hills for a sort of promised land about which wed heard a lot. We plugged along at a good rate. There was no hurry. We wanted to have our cattle in good condition when we came to the badlands, where wed heard that the grass had been burned out, and that it was very hard to push through. So we slogged along very slowly, and enjoyed being on the road. Our first bad luck was a real smasher. Half a dozen rustlers came down on us one evening, and scooped up everything that we had in the way livestock, except for the two milk cows. They took the horses, the mule, the burro, even; and the steers.

The scoundrels! said the girl. The contemptible scoundrels! Did you ever learn who they were?

There were five of them, said the Kid dreamily, as though he were looking across the years and seeing that evening closely again. Yes, I learned all of their names. A tough bunch. Very tough. I learned all of their names, however.

How? But go on! What did you do, then?

My father was a hard man, said the Kid. Hed lived a hard life. He had the pain of work in his eyes, if you know what I mean,

Yes, she answered. Of course I know.

Hed been a farmer. And a scholar! But a farmer — frosty mornings, chilblains at nights, freezing behind the plow, roasting in the hayfield. He worked like a dog.

Well, when we lost our stock, we were on the edge of the desert. My mother begged him to turn back, but he wouldnt do it. He wouldnt go back to the old life. He lightened the wagon of everything that we didnt absolutely need, and then he yoked up those two milk cows — and we went ahead!

Great heavens! said the girl. Across the desert? With cows!

He paused. His face, losing its characteristic smile, became like iron.

My mother was a very young woman to have had a boy of six. She was a jolly sort. She was straight, and had a good, sun-browned skin and her eyes were always laughing. Like a dog that loves all the people all around him. You know?

She nodded She felt a breathless interest.

She was rather tall, said the Kid, looking straight and hard at the girl. She had blue eyes. They sparkled like sea water under the sun.

The straightness of his glance took her breath. She herself was tall, her skin was brown, and she knew she had dark-blue eyes. Her mirror told her that there was life in them!

Well, said the Kid, after a couple of days, I got sick. Very sick. My mother began to worry. There was hell in the air!

He looked up, as one suddenly struck to the heart by an irresistible pain.

Yes, said the girl, barely whispering. Yes?

The cows kept plugging along. I was sick, but my brain was all right. I mean, I knew everything that was happening around me. I watched those cows get thinner and thinner The flesh melted off them like the tallow off candles. They turned into skeletons. It was a terrible thing to sit there on the wagon seat and watch them dying on their feet. It was a terrible thing to sit and watch it.

Go on! breathed the girl. What happened?

One of them died. I remember her. She was big Spot, we used to call her. She was hard milking, and she was mean with her horns. But we got to love her on that march through the desert. She pulled two thirds of the load. Then she didnt get up one morning. She was dead.

There we were, stuck in the sands. There wasnt very far to go, now, to get to the grasslands, and one night I heard my father begging my mother to go ahead and get to safety. He would wangle me through — me and the wagon.

Well, after Spot died, there was no chance of that. Mother wouldnt leave. They made a pack of everything that they dared to carry along. They left the old wagon. They loaded me onto the back of the other cow. She was old Red. One horn had been broken off. The other one curled in and touched her between the eyes. She had eyes like a deer and a shape like a coal barge. You know the way cows are.

Yes, said the girl.

They loaded me and part of the pack on top of old Red. Well, she was pretty far gone. Her backbone stuck up like a ridge of rocks. I was pretty weak. They had to hold me on her. They didnt dare to tie me, because every minute they thought that she might drop. And I could feel her weaving under me. Staggering, and then going on. She was used to pain, I suppose. It never occurred to her to lie down and give up.

We went on for two days. At night, I used to stand in front of her and rub her face, and she would curl out her long, dry tongue, and it felt like a rasp on my hand.

The third day, she went down with a bump and a slump. She was stone dead.

But she had done her part.

Over to the north, we could see a green mist, and we knew that that was the grass country. The edge of it.

My father took me in his arms. I was too weak to walk. We went across the rest of the desert and got to the grasslands, all right. My father and I did, I mean.

Your mother— said the girl, in horror.

Oh, she came through, also, said the Kid. But a good deal of her was left behind on that trail. She lasted through to the winter. I could see her dying from day to day. So could my father. After a while she stayed in her bed, and then died. The trail took too much out of her. She never could get rested again.

The girl placed her hands over her eyes.

At last she said: And the men who did it? The cowards — the devils who stole your stock?

Well, said the Kid, thats a funny thing. You know that a mule lasts a long time. Nine years later, when I was fifteen, I saw the mule that had been stolen, and naturally I was a little curious. I started following its back trail, and I looked up the five men, one by one.

They were all alive? she asked.

Only one is alive now, said the Kid, and, lifting his head, he looked at her in such a way that the blood turned to ice water in her veins.


27. STRANGE TALES
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TO THINK OF this matter calmly and from a distance, there was nothing strange in the fact that the Kid had just implied that he had killed four men, one after another. He had a reputation that attributed stranger and more terrible deeds than this to him. But to be there in the quiet of the woods alone with him was another matter. The friendliness in his blue eyes upset her. And then he seemed amazingly young. There was not a trace of a wrinkle about his eyes, and the only line in his face was a single incision at the side of his mouth which appeared, now and then, when the rest of his features were gravely composed, and gave him a look of smiling cynically to himself. Whatever cruelties and desperate actions he was guilty of, it seemed also manifest that he was as generous as cruel, as manly as fierce.

Then, suddenly, she asked him: Did you kill all of those men?

I? said the Kid.

He smiled at her.

You dont think that I ought to ask you that, she agreed, and I dont suppose that I should. Youve never told a soul, I suppose?

No, Ive never told a soul, and I never intend to.

She took her place on the log, she turned about on it to face him, and, resting an elbow on her knee and her chin in the cool, slender palm of her hand, she studied the Kid as he never had been studied before. He looked straight back at her, but it was not easy.

Well, said she, I dont lose anything by asking, I suppose.

Are you asking me to tell you?

Yes, thats what Im asking.

He still had in his hand the knife with which he had been whittling. That whittling, she now saw, was no real use of the edge of the steel, but a mere testing of it, while the whittler produced long, translucent shavings which fel! as light as strips of paper to the ground, and slowly dried, and warped, and curled. Now he flicked the knife into the air. It whirled over and over in a solid wheel of silver that disappeared with a thud. The blade had driven down into the earth its full length, and the hilt had thumped heavily home.

Thats a weighted knife, said the girl.

Yes. Its weighted.

He pulled it out and looked down the steel, which was hardly tarnished by the moisture of the ground. He began to wipe and polish the blade slowly and carefully.

I asked about the four killings, said the girl. You wont talk about it, Kid?

At this, he laughed a little.

Do you expect that Ill answer?

I sort of do expect you to, said she.

Well, tell me why.

Because I want to get to know you, and I hope that youll want to get to know me.

The Kid started a little. He looked at her in amazement, and in bewilderment, and suddenly he seemed to her younger than ever before. There was actually a slight tinge of red in his cheeks, and at the sight of this color, she could have laughed, outright. But she swallowed her triumph with a fierce satisfaction.

In fact, he was taken quite off balance.

Thats fair enough, said the Kid. Friends as much as you like. Do you have to know my story, first?

Id like to, of course.

Would you have to? asked the Kid.

He smiled in the way he had, secretly, to himself, as though he were criticizing both himself and her, and wondering at the way he allowed himself to be drawn out.

Yes, said the girl, calmly and firmly.

Well, said he, the newspapers have written me up a good deal, and what they leave out, youll find almost anybody willing to fill in — on a good long winter evening when the fires burning well and the pipes are drawing.

She nodded.

I know that sort of talk, said she. But Im after facts.

Youd make an exchange, I suppose? said the Kid.

Of course I will. I have some dark spots of my own to show.

He balanced the knife on the tip of a forefinger. It stood up as straight and steady as a candle flame upon a windless night. Well, she said. Im waiting to make the bargain. You ought to have me for a friend.

Yes? said he, in query, but very politely.

Yes, because Im straight.

He blinked a little, as though he had seen a sudden light. Then he said: Suppose that I tell you the story of the four men? Will you let me off with that ter?

What am Ito offer in exchange?

Nothing, said the Kid. Ive seen your story, and I dont need to hear it.

She blushed in her turn, but without lowering her eyes.

The first man, said the Kid, striking at once into the middle of his story, was a fellow named Turk Reming. He was a darkish man, with a mustache that he twisted so much that it curled forward instead of back. He had three wrinkles between his eyes, and he always seemed to be smiling like a devil. I found the Turk doing business as the chief boss, gunman, and professional bully of a big mining camp — a new strike up in Montana—

How old were you? asked the girl.

Well, the age doesnt matter, said he.

You were fifteen, she insisted.

I suppose I was.

He seemed irritated by this.

I took my time with Turk. I wanted to take my time with all of em. My mother had died by slow torture. My father had died after forgetting how to smile for nine years. And Spot and old Red had died slow, too.

The girl jerked in a little, gasping breath, and then the Kid went on:

I got a job digging and mucking around in the mine. It was about the last honest work that I did in my life!

He looked at the girl, and she looked straight back at him, studious and noncommittal.

While I was working, I spent the evenings and Sundays and all my wages burning up gunpowder. My father had raised me with a gun in my hand, and besides, I had a natural talent. People in that camp got to know me. They used to come out and watch me shoot, and laugh as I missed. Then there were competitions in the camp, pretty often. Shooting at marks of all kinds, you know. But I stayed away from them until I had my hand well in. Then I found a Saturday afternoon, when Turk was trying out his own hand, and showing up a lot of the boys. They were shooting at an ax slash on the breast of a tree. The tree was pretty well peppered, but Turk was the only one who had nicked the mark. So I took my turn, and snaked three bullets into that ax cut in quick time. Thats not boasting, he added. Im only fair with a rifle, but I can hit nearly anything with a revolver — up to about twenty yards. This shooting attracted a good deal of attention, and when Id landed the three slugs in the mark, I turned and smiled at Turk — I mean to say, I smiled so that the rest of the boys could see me. He got pretty hot. He tried to laugh the thing off, but the men stood around and watched, and waited. I thought that hed pull a gun on me, but he didnt.

After that, I still kept on in the camp for months. I haunted Turk. I haunted him so that he never knew when Id show up. I stood around and smiled at him, with a sneer in my eyes; and Id measure him up and down. The boys began to be interested. They waited for something to happen, and Turk knew they were waiting. He wanted to get rid of me, but his nerve was bad. Hed seen those three bullets go home. It had shaken him up a good deal. He lost a lot of prestige in the camp, right away, but he stayed on. They were a wild mob up there in those days, but Turk ruled them. He was tougher than the toughest. The more afraid of me he became — I mean, the more afraid of his idea of me — the harder he worked to make trouble with the others. In that month, he picked three fights that turned into shooting scrapes, and in those scrapes he sent four men to the hospital, and one of them died there. In the hospital tent, I mean. But every day Turks face grew thinner, and his eyes more hollow. He wasnt sleeping much at night. One evening he rushed into the shack where I was sitting alone, and cursed me and told me that hed come to finish me. He was shaking. He was crazy with drink and with anger and hysteria. So I laughed in his face. I told him that I didnt intend to fight him until there was a crowd to watch. I told him who I was then, and how the cows had died, and then my mother and my father. I told him that I was going to make him burn on a slow fire, and when I chose to challenge him, hed take water, and take it before a crowd.

Good heavens! said the girl. Did he draw his gun on you, then?

No. He turned as green as grass, and backed through the door. He looked as though he had been seeing a ghost. He ran off through the camp. I think he was more than half crazy with fear. Superstitious fear, you know. But the fellows that he started the fight with that night, they simply thought that he was crazy drunk. They shot him to pieces, and that was the end of Turk Reming. Do you want any more?

Harry Dill was a fellow with a lot of German blood in him. And he had the sort of a face you often see among Germans — round and pink-cheeked, with the eyes and ears sticking out a good deal. Hed given up guns and taken to barkeeping. He had the most popular saloon in the town. Everybody drank there. Hed about put the two older places out of business. He knew everybody in town by a first name or a nickname. He had a house, he had a wife, he had a pair of children with round, red faces. His wife was a nice Dutch girl, with a freckled, stub nose. She was scrubbing and shining up her house and her children all day long. And she kept Harry as neat as a pin. That was the way he was fixed when I walked into his bar, one day. I beckoned him down to the end of the bar. He came down, still laughing at the last story he had been telling, and wiping the beer foam from his lips. He wheezed a little; he was shaking with good nature and fat.

So I leaned across the bar and told him in a whisper who I was, and what Id come for.

Did you tell him that youd come to kill him?

Yes. I told him that. But I told him that I hadnt yet figured out the best way to do it. I would take my time, and in the meantime, Id come in and visit his place every day. It was hard on poor Harry. He couldnt be jolly when I was around. I used to sit in a dark corner, where I could hardly be seen, but Harry was always straining his eyes at that corner. Hed break off in the midst of his stories. When people told him jokes, he couldnt laugh. He simply croaked. He got absent-minded. And theres nothing that people hate more than an absent-minded bartender. Some of his old cronies still came around, but in three days, that bar was hardly attended at all. The cronies would tell him that he was sick, and ought to take liver pills, but that wasnt what was on Harrys mind.

He knew that I was the trouble, and he made up his mind to get rid of me. So he sent a couple of boys around to call on me one evening. However, I was expecting visitors. I persuaded them to confess how much hed paid them, and how much more he had promised. They wrote out separate confessions and signed them. Then they got out of town.

How did you persuade them? asked the girl. You mean that they tried to murder you?

They came in through the window, said the Kid. They came sneaking across the room toward the bed where I was supposed to be lying, and pretty soon they stepped on the matting. And Id covered that matting with glue. In two seconds they were all stuck together; and then I lighted the lamp.

He chuckled. The girl, however, did not laugh. She merely nodded, her eyes narrowing.

The next day, went on the Kid, I strolled over to the bar and read those two confessions aloud to Harry Dill. He took it rather hard. Hed turned into fat and beer, in those ten years or so since hed been a bold, bad horse thief and baby murderer. He got down on his knees, in fact. But I only told him that I was still busy figuring out the best way to get rid of him.

This went on for another ten days. Harry Dill turned into a ghost. I used to go in there and find him standing alone, his head on his hands. He tried to talk to me. He used to cry and beg. On day his wife came to me. She didnt know what the trouble was, but she knew that I was it. She begged me to leave her Harry alone, he was so dear and good! I read her the two confessions, and she went off home with a new idea in her head. A little after that, Harry offered me a glass of beer in his saloon. I took it and poured some out for his dog, and the dog was dead in half an hour.

That upset Harry some more. He was very fond of that dog! And, after Id been two weeks in town, poor Harry shot himself one evening. Hed been having a little argument with his wife, the children testified.

And the poor little youngsters! cried the girl, her heart in her voice.

Oh, they had a good mother and a fine fat uncle, who took them all in, and they were happy ever after. Do you want any more?

She passed handkerchief across her forehead.

I dont know, she said. I didnt think that it was going to be like this.

Is it going to make you feel a lot closer and more friendly? he asked, with a faint and sardonic smile.

It makes me shudder, she admitted, but Id like to hear some more. Do you mean that you drove every one of those men to suicide, or something like it?

If I had simply shot them down, said the boy, would that have been punishment? Why should I get myself hanged for their sakes?

I suppose not, she answered. Who was next?

The next was a sheriff, said the Kid. Ive had a good deal of experience with sheriffs, but, take them by the large, Ive found them an honest lot — very! But there are exceptions. And Chicago Oliver was one of them. He wasnt calling himself Chicago Oliver any more, when I found him. No, he had a brand-new name, and it was a good one in the county where he was living. They swore by their sheriff; he was the greatest man catcher that theyd ever had. Of course he was, because he loved that sort of business. Particularly when he had the law to help him.

I met the sheriff on the street one day. Hed just come up for re- election. Every one knew that hed get the job, but every one was campaigning for him and making speeches just to show him how much they appreciated his good work. Oliver was a solemn, sad-looking man, with eyes that were always traveling around, quietly anxious to pick up even the smallest crumb of admiration. I stopped him on the street and told him who I was.

It seemed to upset him a good deal. In fact, I went off down the street and left him leaning on a fence post, trying the best he knew not to drop on the sidewalk.

The next time I met him, he asked me what I wanted. He was running a lot of cows on a fine bit of range, and he could afford to pay high, but I had to tell him that money was no object to me. He explained that he had never wanted to strip us, that night so many years before, and that hed resisted the idea, and that the others had forced him on. But I reminded him how he had told my mother that a girl with such a pretty face would never miss such a thing as a few steers and a mule or so. She carried a fortune with her, he had said.

That stoppcd Olivers explanation.

There was a robbery in town a day later, and he tried to frame me. He made the arrest all right, but on the way to jail, with me in the middle of his posse, I began to tell some stories about Chicago Oliver, and, after I had told a few of them, the sheriff decided that he must have made a mistake. He asked me a few questions and then he told his posse men that he was all wrong, and would have to let me go.

The day before the election, I met him in a barroom, and in a corner of that place he sat down with me, and offered me everything that he owned in the world. He said that his good name meant more to him than anything. I told him that I understood his type preferred newspaper space to a place in heaven hut that I still was merely making up my mind what Id do to him. The same evening, he gave up and headed south, and that county lost its sheriff. He simply left a note behind, saying that he had had to leave on account of his health. That was reasonably true, too, because hed lost thirty pounds since I came to town. That was the finish of him!

Ah, that was one who didnt die! said the girl.

Die? Oh, yes! The crooks found out that his nerve was gone. They began to hunt him just as enthusiastically as he ever had hunted them in his palmy days. A half-breed got to him in Vera Cruz. one evening and killed him with a knife. I didnt envy the half-breed though. I never have liked to get my hands dirty.

And he laughed, suddenly, through his teeth. The girl, shocked by the sound, jumped up, but sat down again at once.

Are you getting nervous? asked the Kid.

No, she gasped. I can stand it, I think. Theres only one more horror to hear. I suppose!

You look. said the Kid coldly, as though you had been watching an operation on a dear friend.

She waved a hand and mutely invited him to continue.

All right. he said. Ill go ahead and show you what a Gila monster I really am. The next and the last of the four was Mickie Munroe. He was the only one of the lot who hadnt reformed — on the surface, at least Mickie had been the youngest of those five baby killers. He was still not thirty when I came up to him. He was riding the range, for this outfit or that, most of the year. But when he ran short of funds — faro was his pet lay — Mickie did better things than punching cows. He still knew how to rustle. And with a running iron, Mickie was one of the best artists that I ever saw. The hide of a cow was to Mickie Munroe like the canvas of an artist.

This Mickie, Im telling you about, was a jolly, happy-go-lucky . He was always smiling. He was always the life of any party. Everybody liked him pretty well, except a few who had an idea about his cattle rustling, and a few others who had seen the ugly side of Mickies face. I spent a good deal of time wondering what I could do to Mickie. Finally I hit on the right thing.

There were two things that Mickie was crazy about, when I caught up with him. One was faro, and one was a Mexican girl who pretended to wait on the table in the hotel. But really she was just there to cover up the bad cooking and the high prices in that place. She was so infernally pretty that men were willing to eat shoe leather, if they had the pleasure of looking at her face while they chewed. She made the crook who owned that hotel a pretty well-to-do- man, and she broke about every heart in the country, until Mickie came over the edge of her horizon.

Mickie was almost as good-looking as she was. He was as free and easy. And he had a way with the girls. Well, to cut the story short, they fell in love with one another, and Mickie forgot even faro, for a while. He was working like mad to make a stake, and as soon as that stake was made, he was going to marry the girl. Not that Carmelita bothered much about money. She said that she was willing to live in a tent, so long as it was with him. It was a strange thing to see em together. She was as hard as nails, and so was Mickie. They were both professional flirts, but they were mad about each other. Not so many people went to the hotel dining room, in those days, and the ones who did get inside had a melancholy time of it, watching the calf looks that went back and forth between the pair of em.

However, I judged that Carmelita was able to change her mind, and in case she did, I thought that Id try to put myself on the map, where she could see me. So I broke into some flowing Mexican duds — you know — gold, silver, even spangles, and lace at my wrists. I put on a new high sombrero, and a new Spanish name that took two minutes just to sign. Then I dropped into that town and let Carmelita know that I had arrived.

She seemed to notice me right away, too. Girls are apt to like noisy colors, if they havent been brought up well. Then some of the boys took offense at me and thought that I was more of a sissy than a high Spanish Don. They started to kick me out of town the day after I arrived. But the kicking business was right in my line, and by the time that afternoon ended, Carmelita was not only sure that I was beautiful, but that I was a warrior and a hero.

The Kid paused to roll a cigarette, and he lighted it with a reminiscent air.

Im talking a good deal about myself, he remarked.

Ive asked for it, said the girl, suddenly husky. And what happened with Carmelita? Did you break her heart?

That kind of a heart doesnt break, said the Kid. Not if you dropped it out of a tenth-story window. You could break India rubber as easily as you could break a heart like Carmelitas. But she was a lovely picture. And she danced in a way that made me dizzy. Now and then I had to catch hold of myself and give myself a shake, as it were, to keep from getting really off my balance about her.

Well, Mickie Munroe was taking all of this very hard, I can tell you. In the first place, he went to the girl, and she told him that he gave her a headache when he shouted so loud. In the second place, he came to me. Mickie was a fighting man, but I had had so much luck that afternoon when they started to kick me out of the town that he didnt quite make up his mind to run me out on his own account. But he had a talk with me, and tried to convince me that I had no serious intentions so far as Carme-lita was concerned. I told him that he was wrong. And then I told him some more about myself, and a bit about his own affairs that interested him a good deal.

Mickie was up against a bad job.

He wanted to cut my throat. He was sure that with me dead and gone, Carmelita would not remember me very long. And he was right. Carmelitas memory for men was merely a thread, a spider thread, you might say. Any wind was able to blow it away.

When Mickie decided that he had to murder me, he went about it methodically.

Now that he couldnt have Carmelita — at least, not right away — of course he was madder for her than ever. I was three weeks in that town, waiting, and I give you my word that in that short time poor Mickie turned gray and grew thin, and appeared to be a tired, old man. I dont think that he ever slept more than ten minutes at a time all those weeks. He was like a scared cat; a wild cat, mind you.

He tried me with poison, a little home-made bomb with a time fuse, a riot gun fired around the corner of a building, and a knife thrust in the dark. But he had no luck, though with that bomb he laid out four other men, and two of them nearly died.

I let their friends into the secret as to who it was that had made the bomb, and then things began to hum for poor Mickie.

He could only sneak into he town at night. He was hunted like a mad dog. Carmelita, when she saw him, laughed in his face and snapped her fingers, because shed entirely made up her mind that he was a waste of time.

Well, the end of it was a dull affair, in the talking. But really I think that Mickie suffered more than all the rest put together. There was enough decency in him, dyou see, really to love a woman. Id say that his heart was broken, and that he died of that. One night I heard him moaning and sobbing like a baby under her window, and I heard her open that window and tell Mickie that if he didnt get away, shed call me to go down and horsewhip him out of the town. And Mickie left. His spirit was gone, you understand? His nerve had broken down—

Like the others! said the girl, her voice rasping.

Yes, said the Kid thoughtfully, as he inhaled a deep breath of cigarette smoke. The doctor said that it was an overdose of whisky — hed emptied a whole bottle in a single evening — but I imagine that it was the broken heart that killed Mickie.

And the girl? The Carmelita? asked Georgia.

She? Oh, I used to remember the names of her first two husbands, but Ive forgotten them, now.


28. THE FIFTH MAN
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AFTER THIS FOURTH narrative had ended, Georgia got up from the log and hastily crossed the clearing. She walked back and forth for a moment. breathing deeply. And the Kid, watching her through half-closed eyes, continued to smoke, letting the cigarette fume between his fingers, most of the time, but now and then lifting it in leisurely fashion to his lips.

You dont really care what I think? she demanded stopping suddenly in front of him.

He seemed to rouse himself from a dream, starting violently. Care? he echoed. Of course I care.

Ah, not a rap! said she.

More, answered the Kid, than I care about the opinion of any other person in the world.

He said it so seriously that she stepped back a little. She put up her head, but her face was pale, and the color would not come back into it.

Im not Carmelita, said she.

No, answered the Kid, with perfect calm. I wouldnt dream of trying to flirt with you.

She watched him closely.

Im trying to get words together, she said.

Take your time, said the Kid. I know youre going to hit hard, but Im ready to take the punch.

At last she said. Ive never heard, and Ive never dreamed of anything like the four stories youve told me. I dont want to believe them. I wont believe them. Youve made up four horrible things — the most horrible that you could conceive, and youve strung them together for the sake of giving me a shock!

My dear, said the Kid, theres nothing but the gospel truth in what Ive told you. Not a word but the exact truth.

Staring at him fixedly, she knew that he meant what he said. Then— she cried out.

She stopped the words; and the Kid, with his faint smile, watched her and waited.

You be the judge and the jury, now, said he. You can find me guilty and hang me, too.

Why have you told me all this? she asked him, almost passionately.

Because you asked me to, said the Kid.

No, she replied firmly. Thats not it, I think. Merely asking wouldnt make you do it, I know!

I wanted you to know about me, said the Kid. Thats why I told you.

You wanted me to know? she cried. Thats it.

Will you tell me one thing more?

I probably will.

Did you take a pleasure out of what you did to each of those four men?

He answered instantly: When I started with each one, I would have enjoyed feeding him into a fire, inch by inch. I would have enjoyed hearing him howl like a fiend. But before the end, I admit that I was sick of it, each time.

Then why did you keep on?

Because each time the business was done so thoroughly that at the end it didnt matter what I put my hand to. The thing always got outside of my control. Turk Remings reputation that he loved and was proud of was gone completely before he was killed. Harry Dills business was ruined, and his happiness with it. Olivers self-confidence which hed always been able to trust like bed rock, was knocked to pieces under his feet. And finally, Mickie Munroe had turned into an old man. Toward the end I pitied each one of them. But I pitied them too late.

Suppose, said the girl, that youre judged, one day, just as youve judged them?

He nodded frankly.

I understand perfectly what you mean, said the Kid. He looked up to where a woodpecker was chiseling busily at the trunk of a tree, the rapping of his incredible beak making a purr like that of a riveter. Down fell a little thin shower of chips as the tree surgeon drilled for the grub.

Some day Ill be judged, said the Kid. Itll be a black day for me. Mind you, I havent tried to excuse what Ive done. And yet, if I had to do it over again, Id do it. Id go through the same steps in the same way.

What would drive you? asked the girl. Theres no real remorse in you for what youve done, then? What would drive you on? Pity for your mothers death?

No, said the Kid, after a moment of consideration. Not that. Shes in my mind, now and then, of course. Sos my father, and the pain in his face. But what haunted me always was the memory of those two old milk cows swaying and heaving under the yoke, and finally dying for us. Well, not for us. It was the death of my mother; and my father would have been better dead, I suppose. But those poor beasts did their work for me. I used to think of them, I tell you, and the heat of that desert, and the way old Red wobbled and staggered under me — I used to think of that when I was working on those four in the final stages.

And therell be a fifth man? said the girl. As sure as Im alive to deal with him.

Its Billy Shay! she broke out suddenly.

No, said he.

Youre not going to tell me, of course.

I am, though. Its because I have to tell you that, that I told you all the rest that went before.

Who is it, then?

His name is John Milman, said the Kid.

He rose as she rose. Then, with a quick step forward, he caught her under the arms, steadied her, and lowered her back to the log.

Im not going to faint! she said through her teeth.

Her head fell. There was no trace of color in her face. I wont cave in, she repeated fiercely, faintly.

In a rush, then, the blood came back to her, and her head seemed to clear.

Thats a ghastly way to joke! she said to him.

He took his hands gingerly from her, as though still not sure that she was strong enough to sit upright, unsupported.

If it were a joke, it would be ghastly, he admitted. Its bad enough even when its taken seriously.

Are you trying to tell me, said the girl, that my own father — my John Milman — my mothers husband — that he — was one of the five men that night?

As she spoke, the wind changed, grew a little in force, and brought to them a vaguely melancholy sound from the horizon.

Your father, your mothers husband, your John Milman, he was one of the five, said the Kid.

Youve heard it, but its not true! said the girl. Why, it would have been after I was born — after we were settled down here — after — why, you think that you can make me believe that?

I think I can, said he. Ive made myself believe it.

A hard job, that! she said fiercely. You wanted to believe. Youve simply wanted to find subjects to torture, and you hardly cared who But this time— She altered her voice and exclaimed: Will you tell me what makes you think it could possibly be he?

Ill tell you, said the Kid. It was night, as I said. And I was sick, so that youd think that I couldnt have seen very well. But the fact is that they were quite free and easy. The law was a pretty dull affair, those years ago. Blind, mostly, and no memory at all. So they didnt bother to wear masks, and they didnt trouble about turning away when they lighted cigarettes. I remember those faces, the way pictures slip into the brain of a sick child and stay there for reference. I remember Turk Reming laughing and showing his white teeth, while he held a match to light the cigarette of another man — a middle-sized fellow, with a good forehead, and good features altogether. That one had a cleft chin, and halfway down the right side of his jaw there was a small, reddish spot, like the mark of a bullet, or a birthmark, perhaps—

He stopped and the girl, moistening her white lips, watched him. She was breathing hard. The laboring of her heart choked her.

What are you going to do? she asked.

I dont know, said the Kid. Thats why I was glad to talk things over with you.

You actually mean murder! said the girl.

Not with a gun, said the Kid. They didnt use guns on my father and mother, or on old Spot and Red. No, not with a gun.

Theres no other way that you can harm him! said Georgia.

Well, perhaps not, said the Kid seriously.

You can air his past as much as you please, but youll never ruin his reputation. Hes spent too many years doing fine things. Hes filled the whole range with his charities! I dont care what your methods of detestable blackmail are, youll never be able to destroy him the way you did the cheap ruffians and fools!

Theres a great deal in what you say, of course, said the Kid. He seems to have gone pretty straight since that night. Oh, Ive looked him over before, and Ive always put if off, and put it off.

She grew, if possible, paler still. Faint, bluish shadows began to appear beneath her eyes.

You mean that youve been watching him?

Oh, for years! said the Kid. He had the mule, you see. It was his house that I found the first of all.

She pressed her hands suddenly across her face, and jerked them down again.

The Kid, watching her, went on: A gray mule. Gray when we had it, and nearly silver when I saw it again when I was fifteen. There was a barbed-wire cut across his chest, a thing you dont often see in mules. Theyre altogether too wise, usually, to—

Blister! cried the girl. Its old Blister that you mean!

He nodded.

If you found my father, the first of all the five, why did you go away without harming him? Because you knew in spite of anything, that he is a good man!

I went away because of you, said the Kid.

Because of me?

You used to ride old Blister.

Why, I learned to ride on him. He didnt know how to make a mistake. He—

She stopped, wretchedly tormented. Her lips twitched and her eyes were haunted.

One day you were riding him up the trail through the hills behind your place. Up through those hills, yonder. You passed a youngster, dressed mostly in rags. He was wearing one shoe and one moccasin. He was sitting by a spring taking a rest, and you told him that if he went down to the ranch house, hed get something worth while.

I remember his blue eyes, said the girl, and—

She stopped short again, her lips parting.

It was you! said she.

Yeah, drawled the Kid. It was I, all right. That evening I went down and looked things over. You were in the room where the piano is. Your mother was playing; you were singing; your father was asleep in his chair, but you kept on singing to the open window. You were only a youngster, but you were singing love songs to the dark of that window. And I was out there in the dark, watching.

He made a pause, as if to remember the scene more clearly.

Since then, said the Kid, Ive come back three times, always at night, and Ive always seen you, and Ive always gone away. Since that day, when I was fifteen, youve been in my mind as clearly as a thing learned by heart when youre very young.

I dont exactly know what youre trying to say, said the girl.

You know very well, said the Kid, what I want to say. And you know that I wont say it.

He stood up before her. For out of the distance the melancholy sound grew from the horizon, and suddenly she saw that with more than half his mind he was listening to it. It was the lowing of the thirst-tormented cattle by Hurry Creek.

Whatever happens, said the Kid, you see that Ive put my cards face up on the table. I suppose youd better show them to your father.


29. CATTLE LOVER
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IN THE SUNSET of that day, the black mare and the silver stallion stood on the crest of a hill overlooking the big hollow through which Hurry Creek ran from ravine to ravine. The light was growing dim, but still there was enough of it for the Kid and Bud Trainor to see quite clearly.

There was a continual shifting and flowing, as it seemed, of the very ground that led down toward the water. It was the troubled maneuvering of masses upon masses of thirsty cattle. Still, from the outer reaches of the ranch, the cattle were drifting in toward the familiar watering place. They could be seen coming, sometimes singly, sometimes in patient files that went one behind the other, winding across the well-worn trails. From the hills on top of which they had a view of the creek, these approaching animals were sure to send out a deep lowing as they were made aware of a new and unprecedented condition there by the water which was life to them.

Sometimes they seemed frightened and remained a long time to gaze. Sometimes they grew excited, and breaking into a gallop, rushed up to join the mob.

There was no sense in them. The cunning of long years on the range was burned out of them. They were simply stupid creatures driven by an inward fire. The bellowing, like the noise of a sea, was so deep and thunderous that at times it seemed far off, and at times it rushed on the ear as though the entire herd were stampeding in the direction of the watchers. Now and then one of the milling currents stumbled on something, like rapid water flowing over a rock; and there was no need for the Kid or Bud Trainor to tell one another what those obstacles were.

Not fifty yards away from them lay a dead cow, with her legs sticking straight out, as though she had been shot through the brain and had tumbled over upon her side. And upon her head sat a buzzard looking in the sunset light as big as a deformed child. Other buzzards were in the air, though perhaps the near presence of the two riders prevented any of them from joining their companion on the dead cow. But whole drifts of those wonderful flyers sailed low above Hurry Creek, sweeping and sailing without a flap of wings just above the dust cloud which rolled over the heads of the cows and was drawn slowly off on the westering wind.

Through that mist of dust, they could see the surface of Hurry Creek running red as blood under the sunset, and on the farther bank there was already the shine of a camp fire which grew brighter as the light of the day decreased.

There were Champ Dixons men making themselves comfortable, and even jolly, no doubt, in the midst of this scene of unspeakable misery and horror.

Thats the way with gents, philosophized Bud Trainor. You can get a man into a frame of mind for pretty nigh anything. Murder, say. You can get the best sort of people to go to war, and there theyll do all the murderin they can get a chance to lay their hands on. How many of em would stay honest if just the right, safe chance to steal come and nudged em in the ribs? Look at me. I sold you right in my own house.

Bud, never speak of that again, said the Kid.

You want that I should forget it, but even if I dont talk, its in my head, all day, every day, all night, every night.

Dont be a fool, said the Kid.

I aint gonna be. But Im gonna find a way to pay back. Im gonna find a way to make it right with you, Kid. Thats all Ive gotta say, and Ill never mention it again!

He snapped his jaws on the last word.

Whats murder of men? demanded the Kid. Men have brains. They have wits enough to hit back. They have guns to help em. But a horde of dumb beasts — thats what I dont understand, Bud. Dumb beasts that have done no wrong, because they dont know enough to do wrong. Look at them there! Therell be plenty of crow food on that ground before the morning. Bud!

Maybe the boysll rush em before the morning, suggested Bud.

He gestured to either side.

Keeping to the ridges of the hills that made the rim of the bowl through which the creek flowed, all the punchers of the ranch were riding. Slowly they went up and down, never offering to do anything, except keep a sentry beat. But those dark figures, moving black against the sunset sky, were grim enough, and suggestive of the dark passion that was in the heart of every man of them.

No, said the Kid. They know the sort of stuff thats down there in the hollow, and they wont rush. Not them!

He sneered as he spoke.

His voice was rising. His excitement also flashed and glittered in his eyes.

Youd think, said Bud Trainor, wondering, that you owned all of those cows, and loved em, too!

If I were the devil, said the Kid, Id get on the backs of these cows and put hell fire into their hearts. Id run them in a mob on those fences and smash em down, and Id charge them right onto the men and stamp em into a big bloodstain in the mud. Id do it, and Id enjoy doing it. Theyre dying, Bud. Theyre dying tonight, but when the heat of the sun comes tomorrow, theyll drop like flies — all the ones that have been off on the edges of the ranch, already without water for days.

Theyll drop like flies, agreed Bud Trainor. There aint any doubt that theyll drop like flies.

Youd think, said the Kid, that there wasnt a God, when things like this go on!

Look here. Kid, said Trainor, youve raised your own share of hell in the world.

Ive raised my share, and harvested it, too, admitted the Kid, and sacked it, and put it away for the winter. Ive raised my share, and maybe Ill raise some more, but not till Ive tried my hand with this job!

Hold on, said Bud Trainor. How can you try your hand — what job dyou mean?

The Kid looked sourly on him. His handsome young face was so dark with anger that he seemed ten years older.

This job in front of us, said the Kid. Im going to get those cows to water in the morning, or else Ill throw some lead into Dixons boys as a fair exchange.

Dont be a fool, cautioned Trainor, alarmed. They have the law with them. Even the sheriff admits that.

The heck with the law, said the Kid. Im thinking of dying cows. One wag of their tails is worth all the lives of those dirty crooks yonder!

Hold on, Kid. Whats your idea?

Ive got no idea.

Youve got none?

But Ill get one before long.

Where? Wherell you get an idea for the fixing of this job?

Oh, I dunno. From the devil maybe, or heaven above. But the idea is sure to come!


30. DOWN THE CANYON

[image: img107.jpg]

THE SCENE WAS darkening. The river tarnished and turned black. The fog of dust which rolled up from the milling cows now was Iessening, though now and again the wind drifted a throat-stinging billow of it toward the watchers.

The cattle by this time were becoming more quiet. Numbers of them lay down. Only some hundreds of those most desperate with thirst came sweeping up and down the lines of the fences. The thunder of the bellowing was far less, but still from the hills behind, the newcomers gave voice like mournful drums in a great and scattering chorus.

There was this difference with the coming of the night, for while the clearly seen tragedy of the day had been localized and limited, now the darkness blanketed away the farther mountains and brought down only the nearer hills like black and beastly watchers of suffering. The ocean roar of pain went up against the sky and seemed to fill it. It seeped up from the very ground which actually, or in suggestion, trembled beneath them. Hurry Creek had seemed a little theater during the day where a tragedy was being enacted. Now it included the entire world.

So it seemed to Bud Trainor, as he sat on his horse beside the Kid and looked down on the darkening hollow.

Suppose Dixons men wanted to get out of there, said Bud. Theyd have a hard time, I reckon!

Why should they want to leave? said the Kid. Theyre holding out for two hundred thousand dollars blackmail. Thats what they want, and as long as they care to camp there, I dont see them running very short of beef, do you?

The other nodded, and then sighed a little.

Well, said he, I meant that if this were an Indian war, the red devils would rather be strung around up here on the heights than to be down there in the hollow.

Thats interesting, but not important, said the Kid. They could be besieged there for six months, and never have to worry. And if they got tired of that, they could break away. But theres meat enough for them.

They havent much wood, objected the other. Theyve cleaned up the brush and stacked it in the middle of their camp. You can still see the head of it beside their cookin tent. But that aint enough wood for six months fuel. Not for cooking for that many men! Besides, they wouldnt dare to touch one of the dead cows.

Why not?

Well, wouldnt that make them thieves, and wouldnt we have the law with us, then? Wouldnt Milman be able to raise the whole range to help him, if they did as much as that?

Youre right, said the Kid, but they have plenty of provisions with them in there. And — and — and—

Here his voice faltered and trailed away.

Bud Trainor, for some reason, knew that a matter of importance was filling the brain of his partner, and he held his breath in anticipation.

Bud, said the Kid at last, Im going down into that camp.

All right, said Bud. Which recipe for walkin the air do you use?

The Kid was silent.

You might just stroll down through them mobs of cows, said Bud Trainor. They wouldnt do much more to you than a steam roller would.

Then he added: I dunno how else you could get there!

The ravine! The ravine! cried the Kid, his voice suddenly ringing out with impatient joy. What a fool I was not to think of that before!

The ravine? echoed Bud. You mean Hurry Creeks ravine?

Thats what I mean, of course. Lets go there and look the thing over!

Bud gripped the rein of the mare.

Youre clean crazy, Kid, said he.

Let me alone, Bud. You dont have to go. Ill do this alone!

I wont let you go. Not before you listen a minute.

To what?

To that. Bend your ear a little to the north, and just listen, will you?

It came distinctly through the melancholy booming voices of the cows, a deep and harsh roar which the Kid instantly made out.

Thats the water of the creek. Is that what you mean?

Listen to it. Sounds like a lion, doesnt it?

Let it be a lion. Ill walk down its throat if I have to. I could drink blood tonight, Bud.

Youre simply going crazy, said the other. Youve never seen the waters in the ravine. Come along with me to the edge of it. If we cant see em, well hear em, at least, at close hand. And thatll be enough for you, if youre in your right wits.

Very well. Come along then with me.

They cantered their horses forward.

Whos there? rang a voice from the darkness before them, and then they made out the silhouette of a horseman, and the starlit glimmer of a leveled rifle.

Friends! said the Kid, pulling up the mare.

What friends?

Bud Trainor, and Im the Kid.

Hey! Are you the Kid?

The rifle took a crosswise, harmless slant, and the puncher came up.

Hullo there, Kid, said he. Id been hopin that Id see you down here. My names Bill Travis.

They shook hands.

Things is pretty bad with the cows, said Travis. Theys a lot laid down that aint gonna get up in the morning,

There are a lot wholl get up in the morning and drop before noon, too, said the Kid.

Thats a true thing. Any fool could tell that. Got a chaw with you?

I dont carry it. Heres the makings, though.

He passed them over. Dexterously the puncher made his smoke in the dark of the night.

What are you fellows going to do about this, Travis?

Why, what can we do?

I dont know. Any ideas among the boys?

Nothing except we might stampede the cows to break down the fences.

It wouldnt work. Theyd shoot the head off of any stampede.

Thats what we decided. It wont work. Maybe the old man will have an idea.

Are they keeping a sentry go along those fences tonight?

Sure they are. Three men along each fence. And the others ready to come on the jump, I suppose.

Baby murder — thats what it is! said the Kid, his rage breaking out. Listen!

He held up his hand in the darkness. The lowing of the cattle swept up around them in waves, as though all the tormented souls from hell were pouring up toward the stars, lamenting. Aye, its pretty bad, said Travis. Shay and Dixon — theyll sweat for it some day.

Tonight, I hope, said the Kid, muttering through his teeth.

Whats that?

Nothing. You boys are riding these rounds all night?

Were riding em all the night. If Dixons crowd starts out to do a little foraging, well teach them how the Milman crew can shoot. The boys are pretty hot. Old Tar Yagers, over on the other side of the ranch, is hankering after a scalp or two, and maybe the old man will get a chance, before this fracas is finished.

Maybe he will, agreed the Kid. So long. You fellows keep your eyes open, will you?

For what?

For a signal in the Dixon Camp.

What sort of a signal?

Fire, said the Kid, and rode on without further speech.

Bud hurried the silver stallion up beside him.

Whats that about fire, Kid? he asked.

But he received no answer, for the Kid seemed lost in thought.

So they came, at last, to the edge of the ravine.

Three steps away the predominant sound was the voice of the cattle from the hollow, but when they came to the verge and dismounted, they could hear nothing except the heavy and continual roaring of the water, like a constant cannonade.

Listen to it! said Bud Trainor. Howd you like to be down there in that, Kid?

The Kid did not answer.

Presently he drew back from the verge of the cliff.

Youve seen that in the daytime, havent you?

Yes.

How far is it to the bottom?

Forty — fifty feet, I reckon.

Youve got a sixty-foot rope, said the Kid. Get it for me, will you?

What are you gonna do?

Bud, for heavens sake, stop asking questions. I have enough on my mind, just now, without trying to answer you.

All right, said Bud, but it makes me pretty sick, even to think about it.

He went, however, to his horse, and took from the saddle bow the long, heavy rope, for he had learned his punching in Montana when a boy, and stuck to the fashion of the northern rope. This he brought back and the Kid, taking the noose end of it, tied it fast about a jag of rock on the very verge of the canyon wall.

Then he got to the end of the line and tested, tugging with all his weight.

Its sound, if thats what you want to know, said Trainor. Its sound, agreed the Kid, and threw the other end down the height.

It disappeared in the darkness of the ravine, but for a moment the upper end jerked and wriggled like a struggling snake. Bud, said the Kid, Im going down there.

If you go, said Bud, Ill go after you.

Youll stay here, commanded the Kid. Its my own game and my own business that Im after. I only want one thing out of you. Give me your hand, and if I dont come back, remember me!

If anything happens to you, said Bud solemnly, Ill keep on the trail of Dixon and Shay till they get me, or I get them. So long, Kid.

So long, said the Kid, and slipped over the edge of the wall.


31. THE FIFTH MAN AGAIN
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YOUTH IS PROVERBIALLY cruel, whether in its trust or in its distrust. It cannot halt. It will have no half measures. It is an absolute tyrant which pushes all things to extremes.

Now, when Georgia Milman had heard the story of the Kid which inculpated her father, she hesitated for a moment only. The description of her fathers face, and the distinguishing little mark upon it, had determined her that the Kid was right.

Yet something might be said.

Men appear in most guilty situations without actually possessing guilt, and that might be true of her father also. So thought Georgia. She wanted an explanation. She wanted it at once. But she went about the acquiring of it in the typically youthful, cruel, headlong fashion.

She could have drawn John Milman aside, of course, but if she did this, she would have to wait, for she found him in the house closely conferring with her mother.

It was his habit when a crisis of any kind came to ask for advice, and the advice which he had come to prize above all else was that which he received from Elinore Milman herself. She was calm, keen-witted, and understood as well as he did all the problems of the ranch and of the affairs which had to do with it.

Accordingly, he was now talking over with her the possibilities of the situation, and there Georgia found him.

He was walking up and down the room — the front room of the house where on that other night so many years ago, she had sung him to sleep, and then sung on to the open window and the soft, impalpable darkness beyond it, not knowing that someone waited there, listening.

And the fact that this was the same room hardened the spirit of Georgia a little.

In that story of the Kids, she had waited for the things which bore upon her, but he had repressed all emotion, with the restraint of some old Greek poet, preparing an inscription to be cut into stone. There was only a line or two, but it pointed to a great thing, indeed. He had hardly said so much, but most distinctly he had inferred that what had turned his cunning and his anger three times aside from the head of her father was the love of the Kid for her. And she remembered, as she stood there by the door, looking blankly through the window toward the shimmer of the sun on the hills beyond, how she had spoken to that ragged lad, those years before. The bright blue of his eyes had remained in her memory. Now the face itself was distinctly chiseled in her mind. It seemed monstrous that she ever could have forgotten it.

There are, said Mrs. Milman, who was summing up precisely, just two alternatives. Either we pay for the cows by the head and send them in to be watered, or else we hire a mob of gunmen and smash Dixon and his crowd with a strong hand.

Georgia opened her eyes. She never had heard her mild mother speak like this before. Milman himself was amazed.

Which do you advise? said he.

I dont know, said Mrs. Milman, half closing her eyes, and by the pucker of her brows seeming to attempt to read the future. I really dont know.

Its always foolish to break the law, said Milman.

Its always foolish to break the law, she echoed. But its more foolish to sit and wait — for sure ruin!

She held up her hand.

Listen, John! she said.

And, through the window from the eastward, they could hear a long, dull droning sound — a tremor of deep sorrow on the wind rather than an actual noise.

Milman jumped up, with the sweat running as fast as tears down his face.

He gripped his hands hard together and dragged in a breath.

Im half mad with the waiting, he said. I feel like riding out there and simply going blindly in at them — but theres no use throwing oneself away. The sheriff — my own neighbors — the law — everything is blind and deaf to me. It looks almost like a hand from heaven striking me, Elinore!

Well, said the slender, mild woman, its either the hard fist and a crowd of hired guns — or else a miracle.

A miracle? echoed Milman heavily.

The Kid, I mean, said she.

His face brightened for a moment.

Aye, the Kid, said he. Hes like an answer to a prayer. But what can even the Kid do? Hes brought in evidence in the shape of one of their hired gunmen that ought to have been enough to establish our rights in the law instantly — except that the sheriff wont see it that way.

The sheriff was right, said his wife. We mustnt throw stones at honest Lew Walters.

Milman made a wide gesture of despair. Then, resuming the subject of the Kid, he exclaimed. One never can tell. He is the sort of a lad who does the unexpected.

He turned to his daughter.

Georgia, said he, were talking business, your mother and I.

Yes, and miracles, I hear, said Georgia, with the coldest of smiles.

What do you mean, my dear?

Well, if youre so interested in the Kid, I think you might like to know that Ive been talking to him.

You have? Where?

In the woods. In the clearing in the woods, nearest the house. Weve been talking for a long, long time.

I hope it was not a waste of time, said Mrs. Milman, eying her daughter narrowly.

I never heard so many interesting things, said she.

Anything that we ought to know about, Georgia?

Well, one thing that would curdle your blood, said the girl.

And what was that?

Why, said Georgia, studiously avoiding the eye of her father and giving all of her attention to her mother, when he was a little youngster of six, his father and mother started to go to a new home — they were just poor squatters, I take it — and when they got to the edge of the desert with their few horses, and their mules, and their burro, and their steers, and their pair of milk cows, along came a band of five scoundrels and robbed them of everything, except the milk cows. Think of that!

A horrible thing, said Mrs. Milman a little vacantly. But were very busy now, Georgia.

Milman, with an odd pucker of his forehead, looked straight before him.

You dont understand how horrible it was, Mother, said the girl. The poor little boy was sick, but his father insisted on trying to cross the desert and get to the new country — the Promised Land to that poor man, I suppose. So they pushed on. The boy grew more ill. The mother was half mad with anxiety. It was a terrible march. They had yoked the milk cows to the light wagon, you see. They lightened the load, throwing away everything but a little food. Still it was hard going through the sand, and the sun was terrible. It beat down, and one of the cows — old Spot — was the first to drop. Then Red went staggering on for a couple of days with the sick boy perched on her back. A frightful march, of course.

Oh, what a ghastly thing! said Elinore Milman, all the mother in her roused.

Well, old Red dropped dead too. But then they were in reaching distance of the edge of the desert. They could see the green mist of the Promised Land. They got through to it, all right. But the mother died in a short time from the effects of that march. The father was broken-hearted, and the Kid grew up with just one purpose in life — to find the five men who had done the thing!

I hope that he has! exclaimed Mrs. Milman. I imagine that hes the sort of a fellow who would know how to handle them.

Yes, he got on the trail of them, said the girl. He spotted the stolen mule nine years later.

Here she let her glance drift across to the face of her father and she saw his eyes widen, and then turn almost to stone. It was a frightful moment.

If ever fear, grief, and sick consciousness of sin were in a face, it was in that of the rancher just then.

She stared at him. She could have fallen to the floor with weakness and with sorrow. And she was stunned by this second blow even more than when the Kid had spoken to her.

Her mother, finally, attracted by the silence, looked curiously from one of them to the other.

A grisly story, John, isnt it? said she.

Frightful! said he.

And the word came hoarsely from his throat.

Elinore Milman stood up suddenly.

She faced her daughter and exclaimed: Did he tell you the names of those men?

Georgia slumped back against the wall. She was dizzy. The room spun before her eyes.

He told me — four of them, said she. Four of them are dead.

She roused herself suddenly. She had not meant to let her mother understand, but Elinore Milman was now as white as marble. Her father was like a man hanging upon a crucifix.

There was no use holding back now. She had said too much. Amazement at her own folly in breaking out with the story before them both closed her lips now. But her mother read her mind.

I think, said she, that its just as well to have all sorts of things out in the light of day. Family skeletons ought not necessarily to be left in dark closets. Dont you think so, John? John Milman got to his feet with a lurch and a stagger.

Im going out, said he. Need — little air.

He went past his daughter but he was so blinded that he could not find the handle of the door.

She had to open it for him, and then she watched him going down the hall slowly, with many pauses, supporting himself with a weak hand against first one wall and then the other.

He had been struck down as surely as by a thunderbolt.

And then she remembered what the Kid had done in all the other four cases. There never had been any real use of guns. He had always struck with other means.

And here, incredibly devilish though it was, he actually had delivered his blow against Milman through the mouth of Milmans own daughter.

She had been a mere tool, a foolish, incredible tool, but one with an edge sharp enough to cut her father to the heart.


32. MILMAN RIDES
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WHEN GEORGIA TURNED back to her mother, she was met with a cold, keen glance that startled her.

That boy has been telling you a good deal, Georgia, said Elinore Milman.

He told me because I asked, said the girl.

About your father?

No, but about what he had done and what he had been.

Youre interested in him, Georgia?

The girl shrugged her shoulders.

I think wed better talk about father, she said.

Do you? asked the mother, and lifted her brows a little.

It was a danger sign with which Georgia had been familiar for years.

What does he matter, said Georgia, except that hes a danger to father?

Thats what I want to find out, said Mrs. Milman. I want to find out what the Kid matters to you.

To me? Why, Ive barely seen him.

That doesnt matter very much — to him, I imagine. Hes been making love to you, of course?

Of course not! said Georgia.

Then she turned a bright crimson.

Well? said her mother, waiting.

I suppose he did, said the girl. But not the way youd think.

I dont suppose that he asked you to marry him the first moment, if thats what you mean, said Mrs. Milman, in the same quick, hard voice. But hes been looking for you a long time, I suppose?

Georgia, if possible, blushed still deeper. She began to feel that probably even in this matter she had been made a fool of by the Kid. A cold, deep pang of hatred for him slid through her.

Hed seen me years ago, said Georgia.

Where?

Here. Through that window. One night when you were playing and I was singing, and father was asleep.

And the Kid was looking about for whatever he could pick up?

He was looking for a mule with a barbed-wire scar across its chest. Hed found Blister, Mother, and hed followed Blister to our house.

Mrs. Milman gripped hard on the arms of her chair. That was a stolen mule then.

Yes. According to the Kid.

I wish that we had some other name for him. Did he give you one?

No.

Georgia, what is this fellow to you?

I dont know, said Georgia, except that I hate him more than any one Ive ever seen.

You like him better, too, dont you? asked the mother.

Yes, I do.

What else did he tell you?

He told me how he had hunted down each one of the other four.

That must have been a pretty story.

He never touched one of them. He simply broke their hearts, one after another.

Using other people for it — as hes used you today?

The girl lost her color at a stroke, but she answered steadily: I see that now.

How do you like him, Georgia?

I dont know how to tell you.

Its the great, romantic thrill, isnt it?

What do you mean by that?

Oh, the big, handsome stranger with the strange life, and the rather dark past. Isnt that the thing? The Byronic touch, perhaps?

There isnt much bunk about him, said Georgia carefully.

She began to think, then she added: No, there isnt much pretense, so far as I could see.

And how far do you think that you could see?

I dont know. Perhaps not very far. Im not pretending that I could look through him.

The mystery is the attractive part, I suppose?

Perhaps thats a part of it.

A good deal of pity, too, for the poor boy and his dead mother and father?

I dont think you really have a right to talk about that! declared Georgia.

Mrs. Milman suddenly closed her eyes.

No, she said, I want to be fair. Im simply trying to get at your mind, Georgia.

Ill try to tell you everything, said Georgia.

She stood up like a soldier at attention. They had always been very close friends.

You know a good deal about the Kid, Georgia?

I know what hes told me.

You believe it? She pondered again.

Yes, she said. Just now, at least, I believe every syllable of it.

What else do you know about him?

The rumors and the gossip, of course, not in much detail.

Such as what?

That hes a gambler and a gunman.

Two easy words to repeat, But do you realize what they mean?

I think so. Not altogether, perhaps. Im not a baby, though, Mother.

No, said Mrs. Milman. Youre not a baby, and youve reached the age when you think you know, and think you think. Just try to remember that a professional gambler is a fellow who matches his sleight of hand against the honest chance which other players are trusting. And a gunman is a man who takes advantage of his professional skill, his natural talent, to pick quarrels with less-gifted men, and men who have something other than murder to think about. What chance has the ordinary man against a skilled gambler, or a trained gun fighter?

The girl nodded.

Ive thought of those things. But I—

Well, but—

But I dont believe that the Kid ever took an advantage. Elinore Milman made an impatient movement, but she controlled her voice as well as she could.

You seriously dont, my dear?

I dont, said the girl. It may be partly because he trusts himself so perfectly. But I think that if he gambles, its against professional gamblers, like himself. And if he fights, its with professional fighters, like himself.

A line of pain appeared between the eyes of the mother.

Ive had the same idea myself, said she, though I suppose I want to make his case as black as possible.

Oh, Mother, said the girl, I hope I can be as honest as you are!

Then honestly face what a life with him would mean — no home, no children. You wouldnt dare to trust children to the care of such a wild man. You know that?

The girl was silent. Then she nodded.

I suppose he told you how much you mean to him?

Not one word!

Ah, but a look, a gesture can fill up a big page, of course!

Not a look, not a gesture. Only that some things leaked through — or I thought they did.

Hes cleverer, even, than I suspected!

Perhaps. I dont think so. I think that hes pulled two ways. He hates father. He likes me. And hes determined to break up Dixons crowd.

Do you really think so?

Yes. Animals mean something to him more than they do to us. I saw his face when he heard the lowing of the cattle at Hurry Creek.

What are you going to do, Georgia?

Wait, said Georgia, and pray that I never see him again. Mrs. Milman, staring at the girl like one who hopes against hope, said simply: I think that youre right, Georgia.

Then she added. And what about your father?

Ive thought of that.

What are you going to do?

Im going to go to him and tell him—

Think it over. Youll have to have the right words.

Im simply going to tell him that it doesnt matter, whatever hes done in the past. Not to me. Not to you and me, Mother! Am I right?

Elinore Milman caught a quick breath.

We cant let it matter. There has to be such a thing as a blind faith and a blind loyalty, doesnt there?

Yes, said the girl. Thats just what I feel.

The mother stood up and put her arms around Georgia.

Were all standing on the brink of ruin, she said. Yesterday we were rich and happy and there wasnt a cloud in the sky. Today, theres every chance that well go downhill and never rise again. Your fathers life is in horrible danger from that boy. Theres a shame in his past that is never going to take its shadow off our lives, no matter how the affair comes out. All of our wealth seems in danger of being snatched away. And I have you to tremble about and pray for, Georgia. Theres only the way to face these things, and thats together, shoulder to shoulder.

Yes, said Georgia.

She began to tremble violently and suddenly her mother whispered: I think that youre having the hardest time of all. But now go and tell your father what youve told me, will you?

Ill go at once, said Georgia.

She turned to the door and waited there for a moment, breathing deeply to drive away a faintness which was growing upon her. Then, composing herself with a great effort, she went out of the house toward the barn.

She met little, one-legged Harry Sams, with a manure fork in his hand coming from behind the barn. The stem of his corncob pipe had had a new mouthpiece whittled and rewhittled in it. It was now hardly two inches long, and the fumes from the bowl of the pipe kept him constantly blinking. But he was faithful to old pipes, as to old friends.

Harry, she said, have you seen Father?

Aye, said Harry, hes gone and got him that white-faced fool of a chestnut gelding, and hes gone off toward Hurry Creek as though there was guns behind him, instead of in front.

The words struck her like bullets. All the sunset blurred and darkened before her face, for she knew that her father had gone off in hope of finding his death.


33. DANGER AHEAD
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THE KID, WHEN he got to the bottom of the long lariat, still found that his feet dangled well above either water or ground. He looked down, but all that he could see was the white dashing of the water — not white, really, but a dusky gray in that half light. He could not tell whether the water ran directly beneath him or if there were a small ledge of rock at the side of the canyon bed.

Hanging by one strong hand, with the other, he took out a match and scratched it. It was only a single spluttering of dim light before a dash of spray put it out, but that glimpse was enough to reveal to the Kid a raging inferno of waters. And, beneath him, a narrow, slippery ledge of rock, hardly a single foot wide.

To the ledge he dropped.

By daylight it would have been a simple matter, perhaps, to get along the place. And he cursed himself because he had not thought of exploring here while the sun was still shining.

He tried matches again and again. But the wind of the water or the flying spray itself instantly snatched away the flame. He had to explore by touch alone. Light there was almost none, Though when he looked up, he could see stars sprinkled across the narrow road which the canyon walls fenced through the high heavens; and there was among them one broad-faced planet — its name he did not know.

The thunder of the creek now pounded steadily, like the continual roar of guns; the solid rocks trembled slightly beneath his hands; and the absence of light gave him only vague and illusive hints of what was around him.

Therefore he closed his eyes altogether for the purpose of shutting out the few, faint rays which merely helped to confuse him, and he began to fumble along the wall of the ravine.

It swung to the left for a little distance. He tried to remember just how the creek had been seen to curve from above, but even this point he carelessly had overlooked. However, that did not matter now. He was committed to that bare, slippery wall of rock, and if he fell from it, he was done forever.

That was not the only danger.

He had hardly made three steps progress when something crashed behind him, and then a great black form shot by him, low down on the face of the water.

It missed his feet in inches, grinding on the ledge of rock on which he stood. Hurtling onward, it struck on the corner of the next big rock with a staggering shock, then was whirled around the edge.

Vaguely he had seen this, after opening his eyes when the blow came behind him. He knew that it was a tree trunk, torn down from the banks higher up the stream, and now sent like a javelin, flying down toward the lower waters. A second of these might very well strike him and dash him to a pulp, or else flick him off from the wall like a caterpillar from a tree, to be ground up by the teeth of the rocks.

Yet he went on. In fact, there was no return, but the grim steadiness of his purpose never left him.

With closed eyes, and still fumbling, he worked out to a place where the rock ledge shelved away to nothing beneath the grip of his feet. He reached down, pulled off his boots, and prepared to see what naked hands and feet could do with the treacherous surface of that canyon face in the dark, with the spray whipping continually around him.

He found a handhold. His feet, reaching at the rock below, helped him a good deal. He was working his way out and out to the left, where the creek turned its corner, and now he turned the point of it.

It was grisly, hard work, for his weight was hanging almost entirely from his hands. Only now and then did he get any purchase for his feet. And the handholds were hard to find also. He had to hold by one hand and with the other fumble before him, vaguely, up and down, until he found some small projection, or some crevice into which even the tips of his fingers could be fitted.

Sometimes he was swaying up. Once he descended until his feet thrust into the water.

The current jerked at him like a hand. He almost lost his hold. For one breathless moment he thought that he was gone.

But his hands were strong, and his hold remained true.

In this manner he found that he had turned the corner. But now his position was not much better. There was still no foothold beneath him, and his arms were now aching to the pits of the shoulders. They were so extremely tired that they shook with a violence which of itself threatened to shake him loose from the wet rock.

And there was no light!

He opened his eyes.

Yes, far away to the left there was a red star shining toward him. It glared at him like an eye, threateningly. But suddenly, his eyes opening more clearly, he saw that it was the flame of the Dixon camp fire.

That, which should have depressed him still more, gave him a sudden hope, and with the hope came strength.

He could not have endured the strain of going back to the last ridge which he had left. The very idea of turning back, however, had not come to him. And he worked on, gritting his teeth until his jaws ached as well as his arms.

Then, fumbling forward with his left foot, he touched a firm support.

He rested his whole weight upon the rock beneath. It was strong and firm.

At this the relief was so great that the blood bounded violently into his head, and he was dizzy. But he clung, fighting his way through the first moments of the reaction after the strain was over.

Still his body was shaking a little, and his arms were numb, but he began to breathe more easily, and his mind was more at ease also.

Those who have passed through the desperate gates of an enterprise feel that the early danger must assure them of better luck further on. At least, so the Kid felt, as he stood there in the dark of the ravine, with the chilly drops of snow water flicking at him.

The canyon walls opened here perceptibly, moreover, and there was sufficient starlight to enable him to see dimly what was before him.

It was no easy road. Here the ledge ran a little distance. There it disappeared entirely. But the walls were not so perpendicular and the weight of his body would in no place fall so sheerly upon his tired hands and upon his shoulders.

He swung his arms. He kneaded them with his shaking hands until the flow of blood subdued their aching. And when at last he felt sufficient master of himself, he resumed his progress toward the mouth of the canyon.

He had had practice now; besides, he had some sight to help him, so that the work went on more easily, and he made good use of all his advantages until he carne to where the very lips of the ravine spread out wider and wider, and the opening flood of the river flattened and lost its noise over a more ample bed. Its speed was quenched, in the same manner and moment, for a final reef of rocks in the neck of the canyon had chopped up the waters and taken their headway from them.

Now, all in a moment, the water slackened and spread out shallowly across a bed four times as spacious as that into which it had been crowded by the narrow walls of the ravine. Here, flat-faced, gently, it ran into the open valley, heading toward the other dark throat into which it was soon to fall and again begin to rage and roar like a lion.

And the Kid, soaked to the skin, tired, and aching from his labors, looked out on that flow of water as a strong and busy man looks out upon one placid moment between strenuous days of action and of danger — one walk through the green country, one solemn moment of peace.

Yet there was no peace for him.

He had performed all of these labors merely to bring himself to the door which opened upon the real peril. And of all the arduous tasks which he had taken in hand in his days, none was comparable with the thing which lay before him.

No strength or craft of hand, he knew, could ever make him equal to the assembled strength which Dixon had gathered here.

If he were superior to each of them by the flickering, broken part of a second in speed of draw; if he were a fingers breadth closer to the bulls-eye when he fired, these advantages which meant life and victory in a single combat were nothing compared with the overwhelming odds which he would have to encounter.

No, there was now nothing left for him except subtlety and silent craft, like an adventuring Indian in a camp of the enemy.

The Kid, taking stock of these truths, gravely advanced still farther, until he was on the exact verge of the canyon mouth, where a little shore of gravel went down to the waters.

From this point, he could see all that the hollow contained. He could see the mist rising faintly against the stars above the uneasy cattle. He could hear the desperate moaning voices of the thirst-starved creatures. That sound made the roar of the river at once a small thing.

He looked down on the red beacon of the camp fire where his enemies were. He looked away to either side, where the soft curves of the hills undulated against the sky line; surely those hills never had seen a stranger thing than he would attempt this night!

Then, narrowing his eyes, he crouched low, his head close to the water, and scanned the shore on each side.

He was inside the lines, He could see, here and there, the flicker of the barbed wire which made the outer defense. He could see also the occasional form of a guard marching as a sentinel up and down the fences.

Now, as he watched, he saw the vague outline of a man come from the camp fire and walk down to the waters edge. There the fellow stood. It was Dixon, perhaps rejoicing in the mischief which he was working, and grinning as he listened to the noise of the tormented cattle.

His own mind flashed back to another picture — the sunwhitened desert, and the two poor cows struggling and swaying under their unaccustomed yokes.

Then he stepped with his naked feet into the cold waters of the stream.


34. THE APPROACH
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HIS REVOLVER HE kept above the surface of the stream, which was now not more than three or four feet deep. But though it was shallow, and slid along a fairly fiat surface, there was amazing force in it still, the last effect of the long impetus which it had received in shooting down the flume of the ravine.

He had to lean upstream at a sharp angle, with the current heaping shoulder and even neck high as it bubbled and rushed and gurgled loudly.

His nerves were as good as those of any man, but before he was halfway across the stream, walking in the dim, red path of the light from the camp fire, he made certain that the men on the shore must have seen him. If they had not seen, they must have heard. Surely they were watching there, laughing in the dark of the covert, and grinning at the poor fool who was walking into their hands.

Then he remembered that there were other noises abroad in the valley besides the intimate voice of the river just under his ear. There was the dull and distant roaring of the penned-up waters in the canyon above, and a deeper, fainter call from the lower ravine; above all, the solemn music of the lowing cattle flooded across the hollow.

No, he could not be heard, but surely he was seen!

The long, red arm of the firelight stretched toward him and caught him by the throat.

He thought of lying flat on the surface of the stream. It would shoot him like a log safe past the fire, past all the watchers, and at the mouth of the lower canyon, he would struggle on shore and try to escape.

That thought of flight tempted him mightily. He fairly trembled on the verge of giving way to it.

But he went on.

The strength of the resolve which drove him had a pull like that of gravity and carried him step by step against his reason. And then the ground was shoaling beneath him. The suction grew less in the shallows, and finally he crawled out on his hands and knees.

There on the shore he lay flat.

He was shuddering with cold. He was helpless with it. Any yokel, any cowardly boy might have mastered him then, he felt. The snow water had sent its numbing chill through him to the bone. His breathing failed. The tremors shook him more than earthquakes shake cities.

But he had to lie quietly while he took stock of the situation before him.

He was not nearly as close to the camp fire as he had thought while striding across the creek. He lay, in fact, some distance to the north of it, and between him and the flames stood a row of three wagons. Their wheels looked enormous and misshapen. They seemed to be broken and flattened on the lower surface that met the ground. Their shadows went wavering across the ground. Sometimes it was as though the wheels were turning.

Around the fire three or four men were sitting.

Others, wrapped in their blankets, apparently were asleep, or trying to sleep. And it seemed to the Kid that this was the ultimate proof of their brutality. They could sleep while that sound of agony from the thirsty cattle moaned and howled across the valley! That water which had tugged at him which had swept by him in countless barrelfuls, in unnumerable tones, which had frozen and shaken him, how sweet it would have been in the dusty, dry gullets of those thousands and thousands of dying beasts. All the sweetness of life would have been in it.

A blast of heat came to him out of memory as he thought again of the unforgotten picture of his boyhood — the creaking wagon, and the two old cows swaying and staggering before it, halting in their steps, but leaning again on the yoke and slowly drifting the miles behind them. He himself had had the thirst of fever in his body on that day. He had it again now. A flash of burning heat, and of hatred for these men or devils who were with Dixon.

When he looked more closely toward the fire, he saw that on the opposite side, with the full red flush of the flame in his face, sat Dixon himself, looking rather old and stoop-shouldered, as almost any man will, who is sitting cross-legged on the ground.

Suppose that Dixon guessed, even faintly dreamed, that his enemy had broken through the invincible outer lines and was lying there in easy gunshot? Oh, so easy to draw a bead even from this distance, and by pressing the trigger, beckon the brain and heart of the enterprise out of existence!

He could not do it.

His philosophy, blunt and uncertain on many points of life, was in one respect absolute and true. He could not strike from behind or from the dark. There was no Indian in his nature to excuse such ways of fighting.

But he felt, at the sight of Dixon, a calm heat of anger rise that made him forget the river water and its cold hands.

He got up to his knees and went slowly on, still pausing to turn his head from time to time, until he reached a thick, solid wedge of shadow that extended behind one of the wagons.

When he came to this, he rose, and as he rose, he saw suddenly that a man was standing before him!

The breath was pressed from him by that sight. His mind spun about. It was as though a spirit had risen through and out of the solid ground.

How long had the man been there, lost in the shadow, calmly watching the progress of the spy, the secret enemy? Who was he that he dared to take that advance so calmly?

These questions rushed through the mind of the Kid in a broken portion of a second.

Whered you get the redeye that knocked you out, buddy? said the man. You know where you been? You been crawlin around, this side of the water, like a sick snake! Did Bolony Joe open up that keg of his for you, or dyou tap it for yourself? Old Champ will sure raise a riot if he finds out. You better not let him see you!

Youre a fool, snarled the Kid in apparent anger. I got a slip and fall down there on the edge of the water, and I got soaked, and turned my ankle. The ligaments are bout pulled out of place. Get out of the way, will you, and leave me be with your fool ideas!

Who are you? demanded the other, taking a step closer. Who are you to be orderin me around? Ill tel! you a thing or two, old son, if you was ten Champ Dixons rolled into one!

He came closer. The Kid was silent, but putting down his right foot on the ground, he made a slow, hobbling step, and groaned aloud.

The other was not moved. He had come much closer.

Yeah. You come out of the river, all right, said he, but I dunno that I recognize you. Whats your moniker, son? I dont seem to place your head and shoulders, sort of, among the boys. Whats your name?

Im the Kid, said he.

This name made the man jump back a good yard in surprise and in fear.

Then he began to laugh. He laughed with deep enjoyment. Yeah, youre the Kid, are you?

Im the Kid, said he truthfully.

I didnt know you, Larry, said the other. I wouldnt never of guessed you, except you begun kidding, like that. Its a funny thing the way night changes things. Your voice is changed too.

How could it help? said the Kid, and me doused in that ice water and pneumonia likely, coming on!

Here, said the other. Ill give you a hand back to your blankets. Whered you bed down? Over by the fire, or in one of the wagons?

Leave me be, said the Kid. I dont want any help. Keep out of my way, thats all. Theres too darn many boys and fools along on this trip to suit me. They got the place all cluttered up.

Aw — go to the dickens, said the other suddenly. Youve got your stomach soured and your head turned because some of the boys has been fool enough to laugh at some of your bum jokes. Im glad youve turned your ankle. I wish youd broke it, and your head along with it!

Im going to wring your neck, said the Kid, when I get fixed of this.

Yeah? demanded the other. Youre gonna wring my neck, are you? Why, you sucker, I could eat you in a salad and not know that you was there. You make me sick!

He turned on his heel with his final declaration and strode away.

He had used the strongest expression that the law allows. Swearing in its most violent forms is as common as dust on the Western range, but there is nothing in the entire, powerfu! range of the vocabulary which has the meaning of the heartfelt statement: You make me sick! It takes the heart out of the man addressed. It leaves him crumpled. It does not even lead to a fight, usually. And the victim feels that he has been criticized, not insulted.

You make me sick! said the puncher of the Dixon crowd, and then walked away.

But the Kid, behind him, felt none of the usual qualms following this speech. Instead, he could not help smiling. And that little touch of triumph warmed his blood as thoroughly as an hour beside a steaming fire.

He went on in the same hobbling gait until the other had disappeared among the shadows.

Then he stepped out freely and silently, and in another moment, found himself between the last wagon and a heap of stuff which had been in part unloaded from it.

Between the two objects he was comparatively safe.

And now that he was here, what was he to do?

He had not, in fact, the slightest idea. He had come down here with a vague purpose of making trouble for the Dixonites; and he had even a sort of dream-like consciousness of what that trouble might be.

In the first place, he might, however, work among the heaped pieces of freight and come close enough to the fire to overhear some of the talk. If he could learn the intimate plans of the enemy, that might give him a clue on which to build his plans. So he went forward among the coils of barbed wire, glimmering like silver where the highlights touched them. And there were boxes of provisions, a pile of extra saddles and other equipment. Through these he wriggled, until he had the groups around the fire under his eyes.


35. HIDING
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EIGHT MEN WERE in view. Of these, five were obscure heaps in their blankets, sleeping the sleep of the tired. Only one face could be seen. The man lay on his back, his mouth open. Now and then he snored and snorted in his sleep.

It was Peg Garret, well-known to the Kid, who recognized that face and remembered the villainy of the owner of it. It was as though he were suddenly put in touch with the evil of the entire crowd. Hand-picked for cruelty and hard hearts, beyond a doubt.

Two others sat with a blanket between them, rolling dice, muttering, throwing out and raking in money as they won and lost. For such a quiet game the stakes were high, which told the Kid that these rascals had had a fat advance payment for this work of theirs. To their right was Champ Dixon, with his profile toward the Kid. As for the two gamblers, they were Dolly Smith of gun-fighting fame, a little, blond, smooth-faced boy of nineteen with a reputation like dynamite; the other was the somber face of Canuck Joe, who had a passion for fighting when the lights were out. Bare hands were his favored weapons then, or a knife to fee! for the throat of another in the dark.

Just then, into the light of the fire stepped a beetle-browed youth who took out a red-and-yellow handkerchief and with it wiped his eyes. For the thin dust cast up by the milling cattle was constantly blowing in the air. Usually, it was hardly perceptible, but now and again a denser cloud would roll in, red- stained above the fire. One of those clouds was passing now, the newcomer snorted and grunted.

Damn dirty work, said he.

Whats doin, Jip? asked Dixon.

Aw, nothin much, said Jip, whose voice the Kid recognized as that of his recent companion in the shadow. The cows is still workin up and down the fences, but they aint gonna bust through. The boys is keepin them back, and the cows is gettin used to holdin off. They aint got no nerve, these here beeves. They got no more nerve than old man Milman and his crew. Theyre tender, thats what they are.

Yeah, said Dixon. Theyre tender. I seen five thousand head down on Chris Porters ranch in Arizona that would of beat in a stone wall with their heads if they wanted that bad to get at water. They aint got no brains, these cows. Theyre stall-fed, what you might say.

Yeah, theyre stall-fed, said the other. Darn the dust. Im gonna taste it for a month.

No, you wont, son. One shot of redeye will take the taste out of your mouth.

Tell Bolony Joe to open up and pass around a little of the hot stuff, will you, Champ?

Will I? I will not, said Dixon. I aint gonna have no bunch of drunks on my hands.

Jim made a cigarette.

Larry has gone and got himself a sprained ankle, said Jip.

Hold on! exclaimed Dixon. Howd the fool do that?

Aw, he just goes down and gives himself a tumble by the creek, thats all.

Did he sprain it bad? growled Dixon.

He cant walk, hardly. Thats how badly.

If he can walk at all, he can ride a lot.

Aw, maybe.

Where is he?

I dunno. I dont care. He makes me sick, observed Jip.

Whats the matter with you and Larry? Larrys all right, broke in little Dolly Smith.

Is he? You have him then. I dont want him, said Jip. Hes too blame sour. Somebodys gone and told Larry that hes funny.

He is funny, said Dolly. I always get a good big laugh out of Larry. The way he has of talking makes me laugh.

It dont make me none, replied Jip. He makes me sick. Thats all.

What for does he make you sick?

Hes so blame sour. I wanted to help him to his blankets. He cursed me. Thats what he done. Hes sour.

Give him some castor oil, Champ, advised Dolly. Hes very sick. Larry makes him sick.

Yeah? said Jip, raising his voice. You dont make me none too darn well, yourself, as far as that goes.

Is that so? said Dolly, jerking up his head like a bird on a branch that sees trouble ahead. Maybe Im gonna make you feel a lot unweller, before I get through.

You little sawed-off, pink-faced, pig-eyed runt, said Jip, thoroughly aroused. You come out here and Ill tell you something that your ma and pa would like to hear!

You set where you are, broke in Champ Dixon. Jip, you back up.

I aint gonna take none of his backwash, declared Jip.

Whos started all the fuss? asked Champ. You have. You come in here and break up the party. How old are you, kid?

I said that Larry was a bust, said Jip. I told him to his own face. You make me sick, I says to him. I told him off, is what I done.

If you said that, Larry would punch you in the eye, observed little Dolly Smith. You wouldnt never dare to say that to Larry. Hes got a wallop like a mule. I seen him once in a Phoenix barroom when a couple of elbows comes in to straighten out a fuss. They started something when they got to Larry. And he done all the finishing. You keep your hands off of Larry, kid, or youre gonna lose about ten years growth one of these days.

Thanks, said Jip. I tell you, Larry makes me sick. His idea of kidding, it makes me sick too. Who are you? says I, as he comes crawlin along. Im the Kidl says he.

Both Dolly and Canuck Joe put back their heads and laughed at this last remark.

He said he was the Kid, Dolly Smith said, chuckling. Thats pretty good, Canuck, aint it?

Thats kind of funny, said Canuck Joe, and laughed more loudly than before.

Shut up your faces, said one of the sleepers, wakening.

Yeah, pipe down, advised Champ Dixon. The boys has gotta get some sleep, dont they?

Ill tel! you the trouble with you Dolly— began Jip. Champ Dixon raised one finger.

Jip, you hear me? You back up.

Jip glowered at his leader.

But that raised forefinger and that quiet voice had a meaning that was very definite. He turned on his heel and retreated into the night, declaring over his shoulder, that he was sick of the whole business anyway.

Dolly Smith glared after him.

Jip is only a fool kid, said Dixon. Hes all right.

Is he? said Dolly coldly. Wheres his call to come around here with his back fur all standin, Id like to know? You hear that, Champ, he went on, when Jip asked Larry who he was: Im the Kid, says he. Thats pretty good, aint it?

Yeah, thats rich, Champ Dixon said, laughing. The Kid is gonna come a bust one of these days, he added darkly.

Sure hes gonna come a bust, remarked Dolly Smith. But I dont wanta try the bustin. Not till Ive got my full growth. Hes too hot for the kind of gloves that I wear.

Canuck Joe thoughtfully spread out his own great hands and examined them in the firelight as though they had a special and new meaning to him at that moment.

I dunno, said he, doubtfully.

You never seen him go, said Dolly Smith. I seen him go, though. Have you ever seen that sweetheart work, Champ?

Yeah, I seen him work, said Champ.

He loves it, dont he?

Yeah, he loves it, all right, said Champ.

Hes a ring-tai! little snake-eatin weasel, is what he is, said Dolly Smith fondly. I seen him work one evening in Carson City. The dust he raised, you couldnt see your way for a week, in that town. I wonder how Chip Graham is? I wonder what theyll do with Chip? he continued, altering his voice.

Shays gonna take care of that, said Champ Dixon curtly. There wont nothing happen to Chip. Shay aint that much a fool to let a good boy like Chip down. Hell stand by him.

He better, Ill tell a man. If anything happens to Chip, theres gonna be a bust, I tell you. Ill be right there at the busting, too. Too bad you couldnt get the Kid in on this here deal.

Well I tried to.

What did he say?

Ill tell you something, Dolly. The Kids gone and got a swelled head. Thats what hes gone and got.

Yeah?

You never seen no sign?

No, I never seen none.

Education, said Champ Dixon with a sigh. That was the spoilin of him. He figgers that hes different from the rest of us. Besides, the newspapers is always givin him space.

He aint no circus performer, though, said Dolly loyally. He wont throw in with nobody. Hes got a swelled head, insisted Champ Dixon.

Maybe hes got a swelled head, assented Dolly. I wonder what hes doin now?

And, turning his head, he looked straight back at the point where the Kid lay, listening!

Hes tryin to think out some way, said Champ Dixon. But he aint got a chance. There aint no way.

No, I guess there aint no way, replied Dolly. Hard nuts is his meat, though.

Yeah, hard nuts is his meat. But you tell me how hes gonna get inside of that wire, will you?

Yeah, hows he gonna do that? admitted Dolly. I seen him work, though. The dust he raises, you wouldnt hardly believe. Im gonna turn in, When do I go on watch?

Two hours more.

Whats gonna be the end of this job?

The Kids gonna have a bust, said Champ Dixon, clicking his teeth. Thats gonna be the end. And Milman is gonna eat out of our hands.

Well, said Dolly, Id as soon that it was finished. Its dirty business. Them cows—

And he rose and went toward a wagon and climbed into it over the doubletrees.


36. CHUCK
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THERE WAS NOTHING particularly gained by listening to this conversation, the Kid decided. He had learned that there was a certain amount of fundamental decency in Dolly Smith. He had learned that Champ Dixon kept his crew of barbarians controlled in the hollow of his hand. He had learned, finally, that he himself was looked upon as the single danger to the camp, and that danger they considered small.

The Kids gonna have a bust, Champ had declared with a prophetic solemnity and the words rang and re-echoed through the mind of the boy as he drew back again from the fire, working his way slowly among the boxes.

The cook came out from his kitchen tent carrying a bucket of steaming coffee, and the Kid paused in his retreat to watch the other put down the bucket where the heat of the fire would warm it. Then Bolony Joe — gaunt as a crow, and evil of face — took some wood from a great heap which towered a dozen feet into the air and freshened the fire.

You gents aint got the sense to keep up your own fire, said Bolony. Well, you can have cold coffee, then. Im gonna turn in. This is the worst job that I ever cooked for. Theys dust in everything. I hope you bust your teeth on the grit in that corn bread. Id rather cook in the inside of a sand storm. Im gonna turn in.

Take it easy, Bolony, will you? said Champ Dixon soothingly. That was a fine mulligan that you cooked for supper.

There wasnt enough tomatoes in it, said Bolony. You cant make no good mulligan without no tomatoes. I told you that we oughta have a lot more tomatoes. Didnt I tell you?

Yeah. You told me. I ordered em. It was the fool of a kid at the grocery store.

Well, you cant do no cookin with nothin to cook with, said Bolony. Thats all I gotta say.

You can, said Champ Dixon. Because you got brains, Bolony. I seen a lot of them fancy French chefs that had everything in the world and they couldnt cook one side of you, Bolony. Because you got brains You gotta have brains to be a cook.

Bolony cleared his throat and frowned to keep from betraying pleasure with a smile.

That baked ham was pretty tough at noon, he said.

That was the hest ham I ever put a tooth into, said Champ Dixon. I never seen no better cooked ham. All the boys said so. Look what they done to that ham, I mean!

Well, said Bolony, they dunno nothin about eatin. There aint any call for a cook on this outfit. An Injun would do for them. They dunno enough to know what theyre puttin in their faces. I got some dried apples, Champ. How about some apple pie for breakfast?

Bolony, I leave it to you. I never heard of a thing like apple pie out in camp. You sure got the ideas, Bolony.

Yeah, said Bolony. Soft-soap the cook. Thats the way it goes. A lotta soft soap to make the dog feel good. Im gonna turn in. Slong, Champ.

So long, Bolony.

The cook turned away, and Champ Dixon, for a moment, smiled faintly to himself. The Kid, in the farther darkness, was smiling also.

But then he turned seriously to whatever work he could find to do. The very appearance of Bolony Joe had put an idea in his mind. Cows die slowly on a Western range, with their water supply cut off. But hungry men go on strike far sooner. The appearance of Bolony Joe and the sight of the kitchen tent did the rest for the Kid. He started worming his way toward it at once.

When he passed the big woodpile, where the accumulated brush had been heaped, he was able to stand up and go more freely, for the shadow which it cast concealed him well enough.

So he came to the kitchen tent.

Outside of it was the well-built fireplace over which Bolony Joe gloomily performed his duties. The Kid gave a rather friendly glance at the dimly glimmering embers of that fire. Then he passed into the tent.

He was amazed by what he found within it.

Certainly Billy Shay and Dixon, in equipping this expedition, had not spared expense. They knew that high wages are the first requisite to keep men happy; and right after money comes food. There were rows of tins and heaps of boxed goods. There was a thin odor of hams and bacons, the rankness of onions; the peculiar, earthy smell of potatoes. A pang of hunger struck the Kid. It was so keen that he shook his head and smiled at himself.

From the last of the cooks fire, he gained enough light to see a good deal of the interior.

Yes, every provision had been made. There was even an oil stove, in case there should be some interruption of supply of wood for the fire. To feed the oil stove, there were two ponderous tins of kerosene. And the clutches of the Kid were instantly upon them.

He had unscrewed the top of the first and begun to pour its contents over the boxes, when a sharp rattling of rifle shots to the east of Hurry Creek halted him.

He went to the door of the tent to watch and listen.

It might be that Milman had gone around by the distant road to the far eastern side of the creek, and from that quarter, was about to deliver a suprise attack with a rush.

If that were the case. Heaven help him and his men. They never could deal with these practiced ruffians!

The whole camp was instantly in an uproar, as the shots resounded. But the uproar did not last long. There were only a few shouts to make sure that every man had turned out for the alarm. And then came the bustle of quick, sure preparation. These men knew their posts and went instantly toward them.

Bad fortune was reasonably sure to come to all who tried to rush that fortified camp with those repeating rifles in sure hands! The Kid, gritting his teeth and grinning in impatient anger, waited there at the door of the kitchen tent, and gripped the handles of his Colt.

If the attack really were pressed home, he would have to strike in order to help Milmans forces. He would have to strike, and then die like a rat in a trap.

A fine ending, indeed!

However, the rattling of the rifle shots suddenly ended, and then a voice was calling from the eastern fence of barbed wire.

Some one called for a lantern. There were shouts back and forth, but the Kid thought that these calls were signs of rejoicing, rather than of mere battle excitement.

The lantern was brought, on the run, setting the camp aswing with gigantic, grotesque shadows. Then back came the light, and a group of men with it. In the center of that group, the Kid saw a limping form — a tall, spare man.

It was Billy Shay!

Even from a distance the first hint of the long, white face was enough to make him guess the identity of the newcomer. He was being surrounded by rejoicing cohorts.

I couldnt get through with nothing, boys, said he. All I could bring you was myself, and I had a hard job of that. They shot my hoss from underneath me!

We got you, Billy, and thats good enough for us, said Boone Tucker. Wed rather have your long bead around here than ten extra men, if it comes to a show-down of any kind.

I wanted to be in here with you boys, said Billy Shay genially. I didnt want somebody else to be running into the danger for me. I wanted to be in the same pot and stew with the rest of you.

Yeah, said Tucker, Youre all right, Billy. None of the boys will ever forget this!

You got the right nerve, Billy.

There was a chorus of appreciation.

In fact, the Kid was astonished by the risks which the gambler must have taken in order to get there. It was not like Billy Shay to run unnecessary risks, though he was known as a savage fighter in a pinch.

How did you get through, Shay?

Why, I had a hard job. Theyre watching the gap on both sides of the creek as though it were a bank. Then there were the cows between the Milman riders and the fence. Those cows were kind of shifting around, though. Pretty soon there was a gap opened up through them and I made a dive for it straight for the fence. A couple of the Milman punchers seen me and opened up. They can shoot, too, that crew. Even by night. Starlight is good enough for those gents.

They nick you, Billy?

No, not me, I guess. But they nicked the hoss. I almost got to the fence when I felt him sag one step, and the next step he went down. The sagging, it gave me a hint of what was likely to come, and I was riding loose and light, ready for a tumble. I guess I went a hundred feet, when he flopped. But I come up, all right. I was just a little dizzy from the whang as I first hit the ground.

Youve got your coat about tore off.

Well, Im here, and thats the main thing.

Yeah, thats the main thing. Hows everything in Dry Creek?

Theyre still talkin about the Kid and what a fool he made of me, said Shay, with astonishing frankness. They dunno that the game aint ended.

Nope. It aint ended yet. Thats true, Billy!

When I heard that the Kid was out here with Milman, I decided that Id better come out myself and get into the business. See the Kid?

Yeah. He come down with Bud Trainor. We tried to catch the two of them, when they wouldnt join. But they got away, and they took off Chip Graham and the Silver King.

The heck they did!

The heck they didnt. The Kid flipped Chip with a long distance shot. I seen the shooting. You wouldntve believed!

The Kid, said Shay, is gonna come to the end of his rope and bust his neck, pretty quick. Is this here the cook tent?

Yeah. You want some chow?

Is Bolony around?

Hes turned in, and the shootin didnt turn him out.

Yeah, hes ornery. But Ill get along without chuck. Ill just take a look inside of the tent, though, and see how things look.


37. ONE MATCH
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THE KID, WHEN he heard this, looked desperately around the little tent, but he could think of nothing that would enable him to hide himself. He could only lie down on his face beside the row of boxes to the left of the entrance to the tent.

There he waited, gun in hand. If Shay looked down at him, it would be Shays last look in this world, to be sure, but it would also be almost the last moment in the life of the Kid.

Then, though there was no sound, he felt, like a mental shadow, that some one had leaned into the tent.

Why, there looks to be a lot of stuff in here, said Billy Shay. Hand me a light, somebody.

Wheres that lantern? said another. Hey, Sam, bring the lantern back here, will you?

Does he feed you well? asked Shay.

Sure. There aint a better camp cook than Bolony Joe. Outside of his disposition, I mean, but cooks cant help bein that way.

The light of the lantern flickered closer to the entrance of the tent.

Well, said Shay, if you boys are being treated right in the grub line, I wont bother to look over Joes stores. He most generally has the right kind of a layout.

The figure withdrew from the tent entrance, and the crowd moved off toward the camp fire again.

And the Kid waited for the thundering of his heart to quiet again.

At last, he resumed his work, methodically, where he had left off. The stores inside that tent were thoroughly drenched with kerosene, and still only one can was used.

The next can, he opened, and carrying it around the side of the tent, he laid it on its side. At once the slim, silver tide flowed out, with a soft gurgling, in the direction of the big woodpile. On the other side of this, again, the fire had been built high, and the flames were wagging their heads wildly above the pile, above the wagon tops, so that an uncertain light began to flicker all over the near vicinity.

The Kid, when he saw that the oil was actually flowing on under the pile of wood, went back to the cooking tent and cast a fina! glance around him.

Between him and the eastern fence the horses were grazing, hobbled. They were in a close group, and the Kid, looking them over, could guess their quality by the length of their legs, if in no other way. They had not the roached backs and the stubby underpinnings of the usual mustang. No, such men as these whom Shay and Dixon had gathered were more likely to be mounted upon hot-blooded horses of price.

And a new thought came to him, wilder and more impracticable than the one which already had entered his mind. But suddenly he thought of all these men reduced to their own feet for Iocomotion. They would be like fish out of water — a hungry crew without means of attack or of retreat!

Like all men who rode through that country and sometimes wished to take short cuts across the open, he carried wire cutters with him. He went with them now straight to the nearest section of the fence. The guards who walked up and down, on that side, were not in motion just now. They were bunched, instead, at the place closest to the camp fire, so that they could overlook the celebration which, in a mild way, followed the arrival of Billy Shay.

So the Kid cut the wires. It was a thing that had to be done with care. For the wires were stretched tight, and were sure to spring back with a twang as loud as a bowstring if they were severed carelessly. Therefore the Kid first balled a handkerchief inside his hand and with this as a defense, gripped the top wire and gave it a strong pull. Then he used the pliers, cautiously, and made the snipping sound as faint as possible. The loosened wire, jumping hard against the pull of his arm, he held securely, and then coiled it back at the foot of the left-hand post. The second and third he severed in the same manner.

And here was the gap in the inside line of the Dixon fortifications!

Before it the cows wandered, their eyes lighted by the tossing and falling flames from the fire. They went slowly, hopelessly. Not far away he saw a group of several lying down, their heads dropped low. They might be dead, for al! he knew. Surging against this obstacle, stumbling and sometimes falling upon the prostrate forms, the main currents of the thirst-tormented beasts were moving.

He noted this and then, with a glance to the left, saw that two of the guards had resumed their beat and were coming rapidly toward him. The Kid melted back among the grazing horses.

He ground his teeth at the thought that there would not be time for the last maneuver which he had conceived. If only those guards had kept near the fire for a few more minutes.

But they came on, talking to one another. They reached the gap which he had cut in the fence — and they walked straight past it!

They, as well as the cows, seemed to take it for granted that nothing could be wrong with this fence, so lately strung! And the Kid fell instantly to work.

His knife was in his hand, and moving among the horses, he made that sound, half-humming and half-hissing, which seems to attract the attention and soothe the nerves of horses more than any other noise in the world. With one hand extended to touch them gently on hip, on neck, and on shoulder; the other hand bearing the knife went down, and one touch was enough, for the blade was as sharp as a razor edge. One by one, he carefully parted those bonds, until, at last, there was a free band of horses.

And now he was ready for the last work; the last touch. If he succeeded, it would be a feat which even the wild West would not soon forget, and it would wreck the proud hopes of high robbery which were now filling the brains of Dixon and Shay.

He went hastily back to the cooking tent. He did not stay there long, for he was in great haste. He must act before the horses had begun to scatter and attract attention. He merely scratched a match and tossed it, flaming into the interior of the cook tent.

An explosion followed, a muffled sound like the clapping together of two enormous pillows.

The tent lifted half a dozen feet, ripping away from its fastening ropes, as a puff of bluish flame accompanied the explosion.

This flame died down to a fierce weltering, which ran along the ground and instantly, reaching the spot where the oil had run under the big woodpile, converted that heap into a tower of shooting fire.

All of this happened in the first second. The Kid observed it on the run, for he had headed straight back toward the nearest flank of the horses.

They, astounded by the first explosion and the shooting fireworks, hesitated an instant in a blind terror before they fled. And still they were not under way when the Kid, like a panther, leaped upon the nearest back.

The firmness of the barrel under the grip of his knees, and the length of the animals neck told him instantly that he had made a wise selection. He whirled his hands above his head and gave an Indian yell. To the eyes of the horses, it was as though a second explosion had occurred in their very midst and had dropped a man on the back of the tall gray gelding. And this, in turn, plunged forward, and reared against the body of the animal which blocked its flight.

And, to spur them forward, from the men at the camp fire, amazed by this sudden disturbance, there went up first a wild shrieking of fear and bewilderment, and then a howling of rage.

That uproar frightened the half-maddened horses still more. And those nearest to the fence at this moment found the gap which the Kid had cut. And through it they went like wildfire!

They found their own free way through the herd of cattle like hawks through a flock of crows.

The thing was done. Dixon and Shay and all their men, without a single horse to back, without food of any kind, without even oil or wood for a fire, now had the tables turned upon them and were held in the hollow of Milmans hand.

So the Kid saw it, and so it seemed to be. And still, as he waved his arms to steer the horses in front of him through the gap, he shrieked and yelled like an Indian on the warpath.

Rifles began to click and he heard the waspish sound of bullets kissing the air, but it seemed to him that the game was as good as over when, as if out of the bowels of the earth, the form of a cow heaved up before him.

The gray gelding, right gallantly, gathered and strove to clear the obstacle.

Had the warning been one hundredth part of a second sooner, he would have succeeded, but as it was, his forelegs touched the back of the steer. The gelding spun in a frightfully sudden somersault, and the face of the solid earth leaped up and struck the Kid so that he was senseless.


38. THE VERDICT
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WHEN HIS SENSES came back to him, he felt warmth in his face, and then a dazzle in his eyes. There was a dull roaring, and through the roaring a voice was saying Hes comin round.

Aye, said another, a little thing like havin a hoss fall on him and two or three thousand cows walk over him, that wouldnt bother the Kid, much. Just sort of rock him to sleep.

The Kid wakened utterly, and sat up at the same time.

He found that his hands were lashed together and his feet similarly secured, and he was sitting in the light of a towering mass of flames that seemed to split the dark of the heavens asunder. Every star was put out by this radiance.

It was the total supply of fuel for the Dixon camp. The incendiarism of the Kid had been even far more successful than he had expected to make it, for two of the wagons were rolling in sheets of fire and a third, badly damaged, had been partially salvaged by rolling it down the slope and into the shoal waters of Hurry Creek.

As for the wood, it could not be saved, for the oil, running out quickly on all sides of the pile, made a no-mans land that weltered with fire and on which men dared not step.

The Kid, wakening, saw these things, and one besides — this was the face of Billy Shay, white as the belly of a fish, with the little eyes glittering and fixed. They were not fixed upon the destruction around, but straight on the Kid himself.

It was a nightmare effect from which the Kid looked hastily away. He saw that the rest of the crowd stood around in attitudes of helpless surrender. There was only one figure in motion, and that was the lean form of Bolony Joe, striding up and down near the spot where the cook tent had stood, once so filled with camp necessitites and camp luxuries; now a charred and steaming mass of wreckage.

Certainly the blow had fallen with full weight, and the end had come suddenly to the hopes of Shay and Dixon and their crew.

Shay came suddenly to the Kid and stood before him. Youve won, Kid, and Ive lost, said he, and Ive won, and youve lost!

The Kid said nothing. There was simply nothing to say. Dixon came up also, smiling. But there was something tigerish behind that smile of his.

How did you manage to do it, Kid? he asked.

Oh, I just came down the canyon, said the Kid. Thats how I got inside the lines. If thats what you wonder about.

You came down the canyon? exclaimed Canuck Joe. Nobody could come down that there canyon. The waterd kill a whole tribe of tigers in no time, inside the mouth of the canyon, and there aint any way along the walls of it.

There is a way, though, said the Kid. I found it. Mostly climbing with my hands.

Canuck sharply turned his hack.

He climbed along that wall with his hands! said he.

And then he made a hopeless gesture of surrender with shoulders and arms.

Then what did you do? asked Dixon.

I had a little chat with Jip. He found me crawling along from the edge of the water and when I stood up, he mistook me for Larry.

Jip himself, his face suffused, his eyes brilliant, thrust out an accusing arm.

It was you! It was the Kid! he shouted. Well, cuss me white and black!

Then you fixed things? said Shay.

Then I fixed the things in the cook tent. I was lying down in there taking a little rest when you suddenly peeked in, Billy.

The face of Shay contorted in the uttermost hatred. But he smoothed out his expression almost at once.

Youre a bright boy, Kid, said he. You shine pretty nigh enough to light your own way through the dark.

Thanks, said the Kid.

After this, a little silence fell.

The men had gathered around the captive, and they stared at him as at an inhabitant of another world. They measured him with their eyes, and they shook their heads at one another.

The Kid, for his part, looked away from them and across the waters of Hurry Creek. They were brightly lighted by the leaping flames from the woodpile, and the same illumination glittered on the eyes of the cattle massed beyond the fences. Stil! at those fences, guards went up and down. Beyond the masses of the cows, the Kid saw, or thought he could see, dim shapes wandering along the hills. It might not be his imagination, but actually the forms of the men of the Milman ranch.

Shay raised a hand, suddenly.

Now, boys, said he, were gonna have some voting on this here. Were gonna find out what well do.

Why, said another, I suppose that well stay right on here and have cold water for breakfast and cold water for lunch and cold water for supper. We can smoke cold water, too. Yeah, that looks like the right thing for us to do.

This was Three-finger Murphy, a sour and evil-looking man. Shay turned on him in a quiet fury.

You talk like a fool! said he. Are there any men here in this bunch?

Pick your words a little finer when you wanta talk to me, said Murphy. I aint here to soak up any of your back talk, old son!

Soak up some of mine, then, will you? asked Dixon. Or dyou think that your ugly mug is popular around here with me?

Gonna gang me, are you? asked Murphy, almost good-naturedly. Well, boys, Ill take you, one at a time.

You are a fool, Three-finger, said another voice. Shut up and lets talk sense. Of course, we aint gonna stay on here.

If we move, we move at a walk, said Jip. What I wanta know is, do I get salvage for that gray gelding that the Kid rode to death, out there?

I paid eight hundred bucks for that bay mare of mine, broke in Peg Garret. If that means something to you, tell me when I get paid off for that?

If some of you, said Billy Shay, had had your eyes open and the wool out of your ears, youdve seen the Kid walkin up into the camp, dripping water as he come. Jip did see him, and played the blockhead. I never told any of you that Id guarantee the hosses that you was riding.

The Kid bowed his head and smiled a little.

The trouble which had started in that camp was likely, it appeared to burn even longer than the pile of wood.

Im talkin about the Kid, first, said Shay. Whatre we to do with him?

Turn him loose, said the voice of young Dolly Smith suddenly. Turn the Kid loose.

All heads turned suddenly toward the speaker, and Dolly was seen to he highly excited, and flushed of face.

Ill tell you what, said Dolly, there aint anybody thats done what hes done tonight. Hes all off by himself. The rest aint nowheres. I say, turn the Kid loose. Hes raised hell with us, but hedve got clean away, if he hadnt had a touch of bad luck. I seen the cow that started up and tripped the gray gelding for him. Aside from that, wed all be out of luck.

Is there anybody, said Shay, who feels about it the way that Dolly Smith does?

The voice of Three-finger Murphy unexpectedly said: I feel that way about it. The Kid aint no friend of mine, as you all of you know, if you know anything. But a gent with the nerve and the brains that hes got, had oughta have a chance to try his luck again. I say, turn the Kid loose.

The Kid, frankly astonished, turned a more or less bewildered eye upon the last speaker.

Three-finger, said he, youre all right, Right here I take back what I said about you and Buck Stacey.

It was Buck that put the light out, explained Three-finger. I believe you, said the Kid.

And Three-finger smiled with profound pleasure.

All right, went on Shay, very calm, now. Theres two that vote for turning the Kid loose. What do the rest of you say? This question met with a deadly silence.

Suddenly Peg Garret exclaimed: You boys think that you know something about the Kid. Well, I know something, too, and what I know is that hes one that never forgets. Hes agin us now, and hell always be agin us. Theys gonna be a time, if he gets loose, when hell pick up some of us by ones and twos, and them that he picks up aint gonna get home none too quick, and they aint gonna feel none too good on the way.

Peg is agin turnin him loose, said Shay. Who else?

A big man, gray before his time, with a battered, evil face, exclaimed in his deep voice: Im agin turnin of him loose.

Hollis, he says that hes agin it, too, said Shay, nodding. Who else? You see that Im givin you your fair chance, Kid?

Yeah, I knew beforehand just what sort of a chance I would have, said the Kid.

His voice was not bitter, and his manner was simply that of a man who is mildly interested, mildly curious in the procedure that went on all around him.

Then three or four more said hastily that they thought it was folly to turn the Kid loose. He had proved himself their enemy. Gratuitously, he had taken the part of the rancher against them, though they were really his kind. He had gone out of his way to injure them, and he had taken a desperate chance, this evening, to ruin all their work. He had succeeded, but he ought to pay a penalty.

That appeared to be the consensus of opinion.

All right, said Shay, with a wicked glint of pleasure in his eye, as he glanced toward the Kid. And whatll we do with him now that we have him?

Aw, said Peg Garret, you better put him in a glass case and show him around the towns, at a quarter a look. Peoplell be glad to see a killer like him, and theyll pay dead easy for the chance.

Young Jip, his lips sneering and his eyes hard, broke in: He busted the neck of my gelding. Id like to see his own neck busted. Hes asked for trouble. Hes got trouble, And if I was you, Id certainly hang him!

Dolly Smith broke out: I wont stand for it. Hes a better man than you ever were, Jip, you curl Id—

Why, dang you— began Jip, reaching for a gun.

The hand of Dixon, however, already was filled with a weapon.

The first sign I see of a gun play, said he, Im gonna turn loose on both of the fools that start anything You hear me, boys? Now, lets have some sense talked, here. Jip says to hang him. Who else votes the same way?

I do, said Garret.

And me! said Dixon.

And me, said Shay.

Then, in a chorus, came in several of the others.

Otherwise, said Shay, well never have him off our trails. Kid, Id almost like to ask you if you didnt swear that youd get me, one day?

I swore it, said the Kid, and I sent you word that I was coming.

Youd likely be breaking your oath, now? demanded Shay, with his white- faced sneer of malice.

I never broke my word in my life, said the Kid, without emotion. If I live though this, Im going to get you, Shay, as surely as you got my old partner!

You see what he is! exclaimed Shay. Now, boys, whats the answer?

Shoot him, said Dixon. Hes been a brave man. He deserves something better than hanging.

Id drown him, said Shay, with horrible malice. Id drown him like a blind puppy, if I had my way, but Ill do what the crowd says. Shooting it is. Some of you stand him up.

Oh, I can stand, all right, said the Kid, rising to his feet.

Stand back, all of you, said Shay. I aint gonna ask any of you to take this job and dirty your hands by the shootin of a helpless man. But since its gotta be done, Ill manage to do it myself.

Youre a fine, public-spirited fellow, Billy, said the Kid. And, throwing back his head, he smiled straight at the gun which was being lifted in the hand of the gambler.


39. DAVEY RIDES
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WHEN MILMAN LEFT his ranch house on the dead gallop, the horse straining and struggling forward under the spur, there was very little care in his heart except to finish the miserable business of life at once. But when he came in the darkness to the rim of the hills which overlooked Hurry Creek, he had a sudden change of heart.

Here was his fathers work and his own, represented by those milling thousands of cattle. The stinging dust which rose unseen from the hollow to his nostrils was to him as bitter as poison, and as he stared at this dim picture beneath him, and the red streak of the camp fire across the face of the river, there was another fierce desire in him, coming before that of death.

He would die, and gladly, but first he must do his best to solve this situation; cut this Gordian knot.

One of the punchers who drifted up and down the hills, on guard, challenged him, and instantly recognized the voice of the rancher.

He had news that was news indeed!

Bud Trainor had seen him and reported that the Kid, single-handed, had descended by a rope into the upper ravine of Hurry Creek, in the hope of reaching the camp of the enemy.

The mind of Milman whirled in infinite confusion.

This youth whom he dreaded, this same youngster who in a day had ruined Milman in the eyes of his family, this was the same who now ventured his neck most desperately to defeat the Shay-Dixon crew and rescue the water-starved cattle in the hollow!

Milman strove to fit the two halves of this idea together, but it was a puzzle beyond his ability.

He went down Hurry Canyon? said Milman. But I tell you, theres no way for a man to get down Hurry Canyon!

Thats what I said. Thats what Bud Trainor thinks, too, but he wont let himself be honest. He says that the Kid has got to live. It aint possible for him to die.

The puncher chuckled.

From some of the things that Ive heard about him, said he, I reckon that theres a little truth in that!

The walls are as slick as the walls of a house! exclaimed the rancher. And theyre wet with the spray of the creek. How could anybody be crazy enough to tackle such a job?

I dunno, said the other. It aint my style of a job, I know. I can ride any rope and brand. I cant be a fly and walk on a wall, though, or a ceiling. But the Kid aint like the rest of us, chief.

No, said the rancher solemnly. Hes not like the rest of us. Hes different flesh, and has a different brain and soul, I think, as well. What else did Trainor say?

Not much. Trainor is half out of his wits. Hes pretty fond of the Kid, I reckon.

Will you tell me, if you can, how any man could be fond of a striped tiger of a man like that boy, the Kid? asked Milman, the words breaking from him.

Why, I dunno, answered the puncher. But Ive heard that the Kids word is better than another mans bond; that he never took an advantage; and that he sticks by a bunky to the end of time. Theys a lot of men inside the law that you couldnt say that much about!

True! exclaimed Milman. There are a lot of men inside the law who cant claim such qualities. What else did Trainor say? Did the Kid have a plan of any sort?

He had a plan, said the other, but he wouldnt tell Bud. I think he told Bud that if he got to work in the Dixon camp, thered be a signal that we all could see. Trainor has gone around to the other side of the hollow, sos to be near to the scene if it comes to a fight.

Im going to the same place, answered Milman, and straightway cantered off toward the south, to find the main road that bridged the lower canyon of Hurry Creek.

He rode steadily, and he rode hard, the good horse stretching out gallantly beneath the weight of its master. And so the road rang under the iron hoofs, the bridge thundered underneath, and the rancher, over the rail, got one glimpse of the dark and roaring hollow of the canyon.

He thought of a man working with hand and foot through the spray and the darkness of such an inferno. And for what? For the cattle owned by another man!

Bewilderment again surged in a wave over the brain of Mil-man.

At the first gate, he turned in from the road, and headed across the bills until he came out on the verge of them, after making the long detour. From that verge, as he drew the horse down to a milder gait, he could see the camp fire in the hollow, and the dust from the moving cattle blew again to his nostrils.

A moment later, he saw a swift shadow speed across the lowland, and a crackling of the rifle shots welled up to him, sounding wonderfully faint and far away, almost like bells of an unseen village.

He hurried on again, his heart in his throat. It seemed to him that the final fight might be about to commence, and he doubted the end of it. He had good men — men who could shoot straight enough at a deer, but men are not deer, and the best of game hunters may make the worst of soldiers.

Sweeping down to the lower plain, he found, beyond the outskirts of the massed cattle, several of his riders, and Bud Trainor among them.

They reported that a rider had come in from the outside and slipping through a gap among the cattle, had safely reached the lines of the Dixon camp, in spite of their shooting. Who the stranger was, they could not guess, unless he were simply a hired gunman sent up from Dry Creek by Shay, perhaps bearing a message of some importance to the camp to maintain the spirit of the defenders of those two lines of barbed-wire fences that controlled the priceless waters of Hurry Creek.

Bud Trainor, in the midst of this explanation, began to argue with another rider, a very small figure of a man, as it seemed to Milman, and mounted on a mere pony of a mustang.

You get the dickens out of here and go home! commanded Bud. Whatcha doin away up here, anyway? Get out of here and go back, as fast as you kin!

You cant chase me out of here, said the piping voice of a child. You aint got a chance to chase me out of here! Not all the way back home. I heard that the Kid was up here and thats why I come, because him and me is partners!

Who is it? asked Milman.

Its a fool kid cousin of mine, declared Bud Trainor. This kid Davey is always up to his neck in trouble. And here he is agin. He couldnt fill one leg of a pair of trousers, but he thinks that hes a man. I never see such a young fool!

Milman, in spite of his manifold troubles, began to laugh a little.

Youd better cut back to the road, young fellow, said he, and then follow it up to my ranch house. Youll be welcome there, and you can turn into a good bed. My wife and daughter wil! take care of you. But tell me one thing. What makes you a partner of the Kid?

He asked with the keenest curiosity. Once before, on this night, he had heard a testimonial to the many qualities of the Kid. Here was a boy, finally, to add his word.

Why, I dunno, said Davey, after an instant of thought, but him and me, we just sort of hit it off, together!

The punchers laughed uproariously.

All right, said Davey fiercely, you laugh, but Id be in at the death to help the Kid when a whole lot of you would be scratchin your noses and holdin back!

They laughed again, but not quite so loudly.

Now, you get out of here. Theys likely to be trouble, and bad trouble! said Bud Trainor.

But, before he could speak another word, a thing happened which took the attention of every one quite away from Davey Trainor and his odd affairs.

For, from the center of the heaped shadows of the Dixon camp, a column of bluish flame shot up, and then the whole mass of the big woodpile put up an arm of towering fire that clutched at the very sky.

What in the name of thunder is happenin there? asked one puncher.

Its an explosion, guessed Milman. Some of their gunpowder has caught fire—

Its an explosion, all right! shouted Bud Trainor. And its the Kid thats exploded it. Its his signal. It means that hes at work! Heaven bless him, there aint another man like him in the world. Hes gone and done it agin! Hes gone and done it, dyou hear? Hes in there raisin the devil with the whole crowd of them!

Here there arose a prolonged rattling gunfire from within the camp, or from that direction, the sounds coming back from the hill faces like hollow hands clapping violently together. An odd time and an odd scene for applause!

Then, through the mass of the cattle, which divided a little to this side and that before the charge, streamed thirty or forty swiftly galloping horses, with no visible riders on their backs. Many of these took a noble header over some cow which could not get from the path, but, rising again, the band streamed on up the bottom of the hollow, cleaving a way as they went, like a flying wedge.

Its the Kid! Its the Kid! screamed little Davey Trainor.

All the punchers in the Milman service on that side of the hollow were riding, now, toward the point at which the frightened horses were issuing from among the cattle masses.

But Davey was there the first of all, and bending low, so that he could examine the silhouettes of the animals one by one, more closely, he strained his eyes to make out the form of a rider on one of them.

There was nothing to be seen. There was no rider, however flattened on the back or, Indian fashion, along the side of one of those racing horses, that could have escaped the glance of the sharp-eyed boy.

In the meantime, the inferno of flame continued to whirl upwards into the air from the camp of Dixon, throwing out long arms which vanished almost as quickly as they appeared.

Its the Kids work, said Milman suddenly. No other man could have done so much, and the fire and the escape of the horses cannot both be accidents!

But wheres the Kid now? demanded Bud, excited. He ought tove been on the back of one of those horses. And wheres Davey? Davey, you little fool, where are you?

But Davey was gone!


40. FOR THE SAKE OF COWS
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HE HAD GONE off, perhaps, to the top of one of the nearer hills in order to get another view of the camp fire and to strain his eyes toward the figures which were near it. For, from that distance, they could see forms indistinctly, moving about in the yellow red of the firelight.

Those who waited in that excited group had something else to think of, a moment later, for a rider came up to them at wild speed, and young Georgia Milmans voice called out frantically to know if her father was there.

Aye, said Milman, after a moment of hisitation. Im here, Georgia. What brought you out?

He rode out to meet her, and she, wheeling her horse, went with him a sufficient distance to cover the sound of their voices from the ears of the others.

What is it, Georgia? he asked her.

She was half weeping with relief at finding him.

Ive come like mad all the way from the house, she said. I saw Tex Marshall on the other side of Hurry Creek and he said that youd come around here. Father, Ive come out to tell you that Mother and I dont care whats happened in the past. We dont care. Youre ours.

He reached for her through the starlight and found her hand in his with a strong grip, worthy of a man.

Your mother, too, Georgia? he asked her.

Yes, Mother, too. Of course!

Shes always known that there was something wrong, said Milman. But — I can only thank God and the two of you. Georgia, some day Ill be able to tell you a story that will be hard to believe. So hard that I couldnt try to tell it today, when you taxed me.

I believe it already, she told him loyally. Oh, Dad, its the three of us against the world. Dyou think Mother or I could fail you now, when the bottom is falling out of everything?

Something like a groan welled up in the throat of Milman. He crushed Georgias hand and then let it fall.

Im going to talk it all out to the two of you, said he. But not now. Theres something else to think about now. You saw the explosion?

Where?

In the hollow there in Dixons camp.

Explosion?

Doesnt that camp fire look big to you?

Yes it does. What happened?

Thats what we dont know. We only know that the Kid left Bud Trainor and lowered himself by Trainors lariat into the gorge of the upper creek. He was trying to get to the camp of Dixon, inside the fence lines where theyve been keeping watch. We dont know, but we suspect that the Kid may have caused the explosion that we saw in the camp — and the woodpile caught fire from it. Then there was a stampede of the horses from the same direction. They broke out through the herds. We dont know what to make of it—

And the Kid didnt come out with the horses? asked the girl.

No.

Then hes back there in the camp!

Weve no proof at all that he ever reached the camp. It seems humanly impossible that he could have got down the wall of the ravine and—

She cried out, choking away the sound miserably at the end. And that cry stabbed her father with a quick and frantic pain.

You care a frightful lot about him, Georgia? said he.

Aye, said she. A frightful lot!

Hes tried this crazy thing for your sake, Georgia?

For me? For me? said the girl, agony in her voice. No, no! Dont you see that what he means to do is to smash you as he smashed the other four? How could he try to do anything for my sake, then? Its not for me. Its the misery of the poor dumb cows thats making him try to do what no man can win through to!

I dont know what to make of him, declared the father. There never was another man like him. Who else in the world would try such a thing — for the sake of dumb beasts?

There are no other men like him, she said. But what will become of him and all of us, I dont know. I dont dare to guess. But hes down there in that camp, Ill swear.

What makes you so sure?

Because he couldnt fail. Theres no failure in him. He could die. I know that. But it will take men to kill him. Itll certainly take men to kill him!

They went back to the rest of the watchers and all stared anxiously down toward the fire. It no longer threw up flames so brilliantly. The strength of the burning had rotted away the woodpile and allowed it to spill out on the side. A strong glow, constantly reddening, was thrown up from this mass, but the light was much less clear and far-reaching.

Who has a strong pair of glasses? asked Milman.

I have a pair, said a puncher, but they really aint any good for night work.

Then a rider came up to them, sweeping from the hollow at a gallop, in spite of the slope.

And, as he came in, the shrill, piping voice of Davey Trainor cried out: Hes in there! Hes in there! I seen him!

They swarmed suddenly around the boy. Here was excitement. The passion that was in him seemed to illumine his face far more than the starlight.

What did you see, Davey? Whereve you been?

I wanted to go look. I couldnt stay out here with the rest of you just millin around and doin nothing. I went and had a look. You can get through the cows. The worst ones is out on this side. The ones inside is pretty nigh dead with the thirst. I got through, anyway. I got through, and I seen him!

Who, who? Davey, who dyou mean?

Who do I mean? I mean him that started the fire, and that busted the fence, and that burned up their chuck and that burned up their wagons and their wood supply, sos theyre as bare as my hand of everything that folks would need. The Kid — the Kid, of course! There aint anybody else that could do such things, is there?

Hes there! cried Bud Trainor. I mightve knowed that it was him. I did know it. I felt the ache of it in my bones! Tears began to stream down the face of Georgia.

She pressed her hands against her eyes, but the tears pressed through and her hands were wet.

It was the end, she felt. Yet she controlled the throes of her sobbing. Dimly, she heard the voices of the men.

Whos gonna do something? demanded the voice of Davey Trainor, sharp and biting as the noise of a cricket on a hearth. Whos gonna get started and do something for the Kid? He wouldnt leave a partner down there with them crooks! He wouldnt just sit around and look and talk. Hed be down there sure raisin hell for the sake of his bunky! Whos gonna start something up here, for him? Ill make one!

This fierce and piping voice silenced them, for a moment.

There are twenty men down there, said one of the punchers, sullenly. Id take a chance for the Kid. But not no chance like that. It aint a lot of wooly lambs that are down there with Dixon.

Milman took charge of the cross-questioning of the lad. Tell me, Davey, just what you saw?

Ill tell you, said Davey. When I got through the cows, I come to a place where I seen that there was three or four gents workin to patch up a gap that had been broke through the wire fencing. They was cussing a good deal.

I worked along, keepin on the edge of the darkness, which wasnt none too hard, because the light of that fires so bright that all of them that are near it are sort of blinded, I reckon. Fifty feet from the fire, its like they was lookin at black windows. They couldnt see out no farther. Anyway, I worked down the line.

That camp is sure a wreck. The cook tent is just a black mess, thats all. Everything is gone, includin their hosses. All that they got on their hands, its a pile of saddles and such.

But the Kid, the Kid! exclaimed Milman impatiently.

Yeah, and Im coming to that. I got up the line, closer to the fire, and there I seen a lot of the men standin around, and whisperin, and shakin their heads at each other. Youd think that they was standin around and lookin at the devil or a ten-foot rattler. But it was the Kid. He was stretched out, there. They had his hands and his feet tied. I gathered from what I heard them say that hed ve got clean away on the back of one of the hosses, if it wasnt that the one he was ridin bareback had had a tumble and broke its own neck, and dropped the Kid. He was senseless, but while I was there, he woke up, and sat up. Jiminy, before that, I pretty nigh thought that he was dead!

What else? asked Milman. What else did you see?

Dyou think Id wait there? demanded the youngster. Dyou think that Id wait there till they murdered him?

Murdered him? cried out Georgia Milman suddenly, and her voice rang sharp and thin in the air, almost like the excited yipping of Davey himself.

Sure theyll murder him, said Davey, unless we do something about it. Surely theyll murder him. Dyou think that that bunch of yeggs would ever let the Kid loose to go wanderin around and pickin em off? Why, it would be pretty jolly for the Kid, wouldnt it, to have that many gents to trace down and bump off? It would keep him happy pretty night all the rest of his life, wouldnt it?

I suppose that it would, said one of the punchers. What can we do?

Ride down, ride down! said Davey desperately. Ride down and make a try. Theys five of you here. Youre something. You can make a try for him. You can sure make a try to help him. You wouldnt be letting the Kid get bumped off, Buck, would you? You wouldnt let the Kid go like that, Charlie? I know you wouldnt. Mr. Milman, you say something to em!

Theres nothing for me to say, said Milman, after a moment of quiet. I know that Im going down to do what I can!

There are twenty of them, father! cried Georgia. What could you do? Its a lost cause. Youre only throwing yourself away!

But her heart leaped in her throat, and she knew the answer almost before she heard it.

It may be a lost cause, said Milman, but its my cause. And if the Kid is brave enough to die for us, well have to die for him. Georgia, so long for a little while!

He rode off.

Im number two in this party! said Bud Trainor, and instantly his horse was beside that of the rancher.


41. TWO AGAINST TWENTY
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BUT THE OTHER three cow-punchers did not move to join the two. Two against twenty! Aye, or even five against twenty, considering who the twenty were, seemed sickening odds. Besides, these were not gunmen or professional fighters. They had been hired to ride range, not to shoot it out with such as the Dixon crowd. They milled about a little, uneasily, until one of them said: I got a wife and two kids that live on what I make. I reckon that I aint afraid to be ashamed:

The other two said nothing, but they seemed willing to allow the others speech to stand as a lead for them.

Little Davey Trainor suddenly cried out:

You aint punchers! You aint Westerners! Youre a bunch of yaller- livered, no-good skunks! Im gonna tell every man on the range about you! I know your names, and I wont forget em. The Kids down there doin your work. The Kids gonna die for what you shouldve died for—

He looked about him, and suddenly he saw that the girl had ridden off into the dark of the night.

Instantly he pulled his own mustang about and was beside her.

Whatcha gonna do? Where you headin? asked the boy.

Go back, Davey, said she. Never mind where Im going.

Youre gonna go in there! exclaimed Davey. You figger on follerin your daddy.

It doesnt matter what I figure on. This is no place for you, Davey! Go back, and try to talk those three punchers into coming along.

They cant be talked into nothin! They wouldnt budge. You couldnt pray em into budgin. Dog-gone it, though, you cant go in there! Dyou think that those thugsll be able to see that you aint a man? Dyou think that theyd care, much, even if they knew? Theyll shoot at everything that budges, after a while!

Davey, said the girl, I know that you mean well, but dont try to persuade me any more. Theres no use. Im going to ride in there. Nothing can stop me. Go back and try to find some of the other men. We have something besides cowards on our ranch!

Ride back for em yourself, said Davey. You aint a man, and I am. Im gonna go in there and see what happens!

Davey! Davey! she cried at him. You silly child — you great, silly baby, what can you do?

Ive got a gun, and I can use a gun, declared Davey. Thats what I can do. Is that enough?

And then, as they entered the outer fringe of the cattle, there was too much work for them to allow further talk.

It was no easy thing.

Wandering on the outer edges of the hollow, masses of the cattle stirred here and there, wakeful with thirst, uneasy, prevented from getting on by the more solid masses of living flesh which barred the way toward the desired creek.

Among those crowds they had to go. It seemed impossible, at first, but they knew that a recruit to the Dixon crowd had gone through, and they knew that the boy himself had gone back and forth, and that the horses had burst through the mass.

What was the fortune of Milman and Bud Trainor, they could not guess. The double dark of the night and of the dust clouds shut them from sight as soon as they entered the herds.

Now and then, with a loud bellowing, a section of the herd would loom at them, with vaguely glistening horns, and terrible eyes, but the sight of the mounted men made them turn back.

It was as though they passed into a whirlpool of many currents, conflicting, and the waves of it armed with horns that looked long enough to impale horse and rider with a single thrust.

So they went on, the girl holding her breath with fear; then half choking in the dust.

She arranged a bandanna over her mouth and nose and breathed through this with an effort. Yet the choking effect of the dust was thereby much lessened.

It was a nightmare, and beyond this evil dream lay another far more horrible, toward which she was going. What she could do, she could not guess. To see the tragedy that must occur was abhorrent to her, but yet she was drawn on as by a magnet of an overwhelming power.

On the whole, the problem of getting through was not half as desperate as it looked from a distance. The courage of the lad in first facing that tangle of dust and stamping hoofs and horns staggered her, however. He was before her, now, leading the way, parting the currents of danger, as it were.

And, with another leap and ache of her heart, she knew that here was the promise of such another manhood as the Kids. Something great for good, or for evil. No man could tell for which.

But goodness began to appear to her struggling mind in a new light. It seemed not so very difficult to dodge all evil by denying all temptation. Good women did that, closing their eyes upon what is dreadful and horrible, what is wild and enchanting in its wildness. Good men did it, also, keeping to a straight and narrow path, and blinding themselves to the possibilities which lay right and left. Yonder three punchers, for instance, were good men, who would have died rather than not do their duty. But for this thing which lay outside and above their duty, which was extra reasonable and had nothing to do with law, that wasnt business for them. It was the business of the professional gambler, the gunfighter, the manslayer. It was the business of the Kid!

How to rearrange her ideas she could not tell, but she knew that the Kid began to appear before her mind luminously, a moon of brightness among starry mankind, making them very dim indeed.

And then, the dust mist before her began to be stained by the faint rose of the firelight. The dusty herds grew more dense. They would never have gotten through had it not been for the tactics of the mustang on which the lad was mounted before her. That mustang had been trained for many a long year in the ways of the range and of range cattle. He went at the steers and the cows with teeth and striking forehoofs. He went through them as a sheep dog goes through a well-packed flock of sheep, making them crowd to either side and leave a narrow channel through which he runs. In that thin wake she followed, taking advantage of it by pressing up close to Davey. And, now and then, she could hear his thin, piercing voice, shouting cheerfully back to her above the mighty thunder of the lowing.

There were waves of that sound, and then moments of almost utter silence, except for the melancholy music from the hills-that rimmed the hollow.

In one of those spells of silence, they came through to the final rim of the cattle, and saw before them, here and there, the gleam of the triple rows of barbed wire, and the dul! silhouettes of Milman and Bud Trainor just before them, very close to the rim of the encampment.

Now the girl could see the blackened debris of what had once been the excellent camp of Dixon and Shay. Yes, that was the work of the Kid. There was a thoroughness about the destruction which seemed to identify it as his, immediately.

She looked to the left. Two men walked up and down the fence, with black- snake whips, striking at the faces of the cattle which came too close. The two men were so near that it seemed\ miraculous that they did not see the four interlopers out there on the rim of the cow herds.

But the glow of the fire prevented, no doubt, blinding the watchers, as little Davey had pointed out before.

It was not so much of a blaze, now, but the glow was intensely bright, as it struck up from the masses of embers. When a gust of wind struck it, the light pulsed brighter, and took on a more yellow and penetrating color.

And the first of those brighter pulses showed her, at the right of the fire, the group for which she was looking. It was very close at hand. She could see every feature of every man that faced her.

The Kid stood there with his hands and feet lashed, his back to her. Facing him was a loose semicircle of Dixons men; and just in front of him was Shay, his long, white face inhumanly ugly as he balanced a revolver in his right hand.

Im going to hold up a minute, Kid, said he. If you got anything to say, well try to remember it for you.

The Kid answered, and his voice was clear, free, and almost joyous.

I can talk for quite a while, Billy, but I dont want you to make your wrist ache, holding that heavy gun so long.

Dont worry about me, said Billy Shay. Just talk your heart out, if you want to, Kid.

Well, there are only two or three things. You know Bud Trainor, some of you?

Yeah, I know the sucker, said a voice.

Well, tell Bud to forget about this. Tell him that was one of my last wishes. He might have an idea that something was expected of him.

Not if hes got sense, said the other. But Ill pass your word along to him.

Another thing, said the Kid, is that Id like to have my name scratched on a rock, and the rock put at my head, so that if the Milmans get around to burying me, theyll know who is lying here. My name is Benjamin Chapin, alias a lot of things.

What makes you tell us? said Billy Shay, curiously. After youve covered it up for so long, too!

Ill tell you why, said the Kid. Theres one person in the world that I wish to learn it, and this is the only way I can make sure that the news will travel.

Its a girl, Kid, I suppose? said Shay.

Billy, said the Kid, a warm, sensitive, proud heart like yours is sure to get at the truth of things. Yes, Billy, its a girl.

Yeah, you been a heartbreaker all your days, said Billy Shay. Im supposin that shell bust hers when she learns how you dropped.

Thank you, Billy, said the Kid. Theres one other thing. I think that Bud Trainor may do as I want and keep his hands off you. But theres another who wont. Boys, watch out for him, when little Davey gets man-size.

Is that all? asked Shay.

Yes, thats all, Billy. Go ahead.

No prayin, nor nothin like that?

Prayers wont help a man like me, said the Kid cheerfully. Ive done too much that was wrong. You boys will know when you come to my place. Youll understand what I mean when I say the prayers dont help. Excuse me for talking a little bit like Sunday school. All right, Billy.

Now for you, said Shay, stepping a little closer, and his face twisting into more consummate ugliness. Youve hounded me, and youve dogged nie. You blamed your partners death on me. Youre right. I plugged him and the reason that I plugged him was because he was your friend. You done me shame in Dry Creek. It aint a thing for me to live down. But Ill have the taste of this to make me feel better. Kid, youre gonna see the devil in another quarter of a second!

And, with this, he jerked up the gun until it was level with the head of the Kid.

A report sounded, but no smoke issued from the revolver in Billy Shays hand. It was a sound closer to the girl, and with a wild glance, she saw that a rifle was couched against the shoulder of Bud Trainor, as he sat his saddle in the dust cloud near the fence.

The head of Billy Shay jerked back. He leaned. It was as though he wished to recoil from his victim, the Kid, but could not move his feet. Back he leaned. His body was stiff. He reached an absurd angle. It seemed as though he must be sustained by the counterpoise of some other weight.

And then he slumped heavily to the ground, with a distinct impact.

There were guns in the hands of the entire semicircle of Dixons men, but, with amazed, uncomprehending faces, they stared into the dust fog, and could see nothing. The firelight which made them easy targets had blinded them thoroughly.

Then Dolly Smith leaped to the side of the Kid.

Drop, Kid, drop! he screamed, in a voice femininely high.

And, beside the Kid, he slumped to the ground, where the fallen body of Shay lay like a shallow bulwark between them and the other guns.


42. HEROES
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THE GIRL, WATCHING with fascinated eyes, frozen in her saddle, saw the gleam of a knife in the hands of Dolly Smith as it made the two quick slashes which turned the Kid into a free, fighting man.

Then she heard the cry of her fathers voice, as he shouted: Charge them, boys! Blow them off the face of the earth! Charge em! Charge em!

And there, behold, black and huge between her and the firelight, appeared the form of John Milman as his horse rose for the leap and then sailed over the top strand of the barbed wire.

Charge em shrieked the higher, more piercing voice, and she saw little Davey go over the fence a short distance away, an old revolver exploding blindly, uselessly in his hand.

Bud Trainor shouted also. It was the whoop of a wild Indian. And he, too, had taken that fence with a bound of his horse.

How the silver stallion shone as it sailed across the rose hue of the firelight!

And Dixons twenty heroes?

There were not more than a dozen of them in that group, in the first place. Others were off guarding the fence lines. But of the dozen who were there, it seemed that not one took any care of standing up to fight the thing out.

The surprise was complete.

They had seen that one of their best men, in the crisis, had gone over to the enemy. And then there was the spectacle of the riders plunging over the fence, shouting, calling out as if to a host, and looking greater than human in that fantastic-like haze as they rushed through the dust fog.

Dixons crowd did not lack leadership.

It was Champ Dixon himself who turned with a yell of fear and showed the way. But he was fairly passed by most of the others in the flight that followed.

Perhaps half a dozen wild shots plowed up the ground or uselessly whirred through the air. And all in a trice the ground was vacant.

The Kid and Dolly Smith — for Smith had armed the Kid in the first moment the latters hands were free — had not had to fire a shot.

It was mysterious; it was almost ludicrous. And as the formidable Dixon mob vanished into the dark of the night, Bud Trainor, his nerves giving way under the strain, began to laugh hysterically.

It seemed ridiculously easy, a thing that children could have done as well, but the girl, sitting quietly there in the dark of the night, understood perfectly. None but heroes could have done such a feat — and heroes they were, little Davey Trainor most of all, and Bud, and her own father. A tremor went through her, pulsing as if from the sound of a deep, friendly voice at her ear.

There were other men of the Dixon-Shay outfit to be accounted for, and, above all, there was the imminent danger that the fugitives, learning how small a force had struck at them, would return to blot out this insolent little group.

What could they do?

The inspiration came to her, then.

She drew the wire nippers from her pocket. Three clicks, three sounds like the snapping of bowstrings, and there was a gateway made. Like piled-up water at a breaking dam, the cattle poured through. Three more clicks and another gate. And then — for the guards had fled from this side of the fence line — the other cattle, maddened by the sight of their compansions getting through toward the water, pressed forward in masses. They put their tough chests against the barbs. Down they went. There were cuts and gashes, but what of that? Water was more precious than blood to these starved creatures, and sweeping in hordes through a dozen gaps, they galloped for the water. The creek was black with them!

That was not all.

The stroke at the center of the Dixon camp had dissolved all its force, it appeared. Even from the other fence line to the west of the creek, the guards had withdrawn, and the cattle, inspired by the sight of their fellows drinking on the opposite, shore, pressed in on the fence, and it also went down in great sections.

Down they rushed. A vast bellowing arose. It sounded to the gir! like the shouting of triumphant armies, legion on legion. Armies of right, which had conquered, and the wrong had gone down!

She reined her horse away from a threatening rush of the cattle. In so doing, she was forced into the small group which had taken shelter from the invading beasts behind a specially strong section of the fencing.

Davey and Bud were secure in another spot.

And here she found herself with her father, and with the Kid. Dolly Smith was near the fire itself, for the brightness of it turned the cows easily, while they still were at a considerable distance.

The Kid was on one side of her now, and her father on the other, and silently they watched the cows flooding down to the river, whose silver, star- freckled face became all black and full of strange movements.

The bellowing died down. There were clashing of horns, and clacking of hurrying, split hoofs. That was all. Even this disturbance grew less. Even for all the thousands on the ranch, there was ample water in Hurry Creek, and the starved animals were rapidly drinking to repletion.

Some of them, filled to bursting, lay down on the bank, unable to move farther. And a quiet, profound joy and trust grew up in the girl as she watched the thirsty cattle.

Chapin, said her father, Ive promised to tell Georgia. I want to tell you, also. That day when you were six years old and the thieves came at you out of the night—

Milman, said the Kid, you dont need to tell me. Tonight has told me by itself. When I saw you jump your horse over that fence, then I knew that I was wrong.

Do you think that?

I know it.

Ill tell you this much more. Id gone north to buy cattle for the ranch. We had a chance at a bargain in a big sale, up there. I made the purchase. I started south on horseback, to see a huge section of the range, and look out for likely places to buy grazing lands for the southern drive. And, on the way, I made a fool of myself at a small town; I met those fellows you found me with. I drank too much. And that same night I rode south with them. They blundered onto your little outfit. I think I was half foolish with liquor. It merely seemed to me a silly practical joke. Then, the next morning, I realized. There was one of the thieves named Turk Reming. He seemed a decent sort of a fellow. I had to go on south. But I bought the entire lot of the cattle they had stolen, and Reming swore that he could get the money back to the man who had been plundered. I can only give you my word for that, my lad; and that I left the cattle with a dealer in the next village, and that I went on south, taking the mule along to carry my pack and make the going lighter for my horse. I cant really ask you to believe such a cock-and-bull story. Its the truth, but I know that no jury in the world ever would believe it!

Georgia, said the Kid, how about you, if you were on that jury?

Shes a prejudiced juror, said Milman, but—

Im prejudiced, too, said the Kid. Georgia, have I got a good reason to be?

John Milman grew suddenly hot with discomfort, and very tense, and then he heard his daughter say clearly, and in such a voice as he had never heard from her before:

Ben, you have all the reason in the world. All the reason that I can give you!

THE END
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I. THE MIRACLE MAN
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FROM DAWSON TO the Bering Sea, Cobalt had no other name. The flame of his hair never won him the nickname of Red or Brick. He was only Cobalt from the beginning to the end, and this name, no doubt, was given to him by his eyes, which varied according to his temper from a dull-steel gray to an intense blue with fire behind it. Everyone knew Cobalt. He had come over the pass three years before, and for every step that he took, rumor took ten more. Lightning splashed from the feet of the running gods, and startling reports had spread like lightning from the steps of Cobalt. Many of the things which were said of him never could have been true, but he gathered mystery and an air of enchantment about him. Even what men could not believe, they wanted to believe. There is no human being who has not reveled in fairy tales, and Cobalt was a fairy tale.

He was not beautiful, but he was glorious. When one saw him, one believed, or hypnotized oneself into believing the tales that were told of him. Cobalt never verified or confirmed any of these stories. He never repeated a syllable of them, but of course he must have known about them. All of these tales were remarkable, and some of them were sheer impossibilities, but it is as well to note some of them at the beginning. Men are not what they are, but what other people think them to be. So it was with Cobalt and, in order to know him, one must know of the opinions of his peers.

They told of Cobalt that he once ate eleven pounds of beef, slept twenty hours, and then did a full mans work in hauling for eight days without any sustenance except the bits of snow which he picked up and ate to quench his thirst. Four men attested to the truth of this tale. They said that the thing was the result of a bet, but I never have heard that they actually weighed the meat. Also I have seen eleven pounds of beef and, when cut as steaks, it makes an imposing heap. That tale of Cobalt was typical in that it showed a superhuman quality and also a half-mad, half-gay willingness to tackle anything for a bet, a jest, or a serious purpose.

It was said that once he jumped from a fifty-foot bridge and spoiled a fifty-dollar suit in order to win a one-dollar bet. This tale is among the ridiculous and impossible stories which are told of Cobalt, so that one would say that the man must have been absolutely mad to inspire such talk. However, it just happens that I was present and saw him take the dive.

It was said of Cobalt that in a traveling circus he saw a strong man lift a platform on which there was a piano, a woman playing the piano, and a small dog. The man was labeled the strongest in the world as a matter of course. Cobalt, on another bet, added to the platform another woman, another dog, and the strong man himself and lifted the entire enormous load. Of this story I have nothing to say, and I shall make very little comment upon the others. The items illustrating his strength were innumerable. It was said that he had taken a good-size steel bar and bent it into a horseshoe. This twisted bar was kept on the wall of a saloon in Circle City. Men used to look at it, shake their heads over it, and try their own petty strength in a vain effort to change its shape. They always failed and finally that bar became a rather silly legend at which men laughed.

Then one day Cobalt came back. Someone asked him to unbend the steel bar, and it was handed to him. I myself was there, and I saw the purple vein lift and swell in a straight, diagonal line in his forehead, as he bent the bar into a straight line once more. He threw it to the man who had asked him to attempt the feat, and thereafter the bar was reinstalled upon the wall. Long after, it still remained there and must have been worth a fortune to the saloon keeper, so many people went in to look at the famous bar where the metal had failed to straighten correctly. Nearly everyone handled it and tried it between his hands, or even across his knee, but no one could alter the thing.

It was said that once he hit a man and killed him with a blow to the body. That has been done before, and actually the blow of a gloved hand has killed a man in the ring, a trained heavyweight who was struck over the heart. The miraculous feature of Cobalts punch was that it had landed not on the left but upon the right side of the body. The blow was said to have broken three ribs. This always seemed to me one of the most incredible tales about Cobalt, but I have talked with Gene Pelham, now of Portland, Maine, and he declares that he was the physician who examined the body. He makes this report: that the man was a big Canuck with the build of a heavyweight wrestling champion and the bones to go with it. Upon the right side of the man, where the ribs spring out most boldly, there was a great purple welt and under this welt there actually were three broken ribs.

I asked the doctor if the breaking of the ribs upon the right side could have killed the man, big and strong as he was. He told me that it could hardly have been breaking of the ribs, but the effects of shock operate strangely. There was a bruise at the base of the Canucks skull, and the doctor felt sure that his death had been due to concussion of the brain, owing to the manner in which his head struck the floor in falling.

Another exhibit for Cobalt was a row of four whiskey bottles in the Circle City saloon. Three were empty and one was about a third full. It was solemnly declared that he had drunk all of that whiskey during a single long session in the saloon. This would have been about two-thirds of a gallon of strong whiskey. The exhibit was kept on show partly as a curiosity and partly to demonstrate the excellent quality of the red-eye which was sold in the saloon. I leave those to judge of this feat who know what a strong head is needed to resist the punishment contained in a single bottle of whiskey.

In Eagle Falls I saw a large axe blade whose head was completely buried in hardwood and the handle shattered. This had been accomplished, it was said, at a single stroke by Cobalt. I examined the head of the axe carefully, and it seemed to me that I could detect the evidences of hammering to force the axe deeper into the wood.

These anecdotes may help to prepare the reader for the state of mind through which the men of the arctic looked at Cobalt. In person he was not a giant. I never heard his exact height or weight, but he looked not an inch over six feet, and his shoulders were by no means as massive as many I have seen. In fact, there was nothing remarkable about him except when he got in action. To see him sitting, Cobalt was nothing unusual. When he spoke, there was an odd quality about his voice that made men turn their heads and women also. When he walked, his step had the quality of one about to leap away at full speed.

He came in during the early days, well before the Dawson rush. He was twenty-two when he reached Circle City, and he mined there for two years before the Bairds arrived. That was the turning point in Cobalts life. Most of the men who have been in Circle City can remember Henry Baird, his rosy face, his lack of eyebrows, and his wonderful luck at the mines. And even those who never saw her know all about his daughter, Sylvia.

I suppose she was what a scientist would have called a biological sport, a freak, a sudden throw forward from her ancestry. Certainly there appeared to be nothing of her father about her. Her hair was glistening black and fine as a spiders web. She had black eyebrows, beautifully arched, and under the brows were blue eyes not gray blue, not sky blue, but the lustrous and unfathomable blue of the sea. She was rather small; I dont think that a big woman could have been made so exquisitely. It was enough for me to sit at Henry Bairds table and look at her hand alone, at the luster of the pink nails and the white glow of the skin. She was a radiant creature.

Nearly everyone in Circle City went mad about her, but I dont think that even the most audacious thought of making love to her. She was too beautiful. Her beauty set her apart. We looked up to her as to a being of another world. We talked to her with an odd respect, as if to some famous sage or reverend divine. Then young Cobalt came in and saw her.

Some people said that he did not need to go mad, because he had always been mad. Nobody but a madman would have done the things he had accomplished or tried to accomplish. Nobody, for instance, would have driven a team of six timber wolves and treated them like dogs. So it followed, as a matter of course, when Cobalt saw the girl, he tried to scale heaven and get at her. He saw her once and went right down to see Henry Baird. Baird was new to the country, but naturally he had heard a great deal about Cobalt.

He was rather frightened when the famous young man came in, took his hand in that terrible grasp of his, and looked him in the face with those steel-gray eyes which turned to pale-blue flame when he spoke of Sylvia. However, Baird was a sensible man. He said that he had not the slightest objection to Cobalt. For his own part he hoped that his daughter would not marry a man with less than a hundred thousand and a home to offer her. Of course, a hundred thousand meant a great deal more in those days than it does now. But everything really depended upon Sylvia herself. Had Cobalt spoken to her before on the subject? Did she care for him?

Cobalt said that he hadnt, but that he would make her care. That was how the trouble started. He went to Sylvia and spoke to her. And Sylvia laughed!

Are you doing this on a bet, Cobalt? she asked.


II. MODERN GAL
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I CAN SEE Sylvia as she must have been that day, muffled in that fine suit of brown furs, with her lovely mouth, and her shining eyes glowing like heavens light through a cloud. Cobalt stared at her as no human being ever had stared at her before.

Do that agin, he said.

What? asked Sylvia.

Laugh at me!

She looked him up and down. No one ever had looked at him in such a manner before that moment no one at least in his right mind. A man did not have to know about Cobalt beforehand. His strength advertised itself, as fire is advertised by its flame. Sylvia was not afraid. Why should she be? Men were merely men! Cobalt might bend steel bars, but Sylvia had bent and molded whole brigades of young fellows and oldish fellows, too. Millions had been offered to her. She had stepped through rivers of gold and diamonds and never allowed the stuff to stick to her. She looked at Cobalt with the double strength of the proud and the good, with a spice of malice thrown in. How could she help being spiteful, when this fellow came along and dared to look at her as though she were merely a desirable girl?

Will you slap me if I laugh? asked Sylvia, and with that she let her laughter peal.

She had a way of putting up her chin a little and lowering her eyes when she laughed. Cobalt stood there and watched her.

Its good, said Cobalt. Its dog-gone good. Its like medicine to me.

Is it? she inquired.

She must have widened her eyes a trifle when she heard him speak like this. If she had any wit at all, she knew that he was out of the common run of men.

Yes, he said, it does me good to hear you laugh. Youre pert, arent you?

Pert? asked Sylvia, her spirit beginning to rise toward anger.

You know, said Cobalt. Youre a little sassy, but I dont mind it. Its spice in you.

Thank you.

Youre proud, too, said Cobalt. Youre proud as Lucifer. I can see that.

Do you always talk to people like this? asked the girl.

Yes. Of course, I do. How else should I talk to them? stated Cobalt.

He meant that. He always said what he thought, straight out. Often it was a shocking thing to hear him, a brutal thing. That was why so many people savored respect for Cobalt with a good dash, not of envy, but of hate. Only a few of us endured and loved him in spite of the way he trod on our toes.

Almost any other way, said the girl. Almost any other way, I should think.

You tell me how.

Why, make them happy, of course. Thats what most people try to do when theyre talking to others.

No, said Cobalt, thats not right.

Dont you think so? questioned Sylvia, beginning to smile and freeze.

No, said Cobalt, because mostly people are lying, and the ones they talk to know theyre lying.

Ah, and you always tell the truth?

Nobody could always tell the truth, he replied, but I try my best to do it.

I must have read that somewhere, said Sylvia. Where did you get it, Cobalt?

Out of my heart, he said, as grave as you please, and pointed at his breast, as though she could look through bones and flesh if she chose. Youll find a lot more in there.

I only see a parka, said Sylvia.

There you go again, said Cobalt, but, when youre sassy like this, you ought always to laugh.

Ought I? she asked, lifting her brows to freeze him again.

But Cobalt didnt freeze. No, no, you might as well have tried to frost the equator.

You ought to laugh and show that youre joking, Cobalt told her, because, if youre serious, you simply need a spanking.

You make me feel very young, said Sylvia, letting the temperature drop another hundred degrees toward absolute zero.

Oh, dont stick up your nose and look down at me. It doesnt amuse me when I see you acting like that. Youve learned that attitude out of your mirror, I suppose, but dont use it on me. Dont talk down to me because, after all, youre only a woman.

Im only a what?

Youre so mad now that you can hardly hear me, went on Cobalt. Get the cobwebs out of your mind and listen to the truth. I said that youre only a woman and, therefore, youve no right to look down your nose at anybody.

Sylvia must have nearly fainted. I know how other men were in front of her like lambs, like poor willing slaves, cluttering up the heavenly ground on which she deigned to put her feet.

I see that youre a profound fellow, Sylvia said to him. You can see at a glance that Im only a woman. What did you expect to find me?

I expected to find you a good deal better than you are, he said. I saw only the shine of you from a distance. Now that I get up close, I see that the wick needs a lot of trimming.

You men, Sylvia said as sardonic as you please, are such masters. Of course, women always look up to such wonderful—

Dont do that, urged Cobalt. If you talk like that, Ill begin to despise you so much that Ill never look at you again. Theres not much to women, you know. Theres almost nothing — except loving em.

True, said Sylvia, beginning to shake a little in the fury that was gripping her. Of course, were just mirrors, and nothing else. Mirrors for the parents, then for the great husband, then for the children. Is that it?

You mighty well know its true, said Cobalt, though, just now, I see that youre ready to scratch my eyes out.

Not at all. I was only about to remark that my time is not entirely my own.

No, said Cobalt, thats true. A good part of it is mine.

Ah? said Sylvia, blinking a little, beginning to think him mad.

Of course it is. One of these days, Sylvia, if you turn out to be half what I think of you, Im going to marry you.

Im astonished and delighted, she said, forcing herself to smile at him again in such a way that any other man would have backed up as if from a tigers claws. Are you really going to marry me, Cobalt — I dont know any other name to give you, you know.

He merely grinned at her. You handle a whip pretty well, but you cant cut me through the skin with your little turns and flips of the tongue. It wont do any good to flog me with ironies, Sylvia.

As if I would attempt such a thing! Of course, I dont know what you mean, Cobalt, but then a woman never understands more than a part of what a man says. She only sees the feet of the god, I dare say.

Youve got a lot of stuff in you, but you need to be taken apart and put together again.

Poor Dad. Hell be terribly upset when he hears that I have to be brought up all over again.

I like you better and better. Cobalt was grinning again.

Oh, how can you! exclaimed Sylvia, putting her two little hands together in admiration.

Dog-gone youre a feast for me. I could spend my life eating you, sauce and all, and spite, and malice, and thorny ironies, and all of that. Now lets get down to brass tacks.

You mean, to name the wedding day?

Thats the main idea. Your father says that your husband ought to have a home for you and a hundred thousand dollars. Now, what do you want?

I only want a great, big, wonderful, masterful man.

Youre going to be mastered, all right, said Cobalt. Is that all you want?

Oh, yes. Just somebody I can look up to.

You can look up to me, Sylvia. You can stand on your tiptoes, and still youll have to look up.

She teetered up on her toes. My gracious, youre right. I dare say that youre always right!

Ill have a hundred per cent average with you.

Then I suppose that well have to be married at once. I can hardly wait and, of course, you have the lovely home and the hundred thousand waiting for us?

You she-wolf! replied Cobalt, his grin flashing down at her. I have a dog team, some dried fish, and my two hands. Im going to rip that hundred thousand out of the ground this year.

Oh, Cobalt, she asked, do we have to wait a whole year?

She made sad eyes at him. Cobalt drank it all in.

What kind of a house do you want? he asked her.

Oh, for myself, just anything would do, but Id never be happy unless I knew that my husband had the right surroundings. I wouldnt set a diamond in base metal. Thered have to be a night park for him to walk in when hes in the garden in the evening with his own thoughts. A good library for his study. Or do you need to study any more, Cobalt?

Go on, said Cobalt. You write down the items, and Ill add up.

Then youd want two or three good servants to look after you properly, and a maid to dress me because Id have to appear as well as possible in the eyes of such a husband. Wed need rooms for those servants, of course, and a good dining room because a little dining room is so stuffy and lacks dignity.

Go on.

Well, you can fill out the rest a great deal better than I can. The stables, the horses and such things — you would know exactly what to have. Youd need more, but three or four good hunters are about all that I would have, unless you wished to be too generous. But for myself I wouldnt want jewels.

No?

Oh, no, nothing to speak of. Just a few nice, big, simple stones. Not emeralds. Oh, no! Theyre too expensive. I like rubies better myself. Just a few to help me catch your eye when youre losing yourself in meditations, you know.

Now I begin to see the picture.

Of course you do, said Sylvia, giving him a smile of childish adoration. I shouldnt have said a thing. You would have known from the first, ever so much better than I do.

Well, said Cobalt, what do you think?

Why, I wouldnt try. Id just leave all of that to you, dear! I know it wont take you long to make enough.

Not long at all. Good bye for a little while, Sylvia.

He held out his arms to her. And she? Why, she stepped right inside them and let him kiss her. Then she followed him to the door and told him that she could hardly wait. Thats the sort of stuff of which she was made.


III. THE LIGHTNING WARRIOR
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COBALT WENT DOWN to the saloon and staked his dog team against six hundred dollars as a start. Before the next morning, he had won forty thousand dollars. He took a week spending that money. None of it went in dissipation. Everything was sunk in the preparation to get more gold out of the earth. Then he disappeared from Circle City and went to the diggings.

Everyone knew about that conversation he had had with Sylvia Baird. That talk was so typical of Cobalt that people could not help repeating the details of it and laughing heartily. They even asked Sylvia about it, and Sylvia would laugh in turn. But Circle City stopping laughing, and so did Sylvia Baird, when it was learned that Cobalt was organizing his expedition and hiring many hands. Circle City stopped smiling because it very well knew that, when Cobalt bent his energies in any direction, the time for foolish comment had ended. I think that Sylvia began to worry almost at once.

I saw her shortly after Cobalt went into the wilderness, and I chatted with her a little about Cobalt. Her way of putting the thing was characteristic.

I hear that Cobalt is a great friend of yours, I said.

Friend? replied Sylvia. Oh, not at all. Ive only met him once, you know. Yet he means a good deal to me.

Does he? I asked.

Yes. Because hes going to marry me it appears.

Great Scott! Thats exciting!

Isnt it?

She joked about it so openly that everyone could speak of it freely, but all the while she was uneasy. I could see that because I had come to know her very well.

Suppose, she said one day, that Cobalt should come back from the mines with a fortune and hold me to my joke?

Then he would have a chance to do the laughing, I said.

Are you serious? she asked.

Are you serious? I replied.

Im frightened, a little. For once he gets a thing into his head—

There was one comfort, and that lay in the reports that came back to us. Cobalt and his crew were tearing up the ground and getting hardly a taste of color. In the meantime Circle City had something that drowned out even Cobalt as a topic of interest, and that was the appearance of a white wolf the Indians were said to have named the Lightning Warrior for so swiftly did he attack and parry. Having seen him, I can give an authentic account of his looks. He was closer to a bear in bulk than to a wolf. Those who know wolves realize that it is a goodish-size beast that has a footprint four inches across. When it is a giant, it has a spread of five inches. There have been some half fabulous reports from time to time of wolves with paws of more than five inches measurement; but the Lightning Warrior of Circle City marked out a six-inch circle as he put down his paw. This I know because I measured the thing myself, not once but twenty times.

A wolf which makes a four-inch track is big enough to cause plenty of trouble. Swell the beast to the dimensions of the Lightning Warrior and the dangerous possibilities are multiplied by ten. When I saw that fellow standing in front of a wall of brush, with the wind ruffling his mane, he looked to me like the god of wolves. His whiteness was the amazing thing, the incredible thing. He shone as snow shines. His eyes and his tongue were bloodstains in the fluffing radiance. One hears of white wolves very often, but usually they are the color of coffee and milk or simply a dirty yellow, but this lord of wolves was entirely and purely white.

He called himself forcibly to the attention of Circle City and, having stepped to the center of the stage, he remained there. He turned himself into a frightful plague through his appetite which was for dogs. He would eat anything with no more conscience than fire, but his regular diet was dogs. Even for wolves a diet of Eskimo Huskies seems rather tough, for Huskies are themselves nine-tenths wolf. In the dog teams working from Circle City, there were more than a few pure-blood wolves pulling at the lines. However, the Lightning Warrior did not spare them. Anything which had been tainted by the hand of man was especially delightful to him. He cared not so long as the animal was large enough to make him a few mouthfuls.

There were in Circle City some Mackenzie Huskies that were twice the size of the average wolf and that were twice as hardy as well, for they were kept in the pink of condition by hard labor and spare feeding. A Mackenzie Husky will hamstring a horse or a cow as neatly as ever a wolf could do the same job. A Mackenzie Husky fights like a wolf, fencing for an opening, cutting and slashing as with a saber. Nevertheless, Joe Frazer saw two Huskies of the biggest type, weighing well over a hundred and fifty pounds apiece, slaughtered by that white plague, the Lightning Warrior.

At the time, Joe carried no gun. He could merely shout and run toward the fight from a distance, but long before he arrived the throats of the two dogs were cut. Joe said that the wolf seemed twice the size of the dogs. We knew this could not be. I suppose it was action which magnified the apparent size of the monster, that and the results of his daring play. He fought right on until Joe Frazer was almost on the spot. Then the Lightning Warrior gave the coup de grâce to the second of the Huskies, standing with a forepaw on each of the dead bodies and defying Joe with a look to come on.

Joe was not a fool. When he saw the silent snarl of that brute, he started backing up, and the infernal creature at once came stalking after him, sliding along on its stomach. Joe had only a hunting knife. He drew this out, but he said he would just as soon have faced a lion, armed with a stiletto, as to face that white beast with a mere hunting knife in his hand. He began to shout. Every time he yelled, the wolf paused a little and looked off at Joes house in the distance.

Finally, the shouts of Joe got to the ear of Jim Bridger, who was Joes partner, and Bridger came running out with a rifle in his hands. When the Lightning Warrior saw the rifle, he turned and went for distance and more air. Joe Frazer said that the animal started so fast and worked so hard to get into the middle of the horizon that he left a moan of effort in the air behind him. Certainly he faded out so fast that Bridger could not even attempt to shoot. At any rate Bridger was a strange fellow, and he did not shoot on principle. I heard him talk the thing over with Joe Frazer.

You might have winged him, Frazer insisted.

Bridger answered: Nothing told me to shoot at him.

Nothing told you? shouted Frazer. Wasnt I there howling my head off to make you shoot at that white lump of murder?

No voice inside of me told me to shoot, said Bridger. Theres no good in taking a crack at any wolf unless youve got guidance.

You talk like a crazy man, said Frazer.

Perhaps Bridger was a little touched on the subject, but he remained as sober as you please and swore that nobody in Circle City would get a bullet into the Lightning Warrior until it pleased the beast to permit the shooting. People laughed at Bridger, and very rightly after he had said this. When Bridger saw people laugh, he grew hot with anger. He actually made a standing bet that nobody in Circle City would shoot or trap the Lightning Warrior. He bet a hundred ounces of gold dust on the proposition.

A hundred ounces, at seventeen dollars an ounce, made pretty good pay for a small job. When people heard that Bridger was in earnest and actually had put up the sack at the saloon, they started to work their heads off to get that wolf. For a few days they burned up ammunition, but none of the bullets grazed the Lightning Warrior. Bridger used to hear the stories with a faint sneer.

None of you will ever get him, he swore.

He began to grow complacent. I think that the wolf had been half a joke to him at the first, but now it more than justified all that he ever had claimed for it. So Bridger erected the thing into a mystery. He no longer smiled when the Lightning Warrior was mentioned, but he would put on a profound and understanding air and shake his head a few times, and he was apt to leave the room if people persisted in the subject. Then came the Morrissey affair, and after that the subject of the wolf was taboo with everyone.


IV. TRAILED BY A GHOST
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MORRISSEY, A BIG, powerful Irishman, had gone out from Circle City with a string of eight dogs, practically a double freight team. The Lightning Warrior went with him. He ate dogs one by one, killing them in the night. At last, Morrissey slept with the remaining in a huddle about him, the four wedging closely together. He did not need to tell them why he wanted them there. They seemed to know. The dread of the monster was in the air, and they had breathed it.

A dog was killed that very night. Poor Morrissey heard the crunching of its neck bones under the teeth of the beast as he awakened from a sound sleep and saw the Lightning Warrior go off, bearing the body of the Husky trailing from his jaws. After that Morrissey tried to keep awake all the way back to Circle City, but he was eight days out and, of course, he failed. He dropped all but one sled, and he put out at full speed with his remaining three dogs. Two days later, he dropped into a brief slumber after a halt. He was wakened by a wild outburst and saw his three dogs banded valiantly together, facing the white killer. They might as well have tried to escape from death itself. The Lightning Warrior stopped playing when he saw the man waken. He broke the neck of the leader and, when the other dogs backed away, the wolf went off with its profits. This all had happened far too rapidly for Morrissey to intervene.

A day or two later, the Lightning Warrior no longer kept out of sight. He was always to the right and a little ahead of the sled team. He seemed to poor Morrissey as big as a lion, and a thousand times more diabolical. As Morrissey was staggering along, half dead for the lack of sleep, that infernal brute ran in and killed his seventh victim right under the eyes of the driver! Then Morrissey had only one dog, and he lightened the sled to skeleton proportions and made the burst of the last two days toward Circle City.

The first day the last remaining sled dog was struck down by the white lightning. On the final march which he made without a pack of any kind, with nothing to eat except a few tea leaves to crumble between his teeth, that fiend of a Lightning Warrior followed him closely, followed him with an increasing interest, until Morrissey felt sure that the diet list of the Lightning Warrior would be soon varied with flesh other than that of dogs. He managed to keep his eyes open but, when he pushed open the door of the saloon and staggered in among us, I can assure you that Morrissey was a very sick-looking man.

He was white and shaking, and he poured off three shots of that stifling whiskey, one after the other. Somebody asked Morrissey why he was so pale, and Morrissey asked the other how he would look if he had been jogging across country with a demon to dog his steps? Morrissey went quite out of his head when he talked about it. It was a month before he was sound mentally, and we used to have to sit and listen to him raving in the wildest way.

Poor Morrissey! He recovered his mental balance, finally, but he had been very hard hit. From being the most openhearted, cheerful fellow imaginable, he became sullen and morose nor would he have anything to do with his oldest friends. After the Morrissey business, the hunting of the white plague became a passion with everyone. The town combined. Rifles, poison, traps of all kinds, lures and baits of all descriptions were employed. The townsmen worked together. I helped during the hunting on many a bitter day and night.

This whole episode made a terrific impression upon all of us in Circle City. Men had carried weapons before in the hope of getting a chance at the Lightning Warrior and the hundred ounces. Now, when we went armed, I think that none of us really wanted to encounter the brute, no matter how good the light for shooting. I wont go so far as to say that a single wolf had terrorized the entire community, but it was something very akin to a panic that gripped the men of the town. I can look back clearly to my own emotions of the moment and remember that the last thing I wanted was an opportunity to win the hundred ounces of the reward.

If it had not been for the Lightning Warrior, we would have talked about nothing but Cobalt and Sylvia Baird until the following season, but the Lightning Warrior first divided our attention, and then he practically monopolized it. We had to rub our eyes when Cobalt suddenly turned up one day with five of his crew at his side. He had brought twelve hundred pounds of nuggets and dust from the diggings!

The few of us who were not at the mines at the moment went half mad when we heard of this bonanza. Cobalt gave up his claims now that he had his money. He said that three mule packs of gold dust were enough for any man, and I suppose that he was right. At any rate other people went out to work on the very spot where Cobalt had found his fortune, and they collected exactly nothing at all. It had been more luck than skill. He had struck some rich pockets. When they were emptied, there was little more than a trace of the right color remaining.

One can imagine the excitement in Circle City now. For here was Cobalt back among us, his pockets filled with gold. Yonder was lovely Sylvia Baird who had told him, in jest or in madness, that she would marry him when he could give her certain things. To be sure, he was not rich now, but he had enough assured him to make certain of a pleasant home.

I remember that we looked upon Cobalt with a gasp of new surprise. We talked the matter over among us, and we decided that, if the girl had asked for a crown of diamonds, Cobalt would have ripped open the earth with his bare hands until he found it. We had faith in him before. We had an infinite faith in him now.

He spent two days in resting, that is to say in drinking! The two terms were synonymous with Cobalt as with most of the other miners, but he had a head of well riveted armor-plate, and there was no addling him with alcohol. At the end of the two days he went to call on Sylvia Baird.

She was ready for him. At least she was as well prepared as a human being can be before meeting a giant like Cobalt. She told him how wonderful he was. When he named the weight of the dust he had brought in from the mines, she considered it and decided that the income from such a sum, well invested, would just about do to house her wonderful husband properly.

On this day snow was falling. The flakes whirled with a stifling thickness outside the window, and it seemed that the world had been clapped into a flour sack and well shaken with the dust. Sylvia kept poking at the window and scratching designs on it. Cobalt sat in the opposite corner of the room and watched her like a wolf. He knew perfectly well what she was thinking, and she knew that he knew. Their conversations were the oddest games in the world.

For instance, when her father came in, Sylvia said: Look, look, Father! Heres Cobalt back from the mines and quite a rich man now. Have you met my father, Cobalt? Oh, yes, on the day you asked him if you could marry me. Sit down, Father, and talk to Cobalt a little and feast your eyes on him. Hes looking a little thinner, dont you think, the poor dear! Youve had some frostbite in that poor red nose of yours, Cobalt.

Henry Baird tried to break through the air of banter and mockery between that pair. Look here, Sylvia, he said, I want to know how seriously you are taking this whole affair?

Seriously? cried Sylvia. Good heavens, Father, of course I cant be anything but serious. Not considering the opportunity thats been cast in my path. Father, you dont suppose — oh, this will amuse Circle City. This will fairly dissolve Cobalt with laughter — to think that any woman could even dream for a single moment of refusing to marry him!

Cobalt stuck out his jaw more than a trifle, but he did not answer this scoffer. Henry Baird looked sharply at the younger man.

Cobalt, he said, is this a game with you, too? Or are you really serious?

Mister Baird, Cobalt stated, Im going to play it the way she wants. If she wants to laugh at me, she can keep right on laughing up the steps to the altar because thats where Ill lead her one of these days.

Of course you will, said that little imp of a Sylvia. Of course, youll lead me to the altar, if you want to. Oh, Cobalt, when I think of the number of girls whose hearts will break that day. When you think of it, Cobalt, how can you be so cruel to them all? Oh, the poor things! They cant help loving you, Cobalt. They cant help it any more than I can help it. You ought to know that.

Go on. Go right on, Sylvia, said Cobalt. I like the taste of you today better than ever. I like to sit down and close my eyes and just listen and pretend to myself that youre a man, after all, and big enough for me to put my hands on you.

Thats what I call real love, Father, commented the girl. He cares for me so much that sometimes he thinks Im as important as a man. Oh, Cobalt, what a delightful flatterer you are. Did you ever hear anything like it, Father?

I never heard anything like you, Sylvia, replied her father sternly.

Its Cobalt who inspires me, said Sylvia. You cant expect me to remain ordinary when such a man as Cobalt has noticed me. You cant expect that, can you?

Sylvia, returned her father, you ought to be whipped and put to bed without supper. Cobalt, I dont know exactly your attitude, but Im ashamed of the way Sylvia is acting.

Yeah, agreed Cobalt, shes acting, all right, but one of these days shell find that Im up there on the stage with her and signed for life in the same company. Thats what Im waiting for. Sylvia, what do you want for an engagement ring?

She held out one of her lovely hands. I never wear rings, my dear, she said, but Ill tell you what Id simply adore.

Tell me then, said Cobalt.

Id be charmed to have the skin of the Lightning Warrior, Cobalt, without the marks of trap teeth, or knife, or bullet on any part of him, stated the girl.


V. STALKING
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SOME IMP MUST have stolen into the mind of Sylvia. Otherwise, she never could have conceived such an idea. To capture the Lightning Warrior was almost fabulously difficult. The best hunters and trappers of Circle City, where all men could hunt and trap a little, had tried in vain, tempted by that offer of the two thousand dollar reward. But, to capture him without either traps or bullets or knives, this was preposterous!

Cobalt, as he listened to her, watched her deep blue eyes intently. He stood there like a stone, staring, while Baird was saying: Thats a foolish remark, Sylvia. As if a man could go out into the wilderness and capture the white beast bare-handed!

Oh, Father, said Sylvia, clasping her hands together in mock admiration of Cobalt, you dont know what he can do. He himself hardly knows. No other man can match the things that he does. Do you think that he will shrink from a little thing like this?

Cobalt asked: Is that the price mark on the tag?

She half closed her eyes. I imagine she was thinking fast and hard, and there was no doubting the direction of his last remark. Everything had been a jest. Even the ripping of that fortune out of the earth was a part of the joke. This was different. If he went out with his bare hands to do this marvel, their mutual jest would have drawn to an end. She did not answer the last remark directly, therefore, but merely said: Ive always wanted a big white fur.

So Cobalt said good bye and left her the second time and heard her father saying angrily that she should not press a jest as far as this. It was a joke, but Cobalt intended to turn it into earnest. That same day he went out from Circle City with his dog team, his half-wild string of savage brutes, and traveled up the Yukon slowly. His load was chiefly dried fish for his team, and the goal of his journey was the Lightning Warrior. The dogs were bait. The weapon and the trap consisted merely in a strong rope.

He was no expert with a lariat, so he practiced on the way, making a thousand casts a day to get the hang of the thing. Suppose that he managed to get the rope over the head of the brute, how would he proceed? His hands would have to be the clubs that beat it senseless. Or did he even think of what he would do when the crisis came? Perhaps not. His was a simple plan. To the execution of it, he would trust patience and his superhuman power of arm and body.

On the second day he saw the Lightning Warrior, the first time his eyes had rested on the beast. He had trusted that his team would be followed as Morrisseys was followed. He was right. When he saw the big silhouette of the monster, standing on a white hummock against the sky, the old superstition thrust into his mind that this might be a man-wolf, a loup-garou.

The brute seemed to know perfectly that the man carried no gun. He stood there on the top of the hummock and allowed the dog team to pass him at a distance of fifty feet.

That savage team should have become wildly excited at the sight of the wolf. They should have tried with all their might to get at him. Instead, they hung their heads and seemed oppressed with fear. Cobalt stopped them and went out with his rope toward the brute that remained on the hummock. When he was six strides from him, he yawned at Cobalt like a cat, showing his red gullet and the teeth gleaming like pearls. Then he bounded to the side and was gone into a thicket.

Even Cobalts heart beat fast, and he hesitated before entering the underbrush. But enter it he did. He walked cautiously. He was an excellent woodsman, and he knew how to step so that his feet made no noise that a human ear at least could hear. Before he had gone ten paces, he heard the terrified yelling of his team and rushed back to see what had happened. It was the Lightning Warrior that had happened. He had come out of the shrubbery and, giving his shoulder to the leader, had killed that dog with a single slash across its throat. Now the team cowered together. They did not seem to have offered the slightest resistance to the white thunderbolt which now sat at a little distance and licked the blood from his snowy breast and from his forelegs.

He went on about his toilet with the most perfect care and indifference to the man approaching him. This time Cobalt determined to try a long cast. When he came within six steps, the beast yawned at him in the same horrible manner. That instant Cobalt made his cast. He flung with an underhand motion, which is the Mexican way, and the swiftest of all. The coil went out like a serpent striking, but it missed the Lightning Warrior. He had not leaped back or to the side. He simply jumped in, so that the rope flew over his head. As the lariat fell, Cobalt found himself unarmed, empty handed, with that massive killer crouching at his feet for the spring. What other man would have done what he did? He stepped straight forward, and the Lightning Warrior bounded lightly to the side. He approached again, and the snowy murderer fairly turned tail and fled across the wastes. The dog team saw him go, picked up heart, and sang a chorus of tardy defiance.

Then Cobalt went back and sat down on his sled for a time. He was not feeling well. His hands were a trifle uncertain, and there was a slight sense of numbness about his knees. While he sat there, thinking of what he was attempting, he told himself that he was a fool. He thought back to Sylvia also.

It was not only her beauty that drove him. It was also the memory of her dainty voice and her softly sneering ironies. Perhaps she was back there in Circle City, laughing at the idiot who had gone out into the wilderness because she chose to make a joke of him! But it was her wickedness which flavored her beauty. There was no other person like her. She stood apart from all the rest.

After he had thought of her for a time, his strength and courage revived. He stood up, cut the dead leader from the harness, and drove on slowly. He knew that he was beginning a long duel. He was not prepared, however, for the full weight of the disaster which overtook him. His own relentless determination drove him on to court it.

Two days out from Circle City, he had already lost a dog. Ten days later, his last one was gone. He was mushing ahead alone, pulling the sled with patient strength. Still the Lightning Warrior was following him! Just as he had followed Morrissey and almost destroyed the man on the verge of Circle City, so now he followed Cobalt. When his face was toward him, the beast dared not attack Cobalt.

On the first day he had established a moral superiority, and the balance never shifted against him. But the danger would not come from the front. He would attack him from either side or, most probably, from the rear. If Cobalt could defend his back, his face was safe.

Once, very tired, cold from a ripping wind, he built his fire and had it flaming when a sudden cramp of terror gripped the small of his back. He had heard, and he had seen, nothing of the Lightning Warrior all that day but, twitching around suddenly, he saw the monster in the act of leaping. Cobalt side-stepped. The big wolf twisted in the air and, striking the snow well beyond the fire, he was instantly gone among the brush again. That was a lesson for Cobalt.

From that moment he lived as though he were surrounded by hostile Indians. One instant of lack of precaution and the teeth would be in his throat, and the beast would be drinking his blood. He kept to the woods most of the time. They were tenfold more perilous, in that they offered a chance for stalking to that werewolf. At the same time they might give him more chances to use the rope. In fact, in six weeks he cast the rope three times, including the first failure. Once the edge of the coil struck the monster between the eyes. But that was the closest Cobalt came to success.

He decided that the rope was too light. It had to be heavier so that it could be thrown with speed, like a flexible metal cable. So he worked in strips of rawhide until the weight of the noose end of the rope was trebled. It was now like handling a mass of chain. The noose was stiffened, more likely to hold its form. As he practiced with the rope on stones and stumps, he told himself that he now had a half chance to succeed when next an opportunity came to him.

For that opportunity he waited on the bank of a small salmon stream. He was glad of the fishing. His own supply of provisions was getting very low, but he worked at the fishing patiently, cleaned the big salmon, then cured them on racks above a fire. He accumulated far more food than he needed, because of the pleasure which he took in being merely occupied. The surplus he cached as high as practicable in trees.

So the winter came, the river freezing to a stone. Still he waited there on the bank, and still the Lightning Warrior never left him! Once, before the long winter night began, in the dusk of the year, he had a sight of the loup-garouhunting. The thing amazed him and filled his mind like a nightmare for weeks thereafter. He had heard the long, deep hunting cry of the Lightning Warrior not far off, flying through the woods. As the noise approached very near, he went to see what he could find.

There in a clearing he found the white monster, stalking in a swift circle around one of the biggest lynxes that Cobalt had ever seen. It did not seem possible that a wolf could undertake to make a stand against a full-grown lynx, with its equipment of needle fangs and knife-like claws. The wolf was attacking, but the manner of the attack was strange. There was no sudden rush in. The Lightning Warrior circled and circled, keeping just on the horizon of the cats leaping distance. The lynx turned slowly, by jerks, to face the danger, always tensed, always ready for the bound whose striking speed must make up for its lack of weight. Still the wolf circled until the lynx, turning its head, seemed to look for an opportunity to escape. The Lightning Warrior, marking that movement, slid in closer. The lynx bristled with head close to the ground, ready to spring, but still the wolf was not ready.

For twenty minutes Cobalt, frozen with interest, watched the drama and gradually understood. The wild cat had the fighting power of an explosive, but its prodigious frenzy of strength could not endure with patience under any strain. Its moment for battle already was passing. Its nerves were crumbling. It was ready to flee. It dipped its head and licked at the snow. Its tufted ears flickered. Suddenly the Lightning Warrior struck. He had been going on his steady round for so long that even the cat who watched the scene was totally unprepared, and the big wild cat seemed hypnotized. It appeared to Cobalt that the lynx made not a single effort to save itself. The lobo simply caught it by the back of the neck and broke the spine.

Cobalt could remember, with a bitter spirit, how the great beast had stalked him and his dog team, day after day, and reaped a red harvest. The creature was made of blood lust. Now he stood above the prey for a moment, gazing about it, ready to scent any suspicious smells upon the wind. Failing in this, he prepared to eat, and this was the moment when Cobalt gathered his rope, prepared his noose, and began to slide out from his place of covert to make another effort.


VI. MAN AND BEAST
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BEASTS OF PREY, if they are wise, eat with the nose upwind, so that the invisible telegraph of the senses will inform them of dangers approaching. Their trouble in so doing is that crafty enemies may then stalk upwind to approach them. Their rear guard must be simply an occasional glance behind them. Beyond this it is their sharp hearing and, beyond all else, the aura of nervous apprehension that puts out tentacles to a distance around the beasts of prey and the preyed upon.

Cobalt knew the manners of the wild well enough. He was amazed to see the Lightning Warrior reverse the procedure. He actually turned his back upwind, letting his nostrils gather their priceless tidings at a distinct disadvantage. It seemed that he despised the approach of any open foe. It was only the crafty approach from the rear that he wished to guard against.

The cunning of this procedure was instantly evident to Cobalt. If he came out of his covert and went down the wind, the Lightning Warrior was reasonably sure to smell him. If he came from the front, the beast was even more sure to see him. There was only one course which seemed at all feasible to him and that was to come out of covert, as he had done, and stalk toward the lobo. The slightest turn of the white brutes head would betray him, of course, but Cobalt could not overlook any opportunity, however small. He issued from the cover which had shielded him and went up on the quarter of the lobo.

How I wish that I could have been there to see that dead lynx stretched out on the snow, still warm and quivering as the wolf devoured the body half living and drank the blood, and the man coming from the dark of the trees, looking like a hunting animal, also, his eyes burning with the same red light. He went with his teeth set and, through them, he breathed out a prayer at every step until he found himself within throwing distance. He could not believe it. He doubted his luck with a passion of hope. Of what was to come, even should he settle the noose on the head of the monster, he did not even think, but on he went, a step, another, bringing himself closer to surety in the cast, gripping and re-gripping the strands of his rope, wondering if the cold would have stuck the noose and kept it from running. Then he saw the white killer stiffen suddenly, though its muzzle was still fastened in the kill.

The time had come. Like a flung stone that heavy rope shot straight from his hand. The Lightning Warrior, while the flying danger was still in the air, was already under way. He would have escaped at the first bound, his leap was so sudden and directed so far to the side, but the snow failed to hold under him. It had been moistened by the blood of the lynx at this spot. It was his own murdering ways that tripped him up, and so the lower rim of the noose struck him on the beautiful white fur of his shoulder and the upper rim of the noose flicked forward over his head.

The second bound followed before the man could pull up the rope; but luck was against the Lightning Warrior. His second jump merely served to whip the noose tight so that it bound his throat with a throttling force. Still in mid-air the lunge of his powerful body thrust him against the stiffened rope which held him like a rod, the hands of Cobalt holding that rod like iron. I wonder what Cobalt felt at that moment when for the first time he achieved, not his quest, but an actual contact with the prey for which he had been questing so long?

He shouted, still through his teeth, and the sound of his shout was like the whining snarl of the lobo as he tumbled in the snow, snapping at the elusive thinness of the rope. Cobalt gave the lariat a little play, enough to allow him to throw loops in rapid succession as he ran in, attempting to entangle the legs of the brute. But the Lightning Warrior was up in another moment and, instead of fleeing, he followed better tactics and drove straight at the throat of the man. Cobalt met it as he would have met a charge from another man under those circumstances with a hard-driven fist. All that he had to aim at was a narrow frame around a vast expanse of red where the teeth glistened. He felt them already sinking into the throat at which they were aimed. Then he struck, a little to the side of the gaping mouth, a little beneath the glimmer of the evil eyes. By the grace of his cool brain and his accurate eye, his fist found lodgment at the base of the animals jaw.

Even a bull must have gone down when that sledge-hammer stroke fairly met the mark. The bull would have gone down stunned. The Lightning Warrior was flung backward, head over heels, by the irresistible shock. He tumbled in the snow with his four legs, for the moment, thrusting upward.

Cobalt noosed two of those legs in a flying loop of the rope and, by a happy chance, one of them was a foreleg and one a hind leg. Then the Lightning Warrior went mad. The two legs which remained untethered were on opposite sides of the body and, therefore, the lobo was able at intervals to maintain his balance. He began to roll and leap in the snow. He came like an otter, wallowing on his stomach like a galloping seal, dashing himself toward Cobalt, but the strain of the noose began to choke him. In the wildness of the wolfs fury Cobalt heard clearly the snapping of a bone. An instant later the Lightning Warrior had partially brained himself against a tree trunk.

He lay still. A bit of wind got through the trees and fluttered the downy white fur, deep and rich, while Cobalt came up slowly and stared down at his quarry. He saw the fluff of snow near the nostrils of the brute stirring. By that he guessed that the animal still lived. He saw a foreleg crooked in the snow. By that he guessed that this was the broken bone. He leaned over and laid his hand on the shoulder of the wolf. Under the deep blanket of the fur he could feel the muscle, hard as iron and still tensed like strung cords.

Then Cobalt laughed silently. It is a horrible thing to think of that silent laughter under the dark of those trees. But he laughed, for in staring down at the Lightning Warrior, he had conceived another thought. He started to carry out the plan at once. In a sense, I suppose, that a more grotesque or brutal plan was never formed. Nevertheless, he went ahead with it. He muzzled the beast with a length of the rope. Then he made splints out of straight twigs and bound them firmly around the leg, first padding the joints with moss as he well knew how to do. The wolf roused up and made one more effort to get at Cobalt with his teeth, but found that it was hopeless. So he lay with a certain patience. He raised his great, wise head and looked the man in the face with an unflinching and deathless hatred and, the man, looking up from the splinting of the broken leg, answered that look with a sneer.

When he was ready, he lifted the bulk of the wolf in his arms. He could have carried a greater burden, but he was amazed by the bulk of this thing, for he knew the limits inside of which a wolf is supposed to range. Then the fact that the long-hunted prize was actually in his arms started him laughing again. As he laughed, he felt the wolf shuddering with hate against his breast, and Cobalt laughed still louder, until the icy corridors of that forest rang with his mirth.

He got the wolf to his camp by the river, and there he nursed him back to soundness. He nursed him with the devotion of a priest to a convert or a parent to a child. But in all the devotion of Cobalt there was no affection. He remembered the dead dogs of his team. They were half-wild beasts, but they were his. He had chosen them, trained them. They were his pride, and every one of them had come to his hand willingly, without fear.

When he saw the red eyes of the Lightning Warrior fixed steadily upon him with the fire never dying down in them, he would sit for long minutes, concentrating his will upon the brute, until at last the animals eyes could endure no longer against that human will, and the lobo would look away. From day to day the contest was waged with the same bitterness, until in the end the Lightning Warrior knew that he was totally defeated.


VII. THE RETURN
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TO DESCRIBE THE hunting of the Lightning Warrior is a simple thing, but one has to remember that an entire year was cut out of the life of Cobalt. At the end of that time in the warmth of the year, when the sun was at its height and the mosquitoes were blackening the flats and the yellow Yukon was rolling unbarred by ice toward the sea, Cobalt came back. I had come in from the mines on some sort of business, I forget what, and there were enough others, what with newcomers and the rest, to fill the saloon when Cobalt opened the door and waved to us. He looked about the same, only a little blacker of skin from the long, bitter weathering that he had gone through. Of course, he was in rags that even an Indian might have scorned, but Cobalt often looked like that when he came in from a long trek. He had been in our minds for a year and, when he stepped back inside that door, he had not been forgotten. It showed the vast force in him that even an arctic year of starving, laboring, hoping, groaning had not shut him from our thoughts.

When he opened the door and stepped inside, with the flash of the sun behind him, a shout went up. Some people had said that he must be dead, that the wolf had got him before this. But to most of us he seemed a deathless thing, like a waterfall which may be frozen up for a time but which most of the year will be dashing and smashing at the rocks. I remember that there was a cheechako at that moment handling the bent iron bar that had been taken down from the wall for his curious eyes. In the midst of his futile efforts, he saw that ragged man in the door not a very big man, certainly not a handsome man yet the cheechako knew when he set eyes upon him.

Its Cobalt! whispered the cheechako, grinning like a happy child and straining at the bar.

Cobalt came with that light step of his, like the step of a man about to break into a run, and we surged toward him. But we stopped, like a wave that founders on a bar, recoiling suddenly. For behind Cobalt came the Lightning Warrior! Yes, striding in like a king, more glorious, more beautiful than ever, came the Lightning Warrior, holding his head high as a king ought to hold it and making himself blind to the poor, pitiful humans around him whom he despised. Mind you, there was no lead rope on him. There was no muzzle on him, either. All that he wore in token of being subdued was a pack fitted snugly upon his back. The Lightning Warrior was being used as a pack dog! How can I put down what I, for one, felt about this thing? It seemed that the entire universe had been reversed. For there was the primitive mind of the wilderness, the savage hunter, turned into a domestic servant.

After a moment we began to recover a little at the sight of Cobalt resting his heel on the footrail and calling for drinks. He set them up for the house, and we took the glasses in forgetful fingers and stared not at the red stain in the liquor but at the red stain in the eyes of the wolf. We could see him closely enough now to make out the color of the eyes. It was the whites of them which were red-stained, but the eyes themselves were blue, a pale, clear blue, a strange color to find in the eyes of a wolf, almost as strange as the snowy purity of the coat itself.

Come up, said Cobalt. Come up closer, old-timer!

He made a quick motion with his hand, and the wolf glided up under it. He did not shrink. Neither did he wag his tail nor snarl. Nor did a softer light appear in his eyes, but all at once every man in that room knew that the beast hated Cobalt with an entire and a deathless hatred. That made the miracle complete. There was no muzzle over those teeth which, at a stroke, could have cut half through the leg of a man or broken his neck at the nape. Yet Cobalt dared to walk freely forward with this menace behind him. Without a rope to control him, the Lightning Warrior followed at the heels of his master like a dog, though he could have turned and disappeared in a moment in the brush, to be free again forever.

No, it was not the body or the soul of the beast that Cobalt had mastered. It was only the brain. He left the body un-crippled and strong. He had not overwhelmed the hidden soul of the great animal and won his love. He simply had subdued the brain until the monster felt helpless in the grip of his masters will.

How was all this finally accomplished? Cobalt would never say. He could be persuaded to say a little about the days when he used to sit and fix his eyes upon the wolf, and how they had stared at one another, but there he ended.

I remember how the bartender leaned across the bar, his eyes like two moons, and asked: How did you do it, Cobalt?

We all listened, as for the voice of a prophet, but Cobalt simply said: Why, look here, boys, its not the first time that a man has caught a wild wolf and tamed it. And hes tame, isnt he? Look at him. Gentle as a lamb.

Gentle as a chained demon, he should have said. Someone verged too close to the brute and got a silent snarl that made him jump ten feet. Yes, the Lightning Warrior was gentle to the hand and the will of his master, but in reality his very soul was plunged deeper in revolt and rage against all men. We thought that we could read one extra page in the story. Beside the right eye of Cobalt and running down his cheek, there was a thin red line. It was a scar such as a knife stroke might have left. It would whiten in time, but at this very moment it looked just like a little stream of fresh blood.

Yes, other men had caught wild wolves and taken them. They had caught the wolves with cunning traps, and they had taken them with a whip. But one glance at the face of Cobalt told us other things. We knew, in a flash, that his bare hands were the weapons with which he had schooled the beast.

For my part, as I looked at them, I realized another thing: that there was tragedy in the offing. It seemed that Cobalt felt my gaze for presently he said to me: Chalmers, will you walk out with me? I want to talk to you a little.

I went out with him into the arctic sun, which is not like the sun of more southerly places. There is always some trace of a dream about it. It is a thing seen with the mind rather than something felt by the body, though in all conscience I have seen it hot enough even in that Far North.

We went out, with me stepping rather short and keeping half an eye or more upon that white monster. I think he was the most beautiful thing that I had ever seen. The whiteness of a polar bear was tawny compared with him, and the whiteness of the most brushed and bathed, combed and fluffed lap dog was dull compared with the pure brightness of the Lightning Warrior.

Now, Chalmers, youre older than I am, said Cobalt, facing about and giving me his eye in that direct and almost intolerable fashion of his.

Im a good deal older, as years go, Cobalt, I said.

What do you mean by that? asked Cobalt, for he always hated the half answers which make up the talk of most of us. What do you mean by older as years go?

I mean, I said, hunting through my mind, that time is a thin effect with a lot of us, thin as arctic sunshine. Ive seen men, Cobalt, who can age more in a year than others can in ten.

Age how? he asked.

Ideas, thoughts, accomplishments.

And trouble? he finished off.

Yes, trouble, I admitted, uncomfortably.

Do you think that Ive raised trouble now? he asked me.

I hesitated.

Oh, you know. Everybody knows about it, he said.

Perhaps thats the chief trouble, I said.

Why? he demanded sharply.

Well, you can see for yourself, I responded.

Dont tell me what I can see for myself, man, said Cobalt. Tell me what you see.

I saw that he was under a strain. He was at the breaking point and, if he broke, the explosion would shake Circle City.

Ill tell you something, I parried. Once when I was a youngster, there was a marriage advertised in a side show in a circus. The tallest man in the world was to marry the fattest lady in the world. They sold admissions for fifty cents. I was only a boy, and I went and saw the marriage.

What has that got to do with me? he asked. What has that got to do with me and — well, with me and Sylvia Baird?

He challenged me with his hard, bright eye, which was turning from gray to a pale, luminous blue. I think that the Scandinavian warriors of another age must have looked like that when they ran naked into the dance of the swords, the banquet of the blades as they used to call it.

I mean, I said, that it was a pretty public thing — the engagement, the marriage, and all in that circus tent.

He pointed a finger at me like a gun. You really mean that Ive dragged Sylvia too much out into the light of publicity.

I nodded.

All right, he said. All right! I see what you mean. And what do you think? That Im going to back down?

Back down? I echoed quite vaguely.

You know, throw up the game, just because shes a little sensitive? He tried to smile. It was only a grimace. Then he broke out: You come along with me to the Baird house, will you? I want to talk some more to you.

I knew that he did not mean that. He wanted me there in the hope that my presence would help him to keep from doing some wild, absurd thing. I went, unwittingly and very much afraid, at his side up the street.


VIII. STRAIGHT TALK
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BEFORE WE QUITE came to the Baird house, we could hear Sylvias violin singing and soaring over the voices of a couple of men. When she opened the door to us, flushed and happy and smiling, I saw Tom Benton and Jay von Acker there in the dimness of the room with her. It was one of her favorite amusements. There was mighty little music in Circle City, and Sylvias fiddle accompanied anyone who had enough of a voice to attempt a song. She saw me first and gave me her usual smile, behind which I dont think there was any real design but which radiated in such a way that, wherever she looked, she seemed to have found something that peculiarly and particularly pleased her. I was a good deal older than most of the boys who flocked around Sylvia, and I should have known better, but now and again she pulled at the strings of my heart in such a way that a little pang of melancholy pleasure would be stirring within me all the rest of the day.

That was the smile she gave me and her hand asking me in. Then she saw two other things, Cobalt and the Lightning Warrior. She would have fallen, I think, or else she would have jumped back into the room. But she got a good grip on the edge of the door and held herself in place. I saw the scream come into her eyes, swell in her throat, and die out again as she mastered herself. All in a moment she was herself again, and actually she went a step past the threshold and gave Cobalt her hand. She gave him her smile, too. I turned about and saw this. The smile was so perfect that no one except Cobalt would have noticed her pallor.

Then came two yells from inside the house. Benton and von Acker came tumbling out to see the great white brute and admire and exclaim over it. Cobalt gave them the smallest half of a smile and no answer at all. So they pulled in their heads and got themselves off down the street.

Sylvia gave me an inquiring look, and I saw that she wanted to be alone on the field of battle, but Cobalt said: I asked him to come along because I wanted someone to see how youd get along with the wolf.

Why should I get along with the Lightning Warrior? she asked him. I only wanted his skin.

Theres his skin on him, said Cobalt, without the mark of a knife or a bullet or the teeth of a trap.

Goodness! Sylvia gasped. How did you manage to do it? But, of course, I knew that you would!

Did you? answered Cobalt, with a little hard ring in his voice that sent tingles up my spine and a weakness down my legs. Well, theres the skin exactly as you asked for it, Sylvia. Chalmers, she wanted the skin of the Lightning Warrior instead of an engagement ring — without a mark or a break on it. So youre a witness that she has what she asked for.

I hated this being used as a witness. He was going to drive her into a corner.

Do come in, both of you, she said.

You wouldnt leave the poor old-timer outside, would you? asked Cobalt, patting the head of the wolf.

She looked at the Lightning Warrior very much as one might look at incarnate evil. Well, she commented, I suppose you think its safe to have him in the house?

Why isnt it? asked Cobalt. Look at this!

He spoke and, at his command, that white murderer sat down, lay down, gave his paw, fetched the hat which Cobalt threw on the snow, and finally stood up on his hind legs, put his forepaws on the shoulders of the man, and looked at him with eyes that were on a level. Their faces were not inches apart. I saw the Lightning Warrior begin to shake and tremble all over, while his lips twitched and blood seemed to flow into his eyes. It was not fear, mind you, that made him quiver. It was a frightful desire to have the life blood of the man, and that impulse was mastered only by a deep-rooted awe.

For my own part, I never saw a picture that chilled me more thoroughly. Poor Sylvia looked on with a sick face. Cobalt would not say a word about the year he had spent in the wilderness, working to get this animal and to subdue it so perfectly. Rather he chose this way of giving one an insight into what he had accomplished. I stared at the face of the wolf and the face of the man, and upon my honor I found them strongly similar, even to the sneering expression. The scar stood out on the face of Cobalt like a thin line of blood. Sylvia saw all these things with eyes at least as sharp as mine.

If hes so gentle as that, she said, of course hes welcome in the house. What a beauty he is!

The Lightning Warrior dropped to the ground and followed his master into the house. There he backed into a corner of the room where the shadow was deepest but through which we still could see the red glint of his eye and the strange blue of its iris, like the blue of Cobalts own eye. We sat down, and she offered us tea.

I never drink tea when Im not on the march, said Cobalt.

We were all silent for a moment. I suppose it was Sylvias duty to carry on the conversation in some way, but she had to pause and gather her strength for the trial. Just then Sylvias father came in. He had already heard about the coming of Cobalt, and he was puffing from his rapid walking, returning to his home. He gave us both an eager, worried, half-frightened look before he shook hands and sat down with us.

A marvelous thing, Cobalt, he said. Extraordinary! I dont see how youve accomplished it, and I— His voice trailed away. His eyes had found the red mark on the face of Cobalt.

Nothing at all, said Cobalt. Sylvia didnt want an engagement ring. She wanted the skin of the Lightning Warrior. There it is, you see.

Baird tried to laugh, but his voice shook a bit. You have a sense of humor, Cobalt, he said.

I hope that I have, said Cobalt, and a memory, too. I try to laugh when my turn comes. Did you say there was a joke somewhere in this, Mister Baird?

Why, Cobalt, said Baird, of course you understand, man — you know that a girl — on one meeting — you know that a girl couldnt possibly — ? He got altogether stuck.

Sylvia, leaning a bit forward in her chair, watched the two of them with an eager white face. Her hands were clasped hard together in her lap.

I see what you mean, said Cobalt, appearing very easy in his manner. Naturally at a first meeting a girl wouldnt send a man off to do a job like that unless she was dead serious. No right-minded girl would let him take his life in his hands and throw away the best dog team that ever hauled sleds out of Circle City and chuck a year of his life into the bargain. Why, Mister Baird, you dont suppose that I think Sylvia would take me as lightly as that? Or you either, for that matter?

Baird got out a handkerchief and mopped his face. Not lightly, Cobalt, he said with eagerness. No one would take you lightly. Only, you understand that a casual remark in a casual conversation — you understand that a girl might casually say something to which she wouldnt actually wish to commit herself.

Why, then Ill find out, said Cobalt, cool as could be. Tell me, Sylvia, did you say the thing casually? Did you expect that I would try to do what you suggested, or did you not?

I never saw grief and ghostly fear more vividly drawn than in the face and the staring eyes of poor Sylvia. My heart ached for her, and I wanted to break in with a few words, but I could find none. One cant jest with the owner about the architecture of his burning house, and one could not be light with Cobalt about his year of labor. He had given himself to the utmost. Something in the drawn lines of his face showed that. Now what would be his reward?

Perhaps a sheer spirit of perversity had driven him onto the thing, but was there some justification, after all? Had he, on the day a year before, seen something in the face, heard something serious in the voice of Sylvia when she made the proposal about the wolf skin instead of an engagement ring?

Sylvia! broke out her father suddenly, were waiting for you to speak. Were you serious when you spoke to him? Will you answer?

She seemed about to speak when her father cut in again:

But take your time. Think it over. Remember everything in that conversation. Ive heard it from you before, but I never guessed that there was anything serious in what you and he had said to one another.

She took a breath, then she said: You cant help me now, Father. Im thinking back to that day. It was a pretty light conversation, Cobalt, wasnt it?

As light, said Cobalt, as eagle feathers. As light as the feathers that they put on arrowheads. Isnt that about it?

She stared at him. You mean, she said, that we both felt seriously about what we said?

I mean, he said, that I asked you to marry me.

No, she said, correcting him, but you did tell me that you were going to marry me. Theres a difference.

He nodded. Did you think I was serious?

She did not answer for a second or two. My heart counted ten in a roll of thunder during the interval.

Then she replied simply. Yes, I thought you were serious.


IX. THE LOVE COURT
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HER FATHER GOT out of his chair with a lurch and a jump, like a protesting lawyer at a trial. In a sense, this was a trial, with vital issues hanging upon the outcome. Sylvia, he cried, think what youre saying, will you? Think how youre putting yourself into his hands!

Then Cobalt said an astounding thing. No, no, Mister Baird. Thats not the right angle and thats not the way to look at the thing at all. As a matter of fact I dont want to follow my own blind conviction. I want to do something with my eyes open and my head up. For my part Im willing to take the opinion of you and Chalmers here to decide the case between me and Sylvia.

I thought Baird would choke, such was the violence of his conflicting emotions. He cleared his throat once or twice and then began to blink and nod, his colorless brows going up and down, his pink face reddening. Of course, Cobalt, he conceded, youre a gentleman. Tut, tut, my dear lad, the whole north country knows that. There is only one way in which a gentleman can act at such a time. Tut, tut, I know all of that beforehand.

No, you dont, answered Cobalt, not violently but perfectly matter of fact. You know what Ill do. Nobody else does, because Im in the dark myself.

This was a considerable conversational snag, and no one could say a thing for a moment. It was Sylvia at last who remarked: Let me try to understand, Cobalt. You want to convince yourself that youre right, and then youll go ahead. You want to find out if, in the opinion of Dad and Mister Chalmers, I really committed myself. Then, no matter what my own opinion is, youll go ahead?

You can put it that way, said Cobalt.

I dont want to put it that way, she responded. I want to hear you put it in your own words.

Words are not what count from my side of the fence. Now then, Chalmers, what have you to say about the thing?

How can I say anything, Cobalt? I asked him. I dont know what passed between you and Sylvia. I only know that of course no man can hold a woman against her will to an engagement so — well, so extraordinary.

Do you really think that? he asked. Then Ive lost before the trial begins. Because I want a unanimous vote of yourself and Mister Baird on one side or the other as to whether or not you think Sylvia committed herself.

He was wonderfully calm as indeed he remained throughout the interview, except for a flush now and again. When I heard these last words of his, you may believe that I pricked up my ears again. I saw that this was even a more serious matter than it had seemed before far more serious.

What happened, exactly, from your own point of view? asked Baird, mopping his face again. For that matter I was getting pretty moist myself.

Do you mean, said Cobalt, from the very first?

Yes, tell us that, said the father, nodding and setting his jaw.

Well, then, Ill tell you — from my viewpoint, replied Cobalt. The moment I saw her, I wanted her.

Say that more clearly, I suggested. You loved her?

I wanted her, he insisted. I wanted her the way a boy wants a knife that he sees in a window, or a horse in a circus, or an air rifle on a store rack. Love her? I dont know. I wanted her. I heard a yegg one day telling how he saw an emerald pendant at the throat of a woman. He couldnt get at it that night while she was wearing it, but he traced it to the bank vault in which it was kept. He blew the vault, sifted through the stuff it contained, and got his hands on the emerald. He turned around, and there were five cops with a dead bead on him. They sent him up for ten years or so. He got out, went back to the same bank, blew another vault, and was caught again. He went back to prison a second time for a longer spell. When I saw him, he was a gray-headed man. I asked him what had happened to the emerald. He took a piece of chamois out of his pocket and unwrapped it, and there was the emerald lying in the palm of his hand. He had a peaceful look in spite of his years in jail.

Sylvia, who had been listening with all her heart and soul, asked: Tell me, did you know him well? Or did he just trust you?

He trusted me, said Cobalt. All men trust me.

Well, it was rather a grand thing to hear. There was perfect truth in it, too. All men trusted Cobalt, even those who wronged him. He might kill them, but he never would slander them, try to trick them, or take them from behind. He stood up and let the fire shine in his eyes.

I say that I saw Sylvia, and I wanted her. I tell you just how I wanted her. The way that yegg wanted the emerald. The prison meant nothing to him. Well, prison would mean nothing to me either, except that theres a slight difference. Emeralds dont grow old, women do. I want Sylvia now. I want her where I can look at her.

When shes happy? I suggested.

Oh, I dont much care about that, said Cobalt. Mad or glad or sulking or dancing or sorry or jolly, Id be about equally glad to look at her. People spend millions for a picture. Well, theres the picture that I want.

I wondered that he could keep the emotion out of his voice, but he did. You might have thought that he was speaking for another person and not himself. You may be sure that Sylvia neither smiled nor looked self-conscious when she heard those remarks. Rather, she looked as though she were on trial for her life. In a sense she was.

Then I went to you and told you that I wanted her. I went to her and told her I intended to have her, Cobalt went on. That sounds eccentric. Well, it wasnt as eccentric as I may have seemed. I wanted to get her attention from the crowd for a minute. So I made a bit of noise and gesticulation — at least I caught her eye. I made her listen. Now, you tell me, Sylvia, when I informed you that I intended to marry you, you were angry, werent you?

Yes, I was angry, she admitted.

But you believed that I seriously intended doing what I said?

Yes, she agreed slowly, I think that I felt that.

You only thought so? he repeated. You didnt know it?

Yes, she said, rather faintly, I suppose that I knew it.

Be honest, he urged.

I am honest, she said. She drew back in her chair, seeming to feel that the presence of his argument and his questions were hemming her in. Her eyes flashed toward her father then toward me.

If youre honest, argued Cobalt, you knew by the way my eyes handled your face that I wanted you as desperately as the thief wanted the emerald.

She actually raised her hand and touched her face with a startled and pained look. It was a very strange thing to see. Yes, she said then, I know that you wanted me. No man ever looked at me like that — as if I were not even a human being, not even a dog or a horse, just something to look at.

Ah, said Cobalt, thats it. Now were getting along.

But whats the direction of all this talk? she asked.

I dont know, he said. I hope that I can give it a direction. Then we come to the time when I said good bye to you.

You mean that I kissed you good bye? she said. That was only a part of the ironical game which we were playing. You know that, Cobalt. You wouldnt be unfair about that.

That kiss? Rot! he expostulated. That was nothing. That made no difference to me. The touch of the wind would have been as much to me. But it gave me a chance to see what your hair was like, and I saw that it was spun finer than cobweb. I thought it would be like that, but I couldnt be sure until my eyes were close. That finished the picture. Id seen your hand and watched it moving. So that kiss meant a good deal, but not because it was the touch of your lips.

She sighed with relief.

Now, man, I said, breaking in because I couldnt stand the tenseness of the atmosphere, tell me what you think, no matter what has gone before, can a girl honestly marry a man she doesnt care about? And you dont love him, Sylvia?

She clasped her hands together and stiffened her arms a little. She closed her eyes. I do not love him, she whispered.


X. CAVE MAN STUFF
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EVEN AS THE case stood perhaps Sylvia might have found a little less emphatic way of speaking, but I must say that Cobalt did not seem in the least shocked. He merely looked at her with greater interest, at the repulsion that showed in the faint curl of her lip, at the small hands, the loveliest that ever were seen. With an impersonal interest he examined and analyzed her.

From my point of view, that ends it, I said abruptly.

That isnt the point on which I want your view, said Cobalt. That angle doesnt interest me in the least.

Great Scott, man, I said, are you back in the cave age when women were chased and captured? Do you mean to say that affection isnt what civilization has been built on and — ?

Civilization! Stuff and nonsense! replied Cobalt. I dont give a rap about all that rot. Besides, theres the contract marriage of the Greeks and Romans. Love had nothing to do with it. They were fairly civilized, I dare say. Dont talk rot about civilization to me. Keep to facts. I want her. Thats the important thing, and I certainly think I have a right to her. Im trying to prove it out of her mouth.

Go ahead, then, I said, not at all proud of my last sally.

The man baffled me. He shamed me a little, too. I had a dawning feeling that, perhaps, he might be right a thousand years hence a more cultured race might consider women in just such a light.

Sylvia, he said, when I looked at you, you know that you felt no other man had looked at you in just the same manner.

I dont know, she said. She was beginning to be frightened. It was touching to see her try to stick to the truth in spite of her fear of what some admission might do to her.

Oh, he said, other men have looked at you like starved wolves, or like sick calves, I dare say. But no man ever looked at you as I did that day.

She nodded, speechless, her eyes haunted. This was not the gay Sylvia, bright and impudent as a bird. She raised a hand and pressed a handkerchief against her lips. Over this she stared at Cobalt.

You felt, he pressed quietly ahead, that I was in your power?

You? she exclaimed. I felt that you were in my power?

Yes — that day, he insisted. Then he raised a finger to caution her. Remember, he said, the whole truth, and only that.

I suppose, in a way — I suppose that I felt I had some power over you.

You had a feeling that you could use that power. You thought of the Lightning Warrior—

Because of you! cried the poor girl, and my heart bled for her. I looked at you — and I dont want to be unkind — but looking at you made me think — I mean, something about your eyes and your face and the wildness of it — I dont want to say cruel things! concluded poor Sylvia.

Come, come, I said, half under my breath. This is enough, Cobalt?

Enough? he asked. He turned his head in that quick way of his, and I shrank deeper into my chair and wished myself far away. Cobalt then proceeded: When you smiled at my offer of the engagement ring, then the thing flashed over you. The sense of your power. The cruel pleasure. You thought of the Lightning Warrior, and you asked for his skin.

I wasnt thinking! cried Sylvia.

You were thinking, persisted Cobalt gravely. You thought in this manner: this brute of a man with all the strength he seems to have, what would become of him, if he were matched with that dog killer, the Lightning Warrior? The two pictures jumped into your mind. The thing came out of your mouth almost without your thinking. You wanted the fight.

No! cried Sylvia.

She got up from her chair. So did the three of us.

Well, said Cobalt, his voice as always even and quiet, I cant force you to say anything, I can only suggest. When you said it, you had in mind storm, wind, starvation, fighting in the wilderness, all that sort of thing. Am I wrong?

Sylvia looked at her father, then she looked at me hopelessly. Tears began to run down her face.

That isnt fair, insisted Cobalt. Youve no right to cry to soften their hearts. Their hearts are like putty so far as youre concerned.

Im trying not to cry, Sylvia protested. I dont want to, and Im trying not to. She bit her lip. She dabbed at her eyes. She drew in a breath.

Thats better, said Cobalt in his calm way. Thats more honest. Theres honesty in you. Im glad to see that. Now, dont cry any more but tell us the truth. When you asked for the skin of the Lightning Warrior, did you or did you not think of a long, fierce battle?

Yes, whispered Sylvia, I did.

Sylvia! interrupted her father, what are you talking about?

And you knew that I would go and do what I could about it?

I didnt know, she said and halted.

Tell us honestly. Did you feel convinced that I would go out and do what I could about it?

I wasnt logical, Sylvia confessed with a shaking voice. I didnt follow things to their ultimate conclusion. But — yes, I thought you would do something about it.

That meant life or death? he asked her remorselessly.

She only stared. He did not insist on the answer.

I took it that way, he said. I jumped into the lions den, but Im not going to throw the glove into your face now that Im out again. Im going to hold you to your promise.

Sylvia, gazing like one enchanted by horror, backed slowly up until her shoulders were against the wall.

Dont do that, child, cried out Baird. He went over and put an arm around her. Im going to take care of you, he said. I wont let anything happen to you. Sylvia, look at me. Dont you trust me? Im not going to let anything happen to you!

She put a hand up to fend him off. She kept looking in that terrified way at Cobalt. Dont you see its no good? she said rapidly to her father. You cant help me. Nobody can help me, only myself. Im alone with him.

I tried to help by saying: There was no real promise, Sylvia.

Of course, there was no real promise, agreed Baird.

Bless you, Chalmers. You help to bring us back to terra firma.

Sylvia shook her head. Think it over a moment, and then tell me honestly. Tell him, and tell me.

When she said that, I looked toward Cobalt. He did not assume a threatening or a blustering attitude. There was no need of that. He had folded his arms and leaned a shoulder against the wall. He had finished his case, and now he waited for the decision. Realizing that, I cursed the unlucky chance that had brought me into the house this day. I cursed Cobalt as well in the silence of my mind. Why could not one turn to him and say: Man, youre mad! This thing cannot be! But there was no use making an appeal to him. Public opinion did not matter to Cobalt.

Ill tell you, said Baird, breaking in. Then he paused, began to shake his head, and exclaimed at last: I dont deny the existence of some obligation on your part, some slight obligation.

What sort of an obligation? inquired Sylvia. Thats what I see myself. But Im no good to him in a shop window. Dont you see? He wants me in his pocket, as the thief wanted the emerald. Either he takes me as a wife, or else Im no good to him at all. Thats the point. If he has a call upon me, thats what the call amounts to. I cant be one percent wife or a quarter wife, even. I cant be a wife for one day or a week or a month. Ive got to step over the threshold. Thats what Ive got to do. Her voice faltered.

Cobalt said: Youre a good girl, Sylvia. Youre such an amazingly good girl that Ive almost made up my mind to let you get out from the contract.

Theres no contract, cried Baird. I dont understand whats happened! Chalmers, because my girl out of excess of spirits — !

He saw me shaking my head and stopped there. I answered: Out of excess of spirits, or however you want to put it, she challenged Cobalt to do an impossible thing. Well, theres the impossible thing accomplished.

I pointed to the white monster in the corner shadow. Baird, with an exclamation, threw up his hands. He was in a state of great excitement. Sylvia went to him and put an arm about him and tried to quiet him. It was charming to see her forget about her own trouble in her sympathy with his.

Such a thing would never hold in a court of law! Never in the world insisted Baird. Any judge or jury would simply laugh at such a claim.

Well, Father, said Sylvia, I suppose that a judge would laugh. But were not judges and juries in a law court, are we?

I turned to Cobalt. Cobalt, I said, there are a thousand appeals that I could make to you. You have some claim, some slight claim on Sylvia. Her exquisite sense of honor admits that claim, as you see. But I dont believe that youll take the pound of flesh nearest the heart. I see that you were serious, and that youve spent a terrible year in executing your part of the bargain. But look at it the other way. If you insist upon the bargain being fulfilled, youre wrecking her life. I cant believe that youll do it. I wont believe it. Surrender your claim, Cobalt. Youll have the reward of friendship. Out of that friendship something may come — marriage, perhaps, in the end. What would this chains-and-slavery idea of yours amount to compared with Sylvia as a wife who loved you and had chosen you?

These were not the most eloquent words in the world, but I put a good deal of emotion into them because I felt them to the quick. I could see also that both Baird and Sylvia thought that this was the final appeal. Baird looked at Cobalt with a face of wretched pain and suspense. Sylvia, suddenly weakening, was close in her fathers arms, her face against his breast.

How could Cobalt resist the appeal of such a picture? Well, he resisted it well enough. In that casual voice which I was beginning to hate he said: Friendship ripening into love, and all that rot, eh? Mutual esteem, followed by affection. Is that the new way to sing the old song? Stuff, man, stuff! Im ashamed to hear you say such things. Sylvia, can you turn around and look me in the eye?

Turn she did and faced him. She rested against Baird for a support. Her hands clung to his hands. The unfortunate part of it was that he could not be a real help to her.

Now you tell me, said Cobalt, married or unmarried, friends or not friends, in a hundred years do you think that you could ever come to love me?

She looked at him very earnestly. It was a pitiful thing to see her honesty and her fear of him fighting in her face. Then she shook her head. No, she said, I dont think that I could.

Well said! muttered Cobalt. Theres honesty for you. But you see what remains? Shed never take me for love, but shes made the bargain, and shell stick to it. Sylvia, when does the wedding take place?

I could not speak. I was struck dumb. So was poor Baird. From the rolling of his eyes, I thought he was going mad.

When do you think? Sylvia asked. After were out of Alaska, of course!

No, said Cobalt, right now is the time! You have the Lightning Warrior, havent you, as sure as cash in the hand?


XI. WOLF TAMER
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I HAD INTENDED to remain in the town for a few days longer, but I would not remain there to see Sylvia Baird led to the slaughter. I went off to the Birch Creek diggings and arrived there to find that Cobalt had arrived before me. When I asked him how the wedding ceremony had gone, he told me that he was not yet married to Sylvia. He was going to spend that season in the mines and try to make what he could. In the winter he would haul Sylvia out overland. That would give her time to adjust her mind to him.

I hope youre right, I reflected, and I hope she doesnt run away.

No. She wont do that, said Cobalt. I dont think that shell do that. Do you?

Not if she thinks that its dishonorable.

And what do you think about it? he asked me, curious.

It took courage to stand up to Cobalt, but I managed to get my nerve together and say: I think that anything she does to get away is all right. Youve trapped her, Cobalt. Its always fair for the trapped thing to try to get away.

He was not angry, only thoughtful. He went off hanging his head a little on one side, and I saw very little of him during that summer. However, the rumors about him were always afloat. He panned hardly a dollar the first four weeks, and then he got into good pay dirt and made it by the thousands. Yes, I mean by thousands a day. He had nine men working under him. He paid them a full ounce a day, every day, and a short working day at that. Then he gave them double that rate for overtime, and that gang fairly tore up the tundra for their boss. I dont know how much he made altogether, but it was enough, with what he had already saved, to make a tidy fortune back in the States. He would not be rich, but he would be mighty well off.

I asked him one day what had given him his leads and where he had learned prospecting.

He replied: I never learned anything, Chalmers. Im stupid about it. I just throw in where other fellows are digging and trust to luck. Well, just now Im having some luck.

Youve got your luck, and youre turning it into gold, all right.

Ive got my luck, he agreed, but Ill need the hard cash. What does a good hunter cost?

A hunter? I asked, not following him.

I mean, a horse, a good hunter. One of the best.

Anywhere from five hundred to fifty thousand, I suppose. Well, fifteen hundred for a bang-up good horse.

He whistled. Shes going to be expensive, he said. She wants to hunt. She wants three or four hunters unless I really am generous. Great Scott, what would generous be translated into horseflesh?

Oh, some people keep a string of a dozen or more.

He groaned. Shes expensive, all right. But I dont mind that. I want to see her on a horse. Shed look pretty good in the saddle, wouldnt she?

Shed be wonderful on the back of a horse.

Shed be something to look at — , he observed and fell into a day dream about her, so that I forbore talking to him any longer on this occasion.

It was a hard summer for me. The labor was all that I could stand, and the bad food and the worse cooking gradually wore me down. I did not wait for the winter freeze to come with its full force. I packed up and lugged all the way to Circle City a few days before the rush back began.

I arrived in time to see the beginning of the Yukon freeze. One could hear the noise of the ice miles and miles away, like a great and irregular cannonade. When I came up, I found the big yellow flood scumming across with glass in the shallows, and white piles and ruined marble masonry came crashing and heaping upon the sand banks.

I was glad to see the winter beginning. I did not care how much white iron there was on it, for I was tired, very tired. I promised myself, after one more year I could get out of the white North and back to my own land. A whole winters rest did not seem sufficient to get the ache out of the small of my back. Yet, as a matter of fact, one good sleep was enough to set me up. The very next day I ran into Baird. There was a fine, seasonable sharpness in the air and a whirl of snowflakes which melted out of sight as they touched the ground, but the winter was approaching.

Coming up this way, all right, I said to Baird.

Is he? asked Baird, giving me a wild look. When does he arrive?

I examined the man. He was much changed. He had grown thinner during the summer, and his eyes had receded into his head. He had the appearance of one just risen from a sick bed, in fact.

I meant the winter, I said, frowning at him.

He gasped, only gradually arriving at my meaning. Yes, yes! he nodded. The winter, of course, the winter!

Off in the distance the ice just then gave a grumble and a grating like a thousand carts unloading in a single instant. Baird jerked about and looked in the direction of the river. I remember how the snow whirled about his head in a sudden flurry just then. He looked as hopeless and desperate as a tame beast in a howling wilderness.

I said: Look here, Baird, whats the matter with you?

Whats the matter with me? Why, nothings the matter with me, he answered.

He began to look away from me, but I tapped him on the shoulder.

Hows Sylvia? I asked him.

Well, shes alive, he answered. Why do you ask about Sylvia? How do you expect her to be?

I disregarded his testiness. He was sick either in body or mind, perhaps in both. Certainly he could not be worried about his business. He had ripped a big fortune out of the earth and was still ripping it. Sylvia must be his worry, and Sylvia alone.

At last I said: Baird, dont talk like a sulky baby. Be a man.

Ah! he said, you can talk. You have no children!

Youre wrong, I said. I have two of em back home.

This appeared to be a startling revelation to him. He caught me by the arm and looked searchingly at me. You have two children back home, and yet youre up here? Youve got a wife and a pair of youngsters, and yet you are up here? He spoke in a most excited tone.

In one more season Ill have enough piled up, I answered. At least, thats what Im betting. Then I go back.

He paid no attention to this last answer. He exclaimed merely: If you have children, you can understand. You can understand how a mans heart can be broken, I mean.

Is your heart breaking about Sylvia? I asked him. Then: Yes — I suppose it is.

Come home with me. I want you to see her. You have to see her in order to understand.

I dont want to see her, I answered. I dont want to understand, either. Ill tell you what, Baird — Im sorry, but I dont want to have anything to do with you and Sylvia and Cobalt. I dont want to think about it, even. It makes me too sick.

He looked somberly at me, half occupied with his own misery. Well, youll come home with me, all right, he persisted. I want to ask you a question.

Ask it here in the street. Im ready.

You cant answer it till youve seen Sylvia.

I dont want to see Sylvia. Is she taking it hard? — dont answer that either! Good bye.

I tried to get away from him, but I could not. He held me as the ancient mariner held the wedding guest. He simply took me by the arm.

Come along, he said. Were just wasting time standing around here.

He must have seen the surrender in my face long before. Now I gave up, muttering and mumbling in vain protest, and walked beside him to the house. When we were near to the house, I heard Sylvias violin.

Thats good, I said. That shows that shes keeping her spirits up, all right.

Does it? asked Baird despondently.

He knocked at the door. There was a scratching of feet inside, then the horrible, throat-tearing snarl of a wolf inside.

Who is it? called Sylvia.

Great Scott, man, I said, dont tell me that Sylvias in the same room with the Lightning Warrior, and the beast on the loose?

He shrugged his shoulders. Youll see, was all he said. Then: Its I, Sylvia. Ive got Chalmers here with me.

Oh, thats good, she returned. Wait till I get King by the scruff of his neck. Now its all right. Come on in, Dad!

He turned around and gave me a good, long look, then he pushed up on tiptoes, I stopped so short. There was the Lightning Warrior, do you see, looking bigger and fiercer than ever, and the only thing that kept him from jumping at my throat was the little, childish hand of Sylvia which held him by a bit of the mane. He snarled again.

Idiot! said Sylvia, and with her other hand she aimed to slap him lightly between the eyes, just where the brow of a lobo wrinkles with such deep wisdom. Idiot, she repeated once she had struck that terrible head.

The Lightning Warrior stopped growling and licked her hand. He gave her a furtive, upward glance of deepest love and then once more turned the full weight of his hostile attention toward me.

Come in, invited Sylvia. Come right in and dont worry about him. Only, dont touch him. Thats all.

I wont touch him, I assured her. I dont need the warning.

I squeezed against the wall, trying to keep my distance as I edged through the door. That wolf looked to me like naked lightning about to strike, and there was only the restraining touch of that young woman to keep him quiet.

Thats what I wanted you to see, said Baird. Thats why I wanted you to come home with me, old fellow.


XII. GETTING IN DEEP
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IT WAS WORTH a long trip, of course, just to see the way that loup-garouhad been tamed by the girl. It seemed to me that there was no trace of red about the eyes, and that the very iris of the eyes was a darker, deeper blue now. He had become the very shadow of Sylvia Baird, so moving that his head was always under her hand. Nevertheless, it was not to see the wolf that Baird had brought me. He had carried me home so that I could see Sylvia herself.

Ive said that Baird was much changed, but his alteration was as nothing compared with the new look of his daughter. Poor Sylvia! The joy and the sting had gone out of her. She was as white and still as a cut flower, and sometimes in talking the blank expression accompanying a far-off vision crossed her eyes. Yet her courage kept her head high. As I looked at her, I cursed Cobalt, then Baird for persuading me to come to the house, then myself for having been such a gull as to be dragged along. I had known that there would be nothing but pain inside those walls, and I was right. There was only one pleasant subject apparently, and you may be sure that I jumped at that and clung to it.

How in the world did you do it, Sylvia? Its a miracle. That white fiend! I still cant believe it. Hes dangerous.

Hell get you one day when your back is turned.

No. He wont attack her, said Baird. Shes turned her back on him a thousand times.

Tell me, Sylvia, I insisted. Tell me exactly what happened.

I dont know, she replied. We had him there in the back yard for a week or so, held by a regular horse chain, and he spent half his time trying to tear out the staple that held the chain and the other half would be grinding away at it until you could hear the sound of his teeth on the steel links all through the house. It put my nerves on edge, and so I decided to stop it. I went out and took off his collar.

Hold on, I said. Then he must have had a chance to slash you.

Well, he had a chance, but he didnt.

Go on, Sylvia, urged her father. You never told me just what you did. Go on and tell us exactly.

Why, I did nothing. I just unbuckled the collar.

Didnt he attempt to tear your throat? I asked her.

He looked as though he would, for a minute.

And then?

When I got my hand on the collar, he seemed to realize in a way that I was there to help him and not to make him more miserable.

I did not need to close my eyes in order to see that picture of the girl leaning over the fighting head of the Lightning Warrior. I could hear the vibration of his snarling and see the demon in his eyes. What had made her do it? And what silken tissue of mental power had kept the big wolf in restraint during that instant? No one who loved life would have taken such a chance. In fact, she must have hardly cared whether she fell to Cobalt or to the teeth of the wolf. So, even by way of the pleasanter topic of the wolf, I was forced back again to the thought of Cobalt. He filled the whole mental horizon in that house.

We had some tea with brandy in it, Russian style, and Sylvia sat up as hold as you please and told me the town chatter how many log rafts had come down the river in the last month, how the Pickering boys had brought down the biggest raft ever seen only to have it swept on a swift current past the city. It went to pieces, and their summers work went out to sea to make driftwood another day for the fires of the Eskimos. That was the summer when Judge Colfax was killed by Sidney Rice, and she told about that, while I watched her in pain and admiration, hearing little of her words but seeing her effort, most of all when she forced herself to smile.

When she got up to bring more hot water for the tea, I turned to Baird and abused him to his face. You couldnt keep it to yourself, could you? I said. You had to invite me in so that I can have bad dreams the rest of my life, too. Confound you, Baird, if you want to keep her out of the hands of Cobalt, its your own business. Go ahead with it. But its rotten to drag me in here. Poor Sylvia! What a brick she is!

Baird sighed. Shes not a brick. Shes an angel. Shes all blue and gold as a cloud. I love her. You love her. Everybody loves her. But she goes to Cobalt! He bowed his head. There was no doubt that his hair had turned quite a bit grayer during the summer. Therell be children, too, he went on bitterly. More of the wolf breed, the wolf strain. Chalmers, tell me what Im to do about it?

Thats enough. Another word, and I leave the house. Dont you try to drag me into the business!

Ah, man, said poor Baird, dont talk to me like that. You know that you were in on it the day the hand was dealt all around. You were here. You helped to make the decision. Now, you cant dodge that. Dig down into your deepest pocket, and for Sylvias sake tell me what Im to do!

I fell into a perspiration, but just then Sylvia came back, carrying the pot of steaming water and with the head of the great wolf just under her hand. After shed refilled our cups, she sat down, with one arm around the shoulders of the huge fellow. When she was sitting beside him, his head was almost on a level with hers.

Hes crazy about you, Sylvia, I observed. I can see that. You make a grand picture there, my dear, with that cannibal beside you.

Do I? queried Sylvia, scratching the wisdom wrinkle between his eyes until he turned his great head and looked fixedly in adoration at her.

Was it this way from the start? I asked. From the minute that you leaned over him, like a suicide, and took his collar off?

When I said that about suicide, I kept a straight eye on her and had my reward. For her head tipped up suddenly, and she gave me a frightened glance. I had been right in my guess. It was as if she had tried a revolver that day, and the gun had misfired. I grew a little sick. I thought of that delicate body lying still and the crimson welling at the throat. I had to shrug my shoulders and so bring myself back to common sense and the things of the day.

She went on to explain: He kept slinking away and snarling when I came near. But every day I spent a long time in the yard. Perhaps he got used to me. Then there was a time when I came up behind him as he was snapping at a bone. He whirled about, snapped at me, and got my arm in his mouth. He seemed to remember while his teeth were in the air, as it were, and he didnt even break the skin. He just held onto my arm, and his eyes were on fire, let me tell you. He sort of dared me to budge, and you can bet that I didnt stir. I just talked to him until he got quieter. He let go my arm and licked my hand.

I wish I had seen that, I said. Youre a brave girl, Sylvia.

Look, look! scoffed Sylvia. Hes admiring my self portrait. Now, dont you be so silly.

You are a brave girl, I insisted, and now, by heaven, something is going to be done!

She just rubbed the head of the Lightning Warrior and looked thoughtfully at me. At last she began to shake her head. What could be done?

Well cut and run for it, I suggested.

Ive thought of the same thing, put in Baird.

You bet youve thought of it, I told him bitterly. You just wanted me to bolster up your courage a little. Well, I forgive you. Sylvia, weve got enough time. Cobalt wont be in from the creek for a week. Well make tracks. Theres going to be snow by tomorrow morning. Listen to that wind! You feel the fingertips of it beginning to poke under the door and through the cracks? Yes, therell be plenty of snow in the morning, and well get out and travel. Thats settled.

The girl only wagged her lovely head at me, without a smile, without a gleam. You know what would happen? she asked.

Well, what would happen?

Hed catch us. He might not hurt Dad very much, but hed kill you, Tom Chalmers. Hed kill you as sure as sin. You know it, too.

I didnt need to have her say so. Of course, he would kill me, but I said: Oh, dont you be so sure. After all, guns are guns and bullets dont pick and choose.

Im not so sure, she said. I dont think that a bullet would choose Cobalt.

Why not? I asked her. I was curious to hear her explanation for such a belief.

Ill tell you why. I think that a bullet wont stop him until hes done some other things that hes meant to do, she said.

Oh, I responded, youre feeling fatalistic about him, are you?

Yes, I am. Arent you? she queried.

If I hear his name again, I wont sleep all night, said her father.

You bet you wont, I said. Youre going to sit up all night anyway, while we plan things and get our outfit together. It wont be the easiest thing in the world to get out tomorrow morning, making as late a start as this.

Do you mean that youd go through with it? asked Baird.

Wait, wait! cried the girl. It wont do. Youre both quite mad. Hed overtake us so easily, and then what would we do? Even if youre mad enough to try the thing, I wouldnt go along. Not I! I wouldnt let Tom Chalmers be thrown away. Father, what in the world are you thinking of? Im going to get us some more brandy. You wild people really need another drink.

When she was out of the room, the white ghost stalking beside her, I leaned a bit toward her father and the thing I did not want to say but had to finally came out: She wont go peaceably, so well kidnap her, man. Well take her along by force!


XIII. A SCREECHER
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LIKE SOME ANIMAL that hears the clang of the trap and the bite of its teeth at the same instant, I realized that I was caught in the thing for good and all. Baird would hold me to it. I could see that by the joy in his face, but we could not talk any longer as Sylvia came back at that instant. We pretended to have dropped the matter, persuaded by her, but afterward, when I left the house, Baird found an excuse for going along with me. He was frightened and excited, and the moment we were outside, bending our heads against the wind, he shouted to know whether or not I had been in earnest. I told him that I was, so we went down to the saloon and found a quiet corner for talking.

It was a dreary day and a dreary place. The bartender kept shrugging his shoulders to work his coat collar higher up around his neck. He kept glancing up too, as though he feared that the storm would slice off the room all the beams were groaning with the weight of the wind. In fact, winter was on top of us in a stride, and the windows were plastered white with frost and snow. And winter meant the beginning of the long, cold silence in Circle City. The howl of the wind and the thunder of the ice jamming in the river simply were the last guns of the summer.

Sitting there in the corner, we made our plans. We were like two helpless, hopeless children trying to act in a lost cause. Baird was white and did not get his color back. I felt a hollowness in the pit of my stomach and could guess that I was as white as my companion. He began on an unexpected key, asking me how big a pile I wanted to make before I went back home. I told him that I aimed at eighty thousand. It was not a great fortune, but in those days it meant a good deal. A man could sit back pretty comfortably. He wanted to know how much of it I had stacked up, and I told him that I had raked in nearly fifty-five thousand dollars altogether.

If you leave now, you cut yourself short, he said.

Ill come back in for another season, I told him. Ill be glad to get back to see the family. The kids are growing up. Im hungry to have a look at them.

Baird was a good fellow. He grinned a little at me and shook his head. Look here, Chalmers, this thing youre going to do for me — why, money wouldnt pay for it. I know that. But youll let me make up the difference between what you have and what you want to have? Ill be glad to give you that twenty-five thousand at the end of the trail out.

I couldnt take his money. He insisted that it was not hire. Compensation was what he called it. Otherwise, he couldnt let me go along. We had quite an argument, but in the end I had it my way. I really felt that money did not much matter. To me it appeared that I had about one chance in five of getting through alive. As a matter of fact, as it turned out my chances were a good deal less than that, and frankly I would never have undertaken the job if I had dreamed of what lay before me.

When the money matter was put aside, we got down to our actual plans. Jack Silver had five good dogs for sale, and I would pick up three more. Eight made a long string and we would load three sleds with nothing but food and the lightest sort of camp equipment. The girl was a good hand on snowshoes, he told me, but it probably would be necessary to let her ride a part of every day if we wanted to stretch some long marches behind us. I made a list of everything. There would be no trouble in getting what we wanted, though the prices would be high now that the last steamer had come up the river for the season.

Then Baird stood up, ready to go home, and shook hands with me with tears in his eyes. Well carry our rifles, at least, he said.

I looked back at him and understood what he meant.

Well carry one rifle, at least.

Youll come at midnight?

Ill come before that a little, if I can. Can you handle Sylvia?

I can handle her. Ill simply pick her up in my arms and carry her out, if I have to.

Suppose that she squeals?

She wont squeal. Well, she might. Ill keep a hand over her mouth. Dont worry about Sylvia. Shes only a child. I can handle her all right.

We had both left out one detail. It wasnt a small thing either, but it must appear in its due place. He went home, and I started to collect the outfit.

I shall never forget how my heart failed me when I saw the things gathered into a heap on the floor of the store. It was the sight of the snowshoes that upset me more than anything else, for I could not look at the infernal things without thinking of the hundreds of miles of slogging we would have to cover with those clumsy instruments of torture lashed onto our wet, freezing feet.

When everything had been gathered, I left the outfit of eight dogs with Jack Silver. It was a good lot of animals. Ive seen plenty of Huskies that looked heavier and more fit to lug burdens, but these fellows were rangy and looked fit for speed dragging a light load. Jack Silver swore that his lot were all flyers; and I had selected the other three to suit.

Then I went to get supper, and I laid in a good meal. It seemed that I could never get enough, when I looked forward to the long monotony of bacon grease and the flour and tea that lay ahead of us. The wind was still howling like an evil spirit, nudging the building with a solid shoulder and seeming to shake the ground. I sat in a corner chair, smoked a pipe, and then slept soundly in the chair for about an hour.

When I awoke, it was close to half past eleven. The saloon was empty, and the bartender was sitting beside the stove, biting his lips while he read in a time-yellowed newspaper the description of a prize fight. He only grunted at me when I got up and went out. I looked over his shoulder and saw a picture of the two fighters, looking white and naked under the glare of electric lights, with the shadowy ropes fencing them into the pen.

That was the picture that I had in mind as I passed outside, and it seemed to me that the thing was appropriate. I was going into a ring against Cobalt. I was stepping out of my class. The one comfort was the size of the arena. Outside in the dark, I hung onto the wall for a moment and practiced breathing. There was so much edge to that wind, and the snow kept flying so thick and fast along it that I was half choked, but I got my bearings.

Its an odd thing that a man will go through almost anything if hes ever experienced it before. If I had not marched on worse nights than that one, I would have said, offhand, that no human being could face such a wind. Now I plowed ahead through snow and wind and got to the loaded sleds and the dog team, with Jack Silver sitting on the forward sled, asleep.

I woke him up. He cursed me for being late, but I gave him a little money extra above our agreement, and he counted it and stopped grunting. He helped me break out the sleds, one by one. It was a tough job, not that the runners had frozen in very solidly, or that the sleds were heavily loaded, but the team did not pull together. Even Jacks five dogs did not seem to know what it was all about.

We got them going at last, and I steered for the house of Baird. When I drew up in front of it, I whistled twice. Then I waited. I began to hope that the screeching of the wind would drown the noise of the signal. I began to tell myself that if Baird did not hear that first signal, I would not whistle again. Then, like something on the stage, the door of the house opened with a bang and out came Baird with the girl in his arms. He had promised to stifle her with one hand if she cried out. He had promised to handle her easily, because she was still a child to him. Well, she was young enough and slender enough but, when I saw her at that moment, she was all arms and legs, kicking in every direction and screeching like a Scotch bagpipe with never a stop for breathing.

It shocked me. I thought she must be out of her mind and ran to help Baird. He was cursing and groaning, trying to handle her, but she was fighting like an eel. So I took a big bandanna out of my pocket and put it around her head and over her mouth and gave it a good screw at the back of her head. I was rougher than necessary, but I was pretty angry. I had begun to think of myself as quite the hero, quite the dauntless and self-sacrificing fellow. To have Sylvia spoil my little act with this squealing upset me.

I said at her ear: Now quit it, Sylvia. Dont be a little fool. Quit it, and Ill stop choking you. Nod your head if youll promise to come along peaceably and stop the yipping.

She nodded. I took the handkerchief away from her mouth. She turned about and caught me by the elbows. Tom! she said, if you force the thing through, therell be a frightful tragedy. You dont think about it now, but I can see what will happen. I dreamed it this night. I dreamed that we were on the march and out of the white behind us a speck loomed, and we tried to go faster, but we couldnt. We ran, but it did no good, and the speck got bigger and bigger, and it was Cobalt. We knew him in the distance by the way that he was running. He came up to you, Tom. Do you hear? He took you with his hands. He seemed to break you.

The storm blew the last words far away and thin.

If he kills you, Dad and I will be the murderers! she shouted through the wind.

Dreams go by opposites, was all I could think of, like a fool. Then I asked her: Will you go quietly?

Ive told you that I will, if you insist, Tom. Dad, its only fair that we should leave Tom out of it. We can leave together, but dont drag poor Tom into it.

You come back into the house if youre over your screeching fit, said her father, and tie on the snowshoes.


XIV. RULING WOLFISH PASSION
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HOW EASILY A man grows irritated! I loved the girl for wanting to leave me out of the dangerous business. I almost hated poor Baird for overruling her so abruptly. Together they went back into the house but returned after some moments. Baird now carried a considerable bundle of additional clothing and odds and ends for Sylvias comfort. She came along without resistance as she had promised to come but, when she came near to me, I saw that she was crying. Tears, however, dont mean a great deal at such a time. Theyre only an extra depressant.

I got the team started after some trouble, and I ran ahead to break trail for them through the fluff of the newly fallen snow, while Baird took the gee pole. I led straight out from Circle City through a white fog in which no one could see us and in which we would have looked like phantoms more than realities if we had been seen. So we headed up the country paralleling the river at a short distance inland.

No matter whether a fellow is undertaking a possibility or an impossibility, it makes the heart rise to stop struggling with the mind and to begin working with the muscles. So I felt a great deal better as we went striding along, and I told myself no matter what he might be, Cobalt was not a bird. He could not skim the ground. He would have to walk over it, just as we were doing.

I comforted myself in other ways as well, recalling that the greatest horse in the world is only a half second faster in the mile perhaps than twenty others. The winner of any race, as a rule, is not a great distance ahead of the last trailer. We now had a good advantage. It would probably not be until after this storm that the miners came in from the creek. Their progress would be slow. It would not be until Circle City was reached that Cobalt would learn that the three of us were no longer in town. If he could overtake us after that, more power to him. Gritting my teeth, I vowed that that would never be.

Progress through the soft snow was not easy. Sometimes we hit bare rocks. Sometimes we skittered through feathery drifts. We got on. I remembered, for the thousandth time, what an iron-hard, half-breed puncher once said to me: The man who makes the long march is the man who keeps his legs moving a long time every day. I believe it is true. On the trail across the White Horse and up through the lakes, Ive seen the splendid athlete beaten and exhausted because every day he was aware of his own speed and tried to make the most of it, while little, skinny, narrow-chested clerks kept on with the uncaptained host because they were accustomed to mental pain, mental plodding and this is easily translated into snowshoe work.

We went on for two hours. I continued to break trail when we had an odd interruption. I heard a wolfs howl behind us. It was repeated nearer at hand. It came again, close upon us, and suddenly I looked back and saw the Lightning Warrior coming through the dimness. When he reached the girl, he bounded around her like a playful puppy multiplied by a hundred, and then he started forward for the dogs. Sylvia stopped him, just as the whole string of the dogs turned about and went for the big brute. They intended to mob him, but he had not the slightest intention of budging in spite of their numbers.

He stood with his head high, ready to strike and jump this way and that. I never saw anything more splendidly fit and ready for trouble. Then the running dogs reached the limit of the traces and the lines and tumbled into a twisted, confused mass. They began to fight with one an other, and it was half an hour before I could get them straightened out, Baird helping. We both were bitten once or twice during the mix-up, but luckily the wounds were only surface scratches.

The Lightning Warrior or King, as Sylvia now preferred to call him had been left behind and a note to a neighbor asked him to feed the brute. Some instinct must have told King that his mistress was leaving, and in a desperate manner he had managed to scale the lofty fence of the yard and get away, a thing he had never succeeded in doing when he was first captured, even after he had been unchained. He complicated our task. There would be his big mouth to feed from the food reserved for the dogs. There would be his saber teeth to keep from the throats of the team also. But now that we had started, it was impossible to go clear back with him. Sylvia took charge. He walked along at her side the rest of that march. When she was fagged and had to ride, he went close beside her, snarling at the sled which carried her and sniffing at the load on which she was lying.

Taking turns in breaking trail, an exhausting business on account of the snow, Baird and I kept on until we were done in, and the dogs wavered against their collars. Then we made camp in the brush, and I was delighted to see Sylvia make herself useful. Baird and I put up the tent, which had a small partition in it so that he and I could occupy one section and Sylvia the other. We unharnessed the dogs. Sylvia in the meantime took the hand axe and cut down wood in the most business-like manner and then took the cooking in hand. She filled the kettle with snow which would melt into water for the tea, and at the same time on top of the little, flimsy stove she started bacon frying in the skillet. When it was fried, she took the grease and poured it into a hole made in the top of a sack of flour. In the same hole salt and baking powder already had been mixed with the flour, and now the mass of grease dough was kneaded and divided into three flapjacks. Thats what the Northerners called them, but there is no real name for their indigestibility and toughness. She made two of a size and a smaller one for herself. The flapjacks, bacon, and tea made up our meal and, now that the frozen fish had been thawed, the dogs ate and watched as they turned about in the snow to make themselves beds.

We consumed every crumb of the food, making an odd picture, crouched there like beasts over our provisions. Behind us, right in the entrance to Sylvias section of the tent, was the Lightning Warrior, watching. The fish I had thrown to him he left untouched with a regal indifference, but he quickly accepted it in one gulp from the hand of the girl.

And Sylvia herself? She was always a surprise to me. She never ceased being a surprise. She looked half child and half angel, but she was always turning out a real woman, with tough muscles and plenty of common sense. Now that she had been dragged into this flight, she bent every energy toward making a success of it. She kept her spirits high. She had a special smile for each of us. When at last we turned into our sleeping bags, my mind was full of thoughts of her.

Another thing that occupied my attention was the strangeness of the entire business and the singular linking of the parts together until the final picture of danger was complete. These parts were Cobalt, first of all, and then Sylvia, elements totally without danger if other things had not been added. Then came the Lightning Warrior and, by accident or through perverse inspiration, this was drawn into the chosen circle. From the Lightning Warrior came the real danger, the real climax. Finally, nothing would have been done about it except that Baird and I at last tried to change the course of probable events and thats why we were upon the march and Cobalt, like an invisible thunderstorm, was off there in the far distance.

Somehow it seemed to me that even Cobalt was not the most significant part of the picture. It was upon the Lightning Warrior that my mind rested most as the pivotal point of the adventure. Nothing could exceed the unreality of having him lying there in the entrance of the little tent on guard. The only way to parallel it was to go back to the Arabian Nights in which the power of a ring induces an evil spirit to become the slave of a mere weak human. But there was magic in the power of Sylvia also. It was in her courage, her gentle voice, and the greatness of her love.

I fell asleep literally I fell, that is to say, into a region of abysmal turmoil, strange images, unrest only to find Baird tapping my shoulder in the morning and telling me that it was time to get under way. We cooked breakfast and started to harness up after eating. Then we found the first real touch of tragedy. One of the dogs was missing.

We kicked around in the snow until Baird uncovered the body. The beast was dead. Its throat was cleanly cut, as if by a pair of knives. We turned back. King was watching us with an air of splendid detachment, but we well knew what had happened. The sight of the dogs had been too much for him, and he had tried his old handicraft. Baird, without a word, got the rifle, loaded it, and took a bead, but Sylvia knocked up his hand.

Hes only started, warned Baird. Hell never rest until hes butchered them all. We can get on with one dog the less. But, with two gone, were handicapped, with three gone, were fairly hamstrung. Stand away, Sylvia. You go forward and well catch up with you. Its a dirty business, but theres one thing certain, that it has to be done for the sake of our hides!

She stood squarely in front of him. She called and King came close up beside her, so that her hand rested on his head. You cant do it, said the girl. You dont understand, Father. I dont know how to explain. He gave him to me without a mark on him, no wound from a knife, or a bullet, or a traps teeth. You cant touch him. Nobody has a right to touch him, except Cobalt.

Sylvia, said her father, I dont like to hear you talk like this. It sounds as if youve lost your wits. What sort of a mystery is in your head?

Mind you, she said, theres nothing but the most terrible sort of harm would come of it. Its wrong. Its a sin to hurt him. He doesnt know right from wrong, except as a wolf. To kill dogs is good in a wolfs consciousness. A man conquered him and dragged him back among men. Then he found me and got to love me. Now, Dad, you see how it is. Or dont you?

Youre talking sentimental rot, Sylvia, said Baird.

I thought so, too, but she was entirely serious.

Let me try to tell you, she went on. Its a ghostly feeling that I have about it. Right or wrong, we all want to get away from Cobalt. Its life or death. Well, I have a feeling that King is a sort of talisman for us. Cobalt conquered him in one way. Weve conquered him in another way. Dont you see that? If we can keep King what hes been made, I think somehow that Cobalt will never catch us!


XV. THE ICE TRAIL
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NOW HAVING PUT down the words just as she spoke them, I am rather confused. They seem ridiculous but, as she spoke them with a troubled eye and a great deal of conviction, I know that they gave pause to both Baird and me. One cant help superstitions in the great Northland. The fear of space cuts at ones soul like a wind of ice. God is in the light and Satan is in the shadow that walks at ones heels. Thats the way one is likely to feel up there. Baird and I were helpless the moment she told us that she felt the Lightning Warrior was the talisman through which we might beat Cobalt in the end. Besides, we could not help feeling some essential mystery in that big white killer.

He might be some good if he could step into the traces of the dog weve lost. Do you realize that hes killed our very best leader? asked Baird.

Then Ill take him up there and try him in the harness, replied Sylvia.

She did it. We started off that morning with me breaking trail, Sylvia behind me, stepping in my tracks and improving the trail, too. Behind her came the Lightning Warrior. He hated the dog harness that was on him with a shuddering hatred. He had even bared his fangs at Sylvia when she put it on him, but he made no violent resistance. Once in the harness, he was worth any two dogs I have ever seen. There was no fatigue in him. His muscles were built up from ranging a hundred miles a day through the snows. His spirit was stronger than spring steel and, when Sylvia got a bit ahead of him now and then, he seemed to pull all the three sleds with his unaided might in order to get to her. Ive heard of a dog pulling a thousand pounds. If that is possible, then King could have done more, much more. For whatever a dog could do, he could do it just that much better.

We felt the difference when Sylvia was tired out and could not shuffle a step forward on her snowshoes. Then King had to be taken from the harness and put back with Sylvia on the rear sled, while the second leader took the place of the wolf. What a change in our way of going! It seemed as though half of our motive power had been snatched away. With that white monster out there in front, we were a part of the landscape. When he was gone, we were simply lost in it in the most amazingly sudden way. Our team seemed to limp uncertainly along. The joy was snatched from our progress.

Later on, when Sylvia was sufficiently rested, we put King again in the lead. I watched the team, and I could see the change. They moved differently. Each straightened out head and tail and pulled as though trying to get its teeth into the animal just ahead. They seemed to know King. They feared him. They acted as though they would have liked to sink their teeth in him while his back was turned.

It was not my idea alone. Baird noticed it also, when he was behind and I was breaking trail, and he could not help muttering to me that there seemed to be something in what Sylvia said our chances of escape were linked with King.

As if, concluded Baird, he knows that Cobalt is behind us, and he doesnt want that human wolf to overtake us.

This was going a bit far. I could not reduce the thing to words as exact as these, but I know that from this day we all shared Sylvias conviction that our luck was wrapped up in the wolf. He was our charm, and a dangerous charm at that.

Winter never closed in more rapidly or with a more iron hand. The temperature dropped, day and dark, and the snow seemed always falling. That was because the wind picked up the dry flakes and whirled them. Then came cold so intense that the wind was shut away behind an invisible wall of ice. In my beard and in Bairds the moisture of our breathing turned to ice. We became like men with faces of stone with our heads always oddly nodding as we trudged along. When at last the wind was still, we found ourselves in a white world. The trees were piled with it, the branches sagging. The brush along the river banks was rimmed with crystal frost until it looked like an imitation in glass.

We were on the river now. It made the better road. Later on the ice would be smoother perhaps, but still it was an easier, a more graded way, even though we occasionally found the ice blocks scattered in heaps, like the ruins of a primitive fortress. We kept to the graded river way, and at night we pulled up a bank and camped where there was plenty of wood. Our spirits were so relieved in time that we could even talk about Cobalt.

My idea was that he was a good fellow with wild impulses which were stronger than he could handle. Ill tell you what, I remember saying one evening as we drank the third or fourth cup of tea, Cobalt is like the fellows in the circus who span four horses with their spread legs and ride them around the race course. All right on a circus race track.

All right with circus horses on a circus track, but it wouldnt do for pitching broncos. Not a bit! The rider would get a tumble, and the mustangs would eat him likely, instead of grass. Theyd prefer him, probably — some of the mustangs Ive seen on the range. Cobalt is like that. I mean, hes straddling emotions which the rest of us dont feel. You feel kindness and anger and hatred and joy, and all that. So do I. But were not like Cobalt. Everything is multiplied in him.

Youre wrong, said Baird. Hes simply not a man. Hes a wolf. Thats what he is. When I see a wolf, I think of him. This white loup-garou — I get chills simply looking at him because he reminds me of Cobalt.

I turned to Sylvia. She was sipping her tea with a mild, thoughtful look.

Tell me your idea, my dear, I said.

She seemed a bit startled to be drawn into the conversation. As though she had heard us only dimly, she recollected for a moment, and then she answered: Well, I dont know exactly. You cant put a whole man into just words, I suppose, but Id say that Cobalt is different because hes natural. He doesnt care.

What do you mean by natural? asked her father. And doesnt care?

The way animals are natural. Not even wild Indians are natural the way Cobalt is.

Go on, explain! we asked her. Indians are pretty free.

We were both interested. She seemed to have the finger of her mind upon some real idea, and our curiosity was aroused.

Well, she said, Indians have taboos. Things they mustnt touch, mustnt do. Then again, there are a lot of ceremonials they submit to. Ceremonial dances, I mean, before they go to war, magic the medicine men preside over. In a way, the Indians hands are tied almost as badly as a white mans, but theres nothing to tie Cobalt. He doesnt believe in anything. Hes an absolutely free soul.

Its true! cried Baird, thumping his fist on his knee. He believes in nothing. Thats why hes strong. He has the strength of the evil one because he is a demon. Hes free, just as Satan is free. Thats your idea, isnt it, Sylvia? Its mine, too.

Well, she said, did you ever hear of Cobalt cheating, or taking advantage of a weaker man, or failing to do his share on a march? Arent there twenty stories of how hes carried the other fellows pack for days at a time?

To show off his strength? countered Baird, rather weakly I thought.

You cant just call it that, said Sylvia.

I agreed with her.

Go on, then, urged her father. Tell me more about it. I want all of your idea.

Its simply that hes neither good nor bad. Hes not between, either, she said, frowning as she dug further into her own thought. He has nothing to do with good or bad. He does what pleases him. Most of us live almost entirely under the thumb of public opinion of one sort or another, but Cobalt doesnt. He lives inside his own conceptions. He goes for what he wants. He lets the chips fall where they may. Think of murder. It curdles the blood of most people but, if Cobalt found a man really in his way, hed kill that man just as quickly as King would kill one of the sled dogs.

Suddenly she stopped talking and looked across at me. I knew what she was thinking, and my blood curdled because I was most certainly in the way of that terrible fellow.

Our conversation ended for the evening abruptly at that point. And I had dreams again when I went to sleep.

The next day we were cheered again by a splendid march. The only depressing thing was the howling of wolves in the woods along the banks. Sometimes we had glimpses of them big, strapping lobos with high shoulders and bellies tucked up with famine, though I dont know why they should have been so hunger-ridden at this season of the year. However, there they were, following us, winding in and out through the shrubbery.

Baird was so annoyed by them that he got out the rifle and raised it, but the wolves had vanished before he could get in a shot. Five minutes later they were once more paralleling our course, and we could hear their melancholy howling. Poor Sylvia was in a panic and feared that they would rush our camp. We laughed at her for having such thoughts.

How many ordinary wolves would King dispose of in five seconds? I asked her.

We found a good camping place at the end of that march and ate an extra lot because the going had been rather rough. On the river ice, the cold was bitter beyond belief. The freezing trees kept popping just like cannon in the distant woods.

Then we turned in, and the sweet poison of sleep was getting into my brain when all at once I heard wolves yelling, and the next moment there was a hurricane of sound right about our ears. Our tent was knocked flat by heavy, leaping bodies, and we heard snarlings, yellings, and growlings.

When I managed to get clear of the tent canvas, the mischief was over. Baird, with the rifle, had scattered the wolves with a single shot, but the villains got off after doing their work. Every one of the dogs of our fine team was dead. In that single moment of attack the work was completed, and the only toll the wolves paid was right in front of our tent, where white King stood with a crimson front, disdaining the two limp forms in the snow before him. He had broken their necks for them.


XVI. THE NEW TEAM
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THE EXTENT OF that disaster was so great that no one of us spoke about it as a misfortune. Only to be mutely aware of it was enough. We merely ate our breakfast in silence and prepared for the days march.

This was our position. We were half way from Circle City to Skagway, our destination. We had four hundred miles of bitter weather, ice, and snow before us, and we were stripped of our freight team which had hauled our food and shelter. Our provisions were laid in with the thought of completing the trip by dog team. The added length of time it would take to trudge it on foot, dragging the sleds by sheer, wretched man power, appalled us.

Yet, as I said before, none of us spoke about the calamity. We met the disaster by splitting the necessary load of equipment and food into two equal portions. These halves we put upon two of the sleds. The third sled we would abandon. When we had arranged the burdens, we then wondered how we should apportion the tractive power. The Lightning Warrior would have to be used, but he would only work under the hand and the voice of the girl. If he and she worked together at one sled, then it seemed right that Baird and I should take a considerably increased portion upon the sled to which we hitched ourselves.

We were about to remake the loads when the girl suddenly and firmly protested. She said that she and the wolf, she thought, could outpull us anyway in the course of a days march and make trail as well! We smiled at one another, a little grimly because smiles came hard that day, but we agreed to let her try to execute her vain little flourish. Only Baird and I, of course, struck out ahead to make trail.

It was a melancholy day. Under the dim sky the wind was moaning, and it came at us aslant, like the line of a swooping hawk, a continual sleet, iron- hard when it struck and burning with cold. The dark of the storm clouds blackened still further the twilight of that winter sky. They seemed to brush just above the touch of our fingertips. We rarely looked up. Luckily the wind was not full in our faces and therefore, by putting down our heads and covering our faces as completely as possible, we could keep going. Even so, every moment there would be a numbness of ears or nose or cheek that warned us to rub the spot vigorously in order to prevent frostbite.

We went for a quarter of a mile, and I suggested that we had better tell the girl that she need not keep on with her share of the contract. We would remove a portion of the weightiest goods to our man-drawn sled. Baird told me that she was a stubborn minx, and that she had better receive a thorough lesson while we were about it. So we actually kept going for a full two miles, and still she was close up behind us.

We turned to survey this miracle. For the pulling had been hard, the ice gripping at the runners where there was no snow, and where the snow lay it meant difficult tramping to break the trail. However, there she was behind us, swaying a little at the end of the pull rope, so that it was easy to tell that she was giving her strength to the work. I was greatly touched by the sight of her laboring in this fashion. She looked like a child in that mans costume.

Poor girl! I said to Baird.

He snapped back at me: Well start out with no pity on this journey, or else well very shortly begin to pity ourselves, and thats ruin.

There was a deal of obvious truth in this, and I did not answer, for now the rear sled came up with us. I expected that poor Sylvia would drop down in her sled dead beat, after she had pulled so far, but to my amazement she turned out with King and circled around us, taking the lead. As she went by she called to us: Catch me if you can!

What a sight that was for us, that lovely face and that good cheer breaking through like a brilliant sunshine upon us. She seemed to me a very human and delightful little saint.

Look, I said, astonished. The girls not even panting.

The wolf, the wolf! cried Baird hastily. Look at that beast and the way he pulls. Hes got the tractive power of a horse.

He actually seemed to have three feet pressing ice or snow and thrusting back, while the fourth foot, before or behind, shifted quickly forward for a fresh grip. A casual glance at him seemed to show him simply leaning forward. A dog that can pull in this fashion is worth two of even bigger size and power. The steady lugger is what one wants for the wheel or sled dog. It appeared to me a miracle that the Lightning Warrior should have been willing to cast aside his freedom and toil like one who loves slavery. But some dogs love to work for works sake, and it seemed that this wild-caught peregrine of the North had the same spirit at least while his mistress was close to him, pulling at the same sled.

Sylvia took the lead from us, and all through that days march she maintained her place with ease. The trail was broken, and the pace set by that child and the Lightning Warrior. The girl had been toughened by the first marches, and she had a dancers talent in learning the proper step and cadence for the snowshoe work. Its hardly truthful, I suppose, to say that she danced along through the day, but thats the only explanation I can give of her power. Many a girl will dance an athlete off his feet. So it seemed that Sylvia could do with the snowshoes. I dont imagine that she was pulling a very great part of the weight, but she kept her line taut and was always contributing something to the total traction. So she set the pace for us, and we accomplished a good march, considering the conditions.

In the end we had our reward. For the wind fell, the air cleared, and in comparative brightness we made our camp in a cluster of good-size trees. I think that Sylvia was less exhausted than her father and I. At least she was able to smile and find some small thing to laugh about, and she taunted us too for not having overtaken her. King, she announced, was worth a whole team of ordinary dogs, and to this we were both inclined to agree.

One day after another we slogged along on the trail, and it was Sylvias good spirits more than food that sustained us. She seemed made of iron actually. She was throwing herself into that competition against two men with all the will in the world. When we camped, her delightful voice scattered the blue demons that attend a camp of melancholy silence.

A storm caught us on the broad breast of Lake Labarge just as we were making good progress over the ice and promising ourselves that the end of the journey was not far off. The wind came in a hurricane, heavy with snow and sleet, and whipped us in a pelting run to find shelter at the margin of the ice sheet. Behind the first low promontory we crouched, with the force of the wind broken a little and a chance to breathe and rest. Through the brush we looked out at the milky exhalations of the snowstorm, whirling into great forms, dissolving, reforming again.

It was bitterly cold. Our feet were wet and threatening to freeze if we remained long inactive, and Baird suggested that we work farther back into the woods and make a fire in the first shelter so that we could dry out our things. A low cry from Sylvia stopped him. She was pointing out into the heart of the open storm and, as she pointed, she crouched lower.

We stared in the direction indicated and, as we stared, we saw a rift in the flying sleet and snow and through the rift four dogs hauling head down in front of a sled, and at the gee pole of the sled strode the driver. How could we recognize a man at a distance and in that dim light? It was a very simple matter. People on snowshoes move most variously. Ive said that Sylvia seemed to be dancing along on them, there was such grace and rhythm in her step. This fellow strode like a machine of inexhaustible power. No one whoever had seen him on the march could have forgotten that step and that carriage. Besides, his whole silhouette differed. Just as one can tell by outline whether it is a fox, a coyote, or a wolf that is standing on the rim of the distant hill, so we could tell, of all the world of men, this could be no other than Cobalt! What other man, in fact, would have been able to make dogs face such a wind? What other man would have been willing to put his face against such a storm? It was Cobalt, yonder, passing us as if in the dimness of a dream.

We shrank down to the ice and lay still. Only after a long moment did we breathe freely again and, when I saw the face of the girl, she looked as though she had just awakened from a nightmare. So felt we all, I know, by consulting my own heart.

By right, said Sylvia slowly, I should have gone out to him.

By right, answered her father savagely, you shouldnt be a fool, my dear.

Nevertheless, this remark of hers gave him something to think about. He talked it over with me later on at the end of that days work when, the storm having cleared, we camped. We agreed that Sylvia, if her chance was fair, would still feel herself impelled by a sense of duty to go to Cobalt and take the consequences. There was only one thing to do, and that was to push ahead and trust to the blind luck which had helped us so far on the march. It might be that Cobalt had gone for the Chilkoot, to cross down to Dyea. It might be that he was to take our way over the longer White Horse. However, both of these places were close together. A canoe would fetch him around the point that separated them, and he could make inquiries on both sides. Then he would wait for us, but where?

Perhaps he would guess Dyea. Then he might be there as we slipped down into Skagway and, getting into Skagway, we might find a ship ready to sail and so leave him behind us. But only for the time. We could not really trust that such a man as Cobalt would be thrown off the trail so easily. He would be certain to follow in the next steamer any ship we departed in, then he would pick up our trail from the first port and follow us on land. Well, that horror was postponed at least and, once back in the true realm of law and order, we could hope that a power even greater than his own would take him in hand.


XVII. SHELTER AT LAST
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WHEN WE CAME through the pass down to Skagway and the gray ocean lay level before us, we fell to laughing and shouting and flopping about on our snowshoes in a ridiculous way. The very feeling of the air was different, and the wind that blew into us from over the inlet and the great Pacific beyond was warm to us, so warm in comparison with the freezing weather of the great inland plateau that we wanted to get into lighter clothing at once. You may believe that we came down the last slopes with a will. When we got into the little town, we stared at the buildings as though each were the face of a friend. They seemed like flesh and spirit and kindliness, though as a matter of fact kindliness was rather at a premium in Skagway as we were soon to learn.

At that time of year it was a fair day in Skagway. The wind had blown warm for some time, the snow had grown soft, and the street we went down was a bog of mud. We had to abandon the sleds and take what little we needed from the loads upon our backs in hastily made packs. But we minded neither the burden on our shoulders nor the mud through which we were sloshing. We were near the end of the journey, and our spirits were so high that we hardly cared whether we met with Cobalt or not. We had pushed through to a decision that only was important.

We got to a hotel. You might rather call it a caravansary, or one-night tavern. At any rate there was shelter over our heads, food to be had, food cooked by hands other than our own, and no more of the piercing cold blasts of the wind. Only a few chill drafts slid under badly fitted doors or through cracks in walls and touched us in the feet or the small of the back. I verily believe that such drafts cause a thousandfold more deaths than the fierce, open attack of the storms upon the vast, frozen tundra. At that moment we saw nothing evil. Everything was indeed good to us.

Our first inquiry was about Cobalt.

Has Cobalt come in? I asked.

The proprietor of the hotel was one of those men who always seem to be dressed in the clothes of five years before, so that they are swelling out of the old pattern. He had a double chin, a dark look, and a half-smoked cigar stuck in a corner of his mouth. That part of the mouth never stirred when he spoke. But he did not need to use it. There was plenty of lip yardage remaining. The cigar looked to me as though it might be a relic from the party of the night before.

Has Cobalt come in? I said to this red-eyed hulk in his bulging coat and collarless shirt.

He was looking at Sylvia as I spoke. No man could help looking at Sylvia and, with the wolf alongside, she was something to stop the heart. The monster had no eye for anything but her apparently, and yet no one was deceived. Every man in the room knew dogs, I suppose, in a big or a little way, and every man was intent on the points of this giant, yet no one came near.

Instead of answering me, the proprietor said: Is that an all-white Newfoundland?

I guess thats what it is, I said. Has Cobalt come in?

Come where? he said without looking at me.

To town — to Skagway, I said. This is Skagway, I take it? For he irritated me, the fat-faced beast, slowly getting a new lip hold on the foul-smelling cigar butt.

Yeah! he said, hardly hearing me. And Cobalt. Whos Cobalt, buddy?

I was staggered, not at all by his insolence, since men grow accustomed to the most brutal discourtesy in the wilderness of the North, but because I saw that he was not affecting this ignorance. He really did not know the name of Cobalt. He never had heard of the man before this moment! I was properly shocked, for in the Northern camps Cobalt was such a familiar name in the most casual conversation that one could hardly get through the evening without some reference to him. Dogs and weather and even gold hardly got more attention than Cobalt. But here I had returned to a part of the world where Cobalt was not known.

Not entirely unknown, of course, but Skagway had grown. People were coming in from the outside in numbers, and there is nothing like a cheechako for ignorance in all things wherein he should be the most concerned. I went back to Baird with my information.

He never heard of Cobalt, I said.

Baird shook his head. Hes lying. Nobody this far north can grow up without knowing something about Cobalt. Hes lying. He looks like a liar.

He looks like anything you want to call him, I returned, but he doesnt know Cobalt. He was telling the truth. Well have to ask somebody else. In the meantime get some rooms. You get the rooms, and Ill go out and circulate a little.

Baird looked me up and down critically. Are you packing a gun, Tom?

I dont want a gun, I told him, and I meant it. For, if I met with Cobalt, no skill of mine could save me. He was far too fast and accurate with shooting irons.

We got a room for Sylvia and another for her father and me. While he arranged the packs and had the luxury of a bath and a shave, I went out with my trail beard still on my face and tried to hunt up information about Cobalt. I went into the first saloon. It was a big affair and worked up a good deal for that far north. It had some long mirrors behind the bar and gilded lamps, and there were gaming tables covered with green felt. I gave that felt a good long look until I saw how the nap was worn and knew that a lot of money was trotted out on those green lawns from time to time. It excited me a deal. Wherever there is heavy gambling, there is likely to be danger in the air, and the look of that saloon already was hostile enough, though only a few fellows were sitting in at a poker game in a corner of the gaming room.

The bartender had a decent look, from a distance, and I decided that I would try to pump him. When I got closer to him, however, I saw that my first flash had been all wrong. He was blond and slender and small, with a retreating chin and a buck-toothed grin that flashed like a silver dollar in the sun. As I approached him, I could see why they trusted that bar to his keeping even in Skagway. He kept right on smiling, but his eye was as cold as a gray January morning.

I ordered a drink and offered him one himself. He thanked me and poured half a thimbleful of liquor into the bottom of his glass. I had not opened the door of his confidence by buying that drink. I could have bought a barrel full of whiskey without buying his confidence because there was no confidence in him.

Is Cobalt in town? I asked him.

Cobalt who? said the bartender. Or what Cobalt?

I looked hard at him, but I saw that he meant what he said. They didnt know Cobalt in Skagway.

If he comes in, I could not help saying, youll learn a lot about Cobalt on the jump. Thats all!

I was ready to turn away when the barkeep reached over the bar and touched me on the arm. Whats all this play about Cobalt, brother? he said.

I asked you about the toughest man in Alaska, I said, and you ask me right back for his front name. I tell you, theres no other name for him. Whats the matter with you? You look normal, but to hear you talk a fellow would think that you never knew anything but newspapers.

He listened to this little denunciation with quite an air of interest. He glanced me over in a casual way, very much as though he were saying: Shall I rap this loon over the head or not?

This Cobalt, he said, must be quite a card.

Hes not a card. Hes a whole deck, I said.

Whats his specialty? asked the barkeep.

Bending iron bars into hairpins, I said.

Oh, one of these strong men, is he? That tough youth yawned at me.

Yes, hes one of these strong men, I said. With a slap of his open hand he breaks your jaw, and he smashes the wrist of the gunman just with his grip.

Tut, tut, said the bartender, does his mamma know about these things?

Youre hard-boiled, my boy, I said, but, when Cobalt arrives, youll be able to tell whats in the can by the label on it.

Pineapple, guessed the barkeep.

He amused me. He was as calm and as cool as iced tea. He kept that buck- toothed smile flashing at me all the time until I was afraid that he would cut the corners of his mouth. Well, I said, Im not his press agent.

I was just wondering, said the barkeep.

At this I laughed openly and loudly. This bartender, boy though he was, was so entirely and perfectly tough from rind to core that he tickled something in me.

Whats the matter? he asked.

Hay fever, I said. It just comes on me now and then.

His eye grew more friendly. For the first time a wrinkle or two came beside it. He seemed to be almost amused.

Tell me one thing, I said.

Mostly they dont ask for it like you do, he replied.

What I want is information.

Lay out your goods, brother. I gotta take something home for little Minnie.

I guessed by your kind eye that you had children at home.

You guessed wrong. Minnies a cross-eyed cat that Im trying to get straight.

I laughed in my turn. Heres my question. Whats Skagway? Ive been here before. But whats Skagway now?


XVIII. TOMMYS AGE
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THE BARKEEP RAN a finger inside the collar of his shirt and looked me up and down. He seemed so little interested that I should not have been surprised to see him turn away from me, but he did not turn away. He decided that he would answer. Without a movement of the head, without a gesture, he fixed his fishy eyes on me and said: Over there at the table, thats Skagway.

I looked them over. It was the table of poker players of which I have spoken. There was a bearded man just off the trail apparently, sitting deeply in his chair with a gloomy, bulldog look. There was a tall man, thin as a knife blade, with hands that moved so fast they blurred the eye. There was a chap with angling eyebrows. He kept his head down most of the time, and he had a way of looking up from under the brows like a Mephistopheles. The fourth man looked like a pig, not the domestic kind, but a wild boar whose fat was ninety percent muscle. The fifth had a bald head, a black beard, and a white face. He might have been a minister, he kept his head so high and his eyes so low.

You mean the preacher yonder? I asked.

What makes you think so?

Because hes ten years younger than he looks.

Well, thats Soapy Jones. Thats Skagway, too, as you can take for granted.

Ive been inside for a long time, I answered. Perhaps Im out of date.

My friend drummed on the edge of the bar with light, rapid fingers. Have a drink on me and tell me how you learned to keep your face.

I mean it, I said earnestly. I havent seen many newspapers.

Youre asking me for a lot of faith, brother, but Ill tell you something. When they go out walking in Skagway, they leave their pokes at home.

Thanks, I said. I begin to understand. Hes not alone — Soapy?

No, hes got a full deck.

I went back to the hotel and found the Lightning Warrior and Baird in Sylvias room. I sat down and talked things over with them.

Skagway is wide open, I told them, and the chief thing inside is a fellow named Soapy Jones. He works with a big gang, and he runs the town. Hes the big boy here. I cant get any information about Cobalt. It may be that he is here now, lying low and waiting for us. It may be that hes at Dyea. It may be that hes already gone on to Vancouver or San Francisco to meet us at the dock. Any of those things may have happened. In the meantime wed better lie low in our turn and wait for the boat. This ought to keep us amused.

I pointed toward the wolf. My move was a little too sudden, and he flashed from his corner half way across the room to meet my gesture. He made not a sound, but the silent beast was ready to leap at my throat. Sylvia spoke one word, and he sank at her feet, but he still kept those wicked blue eyes fixed on me.

I went downstairs, got some hot water in a kettle, and a big laundry tub. Then I went back to my room, shaved, stripped, and gave myself a bath. It had to be a scrub, I can tell you. When I finished scrubbing and rinsing, I felt lighter, and I looked lighter. I stared at myself in a small, cracked mirror that hung on the wall, and I saw that I wore a mask of tan that covered my forehead, eyes, nose, and cheekbones. But all the lower part of my face was white as could be. That was the effect of the beard which had grown out upon the long trail. That mask of tan had a strange effect. It really gave me the look of a robber, and this amused me so much that I laughed a little out loud. I was neither very big, very strong, nor very bold, but the white and the tan made me seem a fairly dangerous fellow.

When I joined Sylvia and Baird for a meal a little later, they both laughed at me. The Lightning Warrior merely snarled. Sylvia put down her hand and slapped him until he was silent, but he kept on watching me. I never had manhandled him or even given him bad language, but he had built up a growing hatred for me during the outward march. The beast was human in his sympathies and antipathies.

What a meal we had! Not that Skagway offered much beyond meat and coffee, but the coffee was a change from tea. It tasted like nectar to us all, and we finished off with plum jam in quantities on fresh bakers bread. Afterward we sat around for a while, Baird and I smoking. Sylvia came out of her dreams to talk a bit. She began to put questions to me.

Tell me, Tom, why you never talk about yourself?

Oh, I talk enough, I said.

I mean about your past life.

Well, on the inside, a mans a bore if he begins to talk about his home.

I used to talk about mine, she said.

Youre different, Sylvia. You could talk about anything, I assured her.

She shook her head at the compliment. I used to talk about everything, from the pet canaries to my poor old pinto, Jerry, and the story of Champ Allison at the rodeo and everything.

You could tell them all over again, and Id sit as still as a mouse eating bread and butter and listen. Start now, and Ill prove it.

Tom, do you think that Im such a baby?

Youre not a baby, Sylvia. Youre a great big grown-up woman. Thats what you are.

Baird laughed a little. Then he got behind a newspaper he had bought and began to grunt and cluck from time to time with surprise and interest as he read the items. It left Sylvia and me alone, and I stood up.

If youll excuse me, Sylvia, I said, Im going to go up and take a nap.

You sit down again, Tom, she commanded. You cant run away now. Ive got you safely here. This isnt inside. This is outside. And youre not sleepy. Youre only nervous. Thats why you want to get away.

I sat down again gingerly. Oh, whats the matter, Sylvia? I queried. I wont be able to tell you as much as the back page of that newspaper.

She looked at me. I began to feel worried and cornered.

Everybody else used to talk to me, she said, but you always dodged. Why do you dodge, Tom? Have you got a black spot?

You can call it that. I would have agreed to anything to avoid argument.

That girl had the most impish persistence. She looked me over calmly. The assurance of a pretty girl is an amazing thing. How old are you, Tom?

Im middle-aged, my dear.

Fortyish or fiftyish?

Oh, fortyish, around about.

Mostly around, and not about. Why wont you tell me? Ill tell you my age.

I know.

What am I, then?

Eighteen, last summer.

Humph. No wonder you talk to me like a baby. Im twenty-two.

Stuff!

Ask Dad if Im not. Dad, how old am I?

How should I know? responded Baird, involved in finding the continuation of a long article.

Sylvia frowned, then she smiled. Well, Im nearly twenty-one, anyway. Now you tell me how old you are, Tom.

Im going to get out of this.

You sit where you are. If you get up and go, Ill tag along.

Oh, leave Tommy alone, growled Baird. Leave him alone, cant you? Youre a torment, Sylvia.

Im not flirting with Mister Chalmers. Hes forty-something. I dont flirt with middle-aged men.

Hum! said Baird, looking over the edge of his paper at her with a scowl. You dont, dont you? Since when, please? Youd flirt with Father Time. You make me a little tired, Sylvia. Stop the nonsense and run along.

Will you run with me, Tommy? Sylvia suggested.

Confound it, Sylvia, I said, whats the matter with you? Cant you leave me alone?

Isnt it undignified — to call you Tommy? Is that why youre angry?

Im not angry.

Yes, you are. You said Confound it! and you frowned at me.

Ill say worse than that. Leave me alone, Sylvia. Youre a young demon, and I wont let you make a fool out of me.

I dont know what youre talking about. I only asked you how old you are.

Well, Ive told you.

You havent at all. Let me guess.

I cant keep you from it.

Youre twenty-seven, she said, after thinking for a moment.

I pushed my chair back a little. Great Scott, my dear, wheres your sense of humor? Twenty-seven? With a growing family? Well, well!

I grew rather hot, but Sylvia did not mind in the least.

You may be a bit older than that. But not more than thirty, I know.

The deuce you do. Im not thirty, eh? And youre sure, are you?

I can always tell.

Perfect rot. How could you tell?

Oh, by a certain sign — it never fails.

What sign? I never heard of such nonsense! I was getting still hotter at the way she sat back, assured and certain.

By the wrinkles around the eyes. You havent any, hardly. Youre not more than twenty-eight — about.

I banged my fist on my knee. I tell you what, you bright young thing. Im thirty-two years and three months and four days old. There you are with your infallible signs!

She leaned forward with a little gesture of interest and compassion. Oh, Tommy, are you only thirty-two? Are you really only thirty-two, poor fellow?


XIX. SYLVIA AT WORK
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WHEN I SAW how neatly she had trapped me, I grew hotter than ever in the face. Baird noticed the moment of silence and glanced at me.

Whats the matter now? he asked. Are you two fighting?

Shes got a long way past that, I answered. Shes started pitying me.

Look out for her, said Baird, yawning, and went back to his paper.

Im not pitying you, protested Sylvia. I mean Im only being sorry that youve had so much pain.

I really wish youd stop, Sylvia. Im a little tired of it.

I know. People dont like to talk about sorrow and all that. I didnt mean to intrude on you, Tommy. I do humbly beg your pardon. Tell me that youre not offended?

Im not offended, and you dont have to be so starry eyed about it. Do your rehearsing with somebody else, will you? Im too old to enjoy the sport.

Dont you know, Tommy, that a girl much prefers an older man, somebody thats stable, with greater experience and knowledge of life? Dont you really know that, you strange fellow?

You treacherous little cat. You mouse eater, you! Take your claws away from me.

Sylvia leaned back in her chair, sighed, and shook her head. Oh, Tommy, she murmured, you dont understand me a bit!

Only a few footnotes, I admitted. The text is in a foreign language. Im not a scholar in your sense of the word, Sylvia. Not a bit.

Baird stood up. Im going out to have a look around, he said.

Ill go with you, I proposed.

I dont want to be left here all alone, said Sylvia.

Then you come along, said Baird.

Im too tired. Im worn out. Are you going to leave me, Tommy? Please!

Oh, plague take it. I suppose Ill stay.

Baird grinned down at her with a wise and understanding twinkle in his eyes. You watch her, Tom, he warned. Shes poison, slow but sure.

What a way to talk! said Sylvia.

Baird went out the door, turning up the collar of his coat, and tucking the newspaper under his arm.

The thing to do, I said, is not to march aboard the boat when it comes in. He might be watching. We can take a canoe and go on board after its started south and then—

She broke in on me dreamily. How old are your two children, Tommy?

Oh, let me see. Seven and five. Why? I was saying about the boat that — , I started off again.

Seven and five! Thats a charming time. Its the boy whos seven?

No, its the girl.

Thats a pity. Girls need older brothers.

Shes an independent youngster.

Whats her name?

Celia.

Thats a charming name. And the little boy?

Bill.

Ill bet hes a man!

Hes kind of cross-eyed.

Which is their mothers favorite?

I looked at her for a moment before I answered, gathering myself a little. Their mother died when Bill was born, I told her at last.

Her face puckered up with pain. Then, suddenly realizing why I had wished to avoid this conversation, she caught her hands together with a faint cry.

Its all right, I assured her. I dont mind. I ought to talk about her. It does me good.

Oh, Tommy, why should life have hurt you like that?

A harmless little fellow like me?

She meant a frightful lot to you? Her name was Celia also?

Yes. She was one of the best. She was about the best.

Was she a lovely girl, Tommy?

No, not lovely. She could have done with a little more nose and a little less mouth. But her heart was right. She never yipped during the pinch of the hard times.

Thats why youre up here, Tommy — to try to get for the youngsters what their mother never had?

In a general way.

But youve chucked that in order to help me. Thats what youve done!

Dont be silly. Ive got a pretty good stake now. Close to sixty thousand. I know some range land I want. Thirty thousand will get me the grazing land. I know where its cheap. The rest goes into a shack and barns, horses and cows. You know? A small beginning and a lot of hard work but youngsters turn out well in a life like that.

Is that your ambition? she asked dreamily.

Yes. To develop my own strain of tough ranch stock, horses and cows. To have my brand known. To spread the elbows of my outfit on the range. To make a garden. Improve the house. See the kids grow up, wild but straight. Thats about my whole ambition. You see, Im a simple fellow, Sylvia. Im not one to set the world on fire or take it by the hair of the head.

I was amazed to see moisture in her eyes. Id better go upstairs and leave you. Im going to be crying over you in another minute.

Great Scott, Sylvia, whats the matter? Are you pitying a poor fellow who can be contented with a few acres of bare range land and a few cows bawling on them on a winters day? Yes, youre pitying me. Youre thinking of something else.

You tell me what Im thinking of. She put her head on one side, not archly but in grave thought, with her eyes almost closed, so that the blue of them was lost and there was only the black shadow of the lashes curving.

I said: Youre thinking of Fifth Avenue shops and houses that have Persian rugs on the floor, the real quill, and country houses with hunters in the pasture, and ocean liners to link you up with Nice and Seville and Oxford, and all that.

Look, Tommy— She pushed back the hair from her temple and let me see the beginning of a white scar. She raised her sleeves, and I saw another cut on her arm, the white sign of it.

That top one is where a mustangs shoe grazed me. The one on the arm I got from a mesquite thorn, going lickety split — you know how!

I know how! I agreed. By jiminy, Sylvia, I never thought of you as a ranch girl, but youd make something to fill the eye, all right. Id like to see you ride over the rim of the world.

Wheres the rim of that old world? she asked, smiling at me and wrinkling her eyes a little.

Right on the land Im going to buy. Thats why Im going to buy it, because its the top rim of the world. Youd look grand riding over the eyebrow of Talking Mountain.

Look, Tommy, you know what I can do?

Plenty, but go on. You tell me.

I can ride. I can ride em straight up. And I can fan em, too.

Aw, go on. You can land on your head, too.

You bet I can, and you bet I have. Im not bragging, but dont you go thinking that Im so crêpe de Chine.

I saw you on the march. Youre tough enough, all right.

Go on and laugh at me, but you said that Id tie up with Nice and Seville and Oxford. What would I want to be doing in Oxford? Feeding the swans in the gardens? Id rather be out daubing a rope on a yearling.

Go on! You couldnt daub a rope.

Couldnt I just? She crowed with indignant protest. I could go and daub a rope right with you, Tom Chalmers, Ill bet.

Im not much, but Ive got a big brother that can do a days work, all right.

All at once she leaned back in her chair and began to chuckle. It began away back in her throat, and it just bubbled and bubbled.

Why, Tommy, youre not so serious after all. Youre fun!

Dont stop laughing, Sylvia. You look great. I like to see you laugh with me or at me. When I get Talking Mountain, you come and well have that ride. You can daub that old rope, too. Ill bet you throw it underhand, like any Mexican.

And overhand, she said with pride. Then she grew serious. But dont you be sidetracked. You hold out for Talking Mountain. You keep heading that way.

Do you think I may be sidetracked?

She sat very still, her chin on her brown fist, and studied me. Her eyes were as blue as one of those little mountain lakes that drink up the whole sky in an acre of water. Oh, Im afraid youve been sidetracked a good many times.

Yes, I admitted, Ive always been beaten. Ive always been a bust.

Because youve tied to the wrong people!

Except one.

I wish I had known her. I would have loved her. It makes me pretty sick at heart when I think of you, Tommy, up here in the North and the two youngsters down there.

I left them pretty well heeled.

I dont mean that, but all theyre missing, and all youre missing — !

Baird came in then and stood over us. Has she been working on you all this time, Tom? he asked.

Yes, I said. Im a little dizzy, but I feel like a new man now. What have you seen?

Ive seen him, said Baird.


XX. PRODDING A MEMORY

[image: img107.jpg]

I THOUGHT BAIRD was joking because of the casual way in which he had first spoken but, when I looked up to him, I saw the pupils of his eyes staring as though he had just come in out of pitchy darkness. He was thoroughly wrought up, and he showed it. Sylvia and I stood up.

We huddled off upstairs to the room which belonged to Baird and to me, and there we sat in a mute and wretched conference. Baird told how he had seen a crowd of a dozen men just landed from Dyea, and among them he recognized the head, the shoulders, and the springing step of Cobalt. He drew back into the mouth of a small alley and watched the group go by. It was Cobalt beyond a doubt. He had seen his face.

When we heard this story, we sat for another long moment in silence. I remember that the Lightning Warrior chose this instant to stand up, stretch, and yawn, and then couch himself again at the feet of the girl. He seemed to know something keenly affecting her was under consideration.

Well, I said at last bitterly, all that we can do is to lie low.

Hes sure to find us out, said Sylvia sensibly. In a town of this size, every coming and going is pretty well noted.

This was plain.

This end of the town will get to know Cobalt for the first time, I reflected. The next time I ask about him, theyll recognize the name at least. I suppose thats only a pale consolation, but Id like to see him in action against some of the thugs of Soapy Jones. Hell break up a few of them like kindling wood.

Soapy Jones? Soapy Jones? murmured Baird. He fell into deep meditation. Ive heard of him before.

Of course you have. Tom told us about him when he came in this morning, Sylvia put in.

Ive heard of him before that, said Baird. I heard of him in Spokane one winter, if Im not mistaken. Im curious to find out — Im going to find out now! He got out of his chair.

What are you going to find out? we asked him.

Well, youll see. Maybe theres a way out for us after all.

He seemed excited and very keen. We let him go without further protest and since what he did that day was important so important that all that followed hinged upon it it will be best to follow his steps to discover, as we discovered later, what he did.

He went straight down to the saloon in which I had seen Soapy and the four men who were playing poker. The place was nearly empty now. Soapy and the rest of the poker players were out of sight. Only two lumbermen were off at an end of the bar, bending over their drinks and talking mournfully of the good days in the great logging camps and lamenting this miserable North country.

Baird beckoned the bartender down to the place where he stood, and he looked into the pale-gray eyes of the little man. I want to see Soapy Jones.

Do you? replied the barkeep. Wait a minute. He felt in one pocket and then in another. I dont seem to have him about me. I must have left him at home on the shelf.

I can imagine how he would have said all that, and the sneering, steady way in which he would look into the eyes of poor Baird. The latter was stumped.

Hold on a minute, he said. Could you send a message to him for me?

I dunno, said the barkeep, beginning to polish the bar with a soiled towel. We dont keep many messenger boys around here. What sort of a message?

Five words.

What are the words?

These: Do you remember Digger Merchant?

The barkeep considered for a moment. I dont know you, he said then.

He does, I think, assured Baird.

The little man made up his mind. He called to one of the lumbermen: Buck!

Well? answered Buck.

Go find Soapy and tell him that theres a man here asking: Do you remember Digger Merchant?

Whats a digger merchant? asked Buck, looking for the point of the joke with a scowl.

Never mind about that, insisted the barkeep. You hop and find Soapy and tell him what Ive told you. If anybody starts following you when youre on the way, come right back here. He looked darkly at Baird as he said this.

The other lumberman showed signs of wishing to be friendly, but Baird retired to a corner to wait. He sat there for a full hour. The time of good business arrived. Another barman joined him of the buck teeth. A crowd began to seep in. New lamps were lighted. All at once there was the reek of cheap whiskey in the air. The floor and the ceiling were sweating with moisture. Around the big stove in the center of the room men were standing to dry themselves or for sheer need of warmth. Baird stuck in his cold, dim corner and waited. He stared continually through the wraiths of tobacco smoke expecting each minute to see the celebrated Soapy.

Someone stood suddenly beside his chair. Who are you? asked a voice.

Baird looked up at a long black beard and a bald head, curiously pale and polished. He rose. My name is Baird. Are you Soapy Jones?

Im Soapy Jones, said the ministerial presence. What is this about Digger Merchant?

You wouldnt remember me. I dont remember your face, either. You werent wearing that beard when I last saw you.

Where was I?

You were lying in the middle of the road with four bullet holes in you. You were sopping with blood. That was four miles from Spokane.

Soapy Jones looked at the other intently. He wound his long white fingers into the black of his curling beard and hung the weight of his arm upon it.

Come along with me. Well talk, Soapy said.

He led Baird into the rear of the saloon. There he unlocked a door and admitted him into a small room, a mere closet, for there was only one window, very small and close to the ceiling. A screen hanging in front of this aperture prevented any eye from looking in from the outside. In the closet there were two chairs and nothing else by way of furniture.

Now we can talk, said Soapy. Sit down.

He took one chair. Baird accepted the other. Both of their faces were in shadow from the light of the lantern which was bracketed against one wall. Only a high light gleamed steadily upon the bald head of Soapy.

How many other men had sat in this room with the gangster? wondered Baird. He began to grow a little nervous for the eye of Soapy would never let him go.

When you saw me lying there in the road, as you say, Soapy took up the conversation, what did you do?

I got you into the back of the buckboard I was driving and headed for town as fast as I could drive. You were bleeding to death.

Go on. The eyes of Soapy were eyes unchanging as he listened.

After Id gone half a mile, continued Baird, I decided that the blood was running out of you too fast. You wouldnt last until we reached a doctor. So I stopped and got off your clothes. I cut them away for the sake of speed. I used your clothes to tie up the wounds.

Where were they?

Two through the body. One looked as though it went straight through your lungs. But you were not choking with blood. Two more were through the right thigh, and the thigh bone was broken. I put a tourniquet above the wound in the leg. That stopped the bleeding. Then I covered you with the buggy rug and went on. I got you to a doctor on the edge of town.

Go on, Soapy urged again.

Thats all. I left you there and went on. I had important business ahead of me.

You could have heard of all this, said Soapy.

Yes. Perhaps I could.

What you say is not worth anything. You could have heard it all.

Ill give you proof. One bullet had cut through your wallet. Cut through it at the lower edge. The wallet was sopping with blood.

You could have heard about that, too.

Yes, I could have heard about that, I suppose, but I didnt. I saw it.

Where there any initials on that wallet?

There were.

What were they?

I dont remember.

The first question I ask you, and you dont know the answer.

No, I dont remember the initials. One of them had been clipped off by a bullet.

You remember that, do you?

Yes. It was the middle initial.

Soapy Jones turned his eyes up to the ceiling in thought. I think youre straight, he said at last. Now what do you want out of me?

Not a word of gratitude, mind you. The man was as practical as a banker.

I want help, answered Baird.

Soapy waved his hand. Of course you do. What kind of help?

A kind that will cost a lot of trouble.

Partner, said Soapy Jones, without the slightest warmth in his voice, Ive never had a chum, but Ive never let a friend down, and Ive never let an enemy off. Im logical, and Im logical now. You can have anything that belongs to me, from my gun to my wallet. You have the cards. Deal any sort of a hand that you think fit — and you can pick them off the bottom.


XXI. THIS IS FRIENDSHIP
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THE UNMOVED, THE indifferent manner of Soapy Jones when he made these large proffers was what convinced my friend, Baird, that there was something in him that might be trusted. He thanked Soapy. The latter merely shrugged his shoulders, as though all he offered should really be taken for granted in the normal course of events.

Baird said: What Im going to ask you to do is probably harder than anything youve ever undertaken before.

Soapy merely smiled. He never appeared weary, and he never appeared excited. Except that his eyes were dark, they were something like Cobalts, bright and steady.

Theres a man in this town named Cobalt.

Ive heard of him, Soapy said. Hes usually inside. Hes a hard nut. Ive heard something about him. He breaks men up when he gets into a fight. Is that the one?

Thats the one.

Well, he wont break me up.

I would like to have Cobalt kept in hand for two days — until the next steamer sails south. Do you think you could manage that?

Ill manage it so that hell lose all interest in sailings south or north.

I dont want him harmed. Rather than that, Ill ask you not to bother about him.

I see what you are. Youre one of the kind that wants to sell a horse and ride him, too. Soapy said this without a sneer. He was merely and calmly placing Baird in a category.

No matter what you think about me, responded Baird, I wouldnt have a hair of his head harmed.

He might lose a little hide. What about that?

He cant be handled easily. I know that. Only, there must be no real physical damage done to him. Otherwise the things not to be considered.

Soapy raised a hand, dismissing the subject at once. Hell be handled. Whats the look of this fellow, Cobalt?

You can spot him in any crowd. He looks bigger than he is, and yet hes bigger than his looks. He has pale-blue eyes. There are muscles around the base of his jaw. Youll know Cobalt the instant you see him. Hes quiet. He never makes trouble but, if it starts around him, hell do the finishing.

Not in this town. Soapy Jones smiled again. He had an ugly smile. Ive seen it myself, and I know.

Then Baird said: This affair will be a good deal of trouble to you. You name your own figure for it.

Soapy stared at him. Partner, he answered, this is friendship. You cant pay me money for this sort of work.

Im grateful.

I guess you are. This fellow Cobalt has thrown a chill into you, but you dont need to worry about him now. Hes in my hands.

Ive warned you about him before. I warn you again. Hes a hard man. Hes the hardest man we ever saw inside.

They dont have any hard men inside. I have the hard men here. I have all the hard men. They have some fellows inside with strong hands, but I have man-breakers here that ride the tough boys to death. Let me tell you something. I wont send two men to tackle your friend, Cobalt. Ill only send one.

Baird sat still and stared, agape. Do you mean it?

Ill send one man. As small as this. Hardly more than a boy. And hell ride your tough friend to death. Hell tame him. He leaned back a little in his chair and laughed. Thats the kind I have around me, he went on. Man- breakers. Experts. I train them myself. I have the best-trained man-breakers in the world. Thats all, now. Go home and stop worrying. This fellow Cobalt is already out of your way. Ive taken him out of your way.

Baird certainly knew a great deal about what Cobalt could do and had done, but he could not help believing what Soapy told him. He thanked the crook again and came straight back to me. Sylvia had gone to bed, tired out, and I asked Baird what he had done. He was afraid that I would not approve, and therefore he merely said that he had seen Soapy and discovered that he had known the man before in Spokane. He said that Soapy seemed to be a human devil, and that was all. But Baird told me not a word of the real subject of his conversation with Soapy Jones. If he had, it might have saved something in the end.

We did not go to bed. We were too excited. Besides, there was a rising tide of noise through the muddy streets of Skagway, so we went down to find out what was in the air. We got no farther than the downstairs entrance hall, where the desk was located before we had a chance to learn everything that was going on. There were twenty men gathered around one speaker. The speaker was a rough-looking fellow with a brown, weathered face, a resolute expression, and a deep, harsh voice. He talked rapidly and with emotion, but he did not shout. He seemed rather like a man expressing his fury in the bosom of his family.

He said: Gentlemen, weve stood quite a pile from Soapy Jones. I dont hanker to stand no more. If theres anybody here that has any backbone, hell stand by me. I mean to fight Soapy Jones. Im wearing a gun, and I intend to use it on him the first time I see him. You all may think thats boasting, but it aint. I come here from the inside with a partner. Wed worked like dogs for three years. You know what it means to work three years on the inside of Alaska. Well, wed done that.

We go to the first saloon that we sight to get a drink. My partner pulls out his poke to pay and lets the poke drop with a thud that shakes the bar. Theres thirty pounds of good red dust in that poke. Whats more, theres three years in it. Three years of hard slogging. Maybe thats not much. I dont say that it is. But thirty pounds is around ten thousand dollars. That was his half of the work wed done. I had the same amount. Well, the bartender in that saloon is a little fellow with buck teeth and a sort of a foolish, smiling look, except around the mouth—

Someone broke in to say that they knew the man. So did I. The description was unmistakable. Jess Fair, someone named him.

This bartender ups and tells my partner hed better leave that money with him for safe keeping, seeing its so heavy to tote around. My partner only laughs and says that he knows how to take care of his own money.

Do you? says the barkeep, this fellow you call Fair. And he reaches over the bar with a big Colt in his hand and slams my partner over the head with the barrel of the gun. While my pal drops, Jess Fair takes the poke and shoves it under the bar!

I didnt have no gun, but I jumped for that thug. He just jammed the muzzle of his gun into the hollow of my throat and told me that I was stupid to associate with such a fool, and he told his bouncers to throw the pair of us out into the street. They did it, too. They threw us out, and I got my partner to a room and found a doctor. Maybe his skull is fractured. Anyway, hes still got a fever, and hes out of his head.

I left him flat on his back, moaning and muttering. I hired a kid to look after him for a while. Then I bought me a gun. And I went and looked up a fellow who they said was a deputy sheriff. He said the matter would be looked into. I waited two days. I asked him what hed done about it, and he had forgotten who I was. I had to remind him, and he said hed had his hands full and that he would look into it the first chance he got, but I knew when that will be — just never.

Well, thats why Im here. Youve averaged about a dead man a day for a long spell here in Skagway. Why? Because youve got Soapy here with his gang. Thats why! Every kind of dirty work in the world is done by him and his gang. Now, gentlemen, Im gonna tell you that in half an hour theres gonna be a meeting where the best men in the town are gonna be present and try to work out some way of handling Soapy and cleaning up Skagway. Im gonna be present. So will a lot of Soapys agents. But we want the decent people to come along with us. Why, every man here oughta follow me!

He finished with this and, turning on his heel, walked out of the room and into the street. Just as he suggested, every man followed him. For my part it seemed impossible that such things as the brutal robbery he described could be tolerated by the adherents of law and order even in a wild frontier town like Skagway.

I went along with Baird at the heels of this group. Looking back, I saw that the proprietor remained at his desk, smiling sourly after us.

Ill bet hes one of the gang, I said to Baird.

Of course he is, agreed Baird. Every crook in town is with Soapy, or else hes not in the town long. Soapy wont allow any rivalry, they tell me. Hes a monopolist, pure and simple.

On the way to the meeting place, we fell in with a decent sort of fellow who had the look of a gambler, if I ever saw one. His fine long hands were a treat to see, and I could imagine him doing real magic with a pack of cards.

What do you think of all of this? I asked him. Im a newcomer. Im an old hand in Alaska, but Im a cheechako in Skagway.

Ill tell you, replied the stranger. Soapys about half a curse and half a blessing to Alaska. He weeds out the crooks. He keeps some, but he knocks others over the head. Besides, Soapys not such a bad fellow in a way. He knows his friends.

Does he rob people in open daylight in his saloon? asked Baird, growing hot.

Of course he does, and the poor fools still flock there, said our new friend. The trouble with us Americans is that we dont particularly care about law and order. It takes time and trouble to organize an efficient legal system and protection for the people. We dont waste that much time and trouble. We leave it for the other fellow, and the other fellow is as likely as not to be a crook himself. He knows we wont watch him. Look at Canada — the difference just over the border. Six Northwest Mounted Police could clean up the whole of Skagway in a week if this were in Canada. They have the public and the public interest behind them.

We could not help agreeing. Theres no finer body of men in the world than the Northwest Mounted.

Whats your line here? I asked the stranger because he interested me.

Oh, Im one of Soapys dealers, he said with a grin and drifted away from us in the crowd.


XXII. SOAPY AND THE CROWD
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AS WE WEDGED with the entering crowd into the big room that housed the meeting, Baird said to me: Thats pretty cool. I wonder how many more of the same kind are down here spotting for Soapy?

Plenty, I suggested. Keep your voice down. Let others do the talking. Soapy has Skagway in his pocket, it seems to me.

It was true, too. Soapys reign of terror has become famous since that day. I saw the town when his reign was in its prime, and still I look back to those days as to a bad dream.

The room was packed. We remained rather near the door because it was impossible to get in much farther. Then somebody stood up on a chair in the middle of the room and began to harangue us. He was a fat man with a big, round, bald, red head and a thick-lipped mouth. He looked like a white Negro. He was quite a talker, and he painted the picture of Soapy Jones with all the colors of the rainbow. He told us that Skagway could be the key to Alaska. He told us what Soapy was making of it. He gave us a list of crimes that made my blood run cold.

I whispered to Baird: Theres going to be a riot at the end of this meeting. White men wont stand for the sort of things that Soapys doing here.

I dont know. It may be that Soapy has this meeting already salted, said Baird. Look yonder. Theres Jess Fair, the barkeep. Look at him applauding. Hes not afraid.

Hes a young demon, I said, and added: Keep your voice down. You dont know whos listening in on what we say. It was my second warning to Baird, and I thought it was very good advice.

In the meantime the people in the crowd were getting hot under the collar. When the first speaker ended, others jumped up on chairs, sometimes four or five at a time, all ready and bursting to tell about the evil things Soapy Jones had done. Finally a man of dignified presence stood up and raised his hand until he silenced the others. He then asked them what was to be done. He wanted to know the sentiment of the meeting whether they considered Soapy a public menace or not?

There was a hoarse, deep-throated roar from that crowd. It sounded like the barking of the sea lions on the Cliff House rocks at San Francisco. When the roar died down, the tall fellow raised his hand, and the crowd was silent again. Then he said: My friends, I propose we march in a mass to Soapys saloon, smash the place, and search it from top to bottom. We may discover some interesting things there. Id particularly like to examine the inside of his roulette wheel!

There was a sour burst of laughter at this.

After weve smashed the saloon, well close up the place tight. To the thugs we catch in it, well give a fair trial and a quick ending. Theres plenty of rope lengths in Skagway, I take it!

Another roar went up from the crowd. I was once the unwilling witness of a lynching. The faces I saw around me looked like the faces I remembered having seen in that other crowd long before.

Just then a voice spoke from the doorway, a loud, ringing voice, that made every face jerk around to see who was speaking. Gentlemen! said the newcomer in a loud voice.

It was Soapy Jones standing in the doorway, with a high hat on his head and wearing a long-tailed coat. Over the bend of one arm he carried a riot gun.

Gentlemen, said Soapy, have I your attention?

He hardly needed to ask that question. I could hear the breathing of the people about me, but I could hear nothing else.

He went on: It seems to me, friends, that its time for you to disperse.

He waited. No one stirred.

A good pow-wow is an excellent thing at times, continued Soapy Jones, but after a talk theres nothing better than a little walk. I advise you to start walking gentlemen!

Still no one moved. The air was tense. Just before me was the fellow whod made the talk in the hotel lobby. I saw his hand stealing inside his coat probably for that gun he had advertised having, but I did not actually see the glint of the weapon.

Soapy was saying: Mister Haven, no one seems willing to take the place of honor. Will you lead the way out?

I heard a man near the door mutter an oath, but suddenly he slouched forward and went through the doorway past Soapy. The whole crowd lurched a little.

Mister Jenkins, said Soapy, suppose you go next. And you, Mister Cross, and you, Marrow!

I got to know Marrow later. He was quite a humorist and now he said: Id like to stop and argue with you, Soapy, but some of your friends might help me along from behind!

He laughed at his own joke. Others began to laugh. I felt the danger melting out of the air. I felt the crowd weakening.

Were all salted down with his thugs, muttered somebody near me. Theres no chance to do anything today!

Suddenly I knew that he was right. Nothing would be done on this day. Nothing would probably be done on other days for a long time. It was that remarkable man who stood there in the doorway that had quelled them. I never have seen such an exhibition of the force of will power, never in all my life, and Ive seen some odd corners of the world and some hard breaks. Soapy Jones, smiling faintly there in the doorway, seemed to reach every face and every soul with his bright, moving eyes. He seemed to be writing things down in his memory. As the people brushed by him, going out he occupied half of the entrance, so that we had to get out in single file he made cheerful remarks here and there.

The airs bad in here, he observed. You know, Ive studied to be a doctor, and I wouldnt keep even a dog in a crowd like this. Youll like everything a lot better once youre out in the open.

In a steady file the people went past him. Some of them looked at him with angry defiance. Others were plainly frightened to death, hanging their heads and hurrying by him as though they prayed that he might not file a picture of their faces in his cunning mind. Still others and I think these were in the majority smiled or laughed openly, as though they found the whole thing a joke and had looked on it as a joke from the first.

Dont forget Soapy Joness emporium, gentlemen, he was saying. An asylum for the thirsty and a place where one can make the time pass quickly. A day is like an hour in the Soapy Jones saloon.

It goes like an hour, and it costs like a year! said some wag who was passing him.

So it does, said Soapy, laughing in the most amiable manner. I remember you, young fellow. You did very well at faro last night. Come and try your luck again.

Ive had my luck, and Ill keep it, said the other.

Thats not a bad idea, either, answered Soapy. Now, whos for Soapys place? You know how it got that name? Because its scrubbed clean every day. Every floor, window, and every door.

But some of the stains dont come out, said one.

So they dont, agreed Soapy. If youre ever bored in my place, you can look at the floor and find more there than you would in a book. Come along, boys. Whos for Soapy Joness saloon?

It was an amazing thing to see how he gathered them. They went in troops after him. They began to laugh and whoop and shout. A great many of them were wild young boys, such as always form the body and the forefront of every gold rush, but some of them were old enough to have known better.

Ive always felt that it was the very nature of Soapys place that intrigued people and got them in. Robbery, murder even, walked through the rooms of Soapy Jones and, therefore, every man prided himself on the number of times he had been there and his ability to call the bartenders and the dealers by name. To be recognized as an old patron in the saloon of Soapy Jones qualified a man, not so much as a fool as a desperado.

That was the ending of the first memorable meeting of protest against Soapy Jones. If there had been really efficient preparation and leadership, the power of the man might have been broken on that day. But the leadership was lacking and, therefore, the whole scheme fell through. Instead, the hand of Soapy Jones was strengthened for days to come. Many a man can remember that meeting. Many have described it. But I believe that it went almost exactly as I have remembered and written it down. To the end of my life one of the clearest of my memories must be Soapy at the door of the meeting, smiling and chatting with the people who filed past him, the very men who had just been discussing a necktie party at which he was to be the honored guest.

Baird, watching the people drift down the street, finally said to me: Ive a mind to go with them.

Have you lost your head? I was alarmed.

It may be worthwhile, for one to know some of those fellows better.

Youll be tapped over the head. And you have something in your poke, too!

He smiled at me, a faint smile No, you dont have to worry about me. You dont have to worry about yourself, so long as youre with me. I have what you might call a pass with Soapy Jones.

I rubbed my chin with my knuckles and shook my head at him. It was long after this before I understood the details of his interview with the thug and, therefore, I was thoroughly mystified. I knew Baird was a man of many experiences, and I was willing to let him keep his mystery a secret.

If youre sure its safe, I said, of course theres no place where Id rather see a show than in that tigers den.

So we went down the street after the rest, and at their heels we pushed through the door and entered the rambling rooms that made up the establishment. There was already an air of mad gaiety, and people were thronging between the bar and the gaming tables. Then Baird gripped my arm. His fingers bit into my flesh like teeth.

Cobalt. Lets get out, he whispered.


XXIII. THE WILD MAN AGAIN
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WHEN ONE SEES lightning, it is already too late to run. When we saw Cobalt, he was stepping straight toward us. How do you think he greeted us after the long absence and after all that had passed between us? He simply said: Hello, fellows! What did you think of that meeting? There was a show for you!

Were you there, Cobalt? I asked.

Yes. I was there. I was standing a little behind you. A glint of amusement came into his eyes.

I understood at once. Hed been following us. He knew all about us. He had known, perhaps, ever since we came into town, but he did not gloat over us. Neither did he show the slightest feeling of any kind. He merely said: It was a good show. That fellow, Soapy, hed be worth knowing. He has something more than cloth up his sleeve.

I looked at Baird, and Baird looked at me.

Its a wonder we ever left Circle City, I said, taking the conversational bull by the horns.

Well, you might have waited, said Cobalt. You were afraid of trouble with me, werent you?

Of course we were, put in Baird.

As long as we didnt meet on the trail, said Cobalt, it was all right. That might have been bad. Did you ever notice the queer ideas that a fellow gets when hes on the trail?

I listened to him and could not believe my ears. Cobalt, you would have killed me on the trail?

Yes, he replied as calmly as you please. Of course, I would have killed you — if I could.

Baird glared at us in a wild way. This sort of talk was too much for him. It was like having a bounding, roaring lion come up and lick your hand. Ive got to get back, he muttered. Ive got to get back to my girl.

Oh, shes all right, said Cobalt.

What? exclaimed Baird.

Cobalt grinned at us in a friendly way. Dont you worry, he said. I only looked at her. I didnt steal her. Shes asleep.

You looked at her? Through the window?

No, not through the window. I opened the door.

That door has a lock on it, exclaimed Baird, all in a sweat.

I jimmied the lock and walked in.

The mischief you did, said Baird.

I wanted to see her. It had been ages, since the last look. So I spoiled the lock on that door. It doesnt amount to anything, and itll save me some trouble the next time.

Cobalt, I said, why did you do it? Did you throw her into a fit? A thing like thats enough to kill her.

Of course it is, only I didnt wake her up. I didnt want to talk to her. I just wanted to look. I would be there still looking, except that the wolf got a shade restless, and I was afraid he was growling loud enough to wake her up. He gestured toward a corner. Lets go over and have a drink.

I was still more than half staggered. My brain reeled. Toward this encounter I had been looking as toward the end of the world, and yet here was the great enemy whod haunted our very dreams as calm and as gentle as a lamb.

It was quite too much for Baird. He repeated hoarsely: Ill see you later, Cobalt. Id better get back to my girl — broken lock on the door — all alone.

Cobalt laughed, answering: Do you think another man is likely to walk into that room? If he does, hell walk out again with his throat cut. The wolf is fond of the girl, it seems.

He took us each by an arm and determinedly carried us into the corner where he set us down at a table and ordered three drinks. While he was getting the drinks, Baird said to me: Tom, hes lost his wits. Hes completely mad!

It showed me how excited he was. What makes you think so?

I know it. I can tell by the look of his eye. His minds on fire, but hes choking off the flames.

When Cobalt came back, Baird said: Youre sure she doesnt know you were there?

She wont know it till she wakes up. She was sleeping soundly with one arm curled under her head. She was talking in her sleep and laughing a little. It was a pretty sight to see. He smiled as he thought of it then went on: She was murmuring something about Tommy being fun. Does she call you Tommy now, Chalmers?

I gave him something like two looks in one. He did not seem angry or jealous as his remarks implied that he might be. He looked at me with a new interest, only I could not tell what was in his mind. A watchdog looks as he did then when its head is raised and its eyes are shining. It may be ready to jump forward and lick your hand. Again, it may be ready to jump forward and slit your throat. That was the way Cobalt looked. Anything might have been stirring within him.

She calls me Tommy. Thats her way of talking down to me.

I was all in sweat, but Cobalt simply smiled.

Im glad I didnt meet you on the trail, Chalmers. Youre all right. You wont burn through steel, but you might rust it.

It was not very hard to see there was an insult in this speech, but I was not the man to take up the challenge in any haste. I let it fall flat, in fact. I would as soon have picked up and held in hand a nitroglycerine bomb as to trouble Cobalt on this day. Besides, we had something coming in our direction, after the way we had run out on him at Circle City.

Im glad you didnt meet me on the trail, I admitted. In other words, Im glad to be here! I smiled at Cobalt, and he smiled back.

You talk against yourself a lot, he said. As a matter of fact, youre about the only man in Skagway with the nerve to walk the streets and not pack a gun.

How do you know that I dont pack a gun?

He sipped his drink. It was poison so rank that one could almost see the fumes from it rise. But Cobalt tasted that liquid fire and ran it casually over the back of his tongue, though it would have removed the membrane of an ordinary person.

I know, said Cobalt, because youre afraid you might get scared into using it. But youre all right, Tom. Youll fight when youre cornered, and you might be hard on the eyes of the fellow who cornered you.

I suppose there was an insult in all of this too, particularly in the suggestion I might scratch like a woman but, again I repeat, I was not looking for insults in the speeches of Cobalt. I was sedulously avoiding them.

Well, Cobalt, Im glad that youre not doing the cornering.

Of course, Im not doing it. Im only glad to have met you all again. You made good time coming in with only the three of you and two sleds.

Sylvia and the wolf pulled one, said Baird.

Cobalt half rose and suddenly slumped back into his chair. After the real or the affected calm of his meeting with us, it was a shock to see him hit hard by what seemed to me a thing of no very great consequence.

You mean she made the Lightning Warrior get out and pull on a line? he asked.

Thats what she did, I said. I never saw a wolf pull so hard or a dog, either. He was like a horse, and I remember once when—

Cobalt waved this remark to one side. Tell me how she did it? he said, leaning forward and looking eagerly at me.

How she tamed the wolf? I asked. Yes, Ill tell you how she tamed him.

Start in. Im interested.

She went out into the yard, back there in Circle City, and let him off the chain hed been chewing on. As I explained, I kept looking him in the eye. You know what that means. The wolf was ravening, but she simply went out, leaned over him, and took off his collar.

Cobalt looked blank. She sort of hypnotized him, you mean?

No, but she didnt care. She didnt much care what happened. That was the way of it. And the unexpected happened. The wolf loved her because she wasnt afraid of him.

Cobalt took his face between his hands and rested his elbows on the edge of the table. How he stared at me. The wolf never loved me, he said then.

You know how it is with dumb beasts, I said. Theyre apt to give you back exactly what they get from you.

He nodded at me, a mere jerk of the head. I guess you score off me there. But she made the beast love her, eh? Thats what I wanted to talk to you about. He stood between me and her bed. The longer I stayed, the worse he got. He would have jumped me in another moment. He seemed to have forgotten everything.

What had he forgotten? Why, the manhandling that Cobalt had given the brute when they fought it out there in the wilderness. The mystery of the girls accomplishment seemed to interest him more than the actual meeting with Sylvia herself.

Then he repeated: You dont know what her methods are?

Just fearlessness, I said.

Cobalt laughed in a very odd way. Maybe shell tame me one of these days.

Well, maybe she will, I said.

He gave me an ugly look, his upper lip lifting at one corner in a way I shall never forget. One doesnt expect to see such an expression, not in the face of a man.

Let it go at that! said Cobalt, leaning back in his chair suddenly. He glanced about then remarked: I know that there are some people watching me here in Skagway. He turned to Baird. Have you put somebody on my trail?

I did not know at that time what had passed between Soapy Jones and Baird. Therefore I was surprised when Baird changed color.

Would that be out of the way? Baird spoke, frankly enough.

No, replied Cobalt, but Ill have a look at that lad over there. He got up from the table and turned his back on us.


XXIV. THE RAWHIDE KID
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HE WENT STRAIGHT toward a young fellow who was seated in a chair tilted back against the wall, quite close to us. In one glance I read him to be one of the Soapy Joness men. I cannot tell exactly why I was sure of this. It may have been because Cobalt already had mentioned that he was being followed. It may have been simply the look of the boy, for he was hardly more than that, nineteen or twenty, lean as a greyhound, strong as rawhide. He seemed very slender, but the size of his neck showed his real strength. When Cobalt came before him, we could hear perfectly what they said to each other. Cobalt spoke first.

I didnt get your name, friend.

The other looked up at him as fresh as salt. I never seen you before, he said.

Is that so? Then it was your ghost thats been following me around Skagway.

I never follow anybody. I show the way, old-timer, and dont you forget it.

Im not going to forget you easily, but Im going to try to put you out of my mind.

How will you go about the putting? asked the lad.

Ill show you.

Cobalt reached for him. At this gesture the boy moved as light moves when it twinkles on the face of a mirror. All in a flash he was on his feet and in the same instant a gun winked in his hand, a gun which was polished with use and good care so that it shone like something translucent. You could tell that the lad did his thinking, not pen in hand, but gun in hand, so quick was that draw. But as the gun came out, Cobalt reached the wrist of the gun arm and his grip froze on it. The boy smashed the other fist into Cobalts face and tried to hit him again, but Cobalt picked the second drive out of the air and held the fist fast. It looked as though the boy had struck a wall of iron. There they stood, the lad cursing, his face contorted with pain, and Cobalt smiling at him gently. Their faces were only inches apart.

Skagway is getting introduced to Cobalt, I told Baird.

He looked very grave. Cobalt will be a dead man inside twenty-four hours! he predicted.

I paid little attention to that remark at the time. It seemed to me to come rather out of Bairds wish than any possibility. Cobalt stepped back to the table, bringing the boy with him. He held the gun hand of the lad over the top of the table and squeezed the heavy Colt revolver out of his grasp. It was not surprising that the gun fell. Blood fell with it. With my own eyes I saw a thin spurt spring out from under a fingernail of the youngster. His white, writhing face was too much for me.

I sprang up and clapped Cobalt on the shoulder. Cobalt, hadnt you better let him go? Hes done no harm!

Cobalt turned his head slowly until he could look at me and there, for the first time, I saw the thing that had frozen so many hearts. I saw the mask of Cobalt fighting, a mask of ice and fire, and it sickened me. I slumped back into my chair as though he had struck me. All he said was: That gun was meant for me. Murder was all this lad meant. Isnt that enough? It was enough. In the meantime we had the eye of the crowd. All heads were turned our way. I saw Jess Fair, behind the bar, watching with a curious detachment.

Keep a good hold on the Rawhide Kid, said one of the men nearest to us. When you let go of him, hell sting you sure.

This Rawhide Kid will never sting again, said Cobalt gently. His nettles are all gone.

I thought the Rawhide Kid was about to faint. Cobalt had shifted his grip so that he held him by both hands. I could judge of the pressure that was being exerted by the tremor of Cobalts forearms. He backed the boy into a corner. The big lad laid his shoulders against the wall and endured the punishment. He set his teeth in his lip. His eyes bulged a little.

I just wanted to say a few words to you, Cobalt told him.

Im going to kill you! said the boy.

Therell be time for that later on, but youre going to begin by talking to me a little.

Ill have the heart out of you before long!

Not until you get a new pair of hands!

The Rawhide Kid gasped. His head jerked back and rapped against the wall as he felt the pressure increase. There is little else so painful as having the hand gripped so hard that the knucklebones grate together. The Rawhide Kid was enduring his share of the torment and something more. No one moved to interfere with the procedure. The men looked on with keen interest, but they kept at a distance. It was simply known that the Rawhide Kid had pulled a gun. It was not the first time that he had flashed a weapon in Skagway, it developed. Being a killer, he got only that sympathy which a killer may expect. No one could hear what Cobalt was saying to the boy except Baird and me.

Now, said Cobalt, I want the name of the man who set you trailing me.

Nobody. I aint trailing you.

I want the name of the man who started you on my trail, insisted Cobalt.

Suddenly there was a dull, cracking sound. I knew that one of the boys metacarpal bones must have snapped. His head jerked over on his shoulder, pulled by the twinge of agony, but he did not cry out. He had his share of manhood and more than his share.

The name!

The twisting lips of the boy whispered: Soapy!

Cobalt released him instantly, picked the gun off the top of the table, and offered it to him, but the hands of the lad were stiff and white from the frightful pressure they had endured. There was only the ugly stain of red about the fingertips. He could not take the weapon. So Cobalt dropped it into the pocket of his coat, and Rawhide stumbled blindly away and was lost behind the shoulders of the crowd.

Cobalt came back and sat down with us. His calm outwardly was entirely restored. He lifted his half-finished drink of whiskey with a hand which did not tremble and drank it off slowly, as before.

Its Soapy Jones, he said softly, as he replaced the glass upon the table.

The crowd was already busied about its former occupations. Only now and again some head turned and a glance went to Cobalt, but he did not seem to notice these looks. I could not help saying: If its Soapy Jones, youd better get out of Skagway, Cobalt.

He grinned at me. Thats good sympathetic advice, brother, but Im not getting out of Skagway.

I said: You ought to know the power Soapy has here. The man owns the town. Youve just seen today what he can do with it.

Yes, I saw. I saw plenty of what he can do, but Im not leaving Skagway.

You think, I said, aroused by a real concern for him, that its only a question of one man. He may be a hardcase, but no doubt you could handle him alone. It isnt that. He has a mob behind him. Half these fellows would kill you for the sake of getting one smile from Soapy. Thats the fact. Ive heard the talk.

Cobalt shook his head. Dyou think that Id leave town before Ive finished my business here? You wouldnt think that of me, Tom, would you?

I had to shake my head. As well think of a bulldog loosing its grip at a word of good advice. No, I said, I dont suppose you will.

Id like to know just what your business is, prompted Baird.

Why, its Sylvia, of course, Cobalt replied. Sylvia alone. That is to say, it was Sylvia before Soapy Jones mixed into the affair. Now Ill have to have an interview with Soapy. There doesnt seem to be any doubt about that. Suddenly he made a gesture with both hands, palms up. It looks to me as if Im going to have a real party in Skagway, as if Im going to be able to fill both hands in this town.

I understood, with a chilly touch of insight, just what he meant. He would have his fill of fighting, and battle was what he lived for. His lips were compressing in hardly visible twitches.

Tell me, Cobalt, I said, did you never have both hands full before?

He half closed his eyes in thought. No, he conceded finally. I never had both of them full. He looked down. You would have thought he was pitying the bad luck of those hands. When I was ripping away on Birch Creek last summer, I just about filled them — thinking of Sylvia, I mean, and working for her.

He had worked twenty hours out of the twenty-four, men said, and one hour of his labor was worth five hours of another man. He worked in a frenzy, as a dog pulls at a sled when it has hydrophobia of the peculiar variety which appears in arctic sled teams. I remember thinking how foolish wed been Baird and I to dream we could escape from this man when his heart was really set on finding the girl. He had worked hard enough to show that he would never give her up. It hardly needed his frantic rush from Circle City to the coast to prove that to us. We had argued like children, and like children we had obeyed a blind impulse.

I stared at Baird helplessly, and he likewise stared back at me. What could the solution be? Nothing except the will of this giant of mind and body.

Whats the next step, Cobalt? I asked him, expressing our despair in the foolish question.

Soapy Jones is the next step, he answered.

I saw Baird change color.


XXV. AN INCIDENT
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I THINK COBALT would have gone straight to find Soapy at that moment if an odd event hadnt intervened and filled our attention for a little. Otherwise, it would hardly deserve a place in this narrative, but the thing was so diabolical, and it has been repeated so often by old-timers who only heard of it, that Ive deemed it fitting to set the thing down in black and white exactly as it happened.

This was the way of it. A man with a wide, good-natured looking face came into the saloon and asked in a loud voice: Wheres Jess Fair?

It seemed a strange question, seeing that Fair was actually standing there behind the bar. At the moment he was polishing up the bar and giving some directions over his shoulder to an assistant. He was wearing a white coat and a blue bow tie with a fancy figure in it. He was always dressed just like a dandy.

When the stranger asked for him, he continued to polish the bar and to speak to his assistant without turning his head. No one answered the mans question, but I heard Cobalt murmur: Theres going to be trouble.

Well, I could feel it too. The air became suddenly electric. Danger will prickle like a current through the skin of a man.

Wheres Jess Fair? repeated the stranger.

There was still no answer. People looked at him, some of them smiling a little and expectant. So he addressed a man standing close to our table.

Ive got a warrant for a man named Jess Fair who works for Soapy Jones, he said. Can you tell me where I can find him?

I cant tell you, said the other. Whats the warrant for?

Oh, just a little thing. Just a couple or three murders and some little things like that down in the States.

Well, you look around for Jess, said the man hed addressed. I dont recollect having heard the name before.

He turned and winked at us as the stranger went away. Then we heard him say to a companion. Thats the new deputy sheriff. The fool dont know what hes about, coming in this place to make an arrest.

Hes drunk, suggested the other.

No, hes just a fool, said the first man.

Perhaps he was right. At any rate we now heard Jess Fair saying from behind the bar: Step over here, Sheriff, will you?

The deputy sheriff walked over to the bar. Well? he said.

Youre looking for Jess Fair?

Yes. I want him, and I want him quick.

Jess is a friend of mine, said the bartender.

Is he? answered the man of the law. Then I dunno that you keep very good company, brother. Wheres this friend of yours hang out?

Why, hes right here, most of the time.

Broad grins appeared on the faces of all the men except those nearest. They continued to wear masks of iron self-control.

Is he? asked the deputy, looking suddenly around him. But he aint here now?

I dont know. Ill ask. He actually called to the men and asked them: Have any of you seen Jess Fair today?

Why, said one man, Ive been looking right at him, here in the barroom.

There was a chuckle from one man, instantly suppressed, for fear that the game might be spoiled. The deputy sheriff had turned to the last speaker.

What does Fair look like? he asked.

Why, aint you ever seen him?

No. They just told me that pretty nearly everybody would be able to spot Jess Fair to me. He works here in this place. He works for Soapy Jones, whoever he is.

You dont know Soapy, either?

No, Ive barely heard of him. Ive only been in town for three days.

Three days in town and already a deputy sheriff! Well, the law moved in mysterious ways and with strange agents in Skagway. This fellow had the look of a professional bouncer or thug. He had simply gone looking for trouble in asking for the job of law enforcement, and trouble was what he found, the poor boob.

Soapys quite a fellow, said one of the bystanders to the sheriff.

I guess he is. But Im only looking for Jess Fair, said the deputy.

Well, Id talk to that bartender, was the suggestion he got.

He turned back to Fair. This fellow, Fair, whats the look of him?

Why, said the barkeep after a moment of pretended reflection, he looks a great deal like me.

Now, how do you mean that? asked the deputy in an irritated tone. Is he your height, your complexion, got a mouth like yours?

The bartender looked calmly upon him. Kind of like me in all those ways. But I think that hes a good deal better looking than most people do.

Do you? said the deputy. I aint asking what you think of him. Im only asking where I can find him.

Hunting for him would be the best way, I suppose.

Hullo! exclaimed the man of the law. Are you handing me some lip?

No, Ive hardly got enough lip to cover my own teeth. I couldnt spare any.

The deputy swelled like a toad with anger. He strode up to the bar and dropped his fist on the edge of it.

I wouldnt be doing that, cautioned Fair. You look pretty good natured already.

Someone in the crowd broke into a roar of laughter. This was the end of self-restraint, and the whole room exploded and rocked with mirth. The deputy was so angry that he glared about him, as though looking for the first man he could strike in the face. There were too many and all equal offenders. He decided to concentrate on the barkeep whose remark had excited all the mirth.

That last crack of yours was too fresh, he said.

It got a laugh, though. Thats what Im hired for. It aint the booze we peddle that keeps the boys contented at this bar. Its the jokes that their bartender is always cracking.

This caused another burst of laughter, and the deputy turned purple. Come here to me!

Jess actually leaned closer across the bar. Yes, sir? His appearance of humility tickled the bystanders still more.

Somebody ought to warn that fool, said Cobalt. Im afraid that something will happen.

Not here. Not before all this crowd, said Baird.

I agreed with him, but Cobalt merely shook his head gloomily.

You been shooting off your face a lot, said the deputy to Fair. Now I wanta know something. Who are you, anyway?

Im a barkeep in the employ of the Honorable S. Jones of New York, Paris, Chicago, and points farther west. Hell tell you more about me.

Why, you thundering fool! Ive got half a mind to take you in!

Where?

To jail, you fool young puppy. Thats where I got a mind to take you.

What for? asked Jess.

For contempt of the law! roared the deputy.

Are you the law? Fair wondered innocently.

The deputy gaped, grew still more purple, and actually gagged with his own fury, unable to speak.

But Ill direct you to Jess Fair, continued the barkeep, if youll promise not to take me to jail.

That fool of a sheriff actually answered: Ill make that a bargain. You aint worth my while, only that Im gonna teach you the right kind of manners.

Yes, sir.

Now tell me where this Jess Fair is.

Standing in my boots.

Hey?

A wild burst of laughter filled in the pause. The deputy, looking wildly about him, suddenly realized how completely he had been made sport of, and he stuck out his under jaw like a bulldog.

Its amusin, is it? he asked defiantly. You come with me. I hereby arrest you in the name—

I hardly saw the gun flash into the hand of the bartender. I dont know whether he pulled it from within his neat white coat or snatched it from the shelf beneath the bar. But I heard the report, saw the muzzle of the gun jerked on high by the explosion, and saw the deputy go staggering backward, beating at the air like a man swimming. He fell flat on his back, twisted over on his face, kicked out his legs, and lay still. No one moved except Jess Fair. He jumped over the bar as light as a bird and leaned over the deputy.

When he straightened up after a moment of examination, he merely said: It looks as though Skagway is short of a brand new deputy sheriff, and thats too bad. Here, boys. Lay hold of this and chuck it outside, will you?

That was exactly what was done. The body of the dead man was lifted by two of the hangers-on of the place and thrown out into the street. Who removed it from the spot where it fell, I dont know. Perhaps another section of the gang did the work. What I do know is that no one inside of that saloon made any protest on account of the cold-blooded murder, not even Cobalt. In another few minutes, when the blood had been mopped up from the floor, men were walking about, talking and drinking, as cheerful as ever.


XXVI. THE YEGGS
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THE BODY OF the deputy sheriff had hardly been carried out of doors when Baird thrust back his chair from the table, exclaiming: Whats become of me, that I can sit still while outrages like this are carried through? Whats happened to the rest of the men here? Are we all wild beasts?

He stood up. He was very excited, quivering from head to foot with his emotion. He said directly to Cobalt: If theres justice in heaven, Ill balk you in the thing you wish to do. Ill keep my girl from you if you are Satan himself, with wings and all!

He turned on his heel and walked out from the saloon, while Cobalt looked after him without the slightest display of emotion. It was one of the upsetting features of Cobalts behavior that you never could tell what would start the lion in him roaring. I preferred noise in him rather than silence.

I was anxious enough to get out of that saloon, and Im ashamed to confess that the reason I did not get up was simply that for a moment I could not. I felt sick and weak about the knees after what I had seen. It was Cobalt who stood up first. Immediately after he had left, I pulled myself together and managed to get out into the street. It was a dismal day. There was a light, variable wind blowing, and the snow descended in thin, light flakes that whirled and danced like white leaves from a shrub whose branches filled the sky. But at least I did not find the limp, dead body of the sheriff lying there in the street. As I said before, he had been disposed of, no one knew where.

I turned toward the hotel, walking slowly at first, but with increasing speed as the freshness of the air and the cool touch of the snowflakes cleared my brain of the sense of faintness. Several men were walking in the same direction ahead of me and one of them, I saw, was Cobalt, sauntering along. I decided not to pass him, and it turned out a lucky thing for me that I made this decision. Lucky for Cobalt, too.

He came to a corner and paused a moment, looking up and down the narrow alley which bisected the main way. While he stood there, a man stepped up and accosted him. He spoke rapidly, making wide gesticulations, like someone arguing a point, and I saw Cobalt nod once or twice, apparently agreeing with what he heard.

I came up very close now, so that I could hear the murmur of the voices, and next I saw a man approach Cobalt from behind. The manner of his approach alarmed me. His step was the unmistakable glide of a stalking animal.

I hurried. I thought of shouting to Cobalt, but something stopped me from doing that until I saw the second mans hand come out from his coat pocket with a revolver in it. He had the weapon by the barrel, and he swung the butt back over his head, straining arm and body so as to give full force to the blow he was about to deal. By the grace of luck I was just near enough. I grabbed the armed hand of the scoundrel with both of mine and shouted: Cobalt! Cobalt! Look out!

The fellow I had hindered turned around, cursing. He struck me on the side of the head with knuckles that felt like steel, heavily weighted. I was half stunned and could only stumble in blindly and grapple with him. Suddenly he dropped. I lurched dizzily over his limp body and almost dropped into the snow-flecked mud. Then I saw that another form lay loosely spilled in the street, and here was Cobalt holding me under the pit of one arm.

Are you all right? he asked me.

Yes, Im all right. My movements denied it, because I kept wavering back and forth like a gate in a wind, an old gate that dangles from one hinge.

Stand back there against that wall, directed Cobalt.

He helped me to get to that comparatively sheltered position. In the meantime one of the thugs had scrambled to his feet and ran off up the street, staggering. The second one was beginning to stir also, and Cobalt picked him up by the nape of the neck as a laborer might pick up half a sack of oats. The fellow was still loose and limp, but he rapidly recovered his consciousness. It was the yegg who had attempted to brain Cobalt from behind. A smear of blood was on one side of his face, and the flesh was already swelling. Plainly that was where the fist of Cobalt had delivered a hammer stroke. I noticed, as he got back his wits, that he showed less fear than sullen anger.

Today aint the last day, he said to Cobalt. Theys gonna be another turn, old son.

Today may be the last day for you, said Cobalt. I dont know. It depends on how well you talk.

I dont talk, said the yegg.

Youre likely to be dead, then, said Cobalt. Look at me, you!

Well, said the thug, whatcha want? Gonna eat me?

Ill break you up small enough for eating, unless I find out who started you on my trail.

You looked like youd have a fat poke. Thats all.

Cobalt with a jerk twisted the mans arm behind his back. Ill tear that arm out at the shoulder, unless you tell me straight — who put you on my trail?

Leave go! gasped the yegg. Youre gonna break my arm, you! Leave go, will you?

I want the name!

There aint any name. I swear there wasnt anybody that put me on the job, but—

Take another minute to think, advised Cobalt, and gave the arm a fresh twist.

Once I was tormented like that by an older lad, when I was a youngster at school. I still can remember the blinding pain. Now, the face of the other wrinkled as though he felt flames.

Soapy! he breathed.

Cobalt released his arm. Youre number two from Soapy. Go back and tell your boss that Im mighty flattered by getting so many messages from him. Tell him that the first chance I get, Im going to call on him in person. I hope that hell be ready to stage a good party.

The thug lingered a moment, held by the sheer excess of his misery. He was massaging the twisted, tortured shoulder as he said: Youll have your party, you fool! Youll have a party. So will that other sick-faced rat that grabbed me from behind. If it hadnt been for that, youd be having a fine long sleep right now, Cobalt!

Thats pretty, said Cobalt. Now run along, my friend.

The next time we meet, Ill start, and I wont stop. You tell Soapy that I have all the information that I need. Thats all!

The thug went up the street, still bending forward and nursing his injured shoulder.

He wont slug a blackjack with that arm for a few weeks, mused Cobalt with satisfaction, stepping up beside me. How are you now?

Im all right, I assured him. He must have been an ex-pug. I never felt such a sock.

Hes tough, agreed Cobalt, or his arm would have broken just now.

I saw that he was smiling a little, and that his eyes were bright. He kept watching me curiously. Plainly he had enjoyed the adventure.

Chalmers, I dont quite understand you.

Why not?

I thought you were against me.

I never was against you, I told him.

You never were? he asked me, lifting his brows.

I never was against you. I helped to keep Sylvia Baird away from you. Thats true. But I never was against you.

What would you call that? I mean, when a man carts a girl the most part of a thousand miles just to spite a friend of his — a funny kind of friendship, Id call that.

Maybe you would. You ought to see how it is, though, Cobalt. If I help a man to do a wrong thing, Im not his friend from my way of seeing it. If I keep him from doing a wrong thing, that seems to me to be the real part of friendship.

Oh, I see the point, he said, an ugly glint in his eye. Youre one of the old-fashioned moralists, eh?

Im not a moralist. Im just a common or garden kind of a fellow. Thats all.

Look here, you saved me from having my head split open today.

I felt rather modest about it, my part had been so small. Not so much as that. You know, the rap would probably just have put you down and out for a minute.

Not when Soapy sends his boys out to collect a scalp, declared Cobalt. He shook his head. Are you cold? he asked.

No, I answered.

Will you stay here and talk to me for a minute?

All right.

I want to stay here, he explained, because before long I hope to see one of Soapys bright boys come back to pick up the trail.

Well, Ill stay here with you.

I want to know this. What made you grab the arm of that yegg? If hed slugged me, everything would have been easy for you and for Baird. You could have got Sylvia out then, and nothing to bother you.

I nodded. I dont know. The truth is, I like you, Cobalt. I couldnt help trying to bother the thug when he was about to hammer you over the head. It was just an impulse. Dont you go and make too much out of it.

He nodded, watching me, seeming to make a rapid mental calculation. The trouble with you is that you dont add up right.

What do you mean by that, Cobalt?

Well, I mean, knowing what I know about you, when I put you together, it doesnt make sense. Theres something missing that I dont know.

Perhaps, but dont make any mystery out of me. Im as simple as they come.

Maybe, but tell me another thing. What does Sylvia mean to you?

Nothing.

Cobalt raised a forefinger. Dont lie!


XXVII. SOME QUESTIONS
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IT WAS NOT a pleasant subject. Im not lying, Cobalt. She means nothing to me.

He merely smiled and said: I want to believe you. I want to like you, Chalmers. You know what Soapy Jones means in this town, and youve got yourself into his bad graces by helping me in a pinch. I want to like you. I want to trust you. But you ought to be straight with me.

I am being straight. She means nothing to me.

You think that shes ugly maybe, or just merely pretty? he said, half sneering.

Shes the loveliest thing that I ever saw, with one exception.

Whats that exception?

A half-bred yearling filly that I saw at an Arizona horse fair.

Cobalt started. Come, come! Are you comparing a woman to a horse?

Yes. The horse had her beat.

All right. Go on and make a joke.

Im not joking, man. Just because I differ from you, it does not mean that Im joking.

Well, maybe not, but I find you mighty hard to understand.

Youve said that before, but youre making a mountain out of a molehill. Theres nothing unusual about me.

Ill try to take you at your word. But about Sylvia. You dont mind my talking to you about her, do you?

Id rather that you didnt.

Well, tell me why youd rather not talk about her?

Because she has a right to be consulted, I suggested.

Oh, come, now, he replied. Lets not split hairs. You know that Sylvias everything to me.

I dont know that.

You dont?

No. I know that shes a lovely picture to you. Shes equal, say, to a fine emerald. Or have you changed your mind about that, perhaps?

No, I havent changed my mind. I see what you mean — that everyone is apt to have a different view in looking at her.

Thats about it.

And your point of view is that she doesnt mean anything to you. You think shes lovely, but she doesnt mean anything. Not to you. Is that it? You dont think that shes clever, perhaps?

Shes as keen as a whip. Shes a lot too clever for me to handle, I can tell you. She has brains enough, if you want that.

You dont want brains in a woman. Is that it?

He hung on like a bulldog, and I began to grow a little irritated. Besides, my feet were numbing rapidly as I stood still. Brains or no brains, I dont want the woman, if thats what you mean. If youre going to be a jealous fool about her, Ill give you the answer straight off. I dont want your woman, Cobalt. I hope that youll believe me.

He was not offended. He looked at me in rather a dazed way. But everybody wants Sylvia. You must be half crazy, Tom. Whats the matter with you? Why dont you care about her the way other people do?

I like to be with her. Thats true. I like to be with her. Shes good company. Shes as good a sport as any man. Shes tough. She does her share. She can walk like a man. She has a good nerve. Shes clean, and shes gentle. Shes amusing about everything that you could name. But I dont want her. You can have her, Cobalt, as far as Im concerned. Its only her own preference that Im considering.

By the jumping thunder! I sort of believe that you mean what you say.

I mean it. You can bet that I mean it.

I want to believe you because there have been times when I wanted to tear your heart out. Do you know that?

Ive guessed it. Im glad that you passed us on the trail without seeing us.

Im glad, too. In the open country a man gets pretty hard. I was hard when I was marching down from Circle City. I wanted your blood, Tom. But thats over. To put it in one word, you dont love Sylvia. He waited eagerly for the final confirmation.

I had to search my mind when I was on the verge of replying. Of course, I love her, I stated.

Hello! What are you doing? Trying to make a fool out of me?

No. Dont you see what I mean? Sylvias a darling. But shes a child. Im old enough to be her father.

No, youre not.

I am. Almost. You dont understand, Cobalt. Women dont mean anything to me any more. Im done with all that.

You have me beat, answered Cobalt. I try to follow you, but youre too far away. I dont see what you mean. You havent taken a vow or something, have you?

Ive got a pair of children back home. All the woman part of life is finished for me. You ought to be able to see that.

Well, I dont, quite.

Im sorry if you dont understand, but I dont want to talk any more about it.

Id think, said Cobalt, hanging on to the subject with his usual determination, Id really think that if you had a couple of kids down there — whos taking care of them?

An older sister of mine. She takes care of them for me.

Well, I should think that youd be looking for somebody to take their mothers place, you know, and who could be better than—

Oh, shut up, Cobalt! I dont want to talk about it any more. Are you trying to make me fall in love with Sylvia? Let me tell you all over again, Im ten years too old for that.

He stopped there. He only added a final, rather startling thing to end our talk. Well, partner, I hope that she doesnt decide to lift those ten years off your shoulders one of these days!

I grinned a little. It was the sort of remark at which one has to smile. But I was glad the subject of Sylvia was out of the way, for the time being at least. How the man carried on about her.

He explained: Maybe Im a fool, but I was jealous. I dont see things the way you do. You have a different slant. You make me feel like a silly kid, Tom. But I hope we can shake on this.

I hesitated with good reason. If I shake hands, it means a lot to me. It means Im your friend. And how can I call you my friend when Ill still be trying to block you?

Youre going to keep it up. Youre going to try to stop me, even now?

Yes. Ill have to try to. Im pledged to stop you, if I can.

Oh, its all a confusion and a mess. Tom, heres my hand, if you want to take it. Heres my hand. Ill be a friend to you in every way I can, except in one way.

You can imagine how glad I was to take that famous hand of Cobalts and grip it with all my might. Were friends. And this puts another ten years on my life, I think!

Do you? Have you been noticing the yegg on the far side of the street whos watching me?

I saw the fellow now. He was standing with arms folded, wearing a big parka and puffing at a pipe. About all I could see of his face was a bristling mustache, sticking straight out. Dyou think hes watching us?

Nothing much else for him to see, replied Cobalt. Lets move along. Believe me, Tom, what youve done today for me has tangled you up pretty badly. Theyll all go out for you much as theyre going for me.

I nodded. Speaking was not so easy for me just then. What should we do about it? I asked him.

Are you packing a gun?

No.

Youre not! What sort of a fellow are you, Tom?

Not much with a gun for one thing.

Here. Take this. He shoved a Colt into my hand.

I cant take your gun.

Dont worry. I have another. Dont worry a bit. But keep your eye sharp. Im going to try to get at Soapy Jones, old-timer. Im going to try to get at the tap root of his institution and cut it so that the tree will die.

Suddenly he began to laugh. I stared at him, bewildered, but as a matter of fact he seemed to think that this was a grand party he had embarked on, and he went up the street with that light, aspiring tread of his, head held high. I followed along with him.

A gust of wind struck us in the face. He merely laughed louder and started to whistle through the blast. I wished, with all my might, that I could have borrowed certain qualities of nerve and mind from this master of men. At the door of the hotel, he said good bye.

Hold on, old fellow, I said. Why dont you room here?

They wouldnt want me. Sylvia wouldnt want me. Neither would her father, and neither would you, for that matter. Good bye again. Keep your eyes open and your gun ready. You may need it one of these days.

He simply had escorted me home, do you see, and now he was going off into a veritable sea of dangers. I began to wish for one thing only, and that was the arrival of the ship that would give us all a chance to escape from Skagway and travel toward the south, toward law and order. My mind was on this as I entered the hotel lobby.


XVIII. THE LIONS DEN
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WHEN I PASSED the desk, I spoke to the proprietor. He merely grunted and did not raise his head to return the greeting but pretended to be busy with the summing up of an account. I was not fooled. Something had turned him against me, and was it not the swift-winged rumor which must have gone forth, saying that I was opposed to Soapy Jones? I had not the slightest doubt that the fellow was really a member of the gang which was plundering and murdering in Skagway.

There was this new weight on my mind when I got upstairs. Sylvia smiled at me in her charming way when I entered after knocking on the door. I found that, while she was awake, she still looked sleepy, yawning from time to time. Even the wild tales which her father had been telling her were not enough to get the weariness out of her eyes. She was sitting at one end of the bed, with a blanket twisted around her, for the wretched room was a mere house of cards, and the wind was whistling through a thousand cracks.

Father has been telling me everything, she said. Dont you feel like a page out of the Arabian Nights or something? And what became of friend Cobalt?

He left me at the door of the hotel.

Is he taking a room here? asked her father in an ominous voice.

Hes not taking a room. Hes gone on. He only brought me here to see that no one bumped me over the head while I was on the street.

Come along, man, chided Baird. You mean that he was really friendly?

Yes, he was friendly.

Hes changed, remarked Baird. Hes quieter, older, sourer.

Sylvias ripened him a good deal.

She gathered her ankle in one hand and looked seriously at me. Youre sympathizing with Cobalt, just now.

A wee bit, I told both of them. The gang is after him, hot and heavy. They tried to brain him! I managed to help him a little.

What? cried Sylvia. Have you got mixed into a fight?

I stared darkly at her, for I saw that she was stinging me again with her own peculiarly subtle malice.

Be quiet, Sylvia. Stop this confounded wrangling, will you? commanded her father. Chalmers, will you tell me whats happened?

Cobalt and I have shaken hands Were friends.

Have you gone over to him? queried Baird.

No. Im still free to help you.

It sounds a little twisted, observed Sylvia.

Well, I admitted, no doubt it is twisted, but Ive told you the facts. However, you dont have to worry about Cobalt. He wont interfere with you much longer. Hell be a dead man before another day comes around.

I watched Sylvia as I said this, to see if she would show any fear. She did not. Neither did she show any pleasure in hearing that the mans death was so imminent.

Youre guessing? she suggested.

Its no guess. Its about as clear truth as Ive ever seen. No man can live in Skagway after Soapy Jones has decided that he must die.

Decided that he must die? cried Baird. Is Soapy trying to have Cobalt murdered?

I saw the thing tried today, I told them. It will be tried again. I could not help adding: Theyve got me in their black book also.

Baird exclaimed again. He seemed very excited. Im going back to see Soapy, he declared. Youre coming with me.

Thanks, I declined, Ill stay here and rest a while. You can go. But I prefer to stay here.

Sylvia, said her father, persuade him to go, will you?

Of course Ill persuade him, replied Sylvia. Tommy, you run along. Theres a lot of drafts in this room, and youll catch your death of cold, if you stay on here.

Theres not enough kindness in you, Sylvia, I said, to warm the heart of a little fly-catching lizard. Come along, Baird. Ill go with you!

At the door I looked back at her, scowling. She showed no emotion. She was merely thoughtful and detached, watching me as though I were a mere machine. The attitude became her, with her head canted over upon one side. It became her so much that my heart was still aching a good deal when we got downstairs.

There the proprietor gave us a corner of his eye and immediately lost himself in his accounts again. This made me so angry that I lost control of my temper entirely. Sylvia had irritated me too much just before. Now I stepped over and tapped the brute of a proprietor on the shoulder. He raised his head with a jerk, but he lifted his eyes slowly.

Well? he said.

Im watching you, my friend, Im watching you all the time.

He looked me straight in the eye, sneering.

Youll need the help of your patron demon, I told him, if you interfere in my affairs, or in Bairds affairs. And if you go near the girl, Ill have your heart out. Im holding you responsible for her safety. You hear?

I thought he would jump over the desk to get at me, he was so swollen faced with fury, but he gradually settled back into the chair from which he had just risen. Yeah, I hear, was all he said.

I went out into the street, Baird asking me if I were not mad to talk like this, making such a foolish scene. I told him that I was tired. I was tired of the crime and the treacherous suggestions that filled the whole air of Skagway. He only answered, after a moment, that at least Sylvia was perfectly safe. Of course I agreed with him, but I was not so sure. Nothing that I can put down in words will give the true atmosphere of Skagway at that time. I really believe that it was a more dangerous cap than even those early murder nests, the Montana gold mines.

The wind had died down when we got into the street, and it was much colder. The snow that had fallen had collected, here and there, in ruts and depressions, crisp and grating under the heels.

I said to Baird: Soapy is liable to have the pair of us knifed.

Ive got to take the chance, replied Baird. Thats twice in half an hour that theyve tried their hands with Cobalt. Theyll have the man dead before long. Theyll never try only one man against him. Not after what hes done today.

I agreed with that. We went on, but there never was a more nervous and unhappy fellow than I was when we entered the saloon. Baird asked for Soapy from my friend, the barkeep, and he looked at us with his bright, unfriendly smile before he would answer.

Youll find him back in the little room, he told Baird. You know the way. Let your friend stay here and have a drink on the house. Soapy never sees more than one man at a time.

I only laughed. Fair, I said to the bartender, Id rather put in my own strychnine. Id rather pour it in my own coffee than let you in on the job.

The fellow was the coolest in the whole world. When I accused him of wanting to poison me, he merely laughed.

I dont use strychnine, he said. Matter of fact, I use something a lot swifter. You wont have a drink?

No. Im with Baird.

We walked off but, as we turned away, I faced a small mirror at a side of the barroom. By chance it showed me the face of Jess Fair behind me, and I distinctly saw him make several movements with his head. At the same moment two or three fellows got up from a table in a corner of the room. One of them cursed loudly and swore that he would never try his luck at poker again. I was not surprised. I decided that Fairs signals must have been intended for this table. What a lot they were, the three of them. They did not look like the dregs of humanity. They were not even as near human as that.

A sapient thing is vice. In their wrinkled eyes, in their foreheads, and about their mouths was the stamp of worldly wisdom. They all seemed to have the same blood. They looked like brothers, but this was only because they descended from the same fatherhood of crime.

Were followed, Baird, I said. Were followed by fellows who would as soon brain us as take out a handkerchief.

Shut up! demanded Baird. Were inside now, and weve got to try to fight it out.

Weve got to try to fight it out, but Im scared almost stiff right now.

So am I, confessed Baird, but lets keep walking.

Our terror thawed a little by action of this sort, and so we came to the door of the small closet where Baird had been interviewed previously by the great Soapy Jones. First Baird rapped at the door.

Its sound-proof, said one of the three, passing with a leering look of contempt.

It aint fool-proof, though, remarked another wag.

The three of them laughed, nodding their heads at one another. Then the door opened, and Soapy Jones was inside, looking out at us and smiling.

Hello, Baird, he said. His smile went out as his glance fell on me. Im mighty glad to see you both. Come in, boys, come in.

Baird went in first, and I trailed after. The place was so odd. I never had seen anything like it.

Not a sound goes through these walls, and not a sound enters, remarked Soapy Jones. So you can explain the mystery, Chalmers, of your return to my place.

No mystery at all, I said.

Tut, tut, no mystery? Youll find it mysterious enough.

Shall I? I asked, getting more frightened every moment.

The door opened behind me. I dared not turn, but I got an impression of a dozen men entering the room.


XXIX. SOAPYS CABINET
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MY OWN EYES would not have served me as well at that moment as the eyes of my friend, Baird, for he was facing me, and in his face I saw mirrored the danger which was coming on me from behind. I still wonder that I did not cry out, or leap to the side, or attempt to pull out the revolver which Cobalt had given me, but I was paralyzed. Hands suddenly gripped me by each arm. There was enough power in their grasp to have mastered ten people like me.

Then Baird got his voice and shouted: Soapy, is this the result of your promises to me?

What promises have I made to you? he asked coldly. You never mentioned this sneaking fellow. He pointed at me.

It was not pleasant to have Soapy scowl and sneer at me. His scowls and sneers were likely to possess a peculiar efficacy as all men knew. His gestures generally were quite as effective as axe or sword strokes.

Hes with me, hes my man, said Baird frantically, as the others drew me back toward the door. I owe him more than I owe any other man in the world. Hes been more a friend to me and to my daughter and—

What are your friends to me? asked Soapy. He grew white. His face shone as if it were freshly covered with grease.

For my part I pitied poor Baird. The fury of the gangster was so intense that I felt that I was as good as dead. I was not even badly frightened. The horror which I felt of that black-bearded ogre was sufficient to make all other fears as nothing.

My friends are nothing to you, insisted Baird, but you owe me something. Youre a man who pays his debts of gratitude. You wont let harm be done to poor Tom Chalmers?

Chalmers? Is that his name? Soapy asked. He looks like a cur to me. He has the hang-dog look. What use would he be to any man in the world? Why do you want him, Baird?

I want him — , began Baird.

At this moment there came three knocks in quick succession on the door of the little cabinet.

Whos there? demanded Soapy. He did not wait for an answer but opened the door in person.

Framed in the opening appeared two men who supported a third man between them. The man was limp as a rag. His clothes were torn. His face looked as though it had been beaten with heavy clubs. I cannot describe the look of his features or the swollen, closed eyes. I thought he was dead, and so did Soapy apparently.

Who is it? he asked and added: What do you fools mean by bringing a stiff here?

Hes alive, said one of the two men. We found him. Its Blacksnake Loren.

Who jumped him? What gang did this? demanded Soapy. What in the hell is happening in Skagway?

No gang. Cobalt done it, said one of the men.

You lie, insisted Soapy. Blacksnake is a man-breaker. Hes been in the ring. Hes wrestled, too. No one man could do that to him unless he used a club!

They said together: We seen it!

What? shouted Soapy. You saw it, and you didnt give Blacksnake a hand?

It happened kind of fast, said one of the men sullenly. I was taking him in front, and Buck here behind. Blacksnake, he jumped out of the doorway, and Cobalt sort of exploded. Thats all I know what to say. He exploded. He seemed to hit us all at once. I went down hard. Through a haze I seen that Buck was down, too, and poor Blacksnake, he was in the hands of Cobalt all by himself. First he struggled. Then he was just hanging like a rag out of those hands, and Cobalt dropped him into the mud and—

Get out of my sight, breathed Soapy through his teeth.

They backed up. Soapy slammed the door again. If he had been angry before, he was almost hysterical now. Not that he shouted or pranced, but the fury showed in his rolling eyes and in the twitching of his lips, now and then, which gave him a most animal and frightful appearance.

Baird, I must say, was a fellow of a great courage. Even then he did not keep still, but went at Soapy vigorously. Theres the man you promised not be hurt, he stated, and youve sent three of your best to murder him.

Murder him? asked Soapy, beginning to pace up and down. He laughed a little, excess of passion making the noise bubble over at his lips. He resumed: Three of my men were to take him without more than giving him a crack over the head, but I wish now that Id had them poison him. I will. Ill have them bump him off. Theres room for him with the sharks of the Pacific, maybe. Theres no room for him in Skagway!

I dont think youll have him killed, counseled Baird, always surprising me with his equable manner.

Dont you? asked Soapy.

No, Baird replied. Theres too much honor and decency in you. Youre not a fellow to break your word of honor which youve given to me.

One of the men who was holding me broke into a loud, braying laughter. Soapy glanced at him, and the glance was enough. The fool cut off his laughter so suddenly that he almost choked. I heard him stifle and gag.

Ive made the promise, and I hope that Ill keep it, continued Soapy, but Ive never made a promise that has cost me more. You, he barked at the men who held me, get that trash out of the room!

And do what with him? asked the one who held me.

What do I care? Soapy shrugged. Just get him out of here.

Baird exclaimed. He ran across the cabinet to get to me. He would have caught hold of me, I think, but they thrust him off, dragging me through the door, and hurried me almost at a run down a small corridor. My brain was whirling. I should not have been surprised if the final blow had fallen on me from behind at any moment. Then they took me up a short, narrow flight of steps, kicked open a door, and thrust me inside.

Fan him, said one of them.

They fanned me. They went through my clothes and took from me nothing but my gun and a smaller pocket knife. When they had finished with that, one of them said: Are we gonna waste time over him?

What do you think?

Id tap him on the head and see how much salt water he can drink.

I dunno. The chief didnt say.

Thats because he didnt care. He said that he didnt care.

There was this conversation about my life or death being carried on, and I was listening with the last hope gradually flickering out.

If he dont care, said another, suppose that we bleed him for what we can get.

Hes got nothing. He looks poor.

Hes from the inside. He must have something.

Soapy dont like it when you bleed without orders.

Id like to get somebodys opinion.

My opinion is what I said before. Soak him between the eyes and see how far hell float on the tide.

I stared about me at the room and the faces. The only window was shuttered. The place was as dark as night. One lantern burned on a small deal table which stood in the center of the compartment. In a corner there was a cot with a thin straw mattress but no bedding on top of it. I knew that the stuffing was straw because it stuck out in a bristling handful from one torn corner. Worse than all else the miserable room was dripping with moisture. There was a dark, shallow pool in one corner, with a limp piece of paper half sunk in it. Altogether it was as depressing a cell as I ever have seen.

Im not gonna stay here forever, said one of the men.

Lets do something.

The gent that makes the wrong step for Soapy never gets a chance to make another.

I blessed that thug for his cool common sense.

Theres the door to Jess Fairs room, said one. Jess, hed know what to do with the bird.

Go on, Kid. You find out.

Yeah, said the Kid, the rest of you aint so keen to bother Jess, are you? He sneered back over his shoulder at them as he went toward the door. What a face the Kid had! White, scowling, with puckered brows and ferociously flaring nostrils, there was still an element of debauched youth in him. He had big shoulders and a big, square jaw. He paused by the opposite door and knocked gently, almost reverently.

A quiet voice called out to enter, and the Kid opened the door. I looked straight into a room of about the same size as the one we were in, but it was arranged more pleasantly. There was at least covering on the cot. Quantities of spare clothes hung from pegs along the walls. A small stove burned in the center of the room and near the stove, propped back in a chair with his heels on the edge of the table, was Jess Fair, reading a magazine. He held it with one hand, the read page turned back inside the hollow of his palm. He looked across at us with a quiet indifference, as cool and smiling as when he stood behind the bar. He showed no surprise at the sight of me.

Hello, Chalmers, he said. Poison might have been better at that, eh?

Yes, I said frankly. I think that it might.

Shut up, you, snapped the Kid at me. Hey, Jess, whatll we do with this sap? Sock him or tie him?

Whats the order? asked Jess, not even giving me a second glance.

There wasnt no particulars. Soapy said he didnt care, came the answer.

Soaking him takes less time, said Fair.

That older guy, that friend of his, has he got a real pull with the chief? asked the Kid, rather anxiously.

Jess Fair looked at the ceiling and yawned. Yeah, he said, I guess hes got a pull, all right.


XXX. THE KID
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IN THIS MANNER, by a casual speech, my life was undoubtedly saved. When I think back to it, I feel that this incident better illustrated the cruel callousness of Soapys gang than all their murders. To kill me or not to kill me was a mere matter of convenience. It was only extraordinary that they wasted so much time in debate and, I am sure, if the remark of Jess Fair had not turned the situation in my favor, someone of my precious guards would have ended the dispute by braining me on the spot. Not that Jess took any personal part in the question. He merely delivered the one opinion and then, turning his eyes back to his magazine, he recommenced his reading, saying in a drowsy murmur: Shut the door, will you?

They shut the door. I noticed that they closed it quietly, as if thus to show their respect, and this alone would have been enough to establish Jess as a person of importance.

When they had me again in the other room, the Kid said: Tie his hands, and you birds slide. You find out something about him. Did he bring anything out of the inside? If he did, well get it. Go on!

They thought this idea was a masterpiece. They tied up my hands as he had directed, and I was allowed to sit on the bed. The Kid took his place on the table, dangling his legs. His head sagged forward and thrust out like the head of a great bird. His back sagged and bent forward. He made a cigarette out of brown wheat-straw papers and some tobacco in a sack. He lighted it, tucked it in a corner of his mouth, and spoke, the cigarette flopping rapidly up and down while he talked. It never was shifted from this post until it was burned to a butt.

Thats likely to stick and take off some skin when you peel it away, isnt it? I asked.

Aw, maybe it sticks sometimes, said the Kid. That dont make no difference. Thats nothing. What was your lay before you come up North?

My lay? Oh, I was a common puncher.

Was you? Thats no kind of a lay, is it?

Its pretty hard work. Its all right if you like it. Cows and horses, I mean, and plenty of roof over your head.

You mean sky? Eh?

Yes.

No, I guess you never scrape off your hats agin that roof. The Kid grinned a little at his own remark.

Ive had a mustang buck me up to the rafters of that same little old sky, I told him.

He lost interest in this conversation and yawned, exhaling a quantity of thin, blue-brown smoke. Just then we heard Jess Fair cough, a light, barking sound in the next room. The Kid listened, canting his head to one side, instantly intrigued.

Listen to him, he said.

Its not a very good-sounding cough.

Hes cooked, and the Kid nodded in confirmation of his words. Hes cooked, all right. You hear that? He had lowered his voice, so that the sound of it might not reach the man on the farther side of the flimsy partition. He just sets there. He cant sleep.

The cough keep him awake?

The cough? Yeah. Maybe the cough, partly. Hes got something on his mind.

Nothing seems to bother him a great deal.

No. Because hes cooked, and he knows it. Thats why he gives you the glassy eye. He knows that hes cooked! He laughed a little, inviting me to share in his amusement, but I could not laugh.

He knows hes cooked. Thats why even Soapy is afraid of him. When you know youre cooked, you dont care about nothing. Thats the way with Jess Fair. Thats why he could go and get anybody, because he dont care.

I wonder if he could get Cobalt?

Cobalt? Oh, thats the strong boy from the inside. Sure, Jess could get him. Jess could get anybody. He always has.

Whats Jess done?

The Kid jerked up his head and stared at me. You think Im a fool? he snapped. No, no, brother. I aint as simple as that. I dont know nothing about him. Not a blooming thing. There was a bird up here from Tucson. He said he knew a lot about Jess. He comes in and hunches up to the bar, shakes hands, and calls Jess by his first name and old hoss. But he lost his memory the next day.

He shut up, did he?

Sure he shut up. The Kid silently demonstrated by placing a forefinger between his eyes and moving the thumb as if on a trigger. Yeah, he lost his memory. He didnt have nothing left to remember with. But Jess is that way. He aint no historian. He hates history, matter of fact.

I left the subject of Jess Fair. What was your lay, Kid?

Me? replied the Kid, puckering his white fleshy brows.

Aw, I dunno. I kind of floated around. I punched a cow or two myself, he concluded cautiously, eyeing me.

Where was that?

Oh, around here and there, he said vaguely. Then he warmed up. Ill tell you what, if Id had a chance, I wouldve stuck to it. I liked it. I had everything from pretty near blizzards to pretty near sunstrokes. But I liked it all. Horses like me, if you know what I mean. They take to me, and I take to them. There was a little ornery no-count filly on a ranch that I raised on a bottle till she could take to hay and stuff. I raised her myself. They used to laugh at me. Shed foller me around. They called me the old mare on that outfit. That little beast, I tell you what, she used to come and steal lump sugar out of my pocket. She never thought I knew. She was a little witch, that filly. He laughed silently at the memory of that distant joy.

What did you call her?

Her? I called her the Princess. That was what she was like. When spring came around, she lost her pot belly, and the way she stepped around, she looked like she could gallop on clouds. That was the kind of a look she had.

What became of her?

He scowled at his knuckles. Well, I moved on. Thats all. He stared earnestly at me. You know the way it is. The way some people are, they never forget nothing. They never give you a chance. He sighed. That little witch, she come into the bunkhouse after me one day. They was playing poker. She stood there and looked on, with the lantern reflected in both of her two eyes. She looked like she understood. I called her the Princess. That was what she was like!

I thought that I could see the slender filly with her eyes like two stars. I wondered if she might not have been able to bring the Kid back into a clean life. But now she was only a symbol of all that was true and beautiful from which the cruelty of justice had parted him.

We fell silent, partly because the thoughts of the poor Kid were far away and, in part, because a strong wind had come up, battering and clattering away at the building, slamming doors, rattling shutters, and making conversation more or less difficult. So great was the force of the wind that the door to the room in which we sat oscillated violently back and forth, stopped, and slammed and shuddered noisily again.

Youve had a rough time of it, Kid.

Me? Aw, I dont sob about it, he said hastily, defending his manly spirit. I dont hang around and sob about it none.

The door opened. In the opening stood not one of the gangsters but Cobalt. He closed the door behind him, slamming it carelessly, as though the wind had accomplished the thing. The Kid was so thoroughly deceived that he did not even turn to look.

I tried to think of something to say to get the attention of the Kid and keep it. But he chose this moment for yawning. Well, I knew that was the end for him. Up came Cobalt, tiptoe. The floor creaked under him at the last moment, and the Kid jerked his head around to be caught in Cobalts hands.

Have you seen a cat strike its claws into a bird and seen the poor thing flutter and turn limp? Or have you seen a mountain lion strike a young deer and watch the deer fall? I have seen those things, and I thought of them as the terrible grip of Cobalt paralyzed the Kid with the first pressure. As though his fingers were talons, they seemed to drive into the boy. There was no question of resistance. Cobalt lifted him from the table. The Kid vaguely struggled with his arms and kicked with his legs. Then he was still. He did not even cry out. With hypnotized eyes he watched the face of the other.

What was it? Jujitsu? he asked.

Cobalt placed him on the cot beside me. He stuffed a wadded bandanna into the mouth of the boy and lashed it securely in place with a cord. He cut the rope from my hands and, with an addition to it from the twine which he carried, he trussed the Kid hand and foot.

I leaned over the boy. Can you breathe all right, Kid?

He jerked his head to signify that he could. He shook his head again, looking at Cobalt, as much as to say that no ordinary but a supernatural agency had taken him in hand. I almost agreed with him.

Cobalt was already at the window shutter. He worked it open and told me to climb through. I told him to go first, but he took me under the pits of the arms and lowered me though the opening like a sack. My feet struck the ground, and the cold wind whistled about me. Cobalt jumped down at my side.

At the same time we heard a door open inside the building, and the voice of Jess Fair was saying: Hey, Kid, whats the big idea of all the cold air?

We waited to hear no more but went hastily down the street.


XXXI. A LITTLE SMASHING
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WHEN WE HAD gone a short distance down the street and saw that there was no sudden pursuit, I asked Cobalt how he had managed the thing. He said that he had seen me enter the place, doubted my safety there, and made a tour around the outside. Luckily he heard voices, mine among them, so he spotted the room where I was kept and entered by forcing a nearby window. As he described the thing, he made it seem the most natural and normal act. A thing to be expected of anyone. But I know that the house of Soapy Jones was a tower of dread to everyone in Skagway. Not another soul in the world, I verily believe, would have dared what Cobalt dared that day.

It does not seem much compared with his final exploit in Skagway. It hardly seems to be a stepping stone to the tremendous achievement with which he staggered us all, and which I shall have to describe presently. Yet his present exploit of entering the Soapy Jones place was alone enough to shock the whole of Skagway into attention, you may be sure.

As we went down the street, the wind hurling us forward so that we had to lean back against it, we fairly stumbled into two other pedestrians who were going along with their heads down, bucking against the wind-driven sleet. It was the pair who, together with the Kid, had taken me in hand. I made a dive for one of them, shouting out to Cobalt. I think I should have had my hands full, for the fellow I tackled was a robust rascal but, when the two saw me, they were limp with astonishment. They did not even defend themselves. We got their guns from them without an effort.

They kept saying: Did Soapy do it? Did Soapy turn you loose?

Cobalt pried me away from Soapy. Thats all, I said. And one day hell go back, take an hour off, and kick that whole shack to pieces.

I almost think he will! rasped one of the thugs. If hes got you away from Soapy, he can do anything.

We took them to the police. The thing was a perfect farce. The moment they found out that the two we had with us were accused of being employed by Soapy Jones, the police would have nothing to do with the case. I dont think they were originally honest fellows whom he had corrupted. They were thugs themselves, members of Soapys gang wearing uniforms.

They asked me what I had to prove what had happened to me and anything that had been done against me by the men who worked for Soapy. I showed them my wrists, which the ropes had chafed, and Cobalt told how he had found me sitting with my hands tied together and under guard in the dingy room. They merely shrugged their shoulders. The two crooks we had taken in with us began to feel at home and to make a loud, violent defense of themselves.

I shall never forget the scene. The storm had covered Skagway with a twilight dimness. Two greasy lanterns flickered on the walls of the little room. By the stove sat one deputy, his feet wrapped in a quantity of sacking. At the desk was another, a desk spotted with many ink stains, though I dont think that it was much used for writing purposes. The fellow at the desk had a protruding chin and a protruding forehead. When he smiled, he seemed embarrassed.

When we saw that nothing could be done, Cobalt stood for a time with his eyes half closed, the old, familiar demon beginning to glisten in them. I knew that something was about to happen, as surely as when one sees the powder trail burning and the open powder cask to which the fired trail leads.

The thugs and the crooked deputies were beginning to grin at one another and enjoy themselves when Cobalt said: The whole pack of you are a lot of thieves and crooks. Youre all working for Soapy. Ive known it for some minutes. But Ill tell you what, boys, Im going to give him a message. Im going to give him a letter, and you can tell him how I punctuated it, and where I made the underlinings. It wont be a long letter, but it will say something.

With that he leaned over and picked up the writing desk. The deputy behind it was knocked out of his chair and fell sprawling with a yell, while Cobalt poised that heavy mass above his head and hurled it at the stove. It knocked that stove to smithereens. It knocked over the second deputy as well, and it covered the floor of the shack with rolling coals and flaming brands of wood.

What a screeching and a yelling went up from that pair. The thugs tried to get out, but Cobalt threw them back into the place and bolted the door from the outside. What a yelling that started then! They were sure that they were going to be burned alive, and I suggested the same thing to Cobalt.

Dont make much difference, he said, but they wont burn alive. Theyll be smoked meat before they get those embers out. Theyll be singed meat, too.

That they were. We stood across the street and heard the four screeching for help and battering at the wall of the shack for ten minutes. No one came to their aid. Well, that was Skagway in the palmy days of its youth.

Finally they broke open, not the door, but a section of the wall of the shack. Three of them pitched out into the mud of the street and wallowed in it as if they loved the sty. Then one fellow got up and reeled into the thick white smoke that poured out of the shack. He came back dragging the fourth and last of the quartet, who had been overcome with the fumes.

Theres about half a man in that one, commented Cobalt.

I could agree with this, but a moment later the whole four spotted us, where we stood howling with laughter across the street. I thought they would go mad. They danced and raved and tore, and the two deputies started on the run to arrest us. The other thugs held them back. What they said to them did not take long, but it was enough. Those deputies stopped short, like dogs when they run out of a village to chase coyotes and find a wolf instead.

Cobalt and I went on together unharmed, and I was very thankful to heaven and to Cobalt for the dangers he had put behind me this day. We went to the hotel, and there he turned in with me.

Theyve had time to think things over. It wont hurt if I go in and talk to them a little now? he suggested.

I insisted that it was high time that he should do so, but Im afraid that there was not much heartiness in my voice. When we walked in, the proprietor stared at us with open mouth. How much did he know? I never could tell. I could only guess that he was a complete scoundrel.

Out again, you see, I said with mock cheerfulness to him.

He did not reply. He gaped only wider, and his face grew more pouchy, I thought, as we walked by him.

Hes one of them, all right, said Cobalt. Youre in a snakes den here.

I felt that we were, but how was it possible to get a better place in Skagway? I could hear the excited voice of Baird before we got to the room and, when we knocked on the door and he saw us standing there, it warmed my heart to hear the way he shouted out his pleasure and dragged me in, thumped me on the shoulder, and swore even then he had been mourning for me.

That fiend of a Soapy Jones hates you. Hes withdrawn all his promises. He swears that hell start with you and finish by making hash of Cobalt. Cobalt, why have you crossed him so often?

Because hes been in my way, said Cobalt, and it was a characteristic answer.

Sylvia was eating ham and hot cakes with plum jam, a frightful combination, but one gets peculiar hankerings after the diet on the inside. She had a great pot of steaming coffee beside her and a stack of pancakes a foot high. Now she stood up and told us to finish off for her.

So we sat down. Up there in the North it seems as though everyone is always hungry. Food is as welcome a sight as bank notes in milder climates. Sylvia stood by, simply passing things to us. It was her father who did the questioning.

What happened? he asked. Where did they take you? Did Soapy change his mind at last?

Cobalt pried me loose from Soapys gang, I answered. He came into the house, and he got me loose from them. He says it was simple.

We all took a turn looking at Cobalt, but his face was hidden behind a tilted mug of coffee. Theyve got a lot of chicory in this coffee, he commented. Hand me another slab of those hot cakes, Sylvia.

He heaped his plate again. That furnace of his needed continual stoking.

You cant pass it off like this, Cobalt, said Baird. It was a grand thing. I think that Id rather knock at Satans gate than go near that place again. Soapy is a madman now. Some of his best men have been manhandled. Youve done him a great deal of harm. His gang takes it to heart that they havent been sent on your trail from the first in numbers, not to take you but to murder you. That would be safer. They say that they might as well be sent to bait a grizzly bear. I think theyre right. I was a witness of a half riot that started in Soapys office, if thats what one can call it. They want your blood, Cobalt, and my solemn advice to you, son, is to clear out of Skagway and get as far inside as you can, as fast as you can. Theres nothing but poison waiting for you here.

Cobalt nodded cheerfully at him. Do you think Ill back down? Not I! Not for fifty like Soapy. The bartender, though, is a different matter. I think if there were only two like him, Id give him plenty of room. Its good advice. Its kind advice, Baird, but Ill stay on here and try my hand with Soapy first.

When he had said this, he turned and looked deliberately at the girl. One could tell what he meant. It would be Soapy and the gang first. Afterward came Sylvia.


XXXII. THE RIGHT CLUB
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I WAS SORRY that Cobalt had to ring in his unfortunate attitude toward Sylvia at the very moment when we were all looking up to him as a sort of demigod. Silence fell upon us, but out of the silence came something of the old sharp hostility. I could see the eyes of Sylvia turn bright and cold, and the jaw of her father was set.

Sylvia went on serving until the edge of that vast appetite of his had been dulled. Then she said: Make yourself a smoke, Cobalt?

He had no makings. So she took mine and manufactured a cigarette for him. I wondered why she had learned the rather difficult and delicate little art of making cigarettes when she herself never smoked them. At any rate she made the cigarette, presented it to him for moistening, finished it off, gave it into his hand, then lighted and held the match for him. As the first big exhalations of smoke went upward, she stood there beside him and looked down at him through the smoke.

Listen to me, Cobalt.

Aye, said Cobalt. Now that youve soothed me, you can use the club on the poor beast.

She brushed the smoke apart a little with her hand. Im only going to tell you the truth, Cobalt.

Let me hear it then.

Its this. Its the reason why you wont want me any longer.

Go on, he urged. He actually smiled at her.

Its because I care for another man.

This struck me, I know, with a great shock. It seemed to strike her father also, hard enough to bring him out of his chair, but Cobalt merely shrugged his shoulders.

You remember the story I once told you, my dear? he asked her. About the thief and the emerald? Would the thief have cared where the emerald wanted to go or what the emerald felt about him?

You dont mean it, said Sylvia. Youre not as hard as you make out. Youre a terribly great fighting man, Cobalt, but your heart is not so hard as you make out. It does make a difference to you. Particularly when you know that its a friend of yours.

Ah? And what do you mean by that?

A friend whose life youve saved, and who has saved yours. Thats what I mean.

Cobalt stood up at last and gave me such a look as no man receives twice from another. You mean Chalmers?

Yes, said Sylvia. Thats who I mean.

I could not speak. I wish to heaven that I could have spoken. It would have meant all the difference afterward. I could only stand there mute, like a fool, with a ringing in my ears that came from the thunderstrokes of my heart. I heard the voice of Cobalt speaking, and the sound of it was wooden and dead, saying: Well, thats right, Sylvia. Youve picked out the right club. Its the only club in the world that would have stopped me, I suppose. But youve stopped me now. Ill go out and get a little air.

He went past us, three standing clay figures, and the door closed gently behind him. Baird recovered himself before I did. He was greatly excited and, going up to Sylvia, he caught her by the hands and shook them, not in congratulation but with a vigorous impatience.

Did you honestly mean it, Sylvia? Or was it only a ruse?

She nodded her head. She had the look of a sleepwalker. Yes, I mean it.

Baird seemed to feel that he could get no more out of her. He turned back to me, crying: How long has this been going on? Whats been between the two of you?

I made a helpless gesture. My brain was still spinning. I dont know anything about it. Shes flirted with me a little. Shed flirt with a wooden Indian for lack of something better. But I never knew that she cared a rap. I still dont think she does.

I do, stated Sylvia, but Ive been shameless. I havent asked if you care a rap about me, Tommy.

This is the most extraordinary thing Ive ever heard of, said Baird. You mean Tom Chalmers hasnt spoken to you, and yet you talk like that to Cobalt?

Do you want to call Cobalt back? she asked him.

He threw up both his hands. Great heavens, no! Let him stay away. Id rather have you committed to the arms of an avalanche than to see you married to that man. But Chalmers — why, hes older, hes married, he has children.

Hes only thirty-two, said the girl. He has a pair of darling youngsters. Dont you think that Ill be glad to have them for mine and mother them?

Im beaten! said Baird. I dont know what to think or to say.

Dont you think or say a thing, she commanded. Let water run downhill. Thats the best way. Tommy, you tell me, and let father hear. Do you think you can come to care about me?

She came across the room toward me. I stepped behind a chair. At that she stopped. She let her head fall a little on one side. Her great blue eyes were soft with a sort of despair.

You dont want me, Tommy. Is that it?

Look here, Sylvia, you know mighty well what I mean.

Im going to get out of here, said Baird.

You stay right where you are, I called after him.

He turned at the door and looked back. I dont want to interfere in your private affairs with Sylvia. I cant stay here.

You can though, I insisted. I want you to stay long enough to explain why youre in a sweat.

Ive heard and seen enough in the last five minutes to make an Egyptian statue break out in a sweat, he answered.

Then Ill tell you why youre in a sweat. Youre thinking that Im nothing but a fellow on the make. A chap with a small bit of money, no great ambitions, and nothing but the hope of running cows on some range land ahead of him. Am I right?

He came half way back across the room.

Oh, talk to him, Daddy, pleaded the girl. Try to persuade him for me. I know that you love Tom.

I respect you, Tom, said Baird. I have an affection for you. Youve done a grand thing for me and for Sylvia, and I realize it. Dont think I dont. Theres no other man in—

Thats all right, I broke in. Now lets have the other side.

Youve expressed the other side, replied Baird. I mean, Sylvia is growing up toward another sort of life than what you offer to her.

You mean, you dont want to picture her in the kitchen of a small ranch house, washing dishes and turning around to see that the boiling beans still have enough water on em. Is that it?

Well, thats about it.

You see how it is, Sylvia, I said to her.

All of this has nothing to do with it, argued the girl. You have to tell me whether you care about me, or not.

Youre wrong again, I told her. You know that every man in the world who has seen you cares about you, either as the thief cared for the emerald or as someone he wants for a real wife. I care for you in both ways somewhat. You know that I do. But Im afraid of you. Besides, youd always be in second place in my home.

Is there someone else? Sylvia asked.

Theres my dead wife.

Baird muttered: This is too painful. Im going out, Sylvia. Perhaps youd better talk about this another time?

Well talk it out now, insisted Sylvia, if Tom doesnt mind.

Go on, I said. Im glad to talk it out and have it done with.

I swear, said Sylvia, that I never would be jealous of her poor, kind ghost.

I shook my head. But I would always be making comparisons. Youre ten times cleverer than she was. And youre a thousand times more beautiful. But she was as clear as crystal. You take a mountain spring, Sylvia, — it may not be very big, and it may not be very important, but almost anybody could sit a day and look down at the water bubbling and listen to its song.

You mean, she said, Im complicated? Im really not. A little play- acting — Ill wipe that out, if you want.

To change your mind would be to spoil you, I told her. I think that I was right. Great Scott, Sylvia, to kiss the tips of your fingers would be joy enough to make me giddy. Thats all very well. But I see the truth of this situation. Youve only used me to shunt poor Cobalt away. Youd — by heaven, now I think that I see the truth!

What is it? asked Sylvia.

Stand away from me, then, I said. When youre so close, Sylvia, I begin to forget everything. I cant think. But isnt this true? Theres another man you like a lot better than you like me.

I? Nonsense!

There is. Confess it!

Youre an odd man, Tommy. There was a shadow in her eyes. But you know, I think if we lived together, we would each grow to love more and more. Ive never met anyone so gentle and understanding as you are.

Thank you, I said. But now, look here! Suppose I name the other man for you, the man you like better but are afraid of.

Stuff! Sylvia went back a step from me and seemed alarmed.

I saw it in your face a while ago, I declared. I saw it when you stood yonder and parted the smoke and looked down into his face. Youre afraid hes too great a force, that hed dash you around the world, you dont know where. Youd rather dodge him and attach yourself to me, because Im harmless, and because somehow Cobalt wont persecute you so long as youre with me. But Cobalt is the man you love. Stand there and honestly tell me whether Im right or wrong?


XXXIII. SYLVIA GOES NATIVE
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I CANNOT SAY exactly how the idea came popping into my brain. Perhaps it was the memory of a certain curious tenderness I had seen in her face as she stood before Cobalt. I was continually studying her expression. Her words mostly told you nothing. Sometimes they would be expressing only the shadow of the real truth about her and, when that thought came leaping into my mind, I threw it at her. The result was a shock to me and to Baird.

For Sylvia, the keen, clever, invincible Sylvia, who all her life had done exactly as she pleased, who was strong by nature and strong by habit of thought, no matter how delicately she disguised her power of brain, this Sylvia now looked rather wildly about her, and then she ran to her father and like any tiny child threw herself into his arms and began to sob and sway and tremble with a passionate grief. The Lightning Warrior came out of the corner in which he had denned himself all this time and crouched nearby, studying the situation, trying to make out whether or not the girl was being attacked and ready to cut the hand of the attacker.

That was a picture and a thing to hear as well, what with the wild sobbing of Sylvia, and the voice of the storm wind that was mourning outside. I started out of the room, tiptoeing. Baird stopped me.

Youd better stay here and see this thing through with us. Youre qualified, Id say, as a sort of second father to her, Tom. Youve seen through her as I never would have.

I stopped, of course. Sylvia left her fathers arms, went over, and threw herself on the bed. There she lay, still shaken by her sobbing. Baird wanted to go to her, but I held onto him.

Dont you go, I said in a whisper. Shes having it out with herself. Theres a pack of wildcats screeching and clawing in her just about now.

He mopped his wet face and grunted, but he took my advice. The storm in her ended. The sobbing ceased. She lay still for a moment, and then she got up and went to the washstand. I poured some water into the bowl. While she washed her face, lifting the icy water in her cupped hands and holding it a long moment in place, I picked a towel off the rack and gave it to her so she could dry with it. Then I got a cup of coffee for her.

She sat down at the table and reached blindly for me, giving my hand a squeeze. Baird stood by as one who looks from a distance on a strange happening. At last the tremors left her, and the cup of coffee was finished.

I wish that I smoked, said Sylvia. I wish that I smoked! That would be comfortable now. Im going to learn.

She never would, I knew. She never would foul her hands with yellow or stain her lips with tar and nicotine.

You talk, father, she proposed. You suggest what we should do.

Poor Baird had remained standing stock-still. Now he shook his head. You know, Sylvia, that theres not much in me that can be useful for you in the way of advice. Ive never really understood you.

Oh, thats why Ive always loved you so, said Sylvia. You try, Tommy.

I think Cobalt ought to be in on this, I said.

No! she cried out hoarsely.

I was astonished and shocked by her vehemence.

She went on: Youre tired, Tommy, or you wouldnt suggest that, since youve seen so much. You know Ive been hypnotized by Cobalt from the first. But I feel that its merely hypnosis and, if ever I belonged to him, some terrible thing would happen. I think of him as one might think of murder.

I stood up and said I was going to bed. My poor brain was not worth a rap, it was so befogged. So I went to the door and got to the room which Baird and I occupied. He followed me in just as I covered up as warmly as I could. Both in brain and body, all the strength was out of me.

She wants to be alone, said Baird. I dont know why. I wish to heaven I could see a way out of this. But I cant. There are too many threads. While we struggle with our own little problems, we forget that were all caught in the spiders web, Soapy and his Skagway gang. That would be enough by itself, but with this other added — I dont know, not unless Cobalt himself breaks the web.

I shook my head. Sleep was coming over my mind like dark clouds in the sky. He cant do that. Not even Cobalt can do that. One man, two men, even half a dozen. Yes, he could handle them. But this is different. Here you have something extra. Here you have Soapy and his cohorts. And there is that smiling young demon, that Jess Fair.

The bartender with the buck teeth? asked Baird. What of him?

Oh, youll hear of him before the wind-up, I remember muttering. Then blessed sleep came over me, as rain comes over a dry land.


XXXIV. BUCKING THE THUGS
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I SHOULD HAVE been there, though I have heard accounts from so many eyewitnesses that my absence hardly matters. After all, I could not have been inside the brains of those who were in action. Each word, look, gesture, intonation has been mentioned to me, Im sure, at one time or another. For what did Skagway have to think about afterward? What else was there to talk about? At any rate there is no use crying over spilled milk. I was asleep when the crash came. I was up there in my room, sound asleep, and poor Baird was in the same room also, softly cursing my snoring but too sympathetic to awaken me.

I slept and dreamed of Sylvia, of course. Her delicate grace, as I remember, I found turned into a beautiful painting all the life of her transformed into a brilliant shadow by the grace of the powers of this world who wanted to preserve her as she was forever, never aging, undying. While I dreamed, Cobalt was in the street.

When he got to the entrance of the hotel, he paused for a moment in the doorway and looked over the men who were lounging there. They were chattering, laughing, joking. When they saw him, they became silent. Skagway knew Cobalt by this time, you may be sure! The latest comers and the oldest dwellers knew all about him. He had split open the mind of the town and put a new picture inside of it, so that the murders and the robberies of Soapys gang were no longer the only important themes of current news about which to gossip.

One of the men by the stove said: I beg your pardon, Mister Cobalt, but is it true — ?

Not mister, said Cobalt. I never wear a title, man. This is a little too far north for titles.

He went out into the street without waiting for the other man to complete his remark. I suppose it would have been a question about one of Cobalts famous feats on the inside.

There in the street, where the wind howled and beat, Cobalt was seen to stride up and down for some time. What was going through his wild brain at that time? Well, I suppose that it was the same theme that filled my poor brain as I slept — beautiful Sylvia. Perhaps he had a few thoughts for me also. I dare say, he must have wondered how she could give herself to an unimportant chap like me, a comparative weakling. It must have been the bitterest gall to him. A sense of vast defeat too must have been in his mind. He had never failed before, when he bent all his will to the work, but now he had failed miserably.

I dont know what he would have done, if chance had not given a direction to his misery. As he walked through the cold, driving mist of the storm, he heard a groaning, cursing voice ahead, and a big man came stalking through the dimness, walking with uneven strides. Cobalt listened, drinking in the sound of anothers sorrow. Then he took the other by the arm.

Whats the matter? he asked.

The big man cursed him and tried to shake him off. Of course, he merely shook himself, not Cobalt.

Whats the matter? persisted Cobalt.

Get your hand off me, shouted the big man, all his grief turning into rage, and he raised a big fist to strike.

Cobalt picked the fist out of the air and pulled it down. Now tell me, whats the matter?

The other grunted. Its Cobalt, he said. I didnt know you in the whip of the wind. Aw, its nothing, Cobalt. Theyve trimmed me. Thats all. Not much. I had a hundred ounces. It aint a fortune. But it was all that I brought out with me.

Soapy? asked Cobalt.

Yeah. Who but him?

One of the crooked machines? You gambled on em?

I started. I wasnt losing fast enough. They rolled me. They soaked me and rolled me for my wad. Thats all. It happens every day.

Its too bad, said Cobalt.

It aint the money, said the stranger. Its me being such a fool. Thats what grinds on me. Look at me! Forty-eight. Born with nacheral good sense. Now, see whats happened to me. Ill have to go back inside. Id rather walk into fire and brimstone.

Why not go another place for your money?

Hey? What?

Why not make a shorter trip to get your dust?

I dunno what you mean.

Go to those who have it now. Thats a shorter trip than Dawson or Circle City.

The stranger laughed. Im to go in and ask them for it, eh?

Why not?

Nothing wrong with that, except that Id just get rolled again.

Everybody gets rolled a few times in his life. Lets go back and see what happens.

In Soapys place? gasped the other.

Why, where else? Come along. Well both ask for it. Two hands are better than one.

By thunder, I see what you mean. But Ill tell you what. You have nerve to do anything, but I havent. Ive had enough of Soapy Jones and his gang. I like life pretty well. Thats all. I wont go in there again.

You dont know yourself, persuaded Cobalt. The fact is that youre aching to get back in there and hand em some talk. Tell em that they dont play fair. Tell em anything surprising and new.

The other laughed. Youre a card, Cobalt. Theres nobody like you.

Come on, then. You come back with me, and Ill get your money for you.

What!

I mean it.

Get my money away from those men?

Ill get your money for you, or Ill die trying.

That was enough. That old-timer thought of his hundred ounces, he told me afterward, and he thought of nothing else. He turned right around, and down the storm-swept street he went with Cobalt. They came to the door of Soapys place, pushed it open, and entered.

Of course it was packed. Weather like that would have sent people to any hole, for the sake of the warmth alone. Besides, as I have said before, the people of Skagway never got tired of gratifying their curiosity and showing their courage by going into Soapys den. I said it was packed. As a matter of fact the majority of the people were in the gaming rooms. The bar was not at all crowded. Jess Fair was not attending it. He was enjoying a rest, a thing he allowed himself for only a few hours every day. Men said that he loved nothing in life except to stand there behind the long bar, peddle the drinks, and look into the faces of the customers with his pale, expressionless eyes. It was another matter, after the new pair entered the big fellow and Cobalt. They got at a corner table with a couple of chairs, and there they sat.

Well warm up a little before we start talking, said Cobalt. Whats your name?

Joe Porter.

All right, Joe. Well warm up a little, and then well begin to argue with them.

If theres any talk to be done, said Joe Porter, why shouldnt we do it now, before the place gets crowded?

Its crowded now. Cobalt was cool as you please. That fellow with the yellow face in the corner — that half-breed, or whatever he is — hes one of the bouncers. Hes a crowd in himself, if Im any judge of some of the bulges under his clothes. Theres another bouncer at the bar and two more beside the door. Theyre all full of guns. Do you pack a gun yourself, brother?

Ive got an old bull-nosed Forty-Four, but I aint much with it, and I dont aim to use it unless I have to. Self-defense or something like that.

Well, seventeen hundred dollars is part of yourself. Youd be defending that.

Joe Porter rubbed his knuckles through his beard. Are you gonna make a fight out of this, Cobalt?

There may be a little fighting.

Then I dive for the floor, said Porter. I aint no hero. Im for the safest place, and the floors the safest.

Cobalt laughed. Youre all right, Joe. I like a man who speaks his mind.

The crowds thickening up a good deal. Poor Porter was not relishing his position a bit.

The word had gone instantly through the place that Cobalt was there and, of course, that was enough to bring people with a rush. They came swarming in from the gaming rooms. They thronged before the bar, and every one of them had his eye upon Cobalt and Cobalts rough-looking companion. I suppose that crowd was as hard a looking lot as ever gathered into one room.

Do you see the fellow who rolled you? asked Cobalt of his companion.

Porter took off his hat and rubbed his head. There was a great lump on the top of it, where he had been slugged. Over there, he said. That fellow with the Stetson hat on, the pale-gray hat and the skinny face. Hes the one, I guess, that done it.

Are you only guessing?

Well, I had a drink or two on board.

Well try to find out, stated Cobalt. Hello, friend! He signaled to the man in the Stetson, and the latter turned slowly toward the table.

He was a man of middle height with a wizened, evil face. I have seen him myself, and his hands, his mouth, the very whites of his eyes were tobacco- stained.

Yes? he said to Cobalt.

Partner, said Cobalt pleasantly, sit down with us and have a drink, will you?

The yellow-stained man hesitated a moment. I have often wondered whether fear or courage made him accept the invitation, since he must have seen Porter sitting there as big as life, ready to accuse him. But up he came and down he sat, signaling to a boy to bring on the drinks. They had a round of them. Cobalt turned his drink around and around. He did not taste it. The other turned down his glass in a moment.

He coughed. The stuffs wildfire! he said.

Yes. It gets into the brain, all right, said Cobalt. Whats your name, partner?

Name of Louis Trainor, said the thug.

Let me introduce a friend of mine. This is Joe Porter. Porter, Mister Louis Trainor.

The two looked at one another without shaking hands.

I guess weve met, said Porter.

I guess Ive seen you somewhere, said the thug.

It wasnt my hand you shook, said Porter.

No?

No, it was my head that you knocked on and my poke you entered, said Porter.

Cobalt laughed. The thug followed his lead and laughed in turn. I dont know what hes talking about, he explained to Cobalt.

Thats a pity, said Cobalt. Maybe your pockets will remember, though.

What? asked Louis Trainor.

Maybe your pockets will remember, said Cobalt again. Turn them out and lets see whats in them.

Louis Trainor was not a fool, and he was not a coward. His hands twitched once, and then they remained still on the edge of the table. His eye shrank from the steady gaze of Cobalt and wandered, first to the right and then to the left with significant glances.

You help him, Cobalt said to Porter. You see that he is feeling pretty tired and doesnt want to budge his hands from the edge of the table. One would think that he even felt it was dangerous to move those hands. So you just dip into his pockets for him, will you? Porter, grinning, half frightened, surveyed the crowd around them. Everyone was interested, but no one seemed inclined to interfere. The whole thing had been so soft-voiced that no one of the spectators could be actually sure of what was taking place. But they began to suspect when they saw Porter go through the pockets and up the sleeves of Trainor. He pulled out of them a queer heap of things.

From a breast pocket of the coat he took a handkerchief with a moistened corner and a red-and-blue chemical crayon for marking cards. From a side coat pocket he took a slingshot with an elastic wristband. From the belt of Louis Trainor he removed two knives, one a regular Bowie, the other a slender sailors dirk. He also got from Trainor a deck of cards, probably already prepared to be slipped in the place of an honest deck. He took out a good revolver, .32 caliber. Trainor, in his shooting, apparently did not wish to strike heavy blows but deadly ones. Porter found, finally, a gold belt strapped about the waist of the thug. In it there was a considerable quantity of dust. Cobalt weighed it with his hand.

About forty ounces in this, he said. Wheres the other sixty, Trainor? Did the house take all that for a commission, or did you split a part of it with your pals?

I dont know what youre talking about, said Trainor.

He looked wildly about him and savagely. The crowd was half laughing and half growling. The pile of crooked implements on the table was a sufficient comment upon the character of Trainor, and even a complete thug has some scruples of conscience about seeing himself exposed.

You go up and invite me to sit down here, said Trainor, and you order up drinks, and then—

And then I take a look at you, said Cobalt, and I think your lining will be more interesting than your exterior. I seem to be right.

Ill get your—

If you stir those hands, said Cobalt, almost under his breath, Ill take you and break you in two. Now listen to me. I want to learn what you did with the other sixty ounces. You got those forty from this fellow, didnt you? Youre the one who rapped him over the head and rolled him for his wad, arent you?

He was so quiet that Trainor looked at him twice before he understood that there was a tiger, and not a man, sitting there before him at the table.

He moistened his stained lips, and then he said: I rapped him. I wish Id smashed his skull in for him. I slugged the fool, and I rolled him. And— He hesitated, and then he went on, seeing the danger in Cobalts face: I got twenty ounces. Twenty went to my side-kicker. Sixty went to the house. Its a hog.


XXXV. A SHOWDOWN IN SIGHT
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WELL TAKE THE forty ounces for security, said Cobalt, after he had heard the confession of the yegg. Well back the house for the rest. That sounds fair, doesnt it?

Trainor said nothing for the good reason that there was nothing to say. He got up suddenly and walked off into the crowd, leaving his crooked implements behind him on the table. Men sneered at him and shouldered him as he passed, for his villainy had been too clearly exposed. He would never again be a useful member of any gaming house in the Northland.

He pressed through, regardless of the looks and hard words that he got from all sides. In the farthest corner he found a bouncer and said to him: Whats your job? To stand around and watch holdups in the shop?

You dirty crook, said the bouncer pleasantly, I wish that Id had the picking of your pockets myself. What do I care what happens to you in this shop? Its happening to you and not to the shop. Its just another act to keep the show running good and smooth. Dont stick out your jaw at me, or Ill bust it for you.

You know that chief wants us to pull together, Trainor reminded him.

The best thing that the chief could do, replied the bouncer, would be to slam you out into the street. Youre no good. Youre a spoiled egg in this house from now on.

Trainor regarded him wickedly but seemed to see that there was something of truth in what he had heard. Therefore he walked on. He tried another bouncer with the same results.

Finally he saw that there was nothing to be gained directly from others. He said to a third of these fighting men: Bill, lemme have the loan of a gun, will you?

So you can use it, or so you can hock it? queried Bill.

So I can use it.

Well, all right, agreed Bill. It aint natural for me to keep a man out of a fight if I see a good way of getting him into it. Heres a gat. Go and use it, but use it good. That gun has told the truth to four men in its day.

Ill use it like an angel, and no mistake, swore Trainor, and he turned to make good his promise.

He was the cornered rat now ready to show his teeth but, as he turned toward the table at which big Joe Porter and Cobalt had been sitting, other things were happening in the room. I have often wondered and often asked how it was that Cobalt was able to sit in that room so long before an attack was made upon him? I have often asked, but the answer was always a mere conjecture. Probably, in a case of such importance, the bouncers wanted an order directly from Soapy or from his lieutenant, Jess Fair.

As soon as Trainor left the table, Cobalt singled out a lanky fellow with a sour, dignified look. You could not tell whether his pride was mostly his nature or simply a stiff neck. Cobalt called him over, and the fellow came suspiciously. He was not one to let himself be trapped, as Trainor had been trapped, by getting within the reach of those famous and terrible hands of Cobalt.

Instead, he paused at a little distance. The crowd gave back suddenly to a good distance. For this looked like a gun play. They got so completely out of the way that Cobalt could talk to this ruffian without much danger of being over-heard.

Youre Booze Gabriel, arent you? asked Cobalt.

Yeah. Theres some that call me that.

Youre the finest fighting man that Soapy has, they tell me. The finest fighting man in Skagway. Is that right?

Are you aiming to kid me? Dyou think that I rate myself along with Jess Fair?

Oh, Jess is in a class all by himself, conceded Cobalt with a wave of his hand, indicating the exception. I was meaning among the regular run. They tell me that youre one of the best.

I aint here to brag, said Booze Gabriel. What are you driving at, Cobalt? Is it me that you want to break up next?

What a curious thing it must have been to see Cobalt there in that saloon surrounded by enough guns to blow him off the earth and out of all recognition. Yet he could pick a man out of the crowd and make even the hired ruffians come to his call.

Will you sit down and liquor with us? invited Cobalt.

No. This is my day for standing, countered Gabriel with a grand, stretching grin that suddenly made him look like a wolf. I aint sitting down today.

All right, nodded Cobalt, maybe you can make a better speech standing up. A lot of the greatest orators like to be standing, I suppose.

What kind of a speech am I going to make?

Youre going to tell me whats what about Soapy Jones.

Oh, I am, am I? drawled Gabriel.

You are, went on Cobalt. Ive heard a lot of rot about him, since I came to Skagway. A lot of people say that you boys throw in with him partly because youre afraid to stay out and partly because of the money that you make working for him.

And whats your idea about that? asked Booze, cautiously trying out his man.

My idea is that you all know down in your boots that Soapy is one man in a million.

Youre right. Hes one man in ten million, agreed Booze Gabriel emphatically.

Thats why you stay on with him. Thuggery isnt all the truth about him. What is the truth, Booze?

Why, this here talk is takin a kind of a strange turn, where I would like to say that Soapy Jones aint wearin his right moniker. I aint tellin nothing. Im only saying that Soapy aint wearin the true moniker that belongs to him.

Of course, hes not, agreed Cobalt. He wouldnt hurt his family. He wouldnt drag them down by letting the weight of his reputation fall on their necks.

No, he wouldnt. Booze Gabriel straightened a little. The fact is that Soapys a gentleman and dont you make no mistake.

Thats not the mistake that Im making. Suddenly Cobalt laughed. The whole crowd could hear him say: Great Scott, Booze, would I be here if I didnt know that Soapys a gentleman?

That was a poser for them. They looked at Cobalt then at one another. Soapy Jones, a gentleman? That was a new conception, to be sure. Cobalt went on developing his theme: The fact is, Booze, that a gentleman once is a gentleman always. Thats the point, isnt it?

You bet its the point, said Booze Gabriel. And Ive known Soapy— He stopped himself.

All right, said Cobalt, youve known him for years, havent you? And youve always known what he is at heart. Thats why youre with him. Am I right?

Of course, youre right!

And thats why Im sitting here in his saloon, Cobalt asserted. Because I trust him.

That was about as odd a speech as ever was heard in Skagway. It stunned the crowd that listened. A stir and a murmur passed though the listeners, hearing, as they thought, that Cobalt was making overtures to the master criminal of the town. For I think that most of the law-abiding men had begun to hope that Cobalt, out of the greatness of his strength, might provide the rock on which Soapy was at last to split.

Youre here because you trust him, echoed Booze Gabriel, not comprehending at all.

Of course, I am. Its because I know a gentlemans reactions. He may tap a few fools on the head, here and there — not referring to you, Porter — and he may slip a knife into somebodys gizzard from time to time. He may mark a card, and he may put a brake on a roulette wheel. But his instincts are right when it comes to a pinch. So I came in here with my friend, Porter. I want to talk to Mister Jones. I know he will realize that the time has come for him to step out in person. Another day he might send one of his agents, to speak to another man. But the time has come when I have to see him face to face, and he has to see me. We both know it.

He pointed. People suddenly turned their heads toward the farther doorway, expecting something to appear at once. I know, Cobalt resumed, that he wont even come into the room behind me. Hell come through that doorway, so that we can face one another as gentlemen should.

Booze Gabriel straightened even more, and his color brightened as well. I believe it was a fact that he had long been devoted to Soapy. He was the same as others of the gang like Jess Fair who had followed Soapy for years with a strange fascination. Ill tell you what, Gabriel assured Cobalt, my boss will meet anyone, any time, on his own level. Are you asking to meet Soapy now?

Thats what Im asking, Cobalt stated.

All right, said Gabriel. Im gonna go and tell him so. He turned on his heel briskly, smartly like a soldier, and marched out of the room, the crowd making way for him.

Joe Porter said softly: You aint gonna do it, Cobalt?

No? Why not?

If you do, youre a dead man.

Hows that?

Youre dead on two counts. One is that Soapy himself is a regular wizard with guns. They say that hes as slick, almost, as Jess Fair when it comes to pulling a Colt and using it, front end or back. And the second count is, even if you drop Soapy, his boys will load you full of lead afterward. You cant get past those two counts.

Perhaps I cant, but Im going to try.

You aint. Youre going to get out of here, and youre going to get quick!

Cobalt merely smiled at him.

Youre a dead man otherwise. Porter repeated. Ill have you on my conscience all the rest of my days.

Im nothing to have on your conscience. If I live, or if I die, theres nothing much to have on your conscience, Porter. Lifes not a song to me. The taste has gone from it.

Porter argued no longer. He sank back in his chair and sat there, rigidly waiting. When he looked around the room, he saw that everybody else in the place was waiting in the same manner and that all realized, like him, that the showdown between Cobalt and Soapy Jones was about to follow.


XXXVI. A NECKTIE PARTY
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WHAT DID OCCUR at this particular point was a blank for many years. It was never filled in until a party of Wyoming cowpunchers got on the trail of a man suspected of being a horse thief. Wyoming men ride hard. They dont fear dim trails, and they dont spare their mounts. So they caught that fellow on the second day of the ride, up near the state border, and they examined him under the shade of a spruce. The examination did not last long, for he was riding on a good gray mare which belonged to one of the members of the party. He was a horse thief and, when he was pressed, admitted that he had borrowed the mare. Horse thieves are not popular anywhere in the West but, it is said, they are least of all popular in Wyoming. At any rate the thief in this case was told to commend his soul to the infinite mercy of a better world, for he was about to be started toward it within the next few seconds.

At this it is said that he merely blinked once or twice and then admitted the justice of the sentence. He even said that he had once helped at the execution of a horse thief himself. Having thus opened the conversation, while they were preparing the rope and going through other formalities, such as the selection of a limb, the posse talked with their condemned man and asked his name. He said that his name was Gabriel, and that most people called him Booze. At this, one of those present cried out that he had seen this fellow before on a certain day in the saloon of Soapy Jones in Skagway, and that he had always wondered how Soapy had been worked on to come out to the fight that followed instead of simply sending a few of his henchmen to murder Cobalt.

Ill tell you about that, said Booze Gabriel. Ill tell it to you short, and Ill tell it to you true.

The leader of the posse sat down on a rock and laid the noosed rope aside.

Go on, Booze, he said. The better you tell it, the higher well hoist you, and the quicker youll finish. Well snuff you out just like a shot.

Thats good, said Booze, because its not the dying but the choking that kind of bothers me. Then he proceeded with his story as follows:

When he left the barroom, he went straight back to the office of his chief, but there was no answer to the code rap which he gave upon the door. This did not trouble him, since Soapy was often out of the place. Then he went upstairs and tried Soapys bedroom door. After he had knocked twice here, using the same code tap, he heard the creak of a bed, and Soapy presently unbarred the door to him. His face was puffed, and his eyes were wrinkled with sleep, which he began to rub out of them as he asked Booze, with several oaths, what the matter was.

Soapy, answered Gabriel, theres a gentleman downstairs asking for Mister Jones.

Soapy laughed in his face. For Mister Jones hes asking, is he?

Yes, thats the word.

And who is he?

Cobalt.

Soapy got him by the arm and jerked him into the room. Gabriel said that the face of his chief was twisted into knots. Youre lying to me. No man and no demon would dare to come back into my place after what hes done to me, not even Cobalt!

Cobalts not a fool, and yet Cobalts down there, insisted Gabriel.

If Cobalts down there, then hes a fool.

Not a fool, objected Gabriel, because he knows that hes as safe there as he would be in his own house.

Soapy only stared at him. Then, retreating to a table in the corner of his room, he lighted the lamp and held it above his head so that, in a brighter light, he could look at Booze.

No, Im not drunk, said Gabriel. Im cold sober. Thank goodness for it! I can tell you that the times come, and youll have to believe me.

The time has come for what? If the cur is down there, the time has come to rouse up some of the boys and send Jess along with them. Its Cobalts last day. Soapy ended up this speech by roundly cursing Cobalt, but he found that Booze Gabriel was only smiling. Whats the matter with you? I think that youre half out of your wits today.

No, Im not out of my wits, but youve got to go down there and face him man to man, single-handed, like one gentleman faces another.

Hold on! As one gentleman faces another? Is that what you said? Then he began to laugh.

At this moment Booze simply quoted a better man than himself — Cobalt. Once a gentleman, always a gentleman.

What? cried Soapy. What do you mean by that?

You know right well what I mean. And I know, too, that nothin that a man does can rub out his blood. Theres right blood in you, Soapy, and you know it.

Soapy Jones actually smoothed his long curling beard and stared at the floor, silenced.

Booze went on: Ill tell you, Soapy, that what youre thinkin of right now is the Negroes singing in the cotton field, the hounds baying the possum of a night, and the look of the bayou with the swans slidin across it, their white shadows beside them. Thats what youre thinkin of, and of pictures hung along a wall in a big white house with columns in front of it.

Ah! said Soapy Jones through his teeth. What if I am?

Only I was recollecting you. Cobalt, down there, he knows mighty well what kind of a man you are under the skin. Hes guessed what there is that makes me and Jess love you, Soapy. And thats why hes as safe as if he was in his own house, until you come down there and face him yourself.

Soapy looked at his follower patiently, thoughtfully. Then he said: I think youre right, Gabriel. The days come. Im going down to do as he asks. Only I feel that my luck has run out, and Im as dry as a squeezed lemon. Here, man, you give me a hand with my clothes, will you?

Booze Gabriel stayed there and helped his chief to dress. He felt no shame in this menial employment. Instead he spoke with pleasure and with pride about the clean linen of his chief, the silken socks which he drew on, and the fine quality of the suit with its long-tailed coat. He spoke of how Soapy shrugged his heavy shoulders until the coat sat on him in exactly the way he chose to have it and how critically Soapy regarded himself from every angle in his mirror, and then got Booze Gabriel to give his boots another rub.

What boots they were! said Gabriel, as soft as velvet and as bright as moonlight in water. Then Soapy drew on gloves of a fabric so light and thin and soft that they did not in the least impede the freedom of the fingers. He pulled both of them on but on second thought, just as he was about to leave the room, he drew off the one from the right hand and carried it in his left.

Next, he took from a doorway a short-bodied revolver of a make which Booze Gabriel did not know, although he knew that it was his masters favorite weapon. This gun he unloaded and loaded again, after he was sure that it was in perfect order. Finally, he fixed a spring holster under the pit of his left arm and placed the gun in this. Having done so, he made two or three turns through his room, drawing the gun like a flash and then returning it to its hiding place.

He washed his hands. He gloved his left hand again and carried the other glove in the same hand. Then he took down from a bureau drawer a handkerchief of the finest linen, folded it precisely, and thrust it into his outer breast coat pocket. He allowed just a trim corner of it to appear above the lip of the pocket.

Look at me, Booze, and tell me how I seem. He stood up for inspection.

There aint a breath of dust on you, said Gabriel, and you look like the walkin image of the old major himself.

At this Soapy turned on him, cursed him, and called him a rotten fool.

But he did look like the major, Booze Gabriel told his listeners in the posse as they sat that day under the shade of the spruce tree. He looked as like him as two peas out of the same pod, except that the major had a pile more stomach on him and not quite so muscular in the shoulders, if you foller me. But that was the way that Soapy was dressed when he left his room and marched down toward the saloon with me behind him.

What happened then? asked one of the posse.

Booze grew suddenly dark of brow. You know what happened. And it aint for me to tell you what happened. Get your rope ready.

After his talk some of the men found their blood cooler, and they would have left the rope behind them and taken Booze into town for a regular trial and legal punishment. But the leader of the posse declared that he was sure Booze didnt much care what happened to him, and that it would cost the county a lot of useless extra expense.

With both of these points Booze at once agreed and made no protest whatever. So they asked him for his last wishes, his last message, and his last prayer.

I got one message for Satan, and one prayer to him, and one wish. The message and the prayer and the wish is for one of the shady spots in Hades. Good bye, boys!

He stood up on the back of his stolen mare. They led it out from under him. He dropped heavily until his toes actually touched the dust. Mercifully, the shock snapped the spinal column, and poor Booze Gabriel died as quickly as though a bullet had passed through his brain. Thus the posse redeemed its promise, having heard the strange story of how Booze persuaded Soapy Jones to descend from his room and meet Cobalt on equal terms in a duel.


XXXVII. THEY MEET
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WHEN I THINK of what happened in that room, I groan, remembering that I was not present. But, again, I assure you that I have heard the story so many times, from so many points of view, that sometimes I forget that I was not actually inside the doors. The whole scene is so vividly spread before my eyes.

Red Loftus, Champ Evens, and Harry Gay were tending bar at this time, and they had to work like fury to keep the drinkers supplied with the red-eye. The clash of the glasses and the dull, bumping sound as a spun bottle went whirring down the bar and rocked into place mixed with the murmurs of the drinkers. The mirror behind the bar was spotted and blurred with the many faces that it reflected. It was a great business stroke, when that ingenious Soapy decided to place a mirror along the back of the bar. For it gave his place an air of elegance that almost amounted to decency.

The suspense by this time had grown nerve-wracking. Joe Porter said afterward that every man in the place from time to time would mop his forehead or loosen his shirt collar a trifle. Joes own big, hairy hands were sweating profusely, but he said that Cobalts were cool enough apparently, and the face of Cobalt was perfectly calm also.

The crowd understood this thing that was to come as perfectly as though it were a rehearsed performance. They left a long lane from one door leading directly toward the table at which Cobalt was sitting. That lane was astonishingly narrow as though everyone took it for granted that, when such men as Cobalt and the great Soapy Jones met, no bullets were likely to fly astray from the mark.

Just then there came a strange interruption, a most unexpected thing. Trainor, who had been so thoroughly subdued before with his borrowed gun ready in his hand, now rushed to the front of the crowd and screamed hysterically at Cobalt: You dont have to wait for Soapy Jones. Ill meet you now! Ill take you down!

Cobalt did not stir a hand to reach his gun. He merely said: Some of you take the fool away.

Imagine that in the saloon of Soapy Jones where the other fellow was a trusted crook. More amazing than the order was the fact that it was obeyed, not by mere members of the crowd but by a pair of Soapys own bouncers. They actually mastered Trainor, jerked the gun out of his hand and, taking him to the door of the saloon, hurled him into the mud and told him they would break his neck if he ever came back again.

This brought loud applause, hand clapping, feet stamping, and yells of laughter from the crowd. There was a hasty round of drinks, and the atmosphere seemed to lighten at once. The incident could not be explained by Joe Porter, but I think that I understand it. Everyone was so bent on seeing the meeting between Cobalt and Soapy that practically no attention was paid to Trainor. He was not even exciting he was a mere nuisance.

The remarkable thing to me is that Cobalt was able, so accurately, to see into the minds of the crowd. That drink was hardly down, and the bustle subdued into its former murmuring, when even that murmur died out. Through the doorway came, not Soapy Jones but the lofty, emaciated form of Booze Gabriel. He was dead white, his eyes glittering like the eyes of a drug fiend. He halted near the table of Cobalt.

Mister Jones is about to join you, sir, he said.

It sounds silly, but it was not silly, according to Joe Porter who said that he could feel an electrical prickling running up and down his scalp at this moment. Then Soapy himself stepped into the doorway and sauntered slowly toward Cobalt.

Cobalt stood up. Mister Jones, I believe.

The same, sir, replied Soapy. Mister Cobalt, sir?

Carney is my name, sir, said Cobalt. It was the first time anyone in the North had heard the true name of the strong man. James Carney, repeated Cobalt.

Mister Carney, Soapy said and bowed a little.

I have come in here, Mister Jones, explained Cobalt, to represent a friend of mine who has lost a little money in your gaming rooms.

Is that why you have come? asked Soapy. But you must realize that games of chance are games of chance.

Yes, even when there are brakes on the wheel. Of course, theres always a chance, but as a matter of fact the game of chance that beat him was simply coming into your saloon. He was thumped over the head and thrown into the street. They took a hundred ounces from him.

Are you a lawyer, Mister Carney?

No.

Then may I ask you what brings you to the support of Mister — your friend, yonder?

A sense of decency and a liking for fair play.

And just what can you do for him?

I can persuade you to return him sixty ounces. I took forty away from one of the thieves.

Persuasion, philosophized Soapy Jones, is a gentle art.

It depends upon the kind thats needed. Ill tell you what, Mister Jones. It occurs to me that here I am, occupying a seat at one of your best tables and not spending much money. So perhaps youll see your way clear to paying down sixty ounces to Mister Porter, my friend here. Then Ill promise you that Ill walk out and leave you to better company.

What could be better company? asked Jones. No, no, my dear sir, I wouldnt dream of buying you out. Youre welcome to sit in that chair forever. A man so well known will draw trade for me. I would be glad to give you a bonus on the amount that you bring in for me above my average, if youll appear there every day.

I have always thought that this was a fairly clever way of turning the thing off. Joe Porter said that he began to yearn for something to happen, for this stiff verbal duel excited him almost to a madness of suspense.

I see that youre a true Southerner, observed Cobalt, for you perfectly understand all forms of hospitality.

Thank you, but really all that people complain about is that I am apt to entertain them a little too much.

There is only one good way to entertain my friend, Porter, here.

And what is that? The chief appeared as pleased as he could be.

By giving him sixty ounces.

I saw no theft, replied that smooth fellow. I suppose that he got his nickname from some such source.

Do you see this? asked Cobalt. He lifted the hat off Porter and showed the rising bump.

If you feel that theres a cause for complaint, there is always the law.

It appeared that Soapy Jones felt this last point with a peculiar force, for he actually bowed to Cobalt and then smiled at him. With his gloved left hand he parted his black beard and still smiled at him. Porter told me that this smiling of the arch-villain made a great impression on him. Suddenly he realized that even a scoundrel may be flattered and, if not flattered, he may be amused sufficiently to have his mind turned from his purpose.

A great many things are above the law, continued Soapy Jones. The law is made for those who go along the road, not for those who cut across country where theres no need for traffic regulations. As for your friend, you ought to remember that even the fly has no right to complain to the spider, and yet the fly loses a good deal more than money.

We claim sixty ounces, duly paid over, said Cobalt. If the money is not paid, we will appeal to the court.

To what court? asked Soapy with an evil grin.

The court of arms, said Cobalt, as ceremonious as ever.

Then, Porter said, Soapy gave one swift, malignant glance around him, as though he were regretting his fine first display. Now he would be neither civil nor courtly but simply put his heel on the strangers neck. However, that moment did not last very long. He was still half infuriated and half amused by the attitude of Cobalt.

A good fight, he said, will end almost any argument, so long as the fight lasts long enough and comes to a complete end.

I agree with you, said Cobalt. Thats the sort of a fight I suggest.

But, even if you win, youre not out of the web.

I take my chance.

Ill give you something better than a chance. Soapy raised his gloved hand to draw attention. Friends, Mister Carney and I have a few little differences of opinion, mostly it appears, about a big bohunk who claims he was rolled in my place. Perhaps there are some other things into the bargain, but let that go. We are going to have the matter out between ourselves, as gentlemen ought to do. We wont crowd the law courts, and we wont fatten the lawyers. I think its a good example that were setting.

If I go down and Im flattened — even if Im on the floor wriggling but beaten, I put a curse on any man who steps in to help me. Let Mister Carney go safely out of this place. And you there behind the bar, if Im beaten, before he goes, see that Porter gets his sixty ounces. No, make it a hundred and sixty — for luck! He laughed as he said this.

Porter said that his excitement was so intense that he simply forgot to think of what the wager meant to him. He could only stare and gape from one of these men to the other, wondering at the polite, circuitous way in which they expressed themselves and wondering still more at the fierce emotion which was in both of them. This miracle already had been accomplished. Cobalt had come into the spiders den, and the spider had consented to fight without using the advantages of his web. And here Jess Fair came for the first time into the picture.


XXXVIII. TERMINUS AD QUEM
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WHEN FAIR CAME in, he walked right up to the shoulder of his master and was heard to say: Leave it, Soapy. This is my job.

Its my job, replied Soapy. Your job is only after the finish, to see that the pair of them get safely out of here after youve paid them what Ive promised. Therell be no crawfishing today, Jess. This is my day. I feel it in my bones. Old Lady Luck is smiling at me. Dont worry about me, because youll see me turning up on top.

Jess Fair in reply murmured — so at least one of the nearest bystanders said: Look at his heart, not at his face. Let his eyes alone, and shoot for the heart.

The man who heard this looked across the room to where Cobalt was standing, and he said that he could understand the warning for the eyes of Cobalt were blue lightning.

What rules do you want? asked the gambler, turning back to Cobalt.

Were in your own house, replied Cobalt.

Nevertheless, we wont use the rules of the house, said Soapy Jones. Well try a new set, like a new pack. We stand, back to back, in the middle of the room. We step off ten paces which are counted by anyone — say by Jess Fair.

At the tenth step, we turn and start shooting. If we cant finish with shooting, we take the knives. If the knives wont do, we end with our hands. Is that agreeable?

Thats agreeable, said Cobalt.

And if hands are not good enough, then anything we can get hands on will serve as a weapon.

Anything from poison to dynamite. Why, we agree so well its a pity that we havent worked as partners, Mister Jones.

At this, Soapys face grew as black as his beard. Youve been the one man to thwart me and beat me. Youve smashed up my men. Youve walked alive through Skagway as if Satan were giving a charm to you. Im going to have your heart for it, Cobalt!

All right, agreed Cobalt. Theres a heart in me to get, if you can win. Its free for you to have. Youve been liar, murderer, thief, and sneak all your days. Youre a greasy scoundrel, Jones, and well see the end of you. Commence when youre ready. Fair, will you give the signal?

Yes, said Jess Fair.

For an instant the two glared at one another. Then they came together, making the last few steps slowly, their eyes glaring straight at one another. For the gambler disdained to accept the advice of Jess Fair.

They turned their backs on one another, and Jess Fair said in the most casual way: All right, friends. One! Two! Three!

He counted out the paces, and they took them, Cobalt stepping short, and the gambler stepping long. A grim thing it was, Porter said, to see those two men, hardly matched in the whole world, walking so stiffly away from one another, while the only man who could have made a third to them stood by and quietly gave the measure of that dance.

Ten! came from the lips of Jess Fair as quietly as any other number in the count, and the two turned.

Porter said that he expected them to side-step — or that one of them would throw himself to the floor, but he was amazed to see that neither of them did such a thing. They whirled and stood as straight and tall as fencers, their guns whipping into their hands and their arms flying straight out. It was marvelous, the speed with which each turned, and still more marvelous that they seemed to do it in a single beat, like trained dancing partners. Their revolvers exploded to punctuate the measure. Neither man fell at the first shot, but the Colt dropped from Cobalts hand. A sound like a weird, high-pitched moan came from the crowd.

Cobalt leaned for his fallen weapon, but he was beaten, it seemed, by the bad start. Perhaps by one millionth of a second, the bullet of the gambler had been fired first and leaped across the room in time to strike the very gun that was in the hand of the enemy. For there was Cobalt, leaning, the red blood running from the shattered hand with which he reached after the weapon on the floor. The second bullet fired by Soapy slashed the shirt of the other across the shoulder, but the sudden stoop forward of Cobalt saved his life for another instant. He scooped up the fallen Colt and, without straightening his body, he flung the heavy gun straight at Soapy. The whirling revolver struck not the head or arm, but merely the powerful body of Jones. Yet, even so, a full-weight Colt .45 is not a toy when it is hurled from the hand of a fellow like Cobalt. It banged into the body of Soapy and staggered him just as he was firing his third shot.

Thus there came about the miracle of that battle: of the first four shots fired only one reached a mark and that mark was only the hand of the enemy. The hurled revolver was followed by the tigerish leap of Cobalt. Porter swore to me that it was not a run across the room but a single, terrible bound that brought him upon Soapy Jones. The impact knocked them both from their feet, and thus entangled they rolled over and over and struck with a crash against the wall. The dust puffed up about them.

Then it was seen that they lay, each on his side, facing one another. The revolvers had been dropped, but Soapy, with a great, bent-bladed Bowie knife, was striving to cut the throat of Cobalt, and Cobalt had caught the moving knife hand in his left, not in his right. The crimson, fast bleeding right was merely good to control the other hand of the gambler.

The moan of the excited, frightened crowd rose to a higher key. Porter said that it was like the keen wind on an autumn day, the last day of the whirling leaves and the first of the black winter. But the knife was not traveling toward the goal at which Soapy had aimed it. Instead, it wavered for a moment in between, its point a scant inch from the throat of Cobalt. Then it was seen that the knife was turning. It wavered and shuddered, but turn it did, while those two mighty men struggled for its possession. The point crooked back toward the breast of Soapy Jones, and it was Cobalts hand which turned it. He was the master now.

Then, Porter told me, he could not look, so unnerved was he by the hideous slowness of the thing. He glanced away across the room and saw Jess Fair standing nonchalantly against the bar, his legs crossed, the buck-toothed smile flashing about as usual. Then, in a rush, the color left the face of Jess. Porter knew what it meant. At the same moment, he said, there came from the crowd of watchers a faint sigh in unison, as though drawn by a single throat, and the sound froze him to the very marrow of his soul. It lifted him out of his chair and, looking back toward the corner, he saw Cobalt rising to his feet, while big Soapy Jones remained motionless on the floor, looking at the ceiling, a high light gleaming on his forehead. Porter knew very well that the upturned eyes saw nothing, and that the tremor was in the light and not in the flesh. Soapy Jones had breathed his last.

The next thing that Porter knew he was being led to the bar by Cobalt, as if for a drink, while every man in the room remained rooted to his place by the terror and horror of what had been seen. Only one man moved, a big, husky miner who slumped to the floor in a dead faint. It was not a drink that Porter got at the bar. Behind it stood Jess Fair, marble-white but with his buck-toothed smile still flashing. He laid a ten-pound gold belt before Porter, and the latter took it. He said that Jess Fair did not look at him at all but only at the face of Cobalt. His eyes wandered curiously from feature to feature, as if he were an artist and strove to remember that face, that he might sketch it later on, though Porter very well knew that it was not as an artist, with brush or pen, that the barkeeper stared at Cobalt.

They turned toward the door together, Cobalt and Porter. As they did so, pandemonium broke loose in the saloon. The bouncers, the strong-arm men, all had quietly vanished, and the crowd which had been like sheep under the eye of Soapy Jones alive, now roared like lions when they knew that he was dead. They paid no attention to Cobalt and his red-dripping hand. They were only intent upon smashing and looting the saloon, and they did a good job of it. Chairs were used as clubs. Glasses were smashed. Men pulled open the cash drawers behind the bar and looted them. They rushed in swarms to do the same thing at the gaming tables.

No one opposed them. The organization of Soapy Jones was just as strong as it had been before his death. There were just as many bloodthirsty and expert criminals, but the head had been struck from the body. At one blow Soapys gang was dispensed.

At the door, Porter said, he looked back and the swirl of the crowd, like the dashing of water in a cataract, parted before his glance for an instant and gave him a view of Jess Fair, on his knees beside the body of his dead master with one hand upon his face. It was a gesture of infinite gentleness and grief, and Porter never could speak of it without amazement and a shake of his head.

When they got into the street, he did a foolish thing. He told Cobalt that he had received two for one, two ounces for every ounce of dust that had been stolen from him. He offered half of the loot to Cobalt and even remarked, like a tactless fool, that it might be some time before his right hand was in working shape again. Some time, indeed!

Cobalt made no answer. I dont suppose that he ever had been in the least interested in Porter and Porters loss or gain. It was merely the small entering wedge which he had used to topple over the huge structure of Soapys organization.


XXXIX. THE MONARCH BEATEN
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ALL THIS HAPPENED while I had been sleeping. What could I have done, had I been awake and on the spot? Well, nothing, perhaps, but it was a time when a man would wish to be on the ground where the action took place. What wakened me was Bairds shaking me by the shoulder.

The town is on the loose! he said. And hells to pay! Listen! Look out the window!

I sat up in the bed. The noise from the street instantly cleared the fog of sleep from my brain and left me perfectly alert. I heard the dull roar of many voices. I looked through the window as I jumped up from the bed, and there I saw a tall red flame leaping into the sky.

What is it? I asked. Have the fools set the town on fire?

It looks like Soapys place, said Baird. I cant quite make it out, but it looks about the location of Soapys place. Lets find out whats happening. Ill get Sylvia.

Sylvia did not need to be fetched. She was tapping on the door of our room as her father spoke, and he let her in. We went down together. There was no one in the lobby except a small, greasy-looking boy who was rummaging through the desk of the proprietor. He had half the drawers out and their contents scattered over the floor. When we spoke to him, he jumped up and looked at us like the guilty little rat that he was. Then he gathered courage. The boss was gone, and he would not come back.

Not even come back for the rent thats owing to him? I asked the youngster.

Naw! Hell never come back. Hes started overland. All that he wants is fast mushing and a good dog team. Hed rather have a good dog team than all of the rent in the world.

What in the world has happened? Baird asked him. What buildings are burning down there?

Soapys gone up in smoke, replied the boy and deliberately turned his back on us, starting to rummage once more through the ravished drawers of that desk.

We went out into the street. There was a crowd running about, breaking into buildings, shouting and screeching with an insane pleasure. We managed to find one man who was an onlooker, like ourselves. He told us the story in brief. It was not until a long time afterward that I gathered the full details from Porter and many others. It was far more impressive, when one heard it from that stranger briefly, for he made the thing more of a miracle. With the details stripped away, it seemed Herculean, inhuman, the courage and the power that a single man had shown in advancing into the house of the gambler and killing him there in the presence of all his followers.

Did Jess Fair do nothing? I remember asking.

Jess Fair? Sure. He buried his boss! He laughed in a strange way.

Buried already? I asked.

Yeah. In fire.

Did Jess set fire to the gambling house? I asked.

Yeah. Thats what they say, replied the other. He was indifferent, but he chuckled every now and then, looking up and down the street at the smashing going on and the crowd dashing about.

Tell me something, I said to him.

Well?

Youre a newspaper reporter, arent you?

The hell! How did you guess that?

Then we asked where the hero was to be found. Certainly, the best that Skagway could offer would not be too good for him now. But our reporter friend of the detached manner and the chuckle had not been able to find Cobalt.

Id rather listen to him for five minutes now than to have a five-column head! he said.

We went on, pursuing our inquiries, and the story grew and grew with every step that we made. We went down to the gaming house, and there we saw a number who, like ourselves, were gazing with wonder and a little awe upon the crimson and black, fast-dissolving remnants of the famous house of crime. I asked one of them who stood nearby if it was really true that Jess Fair had kindled the fire to cremate the body of his master. He said that it was true and that he had started the fire in order to drive out the crowd which was getting rough and looting the place. In other words, he preferred to let the flames take the gold of his crooked master.

Whats made Jess Fair so devoted to Soapy Jones? asked Baird of another man.

Well, Soapy got him young, said the other. Thats all. If you start early enough, you can make any pup into a one-man dog.

That was the only explanation I ever heard of the singular attachment which the gunman showed for the master criminal. We were to learn more later on.

We were standing there, watching the crumbling of the last of the ruin, out of which there came small explosions from time to time, and leaping columns of sparks, fire, and smoke. The heat was welcome and bathed us in a blood-red glow.

You see? said Sylvia aside to me. Thats the reason. You see what hes done?

You mean Cobalt? I asked.

Yes. Thats what I mean. You see how hes smashed that place?

I see that hes removed a curse from Skagway, I told her. I see that hes done what the whole mob of the so-called law abiding, including your father and myself, never had the courage to attempt. I see that hes given Skagway a chance to draw a breath and make of itself a decent place. Thats what I see, Sylvia.

Dont be so indignant, she replied. I hoped youd see what I mean.

I think youre only blind, Sylvia. You wont open your eyes to the truth about him.

I wont give myself into the hands of a hypnotist, she replied. Thats all. If Id let myself go, I could be mad about him. But theres no check on him. Theres no rein that would hold him in. Hed run away. Hed be apt in a crisis to smash things right and left. A man who wronged him would be apt to lead him into a murder. Theres no holding him.

You could hold him, I told her.

I? Why, he saw through me at the first glance. He wasnt fooled by my little airs. Not a bit! He saw there was trouble in me. I was the first woman that looked strong enough to amuse him, strong enough to give him a little occupation in mastering her. Thats the whole trouble. Hed have me mastered soon enough, and then hed lose interest.

I wondered if she were right. She had a keen way of looking into things, I must say, even from the first. She could be a doctor who prescribed for the physician. She had prescribed me as an antidote for the great Cobalt, simply because I was the reverse of him in every way.

A pair of men came up and stood beside us and talked about the fire and the cause of it. They mentioned Cobalt, of course. Both of them had been in the gambling den when the fight took place. It was from one of them that I first heard of how the knife had been turned in Soapys hand and used to take his life. It was a neat and horrible detail, and I looked askance to see how Sylvia was taking it. Her lips curled.

Like a dog fight? I heard her faintly whisper.

That enraged me suddenly.

Then one of the two strangers said something about its being the end of Cobalt, too. You can imagine how that interested all of us.

What do you mean? asked Baird sharply. What do you mean by its being the end of Cobalt?

Well, said the other, he had two hands, didnt he?

Of course, of course! snapped Baird impatiently.

Well, said the stranger, now that he has only one hand, wouldnt you say hes divided in two?

Only one hand? asked Sylvia in a quiet voice but one that set my teeth on edge. Has he lost a hand?

Yes, its practically ruined. Where the bullet tore the gun out of his hand. They say the cords are cut inside the palm. I saw it dripping red. It was bleeding pretty fast, and he went right out into the cold with it. I reckon hell never use that hand again.

Sylvia took her father and me, each by an arm, and drew us together.

Weve got to find him! she said. Hes gone somewhere. Weve got to find out where hes gone. Im going to find him if I have to crawl on my knees around the world!

We started making inquiries. It was a long, hard job. At the name of Cobalt everyone was willing to break out into exclamations and encomiums, but no one could give us any practical hints about where we could find him. That is, no one could for a long time. Then we came across the man who kept the rooming place where Cobalt had stayed, and he told us Cobalt had come straight home from the scene of the fight and had dressed his hand the proprietor holding two lanterns close to it in order to give him light for the work.

And the hand? asked Sylvia in a breaking voice. What had happened to it?

He looked down at her. If youre a friend of his, he said, well, Ill leave a doctor or himself to do the telling of it. It aint a job I want.

I felt sick. Cobalt was ruined. Was the destruction of Soapy Jones worth it? No, not the destruction or the salvation of all of Skagway!

Where is Cobalt now? asked Baird in a husky voice.

Oh, hes gone, said the man. He hitched up his dogs quite a while ago, five big Huskies, and he hit for the inland trail. I asked him if he was going inside.

What did he say? cried Sylvia.

He said he was going inside and would never come out, answered the man.


XL. INLAND
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BAIRD EXPRESSED WHAT Im ashamed to say was in my own mind. Hes gone back to his own kind. Thats the place for him. He doesnt belong out here! Hell be happier inside.

I remember that the girl looked fixedly at me and said: What do you think, Tommy?

What did I think? Well, it barely mattered, with her glance telling me I had better start thinking all over again, and at last I managed to say miserably: I dont know. It doesnt seem right. They say his hand is gone.

This is the point, she said. Why did he start inland again?

Because hes hankering after his kind, said Baird. Thats it, of course.

What do you think? Sylvia addressed me.

The Lightning Warrior, who had been following her like a ghost, stepped forward, and she rested her head absently on his head. He glared at me with an undying hatred.

I dont know, I replied. I suppose, perhaps, you had something to do with it, Sylvia.

Then theres only one thing for us, she answered. Weve got to go after him. Do you agree?

To go after him? exclaimed Baird. My dear, do you think we could ever catch up? Do you remember how he came up with us and passed like the wind when we were trying to beat him out with a huge head start and couldnt manage it? What could we do now he has the start?

Youre speaking of a time when he had two hands, said Sylvia coldly. Besides, his heart was up then. Its down now, I imagine.

Youre not serious, dear, said her father. You dont mean well actually chuck everything and go after him?

Chuck everything? Chuck what? asked Sylvia. What are you? Whats Tommy? What am I, compared with Cobalt? Were going after him. Im going after him, at least, if I have to go to the North Pole!

That settled the thing on the spur of the moment. There was no argument, no discussion. Baird simply looked at me, and I looked back at him. Each of us gave up. I had a keen picture of her trekking alone through the wilderness. I knew she would do it, too, and so did her father.

From that point on, we simply spoke of getting ready as soon as possible. Then there was the question about the trail he might have taken. It was Sylvia, again, who suggested that he might have gone around the point and started in from Dyea. While Baird was getting the dogs ready, along with the sleds and packs, I hurried down to the waterfront and there, after a time, I found a pair of Indians who had seen Cobalt. They had helped him paddle around the point. He had gone to Dyea, to shift the pursuit, in case anyone decided to go after him.

I asked one of the Indians in broken English if the white man helped with the paddling. He said that he had, but he bad used his left hand only as the oarlock, driving from the heel of his right hand. He never shifted the paddle.

This hand no good! said the Indian, and he grasped his right hand with his left.

I went back to Sylvia and her father with the news, and we went down to the waterfront. There we got two good-size boats and made the trip around the point, though the water was kicking up a good deal, and we got pretty wet before we ever managed to make the other landing.

We camped in Dyea. Plenty of people there knew about the smashing of Soapy Jones and his gang, and we were bombarded with questions, but no one seemed to have seen Cobalt go through. I wondered if he had dodged like a fox, merely landing in order to take fresh boating and double back to the point from which he had started? I would not have put it past him, and I wondered at his state of mind. Who could have wished to pursue him? He would not have dodged the vengeance of the Soapy Jones gang, not even with his right hand useless. Then what pursuit could he fear, except from Sylvia and us? And why should he fear that?

The three of us never talked of Cobalt. We kept his name for the questions that must be asked of strangers, but I could guess that all of us felt and thought about the same way. In that time Sylvia never smiled, never laughed. She did not seem depressed, either; she was simply set like iron.

After that one rest in Dyea, we started the march inland. The climb seemed worse than ever. We had to relay the packs to the top of course and, after that labor was completed, we skidded down the steep of the farther side. There we sorted and repacked the sleds, and we began to forge ahead.

We had seven good dogs rather, we had seven not counting the white King. He stayed with Sylvia. Sometimes she went up to the lead and harnessed him as the first dog of the string, and then it seemed to me that we doubled our rate of travel. Sometimes she trailed behind with him, his great head always just under her hand and his pale, strange eyes fixed ahead like a thing that hungered to be farther north, as I suppose in all his blood he hungered.

That was the worst march I had ever made. There was something depressing about turning back from the outside after we were safely there. My heart sank in my boots. There was something also about the quest which we were following. What would happen, what could happen, when we overtook Cobalt if we did?

I think it was three days from the crest when we came upon the first outfit on the trail, a pair of partners whod already quarreled and decided to split. Poor fellows, they walked about with the expression of sulky dogs and didnt speak to each other. They were dividing their supplies. They had only one rifle, one axe, and one tent cloth. One took the handle of the axe. They smashed the rifle and threw it away. They cut the tent cloth exactly in two, and each took a part. They had two sleds and five dogs. Each of them took a sled and two dogs. They offered to sell us the extra dog, but we didnt want it, so they butchered it instead of turning it loose. Each of them tried to prove that it was only the villainy of the other that was responsible for their break-up.

We asked if they had seen an outfit that might have been Cobalts. They were very polite. One of them, a big Swede with a mouth large enough to swallow a veal pie at a gulp, said he thought hed seen an outfit go by, just as they were getting ready for their start the day before five dogs, one man, and two sleds. The man walked with an easy rise in his step. It might have been Cobalt.

That cinched the matter for all three of us. That springing step we all remembered keenly enough, and from that moment we pushed ahead, assured we were traveling in the right direction. An odd group we made. Baird and I agonized throughout that march, but Sylvia scorned delays, and we pushed ahead with speed for her sake. Or was it so much for her sake as because her stronger spirit had mastered ours and forced us on?

At the end of the next march, when we were making camp, a chill, misty, unseasonable rain began to fall. I was out at a little distance from the camp foraging for wood of a size that would make decent cutting. As I came to the edge of the heavy brush, with a clear swale of shining snow before me, I saw a four-dog outfit go by. It was pulling one sled, and the man with it was out ahead breaking trail.

He was a smallish figure, hardly larger than a boy. He walked like a snowshoe expert, however, with short, rapid, tireless steps. And he made exceedingly good time. I did not step out to greet him, I hardly know why. Perhaps it was because Id gathered my firewood and was about to turn back to the camp. At any rate there I stood, almost entirely screened by the brush. As I waited, the driver drew nearer and nearer, never altering his pace, never changing his quick, untiring step. I admired him. I was about to shout out a greeting and a congratulation to him, when he turned his face a little and I recognized him. It was the buck-toothed smile of Jess Fair.

The moment I spotted him, you can be sure I choked back my greeting. I only wished for a thicker screen of shrubbery between me and the other fellow. There I stood, forgetting the freezing of my feet, while he tracked on and on and gradually the misty rain closed in and shut his retreating figure from view. A welcome riddance!

But, on my way back to camp, my thoughts were not pleasant, I can assure you. I knew that Jess Fair had loved Soapy Jones. It seemed to me that I could follow the train of his thoughts. First, he had delayed long enough to see the cremation of his strange master. Then he had gone on the trail of his destroyer.

Well, he was ahead of us, and what would happen if he came up with Cobalt first Cobalt with only one hand and that hand his left? It was not the mere matter of strength. If Cobalt ever got to grips with him, that terrible left hand alone would be enough to settle the business in a few seconds, but he would never get to grips with Jess Fair. The fight would be from a distance, where guns would settle it. What chance would Cobalt have, great as he was, great even with a single hand? No, he would have no chance at all.

I trudged back to camp in low spirits, I can tell you, and Baird said to me: Well, I thought youd likely bring in some venison as well as the wood. Youve been gone long enough to stalk a deer.

I threw down the wood and said: Baird, well have to break camp. Ive seen something more than a deer, and its on our trail, heading us.

What have you seen? asked Sylvia, coming toward me slowly, staring.

Ive seen Jess Fair with four dogs, traveling fast. And hes headed us already.

Baird exclaimed and struck a hand against his forehead. Fate itself is against us, he said.

Theres no fate, said Sylvia, in a strange, rapid monotone. Its too far north for fate to bother. Weve got to break camp, Daddy. Hurry, hurry! Weve got to make a double march this time!


XLI. FATIGUE
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THERE ARE TWO kinds of weariness. There is that which the body feels and which the mind submits to willingly, the kind a man feels grateful for when hes in bed and knows he will not have to wait for sleep. The second kind is a different matter. Its the fatigue which the body feels and the brain denies. The body begins to call out from all its members. All of its muscles, nerves, limbs, its very bones begin to groan and ask for rest, and the brain has to scorn this appeal and declare it is nothing.

It is not so hard, at first. The will wells up in you. The heart swells, as it were, and becomes greater. The body is a pitiful, contemptible, complaining crew that mans a great vessel, incapable of halting. After a while the matter is altered, greatly altered. You can force the legs ahead. You can think of old songs and sing them. Then, finally, the words of the tune change and begin to sing silently in the innermost ear: Youve done enough. You cant do more. You have to stop. You have to give up. All things must die, and death is no sweeter at the end of the longest trail.

The mind resists. Once the vast labor is ended, it says, life will be sweet again, sweeter than ever. Someday there will again be a soft bed, and the body will stretch its weary bones in such a sleep as gold cannot buy for the kings of the earth. But the promises of the brain grow dimmer and dimmer. And the outcry of the tormented muscles begins to predominate. At last, the traveler knows that he cannot go any farther. Still he goes.

He picks out the crest of the next hill and vows that there he will pause. From that hill he sees a bush in the valley and declares that this will be the outermost edge of his voyage. There he will sink down, let come what may. When he reaches the bush, however, there is still another object before him, and he fastens his mind on its nearness, scorns his conquered body, and marches on with a staggering step.

All of this we went through on that forced march which was killing us, but we dared not pause. I speak of Baird and of myself, for we had a spur in our sides the girl. She never faltered. Once in fact I heard her moan, and I turned sharply toward her, about to say: Sylvia, we have to camp! This is madness! We cant win. They have too long a lead over us! But as I turned to her, she lifted her dauntless head and smiled at me in such a way that the weariness left my body, and for a moment I was strong and fresh again.

What a spirit was in her, fresh and free and noble as the spirit of some matchless Thoroughbred, some queen of the desert, for which tribes fight because of herself as well as her flawless lineage. Who would think of mere goodness, gentleness, when looking at her? For she was more. She was something in which one could see only the great heart, the great soul, the matchless strength of will, all locked up as priceless jewels are in a casket of a still greater price.

So she was to us on that grisly march which was to bring us to the end of it all. She was a light shining, pouring out not radiance but infinite beauty. She talked to us, when there was no breath left in her to sustain her own body. She laughed joyously, when all her soul was wrapped in pain. She walked with a light step, when her knees were leaden and her heart was bowed.

All during that march, I said to myself: She has fought against it. She has denied it. She has struggled to keep herself from him, but she is overcome by a greater love than any woman ever felt for a man. It is out of that love that she is able to pour forth for us these drafts of strong wine, buoying our courage.

I had no jealousy of Cobalt. I felt toward him and toward the girl, as men in the street feel when they look at the shining, obscured windows of the palace and hear inside the music of the dancers, for I knew that both of these were spirits from a realm above mine. And so we slogged on, Baird and I, setting our teeth, shifting our glances from the trail only to let them rest on the girl.

Once I thought she was about to fail actually to fall on the trail. She was walking behind the sled at that moment with both her hands on a line which the Lightning Warrior pulled against, and she leaned heavily back, and finally her head fell limply and dangled back on her shoulders, her face turned up to the sky.

Sylvia, I cried to her. How is it with you?

Oh, I was star-gazing. I forgot for a moment, she said. Im as fit as a fiddle. Im going to break trail for a while.

And she did it! I tried to stop her, but my poor spirit was too weak for her. She went on ahead, and she broke trail, stepping gallantly with the Lightning Warrior as gaunt and great and powerful as a polar bear. When I think back to it, I see it with the same whirling of the senses that I felt then, half overcome, half stupefied with deadening fatigue. There was an unearthly something about it. I used to look at the slender body of that girl and tell myself how little her strength was compared with mine. Then I could only say this was a miracle which I was seeing.

It was about the latter quarter of that march when we found the first significant thing on the trail, a moccasin. The thing was picked up by Baird. It was small enough almost for Sylvia to have worn it. Had some poor child come across this trail then? Or was there another woman before us? It had not fallen in the snow very long before. It was not even thoroughly frozen and bent in the hand without cracking.

Do you know what it is? said Baird to me.

No, I replied.

Sylvia seems to know, however, he said.

She was acting very oddly. She called the Lightning Warrior to her and showed him the thing. Then she threw it down into the snow and stamped on it. The beast began to growl. When she picked it up, he tried to snatch it from her hand with his needle-sharp teeth, but she kept it and, holding it high, she spoke angrily, turned and twisted it, and seemed trying to tear it. Then she struck it with her hands until the Lightning Warrior went into a frenzy. He would leap up high, whining in his frantic eagerness. He bounded all about her and seemed ready to knock her down with a blow of his massive shoulder and so get the thing from her.

Finally she gave him a half of it, which she tore from the rest, and that wolf slashed it to bits as though it were a living thing. She rewarded him for this show of foolish ferocity until I had to ask her: Sylvia, what under heaven are you about?

Who owns the moccasin, Tommy? she asked.

How in the world should I know?

There arent many men with feet as small as that, are there?

No, there arent, of course, and it must be — say, a child.

She showed me the remnant remaining to her. See the way its worn under the toes. No woman or child has so much strength in the toes, such a foot grip. Thats a mans moccasin, Tommy, and havent I heard that the great Jess Fair is a very small man?

The thing clapped together like two parts of the same apple and made a whole again. I could understand her well enough. We all were enemies of Jess, and it might be as well to have the Lightning Warrior as an extra foe to him. Baird saw and heard all this, but he was too sick from fatigue to make any comment.

So we slogged on again in the remorseless march, the memory of which is etched with all the acid of pain in my mind so that the latter part of it I can recall almost step by step. It was two or three hours after the episode of the moccasin that we heard the first shot of the battle. The sound came clanging to our ears from a distance, and we all three looked at one another. Sylvia nodded.

Wed better go that way, she said. You never can tell—

So we headed to the left and immediately heard another rifle shot to guide us more accurately. Baird got out the small field glasses, which he carried, and Sylvia herself unlimbered the rifle. I went ahead, being more fit than Baird, and started to break trail.

There was a new fall of snow, light, dry, flying like dust under the broad web of the shoes, and this sort of snow always makes heavy pulling for a sled. In addition we had a gradual slope to surmount, and the dogs made hard work of it until the girl fastened the Lightning Warrior in the lead. Then we hummed along with me staggering in advance, and the fangs of the wolf inches from my tired legs.

In mounting that slope, I poured out the last of my strength as utterly as one pours out the last drop from a cup of water. I knew somehow that over the brim of it we would come on something of importance, and I gave myself in a last frantic outburst. The blood came surging into my head. My eyes thrust out until they ached. But we made good time right up to the brow of the hill.

There the team stopped, for I had pitched into the snow ahead of them and sat there, bowed far forward, supporting some of my weight on shaking arms, nauseated and done for. I heard Sylvia say: This is the place!

I looked rather vaguely about me, for there was a quiet emphasis in her voice. A treasure hunter might have spoken with just these words and in just this manner, arriving at the destined spot. This was the place?

The white ground sloped from the brow of one hill into a wide hollow which was empty of all growth in the center, but to right and left low trees and shrubbery went away like rolling smoke across the hills and hummocks. The sky was comparatively clear, but it seemed to me a narrow horizon, a sky without an arch, flat as a floor and low above our heads.

What Sylvia was pointing toward was a pair of sleds in the center of the hollow with five dogs attached to it. Three of them were standing and two seemed to be stretched in the snow, resting. As I watched, another dog dropped down and, immediately after, I heard the sharp ring of the rifle report, like a hand clap at my ear.


XLII. THE LAST BATTLE
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BAIRD SPOKE FIRST. Its Cobalt!

He had the glasses fixed against his eyes. When I heard him say this, I reached over, and he handed me the glasses. The picture drew closer. It wasCobalt. He had dragged from the pack on his sled a rifle which he held to his shoulder with his left hand alone, and at this moment he was firing into some brush to the right of the sled.

There was no answering shot at Cobalt, but another of Cobalts dogs went down. Then I understood. It was Jess Fair of course who had overtaken his man, and now from the secure shelter of the bushes he was playing with his victim. He would let Cobalt have a foretaste of death before death itself arrived. The dogs would go down first, and then the master would follow them at the leisure of Jess Fair.

I dropped the glasses and tried to struggle to my feet, but my knees were unstrung. I could only kick feebly with my legs. Give me a hand up! I called. Hes murdering Cobalt!

There was no answer. I turned my head and saw that Baird had taken the rifle and was aiming at something he saw in the brush the hidden assassin. The girl in the meantime was running off to the left, along the brow of the hill. She ran with all the strength she could muster. The Lightning Warrior was beside her.

I heard the heavy, hollow click of the hammer of the rifle falling, but no report followed that sound. I heard a moan from Baird. Another report rang in the hollow, and the fifth and last of Cobalts dogs went down. Cobalt himself would be the next to follow.

Baird was sobbing like a desperate child as he fought and struggled with the jammed cartridge. Then he took the weapon like a club, by the barrel, and ran down the slope with staggering steps. Somehow, I got strength enough to heave myself to one knee then to the next. I caught hold of the shoulders of the nearest dog. The Husky showed me his murderous teeth but endured enough of my weight so that I found myself presently standing erect but wavering. I began to move cautiously forward, down the slope. I was like a man drunk, with a mist before his eyes. Through that mist cut a streak of white.

It was the wolf, running with nose down, hot on a scent that wavered a little from a straight line, and heading toward the shrubbery from which the hidden marksman was firing. Baird, overstepping on his exhausted legs, tumbled headlong into the snow before me. I overtook him and got the rifle away from him, and then I went on, stumbling, floundering, gasping for breath but always struggling with the infernal jam. I could do nothing with it, however.

I saw a smaller form come up beside me. It was Sylvia, running desperately, and she went by me as though I were standing still. The last of Cobalts dogs was down. His turn would be next. Perhaps he might have sheltered himself behind the sled and fired his rifle, left handed, across the top of the pack, but I think Cobalt was tired of life. For now he stood up from the snow in which he had sunk upon one knee, shooting from the left shoulder, the bandaged right hand supporting the weapon. He cast the useless gun from him and charged at the patch of shrubbery which held the murderer.

That, I think, is the way I shall always think of him when I ride the range alone of Cobalts running with all his might, leaning forward, throwing out his hands before him. Only one of them was useful, but that one would be enough, if ever he could come to grips. But how could he come to grips with that remorseless gunman?

The rifle rang again, and Cobalt pitched on his face. Dead? No, he turned over in the snow, regained his feet, and went forward, hobbling. There was no use in his charging now, but he would not give up. He preferred to take his death while in action, his face to the foe. It was a noble thing to see.

I saw Sylvia before me throw up her hands at the moment when Cobalt dropped. An instant later as he rose, the savage voice of the Lightning Warrior, baying on the trail, came back to my ears. There followed another rifle shot. I looked to see Cobalt fall again and lie still forever, since he was near the edge of the shrubbery, but Cobalt did not fall.

Another gunshot followed and then silence. That silence held during the mortal seconds which elapsed before we got into the shrubbery together, Baird and I. For his greater strength at the moment had permitted him to overtake me. We went crashing through, regardless of what happened to our snowshoes, and so we came on the picture of the end. Jess Fair lay on his back with the Lightning Warrior on top of him. Both were dead, and each had slain the other.

We turned our backs on them for there was something else to see. It was Cobalt, who sat in the snow with his back against a bush, his head hanging on his breast, his hands dangling into the snow, while Sylvia kneeled before him, cutting away the furs, trying to get at a wound between knee and hip.

When we came up and spoke, Cobalt lifted his head. He gave us a blank look. His face was ghastly, and there seemed no recognition in his eyes. Then down rolled his head again, and the chin rested on his breast.

Sylvia began to give us orders in a quiet, metallic voice. She never spoke to Cobalt or asked him how he felt. She didnt comfort or question him in any way. She never expressed a regret for her past treatment of him or confessed her true feeling, but she went on with the work steadily and got a shelter prepared, a bed of boughs constructed, and a good fire roaring.

It was a slow business. We wanted to second her in every way we could, but exhaustion had almost the best of us. I took three axe strokes to a branch which ordinarily I would easily have slashed in two with one. But the camping drew to an end. We had the wood in, the fire going, and the shelter tent up, and Baird was proceeding with the cookery, while I trimmed up odds and ends and drove in pegs to make the tent more secure in case a heavy wind should blow up.

We heaped one mound of snow to make a temporary grave over Jess Fair and the dead wolf. That might seem strange, since they had slain one another, but there was a similarity in their faces for each had died for the love of a master.

At this point the girl announced that the wound in Cobalts leg was dressed and that it would do very well, since it was only a clean, clipping hole through the thigh. Now she asked for hot water and more light, because she was going to dress the wounded hand. I was standing by, having brought the water, when I saw her begin to untie the bandage which Cobalt himself had clumsily wound around the hand. He seemed to start back, and suddenly he caught her arm with his left hand.

No!

Why not? she asked.

I wont have it touched, he said by way of answer. Its doing very well. The air will be bad for it.

Will you let go your hold on me, Cobalt? she asked.

I will not, till you let me be.

Youre breaking my arm, said Sylvia.

He continued to stare at her for a moment, then he relaxed his grip and surrendered. As he lay there, he closed his eyes and said a thing I shall never forget.

Ive been cut down to your size, Sylvia, he said.

Ah, the bitterness in that quiet voice of his. He kept his eyes closed while she unwound the crooked, heavy, clumsy bandage which he had made. When it was off, she hesitated for a moment, holding the wounded hand back up, and I knew that she was gathering courage to turn it palm upward. She did at last, and she did it without flinching, though the red, horrible, puckering thing that I saw made my brain spin and my stomach turn.

I managed to stand by while she washed and prepared the hand. Then she made five small pairs of splints, a pair for each finger, stretched the hand on them. It must have been a painful thing for Cobalt, but what was pain to him? He remained there on the bed of boughs, looking up into space with a faintly puckered brow, as though he were not aware we were doing anything at all to him.

Afterward she went away, giving me a look that made me stay beside him, though I was groggy for the lack of sleep. We heard poor Baird begin to snore. Then there came a small, thin, wailing sound.

Whats that? asked Cobalt sharply.

Its the wind coming up.

I lied as cheerfully as I could, but I knew well enough what it was. It was the whining, high-pitched sobbing of the girl. Poor Sylvia! Poor Cobalt! The sound ended. It began again and was stifled.

Call her, will you? said Cobalt.

I went and called Sylvia. She said she would not come, but I urged her, and at last she came.

Are you here? asked Cobalt.

Yes, she said.

Now, listen to me, said Cobalt. I hoped this would be the last day for me. Fair would have finished me off quietly enough, and there would have been an end. But you had to come in between and smash things. Very well! But let me tell you, though theres only a third of me left, I wont have your pity. I wont have your whining.

I looked at Sylvia and wondered what she would say to this cruel speech, but she said nothing. She only stood there with a white face and big eyes and the look of a beaten child. I cannot say that I regarded her altogether with sympathy, since I could look back rather clearly through the events of this history which I have been writing, and all the sins were hers, I felt. There never would have been any trouble except for her. Yet my heart ached for her.

She saw that his eyes were closed, after he had spoken, and she took advantage of being unseen by him to hold out her hands to him. I hardly knew what to do, but I tried the simplest thing. I got her by a hand and drew her down close beside Cobalt. I took Cobalts sound hand also and put Sylvias small one beside it.

Im going to tell you the truth, Cobalt, I said. Shes about half wildcat but, if you dont hold onto the hand that youve got hold of now, youre missing what no other man ever can have.

Say what you mean, Tom, he said quietly.

Why, Cobalt, you blind fool! If youd had your eyes open there in Circle City, you wouldnt have fought with her. You wouldnt have tried to crush her. You would not have talked rot about thieves and emeralds. You would simply have told her you loved her, and she would have answered that she loved you. For shes honest, Cobalt. But she has her pride. Would you want her without pride as big as your own?

Chalmers, said Cobalt gravely, I love you and I trust you, and no one else. You wouldnt lie to me. Not now, I think. But say this again.

I got a look from Sylvia, however, that was enough for me. I did not repeat myself, but I got out of the shelter as fast as I could and stood outside. The sky was dark, without a star. The vague outlines of the trees were all around me; and out of the distance came a moaning, weeping voice. It was not Sylvia this time but, in fact, the wind.


XLIII. REMINISCENT
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HOW WE TREKKED back to Dyea is no matter, or how we took shipping south, or how we parted. I would like to begin again with Talking Mountain, the land I bought, and the look of the children when I saw them again. How we built the shack and how we put a wing on it the next spring. I would like to talk about the cattle, too, and the way they fattened on the highlands, just as I had known they would. For Ive a theory that never has played me false, that the higher the land, the better the grass. It grew sparsely in bunches on my range land, but it seemed sweet to a cow. They fed on it greedily, and they were never tired of rooting the snow away to get at the cured, dead-looking grass in the winter. It may be a false theory of mine. It may only be true of Talking Mountain, but I know that the cattle throve wonderfully well on those clean uplands.

I would like to talk about my life with the children too and the school work of an evening. How they rode range with me, growing sturdily but never hard minded. For there again is the beauty of the highlands, that the pure air touches the spirit in some mysterious way I never have understood.

However, I know that in such a history as this, one must cling to the main events of the narrative. One event is surely part of the main course. I had gone to town to buy bacon and flour and other necessaries in the pinch of the early autumn, when a man looks to his winter larder. As I jogged my span of buckskins down the street, I saw a fight whirl out of the door of a saloon, and three men came tumbling in the dust, two fighting one. One of them was too much for the other two. He left them writhing in the street and stood up, a pale-faced youngster with a great hulking jaw and heavy, square shoulders and long arms.

I stopped the team. Hello, Kid, I said. Youd better jump in here with me before they slam you in jail.

He gave me one look, and then he came with a leap and sat in the seat with me. I drove on without pausing for provisions this trip, for I understood that trouble might be coming in the rear of the Kid. He had not changed much since Skagway.

After we got clear of town, he turned and gave it a look. Where are we going? he asked.

Up high where the airs better, I told him.

He looked at me, but he said nothing. On the whole journey he asked only one question, I think.

Him, he got married. Cobalt, I mean. He got married, didnt he?

Yes, he got married.

And where is he now?

I dont know, I answered. You know how it is. Out on a ranch, your fingers get too stiff to handle a pen.

I thought the Kid might stay a week. I was wrong. He told me he had been looking for me and Talking Mountain all his life, only he hadnt known our names. So he refused to budge and settled down and became a man I can trust my life to, this day or any other day hereafter. The good, sharp mountain winds blew him clean, as they have a way of doing.

There is one more thing to add, the most important of all, I suppose. On a bright spring day, a May day, with all that May brings to the mountains, my girl spied two riders coming up the valley trail. She called to me. We have few strangers on Talking Mountain, and some of those who come our way need watching. So I put the rifle just inside the kitchen door and stepped outside into the bright sunshine.

I watched them for a moment. The wind was running in brilliant waves along the flowers of the mountainside, and then I saw they were a man and a woman.

Its all right, my dear, I said. Its a man and woman. Go put on the coffee pot and slice some bacon and clean a couple of the trout your brother brought in.

She went to do as she was told, while I stood there, shading my eyes until they rode straight up to me, and still I did not know them. It was so unexpected, and our foolish eyes will only see what they are taught to expect.

In fact, they had both dismounted, and he had cried out: Tom, by thunder, youve forgotten!

Then I saw the black, thick glove on his right hand.

Cobalt! I said.

He took me with his left arm alone. It was enough. He sprained every rib in my body with a bears hug. While I was still staggering and gasping, Sylvia kissed me and cried out about seeing me again.

Before they would talk, they wanted to see everything. I showed them the haystacks, the new barn, the chickens, the corrals, and the pasture with the saddle stock in it enough to warm a mans heart to see the beauties. The Kid was in there, gentling a four-year-old, but he drifted away from us.

Hes a little shy with strangers, I explained. We wont bother him.

I showed them the spring, and the new stone steps we had made from it to the house, and I showed them where I was going to build the windmill that would pump water to the corrals and to the house also.

Then we went into the house, and they saw the children, as brown as squirrels and as shy. Only once they saw Sylvia, they would not leave. They were always standing in the corner, in the shadow, worshipping her beauty.

So we had a meal together, but my guests did most of the eating, for my heart was a little too full for that. And everything goes on pretty well? I asked at last.

I looked at the gloved hand, and Cobalt stretched it out.

Everythings going beautifully! he said. Look at this. He wriggled his fingers a very little, stiffly. It will be as good as ever, one of these days.

I always knew it would. I managed to steal a glance at Sylvia. She tried to turn her eyes down in time, but I saw the tears in them.

Well, everything was very well with them in one sense. Cobalt was in business and prospering. He was smashing stocks instead of men. He insisted one day they were coming West to join me. He would buy all the rest of the range. Wed live together always. I listened and pretended to believe.

They could not stay long. I rode back with them part way to show the shortcut into the valley. There we said good bye, and Sylvia kissed me again. I held her in my arms for a moment and whispered: Is everything well, my dear?

Oh, Tommy, she said, I try and try, and maybe one day he will be what he was when he first met me.

Trust yourself, I said, you can make wild things love you. And everything will end well. Heaven bless you both!

They went on. I watched them riding over the rimrock, the rim of my world, brilliant with light, and then they passed into the shadows of the quieter valley and were dimmed a little, as memory is dimmed by time.

THE END
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1. — WIRE GOLD!
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THE STRATEGY OF Lee Swain was simple. It consisted in being at the right place at the right time. He had managed to get there, through skillful planning, so often that he had stacked up what he considered a nest egg. He had done that in the Eastern States. When he wanted to make the nest egg grow into a whole brood of thriving birds, he decided to go West.

He picked out Deerfoot, because it was forty miles from the railroad, because there were cattle, lumber, and mining interests in the region around it, and because it was so inaccessible that he expected to find ready money at a high premium. And he was right.

He made a few small investments here and there; he began to be looked upon as a sound and rising member of the community, but he had not yet found the lucky strike that would make him a rich man capable of retiring. It was chance that brought him to the course of action that makes the foundation of this narrative.

It was purest chance from the beginning. Ordinarily, Lee Swain was not one to be bothered by the more tender sensibilities. He was what he himself would have termed a practical man. A practical man is one hard to define. The fellow who knows that a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush is called practical. The man who wastes no time on daydreams is practical. The man who never lets love, friendship, patriotism, or devotion to any cause stand between him and money is essentially practical.

And, in this sense, Lee Swain was a practical man.

Yet it was the surrender to a sense of idle beauty that advanced him, finally, on the trail of a great fortune! Which shows how this silly old world works by opposites!

He was sitting in the back room of the Best Chance Saloon on the edge of Deerfoot. He was sitting there because he wanted to be alone with his schemes, and because the beer was a shade cheaper than in the center of the town. And now, as he raised his thin face from the hands that had been covering his eyes, he happened to glance out the window and saw, toward the west, a great mountain lifted against a sky of crimson and of gold.

It stirred Lee Swain, in an odd way. It made him think of random snatches of music, of beautiful faces, of noble words that had, in his more careless moments, from time to time invaded his mind.

Presently he rose — since the beer glass was empty — and walking out the back door of the little building, he rested his back against the side wall. He contemplated the flames in the sky and wondered, if they had been real fire, how many thousands of useful factories could have been run by the heat. As his thoughts began to drift on toward kindred reflections, about the vast wastage of energy in this most spendthrift universe, three men entered the front of the saloon, and he heard them speaking to the proprietor:

Hey, Slim — is the back room free?

I think theres Lee Swain back there, said the proprietor. Waitll I see.

Presently he said: No, I guess Swain went home and forgot to pay for his drink.

One of your charity patients, Slim? asked a voice.

Aw, no; Swains all right. Kind of a sour little guy, but hes as straight as a string. One of these gents with brains and money.

Lee Swain smiled and nodded.

The praise was doubly sweet to him, because he felt that it was entirely just. It was the picture that he carried in his own minds eye, the ideal toward which he aspired. As for straight as a string, that was a little embroidery that did not hurt the essential pattern of the description. Honesty was certainly the best policy, except on important occasions.

Bring some beer back in here, said one. You know my friends, Slim? Doc Halpin, here—

Glad to meet you, Doc, came from Slim.

And Jack Reynolds you oughta know, if you dont.

Aw, I know Reynolds, all right. He dont wear no veil over his face.

Slim laughed, and then they all laughed. Said a hearty young voice:

Thats all right, Slim. Now I know where I stand with you.

Well, said Slim, I hope youll always stand with me because if you stood agin me, I wouldnt keep my feet very long!

They all laughed again.

As they pulled out their chairs, and settled around the table of the back room, the listener gathered the third name -Chad Powell.

The beer came in.

Two or three voices presently joined in a groaning chorus of content.

Yeah, and thats pretty good, said Chad Powell.

The first drink of beer, there aint anything in the world like it, said Halpin. Lets have another.

No, you dont get another so quick, boy, broke in Powell. Take a coupla, three beers and youre started, maybe. And you aint goin to start today, brother. You save your thirst a while. I guess youre goin to be able to buy your drinks, one of these days.

Yeah, maybe I will, too, said the other. Maybe Ill be able to buy a lotta drinks, one of these days.

He laughed, loudly, as though there were a hidden meaning behind this remark.

Lock the doors, Chad, said Halpin.

Yeah, I guess wed better. Better light the lamp, too. Maybe theres goin to be something that old boy Jackll wanta see.

You fellows struck it rich? asked young Reynolds.

His voice was big, cheerful, clear. His reputation was big and cheerful, also, but not quite so clear.

With increasing interest, Lee Swain listened.

You wait and listen, and then look, said Halpin. Its this way. You take a throw at a stake for us, and we barge out. We got an outfit, and we got some spare cash besides, because we didnt need all that we got from you, Jack. And we decide that well cut straight for the Willejee Mountains, and well take a short cut. And, like a pair of fools, we head straight out across the Owens Desert.

Some one whistled — Reynolds, perhaps.

Then his voice said: Thats a hot place, this time of day.

We pretty near died, before the whisky got sweated out of us, put in Powell. And then we struck one of them little streams that only show their heads and run twenty steps and jump down a hole agin, like ground squirrels, and—

Say, are you goin to tell this, or am I, Chad? demanded Halpin angrily.

Aw, go on and tell it then, said the other. You enjoy shootin off your face such a lot, you do!

We filled up with water, said Halpin, and we were so dog-gone hot and tired that we were half minded to turn back and go around the desert, instead of through it. I mean, lookin at the boulders and the gravel, it kind of hurts your eyes, and your brain, too, after a while.

It does, said Reynolds. Owens Desert is a plain hell hole!

But the water bucked us up, a lot, and pretty soon we got up with our canteen full and us full, and the hosses full, and we slogged along, slow and steady, maybe an hour. Then there was a fool of a rabbit that jumped up, and this here Powell, dog-gone his heart, he ups with a rifle and shoots — and the rabbit, it runs faster than ever.

I scared him, anyway, says Chad.

You done nothin but hit a rock, says I.

I pretty near hit him, says Chad.

Youre crazy, says I.

We sort of pulled up our hosses, and as we sat there in the saddle, like a pair of fools, talkin about how close he come to a rabbit, or how close he didnt come to it, I looked and seen a yaller point of light, shinin like a candle flame on a dark night, and it was shinin right off of the edge of a boulder. I thinks that its funny, and I goes and takes a look. And there, mind you, was a fresh chip off the edge of the rock, where Chads bullet had broke off a chunk-

It wasnt my bullet, said Powell, with some energy. I hit in the sand, right close to the rabbit. I seen the sand splash.

You seen the sand fly where the rabbit was pawin the ground, said Halpin.

I didnt, said Powell. I got a better eye than you, any day, and I seen where—

Wait a minute, boys, said the voice of young Jack Reynolds. What was it that made the stone shine?

Halpin answered with a lowered voice: Gold! Wire gold!

The words struck electric splashes through the mind and the imagination of Lee Swain, listening outside.

Wire gold! He had heard of pockets of it that yielded thousands of dollars — pockets that a man could surround with his arms.

He heard Halpin going on huskily: The rock was rotten. It was so rotten it was black. You could pretty near kick it to pieces. We put a blast into it, and we seen that there was driftings and colorings all the way clean through it. Then we took and hunted, and we seen a few other rocks, stretched out in a line, and them rocks had the same stuff. They was lyin over a fault. They was what was broke off the end of a real strike of ore, we says to ourselves, and we sunk a shaft, and pretty soon — you tell him, Chad!

Were rich, said Chad Powell. The three of us, were all rich. Were goin to roll in gold, I can tell you. We can throw it away. Were millionaires. We got—

Tell him what we found! gasped Halpin.

We got the biggest thing I ever seen— cried Powell.

There was the smacking sound of a blow against bare flesh.

Ill knock your head off, you dog! shouted Powell.

Ill kill you, Chad, said Halpin, grimly, and through his teeth. Ill kill you dead, if you talk out loud like that again.

Suddenly Powell was muttering: Yeah, youre right. I was yelling. I cant talk about it. It drives me crazy. Listen, Jack, you could go and dig it out with shovels, pretty near! Its so rich it makes you laugh, it makes you crazy!

Its a foot thick, the vein is, said Halpin. We seen that, and then we decided that wed leave the shaft, and jump back here, and get you to see it. Then wed work some more and open out the real line of the strike of the ore, and then wed locate our three claims! You hear, son?

You boys found it. Its yours. You take it, said Jack Reynolds.


2. — MURDER!
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A SNEER OF almost fierce contempt curled the lips of Lee Swain, as he heard Reynolds speak. It was the flamboyant generosity of a born fool. It was an absurdity even to conceive of such a folly!

You fellows worked for it, and sweated for it. I know the Owens Desert, said Reynolds. I wouldnt grab what youve found.

Look, you crazy man, said Chad Powell. Dont you see the lay of the land? Theres room for a dozen gents to file their claims, maybe. I dunno. Maybe theres room for a hundred gents to file their claims. And lemme tell you, the three of us will find the cream. Were goin to find the proper cream, and file, and then well pick out the gents we got that are worth a hand, and were goin to go and send them invitations to come out and file, and theyll be rich with us. And well go and raise the devil all over — were goin to all be rich — we can go and waller in gold and—

Keep cool, boy, said Halpin.

Look, partners, said Jack Reynolds, with a proud carelessness in his voice, I take what comes my way, when Ive a right to it. I loaned you boys a few hundreds. I wont come in for a few hundreds of thousand in exchange. Id feel like a swine!

Why would you? said Halpin gravely. You know what the facts are. We were just a pair of bums, floating around. We didnt have a bean. You knew about us. You knew that we were a pair of jailbirds—

Shut up, Doc! broke in Powell.

I say, he knew all about us, said Halpin. I know. I heard the sheriff tell him. But he didnt care. I remember what you said, Reynolds. You said youd had some luck that cost you mighty little, and here was part of it. Thats what you said, when you handed us the coin. I dont forget things like that.

Neither do I! said Chad Powell.

Neither do none of us, said Halpin. Youre with us, Jack. And Im a happy man, and Chads happy, too, that we can show white for white!

He banged on his table. Lee Swain jumped a little.

We start tomorrow morning, and you start with us, said Powell.

I dont know, muttered Jack Reynolds. Ill tell the truth — Im excited. Ill go along, then, if you want me to — only, I dont like to cut in and spoil the game of a friend of mine.

Spoil it? Youll only make what we havent hands to hold, thats all, declared Halpin.

Powell exclaimed: Heres some samples. Look!

There was a rattle of rocks, a clatter of them falling to the floor.

Then rapid-fire curses flowed from the lips of Halpin.

What you trying to do? he demanded in a fierce whisper. Tell the whole world?

Get that stuff under cover, said Jack Reynolds. Quick! The gleam of that gold in the rock is enough to burn the brain out of a man!

They scraped up the fragments; then, hastily, they departed.

It was a half hour later that Lee Swain sauntered into the front of the saloon. I forgot to pay for a drink, Slim, said he.

Thats all right, Swain, said the grinning proprietor. You dont need to worry about bills in this saloon. Have another?

Here you are, said Swain, putting the money on the bar. Ill take the other one back there, if the rooms free. Its a good place to sit and think.

Yeah, its cool and easy in there, said Slim.

He himself carried the glass of foaming beer into the back room, needlessly mopped off the top of the table, and drew back a chair for Lee Swain. Then Slim left, and Swain was instantly on his hands and knees.

He found what he wanted almost at once. With a glittering eye it called his attention, and he picked up a mere splinter of rock that had embedded in the face of it a design like a rudely sketched tree — a childs sketch of a tree, and the outline was done in little wires of gold!

Lee Swain went back to his chair, and sat there for a long time, with closed eyes. The world, he felt, had finally rewarded his cunning, his keenness, his patience in running down every favorable opportunity. Now it had poured into his hands a chance to win incalculable treasure.

Only one thing bit him to the heart — that he would have to share the treasure with at least three other men!

He felt savage about it. They were three wastrels. Two were self-confessed jailbirds. The other was known as a gunman.

The pity of it, when there was Lee Swain, a practical man, able to turn everything to the best advantage, able to make the most of every ounce of that valuable ore!

He pushed back his chair and left the saloon.

He had hardly turned into the street when the voice of the saloon keeper wailed from the interior of the building:

Hey, Swain! You didnt drink your beer. Whats the matter? Wasnt there no head on it?

He walked on, heedless.

Of such small things are our vital mistakes made. He should have remained to drink the beer. Great and strange things were to come upon Lee Swain for that simple omission!

But, when he got to the hotel, he started at once building his kit, and the first thing that he put out for the journey were two good Colt revolvers, caliber .45, double-action, and a repeating Winchester.

He had not been a good shot when he came West, but by conscientious practice he had made himself one in the interim!

When he had finished building the pack, he sat down and considered his plans.

After that, he entered the little lobby of the hotel and talked to the clerk behind the desk.

Over there in the Willejee Mountains, he said, I hear there are plenty of signs of gold — silver, too.

Lemme tell you something, Mr. Swain, said the clerk. The minute that I get a stake ahead, Im goin to go to the Willejee in a bee line. You take it from me, theres billions over yonder!

Im starting tomorrow, said Swain, and Im crossing the Owens Desert. Thats the straightest line.

Its the hottest line, too, said the clerk. You take it from me, the Owens is hot. I wouldnt go that way.

The Owens may be hot, said Swain, but if theres as much in the Willejee peaks as Ive been led to believe, its worth a little heat to get there before the rush!

He went back to his room, and lay all night sleepless looking up into the darkness. He had always told himself that the time might come when he would have to step outside of the law. Perhaps that time had come now! If it had, he would be prepared. All night long he lay with jaws gripped hard together, and told himself that he must be prepared.

When the morning came, he rose with the dawn, strapped his pack on a mule, mounted his horse, and rode out of the town on the trail to the Owens Desert.

A mile out, he pulled back behind some brush, and when the trio of Reynolds, Halpin, and Powell passed him on that trail, he fell in well behind them. He did not wish to get close enough to be seen, and he had an excellent pair of glasses for picking out his leaders along the trail.

All that day he followed them, slowly, never gaining, keeping the same discreet distance, until they had entered into the wide-spread furnace of the desert.

Still he followed them. He wondered why the sweat ran down his face, drying in streaks of salt. For his own part, he felt no heat. He had no feeling at all, for he believed that he was at the door of the Promised Land.

Late in the afternoon they encamped in a region where the gigantic boulders were scattered far and wide over the land.

Crouched behind a boulder half a mile away, Swain studied with his glasses the movements of the three men, and saw them delving steadily.

They were at the mine, then. They were opening up the fabulous vein. They were reveling, as they counted untold millions!

It was toward evening that one man took the two horses of his companions, and with his own set off into the distance, riding, no doubt, toward the patch of water that ran twenty steps, according to the prospectors, and then dived into another hole in the ground, like a squirrel.

Carefully Swain studied with his glasses the retreating horseman, and made out, finally and surely, that it was Jack Reynolds.

Swains mind was instantly made up. It was as clear as a bell, and he acted upon the impulse as though he had known from the first what he would do.

Straightway he stalked the hole of the shaft in the ground. He came to within ten steps of it, and lay quietly in the shelter of a rock, staring.

Presently Powell, a fat-faced fellow, came up, took off his hat, and mopped his forehead.

Hotter up here than it is down there, boy! he exclaimed. And its-

That was his last word on earth. Lee Swain had drawn his bead with care, and now he shot his man fairly and squarely between the eyes.

Powell dropped, and lay still, without a struggle.

Hey, what was that? called the voice of Halpin, muffled and distant.

Then he was heard scrambling out of the hole on the ground. He, also, appeared, and stood for an instant, frozen.

That instant was enough for Lee Swain. He put a second bullet squarely between the eyes of his victim, and saw the body of Halpin fall on that of his friend.

Everything worked perfectly. It was the plan that had flashed upon his mind.

If he got the two weaker members, he could wait for the famous Reynolds and shoot that unsuspecting man when he returned with the water.

He would stow the two bodies in the shaft, in the first place.

But he would treat himself to a sight of the wire gold, before all else.

With that in mind, he entered the shaft, and was amazed to discover that it was a dead hole! There was not a sign of gold — there was only a certain surface of perfectly uninteresting rock exposed before him!


3. — THE FALSE TRAIL
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HE NOW UNDERSTOOD, perfectly. Halpin and Powell had developed some theory about the trend of their strike of ore. They thought that the vein would be due to crop out again in a certain place, and when they passed that place, they had stopped with the consent of Jack Reynolds to dig a bit. There was no hurry. Their millions were waiting for them all the time!

So they had opened up a perfectly useless prospect hole. And he, Lee Swain, had killed two men in vain!

He felt no remorse, only a touch of alarm.

He was certain that his idea had been good, but he was troubled because he had worked in vain. He had done everything perfectly, down to the shooting of the two. But luck had played cruelly against him. Somewhere in the distance lay that treasure-trove which the pair had discovered. Not even Jack Reynolds would know just where it was. There were certain black rocks in the Owens Desert, that contained wire gold. That was all any one could say. But there were tens of millions of black rocks in the Owens Desert. How could the treasure be located?

It was all a waste. He, Lee Swain, would eventually begin to prospect the entire surface of the desert for the right place. No doubt the little shaft of the prospectors had been filled in, and the first blow of wind, like that which was beginning now, would promptly sweep away all traces of the coming and going of men.

He went rapidly back to his horse and mule, mounted, and struck the trail for Deerfoot.

The next morning he entered it and called at the sheriffs house. The sheriff was gone!

He thought of another man, grim, stern, ever with a face set toward law and order, a true type of the vigilante.

His name was Pringle, and on Pringle little Lee Swain called.

He said, when he stood in the kitchen, watching the thin clouds of smoke that rose from the griddle on which Pringle was frying flapjacks:

Pringle, Ive run into a bad thing.

Yeah, theres a lot of bad things around, here and there, said Pringle.

Two dead men in the Owens Desert, said Swain.

Pringle tossed the flapjacks, and exclaimed with pleasure as they all landed properly on the other side, on the face of the griddle. Some of the wet dough had splattered on the floor, some upon the shirt front of Mr. Pringle, but that did not in the least diminish his pleasure in the proper flipping of the hot cakes.

Two dead? said he.

I was lining out for the Willejee Mountains, said Lee Swain, his thin face very sober. And I was traveling hard, with my head down, as you might say, because the Owens is a hot place, and I wanted to get across it as soon as possible. Id heard a good many tales about gold in the Willejees, and I wanted to have a look for myself.

Fools gold in the Willejees, thats all, said Pringle.

Perhaps, said the other. And, as I was going, I saw among some rocks, a pile of earth, and beside the pile of earth, two men, one lying on top of the other. I went over and had a look. Men dont lie still in the sun — the sort of sun you have on the Willejee. No, sir! Well, each of these fellows had a reason for lying still. A bullet hole right between the eyes.

Each of em? said Pringle.

Yes, both.

Right between the eyes?

Yes.

Good shooting, said Pringle. They killed each other, eh?

Thats what I thought, but there wasnt a gun near either of em.

Hello!

No, not a sign of a gun.

Thats funny, said Pringle.

It seemed so funny to me, said Swain, that I turned around and trekked back for Deerfoot. Ive been riding all night.

Yeah? murmured Pringle. Sit down and tackle this stack of hot cakes, then. Im one of the champeen flapjack throwers in this neck of the woods. Thats what I claim, and thats what I hold to. I aint got any maple sirup. But I got some brown sugar melted down, thats pretty nigh as good. Lay a tooth into them, and tell me are they tender!

Lee Swain was hungry, and he sat down to eat. He was thankful that such men as Pringle could be found.

As he ate, he issued new bits of information — such as the fatness of the face of Powell, and the red hair and the scarred forehead of Halpin.

Well, one thing, said Pringle, I know who the dead men are. Another thing. I know who killed em. A third thing, Im goin to bust myself to catch the hound-that murdered em.

You know? said Lee Swain.

Coupla jailbirds that I seen around Deerfoot, some time back, said Pringle. One is Powell, and the other is Doc Halpin. And the gent that killed em is the one that rode out of town with em yesterday morning. His name is Jack Reynolds!

Old enemies, maybe? said Lee Swain.

Swain, said Pringle, youre a smart man. Everybody knows that. But maybe you aint been around here long enough to understand what a gunman is.

I have some ideas, said Swain. But go ahead and enlarge.

A gunman, said Pringle, is a fellow who knows how to shoot a whole lot straighter and faster than ninety-nine men out of a hundred. And when he gets to the point where he knows how good he is, he loses his temper easy. And then he happens to kill a man. Self-defense, you see?

I see, said Swain.

And then he kills another, and another, and its still self-defense. And a lot of half-witted dummies, they look up to the man-killers a lot, and give em preference, and pretty soon man-killing, it gets to be a kind of an honorable career for the gent thats fast and straight with a gun.

He finished a second griddle load of flapjacks, and sat down to consume them in his turn.

And so, said Pringle, it goes on till a gent, he cant give over the pleasure of just killin for the sake of killin. The more that are dead, the better he likes it, and the deader they are, the liver he feels. And its that way with Jack Reynolds. He wasnt a bad kid when he come out here. But he was just too dog-gone good with a revolver. That made him a killer.

But why should he kill the pair of them? asked Lee Swain.

Why, I dunno, said the other. Maybe one of em said that it was a hot day, and it was a hot day. And Mr. Reynolds, he didnt think so, and he killed one for holdin a different opinion, and then he went and killed the other, just to keep his hand in. It dont take much cause to kill a man. Not if youre free and easy with a gun!

Im learning things that may do me good, said Lee Swain.

Thats where you got brains, said Pringle. Most tender-feet, you know, think theyre old-timers, after theyve gone and raised their first crop of calluses, out here.

Well, said Swain, I stopped at the sheriffs house, and he wasnt there. So I came here to you, Pringle. You have the name of being the leading man in Deerfoot, when it comes to keeping the place in order. For my part, he added, Im used to seeing the law enforced, Pringle, and I dont mind saying that I would bend every effort to that end. The West, Im afraid, takes the matter of human life a little too carelessly!

It does, agreed Pringle. Im finishing my breakfast, and then Im rounding up the best men that I can find in town. Ill need em, too, on the trail of that Reynolds. Because hes a mean kind in a pinch. You may be hearin news, before very long.

Lee Swain went back to the hotel, and told again, and yet again, the story of what he had seen. He said that he was upset, and that he would abandon his idea of a trip to the Willejees, for the time being.

Then he went to bed, and slept the round of the clock.

He was perfectly placid, when he roused himself. There would be no sign of him that other men could trace.

He was thoroughly satisfied, and his satisfaction increased as he ate his breakfast.

As he pondered upon the past event, he decided that perhaps he had done all for the best.

He would prospect the Owens Desert. He would tap every rock, if need be, until he found the right place. And when he found it, he would know how to develop his claim! He would enrich himself in the course of a single year. He would make himself a figure in the nation.

He was assured, in a deep and heartfelt way, that success could not help but come to a man who planned as carefully as he had planned, and he could not help smiling when he thought how easily he had put Pringle on the false trail.

Well, Reynolds was a gunman, and no matter what happened to him, he would deserve his fate!

Not only was the conscience of Lee Swain clear, but he had a sense of virtue, added to his well-being. Two jailbirds, and a gunman — it really did not matter!

It was not until the next day that he heard of the results of the posses work.

Very fine results they were, too!

For, heading down the trail toward the Owens Desert, in the midst of a tangle of mountains, the posse had run straight into young Jack Reynolds, who had seemed to expect no enemies, and had ridden straight into the arms of his hunters!

When he was arrested, impromptu, however, he fought with a ferocity that proved his guilt!

He had shot and seriously wounded two men; a third was badly hurt. Then he had been knocked over the head, and so secured.

They were bringing him back to the town of Deerfoot to hang him before the crowd, was the message that the town received from Pringle. But the return trip would be slow, very slow, on account of the wounded men, who could only be carried a few miles a day. In the meantime, let the telegraph carry the good news across the country.

When he heard this, Lee Swain smiled. He almost laughed. For he knew that there is no way to close the book on a crime except to punish with conviction some one supposed to be guilty of the deed.

Not for an instant did he remember that glass of beer which he had failed to drink in the Best Chance Saloon!


4. — SHANNIGAN
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WHEN ARTHUR HOWISON got to the middle of the bridge, he stopped for a moment in spite of the heat and looked on the two halves of San Andreas. They were as sharply divided in character as though a thousand miles and many centuries lay between them instead of one small stream of water.

The American part of the town was laid out regularly, and over the big roofs rose the trees which had been thriving for thirty years along the streets. A sense of prosperity and comfort exhaled from that part of the town. But on the far side of the river was a confused huddling of little, square adobe boxes, whitewashed until they threw back the full glare of the sun. A few trees rose here and there, but they looked like green boughs cast into a fire and about to burst into flames.

Mr. Howison, staring at this part of the town with squinting eyes, shook his head. However, it was there that he had to go to find the address that was in his pocket, so he stepped on with the steady and measured step which is characteristic of middle-aged men.

Once in the dusty streets and winding lanes of the Mexican village, the heat seemed to redouble. Howison had to lift his hat once or twice and mop his forehead with a handkerchief that was already wet.

Yet in spite of the heat, he found a group of half a dozen youngsters playing about in the fiery dust. He needed more particular directions than he had received before, therefore he hailed them. His Spanish was not good, but it was enough to ask the question:

Can you tell me where to find Senñor Shannigan?

They were stilled at once. The veiling clouds of dust fell softly and slowly away from them, and the oldest of the lot said:

He wants the senñor.

But he cannot see the senñor at this time of day, said another instantly.

Ive come a long, long distance, said Arthur Howison, and I have to see Shannigan. Just show me where his house is.

They showed him. It was hardly a hundred yards from the spot, and it appeared as a long, high, whitewashed wall, with a single door let into the face of it, like a portal into a castle. On that door he knocked, but one of the urchins showed him the knob of a bell pull, and gave it two or three good tugs. Faintly, Arthur Howison heard the bell sound inside the building. The lads scattered, grinning.

Now the door was pushed open, and a blue-eyed girl of twenty stood in the shadow.

She saw the children first, and cried to them in Mexican:

You worthless little sons of trouble, the next time you bother me Ill give the senñor your names!

There was instantly a chorus of plaintive protest.

Look there! We have only brought his friend!

She saw Howison for the first time, and nodded shortly at him.

Its not the senñors time for seeing people, said she. Youll have to come back again.

But when? asked Howison, putting out a tentative hand toward the door, which the girl seemed about to close. He added: Ive come a long distance. Do you speak English?

Sure, I speak English. She measured him with a very direct and critical glance.

The matter I wish to see him about is important, and urgent, said Howison. The fact is that every second counts, and it may already be a lost cause. If Im to see him at all, I must see him now!

Must you? said the girl, totally unimpressed. But this is a time in the afternoon when he never sees people, and hes already broken the rule once today. He has some one with him now.

Then while hes still in the way of business, let me see him, urged Howison.

She looked at him again, with a slight shake of the head.

This may be losing my job for me, she remarked. But Ill take one more chance. After this Im going to unhook the bell during his off hours. But come in!

She motioned him past her into a small room, dark with shadows, but wonderfully cool. A ripple of water passed through it, and now he saw a shallow channel in which the current ran. There were two or three chairs of woven basketry that promised to fit the back of the tired man; there was a screen of Indian feather work in a corner, and the grinning mask of a jaguar on the wall. Not many furnishings, but enough to make Howison feel that he had stepped from the sun-beaten street into a strange little new world.

What are the hours of Mr. Shannigan? he asked.

Seven-thirty to eight in the morning, she said, if he happens to be up, and six-thirty to seven in the evening, if he happens to be at home.

Howison made a gesture of surprise.

But how is one to know when hes up and when hes home?

One doesnt know. One takes the chance, said she. Ill go tell him that you want to see him.

She opened an inner door.

No, hes still busy, said she.

Howison looked through the door into a patio which was shaded by several big acacia trees, growing low, with their branches stretching out sinuously and wide. In the center of the courtyard there was a silver pool of water, and the thin spray of a fountain rose high in the air and showered back with a refreshing sound into the pool.

At the same time, a mans voice said harshly in Spanish:

Do you hear, Pedro?

I hear every word, senñor, said a youngsters frightened voice.

Youre written down in the book of the police, said the first speaker. They have their eye on you. I have my finger raised. If I drop it, they come to catch you. Do you think I dont know you, you rascal?

Ah, the senñor knows everything, said the humble voice of the youth.

I know your card playing, too, and the tricks youve learned with them. I have my finger raised, Pedro. Now go over there-go into the hall and wait. I have something to say to your father.

There was a hastily retreating footfall.

Then the harsh voice, somewhat lowered, continued: Now, Jose, Ive threatened him, and if you play the fool any more, Ill have to make my threat good. From this time use your brain, Jose. Your boy is all right. Hes lazy, but all boys are lazy. He likes to gamble. So do all boys that have the nerve to lose their money on a chance. You sit about the house and do nothing but scowl at him. You call him bad to his face, you ought to have pride in him and show it. The next time you wrangle at him Ill wash my hands of the business. You dont understand him. Your wife does. Now go home and tell her that she can manage Pedro from now on.

There was an obscure and humble murmuring, then another rapid footfall retreated.

A door slammed at the front of the house.

Ill see if Mr. Shannigan can talk to you now, said the girl, and passed on through the door which she already had opened.

Arthur Howison was a man of the strictest integrity in every way, and yet something made him now, some irresistible impulse, follow her, turn the knob at that door, and open it a crack. The sound of the voices came clearly to him.

Theres another one for you, Sam, said she.

Theres no more for me, said the other.

He looks— began the girl.

I dont want to know how he looks, said the man.

Howison put his eye to the open crack of the door and saw a man lounging prone in a long, low chair with a cushion under his head.

He could have found perfect shade in several parts of that patio, but instead he had chosen a spot where a strong dappling of the sun fell upon his brown face.

He could have avoided it by merely moving his head.

Instead, he chose to close his eyes.

Hes come a long distance, said the girl, and he looks like big money and an easy job.

Why does he look easy? asked Shannigan.

He folded his long, lean hands under his head as he spoke.

The quality of those hands excited Arthur Howison, for they were in contrast with the rest of the man. All else about him was massively made. His shoulders and chest were overlaid with a panoply of flesh that was either fat or good muscle. And his face was arresting through the grossness of the features, and the fineness with which they were finished. It was like the face of an early Pharaoh of Egypt whom the artists blocked out of hard diorite, giving to the head the cold and smiling cruelty of a god, half divine and half brute, but finishing every detail with the most scrupulous and polished care.

It was the ugliest and strongest human face that Howison had ever seen. It seemed to be of bronze, and had the darkness, the metal sheen and polish of that substance. The high, massive cheek bones, the great jaws, the ponderous forehead, spacious and yet retreating, were all, in spite of their bulk, perfectly finished. So were the big, slant, Oriental eyes, and so was the wide, thick-lipped mouth, the most directly brutal feature of that very brutal face.

And — as when one walks around a statue and finds it varying in different lights — with every turn of his head, the big mans appearance varied. Sometimes he seemed a youth in his twenties, with something rather boyish in the delicate modeling about the cheeks. Sometimes he seemed a timeless monster. He had the look of an open-handed man, and again the savage mystery of a sphinx was on him, as though he knew all things, and preferred evil for its own sake.

But most amazing of all were the hands of this man, which, instead of being huge paws, were long-fingered, but powerful as are the talons of a bird of prey. They were the hands of a stage magician, a worker of conjuring tricks.

If it was the most repulsive face that Howison ever had seen, it was also the most interesting.

He ventured only a glance through the door, and then shut it to a crack, for it seemed certain that the all-powerful eye of the master of the house would immediately find out the spy.

He still could hear the conversation, and that appeared to Howison as grotesquely out of place as anything he had ever found.

Why does he look big money? Shannigan asked the girl.

Hes got clothes, she said, that look like the work of a tailor around the shoulders and collar, but hes got the swing of an old cow-puncher. Hes got the kind of a tan that comes from riding the range twenty years, and theres a cow-punchers squint in his eyes. Hes a cowhand thats made it and made it big. Hes made it so big that hes a regular wow. Hes got more money than he knows what to do with, if you take my word.

You have a good eye, Mary, said Shannigan in a voice which sounded like a soft bass note played on the stop of a great organ, a note that might be swelled until it made the ground tremble. Youve got a good eye, and youve stayed with me long enough to learn how to use it.

Id like to unlearn what I know from you, said Mary. Id like to throw it over my shoulder to the dogs.

Now youre weak and silly, said Shannigan. But now, Mary, my dear, tell me why its going to be an easy job?

Because theres blood in it, said the girl savagely, and those are the jobs that are always easy for you. Theyre the ones you have a taste for. Theyre the ones that you like!

Mary, said he, youre getting so charming that one of these days Ill have to make a choice between two things. What are they? she asked. Marry you or wring your neck, said the profound but soft voice of Shannigan, which left, after speaking, a continuing vibration in the ear of the listener.

Id rather have my neck wrung than be your wife, said the girl.

Would you, Mary? said Shannigan. Come here, my dear.

I wont come near you, said she.

Come here and give me your hand, said Shannigan.

She shook her head, but presently took a step forward, and he lifted her hand in his.

Its a pretty hand, and a wise one, Mary, said Shannigan. Its half-wise woman and half-silly girl. Thats why you annoy me — because youre in two parts. If you were all of a kind Id know what to do about you at once.

Ill do for myself, thank you, said she.

Youre getting more than half to hate me, Mary, arent you? said Shannigan.

There was neither a caress nor irritation in his voice, but a bland, impersonal curiosity that chilled the blood of Arthur Howison.

Ive always half hated you, said the girl.

Why do you stay? asked Shannigan. You can go where you please. Theres plenty of money to send you.

Ive had enough of your money, said the girl. Its schooled me already, and sent me here and there. Ill have no more of your money, Shannigan.

Well, then, go off on your own. You can pack and be gone in half an hour, eh?

I hate you just a little more than ever when you smile like that, said she.

Because I know you wont go, said Shannigan. You cant help keeping an interest, eh?

I want to see the cat in the trap, said the girl. And I shall see it one of these days.

Thats malicious, said Shannigan, the smile on his thick lips growing more pronounced and more cruel.

Its not malicious, said Mary. Its only wanting for you what you want yourself-a situation that will bring out every strength that you have in you, from teeth to toes, and all your cunning wits, besides. You know thats what you want!

He half closed his eyes as he smiled up at her.

Pretty Mary! said he. You have thoughts, too, and quite big, long thoughts.

He dropped her hand.

Theres a man waiting, she said. Shall I send him off?

No, youve made me a little angry, and Ill soothe myself talking to this rich man who has the sort of a job that Ill like, according to you. Bring him in. Where is he?

In the little room with the screen.

Then hes probably been listening to everything that weve said. Run along, Mary. Sometimes youre not as useful as you might be.

Softly Howison closed the door and retreated to a chair, where he sat down with hands folded, as one who had been long at rest. He felt not the slightest sense of guilt for his eavesdropping. Rather, he told himself that he had looked in upon the working of a machine so extraordinary that ordinary human rules and morals could be disregarded.

So keenly had his interest been taken that his mind was half diverted from his own problem to that of Beauty and the Beast, which had just been partially revealed to him.

Mr. Shannigan will see you, said she. There he is, in the corner of the patio. . As he passed out, she stepped inside the door and closed it.

Howison paused for a single breath, for he had a vague feeling that he was confined in a narrow, walled area, with the king of beasts.

Shannigan stood up. He was not so very tall, perhaps not quite six feet. And he was not so imposing standing as sitting, but looked rather fat and gross than powerful. As he took a step to meet his visitor, his face changed, also, and on it came a smile so bland, and a look so open and sincere, that most of Howisons preconceptions were scattered from his wits in spite of himself.

He received a firm handshake, and was presently in a chair. Shannigan sat opposite him, perfectly erect, and yet perfectly in repose. The smile was only on his lips. There was nothing but shadowy patience in his eyes.

I suppose, said Howison, that I ought to begin by apologizing for breaking in on your private hours.

No one should apologize for doing what he wants to do, said Shannigan.

Well, then, said Howison, faintly smiling as he heard this bit of materialistic reasoning, Ill break right into the middle of why Im here. Just to begin with, its true that sometimes you act as a special investigator?

Outside the law — yes, said Shannigan.

What I want to do is to act decidedly outside the law, said Howison. You know Jack Reynolds?

Ive heard of him.

You know whats happening to him now?

Theyve arrested him at last, and theyre bringing him by slow stages out of the mountains and down toward Deerfoot. There hell be lynched.

Thats what must not happen, said Howison. Ive come to ask you if you can stop it.

Reynolds has a dirty record. Why should it be stopped?

Because his father was my friend. He died and left Jack somewhat in my care. I slacked on the job. Now I find that Jack is about to come to the end of his rope, and my conscience bothers me. Ill pay all the job is worth.

Its worth the amount of trouble it gives your conscience, said Shannigan.

My conscience is troubled a lot, confessed Howison.

Its a big job, said Shannigan. And its a mess, too. It means handling a mob. That can be done with time and planning. But we have no time, and were too far away to do much planning.

So you think theres nothing to be done? asked Howison.

I didnt say that, remarked Shannigan.

Id pay ten thousand — no, Id pay twenty thousand dollars gladly if you can get the boy off this time.

This is only the first time. Hell be caught again. Hes sure to keep on raising the devil, and hell hang in the end.

Maybe, said Howison, shrugging his shoulders, and at the same time breaking into a sweat. But Ill feel better if I can save him once and give him a chance to change.

The other nodded.

You can name your price, urged Howison.

Shannigan waved an impatient hand, and again the contrast between the man and the hand struck Howison with peculiar force.

Well settle the price afterward, said Shannigan. I never take payments beforehand.

Its the only way to do business, said Howison. Afterward it may appear that the value of the work done is not— He paused.

Its the only way I work, said Shannigan. If you want me at all, youll have to want my entire method.

Ill take you and your method together.

Thanks, said Shannigan. Then he added: I need to know a few more things. Whats Reynolds in for this time?

Theyve accused him of murder a couple of times. This time they declare that he has gone into the desert with two companions and come out alone.

Pretty clear case?

So it seems.

But you like this boy?

I loved his father. And I havent done my duty by Jack.

Would he inherit any of your money?

I have no children. Jack would get a big part of what I have.

And youre a rich man?

I have a good deal of money.

How much?

I dont like to say how much.

I have to know, said the impassive Shannigan.

Between seven and eight million dollars, at present values.

Good, said Shannigan. Thats enough money to make a lot of trouble. Men will kill for seven millions as well as for seventy. Im going to like this job. He added: Whats your name?

Arthur Howison.

Go up to Deerfoot, Mr. Howison, said Shannigan. Ill soon be there myself and have news for you.


5. — THE PLAN
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IT WAS THIRTY miles from San Andreas to the railroad; it was forty miles from the nearest part of the railroad to the town of Deerfoot. There were several hours of bumpy roadbed in between those two points. And therefore Howison started energetically to get to Deerfoot, calmly trusting that his new ally would at least attempt to help him. What could be done, he was not able to guess. But he had a feeling that the accomplishment of the impossible might be a quite ordinary thing for this bronze-faced monster.

He had barely started down the street when Shannigan called to the girl. She came to the edge of the arcade that ran around the patio, and leaned her hand against one of the rough pillars.

Call your mother, Mary, said he.

Just what kind of deviltry are you up to now, Sam? asked the girl.

Only a little bit of a white kind of deviltry, Mary, said he.

If you put trouble in her mind, Ill poison the air you breathe, Sam, said the girl.

Im going to show you the difference between trust and trust, said Shannigan. Go call her, and then stand by and listen!

She shook her head dubiously, but finally she went to a door. There she turned her head and gave him a final glance over her shoulder.

He smiled and waved, and she disappeared at once.

When she was gone, Shannigan laid his long hands on his knees and looked before him into space with his ever cold and undecipherable smile.

Mrs. Tracy came back with her daughter a moment later. She was a very small woman, with snowy hair that made her thin face seem younger than it was. Her eyes and her smile were as fresh as a girls. She wore a thin black dress that floated about her as she walked, and the color went with something in her face to prove that sorrow was never out of her mind.

Shannigan stood up to meet her.

Mrs. Tracy, said he, theres work to be done that needs a woman in it. Will you let me take Mary away?

The mother looked at Shannigan and then at the girl, her eyes opening.

Where would you go, Sam? she asked. Not far, said Shannigan, as distances go in this part of the world.

Of course you may take her, said Mrs. Tracy.

What are you thinking of, mother? asked the girl. I wouldnt go away from you. Not with any man!

Hush, silly girl, said her mother. Dont you know Sam well enough to trust him? Id put my soul in his hands!

Thats well enough for you, answered the girl. Every one knows that the devil has no power over saints!

Mrs. Tracy raised a warning hand. When youre older, Mary, said she, youll learn better how to talk. All your schooling has never schooled your tongue. Sam, she may go where she pleases with you. I permit it.

Thats all I want to know, Mrs. Tracy, said he.

She went back across the court.

For all of that, said the girl, Ill be making no trips with you, Samuel Shannigan.

Youre going to be a lovely young wife, Mary, said he.

Not your wife, Sam, she answered angrily.

The wife of a man youve never seen, said he.

She frowned at him.

And you have at home two beautiful young children, a golden-haired lad by the name of Jack and a girl you call Molly, he went on.

She sat down suddenly opposite him, and intently stared into his ugly face.

Go on, Sam Shannigan, said she. You were always the one for telling fairy tales.

You live back in a little Southern town, said Shannigan, and its the first time youve ever come West. You hear?

What sort of play-acting is this? asked Mary Tracy.

Its a play where Ill be on the stage with you mighty little, said Shannigan. But I may do a little prompting from the wings. Youre a soft, sweet, fluffy, charming, adorable thing.

I couldnt be that, she said. Not if I had a mile start for the job and a thousand dollars a week for playing it. I couldnt be that kind of a girl.

You could, though, for the devil of it, said Shannigan. I know you, Mary.

Do you? And what do you know?

I know that you eat out your heart to do what I do — ride across the world and burn up a part of it now and then.

Im to burn up a part of the world, am I?

Would you hate that, Mary? he asked her.

She looked at him, then threw back her head and stared up through the twisting branches of the acacia toward the blue of the pale, bright sky.

Go on and tell me, Sam, said she, still staring up.

Youll be a happy young girl mother thats come out from the East to see your young husband and give him the surprise of his life. Youre bursting with the great thing youve done! Youve come all the way, all by yourself, and your mother has taken the children into her splendid home, and every one has been kind to you on the way, Mary. All the men have been wonderful to you.

He paused and smiled.

Men always are wonderful to you, Mary, he said.

I need to think a little, said she. Youre tempting me to do a wrong thing, Sam.

Im tempting you to save a man from hanging. Is that wrong?

Maybe he needs hanging, said the girl, frowning.

Still she looked upward.

We all need hanging, said Shannigan.

He leaned forward a little, and added: Youll be the wife that the town will pity! Oh, but theyll be sad about you — and theyll be pitying you. Instead of hanging the rascal at once, theyll stop to think, and while theyre thinking, Ill have him out from the shadow of the rope.

And then you take the check of Mr. Howison. Is that it?

I split the check with you, Mary; or if you play the part well enough, I give you the whole thing.

She jumped up from her chair and stamped her foot.

As if there could be talk of money from you to me! she cried. Im not such an ingrate that I dont count the thousands youve spent on mother and me!

Your mother has worked enough to earn everything that shes had from me, and what youve had, too, said Shannigan.

Stuff! said the girl.

She has, said Shannigan.

Oh, nonsense, said the girl. Mother is a darling muddle-head, and you know it!

She makes this house a home, said Shannigan.

Sentimental fiddlesticks, said Mary Tracy. But youve never asked me to work with you in one of your crazy schemes before, Sam. Why have you asked me today?

Because, said Shannigan, it may be a bigger job than I can do by myself.

Thats not the reason, she declared. I know that youd tackle the blue hill of heaven and trust your feet to get you to the top of it. Whats the reason that you want me in?

I thought you were a small girl, Mary, said he. But Ive just looked at you today and seen that youre a woman.

She shook her head slowly.

Why cant you tell me the truth, Sam? she asked him almost sadly. You may talk all around a thing, but youll never come out with the truth. Does it hurt you to be telling it?

He shrugged his shoulders, and looked at her with an eye so cold, so cruel, and so calculating, that she winced a little, though no person in the world had had such practice as she in meeting that glance.

She exclaimed: Very well, then, whats my name to be?

Mrs. Jack Reynolds — Mrs. Mary Reynolds.

Jack Reynolds? The gunman? she asked.

Thats the one.

And Im to be the sweet little girl bride? I couldnt be that, Sam. Id choke. Id break down in the lines. I couldnt carry it through.

Then say so now, said Shannigan, his voice suddenly cold and hard as the expression of his face. For if you once come into the game with me — youll never dare to let me down! Go back and talk to your mother about anything but this. And then come back and say yes or no.

She turned her back on him, saying, with her head still turned away: I can tell you already that I dont want to—

Do what I tell you to do, commanded Shannigan. And then come back and tell me.

She left the patio, and Shannigan sat as before, with his hands laid palm down and the fingers straight out, upon his knees, and the knees sloped together, and his body erect, and his eyes coldly smiling into space.

She was gone for an entire hour, and during that time he did not stir.

The sun, in the meantime, had shifted so far that its slanting rays cut under the protection of the acacia tree and struck against him in a ceaseless torrent of fire. Right in his face poured those fires, but he remained unwinking, unaware of any change.

The girl came back, flinging open the door into the patio, and flinging it impatiently shut behind her again.

To her, Shannigans face appeared like a massive piece of dark, shining bronze. And his smile checked her like a hand.

But she gave her head a shake, for her mind was already made up.

He did not stir.

Im going, Sam, said she.

He raised one finger.

To take orders on the way and never to say 4 No? he demanded.

Yes, you can have everything your way, said she. When do we start?

Now.

Ill go pack, said she.

Youll do no packing. You have a fresh outfit on this trip. And what an outfit for the girl wife, Mary!

As he ended, he laughed, and the clear sound went ringing across the patio, and reechoed loudly from the walls.


6. — AT DEERFOOT
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THERE WAS REJOICING in the town of Deerfoot, and merited rejoicing, it seemed. For an hour before, a hard-riding messenger had rushed his horse into the town, whooping at the top of his voice, while he stood in the stirrups, and, swinging his hat, yelled:

Turn out! Turn out! Reynolds is five miles from town! Turn out!

Deerfoot turned out with a vengeance.

The career of Jack Reynolds had been largely centered in the range of which Deerfoot was the focal point, whether for the miners, the lumbermen, or the cow-punchers of that district. It had not been a long career, but it had been a brilliant one, and the color for printing it, the only color, was red!

He had been a public danger for a long time, but usually there was more than a fair degree of justice behind his claims of battles fought purely in self-defense. However, when he entered the Owens Desert with Doc Halpin and Chad Powell, and their dead bodies were found, afterward, in the middle of the great stretch of sand, Deerfoot lost its temper. The sign of young Mr. Reynolds was upon the two dead men — for each had a bullet hole planted squarely between the eyes. And how many men were there, like Reynolds, who dared to shoot for the head instead of the body when it came to a battle where speed and surety both counted so much?

In the meantime, they had sent out their full force of active men, well- mounted, to follow the trail, and their patient trailing had been rewarded. Far away among the mountains they had come on the fugitive, and when he was surrounded he had pretended eloquently that he did not know why he was being trailed. But the instant that they informed him, he had fought like a tiger. There were three badly wounded men before a stroke with the clubbed butt of a rifle brought him down. That was why the return trip had taken so many dreary days — because the wounds of the injured men had to be considered constantly.

Now, after long waiting, the party was returning to Deer-foot — was actually at the gates of the town!

No wonder that Deerfoot turned out to a man. The younger element had cinched saddles upon their best mounts and raced a few times up and down the streets, to get in practice for the reception which it was intended that they should give to the returning posse. The older elements in the towns population remained on foot, but their eyes were bright and their jaws were set.

It was time that a signal blow should be struck on behalf of justice, and what better occasion was there than this? What more notable character could they find and make an example of than the famous young Jack Reynolds?

Among the spectators, the most silent and yet far the most interested of all was that tall man with the lantern jaw and the lean, brown face-Arthur Howison.

He spoke to no one. When the critical moment came, he was gathering himself, he was preparing the words in the hollow of his throat, for a final appeal that might at least make the men of the town ready to let the law take its due course. That course might be fatal to young Reynolds, but not if the Howison millions were able to effect anything — the millions and the best of legal talent.

However, as time went on, he saw that his hope was so very frail and light that even a single thread of a cobweb could have supported it.

It was at this interval when the stage rolled up to the hotel, which was the center around which the townsmen had gathered. The six sweating horses came to a halt and failed to receive the usual cheer from the bystanders. Their thoughts were fixed upon other things than stage-coaches, to be sure!

But some one noticed the faces of the men in that coach, and above all, the gloom that was written over Mike Flynn, the driver. Darker even than his was the face of the stalwart guard, Long Joe Tucker.

Long Joe leaped a mighty leap from the high seat to the ground even while the stage was still in motion. Bringing himself from a run to a halt in the front ranks of the crowd, he exclaimed in a voice that was heard by twenty armed men standing around him:

Gents, got the most beautiful girl in the world inside that stage! Shes left her beautiful babies to home back East, and shes made a flyin trip out here to surprise her darlin husband, which his name is Jack Reynolds! Quick-spread the word around!

The word was spread, behind the backs of broad, brown hands, none too clean.

And then, as the men piled out of the body of the stage and stood solemn as a funeral cortege, a burly fellow stepped forward — he had descended from the back of the stage beforehand — and took off a hat that revealed a head covered with tight black curls, and saying: Here we are, maam! he handed down a lady in white.

Her hat was white. Her dust coat was white. Her dress, as she tossed the coat open, was white, also, and as little rumpled as though that stage had rolled not a mile over smooth pavements instead of bumping and jolting and careening over the rough forty miles from the railroad!

A hoarse whisper passed through that crowd.

Jack Reynoldss wife!

One small man in the rear muttered: Its too pat! Theres something wrong about it all!

His neighbors, right and left, tore their eyes from the vision long enough to condemn the little man with silent glances. Then they stared again at the new arrival.

For what suspicion could adhere to her? Is the sky blue? And like the color of the deepest sky were the cornflowers that decorated her hat, and under the brim of that hat were eyes as blue as the flowers, and a sun-browned face, and rosy cheeks. And, above all, there was the brightly expectant smile with which she stepped forward, rather daintily, and holding up her skirts a little, which made it clear that her footfall was rarely in dust so deep.

A hundred men who had considered that town good enough for real folks, suddenly blushed, and wondered why the infernal street had not been paved!

Now she was touching the arm of Long Joe, while the burly fellow — who must be a mulatto — picked up two massive bags which he made light with the prodigious strength of his arms and shoulders. She was touching the arm of Long Joe and looking up to him with more and more of that delightful smile, while she said:

Oh, how many of them must be his friends, and I dont know a single one by sight!

But apparently she was going to make up for that ignorance as soon as possible, for she turned from Long Joe and let her smile drift gradually from face to face. Wherever her glance fell, a sweetness more than spring flowers, or wine, or letters from home, slipped into the hearts of those mighty men.

The servant, for such he seemed to be, said: I guess this is the only hotel, maam. Shall I take the bags in here? It dont look like nothin much for you, Mrs. Reynolds.

Of course, its the only hotel, Sam, said the girl. And I know that Im going to like it. Jack has mentioned it in his letters ever so often!

That looking up, with a slender brown hand against her breast, and always that smile — never the same, but each instant newly delightful!

Sam straightway carried the ponderous luggage and strode up the steps and over the veranda into the hotel.

His mistress would have followed him, but now the spirit of the devil invaded the gloomy soul of Mike Flynn and caused him to sweep off his hat, while a thin cloud of dust spurted out from it, and left the gesture inscribed in the air.

Excuse me a minute, Mrs. Reynolds, said he. Id like just to say a couple of words to the boys, if youll be so kind as to wait.

Of course Ill wait, Mr. Flynn, said she.

It sent a shock through all listeners. That Mike should be called Mr. Flynn! Aye, but there you are! To a perfect lady, all men are gentlemen. Had she not had her gentle smile even for the mulatto fellow who carried her bags into the hotel?

Now, with nervous curiosity, the crowd gathered closer as Mr. Flynn handed the girl to the top of the veranda steps and then stood beside her.

Its like this, gents, said Mike Flynn. I aint one to make a speech, and I aint going to make a speech now. Im just goin to say a coupla words thatll save a lot of time to all of you. Because it stands to nature that you gents wanta know the lady thats come way out here from the East to visit our town.

And Im goin to tell you who she is.

I guess you all know Jack Reynolds.

He made a slight pause, and his fiercely ironic eye rolled across that audience.

The girl beside him was seen to swallow and gasp a little with happy excitement. She looked up to the speech maker with shining eyes, as if expecting many more good things to follow.

A deadly chill went through the heart of every man present. With grim glances they strove to catch the eye of the speaker and warn him off the subject.

But Mike Flynn seemed suddenly blind to them as he went on: I reckon in a lot of ways there aint a better known man in Deerfoot than Jack Reynolds. I reckon there aint a man thats more talked about. There aint a man here that folks would more hate to have for an enemy than Handsome Jack Reynolds. There aint a man ever come to this here town that ever made a stronger impression on everybody, or ever made it quicker. The hardest-riding and straightest-shooting man on the range weve had ever since Jack Reynolds has been with us.

And now, gents, I wanta tell you that we aint the only ones thats been thinking a lot about Jack. There was a wife back East that was always waiting for him to come back home, her and her two little children, that Ive seen the pictures of, and finer babies I never seen nowheres. And that wife of Jacks, she kept waiting and waiting, and sorrowing a mite because she knew that Jack had to stay out here slavin in the mines, and laborin away on the cattle ranches, and tearing down the trees and getting his hands all calloused up to make a fortune for them he loved.

And finally she couldnt stand it no more, and she just up and sends the children to her mothers house and throws a coupla things into a grip or two, and takes a trusty old servant along, and away she flies clean across the dog-gone continent, boys. And now, here she is — Mrs. Jack Reynolds, the wife of a gent that all of us know pretty near by heart. And Im goin to call for three cheers, and three big cheers, for little Mrs. Jack Reynolds!

There was a pause, as though of men catching their breath. Then out came the roar of cheers that the driver had asked for. With swelling hearts of pity, with solemn eyes, and with thundering voices, the honest men of Deerfoot cheered Mrs. Jack Reynolds.

It was a cheer that was noisy, but not very prolonged.

And then every one waited, breathless, and every man standing there could swear that he had seen the tears of joy shining in the eyes of that happy, laughing young girl wife.

They were silent. A whisper could have been heard, and certainly every murmur of her voice, broken with emotion, as she said:

Thank you, Mr. Flynn, for speaking so beautifully about Jack. And thank all of you, oh, from my heart! But I know that every one loves him — every one always has! And if—

Here the emotion overcame her. She turned and hurried toward the door of the hotel. But as she reached it, she mastered herself enough to turn and give them one more glimpse of her tearful, laughing face, and to make one gesture that certainly went home to the hearts of every man who saw her — all except that small man at the rear of the crowd, who was seen to shake his head and heard to mutter:

Too pat! Clever — but too pat!

Probably some of those standing about him would have given him the full weight of their fists without charge, but they had something else on their minds.

Mike Flynn, having finished his speech, as the girl disappeared into the door of the hotel, strove to make his escape. But he was caught by many hands, strong with just wrath, and pinioned, and thrust back against the side wall of the building.

Their savage faces pressed closely about him.

You dog-gone, worthless mule skinner, said a foremost member of the crowd, what you mean by holdin us up and makin a speech like that when you mighty well know that we got the ropes already stretched that are goin to break the neck of Handsome Jack?

You talk, do you? said Mike Flynn savagely. You think that you got a right to talk, do you? Lemme ask if any one of you would a liked to have that girl settin on the drivers seat beside him for twenty miles between here and the railroad? And seein her laughin with joy at the lovely mountains, and the lovely birds in the air — which they was buzzards sailin — and jumpin up and nigh fallin off the seat when we come slam on sight of a waterfall back there in the canyon! And her claspin her hands together and near cryin with joy when she found out that I actually knew her husband, and actually had sat and played cards with him, and actually had seen him a lot of times! And her asking: Didnt everybody love him? Wasnt he just such a man?

And every now and then she bubbled down in her throat, My darlin! And she popped out the picture of a pair of the sweetest-lookin brats that ever I seen, and told me their names, and how bright they was, and what a lot darling little Jack looks like his darling papa! And me settin right there beside her and saying Yes or No, and laughing till my heart ached, and wondering had the boys already strung up man-killing Jack Reynolds or not! I say, after twenty miles like that, you wonder that I wanta pass some of the poison on to you galoots that been doin nothin all day but set around and stretch the rope thats goin to hang her dear husband, thats been out here so long, slavin and sweatin, and sendin home quite piles of money, but never lettin them have what is more than money, his own self!

Now, you gents go on and hang your man. Heaven knows that there aint anybody in the world, I reckon, that deserves hangin, and needs hangin, so much as Jack Reynolds, the gunman, but Heaven pity the ornery skunk that would raise a hand again the husband of that poor little girl inside there!

The hands that had captured Mike Flynn had gradually loosened their grasp. And before the end they had quite fallen away from him.

He now said: You gents, you settle the business to suit yourselves. But him that hauls on the rope that hangs her husband aint a friend of mine. And he aint fit to be the friend of no right-thinkin man!


7. — A TALK WITH SAM
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WITH THAT, VERY roughly and rudely, he thrust his way through the press and escaped from the lot. Those who remained, and there were many of them, stood about, staring at one another.

Something had oughta be done! said several voices, and that thought was held and repeated several times. But what could be done?

And then a man would speak up to remark: They aint so dog-gone far out of town by this time.

Another man said: It would be sort of sweet, when the boys come gallopin into town, for the little girl, up there in the hotel, to look out of the window and see Handsome Jack go by with his feet lashed under the belly of his horse, and his hands tied behind him, and a rope tied around his dog-gone neck. That would be sort of swell for her to see.

Yeah, drawled another, a man with a face of iron, it would be a good thing to remember. Drivin her crazy, or killin her on the spot, would be sort of nice. Id like to see it, for my part. And the sound of her scream — that would do me a lot of good, too. Id like to wake up at night and have the thrill of it go crawling down through my spinal marrow. Or what I would like best of all would be to see her crawlin on her knees and throwin her arms around the dead mans busted neck. Yes, that would please me a considerable pile. And I want all you man-eaters to remember that the killin of him aint all. Its kind of law, almost, for us to kill him. Its right and nacheral that we should do it. But after hes dead, theres somebody in this here town that has gotta go and break the news to the poor little widow. And all I gotta say, gents, is that I aint goin to be that man!

This was a speech in which the speaker kept his voice low, until he came to the last words. And as they rang out, a sudden and terrible conviction sank into every breast that no one else in Deerfoot would consent to fill the part of the messenger. Yet if they were decent men, the dead body, at least, would have to be turned over to the poor girl.

Another man took off where the tall speaker had finished, saying: Itd be a considerable pleasure to me, gents, for my part, to think about the buryin of Handsome Jack. But after that I would like to lie awake for a few nights and think about this here poor girl, that never done a wrong to a soul in her life, that never done nothin but trust everybody, and love everybody, and give her heart to the dirty world in the palm of her hand. I say it would be a considerable pleasure to me, gents, to lie awake at night and think about her returnin home, and the carriage from the station stoppin in front of the old home, and the two little kids runnin out and jumpin up and down with joy to see their mother back.

Yes, sir, that meetin would be a pretty thing to see. and her with her dead man in her heart, and her babies in her arms. Speakin personal, I only got one child, and Id about as soon lay him dead on the ground here, gents, as to see that little widow go home and meet her two little ones. Jack Reynolds may be as guilty as anything, but, gents, its four lives that were handlin when we lay hands on his neck!

As he ended this speech, a man said:

Get on a hoss, somebody, and pile out of town and get on the trail, and stop the posse from comin right into town. No matter what else we gotta have, we gotta have time — we gotta be able to think.

Half a dozen gents go, said the tall man who had recently spoken. And Ill be one of em. We wont say nothin about the cause — well just say theres got to be a delay. And then well lead in some of them red-handed possemen and let em have a slant of the eye at the girl wife. Thats all well do.

There was an instant departure of a number of volunteers to perform this pleasanter duty. Then said a big man toward the rear of the group:

Look here, boys. Lee Swain has been mutterin or mumblin something back here about maybe this is all a frame.

A frame? shouted several angered voices.

A stern-faced man with gray hair, a lofty and formidable figure, held up a hand.

Well hear everybody, he said. Swain is a mighty clever man, and a mighty smart man, and he knows a whole lot. And he certainly stepped out and got himself a mighty good gold mine, too, while he was about it. But maybe he aint always right. Lets hear what hes got to say.

Room was made for Lee Swain, who stepped into the center of the clearing that appeared for him, and said:

My idea, friends, is that this was a very startling coincidence. The young lady did not arrive the day before, or the morning before, but a mere hour before man-killing Jack Reynolds was about to meet justice at the hands of this crowd. I agree with what the other speakers have said that the girl is charming, and that if she has two children at home, the heart of every decent man should ache for her. Whether she has them or not, if she is the wife of Jack Reynolds, we ought to consider the case a little more carefully, no doubt. For as some one has very eloquently said just now, if hes a married man, were handling more lives than one when we hang Jack Reynolds.

He had more to say, but the stern-faced man broke in gently:

What I aim to gather out of this here, Swain, is that you are kind of hintin that little Mrs. Reynolds is maybe not exactly right — that shes a sort of crook, maybe — that maybe shes been hired for a dirty job and is actin a part. What youre sayin is that maybe it aint as clear as day that shes one of the sweetest, most gentlest, lovin girls that ever my eyes was laid on!

A deep-throated murmur of agreement answered this outburst.

But Lee Swain was undaunted. He merely said: You people want to believe in the best. I hope youre right. A more charming girl I never saw. She was almost too charming to be real. People off the stage, people who are not playing parts, are rarely so perfectly graceful. However I may be entirely wrong.

Why dont you go and question her, Swain? snarled one man. Why dont you go and shake your finger at her and make her answer a few questions?

Lee Swain answered him rather sharply, considering his usually mild voice: As a matter of fact, I wouldnt mind putting a few brief questions to Master Sam, the mulatto. He has a strangely clear eye for a man with Negro blood in his veins. That I must say. Mind you, I dont promise you any revelations. But everything about this arrival of the little lady has been singularly pat — oh, very, very pat indeed!

The stern-faced man broke in: Swain ought to have his way. We aint fools enough to deny that he has brains. Somebody go get the servant. Ill go get him myself. We can tell him a few of the facts about his master, at least.

The clerk of the hotel had shown Mrs. Jack Reynolds into the best room, the big corner room in the second story which had two spacious windows looking out upon the main street.

As the clerk finished pointing out the features of the room and apologizing for its lacks, and indicating the fine view of the mountains which extended beyond them in great masses of dark forest and shining rocks, he withdrew. The mulatto entered the room with the two pieces of baggage.

Put them down, Sam, she commanded, and open them for me, please, and then I know that youll want to have a bath and a rest after the long drive. I hope that I wont need you before dinner.

The clerk heard this much before Sam shut the door. But when the door had shut, he could hardly see young Mary Tracy go spinning across the room on her toes until she brought up before the big mirror, which was one of the prides of the hotel. No less than three times had bullets smashed its predecessors, but always another big mirror had been shipped in at great expense for that best of guest rooms. Now it showed the poised body and the delighted face of Mary Tracy.

She cried out softly: Tell me, Sam-wasnt I wonderful? Wasnt I almost perfect?

This is only the opening of the play, said Shannigan. He had placed the two bags, by this time, and was leaning to open one of them, compressing it carefully with his mighty hands lest he should break the lock before the key was turned.

But, he added, a good beginning is a large part of success. You have a talent, Mary.

She took off her hat and threw it over her head. Shannigan had not time to rise. He sprang sidewise, like a four-footed beast of prey, and caught the hat from the air. As he placed it on the bed, she was saying:

I love you for giving me these clothes, Sam. To say nothing of all the rest in the bags. Every time I looked down at them my heart leaped. That was what gave me the confidence! That was why I could take them in my hands. The big, silly geese! There were tears in their eyes, Sam. Tell me: Did you bribe Mike Flynn to make that speech? Did you rehearse him in it?

Shannigan was once more at the open bag, unpacking it with rapid skill.

No, Mary, he answered, but perfect art brings a response at once, and the simpler the nature, the more profound the answer! Just what did you do to Mike Flynn when you were sitting on the drivers box?

I was just feminine and foolish, Sam, said the girl. When a rabbit jumped out of the brush and turned itself into a gray streak down the road, I hoped that the poor thing would not run itself to death, and I asked Mike if rabbits didnt die of fear sometimes. Then there were a few places where he fed the whip into those wild mustangs, and every time I curled up and shut my eyes, and didnt look out at the terrible world again for several minutes. Mike was afraid to touch those horses toward the end of the run; thats why we were a couple of hours late, I think.

Which gives us a pretty narrow margin for saving the neck of your husband, said Shannigan.

Whats in your mind, talking like this? asked the girl. What do I care about anything? I see the way to take the world in my hands. Youve showed it to me! Look!

He glanced aside, and saw that she was still facing her image in the glass, this time with her hands behind her head, smiling at what she saw.

I always knew that I was pretty, said Mary Tracy, but now I can see that Im more than that. Im going to learn more than one role, Sam. Im going to make a number of hearts skip several beats, old son, and they wont be all west of the Rockies, either!

He went from the first case to the second.

Of course they wont, said he. I can see you traveling on, Mary. Youll do in Denver for a start, and New Orleans, and on to New York. If titles interest you, you could slip across to England. And youll make Paris burn a little brighter, Mary. Youll taste the cream from Moscow to Madrid, no doubt, while the way gets a little harder and whispers begin to gather around you and overtake you, and all at once youre just outside the law. About the same time, your face will not be what it was. The infernal wrinkles come, Mary, and write the truth.

She whirled on him from the glass.

Stop it! said she. You started me playing sham, and now youre moralizing about it.

The devil is a tempter, said Shannigan, but every one knows the country he comes from.

Whats in your mind, talking like this? asked the girl. She drew up a chair, and, sitting in it with her chin on one brown fist, she stared at him.

Shannigan lifted his massive head and turned it slowly toward her. That cold and all-knowing eye was a weight which she could hardly endure.

Are you talking about being good? she said. Are you talking about that? You and your dead men? Then why did you ask me to come away with you to save the neck of that rascal, Jack Reynolds?

You wouldnt have stayed home very long in any case, declared Shannigan. When I see the colt hanging its head over the pasture fence and beginning to look at the mountains, I know it is time to saddle it and sell the pet! I took you out for a turn through the world before you took a journey by yourself.

She winced away from him, rising from the chair, and then, closing her eyes, she held up her hands before her as a protection from his smile.

Youve taken the joy out of everything! she said. Theres no fun left in the game!

Youre off the stage now, Mary, said he. The moment the curtain rises for you again, youll find your fun waiting. But when youre off the stage, you ought to keep your head clear. Dont be stirring the wine all the time, or the bubbles will soon be gone!

She made a quick gesture across her face, as though to brush away his unflattering words, and the effect of his steady glance.

Stop looking at me like that, Sam, she pleaded. You know that I cant stand it. Nobody can stand it!

Very well, said he, and turned his head again to the unpacking.

Id like to know, she said, why you ever crawled into such a little out-of-the-way hole in the wall as San Andreas. Why did you do it? You could keep the center of a big stage. You could make men run like rabbits; big men, too. Why did you hide yourself away?

I saw you, Mary, said he, and I knew with the first look at you that it would be worth while to spend some time on you.

Do you seriously mean that? Of course, you dont! I can see that youre always smiling.

Im always smiling when Im with you, said Shannigan. Thats because you always make me happy.

Shannigan, sometimes I want to kill you, said the girl.

Sometime you may, said Shannigan.

Your horrible sneers — your cold eyes, I mean, said she. When did you first see me? When did you first notice me, Sam?

Ill tell you that when I marry you, Mary, said Shannigan.

Bah!she cried out in disgust and repulsion at the thought. Do you always have to mock me?

Fine face to have about, eh? said Shannigan, turning it toward her again.

She blinked.

Go on, Sam, she said. Were partners now. You tell me when you first noticed me!

I mean what I said, answered Shannigan. Ill tell you on the day I marry you, or on the day I die — if you happen to be at hand.

At this she came up close to him, rapidly, and even leaned a little to bring her eyes closer to that massive face of bronze.

Are you actually serious about it, Sam? she asked.

His only answer was that smile of carved bronze, with grim eyes, that looked far off beyond her.

She drew in her breath with a gasp and backed away from him.

You scare me to death, Sam! she whispered.

Dont try to exchange confidences with the devil, Mary, he told her. Thats the lesson for today.

A tap came at the door.

She faced the mirror, suddenly forced herself to smile. As she called out in a brightly cheerful voice, the door was opened. A tall cow-puncher stood there against the darkness of the hall.

When your mans got a minute, said the tall man, can we talk to him a little? Were arranging a surprise for Jack Reynolds, maam!


8. — PRINGLES DECISION
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SHE INSISTED THAT Sam should go down at once. She could manage everything else that had to be arranged. And besides, this was to concern Jack!

So Shannigan went down, and outside the hotel, he was confronted by a curious crowd, and little, keen-eyed Lee Swain.

The latter said: Now, my friend, we want to ask you a few questions. And its going to be better all around if you answer them fast, without thinking.

The eyes of Shannigan grew round with surprise.

Yes, sir, said he. And he tipped his hat.

Your name is what? asked Swain.

Im Sam Williams, sir.

Where dyou live?

I live with the Reynoldses, sir.

Where do the Reynoldses live?

My Mr. Jack Reynolds, sir?

Yes.

In Virginia, sir.

Where in Virginia?

In the city of Alexandria, sir, said Shannigan. And he touched the brim of his hat again.

Oh, in Alexandria, eh? said Lee Swain.

Yes, sir.

And what street do they live on, I want to know.

They dont live on no street, sir, said Shannigan.

What? They live in Alexandria, and not on a street?

No, sir, said Shannigan. We dont live on any street, sir.

They dont have streets in Alexandria, perhaps? asked Lee Swain aggressively.

The crowd showed great interest. It was fairly on its toes with interest, and keen suspense kept it leaning, shoulder against shoulder.

Oh, yes, sir, they have streets, said Shannigan. But we live on the pike.

The crowd settled back on its heels, and sighed with relief to see that Swain had not yet scored a point.

What pike? said he.

The Washington Pike, sir, said Shannigan.

Whos your nearest neighbor? asked Swain.

We got no near neighbor, sir, said Shannigan.

No near neighbor?

No, sir.

Alexandria is a city, Sam! exclaimed Swain.

Yes, sir.

And you live in Alexandria?

Yes, sir.

But you have no neighbors? No near neighbors?

As he made this point, Swain could not help looking with a point of satisfaction toward the others. Several men frowned and shook their heads. But the ugly face of Shannigan remained perfectly immobile, and his eyes were dull.

No, sir, said Shannigan. We got no neighbors.

Wait a minute, Swain, said the tall man with the stern face. Theres something wrong here!

I think there is decidedly something wrong, snapped Swain.

Hold on, said the tall man. Sam, you folks all live in this here town of Alexandria, eh?

It aint here, sir, said Shannigan. Its in Virginia.

The tall man laughed heartily, and others joined him.

Just a poor, simple fellow, said some one, and the other voices joined that judgment with assent.

Look here, Sam, said the tall man genially, you live in Alexandria, Virginia, and yet youve got no near neighbors. Whos your nearest neighbor?

Doctor Powell, sir, said Shannigan.

How far away does Doctor Powell live from you?

About a half mile, sir, said Shannigan.

And how far off is Alexandria?

About two mile and a half, sir, said Shannigan calmly.

There was a whoop of joy from many throats.

But you live in Alexandria, you and the Jack Reynoldses? insisted the tall man, his stern face sadly broken with a grin.

Oh, yes, sir. Weve always lived, in Alexandria, said Shannigan.

The former shout was nothing to the one that now arose!

They live in Alexandria two and a half miles away — thats all right. Thats easy, said the tall man of the stern face. He was almost crying with mirth. Why, said he, its just a simple fellow, thats all.

Excuse me, sir, said Shannigan.

Go on, Sam, said the tall man.

Not meanin any disrespect, sir, I aint simple, said Shannigan.

Oh youre not, eh? said the tall man.

Lee Swain, biting his thin lips, stood back, frowning, studying intently the immobile face of the man of bronze.

No, sir, I aint simple, said Shannigan.

Well, Sam, said the tall man comfortably, would you mind trottin out the proof that you aint simple?

No, sir, said Shannigan. Im glad that I can prove it, too.

Go ahead and prove it, then, said the tall man. And he winked broadly at his fellows of the crowd.

Wildly they grinned, and waited in high expectancy. It come along of Mr. Jack, sir, that I aint simple, said Shannigan.

Tell us how it come,  said the other, more and more pleased with the results that his questions were producing.

It was this way, sir, said Shannigan. One morning Mr. Jack was out ridin with the hounds. It was his fathers pack, sir. And he took along with him Bridget, the gray mare, sir, that was by Ptolemy out of Santa Clara, and the big bay gelding that had the strain of Lexington in him, sir. And the gelding was his second hoss and didnt carry him none too bright. No, sir, he pecked at a jump, and gave Mr. Jack a bad fall, sir. And when the hunt come home, Mr. Jack said to me: Sam, go jump this fool hoss in the river, because hes no good. So I took the gelding to a place where the bank was sort of low, and I jumped him in the river, sir.

A loud yell of delight interrupted.

Shannigan drew back a little, and looked about him with baffled eyes.

The man of the stern face, leaning on the shoulder of a neighbor, and wiping his eyes, asked: Then what happened?

The next morning, sir, said Shannigan, Mr. Jack sent for me, and he said to me, because he was always very kind to all of us, he said: Sam, youre a good boy, he said, but youre too simple!

A fresh shout of laughter caused Shannigan to frown in bewilderment, and stare around him at the amused faces of the crowd.

Go on, go on, Sam, said the tall man, when he was able to speak again, and the sea of noise had somewhat subsided.

Well, sir, said Shannigan, after that, he told me that I was to go to school. And I went to school, sir, for two whole years!

He spoke it on a rising accent that was full of pride.

You went to school for two whole years. What sort of a school did you go to? snapped Lee Swain.

The cook taught me, said Shannigan. Hes a mighty educated man.

The laughter began again. Laughter had become a habit, it seemed.

Whos the cook? snapped Swain again.

The cook, sir, is George Washington Alexander White, declaimed Shannigan, his face beginning to shine.

There was a veritable yell of applause. Only the face of Swain remained grim and set.

What did George Washington Alexander White teach you? asked Swain.

Readin, writin, and arithmetic, said Shannigan.

Multiplication?

Yes, sir.

Whats nine times seven?

Sixty-five, sir, said Shannigan.

A fresh whoop greeted the answer.

Shannigan shook his head, and with a proud smile he added: There aint any use tryin to stick me on that multiplication table, sir. I just worked and worked till this head of mine was singin the answers, sir, and its always sung em right!

His smile continued. And as the roar of mirth arose again, he looked around, and nodded in sympathy and agreement, as though he were sure that every one was on his side, and appreciated his prowess as a student.

Look here, said the tall man of the stern face. Was the cook satisfied with what you learned?

Yes, sir, he was mighty satisfied, said Shannigan.

What makes you think that he was satisfied? asked the other.

Well, said Shannigan, after Id been workin every afternoon for two years, the cook says to Mr. Jack, right in front of me: Mr. Jack, I aint goin to teach this Sam no more. Why not, George? says Mr. Jack. Because, says the cook, Ive taught him all that I can teach. It might be that a kickin mule could get more into him, but I aint strong enough, Mr. Jack. Im all wore out!

What did Mr. Jack do? asked the tall man, now openly and shamelessly weeping with delight.

Mr. Jack is a kind man, said Shannigan, and all he said was that education was for some and it wasnt for others. And he said that he thought Id learned almost too much already. But ever since that day, he never called me simple, sir. And sometimes he called me Samuel, and he used to point me out to gentlemen visitors as an educated man, sir!

No, said Lee Swain, when it was possible for him to make himself heard. I dare say that youre not simple. You begin to seem more and more complicated. I have an idea that youre as great a rascal as your master, Jack Reynolds!

Shannigan started. He made a long stride that brought him almost on top of Lee Swain. Then he checked himself, with such a savage rage swelling his face that the men before him all shrank back — all except small, thin Lee Swain. He held his ground.

Said Shannigan, letting out the terrible notes of his deep bass voice: I hope I know my place, but if you didnt have a white face — Id tear the bad heart out of you, for that!

And right, too, said the tall man angrily. Swain, youve gone too far.

Send the mulatto, if thats what he is, back to his mistress, said Swain. Ive something to say thats not for him to hear.

Shannigan, thus dismissed, strode slowly away, looking back over his shoulder with the same dreadful face.

Other men watched him going, and what they saw remained long, long in their memories.

Angry faces were turned toward Swain. Had he been another, he would have been shut off without a hearing; had he been larger, something of a violent nature might have happened to him before he had a chance to speak.

Then he said:

I suppose that you men are all satisfied that Sam is a simple fellow, and that the girl is everything she seems to be. I disagree. Mind you, before the wind-up, youll find that Im right. I want to point out one excessively interesting point. It seems to have skipped the minds of the rest of you. Southern women lead sheltered lives. But heres a delicate girl who suddenly decides to cross the continent, and she does so. And she decides to take a servant with her. Who? Some old and experienced woman working in the family? No, but a man! Very well. Is it an old white-haired Negro whos been around the world with one of the family and knows men and events? Not at all. She selects a fellow whos celebrated even on the home place as a half-wit. Now, that may seem a logical proceeding to some of the rest of you, but I call it a very strange thing. How do you explain it?

There was a gloomy silence. Then the tall man with the stern face said:

The gal wanted to see poor Jack. She up and started, quick. She didnt ask no advice. She had to have a servant along — Southerners are .that way — and she picked out the one that she was fond of. Kind of stupid, yes, sir, but so dog-gone devoted and true that hed even jump a hoss off a bank into a river, if he was told to do it. Just a simple fellow, sure; and just a simple girl, too, and I only wish that there was more of em in the world!

There was a rumble of applause.

It was cut short as Swain said: In twenty-four hours, I guarantee to prove that this whole show is a swindle.

And he turned on his heel and left the others.

As Shannigan went down the upper hall of the hotel, a door opened, and Howison waved him into the room. There the latter shut the door, and said:

I couldnt swear to it, but I think-no, Im wrong, perhaps!

He stared closely into the face of Shannigan as he said this.

Im Shannigan, said the big man.

Howison sighed with relief.

I knew it was you, and yet I couldnt be sure. Id swear that Id know your face in a crowd of a hundred thousand, and yet at the same time I was sure that you were a mulatto. I could swear that your lips were too thick and your skin too dark; it seemed to me that you were inches shorter than Shannigan!

He shook his head, staring with admiration at the other.

A little dye on the skin, said Shannigan, and a wig thats well-fitted. They turn the trick for me. Howison, what do you want with me?

I want to know how things are going — and is that the girl I saw in your house at San Andreas?

It is.

But shes not Mrs. Jack Reynolds, is she?

Certainly not.

Shannigan, what in the world is up?

Shannigan smiled, with real joy.

Shes stopped the crowd in its stride, that girl, he said. Deerfoot is dizzy with her. Deerfoots heart is wrung. Theyve sent out to stop the fellows who are bringing in Reynolds to hang him. Theyll either turn him loose, or else they give him to the law. Our trick is to have him arrested legally, then we can free him in a regular trial. You have the money to find good lawyers.

In the meantime, theres a sharp little hawk of a man here in Deerfoot who suspects everything. His name is Lee Swain. He has brains, money, and interest in the case. Besides that, he has every right and justice behind him. At any minute, he may throw in the stone that will wreck our fine machine, smash it to bits. If were exposed, Ill be shot first, youll be taken second, and then theyll hang Jack Reynolds to make the day even.

He ended, smiling, as he had begun.

You seem to like the game, man! said Arthur Howison, in a sweat.

I like it well enough, agreed Shannigan. Were walking on the edge of a high cliff, Howison. We need all the help that we can get. What are you doing?

Waiting.

Get into the town. Youve come here looking for investments. You could actually make an investment or two, as far as that goes. Youre against allowing the course of justice to go wrong. You go to see Swain and tell him that you sympathize with his position. You even suspect the girl. Youre ready to give time and money to keep a rascal from going free. You understand me?

Howison nodded, then shook his head.

Id rather stay entirely in the background, said he.

You cant, said Shannigan, with decision. You have to play a part. We need all the help we can get. There are twenty ways in which we can lose this game, and only one in which we can win. If Im seen coming out of your room, for instance, weve already lost an important point. You dont know me. You dont know the girl. But like Swain, you suspect both of us. Ill get in touch with you every day, and find out what youve learned.

He stepped to the door.

Are you pleased with the way things are going? asked Howison, eagerly following.

We had one chance in five hundred, at the start, said Shannigan. Mary Tracy gave us one chance in two or three until little Swain showed up. Now we have about one chance in fifty. But well do our best and hope. Good-by for a while.

He was gone instantly from the room and hurried down to the room of the girl. There he knocked at the door. She opened it a bit.

Im changing, she said.

He said rapidly: Be on tiptoe. Theres a little fellow called Lee Swain who suspects that everything is wrong. Hes been questioning me, and running me down like a hawk in the air. If you have a chance, play your strongest cards to get him over to your side. Offended pride, and tears close behind would be the idea, I suppose. Swain is hard and dry as old leather, and just as tough. Youll have to do your best to budge him. What have they told you about Reynolds?

Theyve told me that theyre rushing word to my dear husband. They hope that theyll soon locate him. Hes out on a prospecting trip in the hills, they say.

Hes right on the edge of discovering a grave for himself, said Shannigan. Mark this man Swain. He means trouble. Howison wants to help, but I dont think he can do much. This very moment, perhaps Jack Reynolds is spoiling everything by denying that he has a wife. Ive got to get in touch with him. If they ask you for me, you can tell them that youve let me go hunting in the woods. I expect that Ill have to do a lot of hunting while were here, Mary. Good-by.

That delegation of hard riders which left Deerfoot to carry to the posse the news of the coming of Mrs. Jack Reynolds spurred all the way from town, and met the procession a scant three miles out. Two badly wounded men were carried in horse litters made by tying a pair of long, supple saplings to the saddles of two mustangs, which were then led on at a gentle pace. The third injured man was able to ride, but he, also, had to go on slowly.

It was because of the three that the posse had to return at such a snails pace. It would have been more comfortable had they left the wounded in a camp, and most of the rest gone on to carry the prisoner to the waiting crowd in Deerfoot. But against this was the fact that the three wounded men were extremely eager to see Jack Reynolds pay the penalty of his misdeeds, and since they had every reason to be consulted, the return had been by the easiest stages.

There were eighteen of the best fighting men from Deer-foot in the cortege that remained with the wounded men and the prisoner, and to them the embassy from Deerfoot came with a rush.

Doc Pringle halted them by lifting from his saddlebow the long rifle that was carried there. They spilled around him like currents of water around a reef. At forty years, Doc Pringle was a veteran trapper, miner, prospector, cattleman, and horse breaker. He might have passed for fifty, with his gray beard and shaggy brows, and because he was a book of frontier lore that could always be opened to the right page, he was much respected in even that lawless settlement of Deerfoot.

Now he said: Whats the news, boys? Found the tree to hang him from?

Youve gotta stop here, Pringle, said the nearest of the panting riders. Jack Reynoldss wife has showed up in Deer-foot-finest little lady you ever laid an eye on, with a pair of kids back home, all waiting for their darling daddy.

Its a fake, said Pringle. He aint got a wife. Its a cooked-up job to keep him from the rope thats goin to stretch his neck all out of shape.

Fake? said one rider indignantly. You didnt see her, like weve done. That little lady, shes the most innocent, pretty thing you ever seen, Pringle. Youve gotta hold Reynolds out here till the whole town decides what to do!

Im tired of holding him, said Pringle. Weve waited too dog-gone long. The thing to do with a man-killer is to string him up as quick as hes caught. Thats the way that we always oughta do. I was agin putting it off all this while; I always was agin it, and now things begin to happen wrong. First thing you know, hell just be in jail, and then hell be lost!

The whole mob in town, said the first messenger, has talked the thing over. And every man there has decided that we gotta use more time. Were handling four lives instead of one, when we touch Reynolds.

Pringle glared with disgust. Then, making up his mind, he reined his horse suddenly around and rode back to confront the prisoner.

The latter, with his feet tied into the stirrups, and the stirrups lashed together, and with his hands tied behind his back, was securely enough held. To make everything doubly safe, two lariats held the head of his horse to riders on. his right and left.

He was a fine big fellow, this Jack Reynolds, with a sea-blue eye and tawny hair which the wind was whipping about under the brim of his hat. He sat as straight in the saddle as though he were riding to a wedding instead of toward his grave. One looked in vain for signs of weak character in him. Perhaps the eye was overbold — that was all.

Look here, brother, said Pringle. You a married man?

Ive been most other kinds of a fool, said Reynolds. Why should I be a married man?

It aint what you should be that counts, said Pringle.

You should be a decent gent — and you aint. Are you, or aint you a married man?

Jack Reynolds looked at him with a distasteful eye.

Ill tell you what, said he, Im a little tired of all this mucking around. You boys had the luck to catch me. Why dont you string me up without all the fool talk and argument? Im ready to die. Maybe I deserve to die. I didnt shoot Powell and Halpin, but that doesnt matter. Ive shot other men; maybe it wasnt always self-defense. Anyway, Im not trying to split hairs, but Im tired of this trip, and tired of your talk, Pringle. Hang me if you want to, but shut your face while youre doing it!

He brought out the words slowly, to increase and underline the disdain with which he spoke them.

Pringle answered: Im not the one that wants to keep you fresh so long. Id a made crow meat of you long ago. Answer up, here: Are you, or aint you married?

No, and whats it to you, said Reynolds.

Well, said Pringle, Im goin to cut short all of these here arguments right here and now, brother!


9. — THE SHERIFF

[image: img107.jpg]

THERE WERE FOUR opinions that counted most vitally, and they were those of the three wounded men, and Doc Pringle. Pringles opinion had already been given. As for the others, they declared with one voice that the only reason for delaying the hanging of Mr. Reynolds was in order to make a public example of him in a bigger scene at Deerfoot, where more eyes could see what comes of lawlessness. But since Deerfoot itself seemed in doubt as to what should be done with the evildoer, it was far better to make away with him at once.

So they stood Jack Reynolds on top of a five-foot boulder, with a rope around his neck, and the other end of it flung over the sturdy bough of a tree that extended above him.

The evening was wearing on, by this time, as Pringle said briefly:

Got any last requests, Jack?

No requests, said Jack Reynolds.

Any messages? asked Pringle.

No messages, said Reynolds.

One of the eager messengers from Deerfoot called out: Reynolds, aint there any heart in you? Are you goin to forget that poor girl thats yonder in Deerfoot now, and thats traveled clean across the continent to show you the pictures of your two babies and beg you to come back to them?

Reynolds turned with something of a start and looked straight at the speaker. His brow puckered, and a rather grim consideration appeared in his eyes.

Is my wife there in Deerfoot now? he asked.

She is, said one of the messengers. Are you goin to go out of the picture with no word to her, man?

Every heart jumped a bit when the youth responded:

The best thing I could do for a wife would be to stretch this rope as soon as possible.

All right, said Pringle. Well give the rope a haul. Altogether, boys.

He laid a hand on the end of it when a very odd interruption occurred in the form of the sheriff of the county, who appeared around the next bend of the trail, driving before him, on three lariats as many Mexican captives, poor down-headed fellows who trudged wearily along toward the Deer-foot jail.

It was said of Steve Lancing that he was the only man in the world who could manage to hold down that part of the range, because he was the only man big enough to handle any two ruffians at the same moment, patient enough to follow any trail to the end, and wise enough to solve most of the ruses of cattle thieves, gunmen, and other criminals when they fled to the mountains.

But such was his nature that when he appeared, Pringle and the others were by no means embarrassed in spite of the fact that they were obviously taking the law into their own hands.

Sheriff Steve Lancing merely halted his horse, and while his shag-headed prisoners instantly cast themselves down on the ground to rest, he said:

Hello, Pringle. Hello, all you boys. Glad to see you, Reynolds. Goin to make a speech to us, son?

He was a vast man, this Steve Lancing. He had a powerful mustang under his saddle, but his feet seemed ready to trail the ground. His faded shirt of blue flannel was open at the throat, and showed the arch of a vast and hairy chest. He wore his hair long, like an Indian, and never putting on a hat, he kept the hair out of his face with a broad headband. He was as gigantic in the features of his face as in his body.

And as his appearance was wild and sinister, so was his enforcement of the law. He presided over a hole-in-the-wall country which had been a perfect refuge for criminals from all parts of the nation, in the old days. He had changed all that. The county still had its share of ill-doers, but their numbers were greatly thinned. Criminals do not choose to linger in a district where the law is enforced with streams of lead from a very accurate pair of guns, or where the grip of the law is apt to break a mans neck, as Steve Lancing was known to have broken the neck of a gun-handling ruffian in Deer- foot.

It was no wonder that his attitude was so casual as he looked up at Reynolds, poised for execution.

Im not making a speech, Steve, said Reynolds. But Im glad to see your ugly mug again, before I pass on.

The sheriff loosened his feet in the stirrups and stepped to the ground, swinging his right leg over the pommel of the saddle, as he descended. He made a cigarette with a gesture, and consumed half of it with a single breath.

Thought you wanted to make a show of Reynolds for the crowd to enjoy, Pringle? said he. And here you are stringin him up all lonesome and quiet, sort of.

Pringle answered: Deerfoot has gone and got all heated up because Reynoldss wife has showed up. Deerfoot wants to retire Jack on a pension, it seems like, and we aint seeing it that way.

Youre right, said the sheriff. Most of the boys out here cant see nothing at all clear, when a female comes between em and the facts of the case.

Give us a hand on the rope, Steve, requested Pringle, and well let Jack do his little dance in the air, and finish. Steve shook his monstrous head. I cant do that, brother, he said. I just cant do that. I appreciate you gents, and I like fine what you done. I tried my own hand at Jack, a coupla times, and he was always too fast on the get-away for me. But I cant help hang him, unless some dog-gone judge and jury up and tell me to. The law has some funny hitches in it. All I can do is to be mighty surprised, when I hear that you boys have strung up Jack.

Theres one lie, and a loud lie, in that, said Reynolds.

Is there? said the sheriff. Go on and tell me, brother. Where is it?

I never ran away from you in my life, except when you had a crowd at your back.

The sheriff was not angered. I like to hear a gent speak right up for himself, said he. There never was a time in your crooked life when you dared to stand up to me, Reynolds, and you know it. But I aint here to argue with you. Im just here to see you hanged, and then to forget what I seen.

Im not arguing, said Reynolds. I simply wanted to state my side.

There was a sudden sweep of the messengers from Deer-foot. Their spirits had been depressed by the attitude in which they had been received, but at the same time, they retained some of the fire that had been in their breasts when they left the town. Now they poured around the sheriff. A stocky little fellow with one eye and a patch over the other grasped the enormous arm of the sheriff and tapped a forefinger upon his arching chest.

Steve, he said, if youd seen what we seen, and heard what we heard, youd take Jack Reynolds out of that rope, and move him along with you to jail.

Oh, would I, Shorty? murmured the big man, looking down at the other.

You would! said a chorus.

There was such conviction in it that the sheriff blinked.

The finest, straightest, cleanest, prettiest girl in the world! said Shorty. Wasnt we all waitin there with our tongues hangin out, to see Jack strung up? And then she come in. You know what kind of a gent Mike Flynn is?

Yeah, said the sheriff. Hes a tough hombre, is Mike. And that tough hombre, said Shorty, stood up there and made a speech to us, and condemned the sneaks that would hang the husband of a girl like her!

Well, dog-gone my hide, but thats surprisin, said the sheriff. Because Mike aint a sentimental gent. I recollect him sayin his reasons for not gettin married, once, and the reasons was neither weak nor few!

He dog-gone near cried, said Shorty. And so did some of the rest of us that heard him make that talk. The sheriff scratched his head, with deliberation. Pringle, taking alarm, called out: Give a heave, boys, and well make an end to it.

A heave was given, accordingly, and big Jack Reynolds was snatched from his feet into the air, as the rope clamped around his throat.

He did not struggle. But there was hardly time for a struggle, for as he was yanked into the air, preparatory to being given enough sudden slack of the rope to drop him and break his neck, a gun slid from the clothes of the sheriff into his hand, and exploded. The rope parted with an audible snap, and the body of Reynolds fell.

He might well have broken his head on the rocks that covered the ground, in that fall. But his feet, luckily, struck the edge of the boulder on which he had been standing, and as he lurched outward and forward again, the huge arms of the sheriff received him, and lowered his weight to the earth. A moment later, Lancing had loosened the rope, and Reynolds could breathe.

He uttered neither thanks nor curses, but stood there dragging in the air in great breaths, and apparently perfectly composed.

Thats a wrong move, sheriff, exclaimed Pringle angrily. Thats our man. We worked for him, and we got him, and hes ours.

You oughtnt to crowd me like this, Pringle, said the sheriff. Maybe hes your man, and I guess that he needs hangin, but you oughtnt to crowd me. Thats all. I oughta have a chance to make up my mind, is all that I have to say!

We worked like the devil to get him, said Pringle. Theres three men wounded, here, that he hurt when we caught him. They might a been dead, if hed had his way. And now you bust in and try to spoil things. It aint honest, it aint right, and it aint nacheral.

I dont wanta be crowded, insisted the sheriff. Thats all I can say. I dont wanta be crowded none at all! You crowded me, Pringle. You dont wanta be doin that. Now I got a chance to think it all over. I guess you boys better wait a while. You better wait till tomorrow. Youre all heated up now. It aint a good idea to lynch nobody while youre all heated up. You might make a mistake and be sorry about it afterward. I been sorry myself, a coupla times, about gents that Ive hanged.

One of the wounded men hitched himself up on one elbow.

Steve, he said, its an outrage, this here is. We oughta have the hangin of this gent right when and where we please.

The sheriff raised his voice.

Now, boys, he said, Im giving you my advice. I wouldnt hang him before sunrise. You hear me talk? I wouldnt stretch his neck before sunrise — or it might be called murder, dyou see? And I might have to go on the trail after you. Thats all. Just you all remember and dont crowd me none. So long! I gotta get these here cow rustlers into the jail before the hide is all wore off their feet.

He remounted, and departed for the town.


10. — BEFORE SUNRISE
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IT WAS AFTER dark, and well after, when Arthur Howison paced up and down in his room at the hotel, a thoroughly disturbed and baffled man. A breath of air struck him unexpectedly from the side, and turning his head, he was startled by the appearance of Shannigan, in the act of shutting the door behind him.

Howison, with a gasp, hastened to the window and drew down the shade.

Whats the news, Shannigan? Whats the news? he asked.

You know about the sheriff?

Everybody in town knows that, said Howison. By this time, half of the entire range knows it, and it was wonderful to see that girl in the dining room, tonight, pretending not to know. A very wonderful thing, Shannigan.

Shannigan sat down, made a cigarette, lighted it and took a long drag on it.

Tell me about it, said he, as the smoke passed slowly from his wide lips and rose in a gradual, wavering veil across his eyes.

Everybody that could get places at the tables was there — to see her, said Howison. She sat in a corner by herself, and seemed to forget the crowd, and looked before her into happiness, and smiled at it. She took out a pair of pictures and put them beside her plate, and looked at them, for a long time. I could feel that crowd melting, I can tell you. Every one except Lee Swain. He was at the table with me.

Good man, said Shannigan. Youre close to Swain, are you?

Not very, answered Howison. Swain is a tough little character. He doesnt spread his mind on the table in front of any one, but he was pleased when I went to talk with him. I told him that I saw a future for investments in this town, and that as a probable citizen of it, I wanted to see justice, and strict justice prevail — I hated to see the people become maudlin because of a girl with a pretty face.

Good, repeated Shannigan. Go slow with him. Thats the way to make the greatest progress. Go slow! Whats in his mind? What did he say?

Not a great deal. He keeps saying that the whole thing seems wrong. His instinct is against it, and he trusts his instinct. He hates to see justice cheated, and hes sure that Jack Reynolds killed Powell and Halpin. The arrival of the girl was too pat, too circumstantial. He keeps coming back to that.

I dont blame him, said Shannigan. But I think hes wrong about the murder of Halpin and Powell.

What makes you sure? Have you found out something?

Ive seen him.

Hello! Seen him? How did you manage that?

It wasnt easy. I found the place where theyve camped outside of town, to wait for sunrise. When tomorrows sun comes up, as sure as fate theyll hang Jack Reynolds to a tree. Their minds are more fixed on it than ever, since the sheriff interfered a bit. But I managed to get close enough to see Reynolds.

He was a fine-looking boy, as I remember him, said the other. And if theres a scrap of his father in him, theres a bit thats fine inside, as well.

Hes a wild young hawk, said Shannigan. I know that. But he couldnt do cold-blooded murder. He could shoot to kill, and he has, a good many times. But always in a fight, as far as I can make out. Ive picked up everything that I can about him. And I had a look at his face. Hes got good, cold, steady nerve. Ready to die any second, and his digestion as good as ever. Whats the other news about the girl?

Nothing except the way she kept the crowd in her hand while she was eating dinner. She ought to be on the stage.

Shes on a stage now, said Shannigan. And she likes it a little too well.

Have you any plans? said Howison. I mean, plans about what can be done before sunrise?

He has to go to jail, said Shannigan. Thats as far as I can see. And I still dont know how I can get him there. Those fellows are guarding him close. Four or five around him, every minute. Theyre afraid that some of the other men in Deerfoot are likely to raid the camp to take Jack away. And at the first sign of a raid, one of the guards is ready to pump two barrels of buckshot into the heart of Reynolds. Its a tricky business. Ive got to go sit in the dark and do a little thinking.

He stood up and stamped out the cigarette in an ash tray, grinding it down with his forefinger and thumb, as though his flesh were made of metal, insensible to heat.

One thing more, said Howison. Swain is interested in you almost as much as he is in the girl. He says that youre not a half-wit. The more he thinks about you, the more convinced he is that youre nothing of the kind — as you made yourself out this afternoon. Hes wired to people he knows in Washington to make inquiries in Alexandria about a family by the name of Reynolds, living two miles and a half out of the town on the Washington Pike.

Shannigan nodded. I thought that he would, said he. It cuts our time short, and very short, but theyre not likely to have the answers before tomorrow night. All our work will have to be done in between.

He paused at the door, and suddenly his smile grew broad and shining.

Dyou like the game, Howison? he asked.

As long as my nerves hold out, its well enough, said Howison. But I dont think that theyll stand very much more. Have you seen the girl?

Shes asleep, said Shannigan, with a shrug of his great shoulders. Women are weak things. They rub right out!

He opened the door, gave one glance up and down the hall, and closed the door behind him.

There was no sound of a departing footfall. This surprised Howison, for his ear was quick and sensitive. Finally he stole softly to the door himself, and pushed it quickly open.

But Shannigan was not there!

In fact, he was already in the little room that had been assigned to him in the rear of the hotel. There he seated himself in a chair in the corner, beside the window. He looked out into the great, bright face of the night for hour after hour, never stirring. He made no sound. He neither smoked nor moved. But with his long hands stretched out, palm down, on the knees, he examined his ideas, one by one, and tried hard to come to a conclusion that still avoided him.

The stars had swung through a wide arch of the sky before he at last stood up. He leaned from the window, and inhaled a deep, long breath.

Morning was not far away. Before many minutes, the pink of the dawn would begin to rise in the east, and steal around the wide horizon, putting out the lower stars, and so the light would sweep upward, growing in intensity, until a white pyramid of fire stood up in the east, and under it the sun rose and saw the last of Jack Reynolds!

Shannigan left the window, left his room, and with a soundless step passed along the corridor, keeping close to the right-hand wall, for flooring is less apt to squeak and groan under the shifting weight of a mans tread if he keeps close to the wall, where the boards will naturally have less spring.

He went down the stairs with even more care, putting down his feet tiptoe, first, and gradually transferring his weight to the forward foot.

When he reached the front door, it was locked, but a window at the side of the building was wide open, and through it Shannigan slipped at once to the ground.

He glanced at the street. The stars were so strong and the dust so pure a white that he could mark the rut holes, here and there. There was not a sound. Not a dog was barking, not a human voice spoke, there was not a moan of wind, not the far-off quaver of a wolfs howl from the hillsides around Deerfoot.

But still he did not take the way down the main street, though that was much the shortest for him, in this errand. That dust would take the imprint of feet too easily, and the trail which he left behind him must not be followed.

So he turned back and circled around the houses until he came to that shack which he had marked down the evening before as the residence of the sheriff.

It was a little lean-to, hardly more. The stovepipe that thrust above the roof leaned at an angle, ready to fall in the next gust of wind. But inside that wretched shell of a house was the only man in Deerfoot who could be useful to Arthur Howison, Mary Tracy, Samuel Shannigan, and, above all, to young Jack Reynolds.


11. — SHANNIGANS PLEA
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SHANNIGAN KNOCKED AT the door, softly. He allowed a considerable interval, and then knocked again. He had hardly finished when the door swung suddenly open. No matter how careless he was about the rest of his house, the sheriff had oiled the hinges of his front door!

But he did not appear. There was only empty darkness for the glance of Shannigan to plumb.

Then the voice of the sheriff demanded: Whos that?

He himself was standing just a little to the side of the door. It was a precaution that proved that ,the sheriff knew something about the dangers that might overlie his place as a hunter of men.

Im here, sir, said Shannigan.

And who are you?

Mr. Jack Reynoldss man, Sam, said Shannigan.

Youre the boy that worked for the Reynolds outfit, are you? said the sheriff. Whatcha want?

I wanted to talk to you, sir. I been hearin things.

I need sleep and I need it powerful bad, said the sheriff.

Mr. Sheriff, said Shannigan, youd be doin a mighty kind thing, if youd listen to Sam, for a minute.

All right, said the sheriff, between a groan and a yawn. Come in here, and Ill give you a light.

As Shannigan entered, the running wires of a lantern chimney screeched against the rusty iron, a match spurted blue fire that turned to yellow, dwindled, increased again, and finally was touched to the straight lantern wick. It ran across the cloth, a thin streak, then mounted to a point from which black smoke shot upward.

The sheriff closed the lantern, and dropped the match to the floor.

The light that spread suddenly and evenly through the room showed Steve Lancing in flannel shirt and underwear, his big, hairy legs braced far apart as he yawned again, prodigiously, throwing back his head, and then giving it a shake to get out more waves of encroaching sleep.

The bunk he had risen from was at one side of the room, with a single blanket thrown back from a straw pallet. There was a stove in a corner, with the soiled tins of the evening meal stacked on top of it. There was a cheap deal table, and two stools beside it, and from the walls hung, like moldering battle flags, old coats, tattered slickers, holsters, and various other odds and ends.

The sheriff was not a neat housekeeper. He sat down, crossed his legs, and made himself a cigarette.

Sit down, Sam, he said kindly.

No, sir, said Sam, my legs aint tired, sir. I was goin to say to you, sir, that I been hearin some whispers around this town that seem to say to me that Mr. Jack is kind of in trouble?

The sheriff did not look up. He licked his cigarette, and before answering, he thrust his head out until the cigarette was projected over the chimney of the lantern on the table. It caught fire almost at once, the paper curling away in a crimson little rag that blew up into the air.

Steve Lancing spoke through the first cloud of smoke. Your hoss is in trouble, all right. A pile of trouble, boy. Mr. Sheriff, whats he gone and done? asked Shannigan. Hes been too dog-gone free with his lead, said the sheriff. You know your hoss pretty well, dont you, Sam? Yes, sir. I hope that I know him — always minding my place.

Open-handed cuss, aint he?

Yes, sir. Money was never moren air, to him, said Shannigan.

Thats right, agreed the sheriff. His own money or the next fellows was just the same to him, Sam. Hell buy you a drink any time, and pay for it out of your wallet. But the money business doesnt matter so much. Its the ammunition that hes so generous with that counts a good deal more. People like to get presents, Sam, and yet they dont get happy when a half-inch chunk of lead is thrown their way hard enough to go through the heart, or smash through the brain.

Shannigan moistened his wide lips.

Mr. Sheriff, you mean to say that Mr. Jacks been shootin* people?

I mean to say that, declared the sheriff. Hes hurt a lot of feelings, around this neck of the woods. And hes started a whole flock of funerals. And thats too bad, Sam. Youll admit thats too bad?

Shannigan stared at the floor. Then he passed the back of his hand across his corrugated forehead.

Im mighty sorry to hear it, sir, said he. And I know how straight Mr. Jack can shoot. But— He paused.

Go on, Sam, said the sheriff.

They been telling me that he shot two white folks by name of Powell and Halpin, sir.

Thats what people say, said the sheriff.

And that he didnt give them no chance — that he murdered em, sir?

Thats about the way of it, I guess.

And out there in the woods, theyre holdin Mr. Jack for sunrise before they hang him, sir?

I dont know anything about that, said the sheriff. I got a position in the eyes of the law, Sam, and I dont know anything about lynchings.

Mr. Sheriff, said Shannigan, if you was to arrest Mr. Jack and take him to jail, he wouldnt die at sunrise.

No, he wouldnt, said the sheriff, nodding his head, and smiling faintly. He watched the brutal features of Shannigan with much interest.

Well, sir, said Shannigan, if you was to be pretty sure that Mr. Jack didnt do those murders, youd likely wanta arrest him and make him safe in the jail, wouldnt you, sir?

I would, Sam.

I was layin awake, said Sam, and thinkin and thinkin, and finally I seen that as clear as can be — if you knew that Mr. Jack wasnt a murderer, you wouldnt leave him off there in the woods to hang. Youd go and find out what was takin place, and bring him safe into jail, till folks could see that he was a right man, and not a bad man, at all.

Go on, Sam, said Lancing.

And so I come here to tell you, sir, that Mr. Jack Reynolds aint no murderer!

How do you know that? asked the sheriff, suddenly leaning forward.

I know it in my heart, sir, said Shannigan solemnly, I know it so well that I could say it with my eyes closed!

The sheriff leaned still farther forward.

Lets hear your proof, brother, he said.

Ive known Mr. Jack a long while, sir, and I know that hes got a quick temper, and he aint likely to be a hard-workin man. But murder aint what hed do. Hes a lot too high above that!

You mean, Sam, that you just feel your hoss is too good to do murder?

Right in the middle of my heart I know it, said Shannigan.

The sheriff leaned back again and shook his head.

Youre a good boy, Sam, said he. Im glad you came and talked for your hoss, like this. But I cant do nothin unless I see my way clear. If I thought your hoss was innocent, Id go and bust myself in two to get him free from the gang. But I pretty well know hes guilty, and so hes gotta hang. This aint the part of the country that you growed up in, Sam. Sometimes we cant afford to wait for the law, because the law costs time and money, and we gotta go ahead and let folks take their own way with gunmen.

Gunmen are bad, Sam. Theyre mighty bad. Even when theyre in what they call a fair fight, it aint fair at all. No, sir. They have the skill. They live by it. They practice every day. And when they get into a fight with a man who doesnt practice every day — its really murder, and not an honest fight at all. You understand?

I guess I understand, sir, said Shannigan, sighing.

I have to use guns myself, said the sheriff. And I have to practice. Every day that I get a chance, its rifle for a while, and then revolver for a while. Im a good nacheral shot, which I make myself better all the while by practice. An ordinary gent, hes got no chance against me. And I know it. I try to hold my hand all I can, but theres dead men on my books that I wish was alive and walkin once more, I can tell you that. As for your hoss, Im sorry for you, Sam, because you love him. But I aint sorry for him. Hes a man-killin snake, I say, and Im glad to see him wiped off the books!

The sheriff was not given to long speeches, and this one fairly winded him.

You go back and say your prayers for your hoss, Sam, he said, kindly, in the finish. Because I cant help but think that hes no better than dead. Theres the morning light beginning out there, now!

He pointed.

Shannigan caught that hand by the wrist, and the other hand at the same place, as it rose in a startled gesture.

Im mighty sorry, sir, said Shannigan, but if you wont go out there and arrest Mr. Jack by yourself, I guess that Ive gotta forget who I am, sir, and make you go!

The sheriff sat as one lost deeply in a dream.

He looked down the length of his enormous arms, at the rather bony hands that grasped his wrists. Then he looked out of the past, in which for so many years no human being had dared to rouse his full might, and into the present, at the black, emotionless eyes of Shannigan.

Sam, said the sheriff, still gently, I know that you love your hoss well enough to fight for him, and I like you a lot better for being that kind. But if you dont take your hands off of me, you fool, Id break your head for you, in another coupla seconds!

The temper of the honest sheriff had risen as he spoke, and now he jumped up from the stool he had been sitting on, and stood towering above the compact form of Shannigan.

Mighty sorry, sir, said Shannigan, but youll have to come with me, Mr. Sheriff. There aint any other way for Mr. Jack to-

Well, by thunder, said the sheriff, and with his full power he wrenched his arms back.

More amazing than all that had happened before, in this strange little interview — though he had twisted his wrists as he pulled back, and laid all of the immense power of shoulders and arms back into his recoiling movement — he was not freed, nor had he drawn Shannigan off balance. The hands that held his wrists had turned to fire, that was all, and the heat was burning into the very bone of the sheriffs arms.

Mighty sorry, sir, said Shannigan. I dont know what else to do. I hate to hold onto you, Mr. Sheriff.

The sheriff said nothing. He merely whirled himself to the right with the full force and weight of his body. This time he succeeded in jerking himself free, though it seemed to him that the other voluntarily relaxed a hold that could not otherwise have been broken.

And now, taking a long stride forward, the sheriff poised a fist that was famous through the length of a thousand miles of range country. Many a time it had served in place of a bullet from his guns in making arrests. Fractured jaws, and broken ribs, and noses made level with the cheek bones were the usual result of his blows.

But, as he lunged, Shannigan shifted his head slightly to the side. The burly fist brushed his cheek, and the lurching weight of Steve Lancing brought up against the fist of the smaller man.

It was as though he had run headlong and bumped his chin against a massive wall — yes, against a wall of bronze, falling toward him.

He was not knocked quite senseless.

There still remained to him enough perception to know, as he fell forward limply, that mighty arms received him, raised him, stretched him at length on his bunk. He was still enough master of his wits to realize that a deft hand had dipped inside the open collar of his flannel shirt and removed the little last-chance pistol that hung on his breast, suspended from a slender horsehair lariat.

That gun was still in the hand of Shannigan as Lancing roused himself, and sat up. The sheriff looked first at the weapon, and then at the respectful face of Shannigan, who was saying:

I wouldnt want to carry you out there, sir. You wouldnt like it. And I guess youll kindly think things over and go and arrest Mr. Jack for me, sir, wont you?


12. — THE NECKTIE PARTY
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LANCING SAT UP and looked at his crimson wrists, where the grasp of the other had held him. He felt his jaw, on which a lump was rising. And still at the base of the brain he seemed to have been struck by a ponderous club.

Youre a strong man, Sam, said he, for a simple man was the sheriff, after all, and not filled with false pride and shame.

Shannigan looked down at his hands.

Yes, sir, he answered. Theres always been something in my hands that aint in most other men.

Now, said the sheriff, it looks like this to me. Youve got me pretty helpless, Sam. You got some kind of a fool idea that if I dont want to go out there and arrest Jack Reynolds, you can make me do it. Youre too simple to understand, but theres one clean fact-I dunno that I wanta be marched out there at the point of a gun. Id go and arrest Jack Reynolds — its kind of my duty to, anyway — but the minute that I get him away from the gang, out yonder, I got an idea whatll happen, Sam. Some of the friends of Reynolds, theyre goin to take and jump in and turn him loose.

No, sir, said Shannigan. I dunno anything about any idea like that.

Suppose that I went out there, Sam, youd work with me to get your hoss straight into the jail?

Yes, sir, said Sam Shannigan. Thats the only thing that I wanta do.

Youd work faithful and true with me, Sam, to land Reynolds in the Deerfoot jail?

Yes, sir, said Shannigan.

Well shake hands on that, boy, remarked Lancing.

He held out his vast paw, and then closed it over the slender fingers of Shannigan and in a burst put on every iota of power in his grip. It was answered by a gradual flection of the hand of Sam. The flesh that the sheriff grasped seemed to grow harder, to become all bones. It contracted with the force of white-hot iron that shrinks as it cools.

The mighty sheriff was amazed. His hand was growing numb, and he noted, with bewilderment, that in the midst of this effort the face of the other remained perfectly composed. Not a flicker of light appeared in his eyes.

It aint any use, Mr. Sheriff, he said suddenly. Theres something in my hands that other folks dont have!

The sheriff relaxed his effort. Instantly his hand was set free, and he looked down to the white imprint left by the fingers of Shannigan.

I never seen anything like it, declared Lancing. But while I been makin a fool of myself, weve made a promise, Sam, aint we?

Weve made a promise, sir, said Shannigan. Im goin to work all my might to get Mr. Reynolds to jail, even if a thousand men was to try to get him away from you.

Good! said the sheriff. And dog-gone good, too. The two of us together, we could manage quite a lot, Sam. You aint so big as me, but youre younger, and youre stronger. Well, Sam, I see some pink out yonder in the sky, and I reckon that wed better drift along. Well just throw a coupla saddles on the hosses back there in the corral, and then well start.

Yes, sir, said Shannigan.

He held out his left hand, with the pistol in the palm of it, the butt toward the sheriff. The latter accepted it slowly.

Thanks, Sam, said Lancing. I see you dont think that Im a hound thatll take advantages that dont belong to me by rights. And the more I see of you, Sam, the more I like you. Dog-gone my hide, well make a team, boy, is what well make!

He began to dress, saying: Step out there and collect the roan and the black mare. That black is a sprintin fool, Sam, and shell about fit you. She aint quite powered up to carry my hulk.

Presently, as he pulled on his boots, the sheriff looked through the window and had sight of Shannigan awkwardly trying to drop the noose of a lariat over the head of one of the desired horses, and every attempt was a failure.

The sheriff chuckled. He was still chuckling when he entered the corral with a second rope.

Everybody to his own trade. You never was a cowpuncher, son. But watch the way they do it down in Mexico!

He advanced straight into the milling tangle of half a dozen horses in one corner of the corral. They waited until he was close and then, starting in one mass, they rushed straight toward him, as though prepared to beat him into the ground.

The sheriff waited undaunted, and in an instant the mass divided, three to one side, and three to the other, running at full speed. Then he made one step and underhanded made his cast. The rope flew like a striking snake, low and fast. It struck over the head of the black mare, a long, low-built, powerful animal. At once she slowed and suddenly halted, unwilling to pull against the burn of the lariat.

Theres your hoss for you, Sam, said the sheriff.

Thanks, sir, said Shannigan. Its a mighty fine trick, and the like of it aint in Virginia.

Well, said the sheriff, one trick dont make a man, boy. We gotta know each other a pile better than we do! Man-handling is worth more than rope-handling, in most parts of the world!

His own horse was snagged with equal facility. In the shed they saddled the pair, and when the stirrups had been adjusted to suit Shannigans shorter legs, they rode out into the rose of the morning.

Deerfoot was already beginning to waken. Here and there a door slammed, or an ax commenced to ring with chiming strokes as some one cut wood for the breakfast fire, and cows mooed with a mellow booming from the pasture lots.

We got no more than time,  said the sheriff. That sun is close to pushing its nose up over the sky line, and Pringle aint goin to wait a second past time.

So they put the horses to a full gallop, and the sheriff, looking askance, made sure that his companion might be clumsy with a rope, but that he was at home in the saddle, perfectly.

As they rode on, it seemed to Lancing that everything was happening for the best. As for the humiliation of being mastered, the sheriff had fought too many battles not to know that every man will meet a conqueror, sooner or later. And something told him that Shannigan would never boast of his victory. In the meantime, was not he, Lancing, actually doing the thing which his oath of office compelled him toward?

They struck the trail toward the camping ground of the posse. They came to the verge of the wood where the posse lay. And now, in the east, that white pyramid of light was thrusting high above the horizon. The sun would be up in a moment. Inside the trees, as they dismounted, they could hear the calling of voices.

The sheriff ran straight forward, for that was his style and his nature. Shannigan, on the other hand, circled a little to the side, though he ran even faster, and he came out into the clearing among the trees at a point quite apart from that of Lancing.

They were ready for the moment. The rope was already over the branch of a high tree, the small noose dangling down conveniently at the height of a man. Pringle stood facing the east, with his arms folded, a stern picture of a man, while some of the posse already gripped the end of the lariat, and others were clustered around the tall form of Jack Reynolds.

The young man was magnificent. His head was as high as ever, the color in his face as true, and with a lordly eye he looked over these preparations for his execution.

Shannigan, slowing to a walk, stepped totally unnoticed into the thick cluster of men around the prisoner — for every eye was fixed upon the big sheriff as he came striding on.

Pringle, called out Lancing, Ive had to change my mind.

What have you changed it to, Steve? asked Pringle, frowning.

Youve got a case against Reynolds, yonder, said the sheriff. And its a good enough case to try in court. Pringle, hes gotta be arrested, now, and go to jail!

The answer came not from Pringle alone. Every man of the posse cried out vehemently in a breath: No.

Pringle waved toward the rest.

You hear what the boys say, Steve?

Ive heard what the boys said a good many times, said the sheriff. But I gotta do the thing that seems right to me. I been waked up to think the thing over, Pringle. Just hand your man over to me plumb peaceable, will you? I dont wanta make no trouble for you-all.

It aint my say alone, said Pringle. Im only one man, and it took more than one man to catch Reynolds. It took more than one mile of riding, too! Gents, you can all speak up and give Lancing his answer.

Then an elderly man exclaimed: Steve, you know your business, but we know ours. We oughtnt a let you bluff us yesterday, and we sure aint goin to be stopped a second time!

He who spoke stood straight beside the prisoner, and he freshened his grip upon the arm of Jack Reynolds. His companions pushed a little forward, to present an even front to the powers of the law, and as they did so, Shannigan found himself close behind the captive.

His knife slipped over the cords that tied the hands of Reynolds behind his back, and instantly those capable hands were free. So perfect was the nerve control of the young man that there was not a start or a quiver in his body. Only his two hands contracted suddenly and powerfully.

The sheriff was saying: You boys, I reckon, dunno just what youre sayin. I got you all wrote down in my mind, like in a book, and if you wanted to go ahead through with this here lynching, I could make things hot for you, and I would make em hot, too! Dont forget that!

As he spoke, he rolled his eyes angrily from side to side, not only at the posse but in search of Sam. And him he located through a glimpse, only, standing unnoticed behind the prisoner.

The suns up, and the times come! shouted Pringle loudly. Come on, boys, and get the business over with!

For a pale, bright gilding struck the tops of the trees, as he spoke, and as the knife of Shannigan cut the leg ropes of the prisoner.

Take him, fellows! called half a dozen voices. And they turned to see big Jack Reynolds suddenly break from those who stood around him, and leap away toward the nearest trees.


13. — THE ESCAPE
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IT WAS AS though a corpse had risen from the swathing clothes of the dead. For one breath, that party of handy gunmen stood entranced, and in the next breath every gun was out.

They saw big Jack Reynolds springing literally for life, close to the edge of the trees, and they saw beside him the shorter form of Sam, the mulatto, easily keeping pace with the fugitive.

Get em! yelled Pringle, firing.

Now a very strange thing happened, for it was seen that the mulatto deliberately tripped Reynolds from behind, and rolled with him headlong on the ground. He was falling with Reynolds as Pringle fired a bullet that clipped neatly through the spot where Reynoldss head had been in the air. They were both rolling as the posse delivered its first blast, in a volley. And they were both lurching to their feet again, untouched, within the limit of the trees as the posse started shooting, each man for himself.

But trees make the worst possible background for accurate target practice; moreover, the sheriff was raging like a madman. He felled men right and left with his massive fists, and the thunder of his voice was enough to make bullets fly wild. So Jack Reynolds and Shannigan, with Shannigan in the lead and showing the way, reached the verge of the trees, .where the two saddle horses were waiting. Shannigan took the saddle of the black with a flying leap, and Reynolds gained the stirrups of the roan in less than an instant later.

Straight across the trail they shot the startled mustangs, and then down the slope through trees, brush, and monstrous boulders that instantly raised a screen between them and the danger from behind.

They rode a scant mile, when Reynolds himself drew rein, and looked back from the shelter of a poplar grove that sprouted out on the shoulder of a hill where a runlet of water had formed a small pool. Jack Reynolds laughed. Theyve tried every direction but the right one, the fools! He drew out the rifle that was in the saddle holster of the sheriffs horse.

They wanted to use the rope on me, said Reynolds, and before they get me the second time, theyre going to have reason to hang me! But what on earth made the sheriff come to life on my account? And who are you, partner? And what made you trip me, back there?

They was just about to shoot, as I seen from the back of my head, Mr. Jack, said Shannigan, and I thought theyd be pretty likely to shoot breast-high moren knee high, so I just went and put the two of us on the ground, sir. Not meanin no harm, neither.

They would have peppered us, said Reynolds. They certainly would have made a sieve out of me. You have a brain in your head, partner, whoever you are!

He suddenly looked with a devouring curiosity at Sam Shannigan.

You aint gone and forgot poor old Sam, have you, Jack? asked Shannigan.

What the devil are you talking about? inquired the other. What do you mean?

Why, sir, said Shannigan, it seems like you have forgot me. And maybe youve forgot even the old home place down there in Virginia on the Washington Pike, two mile and a half from Alexandria, sir?

Reynolds frowned, and the scowl, gradually, turned into a broad grin. What kind of a game is this all about, partner? he asked.

You aint calling Sam partner, are you, sir? asked Shannigan, touching his hat.

All right, Sam, said Reynolds. Anything you say goes with me, just now. Whats behind all this game?

Mr. Arthur Howison, sir, said Shannigan.

Fathers rich friend? Is that the one?

Yes, sir. He heard that you was kind of bogged down in the miseries, sir. So he hurried out and begun arrangin things. And your poor young wife, sir, she and old Sam jumped across the country as fast as trains would carry em. And shes back there in town breaking her heart for a sight of you, sir!

Reynolds scratched his chin.

The most important thing to me is that theres the sun, yonder, and I never expected to see the full face of it, again. Sam, I thought that I was about to do some fancy steps on the thin air — and then the sheriff showed up in front of me, and you showed up behind. How did the posse happen to let you get that close to me?

They couldnt see nothin but the sheriff, sir, because hes a great big man, answered Shannigan.

It was beautiful work, beautiful work, said Reynolds. He stretched out his arms, and laughed.


14. — RETURN OF THE POSSE
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I NEVER KNEW what a grand world it is, said Reynolds. I never guessed, before, how good it is to breathe. Look at em yonder, Sam, hunting that false scent as hard as they can run!

For the entire posse had apparently decided that the prisoner must have fled back up the trail, and now they were spurring their horses at full speed up the ascent. They were in view for only a moment, and then dipped away behind a shoulder of a hill, and were gone. But they were still so near that thin, flying shoes beat back across the air to the two who listened.

And Howison was behind it all? muttered Jack Reynolds.

Behind the whole thing, said Shannigan. I reckon that nobody would ever a lifted a finger for you, sir, except for him. You would a hanged yesterday in Deerfoot, and youd be lyin under a mound of earth this mornin, Mr. Jack!

The girl, said Reynolds. What about her?

Mis Mary — your poor little wife, sir? asked Shannigan.

Reynolds laughed.

All right, call her that if you want to. She stopped the mob, I take it?

She stopped em dead, sir. She pulled em right back and made em shy. There is brains in that little lady, Mr. Jack.

Ive got to see her. Ive got to see Howison, too, said Reynolds. I didnt dream that he had the blood in him to do such a thing as this. I still cant understand it! Where is Howison now?

Right back there in Deerfoot, sir.

Ill manage to slip in, declared the big fellow, nodding his fine head.

Thatll be easy, said Shannigan. You can see them all when youre in jail.

Jail?

Yes, sir.

What are you talking about, Sam?

It needed a good deal of persuading to get the sheriff to take a stand for you, Mr. Jack, said Shannigan. But finally he come in and agreed to help, if wed deliver you at the jail, sure enough.

Reynolds stared. Hold on, Sam, said he. You mean that Im to go into Deerfoot and give myself up?

Yes, sir.

Im not crazy, boy!

You need to stand your trial, and be cleared, Mr. Jack.

Cleared in Deerfoot? Theyd simply raise another mob and lynch me, and the second time, theyd go through with it! What possessed anybody to make such a crazy bargain with the sheriff?

You wouldnt wanta be hangin, right now, from off of the branch of that tree back there, with your eyes as dead as the eyes of a rabbit, would you, Mr. Jack?

You mean that you had to get the sheriff in at any price?

Yes, sir.

Sam, said Reynolds, I can see that youre an honest fellow and that you want to live up to agreements. But I cant agree with you as far as that.

Suppose, said Shannigan, that you ride away now. Aint folks still goin to call you a murderer, sir?

What if they do — so long as they havent a rope around my neck!

Theyll have it there, one day. Nobody can beat the law very long, sir. One time itll come sneakin up and catch you while you sleep. Your friends is goin to be powerful sick, Mister Jack, to think of you hunted around in the hills, like a coyote.

Let em be sick. Ive had enough taste of a crowd and mob justice to last me the rest of my life.

Mr. Jack, said Shannigan, with a sudden change of voice. You didnt kill Powell and Halpin?

No. But wholl believe me when I say no?

Theres ways of making the truth come out, declared Sam Shannigan. Theres plenty of ways of makin it appear. What happened back there in the Owens Desert, Jack?

A long story happened back there, declared Reynolds. But the point of the yarn is, simply, that Im not going to jail again.

Shannigan looked carefully over him.

I dont like to do it, sir, said he. But if you aint goin to come dead willing, you have to come dead unwilling, I reckon.

Jack Reynolds snapped his fingers, and laughed.

Going to have Arthur Howison order me into jail, Sam? he asked.

No, sir, said Shannigan. This here is a little agreement that I made all by myself with the sheriff — my word and honor and his word and honor. Im a tough sort of a man, and a bad sort of man in lots of ways, Mr. Jack, but the one thing that I keep is my word, sir. Wed better start back now.

He was sitting the saddle close to Reynolds and now he laid a gentle hand on the arm of the youth.

Fire flashed from Reynoldss eyes.

Drop that hand, Sam! he commanded.

And he turned to knock the hand away.

He suddenly found himself sprawling, face down, across the withers of the black horse. The rifle fell from his hand to the earth. Then he was allowed to slip to the ground. He was facing a drawn and steady revolver.

What dyou mean, Sam? he gasped.

I mean that you go to jail, Mr. Jack, said Shannigan.

You thick-witted fool! cried Reynolds, rubbing himself where that terrible grip had seized on him. Dyou want to undo everything thats been done?

If it meant the breakin of my word, Mr. Jack, said that profound bass voice, with the hushed-organ ring in it, Id shoot you like a dog, and leave you here to stay!

Jack Reynolds stared for an instant into the face of the other. He could not endure for more than a moment that glance which met his, and that convulsed and brutal savagery which was stamped in the other.

Then he looked down, fairly dizzy with what he had seen.

Sam, he said, youre not what you seem. What are you, in the name of the devil?

Why, sir, said Shannigan, instantly smoothing the hardened scowl from his face, Im a friend of yours, Mr. Jack, and Im tryin to take you the right way out of a bad place in your life.

Reynolds picked up the rifle and handed it butt first to Shannigan.

Take that and keep it, he said. I feel as though lightning had hit me. One thing is sure — Ive got to go where you want to take me. But Ill tell you this, Sam — you and I will have to have a long reckoning, if I live to come to it.

Shannigan nodded slowly. I sort of have the same idea, Mr. Jack, said he. Youve had your own way in the world a pretty long time, and when we have the reckoning, maybe theyll be a sort of a big score between us, one way or another! Get back on your hoss, and ride before me all the way to Deerfoot. And mind you, Mr. Jack, I got an uneasy gun hand, and from this time on, if I shoot, I shoot to kill.

Westerners are not patient people, in some respects, chiefly in their dealings with other men. Patience and nothing but patience will bring a reward to the prospector and the cattleman; knowledge and the capacity for long and patient labor are the requisites that go with his career. But when it comes to his dealings with other men, he is apt to take snap judgment and let the matter go. Friendship is not the same thing, of course. A tried friend lasts forever in that part of the world. But in other human relationships the Westerner makes up his mind on the spur of the moment.

The posse made up its mind about Sheriff Steve Lancing the instant that it saw the prisoner escape.

More than half of them streamed away in the vain pursuit after the fugitive, but Pringle and the rest remained behind. And it was from Pringles hand that the lariat flew that settled around the shoulders of big Lancing and reduced him instantly to helplessness.

As he strove to free his arms, fresh twists of rope showered over him, and he was swathed from head to foot in the rounds of hemp.

He was lying helplessly on the ground as they disarmed him. The debate over him was brief.

It was true that they might hang him on the spot as a rascal who must have taken bribes to set the prisoner free. But it seemed a much safer thing to take him into the town of Deerfoot and there let the whole crowd of the town act as judge and, if necessary, as executioner as well!

So they partially freed him, and got him on the back of a horse. There they lashed him securely once more. The wounded men were put in the litters, and with the scanty remainder of the posse — merely five men in all, exclusive of those helpless with their hurts — the group returned into the town.

They had expected to come with jubilation. They had expected to be met by a rioting populace only that afternoon. Now they found that they were balked of their prey, and it was a bitter, though a true, consolation to take with them in their return some one on whom they could blame their failure.

There was no whooping, no shouting, and the crowd that gathered was not composed of men, women, and children. There were men only, and their tone was stern.

They jammed the street so that progress was more and more slow. At last, exactly by the little jail, they paused. It was not much of a jail, but it was filled, just then, with various malefactors whom the honest sheriff had caught, here and there, and brought single-handed home.

Now there was about him nothing but a sea of grim faces, pressing closer and closer together.

At the halt, some one sang out: If we cant hang Reynolds, lets hang the crooked sheriff!

At this, the sheriff thundered: I dont mind hanging, but who called me crooked? You did, Luke Harrison? Why, you little dried-up shrimp!

Oh, shut up, Steve, said some one. You know you been crooked. Why not admit it?

Who says that I been crooked? How have I been crooked? demanded Steve Lancing. I went out to stop you from a lynching party. Aint that the duty of a sheriff? And when I tried to stop you, you laughed at me. And the mulatto that was along with me, when he seen that I couldnt handle the crowd, he went and cut Reynolds loose, and doggone me if I blame him! Maybe youll find that Reynoldsll be turned up here at the jail, as safe and sound as you please!

It was not a bad speech in the beginning, but it was very unsatisfactory toward the close, and the people let the sheriff know what they thought of it with a derisive howl.

Pringle went three paces up the jail steps and said:

Boys, it looks this way to me: I always been one to respect and admire Steve Lancing. I would a fought with him or for him any old day. But it looks clear to me that somebodys offered him a pile of money to break Reynolds loose from us.

Now a dozen men, as the sheriff turned his agonized eye right and left, answered gruffly that they agreed.

Who would a offered me money? demanded Lancing.

Maybe the girl wife done it, said Pringle. I dunno. Maybe it was her. If the mulatto knew about the mess that Jack was in, she must a known, too! And wouldnt that make her wanta pay hard cash?

The sheriff groaned.

Boys, youre wrong. I never took dirty money in my whole life!

You never done it before, maybe, said Pringle. And this here is goin to be the last time that you do it, too. Were through with you, Lancing.

There was another chorus of assent, and the sheriff groaned again, audibly, like a stricken bull. He saw a lifetime of dangerous and faithful service canceled and made of no avail through the bad luck rather than the sins of a single action. He had put his trust in honest men, until this day. Now he began to feel that there was nothing in the world worthy of faith. And the shock of that discovery was clearly stamped in his face.

Pringle said: Somethings gotta be done. We had Reynolds. I wish that wed soaked a bullet through his head the minute that we got him, and been through with all the trouble. But we didnt, because we wanted the whole town to see justice done on that murdering hound. We got him clean here, and then you fellows sent out and stopped us, because, by thunder, a pretty young woman had showed up!

He made a pause to emphasize his disgust and contempt. There was not a word of answer to him, not so much as a whisper, for the townsfolk were beginning to feel that they had played wretched parts, after all, and had done things for which they would be hissed and mocked in Deerfoot, thereafter. The whole range would laugh. And nothing is so hated by a Westerner as an incident that tends to make his entire community appear ridiculous.

Pringle went on rapidly: It looks to me like theres only one thing to be done. The sheriff aint been so wrong that we can fit Reynoldss noose onto his neck. But dog-gone me if we oughtnt to roll him in tar and give him a coat of feathers and ride him out of the town, because were mighty well through with him!

The shock of that idea took men aback. But there were savage and willing spirits in that crowd, and they suddenly began to press forward, shouting.

All right, said Pringle. Turn loose and do the work, boys. The next sheriff that takes the job in this here town, hes goin to know the kind of men that he has to deal with, when he deals with us!

The sheriff, struggling for an instant vainly against his bonds, looked up with agony into the pale-blue sky.

Then he said: Gents, Id a lot rather that you shot me. Pull a gun, Harry, he appealed to a bystander, and put a slug through me for the sake of the old days, will you?

But Harry shook his head.

You oughtnt a done it, Steve, he replied. And, since you went and took money for turnin Reynolds free, I dunno that youre gettin more than comes to you!

Hands were laid on the sheriff. Leering, savage, rejoicing faces appeared before him, men who never had liked him, men who long had writhed under the heavy hand with which he occasionally bore down upon the rougher spirits in the town. He could guess what mercy he would receive from them.

A sudden outbreak of voices farther up the street startled him and all the others.

The outcry was shrill and tingling, such as women and children will raise, and now a tumbling crowd of them turned the corner close at hand, gathered around two mounted figures, the first of whom was Jack Reynolds, and behind him Sam, the mulatto!

The angry men around the sheriff fell back, aghast. It seemed a day of miracles! There was Reynolds riding toward them, with his hands free, and the mulatto to the rear-Reynolds riding straight into Deerfoot as though into a town filled with friends.

He passed through the startled mob, with a wave of his hand to the right and another to the left.

Hello, Steve, he said to the sheriff. Have the fools been trying to take it out on you? Did they think that Id run away from the law?


15. — SHANNIGAN SMILES
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THERE IS ONE thing which a small newspaper in a small town is capable of doing. It can reflect the tone of public opinion, and that was what the Evening Messenger of Deerfoot succeeded in doing. It came out, not in the evening, as its name implied, but in the middle of the day.

It carried the account of the arrival of Mrs. Jack Reynolds, and of the stopping of the posse, and, furthermore, it told of the strange events of that morning, the action of the sheriff, the escape of the prisoner of the people, as it chose to call Reynolds, and the voluntary return of Reynolds.

The Evening Messenger took a long pull, a strong pull, and a pull all together and simply praised every one all around!

It praised the posse for its heroic work in making an arrest. It particularly extended its sympathy to the three men who had been wounded in the execution of a public duty. They had unselfishly sacrificed themselves on the altar of the public weal, et cetera.

It praised the magnificent devotion, beauty, and charm of the little woman who crossed a continent and came in the hour of her husbands trouble. It gave handsome space to the sheriff, also, who had rushed out to make regular take the place of irregular law, and who had broken up the posse and arrested Reynolds.

But when the name of Reynolds was mentioned, there was a fine editorial outburst, which included references to the somewhat extravagant high spirits of some sons of the best families of the South, and, all in one paragraph, glanced at the heroes of the Blue and the Gray, and stormed the ridge with the dying men of Picketts division, and gallantly galloped with Stuart and Morgan. But, whatever the extravagances of his conduct, the editor pointed out that nothing had been proved against Mr. Jack Reynolds. His voluntary surrender to the officers of the law after his delivery from the posse strongly indicated an untroubled conscience. And if he had wounded three men, he, after all, had been resisting an irregular arrest.

The editorial wound up with a fervent hope that peace and quieter times were coming to the town of Deerfoot, but it gave warning against a sacrifice of blood essentially manly, though perhaps too rashly and easily heated.

On the whole, it was just the sort of an editorial to fit the occasion.

The best paragraph of the whole account was that which described how the unfortunate young wife, hearing finally the true predicament of her husband, hurried to the jail, and when she was admitted, flung herself weeping upon the cold steel bars that separated her from the man she loved, a sight, said the editor, which caused the sternest eye to moisten.

Yes, it was a very good account, and most of the people of Deerfoot read it at least two or three times through.

It made them feel that they were indeed on the wild and thorny frontier of the country, and that Deerfoot was filled with heroic men and glorious women. It made them feel generous and kindly toward every one. And as for the indiscretions of Jack Reynolds, Boys will be boys.

Mrs. Jack Reynolds, who, after the interview at the jail, lay exhausted and trembling in her room at the Deerfoot Hotel, was now saying:

It was a great effect, Sam. You would have loved it. Oh, when I collected myself, and drew myself up on tiptoe, as I saw him, and then let my head fall back and in a kind of swooning, gasping voice cried out: My darling! Oh, if youd seen that, Sam, you would have been proud of me, you scoundrel. The jailer who was standing by had the tears running down his face, the poor dumb-bell, and he couldnt have seen the files that I passed Jack if they had been hand saws.

Hes a darling, all right, said Shannigan. The finest young devil that ever wore red spurs, is what he is.

Hes something to look at, said the girl thoughtfully.

Hes a beauty, said Shannigan, eying her narrowly.

What a head! said Mary Tracy. And how its put on his shoulders!

Yes. With a whole neck, said Shannigan.

She shrugged her shoulders.

You know what I mean, Sam, said she. Hes like a statue. Hes so full of life that hes walking on clouds.

I know, said Shannigan, more covertly but more anxiously watching her. Did you have a chance to talk to him?

Of course I did. I had my arms around him — through the bars — and I gave the jailer one tearful look that sank his ship. He backed up to the end of the corridor and turned his back on us. Then I told Jack that he was not to use the files. Not until he had word from you.

How did he act his part when you showed up? asked Shannigan.

He was wonderful — simply wonderful! said the girl. He threw up a hand before his face and put on an expression of agony. Then he staggered to the bars and grabbed one in each hand, and held on. Oh, it was a great scene, Shannigan, and the jailer really cried like a baby over us!

That was a waste, all right, said Shannigan.

The moment we had a chance to talk, he wouldnt say a word about anything but you, Sam! What have you done to him?

We argued a little, thats all.

Did you argue with your hands? she exclaimed.

Tell me what happened, answered Shannigan impatiently.

He said with his second or third breath, when we were alone: Whos that mulatto, Mary? Whos that Sam?

Hes one of the old retainers, said I. Hes part of the ancestral estate. Didnt you recognize that?

I kept my face fairly straight in public, said Jack to me. But Ive got to break down a little here and now. Ive got to learn who Sam the mulatto is.

Hes the devil, and hes on wheels, said I.

Thanks, Mary, remarked Shannigan, making a cigarette.

Servants dont smoke in the room of their mistress, she corrected him.

He crumpled the cigarette, and dropped it in his pocket.

She went on: He told me he knew that you were a devil, well enough, and then he wanted to know who had brought you into the case. I said it had been Howison. He remarked that he hadnt realized Howison knew so many kinds of useful men. I gathered that Jack doesnt love you very much, Sam.

Im not handsome enough for him, said Shannigan. But that doesnt matter. Its not his money that hires me.

No money hires you, Sam, the girl told him. Its the mischief that hires you — and it can hire me, too, after this taste of it.

She began to laugh, strangling the sound as well as she could, though it still continued to bubble over, faintly.

Go on, he ordered.

Where was I? Oh, Jack and his questions about you. I told him that you were a white man, and he wanted to know a lot of other things about you, and I had to remind him that I did not have all the time in the world. I gave him a little miniature of you.

All right. What was it, Mary? he asked her.

I cant tell you.

His brow darkened.

As long as you work with me on this, you tell me everything, he cautioned her, and lifted a forefinger as he said it.

She leaned forward, deep in interest.

What would you do to me, Sam? she asked, her bright eyes studying his face. What way would you take to discipline me?

Mary, said Shannigan, I know that youre a bright girl, and I dont like to hear you talk like a fool. Go on where you left off. What was the miniature?

I told him, said the girl, that if your eye were slower, and your hand weaker, and your brain stupider, and your heart kinder, youd be a tiger. But, as it was, it would be a pitiful thing to pit a royal Bengal against you, any day of the week.

Shannigan folded his hands. His eyes were dull and emotionless as he regarded her.

Good, vigorous language, he said. I like your imagination, Mary. I always have liked it.

He said that he agreed, and that there was something in you that he never had seen in any other man. You must have let him see you in action, Sam, when you took him away from the posse.

Shannigan waved his hand.

Go on, he said. When you finished with me, what else? I told him the plan. I told him everything that you wanted me to tell him. About your hope that a trial could take place in a day or so, or that the case could be dismissed because of lack of evidence. I told him that the one great stumbling-block was that Lee Swain had telegraphed for information, and that his answer might come in time to blow the Reynolds of Alexandria story as high as a kite. Lee Swain interested him, and he wondered what the little rat could have against him. I said that every little man is always hungering to put down some big one. He shook his head and seemed to think that there must surely be something else behind it.

He did? said Shannigan, sitting a little straighter. Yes, he did. Then I told him that, unless you found a way to intercept the telegram or put another in its place, the cat would probably be out of the bag tonight or tomorrow morning. And after that we would probably have to try to get him out of the jail — which was the reason for the files. But, in the meantime, you hoped that he could be cleared so far that, even after it had been found that I was only acting, nothing could be done to him. He was perfectly cool and easy. He wanted to know if Howison was directing things, and I told him that Howison was never consulted, but that you were the brains.

He was only partly pleased. He said that he thought you generally would have your way in the world — that was all he said about it. He asked me to see Howison and thank him. That was about all.

Nothing to say to you, Mary? asked Shannigan.

She flushed, and her lips parted, but no speech came.

The inhuman smile touched the lips of Shannigan.

We dont have to learn about that, he said. You see that I leave you your essential privacy.

She nodded slowly, as though there were reservations in her mind. Then, starting up, she went to Shannigan and planted herself before him.

Is there something between you two that makes you hate Jack, and that makes Jack hate you?

What could there be? asked Shannigan.

She shuddered.

You wont hurt him, Sam, will you? she asked.

Hes big enough to take care of himself, said Shannigan. But what do you think? Im saving his neck — Ive saved it from one twisting already, havent I?

She drew a breath, but found no words. Her anxious eyes watched her strange employer.

Ill tell you this, said the girl. Id like to know what you think of him, Sam. Do you think that hes right?

Shannigan looked at her with that smile of old Egypt as he answered: No man sees another man the way a woman does. He paused. Then he added: Ive hunted up everything that I could learn about him, from the name of his horse to the saloon he liked to drink in. I know a bit about his past, too. Hes a wild hawk, and he has a beak and talons. But I believe that hes brave and pretty straight. Hes not a saint, and he may not be a hero. Is that enough for you to know?

Thats all youll tell me, said the girl. But you always hold back. You always treat me like a baby. Go away from me, Sam.

All right, said he patiently.

He rose and went toward the door.

But she followed him with a savage little outburst.

I should think that you could be human once in a year! Sometimes I hate you, Shannigan!

Not so loud, said Shannigan, at the door.

If you smile, said the girl, Ill go mad. If I see that horrible mocking smile on your face, Ill lose my wits!

Ill look in later on, said Shannigan, and, as the door opened and closed after him, she saw the smile, colder and more inhuman than ever.

Instead of exclaiming, she caught her breath, and huddled into a corner where she sat silently for a long time, staring at the door as though it might open at any instant and a monster enter.


16. — AT THE BEST CHANCE
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SHANNIGAN WENT UP the street thoughtfully in the heat of the afternoon until he came to the edge of Deerfoot. The forest began a step beyond, the forest and the upward slope of the mountain. At the very base of it was the Best Chance Saloon.

He stood in the doorway and took off his hat. There were half a dozen men, either at the bar or lounging with one shoulder against the wall of the long and narrow room. There was no good reason why it should have been long and narrow, except that Slim, the proprietor, had so conceived it. All saloons, according to Slim, should be long and narrow, with the bar fitted on one of the long sides of the room.

Beg your pardon, Mr. Connor, said Shannigan. Is colored folks allowed in here?

Youre allowed in here, boy, said Slim Connor instantly. Come in and name your poison.

Shannigan entered. As he came through the doorway, a man here and there waved to him, carelessly. There was curiosity and interest in their eyes.

Shannigan bowed to each of them in turn, and seemed to ask their permission one by one as he advanced toward the bar and stepped to the darkest corner of it.

You aint so dark, either, Sam, said Slim Connor. Some of the boys around here, they get blacked up by the sun worsen you are, a lot!

Thank you, sir, said Shannigan. I am kind of pale, some folks say. He beamed on Slim as he spoke.

Look here, said a bearded man at the bar, turning. Look here, Sam.

Shannigan came to attention.

Yes, sir? said he.

Aw, take it easy, Sam, said the man of the beard.

I hope to, sir, said Shannigan anxiously.

The other laughed. They all laughed.

Look here, went on the bearded fellow. This morning, at the crack of day, I was out there when you seemed to chuck Jack Reynolds down. Mind you, I aint bearing any hard feelings about it, neither — but I say, did you really drop Reynolds, or did you both just stumble and go down?

Shannigan passed his fingers through the woolly black wig that he was wearing.

Well, sir, he said, it seemed to me that some of you gentlemen was a mite excited, sir, and when I seen the guns, I had an idea that maybe Mr. Jack and me would do as good on the ground, for a spell, as we would standing up. Them trees was pretty close ahead of us.

The quickest, the neatest, and the dog-gonedest smartest thing that I ever seen. Look like you had lead in your hand, the way that you bowled Jack Reynolds over! said the bearded man. You must be pretty strong, Sam. Stand over here and see can you put my hand down. Im pretty good at that!

Shannigan, since his hat was off, touched a woolly forelock.

Ask your pardon, sir, said he. I aint been taught to make no contentions against white folks, sir.

This brought forth a little murmur of applause.

Said Slim Connor, expressing the opinion of the house: Youre a good fellow, Sam. You been raised, is what you been. Theres plenty aint been raised like you been. You know your place, and thats something that makes a hit with me. Ill say this: Youre out West, now, where color dont count — its men that figger, out here. But you keep right on the way youre goin. It wont do you no harm. Itll get you farther forward, in the finish. Name your drink, Sam. Youre goin to drink with me!

Thank you, sir. You mean that youre treating me, sir?

Yeah, thats what I mean, said Slim. Im treating the rest, too. You make a hit with us, Sam. Because you aint spoiled, and because youre willing to give your skin for young Jack Reynolds. He may be all right. He may be all wrong. We dunno. But we like a boy that sticks to his hoss!

Shannigan rolled his eyes until the big whites of them expanded.

I was raised a Reynolds, sir, said he, and I reckon that I gotta die a Reynolds.

Now, what the devil does he mean by that? asked the bearded man.

Slim Connor explained: When they been raised in the South, brother, and raised right, they hitch right onto the family that they live with. They hitch to em, and they stay to em. Heres to you, boy!

He raised his glass of whisky, the same drink which had been served to the rest of the loiterers, and tossed it off.

Shannigan had waited until the others drank. Then he lifted his glass of beer.

Thank you very kindly, Mr. Connor, he said. Thank you all, very much, gentlemen. Then he swallowed some of the beer — seemed to notice that the other glasses were already empty — and then poured down the glassful with one swallow.

A shout of applause greeted this gesture.

Whered you learn my name, Sam? asked Connor. It aint hung outside the door.

Mr. Reynolds, said Sam, he told me this morning that the place to drink my beer in Deerfoot was the place of Mr. Connor, called the Best Chance Saloon. He said that Mr. Connor was a very kind gentleman, and he said you had the best place, sir. He said that the last time he had a drink in Deerfoot, it was in your saloon, sir.

Now, that aint any lie, neither, said Slim. Because thats just what happened. He was in here with Powell and Halpin, the poor devils.

He told me that, said Shannigan, after I finished beg-gin him not to come back to Deerfoot, and to go and run away and save himself, sir. He told me to shut my silly mouth, was his words. He can speak mighty cross, when his temper is up!

Yeah, and that aint any lie, said one of the men sourly.

You mean that you were tryin to persuade him away from Deerfoot? broke in Slim Connor eagerly.

It looked like kind of dangerous for him, said Shannigan. Thats the way it looked to me. But Mr. Jack, sir, he said that, as long as he was a free man and didnt have no posse hangin around his neck, hed go and give himself up to the law, because he never done no murder in his life, and never would do. And he said that the folks in Deerfoot would give him a fair chance, once they got cooled down.

Did he say that? asked several voices at the same time.

He said that, sir, said Shannigan. And then I reckon that hed just about as soon die, after seein Mrs. Jack, as live closed off away from her.

A bald-headed man, very fat, with a sheen of perspiration on his skin, spoke up for the first time.

A gent gets more out of a simple fellow like this than he does out of the newspaper and a pile of talk, said he. Doggone me if I dont begin to lean toward Jack Reynolds. Hes only a kid, anyway.

Hes only a kid, and kind of wild in the blood, agreed another. Thats the only trouble with him.

I disremember who it was, said a third man. I disremember what his name was, that I was standing on the off side of, at a bar one night down there at Spooky Wallaces saloon, in the middle of town—

I never liked Spookys whisky much, put in Slim Connor.

Well, said the narrator, I disremember which his name was, but he was orderin a drink, and reachin in his pocket, when he said: Dog-gone it, the cash has run out. And he started and pulled around to start for the door. And there was Jack Reynolds on the near side of him that said: Why, I seen you put your change in this pocket, stranger! Did I? says the gent. And he reaches in and brings out a twenty-dollar gold piece.

Well, nobody gets that for change. And he takes and gives a look at Jack, and he says: Sure, I must a forgotten about the change.. And maybe Ill forget where I put my change another time, too. But Ill never forget you, Reynolds.

Thats what he says, and has reason for saying; but, doggone me, he did forget. And the other day he was one of them that was howlin Reynolds down!

Too bad, said several voices.

The way I see it, said Slim Connor, Jack Reynolds had oughta have a chance. And this here town oughta give it to him.

A quiet voice said in the doorway: Hell have his chance. Hell have his chance to kill more men, and I half hope theyll be some of you!


17. — THE EXCITED MAN
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THAT WAS LITTLE Lee Swain, standing against the glow of the late afternoon. People jerked their heads around and stared at him. They were ready to take rough action, hearing such crisp talk, but the very smallness of the man and his tenderfoot clothes gave them pause. Besides, Lee Swain was a blameless character, and the sort of a fellow that makes a town — a solid citizen, with lots of ready cash to invest in interesting proposals.

So instead of a volley of oaths, he was greeted with a silence.

He stepped through the doorway, and ran his eyes up and down the line of faces.

One day you boys will taste the edge of him a little deeper, said Swain. This trick of turning himself up for justice — only a trick, and nothing to it!

He turned sharply around, and to the bare-legged lad who had followed him to the door of the saloon he said:

Go back to the telegraph office, and if a message comes for me, bring it up here. Ill be waiting for an hour or so!

Now, Mr. Swain, said Slim Connor, heres Sam, that tried to persuade Jack Reynolds to run for his life, this morning, and Jack insisted on coming straight back to Deer-foot and taking trial.

Does he say that? asked Swain, turning abruptly on Shannigan.

Shannigan looked at the boots of the other.

Little Lee Swain advanced quickly upon him.

You say that you were trying to persuade him to run to save his neck, and that he insisted on coming back to Deer-foot? demanded Swain.

Shannigan slowly, deliberately turned his shoulder toward Swain, and looked at the proprietor.

Mr. Connor, sir, he said, would you kindly talk to this gentleman for me?

It brought a literal gasp from those who listened. It was the perfect retort, a devastating stroke, the only possible way in which he could have insulted Swain and retained the sympathy of every man in the room.

Slim Connor said instantly: Mr. Swain, maybe it aint right to go after the boy, there. All he knows aint much. But he knows he loves his hoss. Right or wrong, I guess that we gotta put up with it.

No matter how acid the nature of Swain, when he encountered the gloomy brows that surrounded him, he could not help but understand that they considered him abysmally in the wrong. Their heads were lowered, and they looked up at him like so many angry bulls, prepared to charge.

They would never guess, these fellows, that he was armed, and in the most efficient style. They would never dream of the revolver that hung heavily under the pit of his left arm. He hoped, for that matter, that he could keep them in ignorance as to that point forever. But one day, perhaps, he would have to cut his way through a few of them, and then surprise might help him as much as bullets.

He stepped to the bar.

He said, briskly but dryly: Boys, Ive lost my temper. I dont change my mind about Reynolds. And I dont relish the backwash from Reynoldss man. But I think Ive been wrong, here. And I hope Im old enough and wise enough to admit it. Well have a drink, if you dont say no.

They did not say no. The line of glasses was filled. Only that of Shannigan remained empty, and, with a murmur to the bartender and with a bow that included the rest, Shannigan backed out of the swinging doors to the street.

All eyes followed him, even those of Mr. Lee Swain, with a gleaming side glance.

The drink went down.

Im sorry that I broke out, Swain said. I dont mean to take the fault of the master on the head of the servant. But, boys, theres just something about all this business thats too pat. Mr. Sam, yonder, talks a little too simple to suit me. Maybe Im wrong. I hope I am. Maybe Im wrong about Reynolds. I hope that, too. What have I to gain by finding the boy in trouble? But I have to tell you what is in my mind, because Im afraid that Ive made a wrong impression, and a bad impression, here. Slim, give me another glass of beer, if you dont mind, and Ill have it in the back room.

He retired with the drink, accordingly.

The bearded man said: He made me mad, Swain did. But hes all right. You know what I mean. Hes a waspy kind of a little hornet; but, dog-gone me, I like a man thatll admit when hes wrong. Dog-gone me if I dont.

There was a murmur of agreement. Enough drinks had been circulating, of late, to make every one extremely lenient even to his most bitter enemy.

Look at the way that Sam backed out, said the bearded man. Now, dog-gone me, I like him. Take him this morning — he throwed himself right into the middle of trouble. Did bullets faze him? They did not! He run through gunfire like nothing at all, all the while thinking of his hoss, not of himself. But here comes along a ruction, and his hoss aint here to fight for, and right away he ducks out, even after he seen that we liked him and that we was on his side. Simple, is what he is, and straight.

I think a pile more of Reynolds on account of him, said Slim Connor. I learned in school — you can judge the master by the man. Theres something in that, too.

Sure there is, agreed another.

Just a plain, common fellow with a good heart in him, said Slim Connor, whisky and sentiment rather mastering him.

The plain, common fellow was at that moment cautiously peering through a crack in the log wall of the rear of Slim Connors place.

Now and then he glanced inside, and now and then he looked to the side, where two or three breaks in the brush gave him a view of the street, near the saloon, so that he could see any one approaching from the town side.

That was plain and honest Sam!

His interest in Mr. Lee Swain had grown with every meeting, and now it had reached the degree of a passion.

So he stared through the narrow crack, and gradually brought Swain within the easy compass of his eye.

The little man was by no means at ease. He shifted to one side of his chair, and then to the other.

Presently he rose and walked the floor.

He leaned over and scanned that floor close. He reached down and picked from a crack among the boards a small fragment of something, and then threw it away, as though disappointed. It rattled into a corner.

He sat down again at the table, sipped his beer, lighted his pipe, smoked a puff, and then let the pipe go out while he stared straight before him at his thoughts.

Whatever the thoughts were, they were exciting enough to make him grip and flex his hand a number of times.

Shannigan began to smile to himself. That excitement was not altogether the excitement of an ordinary man. It was that of a man watching a horse race — yes, when he has bet heavily upon one of the contenders, bet more than he can afford to lose.

Lee Swain had a great reputation for scrupulous honesty in the town of Deerfoot, but reputations meant nothing to the man whose eye was fixed upon the little fellow through the crack in the wall.

Presently Swain pushed back the flap of his coat, and from a pocket of his dark-gray worsted suit he extracted a small piece of stone, which he turned this way and that in his fingers.

It was not a jewel. It was too large for that. And yet the expression of Swain was that of a man who is looking down upon the fire of a pigeons-egg ruby, or flaming diamond, or the impenetrably cool depths of a great emerald.

The interest of the watcher grew apace, and on his face began to appear that inhuman smile which had chilled the blood of Mary Tracy, on this day.

That bit of rock — now he could see that it was no more-had a definite and keen interest to Mr. Lee Swain.

So had the floor.

Because, from time to time, he turned his eyes down toward the floor, and considered it with a sweeping and then a minute glance, with some hope and some fear in his face.

Once he got up, went to the far corner of the room to which he had flung the bit he formerly picked out of a crack, and reexamined it. He started to put it in his vest pocket, after a critical examination. Then he changed his mind, put the bit into a crack, and then pushed it down with his heel. Having done this, he snapped his fingers, laughed a little, silently, and then returned to his chair. Keenly and closely the watcher marked that spot on the floor.

Now, in his chair, Mr. Lee Swain drew out again the little fragment of stone. He turned and twisted it this way and that, until finally a ray of light struck on the flat surface of it, and the watcher at the crack saw a golden glint of light.

He winced a little lower in his place, as he saw this. For there was only one explanation. There was gold in the bit of stone!

That would explain the excitement of Mr. Lee Swain. That would explain the gleam in his eye and the tenseness of his voice. Gold!

Well, many things will be done, in this world, for the sake of gold. The mind of Shannigan opened and bloomed like a flower, in the multitude of possibilities that flooded upon him.

He was thinking of Jack Reynolds and the enmity which the little man had toward him. To that thought, Shannigan added the idea of gold. He was not one to try to make everything meet in a moment. He was willing to add evidence to evidence, and let the sum total speak for itself.

He had noticed these things, and had some quick reflections upon them, when he saw, through a gap in the brush toward the street, the same bare-legged boy who had left Mr. Lee Swain at the door of the saloon, now scurrying up the street once more. He rose at once and started to meet him.


18. — THE TELEGRAM
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AS SHANNIGAN WENT along, he took from his pocket a telegraph envelope, glanced at the typewritten address, which proclaimed the name of Lee Swain, and then hurriedly replaced the envelope. He hastened onto the street.

As he did so, turning down toward the town, he encountered the scurrying boy. Shannigan tripped, or appeared to do so, and the ponderous weight of his shoulder grazed the lad and knocked him spinning.

He did not fall, but the telegraph envelope which he carried in his hand dropped to the ground.

Shannigan instantly picked it up, made it disappear with a crunch of his thumb against the palm of his hand, and in its place offered back to the youngster that other telegraph envelope which he had ready in his pocket.

Mighty sorry, boss, said Shannigan. The boy caught his breath, for he had run a distance. Hey, said he, you wanta look where youre goin! Yes, sir, boss, murmured Shannigan. He turned, with helpless eyes, and watched the lad scurry on.

There appeared before him the bearded man, saying: I seen that!

Did you? asked Shannigan, with a sudden but strangely subdued interest in his eyes.

Yeah, said the man of the beard, I seen it. The kid, he oughta be skinned, bumpin into somebody, and then blamin him. Im goin to go back in there and hide that kid.

Shannigan stepped before the man of the beard, and raised his hand.

Dont do that, mister. He didnt mean no harm. He was just a parcel excited. That was all that was the matter with him. Dont you bother him, sir! The man of the beard smiled.

Youre a good fellow, Sam, he said. You got a good nature, too. Come along downtown with me, Sam, because Im goin to buy you a drink. Im goin to buy you a whole flock of drinks.

Thank you, sir, answered Shannigan. But I guess I better be getting back to Mrs. Jack, sir. She might be havin a need of me — and Sam has had his drink of beer, already! So he left the man of the beard, and turned straightway back through the brush, as soon as he saw the other well ahead of him, and circled until he had come to the back room of the saloon.

There he saw Mr. Lee Swain reading a telegram, over and over, and shaking his head, as he considered it.

Shannigan knew well enough how that telegram read, for he had himself typewritten it.



LEE SWAIN DEERFOOT

INVESTIGATED CAREFULLY STOP FOUND THE FAMILY HOMESTEAD OF THE REYNOLDS FAMILY AND ASKED ABOUT THEM AMONG THE NEIGHBORS STOP VERY RESPECTABLE PEOPLE AND OLD FAMILY

SIGNED BRESFX



He had been able to make up the telegram well enough, according to his own wishes as to how it should read.

The signature, of course, he could not guess. So he had compiled a colossal misspelling: Bresfx!

That had no meaning, of course.

He carefully and soundlessly opened the other telegram, the true telegram which he had crumpled in his hand, and which he had purloined from the messenger.

It read:

NO SUCH FAMILY NEAR ALEXANDRIA STOP WENT INTO MATTER THOROUGHLY STOP ADVISE RECHECK EVERYTHING

SIGNED FAIRFAX



The signature was what delighted him most.

Bresfx was a typographical error that might, with a twist of the mind, be contorted into a misspelling of Fairfax. The more he stared at that real signature, the more pleased he was with things in general.

Then he turned his attention, once more, to the man inside the room.

Lee Swain had risen from his chair, and now, crumpling the telegram, he hurled it on the floor and actually stamped upon it, exclaiming:

Its wrong — its got to be wrong! It couldnt possibly be otherwise!

How wrong it was, only the spy at the crack in the wall could have said, and he was silent.

Finally, Lee Swain rose and left the room, striding out boldly and with a savage expression of disdain and disgust upon his face.

A man to watch! said Shannigan to himself.

For always he had found the little man against him, and always he had found Lee Swain in the right, so far as this business went.

Rather grimly he pondered upon this problem.

Then, when he thought that Swain had gone a sufficient distance from the saloon, he rose, walked to the street, and entered the Best Chance again.

The proprietor welcomed him with a wave of the hand.

Sorry that you backed out, Sam! said he.

You know, sir, said Shannigan, when white folks get all heated up, its a lot better for colored people to raise a dust and get away, aint it?

You know your own business, Sam, said Slim Connor, with more truth than he knew. Have a drink?

Mr. Connor, said Shannigan, you mind me askin you a big favor?

There was no one else in the saloon. Connor smiled almost fondly on this exemplary Negro.

I tell you what, boy, he said; you could ask quite a lot from me, and I really mean it.

Well, sir, said Shannigan, theys a back room, in yonder, and maybe I could have a chance to drink a quiet glass of beer in yonder where no one would see me and start askin questions. He added: You understand, sir. All the way on the train and the stage there wasnt no beer. Mrs. Jack, she dont drink nothin, sir. Hardly no coffee or tea, even!

Slim Connor laughed loud and raucously.

Well, you can make up time right in this place, brother, he declared. Heres a glass of beer for you. Take it along.

Shannigan took the proffered glass and retired.

In the back room of the saloon, he pulled back from the table a chair, and let it scrape noisily. Then he settled down, and remained quiet for a moment, while his eye relocated on the floor the exact spot at which the little fragment had been stamped into a crack by Lee Swain.

When he was sure of the spot, he drew from his pocket a clasp knife with a blade of the unnecessary length of at least four inches.

That formidable blade he opened, smiled down at it with a familiar eye, and then went to the place that he had marked through the chink in the logs.

He drew the point of the knife down the crack, angling the blade to the side, and turning up a stiff little black furrow of moist dust. In that dust were fragments and whole matches, and grains of various sorts — and in it, also, was a perceptible little fragment of stone.

That was what he salvaged and took back with him to his chair. It was only a small bit, hardly half an inch long, and much less than that in thickness.

It was a dark stone, black at the outer edge, and a blackish brown toward the center. He looked at the edges, and then he looked at one side. On the other side he saw a thing that startled him. It was a mere gleam of yellow, but when he looked more closely he was able to make out a very faint indentation that moved regularly across the surface of the shard.

Wire gold, said Shannigan, softly and to himself.

He lifted his ugly face and repeated, with a strange intentness: Wire gold!

And then he laughed, though even in his own mind there was burning up a furious eagerness, a fire of interest.

He could not look at that broken shard for a moment without being willing to swear that it had something to do with this mystery, and certainly he could swear that Mr. Lee Swain was not an altogether innocent man.

How he could connect Swain with the imbroglio, Shannigan could not tell, as yet; but some connection there must be, more vital than Swains mere angry devotion to law and order.

The gold was behind everything!

He closed his eyes, and began to ponder the matter carefully. The fragment of gold-tainted rock which Swain had stamped down into the crack in the floor, that other bit of rock which he had seen Swain take from his vest pocket — these were things which Shannigan tried to fit together with Swains curious dislike for the young Reynolds.

But he could not make head or tail of the business. The gaps in it were too great.

He stood up, at last, and walked out into the dimness of twilight, through which he walked down to the jail.

The jailer swiftly patted him to make sure that no weapons or other supplies were being carried, and then admitted him to see Reynolds.

Im going down the corridor, here, a little ways, Sam, he said kindly, so that you can swap lies with your master. Understand? Dont you be trying to pass him no electric drills, nor nothing like that!

No, sir, said Shannigan. I reckon, when Mr. Jack wants to leave this jail, hell just stand up and walk out, sir!

The jailer laughed sardonically. Going back down the corridor, as he had promised, he tilted against the wall a chair which was placed near the hanging lamp. There he sat down, and picked up a chunk of Sunday newspaper, filled with enticing advertisements, with pictures of stylish clothes, with prints of the ladies and gentlemen of the land, and with a few details of lurid crimes.

In these things the jailer lost himself, not for the first but the twentieth time; and, biting his nails, with his head thrusting forward, he stared round-eyed at what the print was telling.

Shannigan was standing close to the bars of Reynoldss cell, talking rapidly.


19. — REYNOLDS TALKS
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BIG JACK REYNOLDS had been lying down, which is the habit of most cow- punchers. When they are out of the saddle, it is little rest to them to take in a chair practically the same position that they have been holding all day long.

Now Reynolds sat up, reached for his cigarette makings, and waved his hand toward the visitor. He was a graceful fellow, was Reynolds, and the smile with which he met Shannigan could hardly fail to bring a pleasant response in the expression of another man. But Shannigan did not smile in return.

Hello, bo, said he.

Reynolds shrugged his shoulders. After all, he preferred this sort of talk to the servile lingo which Shannigan had talked to him before.

Hello, Sam, said Reynolds.

He rose and walked close to the bars.

You dont have to be too close, said Shannigan. Im not going to pass you anything. Just some ideas.

Blaze away, said Reynolds.

Where does Lee Swains nervous system connect with yours?

I dont know. I hear the little swine is trying to double-cross me.

He wants you to take a long rest, is all. You know the bunk that Mary and I worked up about the old Virginia home?

Theyre likely to break through that. Why couldnt you stick a little closer to the facts?

We didnt have you to tell us the facts, said Shannigan. All we knew was that youd kept your mouth shut about your past. You had to have a wife to weaken the hemp, so to speak. So we gave you a wife and a happy home in the past, all together. Swain is a doubter. He wired back. He got this answer today: No such family near Alexandria. Went into matter thoroughly. Advise recheck everything. The telegram was signed Fairfax.

Then the ground will rise and the sky drop, and the lot of us will be smashed in between, said Reynolds. This looks like a pretty bad business! He added: How do you know what was in Swains telegram?

I got the real one away from the messenger, and gave him a phony one which said that everything was all right and that the Reynoldses were well known.

How did you know what name to sign?

I didnt. I signed a mistake — a telegraphic error. But the- misspelling happened to end with an FX. That may make it ride with Swain.

If it doesnt, can he check up?

Of course he can. At the telegraph office.

And then?

And then Mrs. Jack Reynolds will be asked to leave town, or even arrested as an impostor, and youll be taken out of jail and the lynching party resumed, and Ill be hanged on the same tree beside you.

Reynolds stared. He said not a word.

Whats the first thing that comes into your mind? asked Shannigan.

Who is Mary? asked the other.

Thats the first thing that comes into your mind?

Yes, said Reynolds.

You like her, eh? asked Shannigan, with an expressionless face.

Is she your wife? asked Reynolds.

Shannigan smiled. There was no more meaning in that smile than in the granite lips of an Egyptian colossus. Shes not my wife, said he. Whats your next idea, Reynolds?

Who are you?

Youre full of curiosity, remarked Shannigan. Better start that mind working on another train.

Anything you say.

You might think something about stones.

Reynolds shrugged his wide shoulders again.

I dont see the point of that joke, he said.

Dont you?

No.

That black rock, with wire gold in it.

This brought Reynolds, with a jump, close to the bars of the cell.

Who the devil put that in your mind? he asked.

Swain.

Swain? A savage look crossed the eyes of Reynolds. What does Swain know?

A lot more than I do, said Shannigan.

That may be, too. What do you know?

I know that youre still close to hanging, that Swain has a piece of gold ore in his vest pocket, and that he wants you put out of the way. Does that make a story for you?

Swain! exclaimed Reynolds.

He fell into a study.

Swain knows something, then, he muttered.

He looked up sharply at Shannigan.

Look here, Sam, he said. Did it ever occur to you that somebody killed poor Halpin and Powell out there on the Owens Desert?

Ive had other things to think about, but Ive thought of that, too.

Dyou suppose that Swain could have done it?

I dont know. He doesnt seem the fellow for violence, but these complicated chaps like Swain may be full of all sorts of possibilities. He might have killed them. On the other hand, he may not even know one end of a gun from the other.

Somebody killed em! said Reynolds darkly.

And you didnt, eh?

No, I didnt. Thats straight.

I think it is. Anything you can say that will put it right?

I can say ten million dollars worth of words, said Reynolds, flushing.

Can you?

Yes.

You dont have to say them to me. Say them to anybody you please — if the ten million will help to save your neck.

Reynolds frowned more darkly. Look here, said he. Isnt it a fact that you had the wind of coin behind this deal, and thats what brought you out of the dark?

Shannigan grinned broadly, without malice, the smile of a child filled with pleasure at a thought.

I can only say yes or no to that, he said. You ought not to ask questions like that, son. It isnt just wise.

Ill put it another way, then, said Reynolds. You knew what Halpin and Powell had found, eh?

I know nothing about it. But I guess that it was gold.

Powell and Halpin found in the Owens the biggest strike of gold that I ever dreamed of.

Go on. And try to fit the back room of the Best Chance Saloon into the picture.

Reynolds started. Thats where Halpin and Powell took me. Id loaned them some money. They were jailbirds, but they were all right, in their way.

I gave them a hand. They called it a prospecting stake. And they came back to Deerfoot and took me to the back room of Slim Connors place and showed me their samples.

Theyd found an outcrop of black boulders and glint of yellow where a chip had been knocked off. They broke up a stone. It was full of wire gold. They dug and hit the vein. They opened it up a little. It was eighteen inches wide. Not all wire gold. You know, that wouldnt be possible. There were just streaks and pockets full of that stuff — double handfuls of gold, here and there, just to cheer up a hard-working miner. Powell was nearly crazy as he talked about it; so was Halpin. They showed me the samples.

Something happened to those samples, said Shannigan.

No, nothing.

Think back. Something happened.

No, not a thing. They dropped off the table, some of them. That was all. And Halpin was after Powell for his carelessness.

You picked em all up? Yes, carefully.

You couldnt be careful, said Shannigan. You were all blind and crazy with gold fever. When those samples broke, you left a few of the splinters behind. I have one of em that I saw Swain stamp into a crack in the floor. Swain has a larger bit.

Reynolds frowned. That brings Lee Swain closer to the killing of Powell and Halpin, he declared. Look at it this way: He has the sample. He knew that Powell and Halpin had them, and that I had seen em. Powell and Halpin die. Theyre murdered as they sink a shaft in the Owens gravel. And when I find the bodies and hurry for Deerfoot to report what Ive seen, a posse meets me — Lee Swain has found the bodies even before me, even before I have time to get back with water! Hes found em, and hurried to town to give the alarm and accuse me — because Id left Deerfoot that day, earlier, with the pair. You see?

Not entirely, said Shannigan. But you have a bright mind, Jack. I like to see it work. Go right ahead. Reynolds was willing enough to talk.

Its clear to me. Lee Swain, or men working for him, did the trick. I understand that he started that morning, even earlier than the three of us did. He was heading for the Willejee Mountains, he said, and he intended to take the straight cut across the desert. Mind you, he started before us, but we didnt pass him on the way. And yet he must have been later. He must have been hours and hours later, because wed reached a place in line with the big strike of ore, and wed worked a long time at it, before I went to get water and left Halpin and Powell behind me. Now, mind you, he left Deerfoot before us, and headed straight for the Willejees, and we did not pass him on the trail; and yet he came up hours and hours after us, and found the two dead men. Kind of strange, Sam?

Strange, said Shannigan. But theres not a straight trail. After he hit the desert, he might have wandered.

Yes, a little. But he would have had the Willejees ahead of him all the way, to keep him fairly straight. How did he happen to be hours behind us — after starting earlier? Thats the point! I never thought of it before!

But why would he kill the pair of em and leave you?

Reynolds walked up and down, thinking. And as he shook his head, Shannigan said:

Its possible to be outside that back room of Slim Connors, and yet know everything that happens inside it. I know, because Ive just done it. If something put Swain there, if he saw you three, and the samples and heard some of the talk, if he were ready to follow the three of you the next morning, if he followed and saw from a distance that you were digging, he would be sure that it was the shaft from which youd taken the samples, eh? And one of those samples he had in his pocket — wire gold!

Thats correct!

He sees them digging. He sees Mr. Straight-shot Reynolds go off. He takes an easy chance and shoots the other two, close up, so close that he can risk head shots. He goes to the shaft, then, and finds—

He paused.

Reynolds put in: Nothing. It was Halpin that wanted to make the try there on the way to the real spot. But he was wrong. At least, we didnt go deep enough to hit the vein.

Swain finds nothing, as you say. Hes killed two men to get the gold mine. Hes intended to kill the third man, when the third man comes back. But now he finds that theres no gold mine, after all — and two men dead on his hands. So he uses the third man to carry away the guilt of the double murder. Does that seem logical to you, Reynolds?

How could little Lee Swain do these things?

I dont say that he did. He may have had a whole gang along with him. But, on the other hand, hes a fellow of resolution, and Judge Colt is sure enough a great equalizer of persons.

Reynolds nodded. I think the thing is straight as a string, said he. But how can we hang it on Swain?

That needs quiet surroundings and thought, said Shannigan, and before I leave I want some more hard facts from you.


20. — MARYS IDEA
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SHANNIGAN WENT OUT of the jail and almost stumbled over Lee Swain. The little man halted fast in the middle of the sidewalk, and tapped Shannigans arm as he started by.

Shannigan turned and touched his forehead in salute.

Yes, sir? said he.

Lee Swain stepped closer and looked hard and carefully into the eyes of Shannigan — the thoughtful stare of a man who is examining a botanical specimen under a microscope, perhaps?

When he had finished his examination, which Shannigan endured with a patient humility, Swain said sharply:

Youre no more of a mulatto than I am!

Have you got some colored blood in you, Mr. Swain? asked Shannigan gently.

I have as much as you have, said Swain. As for your skin—

He swept his glance over the face of the big man, and then turned on his heel and walked rapidly down the street.

Shannigan did not glance after him. He went on with an immobile face to the hotel, and to the room of Mary Tracy.

She was there — she was always there; it was her role to be there, overwhelmed with grief, as long as her husband was in any danger.

When Shannigan knocked, a tremulous voice called: Yes?

He opened the door without further invitation, and found her stretched on the bed, with her face to the wall, and a handkerchief at her eyes.

Yes? quavered her voice, again. Are your eyes red, Mary? asked Shannigan. She jumped to her feet, smiling. Theyre not red, said Shannigan.

They would have been before I budged, said she. One rub from the corners to the center of the eyelid will do the trick. Then, one looks down, and keeps a handkerchief near the mouth, and turns partly away.

Why do you look down? asked Shannigan.

Well, that puts the eyelashes against the cheeks. And any blockhead — or rather, blockheads particularly — can easily imagine a bit of moisture in long, dark lashes like mine.

Youve been adding yourself up, lately, Mary, said he.

Yes, she answered.

Whats the sum total? he asked.

Oh, its a pretty big sum total, said the girl. Except for my nose. Confound my nose, Sam. It ought to be bigger. The nose spoils everything. Id be a big sum total, but if theres one bad figure it makes the whole amount wrong. Why cant I have more nose? You can do anything, Sam. Grow some more nose on this face of mine.

And youll be able to catch Reynolds? said he.

Thats the present idea, said the girl.

There are better things than Jack, in the world, said Shannigan.

Hell do, she answered.

You dont need a new nose, answered Shannigan. He likes you the way you are. Dont try to change the picture while hes satisfied with it.

Come here where the light falls on your face, Sam, she begged. I never can tell when youre mocking me.

Reynolds knows that hes still only an inch or two from hanging, but hes more interested in you than he is in his neck.

Do you swear that, Sam? she asked, delighted.

I dont swear it. Hes too young to know his mind. So are you, said Shannigan.

You dont like Jack? she queried.

Hes all right, said Shannigan. But hes young. Thats all.

You could like him better than you do.

Yes, I could, but I dont.

Why not?

Because I want you for myself, of course, said Shannigan, with a yawn.

He sat down and made a cigarette.

You cant smoke here, Sam, said she. Whoever heard of a mulatto house boy smoking in the presence of his mistress?

Once more, he pinched the tobacco and wisp of paper together, and dropped them into his pocket.

What do you think of me, Sam? she asked him.

I think too much, said Shannigan, with that impenetrable smile which she hated more than anything in the world. But if you mean the other way — I think youre a little young, Mary, but you have talents. You have some face, too, but quite a bit of talent behind it.

She sat down in turn, and sighed.

Whats the news? she asked. Is there any?

Some, said he. Swains telegram came back. I switched it in the messengers hand. Swain got the fake message saying the Reynoldses are all right. I have the real message that says they dont exist. I had to fake a signature. Swain may find it out at the telegraph office, and that would break everything. Were walking on a tight wire. We have to get quick action. Lee Swain murdered Powell and Halpin because he had evidence theyd discovered a tremendously valuable gold mine. He intended to get Reynolds, too, but he was thrown off that idea by finding them digging an empty hole in the desert. He threw the blame on Jack.

I knew he was innocent, said the girl. I knew it. But I love you, Sam, for telling me so!

Sit down, said he. Youre being silly. Swain killed the pair of them, he knows that Im not a mulatto, and hes on the trail of the gold mine, on the one hand, and the truth about the Reynoldses of Alexandria, on the other. I wish that Id picked out a more obscure place than Alexandria. But thats behind us. I tell you that were still on the edge of the cliff. If this town finds out that youve bamboozled them — you and I — itll run you out of town, or even jail you. And itll lynch me and Reynolds. We have to move fast. I told Howison, today, to see the judge and press for action, and now Ill find out what the judge thinks. Keep your nerves steady. Be a thoroughbred. And we still may pull through.

He got up and went to the door.

Can Swain be such a man as you say? said she. I think he can. He has a snaky eye. He has the meanest eye I ever faced, except—

She stopped herself quickly.

Except mine? he asked carelessly. You have the tongue for pretty nothings, in your talk, Mary. Keep your brain working. Everything may depend on you. If the pinch comes, I may have to break away and leave you in the lurch, while I try to take care of Reynolds. Are you prepared for that?

Im prepared for anything, said the girl. Anything that will save him. Is he really thinking about me?

I cant be coming to your room all the time, said he. If the judge is against Reynolds, Ill come by, presently, and tap once. If hes for Jack, Ill tap twice. If hes practically decided to quash the case, Ill tap three times.

He left her with her last question unanswered and found Howison in the hall, going toward his room with a brisk step. Even through the dim light, his smile was very easily visible.

He paused, murmuring rapidly: Cant be seen talking in a friendly way with you, man. But Ive seen the judge. I pressed in the name of law and order, for a strong procedure against Reynolds. That was my cure, of course. But the judge has made up his mind. He says that there is nothing but circumstantial hearsay against Reynolds and that he wont believe that there is a case against him until something more to the point is brought up against him.

What counts with the judge was that Reynolds rode out of town with the two and was heading back for Deerfoot without them. The judge swears that if Reynolds had actually quarreled with the pair and killed them, he would not have been such a fool as to come straight back into the arms of justice. Besides, Reynolds is a steady friend, and he has showed friendship to Powell and Halpin in other days. My dear fellow, the judge is going to quash the case when its brought up tomorrow; he wont have it for trial unless theres new evidence.

He paused, with a gasp of relief.

The lawyer I sent for will be here in the morning, he went on swiftly, and by noon, I expect to see Jack a free man. Well get him out of this part of the world at once — and no matter what your bill is, Shannigan, Ill tell you now that it will be too small for the service youve rendered.

Shannigan answered: Maybe we can hold things together till tomorrow. I dont know. Lee Swain is on the warpath. Hes the murderer. Theres a gold mine behind the pretty little deal. I think the devil will be to pay before the end of things. Go back to your room, and digest that. I havent time to tell you more. Im going down to the dining room to have supper in a corner, the way servants ought to, when theres not a servants dining hall.

Leaving the other fairly staggered, Shannigan went on with his easy, silent step toward the head of the stairs.


21. — SWAINS DISCOVERY
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LARGE-HEARTED MEN ARE not apt to give particular attention to details. Lee Swain was not large-hearted, and his life was chiefly employed in paying the very strictest attention to the very smallest of details.

That which troubled him now, discounting or destroying all of the previous efforts that he had made against young Jack Reynolds, was the telegram which had arrived, announcing that there was such a family near Alexandria. There was not a flaw except the misspelling of the signature, one of the typical telegraphic errors, it seemed.

No particular thought of that was in the mind of Lee Swain, no doubt of the messages reality, at least, as he turned into the street that led past the telegraph office. That office represented the terminal to which the railroad was planning to build its branch line.

When Lee Swain passed it, he stopped, suddenly, and glared at the window with the red-painted letters stretched across it. He had been specially aroused since encountering Shannigan outside the jail. He felt that he had overstepped himself. In the first place, he could not really be sure that the other was a white man; in any place, he should have kept his thoughts to himself.

Being thoroughly irritated, now, he wanted some one to rage at. That, and that reason only, took him into the telegraph office.

The operator was a youth who had divided his soul between two great aspirations: One was to be a grocery clerk who wore leather cuffs and a pencil behind his ear, and used an order book with carbon sheets between the pages. The second great urge was to be a stenographer, and rattle off thousands of words on a typewriter, faster, almost, than people could speak their sentences.

He had taken a middle course. Of the one ambition, he retained the leather cuffs upon his shirt sleeves, and the pencil behind his ear. Of the other ambition he actually had the typewriter beside him! It could be seen that he was a fellow who would get what he wanted out of the world.

As for the telegraph instrument, he was a master of it, and when he sat at the key, the stations that knew him and his skill never hesitated to send so fast that the ticker made a mere blur of sound to the unpracticed ear. That was not all. He was a sender regular, brilliant, precise and clear, and never hesitating in a way that would confuse the receiver.

He was almost everything that a telegraph operator ought to be. In addition, he kept his long blond hair bright and sleek with a perfumed oil, and kept himself generally very neat. He had no bad habits, unless gum chewing could be called one. Even in this, he used discretion, decidedly, and had several brands in use at the same time.

He would start the morning with something light, such as wintergreen, and sometimes stay with this till noon. After lunch, he usually took to mint, or peppermint, which is a digestive of force. Toward the evening, he found licorice sustaining. His daily program was not always so exactly divided as this.

At the moment when the nervous step of Mr. Lee Swain came into the room, the operator was enjoying a fresh stick of licorice. He turned with a bland smile, as Lee Swain slammed a telegraph form on top of the counter, and exclaimed:

Why the devil cant you people get things straight, eh? Why cant you even spell out a name straight? Is that any way to deliver a telegram?

The operator moistened a forefinger in the corner of his mouth, attached it to the telegram, and lifted the little yellow sheet of paper with the ruled lines and printed information upon it.

He glanced it over.

I tell you how it is, he said, passing back the form, now only slightly flavored with licorice. I tell you what — theres some of the boys, even in this job, that aint very well-educated. The facts has gotta be faced, and them are the facts.

Youre educated, are you? said Lee Swain.

Two years high school, said the operator promptly.

He smiled, awaiting comment.

He got it.

Then what dyou mean by spelling a signature like that? Swain demanded.

The operator moistened his forefinger again, but that method of attaching and lifting the paper was too slow for Lee Swain. He grasped the sheet himself, and held it quivering with indignation and the current in the air under the nose of the youngster.

I never wrote that, said the operator. You never what?

I never received that.

Maybe you never did, but its the message that you sent out, said Swain.

No. Never. I got a memory for the messages that come through this office. Youve had twenty or so, Mr. Swain. I could repeat most of em by heart.

You could, eh?

Yes.

And this didnt come through you, eh? asked Swain.

No. It did not.

Sure?

Yes.

Lee Swain blinked.

You got a message for me today — not so very long ago? he asked.

Yes. I got one.

And this isnt the message?

No, it certainly aint the message.

What message did you get?

The operator shifted the chewing gum to the far side of his mouth. It was well softened, by this time, and he sank his teeth through it with a graceful and a gracious ease.

Something about no such name being known, and advising you to recheck everything, he said.

Lee Swain caught in a breath, bit it off short, and swallowed it with a gulp.

Thats what you got?

Yes.

And how was it signed? asked Swain.

Mayfax.

Swain shook his head, tiptoe with expectancy.

Fairfax, said the operator, correcting himself.

Wait a minute. Let me see the message, will you? Youve got a copy, havent you?

Certainly, said the other.

He reached into a sheaf of papers, and found what he wanted, presently. Turning, in his swivel chair, to the typewriter, he quickly rattled the message off again on the sheet of paper.

This he passed across the counter to Mr. Lee Swain. The latter read, reread, then changed color and became a bright red, and then a dusty purple.

He began to tremble. The operator heard him mutter: This ought to mean hanging! This ought to mean it.

Youve got a brain in your head! snapped Lee Swain, aloud. Heres something for you, boy.

He slammed on the counter a coin which the operator, with a smile, reached over and picked off. His smile faded when he felt its weight. It was no larger than a five-cent piece, but its weight-He opened his fingers and saw in his hand a five-dollar gold piece.

His elation was not unmixed with other emotions. He slipped a little lower in his chair, as he muttered: Five dollars worth of poison — for him to have. But who gets the dose?

He even jumped from his chair and stepped to the door, to see Lee Swain turning the next corner at full speed!

Swain went toward a house he knew, but found his objective playing in the vacant lot adjoining.

Come here! yelled Swain.

The bare-legged lad detached himself from his companions and came on the run. He had made money from this employer before.

What you do with that telegram this afternoon? he asked.

Gave it to you, panted the boy.

You lie! said Swain.

The boy took half a step back, and stared. He was of a family famous for being a little tougher than hard-tack.

You dont mean that, mister, he decided quietly.

You put that telegram down on the ground, somewhere on the way, said Swain.

It was on the ground a minute, because I was knocked sidewise, said the boy. Whats the matter? Dont it read just as good with a little dust on the paper?

What knocked you sidewise? asked Swain.

I just happened to run into Sam, as I came close to the Best Chance.

Sam? shouted Swain. Sam, the so-called mulatto?

Yeah, Sam — Mrs. Jack Reynoldss man, said the youngster.


22. — DELIVERING THE BLOW
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SAM — MRS. Jack Reynolds — Jack Reynolds — the whole lot of em! Theyre gone — theyre finished! cried little Lee Swain, teetering for joy on tiptoe! I got em all — in my pocket — in the palm of my hand!

Hey, whats the matter? asked the youngster.

But Lee Swain turned and hurried down the street.

He knew enough now. It was all a sham. He had guessed it from the start.

Bless the mother of suspicion — for it was in him, and he had guessed from the start.

There was a late stage that day, and when he got to the post office, on his hurried trip, he saw that twenty or thirty people, men, women, and children, were standing about waiting for the distribution of the mail.

He paused for a moment, ostensibly to join the line of the waiters. He made his face as calm as a mask of stone. Inwardly he was trembling with delight.

The men, the children, particularly the women, looked upon him with open disgust.

He did not mind that. As a matter of fact, it actually increased his pleasure. It made his face more calm; it gave greater brilliance to his eyes.

As he waited, he said to a neighbor, a big, heavy man, with forward-bending shoulders, bowed by long labors:

You dont like the news, I suppose.

The other did not entirely turn toward him. He moved his head only, and after a moment of pause, like one who hardly knows whether or not he will answer the question, he remarked:

I dunno what sort of news would be displeasin to me.

No? said Lee Swain. Oh, thats all right. I thought youd been talking as though you were one of the poor fellows who believed in Jack Reynolds.

This made the other turn, fast enough.

He merely found that Lee Swain had turned, also, and was carelessly staring out the window, toward the street.

But the heavy man demanded: Hey, and whats the matter with Jack Reynolds — except that the judge has as good as said that there aint any case agin him?

The judge said that? Hes a good judge. At least, hes a good judge for Deerfoot, said Lee Swain.

Whatcha mean by that? asked the big man.

Why, youve all heard whats happened, said Swain. But theres no excitement. Youll like Reynolds better than ever, I suppose, now that you know that he and his wife and that precious Sam have all been playing parts and making fools of you.

A fellow who had not spoken, as yet, stepped from the side and confronted Lee Swain with a keen eye and a determined face.

Youve talked agin Reynolds before, and youve talked agin him enough, he declared. But if you ever talk agin that sweet young girl thats Jacks wife, Im going to take a hand myself.

Oh, are you? said Swain.

Yes, I am, said the other.

Youre Dusty Wilson, arent you? asked Swain.

Yeah, thats my name. And I hope that you dont keep shooting off your face about the Reynolds family, because one of these days, maybe youll know my name better than you do now!

Will I?

Yes. Ive said it, and I mean it. And a lot more of decent men here in Deerfoot all feel the same way. You may be only a tenderfoot, but youd oughta have a decent feelin about a girl and a lady like her.

Youre teaching me manners, are you? asked Lee Swain.

He was trembling again, and more violently than ever. He was smiling, and his eyes were gentle, but the devil was in his heart.

Ill teach you manners, brother, said Dusty Wilson. I dont want to. When you talk about men, its their own business. But when you talk about women and children, why, its everybodys business.

Your business, for instance? said Lee Swain.

He smiled openly. His head went back a little, and his eyes narrowed, and almost closed.

Yes, my business, said Dusty Wilson.

A dreadful passion to kill came up in the soul of Lee Swain, and nearly closed in a wave above his head.

Men died easily. They were brittle. A stroke knocked them over. And he knew that he could shoot straight. He could find the place between the eyes, and he would not miss it again.

He was right. He was entirely right.

Im glad to know that you make it your business, said Swain. I used to think that there were a good many sensible men in Deerfoot. But Ive been finding out the most of them are fools. And Im glad to meet the champion of the fools.

Meaning me? said Dusty Wilson, after a little pause in which every eye and ear turned upon them.

The voice of Lee Swain had not been loud, but it had in it a certain quality that demands attention anywhere and particularly in a community where men carry guns.

Yes, said Lee Swain, I mean you and all the rest who have been fools enough to talk about the Reynolds family, when there isnt such a thing, and to talk about Mr. Jack Reynolds, when the girls been exposed as a cheat.

It was just the way to deliver the blow. Carelessly, casually, and offhand. That way, it told all the more.

Dusty Wilson said: You may be a tenderfoot, but I suppose that you know when youve insulted a man?

I may be a tenderfoot, said Lee Swain, smiling tenderly on the other. But also Ive learned to carry a gun, since I came out here.

Oh, you carry a gun, do you? said Dusty Wilson, who was a known fighting man.

Yes, I carry a gun.

Well— said Wilson, with a rising ring in his voice. No, he added, I wont take advantage of you!

Dont hesitate, said Lee Swain. Dont hesitate at all. I wouldnt mind letting a little of the blood of some of you hot-heads. Im a good shot, Wilson. Im a very quick man with a gun, too — in case youre afraid you might be doing murder. If you want to invite me to step out into the street, I wouldnt mind going. Just lead the way, will you?

There was no mistaking him. He meant shooting, and he meant killing. The fire that he had been keeping down had quite mastered him, and the sheen of it in his eyes was greenish, like the eyes of a cat in the dark.

It was not dark there. It was still the rose of the evening. But the eyes of Mr. Lee Swain were plainly filled with green fire.

One big woman gaped, and gasped and fairly ran out through the doorway, as though weapons already had been drawn.

Every one else stood rooted.

Dusty Wilson was a fighting man, but he did not stir, any more than the others. He was thinking. He had taken this man cheaply — as a force in battle. Perhaps he had been entirely wrong.

He kept on thinking, while Lee Swain was saying: I tried to open your eyes for you. I suspected something was wrong, from the start. I suspected something. Its true that I havent lived all my days with cattle, or drilling in rock, or chopping down trees. But nevertheless Ive been with people, here and there, and Ive learned a trifle, even if I cant daub a rope on a steer. I tried to open your eyes for you. I tried to tell you that Reynolds was a murderer, and this so-called wife was no good, just a crook and a cheat, and that the mulatto with her was not a mulatto at all, just a fake, like the rest of em. But you wouldnt listen. The girl had a pretty face. Therefore she had to be all right. A pretty face cant be wrong.

He ended, and he laughed.

There had been half a dozen men flushed with rage as they heard the insults leveled toward the bright beauty of Mary Reynolds. But just as they were ready to step forward to action, that laughter ran into them like ice into the blood. It struck against their eyes and ears and paralyzed them with cold.

He knew something. He was right because he knew something. Not even the devil incarnate would have been able to stand there before them and speak such words and then laugh, unless he was right.

Yes, they had all been fools. The tenderfoot could prove that they were.

He was still laughing, as he looked upon the frozen distaste and anger and doubt in the faces round about him.

He still laughed as he drew out the yellow telegraph form, and slapped it on his other hand.

The fine old Reynolds family of Alexandria — oh, the best people in Virginia, practically. Good old Sam, the faithful servant. And young Master Jack, the dare-devil — best heart in the world, but a little wild, eh?

He laughed some more, taunting and wounding them with the calm superiority in his glance. He gathered them in his hand with a gesture, as it were, and then threw them away, as light, worthless things.

And then theres the girl wife!

He laughed, and as the fury rose in the eyes of the men around him, again he slapped the yellow telegraph blank on his other hand, with a noisy rattling.

The darling girl that stepped into the inside heart of Deerfoot! Just a little adventuress — bright little devil — amusing, too — but just a little rat of a sneaking hired performer. Coming out here with the picture of a pair of youngsters that she hired from a photographer-the little golden-haired, blue-eyed babies that she had rushed away from and come across the continent to see her own, her dear, her ever-loving Jack! That noble boy!

His laughter appeared to overcome him. He put back a hand that sustained him against the wall, while he still laughed.

And then it went out. It died in his eyes, that laughter, and it died in his throat.

You fools! he said. What a cheap trick, and what an old trick! But a whole town taken in by it. And the fake mulatto, too — the fellow who knew nothing. Who would jump a horse into a river, when his master told him to. Who couldnt tell you the answer to nine times seven. You pitied him, and didnt you? Laughed at him, and liked him, he was so simple, and so devoted. And you dont know that hes a white man and a clever one? That hes a crook, and a famous one? But I know, my fine friends! Yes, I know!

He was going a little past actual knowledge and using his own imagination, now. But he could not quell the fury that was in him. His words and his tongue were mastering him.

The judge, he went on, is going to set Reynolds free tomorrow morning — early. The judge has said so. The sheriff is sold on Reynolds and Sam, the mulatto. Everybody knows that. Nothing can be done. But before I wash my hands of the business, Im going to the hotel to show up Sam, the mulatto. Then Im through.

He walked out of the post office without waiting for his mail. And behind him the armed men of the crowd suddenly broke into motion, and began to move in uncertain rhythm, but with a steady progress down the street behind Lee Swain, and toward the hotel.


23. — EXPOSURE
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THERE CERTAINLY HAD been nothing in the talk of Lee Swain to win the regard of the townsmen for him. But nearly any one prefers a thousand sins to be charged against him rather than to be accused of stupidity and have the accusation proved. Lee Swain had made the accusation, and now he was advancing, it seemed, toward the proof.

A little distance down the street, he paused at the drug store. Going inside, he asked the proprietor for some solution, if possible, which would quickly remove from the skin ordinary stains. He got what he wanted almost at once — a small phial which, it was declared, ought to take off most stains at a stroke; it would take the skin along with it, too, if it were left on very long! But Swain was content with it, and he took, at the same time, a small sponge.

With that in his hand, he advanced again, and behind him straggled along that collection of grim men.

Passers-by, who stopped to find out what the silent procession was about, learned in a few words.

The big sheriff, himself, as he came with a swinging stride up the street, was briefly and succinctly informed by Lee Swain; and the sheriff fell in with the rest, frowning, feeling rather out of place, but perhaps more determined than any of the others.

Theres only one man in the town thats shown any sense, Lee Swain said. Thats another business man, named Howison. Id like to have him with us. Hes never had any use for the Reynolds idea!

They went into the hotel; there, of the clerk, Lee Swain asked briefly where Sam, the mulatto, was to be found, and was told that he was at that moment in the dining room.

Swain turned on his grim followers.

Now, boys, he said, the farther you stay behind, the better. Im going to make a trial. I think you may be able to see something for yourselves. But keep back. Some of you go in, after me, and seem to be about to sit down at the tables. Thatll be the best way. If Sam is what I think he is, he may explode and knock the stuffing out of the whole place.

As he spoke, he poured some of the solution from the druggists on the sponge, and then stepped briskly into the dining room. There were not more than a dozen people in the room, at the time, and in the corner was Sam, modestly eating by himself, with his back turned upon all others.

To him went Lee Swain, briskly.

Now, Sam, he said.

Shannigan rose instantly to his feet.

Yes, Mr. Swain? said he, touching his curly forelock.

Just a moment, Sam, said Swain.

Reaching across, without haste, he suddenly drew down the face of Shannigan the little sponge which had been concealed under the tips of his fingers.

A streak followed it, a streak of pallor that stood out like a stroke of white paint against the darkness of the rest of Shannigans face.

He clapped his hand to the wet spot, and wiped it dry. It was still not clear to Shannigan that he had been so simply and publicly tricked, until he took his hand from wiping his face, and saw on his fingers some of the stain that had come away.

Then he understood. He knew, at the same time, why the smile of triumph was on the lips and in the eyes of Lee Swain. He knew why through the door of the dining room men were steadily pouring, and coming toward him.

All his work had been undone, and he was farther away from success than at the beginning.

It was worse, much worse, than if he never had laid hand on the affairs of young Jack Reynolds, for now the poor devil was helplessly held in the jail. And this crowd was not the sort to bungle a lynching. It had been stopped once. It would not be stopped a second time!

There was the sheriff stepping toward him, one hand resting inside his coat.

The sheriff, too, had been his dupe, partly by mental persuasion, and partly by the use of force — he would not hesitate to make all sure in this arrest by using a gun!

Shannigan gave one swift glance around him — and dived for the nearest door.

Stop that man! shouted the sheriff, and drew a revolver.

But Shannigan had run past the nearest of the three long tables, the only one at which any diners had been seated, at the moment, and as they started up, in obedience to the sheriffs cry, their bodies, in rising, made a screen behind which Shannigan ran low and hard against the kitchen door.

The rubbery muscles at the point of his shoulders were the pad which broke the shock for him, as he struck the wooden panel. It split like paper, ripping and splintering, and Shannigan ran through.

Just as he struck that door, he was clear of the rest of the people in the room, and the sheriff fired twice.

He could have killed Shannigan with either bullet, but purposely he fired a little to the side. In the back of his mind there remained a deep and assured respect for this fellow who had masked himself with the color of another race. Just what Shannigan had done that was wrong, except to risk his neck for the sake of another man, big Steve Lancing was not at all sure.

So Shannigan, bursting through the closed door, lurched to the floor instead.

The Chinese cook, who saw that apparition crash in the middle of the kitchen floor, let out a blood-curdling yell. It was like a womans shriek and the blast of a steam whistle combined.

But Shannigan already had picked himself up, and was leaping through the outer door.

He heard the uproar pouring behind him, and whipped around the corner of the building like a flash. Out in the street, he looked up, and behind him. There was a light in the windows of the girls room. She would have to fend for herself. His own duty lay before him, toward the jail that securely held young Jack Reynolds.

And there was little time, little time before the throng would start lunging for the same destination. It was only that they might pause in order to make surety doubly sure by questioning the girl. If she could hold them up a little, acting her part — whatever part she chose — then there was a ghost of a chance that he might succeed with Reynolds at the jail.

If only he had another moment or two before him, the slightest margin of grace!

At the next corner, he leaped into the shadows at the mouth of an alley, and looked back.

He could see the dark figures of many men swirl out around the corner of the hotel, coming from the night into the shafts of light that struck from the front windows of the building.

As they came, the dust boiled up about them, and made white masses of fog across the lights. Then they hesitated, and finally began to withdraw rapidly inside the hotel.

There was plenty of noise now. All over the town, there was plenty of excitement and shouting.

People at a distance could not tell what was taking place. They began to head toward the noise, the center of the storm. Those near that center were busily distributing information on the one hand, and calling for quick action against Jack Reynolds on the other.

Lee Swain could have led that gathering like an irresistible wave straight against the jail, and the man he wanted to get inside of it. But he hesitated.

He felt that his lucky star had risen, and that he could not make a wrong move, this night. It appeared that now, if ever, he was the master of his destiny, and instead of thinking first of Jack Reynolds, he recurred to the pretty face of the girl who had arrived in time to check all his plans.

She had not exercised her influence very long. Hardly twenty-four hours had been used up by her machinations and the skill of her acting, but now he wanted to strike her down, and expose her, as he had exposed Sam. Besides, it gave him a chance to exercise his power.

That crowd, which had been condemning him, not very long before, was now willing to do his bidding, instantly.

And just as the leaders were crying out that it was time to march on the jail, he checked them, with a few words.

We want to be sure about everything, boys, said he. We want to know where we stand. We wont act in the dark, boys. Well go upstairs, now, and see the wife of Jack Reynolds, if you dont mind, and learn just what sort of a face she can put on this business. Are you with me? When weve heard from her, then we can take the next step, and take them right!

They uttered one brief, deep shout of agreement, and in a solid herd they followed Lee Swain back into the hotel.


24. — THE MOB
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WHEN THAT SOUND which had in it the mutter and the rumble of thunder came up the stairs of the hotel, Mary Tracy, as it drew nearer, was more than half prepared.

A nameless admirer had that day sent to her room a bunch of her favorite cornflowers. She pinned them at her waist, gave a last twist to her hair, and threw over her shoulders a shawl that had an embroidery of red-and-yellow flowers worked into its margin.

She had barely finished that, when the rumble of many footfalls poured up to the door of her room and paused there. Then, after an instant, a hand struck three times, solemnly, against the door.

Come in! called the girl.

The door was thrust slowly open, and in it appeared Lee Swain, and over the shoulders of Lee Swain there were many faces.

Mrs. Reynolds, he said, weve come up to ask if youll tell us a little more about the old Reynolds house near Alexandria, on the Washington Pike. Because that faithful fellow Sam, instead of talking to us, has taken to his heels and run for it, white skin and all.

It seemed to her that all the evil in the world was combined and deeply concentrated on the face of Swain, but beyond his shoulders, pressed close on either side, there were other faces such as she had not known all her life, the lean, brown faces of men of the open range. She looked at them, not at Swain; she thought of them, and not of the acid soul of Swain.

Will you all come in, please? she said.

The lady asks us in, boys, said Swain.

He turned, with his mocking smile, toward the others. And then, seeing that they glanced at one another, he led the way. He had a feeling that they were coming slowly, behind him. And that surprised Swain. For him, it was a simple matter of cornering a crook and forcing a confession. The fact that it was a woman instead of a man made a very small difference.

But it seemed to make a great difference to the men. They softened the fall of their high-heeled boots. They entered on tiptoe, many of them, and dragged off their hats before they passed through the door. With pain and apprehension, although with much curiosity, they stared at the girl.

I know whats happened, she said. And youre going to shame me, and then youre going to murder poor Jack, and kill Sam if you can!

No, no, said Swain, not at all pleased by this sudden way of putting everything. The fact is, we just wanted to make a little more sure about the old Reynolds place near Alexandria, and we wanted to ask you about dear husband Jack, and—

The room was filled with men, now, and that was what she wanted. Before they came, she had kicked off her high-heeled shoes, and stepped into heelless slippers. They made her look smaller than she was. There was not a man there that did not tower above her, and as the pressure of numbers thrust them forward at her, she stood against the bureau, and shrank from them, and rolled her frightened eyes to this side, and then to that.

She had picked that position in front of the bureau on purpose — because there was a mirror mounted on top of it, and in that glass her image would appear to them all, and every turn of the head would be useful.

You want to mock and hurt me, said Mary Tracy. But you are not the sort of man I can talk to. Its true that Ive told terrible, great lies. Im not a distinguished person at all. Im only a poor girl off the Western range. And I want to talk to some Western man, wholl understand. You — let me talk to you, sheriff!

Sheriff Steve Lancing came striding through the crowd, throwing off a bow wave of confusion from either shoulder, his weight so battered the men about him.

You can talk to me, Mrs. Reynolds, he said.

Thats not my name, said the girl.

Ah, she admits that, does she? asked Lee Swain.

He was irritated and very angry. He intended to remain directly in the center of the stage, and not to be thrust out of it. But the very first maneuver of the girl had disposed of him for the moment, it seemed.

It was to the sheriff that she spoke.

Suppose you start in with the name then, said the sheriff. Looks like we need a fresh start all around.

My name is Mary Tracy, she said. Ill tell you the whole story — every bit of it. And Ill tell you at the beginning — Im not sorry that I lied! Im not a whit sorry!

Lee Swain looked over either shoulder with a sardonic smile, but he won no attention at all. Every glance was riveted upon the girl, and these brown- faced, stern men had admiration in their eye, not evil, sneering contempt.

Nothing fairer than giving us the whole story, said the sheriff. Wed like to hear that, only we havent much time.

No time at all! said Lee Swain.

He had wanted to crush her and humiliate her. He saw that he was hardly likely to do that. And therefore he wished to draw them all away from her as soon as possible. After all, Reynolds was the vital prey for him to strike down, using that mob as the weapon in his hands!

He added: Shes confessed that shes a liar and a cheat. Away from her now, boys. We have something else to do. Were not woman beaters!

He added that last phrase as a happy afterthought.

The girl cried out: You want to rush them to the jail and take out poor Jack. I know that. I understand it perfectly. Thats why I came. To save a man from being murdered!

Is he your husband? asked Swain.

Others had pressed back from side to side, and left a narrow open passage between them. He was delighted. Once more he had thrust the big sheriff aside, and he was in the center of the stage.

No, said the girl. Hes not my husband.

Is he your sweetheart then? asked Swain.

I never saw him till I met him in the Deerfoot jail! she answered.

It was a good stroke. And it told.

Then how much did they pay you to get you to Deerfoot and play this game on us? Swain snapped.

She reached behind her, where a womans purse was lying, jerked it open, and turned it upside down. A handkerchief fluttered out and fell slowly, softly to the floor.

Not one penny! cried the girl. I havent a penny, and Im not to have any. Ill swear it! I came because an innocent man is being hounded to death! I used tricks, I told lies. It was only to get Jack Reynolds out of the hands of a mob and into the hands of the law. He wasnt afraid to stand his trial. Hes there in the jail now, waiting for the courts to give a verdict!

Lee Swain wished that he never had set foot inside of that room. He felt that she was still playing a part, still half-shrinking, and half-bold.

She knows her business well enough, exclaimed Swain loudly. Theres no doubt about that. Shes clever. In five minutes more, shell be twisting you around her finger. Weve found out all that we want. We have something else to do, tonight! Come along, boys!

He turned away from her.

The sheriff thundered: Mary-if thats your name-what makes you think that Jack is innocent?

A thousand things! Powell and Halpin were Jacks friends. Hasnt he always been straight and true to his friends?

Thats a fact, said several.

Hope came to her. She threw herself into the breach, raising her voice.

But I was never sure until he swore to me in the jail that he hadnt touched the two of them. He found them murdered. Wasnt he on the Deerfoot trail coming to report what hed seen when you met him? If he had been a murderer, would he have waited to let the crowd snare him? Wouldnt he have run as fast as his horse would take him?

Lee Swain was growing hot and desperate. Instead of crushing the girl, he was being cornered by her.

He had retreated until he was close to the door, and now he stepped into the hall, shouting:

Every man of you that has a brain — are you going to wait there and listen to a hired actress? Shes trying to hold you, and all the time Sam, the mulatto, is stealing Reynolds out of the jail under your noses! Follow me! Follow me!

There was strength of appeal in that voice and in the suggestion of action that lay inside of it.

And at the thought of Reynolds escaping from them again, a sort of fury rose in the breast of every man. To do them justice, the foremost ringleaders, now, were all men who personally hated Reynolds and wanted to do away with him, no matter by what means. They made the first rush, the first stampede from the room of the girl.

Others would have delayed, might have listened to the cogent persuasion that they were hearing. But the active example drew them.

Only the sheriff raised his voice to thunder, shouting: You fellows, listen to me, and back up. There aint going to be no more lynching mobs in Deerfoot. Not while I live! Stand back, here! Boys, stand a minute and listen to reason, will you?

He actually caught a man in either hand to stop the rush. But so doing, he merely threw himself behind the rest as they streamed out of the room.

The snarling, high-pitched voice of Lee Swain was heard ringing in the hallway:

Theyve bought up the sheriff, but we knew that before. Theres no law in Deerfoot but the law of the rope! And will we use it?

We will! thundered the chorus.

And then the footfalls were booming on the steps.

The sheriff lunged out of the room, and found the hall already empty, and the stairs packed thickly with the men.

He tried to break through them. They were a solid wall. It was like handling a stampede.

The girl, from the open door of her room, heard the head of the mob reach the street. The shouting filled the street like the roar of water through a canyon. She knew that the mischief was launched far beyond her grasp to check it. Only the skill of Shannigan remained between Reynolds and death!


25. — THE JAILER
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THE JAILER WAS Gorilla Jones, though as to his last name, very few people knew it. Gorilla was the name he loved, and he did not care if it were shortened to Gory. He liked that almost as well.

In his ring days, he had been able to get his weight down to two hundred and twenty; now he weighed a bit more, but he had never allowed himself to grow fat. He had had a considerable success in the ring, and was climbing the ladder at a fair rate of speed when a foolish manager agreed to have him throw a fight. There were only five hundred dollars in the dirty business, but the times were bad, the money was needed, and Gorilla was easily persuaded. The idea was that he would take a tumble in the fourth or fifth. Afterward, he would get a return match.

He performed according to instruction, pulled his punches for four rounds, and in the fifth rammed his chin into the path of a haymaker. Even then the punch did not daze him. But he fell on his face and lay flopped and motionless until his seconds came and dragged his inert hulk to the corner.

It was a very good fake, and a convincing one. Ringsiders stood up and yelled as they saw Gorillas bulk smash against the floor.

But unfortunately there was at the ringside a clever sporting writer who had seen Gorilla box before and knew quite accurately what he could give and what he could take. He was not convinced, and in two days he had run to earth all the facts he needed. He published a story that took two boxers and two managers permanently out of the roped arena.

Gorilla wandered about, after that, until three drunken lumbermen jumped him in a Deerfoot saloon.

He laid them out like three logs, and threw them through the front door of the place.

There the sheriff collected them. Afterward, he collected Gorilla, and made him jailer. Before his regime, jail breaks had come frequent. Afterward they were entirely nonexistent.

One reason was that Gorilla let the men in jail see him every day in an unusual way. In that little building there was only one square, central floor space upon which all of the steel-barred cells looked. And from the ceiling, Gorilla had built a strong suspended platform to which he hooked either his punching bag or his sand bag.

Every afternoon he gave a show.

He first spread upon the concrete floor a padded ring mat. Then he went through a little exhibition of gymnastics, which included swinging the heavy dumb-bells. After that, he appeared in ring garb, and shadow-boxed, his vast, apish body springing about at a most convincing speed. Then he punched the bag with real skill. But his final exhibition was with the sandbag, which he smashed with either hand, dealing out terrible blows that seemed capable of driving straight through the body of an ordinary man.

This little show generally lasted a whole hour, and the prisoners all looked on with wonder and undying interest. There was a sort of animal intensity of delight in Gorilla, when he was beating that sandbag, as though he had before him a human body! He was always silent, but his face spoke for itself.

Now, when Shannigan left the hotel as fast as his feet would take him, he went straight to the jail and found Gorilla squatted on his heels at the top of the steps smoking a cigarette Chinese fashion, holding it between thumb and forefinger.

Hello, boss, said Shannigan.

Far behind him, as he hearkened, he heard a slight rumbling of voices, and with a shudder wondered if the mob had launched out of the hotel again.

Lo, brother, said Gorilla.

Whats the chance of seein Mr. Jack, boss? said Shannigan.

He waited eagerly.

Gorilla threw away the cigarette.

You got an order from the sheriff, or somebody? he asked.

No, said Shannigan.

Well, you aint going to see him then, said Gorilla. And he thrust out his broad jaw, and rested it on his knee, looking at Shannigan with contented, musing eyes.

Id like a lot to see him, brother, said Shannigan. Id do pretty nigh anything to see him. Theys something that I forgot to tell him, boss.

Gorilla stretched out his vast hand, and Shannigan came to it. It fell upon his shoulder and the thumb and forefinger worked and wormed away into the muscles. They were inert now, but the cords and ropes of them were perceptible to the touch, even when they were passive.

Gorilla kept his hand there, and began to pat the shoulder of Shannigan.

You got something in you, boy, he said. They say you got something in you, and you have got something. Ever box any?

Ive boxed a good deal, boss, said Shannigan.

You come inside and stand up to me for five minutes, said the jailer, and Ill let you talk a bit to Reynolds. It aint quite right, but Ill let you do it.

The heart of Shannigan jumped, but he shook his head.

I couldnt stand up to you for five minutes, Godamn, he said. Youre a regular prize fighter. Everybody knows that. Youd about kill a man like me!

Five minutes aint a long time, said Gorilla. And if you can move your feet a little, Sam, you might last out, pretty good. Besides, the gents inside, theyd like to see the fun.

Well, Gorilla, all I can do is try, said Shannigan.

Gorilla extended a vast arm around the shoulders of the other, in a caressing gesture.

Youre going to do right fine, he said.

He rose, pulling open the door of the jail as he spoke, then closing and locking it as he did so.

Theres the mat on the floor, he said. If you was to drop, maybe youd better drop right there on the mat, Sam. What you been and done to your face? Theys a kind of a white streak on it!

Its a steam burn, said Shannigan instantly.

Is it? said Gorilla. His brutal eyes dwelt on the spot; his right hand moved a little, restlessly.

Theres the gloves, brother, said he. And you take the first pair that suits you any. Ill take whats left.

They stood under the lantern on the wrestling mat of Gorilla Jones, while he said to the prisoners, as they came to the bars of their cells:

Sambo, here, wants to talk to his boss. I oughtnt to let him to. But hes willin to fight me for five minutes. And if hes still on his feet, then, Im going to let him see Mr. Jack Reynolds, boys. Heres my watch. You take it, Jap, and watch the minutes, will you? Dont you let that boy stay here agin me moren five minutes!

He handed the watch to a prisoner in the next cell. A ripple of amused, rattling comment came from the other prisoners. Far in the corner, Shannigan saw the tall form of Jack Reynolds, and the gleam of his face, pressed close to the bars.

He fitted the gloves on his hands and gave his wrists to a pair of steady hands that darted through adjoining bars to tie the strings that would hold them on.

Good luck, boy. Good luck, Sam, said the prisoner, in a whisper. Beat the face off of him, he added, and chuckled as he ended.

There was no doubt about whose face he expected to see damaged in the fight that followed.

Gorilla was already waiting. He stood on the edge of the mat resting the tips of his gloves on his hips, as he worked his fingers down into the gloves. His head was dropped a little. Under his shaggy brows, his eyes looked up at Shannigan.

Ready, old son? he asked. Ready, brother?

Ready, said Shannigan.

Take it, then! said Gorilla.

He made one catch step, and with his body leaning well forward, and then with only the slightest excuse of a left feint, he smashed for the head with his right.

It was a killing punch. Perhaps in certain aspects Gorilla was not such a bad fellow, but he had been many months without being able to lure one of his charges onto the mat for a bit of a sparring match, and as a result, he was hungry for a chance to use his strength. All his might was in that blow, all his speed, all his sharpest and keenest sense of distance and timing.

But the hunching of his shoulder telegraphed the thing that was coming, and Shannigan was not there waiting.

He side-stepped, swayed his head so that the hurtling glove brushed his cheek, and slid in with a lifting blow that grazed the side of Gorilla, bruised the flesh against his well-covered ribs.

He gasped, and clutched Shannigan in a clinch. Then, jerking back his right fist, he tried for Shannigans heart. A glove was dropped into the bend of his arm. The punch stopped. The glove rose and almost tore the ear from the side of Gorillas head.

He broke from that clinch with a shower of sparks flying before his eyes and the roar of the sea in his ears.

Good! gasped Gorilla, grinning in his pain. Youre good, Sambo. This here is going to be a fight!

He tried a double feint, the left going through for the chin. It was a favorite from the old days, a real winner, and he sent it across like a flash. Shannigan let the force of it slide off his left arm, and chopped a hook with the other hand across the shoulder of Gorilla and down like a trip hammer on the broad jaw.

A bomb exploded with crimson flames in the brain of Gorilla. His knees loosed as they never had been loosed in the ring. And he swayed forward.

Shannigan put out both hands against the chest of the big man and thrust him away. Gorilla swayed back, lost balance, and struck the width of his shoulders against the bars of the nearest cell.

A low-pitched howl of joy arose from the throats of the prisoners.

In every cell, a pair of hands gripped the bars. From every cell a pair of bulging eyes of delight was glaring.

One man cried out eagerly: Dont yell, boys, or somebodyll come and stop it. Dont make no sound!

They made no sound, therefore — no loud sound, at least. But a deep moaning voice of pleasure filled the jail.

Gorilla had been badly stung. But one shake of his massive head had cleared it.

He grinned briefly, as though to convince non-existent fans who had bet on him that he was all right. Then he came in more craftily, with his left hand thrust forward, only slightly crooked for jabbing purposes, and his right hand poised for mischief.

He saw that he had made a great mistake. This fellow Sam was almost as heavy as he, was probably stronger, and was as quick as a flash. Craft, old ring craft, would have to assist him now.

But it was not craft that helped him. Shannigan, stepping back from the advancing, jabbing left, tripped on the edge of the boxing mat and fell to one knee.

He should have been safe, there, but not from Gorilla. After all it was not a ring, and there was no referee. That joyous thought was instantly home in the brain of Gorilla. And he came in with a low-swinging, lifting uppercut that struck Shannigan on the side of the head, close to the temple.

It fairly hurled him upward and backward, and his head clanged against the bars of a cell.

Dirty work! exclaimed half a dozen voices. Youre a crook, Gorilla. Fight fair!

Gorilla heard them vaguely, in the distance.

The words had no meaning. He had been met, outslugged, on the verge of destruction. Now he wanted to kill this man, standing or on the ground. He wanted to kill him with the blows of his sledge-hammer fists, and the drunken, horrible desire for murder was in his face as he plunged headlong at his opponent.

Darkness lay before the eyes of Shannigan. As one in a pitch-black room sees, very vaguely, the form of a swift-moving object, so he saw the jailer coming. One thing he knew — that there was no question of rules now. He had been hit when he was on one knee.

Well, for that matter, it was not merely to chat with Reynolds that he had come to the jail.

Even as he stood there against the bars, his ear was hearkening for the babble and thunder of the crowd that must, he thought, soon be sweeping through the street of Deerfoot toward the jail.

If he, Shannigan, were found there with Reynolds, he would be hanged from the same tree. There was no doubt of that.

But he could hear nothing, except a confused booming sound in his ears, which he knew was the noise of his own pulse.

As that lunging shadow in darkness came near, he ducked suddenly down. He heard and felt the whir of the blow that shot past his head, and then the charging bulk of Gorilla struck against him, and knocked the wind from his lungs.

The long, massive arm of Gorilla had plunged between the bars into the empty space of the cell.

He had to make two efforts to withdraw it, cursing through his teeth.

Shannigan staggered away from that hissing sound.

His knees were unsteady. There was no strength in the front part of his legs. But the darkness before his eyes was turning to gray.

He shook his head violently, and drew in a great breath. The gray was broken by splashes of yellow lantern light. And through that display lurched Gorilla again, sure of himself now, and ready to deal the final blow. He had been over-eager before. Now he Was measuring and timing perfectly. The point of the chin — that was what he wanted. To see the head of the other whip back almost out of sight, as though he had been decapitated by the stroke of an ax, and then to see the human body turn into a loosely filled sack, slouching forward toward the floor. He would try to hit a second time, while Sam was in the air!

That was in the mind of Gorilla, as he came swiftly in, intent on his work.

Run, you fool! advised one of the spectators.

And Shannigan ran, straight forward, with short steps, the life coming back to his legs.

Gorilla, amazed at the charge, halted, braced himself, and then shot a long-range right for the chin. It whirred over the ducked head of Shannigan, and the latter fell into a clinch.

It was like grasping an armful of pythons. He was carried about and dashed here and there. He dropped his head into the hollow of Gorillas shoulder, and hung on. Blows smashed at his body and failed to find a vital point. Blows glanced off his head, without stunning him.

Rather, they seemed to shake together his scattered wits. Then, suddenly, in a single stroke of chance, as it were, the life returned to him, the full life, as it will do to a stunned man who is in perfect training.

He dropped his elbows into the hollows of Gorillas flailing arms.

Now, Gorilla, he said, Im going to turn off the music for you. Im going to turn on the gas. Are you ready?

Ill kill you, boy. I aint half started, said Gorilla.

He tried a lifting right hand for the heart, as he spoke.

Shannigan merely slipped to the right, and out of the clinch.

How are you, kid? asked eager voices from the cells.

Im going to poison him now, said Shannigan calmly. Come in, Gorilla. Come right in and take it.

Oh, Im coming, son; Im coming, said Gorilla.

He came in feeling his way with that professionally skillful left, which is the first line of offense and defense for a trained prize fighter. With it he feinted, then stepped in and jabbed at the head of Shannigan.

The blow landed. With hands half down, Shannigan waited, and a calm and terrible joy was in his heart.

There had been one curse on him, since his childhood. Even then, his strength had not been as the strength of other youngsters. His father he could remember sitting before him with upraised forefinger and solemnly shaken head, cautioning him against ever fully using his strength. Teachers in schools had told him the same thing. As for his companions, they would have stood before a thunderbolt from the sky as soon as against Shannigan, roused.

When he was grown, it was even worse. His strength must never be used.

But now he could use it!

So he allowed that first tentative left jab to strike him. It was the mere brush of a feather to Shannigan — it would have staggered a normal man.

He would make one concession; he would use his left only, not that fatal right hand.

Again the left jab pecked at him, and then the poised right of Gorilla shot forward. Now Shannigan struck, eagerly, inside the swing of the coming glove. He stepped in. His whole body leaned with the blow, as with the force of the wind. And right against the jaw he drove the punch.

He expected a rigid resistance. Instead, he felt the bone of the jaw suddenly crunch inward. Gorilla was lifted fairly from his feet, and landed heavily on his back, finished.


26. — THE TRICK
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IT SEEMED TO Shannigan, as he glanced down at the fallen man, that he had at last done murder with his hands. But then he saw the slow heave of that great chest. Blood was flowing from the mouth of the fallen man. But it was flowing — and blood does not flow after death.

He kneeled. There was no need to secure the hands of Gorilla. At ease he could dip into the pockets, and rise again with the heavy bunch of keys.

As he did so, he heard what he had long expected.

Over the rattle and clamor of applause from the cells, he could hear the distant roar down the main street of the town.

They were coming at last, and the sound of them meant exactly what he had expected.

He ran to the door of Reynoldss cell and dropped on his knees.

Theyre coming for you, Jack, he said briefly.

He heard Reynolds softly swear.

Shannigan began to try the keys in the lock, one key after another.

He wanted to concentrate on that task, but he could not keep from his mind the voice of a man across the aisle.

Other voices were speaking in the jail. The prisoners were talking to one another eagerly. There were here men with hanging offenses against them. But they forgot their own danger to speak of what they had seen, a stroke delivered by a human hand with the power of a god behind it. Brains will never be worshiped like the talents of the Achilles, the Lancelot, the conquering hero in the fight.

And they were talking of how that left hand of Shannigan had been drawn back, and how he had stepped forward, and how his body had leaned, and how the blow had snapped up, the hand blurring with speed — and, finally, the horrible, crunching sound of a broken bone, as the blow landed.

Yonder lay the victim, still bleeding, senseless. There was no pity for him. It was not his foul tactics in the fight that barred him from the kindness of the watchers. It was merely the savage contempt of barbarians for the defeated.

Now, having ripped off his gloves with his teeth, the victor was on his knees, working to liberate a prisoner from a cell, and that won still further applause.

In the liberation of that man, they felt a stroke on behalf of all of them.

So they talked, and every word was one of burning admiration for Shannigan.

But, of all their voices, only one struck into his brain.

It came from across the open space, from an opposite cell, a high-pitched, nasal, Yankee whine, that said:

Take your time, brother. Haste makes waste. And the race aint to the fastest. Not the fastest pair of feet, or the fastest pair of hands, is always goin to win. Take it slow and easy, Sam. Take it easy, boy.

This voice Shannigan could not shake from his mind.

The roar of the crowd was coming nearer, and there remained before him only three keys!

He tried them rapidly, one after the other. Not a single one worked the lock!

Somewhere there was another key, perhaps, a hidden key to this important cell, this important prisoner?

He looked up with his strange, inhuman smile to Reynolds.

Theyre going to hang you, boy, he said. I cant open this lock.

He saw the hand of Reynolds flash out and grip the bars of the cell.

That noise down the street — thats the mob, said Shannigan. Theyve found out that Mary is a fake — a fake wife. That its all a fake. Theyre coming for you. And for him?

He rose to his feet to run for the rear door.

But his knees seemed to buckle under him.

He was on them again, working feverishly, retrying the keys that he had worked with before. This time, heeding automatically the droning voice across the area, he was working each key more carefully into the slot, more carefully turning it.

But the uproar from the street was sweeping upon them with a terrible speed.

A hallucination rushed upon the brain of Shannigan. It seemed to him that the voices of the throng already were inside the jail and storming at his very ear.

He actually looked over his shoulder toward the front door of the jail, and as he did so he saw it shake with many blows; hands were beating against it. The shouting thundered through it.

Hey, Gorilla! Hey, Gorilla! Open up! Open up!

But Gorilla did not stir, where he lay.

Shannigan gave a sharp twist to the key he was holding, for already he seemed to feel the pinch of the rope and the roughness of the hemp against the skin of his throat.

As he twisted the key, he felt the bolt move, and the door of the cell swung open against him.

Jack Reynolds leaped with a cry through the gap, and into freedom!

Which way now? asked Reynolds. The back door?

Listen! said Shannigan.

There was hardly any need to direct the attention of the other, for the back door, like the front, was shaking and rattling under many blows.

And across the area, from the opposite cell, the whining, drawling voice was saying, cutting through the clamor to the ear of Shannigan:

Brains is a lot faster than feet ever were!

Now on the boxing mat, the bulk of Gorilla was coming slowly to a sitting posture. Shannigan ran to him. And, as Gorilla, with a blank eye, drew out a gun, Shannigan snatched it and handed it to Reynolds, who was close behind him.

If you use that gun when you dont have to, said Shannigan, Ill take your trail myself, and never leave it till I finish you! Thats in trust — not a gift!

He jerked Gorilla to his feet.

Come along with us! he commanded.

Gorilla mumbled. His jaw was badly broken, but it was possible for him to speak.

You got a sock, man, he said.

Shannigan kept a hand under the pit of Gorillas arm. So he marched him to the front door, and whispered in his ear:

Now bawl out that youre trying to open for them, but the lock is jammed. Tell them to take the back door, and youll open that.

Outside, the uproar was growing. And still the yells for Gorilla were repeated.

The latter opened wide his great mouth.

Tryin to open, boys! he thundered. You jammed the lock on me. Take the back door. Ill open that.

The back door! exclaimed many voices, in answer.

And there was a rushing sound of footfalls as Shannigan turned the lock and jerked the door wide.

He muttered to Reynolds, as he did so: Ill meet you at the camping ground of the posse, if you can get yourself there.

Then, as Reynolds nodded and leaped through the open doorway, Shannigan followed, at full speed.

There was not a soul before them.

They could see the last of the crowd sweeping around the corner of the jail — or, rather, the dust they raised as they poured — and they could hear the roaring of voices that collected at the back door of the jail.

But what remained most firmly printed in the mind of Shannigan was the open, hanging jaw of Gorilla, and his blank eyes, filled with amazement.

Reynolds, running like a greyhound, swung beside Shannigan to gasp:

Each for himself?

Each for himself, said Shannigan.

Instantly, Reynolds darted to the side through the dark aperture between two houses.

Shannigan went on to the hotel.

There were plenty of people standing at doors and windows, but they were women and children.

The men were gone. They were up there with the mob at the jail, to join the others in the hanging of Jack Reynolds, or at least to be at the exciting scene as spectators.

Who would be in the hotel? No one, most likely.

At any rate, Shannigan walked straight through the front door, and saw not a soul.

In the lobby, there were overturned chairs, and newspapers scattered about.

He climbed the stairs and went to the room of the girl.

As he opened the door, soundlessly, he saw that she was sitting near the window, dressed for riding, her hat jammed well down on her head, as though she were prepared to face a powerful wind.

As he closed the door, she jumped up and faced him. Shannigan went to the bed and lay down on it, tucking the pillow well under his head.

She pointed toward the open window.

Is it over, Sam? she asked.

Got anything to drink in the room? asked Shannigan.

No.

Thats a pity, said Shannigan.

He made himself a cigarette.

Dont mind if I smoke in here now, do you? said he.

Whats happened? The devils are still screeching. Listen!

A wild yelling broke out and began to spread and scatter.

Theyre going for horses, said Shannigan.

Horses? Are they going to take him out of town? You mean that hes still alive, Sam?

Last time I saw him, he was running as though he were alive, said Shannigan.

Running! gasped the girl.

She dropped on her knees beside Shannigan.

Hes in the jail — how could he be running? Sam, Sam, did you get him free? .

Shannigan lighted his cigarette with deliberation, and then flicked the glowing match out through the window. After that, he inhaled a deep breath of the smoke, and sent it forth in a stiffly blown, thin stream.

Sam! she was pleading, her eyes brilliant.

Yeah? said Shannigan.

Tell me! Sam, you — you tell me!

Why, he was hitting the high spots, when I last saw him, said Shannigan.

Tell me in one word — is he out of jail — is he safe?

How much dyou love me, Mary? asked Shannigan, blowing smoke toward the ceiling. Tell me that, will you?

As high as the moon, as deep as the sea, said she.

Yeah. Hes free, said Shannigan.

She threw her arms around him.

Dont, said Shannigan.

She sprang to her feet.

She was trembling as she demanded: How did you do it? What does it mean that youre back here? What has happened? Wheres Swain — that devil of a Swain? I tried to hold the crowd here. I tried to give you more time, but Swain got them all at his heel again!

He chose to answer only one part of the question.

Im here because Im tired and need a rest. Im resting now, if youll stop talking so much, Mary. You have to keep rattling that tongue in your silly head. Hes safe. Hes on the wing, and I dont think that they can snag him with their guns. Not by this light.

She caught her breath.

Hes free! she said softly.

Like that boy pretty well, Mary, do you? asked Shannigan.

Yes — pretty well! said she.

Youre young, said Shannigan. Ill tell you the trouble with youth is—

Tell me what were to do! she exclaimed. Thats what I have to know. How do you dare to be back here when the whole town is screeching? Listen! Listen!

The uproar was sweeping clear across the town. It reached the hotel. The beating of the hoofs of horses started.

I hear it, said Shannigan.

What does it mean?

It means that theyre scattering for horses, and that theyll ride their heads off till they tire their horses, hunting for Jack Reynolds and me. Then well go down, when things grow a bit quiet again, and leave town.

She stared at him.

You mean, she whispered, that at any minute theyre liable to walk into this room?

Why, theres one chance in two or three that they might, said Shannigan.

Then what would you do?

Kill a few of em, said Shannigan. I suppose thats what Id do.

He blew forth more smoke, and regarded her lazily.

Sam Shannigan! she gasped.

Dont be so full of exclamations, Mary, said Shannigan. You make me a little tired, just now. How long have I been raising you?

Weve got to move — now! Weve got to get out! she pleaded.

Answer me, said Shannigan.

Four years, said the girl.

How old are you?

Twenty-two.

You ought to know better then, said Shannigan. Youre really old enough, and Ive trained you.

She threw up her hand and dropped into a chair.

How long are you going to stay here? she murmured. Will you tell me that? And where are we going?

Were going to meet that darling Jack, said Shannigan.

Sam— said the girl, and then stopped herself. I wont exclaim, she added.

A knock came at the door.

Hello! called a stentorian voice.

She jumped from her chair and looked with staring eyes toward Shannigan for directions.

But Shannigan merely shrugged his shoulders, half closed his eyes, and drew leisurely on his cigarette.

She understood, instantly, the demon of the perverse that was in him. She had seen it in him before, but never to this extent. He would not budge, that was clear, until that cigarette was finished.

And if men entered the room before he had ended it-well, those men would die!

She faced the door.

Hello! she said.

Gotta see you, young lady! said the sharp, keen tone of Lee Swain.

Im dressing, said the girl.

Throw something around you, said Lee Swain. Ive got to see you.

Just a moment, said she.


27. — SHANNIGANS PERVERSITY
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SHE SAT DOWN, got up again, making the chair scrape loudly back, and looked with terrified eyes at Shannigan. The door of the room was not locked — and Shannigan still lay prone, with sleepy eyes half closed.

There was another brisk knock.

You hear me? snapped Swain.

She looked desperately toward the cigarette of the prone Shannigan. It was hardly half smoked!

Yes, yes? said the girl.

I wont be kept waiting, said Swain. There are things for you to answer, my girl, and youll answer them to me — unless you prefer to answer them to a judge in court!

One minute! she said.

She ran to the door, and turned the key in the lock, then rattled it prodigiously.

It doesnt work, said she.

Yeah, it works all right, if you want it to work, said Lee Swain.

Ah, I see! said Mary Tracy.

She glanced over her shoulder.

Shannigan had deigned to lift his head, and, with a faint smile, he was watching her, seeming to drink in her terror and excitement.

What do you see? said Lee Swain. I see that youre trying to make a fool of me!

No, no, no, she protested. Its simply that I tried the wrong key in the lock.

Stuff and nonsense, said Swain. Now, look here. Ive tried to hold my hand — Ive tried to give you your chance-but, unless you open that door immediately, Ill have you behind the bars so fast that your head will swim, my girl! Theres penitentiary business in this. Jack Reynolds has been delivered from jail, if you dont happen to know it, and youre part of the plot that broke the law!

Mr. Swain, Mr. Swain, she pleaded, almost tearfully, will you please give me a little chance to find the right key?

Ill give you ten seconds, said Swain.

She turned, panting, toward Shannigan.

The cigarette was already short, but he was cherishing it, only making a pretense of drawing upon it, and allowing the unassisted heat of the burning end to consume the rest.

She sprang to him, caught the cigarette away, and threw it through the window.

Well, said Shannigan softly, you might have done that before!

Whos that? shouted Swain. Whos in there? I heard a voice.

Who could there be? cried the girl. Shannigan was already with her at the window. One moment more! I left it in a drawer, somewhere. Ill open the door to you at once, Mr. Swain!

Shannigan waved her through the window, and as she slid over the ledge he caught her hands and lowered her to the roof of the veranda, below.

Im going to break this lock with a bullet and enter, called the voice of Swain. And after Ive done that, Ill teach you some of the resources of a practical man, my lady! Shannigan dropped noiselessly beside the girl. Ill climb down from the roof, said he. Follow straight after me, and hang by your hands from the edge, then drop. Ill catch you, all right.

He went down over the slanting roof, Mary Tracy following. She saw him dip over the edge of the roof and disappear. There was a light impact of his feet against the ground below. And then, as she followed over the edge, glancing down toward the ground, which seemed a dangerous distance below, she heard the muffled voice of Swain above them and far away. It was followed by the sound of a pistol shot, and then a door slammed open with a crash.

The yell of the astonished Swain instantly rang through the air, as Mary Tracy let go her hold on the edge of the eaves of the veranda roof, and dropped.

Great hands gripped her under the arms, and she was lowered to the ground without the least shock.

Thats that, said Shannigan, panting a little at her ear. A man turned the corner of the house on the run, halted, and exclaimed: Whos there? Friends, said Shannigan, and felled him to the ground.

The outcry of Lee Swain reached the window, and the little man appeared above them, clearly silhouetted against the light.

Shannigan murmured: What a beautiful, what an easy shot!

He stood there, staring up. The girl caught his right arm.

If you wont think of yourself, remember that Im not clear yet, Sam!

Thats true, said Shannigan calmly.

He walked with her around the corner of the building and back toward the stable.

Other voices were shouting, by this time, inside the hotel.

Will you hurry, Sam? she demanded breathlessly. Everything may depend on a second saved, just now!

Oh, youll see your darling Jack soon enough. Shannigan yawned. Dont worry about that. Youll see the dear boy. And Im tired, Mary. Tired of work, dyou see?

He actually came to full halt as he said this. And she felt again in him, without seeing his face, the working of that imp of the perverse.

She said nothing. Silently she waited there in the darkness.

Well, said Shannigan, I suppose that we might as well saunter on.

He led straight back to the stable of the hotel.

As they came nearer, two men dashed out of the wide-open, lighted doorway, at the full speed of the horses they were mounted on. They were belated riders in the man hunt, but they were determined ones.

Lee Swain was one of them!

Hes turned his attention from you, at last, said Sam Shannigan. Think of the state of mind of that poor fellow, Mary! Theres a thing to start your pity working in your tender heart. Think of him! A moment ago with you and me and Jack Reynolds all in the grip of his hand, and now without a one of the three. Hes left with only a certain reputation in the town as a fellow of insight. And whats reputation in a town like Deerfoot? Why, its a thing thats here today and gone tomorrow. Its a will-o-the-wisp. And a little touch of lead will put it out forever! How did I keep from killing Lee Swain when he leaned out of that window? He turned to her, pausing again, as he spoke. And, once more, something told her that she must not dare to speak a word. So she held silence, though her knees were shaking.

They could hear other voices inside the stable, and yet Shannigan went straight on, and, to the amazement of the girl, stepped into the open doorway, into which two more men were dragging saddled horses.

Thats all right, boys, said Shannigan. Well ride them the rest of the way!

Its the mulatto! yelled the nearer man. Weve got him. Weve-

Shannigan picked a gun out of the air while the fellow was trying to draw, and hit him down the side of the head with the long blue barrel of it.

The hat of the man went off. He began to stagger sidewise, tottering off a balance that he could not get again, until he struck against the barn door and fell flat on his back, where he lay muttering and puffing out his breath through a big reddish mustache.

The second man had also moved for a gun, but he saw his companion slapped out of the way and himself covered with the dark and hollow eye of Judge Colt. Therefore, he made no move, except to back up a little.

Take that bay, said Shannigan to the girl. Thats a neat trick and ought to carry you pretty well.

She gripped the reins at once and flung herself into the saddle in haste. For she was wild to be gone. It seemed to her that at any instant a hundred armed men would come on the run from the shadows about the hotel. And still Shannigan had not mounted. He was saying to the man in the barn: Do you know who owns these horses? I own em, said the man, still trying to back up, but hobbled by the cold eye of the Colt.

I want to rent them for a couple of days. How much?

I dunno, said the other. I — I — I dunno.

Heres fifty dollars, said Shannigan.

He picked the bills out of a vest pocket, and crumpled them, and threw them at the feet of the other.

Then he added, always without haste: Whats your name?

Chuff Watson.

Watson, you were out to hunt me and the lady and Jack Reynolds, werent you?

Watson stared, and moistened his lips, and still Judge Colt enchanted them so that they could not frame human speech.

Speak out! said Shannigan, with a stinging lash in his voice.

I — yes, I was goin to ride with the rest of the boys, said Watson. I only meant to—

You only meant to help at the hanging of us, if you got a chance. I understand that, said Shannigan. But now I want you to understand something.

All right, said the wretched man.

If you pretend that Ive stolen this pair of horses, Til come back and take you out of bed in the middle of the night, and split you in two, and throw both halves of you away. Understand?

Yes, said Chuff Watson.

Turn your face to the wall! commanded Shannigan.

He was obeyed.

And as Chuff Watson, trembling in every joint, turned toward the wall, with a groan of fear, Shannigan leaped into the saddle, looked once behind him, with a laugh, and then joined the girl.

She started at a gallop. But she had to ride the horse back in a quick circle, for Shannigan kept his mustang at a walk.

Sam! Quick! she commanded.

Ill tell you what, Mary, said he. Ive looked at this place a good many times in the daytime, but Ive never had a good shot at it in the night. Neither have you. Lets go on slowly, and see whats what. The nights young. Lots of things may happen before morning.

Once more she knew better than to utter one word.

And step by step, at a walk, the two horses were ridden gradually down the main street of the town of Deerfoot. Which, in the eyes of all, was by far the most extraordinary thing that happened this night.

The gum-chewing clerk of the telegraph office had come out to the edge of the pavement with the flavor of wintergreen in his mouth, and while he was leisurely masticating, he saw the two ride into a shaft of light, and out of it again.

He opened his eyes wide to watch them. And afterward he told how, like phantoms, the two had come from darkness into light, and moved on again, always with quietly walking horses!


28. — THE RENDEZVOUS
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THEY WERE OUT of the town, at last. The final dreadful shaft of lamplight had swept across them, when a trio of galloping riders went by with a shout:

Use the spur, boy!

Petered out, called Shannigan.

They went on, and Shannigan and the girl rode into the open country.

Finally she could breathe, and cried at him softly: Sam, what strange kind of devil has been in you tonight?

A tired devil, said Shannigan. Didnt want to move. Hurry up, I kept saying. Take it easy, the devil would always answer. Think of poor Mary! said I to myself. Slow and sure does the trick, said the devil to me. And that was the entire trouble, Mary. I simply couldnt hurry. You understand?

She shook her head and sighed.

I know, she said. When you dont want to talk, nothing will make you!

She added: Will he be there, Sam?

Jack? Well, what dyou think, Mary? I should say that hell be there. He knows that were coming. Not that I matter a whit to him, but he knows—

Yow? cried the girl. Not that you matter? Why, you got him out of the jail; you pulled him out of the very teeth of em — youve been the brains or the means of everything thats happened to keep him from dying, half a dozen times, and now hes ready to die for you, Sam. I know it! Hes that sort of a man!

Is he? said Shannigan. All right. I suppose he is. But, if he thinks anything of me, its nothing compared to what he thinks of you, Mary. Its so easy to be terribly grateful to a pretty girl, even if shes not in love with you!

Shannigan! she said.

Well?

Have you said anything to him? Have you hinted anything to him — about me?

About how dizzy you are over him? No, not a word — not a word. But bright young fellows like that lad dont need any telling, Mary. They can read the whole story with one look into the eyes of the girl. Take a dashing, handsome, big young fellow like Jack Reynolds, and just think of the number of times hes seen the eyes of pretty girls melt!

Youre disgusting, Sam, said the girl.

She rode on in a gloomy silence.

Before them, out of the night, lifted the poplar wood, and as they came to the verge of it a rider flashed out into the starlight.

Hello, Sam! he called. I thought youd never get here. And then — you come along at a dog-trot!

He jerked his horse to a halt beside the girl, and leaned out to her and over her.

Weve got to get you away from here — quick — quick! said Reynolds. Youve taken your life in your hands for me. I havent any way to thank you, but Ill help to get you away. Theyll be insane now — the whole town. Theyll comb the hills for us — and they mustnt find you. Sam, just what was in your head to bring her out here!

I didnt think that shed like riding alone, said Shannigan. His voice was drawling and gentle. Where would you have taken her, old son?

Anywhere, said Jack Reynolds, except where the danger is — poor girl!

She was raised on it, said Shannigan. Shes never at home except when shes eating fire, Jack. Shes a female St. George, is what she is. She wouldnt be anywhere in the world, except out here.

Weve got to get her away at once, said Reynolds. Wed better wait a while, hadnt we? said Shannigan. Not a minute, said Reynolds violently. Well, said Shannigan, youre more at home in this neck of the woods than I am. Hark at them whooping, yonder! Theyve found something — a ghost, or a rabbit, or something!

There was a distant howling of voices, turned by echo into a wail like the baying of wolves. And the rattle of gunshots was mixed and blended with it.

You ought to know better than I, in this part of the world, continued Shannigan. If you think we ought to start on, well start. But you might lose a good deal by it. How might I? asked Reynolds.

Howison will be out here before long. I told him that this was the rendezvous, in case we were ever scattered, the lot of us.

Howison coming out here? said Reynolds. Why, I suppose we could wait a little while. You wouldnt mind that, Mary, would you? The old duffers done such a lot to get a chance to see me that its a shame to duck away at the last minute, eh?

Dont mind at all, said the girl. Not a whit, in fact. Of course well stay here and wait for him. Besides, the Deerfoot people will never dream of hunting for us as close to home as this.

Listen to her, said Reynolds enthusiastically. Nothing but generosity — never a thought for herself.

Shes a fire eater, is all, said Shannigan.

He made a cigarette, and then lighted it.

Reynolds exclaimed, as he saw the flame of the match. Are you crazy, Sam? Want to light up the whole hills for them to find you?

This old life is just a long procession of chances, said Shannigan. No matter how you try to fix it, the chances will always come in. Why not take the little ones, like lighting matches, Jack?

Hush, said Reynolds; Theres somebody now — some one riding straight toward the trees. Rein back, Sam. Rein back, Mary. Every man in Deerfoot is ready to shoot at any shadow.

Not that fellow, said Shannigan. He doesnt ride as though he had a gun, even. Ill bet my money its your friend Howison.

The single horseman came on slowly. They could hear the creaking of the stirrup leathers now. Presently, when his silhouette was fairly strong, he stopped the horse and called out in a low voice:

Whos there?

Its all right, Howison, said Shannigan. Heres Reynolds waiting to meet you.

Howison sent his horse along briskly.

Jack Reynolds jumped from the saddle and caught the bridle of Howisons horse to help him in dismounting.

He took the hand of Arthur Howison as the other got to the ground.

Well, Mary, said Shannigan to the girl, as she listened, smiling, to the greetings that were pouring from Reynolds and the thanks with which he showered the older man, well, Mary, the gay days are over, for a while. Its the end of the play now. You can see for yourself. Congratulations, thanks, all that sort of friendly business, always means the end of the play. Always, always! By the time the morning comes we—

Hush, Sam, she cautioned softly. I want to hear what Jack says. See the way his heart runs over! What a fine fellow he is, Sam!

Yes, said Shannigan. One of the very best fellows in the world. He can say more pretty things to the minute-But I was going to say, Mary, that were at the end of trouble, when the talk begins to sound like that stuff.

Were not at the end, answered Mary Tracy. What an idea! Theres nothing like that in sight, worse luck!

Why, said Shannigan, weve done our job. Weve done everything that Howison asked of me. Weve taken Reynolds away from the danger in Deerfoot. And thats all we were asked to do. Of course its the end, for us. For me, rather. But youll be going on, Mary. A lot may remain ahead for you.

She dropped a hand on the arm of Shannigan. Would you leave him in the lurch, Sam? she asked. Why, hes barely out of jail. Wouldnt you help him another stroke, now that your job is done?

Im a practical workingman, Mary, said Shannigan. I take a job. I finish it. And there you are!

I dont believe it, said the girl. You will keep helping him, Sam?

You think that I ought to?

Why, of course I do!

Thats a good, definite opinion, said Shannigan. If you think I ought to, perhaps I shall.

She stared hopelessly at him through the darkness. It was irony, always irony, with him, it seemed.

As though he, Shannigan, would ever consult her about anything!

Howison came suddenly toward them.

Youve heard my talk with Jack? he asked.

No, said Shannigan. I was talking myself.

Well, said Howison, Ive been frank with him. Havent I, Jack?

Straight talk doesnt break bones, said Reynolds.

My idea is this, said Howison. If Jack will walk straight and steady for a time — lets say a year — Ive agreed that hes to be heir to an equal half of my estate. I believe in him. Absolutely. But I want him to test himself a little further. Theres no harm in that — in proving himself to himself. Eh?

Not a bit, said Reynolds.

The idea is, said the older man, that hes to remain quietly here among the hills, for a time, and after things have settled down, hes to try to start back East. When he gets there, Im to see him and arrange a trip abroad. Now, then, Shannigan, youve done your job perfectly. Its finished. But Im going to ask you if youll care to stay with Reynolds until hes definitely started eastward. You can add whatever charge you wish to the bill.

Shannigan answered: As a matter of fact, I have still something to do that springs out of this business, Howison. I have to see Lee Swain charged with the murder of Powell and Halpin. But, if you want me to stay with Reynolds, Ill stick for a few days. For that matter, I have to keep Mary under cover for a few days, before I start her back home.

Howison thanked him. He came to Mary Tracy and took her hand.

You were the keystone of the arch that held up Jack, for a while, said he. God bless you for it, my girl. If I can ever be of any help to you, in any way, let me know what I can do. Youll have a financial reward for what youve done.

Sam! broke out the girl.

Shannigan said: As a matter of fact, Howison, Mary is not in this for hard cash. She was simply helping in a pinch.

It makes very little difference, said Howison. There are things which cant be paid for. What you and Mary Tracy have done are more than money buys. Ive been a rich man for years, so I know my real poverty!


29. — HIDING OUT
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THEY RODE OFF together against the protest of Reynolds, who declared that he ought to be set loose to shift for himself. But Howison put forward the conclusive argument. He could be hard enough and dry enough, when he cared to be, and he said:

You couldnt get yourself out of the first part of this tangle; how do you know that you can get yourself out of the last part of it? When youre safely on board a steamer bound for Europe, Ill begin to believe that youre actually out of harms way. In the meantime, let Shannigan take care of you!

So they voyaged away together through the hills.

When the gray of the dawn came, three weary people were in hearing distance of the waters that sang in Chantry Canyon, a mere waver of sound that hung in the air like the indiscernible mist that penetrates a spring morning.

Shannigan pointed out that it was almost a perfect place. For they could look down from the height of their covert, which was closely veiled around with trees and shrubbery, and see the lower stretches of the Chantry, where the sides of the creek were lined, for a distance, with the new mining town which had taken the name of the creek and canyon, and with the mines themselves, that pock-marked the ground.

And while they had Chantry in view on the one hand, from the same divide, by moving a few steps, they could look almost all the way across the hills to the town of Deerfoot. They were, in a sense, masters of all that lay between, and the strong field glasses which Shannigan had with him would enable them to study at a secure distance every searching party that rode out by day. As for the night, their ears would have to act as sentinels.

So, for three days, they lay low. At least a score of times, they saw bodies of armed men among the hills. And three separate times a posse went by them within hailing distance. Yet the little patch was never entered. The reason was a good one. It looked too open and clear to make a hiding place; but, inside, the ground was hollowed out, and sheltered a man standing for five feet of his length, as long as he kept to the center of the place.

It was nearly an ideal place, for all of these reasons, and here Shannigan and Reynolds built a rough lean-to which they arranged as a shelter for the girl. As for themselves, there was little rain in this season, and a roll of blankets was enough for them.

They had for food nothing but the most haphazard provisions. They made small snares — Reynolds was an expert in the construction and baiting of them — and caught birds. In a flat meadow near by there was a network of rabbit trails, beaten thin and hard through the grass. They set more traps here, and caught sufficient meat to keep them alive. It was not a very pleasant diet, because there was no salt, no bread, no variety of any kind. But they felt that they were merely counting time for a few days, and therefore they endured.

It was on the third day, in fact, that Shannigan suggested that, since the whole day was passing without a posse riding in sight, they might as well move the next morning.

So that day came to an end, as they sat on the edge of the covert and watched the lights begin to gleam and shake in far-away Chantry town.

Shannigan was by himself, sitting with his back against a rock. Reynolds and the girl were together, a step or two in advance of him down the slope. It had been this way from the beginning. From the time she came out of her little lean-to in the morning, to the time she said good night, she was constantly with handsome Jack. Sometimes they were whispering. Sometimes they were laughing foolishly together. Sometimes they were silent, their eyes on one another.

Shannigan watched all of this without seeming to see it. He watched it even when his head seemed to be turned the other way, with that archaic smile cut upon his face of ancient bronze. He was watching it now.

Jack, he said finally, whered you pick up that chestnut, the other night? Youve never told me.

It was a fine horse — a good gelding long in the body and short in the back, with four legs that would have gladdened the eye of any horseman.

Big Jack Reynolds turned from the girl and leaned upon one elbow. The day was almost dead. Stars were pricking through the blue above them, though still a dull flare of smoke and fire was rolled across the west.

Reynolds was chuckling.

That was a good one, too, he said. Havent I told you?

No, said Shannigan.

Well, murmured Reynolds, Ive had something else on my mind for three days.

He half turned his head toward the girl, as he said this, and Shannigan saw her shake her head. It seemed that she did not approve of everything that the hero said.

Reynolds went on: I know Deerfoot. I know the people in it, and I know other things, too. You have to keep an eye in your head, when the crowds against you. I knew the horses and where they were kept. The best thing in the place is a big black that Colonel Joe West has. The next best thing is the chestnut, yonder.

Who owns that? said the girl.

Youll laugh when you find out, said the hero. A little measly hunchback of a kid.

Oh! said the girl.

Yeah, said Reynolds, at ease. I spotted the horse in the corral, one day, and talked to the brat about it. Seems that his old man has a fine mare, half-bred, and got a foal by a thoroughbred stallion out of her. But it was all legs, and the legs knocked together, and it had to be raised to its feet to feed. The old fellow was disgusted. The second day, the mare died. Something had gone wrong.

Poor thing! murmured the girl.

The old chap was about to knock the foal on the head, said handsome Jack Reynolds, and here comes the funny part of the thing.

Funny part? said the girl.

Yes, said Reynolds. The little hunchbacked kid got down on his knees and begged for the life of the foal. His father was hard-boiled and told the little fool to take the colt if he wanted to, and try to keep it alive, if he wanted to. But if it died, hed get a flogging and a day without grub. Hard-boiled, you see?

A brute, said the girl.Â»

You know, said Jack Reynolds, people dont like to have cripples and that sort around. The old boy has always been pretty hard on the kid. You can hardly blame him. A little one-lunged, hunchbacked toad of a kid! Ugliest frog-face that you ever saw in your life! Well, the kid lived with the colt day and night. Fed it with a spoon, by thunder! Then the colt got pneumonia. The old man wouldnt lift a hand. He said the colt was dying. And the kid went to the veterinary in the middle of the night and hired the veterinary by paying him his knife — a knife that had one broken blade in it!

Reynolds broke off and laughed again.

Did the veterinary take the knife for his hire? asked Mary Tracy, suddenly and sharply.

Why, he seemed to see the joke, said Reynolds carelessly, and he took the knife. Ive happened to see it, myself. He had it in a glass case, and he likes to tell the story. Anyway, he pulled the colt through the pneumonia case, though it was a hard job, and the boys father said the lungs of the colt would never be any good. But he was wrong. That lad had the luck — just crazy, blind luck. And, though the colt was a spindling, worthless thing as a yearling, it began to fill out as a two-year-old, and as a three-year-old it was a regular thunderbolt.

The kid was learning to ride it, in the meantime. And toward the end of its third year he entered it in a couple of races at rodeos and pulled down all the money. Now its a four-year-old, and all the money on the range goes down behind it whenever it starts in any sort of a race. They brought out a thoroughbred sprinter, a month ago — some of the gamblers did. But the chestnut beat that horse, beat him half a dozen lengths. It can run, let me tell you!

He laughed again.

When I left you, outside the jail, the other night, he went on to Shannigan, I headed straight for that corral. I knew that horse would run away from anything in the mountains, and I think Im right. I had to spend a minute lengthening the stirrups of the kids saddle, and then off I went. The chestnut jumped the corral fence like nothing at all.

Leave anything behind you to pay for it? asked Shannigan.

Pay for it? said Reynolds. Why should I pay for it? Deerfoot owes me something for the dirty deal that its given me. I took the horse in part payment, and why not?

Yes, why not? said Shannigan quietly.

He looked keenly at the girl.

She had thrown her head suddenly and stiffly back.

Thats rotten, Jack! she said. Thats no good.

You mean that Deerfoot doesnt owe me something for hounding me within an inch of my life? asked Reynolds sharply.

Think of the poor little hunchback! said she.

Oh, hes a fat-headed brat, said Reynolds. Theyre all fat-headed, the dwarfs. Just because they can talk like human beings, they get proud of themselves. Hed make you tired. Hes always talking about himself and Tommy — thats the horse. Billy and Tommy. He thinks a lot of himself, the brat does. Besides, Ill drop by and leave the gelding for him, one of these days. Itll have a few spur scars to decorate it, thats all.

It was bad, said the girl. Poor Billy!

Why, complained Reynolds, if youve ever run for your life, youll find out that you dont stop to pity the other fellow.

He stood up and stretched himself.

Its pretty dull, Sam, said he. I dont see why we couldnt slope, tonight.

Slope where? asked Shannigan.

Oh, I dont know, said young Reynolds. Why not drop down into the town, yonder? Gives me the jumps, to see those lights tremble like that. Theres music — theres something happening, down there, Sam! You and I could drop down. We dont have to stay together. Nobody would recognize us. Not you — now that youve taken the stain off your face. And not me, either, because they wouldnt be expecting me.

Theres only one thing wrong about that, Shannigan said.

Name it, said Reynolds.

Theres Mary, here — she might be a trifle lonely while were away.

Yes, that spoils it, said Reynolds impatiently.

What an idea! said Mary Tracy. Id be perfectly happy. Run along — if you two want to take such crazy chances!

No, we wont run along, said Reynolds.

He walked a few steps away from her, and stood with folded arms, watching the lights.


30. — THE HUNT
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IT WAS GRAY morning of the fourth day when Mary Tracy came out of the lean-to where she had slept. She found Shannigan carefully broiling rabbit meat at a fire half the size of the palm of his hand, and built of wood so dry that hardly a single wisp of smoke rose into the air above the level of the brush.

Morning, said Shannigan, though his back was toward her, and her footfall had seemed silent on the ground.

Morning, Sam, said the girl. How did you know that Id come out?

He made a gesture to the side.

Bird flew from that bush, yonder, said Shannigan. I thought it might be you. Besides, you could smell the roasting of the meat.

You know what the smell of roasting rabbit does to me, Sam? she asked. What?

Makes me lose pounds. If my figure ever starts spreading, Im going to live on roasted rabbit for a few days. Wheres Jack?

Handsome? Why, hes gone to town. What! she exclaimed. Yeah, drawled Shannigan. I guess so. What makes you — Sam, he would be so crazy! Boys will be boys, said Shannigan, yawning a little. Bite into this, Mary.

He extended his hand toward her, offering a twig loaded with small bits of roasted meat.

She waved it away and came to face him. She was always eager to confront that immobile countenance, little as she ever learned from its expression.

What makes you think that he went to Chantry? she asked.

Well, hes not here, said Shannigan. He may be out setting traps, said she hastily. Yeah, and maybe not. I heard a horse walk away from camp about midnight.

You heard — you really heard him leave, Sam? About midnight, said Shannigan, the fun is just getting ripe in a wide-open town like Chantry. Boys will be boys, Mary.

Why didnt you stop him? she demanded. You know how terribly dangerous it may be for him!

He looked up at her. Then he pulled three bits of roasted meat from the twig and munched them, slowly, considerately.

Why? cried the girl.

Because Im hungry, Mary, said Shannigan, almost humbly.

You know what I mean, said the girl. She added angrily: Sometimes I think that you want harm to come to Jack! You dont like him, Sam!

Anybody would like a big, handsome lad like Jack, said Shannigan. Hes only a little young. Thats all.

Thats what you say of me, said the girl.

Its true, said Shannigan.

If hes gone to Chantry— she gasped.

He allowed the pause to continue, while he drew more of the meat from the stick, and regarded her with blank eyes, eating.

If hes gone to Chantry, theyve recognized him — theyve caught him again! cried the girl.

Maybe, said Shannigan.

How can you sit there like that? she demanded.

Because Im hungry, said Shannigan.

She exclaimed, stamped angrily on the ground, and then ran through the brush to the side of the little hill shoulder.

Shannigan continued to eat until his appetite was satisfied. Then he cleaned his fingers thoroughly on dried grass, laid aside enough roasted meat for the girl on some fresh green leaves, made a cigarette, and came out smoking it, to join her.

Before them, the ground fell in long, irregular waves into the valley of the lower Chantry. The stream itself was gleaming, in the mist of the distance, like a tenuous pencil stroke of silver. Off to the left and north, the ground grew rougher, the hillsides sharper. There were more trees, in green sweeps and broken patches. Over there the stream could not be seen. It was in that direction that the walls of the canyon rose hundreds of feet, above the white rush of the water, and it was from the same direction that the voice of the stream came to them like breath blown through a far-away horn.

Nice picture, Mary, eh? said Shannigan.

Yes, she answered absently.

Thats what keeps me in the West, said Shannigan, the place where you can let your eye slip, like a greyhound, and it has to take a dozen long jumps to get to the horizon. It does a fellow good to have things like this to look at, eh?

She shrugged her shoulders.

Do you see anything there — away off down there — in the direction of Chantry? she asked.

Yes, said Shannigan. Ive been watching it.

You have? What is it, Sam?

Men and horses, said he.

And one man riding in the lead! she exclaimed. Its Jack!

Well, said Shannigan, he has a good horse under him. He has the hunchbacks chestnut.

Where are your glasses? she demanded. Sam, fate wouldnt be cruel enough to let it be Jack in more trouble.

He handed her the glasses without a word, and sat down on a hummock, his legs crossed like an Indian.

Presently she exclaimed: I cant make it out clearly. My hands are shaking. Sam, you take the glasses.

He accepted them, but took a pull on his cigarette before he adjusted the glasses at his eyes, with a hand as rigid as stone.

Yes, quite a nice little picture. With the whole hunt going full blast. Its so clear, Mary, that you can almost hear the beat of the hoofs.

Tell me! she exclaimed.

About Jack?

Yes, yes! Is there just one man in front?

Theres only one man a bit ahead of the others. A good hunt, Mary, when you have a man racing, instead of a fox. Eh?

What color is the horse? she cried.

Theres not much sunlight, protested Shannigan. But — yes, I think that I can tell by the flash, as they go down that slope. Yes, it looks very much like a chestnut, to me.

Its Jack! moaned the girl.

Aye, and hes gaining ground with every jump his horse makes. Take the glasses, Mary.

She took them. Shannigan watched the shuddering of her body; with a calm eye he watched it.

Theyre shooting at him, Sam! she cried out. She lowered the glasses, and exclaimed furiously: The curs! Theyre actually shooting at him! Of course they are, said Shannigan. Thats because they actually want to catch him.


31. — THE EASIER PREY
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THE COWARDS! THE cowards! said Mary Tracy, putting the field glasses back to her eyes once more. She continued rapidly: But hes still riding straight on! Oh, Sam, what a man he is!

Hes a man, all right, said Shannigan. And even a poorish sort of a man will keep on running, while the hornets are stinging, Mary. You understand that?

She seemed not to hear him. Theyre still shooting, she said. Theyre losing ground. Theyre despairing. I can see the fellows with the best horses throwing the quirt into em. But its no good. That chestnut — that noble fellow — hes carrying Jack right away from them!

The hunchback boy, that Billy — hed like to see that picture, I suppose, cried Shannigan.

Good! Good! cried the girl.

Shannigan sat up a little bit straighter. The running was so fast that already it was possible to look down through the crystal clarity of the mountain air and see with fair distinctness what was happening.

Hes drawing away, said Shannigan. Hes taking it out of that horse, though. Nothing like a sprint uphill to make the best horse in the world say No, after a few minutes.

Theyre giving up! said the girl. Now the cowards are dismounting and starting to shoot with their rifles from the ground. Oh, Heaven help Jack Reynolds now!

She added instantly: No; hes swung in behind a hummock of ground. They are all mounting again to get in sight of him once more. Theyll never down him! Hes far, far away from em!

The calm voice of Shannigan said: Just glance over there to the right, Mary.

For out of the mouth of a gully to the right of the fugitive, came a sudden sweep of half a dozen horsemen, riding with the abandon of men on fresh mounts. How they happened to be there, no one could tell. Certainly they had not left the distant town of Chantry with the rest of the pursuit. Perhaps they were a stray group of those men who had been hunting through the hills for the fugitives from the justice of Deerfoot.

At any rate, there they were, coming with a fine rush!

The girl, as she swung the glasses on them, groaned aloud.

Then she dropped the glasses to the full length of her arm.

Sam, do something! Do something! Youve got to do something! Theyll have him in a few moments.

No, said Shannigan, pointing. Theres something left in the chestnut still. Look at him go!

As a matter of fact, the hunted man was keeping his distance even from this new assault. But, though so far away, the girl could fairly feel the agony of effort which must be put into this fresh race by the gelding.

He cant last! said Mary. Sam, if you dont do some-thing-Ill die as I watch em! My hearts bursting-I cant stand it!

You really want me to drop down there and take them off his trail? asked Shannigan, in a voice that the girl was to remember, long after.

She merely cried out: Quick! Sam, help him-hes gone!

For certainly, though the chestnut kept on at a good rate, Reynolds was no longer gaining.

The result of the chase seemed obvious even to the main body of the men from Chantry. They were remounting, in the distance, and pouring on toward the hunt.

Shannigan stood up and stretched himself.

All right, he said. Ill take the bay. That has some foot.

Mary Tracy was alternately staring through the field glasses, and then snatching them away and covering her eyes with her hand, for she could see that the chestnut was failing at last. Very slowly, the six riders began to gain. They were fresh. They had not been burned out by the long struggle up the grade from the town of Chantry. And they had under them the toughest sort of mustangs, of course, horses that were all wind and leather, with no weakness in them, from head to foot.

Wildly they went on, and the fine gelding fought back gallantly, but now with a losing stride.

Mary could see — she could even see Jack Reynolds turning his head in despair to look back at the fate that was reaching an inescapable hand for him.

Then he swung about, and something winked in his hand.

He was shooting. The riders behind him did not even fan out to avoid the bullets. He was still shooting, and they were merely intent on closing in.

But she knew what that little flurry meant!

It was clear that if they caught him now they would show no mercy. Why should they? He had tried to pick them out of their saddles, and now, when they caught him, theyd kill him on the spot. Theyd kill him, as the racing greyhound kills the rabbit!

And now it seemed clear that Jack Reynolds had given up the hope of escaping through the speed and the stamina of the gelding. He changed his course a little to the left, and headed for a grove of trees — a little half-acre patch.

He would try to get to those trees, and then fight off the enemy.

For how long? Why, it was simply a matter of waiting until the main body from Chantry came up, when the grove would be surrounded. Then they could fire the woods on the windward side, and wait for the flame to burn the hunted man out. Nothing could be simpler.

But now it was not a question of a good device, with poor Jack Reynolds — it was merely a matter of any device at all that would win for him a few more minutes of life!

She was thinking that, when she saw a red streak go down across the hills — and that was Shannigan!

She watched him almost without pleasure.

That was Shannigan, and Shannigan had done many a great and strange thing, in the course of his life, but he never would be able to manage this case. Two men were hardly any more use than one man. Not the least more use, as a matter of fact. The band that could destroy one was equally competent to overmaster two.

And then it came over her that it was a most gallant thing that Shannigan was attempting.

What was his motive?

Had he already thought out some way of tricking the posse? Was he riding with his sneering smile on his face? Had he conceived a plan that would make all come out well, and would he merely be shrugging his wide shoulders, and sneering, the next time that she saw him?

Whatever was in his mind,, it was a gallant thing to look at, the sweep of that fast-running bay horse down the hills, and toward the center of the storm!

He grew smaller, at once. The top of a hill cut him from view. When he came out again, he was very close to the pursuers and the pursued.

A rifle came out of the saddle scabbard and flashed at his shoulder. Well, they would see some shooting, now — those fellows who had come in so gallantly in the chase of Jack Reynolds!

Shooting, indeed!

No one fell. No one seemed to be hurt. But the bullets must have been singing like wasps in their ears. They broke and fanned out to the right and the left.

One man actually dismounted, and began to shoot back at Shannigan from a rest.

But he had a fleeing target to fire at now, for Shannigan had swerved his horse to the side, and right at the heels of Reynolds, he entered the wood.

The posse men straightened out once more on the line. Behind them, coming closer owing to this check, were the men from Chantry, stretched out over a great distance.

The seconds went by.

Approaching the wood, the leading pursuers checked their horses, and swung out to either side. They were expecting bullets from that rifle which had just set the whispers going about their ears.

Then one man dashed out before the others, and entered the trees. He was the hero — the flag bearer in the rally, the leader in the great moment.

After him thronged the rest.

And still the seconds went by. The men of Chantry were coming up. They would let the leaders drive out the two quarries. They parted in two great, streaming wings. There must have been fifty of them, it seemed to the watching girl. They were encircling the woods.

But where were Shannigan and Jack Reynolds?

Out from the woods flashed the bay horse, now, running like a racer from the start. Shannigan would be safe then; nobody could catch that horse — none of the fagged animals behind it, at least.

But that was not Shannigans way of riding — no, he was always slouched a little to one side, and the outline of his body was different.

That was not Shannigan. It was Jack Reynolds!

She blinked and gasped.

Shannigan had changed horses with Reynolds in the wood — it was Shannigan, now, who had under him the spent and staggering chestnut!

Still it did not seem to her entirely heroism. One did not expect heroism from Shannigan, but infinite shifts and tricks, a vast resource of cunning.

What trick had he now?

Straight out behind Jack Reynolds and the bay came the leaders of the pursuit, but as Reynolds streaked away on the racing horse, the girl could see the other riders hesitate, and then waver. Some of them deliberately pulled their horses to a stop. Others imitated the good example, after a moment. Some dismounted and started shooting. Well, they would be lucky to hit the mark. When one has been spurring and flogging a failing horse, it is not easy to shoot straight, even with a rest. Every nerve is jumping. The muzzle of the rifle is trembling like a dead leaf in the wind!

And Reynolds rushed on toward freedom, toward safety!

Shannigan had done it again for him.

The girl began to laugh.

What devil inspired him now? Would he run up a tree and take wings? Would he dive like a mole into the ground and disappear? Some such device must be in that incomparable wit of his!

She almost forgot her joy over the escape of Reynolds in her joyous excitement over the devices of Shannigan. What a man — what a devil he was!

Then she saw the bay gelding ridden out on the farther side of the wood and down a shallow draw, under the very noses of half a dozen men!

They pulled their horses around. They drew their guns. But the gelding was already more than half-covered by the rise of the bank of the draw.

And Shannigan was stretched out along a back from which the saddle had been removed.

She thought that she could hear the outcry. Yes, distantly it floated to her through the air like the screaming of eagles, she thought, and like the yelling of far-away wolves. From all around the wood the pursuers swung to the side. Even those.who could not see, appeared to know by the carrion instinct of buzzards where the easier prey might be reached.

Now they swept about toward Shannigan. As iron filings instantly point toward the magnet, so they streamed toward him and his tired horse.

Fiercely she focused the field glasses. The shuddering of her hands and the gasping of her breath made it impossible for her to see anything.

She looked again, and now she saw him, at last, the gelding going on down the draw, disappearing from time to time around the sharp curves of it.

With the weight of the saddle gone, with the restriction of the girth removed, it was running better now, but not well enough. Every man — even those who had lagged most and soonest on the way from Chantry — seemed to be better mounted, at this moment.

Now she saw the truth, as though a mist had been blown from before her eyes.

Shannigan had no device, no clever trick, no wile to play against them. He was simply being driven to the wall, and the impassable fence that was to hold him was yonder, the edge of the precipice of the Chantry ravine.

She knew that rocky wall. She had seen many pictures of it. Smooth as glass, and almost sheer down, in every place, the stone descended hundreds of feet to the edge of the white water. No human being could climb down the side of it. That much was certain.

And yet Shannigan was heading toward that point!

Why? Because there was no other direction in which he could go! He had beneath him a failing horse. He was hounded by desperately eager riders. And so he was going where any beaten man would go — to the end of his tether, after which came destruction.

She heard a rattling of gravel to the side.

It was Jack Reynolds, who was jogging the bay horse up the slope.

And now he was actually dismounting beside her.

A bullet hole was clipped through the crown of his hat. She noticed that with hardly a trace of interest. He was waving his hand, and calling out:

Beat them again, Mary!

Shannigan! she screamed at him. Shannigan! Weve got to do something for him!

He was beside her, panting, still half laughing as he peered across the landscape.

Shannigan? Oh, that old fox, hell manage some way.

But he gave you his horse! cried Mary Tracy. What are you thinking of, Jack?

Oh, the horse? said Reynolds.

He looked rather baffled. Then he exclaimed: — 

You see, Mary — naturally I thought that the whole gang would keep after me. It was me that they wanted — not Shannigan. How could I guess — how could Shannigan guess that theyd all take after him? Looks as though theyre chasing the chestnut gelding, and not me at all!

He laughed again, with a great relief.

Theyre welcome to the gelding, too. The dog went to pieces under me. Could hardly get a gallop out of him, when I hit the woods. I wouldnt have got him that far, except that Shannigan came in and tickled them up with a little fancy shooting. Oh, Ive had a ride, Mary.

She stared helplessly at him. She could not believe her ears.

But you owe your life to the chestnut, and to Shannigan! And whats Shannigan to do?

Hell find a way. Trust Sam. Hell take wings, if he has to. Theres no catching that fox!

Theyre jamming him against the wall of the ravine, said the girl. Dont you see? Dont you see what theyre doing?

She handed him the glasses.

There! Down that draw hes running the gelding! she explained. Hes almost at the edge of the cliff now. There — I can see him enter the clump of trees and brush beside the cliff. Look at the men of Chantry spread out. Theyre shooting. And now — Jack, theyve lighted the grass — theyre going to drive him over the cliff with fire! Jack!

Jack Reynolds sat down on a rock and mopped his forehead.

It looks as though the old man were a goner, said he. Im sorry, too. But how are you going to do? When you shake up the dice, they dont always turn up all sixes, do they? Shannigans had his fun. I suppose this is the end of him!


32. — SHANNIGANS SWING
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THAT KNOWLEDGE WHICH the girl had of the cliff of the Chantry River was missing to Shannigan. He had ridden the failing chestnut down the draw toward the brush that lined the river in the faint hope that he might be able to get down the bank of the stream.

He doubted if he could even get to the edge of the brush. Twice he had to turn and shoot almost into the faces of the men behind him.

That held them back. One fellow was thrown. Out from the pack leaped the riderless mustang and was racing in a moment at the side of Shannigan. He reached for the flying reins, pulled hard back, and in a moment was on the back of a fresh mount.

Oh, to have open ground before him now! But there was no open ground.

He heard the screech of the posse men behind him, as they came to the spent chestnut. This wiry pinto under him, half bucking at every stride, sweat-darkened, was ready to run another fifty miles across any country, it seemed; but all of that courage and fire was in vain.

The draw ended in a narrow little gulley that pointed down at a terrible angle toward the foam and rush of the water beneath the cliff.

Shannigan hurled the mustang to the side and up the steep bank of the draw. The brush and a tree or two formed a clump here. He pitched himself from the saddle as a rifle bullet clipped through the pintos brain, and dropped it with a crash.

That was his bulwark. Behind the dead body of the horse he lay entrenched, and opened fire with a revolver.

Even now he was not shooting to kill. It was not his way, and again there was no need. Bullets that kiss the air beside the very face of a man will turn him almost as quickly as a flesh wound.

At the first crackling of his guns, the riders turned right and left. Some dived out of their saddles as though the hard ground had been water, and they were anxious for a swim. In a moment they were out of sight in the grass, or behind rocks or trees. And the rifle bullets began to whir about Shannigan with a deadly whining.

He crawled to the edge of the cliff and looked over. What he saw made even his calm brain dizzy. It was three hundred feet to the edge of the water. And the three hundred feet was of polished stone, weather-rubbed, and wind-ground rock in which a man could almost see his face.

Suddenly the voice of the Chantry, that he had been hearing in the back of his mind all of these days, loomed upon his soul with a new significance. That shouting up the canyon, that booming down it, that rapid and breaking cadence was the death song for Shannigan.

He looked with wistful eyes across the gorge.

It was narrow, not more than fifty feet, or forty, perhaps, from the lip of one cliff to the other, for the stream had cut straight down, hardly wider than the span of its present currents. The farther bank was lower, too — ten yards or so lower. If he could fell the tree that shot up beside him — 

He looked up at it with an eager eye.

It was rooted at the very edge of the rock, marking a corner. From the side of it, a deep cleft extended back thirty or forty yards at a right angle from the bank of the stream. An earthquake must have cracked the massive rock open here — or was it some bending of the stone to make a fault?

At any rate, he was cornered perfectly.

All around him were the armed men of Chantry, making their bullets drone through the air. And, in addition, the cliff cut him off on one side, and the profound gulf of the flaw chopped off flight on another. Only one quarter of the circle remained to him, and if he tried to press through here, he was certain to be riddled with bullets before he had taken two steps.

There was no way out, from the blue of the sky to the white of the water beneath him.

Time dissolves rocks, even, said Shannigan to himself.

And lying on his side, he made a cigarette.

He had not time to light it before a whiff of smoke reached him. His heart gave a bound, and he sat up. A rifle bullet tore the hat from his head, but he did not regard it. Down the bank to the windward he could see the pale whirling of smoke, and he understood.

No, he would not even have time to think the problem over, for they had fired the grass, and in a moment the rush of the flame would be on him.

Shannigan, after an instant, lighted that cigarette, and drew on it.

Even if the tree were instantly felled for him, it was too short to bridge the gulf. Even if that gulf were bridged, he would be shot from the trunk of the tree when he tried to crawl or even to run across it.

He was amused by the desperation that had forced him even to consider such a device.

He looked down again to the water.

To his eyes, in boyhood, the bank of the old brook behind his home had t*en just such a profound gulf, or nearly so. With his heart in his throat, he and his playmates were in the habit of swinging over the void at the end of a single swing — an old rope, with a bit of wood thrust through the knot at the end of it to give a place to rest the feet. The wilder, the more resolute boys, used to signalize themselves by hanging from that piece of wood by their hands!

A slight chill at that remembered peril went through Shannigan, in spite of the place he was now in.

Then, in an instant, he was up and at work. The hope was a small one. But hope with the thinnest edge will enter the heart of a desperate man.

He crawled swiftly back through the grass and brush to the place where the pony had fallen, and took the lariat from the saddle bow. As he did so, he saw a blond-headed youth rise from behind a rock, thirty yards away, and fire with a rifle.

Shannigan put a bullet an inch from the side of the blond head, and saw the young man wince suddenly out of sight.

He would not be shooting again, in great haste.

Some one was shouting: Steady, boys. Steady, and shoot straight. Hes goin to come on the rush, in a minute.

There was reason to charge out now, if ever, for the heat of the flames was growing greater than the heat of the sun, and the smoke was driven in level sheets across the mouth of the ravine.

But Shannigan was already back at the side of the tree, and knotting the end of the rope about the slender base of it.

The other end of the rope he knotted, passed a stout bit of wood through the knot for a handhold, and then dropped the rope to its full length over the side of the cleft that ran back from the cliff.

Perhaps the rope would let him swing through a thirty-five-foot radius. Perhaps the chasm was fifteen or twenty feet wider. In that case, he had made the experiment in vain!

At any rate, he was instantly down the rope, hand over hand, and hanging from the end of it, he began to work up the swing to motion. ^

It swayed with a desperate snapping and jerking, as his heavy body pitched forward and then back. Finally, the long, pendulous sweep began.

Through a great arc he hurled forward, and then back, snapping his body with all his might in the midst of each sway of the rope.

The smoke of the sweeping fire beat down on him. That was a help, for it would dim the picture of him in the eyes of any watchers from the bank.

More serious was a certain jerking vibration, which he began to feel in the midst of each wide swing. Looking up at the right moment, he saw that the rope, just below the base of the tree, plucked against the end of a jutting stone.

As he glanced up, he could see a strand of the rope fray and snap, the ends fluffing out.

Far back the rope swung him. He lay straight up, level with the ground and the brush that sprouted from it.

He heard a yell at his very ear, and there was a man rising from the bushes with a revolver pointed, and a face half-desperate and half-frightened.

He began to fire, as Shannigan hurtled downward in the last attempt — and out over the blurred streak of the river, and on with the speed of a flung stone through the smoke.

He was not at the full height of the swing when he let go. He had to use some of the forward motion, and as he still shot forward, the lip of the opposite cliff beneath him, but a dreadful distance away, he loosed his hold, and sped on through the air.


33. — THE WESTERN WAY
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HE TURNED IN the air, bunching hands and feet under him. The white of the water and the gleam of the cliffs face flashed past him, and he landed with a long, sliding impact on the top of the safe ground beyond the gorge.

Quick presence of mind and most lightning precision of hand and foot could not have taken him rapidly enough to cover out of the rain of bullets that followed him, but his own impetus rolled him through the brush, and behind a jutting rock that was a shield against danger.

There he lay, dizzy, and with a sense of unreality, until his breath came back to him. He got to his knees.

The firing had stopped, from the other bank of the gorge. He could see faces well-known to him, for that hard-riding group of half-a-dozen that had taken up the chase at the end was composed entirely of men from Deerfoot. He spotted the thin, malicious face of Lee Swain at once, and that was big Sheriff Lancing, who stood up and shouted, and swung his arms.

There was an instant response. Every man of the searchers rose to his feet and gave three thundering cheers.

Shannigan, watching from behind the rock, smiled very faintly. That was the West that he knew, and these were the men of it.

Then he turned, and scrambled back through the brush, until he was safe from observation.

Lancing was there and others of his ilk, capable of cheering a brave act, whether a friend or a foe had done it. But there was also the outlander, Lee Swain, who would never hesitate to split his head with a bullet, if the chance came to him!

He ran straight upstream, keeping a course parallel to the edge of the gorge, until he came to a place where he dared to cut back closer to it.

The Chantry River was dwindling, and the size of its ravine walls, also. It was no longer a steep-sided gorge, but a tangle of canyons, several tributaries running to the main bed together. There he crossed, taking an arduous half hour of clambering up and down, before he gained, once more, the southern hills, toward the starting point.

To the east of him, he could see no sign of the pursuit. So he struck out at a steady gait. In time of need, he could maintain that pace like an Indian runner, until even a horse would have found it hard to follow him, from sunrise to sunset.

He headed straight back for the point where he had last seen the girl, but he cut around behind it, and came stealing through the brush with a silent foot.

He came into the clearing, and found there that big Jack Reynolds was striding gloomily up and down, while Mary Tracy lay stretched on the ground, with her face buried in her arms.

What sort of a lookout are you people keeping? asked Shannigan.

She came to her feet with a bound and ran toward him, with her arms stretched out.

Shannigan took her quietly in his arms.

Id kiss you, Mary, he said, but your face is all wet. You are glad to have me back?

Shes been blubbering and groaning, said Jack Reynolds, as he shook hands with Shannigan. I told her that you were too tough for them to crack. She wanted to go down, the two of us, and charge right at the whole lot of em. Or something like that.

I saw the fire burn over the place where theyd cornered you, said the girl. Sit down, Sam. Sit down here. What happened? Tell me everything!

I lost my hat, said Shannigan.

She laughed at that, and began to wipe the tears from her eyes.

Youre the right stuff, Shannigan, said Reynolds. I was a goner. I knew that I was a goner, with that gelding pegging out under me.

Youd have been a goner a good bit before, except for that gelding, said Shannigan. And they were riding for you, those boys from Deerfoot. They certainly want you, Reynolds. They certainly want your hide!

He nodded, as he said this, and regarded Reynolds with speculative eyes.

They wanted me — and they didnt get me, mostly thanks to you, Shannigan. I think that Mary, here, holds it against me. She thinks I left you in the lurch, eh? Dont you think that, Mary?

The girl looked dubiously at him.

I dont know, she said. It isnt that I think youd do a shabby thing, Jack. I know that you wouldnt do that, of course. Im sure that I know that. Only, Sam says that theres only one thing sacred — and thats a friend. You know, Jack — you did take the fresh horse and leave Sam on the spent one.

Reynolds made a gesture of surrender, and made it with both hands.

You tell her, Sam, will you? said he.

Dont be silly, Mary, said Shannigan, already smoking.

Take a look yonder, Jack. The Deerfoot boys have had a sight of us, again, and theyre not likely to give up the trail very soon. Theyll be buzzing around here, now, and you know that youre tired of rabbit meat already.

Reynolds exclaimed: Why, I keep telling her, Sam, that the idea was that the boys were running me and not you — and that theyd keep after me!

No, you rode a little too fast for that, said Shannigan. In about ten jumps of that little streak of a bay, they saw that they had no chance after you.

You mean that I should have ridden slower? asked Reynolds, frowning. Dyou mean to insinuate, Shannigan — dyou mean to say that you think I should have—

Here, here, here, said Shannigan, mildly lifting one hand. Dont be excited. Yesterday evening we were all together here, and now were together here again. Were minus a horse, thats all. The geldings on its way back to Deer-foot with some of the posse, I suppose. And the hunchbacked kid will be pretty glad to see him, Ive no doubt. Step out there and take a look around, Jack. Ill be surprised if Swain and the sheriff with their friends are not around, pretty close.

He waved cheerfully to Reynolds.

All right, Sam, the gunman said. I knew that youd understand. Of course you understood all the time. Its only that Marys so infernally suspicious. You ought to have more trust in you, Mary. You really ought to. As though Id throw Sam down!

He stepped away through the brush, and the girl looked thoughtfully after him.

I wonder if hes all right, she said quietly.

Why, Mary, youre crazy about that big lad, arent you? demanded Shannigan.

There was a sort of surprise and irritation in his voice, as he said this, that caused her to look at him, with a start.

Whats the matter, Sam? she asked.

Nothing, said Shannigan. Youre out of your head about him, arent you? And here you are, wondering if hes all right!

Im a bit in love, said Mary Tracy. Its the first time for me. Calf love perhaps. And I dont know — maybe this love is like homesickness, Sam. Maybe a fellow can get over it.

Some people can, said Shannigan. I dont give a rap for the ones that do.

Hello! said she. You mean that?

Of course I mean it, said he.

Once in love, always in love?

Yes, said Shannigan. Dont talk any more about this rot. Im tired of it.

Im not, said she. I want you to tell me, man to man, what you think of Jack Reynolds.

I think hes the finest-looking fellow I ever saw, said Shannigan. And hes one of the straightest shots, too.

That doesnt mean anything, said the girl.

Doesnt it?

No. Not what I want to hear out of you.

You have your own eyes and ears, Mary, said Shannigan.

I havent, said she. Because Im a little dizzy, when hes around. He makes a change in the air, and things grow a little misty for me. But I want to tell you something.

Go on, said Shannigan.

If I lose my heart to the wrong sort of a man, Sam— She paused.

Well, well? muttered Shannigan, reshaping his cigarette.

If I do that, said the girl, I wish that youd tear the heart out of me — and Ill help you to stamp on it!

Humph! said Shannigan.

I mean it, said she.

Im not omniscient, said Shannigan. I cant see through people as you see through glass.

You almost can, said Mary Tracy. Why are you frowning like that?

Because Im tired of all this chatter about your heart.

Are you?

Yes. Im more interested in my stomach. Rake up a little fire, there, and roast a bit more of that infernal rabbit for me, will you?

Of course I will, said she.

She bowed over the work, gathered some of the twig ends that were driest, kindled them, and feeding the fire with one hand, and twisting the meat on an improvised spit with the other, she attended to the cookery.

When she looked up at him, he was sitting erect, his hands on his knees, and his stern eyes fixed far before him, as if on the face of a distant enemy.

Sam, she queried.

Well? snapped Shannigan.

Im sorry that Im a weight around your neck now. I know that youre disgusted with me. I only wish that youd give me some advice. Youve been a father to me about everything else, Sam.

Father? said Shannigan. I never heard such rot. Youre getting sentimental. Give me that spit before you burn the meat on it.

She handed it to him, and sat with her chin on her fist.

Why do you do it, Sam? she asked.

What? asked Shannigan.

Do you hate me and despise me?

Hate you? Despise you? said Shannigan, amazed. What do you mean by that?

Then why do you beat me like this? asked the girl.

Beat you? said Shannigan, opening his eyes.

Yes, said she, with words — you beat me with words, Sam. Youre a hard man to be with!


34. — REYNOLDSS LUCK
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JACK REYNOLDS CAME back, announcing that there was not a single human being in sight, no matter where he looked across the hills.

Whats the matter? he demanded, immediately afterward. You look as though somebodys hit you between the eyes, Sam.

Shannigan pointed toward the girl.

Ive been hearing some of her ideas, said he. Thats all.

What sort of ideas, Mary? said Jack Reynolds.

Oh, nothing, said she.

Come on, said Jack Reynolds. Be a good girl, and tell me.

He leaned over her, with a possessive smile.

Run along, Jack, she told him. Sometimes youre only three years old. Be entertaining, Jack. Tell us about the fracas of last night — or this morning, I should say.

How did you people happen to be on the lookout at that hour? asked Reynolds. I never understood that.

Oh, said the girl, it was Sam. Thats all. He heard your horse when you went off, last night.

And you didnt call me back? muttered Reynolds.

He looked askance at Shannigan, biting his lip a little, in the unsolved question.

It was your horse, not mine, said Shannigan carelessly.

I had the lights of the town on the brain, said Jack Reynolds. I couldnt sleep. Twisted and turned for a while, and then I got up and went for a ride. I only intended to get some air. You know how it is. I went on. The gelding was full of himself. I let him stretch his legs, and when he got done stretching them, we were that much closer to Chantry. So I just went on, and gave him his head, and he took me to town, all right.

He paused, and his musical chuckle sounded.

Thats a wide-open town, he said. Everything was going full blast, at one in the morning, and nothing let down, hardly, all the rest of the night. Look!

He pulled a handful of bills from his coat pocket and threw them into the air. They came showering down, some landing on his head, some on his shoulders, some catching the wind and sailing off until the brush stopped their flight.

I tackled faro for half an hour, he said, and then I was heeled for anything to happen. I saw that my luck was in, and that it was going to be my night. So I stepped out a little, and things began to hum.

He laughed again.

The girl, still with her chin propped on her fist, was watching him with a whimsical glance. Her smile seemed half amusement and half observation.

You know how it is, Reynolds continued. One good thing leads to another. I ran into an old partner of mine. Fellow by name of Three Card Williams.

Whered he get the name, Jack? asked the girl.

He got it raking the lawn, said Shannigan.

Hes a great little sport, said Reynolds. Never out of trouble. Hes a lot of fun to shack around with. Ive been with him before.

At cards? asked the girl.

Of course. Thats his game.

What does he do? asked Mary.

Hes at home anywhere, said Reynolds. He can run up the deck and put two crimps into it. When the wise ones feel their way down and bump into the first crimp, they slip it, and then theyre to bang into the second one. It doesnt make any difference to Three Card. Hes at home both ways from either cut. Oh, he has brains and eyes in the tips of his fingers!

Ah? said Mary Tracy.

Of course he has, said Reynolds. We sat into a little game, and, by thunder, the game got big. And we began to make a lot of easy money. We cleaned out the first set of suckers, and by that time, there were five new ones that had sifted into the game, and one of em a youngster of twenty that had struck it rich in the mines. He was simply loaded down with coin, and crazy with it. So he was stuck, and you can believe it.

There was another couple at the table that were working partnership, like Three Card and me. They got their share of the lot, and pretty soon the rich boy began to be surprised at his bad luck. Three Card dropped a couple of small stakes to him, and then when the deal came around, ran him up a full house of aces on tens and beat him with four eights.

The kid sat and pushed in his losing. He kept his eye on Three Card, and all at once, he half rose from his chair and pointed his finger at Three Card, and said he was a crook.

Theres only one trouble with Three Card. Hes a little yellow. Thats why he wanted to have me for a partner. I mean, he knew that I dont back down very much. So he turned and gave me a flash of appeal. I told the kid that he was a fool and a quitter, or something like that. He took a pass at his hip. I thought he was going for a gun. The clumsy idiot was only swinging back his fist to take a smash at me. I didnt wait to see that, naturally. I would have died a lot younger if Id always waited to see the end of every move like that. I simply let him have it from the hip, and he fell on his face and went on falling and clawed the table over on top of him.

He paused to clear his throat.

Did you kill him, Jack? asked the girl, in a still voice.

Kill him? Not at all! said Jack Reynolds. But his right shoulder is a mess. However, they have good doctors, these days, and theyll be able to straighten him out. They make artificial arms, for that matter, about as good as natural ones. And he has enough gold in the ground to keep him happy the rest of his days. What made the trouble was that the fool wasnt carrying a gun. Imagine playing poker in a place like Chantry without having a gun on you!

Anyway, when the boys saw that he wasnt heeled, they raised a howl. A lot of cheap skates. They acted as though theyd never seen a gun play before in their lives. Thats the trouble with Chantry. Its full of tenderfeet. One of them collared little Three Card. Some more of them were coming for me.

I kicked the table at them, and while they were falling over it, I shot the lights out and got away. I found the horse, all right, but they found theirs, too. And the whole town was riding after me before I hit the hills. I suppose you know the rest of it.

He paused, and shrugged his shoulders.

All because I blundered into a little game in a tenderfoot town! was the comment of Jack Reynolds.

The girl was rubbing her knuckles thoughtfully over her chin.

That was hard on you, Jack, she said.

It was rotten luck, said Jack Reynolds, beginning to pick up the bills that he had turned adrift. Just my rotten luck.

Sort of bad luck for the town, too, said Mary, when a fellow like you cuts loose.

Why, whats the matter, Mary? asked Reynolds. What did I do?

Nothing, said Mary Tracy. A little crooked poker, and a little gun play. Why, nothing at all!

You dont understand, Mary, said Reynolds.

Dont I? said she.

Of course you dont. Why, what did I do? Ask Sam, will you? Youll always believe what he says is right or wrong.

Shannigan shrugged.

Theres too much talk floating around, and the suns getting hot, said he.

He walked out to the edge of the brush.

As he left, the young gunman walked to Mary Tracy, and took her hand. Dont be hard, Mary, he said. You dont understand. I told you just how everything happened. What dyou mean by crooked poker? Why, there isnt such a thing as straight poker.

What about the boy that got the dose of lead through the shoulder? she asked. Was he crooking the cards, too?

Hes a poor fool, said Reynolds angrily. Its fellows like him that always make all the trouble. Fellows who dont understand!

She nodded, slowly, her eyes looking rather vacantly at him.

Why, whats the matter, Mary? he asked.

He put his arm around her.

Dont do that, Jack, said she.

Why not? Are you being hostile, Mary?

Im only thinking, said she.

He strode away from her, in anger.

Thats the way with, you, said Reynolds. Youve been too long with Sam. Hes always thinking about things. So are you. Hes the only man youll ever be able to get along with. Youre too much like him!

He stopped stamping and striding, and went back to face those very thoughtful eyes.

You dont mean that youre angry, Mary, do you? he asked.

No, said the girl. I was just wondering how you work things out, Jack.

Why, whats wrong with the way I work things out? he asked.

Tell me something, said the girl. What did Sam say, when he.came up with you in the wood, down yonder?

What did he say? Why, he simply threw me the reins of the bay, and sang out: Grab em! You can believe that I was in that saddle before a dog could wag its tail twice.

He took a great breath. Ever on a fagged horse, Mary? Yes, she said.

Know how it is when they begin to tuck up in the loins a little, and the spring goes out of their gallop?

Yes, she said.

Well, thats the way the gelding was, and when I got on the bay, and felt it as strong as a rock under me, and raring to go, I began to breathe new air.

Ill bet you did, said she. What did he say as you went off?

Nothing. He was peeling the saddle off the chestnut.

I see, said the girl. It was a quick shift, then, and off you went.

You bet, said Reynolds heartily. A fellow moves with the bloodhounds on his trail, and no mistake about it.

I wonder how Sam felt on that fagged horse? said the girl.

Ask him, and hell tell you, Jack Reynolds chuckled.

The voice of Shannigan, at that instant came back to them through the brush.

Saddle up, he said. And youd better saddle fast. Theyre coming. You ought to learn to use your eyes a little harder, Jack. Youve let them get on top of us!


35. — THE TRAP
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JACK REYNOLDS SAID nothing. He got to the edge of the shrubbery in a leap. And, then, at first glance, he could see them coming — a dozen men, riding close together, studiously looking at the ground.

What trail they were following would be hard to, tell, but after three days of living in that place, there was undoubtedly a sign pointing toward them.

Reynolds came back with a bound. The saddles were already on the horses.

Were short one horse — your horse, Jack! said the girl. You ride with me. Sams heavier than you are. Hed better keep his own horse to himself.

Hes not heavier, exclaimed Reynolds. Im bigger—

Hes heavier, said the girl. You ride with me.

Take this horse, said Shannigan, running to the head of the bay and motioning back to the powerful animal that he had ridden from Deerfoot. You take that horse, man. Mary, you take this one.

And you? said the girl, as Reynolds, without a word of question, obeyed orders.

Im running on foot, until they sight us, said Shannigan. I can run. Its the one gift that I have. I can run, and keep running.

But, said the girl, suppose that they—

She was lifted bodily. The terrible hands of Shannigan bit through her strong flesh to the bone, as he raised her, and snarled:

One of these days, Ill teach you to argue with me, when the time comes for action!

Reynolds was gasping: Theyre the picked men of the whole lot — the picked men from Chantry — and the sheriff and Swain, and some more from Deerfoot.

Dont make noise as you get clear of the brush, and follow me, Shannigan calmly said.

He glided out of the shrubbery, as he spoke, and struck off at a rapid gait, and the others followed him, slowly, lest the noise of rapidly beating hoofs should reach the ears of those riders who were coming up on the farther side of the hill.

They had the disadvantage of two horses for three people; they had the advantage that their horses were perfectly fresh, for the run that the bay had made, though a hard one, had been finished in time to let it completely recover its wind.

Shannigan, in the meantime, ran swiftly on, with long, springing strides.

Far behind him, he heard, a sudden crackling sound, like a fire snapping in dry wood, and knew that the enemy had invaded the thicket. Still farther behind him, he heard shouting voices raised.

That meant that they had found the sign left by the three of them at their encampment.

He immediately freshened his pace a little.

He was headed straight back into the higher ground, which extended toward the mountains. Yonder there was a tangle of ravines. And among them, they might lose the posse.

But there were three of them to care for and think of. Three of them, and a dozen men to follow, eager as hounds!

He looked back, and saw the girl and Jack Reynolds trotting their horses.

At the same time, he saw the dozen horsemen come volleying out of the brush on the hilltop, whooping as they saw their prey.

They were half a mile behind — a whole thousand yards, perhaps.

But what does that mean when horses are galloping, and one of the pursued is on foot?

He went over the next hilltop, and down the hollow beyond. Something inside him, something savage, that was born in him with his blood, felt the rejoicing of the posse as, after giving up the immediate chase, with a fugitive in full view, they found the whole trio again as a reward for their persistent and patient hunting.

They would ride madly to make their kill.

As he took to the rise of the opposite slope, and as the grade took the strength from his legs and the wind from his lungs, he knew how desperate their situation was.

He reached the top of the rise as the girl on the bay horse ranged alongside. Big Jack Reynolds was riding a little to her left.

Catch on, Sam! she cried, as she came up.

Go on! gasped Shannigan. Go on. Ill dodge in here among the rocks. Theyll follow Jack.

She pulled her horse to a halt.

Ill stay here till theyve got us both, she said savagely.

You little fool! groaned Shannigan.

But he was instantly behind her on the horse, and heard the bay grunt with effort, as it started again under the double burden.

Reynolds was ranging ahead, looking anxiously over his shoulder.

Shannigan looked back, also, and saw the rush of riders behind them. Like wolves they were coming, extending their horses, sure of their game.

But the strongly built bay was running hard and well. It was holding its own, yes, increasing the distance, a little. But it could not keep to this work for long.

Reynolds increased his distance.

Is he just a dog? said the girl, gasping the words over her shoulder. Is he going to ride on and leave us — like this?

Hell stay with us, said Shannigan. Hell play the game as it ought to be played!

Right on they galloped, with the ground growing rougher, and still they kept their lead. They entered a gulley filled with tough, tall brush, that flogged them as though with whiplashes. Coming to the head of it, they found that they were entering a long valley that sloped gradually upward, valleys and canyon mouths emptying into it from either side.

It was a vast temptation to turn to the left or the right and try for refuge. But it was plain that most of these gorges were box canyons, that is to say, narrow valleys, worn as a rule only during the time of the melting snows that poured water down from the heights. And they were a series of boxes with one end knocked out — valleys that came down in great sheer steps. No horse could climb most of the steps. They were from ten to a hundred feet high.

Shannigan found that the bay was losing ground now. He dropped suddenly to the ground, and began sprinting at full speed while the girl ranged her horse back beside him. Sam, if you dont take the horse, Ill dismount! she shouted.

He gave her a savage side glance.

Youre a fool! shouted Shannigan. Ride on! I can dodge em — dead easy!

Suddenly Jack Reynolds came sweeping back, and caught up Shannigan behind him.

And again they galloped ahead, and held their lead. But it was a question of moments, only, before the others were on them.

The double weight had killed the gallop of the bay; the double burden of Shannigan and big Jack Reynolds would certainly kill the second horse.

Reynolds was groaning: Theyve got us — theyve got us! Shannigan, theyve got us!

They were passing the mouth of a little valley whose inner reaches were hidden from them by a sudden bend, and into this, without asking advice, Reynolds suddenly twisted the horse.

A fierce yell of delight from behind them told them that something was wrong, and as they rounded the bend, they could see what it was.

Straight before them, the easy, level floor of that little canyon stopped, and a faint trickle of water drizzled over the lip of a sheer wall of rock, a full sixteen feet in height.

No horse could jump it. No man could climb it.

It was as perfectly straight in line as though it had been hewed out by quarry workers.

Above it, the next level of the canyon receded beyond view.

Were gone! groaned Jack Reynolds.

Straight at it! said Shannigan. We can get over that. Straight on, Jack!

He turned, and waved the girl forward, too, as she began to rein her horse.

It was a perfect trap. But as they reached the wall, Shannigan was on the ground, and picking up Reynolds, as the latter dismounted, he thrust him up the face of the rock.

He shifted his grip to the very feet of Reynolds, and muscled him up to the full length of his arms.

Even then, Reynolds could not reach the lip of the rock above. He had to strain on tiptoe from one of those iron hands of Shannigan. Then Reynolds barely found purchase for a grip with the fingers of one hand.

But that was enough.

He was up in the next second. And as he lay flat, and reached down his long arms, calling: Now, Mary, quick! Up with her, Shannigan! around the bend of the ravine came the posse.

Here, Mary, called Shannigan.

Ill never budge! said the girl. Sam, I wont let you-

Here! snarled Shannigan.

She was helpless in his hands.

They had been like iron, before, as they gripped her and swung her up.

They were as hot steel now, and up she went, with a swing that enabled Reynolds to catch her hands. In a moment she was on the ledge.

It was a wide, deep shelf, Uttered with brush and boulders. There was shelter here for a hundred men — and as for pursuit, those who followed would have to take their chances, for Shannigan leaped to the nearer horse, snatched the rifle from the saddle scabbard, and hurled it high, into the hands of Jack Reynolds.

Then he turned.

For the thunder of the hoofs was in his very ears.

He could hear, above him, the voice of the girl, as she cried out that she would not go — but Reynolds would handle that.

So Shannigan turned and faced the rush of the riders, and counted their faces, and their leveled guns.

A gun barked. A bullet slugged against the rock behind his head. And then he saw the long arm of the sheriff reach out and tear the revolver from the hand of Lee Swain.

So they came down on Shannigan, and hemmed him against the rock, a helpless prisoner.


36. — A PRISONER
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HE WOULD NEVER forget the screeching voice of Lee Swain, as he yelled: He doesnt matter. Its Reynolds that counts! Get Reynolds, boys! Get Reynolds!

And then, something stranger still: Five thousand dollars to the man who gets Reynolds! Five thousand to the man that puts a bullet through him!

The sheriff paused to drop steel handcuffs over the wrists of Shannigan. The rest of the posse swarmed like wildcats, helping one another up the brow of the ascent. The sheriff himself gave a hand to the last man, and the confused rout poured on, the men firing here and there as they ran.

It left the sheriff with no means to mount the rock; furthermore, there was the prisoner to guard.

So he motioned Shannigan to the shadow of a boulder, and they sat down together.

Itll be a while before the gang gets back, said the sheriff.

Theyll nail the girl, and theyll nail Reynolds, if he stops to fight for her.

They wont get Reynolds, said Shannigan.

Why not? asked Steve Lancing.

Hes not fool enough to throw himself away in a lost cause. And when it comes to running, hes a deer. If they press him, hell draw some blood for them. Mark my word. This may be a red day for Deerfoot.

It may, said the sheriff. And it may be a bad day for you, Sam.

Yes, agreed Shannigan. If they dont catch Jack, theyll come back in a hungry humor.

The sheriff scratched his head.

Speakin personal, he said, I dont feel no meanness toward you, Sam. You done me brown, and trimmed me, one day. Youre the only fellow that ever licked me, fair and square. I used to think that itd kill the heart in me, if I was ever licked. But I was wrong. I dont feel no meanness to you, Sam. I dunno. Maybe Id better start on toward Deer-foot with you.

That would be a favor, said Shannigan.

The sheriff rose, and motioned his prisoner to rise, also.

Well go on in then, said he. Will you give me your word to play no tricks, Sam — youre my prisoner, and you stick with me, without no tricks?

Ill give you my word, said Shannigan.

All right, said the sheriff. And mind you, Sam, word or no word, Ill have to watch you a mite. Its a true thing that you lived up to promises that other day and brung Reynolds into town in time to save my hide. But desperate men do things, and I reckon that this is your day to be desperate. If those hyenas ever get hold of you they—

He twisted his head to the side with a wry expression in his face.

He mounted his own horse, and carefully watched from the near side, while Shannigan, gripping the pommel of the saddle with his shackled hands, got up on the big mustang he had rented in Deerfoot.

They rode down the valley side by side, the sheriff turning to look back several times.

Maybe theyll take this hard, too — me ridin off with you like this, Sam, he remarked. The boys are getting sort of rough, since Swain started bossin things. Me, Im only the straw boss, and what he says goes.

Shannigan drew in on the reins and stopped his horse. They had come to the bend of the valley, and behind them the crackling of gunfire continued, far up the canyon. What will they do with the girl? he asked. Swainll give her some pretty hot talk, said the sheriff, and then theyll ride her back to Deerfoot and threaten her with the jail. But I reckon that they wont put her in jail. Deerfoot aint had any women in the jail, and I reckon it wont start with her.

They rode on again, dogtrotting the horses. . It was a very odd journey, that one to Deerfoot, over the hills, and through the groves of trees, and out again into the heat of the scorching sun.

They passed through the heat of the noontide and the greater heat of the early afternoon, still trotting the horses steadily onward.

I dunno, Sam, said the sheriff after a time. I dunno but what I ought to turn you loose. If I jail you, Swain is likely to make the boys pretty rambunctious. It all depends on do they catch Reynolds. Swain sure hates him. Maybe Id oughta parole you, because Ive got a kind of an idea that I could trust you to turn up any time I say.

If you turn me.loose on parole, Steve, said Shannigan, dyou know what would happen? The sheriff rubbed his throat tenderly. Yeah, theyd come close to hangin me, he said. He added suddenly: Youre a fair-minded man to think of my side of it, Sam. You got a tough look to you, and you can do some pretty tough things, but dog-gone me, youre a fair-minded man!

Thanks, said Shannigan. Mind if I smoke?

Go ahead. Ill roll you one.

I can manage, said Shannigan.

And suddenly his hands were out of the cuffs, which he hung over the horn of the saddle, while he made his smoke and lighted it. The sheriff looked on with staring eyes.

Sam, he said, you could a done that long ago, eh? And knocked me over the head when I wasnt looking?

I suppose so, said Shannigan.

Would you mind explainin to me why you didnt do it? asked the sheriff.

You forget that I gave you my word, said Shannigan, back there at the start!

I know, said the other. Only then—

He snapped the fingers of one big, brown hand, and shook his head. He was greatly baffled.

Sam, he said, it would do me a lot of good to know who you are. I dont suppose youre tellin that?

No, said Shannigan.

Sometimes, said the sheriff, Ive been thinking that you must be Purvis, the Canadian, because the way you manage things so slick. But Ive heard tell that Purvis is a smallish sort of a man. And then again, Ive had a coupla ideas that you might be Tom Crawford. But Toms likely to mix up safe-cracking with head-splitting. His trail is too red, for you. Then, Ive even had times when I thought that you might be Shannigan!

Shannigan? said Shannigan. Ive heard that name.

Have you? said the sheriff. Dog-gone few ever have. What have you heard?

Scraps of things here and there, said Shannigan. It would take time to collect em.

The same with me, said Steve Lancing. There aint many that ever heard his name. Because he works mostly by himself, and they say that he always wears something on his face — a beard or mustache, or something.

Why should he do that? asked Shannigan.

Because hes so dog-gone ugly that he scares people, I hear, said the sheriff.

Yes? murmured Shannigan.

Yeah, said the sheriff. Hes the kind that scares growed-up men, just by lookin at em.

I see, said Shannigan. He wouldnt be the sort to get along with women, I suppose.

Him? The sheriff chuckled. A fine hand hed be with the ladies, him and his mug!

Shannigan nodded.

The sheriff hastily corrected him: Not that I mean youre mean enough lookin to be Shannigan, Sam. No, not that. We aint pretty, neither you nor me, but we wouldnt figger in the same class with Shannigan. Besides, he mostly works in the night, I hear.

Does he? said Shannigan. I think Ive heard that, too. Think that hes got cat eyes, and sees better in the dark?

I dunno, said the sheriff. Ive sort of heard that idea put out. But I dunno. It sounds queer, but then everything about Shannigan is queer. There aint any mercy in him, for one thing.

No? murmured Shannigan.

No, said the sheriff. All he does is hate the world, and the more trouble that he can make, the better he likes it. Hed kill a man in cold blood and like it fine. Hed shoot you in the back rather than in front. But when it comes to standin up to the music, face to face, he can do that, too. Hes a sort of a crazy Indian, is what he is. But smart. Terrible smart. Well, Sam, I gotta ask you to excuse me for thinkin, at times, that you might be Shannigan. Because Ive seen that youre a fair-minded man, all right.

Thanks, said Shannigan.

He fitted his hands back into the handcuffs, doubling the thumb quite over under the palm.

You dont need to wear them things, said the sheriff. Not unless we should meet up with the boys.

Were going to meet up with them before long, said Shannigan.

He jerked his head toward the rear.

You hear? he asked.

No, said the sheriff.

Listen hard. Now you can make it out?

Now, distinctly, the sheriff heard the beating of many hoofs.

Well spur on, and get you into the jail ahead of em, said the sheriff.

Dont you do it, answered Shannigan. If we start running, theyll start hunting. If we run into the jail, theyll tear it down to get at me. If we go along slow and easy, they may go slower, too. Be calm and easy, Steve. One wrong move will push me over a cliff as high as all time, I can tell you. Look at them come, like a lot of wildcats!

With a rush the men of Deerfoot streamed down the trail.

And as they sighted the pair before them, they uttered one prolonged yell, and then came on still faster, without another word.

Reynolds got away, interpreted Shannigan. If theyd finished him off, theyd come home slowly, like dogs that have made a kill and eaten their fill. These fellows mean business, I think! And theyll do their business at my expense, perhaps.


37. — SWAINS PARTY
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THAT SWEEP OF riders picked up the sheriff and Shannigan and rolled them into near-by Deerfoot like two pebbles caught by a torrent.

Lee Swain, the sole ruler of that storm, stopped it fairly in front of the Best Chance Saloon, where Slim Connor had run out to watch the tumult roll by.

With raised hand, Lee Swain shouted: Boys, Ive sworn that Id hang him in front of the first place I met on the way to Deerfoot. Here it is, and heres where he hangs.

Some one yelled: Well drink good-by to him.

Well have one beer and hang him, said Swain, laughing heartily at the merry suggestion.

Laughter made an odd alteration in his face. It seemed made for solemnity only, and when he laughed, it seemed to break up and dissolve into nothing but ugly elements.

They jerked Shannigan from his horse and haled him into the barroom. They heaved him onto the bar, and stood him up on it.

Give him a beer, and a big one, said Lee Swain to Connor. The bigger the beer thats in him, the sooner the ropell strangle him. Fill up a beer for him. Im treating. Im buying for everybody. Step up — line up, boys!

The sheriff called out: Im against this, boys! Sam has a right to—

He has a right to a rope! snarled Swain.

He added: Youd better back out of here, Steve Lancing. Youre not wanted here. There are plenty of people who think that youve been bought body and soul by the interests!

What interests? asked the sheriff.

Those that can afford to hire a smart actress like the girl; those that can afford to hire this man-eater, this Sam, said Swain. They could buy you, and twice over. They bought you to interfere when the boys were going to do justice on Reynolds before. Youre not in a safe place here, Lancing. Youd better get out!

Steve Lancing stepped to the bar.

Its no good, Steve, said Shannigan. The boys have their spirits up, and you cant convince them by telling them the truth.

Ill tell them anyway, said Lancing.

Youre a fool, but go on, said Swain. Youre not wasting much time. He dies when our beer is gone!

I went out and blocked that lynching, said the sheriff, because Sam came to my house and made me do it. I would never a been fool enough to tackle that many gents on the warpath. But Sam came to my house before sunup, and he manhandled me. He grabbed me, and took my gun away from me, and the welt of where he hit me is still purple and blue on my chin. Then he said that if I wouldnt walk to the spot, hed carry me there. I couldnt stand that. I went out there with him.

And he swore that day that if I helped him, hed see that Reynolds was brought back into the jail, if he could. And, boys, you know that thats what happened! It was Sam that brought Reynolds in. It was no wish of Reynolds himself to come, far as I know!

Thats straight talk! said some one. It takes a man to tell a thing like that.

It takes a fool to believe a fool, declared Lee Swain. Sam, youve barred and blocked us all enough times, about Reynolds. And today, youve saved his skin twice. And thats enough. Thats plenty. Were tired. We could praise you for standing by a man, even though we know that youre only a hired hand — its your job. But now were tired. Were going to do to you whats coming to Reynolds, later on!

He made a pause, and the hot, dusty, exhausted men muttered sternly in agreement.

They had worked hard enough; some one had to die!

Swains face brightened, as he listened to that growl of agreement. It was as though he were hearing the finest music. He said: Well give you a chance to say your last words while youre finishing your beer, Sam. Speak out. Here — somebody throw a rope over that rafter. We can drop him off the bar as well as off a cart!

A whoop answered, the noose end of a rope shot over the rafter, and Swain himself leaped onto the bar and adjusted the noose around the neck of Shannigan.

Then he stood in front of the bigger man, his whole body quivering with satisfaction.

Speak out, Sam! he said. Any last words?

I dont want a man hanged in here! shouted Slim Connor angrily. And whats more, I wont have it. I—

A dozen hands reached for him.

Shut up! he was advised by Swain. Sam, here, wants to talk.

Shannigan raised his glass with his two manacled hands and sipped the beer.

I wont keep you long, boys, he said, but I always hate to hurry with beer.

A faint chuckle answered this.

He added: Id like to know what you did with the girl.

We left her at the Wheeler ranch, said Swain. Shell be better off there than she ever was in your hands!

Regan, a tall man with a stern face who had made a part of every mob scene, broke out: Youll wanta know that she begged for you right up to the end. She swears by you, Sam. She says that youre the finest man in the world. Maybe thatll do you a little good.

It does do me good, said Shannigan with a start. Are you sure that she said that, Regan?

She did, said several voices, chiming in with Regan.

Ill drink my last drink to her, said Shannigan. Shes the straightest and bravest girl in the whole wide world.

He was about to raise the glass to his lips, when Swain exclaimed:

Hurry it, man. Weve wasted enough time on you.

Shannigan lowered the glass again, and answered:

Youll use a good deal more time, though. This makes a pretty picture, and you can fill your eye with it, Swain. But do you know why Im not worried?

You tell me, friend, said Swain with a sneer.

Because Ill not hang here, said Shannigan.

They had clustered closely around him.

It made a very queer picture, in fact — Shannigan big and impassive, standing on the bar, with the ferretlike body of Swain before him, and all the faces of the posse banked about them, lower down. The mirror gave the whole picture back to every eye.

Swain suddenly struck his right hand into his left, with a loud, popping sound.

Youre not going to hang, Sam? he asked.

No, said Shannigan.

Well, said Swain, weve had a rope ready for Reynolds, and then you saved him. But wholl save you, my friend? Reynolds is not the kind to risk his neck for a friend. The sheriff cant help you. Were the law here in Deerfoot. Were against you, and weve got you where we want you. Tell us wholl break in and save you?

Ill save myself, said Shannigan.

Youll save yourself? Swain laughed. He added: How, brother? How will you do it?

With a few words, said Shannigan.

A murmur of amusement came from the crowd.

What sort of words, Sam? asked Regan.

A promise to pay, said Shannigan.

We turn you loose — and then youll pay, eh? Swain grinned.

No, said Shannigan. Theres another sort of a promise. Ill tell you boys where the money is to be found.

Some one whooped, and the entire group laughed.

Shannigan himself was smiling, but with perfect good nature and confidence.

Go on and tell us, said some one. Howll we have the money? How much?

Millions, said Shannigan.

Good, yelled some one. Were all goin to be rich.

Thats right, said Shannigan.

Howll you pay? asked Swain. Greenbacks or gold?

Gold, said Shannigan.

By thunder, said Regan, his voice cutting through the uproar of mirth, he means something.

I do, said Shannigan.

Ill take mine in twenty-dollar pieces, called one.

You boys will have to dig it out of the ground, said Shannigan. Gold mines is what Im talking.

Locate em! shouted another.

In the Owens Desert, said Shannigan.

There was a groan, laughter mingling with it. But Lee Swain was suddenly green and gray.

Weve had enough of this foolery, said he. Its time to let him step off.

He aint finished his beer, called voices. And hands were raised that caught at Swain, and drew him back.

Shannigan nodded, and sipped his beer again.

Thank you, boys, he said.

Finish your joke, Sam, called another. Locate those mines for us, will you?

Ill locate em for you, said Shannigan. Theyre near the spot where Powell and Halpin were murdered.

The words and the way they were spoken struck the laughter out of every face. Something was meant here.

There was a pause. Even Lee Swain, struggle though he might, could not break in. Words were failing him suddenly.

Shannigan said: About two or three hundred yards from the spot where poor Powell and Halpin were murdered at the mouth of a worthless sand shaft lies their real gold mine. That was why they were murdered.

Swain found his voice. It would not do to allow this fellow to go on. The conviction in his voice and face was winning too much interest from the others.

He called out: Im surprised at you fellows. Are you going to let this sort of windjamming have your ear? Sam, youve done enough talking. Now lets have some proof of this gold mine you talk about that Powell and Halpin were murdered for, as you say.

Its right here in the room with us, said Shannigan.

He could spot the jump of excitement with which each man started, and then glanced at his neighbor, or over his shoulder toward the wall. There was no doubt that their interest was high.

In this room? snarled Swain. Where in the room?

There, said Shannigan. There in your left-hand vest pocket!


38. — A GLASS OF BEER

[image: img107.jpg]

HE POINTED AS he spoke. And as every eye clapped upon Lee Swain, they saw the little man recoil from a shock — recoil with an actual gasp, and jerk his hand toward the pocket indicated.

Take that hand away! thundered Shannigan suddenly.

Lee Swain snatched the hand from the indicated point, as though it had been burned.

What darn foolishness is this? he asked.

Something that makes you sweat, said Shannigan.

He was smiling, and as he nodded, every one could see the sweat that poured down Swains face.

Its hot in here, said Swain.

Its hotter in hell, said Shannigan.

Boys, said Swain, I guess weve heard enough from this fourflusher. The ropes around his neck and—

That rope will fit your neck even more snugly, said Sam Shannigan. Keep your hand away from that pocket!

He thundered the last words again, the full roar of his bass voice rising and ringing through the room. It was like a peal from a storming sky. The very glassware jingled softly like a thousand crystal castanets, lightly touched.

Suddenly Shannigan no longer seemed the point of attack, but the assailant.

You blundering, bluffing scoundrel, said Lee Swain, theres nothing in that pocket.

Why are you so green, then? asked Shannigan. Everybodys watching you, man. And you look like a murderer, caught with the blood marks on him.

Theres nothing in that pocket, said Swain.

Let Regan reach into it and see, said Shannigan.

Ill let no man pick my pockets! exclaimed Swain.

And suddenly he could tell that he had made a very vital error. Not a soul was turned toward Shannigan, in spite of the rope that was around his neck. It was Swain that they regarded.

Hold on, Swain, said tall Regan. Hold on. If it comes to talk, it seems to me that Sam is saying something. Whats in the pocket that youre so dog-gone worked up about? The face of Swain contorted. He reached his hand toward the pocket.

Keep that hand away! thundered Shannigan, the third time.

Swain gasped, as though a bullet had struck him, and torn through his body.

You feel the lash in a tender place, eh, Swain? said Shannigan. Regan, reach into that pocket, and see what you find there!

Stand fast, Swain, said Regan. Whatever I take out, Ill give back to you.

I wont have— began Swain.

But he was unsure of himself. To resist seemed folly — to permit the thing to happen was madness. The very wealth of a Midas might be revealed by it.

In his moment of hesitation, the lean fingers of Regan dipped into the pocket and out again. And he held up, in the palm of his hand, a meager shard of stone that was marked with yellow streaks. All eyes beheld it.

Ore — and full of wire gold! shouted Regan. Great jumping thunder!

Thats from the mines I told you about, said Shannigan. Thats the price Im paying to you.

Give it back to me! said Swain savagely, snatching at the hand.

Sure, said Regan, and rendered it to Swain readily.

But there was no pleasantry in his face. There was nothing but hard, stern, bright curiosity. New perspiration suddenly was pouring down the face of Swain again. He raised a hand and brushed it away. He wished very heartily, now, that he had allowed the bit of terrible rock to remain in the hand of Regan.

The grim voice of Shannigan, assured and confident, pursued him, and struck him in his weakness.

Whats the matter, Swain? said Shannigan. Its only a specimen of ore. Why are you shaking? Why are you so white? Why are you sweating so? Whats the matter with you, Swain? Were all watching you!

Swain burst out: Why, whats the matter when a man cant have a specimen of ore on him without — without being held up for it?

The question in my mind is, Where did you get the ore? said Shannigan.

You mean to say, said Swain, that Im supposed to give away a gold mine, like that — for the sake of a question?

If you wont tell em, said Shannigan, Ill tell em where you got that specimen. But first I want another beer!

He reached down the glass to the bartender, and suddenly men noticed that his hands were free from the cuffs that had held them.

Only Swain yelled with alarm, and reached for a gun.

Dont budge, brother, said the voice of the sheriff. Ive got you covered, you yellow dog!

It was another shock all around. Swain slowly thrust back the gun that he had half drawn.

Its a plot against me! he said huskily. Put the handcuffs on that man, boys! You can see that hes worked up a deal with the sheriff to—

To hang you, said Shannigan, removing the rope from his own neck, and stroking it.

And still hardly an eye glanced at him.


39. — THE WESTERN IDEA
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FILL THEM UP all around, said Shannigan. Fill them up. Slim. I want the boys to be drinking while I talk. I pay for this second one. I hope that Swain enjoys it as much as I enjoyed the round that he paid for.

Im wanting to know, said Swain, where I got the specimen, if not with my own prospectors hammer.

You picked it off the floor in that back room, said Shannigan.

Its a lie, said Swain.

Its the truth, said Shannigan, and heres the witness thatll hang you.

He indicated Slim Connor.

Are you in on this? snapped Swain at Connor.

Gosh, no, gasped Slim Connor. I dunno nothin about it.

You remember, said Shannigan, you remember, Slim, that evening, not long ago, when Powell and Halpin went with Reynolds into that back room?

Yeah, sure I do, said Slim, with a gasp of relief at finding firm ground under his feet for at least one step.

Did they talk as though they were excited?

They did.

Who was in there before em?

Mr. Swain.

Then they left?

Yes.

Who came in after them?

I dont remember.

Yes, you do. Think back; youll remember.

By thunder, said Slim Connor. I remember now. Mr. Swain come back again, and went into that back room, and pretty soon he comes out in a hurry. And when I went in there to get his glass, the beer in it hadnt been touched. I come out and hollered after him. I thought something must a been wrong with the beer. I never knew him to leave a drop before or afterward.

In the pause that followed, Swain looked around him and tried to laugh. He could have cursed himself when the laughter failed wretchedly.

A glass of beer! muttered Swain. Are you boys going to listen seriously about a fragment of stone and a glass of beer?

Take your time, said Shannigan. Take your time, man. Youve got some explaining to do. Heres the rope waiting for you. Why did you hurry out of that room?

Because I remembered some business— began Swain.

Your face is gray, Swain, said Shannigan. Gray and green. You look sick. You are sick. Youre still sweating. Why? Every other face in the room is dry enough. What business did you remember?

Darkness whirled before the eyes of Lee Swain.

Do you think I have to drag out my private affairs before the crowd? Lee demanded fiercely. Whos questioning me, anyway? What—

Swain, said Shannigan, that glass of beer is going to hang you. You should have thrown it out the window, if you didnt want to drink it. And when you threw it out the window, you might have collected yourself a bit and walked out of the place quietly. But the beer will hang you.

Youre a madman! said Swain savagely. And if—

Shannigan held up his hand, and it seemed a magic power that forced the other to stop speaking.

Youd heard Powell and Halpin giving a third interest in their discovery to Jack Reynolds, who had grubstaked them. You spied on em, and you saw the specimens they showed. You saw the stones fall on the floor. Afterward you went in, asking for beer, but you searched the floor and found that fragment that you have in your pocket. That told you how rich the mine must be. And when you knew that, you decided that youd have it.

You knew they were leaving the town next morning. You followed them to the place where they dug in the Owens. You saw Reynolds leave them to get water. You were watching close at hand. You killed em both at short range! You entered the shaft theyd started and found there was no sign of ore. Instead of waiting for Reynolds and killing him, as youd intended, you turned and trekked for Deerfoot. You started the posse after Reynolds. It met him riding in to report the killing.

And the proof that hangs you, Swain, is the little stone in your vest pocket, and that glass of beer you didnt drink — as I see youre not drinking the one that youve got now!

There was a great distance between Lee Swain and death, if he had used sense, but for once he was not a practical man.

The blood madness flared before his eyes.

A curse screeched from his throat, and he whipped out his gun to fire point-blank at Shannigan.

But it was another gun that spoke. The bullet from the sheriffs Colt struck Lee Swain neatly and fairly between the eyes, and he fell in a broken heap across the bar.

The crowd did not linger. In thirty seconds the barroom was cleared of every one except the sheriff and Shannigan and the dead man. Even Slim Connor had saddled his horse and joined the rush to find the rich ores in the Owens Desert.

Well, Sam, said the sheriff, that seems to be that. And a doggone good job you made of it. Only — think of there bein all that poison wrapped up in that one skin! Whats next?

The next, said Shannigan, is sleep for: me. Ill be at the hotel. Maybe youd better go out and get the girl from that ranch where Swain put her.

The street was swarming with riders. The news had spread, and every man was for the Owens.

And as they went by Shannigan, racing their horses, not a man of them failed to give a whoop and a cheer for him.

He would not have found a clerk at the hotel, except that the man was a cripple.

He asked for a room.

How does it come that you aint joined the rush, you that started it? asked the clerk.

The stuff all belongs to Reynolds, by rights, said Shannigan. Besides, theres blood on it, if you understand what I mean.

Blood? said the clerk, as he hobbled out to show Shannigan to his room. You mean Powell and Halpin? Theyre dead and gone!

Theres blood, said Shannigan grimly. Theres blood before my eyes, and Id rather sleep till its gone than have all the gold in the world!

So he reached the room, dived onto the bed, pulled the pillow over his head, and fell into a sound sleep.

The girl found him there, in the evening of the day. She pushed the door open, and saw the sprawling figure, and then she said to the huge form of the sheriff, that loomed behind her:

Id better stay here alone, and wake him up, after a while. Hell be a gloomy sort, I know, till hes had his sleep out. I dont think he closed his eyes, really, all the time that we were away from Deerfoot.

The sheriff looked into the room for a moment, shaking his head.

Hes iron, he said, and all I hope is that hes never rusted to the core.

The sheriff went down the hall, and she shut the door softly behind her as she entered. She went to the bed first, and leaned over him. He was breathing with a faint groan in every breath he drew. His forehead was covered with a wet tangle of hair, and the pillow cover was pressing back against his face.

She knew that a hostile step in the hallway, even, would be enough to waken him, but that did not prevent her from pushing the pillow back a little, and drawing the hair aside from his forehead.

The groaning stopped, and she smiled down at the huge head and shoulders for a moment. Then she went to the window and sat on the sill, watching the western mountains blacken against the sunset.

Every grown man who could ride had left Deerfoot in the stampede for the Owens Desert, and nothing but children were left. They seemed to have multiplied their numbers, and everywhere they ranged through the town. Their sharp gay voices, as they played, fell like music on her ears, and made her smile again, half sadly.

So the day was darkening when footfalls came up the hall, and the voices of men, which surprised her. It might be the sheriff returning, but with whom?

She was at the door at once, yet not in time to prevent a noisy rapping.

Shannigan, grunting, sat up on the bed. She was opening the door.

Who is it? she asked.

Mary! cried Reynolds.

Hush! said the girl.

She stepped back from the reaching of his arms.

Youre bothering Sam, she said. He has to sleep.

Yes, said Shannigan. Cant you brats find a place to spoon in besides my room?

He saw the smaller, slenderer form of Howison standing at the door, and stood up at once.

Come in, Howison, he said. I didnt see you, at first.

Reynolds had advanced on the girl, exclaiming: But listen to me, Mary. You dont seem to understand! Everythings all right. That chap in Chantry is not badly hurt, it seems. The bullet just glanced off the shoulder and didnt even break a bone. It was the shock of the slug that dropped him, and he whanged his head on the table. Hes not prosecuting any case he might have. And the minute I heard that my neck was safe in Deerfoot, I came on the dead gallop all the way to reach you. I knew it didnt matter when they picked you up on the hill, out there, though. They wouldnt harm a girl.

Hush a minute, Jack, said the girl, with a queer emphasis. The men are talking.

Light a lamp, Mary, directed Shannigan.

She obeyed, and as the light flared up, Reynolds said eagerly to Shannigan:

It isnt true, Sam, is it? It isnt true that you spilled the news about the mines? It isnt true that youve thrown my claims away?

Shannigan looked at him with dull eyes. Then he yawned. In place of answering, he turned to Howison.

Sit down, Howison, he said. There you are. Jack, you and Mary be quiet for a minute, will you? Youre too young, the pair of you. You dont seem to understand.

He took the place at the window that Mary had Occupied before him.

Howison spoke almost for the first time, saying: I met Jack as he came into town — on the gallop, as he said. And I asked him to come here with me, because I need your advice, Shannigan.

Shannigan made a quick gesture with one hand.

I intended to go straight on to the East, said Howison, but the man hunt for you three was too exciting, and I remained here. Ive heard the news from Chantry, too, and that news is what I want to talk to you about. Because it makes a difference to me. Im not as much of a Westerner as you are, Shannigan. Youll understand these things and the Western customs a great deal better than I do. But I want to ask you if the conduct of Reynolds seems to you whats becoming to a man? Will you answer that? Id purposely like to hear you speak even in the presence of Miss Tracy, for that matter.

And he turned his thin face toward the girl, and then toward Jack Reynolds.

The latter stood frozen in his place.

Hold on! he gasped. Look here, Mr. Howison, youre not going to hold a little frolic like that against me, are you? Howisons voice was ice.

Im asking for Sam Shannigans opinion, he said. However he rules, Ill abide by it.

Shannigan shrugged his broad shoulders.

Then he said suddenly: I wont answer that. Im tired of things, just now. Im even tired of thinking.

He dropped his chin on his lean, hard knuckles and stared at the floor.

Howison, with a frown, scanned him, glanced at Reynolds, and then at the girl. She had her hands clasped behind her, and her face was totally unconcerned, as though she stood among absolute strangers.

Arthur Howison exclaimed: Miss Tracy, I think your head may be clearer than ours. Youve been rather excited about Jack Reynolds, but will you tell me what sort of picture he makes to you now?

Jack Reynolds laughed joyously. Dont make the colors too bright, Mary, he said. Or they wont believe what you say.

Jacks the handsomest fellow I ever saw, said Mary.

I can see that with my own eyes, said Howison, his thin lips straightening under pressure. But whats under the looks?

He has nerve enough, in a way, said Mary Tracy. Hes a beautiful rider, and a mighty good shot.

Howison raised his hand.

You dont seem to understand me, said he. I want to know something about your opinion of his character. I suppose Im a fool to ask you, but I want your opinion of his character, and if its favorable, Im going through, blindly, with my original intention — he becomes a half heir in my estate!

Reynolds laughed softly again, looking at the girl with shining eyes.

Character? she said. Why dont you ask me for the character of a bird in the air or a fish in the sea?

What do you mean by that? asked Howison.

Why, he hasnt any character, said the girl.

Mary! cried Reynolds.

She turned a little toward him.

Does that hurt you, Jack? she asked curiously. Not because its my opinion, though, but because it may block you from a whole lot of money. Yes, and it may sting your vanity a little, but youll soon get over that.

He was so fairly staggered that he put out a hand and braced himself against the wall behind him, and he gaped like a child at her.

She had turned toward Howison again.

Hes never had a thought, except for himself, she said. I was pretty giddy about him, but gradually my eyes were opened, bit by bit. It was always Shannigan to the rescue!

Be quiet, Mary, said Shannigan.

She paid no heed, but went on: If theres one thing we know in the West, its that a man always stands by a friend. But he let Sam trade places with him when there was death half a step away from him. Twice he did it. Well, thats not the Western idea of a man.

Mary! shouted Jack Reynolds. You dont mean that youre throwing me down!

Id like to have a picture of your handsome face, Jack, said she. But thats all that I want.

Ive had the same idea, said Howison sternly. Young man, Ive made a great effort to help you — Im glad that youre out of your difficulties — and now I wish to bid you permanently farewell. Your father was my dearest friend. But I find nothing of him in you!

Reynolds stared all about him, baffled for a moment. Then, gathering himself, he snapped his fingers in the air.

Well, he said, Im glad to be free from it. Im glad that I dont have to go East and play the smug hypocrite. Id rather stay out here and be free. Its the life Ive wanted, and the life Ive loved. What do I care about your money? Ill get along. As for you, Mary — why, I laugh! I was always laughing! I—

He stopped. Shannigan had risen and lifted his terrible hand.

Youd better run along, Jack, he said.

Reynolds backed to the door.

Its a sneaking plot! he cried. I wash my hands of the lot of you. And you, Shannigan — youre no better than a crook and a thief! You threw away my mine to save your heck!

He slammed the door behind him. His footfall went down the hall heavily, and a pause followed.

Then Howison stood up.

That was painful, but necessary, said he. Now, Shannigan, I want to talk to you about our accounting. Im sorry that your incredible work was done in a worthless cause, but the settlement which I wish to make—

Shannigan shook his head, breaking in: Its no good, Howison. If Jack had been worth his salt, I would have taken your money — and a pile of it too. I would have sent in a bill that would have made your eyes pop. But as for this job with Reynolds — I charge that all on the wrong side of the ledger. I wont talk money with you.

Youre tired, said the older man kindly, putting his hand on the massive shoulder of Shannigan. Well talk again in the morning. Ill let you have your rest, now.

He went slowly from the room, closing the door very softly after him.

Run along, Mary, said Shannigan. Im tired.

She went slowly to the door. He heard the sound of the key turning in the keyhole.

Then she came back.

Whats the matter? said Shannigan.

Ive been thinking, said she.

Youre too young to think, said Shannigan.

No, Im not young any longer, said she.

Whats aged you in the wood so quickly, Mary? he asked her gloomily.

Listen to me, Sam, she commanded.

I dont want to listen to you, said Shannigan. I want to be alone. I want to sleep.

She stood before him, and putting both hands against his forehead, she pushed his head back until he was looking right up at her.

Youre not very pretty, Sam, said she.

Thats a shock and a surprise to me, said Shannigan.

How old are you? asked the girl.

Four or five thousand years, said he.

I know all about that, said she. Youre as old as the rocks you resemble, and all that. How old are you from the day you were born?

I dont know. I forget, said Shannigan.

You start thinking about it. How old are you, Sam?

Leave me alone, Mary, said he.

He pulled her hands away from his face.

Tell me how old you are, said she.

Im thirty or forty, said Shannigan.

What a fool Ive been, said she. Youre thirty, are you?

I suppose so.

I thought you were a sort of timeless thing, like the hills. Look at me, Sam.

Ive seen you before, said Shannigan.

Look at me, Sam, she intently repeated.

I want to sleep, said Shannigan. I dont want to waste any more time on sunburned brats. Go on away, Mary.

Ill tell you something in the dark, so to speak, said the girl. Ill say my piece without being able to see my audience.

What piece? said he.

I love you, Sam, said she.

Sure you do, said Shannigan. You love your mamma and you love your Sam the way any good little girl should.

Reynolds was just a ladder, said she. He helped to show me what a real man is like. Ive climbed a few pegs, Sam. I love the nails in your boots better than I ever cared for Jack Reynolds.

Wait a minute, said Shannigan. Dont be emotional. You make me sick when youre emotional, Mary. Dont talk like a little fool.

Look at me. I dare you to look at me, said the girl.

I wont take the dare, said he. I dont want to laugh in your face.

Ill take the chance, said she. I think youre pretty fond of me. You knew that Jack was a hound, but you saved him because you thought I wanted him. Sam, I love you. Tell me whats what?

Wait a minute, said Shannigan.

He reached out his great arms, and drew her toward him carefully. He raised his face, but his eyes were closed.

Youre laughing at me, Mary, said he. Do I dare to open my eyes and look at you?

Tell me something first, said she.

I cant, said Shannigan. Ive got no words. But right from the first, when you were only a skinny kid, Ive wanted you more than anything in the world. Is all of you here inside my arms?

My whole heart, Sam, said the girl.

Well, then, said Shannigan. Im going to look!

THE END
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I. THE HUNT
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IT WAS NOT a great eminence that they stood on, but the air was so dry and clear that the eye could wander from the height, like a lord of space. Marshal Jim Hampton removed the field glasses from his eyes and handed them to his companion. The latter swung them up and caught in the field, first, a range of mountains, brown in the lower foothills, and sloping back rapidly to summits blue with distance and pale with ice. Then, to the side, he found straggling groups of mesas, their western sides gilded by the sun, which had almost set. Long shadows were painted black on their eastern sides, and black covered the canyons.

Then, in an open gorge, he found what he wanted, a rolling cloud of dust that pursued a smaller cloud that moved in advance of the first, like two of those little misty whirlpools that will go running down a hot street on a windless day.

He changed the focus of the glasses a little, and could make out the dark, faint forms of riders behind, and a single horseman in front. Even as he looked, down the side of the canyon streaked a quintet of fresh riders.

At least, by the dust they raised, they seemed to be travelling fast, but though they aimed at the leading horseman, they did not quite cut him off.

Theyve got him! he shouted.

I dont believe it, said Marshal Jim. Look again.

Almost, said Tug Ramsay. Theyll have him soon. Theyve got horses that are pretty fresh.

That all depends, said the marshal. The black mare usually has a coupla more links that she can let out, in a pinch.

Tug Ramsay steadied the glasses at his eyes, and gasped.

Theres still the same distance between em — still the same — still the same — —

He groaned with eagerness. Then, lowering the glasses with a jerk, he exclaimed:

They got to get him, this time!

The lean and ugly face of the marshal puckered with a grin.

Want em to catch him pretty bad, dont you, Tug?

Why, sure I do, said Tug Ramsay. Dont you?

I dunno, said the marshal. Its the third time in two years that Ive got together every man that I could muster and gone after him. Hes beaten me so many times that I dunno how it would feel to have him out of the field. The worldd seem sort of empty.

Tug Ramsay, in amazement, stared at his companion, and looked blankly away from him toward the ruins of the old Spanish fort that were scattered about them on top of the mesa.

Yeah, I guess youd appreciate that much more space, marshal, said he. Hes a devil, is what he is. Id like to sink a chunk of lead in him.

He aint a devil, said the marshal. You dunno him very well, do you? You aint been long enough out of the north to know him very well.

Ive heard the boys talk around the fire, by night, said Ramsay.

The marshal took the glasses and focused them on the distant dust clouds. There were three of them now. A distance was growing between the two to the rear; just a little ahead the leader remained, an almost indistinguishable spot, because the sun was down, and all the air began to fill with golden dust.

Hes not a devil, repeated the marshal.

The King Bird aint? said Tug, his jaw falling as he gaped. He had a powerful face, not an intelligent one, though there was plenty of cunning packed away in his sloping forehead. Why, he continued, the boysve told me yarns every evening, this week while we been chasing him, and there he is out there still — still runnin. Nobody but the devil himself couldve kept away that long.

Know what he looks like? asked the marshal abruptly.

Nope. I dunno that I do, said Tug. Big devil, I reckon.

Not more than five-ten. Not heavy, either, said the marshal. Not a bit heavy.

Where does he put his stuff then? asked Tug Ramsay.

Brain power, and nerve power, said the marshal. Thats the only explanation I know. It aint size that counts. You could kill a grizzly with a little pinhead of a .22, if you hit the right spot.

Yeah, I know all about that, said Tug Ramsay. But he shook his head in doubt.

Ever read fairy tales, Tug? asked the marshal slowly, for he was still studious, the field glasses at his eyes.

Aint they climbin his frame by now? broke in Tug.

No, theyre just as far behind him, and the lights getting pretty bad for seeing, even up here — bad for shooting, down there! Ever read fairy tales, Tug?

Its a fairy tale, if he gets away this time, said Tug.

He indicated the down-headed horses which some of the men were working over now. They had ridden hard in some of the earlier relays that day. They were still spent.

Yeah, said Tug finally. Ive read a few fairy tales, I guess, when I was a fool kid.

What kind of idea dyou have about the prince or the young king, when you was reading em? asked the marshal.

Me? Well, you know how a fool kid is, said Tug Ramsay. Kind of a golden-haired, blue-eyed guy was what I always had in mind.

Thats the King Bird, said the marshal.

Go on, said Ramsay incredulously.

Thats what the King Bird looks like, insisted the marshal. Dont you doubt that. Oh, hes like a picture out of a book, and gilded in your own imagination, too. Thats the way he is!

He lowered the glasses.

Theyve dropped into a canyon thats as black as night, he went on. And I dont think that were going to have the King Bird in our bag this time, either.

Thirty men — a hundred hosses, said Tug Ramsay. He cant get clean away from us!

It dont seem possible, murmured the marshal.

He looked wistfully toward the spot on which he had fixed the glasses. He was seeing only his own thoughts, and the purple and golden evening that moved out of the west in a wave and made all the distant country dim. One became suddenly conscious of the sky, and the star points that were pricked in it.

Weve done enough work to catch a gross of King Birds, growled Tug Ramsay. Dog-gone me if I understand it.

Hes a cut above us, said the marshal curtly. Thats all. Hes a cut above. And now Ive gotta write that blasted report.

He turned on his heel and went back into the ruins to one of the few remaining habitable rooms. Even this had only a partial roof left on it. But it gave him a sense of privacy, and therefore he had thrown his blankets into a corner. Now he sat down and with straining eyes, and a bowed head, he wrote until the words grew dim before his eyes. At that point, he signed his name, and stood up with a slight shudder, as though he had caught a chill.

Slowly the men gathered back to the main camp. For three hours, they were coming in, for some had to walk and lead horses that were so worn out that little life remained in them.

Few words were spoken at that camp that night. And those words were mostly curses.

Of course, the marshal might decide to start the hunt again, but it was unlikely.

The trap he had laid had been sprung the week before, and since then, for seven days, with prepared relays, and over selected ground, the hunt had gone on with hardly a cessation. Now men and beasts were exhausted, and the King Bird was somewhere off there in the tangle of black ravines that split the more northerly landscape — still free!

The marshal came out from his room, and got a pan of mulligan stew and a lump of bread together with a dipper of coffee from the cook. He retired with those provisions, consumed them, and sat a while in the moonlight, smoking, and looking out over the country.

It was a hard blow, a shrewd blow. He had felt that the chances in his favor were a hundred to one at the start; ten to one, even, on the morning of that day.

The beauty of that wide scene could not soothe him. The report which he would have to mail on the morrow rankled like a poison in his mind. And so he rolled into his blankets with a groan, and finally slept.

He was wakened by a soft sound. Horses could have stamped and neighed all the night long, in the camp, without disturbing him, but this soft whisper sank at once through the profound deeps of his slumber and jerked him erect, reaching for the gun that was under his blanket.

He did not draw it out. For the silhouette of a man was before him, and the gleam of a gun was near his head.

The King Bird! breathed Marshal Jim Hampton.


II. LAWMAN AND OUTLAW
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THE ROOM WAS composed of two wedges, one of black shadow, one of silver moonshine. In the shadow lay the marshal, and in the moonlight stood the King Bird.

Get up, he said. Get up and take your gun. Dont try a snap shot, though. Im watching, Hampton.

All right, said the marshal.

He picked the revolver from beneath the blanket, and stood up in his stockinged feet, and stared at the other. The handsome face of the King Bird was faintly marked with shadow, for he was smiling, not broadly, but as one who feels a great inward delight.

Theres room in here, said the King Bird. Unless you want more space. How about standing with our backs to the wall? That will give us four or five paces in between. That do you, marshal? Or would you like more space, still?

The marshal turned his head from side to side and measured the distance between the walls.

His mind flashed far abroad. He could see the items in the newspaper. Marshal killed by desperado. No, they would call him celebrated marshal. He had done enough to deserve an adjective or two in front of his name. He could hear his friends speak. Judge Hooker would say: Well, Martha, they got Jim at last. The King Bird got him. I always knew that the King Bird would get him. He was getting too old to go after that kind of game.

Not many comments would be made. He himself made few comments when his friends disappeared. The pain remained for a short time. Then the days covered it, and the world was as usual.

Now he was about to die. He knew that he could not match the merciless precision that was in the hand of the outlaw.

All right, King, said he. Wed better get the moon a little higher, though. Thatll give us both a fair break.

No, said the King Bird. Im not going to wait. Ill take the slant of it in my eyes.

The marshal managed a soft laugh.

Is that it? he said. Not on your life, King. If you want this to be a fair match, have the moon square over us, or nearer in the middle of the sky than it is now. Ive always known that I could beat you with a gun, boy. I dont want to spoil my party by thinking that you threw any chances away.

Are you going to beat me, Hampton? said the young man.

I think so, King.

Youre a tough old codger, said the King Bird, smiling more broadly. Ill tell you how we can manage. We can step outside into the moonlight. That do?

Why not? said the marshal, though his heart sank, as he saw his chance to win time diminishing.

Walk first, if you dont mind, said the King Bird. He stood at the broken doorway, and murmured: Youll move slowly, Jim, wont you? I dont want this to seem like murder.

No, youre pretty dog-gone careful about that, aint you? said the marshal. Youre always careful not to let it seem like murder?

He stepped past the other at the doorway.

Just beyond was the ruins of a little patio. One end of it was smashed down, the wall quite flat, so that the eye could run out over the moon-drenched mesas and on to the mountains, softly modeled of thin lights and thinner shadows.

They were farther from the other men of the camp now and could speak more easily.

This is better, anyway, said the young man. He seemed to be turning his head idly, carelessly, from side to side, considering the prospect and the immediate lay of the ground.

The revolver hung down in his right hand. The left hand drooped gracefully from the glistening silk scarf that was wound around his hips, Mexican style.

He was always one to pay the greatest attention to his clothes. He could come out of the wildest desert as out of a bandbox. Even his boots he had rubbed up — otherwise they would not have been gleaming, surely. He had taken care, in making this moonlight call, as though it had been upon a sweetheart.

This is better, he repeated.

Yeah, its a lot better, said the marshal, trying to make his voice cheerful.

We can back away to the walls. That would make about fifteen paces. Or as few as you please, said the King Bird.

Why, the fewer the better, said the marshal. It dont matter to me.

Doesnt it? said the other. Oh, doesnt it?

He smiled again, pleasantly, and ice slipped into the heart of the marshal.

What a waste he had made of life, riding, rushing, laboring, striving after fame and a little fortune, when this beautiful world can give so much happiness to those who are willing to sit patiently in the sun, harming no one, themselves unharmed!

Well, then, said the young man, well make it six or seven steps, say, and you jerk your gun on the sixth or the seventh step, just as you please. I suppose it would be a little more fun if we put the guns up?

Fun? Was that what he called it? Fun?

Yes, it was only fun, perhaps, for this man with the hands of a conjurer, and the eye of a hawk.

Jim Hampton put up his Colt. Instantly the weapon disappeared from the grip of the King Bird. What other man in the world would have taken such a chance?

The marshal could not help exclaiming: You beat me, King. You had me cold, and now youre throwing away your advantage!

I never took an advantage in my life, said the young man instantly.

No? murmured the marshal, glad of talk, glad of anything that would preserve a few more seconds of this dwindling existence.

Never, said the King Bird.

That aint what people have heard, said Hampton.

Who heard the opposite? snapped the young man eagerly.

He came a half step closer. The marshal could see the sheen of his eyes, and through the shadow the dull gleam of that golden hair of his.

Everybodys heard the opposite, said Hampton. Youve been in so dog-gone many gun plays, King, that you cant expect to get off with a good reputation.

I can, and I shall, said the young man. Ill find the hounds that dare to backbite. Ill find em, if theyre a thousand, and teach em the truth about the way I fight.

Youre a cool kid, at that, said the marshal, almost forgetting his sense of personal danger, in his admiration of the calm poise and surety of the other. You act like you were pretty satisfied with what you get out of life.

Why not? said the King Bird.

Well, but why so?

Who would I change with? asked the young man.

With anybody thats got a decent home, a family, friends, and enough to live on without being a slave, said the marshal.

Yes? murmured the young man.

Yeah, said the marshal. Thats the way it looks to me.

I suppose it does, said the King Bird, a quiet wonder in his voice. But for my part, Ive always wondered at people like you, Hampton, with brains enough and strength enough to be free men — and instead of that, youre done in, like the rest of people, like almost all of em. Youve got the whip on your back!

What whip? asked Hampton.

The whip of the driver. The man who sends you out on a trail — hes your driver. Every puppy of a reporter that comes and demands a story from you — hes your driver. Every fool of a lump-headed citizen is your driver and your master, too. You have to work for em. If theyre not satisfied, they file a little complaint against you, and snap! — theres the end of your job! Youre out on the street again, and your reputation isnt worth a rag!

Well, said the marshal, Ill put something against that, King. Ive got the respect of those citizens. There aint many that dont trust me. Gents come a hundred miles on hossback to ask my opinion about things. Folks come and talk to me about the way to raise their kids — me that aint never had none! The gents that write me up in the newspapers do me proud. There aint a place in the world where I cant go and keep my head up. And here you are, run like a poor coyote through the hills, any time that a posse gets together.

The young man laughed. Thats part of the sport, he said. It keeps my eyes open. It keeps me fit. Man, how would a fox feel, if it didnt take a run, now and then, just to sharpen its wits and lighten its heels? Thats what creatures are on earth for, Hampton — to use their faculties! What are teeth in a wolf for? What are wings on a hawk for, and talons to strike with? And thats the life I want, mind you — space to range in, like the hawks, Hampton; and game to prey on, too; and if you fellows come out and give me a run through the blue, now and then, all the better. The harder you make me fly, the higher Ill get and the more Ill see of this little old world.

He stood there, laughing in the moonlight, as fine a picture as ever had filled the eyes of Marshal Jim Hampton.

He peered at the young man with a curious interest.

I think you believe what you say. Youre not a liar, as a rule.

No, not as a rule, said the King Bird. Id sooner turn into a mole and live underground than live your life, Hampton. Honestly, its more of a punishment to let you keep on dragging out your existence than to put an end to it. But this is the third time youve run me. And three times is enough. Three times brings the game around, full circle. I dont want people to begin to take me too lightly, you know.

He laughed again, very gently, and there was almost a caress in his eyes as they dwelt on the face of the marshal.

You feel — well, like a king, eh? said the marshal. And yet youre not stupid. You know that sooner or later theyll get you. Youll trust a friend, and be snagged — even if I dont get you to-night.

Its not a long life that I want, said the young man. I have all that I want.

Have you? murmured the marshal.

Yes, everything.

What have you?

Freedom, the finest horse in the world, and the most beautiful girl! said the young man.

The freedom — the horse — the woman, eh? said the marshal thoughtfully. Well, I dunno that you can be blamed for being so wrong. You aint lived long enough to find out any better.

Am I wrong? asked the young man, smiling contentedly in his surety.

Wrong on all three counts, said the marshal.

That so? asked the young man cheerfully, still smiling.

This here thing you call freedom — its a coyotes sneaking life. If you knew the real thing, youd understand what I mean.

Thats a hard point to argue, said the young man calmly.

The other two I could prove to you, said the marshal.

Ah? murmured the King Bird.

As for the hoss, said the marshal, its a good mare. And it runs its heart out for you, free and willing. But take it by and large, it aint a patch on Dick Maceys silver hoss.

No? The young man frowned. I never heard of Maceys horse. Yes, I have, though, he added, his frown ceasing. Hes the half-breed with a gray stallion.

Thats it, said the marshal. That hoss is so dog-gone fast and its got such wind — why, man, I didnt mind hunting you three times, you and the mare. But one flyer at the half-breed and his gray, that was enough for me. It aint alone that its a faster hoss than the mare, but it can stay. Him that rides the gray, he dont need to turn and twist and double none. He can sit tight and ride right away from any man on earth.

Thats something to look into, said the young man sharply. Theres one thing left, he added.

The girl? said the marshal. Oh, I can prove to you that she aint what she seems!


III. THE MARSHALS INFORMATION

[image: img107.jpg]

THE KING BIRD strode suddenly close to him. Im going to cut your heart out for that, Hampton, said he, his eyes gleaming.

Youre going to back out of here a whipped dog, said the marshal. Because Im going to tell you something, before I put a bullet through you. You aint going to die happy, brother.

Now, as the marshal spoke, he saw a head lift suddenly above the wall at the end of the patio. It was to Jim Hampton as though an angel had peered out of the highest heaven.

His eyes merely glanced toward it, but the head of the young man in front of him instantly flicked around. That silhouette, however, had disappeared!

The King Bird confronted the marshal again.

Its time for you to say something, said the King Bird.

About the little Mexican girl? About Inez? asked the marshal.

The other started.

Its all right, he said. Ill hold myself now, but youre going to die for it, Hampton!

Let me tell you something, said the marshal. If youre an open-minded young man, youll listen to facts. Im kind of sorry for you, King. You got some good qualities about you, and Im kind of sorry. Inez is a pretty thing, but —— Well, will you listen to facts?

To facts Ill listen, for a moment or so, said the young man.

Well, said the marshal, ever strike you strange that we tried for you that night you went up the road out of town, and we jumped you crossing the bridge, a week ago?

Not strange, said the King Bird. Youre always ready to try for me.

I can tell you why you were on that road, said the marshal.

I dont believe it, said the King Bird, his face darkening cruelly with a frown.

To meet Inezs brother.

The devil! whispered the young man under his breath.

I wouldnt be telling you this, said the marshal truthfully, as he saw three heads, in place of one, appear above the patio wall, and begin to move slowly closer to the outlaw, I wouldnt be telling you this, if I thought you were going to leave this patio alive. But since you aint, Ill give you some information, son. The gent you were going to meet was Don Ramon, all right.

Youve said that, snapped the young man.

He stood straight, and the heaving of his chest was perceptible. He was much shorter than the marshal, but the greatness of his anger seemed to make him swell and grow in size.

And Ill tell you another thing that maybe you dont know, said the marshal. Even if youd busted through us and gone on down the road you wouldnt a found Ramon.

Had you found him first? asked the King Bird.

No, but he wasnt there.

The young man made a light, brief humming sound. It was his breath forced through his compressed teeth and lips.

Well, thats all right, he said steadily.

It was very easy for the marshal to understand how this youth had killed men, as he listened to that voice.

May I ask how you knew that Ramon might have been down the road, waiting for me? asked the King Bird.

Thats easy, said the marshal, seeing the drift of the silhouetted heads closer and closer to them. Inez told me.

The young man gasped. The marshal could see the shock of the words, like the shock of a bullet. He could not help saying:

Im sorry for you, my lad. But theres the way things go, in this here world. You were sitting in the middle of the sky, a minute ago. And you were lookin considerable down at the rest of us. And now youre in the dust, and a worm could crawl over you and not feel the bumps. You had the finest horse in the world, and Ive named a better. And you were going to marry the most beautiful girl in the world, and youve found out about her.

If I believed you, said the King Bird, and his voice was slightly tremulous, like a string vibrating, Id be the lowest hound in the world.

And all your fine, free life, King, said the marshal, will go out like a snuffed candle. And whats left of you? Just a vacant spot in the air. Thats all.

He stepped back a little.

Ive heard enough talk, said the King Bird. Afterward, Ill do a little investigating on my own account. Now for a touch of action, Hampton. Are you ready?

Readier than you are, my boy, said Hampton. Im kind of sorry about it, King. But the time never was when I was it to stand up to you with a gun.

Then, suddenly lifting his voice, he shouted: Shoot!

It was as though the King Bird were actually a winged thing.

It seemed that the mere breath which the marshal used in shouting his command, thrust the young man backward and to the side, like a dead leaf caught by the air.

Certainly he had leaped before the three guns spoke from the top of the wall hardly ten paces behind him.

They fired again, but he was already through the door of the marshals room.

After him! yelled the marshal, and he himself plunged valiantly, straight at that door, gun in hand.

He ran into an empty room.

The men who had so luckily seen the marshals plight in the patio had tumbled over the wall and were sprinting behind him, yelling to rouse the camp, as though, in fact, the gunshots had not already brought every man out of his blankets!

The marshal, running out through his room from the opposite door, came to the old adobe wall of the fort, ten feet thick, and rushing through a place where the adobe had crumbled or been earthquake-shaken almost to the ground, he looked down the steep face of the mesa, and saw nothing but the white of the moonlight, that silvered the rock.

Eagerly he stared, like some mousing owl, when the sight of a field mouse brings the bird down close to the ground, and it searches a thicket carefully to find the game.

Still he saw nothing!

The three men who had followed him, whose two volleys had unfortunately missed the target, came stumbling out to join him.

If hes not the devil in fact, and put on wings, said the marshal, hes down there. Hes gotta be down there somewhere. You could see him, if you used your eyes. Rub em open and take a look. Youre a mile younger than me!

Keenly they watched. There was enough reward for the first man to put a bullet in the King Bird to make them sharpen their eyes. But already the whole camp was swarming about them, before one of them saw a dark form slither down the face of one of the lower rocks, and emerge again, in the deep shadow at the base of the cliff.

He called out, and pointed his cry by shooting.

But that fugitive form had dipped at once into the shade, straight down under a bulge of the rocks.

Horses! Horses! yelled many voices.

The marshal, after a moment, shook his head.

He pointed, and those who looked with him, saw a slim shadow fleeing across the moon-whitened sands of the desert. It was a rider moving his horse at an easy gallop, like the flitting of the wings of a swallow, that carried him over rough and smooth.

Whats the use? asked the marshal.

We got him under our noses! shouted a man at his ear, grasping him strongly by the shoulder. Lets go down after him!

Why? asked the marshal, with a sigh. By the time that we got our hosses down the slope behind the mesas, hell be a mile away. The black mares beat us every time, and all day. Dyou think that you can catch her now, when she has a decent head start?

He shook his head. There was a general chorus of protest. Such a reward was on the head of the King Bird, that there would be plenty to divide even thirty ways. But in spite of that, they had other reasons to wish to catch him. He had avoided them for seven desperate days of riding, and there was not a man of the lot who would not have given blood to bring the outlaw to bay.

But still the marshal shook his head.

Were beat, he said succinctly. The sense of time and of many years came down upon him. And he found himself saying to his second in command: Ill tell you something, Bert.

Well, you tell me, then, said Bert.

You take a fellow like that, said the marshal, and its pretty hard for a crowd to beat him.

What will beat him, then? asked Bert.

He might beat himself, said the marshal. And I got an idea that Ive put the crank in his head thatll break the machine.


IV. THE ANNOYING GIRL
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FAR SOUTH, FAR south from the mesas, the King Bird sauntered down a blurred and ancient trail that had been laid out by the leisurely moving of herds coming up from the southland, in the days when the Apaches rode beneath the Mexican moon. The trail was so scattered with the bones of beasts and of men that it looked like a partly rubbed-out chalk mark, two hundred yards wide. From high places, ones eyes could follow it miles and miles into the horizon.

From this grim trail, the King Bird turned aside, and went over a hill, and down into a little valley — or, rather, a mere chance depression among the hills.

He was walking. And behind him came the black mare, with the saddle loosely girded upon her back, and no bridle on her head. She roamed as she pleased. She had had seven days of terrible work, that had ended not long before, and now she was resting on the trail with her master.

He had walked slowly all of the day before, while she moved from side to side, picking at the best grass, then trotting up to him. Sometimes she was as much as a quarter of a mile away, standing on a hilltop and scanning the landscape, with a more than human beauty, and what seemed a human understanding. And then she would come with a sweep and a scamper back to her master.

His eye of love and pride followed her constantly. Of the two things that the marshal had said to him, he hardly knew which hurt him more — the word of the girls treachery, or the suggestion that there might be, in all the course of the mountains, a finer mount than this.

He denied both statements, and repaid the marshal with a liberal addition of personal hatred. That was a score which would be rubbed out, in the course of time. In the meanwhile, he intended to investigate matters.

From the next hilltop, he had a view of the little half-Mexican town of Valencia. The American part of the town was in the flat near the road — and business. The Mexican huts scrambled up the sides of the eminence whose flat top was crowned with trees, and the old house in which the Ramirez family lived. Inez would be there. He smiled as he thought of her. Then he remembered what the marshal had said, and gritted his teeth firmly together.

As he came down into the hollow again, he saw someone riding fence on a pinto mustang. The brim of the wide hat of the rider flared up in the wind, and he saw the glint of red hair. The King Bird nodded and smiled, and turned straight toward the other.

It was a girl. That was clear in spite of her mans overalls, and the bandanna around her neck, and the battered old sombrero on her head. It was clear even from a little distance; it was more than certain when one came close enough to see the brown of her arms, for she was working with her sleeves rolled up, tightening a sagging length of barbed-wire with a lever. No man or boy ever had elbows turned in just this fashion, with such neatness and delicacy.

It was a hard tug for her to get the lever down and, holding it with one hand, nail the end of the wire with the other. She had just managed that when the King Bird came up.

Hello, Brick, said he.

She was putting in another brad to hold the wire, swinging the hammer with power and certainty, and she answered, without making a pause in the stroke:

Hello, King. I thought you were dead.

Not half, said he.

She straightened and turned to him. She shook off a heavy, buckskin glove, pulled out a handkerchief, and rubbed the moisture from her forehead. She was all brown, and pretty enough, except that her nose had been a little scanted in the making.

Thought Jim Hampton was feeding all of you except the scalp to the coyotes, by this time, said she. Glad to see you, King.

She shook hands with him.

Dont let me interrupt you, Brick, said he. Go right on working. It makes me feel pretty cool and comfortable to watch you tying into that fence.

He perched himself on a fence post, as he spoke.

You lazy loafer! said the girl. Mollys tucked up a bit. Shes had to do some running, eh?

Come here, Molly, said the King Bird.

The mare lifted her head, with a wisp of bunch grass in her teeth; she gathered it in and came over to him, munching, and stood before him with her short ears pricking.

Stand around, girl, said the King Bird.

She turned at once to the side, obeying his gesture more than his words, while he looked critically at her.

No, shes not tucked up. Just drawn a little fine, said the King Bird, at last.

She is tucked up a bit, said the girl, shaking her head. You took something out of her, King.

I took something out of her, but shes getting it back again, he answered. Shes iron; she stands the hammering.

Shes all right so long as she only has to carry a boy, said the girl.

Boy? snapped the King Bird, frowning.

What do you weigh, King? she asked.

Oh, a hundred and fifty or sixty, said he carelessly.

A hundred and fifty — when youve got your winter fat on, and winter clothes, too, said Brick.

He glared at her.

You dont annoy me — much, said he.

Whats been happening? she asked.

Oh, a couple of things, said he. Whats going on around here, Brick?

Oh, a couple of things, said she.

He looked at her with angry, staring eyes. Impatiently, he made a cigarette, then seemed to remember himself, and offered her the makings.

Im not smoking, said she.

Thats a surprise to me, said the King Bird. Youre like a half-grown freckle-faced brat of a pigeon-toed range kid, in every other way. Youre just like a boy with his first six-shooter, and his first pair of boots, youre so full of yourself, and so fresh. You need a trimming, Brick.

Thats more than you can give me, she answered, giving glare for glare. And just tell me, Mr. Solomon — how old are you, anyway?

Oh, Im old enough, brother, said the King Bird. Im plenty old enough to tell you a few things.

You tell everybody a few things, but nobody listens, said the girl. Besides, you dont have to speak. I can easily guess your age within a year.

Go right ahead, said he, sitting a trifle straighten

Youre twenty years old to a day, said she.

He started.

Twenty? he repeated, flushing a little.

Yeah. Youre just out of your teens.

Oh, am I?

Yes, just.

You dont annoy me — much, he repeated. As a matter of fact, Ill tell you something, Brick — Im twenty-two. But I look older.

Yeah, when you tie a white beard on your face you do, said she. Are you all of twenty-two, or is that just bunk?

He frowned, and eyed her narrowly.

A lot of people take me for thirty, he ventured. At this she laughed.

Thirty? said she. Thirty — with that baby face?

He started again.

Quit it, Brick, will you? said the King Bird.

He stepped down from the post, and stood his full height.

A whole lot of people take me for thirty, or even more, said he, with icy dignity.

Stay on the post, King, said she. It makes you look taller.

Youre not funny, Brick, he told her. Not a bit. Youre just dull. You used to be an amusing kid, but now youre just rude — and dull. It doesnt make any difference to me what you say and think.

Doesnt it? I had to laugh the other day, though, at what a fellow said about you.

What did he say? asked the King Bird anxiously.

He said what a beautiful girl was spoiled when you turned out to be a boy! said Brick, laughing very heartily again.

She laughed so much that tears came into her eyes. The King Bird was white and hard as ice.

Do something for me, will you, Brick? he said.

Yeah. What is it?

Tell me the name of the fellow who said that about me!

Why? I dont want to get you into any more trouble.

Dont you? he murmured.

He stepped closer, and laid a hand on her shoulder.

Come on and be a good fellow. Tell me who said that! pleaded the King Bird.

Want him to say it to your face? she asked.

Yes, Id like that a lot, said the King Bird.

If youre bright and keep your little pink ears open, said she, youll hear the something said by others.

Come here, Molly, he cried.

The mare came instantly, like an obedient and well-trained dog. Out of the saddlebag he drew a holster of soft leather. And from the holster he took a beautifully made, pearl-handled, .32-caliber revolver.

Look at this, Brick, said he. I was thinking of you, when I bought this.

Jiminy! said Brick. What a howling beauty! Let me try the balance of it.

She stretched out her hand, took the gun, and weighed it.

A crow came over them, winging low and clumsily. She tried a snap shot, and the crow dodged in the air, and flew away, leaving a tuft of feathers behind it, gradually whirling about and settling toward the ground.

You could shoot with your eyes closed — with this one! said the girl.

Its yours, Brick, said he, Its yours if — —

If what? she asked eagerly.

If youll tell me the name of your friend who said I — er — you know what he said!

She offered the gun back to him.

The trouble with this, she said, is that its too light. Not enough weight in the heel of it; just the sort of a gun that a little boy would like.

Its not right for you, eh? said he, Listen to me, Brick — you little liar! — youre aching to have it, and its yours, if youll tell me the name of that hombre.

He appealed to her with wistful eyes.

She shook her head.

Ive got a slick pair of silver spurs that you might want, too, Brick, said he.

Thanks, said the girl. Suppose I tell you the name, you might try to do something, and get a spanking.

He sighed. All right, he said. I give up. Nobody can beat you when it comes to meanness, Brick. You were born mean, and youve grown up mean. Youre mean by nature, and youve educated yourself to be meaner. I give up. Hardtack is spoon bread, compared to you!

Heres the gun, she suggested.

No, thats for you, he answered.

I dont want to be pinched as a receiver of stolen goods, said Brick.

Quit it! he exclaimed loudly. Im getting tired of this! I bought that with honest money!

Who loaned you the honest money? said she.

He stared at her grimly. And suddenly she laughed a little.

Why, King, she said, my heart would have broken right in two, if I couldnt have this little old gun. Im thanking you a lot.

She offered her hand, and he took it gingerly.

I hate to touch you, said the young man. Youre so full of thorns. What a tongue you have, Brick. Youd make a lawyer, you would. Any murderer would rather be hanged than have you unlimber your vocabulary on him. Now you tell me whats been happening around here, will you?

Oh, just a couple of things, said the girl.

He frowned again, and then he sighed.

All right, he groaned. I have to give up again. I always have to give up, when I meet you. Conversation is not your line. Five minutes talking with you is worse than five hours wrestling with a heavyweight professional champ. Ill tell you what happened. I was dropping up the road one night, week before last, just outside of Valencia, yonder, when the bushes turned into men and started shooting at me. Molly got me clear.

At least, I thought I was clear, but I was wrong. For seven days I was wrong. Every time I turned around, it rained horses and rifles at me. Jim Hampton was playing all his cards at once, and I must say that it was quite a game that he showed me. Then the other night up in the mesa country they almost had me. I asked the last question of Molly — and she said, Yes! Just barely was able to say it! Come here, Molly!

The mare started back to him from her grazing, but the girl stopped her and putting an arm about the small of her neck, began to rub the little velvet square of the muzzle.

Go on, King, said Brick, whose real name was Helena Blair.

I got loose, and slipped back to pay a call on Hampton, who was perched with his gang on top of one of the mesas in the wreck of an old Spanish fort. I found him, and had a chat with him. We were going to have it out, you see? That was the third time that hed given me the run, and three times is enough for soup. While we stood there, exchanging the time of the night, so to speak, the marshal gave me a few shots. He said I was leading a fools life.

Good for him, said Brick.

Keep still, said the King Bird. I told him that I have all I want — beginning with Molly, and winding up with Inez. Theyre the finest that I know. And he told me about a gray horse owned by a half-breed called Dick Macey — —

That horse is a real one, said she. Thats the best horse I ever heard of.

He sighed, as he looked at her.

Well see about that later, said he. The other thing he told me, I cant say even to you.

Youll sleep better if you do, said the girl.

Ive always told you everything since you were a little bit of a mug, said the King Bird. I dont know why, except that you keep your mouth shut, and youve got a head on your shoulders, too. But I cant tell you this.

Its about Inez, said she.

He considered. Then the words burst out: Hampton said that it was she who helped him lay the plan to catch me, when I went up the road that night from Valencia. Dyou believe that shed do that?

The girl kicked at the ground with the toe of her boot for a moment.

Mexicans can be pretty temperamental, King, said she. And Inez might get tired waiting for you to catch a gold mine and square yourself with the law. Besides, it might sprain her dignity a good deal to marry anything less than a Don. Youre only the King Bird, you know. What is your real name, King? After four years of knowing you, I ought to be trusted with that, oughtnt I?

He shook his head gravely.

Thats where I stop, said he. But about Inez — you know her.

As well as shell let me, said Brick. A poor little country cowgirl like me, King, cant get very far with her. What would you do, anyway? What if she had double-crossed you?

He put back his head, and smiled faintly, his eyes half closed, his nostrils quivering.

She has brothers. Theres Don Ramon, for instance, he remarked.

Would you go after them? asked the girl curiously.

It would ease my mind a whole lot, said he.

How would you find out the truth about her? asked Brick, after considering the last remark for a time.

Ill go up to the house and make myself at home, as usual.

Theyll know that Hampton has talked to you. Hes a square-shooter. Hell have sent word to them.

Hasnt been time, said the young man. Ive come straight down here. I came on foot, but I ran all the way, till I got sight of Valencia.

She glanced over his dusty clothes, and nodded.

Youre an Indian, except the complexion, said she.

Hampton will send a messenger, he reflected. I could lie out on the trail and catch him, and find out what the message is. That would give me a few cards up my sleeve. Tell me, Brick, honestly, do you think that Inez would be a snake in the grass?

Shes too beautiful for me to think about her, said the girl soberly. She makes me a bit dizzy. But, King, if you walk into the old Ramirez place at a time when they want you out of the way — realize how many knives and guns there are in that house? And how many nice little graves could be dug in the cellar?

He turned. The mere crest of the hill of Valencia could be seen, and the thick, lofty grove of trees that surrounded the house of Ramirez.

Ive been thinking about that all the way down on the trail, he answered. Come up on that hill with me, and well sit under the tree in the shade. Its hot out here. And besides, up there I can keep a watch on the northern trail, in case a rider comes along, burning up the way.

Ive got to finish patching this fence. Its groggy in the knees and gone in the wind, answered the girl.

He put his arm through hers.

Come along, he commanded, I want to talk about you now. Weve chattered enough about me.


V. TALK ABOUT BRICK
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IT WAS A twisted, battered old tree, bent by the wind, with the limbs streaming out toward the southeast, still fleeing from the thousand storms that had struck it. Under it they sat down, and the young man leaned back with his head resting against the projecting knuckle of a root. He looked up through the interweaving of the branches and then to the side, at the girl.

She was cross-legged, like an Indian, with her chin on one fist.

How long since youve had a snooze, King? said she.

Oh, just a while, said he.

A week or ten days? she asked.

Just a little while, said he.

Quite a big while, she answered. Your mamma wouldnt know your eyes, to-day, Little Boy Blue.

Oh, shut up, Brick, will you? said he.

You sleep, and Ill keep an eye peeled, said she.

No, I want to talk about you, he insisted.

Theres nothing to tell, she replied.

Oh, theres always something to tell. Go on and bust it loose. Theres the family. What a family youve got, Brick!

None of em outlawed yet, she answered very sharply.

What are they doing?

Mothers still in the kitchen finding new ways to cook beans. Fathers getting as far as he can around the place on one leg, and Johns still polishing his law shingle in Valencia and waiting for his first real chance.

What a John that one is, murmured the King Bird.

Hes four times the man you are, baby face, said Helena Blair.

Oh, I know. Hes an earnest worker. And hell be a prominent citizen, too, one of these days when somebody dies and leaves him two or three thousand dollars. Before hes in his grave, hell rise to be town dog catcher, or something big.

Its the way you talk that makes me like you so much, said Brick. Its because your big, kind heart shows through. Oh, wouldnt I like to hand you one, if you werent down. I have to live with that family; you dont.

Its being up against a wall like that, thats shortened your nose, said he. But go on and talk about yourself. I mean, besides building fences, and riding herd, and taking care of the horses, and repairing the roofs, and milking the cows, and skimming the milk, and making butter, and collecting the eggs, and getting the groceries, and collecting the mail, and making your clothes, and all the rest of it — what have you been doing, Brick?

Nothing much, said she. I dont have such a dogs life as you think.

Youre a tough little mug, said the King Bird. What a wife youll make somebody!

Why not you? said she.

He laughed a little.

The way you love me, Brick, is a wonderful thing, said he.

Its your pretty little face that gets to my heart, said she.

You know the only reason Ive ever broken the law? he asked her.

You tell me, and make it good, said she.

Its because you drive me so wild. Your line of talk would make a tame old gray cat go out and punch a mountain lion in the eye. Will you stop calling me baby face, and things like that? I cant help the way I look. If I were a surgeon, Id operate on my face and change the plan of it.

Well, Ill quit, said she.

Go on and tell me about yourself, he urged. What about you and the boys? Anybody getting serious about you, Brick?

I get along with the boys, all right, said she. Its the females that I cant stand. Great Scott, King, how I hate women! The sneaking, smirking, silly rattle-heads, the vain, self-satisfied four-flushers! There isnt one good fellow in ten million of em.

No, said he. Youre the one, though. But why dont you pick out one of the rich young ranchers, around here, and lead him into holy matrimony?

Matrimony makes me sick, she told him. Besides, Im not soft enough to please any of the young fellows around here.

Theyre a pretty husky lot, said the King Bird. Why should they want girly-girls?

The harder the man, the harder he falls for the soft ones, said the girl. You take a big six-foot lumberjack, and what he wants is something in pink chiffon with a pair of melting eyes, and a still look, like a sick dog, or a dead fish.

Is that so? said the King Bird. He yawned.

Thats so, she declared. The things that I see make me sick. But I get along with the boys, all right. Theyre friendly, and thats the way I prefer to have em. Would one of em try to hold my hand? Not while hes sober. Not while hes in his right mind. You know something, King?

She received no answer, and looking down, she saw that he was asleep.

Poor kid! said she, and knocked out of the air a leaf that was dropping toward him.

She turned to give one murderous glance toward the distant house of Ramirez. Then she resumed her scanning of the long, pale trail. For a long time, she sat in that manner beside the sleeper, until out of the distance the small figure of a horseman began to bob up on the rising ground and down in the hollows like a boat on a choppy sea.


VI. THE MESSENGER
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SHE STARED FOR only a moment at that form. The distance was still so great that it took expert judgment to make sure that the rider was coming as fast as his horse could peg along.

She shook the sleeper by the shoulder.

Wake up, King! said she.

He was like a rag, soggy with slumber. It could not be knocked out of him.

No wonder Inez gets tired of you, she said. The sleeping sickness is wide awake, compared to you, you tramp.

He sat up, suddenly and fully awake.

Whats that? he asked her.

There comes somebody out of the great north, said the girl. He rides as though his coat were on fire. He might be the very messenger that youre looking for, partner.

He jumped to his feet, and then nodded his head.

Ill have to talk to him, he said. Hes got an election report, or something like that. Wait till I get Molly.

He sent a whistle down the wind, and Molly was beside him instantly.

Im going to climb this tree and watch, said she. If you do any gun work in this case, Ill never speak to you again.

What am I to do? said the young man. Stop him with a smile?

I dont care what you do, so long as its done, answered the girl.

She ran up the tree like a squirrel.

All right, said the young man, as he leaped into the saddle. Ill hypnotize him like a snake charmer. So long, Brick.

So long, King, said she. He looks biggish. I hope he doesnt hurt you!

He paused long enough to send her one savage glance of reproach. Then, with an imperceptible gesture, he loosed the black mare down the hollow. It was as though she had obeyed his wish, not his action. And as a swallow dips off the peak of the barn, swoops through the middle air, and lands with hardly more than one wing stroke on the eaves of the house, so the King Bird and the black mare flashed down the hollow and disappeared in a thicket of low-growing saplings.

Helena Blair, alias Brick, stood like a circus performer on a branch of the tree and clearly saw the approaching horseman rise over the last hill and come on the gallop down the slope beside the grove.

He reached the bottom; his horse began the upgrade at a sharp trot when the black mare and her rider flashed from the covert beside the other.

Brick could see, clearly, the glint of the first mans revolver, as he drew it and whirled in the saddle. But no shot was fired. The King Bird had closed on the other, and in a moment the man from the north was prone on the ground.

Was it a knife thrust that had spilled him, inert, from the saddle?

No; he rose now, staggering, and faced the King Bird, in whose hand the revolver was now drooping. The riderless horse ran on a little distance, and then dropped its head to graze.

Yonder in the hollow, the King Bird was saying: How are things, old-timer?

My heads bigger than the rest of me, said the dismounted man, still uneasy on his feet. What did you hit me with? Butt of a gun?

No, said the King Bird. Nothing but a fist that I found handy. It happened to press the button, and thats what put the lights out. Whats your name?

Pete Logan.

You know me?

Never saw you before.

Where you from, Logan?

From the Gutterson ranch. Old Man Gutterson sent me in hell-bent to Valencia, to do an errand for him. If its money you want out of me, you wont get much.

You havent been seeing Marshal Jim Hampton lately, have you? asked the King Bird.

The marshal? No. Why?

You werent riding a big roan with a pink nose with the rest of Hamptons men, were you? said the King Bird pleasantly.

Pete Logan had one of those red complexions which never tan properly, merely peeling in spots, while others remain white. Now all of the red spots disappeared and left him a uniform gray.

Me? With Hamptons men? Where? he asked.

You havent heard that Hampton was out with a whole gang? asked the King Bird, more gently than before.

Pete Logan hesitated.

Why, I guess I have heard that, he admitted.

But you werent with em, you big liar? asked the King Bird.

Logan fairly groaned.

King, he said, I know you, and I was up there with Hampton. I guess you seen me.

I saw you up in the front rank, the other day, said the King Bird, and you were pumping lead at the tail of my horse as fast as you could pull the trigger. But thats all right. Let it go. You didnt hit me then, and I dont want to hit you now — with lead. Im only asking some questions.

Thats fair enough, said Logan. He went on to explain: Ill tell you, King, I was up there with the rest of em, after you, just because — —

I know, said the King Bird. I dont blame you. I dont blame anybody who starts out on my trail. Ive been going long enough and far enough to make people want to put on the brakes for me. But just tell me what brings you this far south.

The fact is, said Logan, that I was due to meet young Gutterson in Valencia to-day, and — —

Wait a minute, said the King Bird. Come back to the start again, and try all over. What brings you this far south?

Logan threw up his hands in a gesture of surrender. The gun jumped in the hand of the King Bird in response.

Dont do that! he exclaimed. Talk without your hands, if you can. Makes this gun of yours nervous, when you use two hands at once.

Logan grinned. All right, he said. I cant lie to you, King. And youve got me cold. Heres the deal: The marshal wanted to rush word down to Valencia. Something got into him the morning after you paid us that call in the old fort. So he gave me a letter, and told me to saddle up. It was about noon. I hit the trail, and came this far before my horse stumbled and threw me on my head. Thats all.

Mind letting me have that letter?

Logan groaned again.

I hate doing that, he said.

I hate to ask you, said the King Bird. But you see how it is?

I know, said the other. I understand how it is, all right.

Then he held out an envelope.

It goes to you — rather, it goes to your gun, said he.

Its your gun, after all, said the King Bird. He smiled a little as he said it. Then he added: I might be around this neck of the woods for a while, I wonder if I could make a bargain with you?

It looks as though you could — almost any kind of a bargain, answered Pete Logan.

Id like it a lot if you climbed your horse and rode north, instead of south.

Well? said Logan, frowning with earnest attention.

Because if I should happen to run into you in Valencia, or thereabouts, it would be a shock to me, said the King Bird.

Might it start your gun hand moving? asked the other.

It might. I dont know, said the King Bird. Heres your gun, partner.

He tossed it into the air, and while it was still arching high, a weapon of his own appeared in his hand, and he knocked the spinning Colt far away with a bullet.

Sorry to spoil your gun, Pete, said he. But theres your alibi. You wouldnt want to show the boys a small red spot on the side of your chin and say that thats how you happened to lose the letter. Now you can tell the marshal that you met me, and pulled your gun, but I had the drop, and shot the gun out of your hand — with a slug that was meant for your heart, eh?

Pete Logan picked up the revolver.

All right, King, he said. This is dog-gone white of you. Makes me sorry that I ever was on the other side of the fence. Maybe the next time we meet up, youll find me playing the white man, too!

Thanks a lot, answered the King Bird. So long, Pete!

He held out his hand, which Logan took with a hard grip, and then the two parted, the King Bird returning slowly toward the trees where the girl was perched, and Logan catching his horse, which he rode briskly away toward the north.

The King Bird had the envelope open when he reached Brick and found her standing under the deformed tree.

What did you do to that fellow? she demanded.

Just managed to tap the button, he told her.

Suppose youd missed, how far would his bullets have knocked you, King?

Farther than tongue can tell, he answered carelessly.

Great Scott, King! she exclaimed. You take a lot of chances with yourself — but of course theres not much of you. Thats why youre so careless, I suppose?

He looked grimly at her, then handed across the envelope.

Look at this! said he.

She read aloud:



My Dear Ramirez:

This is to let you know that the King Bird understands how the trap was baited for him down there in Valencia. I suppose that Inez is safe from him. Hes chivalrous enough. But youre still young enough to serve as a target for his guns. And you have a son, also. Im sorry that I missed the King Bird. Dont disregard this warning!

Yours faithfully,

James Hampton.



She looked up at the King Bird.

Its true then, she said, and Hampton meant what he told you. Inez did double-cross you?

It looks that way.

Does it make you sick, old boy? said the girl. Climb down from the saddle and lean on me, then.

He took back the note, folded it, replaced it in the envelope.

It makes me a little sick, said he. But Im getting ideas all the time. If I put this in a fresh envelope, I may be able to use it again. Brick, I could drink blood! he broke out savagely.

But you wont, said the girl. Its the first time in the world that youve been made to look foolish, but maybe it wont be the last. Watch your step, King. And if I were you, Id keep clear of the Ramirez house.

Thanks, said he bitterly. But I cant help going. The sneaking murderers! I want to see how theyll face me — the mother, and old Ramirez, and the rest of em. They were so fond of me. I was just one of the sons of the house, you understand?

She watched his face with a maternal air, both sympathizing with him and half smiling at the same time, as though his troubles were near her heart, and at the same time as though she knew they were childish things.

Ill give you the key to the whole mystery, if you want it, said she.

Go on then, he said. You always have half a deck palmed and up your sleeve.

The answer is a tall gentleman by the name of Esteban Something-or-other-and-so-forth Cuyas. Real Castilian whatnot, is Don Esteban. And what you wont believe about a Spaniard, he has loads of money. And whats more to the point than all the rest, hes staying up there in Ramirezs house.

The young man gritted his teeth.

Was he there the evening that Inez sent me that fake news about her brother Ramon? he demanded.

King, Im sorry to say that he was, said the girl. If youd come to see me as soon as you dropped into town, I could have told you a lot of little bits of news. Wait a minute! Dont go and throw yourself over a cliff! Hold on, King! Oh, well, so long, then!

For he had flashed away from her, and the black mare carried him swiftly through the hollow and over the rise, and out of sight.


VII. THE PARENTS OF INEZ
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THE ENTIRE TOWN of Valencia had followed the chase of the King Bird with the most consummate interest. The news that last came of the hunt was brought, in the evening of this day, by one who had ridden from the nearest railroad town, that enjoyed the advantages that go with a telegraph office.

His message he carried in person up the hill to the house of Ramirez, and was admitted to see that dignified gentleman.

Ramirez, he said, I gotta give you some bad news. They got the King Bird cornered. They got him jammed right agin a wall, and theres thirty men and horses and guns, all workin to put him down and under, I guess itll be hard on Inez. We all know she was pretty fond of him. You can break the word to the womenfolks as easy as you please.

The dignity of Ramirez vanished. He forgot hospitality and did not so much as offer the messenger a drink, but hurried to find his wife. She was a thin little woman, whose roses had turned sallow in her cheeks. Time had withered her sadly, and, as usual, the withering was worst about the eyes.

She was sewing, when her big husband came striding into the room where she sat, using the last of the evening light.

Maria, said he, the last word has come!

She asked calmly: Is he dead?

Not dead, but almost.

Wounded? she snapped.

No, not wounded, but cornered, driven to the wall — desperate — surrounded by thirty armed men. Heaven forgive me for my share in the horrible business!

Not dead, not wounded, said his wife. Dont talk like a fool, Pedro. If hes neither dead nor wounded, hes liable to light in the midst of us any time.

Maria, your heart is stone, said he.

He began to stride up and down the room.

When I think of the hours he has spent in the house, and his charm, and his cheerfulness, and that generous young hand of his that has given us all many a gift, Maria — —

She raised her bony hand, and it silenced him like the motion of an ivory scepter.

A man cannot be of two minds at the same time unless hes a weakling. Are you a weakling, Pedro?

I hope not, he muttered. But the poor boy — —

Either you wish the prosperity and happiness of your daughter, or you do not! she snapped.

I wish everything for her, said Don Pedro, But the poor lad who will — —

Do you prefer him to Don Esteban?

Do I prefer the moon to the sun? he asked.

Well, then, could Inez marry Don Esteban, with the King Bird still alive, all beak and spur? Wouldnt he murder Señor Cuyas instantly? Isnt the young brute made for murder, and for nothing else?

Her husband was silent, for the harsh impact of these ideas addled his wits not a little. He looked vaguely about the big, empty room. He looked out the window to where the sunset fingered the river with gold, and the hills with purple.

I suppose that youre right, he said. I suppose that weve done the only thing. But the treachery of it makes my heart ache!

Don Esteban is going to propose for the hand of Inez to-night, if his purpose holds, she said.

Eh? grunted the father of the family.

Of course he has already spoken to you. Hes too honorable a gentleman not to have done that. He left this room five minutes ago, and told me that he would speak out before you and me at the table to-night, to bring the thing to a final understanding.

Its come to the end, then? he asked, flushed with pleasure.

It has! she announced triumphantly. Due to my constant use of brains and patience. Pressure, pressure, pressure has done the thing. Its hard for Don Esteban to make up his mind. Between you and me, Ive assisted him a little in the process.

She put down her sewing, for in the failing light she had pricked her finger.

She gave no sign of that, however, for her nerves were of iron, or of even harder stuff.

The family of Ramirez is about to be reëstablished in the eyes of the world, she announced. And I think that I may fairly say that the accomplishment is due to me. Ive had to convince you, and check Inez. It was not till I talked to the little fool seriously this afternoon that she finally made up her mind that she would even accept the proposals of Don Esteban! She has too much of your nature in her; too little of mine. But Ill launch her in the proper waters in spite of herself! Her teeth clicked as she ended.

And she instantly added: She, too, has been pitying the gunman, the man-killer, the murderer who has actually made free with our house!

Her husband was stung to answer: Ive seen the time, and many a time, too, Maria, when you were as kind to him as though he were your foster son.

Im not fool enough to throw away anything that is useful, said she. There was a time when he served a certain purpose. The loans that he made you were all that kept us going through the past year, I suppose. Was I to throw that away?

Hell rise into my dreams, said the other solemnly. Hell rise and reproach me.

I never heard such stuff and nonsense in my life, said Doña Maria.

She went on in a higher key: Ive endured this life in this naked house all these years. Ive seen poverty gathering around us. Ive fought against it, and then Ive patiently submitted. Ive bided my time, hoping against hope. At last Don Esteban crossed my path. I knew that whatever his name was in the eyes of the world, to me he was Opportunity! And Ive made the best use of him.

To-night, Pedro, we make that opportunity ours! For once he has formally made his offer, and it has been accepted by the entire family, I think that we can find ways to keep him from dodging the contract — little ways — among all of us — little ways that will keep him to it.

Her laughter was low and soft, but it sounded like that of a man, her heart had swelled so savagely in her breast!

Where is Inez? asked the father. I have to tell her about the poor lad who — —

Not one word to her about him! snapped his wife. Her mind is enough troubled and at sea. She actually had the effrontery to weep in my presence this afternoon. She actually hinted that I have dragged her into this affair with Don Esteban! Pedro, say nothing, do nothing, but leave everything to me. I shall make all right in the end!


VIII. THE KING BIRDS TOAST
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THE DINING ROOM was by far the best room in the house, and therefore Doña Maria was more at ease when her guest was in it. It had a great spaciousness that made it doubly pleasant in cool weather; it was made cheerful by the inset of single tiles, or cheerful little patterns of them along the walls and in the side panels of the deep-set windows. Overhead were massive wooden beams, their under surfaces painted in fading colors, and the table and chairs were massively made and of a good old dark wood. As for the brick floor, she kept a sheen of wax on it, during the stay of Don Esteban, and the back of every servant in the house ached on that account.

On this night of nights, everything had gone off well. The finest dish the kitchen could offer had been placed before Don Esteban — chickens boiled in butter — and the señora was congratulating herself. For now, as dinner came to a close, she could see the glance of Cuyas drift toward the girl of the house, and then toward the rest of the family more briefly, and it was plain that the slow mind of Don Esteban was gathering toward speech. That speech, it was plain, would be the proposal for the hand of Inez before them all; and now as dinner drew to a close with nuts and raisins and red wine on the table, the moment could not be very long postponed.

She was content, but even now, at the moment of victory, her vigilance did not relax. Furthermore, she was annoyed, because she saw that the glance of her daughter continually dwelt on the narrow and receding forehead of Esteban Cuyas.

As a matter of fact, Don Esteban was a distinguished rather than a handsome man. He had wide and heavy shoulders, a small head, and a disproportionately long face. His nose was long, his mouth was not wide, but the lower lip was very full, and since his eyes were small, and not very widely open, he had as a rule a half-gloomy and half-disdainful look. His lips were always bright, as though they had just been, moistened.

However, he was an extremely affable, manly, and gentle fellow; his manners were a trifle stiff, but he was generous, straightforward, and kind. The slowness of his mind made him speak little, but his words were well-chosen, and never stupid.

To-night there was an unwonted vigor about him, and a flash in his eyes, for opposite him at the table sat Inez Ramirez looking more lovely than even she had ever been before.

If the face of Don Esteban was not all that a woman could wish, his birth and his fortune were almost kingly. Inez was pleased with the future, in most ways. Besides, she felt that she was saving and rehabilitating her fallen family.

She had thrown herself with all her heart into her rôle, and was endeavoring to fascinate Don Esteban a little more by pretending that it was hard for her either to avoid or meet his glance. Her eyes were always touching on his, and then fleeing off to the side. She smiled, as though embarrassed, and spoke seldom. She hoped that this silence, contrasted with her usual gayety, would have its effect, and in fact, Cuyas was enchanted. Now he could swear that she took him seriously; that he had touched her heart with something more than name and money!

The father of the family and his handsome son, Ramon, took small part in the picture, but it was their talk that kept things going, as it were, and covered over the pauses that were always occurring between the main actors.

And now the great moment came.

Doña Maria knew it the instant that Don Esteban leaned a little forward in his chair, looking earnestly down at the table, and then suddenly threw up his head.

He said: May I speak to you all for a moment, seriously?

A charmed silence instantly spread around the table. And it was at this very moment that a slight noise caught their attention, and into one of the deep casements that opened upon the patio of the house, stepped the slender form of the King Bird.

He stood there for a moment and looked over their astonished faces with a happy laugh, and waved his hand to them.

Doña Maria said to her savage heart: He has been waiting; he knows everything; he wants to ruin everything; thats how he happened to enter so pat!

She sat still as a stone, staring, but her lips moved.

She said softly: José, that is the worst enemy of our house. He must die!

The gray-haired, scar-faced servant, whose favorite place was behind her chair, turned without a word and left the room.

Ramirez himself had started up, as he saw the newcomer, and cried out in a stifled voice. His son actually ran a few steps toward the King Bird, holding out a hand, as though in protest; and Inez, twisting in her chair, looked fixedly over her bare shoulder, and then rose.

Don Esteban stood up at the same moment. He made a lofty and detached figure.

The King Bird was crying out: Back once more! Back home! Safely back home! The house never looked to me as it does now!

He kissed the pale face of Inez; with his arm still around her, he grasped the limp hand of Don Ramon. By both hands he caught Ramirez himself. He kissed the bony, cold hand of Señora Ramirez.

A red blur was before her eyes. She could barely distinguish forms, and not faces at all. Speech was impossible to her. The world, it seemed, was crashing about her.

There was only José, and the order she had murmured to him. If only he would come swiftly, with some of those fierce old servants, fighting men, men blindly devoted to the Ramirez house!

And now the King Bird stood before Don Esteban, bowing.

Ramirez managed to gasp: Señor Cuyas — the King Bird — so he is called — —

The King Bird took the hand of the big Spaniard, who looked a little dazed, and stared at Inez for an explanation.

I thought, cried Don Ramon, that theyd cornered you, King. I thought that you were lost. I thought — —

Tut, tut, never mind your thinking, said the young man. They gave me a close chase, but they couldnt match me. They couldnt catch me and the black mare. Do you know what I used instead of spurs on Molly?

He laughed, as though rejoicing in the memory, and then he said, Inez!

She started violently.

She was whiter than ever, and that made her eyes look larger. No life was in them. She kept hold on the back of a chair to steady herself, and the knuckles of her hand stood out in thin, small ridges from the force of her grasp.

Inez! went on the King Bird. That was what I called to the mare, when they were pressing me hard. Inez! And the little black beauty understood, and stretched her stride a little longer, and ran as true as a string, and as straight. Inez! — that was the spur that urged her on. Why, they never could have caught me.

He still laughed.

Sit down, every one, he commanded. Sit down, Señor Cuyas. Sit down, Inez. You never looked so beautiful to me. Who in the world except me knows what happiness is? But I know!

Still he laughed!

My friends, who drinks with me? I am the dead returned to life. I have walked through the fire. And still I am here among you! Drink! Every glass full. And lets look at each other through the good red wine!

He was filling the glasses as he spoke, and lifting his own.

Inez! he called. Are you dreaming?

Her hand went out automatically and clasped the slender stem of the glass, and raised it.

Señor Ramirez! Señora! Ramon! Señor Cuyas! To the health, the wealth, the God-given, glorious happiness of all true men, all faithful and beautiful women, all honest souls and brave hearts over the entire world, in every nation, every blood and color! Drink, my friends!

They looked at one another.

Only Señor Cuyas, making a slight movement, as though to include the others in the respects that he was drinking, raised the glass at once to his lips, which were still crimson, and looked as though they had been freshly painted on a face of stone.

The others, staring rather wildly, finally got their glasses to their mouths, and tasted, or seemed to taste, a few drops. Only Doña Maria left the glass untouched before her.

The King Bird drained his, and hurled the glass into the fireplace, where it shattered on the stones with a loud crash.

Don Esteban found his voice.

Señor, he said, still I dont quite understand. You are an old friend of the family, a cousin, a blood relation?

Im a friend, but not an old one, said the King Bird. But weve been tied closely together — oh, very closely, and were to be tied still closer. Inez, isnt it right to let Señor Cuyas know that, one day, you and I are to be married?

Still he was laughing, and the flash of his eyes could have passed well enough for merriment.

Don Esteban managed to get a good grip on the back of his chair. His face grew stonier still. But his eyes, also, were beginning to flash. With a singular meaning, his glance found the eyes of Doña Maria, and then turned with a terrible grimness back toward Inez.

Young man, said Doña Maria, how do you dare to talk about the companionship of a boy and girl as if — as though a serious thought ever entered — —

He interrupted her in the gayest of voices.

Of course I must first have a little money laid aside, said the King Bird, and then I must make my peace with the law. Both of those things are not hard to do. Ive known that in your heart, Doña Maria, you approved, ever since you stood with us at that window, there, and held our hands together, and asked Heaven to bless the future for us. Do you remember that?

Doña Maria glanced to the side toward the darkness of the open doorway, praying for the sudden coming of those armed men who must be her salvation.

They were not there — neither was there any possible shadowing of them in the open windows, against the stars.

To think of the scores of men who would have been glad to rush into this room, and try to drive bullets into the body of this hunted outlaw — and yet there was not one present. There was only her husband, and her son, both standing as though entranced!

Terrible rage worked in her frenzied heart.

Don Esteban, in a dull and heavy voice, was saying: It seems to me that Ive been misinformed.

He looked straight at the girl, but she, slowly turning her head, regarded the King Bird, and the pallor began to leave her face, and an incredibly faint smile touched the corners of her mouth.

The King Bird was very near her. He alone could hear her whisper:

I see the devil is in you again!

Youve not been misinformed, said Ramirez, with streams of perspiration running down his face. This wretched business — I have to say — —

Ah, Ramirez, said the young man. Theres another thing. I have a letter for you. Its a letter that will interest everybody. It may even interest you, Señor Cuyas. It was written by the Federal marshal who was hunting me — James Hampton, a man catcher, and other things. He writes in this manner to Ramirez, my dear old friend, who has made me like a son in his house. Here, Ramirez. Read it aloud!

Doña Maria looked again toward the windows, and now in the midst of her despair, came a savage gleam of hope, for she could see the heads and shoulders of men who were gathering outside of one of the embrasures.

In the meantime, into the hand of Ramirez was thrust a paper.

Read it, Ramirez. Let every one hear, my old friend! cried the King Bird cheerfully.

But under his breath he had whispered:

Or Ill cut out your heart, you treacherous cur! I have the knife in my hand!

The voice and the whisper were both in the ears of Ramirez. In a trance he read loudly, with a heavy, mechanical voice:



My Dear Ramirez:

This is to let you know that the King Bird understands how the trap was baited for him down there in Valencia. I suppose that Inez is safe from him. Hes chivalrous enough. But youre still young enough to serve as a target for his guns. And you have a son, also. Im sorry that I missed the King Bird. Dont disregard this warning!

Yours faithfully,

James Hampton.


IX. INEZS EXPLANATION
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THE MIND OF Don Esteban worked very slowly indeed, but one of the words in this letter struck so deeply into his consciousness that he exclaimed: Trapped? Do you mean that he was — betrayed by you, Señor Ramirez?

No, no, no! screamed Doña Maria.

She was out of her chair, with her two bony fists brandished above her head.

Its all a lie — all treason. Oh, the scoundrels! Attempting to ruin the Ramirez — the honorable Ramirez! Scoundrels, villains, wretches!

Don Ramon actually drew a gun, though he did not seem to know what to do with it, and his sister, reaching forward, easily tore it from his nerveless fingers.

Señor Ramirez himself was exclaiming in a heavy voice of doom: Ah, that ever this should have happened to us!

Just then, with the screeching of Doña Maria to give them courage and unity, five armed men rushed in through the very same casement by which the King Bird had entered.

This was the sort of thing that Don Esteban understood perfectly. There was no fine hidden point here, over which he needed to deliberate, but instantly he threw himself in front of the King Bird.

By so doing, he certainly saved the life of that grim-faced José who was about to take a bullet between the eyes, from one of the two guns that glimmered in the hands of the King Bird. In fact, Don Esteban almost got the same bullet through his own body, but the young man was in time to lower the raised hammer which his thumb had flicked back — gently he lowered the sharp point, so that it rested harmlessly upon the cap.

José, seeing the tall Spaniard before him, with arms outflung to the sides — as though such a gesture could stop bullets! — stopped short, bewildered, and his companions were checked with him.

Doña Maria was screaming out something about destroying the villain, but Don Esteban raised a voice of harsh thunder.

What is it? Treachery? Murder? Back to the door behind you, my friend! Ramon — Señor Ramirez — are you traitors?

A very odd thing happened then, for Inez stepped to Don Esteban, and gave him the gun she had secured from her brother.

Take that, she said. You may have to use it.

She turned on the five confused servants, who were looking vaguely at the people standing there about them, totally bewildered by these happenings.

Leave the room — put up your guns, she commanded. It is all a joke. You fools, youve gone too far.

Thats it, exclaimed Ramirez, half dead with the conflict of this emotions. Only a joke, Don Esteban — a joke!

But Cuyas and the King Bird had reached the farther door of the room, which opened upon the grove of trees in the front of the house, and as they stepped through it, Inez hurried suddenly after them.

Doña Maria was no longer crying out. Great as her ecstasy of rage had been, she controlled herself suddenly. She saw that perhaps the game was not entirely lost, though the cards were certainly not such as she could play. So she cried out in a voice that was not loud, but charged with despair and hope and grief and anger:

Inez!

Her daughter paid her no heed. She had gone straight on with the two men, and as they came out under the trees, she was the first to speak, saying:

Im sure that the devil has stopped working in the house for a minute or two, King. You dont need to be afraid to stop here for thirty seconds while I say something to you.

He answered crisply: Dont waste time on me, Inez. Don Esteban, here, is the one for you to concentrate on!

She replied surprisingly: Yes, he has enough money and enough name to be worth a lot of concentration. But Ive been working so hard on him all these days that I need a rest. Esteban, forgive me!

Señor Cuyas answered, in his deep, grave voice: I forgive you perfectly and forever, Inez. I begin to see many things. Doors are opening before me. To me, the truth is always a welcome guest, even if I have to sit up till midnight for it!

Inez, said the King Bird, I didnt know that you had this in you — this straight way of going about things. I thought that you were all blossom; and then, to-day, I suspected that you were all thorn — with poison on it; and now I see that youre sort of an honest girl, along with it.

You dont know me, because I dont know myself, said she. I wanted to tell you one thing — that when I sent you up the road, supposedly to meet Ramon, I knew I was sending you into trouble, but I never dreamed that they would try to murder you. It was to be a matter of lariats, thrown at you suddenly from both sides of the road. You were to be jumped into jail, and out of our way. That was the idea. Treacherous enough, too.

And in the jail? said the King Bird.

I didnt think much farther than that. Your life would be safe. They want you for a good many things, but not for murder. As a matter of fact, I didnt think beyond the point where the door of the jail closed on you.

But you wanted to get rid of him, Inez, and why? asked Cuyas sadly, curiously.

Because I was tired of acting a part for him, said she. Just as Ive been tired of acting the sweet, dumb idiot for you, Esteban. I was playing another part for him, a sweet part, too — always gay, always the little light-foot. Bah! I used to be so sick of that part, King, that I came to hate the very sight of your face.

Why werent you yourself? asked the King Bird quietly. Ever try that, Inez?

Never, she said. Ive always had to be one thing to my father, and another thing to my poor mother, and another to Ramon. Ive never been myself. Ill tell you why.

She paused. Neither of the men spoke. Then she framed her face with both hands, and looked up to them in the starlight.

Because God happened to give me a beautiful face, everybody has always expected something extraordinary from me; and my family did the greatest part of the expecting, of course. Dyou think Im a vain little fool to talk about my beauty? Ill tell you, Ive almost hated that face, too, until I didnt want to look at it in the mirror. But Ive known — every girl knows — why the men came trooping around me. Dyou know what person in the world Ive envied with all my heart?

Tell me that, Inez, said Cuyas, quickly and eagerly.

A brown-faced cowgirl, with a snub nose, and her hair pulled into a knot behind her head, and a ragged old sombrero on, and a mans overalls. Shes real. Shes honest. I wanted to step into those overalls, and forget my family, and take her horse, and just go riding over the rim of the world to find new things. You know who the girl is, King. Shes Helena Blair.

Do you know, said Don Esteban, that I begin to feel — —

Dont change your mind about me, she answered hastily. Theres a bad streak in my family. It must be in me, too. And if you went on caring about me, I never could go on caring about you, any more than I could for the King Bird!

While youre being honest, said the King Bird, his vanity strangely unhurt by this confession, tell me what it was about me that bored you the most.

Why, she said, you seemed to me a bubble, just floating on the surface of life. Your horse, your gun, and your saddle, meant about as much to you as things could mean. Youve just been riding — the direction hasnt mattered. Just going has been the trick, for you, not the getting there. I wanted to find a man with a destination in view. Thats what Ive looked for.

Thats clear enough, and simple enough to understand, said the young man.

And for me? asked Cuyas, his voice rather hard and small.

For you? said the girl. As long as Im talking poison for myself and everybody else, Ill tell you what was wrong, Esteban. You were always stumbling on small things, it seemed to me. You never knew whether to sit in the sun or the shade, so to speak. You couldnt make up your mind about the horse youd ride. If you spoke, you had to wait so long before finding the first word, that I forgot what Id asked you before you answered me.

Clearer and clearer, said Cuyas. Im beginning to learn more about myself in these few moments than Ive known in a long life.

Why do you trust my opinion? asked the girl, rather bitterly. Its only mine, and therefore its probably wrong. King, youd better go now. I cant tell. There may be trouble creeping toward you on the ground, for all I know. Listen!

She raised her hand, a pale gesture in the starlight, and they heard from the house voices raised angrily.

Good-bye, said the King Bird.

Are you shaking hands with me? she asked.

If you will, said he.

Does that mean youre forgiving me?

With all my heart, said he. He chuckled a little, and added: Does that make me seem shallower and lighter than ever?

I suppose it does, in a way, said she. But it makes me thank God there are people like you in the world. What a good fellow you are, King — what a wonderfully kind, gentle, honest, good fellow you are — masquerading like a little boy as a great, bad outlaw!

She laughed faintly.

Youll be leaving us, Esteban, she said to the other. But will you go back with me now?

Will it help you if I go back? he asked.

Not a bit, she answered. Id rather be alone with my housework.

Then I wont go back, said he. It would be painful for everyone. My things can be sent down to the hotel in the town. And I want to walk on a little with the King Bird.

I understand, said the girl. Good-bye, then, Esteban.

Good-bye, then, said the big Spaniard.

He raised her hand to his lips.

Whatever you have been at other times, to-night you are very brave, very strong, and very wise!


X. BAD NEWS
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THE TWO MEN walked down the hill together toward the town. They came close to the sheen of the lights, and then the King Bird said: Sorry — Ill have to leave you here.

Leave me? said Esteban Cuyas, surprised. I was about to hope that we could talk a little together.

Lights are hard on me, said the King Bird, chuckling. Theyre hard on my eyes. I dont think that Id better get any closer to the lights in that town!

The Spaniard nodded his small head and his long face in the darkness.

I suppose that I must understand, said he. You are a man, señor, who must live outside of the law? Is that not so?

Thats so, said the King Bird.

And yet, said the other, I cant imagine why.

Why, its this way, said the young man. Inez was right. I have to keep on changing the scene. It doesnt matter where I am, if Im not going to stay there very long.

Your fault is the reverse of mine, said Don Esteban. My trouble is that I can never decide to move. But why is the law against you?

Because I live outside it, thats all.

Outside it?

I dont work for a living, said the young man. I take what I need, and go on with it.

You mean — that you — er — — The Spaniard paused.

I mean that Im a robber, said the young man. Is that clear?

Perfectly, said Don Esteban gently. I beg your pardon for pressing the point.

Theres another side to it, said the King Bird. I take from the fellows who have already helped themselves. I mean to say, thats the game for me.

You rob the robbers?

Thats the general idea.

Then the law officers ought to be your friends.

Law officers are a queer lot. Robbery is robbery, to them.

And a Federal marshal on your trail?

That was because a friend of mine was caught for a little job of running Chinamen across the frontier. I dont know why Chinamen should be shut out of the country. Theyre quiet fellows. They work like the devil, and they hurt nobody. They keep in their place, too. But at any rate, theres a law against bringing them in. And a friend of mine kept on doing it.

This Marshal Jim Hampton is a great man on the border. He caught my friend and slammed him in jail. I managed to get him out, and Hampton chased the pair of us, till we managed to get away. But later on, he caught my friend again, and I had the luck to get him out a second time. There was another chase after that; and a third one wound up the other day that was started by Hampton just on general principles, and an old grudge. You see how I always manage to stay outside the law?

The Spaniard whistled softly.

But, señor, said he, a bullet out of the dark might kill you at any time!

Bullets will kill, all right, if they hit the right spots, said the King Bird.

But what is your end? What is your goal?

Inez told you that — just to keep on moving. Somewhere beyond the next town is the town that Im aiming at.

And in the end?

I dont know. The end will take care of itself.

Don Esteban sighed.

Señor, he said, I envy you. You are both brave and happy!

Señor, said the King Bird, you were brave enough to step between me and a flock of fast-flying lead, to-night, and you did it for a stranger. Some day I hope Ill be able to do something in return. As for envying me, you might as well envy a wild duck because it flies north and then flies south.

He whistled. Through the darkness, from a near-by thicket, loomed the form of the black mare, Molly.

All things are with you as by magic, said Don Esteban. Perhaps we shall meet again. In the meantime, happiness and fortune to you.

They shook hands.

Suppose that I wanted one day to ride with you, it doesnt matter where? asked Don Esteban.

In that case, answered the King Bird, go to the house of the Blair family. They live just out of town. They always know where Im to be found, or they have a pretty good idea. Ill leave word with them that theyre to tell you anything they know. And no matter what trail Im riding, high or low, Id be glad to have you with me.

They parted there, where the thin spears of light from the town lamps came splintering through the foliage of the trees. Don Esteban went on down the hill to Valencia. The King Bird took Molly across country to the little ranch house of John Blair.

He put the mare up in the barn, found the oat bin in the darkness, with the measuring can lying on top of the sweet-smelling grain, and poured two good measures into the feed box of Mollys stall. Then he went into the house through the kitchen door.

Mrs. Blair, as usual, was hovering between the stove and the sink, when he stepped into the room. She was a tired little woman with a smile that made her young, and whose vanishing left her older and more tired than ever.

She was carrying a pot of boiled potatoes to the sink, and she cried out a greeting to him, and smiled over her shoulder as she poured the water into the sink.

Helena told us that shed seen you! she said. Will you stay for a bite? Shell be back in a minute or two. She just went to town for some bacon. Were clean out. I dont know how that happened, either. Seems to me only the other day that there was half a side, pretty nearly.

To dry the potatoes, she began to toss them a little into the air. Great round puffs of steam went up from them, like smoke signals from a blanketed fire, and those balls of white mist flattened against the ceiling, and left a dark, glistening spot there.

Johns in the front room, she said. Go in and talk to him, King. Hes always glad to see you. You do him a lot of good!

He went into the living-dining room, and found that John Blair was studying his newspaper, with his wooden leg, as usual, stretched out on another chair, to rest his hip muscles.

He exclaimed at the sight of the young man, and started to get up, the newspaper falling one way, and his tobacco pouch another. The removing of the wooden leg from the chair took time, also, but now he was standing in front of the King Bird, smiling, and shaking hands. He was a good-sized man and once had stood inches taller than at present, but labor had bowed his shoulders and bent his back. He had had prosperity enough, in the old days, when he owned a ranch of thousands of acres, but bad times came, he lost one leg through wounds received in a murderous gun fight, and ever since that time, the course of the family fortunes had been down-hill.

But he kept his courage, and his smile; and he, at least, had never allowed the King Bird to make loans, big or small, to help him in times of need.

He gripped the hand of the young man and held it for a long moment.

Youre all right, King? said he. Im glad of that. Helena told me. But it seemed to me that you must be scratched up a bit by all the bullets that have been flying around you. Sort of sunburned by all the powder that theyve shot off at you, son. Sit down here, and Ill set on another place. Helenall be back in a moment. She went down to town to get some bacon, or something like that.

He started for the kitchen, but the young man headed him off.

I know where the dishes are, said he. Go back and read your paper, and read it aloud. I havent had any news of the world for half a month.

He went into the kitchen, to find Mrs. Blair smiling at him, as she freshened the fire in the stove.

Thisll make a party for my dear girl, said she. Helenas never so happy as when she has you around to annoy, King.

Shes a pest, said the King Bird. Shes faster with her talk than a wasp on the wing.

He carried back plate, cup, saucer, knife, fork, and spoon from the kitchen china closet, and arranged them for a place at the table.

Heres news, and mighty bad news, said Blair. You know Kinney, the millionaire?

There was a sudden crash on the floor. The plate had fallen and splintered to a thousand pieces.

Hey! exclaimed Blair. Whats the matter?

The young man was on his knees, sweeping up the scattered fragments.

Plate slipped out of my fingers, he said briefly. Sorry.

Thats a funny thing, said Blair.

He took off his glasses and squinted his long-distance eyes at the wreckage, and the rapid fingers of the young man that were gathering it up.

Thats the first time I ever saw or ever heard of you making a mistake with your hands, King, said he.

Just a slip, said the young man. Im sorry. But go ahead!

With what?

With the Kinney business! exclaimed the young man impatiently. Whats happened?

The Kinney business? said the old rancher. Oh, thats bad stuff, bad stuff. The poor devil!

The King Bird cleared his throat.

Is he dead? he asked.

Kinney?

Yes, yes, exclaimed the young man eagerly. Is he dead?

No, said the other. Not dead. Not as bad as that. But I guess some ways he wishes that he were dead.

The young man stood up with a start. He had the splinters of porcelain in his hands.

What did happen? he exclaimed.

Funny thing, said the other, shaking his head. Theres a man with two sons — and now hes not got a sign of either of em under his roof. Thats what I call bad luck. Thats what I call real bad luck.

Whats happened? exclaimed the young man.

You know about the first one? asked Blair, beginning to load his pipe.

The King Bird, with an impatient muttering, turned on his heel and went into the kitchen, where he crashed the débris of the plate into the scrap can.

Sorry! he said to Mrs. Blair.

Thats all right, she answered. Weve got some plates left, anyway. And thatll be good for the chickens. You know chickens can hardly get enough gritty stuff for their crops. It helps them to digest.

He took another plate and carried it back into the dining room.

Whats the matter, King? asked Blair. Are you cross, or something?

Cross? Of course not! I was trying to get at what had happened to the Kinney outfit.

Well, to start at the beginning, son, said Blair.

The young man frowned, then shrugged his shoulders and sat down, making a cigarette with a twist of those marvelously dexterous fingers.

This fellow Kinney, that has about all the cattle in the world, this James Kinney, with a couple of gold mines here, and forests there, and a river or two thrown in for luck — this James Kinney had a son by his own front name. But after his first wife died, he married again, and the saying is that the boy never could stand the thought of living in the house with a stepmother, and four years ago, he slipped out, and left a letter and no more, behind him. And in that letter he swore that hed never set foot in his fathers house again, and that hed never claim the name as long as he lived.

Kinney raised Ned all over the range; and theres still a big outstanding reward. But that boy disappeared. Bullet tagged him in some saloon, maybe. Anyway, theres the end of son No. 1. And now comes the exit of son No. 2.

Exit? Dead? asked the young man.

Kidnapped, said Blair.

Kidnapped? The poor little cross-eyed devil! exclaimed the King Bird.

Hold on, said Blair, amazed. How dyou know that the lads cross-eyed?

I dont, said the King Bird hastily. That was just a manner of speaking about a youngster thats out of luck.

Was it? said Blair. He shook his head. Sort of a funny coincidence, though, said he. Because as a matter of fact, that boy Robert Kinney is cross-eyed a little bit. Hes described here. Half a column to describe him in every detail, right down to the eyelashes!

How did it happen? asked the King Bird, sitting forward on the edge of his chair.

Nobody knows exactly. But two or three days ago, he went out with his pony and his .22 rifle, to shoot squirrels, or something like that. And he didnt come home. They thought that he might have had a shooting accident, and they combed the range for a whole day or so. But there was no trace of him. And then somebody happened to pick up the trail in the Ginger Pass. Miles and miles away from where he should have been. The trail left by the mustang ponys shoes.

They followed that trail up, and got to the dead mustang, where it had been shot through the head and tumbled down a ravine. That was all. They couldnt find a sign of the boy, and when the searchers got back, there was a demand for a cool hundred thousand at the Kinney house. The boyd been kidnapped!

The King Bird leaped to his feet.

They ought to hang kidnappers! he exclaimed. No, they ought to hang em in chains over a slow fire, and roast em to death!

Blair stared.

They ought to, and thats a fact. But you surprise me a good deal, King.

Why?

Didnt know that you were that much interested in kids.

Im not. I dont give a rap. Only — its the idea of the thing. A little youngster like that.

And here the kidnappers say, in their letter, that if they dont get the money, the boyll never be seen again! Think of that mother, with an only child gone — think of poor Kinney, with a second son lost! Thats what I always say — once bad luck finds you, it never forgets the way.

Will Kinney pay the ransom? asked the young man suddenly.

No, sir, he wont. And thats a funny thing, too. Youd take it that a man with millions, mind you, wouldnt mind so much paying a hundred thousand. Suppose anything had happened to Helena, in the days when I had a little property — I would have given up the whole thing, aye, and mortgaged my soul, too.

But Kinney wont. The young man sneered. He thinks too much of the law, doesnt he?

Howd you guess that? asked Blair, surprised again.

The young man snapped his fingers.

I just guessed, said he. Ive heard something about that fellow Kinney. Law! The devil with the law, I say!

And thats what the law says right back to you, answered Blair, smiling. But Im sorry for Kinney. Im real sorry for him.

He consulted the paper again. Then he went on:

Kinney says that hell never encourage that sort of a crime by paying money to the criminals. Hell let the law take its course. He wont pay a penny down.

That sounds just like him, said the young man, talking through his teeth.

You ever talk to him? asked Blair, surprised again.

I know people who have, snapped the King Bird.

Why son, said the rancher, I never saw you so upset before about anything.

Millions! Millions! exclaimed the King Bird. But he wont pay a fraction of the whole estate to get his son back. What good is his money to him? Will he eat it.

Blair shook his head.

You take a man with a conscience, said he, and you never can tell how it will work. A conscience is like stomach trouble. It always shows in the face, and it never leaves a man happy. Hello, theres Helena now.

Thats not the pinto, answered the King Bird instantly. Its a horse with a longer stride.

No, maybe youre right. What an ear you have! said the other. I remember a fellow in the old days who claimed that he could tell the difference between — —

He stopped, for the beating of the hoofs had swung up close to the front door. A shadowy form swept past, and through the open doorway flashed a bit of white paper that fluttered, and slapped down on the boards.

The King Bird caught up the envelope almost before it fell.

He leaped to the door, but the rider was a dwindling form in the night, already.

The King Bird came back into the room, looking at the writing on the paper.

For mother and dad, he read aloud.

He laid the paper in the lap of Blair. Then he stepped to the kitchen door and closed it.

He kept his hand on the knob, while he muttered, over his shoulder:

Whats up? Quick! Whats up?

He saw the head of Blair slump against the back of the chair, saw the face of the rancher whiten. Like a flash the King Bird had the contents of the envelope in his hand — two fifty-dollar bills, and a rapid scrawl on a sheet of paper.

He read:



Dear Mother and Dad:

Good luck came my way this evening. Ive got a job, and a fine one. Just for the moment it has to be a secret. But very soon I can let you in on it.

The worst part is that I have to take it at once. I cant even go back home to tell you what it is, or where Im going; I can just send you this note.

You can only know that Im safe and sound, and happy. And one of the happiest parts is that I got some advance salary, which Im sending back to you by messenger.

Be sure to remember that we owe the grocery store thirty-one dollars and fifty cents. Mr. Gresham was pretty cross about the bill, the other day.

Theres the general-merchandise store, too. Youd better pay them twenty-five dollars on account, and, mother, you use the rest to get a dress. You need one. And some nice bright shoes, poor dear.

Therell be more money. Depend on that.

Terribly sorry to leave without seeing you. Dont make too much of a mystery of it, and believe me, Ill be back soon, and let you know all thats happened.

Your loving daughter,

Helena.



The King Bird found that he was reading and rereading the letter, when a thin, work-reddened hand moved out beside him, and took the paper.

It was Mrs. Blair, who had come softly into the room.

The King Bird watched her with anxious eyes, prepared for a terrible cry. But nothing came.

She merely folded the letter carefully, and put it in the bosom of her calico dress. The money she laid on the knee of Blair.

He sat low in the chair, his chin drooped against his breast.

Take the money away. Put it in the stove. I never want to lay eyes on it, he muttered.

He struck both hands against his face.

Its my fault, he said. Ive raised her like a poor waif. Ive given her a dogs life. Ive favored John, and let her drudge like a dog! Oh, God forgive me!

His wife kneeled beside the chair.

You remember this, John, she said softly. There never was a better girl than Helena. There never was one like her, that couldnt do wrong.

Blair brushed her away and staggered to his feet.

King! he cried, holding out a hand to him.

The King Bird gripped the hand hard.

Im in it, he said. Im in it to the wind-up.

God Almighty bless you, said Blair. He added slowly: I thought I knew what misery was, before. I didnt know anything about it. King, tell me — —

What? said the young man.

Are you going to have luck? Are you going to find her?

If I have to ride to hell and back! said the King Bird.


XI. THE WONDER HORSE
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THE FULL ROUND of a golden moon was up in the east, when the King Bird stepped from the house, and looked toward the black hills. In that direction the rider who brought the letter had vanished. There was only one immediate hope of finding Helena Blair, and that was, it seemed, by tracking the bearer of the word from her.

Even daytime tracking could be hard enough in that wide country, moonlight tracking might be an impossible thing! But there was one thing to help him, and this he noticed at once; dew was gathering on the grass, wet and cold, and the dust was darkening with it.

But a myriad tracks of horses led up to the house and away from it. How could he pick out the mount of that rider?

He closed his eyes to remember. It had been a pale color — he could safely say that. It might be a light bay or chestnut, perhaps, or a cream color, or a gray. It was a big horse, and by the speed at which it was going, and the rhythm of its hoofbeat, it was a long-striding animal.

That was something to go on.

Furthermore, at great speed it had come close up to the door of the house, and therefore would swing wide in cutting back onto the road.

He hurried to the side of the road and there, quite apart from all other sign, he saw the imprint of hoofs — heels that had been driven down deep and hard, in a direction pointing straight at the low bank that rose, and the gleaming barbed-wire fence above it.

It was as though the rider had put his horse at a wire fence, but considering the bad light, that seemed impossible. The King Bird vaulted the fence and just beyond it he saw that the dangerous feat had actually been done. For there were the tracks of the horse in landing!

A mighty space it had cleared, from the edge of the road over the fence and into the field, and yet there was no slipping, no sign that it had floundered, for the tracks went straight on. By the size and the stretch of them, the horse must be a giant, and it seemed to have taken the jump in its stride, so to speak!

The King Bird was on the mare in a moment.

Molly, too, could be trusted to take even a wire fence by night, if there were as much as a clear gleam of starlight striking along the top wire.

And the King Bird, moved with curiosity and a certain eager lifting of the heart, took her back fifty yards down the road and sent her at full speed at the fence.

He could see the slight turn of her head, as she asked if he really meant to try such a thing, and then as his voice called softly to her, she straightened out at the jump and took it valiantly.

He knew that she had taken off closer to the fence; and as she winged faultlessly across it, he saw her land shorter than the previous horse had done.

Something pinched the heart of the young man with a sudden fear and envy. She had always been matchless — always, and at everything. If it were a race at a rodeo, or a run across country, she was always the winner, always the easy winner; and at jumping she had no mate.

But here was a horse that seemed to have cleared a stretch beyond her!

He checked her, and dropping to the ground, he sighted across the grass. Then he found the trail where the dew had been taken off the grass, a long, shadowy streak that curved gradually off to the right across the field. The gathering brilliance of the moon helped to set it out more distinctly, by the contrast.

He was in the saddle again at once, and calling to Molly, he sent her at her flowing, easy gait rapidly away on the hunt.

It was a quarter-section field, neatly squared. The trail led straight across it to a point where the fugitive had jumped the corresponding fence into a narrow little lane. He had not gone on into the next field but had turned to the side.

And again the force of going had swerved the rider from the beaten center of the way into the short grass at the side of the lane.

There the young man found the sign again. He had the peculiarities stamped in his mind. There was the size of the hoofs, for one thing, and the beautifully perfect roundness of them. In addition, there was a slight pinching in on the outside of the near foreshoe. More than all, was the great length of the stride.

He followed to the left down the lane, which twisted among the fenced fields, and so came out into the open range.

No fences, now, but at this point the rider had brought his mount down to an easy canter, to judge by the space between the hoofmarks. Even that shortened stride would have been a long span for most horses to stretch!

The young man began to take into his mind a picture of a great horse, winged with speed. A thirteen-hundred-pound giant that might stand seventeen hands! With less weight, the imprints of the hoofs could hardly be so deep. With less height the weight could hardly be carried forward at this splendid sweeping speed!

Thirteen hundred pounds, more or less — and the black mare was under a thousand!

Again the wonder and the cold envy slid through his heart and took his breath.

But he would not believe. Big horses may make jumpers and sprinters, but what about a fine ten-mile run across open country?

That was an entirely different matter.

The sign was still easy to follow, and at a smart gallop, because as the moonlight brightened, it set the dew gleaming on the grass, and showed yet more clearly the dark spots and streaks where the other had gone.

It seemed that he did not know the country, for he had headed straight toward the edge of a little steep-sided draw.

Yes, at a point where the rider must have seen the shadowy gulf of the depression, he actually sent his mount along at full speed again, charging it!

Was he drunk, or mad?

The young man reined the mare on the edge of the draw, half expecting to see, in the bottom of the great ditch, the crumpled, lifeless forms of horse and rider.

He could see where the big creature had taken off, driving its hoofs deep into the soil on the verge of the bank. But there was no sign of an accident.

Had he cleared it?

With a gasp, the King Bird measured the distance with a careful eye, and knew that Molly never could clear it — never! It would have been an impossibility.

He turned her to the side, found the easy way down the bank, where it sloped out gradually, and so up at a corresponding place on the farther bank.

He found the trail again.

Yes, the flying monster actually had cleared the gulf with more than a good yard to spare, and had gone sweeping on.

One thing was certain — that if the mare were to catch this winged giant, she would have to do it on smooth ground. She could not match him and his kangaroo tactics over the rough ditches and hedges and fences!

The King Bird was glad when that canter of the fugitive tamed into a trot, then into a walk.

He was drawing near now, very near, and it was time to scan closely every thicket before them, and every rock, for this fellow might turn and strike from covert, like a wounded beast.

But as he went forward, the young man scanned the imprints left by the walking horse, for more is to be learned from the way a horse walks than by the way it gallops, some men hold.

One thing was instantly clear. The action of the horse was low. It was wasting no effort. Most of your heavy mounts will bring up the foot higher, and carry it down again with a stamp, but this fellow was a true grass cutter, and skimmed the dew from the heads of the grass from beginning to end of his step.

Only here and there was a break in the dark lines, and that was where there was a rock projecting a little from the grass, or perhaps just lost to view within it.

It was a horse familiar with mountain going, then, and sure-footed as a goat — a horse with eyes in its hoofs, as the saying goes!

With every good quality that the King Bird could attribute to that unseen rival of Molly, his heart was pinched smaller and smaller with cold.

He looked down at her with fear and with pity. She looked suddenly narrow to him across the withers, and he had to reach down and work his fingers along the smooth and delicate flow of muscle in her shoulder, before he was heartened again.

She was flawless, but was she now matched against one just as flawless, and a bigger machine, withal?

They were traveling now in a wide, easy circle that cut around behind the town of Valencia, and headed for the hills.

The fugitive was trotting. Up hill and down dale he went on, taking in a splendid span at each stride, and not until they came out on the easy level of the upper plateau that stretched on for miles and miles with only little low ripples of ground to break the distance, did the big fellow in the lead come back to a walk again.

Was he tired? Had he been ridden far, that day?

It seemed so. For the rider was now saving him over ground that was perfect for galloping.

On the other hand, the mare was not in the absolute pink of condition. She, also, had covered a good many miles since the morning, though most of them had been made without a rider in the saddle.

Still the trail led on clearly before the King Bird. He took the mare out of her canter, and brought her down to that easy trot at which she could go from morning to sunset, unfaltering, and he knew how to sit that pace without moving in the saddle. There could hardly have been a more effortless action in horseflesh, no matter where one hunted for it, not even in the ambling mules of the Near East.

There would be sight of the stranger now, before many minutes, as soon as they had broken through the skirting of little groves of trees that fringed the highland, unless, indeed, the man had taken refuge in one of the thickets, and intended to spend the night there.

And now, beyond one of those groves, a whinny loud as the blast of a horn, or a chorus of horns, rang on the night air. As the King Bird put the mare to a full gallop, and rounded the edge of the woods, he saw his quarry before him, stretching away for the distant hills.


XII. DEFEAT
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IT WAS THE mare herself who took hold and broke away at full speed, as though she instantly knew that this was a race. Her rider sat bolt erect in the saddle, aiding her not at all, for he was stunned.

That creature before him, over whose back a rider was bent low, was not like an earthly form, but something molded of pure moonlight, and descended to frolic across the mountains for the night. It was either white or silver-gray. It seemed to be running to the knees in water or black shadow, and by that, the pursuer knew that it finished with dark points.

The mane fluttered from its arched neck, as it ran with raised head, turned a little to watch the enemy, and the long tail was swept out in a straight line by the speed of the going.

The mare seemed extended to the full — still, with raised head, turned a trifle, the big creature easily held off her challenge. It was a stallion. Nothing else could have that magnificent neck, that fierce and beautiful head! And it was running well inside its strength, it appeared, to hold Molly even.

Yes, suddenly it seemed to the amazed heart of the King Bird that he was mounted on a common little range pony, vainly striving to keep up with the stride of a thoroughbred!

But the speed of a sprinter is one thing, and the race is not always to the fast starter.

Over the neck of the mare he leaned, to cut the wind with head and shoulders only. Shifting his weight forward, so that he would not compress the running muscles that arch up into the back and under the saddle, he took a pull on the head of Molly, in order to steady her as she stretched to the full of her speed.

Out she went, link by link, seeming to settle a little toward the ground as every ounce of her energy went into the effort. The earth was a gleaming blur beneath them. The hard wind of the gallop fanned back the brim of the King Birds sombrero, and stung his eyes until he had to squint them almost shut.

Through that wind, he looked forward and laughed to himself as he saw that the stallion was no longer galloping at ease.

It, also, was stretched out straight as a string, and working at its best, it appeared, while the rider, in perfect jockeys position, steadied the animal in its mighty stride. And what a stride it was!

There seemed to be an invisible support that sustained the great body in air for a brief instant every time it flung forward from the ground.

Seventeen hands — at least that — and yet made with the delicacy of a carefully modeled statue! A winged, a glorious creature that seemed to disdain the very earth it ran upon!

And yet there was something to Molly.

He could feel her own confidence in herself as, after reaching full speed, she made effort on effort to increase her pace, and bring this huge animal back to her.

But no, the silver giant had increased the gap between them.

Hes a sprinter, said the young man, through his teeth. Only a big worthless hulk of a sprinter — a trick horse. Well catch him in the long run. The wind is what counts, and the heart!

But his heart was bitter, for he knew that at last she had encountered a rival which could fairly beat her over a good mile of measured ground, a rival with a stride far greater, with a great jumping margin over her, with a beauty, also, far greater than hers!

She was as lovely as a deer, but this great beast that fled before them had something of the falcon about him; he was like a king of the upper air.

With voice and hand, the young man brought Molly down to three-quarter speed. She would hold that pace a desperately long time. It was that which had held off challenge after challenge from the grim posse of the marshal. That three-quarter speed was enough to distance the ordinary range mustang in short order.

Yet it dropped her rapidly behind the stallion!

The young man groaned.

He remembered now, savagely, what the marshal had said to him — that his earthly paradise was that of a fool, in effect. That he had built his glory on the beauty of the girl he loved, on the splendor of the horse he rode, on the matchless joy of the freedom that was his.

The marshal had vowed that his freedom was that of a hunted fox; and the girl was untrue, and the mare would be surpassed by the gray stallion of Dick Macey.

Had he not said gray?

Yes, and yonder it was. There could not be two of the same kind. A gray stallion that was matchless. Even little Brick had known about it.

Then a sudden hope rushed up in him.

For the distance was no longer increasing. The stallion galloped on before him, but not an inch did it gain! Held to a fair level, the two swept across the rolling plain, while the foothills swelled larger and blacker before them toward the northwest, and the moon and stars poured their shadows over the bright grass.

Never had Molly run better. Night was a time she knew as well as day, and there was never a doubt of her footing, never a stumble or a falter in her going. Never had the King Bird ridden with such painstaking care, or thrown himself more faultlessly into the swinging rhythm of that gallop which he knew so well.

Another mile, and another, and another, and still the silver giant was there before him.

They seemed to be running on a treadmill; nothing could be gained and nothing could be lost — the earth was simply spinning back behind them, and beneath.

Would the big fellow never come back?

Would his head never be thrown up, and begin to bob?

Anxiously the young man watched for these signs of a failing horse. Eagerly he stared to see the movement either of spurred heel into the flank of the stallion, or the swing of a quirt to get more out of it. But as far as he could see, the rider ahead of him was making not the slightest effort, beyond perfect riding, to urge the silver horse to a sharper gait.

As for Molly, he did not need to touch her, either with hand or with heel. A word would be enough. Not even a word was needed, but only the passing of that electric current which flowed ceaselessly down the reins, out of his tingling hands. Somewhere in the depths of his soul it originated; somewhere in the depths of her soul it was received. Straight and true she ran, and never a falter, though he could feel the increased labor of her sides, as her breathing grew deeper.

There was a scant two miles now, before the long level of the plateau was lost in the tangled ways of the foothills. Once among them, it would not be hard for the fugitive to turn to one side or to the other, and lose his pursuer, at least for a few vital moments.

Now, or never, was the mare to catch the other.

And the message flowed surely down the bridle reins, and the mare again raised herself to a great effort.

It was coming out of her heart. Mere strength of body was not in it, but strength of nerve and spirit, and all the loyalty of that great heart of hers.

And they gained! Surely and steadily they gained, until he heard clearly the heavy beat of the hoofs of the giant before him.

A rioting joy came up in the heart of the King Bird. An excess of love for the mare flowed out from him. He was half blinded by delight, as he saw the other rider turn his head and look quickly back — sure signs of a beaten man in a race!

Then a strange thing happened, more wounding than bullets to the young man — for the hand of the other rose and fell, and the gray stallion started as though freshly at the beginning of the race.

Away it went. Stretched out low and true, the great horse cleft wind, and with every stride it made, the mare seemed to be jerked away to the rear.

Was the stallion at full speed? No, for swifter and swifter it went!

There was a scant mile left to those foothills. They would never catch the gray now.

Catch it? As well strive to catch a hawk in the sky!

Stunned with grief, the King Bird saw the distance grow.

And then, before him, he saw the head of the mare waver, just a trifle.

She was beginning to labor in her stride, at the very end of her strength — he had ridden her out — and yet the silver giant was fleeing away from her as smoothly as water flowing down a flume!

He could not believe it, but the fact was before his eyes.

He could understand the entire thing now. There never had been a moment when she was capable of holding pace with the other, but the rider had merely played with him, holding back the stallion to the gait of the mare — until in the end he decided to draw away!

He snatched the rifle from its scabbard, and called to the mare.

She made a sudden stop, and he pitched the butt of the gun into the hollow of his shoulder.

It was an easy target — that man and horse together, bobbing in the sights.

Only, suppose that the bullet struck the horse, and not the rider?

He jerked down the rifle suddenly.

Molly was outmatched, but that was no reason for murdering her rival. In a sort of agony of admiration, the King Bird watched the other draw swiftly away. The moonlight seemed a mist that was gathering between them. And now, in the black mouth of a ravine that split through the foothills, the King Bird saw the silver giant disappear.

For his own part, he dismounted heavily.

The mare was standing with her head low, her breathing labored, her knees trembling.

She was quite run out. The veriest range nag could run her to the ground now!

So he loosed the girths, and pulled the saddle from her back. Then he gathered a quantity of the grass, twisted it hard, and began to rub Molly down vigorously.

But half his mind was wandering away from his work.

The marshal had been right about two things. Perhaps about the third he was right, also.

Grimly the young man worked on.

Poor little Helena Blair was as far as ever from his help. Still farther, perhaps, since he had played his hand, given warning of his coming, and spread the alarm to the ranks of the enemy, whoever they might be.

Defeat bowed the young mans spirit more than labor had ever stooped his shoulders!


XIII. THE RAVINE
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HE COULD HAVE gone on after a few moments, for the mare recuperated quickly, as usual. But instead, he remained for an entire hour, working hard over her. At the end of that time, she was grazing again, and the King Bird dropped where he stood, gave his body a roll in a warmly lined slicker, and was instantly asleep.

He slept only while the moon was climbing for thirty or forty minutes through the sky, then he roused himself, and seemed perfectly refreshed.

He saddled Molly again, and caressed her with an extra gentleness, for we love our friends most when their weaknesses are revealed to us. She had fallen in his eyes an illimitable distance; she had been first, and now that she was second, she might almost as well have been hundredth. For that very reason, his hand and voice were kinder to her than ever.

Even now he did not mount. He pulled off his riding boots and hung them on his saddle. On his feet he drew moccasins, and struck out at a brisk gait for the shadowy mouth of that same canyon which had swallowed up the gray horse.

Many things might happen. The fugitive might have hidden himself in covert to surprise his follower, and in that case he probably had decided that the King Bird, being distanced, had given up the chase. Or he might have camped securely somewhere along the trail, or again, he might have plodded on steadily, letting the stallion walk, for the big horse would feel some effects from that severe run, great as its reserve of strength might be.

Three or four miles an hour is a walking pace. And a man on foot with the wiry endurance of an Indian runner will overtake that rate surprisingly.

He pushed himself relentlessly straight through the black throat of the canyon, and came out to find that the trail was lost where the moonlight fell again! Nevertheless he did not turn back, but turned up to the left, and after a steep climb, reached the next higher level. There, as he had hoped, he picked up the trail once more.

He dropped on one knee beside the first clear impression of the big hoofs, and watched the grasses. They trembled a little as the mountain wind stirred them, but they were not unbending and rising perceptibly but slowly, as the strong grass will do when it has just been beaten down by an imprint.

Therefore the horse must have passed an hour and a half or two hours in the lead.

Now the ground rose gradually before the King Bird, and as he followed the trail, it seemed clear to him that the fugitive was making for a cleft in the mountains, where the big range divided deeply, and the peaks fell back on either hand. Once that goal occurred to him, he stopped looking for the dim, moonlit sign. The dew had fallen only slightly in these uplands, and it was better to take chances, no matter how long.

So he struck straight for the point of his expectation, and though it was an up grade, never once did he let his run fall away to a walking gait. Remorselessly he drove himself up the incline. And the mare jogged easily beside him.

Her tough mustang constitution had already completely recovered from the strain that it had endured. She seemed as fresh as she had been at the beginning of that losing run. As she moved, her head was high, and turning this way and that to study the sounds and the signs of the night, and, above all, to read the scents that carried to her nostrils hardly less meaning than they would have done to the nose of a wolf. Above all, mountain lion, wolf, coyote, she recognized, to right and to left. But things from which she would have fled did not matter now, except to make her press a little closer to her master.

Three more long hours they struggled, until at last they were in the opening of the pass. Now, as the way sloped gradually down, with few rises, the King Bird climbed into the saddle. He was nearly spent, but the clean breath of the mountain wind would soon let his lungs cease laboring, and in the meantime the mare had labored very little for hours and hours, compared with what the heavy stallion had done, bearing its own weight and that of a rider up the slopes.

A fierce hope suddenly boiled up in the heart of the young man. For as he came to a patch of soft ground, that filled the center of the pass, he scanned the grass closely. There was not a trace of dew here, and the moonlight seemed dimmer as the gray of the morning began, but even so he was able to find what he wanted — the great round imprints left by the gray horse!

And he could see the down-crushed blades of grass slowly, bit by bit, unfolding and reraising themselves.

It was not long ago that the fugitive had gone by, and suppose that the stallion were sighted, could it stand against another challenge?

It was tired, very tired. For even where the ground sloped down, the rider had not asked it for a canter.

The rider himself was badly spent. For here the trail led clearly under a tree whose branches were low — hardly more than saddle-high. Only just under the sweep of them did the sign of the stallion veer to the side, as though its master were sleeping in the saddle, and had roused at the last moment, as the branches loomed before him.

A tired rider and a tired horse!

If that were Dick Macey in the saddle, how much wiser he would have been to rest and then go on, rather than kill both himself and his mount with such plodding labor!

Rapidly the walls of the pass moved by. The sky was brightening, and the snows of the upper peaks began to gleam with a golden sheen of the morning. The fresh day was coming upon them, and it seemed to the young man that the defeat of Molly had been a dream of the night, that could not be repeated in the daytime.

That was his last thought as he came out of the pass, and saw before him a fine, rolling country, a great wild hinterland, covered with big groves of trees, here and there, and far-spreading thickets, and cut across and across by sharp-sided ravines.

It was a hole-in-the-wall country. He could not very well hope to follow his quarry except by the aid of clear sign, in a region like this. And there was not likely to be clear sign in most places, for often gravel covered up the valley floor, and sometimes the bare surface of the rock showed through, acres at a time. It would be an endless task, when the trail disappeared, and it was necessary to explore the ravines on either hand.

Then, more gloriously welcome to his eyes than ever the rising sun to men lost in a wilderness, he saw before him the great gray horse, and in the saddle on its back, a bowed form, that gripped the pommel of the saddle with both hands, and sagged wearily to the side!

He wanted to shout out a blood-curdling screech of joy, but he checked that, for there was the possibility that he might be able to steal closer to the enemy before he was discovered. In fact, he might have done so, but the stallion itself, half turning on the side of a hillock, looked back, and stopped, and whinnied loudly.

The rider wakened with a start that knocked the hat off his head. Then, looking back, he saw the King Bird, and the speeding mare! He stooped from the saddle, scooped up his fallen hat, and shaking his fist at the pursuer, let the stallion out at full gallop. His fury was so great at being overtaken again, that he was shouting in a blind rage, and the words trailed back to the young man.

The King Bird laughed as he rode, and steadied Molly for her second effort.

And she?

The heart might have been taken from him by the first defeat, but not from her. With pricking ears she responded. It seemed clear that she recognized an old antagonist, and was eager to close with him.

And down the long, gradual incline of the valley they shot together.

Hope mounted like a hawk in the heart of the young man. No big horse like that should be at home in the mountains. Weight is too much against it. And the rider was a heavy fellow, too. In every way the mare had been saved, and better handled, and surely she could overtake the big horse now!

But the gray held off her challenge, at the first. It was no laughing matter now, though. With heel and hand, Dick Macey, if that were he, was calling on the gray for everything that was in it, and that which remained to the weary stallion was just enough to keep the mare at her distance.

For three terrible, heart-breaking miles they ran, and then, as before, the gray began to draw gradually ahead! It was not a rapid gain, and the stallion was running all out to make it.

It seemed to the King Bird that he was bound to close with the enemy. He had a sense of some great event in the offing, as he stormed down the valley, as the echoes flew from rock to rock like the clangor of giant hammers on giant anvils, and the great faces of the cliffs blazed with the fire of the rising sun about him.

It was a wild and an eerie feeling. He was half frightened, and half rejoiced — when suddenly the stallion no longer raced before him, and the long slope of the valley swept empty before his eye!

Then, on the left, he saw the reason.

A defile opened with a narrow mouth, drenched with shadows, and secret as the maw of a snake. Yet he twisted the mare to the side and shot through into the little canyon. Before him, he could see nothing, for all was a tangle of brush and of stones, but he could hear the noise of the fugitive, driving the big horse on.

The heart of the King Bird laughed wildly and savagely in him. He would have that fellow, before he had reached the end of that ravine. He would have him out of his saddle!

Why had the fool gone into such a trap as this?

Then before him, out of the thickets, he heard the thin, piercing thrill of a whistle.

He broke into clear ground, with the gray a scant hundred yards before him. As he did so, he saw three men rise from behind rocks with leveled rifles!

No man could have dodged that danger more swiftly than the mare. She knew a rifle quite as well as her master, and doubling about like the agile-footed cat that she was, she drove back into the tangles of the thicket that they had just left.

Rifle bullets whined and crackled through the shrubs, as the King Bird made the mare lie flat behind a rock, and himself dropped on one knee beside her.


XIV. THREE GUNMEN
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HE OFFERED AN interesting study, the King Bird, as he waited there on one knee, one hand on the ground, and a revolver in the other. For his head was canted to one side, and in the dappling of slant shadows that fell from the brush across him, he was smiling.

He had the happy air of a creature that is born to the wilderness. If wild cats could smile, he would have resembled one, every nerve strung taut with the danger that was around him, and yet every nerve delighting in it, also.

One thing was certain, presently — the riflemen were not advancing toward the thicket, and that made him lift his head with a renewed interest. They were only there to check a rashly intruding stranger. They were protecting something, therefore?

He was on his feet as he thought of this, and at once he began to move forward through the thicket, cutting off to the left. He only paused once, to look back regretfully toward the mare. Any stranger who chanced along might lay hand on her bridle now, and make her his, for she would remain there as securely as a young antelope, left in the grass by its mother, until the voice of the whistle of the master reached her ears.

She returned his look with interest, lifting up her lovely head, and canting it a trifle to the side, her big eyes, like the eyes of a deer, turning toward him, as she struggled to understand why he who never deserted her was leaving her now in a moment of trouble!

The young man smiled back at her, and then turned with silent feet into the thicket.

He skirted far to the left, and came out from the brush among rocks, interspersed with random shrubs. They made good cover for him as he cut in behind the boulders and made for the position of the three.

He found them almost at once, grouped behind a natural rampart of rocks, smoking and talking together.

The King Bird, with snakelike caution, wormed his way within easy earshot of them.

And the first word that he heard was:

And why should Dick Macey be running away from one man, Id like to know?

Said another: It was only a kid, too, by the size of him, and the cut of him.

It aint age and poundage that makes a gent good with a gun, said the third.

There you go with your smart cracks, remarked the first man. Would you lay off of them wise sayings of yours, once in a while, Garry?

For you, brother, said Garry sardonically.

He was a long man, so thin that he would have had to be multiplied by two to make him of normal proportions. Of his features, only his forehead was of ordinary size, and this at the expense of his chin, which did not exist at all.

Wisecracks make me sick, said the other harshly. He looked ready to make trouble at once.

Tall Garry answered: If you want a fight, son, you go right there into the brush, and look up that kid that seemed so easy to you.

Any snake is mean company, in a hole in the ground, said the other. Only, about Dick Macey runnin away — thats what I dont make out. Youd think that the gent behind him was Jud Hobey, or the King Bird, or something.

Yeah, youd think that, said the first speaker. Macey was a fool to bring that gent right in here to the valley, too. He not only run, but he run to cover. Suppose that this starts a search around here?

It wont do em any good to search, said Garry. You know that. We got everything all cached away sos it can never be found.

Not unless it speaks for itself, said the other. I wonder just what the kids doing, over there in the brush?

Sneakin away, said the third man, and every time he or the hoss steps on a twig, he thinks that were after him, and gets heart failure.

He aint feeling any too happy, for one thing, said Garry. I sure tagged him with a slug just as he got into the brush. Under the right arm, I guess.

Why dont you go into the bush and get him out, then? asked the aggressive member of the trio.

Why not let him bleed a while? answered Garry.

Dry meats no good, was the answer.

The speaker rose.

Im going off to the side, there, and cut in to the mouth of the ravine, and beat back, and see what I scare up. Nick, you take the other side. We cant let that gent lie out there. I dont think that Garry hit him, but I sure plastered him, and low, too. Just over the cantle of the saddle, Id say. Just as he was dippin into the brush, I got a dead bead on him. Garry, you stay here. Well drive the kid right up into your arms.

They rose, and one walked toward the far side of the ravine, while the other moved straight at the King Birds place of concealment.

The young man lay still, gathering himself slowly, ready for a spring up, and a gun play. But the other turned suddenly to the left of the rocks that hid the young man, and went on.

Garry, as his friend disappeared, squinted cautiously through a cleft in the stones just before him at the thicket into which the King Bird had disappeared with the mare.

Then he sat down, and was in the midst of the making of a cigarette when the King Bird himself arose and stepped forward, a gun dangling idly in his hand.

Hello, partner, said the King Bird.

Garry twisted his head around like a bird on a perch, stared at the newcomer, and turned white. A flutter of yellow dust from the tips of his fingers told that the cigarette had been torn to atoms. But he only muttered: So there you are, eh?

Here I am, said the young man. You might unbuckle that gun belt and slide away from those guns.

It was done instantly, as though with pleasure.

Now we can chat a while, said the King Bird. Hows things, anyway, Garry?

Tel me, did you work underground, or drop out of the sky? asked Garry.

I came crawling, thats all, was the answer. How about a little talk?

Thats fine with me. What about?

Everything you know.

I aint an author, said Garry.

He grinned, his face twisting to one side, and the lower lip pulling away from the upper. It was plain that he was terribly frightened.

Wheres the cache? asked the King Bird.

The cache? What cache?

The cache that nobody can find, said the King Bird.

Youve been listening in for quite a spell, have you? asked Garry.

Quite a time.

Ill tell you what, said Garry. Id like to get in on the joke that you played on Macey. What made him run so fast and so far?

He just started running, and then he was afraid to turn back, said the King Bird.

Who are you, brother? said Garry.

Why, my name really doesnt matter. Some people call me the King Bird.

Garry stared, then he laughed.

Thats good! said he. Thats a fine bluff, kid.

Is it? said the King Bird.

Sure. Ive seen the King Bird. Ive seen him fly!

Where?

Why, in a saloon, where there was a lot of action started. And all the rest of the gang was goin one way, and he started the other. And the gang stopped; and he went on; and the difference was left on the floor. He salted three or four gents, that time.

Thats pretty rough, said the King Bird, suddenly remembering the same occasion out of his brilliant past.

Yeah, hes rough. You got the same color hair and eyes all right. But dont go saying that youre the King Bird, boy. You might get yourself hurt, when you aint got the drop on somebody.

And thats fair enough, too, said the King Bird. I dont mind that at all. Now suppose you answer my questions.

What questions?

About the cache?

What cache, son? demanded Garry calmly. For he was regaining his assurance.

The cache that Dick Macey has gone to.

I dont know anything about that.

Thats too bad then, said the young man. I thought you might be useful enough to make something more than a meal for some old buzzard with only half a stomach.

He raised the gun.

Whats that? asked Garry.

Itll soon be over. Turn your back, if itll be easier for you to take it that way.

Boy, you aint aiming to murder me, are you?

Murder? You shot at me — three of you. Murder? Oh, no, its just scavenger work that Im going to do.

Why, whats the matter, kid? You — what you want to know, anyway?

About the cache, said the young man.

I — er — look here, said Garry, and came to a pause again, gaping.

Well, what? asked the King Bird briskly.

Suddenly he stepped closer, and laid the muzzle of the revolver against the stomach of the tall fellow.

Either way, he said. It makes no difference to me. You talk, or I drop you, and get one of the other two. Its all one to me, brother!

Garry groaned.

Suppose I tell you, said he, it would do you no good!

Ill take a chance on that, said the King Bird. The best way is for me to be shown to the spot. Wait till I get my horse, and Ill come along with you.

Ill wait right here for you, on my honor, said Garry, with a dull gleam of hope.

Sure you will, said the young man, and sent the long, soft whistle down the wind toward the mare.


XV. UNDERGROUND
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MOLLY CAME TO them, with the empty stirrup irons tossing at her sides, and Garry regarded her with a rather awed interest.

How longd you take to teach her what she knows? he asked.

About three years — a lesson every day, and a long one, said the King Bird.

Garry stood entranced.

She looks like the King Birds mare, he declared, only she aint big enough. I see what it is, brother. Youve started out and made yourself a copy of him, have you? But you got a long ways to go before youre a King Bird!

He even chuckled a little as he said this, and the King Bird urged him to hurry on as guide.

Your pair of friends down the valley may find out that Ive disappeared and come looking for you, he explained. Hustle along, Garry.

Youre goin to do it, are you? asked Garry.

I am.

All right, said Garry. You got a gun on me. Ill take you where you wanta go, but its goin to mean the finish of both of us. Come on!

And he strode rapidly up the valley.

A pace behind him, the King Bird followed, and he ventured to ask:

How long has the girl been up here?

What girl? asked Garry.

Helena Blair, said the young man.

Thats her name — and you know her? exclaimed Garry. Dog-gone me, but maybe thats why you came!

Maybe it is, agreed the King Bird.

Go back again, then, brother, urged Garry. She oughta be all right. Nothing oughta happen to her if things go right. And shes doin good — real good.

Walk right on, Garry, directed the young man.

Were almost there now, said Garry. Now, lookit!

He stole forward through the brush carefully, and while a screen of greenery still remained between them and the sunlit world, he pointed toward the ragged side of a mountain that rose by the ravine.

You see? asked Garry.

I see the mountain, said the young man.

See that old dump on the side of it?

I see that.

Its inside there, in the shaft that was sunk, I dunno when.

Thats hard to get at, agreed the young man. No other way in?

Theres a side feeder that sneaks in over yonder. But both the two of them shafts is guarded night and day, brother. Howd you manage to get in there?

Where are the guards? asked the King Bird.

Right at the mouth of the main shaft, and down where the small tunnel busts in on the big one.

Well try the small shaft, then, said the young man.

Hold on, brother! muttered Garry. You aint meaning it, are you?

Ive got to mean it.

Ill tell you another thing. Theres likely to be five gents in there, and theyre all heeled, and they all know how to use what theyre heeled with.

Were two, remarked the King Bird. Two to five is not so bad.

You goin to make me go in there with you? asked Garry, his face green with fear.

Thats my idea, said the King Bird.

Thatll make one more agin you when the pinch comes, you fool! said Garry savagely.

The King Bird smiled. If you go in with me, they wont think that youre a friend, Garry, said he. Your back will be against the wall as much as mine.

Of all the sneaks, groaned Garry. Of all the murderin sneaks — —

Why, murders in the air here, said the young man. Its a regular Murder Valley, as I found out down yonder when the three of you started pelting me with lead. Dont whine, Garry.

The latter took a breath, and then shrugged his shoulders.

If Im goin to die to-day, Ill die to-day, said he. And thats all there is to it. If Im to help you in yonder, I get a gun, dont I?

Of course you do, said the young man. You get a gun and you go first. If anything goes wrong, Ill be close behind you, partner, with another gun.

His smile caressed the big fellow, and Garry snarled like a fighting cat. He took the proffered gun, and for an instant a grim resolution seemed to be rising in him; but it was the very negligence of the King Bird that seemed to convince him that the quiet way must be the best way, after all.

He led the way for a distance through the thicket, and again, from the verge of the green gloom of the leaves, he pointed up the mountainside.

You see that snake hole up yonder? he said.

I see it, answered the young man.

Well, said Garry, its big enough for a man to crawl into, but we gotta climb to it up those naked rocks. And suppose that were seen?

We have to take the chance, said the young man.

Chance? It aint a chance; its murder!

Well go on, said the King Bird.

He spoke to the mare, and she sank to the ground like an obedient dog on the edge of the thicket. She would stay there until he called for her — or until she was found by enemy searchers. That thought chilled the heart of the King Bird almost more than the danger which he was to face in person.

You aint goin to use common sense? Youre goin to go on up those rocks? insisted Garry.

With you in front, said the King Bird.

A frightful stream of oaths answered him. Then, groaning, Garry stepped out into the open, gave one wild glance around him, and fled like a deer up the steep slopes and the boulders that gleamed in the morning sun.

He had put up his gun, needing both hands and feet for his climbing; but though the King Bird kept his Colt in hand, he managed to keep on the very heels of his agile guide.

So they crouched, at last, just outside what had seemed from below, no more than a snake hole.

Below, the disturbed rubble and débris that had been taken from the shaft, tumbled down the sharp slope of the mountain.

Here we are, said Garry. Ill play the game straight with you and tell you that there aint a chance of doin nothin inside. Theres gents in there that can hit a dime when you chuck it in the air!

Then we wont waste any dimes on them, said the King Bird. Go in, Garry. There may be some hawks in the air watching us now.

The tall fellow cast another wild look about him, and high into the air overhead. Then he ducked into the darkness of the tunnel, and the King Bird followed.

The shaft was not so small as he had feared that it might be. The actual mouth was smaller than the inside dimensions, and the drift seemed to have been a long rise that had been sunk from the main shaft, perhaps following some thin vein until the miners actually reached the open air and the light of day to repay their efforts.

The darkness was not perfect, for there was hardly a bend or a sway in the little shaft, and the eye of the daylight followed the two dimly down the length of the passage.

They must have gone fifty yards when Garry paused.

His whisper came back to the young man: Nows the time! Theres a guard here, not far in front. Slow — slower than a snake, and softer, kid!

He wormed his way forward, and the King Bird came close behind him.

A strong smell of cheap pipe tobacco greeted them. Then a glimmer of lantern light appeared before their eyes.

Garry, issuing from the narrow shaft into a room, raised himself slowly on his long arms, and then stood up with the King Bird behind him.

He aint here, said Garry. Dog-gone me, but thats a funny thing, because theres always a guard here!

They could see where the man had been posted. There was a half-tattered magazine on the floor, sprawling face down. There was a sack folded by way of a cushion on the rock which had served the sentinel as a chair, and the rank odor of his pipe lingered in the air. But he was not there!

It was a place where the miners either had found a great pocket of pay dirt, or else they had followed the traces of color in all directions for a considerable distance, for there was a very considerable room, rounded off on one side, and squared as though on purpose on another.

From one end of it, and turning at a sharp angle, the main shaft ascended gradually.

I dunno that I like it, muttered Garry. He might come back, though. Wed better wait a minute and grab him when he comes.

Well go on, insisted the young man. If theres trouble ahead of us, the faster we get to it, the better for us.

Garry threw up his long arms until they touched the ceiling of that excavation.

There aint any other fool! he groaned. Youre the only one, the biggest one in the world.

Look, said the King Bird. Were in luck. This is the lucky day, Garry, for the two of us, and nothing is going to happen to us. Go ahead. Im right at your elbow if the trouble starts!

If youre as good with a gun as you are with your gab, said Garry, maybe we will have some sort of luck.

And he led out up the main shaft.

It was an incline at only fifteen or twenty degrees, and it had been hewed out to such dimensions that they could walk easily through it side by side. There were timberings only here and there; the quality of the rock, in most places, was such that timberings were not needed to hold the tunnel.

It seemed to the young man, just as they started, that he could hear voices out of the pitchy blackness far ahead of him. But after that there was no sound except a distant music of trickling water.

So, through the total dark, they stepped on, the left hand of the King Bird constantly touching the gun arm of Garry — for very good reasons!

And then he heard the whisper of Garry before him: Now were there. Were goin to step into the center of fireworks!


XVI. BLOCKED IN
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AS GARRY SPOKE, he was fumbling forward, and presently the slightest of creaking noises and a draft of fresh air announced that he had opened a door.

He whispered over his shoulder so softly that the King Bird could hardly hear him: There oughta be a lantern here — this is the place! Theres gotta be a lantern here!

He dropped on his hands and knees and went cautiously forward. Straight across a considerable expanse of rocky floor crept Garry, and then stood up with an exclamation.

Theyre gone! he gasped at the ear of the young man.

Out of the mine? murmured the King Bird.

Yeah, it looks that way.

Garry, if youre tricking me, said the King Bird, Ill make you sweat for it!

There aint a soul here. Hes gone, too; and where would they be taking him, I wonder? Wait a minute. I know where a lantern oughta be!

He found it against the wall, fumbled for an instant, and then scratched a match. It showed to the young man the eyes of Garry staring with pupils dilated by the darkness in which they had been straining. Then, as the flame ran across the wick and the lantern chimney was lowered, the King Bird saw by a steadier light the place where they were standing.

It was simply a crossing in the mine, the main shaft branching out in two side shafts, both big cuts, and this accidentally formed room had been enlarged here and there by picking out some softer sections of the rock. These fragments were piled in the cross drifts, and what remained was a chamber roughly rounded.

It was covered with litter. There were three or four roughly improvised stools, all but one overturned. A pair of blankets was tumbled on the floor. Near them was a pair of very small riding boots. A battered sombrero hung from a bit of rock that jagged out from the wall. A scattering of cards in a circle seemed to indicate an interrupted game at which several hands had been dealt. And in the very center of the floor lay a newspaper which rattled softly in the blowing of the draft.

The eye of the King Bird picked out a black-type headline which declared that the entire countryside was rising because of the kidnapping of the Kinney boy.

No doubt this was a living room for several people. Piles of cut pine boughs were scattered about the place, and on these the men must have slept.

Theyve just moved out, said the King Bird. Wed better move after em.

Out the main mouth of the shaft? exclaimed Garry. I should say not! If they moved out this quick, its because they guessed that you were comin. And theyll be waitin to salt us away. We might try the little side shaft, though, and if — —

The rest of that sentence was never uttered, for a heavy blast of air struck them in the face, the roar of an explosion almost deafened their ears, and all about them bits of loosened rock crashed down from the top of the shaft.

The King Bird was staggered; Garry fell flat, and the lantern in his hands cast one last flicker and then went out.

In that moment of darkness another blast sounded more distantly, far down in the interior of the mine. More rock fell, but far away from them.

The young man lighted a match and touched it to the wick of the lantern again.

He saw Garry groveling on the floor, his hands to his throat, his face convulsed.

Theyve blocked us in! Were goin to strangle to death in here! Theyve blowed the mouths of the two shafts, and were goners! screeched Garry. Im chokin now — Im done for! Oh, youve done for the two of us!

We may be done for, said the young man. I suppose we are. But well work away till were sure of it.

Work at what? cried Garry. Whats there to work at?

The King Bird held up the lantern and shook it.

What are you doin? Are you crazy? howled Garry.

This lanterns nearly full, said the King Bird.

He turned down the wick until the light was only a glimmer.

If we keep it low like this, he explained, it will last us for a day, I suppose. Dont worry about the air. Theres plenty of air to last us in here. Well die of thirst before we choke. Garry, get up off your knees, and well tackle this job. I dont suppose that we can do much, but we might be able to pick a way out of this den.

Garry broke into a laughter more maniacal than his howling had been.

Look! he commanded. You fool, take a look, and then tell us that we got a chance!

He pointed to a mass of rock eight feet in height that filled almost the entire shaft immediately in front of the crossing where they stood.

The whole mountains dropped on us, cried Garry. The whole mountains between us and the light. Oh, if ever I get out, Im goin to do nothin but work hard and live straight. I dont need no money for it. All I want is water to drink and bread to eat, and the feel of the sun!

The King Bird considered him carefully.

I never heard of an old mining shaft that didnt have a few shovels and picks lying around in it, he observed. Know of any around here, Garry?

Theres some in that drift there at the left, said Garry. What good is picks and shovels?

Get em, will you? asked the King Bird shortly.

They lay at the very mouth of the drift, and the tall man came shambling back with them at once to find that the King Bird was carefully turning in his hands that battered sombrero which had been hanging against the wall, and which the explosion had knocked to the floor at his feet.

Goin to find a way out in that hat? asked Garry, half groaning and half sneering.

This belongs to Helena Blair, said the young man. Did you see her here?

Im sick of you and all your questions! yelled Garry, his face contorting in fury. You got the drop, and you can shoot me. I dont care. Were goin to die here, anyway. I dont care what happens to me. You got us in here. Now you can murder me before Ill answer your questions!

He screamed out the words, and as he ended, the echo down one of the shafts repeated them.

Garry gasped. Whats that? he whispered.

Nothing, said the young man.

I heard something, said Garry.

He leaped to the side of the King Bird, his face contorted with dread, his eyes green with frenzy.

What if they were comin for us? he whined. Oh, what if they was to come for us in here — and knock the light out as they came — and in the dark come reachin for us?

He gripped the young man with his other hand.

You fool, said the King Bird, it was the echo of your own voice down that shaft.

You lie! whispered Garry. I heard something, I —— You lie! You wouldnt dare go down there!

Certainly Ill go, said the young man.

He picked up the lantern and entered the mouth of the shaft, but Garry was at him instantly.

Come back! he breathed. Dont leave me, kid. Dont leave me alone in the dark. Im goin to go crazy! Theres hands on my throat — I cant breathe!

He tore open the neck of his shirt as he spoke. He was shuddering with every breath that he drew.

Youll forget all this when you start working along with me, said the young man. Were going to laugh at this when we get out of the mine, Garry. Were going to laugh at the way the fools thought that theyd trapped us. The small shaft down there is no good. One blast will choke that like a bullet lodged in the throat of a gun. But this ones different. Theyve cut it big enough for a team to drive through, and Ill bet my money that well work a way out. Come on. Come on, Garry, and stop the whining.

You think theres a chance? whispered Garry.

Think? Theres better than a chance!

Garry looked up savagely.

If ever I get out, said he, Ill hound em one by one till I have their blood. One by one, Im goin to run em to the ground. Ill burn em alive, is what Ill do.

Maybe you will, said the young man. Come along and well look things over.

He led the way, and they found that the great stone which had fallen in the shaft by no means completely blocked it. There was an ample passage to the side, and beyond this they passed up the incline, stepping over or around the rocks that had dropped from the top or the sides of the shaft, until at last they came to a great shelving mass of boulders, small rocks, rubble, and powdered stone almost as fine as sand that blocked the mouth of the tunnel securely.

Ah, murmured Garry. Just when I was hopin, you lead me into this here!

Heres where we start to work, said the young man. Thats all. Youre not afraid of work, are you? Like this!

He had his shirt off as he spoke, and, tying the sleeves across the neck of it, he formed a capacious sack which he instantly filled with rocks, shouldered, and started back down the shaft. Garry followed that example.

He fetched the two shovels and the pick that he had found, and with the shovels they filled in the fine stone, or scooped it back to a distance down the shaft.

They stopped talking. They merely worked, not in a rapid frenzy, but with a steady earnestness. Speed would not help them, really, but only a long and constant effort.

It was discouraging business. For they had to relay the débris down the shaft to give room for what was coming, and in doing that labor they were constantly hampered by the apparently inexhaustible downpouring of the sand and finer rubble. Long hours went by for them, and their backs were aching when, with the loose stuff finally cleared, their headway was stopped by an enormous mass of rock that fairly and completely filled the shaft from side to side.

When the full face of that disaster was known, Garry flung himself down on the ground and sobbed.


XVII. IN THE DARKNESS
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THE KING BIRD stood with his arms folded, his feet spread a little apart, and his chin high. He stared at the enormous bulging face of the rock as though at the face of a human enemy that must not be given precedence.

Only after a long moment he looked down to the lantern, with whose light he had been scanning the huge stone, and noticed that the flame was sagging a trifle to the side.

Was it going out? That would be the final signal for their death.

They had been laboring for a full twelve hours, and the oil might well be consumed.

He picked up the lantern and moved it enough to hear the oil swish inside the tin. It was still nearly half full!

Why had the flame sagged?

He turned up the wick for an instant and replaced the lantern on the ground. Now unquestionably the flame from the wick flared up and sagged a little bit to the side. He put down his hand, and a faint but perceptible draft of air blew upon it!

With that he sprang to Garry and shook him by the shoulders.

Dyou hear? Garry, Garry! Theres the air from the outside blowing around the rock. Its night out there, or wed be seeing daylight through the cracks. Theres nothing between us and the outside but this one stone!

Garry, staggering to his feet, for a moment was lighted with hope; he was dark enough the next instant.

One stone, he groaned. Only one mountain, and one jump to take it in! Look for yourself! Its hard as granite. We couldnt cut through it in a week, even with dynamite. And if we cant drag it in or push it out, what can we do? Were corked in here! This here is the bottle that were goin to die in, I tell you!

There was no doubt that everything he said was true.

There was no way of budging the stone. There was no way of cutting through it. The only possible way was around it.

The King Bird took up the pick and struck tentatively against the wall of the shaft at the right of the boulder, and the pick jumped back from the hard surface as though from adamant, and made the haft tingle in his hand with the sharp vibration.

There was no hope there.

He crossed with a step to the other side, and struck even more lightly. To his amazement, the point of the pick lodged.

He jerked it out, swung hard, and buried the point three or four inches in the solid stone. A great chunk broke out and fell at his feet.

He heard the gasp of the tall man. At his feet crouched Garry, snatching up the fragments as they fell, and hurling them back down the shaft.

Then Garry himself seized the pick, as the King Bird grew tired, and flung himself at the task with a maniacal energy.

At his third stroke the pick glanced down and tore a gash in the side of the lantern, rolling it over and over.

The King Bird snatched it up. Every drop of oil had run out of it, and they were left in deep darkness.

Then, what he knew would follow, burst on his ears — the long, hideous scream of Garry as the blackness, like the darkness of death, covered them. He tried to find the big fellow and give him some comfort; a driving blow in the dark sent him away and half stunned him.

The raving continued. He crouched in a corner, heartsick, until the voice fell away to a hoarse whining and whimpering. Moaning followed. It was like death indeed to be enclosed with such sounds.

But to do nothing was a worse way of dying than while making some effort, so the King Bird found the pick, took it up, and fumbling until he had located the proper place, he began picking at the rock with short, rapid strokes. Few strokes were random even in that confused work. The débris began to rattle about his feet. An hour he continued, and as his arms grew numb he carefully felt before him and measured the work that they had accomplished. It was half the reach of his arm.

He heard a snoring sound — it was the craven Garry, who had moaned himself to sleep! Dropping down on the rock floor, the King Bird lay with arms wide, trembling with weariness.

He waited until his muscles were steady. Then he rose and commenced picking at the rock again. His sense of touch had to be his light. But he began to know the dimensions of the cut from constant touching of it.

So he worked on through the long remainder of that night, and every moment of that time Garry slept peacefully, though many a rock chip must have rattled about him as he lay!

Then the dawn came. There seemed no relief from the darkness, at first, but as the sun brightened, thin fingers of light stole in about the rock and broke up the blackness. It was by no means equal to the radiance that the lantern had cast. But now, peering through a dull and murky twilight, he could make out the actual face of the cut at which he had been laboring. It was deep now. It meant squeezing the body into a narrow cleft a foot and a half wide and picking with short strokes at the face of the side wall of the shaft.

He gripped the shoulder of Garry with his hand.

Wake up! he commanded.

Garry sprang to his feet with a gasp.

Theres light enough for you to work by, said the young man. Get in there and start with the pick again. Well be out of this by noon!

Garry, with an exclamation, advanced into the cut.

You done all this? he asked.

Ive done that, said the young man. Im resting now. Hammer away!

He lay flat and listened to the chinking of the pick against the stone. It was slow going now, for the work had dulled the pick, which seemed out of temper when they began with it. But still the blows were causing the stone chips to fall with a rattle to the ground. And that sense of progress lulled the young man to sleep.

He could not tell how long he was asleep before a loud yell filled his ears.

It was Garry again, screeching: The picks gone through. Were out — were as good as out! Come look at it!

They were not out, but the pick had actually gone through the rock, and where it made the rent, a blinding eye of light looked back at them.

Garry, laughing, raving, seized the pick again and attacked the wall before him in a frenzy. Great chunks fell with a solid thudding, and the eye of light widened to a hand, to a great white moon, to a space through which Garry himself dragged his long body and stood capering and throwing up his arms, while the King Bird slipped out after him and surveyed the greenery with eyes that could not drink it in enough.

He could not avoid saying: I suppose theyre somewhere in the woods yonder, drawing a bead on you, Garry?

The tall man doubled up and leaped sidewise, as though dodging a bullet.

Then he gasped: None of your jokes, kid. You oughta be grateful to me. It was me that got through to daylight. It was my luck that done the trick, not yours!

The King Bird looked up at him with a faint smile, and then up toward the sun, which was drawing halfway down the sky from the zenith. All that he saw was beautiful to him, even the ragged march of the pines up the mountainside to the timber line, and the bare gleam of the rocks above that sharply drawn line.

Garry, said the King Bird, weve been through something together. Will you do something for me?

Yeah? And whats that? asked the other, his voice instantly sharp with suspicion.

Tell me where you think they may have gone, and tell me why the girls with em, will you?

Garry squinted at him with evil eyes.

You come and jump me when I aint lookin, you drag me up here and put me out with my pals, you put me through a day and a half of hell — a year and a half is more what it feels like! — and then you want me to do favors to you, eh? Not a chance!

The young man regarded him calmly, without wonder, for he knew so much about this man now that nothing he heard could surprise him greatly.

Besides, said Garry, I dunno where theyd be. They got brains behind em. They got the finest brains in the world behind that outfit. They might jump to any place. I dunno where theyd go!

I suppose that youre finished with em? asked the young man. Youll never dare to show em your face again?

Yeah, Im cooked, growled Garry. Thats the luck that you brung me! He glowered at the young man.

You were going to have their blood, all of em, said the King Bird. I seem to remember you saying something about that back in the shaft?

Yeah? Maybe I said it, and maybe I mean it, muttered Garry. But I know where my breads buttered, and you took it away from me! Ill be even with you one day, kid! Ill tell you that — Ill be even with you!

Perhaps you will, said the King Bird. Im sorry, in a way, that youre not back with em. You belong to that sort of an outfit, Garry. Take you by and large, youre the worst excuse for a man that I ever found in my life, the most sneaking cur that Ive ever rubbed shoulders with.

You forget that Ive got a gun now, you fool! said the other, half crouching, the evil in his nature working in his face.

I dont forget, said the young man. Im half hoping that youll draw it, Garry.

He waited. Garry stood straight.

You cant help talkin that way, kid, he said. Its just that youre young and you dont understand. Anything more for you in this trail?

Why, Ive lost the trail, said the young man. Thats pretty clear. Im not through with it, but Ill have to find a new start. So long, Garry.

The latter, by way of adieu, shrugged his narrow shoulders, and with still hungry but frightened eyes, he watched the King Bird walk down the slope, his head still turned over his shoulder to keep on guard, and so disappear into the shadow of the trees.

Then Garry shook his fist heartily in the direction of the young man who had disappeared, and facing toward the head of the valley, strode down the mountain slope with great steps.


XVIII. STALKING

[image: img107.jpg]

THE KING BIRD, from the shadows of the trees, paused long enough to mark the direction in which the other moved. Then he turned and ran straight down the ravine to the place where he had left the mare.

She was still there on the thicket, lying prone, her head high, and her eyes bright as the sound of his approach drew nearer. A gesture from him brought her to her feet, and there she staggered for a moment, cramped and numb from the unnatural length of time that she had been down. She would have trumpeted her joy, but another sign from him silenced her.

He gave himself one moment of luxury, stroking her, then he turned up the valley again, with the mare walking at a stumble, then trotting behind him.

He found where the trickle of water that, in flood time had carved this valley, was spread into a narrow pool. There he drank, throwing himself flat. The mare drank also, plunging her muzzle in almost to the eye, then throwing up her head suddenly with a showering of water drops when she needed a new breath. And again she drank, and again.

He watched her with an eye of love. She was not the gray stallion, to be sure, but she was herself, and with his aid he would match her again against Dick Macey and the monstrous gray. Not for a single run, not for a single day even, but over some great sweep of mountain and desert where the brain of the rider could tell as well as the speed and stamina of the horse.

When she was sufficed he went on again up the valley.

It was the tall, gaunt form of Garry that he wished to follow, hoping against hope that it would lead him to some goal near Helena Blair. He had taken one prize with him from the mine, and that was her battered old sombrero.

She grew upon his mind as he ran. He was tired, and he would have been half sick with fatigue if he had not ruled this weakness sternly from his mind. She had been a friendly tomboy in his thoughts before this. Now she was something more — just what, he could hardly say, but he was only sure that he did not regret any of the effort that he had made for her so far.

As for Garry, to that man the ways of the gang were so dear that he was almost certain to seek for it in some of its haunts. He would risk their rage because he had been taken by the enemy. He would attempt his explanation of being forced on the trail with the King Bird, and no doubt that explanation would be honest enough to have weight.

At any rate, Garry was the one means that the King Bird had of getting in touch with his quarry, and therefore he struck out after the fellow.

There was no use trying to pick up either his trail or that of the other men who had been in the valley. For much of the surface was merely sheer rock that would not take the impression of the shod hoof of a horse, to say nothing of the footfall of a man. But Garry had headed toward the upper end of the ravine, and the moccasined feet of the young man sped steadily in that direction.

He gathered his strength, and found more and more of it ready to be drawn out.

The mare had enough to take care of herself in this headlong scramble through thickets and over steep rocks. But when they came to the valleys head, where the trickle of water disappeared and there was merely a broad sweep of rolling country studded with monstrous rocks, and shadowed here and there with low-growing jungles of trees, he mounted Molly and galloped straight on.

He was guessing again. Garry might have turned to one side or to the other, but the presumption was that he had struck out in a straight line for some goal when he turned up the valley toward its head.

Now he crossed the sign of horses, and, diverging a little, he followed them. Those hoofmarks had been made not very long before, and almost certainly they were from the horses of Garrys associates.

Carefully the young man scanned the ground, and found, at last, what he had half expected — the big, truly rounded marks of the shoes of the gray stallion.

Dick Macey was among the rest, then. And Brick would be with them, too.

For what earthly purpose could she have come to them? How had they persuaded her? Why, above all, was she worth so much money to them?

These questions roused him to a cold frenzy.

Finally he found his quarry striding before him over the hills — a narrow form that loomed against the sky and then disappeared, half a foot at a time, as it stepped down the farther side of a slope.

That was Garry, moving with the surety of one who has before him a very definite goal.

The King Bird laughed, and his laughter made no noise.

Mischief was in him, and more mischief than one man would be able to digest. It was not his custom and his rule to be thwarted as he had been on this trail, and a hot vengeance was gathering in him and burning against the moment when he could expend it.

He dismounted and waved Molly back.

Two or three times he turned to check her, until at last she knew her distance and followed on cautiously behind him.

It was not the first time that she had played that game, and she knew and loved it almost as well as her master. She could spot the moving form that he was stalking. There is no animal in the world that cannot understand stalking, and well she knew that she and her master were expected to keep out of sight of the tall, gaunt form of Garry as he stepped boldly forward, with rarely a look behind him!

So she trotted confidently down the hollows, but when she came to a hilltop she went slowly, and looked over the top of it as any wild Indian might have done when, on a dangerous trail, in the near presence of an enemy.

And there was always the master before her; he whose mere gesture could carry a whole volume of pre-digested meaning.

To Molly it was a game that had been played before, and therefore it was known, and she played her part in it to the letter!

They were coming down now into what had once been rather closely inhabited range country. Twice the King Bird saw the relics of old ranch houses perched on hillsides, or in hollows sheltered from the force of the cold north winds.

Now it was apparent that Garry was not at all sure of himself. He went with a certain hesitation, and looked with a good deal of care on either side now and again, though fortunately he hardly ever gave a glance to his rear.

So it was that the King Bird was fairly close up when a man rode straight out before Garry and pointed a rifle at his head.

Garry flung up his long arms with a startled exclamation, and the King Bird, sinking behind a rock, looked back and saw the head of the mare rising from a hollow.

He made her the sign to lie down. Twice he made it, rapidly, and she melted instantly from sight.

Then he could give his attention to what was happening before him, and it was worth hearing. The voices were raised loudly enough for him to hear nearly every word that was spoken.

The man on horseback with the leveled rifle had now, as the King Bird could spy from around the corner of his boulder, dropped the gun to the ready, though he still kept the muzzle of it directed at Garry.

He was one of those lean and withered men that one meets on the range, this rider, and he wore the old fashion of saber-shaped mustache, sweeping down in sad and formidable lines on either side of his mouth.

He was saying, in a deep, booming voice: What sort of a crooked game are you playin now, Garry? Whats your aim to come spyin up the line after us, you low hound?

I aint a low hound, said Garry earnestly. Lookit, Jake! What could I do when he took me by surprise and pulled down on me? Hed a killed me. He aint got no more sense.

I aint got no more sense than to kill you now, said Jake, and Im goin to do it. There aint nothin I hate like a traitor.

There was a yell from Garry.

Lookit, Jake, he howled. I been through hell — I been as good as dead. You fellers went and buried me alive with him. What had I done, Id like to know?

You showed him the place where we was hid away, said Jake grimly.

I had to. What else was I goin to do?

There aint anything else for me to do than put a bullet through your rotten brain, brother! said Jake. And thats what Im goin to do. All the boys feel the same way.

He actually raised the butt of the rifle to his shoulder as he spoke.

Garry fell on his knees.

Jake, he yelled, Jake, old friend, listen to me — lemme have a chance to tell the boys. I didnt mean them no harm. He made me walk ahead of him with a gun in the small of my back. I didnt show him nothing about the old mine. He guessed about that. He drove me ahead of him with a gun. Dont kill me, partner. Lemme tell the boys. Lemme talk to them. If they wanta kill me after they know whats what, I wont say a word. Ill just stand up and take it.

I kind of wanta kill you, and I kind of oughta, too, said Jake. Dog-gone me, I oughta kill you just to stop your yappin. What you comin this way for? To show the King Bird the way to us?

Garry leaped from his knees to his feet, and bounded into the air as though a bullet had driven through him.

King Bird? he yelled. Is that runt the King Bird?

Hey, didnt you know that? asked Jake.

He told me! cried Garry. Dog-gone me, if he didnt tell me. But that didnt make me believe him. I thought that the King Bird was a lot bigger.

Didnt you see the mare, you fool? demanded Jake, scowling more blackly than ever.

I seen the mare, too, said the tall man, but the fact is that I didnt think the King Bird could be so small, or ride such a small hoss, neither. The mare looked mighty small to me.

Too bad about you, snarled Jake. Why, I never seen such a fool as you! I dunno but what Ill let you go back and face the rest of em, and let you tell em what youve been and done. Theyll be a pile interested. Howd you get out of the mine, anyway?

I dug a way out, said the tall man. The King Bird, he was so scared that he wasnt much use, but I took and dug a way out of the mine. I was pretty near wore out when I cut around the boulder that fell in the mouth of the shaft, and at last I slammed that pick through into the thin air. It was a fine feelin to see the sun, Jake!

Jake nodded.

The King Bird showed up yella in the dark, did he? he asked, grinning with brutal gratification at the thought.

Yeah, he done that, said the tall fellow. Plain yella. Just a dirty dog, after the blasts went off and we were choked in there.

You go on along and march ahead of me. Im goin to let the boys pass on you. Wheres the King Bird? Whered he go?

He had enough of the game, said Garry. He cut straight down for the mouth of the ravine, him and his mare.


XIX. THE GUARDED HOUSE
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THE KING BIRD watched them move down the valley, Garry in the lead, and turning his head now and then to talk with many gestures to Jake, who followed with his rifle ready for action. From a distance the King Bird followed, and he was content, as a wolf is content when it has followed the trail for days and at last sees the elk staggering and bogged down in deep snow.

So the young man, as he watched, laughed to himself.

They led him straight toward a house not two miles down the valley, an old, broken-backed building with the wreckage of a large barn behind it. The King Bird, from the comfortable shelter of a thicket up the hill, lay prone, his chin in his hands, and through the fringes of the grass, and through the outer branches of the brush, he surveyed the place with lazy contentment.

Behind him he could hear the mare grazing, tearing the grass off short with a sound like the ripping of tough cloth. She was very contented there. So was the young man to have her near. But ahead in the corral was a sight that troubled his heart. It was the gray horse, standing near the bars and looking straight toward the thicket in which Molly was sheltered.

Garry and Jake had entered the house; there was nothing to take the attention of the King Bird except the big horse, and he studied it like a book. There was not a line of the gray without meaning. Even its expression and carriage were necessary to the picture, for otherwise it would have seemed too heavy. Heavy the animal was, but all was perfect harmony about it.

Again and again the young man swept the stallion with a critical glance, and found nothing to complain of. A little whirlpool of dust and leaves came toward the horse, and out of sheer excess of spirits it chose to take alarm. One bound placed the gray on the farther side of the corral, with tail arched out and silver mane fluttering, while it pricked its ears at the dissolving little cyclone. If ever dumb beast had laughed, the stallion was laughing at that moment. And the young man who watched it laughed also.

It might be — might it not — that Dick Macey would not own that horse forever.

And with such a pair as Molly and the gray he could fly among the hawks, above this silly little world, turning mountains into mole-hills.

That was in the mind of the King Bird as he stared down at the corral and the horse in it.

He heard a faint babbling of voices in the house. Then out the side door, toward him, came five men.

The first was Dick Macey — the King Bird knew him well, and would ever know him, for he had studied the lines of the half-breeds head and shoulders too thoroughly during the long pursuit by moonlight. That was not the same as seeing the face, however, with the sun directly upon it. It was a flat mask of a face. Although he was half Indian, the skin was a deadly, leprous white. The man seemed to have no nose. It was simply mouth and eyes in a flat, white imitation of a face.

With Macey came Jake and Garry, and the two whom the King Bird had seen with Garry in the valley.

It was plain that Garry had made his peace with the rest of them. He was laughing and talking and gesticulating vigorously; and now it was plain that he was indicating how he had hammered with the pick at the wall of stone. The others whooped with pleasure, and while they laughed, Garry stepped inside the house and came out again, carrying bread in one hand and a great chunk of cold meat in the other.

The eyes of the young man who had watched grew dim with hunger. For many hours he had not broken bread, and hunger was a torment in him. He had to pull up his belt and set his teeth in order to endure the pain of that sight.

He hated Garry with a childish intensity and blindness of hatred as he watched the man feeding with great, wolfish bites. He, the King Bird, could devour whole roasted oxen, and a dozen ovens could hardly furnish forth enough brown-crusted loaves of bread to satiate his appetite.

He licked his lips and sighed as he continued to stare. Then he forgot his hunger, for through the doorway ran Helena Blair, carrying a bucket. She stepped along with her usual swing to the pump near the side porch, and filled the bucket rapidly. He could hear distinctly the sound of the pump as she drove the handle up and down. Macey offered to help her, but she dismissed him with a sway of her head that plainly told him to go about his business.

This pleased the young man greatly, and he could hardly have said why.

What had induced her to join this gang, and to stay with it?

It seemed to him that he would willingly give a year of life to have five minutes of explanation from her.

Now back she went to the house, holding the heavy bucket of water steadily, balancing herself by keeping her left arm straight out from the shoulder. He saw the suns intolerably bright image drop into the bucket and float on the surface like a bit of oil; and as she went up the steps, lightly enough, a bit of the water splashed out and left dark spots on the wood.

Jake followed her to the door and leaned against the jamb of it, his arms folded and his boots crossed. His long mustache could be seen quivering with speech.

It seemed to the watcher that all of these fellows, except Garry, were a likely lot of villains. Garry was villainous enough to attempt anything; he simply lacked the essential force to put his evil desires into effect. But the rest appeared a hardy crew. They had the look of murder about them; the indefinable taint of savagery was as clearly visible from the distance as if the young man had stood shoulder to shoulder with them.

And yet with these scoundrels Helena Blair was associated!

She must have gone willingly. At least, that had been the tone of her letter home. And still she could remain here among the hills, working for them. Was she their cook? No, they would never saddle themselves with the incubus of a woman for the sake of her cookery. Besides, Brick was a better cowhand than a cook.

The King Bird shook his head as he considered these things, and at last he cast the problem away from him. There was nothing that he could do to solve it so long as the sun was shining. There was nothing he could do to fill his starving body, either. So he retreated deeper into the grass, closed his eyes, and instantly was sound asleep.

He did not need a friend to waken him at the right time, for the cool of the night wind sent a shudder through his body, and he roused himself to find that the sun was down, the sunset flare ending, and from the house below him one light was shining in the side room.

More than that, the smell of cookery drifted up to him on the gently moving wind, and he groaned softly.

The black mare stole nearer and sniffed at his cheek when she heard this sound of complaint, and in amusement and affection he put his arm around her neck.

Then he stood up and stretched himself. It was nearly the time to go to work, but not quite. For in front of the house, and, again, to the rear of it, men were walking up and down, up and down!

He understood that his problem was increased in difficulty a thousandfold by their presence. And he was a little surprised by these precautions. It was not usual for such outlaws to work with such deliberate care. More was trusted to chance, as a rule, but this group believed in throwing away no chances.

The form of the guns the sentinels carried interested him no less. For they were equipped with sawed-off shotguns; big, double-barreled riot guns that were ideal for the night work that lay ahead of them.

The King Bird began to shake his head.

For the problem, on the whole, seemed absurd. Even if he got into the house, how would he be able to persuade the girl to come away with him? And if he persuaded her, how could he possibly manage to escape with her?

Yet he was not unhappy. Neither weariness, nor hunger, nor the depressing chill of the approaching evening could subdue his spirits. For down there in the hollow was the adventure waiting. He sat on his heels, and, staring out through the brush, he smiled, and even chuckled softly, considering what was to be done.

The last light of the sunset ended. The wind of the night increased. And the stars became bright, and then were made dimmer by the rising of the moon, before he determined on what he was to do.

Then he stood up, paused a moment to pat the head of the mare, where she lay warm in the grass, and went on rapidly down the back of the hill.


XX. TRAPPED
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THE MOON WAS well up as he came through the brush, and, at the edge of it, dropped to one knee and considered the house before him. It was a broad, yellow moon, knocked a good bit out of shape, for the time was past the full, and it sent a dim and smoky light over the tops of the trees and upon the ruined ranch house. It made the form of the sentinel who paced nearest to him seem larger than human, and sent a huge shadow sprawling and crawling after him.

Another man stepped from the front door of the house. It was Garry, who yawned and stretched his lengthy arms above his head.

Hullo, Jake, said he.

Youre late, you tramp, said Jake. Why cant you wake up on time, eh?

I was back diggin in the mine in my dreams, said the tall man. What a rotten night I had. Gimme the gun. There aint any sense in standin watch like this, anyway. Nobody could find the place up here.

You keep the wool out of your brain, advised Jake. You take a business like this and nobodys ever safe, so far as I can make it out. Not with a King Bird hangin on the trail.

Hes quit, said Garry. I tell you, hes got enough.

He was makin a fool of you when he said that, answered Jake. He just wanted you to move on, and him behind you! Thats all. Likely hes out there in the brush, waitin for a chance to jump you and run a knife through you.

Garry grabbed the riot gun and shook it with a strong grasp.

Heres a friend thatll stand watch with me, said Garry.

Sure, its a friend, said Jake. But the King Bird, hed rise out of the ground at your feet and slam you for keeps. You keep your eyes open and your finger on the trigger.

He went into the house, and big Garry, for a time, stared helplessly about him. Then, holding the gun carefully, he began to stalk up and down with the air of one who expects tigers to spring on him at any moment.

The King Bird waited for that overtense anxiety to diminish somewhat. And presently Garry had paused to roll a cigarette, holding the riot gun in the loose crook of his arm.

It would have been a simple matter to jump him at that instant, but the King Bird, instead, chose to slide past the sentinels line of march and then crouch again close to the window of the front room of the house.

He could not manage the door — that was too fully in the view of Garry. And when he tried the window with his hand, it resisted strongly his upward pressure. But at the second or third attempt he forced it up a trifle. He had to keep rising and dropping down again in his efforts, as the sentinel walked back and forth with a measured tread. And finally he had the window open and was ready to attempt the entrance.

By this time he had peered through the window into the interior long enough to see that there was no one sleeping in the room. It was a small place, the front door of the house opening upon it, and also this single window; no other. Another door communicated with the inner part of the house.

In fact, he could not have asked for a better point of vantage at which to make his entrance.

He waited now until the tall form of Garry and the stalking shadow beside him had moved back out of view as Garry made his next round. Then into the window went the King Bird, and was halfway across the sill when there was a faint creaking above him, a whirring sound, and the window slammed down on him, catching him across the small of the back.

He could not have been in a more ridiculous, or dangerous, or helpless position. The window, which had been loose enough to drop, had jammed to the side in falling, and resisted his efforts to raise it.

A voice said abruptly in the next room: Hey, whos there? That you, Garry?

He did not answer this.

He began to sweat, and not with the heat of the night. But finally he managed to work up the window bit by bit. In his haste, he allowed it to creak again.

Is that you, Garry, you fool? demanded the voice from the next room. If I gotta get up and find you sneakin around, you aint goin to never forget it.

Then the blaring voice of Garry himself, raised to a screech with fear and excitement, shouted out: Whos there? Whos there?

The King Bird jerked himself violently over the window sill, regardless of the noise he made. At the same time, Garry was shrieking:

Look out, inside! Look out! Hes climbin through, and — —

One barrel of the riot gun roared out, and a charge of heavy buckshot smashed the window glass to bits, and filled the air about the young man with hurtling death.

Before him, on the inner threshold, another form loomed, cried out at the sight of him, and slammed the door.

He heard the bolt as it went home, and he turned with a spring for the outer door.

It was locked, also. Locked from the outside, and the key, perhaps, left there.

Fortune and bad luck had trapped him thoroughly and unexpectedly. There remained the window through which he had climbed for a sudden exit, but that was fairly hopeless. No man can make a fast exit through a narrow window, and while he was clambering through he would be blown to bits by the guns of the others.

He looked desperately about him. The inner door must give him a chance at escape, so he sprang to it, and the instant his hand fell on the knob and shook it, a bullet drilled through the door panel beside his head.

He stepped to the side as another shot came hurling through.

Some one took a shot at the front door just for luck, and the bullet, cutting through, nicked the side of his leg.

He dropped to the floor and tried to think.

The whole house was filled with bustle. Outside and inside, voices were calling out, and footfalls were sounding.

He had not dreamed that so many people were here. And in the meantime, he would have to be lucky enough to get out of the place before he should have the privilege of fighting his way through the enemy.

The ceiling he could not reach. He tore up a board from the floor and stepped through upon the hard ground just beneath.

He was totally at a loss now. Stealing to the window, he looked out and spied nothing at all. They were out there, but they had disappeared from view. Other voices grew up about the house; he heard the hoofbeats of horses — and he was sure that they were retreating. Perhaps every man of the lot had trekked away from the house by this time, and yet he could not believe that they would go off so readily and leave him unharmed after he had hounded them so far.

His answer came instantly, and pat upon his thought.

A voice spoke from the next room, saying: King, look out the window.


XXI. THE CELLAR
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HE OBEYED, AND with the sheen of the moonlight working upon her like the gleam of watered silk, he saw Molly standing at the edge of the brush, secured on a long lead.

A groan broke from the lips of the King Bird, and the man in the next room heard it.

He answered with laughter.

You see how youre cornered, King? he asked.

The King Bird could not help answering: It looks as though my backs against the wall, partner.

Im no partner of yours, said the voice of the stranger. Know me?

No. I dont recognize your voice, said the young man.

Its too bad, then, said the man in the next room, that youll never have a chance to see me. Unless you take the offer that I make to you.

Whats the offer? asked the King Bird.

That you unstrap your guns and come out the front door of the shack backward, with your arms up over your head.

I dont think Ill do that.

I dont want you to, very much, said the other. Its not pleasant thinking, even — what wed do once we got our hands on you! But Im making the offer, and making it for the last time. Understand?

I understand.

Only, boy, said the voice beyond the door, lowering, while youre dying, as youll be pretty soon, I want you to know another thing.

Fire away, said the King Bird. Whatever else happens, your talk wont be the death of me.

Why, said the man behind the door, Im one who knows all about you. Everything!

Do you?

Yes.

I doubt that, stranger.

Shall I name your father?

Never mind that! exclaimed the King Bird.

I can show you that I know, said the man behind the door. And just to sweeten up the end for you, I can tell you that youre wrong about your father. Hes not the sort of a devil that you think. Hes a hard man, but hes fair and straight. Hed be glad to see you back with him. Hed give you a new sort of break in life.

Now he might. The King Bird sneered.

Aye, hell have no chance, said the stranger. Im the one that gets the chance at you.

There was controlled laughter behind the door.

And the best of it is, said the voice, that you dont know who I am, and that if you met me on the street, you couldnt blame me at all.

The laughter sounded again.

Then: Good-bye, King. This is the finish for you.

And finally: Sorry to be rough!

Then cams the shout, at a distance: Ready! Let it go!

What were they to let go?

The King Bird knew in another moment, when he smelled the faint odor of wood smoke and heard, after an instant, a light and busy crackling sound which was, he knew, the noise which the wind makes among dead leaves, or flame in dry wood!

The instant he heard the fire, he felt certain that he was indeed gone, and then a flood of hysteria came sweeping over him. He wanted to scream out something — that he would accept the offer to surrender, that he wanted a chance to say good-by — to Molly, the mare! Then there were messages which he could beg to send — last statements — speeches — anything to put off, for an instant, the blast of red fire that would be the end of him.

And yet he mastered himself, because he knew that to cry out and implore, now, would be merely to win their laughter! Bitterly he understood it, and dropping again to one knee, he cast wildly about in his mind.

Whatever hope there might be, there was none for him in this room.

He went to the inner door and shattered the lock with a bullet. He pushed the door open, hearing a shout many times repeated that answered his gunshot outside the house.

The next room was a long affair with the wreck of a big table in the center. It had been the dining room in the habitable days of that house. Now it was faintly lighted by a shaft of moonlight that sank into it from two windows on the side, and by a red gleam and dance of flame from the room beyond.

He stood in that doorway. It was the kitchen, and the fire had been started in two corners of it.

At one side, the flames were already tapping their fingers against the ceiling. On the other side, they had chosen to spread out, and were eating a good-sized hole through the boards of the wall. Once through, and the wind giving a draft to help, the whole house would soon be afire!

There was no way to go from this kitchen except down into the cellar, whose door opened at the side of the kitchen floor.

He jerked back the narrow panel and looked down.

It was a shallow, small place. There was sufficient fire to show its utmost limits to him. Across the top of it ran the beams that supported the floor of the house; the bottom and the walls were simply earth, and parts of the side walls had fallen in. There was no sign of what it had been used for, except as a tool shed, perhaps. For there was the head of a sledge hammer, and a broken pitchfork, and a shovel with part of the handle adhering to it.

The sight of the shovel gave him an idea which contained some hope.

He was up the stone steps of the cellar in a flash, and wrenched the cellar door and kitchen door off their hinges. These he carried down, and leaning them against the cellar wall, they formed a narrow lean-to that would afford shelter to one human body.

On these doors, placed side by side, he began frantically shoveling the loose earth that lay on the floor of the cellar. Feverishly he worked and heaped the moist soil completely over one of the open ends, and well up on the side, until it reached the top. And still he shoveled frantically.

Earth will not burn, at least, and unless the heat was great enough to stifle him, he might be able to endure the bitter moment until the flimsy house had burned over his head, and the red coals were at last cooling.

As he plied the shovel, he heard the fire roaring like a storm above him, and a fiercer and a redder light fell upon him.

With a great groaning, the kitchen roof parted. Half of it fell, and a shower of burning wood dropped into the cellar. That was what drove him, finally, into his place of last resort, even before he was really ready to get into it. Inside it, he worked on with the shovel, eagerly, but with small strokes, heaping up the earth which he had previously shoveled opposite the open end. He had to work with the shovel inside to dig out more soil, until he finally managed to heap up the wall to the top.

Now he lay flat, and waited.

The waiting was the worst of all.

Fresh uproar began, and then continued steadily, and as the big timbers of the building fell, he knew that the climax was coming for him.

The heat was not great, at first, as he lay on the moist ground, with the protection above him, but when the fire had thoroughly baked the ground that was heaped on top of the doors, then the rank smell of the heated wood choked him, and the heat above him was so great that he seemed to be breathing fire.

He reached up and found the doors hot, and growing hotter.

He had to lie flat on his face, and part his lips, and hold them close to the ground, which alone remained cool.

Every moment he told himself that the end had come and that he would not be able to endure another moment for the lack of fresh oxygen.

Hysteria almost mastered him a dozen times, and it was then that he remembered having heard of the Hindu fakirs who permit themselves to be buried alive, and remain in the ground for more than a day. They, to be sure, were able to manage with little or no air admitted. He thought of them, and of the iron resolution which enables them to endure the test, without going mad.

So would he endure, and not allow imagination to add to his trouble.

And that trouble was great, and growing greater. He heard the fall of the timbers. Certainly if a considerable portion of them fell into the cellar and burned there, they would turn it into an oven, and he could endure only a few moments. But luck was favoring him in that respect, at least. Then he heard more distant sounds than the crackling of the breaking rafters.

They were firing off guns. He could swear that he heard the bullets strike among the flaming ruins of the place. And, more than this, he could hear the loud yelling, the repeated cheers.

What manner of men were they, when they cheered the burning of a man alive?

Or did they imagine that the gunshot which shattered the lock of a door had been through his own brain, forestalling the death by fire?

That yelling continued, and while it lasted, he found that he hardly felt the terrible torment of the heat.

But afterward, it began again, until the end of a falling timber butted straight through his flimsy partition, and a cloud of smoke and the red blast of the furnace were let in against his face!

He kicked out the last wall that he had filled in. Before him and above him was only the remnant of the bonfire; the majority of the damage had been done, and there was the narrow flight of the cellar steps.

He was up them, running like a scorched cat, with the flames leaping at him, and biting him like red snakes.

Out he darted into the open, before one of those terrible, impalpable heads could wholly fasten upon him. The pain forced him to throw himself on the ground, where he rolled, waiting for the barking of the guns that would kill him more mercifully.

But no guns sounded!

They were waiting for him to rise, so that they might howl with laughter for an instant at his antics, and then load him with bullets!

No, when he leaped to his feet, not a rifle or revolver sounded. He reached the line of the brush, and there, dropping to his knee, gasping, wondering when the fire would leave his burning lungs, he made sure that the enemy had actually passed on!

That was what the discharge of guns and the yellings had meant, no doubt. They simply had waited until the flames raked the house fore and aft, and then they had cheered, and departed.

What was the girl thinking, he wondered, while these things went on? What were her reactions to the burning of an old friend alive?

He pondered this grimly, and then stood up. They were not very far away, and now they had on their trail one who might do more to them than they had hoped the flames would do to him!

In the vastness of his anger, his mind grew calm and cool, and with clear-eyed reflection he considered them all — considered the girl, even, and took the sombrero which he had carried twisted like a rag around his belt, and shook it out before his eyes, and laughed a little.

It had been something like a flag — and something of a joke, too — that battered old sombrero. He looked at it now, threw it on the ground, and kicked it from him.

But when he started walking, he picked it up again, and tied it to his belt.

A man could do various things with it — soak it in oil, and light it, and hold it like a torch under the chin of one of those fellows who had tried to cremate him. That was one pleasant possibility that occurred to him.

There were other things that could be done.

But before he attempted much of anything, he must have food.

He had gone too long without a meal. His weakness was not entirely the effect of the great heat that had baked him and the nerve shocks that he had sustained; more than all else, there was the vitiating effect of a three-day fast.

Yet he stuck to the trail at an easy trot. He could not afford to lose time, he could not risk missing their trail.

He ran on for an hour, with an occasional stagger. Their sign was clear before him. They were making no effort at speed, and at the end of the hour, he saw two riders straggling to the rear, and one of these was the long, gaunt form of Garry, foolishly perched on that trim little beauty, Molly!

The King Bird looked with red-stained eyes.

But he would not seek revenge on Garry particularly — they were all due for killing, they were all worthy to die by the fire they had condemned him to. He would not cherish any special hatreds, not even for Garry, whom he had seen through the long peril of the mine. Garry would go down with the rest, when the chosen time came!

He began to breathe more easily. He forgot his weakness, and the hunger pains that were beginning to work in his stomach.

So he followed that trail patiently all the rest of the night, sometimes working on with his head down, half sick, half giddy, but always persisting steadily.

He saw the sun rise. It seemed to push suddenly up above the horizon and stare at him, angrily. Then, through the woods, he saw that the gang was heading in an easy detour around a small village.


XXII. THE DEPUTY
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THE KING BIRD surrendered to the demands of that weaker creature, his inner man. He left the trail of the party, and went straight into the town.

It was one of those wretched little mountain places which grow for a time, and then sink back into despair, as it were, and sometimes revive, and, sometimes fall into nothingness.

A single street curved in a crooked arc around the base of a mountain. Down that mountainside tumbled a creek that cut straight across the town, and was spanned by a narrow bridge that was once strong enough to hold up a whole freighting outfit, but that now shook and groaned treacherously under a single horseman.

Two thirds of the houses were broken-down and vacant, and the others had an air of approaching ruin. Yet the little place had had an ambition, one day, and still there was a stone arch across the road with a legend on the face of it which read:

Watch us grow. Elmira, the queen of the Rockies!

Elmira, the queen of the Rockies, had not grown very long. And yet there was no reason why it should not. There was plenty of cultivable soil in the valley, and there might have been twenty times as many ranch houses as ever had been stretched down the length of it. But a whim of fancy or a freak of bad times is enough to discourage an entire community. The calamities of a banking crisis may all be attributed by a farming community to the bad condition of the land.

Some such unlucky state of mind had come over the people of the Elmira Valley. They had pulled up stakes and left good grass, good water, and plenty of fertile ground. Another wave of settlers would one day find it, a branch railroad line would be built to it, and it would become a permanently established member of the group of mountain towns.

It was not hard for the King Bird to envisage all of these changes, but in the meantime, he would have been glad if it had been even a tenth of its present size, so long as he was able to find a place to buy cooked food.

He found it in what was left of the Elmira Hotel. One wing of that building had fallen in, and had mostly been used as firewood. The other wing was resting on uncertain knees, and to the dining room one approached over a veranda whose boards sagged with sad noises underfoot.

There was no waiter. There was only, at this time of day, the cook. And the cook was now sitting on the veranda, peeling potatoes. Elmira breakfasted at an early hour, and the cook did not propose to get up and hobble about on his wooden leg to prepare a meal for a single guest.

He said, in answer to the inquiry: Sure, this is the hotel, and this here is the dinin room. Youre late for breakfast, and youre mighty early for lunch, if you was to ask me! Whatcha wanta eat?

The King Bird considered.

An old rind of a yellow cheese would be a fine thing for me, he said. And a couple of crusts of moldy bread would be about the best thing I ever saw, and then a fine glass of sour milk would finish off a good meal for me.

The cook laughed.

Thats what you would eat, eh? said he.

Yes. Thats what Id eat. I hope youre not all out of those things?

I asked you what you wanta eat? said the cook.

He rolled himself in his chair a little, and poised his peeling knife in a fat hand.

The King Bird was willing to gratify this expectancy.

Why, he said, I wouldnt mind starting with the ribs of a steer, barbecued brown — and they wouldnt have to be so barbecued, either, as a matter of fact.

Just the ribs of one steer? The cook grinned.

Yes. And a few loin steaks left on the ribs for a decoration. Then I could follow on with a dozen eggs.

Nice fresh eggs, eh?

They dont have to be so fresh, either, said the young man. I wouldnt quarrel with any sort of an egg, myself!

The cook laughed again.

What else? he asked.

You could follow up the eggs, said the King Bird, with forty or fifty nice thick flapjacks, the kind that mother used to make, and a couple of quarts of maple sirup to trim them up. And after that, Id take on just one turkey. Just one nice, big, fat turkey. Just one forty-pound turkey, with the stuffing and the cranberry sauce, and all that. And Id need no more than a gallon or two of coffee, and perhaps along toward the finish I might ease off on three or four deep-dish apple pies. Or pumpkin pies, for that matter. Im not particular.

Youre kind of holler, kid, are you? asked the cook.

Hollow? said the King Bird. If you dropped a stone into my mouth, youd have to listen for thirty seconds before it hit bottom.

The cook rose, grinning.

All right, son, said he. You come back into the dining room, and Ill warm up that stove and see what it can do for you.

Ill go as far as I can pay, said the King Bird.

Pay? said the cook. It aint a question of payin when theres a hungry man around. Thank Heaven, were far enough West for that! You come back and lay into a chair, and Ill do some cookin. Its a long time since I cooked any for a gent that really needed food!

He led the way, stumping with his wooden leg over the doorsill, and back through the shadows of the long, dreary dining room. Thin, stale odors of old cookery hung in the air, and to the King Bird seemed delightful fragrances.

Two eggs and five strips of bacon and a chunk of bread will be about my measure, partner, and a couple of cups of coffee, he said.

The cook whirled around on his wooden stump, a turn so rapid that he almost lost his balance.

Hey, are you a false alarm? he demanded.

Look, said the young man. I havent eaten much for two or three days.

The other whistled.

Then youve got to go slow. You dont look weak, though.

I havent had time to ask myself whether Im weak or not, answered the King Bird.

He sat at a table, and presently he heard the hissing of the bacon in the frying pan, and the odor of coffee stole out from the kitchen to enchant him. A drowsy contentment came over him.

Somewhere in the world there was a place where men did nothing but sleep and eat, and that was the place that he wished to find!

A man came into the doorway, a fellow of somewhat less than average size, with blond hair that had a golden gleam to it, and a thin, handsome face.

He paused mid-stride, with his hand still on the edge of the door, then turned swiftly about and left the place. He went with his head a trifle down, taking great steps.

Does he know me? asked the King Bird of himself.

He hardly cared. He could forget now that he was the King Bird, with a price on his head. There was nothing this side of eternity that mattered very much to him except the scent of the food that was being cooked in the kitchen.

The cook called out: Hey, come and get it, kid!

He went in to find a great tray heaped with food. There was more than the original order. There was a big dish of stewed fruit, and a vast wedge of gingerbread, and other delicacies.

There aint much trimmings left in the pantry now, said the cook, but you go in and start on this!

The young man returned with his cargo to the dining room, and ate, not hurriedly, but slowly, with small bites, masticating everything thoroughly, though it seemed to him that there was no pleasure left, except that of bolting everything whole.

He knew what grim effects that sort of a procedure might have, however. Leisurely he worked at the eggs and bacon and the bread, and sipped the strong coffee, and vast comfort, and strength, and the need of sleep invaded him.

The screen door was pushed open, and closed with a jangle, and the clank and rattle of spurs came back toward him.

A big man with his right sleeve rolled up over a brawny forearm laid a fist on the table, and in the fist was a .45-caliber Colt, with a shop-made and a home-worn look about it.

Stick your hands up, King Bird, said he. Youre mine!

Waitll I finish this chuck, said the King Bird. Then Ill throw my hands up.

You fool, said the other. Im a deputy sheriff. And Ive got you. I mean business. Hoist your hands!

Go chase yourself, said the King Bird. Im hungry.

Are you crazy? asked the other.

Waitll I finish breakfast, said the young man, and you can take me to jail, fast enough, but what makes you drunk enough to think that Im the King Bird?


XXIII. OUTWITTED LAWMAN
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THE GUN QUIVERED in the powerful hand of the deputy sheriff. I like to hear you talk, boy, said he. But if you dont hoist your hands — —

Oh, quit it, said the King Bird with irritation. If Im the King Bird, go ahead and take the flock of guns off me, while I finish eating. You cant spoil my appetite.

I can with one slug out of this gun, kid, and youre sure goin to get it!

Id as soon die as be so hungry, said the young man. Whats the matter with you, anyway? Didnt you ever see the King Bird?

Im seeing him now!

Not half of him. The outlaw chuckled. Would the King Bird let any mug of a sheriff walk up on him like this? Say, whats the brand of redeye that they serve out around here? Sit down, brother, and tell me all about it, but dont make a fool of yourself and talk about the King Bird!

Its a good bluff, said the other. I dont mind saying that. Im going to count to three and then — —

Hold on, said the young man. Now I see! Oh, the low hound. Now I see the whole thing.

He put back his head and chuckled, then laughed outright.

You see what? asked the deputy sheriff.

I see where you picked up the good news about the King Bird being in town!

Go on with your little song and dance for a minute, said the other. But Im watchin your hands all the while, kid!

Go ahead and watch em! remarked the King Bird. Ill tell you who gave you the good news. Fellow with yellow hair, sort of sleek and shining, and a thin face — rather handsome, eh?

What of it? asked the deputy sheriff.

The King Bird made a sandwich, using the last of the crisped bacon. Slowly he munched the first large mouthful until he was able to speak.

Think of that bird crooking me like that! said he. Is he still around town?

I dunno. I suppose so.

No, hes gone on through, said the young man, and all that he does is to leave word with you that youre to look out for the King Bird, and then he describes me. Is that it?

He told me that youre in here, and hes right. I dont need no description of the King Bird. I been readin them for four years!

Descriptions that said I was his size? asked the King Bird, frowning.

Yeah, just about.

Why, Ive seen him, said the young man. Hes three inches taller.

Yeah?

About that. Heavier, too. Why, how could I be the King Bird, Id like to know?

I dunno, but you are. Youre cool, too. Youre cool enough to be the King Bird.

Id be the King Bird to that sneak of a low-down hound, said the young man. Ive been following him clear across the mountains, till my broncho broke down, up the valley.

He added: Wait a minute!

Im waiting, and Im watching, too, son, said the deputy sheriff.

Keep on waiting and watching, then, but tell me this: Doesnt the King Bird always travel with his black mare, Molly?

The deputy blinked. It was plain that this detail hit him hard.

Well, maybe he does, said he. But the mare might be cached outside of the town, somewhere.

You mean that me — as the King Bird — me — Id walk into a town like this, and sit down in broad daylight, and order up a meal, and sit right here, and eat it? asked the young man.

The King Bird has all the nerve in the world. He might do that, declared the deputy sheriff.

The King Bird laughed. Thats pretty good, said he. Thats rich, in fact. I never heard anything richer. Why, the whole countrys looking for him, since he dodged the marshal! Would he be fool enough to act like this?

Any man that can beat Jim Hampton three times is bright enough to do all kinds of things, argued the deputy, rather vaguely.

All right, said the King Bird suddenly. Im the King Bird, am I?

You sure are!

Then search me! said the young man.

He threw out his hands.

Come along and search me, and find the guns, he demanded. Go on and do it! If Im the King Bird, Im traveling heeled, I suppose? Now, you come and find the guns!

The deputy drew in a breath.

Aint you got any guns on you, kid? he asked.

I did have, said the young man. Youll find a broken Colt back there under a bluff. That used to be a good gun. I was going to use that, pumping lead into that sneak with the blond hair and the thin face — the one that told you about the King Bird being in here!

He laughed again.

I wouldnt mind a rest in jail for a few days, he said. I cant catch him while Im on foot, and I havent enough money to buy a decent horse, here in town.

Whats his name? asked the deputy, giving up most of his hope.

I dont know.

You dont know?

No. Blondy is all I know for him. And hes a blond beauty when it comes to dealing poker hands that are framed. He trimmed me. I had a roll that was worth handling, before I met that crook.

Did you?

He cleaned me out. Ive got chicken feed left, and not much else. But Ill get him, some day. Ive got him scared already. Think of him telling you that Im the King Bird! Hes scared enough to want to get me off his trail!

The deputy sheriff nodded.

Hes kind of excited, all right. He was all out of breath when he found me! He added: What is your name, kid?

Why, Im the King Bird, the young man said, and laughed.

The deputy sheriff laughed in turn, and, putting up his gun, he slid down in his chair a little, and made himself comfortable.

Well, he said, I thought for a minute that I was going to be either dead or famous, to-day. Thats the luck of it. You dont have no luck, when youre living in a place like this, away off at the end of nowhere.

He shrugged his shoulders.

For a minute, he said, I kind of thought that you was the King Bird, all right. But I guess I was crazy. I can see that you aint his size. You got the color, though — the hair and the eyes.

What would the King Bird say if he knew I was arrested for him? The young man chuckled. But look here, if you want a job, what about going out and picking up that hound of a Blondy?

What charge? asked the deputy, frowning.

Crooked cards!

Crooked cards? said the deputy. That dont get you nowhere, brother. The judge and the jury, they always get to laughing. You cant do nothing when you pinch a gambler. Ive seen it tried, a lot of times. Theyre always too slick, and the evidence aint ever worth nothing. Theres only one way to deal with em.

Whats that?

Deal with a gun, when you catch a crook at the table!

You mean, start shooting?

Thats the trick.

I tried it, said the King Bird, but he was out the door before I had my gun ready.

The deputy chuckled.

Youre not one of these lightning artists on the draw, eh? said he.

He rose.

Im not lightning. Not quite, said the King Bird.

Well, good-by, said the deputy. I wouldnt mind handling that thug for pulling my leg this way, at that! The King Bird! He seemed all heated up. He was panting, I tell you. Dog-gone him, he certainly had me fooled!

So long, said the King Bird. Better luck next time. But I wouldnt wait for the King Bird to throw up his hand, as you did, Id kill him first, and ask him the questions later on.

Youd a been out of luck if Id done that, said the deputy sheriff.

Yes, Id have been out of luck if Id done that, said the deputy sheriff.

Yes, Id have been out of luck, said the King Bird. So long.

He watched the other stride from the place, open the door, hesitate for a moment, and then with a shrug of his big shoulders go slowly down the street to the right.

The King Bird made himself a cigarette, and smoked it as he sipped his second cup of coffee.

He was beginning to feel foolish, between sleepiness and happiness. And as he smoked, he pondered the way before him.

How far off were the men who carried with them the girl — and black Molly?

His mind would not stay on the thought of Brick. She might have protested against the butchery of her old friend. Her voice might have been raised, no matter how vainly. But there had not been a sound from her!

The fellow with the blond hair, he surmised, might be he whose voice had laughed at him through the door; he who had offered him life if he would back out of the house with his arms stretched high above his head. If so, he was the controlling spirit. And he knew a great deal. He had said he could name the father of the King Bird!

All sleep, and all happiness, left the body of the young man. His brain cleared. And now he began to remember, more clearly, what his weary eyes had seen through the trees, when the riders turned, and began their detour around the town. Two of those horses had empty saddles, and bore between them what looked like a litter made with a pair of long saplings, and a blanketed form lay in the center of the litter.

He had been dim-eyed, dim-witted, when he saw the procession, or he would have taken keener heed of the details. Perhaps that litter contained the heart of the entire mystery.

He went into the kitchen.

Whats the bill, doctor? he asked.

Fifty cents, said the cook, who was slicing potatoes, and standing at the sink.

He did not turn his head.

Heres a dollar, and thanks, said the King Bird.

The fifty cents is all I want, said the cook.

Give the other fifty cents to the first tramp that comes along. Give it in the same sort of a meal, said the young man, surprised.

No, said the cook, still without turning. I dont handle that kind of money.

Hello! exclaimed the young man, amazed.

The cook gradually turned. His round, fat face was dark — darker even than its growth of beard warranted.

What sort of money? asked the King Bird.

Crooked money, said the cook.

Oh, you heard the deputy talking, in there?

I heard you make a fool of him, said the cook.

The King Bird was silent, and the other went on:

I wouldnt break in and tell him what kind of a fool he was. I aint the sort that would wanta cause the hangin of any man. But I dont want none of your money. And I dont want none of you, you gun-handlin crook. Murderer is what you are, and all your kind. Get out of this here kitchen, and stay out. Id be walkin on two legs, if it wasnt for one like you!

Im sorry, doctor, said the King Bird slowly. Im mighty sorry. You wont be shaking hands either, I suppose?

No, said the cook, Id rather be hanged myself than shake hands with one of your kind. But Ill wish you luck. Dog-gone me, I dunno why, but Ill wish you good luck to keep your worthless neck safe!


XXIV. AT THE FORD
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HE BOUGHT A bay mustang gelding for seventy-five dollars. It was not a pretty horse, and had a lump of a head and a slightly reached back, and the gait of a draft horse. But it had a stretching gallop, and a long, rolling canter, and it had all the signs of a horse that can stay. That was what he wanted.

He got a cheap saddle, and an old bridle, and rode straightway out of the town.

Off to the left he cut from Elmira, and keeping the mustang to a round pace all the time, he came to the rolling country beyond, the foothills which flowed like green waves across the feet of the mountains.

There he struck sign that seemed to him indubitably that of the party he wanted, and presently, sure enough, he made out the big, rounded imprints that could hardly belong to any horse other than the gray stallion. He kept to the same rate of going, therefore, and pressed on, his eyes sharpened as he glanced into the thickets, or examined the rocks that rose in nests on either hand.

They must have halted when the blond fellow with the thin face rode into Elmira, on whatever errand. Naturally they had been in no haste — when they were confident that he had been burned in the old ranch house. And now word must have been brought out to them — and not very long before his coming, at that.

Well, their speed would be that of the slowest member of the party. Perhaps their speed would be that of the horse litter! And in that case, he would surely find them — unless they found him first, with a bullet through the brain!

And if a cold and steady hatred was working in him, he could well imagine the frenzy of astonishment and of rage that must be in the others.

He followed the sign down the side of a steep-banked creek. It was by no means fordable in any place that he came to, and he had an idea that when it was passable, the whole troop might cross to the farther side. A very small rear guard would there hold him back, while the others swept away and established a good lead.

He was prepared for that, and following the clear trail through the grass, when something moved in the grove across the creek, and he covered the spot with a revolver instantly. He had his two guns, still. A lucky thing that the deputy sheriff had not called his bluff and searched him for his weapons.

As he whipped out the gun, the clear voice of Helena Blair cried out:

Dont shoot, King! Its I!

She came riding her own pinto pony through the grove, and into the open.

Such a shock of pleasure ran through him that he forgot all about his former fears and doubts of her good faith.

She waved her hand to him and rode down to the edge of the creek bank.

Hello, Brick, he called to her. Great Scott, this is good! Wheres the ford? Ill be with you in a minute.

Listen to me, King, called the girl in answer. If you come over, youre not to try to take me away with you.

Im not what?

Youre not to try to take me. I want to talk to you and explain things. Youve got to give me your word you wont force me to go back with you now.

He ground his teeth.

Brick, are you crazy? he yelled back at her.

You promise? she asked him. Otherwise, Ive got to cut away through the woods, and clear out. Will you promise?

He groaned.

Ill promise! he answered.

You stay on that side, she said. Ill come over to you.

She rode down the bank, and he followed her until, fifty yards from the start, the bank suddenly sloped away at an easy angle, and she ran the pinto down the sweep of it, and up the farther side to meet him.

He dropped from his horse and shook hands with her as she came up and swung down to the ground like an agile cowpuncher.

She looked a little thinner. There were distinct shadows about her eyes. But she was not very greatly changed. It seemed to him that a year had passed for him, since he last saw her; but for her, it had been only a few moments.

She glanced back over her shoulder exclaiming, Lets get to cover, King. Youve been riding along in the open so that anybody with half an eye could pick you off. Dyou think that theyre not ready to kill you any way they can?

Not after last night, said he.

He followed her behind a big rock shoulder that heaved above the ground.

And there she caught his hands again and looked eagerly up into his face, and then stepped back, and surveyed him.

King, youve been through the mill. You look like it!

He glanced down at himself.

He had been sufficiently ragged to attract wonder and pity even in the town of Elmira. Whether in the mine or in the burning house, his clothes had been torn and singed until they were mere rags, hanging about him.

Ive been through the mill, he admitted.

And your face, King! she exclaimed. You look ten years older. And youre thin.

Youre fit enough, he answered her. Things dont seem to have borne down very hard on you.

She winced.

Were not to talk about me, much, she said. Its you, and what you have to do, King.

What have I to do?

Leave this trail.

Is that all?

Yes. Not quite all. The mare will be returned to you. Theyll send the mare back, and leave her where you can find her.

Thanks, said he.

You see how it is, King? said she. Theyll do what they can to get you off the trail. They dont want any more trouble with you. You know, they could post men along the way, and nine chances out of ten pick you off.

They might try that, he said.

Youll take their offer then? she pleaded.

I cant, said he.

Why cant you?

That would be breaking a promise.

Promise? What promise?

That Id bring you home. I told your father and mother that I would.

She caught her breath.

Was it terrible for them? Were you there? she asked.

Yes, I was there. It was terrible, all right.

Will you let me explain? she asked.

That would be in order, said he.

I had to come, she answered. It was a chance to make some money, and we had to have it at home.

Just turning an honest penny, eh? said he.

I didnt know who they were or what they were like, or what the work would be, really, said she. I only knew that there was a sick person, and that I would have to go in secret. I could guess by that, that it was not exactly inside the law. I didnt know everything.

Didnt you?

No. Are you doubting me, King?

No, go ahead. What are you? The doctor for that gang?

Yes. Not for the gang, for the sick — you know, dont you?

Whos sick?

Yes. You know who it is, dont you? Thats the chief reason that youre following, isnt it?

He shook his head. I saw the litter this morning for the first time. I dont know who it is. Im following because of you, he told her.

She shook her head violently. Thats no good, King, said she. Im terribly sorry — I cant go back with you, though. I wouldnt go. It would be deserting him.

Its a man of course, thats sick? Youre pretty devoted to him? asked the King Bird.

Hes the most wonderful — — she began.

His face pinched, as she stopped short.

The most wonderful crook in the world, eh? said he.

Hes not a crook! exclaimed the girl.

No? Just happens to be traveling with that gang of murderers?

Why, hes the most innocent — — she began. Then she stopped again, and exclaimed hurriedly: But I cant tell you a word more than you know already. Ive sworn that I wont. Thats the only reason that they would let me come back to you, King! Theyre a pretty savage lot, and theyre going mad because youve stuck to the trail so long.

Im sorry about that, said he. Id like to see em all, and tell em how sorry I am about it!

She sighed, still, as always, studying his face.

Youre killing yourself, King, she told him. Youre simply killing yourself.

Dont bother about me, said the young man. If I had a grain of sense and resolution in me, Id take you now, and tie you to your horse, and drag you all the way back home to Valencia. But Im fool enough to stick to my word. Only — Brick, whats your excuse for breaking the heart of your mother? Your fathers smashed by this, too. But your mothers not strong. Shes not made to hold up against your little tricks, you know!

He took a savage pleasure in seeing her wince.

If I could only explain! she breathed.

Yes, if you only could! He sneered. The wonderful fellow, the innocent fellow in that litter, I suppose that hes not part of the explanation? How much dyou love him, Brick?

I do love him, said the girl. Only — —

You love him, said the King Bird, and turned white. I might have guessed anything else, but I didnt think that youd lose your head about — I mean, not as quickly as that.

But dont you understand? she cried. Hes only — —

Only an innocent, eh? said the King Bird. What is it? A bullet wound, or several of em?

Its a bullet wound, but — —

Quit it, Brick, said he. You make me a little sick. Ive been thinking a lot about you, on this trail. Now I know why you didnt make any fuss back there when they started to burn me out. It was because you didnt care. You wanted me off the trail and out of the way — even if it was burning alive for me. Was that it?

At that, she started off from him, and stared. What do you mean by that, King? she asked. What do you mean by burning you out — burning you alive?

Just that, he told her. Thats what I mean. Are you saying that you dont know that they had me back there in the old wreck of a ranch house?

They had you there long enough for the rest of us to get away again, said the girl. But burning — what do you mean by that?

Look! said he.

He indicated his singed clothes. Half of an eyebrow was gone and represented by a red blister; his eyelashes were white at the tips, and most of them were gone, also. Some of his hair had shriveled.

When the house started burning, they held me in it with their guns. I got down into the little hole in the ground that served as a cellar, and heaped earth over a pair of doors, and lay there in the dugout, stifling, while the worst of the fire burned over. It was a narrow thing in the end, for me — after the timbers broke down my shelter. But somehow or another I managed to get out.

He looked narrowly at her.

You didnt know that theyd burned me out?

No, said the girl.

You didnt see the smoke and the flames?

We were deep in the woods. King, what are you thinking about? That Id stand and watch such a thing without losing my wits?

Its all right, Brick, said he. You dont have to lie to me. I can stand it, I suppose. But I thought that you and I were hand in glove. I thought we were partners. But I can imagine how it is, after youve lost your heart to a man; old friendships disappear then. They dont matter at all!

Lost my heart? To what man?

Suddenly she threw her hands up against her face.

Im going mad, King! she cried. I could put you right in three words. Hes only —— But I cant say it. Ive sworn not to say it!

Hes only a jailbird — an outlaw, perhaps, like me? said the King Bird. Well, it doesnt matter. Weve had our chat. You can go back to em, and Ill give you a half-hour start. Thats a fair chance, I guess? And then Im coming after you. You understand? It wont be a matter of parleying and talking then. Ill take you if I have to tie you like a calf, and Ill carry you back to your father and mother. Thats what I promised to do. And after that, you can run away again as fast as you please. Ill wash my hands of the business.

His lips were a little stiff with scorn and disgust, and there was a cold agony in him, too, unlike anything that he ever had known before.

She was shaking her head and looking at him with a mournful despair.

Everythings all tangled up. Theres nothing that I can do to put it straight, said the girl. You wont even believe me. Not if I swear, and cross my heart to die. But if you keep on the trail, youll do a terrible wrong! Youll be the cause of a death, King, thatll wring your heart. And if he dies, she broke out, in a higher tone, Ill never forgive you! Never, never!

Wed better say so long, remarked the King Bird grimly.

I cant, said the girl. My brains spinning. Ive got to say something to stop you. I cant let you ride on this trail. Its murder. Thats what it is! Theyll kill him. The poor — —

She beat her hands together.

King, she screamed, will you trust me, and believe in me?

No, he answered. Not a word that youd say to me. I wouldnt trust you because I couldnt. Youve fallen in love with your wounded hero. Thats all right. Youre going to lay down your life for him, if you have to. Thats all right, too. I dont mind that. Only Im going to live up to the job that Ive taken. Im going to take you back home with me, Brick. Now go on back to em.

He added savagely: I couldnt know how much I used to think of you except by the way that I despise you now, Brick. Go on, and get back to em. And tell em that they havent been able to bury me alive or burn me out, and the next chance will be my chance — and Heaven help em!

He ground his teeth as he spoke, and the girl, turning suddenly away, flung herself into the saddle on the pinto, and rode off slowly. Her head was down. Her shoulders heaved. He could not be sure whether she were laughing to herself, or sobbing.

Laughing seemed the more probable answer.

Women, said the King Bird to himself. Women, theyre no good. Theyre no good at all. Theyre sneaks!

He saw her cross the creek, and watched her horse fade into the brush, and as she disappeared, a rifle shot rang from the covert, and a bullet touched the tip of his ear with a wasp sting.

A sort of madness came over the King Bird, as he ducked back behind the rock.

Even his old companion, even Brick, could stoop to such a point, and act as a decoy for a gang of crafty murderers, who had no shame in their make-up. There was no honor in her, then — no honesty, no faith!

He was sick at heart; and then all the fury in him burned up. But he had given his word that he would allow her a half-hour start, and to that word he would cling.


XXV. JAMES KINNEY
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THAT HALF-HOUR START that he allowed her cost him the loss of the trail. Of course the others had been forging steadily ahead all of the time that she held up his pursuit. And when he followed the sign through the grassy lowlands, through the thickets, he came in a single mile to a barren, rocky region where almost all sign disappeared. Every quarter of a mile, a new ravine opened its mouth among the hills. He took a central point, and for three days he lived on toasted rabbit meat, and cut for sign, widening and widening his circle.

Then he gave it up — not permanently, but because he saw that they might be a hundred miles away from him, by this time. It was better to retire, and then try to make a fresh start, rather than muddle away all summer on the old lines.

So he went back to Elmira, a short distance from the place where he had started riding in circles, day by day. His mustang was worn out. Its shoes were in rags of metal. It limped in three legs; and he had to walk all that journey back. A settled rage was in him; a settled frown was on his forehead. It was the question of the girl that ceaselessly tormented him, and, above all, whether she had been laughing or weeping, when she rode away from him, three days before.

Just out of Elmlra, where the creeks currents were stilled in a big pool, he stopped to drink, and the quiet water showed him his face clearly. It was a picture that startled him, for the old King Bird had disappeared, and this was one with a new head, and ragged feathers.

His face was overgrown with a ragged brown beard; his eyes were sunk deeply; the frown resided continually between his brows, and even the masking beard could not hide the sense of lines which were worked into his face.

Yes, he looked older, ten years older. Even the caustic tongue of Brick could no longer call him a pretty boy.

He was bitterly glad of that, and he walked into Elmira in the evening of that day with a perfect confidence that he would not be known even to an enemy as old and familiar with him as Jim Hampton.

Before he was a block down the street, the deputy sheriff went by on a mustang, leading a pack mule, and halted after two looks at the young man.

Hey, hullo! said he.

Hello, said the King Bird, halting. Hows things?

Pretty good, said the deputy. We got some new men in town, partner. Theres one of em wholl be glad to see the King Bird!

He laughed loudly, as he used the name, and he added, at once: Funny thing that I ever could a taken you to be the King Bird. I wanted to think so. That was all.

That was the way of it, agreed the young man. Know anybody around here with a couple of good horses to sell?

Try Milligan, down at the end of town. Hes got some pretty good mustangs. They aint much to see, but theyre real mountain hosses.

Whos in town that wants to see the King Bird? asked the young man.

By name of Kinney, said the deputy.

Kinney?

Yeah. Him that had his son kidnapped. Hes got an idea that the crooks are up around here, somewheres.

Has he?

Yeah. I guess hes wrong, but thats his idea. He says that this here is a perfect lay for crooks — a real hole-in-the-wall country, and hes kind of right, at that.

If he really wants his son back, he can pay the cash, said the young man.

Sure he can, but he aint that kind. I think hed hire the King Bird to go on the trail, though.

You think he would?

Yeah. He likely would. Why else would he be wanting to see him? Hes advertised in a coupla papers. Wants to see the King Bird real bad!

I might as well go and apply for the job, said the young man. You took me for the King Bird. Maybe hell hire me for the same reason?

The deputy chuckled.

Yeah, and maybe he wouldnt, said he. I dunno. Hes down at the hotel, I guess. Go try your luck.

Still laughing, he rode on up the street, and the King Bird walked slowly on, leading his tired horse. He himself was not tired. He had performed enough in the past five or six days to exhaust a corporals squad, but yet even the very surface of his strength had not been rubbed away. He had grown lean and battle-worn, but the great well of nervous energy inside him had not been even tapped as yet.

In the twilight, he paused beside the veranda of the hotel, and saw a man walking slowly up and down, the boards squeaking a little under his feet.

Is there a Mr. Kinney around here? he asked.

The other stopped pacing and came to the edge of the veranda.

Im Kinney, said he.

He was a formidable-looking man, more than middle size, with a great, leonine head on his broad shoulders.

The King Bird looked him over with an intense interest.

Dyou want me? snapped Kinney.

You want me, I hear, said the young man.

Who are you?

The King Bird, some people call me.

The other jumped down from the edge of the veranda. As he came close, he said:

Youre too small to be the King Bird, my friend.

Im the King Bird, said the young man.

Youre too small, and too young, in spite of the hair on your face.

All right, said the young man. You dont want me, then?

I want some sort of proof, said Kinney. I cant afford to talk to every Tom, Dick, or Harry, who pretends to be what he isnt.

What sort of proof do you want?

A sight of that famous black mare would be enough.

Shes gone — for the time, said the King Bird.

I thought she would be, said Kinney dryly. What other sort of proof can you offer, my young friend?

What sort of a proof do you want — outside of the mare?

The King Bird has a gun that doesnt miss its mark, very often.

This is a bad light for shooting.

Yes, but not impossible.

No, not impossible. Got a silver coin?

Want me to cross your palm? asked Kinney, more dryly than ever.

It wont be worth much, after Im through with it, said the young man. Chuck it up into the air.

There it is, said Kinney.

He spun a fifty-cent piece high in the air. The King Bird fired from a gun that dropped out of the air, as it were, and appeared in his hand. The twinkle of the silver coin disappeared at the height of its rise.

Is that enough? asked the young man.

Two or three men came to the door of the hotel and looked up and down the street, curious as to the shooting. They saw nothing to catch the eye and turned back again.

Thats not enough, said Kinney.

What else do you want?

I dont know, I wonder if I should take a chance? That was a very pretty shot, after all.

Wait a minute, said the young man. Ill give you something else. Ill give you my word that Im the King Bird.

Ought that go very far with me? asked Kinney.

I keep my word clean, said the young man.

And so does the King Bird? asked Kinney.

Hes supposed to, answered the other.

Is he? Yes, and I think that Ive heard that, too.

What do you want of me? asked the young man.

Come inside, to my room.

Ill stay out here. Inside rooms are not good for my health. Not even up here in a mountain town.

Why not?

Theres a price on me.

I forgot that, for the moment.

What do you want with me?

I want a piece of work from you.

What sort?

I suppose you know that my son has been stolen?

Ive heard that.

Youve heard that the robbers want a hundred thousand dollars from me?

Yes, Ive heard that, too.

I would pay a good many thousand to any extraneous agency that could bring the boy back to me. What would your price be for attempting the job?

I dont know. Depends on what I had to do.

What would you want for a down payment?

Nothing, because Id collect after I did the work.

Kinney chuckled. I begin to think that youre the King Bird, without a bit of doubt, said he. I believe that he has somewhat this air.

If I go after the boy, said the King Bird, I may scare them into doing him harm.

Something has to be done, said Kinney.

Why not pay them the money?

Pay blackmail?

Pay the price on your boys head.

Never while Im in my right mind.

Why not? Youre rich.

Because I wont gratify the cowardly scoundrels! I wont pay out honest money to thieves.

Youd pay me, and Im an outlaw.

What are you trying to do, man? asked Kinney, Badger me?

Im trying to find out how your mind works, and thats all, because this is the second son that youve lost. You let the first one go without even lifting a hand to get him back.

Thats not true, said Kinney. I offered a reward thats still standing.

You blocked him from home, said the King Bird. He knew that he couldnt come back without making a dog of himself.

What? exclaimed Kinney.

Without apologizing to you, said the King Bird. He wouldnt do that!

How do you know that? asked Kinney, starting.

I knew Jimmy Kinney, said the King Bird. I knew him well. Hes told me everything that passed between you and him.

The devil he did! muttered Kinney. My friend, this is a very strange story. Do you know what became of him?

Hes alive, said the King Bird. Hes alive and well. And hes farther than ever from coming back to you.

Alive? Thank Heaven! murmured Kinney. Young man, if you could get word to him that the necessity for any apology is gone — if hell return — —

Thats not the only thing, said the King Bird. Thered be the same story all over again. Youve got to be the tyrant. Everybody in your family has to jump when you snap the whip, and Jimmy wont stand it. Youve seen the last of him, I think.

Kinney drew in an angry breath.

Then he said, in a hard voice: You speak freely. Very well, we drop the question of Jimmy — for the present. We speak about the other boy.

Does he mean more to you?

Weve talked enough about me, snapped Kinney. Well be strictly businesslike in the rest of this affair. I want to know if youll undertake the search?

I have another Job on my hands, said the King Bird. Its a trailing job, too, and Ive been beaten at it, so far. When I finish that, Ill take on the other. Im sorry for the poor little eross-eyed youngster.

Who told you that —— No, but the descriptions dont say that of him, said Kinney. Thats been remedied by operation. How did you know that his eyes were crossed at one time?

Jimmy used to tell me about him.

He did? Kinney sighed.

He did, said the King Bird.

He was jealous of my second son? asked Kinney.

Jealous? No, he thought a lot of the youngster. In fact, he still does.

I thought — — exclaimed Kinney, and then checked himself.

You thought that was why he moved out, eh? asked the King Bird. Youre wrong.

My friend, said Kinney, will you tell me what Jimmy is doing now?

Hes on my side of the fence.

Outlawed?

Yes.

But under another name?

Yes.

Kinney turned away and walked several paces back and forth. The dusk was thickening.

God be kind to him! he muttered at last. Then, in a different voice:

But there has to be one master in every household.

Why do there have to be any masters at all? asked the King Bird.

Thats exactly as Jimmy would speak, said Kinney angrily. Let him go, for the minute. Were speaking of my second boy. You say that you have another trail that youre following. Will you drop that and take up this one?

Until I get news of the first trail, I might try my hand.

Good! I think that you might do something. I dont know why I feel confidence in you.

Thanks, said the King Bird shortly. Can you give me anything to work on?

Im reasonably sure that theyre near this place, said Kinney. They sent me orders to come here with the money.

Did you bring it?

Yes.

The whole thing?

Yes, and more.

The King Bird whistled.

A neat little pile of money to be in Elmira, said he.

Now, then, said the older man, Im reasonably sure, also, that since Ive arrived, Ill receive word as to how Im to pay the money — where Im to leave it — something like that.

Perhaps, agreed the King Bird.

If I get such a word, I could let you know about it, and you might work with me.

Thats true.

If they attempt to get to my room in the hotel, you might be watching that.

I could.

And if I can get my boy back, safe and sound, and bring some of them to justice, Ill spend more than the sum they ask. You understand?

Tell me why you brought the coin — when youd made up your mind not to pay blackmail?

I brought it to try my own strength of mind. If I weaken, I have the money ready at hand.

Good! said the King Bird. I like that idea. Chilled steel is as soft as mud, compared with you, Mr. Kinney. Ill take your job!


XXVI. THE KIDNAPPER
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MR. KINNEY, WHEN he left the King Bird, went straight into the hotel and had his supper, which consisted of boiled mutton, with boiled carrots and nondescript greens, which he ate with vinegar. He drank two sips out of the big mug of steaming coffee, and went up to his room.

There he prepared for bed, and when he was in pajamas, he took out a good-sized leather book that contained a fill of fine linen paper — his diary for that year. He was a man who never had had a confidant in his life — neither his first nor his second wife, nor either of his sons ever having stepped past the lock-steel gates of his privacy. He preferred to put his intimate thoughts on paper, with ink, and now he spent a full hour, writing rapidly, in a fine, somewhat cramped hand.

It was not a pleasant task, this writing, to judge by the pain in his face, but he forced himself to it. Never speaking his true thoughts freely in any other way, he always compelled himself to face the mark honestly, when he came to his diary at the end of the day.

He finished this work for the evening, blotted the last of the several pages which he had written, and then closed the book and returned it to its place in his luggage.

After that, he was about to go to bed, and was actually leaning over the lamp on the center table, to blow it out, when something stirred, with a whispering sound, at his window, and he turned quickly toward it.

What he saw was a fellow whose hat was pushed back from his forehead, and whose hair was gleaming yellow, his face thin, his nose like an eagles beak. A gun hung from his hand, as he stepped aside from the window into the room.

Hello, Chester, said Kinney. Has everything else failed you? Have you taken to banditry, at last?

Not quite so loud, said Jack Chester.

Ive no reason to keep my voice down, said Kinney.

The intruder tilted up the gun that was in his hand.

Heres the reason, said he. If you keep on bawling out your opinions, as you usually do, Ill split your wishbone for you, Mr. Kinney. I dont know — perhaps it would be worth as much as the ransom to me, to see you down and kicking your last.

Jack Chester, said Kinney, Ive every reason for thinking that you could be as good as your word. Ill talk quietly. Whats brought you here, you rascal?

The fact that Im a rascal brought me here, said Chester.

You speak about ransom. What do you mean by that?

I mean the brat, said Chester. I mean your brat. Is that clear enough for you?

Thats clear enough, agreed Kinney. Im to suppose that you stole my lad from me?

You can suppose that, said Chester.

And he smiled, undauntedly facing the scorn and disgust that appeared in the face of Kinney.

Kinney nodded.

You have the boy then? he said.

Thats the idea, said Chester.

A pretty business! said Kinney.

It is a business, said Chester. Thats the whole point. Back East, Ive never had a chance at a proper stage. The cities are too crowded together. There are too many police. Out here, theres space for a man. I thought that I might as well come West and take a look around me at things. That was when I first called on you, cousin.

Dont call me by that name, urged Kinney. It may be that theres a faint strain of the same blood in us, but I dont want to be reminded of it.

I saw that when I called on you, remarked the other. I saw it so clearly that I decided on the spot that you were a rich old Shylock, and that even sweeter than the money would be putting the screws on you. Thats why Ive done it. Ive got you on the gridiron, and Im going to see you dance.

Go on, said Kinney. Come to the point, if you have a point. You want the money, I suppose?

Yes, I want the money.

Kinney sighed.

Suppose that I pay you down that money, how shall I know that Ill have my boy in return?

The other grinned at once, very greatly pleased.

That, he said, you will have to trust, of course, to the honor of Cousin Jack Chester.

He actually laughed aloud, though very softly. Nothing could have pleased him more than this chance to refer to his honor.

I trust your honor? I trust in moonshine and water! said Kinney.

Theres nothing else for you to trust in, is there? asked Jack Chester impertinently.

I dont suppose that there is! groaned Kinney.

Not even a King Bird, eh? said Chester.

What of him? asked Kinney.

Why, said Jack Chester, I know all about how youve tried to get him as your agent for recovering the youngster.

Do you?

Yes. You were stepping into hot water then. If Id been really troubled, I would have put a bullet through the brat and finished him. Dyou doubt that?

I dont, said Kinney, after a pause. I think that you would.

Youre right, remarked Chester. Ive tagged him with lead already, when the little fool tried to run away from me.

Tagged him with — you mean that youve shot him? asked Kinney, his face gleaming with perspiration.

Shot him down, said the other, with relish. Shot him through the leg, just below the hip.

He laughed again, as he made the remark, and his bright eyes relished the horror and the pain that passed over the face of Kinney.

Youve never taken me seriously enough, Kinney, said Chester. Youll know better, after this.

Theres to be an after, is there? asked Kinney.

After Ive trimmed you for a hundred grand for the boy? Of course there is to be an after, if I have the brains to do it. I wouldnt mind squeezing you to the last drop of your blood and the last penny of your fortune. I like it. It amuses me. Its what I prefer to do in life. Its a career to me.

Kinney cleared his throat.

You mean that hes badly wounded, still?

Hes wounded so that hes a weight on our hands, and when the King Bird came after us, I thought that we might be too hampered. However, Ive taken care of that now.

You have?

Yes. Ive given the King Bird, already, more trouble in a few days than hes had in all the rest of his life that went before. Ive buried him alive, and nearly burned him, and finally, I took his horse and left him afoot. Just now, hes wandering about through the mountains, fifty miles from here. Hes a persistent little devil, but Ive taught him how the master hand works.

He laughed again.

Now the King Bird would be a useful fellow to me, said Kinney. If I had him here, hed be worth his hire.

He might be, said Jack Chester. But to tell you the truth, I think that Id be too much for him, with a knife, or a gun, or bare hands.

Do you?

I do. The fact is, Kinney, that all of these Western desperadoes have been a good deal overestimated. Very few of em know how to handle themselves. Theyve never been properly taught to wrestle or box. As for their marksmanship, its fair, but even there, theyve never been properly schooled. In all those places, I have the advantage. Id take this little game bird, this great desperado, and tie him in knots.

Perhaps you would, said Kinney, but I cant help wishing that you might have the opportunity very soon!

Thanks, said the other. Now the money, Kinney?

If I give you money, I take your word that youll return my poor boy?

Thats all that you can get from me. But, I dont know — I might take the money right now, without giving you anything.

Do you think that Id be fool enough to keep a hundred thousand dollars in my room? asked Kinney.

He smiled faintly, as he spoke, a smile vaguely similar to that which the King Bird often wore.

And Jack Chester, after studying him, finally shrugged his shoulders.

Well, he said, perhaps you wouldnt. In any case, Id be glad to take the money, and give you my word about the boy. I know that I couldnt get two lump sums out of you. One of your brats would never be worth that much. You let the first one go without lifting a hand, didnt you?

Without making an answer, Kinney stepped to the corner of the room and opened a small traveling case. Inside of the flap of it were a revolver and a small packet wrapped in oiled brown silk. Over a choice between these two his hand lingered, for a moment, but at last he let the revolver lie, and stood up with the silken parcel.

He laid it on the table.

Theres the money, Jack, said he. Take that, and Ill take your promise in return.

All right, said Jack Chester. A hundred thousand from you and a bare promise from me — thats about a fair exchange, on the whole.

Kinney shrugged his shoulders.

Well say good night then, he said.

Ill run a thumb over the edge of the stuff first, perhaps, suggested Chester.

No, said Kinney. You dont have to. The moneys there. I dont lie, Chester. I have other vices, but lying isnt one of them.

Youre probably right, said the other, and dropped the packet carelessly into the side pocket of his coat. He added: Ill send the boy in, within a day or two. Mind you, if theres any attempt to follow me with the money, it will be worse luck for the boy.

Kinney said nothing. His face was white with disgust. His bright eyes burned into the face of the kidnapper. And it was at this instant that the King Bird, crawling noiselessly up the slant roof above the veranda of the hotel, came under the window of Kinneys room, and looked in.


XXVII. THE SAME TRAIL
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CHESTER WAS SAYING: You can imagine how much money you would have saved in the long run, cousin, by giving me the little lift that I asked for, not long ago, when I dropped in at your ranch! Instead of that, you threw me out. Called me a rascal, and threw me off the place. Remember that?

I remember everything, said Kinney. And now Id like to say good night to you, Jack Chester.

Cant stand the sight of the viper, eh? Is that it? Chester chuckled. Well, Kinney, I dont bear so much malice toward you as I did. A hundred thousand dollars worth of malice less, as a matter of fact.

He stepped to the door.

The King Bird started. He had not expected that the fellow would have the courage to use the door and calmly walk down through the hotel. But for that matter, there was hardly a soul stirring, even this early in the night.

He pulled a gun, but as he drew it, Kinney unluckily stepped squarely between him and his target.

Good night, and good-by, for the time being, said Chester. If Im ever out of funds, I may call on you again, cousin.

With another laugh, he opened the door, and shut it softly behind him.

The King Bird saw Kinneys head drop, as though he were relaxing suddenly, after a fearful strain.

For his own part, the young outlaw did not know what to do.

He would lose too much time, if he followed through the room of Kinney, perhaps?

No, it seemed clear that Chester would walk boldly out the front door of the hotel, and go to a horse.

On silent, moccasined feet, the King Bird stole over the shingles down the sharp incline of the roof until he came to the edge of it, overhanging the watering troughs that were strung out in a long line. There was no need for so many of them, now that the long freighting teams no longer went through the town of Elmira, but they stood there, a melancholy relic of the old days, gathering moss, and apt to be a bit slimy about the sides and the bottom.

There was only one horse at the hitch rack that ran above the troughs, and now the figure of Chester came straight out through the dim shaft of lamplight that streaked through the open front door of the hotel, and walked into the shadow toward the horse.

The King Bird rose to hands and knees, stood half upright, and leaped.

He shot straight down for the target that was to break his fall, his hands and feet extended, like a broad jumper. Jack Chester, though his back was turned, seemed to have a shadow of premonition whip across his brain, for he whirled suddenly, and that was the reason that the impact was only a glancing one.

Both men struck the ground, the King Bird far the worse stunned of the two by his fall. Only the soft dust, half a foot deep, kept him from breaking bones.

He got himself mechanically to his hands and knees and saw Jack Chester already up, and drawing a gun.

It was not a time for gunfire. Public attention was not what the King Bird wanted. His own weapon, he threw at the gun hand of Chester, and the heavy Colt knocked Chester half around with its weighty impact. There was a slight clank, and the guns fell side by side in the dust.

Chester, grunting like a beast that makes a sudden effort, reached for them, but the King Bird was at him in a rush. He kicked the weapons farther off with his foot, and closed on the other man.

The King Bird was smaller. He had the advantage of his rush to give him weight, but even so he did not bring Chester down.

They whirled into the shaft of the lamplight. Neither of them wanted any public attention. In a dead silence they fought, and a thick white mist of dust boiled up around them. It would have been a spectacle to gladden the eye of Elmira, but not a soul was watching as Chester, true to his boasting, showed himself both a strong man, and a trained one.

His fist clipped the King Bird neatly on the point of the chin, and sent him staggering.

He stepped in, striking with deadly precision again, and the young man went down.

Jack Chester took a swinging kick with his heavy riding boot. It might break in the temple bone and kill his opponent. At any rate, it was reasonably certain to end the fighting.

But the King Bird rolled, and took the force of the blow on his shoulder instead of his head.

He came to his feet, half-crouched, as Chester came in once more. And so, side-weaving his body a trifle, he got home his first solid blow, a reaching right-hander that missed the chin of Chester and found his throat.

That clever boxer wisely leaped back, to prepare himself and steady himself against the next attack, but he was far too slow, now that the King Bird was in real motion. Chester only set himself in time to catch a harder and longer stroke that found the button, and turned him limp from head to heel.

When he wakened, strong cord was being whipped around his ankles and his wrists. A gag was thrust in his mouth. And then he was dragged to the side of the old hotel, and dropped into the darkness of a shrub.

The King Bird turned and hurried for the room of Kinney.

He took the same way up that he had used before, a pillar of the veranda, and then the slanting roof.

At the window of the room, he could see Kinney seated at the table in the center, his chin on his hand, his despairing eyes fixed steadily before him.

An odd stroke of pity stung the King Bird to the heart as he watched the older man.

He tapped softly at the pane of the window. Kinney started up and came to him at once.

Its not Chester, this time, said the King Bird. But its the money that you gave that rat. Here it is.

The King Bird? muttered Kinney, straining his eyes into the darkness beyond the window.

The packet of money fell upon the floor at his feet.

Keep back from the window a little, said the young man. You cant tell. Its possible that Chester has more of his friends along with him. He added: Im going to make him take me out with him to get your son. Ive found out, I think, that the trail I was traveling before is the same as your trail, Kinney.

Youre going alone with him? asked Kinney. But hes sure to have more than one man with him. Hes sure to have plenty of others. Wait, man. Wait till Ive got into my clothes, and Ill be with you.

No use, said the young man.

Im a fair shot, said Kinney. I can play my part in the business, believe me!

No use, insisted the King Bird. No matter what happens, one man is all thats likely to get close to that lot. Theyve been scared more than once, and they will be watching with their eyes open. Two men cant move like one, I tell you. And if theres a big alarm, the first thing they do will be to remove all evidence against them by murdering the boy. We must think of him.

Young man, said Kinney, its a long shot that youre going to attempt.

Its the only way, insisted the young man. Good-by.

Will you give me your hand? asked Kinney.

Here, said the King Bird, sliding it through the open window. Good-by.

And God bless you, said Kinney. I — —

His voice broke off with what seemed a startled exclamation, but the King Bird, removing his hand from that of the other, was now rapidly gliding down the slope of the roof again.

He came to the place where he had left his prisoner, and removing the gag, sat the other up.

As soon as he caught breath again, Chester gasped: You fool, you nearly strangled me!

Thats the way you should have died, said the King Bird. Maybe thats the way you will end up, one of these days. But a rope is more likely than a gag.

Who are you? asked the prisoner.

Didnt you recognize me when we were playing around in the street together?

No.

Its the King Bird.

The King Bird! exclaimed Chester.

He began to rock himself a little from side to side, to keep the rhythm of his whispered curses.

Its not possible! he exclaimed. You were back there in the mountains cutting for sign. Garry saw you there. But Garry must have been bought to say that. You bribed the cur!

No. Garry may have seen me there. But I gave up that job and cut straight off for the town, here. I hoped that Id be able to pick up the trail, here. But I never expected that Id find you, Chester.

Reach into my coat pocket, said Chester. Theres money there thatll be worth a split. I can buy my way out of this, youngster.

The ransom? said the young man. Ive given that back to Kinney.

A groan answered him.

You fool, said Jack Chester. We could have bled the tightwad white between us!

Id rather bleed you, Jack, said the King Bird. As soon as youre ready, you can show me up the trail to your camp.

What camp?

Where youve got young Bobby Kinney, and the girl.

The devil I will! said Chester savagely. You can brain me here and now, but I wont guide you a step.

Wont you? said the young man. Ive strangled you a little already, Jack? But how about a bit of fire treatment, such as you gave me back there in the ranch house?

You poisonous young rat, said Chester, you were born to make trouble for me. The dayll come when I dress you down for it. If only — — His voice choked off in another groan.

Stand up, said the young man. Theres your legs free. Now, mind you, brother — the killing of you is really sweeter than the saving. Watch your steps, one by one. Ill always be behind you.


XVIII. THE WOODED HILL
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AS THEY CAME over the hill, Jack Chester sank to the ground with a loud groan. He had been driven all the way from Elmira at the end of a lariat that was tied around his neck. His hands were tied, also, behind the small of his back, and there is nothing more exhausting than laboring over rough and smooth without an opportunity of swinging the arms as one steps out.

Here it is — and Im corked, said he.

The King Bird, mounted on the horse he had borrowed from his prisoner, now slipped to the ground, also, and sat beside the captive.

From the hill, he could look over a wide, starlit expanse. Range beyond range, the hills swept away toward the loftier mountains, and in the valley beneath them, he could see enough gleam of starlight to make out the progress of the river, as it slid down the decline, and then took a quick corner around a wooded hummock, and disappeared.

The night was so free from mist, and the mountain air so clear, that he could even see single trees at a considerable distance.

His captive nodded toward the wooded hill around which the creek disappeared.

Thats the place, said he.

If I leave you up here and go to investigate, said the King Bird, and then find that its a wild-goose chase, Ill come back here and make it even with you, Chester.

Why should I lie to you? asked Chester.

Because you have some partners down there.

They dont matter to me, said Chester. Not a bit. Theyre a mangy lot. Theyre all a mangy lot. Ive had to do the thinking for the whole gang of em, and all that theyll give me is two shares of the clean-up. I ought to have half. That would be only about right. But two shares is all that I get — and they may try to knife that out of me.

You could have held back part of the coin, suggested the King Bird.

Yes, I figured on that, said the other. I figured on keeping out seventy-five thousand of the hundred, before the split was made, and getting my right cut, that way. But it would have been a risky business. Theyre clever, some of em. Garrys a fool. But Jake and some of the rest are smart. He added: Make me a cigarette, will you?

The King Bird rolled one, accordingly, put it between the lips of Chester, and lighted it.

Why cant you tie my hands in front, sos I could handle the cigarette for myself? asked Chester.

Because I wont throw away any chances with you, said the King Bird. Youre a tricky one, Chester. Ill play safe.

That fool of a deputy sheriff might have had you — cold! sighed Chester. And then there wouldnt have been all this trouble.

No, said the King Bird. That would have finished me.

Youd be cooling in jail, by this time, suggested Chester.

Not there. Id be in a darker place than jail.

Dead, you mean?

Yes.

You couldnt have put up a fight. Not when he had the cold drop on you.

As he spoke, the sparks from the end of the cigarette sputtered out, and showered toward the ground.

Ive never been in jail, said the King Bird. And Ill never go there, alive.

Oh, a jails all right, answered Chester. Ive had a rest in a lot of jails. Youre too proud, kid. Thatll be the finish of you, one of these days. Pride. Thats what hooks the biggest fish. Thats what beats em! Get humble, King Bird — like me!

He laughed as he said it.

Youre not worried just now, are you, Jack? asked the King Bird curiously.

No, Im not worried.

Why not? Id be worried if I were in your hands, and helpless like this.

Of course you would, answered Chester. But youre too proud to take advantage of a helpless man. Theres your pride again — always making a fool out of you.

He went on: In the fight, you fought fair, like a fool. I would have kicked your brains out. I nearly managed it. But you wanted to fight like a gentleman.

He chuckled a little, and muttered, Gentleman gun fighters, eh?

Why, said the young man, I thought that there could be such a thing.

There cant, snapped Jack Chester. A man with a gun, a man that has been trained to use it, is the same as a tiger in a jungle. He aims to kill — he doesnt care how, so long as he kills.

I think youre right, said the King Bird quietly. Ive gone these years, thinking that I might find the right sort of fellows. But Ive never found them. Theyre all on the side of the law — all of em!

Youre a snob, too, Chester sneered. It makes me sick to hear you talk, King Bird. Go on down there now, and stick your head in the lions mouth. Theyre going to eat you, those boys.

Are they a fighting lot? asked the King Bird.

Garrys no fighter. Hes nothing but a mistake, the long, lean, drawn-out fool! said Chester bitterly. But the others can fight for their salt.

How many ought to be in camp?

Five.

And how is it guarded?

Two men on watch, and every other man sleeping on his guns, and ready to jump. Theyre a ready lot, Ive got to say.

Straight shooters?

They can shoot straight, brother. I wont tell you any lie. I picked em all myself — all except Garry. He simply sort of fell in our way. I never wanted him, but the best of the rest of em thought that Garry might do.

Whos the best of the others?

The fellow with the saber mustaches.

Hes a fighter, too?

Wild cats. Hes a pack of wild cats.

Just where does the camp lie on that hill?

On the far side of it. Thats all I can tell you. I dont know just where they would pitch camp. Just somewhere on the far side of the hill. Theyll probably have a fire lighted. They have to, on account of that brat. His wound has to be washed with hot water and disinfectant every now and again; and then the girl puts lotions on him.

What devil, asked the King Bird, put it into your mind to get the girl as doctor?

Why, said Chester, three of my men knew about her. Shes taken care of wounded men before, and done it as well as any doctor. And I thought that it would be easier to handle her. Besides, being a woman, she would make a better nurse for a kid like little Bobby Kinney. Hes game enough, but hes only a kid.

You might have thought of that before you dumped lead into him, said the King Bird.

Yes. I might have thought of that. But I hated Kinney so much that I was sort of glad to spill a little of his blood, even at second-hand.

The King Bird shook his head.

Im wondering, said he.

Wondering about what?

What theyd do with you.

Where, asked Chester. In jail?

No, in hell, said the King Bird.

He cleared his throat, and went on more briskly: Ill have to tie you to a tree, brother. Thats not comfortable, but Ill have to do it. Sorry.

Thats all right, answered Chester. Your kind heart will make you come back here, before very long, and cut me loose again.

He even chuckled as he said it. He seemed to be iron, with the polished surface of a perpetual sneer at all the virtues in the world.

So he was tied fast to a tree.

Now the gag, said the King Bird.

Wait a minute, answered Jack Chester. Dont put the gag in, partner. Have a heart about that, will you? I go crazy when I think Im strangling; Ill strangle just on the scare.

I nearly strangled back there in the burning house, said the King Bird angrily.

Then you know what its like! exclaimed Chester. But dont gag me, King. Ill swear on my word of honor that Ill not let out a yip. Not if I see a man walking within two steps of me.

I dont know how far I could trust you, said the King Bird. Id rather peg your tongue to the tree with a knife, than trust you to keep still if you saw your chance.

Id rather have my tongue pegged with a knife, answered the prisoner instantly, than to be gagged. Id choke before you got back. I nearly choked back there beside the hotel.

A gag is a horrible thing, agreed the King Bird. And therefore it is exactly right for you. But I think that I might let you off it, Chester. Id hate to gag even a dog! Will you give me your word and as much honor as there is left to you, that youll make no sound?

Ill make no sound, said Chester. On my word of honor.

I shouldnt trust you, said the King Bird. If you howled at the top of your lungs, they could hear you down there on the hill, I think.

They couldnt, said the other. Its farther than you think. If they heard a howl, theyd think it was a mountain lion yowling. Thats all.

Im a fool, said the King Bird. As you pointed out before, Im all sorts of a fool, but Im going to trust your word and leave you here without a muzzle on, Chester.

Thats white of you, old man, said Chester. Thats as white as ever I heard of. I thank you very much!

Youre laughing at me, in your heart, said the King Bird. But what a fellow like you thinks is no great matter, I suppose. So long, Chester.

He went over the ropes again, testing their tautness with his forefinger.

Those ropes will not cut into you, Jack, he declared. They may make you numb, but I have to do that to be absolutely sure of holding you.

Why, partner, said Jack Chester, Im as comfortable as a baby in a cradle. So long, and good luck!

He was actually chuckling again, as the King Bird went down the slope.


XXIX. THE CAMP
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WHEN THE KING Bird came to the foot of the slope, he paused on the brink of the stream, and examined with the greatest care the trees on the farther side, and the manner in which they were distributed over the ground. He closed his eyes, and printed the picture deep. He might need to know every bit of that lay of the land as well as he could possibly remember it.

He examined the creek, too. It was not a great flow of water, but it was serious as a crossing because of its great speed. Here it shot down through a polished flume, leaping along with a greater and a greater impetus, until it struck, here and there, a rock that rose like the fin of a fish, and threw out a bow wave of water on either side of it. By those rocks one could make the easiest crossing. There were two convenient places, one just to the right of him, and one a considerable distance farther down the stream.

He might need to know these things, in case he had to make a quick escape.

He now crossed the stream by the rocks, and again on one knee, his habitual position for rest, he scanned the slope that he had just left. A long-drawn sound grew out of the air. He thought that it was the distant voice of Jack Chester, crying, but it was only a hoot owl.

That shore behind him, he studied with an equal care, and then began to work his way around the edge of the water. He could go straight over the hill, and descend on the other side, but any one who has walked through brush and hills knows that it is not difficult to move quietly up-hill, but almost impossible to avoid making a great disturbance coming down.

Therefore he went to the trouble of encircling the hill three quarters of the way around, before he saw, up the slope, the meager red eye of a small fire.

By that time, he was well-informed as to the lay of the land. He knew just what to expect in fleeing in any direction. But his grim expectation was that there would be no flight, but that he would have to battle it out to the finish against them all.

For Kinneys son was up there, helpless with a wound which the brutal Chester had given to him, and Helena Blair was there, also, caring for the boy.

He winced, when he remembered how she had tried to explain to him; he winced still more, when he remembered his foolish suspicion that she was with the thugs because she wanted to be!

Well, he would try to make that all square before this night was ended!

And so he started working his way up through the brush.

He took no chances. Before he made a step, he reached out with his foot and put down the toe first, and actually felt and studied the nature of the substance on which his stride was to fall.

He took no chances with places where twigs were thick, but got down on hands and knees, and wormed his way along like a four-footed animal.

Furthermore, he had to stop occasionally to listen, now with his head high, and now with his ear close to the ground. He had to take a deviously winding course, in order to avoid bits of ground too thick with brush or with fallen twigs. And so it was that he managed to draw close, after a long, long time, to that goal, the red, gleaming eyes of the fire!

He found the horses first. They were hobbled among the brush, and they were still grazing, in spite of the lateness of the hour, a sure proof that they were very hungry from the marches they had been making or because of the poor grazing which they had found.

Only one was lying down, and that, he guessed, was Molly. It did not take much grass to keep her up. She could live like a wolf, it seemed, on a mere mouthful a day, or a good bellyful once a week.

He managed to work his way around to her. It was folly to risk making a disturbance. It was insanity, perhaps, to waste time and brains and effort in this fashion on a dumb beast, but he could not help going to her.

He realized, as he crawled nearer and saw the silhouette of her raised head against the stars, what an empty spot had been made in his very spirit by her absence. And besides, there would be one bit of practical use in going to her before he proceeded farther.

That was to cut the hobbles that bound her, for he might need her suddenly and desperately, in the great pinch!

It was not difficult to work among the horses. When there are a number of them together, they are the least suspicious animals in the world. They have learned to depend, for too many centuries, upon the watchfulness of man, who keeps all enemies away.

Their feet moved close to the creeping form of the King Bird, but only once did one of them throw up its head with a snort, and a jump to the side.

Instantly a voice exclaimed, close by: Whos there?

The King Bird lay flat on his face, and waited.

Whos there? repeated the voice, more loudly. That you, Jake?

Im asleep, you fool! said the angry voice of Jake. I was asleep, till you had to start blattin.

I thought I seen something down there among the hosses.

Dont leave it at thinkin. Go down and make sure.

I guess it wasnt anything. Ill go look, though.

A form strode suddenly near, stood lofty and threatening above the King Bird, not two steps away. He could hear the breathing of the man; he could hear the shoe leather creaking softly, as the big fellow shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

Then the man turned around.

No, that wasnt anything, he said.

Then shut your mouth, will you, and let somebody else sleep! asked Jake, with increased irritation.

Who are you to talk like this? You aint the king of the world! said the big man, with equal anger.

Youre goin to argue, now, are you? groaned Jake.

There was a rustling of blankets, and then another faint groan, as he strove to settle himself for new sleep.

The man on guard drew back. Still, for a moment, his head and shoulders were distinguishable above the upper line of the trees, against the stars. Gradually, they faded back.

The King Bird lay perfectly still, considering. He had known that the task would be a difficult one, but he had not been prepared for this catlike degree of watchfulness.

He moved on, inch by inch, and put himself beside the black mare. She swung her head over, sniffed at him, and made a lurch to get up.

One whispered word stopped her. He caught hold of her nostrils to keep her from whinnying.

And then, gradually relaxing that hold, he could feel the tremor of excitement that swept through her. She began to breathe as though she were running. Lying where he was he could see the thin lances of the starlight entering her eyes, and notice the flare of her nostrils.

The pricking of her ears, the eager, sensitive manner in which she stretched out her head to him, told him of her joy.

So he lay there for a moment, rejoicing like a happy child, and stroking her very gently.

Then he drew a knife, found her hobbles, and cut them.

But one horse would not be enough. He spent the next ten minutes in turning the hobbles of two adjacent horses into leads, and those leads he tied first together, and then to the halter of strong webwork which the mare was wearing.

After he had finished that, he paused, for he felt that he had merely covered the preliminaries, and that the main task lay all before him. He was on the verge of the danger, not actually entered into it.

When, at last, he began to crawl in the direction of the fire, he looked back, once or twice, and saw the head of the black mare turned toward him, held high and eager. A mere whisper would bring her to her feet!

He came still closer to the fire, before he saw another soul-filling sight, and that was the gray stallion, standing in the glare of the firelight, with head down, grazing.

The stallion was kept there not by a hobble, but by a rope that connected with the hand of Dick Macey. For there sat the half-breed, with his flat, horribly white countenance. He was not one of the guards, for his head was bowed down on his knees, and in this fashion he was sleeping, his shoulders stirring a little, up and down, with the deepness of his breathing.

It seemed to the King Bird that the horror of that face gave the proper tone to the entire picture — low and savage brutality, in the midst of which he was to find the girl, and young Bobby Kinney.

He moved his head a trifle higher, staring to the side through the branches of the bush in front of him, and now he saw what he was working for — a thick pile of pine branches laid on the ground, and on this the boy sleeping. And beside him, her back against a sapling, and her head fallen on her shoulder in sleep, sat the girl.


XXX. BOBBY KINNEY
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THE BOY WAKENED, suddenly, as those do who are in pain while they sleep. He muttered something, throwing out his hand, and the girl was instantly awake, also, and leaning over him.

Its all right, Bobby, said she. Im here with you.

It was all dark, murmured Bobby Kinney. And we were on the move again. Ill die if we have to make another fast march.

We wont have to make another, said the girl.

Dyou think that the King Bird will leave us alone now? queried Bobby.

He put a hand under his head so that he could keep it lifted a little, and so watch her with more ease, and the King Bird saw a glint of reddish hair, and a sun-browned face, very drawn by the lines of pain.

He probably will, said the girl.

What makes him so hot after us? Did father hire him?

No. He doesnt do things for hire.

I know, said Bobby. Hes just wild. He flies where he pleases. Now hes after this crew. Think of it, Brick! Think of driving six men, the way hes been able to do!

Dick Macey suddenly rose from his place and stepped to them. He spoke not loudly, but with deadly meaning.

Its the second time to-night that you gone and busted into my sleep. I gotta mind to cut the throat of both of you. You hear me?

Sorry, Dick, said Bobby. My leg was burning up. It waked me, and — —

I wish that Jack Chester had put his bullet through your head, instead of your leg, growled Macey. It would a done me good to see you flop, is what it would a done. Now shut yer face and go back to sleep. Youre bad luck, is what you are. There aint good ever goin to come to us, out of you!

The boy was still. His eyes opened, glaring.

Macey turned to the girl.

You, too. Youre old enough to have some kind of sense. But you aint got it. Youre goin to let the brat carry on and do what he pleases. What he pleases is goin to collect trouble for him, is what I mean. If you had the brain of a half-wit, youd know — —

You half-breed cur! hissed Bobby, with intense emotion.

Im a half-breed, am I? said Dick Macey.

He struck the youngster with the flat of his hand, knocking Bobbys head onto his right shoulder. Then, with the other hand, Macey cuffed the boys head across to the other shoulder. He would have struck a third time, but the girl caught his hand and clung to it.

He shook her away with such force that she went reeling back against the sapling.

A beating, thats what the two of you need! said Dick Macey.

Whats all this fool business? asked the voice of Jake. Aint I goin to get no sleep to-night? Is this here a dog fight thats goin to go on till the morning?

The brats been slangin me, said Macey. Hes been callin me a half-breed, and such. Im goin to cut his dirty little throat for him.

He beat that — that helpless boy, said Helena Blair, choking with rage. He beat him, Jake.

He needs a beating if he cant keep his tongue still, said Jake callously.

I dont mind the beating. Ill take that, said Bobby. But he manhandled Brick.

Hold on, said Jake. Did you touch Miss Blair, Dick?

What if I did? said Macey. She was interferin.

Jake, half-dressed, strode from the brush. He was smaller than Macey, but his wrath made him seem larger. With one hand he pulled at his drooping mustache. His other hand he laid on the shoulder of the half-breed.

I guess you clean forgot, Dick, said he, that youre in the Rocky Mountain States of America, and them kind of things aint done. You take hold of yourself and remember it, after this.

You aint man enough to make me remember what I dont wanta, declared Dick.

Aint I? said Jake softly. All right, brother. Lay the tip of your finger on her, and see what happens.

Shes been and had a lesson thatll hold her for a while, answered Macey. Im sick of this here business. Im ready to pull out, and take the gray along with me.

Jake answered: You do what you please. Only, Im telling you.

He turned back to the girl and the boy.

Macey retired to his former place and picked up the lead of the gray stallion again.

Compared to the great horse, he seemed a being of a lesser sort — like a monkey leading a man!

Jake was saying quietly: Sorry he hit you, kid, but you gotta keep your mouth shut, around here.

Not when they light into Brick, said the boy hotly.

This aint no Sunday school, answered Jake. Miss Blair can take care of herself, all right, without you hornin in.

He added to the girl: Im mighty sorry. Maybe it wont happen again.

She answered: If the rest were all like you, Jake, this would be a happy little excursion. Dont worry about me. Im all right.

Jake returned to sleep, but sleep seemed definitely banned for that night.

A far-off, recurrent cry was dwelling in the air, and the lofty, thin form of Garry now appeared on the verge of the firelight.

I been hearin something, said he.

Tie up the flaps of your ears, said Dick Macey, and maybe you wont hear no more.

I been hearin something, yonder, said Garry. Listen!

Shut up and go to sleep, advised Macey.

I aint goin to shut up, answered Garry. I been hearin something.

Its a hoot owl, said the voice of Jake. I heard it, too.

Naw, its a mountain lion, declared Macey.

Hoot owls and mountain lions, they dont speak words, answered Garry.

Words? exclaimed Jake. Dog-gone me, I gotta dress. Theres something in the air to-night.

The King Bird sighed. The very devil of bad luck was following him everywhere, for now the entire camp was rousing.

Listen at it, said Garry insistently. Come up to the shoulder of the mountain, some of you gents, and hark at it, with me.

The air seemed to be purposely stilled, at that instant, and the distant sound came dearly home to the ears of all — the strain of a human voice, pitched very high, so that it would come to those far away.

Kind of dog-gone ghostly, said Dick Macey, standing up.

Automatically, he laid his hand on the head of the stallion, and the King Bird watched the great horse move impatiently to avoid that caress.

It pleased the watcher to see that motion of repulsion. Far different was Molly, when the touch of his hand was on her!

Jake, fully dressed now, came across the dim red circle of the firelight.

Wed better go up there and listen in, for a minute, said he. Sure sounds like a man callin out.

Yeah, I got a pair of ears, said Garry.

So has a jack rabbit, remarked Macey.

Two more men came striding in from the brush; the whole party of five headed up toward the shoulder of the hill, some distance above them, Macey leading the gray stallion, as always, behind him. It was plain that he valued it as he did his life.

And the King Bird, hardly able to believe in the sudden turn of good fortune, remembered the man whom he had tied on the opposite hill. Jack Chester, like the liar that he was, was breaking his plighted word and yelling at the top of his lungs to give warning. That must be the explanation. But the very warning he shouted was calling the watchers away.

Up the slope, Jake exclaimed sharply:

Go back there, a couple of you, and keep your eyes peeled.

Whats goin to happen? asked Garry. The girl goin to carry the kid away?

He laughed loud and jeeringly at the absurdity of his own suggestion.

The King Bird, at that moment, rose from the shadows, and stepped toward the bed of the boy.

Whos that? asked Bobby, in a quick, frightened voice.

Im the King Bird, Bobby, said the latter, at least, thats what the boys call me.

King! cried the girl. How —— You cant do anything. Theyll be back in a minute. You wont make me go with you, King, and leave him?

The King Bird leaned, and gathered the boy carefully in his arms.

Im taking both of you, he answered. Bobby, this is going to hurt like the devil. Im sorry.

Ill stand it, said the boy. But youre throwing yourself away. You cant get clear with me. You cant get — —

His voice stopped short on a gasp, as the King Bird lifted him, and the pain sent shooting agonies through the wounds of the youngster.

Right through the brush the rescuer carried that burden, and stepped over the back of the mare, couched where he had left her. She rose under him, as he said:

Drag a bridle onto one of those others, Brick. Molly will go without one. Have you got it?

Ready! she said.

Untie the lead. Thats it. Turn that far horse loose. We cant use more than one. Jump on.

She was on the back of the first horse that he had attached to Molly in the dark, swinging up onto the bare back of the mustang with perfect ease.

Now voices came streaming rapidly back toward them, down the hillside, with that of Jake shouting:

Get down the hill. Hell work up, not down. Shoot at anything that moves!

They had heard the warning from Jack Chester, it was plain, that the King Bird was on the trail. And now they came with a confused clamor of angry voices.

But the King Bird was moving on the back of Molly down the slope, and the girl was just behind him, following the trail he picked out.

A faint groan came from the lips of the boy.

Steady, partner, breathed the King Bird.

I got my teeth set, gasped Bobby Kinney. But sounds sort of come, anyway. Its all right!

They were well started, now, when the mustang that the girl rode stumbled, and crashed noisily through a bush.

The heart of the King Bird leaped into his throat.

Whos there? yelled a voice behind them. Stop!

Shoot, you fool! yelled a second, and two rifles instantly spoke.

Are you hurt? called the King Bird to the girl.

No! You?

No. Weve got to move. God pity you, Bobby, because this is going to torture you. Hold tight. Weve got to move!

He spoke to the mare, and she glided into a trot.

Rapidly, then, they swung down the slope, with the yelling and the gunfire behind them.

It must have been exquisite agony to the boy in the arms of the King Bird, but he said nothing; only his panting grew harsher and quicker at the ear of the rescuer.

The moon was not up. There was that grace for them. But it would come soon, for there was a blunt pyramid of pale light forming in the east. However, they were spotted in the distance, and the bullets kept whirring, as they reached the bottom of the hill.

They rounded it at a gallop, every stride forcing a groan from the throat of Bobby. And as they reached the edge of the creek, they heard the mounted pursuit crash out into the open behind them, and come at full speed, the men yelling like frantic Indians.
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THERES WHERE THEY came over — theres the ford on the right, breathed Bobby, pointing to a broad place in the stream.

Good boy! said the King Bird, and put the mare at the water.

The force of the current staggered her, but she steadied to it, and reaching the farther bank, climbed out as lightly as a cat. The King Bird looked back, and saw the mustang carry the girl rapidly out, behind him.

Still farther back, he watched the rushing, dark forms of the pursuers.

As the two horses stretched out in a gallop across the easier ground beyond, from the verge of the creek, rapid gunfire followed them.

That was not all. Three riders had gone straight through the water, without a moment of hesitation. The rest, pausing to pour in a few shots, in the hope of bringing down the enemy, immediately pushed through after the leaders.

Its not good! Bobby panted. I can stand it, but its no use. Molly cant carry double — not with the gray horse behind us. Look! Look! Hes coming like anything!

The King Bird did not need to look back. He could see in his minds eye how the great horse must be plunging through the night behind them, and gaining with every stride. No, the mare could not carry double.

Drop me, and go on, said Bobby. Go on with Brick. Let me drop. Its as good as being saved, to me, to see anybody as brave as you, King! Let me drop, and go on!

He actually struggled in the arms of the King Bird, and the latter exclaimed:

Be still, Bobby. Be still, will you?

He shouted, then: Brick!

Her mustang, though it was carrying only single, was barely able to keep up with the straining form of Molly.

Yes! she called, above the hoofbeats.

He looked aside at her, and relished the way she clung to the bare back of the mustang, and jockeyed it along.

Brick, Im steering for that wood, straight ahead. Theyve got us if we all try to go on. Im dropping off there with Bobby. You catch the lead of the mare, and swing onto her back. Go straight in through the wood. Theyll follow you till they see that only one horse is carrying a rider. They wont make that out till moonrise, perhaps, and they wont know where to look for us. Brick, I hate to ask you — but I think Molly can carry your weight and beat the gray horse. Will you try?

Ill do it! cried the girl.

Here, then — were at it! cried the King Bird, and put the mare straight in under the sweeping branches of a grove.

He was barely inside when he spoke the word that stopped Molly and as he dropped to the ground with the boy, the girl whipped onto the bare back of the mare.

Luck! cried the King Bird.

Luck! she cried, in answer, and shot away, pulling the mustang behind her on a lead.

It seemed to the King Bird, as he shrank back into a closer thicket where riders were not apt to sweep through, that not six heartbeats lay between her flight and the coming of Dick Macey on the tall gray stallion.

Behind were two more. Behind these, the last three, all riding at full speed.

With a roar like a storm, they struck the wood, and filled it with noise, and rushed out on the farther side, where their yells went tingling up into the sky.

Then, as though they had turned a corner in a street, all the sounds were shut off as they dropped down the slope beyond the forest.

On the rising ground beyond, the cry of the hunt came clearly back to them again.

So, in waves, it roared faintly and more faintly, and faded from the ear.

If they catch her? asked Bobby, in a trembling voice.

Shell be all right, said the King Bird gruffly. Can you stand some more pain?

Dont bother about me, said Bobby Kinney. But about her — whatll they do?

Nothing but hard words — if Jake is with em when they catch her.

But if Jakes away behind when they catch up — if Dick Macey and the gray catch her — whatll Macey do?

The heart of the King Bird stood still.

He said stubbornly: Macey cant catch her. It couldnt happen that way.

What if Macey did? persisted the boy.

Stop it, Bobby, said the King Bird. Im not thinking of it — it couldnt happen!

He had lowered the boy to the ground, but now he raised him again, and carried him out of the woods. He was not a light burden, for Bobby Kinney was solidly built.

And as the King Bird walked on, with short, rapid steps, he heard the boy muttering savage words of abuse.

If Macey murders her, cried the boy, youll be worse than a yellow coyote. Thats what you are! Let me go. Drop me here! Youve thrown her to those wolves. Thats what youve done!

Ive tried for the best. I think the mare may carry her through, said the King Bird. Dyou see, Bobby — —

Youre a liar and a coward! cried Bobby. Let me down — let me be!

He struck furiously at the face of the King Bird.

The latter bowed his head to avoid the blows, and panted:

You dont know her, Bobby. She never would have let herself be the one to drop out, and be saved. And there was no other way. She couldnt handle you alone. It was this way or no way — or both of you gone to the devil! But she couldnt handle you, if Id dropped her with you, here in the woods. Theyll come back and hunt to the line, Bobby. Theyll search everywhere like bloodhounds. Only Ive an idea how I can beat em!

The boy closed his eyes, stopped struggling and lay suddenly still. His head fell back, and the burden bearer knew that he had fainted.

Still he did not pause.

For ahead of him, not far away, a voice was calling, at long intervals: This way, boys. This way!

That was Jack Chester, trying to guide with his hoarse voice any of his former companions who might be straggling back from the hunt.

And now, shaking with fatigue from head to foot, the King Bird arrived at the place.

The husky voice of Chester, worn out with shouting through long minutes, cried out one brief oath, and was still.

The King Bird, laying his burden on the ground, put his ear to the boys heart. It was beating slowly, but steadily enough. And even now he stirred, and moaned.

The man rose and stepped to Chester.

Jack, Ive come back for you, he said.

Youve had some more luck, said Chester brazenly.

You lied to me, answered the King Bird.

Id rather be a liar than a fool, said Chester.

I think Id put some brush around you and touch a match to it, said the King Bird, but I need you. Im going to make a litter for the boy there. And youre going to pack one end of it. I cant move him very far by myself.

Im a good pack horse, brother, said Chester. You watch me work for my board and keep! Even liars come in handy, now and then.

His effrontery was a magnificent thing, mountainous and superhuman. The King Bird said no more to him, but with his hunting knife notched a pair of saplings, broke them off with some effort and more whittling, trimmed them of the larger shoots, and out of his shirt and underwear made a sling which he tied across the poles.

The moon rose to make that work more rapid, but it was an unwelcome helper. It made him glance eagerly over his shoulder, now and again.

Any moment, now, the stream of the hunters might cast off from the girl, and turn to hunt down the boy and himself.

Next, he freed his prisoner as to the legs, and secured his hands behind him, but left some foot of play between the wrists. After that, he told him to go to the head of the litter, and grip the sapling ends.

Jack Chester made one step, and fell headlong to the ground.

He turned to one side, and began to struggle to regain his feet.

Just a little giddy, brother, he said, with the utmost cheerfulness. A little numb. The ropes have frozen me a trifle, King, but Ill soon be able to navigate.

The King Bird desperately kneeled beside him, and massaged the muscles of the legs to get the blood back in circulation. It needed five priceless minutes before Chester could be trusted on his feet, but when he could manage, he took up his end of the burden willingly enough.

The King Bird laid Bobby in the sling of the stretcher. One piece of a branch, tied across at the head of the litter, kept the poles from working too narrowly together, and at the directions which the King Bird gave, Jack Chester marched off, his captor stepping behind him.

The boy, one hand under his head, was utterly silent, staring up at the increasing flood of moonlight.

It shone on his wan face, puckered in lines of tragic resolution and resignation. He was enduring his agony of body without noticing it, so much greater was the torment in his mind.

The King Bird, studying him, felt his own heart doubly pinched.

Half of his duty and his desire was to be here; but another and even a more vital half was flying down the trail on the black mare, like a shadow keeping beside the girl as she rode for her life, and the gray stallion hounded her closely.

But even he had been able to give the stallion work; and the girl was lighter — twenty — yes, thirty pounds lighter, or even more. Furthermore, she could ride as well as a man; she knew Molly, and the mare knew her.

So he arranged his hopes, but with bitterness in his heart he felt that, after all, not even the light weight that Molly carried, not even the skill of her rider, could keep the mare away from the prodigious strides of the stallion.

Now, lifting his head suddenly, he heard the pounding of hoofs, not far behind.

They were back. Some of them, at least, were already close at hand on the trail of the King Bird and the boy!
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THE GREAT GRAY horse was far too much for Molly at her best, even with such a light and clever jockey in the saddle. And when Helena Blair looked back, she saw the stallion looming behind her, more and more clearly.

It would not be long before her pursuers detected the absence of a rider on one of the horses. Already Dick Macey appeared to be close enough to have made sure. And now the gathering pyramid of pale light in the east sharpened, heightened, and the rim of the moon itself was about to glitter out above the hills, when the girl passed the narrow mouth of a ravine, and with the rushing hoofbeats of the gray not far behind her, she cast the mustang loose and gave it a cut to start it down the canyons throat.

What she hoped for happened.

Dick Macey dared not pass the throat of that canyon. Neither did the men who swept up behind him. Inside it might be the deadly rifle of the King Bird to teach them manners if they were too hasty.

They had to stalk the mouth of the ravine, and it was only a long moment after they got there, that they could make sure that the King Bird was actually not there, nor any one that they wanted.

By that time, she had ridden the black mare up a long and twisting ascent to the crest of a rise, after which followed a more gradual incline through a pass among the hills.

The gray had run very gallantly and well, and there was still a tremor in the girls heart, but she knew that nothing on four legs could ever overcome a second lead such as she had built up with Molly.

On the top of the rise, Brick checked her mount, and even dropped to the ground so that the mare could blow a bit better.

Looking down, the girl saw the hunt come streaming out of the dark mouth of the lower valley. All was painted clearly before her. The moonlight through the thin mountain air seemingly drew up close the little figures of horses that poured out into the larger valley. She saw the bunch of them turn back, and go galloping the way they had come, leading with them the riderless horse which she had abandoned. But the great stallion, with Dick Macey on its back, had swung onto the farther trail, and was coming straight toward her.

Yes, as he came, she saw him brandish an arm over his head at her, a strange little gesture of that distant form, but one that filled her with horror. She had a feeling that she was chained up in the midst of a nightmare, and that she would have to remain there, entranced by that single glance which he had given her, until the silver horse had wound up the climb and come striding toward her bearing that horrible mask of a face in the saddle, that face that glistened as though it were all one scar!

She was freed from the numbing effect of that nightmare, to be sure, the instant the idea popped into her head. She got back to Molly, leaped onto the back of the mare, and sent her off at a good, reaching gallop.

They had gained invaluable time and distance. They had put behind them that exhausting climb up the winding trail. Certainly nothing could capture them before Molly got into Elmira. So the girl, full of that conviction, rode the mare along easily, especially as they continued to work up the ascent toward the center of the pass.

She was almost at that crest when, looking back, she saw the stallion lurch up onto the trail and sweep toward her again.

Suddenly she went sick and weak — for suppose that her confidence in Molly were overstrained?

But as she let Molly out on the top grade of the pass, where the way was as smooth and level as a well-built road, and as the hills heaved up their big black shoulders and swept past her, she knew that Molly could not be overtaken. For a veritable gale of wind was raised by her gallop, and stinging the eyes of Helena Blair.

And so, looking back with a rather savage grin of triumph, she saw a thing that turned her heartstrings to brittle ice!

It was the gray horse, topping the rise behind her, and now thundering straight down the way toward them.

If, with one beat of magic wings, the stallion had smitten the air, and so risen without further effort from the valley floor beyond, to this height, he could not have been fresher for his running. He looked prodigiously high, and the vast black shadows worked in and out underneath him, collapsing and extending.

All the surety went from the girl then. She settled down to ride for her life. Looking back, now and again, as she urged Molly forward, she marked the distance shrink between the gray horse and the black, outstreaming tail of Molly!

They had still three miles to go, to get into the town of Elmira — three moonlit miles to get to that sleeping little town, and every stride that the gray horse made was a winning one.

It came like thunder through a blue sky, like a sudden avalanche roaring down a white mountainside, like the white horse of death itself.

Never had she seen a thing so beautiful, and so monstrous as that racing giant putting the dark hills behind him, and drawing gradually nearer.

Only gradually — of that she was sure, as she flattened herself lower along the back of the mare to cut into the wind. The incline of the trail, dipping down and down, ended, and there was a slight rise beyond.

As Molly flew up it, a gun barked behind them, and the girl heard the whir of the bullet. Somehow that loosened the freezing blood in her and gave her a new life and strength. She had known that Dick Macey hated her; now it was clear that he hated her well enough for murder.

She snatched out the little pearl-handled revolver that the King Bird had given her, and fired half blindly under her arm at the giant in the rear.

The answer was a screech that came hoarsely, like the cry of a sea gull down the wind. It was pure rage. There was not a chance in a thousand that she had hit him. Glancing back again, she saw Macey flogging the great horse with a quirt, and saw the gray shaking its head, as it made vain efforts to increase its speed.

But increase it the gray could not, and as they came out on the last long level stretch toward the shadowy town that crouched beyond, she made sure, with thanksgiving in her heart, that Molly had actually gained a trifle.

But she gained no more. The half-breed was no longer riding like an insane man, but crouching low, he jockeyed the silver beauty ahead, cutting down the girls margin of safety bit by bit.

Then utter fear mastered her.

She began to fire over her shoulder, as Molly fled down the trail, not so much in the expectation of striking the monster who followed, as in hope that the noise of the gunshots would reach the ears of men in Elmira.

But what would random shots mean to those men?

A scream swelled in her throat and died there. Fear had closed her throat for the moment. Then the cry came, and tore her ears more than her throat.

She dared one glance behind her, and almost fell from the saddle, for the creature was close up, and the hands that extended along the neck of the stallion seemed to be reaching for her. Yet those hands were nothing compared with the deformed face of the half-breed. For the wind of the gallop fanned the brim of his sombrero straight back, and the moonlight glittered on his face, and in his eyes.
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HER SCREAMS WERE before her, in Elmira, now. They must be plucking at the ears of many a sleeper. Men must surely be rising, reaching for weapons. But how long would it take them to reach doors or windows? And how straight would they shoot, when the spectacle came before their eyes?

For it was plain that the devil in Dick Haceys heart would drive him to continue the hunt straight into the street of Elmira.

The houses, all silver and black under the moon, yawned apart at the end of the street. The mare shot through. And, looking down — she dared not look back! — the girl saw the monstrous shadow of the stallion galloping on the very ground where Molly strode!

What could she do?

Try to dodge, perhaps? It was risky work, without a saddle, and at that speed!

But she called out, suddenly, the word that Mollys master always used: Whoa — hip!

Then she gripped with hands and knees with all her might.

The black mare planted all four feet and skidded to a halt; and the girl, jerked from her place on the back of Molly by that sudden check, shot forward, gripped vainly at mane and neck, and rolled head over heels in the deep dust.

It had saved the life of the King Bird, that same night, this cushioning of dust. It kept the girl from being stunned, at least, and gave her wits to understand that the half-breed had shot by her, gradually bringing the stallion to a halt.

Now the gray horse was halted, almost, and swinging to make the turn, when an unearthly screech of rage came from the nearest house, and a rifle shot rang out.

Dick Macey howled; or the fiend that was in him yelled, as he put the gray horse over a fence top, and rode out of sight between two houses.

Out on the front porch of a cottage came a boy of nine or ten years old, trailing behind him the weight and length of one of those old Kentucky rifles that shoot bullets of sixteen to the pound.

His nightgown flapped about his thin legs. His tousled hair stood up in a pale fire about his head.

Helena Blair, leaning against Molly, began to laugh hysterically, as other people came running out, eager, excited men, all armed.

She heard the voice of the boy explaining:

I seen it! I seen it! Me, Mickey White! — I seen it. There was a gent on the biggest gray hoss that you ever seen, chasin her. And he reached for her. And her hoss stopped like a prime cutting hoss, and off she went, and that there gent, he missed her — and I shot — and he went back in that way. Get him! He aint a man! Hes a low skunk.

Cries of bewildered rage came from that group of men, as they broke and ran for horses to follow the trail of the brute. And the girl turning from the mare, steadier, but still a little dizzy, saw before her, half-dressed, but always full of dignity, that worthy Spaniard — Señor Don Esteban Cuyas!

To understand Don Estebans presence, it is necessary to go back not many days to the morning after the disappearance of Helena Blair from her home.

Inez Ramirez herself had ridden down the hill, and gone out to the little ranch house. There she found the old people going calmly about their work. They greeted her pleasantly, quietly, but there was death in their faces. And learning of their daughters disappearance, Inez offered to do what she could — but what could any one do?

She could only say: Whatever Helena did was done for the best. I know that. Everybody knows that.

They thanked her with pathetic smiles, and she went back to her house on the hill with ice about her heart.

Don Esteban surprised her. He was standing at the entrance to the patio, and he came up to shake hands, and say good morning.

I thought that youd be out of here, said the girl. I thought that youd be on a train, by this time. Whats the matter, Esteban?

I forgot something that I couldnt go without, said the Spaniard.

And whats that? asked she.

Yourself, said Don Esteban.

Stuff and nonsense, said the girl. You know what I am. You know what my family is. The whole pretty picture of us was presented to your eyes by that clever fiend of a King Bird, last night.

She added: Im glad he did it. Im glad — I say it, and I mean it. I can breathe this morning for the first time in my grown-up life.

I want to say some more things, said Don Esteban, to you, to your father, and to your mother.

Father and Ramon have gone out riding, said the girl. They needed the air, it seems. Mothers likely right there in the patio. But she wont be glad to see you, any more than shed be glad to see a picture of all her sins.

If shes here, will you let me come to her with you? asked the Spaniard.

She looked up at his long, ugly face, and the quiet strength of his voice was a very odd and new music in her ears.

All right, she said. Well go find her, and talk a few facts.

The Señora Ramirez, as a matter of fact, was seated where the sun beat full upon her. It was her practice every sunny morning of her life, if time permitted, to spend at least one hour in this fashion, motionless, thoughtless, allowing the sun to soak into her body, softening her soul, ripening her spirit, as it were, for another day to be spent in this animal world.

As she saw the two come into the patio, she did not rise to greet the Spaniard. She remained in her chair, as though she were a queen on a throne. She was as white, or rather as yellow, as carved ivory. In this strong light, all the wrinkles in her resolved old face showed with the utmost clarity.

Don Esteban kissed her hand.

And the girl said: Esteban has something to say to the two of us. To the whole family, in fact, but Ive explained that the men are out taking the air, or shooting rabbits, or something like that.

A gleam came into the expressionless eyes of Señora Ramirez. She turned her gaze on her daughter first, and then on Don Esteban, without speaking a word.

He endured that glance with a good grace. Then he said:

No one wants to dwell on the past. One cant dress it to make a good salad, no matter how pleasant it may have been. For my part, I want to speak still about the future. I went to the hotel last night feeling that I should leave. I lay awake all night thinking not of departure, but of Inez. Now I have come to ask you all to reconsider me as a possible husband for Inez.

Amazement, suspicion, doubt, and joy, broke from the lady of the house in one exclamation. Then she set her teeth and looked at the girl.

Inez, for her part, blinked as though in the middle of darkness a light had been flashed in her eyes.

Do you mean that, Esteban? she demanded. Of course you mean it. Youre not attempting a joke. But I told you last night that I dont love you a whit.

My dear, said her mother, I pity you. I used to think that you had good sense even if you did not have good feeling.

Don Esteban paid no heed to that remark. Neither did the girl. The Spaniard said:

I have finished courting you in one way, Inez. Why wont you let me start in another? Youve been thinking of me as a stiffly starched empty-head of the Old World. Isnt that true?

Not as bad as that, said the girl.

Well, went on Don Esteban, I am not a clever fellow, and that is true. But perhaps Im better than you think. I wish there were a way of proving to you that Im not entirely removed from the New World. Theres a great deal about it that I like already, and could like still more. If I could meet you on that basis, dont you think that you might be able to see more thats attractive to you in me?

She put out her hand and gripped his, like a man.

What a fine fellow you are, Esteban, said she, and what a lot too good for me! I like you a thundering lot already. And of course I can like you better and better, but that may not amount to love.

If I am allowed to keep hoping, said he, I shall be happy. Do you permit that?

Of course I do, said the girl, and thank you for coming like this.

And if you could point out what can be done to bring us still closer together, so that we understand one another? he suggested.

I know what you mean, she said. Ive been raised in a world a good deal different from yours. I cant imagine you fitting into my life, or I into yours, unless I live a lie, all day long the rest of my years.

Thats what you fear, of course, said he.

Señora Ramirez leaned forward, with a sudden and keen interest.

Ill tell you what Id be doing right now, broke out the girl.

Tell me, then, said he.

Id be spurring a horse to death on the trail of the scoundrels who got their hands on little Helena Blair. The King Bird is on that trail already!

To the astonishment of both of them, Señora Ramirez exclaimed: Good!

Don Esteban answered: If I know how to begin — —

Throw yourself anywhere into the mountains, keep your ears open, and your eyes wide, said the girl. Ill tell you this, Esteban — its not much of a prize to offer you, but Id marry at the drop of a hat anybody man enough to bring that girl safely home!

He took in a quick, deep breath, and braced his shoulders back as he did so.

I wanted to know something like that, he said. Not that I can do so much. Not that I could succeed, say, where the King Bird might fail. But I would rather ride at his side, Inez, than beside a king, I think!

And Señora Ramirez exclaimed: Ive been the fool! I never dreamed what a woman you are, Inez, or what a man you are, Don Esteban!

That was the reason that Don Estebans face was the first one that the eyes of the girl fell upon, as she turned from the panting black mare, there in the dusty street of Elmira. It had taken much riding for Don Esteban and a good deal of quick brain work, also, before he finally arrived at the storm center, around which so many happenings were revolving, as it were.

He took her hand, as she cried out at the sight of him.

You remember me, Miss Blair? said he. Can you tell Inez Ramirez, some day, that if I didnt bring you back from trouble, at least I was ready to shake hands with you when you arrived from it?

He laughed, with both pleasure and disappointment in his face.

Ill tell her. I hope I understand, said the breathless girl.

Then, to the others: Weve got to get back down the trail — any good fellow wholl take a chance with his horse and his gun! Only Dick Macey chased me all the way to Elmira. The rest of em are back there — four men — hunting for the King Bird and young Bobby Kinney. Wholl go back with me? Ill show you the way! Wholl go back?

Don Esteban was one who went.

Another was the elder Kinney himself.

A third was the Federal marshal, Jim Hampton. He had never entirely given up the trail of the King Bird, and it was he, as a matter of fact, who had found Don Esteban on the same trail for quite other reasons, and brought him into Elmira.

Aside from these, there were others. There were as many, in fact, as Eimira could horse and arm.

They streamed out of the town at a rapid gallop, with the black mare in the front, once more peerless, so long as the bright image of the stallion was not in the eye of the crowd.

Straight back up the trail she guided them. Of course they had no real thought of riding down Dick Macey. Not while the stallion was under him! But they might come up in time to save young Bobby Kinneys life.

And the King Bird?

They thought of him, too, and no one so much as the marshal. He had his face set in the hardest lines, as he rode his long-striding half-bred gelding at the side of the girl.

She, turning eagerly to him, was pouring out her tale of how she had been hired to nurse a wounded man, and how that had turned out to be the kidnapped boy, and of how that single man, the King Bird, had hunted and hounded the whole pack of them through the mountains, dropping on them again and again, as though out of a clear sky, and how they had used all their resources to stop him, and tried their murderous arts vainly.

Still the marshal listened, with a face as grim as before.

Finally, he said: I aint a judge and a jury, young lady. And besides, we aint got either the King Bird or the boy in our hands yet. If we get the King Bird, and everything turns out well —— I dunno, though — it depends on what the jury will think that tries him. I reckon that itll be a Western jury; and I reckon that it aint goin to agree! But dont you start thinkin of the happy ending, till that boy and the King Bird are both free from this mess!


XXXIV. DISCOVERED
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WHEN THE NOISE of the horses came near the King Bird there was nothing to do but to take cover. The best place that offered was a tangle of brush, in which the grass had grown up tall, being protected from grazing by the dense growth of bushes. They went into that thicket at once, and the King Bird returned to the point where they had entered to straighten the grass they had beaten down.

When he stepped back to the litter, there was no sight of Jack Chester.

Which way? he muttered to the boy.

Didnt see him go, said Bobby Kinney, with a shake of the head.

The grass waved near by, and the King Bird pounced with a long bound. He landed through the tall grass on the back of Chester, and dragged him back.

That was a near thing, said Jack Chester, nodding his head. Outside of nearly getting my back broke, Im all right, and another second or two, and I could have been on my feet and running for it.

I could have tagged you with lead, said the King Bird.

And called em this way with the noise of the shot? asked the other calmly.

He was perfectly at ease, the rascal. Neither remorse nor conscience ever had troubled him, it was apparent.

Suppose that you were to deal with a fellow like this, Bobby, said the King Bird, what would you do about him?

Id put him in a cage, said the boy, and Id charge em a nickel apiece to see something that looks like a man, and talks like a man, and isnt a man.

Jack Chester was the first to laugh, and rather loudly.

One more noise as loud as that will be about the last you make, Chester, said the King Bird.

All right, all right, said Chester. But dont worry so much. They cant trail you by moonlight. It would be a hard enough job by sunlight, for that matter.

Garry! said the wounded boy. Garry can trail things even in the dark, almost. He smells out trouble.

Garry would do well under ground, remarked the King Bird, through his teeth. I never knew a human with less reason for being alive than Garry.

Nor I, said Jack Chester calmly. Hes a hound. Theres no truth, honor, decency, or gentleness in him. Hes an animal, not a man.

What about Dick Macey? asked the boy. He twisted a little, for his wound was tormenting him.

Dick Macey? said Chester. Why, theres this about Macey. Hes such a devil that hes interesting, but Garrys such a hound that nobody wants to do anything but kick him.

They were silent an instant, listening intently.

Then Chester sighed, for the sound of the horses was moving off to a distance, rapidly.

Seem to be leaving you, Jack, said the King Bird. Id like to know one thing from you.

Go ahead, said the other. If only I could smoke a cigarette.

Id like to let you, answered the King Bird. But its too risky.

They sat on either side of the wounded lad. And Bobby Kinney looked up at the rising moon and wondered how long he could endure his present agony without screaming.

It seemed as though the nervous system of the King Bird extended to that of the lad, for he reached down with both hands, carefully, and adjusted him on the litter so that less pressure came on the torn leg.

The boy groaned with relief.

You speak out, Bobby, said the King Bird, when the pain is grinding you like that.

Im all right, said the boy.

By the way, Jack, said the King Bird, couldnt you have caught Bobby, when he started to get away from you? Did you have to go after him with a gun?

Sure I could have caught him, said Chester, with his usual cheerful air. But Id warned him before what would happen if he tried to run. It made me mad when I saw him sneaking off, as if I was blind. So I just up and let him have it. I like to live up to my promises, he concluded, so long as I dont have to pay for em out of my own hide.

Id like to see you hang, said the King Bird softly. That would do me a lot of good.

Ill bet it would, agreed Chester. I would have liked to see you burn, too. I thought I was seeing you burn, and I was a happy fellow. But you were only scorching a little. That was all!

He actually sighed, as he finished speaking.

The King Bird chuckled. I like to hear you talk, Jack, said he.

People generally do, said Chester. Its all that Ive done to make a living since I started out for myself. Anybody can turn talk into money, if he doesnt care what he says. Thats something for you to remember, Bobby, as you grow up.

Yes, said the boy, Ill remember a lot about you, because I guess youre pretty close to my idea of whats right, Jack.

Got a mean tongue in his head, the kid has, remarked Chester indifferently. Seems to think that Im not all that I might be. But Ive lived soft, Bobby. None of your nine oclock to the office for me. None of your doughnut-and-coffee lunches, either. Ive lived on the fat. A few lean periods, here and there. Like the one I was going through before I met your respected dad, Bobby. But on the whole, Ive lived on the fat, and loved it!

He meant what he said. There was enthusiasm in his voice.

The King Birds lived on the fat, too, said the boy, in answer. But hes stayed decent.

So decent that the Federal marshal wants to get him, and theres a price on his head? queried Chester. Thats too decent for me, Bobby!

Maybe the law wants him, said Bobby Kinney, but everybody on the range respects him.

Aye, said Chester, you know which side your breads buttered on!

He chuckled again. Then, raising his head, he listened hard. Far, far away, they could hear a horse snort.

On the wrong trail, muttered Chester. The blockheads! On a wrong trail, the fools!

They have time to work it out, answered the King Bird. Were not moving from here till theyve gone out of hearing.

If Garry wasnt there, said the boy anxiously. But he may put em right. Hes a snake, the way he can find trails!

Only five of em, said the King Bird. Remember that, Bobby — and I have two guns!

The boy sighed, and said nothing. Even he, no matter how much he trusted the King Bird, could understand that five to one made terrible odds!

If I live and grow up, King, he said, I want to tell you something.

Go on, said Chester. Say you want to be like the King Bird, if you grow up.

Thats what I was going to say, answered the boy. It doesnt make it any less because you snarl at me, Jack.

Thanks, Bobby, said the King Bird. Thats the best thing that ever was said to me. But youd better grow up like your father. He stays inside the law.

King, said the boy, Id like to ask you something.

Fire away.

Dyou ever do anything like this before — for a boy, I mean to say?

No, said the King Bird.

I never could understand it, said Bobby Kinney. I mean — when Im a man, I hope Id be able to do anything I could for a friend of mine — a grown-up friend, but for a boy that I never saw in my life, I couldnt do it!

Neither could I, said the King Bird.

No? exclaimed Bobby. But youve done it, King! Thats why youre here, staked out for killing, like a steer, or something!

But Ive seen you before, said the outlaw.

You? When, King?

In the old days. When you knew me, too.

When I knew you?

The boy was silent, staring up at the moon.

Then he twisted his head up in both his hands and looked at the King Bird.

Dyou ever work on fathers ranch? he asked.

I never worked on it, but I was there, said the King Bird.

It beats me, said the boy, shaking his head. But sometimes youve seemed sort of familiar to me — not your face or you, but your voice, sort of. I dont know how.

Im going to tell you how, said the King Bird. Because were sort of in the hole, and we may never come out. Its something that we ought to know together, it seems to me.

Tell me! said the boy.

The King Bird leaned, and whispered for a long moment at the ear of Bobby. The boy gasped. And Jack Chester, stretching his head forward, strained his ears, but could not make out the words. Then the King Bird sat upright again.

Chester could hear the quick, hard breathing of Bobby.

Then the boy said: Will you give me your hand, King?

I will, said the King Bird.

He stretched it out, and the slim fingers of the lad gripped it hard.

Bobby closed his eyes.

Nothing matters very much now, he said. King, Im — —

Hush, murmured the King Bird. Theres something near us — a man or a snake, or something. Not a whisper out of anybody. Chester, get low!

They flattened themselves, and as they did so, a horse snorted and stamped close by, almost on top of them, it seemed to all three.


XXXV. THE BLOOD TIE
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JUST OVER THEM, out of the grass, arose the long, lean form of Garry. His voice screeched: Theyre here! And he lunged backward, toppling, and sprawling away from them in the grass.

The King Bird had half risen, gun in hand, but he sank down again, without firing.

Around the patch of thicket voices answered the yell of Garry, some near, and some far.

You could have nailed Garry, said Chester quietly.

I could, said the King Bird.

Why not? asked Chester sharply.

And Bobby Kinney said, in a voice shrill and high with emotion: I know why.

Tell him, Bobby, said the King Bird.

Because he didnt have a gun in his hand — you couldnt shoot — you couldnt shoot!

There was an exultation in the voice of the boy.

The both of you are a little nutty, declared Chester. Now, brothers, you tell me how youre going to get out of this, will you? Theyre stretched out all around you. Theyve got perfect cover. They can lie out there in the bright moonlight, boys, and pepper every inch of this patch with lead. Youre the boy with the bright ideas, King. Lets hear what youre going to do about it?

They heard the galloping of the horses, as Chester spoke, and voices shouting commands, particularly the voice of Jake.

I like to hear you talk, Chester, most of the time, said the King Bird. But just now you irritate me a little. I have an idea that I might relish lending you a gun, Jack, so that we could fight it out together.

Yeah, said Chester, youd be that much of a fool, I suppose. But now Im about to get up and walk away, King, and take the kid along with me.

Are you? said the King Bird, in the coldest of voices.

I am, said Chester. If they know that Im in here, theyll give you another chance to be noble. Theyll let me take the boy out with me — if you stay behind. How about that, King? Are you that noble?

The King Bird had no chance to answer. It was Bobby who cried out:

King, you cant do it. I wont go.

You cant help yourself, Bobby, said the other. Chester is strong enough to carry you, and youll have to go. Im sorry. Sorry to see Chester go, chiefly. Ive wanted to kill men before, but Ive never wanted to as I want to kill you, Jack. Id like to do it with my bare hands. Id like it better that way.

Good old boy, said Chester. Of course you would! I see that you cant, however. Too bad, King. A whole lot too bad. But you have to make sure that the brats safe, dont you? You have to be noble. Oh, yes, thats it. For the sake of the blood tie, eh?

He laughed again.

The what? exclaimed the King Bird.

You fool, said Chester. Dont you suppose that Ive known from the first that youre Kinneys oldest son? Of course you are! I spotted that long ago. And now youll prove it. Shall I call to em?

I wont go, Jimmy, said the wounded boy. I wont go, Jim. Dont let him talk with em. Id rather stay here with you. Id a lot rather.

Sound out, Chester! commanded the King Bird briskly.

Chester shouted rising to his knees.

Jake! Oh, Jake!

Halloo! came the answer.

Get closer, Jake. Its me. Its Chester.

They could hear shouts of excitement in answer. And then the voice of Jake sounded closer by.

Here I am, Jack.

All right, Jake. Its Chester speaking.

I recognized your tune, old son. Whats in there with you?

The King Bird, and the kid, of course.

Good for you. Whats the news? asked Jake.

I take the kid out with me, and leave the King Bird in here.

And what does the King Bird get for his share? sounded the shrill voice of Bobby suddenly.

He gets hell, thats what he gets! howled Garry, from the near distance.

Thats it. Jack Chester chuckled. A little hell is what the King Bird gets — for being so noble!

He laughed aloud.

You hear me, Jake? he asked.

I hear you, son.

Whats the bargain? asked Chester.

We got everything to win, on that, and nothing to lose, said Jake. Mind you, though, the King Bird, hes gotta stay put. Well handle him the way we please, when the two of you are out.

Thats all right, said Jack Chester, still laughing. Hes so noble that he wont say a word to that, if he can save the brat!

I wont go, shouted the boy in answer.

Youve gotta go, you little fool, said Jack Chester. Dont spoil your brothers play. Hes going to be noble, the fool. His life for your life, so you can grieve proudly over him the rest of your days — if you have many days, which you wont unless your tightwad of a father kicks through with some cash. His life for yours. Thats the sort of stuff that they make music and poetry about, eh?

He chuckled once more.

The King Bird knelt beside Bobby and said quietly: It doesnt matter a bit, Bobby. The fact is, Ive gone wrong. Ive smashed up my life by running wild. The right way, the steady way, that wouldnt do for me. I had to go as I pleased. And thats why Im cornered now. I dont mind. I have to pay all in one lump sum, and Im ready. Bobby, steady up, and stop shaking — stop crying, too. Be a man. Youve got to be a man in my place, now.

Ill be — a — man, gasped Bobby, strangling, but stopping his tears.

They havent got me yet, either, said the King Bird. And something tells me that Ill make em pay for all they collect out of my hide. Thats one comfort. The other one is you.

Dont speak about me, Jimmy, said the boy. I cant stand it. Im going to die. I cant breathe!

Youre going to live, Bobby, said the King Bird. Youve got too many things to do for me. Understand?

I understand, said the boy. You tell me, Jimmy. Oh, I wish I were grown up now — to do them for you — anything!

You can do them without growing up. One is about Brick. You can remember what I say?

About Brick? Ill remember every word. Shes terribly fond of you, Jimmy.

She? exclaimed the King Bird, surprised. Why, she does nothing but laugh at me, Bobby.

Laugh? Thats her way. Shed never let on. Shed rather die first. But all she did was tell me stories, and the King Bird was always the hero. I used to get almost tired of hearing about you — I didnt know it was you, Jim!

That makes everything harder, muttered the King Bird. The fact is, Bobby, it makes it a little harder now — if Brick cares a whack about me. Thats what I want you to tell her — that I was thinking of her. That about Inez — that was a flash in the pan. I had to be a fool about Inez so that I could get the range and understand what a lot of mileage there is between Inez and a girl like Brick. Will you tell Brick that?

Ill tell her, said the boy, beginning to sob.

He fought back the tears.

Im sorry, Jim, he said. You go on and tell me.

Pathetic, this is, commented Chester ironically.

The other thing is about our father, said the King Bird. I havent had many kind ideas about him. But back there in Elmira, I changed my mind a little bit. Hes a human being, like the rest of us, but his pride is that he wont show it to any one. You remember that, yourself, when you have dealings with him. You tell him that I wanted his forgiveness for the trouble that Ive made. You tell him that I remembered how much thicker blood is than water, will you?

Ill tell him, said the boy in a choking voice.

All right, said the King Bird. Thats about all. Im glad that weve had this bit of time together, old fellow.

Good-by, Jimmy, said the boy.

The King Bird picked him up in his arms.

Good-by, old son, said he. Youll fill my place. So long, Bobby. Here, Chester. Put your arms where mine are. Take short steps, because that hurts him less.

Ill manage him, all right, said Chester. Very touching, these family farewells. Id like em a lot better if I were sure that we were going to nail you, though, King. Well, so long.

He walked steadily away into the moonlight, as the King Bird dropped back into the grass.

A loud howl of welcome greeted Chester. For they had won the prize they had lost, this day, and a lucky chance it seemed to them all.

The King Bird watched Chester and his burden disappear behind a rock. He would remember that, for wherever he shot, he would not fire in that direction. And, as he thought of this, the rifles opened.

The bullets began to whir through the grass, and beat into the earth close about him. Plainly they had marked well the spot where he had stood, so now he began to wriggle, snakelike, through the little thicket.

He reached a slight depression in the ground.

That would offer some shelter, he felt, and then, as he stretched himself out, he felt a bullet whir close by his head.

It was plain that they were proceeding methodically, and that they would beat every inch of the small thicket with their bullets. It was only a matter of time before they found him once, and then again, and again, while he lay helpless. If he worked to the edge of the brush and tried to fire back at them, the flash of his gun would be enough to bring an answering volley that would sweep him from the earth.

There was a better way than lying like a foolish rabbit, and that was to bring matters to a quick end — to jump up and rush them, and take his death in the front, like a man.

He looked up to the blazing misshapen moon, and then gathered himself to rise.


XXXVI. MACEYS VENGEANCE
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THE GUNFIRE CEASED at that moment, as though his movement had been seen, and an order had been given. He looked out over the top of the grass, as he heard them yelling, and saw the cause for this excitement — a mere flash of a silver horse as it passed into a grove of trees.

That was Dick Macey back, of course — and what report had he of the chase of the girl?

If he had actually overtaken her, surely the black mare must be somewhere about? The King Bird heard the shouting run in a circle around the thicket he was in. It might possibly be that he could work out on the farther side of the place, while the reception of Dick Macey was attracting so much attention.

But in an instant a veritable roar of guns opened on the little thicket in which he lay. Some news that Dick Macey brought had made the others eager to bring their game to an end.

Wait a minute! shouted the voice of Jake. Go up that tree, Garry, and youll be able to angle down shots at him.

There was, in fact, a tall tree not far from the edge of the thicket. Now, with a shout of pleasure, Garry began to climb it, unseen by the King Bird, but heard as he worked up on the opposite side of the trunk.

In the meantime, the gunfire ended. Instead of scattering their efforts, Jake was establishing a lookout, who, from a safe position, could control the gunfire.

It was about the end for the King Bird, and he knew it, and accepted it as such. In the meantime, he had a hungry curiosity. There was no good reason why Garry should remain alive — there were excellent reasons why he should die at once. And the King Bird yearned only to be the executioner.

It would be a hard shot — something between sixty and seventy yards, and by moonlight; and he had nothing but a revolver to use. However, with a nice and practiced eye he made his calculations, and prepared for the shot, making those allowances which would have to be for height, and because this particular gun he would fire with carried a trifle to the right — not enough to matter at any point-blank range, but enough to make four or five inches difference at this distance.

A hand and whole arm appeared around the edge of the tree, but the watcher in the thicket made no attempt to take advantage.

Hes corked already, and the fizz gone out of him, said the voice of Chester, not far off, speaking from a nest of rocks. That last pelting located him, I think, and theres nothing but a dead man in there.

Garryll soon tell, answered Dick Macey.

The King Bird looked up eagerly. He centered his attention on the first forking of the big tree, for Garry would have to be both daring and agile to pass that forking and work up along one of the two huge limbs that extended above it, and so screen himself in the foliage while he spied out the enemy.

But it was actually from well above the forking that the voice of Garry, sounded, shouting:

King, dyou hear me? I see you, and Ive got you in the holler of my hand!

The wailing voice came with a howl against the ears of the King Bird. And, at the same time, he saw head and shoulders loom, dimly, behind a thin screen of leaves. He fired instantly.

The target disappeared. Then something loose, shaped like a great torn bag, dropped from the upper fork of the tree and struck the ground with an impact which the King Bird could distinctly hear.

It sent a faint shock through him, and it brought a yell of rage from the others.

Leave him lay! yelled the voice of Jake. Hes dead. Hell never move again. Leave him lay, and get the King Bird.

Fire the grass, said the voice of Macey. Why not fire the grass?

We cant get close enough for that, answered Jake.

We can tie some dead grass to a stick, and light it, and throw it in. Or a piece of saddle blanketll hold fire like a fuse.

Youre right! cried Jake. Well smoke him out.

It was a mystery to the King Bird that they had not used that simple and effective expedient before. The night damp was in the grass — that was the only thing against it, that and the fact that the burning might make a low-rolling smudge through which he could run into the open.

There was still a hundredth part of a chance for him, he felt, when it seemed to him that he heard a far-away murmur, a pulse of sound that began to grow out rapidly into the drumming of hoofbeats.

Hey, King, King! shouted Macey. Here goes for you, you hound. Heres the finish for you!

A smoky streak darted through the air and landed in the edge of the thicket. The King Bird started working his way carefully toward it, but an instant later, a long, straight arm of smoke lifted up, white as milk, in the moonshine; under the smoke came the crackling sound of fire that was rapidly catching.

Now that it was started, he never could put it out. He saw the smoke column widen and heighten, and a chorus of cheers broke out.

That cheering ended as Jake shouted a warning; and after his cry, the hoofbeats that the King Bird had heard before rolled suddenly and heavily upon his ears.

Theyre here! shouted Dick Macey. I told you that we didnt have no time. I told you that, you fools, and now youve throwed the chance away.

There was a definite sound of scrambling as they moved to get to their horses.

Kill the brat! yelled Macey. Dont leave the kid for em. Kill him, Chester!

Leave him be, thundered Jake. Weve lost our hand, but we aint goin to throw the cards in the fire! Leave him be!

The King Bird, lifting his head cautiously to the level of the top brush, saw now as pretty a picture as ever had graced his eyes. For as the kidnappers got to horse, here and there, and scurried away, off to the left came the men of Elmira, riding desperately hard, burning up the last strength of their horses.

In the clear moonlight he could pick them out, one by one — the girl on the black mare; a tall man beside her, riding very erect; and yonder a form that he could have picked from ten thousand — Marshal Jim Hampton! Who was that near him, a smaller man, but riding with a swing?

The King Bird looked again and then shook his head. Was that not Kinney himself?


XXXVII. GOOD ADVICE
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THEY WERE SHOOTING as they came, while the outlaws scattered wide before them. Chester and Macey alone paused for an instant — as though sure of the speed of their mounts — and vented their spite by firing back for an instant.

It was a luckless moment for Jack Chester, for a rifle bullet clipped through the brain of his mustang, and down went the horse, with the leg of the rider pinned underneath!

Straight down on him came a rush of vengeful men — capture, and death by the rope were settled for Jack Chester, in that instant.

Still, for a moment, Dick Macey hesitated, as though the last, despairing cry of Chester inspired him to seek for one stroke of vengeance. Again he fitted his rifle to his shoulder, and fired. And the girl who rode by the marshals side dropped low in the saddle!

Macey, with an Indian yell of triumph, whirled the big gray, and streaked off into the moon haze. Those who were best mounted, with shouts of rage and horror, drove after him, but the rest gathered suddenly around Helena Blair.

Bricks gone, muttered the King Bird harshly, rising to his feet. The breed got her. Bricks done for!

He saw the mare halted, and the men gathered around to lift her to the ground. He even saw how her head fell back limply and both her arms trailed toward the ground.

Shes dead, dead! muttered the King Bird.

But even then he could not go in to make sure. Hampton would hold him, hold him from the one task that remained to him worth doing — to run Macey to the ground and kill him with exquisite deliberation.

He shouted loudly, and as the cry rang in the air, Molly pitched about and headed for him on the run.

The smoke that came from the grass fire made no difference to Molly. She was through it instantly, and the master swung himself into the saddle.

There was a rifle tucked into the saddle scabbard, and he took grim and happy note of that. There might be some long-range shooting before ever he got his hands on Macey!

Out of the burning thicket, the King Bird turned Molly, and settled her into a steady gallop after the disappearing stallion.

Its the King Bird! shouted two voices from the posse.

Every man stand fast — no shooting! yelled Marshal Jim Hampton. Id like to ride that trail with him, myself.

The King Bird rode all the night, and thrice he had sight of the gray horse, always far off. He managed to stay on the trail partly by finding the sign, but more than that, by sheer guesswork. He knew that part of the country well, and he put himself inside the mind of Dick Macey well enough to hit the truth three times in a row when Macey had turned and twisted among the network of ravines.

In all that time, the King Bird was hardly an hour in the saddle. He had made up his mind, firmly and calmly, that he would devote the rest of his life to the hunting down of Dick Macey, if need be. But, as he knew, there never would be a better chance than the present, when he was actually sighting the fugitive.

He knew two things. The first was that the stallion was better-winded, more enduring in every way, and far fleeter than the black mare. But he also knew that Dick Macey would probably outweigh him by thirty pounds, and that the big fellow would never budge out of the saddle. It would be useless to ask an Indian to walk ten steps, when he could catch a horse and ride the distance! Not even to save his neck would Dick Macey think of running on foot!

And that would have to be made to tell against the gray stallion, even as the King Bird had made it tell once before. Therefore he kept himself religiously on the ground.

When the pinch came, he would need nothing of his strength, probably, except enough to pull a trigger; the rest, he would burn up recklessly on the trail.

That night was a bitter test, and they entered the MacMahon Mountains, big, rock-ribbed monsters, with the ribs showing through, here and there. After that, it was hard work, constantly, hard for him on foot, and hard for the mare, even without his burden in the saddle.

But he kept close enough to the half-breed in spite of all of those twistings and windings of the many ravines until in the red of the dawn, he came up the dry bed of a ravine, and reached a place where three narrow canyons slipped into it.

Up any one of the three the stallion might have been ridden. Eagerly he searched the mouth of each for sign, and found none. The stone was black and hard as basalt. One could hardly have knocked chips off it by using a fourteen-pound sledge. And the horse had left no trace.

The sun rose and found the King Bird still in his agony of indecision, when down the left-hand ravine came an old man, very tall, very thin, and so weak with age that he was bending under the weight of a small pack as though it had been a hundred pounds.

He stopped at the hail of the King Bird, put down his pack, and raised a face shaggy with beard, a face parched by time, but with a pair of burningly young eyes in it, that smiled at the young man.

Howdy, partner, said the old man.

The King Bird briefly saluted.

Im looking for a fellow on a gray stallion, he said. A man with a face as white as a scar. See him up that ravine?

No, said the old man.

The King Bird turned impatiently.

That removed one chance against him. Of the other two, if worst came to worst, he could make a blind choice, and know that fifty per cent of the chances were for him, and fifty against. But it would be bitter to go wrong. Scores and scores of miles might be lost in that way, together with all of the hard labor that he had invested on this night.

He shook his head, half despairingly, hungrily eager to be off.

The old man was seated on a rock by this time.

The way I do, said he, is to set down and think things over calm and steady, when it comes to a pinch. When a gents lost in the prairies, say, thats the best way. The first idea aint ever any good. It just starts you around and around in a circle!

The King Bird looked at him with a troubled eye; the advice of an old wiseacre was not what he wanted at this moment, but he could savor a point in the remark.

At least, while he paused there, the mare could graze on the quarter acre of sun-cured grasses that grew at the side of the ravine.

He tore the saddle from her, and turned her loose.

Theres a pretty hoss, partner, said the old man. And shes made, too. Shes made to last, and thats what I like best, in a hoss or in a man. Look at some of these gents what are built like a wedge, all shoulders, and then a long taper down to the heels. Theyre fine to see, and theyre fast on their feet, and they might be fine in a fight, too. But when it comes to a long lug, gimme a gent that maybe aint so pretty to look at, but has his weight spread out all even.

The King Bird hardly heard these words.

He said aloud, impatiently: Where could he have gone? Which one of the two?

You gotta know what end hed have, said the old man. Thats always the best way.

No end at all — except to get away, answered the King Bird.

Thats an end, answered the other instantly. Thats where hes travelin, then — away. Away, thats the name of the town that hes headin for.

The King Bird stared at him, suspecting that age and privations might have unhinged this mind.

I mean, said the other, that hes goin to go where his wings are bettern yours.

What you mean by that? demanded the King Bird curtly.

Its like this, said the other. Hes got a reason for travelin fast?

His scalp, thats all, said the King Bird. Hes done a murder — hes murdered a woman.

There was a brief silence. Then: It sort of takes the gloss off of the mornin, said the old man. I hate to start a day with a thing like that. Was she young?

The King Bird gave a brief gesture of assent. He stared gloomily toward the two ravine mouths. Which one would be better to choose?

A girl, maybe? said the other.

The King Bird nodded.

One you was fond of, concluded the old man, and thats why youre burnin up the trail after him. That gent, would he have much of a chance agin you in a fight?

Hed rather run than fight, answered the King Bird. Hes bigger than I am, if thats what you mean.

He answered casually, carelessly.

And his hoss, it aint likely, is as good as this mare?

Better, said the King Bird. Its Dick Macey and his gray stallion that Im talking about.

I never heard tell of that, said the other. Prospectin here and prospectin there, the most news that I get is likely to be what I chip off a rock with my hammer. But its a better hoss than the black, you say?

It is, said the King Bird grimly. Faster, stronger, more lasting.

He looked impatiently toward the mare. Her very content, as she worked at the grass, irritated him, but he knew the wisdom of letting her eat where the forage was so thick, and so good.

Well, then, said the prospector, if its a bird with that kind of wings, itll take the air.

What do you mean? asked the young man.

Why, said the other, aint you ever seen a slow-flyin bird take to the hedges to get away from a hawk? And a fast-flying bird would rather be up in the sky, as far and as fast as it can go — sos itll have more room for shiftin and dodgin. Ever watch a hawk droppin at a bird, like that, and missin, and boundin up into the high spots agin, and then stoopin once more, like a rock throwed out of the blue top of things, and bouncin up agin? And a hawk and a wild duck, thats a sight for sore eyes.

I recollect seein a wild duck hammerin through the sky, and a big hawk mountin above it, and chasin that duck straight toward the mountain where I was sinkin a bit of a shaft through quartzite — which the devil made quartzite to break the-hearts of miners. And I laid off work, and watched, and that dog-gone hawk, it kept footin through the air, and lettin drive at the duck. A duck can fly, too, and that duck was sure hittin the high spots, and tryin to get higher and faster, and shiftin this way and that.

Right in the valley beside the mountain, not moren a hundred yards from me, that hawk, it turned over in the air and come down, and hit that duck such a whang that I could hear it, like two hands beat together. And the hawk tied to that duck, and the feathers flew, and I seen the head of the duck hang down, dead as a rag. And so the pair of them went sifting down through the air, and down into the shadows in the bottom of the canyon, where I couldnt see no more. It was a kind of a fierce thing, and a grand thing, too.

The young man listened impatiently.

Partner, he said gently, will you tell me what that has to do with Dick Macey and the gray stallion — and me?

Why, its got a good deal to do, I suppose, said the other.

I dont see it.

Well, you wanta get that murderin Macey, dont you?

Yes.

And you wanta know where hes gone to?

Yes.

Well, then, I been pointin out what birdsll do when theyre hunted, and the fact is that birds and men, theyre just about the same. Animals is all the same, too. A mule deer likes mountains, because it knows how to run upgrade. And an antelope, it likes the open, and lots of it, because it knows how to bust a hole in the breeze. Aint I right?

The King Bird nodded, frowning a little, for he began to see a point in all of this.

And theres your man with the murder red on him — and the fine hoss under him — aint he goin to go and get into a place where he can see far and have a chance to burn up the ground?

The young man nodded. Hes likely to do that, said he. He wouldnt keep on running forever; not if I run him out of the mountains.

Is his hoss big or small?

Seventeen hands, if its an inch.

Then it aint for mountains, said the old man. Its for the open, and I could tell you where that gent has headed to.

Tell me, then, exclaimed the King Bird eagerly.

You wanta tie into him, all right, murmured the prospector. You wanta tackle him, and make one murderer less in the world, I can see. Well, thats all right. Only you wanta be sure where he is, and Im goin to risk tellin you.

He jabbed at the ground with his heel, muttering:

Heres the MacMahons, and yonders the Flander Range, and yonders the desert. Why, thats the only place for him. Look, partner — whered you start after him?

Know a town called Elmira?

A dead town, without no blood in it? asked the prospector.

Thats it. It wasnt so very far from there.

The prospector half closed his eyes, and then exclaimed:

Why, its dead sure. Hes been drivin for the desert all the way. Hes been hammerin hard for it. The big basin is what hes aimed at, where he can get plenty of goin. Comanche Basin is what hes dived into, where theres water enough — for them that know how to find it — and grass enough to feed a hoss, spotted here and there, and rabbits enough to feed anybody thats got a rifle and a mighty strong stomach. Comanche Basin is your place, brother. Know your way to it?

I know my way to it, said the King Bird. Youre right — I guess hes gone to the Comanche Basin.

Sam Tucker has got a shack right in the mouth of the pass, and day and night, nothin goes by that Sam dont see it. You could ask Sam, and maybe theys one chance in five that hed answer you, if he was feelin pretty good. Go and try him!

Ill go and try him, agreed the young man.

He gripped the cold, hard hand of the prospector.

Thanks, he said. I never would have worked it out that way.

Time tells, said the old fellow, wagging his head. Time tells, but it takes you closer and closer to the end of the road, too. I reckon we all know a lot, when we get to the steppin-off place.


XXXVIII. THE SILENT MAN
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TO THE TOP of the pass, the King Bird struggled steadily along on foot. But from that point, where the ground sloped away before him, he mounted the mare and rode down.

Before him, the mountains opened like a funnel and gave him a prospect of the great basin beyond. Comanche Basin was obscure with a yellowish mist that seemed to promise that a sand storm had blown there, not long before.

Could the fugitive half-breed have ridden into this desert? It had seemed that he undoubtedly must have done so, when the old prospector was opening his mind on the subject, but now the King Bird had increasing doubts.

A hundred canyons had opened their mouths temptingly to receive a fugitive, between this point and the triple working of that ravine where the prospector had talked with him. Into any one of these the half-breed might have turned, no matter what his first goal in the flight might have been.

So there was doubt, and grave doubt, in the mind of the young man, and under the burning noontide sun, he turned aside to the cabin of Sam Tucker.

He was more generally called Silent Sam. The nickname he earned most industriously by rarely parting his lips. He made his living by serving coffee and meat and pone to travelers to and from the Basin. Even the price of his meals, which were served under a lean-to outside his cabin, were generally written on a slip of paper, and not named aloud.

He was sitting in the shade of this lean-to, as the young man approached. The King Bird dismounted, and watered the mare at a little pool which Silent Sam had hollowed in the rock, and which was constantly filled and refilled by a slender trickle of water which, winter and summer, flowed down the rock. Then he turned to the keeper of that wayside inn.

Silent Sam was so ugly that he is difficult to describe, and almost difficult to think about. The four essential gifts of eyes, teeth, hands, and feet had been bestowed upon Sam in such excess degree that he could have divided his measure in half and still have provided more than enough for the average person. And all of him between eyes and feet was provided for in the same handsome manner.

Those eyes were buttressed around with great, massive bony structures. A mule might have broken its hoof, kicking Silent Sam in the eye, but he would hardly have fractured the skull of that giant. There was not much nose. A nose is an easily injured appendage of the face; as for the essential part, the nostrils, Sam had two big flaring ones, but there was no middle section to his smelling apparatus. He did not need to lift his head in order to turn up his nose at any one. His nose was permanently turned up.

Below the nose was a wide mouth. The lips did not amount to much. Nature remained strictly utilitarian in her provisions for Sam, and the lips were devised solely as an entrance for a great mouth. They formed, therefore, merely a straight slit that almost divided the face of Sam into two halves. Beneath that mouth there was a chin of granite, rudely but durably built; under the chin appeared the neck of a gorilla that swelled with no sudden line of demarcation into a vast chest, big as a barrel, and solid as a barrel loaded with well-packed cement.

The understructure of Silent Sam was fitted to uphold such a formidable top, and his arms reached almost to his knees. All of Sam was therefore made according to the most generous pattern, except above the eyes. And there nature had stopped. Literally stopped. That is to say, there was no forehead. There were the shaggy eyebrows, a thin interim, and then the hair began.

Sams forehead did not slope sharply back. It simply did not exist. And that was why he always wore a hat, even in that white-hot summer weather, because he never had found a hat so devised that it would not cover his eyes with the hatband.

There were two benches and a stool under the lean-to, but the ground was cooler. Therefore, Sam was seated cross-legged on the ground.

Hello, Sam, said the young man.

Sam shrugged his right shoulder, and stared.

Kind of hot, said the King Bird.

Sam shrugged his left shoulder.

Many people been passing? asked the young man.

Sam shrugged both shoulders at the same time.

The King Bird leaned against one of the rough-cut saplings that upheld the roof of the lean-to, and made himself a cigarette.

Have the makings? he asked.

Sam proved the words had meaning to him. He extended a vast hand and held it steady while the papers and tobacco alighted in it. For the slim package of wheat-straw papers he had no use. Instead, he took out a sheet of cheap paper, tore it in half, and emptied the remainder of the sack of tobacco into this homemade device. A few swift movements and he had framed a cigarette that had the dimensions of a cigar.

The King Bird made no protest. He merely held the match by which that huge smoke was lighted.

Silent Sam drew in such a long breath of smoke that the end of the cigarette flared out a brilliant yellow-white, and burning bits of the tobacco and white wisps of paper ash fluttered down to the ground.

Not many people go by, this time of year, I suppose, suggested the King Bird.

Silent Sam exhaled a powerfully driven blast of breath and smoke that reached the body of the King Bird, and furled out against his person.

What I most want to know, said the King Bird gently, is if a fellow with a white face, a white, flat face, went by on a big gray stallion. Dyou know?

Silent Sam inhaled another big breath, and regarded the young man with the contemplative eye of a pig who sees a red-cheeked apple.

The King Bird smiled.

The fellow Im referring to isnt pretty, he said. Hes good-looking compared with you, but he isnt pretty.

A slight thrill — it could not be called a start — passed through the enormous body of Silent Sam.

He looks, said the King Bird, like a higher order of ape, thats all.

The body of Silent Sam straightened by several inches. He did not rise and he did not speak. Half his cigarette was consumed by his enormous inhalations, and he looked regretfully at the remainder, as though he might soon be forced to abandon it.

Said the King Bird: A good many people have gone by this way, Sam, and theyve all been treated in the same way. Most of them thought you were too big to handle, but I see that youre nothing but a big four-flusher.

Silent Sam choked on his inhalation which was going forward at that moment. He choked, and then coughed and spluttered.

The King Bird went on: My idea is that Ill teach you manners, Sam. And all thats left of your face when Im through with you will talk civil language, when the next man in a hurry comes by to talk with you. Understand?

Silent Sam groaned — then regarded his cigarette as he was in the act of rising, and postponed his decision.

His color had changed. He had grown fiery red, mixed with white spots, his breathing was rapid.

As a matter of fact, said the King Bird, youve been sitting out here for quite a while trying to raise a reputation by never speaking. I understand the reason. Its not that youre even a grouch. Its because you dont know anything beyond words of one syllable.

Silent Sam regarded the cigarette again. Then he put It down, with care, on the edge of the table, and without the aid of his hands, he rose to his feet — a thing worthy of mention, considering his two hundred and fifty pounds of bulk.

He rose to his feet, and as he did so, the King Bird flicked the fat cigarette from the edge of the table, and ground it into the earth with his heel.

A brief, wordless howl issued from the mouth of Silent Sam, and he reached with one hand for the small man. The King Bird avoided that hand, and on the granite chin of the other, he struck twice with each hand. Compared with the size of Silent Sam, it seemed that such a small fist could accomplish absolutely nothing, but it is true that a tack hammer, if it hits the right spot, will eventually crack a boulder.

Silent Sam stepped back and shook his head, and made a gesture before his face, as though to brush away a fly.

While he was in the midst of that gesture, fists hard as iron, and driven like the end of a snapping whiplash, cracked against his mouth, his left eye, and his button of a nose.

From mouth and eye and nose, little trickles of blood commenced.

Silent Sam opened his throat and roared. The roar was stopped short, for two long-range punches, perfectly timed, landed in the middle of his mouth, and loosened several teeth.

But Silent Sam was a man without any more pride than a grizzly bear. Fairness in fighting tactics was nothing in his worthy life. This young stranger had become annoying; wherefore Sam gathered up the homemade stool that stood at the end of his dining bench, and leaped for the enemy.

He might as well have struck at a wraith. The King Bird jerked aside from his line of vision; the heavy stool smote the air in vain, and the long, blue barrel of a Colt revolver hit the head of Silent Sam.

He dropped, very slowly, to his knees.

The King Bird laid the muzzle of the Colt against that crag of a chin.

Brother, he said, did you see a man go by on a gray horse?

Yes, said Silent Sam. Mister, dont shoot.

Was it a stallion?

It was, said Sam.

Was the fellow an ugly mug?

He was, said Silent Sam.

As ugly as you are?

Yes, said Sam.

You lie, said the King Bird.

I lie, said Silent Sam instantly.

When did he go by?

An hour ago.

Did his horse look fresh?

Strong, but not fresh, said Silent Sam.

All right, said the King Bird, stepping back. Stand up, Sam. The next time I hear of a man being rubbed with the rough of your tongue, Im going to take a minute off and come up here to teach you more lessons in manners!


XXXIX. A DESERT CRIME
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HALFWAY DOWN FROM the rest house of Sam to the bottom of the Comanche Basin, the King Bird paused. He had found a little meadow covered with long grass, which was covered with dust. The dust was bad, but the grass was good. It was the best bunch grass. The King Bird looked at it wistfully, then dismounted and turned the mare loose to graze.

It was a bitter shame to lose time, but in the end a well-fed horse will beat a starved one. He began to prepare himself against the future. That is to say, he got down on his knees and began tearing up the deep-rooted bunches of grass, and shaking the dust out of them. He collected a good fifteen pounds in this manner; it would be the equal of fifty, he felt sure, of any other sort of fodder.

With that wrapped in the slicker that had been rolled behind the saddle, he went down the slope again.

It was not a sprint. It was, in a sense, not even a distance race, but one in which time entered, and the endurance of two horses, and the brains of their riders.

The half-breed had one vast advantage. He was in the lead, and he could say just where the contest should lead. And it was not long before the King Bird discovered how great an advantage that was to be.

He picked up the trail at the bottom of the pass, as he entered the oven heat of the Basin. The big, round, unmistakable sign of the stallion led straight out into the desert, and for five miles, through the oven heat, the black mare followed, with her master going along swiftly on foot, beside her. Their companionship was never more clearly to be seen, as they turned their heads to one another, now and again, he with a smile, and the black pricking her ears a little.

Five steady miles he ran, with the sweat dripping on all his body, and turning to a salty incrustation before it had trickled half an inch, such was the dryness of the air.

They reached the first water hole, at the end of those miles, and they needed it badly.

What they found was a mudhole!

Nothing is more sacred than a watering place on the desert; men may have gauged their lives and the lives of their animals to an hour, so to speak, aiming at a watering place. But this one had been deliberately fouled. The sand had been beaten in around it, and in place of water, there was only a wash of thick mud.

For no more than this, many an old desert rat would have voted the gallows for Mr. Dick Macey.

The King Bird regarded the thing for a moment. Then, with a piece of board lying near — left from what camping party, new or old? — he scraped out a trench in the sand just at the edge of the hole. He made it two feet deep, and by degrees the water began to seep into it slowly. But it was a pure water, far purer, in fact, than the liquid in the original water hole.

Minutes were passing, in which the sun incinerated him. Even the labor of running seemed worth while, for the wind that he raised in his face. But still he had to wait until the trench was sufficiently filled.

Then he drank himself, filled his canteen, and let the mare have a good draft.

She had been standing with head down, now and again pushing her muzzle against him, plainly begging for leave, but not until she had word from him would she touch the water. Then he watched her drinking, with a queer love making his heart gentle, and saw the boluses of water slithering down her throat.

He used that pause to take a wisp of the bunch grass and with it rub her down thoroughly. More of the grass was laid before her, and she ate it thoroughly while he groomed her.

A good grooming, it is said, is worth half a feed. It supples the muscles of a horse and opens the pores.

But still he did not use her.

He preferred, when they went on down the trail, to run on foot. Straight on they went, a twenty-mile grind, to the next stop, another watering hole, and man and horse needed it again.

It was the same story over again, except that this was a larger pool of water, making a dark spot in the midst of the glare of the sand. But it had been thoroughly fouled by the same endeavor on the part of the fugitive. The King Bird, bitterly regarding that work of ruin, took up again the bit of board which he had kept with him, and mined another trench in the sand.

He was half blind, and sick with running, but he delved the trench three times as long, and wider and deeper, and it began to fill at once with a crystal-clear liquid. It was alkaline to the taste, but some of the evil had been, filtered out of it.

Again the mare had a little of the bunch grass, a good draft of the water, the canteen was filled, and then they went on.

But this time he rode.

For he could see by the trail that the gray stallion was being kept at a trot most of the time. Yet the sign was fresh before him, the fine sand running down still into the depressions which the heavy hoofs had cut and beaten into the desert surface.

The stallion was being sent on at a round pace, but he had not gained much distance. The halts at the water holes must have been rather long; perhaps the delay to foul them so thoroughly had taken even more time than the trenching of the sand to drain off drinkable water!

And now he saw, far before him, the gray and its rider.

There was no doubt about it, from the direction in which the horseman was traveling and the fact that there was any rider at all before him.

Instantly, the King Bird dismounted and struck off at a brisk run, weary, sun-beaten as he was. For the horse was the thing, far more than himself. He must save in the black mare that essential reserve of strength. Also, by going on foot, he reduced by one third the size of the silhouette which he and the mare made against the sky line. He could get that much closer without being observed.

So, drawing upon his nerve force, summoning his strength, he put forth his best efforts, and managed to maintain a steady gait.

He was drawing nearer, too. His own speed was just a trifle more than that at which the half-breed was jogging the stallion. He pulled within a mile, within a half mile, he was in long rifle range when he distinctly saw the stallion itself turn halfway round and throw up its head.

That was the warning signal!

As before, in that first long chance, the horse proved more alert than the rider. And off went the half-breed and the gray at a dazzling rate.

The King Bird swung into the saddle and followed, but not so fast. Molly was an excellent worker in sand like this, that slipped a little under her with every stride she made, but the King Bird had no desire to burn her out. He knew the abnormal qualities of the gray too well. Brains must beat the stallion, human brains, not the value of the horses.

So he kept Molly to a steady lope, which she could maintain half a day.

He ground his teeth as he saw the stallion draw away, dwindle to a spot of mist and almost vanish, but he kept the mare steadily to that gait. It was that or nothing!

The stallion drew clearer again; the horse had stopped, and now the King Bird could see that the half-breed was out of the saddle. But in a moment off they went again.

He found the reason for that halt, when he came up — another watering hole. And this time Dick Macey had not had time to foul it. The mare could drink at once, while her rider stood beside her, and sloshed water over her, and then rubbed her down vigorously and then used more water to cool her off.

He washed out her nostrils. He opened her mouth, and washed the sand from her lips and the remnants of bunch grass from her teeth.

Then he started on again — at a mere jog. When a horse has taken on water, it must be pushed cautiously. Everything is up-hill, after such a time.

Once more the gray stallion was a mere bubble, dancing on the horizon. The King Bird dismounted and punished his aching, weary body again. And again, after long hours, he saw the enemy coming back to him.

That day he would never catch the other. The sun was drawing down toward the horizon, and Dick Macey, after heading for the promising and cool blue of the mountains, angled off again toward the heart of the desert.

And the very soul of the King Bird leaped.

For it was as the old prospector had said. The fugitive, fleet of wing, was trusting in the strength of its pinions against the hawk that pursued it!

He turned in the new direction, and gave the last of his strength to a final burst of running afoot.


XL. PURSUITS END
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THE SUN SET. The dark pulled down over the desert, and not till then did the King Bird stagger to a halt, and swing into the saddle again.

Before him, the form of the fugitive was small indeed, and almost swallowed with darkness; but never again, all that night long, could Dick Macey bring the gray away from the pursuer.

Now he trotted. Now he galloped. But always the black mare was close behind, keeping the objective against the horizon line that was spotted dimly out by the stars.

The acrid smell of the desert rose into the nostrils of the King Bird. Twice he pulled up his belt, for he had had little sustenance for many days. He was starved. His body was starved until it was light. His soul was starved, and nothing but pain remained in him.

He had a strange surety — that this was the end of everything. And always, with a nightmare regularity, the picture of the girl returned to him, as she had been that day when he found her riding fence, and again, as he had seen her head and arms fall back limply after Macey fired.

What devil could have made him do it? Why were such people as Helena Blair put within the range of rifles, in the hands of beasts like Dick Macey? Why was such a horse given him to ride, also?

But this was the end. The stallion simply could not draw away!

Twice and again, the King Bird dropped to the ground, and ran ahead, to save the mare. She was tired, very tired. But so was the stallion. It was tired to death. It had not been saved as the mare had been saved. The gray had not been both watered and fed with such regularity. It was hollow — and the demands made on it were a furnace that burned out all the remains of its strength.

And the King Bird felt, now, that no thoroughbred in the world could have maintained the pace as the tough mustang blood of the mare sustained it, that blood which had been disciplined through four centuries of privations on the great ranges of the New World. Her blood was as good — the old Barb and Arab blood of the horses of the conquistadores. It had not been bred so fine for speed, but the blood was there, and now it told for sheer endurance even over that priceless king, the gray stallion.

For Macey, as the King Bird had guessed, had never left the saddle except at the water holes. He would hardly have believed his ears, if it had been suggested to him that the reason the mare kept up was because her rider was not goring the flanks of his mount with spurs or beating him with a quirt, extracting the last ounce of effort through pain, but burning the life out of his own body with tireless effort, running on foot.

And spurs were not needed. A word would make the gallant little black lay down her life, striving.

But this was the end. The King Bird knew it, as the gray of the dawn began. If he allowed himself to relax one instant, fatigue of body and mind overwhelmed him; the flat land swirled around before his eyes; the far-off mountains, brown and blue, waved together, and grew tall, and then shrank small. He had to keep his jaws set until they ached.

Then, as the morning light increased, he saw the fugitive more clearly, slumping far forward, his hands on the pommel of the saddle.

The King Bird began to massage his right arm and wrist. Very soon, he would call on the mare for the last ounce of effort of which she was capable, and then the final test would be made. He must have that right hand ready for the crisis — and it astonished him to find that the fingers were shaking, the hand was shaking, the whole arm was uncertain!

Such a thing never before had happened to him. Was it possible that he had overtaxed even that well of limitless nerve power that had always been there in him, to be drawn upon unendingly?

He put up his hand and touched his face.

The skin seemed as hard as wood. It was drawn. It pulled on the corners of his mouth, and he felt that he was smiling without wanting to.

Then the sun came up suddenly, and the mare stumbled.

He looked down at her with amazement.

But it was true. She was almost beaten. Her head dropped. Her hoofs scuffed through the sand. He leaned out, and she swayed weakly with the motion — he could see that she was badly tucked up. The feel of her beneath the saddle was a different thing, because her back was humped, as the backs of cattle are bowed when they have stood long in a strong, cold storm.

And the stallion?

He could not see so well, for he had no side view. He only knew that that glorious head was down, and that the hoofs kicked up dust at every step.

He drew out the rifle and leveled it. But the horse and the rider danced so wildly into the sights and out of them that he knew he could not be sure of the mark. He might as well strike the horse as the man. And that he would not do. To shoot the horse was murder; to shoot the man was justice, performed only too late!

He sheathed the rifle again. A second thought made him snatch it out and throw it away. Every ounce told now. For the final effort had to be made.

He pulled out his revolver for the left hand, and abandoned that, also. Fool, fool that he had been to carry the extra weight so long. That would have told now. Every ounce would have told against the terrible strain of the nights work.

And then, aloud, he called to her, and she responded with a trot, and then with a canter.

It was not the old, flowing gallop that he knew so well. It was like the gait of a hobby-horse, going up and downs covering no ground!

Was this all that was left of her — this hollow mockery?

He looked bitterly ahead, and saw the gray roused to a trot, saw the white, frenzied face of the half-breed turned toward him.

Then the spurs went home to raise the gallop that would leave the mare far behind.

The stallion jerked up its head. Its ears pricked with honest effort. But its hind quarters swung to the side, and the King Bird saw the great round patch of red where the spurs had been thrust home, again and again.

And still there was no gallop — even the gray horse, that hawk of the earth, could no longer gallop. He could only trot, shuffling his hoofs through the sand, raising a trailing cloud of dust.

Steadily the mare was overtaking the gray. It was beaten, beaten at last by brains, not power of body.

It was true then — this was the end.

The King Bird drew his last gun. There was nothing under the hammer but an empty chamber. Five bullets were all that he dared to load for a gun that was fanned by the swift flicking of his thumb.

Five bullets — but one would be enough!

Closer they drew.

Then he heard a frightful cry before him, and saw the head of Dick Macey turned. Yes, horse and man had turned, and swept suddenly back at him.

To meet that last demand, the stallion had raised a gallop, perhaps the last that ever it would be capable of in this world! But gallop it did, to meet the gallop of the mare. The grays ears were back, to prove that only pain drove it forward to the limit.

So they closed, and as they neared, Dick Macey was firing from an unsteady hand. Every shot flew wild. It needed only a glance at the wavering of his hand to show that only by chance could he hit his target. So the King Bird, point-blank, raised his hand, and fired.

He looked, but the other rode on, straight toward him.

Amazement seized the King Bird. The rifle might fail him, but never the Colt, at this range!

Again, again, again he fired, and still the half-breed sat his saddle, unharmed!

What enchantment had fallen?

The magic of weariness and totally broken nerves. That was it! As the hand of the half-breed shook with exhaustion and with hysterical fear, so the hand of the King Bird shook with weariness alone.

Two masters of their weapons, and yet every shot had missed its mark!

The King Bird saw the larger man looming suddenly big before him, and saw Dick Macey rise in his stirrups, and lean out and forward.

The young man glimpsed a hideous mask, not a face — a contortion, not human features. Then the arms of the half-breed closed around him, and the pair were jerked out of their saddles by the contrary motions, and dropped to the ground.

Hand to hand? Well, that was equally good for the King Bird; better, even!

But when his mighty will commanded his body, the body lay inert.

Sick amazement held him. He was like water in the grasp of Macey, and he understood the shriek of incredulous joy and disbelief that welled out of the throat of the other.

He, the King Bird, could only slowly master the weight of the gun he held, and twist the muzzle of it upward, toward the body of the enemy.

He saw Macey, mad with joy, hysterical with it, whip out a knife and raise it high above his head.

He saw the knife flash down, and as a heavy impact struck all light from his eyes, blindly he pulled the trigger of the gun.

It was long hours afterward before the King Bird roused himself feebly, and rising upon one elbow, looked at the thing that sprawled away from him on the sand, with the death agony still dimly printed on its face.

He felt that it had been no act of his, but the judgment, working through his helpless hand.

And the depths of that moment would never pass out of the mind of the King Bird.

A wet muzzle nudged his cheek. It was the black mare, nosing him, her ears hopefully pricked, her knees still bent with exhaustion.

He threw up a hand, pulled down her head, and pressed his face against the salt and dust of her forehead.

The stallion was not ten feet away. It had not moved because it could not, for it stood with bent knees, trembling from head to foot.

The King Bird got feebly up, steadied himself, saw with amazement the height of the sun in the sky, and then went drunkenly, unsurely, toward the great stallion.

Beaten, utterly gone was the gray. Its body was covered with terrible welts. In scores of places the cruel lash of the quirt had bitten through the skin and drawn the blood, and on the flanks were hideous red sores. The shoulders were even ripped, and the belly, where the brutal rider had raked his mount fore and aft with needle-sharp spurs.

The King Bird looked suddenly away, sick at heart.

He returned to Molly. She was badly spent, but not too spent to follow him, with uneven step. She had the greater reserve, after all, and for that reason, the stallion should have the canteen of water which the King Bird had reserved for the crisis of crises.

Toward the end, the red madness had made him forget it, but he remembered it now, and the small flask of brandy that he carried at his hip, in a metal case. He uncorked the canteen, poured in the brandy, and returning to the gray, stood before the hanging head.

It was a dead weight that he lifted. He got the head of the horse to his trembling shoulder, then pushed it higher still, for a moment, thrust in the neck of the canteen, and let the contents run down the throat.

He had never made a prayer in his life, that he could remember. Now he prayed, out loud, and instinctively: God save him! Hes too good to die!


XLI. BACK TO ELMIRA
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SOMEHOW THE KING Bird got both horses to the water hole; somehow he managed to get them there. Toward the end — all through the last mile — he had the reins of the stallion tied to the saddle of the mare, and she pulled valiantly, while the King Bird walked at the side of the great horse and cheered it on.

It seemed that the gray hardly knew the meaning of a caress. But it learned. It would lift its ears a little, and a faint light would come in its eyes.

But they got to the water, at last, and drank, and then the young man worked, sloshing water on them, and rubbing them down, until the horrible shuddering in those limbs of gray steel ended, or almost ended. Then he started out of the Basin.

The gray was almost dead, that morning, but it was the gray that he rode up the slope, past the shack of Silent Sam, who stood with his hands on the table under the lean-to, and stared at the apparition that went up the trail.

So much the stallion had in it of recuperation that, as they reached the top of the grade, it tried to shy at a wreath of dust, whirling in the wind.

There the King Bird changed, and took the mare on through the next stage.

He headed straight back for Elmira. At least they would pay the girl the honor, for her gallantry, of taking her body to Elmira. His father, to be sure, was a grim man, but he would see to that.

So the King Bird rode straight to Elmira. It took him three days to get there, though he worked the two horses as much as they would stand. It was not until the third day, in fact, that they both began to lift their heads.

The gray, by that time, had learned to come to the call, and Molly had grown so jealous that she would run alongside, when her master mounted the stallion, and nip at his leg, and try to make him dismount.

The King Bird tried to laugh at her, but laughter was an art that he had forgotten.

He stopped at the first house outside of Elmira, and asked for two things — food for himself and the horses, and a razor to shave himself.

The old sourdough provided what was wanted, and as the shaggy beard came off the face of the King Bird, and he turned at last toward the old fellow, the man said:

You know what I thought, when you came up? I thought that you was the King Bird, with a beard growed. But hes only a kid, and I see youre a gent of forty or so. I thought you might be him, and that these two skinny nags might be the black mare and the gray stallion! — certainly is funny, the way a fool idea can come into a gents head.

The King Bird ate what he could force down his throat, swallowed much hot coffee, paid, and rode on to the hotel.

The one-legged cook was on the veranda, peeling potatoes.

Jumping Caesar! he exclaimed, and letting the pan of potatoes fall, he sprang up and hobbled into the hotel.

Marshal Jim Hampton was in the hall, talking with several men.

Theres something out there that looks like the uncle of the King Bird, said the cook. And hes got the shadow of the black mare, and the ghost of the gray stallion along with him.

Jim Hampton turned. The King Bird himself stood in the entrance to the hall.

He was saying calmly: Its all right, Jim. Im giving myself up. You can put the handcuffs on me now, if you want. Ive only got one favor to ask of you.

I aint got any handcuffs, said the marshal, staring. Is he — is he dead, King?

Yes, hes dead, said the young man with the old face. Ive got one favor to ask you, Jim.

Asking aint poison, said the marshal, never stirring.

Id like to see the grave, first, said the King Bird.

A frozen audience stood before him. It amazed him that not a gun was drawn — and he, the King Bird, helpless before them, too weak really to put up a fight, even to run for it!

What grave? asked the marshal.

Her grave, said the young man.

Whose? said the marshal.

The King Bird tried for the name, but could not bring it to his lips. He made a vague motion.

Hers, he said. The girls.

You mean Brick? gasped the marshal. Shes lying in bed in the first room to the right, head of the stairs, with a plaster around her forehead, thats all. You need a plaster the same place, it looks to me!

The King Bird raised his hand and touched the place where the knife of Dick Macey had glanced from the bone.

You dont understand, Jim, said the King Bird patiently. He found the name, and used it. I mean Helena Blair. I want to know where shes buried.

At this, a tall man walked through the shadows that half covered the brain of the young man, and his face took on the features of Don Esteban. He put a long, strong arm under the shoulders of the King Bird.

This way, señor, said he. Let me show you the way. One glimpse of you will be enough to make her laugh; already she is safe for life.

He helped the King Bird up the stairs.

The marshal turned to the others in the hall.

Well, he said, theres a price on his head. Any of you boys can go up and collect it. There aint any more fight in him.

The voice of the King Bird came down to them from the head of the stairs.

I know you. Youre Don Esteban. What I mean to ask is, Cuyas, can you show me the grave?

Hes all in, said a hard-faced young cowman, Did you hear that?

Im asking who wants the reward, said the marshal. Any of you boys wants to climb those stairs?

Dont be a fool, Hampton, said the hard-faced fellow. Nobody wants to be lynched. You gotta go and do the arresting yourself — and may Heaven help your unhappy hide!

Hush, said the marshal, thats the youngster. Kind of choked, aint he, but happy! A game kid, is Bobby, Im here to state.

Nobody would say no, declared the hard-faced cowpuncher, Nobody but a half-wit. You wouldnt think so, though, to hear him cryin right out loud like this, would you? But hes only a kid.

It seems to me you look kind of watery around the eyes yourself, said the marshal.

I got a cold in the head; dont be a fool, said the cowpuncher.

No one smiled.

How did the mare ever catch the stallion? asked some one. Thats what Id like to know.

You didnt take a look at the King Birds face, said the marshal.

He aint the King Bird no more, said the hard-faced man. Hes done with all that. Marrying and settling down is the next thing for him, all right, as soon as the Blair girl is able to be out again. Yep, hes James Oliver Kinney, now, thank you. But theres old man Kinney. Hes just found out. Listen to him! You wouldnt think that nothing could make that old skinflint holler like that, would you?

Hush up, said the marshal.

A door opened.

Thatll be the door of the girls room, said the marshal.

He raised his eyes with a contemplative look.

Listen to that! he said. Listen when a good woman pulls the door of her heart wide open. You dont hear that so often. About once in ten lifetimes, is all, Id say. I guess theres more room in the street, boys, than there is in here. Things seem to be pretty private, up there.

He led the way onto the veranda.

Theres gotta be a lot of fool letters written now, said Jim Hampton. Thats the worst of it. Letters to the governor; letters to Washington, too. Signed petitions, and the whole range wanting to write its name down on the petitions. Its goin to be a whole lot of trouble.

Listen, said the hard-faced man. Listen, will you?

Im listening, said the marshal. What of it? Didnt you never hear a man called King, before?

Yeah, said the other. Ive heard a gent called King before, I guess, but I never heard it in that tone of voice. Im goin to move along. I feel kind of homesick. I dunno for what!

THE END
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I. A DEAD MAN
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THE COOK THREW a half dozen tomato cans out of the cook wagon, and the men began to knock them about with their Colts. Clancy Morgan, being a new hand on that ranch, took his turn with the rest, but he found that a quart can diminishes to too small a point when it has been hurled by a strong arm. He missed three times running. The other punchers looked at him and grinned and nodded. Most of them were missing, too. Only the foreman and the freckle-faced kid from Arizona kept knocking holes in those cans.

That swarthy chunk of a cowpuncher, Bill, had taken no part in the proceedings, so Clancy Morgan went over and sat on his heels beside the taciturn man.

You dont waste your time and lead on tin cans, eh? asked Morgan.

Yeah, and whats the use? answered Bill. New cartridges cost money. Maybe I could hit those tin cans as good as the next man. I dunno. I hate waste.

Speaking of real shooting, said Clancy, Danny Travis is the boy to shoot the spots out of everything.

Bill started. Or, at least, there seemed to be a movement of his entire body, but, when Clancy Morgan looked down at him again, Bill was simply scratching one shin.

Those new chaps of mine, explained Bill, they got me all chafed up.

You take new sheepskin, it acts that way, said Clancy.

He made his cigarette and looked across the range, now blooming for a few moments in the sunset color. It had been a light day spent entirely in the saddle, with very little pulling and hauling. The cowpunchers were not sprawling on the ground — as usual in rest period — they were up and about, ready to play pranks. Their spirit was more like noon than night.

Speaking of this gent — this Danny Travis, said Bill in a careful voice. Just how good might he be?

An ace, Clancy Morgan said. A regular ace. He broke off to remark: Look at old Dick knock that can right out of the air! Id like to be able to shoot like that. He shook his handsome young head. He was not over two and twenty, and his face was as happy as his heart, which had a way of singing all day long. The shadows of life meant nothing to Clancy Morgan. They never had crossed him, and it seemed probable that they never would cross him. When he smiled, the flash of his eyes and the white glimmer of his teeth, and a bursting good humor and gentleness and kindly content with the world dissolved criticism. Men liked to have him around. So did women. If trouble ever came Clancys way, one would expect it to be because women liked him too well.

But Im no good with a gun, continued Clancy Morgan. Ive spent my time learning to ride and rope and work cows — Ive never had the spare hours to play around with a gun. But a gun can be useful, too.

Yeah, a gun can be useful, Bill agreed, with a certainty that made his voice very quiet. About this here Danny Travishe returned to the subject smoothlymight he be a friend of yours?

Why? asked Clancy Morgan cheerfully. Friend of mine? Why, I guess old Dannys about the best friend I have in the world. He taught me how to daub a rope on a cow. Good old Danny! He is a friend.

A friend is something worth having these days, said Bill profoundly. Yeah, or any days at all.

Danny tried to teach me to shoot, said Clancy.

Bill lifted his eyes slowly and sharpened them to look into the face of Morgan. Hes a good hand, you say, muttered Bill.

Hes a top hand, declared Clancy. Hes a top hand at everything. He can rope, and he can ride, and he can do about everything. He could be governor, or something like that, if he wanted to, I guess. The way he can talk, its a caution. Hes a man, is Danny Travis. You wouldnt think of him settling down, though, would you?

Id as soon think of a hawk squatting down in a barnyard! exclaimed Bill.

You know Danny, do you?

No, no, muttered Bill, I dont know him. I mean, the kind of a fellow you talk about that can ride and rope and shoot and talk, and play a top hand at poker — that kind of a fellow, youd expect him to keep on ranging and not to go and settle down on any patch of ground.

Did I speak about him being a good card player? asked Clancy thoughtfully.

Sure you did, said Bill in haste. You spoke about him being a good shot and roper and rider and card player.

Suspicion could not live in the mind of Clancy any longer than clouds can rule the sky in May.

Cards are the way poor Danny has always lost his money, said Clancy Morgan.

Where would he have settled? Where would he have taken up land? asked Bill. And he looked suddenly down to the ground and gripped a hand behind his back.

Right down beside my home town, said Clancy Morgan. Danny Travis sort of takes to me a little. I dont know why. He flushed with pride. He says Im a fool kid, but he sort of takes to me — and he settled on a piece of ground right outside of Tartartown. Hes got a section that looks better for rabbits than for cows, but Dannyll be able to work it, all right. He always is able to do what he wants.

Tartartown — thats south, murmured Bill. He became silent. After a moment he rose and stretched. Then he walked off toward the place where the boss was pacing up and down. The back view of Bill was something like the back view of an ape, for the width of his shoulders, the length of his arms, and the shortness of his extremely bowed legs were accentuated.

Clancy watched him walk up and down with the boss. They came to a halt and appeared to argue a point. Clancy was not interested in arguments. He rolled down his blankets. It was not quite dark, and the moon would be up before very long, and it was better to get to sleep before the moon slanted its pale light across the range.

So Clancy rolled into the blankets, put his hands under his head, and fixed his mind on a pleasant thought. The first thought that jumped into his mind was Olivia Gregor. Of late she was always his first thought. He never had asked her to marry him because it seemed an impertinence to speak of marriage before he was further on his way toward an established home, but he always thought of her with a sense of possession. Certain moments of silence had passed between them, and he was sure. Now he closed his eyes. He thought of her as he had last seen her, when she pulled up her horse and her hand and her laughter went out to him. He had wanted to pick her off that little mustang and hold her high in his arms. She had known what he wanted, too. Girls always know. Theyre clever that way. So Clancy Morgan smiled, and pleasant sleep was clouding his brain when he heard the voice of the boss, talking to the foreman.

I told Bill I counted on him to finish the job. He wouldnt stay. There was something working in him. He saddled up and took the south trail.

Some of the sleep rolled back from the mind of Clancy Morgan. The south trail led toward Tartartown, and in Tartartown lived Olivia Gregor.

Its too bad, said the foreman. Their voices lowered as they made down their blankets for the night. Its too dog-gone bad, because Bills a good cowhand. And he handled that string of outlaws that I gave him like they was house pets. Theres something to that Bill.

Ill give you an idea what, said the boss.

All right. Whats so mysterious?

I give him a good look in the eye while I was talking to him, said the boss. You know how a resemblance misses you for a long time and then comes back sudden?

Yeah. I know.

Id been lookin at Bill for days. All at once, tonight, it hit me between the eyes — its nobody but Jasper Orping.

The name awakened Clancy Morgan and brought him up to one elbow, blinking. There was only one Jasper Orping. The ghosts of his dead men would agree to that. Moreover, on a day, had there not been bad blood between Danny Travis and Jasper Orping? It was a thing that increased the air of dignity that surrounded Danny Travis — that he could have fallen out with Jasper Orping and have remained intact in life and limb.

That aint Jasper Orping, declared the foreman. Jaspers three inches taller, and his legs are straight, pretty nearly. I seen him once. I only had a rear view, but I seen him once.

Sure, it aint Jasper. I aint said that it was Jasper. I said that it reminded me of Jasper, is all. It aint Jasper. Its Jaspers brother, Bill Orping.

Clancy Morgan sat up straight. Suspicion was something he detested and shut out of his mind as a rule, but this was more than suspicion. It was a straight trail to trouble. Clancy Morgan disbelieved in tales of murderers, traitors, gunmen, and crooks and scoundrels in general. He never had seen a killing. He never expected to see one. When he heard of acts of villainy, he always made a mental reservation. What we have not seen remains a fairy tale.

But this was different. Bill had been singularly interested in the name of Danny Travis. He had brought up the name again and again. The moment he knew where Danny was to be found he had gone to the boss, drawn his pay, and hit the south trail — toward the place where Travis lived. Did Bill Orping mean well? Only a child or a fool could think that he did. He must warn Danny.

Clancy Morgan turned out of his blankets, dressed with a few swift motions, and stood up as a great rim of red-gold pushed above the eastern horizon. At least, he would have moonlight to show his way through the hills.

The boss was just pulling off his boots, when Morgan stood before him, saying: Ive got to ride to Tartartown. Ive remembered something. Ive got to go!

The boss slammed onto the ground the boot he had just drawn off.

You aim to go and come back?

Yes, said Clancy.

If you go, you stay.

All right, said Clancy. Im sorry.

Running out on the middle of the job — like a lot of pikers — like a lot of tinhorn sports! exclaimed the boss. Whats the matter with you, kid? Whats on your brain? Whats biting you? Thats what Id like to know.

Its something terribly important. I cant tell you.

Well, get out, then, and hurry back as soon as you can!

Clancy Morgan turned.

This got anything to do with Bill leaving? asked the boss curiously.

It was not the custom of Clancy Morgan to leave questions unanswered. This time he felt that he should turn and tell a lie, but lies did not come smoothly off his tongue, so he simply walked straight on as though he had not heard.

He found his horse and got the hobbles off it and the saddle on its back. It was a four-year-old, not quite hardened, but with promise of making a cutting horse one day. Clancy Morgan regarded it sometimes with impatience, but usually with awe. What did children of four know, compared with the knowledge possessed by this mustang?

He bade no farewells, but took the road south on the long trail. Ordinarily he would have made that ride in two stages, but this time he dared not pause. If one of the Orping crew wanted the scalp of Danny Travis, he must rush the warning through.

He saw the moon climb up to the lonely center of the sky. He saw it slope westward, whitening the hills. The dawn came, and a great weariness ached behind his eyes. The mustang began to stumble. He eased the horse of its burden and walked several miles. With sunup he was in the saddle again, and rode through the gap of the north trail into view of Tartartown. All the houses blinked their windows at him, like signal lights, and a sudden warmth of assurance and relief came over him, for this was home.

Tartartown was hardly more than a sprinkling of houses gathered around the crossing of two rather dim trails. From the little cluster of buildings at the crossing, the outskirts grew more and more sparse until the ranches began, mere spots that the unpracticed eye could hardly find without much searching. For it was not a land of trees, neither was there a big growth of shrubbery. It was a land of cactus and bitter mesquite.

But scenery makes no more than a backdrop, and it is people who must fill the stage. Clancy Morgan no longer had a house, but still Tartartown was home, when he thought of all the faces and all the voices that he could call into his eye and into his ear. His heart swelled as he thought of the good fellowship of the men and the gentleness of the women. Suddenly he was assured that no real danger could have been moving toward Danny Travis. He felt that he had been a fool to make this long ride for nothing. But being here, of course, he would go to see Danny.

He headed down through the town. It was quite early, but not too early to find a Western town awake. He saw Dick Richards entering his blacksmith shop.

Im in a hurry, Dick. Seeing you later! he called.

Hey, Molly — hey, Dickie — Clancys come back to town! thundered the blacksmith. And he stepped out into the street to follow Morgan with his eyes.

A sweet pang of joy slid up the spine of Morgan and rose like a summer sun in his mind. This was home!

Doctor Walters came out on his verandah. My dear boy! My dear Clancy! he cried.

Im coming back, Doctor, said Clancy. Im in a hurry, but Im coming back.

Martha, called the doctor, heres Clancy Morgan, looking as brown as a berry.

Berries are not brown, silly, said the sharp voice of Mrs. Walters from inside the house.

And Clancy Morgan laughed. What a good world!

Little Harry Stephens rushed at him barefooted, barelegged, out of the vacant lot beside his fathers house.

Hey there, Clancy — Clancy! he yelled, incredulous, squeaking with joy.

Im coming back, said Clancy Morgan.

Ill tell Nell, said the boy. Shell just yell! Hey, Clancy, Im glad!

Clancy Morgan went on. He wished that he might be passing the house of the Gregor family, but that, unfortunately, was not his luck. And it was right to save the best for the last. When he saw Olivia — 

The houses cleared away. Before him appeared the twisting, dim little trail that led in the direction of Danny Traviss new house. It was just over the hill — and there was Danny himself coming out of the mesquite. He saw the rider. Something flashed out of the hand of Travis as he hurried forward, waving.

They met in front of the little adobe house. Danny Travis looked flushed, perhaps from walking through the soft, deep sand among the mesquite. But Clancy Morgan paid little heed to this as he hurled himself off his horse and gripped the hand of his friend.

Its like years and years, Danny! shouted Clancy Morgan.

The older man looked him up and down, almost coldly. Then he nodded.

More shoulders and less stomach on you than there used to be, Clancy, he said.

Oh, they work you up there, said Morgan. Is there some barley in that shed? This pony has come a ways.

Yes, hes gaunted up a bit, said Travis. He turned his solemn face toward the little shed that leaned against one end of the cabin. Theres no grain in there. Ill tell you the best idea — Ill go back into town with you. Well have a feed ourselves, and well feed the horse, too. Come along, Clancy.

Before Ive seen how youve fixed up the place? exclaimed Morgan, stepping to the door.

Get out of there! commanded Dan Travis.

His voice had a metal clang in it that flicked through the blood of Morgan like cold air. But the hand of Clancy already had struck the door, knocking it open with a stagger, and inside, a pale thing among the shadows on the floor, he saw the face of Bill Orping. He saw the body of Bill Orping stretched out. And he knew that the man was dead!


II. THE CURIOUS DOG
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THE DOOR SWUNG back with a slam. It was a louder noise, at that moment, than the explosion of a bomb. Clancy turned. Travis, his knees flexed a little, seemed ready to leap at him, and the hand of Travis was moving as though it had just put away a gun in the holster that was lashed to his right thigh.

Half of the quality in Travis that intrigued Clancy Morgan was this savagery which was always as close to his skin as the claws of a cat are to the velvet of its paw. It showed more often in some flash of the eyes, some hardening of the voice. But now it had come to a matter of actual threat. That gun, beyond a doubt, had been in his hand. It was almost a greater shock to Clancy Morgan than the sight of the dead man inside the cabin. But there are such things as involuntary reactions. Morgan knew that. He moistened his white lips.

Well? said Travis, without parting his teeth.

Danny — I — Hes dead — , whispered Morgan.

You had to be a fool and butt in, said Travis. You had to play the young fool. The next time you come to a mans house— He stopped.

You dont mean that, Danny, said Morgan.

Travis stared at him.

Im going inside, said Morgan.

Yeah. Youd wanta do that, too, said Travis.

Morgan put his hand on the door. There was no further objection. Travis pushed past him and stood in the center of the room, looking down at the dead man. Morgan followed.

He had wanted to see the improvements in the house, and now he looked at these first. There was an open hearth with a crane from which pots hung — Travis always had liked Mexican ways of doing things. There was a good table, homemade and stronger than any store product — Travis was an excellent carpenter. There was a bunk covered with a goatskin, and another goatskin lay on the earthen floor of the hut beside the bunk. In one corner was a shelf of books. The tinware on the pantry shelves shone as though a woman kept house here. That was like Travis, too. He was complete in all ways. He was a law and a sufficiency unto himself. He had even carved some decorative designs on the underfaces of the cross beams, and he had colored those designs with bright red and blue and yellow, Mexican style.

After he had seen these things, Clancy Morgan was able to look down at the dead man without feeling faint.

Bill Orping had been shot straight through the heart. The red patch was right over it, and there was an aperture in the middle of the stain. It was a big, round hole. It hardly looked as though a revolver bullet had made that hole. It was rather as though a charge of buckshot had been fired at close range.

Clancy Morgan lost his breath and sat down in one of the comfortable homemade chairs — Travis was always working away with wood. His hands could never be idle. He was like a sailor.

Bill Orping had been a good cowhand. He could handle a rope in a high wind as though the hemp were heavy, liquid-flowing rawhide. Bill was a good man with a branding iron, too. He never burned the calves too deep. He was good on a fence line, too. He was good all around, except when it came to spinning yarns of an evening. And now he lay there, finished. His eyes, open a mere crack, seemed to mock Clancy, seemed to be spying on him.

Hes dead, said Clancy.

He heard a faint rustling sound. Travis was making a cigarette, licking it to glue the paper fast, turning down one end of it, lighting it. The match snapped far away out of the fingertips of Travis.

Yeah. He looks kind of dead, said Travis calmly.

I recollect — , began Clancy.

What?

Nothing, said Clancy. He had been about to tell how he saw Bill get covered with mud one day, tailing a steer out of a water hole, where it had bogged down. He was ashamed that he had wanted to tell this thing in a casual manner. He was ashamed because his first sight of death had not driven through his brain like a bullet. It seemed perfectly natural. It was hardly more than looking at a dead deer.

The Culversons come down this way everyday about this time, said Travis. They mostly stop in here.

Whatll we do? said Clancy, coming to his feet.

I dont know.

What did you — how did it happen — I mean, did you shoot him with a shotgun?

No, said Travis, and touched the holster at his side.

But thats not a half-inch wound! exclaimed Clancy.

Travis merely stared at him. Then Clancy remembered. A .45-caliber does not make a great wound where it enters, but it is apt to mushroom somewhat and make a frightful place where it comes out through the body.

Danny, you didnt happen — you didnt shoot him in the back? he gasped.

Well, said Travis. He looked straight at Clancy and set his jaw. He said nothing.

That was like Travis. He was not one to explain. If you doubted him, you doubted him. That was all. A man is a friend, or hes not a friend. Theres nothing else to it.

Danny, said Clancy, its not that I think anythings wrong. I know you only did what you had to do. I know that everything was all right, only—

He was a fool, said Travis. He made a gesture with his foot toward the dead body.

If his brother finds it out! If Jasper Orping finds out — then what? breathed Clancy.

Oh, Ill take care of Jasper Orping, and Ill take care of any other man, said Travis calmly. Only — its rotten, thats all. This fool — he came down and crowded me. What are his brothers arguments to him? He came and crowded me. I didnt want to hurt the fool. He was nothing to me. I tried to let him off easy. But he crowded me. He made me pull a gun. Thats all. He wont crowd anybody else!

It seemed vaguely strange to Clancy that a man can be shot through the back while he is crowding an enemy. But it never occurred to Clancy to doubt Travis. It would have been easier to doubt himself, and much easier, at that.

Whatll we do? asked Clancy. If people saw him like that. Shot from behind, I mean. He picked up a gun that lay on the floor and broke it open. One cartridge had been fired from it.

He took a crack at you, all right, Danny? he asked.

Well, theres a bullet been fired from that gun, hasnt there? And thats Bill Orpings gun, isnt it? demanded Travis.

When they see that the wound is in the back, said Clancy.

Thats the rotten part, declared Travis. People dont realize that even a fellow like Bill Orping can lose his nerve the last minute and try to run for it.

And you couldnt hold up?

Dont talk like a fool! I was shooting when he swung around. But ask people to believe what I say. Thats all. Just ask them. A lot of fools, is what I say. And a lot of em would like to get my scalp. His face went dark and savage, and he made another gesture with his foot toward the dead man. I thought I was through with all this kind of stuff, said Travis.

If the Culversons are coming down this trail, said Clancy, weve gotta do something. Weve gotta do something quick. What?

I dont know, said Travis.

Weve got to get him out of here. Thats the first thing.

Thats right. Maybe youre right. Take his legs. Ill take him by the shoulders.

Clancy stooped and picked up the legs of the dead man close to the knees. They were as heavy as lead, and they slid out of his grasp like quicksilver. Wait a minute, he said. He took off his bandanna and knotted it closely around the knees of Bill Orping. That gave him a good handhold. He walked first through the door.

Over there to the right, in that patch of mesquite, directed Travis.

So Clancy walked on. The feet of Bill Orping kept bobbing rapidly up and down. The sun flashed on the toes of his boots. They entered the mesquite tangle. Clancy looked around before he lowered his burden, and saw how Travis held the dead man by the shoulders, and how the head of Orping was hanging down. It made him sick. Dead fish hang like that, loose and limp, from the line of the fisherman. He put down the body, unknotted the bandanna from the knees of Orping, and arose.

What were you doing over there in the other mesquite tangle when I first saw you? asked Clancy, with no thought in his mind except how the sun was beating fiercely down into that dead face.

I was digging some mesquite roots. I was out of wood, said Travis.

Great Scott, muttered Clancy, amazed and awed. You left him dead in your cabin, and you went out and dug mesquite?

I was bothered. I wanted to do something and clear out my brain. I wanted to give my head a chance to work.

That was just like Travis. He always had to have his hands employed.

What about the horse that Orping rode?

Its back of the house.

We ought to do something about that.

Well peel the saddle off of it. Well turn it loose, said Travis.

It seemed an impossible solution to Clancy. We ought to bury Orping now, he suggested.

We havent got time, said Travis. The Culversons are coming along pretty quick. We havent got time. He dropped Orpings gun on the ground close beside the body. Then he hurried to the back of the house, appearing again, riding Orpings mustang, and took it up the trail. When he came opposite the mesquite tangle, he dismounted, cut the horse across the flank with his quirt, and sent it flying. It disappeared quickly among the low hills and the brush.

Then the two men went back to the house together.

Tell me, said Clancy. Something has to be done.

Theres blood on the floor. Well get that up first, said Travis.

He was perfectly calm. He was so calm that the heart of Clancy stopped racing so fast.

When they got into the cabin again, they examined the spot where the body had lain. The earth was dark, and the blood showed hardly at all. Travis simply kicked away some of the surface soil and let it scatter. Then he brought in fresh earth from outside and stamped it down on the spot. He stood back and examined the place. He looked around him deliberately, as though to spot anything that might bear witness against him.

After the old Culversons go by, Travis said, we can catch up Orpings horse and load Orping on it, and take it down to the river. Thats only five miles. The river will cover him, and cover his horse, too, Orping will just be something that rode off the face of the earth. Thats all.

Well have to wait till dark to carry him down there, said Clancy. Somebody would see us. There are always kids fishing in the river.

Well, well wait till dark, then, said Travis.

Clancy closed his eyes and groaned. Suppose that somebody should find the body during the day? he asked.

Thats easy, said Travis. If the pinch comes, I simply say that a couple of men went by not long after sunup. I heard a couple of shots. Thats all I know. I thought somebody was shooting at rabbits. It didnt bother me. I was cooking breakfast, and I didnt even go outside. I thought it was rabbits. He smiled a little. You see how it is, Clancy. Theres always a way out.

I see, said Morgan vaguely. He started to make a cigarette.

You need a good swig of coffee, said Travis, moving toward the fireplace. Blue wood smoke from the dying fire moved about his shoulders.

Wait a minute! exclaimed Clancy, springing up. He stood with his hand at his throat.

Well? asked the quiet voice of Travis.

Wheres my bandanna? I had a bandanna on! Did I leave it out there somewhere in the mesquite tangle?

Must be around the cabin somewhere. I saw you untie it from around Orpings knees.

Where is it, then? Help me look. No, Danny, it must have brushed out of my hand. Ill go back and get it.

Go ahead. Ill have the coffee ready when you come back.

Clancy stepped to the door, opened it, and passed out. But down the trail he saw a buckboard coming, drawn by two little down-headed mustangs, and with the dumpy figures of a man and woman in the drivers seat. A small, mongrel dog ran under the heads of the ponies, jumping up at them now and then. Its sharp voice came across the air to the ears of Clancy.

He moved hastily back into the cabin. Somebodys coming. I cant go out there now, he said.

Whos coming?

Man and woman in a buckboard. And a dog. Two horses.

Thats nothing but the Culversons. Theyre blind in one eye and cant see out of the other. You know the Culversons.

No. Theyre new people. I dont know em. Danny, Ive got to have that bandanna!

Travis poured out coffee into a tin cup. Why? he asked. Cold in the neck — or cold in the feet? He even laughed. Take one of mine, brother, and then youll be all dressed up again.

He went to a small box like a sailors chest, opened the lid of it, and took out a blue silk bandanna, polka-dotted with small rounds of white.

Put that on, Clan.

Morgan hesitated. Mine was red and yellow, he objected.

Come on! Come on! urged Travis. Dont get the panics. Whats the matter with you?

Im sorry, muttered Clancy Morgan, and knotted the bandanna around his throat.

The barking of the dog, the pounding of hoofs, the rattling of wheels, the grinding of iron tires in the sand drew close and paused in front of the cabin.

There they are, said Travis. Theyre a pair of old dummies. They wont see anything. Theyll sing out and ask if I want anything in town — anything heavy they can bring in the buckboard. Theyre a good-hearted pair of old plugs!

A footfall came to the door that was pushed open by a bent, smiling old man with a tuft of white beard on his chin. His lips pursed a little over a toothless mouth. He made a smacking sound when he talked.

Hullo, Danny, said old Culverson. Look-at here what I found. Never seen such a coin in my days!

Travis went to the door and took it. He bent over it.

Thats just an old Spanish coin, Pop, he said. Thats all it is.

That all? There aint no value attached to it?

No, not much.

The little black-and-tan mongrel pushed through the door and went sniffing about the cabin.

Well, said Pop Culverson, I kind of like it. I might polish it up and use it for a watch charm, eh?

Clancy did not hear the answer. He was watching the dog fall to work with furious energy, scratching at the place where the blood of Orping had soaked into the floor.


III. SUSPECTED
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HOWDY, DANNY! CALLED the shrill voice of the woman, who still sat in the buckboard. Anything hefty that you want us to fetch out from town?

Nope. Not a thing, thanks, said Travis.

Here, Jingo! Here, Jingo, you little fool! Hes tearin the nation out of your floor, Danny, said Pop Culverson.

Oh, thats all right, Pop, said Travis. He thinks he smells a rat, maybe.

Maybe. Hes a fool, worthless thing, but hes kind of got used to us, and weve got used to him. Here, Jingo, drat you! He broke off, to add: Hello, you got a friend here with you, Danny?

Come here, Clancy, said Travis. Its Clancy Morgan. This is Pop Culverson.

The half-cold hand of the old man gripped that of Morgan.

So youre Clancy Morgan, are you? Culverson said.

And Ive heard aplenty about you, son, around this town. And all good, too. All mighty good, boy. Im glad to see you. Im right glad to see you. If you step by our way, remember that the latch hangs on the outside. I wanta set and yam with you about your dad sometime. I used to know your dad. I knew him up in Nevada, and a right fine man Joe Morgan was. And a right fine son hes left behind him, I can see with half an eye. Hi, Jingo! You little fool, you tryin to trip me up?

For the dog had darted through the doorway, and now went scuttering through the sand toward the mesquite patch in which lay the body of Bill Orping.

The two men now stood in front of the house as Pop Culverson went back toward the buckboard, saying: Heres young Clancy Morgan, whose pa I used to know right well.

Morgan went to the rig and shook hands with the little, fat, smiling woman. She kept bobbing her head at him.

I knew Joe Morgan, too, she said. He was a man that a girl could never forget.

Now, now, said her husband.

Look, Mrs. Culverson said. He takes after Danny Travis and wears blue- and-white bandannas — and thats a thing one dont see much on this part of the range.

It is, agreed Culverson, but I—

A mournful wailing came from the mesquite.

Here, Jingo! called Culverson. Whats that fool dog gone and found? Here, Jingo, Jingo! I never seen a dog to waste more time. Here, Jingo!

Go get him, commanded Mrs. Culverson. You know how he is. You know that he wont scarcely ever come when he gets all excited. My heart, sounds like hes found a dead horse, or something.

Old Culverson was already on his way. Clancy Morgan, stirring uneasily, looked at Travis, but Travis appeared to have noticed nothing. He was resting a foot on the hub of the nearest axle and talking cheerfully as Culverson disappeared into the brush.

Hey, hey! Pop shouted, theres somebody — theres something — theres— His voice choked.

Theres something wrong, Travis said to Mrs. Culverson. Come on, Clancy! As they started, he added under his breath: Run right where we walked, when we carried the body out. Run right behind me, Clancy.

So Clancy Morgan ran at the heels of Travis from the adobe hut into the mesquite, where they found Pop Culverson — good old man — on his knees beside Bills body, as though he would not be convinced by a mere glance that he had found one of his fellow mortals dead. He looked up at the pair of them with a gray face and a shaking head.

Great Scott! Right outside my house! Travis exclaimed.

Clancy Morgan said nothing. He was seeing the dead man with new eyes, to which the fear of the law lent a stronger vision.

How come this, Danny? Culverson puzzled, laboring to his feet. He waved his hand, and Jingo no longer sniffed at the dead body, but sprang away to a distance.

Into the mind of Clancy Morgan sprang something about: And the beasts of the field and the birds of the air shall consume them.

I wish I knew how come, Travis stated. Yes, sir, thats what I wish. Right outside my house! Is he long dead? he went on, leaning over the body. No, sir, not long enough dead to be cold. By the jumping thunder, Pop, I know who it was!

Who, Danny, who? asked Culverson eagerly.

A pair of men rode by the house while I was cooking my breakfast. I heard a couple of shots that sounded like rifle shots. I thought they were shooting at rabbits or something. I didnt even step outside the house to look. You know how you feel sort of dead and lazy before breakfast?

I know, agreed Culverson. But no rifle ever tore that hole. And theres a revolver lyin—

So it is, concurred Danny Travis. But it sounded like rifles. He reached toward the gun.

Dont touch that gun! Dont touch it! warned Culverson. Somebody that knows more law than either of us three had oughta see just how he s laid out before hes touched. A lot hangs by that, Ive heard and read.

Youre right, agreed Travis. A lot might hang by that. Wed better stand away. The footprints might mean something.

They might, said Culverson. And you heard the shots? Well, a revolver will sound like a rifle sometimes. It depends upon the air, sort of. And then, you were inside of the house. Maybe this that I picked up will mean something.

And he held up the yellow-dotted, red bandanna of Clancy Morgan. It seemed to Morgan that it was the lifting of a hostile flag, as if there were treason in that small bit of silk. He could feel fear freezing his face and making his eyes bulge out.

Yeah, that may have some meaning, so lets see it, said Danny Travis.

Dont be askin to see it till Ive showed it to them that might know, muttered Culverson. This county is a sight too big. This here happens — and the sheriff is clean over in Tuscamora! How long will it be before theres even somebody that knows who he is?

The heel of Travis descended on the foot of Clancy Morgan. Then he realized. Of course, he would have to speak up — he had ridden on the same ranch with this man.

Why, said Morgan, the fact is I know him, all right. Ive been riding with him on the Gresham place for quite a while. Im still riding there.

Not exactly, said Culverson, rather dryly. Looks to me like youre riding down here in Tartartown. But what might his name be?

Bill was all I ever heard him called, Clancy Morgan offered. Then he added reluctantly: But Ive heard the boss say that he looked a whole lot like one of the Orping men.

Culverson started.

Orping? And by thunder, he does look like Jas Orping himself. Only smaller. This is a bad business. If this here is Bill Orping, Jas will make trouble, and hes the one that knows how to make trouble. He shook his head. The voice of his wife called with shrill inquiry from far away.

Wed better pick up the body and put it in the back of your rig, Pop, suggested Travis. Theres nobody that represents the law in our town. Youre as good a head as any to look around. Its no business leaving the body out here to the sun and the flies.

Youre right, Danny, answered Culverson. I guess Ive seen all that Im likely to see. Heres where his horse come in from the road. Heres where he fell out of the saddle. Theres where the horse ran off. Will you fellows try to catch that scary hoss? Because, maybe, therell be some sort of evidence in it. Shot in the back! It kind of makes me sick. Ive seen dead men, Danny. But heaven pity the poor soul that gets shot through the back. He didnt have no chance.

He must have been riding up the trail with somebody, argued Travis. He turned off the trail into the mesquite right here. His friend that was with him pulls a gun and shoots him in the back. As he falls, being a fighting man, he manages to get out his gun and fire — once. I suppose he just dented the sky, and that was all. Wed better get the body over to your rig. Well carry him. You go and tell your wife to sit there and face forward. You quiet her down.

Culverson went off with a step that waddled slowly through the deep sand. Travis said quietly: This is the best chance we could have. This gets the body away from the place before somebody with a hawk-eye spots the thing. Pick up his legs, Clan.

I hate to touch him. I can hardly make myself touch him, breathed Clancy Morgan.

Sure you hate it. So do I. But weve got to. Grit your teeth and dig in.

They carried the body slowly to the wagon and slid it into the back of the buckboard. Travis brought some old sacking and covered it from head to toe. Culverson and his wife were talking rapidly in horrified voices.

You catch up that horse. Ill go in with them, said Travis to Clancy Morgan. I heard the shots. Ill have to be giving testimony or something, I suppose.

So Morgan watched that buckboard pull away while he mounted his weary horse and rode down the trail of Orpings mustang. A good two miles he had to travel before he found the mustang, and then there was a further half hour or so before he could catch the brute. Finally he toiled back to the trail, and so along it toward the town, with the weary mustang of the dead man, pulling firmly back on the lead rope.

He had passed the house of Travis when, over the hill from town, came Travis with his horse at a lope. He waved a hand to arrest the course of Clancy Morgan, and then pulled up beside him.

Hells popping, said Travis. Drop that rope. Let the mustang go. And hike out of here. Bury yourself in the hills, Clan. Fade out till things quiet down. Ill let you know when everything has blown over.

Clancy Morgan stared at him, squinting his eyes. The sun was very strong. He felt the burn of it on his chin as he put back his head a little. Whats the matter? asked Morgan.

That bandanna. Everybody and his brother saw you come through town with a red bandanna on like the one that was picked up by the body of poor Orping. And Culverson saw you in a blue-and-white one, like mine. People are talking to beat the band. Everybodys having a say. Skin out, brother. Skin out.

The world expanded to a bleak immensity, through which Clancy saw a small form pursued by throngs. That small figure was himself.

Wait a minute, Danny. You mean that theyre hanging this job on me?

Dont argue — ride! commanded Dan Travis. His harsh face darkened still more, and he waved a peremptory arm. I know whats for your own good, boy. Get out of here, and get fast. Ride over toward Allerton. Ill come and pick you up and give you the news in a day or two.

Dan, you mean that theyre after me? They accuse me of murder, when—

When I did it? answered Travis. Thats what I mean. Im warning you now. Skin out. I did the job, and youre blamed for it. I could explain the thing till the cows come home, and theyd simply say that it was friendship that makes me talk. They know that Im not the sort to let a bunkie down. Clancy, get out, and get fast!

The heart of Clancy Morgan shrank smaller than the head of a pin. Once a man began to run, the fear grew vaster behind him. He knew that. You dont fear the nightmare in the dark until you turn your back on it. He freshened his grip on the lead rope of Orpings horse.

No, he said slowly. Ill ride on into town.

You fool! shouted Travis, losing his patience. If you go into town, Ill have to break my neck to get you out of trouble. Show some sense, Clan! He lowered his voice suddenly to an appeal. You see how it is, he added. A man shot in the back. Thats murder in this mans part of the world, no matter what the evidence may be otherwise. The bullet hole talks for itself. If you go into that town, theyre apt to lynch you.

Clancy Morgan drew in his breath. He wanted to run. Every nerve in his body trembled. But if he ran, he gave up all his past life. All that he had been became a dead thing. And among the dead things would be Olivia Gregor.

Im going on in, he said, and spurred his mustang into a trot.

Well, you poor — , began Travis. But he stopped his words. He did not follow. Clancy Morgan went into Tartartown alone.


IV. LYNCHING PARTY
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THE LITTLE TOWN seemed deserted. There was not a face or a voice as he rode in, until he came close to the hotel and saw the whole of Tartartown gathered there like iron filings on paper above a magnet. People stood about in groups with serious faces, making their expressions very solemn, and he knew that in their hearts they were enjoying something that was worth talking about. Inside that hotel, in one of the lower rooms, would be the body of poor Orping.

Travis had called him that. Even Travis, who did the shooting, had just now spoken of poor Orping.

Clancy was bewildered by the actions of Travis. It was not that he had the slightest fear that Travis would let him stay in serious trouble on account of a thing that Travis himself had done, but all the actions of Dan Travis were odd. His greeting of Clancy had been strange. Put that down to the fact that a dead man was lying on the floor of his house at the moment. The matter of the bandanna had been strange, too. It was so strange that Clancy Morgan wondered if Travis did not have a red bandanna, and if so, why it had not been given? The whole danger seemed to be focusing, suddenly, around the matter of the bandanna. A little wisp of silk — but a man might die because of it. He, Clancy Morgan, might die.

He came on, dragging the horse of Orping behind him. On the verandah of the hotel stood big, old Culverson, with his shoulders stooped by weight and by years. He was talking in the midst of a group, but, when he saw Clancy, he paused in his talk and stared. Then, like a flashing of metal toward the sun, all the other faces twisted around toward Morgan. There was a sudden loud talking of all the voices. That noise died out. In a silence in which he could hear the creaking of his stirrup straps, he approached the hotel, dismounted, and tethered Orpings horse to the rack. He tethered his own horse beside Orpings. The silence made him feel sick at the stomach. He walked around the watering troughs that bordered the verandah. Other men came in behind them. They followed him closely, and he dared not turn toward them, because he knew that they were acting as part of a trap. He knew every one of these people. He knew them intimately, and he had been away for a long time, but nobody spoke to him. He stood before old Culverson.

Well, he said, Ive brought in the horse.

Culverson looked back at him and pursed his lips over his toothless mouth, then he turned away. His old, bent back went slowly through the double doorway into the lobby of the hotel.

Clancy Morgan looked around him. Everybody met his eye coldly. Still nobody spoke.

Whats the matter? asked Clancy Morgan. What in the world is the matter?

He wished that Travis were at his side at this moment. He wished it very much. But Travis was somewhere in the background, making everything safe, preparing against every emergency. A sudden warmth of joy came upon the heart of Clancy, knowing that he had such a friend as Travis in the background.

Steve, said Clancy to Steve Pearson, whats the matter?

Steve Pearson was one of the best-liked and respected men around the town. He was only thirty, but he was gray from the scheming and work that had brought him up from utter poverty to the ownership of a very tidy herd. He was a little mana big head and shoulders, set on an almost dwarfish body. Now he looked into the face of Clancy Morgan with a steady disgust, a steady enmity.

You must take us for a flock of fools, boy, said Pearson. Dyou think that you can get away with this bluff?

What bluff? asked Clancy Morgan.

You murdered Bill Orping, said Pearson.

I— gasped Clancy.

Pearson raised a hand slowly and leveled a forefinger that was like a gun. He came a step closer and said: You shot Bill Orping in the back!

I didnt! I — I — didnt! said Clancy. I just brought in his horse, and — I—

You brought in his horse. You thought that doing that would prove that you werent afraid. You thought that doing that would prove you were innocent, but were not the sort of fools you take us for. You think were a flock of half- wits, but weve lived a day or two.

I know you have. I dont think youre fools, said Clancy Morgan. Only, I tell you, that I didnt kill Bill Orping. I had nothing against him. We rode the same range together. We were on the same job. Everybody up here knows that Bill and I never had any trouble.

Pearson sneered in his face. Those gray, relentless eyes of Pearson kept boring into him.

I have half a mind to go ahead, said Pearson. I think we oughtto go ahead, boys. I dont see why we should wait for the sheriff to come two hundred miles. Tartartown has had clean hands for twenty years, and, if her hands are dirty again, its up to us to clean them!

It is, said another voice suddenly.

That was Jeff Rogers, with the face of a pig and the voice of a bear. Jeff was always in the center of any crowd. He seemed to rise out of the ground and appear as the nearest witness of any quarrel. Of course, he would be here.

Jeff flushed as the eye of Clancy found him.

We oughta do the job ourselves, said Jeff loudly.

This here ladies man and killer, we oughta handle him ourselves. He thinks that were a lot of fools, but well show him another side of the face to laugh on. He shook his fat fist at Clancy.

Suddenly there was a stepping forward, as though a company of soldiers had heard a command, but all of those steps were toward Clancy. He was the magnet that drew the filings. He looked around him wildly, between heads and over heads, but Travis was not in sight.

That did not matter. Travis would appear at the right time. He could depend on Travis. Friendship was more than life to Travis. He was a man who was willing to stand up for his principles. He would fight for them, too. He would die for them. That was what Clancy Morgan told himself.

Pearson, you tell us what to do, said a man gravely.

Its a dirty business, declared Pearson, but I guess its our duty. If we pass this up, well have a flock of thugs and yeggs and crooks coming down here and making themselves at home. For my part, if my own brother did a murder, Id sit on the jury and vote for him to hang. He snapped his teeth on the finish of this. Take him out under that tree! commanded Pearson.

Hands fell on Clancy.

Then overmastering hysteria swept over him. He struggled to cast the hands off. They merely became ten times stronger, and the fingertips sank into his flesh. Wait a minute! Clancy Morgan screamed. I didnt kill him. Dont murder me, boys!

Take it like a man, said a voice at his ear. Take it like a man, if theres any man in you.

And he was swept forward until he stood under the single tree that graced Tartartown and the plains around it, a single big cottonwood that rose like a green tower.


V. FRIENDSHIP
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ALL AROUND HIM the crowd moved. It was like one huge, shapeless beast, moving on many pairs of feet, but with only a single heart, a single brain — and that heart and brain devising evil. Tentacles stronger than those of an octopus embraced Clancy Morgan. His life and soul were about to be devoured by this monster. He heard the voice of the crowd, too. It came from many throats, but it made a single, deep, murmuring note. There was music in it — the sort of music that freezes the heart.

Something whispered in the air above the head of Clancy. He looked up and saw a lariat dangling close to him. Jeff Rogers had thrown it. Jeff was importantly holding the end of the rope now, with a severe frown on his face, like one who is an executor of justice.

Clear away a circle, said Pearson. Stand back, boys. If this job has to be done, well try to do it decently. Stand away from him so we can ask a few questions and see his face.

They stood back, and Clancy Morgan looked up and down the street. There was no sign of Dan Travis, but, at the same time, it was certain that Travis was somewhere near. Friendship was sacred to Travis.

Friendship was more than life or death to him. Clancy knew that. The words became a chant audible to his minds ear: Friendship is sacred. He, Clancy Morgan, would prove it, even if the rope was fastened around his neck. Old Danny Travis would see that there was one man in the world who agreed with him — friendship is sacred!

Might it not be, after all, that man of cold nerve, that fellow of steel, Dan Travis, was somewhere nearby, waiting until the last moment, testing the courage of Clancy, ready to rescue him at the last instant of danger? The moment the thought occurred to Clancy, he was certain that it was the correct solution. And he was steadied.

Well need Culverson here, said Pearson. Get Culverson, will you?

Culverson wont come, said another. That was Tom Briggs. Tom had been in school with Clancy. They had punched each other on the nose in many a fight. They had raced together for the swimming pool after days of school in summer. But there was Tom Briggs, looking at the prisoner as though he never had seen him before, narrowing his eyes, curling his lip a little.

Culverson wont come, repeated Tom Briggs. He says that the business makes him sick. And he looks as though he means it. He just tells how the dog found the body, and he went into the brush after it. Theres one thing more. He says that when he showed the bandanna that he found there, he saw a very odd look on Clancy Morgans face. Thats all. He wont come here and talk.

Hes a decent old codger, declared Pearson. But I hope the rest of us are decent men, too. If theres one of you all that has any malice against Clancy Morgan, I wish that hed step out of this. Its a dirty business, but we owe it to the honor and the safety of the town to put it through. Its not so much what is happening now as what may happen in the future. Morgan! He snapped out the name.

Clancy Morgan stiffened a little. He looked straight back into the stern face of Pearson. He said to himself that friendship was sacred. It was worth dying for. And a sort of glory came upon Clancy Morgan and cast the trembling out of his body, and enabled him to raise his head and look steadily back at Pearson.

On the edge of the crowd was the sober, middle-aged face of Olivias father. Harry Gregor looked merely thoughtful — hardly concerned.

Well, Morgan, said Pearson, we want the straight of this. It seems that you rode on the same range for the same outfit that Bill Orping worked for. What bad blood came up between you? Well start there.

No bad blood, said Clancy, and rejoiced in the wonderful steadiness of his voice.

All right, continued Pearson. We cant make you talk. But we can hang you, if you dont. We can hang you for a dirty murderer from a branch of this tree, and weve got the rope ready. Remember that!

Clancy Morgan lifted his head and looked at the dangling rope. I understand.

Very well, said Pearson. When did Orping leave that place? Will you tell us that?

He left just after sunset last night.

When did you leave it?

Just at moonrise last night.

And you rode straight down here — its a long way.

I rode all night.

Where did you go then?

I went out to the house of Dan Travis.

And what did you find there — or what did you do?

I wont tell you.

The shock went through every man in the crowd. Clancy could see them stir under the impact of it.

You wont talk after that point?

No, said Clancy.

He wont talk, said Pearson. So Ill have to talk on the case we have against him. These are the facts the way we know them, partly from what he says himself and partly from what other people have said. Orping left that ranch last night. He rode down to Tartartown. He was seen passing through the edges of the town early this morning. And he was found dead in the mesquite tangle outside of the house of Dan Travis. Dan Travis says that he heard two shots fired this morning, and didnt leave his house to find out who fired them. Well, well let that go. We know Dan Travis, and we know that hed die for a friend. What Dan Travis says about this case isnt worth a tinkers damn, but, as a matter of fact, even what Dan says is no good. Most of you heard him talk. He simply says that he heard the shots. He thought nothing of them. After a while his friend, Clancy Morgan, arrived.

Thats right, said Jeff, nodding his head so that his pig jowls wobbled.

Culverson testifies — and you know that Culverson is not a man to lie — that he got to the house early, and that his dog found the body, and that, when he went out to it, Culverson found a bandanna, a red silk bandanna, hanging on the edge of a mesquite thorn. He saw Clancy Morgan, and Clancy was wearing a blue-and-white bandanna. Mrs. Culverson remarked on it. And now comes the final thing. Half a dozen people saw Clancy Morgan ride through town this morning. He wasnt wearing a blue bandanna then. He was wearing a red one.

Now, gentlemen, Im going to put it up to you straight and fair. What happened? Did the murderer leave his bandanna at the place where the body was found? Had it been stained, perhaps, so that he left it there? Or did he forget it, and afterward borrow one of Traviss blue-and-white affairs? I say, theres our argument, and heres a prisoner who wont talk past the time and the place where the murder was committed. Clancy, why dont you make a clean breast of it? If youll do that, well promise to leave you to the law.

No! bawled Jeff. Weve got him, and were goin to hang the dirty dog.

Shut up, Jeff, commanded Pearson. Clancy, will you talk?

No, said Clancy Morgan.

Very well, then, said Pearson. Youll take the consequences, then. Gentlemen, if theres a single one of you who thinks that Clancy is not guilty, I want him to speak up.

And a dead silence followed.

Not one of them — not even Clancys schoolmates — raised a voice. He knew why. Even a killing can be forgiven, and readily in a country where weapons are commonly worn, but not a cowardly assassination. And Bill Orping had been shot through the back. That was the crux of things.

Very well, Pearson said. I say that hes guilty as anything. Nobody speaks to the contrary, but first Ill have a show of hands to—

You cant hang him, said the voice of Harry Gregor.

Everyone shifted. He came through the crowd, and he looked to Clancy like a divine angel — a middle-aged angel, and, therefore, a wiser one.

You cant hang him, repeated Harry Gregor.

You cant stop us! said Jeff loudly.

I know every man jack of you, said Harry Gregor. You fellows cant do this, and Im here to tell you. I know you, and, unless you hang me with Clancy Morgan, Ill have you hanged afterward. Every man jack of you. You hear me?

Its a bluff! shouted Jeff. Throw him out, Pearson! Out with him, boys.

Throw me out, then, said Harry Gregor, and hang your man. And the law will hang you for it later on. You hear me, all of you? Im not afraid of you, my lads. Im not afraid of you, Pearson. You hear me? Take your hands from Clancy Morgan till the law wants him. And hell be in Tartartown waiting for the law when it says the word.

Its no will of mine to have a hand in this, said Pearson. But a man was shot in the back, and thats dirty work.

Look after your own life, young man, said Gregor. Put an eye on your own affairs, and youll have enough to do. Theres none of us so good that he can afford to waste his time beating others. Not one of us. Take your hands from Clancy Morgan, the rest of you. Clancy, come along with me.

In all of this Gregor had not raised his voice. If he had ventured to do so, perhaps the charm would have been broken. For it was his calm and matter-of- fact way of speaking that held the rest of them in check and seemed to mock them with folly and rashness. All the life went out of the mob. Its voice died down to a muttering.

Pearson merely said: The law will have its say.

The law will have its say, young man, said Gregor. And youll be no part of the law, either. There may be a day when youll groan for this, Pearson.

Pearson stood mute. Clancy and Gregor had passed from the limits of mob, when Jeff began to bawl out something with his roaring voice. But the strength of the many-footed beast was gone. To Clancy it was like passing from death to life again. The very bum of the sun on his shoulders was a blessing. The hot, dusty wind was sweet in his nostrils.

How did you know that I didnt kill poor Orping? asked Clancy.

I didnt know it. I dont know it now, said Gregor gruffly. But a friends a friend.

It was a strange thing to Clancy — almost a miracle. Friendship is sacred had been the chant in his ears. And one friend had saved him from so many hands.


VI.— HELL FACE IT
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THEY MAY MISS you today and catch you tomorrow, said Gregor. Get out of Tartartown and stay out.

Ill see Olivia first, said Clancy.

If she thinks that youve shot a man in the back, shed rather see the devil, horns and all, than you.

Clancy stopped short. Looking behind him, he could see the dust rise over the still milling crowd of lynchers. It was true that there might be malice in them now. What they could not manage with naked faces today, they might very well accomplish with masked faces by night. And there was a deep anger in them, or else they would have scattered, or begun to scatter, the instant they lost their victim. Glancing about him, Clancy Morgan wondered where Travis had been all this while.

I shot no man in the back, said Clancy Morgan.

You say that, said Gregor, but the evidence is all against you. If youre innocent, why didnt you talk out and tell them every move youd made?

Because something kept me from it, said Clancy.

Something more than the safety of your neck? snapped Gregor.

Clancy considered. Yes, he said at last. Something more important than my neck.

Well, answered Gregor, go find Olivia, if you want. But she may have her mind made up, and shes a stubborn girl, and her mother was a stubborn woman before her.

Clancy Morgan said: I wish youd tell me how you feel about this.

I feel like the very devil about it, if you really want to know.

You really think that Im the guilty man? asked Clancy bitterly.

There was infinite kindness in the face of Harry Gregor, but there was a stern manliness, also, and now he said: Dont ask me again how I feel or what I think. The fact is, youre probably guilty, or all of those boys back there would not be so keen to hang you. And mind you, Clancy, a thing theyre afraid to do in the daytime, they wont be afraid to do at night. Thats all. I advise you to get out of this part of the country while the gettings good. But youre your own boss.

Clancy Morgan went back to his tired horse. He did not climb into the saddle, but untied his horse and led it down the street and toward the eastern edge of the little town, where Gregors house stood. Gregor himself went by him at a gallop, and did not speak as he flashed by. The dust clouds from the hoofs of that running horse laid a powdering of gray over Clancy.

He came up to the ranch house with its long-extending front, and went around it to the kitchen door. Hey, Nancy! he called.

The Negress came to the door and poked out her head. Oh, Mister Clancy, Mister Clancy! she cried, and wagged her head at him.

Nancy had heard everything, too, and even Nancy could not believe in him.

Wheres Olivia? he asked.

I wouldnt know, said Nancy solemnly. I wouldnt know where she is.

Is she in the house?

No, Mister Clancy, she aint in the house.

He turned impatiently and strode off toward the barn, pulling the mustang after him. She might be near the barn with one of her horses, or in the corrals behind it, for half her time seemed to be spent healing sick animals, or teaching clever ones new tricks.

As he rounded the comer of the barn, he saw Olivia riding off at a full gallop.

Olivia! he shouted. He saw her head twitch part way around to look at him, but she rode on.

Olivia! he called out again, furiously, and sick with grief.

She checked the horse, seemed to hesitate, and then rode straight back to him. She had an eye as straight as her fathers, and now he saw that it could also be as stern. She did not smile as she approached. She gave him the most matter-of-fact kind of greeting. Grief and shame and weakness mastered him. He could not say a word. The greatness of his own swelling heart choked him.

Your fathers talked to you and told you about things? he asked her.

Yes, said the girl.

You were running away so you wouldnt have to see me?

She hesitated, but answered honestly: Yes.

I wish youd get down out of the saddle. I could talk to you better, said Clancy. Or if you want, go on and ride away. Maybe itll make you feel better.

No, Ill stay. I shouldnt have tried to cut and run, she admitted.

She swung down out of the saddle and stood at the shoulder of her pony. She was making herself look him in the eye, but the effort told. She was prettier than he had thought — a great deal. Now that an invisible wall was raised between them, he could see more clearly how charming she was. She had also the simplicity and directness of a man about her. She was waiting for him to say something. It was hard to begin. Now that she was standing on the ground, he wished her back in the saddle.

Why did you want to go? he asked her.

I was afraid to see you, she answered. I knew that Id be all cut up.

Because you believe that Im a cowardly dog that would shoot a man in the back. Thats it?

She looked straight back at him and said nothing. He could feel the effort that she was making.

All right, said Clancy Morgan. All I know is that I wont try to argue you out of that. I came here — I came out here, he went on, fighting to keep his voice level, because I wanted to say something to you, Olivia. You knew what I wanted to say, and you cut and run.

She still waited.

He had to force her to talk by asking: Didnt you guess what I would say?

You wanted to say that youre fond of me, said the girl. She was rather pale around the mouth and dark about the eyes, he thought.

Thats what I wanted to say, answered Clancy Morgan. I wanted to say that youve been in my head all the time Ive been away from Tartartown. I wanted to say that I love you, Olivia. Does that make any difference to you?

Ive been guessing at it, she answered. But it makes a difference, having you say it. She added earnestly, with another effort: A lot of difference.

Enough to make you care for me? he asked her, beginning to come closer by inches.

Everybody cares for you, Clancy, she said. I suppose you know that. Everybody has been loving you. All the girls — everybody.

I dont think so. And I dont care about anyone except you, Olivia.

You knew the others liked you, said Olivia. Weve all been out of our heads about you. Weve talked together and said what we thought of you. We werent ashamed. You were like a flag or a mountain, or something like that — fine and clean and right all the way through. Weve laughed at one another because we were all so fond of you.

He put aside all of those words with his hand. And now you dont care any more, Olivia? he said. 43

I didnt say that, she answered.

You do care?

Yes, she said, and began to breathe hard and look frightened. He came right up to her with a long step.

Olivia, he said, you care a lot. Somehow Im sure of it.

Yes, I care a lot.

He put his arms around her. She leaned her head back against his horse. Her eyes were closed.

Dont kiss me, Clancy, she said.

You want me to.

Yes, but dont do it.

I wont, said Clancy. Im sorry I touched you.

He stepped back from her. He had loved her more than anything in the world before this, and now he respected her more than anything else.

She opened her eyes again and began to cry. There was no sobbing or trembling of the lips, but her eyes altered, and the tears went rapidly down her face.

Thats because of me. Thats because you think Im a hound.

She said nothing. He took out a handkerchief and tried to dry her face, but the tears kept on coming.

Ill tell you something, said Clancy Morgan. Ill swear—

Dont! she begged him. Do anything else, but dont do that!

I was going to swear to you that I didnt—

Dont swear. Thats what I couldnt stand.

Olivia, you think that I did it?

I dont know. Im praying that you didnt. Im praying and hoping. Some day — I dont know — I might be able to feel that you were just young, that he frightened you out of yourself, maybe — that such a thing wasnt really in your heart, that it just sort of happened. Maybe I can feel that way about it sometime, but, if you lie on top of everything else, Ill feel as though Ive been loving a bad dog, and not a man at all.

He stood up to those last words with speech working and shuddering in his throat — the whole, true story of exactly what had happened. But she stirred him so with pity and with love, she seemed to him so noble, so gentle, and so true, that Clancy Morgan was forced into remembering another thing that was just as great and glorious — Dan Traviss conception of friendship.

Suddenly it seemed to Clancy that the future opened to him and showed him a golden time in which he would secure, in spite of all present dangers and darkness, the two priceless possessions of the world, a friend as tried and proved as steel, and the woman he loved. An infinite quiet came over the mind of Clancy Morgan, a sad surety.

The girl said: Father wanted me to say one thing to you. He wanted me to beg you to get out of Tartartown. He said that the crowd didnt dare to go ahead after hed challenged them because the daylight had showed him all their faces. But he says that when night comes, with masks—

Im not going away, said Clancy Morgan. If I run away, Id be a disgrace to everybody that ever cared a rap about me. Im going back to see the thing through. For my own sake, and for your sake, too. Good bye, Olivia.

Her lips stirred, she nodded, but no speech came.

Clancy left the place and went back, still leading the tired mustang, into Tartartown. It was all changed, now. It looked to him as a battlefield looks to a soldier when the fight has commenced, but has not ended. The more familiar it was, the more grim.

The doctor came up the street, driving his light buggy, and nodded curtly at Clancy, without giving him a full glance. Jay Williamss two boys dashed, whooping, around a corner and stood transfixed when they saw him, as though they had come upon a ghost. In fact, he knew that he was a ghost to them, a man whose honor was gone, and, therefore, who was worse than dead, although he still was alive to walk and talk and breathe the air with other men.

He came to the hotel and passed into it. There were still a dozen people about the lobby, and all of them stood up with a savage murmur when they saw him. He went to the desk. As he turned from the others, cold worms of fear crawled up and down his spine. The clerk looked at him for a long, deadly moment.

Well, he said, I suppose weve got to give you a room. He got up, snatched a key from a hook, and contemptuously led the way up the stairs.

And Clancy Morgan followed with his head high. This insult was nothing. It could be endured, and more insults, far worse, because every sacrifice he made was laid on the altar of friendship. But it was strange, he felt, it was very, very strange that Danny Travis did not appear.


VII. TRUE TO TRAVIS
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CLANCY LOCKED THE door when the clerk had gone out of the bedroom. It was a flimsy affair, that door. It looked as though even a boy could give it the weight of a lunging shoulder and knock it flat.

That made him get out his revolver. It was obviously dirty. It needed cleaning and oiling. So he robbed off the dust and spun the cylinder to free it. Then he put the Colt back in the holster, looking at the door. Perhaps the five bullets in that gun would have to serve in lieu of stronger locks and bolts to shield him from his enemies.

He went to the window. There was a one-story drop to the ground. The eaves of another window projected just above him. A cat or a man like Travis might be able to climb up to his room by this route, but he would have to take chances. Clancy was tired, and he must be more rested when the crisis came. It would come that night, of course.

He pulled off his boots, stretched himself out on the bed, and folded his hands under his head. In all the world there was no one like Olivia. She grew in his mind as the sun grows in a winter sky. She doubted and half despised him, she was tortured with pain on account of him, but she loved him. He considered the ache in his own heart impersonally. It was as though bullets had tom through him there, but still he lived on.

In another moment he had closed his eyes and was asleep.

* * * * *

Clancy wakened to hear a heavy thumping on the door. It seemed to have been going on for a long time.

Theyve come to get me, breathed Clancy Morgan, and jumped to his feet.

Then he saw that the afternoon sun was still slanting past the window, filling the air with an unusually bright haze.

Whos there? he called.

Dan. Open up, boy, said the voice of Travis.

Clancy Morgan inhaled a breath of life and opened the door. There was no one but Travis. He came into the room alone and closed and locked the door behind him. Then he took Clancy by the arm, led him to the window light, and examined him. You would have said that he was a doctor, looking over a convalescent patient.

He nodded. Youre standing it, he said.

Sure, Im standing it, said Clancy Morgan. Sit down. Want the makings?

Thanks, said Travis.

He sat in the rocking-chair, keeping it motionless, with his long, powerful legs stretched out before him. With a wheat-straw paper and tobacco, he made his cigarette, seeming to spill not a grain of the tobacco.

That was like Travis, thought Clancy, as he also rolled a cigarette. Everything that he did, he did perfectly. Think how he had carved the under faces of the beams in his house. He could do anything, and do it perfectly. He was that sort of man. His face was both stern and serene. One might have called it savage, and there was, indeed, savagery in him. But not for Clancy. He, Clancy, was his friend.

The cigarettes were made. Clancy scratched a match and held it. They smoked in silence.

What did you feel like in the crowd? asked Travis, more like a doctor than ever.

It was a temptation to boast, but, of course, Travis was a man who could see through any pretense as though it were of sheerest gossamer.

I was scared, confessed Clancy. I was scared to death. I think I yelled out, at first, a couple of times. I begged them not to kill me, I suppose. He flushed.

And then toward the end, before Gregor stepped in? asked Travis.

Well, I thought about something that made me feel a lot better. It gave me surety and steadied up my nerves. I wouldnt have stopped hoping even after they fitted the rope around my neck.

What did you think of? asked Travis gently.

Of you, Danny, said Clancy, and flushed in another way.

Travis looked suddenly down at his cigarette and knocked off the ash. That fellow Gregor, said Travis, is a man.

He saved my life, Clancy agreed, self-pity and gratitude making his voice tremble.

There arent many people in the world that I want to remember, said Travis slowly, softly. Most of em I want to forget, and I do forget. But I want to remember Gregor. And I shall always remember him.

There flashed before the mind of Clancy a picture of Gregor in frightful dangers, crowds of enemies rushing upon him in a stormy night, and then the terrible form of Travis, riding to the rescue, sweeping Gregor off to warm life and safety. That was what Travis was. He was a friend. It was a strange thing when Travis said things like this — his face grew sterner than ever. He seemed to be speaking to himself rather than to another man.

Now, about the rest of this, said Travis. It looks as though youre going to stay on in town?

Yes, said Clancy Morgan. Ive got to.

Why do you have to? Thats what I cant see.

Because — well, because theres a gird around here who thinks that I really shot poor Orping.

Orping was a thug and yegg, as bad as his brother Jasper, but not so famous, corrected Travis without emotion.

She thinks that I shot him — through the back. I have to stay, said Clancy Morgan.

Whos the girl? asked Travis, his voice gentler than ever.

You know the people in Tartartown by this time, said Clancy. Whos the finest girl in town, bar none?

The prettiest? asked Travis dreamily.

Well, maybe not that. I dont know. I mean the finest girl, the one with the best of the right stuff in her, that would see you through thick and thin. The sort of a girl thats easiest to imagine being a mother to your children, and a wife to you, and a friend to your friends.

Youll never find a wife wholl like your friends, said Travis dryly.

Well, maybe not. But you know what I mean. The best sort of a girl to make a woman — the very best in this place. Who would that be?

The Gregor girl, said Travis instantly.

By Jove, said Clancy, you hit it right the first guess. You would hit it right.

Travis leaned forward so far that his face was hidden, and knocked the ash from his cigarette outside the window sill. His head was still lowered, while he asked in almost a yawning voice: And what about her, Clan? How does she feel about it?

She thinks that Im the sort of a rotten coward that will shoot a man in the back.

Travis straightened and pulled at his cigarette. Does she? he said. Then he added: Did I break up that romance for you, Clan?

No, said Clancy Morgan. She thinks Im a rotten coward, but she loves me, anyway.

Ah? said Travis, and looked suddenly down at his cigarette again.

Joy suddenly sprang up out of the heart of Clancy Morgan.

She told me so! It would have twisted your heart to see her and hear her, Danny. Ah, she stood there and cried, and said that she loved me. I put my arms around her. She told me not to touch her. She said she loved me, and told me not to touch her. She cried, Dan.

Clancy Morgan walked the floor. Travis looked down at his cigarette for a long time silently.

She didnt sob, said Clancy, his voice shaking, lowered so that the tremor of it would be less perceptible. Her lips didnt quiver, either. She just cried. The tears just rolled down her face.

And then you told her? said Travis.

Told her what, Dan?

Told her the truth about everything?

What sort of a cur do you think I am, Dan? No, I didnt tell her. I love her, and I was tempted to tell her, Ill admit, but all at once I saw that unless I were man enough to be true to you, I was not man enough to be true to her. That was all. I didnt tell her anything. I just said that I was coming back to Tartartown to face the music. That will keep her hopingthat Im the right sort, no matter what she really thinks. Shes the reason why I cant leave Tartartown. He added: And then, the whole thing will be cleared up, of course. Its worth going through, Dan. Just for the sake of being able to go to her, when all the clouds have blown away, and to see her face. I keep wondering. Shell nearly cry again. Lord, Dan, what a happy day that will be!

Yes, said Travis slowly. What a happy day. But I wonder how it will be cleared up?

I dont know. Your brains are ten times better than mine. I know youre doing all that a man can do to straighten it out.

Now tell me just one thing, Clan.

Fire away.

Do you ever doubt me?

Doubt you? said Morgan.

I mean, do you ever suspect that Im trying to get out from under and leave the whole weight of this on your shoulders? Things are fixed, now, so that I could, you know.

Doubt you? said Clancy Morgan. He tried to laugh, and almost managed to. Why, Danny, what sort of a rat do you think I am? I know what you think of your friends, old fellow. I tell you what, Dan, next to Olivia, youre the top of the world for me. No, hardly next to her. Right up there beside her. Id rather doubt myself than doubt you.

Travis stood up. You havent even asked me what Im doing, or planning to do.

Good old Dan, said Clancy Morgan. What good would the asking do? I know that the old brain is working day and night. I know that your hand is on my shoulder all the time. Youre right beside me.

Travis went up behind him as Clancy stood, staring out the window at the brightness of the sun and the glory of his thoughts. He put both hands on the shoulders of Morgan and let them rest there for a moment. Then he went out of the room without saying a word.


VIII. ATTACKED!
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WHEN CLANCY HAD locked the door, he lay down again, but he could not sleep. He hardly needed sleep. There was such a tumult of happiness and resolution in his mind that he forgot his weariness.

Then he stood up as the chill in the air told him of sundown. He went to the dining room of the hotel and sat at a comer of the table. The whole length of the table was full. Most of the men there came from out of town. They had the dark red-brown of the open range, and Clancy knew why they had ridden in on this day. A good many of them he knew and nodded to, but he was not surprised when they looked back at him without a sign of recognition. Their eyes simply ate him up angrily. The wind, or something else, seemed to have stained all of those eyes a dull yellow-red in the whites.

The sweet, sharp breath of whiskey was in the air. They had all been drinking. But they had not been drinking enough to make their voices loud. Even when they asked that a platter be passed, they spoke softly. A funereal atmosphere was in the air. And it was not because the body of Bill Orping was stretched out in a room of the hotel. It was because they had come for the hanging of Clancy Morgan. He knew it, as he sat there. Half a dozen times he reached for his gun.

Yet, it was clear that they would not attempt anything for the moment. No, they had learned a lesson from Gregor — heard of what hed done — on this day, and the next time they moved, their faces would all be masked, and the murk of the night would help to cover them.

Where was the sheriff in the meantime? No doubt the telephone had carried a message far away, and the sheriff, by this time, had turned the head of his horse toward Tartartown. But the county was as big as a kingdom, and he might be days in coming. The thing would be tragedy or comedy before that moment arrived.

Clancy Morgan finished his supper, pushed back his chair, and went out of the room. He knew that all eyes were watching him, and, as he passed into the outer hall, he could hear a sudden clamorous outbreak as many voices were lifted, the restraint having been removed. Men cannot very well talk loudly and cheerfully in front of their chosen victim. That instant he swore that so long as he lived, he would never judge other men harshly and suddenly. For no matter how this matter turned out, there were men in this town with whom it would never be possible for him to keep on friendly relations.

He went up to his room, locked the door once more, and got ready for bed. Probably they would try to break into his room that night, but it was hardly likely that they would do so until they had gathered in greater force and had taken a little more whiskey on board. For whiskey sharpens the teeth of men and dulls their brains until they are like beasts. He could understand that now. There were a great many things that he could understand now, that had once been obscure to him.

He undressed, took some cold water in the washbasin, and scrubbed his body clean. Then he shaved. The lean, brown face that looked back at him seemed, to the eyes of Clancy Morgan, to show resolution and much determination. Well, he would need it all tonight.

Fear was not mastering him — either his body or his brain. To be sure, if he had had to depend upon himself, he would have gone mad with terror, he was certain. But in the background, supporting him, more formidable than an army, was the hand and the brain of Dan Travis. When the pinch came, Travis would be there. He was so certain of this that nine-tenths of the burden was taken from his shoulders. All that he had to do was hold up his end of the thing, as a true partner would be expected to do. If they tried to break into his room, he would have to make as good a defense as possible.

While he was dressing again, he heard the horses come down the street to the hotel and halt. One after one, and then in little groups, they were coming in to the hanging of Clancy Morgan. And Clancy Morgan, having dressed, all except his boots, having shaken his door to prove that it was locked, pulled down the shade of his window. But he changed his mind and opened it again. They might be tempted to put a ladder up against a blinded window. They would not be apt to attempt an attack so long as it was open and a man with a gun somewhere inside.

Now he went to the lamp, took it off the table, and examined the height of the oil in it. It was nearly full, and should be able to bum all through the night. He turned down the wick a little and placed it at one side of the door, rather near the wall. Around it he arranged two newspapers, folded so that they stood up securely on edge.

When he had done that, he lay down upon the bed again and looked about him. The room was thick with darkness, except for one irregular spot of white on the ceiling, just above the lamp. When he was sure of this, he put the revolver beside him and fell asleep.

* * * * *

He was himself amazed, when he was wakened, to discover that he had actually slept. But now he heard a steady, strong trampling of feet that came up the stairs and poured down the hallway. It was not a rapid flood, but it was strong enough to sweep away his life, perhaps.

Where was Dan Travis now? He looked toward the window, half expecting to see the head and the strong shoulders of his friend appear there, but there was a jet-black square of night, and nothing more.

He strode to the window. Outside, just beside the brush, he could make out three dim silhouettes. No, they were taking no chances. They had blocked him in on every side. If he strove to climb down from the window, he would be shot to pieces on the way. Or perhaps those fellows down there would prefer to catch him alive, for the lynching was what they wanted, to see the death and the fear in his face as the rope settled around his neck. How could they know, poor fools, that Dan Travis understood all about this, and in the wisdom of his mind was preparing some perfect counterstroke? Clancy Morgan actually smiled.

Perhaps Travis himself would appear in the hallway when the crowd drew near the door. Yes, as the trampling footfalls approached the door, Clancy more than half expected to hear the stern voice of Danny Travis ring out with a challenge, threatening them, perhaps, with a riot gun.

But no voice rang out. There was only a sudden and terrible beating of many hands against his door.

He stepped to the lamp and drew away that newspaper that kept the light from shining on the door. Now it threw a big, strong wedge of illumination across that side of the room.

Whos there? called Clancy Morgan.

A reception committee, bawled out a voice. Laughter followed that.

Stop that laughing, said the voice of Pearson. Any man who takes this for a joke is a fool and a cur. This is justice, not a game!

Clancy lay down in the darkest comer of the room, stretched out on his stomach, and, steadying his revolver with both hands, he drew a careful bead on the door, breast-high.

Open this door, Morgan, said Pearson. Weve come for you, and were going to get you!

A sudden frenzy rushed up into the brain of Clancy Morgan. He did not recognize the shrill voice that came tearing against his ears, but it was his own.

You dirty, murdering cowards! he said. Get back from that door, or Ill pile you up dead on the sill!

Break in the door, boys, said the calm voice of Pearson.

Instantly there was a heavy crash. The door flew wide and slammed loudly against the wall. The whole room trembled, but not the hands of Clancy Morgan.

Perhaps Travis was at this moment looking in at the window, ready to mow down some of that crowd. In the meantime, he, Clancy Morgan, would do his honest share. Then he fired straight into the dimly entangled forms which his eyes discovered.

He won a yelping of pain from two distinct voices. The three or four men who had started to rush through the open door recoiled in haste, flinging themselves back, having to fight to get away because of the pressure behind them.

Now, it would be a poorly aimed bullet that did not take at least one life out of that heap of humanity.

Get back! Let me get out! Hes shooting us! Kill him!

They put up a roar of shouts like that, but they fell back from before the doorway.

Clancy Morgan, filled with a wild, a dizzy exultation, shouted to them: Come on! Theres a crowd of you! Theres a whole crowd! Im only one man. Im the coward, you say, that shot a fellow through the back. Now let me see how brave you are. You, Pearson, who loves the law so much, let me see you do something about it, you rotten coward!

A man was groaning in the hallway: My legs broken. Im ruined for life. My legs smashed all to the devil!

Another was cursing wildly. A whole volley tore into the room, but not a bullet came within yards of Morgan. They could not spot him. They had a flood of light turned into their faces, and the newspaper behind the lamp placed the other half of the room in utter blackness. They could not even shoot out the lamp without exposing themselves.

Try again, boys, said Clancy Morgan, and take this for good measure!

He fired, not through the doorway, which he knew wasnt filled, but at the flimsy wooden wall to one side of the door. It would hamper the crowd in the hall, but it would not hamper a Colts .45-caliber bullet.

The slug snicked through the wall as though it were paper. He had purposely aimed only hip high. A wild yelling greeted the shot, and he knew that it had clipped the flesh of more than one man. A savage joy swept over Clancy and made him hot from head to foot.

Scatter, scatter — dont stand so close together! commanded Pearson in the hall.

Its a hell hole! Its a death trap! roared another voice that sounded very like that of Jeff. Get out of here and save yourselves, boys!

Stand tight! yelled Pearson. Dont run, you fools, you cowards! Stand fast and be men!

Be men and be dead! cried Clancy Morgan. Lets see the quality of you heroes that love the law so much! Lets see the sort of men that do the lynching in the name of the law in this town! You rats, why dont you fight?

But there was only a long, receding roar of voices and footfalls as the herd swept down the hallway.

The passion that was in young Clancy Morgan, and the incredulous joy of his sudden delivery, made him leap into the doorway. He saw the crowd huddling together as it stampeded, one man crying out that his leg was being twisted off his body, and another that he was being crushed to death, and another asking help in carrying one of the wounded. But not a soul had turned to fight the battle out, not even Pearson, who retreated at the heels of the others, cursing them, reviling them.

Clancy Morgan let out a wordless roar like that of a beast of prey. He put two bullets over the heads of that crowd and two bullets under their feet, and they pitched headlong down the stairs with such a thundering that the very vibration of the sound seemed sufficient to burst the hotel apart.

There was not another bullet in his gun, but he had a distinct feeling that he would not need another. He let the door stand open with its broken lock, blew out the lamp, and stretched himself once more in the bed, not on top of it, with his clothes off, and the delicious coolness of sheets against his skin.

Outside he could hear voices, raging up and down the scale, but he had a perfect certainty that there would be no other attack on this night. He went to sleep with only one wonder in his mind.


IX. A GIRLS WARNING
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IT HAD ALL been ridiculous, Clancy felt, when he got up in the morning. It all had been absurd. The attack from the hall, the simple little trick of the lamp. And yet, had he been one of the crowd, in such a predicament, with bullets tearing through the flesh of comrades here and there, would he have run? He knew quite well that he would.

He washed, dressed, and stood a moment at the window, looking out. The sun seemed to make the whole world anew, and his life with it. Last night had been a dream; this morning was reality. They could not hold malice against him because he had fought for his life. On the contrary, they might put two and two together, perhaps, and come to the conclusion that he was not exactly the type of fellow to shoot another through the back. What should he do now?

Well, he was hungry, and the smell of cookery was in the air. Without further thought, he broke open his empty gun, grinned at its emptiness, and then went straight down to the dining room, with the Colt moving in its holster against his hip.

In the dining room he found a dozen others. They looked as though they had not slept. The whiskey flush or the whiskey pallor was in their faces. When they saw him, they simply looked down at their plates or into their cups of coffee.

Clancy Morgan sat at the end of the table, with his back to the wall, and ate with the others. Not a one of them, he could be sure, had been absent from the crowd of the night before. And not a one of them dared to look him in the face.

After breakfast he went out into the lobby. Other men were there. Studiously they avoided him.

Has anyone seen my friend Pearson? asked Clancy Morgan.

The answer was silence and gloomy staring at the floor.

He stepped to the desk, where the clerk was immensely busy with a pile of papers, shuffling them, arranging them, and then rearranging them.

Give me a room with a lock on the door that isnt broken, said Clancy, and have my stuff moved into it — my blanket roll.

Yes. Certainly, said the clerk, and did not look up from his papers.

Clancy Morgan stepped out into the sunshine of the street. It had a feel that was quite different from any sunshine he ever had known before. He could almost taste it. And the air was of an incredible sweetness.

He went to the general store. Old Sam Hilton was behind the counter, and he looked startled, half frightened, when he saw Morgan.

I want a box of Forty-Fives and some oil, said Clancy.

Hilton turned to the shelf holding ammunition. His withered old hand hesitated for a long time. Then he took down a cardboard box and pushed it across the counter.

How are things, Mister Hilton? asked Clancy Morgan.

The old man shook his head slowly. Things are mighty bad for some people in this town, he said. Mighty bad, mighty bad!

Clancy went back into the street, walked to the end of it, and then slowly returned. What should he do? Where was Travis? Back at the hotel, waiting for him, perhaps.

He hurried a little, and, turning the corner toward the hotel, he saw a cortège of hatless men, stepping slowly along, followed by a silent crowd. Eight men were carrying a coffin draped in black with only a few flowers thrown upon it. Bill Orpings body was going to its grave.

Clancy Morgan stood back and took off his hat.

No one looked at Clancy. Their eyes seemed to be riveted straight before them, upon the unhappy mysteries of this life of ours. They stepped carefully. Their feet did not seem to raise the dust. They were all men. There was not a woman among them. Not a single woman. No, the women were standing on their porches, or they were at their windows, watching.

So Clancy, with bared head, watched the procession move gradually past him. Then he walked on toward the hotel.

He was in Number Seventeen now, the clerk told him. Number Seventeen was the best room in the house, on the corner, overlooking the two streets. Two windows, thought Clancy, through which bullets could be fired. But perhaps the brave men of Tartartown would not be firing bullets for a little while. Perhaps they had enough of shooting to last them for a time.

He sat down before one of the windows. The day was growing hot. Noises came to him of labor, the clanking hammers in the blacksmith shop, the squeaking of a saw from the direction of the repair job on the old Quincy house, and some woman with a high voice bargaining or scolding at Jeff Wilson, the grocer, just across the street. Everybody in this world was busy, but for his own part he sat still and waited for the current to bear him along, and the thing was drawing at every nerve.

A footfall hurried to his door. There was someone downstairs to see him.

He looked to his gun, pulled his sombrero firmly down over his eyes, and walked downstairs. In the lobby, Olivia Gregor stood up to meet him. She was quite expressionless. They were alone. Only the clerk was now and then in the room, seemingly quite busy with odds and ends.

Are you going to stay, Clancy? she asked him. I heard that you hadnt left. Are you really going to stay?

Im going to stay, sad Clancy Morgan a little proudly. Why not? I dont think that theyll try to mob me again.

She shook her head. No, not that, she said. Ive heard all about it. She watched him. Clan, if you could do a thing like that—

She stopped, and he narrowed his eyes to watch her. She must have driven in, because she was wearing a dress of rough, blue silk. He knew that it was the most beautiful dress in the world. She had on a blue hat, with a tuft of yellow flowers against the crown of it.

Well, she went on, I wont talk about it.

Have you given up hoping that maybe I didnt do that thing? asked Clancy Morgan.

If I stopped hoping, she said, I think that Id die. No, Im still hoping. They tell me youre looking for Pearson?

Pearson was the ring-leader twice, said Clancy Morgan.

Will you promise me something? she asked.

Yes, anything, except that I run out of town,

Its only this — stop looking for Pearson.

All right, said Clancy Morgan. Ill stop, if it makes you happier. Why should it, though?

He was jealous, Clancy. Thats all I can tell you.

He wanted you? Thats what was behind all his talk about the law?

He was jealous, Im afraid, she answered. But dont look for him. Youve promised me that you wont.

Pearson, too, said Clancy Morgan. Arent there any more honest men in the world? Olivia, theres nobody under the sun that I can bank on, except Dan Travis. And the next thing I know hell be falling in love with you. Thats what hell be doing.

She started. Does Dan Travis mean more to you than any other friend, Clan? she asked.

Dan? Of course, he does! A great deal more.

Well — , she said, and then paused, looking rather miserably up at him.

Go on, he said, frowning. Only dont go far enough to say anything against Dan. I know that hes been a rough fellow and done some rough things, and, perhaps, there was a time in his life when he shot a little too straight and a little too often. But hes a man, Olivia — and hes a friend. What a friend.

Well, she said slowly, studying him all the time, isnt it a little strange that he wasnt on hand last night? Poor Dad heard the racket, and he came rushing to the hotel. But everything was over then. He just saw — the wounded. Joe Breck has a broken leg, and Will Porter — Well, Dad was surprised to find that Dan Travis hadnt been there to help you. Were you surprised?

He flushed very hot. Therell be plenty of explanation for that, said Clancy Morgan. Youll see. Therell be plenty of explanation. Why, Dan is the Rock of Gibraltar. I love him, Olivia. So would you, if you knew him.

I know him pretty well, she said with the same cautious slowness of speech, as though she were afraid that her words would give away too much of her thought. I know him pretty well. And I could never love him, Clancy.

Thats the woman of it! exclaimed Clancy Morgan bitterly. Because he looks hard, because he is hard, in a way, you wont see that hes the finest fellow in the world. Ill tell you what, even if I were better than anything you ever thought about me, or wished about me, Id be no more than dirt compared to a man like Dan Travis, bless him.

She looked long and earnestly at him. I love you, she said suddenly, and, somehow, I feel that I may lose you.

You wont, he told her. Will you come outside with me?

No, she said. Im going to say good bye. Youve made up your mind that youll wait here? You wont go away, Clan?

No. Im staying here till my name is cleared as bright as a mirror. And it will be cleared, too. Dan Travis will help me to clear it.

Do you want to know something? she asked him.

Go on.

Dan Travis would like to see you dead at his feet.

The shock of it staggered him. Then he drew himself up. I tell you what, Olivia, he said. Im sorry you said that. I want you to know that friendship is a sacred thing to me. And Dan — hes away up with me. Hes next to you. After youve said that, hes above you! He — hed rather die than slander a friend. Ill tell you one thing thatll burn you up with shame — he thinks youre the finest woman he knows. He said it. He said it in my own room yesterday. Olivia, he— Clancy stopped.

And he will see you dead at his feet, when Jasper Orping gets here today. Oh, Clancy, my hearts breaking!

When his eyes cleared, when he was able to look up, then he saw that she had left him.


X. TRAVISS PLAY
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CLANCY WENT INTO the bar-room. No one was there but the bartender, who was washing glasses, drying them on a soiled cloth. He put his wet hands on top of the bar and waited for the order.

Whiskey, Pete, said Clancy Morgan.

Yeah. Thats what I thought, said Pete.

He was a sawed-off little man, famous for his savagery in a fight. He rolled out a bottle and a glass and stood with his head bent down, looking up from under his fleshy brow at Clancy Morgan, who was filling the glass.

Whiskey would have been pretty good last night, too, eh? said Pete.

Morgan threw the liquor down his throat. The sour, sick taste of it rose again. Then the smoke and the fire went up into his nostrils. He felt all his frozen blood start with a leap.

Some of them dumbbells, they got some new thinks in the think tank today said Pete. Some of em is goin to lie in bed and think for quite a spell. Four of em is goin to do that. He added savagely: I wouldnt join a mob. A mob is a lot of howlin dogs. If I got a grudge, I take it out with my own hands. I dont want no help. They dont come too big for me. Even youaint too big for me!

Clancy Morgan gripped the edge of the bar. Jasper Orping, with all the ghosts of his dead men riding behind him, was bound for Tartartown, reaching it on this day. There was Dan Travis, of course, but even old Dan, with his lightning hand and his sure aim, what was Dan Travis compared with that conjuring devil of a Jasper Orping?

You hear me, kid? repeated Pete. You aint too big for me, if I had a grudge. I cut em down to my own size. I whittle em down.

I know, said Clancy Morgan vaguely. He looked around the small bar-room, stifling in it as in a closet, threw down his money, and went back into the lobby. There he got pen and paper and wrote:



Dear Dan:

Have you heard? Hell is loose! Jasper Orping is expected back this very day. Come and tell me what were to do. Im worried.

Clancy



He sealed it and went to the clerk.

Give some kid a quarter, he said, sliding over the money, and let him take this out to Dan Travis, will you?

Certainly, Mister Morgan, said the clerk, looking down.

Of course, they looked down, for they knew what the girl knew — that Jasper Orping was coming to town. And he, Clancy Morgan, had to stay and face him.

He was choking. He touched his throat and felt the silk of the bandanna. He would have to die, along with Travis, because he was wearing one of the blue- and-white bandannas.

And then he grew whiter. Olivia, to be sure, had said good bye to him as though already he were a dead man, but that was because she had no faith in Dan Travis. She actually did not like him. He considered that grimly. It meant that she was not of the really high breed, or she would have seen the greatness of Travis. Well, Travis had said that no woman could like a mans friends. He was right. He was always right. He was truly and surely right when he swore that friendship is sacred.

Clancy Morgan went up to his room and waited. His whole body was trembling. Then he heard footfalls and the voice of Travis in the hall.

He snatched the door open and caught at Travis with both hands. Travis halted and looked down at the hands that held him. Clancy released him. He must never forget the grim reserve that hedged Dan Travis. He was ashamed of the excitement that had overmastered him.

As they stood in the room, he said: You got my note, Dan?

Well, Im here, said Travis.

Good old Dan, said Clancy Morgan. And you know what Ive heard?

What?

Nothing, said Morgan, thinking of the girls words. If she could see them now, together, perhaps even she would understand what man can be to man.

Jasper Orping is coming, said Travis, sitting down, and hell be looking for you, because you have on one of my bandannas. How do you feel, Clan?

Rotten. Ready to break all up — to go to pieces.

Ill bet you do, said Travis, eyeing him curiously. He put out his long, narrow jaw a little. It was like the jaw of a bull terrier, and like the lips of a bull terrier were the thin, sardonic lips of Travis. He was not a pretty man. Ill bet you feel rotten, boy. And no wonder. Jas has a pretty big reputation in this old world, eh?

Hes a dead shot, said Clancy Morgan.

Rot, said Travis, and snapped his fingers. Dead shot? Theres no man in the world thats a dead shot. He considered, and snapped his fingers again without speaking.

All I want is the plan, said Clancy Morgan. Ill try to do my part.

A big reputation is what he has, said Travis. But Ill tell you what, Clan, the best of us lose our reputations sometimes. One dead Jasper Orping will be enough to wipe out his fine record.

Morgan nodded. Ill do whatever you tell me to do, Dan. But, I guess, it wouldnt be right and fair for both of us to stand up to him?

Hold on, said Travis. Two against one? Is that what you mean?

Well, said Clancy Morgan, I was just saying that it wouldnt be fair.

Fair? said Travis. It would be murder! Ive killed men in my time, but murder, thats a different thing.

I know, Dan, agreed Morgan. I know youre as straight as a ruled line.

Im not as straight as a ruled line. Only — murder — thats different. He contemplated the idea of it, and his upper lip curled a little, as though in disgust.

Im not for crooked work, either, said Clancy Morgan. Im for anything you say is the right way. Thats all.

Youre not for crooked work, but youre only a kid, said Travis.

I know, said Clancy.

They pulled one almost over on me last night, said Travis thoughtfully. I hadnt figured it for such an early break. More about midnight, was what I was sure of. But they didnt get you. The point was, however, that I should have been there.

I knew that would worry you. Forget it, said Clancy. I worked a dodge on them, and they ran. He laughed a little.

I know. You beat them out. You have nerve, Clan. You have a cold nerve. Youre only a kid, but you have cold nerve. You ran the devil right out of them. He said this soberly, as one who speaks only after mature judgment.

I had luck, said Clancy Morgan, growing bright red with pleasure.

Theres no luck but bad luck, when it comes to one man against a crowd, said Travis. A couple of years on you, Clancy, and youll be able to look any man in the eye. Dont answer me. Im just telling you. Youll be able to stand up to anyone. But thats not what I want for you. A married life and children. I dont want you to step out into the hellfire. Ive been there. I know what its like.

Clancy Morgan sat like a stone. He never before had heard his friend talk like this, talk as to an equal.

I should have been there last night, muttered Travis.

Dont think about it, Dan.

Dont tell me not to think of it. Ill think of it the rest of my life. It was a mistake. I played the fool. I should have been here. Lord, Clan, they might have killed you! He reached out suddenly and put his hand over the hand of Morgan, and looked painfully, deeply, into his eyes.

They didnt kill me. Im all right, said Clancy, flushing again. For he saw that Travis seemed deeply moved. He felt unworthy of this demonstration. It frightened him a little.

Travis said: Go down and get your horse and ride out to my shack.

You mean that youre going to stay in town and face him all by yourself when he comes through, Danny?

Dont ask me what I mean to do. Just do as I say.

Clancy Morgan rose slowly to his feet. I ought not to, he said. Ill feel like a coward the rest of my life.

Why? Youre not hiding. If anybody asks where youre going, you can tell em. Theres nothing hidden about this. Youre not sneaking away. If anybody asks you, just tell em youre going out to my cabin.

You really want me to go?

Clan, dont stay and argue with me. Let me use the little brain that the Almighty gave me without making an argument all the time.

Clancy Morgan went to the door. Ill tell you what you are, Danny, he said, youre a fellow with no nerves. I only wish that I could be near enough to see you face Orping. I — Im going to pray for you, Dan.

He went down the hall and down the stairs with a pinched heart. He could understand the whole thing perfectly. He was being sent out of harms way, and then, when the great Jas Orping came through the town, Dan Travis would face him. It would be a battle of giants! And he, Clancy Morgan, would be cowering in the shack of his friend.

Well, he certainly would be a fool, if he tried to resist the will of Travis. He went to the stable, saddled his horse, and rode around to the front of the hotel. The clerk was on the verandah, with his hands in his hip pockets, chewing tobacco and rocking from heel to toe in time with the champing of the quid.

Riding? asked the clerk with a vague eye.

Im going out to the Travis place, said Clancy Morgan. He had been permitted to say that much. Then he added: If anybody asks for me, say where I am.

The clerk said nothing. But he stopped his rocking from heel to toe. He went to the edge of the verandah and stared down the street after the disappearing rider. So Clancy Morgan put the sandy hill between him and Tartartown, and came to the shack of Dan Travis, where one half of his destiny was to be fulfilled.


XI. JASPER ORPING
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THE SHACK WAS as neat as a pin. Travis had the remains of a small fire smoking on the hearth. Although the heat was trifling, all of the smoke went up the yawning chimney. That was like Travis. He would always be the fellow to build a fireplace that would draw.

Clancy Morgan examined the pots. There was a quantity of beans in one of them, steaming slowly over the fire. The sight of them, the porky smell of them, made him hungry. It was almost noon. He found some bread and put coffee and water in the coffee pot. Then he went into the shed at the end of the cabin to get more wood.

He was surprised at what he found there. A good bit of the hard, twisted roots of the mesquite lay in a corner. The other end of the shed was corded up with sawed lengths of fence posts. Some fence line must have been shifted recently, and Travis had taken in the discarded old posts. It seemed odd to Morgan. For he remembered that when he had come to the cabin the other day, Travis had said that he had been out in the shrubbery, digging mesquite roots. But here was wood of both kinds, the iron-strong, long-burning mesquite, ideal for keeping a pot simmering, and the quick-burning fence posts. Why had Travis been digging more roots? Well, that was the way of Travis. He certainly had not been short of wood, as he had said, but perhaps he had been short of a definite type of the roots. He was the sort of a fellow who knew all the fine points about everything.

With some of the dry, light wood of the posts, Morgan built up the fire until the coffee boiled. Then he made a meal of beans and bread and the black coffee. He was ashamed that he could eat with such a good appetite. It was, he told himself, like consuming the body of his friend, who was waiting back there in the town to confront a mortal peril. Nevertheless, he ate a good meal, and then smoked a cigarette.

Olivia said that Dan Travis wanted to see Clancy dead on the ground. Olivia had said that. Great-hearted Dan Travis, who was now facing death, with his perfect calm of demeanor.

Clancy could see him stepping forth into the street and waving a hand at Orping. Jasper, he would say, I believe that youre hunting for a friend of mine. Im standing in that friends shoes. Fill your hand!

It would be something like that. The men of the range would never finish talking about it.

A horse loped over the hill from Tartartown and swung down the nearer slope, a horse taller than a mustang, reaching out with a good, ground-covering gallop. The man in the saddle sat canted forward a little, to accommodate himself to the speed of the running. He had wide shoulders. His sombrero brim fanned straight up above his forehead.

There was something familiar about him. With every stride of the horse that sense of familiarity grew in the mind of Clancy Morgan. He stood up, puffing at his cigarette with a worried look. But he did not know what worried him. It was simply that the contour of that rider, and something about his head, was connected, in the back of the mind of Morgan with an unpleasant thing that he could not specify.

He could see the foam on the neck of the horse, where the reins had chafed the sweat. He could see the fling of the forehoofs. The horse had the look of a Thoroughbred. It had the sweep and winging ease of a Thoroughbreds gallop.

Then a stroke of blind fear dimmed the eyes of Clancy Morgan. For he could make out the face of the rider, and he placed the resemblance now. It was a resemblance to Bill Orping — it was such a striking resemblance that it could be no other than Jasper Orping, who had ridden through the town without being checked by Dan Travis.

What had gone wrong? Had Orping failed to take the straight way through the town? If so, how had he guessed that his victim was at the Travis place? Who could have known, except the hotel clerk and a very few others?

A sort of madness came over Clancy Morgan. He wanted to shout out that there was a mistake. But it was too late for such shouting. It was too late to do anything, unless he chose to run back inside the door of the house — and then be shot through a window or a crack in the door like a rat in its hole. No, to go back into the hut seemed like going back into a coffin.

He saw the rider pull up suddenly and swing to the ground. He was taller than Bill Orping. His legs were not so bowed. But it was certainly a brotherly resemblance. Ah, if Dan Travis had only been there.

Jasper Orping walked straight on. He was hardly ten paces away, when he halted.

Fellow, he said, are you the two-legged rat that goes by the name of Clancy Morgan?

Orping, shouted Casey, I didnt kill him!

You lie! said Orping, and were for his gun.

It seemed to Clancy Morgan that bullets were already striking him, while he tugged out his own Colt.

The lightning flash in the hand of Orping exploded. The hat left the head of Clancy Morgan. The sun blinded his eyes. Into the blaze of light he aimed. Another bullet stung his ear like a wasp. Then he fired.

Jasper Orping spun around and toppled, with his back to the leveled gun.


XII. THE SECOND CHANCE
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ORPING TRIED TO roll over on his other side, to continue shooting, but something hindered him. Clancy Morgan walked up softly, so that his gun held steadily on the target.

If you try to shoot again, Ill kill you, Orping, he said. Ive got you covered.

High and to the right, groaned Orping. I told the jackass that it was shooting high and to the right. Oh, Im a fool.

He sat up. The gun that had fallen from his hand lay almost buried in dust. Then Morgan kneeled behind him and laid the muzzle of the gun against the back of Orpings thick neck.

Why dont you shoot? said Orping. Youre the boy that loves to get em from behind, you dirty killer, you.

Take it easy, said Clancy, I didnt shoot you from behind. And Ill tell you this — I never aimed a gun at Bill. Sit still, while I get your hardware.

There were three guns in all, and a formidable knife. Clancy took them and stood up.

Where is it? he asked.

Aw, you got me through the left leg, said Jasper Orping. Why dont you finish the job now? Im damned, if I want to live after a half-baked kid puts me down like this.

The dazzle was not of sun in the eyes of Clancy Morgan now, but of a marvel that had been accomplished. He could not say how he felt, except numb. He had no sense of triumph. High and to the right that Colt of Orpings had certainly carried, or else Clancy would have been twice dead before he pulled the trigger of his own weapon.

He put his hands under the pits of Orpings shoulders and lifted him to his feet.

A filthy brat — to roll me, groaned Orping.

Put your left arm across my shoulders, said Clancy Morgan. He gripped the iron-hard body of Orping with his own right arm, and so helped him into the cabin and onto the bunk of Dan Travis.

What could Travis think when he found the great enemy subdued, and in his own house?

A brat, moaned Jas Orping. A murdering brat. How old are you?

Twenty-three, said Clancy Morgan, cutting away the trouser leg from the wound of Orping.

Twenty-three, sighed Orping.

He lay back with his hands folded under his head. His broad, savage face worked spasmodically, not with pain, but with his mental torment of shame.

I know it was only luck, said Clancy Morgan. Im not proud of myself.

The lip of Orping lifted away from his yellow teeth. He said nothing. And Clancy bathed the wound, stopped the blood with dust, and wound a bandage around the hurt.

Does it feel better? he asked.

Orping said nothing. After his first outburst, he seemed to hate speech as much as he hated Clancy Morgan. But with his vicious eyes he followed Morgan around the hut.

He accepted a tin cup of coffee and drank it half down before he said: And now what? One murders enough, eh? You wont put me out of my misery, I guess. Youll wait for the sheriff to get me, eh?

I dont want to harm you, Orping, said Clancy Morgan. You came at me like a tiger. I had to shoot, and I was lucky. Thats all.

Hes only a kid, and hes put both the Orpings down. Hes only a kid, groaned Orping.

Hoof beats came down the trail. Clancy yearned to go to the door to see who might be coming, but he dared not leave that formidable prisoner. The man lay like a savage beast, his powerful body stirring now and then, and his mouth working with his rage. If he had two seconds, he would get to the guns, even though he had to drag one useless leg, and, once armed, he could be trusted not to miss a second chance.

The rider coming up the trail halted at the cabin. The door was kicked open, and there appeared first a hand and then a leveled gun, and then the grim face of Dan Travis.

He got through, Dan, said Clancy Morgan modestly, but luck stopped him. He could have planted me twice, but his gun was out of kilter. Heres Orping.

Travis said nothing by way of answer. He made no excuse for not stopping this man in the town. Instead, he stalked over to the bunk and stared down at Jas Orping.

How are you, Jas? he said quietly.

Travis, said Orping, do you hold with this murdering rat of a kid? Is that where you stand?

Still, Travis said nothing. He stepped back, looked around the room, and finally included Clancy Morgan with his glance. Perhaps it was the fury of shame and of disappointment that silenced him — shame and rage because he had not managed to block this gunman on the way through the town.

What did you use on him? asked Travis suddenly.

The old gun you gave me a year or so ago, Danny, said Morgan.

Let me see it, said Travis.

Here you are.

He passed it over. Travis broke it open and took out the shells.

You got him with one slug, he muttered.

My gun was carrying high and to the right, said Orping. I guessed it with the first shot, but still I didnt correct it enough. Blast me for a fool. And he nailed me through the leg. That sneak — he stood there and nailed me through the leg. I aint a man no more. Im a dirty Siwash. Im a tramp. Ill take water from a Chinaman — and every fool of a kid knocks me over the first try. He beat his great brown hands against his face.

Take it easy, said Travis, slipping the cartridges back into Morgans gun. Maybe youll have another chance.

Me? Another chance at what? demanded Orping.

At him, said Travis.

Yeah? And how does that come about?

Could you stand on that leg? said Travis.

I could hop on it, said Orping. Whats that to you?

You wont have to hop a mile, answered Travis. Youll only have to hop to the outside of my cabin. Thats all. Can you do that?

Of course, I can. What for?

For your second chance at Morgan, said Travis. Clancy, help him off that bunk.

Why, Danny, said Morgan, wondering, whats the matter?

You rat, snarled Dan Travis. Youve shot his brother through the back, and now Orping is going to have a chance to make you stand up like a man and shoot straight, if you can!

The horror of the betrayal came like a slow dawn over the brain of Clancy Morgan. Danny! he said. You dont mean that youre turning me down?

You dog! said Travis. Ive always hated your heart! Your pretty face that the girls like so well — maybe Orping can change the look of it — and, if he doesnt, I will!

You want to see me, said Morgan brokenly, dead at your feet!

I do! shouted Travis, his voice suddenly filling the room. And thats where Ill see you! You fool! Ive used you, and now Im through with you! Help him off that bunk!

She told me, said Clancy Morgan, his brain working slowly forward. She said thats what you wanted — to see me dead at your feet.

Who told you? asked Travis.

She — Olivia.

Does she guess that? snarled Travis. Aye, but Ill lay your ghost, and Ill change her mind. Ill change it by the way that I mourn over you. Handsome Clancy Morgan, eh? I stood and watched em, ready to hang you, and I laughed, Morgan. I wore a mask and joined the crowd that was going to lynch you last night, but the devil taught you the way out of that tangle, curse you. Now let the devil teach you out of the way of this! Help him off the bunk and outside the house. Ill see you fight him first. And if he doesnt finish you, Ill turn loose on the job. Ill make a pattern of handsome Clancys face for him.

Morgan, with fumbling hands, helped Orping to his feet.

Ill never forget this, Danny, said Orping. You wont need to finish nothing. Ill handle him for you. And Ill be a friend to you for the rest of your days, Travis. Theres something in you, after all. Bill seemed to hate you all the time. But theres something in you that I like. Theres no soft pulp about you. You know how to hate an enemy, and that means you know how to love a friend.

Orping, said Dan Travis, Ill only tell you this — that friendship is a sacred thing to me — the most sacred thing in the world!

I believe you, said Orping. Lets get out in the sun. Ill blow his face off his skull, man. Ill pulverize him! But first wed better make him tell us what he did with the money.

Clancy Morgan was supporting the brutal body of Orping before him, and Orping hopped toward the door of the shack.

What money? said Travis.

Why, Bill had quite a roll on him. He must a had, because I know he made a big clean-up in a poker game not long ago. What became of the money?

Well ask him, said Travis.

A thought had driven home like a spur into Morgan. He swayed Orping so that the ruffian staggered.

Steady! said Clancy Morgan, lurching against the wall. And as he lurched, he struck back-handed at the gun in Traviss hand.

The bullet hurled under the arm of Clancy and into the adobe wall as Travis fired.

Then Clancy Morgan, striking with all his desperate might, lodged the ridge of his hard knuckles on the long, projecting chin of Travis. The big fellow dropped to his knees, and Clancy Morgan tore the gun out of his nerveless hand.


XIII. HYPOCRITES END
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CLANCY TIED TRAVISS left arm to the right arm of Orping. Together, he drove them out of the house, into the blinding brightness of the sun, and still Travis cursed him with a delight that knew no fear of death.

The whole soul of mes been turning sour, because Ive had to smile at you this long time, said Travis. But it was only because you were the world to the girl that I held myself in. Handsome Clancy! I tell you, I regret nothing, except that they didnt hang up handsome Clancy by the throat. Where are you taking us?

When I saw you yesterday morning, said Clancy Morgan, his face as rigid as white iron, you had a shovel in your hand. Go get that shovel.

What the devil for? demanded Travis.

To dig more of the same mesquite roots you were digging then, said Clancy.

So he forced the wavering, unsteady couple forward through the sand until the shovel was found. He drove them still farther, until in the middle of a dense mass of mesquite they reached a place where the surface crust of the sand had been newly disturbed.

Dig there! he cried.

Damn you, said Travis. I wont lift a hand.

Ill burn some new ideas into you, if you dont, answered Clancy Morgan. I want to keep my hands off you, Travis, but if I have a good excuse, Ill flay the hide off the worst murdering hypocrite in the world. Dig there, and dig hard.

He set him free from the wounded man, and in three brief minutes Travis had turned up a bit of tarpaulin, and in that tarpaulin was a roll of greenbacks.

Theres the money, said Clancy Morgan. And theres the man who shot your brother in the back, Orping, and then let me take the blame of it. Theres the man who says that friendship is sacred. He murdered Bill Orping after hed talked him into turning his back. He took Orpings money and buried it out here, and, if theres a law in the land, hell hang for it — he and his perfect friendship.

Orping, with a wild cry, snatched the shovel and tried to brain big Dan Travis with it, but Morgan stopped his hand.

Travis himself, before the insane fury of Jasper Orping, had whitened, and began to shake. He seemed barely to have the strength to obey the gun in the hand of Morgan and help the wounded man back to the house.

If you stay here, said Morgan, youll go to jail, you say, Orping. And maybe you deserve to be in jail. But the way I see you, youre a fellow who tried to do the right thing by your brother. Aye, friendship might be a sacred thing to you. Anyway, theres the money that your brother had. Take it. Take your horse, too. It will hurt to ride with that leg, but that cant be helped. Youll do one thing for me when youre safe with your friends. Write me a letter and put in it everything that you saw and heard today between me and Travis. The law may want to know.

The law may take him, said Orping grimly. And the law had better make an end of him, I can tell you that. But you, Morgan, Ill remember you. The whole world is goin to remember you, too, because this traitor here is black enough to make you shine whiter than snow.

* * * * *

Clancy Morgan never saw Orping again. He took Dan Travis — a snarling, beast-like Travis — into the town, and saw the jail close over him.

The trial commenced a week later, and the first days testimony reduced the men of Tartartown to a frenzy. They tried to storm the jail that night to lynch Dan Travis, but they found only a dead body to work on. Someone had climbed up the side of the building and put a bullet through Travis — through his heart, by way of his back!

In the meantime, a few of Tartartowns citizens had left the country, because the ground they walked on had become very hot. But happiness had settled down with a smile in the house of Harry Gregor.

There was still a month before the marriage. It was nearly at the end of that time before Clancy Morgan could gather his courage to ask Olivia what had given her insight into the hatred that Travis felt for him to such a consummate degree.

Because he came to me and talked about you, said the girl. He knew that I loved to hear about you. I think he used to make up all sorts of stories to show how intimate you were. And then, one day, when I was laughing and happy, I saw his face, and it was frozen into a horrible mask of hate — hate of you, Clancy. I knew it then. But you loved him so much that I never dared to speak until that last day.

I never loved him, said Clancy Morgan bitterly. I only loved the lie that he was making himself appear when I was around. I was a fool, Olivia. Ill never trust my judgment about people again.

No, said the girl. You can trust your judgment of people well enough. Think how well you see through me, Clancy, and how well you weigh and measure me. But, seriously, I dont think the devil walks the earth in more than one man at a time, and the devil was in poor Dan Travis.

Poor Dan Travis? echoed Clancy Morgan. Aye, he added, I know what you mean. If he had been honest, if he had been what he seemed, he would have been better than a king. But the devil was walking in him all the time.

THE END
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I. HORSE LIGHTNING
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AT THE TABLE in the Winton ranch house sat three men and a woman. All the men were more or less formidable outside the house, but inside it they were all in fear of that one woman. Ned Winton feared his wife a little more than did his twenty-year-old son, Everard. Neds brother, Clay Winton, who had been a paying guest of the ranch for four years, was so accustomed to being the target of his sister-in-laws attacks that he had developed a good deal of skill in making retreats from such battles.

A charge was about to be made now, and all three men knew it. They could tell by the fixed smile on Mrs. Wintons face that trouble was in the air.

Mrs. Winton wore a mask of pleasantness which, she felt, was a perfect disguise, but which flecked the blood of all the others in the family with cold. She might have been carved in ice, and the dim blue eyes of the three Winton men were fixed upon her.

How was your day, Everard? she began.

He was working every day in town, in the blacksmith shop.

Oh, it was a good day enough, said the son. Plenty to do. We had to weld a break in the coupling of Tom Walters big iron wagon. It was heavy to handle, but we managed it.

Was that the job that made you so late coming home? asked the mother.

Uncle Clay Winton glided in swiftly and gently. He said:

That was one of the biggest two-man jobs of welding that I have ever seen. Reminds me of a time in Dodge City when a new prairie schooner outfit was getting ready for the plains, and along come some bohunks with wagons with iron frames. One of em took and tumbled over the edge of the creek, where

Dodge City, again! sighed Mrs. Winton.

Her glance was as bright as fire; it might have burned the very soul of a person less callous than Clay Winton.

Well, Dodge City was Dodge City, in the old days, said Clay Winton. Mighty few things that didnt happen there, one time or another. The days when Wild Bill Hickok was town marshal

Seems to me, said Mrs. Winton, that you talk as though you were there yourself! You werent even born when Wild Bill Hickok was murdering his poor victims!

Now, Martha! said Clay Winton. You ought to be a little kinder and milder, when you refer to a hero like Wild Bill. Ive known plenty of men who were friends of his. A finer gentleman and a truer man there never was none!

He murdered a hundred men.Aint that one of your boasts about him? demanded the mother.

Uncle Clay leaned back in his chair as though overcome by despair. Then he rallied, shrugged his shoulders, and returned to the defense, saying:

He never murdered anybody, Martha. Nobody ever dared to say that Wild Bill done murder. He was on the side of the law. Thats what he was!

I have it out of your own mouth — and if you know anything you ought to know the history of Hickok; how he shot one of his own best friends in the street!

Why, Martha, said Uncle Clay, it happened this way

I dont want to hear how it happened! Murder is murder, said she.

Uncle Clay looked to the ceiling and made a two-handed gesture of surrender that was almost Oriental in its expressiveness.

The mother turned upon her son.

Everard, she said, what would you be callin it?

Said the boy, Wild Bill was incapable of a dishonorable act.

Incapable, fiddlesticks! said Mrs. Winton. You got just a lot of Clays nonsense into your mind, is what youve got.Murder! Red murder is what it was!

Mother, said the boy, Bill Hickok never took an advantage

What else did he take? exclaimed Mrs. Winton. The devil that loved him taught him to be a dead shot. Ordinary men didnt have a chance against him. It was murder — not duelling! He wouldnt of had the nerve for a real stand-up fight with a man that was his equal!

There was no fear in him, answered her son, his face darkening, and a gleam coming in those misty eyes which were so typical of his race.

He would have said more, but Clay Winton caught his eye and made a warning gesture. Everard looked back to his plate.

You dont need to shut up my boy at his own table, Clay, snapped Mrs. Winton. He can speak his mind for himself, I hope — unless the only mind hes got is what youve put into his head!

Clay looked to his brother and Ned Winton stirred uneasily and put up a hand to stroke his long mustaches. Then he said:

The fact is, Martha, youre bearin down pretty hard, aint you?

It would make a saint bear down! said Mrs. Winton, flushing with anger.

Uncle Clay put in, genially, smoothly, Speaking of the old times, I saw a sight today that would have stirred the blood of Dodge City — every man and woman in it. Harry Lawson has come back from his horse hunt, and he has the horse with him!

Mrs. Winton parted her lips to continue the flow of her harangue, but the family was familiar with her fits of temper and by long practice they had worked up perfect team-play; so now Ned Winton hastily broke in.

You mean that red stallion — the pacer?

I mean the Red Pacer, said Clay. What a horse!

Its not one of those pretty things that the ladies love the minute they clap eyes on it, he went on. Its an inch over sixteen hands, and you can see the whole machine. You can see the frame of that horse and the muscles that pull on the bones, is what you can see. He could take a standing jump and sail over the moon, is what he looks like.

Nacheral pacer, aint he? asked Ned Winton.

He is, said Clay. And a nacheral bunch of dynamite, too. I seen Buck Sanders and a Mexican puncher by name of Miraflores, and they both tried to ride him, today. There wasnt nothing to it. He just exploded em into the air, and then he went sailing off to the far end of the corral and looked through the bars and cocked his ears at the mountains. Theyve built up the corral fence to nine feet. Hell jump anything up to eight!

If he cant be rode how was he caught? asked Ned Winton.

They trapped him. A dozen of em snagged him, said Clay. Harry Lawson spent about every penny that hes got in the world to land that stallion.

A pile of use itll be! said Mrs. Winton. A hoss that cant be rode!

Theres a worth in things that cant be used, said Clay. I reckon that Harryd give that hoss away to anybody that could ride it, fair and square, without pullin leather. But theres a worth in things that cant be used.

What worth? snapped Mrs. Winton. Id like to know what worth!

Why, said Clay, you cant eat a diamond necklace, can you? But its good to look at, all the same. He had the fun and name of hunting the red hoss down. I reckon a thousand punchers have seen the Red Pacer on the edge of the sky, and wished their hearts out to have him. But it was like chasing lightning to chase him.

Id like to put a saddle on him. Id like to try him, said Everard Winton, slowly.

He spoke so quietly that his mother barely heard him.

Whats that you say? she snapped.

He shrugged his shoulders. Id like to try my luck with the Red Pacer, he answered.

And get your neck broke? she inquired, angrily.

I hope not, said the boy.

Again he looked to his uncle, and received the warning sign. But Mrs. Winton also had seen the check of the shaken head, and she was more furious than ever.

You can waste your time ridin wild horses — you cant waste your time coming home and helping with the chores, like a right-minded boy would do, she exclaimed. Dyou say that you were kept late in the blacksmith shop, this afternoon?

Before Everard could answer, and he was habitually slow in speech, his uncle replied:

Well, Martha, if youd seen your boy wrestling with that iron beam and treating it like a stove poker, you wouldnt be asking questions. Tom said he never seen a finer piece of welding done by nobody.

Mrs. Winton raised a forefinger.

Everard! she said.

Yes, mother?

If you was down there in the shop, weldin iron beams together, then was it the ghost of you that I seen fighting that big hulk of a Berner boy behind the barn?And your precious uncle standin by and lookin on — encouragin you to a brutal waste of your time?


II. SUSPICIONS
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THE SILENCE OF disaster settled coldly over the four at the table. Mr. Ned Winton looked gloomily down at his plate, and shook his head wearily. Only his wife was on fire with cruel triumph.

Everard spoke first. I didnt lie to you, he said. I didnt say that I was in the shop all the time.

Youd of sat and let me think so, though, cried his mother. Thats what youd of done. Your precious uncle, there, could talk about the welding work as though that had kept you. It wasnt welding; it was breaking that you were doing. Trying to break heads and bones with your fist — swasting your time — fighting like a regular animal.

Her emotion and lack of breath stopped her.

What in thunderation is all this about, anyway? demanded the father. It aint that big Rudie Berner that Ever was fighting, was it? Why, Rudies six three, and made like an ox.

Fighting! Fist fighting! stormed Mrs. Winton, the shrillness of her voice sending the blood up to swell and redden in her face. Right out behind the barn — right when I needed help in the milking and in getting in the wood — right out there behind the barn I peeked around and seen Ever fighting Rudie Berner with his fists.

We were only boxing, mother, said Ever Winton, looking at her with a strangely cold eye. We had on six-ounce gloves.

Fighting! she insisted. With your Uncle Clay Winton standing by and encouraging both of you. Dyou think you can hoodwink me, Clay Winton? Dyou think you can say it wasnt fighting?

Clay Winton, who had said nothing, canted his head to the side and endured the assault.

You cant bamboozle me! exclaimed Mrs. Winton. I got the eyes that God gave me. Didnt I see Rudie Berner beat my boy to his knees? Didnt I see Ever jump up and whang Rudie till Rudie Berner lay against the side of the barn with his hands down?

It was a right hook, murmured Clay Winton, dreamily. A beauty, on the button! That turned the trick.

Ever, demanded Ned Winton, with a grin, did you lick that big whale of a Rudie Berner?

The grin maddened Mrs. Winton.

And youre praising him for slacking his chores and fighting and lying to me! she cried.

Everard pushed back his chair from the table. Again his uncle made the negative sign, and again Mrs. Winton saw it. This time the slender remainder of her patience was entirely exhausted and she cried out:

Clay, dont you go to shutting up my boy in his own house! Let him talk out!

Ill talk out, said Everard Winton, as deliberately as before.

Clay Winton! shrilled Mrs. Winton. Ill have you know

Everard lifted his hand, and the pain in his face stopped her at last.

Maybe youre right, Uncle Clay, said he. I wont say anything. Ill just go out and take a walk.

Go out and take a walk?You set down right this minute and finish your supper! commanded Mrs. Winton.

Ill go take a walk, I think, said the son, insistently.

Ned! she cried out. Are you gonna let that boy defy you like this?

Everard was already through the screen door and stepping onto the back porch as his father answered:

Hes twenty, and growed up. I cant treat him like a baby no more.

Mrs. Winton turned on her brother-in-law.

Its you! she exclaimed. Its you that has done it all! Its you thats taking him away from his own flesh and blood!

Clay Winton was a long-suffering man where women were concerned, and particularly with his brothers wife. But now even his patience gave way a little. He said:

You gotta remember, Martha, that half his blood is Winton blood, and thats what runs in me.

He stood up in turn.

Ill be stepping out, he said.

And go and walk with my boy? And raise up his heart agin me? cried Mrs. Winton. Ned, are you just gonna set there and see things like this happen under your own roof?

Ned Winton sighed and leaned back in his chair with his eyes closed.

Oh, Martha, Martha! he said. Wouldnt you leave it be for a while?Wouldnt you let it drop?

Clay Winton passed through the door in his turn, and his footfall went across the porch and down the steps, sounded hollowly along the board walk, and then disappeared from hearing.

A silence came over the dining room. Mrs. Winton was still red-faced and panting, but there was alarm in her eyes.

There had to be a time, she said. There had to be a time. Its just what Ive suspected for a couple of years. Clays corruptin our boy.

Martha, said her husband, a boy that can be corrupted aint worth the saving. Thats all Ive got to say. Im gonna go and cool off.

He stood up from the table, but she ran around it and stood before him, gripping him by both sleeves.

Oh, Ned! she said. Suppose that something would happen to him. Id die.I wouldnt live none, if anything happened to him; an neither would you. Were all wrapped up in him. And now — its shooting and fist-fightin. And next thing you know hell go and take and ride that Red Pacer — and have his neck broke!

He put his hand on her head and waited until he was no longer choked by the pain in his throat. Then he said:

Well, Martha, Ill tell you what Ill do. Ill forbid him from riding the Red Pacer.

Thats something! she said, eagerly. Itd be something more if Clayd decide to take and live in another place.

Im goin out on the front porch, said Winton. Ill wait there and speak to Ever when he comes back in.

He left the dining room as he spoke, and Mrs. Winton sat down at her place, with the tears working down her face unheeded. At last she sighed, gave her shoulders a short, quick shrug, and settled down to finish her supper.

After she had washed the supper dishes and dried thema task which Everard generally performed — she went out to the front porch and sat for a moment beside her husband.

Ned, she said, I want to ask you something.

Yes? he said, wearily.

I wanta ask you where Clay really got all his money.

Mining.

Thats what he says.

Are you going to doubt his word every time he speaks? asked Ned Winton.

You know, Ned, she answered, that lying comes dead easy and nacheral to lots of folks. And I notice little things — I notice a pile of little things.

I know you do, he replied, sourly.

Ten years ago, she said, Clay went West, smooth-shaved. Four years ago he came back, and started to grow a beard and a mustache. Then a year ago he shaved off the mustache.

Cant a man please himself, wearing his face rough or smooth? asked the husband.

Im not a fool, talking to hear myself talk. In the old days Clay always was wild. He had to have girls, dancing, liquor. And now he lives like an old man.

Hes sowed his wild oats, said her husband, sadly.

Hot blood never grows cold, she answered. But now Clay lives like a rat in a whole — just like that! He dont leave the ranch once a year, hardly.

What about it? demanded her husband, irritably. Hes lazy, maybe. But hes made his pile and he can afford to be lazy, all right. Thats his business. What are you upset about?His sitting around and his mustache?

You dont put things together, she objected.

What do you make out of it? he asked.

You remember when Clay came back the first time, full of money? Hed made it prospecting and mining, didnt he?

Yes.

Done it for years, and finally hit it rich?

Yes, thats true.

Well, Ned, you ever look at the hands of a miner?

Sure I have.

What about em?

Calloused like leather. Why?

You remember the hands of Clay when he came back?

Cant say I do.

Well, I remember them, though, she said. They were as white and soft as the hands of a

Humph! muttered her husband.

Can you put two and two together? she demanded.

I aint a suspicious sort of a fellow, Martha, he answered, uneasily.

Maybe not, she replied, but its as plain as the nose on your face.Its been plain to me all the while, Clay never dug a penny out of the ground. Faster and easier pay was what he was after. Thats the kind of money hes got, and thats the kind of money hell send our boy after!


III. NOT HIS OWN MASTER
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NED WINTON CONSIDERED this idea for a moment. Then he replied:

I dunno, Martha. Its hard to know whats on the inside of a man like Clay, that dont talk nothing except what he wants to talk. Ive always noticed that.But leave him be. People like Clay — youre always best off to leave em be. Even when he was a kid, we all of us noticed that it was best to let him alone. Hed set as quiet as a mouse till somebody came and riled him. Then hed raise trouble. Nobody ever raised as much trouble as he could raise.

Hush! said Mrs. Winton. I guess theyre comin back now. There they are, beyond the oak tree. Now, Ned, I dont ask you to do nothin except about the tiding of that Red Pacer. Thats all I ask. You lay down the law there. You tell Everard that he dont dare to try to ride that horse. Theres gotta be a time when a boy learns that what his parents say is law.

The pacer is a murderin beast, declared the father. I know that, all right. Ill tell Ever not to go and try to ride him.

Lay down the law! whispered Mrs. Winton. Go and tell him that — that hes gotta obey — or get something thatll bring him to his senses. Something thatll show him that his Uncle Clay is leadin him all wrong.

She hurried back into the house and left Ned Winton squirming a little. He disliked the duty that had been laid upon him; on the other hand, he was not one to shirk responsibilities. Like most men, he felt that his wife knew more than he did about the proper raising of youngsters.

Through the gate that opened on the road came the figures of his brother — easily recognized, even in silhouette, by his slouching walk — and the erect, light-stepping form of his son. They moved down the path, and Ned hastily packed a pipe and lighted it, as a means of letting them know he was there.

Hello, father, said Everard, in the quiet voice of one who has been thinking of important things.

Hello, Ever, said he. Come here a minute, will you?

The boy came to the foot of the steps and paused there. It was hard to see him by the dimness of the night light, for there was no moon in the sky; but it seemed to the father that his features stood out more clearly than if the sun had been beating all about him. From his infancy, there had been something clean and fresh and radiant about the lad. Sometimes Ned Winton thought it was because he was their only child; that all their love and yearning for a family had been poured into this one mold.

Its about that Red Pacer, said the father. You know, Ever, thats a damn dangerous hoss.

Ive heard that, said the boy, his tone constrained. But you know the saying?

What saying?

Every horse can be rode — every man can be throwed.

Ive heard that, said the father, and theres sense in it, too — which is more than there is in a lot of things. Speakin about throwin, you know what the Pacer done to Indian Murphy? He broke six or seven ribs and smashed a leg and a collar bone.

You know what kind of a collar bone Murphys got now? Silver, or something. That bone was busted so bad that it couldnt be hitched together again. They had to splice up the pieces with a silver tube, is what they had to do. Murphy, every time he has a fall nowadays, he gets a dent in his chest — and the dent dont go away. Hes gonna die of consumption before long, I hear.

Im sorry for that, said Everard Winton.

Well, remarked his father, I was just leading up to a point. Dont you go and be a fool and try to ride that stallion.

But you see, father, the boy replied, I sent word to Harry Lawson Id be sure to come over and try my hand with the Pacer.

Then you send him word that youve changed your mind, said Winton.

He noticed that his brother was saying nothing, his head turning a little from side to side as he marked the conversation.

Then the boy was saying, Its hard to send him word Ive changed my mind. Hed think

It aint no matter what he thinks, said the father. What I think and what your ma thinks is what you oughta do, just now. Theres no good in a wild-caught mustang stallion. Sometimes theyve been rode, but I dunno one that ever gave no satisfaction to his master. Likely to turn any minute and put a hoof through you. Likely to get you off and savage you. Ever seen a man savaged?

No, said Everard.

Well, you dont want to see it — and no more do you wanta be it. Dont you go near that hoss and make a fool of yourself, Ever.

He settled back in his chair and sighed. He drew out a bandanna and mopped his wet brow. Later, he was sorry that he had done this. It showed that he was too worked up over the matter. He had wanted to make it a casual affair and not underline its importance.

The boy answered, It wouldnt matter, father, very much, except that Ive said Id be there. And besides

Besides what? snapped Ned Winton. Ill drop by the Lawson place, tomorrow. And Ill tell him that I wouldnt let you go. I reckon Im old enough to know whats right for you to do.

But you havent seen the Red Pacer, remarked the boy, quietly.

Ive seen plenty of hosses, said the father. Ones as good as another — pretty mean.

The boy did not answer at once. These pauses that he made were somehow characteristic. They made all of his words seem to come from his heart.

A man on that horse, he said, would be like a king on a throne, father!

Ned Winton struck his fist into his open palm.

I tell you, he said, that its come to a point where you got to know that you aint your own master till youre of age. Dont you go near that damn hoss! Understand? Dont you dare to go near it!

He waited. He could hear his heart thumping. The wind stirred and the moist, warm breath from the fields of spring reached him with the scents of growing grass and the kind, fruitful earth.

Wait a minute, Ever, murmured Clay Winton, as the boy turned to leave.

Its no good waiting, replied the boy. Im afraid I know already that I have to ride the Red Pacer — or break my neck trying!


IV. THOROUGHBREDS
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WORDS BROKE OUT from the father in a rush. Everard, if you wont obey me, then Im through with you! You can go your own way, is what I mean. Either youre my boy or you aint my boy. You been four years followin Clay like a dog at the heel. You been his shadow. Hes been more than teacher, father, mother and friends to you. I dont like it, and I aint gonna have it. You hear me talk?

I hear you, said the boy, coldly.

He waited for more words, but his father had run out of them. Those the older man had spoken echoed in his ears, and he could hardly believe that the stern utterances had been his own.

You go on to bed, he muttered in conclusion, and heard the voice of his son coldly bid him good night. Everard passed from view around the corner of the house.

With a sore heart, Ned Winton said to his brother, This is some of your doings, Clay.

Why? asked the other. What have I had to do with it, Ned?

You know what youve had to do with it, insisted Ned. Hes been around with you all the time. Hes got your wild ideas.

You figure, said Clay, that the only way to live is to work till your bones ache. You get the ache in the bones, all right, but you dont get much life.

Ive got a farm and cows on it and plenty of saddle-stock. Everythings fenced up and fixed right, and I started with nothing, boasted Ned.

You work like a dog every day of your life, said Clay. But whats the good of owning a thing that makes a slave of you? You dont own the place; the place owns you! I have enough to live on, as far as that goes.

Howd you get it? snapped Ned.

Why, out of the mines.

You never was a miner! declared Ned.

Hello! murmured Clay Winton.

You never had hands that were that hard.

Marthas been talking to you, Ned, said Clay.

True accusations annoy us, always, far more than idle ones. Ned Winton grew hot at the mention of his wife.

Leave Martha out of it! he exclaimed.

Im glad to leave her out, answered Clay.

She aint good enough to please you, maybe? demanded Ned.

Shes all right, said Clay. Im going on to bed.

All right, go to bed, said Ned Winton. Only — leave your hands off of Ever, will you?

No, said Clay Winton, suddenly.

He turned and came quickly back to his brother, climbing the steps of the veranda. They stood face to face, each watching the glimmering eyes of the other.

You wont, eh? said Ned.

As long as I stay here, said Clay, Im gonna keep on doin what I can for him.

Teach him to make a fortune the way you did? You dug it out of wallets. A six-shooter was the tool you used for breaking your ground.

Clay paid no attention to the accusation. He said:

What a fellow does with his money is just as important as how he gets it. Youve worked like a dog; youll have to keep on working. Youll go into the grave like a tired old hoss that aint ever known a thing but harness and blinders and the furrows ahead of it. God, what a life for a human being! Wintons are meant for better things than that. Theyre meant to fly higher and freer. In the old days the Wintons were gentlemen.

You think a man with callouses on his hands cant be a gentleman, eh? declared Ned Winton. Because your own damn lazy hands are soft, maybe youre a gentleman, are you?

Im lazy and worthless, said Clay, with surprising frankness. I never done anything worth while, and I know it. I had a bit of fun, but I never knew enough to enjoy life the way it oughta be enjoyed. I never studied or read enough; I never worked hard enough with my brain. Theres only one good thing that Ive started; but Im gonna finish it — in spite of you!

What have you started? asked the other.

Ive started Ever. And Ive worked on him for four years.

And what good have you done him, Id like to know?

I came back and looked at him, said Clay, It and I seen that he was a thoroughbred hitched to a plough. I walked him right out of the ploughing field; I put him into training. Ive got him almost ready for the race track and the big stakes!

You want to make him like yourself! said the father, savagely. A hell of a thoroughbred you ever were!

Youre only calling me names, said Clay Winton, and the names you throw wont break my skin. I say that when I came back here I found Ever a poor lump of a kid, a little bit dull and sad, and not knowing what was the matter with him. I tell you what Ive done for him; Ive started him working at books — every evening hes been workin in em. I couldnt tell him where to start, but he went out and got the right advice. I started him to watchin his language, till now he speaks a good clean English. Ive made him watch out for his clothes, too, and now he looks like something. Ive taught him that whisky is poison, but that it can be handled. Ive taught him not to boast or talk big or loud or to swear or to use slang.

Ive used myself as a model of what not to be. Ive worked on his training, too. He can jump higher, run faster, box better, ride cleaner, shoot quicker and straighter than anybody around here. A man that he cant throw he can knock down. Hes fit to stand anywhere in the world and to be taken for a gentleman, which is what his blood calls for him to be. For three generations the Wintons have been rooting in the ground like pigs. Ive fitted Everard for something better.

It was a very considerable speech, and Ned Winton grew more and more angry as he felt the justice and truth of some of Clays remarks. At last Ned said:

Ill tell you how it is. Youre satisfied with your own ideas, you think theyre fine.Well, I dont. I tell you just this — keep your hands off of Ever from this minute on.

I wont, said Clay.

Then get out of my house and get out of my life, said Ned Winton.

You mean that? said Clay.

I aint gonna have Ever dragged down and thrown away by following your example, said Ned Winton. Besides, youre upsetting the whole family, he muttered.

All right, said Clay. Ill leave in the morning. And if Ever leaves with me Ill be sorry for you.

He walked straight through the front door and disappeared in the house, leaving the father frozen in his place in the darkness of the outer night. Neds hand was raised in expostulation. The next word was still hanging on his lips as he was about to reply, but it seemed that that final speech of his brother had robbed him of all utterance.

For a moment he remained like this, staring blankly before him until the distant stars seemed to dance together. Then he turned and went into the house.

He opened the screen door with care and carefully shut it behind him, like a guilty husband returning too late at night. The warm, close air of the house closed about him and made the perspiration start on his face. There was a smell of stale cookery in the hall; it was always there.

He went to the bedroom and was about to light the lamp when he remembered his wifes weary face as he had last seen her. He wanted her advice now, but he decided it would be better to wait until the morning. To rouse her now and tell her the recent threat of Clay would be to send her into a fury, and he dreaded those paroxysms of anger more than anything else in the world.

He himself sat down by the window, knitting his fingers together. It seemed to him that the world was a flat and savorless plain, a limitless waste of labor and joyless death.

A mosquito sang suddenly at his ear; another droned not far away. A shudder ran through Ned Wintons body, but he remained motionless in his chair, staring at the obscure night outside.


V. A WRECKED SADDLE
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IT WAS THE very rose of the morning, when young Everard Winton rode over the hill and down to the shack of Harry Lawson.

Early at is was, Harry Lawson was already up. He was in front of his house, with his face toward the sun, seated on a sagging cracker box and whittling at thin sticks from which he was constructing stretchers on which pelts could be dried. It was said that Harry Lawson had spent his every penny on that long, long hunt for the red horse. In that quest he had hired many a man; many a horse had been ridden to death; many a month had been consumed relentlessly. He had been almost rich. All was spent to capture the red stallion which he could not ride!

To eke out a living, Harry Lawson was trapping wolves and coyotes for the bounty and for the value of the pelts.

There was a time when Harry Lawson had bet five thousand dollars on the single ruffle of a faro pack — and lost — and shrugged his shoulders at the loss. Now he had fewer dollars than he formerly had thousands. On the other hand, in the old days he was merely Half-breed Harry or That Lawson Injun. And now he was a revered figure. Men rode scores of miles to look at his splendid horse. The legend of the long pursuit of the Red Pacer filled the range.

Lawson remained the same dusty-faced, sawed-off, bow-legged specimen of an unpretentious cow-puncher that he had always been. He looked very much what he was, a cross between a stubby Comanche squaw and a hardy Highlander.

He looked up as the boy jogged the mustang nearer, but continued his whittling, merely reducing the size of his shavings as he stared at Everard Winton with fixed eyes.

The latter approached, dismounted, and waved to the half-breed.

Im Ned Wintons son, Lawson, he said.

He went over and held out his hand. The Indian took it without rising. His curiously impersonal eyes wandered steadily over the face of the boy, as though he looked at a picture rather than a human being.

Ill take a look at the Red Pacer, if I may, said Everard.

The Indian shrugged his shoulders.

Winton stepped to the corral fence. He went with his eyes to the ground. Only when he reached the bars did he look up, suddenly; and then he blinked and gripped the nearest bar with both hands. His eyes dimmed; he heard a singing in his ears, and his heart rose like a bubble in his breast.

He blinked the moisture out of his eyes and looked again. There was a glow, a light, about the stallion. It was not the sheen of his eyes or the shimmer of the sunshine down his flanks; that was not the light that the boy saw around the horse. Dark red chestnut, the name was not hard to understand. There were three white marks — a splash in the tail, a star between the eyes, and one silken white stocking drawn up almost to the knee.

The boy went back to Harry Lawson, who remained on the cracker box, whittling.

Suppose somebody could ride that horse, what price would you put on him? asked Everard.

The half-breed looked away toward the sky, considered for a long moment with dim eyes, and then shrugged his shoulders.

The boy caught his breath with impatience.

Suppose I put a saddle on him?May I try him? he asked, at last.

Harry Lawson nodded.

When the stallion saw young Winton enter the corral he came to life and swung around the big corral with a flourish. He made the place look small, as a circus seal makes its foolish tub look small. It seemed to the boy that with every stride the monster horse rode high enough to clear the fence, had he been of a mind to do so. Winton snared the red hoRse around the neck at the first cast. To his delighted amazement the stallion stood still at once. One lesson he had learned perfectly — not to pull against a rope. The saddle and bridle were worked on with equal ease, and there was not even a protest when Winton swung himself into the saddle. But when he hit home in it, the action began.

It seemed to him, a minute later, that the great horse had risen under him, turned into a fountain of fire, and dissolved as it struck the earth, dropping its rider into a cloud of darkness.

Then Everard Winton was sitting up in the depth of the corral dust and spitting dust from his mouth. Blood came with the dust. He put up a hand and found that red was trickling from both mouth and nose. There was a rip in his trouser leg and a cut in the skin beneath the rip. Blood trickled down that leg, also, and the wound burned like fire. That was where he had grazed the fence.

He dragged himself to his feet, but he was so dizzy that he had to sit down again, at once. He felt as though a club had struck him at the base of the brain.

When his wits cleared again, he saw that the saddle was lying in the middle of the enclosure. The stallion had bucked it cleanly off, and he was in a far corner now, nibbling at the grass that extended a little distance under the fence, his ears pricking. The very contented switching of his tail was like the gesture of one who has done a task well.

The boy waited for a full half hour before the misery was out of his brain and the sickness out of his heart. Then he stood up and turned to see that the half-breed was moving away from him, working busily to fit together the pieces of a stretcher. Harry Lawson was not excited, it appeared, by the proceedings of this new aspirant.

The Winton blood and the pride of the Wintons stood up in the boy. Again he caught the horse by the trailing lariat, and saddled it as easily as before. Mounted again, he was once more hurled up into the sky. But this time he hit the saddle when he came down. He stuck through that and half a dozen skyrocketings. Then the big horse spun around in a sudden circle and Everard went off, stretched flat out in the air and whirled as he shot forward. He clicked his head against a corral post and lay face down in the dust for half an hour.

When he awakened, he was almost suffocating, and the increasing heat of the sun was burning the back of his neck.

He sat up in a world that rocked about him as if he had been in a small boat in a heavy sea. He had to close his eyes, and it was another half hour before he ventured to get to his feet. But he could not stay on them; he had to sit down again. Only much later did he manage to get to the watering trough, turn on the tap, and drink deep. That refreshed him.

He looked toward the house and saw that the half-breed was still whittling sticks. Again Harry Lawsons back was toward the corral. For all he knew, a dead man lay in the corral — dead with a broken neck or a cracked skull. But that did not trouble the half-breed.

The saddle, too, was lying in the middle of the corral once more, though it had been cinched up with redoubled care.

Winton went to pick it up, and found it a loose, pulpy wreck. The stallion must have rubbed it against the fence posts when he found that he could not simply shake it off. Wintons riding was ended for that day, but he was glad of it. Nothing but the fact that the Indian was there to look on would have induced him to make even another trial.

So, with bowed head, he went toward the corral gate, trailing the ruined saddle under his arm. He did not look up until he had reached the gate itself; and then he saw that Harry Lawson was facing toward him, at last, and regarding him and the horse. It was with amusement that the half-breed looked upon him; it was with a smile that turned into the heartiest, but the most silent of laughter.

The boy ground his teeth together! If he had been a little older, he would have controlled himself. But at the sight of that mockery, a madness fired his brain. The nausea left him, all at once, and he whirled about, fairly running to the stallion. Saddle or not, he would try again, for the sake of manhood.

He sprang onto the bare back of the great horse and waited for the explosion that would hurl him at the blue sky. But the Red Pacer merely turned his head. Without alarm, with what seemed an air of curious surprise, he regarded the first man ever to sit on his naked back.


VI. THE CONQUEST
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HARRY LAWSON WAS seated on top of the corral fence. He was like a stuffed bird; there was not a trace of emotion on his face.

Ever dismounted and then tried the stallion on the lead. It was as though the horse had learned, long, long ago, in the days of its colthood, all the lessons that can be taught. For it now responded quite readily to the pull on the reins and to the pressure on the side of the neck.

Until noon the boy led the great horse up and down. Then he went to the shack, hoping for lunch. But the half-breed remained sitting on top of the corral fence, his arms folded on his knees, studying the stallion with a blank face.

That made little difference. In the West, on the range, one may take it for granted that there is a certain hospitality. And young Everard Winton sliced up potatoes with bacon, put on a pot of coffee, and banged on a tin pan when the meal was ready.

Harry Lawson had not moved from his perch all that while, but now he climbed down to the ground and went to the house. He pumped some water into a basin and took off his felt hat, time-altered from black to green. Above the hat rim his hair was shining black, but below the line of the rim it was gray with dust. In the cold water, without soap, the breed washed his hands and face with a few brief gestures. Then he dried his face by slicking off the water with the edge of the hand, and dried his hands by flicking them together a few times and giving them a final wipe on his greasy overalls. He removed his felt hat from the nail on which he had hung it, replaced it on his head, and sat down to lunch.

He ate slowly. Most of the time he spent in carefully loading his knife. The fork, though he preferred his fingers, was used to build up a high stack of food along the length of the knife blade, and after the load was built the knife was slowly raised, the mouth opened so wide that the eyes were reduced to glimmering slits, and the knife-load disappeared. Once the whole load fell off just as it reached his lips, but that was the only mishap; and after that accident he built the heaps more recklessly high than ever, and never made a mistake.

Evers own appetite was good, but the half-breed fairly beat him, consuming at least two-thirds of the amount of food Ever had cooked. Still Harry Lawson had not spoken. But at the end of the bacon and fried potatoes, he winked, grinned all on one side of his leathery face, rose from the table, and from a hidden shelf brought down two cans of blackberry jam. He cut off the tops of both cans, put one in front of his guest and took the other for himself. He used no bread with the conserve instead, he simply raised the can above his face and shook clotted lumps of the sweetness into his vast mouth.

Young Everard Winton finished his meal and his coffee with haste, and went outside to take the air.

He could still feel the effects of the falls he had had that morning, but no pain of body could match or master the joy that was in his soul.

After a time, while he was smoking a cigarette, Harry Lawson came out and sat beside him.

How much you want for that Red Pacer? asked Winton.

The other held up five grimy fingers. And a swift, fiery hope rushed through the soul of the boy.

Five hundred dollars? he asked.

Harry Lawson shook his head, and a cold hopelessness filled the boy.

Five thousand? he demanded.

The other nodded, and put down his hand again while Everard Winton looked desperately ahead of him, his eyes straining as though he were trying to make out obscure print. Five thousand dollars! The sum rang and beat against his ear like a death bell.

Thats a lot of money, Lawson, he argued. Youve got to remember that the mustangs not a thoroughbred.

The Indian shrugged his shoulders, seemed to consider, and held up three fingers.

The world, for Harry Lawson, had suddenly shrunk to the shape of that silken monster; and the price of the horse was three thousand dollars. Not a very great price for a mans entire world, but an impossible price for young Winton.

Winton picked up the wreckage of the saddle and returned to the corral. For hours he worked steadily, and at four oclock sharp he climbed tentatively, gently, into the saddle. This time the stallion did not strike for the sky. Instead, he sank almost to his knees, trembled, and gradually straightened. With loose rein, Winton kept his place, talking constantly to the great horse soothingly. And down from his hand, through the leather of the reins to the steel bit and to the brain of the horse, he felt an electric current running.

It was not a conquest.

Not as a fighter was Ever winning the Red Pacer, but as a companion and a friend.

He dismounted, undid the cinches, and carried the saddle back to his mustang. Harry Lawson was again at work on the stretchers, making them with wonderful handicraft, binding the joints with waxed twine. Hundreds of years before, perhaps, Comanches had made stretchers just like these!

Three thousand dollars, eh, Lawson? Ever asked wearily.

The half-breed shook his head, and lifted two fingers.

Two thousand? exclaimed the boy.

The other nodded.

Two thousand dollars seemed to Ever so little, by contrast, that it seemed for a burning instant that the red horse was already in his hands. And then he remembered; he had not twenty dollars in the world. His father had plenty in the bank, perhaps; but his father had forbidden him to come near the horse.

Only Uncle Clay Winton might have ideas.

Everard went to his own horse. It was not necessary to waste an adieu on that brutally silent animal of a man; so he mounted and rode back over the trail toward home. And his heart was like red-hot steel in his breast.


VII. NO SON OF HIS...
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IT WAS AFTER supper time when young Everard Winton put up his mustang and came to the house.

He went into the kitchen and found his mother washing dishes. She merely turned her head over her shoulder, offering him no food, only the stern greeting:

Your pa wants to see you on the front porch.

The son looked back at her curiously. Her head was bowed lower over the dishpan, and she worked her elbows furiously, as though she were over a washtub.

He went to her and laid a hand on her shoulder; her whole body trembled.

Whats the matter, Mother? said he. Are you going to take it as hard as all this?

She stiffened at that, and whirled around to face him.

It aint me that youre to wheedle! Its your pa that wants to talk to you, she said.

He looked again into her angry face. Fear was in it, too, but he saw that his advance was taken in the wrong spirit entirely. She felt that he was trying to break ground with her before he went out to see the head of the family.

But that was mere pretense, for she was the head of the family, as he very well knew.

He was ravenously hungry, so he picked up a crust of bread, spread it with butter from a dish on the kitchen table, and paused at the door to munch.

You didnt go to the blacksmith shop at all, she exclaimed, without turning her head. Dont lie and say you did. Pa went and inquired, and you wasnt there!

I wasnt going to lie about it, he answered, simply. Anger jumped up in his breast. What sort of a fellow dyou think I am, anyway? he asked her.

Go and talk to your pa! she retorted.

He went out of the kitchen and through the dining room and down the narrow darkness of the hall, very slowly. He was finishing the heel of the loaf as he stepped onto the front porch.

There were two spots of light in the dusk; one was from his fathers pipe, one from his uncles cigarette.

Hello, Clay. Hello, Father, said Ever.

How are things? asked Clay Winton.

The father merely grunted.

Mother says you want to talk to me, Father, said the boy.

I do, said Ned Winton, gruffly.

Now that the time had come, the words came out with a surprising ease. Ned Winton added:

Were you at the blacksmith shop, today?

No, said the boy.

Why not?

I was busy at something else.

What was it?

I rode the Red Pacer, answered Everard, frankly.

You rode him, eh? exclaimed Clay Winton. Good boy, Ever!

Ned leaned forward to face his brother. Are you gonna keep your mouth out of this? he asked, with a dangerous softness.

Yeah. Ill keep out of it, answered Clay.

So you rode the hoss, eh? said the father.

The boy was silent. It was a question he had already answered.

I told you not to and you went and did it? questioned the father.

I said that I pretty near had to, replied Everard. You know how a thing gets into you — and burns.

But I told you not to! insisted the father.

Thats true, said the boy.

And still you went and done it?

Yes.

What had I ought to do about a thing like that?

I dont know.

I know, said the father, savagely. Id oughta throw you out of this house and into the road! Thats what I oughta do — and I got a mind to do it.

The boy lifted his head.

Its easily done, he said. One word will turn the trick. Just one word more is all you need to use.

Ned Winton leaped from his chair and stamped until the boards creaked under him.

Sassing me back, are you? he shouted.

I dont want to, said Everard. I dont want to make you angry, either.

All you want is to have your own way, eh?

Father, said the boy, I know youre angry — and I dont blame you, either. You told me there was something I mustnt do, and I did it. That was wrong of me, but I just couldnt help myself. I want to make a business deal with you. Youve always wanted me to stay and work more on the ranch. You never wanted me to go into the blacksmith shop, for instance. It was only that I thought that I couldnt be interested in the ranch, you see. Well, Ill change my mind, if I can. Ill come back here and work on the ranch; Ill be a hired hand. Ill show you how I can pitch in and work for you.

What makes you say all of this, so unexpectedly? asked the farmer. What makes you so doggone eager to get to work on the ranch?

Im not eager to do that, answered Everard. But I want to please you and I want to please myself. Ive got a chance to get a thing that means more to me than anything else in the world. You can help me get it. And if youll do it, Ill work out what I want you to give me. Ill work without any pay as common puncher, plough-hand, anything you say.

What is it that you want? asked the father.

Two thousand dollars!

What?

The boy was silent.

The father exclaimed again, What you done that you need two thousand dollars?

Thats the price of the Red Pacer.

My God! cried Ned Winton. I could buy twenty good hosses — I could buy a whole herd of em — for that price. Are you clean crazy, Ever?

Well, after seeing the Pacer twice, Ill about die unless I have him; and Harry Lawson wants two thousand dollars for him.

Said Ned Winton, I aint that kind of a fool!

Said the boy, Would I be worth five hundred dollars a year to you, and keep, as a regular ranch hand — and to run things, too, while youre away from the place, now and then?

Five hundred dollars! said the father, scenting a bargain, and beginning to cavil. While you have boxing matches behind the barn?

Ill stop that, said the boy. I promise.

And burn up ammunition with revolvers and rifles — and never shoot no game — just practice?

Ill stop that, also, said Everard. Ill stop it all. Ill be what you want me to be. Ill throw myself into the job. Ill study the cattle business day and night, when Im not riding range or doing other things. Ill work out of books and take notes on everything that the old-timers say to me. Ill never look at a gun or anything like that. Itll be work, work, work, for me. Ill give you four years of work like that, if youll advance the two thousand dollars now.

The father sighed.

To think of a son of mine actually wantin to blow in two thousand dollars on a hoss!

Ill work six years for you, said the boy, steadily and quietly. Ill spend no more time making things in the blacksmith shop, or fiddling around with the locksmith, or shooting, or hunting, or playing foolish games. Ill toe the line every minute of those years. Ill do that for the two thousand dollars.

You will? muttered the father.

There was a long silence. Then the parent whispered, Two thousand dollars for a worthless hoss! Youd be the laughin stock of the range, and so would I. Folks would just laugh at us. Two thousand dollars? You could get that hoss for five hundred!

Harry Lawson spent fifteen or twenty thousand dollars to catch that mustang, said the boy. What with the hire of men and the burning up of horse-flesh, he spent at least that much. And his place went to pieces while he was away. He was pretty well heeled a few years ago, and hes broke now. But he did that for the horse. He asked five thousand at first; but afterwards he came down to two thousand — after Id ridden the Pacer. Thats his lowest price. I saw in his face that it was the lowest.

Harry Lawson is a half-breed fool! said the father.

Clay Winton broke in. Ned, do it. Ever offers you six years of his life. By the end of that time hell be a cattleman in spite of himself, and thats what you want him to be. Let him have the money. Ill advance it to you if youre short on hard cash.

That word from his brother simply happened to strike Ned Winton at the wrong moment and in the wrong place.

I want none of your stolen money in my hands! he shouted.

His brother stood up and leaned a hand against a wooden pillar. He felt the eyes of the boy on him, through the darkness.

Youve said a hard thing to me, said Clay.

Ive said a true thing. Tell Ever if its true or not. On your word of honor, tell him true — if you dare!

Its true, said Clay Winton. I live on stolen money.

After a deadly pause Ned Winton muttered, I didnt want to kick you in the face like this — only—

His voice faded into an obscure mumbling that had little or no meaning.

Clay said, I might of guessed from last night that it would pan out this way. Well, Ill be rolling my blankets.

He stepped through the doorway and into the house.

Hadnt you better call him back? asked Everard of his father.

Ned Winton exploded again. He felt that he had done something brutally wrong, for he loved Clay and always had. It had been a stunning shock to him to learn that his wifes suspicions, after all, were correct. Now he turned and poured his rage on the boy.

Are you gonna give me advice now? he demanded. You, that has been the cause of it all?

No, said Everard. Ill give you no more advice.


VIII. SO-LONG!
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MRS. WINTON WAS not the most tactful person in the world, but never had she chosen a more tactless moment than this for coming to the front porch. Her husband, badgered and desperate and feeling that he wanted support from some one, turned to her eagerly.

Heres our Ever, that wants two thousand dollars for a hoss!

Two-thousand dollars — for a hoss! she cried, throwing up her hands. Wheres your brain, Ever? Wheres your brain?

The boy stepped back to the door. His parents thought that the argument was just beginning; they did not know that in reality it was ending.

He expounded his proposal again.

Ive just been telling father that Id work six years for nothing — as hard as I can work, and I know that I can work hard. Ive been a fool of a kid, but I can be a man now. Im not boasting, but somethings happened to me. I know I can be a man now, and do a mans work. Ive offered to work six years for the two thousand dollars.

For a hoss, eh? said the mother. The craziest idea that I ever heard in all my born days!

Her son pulled the door open.

Well, he said, I know that youre the boss here, and that what you say goes.

He stepped inside and closed the door after him. Even from his childhood his ways had always been those of silence. The door made no sound now, and they hardly realized that he was gone.

Then said the mother, You been layin down the law to him?

Clays leavin the house, said her husband, abruptly.

She made half an exclamation of pleasure, but something told her to cut it short. Her husband rarely overawed her, but this was one of the occasions.

Well, she said, sometime he was bound to go. I guess thats the only way to look at it.

I told him, said her husband, right in front of Ever. I told him that he was livin on stolen money.

What did he say? breathed the wife.

He said that he was, replied Ned Winton.

He said it? she echoed. His own self, he said it?

Yes, he replied. His voice was stifled as he added with effort, Hes a man, Clay is. I always told you that — Clays a man. He up and said it, in front of me. That dont matter much. But he said it in front of Ever, too — and he loves Ever. He loves him better than God loves little apples. But he admitted in front of Ever that he had been a thief.

Its a terrible thing! she whispered.

Then, with Everards slowness, and with his voice, she heard her husband saying, You had to talk. I wish you hadnt talked about it. You put the idea into my head.

A rush of anger flushed her face, brought a thousand words to her lips; but she was silent. She realized, suddenly, that she had put in motion wheels that she could not stop.

Everard, when he entered the house, paused at the door of his uncles room, where the light slid out across the faded pattern of the matting that covered the hall floor. He tapped, lightly.

Hello! said his uncles clear, quiet voice.

Everard admired the purity of the sound, with no choke of emotion in it.

Its Ever, said he.

Come in, Ever, said Clay Winton as he came to the door and opened it. Clay Winton offered, now and again, little touches of courtesy of which most people in that part of the world were incapable. He held the door open now, and smiled at the boy. But Everard did not fail to see that the face of the other was pale as stone.

May I come in? the boy asked.

Why, come in, Ever. Of course, said Clay.

He waved his nephew to a chair; then he closed the door softly behind his guest.

Everard went to the chest of drawers an leaned his back against it. He lifted his chin, and from an altitude looked down on the work of the packing. He had been sixteen years old when this man came to the house, but he felt as though the last four years had composed nine-tenths of his life. He said nothing; he merely watched. Everything had been taken from the drawers and piled on the bed. On the floor beside the bed lay a tarpaulin; and in it shirts, underwear and other odds and ends of apparel were being laid with great rapidity. It was as though Clay Winton had planned long before a quick departure such as this, and knew exactly what he would want.

He said, bending to build the pack, You can wear my things, Ever. You Take what I leave behind, will you?

Emotion, with a cold and terribly unexpected hand, gripped Everard by the throat. He could not answer. He could only be thankful that his uncle did not look up at that moment.

I guess thats about all, said Clay, after a time, looking carelessly about the room.

He folded the outer edges of the tarpaulin over, and with a swift twisting of rope, made his bundle into one that would fit behind a saddle. Then he crossed to the table, opened a drawer, and took out a Colt revolver which he broke open, examining its loaded cylinder, and held out to the boy.

I want you to have the old gat, said Uncle Clay. Shes never missed, for me. I guess shell never miss for you, either.

Everard took it, gripped it hard, and then put it away in his clothes. He had used it before. He knew how Clay Winton trusted that gun.

Again, swift emotion choked him, and he could say nothing.

His uncle sat down, rolled a cigarette and lighted it.

Dont you make any mistake, Ever, he remarked. Your mothers right. I wouldnt be good for you — in the long run.

He stopped speaking. Sitting in silence, he finished the cigarette with long, slow inhalations. Then he walked to the window and threw out the butt. It made a little arc of sparks through the darkness of the night.

Ill be saying so long, Ever, he said.

Everard paid no heed, but with lowered head began to pace rapidly back and forth.

Clay Winton went on, Four years and a half ago, I walked into the Green River First National Bank and pulled a gun on the cashier. It was just noon, and everybody was hurrying out. Nobody but the cashier noticed me and the gun. I made him open the safe; the others were mostly out for lunch, by that time. He brought me the boxes. There was a lot of cash, and there was a lot more in convertible securities. It was worth about half a million. No, four hundred thousand would be nearer. I dropped the stuff in three saddle bags and got away. They only shot me once. I still have the bullet in the left leg. You know how I limp when the first frosts come?

I know, said Everard, as he stopped his walking.

So long, Ever, said his uncle, quietly.

What horse are you riding? asked the boy.

The only hoss I have, said the older man. That roan bronc.

All right, said Everard. When you get outside the corral gate, will you wait for five minutes?

Yes, said Clay Winton.

All right. You wait for five minutes, thats all. Before you ride on.

Ill do that.

Clay Winton went to the door, picked his sombrero off a nail, shouldered his pack, and left the room.

Then, on the front porch, Everard could hear the spoken good-byes, very brief and stilted. It was an amazing thing to the boy, the ease with which the ties of blood could be broken all in a moment.

Immediately afterwards he heard his mother enter the house.

Then, in his turn, he went out to the porch.


IX. IF HE WERE IN HELL
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IT WAS HIS fathers bedtime, but he was lighting up a fresh pipe, and a shower of sparks blew down the lazy wind.

Everard waited until the preliminary puffing had ended and the red glow had died from his fathers face. Then he said:

Uncle Clay has gone?

Yeah, muttered Ned Winton. Clays gone.

He couldnt stand it, insisted the boy. Thats why hes gone.

There was no answer.

Im going, too, said the boy.

He waited.

Are you? asked his father.

Yes, Im going, he said.

He waited again.

All right, said Ned Winton.

About mother began the boy.

Its Clay thats making you go, said the father.

No, that isnt so, insisted the boy. Uncle Clay said that you were right; and he said that mother was right. He doesnt even know that Im going.

Well, its all right, remarked Ned Winton. Youre going because I wouldnt give you the two thousand dollars.

Because you wouldnt trust me for the two thousand dollars, Everard corrected him.

The boy smiled to himself.

Your mother, she says its the craziest idea that she ever heard of — two thousand bucks for a twenty-year-old kid.

Perhaps it is a crazy idea. I dont know. But Ive got to have that horse.

How you gonna get it? Steal it?

Maybe, said the boy.

My God! muttered Ned Winton.

He turned in his chair, suddenly, and started to speak. Then he checked himself.

My mother, said Everard, is behind all this. But shes not as swift and bitter as you think. She loves me, and I love her. If I went to say good-bye to her now, shed raise the roof. I couldnt stand it, and she couldnt stand it. We understand each other. Thats why shes always been afraid that Id go wrong.Im not going near her, but I want you to say two things to her, for me.

Ill say them, said the father.

His voice was a whisper. There was nothing in his heart; it was an empty space. Pain would come later.

Tell her that I love her, and tell her good-bye for me, said the boy. Shell raise the roof, mind you, but you can stand it. For you could stand calling your own brother a thief.

His father puffed at his pipe, leisurely. He could not answer for a minute, so terrible was the pain that was beginning to creep inside his breast.

Yeah, he said, I called Clay a thief. He is. Clays a thief.

Yes, said the boy. Uncle Clays a thief. But do you know something?

Well?

Hes the finest man I know, said the boy, pointedly.

The father continued to smoke, and made no comment.

Ill be going along now, said Everard. Are we shaking hands, Father?

He held out his hand.

Why, sure, said Ned Winton. I guess were shaking hands.

He stood up and held out his hand. He said:

Speaking of the six years work, that would be all right. The six years contract and the two thousand dollars.

But his son answered, If I were in hell and one penny would get me out, I wouldnt take that penny from you now.

Thats pretty clear, said Ned Winton.

I hope it is clear, said Everard. Good-bye.

He went down the steps. His footfall crunched on the long, straight, graveled path, and he passed out of the obscure shadows of the trees and into the pale starlight beyond; he opened the gate, closed it with his customary softness, and went up the road toward the corral gate.

His father smoked out his pipe and then went into the house.

At the door of the bedroom he waited for a moment, with his hand upon the knob, but finally he went inside. All the Wintons moved softly; so did Ned. Through the darkness he said:

Martha!

He had to repeat the call.

Well? she said, awakening.

Clays gone, he said.

You neednt to wake me for that, she answered. I know hes gone — and a good riddance.

He lighted the lamp and remained with his back turned toward her, his hands resting on the edge of the dresser, with the lamp before him, so that his shadow swallowed the white walls of the room.

Suddenly she sat bolt upright.

Ned, whats the matter? she asked.

Aw, nothing much, said he.

She was awed by his very silence.

It aint that I didnt know you love Clay, she said.

Did you know that? he asked, skeptically.

Will you turn around and look at me? she pleaded.

Yeah. Pretty soon I will, said he.

A dreadful fear got hold of her; she could hear the thumping of her heart, and in the silence it seemed to her that strange little noises stole down the hall and paused at the door of the room.

Clay said he was a thief, said the father. He said it before Ever.

Still his wife made no answer, and a dim wonder stole over him. He had never known her to lack words before.

After a time, while he still considered the lifting of the yellow flame in the hot chimney of the lamp, he said:

Evers gone.

Gone? she asked, unable to comprehend.

Her voice had grown so thin and small that he stood up straight, with a start; but he could not bring himself to face her.

You drove out Clay, he said.

I drove out Clay, she answered. God forgive me if I was wrong about it. I was only thinkin of poor Ever. Hes only twenty.

But you went and drove out Ever, too, said he.

He heard a rustle of the bed clothes, and the fall of a bare foot on the floor. He said, hastily:

Dont come near me, Martha. Dont touch me!

He shrank, at the thought of her.

I wouldnt bother you none, Ned, she said, brokenly. Im only standin here and askin you something.

All right, he answered. Thats all right. Whatcha wanta know?

Everard she began. What about Everard?What about my boy?

You wanta know something? he said.

I wanta know anything youll tell me, Ned. said she.

He wondered at her small and childlike voice now.

Well, he said, I was talkin over about the two thousand dollars and the six years contract. You said that was the craziest idea you ever heard of.

Yes, said that new, small voice. Maybe I said that. And, in a whisper she added, Oh, God!Oh, God!Whats happened?

Well, said he, Ever said that if he was in hell and only wanted a penny to get out, hed stay right there in hell rather than take the penny from me now.

He felt her come nearer.

Maybe you mean that Everard has left us for good? she asked.

He didnt take nothin with him, said the father. He didnt make up no pack; he didnt even take his new rifle. He just walked down off the front path, and he opened the gate and turned up the road. He wanted me to say two things to you — that he loved you, and good-bye.

He added, hastily: Dont touch me, Martha! Im gonna go out and have another pipe. I was just telling you. He didnt take nothing. If he was in hell and a penny would buy him out, a penny from us wouldnt do him no good now.


X. A PROMISE OF ARREST
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EARLY THE NEXT morning, Mrs. Ned Winton drove to town in the buckboard with a cargo of fresh butter and eggs to be delivered at the grocery store. There she received part payment in trade and part in hard cash. She hurried through her business, for she had something else on her mind that had to be executed, and it was a thing which she did not wish her husband to know about.

She went, in fact, straight to the office of the sheriff — but not quite to it, for in fact she encountered Sheriff Lewis Darrow walking down the sidewalk with a big stride and she pulled up the buckboard beside him.

He took off his hat to her, lifting it so high that she saw the gleam of the bald spot on his head.

He was not as trim about the waist as he had once been, and his long face was more like that of a horse than ever — an aging horse, but one with plenty of spirit still left to shine out of the eyes. Deep furrows ran down his cheeks, slanting from the temples toward the chin, and his eye was sunk under a sun-faded shrubbery of brows.

She had known him since her girlhood. That long acquaintance and the fact that he represented the law throughout the huge domain of that county made her feel and value highly the sense of possession with which she looked upon him.

I wanted to talk to you a couple minutes, Lew, she said.

He stepped out from the sidewalk, raised his right foot, and rested the ball of it on the hub of the front wheel.

All right, Martha, he said, with a smile. You never let me take up much of your time. Ill stand here all day, if youll keep on talkin.

She smiled, and though the smile died quickly, a sense of pleasure remained long after. She had been a very pretty girl, in her time.

Its about my boy, she said.

Ever? said he. Oh, Evers all right. Been cutting up a little, has he?

Hes got into bad company, said she, with Clay Winton.

The sheriff did not so much as blink. He could face guns, also news like this.

I always liked Clay a lot, said he.

Hes taken my son away from home, she answered.

Im sorry to hear that, answered the sheriff.

There was consideration and doubt in his eyes.

I want him stopped! she burst out.

A thousand times before, the sheriff had heard from women requests just as unreasonable as this one.

He met her eye gently and answered, Id stop Clay in a minute, but I aint got the power. Theres gotta be a cause for arrest, and a warrants gotta be swore out.

She stared at the sheriff, and felt her face turning cold and her heart turning hot.

Im talkin to you alone, Lew? she said, finally.

You are, Martha, he answered, with a start.

If ever a whisper comes back to my husband that Ive gone and told you, my lifes a plumb ruined life, Lew!

There was a note of desperation in her voice.

The sheriff took his foot from the hub of the wheel, for the mustangs had begun to stir uneasily, backing and then stepping forward. The wheel kept making quarter-turns.

No whisper ever comes out of me, when things are told to me in private, Martha, he said. But Im a sworn-in officer of the law. Yunderstand? When you talk to me, youre talkin right to the law, in a manner of speakin. Maybe you better not tell me whats in your mind — till youve gone and talked it over with Ned.

A moaning came suddenly from her throat.

Oh, Lew, she said, Ned blames me because both Clay and Ever are gone. But I bore down on Clay. I knew he wasnt good for my boy. I knew right well. And I knew that he never dug honest money out of the ground with those soft hands of his. Yesterday, it was put right up to him and he admitted that his money was stolen. Is that good enough to arrest him? But God help me if you bring me into it! Only, I want him stopped! Hes gotta be stopped. I gotta have poor Ever back home again, or Ill die!

Tears brimmed her eyes, but she set her teeth and would not surrender to the pain.

The sheriff let a moment pass. Then he said:

Martha, Ill tell you what. If you wanta drive on home and forget about what youve told me — why, Ill forget about it, too!

And let Ever go with him? she pleaded.

You want me to arrest Clay, eh?

I do! Somethings gotta be done. Theres nothing left but that!

All right, said the sheriff, slowly. Where did he steal the money?

I dont know that. All I know is that he stole it. It must of been a whale of a lot, too, because he has everything that he wants, and he never has to turn a tap with his hands. Hes got it all invested, somewheres. Hes just livin on the interest, all this while. Is that enough to arrest him on?

Im going back to the office and see, said the sheriff. Ill try to trace it. I guess I oughta say that Im glad you told me — but I aint. Im sorry. I always liked Clay a lot!

You never knew him, said the woman, trembling. You never seen him workin on a son of yours, an stealin the boys heart away from you.

No, never saw that, admitted the sheriff.

Im gonna drive on, she said. Mind you, Lew, my lifes murdered for me if ever Ned finds out that Ive told you. Hed never forgive me; hell never forgive me anyway, unless Everard comes back — and I—

The tears suddenly overbrimmed her eyes. She slapped the mustangs with the reins, and drove off without a word of farewell.


XI. A YEARS WORK IN A DAY
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THE SHERIFF WALKED on into his office, full of thought. There in the office, waiting for him, was Jim Butler, his deputy. Jim was far too old to ride with a posse, and his hands were far too slow and uncertain to wield a revolver. Sometimes he took a week off and devoted the time to serious drinking. Nevertheless, he was worth his weight in gold to the sheriff.

Lookit, Jim, said Lew Darrow, seating himself on the sill of the open window. How longs Clay Winton been around town, lately?

He aint been around town ever. Hes always out to Ned Wintons ranch.

Mighty lively boy, Clay used to be, said the sheriff. But hes quieted down a lot. Never sees nobody, lately.

No, he never does, said the other.

Thats a funny thing, remarked the sheriff. Lookit here, Jim — how long has Clay been back — back from his mining?

Lemme see. Four years. Past four years, said the all-knowing Butler.

He saw that other questions were about to be asked him, and puckering his brows, he buried both fists in the length of his white beard. He was like one submitting to torment. He hated to disturb the vast accumulation of facts which had piled up in his brain, with or without his will.

The sheriff pointed a brown forefinger at him and frowned, demanding absolute concentration.

Where was Clay Winton when he was away from home? he demanded.

The face of the other was stirred by the effort of recollection.

He said he was off in Old Mexico, most of the time, said the other, relaxing with a faint sigh because of the ease of answering this question.

Think! ordered the sheriff. Away back there, four-five years ago, did anything big happen in the line of robberies?

There was the Denver and Q. R. Express that was held up by the Townley gang.

Leave gangs out of it, said the sheriff. No Winton is likely to work with a gang. Gangs leave tracks that are too broad, an Wintons are all folks that move silent and careful.

Did Clay Winton rob something? asked the other.

Never mind that. You just keep on remembering. Pick out some big job — most likely a one-or two-man job.

The other sighed. Wait a minute, Lew, and Ill get it sure, said he.

He pulled open a drawer of the desk and produced a whisky bottle and a glass.

Leave that be! commanded the sheriff. You dont touch no drop till you hit on something.

The old man groaned faintly. He pushed the bottle and the glass reluctantly to the side, though his eyes dwelt on them still.

About five years back, he said, there was a pair of gents that stuck up the Cripple Gulch Stage.

There was red-handed murder in that job. Wintons are not murderous. Try again.

Up in Lassiter Falls there was one day when the town woke up and found that the safe of the biggest bank in the town was blowed.

That was another gang job, said the sheriff. Try again.

There was the Green River First National job, too. That was a beauty.

How was that?

It was one noon, that a gent walks into the bank

Alone?

Yeah, alone.

The eye of the sheriff brightened. Go on! he ordered.

He walks in alone, and there was still some people in the bank. Well, this gent steps to the cashiers window and slides a revolver under a stack of papers and just lets the muzzle shine at the cashier. Somehow, it didnt look like news from home to that cashier, neither. So the cashier forked the dough out of the safe. He sees that the robber is cold and cool as ice.

The guy who done it is pretty well toward six feet, kind of lean, clean- shaved, and hes got a pair of blue eyes that look different from most. So he passes over the loot, and the other drops it into three saddle bags and backs toward the door. And as he gets to the door the cashier gets his courage back and grabs his gun. He shoots that gent through the leg; he even seen the blood fly, he says. But the robber, he was right at the door. He dragged through it, and pulled himself right onto a horse. Away he goes, and he turns into one alley and up another, gettin clean away, though he must of bled a terrible pile.

The sheriff sat transfixed.

Does Clay Winton ever limp? he asked.

Yeah. Ive heard sometimes in the winter he does.

The sheriff leaped to his feet.

Jim, he cried, you can take that drink now! Youve done a years work in a day!

And he fled from his office to the street.


XII. THE MAIN IDEA
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IT WAS MIDNIGHT when Clay Winton and the boy came over the top of the last hill and looked down at the faint black spot which was the shack of Harry Lawson, the half-breed.

There Clay Winton pulled in his horse.

I dont like it, Ever, said he.

What? asked the boy.

Arrivin anywhere — even at a shack like that — with me on a hoss and you on foot.

When I have a horse, said the boy, Ill ride with you. And while you have a horse and Im on foot, Ill do the traveling on foot, Indian style.

What are you gonna say to old Harry?

Im going to beg him to keep that horse for me as long as he will — a month, maybe — until I have a chance somehow to get hold of the right amount of money.

Clay Winton cleared his throat.

You know, Ive got more solid cash than that along with me, Ever?

Ever was silent for a moment.

Have you?

Yes. Ill pass out the price of that horse to you. You can pay me back later on.

The boy hesitated.

I dont know, he said. Theres something in me against doing that.

Youre worried because its stolen money? Well, Ever, suppose I hadnt told you what it is? Youd have taken it, then, wouldnt you?

Perhaps I would, he admitted.

Then take it now. And as soon as youve paid it back, youre free of trouble about it. Your hands are clean again.

The boy turned suddenly to him.

Uncle Clay, said he, were partners, arent we?

The best ever, said the other.

Well, I cant touch your money, Uncle Clay. Im sorry, but I cant.

He bowed his head.

All right, said Clay Winton. Thats that. And I wont argue. In the long run, clean hands are the best hands, I suppose.

They started down the hill together. It had been a long march, but the step of Ever Winton was as easy and swaying as when he had started.

That Green River business, Uncle Clay, he remarked. You mind talking about it?

Not a whit — to you.

Did they ever get after you?

I faded out of the picture, grew mustaches, and came home to your father to get older. They never bothered me any.

Another thing

Fire away, Ever.

Anybody very badly damaged because of the money you took?

Why, I dont know, said the older man. The bank didnt fail, if thats what you mean.

Thats the main part, muttered the boy.

Make you feel pretty bad about me? asked Clay.

His voice was solemn.

No, not that, said Everard. Only it makes me sorry, and rather down. But it doesnt change my main idea.

Whats the main idea?

Well, of all the men Ive seen, Id rather be like you than any of the rest.

There was a quick exclamation of protest.

You think that now, Ever, said the other, but youll think better, later on. Ive had the luck to be with you when you were learning things, and I had a few tricks to teach. Thats all!

Everard was silent for a moment as they entered the chilly air at the bottom of the hollow. The night was gloriously clear. Taking a quick, deep breath of the pure air, he looked up to the sheen of the stars.

Let me tell you something, he said.

Fire away, brother.

You remember when I first started boxing?

Yes, I remember pretty well.

And you had me box with that big red-headed Peg Wallace?

I was a fool to do that, said Clay Winton. He was too big and too old for you. His strength had hardened on him a lot; he was a lot nigher to a man than a boy.

That was all right, said the boy. You remember how he kept slamming me in the side and the stomach?

I remember. I thought his fist was going through you, a coupla times.

So did I, said Ever. I could feel it jar right up against my backbone, it seemed to me. It kept me bending over, the pain of it.

I remember, said Clay Winton.

And then he would whang me in the body, and change to the head, and knock me flat.

I remember that, too.

And every time he knocked me flat, you stood over me and swung your arm up and down for the seconds. And every time, as I got up to my knee, you said that Id done enough, and asked me if I wanted to give up.

I did that. And I meant it.

No, said the boy. Theres the point. You said it, but you didnt mean it.

Clay Winton was silent.

Youd rather have seen me killed than to hear me give up, said Ever.

Well — maybe, drawled the uncle.

I thought I was going to die, said the boy. And every time I got up, I looked at your face, and you looked so white and sick that I thought it would be a lot better to die than to shame you and the rest of the Wintons. So I kept on, until I managed to start left-handing him. Then I put a big red bump where one eye used to be.

Aye, that was the old sharp-shooting, cried out the older man, joyously. That was hitting the target. Doggone me! I aint gonna forget how he winced when you kept on whacking the spot. Remember how he backed up, finally, and said it wasnt fair to keep hitting on one spot?

That didnt matter, said the boy. After he quit, I was pretty sick.

Yes, I remember.

I had to lie down on my back and you squatted beside me and rubbed my sore stomach and my ribs. But I kept on groaning, and groaning. I couldnt help groaning.

It was enough to groan over, said Clay.

I didnt care much about the groaning, answered the boy. I didnt care at all, because I knew after that fight that all the rest of the life that lay ahead of me, Id always rather die than give up. Thats no trick, and thats what you taught me. I owe it to you.

Its a lot, and no mistake, said his uncle. But you dont owe it to me. The Wintons are that way. They dont give up.

Anyway, said the boy, I had to get that out of my system. I had to try to tell you what youve done for me. And at the same time, I cant tell you that Ill take your money. I dont know why; it just goes against the grain.

Dont worry about it any longer, replied Clay Winton. Between you and me, Ever, there cant be any dispute. You dont want stolen money, and I dont blame you. And there it is.

Wed better sing out to Harry Lawson, remarked Clay, as they drew near to the house. If we walk in on that old-timer when hes in the middle of a bad dream, hes likely to wake up shooting. So he called out: Harry Lawson! Hello!

They came up to the shack in time to see a shadowy form appear in the black square of the doorway. A moment later a lantern was lighted, and Harry Lawson came out to meet them, with a grunt and a nod of welcome.

Ive come over to make you a proposition about the Red Pacer, said Ever.

The other grunted, nodded, handed the lantern to Clay Winton, took the pack from behind the saddle of the horse, and then led the mustang off toward the barn.

Hes dumb, today, said the boy. I was here for hours. He made a few signs, but never spoke.

Hes an old-timer, answered Clay Winton. Theyre likely to be queer. Hes taken the pack off the horse and gone to put it up; hes given us the lantern so we can go inside and make ourselves at home. A coupla gestures like that are better than a flock of words.


XIII. ONE OF THE BATTY ONES
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BY THE TIME they had brought the pack into the shack and looked around them, at the few sticks of furniture and the two bunks, only one of which had blankets or a pallet on the boards, the half-breed was back again.

He pointed toward the stove with an inquiring air, as Winton unstrapped his blankets.

Were not hungry, said Clay Winton.

At that the half-breed picked one of the blankets from the stack out of which he had just rolled, twisted it around his body from head to foot, turning himself into a mummy with one arm outside the wrappings, and lay down on the hard boards of the floor. His greenish felt hat he pulled over his eyes to shut out the lantern light, and in half a minute he was snoring softly.

The boy had attempted to protest against this giving up of a bed, but his uncle prevented him with a strong signal.

No good, he remarked as the snoring began. Harry cant change his ways. Hes making us comfortable, as well as he can. Thats all. Dont try to interrupt him. Let him be as he is!

He bedded down his own blankets on the opposite bunk, leaving Everard to stare with uncomfortable curiosity at the heap which the half-breed had just left. However, it did not do to be too particular. He rolled into the warmth and presently he was asleep.

The mornings a better time for you to talk hoss to old Harry, anyway, his uncle advised him, in saying good-night.

The two were awake at the same moment in the morning as the gray of the dawn began to turn golden. The sound of chopping roused them, and as they turned out they saw Harry Lawson swinging an ax beside a pile of tangled brush.

Clay Winton went out and took the ax from the half-breed.

You know where the chuck is in the house, he said. You start up the fire with what youve chopped and Ill bring in an armful.

Harry Lawson, instead of replying to this suggestion, turned his broad expressionless face down the hill toward the hollow, where the creek spread itself out in a considerable pool. Everard was running down the slope, loosening his clothes as he went. Now, on the bank, he flung the garments aside and flashed like a bolt of bronze into the icy water.

Not a ripple formed over the spot where he had disappeared, it seemed. Harry Lawson looked with a shudder of profound interest. His red-stained eyes looked aside toward the face of Clay Winton, and the latter, poising the ax above his shoulder for a stroke, nodded.

Hes all leather, he remarked. Hed break ice to get his morning swim.

The head and shoulders of the diver broke water at a distance, in the pool; with powerfully swaying arms and shoulders, he drove himself across to the farther bank, climbed out, ran up the slanting trunk of a tree, and dived off again.

This time, well after he had disappeared, the sound of the plunge came dimly up to their ears, like a very faint and far-away explosion.

Halfway across the face of the water, the head and arms of Everard Winton appeared again. He stood on the shore, whipping the water off his body. Then, squatting on his heels, while the wind blew him dry, he lathered his face and shaved.

The half-breed grunted.

All thats not leather in him is iron, said Clay Winton, proudly. Anybody else would get rheumatism and double pneumonia. But theres no let-up in him. You cant dent him — not with bullets, you cant.

Harry Lawson went back to the shack, and presently smoke was curling out of the top of the chimney. At the same time, the boy was dressed and back, making himself useful, rolling up his uncles pack, laying out the tins and knives and forks on the table, and finally jogging out to the horse shed where he saddled Clay Wintons mustang and brought it back in front of the shack, prepared for an early start.

While he was away on this errand, as the bacon crisped in the pan, Clay Winton was saying to the veteran, Look here, Harry. That nephew of mine wants the Red Pacer, and wants him bad. You got a high price stuck on the hoss. Two thousand, eh? Well, thats a lot, but I aint here to bargain with you. What he wants to do is to make a bargain with you. If youll guarantee not to sell the Pacer for a month or so, hell come back and bring you the money — with interest, too. You understand?

Harry Lawson nodded.

Would you do that? asked Clay Winton.

The half-breed shook his head.

I thought you might not, said Winton, though he frowned a little at the gesture. But hes dead set on having that horse. I dont mind telling you hes stepped out of his home and gone on the road without a penny in his pocket or a hoss to ride on, because he had trouble with his folks about the Red Pacer.

The coffee pot began to simmer. Harry Lawson, as though totally uninterested in this tale, pulled the pot farther back on the stove and paid no heed to Clay Winton. The latter went on:

But Ill tell what Ill do. Ill pay you the two thousand, cash. I have it on me, Harry. Ill pay you the money, and when he makes his talk to you, you tell him that youre willing to take his word for paying, later on. Say youll let him have the stallion on trust. But dont tell him about my part in this. Does that sound good to you?

He counted out a sheaf of bills as he spoke, and held them out.

But the other shook his head.

Why not? asked Winton, rather angrily. Thats money — thats the two thousand you asked for the hoss. Why wont you take it?

Harry Lawson turned his back, took the pan of bacon off the stove, and began to serve it out, with stale, warmed-over pone on the plates. This, together with coffee, made up the breakfast.

The boy had come back by now, and his uncle held his peace; but there was a grim look in his eye. Terseness and bluntness may be forgiven in old sourdoughs, up to a certain point, but there are limits, always, which must not be passed.

They had finished eating and were on their second round of coffee when young Everard began his proposal to the half-breed.

The latter sat back in his chair, expressionless as a carved Buddha, holding a cigarette between thumb and forefinger. Whether he listened or not could hardly be told, for his eyes were a blank.

So, with increasing difficulty, Ever stumbled through to an ending. Then he waited, intent, fairly crouched with eagerness.

Still there was no answer.

Clay Winton broke in, Its no good, Ever. He wont let you have the hoss. I dunno why. I tell you what I did. I went behind your back and offered him two thousand dollars hard cash on the spot, if hed turn that mustang over to you. But he wont do it.

Everard Winton jumped up from his chair, his face hard and his dim blue eyes utterly altered, as though a storm wind had blown over them and cleared the mist away. Then he cried out:

Yesterday afternoon you were going to sell the Pacer to me for two thousand. Whats come over you thats changed your mind? Thats what I want to know.

Harry Lawson looked straight before him, with red, unconscious eyes. It was as though he had been facing for hours the very wind which had merely sharpened the vision of the boy.

Clay sat back and watched. There was trouble coming, perhaps — big trouble, it might be — unless Harry Lawson decided to speak. Every second the suspense grew, and nerves were tightened as the pressure increased. And always the fire glinted more and more brightly in Everards eyes as he waited.

At last the half-breed muttered, Youre like that damn Harry Lawson. You want that damn hoss too much.

The other two stared at each other. Harry Lawson got up from his chair and stalked out of the shack.

Whats the meaning of it, Uncle Clay? demanded the boy.

I dont know, said the other. Maybe Harrys lived alone too long. Sounds a bit batty, to me.

That long hunt of the Red Pacer, and the way his place had gone to wreck, suggested Ever. That may have had something to do with it.

The uncle nodded. Then, squinting his eyes, he repeated, What was he driving at? What did you do with that horse the other day?

Nothing. He piled me a couple of times, that was all. Then I took a chance at him bareback, and the chance worked. It was the saddle that had been bothering him, and

You took a chance bareback!

Yes. Hed bucked the saddle off twice. The second time he smashed it.

So you took a chance on the Pacer bareback? said Clay again.

Yes. I was pretty dizzy, and old Harry Lawson was laughing at me. It made me a little mad.

You tried him bareback, eh — and it worked? You tried the Red Pacer bareback? Well, Ever, it aint old Harry Lawson thats batty; its you! What were you thinkin of?

I was thinking of riding the horse. That was all.

Everard got up from his chair and began to pace the floor.

Dont be worrying about it, said his uncle. You cant figure it out. Somethings got stuck in Old Harrys superstitious mind, and you cant budge him away from his ideas. Here comes somebody, riding up. Lets go and see who it is.

He went to the door and saw three riders swinging rapidly up the slope from the hollow toward the house. One rode in the lead and two others kept a little back.


XIV. TIMBERLINE
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EVEN FROM A distance, it is easy to tell how a man is riding, whether carelessly or grimly or in slowenly or businesslike fashion.

There was a swing and rhythm to the galloping of this trio; the very beat of the hoofs made a cadence that for a moment drew the boy away from his half gloomy, half savage thoughts.

He joined his uncle outside the door of the cabin.

They want something, those boys, declared Clay Winton.

The dust they raised was now blown away, and the riders emerged clearly and drew up near the house; three cowpunchers from the range, as it seemed, but — 

Theyve got some hossflesh under em — for plain cowhands, said Clay.

So they had. In fact, they had plenty of daylight under them. Their mounts had legs, and they had bone, too.

They were no better groomed than ordinary cow-ponies, but the quality was there and it showed through the dust.

The riders dismounted. Two of them stayed with the horses; the third rider strode forward, demanding:

Wheres Harry Lawson?

At the corral, there, said Clay Winton.

His eyes followed the stranger as he walked away. A curious calm had come upon Clays face, and his eyes, of the Winton blue, were mistier than ever and more gentle. But the boy was not deceived. He knew that his uncle had seen something that was of the utmost interest.

As a matter of fact, the stranger was a man to be marked in a thousand. He had the carriage and the voice of one accustomed to command, and though he was only of average height, his bearing made him seem taller. The sunken eyes, the deeply marked features, made him seem one who had lived through many a busy decade; but second thought declared him to be no more than in his middle twenties. The two who followed him were older by years, in fact, but it was plain that they were under his control. They stood back, talking quietly to one another, until their leader drew away.

Harry Lawson sat on the top rail of the corral fence, bunched up like a buzzard on a perch. He was watching the stallion. Nothing about him moved except his head, whenever the Red Pacer stepped to another bunch of grass and tore at it or whirled, with a flash of fire along his silken flanks to defy the half-breed With his eye. So might an Indian worshipper in the old days have squatted at the door of a temple and adored the golden god of the sun.

Everard Winton saw and understood now why mere money could hardly buy this treasure from Harry Lawson. It would be almost miraculous if many, many thousands of dollars could induce the half-breed to part with the great horse. Something more than money would be needed.

Then one of the strangers asked, That the Pacer, over yonder?

Thats the Pacer, nodded Everard Winton.

He looks like a hoss, said the stranger.

He is a horse, said Everard.

He stands over some ground, said the second stranger, shading his eyes and peering at the glistening form of the stallion in the corral.

Hes got a middle-piece, too, declared the first speaker, likewise shading his eyes.

Think Lawson would sell him? asked the first.

Maybe. To a man that can ride him, said Clay Winton.

The chiefll ride him if anybody can, said the second stranger, with confidence.

The chiefll ride him, said the first.

The chief, in the meantime, with long, swift strides had come to the half-breed. They spoke together for a moment, Harry Lawson gestured briefly toward the horse, and the chief turned and sang out briskly:

Get a saddle on the Pacer, boys. Jump to it!

In an instant, they had a saddle off one of their horses, and on the run they went for the corral.

You know that first man? asked the boy.

Got an idea, murmured Clay Winton. Only an idea, that may not be worth a rap. Id put him down

He paused, his voice trailing away, while he frowned. The boy waited. He knew his uncle well enough to understand that he was not to be pressed.

Timberline, I guess said Clay Winton. Probably the one called Timberline.

The boy started. He had heard that name many times. A thousand wild exploits were connected with the name of Timberline, so-called because he was constantly crossing and re-crossing the naked heights of the mountains; was constantly appearing where he was least expected.

As to the mans character, he was believed to be one of those who hover on the verge of the law, sometimes inside it and sometimes outside. He had been town marshal half a dozen times, in this or that little wild frontier camp which some gold rush had filled for the moment with adventurous, lawless men. On such occasions he enforced the law, not because he loved the law, but because he was given such a free hand with his guns. Again, when the Cavendish band had established themselves as the most successful large-scale rustlers in the West, Timberline had taken the job in hand and fairly run the band to the ground.

But he had not always been a supporter of law and order. Not once but many times he had been tried on the ugly charge of murder, and though in each instance he had been cleared for self defense, even the liberal Western interpretation of that term which made a hip motion equivalent to the drawing of a gun could not entirely cover up the stigma that began to — attach to the name of Timberline. A man may be cornered once, twice, or even three times, and have to fight for his life. But rarely on more occasions than that. And though the law may clear him, public opinion will not.

Besides, it was often wondered how Timberline got his income. He was never without funds, it was said, and he was generally to be seen riding with companions who were often of dubious character. Once or twice, crimes other than gun fighting had been laid to him, but he had freed himself from these with equal ease.

Finally, the range split wide open on the question, one-half taking Timberlines side, and the other half declaring that he was no better than a sheer adventurer who lived by the keenness of his wits and the accuracy of his talented six-shooters.

All of these things flowed through Everard Wintons mind as he heard the mans name.

Timberline will ride the Pacer, said Clay Winton. If anybody can, he will.

Timberline will ride him, said the boy gloomily. Timberline was the fellow who rode that circus devil of a no-good pinto man-killer, down in Texas. Wasnt that Timberline?

Hes the one who did it. He rode the famous Baldy, said Clay Winton. And if he could ride Baldy, he can ride about anything, I suppose. I saw Baldy pile three of the best bronc busters in the world — all in twenty minutes, and him taking it easy.

The stallion was calmly submitting to rope and bridle and saddle.

He ought to be easy to-day, said Clay Winton. My nephew, here, took the edge off him yesterday, Timberline.

At the word, the other spun about.

Who are you? he demanded.

My name is Clay Winton.

And you say your nephew rode the Pacer?

Yes.

Timberline turned to the half-breed.

What about it? he asked.

Harry Lawson nodded, and at that Timberline looked squarely at Ever. For the boy that glance was a colder plunge than that which young Winton had taken in the icy water of the pool that morning. He felt himself being measured and weighed.

You could ride him but you couldnt ride him away, eh? said Timberline.

Lawson wouldnt sell, said Ever.

He was surprised at the violence with which he spoke. He could feel the outthrust of his chin, and the tightening of his brow in a frown.

Timberline looked him up and down with some surprise, and then turned away with a smile.

A haze of black anger swept across Evers eyes. Then he remembered, like the dinning of a bell in his ears, the voice of his uncle saying, years ago: Always see clear! Always see clear.

It was a bad time, now, to allow his vision to be clouded.

He saw the glance of Harry Lawson fixed upon him. It was almost impossible to guess at anything in the mind of the half-breed by trying to read his face, but it seemed to Everard Winton that he could detect a sort of dim, savage curiosity in the solitarys eyes. It made Ever want to fight for his rights, but he was in such a position that there was nothing to fight against.

The stallion was saddled at last, and Timberline went up to it with a quick step, as though he was about to fling himself into the saddle. He seemed accustomed to hurling himself at difficulties and sweeping them quickly out of the way. The greater the wall, Ever guessed, the more furiously he would attack it.

However, he was not as headlong as all that. He first looked to the fit of the bridle, had the check pieces let out, and then the throat latch tightened. After that he carefully tested the tautness of the girths, but found nothing wrong there.

Then he was suddenly in the saddle, and the horse was loosed.

Up it bounded, and plunged away across the corral, bucking like an inspired fiend.


XV. A TRICK HOSS
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WELL AND NOBLY did Timberline then live up to his great reputation as a rider. It seemed that he was reading the mind of the stallion and forestalling its moves and plunges whole seconds before they were made. He lost a stirrup in the first mad circling of the corral, but he caught it again in a moment.

Look at him, Al! cried the smaller and darker of Timberlines two followers.

Look at him, Garry! cried the larger man, slapping his thigh. The horse aint been born that can throw that gent. Not even a sun-fishin fence rowin son of trouble like the Pacer! Hes gonna make that hoss eat out of his hand — hai!

The last loud yell was an unexpected termination of his speech. The Red Pacer spun in a sudden circle, checked in an equally sudden reverse, and the rider shot sidelong through the air and landed rolling.

The stallion whirled about and raced for the fallen man, with a savagery that amazed Everard Winton. He had seen nothing of this sort in the fight of the day before. On that occasion, the Pacer had fought as though he understood the rules of the game!

Hell get the chief! grunted big Al, and snatched out a gun.

Everard reached swiftly out and struck up the hand of the other. Al had not had time to fire. He saw his master roll and scramble to safety underneath the rails of the fence; nevertheless, he was maddened by Evers intervention, and swung about on him, savagely.

What in hell dyou mean by that? he demanded.

He was a big, powerfully built fellow, and constant riding had made him lean and fit, so that the expanse of his shoulders loomed out wide. Yet after enduring Timberlines glance, it was easy to meet the gaze of this fellow called Al.

This is a fair fight between a man and a horse, said the boy. Its not murder!

No? said Al. And this aint murder, neither!

He had dropped his gun back into the holster that hung conveniently far down his thigh, ready for a quick draw. Now he reached a pile-driving fist straight at young Everard Wintons face.

It was a very great mistake to start the punch at all. It was a still greater mistake to telegraph the punch by pulling his hand far back of his shoulder. Ever simply stepped inside the drive of the punch, and dropped his crooked elbow into the hollow of his arm.

Al stepped back with a curse.

Youve broke my arm, you young rat! he snarled.

Whats the matter, Al? demanded Garry, as though eager to share the trouble with his companion.

This here began Al.

But Clay Winton cut in, gently, Rats have teeth. Dont corner em, brothers!

They looked suddenly aside at the speaker, and saw there what rougher and tougher men than they had seen before — a faint smile, as though Clay was enjoying a curious pleasure. Their own temperatures diminished, instantly.

Whatre you about? shouted Timberline. Out there and catch that red piece of murder! Jump to it!

They jumped to it, forgetful of their private grievances.

Thanks, said Everard briefly, to his uncle.

Thats all right, said Clay Winton. You could handle the two of em — unless they got to their guns. Only, its bad business, with Timberline on the lot.

Timberline wont join em, answered the boy, with a sudden decision.

No?

No, he wont join em. Not after the Pacers through with him!

Why, Ever, said the other, he nearly rode him the first time. Hell have a good chance, the second.

They had caught the horse again, when Ever remarked, Why, its true that Timberline may have learned something about the horse, but the horse has learned a lot more about Timberline.

Who told you? grinned Clay Winton.

The Pacer did, said Everard, and grinned in return.

Timberline had joined his helpers. They muttered to him, and he turned his stern head and looked back over his shoulder. Ever heard him say, calmly:

Ill attend to that later on.

Then he was in the saddle once more.

He sat that saddle for ten amazing seconds, while the stallion tied himself in knots in the air and smote the ground to untangle them. Then over the animal went, backwards, quick as a cat. True, Timberline was out of the saddle and back into it, both feet in the stirrups, as the horse lurched to all fours again. But the next moment the stallion whirled like a spinning top, and at the second turning of the red wheel, Timberline was hurled sidewise again and landed sprawling and skidding, directly in front of the spot where Everard Winton stood.

Flat on his face, and motionless, lay the fallen man, with the stallion wheeling to rush for him. Then something put Everard through the bars of the fence and made him stand over Timberline, while the red streak of murder bore down at him with flattened cars and mouth gaping terribly.

For hideous danger, nothing in the world can compare with the charge of a savage horse. Yet all the while Everard Winton was shouting loudly:

Dont shoot him! Dont shoot!

And holding up his hands, he awaited the charge.

Just over him, the stallion checked on planted hoofs, reared, obscured the morning sun with his towering crest, and then swerved away instead of beating his forehoofs through Evers body. Then off he went, at that flowing pace, and stood in a far corner of the corral.

Everard leaned over and raised Timberlines limp body. The man was quite senseless, and there was a streak of blood on one temple. Yet he was not dead. His breast moved slowly as he breathed.

Everard drew him back to the fence; the others pulled him through to safety.

What made you do that? muttered Uncle Clay Winton, when his nephew was beside him once more.

I dont know, said the other. I cant tell you just how I got inside the corral; I just found myself there.

His uncle nodded, with baffled, bewildered eyes. In the background Everard saw old Harry Lawson, one eye cocked toward the stallion, and a broad grin upon his face. Something had happened that Harry, it seemed, could understand perfectly!

Timberline was sitting up now, and the others heard Als muttering voice say to the leader:

The kid, there, jumped through and turned the rush of the Pacer. I dunno how he done it. Looked easier to stop a landslide, but he kept singin out not to shoot. So I didnt shoot, though it looked a sure thing that the hoss would get the two of you. The Pacer means murder. It looks like the kid had him trained to do tricks!

Timberline sat back against a fence post, his eyes closed and his jaw set hard.

Well, he did it quicker than the first time, he remarked.

Yeah. It was a little quicker, said Al. But he aint a hoss. Hes a tangled-up streak of lightning, is what he is when he starts to buck.

He spins with me, said Timberline, faintly. Nobody can stand that, I dont suppose. Not the way he does it.

He knows the one sure way, agreed Al.

Call that boy over here.

Hey, kid! called Al, bruskly. Come here!

Go on, urged Uncle Clay, softly.

So the boy stepped over to where Timberline lay.

Well? he asked.

The closed eyes of the injured man did not open.

The Pacer hit me in the bulls-eye, that time, said Timberline. I wont be riding so well the rest of today. But Ill tell you what—

His voice stopped suddenly. There was no change in his expression, but it was plain that a touch of pain had checked him.

The boy waited, and presently the other went on, Id give something to see you handle that brute of a red devil.

I had luck yesterday, said young Winton. Maybe not today.

Ill make a little bet with you.

I have no money.

A hundred dollars to the boots you stand in.

Whats your wager?

That you cant stick to him for a full minute.

Ill take that, said Everard.

It was a little odd, perhaps, that Timberline had found no words for gratitude. A little matter of the saving of his life — that was all! And the boy smiled faintly; the smile that had been on the lips of his uncle not many minutes before.

He turned toward the corral, where the stallion had given up trying to buck off the firmly cinched saddle.

I use your saddle? he asked, turning back to Timberline.

Yeah, thatll be all right.

Everard Winton slid between the bars, walked straight out to the horse, and saw the latter turn quickly around and face him, ears back, nostrils dangerously spread.

But in a moment the great horse lifted his head somewhat, and his ears pricked slowly forward.

Its a trick hoss! called the voice of Al, loudly. Look at that! Its a damn trick hoss!


XVI. HELL IS RAW
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THERE WAS NO struggle. The same recognition which the stallion had given to Ever the day before, it gave again now. Everard Winton mounted, sat still and cautious in the saddle, vainly awaiting the explosion of frantic bucking. With a thrill, he realized that the Red Pacer was docile now. Then he guided the great horse easily around the corral.

He saw Timberline, standing up and holding by an upper rail of the fence, looking somberly forth upon this scene. Ever patted the side of the Red Pacer, and the stallion struck out a flowing stride. Swerving at the corners of the corral fence, he doubled back and forth like a wolf before the bars of its cage, eager to be away. Ever felt that the rider of such an animal would be as much ruler of the range as the eagle is ruler of the air.

The boys spirit leaped. Then he swung down to the ground.

Is that riding him? he asked Timberline.

Thats riding him, said the man, darkly. He added, Al, give the kid a hundred dollars.

Big Al drew out a wallet, carefully thumbed over several notes and handed them to young Winton as the latter slid between the bars of the fence again. Garry, Timberlines second follower, was already stripping the saddle from the back of the stallion, taking off the bridle.

Here you are, boy, said Al, holding out the sheaf of money.

A very odd and uncontrollable impulse came over Everard Winton when he hard that word boy. He looked down at the money and back at Als face.

I take money from friends, not from you, he said.

For him it was the only money in the world, just then, but he could not avoid the remark.

So I aint good enough to put money in your hand? said Al.

In the distance, Ever saw the half-breed, the same yawning, red-eyed, wolfish smile upon his face.

Steady, Ever! cautioned his uncle.

But the words came out in spite of Ever; he could not master them or put them down.

No, he was saying. Youre not good enough to put money in my hand.

Am I good enough to put my hand in your face, then? demanded Al, and a second time he struck, with all his might.

He did not make the mistake, on this occasion, of taking so much deliberate ease in delivering the blow. Instead, he drove a snapping jab from his hip toward Evers chin.

It seemed to the onlookers — except to the practiced eye of Clay Winton, perhaps — that the blow had landed and knocked young Wintons head sidewise onto his shoulder. Only big Al could realize that he was driving his clenched hand through empty air; for the target had fallen away from him, and his knuckles barely grazed the cheek. Then his arms were caught and held; and he was tied up in secure fashion while Ever asked calmly, over his shoulder:

Shall I hit this clumsy fool, Uncle Clay?

No, dont hit him, said Clay Winton, with equal calm. Throw him over your hip, but dont hit him.

It was no sooner said than done. Als fighting bulk struggled vainly. For all his weight and tension, he was caught by hands that seemed to have magic in their touch and was flung suddenly and heavily to the ground. Even his own weight seemed to fight against him.

Al stared up at the calm face above him. He rose to one elbow, and then reached for a gun.

Drop that! snapped Timberlines voice.

Al allowed his fingers to slide from the handle of the Colt revolver; then he rose slowly to his feet.

Youll take your lickings, when they come the way this one did, Timberline was saying. Dont clutter up my trail with murder, you lanky fool.

There was no answer, though Als face was black.

Timberline turned to Harry Lawson. Whats the price on that horse? he demanded.

The other raised five fingers.

Five thousand is four thousand too much, said Timberline.

Lawson shrugged his shoulders.

There was only a moment of pause.

Ill take him, though, said Timberline. Garry, lead the Pacer out. Im buying him. Al, pay Lawson five thousand.

It was done in a dizzy trice, and the world suddenly began to spin around before Evers eyes. Then Timberline stood before him, saying:

Did you make that stallion a trick horse?

I never saw him before yesterday, answered Ever, frankly.

Timberline stepped back and looked suddenly from Lawson and Clay Winton to Ever. Then he was asking:

Your name is Winton, eh?

The boy stared at the great horse as Garry led it out of the corral.

Im Everard Winton, said he, in a mechanical voice.

Ill tell you, Winton, said Timberline. If you want to ride with me, for a while, you can take that horse.

Everard was too amazed to make an answer.

He would have mopped up the dust of the corral with me, except for you, said Timberline. So if you want to ride with me, Winton, the Pacer is your horse — every inch of him!

Lawsons voice broke in, surprisingly: Then I dont sell him! I dont sell you the hoss. Here — you take back your money!

He came hurrying forward, holding out the bills.

Timberline merely smiled. Ive paid the money. Youve taken it. Ive got the horse, said he. You cant go back on that.

Harry Lawson hesitated. He halted, and his chin thrust out in ugly fashion.

Whats the matter with Winton? asked Timberline. Why dont you want him to own the Pacer? Hes the only man in the world who can ride him!

Yeah. He can ride him. But wherell he take the Pacer, and wherell the Pacer take him?

What the devil do you mean by that? asked Timberline, and then turned back to Everard. Coming with me, Winton? he asked.

Ever, in bewilderment, stared at his uncle; and his heart fell when he saw the latter make an almost undiscernible sign of dissent.

Im staying with my uncle, said Everard, slowly. Im thanking you — but I stay with him.

Timberline snapped his fingers. Ive given you your chance, he said, briskly. Then he added to his followers, Saddle up. Were starting. Weve got a way to go before night. Put the Pacer on the lead, Al. Put a double lead on him. The big devil looks strong enough to break one line, or to run away with the horse and man at the end of it.

Accordingly, the saddle was replaced on Timberlines own horse. The red stallion was put on a double lead, and the three men re-mounted. Al had not spoken during all this time, but now, reining his horse a little to the side, he loomed huge above Everard Winton.

I dont forget, kid! said he, sourly.

Timberline, an instant later, remarked, Im one down to you, Winton. Im sorry that you wouldnt take the horse and ride with me. I stop at places you might like to see. But you know your own business — or your uncle knows it for you. Still, the trick Im down I may have a chance to make up to you before the games over. Come on, boys. So long, everybody!

He touched his long-legged sprinter with the spurs and galloped away in a straight line, the others following more slowly, leading the great red horse between them.

Clay Winton turned on Harry Lawson.

You played a raw trick there, Harry, he said.

The half-breed stared grimly about the disappearing group, paying no attention to the remark, except to say, eventually:

Hell is raw, too. And Timberline — hes got it!

And he grinned, red-eyed. He looked more like a wolf than ever, thought young Everard Winton.


XVII. HAWK OR BUZZARD
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LAWSON WENT BACK to the rear pasture with no more words, and Clay Winton returned with his nephew, slowly, toward the shack. In front of it he saddled the mustang.

You think Ive let you down, Ever, he suggested. But I tried to back you up. I offered that crazy half-breed two thousand on the side, if hed let you have the hoss; but he wouldnt do it. Hes got something in his head. I dunno what it is. Hes batty, I guess. Plain batty!

Theres something in Lawsons head, said Everard Winton. Hed sell that horse to me for two thousand, yet he made Timberline pay five. You noticed another thing: that when he thought I was going to join Timberline for the sake of the stallion, Harry Lawson wanted to cancel the sale. Well, that means something.

What? asked Clay.

It looks, said Everard, as though Harry really wanted me to have the Pacer, but wanted me to ride him on a straight road, and inside the law. I may be wrong, but thats the way it hits me.

Perhaps youre right, nodded Clay. But nobody can understand what goes on inside the head of old Harry Lawson.

Why didnt you take the hundred that youd won, fair and square, from Timberline?

I dont know, muttered the boy. I want the money now. I need it. Yet I couldnt take it then.

Tainted money, eh? demanded his uncle, rather sarcastically. Same old story?

Everard shook his head.

I dont know why it was, said he. I had the feeling I wanted to put my hands on that fellow Al. I even wanted to put my hands on him so badly that I couldnt take money from him.

His uncle suddenly laughed. You remember what old Harry Lawson said? That youre like him — you want the Pacer too much. Well, Ever, all I can say is — about the money — Ive seen a bull terrier that wouldnt eat, just because it saw a chance of a fight to windward. Wed better start along, eh?

Yes, wed better start along, nodded the boy. So you offered Lawson the two thousand?

Yes.

And still he wouldnt take it?

I dont understand why not, said Clay Winton.

Nor I! muttered Everard.

They reached the front of the house, and Clay Winton was about to mount his horse when he said:

Heres Harry, coming back from the pasture with a horse towing behind him. Wed better wait to say so-long to him.

The boy made a gesture of indifference. His eyes were continually turning to that point on the horizon at which the Pacer and the three riders had disappeared.

In the meantime, Lawson came up with them.

Were saying so-long, said Clay Winton, and thanks for putting us up.

You wait, answered the half-breed.

He passed into the shack and came out again, carrying a saddle and bridle which he put on the mustang he had brought up — a roach-backed, lump- headed gray mare that looked like a caricature of a horse, except that it had shoulders as beautifully made, and as fine a set of legs, as ever a horse moved by. And it would have been strange to find among the horses of the half-breed, expert that he was, a single animal that did not have some remarkable qualities.

Lawson stood back from his pony, remarking:

A hawk, he flies pretty damn fast, but a buzzard, he goes just as far in a day.

He indicated the mustang, to give point to his remark. Then he turned to Ever and added:

You take this one.

I havent a penny to pay for her, said Everard, puzzled.

You take this one. You pay me pretty good, sometime, replied the half- breed, enigmatically, and walked away from the house with a gesture of farewell.

Is he crazy, Uncle Clay? asked Ever.

I dont know, frowned the older man. I dont think so. Its just that his brain, it dont work like other brains. Hes got something inside his head, though. He didnt want you on the back of the Pacer — and yet he likes you. Thats plain, or he wouldnt give you this hoss, and him down on his luck so far. A hoss all rigged out, too! I dunno what to say about it, Ever. Almost seems like he dont think youd have good luck on the Pacer.

I remember what he said about raw hell and Timberline having it, agreed the boy. Hes a little crazy, all right. Hold on! Here they come back, the three of em. And by thunder, Uncle Clay, theyve lost the Pacer!

For three riders were coming at a round gait, through the gap in the hills that had swallowed up Timberline and his companions, with the led stallion. Clay Winton shielded his eyes, and stared for a long moment.

Not the same three, he said. They ride different. Theres one of em slopes to the right in the saddle, and none of them three that just left rides like that.

The riders came on rapidly.

Ill tie up the gray mare and leave her here for Lawson, said Ever.

Tie her up? Dont you do it, said his uncle. You tie yourself to her and take her along.

But its too much, said Ever.

Nothins too much to take, when an Indian gives it, answered his companion. They got reasons, always, behind their gifts. They give because they wanta give or because they think they oughta give.

No, I cant take the mare, said Ever, flatly.

You better had, Ever. If you wanta make that half-breed happy, you take his hoss. He means it. Somehow, hes all wrapped up in you, and youre the first person I ever seen that he give a damn about. You take that mare of his and dont answer back about it. You can pay him for her, one of these days.

Ever glanced toward the distant horizon, sighed, nodded. Vast leagues separated him from the destination of the men who had bought the Red Pacer, whatever that might be. As yet, it was totally unknown to him.

Ill take her, then, he said. But Im beginning to think that its a queer world, Uncle Clay.

The older you get, the queerer youll find it turnin out, said the other. Theres only one thing to remember, all the time: keep your head up and play your cards close to your chest. Thats all!

His nephew looked up to him with a quick cant of the head; then he smiled. Ill remember, he murmured.

Then he turned to regard the three riders, for Clay Winton exclaimed:

Why, theres a man-hunt on! Thats old Sheriff Darrow, or Im mistaken. Yeah, thats Lew Darrow, and he looks as if he meant business.

He frowned as he said this; but presently he shrugged his shoulders. The boy was already in the saddle, as the sheriff came up with two companions.

Everard knew all three men. One member of the sheriffs posse was Jud Waley, who rode for Rudie Berners father. The other man was Ray Collins, a drifter who made headquarters in town and who knew how to waste time as well as any man in the world.

Both were such fellows as any sheriff would be glad to have along on a trail that promised danger; they rode well and they were well known as good shots. Their courage had been tested in that fine, white heat which the West, and the West alone, can furnish to temper the souls of men.

Hello, Clay, said the sheriff. Hello, Ever. Aint you far from home? And whats that I seen of Timberline, ridin off with the Red Pacer? He says he bought the hoss. Know anything about that?

He bought the Pacer, all right, said Everard, sadly.

And whats this about you ridin the hoss? asked the sheriff.

Ever shrugged his shoulders, with a joyless face.

Timberline may tame him, said the sheriff, but doggone me, itll take time for even him to ride that red devil. Clay, can I have a word with you?

What about? asked Clay Winton.

Something private, old son.

Sure, said Clay, and reined his horse to a little distance, so that he was beside the sheriff.

Whatever the conversation was to be about, it did not take Everard more than a glance to understand that it was serious business. For Darrows companions edged their horses after their leader, and unmistakably, they were ready for anything to happen.

The sheriffs voice came out louder, no doubt, than he had intended it. Fast riding had made him breathe hard, and his words were audible to Evers strained ear as he said:

Clay, Im arrestin you in the name of the law!

Whats the matter, Lew? asked Clay.

Im arrestin you, said the sheriff. Anything that you say from now on might be used agin you in the court. Understand?

I understand that, said Clay Winton. With a wonderful calm, he looked into the sheriffs face. Whats it all about? he asked.

He was almost cheerful. Many a time, Ever had admired his uncles perfect poise in tight pinches, but never had he admired him as now.

I wouldnt mind tellin you, Clay, said the sheriff, suddenly producing a gun, only, Im gonna have to ask for your weapons first!

Revolvers appeared in the hands of Collins and Waley, also. Waley leveled his at the boy.

Got a gat, Ever? he asked.

Whats that to you? demanded Everard.

Its whatever I say, said Waley. Im a sworn-in deputy.

He grinned faintly as he said this.

Clay was unbuckling his gun belt and passing it over to the sheriff, who received it with his left hand.

Give em your gat, Ever, he called back over his shoulder.

Give me your gat. Your uncle says you got one, insisted Waley.

Ever raised his voice.

Sheriff Darrow! he called.

Aye? said the sheriff.

Are you arresting me, too?

No, said the sheriff.

Ill have that gun, remarked Waley, thrusting out his chin.

Ill see you in hell first! said Everard, firmly.

His voice, his words, surprised even himself. He found himself staring into Waleys face; he felt a contraction of the muscles in his cheeks. Perhaps it was a smile. Yet he was angry. He was angry, in a sense, as he never had been before.

Why, you runt of a sawed-off brat! shouted Waley, angrily. Gimme your gun!

Hey, Ever, called the sheriff, you gotta give up your gun when its asked for. Aint Waley told you hes a deputy?

Well said Everard hesitantly.

Suddenly he slipped a leg over the back of the saddle and dropped to the ground, putting his mustang suddenly between him and the others. Waley found a gun muzzle staring at him.

If you fellows want my gun, come and get it! said Everard Winton.


XVIII. SO-LONG
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HEY, THERE! EXCLAIMED Jud Waley. Round him up on that side, will you? Im gonna teach that high-blooded kid something about what it means to give growed-up men his lip.

Ive got a dead bead on you, Jud, said Ever, calmly. And I can shoot straighter with a rest than you can free hand. Call Collins back!

Wait a minute, Ray! exclaimed Waley. By the jumpin thunder, he means it! He means murder! Theres murder in the blood of these Wintons, is what there is!

The sheriff cried, Whats all that nonsense back there?

The kid wont give up his cannon, said Waley. I aim to make him!

Have you got a warrant for me? the boy demanded.

Son, dont you go and make a fool of yourself, urged the sheriff.

Ever, give up the Colt! exclaimed his uncle. Are you trying to get yourself into hot water on account of me?

Im playing my own game, said the boy. Waley, you turn that gun another way. You hear me? Drop the muzzle of that gun!

He did not raise his voice. He did not need to. And the thrill of liquid ice ran through the blood of Jud Waley as he heard the command and lowered his weapon, saying as he did so, I dont like the look of this, Darrow. You aint gonna let him get away with a bluff like this, are you?

The Wintons dont bluff, said the sheriff, calmly. Bluffs dont run in their blood. I dunno just what to do, here. I cant call it resistin arrest, because I aint arrestin him. I aint got a warrant for him.

Let him alone, said Clay Winton. I can handle him, mostly; but when I cant, nobody else can — and take that from me! Leave him be, Darrow, unless you want hell to break loose.

I dont, answered the sheriff, hastily. I dont want to push any lad to the wall till I have to. You know me, Clay. I never fought in my life till I had to; I never fought without bein scared to death — scared to death of a jackrabbit, even. But I got to make a livin sheriffing, in spite of the devil and my bad nerves.

It was a characteristic speech; it was characteristic of the sheriff that he was able to laugh as he spoke.

You havent told me the charge, Lew, said Clay.

Its the Green River business, said the sheriff.

Green River business? repeated Clay Winton.

The boy, listening, found the world swimming in black and red before his eyes as he heard the name, but his uncle was perfectly cool and collected.

You know — the bank robbery, said the sheriff.

Cant say I do, said Clay Winton.

Cant you? grinned Lew Darrow. Well, maybe youll be able to remember it a lot better, later on. I aint here to try the case. Im only gonna make the arrest and take you in.

Green River — Green River? repeated Clay, with the same admirable poise. Lemme see — well, I remember a yarn about the robbing of a bank, there, seven or eight years back. Is that what youre talking about?

I wouldnt wanta arrest you for a job that you didnt remember, Clay, said the sheriff, still grinning. Yeah, its the Green River bank job. Only it was just four or five years ago. Thats all. Remember it any better, now?

Oh, its all right, declared Winton. You have to pinch somebody, now and then, I know. I dont mind standing the rap, only why the devil should you have started in my direction? What would make you think Id rob banks, Lew? You know thats not my business.

Sitting on your rear and taking it easy is your business, Clay, answered the sheriff. But you know how it is — a lot of jurymen might be pretty curious to know how you made enough money to retire on.

Why, everybody knows that I made it out of mining, said Clay Winton.

And kept your hands soft all the while? asked the sheriff.

With that Ever saw his uncle straighten. He had heard that expression before. Red lightning struck across the brain of the boy, too. It was his mother who had developed the theory of the soft hands. It must be she who had put the sheriff on Clays trail. Who else would be apt to remember that his uncles hands had been soft, four or five years before?

He looked hard at Clay Winton, and one burning glance flashed back at him from his uncles eye. Their mutual understanding was perfect; and the boy, out of the depths of his wretchedness, felt that he could fathom all the workings of his mothers mind. To strike his uncle from his side, to win her son back to his home because of her own sheer loneliness — those had been her motives, perhaps?

Bitterness and savage grief consumed him. All that had gone before was as nothing now; and in one stroke he grew mature. His father could not have had a hand in this thing — against his own brother. Such a thing could be in the nature of no Winton, not even Ned Winton. But his mother

He heard Clay Winton saying:

Thats all right, Lew. Youre doing your job, and I dont hold it agin you. Are we starting along?

Yeah, were startin along.

Were startin, Ever, repeated the uncle.

Im not riding the same trail, then, said Ever.

Where you bound to, brother? asked Lew Darrow.

Over the hills and far away, said Ever, evasively.

Good luck to you, then! said Lew Darrow. But aint you got a home waitin for you?

Not now, said Ever.

His teeth clicked as he made the answer.

No? Not now? repeated the sheriff.

Ive got a horse and a saddle and a gun. Thats home enough — and furniture, too.

He smiled at the sheriff and the sheriff frowned in return.

I wont be paying rent for the roof over my head, either, remarked Everard.

Im sorry youre cuttin loose on your own, remarked the sheriff. Im mighty sorry. So-long, Ever. Good luck to you agin!

Thanks, said Ever.

He walked out from behind his horse and wrung his uncles hand.

Good-bye, Uncle Clay, said he. Im not seeing the last of you.

His uncle lowered his voice, but he could not lower it enough to keep it from the ears of the others. They followed too closely.

Good-bye, Ever, he said to his nephew. If you do what I want you to, youll go back home and stay there — make your mother happy and your father happy. Theyre people as good as youll find anywhere. Maybe you have little differences with em about some things, but in the long run theyd die for you, and you oughta be ready to die for them. Understand me?

Im trying to understand, said Ever.

And no matter what you do, remember one thing.

Ill try to remember, said Ever. What is it?

Dont worry about me. Nothing is gonna come out of this arrest. The sheriff, here, is doin the best he knows how, but Im not worryin about anything.

Innocent men always win out — unless theyre framed, suggested Ever.

Of course they do, Ever. And thats what I bet on, dyou see?

I see.

So long, Ever, called Ray Collins, and the group moved off.

So long, Ray, he answered.

So long, Ever, echoed Jud Waley, cheerfully, in his turn.

But Ever made no answer this time.

Jud Waley turned, suddenly, and stared back at him.

Wait here a while, Waley, said Ever, and Ill say something to you besides good-bye.

Waley, with an oath, swung his horse around.

Here, you! Jud! shouted the sheriff.

He cant give me none of his back talk! said Waley.

Leave him be, ordered the sheriff.

I got a mind to stay right here and dress him down, remarked Waley.

You come along, said the sheriff. Youre workin for the law now, and not for yourself.

Oh, damn the law! That kid cant give me no lip, decided Waley.

Cant I? said Ever, walking forward with the same smile that had been on his face before. I can, though. Im giving you lip now. Im telling you that youre a yellow rat. You hear me, Waley?

Damn you! shouted Waley, in a fury.

Hold on! cried the sheriff. Ever, whatre you up to, you young fool?

Im trying to work up a chance to defend myself, said Everard, but there doesnt seem to be much hope. You dont pick the right kind of men, sheriff. Coyotes is all you go in for — just coyotes, like Waley.

He expected an answer to that, but to his surprise, and then to his sudden horror, he saw fear freeze Waleys face.

The deputy suddenly turned his horse, muttering, and rode on after his companions.

Ever swung about. He saw that Harry Lawson was leaning against the corner of the shack, with the same red-eyed wolfish grin upon his battered face.


XIX. ONE SOLUTION
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AN OVERWHELMING IMPATIENCE forced Ever to exclaim, Lawson, whats the matter? What are you grinning about?

The half-breed looked him up and down, shrugged one shoulder, and disappeared through the dimness of the doorway. Winton stood for a moment gripping the reins of the gray mare, stunned by the sudden realization of his predicament as if by a great flare of light.

His duty was toward his uncle, he felt, but what he could do to help Clay Winton was a puzzle to him. Perhaps when he defied Waley it had been merely a futile gesture to prove to Clay Winton that he was willing to fight. But how could he fight? Not only was Clay Winton disarmed and helpless; he was now in the hands of three practiced gunmen.

What remained to attempt? Ever turned toward the shack and called out:

Lawson! Oh, Lawson?

The half-breed came to the door of the shack. His felt hat was pushed to one side of his head, giving him a half rakish appearance; he had a short- stemmed pipe gripped between his broken, yellow teeth.

Yeah? he queried.

You hear what they arrested my uncle for?

The Indian nodded.

What would the sentence for a bank robbery like that be? asked the boy.

Harry Lawson held up ten fingers, closed his hands, raised five more.

Fifteen years? exclaimed Winton, in horror.

Lawson nodded and turned again, in his curt way, into the interior shadows of the place. He could be heard rattling at the stove.

Fifteen years! That length of time would be quite sufficient to thin and whiten Clays hair, bow his shoulders and bend his head. He would be fifty years old or more when he came out; and inevitably the prison mark would be upon him forever. That must not be.

Ever could see only one possible solution. It was a very vague and distant one, to be sure, but it made him spring onto the mustang. Without a word of farewell to Harry Lawson, he spurred toward the gap among the hills.

He was at a considerable distance when he turned in the saddle. Looking back, he saw that the half-breed was standing in the sun at a little distance from the house, swinging one arm to beckon him back.

He checked the mare to a trot. But on second thought he decided that there was nothing Lawson could say that would be of help. So he put the mare to a canter again, and loped on through the rolling lands on the trail of Timberline.

Two hot and dusty hours Ever put behind him before he overtook his quarry. The mare was red with dust, save where sweat blackened her. Then he saw the three riders. Garry was mounted on the Red Pacer; the other two were leading the great horse on long ropes. The stallion submitted to that leading, though his ears were flattened. He was awaiting his chance.

As Ever came up, the group halted. He rode straight up to Timberline.

Changed your mind? asked Timberline, with his usual terseness.

Ever pointed into the distance behind him.

Lew Darrow and a couple more, he said, picked up my uncle and packed him off to jail. If youll help him out, Ill be your man, Timberline.

Timberline grinned. Theyll have your uncle in jail before we could reach him, said he.

Yes, they will, said Ever, and waited.

Timberline lifted his head higher.

You want me to break him out of jail, eh? he asked.

Winton nodded.

And that buys you? asked Timberline. That and the Pacer buys you, eh?

It does, said Everard Winton, solemnly.

Whats he in for? asked Timberline.

Bank robbery.

What job?

The Green River Bank — five years ago.

Timberline whistled. So did Garry.

That was a beauty! said Garry, enthusiastically.

Well, if hes got the loot, remarked Al, he can buy himself out.

Did he really rob that bank? asked Timberline.

Thats not my business, said Ever. My jobs to help him out of jail.

Not admitting anything, eh? said Timberline.

He looked at Ever again and nodded, as though confirming his previous estimate of the boy. Then he added:

When they pick up a fellow for a big job like that they watch him, you know. They watch him the way a cat watches a mouse.

I suppose they do, said Ever.

What does he mean to you aside from blood?

Weve been pretty close, answered Everard.

If it came to shooting, would you join in gunplay for him?

Yes.

How are you with a gun?

Im good with a gun.

He teach you?

Yes.

Hes a cool one, agreed Timberline. He seems to know what hes about. But this is a pretty big job that youre asking out of me, Winton.

I know it is.

How do I know that Ill get back from you as much as I put out?

You take a chance on that.

Timberline shook his head. You ride with me, youre useful a couple of times, and then you slide out from under. Ive had that happen before. Besides, you dont mix with my other men. You started trouble with Al in the beginning.

He talked down to me, said Ever. Thats all. Hell admit that.

Ill admit nothin, answered Al. Ill take and break

Aw, shut up, Al! said Garry, his companion.

Al was silent, glaring.

Make your case, urged Timberline to Ever.

And Everard answered, Making trouble is your business. I can help you make it. I can ride, I can shoot, and Im not a quitter.

How do you know youre not? asked Timberline, sharply.

Because Ive taken my beatings, said Everard.

Well, murmured Timberline, youre too young. Id be a fool to take such a chance for you. A long chance! How long would you stick by me if I managed to do this job for you?

Until you said that you had enough of me.

The eye of Timberline glinted.

Its a long chance — a fools chance, he muttered, still eying the prospective recruit.

Then he snapped his fingers.

Garry! he called.

Yeah? drawled Garry.

Climb down off that horse and let the kid take the Pacer. He seems to need that horse, and the horse seems to need him. Were going to try to crack open the jail and get Clay Winton out for him — and after that, well see what lies in the cards.


XX. THE ROBBER HIMSELF
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IT WAS SEVERAL nights later that a voice, quietly calling, brought Mrs. Winton with a gasp and a cry from her kitchen and out onto the back porch. The screen door slammed behind her with a loud and jingling crash, and she saw the glimmering form of a lofty horse in the starlight. A man was standing at its head.

Ever? Ever? she stammered.

He came to her to the end of the reins that were hooked over his arm.

Steady, mother, he said. Dont make a fast move or this horse will be off like a hawk. Its the Pacer.

She caught Everard in her arms and drew him to her with all her might. She tried to speak. She could only weep with a stifled sobbing against his breast.

With his hand he caressed her.

Is father likely to have heard? he asked.

He aint here, Ever, she answered. Hes down talkin to the lawyer. It aint much time that he spends in the house, now, since — since—

She broke off, then added, Hell spend his money and his soul to get Clay free. He thinks that it was me that set the sheriff on Clay. Your father sort of hates me now, Ever. He hates me — youre gone from me — and I dunno why I keep on living.

Did you talk to the sheriff? he asked.

If you thought that I had, youd despise the ground that I walked on, like your father despises it now, said she.

Mother, he said, I know that you talked to Lew Darrow. But in spite of that Ive come to see you — to tell you that no matter what you do, youre as close to me as my blood.

Are you meaning it, Ever? she asked, suddenly lifting her head and a cold sense of awe came over her.

I mean it with my whole heart, said he. The other night I sneaked away. Im sorry for that. Ive had a chance to think it over, since then, and I know that no matter what youve done, you werent thinking of yourself — you were thinking of the rest of the family.

I was, Ever, she told him. And God bless you for understanding!

If you had it to do over again, said he, youd act differently, I imagine.

Differently? Id crawl on my hands and knees to the sea and back, if that would set Clay free! she cried. But now youre here, aint you come to stay? Aint you here for good, Ever?

She caught the lapels of his coat and held him, straining up on tiptoes the better to study his face through the darkness. To him she seemed thinner and older. He was now a man, and she was suddenly afraid.

Im tied up with other things, he answered her, carefully. The moment I can come, Ill be here. You can be sure of that. But I have some other things to do in the meantime. You can remember the rest though. The moment that Im free, Ill come back, and as nearly as I can, Ill try to be what you and father want me to be.

Weve changed! she protested, quickly. Ah, weve changed a lot, Ever. We were pretty hard and sure, before; but thats all changed. What we want is you. Thats all we want. We aint young any more, and its an empty house and an empty life, without no child in it. We want you back, and then you can do what you please. You can go where you please; you can be what you please.

If its more schoolin you want, you can have it. If its life far away from us you can have that — if only youll be with us a part of the year. But theres been dreadful times for me, Ever, settin at the table and seein your father as cold and hard and silent as a stone. Hell never forgive me for what Ive done. Hell never forgive me!

She began to weep again.

If he doesnt, said Everard Winton, hes wrong, and you tell him that I say hes wrong. He may understand. He and you and I, no matter where we are, are all tied together. Blood holds us, mother — and God forgive the first of us to forget it!

What youre sayin breaks my heart, Ever, she told him, because it makes me think of Clay, down there in the jail.

Have you seen him? asked Ever.

I went and seen him. He — he forgave me as free and kind and gentle and simple as anything you ever heard. Ive been a bad woman, Ever. I never knew how bad till I took and looked into your uncles face and seen his blue Winton eyes, with no meanness in em.

Its the best thing hes ever done, Ever said, and hes done good things before this. Mother, Ive got to go.

Not yet, Ever! she moaned, clinging to him harder than ever.

Some ones waiting for me, said he. Im going away for a long time, perhaps. You may not hear from me. And what you do hear may not sound the best. But I want you to think, in spite of anything, that Im trying my best to do whats right.

Whatever you try youll do, she said.

May I go now, mother? he asked.

I made a vow, she answered, while you were away. I made a vow that Id never say no to you in the rest of my days. If you have to go, its all right, Ever. Somehow, I feel that there were mountains raised up between us, black as night and high as the stars, and that now theyre down — good- bye, Ever. Well never have the mountains between us again. And with them out of the way, what difference does distance make?

He took her in his arms and kissed her; then he swung into the saddle. She saw the sheen of the horse slide away through the darkness, tilt up over the fence and disappear.

It was not long afterward that he stood with Timberline, under the shaggy darkness of the pine trees that filled all the rest of the village block that had been reserved for the jail and the other county buildings. Of those structures, only the jail had been erected; it was the only building for which there was a pressing need!

Al and Garry will stay back there with the horses, Timberline was explaining. You and I do the inside work. Is that right?

Thats right, said Ever. Whatever you say is right — for me.

Good! said the other. As soon as the bright light goes out inside the cell room, we start.

Whats the news in the town today? asked Ever.

Couldnt you find out?

No, I didnt show my face.

Theyve got a case against your uncle. They turned up the cashier of that Green River Bank, and after those five years he still remembered your uncle.

Was he sure?

Pretty sure — at first. And then he asked to have Clays mustaches shaved. They did that, and after the mustaches were gone he took his oath that Clay Winton was the robber, all right!

Ever sighed.

That makes it pretty final, I suppose?

Its so final that its finished, said Timberline. Didnt you even see the newspapers?

No.

The newspapers have him as good as in stripes, already. Thats the way with newspapers. They tell the juries what to think even before the juries are picked out and put together.

Theres nothing left, then, but breaking the jail, said Ever.

Nothing left, agreed Timberline.

He was extraordinarily cheerful about it. He went on:

The folks in this place seem to have a good deal of sympathy for Clay Winton. They say that anybody who can keep his face shut and live quietly for five years, after a job like that, deserves to go free, almost. And I agree with em.

Theres the light! exclaimed Ever.

The stronger illumination that shone through the one window on that side of the jail had now gone out; in its place was what at first seemed to be solid darkness; but afterward it turned into a faint glimmering.

We start now, said Timberline.

He stepped forward as he spoke, and Ever accompanied him closely.

Ever was wonderfully aware of every nerve in his anatomy. It was as though a search light was playing upon him, with the danger of bullets striking through the light. He remembered one other thing; the Colt revolver which he had received from his uncle. It had the sights filed away, so that they might not interfere with a fast draw; the trigger was gone; the spring was set so the weapon could be fanned. If the pinch came, he wondered if he could use it at a human target.


XXI. BREAKING IN — AND OUT
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BENEATH THE BARRED window of the jail Timberline stopped.

A trees no stronger than its roots, Winton, said he. Ill take a pry at the bars up there and see what happens.

He was up to the ledge at once, active as a cat, and working the end of a small crowbar into place beneath one of the rods. A little shower of loosened mortar and cement fell down. Ever heard a small grating sound.

Something was held down to him; he took it, and found it to be one of the curved window bars.

Timberline leaned above him.

Could almost do it with my bare hands, the man murmured. This is going to be a joke, Winton!

A joke to get through the window, perhaps — but what about the inside of the jail?

Bar after bar was handed down to Ever. He laid them cautiously to the side so that they would not jangle one against the other; would not present another and even greater danger if it proved necessary to return through that same window and leap down in haste.

Then Timberline slid feet first through the naked gap of the window.

Every muscle, every nerve of Everard Winton grew as hard as ice, brittle with extreme cold. But in another moment he was at the same opening. Shame gave him warmth. It was for his own flesh and blood that this thing was being ventured, and yet Timberline had laid out the plan of attack and was working alone!

At the window, Everard looked through into an obscure interior that was lighted from one dim source that he could not see, as yet. He put his head inside and saw Timberline standing back against the wall, just beside the window. It was a good eight foot drop, from the sill of the window to the floor inside. A hard business, too, to climb up that smooth inner wall and out, once a man was inside.

However, Timberline had already committed himself. Ever went through as the other had done, feet first, and dropped to the floor. Then he stepped to the side of his companion.

A hard job to get back through that window — for the one whos last, whispered Winton. How can we do it?

Well know how to do it when we have to, said the other. One thing at a time. But lets try to spot that cell where your uncle is stored away.

They had no chance to begin their search at once. A brighter light moved toward them, and voices. Timberline glided instantly through the open door of a cell. Ever followed.

Damned bad luck! murmured Timberline.

He slid to the floor and lay flat upon it, face downward, his head pillowed on one arm. In his free band gleamed a bit of steel. It might be time for shooting, before ten seconds had passed. Ever implicitly followed his companions lead.

Lying there in darkness broken only by that vague shimmer of light overhead, he regretted intensely that they were shut within the narrow limits of the cell. A push against the door would snap the latch and make them prisoners.

A mad idea came into his head that his companion was betraying him into captivity — that it was an arrangement between Timberline and the sheriff to catch up another of the Winton clan.

The idea grew like a fire in him; he was on the verge of leaping to his feet as he heard the sound of voices, approaching.

Then, Close up those doors, Pete, said one, with an air of authority.

It was the sheriffs voice, like a confirmation of Evers suspicion. He drew in his breath hard, gathered himself to leap — and found the door flung shut with a loud clanging before his face.

It was all he could do to keep himself from springing up and shouting at the top of his lungs. He controlled himself; a shudder shook him from head to foot. Other doors were slammed in rapid succession, steel clanging against steel.

Thats the luck of the devil! murmured Timberline, with a wonderful calm. Now theyll find the bars off the window, and theyll trap us like rats. Rotten luck — rotten luck. We cant play this off as a practical joke, either!

They heard the sheriff saying, Now, Jerry, keep a brain in your head, will you?

Sure, said Jerry. We always been leavin the doors of the empties open, till just lately. I forgot about em, tonight.

It aint a time to do any forgetting, said the sheriff. You be on your toes, Jerry.

Sure, said Jerry. Sure, Ill be on my toes.

Hows that fellow Richards? asked the sheriff.

Hell be all right. Hes just got a hangover and the shakes. But hes all right.

The poor devils an old-timer, said the sheriff. I reckon hes got a long record behind him.

Gonna lock him up? answered the guard.

Nope, not me, answered Lew Darrow. Hes only a poor bum now, no matter what he used to be. Im going to let him go, when hes sobered up. Ill throw a scare into him — and turn him loose. Im sorry for the old-timers, Jerry. The hearts been cut out of most of em.

Aye! said Jerry. The hearts been cut out of most of em. Richards, he just lies and shakes whenever anybody comes near him.

Hes like a dog thats been kicked too often, said the sheriff. There aint many that can stand a few stretches without losin their nerve.

Him in number nineteen aint gonna lose his nerve, suggested Jerry.

No, agreed the sheriff. He wont lose his nerve. But look what he is — look at the blood thats in him. No, he aint gonna lose his nerve. Hows he been this evening?

Aw, hes all right. He never asks for anything. Never complains. Most of the poor soggy bums we get are always yammerin about the chuck. The food aint good enough for em.But it dont bother Winton. He takes everything, all right. Hes a man.

Hes a man, said the sheriff.

They got it pinned on him now, I guess, said the jailer.

They got it nailed into his heart, answered the sheriff.

Whatll he get?,

Anything. You cant tell. Likely something big. Enough to spoil his life for him. He added, Now, you keep your eyes open. Make a round every half- hour, or so.

Look here, said Jerry. You think that theyre gonna try to cut Winton loose from the jail?

Hes got a kid nephew, declared the sheriff, that looked like business, to me. If he sets down on his haunches and dont try his hand to get his uncle loose, Im a fool and dont know a man when I see him. No, that boys gonna try something, and no mistake. Thats the way I read his hand.

They receded, their voices growing dimmer, and Timberline nudged his companion.

They got an idea about you, Winton, said he. But its a good thing to have a reputation with the county sheriff.

He even chuckled a little as he said this.

Then he rose to his feet and went to the door; and reaching his supple hands through the bars, he began to fumble at the lock from the outside. Winton heard light scratching sounds. He held his breath.

Presently Timberline straightened and stepped back from his examination.

Can you do it? Can you pick the lock? asked the boy.

Shut up, advised Timberline, savagely, but in a whisper. Its working backward, damn it — its working backward that kills the business!

He cursed in the same whisper, and set to his task again.

Hours went by.

Ever thought himself caught like a rat, dragged into court, charged, condemned, and sent to the penitentiary. He felt the cold steel belly of the barbers clippers run over his scalp. He looked down and saw his limbs clad in stripes. He served weary years in prison. He came out bowed, bent and gray before his time. He was a marked man. Old companions despised him. His fathers ranch had passed into other hands. Father and mother both were dead. He had only their stilted, scrawled letters to remind him of them.

This life flowed through the mind of Everard Winton in that slow passage of the time. It was no more than a dream, say, but it was a dream that seemed real.

And then there was a light click; a soft, sliding sound. The door had opened under Timberlines hand and his picklock!

Winton leaped to him.

Steady me! gasped Timberline.

Winton gripped him by the shoulders and found that he was shaking and shuddering from head to foot. His head fell weakly over on one shoulder. He drew in his breath.

I couldnt have stood it for another ten minutes, muttered Timberline. I tried to read the mind of that damned lock until I thought that there was no mind in it!

Rapidly, he grew better. He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his face.

My God, I need a drink! he whispered to himself, not to Ever.

Well get out of here and come back to-morrow night, said Winton.

I wouldnt come back into this hellhole again for ten thousand uncles of yours — and be damned to em! muttered Timberline. Well do our job now or well never do it.

Its all you, Timberline, said Ever in a burst of admiration and of gratitude. Im nothing — Im only in the way.

Let me tell you, whispered the other. Back there in the cell, except for you, Id have lost my mind. Come on. Well find Number Nineteen.Thats his cell number, I guess.

They went on down the corridor, beneath the window, where the missing bars had evidently not been detected by either the sheriff or the guard. They turned the corner and saw before them the light which illuminated the interior; a lantern was bracketed against the wall, lighting irregularly both short corridors of the jail. They saw the glimmering steel faces of the cell doors. It was a good jail; it was worthy of the pride which the town had invested in it — the pride and the hard cash.

Just to the left of the first corner they found the number they wanted. Ever stepped to the door and whispered:

Uncle Clay!

Something stirred inside the cell. Then, almost in Evers face, came the answering whisper:

Ever, you young fool! Get out of this place! Do you want to go to prison along with me? Get out of here — and get fast!

Shut up! warned Timberline. Stop talking and let me work.

He dropped to his knees.

Would it take longer than the first door? If so, the dawn would be on them — the broad daylight! Already it seemed to Ever that when he stepped back and looked down the first corridor toward the unbarred window, he could see the sheen of gray dawn beginning.No, that was only his imagination, now drawn to the breaking point.

He stepped back and leaned over the form that kneeled on the floor.

Easy — easy — so easy! he heard Timberline whisper, and the intent worker looked up, his face shining with sweat — and with silent, triumphant laughter.

Then the bolt gave, with an audible click, and the door opened under his hand.

Inside, Ever saw his uncles shadowy outline standing ready. At the same time, from the front corner of the room, another door opened and Jerrys voice said: Scrub up the floors and then come back here and Ill give you a shot of coffee.Then

His voice broke off in the midst of this command; then it rose again in a high-pitched, almost feminine scream:

Help! Help! Help!

The three cries burned through Everard Wintons brain. They froze him in his place so that he could not move.

Already, his uncle and Timberline had turned the corner, running at full speed, bent far forward. He had even time to note that each of them carried a gun. Timberline had armed the prisoner.

But he himself could not stir.

Shoot, Bud, shoot! cried Jerry.

And he opened fire himself.

In his hand, Ever found his revolver. It had come automatically to his fingers; automatically, too, it was levelled at the two jailers. And yet he could not fire. It was as though his thumb was struggling to lift the weight of a ton!


XXII. GETAWAY

[image: img107.jpg]

ALL OF HIS senses were so speeded up, at this moment, that it was as though the motions of the two jail guards were frozen forever in snapshots, presented in a slow, gradual series to his mind. He could see the guns drawn, and then raised. He could see the bending of the bodies, as the jailers took aim. Still he could not fire!

Swift bullets brushed the air about his face; leaving penciled strokes of red danger, as it were, across his mind. And suddenly he was able to use his own gun.

How many seconds had elapsed since the two guards entered the cell chamber?Four or five, perhaps; but they were strung out like a whole day in his mind. Everything about his nerves and his wits and his senses had been raised to a hysterical degree of speed. Motion that seemed slow to him, at that moment, would have been lightning fast to almost any other man. But he could always take the swiftest and most fluid movements apart and remember them.

His eye became a slow-motion picture camera. He could tell, for instance, how Jerrys gun had stuck a little as it was being drawn from its holster. He could see the blond fellow stumble, as he jerked out his Colt — stumble and stagger a bit to the side, with the violence of the gesture.

To Ever, the few swift seconds were a large and thoroughly mapped country.

Other men were awake in the cells now, and were raising a clamor which rang from one thin steel wall to another and made the whole place reverberate like a boiler factory. Some of the prisoners were howling simply from excitement or with fear. Others were aimlessly beating at their walls or at their doors.

In the midst of this turmoil, Ever was able to fire for the first time. He took deliberate aim — perhaps the hundredth part of a second — to tell himself that he would select Jerry, instead of the other target.

He took another fraction of an instant to decide that he would fire low. He had no doubt about striking his target. He was not even excited about that. He had flicked a squirrel out of the lofty branch of a tree more than once, with a quick revolver shot.

He was perfectly cool. There was nothing strange to him about this situation; it was as if he had been through it a thousand times before.

So he fired.

It seemed to him that as Jerry howled out and dropped his gun and fell forward on his face, grasping at his injured leg with both hands — it seemed to him then that he had seen Jerry fall like this before.

The fat fellow, when he saw this catastrophe, turned with a shriek of fear and fled for his life.

Ever walked around the corner of the block of cells and stood below the unbarred window.

Timberlines face looked back inside, and Timberline exclaimed:

Jump for my hands!Youve been taking all night. Whats the matter with you?

Ever looked up and measured the jump. There was a fan-shaped cornice, a foot above the top of the windows, made by letting the stones of the arch project a little beyond the surface of the wall.

Back up, Timberline, he said, and Ill manage it, all right.

You are a fool! exclaimed Timberline. Well, have it on your own head. I tried to help you!

The head was withdrawn.

Ever backed up a step, then bounded high, caught the sill of the window, swept himself up from this by a strong arm-haul, gripped the narrowly projecting rise above the top of the window, curled up his legs, and shoved them through the window hole. An instant later he had dropped through to the safety of the outer night.

It was the deadest hour, that which precedes the dawn, but already men were awakening about the town. From the houses he could hear excited voices. Doors and windows began to slam open. Such a town as this would rouse quickly, and when it aroused, it was capable of terrible action. Not a man in the village would be unfamiliar with guns.

He was thoroughly possessed by an odd sense of joy. It had been rising in him from the moment when Jerry and the second guard entered the cell room. He could not name the feeling. It was not like the effect of liquor; it was something more. It was a direct, unearthly intoxication of the brain.

Timberline grasped him by the arm.

Why the devil are you standing here? Start! he demanded.

Oh, its all right, said Ever.

They were fleeing before him to show him the way, his uncle and Timberline, and he followed them.

Gunshots barked behind them; voices began to bawl across the open night. One man was screeching:

Theyre gone!The jails been cracked. Wintons gone!Turn out, everybody! Hosses! Hosses!

Well, they would have horsemen out, of course; and all those horsemen would ride like mad. But Ever would be on the Red Pacers back!

Had he been recognized?

He could remember, now, that Timberline had cautioned him to pull the brim of his hat down over his face. He had pointed out that a man who wore his hat in this fashion, at night, was as secure from recognition as though he had a black mask strapped across his eyes.

But Ever had not followed that injunction. He had worn his hat normally. Perhaps the brim had even blown a little upward from his face, as he ran down the corridor. And it well might be that Jerry had seen him clearly. But he could not worry about that now — he could not worry about anything. It was with Ever as with the young wolf that for the first time runs with the pack and strikes down the kill.

They pressed through trees, struck across the street, and turned sharply down an alley.

They came to the rear of the town. The center of it was a volcano of sound; and here and there were sudden volleys, as though excited townsmen were firing at every shadow.

A little shack stood at the edge of the town, and as the three shot past, the door opened and a broad beam of yellow lamplight swept out to clutch the Pacer like a great, pale hand. Instinctively, Ever ducked his head. But what good was that? Even if he had not been recognized, the Red Pacer had been seen and was not likely to be mistaken. By the Pacers own light, he seemed to shine out among other horses.

Ever jerked about in the saddle, a revolver in his hand, and saw the tall figure of a man standing in the doorway, staring after him.

Well, chance would have to handle that danger as it might. He put up the gun and rode on. For he felt withdrawn from the rest of the world, raised above the common level of its people.

They came to the popular thicket where Al and Garry were waiting with their horses.

Al, his face drawn as if with pain — perhaps it was the strain of waiting and the excitement — leaped into his saddle. Garry followed suit.

The others were already bolting away. Only his uncle remained behind, waiting. Clays restless horse — the same gray mare mustang that Harry Lawson had given to Ever — was turning in uneasy circles, anxious to be away with the rest.

Come on, Ever! Clay Winton shouted.

He turned the mare and gave her her head, so that she bolted after the others. But the red stallion, without even breaking the flowing current of his pacing, held his own and overtook her, going past with a lordly stride!


XXIII. A CHAMPION
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ON THE SHOULDER of Banner Mountain a fire burned, of wood so carefully selected that hardly a wisp of smoke rose in the air of the late afternoon or blew away down the wind. It was hardly more than a wisp of that mist which the warmth of the sun was drawing up from the earth, and it was as readily dissipated in the wind. Under the embers potatoes were roasting slowly, coming to mealy perfection. Beside the first sat Timberline and Clay Winton.

The latter stood up, walked to the edge of the mountain shoulder and looked down upon a small natural meadow which he could see through a clearing in the woods. There was the great red stallion striding, with Clays nephew in the saddle.

Hes still at it, said Winton. Still workin the Pacer — still teachin him tricks.

The Pacer comes to his whistle now, observed Timberline.

Not to any other whistle, though, remarked Winton.

Unconsciously he raised his hand toward the place where those long, drooping, yellow mustaches had once been. The law had removed them, in the course of its investigations. Clay frowned when he found that there was nothing for his hand to stroke. He felt that his face was naked, after having found security for so long.

That horse wont come to any other man, agreed Timberline. He never will, now. Evers spoiled him for good.

Or made him, differed Winton.

Put it any way you want, said Timberline. He wont last long to ride the Pacer, anyway.

No?

No, said Timberline, he wont.

You mean hell get tangled up so deep that the lawll go after his scalp?

Clay frowned.

Partly that, said Timberline.

He settled his shoulders more comfortably against the stump that supported his back, like a chair. Then, staring through the clear mountain air, he looked down the ragged, tree-covered side of the mountain and to the valley beneath, where an irregular silver stream was running. It was for moments like these that Timberline lived, almost more than for moments of high action.

Winton argued, You got Ever wrong. Hes all right.

Of course hes all right, said Timberline. Hell, hes better than all right! Hes a champion — a champion gunman, is what I mean.

Hes sowing his wild oats, thats all, said the uncle, frowning again.

Sowing em? Yes — and watch em grow, too. Therell be a harvest thatll fill a lot of barns with worse than wild fire.

Hes got the bit in his teeth and hes running a little wild, thats all, argued the uncle.

You can put it that way if you like, said Timberline.

Look here, said Winton. Ever never would have kicked over the traces, but for me. He wanted to help me, the same as any good boy would. He wanted to help me — and he did. And now hell go back and settle down to a steady life. He added, Thats what I wanta talk to you about.

Go ahead and talk, said Timberline. Ill listen, all right.

Hes to work out the Red Pacer and what you did for me, until you tell him that youre through with him, said Clay. Well, when will that time come?

I dont know, said Timberline, shrugging his shoulders.

He turned his clear, coldly dark eye upon his companion, and waited.

Said Clay Winton: Youve got him. Ill offer you a substitute.

What?.

Myself.

Go on and explain that.

You want somebody you can rely on. You want somebody wholl be at your back in any sort of a pinch. Aint that your idea?

Youve named it. But go on.

Well, its like this. Youve made your bargain, and Ever means to stick to it. Theres no doubt about that.

I dont think there is.

All right. But youll find me a lot more useful than Ever. I can shoot about as straight. I can ride about as far. Besides, Ive been through a lot more than he has. Ive got an experienced head; one that would be useful to you in some of your schemes.

As a matter of fact, youd have too many ideas, said Timberline. I want somebody whos straight. The kids straight. I want somebody whos afraid of nothing. The kids not afraid of the devil on wheels. I want somebody whos tied to me; and the kids tied to me because I gave him the Pacer and because I helped you out of jail. That makes him perfect, as far as Im concerned.

Winton was lost in thought. You gotta think of another thing, he said.

Whats that?

Youve gotta remember that hes chucking his life away. I aint gonna talk about the breakin of his mothers heart, and his fathers. That wont matter. But I say that hell be throwin himself away. Hes meant for something better.

Hell never go back; hell never go straight, answered Timberline.

What makes you think so?

Because hes too much like me.

Hes not so much like you, Timberline.

Its in his eye, answered Timberline. A tame life is no life for him, after this. Hes got the juice of the wild in him. Trouble is what hell hunt, from now on. I see it in him every day. You wouldnt be the same. Youre a cool fellow, and youre older. Youre a grand fighter, its true. Youve got a head on your shoulders, too. But did you see Ever when he came out of the jail?

I saw him, said the uncle, gloomily.

He was laughing, wasnt he?

Sort of hysterical, Id call it.

Then youd call it wrong. He was just happy — and thats the sort of a man I want.

You wont let go of him, then? asked Winton, facing full at his companion.

No, Ill never let up on him. I need him. Maybe the days will come when hell need me, too.

Then — stand up! commanded Winton, in a changed voice.

Whats the matter? asked Timberline, leaning forward a little, his face suddenly both formidable and studious, like that of a wolf when it scents prey down the wind.

Stand up, repeated Winton, quietly.

Timberline rose without touching his hands to the ground.

If you wont take me in his place, then youll take neither of us, said Winton.

Guns, Clay? Is that what you mean? asked Timberline.

Thats what I mean. I wont let him go to hell because of me — and you.

Youve thought it over? asked Timberline, curiously and without fear.

Ive thought it all over, said Clay Winton, with an equal calm. Anyway it turns out, I win.

How do you make that out?

If I kill you, he cant follow you no more. If you kill me, youll have to try to kill him afterwards.

Timberline frowned as he saw the full beauty of the scheme.

I hate to think youre such a low hound, Clay, said he.

Ive been a low hound before, maybe, said Clay Winton. But Im not bein a low hound, now.

He added: You go for your gun and fill your hand. You can make the first move.

Timberline studied his opponent.

Im a bit better with a gun than you are, Clay, said he, and you know it. You really want to die?

Winton extended an arm and pointed down the slope of the mountain.

I want him set loose, he answered, sternly.

A new idea came to Timberline.

Look here, he said. Al and Garry will be back by the evening, and theyll bring all the news there is to get. Suppose that the kid was recognized, the other evening in the jail. He lingered around long enough for em to see him. What if he was recognized?

Clay Winton drew back a little.

Luck couldnt be that much agin him! he declared.

Wait and see, said Timberline. If they spotted him, its no good to send him back to his ranch. Youd simply be sending him to a life in jail.

Clay considered, his face very dark.

Breakin into a jail, he muttered, and then helpin a prisoner loose. Thats two counts, and two long ones. Worsen burglary by a whole heap. Then — shootin down an officer of the law. Thats worse still.

He jerked up his head.

Well wait till we get news, he said.

Were friends till then? asked Timberline, cautiously.

Aye, I suppose so. And Winton stalked off among the trees.


XXIV. IN THE SOUP
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THE CAMP FIRE glowed like a great eye with multiple red pupils, sending out dull rays through the darkness, gilding the rocks, and dimly touching the foliage of the trees. It fell on Clay Wintons ominous face.

Clays nephew, and Timberline, sat farther back, finishing their coffee. And now, as Timberline rolled a cigarette, Everard Winton lifted his head and whistled softly. A whinny hardly louder than the whistle made answer.

Ah-ha! murmured Ever, triumphantly. Hear him, Timberline?

Hell be singing scales for you in another day or two, suggested Timberline, with a smile.

Ever laughed, happily. He lay back on the pine needles, his head pillowed in his hands and his eyes drifting past the dark tops of the pines and toward the chilly, bright multitudes of the stars.

Think of the rest of em! he murmured, finally.

The two older men were watching him, one openly, one covertly.

The rest? asked his uncle, finally.

All the others who are down there. Everybody whos not up here. Think of em!

Theyre getting on pretty well, I guess, said Clay. Theyve got their families around em, those men. Theyve finished their days work. Theyve had their supper. Theyve got a snug night before em.

The men are sitting out on the verandas, said Ever. Theyve got on slippers, to rest their feet, perhaps. Now and then a mosquito comes along with a song and dance, and spears em. But theyre too tired even to fight back. And tomorrowll be a dead ringer for this day.

Out in the dust of the streets the brats are either tumbling about or chasing each other. Somebody bangs a tin piano and hammers out a thousand-year-old tune, with a lot of halts and pauses in it. Somebodys baby begins to squall. And back in the kitchens the women are sloshing the dishes or the tins around in a lot of gray, greasy water, and wondering why God put em on this sort of earth.

He paused, waited for an answer, got none, and continued.

No, theyre not even wondering. Theyre submitting to everything that comes to em. If they started wondering, theyd get up and break away. Theyd leave the whole thing cold behind em. Theyd pack and start off with fishing rods and rifles, and theyd make a living in the hills. Thats what theyd do!

Even the women? asked Clay.

Yes, even the women. They can be human beings, too. Look at mother. Shes worked hard, but shes still straight as a string. She still has a young step. She can ride a horse like a wild Indian. She can shoot a deer at four hundred yards. Shes a hand with a shotgun, too. And by one look at a stream she can tell the pools and the white water that the fish will like. She can tell better than you or I can, Uncle Clay. She ought to be up here like we are, free. Its living down there in the dust — down in the lowlands, hitched to the ranch and to milking cows and to dishwater and to mending clothes — thats what kills women like her.

He was silent again. He began to breathe deeply, his eyes closed.

Hes dropped off, muttered Timberline, presently. Hes got some ideas, that kid.

Im not asleep, said Ever. I was just inhaling this air. Ive been so long on the ranch that Id forgotten that air could taste like this — right down to the bottom of the lungs. Feel it?

I feel it, said Timberline, quietly.

There was a short, low whinny from the brush.

Thats the Pacer! exclaimed Ever, and he bounded to his feet.

Well, what of it? asked Clay Winton. Gonna go and tuck the baby in with a blanket, maybe? Afraid hell catch cold?

Ever paid no attention to this mockery.

Thats his danger signal, said he. Theres something near us.

Timberline stood up in turn.

Ever stepped out into the darkness; and they heard him speak softly to the horse. Then, after another moment, another horse snorted in the distance, down the mountainside.

Its all right, Ever, said Timberline. Probably just Al and Garry coming in.

Ill make sure, said Ever, in a guarded voice.

Clay Winton was tense, with an excitement that grew greater and greater as human voices presently sounded from below.

Well know, in a minute or two, he muttered.

Aye, well know, said Timberline.

Then Garry and Al came in. They brought with them a cargo of food — chiefly flour and bacon and coffee, with a few luxuries such as tinned jams, and a final can or two of tomatoes.

As the packs were undone and the contents arranged in five parcels to match the five men, Ever, who had met and escorted the pair up the slope, stirred the fire and put bacon in the pan. The coffee began to murmur in the pot.

Clay Winton, in the meantime, had found the newspapers that were brought up; and fumbling among them, he found news that kept him silent for a long moment.

Well, what is it, Clay? asked Timberline, at last.

Bad! said the uncle.

He read aloud, giving the contents partly in his own words, partly in direct quotation.

They rode all over the face of the hills. We went and mysteriously disappeared, it looks like... Got a reward offered for me now, boys. Thatll warm things up a little. Yeah, itll warm em up a pile. Youll be glad to have me along with you yet, Timberline.

We can stand that, Clay, said Timberline.

Clay Winton continued, This is for you, Ever.

All right, said the boy, turning sharply.

Well, listen.The jailer, Jeremiah P. Huntington, declares that he recognized the man who fired the shot that struck him on the right leg, halfway between the hip and the knee. He was unwilling to give testimony Hello, think of that!

Why wouldnt he wanta give testimony? demanded Garry.

He says he could of been shot through the heart, as easy as through the leg. Wait a minute, heres some more. They got him to talk, finally. The damn lawyers, they could make a saint talk! Heres some more of Jerry, the jailer.

Again he read aloud:

Finally the jailer swore that he had recognized the face and the figure of young Everard Winton, the son of Mr. and Mrs. Edward Winton of Savage Creek Road, respected members of this community. This startling information causes great disturbance to the many friends of the Wintons, and it is hoped that Mr. Huntington may have made a mistake.

Young Winton, however, is missing from his home. It appears that he had left it to go to the ranch of Harry Lawson. He was seen there, in fact, with his uncle, Clay Winton, the escaped prisoner, at the moment when Sheriff Darrow made the arrest. Harry Lawson, when questioned, declared that after the arrest had been made, and the sheriff had returned toward town with the prisoner, young Everard Winton told him that he was going to go into the hills for a short hunting trip.

Mr. Lawson pointed out the direction in which young Winton had ridden. This trail has been followed, and it may lead to something.

Mr. Huntington was perfectly convinced and positive in his testimony, and he says he had a good look at the face of young Winton. An air of probability is given to this testimony by the fact that it is well known that Everard Winton was his uncles constant companion. It is a sad thing to reflect that

Clay Winton broke off his reading and allowed the paper to flutter from his hand to the ground.

Well, youre in the soup, brother! said Al to Ever.

Shut your face, you fat-headed fool! snarled little Garry to his bigger companion.

A dead silence held the group, all at once. The fumes of burning bacon wafted unnoticed from the frying pan.


XXV. A REAL JOB
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THEY STOOD SIDE by side in the gray of the next morning — Timberline and Ever. The day was gray above and gray below. High clouds sheeted away the sun and most of its light; low-driven masses swallowed up the bottoms of the ravines, the rivers, and the plain beyond. They lived in a world that was bounded by two seas of mist, and films of the grayness curled up among the pine trees near at hand.

The leader was pointing.

You know where Bentonville is, Ever?

No.

Heard of it?

Just that its a gold rush town.

Thats what it is. Could you get to the Benton River from here?

Yes, I might wander a little, but I could get there.

You get there, then, said Timberline. Ive heard theres a fellow there I want to get in touch with. Hes Carson Jimmy — some people call him Jimmy Carson. Ever hear of him?

I have. Some sort of a big crook?

Hes all sorts, said Timberline. Im some sort of a crook myself; but hes all sorts. Understand?

Of course I do. That is — hes an all-round bad one, eh?

That depends on what you mean by bad. Whatever he is, hes a good crook. That is, hes successful.

Ever nodded, frowning a little at this definition.

And now that youre with me, said Timberline, crisply, I expect some good crooked work out of you, too. Understand?

I understand, said Ever.

Go hard against the grain? asked Timberline, watching him with brilliant eyes.

Its all right, said Ever. Im your man, for anything you mention.

Well then, you ride down to Bentonville. When youre in the town youll be in a little danger, but not much. Men arent likely to recognize the Red Pacer. Theyve heard of him, and some of them have seen him, but they havent seen him bridlewise, and under a saddle.

Hed look different now, I suppose.

He looks different — and he is different. And if you make him do a few tricks, nobodyll dream that hes the man-eating Pacer.

I follow you.

When you get to the town, youll follow your nose down the main street to the Sentinel Hotel. Get a room there, and ask for Dolly Gray.

Ill write it down.

Dont write down anything! Never write down anything while youre working with me. Writing things down is what hangs men.

Jimmy Carson — Bentonville — the Sentinel Hotel — Dolly Gray.

I have the names.

Thats the way, Ever. Lodge em in your head. If you forget, it means tiding all the way back here to see me, and you wouldnt want to do that.

No, agreed Everard Winton.

Dolly Gray isnt her real name — its Dorothy Gray Siddenham, or something long like that. But the boys call her Dolly Gray for the short of it, and because it fits her. Ill give you an idea of what she is, and tell you why afterward.

Before the boom hit Bentonville, the Sentinel Hotel was just a crossroads place, and it was run by Dollys father. The boom came, the business got big, and Dollys father ran into a chunk of lead, one evening in his barroom.

Dolly nursed her father through, but he got tuberculosis lying on his back. She hired a nurse and sent him off to the mountains to a resort, while she stays at home and runs the hotel to clear her old mans expenses. Makes you think that shes one of these meek and mild martyrs, eh? But youll see youre wrong when you meet her. Dollys only eighteen, but she grew up young. When shes a year older — because wiser shell never be — Im going to marry her. Thats what youre to tell her.

Im to tell Dolly Gray that you intend to marry her in another year.

Thats it. Shell laugh, but shell give you a good room on account of it, and shell keep you out of trouble. Nobody in Bentonville can do that as well as she can.

Ever nodded and Timberline continued:

Then you go to call on Carson Jimmy — or Jimmy Carson, any way you choose to put it. The point is that Jimmy always does things on a big scale — and so do I. I think its about time for us to work in double harness together, Jimmy and me. He may have heard of me, but hes not likely to know me well; and hes likely to pretend that he doesnt know me at all. Thats where you come in. You show him that no matter what he thinks, Im worth knowing.

He laughed as he said this, and a flare of light came into his eyes.

Worth knowing? repeated Ever.

Yes, worth knowing. So worth knowing that he cant get along without me. When youve convinced him of that, you can tell him Im willing to make a deal with him, and that well work the town of Bentonville together. While the rush is on, its worth running!

Im to make him put a high value on you. But how am I to do that?

Dont ask me, snapped Timberline. If youre worth your salt to me youre up to harder jobs than this. You go down there to Bentonville and just try your hand.

Very well, said Ever. Ill go down there and teach Jimmy Carson that youre on the map.

Thats exactly what youre to teach him. Like the idea?

Ill do my best, said Ever, evasively.

If anything goes wrong and Carson Jimmy doesnt want to play ball with me, you can tell him that Im on the other side of the fence. Bentonville is always in need of a bang-up good new deputy sheriff or a town marshal or something like that. Since Carson showed up, there are likely to be more vacancies than officers. And I might slip into an empty spot, with you at my side and some of the other boys along.

He laughed again and snapped his fingers.

As a matter of fact, he continued, I dont give a damn. Wherever Carson is, the game is sure to be fast and the stakes high. And thats what I want. With him or against him makes very little difference. So long as Im sitting at the same table or fighting in the same ring.

To enforce the law? That would be a joke — the law wants me and wants me badly, said Ever.

But there was a grin on his face.

Of course it would be a joke, said Timberline. A good joke, too. Nobody is apt to spot you, though. A mining town makes its own horizon. Wall Street could burn and smash, and a gold rush town would never hear of it for a year. Now, Ive told you everything I want you to know. Its a big job, but I hope to give you still bigger ones before Im through with you. Get on your way, Ever. My idea in sending you is to play up the size of my hand. If Jimmy Carson doesnt know me, he has to figure me pretty high, when he realizes youre one of my men.

Instinctively, Everard unbuckled his belt, drew it tighter by a notch, and slipped the loose end back through the guard.

Ill try to play up, said he.

Are you ready to ride?

Ill say so long to Uncle Clay and start now.

Clays gone up to the creek to try to catch some trout for breakfast. Never mind saying good-by to him.

Id better say good-by to him.

No, youd better not. Ill tell him that I sent you away on an errand. If you stop to talk to him, hell get bluer than ever. Hes almost blue enough for suicide right now.

Perhaps youre right. Ill start, then.

Start fast, and go easy till you get to Bentonville. Then burn up the town. He added, Got any money?

Ill manage.

No, you wont, said Timberline. If you represent me, you cant be a piker. You need money — and heres some! So long! Now get the Pacer and start!


XXVI. CARSON JIMMY
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EVERYTHING SEEMED ALMOST easy to Ever except the money that lay in his pocket. Stolen money. The Wintons were not the people to deal with that stuff. Or had it been stolen in fact? Perhaps it was only the proceeds of one of Timberlines more honest exploits.

He conned the matter over as he passed down into the level of the lower mist and reached the brilliance of sunshine among the foothills.

He hit Benton River in the early afternoon and came into Bentonville in the heat of the day. He had had a glimpse of boom towns before this, and Bentonville was like many of the others. It was simply a scattering of tents, lean-tos, shacks made of box-wood or flattened tin cans, with rude thatchings of grass and pine branches for roofs, as likely as not. In the streets were a thousand people, each a different type. From the four quarters of the land they had come, some to hunt fortunes in the ground, others to hunt their luck in the pockets of those who had dug wealth out of the rock.

Evers heart began to rise as the stallion took him at that flowing stride along the street. The Red Pacer was not a red stallion any longer; he was gray from head to foot, except where the sweat had worked through in little rivulets. But dusty or not, he was enough to make men stop short and look once and then look again. Once the horse was recognized, might not recognition of his rider follow? What did the law know? And even if the Pacer were not known, how long would it be before pictures of Ever, as a criminal wanted by the law, were in the hands of the officers here?

Ever felt like a gambler who sits in at a game where the stakes are as high as life or death, but he was glad to be there.

The Sentinel Hotel was a fairly large building, rising out of the half- story level of the rest of the town. The original structure had been a two- story affair, and wings had been added to it to accommodate part of the rush population. Sheds further extended its possibilities for receiving guests. Behind stood a great barn with shelving roofs to take in the livestock. Altogether it looked like a flourishing concern, the Sentinel Hotel, and as Ever put his horse in the stable he wondered how an eighteen-year-old girl could possibly manage it.

He went into the lobby, which had been enlarged to meet the prosperous times by knocking down the partitions of several adjoining rooms. At one time or another during the day all the population of Bentonville flowed through this lobby.

To the little one-armed man who acted as clerk Ever said, I want to see Dolly Gray.

Everybody else does, too, answered the other, with the insolent impertinence of a cripple. What you want to see her for?

Ill tell her that, said Ever.

The clerk frowned, hesitated, finally rose and led the way.

Aw — all right, said he. Come along. But shes busy.

He went to a door at the side of the lobby, knocked on it, and then pushed it open.

A red-headed girl with a face as tanned as leather looked up from behind a table loaded with stacks of papers — hotel bills and accounts, perhaps.

This fellow wants to see you, said the clerk.

He closed the door behind Ever, and left him looking into a pair of sea-green eyes. Dolly Gray had folded her hands behind her head and was pressing back against them, like one whose neck aches from too much book-work.

I dont know you, do I? she demanded.

No, said he.

The matter of a new name for him, strangely enough, had not entered his mind before.

Im Bill Smith, he added.

I place you right away, said the girl. Bill Smithborn way up the Mississippi — age between fifteen and thirty — height, average — eyes, average — no marks of identification. Are you a brother of Bill Jones, by any chance?

He smiled. Timberline asked me to call on you, he said.

Oh, did he? said the girl. Haul up a chair. Hows old Timber, anyway?

Hes all right, said Ever, bringing a chair nearer to the table, though he did not sit down.

He wasnt all right the last time I knew him, she said, with meaning. You know him, Bill?

Why, yes. I know him a little.

Nobody knows all about him, she said. Hes spread his history over too much ground for that. Whats the news from Timber?

Hes sending word to you that hell be marrying you in about a year.

Did he sent that word? said she, without smiling. Thats all right, too.

After I had told you that, Timberline said, went on Winton, youd take care of me and keep me out of trouble.

She leaned forward and rested her elbows on the edge of the table. It was characteristic of her that over her face came those rapid changes of expression that are usually seen only in a mans face. Beauty is a thing that is kept undistorted. We see no more of it than the mirror has taught the owner to reveal. But Dolly Gray was different. She had a boys careless freedom.

So you want to be taken care of? she asked.

Im only repeating what Timberline said, he remarked. In a town like this, I suppose everybody wants to be taken care of.

Are you one of Timbers men? she said.

Im one of his friends, said he.

Youre new in the business, said she, shrewdly. Whats the game this time? Crooked or straight?

Im to see Jimmy Carson, said he.

Carson Jimmy — Jimmy Carson, eh? she answered. Crooked business, then. Arent you pretty young to be calling on Carson?

I have a calling card with me, he said, moved by a strange impulse.

Have you? What is it? she asked.

Five fingers, all on one hand, said he.

She was not amused; she was not even very interested. She merely looked him up and down, gravely.

Going to present em to Jimmy Carson? Well, Ill tell you where he lives.

Thats what Id like to know.

Second floor, Number Twenty-one. Just step up and knock. Youll find he has some friends with him. Make yourself at home in the Sentinel. Anything I can do, let me know.

She stood up. He walked to the door.

Look here, Bill, she said suddenly.

Yes?

Arent you pretty young to be mixing around with all these big, rough men? These Timberlines and Carsons, and what-nots?

I dont know, said he. Do I look young?

Just out of the cradle, said she. Second floor, Number Twenty-one. Youll find him there.

Thanks, said he.

He opened the door. She called over her shoulder to the clerk:

Fix up Bill Smith, Shorty, will you? And then her voice sounded softly behind him: Think it over, Bill — or Joe or Harry or whatever your name is — and dont be a fool!

The door closed in his face as he half turned. He went back to the desk and found that one-armed Shorty was waiting for him with a key in his hand.

Heres Number Twenty-nine, said he. Best thing we got vacant. Go up and let yourself in, and if theres anything you want come down and say so.

Ever climbed the steps to the upper hall, found his room, and let himself in. It was a perfectly plain room, and small, but it was on a corner of the building, and it had two windows. The southern one looked over the street. He leaned on the windowsill for a moment, with the heat pouring upon his head, and stared at the constant procession of riders, pedestrians, wagons of all sorts. There were no sidewalks in Bentonville. A huge freight wagon went by, lurching from side to side, putting down its tires into chuckholes and making the dust spurt out like water. Little dust clouds followed it and blew away down the street. It was a new town; it was a place where anything could happen; and he was glad that he was in it.

Something was in his mind; he hardly knew what. An emotion, he discovered, rather than an idea. He decided that it was the girl. Her direct, green eyes, her husky voice, remained with him. There was something behind both her eyes and her voice. For instance, she had neither simpered nor blushed when he had told her that Timberline intended to marry her within a year. He might have been speaking to a post.

He felt a little ineffectual, remembering her; he felt weak and useless and ill at ease. He had a great desire to do something that would bring him vividly to her attention.

He went to the washstand, poured some water into the granite basin, washed his face, scrubbed the grease of the reins off his hands, dusted his clothes, rubbed up his riding boots, and retied his bandanna. When he felt that he was fit once more, he settled his sombrero on his head again and went down the hall to Number Twenty-one, which was at the farther corner of the building.

Voices came through the door and he paused for a moment, his hand raised to knock.

A little man only a few inches over five feet suddenly came up beside him with a rapid step.

Who are you? he asked, with an air of authority.

He had a pale, peaked face. He wore a cap with a deep visor, and his eyes glimmered and twinkled through the shadow which this headgear cast.

Ive come down here from Timberline, said Ever.

Dont know him! said the little man, curtly.

He knows you. Isnt that enough? asked Ever, angrily.

Not enough for me, said the other.

He pulled the door open, stepped inside and slammed it in Evers face. The latter, stunned and enraged, heard the same voice continue inside the room. All the other voices were now quiet.

Theres a chestnut stallion down in the stable. I just seen it. Real red chestnut with a white stocking. Get that horse for me, Buck.

Said an answering voice, Who owns that plug, chief?

Dont ask me? I told you to get me that horse. Hes something I could ride. Everard Winton turned and went hastily, almost guiltily, back to his room. There he sat down, lighted a cigarette, and waited. He felt both stimulated and at ease. In all probability something was about to happen.

He took out the revolver which Clay Winton had given to him, spun the cylinder, tried the action, and replaced it with one swift, sure gesture beneath the pit of his left arm. He felt cooler and more than ever content with life, as he leaned back in his chair again. He did not need news print to occupy his mind during the interim.

Before many minutes, a hand rapped on his door.

Come in, he called.

The door opened and a big fellow with a sun-reddened face came in.

It was the voice of Buck, who inquired, Are you Bill Smith?

Im Smith, said Winton, rising and coming politely forward.

Army name is Buck Waters, said the other, holding out a great paw.

Glad to know you, Mr. Waters, said Everard.

Glad to know you — and glad to know your horse, too. You own that chestnut son of a streak of sunlight, dont you? Out there in the stable?

I own him, said Ever.

Id like to, said Buck. Thats why Im takin up your time. Wanta sell?

Ever shook his head.

Sit down, said he. Here are the makings. Glad to talk horse to you, but I wont sell.

I know what you mean, said the other. You wouldnt want to take two or three hundred for him, eh? What did you pay for him, might I ask?

You might, said Ever. I didnt pay for him.

Raised him, eh?

In a way. And young Winton smiled a little as he thought of the wild skies and the north winds that had fathered the Red Pacer on the open range.

Well, said Buck Waters, I aint a piker, brother. I wont sit down, but Ill offer you a flat five hundred bucks for that horse. He fills my eye.

Does he? He fills mine, too. And five hundred doesnt fill my hand.

Buck frowned a little.

What price would you make? he asked.

Im not putting a price on him at all, said Ever.

Come along, come along! said Buck. Everybodys willing to sell a horse — for a price. Ill pay you the right price. You name it?

Winton shook his head.

Im glad you like him. But Im not selling. Im not naming a price.

Buck grew beet-red with impatient anger.

I guess I see how it is, he explained to himself, though in a loud voice. You raised that hoss from a colt, and you think hes the only one in the world. But Ill tell you — Ill give you a thousand dollars.

A new idea came to Ever.

Youre one of Carsons friends, arent you? he asked.

Sure I am, said Buck.

Does he want the horse for himself?

Why, maybe he does, at that, agreed Buck, greatly surprised.

Well, said Ever, I dont mind talking the thing over with him in person.

Dont you? said the other, doubtfully. Well, come along down the hall with me.

They went down to Number Twenty-one, where Buck pushed the door open without knocking.

You red-faced lump of beef! snarled a voice. Whacha mean by openin that door without giving it a rap, eh?
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BUCK DREW BACK half a stride.

Why, I was gonna tell you about the horse, said he.

Aw, well, come in then. Whatcha pay for it?

Buck pushed the door wider and stepped inside. Ever followed him. Little Jimmy Carson, his cap still on his head, stood up suddenly from his chair and pointed.

Whered you get that? he demanded.

Why, hes the guy that has the horse, complained Buck.

Take him out, said Carson. I wont talk to him.

He sat down again and turned his back on Buck and Winton. He was giving his attention to a stalwart with a dark, foreign face. The mans head was almost without a back to it, and it was lodged on top of an immense column of a neck. This man favored the two who had been checked at the door with a sour grin and looked back at Carson again.

The chiefs on the rampage. Somethings gone wrong, declared Buck, turning to leave the room.

But Winton stepped on past him.

Thats all right, Buck, said he. Ive a few things to say to your chief.

Slowly, controlling his rage, Carson Jimmy turned his head. The fingers of his left hand, which hung over the back of his chair, sprang in and out from the palm like the legs of a struggling spider.

Back out of here, Smith, you fool! said Buck, in a murmur. The chiefs mad!

Why, thats all right, said Winton, his voice cheerfully raised. If hes mad that doesnt matter to me. Im just a messenger.

Carson rose to his feet again and turned, very slowly. He said, with a world of dangerous gentleness:

Oh, youre a messenger, are you?

Yes, said Winton. I came down from Timberline to see you.

Oh, you came down from Timberline, did you? said Carson, his voice still gentle, and his left hand working.

A left-handed shot, thought Ever to himself. He continued: Timberline gave me a message for you.

Oh, he gave you a message, did he? said Carson.

Madness flashed from his eyes, which jerked their glance back and forth across the room like lightning before they settled again on Evers face.

You see, chief, whined big Buck, I offered him a thousand flat. But he said he wanted to talk to you

You hulk of a half-witted jackass! said Carson, drawing his lips back from his teeth as he spoke the words.

He stopped, gasping for breath, his lips working rapidly over things which he was unable to get out. Then:

Get out! he yelled.

He pointed an arm like a gun at Ever.

Get out! he repeated. Fargo — Buck — throw him out. Break the fools back. I dont care!

Youd better move, said Buck, laying a hand on the shoulder of Winton.

Fargo, the man with the foreign face and the wrestlers shoulders, loomed suddenly on the scene.

Out! he growled, barking the word, and reached suddenly in with a wrestlers hold.

Ever planted a jolting left on the root of Fargos nose, slid from under Bucks hand and met that gentlemans charge with a right hook. It was a neat blow, a prized invention of Clay Winton, and a very deft variation of the classic punch. It started low and looked like an uppercut flying wide, until it turned in a high loop and dropped toward the face. Upon Buck Waters outthrust jaw, as he charged in, it was a stunning blow. His own charge gave an added weight to the punch. He kept right on charging with his legs and falling with the rest of his body until he had rammed himself into a corner of the room. There he lay still.

But Fargo had not been seriously hurt by the blow he had received. It had merely caused him to change his mind. Shifting from his idea of a wrestling hold, he swung for Evers head, with a slungshot in the tips of his fingers.

It was a well-aimed blow, but it hissed over Evers ducked head. Straightening, the boy pumped a brace of uppercuts into Fargos chin, and found the effect as ungrateful as pounding a stone wall.

Again he dodged the fateful slungshot, and gave a right hook, with all his weight behind it.

Fargo grunted. He stood still and brought into his left hand a revolver that looked to Ever as big as a cannon. So Ever struck again, sliding his left foot forward, rising on his toes with the beginning of the punch, and dropping on his heels as it landed. Exquisite timing put all his one hundred and seventy pounds into the whiplash finish of that blow.

Fargos face withered and wrinkled into ten thousand lines. The gun fell from his hand and slithered down his leg to the floor. He began to sit down, with buckling knees. He tried to right himself, and began to stagger back with little rapid steps. Then his legs gave way completely and he sat down heavily against the wall.

Winton picked up the fallen gun, but found himself covered by Carson. There was a grin on the face of the little man now, however.

The pair of big bums! said he. The pair of big hams! They couldnt handle a kid like you, eh? Put that gat away before it hurts you, kid!

Winton obediently laid the gun on the table.

I came to talk. I didnt come to fight, said he. Timberline

Oh, damn Timberline! said the other. What about that stallion? Whats your price?

Winton frowned.

Im the same price as the horse, said he.

The other lifted his eyebrows. Then he grinned again.

Well, thats pretty good, too, said he.

Fargo got to his feet, swaying.

Hey, Fargo, said the chief, leave go of that knife, will you, and take hold of Buck and drag him out into the fresh air? The kid went and poisoned him!
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BUCK, IF NOT poisoned, seemed at least overcome with drowsiness. Fargo half jerked and half helped him to his feet, and then out of the room. As the door closed on them, Jimmy Carson said:

That was all right — and right is what I mean! A mean wallop you pack in that hand. Who taught you to slam that hook across the shoulder?

An uncle of mine taught me.

Whats all this about Timberline?

You never heard of him?

Maybe I did, somewhere. Hes one of these birds thats maybe inside or outside the fence, or else roosting right on top of it.

Ever shrugged his shoulders.

He plays the game for the sake of the game, said he, honestly. He doesnt much care what the game may be.

That sounds like something, maybe, said Carson Jimmy, but it dont mean anything to me. What game you talking about?

Oh, Im talking about anything that happens to get his eye. Anything that amuses him is his game. Thats why he sent me down to talk to you.

About what I still dont understand?

He says the layout you have here in Bentonville ought to be the sort of show that he would like. He wants to take part in it.

Oh, he does, does he? said Jimmy Carson. His eyes squinted to points of light. Then he demanded, Im to ask him in, am I?

Thats the idea, said Ever.

Well, its a bright idea, said Carson Jimmy.

Its one of the brightest that I ever heard. This bird hooks in from the outside and prongs into my business. I just ask him in, out of a clear sky. Thats all there is to it, eh?

Then he puts his shoulder to the wheel and makes things hum for you, suggested young Winton.

Oh, he makes things hum, does he? snarled Carson.

He does. Hes the sort of a fellow who can, too. And suppose I tell him I dont want him with me?

That doesnt matter much to him, answered Winton. Its just that he wants a hand in the game. Hell go with you, if he can — and if he cant, hell go against you. Understand?

Jimmy Carson rose to his feet.

Im trying to understand, said he. This bohunk of a Pole of a Scandinavian dishwasher of a Timberline — he says that if he cant be for me, hell be against me, eh?

Thats the main idea, said Ever.

Blackmail, or Im damned! exclaimed Carson, with virtuous indignation. I never heard of anything like it in my whole life.

Neither have I, answered Ever frankly.

Hell be down here with his whole gang, will he?

Either on your side or to enforce law and order, said Winton.

Hell enforce law and order, will he? said the little man, fairly grinding his teeth.

Thats the idea.

Tell him he can be damned — and all of his men along with him, the blackmailing, double-crossing hound!

He never double-crosses, said Winton. Hes just telling you before-hand what hell do and which side hell be on. Thats square.

He wants a flat lump for pulling out, eh? snarled Carson. Well, just for curiosity, you tell me how much he wants on the nail to buy him off.

Winton said, with real conviction, You couldnt buy him off with a million. Its not the money that hes after — not so much that, anyway. Its the game that he likes.

Tell that to Sweeney! said Carson Jimmy. I aint that much of a fool to believe that kind of rot.

All right, said Winton.

Hell be down here with his gang, then. And youre one of his men?

Oh, no. Im just the roustabout, said Winton.

Carson Jimmy grinned.

I like em young, and I like em modest. Tell me, kid, can you sling a gun half as good as you can make your hands talk?

You mean, can I use a Colt?

Thats all I mean to say.

I dont know, said Ever. Ive only shot at a man once.

Oh, only once, eh? Just beginnin to pick up seeds, are you? Well, the point is, did you hit him?

Yes.

So he stayed down?

So that he stopped shooting back, anyway.

Carson Jimmy laughed and twisted himself first to one side of the chair and then to the other.

Something about you that I sort of take to, kid, said he.

Thanks.

The fact is, went on Jimmy, I could always use a good man with my crowd — and I could take you in, maybe.

You couldnt, answered Ever. I stay where I am.

Roustabouting, eh?

Yes, roustabouting.

The good nature faded out of the small, narrow face of Carson Jimmy.

Ill tell you what Ill do, said he. Ill make a deal with you for that stallion you ride around. Ill make you a deal for fifteen hundred flat. Dont tell me youd be fool enough to turn me down on that. Im a complete fool to make the bid. But I kind of like to think of a little runt like me sittin up there on the back of that big whale — that big red whale! Fifteen hundred right on the nail, boy. Youll never get another offer like that!

Its too late, said Winton. Ive made my deal already. I cant give up that horse. I may need him, one of these days, to run away from you and your crowd.

Jimmy Carson stared — then broke into a hearty laugh.

Thats all right, too! said he. But get out of here, lad, before I change my mind about you. Im good-natured now, but I can feel something comin up inside me. Get along — and watch your step. Fargo and Buck may wanta talk to you before you get clear of town.

He crossed the floor with Winton.

Ill watch my step, and thanks, said Ever.

About Timberline — Id welcome him down, said Carson Jimmy. There aint been any town marshals in Bentonville that have held down the job moren a coupla days at a time. And besides, me and the boys need exercise.

Timberline will be glad to hear that, said Ever.

He stepped out into the hall, waved his hand, and walked rapidly into its gloom.

At the next corner he almost ran into Dolly Gray, running up the steps. She paused and nodded to him.

Did you put that lump on Fargos jaw? she asked. Did you skin up big Buck Waterss face for him?

Whats happened to them? he asked, vaguely.

Well, said the girl, half smiling, I dont suppose you know. She hurried past him and started down the hall, calling over her shoulder, Getting any more uncles out of jail — Bill?

He had headed toward the stairs, but now he stopped short and whirled around, to find that she had hardly taken three steps and was standing there poised, to look back at him.

Whats the idea of saying that? he asked her.

I went out to the stable to see that red horse, she said. And Ive seen the Red Pacer before, on the open range. Nobody ever forgets him — Bill.

She smiled faintly as she used the false name.

You spotted me through the horse? he asked.

Of course. We get the newspapers even in Bentonville, though most people never read em. But one of the three men, after the jail-break, got away on the Red Pacer. Other people will be recognizing you before long, if thats what youre asking.

I dont know anything about a jail-break, no matter what horse Im riding now.

As far as Im concerned, she said, dont worry. I have a couple of uncles of my own that wont stand without tying. Besides, this place keeps me too busy to let me do much talking.

Thanks, said he, and as he said it he looked deep into his future — for he thought he was seeing it in the green of her eyes. Can you tell me where Ill find the town marshal? he asked at last.

In bed, she answered. Down the street to the second corner on your left, second house on the left. If you want to call it a house. Thats where hes trying to get well.

Did Carson do that to him?

Nobody in Bentonville knows anything about it, she answered.

In the phrase that Carson Jimmy loved, he replied, Thats all right, too!

And he went down the stairs and through the lobby to the street. Hardly ten steps were needed as he crossed that room, but he used his eyes enough to realize that he had become a marked man in town.

People turned their heads suddenly and stared at him; he felt their eyes. Stepping out onto the street, he remembered that, after all, the partitions in the Sentinel Hotel were not of the thickest.

He was a marked man. Being already marked, how long would it take Bentonville to learn about him all that the girl, for instance, knew? Perhaps it was simply that she had put things together more deftly than most. The red stallion had helped her, no doubt, to identify its rider. Perhaps that fellow who had seen him pass through the shaft of lamp-light, the other night, had been able to identify both horse and rider.

With long strides, he went down the street in the direction the girl had indicated. The future would have to take care of itself. In the meantime, he must keep his wits about him. Two such men as Buck and Fargo represented a world of enmity. As he walked, he turned his head now a little to this side, now a little to that. Wonderful how wide a range the eye can cover, when a man cares to use the very corners for purposes of observation. It was almost like having eyes in the back of his head. And still, as he stepped along, he felt that the murmur from the lobby of the hotel was following him. He knew that two or three men had stopped and turned to look at him with great curiosity.

He turned the corner to the left, and stopped at the second house. It was a make-shift of tent-cloth, tin cans, boxes, and logs, with a brush thatching for a roof. There was at least a sort of door. He rapped at it and a womans voice called out:

Whos there?

Friend, said Ever.

The door was pulled open a few inches, and he saw the broad outlines of a womans face in the shadow.

Know this gent, Danny? she remarked.

Never seen him, said a weary voice.

Came down to see you from Timberline, said Ever.

Aw, let him in, ma, will you? said the mans voice.

The door was pulled wide open and, together with a shaft of sunshine, he stepped into an irregularly shaped room with a dirt floor. There was a cot in one corner, upon which the wounded man was stretched. His face was lost behind a cloud of unshaven red hair, so that it appeared swollen and nebulous. One had to search for his features, except the eyes and the forehead.

Who are you, and whats the crooked news from Timberline? asked the man on the cot.
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MY NAME IS Bill Smith, said Ever.

Well, well, well! murmured the deputy marshal. And all the time I was taking you to be John Jones! Shows the way that a mans memoryll go back on him. Im Dan West. What you want with me, brother?

Im from Timberline, said Winton. He told me to come here and look up the town marshal.

Im all thats left of him, said Dan West.

Dont be wastin your strength makin jokes, Danny, advised his wife, curtly. They aint funny, either.

Timberline, went on Ever, thought that there might be quite a crowd in the town, and that Carson Jimmy was likely to be the larger half of the crowd.

Timberline is a bright feller, said the marshal. What else does he think?

He wonders if you need a few deputies to quiet down the town? Hed like to be the first deputy himself.

The other shook his head.

Its a mighty fine idea — mostly, he said, but not here. Timberlines got a big name for himself by quietin down some little circuses along the range, but he never ran into any circus like this here one. Never in his life. Theyd get Timberline by the nape of the neck and pull him apart in no time.

That would be his gamble, said Ever. Do you want him in?

Want him in? exclaimed Mrs. West. Who would we better want in, Id like to know? Guns are all that can talk to guns — and the cowardly, man- killin hounds that fill up this town, beginnin with Fargo and Jimmy Carson and

Youve said enough, ma! suggested her husband, gently.

She was instantly silent. She began to stare with some apprehension toward the visitor.

Thats all, said Ever. If youll have Timberline with you, hell come.

Mind you, said Town Marshal West, heaving himself suddenly up on one elbow, Ill have him if the game goes straight. They tell some stories about him that aint any fairy tales for the young, the way I remember em. Understand? Ill have him if hell play straight with me!

Oh, hell play straight as a string. The mopping up of Mr. Carson Jimmy is what hes most interested in. So long, marshal!

So long — Bill Smith, said the marshal, grinning faintly.

Ever left the hovel and returned to the hotel stable.

It was late in the afternoon and there was not much of the daylight left to him.

But he judged that he could ride the stallion back to the mountain camp by midnight.

In the hotel stable he saddled the horse, led him out to water at the trough, bridled him, and mounted. A stable boy leaned on the edge of the trough and looked down at the reflection of the drinking horse and then up to the dusty reality.

Say, chief, he remarked, that aint the Red Pacer, is it? He spoke in a confidential murmur.

A little chill of apprehension ran up Everard Wintons spine. Two people in the town had spotted the horse already; how much was known about the rider? He merely answered:

The Pacers a man-killer, isnt he, son? And this is a pet horse. So long!

He waved and then sent the Pacer off, not at that smooth, ground-devouring gait which might be a tell-tale, but at a gallop.

Earlier on the morning of that same day, and a scant hour after Ever had started downward through the mountain mists, Clay Winton had come striding back into Timberlines camp with a long and weighty line of fish.

Ever! he sang out. Oh, Ever! Give me a hand cleaning these

Evers out on a job for me, said Timberline.

Hes what? snapped Winton, jerking back his head.

He out riding for me, repeated Timberline.

The fish slithered into a shining heap upon the pine-needles, with a motion like that of life.

Whered you send him, Timber? demanded the uncle.

Why, said Timberline, you know how it is, Clay. We cant have two bosses in any one camp. I mostly run this outfit to suit myself.

Big Al looked up with a satisfied but faint grin on his face — satisfied because he enjoyed any prospect of trouble between others, and faint because he did not wish to call to himself the attention of either of these formidable men.

You run any outfit okay — any outfit thatll have you for its boss suggested Winton, but you dont run that boy down hill where you and me and the rest have gone, Timberline!

What I do with him is my own business, declared Timberline.

He was perfectly calm, and while he talked he continued to break up small brushwood, preparing it for the fire. It was dry, and fed in small bits it would make little or no smoke when they wished to cook.

I guess the times come, said Clay Winton, finally.

For what? asked Timberline.

Its you to run him to hell — or me to stop you, said Clay Winton.

What are you talking about?

Timberline dropped the brushwood from his hands and turned fairly about.

You done me a good turn, Timber, said Clay Winton. You helped me out of jail — and that was a part of the price that bought in Ever.

The kid? said Timberline, a sudden sneer crossing and distorting his face. Why, I picked him up for the price of a horse. He was cheap enough to come by.

He had been speaking gently before this, but now the devil jumped from his brain into his face and left him glaring, hunting the mischief that he would otherwise have avoided.

He was cheap, was he? said the uncle.

I said it — cheap, said Timberline. I say it again — cheap! Like all the Wintons — cheap — cheap — cheap! What about it?

What about it? Why, nothing much, except that one of us has to die right now, Timber. Quietly.

Maybe. Im ready, Clay. Im sick of your damned mooning around about that kid. What is he, anyway? What about him? To hell with him — and with the rest of the Wintons! Im sorry I put myself out to get him, but now that I have him Ill keep him. Ill use him for the dirtiest jobs I know. Understand?

Why, said Clay Winton, I understand perfectly. Are you ready to shoot, Timber?

Im ready — and past ready.

Just stand up and let a handkerchief drop for us, will you, Al? said Clay, softly.

How about it, chief? asked Al.

Sure. Do what he says, said Timberline. If he gets me youll be kissing his foot, the same way youve been kissing mine. So you might as well do what he tells you to do.

Al, without protest against these insults, stood up and drew out a bandanna from his trousers pocket.

Ready? he asked.

Ready! the two answered.

Wait just a minute. Heres Garry, said Al. Hed die if he didnt have a chance to see it. Hey, Garry — theyre gonna have it out about the kid.

Hai! shouted Garry, and stood at the edge of the trees, frozen with excitement and joy.

I count to three, and a little later I drop the bandanna, said Al, and a grin now convulsed his face. His eyes shone; his nostrils were dilated.

All right, agreed the two.

They stood on the balls of their feet as though about to jump at one another; their arms hung loosely at their sides, though their hands were empty.

One — two — three, counted Al.

The handkerchief fluttered down.

Before it had struck the ground, two guns exploded. Timberlines hat jumped from his head. Clay Winton spun around and dropped on his face.


XXX. NO WINTON DIES ALONE
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WITH HIS LEFT hand, Timberline brushed the hair of his head.

Take a look at him, Al, said he.

Better give him another slug, chief, suggested Al. He nearly brained you with that one.

He might have got me, if hed tried for the body. But the Wintons always play the long chances, said Timberline. Do what I tell you. Pick him up!

But Clay was already turning and lifting himself on one elbow. He sat up and faced Timberline.

Youd better finish the job, Timber, said he. If you dont Ill do you in one of these days.

Thats a right — when the time comes, said Timberline. Are you badly smashed?

Glanced off the ribs and up the left shoulder, thats all, said Clay.

Look here, Winton, youre as good as dead, arent you?

Yeah. Im dead, said Clay, fearlessly regarding the gun in Timberlines hand.

Then play dead when Ever comes back to camp, will you? asked Timberline. Keep your hands off him. I could tag you out and make sure of you now, but I dont like that sort of a game. Will you keep your hands off the boy when he comes here to camp?

Clay hesitated. Well, Im as good as dead, he said, and dead men dont talk. Only — Timberline, whats the line that youre wanting him to follow?

Nothing that I wouldnt do myself.

Clay made a wry face, but nodded.

Beggars cant be choosers, said he. Ill keep my hands off.

You had a gun accident, remarked Timberline. Thatll be the story.

Thats it, agreed Winton. I was cleaning a gun and forgot one chamber. Im always warning him about that.

You fan your gun. Does the kid do the same? asked Timberline.

He does the same — but hes a lot faster, said Clay Winton.

And straighter? asked Timberline, almost anxiously.

No, not straighter, admitted Winton, honestly. But straight enough. Not every fool plays for the head.

Youre right, said Timberline. Now lets have a look at that wound and try to patch it up.

All of this had happened before Ever returned to the camp that night. He rolled into his blankets, awakening in the morning without a hint that anything had gone wrong. His uncle he found propped up in blankets near the fire, looking haggard, and with a bandage wrapped around his left shoulder and arm.

Hello, Uncle Clay! he said, quietly, for the others were not yet up. Whats happened?

Made a fool of myself cleaning a gun, thats all, said his uncle. Remember what Ive told you about bein careful? Heres a lesson for mean old fool. Dont you ever be a young fool, Ever.

How did it happen?

Cleaning the gun, I tell you. Forgot one chamber. Dont ask me any more about it. Im tired of thinking about it. The bullet scraped my ribs, and Im lucky to be here talkin to you. Give me a drink of water, Ever.

The others in the camp, at breakfast time, worked perfectly together in backing up the story of the cleaning accident. Al told a complicated yarn about a cousin of his and a tragedy hed had with a shotgun while climbing through a fence. One leg was so damaged that it had to be cut off, on that occasion.

It was not till after breakfast that Timberline asked for Evers report from Bentonville. Ever gave it to him briefly.

I took a room in the hotel. Its still mine. I saw the girl. Shes hard- boiled, but shes all right. She spotted the Pacer and me. It may have been guesswork. I tried to see Carson Jimmy, and he slammed the door in my face. But hed seen the horse in the stable and he tried to get it out of me. That brought me back into his room. I had a fracas with a couple of his friends — Fargo and Buck Waters — and after they went out he was willing to talk. He wanted to buy the horse, but he couldnt have that. And then he said for you to go to the devil with your ideas. I went to see the town marshal next. Hes in bed, laid up with a gunshot wound. Hell be glad to have you come in and talk business with him.

He paused.

That all? asked Timberline.

Thats all.

Its a good deal, for half a days work or less. When did you get back here to camp?

Midnight.

Timberlines pleasure shone for an instant in his eyes.

What happened with Fargo and Buck Waters? he asked. I know those fellows. Theyre among Jimmys best.

We had a fracas, said Ever. Carson told them to throw me out. I had the luck and stayed. He had Fargo carry Buck out of the room.

Did he need to be carried?

He stumbled after I hit him, and the floor bumped his head and finished the job.

Timberline smiled again.

What did you think of the day?

Ever looked swiftly up to the sky and narrowed his eyes.

The best day Ive ever had in my life, he decided.

You told Dolly Gray what I told you to tell her?

Yes.

What did she say?

Nothing.

Not a word?

No. It was just as though I had read something out of a newspaper.

Timberline no longer smiled.

How did she look? he inquired, anxiously.

Busy.

Loosen up, Ever, said the leader. Tell me some more about her.

Ever hesitated.

Theres nothing much to tell you, he said.

Yes, there is. Dolly Gray is always worth a little conversation.

Said Ever, Ill tell you one thing — if you dont mind.

Tell me anything youve got on your mind.

The next time youve got a message for her, send somebody else.

Why?

Id rather talk to her about myself than about you.

Timberline started. Then, looking Ever up and down, he chuckled.

You like her pretty well, eh? said he.

I like her too well, said Ever.

Its all right, said Timberline. We dont have to start shooting for her until she says the word. I havent a label on her. Shes not mine — just yet.

Shes a long way from that, it seemed to me, agreed Everard Winton.

It seemed to you, did it? asked Timberline, rather sharply.

Thats what I thought.

All right. Saddle the Pacer. Were starting for town right away — you and Al and I. Garry will stay up here with your uncle.

Timberline went over to Clay Winton as the others made their preparations.

You heard him talk? said he.

Yes, I heard.

Well, what did you think?

I thought hed put ten years on his back in one day.

Hes grown up overnight, said the leader. And hell grow up a lot more before Ive had him much longer. Whatever I make of him, hell be a man.

What sort of a man? said his uncle. He sighed, and stirred in his blankets uneasily. He went on, Now — when Im needed as he never needed me before — I have to lie here like a fool! Listen to me, Timberline. Do your best by him. No Winton ever dies alone; he pulls down others with him!


XXXI. TO UPHOLD THE LAW
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IT WAS LATE afternoon when they got to Bentonville and moved down the main street abreast. It was the sleepiest time of the day, and few people were in the street. But after they had passed along several blocks, Timberline said calmly to the men with him:

That was Buck Waters face in the second-story window, back there. He had one good look at us and faded. You dont need to be surprised, boys, if things start moving around here before long. Well get to the town marshal as fast as we can.

Straight to the house of Marshal Danny West they went. Mrs. West actually grinned with pleasure when she saw Timberline.

We kind of didnt believe the young feller, yesterday, said she. But here you are as big as life, Timberline — and bigger, too. I never was gladder to see anybody in all my born days!

She ushered the three into the room of the wounded man, and West looked them over with a somber eye of pleasure.

Its straight, then, Timber, is it? West demanded. You gonna take a hand now in cleanin up this place?

Were going to take a hand, agreed Timberline. If you want us, that is.

Am I a fool? countered the other. Of course I want you — and want you bad. Gonna be deputies? All three?

Thats the idea, Danny.

Good! said the town marshal. Im glad to have you all. I hope youve got some more men, too, up your sleeve?

Why, Danny, said Timberline, this isnt a war. Its only a town fight. Isnt that the idea?

Youll think its a war before youre through with Carson Jimmy, said the marshal. Hes more poison than ever, and hes got all the thugs of Bentonville in the palm of his hand, I mean to say.

They all follow him, eh?

They love his shadow on the ground, youd think, said Danny West. The little devil is faster and straighter with a gun than he ever was before, too.

Is that what they say?

Well, Im in bed, aint I?

Did he do that to you?

Nobody but little Carson Jim himself! Oh, hes a beauty, he is. He could of killed me, but he didnt want to. As I lay there on the ground he says to me: I dont want to be killing any more fools like you, brother, says he. You keep just enough alive to hold down the job and dont swear in any more deputies. Im tired of killin deputies. Thats what he says to me, damn him!

Have you sworn in any more lately?

There were four town marshals in three weeks, said West, dolefully. I was the last. Nobody wants to be sworn in as acting marshal, with me laid up. They seem to be against it, somehow.

He made a wry face.

Wheres the book? asked Timberline. Swear us in, brother. And hand out the badges.

Theres only one thing, said the town marshal.

Whats that?

Theres a sort of a whisper and a rumor goin around the town that Smith there, aint Bill Smith at all. That hes young Everard Winton that the law wants so bad!

Why, Danny, said Timberline, dont you believe that hes Bill Smith?

Hes anything that you call him, Timber, said the other, chuckling. Far as Im concerned, he can be the devil — so long as he takes a whack at Carson Jimmy for me. Only — they say that the county sheriff has heard about him callin in Bentonville, and that the sheriff may be headin over this way. I dunno what it all means, and I dont care. Im just tellin you.

Thanks, said Timberline. Well take care of ourselves. Now we want those badges, Danny.

It was a brief ceremony, and perhaps the words hardly lodged in the ears of any of the others as they did in Evers mind as he found himself promising to uphold the law at the risk of his life, to enforce the commands of his superiors, and to be fearless in the performance of his duty.

Then the badges were distributed, and in each instance they were pinned inside the lapel of the coats.

When that was done, Timberline drew himself up with a sigh of relief. Is that all, Danny? said he.

Thats all, said the town marshal. Timber, you know youre steppin in as deep as your neck?

Ive heard of Jimmy Carson for years, said Timberline. Always heard good things about him — straight with a gun and crooked with his tongue. Hes lied his way out of more tight places than any other man in the country. And where lying wouldnt do, hes shot his way through. Isnt that right?

Thats right, said the marshal, shaking his head with a sigh.

Very well, then. I wouldnt be anywhere in the world except right here in Bentonville, playing the game with him. So long, Danny. Wish us luck!

They went out in the blaze of the sunshine.

Now, boys, said Timberline, weve been spotted. Theres no doubt about that. Jimmy Carson is ready. Buck has told him were here. Weve probably been shadowed to the marshals shack, and Carson will know perfectly well what that means. We have our work cut out for us. Were three men, and he has thirty, probably. The town is afraid to stand out against him.

That all means that you boys will have to watch yourselves. Carson is a spider that has sucked the blood out of bigger wasps than we are, and thrown the empty hulls out of his trap. Now, then, mind yourselves — and step lively!

Al, you look into the Second Chance saloon, over there. See what you see and listen to what you can hear. Im going down there to the Bill Laforge saloon and do the same. Ever, youve got the worst job of the three. They may be gunning for us, back there at the hotel; but you go and try the trap and see what its like. Theres trouble in the air, so watch yourself. Guns will be gossiping before night, or Im a liar. If you have to shoot straight shoot to kill. Youre an officer of the law just now.

He chuckled a little as he said this, and then turned and hurried off down the street, accompanied by Al, stepping large and long beside him.

Everard Winton went back to the hotel. He did not need the warning of his leader that every step he made in the town was highly dangerous now. And as he rode along he kept turning his eyes a little from side to side, as he had learned to do the day before. If danger came at him undetected, it would have to spring from the very ground at his feet, he felt.

One block was protected from the sun by what appeared like a semi-arcade; that is, the roofs of the buildings extended over the sidewalk like an awning, and made a dim tunnel of shade. The very brilliance of the day made that shadow all the deeper.

To sharpen his nerves the more Ever was aware of many eyes resting keenly upon him. From every side, men were walking more rapidly to keep up with him, or were slowing down to see him pass. It was the beginning of the gathering of a crowd.

Only in one place was there quiet. That was in front of Dick Borrows saloon and gambling house. Only a day or so before a brake had been discovered on Borrows roulette wheel. And though the people of the West, and particularly those of a mining camp, are of a forgiving and a forgetting nature, it was too soon for them to forget that brake. They could surmise that the other gambling institutions were as crooked as this one of Borrows; nevertheless they were keeping away from his place for the time being. As a result, Borrow had been forced to throw all the blame on his best dealer, fire the man publicly — and bribe him privately — and lower the price of his drinks. Business would return, but this was an interim. Hence, in place of the usual roaring crowd at this time of the day, there was only a group of a dozen or so in Borrows when one of the lot, clad in a short cotton dust-coat, disengaged himself from the others and looked for an instant thoughtfully toward the back door of the place.

At that back door another man had appeared for an instant, waved an arm, and disappeared.

He of the dust-coat set his teeth, after the single look backward, and then he glanced toward the rather lofty tent roof, as though for further confirmation. That roof was one of Borrows main attractions, for the height of the ceiling promised a superior coolness.

Shrugging his shoulders, the man in the dust-coat walked straight to the swinging doors, thrust them open. He stepped out and quickly to the side. Straight before him was the Red Pacer.

Tossing his coat open, the fellow whipped a sawed-off shotgun to his shoulder and leveled it to fire.

It was quickly done, but from the instant he stepped through the saloon door, he had been spotted by Ever, and no shotgun can be maneuvered with the speed of a revolver.

As the dust-coat was thrown open, revealing the shotgun hanging by an ample leather noose from the strangers neck, Ever went for his Colt, jerked it from the spring slip beneath his left arm, and fired, hip high.

Both barrels of the shotgun roared in reply. The double charge sang in the air, high about Evers head, and the gunman turned with a yelp of pain and sprinted back through the swinging door, peeling off the dust-coat as he ran through the doors. His frightened cry rang behind him.

To have gone after him on foot would have been the natural thing — if one cared to chase a poisonous rat such as he into his underground den — but Ever did not dismount. Instead, he turned the stallion and sent him plunging in pursuit. Under the awning they shot, and lying out along the side of the horse, his arm stretched well to the front, beyond the head of the stallion, Ever dashed open the swinging doors. The Pacer lowered his crest, and into the saloon itself they ran!

He of the shotgun had dodged through the group of men inside and started at a reasonable pace for the back entrance. The yell of the others told him that something extraordinary had happened.

Turning his head, he saw the monstrous apparition of the Pacer and its rider, heard the wooden floor giving up thunder as the armed hoofs struck it, and whirling again, with a screech, he flew for his life.

But he was far too slow to escape that red thunderbolt. The shadow of the danger fell upon him. He turned with a wild cry, a knife in his hand and his face contorted with desperation. Ever laid the barrel of his Colt along the others head, shot past him, and dropped to the floor as he checked his stallion. Then he returned to his quarry.

The whole business had taken perhaps four seconds, and the staring men in the saloon merely had a glimpse of a very scared man being lifted in strong arms and flung rudely over the saddle, after which the Pacer, carrying that senseless burden, was led out to the street.

The crowd was gathering fast. Strange things had happened in Bentonville before this, but none quite so strange as a horseman pursuing a criminal into a saloon.

Half the crowd rushed into Borrows place to make sure of what had happened inside, and they were shown by the delighted Borrow the marks of the hoofs on the floor, and the long, black grooves and splintered places where the stallion had checked his rush.

The other half closely surrounded Ever on his way to the jail with his victim.

The bullet from the revolver had creased the latters shoulder muscles, that was all; and the blood ran slowly down, drop by drop, into the dust of the road.

Not until they reached the little, squat façade of the jail did the wounded man recover his senses; and then only to be walked into captivity.

The jailer opened the door an inch, with a gun in his free hand.

Whats this? he growled.

For three times that jail had been rushed, before this day, and various had been the schemes for getting the front door open.

This, said Ever, in a voice that some of the crowd would remember all the rest of their days, this is a snake that bites in the dark. Its a poison snake. Got a place for it in here?

Who are you, anyway? asked the jailer.

I? Oh. Im Deputy Town Marshal Bill Smith, said Ever, and heres my badge.

The jailer gazed, blinked, and thrust the door wide. The prisoner entered. And a loud cheer roared upward from the throats of those in the street. Perhaps a full half of them were rascals as black as one could meet in a years hunt, but no matter what their profession, they had to applaud law and order when it arrived in Bentonville in such a form as this.

They scattered, slowly, talking in small groups as they went off. It seemed, in fact, that a new day might be dawning for the town.


XXXII. A WORD TO THE WISE
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EVER REMAINED AT the jail long enough to hear the name of the prisoner he had brought in. It was Sidney Williams. The jailer already knew him and said to him, grimly:

You been due for a tumble for a long time, brother, and now you gone and collected it. Maybe youll stay put for a while.

Sid Williams was a pale-eyed blond whose lack of color made him seem quite featureless, but there was plenty of expression in the sneering smile with which he heard this.

Lemme tell you something, guy, said he to the jailer. I got people behind me. Ill be out of here in a coupla days. And when I am out here he turned savagely on Winton — Im gonna have your scalp. You hear me talk?

When you get out, said Ever, slowly, you tell your friend Carson that Im after him with both hands and no gloves.

He left the jail and went to the stable behind the hotel.

The little freckle-faced stable boy came running out at the sight of the horse and the rider.

Hullo, Mr. Winton! he called.

Ever tapped him on the shoulder as he dismounted. My names Bill Smith, he insisted.

The boy grinned.

Sure it is, said he. Your name is anything that you want to make it, around here. That sneak of a no-good Sid Williams — jimminy but Im glad that you slammed him!

He went into the hotel. Twenty or thirty loud voices were instantly stilled, and twenty or thirty pairs of eyes focused upon him. A tremor of self-consciousness came over him and then departed. He went to the desk, got the key for his room, disregarding the broad and welcoming smile of Shorty.

Wheres Dolly Gray? he asked.

Shes back in her office, said Shorty. Go and rap.

Ever did as he was told.

Come in, called the girl.

He entered and shut the door swiftly behind him, stepping away from it. Bullets can be fired through the thin panel of a wooden door almost as effectively as through the open air.

Hello, said he. Shorty told me to come and give the door a rap.

She tilted back in her chair and folded her hands behind her head, as she had done once before.

Hello, Everard Winton, she said.

My names Bill Smith, he insisted.

Is it? said she without smiling.

Her glance wandered slowly over him.

Your name is going to be Dead Man in a few hours, if you want to know what I think.

Theyre after me, said he. I know that. They nearly tagged me a few minutes ago.

Then what brought you here, where they can lay hands on you? she asked. Got another message from Timber?

When I give you another message, said he, it will be from myself, not from Timberline.

Her green eyes remained entirely grave.

I wont ask you what you mean by that, she said.

I wish you would, said he.

How old are you, Everard? she asked.

Im old enough to know the color of your eyes, said he.

That doesnt mean anything, she answered. How old are you in years?

Im on the bright side of thirty, still, said he.

Youre on the bright side of twenty, she suggested.

Youre a mile wrong, said he. Im a ton older than you think. What about yourself?

A girl is always ten years older than a man, said she.

You think youre gray-headed, because youre running this little hotel, said he.

You think youre grown up, she answered, because you tagged that sneak of a Sid Williams and batted Fargo on the chin. Is that it?

Im old enough for you, Dolly, said he.

Youre only a baby! she told him. But I like children, she added. Sit down and rest your mind for a while. You look as though youd been thinking quite a lot.

He did not take a chair. He went over to her and sat down on the edge of the table, watching her face closely.

Does everybody in town think that Im Winton? he asked.

Everybody knows it, said she.

And the horse? he asked.

Everybody knows that its the Red Pacer.

The devil! said he.

It used to be a devil — they say youve tamed it.

How thick is the air in town — for me? he asked her.

So thick that youll choke in it if you stay here long.

Im a deputy town marshal.

Ive heard about that, too, she said.

Great Scott! murmured Ever. Is every bit of news posted in this place the minute anything happens?

We have underground wires, replied the girl. And its not far from here to the jail.You showed your badge to a couple of hundred men.

He sighed and then frowned.

Im going up to my room, said he.

Remember one thing, remarked the girl.

Whats that?

Outside of the town police, theres a county sheriff in this part of the world.

Is there?

Yes.

Has he been around?

You never can tell where hell be. He generally comes where hes most wanted.

I dont want him, said Winton.

Sure you dont, she smiled. But youve made yourself an outstanding case.

Hows that?

Well, fellows dont pry their uncles out of jail every day in the year.

I wasnt alone there, said he. All I did

He paused, with a deprecatory gesture.

Said the girl, All you did was to shoot the jailer and then jump out through a hole in the wall. I know all that you did.

Whos the popular boy you call the sheriff? he asked.

Rance McDonald is all hes called, said she.

She waited, as if sure of getting a strong reaction.

He shook his head.

I never heard of him, Dolly, said he.

I knew you were young, said she, but I didnt think you were that young. Around this part of the world the kids learn about Rance McDonald before they know their A.B.C.s.

Study was always hard for me, he answered. Well, Im going upstairs. So long, Dolly.

Youd better say good-by, she replied, tartly. I dont expect to see you again.

Is Carson in? he asked.

Youd like to call on him, I suppose? said she, staring.

I might leave a card, said he.

Dont be foolish, Dolly Gray pleaded. Youre a good hand, Everard, but youre not good enough to handle that glass of poison.

Thanks. He went to the door.

Leave Carson alone, will you?

Say, please, said he, grinning.

Oh, run along! she replied. You ought to be in kindergarten!

He went out into the hall, looked swiftly and carefully about him — for guns might appear in the shadows of any corner — and then went up the stairs to his room.

He opened the door with care equal to that which he had used in climbing the stairs; and as he burst the door wide, he saw the form of a man seated in a chair.

A gun was in Evers hand, instantly, as he sprang back. But then he saw that this was old Harry Lawson, his arms folded, his head lying over on one shoulder, sound asleep.


XXXIII. INDIAN BRAINS
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HE CLOSED THE door and touched the shoulder of the half- breed. Harry Lawson awakened.

Hello, Harry, said Ever.

The half-breed grunted, inclined his head forward on his chest, and went to sleep again.

Ever stepped to the window and looked out and down the street. He was spotted almost instantly by a dozen people. Hands were pointed towards him; a little crowd gathered.

Already he had become the object of so much interest to the people of the town! He smiled a little grimly as he turned back into the room.

Hey, Harry! he called, loudly.

Harry Lawson started up from his chair with a revolver in his hand. His red-stained eyes blinked at Ever, then he caused the gun to disappear in his clothes, again. He nodded at Ever.

Pretty hungry, he declared.

All right, said Ever, and youll have something to eat, too. What brought you into this part of the world, Harry?

I come take the Red Pacer, said the half-breed.

Oh, do you? murmured Ever.

He stared at the strange, square face of Harry Lawson.

The latter nodded. He was not smiling.

You see, Harry, said Ever, I still want the Pacer.

Pretty soon you die, said Lawson. I take the Pacer.

He was quite unmoved in saying this.

What makes you think Im going to die, Harry? asked Ever. Ive no intention of dying.

Lawson shrugged his shoulders.

Pretty soon you die, said he. I take the Pacer, Then he added, Now we eat?

Ever had his back toward the door. As he turned toward it, it swung soundlessly open, and in the dimness, against the hall twilight, he saw a man standing, covering him with a firmly held revolver. After the speeches of the half-breed, it was too pat — like a sudden effect in a melodrama. He was about to die, said Lawson, and instantly the man with the gun appeared, as though to explain the manner in which death would come.

Just hoist your hands, kid, said the newcomer. You, too, Lawson.

Lawson did not hoist his hands. Instead, he drew back against the wall, his face unperturbed, as though to signify by his withdrawal that he was outside this case and not involved in the fate of Everard Winton in any way. The stranger paid no more attention to him; he merely watched the gradual rise of Wintons hands. Breast-high — shoulder-high. There they paused and fluttered and seemed to fight against being lifted further. But finally they were up to the top of his head. And all the while his grim eyes kept drilling into the face of the gunman. The latter said:

Im McDonald, the sheriff. Im arresting you in the name of the law. I reckon you know what for.

He stepped inside the room, hooked the door shut with a backward swing of his heel, and then gradually advanced on Winton.

Slowly Ever said, Youd better stand where you are, McDonald, till you tell me what you want me for.

Dont make a fool of yourself, kid, said the sheriff, hastily. Ive got you covered. Dont make no funny move. I dont wanta tag you with no lead, but if you make me shoot, Ill blow you in two.

Stop where you are, said Ever. Or you can have your chance to start shooting right now!

The sheriff paused, both amazed and angry.

Whats the matter with you? he snarled.

He was a true son of the desert — lean, leather-skinned, the outer fringes of his hair sun-faded to white. Like the birds and the animals of the desert, there was nothing to him but skin, sinew, and bone.

Whats the matter with you? he repeated, with irritation. You dont think you can burglarize a jail and let loose a crook and shoot up the jailers and get by with it, do you? Turn your back to me, kid, and then shell out a coupla guns and drop em on the floor. Im gonna give you a chance to be decent — but if you wont take things easy, then take em hard. And be damned to you!

He stepped forward again.

One more step and the music starts! said Ever.

The sheriff halted in the middle of the small, hard-woven grass mat that covered the center of the floor.

You think youre gonna get away with anything? he asked.

Im not trying to get away with anything, Ever said. Im just trying to make up my mind.

About what?

Whether I want to spend twenty years in jail — or finish things off right now.

The sheriff obviously tightened his grip on the handle of his gun.

Kid, he said, Id sure hate to drill you, but Ive got an idea that youre gonna make me!

Maybe, said Ever, his lips barely parting to speak, so hard set was his jaw. Twenty years of shade doesnt appeal to me. I think Id rather take it now.

Who said twenty years? demanded the sheriff, his voice suddenly changing. Look here, kid, Im gonna be rated a skunk if I come in here and shoot you up. The boysll say that I done it out of meanness. They wont believe that anybodyd prefer being planted in the ground to being planted in prison for a while. But who said twenty years? It aint gonna be that long. Theyll let you off with the smallest they can give. You never done anything wrong before. And what you done wrong was for the sake of your uncle. Why, the whole range votes for you, son. Maybe a couple years — maybe only six months in the can, and the governorll pardon you out — if he wants to get elected for another term in this here state!

He spoke gently, rapidly, persuasively, as he put forward these arguments. Evers hands had lowered until they were resting lightly, now, on the lapels of his coat.

Get those hands up! commanded the sheriff, in quite a different voice.

Ever shook his head, slightly, but decisively.

I wont wear irons! he said.

Fine, bright sweat stood out all over the sheriffs face.

Who said anything about irons, kid? he demanded. Gimme your word to do what I say and go where I say, and Ill trust you. Ill trust you as free as the air. I know that youre a Winton. Only, for Gods sake dont murder yourself by makin me pull the trigger of this gun! Dont make no mistake. I aint the kind that misses a mark — not at this here distance.

So youre going to let me be arrested — without wearing the irons? Ever asked. Thats what I said, and thats what I mean.

Ever sighed.

Id like to give in, said he, only — theres something inside of me that wont let me!

Kid, you talk like a fool! snapped the sheriff.

Maybe I do. Maybe I am a fool! Im not acting this way because I want to. Its only because I have to. Pull that trigger, McDonald, or take a step forward, and Ill go for my own gun. I cant give up like a cur before Im beaten!

The sheriff looked at him with real agony in his face.

Why, he muttered, God Amighty, settin right on His throne, wouldnt know what to do in a pinch like this. You fool of a half-witted worthless brat, you! he finished by crying at Winton. Im gonna

His speech was cut off at this point.

Behind those red-stained eyes, Harry Lawson had slowly been evolving a thought. He looked down at the rug and up again at the sheriff. Now he leaned over, rolled the edge of the rug until it made a comfortable handhold, and jerked back and up with his whole weight. The rug shot to the side and the sheriff sat down with jarring force on the naked floor. The gun spun out of his grasp and slithered away until it came to rest before Wintons feet.

Evers own revolver was already out. And the sheriff, giving his head a shake to clear it, scowled at Harry Lawson.

Youll get twenty years for this, you damned half-breed! he said.

Maybe so, said Lawson, unimpressed.

The sheriff rose to his feet. He dusted his hands, and his face was pale.

Youve won this here trick, kid, said he. I was a fool that I didnt drill you the minute you started actin up.

Winton nodded. He was as grave and as pale as the sheriff.

Sit down, the boy invited, and wed better talk it over.

As he spoke, he put away his own weapon and picked up that of the sheriff, passing it to him, handle first.

The sheriff, a wild gleam in his eye, gripped the recovered weapon as if he were receiving back his damaged honor, made as bright and famous as ever before. Then his face went scarlet.

Ill sit down, he said. Doggone me if I dont need to sit down. You got me beat, kid!

Harry Lawson stepped up and held out his hand.

Gimme money, Ever, said he. I wanta eat.

A ten-dollar bill was placed in his hand. He left the room at once, with McDonalds eyes rolling rather wildly after him.

That fool of a breed has his nerve, aint he? asked the Sheriff.

He saved my skin for me, answered Everard Winton. I thought he was a bad luck prophet, a regular buzzard. But hes turned into a friend in the pinch. Sheriff, lets see if we cant make a deal.

Whats in his head? asked the sheriff.

I dont know — not exactly, said Ever. He doesnt know, himself, I suppose. But he owned the Red Pacer and now he seems to think that he owns me. He seems to take it that the Red Pacer is going to carry me to hell; and it appears that he wants to get the horse back before I land in the middle of the big fire. Something like that must be in his head. You cant figure out exactly what Indian brains are thinking about.


XXXIV. $5,000 REWARD
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THE SHERIFF TOOK out tobacco and brown wheat-straw papers. He tore out one of the papers, scowled at Ever, snapped the little case shut with violence, rolled his cigarette with a liberal strewing of the thin, golden flakes over the floor, licked the paper to secure it, and lighted his smoke.

He had not spoken during the whole of this operation.

Youve been and made a fool out of me, Winton, said he. You and that breed, damn him!

He sent up vast volumes of smoke; the coal at the end of the cigarette was red hot and half an inch long.

I didnt make a fool out of you, said Ever. I hadnt planned anything. I was getting ready to eat lead when Harry Lawson turned the trick for me. I dont know that youre really so sorry about it.

You dont know? said Rance McDonald, his staring eyes filled with fury. When I come into this hotel, I still got the name of being a man. I walk out again and I got the name of bein a half-faced bluff that cant take a trick from a twenty-year-old kid!

Does anybody know that you came here to arrest me? asked Ever.

Why, I come in the back way, not advertisin myself. Maybe I wasnt seen comin in. But Ill be seen comin out.

Well, then, said Ever, you havent seen me. Thats all. Youve been hunting around in the hotel all this time, trying to spot my room.

How dyou mean that? asked the sheriff.

I mean what I say. You step out of here with me in front of you. I run down the stairs like mad. I flash through the lobby as though wolves were at my heels. I get my horse and ride.

What does that mean?

It means that Ive seen you and run for it as fast as I could go.

The sheriff frowned, then smiled.

Thatd save my face, said he.

Theres no reason why it shouldnt be saved, said Ever. Any other man, in your boots, would have dropped me with a slug of lead long before Harry made his little play.

The half-breed has probably started telling the world about what happened, long before this, said the sheriff, darkening once more.

Lawson never talks, said Ever. He never says a word, particularly about what hes done with his own hands.

Id like to believe that, murmured Rance McDonald, more and more soothed by what he heard.

You can believe it like the Bible.

Then Id better step out, said the sheriff, rising. Winton, Im thanking you for this decent break; and Im sorry that Ill have to keep on your trail.

Thats the fortune of war, said the boy. But I wonder, McDonald, why you dont go out after fellows like Carson Jimmy, instead of taking after game like me first.

Carson Jimmy? echoed the sheriff, with a start. Jimmy Carson? Lord love you! Theres nothing in the world that I want so much as to take a fair crack at him. But its hard to get anything against him. Hes on the watch. Hes a fox — always. I know that hes got his hand in every dirty game in Bentonville, dont I? But I cant get at him. I cant bring it home. Hes surrounded by a ring of thugs a mile deep. You cant wade through em.

Hes trying for my scalp now, said Ever.

Is he?

Yes. A fellow named Sid Williams took a shot at me with a riot gun, a minute ago. I got hold of him and hes in the jail now. If you put pressure on him, he might talk a little about his boss, dont you think?

No, said the sheriff. I dont think so. There aint much of a chance of that. He knows that if he talks, hell be loaded full of lead, later on, by some of Jimmys men. Even if we catch Jimmy in the meantime. It aint any use trying to pump the men in Carsons dirty crew. They stick by their chief. They have to! If they let go of him theyll be drowned in lead!

He shook his head.

Its no go! he declared. Did Carson send that fellow after you?

He did. Theres no doubt of that. Nobody else in town had a grudge against me.

The cur! said the sheriff, in disgust and in anger. Id give ten years off my life — the best ten — if I could lay hands on Carson!

Timberlines in town, said Ever, quietly. Hes a deputy marshal, now.

Ive heard that. Timberlines another Id like to snag.

Well, he doesnt shoot from behind, said Ever.

Aye — and thats true. He keeps his hands pretty clean.

Hes here to get Carson, and Carson knows it. Its open war. Why not work on the side, then, and see what you can do? Im in the game with Timberline.

Im sorry to hear it.

So am I — in a way. But thats how I stand. Im for Timberline — and Im for the law and for you. That may sound strange, but I mean it.

Wheres your uncle? asked the sheriff, suddenly.

You dont want me to answer that, said Ever.

The sheriff flushed. I wasnt pumpin you, said he. I wouldnt of used the news even if youd told it to me. I was just wonderin. Listen to me!

Yes?

Perhaps we can play this game together. And if you can hang anything on Carson Im the man to go after him. Ill get him or die tryin — if theres anything to get him for.

Ever nodded.

That sounds good to me, said he. Ill try to work up something on Carson, then you and Timberline can try to bag him. And after that?

After that, said the sheriff, if you help put that poison Jimmy Carson in the bag for us well see whats what. But Ill still be sheriff, and Ill still have to hunt a wanted man.

Everard Winton stood up.

Ill go down the hall, he said, on tip-toe. Then down stairs as fast as I can get through em and across the lobby so that people can see me and around the hotel to the stable. Ill jump my horse without a saddle.

I understand, said the sheriff. Im to start right after you?

Youre only three steps behind me. But crossing the lobby, you stumble into something. Give me ten seconds head start, and Ill ride out the back door of the barn and slide away. You can ride after me as hard as you want — Ill be on the Red Pacer.

His head went back with a smile.

The sheriff nodded.

I run you out of town and shoot some lead into the air, said he. That makes a good show for me. And you running like a rabbit instead of fighting like a wolf — thats not so easy for you!

I can stand that. After Im gone, suppose that you see Timberline and have a chat with him. Hell be at the hotel before long.

This here Timberline, frowned the sheriff, is a tough hombre, but hes a straight shooter. You think I could talk to him on the up and up?

I think you could, said Ever. All he wants is trouble with Carson Jimmy.

He settled his hat on his head, held out his hand, and gripped that of the sheriff.

Thanks, kid! said the sheriff.

Thanks, sheriff! said Ever, and straightway left the room.

The sheriff, standing at the door, watched him to the head of the stairs. Then he lurched in pursuit, with a sudden shout. He fired a bullet straight before him. It shattered the window at the other end of the hall.

Down the hall, down the stairs, he rushed and into the lobby, which was already filled with a swirl of men, all crying out in great excitement.

He gave his shoulder to the first fellow in his way, stumbled, sprawled, and was in his feet again, shouting, Stop that man — in the name of the law!

But not a single soul moved from the lobby to join the pursuit, a fact of which Bentonville, in days to come, was exceedingly proud!

Out from the hotel the sheriff darted, crying, Whered he go? Whered that jackrabbit jump to?

A staring youngster pointed toward the barn. Off to the stable sprinted the sheriff as hard as he could go, the naked revolver still ready in his hand.

He had gained the front door of the barn when the rear sliding door slammed open and through it went a red flash into the sunlight. A rider sloped well forward, sitting without a saddle on the shining stallion.

Right onward through the barn, past the heels of stalled horses, ran the sheriff, and out into the open, firing as he went. But he saw the Red Pacer already well out of gunshot, pouring over the ground with that wonderfully fluid gait which set him apart from other horses.

Great was the pretended rage and disappointment of the sheriff; and half a minute later, mounted on his horse, he dashed off in pursuit.

All of Bentonville was not standing still, however. Half a dozen well- mounted men had suddenly appeared, as though drawn by the noise of guns. They joined in that pursuit, making the situation far more serious than the sheriff had intended. One of them was the dark-faced Fargo, now pale with a savage eagerness. And all the rest, as the sheriff could very well guess, were Jimmy Carsons men. It was not for the sake of the law that they would be riding on this dangerous quest!

Twice the posse saw the fugitive in the upper valley. Again, nearly a mile away, the sun gave a red blink on the form of a horse that was scaling a slope to the right.

Then the posse gave up and returned slowly, disappointed, toward the town. Said Fargo, on the way: Sheriff, hes worth your while catchin, that kid. I know a gent has put up five thousand reward on him!


XXXV. GOOD-BYES
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EVER HAD BEEN driven so high into the mountains that it was hardly a step to pass on to Timberlines old camp. He left the Pacer near it, and before leaving the big horse, squeezed the animals nostrils firmly together. That warning would keep him from whinnying for a long time.

Then Ever went on quietly through the thick gloom of the trees until he came out into the clearing, reddened by the sunset light. There was no fire burning now, but that was not altogether strange. It was odd, however, that the lean-to that had been put up for shelter from the weather should have disappeared. No, yonder were the ruins of it.

He stepped out into the clearing with a frown.

Something was wrong. The sense of it came more and more heavily upon him, and he felt that hidden eyes were watching him.

He was right. Turning quickly, he saw to the left a hideous face that glared at him with eyes that had little seeing in them. It was Garry, lashed with his back to a tree, swaddled like a mummy in long wrappings of rope.

Ever had him free with two touches of a knife; he had to catch Garry in his arms as the body fell nervelessly forward.

On the ground Garry lay, gasping slowly, staring with swollen eyes in a swollen face at the sky above him. His mouth was open. His breath came in a little, ragged fluttering sound that gradually grew stronger and more prolonged.

Wheres my uncle? demanded Ever.

Garry, finally, was able to answer, but he only choked out, Dont — leave me — kid!

The other sat down cross-legged beside him and gripped his hand reassuringly.

I wont leave you, Garry, he said. Ill stick by you.

My God! My God! breathed Garry. They tied me sos I could just barely get wind into my lungs. They tied me sos I was slowly chokin here — hours and hours

He held up a hand to shut away the horror of that experience.

Who did it? asked the boy.

Carson Jimmy. Nobody else would have that much devil in him.

Was Jimmy here, himself?

Yes, Jimmy was here, said Garry. I seen him. Why, he was the one that wound the rope around me. He wanted me to tell where he could find Timberline. He wanted me to bait a trap for Timber. I wouldnt do that. So he said that hed leave me here to ripen till I fell. He knew Id choke before very long. I been there, inside the rope, tryin to make my breathin small — and small I kept it — and then a craziness would come over me and Id try to haul in a breath. Id try so hard that the ropes bruised all the flesh above my ribs. But I never could drag in a big breath. My chest was all squashed in by the pull of the rope. There was no give in it.

I seen that I was dyin the worst death in the world. Then you come, kid, an I blessed God. But when you come out from the trees you wouldnt look at me. I thought you sure would pass on without seein me. I put my eyes onto you. I willed you to look at me — and thank God, you done it!

He recovered so much, suddenly, that he was able to sit up, propped on his elbows. His body shook; his voice quavered, also; but he was rapidly regaining control of himself. His eyes no longer thrust out from his face so horribly.

Now, what about Uncle Clay? asked Ever.

Him? said Garry. They put him on a hoss and took him off.

Ever leaped up.

Took him where? he asked.

God knows! I dont, said Garry. They started off that way. Its too dark for trailin under the trees, now. They took him.

Back toward Bentonville went Ever like a homing pigeon, taking every short cut. Through the gloom of the long evening and through the darkness that followed, the Red Pacer went on with a wonderful surety of foot and an instinct for the way that no man-raised horse ever could have had. In just such a manner he had made marches by night in those days when men were hunting him hard. So he had gone over a range of mountains, leaving their snow peaks glimmering behind him under the stars while he dropped into an unknown valley.

Tirelessly he went, and brought his rider once more behind the town and to the rear of the hotel.

With the night, Bentonville had opened its throat and was celebrating, as usual. The jigging rhythm of dance music kept a tremble in the air and now and then some one yelled or a chorus of shouts burst out as joy overflowed the throats of a group of celebrants. There was an underlying hum of humanity that was like the noise of bees or wasps.

Ever found the lighted window of Dolly Grays office, and looked in over the low sill. She was sitting at her desk with her head pillowed in her folded arms.

He took off his boots, tied them together, hung them about his neck, and climbed inside. From somewhere in the darkness that window might be watched, but he would have to take far greater risks than this, no doubt, before the night was over.

He drew down the window shade, stepped to the girl, and saw that she was sleeping. A half-written letter to her father was partially covered by one hand, to mark the point where weariness had overcome her.

Dolly! he whispered.

She lifted her head, frowned, shrugged her shoulders, and then seemed to be in perfect mastery of herself, once more.

You want em to get hold of you, dont you? said she, sarcastically. You cant keep away from the net, can you, you poor fish?

Wheres Timberline? he asked. Where is his room?

Walk right out to the lobby and ask Shorty to show you up, said she.

He shook his head.

You know that I cant do that — now, said he.

Why not? asked the girl. A little thing like a reward on your head doesnt matter, does it? That makes the game all the sweeter, eh?

Youre talking like a wife before were even married, Dolly, said he, with a little chuckle. But that doesnt matter.

You get out of Bentonville and stay out! said the girl, almost sharply. Theyre after you like starved wolves, and theyll never leave the trail till they get you — the sheriff and Carson Jimmy. Either one of em would be enough, by himself!

What room is Timberline in? he repeated.

She started to renew her protest. Then she made a gesture as of one casting away all concern about a subject. Hes in the same room that Carson used to have.

Not sharing it with Carson Jimmy, though?

I asked Jimmy Carson to leave the hotel, she said.

Sorry to spoil your business like that, Dolly, said he. Is there any way I can get up to that room without being seen?

No. Not unless you climb up to the room from the back yard and climb down from the front eaves to the window!

He narrowed his eyes at her.

Is that the only way? he demanded.

Thats the only way, said she.

Well, answered Ever, that way will have to do, then. So long, Dolly.

He stepped to the window.

Wait a minute! Youre not crazy enough to try it, are you? She stood between him and the window. Go on, she urged, and tell me that you wont try to kill yourself in a fool way like that.

His face turned suddenly gray and long, grim lines were cut into it by his emotion.

Carsons picked up my uncle — Clay Winton, he said. Hes grabbed him and run him off. He left another man strangling in ropes. You understand?

She stepped back from the window.

I understand, she said. I underst — and — and Id give my boots to help!

Her face was as stern as his own now.

You cant help just now, he told her. But later on, when Ive got time, I want to talk to you about something.

Youll be in your grave before youll have any spare time, she assured him.

Ill tell you now, then, said he. Youre grand, Dolly! Youre the pick of the lot. If ever Im out of the shadow of the law, Im going to try to marry you.

You havent a chance, said the girl. Theyre going to murder you. Youre asking them for it, every day. So I dont mind telling you that youre the only man in the world that I give a rap about. Im burned up about you — a silly, romantic kid!

Thats all right, too, said he. But Ill get older. So long, Dolly.

You might kiss me good-bye, at least, said she.

I wont touch you, said he. Not while Im in the shadow of the law. If ever Im free of that — my God, well be happy!

He raised the shade, dropped through the window to the ground, and turned down the side of the building. She did not watch him go. He saw the shade drawn suddenly down again.

He found that all of his nerves were trembling and jumping. They had always been steady enough before, but now they were terribly uneasy. He was sorry now that he had spoken to the girl. Better to have stolen room by room through the hotel to find Timberline.

He found a drain pipe running up at the farther corner of the building. A man climbing up that would make an ideal target, even against the dim rays of light that struggled back here from the windows of the street. But he put his hands and knees and feet to work. It was a tough job, but he could climb a rope, and a rope was a far harder business than a pipe, after all.

He got to the upper eaves, gripped them, and then used the trick that Clay Winton had taught him, long before, of swinging his body once to the side, violently, and in the still more violent backward swing, of throwing himself up and over the edge of the eaves.

He lay on his side, looking down into the murky well of the night and taking his breath deeply. He remained like this until he was breathing easily, then he resumed his work.

The whole top of the roof was unsafe, the shakes which covered it having been carelessly put on. Many of them slipped dangerously under his weight. He had to sprawl his body out almost flat and move like a wriggling seal. But at length he came to the front eaves, and lay there, prone.

A pair of riders galloped up the street, whooping. A golden, dim shaft of light struck across them. They passed on, the acrid scent of the dust they had raised rising gradually up to Evers nostrils.

He thrust his head over the eaves. Below him and just to the right was a lighted window which must be Timberlines room, now that the great Carson Jimmy had been expelled from it. But more than the light that glowed from it, he saw just outside it the crouched figure of a man, between the sill and the drainage pipe that ran down from the roof!


XXXVI. ON THE ROOF
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IT WAS AS if his eye were a ray of light, disturbing the eavesdropper. For instantly the man stood up, grasped the pipe, and swarmed rapidly but noiselessly up it. Ever drew back a little, crouching, tense with readiness. It would be a dreadfully uncertain battleground, this slanting roof of the hotel, covered with loose shakes; but it might be that this man climbing up through the darkness was the man he wanted most of all!

So Ever strained his eyes as the climber came over the edge of the roof with catlike sureness. He could make out no features, but something about the shape of the head and the smallness and agility of the body made him certain that this was the very man — Carson Jimmy!

The next instant that slender body was hurled with a sidewise spin at him; the feet struck him heavily in the breast and knocked him clean over the edge of the roof. Only his left hand hooked over the lip of the gutter, and the shock was greeted with an ominous tearing sound, as though nails were pulling loose.

His right hand joined the left. He swung himself strongly to the side, in the pendulous motion that would bring him to the top of the roof. Then a grinding weight stamped down on the fingers of his left hand. That was Carson Jimmys heel, striving to make him loose his hold.

But already he was on the backward swing, and now he rolled over the edge of the gutter and reached for the smaller mans legs. They evaded him, and he lurched to his feet and saw that Carson was sprinting fearlessly across the rattling shakes of the roof — already almost at the farther side of it. Now he dipped over the edge so suddenly that it seemed he must have jumped down into the thin air.

Carson was gone from his very finger, as it were! And that left him a slight margin to work on; every second would have to be used.

He dropped over the eaves again, gripped the drain pipe, and a moment later was on the sill of the window below, a dizzy position, with the street still so far beneath him that a fall to it certainly would mean broken bones.

But inside the open window, he saw Timberline, in the act of shaking hands and saying goodbye to the sheriff.

Ever stepped into the room, and saw the eyes of the sheriff, who was at the door facing toward him, open widely, like the eyes of an amazed child.

Look! gasped Rance McDonald. Away from the lighted square of the window and whatever prying eyes might be watching from the street, Ever moved down the wall saying:

Im the second visitor youve had this evening, Timber.

Timberline had spun on one heel, bringing a gun instinctively into his hand. Now he remained with the weapon poised, gaping.

Where the devil did you come from? asked Timberline.

From the roof. Give me a rag to tie up this hand.

He showed his hand, the blood dripping from it. Three of the fingers were torn and bruised.

Not Timberline but the sheriff stepped forward, drawing out a clean bandanna; and with expert speed he made the bandage, muttering softly to himself as he did it.

How did you get that? asked Timberline.

Carson Jimmys heel was on it, a minute ago, said Ever.

The devil you say! Jimmy Carson?

Yes, on the roof. He was down here at the window, listening in. What scheme were you and McDonald cooking up? Its no good, whatever it was, because he heard the whole yarn. I tried to nab him when he came up to the roof again, but it was like trying to handle a snake. Something kept him from using a gun, or Id be a dead one, now, down in the dust of the street.

A busy little bee, this fellow Winton, said Timberline to the sheriff, as the latter completed the bandaging. What have you been up to since McDonald gave you the run?

I dropped in at your camp. Carson had been there before me. He got my uncle and took him away, and he left Garry tied so hard with a rope that he was choking to death. Garrys done up for a day or two. I couldnt trail my uncle at night. So I came back down here and found that Carson was already on the job again ahead of me. Thats all.

Thats all!  quoted Timberline. Thank the Lord theres no more! What did Carson do to your uncle?

Hell murder him, said Ever, his face white. Uncle Clays a dead man now — or as good as dead. Timber — McDonald — have you any ideas?

Carsons out of the hotel, said the sheriff. Dolly Gray asked him to move, after the play that was made at you from the door of the Borrow saloon. I tried to drag some information out of Sid Williams. I scared the rat, but not as much as Carson has him scared. I knew that I couldnt make him talk, and I was right. But Carsons moved headquarters out of town.

Als on the trail, said Timberline. Al can follow a trail like a wolf through the dark — by the scent, youd say. Hell be reporting any minute, I hope. When we know the hangout, we go for it — thats all — and try to round up the bunch of em.

Weve got one gain, said the sheriff. Weve something on Carson. He attacked Garry, your man. He grabbed your uncle, too, though that dont count.

Why not? asked Winton, grimly.

Your uncles wanted by the law. Jimmy Carson, he just up and grabs the man thats wanted for the fun of it, and starts takin him to jail. But your uncle tries to make a break for it, and, sorry to say, they have to shoot him full of lead, understand? Your uncle dont count — but Garry is evidence. I wish youd brought him in with you!

Ive got to get out of here, now, said Ever, desperately. Already theyre laying for me around the hotel. But Ill take the stairs down.

You cant do that! said the sheriff. Carson likely has some of his thugs planted in the lobby.

The only way I see, outside of the stairs, is climbing down from a window; and by this time the crooks are watching the windows. Im starting, Timber, what dyou want me to do?

If you can get out, you wild-cat chunk of lightning, said Timberline, his eyes glimmering as he looked at Ever, wait around the hotel. You know my signal whistle, dont you?

Yes, of course.

When you hear that, come in. Al will be along before a great while, and he ought to know something. Its hard to throw him off a scent.

So long! said Ever and, disappearing through the door, he walked hastily down the hall toward the head of the stairs. He had spent many invaluable seconds in the room with the sheriff and Timberline and Carson Jimmys preparations would be electric in their speed, now that he knew his enemy was in the building.

Down the stairs Ever ran lightly, and stepped into the lobby, gun in hand. The shock of that sudden appearance brought a deep, quick grunt from a dozen throats.

Its all right, boys, said he. This gun is only a safe conduct for me, if you dont mind.

He saw the big form of Buck Waters draw back into a corner, as he went across the room.

I see you, Buck, said he. Dont try to tag me, or youll be it for keeps.

A short, thick-shouldered form came out of a chair and went towards the door in front of him. That was Harry Lawson, the half-breed. He whirled, half way across the room, and went on toward the door, backing up rapidly, moving his head a little from side to side as he scanned every face.

Buck Waters, in the far corner had a face made ugly by a fighting expression that was frozen on it; the other men looked more bewildered than hostile.

Ever gained the door, leaped sidewise into the dark of the veranda, and saw Harry Lawson running before him around the corner of the building. They paused beside the faintly gleaming form of the red stallion. Behind them the hotel was in an uproar, but no one ran into the backyard in pursuit. Harry Lawson said:

You still alive, Ever? Pretty lucky boy! But I get the Red Pacer before long.

He chuckled, as Ever swung into the saddle. Then Harry Lawson caught his stirrup.

You wait here, he said, and trotted off toward the door of the barn.

Wait there? It was almost as safe as to wait under a tree when a wasps nest has fallen from the branch to the ground. And yet something made Ever linger where he was, merely reining back the stallion so that they were more than half buried in the clump of shrubbery.

In the meantime, doors were slamming inside the hotel. Feet beat heavily on the front veranda. The hoofs of horses pounded in the main street, muffled by the thick layers of dust.

Harry Lawson returned, riding a small mustang.

You come along, said he.

Where? asked Ever.

But he received no answer. At a dog trot, the half-breed faded his mustang into the dark of the night, and an uncontrollable instinct made Ever follow. To be sure, he had promised to remain near the hotel, but he was drawn irresistibly after the strange little man of the desert.
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THEY TOOK THE road down the valley, and twice, on the way, Ever strove to pump the half-breed. But he received only grunts in answer.

He was much troubled, not only because he had promised Timberline and the sheriff to remain near the hotel, but also because he could not be sure of the friendship of that oddity among men, white or red, Harry Lawson. It was true that the man had twice acted with most unexpected kindness and loyalty. It was also true that he might be willing to go to almost any degree of desperation to get the Red Pacer back into his own possession.

Finally, reining back the stallion beside the dim silhouette of Lawson on the trail, Ever said: — 

You know, Harry, this horse is almost part of my flesh and blood, Im so fond of him. But if you can help me to get my uncle out of trouble — why, man, the Pacer goes back to you as sure as fate. Understand?

You shake hands? asked the voice of Lawson.

Fumbling, Winton found the mans rough hand in the darkness, and gripped it.

All right, said Harry Lawson, as their fingers parted.

The bargain was made and sealed, and Ever suddenly felt that he might be riding the great horse for the last time.

They traveled two or three miles from Bentonville — a distance hard to estimate because of the darkness and the winding of the trail. Then, turning to the side from the main trail, they worked through dense brush, and from this came out among lofty trees. These again gave place to what had once been a handsome clearing, but was now a growth of shrubbery, ten or a dozen years old. It filled up the space which the giants of the forest bordered. In the center of this space stood a house which, even by starlight, appeared to be bowed and broken by time. But from two windows gleamed light, as from two unevenly placed eyes.

Is my uncle there? he asked Lawson.

I hold the hosses, said Lawson. You go look.

He dismounted as he spoke, and took the reins when Ever sprang down to the ground.

If you hear guns, Harry, said Ever, and I dont come out to you again right away, youll know that youre free to take the horses back to Bentonville. The Pacer will belong to you then. In that case, youd better find the sheriff and tell him exactly what has happened. Tell him I gave you the horse, and hell believe you. If I dont see you again, good-bye, Harry. Youve backed me up when I needed backing.

He held out his hand. The half-breed said, calmly:

You go along. Look what you see.

Ever patted the wet neck of the stallion, turned, and began to work his way carefully through the brush towards the lights.

Two figures strode suddenly toward him through the darkness. He sank to the ground.

Whats that? muttered a voice.

And another answered, Nothing. I didnt see nothing.

I thought something moved out here.

The wind in the brush, I guess.

Yeah. I guess. Where dyou think you heard the voices?

Over yonder.

It might be the chief comin back.

Yeah — and it mightnt. Rance McDonald is a smart man. Sos Timberline. I guess theyre both agin us, now.

They might as well be agin the devil as agin Carson Jimmy.

Yeah, and theyll find that out, too. Come on — and look sharp.

They moved ahead, at right angles to the spot where Ever had just left Harry Lawson.

He could breathe freely, now, but not too freely. For he had just had a sufficient testimony of the care with which this house in the woods was guarded. He began to wonder how many men were working under the leadership of Carson Jimmy. The mans organization, it was said, was very flexible; but once a man had been employed by him he was subject to call again at any time. So, at need, a crowd could be made to spring out of the ground by the will of Carson Jimmy. And every one was a tried man.

Ever went carefully, feeling his way, making sure that no twig crackled under his footfall as he came close to the first window. The shutters had been closed, but many of the slats had been broken out, and the whole affair sagged clumsily from the crumbling hinges.

He was about to look in through one of the gaps when an outbreak of gunshots came from the valley. But the noise died out in a second or two, and again silence covered the valley. It was cut by the whispering of the wind.

Inside the house voices began to rumble. Ever stepped closer to the broken shutters and saw a lantern standing on a table. By that light, moreover, he made out two men sitting up from their blankets, one blinking and one rubbing sleepy eyes. They were mere youngsters, though they were older in appearance because of a wealth of unshaven beard.

What was that up the valley? asked one.

It wasnt up the valley. It was down, said the other.

Youre crazy! I heard it.

I heard it too. Youre a crazy loon.

I gotta mind to sock you for that.

You better bust your hand on a brick wall than on me, said the other.

Aw, go back to sleep and shut up!

They both settled down in their blankets again, one of them groaning at the hardness of the boards.

Ever passed on to the next window, and found this one unshuttered.

Inside a different scene met his eyes. On the hearth of a fireplace wood was burning with a cheerful crackling. Another lantern was pegged against a wall, and under it, a rifle lying across his knees, sat Fargo. At the center table a man in a blue flannel shirt, his sleeves rolled up to his elbows, was playing solitaire. His back was to the window, and therefore his face remained unseen.

But neither of these figures was of the first importance to Ever. What counted was the tall figure seated beside the fire, thoroughly secured, foot and hand, with strong ropes. For that man was Clay Winton! Once more the half-breed had been mysteriously right.

Said the man in the blue shirt, Lookit, Fargo.

Look at what? growled Fargo.

He lifted a hand, as he spoke, and softly massaged the purple bruise on the side of his chin.

Look at whats the use of settin over there when we might be havin a game of seven-up.

The chief told one of us to keep on guard.

The chief aint here.

Somebody would tell him, though, if things wasnt done to his likin.

Yeah. A lot of lip is shot off around this camp, said the man wearing the flannel shirt.

Get Jerry or Mike to play with you, suggested Fargo.

Jerry and Mike is corked.

Go on, Bud, and get Mike. Mikell always wake up for cards — if theys any money in the game.

Mikes dead to the world, too, said Bud. He wouldnt play. They rode a long way to get here. What would the chief want so many men for? Hes got a regular army.

Why not? asked Fargo. Aint Rance McDonald on the job, and Timberline?

Timberline is a mean card to play, all right, said Bud.

Hes a mean card to handle, agreed Fargo.

Then theres the kid — young Winton — that they all talk about so much.

Him? Ill handle him when the time comes, said Fargo angrily.

Last time you met up, he done all the handling, didnt he? asked Bud.

He turned. The watcher from the window could see the big jowl of the man, wrinkled by a grin as he stared at Fargos bruised jaw.

He got in a lucky sock at me, that was all, said Fargo.

Oh, was that all?

Yeah, Im tellin you!

All right, said Bud. Leave it that way. He aint any brother of mine. But how about it, Winton? Could your kid nephew handle Fargo in a level go?

Clay Winton turned. Ever could eat a couple dozen like Fargo, he said.

You lie! exclaimed Fargo, jumping to his feet. There never was a Winton born that I couldnt lick!

The prisoner regarded him with lack-luster, in-different eyes, and made no answer.

A lot of fat heads is what the Wintons are, declared Fargo, his heat increasing. But therell be one less Winton before many hours, I reckon.

Maybe youre right, said Clay.

Unless you got sense and write the letter that he wants, went on Fargo.

Clay shook his head.

Evers life is about spoiled because of me, anyway, said he. I aint gonna be bait to any trap for him.

Well, it dont make any difference, said Fargo. The chiefs got a specimen of your writin, and hell forge the letter!

He cant fool Ever, said the uncle.
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THERE WAS ONE way for Ever to deliver his uncle. With the muzzle of his revolver resting on the sill of the window, the boy meditated upon it. He could shoot down Fargo and Bud, leap through the window, cut his uncles bonds and attempt to hold off the rush of Mike and Jerry from the next room. Even if they were disposed of, which might not be so easy, there would still be the two men outside the house to consider — perhaps more than two. He could not tell how completely the place was guarded.

But the primary obstacle that confronted him at once was the important fact that he could not shoot down a human being in cold blood. Hardened rascals they both might be. But murder he could not do.

He turned and faded rapidly back into the brush until he stood beside the half-breed and the two horses again.

Dyou hear me, Harry? he murmured.

Hush up — theyre mighty near! whispered Lawson.

Ever put his lips to the ear of the breed.

Ride back to town — take both the horses with you. Find the sheriff. If you cant find him, find Timberline. Tell them they may need a dozen men. Bring em out here on the run, and make them soft-foot it into the house, yonder. Theyll find plenty to do. Tell them my uncles there. Tell them that six other men, at least, are on hand. Hurry, Harry! Ride like the devil, as soon as youre out of earshot!

The Indian tapped him once on the shoulder, as though to give silent notice that he understood, then he faded back into the trees, with the two horses. Ever stared after him until his eyes ached.

A moment later, the clatter of hoofs stopped on the trail; and presently there was the noise of a considerable body of horsemen breaking in through the underbrush toward the old abandoned clearing. Ever wondered if these new arrivals were connected with the outbreak of gunfire that he had heard not long before, and he hurried back with all the speed and the silence that he could manage, to the window he had just left.

He was in time to see a strange procession enter the room. There was Mike and Jerry, in the first place, coming blinking from their sleep, and then Timberline, held on the one side by Al, and on the other side by the great Jimmy Carson in person. Behind them hurried two more rough-looking fellows.

Heres your friend Winton, said Carson to Timberline. Winton, heres your friend Timberline.

He stood by, rubbing his hands together with great pleasure and surveying the two captives, while Timberline was forced into a chair and lashed to it firmly.

Sorry to see you here, Timber, said Clay Winton.

The lucks against me, said Timberline. The luck — and one cur.

He nodded toward big Al. The latter, his face convulsed with anger, strode forward and leaned over the prisoner.

You call me a cur, eh? he said.

With the flat of his hand he struck Timberline heavily in the face.

The blow knocked Timberlines long hair awry, but he steadied himself instantly, and looked calmly on at the traitor.

I wasnt good enough for you, eh? sneered Al. You wanted that kid, that Winton. That was what you wanted. Well, you got him, now, and youve got hell, too! He brung it on you. Lay to that — and remember it.

Ill remember it, said Timberline.

Back up, Al, said Carson Jimmy.

He advanced with his wonderfully quick, light step, and tapped the big man on the chest. His eyes were afire, though he kept his voice soft.

Youre new, said Jimmy Carson, and you aint used to the rules of my crowd yet or youd know that youd better jump off a cliff than to lift your hand on anybody around me, till I give the word. But thats all right — thats all right. Youll learn, Al.

He sold you, eh? asked Clay Winton.

He sold me, agreed Timberline, looking with unutterable contempt at Al.

The latter bawled out, I was tired of your damn high-falutin ways. And the kid pleased you a lot more than gents that had worked for you for years and done your dirty work and got nothing but kicks all year round.

Timberline still fixed Al with his glance of disgust. He said:

Clay, that fellow was about to be lynched by a crowd because he was accused of stealing a horse. I got him away from em. Ive saved his neck since then, too; but I never expected that any human being could pay back such things with this sort of play. Still, hes not a man. Hes a cur.

I fooled you and youre sore, sneered Al, though his color had changed under this steady flow of contempt. I was too smart for you.

When he got to the right place on the road, said Timberline to Clay Winton, he grabbed my arms from behind and Carson came at me. I got a gun out, but I was shooting blind. That was the clever trick that Al played. What did you pay him for it, Carson?

I paid him five hundred bucks and a chance to work for me afterwards, said Jimmy Carson. You didnt cost me much, Timberline.

Youre not through with me yet, said Timberline, with amazing calm.

No? said Carson. Then he laughed and pulled out a gun. I pull the trigger twice, said he, and I beckon the souls of both of you down to hell. Thats how Ive got you, Timberline.

He added, to one of the men, Bring in the sack of stuff. I want to show this rummy that the whole game is in my hands.

Out went a quick-stepping little fellow and came back with a tarpaulin sack under his arm, the sort of a bag that might be used for soft dunnage of any kind. He flopped it on the table.

Your partner, Winton — he could tell you about whats in the sack and who it belongs to, said Carson Jimmy, grinning with delight.

Timberline stared at Winton, and Clay Winton nodded. He kept his voice calm, but his face was white and his haunted eyes were fixed on the tarpaulin bag.

You know about the bank I stuck up in the old days? he said. The sheriff knows about it, anyway. Well, Timber, when I was up there in the camp with you, I was pretty worried about Ever. It seemed to me that I was the chief cause of dragging him to outlawry. It kept weighing on my mind.

He was silent, shaking his head a little.

Timberline said, So you packed yourself across country from the camp, one day. You decided that youd get what was left of the loot and turn it in to the law, and that when the bank found part of the stolen money back, it might not bear down on you very hard. And if you were back in the law-abiding ranks — well, then Ever would follow you down from the hills. Is that it?

Clay Winton nodded.

I hadnt spent very much of the stuff, he said. I dont think I had much pleasure out of the loot I grabbed, anyway. How could I, when I was wondering most of the time what my brother and Ever would think of me if they ever found out that the cash I was spending was stolen money? It didnt cost me much to live at the ranch. I lay low. I kept to the family. If the bank president cracked open that bag, he wouldnt find very much missing from it. I only spent a few hundreds out of the whole wad.

Hed give up the whole steal for the sake of his cracked nephew, sneered Carson Jimmy. It shows the kind of a fool he is the kind of foolishness that runs in the Winton blood. But when we grabbed Clay, we grabbed his money, too; and now the bankll never see a penny of it. Weve got better things to do with it. We got better ways of putting it back into circulation.

Such an exultation came over him that he literally raised himself to his toes with his laughter; and the sound was like that of a crowing rooster.

Now, Timberline, he exclaimed, finally, you see Ive got you in my hand? You see that the whole game is mine? Your game, and Clay Wintons game?

Far as you know, said the amazing Timberline, a friend of mine may be standing outside that window, at this moment, covering you!

Carson spun about on his heel, stared at the shuttered window through which Ever was at that moment looking, and cursed.

Kind of gave me a start, Timber, he admitted. Youre a cool devil, Timber, but you aint cool enough to work on Jimmy Carson. You stood up in the world long enough to make a name for yourself, but you didnt stand high enough. Thats the trouble with you. I only needed to reach once, and I got you! I got you for keeps!

He laughed again, as he spoke.

Then, stepping back and rubbing his skinny hands together, he added:

Look em over, boys. Theres two that stood up to me. Youve seen what happens to em, every time? Heres two more to go the same way. If I only had Rance McDonald and the kid here, the picture would be pretty, wouldnt it? But theyll come next. Ill teach that damn sheriff to reach his hand into my pie!

Why, Jimmy, said Winton, speaking gently, you aint ever gonna get Rance McDonald. Dont you know that?

Why should I know that? demanded the leader sharply.

You wanta know why?

Yeah. Id like to know why.

Because hes a better man than you are, Jimmy. And because Ever is working with him. Oh, theyll have you in the bag before long!

Will they? Will they? Will they? snarled the little man. Why, Ive made fools of em already.

The way you did when the boy ran you offn the roof of the hotel? put in Timberline.

Carson Jimmy jumped inches clear of the floor.

You lie! he shouted.

I dont lie, answered Timberline. He ran you off the hotel roof and you know it.

I kicked him over the edge of the gutter, screamed the great Carson, in a fury of mortified vanity. I could of knocked him down into the street to break all the fool bones in his body.

Clay Winton lifted his head a little and laughed.

You fools! shouted Carson Jimmy. I could of

You didnt do it, broke in Timberline. And that shows that you couldnt. There never was a dirty, cowardly murder that you could do, that you didnt do. You know that. Why not out with the truth?

Carson Jimmys rage made his entire body shake.

Im a coward, am I? he whispered through his teeth.

Why, you know you are, Carson, said Clay Winton, who had begun this badgering.

What it could lead to except the sudden death of those who were conducting the torment, Ever could not guess.

In the meantime, with an anxious mind, he was measuring the distance from this place to town.

How long would it take the half-breed to ride in; how long would it take the sheriff to gather the necessary men, and bring them out again?

I know what I am, do I? said Carson, grinding his teeth as he faced Clay Winton. You tell me what I am, then!

Leave him be, chief, suggested Fargo. Hes just trying to rile you.

Shut your damn mouth! yelled Carson to Fargo.

He wheeled back upon Clay Winton.

Go on and tell me, you. I wanta know what I am. You go on and tell me!

Said Winton, Why, youre just a dirty little crook — the whole world knows that. You buy your murders. You never killed a man in a fair, stand-up fight in your life. You prefer to bag em the way you bagged me and Timberline, yonder!
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A BUBBLING SOUND came out of Carson Jimmys throat.

You mean that? he gasped, at last.

Mean it? said Clay Winton, as though in surprise. Why, all your men know that.

You know that, Fargo? snapped Carson.

Injured vanity had him more than half hysterical.

Hes pullin your leg, chief, said Fargo. Hes pulling your leg, is all hes doin.

Youre their pocketbook, thats all, said Clay Winton to the leader. But the whole world, it knows what kind of a little rat you are. You never faced a real man in your life.

Carson almost choked with the extent of his fury.

Its a sort of a joke, said Winton, to be settin here — people like me and Timberline, yonder. You know damned well, man, that youd never dare to stand up to us in a fair fight — either one of us.

Wouldnt I? said Carson, his eyes turning green with insane fury. Ill tell you what — Ill tell you what

He turned away from his prisoners and began to take rapid paces through the room, at the same time, it appeared, considering what he would do — how he would prove his manhood.

He paused, turned on his heel. And then, pointing his arm at Clay Winton, he shouted:

Who met up with Budge Cracken and Lew Halliwell and blew em both to hell?

Why, man, said Winton, do you claim that you done that?

Who else did? Who else did? yelled Carson Jimmy.

Why, everybody knows what happened to them, said Clay Winton.

He lolled his head back and laughed heartily.

Whatre you laughin at? demanded the leader, stepping close, his terrible left hand working convulsively, as the watcher at the window had seen it work before.

For Carson seemed to be prolonging his own torment, almost as if he was enjoying the exquisite perfection of his rage.

Laughin? said Clay Winton. Why, Im laughin at you, you puffed up little fool of a skinny toad. Im laughin at you because thats all youre worth, is laughin at. Everybody knows what happened to Cracken and Lew Halliwell.

Does everybody know? Then you tell me what!

They got into a scrap with each other and Halliwell knifed Cracken and Cracken dropped, and shot Halliwell while he was lyin on the ground.

Damn you! said Carson, through his grinding teeth. Thats a lie and you know its a lie. I killed em both. I run the knife into Cracken, and when Halliwell turned, hearin the body fall, he was just in time to get a bullet between the eyes.

You wouldnt have the nerve, said Clay Winton, even to stab one man in the back and murder his pal as he turned around. You wouldnt have the nerve, Carson. You aint a man. Youre just a sneakin poison snake. Poison is all you work with. There aint the heart of a house cat in you. Why, the whole world knows that, Jimmy. Dont be a fool and try to bluff any more. Look around at your own men. Theyre all laughin at you!

Jimmy Carson flashed a glance around the room, and it was true that a smile was being hastily swallowed by all of his men. Not that they really doubted his fighting courage. Most of them had seen it demonstrated too many times. It was simply that they could not help enjoying the purple fury into which their famous leader was thrown by the taunting words of Winton.

So, as a matter of fact, Carson saw the disappearing smiles, and if he had been half insane with anger before, he was entirely mad now. He began to laugh in a way that curdled the blood.

Say it to me once more, he entreated. Say I aint got the nerve to stand up to a fightin man.

No. Everybody knows that, said Clay Winton.

Would you call yourself a fightin man? snarled Carson.

Im a half-way fightin man, declared Clay Winton.

Would I stand up to you?

Of course not. Nobody would expect you to.

Why, damn your yellow heart and lungs and liver! gasped Carson Jimmy. Ill stand up to you right now.

Sure you will, agreed Winton, nodding his head amiably. Sure youll stand up to me, now. Its just your style — a fellow tied to a chair is just the way you want him. Thats the way youve killed a good many before this day!

Set him loose! commanded the strangled voice of Carson Jimmy.

Hey, chief! You dont mean that! exclaimed Fargo.

Dont I?

You wouldnt want to turn his hands loose, would you? said Fargo.

You see, Jim, persisted Clay Winton, all of your men know that youre a yellow cur. Even Fargo knows it. They only work for you because the pay is high. Theyd work for a Chinaman, just the same.

Fargo! screamed Carson.

Fargo leaped to his feet as though a bullet had torn through his flesh.

Yeah, chief? he stammered.

You hear me?

Yeah, I hear you.

Then jump when I speak to you, you dog! Will you?

Fargo stood half sullen and half frightened.

Whatcha want? he asked.

I told you before! yelled Carson Jimmy. But its true. Wintons right. I aint observed around here, no more. Im treated like a half-wit boy. I aint got any rights and no command. You all know better than I do. You damn block-head! Cut Winton loose from that chair, you hear?

All protest was checked by this savage outbreak. And the nephew, at the window, at last understood the tactics of his uncle, deep and dangerous as they were.

If it came to a fair fight, might he not win? Was there not a chance? And if he won, the instant that the leader fell would his gangsters really care to continue the fight for that fallen bloodhound, their master? It was very dubious, to say the least.

Even now their eyes were lighting hungrily and with sheer joy at the prospect of the fight that was opening before them.

Fargo, in the meantime, was untying the ropes.

Cut them, damn you! Cut the ropes and turn him loose! shouted Carson. Because I wanta get at him!
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WAIT A MINUTE, called Timberline. I ought to have the first call in this.

You want some of the same medicine, do you? snarled Carson Jimmy.

I want as much as I can get of it, said Timberline. But you wont take me, Carson. Youd rather pick on a poor devil whos been shot already, and whos only half himself.

Leave Winton be, said Carson Jimmy. Let him go. Heres the best game of all; heres the great Timberline! Aint the world heard plenty about him lately? Aint we all been told about what a great man he is? Well, now were gonna see! Look here, Timberline!

Well? said Timberline.

You aint been wounded, have you? asked Carson.

Not a scratch.

You aint out of condition in any way?

No — as soon as I work out the cramps that these ropes are putting in my arms.

Youll have a chance to work em out, answered Carson. Youre gonna have every chance, the same as me. Its gonna be a square fight. Ill teach you whos your master, Timber.

In the meantime, urged by the angry command of their master, the men had liberated Timberline from the chair. Both he and Clay Winton were now free, hand and foot. But to Winton little attention was given. It had been his prolonged series of insults that had worked up Carson Jimmy to the point of frenzy, but it was Timberline who would do the fighting for them both.

What depended upon this contest Carson made clear. Timberline rubbed arms and wrists to restore the circulation which the grip of the ropes had checked. Carson said:

Fargo, Al — all the rest of you boys — this is gonna be a fair, free, stand-up fight, understand?

Fargo took it upon himself to answer that he understood perfectly.

Well, then, said Carson, if I drop, what dyou do?

Plaster the devil with lead! said Fargo.

Thats what you call a fair fight, is it? sneered Carson Jimmy. Lemme tell you what youll do, then, if I drop. You keep your hands off this gent, and you let him go. Is that straight? You understand that?

Fargo exchanged glances with the others; they shrugged their shoulders.

All right, said Fargo. Anyway that you put it is the right way for all of us.

Because, said Carson, if I aint the fastest and the straightest shot this side of hell, I aint the man to lead you boys. You oughta foller Timberline — if hell have you. I dont ask any favors. All I want is a fair crack at him. And if I drop, hes the king, as far as youre concerned.

Fargo nodded and grunted a few words which Ever could hardly understand.

Now he saw Carson actually place a Colts revolver in Timberlines hand, saying: Is that your medicine, Timber?

Thats the gun you took from me, nodded Timberline.

He sat down on the edge of the table and broke the gun open; examined it carefully, spun the cylinders. It had no sights. The trigger had been filed away.

Carson produced a gun of exactly similar appearance and looked it over in the same way, although taking less time to the examination. Then he said:

Fargo!

Yeah, chief? answered Fargo.

If I put Timberline down, whether Im killed or not, its up to you boys to finish him off. Take him easy and steady. Dont hurry him none. Let him die gradual, and taste it all the way down his throat. Understand?

A sudden light flashed across Fargos brutal face.

I understand, said he. Eh, Al?

The latter was grinning also, and his eyes became fixed like the detestable eyes of a hungry wolf upon the face of the master he has betrayed.

Ready? snapped Carson.

Im ready, said Timberline.

One minute, said Carson. What about Winton, after this little scrap?

He goes the way with Timberline, said Fargo. If Timber wins, Winton goes free with him. If Timber loses, Winton steps right along into the same hell with him. That suit you, Winton?

Timberline broke in. Id rather do my fighting for myself. Let Winton handle himself.

Any play that he makes is good enough to suit me, answered Winton.

Then, said Carson, its all fixed. Im gonna walk the pair of you into the hottest part of hell, Timberline. Im gonna show you how much bluff there is in me. Clear away, there, all of you. Back up agin the wall. Timberline, any special way that you want this little song and dance run off?

There was no doubt that Carson Jimmys good humor was returning as he approached the moment of battle. Certainly the little man had no possible doubt concerning his skill or the outcome of the battle.

A grin began to flash on his face, appearing and disappearing suddenly. He was like one who knows a grim and soul-filling secret which involves the fates of many other men, but is a secret unknown to them.

The attitude of Timberline, on the other hand, was grave and sober. For once, the delight of battle seemed to have disappeared from him.

It was not shining in his eyes when he answered the last question by saying, Theres only one proper way to fight: stand back to back; some one counts five; at every count we take a step forward. At ten we turn and shoot; and — we pack the guns out of sight, and not in our hands.

Thatll be hard on me, sneered Carson. Me, Im so slow on the draw that itll be mighty hard on me. Youre a regular lightning flash, when it comes to getting a Colt out into action, aint you?

Im fast enough to beat you to the draw, Carson, said the larger and younger man. And Im going to kill you today, with a lot more pleasure than I ever had in any killing before this!

Carson Jimmy laughed. He was fairly quivering with a savage eagerness.

Youre gonna put me out of the way, are you?

I am, said Timberline.

They were pictures of perfect self-confidence, and suddenly the explanation came home to Ever with awe, and a cold tightening around his heart. Here were two men who never had been matched, one because of his union of strength and dexterity, the other because of his uncanny craft of hand, which multiplied the force of a small body.

If ever a swift and silent prayer went up from a human heart, such a prayer rose now from Ever for the victory of Timberline. It was not only that his uncles life and death depended upon the battle, but because Timberline himself had treated him with an odd degree of kindness and consideration. He had been exploited by the gunman, to be sure, but in a way that was bound to appeal to his pride. Was it not for his sake, for instance, that Timberline was now a prisoner in the hands of this deadly little reptile of a man?

He could not tell which appeared to him the more formidable — the tall dignity of Timberline, or the smaller, feline deadliness of Carson. But on the whole, since his hope was for Timberline, his fear was for him also. He made a larger target for a bullet, for one thing!

They stood back to back, in the center of the room. Timberlines face was beginning to shine; Carsons features were rapidly contorting and relaxing and contorting again, like those of a child engaged in the torture of some helpless creature.

Ready? snapped Carson.

Their hands were empty. They stood straight, as though measuring, and Timberline was almost a head taller than the other.

Fargo! exclaimed Carson Jimmy.

Yeah, chief? said Fargo, standing near.

Got a gun?

Here it is.

You stand there and count to five — while you count, you watch.

I hear, said Fargo, gravely.

If either one of us tries to turn and shoot before the five is counted out, you plaster him with lead. Got that?

Yeah, I understand, said Fargo, thrusting out his jaw.

He smirked a little in his turn. It was perfectly plain that he would enjoy pumping lead into either of the great men, without favor.

The whole gang was enjoying the party. One man was leering with pleasure; a smile half brutal and half idiotic spread over the mouth of another; the features of Big Al were puckered up as though he himself were about to make the desperate effort; and yonder was Mike, looking down at the floor with a bowed head, as though the excitement had overmastered him and he dared not watch what was about to happen.

Start countin! commanded Carson Jimmy.

One! shouted Fargo, some pent-up force in him making the word come with a roar.

The two took one step forward and paused, wavering a little to keep in perfect balance, as though the next instant they were to whirl and fire.

Then, steadily, rapidly, regularly, the count proceeded: Two, three, four — five!

They turned as though a single force had jerked at them. The guns in their hands flashed in low arcs. Timberline stood straight. Carson Jimmy had doubled over as he wheeled, and with one thunderclap the two guns exploded.

Timberline fell prone on the floor on his back, his arms cast wide, his gun rattling to a distance. Carson Jimmy remained in his crouch, his face tensed with brutal will to destroy. Slowly he relaxed with a horrible smile.

A carnival of yelling began among the gangsters.

Take em both! shouted Carson. Ive showed em whos the master. Ive given em a fair chance for their lives, and now theyre gonna get the hell that I promised em! Is he dead? Is Timber dead? I wish to heaven I had the sheriff and the kid here, too. Id pass em through the same route! Id trim em, one by one.

Fargo, on his knee beside the fallen man, suddenly looked up and exclaimed, He aint dead. Hes alive! Your slug just ran astreak down the side of his head, thats all!

And Timberline at that moment sat up, with blood streaming down one side of his face.

Thats the way I wanted it, said Jimmy Carson. I knew thats the way itd turn out. Hes down, but he aint dead. Hes gonna die a lot slower than that. Hes gonna die sos you boys can remember him and the way he passed out.

He added, shouting the words: Hes gonna die lookin at me and knowing who his master is! Fargo!

Yeah? said Fargo, pleasantly.

Grab him, will you? Grab him and tie him and well start the music on the pair of em, pronto!


XLI. THE PURSUED
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EVER CAME OUT of the trance which had held him so long. He had to do something, and he knew what. Shooting through the window would accomplish little good. Even if he succeeded in potting both Al and Carson Jimmy, there would be others remaining, and they would make short work of the two captives. What he had to do was to disrupt the meeting of the thugs and sweep them out of that cabin as a whirlwind swoops a mass of dry leaves. He knew how to do the thing, and felt that he had perhaps one chance in ten of succeeding.

He went around to the front of the shack. Half a dozen horses stood there at the racks. And as he glanced them over, he thought of the way the commanding head of the Red Pacer would have risen above the rest of those silhouettes. But the Red Pacer was not there. Half-breed Harry had taken him back toward the town. Half-breed Harry had received the horse as payment for services which still were in part unrendered. If only his way through the night were swift — if only he were pounding back on the return road with the sheriff beside him and a few picked men!

But Ever could not wait. He tried the front door and it yielded at once to his hand. As it opened a crack, he put his eye close and scanned the interior. There was a flood of lantern light which, to Ever, seemed brighter than the full light of the sun. But no one else was in the room, so he pushed the door open the rest of the way and closed it again behind him.

In the next room, he could hear Carson Jimmy saying, Get those two ramrods and heat em up in the fire. Im gonna show you gents that a ramrod can be used for cleanin out something besides gun-barrels! Im gonna show you a whole lot of brand new ideas. I learned some of em while I was in China!

As he talked, he let bursts of laughter spring from his lips.

Quick, snarling murmurs came from the other men. They were ready to be beasts, every one of them, it appeared.

Then as Ever was turning from the door, he saw a rapid shadow sweep toward the threshold of the other room, and he knew that one of Jimmys pack was about to come in on him.

He whirled about and went back toward the wall.

Hey! Hello! said the voice of a man, entering. Who the devil are

Hello, bo, said Ever, his back still turned.

And he took off his hat and hung it on a peg on the wall.

I thought murmured the other.

But without completing what he had thought, he picked up something from a corner and hurried out again, the thing he carried clanking like an iron chain.

Ever took his hat off the wall again and paused a moment, drawing in deep breaths. For, while his back was turned to the stranger, he had literally felt the bullets tearing through his ribs, through his heart.

Now he crossed the room, so that he could look through the open door and into the adjoining chamber. Timberline was to be the first to endure the music. They were trying him into a chair, half throttling him with a rope that ran around his throat. The full flare of the red firelight played in his face. But Timberlines eyes were wide and composed. He had thought of death often enough to confront it now unperturbably. Perhaps his calm would be shaken later on. Every devilishness that Carson could devise would be used to break him and make him howl for mercy.

Clay Winton was out of sight. The back of big Al was seen as he bent by the fire, adjusting something in it. One of the other men was on his knees, fanning the fire. And the light washed out from the hearth and receded as the fan passed rapidly back and forth.

On the table lay the bag of the stolen treasure. On the table stood two lanterns — and they were not in line! Even when Ever moved as far over as the room permitted, the lanterns were still out of line. A thin crack remained visible between them. Did that mean that he would have to fire two shots to plunge the room into darkness? Or if he placed one bullet with infinite exactness, might it not shatter both chimneys and extinguish both flames at the same time?

If so, there would remain only the crazy flicker and dance of the firelight. With that, however, he would have to take his chance.

He pulled a gun, leveled it with the nicest of aims, and fired. At the same time, with his left hand he snatched the lantern from the wall beside him and dashed it out. As he fired, he was leaning forward to run, and already he was springing forward when the bullet from his revolver smashed both the lantern chimneys to bits. The farther room was left vaguely awash with the jumping firelight, across which swayed the confused shadows of men running blindly here and there in a wild excitement.

Ever had spotted a big slicker lying across a chair near the door. He caught it up as he ran, and bolting through the doorway, he cast the slicker straight into the fireplace. In its fall, it spread out its folds like the wings of a bird, so that the entire light of the fire was muffled. The whole room was lost in darkness.

Then Ever, springing to the table, caught the corner of the treasure bag at the first grasp of his hand.

But the sharp, ringing voice of Carson Jimmy was cutting through the air like bullets, Ever! Its the Winton kid! Block the windows. Block the door! Get the money sack

Ever, wrenching on the sack, found that another grasp was already on it. He struck out with the barrel of his gun, and heard it ring on something hard. He heard a gasp, and the bag came away in his hand.

Then a lunging form struck him and knocked him to the floor. It had been but an accidental collision. The other, rolling headlong, was cursing as he scrambled to his feet again. Some one reached for the slicker that momentarily muffled the fire, and snatched his burned hand away again with a yell of pain.

There had been one dim flicker of light, however, and it was enough to show Ever that three men were swarming together in the doorway. But that was his only way out of the room, if he wished to make a quick exit, and so he went for it. He ran low, and then made a long, skimming dive.

There was an excellent chance that he might ram his head or shoulder against the jamb of the door. In fact, he struck his head against some ones shin bone with such force that he thought his skull was cracked.

Floundering bodies tumbled down on him. He crawled forward on hands and knees, dragging the bag with a corner of it gripped in his teeth. Then he was through that doorway and regaining his feet.

A hand gripped his shoulder.

Ive got him! yelled a voice at his ear.

He dropped to his knees again with such suddenness that the blow which had been aimed at his head glanced harmlessly off the side of his skull, and his pursuers tumbled headlong over him.

Then he was on his feet again, running, reaching for the door. Luck aided him there, for his hand found the latch. He snatched the door open.

The star-spotted sky seemed to Ever to be brighter than a bonfire as he leaped across the threshold into the night. A gun cracked; two more roared behind him. He heard a double load of buck-shot crash through the wall above his head. A bullet nipped the lobe of his ear.

Then he crashed the door shut behind him and made for the horses. The first horse would have to be the best horse and the right horse, in a pinch like this.

He put away his revolver and snatched out his knife as he ran. One sweep of the blade severed the lead rope by which the mustang was tied, and the wild little beast was already spinning away when Ever leaped for it.

His right hand caught in the mane. The mustang, beginning to sprint away, took Ever vaulting forward with immense bounds. But he managed to swing the treasure bag over the saddle-seat. The next instant he was in the air and had hooked one foot in front of the cantle.

So, like a springing panther, he clawed that fleeing beast in the darkness and managed to clamber onto its back.

The branches of trees were sweeping perilously close to his head, by this time. But he got hold of the reins, and with a mighty pull bent the chin of the little horse back toward its chest. Not even a mustang can pitch or bolt when his neck is cramped in.

He was able, then, to guide the horse off to the right, until he came out of the trees onto the blessed hardness of the open road.

But two disasters faced him at once. The first was a pyramid of fire that was trembling in the east, sure sign that the moon was about to rise. The second was a dark rush of horsemen down the road toward him.

He straightened out the mustang on the road toward town. Half-breed Harry and the sheriff with his posse should be on the way, now, riding hard to get at the shack in the woods. Unless, perhaps, Harry had simply taken the Red Pacer and gone his way, content. That doubt sank the heart of Ever like a stone in water.

He had something else to think about, a moment later. Fast and true his mustang was legging it down the way toward town, but the beat of hoofs behind was momentarily drawing nearer, and now the voice of Carson Jimmy was screaming through the air like the whistle of a hawk:

Weve got him! Hes gone! Hes gone!

Ever looked back.

It was not easy to make out the forms of the riders, obscured as they were against the darkness of the trees on both sides of the road, but he saw fire flying under the hoofs of the leader, and then he was able to see a small figure on a lofty mount. Carson Jimmy. No one else would be so small, and no one else would ride so like a bunched-up ape. Carson Jimmy was already in the lead.

The road swept around a turn, and the long way opened straight toward the pale, distant glimmering of the lights of the town. But Ever knew that he could not reach them, now. Faster horses were behind him. Oh, for the Red Pacer, to pick up and snatch him away from fear on wings! Compared with the immense river of the stallions strength, this little mustang was a bobbing, jumping, foolish rivulet.

But if the horse could not save him, how could his wits serve?

Off to the left, the mountains rose jaggedly. Already their heads were illumined like clouds by the rising moon. The tops of the trees were glimmering with the pale light, also. Soon the whole countryside would be awash with that bright silver flood, and the pack could run him then by sight rather than by sound or chance.

He twisted to the left, nevertheless. That was his best chance. To get into the rough country and then to dodge away through the crooked, sharpcut ravines.

He leaned over the mustang and called for the animals best speed. But that speed was not enough. When he looked back, it seemed as though Carson Jimmys horse was riderless, driving on ahead as though an invisible devil were on it. Only by a second glance could Ever see the small body of the man perched in the saddle, twisting a little to the side.

He turned and fired — once, twice, again.

Yelling, mocking laughter answered him. Of course, riding at a full gallop, he could not fire with any accuracy, through such light as this.

A dense grove of trees opened before him. He drove his mustang at the fence of closely growing tree trunks as though they were a thin mist. He swung down low in the saddle, hooked his right foot behind the saddle, took a strong grasp on the mane with his right hand. The treasure bag he had already tied to some saddle strings. Now he could swing down from the back of the mustang, and be carried along like an Indian. He might be brushed off against a tree trunk, but he would not be brained by the sweep of branches close over the back of the horse.

That was how he entered the forest. And the tree trunks went past him with rapid, rushing sounds, like the strokes of fans in his face.

The trees thinned out. He pulled himself back into the saddle and struck off at a sharp angle to the left, again. Behind him he heard the distinct impact of some man who had come to grief — the horrible sound of flesh and breaking bones struck against some solid target — and a yell was choked and gone before it was half uttered.

Then he came out on the farther side of the trees, and saw no rider whatever near him.


XLII. THROUGH MOONLIGHT
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THE CANYON OPENED before Ever like a dark flume through which flowed the shadowy gold of safety. He rushed the tiring mustang down the little ravine, knowing that every instant gained now would be worth an hour hereafter.

But when he was deep in the throat of the gap he heard the iron ring of hoofs down the passage, and turning, he saw by the increasing gleam of the moonlight the running of a great horse in pursuit, and the little, ape-like figure on the back of the monster. Jimmy Carson again — and well behind Jimmy came the horde with a sweep. As they entered the shadows of the pass, they brightened it with a wild yell that pierced the brain and the soul of Ever.

He could not shake them off with a headlong flight. That was clear. And so he rode like mad, now, taking the last strength of the mustang with spur and quirt. He took the first turn to the left again, right toward the face of the mountain. It was a sharp turn. The walls of the ravine shoaled away. He saw before him how the valley pinched out to nothing — there was only a jagged watercourse marked out on the side of the mountain above him. It came down like a fantastic ladder.

Ever untied the treasure sack as he rode, gripped it in one hand, swung free from the mustang, and hit the ground running. A vigorous slash from his quirt sent the weary little horse scampering down the first ravine that opened on the right. Ever flung himself into the shrubbery at the base of the cliff, waiting, drawing his breath hard.

The rout of the pursuit came into view instantly, the little monkey form crouched on the big racer, and then others speeding frantically to catch up with their master. Al, riding with a bold confidence, Ever particularly marked. And the sight of him brought back into his mind the thought of the two prisoners in the distant shack. Surely Carson had left in such haste that he had not ordered their execution. He would not cheat himself of seeing their slow suffering until they were dead. He must, surely, have appointed one or two guards as he went off to chastise Ever.

So hope grew stronger in the heart of Ever as he saw the last of the riders swing out of view. They had come so close to him that the reek of sweating horseflesh was now in the air.

He started to climb, in haste. The way was easy enough for him now. In a number of places the water had gouged away the rock very deeply. In others, the groove was more shallow, and he was in constant danger of slipping from his hold. From a safe coign, he looked down and saw the pursuit scattered through the ravines below him, half in shadow, half gleaming in the moonlight. They went rapidly here and there, searching. They had his abandoned horse, now. And how long would it be before they stopped hunting among the crevices and the holes in the ground and looked up toward the ragged face of the cliff?

When he started to climb again, he gained height rapidly. The work was more and more difficult, but as he gained a position near the brink of the cliff, pausing with both hands occupied and the treasure sack hanging from his teeth, he looked down again and saw a whole body of riders sweeping past the base of the cliff to the left. In a moment they were out of sight.

At that distance, they seemed far too small to be worthy of his attention. Then, as he hauled himself up on the brow of the cliff, he saw that he was on the great shoulder of the mountain, with scattering trees standing here and there, and an outcropping of big boulders that must have rolled down from the summit high above. He could see, on that upper slope, how timber ceased growing, and how the great snowcap glittered in the moonlight, like the pyramidal head of an iceberg afloat in the midnight sky. To his left the rocky ground rose rapidly. To his right it descended toward a narrow ravine that split the mountainside in two. Beyond the ravine, a bare sweep of rock and scattered stones went upward again.

He was safe. And in his safety, he groaned aloud with relief. It seemed right that he should be standing up here on the crown of the world, looking down on the small sections of the badlands beneath him.

Then he heard a strange sound rolling toward him. At first he thought it must be the thunder of an unseen storm approaching among the mountain heights. Then his ear told him it was the distant beating of horses hoofs. The animals were being ridden up on his left.

He could understand at once. They had seen him from beneath, and one among them had known a horse trail they could follow up the height. Should he turn and try to climb down again as he had come?

No, they would soon be at the verge of the cliff, and then they could shoot him off the face of the rock at their leisure. Neither was there any safety for him among the scattering trees that extended above him toward the snow-line. There was only one hope, and that was a small one.

He turned and fled toward the ravine on his right, the sharpness of the slope giving gigantic length to his strides. As he ran, he saw the slender trunk of a dead tree lying beside the gap. The branches were broken away from it. It looked as though it must have been uprooted far up the slope, having been trimmed off by the force of its fall as it rolled down the rocks. Toward that tree he went.

The ravines mouth was a good thirty feet across. The tree might measure ten feet more. If only he could throw it across the gap, it would serve him, rotten as the wood was, as some sort of bridge.

He grasped the base of the trunk and lifted. But his hands slid away from their hold, and the mass was not stirred. Then he sprang to the slender tip of the trunk, lifted this easily, and walked down toward the root, shoving up the weight with both hands. The burden grew monstrous as he proceeded. Finally, he could no longer endure the pressure on his arms. He had to get his shoulder under the trunk and inch along, bit by bit, thrusting the wavering tip of the tree higher and higher against the moonlit sky. And so, at last, the weight eased, suddenly.

He looked up and saw the top of the tree swing through a rapid arc. It was upright, then it whipped forward, while he guided the fall with all the straining power in his body.

Right across the ravine fell the trunk, with a crash of splintering wood. Somewhere in its length it was fractured; but he could not mark the exact spot of the break.

A yell, far behind him, struck cold terror through his heart, and as he turned, he saw the big, familiar silhouette of Al ride over the edge of the slope and come racing toward him with a wild Indian yell.

There was the possibility of missing. To miss his target now, meant to die horribly, a little later, in the hands of Jimmy Carson and his men. So Ever stood up straight, measured the distance with one glance, then whipped up his revolver and fired.

The horse ran straight on toward him, with Al leaning sidewise from the saddle — sidewise and toppling.

He struck the ground not ten yards from Ever, and rolled the rest of the way, his arms and legs flung loosely about, until he skidded to a halt at Evers very feet. The mustang, managing to turn at the last instant, galloped furiously back up the slope.

Ever gave one glance at Als torn, shattered, red-blurred face. Then he picked up the tarpaulin bag and hurled it far before him, across the gaping ravine.

He mounted the heavy trunk of the tree, changed his mind, and used a priceless second to jerk off his boots. Far away, sounds of yelling broke over the rim of the hill in a sudden shout that told him what he must do. There was no time to balance himself and creep forward step by step. He had to take that bridge on the run.

So he sprang forward as the bullets began to sing through the air. Under him some seventh sense showed him the white of the flying water, a hundred yards sheer down; the voice of the stream came up to him on a dolorous and mournful note.

He fairly flew over the narrow, rocking bridge.

And it was well that he went at full speed, for suddenly the trunk of the tree gave under him with a sharp snapping sound. Only the speed of his going carried him over the breaking place in safety. Beneath him, now, there was the narrowing trunk as it approached the other brink. It seemed to him that he dared not look down; that his flying feet were finding their hold by instinct which would fail the next step and send him hurtling down into the abyss.

And then he made the last long leap and gained the safety of the ground beyond. Only as he leaned to snatch up the bag of money did he give a glance behind that showed him the tree, breaking now under its own weight, less than halfway across, and sagging down rapidly. He saw, in the same glance, the monkey-like form of little Carson Jimmy, rushing down the slope on his huge horse, firing as he came. All the rest of the riders were sweeping down the way.

The width of that ravine was only a stop-gap of a moment. The guns of the pursuit, once they were steadied, would soon pick off Ever as he ran, unless luck were with him.

He ran up that slope like a snipe, dodging this way and that to spoil the aim of the enemy. He ran with his head down and his feet flying furiously. And then it seemed as though a club were raised and that he heard the swish above his head. A violent blow struck the base of his skull; the face of the mountain slope rushed up against him, and the moonlit world twinkled once and went out.


XLIII. THE END OF CARSON
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THE VERY FORCE with which he fell shocked Ever back to his senses. And the yells of Jimmy Carsons men helped him suddenly to his feet, with the tarpaulin bag slung across his shoulder. He had been flattened by the impact of a glancing bullet, that was all. But before he had taken three steps, a second shot smashed through the ribs on his right side.

As he toppled, he managed to throw himself behind the shelter of a projecting rock, where he lay curled up, his head down, such agony burning and trembling in him, like flame, that he was sure that this was death.

Blood soaked through his clothes. It began to trickle into the hollow of the rock, a sickening pool.

He pulled off his coat and his shirt, and every move filled his body with perfect anguish. He wanted to call out to the enemy that he surrendered, and that they could have the money bag, so that he might die in peace. But he knew that that was folly. He had made too much trouble for Carson Jimmy; and on the opposite slope lay the dead and battered body of big Al. They would contrive in some way to make him pay for this nights work, if he ventured to give up.

He could hear their voices as they called to one another, busily at work.

Ever struggled to make a bandage for himself. He had to use his left hand almost entirely, for his whole right side was almost paralyzed by the effects of the wound. He managed to cut up his shirt and his undershirt. The bandage was big and clumsy, but strong. And he had to use its strength, for the flow of the blood must be stopped.

He got hold of a shard of loose stone, a long and narrow splinter, and twisted this into the bandage to draw it tight. The pain that he had felt before was nothing, compared with this torment. He felt the broken ribs crush in under the pressure. His eyes bulged outward from his head as though the constriction had been about his forehead. But he had to keep twisting until the flow of the blood had been stopped. As for the fierce fire of pain, that would have to be endured. He might laugh at the memory of that, another day. But this was a different matter, this dribbling away of his blood. It was the loss of life itself, bit by bit.

Finally that leakage was stopped completely, though the grip of the bandage was so powerful that he could barely breathe; and with each breath that he drew, red swords of torment were thrust through and through his body.

When he had finished, he lay gasping. Every time he drew in his breath or expelled it, a sound formed in his throat and shuddered against his teeth. Nausea darkened his eyes.

But he looked out around the corner of the rock and saw the preparations that were going forward. The wits of the great Carson Jimmy had found the easy way to re-bridge the gaping mouth of the ravine. Already, his men had felled a pair of tall, slender saplings, and with their horses they had dragged the trees down to the verge of the cañon. Now they walked one of the trunks into the air and let it fall. And turning, they laid hands on the second to complete the bridge.

And Ever? Well, he had three bullets left in his revolver, and by shooting from a rest, even with his left hand, he ought to be able to hit a target at such point-blank range. Carson Jimmy — he was to be the mark for the gun.

In the meantime, surely Half-breed Harry had brought the men of the law out to the shack. If, by the grace of good fortune, they were able to overcome the guards which had been left there by Carson before the latter butchered the prisoners, then both Timberline and Clay Winton would certainly urge the posse to hunt for Ever.

But how would they know the trail? What could possibly bring them over the twists and the changes of the route that Ever had followed? When he considered these difficulties, he accepted his fate. He might be able to kill Carson Jimmy. But he had better save his last shot to end his own life before he fell into the hands of the savages.

When he had made that calculation, he had two bullets to use. Carson Jimmy, the instant the second tree had fallen beside the first, making a narrow but perfectly safe bridge, stepped out upon it, his arms stretched out to the sides to help him balance.

And Ever, twisting himself to the side, steadied his revolver with his left hand. It seemed no hand at all, the weapon was so unfamiliar in the grasp of it. And with every pulse of his heart the agony shook the nerves of arm and hand.

But he drew a bead as well as he could, and then fired twice.

Carson Jimmy leaped backward from his bridge, and raced for cover. His whole party disappeared almost instantly, behind rocks and brush, and with a storm of lead they searched the rock which was Ever Wintons fort.

After a time, the firing ended. But still not one of the crew showed himself. What would they do? They could not guess, of course, that his ammunition had been reduced to a single bullet. They must have considered him as a helpless fugitive, lying behind the rock weltering in his blood, and rapidly dying. They had driven two bullets into him. They had seen him knocked down twice by their lead, and therefore they had reason to expect that the fight was smacked out of him.

So Ever managed to smile as he peered cautiously around the rock.

If only one of those two bullets had clipped through the body of Jimmy Carson! But the man had darted away as though there was nothing at all the matter with him.

The silence continued. Then voices rose in a sudden dispute. The cry of Jimmy Carson came piercingly above the wrangling:

Ill shoot off the head of the dirty cur that tries to stop me. Im going across and finish him — or hes gonna finish me!

And Jimmy Carson appeared from behind a big boulder, vain hands reaching after him.

He stood up straight and walked straight down toward the narrow bridge that had been felled across the ravine. He held a Colt in his right hand. In his thin face the evil lips bared his teeth. And Ever knew, suddenly, that his aim had not been so wrong, after all. Death was already dealing with Carson Jimmy, but with the last of his life he was determined to close with the man who would soon be responsible for his death.

So he stepped out onto the frail little bridge and moved straight on until he came to the center of it. It seemed as though a strong wind struck him there, for his body swayed, suddenly. He put out his hands to save his balance; then his knees crumpled under his weight, and he lurched out to the side.

Even as he fell, the savage fighting instinct was uppermost in the little tiger. He fired one last shot that smashed right against the forehead of the rock that shielded Ever Winton. Then he dropped out of view.

One deep, hoarse shout came from his men. After that, they began to spread out. Ever could see them dodge from rock to rock, from tree to tree, extending themselves far out to the sides. He could understand the reason for this. The moon, climbing into the zenith, gave fairly good light for shooting, and the rifles of the men on the wings should be able to prevent Ever from showing himself at either side or above the rock that protected him. Under cover of that rifle fire, other men could cross the bridge and come hand to hand with the enemy.

It was a good plan. It was so good a plan, in fact, that Ever at that instant surrendered his last hope. That was when he heard a louder trumpet than was ever blown in brass or iron — the neigh of the Red Pacer echoing from the top of the slope behind Carson Jimmys men. Ever, venturing a single glance over his rock, had a fleeting glimpse of the great stallion on the brow of the hill, against the moonlit sky, and of a short, squat rider who held the Pacer on a lead and rode a smaller mustang.

The half-breed? It could be no other person. And who else could have followed, by moonlight, such a trail? Was he the first, with others behind him? If there were more, they would be excellently situated on the brow of the slope for blowing Carsons men down into the ravine. But suppose it was the half-breed alone?

One glance had been all that Ever dared to venture, and even that brought three rifle bullets whining through the air close about his rock. He lay back, trembling with excited hope.

Only his sense of hearing could tell him what was going on. That was enough. He heard the crackling of rifles. He heard out of the distance a single weapon answering. As though Half-breed Harry had taken shelter among the rocks and was fighting the gang single-handed.

Well, there could be only one ending to a battle where the odds were so vastly against Harry. Perhaps the Indian was keeping up the fight with the knowledge that more friends were constantly moving toward him from the rear, ready to take up the battle? No, out of the past Ever could remember all the dogged, bulldog determination of Harry, and from the first that strange desire of his to accomplish something for Ever and to save him from harm. Now he was alone on the brow of the hill, and he would stay there until he was shot down or until some miracle saved his protégé. Ever knew all this as certainly as if he had been able to look into the breeds inmost mind.

And the Red Pacer was up there, too — perhaps with the scent of his master blowing dimly to his nostrils? There was the engine that might pick up Ever and sweep him away from the danger, and thereby release Harry from his self-imposed task.

Ever, stretched out upon his back behind the boulders, sent the piercing signal whistle through the air, again and again. Then he waited.

There was an instant of pause, when all the guns were still, and then a yell of surprise from many throats, and the ringing of ironshod hoofs on the rocks.

Right up from behind his rock, forgetful of the danger, Ever rose to his knees and saw a sight worth dying for. It was the Red Pacer, shooting down the farther slope, swaying with speed, gathering momentum. Right at the ravine he aimed himself, then lifted from the farther side and hurtled through the air, with the reins tossing above his head, his mane flying, looking hunger than life against the sky.

Half-breed Harry was firing rapidly from the opposite slope, no doubt to hold the attention of the enemy and to interfere with their aim as they opened on Ever and the horse.

But here was the Pacer beside the rock, all at once, halting himself on skidding hoofs, snorting and shaking his magnificent head as Ever grasped the stirrup leather and drew himself up the animals side. He flung his leg with a last effort over the saddle. And like a great, smooth-flowing stream, the Red Pacer swept away, with the angry bullets beginning to hum about him.

Ever lay stretched on the back of the horse, with the treasure sack dragging heavily down from his left hand. He gave one look to the rear as the Pacer carried him over the ridge to safety, and that look showed him a glimpse of Harry, scuttling away as fast as his little mustang would carry him.

There was life enough in Ever to tie the sack to the saddle strings and then to cut off the reins and bind himself to the stallion. For a touch of the hand or a spoken word would be guidance enough as he headed the horse for the town. Then he entered into an eternity composed of waves of cold, bright moonshine and of incredible agony, contrasted with other waves of thickest darkness, as he fainted and returned to life again and again.

Twice he awakened to find the horse standing still, the way lost. Twice, desperation came over him as he shouted wildly to the stallion and roused himself long enough to discover the right way once more.

Then, after those ages of agony, he heard the hoofs of the horse slumping through the softness of deep dust, and the smell of dust was in his nostrils. He roused, and found that he was surrounded by spinning lights. He told himself that the lights could not be sweeping around the horizon in this wild manner. They must be fixed in place; he was simply dizzy.

Voices came out to him. He saw faces that wavered up and down and began to spin like the lights. Then he closed his eyes. Hands fell on him and lifted him from the horse. Men were speaking his name.

Take me to Dolly Gray, he begged them. Take that saddle bag along with me. Dolly Gray has all the brains in the world. Shell know what to do.

They carried him, and their hands seemed to grip nothing but his wounds.

Hes talking, but hes a dead man, he heard a man saying. Hes gotta be dead. Ten men would be dead, from the dose hes had.

Take me to Dolly Gray, he kept saying.

A small, faint voice was dinning at his ears, making one sound over and over again. He rallied his failing senses and made out that the voice was saying:

Im here, Ever. Youre going to be all right. Youre here with me.

That was Dolly, speaking, and when he heard that he began to relax. He opened his eyes. He said:

Stop dancing around, and stand still. Stop swinging the lights, somebody. I want to see Dolly.

Everything stopped, for an instant, and in that instant he saw her face, close to his. Her eyes were wild and her mouth was pinched. She looked older by years.

Then everything began to spin again, and he had to close his eyes.

I want the sheriff, he said.

The sheriffs here, said Dolly.

A mans voice rumbled, at that, but Ever could not understand the words. Only the voice of the girl cut faintly into his consciousness.

Theres the saddle bag, said Ever. Uncle Clay was returning the money to that damned bank. I hope the coin chokes em! It isnt my job. Im just finishing the errand for Uncle Clay. You understand?

I understand, said the girl. Everybody understands everything. You dont have to talk, Ever.

Hush! said Ever. Somewhere out in the hills the crooks are chasing Harry, the half-breed. He brought up the Pacer for me, and he fought the whole gang till I got away. Youve got to send out men — send out everybody.

Her voice was saying something, over and over again.

Harry is here. Everybodys here. Everything is all right, Ever. Save your strength. Im going to take care of you. Were all going to take care of you.

Uncle Clay and Timberline — what happened to them? Tell me what happened to them?

Theyre here. Open your eyes, Ever. Youll see your uncle. Dont you hear his voice? Cant you see him?

He opened his eyes and stared, but everything was spinning worse than before. I cant see anything, he said. Give me your hand, Dolly, will you? Keep a good, tight hold — and — I wont be able to — to get away.


XLIV. ALL THE LUCK IN ONE ROOM
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IN FACT, DOLLY Gray kept hold of Ever night and day until the fever had burned itself out of his infected wounds and he lay white as a bone and thin as a mummy, looking weakly out at the world, but with perfect content. For the girl was always sitting between him and the window, and through the window itself he could see the Red Pacer grazing, with the forested and snow-topped mountains as a fitting background. And sometimes the great horse came and thrust his fine head in over the window sill. In such moments, sometimes, Ever and the girl and the horse were a silent trio of happiness.

Clay Winton came in and out every day. He would sit whittling, during the short intervals when Dolly Gray was off duty. He told Ever the story of the Green River Bank, and of how the bank officials would not put up a case against Clay, since the money had been returned almost intact. Neither had the sheriff any desire to make the arrest, and the district attorney felt that he would be a fool if he opened a case against a man whom no jury in the country would convict, no matter what the evidence might be.

For the money was safely back in the bank, and, as for anything that the Wintons ever had done to bring the law on them, they had more than made up for it by wiping out of existence Carson Jimmy.

Ever would never forget how his father and mother came to him. Harry Lawson was in the room at the time, sitting as usual with his hat on his head and silence in his throat.

Evers father stood in the doorway, hesitant, but his mother brushed past, and came quickly to the bedside. She knelt by it and took her sons face between her hands.

I was wrong — always. I was wrong clean from the start, Ever, she said.

She began to weep.

He put out his hand and gathered both of hers at the wrists.

You werent wrong, he said. You were dead right. Only, Ive found enough luck to last me the rest of my days, I think.

What luck, Ever? she asked him.

Dolly, he said, come over here, will you? Mother, heres my luck.

At that, Mrs. Winton broke into more violent weeping than ever.

Hell! I better get out of here, said Harry Lawson.

He rose, tugged his old felt hat tighter on his head, and went to the door, where he collided with a tall man who wore a strip of bandage around his head.

Whats all the noise in here, Ever? called the tall fellow.

Hey, Timber, said Ever. Come in here, will you?

Whats it all about? asked Timberline.

Its just this. Im collecting all my luck together in one room, and youre one of the best parts of it, so I want you in here along with the rest.

Timberlines teeth flashed as he laughed in answer:

It takes six people to give you luck, partner. But youve been enough luck all by yourself to do for the whole six.

Afterwards, Clay Winton got out of the room and sat on top of the pasture fence, talking with Harry Lawson while the half-breed stared at the stallion and Clay whittled at a white stick of soft pine.

Ever gave you the stallion back, I hear, said Clay.

That Pacer? answered Harry. I wont have him. Hed rather eat me than hay. So Ive given him back to Ever.

Clay Winton looked sharply aside.

Harry, he said, what the devil has been in you? At first, I thought you hated Ever. Then you give him your horse and you saved his neck for him.

There was no devil in Harry, said the breed. But he saw the devil in the horse and he saw the devil in Ever. He liked both those devils, but two devils together make a pretty hot trail, Harry thinks. He wanted to keep them apart; then he saw they belonged together. A long time ago, concluded the breed, Harry looked at Ever and saw something that made him feel young again. After that, he didnt want Ever to go to hell on a horse.

THE END
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Miscellaneous Stories

[image: img110.jpg]

CONTENTS

CONVALESCENCE

THE HOUSE OF RULAKI

HOLE-IN-THE-WALL BARRETT

JOHN OVINGTON RETURNS

OUT OF THE DARK

THE GHOST

THE SECOND CHANCE

EAGLES OVER CROOKED CREEK

HONOR BRIGHT

THE KING




CONVALESCENCE

MAX BRANDS FIRST PUBLISHED PIECE OF FICTION

[image: img111.jpg]

IM GLAD YOU gave him this private room, Miss Allen, said the doctor. I should have mentioned it myself if I had thought. He must be kept quiet... absolutely.

They leaned over the still figure on the bed, his head swathed in bandages to the bridge of his nose, no sign of life about him save that one hand gripped the coverlet on which it lay.

Absolute quiet, repeated the doctor.

Yes, doctor, said the head nurse.

The bullet just missed the brain. Very unusual case, but with perfect care he may live through. Must have perfect care, though. Put a good nurse on this case. Lets see. What about that girl with the red hair... I mean the one who had red hair when she began training?

The head nurse controlled a smile. Margaret Flanders, she said, yes, I think she is the one for this case.

Put her on during the nights.

She stepped into the corridor outside the room and spoke to an orderly. In a few moments Margaret Flanders entered. The hair which had once been red was now soft brown and waved demurely under the white cap, and the steady purposefulness of her eyes belied the rather unusual pallor of her face. She received the directions of the doctor with the usual hospital formula of yes, Doctor, and failed to show any excitement as he waxed emphatic with particulars toward the end.

Left alone with the patient, she first drew the window shade so that a shadow fell across his face, then she stood by the bed and regarded him fixedly for several minutes. Something on his wrist startled her attention. She leaned over and drew back his sleeve, revealing a narrow white scar which curved for several inches up his arm.

Margaret Flanders closed her eyes and stood for a time with a thoughtful frown. She raised the curtain again so that the full light of the sun fell on the unconscious mans face and leaned over him, as though she were trying to look up under the bandages. But they concealed his identity as fully as a mask.

Half an hour later she was speaking with the clerk of the storage room. I want to see the property of that man who was brought in last night, shot through the head, Jim, she said to the clerk. Whats his name?

Dont know, he answered. They filed the stuff here under the name of John Doe. Nothing on him to identify him except a blackjack. He smiled wisely into her expressionless face. Guess hes a hard one, all right, he went on, as he laid a little cloth bag on the door counter. Heres the stuff they took from his pockets. Will he live?

She fumbled the contents of the bag one by one, a roll of bills, a pocket knife, a watch, a wallet, the blackjack (innocent seeming enough in its snug leather cover), and a large bunch of keys. She held the keys for a moment in the hollow of her hand. They were of many sizes, some of them Yale keys, some plain keys, and nearly all filed curiously about the edges.

As the clerk turned a little away, she dropped the bunch of keys into the pocket of her apron. When he looked up again, she was busy tying up the mouth of the bag. Theres nothing here to identify him, she said as she gave back the bag. Yes, I think he will live. She paused a moment and stared vaguely into a far corner of the room. I am quite sure he will live. As she walked back toward her patients room, she was smiling strangely, and her head was bent forward.

It was a bitter watch by day and night for the next two weeks to save the wounded man, but at the end of that time Margaret Flanders, a little thinner and paler than before and with a trace of purple shadows under her eyes, received orders to remove the bandages about the upper part of her patients face. She went about the task with even more delicacy and hesitation than the condition of her patient demanded. She had undone the first roll when his hand went up and caught her fingers firmly.

Now tell me straight, he said. When this bandage comes off my eyes, will I see you as pretty as Ive been imagining you all these nights? Are you like your voice and like the touch of your hands?

My hands and my voice are both part of me, she answered with a low, brooding laugh, but I havent the least idea whether or not youll find me pretty.

He drew a deep breath. Dont think Im faking any funny stuff, he said.

Not a bit, she answered, all sick men have queer imaginations.

His hand remained steadfastly prisoning hers. You may think me a bit queer, he replied, but Im not. Im handing you the cold dope. When I lay here all this time, Ive had a mighty big chance to think things over. At first I wasnt very keen whether I lived or not, but, while I lay here, I got to listening to the sound of your dresses swishing about and to your voice... which is some voice, take it from me... and then the easy way you have with your hands... which, I may also remark, are some hands.... Well, say, lady, Ive got a picture of you cached away in my brain thats a cross between a rising moon and a saint on a stained-glass window pane. Now, put me right. What am I going to see when I look at you?

She laughed softly again. I cant describe myself, she said. I havent a mirror here, and my memory is very short.

All I want to know, he persisted, is whether Ill have to forget your face and remember that youve got a beautiful soul, and then close my eyes again, and think back to the short stories Ive read so I can say nice things to you.

Well, she replied, I hope you wont think about my soul.

With deft hands she removed the last roll of bandage, and he lay looking up to her. His eyes grew suddenly wide, and a faint blush on his cheeks answered the sudden color of her face.

It is seven oclock, she stated. The day nurse will be here any moment, and I must go.

He caught at her dress. Dont go, he pleaded. Im remembering things so fast now that my head is dizzy.

She extricated her dress from his hands and walked to the door, smiling back at him.

Youll come back? he called.

Yes, tonight, she answered.

If you dont come back, honest, Ill tear off the rest of these bandages while the day nurse is not looking.

The door closed upon her half-mocking laughter.

That day was a hard one for the day nurse. Her patient rolled and tossed uneasily, and suddenly he would lie still, and she would be conscious of the unfaltering stare of eyes that had given defiance too often to danger, a glance that made her turn almost unawares, as if to seek for some protection. As the evening drew on, he grew feverish as if with excitement.

Tell me whats the matter? she pleaded. Does your head pain you very much?

A brief smile relaxed the stem lines of his face. My heads all right, he answered. Its something inside my head that bothers me. Say, what time is it?

Fifteen minutes to seven.

Thats when the night nurse comes on, isnt it?

Margaret Flanders? Yes. Shes a lovely girl, dont you think?

Sure, he said, Margaret... what did you call her?

Margaret Flanders.

Oh, he said, his whole figure relaxing somewhat under the bedclothes, and a frown came on his forehead. Do you ever call her Madge for short? he continued, the frown disappearing.

Dont you think shes much too dignified for a nickname?

Hmm, he growled, I suppose so. Sure she is. Say, tell me on the level, is she late ever?

No, nurses arent often late in this hospital.

Does she live far away?

What a lot of questions, laughed the nurse. Im sure I dont know.

She might be late, he mused heavily. I sure hope shes on time. Say, what time is it now?

Thirteen minutes to seven.

Thirteen more minutes. Say, did she always look the way she does now? He closed his eyes with grim determination and tried to while away the time by counting sheep jumping over a stile. At last the door opened; he heard a murmur of voices; and then he knew the day nurse had gone and that the night nurse had come. He welcomed her with a sudden smile and open eyes.

Gee, he said, stretching out his hand, its great to see you again. This has been a rotten long day. Rotten long. Youve no idea.

She made no answer, and he continued to study her with dumb satisfaction as she moved about the room.

Come over here a moment, wont you? he pleaded at last. Say, he continued, when she stood by the bed, do you know that, if you had red hair instead of that soft brown, and if you were a little different around the eyes... I dont know how, Id feel like calling you Red Madge?

She smiled on him inscrutably. And if you were not in a hospital, she replied in a level voice, and if you wore a cap a bit to one side of your head and pulled down over your eyes, Id feel like calling you Jimmy Erickson. His face grew paler and his eyes suddenly wide with astonishment. Red Madge, he whispered, then he dropped one hand back to cover his eyes. It cant be you! Your hair was red, bright red, and your eyes were different. Say, Madge, is it you, honest?

Sure its me, silly.

But in a hospital? He raised himself suddenly on one elbow. Whats the game? Aw, go on, you can trust me. You know Im a silent guy.

There isnt any game.

He leaned back on the pillows and smiled on her complacently. Anyway, its mighty fine to see you again, Madge. Put her here.

They shook hands silently. They were both smiling now, but each in a different manner.

So youre not here on a game? he mocked.

No.

Say, Madge, you always were a peach on the silent stuff, but I should think youd loosen up to me. I never did a pal dirt, did I? Maybe theres some way I can help. Is there?

Youre on the wrong track, Jimmy, she smiled. Theres nothing but red lights ahead on that line. Switch over and get a new start.

He grinned at her contentedly. Youre a wonder, all right, he acknowledged. Im sure enjoying your little act, and, believe me, Im some critic of this sort of a show. But cut the silky stuff, Madge. If you keep on kidding me, Ill laugh myself sick again. All right, if you wont loosen up, Ill leave you alone.

But tell me this, Madge, where have you been all this time? The old gang is all busted up, the best old gang that ever made life hell for the New York bulls. It was you that held us together, old girl. The count swore youd double- crossed us when you disappeared two years ago when we was in the midst of our biggest game. You remember the John Gleason stunt we were pulling when you went out of sight? Say, loosen up a couple of notches and give me the straight of it. Why did you cut and run? Or did someone make you run?

I want to know first how you came to be laid up here, she answered.

Then youll tell me why you ditched us?

Sure I will.

It was that rotten Bull McDonald. You never had no use for him, and I guess you had the dope. You could always sort of smell out a phony crook, Madge. Well, this guy McDonald... God, I get crazy when I think of it. His eyes left her face and his lips narrowed to a thin, straight line. This guy McDonald, he continued after a pause, got Jess Wildcome for his lady, and he was sure strong for her.

That pale-eyed thing? remarked Margaret scornfully.

Sure, grinned Jimmy, he never had no taste. He never had no eye for the right thing. He knows about as much about girls as I do about Shakespeare. He paused to gloat over his metaphor. I got a hunch thats about as close to nothing as there is, he continued. But thats not all. Not by a lot. No, the sweetest part of it was that that fat-headed burn thought I wanted Jess. Why, if hed get a pair of glasses, he wouldnt want her himself. He laid a hand upon Margarets, and his eyes went soft. Besides, you know where Id hang out if I got a chance.

She drew her hand away, and her eyes were vague.

Jimmy sighed. Anyway, he went on, once this mutt got the bulge of the idea that I was pining away for Jess, he went the limit. I happened to have a glass of beer with her in McCarthys one night and in come Bull McDonald and pipes us off before we got past the foam. He went up to Jess and grabbed her by the shoulder like he owned her. Maybe he did.

Anyway he got pretty rough. He wouldnt look me in the eye, but he says: What the devil are you doing in here with Jimmy? Doing me dirt on the side, eh? It made me pretty sore to hear a full-grown guy talk to a Jane like that, even if she does look like an advertisement for the Salvation Army. I says very soft to Bull, and speaking like a gentleman: Cut out the rough, Bull, and stow the Bluebeard stunt. She aint got no key to no secret chamber.

At that, Bull turns on me and begins to cuss me. I guess he was a sailor or something once, or maybe he used to drive mules... anyway the way he swore sounded like Billy Sunday on a drunk. It got under my skin more than it should have, maybe. Anyway, I planted him on the chin while he was still going full blast.

That busted the music box, all right. He went down in a heap. Jess screamed, of course. She never had no sense. But I got her by the arm and kidded the bouncer along with a five-spot, and we managed to get out of the place.

The next day I heard that Bull McDonald was on my trail with a gun. Happy Pierson tipped me off. But I didnt pay any attention to him. Happy has a way of handing out the bull, you know. Well, thats all there is to it. I was coming out of the alley when it happened. The yellow dog didnt give me a chance. Stepped up behind me and says down low: I got you, Jimmy, damn you, and youll never have to be got a second time! I whirled around, and the gun went off at the same time. I woke up here.

Did I tip off the police? Say, am I a rotter? Not me. The police are all right, but once in a while they happen to get track of things. They might get Bull before I do, thats all. And when I get Bull.... He closed his eyes and smiled.

Bull is a cur, said Margaret. She clenched her hands fiercely. Sometimes I wish I were a man. God, how I wish it.

Youre all right as you are, stated Jimmy critically. I wouldnt have you changed. Not any way. No. But say, let me in on the Gleason stunt, will you, and how you disappeared?

Its a long story, Jimmy.

I hope it takes all night, he grinned. Wont it be rich to tell the straight stuff to the boys when I get out of this?

She strummed the slim fingers of one hand meditatively against her chin, and a faint smile of reminiscence touched her lips. It seems as if I have to dream back into another life just to remember it, she began. You recall we were trying to get from this John Gleason the paper containing the assay of a mine in California?

Sure, said Jimmy. Didnt the count and I trail him all the way across the continent? The game of it was that he knew that our gang was on his track, and he knew both the count and me. Ill bet he didnt close his eyes half an hour \ at a time all the while we were tracking him. He sure looked dead for sleep when he hit the Grand Central in this little old town.

You boys did a good job, all right, she said. Youll know just how good it was when I get through with my story. But the point was that he reached New York, and I rented a swell apartment opposite his hotel.

Sure, said Jimmy, you were to keep watch on him, and a bad job you made of it, too, Madge. I guess it was the first bad job of your life.

The best job I ever did, she said with a strange smile. The very best, Jimmy, and yet I was trying my hardest at the rottenest game I ever tried. Oh, it seems a long, long time ago, Jimmy.

Go on, said Jimmy. Cut out the sighs and tell me the dope. This is getting pretty deep for me.

She regarded him half with wonder and half with amusement, as a child looks upon a playmate after years of separation. I did keep watch on him, she said at last. I saw him register at the hotel across the street from my apartment, just as we expected he would. Then I waited for him to come out. I knew that he darent stay inside with that assay in his pocket. He wouldnt be able to meet his financier until the next day. In the meantime he would want to be with people. I knew he would not dare to sit in a room for fear he would go to sleep and, once asleep, he never knew when we would get at him. So I waited just inside the door of the apartment house and pretty soon, sure enough, out he came and stood on the steps of the hotel.

He looked mighty big, standing over there. It looked a larger job than I could tackle. But even then I didnt dream just how big a job it would be. I had made up my mind to a game. I had a box of knockout pills, and I determined to get him into my apartment and give him one. She stopped, shivering slightly, and closed her eyes. I ran down the steps of the apartment house just as he started down his steps on the opposite side of the street, she continued, and walked a bit down the street and then started to cross to his side.

By Jove, exclaimed Jimmy, this is as good as a horse race, to hear you tell it. Go on.

The street was covered with hard snow, she said, avoiding Jimmys intent eyes, and that gave me an idea. I reached the sidewalk a few paces ahead of him, and, as I stepped up from the gutter to the pavement, I pretended to twist my ankle, gave a little cry, and sort of collapsed on the snow. Remembering, she threw back her head and laughed low in her throat, an ominous little chuckle. Oh, Jimmy, she cried, Sarah Bernhardt never had anything on the way I did that tumble! I lay with one hand on my ankle, and one arm supporting me, and my head thrown back, and my eyes closed. It was a great pose.

Then I knew he was leaning over me, and I shivered. It was a real shiver, too, because all at once I remembered all the stories we had heard about that silent John Gleason. She smiled reminiscently. But I didnt find him so very silent, she said. Anyway, when I opened my eyes a little, his face was close to me. I never saw such a worried face on a man. I guess he hadnt slept for weeks from the way he looked. His eyes you could hardly see, the shadows were so deep around them. All around his mouth ran deep furrows. You boys must certainly have dodged him like his own shadow. But he wasnt done yet. I knew that by the square jaw and the straight set of his lips. I knew Id have my hands full with him.

You have sprained your ankle? he said.

Yes, I said in a sort of breathy voice that went off into a half moan. And it hurts awfully! I stopped a minute and closed my eyes and breathed hard. I could feel his eyes studying me. Then I said: Will you please telephone for a taxi or something to take me home?

He began to rub his chin as if he were thinking hard. Then he said: And leave you sitting on the snow with a sprained ankle? Do you live on this block?

Of course, I had a hard time keeping from a grin. It was so easy I was almost ashamed. Gee, I was a fool! Yes, I said, I live in that apartment house across the street.

T could carry you back, he said.

No, I began, pretending to be pretty weak and incoherent with pain, I... I.... I broke off as though I couldnt stand it any more, and dropped my face into my bent arm, and burst into weeping. I had found out that most men cant stand to hear a girl cry, especially when you sort of choke up between sobs. I didnt need to cry then, but I wanted to make sure of him. I wanted to do an artistic job that the gang would praise me for. Jimmy, while I lay there crying, I was really thinking of how the story would sound when I told it to you boys.

It sounds great, Madge, said Jimmy. Gee whiz, lady mine, didnt I always say you were the queen of the lot?

She drew a deep breath through stiff lips. Oh, Jimmy, she cried, Im ashamed, ashamed to think back to it! What a strange creature I must have been. Anyway I heard him say: Come on, Ill have you home in a jiffy, and then his arms went round me as gently as a mother picks up a baby, and away I went up into the air. He was an awful tall man, Jimmy. And strong? My, he was a regular giant.

Jimmy scowled grimly. I aint any infants food baby myself, he declared. Id like to meet up with this Gleason chap. Go on. He picked you up in his arms. I got that all right. Huh!

He carried me back across the street, she continued, smiling faintly, and I dropped my head against his shoulders and let out a sob once in a while to make him think I was using all my self-control to keep down a cry of agony. When we stood inside the entrance of the apartment house, I whispered very weakly: You may leave me here. I think I may be able to get upstairs. Then I waited a minute, nearly shaking for fear hed take me at my word. But not he. He was a dead game chap, all right.

Where is your floor? he asked.

Second, I said. Apartment has the whole floor.

And he commenced to climb the stairs with me. Half way up the stairs I thought Id better faint. The great point was to get him inside my room. After that, things would take care of themselves, but I was deadly afraid he would leave me at the door. So I fainted. Nothing less would have convinced him how far gone I was. I went weak and soft as a rag in his hands. He stopped in the middle of the flight and raised my head to his shoulder so that it wouldnt fall back. Then I felt two hard, cold lips touch mine.

Hell! cried Jimmy, starting up in his bed. You felt what? Madge, do you mean to say... aw, say, this makes me all sick inside.

He leaned back wearily on the bed and closed his eyes. She continued as if she had not heard him.

At the door I pretended to get conscious and started taking quick, short breaths. He lowered me to the floor. I opened the door and dragged myself inside. I stood without looking at him.

Thank you, I told him. I... I..., and then I stopped and stood with my eyes closed, groping against the wall for support. The next minute he had me in his arms and took me over to a couch that stood at one side of the room. I opened my eyes. I am so sorry, I said, smiling up to him, that I fainted. Thank you so much for helping me home. I can manage now.

Look here, he said, I know something about sprained ankles. Let me bandage yours.

Before I could stop him, he had started to untie my shoelace. It gave me a thrill then, and I went cold. Of course, when he took the shoe off, he would find no swelling. I wondered how I could bluff it through. Then he said: Maybe I can bandage it up before the swelling starts. That gave me a hope again. So I pretended that the pain overcame me again and sank back into the pillows. He was wonderfully gentle while he took the shoe off.

Id like to get my hands on the big stiff, growled Jimmy, apropos of nothing.

Now, he said gravely, if youll tell me where I can get hot water and bandages, Ill leave you to take off the stocking.

But..., I began, as if I were going to protest.

Tut, tut! he said and waved his hand, as if he were brushing away all my arguments into thin air, dont be silly about it.

Theres a basin in the bathroom over there, I said after a little pause, as if I were thinking it over. And I think youll find a roll of bandages in the little toilet cupboard in the same room.

By the time I got my stocking off, he came through the door again with a towel thrown over his shoulder and carrying the package of bandages and the basin of steaming water. My, he looked as official as a waiter. I sat on the edge of the couch and held my leg tight with both hands above the ankle, as if I were trying to keep the pain from spreading. He knelt down and took the heel of my foot into the hollow of his hand.

The trouble is, he said critically, that your foot is much too small to walk upon and here he scowled up to me and the heels of your shoes are too high.

I shall have them lowered, I said meekly, and put my foot into the water with a little indrawn breath, as if the pain were going. He kept frowning away at my foot which got all pink in the hot water, and then he drew one finger very lightly over the arch of my foot. I turned away and blushed. Oh Jimmy, something snapped inside me then, and I wanted to cry.

Afterward he dried my foot with a towel. When he came to the toes, he looked up and I had to bite my lips to keep from a smile, it was so tickly. He laughed at me then, and I didnt know what to do.

Huh, snapped Jimmy, Id have punched him on the chin.

Its funny, said John Gleason. Why, your foot isnt as big as my hand. I suppose thats why I cant notice any swelling so far. We must have caught it just in time.

And how can you be so gentle with such... with such...I began.

With such big hands? he finished for me, as he commenced to pass the bandage around my foot and over my ankle. Only from long practice in the football training quarters.

You played football, I asked him, and I noticed the thick set of his shoulders.

He pointed to a scar on one side of his forehead. Thats a touching little reminder, he said, where one of the boys stepped on my face. And it was during a practice scrimmage at that.

Oh, I cried, what a disgusting game!

Indeed, I did hate the game when I saw his poor scarred face. Then just the shadow of a smile touched his mouth. I guess he isnt the kind that smiles often.

Yes, he said, I guess its only a game for India rubber men like me with hard hands and hard hearts.

It made me feel pretty bad to hear him call himself that when there I was being treated by him as if he were my big brother, and me all the time trying some way to do him dirt. When a womans bad, shes awful, awful bad, Jimmy.

Jimmy was staring moodily into one corner of the room. He made no answer.

Then he got up and stood towering over me, she went on. Is there anything here with which I can make you a hot drink? he said.

Oh, I said, dont trouble. I have kept you too long.

He smiled at me. Not a bit, he said, and with that started for the kitchen.

What a clattering he made among the pans. Once he came to the door to ask where I kept the sugar. He had thrown his coat off and stood with an apron tied about his waist. In one hand he carried a saucepan and the rolled-up shirt revealed the corded strength of his arms. Such whip-cord muscles. Then he went back to the kitchen, and pretty soon I heard him singing in a roar of a bass voice:



Oh, I am a friar of orders gray, 

And down the valley I take my way; 

My long bead roll I merrily chant, 

Wherever I wander no money I want, 

And why Im so plump the reason Ill tell, 

Who leads a good life is sure to live well.



When he returned again, he carried a tray all carefully arranged with toast on a plate, a steaming pot of chocolate, a little jar of jam, two butter knives, two pats of butter, and a bowl of lump sugar. He set the card table in front of me, the tray upon it, and then drew up a chair on the opposite end of the table. It made me feel sick to do it, but I had gone too far to draw back now. I reached inside the purse and got hold of the knockout pills.

This is truly domestic, said silent John Gleason, a scene like this may only be found in the homes of married couples after some ten years of living together. Your hair, for instance, is a bit toweled where it rubbed against my shoulder, and I am in my shirt sleeves... do you mind? Yes, this is the great test of married life, for after ten years of domesticity we sit thus, and the proof of the happy life is that I do not miss my morning paper, and you are too much interested in your sprained ankle to remember that your hair is in disarray.

I smiled a little back to him. I had put in the knockout pills while he was talking. He was looking away at the moment. I guess my hand shook as I passed him the chocolate. He looked down at it and stirred the sugar around slowly. Suddenly he leaned over to me.

Has any one man got a chance against a gang? he said.

I went cold inside. I guess my eyes went wide. No, I stammered, I guess not. Why?

Because I have a gang against me, he said, and I am trying to fight them single-handed. I tell you, it is too much of a job for one man to tackle. Here he set down the cup. Will you be a pal to me and help me out? he said.

I tried to think, but I felt his eyes burning on me out of the hollow of his face. God knows Ill try to do every right thing by you.

Put it there, he said, youre the real thing, little partner.

Well, I shook hands with him, then he went on to say just what was happening to him, how he had started from San Francisco with the assay of a rich new mine and how a gang of crooks had got wind of it, and they were going to try to get the assay from him, and how he hadnt dared to sleep for a week, almost.

He leaned closer at that and put a hand on mine. His hand was awfully large and cold. Ive got to sleep, he said. I wont be able to see my financier who would back our mine until tomorrow. I cant last another day. God, no! They will get me before tomorrow.

He dropped his face into his hands and groaned aloud. Oh Jimmy, its a fearful thing to see a big, strong... honest man like that groan and give up.

Suddenly he raised his head and his face was brighter. Have you got an extra bed here? he asked.

Then I saw what was coining. I was desperate, but I couldnt dodge those questioning eyes of his. Yes, I said.

And may I use it? Be a real pal to me. Youve got to hang with me against that gang. They will never dream that I am here. If I leave here, I am lost.

Jimmy, I couldnt say no, could I, to a man like that? Then I thought to myself that it would be easy to get the paper from him while he slept.

Theres a bed in that room there, I said. Of course you can use it any time.

He got up without a word. Now that he felt safe, every line of his face dragged down. He was letting his will go. He walked toward the door I had pointed out, then hesitated, and came back toward me. A wallet was in his hand. When he spoke, his voice came dragging out as if he already was half asleep.

In this wallet is the assay theyre after, he said. Keep it for me till morning. Somehow I feel safer with it in your hands.

Then he went off to bed. I heard the springs groan as he flung himself on the bed. After a minute I heard his heavy breathing and slipped in to see him. He lay with his arms thrown out crosswise and his head collapsed to one side just as he had fallen. His whole body seemed to be drinking in sleep and rest. I drew the cover over him, went out, and closed the door so that his breathing wouldnt sound in the next room.

And do you mean to tell me, cried Jimmy, that he was in that room when I went to see you that day? And that you had the wallet? And that all that stall about your broken ankle which kept you from tracking Gleason was a joke and that you pulled the wool over my eyes?

Thats it, Jimmy. Will you ever forgive me for it?

He struck his hand across his eyes. But why did you disappear afterwards? A sudden light of horrified understanding broke across his face. Madge, for Gods sake! he cried. You didnt go away with Gleason the next day?

She grew a little pale under his stare. Wait, she said. My story is just beginning. I went to bed that night after looking at Gleason again. He had remained in the same position all day. I woke up the next morning to a rapping on my door, then Gleasons voice. Hey, there, wake up!

I am awake.

Then dress and come out here, he called. I have something important to tell you.

I dressed as fast as I could and went out to him. He was a different man, standing in the corner of the room with his hands clasped behind him and most of the lines and hollows gone from his face.

You dont seem to be limping this morning, he said.

I remembered then, and went red and pale, I guess.

Never mind, he said, wheres the wallet?

I gave it to him without a word. He looked to see that the assay was there.

All my world was whirling around in my head. I felt helpless as a baby before him.

Now, he said, Im going to give you a straight talk, Red Madge.

I shrank away from him when I heard that name, and I guess my eyes were as big as moons.

Oh, he said, dont faint away. I knew you the first moment I clapped my eyes on you. You should have known I would. Yours isnt a common face, my dear, and your hair isnt a common color.

Here he grinned a little, and I hated him with all my heart.

Good for you, said Jimmy. Now youre talking.

Did you think you took me in with that circus fall? went on John Gleason. My dear girl, it was very badly done. You should learn more finesse. It was very bad indeed. If you are going to be a crook, be a clever crook. The one thing the world cant forgive a thief is stupidity. And did your pals call while I was asleep? And did you double-cross them because you hadnt the heart to give away the poor, simple-minded, heavy-handed blockhead who lay fast asleep in the next room? Why, this is as good as Shakespeare brought up to date.

I simply dropped into a chair, and buried my face in my hands, and cried. I hadnt any more courage. But pretty soon I felt his hand on my shoulder, and he was saying little comfortable things which didnt mean anything but made me stop crying. And then he wiped my face with his big handkerchief, and patted my head, and said I would be all right in the end.

Oh, Jimmy, how he talked to me then. He told me all about the life I was in. He told me where it would all end, and he told me what every womans happiness really consists of, and how I was bound to miss it all. Then he talked about his home, and how he had been a boy, and about his mother, and the good, clean people he had always lived among.

You havent had the chance, Madge, he said, not half of a chance. Everything went wrong with you from the first. All that you have saved is a clean body, but what a topsy-turvy, twisted mind you have, Madge! My dear, they have spoiled everything about you, these dirty curs who have exploited your cleverness. They have spoiled everything about you except the possibility of a return to the dear, quiet ways of good womanhood.

Now listen to me. You are going to put everything you have in a heap, your money and your trinkets and your clothes, and you are going to burn it all up, all except enough to wear. And when you burn those clothes, you will burn your past. Here is two hundred dollars of clean money. Take it and make a clean start. Start all new. Get simple clothes. Go to work at honest work. Be a trained nurse. Learn to give, instead of always trying to get something for nothing. The more you give out of an empty heart the fuller that heart will grow with happiness.

He said a little more, and then he got up and shook hands with me, and I promised him, man to man, to try to do as he told me to do. Then he walked out of the room and out of my life.

Thats all, Jimmy, except that I have tried hard these two years to do as he told me, and I am very happy, and very sad, too. And I hope you wont hate me for double-crossing you that time.

He drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. Youre so far away from me, Madge, he said. There is a whole world between us. You belong to such men as John Gleason now, and my hands fall away from you, Madge, because they are... slimy.

Jimmy fell strangely silent during the rest of his convalescence. His eyes followed Madge dumbly about the room, but he rarely spoke. The wonder and the aloofness had never gone from his gaze, and sometimes it hurt her like a spoken reproof, but she went on her way. His recovery was rapid now, and she watched his increasing strength with a vague dread of the day when he should walk out of her life and disappear among the shadows of New York.

But it chanced that on the evening of his release from the hospital it was her night off, and she was curiously happy and anxious at the same time when he asked her to go out with him. It was a crisp February night, glitteringly clear, and, as Jimmy took the fresh sweep of the outdoors for the first time in many weeks, his shoulders snapped back and his chin went high.

Lets walk, he said, just walk and walk till we get tired, and after that... well, after that, I suppose its good bye. What a long good bye it will be, Madge, eh?

She looked at him closely but made no answer, and they walked on without direction. They came to the Fifty-ninth Street bridge and turned onto it instinctively. At the central arch they stopped. For half an hour neither of them had spoken.

Before them stirred the ominously lighted shadows of the East River, and on either side the lights of Brooklyn and New York blinked through the night. Jimmy took off his hat.

Madge, he said, in a few hours most of those lights will go out and you will be in bed and fast asleep, but I go back to the other life, to the shadows that run always under the lights. Aint it queer how there are two worlds inside this funny old life of ours? Theres your life with the steady happiness that keeps on and never changes, and theres my life where the lure and the draw is the big drunk of the gambling chance. Theres the calm old age at the end of your life, but at the end of a life of a guy like me theres just a... morning after. What a funny old world.

By rights, he went on, we should be standing on opposite sides of this bridge, theres such a river in between us. He groaned faintly and turned to her and tilted her head so that her steady eyes looked up to him. And still I love the gambling chance, he muttered. Madge, dear, theres only one fine thing in my life, and thats loving you, and honest to God, Ive kept my life clean of other women since I met you. Madge, is it a gambling chance? Will just plain love ever make a guy like me worthy of a girl like you?

She drew his arm closer about her and smiled gravely up at him. Sometimes I dont care the least bit about worthiness, she said, but I like you a terrible lot, Jimmy... oh, such an awful lot youd never guess!

Madge, he whispered, youre not kidding me along? You wouldnt double-cross me now? Madge.

A moment later he stepped back from her with a sunken head.

Aw, whats the use? said Jimmy. Ive made a rotten mess of things, Madge, and why should I mess up two lives instead of one? And how could we get married? God, what a fool I am. The bunch of fancy keys Ive been collecting all my life was lost at the hospital. Itll be a long time before I can break back into the old game without them.

She handed him the bunch of keys. I got them from the clerk, she said. I thought maybe you wouldnt want them back, so I didnt say anything. Jimmy, do you need them terribly bad? Jimmy dear, cant we do without them? They wont unlock any door where we both can enter now. Wont you make my way your way? We can go to some other place where the old gang cant draw you back, and we can start all over and pull together hard, and make a home.

Madge, he said, what is it they say when a man is getting well after being terrible sick?

Convalescence, she said.

Well, he said after a silence, I reckon Ive been sick most of my life, but Im all well now, Madge, all well.

A light jingling, a glittering of falling light, and a splash came up to them from the river far below.

If the New York bulls knew what had just happened, Madge, said Jimmy Erickson, I think theyd all have a drink to celebrate.


THE HOUSE OF RULAKI
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HE MET RULAKI on such a day as exists only in the South Seas and in books. It was at that period in the evening, when the west is yet pink enough to make one conscious that day has been but does not obtrude the fact upon the attention with flaring strokes of color. The languor in the air, in the wind, was rich as perfume, and the mind went out in a thousand strong feelings while the body was content to lie passively. But not the body of Hercules Martin. The vigor of the Occident was still tense in his muscles; the Orient was as yet only strong because of its newness. The littered studio, the thousand dreary details of his Parisian life, had indeed been washed from his memory, and, while his will lay dormant, his instincts grew younger by several thousand years. Yet he still had what to the Eastern mind is a species of insanity, an over-plus of energy which must be expended in exercise.

Therefore on that night he followed his custom of swimming in the surf, plunging out through the breakers, and then floating on his back in the long, lazy swells that rise and fall as gently, as evenly, as the breasts of a sleeping woman. Confident in his strength and the swimmers skill, he had paid no attention to the stories of the whirlpools which sweep close in upon the coast of Tutuila, develop in one fearful moment, and draw down many a strong swimmer. But on this night, surely of all nights a fated one for Martin, while he lay drowsily content in the warmth of the water and half conscious of the astonishing nearness of the stars and moon, he felt a sharp current whirl him around. The suddenness of the thing left him dazed. He could only fight blindly for his life. It was a long, nightmare fight, and, when the whirlpool relaxed its grip, he was far out from land, his arms numb with weariness and only moving through the force of instinct, and his lungs choked with water. It was clearly impossible to reach shore, and Martin shouted for help. He confessed this afterward with shame, and indeed for such a man as Martin it was a matter of shame.

It takes a loud voice to reach past the sound of the breakers, but the fear of death was as air in his big lungs, and he was heard. After a time, he swears it was hours, during which his progress had become a thing almost as terrible as death itself, he heard a reassuring voice which he answered. Rulaki says that she was guided by his voice, that and something else. Next the moon flashed on a white arm and forehead, and, as the swimmer approached him, she bade him swing in behind, place his left hand on her right shoulder, and throw his head far back. In this way they made slow progress to the line of the breakers, by which time Martin was so far recovered that he could make his own way to the shore. There they collapsed together, he too tired to express gratitude, or she to expect it.

They rose to their elbows, facing each other at the same moment. Martin always thought that this was a miracle, in a small way. But Rulaki thought that it was something else. I remember when I first saw Rulaki so that I am not surprised that Martin first sat up, then stood bolt upright, and stared dumbly. To Rulaki, as he stood there, his wet body alive in the moonlight and that mighty chest still heaving, he was a god. Then she spoke in that wonderful voice of hers. I could never find the word for it, but Parker says that it was warm. Still Martin only stared and said nothing. He felt a hunger within him, a hunger that was not for food, and which for the first time in his atheistical life made him wonder if after all he had the thing popularly known as a soul.

Rulaki arose. You are very tired, she said, and you will be cold. My palace is there, she continued, extending her arm toward the house she had inherited from her trader father, and, if you will come, you may rest until you are able to go home. I will give you brandy, real brandy. She added this with a smile.

The house of Rulaki is set on a high rise of ground. All around it roll the besieging waves of forest, splashing it here and there with a spray of green vines. Martin caught his breath, and his eyes brightened when he saw it. Rulaki nodded and smiled appreciatively.

I feel the same way about it after all this time, she said.

The door was opened to them by a Negro boy clad in a loose jacket and green knee-pants bordered with white. Below his knees his legs were bare, and on his feet were sandals. He grinned welcome to Rulaki and bowed deferentially to Martin. Rulaki handed Martin a gaily-colored dressing gown of some rich stuff which caressed the skin.

Be seated, she said, after Martin had thrown the robe about him with a sudden consciousness of his scanty garb. I will come again at once. Terry, she said to the boy, bring brandy... and here — finding a silver cigarette case— are cigarettes.

Martin sank into something which was between a divan and a Morris chair and vastly comfortable. Then he selected a cigarette and lighted it at a suspended lamp which burned the faintest of perfumes. Presently the Negro entered, bearing a bamboo tray on which rose a bottle of Grande Chartreuse and two thin stemmed glasses. These he placed on a small table on Martins right hand. Martin filled the glasses. When he looked up, the Negro was still waiting.

That is all, said Martin, and the boy disappeared.

Left to himself, Martin looked about the room. It had impressed him when he first entered as being peculiarly comfortable and complete, neither oppressing the eyes with elaborate decoration nor wearying the mind with a bare monotony. When he set himself now to analyze its charm, he was astonished to find no pictures on the walls, whether of animate or inanimate objects. Soft scroll work only ran here and there, grotesque at the first examination, beautiful at the second. The furniture was all appropriate, but not of any one pattern. In fact, it presented an astonishing variety of material, color, and form. Finally Martin noticed that the room was smaller than he had at first thought. The prevailing light and cheerful tones lent it an exaggerated sense of spaciousness. His observations were interrupted by the entry of Rulaki, laughing as she came. I have seen Rulaki in a hundred costumes and thought of each: No one but she should wear that. So it was now with Martin. It was a simple thing she wore, a flowing effect of Japanese pattern, yet to Martin it appeared, he knew not why, to possess something of the majesty, something of the mystery, of priestly robes.

They tell me I should go on the stage, I change dresses so quickly, said Rulaki.

It has been a short time, said Martin clumsily.

Oh, she cried, you have not touched the cordial. See! Its the true Chartreuse. She raised a glass between his eyes and the lamp, which shone through the delicately green liquid until it became a sparkling, living thing, before she handed it to him. I will pledge you an old toast, she said, taking the other glass. The Waves of Tutuila and the gifts of the gods they bring us.

The waves of Tutuila, said Martin seriously, I shall ever trust to their guidance.

The strong cordial swept the blood up into his face. He leaned forward to look at her, although she was so close he might have touched her with his hand. For the first time he saw the vein which frequently ran a vine of timid blue along her throat. He reached again for the Chartreuse. Let us find another toast, he said.

Within a week all of his luggage was brought to the house of Rulaki. They had almost quarreled about it, for he naturally wished that she should come to him rather than he to her. In the end she conquered for, when he teased, she was inflexible, and, when he commanded, she wept. So he came to live in the house of Rulaki, the house which Rulaki loved almost as if it had been a part of her. For a time people said many things, but at last the talking died away and stopped, and everything was taken as a matter of course. After all, Rulaki was only a half-breed.

It was at about this time that Parker visited them. After supper they lounged on the porch which opened out over the ocean.

Youre hitting up the nicotine rather lively, arent you? said Parker, when Martin lighted his fourth cigarette since black coffee.

Martin looked up quickly. Does it show? he asked. I have been going at it rather heavy.

Oh, cried Rulaki, why shouldnt he smoke? He likes it.

Of course, said Parker, noting the unusual sallowness of Hercules Martins skin. But its rather hard on a fellow here. He struck himself on the chest.

Doing much swimming lately, Henry?

No, he answered, dropping his chin upon one hand and staring out into the night, no, I havent been swimming much. Ill have to start again. Its so lazy here in Tutuila... so infernally lazy. He threw the cigarette out the window.

Swimming is too much hard work, said Rulaki, except now and then at night.

She leaned back among the cushions of her hammock, delirious curves from ankle to throat. Her lips opened once, as if she were about to speak; then her eyes closed, and she breathed a long breath of content. There was a minutes silence while Martin gazed moodily at her. Far off on the ocean Parker saw the light of an outgoing ship dwindle, twinkle, and go out.

I forgot that I have brought you a Courier des Arts, he said, recalling himself suddenly and producing the paper from his hip-pocket. Thought you might be glad to know how your painters world is going on. He watched Martins face, hoping for a change, and the change came.

Thanks, Martin said eagerly, reaching for the paper and commencing to run through its pages. Youll excuse me for a moment, wont you? Whats this? Antoni! Not Francisco Antoni? Yes, by the Lord, Francisco Antoni! A year ago he was just a promising cub, and now hes famous!

Have you been painting much lately? asked Parker.

No, answered Martin, no... in fact, I havent done anything since Ive been in Tutuila.

He glanced at Rulaki, but she was fast asleep, and her lips were slightly parted, smiling.

Ill leave you to your journal, said Parker, rising.

Martin made no answer. He was gazing at Rulaki. At the door Parker glanced back again. The journal was crumpled in Martins hand, and he was leaning forward to look at her, although she was so close that he could have touched her with his hand. Parker tip-toed out.

It is a strange resolve that will endure over night in Tutuila, but Martins purpose held. Themes for his picture were by the hundred in his mind and only waiting for his brush. All that lacked was a model. Naturally Rulaki occurred to him, and, still more naturally his choice was made on the instant. When he broached the subject to her the next day, she was very obstinate. They had walked up the hillside for a little distance and were lying together under an exceptionally tall and heavily foliaged palm.

When he explained his purpose to her, she was very obstinate for a long time. If you should make me on the canvas, line for line and every color just as I look, would it be me when you were done? See, she went on, there was a silly officer boy....

What! said Martin.

He was only a big boy and very, very silly. I think he was more in love with my hair than with me... he used to say....

Its beautiful hair, said Martin, letting one hand luxuriate in the dark, silky mass. Havent I ever told you how beautiful it is?

Do you think it is?

Of course.

Tell me again.

Its foolish for me to go on describing, for I can never say it right. Did you ever go out and look at the sky at night when the stars are very few and the sky is so close that you can almost touch it? It seems deep, deep black, yet you can feel the blueness in it.

Rulaki thought for a moment, chin on hand and eyes studious. Yes, she whispered breathlessly, lifting her eyes.

Well, that is like your hair. Mind, I dont say that it is just the same, for your hair has something different, finer, more beautiful... why!... its a part of you.

There! cried Rulaki triumphantly, that is just what I wanted to say but couldnt. If you painted every line and color just like me, still it wouldnt be me, and it would stay there to lie about me forever. The officer boy I started to tell you about....

Damn the officer boy. If he....

Sh-h, laughed Rulaki, closing his mouth with her hand. He had a great big camera, and he teased me until I let him take pictures of me, lots and lots of them. But when he showed them to me, my... how disappointed I was. I could recognize my face, but it was not the real I. Wont you understand?

The officer boy was a fool, began Martin angrily. Besides, no camera can do what a trained hand can do. Its what is called art, Rulaki, to show the inside of things as much as the outside. Thats what Im going to try to do for you.

I dont like it, said Rulaki sulkily.

But think, said Martin, just think that, if I can paint you as you are, you may live forever.

Live forever! Live forever! cried Rulaki savagely. Why should I care to have a picture of me live forever when Ill be dead and... and... nasty.

A wave of warmer air rolled around them, and Martin settled himself more comfortably.

Rulaki crept closer to him and slipped one arm under his head. Why do you want to work and paint pictures? she murmured in his ear.

Because..., he began.

Sh! cried Rulaki. Listen.

From above came the caw of a bird, faint from the distance and yet wonderfully clear. Martin looked up through the branches and out into the great quiet of the sky.

It is better to be like this, after all, he said. I will place you against all the pictures that were ever painted. I will give them all up for you.

No, no, laughed Rulaki, for yourself.

It was a habit of Rulakis to laugh at critical moments. She laughed even when the crash came about two months later. Martin was never a financier, and his entire fortune, which was considerable, had become tangled in some shaky railroad stock. Now he went to the wall with every cent.

What matter? cried Rulaki gaily. I have enough for two... yes, more than enough, and we might as well spend it all.

Martin lighted a cigarette and inhaled several full puffs before he replied. I have fallen pretty far, he said slowly, with his eyes on the floor. But I dont think that I can live at the expense of a woman. At least not yet, he added bitterly.

They were silent for a time, and I think that Rulaki trembled.

What will you do? Rulaki asked at last.

I will go away, said Martin, go away to Paris. Perhaps, when Im there, the dead part of me will come to life, and all that Ive lost will come back to me. If I can, Ill make enough money in a year to come back to you and stay.

But what have you lost that you must go so far away to get it back? she asked. Do you mean the money?

You wont understand me, said Martin, but Ill try to tell you. I want to get hungry again, the kind of hunger that gets down in a mans bones and tortures him. Its the hunger for power over the souls of men. He extended his hands with their long fingers, already less indicative of power than they had been a few months before. If you could have known what those hands have done when the hunger was on me... but the hunger is gone. Ive eaten and Ive drunk... Ive lived and Ive loved. You dont understand me... you cant... but the hungers gone. Oh, God! shall I ever get it back?

I dont understand, cried Rulaki, white and bewildered. You are going away, far away across the oceans, to be hungry?

I shall come back, he said, with money.

Men come to Tutuila, she returned quietly, and of these some go away, and those who go away never come again. Take me with you.

To starve, perhaps?

But I have much money.

In Europe the man cares for the woman. No, I shall go alone... I must work... and I must be alone. You shall wait here for me. Will you wait?

A chorus of laughter reached them from a group of sailors who were climbing up into the hills from the beach.

Yes, said Rulaki, I will surely wait for you.

Thereafter she was very quiet, and neither wept nor pleaded. I think she felt that some Nemesis had come upon her, for her happiness had been too great. So she met it proudly but unresistingly, as one should meet the inevitable. She did not even ask to go with him again, for something made her understand.

The hill on which Rulakis house stands is in full view of the harbor and not a long journey from it, so that Martin could stay with her until the last moment. She would have gone down to the boat with him. This he would not allow.

If I should see you standing there on the shore while I sailed out into the night, it would be too much, as though I were sailing forever out and away from your life, he said.

In the final moment after Martin had kissed her for the last time and they stood together at the door, she clung to him for a few seconds and stared hungrily into his face, as if she were drawing something from it to keep forever. Then she smiled and waved him down the hill. Part way down he turned to look again. It was night, and the same moon which had shown her to him for the first time among the waves was now ghostly pale upon her face. She was still waving. It is in that way that I like to think of her, smiling and waving, to make him think that she was hopeful and confident.

When he had placed his suitcase in his stateroom, he went out upon the stem of the ship to look again upon the house of Rulaki. There was no need of any moon to help his sight. The entire house was in flames.

I was walking down the street with Parker the other day, when Martin, no longer Hercules Martin, passed us. For some moments afterward we were silent.

Martin, said Parker, as though we had just been talking on the subject, might have been a great painter.. and, after all, Rulaki was only a half- breed.


HOLE-IN-THE-WALL BARRETT

I
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IF THIS STORY were not fact it would not be written. It is too incredible for fiction. The best proof of its reality is the very fact that it is incredible, but if further proof is wanted it may be obtained from the twelve good men and true who formed the jury at the trial of Harry McCurtney. If they will not do, certainly Judge Lorry is an unimpeachable witness.

The story has to do with probably the oldest combination known to stories — a hero, a villain, and a beautiful woman. The hero was young, handsome, talented; the villain was middle-aged and rather stout, and smoked big black cigars; the beautiful woman was very beautiful.

Whatever the reader may think, this is not a motion-picture scenario. However, it sounds so much like one that it might as well start in the movie way.

The camera, therefore, opens on a close-up of the middle-aged villain. As the round spot of light widens, everyone can see that the man is a villain. The way he chews that long black cigar, for instance, emitting slow; luxurious puffs, is sufficient proof.

No one but a villain really enjoys good tobacco; but to pile Pelion on Ossa, there are other proofs — lots of them. He has a square, bulging jaw, a straight-lipped, cruel mouth, a great hawk nose, and keen eyes buried under the overhanging shelter of shaggy brows. He is frowning in his villainous way and looking down.

The spot of light widens still further and includes the beautiful woman. She is very, very beautiful; a black-haired type with questioning, dark eyes. She is dressed in black, too, filmy over the arms, so that the rose tint of flesh shines through. She reclines in an easy chair with her head pillowed gracefully and canted somewhat to one side, while she studies the villain and defies him.

One notices her slender-fingered hand drooping from the arm of the chair, and compares it with the big fist of the villain, wondering how she can have the courage to defy him. She seems to know all about him. Well, she ought to. She is his wife.

The camera now opens out to the full and one sees the room. It is very big. There is a soft glimmer of diffused light, which is brightest on the corner of the grand piano and the slightly gray head of the villain. His big feet are planted in the thick texture of a rug. An arched doorway opens upon a vista of other rooms fully as sumptuous as this one. Proof positive that the man is a villain! He is too rich to be good.

The woman is talking. She leans forward with a smile that would win the heart of an armored angel — one of Miltons kind; but the man still frowns. It is easy to see that he is going to refuse her request — the beast! She concludes with a gesture of infinite grace, infinite appeal. This is what she said:

So you see, John, it was really a good act on the part of Harry to rid the world of that unspeakable uncle of his. Why, there isnt a soul in the city with a single kind word for that old miser, William McCurtney! He never did a gentle act. He broke the heart of his wife and killed her. He has kept poor Harry in penury.

The villain removed the black cigar from his teeth with a singularly unattractive hand. It looked as if it had been used all his life for grabbing things — and then holding them. His eyes burrowed into the face of the beautiful woman as if it made not the slightest difference to him whether he was speaking to his wife or not.

This is the case, he said. Harry McCurtney killed his uncle, William McCurtney. He did it by putting poison in the Scotch whisky which old William was drinking to the health of his nephew. A maid saw Harry put something into his uncles glass. She afterward got hold of the vial of poison, out of which only a few drops had been poured. There was enough left to kill ten men. When old McCurtney died that night, the maid called in the police and had Harry arrested. She produced the vial of poison as evidence. The case was easily made out. A druggist has sworn that the poison was purchased from him by young Harry McCurtney. Tomorrow the jury is certain to bring a verdict of guilty against this man. That, in brief, is the case of the man you want me to defend.

Your brevity, said his wife, has destroyed everything worthwhile in the case. You have left out the fact that William McCurtney was a heartless old ruffian — a miser, hated by everyone and hating everyone. You have left out the fact — here her voice lowered and grew musically gentle as only the voice of a woman of culture can grow— you have left out the fact, John, that Harry McCurtney is a rare soul, an artist, a man unequipped for battling with the world. With the fortune he inherits from his uncle he would lead a beautiful, an ideal existence. He would do good to the world. He is — he is — a chosen spirit, John!

And he murdered his uncle, said John Barrett, while old William was drinking his nephews health and long life.

That is an absurd and brutal way of stating it, said Mrs. John Barrett. You cannot reduce the troubles of a delicate and esthetic soul to such a bald statement of fact.

I should have to be a poet to do him justice? You would.

However it is a waste of time to attempt to defend this fellow. Ive seen the evidence. Hell hang!

His wife rose from her chair and stood facing him. All the color went from her face; she seemed to have been painted white with a single stroke of an invisible brush.

He must not hang! John, you can defend him. Ive seen you win more impossible cases than this! I remember the Hanover trial. John Hanover was guilty. All the world knew it; but all the evidence of his guilt came from one witness. On the last day, before the case went to the jury, you put the witness for the prosecution on the stand. Ill never forget it! You drew him out. You seemed hopeless of winning your case; you seemed to be questioning him simply as a matter of form to justify the collection of your fee. And the witness grew very confident. Finally you asked him the color of the necktie which Hanover was wearing when he committed the crime. The witness said without hesitation:

A red tie with white stripes.

With that you clapped your hand over your own necktie, sprang to your feet, pointed a melodramatic hand at the witness, and thundered in your courtroom voice:

What color is the necktie that Im wearing?

The witness was dumfounded. He couldnt tell. Then you turned to the jury and discredited all that witnesss testimony. You said you had been wearing the same necktie day after day in court, and the witness didnt know what its color was. Then how could he be sure of the color of the necktie which Hanover wore, when he had only seen Hanover for a few seconds, committing the murder? It showed that the man was giving valueless testimony; that he was lying out of hand. And the jury acquitted your man. John, you can do some miraculous thing like that now for my friend, Harry McCurtney. Youll find some way. Why else are you called Hole-in-the-Wall Barrett?

While she completed this impassioned appeal, John Barrett regarded her with utter unconcern. He might have been listening to the accomplishments of some fabulous character rather than to one of his own most spectacular exploits.

To be brief, Elizabeth, he said, I wont take the case. Ive other work planned for tomorrow.

And he turned to leave the room.

Who but a villain could have turned his back on such a woman and at such a time? She stiffened; her head went back; there was a tremor of coming speech in her throat. She is about to play her last card, a gambler would have said, and she played it.

John! she called.

The villain turned only half toward her at the door. There is another reason why you must defend McCurtney, she said. I love him!

It sufficed to make the villain turn squarely toward her, but he showed not the least emotion. His head bowed a little, thoughtfully.

Ah! he repeated. You love him?

And with that he shifted his glance up suddenly and met her eyes. She shrank back, trembling. One could see that she was expectant of a blow, a torrent of abuse. Instead, he smiled slowly at her.

She made a little gesture. There seemed more appeal than anger in it. You dont care, John? I knew you didnt care!

If you love him, said the villain slowly, I suppose I dont care.

You never have, she answered. You merely bought me — with your courtroom eloquence, and your money — just as you would buy a fine piece of furniture. You wanted a decorative wife for your home — someone you could be proud to show.

It was not a quarrel, you see. For it happened in the twentieth century; happened yesterday, in fact. Neither of them raised their voices. There fell a little silence, and silences always make a woman explain.

Ive tried to love you, she said. Ive tried to break through that hard exterior you wear like armor. Ive guessed at depths and tendernesses in you, but the only time Ive heard poetry in your voice was when you said before the minister, I will! Since then Ive waited for a touch of that sound to come back into your voice, but it never has, and gradually Ive learned the truth — you never really cared for me.

John Barrett was a villain; also a vulgar man.

The proof of the pudding is in the eating, he said. If I havent seemed to love you, why — I havent.

And he grinned; it was not by any means a smile. She shuddered as if those hands of his, made for gripping great burdens, had closed on a vital nerve that ran to her heart. She turned away, veiling her eyes with her hand. Surely it was strange that a man could give up such beauty!

And will you defend him? she asked in a whisper. If you love him, said Barrett, I shall set him free for you. Good night, Elizabeth!

He strode out of the room. She ran after him a few steps and followed him with her eyes down the long vista of the rooms; but the massive shoulders went on their way with characteristic swagger; the bowed thoughtful head never once cast back a glance toward her.

It is done! said the beautiful woman, and sank into a chair.

Her eyes were half closed, and she smiled — the smile of the twentieth-century woman, which is harder to read than the smile of the Sphinx.

II

THE next afternoon she sat in a front seat in the courtroom and bent eyes of sad sympathy upon Harry McCurtney. There were others who looked on him in the same way. They were not, to be sure, quite like the beautiful woman, but then they were fair enough to have filled up a motion-picture background.

What woman under thirty could look upon him without some such sad emotion? He was very young; he was very handsome. The brown eyes were as soft and liquid as the eyes of a thoughtful Byron — or a calf. That tall forehead and that long, pale face — they brought home all the romantic melancholy of life to a woman under thirty. Even the twelve good men and true felt some ruth as they glanced on him who was about to die; but being hardheaded fellows, those twelve, they looked away again and cleared their throats and frowned. Metaphorically speaking, they were rolling up their sleeves and preparing to grasp the knife from the hands of blind justice.

The hero knew it. He turned those large, soft eyes on the jurors, and then flicked them swiftly away and let them journey from one fair face to another along the benches of the courtroom. And at last, as one overcome by the woes of life, he bowed his head and veiled his eyes with his long, white, tremulous fingers. A beautiful hand! It should have rested upon velvet; should have toyed with locks of golden hair, or blue-black hair — Elizabeths hair was blue-black.

The crowd had not come to hear the plea of Hole-inthe-Wall Barrett, simply because it was not known until the last moment that he was taking over the case for the defense; but the moment his burly figure appeared, swaggering toward a chair, a hum and then a whisper and then a voice passed through the crowd. His honor removed his glasses and frowned. The clerk rapped for order.

From that moment everyone waited; everyone was expectant. The prosecution was uneasy; the district attorney drank many glasses of water; the jurors set their teeth as if they were resolving their collective minds that they would not be budged from their duty even by a John Barrett. They scowled and nudged one another with assurances of immovability; they smiled upon the district attorney; they frowned upon Harry McCurtney and John Barrett.

The proceedings passed quickly. The district attorney made a very eloquent speech, painting in colors of crimson and black the damnable crime of this treacherous boy who could poison his uncle while the murdered man was drinking his nephews long life and happiness. The jury shook its collective head and scowled again on John Barrett, as if they dared him to come on and fight now. But all the time Hole-in-the-Wall Barrett sat teetering slowly back and forth in his armchair, staring blankly from face to face and picking his teeth. As has been said before, he was not only a villain, but a very vulgar man.

The prosecutors case was in. There was only the plea of John Barrett to be heard. The judge frowned his defiance on Barrett; the district attorney did likewise; the jury deepened its scowls; the fair mourners covered their faces and waited.

Barrett rose in the most matter-of-fact manner, with the most unmoved face, and crossed to the table on which stood the damning exhibit, the vial of poison. He finished picking his teeth, but continued to chew the toothpick. Indeed, he was a very vulgar man.

Your honor and gentlemen of the jury, he said, the prosecution has proved conclusively that certain drops from this bottle were poured by the defendant into a glass of whisky, which was drunk by William McCurtney, who thereafter died.

It was like the fall of the first sods on the coffin. The defense was throwing down its cards. McCurtney raised his head; a greenish-yellow was invading the pallor of his poetic face. Something extremely un-poetic was in his eyes.

The court has been informed by various experts that the contents of this bottle are deadly poison. If they are, unquestionably the defendant is guilty of murder, most damnable murder.

It was a strange exordium. The crowd frowned with wonder and waited for the appeal which must follow — sounding periods, moving eloquence. But it must be always remembered that our villain was a most vulgar man. He raised the little vial.

The proof of the pudding, he said, is in the eating.

And he drank the liquid in the vial — he drained it slowly to the last drop. Then he turned and extended an arm of command over the jury, which had arisen to the last man, staring upon him with pallid faces and open mouths.

Now set that man free! he thundered, and strode from the courtroom.

The man was set free. The jury was out one and one-half minutes before it reached its verdict. And the first one to get to the acquitted man, who sat as if stunned, with wandering eyes, was Elizabeth Barrett. Love will find a way, even through a courtroom jam.

A note was brought to McCurtney; they read it together.

Bring Elizabeth to my house, McCurtney, ran the note. I have something to say to you both.

As they sat in her car, she said:

He knows, Harry!

Knows what? asked Harry.

About us, said Elizabeth tenderly.

About which? said the hero vaguely.

About our love, dear, explained the beautiful woman.

My God! said the hero. Stop the car! Turn it about!

Harry! cried the beautiful woman. You arent afraid?

Afraid? stammered the hero. No, of course not! Poor dear! Of course that hideous trial has destroyed your nerves; but think of the long years of beautiful peace which we will spend together!

John Barrett! muttered the hero. He knows? I told him.

Elizabeth, were you mad, to tell that brute of a man?

He didnt care. In fact, thats how I induced him to defend you.

The hero wiped his brow.

He wont oppose, said the beautiful woman, and she looked out the window with something of a sigh. He wont hinder us in anything. I suppose — I suppose the divorce will be easily granted me. And then—

Yes, yes! murmured the hero. But lets talk about that later. The important thing now is John Barrett.

Well talk to him in a moment. It wont take long. I suppose he wants to make the necessary arrangements for the — the divorce.

She leaned back against the cushion and smiled that twentieth-century smile.

By Heaven! said the hero, I dont really know whether youre glad or sorry, Elizabeth.

Neither do I, she answered, and then, opening her eyes suddenly to the matter of fact: Neither do I know whether Im gladder to have my freedom, or sorrier to wade through the disgrace of the divorce court.

Hm! said the hero.

The car stopped in front of the columned entrance to the Barrett home.

Arent you coming, Harry? she asked with some impatience.

Give me time, dear, said the hero. My wits are still back there in the courtroom waiting for John Barrett to begin his appeal.

And mine, said the beautiful woman, are in the bright future!

And again she smiled the twentieth-century smile.

III

THEY entered, and a servant told them that Mr. Barrett expected them in his private library. They climbed to the third story.

This climb, smiled Elizabeth, when they arrived, a little breathless, at the door, is the only thing, Im sure, which keeps John from becoming stout.

Hm! said the hero.

They entered, and the door clicked behind them. It was a circular room, with a vaulted ceiling. The walls were lined with unbroken rows of books. There was not even a window; the air came through two ventilators. John Barrett stood in front of an open fireplace with his back to them, so that they could not tell, at first, exactly what he was doing there.

We are here, John, said Elizabeth in a rather thin voice.

Oh! boomed Hole-in-the-Wall Barrett. Are you here?

And as he turned half toward them they discerned his employment — he was heating the end of a stout poker in a bed of white-hot coals. Good God! whispered the hero.

He seized the knob of the door; but it did not budge. He could not even elicit a rattle from it when he shook it frantically.

The door locks with a spring, explained John Barrett, turning squarely toward them, and still twirling the poker in the coals.

Help! yelled the hero.

Harry! said the beautiful woman in some disdain.

It is often necessary for me to hold the most secret conferences here, said the villain, and therefore I have had these walls built so thick that no sounds can enter or leave. The room is impervious to noise. It is necessary, because some really strange things have happened here.

What do you mean? said the hero, his voice changed beyond recognition.

It is a suggestion, said the impassive villain, for those who desire privacy. A room like this, for instance, would be ideal for writing your poetry, McCurtney.

John! said the beautiful woman sharply. What are you driving at?

In that vulgar atmosphere it was no wonder if she had learned to use slang. The hero, however, did not seem to notice it. His curiosity, for the moment, overwhelmed any other emotions.

How in the name of Heaven, he said, did you survive that poison?

Was it poison? queried the villain. Well, albumen coagulates and collects around certain poisons. I had swallowed several raw eggs just before I entered the courtroom. It is not a new trick. The moment I left I was taken by two doctors to a private room, and my stomach was pumped out.

Oh! said the hero scornfully. I thought it was some ingenious thing you did!

Oh! said the villain. Did you?

John, why have you sent for us? said the beautiful woman.

Barrett buried the poker in the coals so deep that it would not topple out, produced one of his villainous long cigars and lighted it. He then picked up a riding whip which had fallen to the floor, and hung it again above the fireplace.

It is about your leaving, said the villain, and took the handle of the poker.

Have you made up your mind to oppose me? she asked.

If you love this man, he said in his calm voice, I shant raise a hand to stop you or to hinder your happiness. I would even drink poison again to help you along.

You? said the beautiful woman.

Because I love you, said the villain.

You? said the beautiful woman.

Rot! said the hero.

But, went on the villain, if you really care for this fellow here — this sneaking cur who makes my hand itch — if you really care for him, Im sure that I can get along without you.

Do you mean — ? cried the hero.

I mean, Elizabeth, said the villain, that Ive probably made many mistakes in my treatment of you. Ive never been a man of many words — outside the courtroom. Ive usually depended on actions instead. After I married you, I didnt think you required more proofs of my love. If you do, Ill try to give them to you — not in words, because this is not a courtroom; but I want you to know that Ive crossed the line from my old life and stepped into a new. This is the proof.

He drew out the poker from the coals. It sparkled and glittered and radiated snapping sparks in showers. The iron indeed, seemed instinct with a terrible life, a volition of its own.

God! whispered the hero, and cowered against the locked door.

The beautiful woman said nothing at all.

Coming to a point halfway across the room, the villain took the glowing iron and with it seared a smoking furrow, crooked and deep, across the polished wood from one side of the room to the other. The mark still fumed when he stepped back and cast the poker clanging on the hearth. It was an ugly mark, and a melodramatic thing to do, but the villain was a vulgar man.

If you doubt that I love you hereafter, said the villain, dont wait for me to tell you, but come up here and look at this mark on the floor, Elizabeth. Youve done to me what Ive done here.

John! whispered his wife.

He turned his cigar and blew a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling. Truly, a very vulgar man!

Elizabeth! groaned the hero. Are you going to leave me?

John! whispered the beautiful woman, and she ran across the smoking furrow on the floor, stretching out her arms to her husband. He removed his cigar.

You will be able to open that other door, he said. She opened the door and went out.

And now? asked the hero hoarsely.

And now, said the villain, I have always been a man of few words.

So saying, he took down the riding whip from above the fireplace. The room was impervious to noise. It was necessary, because some strange things happened there.

THE END


JOHN OVINGTON RETURNS

§ I
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THE OLD SERVANT stopped and faced him. The light from the candle he carried flickered across his bald head as he nodded wonderingly, and John Ovington hardly repressed a smile.

You are quite sure you were never in the house before? asked Hillton.

No, said Ovington, I was never here before, but somehow it seems to me that a big amber-coloured vase with black figures tracing down the sides should stand by that window. Its just a fancy, but rather unusual in its clearness.

The Ovingtons are an unusual family, sir, said Hillton, and he raised his candle so that its light fell more fully on the sternly graven face of his new master. After his moments scrutiny he shook his head as one who gives up a problem.

A vase like the one you speak of stood there ever since the house was built, but last week Mrs Worth broke it while she was cleaning the room. Every week I have the rooms cleaned, sir, but for the past year they have never been used, none except the kitchen and Mr Ovingtons bedroom where he lay sick for so long.

And died? said Ovington.

And died, sir. He wouldnt trust any one save me. I wrote the letter which brought you here, and I signed it for him.

I shall never forget that letter, said Ovington. And that is the room where I sleep now?

The master has always slept in that room since the family came here to live, he answered. Now I think you have seen the whole house, Mr Ovington.

But isnt there a room behind those folding doors? asked Ovington.

That is the library, and it hasnt been opened these past fifteen years. Fifteen dreary years, sir. It must be fearful thick with dust.

And why has it been closed all this time?

That was the time when young Master Ovington died, and since then the master couldnt bear to go into that room. For the family pictures hang there, and he couldnt stand to look on them, he having lost his heir. The family name ended with him, as he thought. It was only through the lawyers that we traced the line to you, sir, through your great-grandfather, John Ovington, the man who disappeared.

So I understand, said Ovington. But lets have a look at the room.

Hillton drew in his wrinkled lips anxiously.

Tonight, sir?

Why not?

Its a fearsome place to go into at night with all the great, stern old Ovingtons painted and hanging on the wall. Its most like a graveyard, sir, with the ghosts up and sitting on their tombs. Im sure you will not like it to be there at night, Mr Ovington.

Tut! smiled Ovington, and he laid a reassuring hand on the old mans shoulder. Well risk the dust and the family pictures.

It was only after much reluctant fumbling and many sidewise glances as if in hope that Ovingtons resolution would die away that Hillton finally produced the key. The lock had set so fast that it required a great effort for Ovington to send it gritting back. He swung the door wide and stepped into the high, dark room. The wavering of the light behind him made him turn to Hillton, who stood outside the door, the candle fairly shaking in his hand.

Come, come! laughed Ovington. After all, its only a room with nothing more dangerous in it than shadows.

No, sir, said Hillton, Im not afraid. But its a strange house and a strange people.

He entered slowly, the candle held high above his head, and he peered about at every step.

Into the highest shadows of the raftered ceiling the wavering candle-light hardly reached, but it shone on the ponderous table, thickly dusted, and into the black throat of the fireplace, and picked out the long row of portraits receding dimly on either side of the room. Among them were a few dressed in the ruffs of the Tudor period. Others appeared in sombre Puritan grey, straight faces under tall hats. Among these one caught Ovingtons eye.

He took the candle from Hillton and held it close to the portrait. He almost thought for a moment that he was dressed for a fancy ball and stood before a mirror, for it was his own face which returned his gaze with a half scowl and a half sneer, the same strong nose, thin cheeks, and unflinching eyes. He blinded himself with his hand and looked again, but the resemblance persisted. He felt that his forehead had grown very cold.

And who is this, Hillton? he asked, wondering if the servant would notice the resemblance.

That is your great-grandfather, whose name was John Ovington, like your name, said Hillton, forgetting his uneasiness as he talked. He was the strangest of all the Ovingtons, for he rode away one day and never came back, and that is the last people ever heard of him. And all that was many and many years ago. So long that my father could not remember.

He led the way to the window and drew aside the curtain, loosing a cloud of choking dust. Outside the moon glimmered on the garden terraces, which stepped down to a tree-covered hollow, but the other side of the valley rose dark and steep, with a great square house topping it.

That is the Jervan house, said Hillton, and his pointing hand trembled in the moonlight. That is the house where Beatrice Jervan lived, who was the sweetheart of our John Ovington in those old days, but John Ovington went across the seas and fought in France. So when he came back Beatrice Jervan loved him no longer, and they say that he would have forced her to marry him, for he was a stark fierce man, but she fled away in the night with another man. And John Ovington waited for them at a forking of the Newbury Road as they fled on their horses. He stopped them and would have made them turn back, but the man drew a horse-pistol and shot him through the shoulder and rode on with Beatrice Jervan, and God knows what became of them both. We only know that a granddaughter of that couple married back into the Jervan family, and now there is a Beatrice Jervan over there again in that house; and over here — he laughed tremulously in the moonlight— is a John Ovington again.

Well, when the man rode on with Beatrice that other John Ovington rose up from the road where he had fallen and called after them: I have failed this time, but I shall not fail twice. I shall come again. I shall wait for you in this place, Beatrice Jervan, and carry you away with me forever.

But that he never did, for shortly afterwards he went and took ship in Boston Harbour and went across the sea to other countries. And he was your great-grandfather. All that he left was this picture on the wall and a little cedar chest of his papers which sits on that shelf next to the brass-bound Bible. He was the last of the old family, for after him his cousin took the name and the inheritance.

Through a long moment Ovington stood staring at the opposite house.

I am going to stay here and read some of those papers, said he at last, so you can leave the candle, Hillton.

Will you sit here all alone, sir, on your first night?

He folded his hands in his anxiety, and when Ovington nodded he turned and went falteringly from the room, shaking his head solemnly as he walked.



§ II

ON top of the papers in the small chest lay a miniature of a girl. It had evidently at one time been a bust painted by an artist of some skill, but the lower part of the picture was rubbed and faded beyond recognition of any form. Only the face remained clear. The hair drew back from the forehead in the severe lines which pleased those grim old New Englanders, and the eyes drooped demurely downwards, but no moral preceptor could lessen the curve and the lure of the red lips. It seemed to Ovington that the eyes might at any moment flash up and yield him unknown depths of light and mockery.

He dropped the miniature to his knee and sat for a long time looking straight before him. When he had rallied his thoughts he commenced to turn over the papers. They were all letters written in a womans hand, and despite the yellowing of time and the fading of the ink, he could make out the words with little effort. Arranged in the order of their receipt the letters told their own story of the love between Beatrice Jervan and John Ovington.

There was a long group covering the period of the wooing, and then came the time when Ovington decided to go to the war, and her letter:



I could not say it last night. I needed quiet so that I could think it all out clearly, and now I know what I wanted to say. You must not go to the war, John dear.

I know that glory is a wonderful thing, but a good wife is a wonderful thing, too, John, and would you care to win glory and lose a wife? Not that I am sure you would lose me; but I love happiness, dear, and I am afraid of pain; and if you were thousands and thousands of miles away, what would I have to remember you by? It is so hard to remember a man by his silences, John!

Dear, will you try to please me in this? And then I will try to please you all the days of my life. But the sea is so broad, and the French shoot so straight — and I do so love laughter, John! Come to me tonight, and I know I can change your mind.



He rose and walked with the candle until he faced the picture of John Ovington. Yes, that was the face of a man able to defy the charm of sudden glances and slow smiles. He went back to the letters. They diminished rapidly in length, and then came this:



If you want me, you must come and fight for me, Captain John Ovington. There may be dreadful fighting on the plains of France, but I think you will find enough war here on the hills of Connecticut. He has yellow, curling hair, John, and wide, blue eyes, and a gentle voice and a ringing laugh, and hes as much of a man as you are, almost. If you want me, you must come for me. It may be too late. I cant tell.



Then came a short note:



You need not come. It is too late!



But John Ovington had decided to come back and try, and after his return were two letters, the last:



If you will not come to see me, John Ovington, I shall come to see you; though if I do that I know that mother will faint.



I think I have never seen so grave a man as the John Ovington I met on the bridge the other day. Have you truly forgotten me? All grave men are not silent, John Ovington. I have a plan to discover if you can really smile.

I will be by the fountain in the garden tonight if it is not too cold.



And John Ovington had evidently changed his mind that night and gone to the garden and made desperate love, hoping against hope, for the last letter said:



Vincent Colvin has been with me all this morning. I am going to ride away with him tonight. I have not forgotten, but I promised myself to him long ago, and now I shall keep the promise. My father objects, so we are going to go out for a ride from which we shall never come back, and we will take the Newbury Road.

Oh, my dear, it breaks my heart to ride out of your life. It has all been so strange, so maddeningly dear and painful. Must this be good-bye?



He read no more that night, but he sat a long time at the window watching the night mist creep up the valley, tangling among the trees, and at last setting a grey veil across the window pane.



THE next morning the challenge of the keen October air drew him out into the open. In the stables he found a great black charger and had him saddled. The groom eyed him dubiously as he lengthened his stirrups to suit his western fashion of riding, but when he swung into the saddle and started down the path with his broad hat curling up in front to the wind and his cloak fluttering behind him, while his powerful pull on the reins held down the horse to an uneasy prance, the groom grinned with open admiration.

I reckon an Ovington, he said, is always an Ovington.

But as he took the road down the valley Ovington could not forget the adventure of the previous evening, for the Connecticut hills rolled up on either side, a remembered beauty of yellowing browns, gold, and crimson running riotously together, and all the trees still shining with the touch of the night mist. And the great lift and sway of the gallop set his heart singing in unison with the hoof-beats. He could not tell how far he had ridden, for every bend invited him on and on down flaming vistas.

He passed from the main road on to a narrow path which, after a quarter of a mile, surged to the left, and around a quick turn he thundered across a stream on a narrow foot-bridge, a frail structure which tottered and shook under him. At the same time he heard the clatter of hoofs coming towards him down the same path and in a moment a racing brown horse flashed about the curve and dashed on to the bridge.

It was far too narrow for two horses to edge by each other. He brought his mount to a rearing stop.

When he looked again the brown horse stood head to head with his black, and he was face to face with the loveliest girl he had ever seen, but a remembered beauty — yes, the face of the miniature, a spray of autumn leaves at her breast stirring as she panted.

This is a real escape, isnt it? she cried, and her voice carried more mirth than fear.

I guess its an escape, he said quietly, after another moment of staring. Here, there is not room for two to pass. Ill back off the bridge.

But when he drew on the reins the black horse reared straight up, and when he came down stiff-legged the little bridge wavered and groaned.

Dont do that! she cried, truly frightened by this time. Ill back off.

She moved her horse back cautiously, step and step, and he followed, but when they came on to the path again he still blocked the way and the puzzled searching of the eyes made her flush slightly.

Your name is Beatrice Jervan, he stated.

Yes, she said.

And mine is John Ovington.

She clapped her hands in delighted discovery.

Are you really the new John Ovington? Lets shake hands and be friends. Were neighbours, you know.

He rode beside her and took her hand. He knew that she was saying:

But you are a stranger here. How did you know my name?

He smiled vaguely on her. Can you tell me how old this bridge is?

Yes, she said, wondering. It is said to be a hundred and fifty years old. But I doubt it.

Well, he said, I feel as if I had known you for one hundred and fifty years.

With that soft hat and that riding-cloak, she laughed, you look as if you might be a bandit of that period.

With that smile, he said, you look as if you might be a woman of almost any period. May I ride with you? he continued. If I may Ill try not to say any more foolish things like that last one.

It doesnt matter, she said, its the October air that makes one happy without knowing just why. Of course you may ride with me if you care to.

They made back across the bridge again and up on to the road. As they broke into a canter he fell back a little to watch the lilt of her perfect horsemanship.

If you ride so far back I cant talk to you, she complained, and then youll think Im stupid.

You dont have to talk, he said. Im quite perfectly entertained, and besides—

But she spurred her horse to a wild gallop and the rest of his sentence was jolted from his mind as he pursued. The long stride of the black brought him beside her in a few seconds.

You ride well, he shouted as he reined in to her pace, but you see you cant escape me.

She slowed down rather sullenly.

I have never been passed before on these roads, she said.

Not passed, he corrected; merely caught.

She accepted the comment with a cold glance. He rode a little behind her, perfectly happy and perfectly silent. A keen wind rose and whirled down the valley to meet them. Sometimes the force of the gust seemed to sway her back in her saddle. From stirrup to head she gave the graceful lines to the sway and lunge of the gallop, and Ovington ground his teeth to keep from singing aloud. It seemed hardly a moment before she checked her horse.

Our ways part here, she said, then smiling: Are you always silent, Mr Ovington?

He raised his hat without replying, wheeled, and spurred up the hill, and she remained for a breathing space watching the play of his broad shoulders as he rode.



§ III

THROUGH the next ten days he wandered about the place uneasily. He could hardly define his own mood. He felt vaguely that he was waiting, but he had not the slightest idea for what. But on the tenth day a letter came and he knew. He recognized the handwriting, but before he dared to tear it open he went first to the little cedar chest and compared the two scripts.

They were identical.

The letter began without prelude just as that other letter came to that other John Ovington a hundred and fifty years before:



If you will not come to see me, John Ovington, I shall come to see you.



A red mist came before him. He felt himself trembling like a child, and it was some time before he could resume the reading. Without a single variation the letter repeated the time-yellowed manuscript of the cedar chest.



I think I have never seen so grave a man. All grave men are not silent, John Ovington. I have a plan to discover if you can really smile. I will be in the garden tonight if it is not too cold.



I will not go, he said aloud, as if to convince himself against himself. I will not let this damned riddle ruin me as it ruined a John Ovington four generations before me.

He commenced to pace up and down the room. According to the old story he should go to that garden tonight and make desperate love to her. And according to that story he was lost in the end, fate played against him.

Ovington tried to rally his reason. He tried to convince himself that this was all a weird dream, but the two letters lay convincingly side by side. Had the spirit of the old John Ovington truly come back to try the old task again? Would there be for him the same agony of heart and mind? He covered his face with his hands and groaned aloud, for he saw again the spray of autumn leaves stirring at her breast.

After supper he went into the library to fight out the night there, but the old portraits leered down at him, the little cedar chest loomed like a silent oracle of sorrow. He rose at last and went out to pace the terraces of the garden.

His foot sounded hollowly over the little bridge across the river, but he did not notice it. Unconsciously he wandered up the path on the other side of the valley, through the opening of the hedge of evergreen, and on to the velvet lawns of the Jervan estate.

A light laugh only a few feet away startled him. He found that he stood near a circle of shrubbery, in the center of which a fountain splashed and showered, and through the light falling of the spray he heard the thrilling velvet of Beatrice Jervans voice:

Go away now, Vincent. I so want to be alone.

And a pleasant voice answered:

Have I wearied you, dear?

No, she answered, but I am tired of saying pretty things and hearing them, just for a little while. I am hungry for the quiet and the chill of this air. Please go back to the house and tell them that I am taking a walk through the garden. They will understand.

And I shall see you later? And you are not cold?

You will see me later. I am not the least cold.

Au revoir a little while. Dear, I am full of strange thoughts tonight. It is almost as if you were slipping away from me.. I have reached out to you a hundred times, and my heart has closed on nothing. What does it mean?

Fantasy! she said, and as she laughed the sound broke and ran trilling down like the musical chuckle of a bird. Adieu. You need not fear. I shall stay true to our plan. Adieu.

Ovington heard the mans lightly treading step pass away over the lawn, the shrubbery brushed against him noisily, and then the silence slipped back over the place and the faintly moving air shook the fountain into light showerings of spray, felt rather than heard, like the pulse of a heart. And a great yellow moon floated up through the branches of the eastern trees, took the changing tracery of the black limbs, and now drifted abroad into the pathless heaven, so her light, peering aslant over the shrubbery, looked on the silver nodding head of the fountain.

And deeper and deeper slanted the light until he saw it glimmer like a dark star in the hair of Beatrice.

She raised her head up to meet that light. It fell upon her face like a sculptured smile, and Ovington stood breathless watching, waiting, with a musical dread in his heart. Then the dark fur which clung against her throat shifted and the shadow of the lifted eyes changed. He stepped into the circle of the shrubbery and stood before her, and she, looking up, saw the black outline of his head against the rolling moon.

You are for all the world like a man come down from the moon, she said, and her voice was so low that she seemed to be talking to herself rather than to him.

He stood for a long moment before he could speak.

And who, he asked, is dear Vincent?

Vincent is a very nice boy, she answered, who has yellow curling hair and wide blue eyes and is as much of a man as you are, John Ovington.

He dropped into the stone seat beside her and leaned forward, his hands clasped and his eyes on the ground. He was so perilously near her that she could make out the tensed lips, the frowning forehead of his profile, but the wide brim of his hat put all the rest of his face in shadow. She watched his strongly interlaced fingers.

So you are a silent man, John Ovington?

I am thinking very hard, he answered.

Yes, you are troubled about something? He felt the perfume and the touch of her breath as she leaned swiftly towards him. And as she leaned she saw the interlacing fingers grind together. A tremor shook her that was half fear and half delight.

I suppose, he began at last, that you have watched the sun glinting in Vincents yellow hair?

Of course, she said.

And your fingers have touched it where the sun has fallen?

That, she said, is a secret.

I am quite sure I have no use for Vincent, he said.

In the pause the wind went rushing past them and ran on through the far-off tree-tops, whispering and muttering.

And I suppose, he went on, that you could not begin to count the moments you have spent looking into Vincents wide, blue eyes?

I am sure that would be hard to reckon, she said gravely.

I think I could hate Vincent, he mused. Do you like him a great deal?

Im sure I dislike confessionals.

It is rather hard, he said at last.

What is hard?

To play against fate, and to come into the play with the stage set against me.

I dont understand!

But watching those gripping fingers she did understand, and the shaking of the fountain counted out the waiting seconds until he spoke again.

It would have been so easy in any other setting, he said. For instance I might have seen you first at a teatable, saying the silly things that go with tea.

I hate tea, she said fervently.

Or I might have seen you at the end of a long ride instead of the beginning. I might have seen you with your hair tumbling roughly and your hat askew, and your figure slumping wearily at every stride of the horse. You would not have mattered then, very much.

She looked up to the moon, but it seemed too bright, too searching, now, and she dropped her eyes hastily back to his hands.

But even as it was, he said, I could have stood out against you if it had not been for the spray of autumn leaves at your breast. He nodded solemnly. That was what did the harm. It was hardly fair, do you think?

They were only autumn leaves, she said, and anyway I dont understand why you are so solemn.

That is fibbing, be remarked unemotionally, and it is not even a white fib. You know perfectly well that the stage was set, and that I had not a chance when I came blundering on to the boards, a mere supernumerary in the last act. But, knowing all this, why did you send me the note? I dont like bear-baiting when I am the bear.

She looked away from him suddenly into the shadows of the shrubbery. Then, almost desperately:

Is this mere neighborliness, John Ovington? Can a man meet a girl once and then talk as you are talking?

Does it seem impossible to you, Beatrice? he muttered.

Does it really seem so strange to you? Tell me frankly.

I dont know, her lips framed, but without sound.

Your face is so in the shadow, she said in a very low voice, that I cannot tell whether or not you are smiling to yourself.

I dont dare to look up to you for fear that you would understand too clearly. But tell me truly, why did you write that note?

I cannot tell. I sat down before a piece of paper and the words came of themselves. I dont know what I wrote. I am sorry if I hurt you.

And I cannot tell why I came here tonight, he answered, for I determined to stay away, but my steps guided themselves. Here I am. It is not you or I who speak here tonight, Beatrice, but old forces greater than we. We are puppets in the game. We are the guests of chance. Do you not feel it?

I cannot say, she said, but everything seems changed. It is as if I knew you for a long time. When you speak I remember your words from long ago. And my heart is cold and strange. And — and — I wish you would go, John Ovington. I am afraid of you.

I cannot go yet, he answered bitterly, for I sit here and see as plainly as if I were looking at you, the stir of your breast, and the moonlight white and cold along your throat, and the unconscious smiling of your lips, and the unsearchable shadows of your eyes.

He turned to her fiercely and his left hand gripped the back of the stone seat as he leaned over her.

Cant you make them clear and plain and readable? Cant you make me feel that I have no hope? That you are completely lost to me? That I have no share in your soul? Why do you torment me with this damnable ghost of hope, Beatrice?

She made no answer to the compelling whisper, but through a long moment she met his eyes and into the silence once more the shaking of the fountain beat like a pulse. Then she shrank a little away with a musical tremor of sound, and her hand fell palm up across her eyes. He drew her to him, rich with the soft warmth of her body.

His lips touched her throat. A sob formed there. He kissed the tremulous hollow of her hand. At once it fell away helplessly. He crushed the parted lips. At once her breath came brokenly and moaning to his ear, and while the thunder of his heart shook both their spirits, she whispered:

God help me! God help me!

Thereat he rose suddenly and turned away with bowed head, for at the moan of her voice the thought of the yellow, rustling papers of the cedar box came upon him like a drift of the last leaves of dead autumn. Then he knew that she was by his side.

It is not ended yet, she was saying. If we are the guests of chance now, oh, be strong and become the master of it all! Find out the way. There is always one road home, John, I trust in you.

When he was able to raise his head she was gone, and a mist that drew across the moon made all the play grey and cold.

He reached his house again and stood a long time before the picture of John Ovington until it seemed that the hard half sneer of the pictured smile was meant for him, and when he slept that night the mockery of the smile followed him.



§ IV

But when he rose the next morning and looked over the shimmer of color running on the hills, a new hope swelled in him and a confidence of power. But as the day drew on the thought of the papers in the cedar box depressed him.

In the middle of the afternoon Hillton brought him a letter. Once more he knew the contents before he broke the seal, but as he read the expected words a sick feeling of suspense came over him.



Vincent Colvin has been with me all this morning. I am going to ride away with him tonight. I have not forgotten, but I promised myself to him long ago, and now I shall keep the promise. My father objects, so we are going out for a ride from which we shall never come back. We will take the Newbury Road. Oh, my dear, it breaks my heart to ride out of your life! It has all been so strange, so maddingly dear and painful. Must this be good-bye?



Once the letter was finished the suspense left him. Automatically he ordered his trunk packed and arranged his affairs as if he were about to go on a long journey. At sunset he went for the last time to look at the picture of the other John Ovington.

The smile twitched the lips and the sneer was doubly bitter.

After that he rode the black horse down the Newbury Road. He hardly knew what position to take, but when he came to a branching of the road the black horse of his own accord drew down to a walk. He had ridden him under the black shadow of an oak by the roadside before he remembered Hilltons story:

And John Ovington waited for them at a forking of the Newbury Road.



He would have ridden out and found some other waiting-place as he remembered, but a grim determination came up in him and he sat his horse motionless. He remained there for perhaps an hour. The moon came up and ran white along the road. Then a clatter of hoofs beat far away.

Colvin came first as they rounded the last run, a large man riding strongly on a grey horse. They were a hundred yards away when Ovington rode out from beneath the tree, his hand raised.

Colvin brought his horse to a stop on grinding hoofs.

Who the devil are you, sir? he shouted. What do you mean by stopping me?

I havent the least wish to stop you, said Ovington calmly, but I intend to stop Beatrice Jervan tonight. As for you, you may ride to hell, for all of me.

He could see Colvins face set with fury.

What authority have you for this? he demanded, still partially controlling his voice.

The authority of good sense, smiled Ovington, which says that it is both too late and far too cold for a girl to be out riding.

Damn your impertinence, cried Colvin. Get out of the road or Ill ride you down like a dog!

Ah, said Ovington, you talk well, Colvin. But there is an older score to settle between us than you dream of. You must ride this way alone tonight.

You fool, shouted Colvin, if you must have it, take it!

As he spoke a revolver flashed in his hand, but as it dropped to the level Ovington spurred his black suddenly forward.

With his left hand he struck up Colvins arm, and the revolver roared past his ear. With his right arm he seized Colvin about the waist and drew him bodily from the saddle.

As he swayed a moment struggling on the saddle-bow, Ovington swung his right hand free and struck. The blow fell behind Colvins ear and he collapsed without a sound.

Ovington flung his limp body to the ground.

You have killed him! whispered Beatrice. Flee! Flee!

He is merely stunned, said Ovington. Turn your horse. We ride another way this night.

She reined her horse away and raised her riding-crop.

Keep away, she cried in a choked voice. I am afraid! Keep away. He has my promise — I shall never leave him!

He laughed short and hard.

Promise? he said. Do you think that words will stop me tonight after I have conquered destiny at last? Do you dream that words will stop me? Then one way with both!

As he spoke he rode upon her. The riding-crop fell upon his shoulder, but he did not notice it. He swept her from the saddle into his arms and crushed the parted lips fiercely against his own.

Dearest, he said, after four generations of waiting, I have returned for you and won you away from fate.

Suddenly her straining body gave to him, he heard a murmuring and changed voice in his ear:

Ride! Ride! He is stirring on the road. He is awakening!

And as they spurred up the road he turned his head and saw the grey horse and the brown fleeing side by side far away with loose shaken bridle-reins and empty saddles.

THE END


OUT OF THE DARK
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THE PRINCIPALITY OF Pornia is not a large country and in the ordinary course of history it should have been swallowed entire, centuries ago, by one of the kingdoms which surround it. Its situation has saved it from this fate, for it is the buffer state between two great monarchies whose jealousy has preserved for Pornia an independent existence.

Despite its independence, Pornia has never received much consideration from the rest of Europe, and the aim of its princes for many generations has been to foist it into the great councils by a strong alliance with one of the two kingdoms to which it serves as a buffer.

The long-desired opportunity came at last in the reign of Alexander VI, who, one morning, commanded Rudolph of Herzvina to appear at the palace. As soon as the worthy old baron appeared, Alexander spoke to him as follows: Rudolph, you are an old and respected counselor, a devoted servant of the State, and therefore I am delighted to announce that the greatest honor is about to descend upon your family, an honor so great that the entire State of Pornia will be elevated thereby. The Crown Prince Charles wishes to make your daughter his wife!

At this he stepped back, the better to note the joy with which old Rudolph would receive this announcement, but, to his astonishment, the baron merely bowed his head and sighed.

Your highness, said Rudolph of Herzvina, I have long known of the attachment which the crown prince has for my daughter, Bertha, but I fear that the marriage can never be consummated.

Come, come! said the prince genially. It is a far leap indeed from Baron of Herzvina to father-in-law to Prince Charles, but there have been stranger things in history than this, though never anything that could so effectually elevate Pornia. Have no fear of Charles. He loves your daughter; he is strong-minded as the very devil; he will override any opposition from his father. As a matter of fact, it is no secret that Charles is already practically the ruler over his kingdom. So rejoice, Herzvina, and I will rejoice with you!

But the baron merely shook his head sadly and repeated: I fear the marriage can never be consummated.

Why not? said the prince in some heat. I tell you, his royal highness loves the girl. I could read passion even in the stilted language of his ambassadors message. Why not?

I was not thinking of his royal highness, but of the girl. She will not marry him.

The prince dropped into a chair with jarring suddenness.

Rudolph continued hastily: I have talked with Bertha many times and seriously of the matter; I have tried to convince her of her duty; but she will not hear me. The foolish girl says she does not love his highness.

The prince smote his hands together in an ecstasy of impatience.

Love! Love! In the name of God, Herzvina, what has love to do with this? This is the thing for which Pornia has waited during centuries. Through this alliance I can make a treaty that will place Pornia once and forever upon the map of the diplomatic powers. Love!

I have said all this to her, but she is obdurate.

Does she expect some fairy prince? She is not a child; she is not even — forgive me — beautiful.

True. She is not even pretty, but even homely women, your highness, will sometimes think of love. It is a weakness of the sex.

He was not satirical; he was very earnest indeed. He continued: I have tried every persuasion. She only says in reply: He is too old. I cannot love him.

An inspiration came to Alexander of Pornia. Under the stress of it he rose and so far forgot himself as to clap a hand upon the shoulder of Herzvina. In so doing he had to reach up almost as high as his head, for the princes of Pornia have been small men, time out of mind.

Baron, he said, will you let me try my hand at persuasion?

It would be an honor, sire. My family is ever at the disposal of my prince.

He answered with a touch of emotion: I know it, Rudolph; but will you trust the girl in my hands for a number of days? A thought has come to me. I know I can convince her that this love of which she dreams is a thing of the flesh alone, a physical necessity. Come, send her to me, and I shall tear away her illusions. She will not thank me for it, but she will marry the crown prince.

I will send her to the palace to-day.

Very good; and first tell her why I wish to speak with her. It may be that of herself she will change her mind when she learns the wishes of her prince. Farewell.

And the prince rode off to a review of the troops of the city guard. So it was that Bertha of Herzvina sat for a long time in a lonely room, after her arrival at the palace before the door opened, a man in livery bowed for the entrance of the prince, and she found herself alone with her sovereign.

Automatically she curtsied, and he let her remain bowed while he slowly drew off his white gloves. He still wore his generals uniform with the stiff padding which would not allow his body to grow old, for a prince of Pornia must always look the soldier.

Sit down, he ordered, and as she obeyed he commenced to walk the room.

He never sat quietly through an interview if he could avoid it; a constitutional weakness of the nerves made it almost impossible for him to meet another persons eyes. The pacing up and down gave a plausible reason for the continual shifting of his glance.

A good day, a very good day, he said. The hussars were wonderful.

His shoulders strained further back. The prince himself always rode at the head of the hussars; in her childhood she had admired him. He stopped at a window and hummed a marching air. That was a planned maneuver, for his back was far more royal than his face, with its tall forehead and diminutive mouth and chin. She felt as if she were in the presence of a uniformed automaton.

He broke off his humming and spoke without turning.

Well?

My decision is unchanged.

Impossible! In the length of a whole day even a woman must think twice.

Yes, many times.

You will not marry him?

I cannot love him.

He whirled, and the pale blue eyes flashed at her a brief glance which made her cringe. It was as if an X-ray had been turned on her heart.

Love! he said softly, and she shuddered again. Because he is old? Bertha, you are no longer a child. Other women marry for what they may term love. It is your privilege to marry for the State. That is the nobler thing.

He smiled and nodded, repeating for his own ear: The nobler thing! What is greater than such service — what is more glorious than to forget self and marry for the good of the thousands?

I have an obligation to myself.

Who has filled you with so many childish ideas?

They have grown of themselves, sire.

The pacing up and down the room recommenced. Child, have you no desire to serve me? I mean, your country?

She answered slowly, as if feeling for her words: It is impossible that I should be able to serve you through my dishonor. If I should marry the crown prince, my life would be one long sleep, sire. I would not dare awaken to the reality.

His head tilted and he laughed noiselessly. A weakness of the throat prevented him from raising his voice even in times of the greatest excitement.

A soul that sleeps, eh? The kiss of love will awaken it?

He surveyed her with brief disdain.

My dear, you scorn titles, and yet as an untitled woman you are not a match for the first red-faced tradesmans daughter. Stand up!

She rose and he led her in front of a pier glass. Solemnly he studied her pale image.

A sleeping soul! he repeated.

She covered her face.

Will that bait catch the errant lover, Bertha?

God will make up the difference.

He cursed softly. She had not known he could be so moved.

Poor child, let me talk with you.

He led her back to a chair almost with kindness and sat somewhat behind her so that he need not meet her eyes.

This love you wait for — it is not a full-grown god, dear girl, but a blind child. Given a man and a woman and a certain propinquity, and nature does the rest. We put a mask on nature and call it love, we name an abstraction and call it God. Love! Love! Love! It is a pretty disguise — no more. Do you understand?

I will not.

She listened to his quick breathing.

Bertha, if I were to chain you with a ten-foot chain to the first man off the streets and leave you alone with him for three days, what would happen?

Her hand closed on the arm of the chair. He rose and paced the room as his idea grew.

Your eyes would criticize him and your shame would fight in behalf of your — soul? And the sight of your shame would keep the man in check. But suppose the room were dark — suppose you could not see his face and merely knew that a man was there — suppose he could not see and merely knew that a woman was there? What would happen? Would it be love? Pah! Love is no more deified than hunger. If it is satisfied, it goes to sleep; if it is satiated, it turns to loathing. Aye, at the end of the three days you would be glad enough to have the ten-foot chain cut. But first what would happen?

The vague terror grew coldly in her, for she could see the idea taking hold of him like a hand.

If I were to do this, the world might term it a shameful thing, but I act for Pornia — not for myself. I consider only the good of the State. By this experiment I prove to you that love is not God, but blind nature. Yes, and if you knew it as it is, would you oppose me longer? The thought grows upon me! Speak!

Her smile made her almost beautiful.

Sire, in all the world there is only one man for every woman.

Book talk.

He set his teeth because he could not meet her eyes.

And who will bring you this one man?

God.

Once more the soundless laugh.

Then I shall play the part of God. Bertha, you must now make your decision: a marriage for the good of the State, or the ten-foot chain, the dark room — and love!

Even you will not dare this, sire.

Bertha, there is nothing I do not dare. What would be known? I give orders that this room be utterly darkened; I send secret police to seize a man from the city at random and fetter him to a chain in that room; then I bring you to the room and fasten you to the other end of the chain, and for three days I have food introduced into the room. Results? For the man, death; for you, a knowledge first of yourself and, secondly, of love. The State will benefit.

It is bestial — incredible.

Bestial? Tut! I play the part of God and even surpass Him. I put you face to face with a temptation through which you shall come to know yourself. You lose a dream; you gain a fact. It is well. Shame will guard the secret in your heart — and the State will benefit. Still you see that I am paternal — merciful. I do not punish you for your past obstinacy. I still give you a choice. Bertha, will you marry as I wish, or will you force me to play the part of God?

I shall not marry.

Ah, you will wait for God to make up the difference. It is well — very well; le Dieu cest moi. Ha! That is greater than the phrase of Louis XIV. You shall have still more time, but the moment the sun goes down, if I do not hear from you, I shall ring a bell that will send my secret police out to seize a man indiscriminately from the masses of the city. I shall not even stipulate that he be young. My trust in nature is — absolute. Adieu!

She made up her mind the moment he left the room. She drew on her cloak. Before the pier glass she paused.

Aye, she murmured, I could not match the first farmers daughter. But still there must be one man in the world — and God will make up the difference!

She threw open the door which gave on a passage leading to a side entrance. A grenadier of the palace guard jumped to attention and presented arms.

Pardon, he said.

He completely blocked the hall; the prince had left nothing to chance. She started to turn back and then hesitated and regarded the man carefully.

Fritz! she said at last, for she recognized the peasant who had been a stable-boy on her fathers estate before he took service in the grenadiers. You are Fritz Barr!

He flushed with pleasure.

Madame remembers me?

And my little black pony you used to take care of?

Yes, yes!

He grinned and nodded; and then she noted a revolver in the holster at his side.

What are your orders, Fritz?

To let no one pass down this hall. I am sorry, madame.

But if I were to ask you for your revolver?

He stirred uneasily and she took money from her purse and gave it to him.

With this you could procure another weapon?

He drew a long breath; the temptation was great.

I could, madame.

Then do so. It will never be known from whom I received the gun — and my need is desperate — desperate!

He unbuckled the weapon without a word, and with it in her hand she returned to the room.

There was a tall western window, and before this she drew up a chair to watch the setting of the sun.

Will he ring the bell when the edge of the sun touches the hills or when it is completely set? she thought.

The white circle grew yellow; then it took on a taint of orange, bulging oddly at the sides into a clumsy oval. From the gardens below came a stir of voices and then the thrill of a girls laughter. She smiled as she listened, and, leaning from the window, the west wind blew to her the scent of flowers. She sat there for a long time, breathing deeply of the fragrance and noting all the curves of the lawn with a still, sad pleasure. The green changed from bright to dark; when she looked up the sun had set.

As she turned from the gay western sky, the room was doubly dim and the breeze of the evening set the curtains rustling and whispering. Silence she was prepared for, but not those ghostly voices, not the shift and sweep of the shadows. She turned the electric switch, closing her eyes to blur the shock of the sudden deluge of light. The switch clicked, but when she opened her eyes the room was still dark; they had cut the connecting wires.

Thereafter her mind went mercifully blank, for what she faced was, like birth and death, beyond comprehension. Noise at the windows roused her from the daze at last and she found that a number of workmen were sealing the room so that neither light nor sound could enter or escape. The only air would be from the ventilator. And still she could not realize what had happened, what was to happen, until the last sounds of the workmen ceased and the deep, dread silence began; silence that had a pulse in it — the beating of her heart.

She was standing in the middle of the room when the first shapes formed in the black night, and terror hovered about her suddenly, touching her as with cold fingers. She felt her way back to a corner and crouched there against the wall, waiting, waiting. They had seized the doomed man long before this. They must have bound and gagged him and carried him to the palace.

A thousand types of men passed before her inward eye — thin-faced clerks, men as pale as the belly of a dead fish; bearded monsters, gross and thick-lipped, with thunderous laughter; laborers, stamped with patient weariness — and all whom she saw carried the sign of the beast in their eyes. She tried to pray, but the voice of the prince rang in her ears: Le Dieu, cest moi! and when she named God in her prayers, she visualized Alexanders face, the pale, small eyes, the colorless hair, the lofty brow, the mouth whose tight lips could not be disguised by even the careful mustache. When a key turned in a door, she sprang to her feet with a cry of horror.

It is I, said the prince.

I am dying; I cannot stay here; I will marry whom and when you will.

Ah, my dear, you should have spoken before sunset. I warned you, and I never change my mind. It is only for three days, remember. Also, it is in the interest of science. Beyond that, I have quite taken a fancy to playing God for you for three days. Do you understand?

The even, mocking tones guided her to him. She fell at his feet and strained his thin knees against her breast.

Come! Be reasonable, Bertha. This is justice.

Sire, I want no justice. For Gods sake, be merciful.

She heard the shaken breath of his soundless laughter.

Is it so? You should be grateful to me. Trust me, child, I am bringing you the love of which you have dreamed. Ha! Ha! Le Dieu, cest moi!

The clanking of the chain which he carried stilled her voice. It hushed even the thunder of her heart. She rose and waited patiently while the manacle was affixed to her wrist. The prince crossed the room and tapped on the door, which opened, and by a faint light from without Bertha discovered two men carrying a third into the room. She strained her eyes, but could make out no faces. The burden was laid on the floor; a metallic sound told her that she was fettered to the unknown.

The prince said: You are a brave girl. All may yet be well. Then human nature is finer than I think. We shall see. As for your lover, your gift from God, he is sleeping soundly now. It may be an hour before the effects of the drug wear away. During that time you can think of love. Food will be placed three times a day within the door yonder. You can readily find it by feeling your way around the wall. Farewell.

When the door closed she started to retreat to her corner, but the chain instantly drew taut with a rattle. Strangely enough, much of her fear left her now that she was face to face with the danger; temptation, the prince had called it. She smiled as she remembered. When the man awoke and learned their situation, she had no doubt as to how he would act. She had seen the sign of the beast in the eyes of many men, great and small; she had seen it and understood. The revolver might save her for a time, but what if she slept? She knew it would be almost impossible to remain awake during three days and nights.

The moment her eyes closed the end would come. It seemed better that she should fire the bullet now.

When he recovered his senses, it would be difficult to shoot effectively in the dark, for this was not the gloom of night — it was an absolute void, black, thick, impenetrable. She could not make out her hand at the slightest distance from her eyes. He might even attack her from behind and knock the revolver from her hand before she could shoot. Sooner or later the man must die. Even if she did not kill him it would be accomplished by the command of the prince at the end of the three days.

Far better that it should be done at once — that he should never awaken from his sleep. She reached the decision calmly and crept forward to him. Very lightly she passed her hand over his clothes. She had to move his arm to uncover the breast over his heart; the arm was a limp weight, but the muscles were firm, round, and solid. The first qualm troubled her as she realized that this must be a young man, at least a man in the prime of his physical strength.

Then it occurred to her that often bullets fired into the breast are deflected from the heart by bones; it would be far more certain to lay the muzzle against the temple — press the trigger — the soul would depart.

The soul! She paused with a thrill of wonder. A little touch would loose the swift spirit. The soul! For the first time she saw the tragedy from the viewpoint of the unknown man. His life was cut in the middle; truly a blind fate had reached out and chosen him from a whole city. Yet she was merely hastening the inevitable. She reached out and found his forehead.

It was broad and high. Tracing it lightly with the tips of her fingers she discovered two rather prominent lumps of bony structure over the eyes. Some one had told her that this represented a strong power of memory. She tried to visualize that feature alone, and very suddenly, as a face shows when a man lights his cigarette on the street at night, she saw in memory the figure of Rembrandts Portrait of a Young Painter. He sits at his drawing board, his pencil poised, ready for the stroke which shall give vital character to his sketch. There is only one high light, falling on the lower part of the face. Inspiration has tightened the sensitive mouth; the questing eyes peer out from the shadow of the soft cap. She broke off from her vision to realize with a start that when she touched the trigger she would be stepping back through the centuries and killing her dream of the original of Rembrandts picture. A foolish fancy, truly, but in the dark a dream may be as true, as vivid as reality.

The unconscious man sighed. She leaned close and listened to his breathing, soft, hurried, irregular as if he struggled in his sleep, as if the subconscious mind were calling to the conscious: Awake! Death is here!

At least there was plenty of time. She need not fire the shot until he moved. She laid the revolver on her lap and absently allowed her hands to wander over his face, lingering lightly on each feature. She grew more alert after a moment. Every particle of her energy was concentrated on seeing that face — on seeing it through her sense of touch. The blind, she knew, grow so dextrous that the delicate nerves of their finger tips record faces almost as accurately as the eyes of the normal person.

Ah, for one moment of that power! She tried her best. The nose, she told herself, was straight and well modeled. The eyes, for she traced the bony structure around them, must be large; the cheek bones high, a sign of strength; the chin certainly square and prominent; the lips full and the mouth rather large; the hair waving and thick; the throat large. One by one she traced each detail and then, moving both hands rather swiftly over the face, she strove to build the mental picture of the whole — and she achieved one, but still it was always the young painter whom great Rembrandt had drawn. The illusion would not go out of her mind.

An artists hands, it is said, must be strong and sinewy. She took these hands and felt the heavy bones of the wrist and strove to estimate the length of the fingers. It seemed to her that this was an ideal hand for a painter — it must be both strong and supple.

He sighed again and stirred; she caught up the weapon with feverish haste and poised it.

Ah, it is well, said the sleeper in his dream.

She made sure that he was indeed unconscious and then leaned low, whispering: Adieu, my dear.

At some happy vision he laughed softly. His breath touched her face. Surely he could never know; he had so short a moment left for living; perhaps this would pass into his latest dream on earth and make it happy.

Adieu! she whispered again, and her lips pressed on his.

She laid the muzzle of the revolver against his temple, and, summoning all her will power, she pressed the trigger. It seemed as if she were pulling against it with her full strength, and yet there was no report. Then she realized that all her might was going into an inward struggle. She summoned to her aid the voice of the prince as he had said: We put a mask on nature and call it love; we name an abstraction and call it God. Le Dieu, cest moi! She placed the revolver against the temple of the sleeper; he stirred and disturbed the surety of her direction. She adjusted the weapon again.

Up sprang the man, shouting: Treason! Help!

Then he stood silent a long moment; perhaps he was rehearsing the scene of his seizure.

This is death, he muttered at last, and I am in hell. I have always known what it would be — dark — utter and bitter loss of light.

As his hand moved, the chain rattled. He sprang back with such violence that his lunging weight jerked her to her feet.

It is useless to struggle, she cried.

A woman! Where am I?

You are lost.

But what has happened? In Gods name, madame, are we chained together?

We are.

By whose power? By whose right and command?

By one against whom we cannot appeal.

My crime?

None.

For how long—

Three days.

He heaved a great sigh of relief.

It is merely some practical joke, I see. That infernal Franz, I knew he was meditating mischief! Three days — and then free?

Yes, for then you die.

Once more he was silent.

Then: This is a hideous dream. I will waken from it at once — at once. My dear lady—

She heard him advancing.

Keep the chain taut, sir, I am armed; I will fire at the slightest provocation.

He stopped and laughed.

Come, come! This is not so bad. You have been smiling in your sleep at me. Up with the lights, my dear. If Franz has engaged you for this business, let me tell you that Im a far better fellow than he must have advertised me. But what a devil he is to rig up such an elaborate hoax! By Jove, this chain — this darkness — its enough to turn a fellows hair white! The black night gets on my nerves. Lights! Lights! I yearn to see you; I prophesy your beauty by your voice! Still coy? Then well try persuasion!

His breast struck the muzzle of the revolver.

She said quietly: If I move my finger a fraction of an inch you die, sir. And every word I have spoken to you is the truth.

Well, well! You do this finely. I shall compliment Franz on rehearsing you so thoroughly. Is this the fair Daphne of whom he told me—

And his hand touched her shoulder.

By everything that is sacred, I will fire unless you stand back — back to the end of the chain.

Is it possible? The Middle Ages have returned!

He moved back until the light chain was taut.

My mind whirls. I try to laugh, but your voice convinces me. Madame, will you explain my situation in words of one syllable?

I have explained it already. You are imprisoned in a place from which you cannot escape. You will be confined here, held to me by this chain, for three days. At the end of that time you die.

Will you swear this is the truth?

Name any oath and I will repeat it.

Theres no need, he said. No, it cannot be a jest. Franz would never risk the use of a drug, wild as he is. Some other power has taken me. What reason lies behind my arrest?

Think of it as a blind and brutal hand which required a victim and reached out over the city to find one. The hand fell upon you. There is no more to say. You can only resign yourself to die an unknown death.

He said at last: Not unknown, thank God. I have something which will live after me.

Her heart leaped, for she was seeing once more the artist from Rembrandts brush.

Yes, your paintings will not be forgotten.

I feel that they will not, and the name of—

Do not speak of it!

Why?

I must not hear your name.

But you know it already. You spoke of my painting.

I have never seen your face; I have never heard your name; you were brought to me in this room darkened as you find it now.

Yet you knew—

Her voice was marvelously low: I touched your face, sir, and in some way I knew.

After a time he said: I believe you. This miracle is no greater than the others. But why do you not wish to know my name?

I may live after you, and when I see your pictures I do not wish to say: This is his work; this is his power; this is his limitation. Can you understand?

I will try to.

I sat beside you while you were unconscious, and I pictured your face and your mind for myself. I will not have that picture reduced to reality.

It is a delicate fancy. You are blind? You see by the touch of your hands?

I am not blind, but I think I have seen your face through the touch.

Here! I have stumbled against two chairs. Let us sit down and talk. I will slide this chair farther away if you wish. Do you fear me?

No, I think I am not afraid. I am only very sad for you. Listen: I have laid down the revolver. Is that rash?

Madame, my life has been clean. Would I stain it now? No, no! Sit here — so! My hand touches yours — you are not afraid? — and a thrill leaps through me. Is it the dark that changes all things and gives eyes to your imagination, or are you really very beautiful?

How shall I say?

Be very frank, for I am a dying man, am I not? And I should hear the truth.

You are a profound lover of the beautiful?

I am a painter, madame.

She called up the image of her face — the dingy brown hair, long and silken, to be sure; the colorless, small eyes; the common features which the first red-skinned farmers daughter could overmatch.

Describe me as you imagine me. I will tell you when you are wrong.

May I touch you, madame, as you touched me? Or would that trouble you?

She hesitated, but it seemed to her that the questing eyes of Rembrandts portrait looked upon her through the dark — eyes reverent and eager at once.

She said: You may do as you will.

His unmanacled hand went up, found her hair, passed slowly over its folds.

It is like silk to the touch, but far more delicate, for there is life in every thread of it. It is abundant and long. Ah, it must shine when the sun strikes upon it! It is golden hair, madame, no pale-yellow like sea-sand, but glorious gold, and when it hangs across the whiteness of your throat and bosom the hearts of men stir. Speak! Tell me I have named it!

She waited till the sob grew smaller in her throat.

Yes, it is golden hair, she said.

I could not be wrong.

His hand passed down her face, fluttering lightly, and she sensed the eagerness of every touch. Cold fear took hold of her lest those searching fingers should discover the truth.

Your eyes are blue. Yes, yes! Deep-blue for golden hair. It cannot be otherwise. Speak.

God help me!

Madame?

I have been too vain of my eyes, sir. Yes, they are blue.

The fingers were on her cheeks, trembling on her lips, touching chin and throat.

You are divine. It was foredoomed that this should be! Yes, my life has been one long succession of miracles, but the greatest was reserved until the end. I have followed my heart through the world in search of perfect beauty and now I am about to die, I find it. Oh, God! For one moment with canvas, brush, and the blessed light of the sun! It cannot be! No miracle is complete; but I carry out into the eternal night one perfect picture. Canvas and paint? No, no! Your picture must be drawn in the soul and colored with love. The last miracle and the greatest! Three days? No, three ages, three centuries of happiness, for are you not here?

Who will say that there is not an eye with which we pierce the night? To each of these two sitting in the utter dark there came a vision. Imagination became more real than reality. He saw his ideal of the woman, that picture which every man carries in his heart to think of in the times of silence, to see in every void. And she saw her ideal of manly power. The dark pressed them together as if with the force of physical hands. For a moment they waited, and in that moment each knew the heart of the other, for in that utter void of light and sound, they saw with the eyes of the soul and they heard the music of the spheres.

Then she seemed to hear the voice of the prince: You should be grateful to me. Trust me, child, I am bringing you that love of which you dreamed. Le Dieu, cest moi!

Yes, it was the voice of doom which had spoken from those sardonic lips. The dark which annihilates time made their love a century old.

In all the world, she whispered, there is one man for every woman. It is the hand of Heaven which gives me to you.

Come closer — so! And here I have your head beside mine as God foredoomed. Listen! I have power to look through the dark and to see your eyes — how blue they are! — and to read your soul beneath them. We have scarcely spoken a hundred words and yet I see it all. Through a thousand centuries our souls have been born a thousand times and in every life we have met, and known—

And through the utter dark, the merciful dark, the deep, strong music of his voice went on, and she listened, and forgot the truth and closed her eyes against herself.

* * * * *

On the night which closed the third day the prince approached the door of the sealed room. To the officer of the secret police, who stood on guard, he said: Nothing has been heard.

Early this afternoon there were two shots, I think.

Nonsense. There are carpenters doing repair work on the floor above. You mistook the noise of their hammers.

He waved the man away, and as he fitted the key into the lock he was laughing softly to himself: Now for the revelation, the downward head, the shame. Ha! Ha! Ha!

He opened the door and flashed on his electric lantern. They lay upon a couch wrapped in each others arms. He had shot her through the heart and then turned the weapon on himself; his last effort must have been to draw her closer. About them was wrapped the chain, idle and loose. Surely death had no sting for them and the grave no victory, for the cold features were so illumined that the prince could hardly believe them dead.

He turned the electric torch on the painter. He was a man about fifty, with long, iron-gray hair, and a stubble of three days growth covering his face. It was a singularly ugly countenance, strong, but savagely lined, and the forehead corrugated with the wrinkles of long, mental labor. But death had made Bertha beautiful. Her eyes under the shadow of her lashes, seemed a deep-sea blue, and her loose, brown hair, falling across the white throat and breast, seemed almost golden under the light of the torch. A draft from the open door moved the hair and the heart of the prince stirred in him.

He strove to loosen the arms of the painter, but they were frozen stiff by death.

She was a fool, and the loss is small, sighed the prince. After all, perhaps God was nearer than I thought. I bound them together with a chain. He saw my act and must have approved, for see! He has locked them together forever. Well, after all — le Dieu, cest moi!


THE GHOST

[image: img111.jpg]

THE GOLD STRIKE which led the fortune-hunters to Murrayville brought with them the usual proportion of bad men and outlaws. Three months after the rush started a bandit appeared so consummate in skill and so cool in daring that all other offenders against the law disappeared in the shade of his reputation. He was a public dread. His comings were unannounced; his goings left no track. Men lowered their voices when they spoke of him. His knowledge of affairs in the town was so uncanny that people called him the Ghost.

The stages which bore gold to the railroad one hundred and thirty miles to the south left at the most secret hours of the night, but the Ghost knew. Once he stuck up the stage not a mile from town while the guards were still occupied with their flasks of snakebite. Again, when the stage rolled on at midday, eighty miles south of Murrayville, and the guards nodded in the white- hot sun, the Ghost rose from behind a bush, shot the near-leader, and had the cargo at his mercy in thirty seconds.

He performed these feats with admirable finesse. Not a single death lay charged to his account, for he depended upon surprise rather than slaughter. Yet so heavy was the toll he exacted that the miners passed from fury to desperation.

They organized a vigilance committee. They put a price on his head. Posses scoured the region of his hiding-place, Hunters Cañon, into which he disappeared when hard pressed, and left no more trace than the morning mist which the sun disperses. A hundred men combed the myriad recesses of the cañon in vain. Their efforts merely stimulated the bandit.

While twoscore men rode almost within calling distance, the Ghost appeared in the moonlight before Pat McDonald and Peters and robbed them of eighteen pounds of gold-dust which they carried in their belts. When the vigilance committee got word of this insolent outrage they called a mass- meeting so large that even drunken Geraldine was enrolled.

Never in the history of Murrayville had there been so grave and dry- throated an affair. William Collins, the head of the vigilantes, addressed the assembly. He rehearsed the list of the Ghosts outrages, pointed out that what the community needed was an experienced man-hunter to direct their efforts, and ended by asking Silver Pete to stand up before them. After some urging Pete rose and stood beside Collins, with his hat pushed back from his gray and tousled forelock and both hands tugging at his cartridge-belt.

Men, went on Collins, placing one hand on the shoulder of the man- killer, we need a leader who is a born and trained fighter, a man who will attack the Ghost with system and never stop after he takes up the trail. And I say the man we need is Silver Pete!

Petes mouth twitched back on one side into the faint semblance of a grin, and he shrugged off the patronizing hand of the speaker. The audience stirred, caught each other with side-glances, and then stared back at Silver Pete. His reputation gave even Murrayville pause, for his reputed killings read like the casualty list of a battle.

I repeat, said Collins, after the pause, in which he allowed his first statement to shudder its way home, that Silver Pete is the man for us. Ive talked it over with him before this, and hell take the job, but he needs an inducement. Heres the reward I propose for him or for any other man who succeeds in taking the Ghost prisoner or in killing him. Well give him any loot which may be on the person of the bandit. If the Ghost is disposed of in the place where he has cached his plunder, the finder gets it all. Its a high price to pay, but this thing has to be stopped. My own opinion is that the Ghost is a man who does his robbing on the side and lives right here among us. If thats the case, well leave it to Silver Pete to find him out, and well obey Petes orders. Hes the man for us. Hes done work like this before. He has a straight eye, and hes fast with his six-gun. If you want to know Petes reputation as a fighting man—

Hell tell you himself, said a voice, and a laugh followed.

Silver Pete scowled in the direction of the laugh, and his right hand caressed the butt of his gun, but two miners rose from the crowd holding a slender fellow between them.

Its only Geraldine, said one of them. There aint no call to flash your gun, Pete.

Take the drunken fool away, ordered Collins angrily. Who let him in here? This is a place for men and not for girl-faced clowns!

Misher Collins, said Geraldine, doffing his broad-brimmed hat and speaking with a thick, telltale accent— Misher Collins, I ask your pardon, shir.

He bowed unsteadily, and his hat brushed the floor.

I plumb forgot I was in church with Silver Pete for a preacher! he went on.

The audience turned their heads and chuckled deeply.

Take him out, will you? thundered Collins. Take him out, or Ill come down there and kick him out myself!

The two men at Geraldines side turned him about and led him toward the door. Here he struggled away from his guides. Misher Collins! he cried in a voice half-whining and half-anger, if I capture the Ghost do Iget the loot?

A yell of laughter drowned the reply, and Geraldine staggered from the room.

What do you say, men? roared Collins, enraged by these repeated interruptions. Is Silver Pete the man for us?

There was no shout of approval but a deep muttering of consent.

Id hire the devil himself, murmured one man, if hed get rid of the Ghost.

All right, said Collins, and he turned to Pete. Youre in charge here, and its up to you to tell us what to do. Youre the foreman, and were all in your gang.

The crowd was delighted, for Pete, finding himself deserted before the mass of waiting men, shifted uneasily from one foot to the other and kept changing the angle of the hat upon his mop of gray hair.

Speech! yelled a miner. Give us a speech, Pete! Silver Pete favored the speaker with a venomous scowl.

Speech nothin, he answered. I aint here to talk. I aint no gossipin bit of calico. I got a hunch my six-gunll do my chatterin for me.

But what do you want us to do, Pete? asked Collins. How are we going to help you?

Sit tight and chaw your own tobacco, he said amiably. I dont want no advice. Theres been too many posses around these diggins. Maybe Ill start and hunt the Ghost by myself. Maybe I wont. If I want help Ill come askin it.

As a sign that the meeting had terminated he pulled his hat farther down over his eyes, hitched his belt, and stalked through the crowd without looking to either side.

Thereafter Murrayville saw nothing of him for a month, during which the Ghost appeared five times and escaped unscathed. The community pondered and sent out to find Pete, but the search was vain. There were those who held that he must have been shot down in his tracks by the Ghost, and even now decorated some lank hillside. The majority felt that having undertaken his quest alone Pete was ashamed to appear in the town without his victim.

On the subject of the quest Geraldine composed a ballad which he sang to much applause in the eight saloons of the town. It purported to be the narrative of Silver Petes wanderings in search of the Ghost. In singing it Geraldine borrowed a revolver and belt from one of the bystanders, pushed back his hat and roughed up his hair, and imitated the scowling face of Pete so exactly that his hearers fairly wept with pleasure. He sang his ballad to the tune of Auld Lang Syne, and the sad narrative concluded with a wailing stanza:

I dont expect no bloomin tears;
The only thing I ask
Is something for a monument
In the way of a whisky flask.

Geraldine sang himself into popularity and many drinks with his song, and for the first time the miners began to take him almost seriously. He had appeared shortly after old John Murray struck gold six months before, a slender man of thirty-five, with a sadly drooping mouth and humorous eyes.

He announced himself as Gerald Le Roy Witherstone, and was, of course, immediately christened Geraldine.

Thereafter he wandered about the town, with no apparent occupation except to sing for his drinks in the saloons. Hitherto he had been accepted as a harmless and amusing man-child, but his ballad gave him at once an Homeric repute, particularly when men remembered that the song was bound to come sooner or later to the ear of Silver Pete.

For the time being Pete was well out of ear-shot. After the meeting, at which he was installed chief man-hunter of the community, he spent most of the evening equipping himself for the chase. Strangely enough, he did not hang a second revolver to his belt nor strap a rifle behind his saddle; neither did he mount a fleet horse. To pursue the elusive Ghost he bought a dull-eyed mule with a pendulous lower lip. On the mule he strapped a heavy pack which consisted chiefly of edibles, and in the middle of the night he led the mule out of Murrayville in such a way as to evade observation. Once clear of the town he headed straight for Hunters Cañon.

Once inside the mouth of the cañon he began his search. While he worked he might have been taken for a prospector, for there was not a big rock in the whole course of the cañon which he did not examine from all sides. There was not a gully running into Hunters which he did not examine carefully. He climbed up and down the cliffs on either side as if he suspected that the Ghost might take to wings and fly up the sheer rock to a cave.

The first day he progressed barely a half-mile. The second day he covered even less ground. So his search went on. In the night he built a fire behind a rock and cooked. Through four weeks his labor continued without the vestige of a clue to reward him. Twice during that time he saw posses go thundering through the valley and laughed to himself. They did not even find him, and yet he was making no effort to elude them. What chance would they have of surprising the Ghost?

This thought encouraged him, and he clung to the invisible trail, through the day and through the night, with the vision of the outlaws loot before him. He ran out of bacon. Even his coffee gave out. For ten days he lived on flour, salt, and water, and then, as if this saintly fast were necessary before the vision, Pete saw the Ghost.

It was after sunset, but the moon was clear when he saw the fantom rider race along the far side of the valley. The turf deadened the sound of the horses hoofs, and, like another worldly apparition, the Ghost galloped close to the wall of the valley — and disappeared.

Peter rubbed his eyes and looked again. It give him a queer sensation, as if he had awakened suddenly from a vivid dream, for the horse, with its rider, had vanished into thin air between the eyes of Peter and the sheer rock of the valley wall. A little shudder passed through his body, and he cursed softly to restore his courage.

Yet the dream of plunder sent his blood hotly back upon its course. He carefully observed the marks which should guide him to the point on the rock at which the rider disappeared. He hobbled the mule, examined his revolver, and spun the cylinder, and then started down across the cañon.

He had camped upon high ground, and his course led him on a sharp descent to the stream which cut the heart of the valley. Here, for two hundred yards, trees and the declivity of the ground cut off his view, but when he came to the higher ground again he found that he had wandered only a few paces to the left of his original course.

The wall of the valley was now barely fifty yards away, and as nearly as he could reckon the landmarks, the point at which the rider vanished was at or near a shrub which grew close against the rock. For an instant Pete thought that the tree might be a screen placed before the entrance of a cave. Yet the rider had made no pause to set aside the screen. He walked up to it and peered beneath the branches. He even fumbled at the base of the trunk, to make sure that the roots actually entered the earth. After this faint hope disappeared, Pete stepped back and sighed. His reason vowed that it was at this point that the horse turned to air, and Petes was not a nature which admitted the supernatural.

He turned to the left and walked along the face of the cliff for fifty paces. It was solid rock. A chill like a moving piece of ice went up Petes back.

He returned to the shrub and passed around it to the right.

At first he thought it merely the black shadow of the shrub. He stepped closer and then crouched with his revolver raised, for before him opened a crevice directly behind the shrub. It was a trifle over six feet high and less than half that in width; a man could walk through that aperture and lead a horse. Pete entered the passage with cautious steps.

Between each step he paused and listened. He put forth a foot and felt the ground carefully with it, for fear of a pebble which might roll beneath his weight, or a twig which might snap. His progress was so painfully slow that he could not even estimate distances in the pitch-dark. The passage grew higher and wider — it turned sharply to the right — a faint light shone.

Pete crouched lower and the grin of expectancy twisted at his lips. At every step, until this moment; he had scarcely dared to breathe, for fear of the bullet which might find him out. Now all the advantage was on his side. Behind him was the dark. Before him was the light which must outline, however faintly, the figure of any one who lurked in wait. With these things in mind he went on more rapidly. The passage widened again and turned to the left. He peered cautiously around the edge of rock and looked into as comfortable a living-room as he had ever seen.

The rock hung raggedly from the top of the cave, but the sides were smooth from the action of running water through long, dead ages. The floor was of level-packed gravel. Silver Pete remained crouched at the sharp angle of the passage until he heard the stamp and snort of a horse. It gave him heart and courage to continue the stealthy progress, inch by inch, foot by foot, pace by pace toward the light, and as he stole forward more and more of the cave developed before him.

A tall and sinewy horse was tethered at one end, and at the opposite side sat a man with his back to Pete, who leveled his revolver and drew a bead on a spot between the shoulder blades. Yet he did not fire, for the thought came to him that if it were an honor to track the Ghost to his abode and kill him, it would be immortal glory to bring back the bandit alive, a concrete testimony to his own prowess.

Once more that catlike progress began until he could see that the Ghost sat on his saddle in front of a level-topped boulder in lieu of a table. The air was filled with the sweet savor of fried bacon and coffee. Pete had crawled to the very edge of the cave when the horse threw up its head and snorted loudly. The Ghost straightened and tilted back his head to listen.

Up with yer hands! snarled Silver Pete.

He had his bead drawn and his forefinger tightened around the trigger, but the Ghost did not even turn. His hands raised slowly above his shoulders to the level of his head and remained there.

Stand up! said Pete, and rose himself from the ground, against which he had flattened himself. For if the Ghost had decided to try a quick play with his gun the shot in nine cases out of ten would travel breast-high.

Turn around! ordered Pete, feeling more and more sure of himself as he studied the slight proportions of the outlaw.

The Ghost turned and showed a face with a sad mouth and humorous eyes.

By God! cried Silver Pete, and took a pace back which brought his shoulders against the wall of rock, Geraldine!

If the Ghost had had his gun on his hip he could have shot Pete ten times during that moment of astonishment, but his belt and revolver hung on a jutting rock five paces away. He dropped his hands to his hips and smiled at his visitor.

When they put you on the job, Pete, he said, I had a hunch I should beat it.

At this inferred compliment the twisted smile transformed one side of Silver Petes face with sinister pleasure, but there was still wonder in his eyes.

Damn me, Geraldine, he growled, I cant believe my eyes!

Geraldine smiled again.

Oh, its me, all right, he nodded. You got me dead to rights, Pete. What do you think the boys will do with me?

And youre — the Ghost? sighed Silver Pete, pushing back his hat as though to give his thoughts freer play. He had met many a man of grim repute along the border, but never such nonchalance as he found in the Ghost.

Whatll they do with you? he repeated, I dunno. You aint plugged nobody, Geraldine. I reckon theyll ship you South and let the sheriff handle you. Git away from that gun!

For Geraldine had stepped back with apparent unconcern until he stood within a yard of his revolver. He obeyed the orders with unshaken good humor, but it seemed to Silver Pete that a yellow light gleamed for an instant in the eyes of the Ghost. It was probably only a reflection from the light of the big torch that burned in a corner of the cave.

Gun? grinned Geraldine. Say, Pete, do you think Id try and gunplay while you have the drop on me?

He laughed.

Nope, he went on. If you was one of those tinhorn gunmen from the town over yonder, Id lay you ten to one I could drill you and make a getaway, but you aint one of them, Pete, and, seeing its you, I aint going to try no funny stuff. I dont hanker after no early grave, Pete!

This tribute set a placid glow of satisfaction in Petes eyes.

Take it from me, Geraldine, he said, youre wise. But there aint no need for you to get scared of me so long as you play the game square and dont try no fancy moves. Now show me where you got the loot stowed and show it quick. If you dont—

The threat was unfinished, for Geraldine nodded.

Sure Ill show it to you, Pete, he said. I know when I got a hand thats worth playing, and I aint a guy to bet a measly pair of treys against a full house. Take a slant over there behind the rock and youll find it all.

He indicated a pile of stones of all sizes which lay heaped in a corner. Pete backed toward it with his eye still upon the Ghost. A few kicks scattered the rocks and exposed several small bags. When he stirred these with his foot their weight was eloquent, and the gun-fighters smile broadened.

Think of them tin-horns, he said, that offered all your pickings to the man that got you dead or alive, Geraldine!

The Ghost sighed.

Easy pickings, he agreed. No more strong-arm work for you, Pete!

The jaw of Silver Pete set sternly again.

Lead your hoss over here, he said, and help me stow this stuff in the saddlebags. And if you make a move to get the hoss between me and you—

The Ghost grinned in assent, saddled his mount, and led him to Pete. Then in obedience to orders he unbuckled the slicker strapped behind the saddle and converted it into a strong bag which easily held the bags of loot. It made a small but ponderous burden, and he groaned with the effort as he heaved it up behind the saddle and secured it. Pete took the bridle and gestured at the Ghost with the revolver.

Now git your hands up over your head agin, Geraldine, he said, and go out down the tunnel about three paces ahead of me.

Better let me take the torch, suggested the Ghost, itll show us the way.

Pete grunted assent, and Geraldine, on his way toward the torch, stopped at the boulder to finish off his coffee. He turned to Pete with the cup poised at his lips.

Say, Pete, he said genially. Anything wrong with a cup of coffee and a slice of bacon before we start back?

By God, Geraldine, grinned the gun-fighter, youre a cool bird, but your game is too old!

Nevertheless his very soul yearned toward the savor of bacon and coffee.

Game? repeated the Ghost, who caught the gleam of Petes eye. What game? I say lets start up the coffee-pot and the frying-pan. I can turn out flapjacks browner than the ones mother used to make, Pete!

Pete drew a great breath, for the taste of his flour and water diet of the past few days was sour in his mouth.

Geraldine, he said at last, its a go! But if you try any funny passes I aint going to wait for explanations. Slide out the chow!

He rolled a large stone close to the boulder which served as dining-table to the bandit, and sat down to watch the preparations. The Ghost paid little attention to him, but hummed as he worked. Soon a fire snapped and crackled. The coffee can straddled one end of the fire; the frying-pan occupied the other. While the bacon fried he mixed self-rising pancake flour in a tin plate, using water from a tiny stream which trickled down from the rocks at one side of the cave, disappearing again through a fissure in the floor. Next he piled the crisp slices of bacon on a second tin plate and used the fried-out fat to cook the flapjacks.

What I cant make out, said Geraldine, without turning to his guest, is why youd do this job for those yellow livers over in the town.

Pete moved the tip of his tongue across his lips, for his mouth watered in anticipation.

Why, you poor nut, he answered compassionately, I aint working for them. Im working for the stuff thats up there behind the saddle.

Geraldine turned on him so suddenly that Pete tightened his grip upon the revolver, but the Ghost merely stared at him.

Say, he grinned at last, have you got a hunch theyll really let you walk off with all that loot?

The face of the gunman darkened.

I sure think theyll let me, he said with a sinister emphasis. That was the way they talked.

Geraldine sighed in apparent bewilderment, but turned back to his work without further comment. In a few moments he rose with the plates of bacon and flapjacks piled on his left arm and the can of coffee in his right hand. He arranged them on the boulder before Silver Pete, and then sat on his heels on the other side of the big stone. The gun-fighter laid his revolver beside his tin cup and attacked the food with the will of ten. Yet even while he ate the eye which continually lingered on the Ghost noted that the latter stared at him with a curious and almost pitying interest. He came to a pause at last, with a piece of bacon folded in a flapjack.

Look here, he said, just what were you aiming at a while ago?

Geraldine shrugged his shoulders and let his eye wander away as though the subject embarrassed him.

Damn it! said Pete with some show of anger, dont go staring around like a cross-eyed girl. Whats biting you?

It aint my business, he said. As long as Im done for, I dont care what they do to you.

He stopped and drummed his finger-tips against his chin while he scowled at Pete.

If it wasnt for you Id be a free bird, he went on bitterly. Do you think Im goin to weep any of the salt and briny for you, what? \

Whadya mean? Pete blurted. Dya mean to say them quitters are going to double-cross me?

The Ghost answered nothing, but the shrug of his shoulders was eloquent. Pete started up with his gun in his hand.

By God, Geraldine, he said, you aint playin fair with me! Look what I done for you. Any other man would of plugged you the minute they seen you, but here I am lettin you walk back safe and sound — treating you as if you was my own brother, almost!

He hesitated a trifle over this simile. Legend told many things of what Silver Pete had done to his own brother. Nevertheless, Geraldine met his stare with an eye full as serious.

Im going to do it, he said in a low voice, as if talking to himself. Just because you come out here and caught me like a man there aint no reason I should stand by and see you made a joke of. Pete, Im going to tell you!

Pete settled back on his stone with his fingers playing nervously about the handle of his gun.

Make it short, Geraldine, he said with an ominous softness. Tell me what the wall-eyed cayuses figure on doin!

The Ghost studied him as if he found some difficulty in opening his story in a delicate manner.

Look here, Pete, he said at last. There aint no getting out of it that some of the things youve done read considerable different from Bible stories.

Well? snarled Silver Pete.

Well, said the Ghost, those two-card Johnnies over to town know something of what youve done, and they figure to double-cross you.

He paused, and in the pause Petes mouth twitched so that his teeth glinted yellow.

Anybody could say that, he remarked. Whats your proof?

Proof? echoed the Ghost angrily. Do you think Im telling you this for fun? No, Pete, he continued with a hint of sadness in his voice, its because I dont want to see those guys do you dirt. Youre a real man and theyre only imitation-leather. The only way theyre tough is their talk.

Damn them! commented Pete.

Well, said Geraldine, settling into the thread of his narrative, they knew that once you left the town on this job you wouldnt come back until you had the Ghost. Then when you started they got together and figured this way. They said you was just a plain man-killer and that you hadnt any more right to the reward than the man in the moon. So they figured that right after you got back with the Ghost, dead or alive, theyd have the sheriff pay you a little visit and stick you in the coop. Theyve raked up plenty of charges against you, Peter.

What? asked Pete hoarsely.

The Ghost lowered his voice to an insinuating whisper.

One thing is this. They say that once you went prospecting with a guy called Red Horry. Horace was his right name.

Silver Pete shifted his eyes and his lips fixed in a sculptured grin.

They say that you went with him and that you was pals together for months at a time. They say once you were bit by a rattler and Red Horry stuck by you and saved you and hunted water for you and cared for you like a baby. They say you got well and went on prospecting together and finally he struck a mine. It looked rich. Then one day you come back to Truckee and say that Red Horry got caught in a landslide and was killed and you took the mine. And they say that two years later they found a skeleton, and through the skull, right between the eyes, was a little round hole, powerful like a hole made by a .45. They say—

They lie! yelled Silver Pete, rising. And you lie like the rest of them. I tell you it was — it was—

Huh! said Geraldine, shrugging away the thought with apparent scorn. Of course they lie. Nobody could look at you and think youd plug a pal — not for nothing.

Pete dropped back to his stone.

Go on, he said. What else do they say?

I dont remember it all, said the Ghost, puckering his brows with the effort of recollection, but they got it all planned out when you come back with the loot theyll take it and split it up between them — one-third to Collins, because he made the plan first.

They even made up a song about you, went on Geraldine, and the song makes a joke out of you all the way through, and it winds up like this — youre supposed to be talking, see?

I dont expect no bloomin tears;
The only thing I ask
Is something for a monument
In the way of a whisky flask.

Who made up the song, Geraldine? asked Pete.

I dunno, answered the Ghost. I reckon Collins had a hand in it.

Collins, repeated the gun-fighter. It sounds like him. Ill get him first!

And it was Collins, went on the Ghost, leaning a little forward across the boulder, while he lowered his voice for secrecy. It was Collins who got them to send out three men to watch you from a distance. They was to trail you and see that if you ever got to the Ghost you didnt make off with the loot without showing up in town. Ever see anybody trailing you, Pete?

The gun-fighter flashed a glance over his shoulder toward the dark and gaping opening of the passage from the cave. Then he turned back to the Ghost.

I never thought of it, he whispered. I didnt know they was such skunks. But, by God, they wont ever see the money! Ill take it and line out for new hunting grounds.

And me? asked the Ghost anxiously.

You? said Silver Pete, and the whisper made the words trebly sinister. I cant leave you free to track me up, can I? Ill just tie you up and leave you here.

To starve? asked the Ghost with horror.

You chose your own house, said Pete, an now I reckon its good enough for you to live in it.

But whatll you do if theyre following you up? suggested the Ghost. Whatll you do if theyve tracked you here and the sheriff with them? What if they get you for Red Horry?

The horse had wandered a few paces away. Now its hoof struck a loose pebble which turned with a crunching sound like a footfall.

My God! yelled the Ghost, springing up and pointing toward the entrance passage, theyve got you, Pete!

The gun-fighter whirled to his feet, his weapon poised and his back to the Ghost. Geraldine drew back his arm and lunged forward across the boulder. His fist thudded behind Silver Petes ear. The revolver exploded and the bullet clicked against a rock, while Pete collapsed upon his face, with his arms spread out crosswise. The Ghost tied his wrists behind his back with a small piece of rope. Silver Pete groaned and stirred, but before his brain cleared his ankles were bound fast and drawn up to his wrists, so that he lay trussed and helpless. The Ghost turned him upon one side and then, strangely enough, set about clearing up the tinware from the boulder. This he piled back in its niche after he had rinsed it at the runlet of water. A string of oaths announced the awakening of Silver Pete. Geraldine went to him and leaned over his body.

Pete writhed and cursed, but Geraldine kneeled down and brushed the sand out of the gun-fighters hair and face. Then he wiped the blood from a small cut on his chin where his face struck a rock when he fell.

I have to leave you now, Pete, he said, rising from this work of mercy. Youve been good company, Pete, but a little of you goes a long way.

He turned and caught his horse by the bridle.

For Gods sake! groaned Silver Pete, and Geraldine turned. Dont leave me here to die by inches. I done some black things, Geraldine, but never nothing as black as this. Take my own gun and pull a bead on me and well call everything even.

The Ghost smiled on him.

Think it over, Pete, he said. I reckon you got enough to keep your mind busy. So-long!

He led his horse slowly down the passage, and the shouts and pleadings of Silver Pete died out behind him. At the mouth of the passage his greatest shout rang no louder than the hum of a bee.

Grimly silent was the conclave in Billy Hilliers saloon. That evening, while the sunset was still red in the west, the Ghost had stopped the stage scarcely a mile from Murrayville, shot the sawed-off shotgun out of the very hands of the only guard who dared to raise a weapon, and had taken a valuable packet of the dust. They sent out a posse at once, which rode straight for Hunters Cañon, and arrived there just in time to see the fantom horseman disappear in the mouth of the ravine. They had matched speed with that rider before, and they gave up the vain pursuit. That night they convened in Hilliers, ostensibly to talk over new plans for apprehending the outlaw, but they soon discovered that nothing new could be said. Even Collins was silent, twisting his glass of whisky between his fingers and scowling at his neighbors along the bar. It was small wonder, therefore, if not a man smiled when a singing voice reached them from a horseman who cantered down the street:

I dont expect no bloomin tears;
The only thing I ask
Is something for a monument
In the way of a whisky flask.

The sound of the gallop died out before the saloon, the door opened, and Geraldine staggered into the room, carrying a small but apparently ponderous burden in his arms. He lifted it to the bar which creaked under the weight.

Step up and liquor! cried Geraldine in a ringing voice. I got the Ghost!

A growl answered him. It was a topic over which they were not prepared to laugh.

Get out and tell that to your hoss, son, said one miner. We got other things to think about than your damfoolery.

Damfoolery? echoed Geraldine. Step up and look at the loot! Dust, boys, real dust!

He untied the mouth of a small buckskin bag and shoved it under the nose of the man who had spoken to him. The latter jumped back with a yell and regarded Geraldine with fascinated eyes.

By God, boys, he said, it is dust!

Geraldine fought off the crowd with both hands.

All mine! he cried. Mine, boys! You voted the loot to the man who caught the Ghost!

And wheres the Ghost? asked several men together.

Geraldine, said Collins, pushing through the crowd, if this is another joke well hang you for it!

Its too heavy for a joke, grinned Geraldine. Ill put the loot in your hands, Collins, and when I show you the Ghost Ill ask for it again.

Collins caught his shoulder in a strong grasp.

Honest to God? he asked. Have you got him?

I have, said Geraldine, and Ill give him to you on one ground.

Out with it, said Collins.

Well, said Geraldine, when you see him youll recognize him. Hes been one of us!

I knew it, growled Collins; some dirty dog that lived with us and knifed us in the back all the time.

But, remember, said Geraldine, he never shot to kill, and thats why you shant string him up. Is it a bargain?

Its a bargain, said Collins, well turn him over to the sheriff. Are you with me, boys?

They yelled their agreement, and in thirty seconds every man who had a horse was galloping after Collins and Geraldine. At the shrub beside the wall of the valley Geraldine drew rein, and they followed him in an awed and breathless body into the passage.

I went out scouting on my own hook, explained Geraldine, as he went before them, and I saw the Ghost ride down the cañon and disappear in here. I followed him.

Followed up this passage all alone? queried Collins.

I did, said Geraldine.

And what did you do to him?

Youll see in a minute. There was only one shot fired, and it came from his gun.

They turned the sharp angle and entered the lighted end of the passage. In another moment they crowded into the cave and stood staring at the tightly bound figure of Silver Pete. His eyes burned furiously into the face of Geraldine. The men swarmed about his prostrate body.

Untie his feet, boys, said Collins, and well take him back. Silver Pete, you can thank your lucky stars that Geraldine made us promise to turn you over to the law.

How did you do it? he continued, turning to Geraldine.

Im not very handy with a gun, said the Ghost, so I tackled him with my fists. Look at that cut on his jaw. Thats where I hit him!

A little murmur of wonder passed around the group. One of them cut the rope which bound Petes ankles together, and two more dragged him to his feet.

Stand up like a man, Pete, said Collins, and thank Geraldine for not cutting out your rotten heart!

But Silver Pete, never moving his eyes from the face of the Ghost, broke into a long and full-throated laugh.

Watch him, boys! called Collins sharply. Hes going looney! Here, Jim, grab on that side and Ill take him here. Now start down the tunnel.

Yet, as they went forward, the rumbling laugh of the gun-fighter broke out again and again.

I got to leave you here, said the Ghost, when they came out from the mouth of the passage. My way runs east, and I got a date at Tuxee for to- night. Ill just trouble you for that there slicker with the dust in it, Collins.

Without a word the vigilance men unstrapped the heavy packet which he had tied behind his saddle. He fastened it behind Geraldines saddle and then caught him by the hand.

Geraldine, he said, youre a queer cuss! We havent made you out yet, but were going to take a long look at you when you come back to Murrayville to- morrow.

When I come back, said Geraldine, you can look at me as long as you wish.

His eyes changed, and he laid a hand on Collinss shoulder.

Take it from me, he said softly, youve given me your word that the boys wont do Pete dirt. Remember, he never plugged any of you. Hes got his hands tied now, Collins, and if any of the boys try fancy stunts with him — maybe Ill be making a quick trip back from Tuxee. Savvy?

His eyes held Collins for the briefest moment, and then he swung into his saddle and rode east with the farewell yells of the posse ringing after him. By the time they were in their saddles Geraldine had topped a hill several hundred yards away and his figure was black against the moon. A wind from the east blew back his song to them faintly:



I dont expect no bloomin tears;
The only thing I ask
Is something for a monument
In the way of a whisky flask.



Look at him, boys, said Collins, turning in his saddle. If it wasnt for whats happened to-night, Id lay ten to one that that was the Ghost on the wing for his hiding-place!

THE END


THE SECOND CHANCE
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LOUISE CAMPBELL WAKENED in the night with a racing heart and smallness of breath, as though the darkness were stealing her life. The panic had jerked her upright in bed before her hand found the electric switch. Even with the light on, she still felt the horror near and seemed to see a withdrawing vapor of darkness. Two bells sounded so far and faint on the ship that they were hardly more real than thought. It was one oclock. Only an hour and a half before the heavy drug had closed her eyes. Now she could only sleep with a dangerous quantity of the narcotic. The one mercy for which she could thank God was that in late June He sent the dawn early.

She lay back on the pillows. The doctors told her that complete relaxation was almost the equivalent of sleep, but she could not relax until she had found a subject for pleasant thought, and of late she had searched too often among her memories, as one might flutter the pages of a thick book, without finding the happy places. That fumbling through the past became a frenzy. She tried to look forward, but the daydreams also, which had been the most soothing prelude to sleep, those sky-blue fancies which often had made her laugh softly in her bed, would come to her no more. She was walled within the continually shrinking space of the present moment.

On deck breathing would be easier, but the thought of making the effort to rise and dress made her heart shudder with weakness. Yet, she realized, to lie awake in the cabin would be a nightmare more horrible because it was conscious. Experience helped her as a whip helps a slave. She got up at once and went to the clothes closet.

On the left were lounging gowns and dressing robes and exquisite colorful embroideries. In fact, that had been her chosen style of dress for all occasions of the day or night until her illness of three years before. She had been able to dress like a girl then because Time had scarcely handled her for thirty-seven years, leaving to her always the same blue and golden beauty. But, between the days when she entered and left the hospital, his fingers had bruised her face — horribly beneath the eyes and striking all of the sweet childishness from her mouth. Until then, she had spent her days like an immortal — and now she must dress in black to escape observation. Over the gowns she ran her desolate hands to make a choice among the shadows. Her body was still fresh, lovely, and young, but she dared not show so much as the grace of her arms through any film of gauze or lace, the contrast so darkened the guilty ugliness of her face.

It was only when she was done that she ventured to put on the bright things in her wardrobe. In that way, she sometimes could forget the picture that waited when she lifted her glance to a mirror. She could avoid the glass except when she was doing her hair or putting on the dull make-up with which she tried to obscure her features a little, but, whenever she had to confront that new image, strange thoughts would fly in her mind. It was as though a witch had cursed her; or again, because of the courage that was her virtue, she let conscience say that her new face was that of the evil she had done. It was the immediate cause of the change that she revolted against most, for surely all modern good sense tells women that they need not have children unless they wish to. The operation itself had been simple enough; it was the unlucky complications afterward that gave her a month of agony which was written in her face. When she went into the hospital, she looked not more than her late twenties; when she came out, she seemed twenty years older.

So she dressed herself in black. When she drew on her slippers, she smiled a little because she remembered the day on the beach when Anton Wolf, the strong man, had held both her feet in the grasp of one hand and had lifted her above his head so that she stood at a balance with her outstretched arms while the crowd took breath before it could shout. The Sunday supplements had rejoiced the world with that picture, but, ah, what a pity that the camera had not been able to show the millions the blue and gold of her beauty and the sunny gilding of her body! Why had not color photography been perfected? Science, like a stupid wastrel, had let her slip through the fingers of time, and all that the world had of her was the gibbering shadow of Louise Lombard which had walked across some miles of Hollywood negatives, a poor, poor ghost.

She put on a beret to cover the shine of her hair and a cloak whose stiffened collar could be drawn like a mask over her face. Before she left the room, habit made her glance over it. She could escape from it now, but she would have to return. The time had gone when every step she took might be toward an adventure. The men were lost to her; she was anchored in herself. And then her eye lighted on the full vial of veronal. Why had she never thought of it before? That, of course, was the easy way out — so far out that there would never be any return. She picked up the vial and went up at once to the promenade deck.

There was a moon above a softly blowing mist, and the sea flowed quietly away beneath with a tarnished sheen. She gripped the rail with both hands and looked up. If there had been one star, or the thinnest edge of the moons brilliance, she would have felt that she could live; but a denser fog rolled in, and she breathed the cold of it. She had tried before, many times in the last three years since the day when Eddie Steinworth had told her that she no longer was worth a damn in the movies. Not that the movies mattered so much; men had been her profession, her career, her triumph, but now, when men looked at her, they narrowed their eyes and disgust curled their lips. Once she had lain down with a gas tube between her teeth, but the first sweet, horrible taste of the stuff ended that attempt. She had tried a revolver, steadying her wrist with the grasp of her left hand, forcing the gun up until the chilly lips of it touched her temple. She had leaned for an hour at a fortieth story widow, but her arms had stiffened and would not let her slip away into freedom. But veronal would make everything so easy.

She went into the smoking room, empty at this hour except for a poker game of five at one of the larger corner tables and two other smaller groups. She sat at a side table with her back toward the rest, the collar of her coat well raised as Bliss, the fat-faced smoking-room steward, approached. The flow of his body into a great, outstanding belly filled her with an unnamable disgust. He put down a small plate of sandwiches, a silver dish whose compartments contained salted almonds, green olives, little roasted peanuts.

Take that stuff away! she commanded.

Certainly, madame, said Bliss, picking up the dishes. He did not need to exercise any self-control; the fat swinishness of his good nature was never perturbed.

Bring me a French vermouth, she ordered.

With lemon peel?

Yes, she answered.

Of all her men, what one would she wish to have filling the chair opposite? Those she had married and divorced were most easily brought to mind. They were all alive; any one of them might actually be on this ship and that was strange, considering how dead they were in her mind. Even Barney Shay, who had married her on her eighteenth birthday, was only sixtyish now. She thought of him almost with kindness because, unlike the others, he had not learned to hate her after she drained him of money and cast him off. Cecil Warren, her youngest and last, was a dozen years younger than she. He would look more like a son than a husband now. He had been her most disgraceful mistake, just a bit of bad thinking and carelessness. It was ironically proper that he should have been the ruin of her beauty. He had lived beside her like a mortal near a goddess, but, after the operation, he had looked at her once and disappeared. The others had been bounders, playboys, or headlong egotists, but Cecil Warren was simply contemptible. Yet it was he who would have been the father of the child! If she had gone through with the thing, perhaps that curse of sudden age would not have come over her face; perhaps, when the child lay in her arms, a normal instinct would have enriched her with happiness. But she always had detested children, and, when she thought of the nameless, faceless, unborn thing, she felt only a sickness of body and mind.

The fat hand of Bliss, dimpling at the wrist, slid the vermouth onto the table before her. She paid with a dollar bill and swayed her head a little to dismiss him, yet she found in herself a slight gratitude to the gross steward because he reminded her that men, for whom she had existed, are all insatiable pigs. She had a right to despise them and their greed far more than she regretted any evil she had done. She poured the veronal, to the last drop, into the glass and, holding up the pale gold of the liquor, watched the highlight that trembled in the heart of it; then she raised the daintily curving brim to her lips and lifted her eyes to the future.

The glass was cold. The chill from it struck through her entire body as though, at that moment, she had stepped from warmth and light into outer darkness. The poisoned vermouth moistened her lips, but they would not part to receive it. Bliss would find her sleeping too heavily to be roused; she would be carried to the ships hospital where that iron-faced Doctor Nash would look at her and quickly understand. She would soon be gone, and the ship would travel on with all its lights shining, its passengers deep in the slumber of the well fed, its lookout peering anxiously through the mist. But they could not see even as far as the first step of the journey which she was to make alone.

She lowered the glass. Except for the last three years she had never been alone. Wherever she went, men appeared as mysteriously as migrating birds, and it was unnatural that she should drop beyond ken unattended. She was ready to leave a life which she detested, but she could not go out alone.

Other failures made it easier for her to give up this attempt. She rose with a sudden shrug of her shoulders and went quickly out onto the promenade. The mist was less, or the moon seemed stronger on the starboard side where the long row of steamer chairs had been folded and roped in standing groups except for one blanketed figure which still reclined in a solitary chair. It was only recently that loneliness in others had attracted Louise Lombard, and she recognized the novelty of the attraction as she veered a little toward the sleeper. It was a woman. Not the moonlight but a very dim glow from a window fell on her face, and Louise Lombard sheered away suddenly.

It was Katherine Wayland who was hurrying to Europe to join her husband before her child was born. She looked paler than ever and yet ethereally pretty, also; the full coming of womanhood made the face of the girl lovely, but even the doubled folds of the blankets could not hide the swollen distortion of her body.

Louise Lombard spat out a breath and then ran her hands down over the slender smoothness of her body. There are two kinds of women, she thought, and there have always been two kinds; and God must have intended it so. Just as some men hoard their money, adding bit by bit to build up security, there are others, her men, who threw it to the wind of a good time. Also, everyone has a right to her own opinion.

She made the round of the deck slowly because her thoughts stopped her now and then. When she came to the port door of the smoking room, she looked in not with any purpose of entering but because she had a curious desire to see the shining of that glass of golden vermouth which had death hidden so carefully under the bitter of the wormwood. She was in time to see Bliss pick up the abandoned drink and carry it toward the bar; he was still in profile when he poured the vermouth down his throat.

She started to cry out that it was poison; the doctor would prevent danger with a stomach pump. But then she realized how much that confession would mean. She had boarded the ship under an assumed name with some difficulty, but under the pressure of such a circumstance her identity was sure to come out, and how the newspaper bloodhounds would fasten on that story: LOUISE LOMBARD ATTEMPTS SUICIDE AT SEA. FORMER SCREEN BEAUTY...

After the first impulse to give the warning was checked, she thought of another thing that was important. She could not tell how the veronal killed and whether, before the end, there were nausea, a swelling or distortion of the face, frantic struggles against death. But Bliss would show her the entire truth, and, if it were not too revolting, she could follow his involuntary example. She felt no pity. Bliss was only one of the swine, and it did not matter when his ghost went stumbling, blubbering, arms a-grope through the outer darkness. And if she went on, quickly, how could she be supposed to know what had happened? She went on quickly.

An ecstasy possessed her, a bodily sensation of delight. The stupid pleasure of most women is merely to bring life into the world, she felt, but Louise Lombard was handling death, literally tasting it with an exquisite connoisseur- ship. She hardly knew where she walked, except that she had seen the pale, suffering face of Katherine Wayland somewhere.

An appetite for more delicious knowledge drove her. Then she was again at the open door of the smoking room. She looked into the bar and saw Bliss, sagging like a loosely-filled sack, perched on one of the tall stools, yawning; because it was after two oclock, the fool would be thinking. But ah! The depth of knowledge which only she, of all the world, could impart to him. It was right that the swine should die first and trample the way out before the more elected spirits of men and women followed.

Here the Yorktown swayed a little to the starboard and kept on listing a trifle as though a very long, gentle wave were passing under the keel.

It was best for her, under any circumstances, not to be found staring through the doorway at the sinking body of Bliss. So she went forward and leaned at the rail. The Yorktown began to shudder, and an odd drumming sound passed through the ship. Something slid out of the fog near the prow at the same time; it was long and very low and dark. Vaguely she saw it nuzzle the bow just where it curved out to the full width of the hull. Then it slid on down the side with a decreasing speed.

Something showered up from it, and here the moon parted the mist to show her that that whirlwind in still air was composed of gulls and sooty terns which rose and fell like the swirling head of a fountain. They seemed to have risen, parasites, from the back of a sea-monster. But now she saw that it was a ship with sharp bows, a deck almost awash out of which sprouted the stumps of three masts. The fallen spar pointed like a cannon at the great wall of the Yorktown. No bow-waves curled from the cutwater of the derelict, no wake left a widening pattern behind her; she came with the sea, softly. Already the birds began to drop back to her, settling on the sway of cordage, balancing their long, curved wings; then a deeper fog swallowed her astern.

Louise Lombard became aware that the throbbing shudder no longer troubled the Yorktown; the hum and quiver of the engines had ceased. A false sense of motion still seemed to carry them forward, but Louise knew that they were lying still, as though the touch of the derelict had poisoned the life of the great ship. She thought of Bliss, the fat steward, yawning on his stool in the bar, then she went up to the boat deck and up to the game deck above it to sit on a bench and watch the interweaving designs of the fog beneath the moon.

Her thoughts would not progress; something happening to the ship held her in the present moment. She heard feet thumping over the decks at a run; bells rang as dimly as voices heard through the deadening wall of ether. Then the whistle blew six short blasts, followed by a long hoot.

All the Yorktown wakened at once. Officers, sailors, appeared on the boat deck; a murmur of feet and voices poured upwards. They were rising about her like a swarm. She leaned over the rail and called to a sailor who was coiling down a rope on the deck just beneath: Whats it all about, Jack? He looked up at her so suddenly that his mouth pulled open; then he bent his head and went on silently with his work. Down on the promenade were many people gathering. She heard now and then a sharp outcry, the rest murmurs.

A tall, bending figure in uniform paused beside her: Go down to the boat deck! he commanded. Get down there at once!

The officer went on, and Louise Lombard sat where she was, dreaming that perhaps she was not to die alone, after all. The bench, she noticed, had altered a little beneath her as though the ship were being lifted from the stem by a wave that never ebbed, and it was this which made her see that the Yorktown was slightly down by the head. An instant later a scurry came up all the four companionways from the promenade, a scurrying, the whisper of dresses like the wind, and a rapid little murmur suppressed, not unlike the noise of a stream along a hillside. These were all women or children tugged along by the hand. The officers met them with pointing arms and sharp commands, shepherding them in small groups in front of the double rows of the boats. The women seemed trying to make it all a whispering secret, but the big-throated men were giving the mystery away.

A voice called, quiet with awe: Billy! Billy! Where are you? Then, in a sudden screech: Billy! Whos seen my boy? Hes in shorts. Hes only ten. Billy! Billy! Oh, my God, wheres my son!

The eyes of Louise Lombard half closed; she drew in a long breath through her teeth with a sound like straining water. She told herself at once that she did not care. Her unborn son had killed her beauty, and, even if he had lived, what return would he have made to her for that?

A boat filled on the port side. One of the officers was handing in the passengers and reassuring them: Now this is going to be all right. Just keep your heads. Sit tight. Weve got to have these drills. Sit fast and hold on a little. No more danger than in an elevator.

The boat filled; the davits bent outwards. Two sailors began to hand the ropes of the tackle, and the lifeboat dropped gently from view. Louise Lombard, surveying the vastness of the Yorktown, found it hard to believe that even the vast throat of the ocean could swallow such a morsel, but she knew that the ship was being abandoned in the middle of the sea. Boats swung out on the starboard and to port. They were lowered away.

Shall I help you to a place in a boat? asked a voice above her. Louise Lombard looked up at Michael Carmichael, who was lifting his gray cap to her. She had seen him here and there, moving with a quiet step and sometimes with a faint smile. A whisper among the passengers had told her his name. He was someone important. Now that she saw him so close she realized that he had been walking up and down in her thoughts since her first glimpse of him. The treacherous moon, at this moment, divided the mist and looked straight down upon her face, but no shadow of surprise or disgust appeared in Michael Carmichael. He held out his hand, smiling still. Wont you let me take you to a boat? he repeated.

The quiet of his eyes told her that he was seeing everything, and yet to him certainly she was appearing as no less than a woman. Thin images out of the past rushed through the eyes of Louise Lombard faster than even landscapes whirled away across the windows of a train. She knew that she was confronting at least a reality worth more than all the shadows which had filled her brain, like a sick man who tastes wine for the first time, and on his final day.

Ill stay here... a while, she said, and turned her back on him. She faced a blankness of moving fog with silly little creatures astir in it. All the lives on the Yorktown were so petty compared with the one man she might carry down.

That deep voice continued beside her: You know we all can have the same idea when were tired... but sleep and a touch of friendship make a difference, dont you think? Please let me take you to the boats.



Because there was no sham of priestly unction for the very sake of this utter reality, grief wrung the soul of the woman. In her soul there was little taste of the distinction between grief and any other pain. That was why she whirled about and cried: Ah, damn the boats! Ill stay here!

Even then he waited for a moment until she turned her back the second time. At last he was gone, leaving her in such a blankness that she saw and heard nothing except the chirping voices and the dwarfed forms that were in her past. She wished she had asked him why he bothered about her. She yearned desperately to learn what effect her bruised and starving face had had upon him. She knew the answer would come from a profound knowledge of life which she herself could neither touch nor see.

Something like a padded fist struck the Yorktown and shook it slightly with a following sound like the rush of wind or of water. The long deck heeled to the starboard and sent her staggering across to the lower rail. There had been a list of twenty or thirty degrees before the ship steadied again. It seemed to be sweeping sideways on an unending wave.

She saw the clumsy women tumbled in heaps on the deck beneath. Some of them screamed. Some of them clung together as though the water were even now closing over them. She wanted them all! She grudged every boatload that sank from the davits toward the second chance of life. Yet how good would that chance be if the storm, which the falling barometer had promised the evening before, should arrive? Not to go alone into the outer night but in a flock swifter than sea birds? Let all the future days be shut away — all the days for all of them.

The noise from the men that stirred her, as though her own throat uttered it, had ended. Now the women on the boat deck were being herded to the starboard side alone. A few random exclamations told her why: the cant of the vessel made it impossible to launch all the remaining boats on the port side. The gate to safety was narrowing — not half of those who remained could escape through it.

The Yorktown was uttering two blasts on the fog horn every two minutes. It was after one of these that a tumult spread all around the hidden promenade deck, a yelling of despair as though the sea were reaching now for those unseen men. Up the four companionways came a pressure that staggered the men on guard. They beat that pressure away. It came again. She could hear the blows struck that knocked the mob leaders down.

It was good this way, thought Louise Lombard. Down there on the promenade they knew by this time that half the boats were useless and that the remainder could contain only a portion of their number. They were tasting death not in one great swallow but distilling the cold poison gradually against the palate. It was better, it was perfect this way, for at the best what one of them had rubbed elbows with death daily for three long years? This was merely a little last-minute ripening of their souls before they passed along with her upon the great journey.

A moment of comparative quiet followed, as more boats put off and dropped over the starboard rail. Six of the twelve, well loaded, already had gone down toward safety, when the Yorktown, poised for its long downward rush, lifted and trembled like a spear in a hand grasp, and the heart of Louise Lombard trembled also, raised with joy to find in herself no fear.

From the unseen crowd on the promenade deck she heard voices strangled in mid-cry by fear, the trampling of feet like thunder on the horizon, then harsh shouting from the sailors who guarded the companionways. A last rush for the boat deck was starting.

She wanted the stampede to break down the barriers and flood the upper deck because she would be standing here above them, watching the yelling panic which would make all further launching of the boats impossible. So the Yorktown would sweep downwards, and the clusters of struggling humanity, like knots of fighting cats, would be swallowed by the same wide throat that drank down the liner. But the crews which manned the companionways seemed perfectly competent to discharge their duty, particularly those who were commanded at the aft-port companionway by the chief surgeon, Doctor Nash. Fresh from the operating room in long white garments, he looked like one who played the ghost in the play, or like an even more symbolic figure. She knew him less by his dim features in the moonshine and more by the extreme rigidity of his military carriage.

Three times a tumbling wave of figures struggled up to the feet of the doctor and fell away again. The fourth effort was more sustained. Men rose as high as the waist above the deck in spite of the poised automatic of the chief surgeon. He leveled the gun; erratic sparks sprang from the muzzle of it. A noise like the chatter of a riveter rattled for an instant in her ears, and the wave of passengers receded. Perhaps one of them had reached Nash with a stabbing knife or a bullet, for he himself faltered backwards, throwing an arm up across his face.

Now! screamed Louise Lombard. Now! Nows your chance!

It seemed as though those men on the stairway might have heard her. They lunged upwards in uncontrollable numbers that swept the guard aside. An active fellow in a sweater and cap knocked the chief surgeon headlong, picked up his fallen gun, and ran on.

At the three other companionways, as though one break in the dam had ruined the whole strong wall of discipline, the passengers flooded upwards and a new voice, great and wild, rang from the Yorktown into the sky. To Louise Lombard they were the mob, the supernumeraries, the color and sound effects of her last and greatest stage. All courage, all steadfast manliness, now would be dissolved in the mob frenzy, she hoped. But no, there were still officers who stood against the rush till they were overwhelmed like small islands by a flood. When she saw this, she looked upwards with a cringing, sudden expectancy; but there was only a luminous entanglement of the fog beneath the moon. She glanced hungrily down again.

A filled boat was leaving the davits when the rush commenced. Perhaps the terror of it made the life crew clumsy, for, while the stern-rope paid out slowly, the bow tackle went on the ran and spilled the living cargo. Their screaming shrilled in the top of her brain, diminished, and went out suddenly like fire blown down the wind. The sea had them, and the boat, headed down, dropped, dangling, from view. Then the panic-driven stormed the lifeboats which remained.

To the rearward of that madness other men came more slowly, all those steadier souls who wished for life, but only if there were some dignity in the keeping of it. But the mob had beaten the women down or thrust them backwards, a lighter flotsam, to the rear of the press. That fellow in the sweater who had felled the doctor and taken his gun was now in a boat amidships, active as a fighting ape. With a club in one hand, the automatic in the other, he cleared the benches quickly of the human tumble which had overheaped them. Continually the crowd surged at him and fell back again, dreading him more than it feared the sea. With a voice that shouted hoarse and far through the tumult, like the cry of a seabird against a storm, he picked his crew now. The chosen tumbled aboard to help their master keep back the unelect. He was a man; the rest were nothing.

From that center of glorious action Louise glanced over the fringes of the crowd just beneath her and marked a woman with pale, blown hair who struggled again and again to make forward through some momentary gap in the throng. As the path closed in heavy tumult, she would shrink away once more, desperately shielding her body with her arms. Thrown back from the last effort against the cabin wall, she stared where the despairing are bound to look, upwards. And Louise recognized Katherine Wayland.

A numbness spread through the brain of Louise. She pressed her hands against her body where pain seemed to be. Bitterness was in her mouth. The world receded as once before it had wavered and been lost behind the impenetrable wall of ether, and an overwhelming sense of loss poured through her soul. In that sickness of the mind she turned her head and saw against the lifting port rail of the game deck, like two figures in the sky, tall Michael Carmichael with a woman close to him.

What right have the Katherine Waylands to wear the child-look, the passive despair? And what right had a girl beside Carmichael to smile upwards at him as though she found in him space and future enough to enclose her soul forever? She was that French maid with the pale, pure face which the moon was outlining now in soft fire. But what was she to stand in the midst of such a revelation as Louise Lombard had dreamed of but never seen. Or had she even dreamed of it, in fact? Death could not harm that girl beside Carmichael because, for her, existence was complete. It seemed to Louise that her heart was being crushed between two walls of cruel understanding that had come to her how much too late!

That voice which rang like the distant croaking of a gull came to her again and for a wild moment it seemed to her that it was a bodiless cry rising from her own spirit.

One more place! One woman for luck!

It was the man in the sweater, blood-drenched now but still the perfect master of his boat and its crew.

Louise Lombard raced down the nearest steps to the boat deck, to the side of Katherine Wayland. A place for you... if youll come... if youll fight for it! she screamed. Katherine Wayland turned her head from that distorted face, but Louise caught hold on her, shrilling: Stand up, damn you! Stand up and fight for the two of you. Theres one place waiting!

And through a momentary gap she dragged the girl. The gap closed around her, but still she found a way. Her free hand was armed with talons to claw a passage through. The davits were bending, the boat was swaying out, but still it was not clear of the deck when the two women reached it. Louise Lombard looked up at the man in the sweater, a snarling face that dripped with blood.

Here! she cried. This one! This is your luck! And she thrust Katherine Wayland forward. Many hands, reaching over the gunwale, gripped the loose, falling body and dragged it on board. The boat sank from the davits at once and passed from view.

Louise Lombard watched it disappear, and it seemed to her that something of herself was being launched to find a second chance. The crowd swept her back and forth on waves and counterwaves. The screaming had grown more frightful, but, still with a strange joy, she watched the smooth running of the ropes through the pulleys as the boat descended.

The moon, throwing aside the clouds like bow waves from the prow of a silver ship, drove suddenly near, and Louise Lombard felt the brightness enclose her. The Yorktown, lifting her stem still higher, was running downhill toward her grave.


EAGLES OVER CROOKED CREEK
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TWO EAGLES WERE fighting at the head of the canon, and the wind blew them and their screaming out over Crooked Creek, so that everyone looked up from the streets and some of the younger lads even took random shots at the pair. But the people were glad, really, to hear the screeching of the eagles, because it meant that winter definitely had left the mountains, and the spring was there to stay. Men thought of taking off flannel underwear; women thought of cleaning house. Young Chuck, coming up the trail into Crooked Creek for the first time in two years, proud of his seventeen years and his new horse, divided his mind between the eagles and the town itself. It seemed to have shrunk; the weight of the winter had pressed the buildings down and narrowed the streets. He was half way into town before he saw anyone he knew, and that was old Ben Whalen, his uncles partner. Ben stalked down the middle of the street, leading that ancient horse, Pepper, which still showed his name in the arch of his scrawny neck and the flattening of his ears, but Time was the permanent famine that roached his back and tucked up his belly. Old Ben Whalen was among men what Pepper was among horses, loose-kneed, gaunt, with the hanging flesh of his face tucked up at the corners of his eyes and his mouth.

Hey, Ben! called Chuck, and galloped his piebald up to the old man. Pepper began to prance without going any faster. Ben Whalen sluiced himself around and squinted over his shoulder. Dont go knockin your dust over me, young feller, he said.

Hey, Ben, dont you know me?

Why, you kind of appear like little Chuck, said Ben. What you taken and done? Growed up?

I kind of been growing, admitted Chuck. Wheres Uncle Cal?

Yeah, youve taken and growed up on us, said Ben, as they reached the foot of the canon where the road turned up among the rocks.

Wheres Uncle Cal? repeated Chuck.

No use you riding up this trail, answered Ben. Cal always was a loon, and hes gone and spent the winter over by the Sugar Loaf. He got a dream that the Sugar Loaf was all veined up with gold, and hes gunna get at that gold as soon as things thaw out, sos to be ahead of the rush. Ben spat, then he laughed and smoothed his chin with his whole hand, a careful gesture which he inherited from the days when he wore a full beard. He repeated, as he turned up the canon road: There aint any use you coming. You wont find Cal up there no more.

Ill come anyway, said Chuck.

Ben stopped short, and Pepper bumped his nose on the shoulder of his master. What for would you be such a damn young fool? asked Ben. Cal aint up there, and I aint one for much company.

Id like to see the old shack anyways, said Chuck and laughed.

Ben Whalen mounted Pepper and slumped into the saddle. There was a jingling of tin cans from the pack which sat over the hips of the old horse.

Hows Peppers sight? asked Chuck. Can he see pretty good now?

He cant see nothing no more, answered Ben. Why else would Ive been leading him through the street? But he knows the three miles of the canon trail like it was wrote out on the palm of his hand.

How old is Pepper? asked Chuck.

Dont be chatterin, said Ben. They dont raise up boys with no manners these days. They all keep squawkin like them eagles up yonder.

So Chuck was quiet, unoffended because he knew Ben from of old. For that matter Uncle Cal was as silent as any sourdough, but for Chuck this trip was a return to something more than people. It was a voyage back into his childhood, where even mountains and rocks possess a living spirit that changes. And all the way up the canon he watched with admiration how the old horse, Pepper, followed the sharp windings of the path that followed the twists and the leapings of the creek. There was never a misstep all the way. Only when they came to the head of the steep way, Pepper tried to veer off to the left instead of going straight on toward the shanty. Ben Whalen cursed the old gelding, and kicked him, and reined him the right way, but to the last step Pepper continued to sag to the left.

Growed out of his good sense, the old fool, commented Ben, and began to unstrap the pack.

Chuck carried it into the shack in his strong young arms. It was the same flimsy structure, built of wide, warped boards with cracks through which the sunshine striped the floor with fuzzy yellow lines of light. The winter had blown through those crevices enough snow dust to paint the stove all over with a new coating of red rust, but there was little else in the single room that could take harm. More perishable stuff, of course, would be lodged in the small cellar through the winter.

You tell me where, and Ill put things away, said Chuck.

You take yourself off and leave me be, said Ben, leaning on his rifle and staring gloomily around him.

So Chuck went outside. Pepper was no longer standing in front of the shanty. He had gone off to the side, and there he hung his head and switched his ragged old tail at the flies which swarm thickest and bite deepest in the early spring. The grass stood up quite high in the place where Pepper was standing, and yet it was not for the grass that the gelding had gone there. He did not crop a blade of it, but hung his head as though he were tethered to a hitching rack.

Chuck sat down on the door sill. The little house was just the same, except that like everything else it had shrunk. The canon, too, was narrower, and the walls no longer lifted so high, and the water roared neither so musically nor on so deep a note. It seemed to Chuck that, as one grows older, the world sifts away through the fingers, so what could remain inside the gaunt hands of old men like Ben or Uncle Cal? He turned and looked toward the great Sugar Loaf, frosted with blue and white toward the summit. Then he looked back down the canon. It was not only smaller, but it was changed, for surely in the old days he had been able to look past more than two bends of the walls. There had been a rift, an outlet, and the eye was not stopped by the two joining sides of rock.

Chuck stood up and drifted to the side. The piebald, noisily ripping at the grass and jangling its bit, nevertheless followed him, and this warmed his heart. Now, as he passed to the right, Chuck saw that the canon in fact opened a little. It was exciting. It was as though a door were swinging wide in his mind. He found the exact point from which, he could have sworn, he used to look down the narrows of the ravine. He could see past the second bend and caught a glimpse beyond the third, a narrow slot of blue sky that let the eye shoot onwards. That, as he remembered it, was exactly what he used to see from the threshold of the old shack.

He turned, bewildered, and saw that the shanty stood, in fact, well over to the right. But Pepper was exactly in line with him and that glimpse through the third bend of the ravine. There was something ghostly about it that brought a chill into his blood in spite of the strong mountain sunshine. He went up to Pepper, and the old horse jerked up his head and flattened his ears. He walked in front of Pepper. The ears and the pinched nostrils showed anger, but the filmy eyes showed nothing but the endless twilight within the mind. Stepping back, Chucks foot sank into a hole. He looked down and saw, where the grass was beaten down, that the lips of the little depression made an exact square, like a posthole filled up. But no posts had ever stood near the old shack, none at all except the two of the hitching rack! An idea stranger than life or death made Chuck shuffle back and forth through the grass until he found, eight feet away, another square hole exactly like the first.

He took off his sombrero and rubbed the sweat from his face. The wind came off the mountains and blew his head cold, but the blood in his body was already well iced. For here, where he stood, the hitching rack of the shanty once had been!

He moved back through that taller grass, still scuffing with his heels, and again he found a depression. It was not a narrow hole mouth, this time, but a long line. Still scuffing, he traced a depression inches deep which turned at four corners and outlined a space ten feet long.

By the jumping thunder, said Chuck, this is where the shack used to stand. Those were the postholes. This is the old cellar thats been filled in....

What you doin over there? shouted Ben Whalen. Whats the matter with you, over there? He stood in front of the shanty with his rifle at the ready. Come here! called Ben. Come on over here! What you doin there?

Chuck looked with yearning toward the piebald horse which still followed at his heels, but he was not even tempted to jump for the saddle, because he could remember Ben Whalens talent for putting bullet holes through tin cans flung as high as one pleased. If the grass had been a little taller, Chuck would have dropped into it and tried to disappear like a mole. Instead, he had to walk stiff legged because his knees were rigid with terror toward the old man on the threshold of the cabin.

What you doin over there, anyway? asked Ben Whalen.

I dropped a coupla dimes outa my pocket, said Chuck. I dropped em out when I pulled out my sack of Bull Durham. They went flip off into the grass, and I started kicking around in it to find em.

Why for would you kick around in the grass if you wanted to find something? asked Ben. There aint any sense in doing that.... I got an idea that youre a liar, Chuck, like your pa and your Uncle Cal and your grandpa all was liars before you! He grew very angry. You hear what Im saying? shouted Ben.

Hey... dont swing that gun around, said Chuck. He threw up his hands in a gesture that was purely instinctive. Then desperate fear tempted him, and he caught at the end of the rifle barrel.

Will you? Will you? screeched Ben Whalen. He jerked back on the gun. The front sight ripped half way across the palm of Chuck before his grip held fast. He flung his other arm around Ben and hugged him close. It was like embracing a skeleton, and all the strength went out of Ben in a moment. His hands left his rifle. As Chuck jumped back from him, holding the rifle, old Ben simply leaned against the side of the door with a hand pressed to his side, panting. His mouth was open, sagging the lines of his face longer and longer.

Whats the matter with you, Chuck? You gone crazy or something? asked Ben.

Im crazy enough to go and dig up that whole place! shouted Chuck. Im crazy enough to dig clean to the bottom of the old cellar yonder, till I find out what you were coverin up! Im just crazy enough for that.

What cellar? asked old Ben.

There! Right yonder where the house used to stand.

What you mean, Chuck? Whod take and move a house? Whod have such a loony idea as that?

You took and done it yourself, said Chuck. Post by post and plank by plank, you took and done it your own self. Im gunna find why, if I have to dig right to the bottom of the cellar.

Dont you do it, son, said Ben. That aint a cellar no more. Thats a grave!

A voice that Chuck never had heard before came out of his own throat: Uncle Cal! Its Uncle Cal! he was crying Yeah. Thats where he lies, said Ben. Maybe youll be wanting to take me back to town, Chuck?

He mounted the blind horse, and, while Chuck rode behind with the rifle at a balance across the pommel of his saddle, Pepper went down the slope with his absurd prancing.

It was Pepper that showed you the way, wasnt it? asked Ben.

Yeah. Pepper showed me.

Dog gone his old heart, said Ben. I guess hes gunna outlive me, after all.

Ben, will you tell me how it happened? pleaded Chuck, looking with pity on that bent and narrow back.

I dunno, said Ben. I guess Ive got kind of old and cranky.

He looked up where the two eagles, after giving up their battle for a time, had joined combat again in the middle of the sky. They seemed higher now, but their screaming came plainly to the ears of Chuck. Old Ben kept staring upwards while the blind horse carried him with careful feet down the trail.


HONOR BRIGHT
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ADRIENNE STEPPED INTO the library through the French window — her familys garden adjoins mine — and sat down in the red tapestry chair near the fire. My Adrienne — your Adrienne, every mans Adrienne — selected that chair because it made a perfect background for her black velvet evening wrap, and she wanted to be near the fire so that the bright blaze of it would throw up little golden lights into her hair. I got up and poured her favorite drink, which is a bit of plain water without ice, just stained with Scotch.

This is very pretty, Adrienne, I said. With your profile just so and your head leaning a little, you look like a child.

When you know the truth, does it matter how I look? she said. How is your poor back, Uncle Oliver?

I had been moving some great heavy pots of hydrangeas a few days before on the terrace and had given myself a wrench, but it was not sympathy that caused Adrienne to ask that question; something in my speech had annoyed her, and she wished to remind me, in her sweetly poisonous way, that the first sign of age is weakness in the small of the back.

Im perfectly well, I said.

Im very glad, darling said my Adrienne, but dont insist on being so strong and manly just now, dear.

I looked up from filling my pipe and waited.

You know you prefer cigarettes, she explained.

I put the pipe aside without a word and picked up a cigarette.

Adrienne rose and came, rustling, to stand over me with her fragrance while she held the lighter. Isnt that the wrong end, dear? she suggested.

I reversed the infernal cigarette, and she lighted it. These near approaches or forays of Adriennes often make me nervous, and of this truth she is exquisitely aware.

Are you angry? she asked.

Just enough to give you my full attention, I told her.

Its your usual system.

But I dont come here to annoy you, do I, Uncle Oliver? she wanted to know. You dont really feel that I come here to annoy you, Uncle Oliver? she said sadly.

You come here to think out loud, because Im so old and safe, I answered.

Oh no; not really so safe, she said.

Well, well! Who is it this time? I asked.

Something terrible happened, she told me.

Whats his name? I asked cannily. And who is he?

Its not so much a who as a what, decided Adrienne. Will you help me, dear Uncle Oliver?

I suppose so, I said.

She went back to her chair and held out one hand to be gilded by the firelight, yet I felt that only part of her attention was being given to the composition of this picture and that she was in real trouble. I was astonished and touched.

I have an appointment for eight oclock, she said. You wont let me be late? Its frightfully important.

Very well, I answered. I wont let you be late. But now lets get on with your problem. Whats his name?

Gilbert Ware, she said.

I felt a shock of loss and regret. For years I had realized that my Adrienne was growing up, but still it had remained easy for me to think of her in short skirts and with her hair in braids. A child belongs to every man; a woman belongs to one only; and so my heart shrank at the name of Gilbert Ware. He filled both the imagination and the eye. If he was not one of the richest ten men in the country, he was not far behind them. On his mothers side he went back to the best of Massachusetts, and by his father he was Old Virginia; placed in the diplomatic corps by the Ware dynasty, he had tasted the best the world offers by the time he was thirty; and finally he had the beauty, together with the raised eyebrows, of one of the Founding Fathers. I daresay that he was the catch of the whole country. Such a man did not waste his time on children, which meant that my Adrienne was now a woman.

She explained, He gave a week-end party at his house in the country, and I was there.

At his country house? I said. Why, Adrienne, you really are getting on.

She did not answer but continued to look sidelong thoughts, so that I understood she was about to tell her story. I took my drink in hand, comforted my sight with her, and prepared to listen. Of course, uncle is merely a title that she chose for me, but I have watched Adrienne and listened carefully for several years without coming to the end of her. She is strangely combined of warmth and aloofness. Not even her school friends could nickname her Addie, and no one fails to put the accent on the last syllable of Adrienne because she seems, if not a Latin, at least very different. Actually, her blood is mostly of the far north — Norwegian, I think — and those people of the endless nights have gifts of deep brooding and long, long dreams.

Adrienne is continually in and out of love like a trout in sun and shadow, but the net never seems to take her. When I thought of the name and place of Gilbert Ware in the world, I wondered if this might not be the time. I wondered also how much truth might be mingled in this story with the fictions of Adrienne, for, though I hope she is not a deliberate teller of untruths, she is at least a weaver who loves to have many colors in her web. With the question there came to me a sudden surety that tonight, at least, I should hear nothing but the truth. Also I knew, for no proper reason, that she was to speak of a great event. At this point in my thoughts she began to talk in that voice so light and musical that more than once, it surprises me to say, she has talked me to sleep.

She was quite excited, she said, when the invitation came, for she had seen Gilbert Ware only a few times and, though she had done her very best, she had not been sure that he noticed her. Now she put her mind thoroughly upon the future, as she laid out the things for her maid to pack. She hesitated particularly over the jewels for, if she took none, she might seem dull, and too many might be pretentious. At last she hit on a diamond bracelet — a mere thread of light — and a little ruby pendant of the finest pigeons blood. The two together might be worth some thirty-five hundred or four-thousand dollars. (Adrienne is very good at figures.)

Long before her packing was finished or her thoughts arranged, young Harry Strode stopped by to drive her down to the country. She permitted this service from him, but not with pleasure. She had been quite fond of Strode at one time and, during an extremely dull evening, she had permitted herself to tell him so. But, since Adrienne cannot endure sulky men with long memories, her liking afterwards had turned the other way.

Once in the car, she was as pleasant as possible. However, this was a dark afternoon with such a roar and rushing of rain that conversation meant straining the voice. She had intended to be kind to Harry, but not in the face of such difficulties. Adrienne, who has more than one of the talents of a cat, found herself, while considering the next subject for talk, so comfortable that presently she was asleep.

She roused when Harry paused to take a hitchhiker in out of the downpour. He was a pale man of about my age, she said, with his head thrust forward at the end of a long neck like a caricature of all the bookkeepers in the world. A certain restless hunger in his eyes intrigued her for a moment, but then, in spite of the best intentions, she was asleep again; and the fellow sat quietly in the back seat.

At the entrance to Wares driveway, Strode let out his extra passenger — the lights of a town were only a short distance down the road — and Adrienne remembers how the poor fellow stood in the rain with his hat in his hand, thanking them and waiting for the car to pass on. This roused her so that she was wide awake when they entered the house.

The place was quite a disappointment to her for it combined two faults: it was both baronial and new. Yet she could understand that a man like Ware might simply pick the best of architects and say to him, Here is the land. Select a proper site and build me an appropriate country house. Suppose you take a year to do it, gardens and all. But the moment she went into the living room she was warmed by the realization that Ware was giving the party entirely for her. Every one of the dozen or more house guests had been chosen from among her younger friends. It was only a pity, said Adrienne, that he had not included some of the older ones. Saying this, she smiled at me.

In the great living room, huge as a Tudor hall, tea was being served in delicate porcelain with faint chimings of silver; and there was Gilbert Ware, as ingratiating and observant a host as though he were by no means the catch of a continent. Adrienne made up her mind to have him. Her tactics were to strike at once and to keep on striking.

When Ware asked her about the trip down, she said, I dont want to think about it.

Why not?

No — please! It was only a hitchhiker we picked up, and I simply started imagining things about him.

Something is bothering you, said Gilbert Ware, so lets have it out. He had a doctors air, attentive for humane reasons even to foolish stories.

It was like something youre afraid of seeing by night, said Adrienne.

The storm jumped suddenly at the house and set the tall windows trembling. Since it was only twilight, the curtains had not been drawn, and she looked out over a shimmer of lawn into the green gloom.

Harry had his eyes glued to the road, she said. Hes such a careful driver, but it seemed to me that he must have known what I was seeing as I sat there, pretending to be asleep. In the mirror I could see the mans face; I think Ill always see it.

The hitchhikers?

It was so pale, said Adrienne. It was so long and dead and white... Please dont make me remember.

Dont talk about it; you look sick, said Ware.

Ill be all right. It was only a dream. There wasnt any reality about it. Nothing so evil could be real. You know, the sort of horror that smiles at you in the dark?

Ware was listening to her but with plenty of reservation in those raised eighteenth-century eyebrows. She realized then that, if she married him, she might find herself playing a part forever. The thought excited her as she went on with the embroideries of her little story. Actually there had been something strange about the hitchhiker. Now she enlarged upon him.

She said she had seen the devil wake up in the eyes of the man when, as she raised her hand to her hat, her sleeve fell back and showed the diamond bracelet; she had seen the beast of prey in him appear like some grisly shape that floats up under water, never clearly seen. It wasnt the thought of mere robbery and loss that troubled her but that brooding sense of a monstrous presence.

Gradually the man leaned forward in his seat, preparing to act. She was trying desperately to convey a warning to Harry Strode. If it were too overt, the signal would bring the attack on them instantly. She tried to signal with her eyes, with her hand. She slipped her foot over and touched Strodes. But he remained impervious, simply fixing his eyes on the road and singing a song, said Adrienne, which declared that for alma mater he would stand like a wall and never, never fall; also, when he took the field, he would never yield.

When she talked about the college hymn, something melted in Wares eyes. A barrier fell, admitting her, and whether or not he believed all the tale, plainly he enjoyed the art of it.

She made a quick ending. A police car, she said, suddenly came up behind them, used its siren, and went by. This was enough to make the hitchhiker change his mind. Perhaps the sight of the uniforms recalled to him certain unforgettable years of punishment. He relaxed in his seat, and a moment later they were letting him out at the entrance to the Ware place. She never would forget him standing in the rain with that faint white mockery of a smile, thanking them for the ride. She had reached the house still half sick, but what saved the day for her was a desire to laugh, because Harry Strode had gone through it all aware of nothing but a desire to rally around a banner and, with a heart so true, die for the red and blue.

Ware chuckled at this. Then he said that the guest rooms of his place were cottages scattered through the grounds but, if she were nervous after her experience, she should have a place in the main building.

No, no! said Adrienne. Ive talked it all out now, and I wont think of it again. You were so right to make me tell you everything. I didnt want to say anything about it before the rest of them; theres something so ugly about that kind of a story, dont you think?

Wares eyes dwelt on her for a moment before he agreed; then he let the general conversation flow in upon them, and Adrienne found the eyes of the other girls fixed on her a little grimly. They took it for granted that she merely had succeeded in putting herself on trial, but her resolution was hardening every instant. She would take this man, to have and to hold; she would take him — if for no other reason — because he was hard to get.

Everyone went to change, and Adrienne was shown to her cottage. There were a number of these cabins, each tucked into a special environment: one by a pool, another drenched in vines, one lost in towering woods, and a fourth sunning itself on a little green hilltop, though there was only rain streaming down when Adrienne was taken to it. It was built snug and tight as a ships cabin, but it was a complete job even to a sunken pool in the bathroom.

When she had dressed — in black, she said, with only her ruby pendant — she put on overshoes and a featherweight cellophane slicker which were provided and went back to the house with a flashlight. There was only a misting rain, by this time, but the trees still looked a little wild from the storm.

A few moments after her return to the house, dinner was announced. When they went in, she found herself at the right hand of Ware and felt that the game was half won. Yet he made no particular effort at the table; he preferred to watch her and smile.

She was surprised when suddenly he asked her what she thought of the house.

Doesnt it need something?

Does it? What would you say? More color?

No, but more time.

This seemed to please him. For an instant he came out of the distance and sat within touch of her, his eyes clear and keen, but after that she felt that he had drawn away again. She did not feel that she had failed but that he needed more leisure to make up his mind. She determined to give it to him, so she pleaded a frightful headache and went off to bed early.

By this time the storm had slid away down the sky and out of sight, but a few clouds were flying. The moon hit one of them and dashed the whole weight of it into a shining spray like a bow wave. Adrienne enjoyed these things. She knew that she was on trial — for fifty million, so to speak — but her eye was turned confidently to the future.

She decided, as she lay stretched on her bed in the cottage, looking at the apple-green ceiling, that Gilbert Ware probably wanted a restful creature for a wife. He was an unhurried sight-seer in life, determined to take nothing but the best. She, with her imaginings and her acting, had amused him for a time. She should have adopted an entirely different role and made herself, like him, a quiet observer, a little tired by the game. Adrienne decided that in the morning she would show him a change of pace.

The moment she reached this intelligent conclusion she grew sleepy, but as she yawned, her arms wide open to welcome the aching drowsiness, she heard a slight sound and observed that the knob of her door was turning. She had locked the door, but a thrill of horror froze her heart. Not since she was a child and ghosts had haunted her in dark corridors had she felt such a thoroughly sufficient chill. She reached for the telephone and turned the dial. The bell in the main house began to buzz with a deep, soft voice. The buzzing continued, a far-away sound on the wire and a hollow echoing in Adrienne. Then not a servant but Ware himself spoke.

Its Adrienne Lester, she whispered. Someone is trying to get into my cottage!

He said, with his eternal calm, Someone with a long, white, evil face, no doubt? He laughed and rang off.

She could not believe it, but there it was. Her play-acting had been perfectly patent to him.

The doorknob no longer was turning. Instead, there was a very discreet sound of metal scratching on metal. She remembered now not the sins of her past but the old fable about the little boy who had called Wolf! Wolf! once too often. For an instant she thought of being merely beautiful and helpless; instead, she got up and seized the heavy poker which stood in the brass bucket beside the fire. At the same time the door opened.

A gust of night air came in along with her hitchhiker who looked like a caricature of all the bookkeepers in the world. He closed the door with his foot and pushed his hands into his coat pockets. He was very wet. When he moved, his feet made squashy sounds in his shoes. The rim of his hat, which he did not remove, hung down around his long, pallid face. A thin purple dye, which soaked out of his coat, had streaked the white of his shirt and, since the coat collar was turned up, had left a mark like a cut across his throat. He looked at Adrienne and at the poker she held, then turned his back on her and went to the bedside table where her jewels were lying. He dropped them into a coat pocket.

He was quite hunched and so thin that she could almost count the vertebrae through his coat, but in spite of his apparent weakness she put the poker back into the brass bucket. She was young, swift, strong, but only as a woman. And, though he was by no means a big man, she knew that he could pluck the weapon out of her hands with ease. The knowledge sickened her a little; for the first time she was insufficient in an emergency. My Adrienne slipped quietly toward the door.

No, said the hitchhiker, and shook his head at her.

She turned for an instant toward the blackness of the outer night, but she dared not flee because of the nightmare that might pursue her. She went back to the fire.

A small pool was collecting around the mans feet; she watched the growth of it on the Chinese rug across the tongue and lower jaw of a little dragon.

How do you feel? he asked.

Im all right, said Adrienne.

Youre not afraid?

I was, terribly. But its better now that youre talking, she said.

She thought that it was a pleasant remark, and she made it with a smile, but all the time the sickness of the fear was deepening in her, thickening like a new taste, because the hitchhiker was aware of her from head to foot and from foot to head. It was only for a moment that his eyes touched her in this fashion, but the screaming muscles began to tremble in her throat.

He kept nodding his head up and down in understanding. He ran the tip of his tongue over his lips. It always makes me kind of laugh, he said, the way you people get scared. Once I got into a place and in the first bedroom, where I didnt expect it, there was a young fellow lying reading. Hed heard something. He knew I was inside the room, but he didnt dare to turn his head. I stood there and watched. The magazine was resting on his chest, and his heart was thumping so hard that it made the pages keep stirring like leaves in a wind. He was young, and he was twice as big as me; but nothing is as big as the things that come out of the night.

What happened, then? What did you do? asked Adrienne.

Dont scream or nothing, said the thief. Im gonna turn out the light.

He turned out the light so that there was only the fire to send his shadow and hers up the wall and over the ceiling in waves and tremblings.

Adrienne picked up the poker again.

Yeah, youd fight, wouldnt you? he said, and laughed a little. Got anything to drink in here?

No, said Adrienne.

Whats over here? and he pulled open a small door set into the wall.

Two flasks of cut glass glimmered inside the niche. He sniffed at them.

Brandy and Scotch. Funny how you people never know that bourbon is better than Scotch... Have some?

No, said Adrienne.

Heres down the hatch!

Dont drink it! cried Adrienne.

Why not?

Please dont drink it! she begged.

Ah, thats what you think, is it? Well, heres down the hatch!

He took a good swallow, and while his head was back, his eyes half closed, she freshened her grip on the poker, but still she could not act. She put the poker back in place for the second time, because it came to her that all the danger she dreaded was, in fact, closed in the room with her and that she would have to meet it with a different kind of force.

He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, which made a smear across his face, and then he sat down beside the fire. Adrienne sank into the opposite chair.

They spent some money on you all right, he said. I remember hearing a rich feller say, once... I used to be a plumber, and plumbers hear what people say, but a length of cast-iron pipe rolled on me, and it gave me a kind of a twist in the back, so I wasnt any good, after that. I had to use the old bean, so I used it... He seemed to have lost his place in the conversation. Where was I at? He took another drink.

You were about to say how much money is spent on us.

This feller was saying that his girl cost ten thousand a year from twelve years up. Travel, governess, maid, school — he said ten thousand wouldnt cover it. Ten thousand for ten years. Thats a hundred grand. How many languages you got?

French and Italian, a little. And a bit of German.

You dont look like you would know any German.

They sent me to Vienna for a year. To study singing.

I guess you can do that pretty good.

Not very.

Sing Home on the Range, dead soft.

She sang Home on the Range softly. He finished the flask of Scotch while he listened. He hummed the last part of it in unison with her.

I never was West, he said, but I like that song. Its kind of American. It reminds me how big we are... Ive heard plenty sing it better than you.

Of course you have. She managed to smile again.

He stared hard watching for the end of the smile, but she kept it, after a fashion, in the corners of her mouth and in her eyes.

There aint hardly a good swallow in one of these flasks. Go fetch me the other one, will you?

Certainly, said my Adrienne.

She rose and went to the little cupboard. As she turned with the flask of brandy in her hand, she saw that the plumber sat a little higher in his chair, and then she was aware that his body was rigid as she came up behind him. He was waiting, tense and set, for whatever she might attempt to do, but he would not turn his head an inch toward her. She went slowly by him and gave him the flask — and her smile.

He relaxed in his chair. You feel better, dont you?

A lot better, she said.

I guess you been scrubbed clean every day of your life. I guess you never wear anything but silk?

Oh, yes. Oh, lots of other things, she said.

You dont mind me now if I drink this?

I dont mind at all.

Look, he said.

Yes, said my Adrienne.

Maybe theres better singers, but I never heard nobody talk so good. You bet I never heard anybody talk so good. He stood up. You been pretty all right, and I sort of hate taking your stuff. You know?

For the first time, in a way that was strange to Adrienne, he opened his eyes and looked at her with an appeal for understanding. He was apparently about to go, and she would not have to keep on smiling. She felt she had done enough acting in those few minutes to last her the rest of her life.

Its all right, she said to him. We all have to get along somehow.

Thanks. I believe youre on the square, but Ill fix this first. He pulled the telephone wire from the wall socket. Then he lifted a finger at her. You wont budge out of here for ten minutes?

I wont budge.

Ten whole minutes? Honor bright?

Honor bright, said Adrienne, and crossed herself automatically.

Well, I guess thats all right then. Good night to you.

He went out of the cottage.

There was a little clock above the fireplace. She noted the hands at five past eleven and resolved to wait for the ten whole minutes, honor bright; but all at once, said Adrienne, she thought of what a scene there would be when she rushed into the big house and told them, how everyone would be roused, and there would be calls for the police, and Gilbert Ware looking frightfully mortified and, for once, thoroughly alert. She thought of these things and ran from the cottage, but before she had taken three steps, the man moved out from behind the corner of the little building. He came straight toward her, slowly, with his hands in his coat pockets, and his black shadow slid silently over the ground beside him, like a man and his ghost or a man and the black devil, said Adrienne. I wonder why she did not use those quick feet of hers to fly away to the big house, but all she could do was to creep away from him through the open door of the cottage. She backed up until the wall stopped her. Her knees gave way. My Adrienne crouched with her eyes closed, because she dared not look for another instant at the long, white, deadly face of the hitchhiker. But she could feel his shadow falling over her, cold on her face and breast, she said.

Well, so there isnt any honor bright, he said. I thought maybe you were one of the things for the country to be proud of. But you aint. You aint all right at all. Youre dirt. Youre just dirt.

It seemed to Adrienne that the chill of his shadow still was falling on her, but when she looked up, after a long time — after a long time when the breath seemed to be stopping in her body — she saw that he was gone, and she was able to get to the chair by the fire and drop into it.

Only a moment later Gilbert Ware came in. He looked at the black, wet footprints on the floor, and then dropped on one knee beside her chair. She was reminded dimly of other young men who had taken the same position — my Adrienne always is reminded of someone else, no matter what a man does.

Ive been a fool — Ive been a goddamned fool! said Ware, in just as trembling a passion of regret as any other man. What happened? What has he done?

My Adrienne said nothing, not because she was incapable of speech, nor because she was remembering the theft and her fear, but because she was thinking of a loss far more vital, for which she could not find a name. So she kept on thinking until her thoughts went jogging all the way back to childhood, which was the last time honor bright had troubled her soul. She was holding out her hands to the fire which, against all nature, gave her no comfort.

Gilbert Ware took those hands and turned her suddenly toward him so that she had to see his face, all savage with resolution. There was no trace now of that astute and critical spirit which had looked so carefully through her.

When did he go? Has he hurt you? Tell me. Do you hear me, dear Adrienne? What has he done?

There was one word in this speech which could not help partially reviving such a practical girl as my Adrienne, and yet she still was half lost in that unhappy dream as she answered,

He took the bracelet and pendant. I dont know when he left. The hitchhiker...

Was it that fellow? And I thought it was only a story! cried Ware.

He jumped for the phone, found it was disconnected, sprang back to her.

Let him go! she said. I dont want ever to see him again. Dont make me see him again, Gilbert.

Gilbert Ware threw a blanket around her and lifted her to her feet. He helped her along the path to the main house.

You wont have to see him. Of course you wont have to see him. Dont talk, my sweet girl, my Adrienne. Youve had a frightful shock. Will you be able to forgive me?

Miserable as she was, she could not help thinking how easy it might be to forgive fifty million and Gilbert Ware.

The party at the house had not broken up, and everyone hurried to be of help. Faces leaned over Adrienne as she lay on the couch wrapped in the blanket. Someone chafed her feet. Her fingers were around a mug of hot toddy that warmed her hands and her lips and her throat but could not melt the ice around her heart.

She was conscious of much telephoning back and forth, but she was not prepared for the return of her philosophical hitchhiker, flanked by a pair of proud policemen. In that frame he was a wretchedly starved picture of a man. He had left the muddy country lanes for a highway, and the police had picked him up at once. Ware, bending close beside Adrienne, was saying, Theres only one word for you to speak, and then its all over. Simply identify the jewels and the man. The law takes on after that. Dont move, Adrienne. Dont sit up.

She did sit up, however, because it was mortally necessary for her to face again those eyes which had looked into her so shamefully far. But the inquiring mind was gone from the thief. All that had been free and dangerous and of the night now was faded into a dim creature who had suffered before and was prepared once more to endure.

I guess this is the stuff, Miss? said one of the policemen, holding out the jewels in the palm of his hand. You just identify it, and hell take a trip.

She kept trying to catch the glance of the thief, but he stared straight forward at the years of labor, of silence and of shame. His wet hat, now a shapeless sponge, was crushed in one hand, and it was upon this hand that Adrienne was forced, most unwillingly, to focus her attention. There was something abnormal, misshapen and oversized about it. By contrast, Gilbert Ware had such slender fingers, such a rounded but inadequate wrist, that one wondered how he could swing a polo mallet. The thumb of the hitchhiker, for instance, was broadened, thickened and fleshed on the inside to a surprising degree. Across his wrist lay two forking veins as big as her little finger, and all at once she penetrated the mystery. It was simply that the thief had been a laborer. By swinging sledge hammers, by tugging with all his might at powerful wrenches, he had deformed and desensitized his hands until they were merely gross tools, vaguely prehensile.

. . . just a matter of identification, a policeman was saying.

They arent mine, she said.

The smiles of the policemen persisted a moment, wavered and went out like lanterns in a sudden wind.

But wait — but, Adrienne! said Gilbert Ware.

She shook her head. Not mine.

But this is the very fellow you were talking about! cried Ware.

I never saw him before.

My dear Adrienne, said Ware, looking hard at her, if youre doing this out of charity, please remember that the law has a rightful place in this affair.

She lost track of his voice, watching comprehension break up the calm of the plumber, but even as the hope entered him, and he saw that after all she seemed to be giving him some chance of escape, the manhood seemed to go out of him. Something of his spirit came leering, groveling at her feet.

Ware asked everyone to leave the room. Then he sat down beside Adrienne. Now whats it all about? he asked, and he looked at her as a dealer might look at a picture of uncertain authentication.

I dont know.

Im sure you always think your way through before you do anything.

I try to, she admitted, and she kept searching her mind only to discover that the deeper she went, the more unknown was this new Adrienne.

He was waiting.

I dont know what the whole truth about this is, she said, but I have a horrible, naked feeling that Im going to tell it.

After all, he had lived a bit. He showed it now by saying nothing.

Did you see his hands? she asked. They were real, dont you think?

Real?

Hes worked like an honest man, and hes been a thief. Hes been in prison, too, and thats real enough. He could see that Im all make-believe. Im not even honestly looking for a husband. Im just as honest as a cat that wants kittens. I try to be clever, but Im only silly and young. Ive never even made a beginning. I hate it. Oh, you dont know how I hate it.

Theres something pretty final about this, he said. I think youre writing me down as one of the people who never have made a beginning.

And now, in this interval, Adrienne found that she could not tell a pleasant lie. She knew that every second of the silence was saying good-by to fifty million dollars but, instead of speaking, she could only remember the voice of the thief saying, Youre dirt! Youre just dirt!

After a while Ware stood up slowly, still with something between anger and entreaty in his eyes, but when that frightful silence continued, he said, Ill tell them the hitchhiker isnt the man.

He left the room.

A fortune vanished with him, but with a very convinced longing Adrienne wanted to be out of that house. That was what she told the doctor, when he came a few minutes later.

He said, Youve had a shock, my girl.

Have I? Im going to be better, though, now.

Youd better stay in bed for two or three days.

Oh, no; I wont need to do that. Theres someone I have to see.

Youd better do as I say, though, he advised.

But I know me so well, said my Adrienne.

Here she finished her drink, and I knew that her story was finished also; her timing is so perfect.

I blew some smoke upward and watched it vanish. Fifty million dollars all gone? I said, but then I saw that there was a shadow on Adrienne, a strange dimness.

Now tell me about everything, she said, looking at the place where the smoke had vanished.

Why, its not difficult, my dear, I told her. Youre unhappy about it because you dont understand the big, quick movement of your own heart; when you saw Ware bearing down with all the dogs of the law on that poor, hunted devil—

Oh, nonsense, said Adrienne. Just as poor and hunted as a wolf. You dont know. I mean, a wolf thats perfectly at home in the woods, snow or shine. Dont you see? What am I looking for? Why, Im looking for a man, and that evening I thought Id found him. But I hadnt. Id only found a sort of beautiful social legend, or something. The hitchhiker was more of a man.

Well, yes. Well... of course, I said, and gave myself a twist that hurt my back. I hadnt thought of that. But — just to return a bit — who was it you wanted to see in the pinch? You remember you spoke to the doctor about him.

Oh, an old, old friend, said Adrienne. His voice was with me all through it. Hes the one Im to see tonight.

Better be on your way, then, I told her. Its ten to eight now.

Really? Is it as late as that? Then may I ring for Jericho?

She was pressing the button as I said, What the devil do you want with him?

Jericho came in. He is made of white hair, yellow parchment, and heavenly spirit.

Jericho dear, said Adrienne, is there any cold, cold champagne?

There is one just barely turnin to ice, said Jericho.

Then well have that for an aperitif, she told him. And is that pheasant big enough for two?

Just perfect, Miss Adrienne.

Then serve it that way, please, said Adrienne.

Do you mean that Im the appointment? I asked, when Jericho left.

Youre the only person who knows enough to tell me whats wrong with me, she said desolately. But I dont need the telling actually. I know already. Say something or Im going to cry, said Adrienne, who now was sitting on the arm of my chair.

Jericho brought in the champagne and paid no attention to Adrienne as he began opening the bottle.

Well, Ill tell you a fact thats better than a story, I said.

I hate facts, said Adrienne.

When the Arab mare comes out of the tent in the morning — because the Arabs value their mares most, you know...

What silly people!

Theyre not silly at all.

Oh, arent they?

No, theyre not. But when the mare comes out of the tent, she looks away off beyond the tribe and over the heads of the family that owns her, and across the desert to the edge of the horizon. She has her tail arched and her head raised, and theres a tremendous expectation in her eyes that makes her master sad.

But why?

Because he knows shes saying to herself: When will the real master come!

How rather lovely, said Adrienne.

Jericho had placed in my hand a glass in which the bubbles broke with a crisping sound. Heres to the real master, my dear, I said.

Will you find him for me?

This is just nonsense, Adrienne, I told her with severity.

But Im tired — oh, Im tired to death! she said. I want my life to start.

Come, come! Lets have this drink.

Not until you promise me.

But what?

Either find me a husband — Ill ask no questions — or marry me yourself.

Adrienne!

Are you really so shocked?

But Im old enough to be—

You are old enough, you see. Shall we drink to it!

I shall find you somebody, said I.

Of course you will, said Adrienne, raising her glass slowly as though waiting for permission.

I lifted mine in turn and, looking up, saw her all shining and golden through the color of the wine.

THE END


THE KING
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IT WAS A big day when Rudy Zandor consented to dine with me at Chasens because those were the years when he was astonishing Hollywood with a series of super productions. He was another Sampson whose strength lay not in his long hair but in his perfect self-confidence.

The country he loved, the flag followed, the God he worshiped was Rudy Zandor. So I put in the whole day working on my plot and reached the restaurant rather full of hope.

Zandor was hardly an hour later, which seemed a good sign, and then he came in with a yes-man named Gregg and Jimmy Jones, whose real name is Jonascsky, Zandor raised quite a buzz with his entrance because he always dressed for public appearances. This time he wore corduroy trousers, a riding coat buttoned high around the throat, and four days whiskers. His friends were in dinner jackets for contrast.

Rudy was almost at my table when another murmur started. All eyes left him, and in came Raymond Vincent Etherton in his black coat and white stock like an eighteenth century ghost. It was rather hard on Zandor to have his entrance messed up like that, for he was completely forgotten as the old man went by, looking straight ahead and failing to see the people who spoke to him. He went to his usual corner, waited for his coffee and cognac, and contemplated the dignity of space.

When Dave Chasen in person brought the brandy, Etherton became gently and kindly aware of him, for he was really abstracted, not merely high-hat. Thirty years before, when he consented to be King Arthur for D.W. Griffith, he must have been a glorious man.

Some of the glory hung about him as Henri Quatre in Ivry or as Richard the Lion-Hearted in The Talisman. He never was cast except as a king and he moved through his parts without the slightest acting, merely lending his presence, as it were. The whisper had it that there was a dash of real royalty in his blood but no one even in Hollywood dared to suggest the bar-sinister to Etherton.

Even Hollywood was surprised by the appearance of such a man on the screen. He was more a rare legend than a fact. That was why Chasens buzzed so this evening.

Zandor, in eclipse, looked pretty sour.

That man, he said, pointing at Etherton. Who is he?

Jimmy Jones winked at me. It was the yes-man who gave the answer. A celebrity in Hollywood cant help accumulating them as the northside of a tree gathers moss.

Thats Raymond Vincent Etherton, said Gregg.

I want him. He has a hungry look. I want him to play Shylock, said Zandor.

The Merchant of Venice after the big western? I asked.

Before, said Zandor. Im not doing the western.

My hopes went crash; and at the same moment I heard Gregg ordering caviar.

Jimmy said: You cant buy an Etherton, Rudy. He doesnt need money, but he acts now and then to raise the level of the screen and show the world what royalty should be.

Zandor waved his hand at Jones. You bother me, he said. Go away.

Jimmy Jones went away.

Now get Etherton. Offer him seventy-five thousand, directed Zandor.

His Number Two boy went over to Etherton and I felt a little sick about Zandor and about myself for being with him.

Etherton was sipping his brandy when the yes-man leaned over his table and started talking. The old fellow showed no sign that he heard a syllable. Presently he laid a bill on the table, stood up, and walked through the Number Two boy as though the fellow were a thin mist. He passed out of Chasens and Gregg came back to Zandor, astonished.

Nothing could stop him — not even your name, Rudy, he said.

Why didnt you raise the bid? asked Zandor, furious. I dont care what sort of blood he has in him; nobody walks out on me. Why didnt you offer him one hundred thousand?

But I didnt have the authority, said the yes-man.

Zandor looked him over from his chin to the sleek of his hair and turned his shoulder; it was plain that there was one parasite less in his life.

It was a rotten dinner. I tried to be bright for a while but gave it up after Zandor had snarled a few times. The great man was preoccupied. In the middle of his chicken cacciatore he jumped up and left the tableware jingling.

Show me where this Etherton lives, he commanded.

I paid the bill and took him to Ethertons house — small, sedate, withdrawn from the vulgar world behind a formal Italian garden. The California moon, for we have a special variety out here, was laying cool silver over everything and the fountain statue left a perfect shadow on the pool.

The door of the house was open. I dont know why this shocked me so much. It was like seeing the great Etherton with his mouth agape. Zandor leaned on the bell. It made a thin chime of music far inside and we had no other answer. Zandor went in.

Youd better not do that, I protested. The old man wont stand intrusions.

Look! said Zandor. I knew it... hungry!

I followed him a step and saw him pointing to the living room; there was enough slanting moonshine to show that it was empty. The waxed floor shone like water, but there was not a stick of furniture. Zandor strode through the open door beyond and into the kitchen. There was a rusted gas stove. Something scurried away on a shelf and I saw a bit of nibbled cheese rind and cracker crumbs. But Zandor was moving on through a naked dining room and into a bed chamber that was furnished with box springs on the floor, a pier glass, and a big, gilded chair in front of the mirror. In the chair sat Etherton wrapped in a black cloak with his white head thrown back and his right hand at his breast, supported by something.

He looked at us with deeply veiled eyes of contempt and seemed about to make a gesture of silent dismissal. It needed another glance to see that all his gesturing had ended, for what supported his hand was the hilt of the little medieval dagger he had driven through his heart.

I looked away from him to the three big photographs which hung on the walls and showed me Etherton as the Lion-Hearted in heavy chain mail, as Henri Quatre with the famous white plume in his helmet, as King Arthur bearded like a saint.

Understanding grew in me. Those rare appearances of Etherton on the screen had not been a casual amusement but the nerve center of his whole life. His parts never had been large but they had made him a king, and with a childs pitiful sincerity he had enclosed himself within a dream. Rather than step outside it, he had starved. I could imagine with what care he dressed himself this evening, borrowed the last possible dollar from a pawnbroker and went out for the final time to see if Hollywood once more would give him a shadowy throne. Instead, it preferred to see in him the wicked moneylender, so he came home and erased himself from the page.

Zandor was triumphant.

You see? You see? he roared at me. I was right. I did spot the hunger in him. Hes been on a throne for thirty years but when he got the Shylock offer, he knew that Id seen the starvation in his face. The seventy- five thousand scared him. He was tempted and he almost fell. The hundred thousand would have bought him, lock, stock and barrel. But that fool of a Gregg didnt know how to bargain.

I got out into the garden. It was a warm June night, but I was shivering. Zandor followed me. The bigness of his voice made the fountain pool tremble.

He wanted to be a king or nothing, you see? roared Zandor. So he came home and ended his reign. You get it? Its big stuff. Its new. Its a picture. And its mine.

THE END
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American soldiers fighting near Lucca, Italy, 1944 – Brand died on 12 May 1944 from a shrapnel wound, received whilst working as a war correspondent in Italy. He was personally commended for bravery by President Roosevelt.
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Max Brand, c. 1935
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The Sicily-Rome American Cemetery and Memorial, Nettuno, Italy — Brands final resting place
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Brands memorial
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Tizzo, young firebrand and adventurer, finding himself caught
in the meshes of intrigue, fights his way out with sword and fire
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